Business Standard

Volume XXXI Number 13
NEW DELHI | THURSDAY, 2 MAY 2024

Preserving abrand

Amicable Godrej split has a lot riding on it

he Godrej group, over its 127-year history, has developed a remarkably
strong brand, by some estimates one of the 10 most recognised and
valued in the country. It has grown the value of its products, particu-
larly in consumer-facing sectors over the past decades. But it has
done so while struggling on internal coordination and institutionalisation of
family control. In fact, there’s no real “Godrej group” as such, uniting its various
enterprises. Efforts such as the creation of a family business board over a decade
ago did not quite pan out. In India, as tight leadership from the early founders
of a family-owned group gave way to multiple stakeholders with differing
visions in subsequent generations, this has often been a recipe for disaster.

However, the split in the Godrej family holdings that has just been announced
— which is said to be an “ownership realignment” — seems to be a relatively
low-impact and amicable manner of managing such disagreements. It seems
that, by and large, the shareholders in the listed Godrej companies would avoid
the wealth destruction that previous family disputes have caused. The various
listed companies, including Godrej Consumer Products Ltd and Godrej Properties
Ltd, will go to one side, run by the families of Adi and Nadir Godrej; their cousins
Jamshyd Godrej and Smita Godrej Crishna will take Godrej Enterprises Group,
dominated by the unlisted firm Godrej & Boyce. Many were interested, in par-
ticular, in how management of the vast land bank in Vikhroli that the latter con-
trols would pan out. This land, an over 3,000-acre parcel that has been in the
family for almost a century, occupies an enviable position alongside the Eastern
Express Highway in Mumbai.

The family did not address the question of this land’s future directly in its
main press release; however, another press release struck a calming note by
insisting that Godrej & Boyce, as owner and developer, its subsidiary Godrej
Construction, and Godrej Properties as the development manager and marketer,
would continue to collaborate on the land. Not all the land is suitable for devel-
opment, but 1,000 acres of Mumbai land would be enough to cause fatal acrimony
in most families. It appears, fortunately, that the Godrej family has avoided that.
However, how this land will be developed — and whether the Adi Godrej side of
the family has lost out in terms of controlling its value — remains to be seen.
Given the size and environmental sensitivity of the land, as well as the scarcity
of real estate in Mumbai, there are deep questions of trusteeship and stewardship
at stake here that involve not just the family but also the people and government
of the city.

Extra value in any development of the land will come, in part, through trust
in the Godrej brand name. The broader question, thus, is how both these separated
entities — which will, apparently, continue to share the familiar Godrej brand
and logo — can manage to retain the aura that the brand has acquired over the
past century and more. In concrete terms, how will any one side manage situations
in which it feels the other is diluting the shared brand value? In the absence of
any clear institutional framework, this will come down to goodwill.

Unfavourable conditions

Workplace culture remains hostile for women

ne of the less publicised aspects of the post-Covid bounceback in busi-

ness around the world is the lack of progress in improving workplaces

for women. This was the key message from consultancy firm Deloitte’s

global Women@Work survey, 2024. The report talks of an “uncomfort-
able truth” — that women’s progress is stagnating both inside and outside the
workplace. In particular, the transition to full-time work has resulted in difficult
adjustments for women. The survey covered 5,000 women across 10 countries,
including India, suggesting that the problem was more or less widespread. The
root of the problem appears to be uncongenial workplace environments. Almost
half the women reported higher stress levels than a year ago, only slightly lower
than the 53 per cent in 2022, when workplaces started returning to normal, and
about 40 per cent said they got mental health support from their employers, a
statistic almost unchanged over the three-year period. A greater point of concern
is the fact that only a third of women said they felt comfortable discussing their
mental health with their employers, down from 43 per cent in 2022. A key related
issue is the disproportionate burden that women bear of household responsibility.
Between 40 and 50 per cent of the women surveyed said responsibilities for child
care, domestic chores or caring for another adult devolved on them.

The evidence of the survey suggests that corporate cultures are still perceived
by women as fundamentally hostile. For instance, 95 per cent of women believed
that taking advantage of flexible work arrangements would negatively impact
career progression. Roughly a third reported being excluded from decision mak-
ing or interactions because of hybrid work arrangements and limited exposure
toleaders. Nearly half of women remain concerned about workplace safety, and
43 per cent said they experienced “non-inclusive behaviours” at work over the
past year — the bulk of it in the form of micro-aggression rather than outright
sexual harassment. That said, there were some positives that suggest the direction
of cultural reform at corporations. Though a concerning 27 per cent of women
said they did not feel comfortable speaking up on personal issues like periods,
menopause or fertility, only 15 per cent said they thought speaking up would
negatively impact their career progression, and 13 per cent said their company
culture did not encourage such openness about these topics.

It appears that more inclusive cultures remain in the minority. Deloitte
identified a group of Gender Equality Leaders, organisations that, according to
the women surveyed, created genuinely inclusive cultures. However, just six
per cent of the women surveyed work for one of these organisations. Such organ-
isations reported high levels of loyalty — including in the form of being recom-
mended to other women — and their employees were likely to stay with them
longer because they saw a path to career progression. The survey focused on
the corporate workplace. The concern for India, however, is that the poor stan-
dards in office environments translate into even worse conditions on factory
floors, where work cultures tend to be less sophisticated. But it is to the factory
as much as to the white-collar office that India needs to encourage women to
come. India’s unsafe and hostile factory environment is unlikely to achieve this
unless these institutions change their cultures too.

A Chinese invasion of

the auto landscape

Asseen in Australia, tariff cuts may have an unwelcome
outcome for domestic car makers

disruption with the large-scale entry of
Chinese auto firms, especially in the electric
mobility sector. These changes will affect the fortunes
of existing automakers, as well as jobs and imports.

In the next few years, Chinese companies could
make one in every three electric vehicles (EVs), along
with numerous passenger and commercial vehicles on
Indian roads, either directly or through joint ventures
(JVs) with Indian firms. Just one JV between SAIC
Motors (owner of the MG brand) and India’s JSW Group
aimsto sell over 1 million new energy vehicles by 2030.
The JV wants to recreate the “Maruti Suzuki moment”
of the 1980s that revolutionised the Indian auto sector.

SAIC Motors is one of the “Big Four” state-owned
Chinese automakers. In 2007, SAIC
Motors acquired British car maker
MG Rover’s assets after it went
bankrupt. It uses a plant in Halol,
Gujarat, previously owned by
General Motors, to produce vehicles
like the Hector and the ZS EV for
the Indian market.

SAIC Motors is not alone.
Chinese car company BYD (Build
Your Dreams) Auto sells a range of
electric vehicles in India, as well as

T he Indian automobile industry is poised for

AJAY SRIVASTAVA

roads are made using Chinese parts.

India provides much-needed relief for Chinese
firms. China’s EV exports to the European Union and
the United States are declining due to anti-subsidy
probes and increased trade restrictions on the export
of subsidised cars and EV batteries from China.
Indian auto industry’simpressive credentials: The
sector is the largest industrial ecosystem in India,
accounting for over one-third of the country’s manu-
facturing gross domestic product (GDP) and providing
20 million direct and indirect jobs.

India is the fourth-largest car producer in the world,
after China, Japan, and the US, having produced 4.6
million cars in 2023. It ranks tenth in car exports with
a24 per cent global share. The turnover of India’s auto
and auto component industry exceed-
ed $150 billion in FY23. The export
figures were significant, with automo-
biles at $8.7 billion, two-wheelers at
$2.8 billion, and auto components at
$7.3 billion.

The Indian auto sector took a leap
in the early 1980s with a JV between
the Indian Maruti Udyog Limited and
the Japanese Suzuki Corporation.
Japanese technology and India’s
expertise in casting, forging, and fab-

buses, trucks, cars, and sports utility
vehicles (SUVs). BYD entered the commercial vehicle
sector independently and through a partnership
with Megha Engineering under the Olectra brand.
Recently, BYD has also started importing ready-to-
drive cars in completely-built-unit (CBU) form.
Similarly, Volvo cars are also being imported from
China in completely-knocked-down (CKD) Kits.
Chinese companies like Changan Automobile,
JinkoSolar, and several bus and truck manufacturers,
including Zhongtong Bus and Foton Motor, contribute
to China’s automotive presence in India. Additionally,
several others like Great Wall Motors and Haima
Automobile are looking to enter the Indian market.
Moreover, e-rickshaws and two-wheelers on Indian

The ominous

he clouds of a potential debt crisis are threat-
T ening to cast an ominous shadow over the

global economic landscape. The International
Monetary Fund’s (IMF) latest Fiscal Monitor (April
2024) has flagged grave concerns. Even four years
past the Covid-19 outbreak, fiscal deficits and debts
remain elevated worldwide compared to pre-pan-
demic projections.

The IMF’s latest Global Debt Monitor, which
tracked data until December 2022, reported total
global debt (private plus public) to have risen to $235
trillion, equivalent to 238 per cent of the global gross
domestic product (GDP) — a good 9 percentage point
above its pre-Covid level, driven primarily by the
mounting debts of economic powerhouses China
and the US. Remarkably enough,
China’s debt explosion, outpacing the
rest of the emerging world, account-
ed for over half of the increase in
global debt ratios since 2008 — a
sobering statistic that underscores
the gravity of the situation.

The April Fiscal Monitor further
highlights that fiscal prudence may
take a back seat in 2024, the “Great
Election Year,” when 88 economies,
representing more than half of the
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rication enhanced the domestic auto
sector’s productivity by 250 per cent over the next 20
years and set it on a high growth path.

Subsequently, three government decisions shaped
the industry: The imposition of high import tariffs
ranging from 70-125 per cent on completely built
cars and motorcycles, but a low 7.5-10 per cent tariff
on parts and components to allow the import of
inputs; not cutting tariffs under the free-trade agree-
ments or FTAs; and allowing up to 100 per cent for-
eign direct investment through the automatic route.

While high import tariffs sheltered firms oper-
ating in India from external competition, the pres-
ence of many top global firms making cars in India
ensured intense internal competition.
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Many experts question the rationale of high tariffs.
The example of the Australian auto industry, however,
suggests an unwelcome outcome of tariff cuts. In 1987,
Australia produced 89 per cent of the cars it used,
protected by a high 45 per cent import duty. However,
as Australia gradually reduced these tariffs, the pro-
portion of locally produced vehicles decreased. Today,
with import tariffs atjust 5 per cent, Australia imports
nearly all of its cars. Major manufacturers like Nissan,
Ford, General Motors, Toyota, and Mitsubishi, which
once produced vehicles in Australia, have since closed
their operations there.

The growth of the Indian automobile industry is

assured due to the low number of cars per person;
only 22 out 0f 1,000 Indians own a car, compared to
980 in the US and 164 in China. Rising purchasing
power, increasing urbanisation, and government
initiatives also help. These are the key reasons for
global automakers' interest in India.
Current industry structure: About 70 per cent of
India’s passenger cars are made by companies con-
trolled by foreign firms like Suzuki, Hyundai, Kia,
Toyota, Honda, Ford, Skoda, Renault, Nissan, and
Mercedes. Key Indian firms are Tata Motors and
Mahindra & Mahindra. Emerging players in the EV
space, like Ola Electric and Ather Energy, are making
their mark.

The entry of top Chinese firms into the Indian
market will surely eat into the share of Japanese,
Korean, and European firms. They will also impact
the domestic auto/EV manufacturers, firms working
in the EV value chain space, and battery development.

Nearly aquarter of India’s auto component imports
come from China. India’s dependence on China will
increase sharply as more Chinese firms making cars in
India import most parts and components from China.

The government has reduced the import duty on
electric vehicles with a minimum value of $35,000
from 70-100 per cent to 15 per cent. Concessional
duty imports can be made only by original equipment
manufacturers (OEMs) that commit a minimum
investment of $500 million to set up local manufac-
turing within a three-year period. Such OEMs can
import up to 40,000 vehicles over a five-year period.

Such tariff cuts will benefit Chinese manufactur-
ers directly or indirectly, as they are the dominant
suppliers of EVs and batteries. Supply chain depen-
dence on China will sharply increase even when non-
Chinese companies (Tesla, Vinfast) set shop in India.

Recommendations: The government must pro-
mote investments in R&D on the next generation of
battery technology instead of subsidising EVs on the
road. The import intensity of EVs exceeds 70-90 per
cent, and most imports, including batteries, are from
China. With over 70 per cent of power being generated
from coal, EVs will not be green enough in India.

India needs to think strategically and long-term.
Automobile associations, caught between the com-
peting interests of foreign and Indian car makers
and import supporters, might not be effective in
guiding the industry’s direction.

Thewriter is the founder of Global Trade Research Initiative
(www.gtri.co.in)

shadow of global debt

risks starting a vicious cycle of financial instability
by straining government finances, corporate balance
sheets, and household budgets, choking off credit
and investment — the lifeblood of economic growth.

Second, unsustainable debt levels will further wors-
en sovereign ratings in many countries and constrain
governments’ ability to make productivity-enhancing
public investments. For example, Moody’s rates Italy,
sitting on a €24 trillion debt pile (144 per cent of its
GDP), just one notch above junk (investment) grade
with a negative outlook. The debt burden has also left
little fiscal space for public investments — so much
so that Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni has embarked
on a massive €20 billion disinvestment plan for its
national entities to avert economic stagnation.

Third, overleveraged corporations
will likely face heightened bankrupt-
cy risks as economic growth falters
and borrowing costs escalate. US cor-
porate debt has surged to nearly 80
per cent of GDP — double its level in
the early 1990s. S&P Global forecasts
default rates for below-investment-
grade bonds to reach 4.75 per cent by
the end of 2024. Such a wave of insol-
vencies could trigger mass layoffs,
depressed consumer spending, and

world’s population, are scheduled to
hold elections. Electoral compulsions leading to
populist measures and profligate spending (to woo
voters) could exacerbate deficits and debts globally,
compounding the looming debt crisis and jeopar-
dising long-term economic stability.

With the global economy settling into a new nor-
mal of lower potential growth and tighter monetary
policy, the debt runup seems poised to regain fresh
momentum. The ramifications of excessive debt are
going to be far-reaching and potentially catastrophic.

First, as interest rates remain elevated to combat
lingering inflation, with the US federal funds rate
now between 5.25 per cent and 5.5 per cent, its high-
est since 2007, the debt servicing cost will continue
tospiral. Over the last decade, US interest payments
have more than doubled, crossing $1 trillion in 2023,
driven by a record $34 trillion debt on its account.
In China, the debt-servicing burden is projected to
increase by 7.8 per cent to a record 1.27 trillion yuan
($177 billion) in 2024. Such massive debt overhang

a severe credit crunch, throttling US
economic vitality with a global cascading effect.

Fourth, at the household level, countries like
Norway, Denmark and the Netherlands have wit-
nessed household debt soar past 225 per cent of their
disposable income. Such precarious household
finances portend drastic consumer spending cuts
amidst job losses or higher borrowing costs, thereby
stifling aggregate demand.

Fifth, the debt crisis has also affected developing
economies, accentuating their vulnerabilities.
According to UNCTAD’s Trade and Development
Report Update (April 2024), nine low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs) had fallen into debt dis-
tress, with an additional 25 on the brink. In many
LMICs, public external debt payments are consum-
ing over a fifth of government revenues. A full-blown
debt crisis in these vulnerable nations could reverse
decades of progress on poverty, disease, education
and development.

Sixth, sovereign debt crises have proven to be a

tinderbox for social unrest, conflicts and geopolitical
frictions, disrupting trade and investment flows.
The Greek debt crisis inflamed tensions in the
Eurozone, while Sri Lanka’s debt default fanned vio-
lent protests that led to a constitutional crisis. Such
a breakdown of global order imposes systemic risks
far beyond any single nation’s finances.

So what’s to be done? As the IMF rightly empha-
sises, piecemeal solutions won’t cut it anymore. We
need acomprehensive, coordinated action plan to rein
in the looming debt storm. For starters, governments
— especially across the advanced economies — need
to articulate binding multi-year fiscal consolidation
road maps to restore debt sustainability over the medi-
um term. However, as Greece’s experience showed,
indiscriminate austerity may be self-defeating. Fiscal
reforms should focus on boosting long-term revenue
streams and target unproductive expenditures.

For corporations, deleveraging through retained
earnings, asset sales, and tighter financial policies
aligned with stringent risk management shall be cru-
cial. Regulators, too, must maintain a watchful eye,
ensuring banks and shadow lenders build adequate
capital buffers to absorb increased corporate defaults
without transmitting shocks across the financial sys-
tem. For debt-distressed economies, timely and com-
prehensive debt restructuring is imperative. This
shall require unprecedented coordination between
creditors like China, multilateral lenders like the IMF
and World Bank, and private sector bondholders.
From maturity extensions to haircuts, all options
must be pursued to restore fiscal sustainability.

Finally, the global debt binge underscores an urgent
need to reform the international financial architecture.
Building deeper and more liquid capital markets, har-
monising cross-border bankruptcy regimes, and ade-
quately funding multilateral safety nets could go a
long way in preventing and containing future debt
crises. This gathering economic storm necessitates a
response commensurate with its scale — a globally
coordinated, multi-stakeholder action plan accom-
modating national constraints while upholding debt
transparency, accountability and sustainability as core
tenets of the policy responses. Further inaction and
complacency risk unleashing the full destructive fury
of the burgeoning debt crisis. The time to act is now.

The writer is a professor at IIM Ranchi

Dr Subbarao’s book of revelations
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BOOK REVIEW

A K BHATTACHARYA

lector from the Indian

Administrative Service (IAS) did
something that, by his own admission,
was not straightforward. He had
topped the 1972 batch of IAS candi-
dates and reckoned that to enjoy the
powers of a magistrate as part of his
career advancement, he would need to
preside over at least a dozen disputes
that go through the process of argu-
ments and are not mutually settled
leading to their withdrawal, also known
as “contested disputes”.

What worried him was that as his

I n 1974, a bright young assistant col-

training period as an assistant collector
wasabouttoend, there were only ten
such casestohis credit. He was desperate
to preside over two more. A case with two
men involved in astreet brawl appeared
tooffer an opportunity. In the normal
course, thiswould have been settled
mutually. But then, the case would not
countasone ofthe “contested” cases he
needed for career progression.
Sohestruckadeal with thelawyersin
which they would argue the case, at the
end of which the presiding officer would
let off both men on the premise that no
offence had been committed. It
appeared tobe aworkable deal until
conscience struck the youngIAS officer.
Breaking the understanding he had
reached with the lawyers, heissued an
ordersentencingthe accused toone
month’sjail each. All hell broke loose.
The matter was referred to his
immediate boss, who ordered the officer
totake thatjudgement offthe record and
rewrite it suitably. That episode offered a

lesson on the limitations of his
knowledge and powers as an IAS officer.

Aboutayearlater, after the
Emergency wasimposed by Indira
Gandhi, this officer, posted in a Naxalite-
infested district of Andhra Pradesh,
decidedtodeliverjusticeinaway that
displayed his “youthful arrogance and
enthusiasm”and blinded him to the risks
of disciplinary proceedings. He would
employ anovel method to punish big
farmers who would hold stocks of food
grain over prescribed limits. Since many
of them would exploitloopholesin the
judicial system and get stocks released in
notime, hedecided toaskthese farmers
todonate asignificantamounttothe
Prime Minister’s Relief Fund and be let
offthe hookin return. This method was
neitherright norlegal and it was sheer
good luckthat hewas not hauled up by
higherauthoritiesin government.

Many such riveting anecdotes that
bringtolight the questions, doubtsand
dilemmasthata civil servant faces have

been recounted in thisbook. Its author
isawell-regarded civil servant, who rose
tobecome the finance secretary atthe
Centre and later served a five-year term
asthe governor of the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI). It requires courage and
candour to confess tosuch injudicious
actsatthestartof
one’s career. Few civil
servants would make
such disclosures. But
DuvvuriSubbaraois
anexception. His
ability tolookat
himselfand his work
dispassionately and
ofteninaself-
deprecating manner
makes his account
refreshing apart from offering insights
into how governments really function
inIndiaat variouslevels. His account of
how his final interview for the IAS
examination, which was nothing short
ofadisaster, is also an example of how
Dr Subbarao canlaugh at himself.
Thisapproach fitswell with the
objective that the author set for himself.
Dr Subbarao describes thebooknotasa

i
JUST A MERCENARY?

T

DUVVURI SUBBARAD

memoir, buta collection of notes from

hislife and career. In the process, it

stands apart from his earlier book, Who

Moved My Interest Rate? which was an

autobiographical account of hisstint as

RBIgovernor.

Thestructure of thisbook is different.

Inshortsections, he

JUST A MERCENARY? i
NGTES FROM MY LIFE zummanses howhe
AND CAREER pentthe firstday
. andthelastdayasan
Author: Duwuri - 1aSofficerandalsoas
Subbarao RBIgovernor. Heisan
Publisher: excellent storyteller.
PenguinViking  Thedramaand
Pages: 435+XVI suspense he creates
Price: ¥799 while recounting how
he gottoknow of his
successat thecivil

services examination or how he failed to
keepthe rupee stable in spite of raising
the interest rate by one percentage
point will make many an accomplished
writer envious. Hisaccount of how he
hadtodealwith N TRamaRao, then
Andhra Pradesh’s chief minister, isa
lesson on governance challenges fora
civil servant.

Thelast section written as a letter to

his mother provides a peek not only
into his close personal equation with
his parents but also into how they
helped build his value system.
However, the shortinsets on awide
range of issues often disrupt the
narrative. Perhaps they could have
been made part of the larger storyline.
Those who have read Who Moved My
Interest Rate?may not find anything
substantially new in the short sections
on hisdays asacentral bank chief. This
isunderstandable. But hisaccount of
stintas finance secretary islively and
informative. Hisstance ontheideaofa
“presumptive loss” of revenue in the
grant of telecom licences, also known as
the 2G scam, is a revelation of how two
senior IAS officers could take a different
view on how and why a government
could acceptarevenue loss and under
what circumstances. What the reader
will miss is how as the finance secretary
he dealt with INX Media’s controversial
investment plan. Buteven without that
account, thisbookisadelightful read,
providinga deeperunderstandingof a
sensitive person with a clear sense of
whatisright and what could be wrong.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

A HEALING TOUCH

After a year of ethnic strife, Manipur requires a combination
of economic, political and administrative remedies

YEAR AFTER it was jolted by ethnic violence, Manipur continues to be on the

edge. The state has not seen large-scale violence in the last eight months.

However, lives continue to be lost in clashes between Meiteis and Kuki-

Zomis, belying Chief Minister Biren Singh’s repeated claims of peace “grad-
ually returning” to the strife-torn areas. The scars created by the conflict are admittedly
deep — more than 200 people have lost their lives, families languish in refugee camps and
there have been reports of gruesome violence against women. Vigilante groups continue
to take the law into their hands. But great harm has also been done by the state govern-
ment’s lack of will to initiate a meaningful dialogue between the warring communities.
That much needs to be done to repair the broken trust between neighbours was under-
scored by an incident two days after the conclusion of round two of the Lok Sabha polls.
One person lost his life and two others were injured after residents of two adjoining vil-
lages waged a gun battle in the early hours of Sunday. A day earlier, two CRPF personnel
were killed and two others sustained injuries following a blast at the paramilitary force’s
outpost in Bishnupur district — one of the most brazen attacks on security forces in the
past year. Violence against security forces has, in fact, been one of the recurring features
of the conflict, highlighting that force alone cannot quell a situation that requires sensi-
tivity and compassion in equal measure.

After the first conflagration on May 3 last year, Union Home Minister Amit Shah an-
nounced the formation of a committee with representatives from different ethnicities, po-
litical parties and civil society, to begin the process of healing. That the committee ran
into internal differences soon after does have much to do with the complexities of
Manipur’s society. The situation is also made more fraught by landholding patterns and
the continuing impact of colonial policies that segregated the state’s tribal-dominated
hill areas from the Meitei-dominant Imphal Valley. But in the past year, Singh’s govern-
ment has done very little to assure communities, especially the hill tribes, that his ad-
ministration is above the identity politics that has pushed the state to the brink. His regime
has, instead, stoked tensions and aggravated faultlines with its incessant evocation of
the insider-outsider trope.

The Manipur government has done well to crack down on drug smugglers. But it con-
tinues to gloss over political and administrative failures by blaming the problem on illegal
migrants from Myanmar with whom the Kuki-Zomis share a common ethnicity. In all this,
measures to improve livelihoods in a state that has the third lowest per capita income in
the country — it ranked the highest in the northeastern region in the 1990s — have taken a
backseat. The healing touch Manipur requires must necessarily be a combination of eco-
nomic, political and administrative measures. The Biren Singh government would be fail-
ing its mandate if it did not recognise this imperative, even after a year of strife in the state.

DON’T GO BY APRIL

Reduction in Delhi pollution shouldn’t lead to complacency.
Much needs to be done to reduce city’s burden of emissions

OR 23 DAYS in April, the residents of Delhi breathed less noxious air than they

do the rest of the year. On these days, the air quality index (AQI) was below 201

— compared to 17 days during the same period in 2023, none in 2022, 18 in 2021,

12 in 2019 and eight in 2018. According to the Commission for Air Quality
Management (CAQM), the improvement can be attributed to “favourable
meteorological/weather conditions coupled with consistent, comprehensive, concerted
efforts” to control air pollution in the national capital region. Is this, then, good news on
the ever-grim air quality front in Delhi?

There seems to be a suggestion of overall improvement in air quality in Delhi and its ad-
joining areas in the data released by CAQM at the end of last year: Not counting the anom-
alous conditions in 2020 (when Covid-related restrictions resulted in a sharp drop in activ-
ity,and therefore, pollution levels), the period from 2018 to 2023 showed a steadily declining
daily average AQI — from 225 in 2018 to 204 in 2023. There was also a rise in the number of
good air days (with AQI between 0 to 200) — from 159 in 2018 to 206 in 2023. Yet, when
looked at closely, the picture is not quite so rosy: AQI was between 0-50 only on one day in
2023, adip from the grand total of 3 in 2022, although animprovement over zero days in 2018.
Most of the “good” air days were in the moderate category of 101-200 AQL. The fact is that the
air in Delhi — indeed, most Indian cities — remains bad because the baseload emissions are
very high. There are no shortcuts to reduce this. Occasionally, meteorological or external
conditions reduce or sharpen the impact of pollution — like this April, or when a record-
breaking La Nina event in the Pacific Ocean led to cleaner-than-usual air in the winter of
2022. And emergency actions, like the highly publicised odd-even scheme and construc-
tion bans, cannot address what is patently a problem in need of a long-term strategy.

Delhi’s air pollution may not always be as visible as it is during the winter months, but
any plan to tackle it must be designed with short-, medium- and long-term measures, in-
cluding targeted interventions in airsheds — localities in cities or contiguous small urban
and rural centres, whose peculiar geography may hinder the dispersal of pollutants. This
alsorequires greater coordination between local, state and central bodies, enabled by the
CAQM, which has so far acted more like a regulatory body, focused primarily on implement-
ing emergency responses.

ACTS OF FAITH

Paul Auster’s fiction explored what remains
when old certainties give way

TIS A truth widely acknowledged that a first novel is often a thinly-veiled account

of awriter’s own life. For Paul Auster, though, the writer and the person were often

indistinguishable, enmeshing fact and fiction, reality and make-believe over a course

of a long, brilliant career that ended with his death on Tuesday at his home in
Brooklyn, New York. Auster was 77.In the Auster counterverse, life was a prototype of fic-
tion in which “All men contain several men inside them, and most of us bounce from one
self to another without ever knowing who we are”. In books such as The New York Trilogy
(1985), In the Country of Last Things (1987), Moon Palace (1989), Leviathan (1992) and
Baumgartner (2023), this entanglement assumed an investigation of identity, of love and
loss and what remains when old certainties give way.

When he was 14, Auster had had his first encounter with chance. He had been on a hik-
ing tour when a young boy next to him was struck dead by lightning. The memory of it
never quite left the writer. In his Man Booker Prize-shortlised 2017 novel 4 3 2 1, in which
four different versions of the protagonist’s life play out to different ends, one version has the
lead character, Archie Ferguson, die at a summer camp under similar circumstances. Chance
and a dexterity with form would become the leitmotif of Auster’s prodigious fiction.

In many ways, writing was, for Auster, an act of faith. In an interview to Paris Review,
he spoke of the curiosity that fuelled his fiction: “So many strange things have happened
to me in my life, so many unexpected and improbable events, I'm no longer certain that I
know what reality is anymore... Novels are fictions, of course, and, therefore, they tell lies
(in the strictest sense of the term), but through those lies every novelist attempts to tell the
truth about the world.”
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WORDLY WISE
WHEN A PERSON IS LUCKY ENOUGH TO LIVE INSIDE
A STORY... THE PAINS OF THIS WORLD DISAPPEAR.
— PAUL AUSTER

The trade push

Pickup in global growth should spur India’s exports.

But fallout from geopolitical tensions need monitoring

DHARMAKIRTI JOSHI, ADHISH VERMA AND MEERA MOHAN

OVER THE PAST few years, global trade has
been very volatile, first on account of the
Covid-19 pandemic and then due to geopolit-
ical conflicts. Since the middle of 2022, the
value of global merchandise trade has shrunk
continuously as per data from the United
Nations Conference on Trade and
Development. In fact, in 2023, global mer-
chandise exports fell by 4.6 per cent. The
January-March 2024 quarter, though, saw
some sequential improvement.

India’s performance has been largely in
line, with merchandise exports falling 4.7 per
cent in 2023. This, however, was better than
developing Asia as a whole, which saw mer-
chandise exports decline by 6.8 per cent. In
2023-24, India’s merchandise exports stood
at $4371 billion, down 3.1 per cent from 2022-
23. But the monthly data does suggest a pick
up — aftera8.9 per cent contractionin the first
half of the year, exports grew by 2.8 per centin
the second half. In the last quarter of the 2023-
24 — aperiod when the threat of Red Sea dis-
ruptions on exports was partly playing out —
exports grew at a faster pace of 4.5 per cent.

Besides an uncertain global environment,
India has also had to deal with lower interna-
tional commodity prices, which have reduced
itsexport bill measured in dollars. Most inter-
national commodity prices (both energy and
non-energy) have been declining after spik-
ing due to the geopolitical conflict in Europe
post February 2022.

In 2023-24, the sharp decline in crude oil
prices was a big contributor to the fallin India’s
overall merchandise export bill. India’s petro-
leum export bill was $13.3 billion lower, as
crude oil prices fell $13 per barrel. With more
than a 20 per cent share, oil is India’s single
largest export item and hence, its movement
has a large bearing on total merchandise ex-
portearnings. In volume terms, though, India
exported more petroleum products last year.

Excluding petroleum and gems and jew-
ellery exports (the other top export item
which was alsodown 13.8 per cent last year),
core exports were up 1.4 per cent, despite the

It is a matter of concern that
exports of labour-intensive
sectors such as gems and
jewellery, textile products
(largely ready-made
garments), leather and
leather products, marine
products and plastics,
declined last year. In fact, the
share of most of the labour-
intensive categories in the
country’s merchandise
exports has come down
drastically over the last
decade. For instance, the
share of gems and jewellery
exports in India’s
merchandise exports fell
from 13.2 per cent in 2014-15
to 7.5 per cent in 2023-24.
Similarly, the share of textile
exports is down from 11.1 per
cent to 7.5 per cent.
Arresting this decline must
be a priority.

broad-based decline in international com-
modity prices. This indicates that India was
able to ship a higher volume of goods.
According to quick estimates of the Ministry
of Commerce and Industry, items with as
much as 45 per cent share (in dollar terms)
in India’s merchandise exports managed to
grow last year.

The impressive 24 per cent growthin elec-
tronics goods exports last year reflects surg-
ing exports of telecom instruments or mobile
handsets, spurred by the Production Linked
Incentive scheme. The heft of electronics ex-
portsisvisible from the fact that barring these,
core exports registered amarginal decline last
year. The share of electronic goods in the coun-
try’s merchandise exports has risen signifi-
cantly — fromaround 2 per centin 2017-18 to
6.5 per cent in 2023-24. While India contin-
ues to have a deficit in electronics goods trade,
the ratio of value of electronic exports to impo-
rts hasimproved from 0.11 to 0.34, largely led
by a surge in the share of telecom instruments.

Other large core categories such as drugs
and pharmaceuticals, engineering goods and
agricultural goods also saw healthy export
growth. Itis also noteworthy that despite the
ban on non-basmati rice and wheat and some
other curbs from time to time, overall agri-
culture and allied exports growth, led by
other categories such as meat and poultry
products, spices, fruits and vegetables, oil
meals, oil seeds and unmanufactured tobacco
remained healthy.

In terms of the country of destination,
oddly, goods exports to the US — India’s
largest market with solid economic growth
in2023 — contracted in 2023-24 as its growth
was largely led by the services sector.
However, there has been an uptick over the
past few months. On the other hand, exports
to the Euro region grew last year despite a
sharp economic slowdown in the region,
which has also been vulnerable to geopoliti-
cal uncertainties. While exports were largely
led by petroleum products, other key items
such as machinery, pharmaceutical products

and auto and auto parts also rose.

India’s exports to the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries alsorose, reflectinga
further increase in exports to the UAE — the
largest export destination of Indian goods in
the GCC region. It is noteworthy that India’s
gems and jewellery exports to UAE increased
by a whopping 42.3 per cent during April-
February 2023-24 even as India’s overall gems
and jewellery exports declined by 14.5 per
cent during this period.

However, itis a matter of concern that ex-
ports of labour-intensive sectors such as gems
and jewellery, textile products (largely ready-
made garments), leather and leather prod-
ucts, marine products and plastics, declined
last year. In fact, the share of most of the
labour-intensive categories in the country’s
merchandise exports has come down drasti-
cally over the last decade. For instance, the
share of gems and jewellery exportsinIndia’s
merchandise exports fell from 13.2 per cent
in2014-15to 7.5 per cent in 2023-24. Similarly,
the share of textile exports is down from 11.1
per cent to 7.5 per cent. Arresting this decline
must be a priority.

That said, over the past few quarters, goods
exports have fared well. What also bodes well
for India’s exports is the upward revision to
global growth and trade projections by mul-
tilateral agencies. S&P Global expects global
growth atahealthy 3.2 per centin 2024 comp-
ared to 2.8 per cent earlier. WTO projects wo-
rld trade volume to grow 2.6 per cent in 2024
from-1.2 per centin 2023. Bilateral free-trade
agreements with major economies and the
ongoing push to manufacturing should also
spur India’s exports in the near to medium
term. In the base-case scenario, exports should
grow at a healthy rate and contribute to the
overall growth momentum. The spoilers
would be uneven global growth and geopo-
litical tensions which will bear watching,.

Joshi is chiefeconomist, Verma s senior
economist, and Meera Mohan is
economic analyst, CRISIL Ltd

A MATTER OF IMPUNITY

Prajwal Revanna case shows how the political class fails the accountability test

RUCHI GuPTA

PRAJWALREVANNA, JDS MP and joint BJP-]DS
candidate in Hassan, has reportedly fled to
Germany after multiple videos depicting sex-
ual assault on women — some government
employees — started circulating online and
an FIRwas registered based on a complaint by
a former employee. In this story, what is no-
table is the context which empowered and
protected the disgraced MP. Clearly, there was
knowledge of his behaviour. Yet, not only was
no action taken against him, he was made the
joint candidate for the BJP-JDS alliance, with
the Prime Minister campaigning for him.
This tells us something about our politi-
cal sphere. First, our political class — espe-
cially the ruling party — has repeatedly
shown itself to be incapable of setting a bot-
tom line for acceptable behaviour. Members
of the BJP, or those close to it, have displayed
a proclivity for defending men with serious
allegations against them — Prajwal, Brij
Bhushan, Bilkis Bano’s rapists, Kuldeep
Sengar — but an instrumental detachment
from norms exists across party lines. Sengar
reportedly made his way across all partiesin
Uttar Pradesh; Prajwal has been the joint
candidate of two opposing alliances. Itis true
that in many instances, this detachment is
an outcome not of active permissiveness but
intense partisanship. This has made the ac-
quisition and consolidation of power the
supreme value. However, it would be wrong
to argue that this detachment arises solely
from political constraints, rather than also
from a sense that ethical norms are dispen-
sable. The callous way in which the sexual
assault videos were made public, exposing
the victimised women to further scrutiny, is
indicative of this dispensability — the desire

Members of the BJP, or those
close to it, have displayed a
proclivity for defending men
with serious allegations
against them — Prajwal, Brij
Bhushan, Bilkis Bano’s
rapists, Kuldeep Sengar —
but an instrumental
detachment from norms
exists across party lines. This
detachment is often an
outcome of intense
partisanship. However, it
would be wrong to argue that
[it] arises solely from political
constraints, rather than also
from a sense that ethical
norms are dispensable.

to secure justice for the women concerned
is of secondary importance.

Itis also evident that democratic politics
is ultimately about the commons. Prajwal’s
behaviour was known and documented in
thousands of video clips, and in a letter to the
BJP state leader. Even in the case of other of-
fenders, it strains credulity that the truth
about their behaviour became known to the
party apparatus only when it became known
to the public. But in each instance, what pro-
pelled the party into action — whether sus-
pension or expulsion or a slowing down of
ascent — was public outrage. Here too, what
made the two parties distance themselves
from Prajwal was not his reprehensible be-
haviour, but the separate fact of his behaviour
becoming public.

Third, it is evident that for all the rhetoric
onwomen’s empowerment, women’s issues
have not solidified into enforceable norma-
tive standards. Consequently, women are
mobilised as voters and are targets of wel-
fare schemes but issues such as respect,
equality, agency, and security remain on the
periphery. In fact,even when suchissues are
articulated, they remain in the rhetorical
realm as campaign promises or as part of
partisan one-upmanship. It would also be a
mistake to see representation alone as short-
hand for political empowerment. Equitable
representationis anendinitselfina democ-
racy. However, political empowerment goes
beyond representation to the ability to set
normative standards and enforce them ei-
ther through organisational or collective con-
sciousness. The cynical and trivial exertions
of the National Women’s Commission and
selective silences of women representatives

have shown that representation must go
hand in hand with norms to translate into
empowerment for the community.

This also points to another aspect of our
democracy: The acquisition of power and its
exercise remain top-down. The “people” are
not coming together to power the rise of a
party or a leader but are instead being mo-
bilised from the top through a complex web of
messages and party machinery. Consequently,
representation often reflects top-down dele-
gated power; nor is the electorate able to co-
here together as “the people” to extract any
meaningful accountability from representa-
tives and/or political parties.

These aspects of our political sphere in-
teract with each other to produce a culture of
impunity in which norms cannot be reliably
enforced. The onus of pursuing accountabil-
ity has fallen on individual women. In
Prajwal’s case, it is not clear whether the
videos going viral alone would have been suf-
ficient to impose tangible consequences if not
for the courageous woman who came for-
ward to file a police complaint. The Unnao
rape survivor was able to get Sengar convicted
but paid a heavy price forit, losing her family
members in the process. While systemicim-
punity extracts a high price from the women
who speak up, it diminishes those who op-
erate under it too. Prajwal had enviable ac-
cess to power, which he could have exercised
to do good for his people. Instead, the perva-
sive environment of impunity allowed him
to wield his power in ways which limited his
horizon to his own person.

The writer is the executive director of
Future of India Foundation
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BANGLADESH DEADLOCK

THE MILITARY GOVERNMENT of President H
M Ershad and the 15-party opposition alliance
led by Hasina Wajed, president, Awami
League, have failed to reach an agreement on
the modalities of withdrawal of martial law
and transfer of power. The alliance’s demand
includes lifting of martial law, return of the
army to barracks, holding elections to sover-
eign parliament before other polls, restoration
of democracy and fundamental rights.

BANSs UNDER UAPA

THE GOVERNMENT HAS reimposed the ban

on the activities of the National Council of
Khalistan and the Dal Khalsa and declared the
two organisations unlawful. Both organisa-
tions had earlier been banned on May 1, 1982
for two years under the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act.

CURBS ON THE PRESS

NEWSPAPERS HAVE BEEN caught in a triple
bind of unserviced allocations of imported
newsprint by the State Trading Corporation,
having to make good the deficit through re-
liance on high-cost domestic newsprint
whose prices have been arbitrarily raised and
through a newsprint policy that constricts

growth. Together, it constitutes a crippling
burden on their strained economies and
threatens the freedom of the press.

MAY DAY IN DELHI

LAKHS OF WORKERS all over the country cel-
ebrated May Day by holding meetings, tak-
ing out rallies, and expressing their solidar-
ity with workers all over the world. In the
Capital, May Day was marked by innumer-
able processions, taken out by workers car-
rying red flags. They belonged to different
unions, including Centre of Indian Trade
Unions, Hind Mazdoor Sabha, All-India Trade
Union Congress and others.
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Sunlight, science & state

Involvement of publicly-funded institutions in Surya Tilak project shows how
our prior ideas of what is ethically and constitutionally defensible can be challenged

GAUTAM [ MENON

THE SURYA TILAK project at the Ram temple
in Ayodhya has been the subject of recent
public interest. It involved constructing a
mechanism to direct sunlight onto the fore-
head of the idol. This was to first happen at
noon on April 17, the occasion of the festival
of Ram Navami this year. The mechanism
was to be designed so as to repeat its task
every year on the festival date.

The difficulty is that this festival follows a
lunisolar calendar. Purely solar or purely lu-
nar calendars follow the motion of the sun
or the moon respectively. Special festival
dates, if they follow a solar calendar, are the
same each year. However, if such festival days
are at all tied to the phases of the moon, they
will fall on different calendar dates each year.

Dates for most Indian festivals, including
Ram Navami, have a lunar calendar compo-
nent. Lunisolar calendars combine lunarand
solar cycles. In Indian calendars, Ram Navami
falls on Chaitra Shukla 9. The Navami is the
lunar component, referring to the waxing of
the moon, or Shukla; the solar Chaitra month
relates to the positioning of the constellations.

For the Surya Tilak, once this date is cal-
culated each year, this would translate into
changing the position of the mirrors accord-
ing to the shifting position of the sun to di-
rect the sun’s rays appropriately. To design a
system that ensures that sunlight falls pre-
cisely on the idol each year thus requires
some calculation.

Given the complexity of problems that
typically occupy astronomers, this is not ex-
cessively difficult. The appropriate dates cor-
responding to a lunisolar calendar can be cal-
culated as far in the future as we want
(Indeed, there are phone apps for this).

The setting up of the necessary equip-
ment was done by scientists and engineers at
two government-funded organisations, the
Indian Institute of Astrophysics (IIA) in
Bengaluru and the Central Building Research
Institute, Roorkee. IIA is an autonomous in-
stitute wholly funded by the Department of
Science and Technology (DST). The Central
Building Research Institute (CBRI), a govern-
ment institution, is under the Council of
Scientific and Industrial Research.

Ina post on X, viewed more than four mil-
lion times at last count, the Secretary of the
DST highlighted the work of these two or-
ganisations, speaking of “the accurate calcu-
lations and well-optimised design” of the
Surya Tilak.

The comments on his post provide anin-
teresting window into modern India. A ran-
dom sample of these comments reads: “Our
ancestors did this also without the help of
modern tech. Good to see we are following
our ancient roots in the new world also”; “Is
there caste reservation in lIA?”; “The divine
culmination of Bhakti and science, just like
how it used to be in the ancient days”; and
“What high school kids in other countries do
as a project for a science fair ends up as a
something that astrophysicists on Govt pay
inIndia do for a temple”.

Is this really a high-school science-fair

project? The computation of the 19-year cy-
cle, the Metonic cycle, after which the Ram
Navami date repeats, is not too complicated.
Such calculations were known to ancient
astronomers. The design of the periscope
arrangement needs expertise. Constructing
the actual periscope arrangement using a
system of mirrors, capable of movement in
a graduated manner, is not as easy as it
might sound. Some knowledge of telescope
design is called for. Also a familiarity with
design and machining, but perhaps not
of the sort of accuracy that might require
high-precision equipment.

It would have been possible to construct
a combined electronic and computational
mechanism that would have directed the
mirror arrangement. However, keeping in
mind the need for robustness, the designers
took the not-unreasonable option of design-
ing a manual system that only required ad-
justment once each year.

The core question, though, is whether
such a project, explicitly politico-religious in
character, should at all have been taken up by
government institutions, required to function
within the letter and spirit of our Constitution.

Since Independence, we have largely fol-
lowed the principle that public institutions
should not be asked to participate in explic-
itly religious activities. This in no way restricts
scientists and engineers at those institutions
in doing so on their own time. It is possible
that this happened here, although the DST
secretary’s highlighting this achievement
fromalaboratory directly under him, admits
no such nuance.

But how can publicly-funded institutions
push back against such demands? Can they
refuse such directions, even if routed indi-
rectly via the government agency that funds
them? What's to prevent another govern-
ment, with different priorities, directing re-
search institutions funded by it, to contro-
versial political uses?

Itis interesting that even the small num-
ber of distinguished former administrators
of government funding bodies who have
written in favour of the Surya Tilak project,
have tended to evade these questions, focus-
ing instead on its value as science outreach.

Since Independence, we have
largely followed the principle
that public institutions
should not be asked to
participate in explicitly
religious activities. This in
no way, restricts scientists
and engineers at those
institutions in doing so on
their own time. It is possible
that this happened here,
although the DST secretary’s
highlighting this
achievement from a
laboratory directly under
him, admits no such nuance.

R Sastkumar

These are relevant especially in a coun-
try where essentially all funding for research
flows from the government. India spends
close to just 0.7 per cent of its GDP on re-
search, a figure that is much smaller than
what China or the USA spends. The slack,
pushing scientific funding to 3 per cent or
more of GDPin developed countries, is taken
up by the private sector. Unfortunately, pri-
vate-sector science research involvement in
India is still at a nascent state.

What alternatives could reasonably have
been explored? The Ram temple authority
could have announced that it would fund a
competition to find the best technical solu-
tion. Scientists associated with institutions
such as the IIA could have, in their own time,
and voluntarily, evaluated these solutions.

An Atal Tinkering Laboratory, from about
10,000 across the country, could have been
asked to help with the hardware implemen-
tation of the successful idea, with funding for
this taken from private individuals or the
temple trust. None of this would have re-
quired requests to government-funded in-
stitutions that would further areligious aim,
even ignoring its political overtones.

In political science, the Overton window
refers to the range of ideas and policies for
which there is large-scale public support.
Shifts in the Overton window bring new pos-
sibilities, hitherto unacceptable, into the main-
stream. Such shifts can happen naturally, as
society itself changes, or can be encouraged
through deliberate political reframing.

The saga of the Surya Tilak project is in-
structive because it is a test of how we choose
to define and implement the secular charac-
ter of our state. It illustrates how our prior
ideas of what is ethically and constitution-
ally defensible can be challenged, even as
what is done is presented as a fait accompli.

Once we get used to the idea that the gov-
ernment of the day can make such requests,
whether directly or indirectly, it would be
hard to turn the clock back.

Menon is a professor at

Ashoka University, Sonepat.

Views expressed are his own and do not
represent those of his institution
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Only the .001 per cent

A wealth tax on billionaires and centimillionaires is feasible and needed

JAYATI GHOSH

IT IS DIFFICULT to think of a more “hare-
brained, retrograde” piece than the Indian
Express editorial on wealth tax (‘Retrograde’,
IE, April 25) — but the more correct phrase
may well be “behind the times”. The editorial
betrays a deep ignorance of the explosive na-
ture of wealth inequality in Indiaas wellasa
lack of awareness of rising support for wealth
taxes from policymakers across the world.

Arguments for taxes on extreme wealth
have been gathering pace in many countries,
even becoming the mostimportant agenda
item for the G20 thanks to Brazil's
Presidency this year. An idea advanced in
the ‘Global Tax Evasion Report 2024’ by
economist Gabriel Zucman and colleagues is
now finding support from many govern-
ments. Finance Ministers of four major
countries — Brazil, Germany, Spain and
South Africa — recently argued for a two per
cent tax on dollar billionaires. And it may
surprise the editors of this newspaper to
learn that at the tax discussions at the United
Nations, the representative of the Indian
government (currently led by the same BJP
thatis so critical of the Congress Party’s pro-
posal) has also voiced support for this, agree-
ing that “governments should make a high-
level commitment to reach agreement on
the taxation of wealthy individuals within
the United Nations framework convention
on international tax cooperation”.

Why such widespread support from ap-
parently unlikely quarters? Essentially, be-
cause more people in power are realising that
the current extreme inequalities of income

and wealth are creating dysfunctional
economies and increasingly divided and un-
happy societies. The injustice and social and
economic tensions created by such inequal-
ity are well known. Indeed, even the IE edi-
torial admits: “That concentration of capital
is a problem, that marginalised sections must
get aleg-up, that efforts must be made to ad-
dress inequalities of opportunity, expand the
pie, is beyond debate.” There are several
strategies required to ad-

more unequal than the British colonial raj’
has found that between 2014-15 and 2022-
23,inequality of wealth and income rose dra-
matically to reach their highest levels since
the colonial period, to the point that the share
of the top one per cent in total income is now
among the very highest in the world — even
worse than South Africa, Brazil and the US.
Even worse, the study found that the Indian
tax system could even be regressive (falling

more heavily on lower-in-

dress tlgli_s, but (Zlqe of tg.e _ DEAR EDITOR, 2 cp&ne gdroqps) \évhen con—f
more obvious and immedi- sidered in terms o
ate policies is the imposi- I DISAGREE net wealth.
tion of taxes on extreme A fortnightly column The authors of that
wealth and inheritance. .1 which we invit study noted that taxing
India currently has the n which wWeinvite only 167 families just two
third highest number of readers to tell us why, per cent of their net wealth
dollar billionaires in the when they differ with would have provided 0.5
world — 200_accord1ng to the editorial positions per cent of GDPin revenue
the Forbes list, up by 31 in 2022-23. To put this in
from the previous year. or news coverage of perspective, it would allow
Mumbai and Delhi alone ‘“The Indian Express’ central and state govern-
are home to around 350 ments together to increase

centimillionaires (those

who hold more than $100 million in assets).
These numbers ballooned over the last
decade and are set to increase even more rap-
idly in future.

All this is happening in an economy
where real wages have barely increased for
most workers and have even declined for
regular workers and construction workers,
over the past decade. A recent study by the
World Inequality Lab titled ‘Economic in-
equality in India: The ‘billionaire raj’ is now

their public health spend-
ing by more than 50 per cent. But such a tax
would barely be noticed by the very wealthy,
since — evenif they choose to spend billions
of rupees in pre-wedding bashes for their
children — they are scarcely able to spend
enough to make a dent in their vast riches.
In such a context, a wealth tax and an in-
heritance tax for the super-rich should be a
no-brainer, even for the harebrained! It is re-
ally surprising that wealth taxes are being
actively considered in other countries that

are not as unequal as India, yet so bitterly re-
sisted by our own elites.

The usual argument against wealth taxes
is one that is repeated by the editorial: That
they are too complicated to administer and
generate very low revenues that are not
worth the costs of collection. (Funnily
enough, the same people seem to take for
granted that amuch more complicated tax —
the property tax applied to real estate — can
continue and is feasible.)

One obvious problem with the previous
attempts toimpose wealth taxes in India was
that the threshold for wealth tax collection
was placed too low. This affected many peo-
ple who were not so extremely wealthy and
clearly did involve high costs of implemen-
tation. But the world has changed. It is now
much easier to get access to information
about financial wealth held by high-net
worthindividuals, even when these are held
in other countries, because of the automatic
exchange of banking information across 142
jurisdictions, including India.

So a wealth tax imposed only on the
200-dollar billionaires or the thousand-plus
centimillionaires would be relatively easy
to collect and could yield significant tax rev-
enues. It would not affect 99.999 per cent
of the population.

The real obstacle to such a policy comes
from the lobbying power of the super-rich.

The writer is professor of Economics at the
University of Massachusetts Amherst and
was previously with JNU
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The US government should pay heed to the demands of pro-Palestinian
protesters. What we have seen so far is a display of double standards and flouting
of international and humanitarian laws in Gaza, and these students have been

trying to bring focus on that.”

— THE DAILY STAR, BANGLADESH

A tax on
aspiration

The rich have ways and means to
avoid paying inheritance tax.Itis the
middle class and youth that will suffer

(GOURAV VALLABH

THE CONCEPT OF inheritance tax has re-
cently sparked significant debate in our
country. This policy involves taxing the as-
sets and properties that individuals inherit
from their deceased ancestors. Congress
leader Sam Pitroda’s suggestion to discuss
and debate the implementation of the in-
heritance tax has brought this tool back
into the spotlight. Pitroda cited a US ex-
ample where the government takes 55
per cent of the deceased’s wealth as
Inheritance Tax, while the remaining 45
per cent is distributed among the legal
heirs or children.

The Congress party has distanced it-
self from Pitroda’s views, stating that they
are his own and do not represent those of
the party. But timing is crucial in politics.
It is important not to dismiss Pitroda’s
opinion as merely personal, as he is a re-
spected mentor to Congress and has long
been associated with the party.

Inheritance tax, which is also known
as “estate tax” and sometimes referred to
as “death tax” or duty is present in several
forms across multiple countries such as
South Africa, Brazil, and the US. A few
emerging economies like India and China
don’t have the provision for such a duty.
Let us examine what such a tax would
mean in these countries.

Alook at the share of wealth with the
top 10 per cent of the population is in-
structive: It is at 85.6 per cent in South
Africa, 79.7 per centin Brazil, 70.7 per cent
in the US, 68.8 per cent in China and 65
per cent in India. The above data clearly
shows that an inheritance tax can’t be
used for equitable wealth distribution.

The top 10 per cent of the population’s
share of the total national wealth is higher
for South Africa, Brazil, and the US than
India and China. Inheritance tax can be
easily avoided by the wealthiest individ-
uals, either by utilising assets exempt from
the tax — such as business, agricultural
property, and pension funds — or by trans-
ferring their wealth above the taxable
threshold well before their death.
Ultimately, this tax will be collected from
every aspiring middle-class household.

Implementing an inheritance tax will
hamper economic growth and middle-
class aspirations, young Indians’ dreams,
and wealth creation efforts due to the
following reasons.

First, inheritance taxes create disincen-
tives for wealth accumulation and invest-
ment, potentially hindering entrepre-

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

neurship and capital formation, leading
to reduced savings and investment, ulti-
mately slowing down economic growth.

Second, an inheritance tax may force
beneficiaries to sell assets like family busi-
nesses or real estate to pay taxes, result-
ing in inefficient asset allocation and the
disruption of family enterprises.

Third, inheritance tax can provoke sig-
nificant resistance due toits visibility and
perceived burden. Taxpayers may focus
only on the apparent burden, disregard-
ing the broader context of lifetime tax li-
abilities, leading to distorted perceptions
of fiscal policy.

Fourth, the inheritance tax creates sig-
nificant administrative burdens, espe-
cially for widows and non-resident
Indians. Tax regulations and procedures
can exacerbate emotional and financial
stress, emphasising the need for simpli-
fied and accessible tax frameworks.

Fifth, although the purpose of inheri-
tance tax is to redistribute wealth, its abil-
ity to achieve equal outcomes is disputed.
Wealthy individuals frequently use so-
phisticated estate planning techniques to
reduce tax liabilities, which lessens the ef-
fect of the tax in reducing wealth inequal-
ity. This leaves the middle class more sus-
ceptible to taxation.

Finally, India lacks robust social secu-
rity systems, and people rely heavily on
family support. Introducing an inheri-
tance tax during economic strain may
worsen investment and wealth genera-
tion, incentivise capital flight, and drive
young talent abroad. Enforcement chal-
lenges and tax avoidance may limit rev-
enue generation.

The global economic scenario suggests
that the next 50 years will be India’s years.
The country’s capital market is hitting
new records every day. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has set a goal of making
India the third-largest economy during his
third term and achieving the vision of a
“Developed India” by 2047. However, the
chief opposition party’s mentors’ recent
proposal to discuss implementing an in-
heritance tax seems a step backwards. It
gives the impression that the Opposition
lacks innovative ideas to take India ahead.

Discussing such policies only encour-
ages capital and talent flight abroad
and penalises the aspiring middle-class
wealth generation efforts more. This
is detrimental to the nation’s growth
and is equal to killing the dreams of
India’s youth.

In the long run, wealth and income
equality can be achieved only by including
the middle and bottom of the pyramid so-
ciety as part of the wealth creation effort
of our country, not by negatively affecting
their aspirations and dreams.

The writer is professor of finance, Xavier
School of Management, Jamshedpur.
He is a member of the BJP

PoLITICS LOW POINT

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The
Republic and its people’ (IE, May 1). It
appears that the BJP’s lofty goal of
“crossing 400 seats” in the ongoing
general elections is facing hurdles. The
rhetoric has now moved to tapping re-
ligious narratives. The lowest point
was in conveniently interpreting the
Congress party’s manifesto onincome
distribution and inequality. The BJP
wants to win more than 400 seats in
the 2024 Lok Sabha polls to make
changes to the Constitution. They (BJP)
are walking on the path of dictatorship
and are destroying democracy. The
writer has rightly stated that the peo-
ple of India must vote to save the sec-
ular credentials of the country which
are under threat.

S SPaul, Nadia

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The
Republic and its people’ (IE,May 1).The
essence of India lies in its remarkable
diversity. Our Constitution stands as an
enduring beacon, safeguarding funda-
mental rights rooted in the very fabric
of our existence. Attempts by politi-
cians to exploit it for personal gain
threaten the stability of our nation. Just
as a holy book remains unchanged, so
must our Constitution to prevent chaos
and preserve the integrity of our
democracy. The Supreme Court’s as-
sertion that the basic structure is invi-
olable reinforces the imperative of pro-
tecting our constitutional framework.
Let us unite to safeguard our constitu-
tion and uphold the principles of
democracy.

Ajay Corriea, Vasai

A SMALL PRICE TO PAY

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Selected
to office’ (IE, May 1). The universally
accepted definition of democracy is a
government of the people, by the peo-
ple and for the people. And this is
achieved through free and fair elec-
tions when people exercise their fran-
chise to elect their representatives in
the government. In Surat and Indore
Lok Sabha constituencies, BJP candi-
dates got elected unopposed because
rivals’ nominations were either found
invalid or withdrawn. As a result, mil-
lions of electorates’ right to vote be-
came infructuous. In effect, the candi-
dates are nominated to office by the
BJP. This has happened many times
since independence. ECI could easily
revise its rules and subject these seats
to a by-election. This will be a small
price to pay to save the essence of
democracy.

LR Murmu, New Delhi

SILENCE & INJUSTICE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Look be-
yond the sexual abuse clips’ (IE, May, 1).
The sex scandal surrounding the in-
cumbent member of parliament
Prajwal Revanna, has again accentuated
the vulnerability of women to men in
positions of power. Another disquiet-
ing thing is the silence of the ruling dis-
pensation and its alliance partners. This
has ultimately led to the language for
empowerment sounding hollow. How
much more will women suffer? When
will we as a nation come together
against gender injustice?

Nupur Sharma, Ghaziabad
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A good template

Family empires should learn from the Godrej success in
splitting the group without a whiff of conflict

T'S NOT THE first amicable division of a corporate family empire in
India. A few others have done it in the past — Bajaj Auto, the highly
diversified TVS group, the RP Goenka group, and the Munjal family,
etc. Even then, the Godrej group’s success in splitting the 125-year-
old conglomeratewithoutawhiff of conflictisunique. For,it’s never easy to
ensureaharmonious“realignment”of a groupwith tangled cross-holdings
in dozens of industries. In the case of the Godrej family, where different
scions run different businesses within the group, parcelling them out was
a difficult task. The credit for this equitable split should go to the trans-
parency and meticulous planning with the help of trusted external advi-
sors.At the end of it all, the agreement, which took over two years to come
to fruition, clearly sets an example for many business families which find
passing the baton to the second or third generation extremely difficult.

Byexiting each other’s companies,and divesting their stakes, the Godrej
family has delineated clear boundaries on succession planning, ensuring
that successors understand their respective roles and responsibilities. Adi
and Nadir Godrejwill divest their stakes in Godrej & Boyce,while Jamshyd
and his family will transfer interests in Godrej Consumer Products and
GodrejProperties.Earlier thisyear,Adiand Nadirresigned from the Godre;j
& Boyce Board, while Jamshyd left his seat on the boards of GCPL and
Godrej Properties. Even details such as a no-competition agreement and
each group being free to use the Godrej brand name have been thrashed
out.The most contentiouswas the agreement over the family’s huge land-
holding of around 3,400 acres, including a single parcel of 3,000 acres in
Mumbai. Even that was sorted out with the family members agreeing to
hold it under Godrej & Boyce. A separate agreement on ownership rights
will mitigate any potential source of contention pre-emptively.

In a statement that reflects the maturity with which the issues were
settled, the group acknowledged that the division was necessary in view
of the“differing visions” of the family members. Such a differenceis only
naturalwhen the third generation comes into the business.While the first
generationistypicallyan entrepreneurwhohasanideaand startsabusi-
ness, the second generation, in contrast, grows under the shadow of the
patriarch/matriarch,learning tricks of the trade,understanding wisdom,
andvalues.As the family tree expands fasterwith the addition of the third
generation,aspirations,ideas and thoughts on managingbusiness invari-
ably starts to differ.

Owners of family businesses in India need to understand that they
can’t keep these issues under the carpet for too long. Corporate history
has shown us how founders are great at starting and building, but usu-
ally terribleatletting goand allowing the organisation to growintoa sec-
ond phase of life without them.What emerges clearlyis that most of their
companies sank because the families that owned them couldn’t sort
themselves out.In thiskind of scenario,when family feuds break out,and
division of assets is forced between family members, wealth built over
decades iswiped out within weeks at the altar of greed. This is important
as India needs its family-owned businesses to do well as even now, over
70% of the top 500 firms in BSE are family-controlled. The Godrej group
has given them a good template.

Amazon's top-to-bottom
Al spending is paying off

THE STORM CLOUDS are finally starting to clear over the head of Amazon.com
Inc. Chief Executive Officer Andy Jassy.

After taking over from Jeff Bezos, Jassy has mostly been confronted with chal-
lenges.Regulators have been on hisback.The e-commerce business needed some
serious reining in after overexpanding during the pandemic. Amazon’s grocery
stores have been a disappointment. He’slaid off thousands of employees and shut
down some projects.

Amazon Web Services, the golden goose cloud business that has long girded
the company’s profit margins,was under pressure from cash-strapped businesses
seeking a better deal during the pandemic. Revenue growth slowed. Then, when
Microsoft Corp. entered a partnership with OpenAl, there was worry that AWS’
market share might suffer as businesses flocked to invest in the artificial intelli-
gence offered by Amazon’s biggest cloud competitor.

Jassy,whohad beenresponsible forAWS’riseas the division’s CEO before taking the
top job,kept alevel head. He assured investors that Amazon had been working on Al
foryears —long before ChatGPT set the tech world alight with the promise of world-
changing possibilities. Amazon’s message was thatwhile OpenAl may have been grab-
bing headlines,investors should think of AWS as the Swiss Army knife for Al,onewhere
businesses could run any number of cutting-edge Almodelswithout worrying about
shifting their sensitive data from one cloud provider to another.

To answer worries about the availability of computing power, which had driven
up the cost of procuring Nvidia Corp.hardware to do Al training and inference,Ama-
zon had already been making its own hardware for those
purposes with its Trainium and Inferentia chips, some-
thing that Microsoft and others are rushing to catch up
on.Underlining its seriousness with Al, Amazon boughta
$4 billion stake in leading Al maker Anthropic,which said
itwould run its workloads on AWS.

On Tuesday, the company’s first-quarter earnings
showed theseinvestmentsare starting to pay off, prompt-
ing an after-hours stock price boost of as much as 6.5%.
Jassy’sreassurances have proved accurate,and more good
times are on the horizon. As Jassy predicted, clients that
had pulled back cloud investment in the “survival mode”
of the pandemichave started to pick up the pace and shift
more of their spending to the cloud.“I think people have moved to newer initiatives
thatatamacrolevel Iwould describe as modernising theirinfrastructureand then try-
ingtodrivevalueout of generative Al,’he said ona conference call todiscuss the results.

Operating margin for AWS in the quarterwas arecord 37.6%,thanks to cost
cuts and heightened demand. In all, Amazon’s cloud business was “climbing
out of what was a pretty tough year”, Jefferies analyst Brent Thill said on
Bloomberg TV.“Investors aren’t paying for Twinkies and toilet paper being
delivered toyour house.They’re paying for these high-margin, recurring busi-
nesses like AWS.”

The strong quarter meant Amazon could get away with vague pronounce-
ments like saying it would “meaningfully” step up its capital expenditure this
yearto pay forall this Al infrastructure — without putting a figure on it. Unlike
Meta Platforms Inc., which was punished for saying its spending would
increase, Amazon can get away with bigger investments because of its strong
presence in multiple layers of the Al “stack” the bottom infrastructure layer
for Al model builders, the middle layer of developers working with AI, and the
top layer of consumer-facing software applications like chatbots.

It all puts Amazon in excellent stead amongst this fiercely competitive Al
crowd.Theinitial money is being made on the bottom and middle layer,but there’s
no reason Amazon can’t have a commanding presence in consumer-facing Al as
well — this week, it fully rolled out its competitor to Microsoft’s code-writing Al
assistant, CoPilot. In other words, Jassy has seized the agenda and set Amazon up
to both sell the shovels and dig for the gold.

DAVE LEE

Bloomberg

Opinion

VER THE PAST week, the

US Congress achieved a

significant legislative

milestone by passing four

crucial bills.Among these
are three distinct pieces of legislation
aimed at providing emergency appropri-
ations to Israel, Ukraine, and the Indo-
Pacific region through various federal
agencies. Additionally, a fourth bill was
introduced with theintent of banningthe
popularsocial media platform TikTok.The
allocation comprises $60.8 billion desig-
nated to bolster Ukraine, while Israel is
slated to receive $26.4 billion, including
$9 billion specifically allocated for
humanitarian aid intended for civilians
affected by conflict,suchasthosein Gaza.
A sum of $§8.1 billion is set aside for the
Indo-Pacific region, with a specific men-
tion of Taiwan. Moreover, the bill encom-
passes provisions aimed at imposing
punitive measures on officials from Iran
and Russia.Additionally,thebill mandates
the sale of TikTok by its parent company,
ByteDance,a Chinese entity,orfaceaban
onits operations within the US.

For months, the bills have languished
inthe USHouse of Representatives dueto
fierce disagreementbetween Republicans
and Democrats over two key issues. Orig-
inallyintroduced in the House, these bills
collectivelyamount to $95 billion.Repub-
licans within the Congress viewed this
deadlockasanopportunitytostall thebills
and pressure the Democratic Biden
administration into accepting stringent
border control measures. One of the pri-
mary concerns driving Republican oppo-
sition is the perceived failure of the Biden
administration to effectively address
immigration issues. With as many as 7.2
millionillegalimmigrants having crossed
the southern US border since the admin-
istration took office, Republicans aim to
leverage this as a focal point to secure
more votes in the upcoming elections.

Republicans have intertwined the

THE US, TIKTOK, AND UKRAINE
US CONGRESS PASSES 4 CRUCIAL BILLS; GOVT KEENLY AWARE OF GEOPOLITICS IN INDO-PACIFIC

Biden overcomes a logjam

HARSH V PANT
VIVEK MISHRA

Respectively, vice president, studies and foreign
policy, and fellow, Americas, ORF

issue of aid to Ukraine with border secu-
rity in southern US, urging the Biden
administration to address illegal immi-
grationand deportation concerns.Their
demandsinclude expedited deportation
ofillegalimmigrantsand tightening the
entryverification process for those seek-
ing entryinto the US.

Ultimately, the decision tointroduce
the bill in the House was made by the
Republican Party under the leadership
of House Speaker Mike
Johnson, despite ongoing
resistance from the ultra-
conservative faction
within his party. Speaker
Johnson found himselfata

)|
Republicans
viewed this

deadlock as an

thebill,despite opposition. Firstly, there
was a noticeable softening of Donald
Trump’s criticism of the border bill,
coincidingwith hislegal troubles in New
York. Secondly, mounting pressure on
the US Congress to break its legislative
inertia intensified as Ukraine faced esca-
lating Russian aggression and suffered
strategic setbacks on the battlefield,
compounded by continued attacks on
critical infrastructure by Russian forces.

The predominant ques-
tion surrounding thesebills
concerning Ukraine is
whether the aid package
will suffice. In recent
months, Ukraine has suf-

pivotal juncture,balancing opportunity to stall  fered significant losses,

his political fortunes the bills and including strategic territo-

age}inst his legacy. Recog- pressure the Biden ries like Av.diivka a.nd

nising the potential conse- . o . Bakhmut, with Russian
administration

quences of a continued

forces now targeting the

deadlock in the US Con- mee—————— critical city of Kharkiv in

gress, particularly regard-

ing aid to Ukraine, Johnson chose to
align himself with what he perceived as
the“right side of history,”avoiding a fate
similar to his predecessor, Kevin
McCarthy. Critical to Johnson's change
of heartwereintelligence briefingswith
the CIA chief regarding the evolving sit-
uation in the Russia-Ukraine conflict.
Despite facing entrenched opposition
within his own party, including threats
of deposition, Johnson was swayed by
the urgency of the situation. Several fac-
tors likely contributed to Johnson’s
eventual decision to introduce and pass

Eastern Ukraine. Assess-
ments indicate the potential for another
Russian offensive during this summer.
The proposed package could potentially
bolster Ukraine’sair defence systems, cru-
cial in thwarting further assaults from
Russia. Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy has openly acknowledged the
asymmetric gap between Russian missile
capabilities and Ukrainian defences.

The initial allocation of supplies, val-
ued at $1 billion, includes a range of cru-
cial resources such as air defence missile
systems, HIMARS munitions, artillery
projectiles,armoured vehicles, precision

- 9 @ THE GREATEST TREASURE

Vice president Jagdeep Dhankhar

What is the greatest wealth? The greatest
wealth is knowledge. And, what is the
greatest gift? Education

aerial munitions, anti-tank weaponry,
small arms, equipment, and spare parts.
Despite the aid package beinglabelled as
assistance for Ukraine, a considerable
portion — up to $48 billion — is ear-
marked for American defence contrac-
tors.Thisallocationisintended toreplen-
ish depleted US inventories resulting
from the prolonged conflict or to manu-
factureadditional weaponry for Ukraine.

Arguably, the aid allocated to Israel
holds equal significance for the Biden
administration as it does for Ukraine.
Theissue of ceasefire in Gaza hasignited
protests on college campuses across the
US, prompting Biden to carefully cali-
brate his stance and actions in support
of Israel. Consequently, his firm message
to Netanyahu that the US will not
engage militarily in Israel's escalation
against Iran, along with the construc-
tion of a pier for aid in Gaza and advice
against the Rafah offensive,have all con-
tributed to Biden narrowing the polling
gap with Trump domestically. The aid
package to Israel serves a dual purpose
of reinforcing its defence systems, such
as replenishing the Iron Dome, while
also providing assistance to Gaza. How-
ever,the Biden administration has taken
care to ensure that the approved fund-
ing does not flow to UNRWA, the pri-
mary UN agency for Palestine.

Amidst these, the Biden administra-
tion remains keenlyaware of the geopo-
litical landscape in the Indo-Pacificand
the escalating competition with China.
In response to mounting concerns
about China’s potential access to US user
data via TikTok, one of the bills passed
imposes a one-year ultimatum on
ByteDance to divest all its assets in the
US within 270 days. This legislative
action underscores the broader infor-
mation warfare dynamics shaping con-
temporary geopolitics, signalling a
potential new great game between the
US and China in the digital realm.

Powering India’s developed nation goal

AN EFFICIENT POWER sectorisa cru-
cial enabler in India’s journey to sus-
tained economic growth and develop-
ment.While the country’s distribution
companies (discoms) have signifi-
cantlyraised operational and financial
performance, they face two challenges
— keeping up with fast-expanding
demand, and providing high-quality
and reliable power supply. Measures
such as using data-driven forecasting
to plan and deliver power optimally
and strengthening distribution net-
works will help the sector rise above
these challenges.

India’s power sector has attained
100% electrification and hasbeeninte-
grated in a single grid across the coun-
try. Daily power availability has
increased to 20 hours in rural areas,and
23.5 hours in urban centres. The aggre-
gate technical and commercial (AT&C)
losses have narrowed from 21.2% in
FY21 to 15.4% in FY23, according to
power ministry data — sufficient sav-
ings to power the state of Karnataka or
eliminate the need for building a 20
gigawatt (Gw) coal-fired power station.
The sector’s payables fell from 200 days
inFY21 to 120 days in FY23,while cap-
ital expenditure increased to ¥70,000
crorein FY23.

However, power demand has been
growing at 8-99% per annum, outstrip-
ping the baseload capacity additions at
discoms. In FY23, as demand levels
reached or exceeded baseload con-
tracted capacities, the government
directed imported coal-based plants to

SUVOJOY SENGUPTA
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run at full capacity and domestic power
plants to import coal for blending. Sev-
eral discoms also resorted to expensive
short-term procurement from power
exchanges, raising power prices by 71
paise per unit during FY23.But only 46
paise were passed on to customers,
widening the gap between discom rev-
enue and power costs.

At the same time, the quality of
power supply in India could still
improve. Metrics that measure average
system interruption frequency and
duration reveal that
urban areas in India face
120 outages and 131
hours of power cuts
annually. This compares
to less than one outage
and one hour of outage
in two years in devel-
oped economies.

To be an enabler in
India’s economic devel-
opment the power sector
could focus on four

|
Advanced analytics .4 industrial
can help assess any
demand additions,
changing load
profiles, integration of  cfforts, discoms could
distributed energy
sources, and demand
migration from open-
access users in detail

Measures like using data-driven forecasting to
deliver power optimally and fortifying distribution
networks will help the sector rise above challenges

as purchases from power exchanges.

Second,animproved distribution net-
work will ensure reliable supply. Invest-
ments in loss reduction works, prepaid
smart meters, additional transformative
capacity, and system redundancy would
be key. Smart solutions such as GIS map-
ping of assets, predictive maintenance
and network automation tools can boost
operational efficiency.

Third, a renewed customer focus is
key, especially as enterprises and
households demand higherreliability.
Ensuring 24/7 supply
will nudge commercial
cus-
tomers away from diesel
or gas backup gensets.
In other examples of
customer-centric

reduce the time to get
new connections, facili-
tate solar installations,
promote digital pay-
ments, and provide vis-

aspects.First,generating m————————— ibility on outages.They

a granular forecast to

allow discoms to plan power procure-
ment with high-fidelity and ensure
resource adequacy will be helpful.
Advanced analytics can help assess any
demand additions, changing load pro-
files, integration of distributed energy
sources, and demand migration from
open-access users in detail. Such fore-
casting would let discoms optimise the
supply mix across long-term and short-
term power purchase agreementsaswell

THE EDITOR

Supreme Court’s
question to ED

It is heartening to see that the
Supreme Court has raised a
pertinent question to the
Enforcement Directorate (ED) about
the timing of the arrest of Arvind
Kejriwal, barely a week after the
Model Code of Conduct for the Lok
Sabha election came into force.
When the learned judges are also
well aware that the arrest of an

opposition leader like Kejriwal by
the ED is only to stall the active
participation of opposition leaders in
the election campaigns and crush
them, one only feels that the apex
court should have raised this
question to the agency immediately
after the arrest, instead of waiting for
so long. In the case of Kejriwal, the
honourable court has questioned
the ED after a lapse of 42 days

since his arrest on March 21.
—Tharcius Fernando, Chennai

could also leverage
smart meter data through analytics to
unlock value-added services.
Lastly,discoms need a clearroad map
for seamless integration of renewable
energy,with 322 Gwofthe planned 469
Gw capacityaddition till 2032 expected
from renewable sources. However, as
solar and wind power generation are
intermittent, discoms need to plan for
24/7 availability through energy stor-
age, hybrid power plants, green hydro-

Indian varsities slip

Apropos of "Indian varsities fall
behind, China dominates top 10" (FE,
May 1), irrespective of the sanctity of
ranking criteria, it is imperative that
our premier engineering, medical,
science, and management institutions
usherin an era of research, global
exposure, and faculties' varied
experience. Practical experiences of
teachers will hugely benefit students.
But it is surprising how reputable

gen, etc. Additionally, demand-side
strategies like time-of-day tariffs and
demand response management would
incentivise customers to shift con-
sumption to peak solar hours.

Some discoms have already started
taking steps in this direction. City dis-
coms in Mumbai and in Delhi have
invested in building network redun-
dancy and smart solutions for reliable
power supply; they are improving con-
sumer experience by developing dedi-
cated apps,messaging systems,and real-
time usage monitoring. States such as
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Kar-
nataka, and Odisha have implemented
green tariffs for high tension consumers.
The use of Al is also picking up, with
implementation of a demand response
system incentivising consumers to mod-
ulate demand in Mumbai.

The availability of affordable and
reliable power is a prerequisite for
India’s journey towards greater eco-
nomic development. Timely invest-
ments by the distribution sector to
build adequate resources, strengthen
capabilities, and improved customer
service will be essential to fuel this
progress.Further,as the share of renew-
able energyin the power mix grows and
more consumers demand green energy,
discoms need to innovate to mitigate
renewable intermittency challenges.
Some of the discoms have taken the
lead towards these goals; it is time for
the entire distribution sector to work
together and emerge as a lynchpin in
national development.

institutions such as AlIMS, ISRO, SPA
Delhi, IIMs, IITs, VIT, and JNU ended
up lagging behind, given that their
graduates get prestigious placements
within the country and abroad. The
ranking standards should also
evaluate students' ability to build
their own start-ups and business
enterprises, besides securing
coveted placements.

—Vinod Johri, Delhi
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Pay for Content, Slice
For Responsible Al

Engagement on mutually beneficial terms

Separate deals between Google and OpenAl with Wall
Street Journal and Financial Times suggest a way out for
technology firms to avoid bruising EP battles over trai-
ning generative Al on LLMs. Content and Al creators ha-
veasymbioticexistenceat thisstageof tech development.
Al trains best on information created by humans, while
the output quality degenerates when trained on synthetic
content. This makes the archival material of mediaorga-
nisations a vital resource in tech development, one that
Big Tech is ready to pay for. Google, for instance, hasagre-
ed to pay WSJ $5-6 mn annually to develop new Al-related
content and products. The alternative, of newssitesdeny-
ing access to content crawlers, reinforces bias that Al has
the potential tomagnify. That would reinforce the need for
tighter regulation of a transformative tech.

Negotiated settlement between content creators and
tech developers 1s also needed becau-
se Al is expected to eventually supp-
. lant human effort. Symbiotic existen-
=S8 cebetween mediaand technology will
s=tae Strengthen as more Al is used to pro-
muke duce information. It is all the more de-
sirable thatthe engagement starts out
on mutually beneficial terms. Media
and technology have had a complicated relationship sin-
cethe dawn of the internet, with accusations of revenue
cannibalisation accompanying staggering increases in
distribution reach. Media is a frontline industry for dis-
ruption by Al and, this time, media-owners are determi-
ned to get their due at the outset.

Which is good news for the millions of content creators
that feed all manner of platforms from social media to
ecommetce. They can be assured of amonetisation model
that encourages their creativity. Individual content crea-
tors have negligible bargaining power with Big Tech and
are forced to seek legal redress for copyright violation.
Terms that tech companies strike with media organisa-
tions can work as guides to compensating smaller content
creators, who also serve technology development. For Al
toberesponsible, itmustbesoat thetraining stage as well.

Mystery of MGNREGA
Demand Asymmetry

Popularity of the MGNREGA scheme in poorer states is well-
known. But a new data analysis reported in this paper has
thrown up an interesting fact: Tamil Nadu, one of India’s most
industrialised states, takes a much larger share of funds under
the rural employment guarantee scheme than Bihar, one of the
country’s poorest and more populous states. Over the past five
vears, TN accounted for 10-15.3% of India’s annual work de-
mand submitted by individualsunder MGNREGA, while Bihar
made up for 4-5.7%. As for person-days generated, TN's annual
share has been 8.6-13.1% over the same period, compared to Bi-
har's 5-6%. Other progressive southern states like Andhra Pra-
desh, Karnataka and Kerala have also been cornering larger
shares of MGNREGA funds than states
with similar populations or workforces.
What accounts for this unintended
' asymmetry? One, an efficient admini-
g strative set-up has not just streamlined
the job demand-to-payment process bet-
ter, but it has also — as the TN case study
shows — managed to execute a geograp-
hical exercise where labourers can find work at a place not tar
from their homes, thereby reducing the need to travel far, ne-
ver mind migrate. The other factor is higher participation by
women. 80% of active MGNREGA workers in TN are women,
while in Bihar, the corresponding figure is about 54%. The
high number of female workforce participation in MGNRE-
GA work can be attributed to decades of the southern state’s
progressive politics, policies and supportive ecosysten.
While Gol shoulddelve deeper into this ‘north-south’ asymmet-
ry, laggard states must learn how toutilise the scheme better and
weed out roadblocks in MGNREGA implementation. Essential-
Iy make it work better for those who need this economic cover,

£ JUST IN JEST

J For those who thought sending our
youngsters abroad to actually study..

Amerlcan Campuses
Going Our JJJ Ways

Reputations make yvou see one thing, and blind to another.
For yvet-to-viksit Indians, no matter how well-versed with
the world they are, proper nounslike JNU, Jamia Milliaand
Jadavpur University conjure uponly visions of student pro-
tests, clashes, sloganeering, and what selectively genteel
sensibilities process as ‘radical’, or even ‘anti-national’, It
15 keeping this anarchic vision of non-I1'T, non-IIM higher
education in mind that they doeverything within their po-
wers and pelf to pack their precious kids off abroad sothat
they can study, and not get caught up in this kind of ‘only-
in-India’ bakwaas. Well, here goes your bubble.

Over the last few weeks, campuses in ‘First World' Ameri-
ca— notin ‘ghettoes’ or boondocks, mind vou— have been
out-JNU-Jamia-Jadavpuring themselves, On Wednesday,
ABVP...oops, anti-pro-Palestinian groups clashed with pro-
testersat UCLA. Evewitnesses claim that campus security
personnel looked on while attackers and protesters thrash-
ed itout. Familiar, eh? Placeslike University of AustininTex-
ashaveresorted toonline classes asaresult. For those here
who think that institutions with protesting students only
have students protestingand noacademic activities, compa-
risonsfrom Americaareshowing that students can be politi-
cally active and pursue studies. Yes, even inouranarchicJJJs.

Are Meta and Gol really tussling over encryption? Or are we watching covert mutualism at play?

WhatsUp, ShadowBoxers?

Ateesh Tankha &
Syagnik Banerjee

i "«—;;I here are four types of sym-
biotic relationships in the
natural world:
© Mutualism Inwhich both
—  parties benefit from each
other,
® Commensalism In which only one
party benefits, but does not adversely
impact the other.
@ Parasitism Where one party bene-
fits by ignoring or actively harming
the needs of the other.
O Competition A struggle for resour-
ces while maintaining balance in the
ecosystem.

Meta's unequivocal assertion on
April 25, that WhatsApp would guit In-
diaif itwas forced by Gol to compromi-
se the messaging service’s end-to-end
encryption standard, suggests that the
demands of parasitism can only go so
far, Gol, on the other hand, maintains
that theirs isa perfectly commensal re-
lationship, in which WhatsAppcancon-
tinue to benefit from access to the mar-
ket, aslong as it complies with the law:

In truth, both contentions could ve-
ry well be disingenuous, because the
ruling dispensation and Meta share a
mutualism that may be irreversible.

Indiais WhatsApp'slargestmar-
ket with about 400 mn active us-
ers, vielding about 1 bn annual-
ly: By comparison, Brazil, with
Just over 100 mn users, drives
more than $5bn a year.

Revenue growth in Ind-
ia isan uphill task for two
Ieasons:

P Only ahandful of users
are willing to pay forames-
saging service,

P Businesses are loath

to pay for ads, the target-

ing efficacy of which is

blunted by consent-linked

privacy protection.

Despite these seem-
ingly insurmountable is-
sues, India continues to
be WhatsApp's second-

CAUTION
Buck Passing

By citing cost and
complexity, Meta has
left the door open
for Col to assume
ownership where
Meta cannot cede
responsibility

The show must goon

fastest growing market, and is regular-

Iy used by Meta to test-launch new ser-
vices that it hopes to monetise, like
WhatsApp Business APl —arguably a
future moneyv-spinner as a customer
relationship management (CRM) tool
for SMEs — WhatsApp Flows and
WhatsApp payments.

Gol, on the other hand, leverages
WhatsApp's large and active user base
toconcentrate and disseminate inform-
ation, align policy perception and com-

munication directly where necessary:
Assuch, itfully realises that the plat-
form is invaluable both for itself
and the public, and cannot berep-
laced or replicated indigenous-
Iy at scale in the near future,
However, realising that
WhatsApp's viral speed
and scope could work
both for and against it,
Gol hasbeen trying toget
Meta — first bv request,
then by invoking the In-
formation ‘Technology
(Intermediary Guideli-
nes and Digital Media Et-
hics Code) Rules 2021 —
to enable traceability of
any published content
up to, and including, the
originator. This repre-
sents, by Meta's own ad-
mission, a techmical and

commercial hurdle for WhatsApp, be-
cause it would mean storing hundreds
of millions of messages for an extend-
ed period of time,
Meta's
threat 1is
not with- §
out prece-
dence. In =2
2010, Google

) Gol fully realises
took a Slgﬁ?] that WhatsApp
aganst o I s invaluable
Hos toprioriti, DO for itself
se protection and thElpuhln:,
of  parskis] and can't be
data of its cli- replicated
ents ostensib-  INdiBenously
ly because the  at scale in the
sovernment near future

WAS pUISUing — —
dissidents online, Both the internatio-
nal media and public applauded this
move to protect free speech.

But the truth is that Google's choi-
ces were limited. If it refused to comp-
ly with the government in Beljing, it
wotlld lose users inmainland China. If
it complied and blocked the most traf-
ficked keywords, it would lose its targe-
ting and revenue-generating advanta-
g, Hence, it chose to gain brownie po-
intswith the ‘free world', exiting under
protest, hoping that China would re-
verse course in the future, That its vir-

tue signalling doesn’t work any more,
anywhere, isatestament to its trueam-
bitions today.

Knowing that India cannot afford to
allow WhatsApp to cease operations,
will Meta allow Gol to call its bluff and
pull the same muscle-flexing stunt of
shutting down its services as it did in
Australia during the pandemic, even
if foronly afew days? Probably not. Be-
cause, in 2024, such signalling will ha-
ve a limited impact given that it conti-
nues to be prosecuted by Western go-
vernments for internal privacy and
antitrust violations.

Moreover, by doingso, itmay awaken
an implacable spirit — absent from
symbiotic relationships in the natural
world — that could lead to an uncerta-
in stalemate; the sovereign ego.

Instead, by citing cost and complexi-
tw. Meta hasleft the door open for Gol to
assume ownership where Meta cannot
cede responsibility, If, for instance, Gol
paid for the cost of storing and protec-
ting a copy of encrypted WhatsApp re-
cords for up to three years, only to be
decryvpted by Meta on an exceptional
basis—actsof terrorism, money laun-
dering, incitement to riot, etc — bv a
co- ___ urtof law the current
~. compact between
the government as
\ regulator  and
- WhatsApp as
,." public utility co-
. . uld be mutually

e = assured by aug-
mented roles that include client
and surveillance vendor, respectively.
After all, if private contractors today
can perform military functions at the
behest of agovernment, is surveillan-
ce so very improbable?

Alternatively, an alliance could al-
s0 be forged between Meta and a local
playver, say, Reliance, so that Gol can
maintain its veneer of sovereignty
and show off Meta as a visibly sub-
missive partner.

In the classic example of mutual-
i1sm, a clownfish, apparently trapped
in the tentacles of a sea anemone, re-
mains impervious to the latter’s de-
adly toxins while actually enjoying
its protection. In exchange, the
clownfish acts as a magnet for other
ravenous fish that fall prey to the pre-
datory polyp.

Tankha is founder-CEO, ALSOWISE
Content Solutions, and Banerjee is professor
of marketing, University of Michigan, US

Bell Curves
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Which side do you align
with in the class struggle
between capitalists and
crony capitalists?

Atanu Biswas
]

A day after International Labour Day;,

imagine if’ all citizens received amonth-

lv payvment from the government, with
nostrings attached. That's the concept
of universal basic income (UBI). UBI

has gained significant traction in policy
discussions on widening inequality and
growing threats of Al drawing support
across Left and Right due to post-pande-

mic economic challenges.

The concept of *basic income’ isnot
new. It can be traced back to Kautilya's
“nd c. BCE manual on politics and
economic policy Arthashastra, and in
Thomas More's 1516 sociopolitical
satire, Utopia. Closer to our timeline,

‘father’ of neoliberal economics Milton

Friedman saw UBI asa substitute for
state-run social assistance and welfare
programmes, including removing a
legislated minimum wage.
Incontrast, direct job-creation prog-
rammes, which provide workers with

dignity and represent a step towards full
employment, were propagated by econo-

mists like Hyman Minsky,
Many countries have tested UBl or its
variants, including municipalities in

the Netherlands, Barcelona, Stockton in
California, Marica in Brazil, Kenyva, the
Otjivero-Omitara area of Namibia, Gye-
ongel provinee in South Korea and a part

of Madhya Pradesh.

In2017-18, Finland conducted a ran-
domised controlled trial (RCT) of UBL
The treatment group consisted of 2,000
unemployed people, and each received
€560 monthly. Their average life satis-
faction improved compared to that of
the control group, and a small rise in
employment was also observed. How-

0, Not UBIquitous Yet

( \STEPUPTO
THE PLATE

ever;, according to the chief researcher
of Finland's government-run VATT
Institute for Economic Research, ‘This
was a big carrot, and we can see it didn’t
fully work,”

Amid the pandemic in 2020, Spain
launched a programme to give up to
¢1.015a month to the poorest to supple-
ment their income. But the question of
‘dignity’, perhaps, can't be ignored.
Interestingly, around 77% of votersina
2016 Swiss referendum opposed UBL

Arvind Subramanian’s 2017 Economic
Survey sparked a debate about UBI in
India. Gol runs many cash transfer
programmes and other welfare initiati-
ves, But they are mostly withouta ‘'U",
and are frequently ‘targeted’ at a parti-
cular societal group.

UBI—witha TI' —of 35,000a month
would cost roughly 10% of GDE If 25%
of people opt out, it would cost roughly
7.5% of GDPE Should the sum be halved
for children under 14, the expense would
become 6.25% of GDE If afew ongoing
welfare programimes were eliminated
simultaneously the economic burden
would be much lessened. But, in that
case, will our wallets fill up with cash,
instead of the state's growth program-
me withering?

Whetting appetite or damp squib?

The long-term implications of many
current welfare schemes are social and
economic. For instance, midday meal
programmes give children required nu-
trients, encourage parents to bring their
kids to school rather than work, create
Jobs for midday meal workers and foster
asense of social equality among the
children.

UBI isnot a panacea. In acomplex and
unequal culture like India's, where
caste, religion and gender variations
play significant roles, money can't wipe
out disparities, even though evidence
from smaller studies suggests that UBI's
benefits could include better health and
higher school attendance.

Discussions related to UBI frequently
serve as a stand-in for more general
concerns regarding function of the
state, role of markets and distribution
of power within societies, Annie Low-
rey described UBl as alesson and an
ideal, not just an economic policy, in her
2018 boolk, Give People Money: How a
Universal Basic Income Would End
Poverty, Revolutionise Worlk, and
Remake the World.

However, Amartyva Sen and Jean Dréze
opposed UBI, arguing that it was prema-
ture for India, and more of astrategic
than an ideological decision. Others
hesitate to support it because it would
be nearly impossible toundo such a
populist programme,

But in contrast to those from the Left
who view UBI as a bailout from the
‘wrath’ of the ‘reserve army of labour’,
capitalists support UBT because it breaks
the link between work and pay, and gives
employers and workers the relative flexi-
bility to transition to high-skilled jobs in
the rapidly automating age without any
binding minimum wage. Even with a
‘U, UBI seems affordable and mayv bring
the Left and Right together: Yet, achie-
ving a comprehensive UBI may, oddly;
remain elusive.

The writer is professor of stalistics,
Indian Statistical mstifute, Kolkata

Le Du
Banglok

There’s more to Bangkok than
great street food, and that
‘more’ can be encapsulated
in two short words, LeDu’ —
from the Thai word for ‘sea-
son’, This Bangkok establish-
ment has been the last word
for Thai haute cuisine — with
subtle French-European tou-
ches —since 2013 under the
chef-tainship of Thitid ‘Ton’
Tassanakajohn.

Since being renovated in
late 2023 under the watchful
eve of stararchitect Amata
Luphaiboon, Le Du has been
transformed into amagical
space w1tha t:eﬂmg installa-

: tion of
llumi-
nated
y tubes,
Under
this in-
door diamond sky, the palate
1s treated to delights includ-
ing scallopand local greens,
and squid canape with Bear-
naise sauce and a peanut and
chilli dressing.

But the standout dish—for
seafood aficionados —hasto
be khao kluk kapi: butterflied
river prawn from the Tapiriv-
er insouthern Thailand, grill-
ed and served with risotto
made from two types of north-
ern Thai black rice mixed with
sauce made from tom yum
kung (hot and sour shrimp
soup)and prawn head cream.

Chef Ton's abode is the per-
fect, sparkling space to taste
what happens when the finest
mgeredients meld with the ‘dark
art’of astounding cooking.

THE SPEAKING TREE

Lifeis But
A Dream

SANT RAJINDER S5INGH

Weare living ina dream state. We
take this phyvsical world to be our
home and take owr body —a vehi-
cle made of matter — to be our
true identity, not realising that
we are, In reality, spirit, the pow-
erthat enlivens the body.

Our attention remains focused
on the attractions and distracti-
ons of the outer world as we in-
vest time in amassing material
wealth. However, all of this is tem-
porary, fleeting and ever-chang-
ing. We take none of it withus
when we depart from this world.

Everything in this physical
world is made of matter, which
ismade of particles constantly
inmotion. Just aseverything in
nature changes from one moment
to the next, our lives also change
continually This change brings
turmoil, agitation and, inevitab-
Iy, loss, sorrow and pain.

Spiritual masters helpus awa-
ken from this dream-like state to
experience peace, calm and jow
They remind us that this human
existence is a brief sojourn in
our soul’s long voyvage back to its
Source, Fornow, itisuptousto
make the most of our time here
on earth, tolove each other; serve
each other; be kKind and compassi-
onate, and face the ups and dow-
ns with calm and equipoise whi-
le recognising the temporary
nature of life on earth.

By teaching us meditation, sai-
nts help us withdraw attention
from the fleeting outer world and
focus it on the steady permanen-
ceof the inner spiritual worlds.
Embarking on the inner spiritu-
al journey, we experience oursel-
ves in our true form and awaken
to the reality of life.

India,aFlyin
Your Condiment

Apropos the Edit, More Guts for
Our Food Regulators’ (May 1),
are all the food items and medi-
cines we Indians—right from
infants to children to adults
consume completely safe? Can
we fully trust the Food Safety and
Standards Authority of India
(FSSAD? Asit turns out, govern-
ment authorities have not been
able to flag health and safety
issues with at least hundreds of
food products we consume, [s it
not shameful that food authori-
ties of other countries are point-
ing outour non-compliance?

VIVEK GLAGHATE
Pune

Teeming With
T20 Talent

This refers to ‘India’s 15 For T20°
by Anand Vasu(ET Sport, May 1).
The T20 World Cupsquad is out
and, as expected, there are hund-
reds of ‘he should have been pi-
cked’ and "he should have been
dropped’, ete, comments. The
reality is that India should ask
for one more team for the ODI
and T20 World
Cups. We have
the talent, and
should let the
second team
play in the qua-
lifiers. Britain
has four teams
in the Fifa Wor-
ld Cup. Similarly, being a crick-
et super power, we should show
our strength and depth in the
sport by asking for more teams.
If Australiawith a population
of 25 mn and New Zealand with
just 5mn can put up a team each,
then we with 1.4 bn should have
at least five teams.

TRRAMASWAMI
Mumbai

Robotaxi: Move.
Cattle: Moo

Apropos the Edit, ‘In the Dri-
ver's Seat Of Driverless Cars'
(Mav 1), one curiously wonders
if Tesla's robot-driven cars will
be able to negotiate stray cattle
that wander right into the mid-
dle of streets and highways, ig-
nore feverish honking and re-
fuse to budge till they are phy-
sically driven away. Perhaps
the occupant of arobotaxi will
need to get off and drive them
away, just in time to get back in-
side before the automated vehi-
cle speeds away. Elon Musk and
his team of engineers will have
to introduce special features
inTesla cars to overcome such
everyday encounters even in
urban India.

CHANDER SHEKHAR DOGRA
Jalandhar

Letters to the editor may be addressed fo
editet@timesgroup.com
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Reading caste in
inequality debate

The relations between social and economic
deprivations are complex and play out in a
complicated manner in electoral politics

y making a caste census the central pitch of its

election campaign, the Congress has made this

among the most important questions of the 2024

general elections. Is this a wise strategy in terms of
potential rewards for the Congress? The answer depends
on the relationship between caste and economic
inequalities in present-day India and the possible political
manifestation or lack of it in the elections.

The lack of comprehensive and recent data is a big
constraint in answering this question objectively. India
does not have any official statistics on income data.
Survey-based asset data from the National Sample
Survey Office’s (NSSO) All India Debt and Investment
Survey (AIDIS) is from before the pandemic and only
gives us data at the broad social group level, namely,
Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other
Backward Classes (OBC) and those who do not belong
to any of these groups. This data shows that itis SCs and
STs who face the worst form of relative discrimination
when it comes to asset poverty. As far as OBCs are
concerned, they are almost equally represented within
the ranks of the rich and the poor. This, in a way,
reaffirms the need for caution in treating OBCs as a
monolithic socio-economic block in India.

To be sure, the AIDIS data also offers other and
perhaps, more important insights about the roots of
inequality in India. Urban populations have a much
larger share in assets than their rural counterparts and
the ability to get out of agriculture is an important
determinant in overcoming asset poverty. This is in
keeping with the well-accepted economic
transformation challenge in India which requires
shifting labour from low-income farming to high-
income non-farm activities. The ability of a caste census
that will primarily increase the representation of OBCs
within the ambit of reservation and other affirmative
action programmes to deal with this transformation
challenge will at best be limited.

So, will the Congress’s pitch of caste census to reduce
economic inequality resonate politically? Historical
data shows that the Congress’s long-term decline was a
result of the party losing support across communities
rather than among a particular social group. Can the
Congress make a political comeback by aggressively
wooing just one section of the society this time? Or
should it have focused on a more broad-based catch-all
political approach in keeping with its historical
trajectory? We will know the answer on June 4.

Does India’s T20 WC
squad lack vision?

India established itself as the T20 capital after a

refreshingly young side led by MS Dhoni pulled off an

astonishing win in the inaugural T20 World Cup in
2007. It wasa moment in history that sparked the Indian
Premier League (IPL) in 2008, and the tournament has
continued to grow in financial heft with cricket’s biggest
global names making a beeline to it every summer. Since
then, leagues have sprouted across the world, but IPL
remains the biggest cat in town.

The Indian T20 team, however, have not been able to
match the glorious high of 2007. Since then, they have
won no T20 title, and the closest they have come was in
2014 when they lost the final against Sri Lanka. One
reason for this is that the biggest lessons from the 2007
triumph — picking horses for courses and giving a shot
to younger players — seem to have been forgotten. So
much so that performances in IPL — it offers a steady
stream of new players every season, especially batters
weaned on power-hitting —appear to weigh less than
reputations built over years across formats.

On Wednesday, the Indian selectors named a side
filled with established stars, many of whom failed to
make an impact in previous editions of the T20 World
Cup, rather than opting for players hungry, buzzing with
energy, and eager to push the envelope in a still-evolving
format. So, when you go with Rohit Sharma and Virat
Kohli as the main batters, Hardik Pandya as the
principal pace-bowling all-rounder, and a fast-bowling
attack of Mohammed Sirajand Arshdeep Singh to
complement Jasprit Bumrah, you're betting for
assurance over abandon. These are method picks for a
format that requires madness — particularly at a time
when 200-plus totals are becoming the norm and Kohli’s
high run aggregate at a relatively low strike rate may be
costing his team (Royal Challengers Bangalore are in last
place in this year’s IPL) rather than helping their cause.
The squad has been named, and all the best to the boys.
But the selectors could've bolstered their chances by
remembering what 2007 taught Indian cricket.

Truths, myths about

the low voter turnout

Very little is known
about the causes and
consequences of turnout
change. So, caution is
advised on drawing
broad inferences from

any turnout number

e decline in voter turnout

n the first two phases of the

2024 Lok Sabha elections—

66.1% and 66.7%, respec-

tively, compared with 69.4%

and 69.2% in the 2019 polls

— has attracted considerable attention.

Several theories on both the causes and

consequences of this turnout dip are
being discussed.

What has led to the decline? And,
which party will benefit or suffer the
consequences of the turnout in 2024?
More importantly, what does historical
data on turnout informus about Indian
politics? The short answeris we do not
know much about both the causes and
consequences of turnout change. And,
we must be very cautious in drawing
conclusions.

Quite like any other indicator, voter
turnout can’t always rise (or always fall).
It is likely to revert to the mean after
multiple increases or decreases. The
overall turnout increased between 2009
and 2014 (from 58.2% to 66.4%), and
then to 67.4% in 2019. Since 1952, the
voter turnout has never increased for
three consecutive elections. so, though
two-thirds of the Parliamentary Constit-
uencies (PCs) are yet to vote, there is a
high probability that the turnout will

stagnate at or decline from the 2019
baseline.

The turnout declined by approxi-
mately three percentage points com-
bined in two phases over 2019. These
are normal fluctuations. To illustrate,
the highest decline in turnout, of seven
percentage points, was in 1962 (from
62.2%in 1957 to 57.4%), and the highest
increase of approximately eight per-
centage points was in 2014. Itis true that
in some states and constituencies, the
change may be in double digits, but
these will be statistical outli-
ers. However, one must also
factor in the turnout baseline
in different states to make any
conclusions based on such
large changes. Analysis of
election data suggests the
turnout rates in north and
central states have rarely

the general elections. And, in seats
where the margins of victory are low,
the turnout is higher. However, we do
not find any effect of political parties on
the tumout. Our knowledge about the
variation in turnout rates remains lim-
ited because, despite substantial efforts
by the Election Commission of India
(ECT) torevise the electoral rolls betore
every election, the presence of names
that should not have been on the rolls
inflates the denominator and leads toa
downward bias for the turnout esti-
mate. This happens because
dead voters or those who have
permanently moved out of a
locality/village remain on the
voter list. The National Elec-
tion Studies (NES) survey con-
ducted by Lokniti-CSDS in
2009 indicated that at least
20% of the registered electors

crossed 70% in the last three

should not have been on the

decades, whereas the south-

ern and eastern states continuously reg-
ister above 80%. The migration of a sig-
nificant portion of the working-age pop-
ulation from Hindi-belt states is an
important reason for this gap.

The literature on turnout from vari-
ous countries indicates that tempera-
ture shocks, the length of the election
schedule, and voter fatigue or apathy
with the political process have very
weak correlations with turnout figures.
Political competition, i.e., uncertainty
around the winner is positively corre-
lated with turnout rates. And, cadre-
based parties are much better at mobil-
ising their voters even in low turnout
scenarios.

In India, the turnout rates for assem-
bly elections are higher than those for

electoral rolls as they either did
not live in that locality or were dead. We
also need a careful analysis of the effect
of Covid-19 deaths on the electoral rolls.
There may be state-level variations in
the cleaning of the electoral rolls on that
account.

Several scholarly analyses of both
parliamentary elections as well as
assembly elections have shown that
there is no relationship between an
increase or decrease in voter turnouton
the re-election chances of an incumbent
party. These findings are robust even
after controlling several confounding
factors and have been tested using
sophisticated statistical tools. So, more
than aggregate turnout, what matters
for election outcomes is which groups
are turning out above/below the aver-
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ln Indla the turnout rates fur assemhly elections are hlgher than those for

the general elections

age. Researchersrely on survey data to
estimate the turnout differential among
groups, because the ECI only releases
gender disaggregated electors and vot-
ers data, not on any other demographic
metric, at the constituency level.

To illustrate, the pre-poll survey con-
ducted by Lokniti-CSDS in March 2019
indicated the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) had an advantage among the vot-
ers who were more likely to turn up at
the booths. The data suggested that
people from the underprivileged castes,
Muslims, and the poor were less likely
to turn up to vote in 2019. The pre-poll
surveys in 2024 point to a very similar
pattern of divergence in turnout prefer-
ences among the BJP-leaning and
Opposition-leaning voters. This was
most likely driven by low uncertainty in
the final election outcomes as the voters
decided to bear the cost of turning up at
the booth based on their ability to influ-
ence the results.

[tis possible that as the campaign for
2024 progressed after the announce-
ments of candidates (and the war of
words between the parties over manifes-
tos), the gap in turnout preferences
among the BJP-leaning and Opposition-
leaning voters either closed or reversed.
This can happen if the organisational
machinery of various political parties
manage toreach out to their respective
voters and convince them of the cost of
not turning up. There is no gain in high-
lighting the differences between both

AFP

online and offline organisational capaci-
ties of the BJP and Opposition parties.

Is the high-pitched negative cam-
paign from both sides post the first
phase aimed atincreasing the emotive
quotient in this election, which has been
certainly lower than in the previous
two? The emotive elements in the 2014
and 2019 campaigns had a definite role
in the BJP’s ability to win seats, with a
higher probability where the turnout
rise was sharper. How will the decline in
2024 affect the BJP's chances to repeat
its performance? Is the decline higher
among the BJP-leaning fence sitters? Is
the decline a result of voters’ unhappi-
ness with the BJP government’s per-
formance (but not willing enough to
switch sides) or because the party and
its candidates have over-relied on Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s ability to
draw voters to the booth?

While we will know the results of the
2024 Lok Sabha elections on June 4, any
meaningful conclusion on the effect the
turnout had on the outcomes would
require several days of careful analysis.
This would largely depend on the avail-
ability of PC-level results broken into
assembly segments, and randomly sam-
pled representative post-poll surveys.
Till then, we must not get carried away
by any turnout-related myths.

Rahul Verma is fellow, the Centre for Policy
Research (CPR), New Delhi.

The views expressed are personal

Educating the ladies, an
update from Bollywood

f your faith in education is waning and

you want to restore it, watch Laapataa

Ladies. It is an exciting, and at the same

time, sobering experience. It is exciting
because one of its two heroines exemplifies
the full meaning of determination to study
further. And it is sobering because you
learn how dangerous a girl’s journey toward
higher learning can be in our society.
Though paradoxical, it is thoroughly enter-
taining, but one can’t miss its sociology.
Returning home, you feel you've been on a
crash visit to a strange and difficult land
where girls live. I thought I knew the lay of
this land well because I had spent a few
years writing a book about girlthood. How
wrong [ was!

The story is located in Madhya Pradesh
(MP). The rural setting is so quiet and syl-
van that you don’t anticipate the emotional
vortex you face in the second half. Two
young women get lost — almost immedi-
ately after their wedding —and a comedy of
errors ensues. The first bride goes through
a predictable experience. We have
seen such in other movies. But the
second bride scripts her own
adventure. She uses her predica-
ment to attain her goal in life -
after nearly losing it. She didn’t
want to marry, but she had no
choice. Like countless others, she
had to surrender to family black-

Krishna
Kumar

girls, she is fiercely self-confident. She is
also clever and has guts enough to hood-
wink. What shaped her personality, you
wonder! It can’t be the school, of course,
especially in MP where rural schools had
taken a sharp downward turn well before
the BJP’s regime began more than two dec-
ades ago, but the BJP chose not to bother
about reverting this trend. Teachers lost
whatever status and dignity they had. They
were in no position —and had no clue how
— to practise the publicised norms of child-
centric education. Schooling under such cir-
cumstances could hardly encourage a girl to
rebel, that too in the matter of a marriage
forced upon her. It is the other heroine of
Laapataa Ladies who represents a mindless
education system faced with aggressive cul-
tural practices that promote docility and
self-abnegation.

Thus, the film juxtaposes two contrary
characters caught in an identical predica-
ment. That a rebellious young woman can
be the heroine of a popular film is a testi-
mony to cinema as an art form. Its
layered capacity permits rival
truths to enter the viewer’s vision.
In one, we encounter ideologically
upheld traditional values; facing
the other, we hold our breath when
a hapless bold girl is about to lose
her battle against the disruption of
her educational dream. In a

mail.

charged, dramatic scene, she hands

She was passionate about study-
ing — but notin a general sense. Unlike mil-
lions of teenagers who can't decide what
they really want to doin life, she was clear.
She saw her future in science — that of agri-
culture. How did she escape the lure of
NEET and JEE, you wonder. She wanted to
be an expert in organic farming. She is con-
vinced that organic methods will dominate
agriculture and its market within another 15
years. Like so many village girls, she is
pushed into marriage. It is an awful match
and it nearly finishes her off. She is saved
because she gets lost. The police find it difti-
cult to locate her because she makes herself
untraceable. She uses technological strate-
gies to hide herself and confuse others,
including the police. It is a tale of skillfully
applied grit. In the end, when she wins, she
breaks her marriage, and off she goes to
Dehradun to study organic farming. Moved,
speechless, we see her last boarding a vil-
lage bus.

Unlike the common stereotype of rural

THE STORY OF LAAPATAA
LADIES IS LOCATED IN
MADHYA PRADESH.

THE RURAL SETTING IS SO
QUIET AND SYLVAN THAT
YOU DON'T ANTICIPATE
THE EMOTIONAL VORTEX
YOU FACE IN THE SECOND
HALE TWO YOUNG WOMEN
GET LOST — IMMEDIATELY
AFTER THEIR WEDDING —
AND A COMEDY OF ERRORS
ENSUES

over her mangalsutra to a police
officer, thereby announcing the break up of
her recent marriage. Itis a historic scene. In
it, we witness something unreal turning into
an emotionally charged reality.

Bollywood specialises in constructing
such moments, but even by Bollywood stan-
dards, this is a rare one. Not many film
scripts have shown a village girl opting to
walk away from her marriage in less than a
week. Her brutish husband is confused. His
wealth, status and aggression don't help
him. The audience enjoys the moment of his
disgrace.

Renowned historian and the director of
the Nehru Museum (now renamed), Ravin-
der Kumar, used to say that even if a village
school seems poor, a little girl's walk from
home, in a uniform, socks, and shoes can be
transformative. Of course, it is a romantic
thought, but it has truth. Laapataa Ladies
reveals a deeper truth — that education by
itself is not enough. To realise its potential
for social change, education requires an
encouraging ethos in society and within the
family. A hostile home and wider ethos can
destroy what little schools might have
achieved.

A major study had found a few years ago
that girls use education to postpone mar-
riage. When parents and relatives push
them, they beg to be allowed another year or
two. Marriage will end my education, say
the girls while the parents, strategically,
retort that the in-laws might allow them to
attend college. In Laapataa Ladies, we hear
both arguments, and the story shows which
one is right.

Krishna Kumar is a former director of NCERT.
His new book Thank You, Gandhi, will be

published in September.,
The views expressed are personal
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The slmplest truth is thata gmund

operation in Rafah will be nothing

short of a tragedy beyond words.
No humanitarian plan can

counter that

New civil servants need to
usher in culture of access

he Union Public Service Commission

(UPSC) recently published the results of

the civil services examination held last

year. Among the total of 1,016 selected
candidates, 180 have been recommended for
appointment to the Indian Administrative Servi-
ces (IAS), 200 to the India Police Service (IPS), 37
to the Indian Foreign Service (IFS), and 599 to the
other services.

So far, the selection procedure has been
remarkably free from scandal or complaints
of malpractice. Neither charges of blatant
political interference in day-to-day adminis-
tration nor cases of corruption by public ser-
vants have diminished the allure of the servi-
ces for the nearly three lakh youth who com-
pete annually to join.

Two features of the civil services selection
stand out. More than a third of the
selected candidates are women. And
reservation has ensured much-needed
diversity. The spectrum of academic
disciplines—electrical and mechanical
engineering, architecture, anthropol-
ogy, medicine, and geography, among
others — that the new recruits come
from adds strength to the bureaucracy.

Raghavan

IAS or IPS officer do to pull us out of this
morass? This is a question that is rarely
asked, and rarer still, answered satisfactorily.

The minimum we can demand of young offi-
cers is that each of them should set an example
for rectitude. Unfortunately, however, there is
growing evidence to the contrary. The high levels
of political corruption prevalent in almost all
regions of the country are often cited as being
responsible for the young officers falling prey to
corruption early. This explanation is only par-
tially acceptable.

The building of moral fibre among young
recruits is the responsibility of both institutions
and senior officers. There has, however, been no
major exercise in this regard at the national level.
Ultimately, itis the individual officer who should
choose honesty over graft. Fortunately, a major-
ity of recruits currently seemto believe
in this ideal. That however is no guar-
antee that they will not throw in the
towel later.

Another disconcerting feature of
government offices is that senior offi-
cialsare seldom accessible to the pub-
lic. Given the incredible advances in
communication technology and their

Nolongerare the IAS and IPS the pre-

percolation down to the lowest layers,

serve of arts and science graduates. A
substantial percentage of the selected candidates
belong to the lower economic stratum. This is
how it should be in a country where a large sec-
tion is still poor.

These factors would lull usinto a belief that
everything is hunky dory. However, many
aspects of our civil services remain disappoint-
ing. The Union and state governments have
ushered in many schemes that benefit the poor-
est. But many beneficiaries still have to bribe the
lower levels of government to access these. To
an extent, thedirect crediting of benefits to the
beneficiaries’ bank accounts has remedied this.
But, what about non-monetary benefits? Sub-
stantial leakage still occurs here and has proved
almost impossible to plug. The entrants to the
civil services have a huge duty to excise thiscan-
ker. Unfortunately, junior civil servants trying
surgical interventions have been intimidated
and forced to look the other way.

The greatest harm done to a well-conceived
machinery is entrenched corruption. The eco-
nomic progress made in the past few decades
is getting eroded by this evil, especially in
rural settings. The common man still com-
plains about the money he has to shell out to
buy services to which he is entitled to as a citi-
zen. There are no signs that this will change
in the foreseeable future. What can a young

is there a need for physical meetings
which become a barrier between officers and the
common man?

Simple devices and procedures will facilitate
face-to-face interaction with the common man
who has many grievances but rarely gets the
opportunity to voice these before the relevant
officials. New entrants to the civil service must
usher ina new culture of access.

Itis difficult to exaggerate the joy of the poor-
est in arural area who getto meeta senior officer
and convey their genuine problems toa sub-col-
lector or an assistant superintendent of police,
two critical functionaries at the sub-division
level. A postingin a semi-urban area may be low
on personal comfort, but the satisfaction thatone
derives from working at the grassroots is
extraordinary.

I remember how my superintendent of police
cut my travelling allowance during my training
days in Thanjavur because I returned home after
avillage visit without halting there for the night
and making myself available to the local people
to hear their representations. Such rigour pre-
pares you to meet the challenges in a democratic
system.

RK Raghavan is a former CBI director and former
Indian High Commissioner to Cyprus.
The views expressed are personal
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KYC jinx: Shareholders
deserve better than this

It’s unfortunate that so many investor accounts have been put ‘on hold’ for identity data gaps.

Yes, compliance matters. But companies and mutual funds could have put up a better show

ew Know-Your-Customer (KYC)

regulations effective from 1 April

have sent many investorsinto a

tizzy, as they find their accounts

locked for failing to meet yet

another demand by authorities
for verifiable data to establish their identities.
Yes, we had a fresh round of KYC compliance.
Under revised rules, holders of securities regu-
lated by the Securities and Exchange Board of
India (Sebi) had to validate their email IDs in
addition to phone and Aadhaar numbers, the
latter duly linked with PAN cards issued for tax-
ation. Past KYC okays obtained with utility bills
or bank documents were left invalid by this
exercise. As the number of people affected by
the lock-out is substantial, this is large-scale dis-
ruption. According to a joint release by India’s
five KYCregistration agencies (KRAs), as many
as12% of the over 108 million investor accounts
under Sebi’s oversight have been put “on hold.”
These can no longer be operated by investors,
astheir KYC data was found to have gaps. Asa
result, they can neither invest further at these
windows, nor withdraw funds for any exigency.
Evenifitistemporary, it'’s harsh. By and large,
we can assume these are their own reserves—
assets acquired with hard-earned and tax-paid
money—that they have been barred from. That
too, with less than fair notice, as the high lock-
out proportion indicates. So many accounts
cannot all be fraudulent, surely.

With scarce information on what exactly
went wrong, locked-out investors have fumbled
around to figure out how to rectify the situation.
Tobe sure, KYCrules are necessary. Equity and
mutual fund (MF) holdings must not end up in
the wrong hands. Fake accounts need to be
nabbed and asset fraud stamped out. Our digital

identity system, which hosts biometric details,
is designed to aid this endeavour. To the extent
tax authorities need to check tax evasion, the
PAN link could be justified too. But coercive
action of this sort is best avoided. Rather than a
shuttering, even if done only after repeated
deadline extensions, a gentle policy nudge may
have achieved the purpose. Accounts that lack a
KYCupdate could have been slapped with an
extra fee, for example, the payment call of
which would have shaken asset holders into
action. This would especially have been of help
to elderly investors, many of whom are neither
tech-savvy nor attuned to regulatory shifts
and find it difficult to keep up with frequent
resets of the maze that online validation is.
Given the puzzle that KYC can be for so many
of us, abetter approach would be for the onus
tobe shared more widely. Not just KRAs, which
have helplines, even companies should make a
greater effort to ensure law-abiding investors
do not get barred from their holdings just for
KYCneglect. In the case of MF investors, for
instance, fund houses should take it upon them-
selvesto see that people’s folios are compliant.
Similarly, publicly listed companies should dis-
play the grace to keep all their shareholders in
the loop of changes that have a bearing on their
ownership status, guide them on what exactly is
needed, and work with them to get the requisite
updates done. These guidance efforts need to
go well beyond the mass despatch of confusing
and perfunctory messages that are dense with
jargon. Regardless of how tiny the stakes of
investors in these companies are, they happen
to be part-owners, after all, and deserve the
courtesy of a proper heads-up—via personal
engagement over the phone, ifit comes to that.
Asset ownership must not be taken lightly.
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Public policy education in India
deserves much greater attention

A wider and better understanding of India’s challenges could improve our policymaking processes

are, respectively, a former Union cabinet
minister and vice chancellor, Rishihood
University.

ndia’s rapid economic growth and
increasingly complex social and pub-
lic challenges underscore the need
for robust public-policy education.
However, public policy programmes fall
short of adequately preparing the next
generation of policymakers, civil ser-
vants and engaged citizens.
Traditionally, public policy education
in India has been confined to post-grad-
uate degree programmes, often offered
inisolation from the real-world com-
plexities that policymakers face. These
programmes focus on theoretical
frameworks and case studies from the
West, without addressing the unique
social, cultural and political dynamics
that shape policy challenges in India.
To truly empower the country’s citi-
zens and public sector, public-policy
education must evolve to become more
accessible, practical and contextually
relevant. This means expanding the
avenues through which people can
engage with public policy beyond the
traditional degree programme format.
Tobegin with, public-policy educa-
tion should be integrated into the cur-
riculum of undergraduate and post-
graduate programmes across all disci-
plines. Even students pursuing degrees
in engineering, business or arts should
be exposed to the basics of public pol-
icy, systems thinking and the role of cit-
izens in shaping their communities.
This cross-pollination of ideas will help

bring forth a generation of problem-
solvers who understand the intercon-
nected nature of societal challenges and
are able to contribute meaningfully to
policymaking processes.

Education does not end with gradua-
tion. Executive programmes on public
policy matters should be made available
to working professionals across diverse
sectors. Many of the most pressing pol-
icy issues—from urban planning and
environmental protection to healthcare
and education—have become ubiqui-
tous concerns in the workplace. By
offering executive-level programmes,
workshops and short courses, we can
equip professionals with the knowledge
tonavigate these complex challenges,
ultimately improving the quality of
decision-making and service delivery.

Itis not obvious but important to
recognize that public-policy education
can also play a key role in empowering
the country’s entrepreneurs. Too often,
budding business aspirants become so
sharply focused on developing products
or services that they fail to adequately
consider the domestic and international
regulations that can significantly
impact their operations. Many owners
of startups only realize the importance
of public policy when they encounter
unexpected legal or bureaucratic hur-
dles that threaten the viability of their
ventures. By integrating public policy
curricula into entrepreneurship pro-
grammes and offering specialized
courses for business founders, we can
equip the next generation of business
leaders with a deeper understanding of
the policymaking landscape.

This will not only help entrepreneurs
navigate the complexities of regulation
and compliance, but also enable them to
become active advocates of policy
reforms that support innovation and
the growth of small businesses. As India
positionsitselfas a global hub for entre-
preneurship, public-policy education
could become instrumental in fostering
athriving, informed and resilient
startup ecosystem.

Public policy is a fascinating subject.
The pedagogy should leverage innova-
tive delivery formats, such as immersive
travel programmes, hybrid models for
working professionals and intensive
summer schools. These alternative
models can provide learners with
hands-on experience, exposure to
diverse perspectives and opportunities
for collaborative problem-solving, all of
which are crucial for developing a
nuanced understanding of public
policy. Through immersive learning,
learners can engage with a wide range
of experts from policymakers and civil
society leaders to academics and social
entrepreneurs. This multidisciplinary
approach will not only deepen their
knowledge, but also foster a network of
like-minded individuals who can share
ideas and work together long after the
academic programme has ended.

The ultimate goal of re-imagined
public policy education should be to
create amore informed, engaged and
empowered citizenry. When people
from all walks of life have a deeper
understanding of the policymaking
process and the ways in which they can
influence it, they become more invested
in the well-being of their communities
and the country asa whole.

Moreover, by exposing a diverse pool
of talented individuals to the challenges
and complexities of public service, such
programmes can help create arobust
pipeline of future leaders for the public
sector. Local governments, state agen-
cies and national ministries could tap
this talent pool, attracting the brightest
minds to tackle the country’s most
pressing issues.

In a time of rapid change and rising
uncertainty, India needs a public-policy
ecosystem that isresponsive and capa-
ble of addressing the unique needs of'its
people. By rethinking the way we
approach public-policy education,
we can encourage a new generation of
engaged citizens and policy entrepre-
neurs to help us collectively shape a
brighter future for the nation.

10 DEARS GO
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JUST A TROTQAT

My mantra about everything
that has to do with public
policyis:identify and reject
the false choice.

KAMALA HARRIS

We arein a frantic race for post-indusirial dominance

RAHUL JACOB

)
is a Mint columnist and a
former Financial Times foreign
correspondent.

he scale of investment by the world’s
two superpowers as they conduct a
proxy war through aggressive indus-
trial policiesis epic. Given the opaque nature
of China’s Communist Party government, the
most cited estimate is that even five years ago,
Chinawas spending1.7% of GDP on industri-
al-policy projects. That ratio has surely gone
up since. This January, the government
expanded its goals to include an emphasis on
“photonic computing, brain-computer inter-
faces, nuclear fusion,” according to The Econ-
omist, and in a classic Beijing micro-manage-
ment mandate, decreed that research insti-
tutes “spend more than half of their basic
funding on scientists under 35 years of age.”
The US spendsless than China asa propor-
tion of GDP, but aJPMorgan report last year
estimated that the three bills passed in
2021-22 with industrial policy aims would
lead to investment of $2.4 trillion.
Some find it fashionable to credit China’s
leaders with omniscience, but despite
China’slead in, say, manufacturing large bat-

tery cells, electric cars, wind turbines or solar
panels, US efforts seem better aimed.
Improving its creaky infrastructure and mak-
ing semiconductor chips are worthy goals,
especially given the real danger of Beijing
invading Taiwan, which dominates global
chip production. The risk for the US is that
these initiatives might over-stimulate its
economy and keep interest rates high. For
Beijing, it is larger still—public debt could
rise to unsupportable levels.

Beijing’s industrial policy dividends have
been impressive thus far. The Rhodium
group estimated that in 2020, China’s spend-
ing onscience and technology was 2.8%. The
Economistin April quoted the Australian Pol-
icy Institute’slist of 64 “critical” technologies
and said that China leads the world “in all but
11.” The list suggests Chinaleads in 5G and 6G
telecom, drones, radar and robotics. At many
levels, China is a serial overachiever. The
same article pointed to an index published by
the World Intellectual Property Organisation
that uses yardsticks such as infrastructure,
patent awards and citations. “A middle-in-
come country with China’s GDP would
expect torankin the 60s. Chinaranks12th.”

So far, so impressive—if occasionally so
gullible. There have been questions raised
about the Chinese race to publish intellec-

tual property papers, for example, and the
country is yet to build gigantic chip manu-
facturers such as Taiwan’s TSMC.

Thereal challenge, though, is that Presi-
dent XiJinping’s China has kept investment
asa proportion of GDP at above 40%, a dis-
torted-reality view of economics, while
effectively suppressing
domestic household con-
sumption. Gross capital
formation in China is
43.3% of GDP. By compari-

son, the OECD average is L/ H highways and government
just 23.7%. t hat Ssu bleCt buildings. Banks have been

Itisbecoming harderto to therisk of directed to lend to high-
argue for Chinese excep- profile manufacturing pro-
tionalismin fiscalmanage- F@SOUIFKCES bei n g jectsinstead that President
ment. Xi seems keen to . Xi has clunkily called “new
emulate the Soviet Union’s  [MISA | Iocated by quality productive forces.”
late Nikita Khruschev in . Even economic experts
his threats aimed at the US pOl ICyma kers are voicing concern, which

in the context of a post-in-

dustrial race for the future.

But the backdrop of a housing bubble deflat-
ingand impoverished local governments—
an integral part of China’s alternately
impressive and wasteful infrastructure roll-
out of the past couple of decades—hurtling
towards de facto bankruptcy would make
these grand plans difficult to achieve.

Industrial policy
is playing arole

Bloomberg estimated that at the end of
2022, property developers owed $2.5 trillion
while local government financing vehicles
owed $13 trillion. This is a debt problem on
the scale of Japan’s after its bubble burst in
the early 1990s, but with less capable macro-
economic management. The FT reported
recently that directives
from the State Council to 10
highly indebted provinces
and two large cities barred
them from building more

takes special courage in

Xi’sChina. The truth isthat
we have seen this movie before. Earlier ver-
sions starred China taking advantage of'its
2001 accession to the World Trade Organi-
zation (and the world’s naivete) to dump
products in markets abroad because large-
scale subsidies had been part of its game-
plan well before industrial policy became

the global epidemic it hasin recent years.

In a chilling chart, the JPMorgan report
shows that in the decade from 2010, opioid
use in the US rocketed, inversely tracking
the loss of manufacturing jobs there. “A total
of 5.7 million factory jobs (in the US) were
lost from 2000 to 2010—nearly 10 times
more than during the previous 30 years,
from 1970 to 2000.” The political climate in
the developed world will no longer allow
China to export its way out of the economic
doldrums, heightening the risk of massive
overcapacity in future-focused industries.

By comparison, India’s industrial policy
seemsa familiar tale of too little, too... er, too
little of it thought-through, actually. It is hard
to categorize a subsidy scheme for textiles or
white goods as ‘strategic’ when the sensible
thing would have been to sign free trade
agreements with the EU years ago to allow
our garment exporters to compete on alevel
field. Mint reported recently that imports
from China grew from $70.3 billion in
2018-19to $101.75 billion in 2023-24. Are we
really weaning ourselves off Chinese exports?
As an IMF report notes, well designed poli-
cies to improve the business environment
would have been better than targeted gov-
ernment interventions that carry the risk of
resources being misallocated.
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What will the rising mercury this

year mean for inflation in India?

India’s balance of food-supply likelihoods has raised the question of whether fiscal 2024--25 will see monetary easing at all

RADHIKA RAO
is executive director and senior economist at
DBS Bank.

emperatures continue to hit new highs

every subsequent year. In its March

2024-update, the World Meteorologi-

cal Organisation’s (WMO) annual State

of the Global Climatereport confirmed

that 2023 was the warmest year on
record, with the global average near-surface tem-
perature at 1.45° Celsius above the pre-industrial
baseline. Add to this, it was the warmest 10-year
period onrecord. The agency added that the
2023-24 ElNino had peaked, but was still one of
the five strongest on record. While the weather
pattern was gradually weakening, it will continue
to impact global climate, with above-normal tem-
peratures predicted over almost all land areas
between March and May this year.

The India Meteorological Department recently
predicted that above-normal temperatures are
likely to prevail over most parts of the country
during the 2024 hot weather season (April to
June), except some parts of east, northeast and
northwest India. In official parlance, a heatwave is
recorded if the maximum temperature of a station
reaches at least 40° Celsius for plains and 30° Cel-
sius or more for hilly regions. A departure from
normal in the range of 4.5-6.4° Celsius is viewed as
a heatwave, while anything more than 6.4° Celsius
above the norm is termed a ‘severe’ state.

Bolster defences: Indian authorities have taken
proactive measures to mitigate the impact of heat.
For instance, power ministry officials have held
reviews on ensuring uninterrupted power availa-
bility in cooperation with counterparts like India’s
coal and railway departments. Coal stocks have
also been built up to meet peak demand, which is
likely to be higher this year than experienced in
past summer months. The ministry has projected
260GW peak power demand in the second quarter
0f 2024, higher than the record set by the third
quarter of 2023. Despite greater installed capacity
forrenewable energy, the country’s base load is
still fossil-fuel heavy.

Concurrently, a two-decade long emergency
provision has also been invoked that will require
idle gas-fired power stations (left unused due to
commercial concerns) to operate through May and
June to meet an increase in electricity demand and
prevent shortages akin to 2022. Earlier, an emer-
gency rule for coal imports was invoked; it was sup-
posed to be in force till June, but will now run
through the end of the third quarter. Lastly, regu-
lar maintenance of power plants will be deferred to
the monsoon period and new capacity additions
will be fast-tracked. The general elections under-
way will span May, with results due on 4 June.

Economic impact: The economic impact of heat
is likely to be the most telling on perishable crops—
especially vegetables beyond the T(omato) O(nion)
P(otato) three—and food-led inflation, aggravating
the seasonal increase in prices during summer,

apart from on public health. The zaid season—i.e.,
the period between rabi and kharif—covers short-
duration crops, including some vegetables, fruits
and fodder. While the impact on rabi cropsiis likely
to be limited, as harvesting is already underway,
daily data shows that select vegetable prices have
risen, impacted by inadequate cold-chain infra-
structure and the fallout on standing crops.

Food has already punched above its weight in
the past 7-8 months, with vegetable inflation
unlikely to materially recede from the prevailing
28% year-on-year pace. Notably, costs did not cor-
rect to the extent expected during winter, with
high temperatures now likely to keep year-on-year
growth in double digits over the next few months.
The retail prices of potatoes were up 22%, onions
40% and tomatoes 36% in March 2024 from a year
before, with other seasonal varieties also likely to
be vulnerable. If the month-on-month increase in
sequential food inflation quickens from our base-
line of 1.1% quarter-on-quarter in April-June 2024
t01.8-2.0%, headline inflation can potentially jump
by 50-70 basis points in the quarter, taking full-
year inflation 40-50 basis points above our base-
line at 4.5% year-on-year in 2024--25.

Short-term solutions—such as improved supply
networks, better inter-state movement and rota-
tion of short cropping cycles—can be deployed,
but are unlikely to provide immediate relief. The
strengthening of India’s cold-chain infrastructure
and handling of produce will gain importance.
Reliance on the upcoming monsoon is high.
Today’sreservoir level is at about 31.4% of full
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capacity, lower than 39% in the comparable period
last year. Rains are dearly needed. Dissipating El
Nino and the start of La Nina in the third quarter
would bode well for crop output and resultant farm
income levels, but the spatial and temporal varia-
tion of monsoon rains will be equally pertinent.
Policy impact. RBI's Monetary Policy Committee
(MPC) has maintained a cautious and hawkish
stance. The impact of weather conditions on food
inflation—and consequently on inflationary expec-
tations—will be closely monitored. Given the
global conditions, including delays in the US rate-
cutting cycle, higher oil prices and fluctuations in
the value of the rupee, we expect the MPC to
extend its wait-and-watch mode and track the
monsoon’s progress. The debate over RBI's policy
path ahead has shifted from what ‘the scale of cuts’
will be to whether there will be ‘cuts at all’ in
2024-25. Upside risks to the central bank’s infla-
tion forecast of 4.5% for 2024--25 are also likely to
delay any change in its policy stance to ‘neutral.’
Domestic 10-year bond yields have corrected
from their mid-April highs, but a dip below 7% is
unlikely amid still-high oil prices, a strong dollar
and hardening US Treasury yields. The next catalyst
for debt markets will be the upcoming index inclu-
sion of Indian bonds, with the first of the global
benchmark indices due to start this process in June
2024 and another in January 2025. Mindful of the
volatility that could accompany these inflows,
India’s monetary authority has steadfastly kept the
currency on an even keel, whilst absorbing incre-
mental inflows into its foreign exchange buffer.
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Indian banks are slipping on a
banana peel of tech adoption

Rapid progress in digital banking has exposed the system to risks

ANDY MUKHERJEE
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
industrial companies and financial services
in Asia.

fter being saddled for years with the

biggest bundle of bad loans any-

where in the world, India’s financial
system had only recently found its footing.
But with profitability at a decade high and
capitalization in excess of the regulatory
minimum, the country’s banks have begun
slipping again. Thistime, they’re falling on
the banana peel of technology.

The latest casualty is Kotak Mahindra
Bank. Last week, the regulator ordered
what was until recently India’s fourth-larg-
est lender by market value to stop taking
new customers via its online and mobile
banking channels and refrain fromissuing
fresh credit cards. The Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) said it had found “serious defi-
ciencies” in how the bank manages user
access, vendorrisk and data security. This
is stiff punishment. More than 98% of the
transaction volume in Kotak’s savings
accounts were from digital or non-branch
methodsin the December quarter; 99% of
new credit cards and 95% of personal loans
it sold were also online. While Kotak saysiit
has already taken some steps and will
“swiftly resolve balance issues at the earli-
est,” the brazenness of last year’s scam at
UCO Bankislikely to make RBI cautiousin
lifting the ban. UCO is a small, state-owned
lender based in Kolkata. Last November, it
found some customers had got nearly $100
million viainterbank electronic fund trans-
fers, but accounts at the sending institu-
tions hadn’t been debited.

This month, investigators said that this
was no error, but a scam. A couple of out-
side engineers had allegedly fiddled with
UCO’sservers, creating money out of thin
air, and crediting it to different accounts.
Several account holders made “wrongful
gains by withdrawing the proceeds,”
according to the bank’s police complaint.

Thisisthe crux of the issue. RBI's press
release highlighted “frequent and signifi-
cant outages in the last two years” in
Kotak’s services that inconvenienced cus-
tomers. While these are annoying, the big
riskisa UCO Bank-type scenario where the
same money can be spent twice because it
shows up in two accounts. If something like
that happensat scale, it could pose serious
risks to financial stability. All benefits from
digitization pale in front of such a threat.

Digitization has undoubtedly brought
benefits, particularly to non-state-owned
lenders. Take Kotak, which now has 8.5%
ofthe deposits of State Bank of India (SBI),
compared with less than 6% seven years
ago. This gain didn’t take acommensurate
expansion in physical presence. SBI has
added nearly 5,000 branches since 2016 —

Kotak Mahindra Bank has had some digital
operations clamped by RBI MINT

10 times as many as Kotak. Even as they
have gained from it, banks paid insufficient
attention to tech. In December 2020, RBI
barred HDFC Bank, India’s largest private
lender, from issuing new credit cards and
launching fresh digital initiatives. The card
ban was lifted after eight months; the digi-
tal blockade lasted over a year.

Thisisn’tjustan Indian problem. Singa-
pore’s DBS Group, which has aspired to
rank alongside some of the world’s most
admired tech brands, has also stumbled on
small things like an overheated data centre.

InIndia, fintech sped up money transac-
tions, but it has also meant complexity. An
otherwise staid banking system, running
software on servers on bank premises,
faces a tsunami of tiny transactions coming
via intermediaries that mostly do cloud
computing. A widely used smartphone-
based protocol, UPL logged more than 100
billion transactions last year. There are
some 50 million merchants accepting
online money via QR codes, but the regula-
torisn’t sureifall are legit. Fast and furious
may have opened the floodgates to fraud.

Arattled RBIisinamood to punish. Ear-
lier, it instructed Paytm, the homegrown
payments pioneer, to freeze its banking
business because of persistent non-com-
pliance. Separately, it asked Visa Inc to stop
the use of itsbusiness cards for commercial
payments with a fintech firm in between.

Drastic supervisory steps may be neces-
sary at times, but they will not be enough.
The Indian regulator needs to update its
own understanding of technology—the last
edition of RBI's164-page financial stability
report devoted a mere four paragraphsto
digital safety, even though the central
bank’s survey showed cybersecurity as a
“high-risk” category.

Threat levels arerising. A 2022 study by
DeepStrat,a New Delhi-based consulting
firm, had raised concerns about what it
called a “fraud stack”—a large number of
bank accounts “controlled by crime cartels
without their owners being aware of their
identities being misused,” as explained by
Anand Venkatanarayanan, one of the
report’s authors.

Inoneinstance, the customer’saddressin
abank’srecords was the same as that of the
bank branch. When such mule accounts
hide in plain sight, attacks become highly
probable. ©BLOOMBERG

A status quo bias tends to keep innovative ideas hidden

BIJU DOMINIC

Analytics, and chairman,
FinalMile Consulting.

magine you discovered anidea that could

dramatically solve one of the most signifi-

cant problems of an industry. What will
you do with that idea? Would you shout
about it from your rooftop or will you keep
quiet about it? Here is the story of how an
idea that could change the fortunes of the
digital-advertising industry was treated.
Thisstory isatelling example of how most of
us treat paradigm-shifting ideas.

Digital advertising is today a $600 billion
industry. In 1994, when digital advertisers
started using banner advertising, the click-
through rates (CTRs) were about 40%. But in
2022, CTRsstood at amere 0.35%, a drop of
more than 100 times from the 1996 level.
One could try to cover up this humongous
drop in CTRs by blaming an exponential
increase in digital stimuli and the ever-
shortening attention spans of digital con-
sumers. But the fact remains that this drastic
drop in CTRs has happened in spite of new
strategies like sophisticated data-mining
techniques, deep personalization based on

data from sophisticated online cookie track-
ers and the use of search-engine optimiza-
tion.

Tim Hwang, aformer global policy lead on
artificial intelligence at Google and author of
the book Subprime Attention Crisis: Advertis-
ing and the Time Bomb at the Heart of the
Internet,has warned of consequences for the
global economy from the declining effec-
tiveness of digital advertising. Once the
actual inefficacy of digital advertising is
more widely known, the value of online
advertising will probably drop drastically. In
thisview, much like the subprime-loan crisis
ofthe US mortgage industry pulled the plug
on the world economy during the West’s
Great Recession about a decade-and-a-half
ago, animplosion in what digital advertise-
ments are seen by the market to be worth
could hit the value of several technology
majors that depend on digital advertising
money for their revenues.

Given this precarioussituation of the digi-
tal advertising world, anew idea put forward
by Amazon is hugely relevant. As a leading
player in the digital marketing world, trust
Amazon to know a lot more than others
about what works and what does not work in
the digital world. Amazon claims to have
found away to improve CTRs. The Amazon

Ads website says: “An advertiser may have
stand-alone images of their product against
a white background, like a coffee mug.
When that same coffee mug is placed in a
lifestyle context—on a kitchen counter, next
toa croissant—in a sponsored brands mobile
ad, we have seen that click-through rates are
more than 40% higher

They would often spend days, if not weeks,
thinking through a particular product shot
and itsbackground, along with special props
and models if required. But the enormous
time taken to photograph a product in an
appropriate context was probably not the
reason that Amazon played down its idea.

Today, Generative Al,

compared to ads with stan- backed with creative
dard product images.” The h uman prompting strategies, can
Wow! Given the precipi- H : churn out good-quality
tous fall of CTRs over the mi nd resists imagesinavery short time.
years, an idea that prom- Everyone knows that. So
ises 40% improvement Change bUt why was anidea promising
should be big news, even innovation can amore effective digital
headline-worthy. But that connect, one that could
was not what happened. be nurtu red potentially alter the design
Even on the Amazon Ads . of product tiles and prod-
website, thisnew idea was on |y by be in g uct display pages across
not even a subhead. It was . e-commerce sites, not
tucked away in a Q&A sec- open toideas givendueimportance?

tion one had to chance
upon. Why was this idea
underplayed and treated so badly?

First ofall, to all those who have worked in
the traditional advertising world, thatidea is
not new. In the traditional ad industry, art
directors and photographers have long been
aware of how an attractive product shot for
apoint-of-sale poster can impact business.

Many of us hold onto

outdated and ineffective

ideas because of an inherent behavioural
trait called the status quo bias. The human
brain does not like to change. It likes to con-
tinue doing what it hasbeen doing all along.
Ever since e-commerce began, it hasbeen
asort of dictum thata product tile or display
page should only feature a stand-alone prod-

uct shot against awhite background. It soon
became the norm of all e-commerce web-
sites. Based on work that my team had done,
this column was one of the few to question
that status quo (bit.ly/49ZcYVP). But other-
wise, it was business as usual in the e-com-
merce business; even Amazon’s website had
only drab product shots against the usual
white background.

The idea that Amazon Ads has recently
proposed to make product displays more
appealing questions the status quo of the
e-commerce business. Will e-commerce
players break free of their bias? It seems
unlikely. As the philosopher of science
Thomas Kuhn once said, faced with a para-
digm-shifting idea, the more intelligent a
person is, the more intelligent the reasons
this person will come up with for why the
Sstatus quo is better.

What is the best bet for an innovative idea
of yours to overcome the status quo bias that
seems to prevail all around? Go to a family-
run concern with youridea. From my expe-
rience, the heads of family-run businesses
are far more open to accepting innovative
ideas than professional managers in multi-
national companies. It takes a very different
mindset to nurture innovative ideas that
challenge the status quo.
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Scare visits schools

A bomb threat directed at nearly 100 schools in
Delhi-NCR serves as a wake-up call for all of us

Capital Region (NCR) sent students home early Wednesday upon receiving a bomb

Amid an unanticipated cloud of fear, nearly 100 schools in Delhi and the National

threat via email. The police conducted thorough searches, but found nothing sus-
picious. The scare has sent shockwaves through the community, leaving parents, edu-
cators and students grappling with a harrowing reality: The threat of terror is no longer
a distant concern but a chilling presence in our midst. The sanctity of schools, once
regarded as a safe haven for learning and growth, has been compromised. As we con-
front this sobering reality, it is imperative that we do not succumb to despair but unite
in resilience and resolve. Foremost, we must commend the swift response of school
authorities and law enforcement agencies in addressing these threats. Their coordinat-
ed efforts have undoubtedly helped reassure people. More importantly, our intelligence
agenmes need to put their act together; they are the ones who should have seen it com-

ing. We do not have enough specific information to
process at the moment and no clue about the inten-
tion or the identity of the perpetrator(s); we don’t know
if it was a real threat or just a mischievous element
playing mind games, but such threats cannot be taken
lightly, especially when human lives are at risk. The
threat emails, reportedly emanating from a Russian
IP address, were well-planned and coordinated.
Shooting in the US schools is rather rampant; Indian
schools are much safer and should stay that way. All
we have to do is be vigilant.

Also, this small win should not lull us into complacen-
cy. We must remain vigilant and proactive in fortify-

ing the security infrastructure of our educational institutions. Beyond bolstering physi-
cal security, we must also invest in fostering a culture of vigilance and preparedness
within our school communities. Educators play a pivotal role in equipping students with
the knowledge and skills to recognise and respond to potential threats. Empowering stu-
dents with safety protocols and encouraging open dialogue can go a long way in mit-
igating the impact of terror-induced anxiety. It is equally important that we address the
root causes of such terror acts. Socio-economic disparities, marginalisation and ideo-
logical extremism often serve as fertile breeding grounds for radicalisation. By address-
ing these underlying issues through comprehensive social policies and inclusive edu-
cation, we can strive towards building a more resilient and harmonious society. It is equal-
ly important to remain calm and not panic. In times of crisis, it is easy to succumb to
fear and division. However, we must remember that our strength lies in our unity and
resilience. Now more than ever, we must stand in solidarity with one another, refusing
to be cowed by the forces of terror. Together, we can create a future where every child
can pursue their education without fear and where schools are not battlegrounds but
beacons of hope and enlightenment.
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Participants dunng a State Ievel bullock cart race at Thegur, in Chikkamagaluru
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Democracy, economics

and governance

The confluence of elections, electioneering and the economy demands
meticulous examination and rethinking to make the system work flawlessly

s India goes ahead
with its 18th General
Elections, the nation
finds itself at a cross-
roads of democracy,
economics and governance. The
elections, spanning 44 days from
April 19 to June 1, are poised to
be the lengthiest in Indian histo-
ry, reflecting both the enormity of
the task at hand and the signifi-
cance of the decisions to be
made. Against the backdrop of a
burgeoning economy, evolving
political landscapes and pressing
social challenges, the intersection
of elections, electioneering and
the economy warrants scrutiny.
The magnitude of election expen-
ditures provides a glimpse into the
economic dynamics surrounding
the electoral process. According
to the Centre for Media Studies
(CMS), the anticipated expendi-
ture for the 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tions is staggering, surpassing Rs
1.35 lakh crore. This figure, more
than double the amount spent in
2019, indicates to the monu-
mental scale of electoral spend-
ing in the world’s largest democ-
racy.
With a projected voter base of
96.6 crore, the per-voter spend-
ing is estimated at around Rs
1,400, signifying both the finan-
cial investment and the democ-
ratic imperative of ensuring wide-
spread participation. However, it’s
worth noting that the Election
Commission’s expenditure is
expected to constitute only a
fraction of the total outlay, point-
ing towards the diverse econom-
ic activities spurred by the elec-
toral process.
The Election Commission tire-
lessly strives to facilitate univer-
sal suffrage across the nation.
Recognising the pivotal role of
public figures in shaping civic
consciousness, the Commission
enlisted the famed actor
Rajkumar Rao as its ‘national icon’
to galvanise youth engagement
and voter turnout as the country
approaches the general elections.
Rao’s portrayal of a dedicated poll
officer in the acclaimed film
‘Newton, a poignant exploration
of electoral challenges in a Naxal-
affected region, resonated deeply
with young voters. However,
despite the cinematic depiction of
electoral fervour, the anticipated
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‘Newton effect’ has yet to
materialise in voting patterns
in two phases so far.
Nonetheless, the indomitable
spirit of election officers per-
sists, as they traverse treacher-
ous terrain and surmount
logistical obstacles to ensure
the integrity of the electoral
process.

Electioneering acts as a cata-
lyst for various sectors of the
economy, fostering growth
and employment opportuni-
ties across the spectrum. From
hospitality and transportation
to textiles and advertising, the
ripple effects of political cam-
paigns are palpable. As polit-
ical parties vie for voter atten-
tion, rallies, events and promo-
tional activities proliferate,
injecting vitality into local
economies and stimulating
demand for goods and ser-
vices. Moreover, the advent of
digital campaigning has revo-
lutionised the electoral land-
scape, with professional agen-
cies employed to enhance
brand visibility and engage-
ment. The economic divi-
dends of such strategies are
evident, as digital platforms
emerge as potent tools for
political communication and
mobilisation.

Amidst the fervour of electoral
competition, political mani-
festos serve as blueprints for
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ELECTIONEERING
ACTS AS A CATALYST
FOR VARIOUS
SECTORS OF THE
ECONOMY,
FOSTERING GROWTH
AND EMPLOYMENT
OPPORTUNITIES
ACROSS THE
SPECTRUM

governance, delineating poli-
cy priorities and economic
agendas. The contrasting
visions articulated by major
political parties underscore
the divergent approaches to
addressing pressing socio-eco-
nomic challenges.

The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), buoyed by its track
record and incumbent status,
advocates for policy continu-
ity and fiscal consolidation.
With Prime Minister
Narendra Modis emphasis on
infrastructure development
and economic reforms, a BJP-
majority Government is
poised to prioritise private
investment and fiscal pru-
dence, thereby fostering eco-
nomic stability and growth.
Conversely, the Indian
National Congress or INDI
Block champions a progressive
agenda focused on job cre-
ation, social welfare and agrar-
ian reforms. Proposals such as
Government-led employment
initiatives, minimum support
price guarantees and education
loan waivers underpin the
Alliance’s commitment to
inclusive growth and equi-
table development.

While political rhetoric often
dominates electoral discourse,
the economic imperatives
transcending partisan lines
merit attention. Issues such as

Post-poll path for
infra financing!

Modi 3.0 plans to bolster infrastructure creation post-election by
expanding the infrastructure financing ecosystem

FY25, infrastructure

outlay was increased by
11.1 per cent to 11.11 lakh
crore, including Rs 2.78
lakh crore for the Ministry
of Road Transport and
Highways (MoRTH) and
Rs 2.55 lakh crore for the
Railway Ministry. Post-poll,
the plan for a full-fledged
budget for FY25 will look
to raise Rs 25000 crore of
finance through green
bonds - higher than Rs
20000 crore raised through
green bonds in FY24.
That going ahead private
investment will be a big dri-
ver of infrastructure devel-
opment, is evident from
the National Investment &
Infrastructure Fund (NIIF)
plan to raise USD 1 billion
for its second Private
Markets Fund (PMF). The
Asian  Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) is
likely to invest nearly USD
125 million. NIIF manages
over USD4.9 billion of equi-
ty capital commitments
across its four funds-
Master Fund, PMEF,
Strategic Opportunities
Fund and India-Japan
Fund.
The MoRTH is looking to

In the interim budget for

raise a whopping Rs 60,000
crore in FY 25 through
monetisation of Toll
Operate Transfer (TOT)
highways and NHAI InvIT.
In FY 24, Rs 38334 crore
was raised from ToT, InvIT
and project-based financ-
ing. It is significant to men-
tion that under the National
Monetisation Pipeline
(NMP), an ambitious target
of raising Rs 1.08 lakh crore
has been fixed for FY25.

The share of privately fund-
ed highways in the overall
award of projects in FY25 is
expected to meet the
Government’s target of 10
per cent. NHAI has drawn
up a plan to develop 53 list-
ed highways worth Rs 1.2
trillion through BOT. The

MoRTH had a healthy
award project pipeline of
over Rs 45,000 crore as of
March 2024. Following the
Government’s push for pri-
vate participation in high-

ways, IRB Infra
Development has commit-
ted to invest 10000-12000
crore in FY25, to add road
capacity through Build
Operate Transfer (BOT)
mode. The recent modifica-
tion in concession agree-
ments, according to IRB,
has bolstered investors’ con-
fidence by enhancing the
bankability of projects.
Further, the central
Government is putting into
place its plan to pare a
large portion of NHAT’s Rs
3.4 trillion debt within 5

DOMESTIC TRAGEDY
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water scarcity, climate change
and unemployment pose for-
midable challenges to India’s
socio-economic fabric, neces-
sitating concerted action
beyond the electoral cycle.
The water crisis in cities like
Bengaluru serves as a
poignant reminder of the
urgent need for sustainable
resource management and
climate resilience. Yet, the
conspicuous absence of these
issues from political mani-
festos is very disheartening.
There is an urgent need for
non-partisan dialogue and
policy discourse on environ-
mental sustainability and
socio-economic resilience.
As India embarks on its elec-
toral journey, the confluence of
elections, electioneering and
the economy offers both
opportunities and challenges.
While the democratic process
catalyses economic activity
and political discourse, the
imperatives of inclusive and
sustainable development tran-
scend electoral cycles. By tran-
scending electoral exigencies
and embracing a shared vision
of progress, India can realise its
aspirations for a vibrant
democracy and a prosperous
future for all.
(The author is Delhi-based
senior journalist. Views
expressed are personal)

VINOD BAHL

years. This will free up
NHATs resources for devel-
opment in the highways
sector.

The energy sector is getting
a big green private invest-
ment boost. REC Limited,
aleader in the power sector
in India has availed a
SACE-covered green loan
for JPY 60.536 billion to
finance eligible green pro-
jects. In the power sector,
besides the airport, Adani
Enterprises is firming up its
plans to plough USD 1 bil-
lion into these businesses. It
is in advanced talks with
several investors in the US
and Europe to raise USD 1
billion for its Solar Panel
business and Mumbai
Airport. The company,
which is enhancing its focus
on green energy, raised
USD 750 million through

bonds in 2022.
The investors and Indian
corporates engaged in
infrastructure development
are banking on political
and policy continuity for
the fructification of the
ambitious plan for infra

financing push.
(The author is a veteran
journalist; views are
personal)

Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Man gets life imprisonment for mur-
dering teenage Indian wife in London,”
published on April 30, this is my
response. The news of Sahil Sharma’s
sentencing for the murder of his wife,
Mehak Sharma, is a heartbreaking
reminder of the devastating conse-
quences of domestic violence. The bru-
tal act not only robbed Mehak’s family
of a beloved daughter but also shattered
their sense of security and left them
grappling with irreparable grief.
The fact that the tragedy unfolded
within the confines of their own home,
supposedly a place of safety, adds
another layer of horror to the ordeal.
Mehak’s mother’s poignant statement
encapsulates the profound anguish and
emptiness left in the wake of such a
senseless loss. While the legal proceed-
ings may offer some semblance of jus-
tice, they can never fully assuage the
pain inflicted upon the victim’s loved
ones. It serves as a stark reminder of the
urgent need for greater awareness, sup-
port and intervention in cases of domes-
tic violence to prevent similar tragedies
in the future.

Aadhya Chawla | Chandigarh

GLOBAL IMPACT OF BHARAT

Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Covid handling changed world’s per-
ception of India: EAM,” published on
April 30, this is my response. India’s
growth trajectory under the spotlight!
External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
reflects on India’s changing perception
abroad, citing COVID management
and Chandrayaan-3 as game-changers.
He highlights how decisions made
domestically resonate globally, showcas-
ing India’s significance on the world
stage. From bringing citizens home dur-
ing crises to enhancing the value of the
Indian passport, India’s actions garner
international attention.

Jaishankar underlines India’s technolog-
ical prowess and socio-economic

Technnloglcal deception

T — ‘:.-
propos the news article, “Telangana CM
Asummoned in Shah fake video case,” pub-
lished on April 30, this is my response. In
today’s complex political landscape, technolo-
gy’s role in shaping narratives is undeniable. The
recent controversy surrounding doctored videos

advancements, attracting global inter-
est in investment and exploration. The
narrative shifts from India being a
concern to being a source of support,
showcasing its resilience and diplomat-
ic agility. With a focus on domestic per-
formance, Jaishankar emphasises infra-
structure development and socio-polit-
ical systems, which captivate foreign fas-
cination. India’s journey from a devel-
oping nation to a global player exem-
plifies its potential and allure on the
international stage, echoing the senti-
ment that Bharat indeed matters.
Kabir Oberoi | Mumbai

DIVINE SYMBOLISM UNVEILED

Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Astroturf | Mother calls for full alert
against evil forces,” published on April
28, this is my response. The intricate
symbolism of the goddess’s accessories
reveals profound insights into the cos-
mic order and human existence. The
conch shell, echoing the primal sound
of creation, signifies the source energy
that initiates and sustains all life.

of key political figures underscores the urgency
of addressing misinformation. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s acknowledgement of this
issue highlights the importance of responsible
information sharing in the digital age. However,
the entanglement of political parties in this web
of deceit further exacerbates the situation.
The involvement of law enforcement, as seen
with the Delhi Police’s actions, signals a cru-
cial step towards accountability. Yet, the broad-
er implications of such manipulation on soci-
etal harmony cannot be overstated. Platforms
like X” and social media giants must cooper-
ate fully in identifying and curbing the spread
of fake content. Ultimately, restoring trust in our
democratic processes necessitates collective vig-
ilance and decisive action against those seek-
ing to sow discord through technological
deception.

Arya Sundaram | Chennai

Meanwhile, the lotus flower, emerging
from murky waters unstained, embod-
ies purity and detachment amid cre-
ation’s diversity. The goddess’s eight
weapons, contrasted with her two cre-
ative symbols, underscore the perpetu-
al struggle against malevolent forces.
This juxtaposition reflects the
omnipresence and potency of negativ-
ity, urging constant vigilance and defen-
sive action.
Demons, depicted in surreal forms,
serve as metaphors for internal and
external threats, reminding us of the
deceptive allure and insidious nature of
evil. In essence, the divine imagery
prompts contemplation on the balance
between constructive creativity and
vigilant defence in navigating life’s
complexities. It emphasises the impor-
tance of spiritual awareness and moral
integrity in combating adversities while
upholding the cosmic order.

Devansh Khatri | Jaipur
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letterstopioneer@gmail.com



0 6 NEW DELHI, WEDNESDAY 01 MAY 2024

Vol. CXXXXXVIII 103

The Statesman

Incorporating and directly descended
from THE FRIEND OF INDIA - Founded 1818

Order and politics

s Uttar Pradesh braces for yet another phase in
the election cycle, the dynamics of law and

rder loom large over the political landscape,
with both the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the
Samajwadi Party (SP) vying for electoral advantage.
The narratives emerging from the heartland state
paint a complex picture of governance and its impli-
cations on the electoral calculus. There is a palpable
sense of relief among many voters who believe that
stringent law enforcement measures by the state’s BJP
government have ushered in an era of stability and
security. For them, the crackdown on crime repre-
sents a tangible improvement in their daily lives,
where they can go about their work or business with-
out the looming spectre of lawlessness. However, it is
essential to tread carefully when analysing the narra-
tive surrounding law and order. While the purported
reduction in crime is undoubtedly a welcome devel-
opment, questions arise regarding the impartiality
and inclusivity of these measures. The perception that
certain communities are disproportionately targeted
or marginalised under the guise of maintaining law
and order raises concerns about the nature of gover-
nance and justice. In the realm of electoral politics, the
issue of law and order becomes a double-edged sword
for political parties vying for power.

On one hand, the BJP, which champions a tough-
on-crime stance, may attract voters who prioritise
security and stability above all else. The promise of a
safer society resonates strongly with segments of the
electorate who have borne the brunt of rampant crime
in the past. On the other hand, the SP may seek to
highlight issues of justice and equity, emphasising the
need for fair and impartial law enforcement meas-
ures. In a diverse and pluralistic society like Uttar
Pradesh, where communal tensions often simmer
beneath the surface, the need for impartial gover-
nance becomes paramount.

As the election unfolds, it is imperative for politi-
cal leaders from both parties to strike a delicate bal-
ance between maintaining law and order and uphold-
ing the principles of justice and inclusivity. Parties
that can navigate these complexities with nuance and
sensitivity are likely to resonate more strongly with
voters who value both security and equity. Ultimately,
the electoral fortunes of parties will hinge not only on
their ability to tout achievements in law enforcement
but also on their commitment to fostering a society
where every citizen feels safe, valued, and empow-
ered. In the quest for power, let us not forget the fun-
damental principles of justice and fairness that
underpin a thriving democracy. In this electoral con-
text, it is crucial for voters to critically assess the rhet-
oric and actions of political parties regarding law and
order. Beyond the surface-level promises of security,
citizens must evaluate the long-term implications of
policies on communal harmony and social cohesion.
By engaging in informed discourse and holding
leaders accountable for their governance, voters
can contribute to a more robust and inclusive demo-
cratic process.

Philippine Dynasts

n the archipelago of the Philippines, where history

intertwines with the present, a modern-day Shake-

spearean drama unfolds. The ongoing feud
between the Marcos and Duterte clans, reminiscent
of the Montagues and Capulets, serves as a cautionary
tale of the perils of dynastic politics and personal
vendettas overshadowing the greater good of the
nation. At the heart of this feud lie two powerful fami-
lies, each with its own legacy of controversy and cor-
ruption. On one side stands the Marcos dynasty, epit-
omised by the shadow of a brutal dictator whose reign
was marked by oppression and plunder. Opposing
them is the Duterte clan, led by a President whose
tenure was characterised by a ruthless war on drugs
and a penchant for inflammatory rhetoric. Their ani-
mosity is not merely a matter of personal disdain. It
has real consequences for the Filipino people and their
future. As the two families engage in a battle for
supremacy, governance is compromised, and the
nation's progress is hindered. The recent skirmishes
over confidential funds and constitutional revisions
highlight the extent to which personal ambitions over-
shadow public service. Moreover, the unpredictable
nature of this feud leaves foreign policy in flux, with
alliances shifting as quickly as the winds of political
fortune. From cosying up to China to pivoting back
towards America, the Philippines finds itself caught in
a geopolitical tug-of-war, with little clarity on its long-
term strategic direction. But perhaps most concern-
ing is the impact of this feud on the democratic process
itself. As the Marcos and Duterte camps gear up for
the next election cycle, the spectre of dirty politics
looms large. With both families facing potential legal
repercussions for past misdeeds, the campaign is like-
ly to be marred by mudslinging and character assassi-
nation, further eroding trust in the political establish-
ment.

Yet, amid this turmoil, there remains hope for a
brighter future. The Filipino people have shown
resilience in the face of adversity, rallying behind causes
such as education reform and anti-corruption efforts.
Grassroots movements and civil society organisations
continue to push for accountability and transparency,
challenging the entrenched power structures that per-
petuate dynastic rule. Their efforts serve as a beacon of
light in the darkness, reminding us that change is possi-
ble when the people unite behind a common cause

In the end, the Philippines stands at a crossroads.
Will it succumb to the petty squabbles of feuding fam-
ilies, or will it rise above the fray and forge a path
towards true democracy and prosperity? The answer
lies not in the hands of politicians or dynasts, but in
the collective will of the Filipino people to demand
better and strive for a brighter tomorrow. For only by
transcending the legacy of the past can the Philip-
pines truly fulfil its immense potential and claim its
rightful place on the global stage.
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Desert Storm

Given that the ancient desert land has seen countless wars, valiant heroes, and bloody
battles since antiquity, the romantic template of a 'David versus Goliath' equation
has its natural resonances — Ravindra Singh Bhatti is tapping into his 'Independent’
status and twisting it to his advantage. For once the hunted (common citizen) has
become the hunter, and his game is the full-time politicians who are exposed and
shamed for their excesses, easy promises, and divisive agenda

ummers are particularly
severe in the Thar desert
with temperatures shoot-
ing up to 50 degrees Cel-
sius. Dust raising winds can
morph into full blown storms in
the unforgiving swathes of the
arid region with rolling sand
hills. But this year, there is a dif-
ferent type of storm sweeping
the undulating topography ~ a
political one that has gripped
the imagination of the simple,
hardy, and deeply traditional
folks of the clustered Jaisalmer-
Barmer-Balotra districts.

The reverberations of this
desert storm are being felt
across the vast and ancient land
of Rajputana or Rajasthan, and
it has clear auguries for the
future political possibilities of
the entire nation.

As the nation finds itself
mired in the regressive clutches
of the past with its electoral pas-
sions veering around polarising
narratives of Hindus and Mus-
lims, caste census, mangalsutras
et al, with the real issues of emp-
loyment, agrarian crisis, infla-
tion etc., taking a back seat ~
comes the refreshing campaign
of a 26-year-old youth pitching
on securing water for his parch-
ed constituency, job opportuni-
ties for the desperate youth, so-
cio-economic development of
his backward constituency,
basically everything that ought
to be consuming the politicians,
butisn’t.

As we remain gripped by
meaningless guarantees of indi-
vidual cults, dynastic appeals,
partisan purity or even region-
al/castiest/religious promises,
the fact that India faces hard
issues that afflict all and not just
select groups, is seemingly lost
on career politicians.

But in a situation that soun-
ds counterintuitive (given the
presumed backwardness of the
region), the popular appeal of a
Ravindra Singh Bhatti (proudly
‘Independent’) from Jaisalmer-
Barmer-Balotra Lok Sabha con-
stituency talking inclusively for
the 36 Biraadari cutting across
all possible religious, castiest,
and socio-economic divides, is
arare breath of fresh air.

Since he is ‘Independent’,

Die with dignity

SIR, I refer to your editorial, “End
of Life”. There are moral, legal,
ethical, religious, and scientific
dimensions to end of life deci-
sions ~ Euthanasia. There may be
good clinical medicine but there
is also the reality of financial
costs. We cannot disregard the
economic reality of modern med-
ical care ~ whether it is in a State-
run hospital or insurance covered
health care.

This practice is generally ille-
gal, but there is a movement
worldwide toward greater social
and legal acceptance. Attempting
or assisting death is a criminal
offence in many countries. How-
ever, in India, in a pioneering jud-
gment, the Supreme Court lega-
lised passive euthanasia, stating
that it was a matter of a ‘living
will’. Doubtless, death is a loss,
and the notion of assisted dying is
very odd. Perhaps we should
speak of assisting patients on the
verge of death by providing lov-
ing, compassionate care. Laws
with ample safeguards should be
enacted to allow certain patients
who are terminally ill to die with
dignity. Like the many laws we
have from the time of British rule,
the proposed British legislation

he does not have to sing hosan-
nas about any party leadership
and their purported infallibili-
ties or superhuman capabilities;
he only talks about his own abil-
ities and not any single, double
or triple engines.

His tone is patriotic, and
not jingoistic or exclusivist. And
yet, without any partisan brand
to assure him of any en bloc
vote, he seems to be defying
logic by cavalierly attempting to
defeat both the national parties
i.e., the BJP and the Congress.

No amount of rallies by the
biggest political names in the
country can match his jugger-
naut. While big-talking, big-
offending, and big-promising
partisan politicians are doing
what they do best

minations who live cheek-by-
jowl in relative peace, harmony
and convivial amity (as did other
regions, till the ‘politicians’ of
divide or appeasement arrived
on the scene).

Ravindra is only revisionist
in approach when it comes to
invoking the civilisational social
fiber of the land, otherwise he
only talks of development and
socio-economic issues, and so
the full-time politicians are in-
advertently made to look awk-
ward, small, and outdated.

The wholesomeness of the
situation is magnified when you
see participants of the two
major national parties not try-
ing to out-shame each other but
strive to keep pace with the

relentless ‘hope’

i.e., polarise local
communities and
promise the moon,
Ravindra is ‘their
boy’ who reaches
out generously,
humanely, and
sincerely. He drew
mammoth crowds
that shamed the
supposed star-
power and organi-
sation of cash-rich
political parties.
There is some-
thing raw, organic,
and even hero-like

The writer is Lt Gen PVSM,
AVSM (Retd), and former
Lt Governor of
Andaman & Nicobar Islands
and Puducherry

ignited by the irre-
pressible Ravindra
Singh Bhatti.

His example is
a glorious rebuttal
to those who lazily
complain about
TINA (There Is No
Alternative) factor
for the depressing
state of politics in
the country. Seem-
ingly, the low turn-
out of national
polling data indi-
cates fatigue, frus-
tration, and disin-

about his persona

and the smart political newbie
plays the son-of-the-soil card
with immense pride, dignity,
and decency.

Given that the ancient de-
sert land has seen countless
wars, valiant heroes, and bloody
battles since antiquity, the
romantic template of a ‘David
versus Goliath’ equation has its
natural resonances ~ Ravindra
is tapping into his ‘Independent’
status and twisting it to his
advantage. For once the hunted
(common citizen) has become
the hunter, and his game is the
full-time politicians who are
exposed and shamed for their
excesses, easy promises, and
divisive agenda.

Unbeknownst to many, this
harsh desert land is typical of
‘Mini India’ with its myriad
diversities of all possible deno-

terest ~ but the
crowds in Jaisalmer are on to
something special, and some-
thing big that could shake the
status quo of the country.

His example could seed
‘Ravindra Singh Bhattis’ from
Manipur, Jammu and Kashmir
or Andaman & Nicobar Islands,
and that could change the ensu-
ing amorality of our politics.

His success is important
from the perspective of much
needed ‘hope’ against the pre-
vailing ‘system’ (to which all
national and regional parties
have contributed since inde-
pendence).

It will force navel-gazing for
existing politicians and set the
agenda for the future. Divisive
politics of hate or appeasement
must stop, and real issues must
take over.

Unlike the birth of an Aam

Aadmi Party (the last new ‘idea’
in the Indian political main-
stream), there are no heavy
weights of society to hold sup-
portive dharnas, no affluent
backers, and not even any nudg-
ing political rival, for he threat-
ens the entirety of the ‘system’
and not just any one party
(unlike the successful birth of
AAP which was focused against
the-then ruling party).

The template of Ravindra
Singh Bhatti must also succeed
for what it potentially suggests
~ the power of an average ‘Inde-
pendent’ individual to change
the much-needed conversa-
tions, debate, and narrative.

Single-minded determina-
tion, dash and pluck saw him
win as the University President,
then as an MLA, and now he is
eyeing a MP seat (all as an Inde-
pendent) ~ if this isn’t an ‘Indian
Dream’, what is?

There is also a certain wel-
come ‘normalcy’ and simplicity
about a teacher and homemak-
er’s son who studies and does
his law (without posturing any
‘martyr-syndrome’ or pretend-
ed piety) and then proudly
espouses real issues in local
dialect with aplomb, stands tall
and talks firm, but with a much
needed measure of decency.

After a long time, a natural
student leader has succeeded in
capturing the political imagina-
tion after the likes of Vajpayee,
Chandrashekar, Jaitley, Tharoor
etc., who could conflate educa-
tion, youthfulness, idealism, and
nativism without resorting to
bigotry or hate.

While Jaisalmer-Barmer-
Balotra is just one seat out of 543
and Ravindra may or may not
win, he has already done the
impossible of shaking up the
‘system’ and offering ‘hope’ ~
therefore, even it is too good a
dream to come true, one must
pray for his success for the bet-
terment and dignity of con-
stituency, his state, and his
country, towards which he pro-
fesses equal love and reverence.
India in these dark times has
seen a flicker of change, hope,
and now waits for 6 June to see if
indeed it is a case of a major
Desert Storm!
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Hope for lower
food prices

s expected, President Marcos’
latest decision to relax the
rules on the importation of
gricultural products is being
opposed by traders and middlemen
who have been unduly enriching
themselves by buying low from farm-
ers and fishermen and selling high to
consumers. The President has directed
the Department of Agriculture (DA) to
simplify its policies and procedures on
the importation of farm products and
remove other nontariff barriers that
restrict or delay their entry to the coun-
try. These include quotas, import
licensing schemes and bureaucratic
regulations that have the net effect of
increasing the cost of imports. Their
removal or easing will therefore boost
supply in local markets and ultimately
bring down prices of essential farm
products. It should be noted that this
will not come at a loss to the govern-
ment in terms of foregone revenues.

Under Administrative Order No.
20, signed by Executive Secretary Lucas
Bersamin on April 18, the DA was
directed to coordinate with the Depart-
ment of Trade and Industry and the
Department of Finance to streamline
procedures and requirements in the
licensing of importers, minimize the
processing time of applications for
importation, and exempt licensed
traders from the submission of regis-
tration requirements.

The DA was also ordered to
streamline procedures and require-
ments for the issuance of sanitary and
phytosanitary import clearance, which
needs to be released within 15 days,
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otherwise, applications with complet-
ed documents will be deemed approv-
ed. The Sugar Regulatory Administra-
tion was also told to simplify the
importation of sugar by allowing direct
purchases by the agency’s accredited
importers and accepting more traders
to participate.

The DA was tasked to similarly
review and revise guidelines on the
importation of frozen fish and other
marine products while the Bureau of
Customs, where many complaints of
delayed releases are raised by the pri-
vate sector, was ordered to prioritize
the unloading and release of imported
agricultural products.

By addressing the delays that lead
to additional costs for importers, the
entry and availability of imported agri-
cultural products will hopefully be
timely and cover the supply shortages
of farm products. However, the suc-
cess of this order will depend in large
part on the surveillance team created
under AO 20. Made up of representa-
tives from several departments and law
enforcement agencies, it is hoped that
the body will be able to pinpoint snags
and other potential roadblocks early
on and immediately find solutions to
them. The team can also focus on
unscrupulous middlemen who have
often been blamed for the high prices
of farm produce ~ even during times
of abundant supply.

Perhaps the President already had
this in mind when he included the
police and other law enforcement bod-
ies in the surveillance team to go after
these scalawags.

AO 20 is indeed a very timely
measure that, if implemented correct-
ly, could really help lower the prices of
agricultural products. However, the
implementation of AO 20 should go
hand in hand with the timely imple-
mentation of the DA’s three-year plan
for the country’s agricultural sector.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
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can “lead by example and set a
new standard for compassionate
end-of-life care in the modern

world” for other nations.
Yours, etc., H N Ramakrishna,
Bengaluru, 28 April.

DISAGREE

SIR, This is apropos of M A Mad-
husudan’s letter “Compulsory
voting” published today. I write
to submit a diametrically oppo-
site view. Compulsory voting will
only improve the stats on voting ~
the “pratishat” (percentage) tally
that the media keeps reporting
down to the last two decimal
places.

Considering our demogra-
phy, even if the voting in per-
centage terms is low, it affords a
wide sample base in terms of
numbers because approximately
15 lakh eligible voters belong to a
single constituency. In the specif-
ic instance of low turnout (per-
centage wise) in the first phase of
polling this year, heat wave con-
ditions, netas switching sides/
parties at the drop of a hat, voters’
nonchalance and the sentiment
that voting does not bring about a
change in governance are factors
that have been at play.

Moreover, at the ground le-
vel, compulsory voting will be dif-

ficult to achieve and may even
lead to tyrannical behaviour of
overzealous election officials out
to achieve a 100 per cent voter
turnout. A cent percent voter
turnout will not by itself bring ab-
out governance that is account-
able and transparent. On the con-
trary, the attendance of our elect-
ed representatives in parliament
and state legislatures and the
quality of debates ought to be of
more concern than the voter

turnout.
Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley,
Dewas, 30 April.

BIAS OF WESTERN MEDIA

SIR, This refers to Harsha Kakar’s
article, “Western perceptions and
Indian realities” (30 April). Gen-
eral Kakar has rightly stated that
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has had the best of relations with
Western leaders in his twin terms
so far. Not so with the Western
media, who have an assortment
of descriptors for him ranging
from strongman to autocrat.
This was demonstrated yet
again when Rahul Gandhi's Indi-
an-American advisor, Sam Pitro-
da, weaponized recent Western
media headlines in an attack on
Modi. Excessive interest from the
Western media in Indian elec-

NOTA OPTION

SIR, Voters of some areas have decided to void their votes for
some reason which is not at all a good sign for democracy. Rather
than deciding to nullify the vote, the last and best weapon is to opt
for ‘NOTA’ (none of the above), which will surely have far-reaching
effects. Elections are a right time for voters to test their represen-
tatives and representatives should also know the voters’ choices.
All political parties and representatives should be aware of it and

analyze it seriously.

Yours, etc., Nabnit Panigrahi, Rayagada, 28 April.

tions has always been perceived
as interference in domestic
affairs. Even Indira Gandhi was
targeted by the American media
when she refused to buckle under
their negative projection. When
India conducted nuclear tests
during Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s
tenure, Western news organisa-
tions painted India as the villain
of the peace. It blamed India for
spending on nuclear weapons
rather than the far more urgent
need to alleviate poverty.

Barring a few exceptions, self-
proclaimed foreign clairvoyants
have been predicting doom for
India in spite of its record GDP
growth. While they may have
some justification for their critical
reporting, the same Western news
conglomerates have been ignor-
ing attacks on freedom of expres-

sion in many other countries
including China and Russia. Even
EAM S Jaishankar, who has been
cultivating American media his
entire career, found faults. He has
said the foreign media attacks
India “not because they lack infor-
mation, but because they think
they are also political players in
our elections”. While it ignores the
vicious attacks on the Jewish com-
munity in the West, it indulges in
Modi-bashing while reporting
from India. As PM, Mr Modi has
kept both the Indian and the for-
eign press at an arm’s length. He
has become the first PM not to
address a single press conference
in a decade. Dissemination of irre-
sponsible and inaccurate news
makes his or her job much easier.
Yours, etc., S S Paul,

Nadia, 30 April.
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A thought for today

Raising awareness vs raising alarm - the public can't
be better informed if the information isn't better

TK NALIAKA

Sweating The Turnout

Above-normal heatwave days were forecast in
advance. Poll logistics can’t escape changing climate

measured by average maximum temperatures, was the second

highest since 1901. This seems to have had an effect on voter
turnout in the ongoing LS polls.

Dipinstates|Intheseven-phase pollstwostates, TN and Kerala,
finished voting for all seats in the first two phases. EC data shows
thatthe turnout in both states hasdipped inrelation to 2019, with the
fall in Kerala exceeding six percentage points. It's not possible to
attribute turnouts to the influence of a single factor, but EC's
media statements have identified heatwaves as an aspect that can
influence enthusiasm.

Forewarned | By March 1, IMD’s forecast for the summer said
that India would experience above-normal number of heatwave
days and maximum temperatures in most parts. The decision to
spread polling over an unusually long duration of six weeks seems
puzzling in this context, as even back in March
it was almost certain that heatwaves would
influence turnouts in some regions.

Future view | Sizzling summers are here to
stay on account of climate change. A GOI
monograph on heatwaves published in
2023 said that mortality due to heatwaves
is higher than any natural hazard in
different parts of the world. It estimated
that a severe heatwave over southeastern
India in May 2015 claimed over 2,500 lives.

Mitigation measures | By the second phase, EC held a meeting
with IMD to gauge the likelihood of heatwaves and also set up a task-
force todeal with these, It was a proactive step. But EC’'s measures are
constrained by the limited physical space, such as polling booths, in
which it can take mitigation measures. Voters need to get there and
also wait, which exposes them to harsh conditions. Moreover, none
of these mitigation measures can help the mass of political party
workers, who keep having to campaign in testing conditions.

India’s climatic patterns are undergoing a change. Peak power
demands are surging and health risks increasing. Institutions such
as EC should adapt better to the new reality.

Cops Need Schooling

Bomb hoaxes are cybercrimes that need cross
border police action. India needs to catch up

It’s been a scorching summer so far in south India. April heat, as

their premises. Delhi Police contacted all schools who were

told to check emails. Close to 200 schools in Delhi-NCR
reportedly received such mail. Obviously, there was prompt
dismissal of class, parents told to pick up their wards. Schoolbags in
some cases had to be left behind for police audits.

Parents’ trauma | Schools telling parents there may be a bomb
in school is heart-stopping news. Telling them not to panic is moot,
till it's known for sure the mail i1s a hoax. Within hours, news
was Indeed out that it was a ‘bomb hoax’. Still, parents across
—_ Delhi raced mid-morning to ferry kids back,
| as schools had dispersed.

Keeping vour head | Notall panicked. Some
assured parents no such mail/ call was received,
school was safe but parents could take wards
home if they so desired. Bomb hoaxes are
not new - schools are routinely targeted by
delinquents. But mass bomb hoaxes are a
different beast and here to stay.

Third in 3 months, 3 cities | The Delhi hoax
came within three weeks of a similar one in
Kolkata early April, and a Chennai hoax early Feb. Around 200
govt and private schools in Kolkata were warned about bombs on
premises via email. In Chennai, 13 schools received such mails.
Investigations are underway but there are issues. It is near-impossible
to trace such mails to their origin, given the cascade of VPNs that
jump country to country the sender(s) used.

Transborder crime? | Investigations should not peter out over
absence of cooperation mechanisms for cross-border probes and
sharing of electronic evidence, a challenge in the best of times. India
has MLATSs with just about 42 countries, and not necessarily for
cybercrime investigations. Tracing such offenders, in the shortest
possibletimeis key Indiaisalsonotasignatorytothe Budapest Con-
vention on Cybercrime whereby countries can investigate jointly
and share e-evidence. Mass bomb hoaxes in schools and hospitals
are a new scourge, wherever the origin. GOI needs to step up on
enabling transborder cybercrime investigations tonip this in the bud.

Meta-Worse

Forget fractured vote.
Pity ditto voter
Bachi Karkaria

Yesterday, schools in Delhi received emails about bombs on

My metaverse is currently less Zuckerberg, more Ivengar
What began with Zubin Sir culminated with Birjoo Sir. In the
early '90s, I signed up with Zubin Zarthoshtimanesh. The
unlikely name was attached to an appropriately vogic figure
complete with tilak stretching across a glowing, high brow.

A Some 30 years on, the Ivengar school hasn't much
succeeded in taking the ‘T" out of me. But in the first fortnight itself I learnt
more anatomy than asana. Metatarsals, along with deltoids, triceps, rotator
cuff, even ‘eve of the elbow’. It was a bit of a stretch: not only did [ discover
(painfully) the location of all these guys lurking within me, 1 discovered
(embarrassingly) that they were all as uncoordinated as a hippie wardrobe,
They would certainly not fit in today’s fashion trend of ‘coords’ - which
actually look like you've stepped out in your pyjama-suit.

When Mumbai’s rapacious real estate forced Zubin Sir's classes

{f}) into savasana, I'd signed up at another Ivengar centre, Last week on

the way there, I rediscovered my metatarsal even more painfully - 1
fractured it. On a cratered road, where 1 usually concentrate
I— body-mind-soul, I tripped, took a 180-degree toss, and came

: down in, uhmm, a thudasana.
el'l'af[ Cd With help, I limped to my class. Fortunately, it was that of
Birjoo Sir, who has taught me as much about gquantum phvsics.
knows every nerve and neuron, and has brought a truant tendon to heel with one
rightly tightly tied belt. Serving me hand over foot, he figured out the problem,
bandaged it and had me driven home. So it was back to old familiar ortho and
OT. Kicking myself forthis expensive stupidity was highly inadvisable.
Fractured metatarsal is mega-pain in gluteus maximus aka butt. That it's
the extreme right one of my rightfoot is definitely no reflection of my political
views. However, my hobble does mirror the increasingly one-legged race,
where evervone has slipped into dog pose and indulged in barkasana —if not
already exulting with ujjayi pranayama, the victorious breath. But, I can still
put my foot down, flex rightful indignation over the bakwasana, even jump
recklessly into controversies - meta-phorically;
ek

Alec Smart said, “Doctoring is no surprise when the whole
campaigningissosick.”
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Not Just Patanjali In The Dock

It has taken continual SC push for the company to apologise. But misleading ads are rampant
across the pharma industry. Commercial interests widely prevail over public health interests

Kishor Patwardhan

The concept of evidence-based medicine
is built upon three pillars: patient’s
choice, physician's experience, and
available recent evidence. Misinfor-
mation undermines all three and this
is what makes the Patanjali case
ongoing in Supreme Court, eritical.

SC impact | In an affidavit filed before SC this weelk,
the Uttarakhand state licensing authority said it
has suspended the manufacturing licences of 14
products of Patanjali Ayurved Ltd and ifs sister
concern Divva Pharmacy. What is of note is that
this action was only initiated after SC criticised
the state authority sharply, for its inaction
against Patanjali.

Backstory | In Nov 2023, Patanjali assured SC it
would “henceforth” not violate any law “relating
to advertising or branding of products manufac-
tured and marketed by it and, further, that no
casual statements claiming medicinal efficacy or
against any system of medicine will be released
to the media in any form.” But the company kept
publishing misleading ads — falsely promising
cures for many health conditions, including
hypertension and diabetes, while also criticising
Western medicine for its failures.

In Feb this vear, SC issued a contempt notice
against Patanjali for continuing to publish ads of
products in violation of the Drugs and Magic
Remedies (Objectionable Advertisements) Act,
1954 and its Rules, despite the Nov undertaking given to
court. Subsequently, Patanjali was also required to
publish an unconditional apology in major newspapers.

Going beyond Patanjali | Its ads also claimed to have
demonstrated the efficacy of their formulations through
research. The problem with many such research
citations is that the studies lack the required rigour,
and are insufficient to substantiate their claims of
‘curing’ various diseases and ailments.

A specifically ayurveda challenge | This particular
pharma industry has an issue related to patents and
proprietary medicines, These formulations are not
documented in classical ayurveda textbooks but contain
ingredients mentioned therein, in varyving doses and

combinations. Nor are the safety and efficacy standards
set by various state authorities for granting licences to
proprietary formulations very stringent.

With the safety of formulations directly documented
inclassical ayvurveda textbooks already a subject of debate
due to heavy metal and other potentially toxic ingredi-
ents, newer formulations require reliable data before
they are marketed. Tellingly, when UP recently banned
over 30 ayurveda products, it was after many were found
to be adulterated with steroids, painkillers, and oral
hypoglveemic agents. Ayurveda establishment needs to

undertake a serious relook at the issue of spurious and
adulterated products, to avoid further risk to public health.

Going beyond ayurveda | This problem is hardly limited
to the Avush sector. Actions that undermine public
health in favour of commercial interests have been
seen across the pharma industry in recent vears,
Thisisthedebatethat needstobe prioritised, instead of
solely focusing on Patanjali.

Recent scares | Consider some recent cases that
highlight the conflict between industrv and public
health. British-Swedish multinational pharma company
AstraZeneca recently admitted in court papers that its
Covid vaccine can lead to a “rare” side-effect: Thrombosis
with thrombocytopenia syvndrome. TTS can form blood

clots that can lead to deep vein thrombosis, heart
attacks and strokes. This side-effect 1s known for all
adenovirus vector-based vaccines and many countries
either stopped or age-restricted these vaccines as soon
asthis adverse effect became known.

Similarly, the Prescription Medicines Code of
Practice Authority of UK recently ruled that Pfizer
had promoted its unlicenced Covid vaccine on Twitter,
without disclosing anything about adverse events
associated with it. The company was fined and its UK
spokesperson said, “The company is deeply sorry™ and
that it “fully recognises and accepts the issues
highlighted by this PMCPA ruling”.

In the third example that should draw our
attention to public health concerns, EU food
safety authorities have flagged the presence of
cancer-causing ethylene oxide in more than
500 food products exported from India.

Taming the titan | While industry contributes to a
nation’s economy, striking a balance between
commercial interests and public health is crucial.
Health cannot be taken for a ride at any cost by
industry. Electoral bond data further points to a
possible nexus between the pharma industry and
political parties. And it is certainly the case that
simple non-pharma interventions like lifestyle
changes, physical activity, and dietary modifica-
tions often fail tocapture public attention because
there isnoone to advertise them!

E Educate, educate, educate | Back to the concept of
£ evidence-based medicine. In India, this is under-
* mined hecause a patient’s choice regarding
healthcare is usually uninformed. It is often driven by
misinformation, which is rampant over social media,
or by other compulsions imposed by circumstances
such as poverty and illiteracy. Ayush and modern
medicine sectors operating in silos makes this *infor-
med choice’ virtually impossible. Promoting Avush as
having no side effects’ or offering "absolute cure’ while
its practitioners deny its limitations, has misled and
harmed the public. Ayush establishment must prioritise
‘evidence generation’ over ‘popularisation’ to ensure
informed decision-making and improve healthcare
outcomes, Making authentic info about health easily
accessible toall citizens is a challenging task. However,
that is the only way out.

The writer is Professor of Avurveda, Banaras Hindu
University. Viewsare personal

US Universities Look Like Battlezones. Here’s Why

Students got mad when the first protests led to suspensions. Police action made it worse.
Now, politicians have joined in, given this is a presidential election year

Ananya Khera

he Israel-Palestine gquestion, charges of anti-

Semitism and Islamophobia, and fights over

free speech are tearing US universities at the

seams. The latest escalation began at Columbia
University, where president Minouche Shafik called the
police —rather than campus security — on students, The
students had been protesting the Gaza violence, and for
their universities to divest from companies that profit
from Israeli occupation. The last time the university
called the police on protesting students was in 1968, at
the peak of protestsagainstthe Vietnam War.

How did protests spread across American campuses? |
This drastic action at Columbia sparked demonstrations
of solidarity across the country by student groups and
some faculty members, with encampments at NYU,
Yale, MIT, Brown, UT Austin, Emory, USC and many
others. More than 1,000 protesters have been arrested.
Graduation ceremonies have been cancelled at some
institutions, classes have moved online in others.
Universities have taken a dim view of the demonstra-
tions. Powerful pro-Israel voices, right-wing politicians
and media have smeared the protests as displaving violent
intent towards Israel, support to Hamas, and anti-Semi-
tism. The pro-Palestine student groups have explicitly
distanced themselves from all forms of hate and bigotry;
they also include many Jewish students and teachers.

What has been the reaction of authorities? | This
confrontation began building right after the Oct 7 attack
by Hamas. Student groups in support of Palestine were
suspended atmany universities, including Harvard. USC
prohibited valedictorian Asna Tabassum from delive-
ring her commencement speech because she had linked
toa page criticising Zionism. Students have been arrested
for staging sit-ins, for occupying campus buildings.

In Deec, members of a congressional committee
grilled the presidents of Harvard, MIT and UPenn,
asking them whether calling for an intifada, and using
the slogan ‘from the river to the sea’ — which they

interpreted as a call for genocide of Jews - violated
campus policies. The presidents of Harvard and Yale
resigned after their cautious answers prompted condem-
nation. Republican member Elise Stefanik declared her
intention to “expose the rot in our most prestigious
higher education institutions”. Even the White House
weighed in, calling the protests anti-Semitic.

Is American politics involved? | This is the latest flash-
point in an ongoing war over higher education. Progres-
sive students have called for more diversity, equity and
inclusion in admissions and campus policy They are alert
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to race, gender and power differentials. They call out the
complicity of their own institutions. Conservatives call
this woke indoctrination. They blame an increasingly
diverse faculty for being overwhelmingly liberal. They
say universities are diluting the prestige of degrees by
trying to create equal opportunity echo-chambers.

Most leading universities in US are private, substanti-
ally run by philanthropic donations. Twenty elite institu-
tions get nearly half of the total endowments. These
endowments are invested in large companies. Protesting
studentsareseeking transparency about theiruniversities'
portfolios, and asking them to divest from businesses aid-
ing injustice in Israel, including weapons and tech firms.

Alumni and donors, who tend to be wealthy and

conservative, are waging their own campaigns against
anti-Semitism. Prominent billionaires have cancelled
their gifis, with one declaring the whole project of
diversity and inclusion ‘racist and illegal’. Some finance
and law firms have blacklisted protesting students and
taken back job offers. Universities are pressured to
comply with their mega-donors.

Democratic Party is also caught in a pincer, with
Republicans using the campus unrest to polarise, and
young progressives rejecting the justifications of the US
military-industrial complex and its bond with Israel. Biden
lamenting the violence in Gaza, even as he supplies arms
to Israel, does not compute for this set of voters.

Will the protests impact American universities in the
long term? | US universities have been struggling for a
while, as their credibility and worth are questioned from
the left and right. Undergraduate enrolment is falling,
with a 15% drop between 2010 and 2021. Americans who
express confidence in higher education slid from 57% in
2015 to 36% even before this latest face-off. US Supreme
Court has banned affirmative action in admissions.
Tenure system for faculty isunder strain, with much of the
teaching load falling on poorly paid adjunct instructors.
The university's traditional commitment to free
speech is cracking. Arrests, suspensions and recruitment
boyeotts have been wielded against the students protes-
ting the merciless assault in Gaza, where 35,000 people
have been killed, most of them women and children, where
hospitals have been destroyved and aid workers attacked.

What will these protests achieve? | They have certainly
wrenched attention tothe violence in Gazaand its linksto
the US establishment. They are a cry of the conscience,
much like the student protests against racial segregation
or against the Vietnam War. As Berkeley student activist
Mario Savio famously said in 1964: “There's a time when
the operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes
vou sosickatheart that voucan't take part! Youcan'teven
passively take part! And you've got to put your bodies
upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers,
upon all the apparatus - and you've got to make it stop!”
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Vasuki Indicus And The Divine Serpent

Narayani Ganesh

asukiindicus is the name given
& ,r‘ to the 47 million-year-old,

1om-long fossilised vertebrae of
the now extinct longest snake that ever
lived, found in a Gujarat coal mine in
2004, Study and research overthe years
have led scientists to conclude in 2024,
that it is a new genus and species of

madtsoiid snake, ‘arelic lineage that forbidden apple inthe o connects us to Mother Earth.

originated in India’. Garden of Eden, thereby Sl g% World Health Organisa-
Vasukiis the divine serpent coiled unleashing suffering on ""ﬁ" K de tion (WHO)Yssymbolisa

around the neck of Shiva. Moved by his Adam and Eve and their world map superimposed

devotion, Shiva chose to wear Vasukias
anornament. Vasuki’s brother
Sheshnag, coills himself intothe shape
of abed on which Vishnu reclines,
protected by a hood-canopy. When devas
and asuras planned to churn the ocean
of milk to obtain amrit, elixir, Vasuki let
them use him as the rope, wound
himself around the Mandara mountain,
and with devas holding onto one end

and asuras the other, Samudra
Manthan - churning of the ocean—
became possible.

Indifferent contexts in varied
cultures and mythologies, the serpent
has been portrayed as good and at other
times, asevil. In Biblical and other
Abrahamicreferences, a serpent,
believed to be Satan, lured and P
tempted Eve to eat the S P a

descendants, starting from
their having to leave their
idyllic home.

The serpent is seen as protector and
guardian. Many depictions of Gautam
Buddha and Mahavir in meditative pose
with eves closed, show them guarded by
asnake that forms a canopy with its
hood to shelter them from the elements.
Many temples have snake carvings as

protectors of the treasures within.
Asfertility symbols, snakes are
invoked as gods in cultures across the
world, with shrines dedicated to them.
The Native American Hopi tribe per-
formssnake dance in a fertility festival.
In Kerala, Parasuram is believed to have
invoked the snake god to convert saline
soll intofertile soil. Some see the
snake as the umbilical cord that

with a staff that hasone
Gk ——— snakeentwined around it.
THE SPEAKING TREE Whereas a staff with two
snakes coiled around it is the symbol for
nursing. Asclepius wasthe ancient god
of healing, belonging to acult in which
snakesfigured as healing agents. He
was soeffective as healer that it was
feared he would render humansas
immortals; therefore, Zeus got him

killed. Hence the snake has been part of
medical symbols, asenabler of healing
and new life. This belief alsostems from
the snake'sritual of sheddingitsold
skinand growinganew one, akintoa
kind of rebirth.

Circles and spirals are symbols of
infinity. Hence the portrayal of a snake
with its tail in its mouth, the cosmic
ouroboros, denotes birth, death and
rebirth, in an infinite circle, a
combination of protection, fertility,
fear, healing, rejuvenation and new life.
Curiously, the double-helix DNA, too,
lends itself tothis kind of snake
symbolismas it coils upward inaspiral,
carrying within the blueprint of life. So,
too, the Kundalini, Sanskrit for coiled
serpent, located at the base of the spine,
seat of immense female energy that
could be awakened with practices like
yoga, mantra chanting and meditation,
leading to spiritual awakening.

ganeshnarayanicyahoo.com
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Covid vaccine row

Thorough probe a must to fix accountability

STRAZENECA (A7), aleading pharmaceutical
firm headquartered in the UK, has admitted
that its Covid-19 vaccine can cause a side effect
in ‘very rare cases’. The disclosure came dur-
the heanng of a case in the High Court of
Justice in London. Fifty-one claimants have alleged that
they — or their loved ones— suffered from TTS (thrombo-
sis with thrombocytopenia syndrome) after receiving the
AZ vaccine, This rare syndrome 15 characterised by blood
dotting or abnomally low levels of platelets; its potentially
life-threatening consequences inchade brain damage, heart
attadk, pulmonary embolism and amputation. The petition-
ers, who are seeking damages under the UK's Consumer
Pmotection Adt, reportedly possess documents substantiat-
ing their charge that the vacane caused deaths or injunes.
The British case 15 of immense significance for India,
where the AZ vaccine was manufactured and marketed as
Covishield in partnership with the Pune-based Serum
Institute of India. It was administered toalmost 90 percent
of the eligible people in the country during the Cowvid years.
Even though AZ has stated that patient safety isits high-
est prionty, a thorough probe is required to allay the doubts
and apprehensions of the Indian dfizens who recetved Cov-
ishield shots. The matter has reached the Supreme Court,
where a petitioner has sought directions to form a panel of
medical experts to examine the vaceine's side effects.
During the pandemic, vaccine clinical trials were fast-
tracked due to the urgent need to curb the virus' spread
and save lives. This was driven by the overwhelming evi-
dence that the benefits of vaccination exceeded the risks
posed by the virus. However, the side effects, even if rare,
have put a question mark over the safety of the AZ vaccine.,
The role of the regulatory authorities has also come under
scrutiny. It is hoped that an in-depth nquirywill be carried
out topinpoint the lapses that imperilled the health of vac-
dne redpients. Fiving acoountability and stressing the
need for greater transparency should be theway forward.

Pro-Palestine protests

US must not silence dissent by students

HE crackdown on pro-Palestine protests at

Columbia University and other campuses

across the USis an assault on the fundamen-

tal principles of free speech and academic

freedom . As hundreds of students face amrests,
threats of expulsion and disciplinary action for voicing
their solidarity with beleaguered Gazans, it is crucial to
recognise that silendng dissent only deepensthe wounds
of injustice and undermines the values that the US claims
to uphold. At the heart of these protests lies a demand for
Justice. Students are calling for their universities to divest
from companies comiplicitin Israel's oppression of Pales-
tinians — a moral stance in response to the ongoing vio-
lence and human rights violations in Gaza.

Instead of addressing the students’ grievances, the
authorities have resarted to heavy-handed tactics, mvok-
g charges of anti-Semitism to justify their actions. Con-
demning Israel’s excessesisnot tantamount toanti-Semi-
tism. It is a legitimate form of protest against injustice,
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Poor regulation plagues food safety

The rate of conviction has remained low despite an increasing number of failed samples

= et .
DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

HE food repulator of
Hong Kong recently
suspended the sale of
three spice blends
manufactured by an
Indian company. This was fol-
lewed by a similar action against
another Indian spice brand in
singapore,. The regulatory
action came after the detection
of high levels of ethylene
oxide, a carcinogen, in the
spices exported from India.
The Maldives, too, has taken
such action, while the US Food
and Drug Administration
(FDA) and the Australian food
authority are examining the
reports of contamination.

This is nothing new. Several
hundred shipments of spices
from India are refused entry for
not meeting the quality norms in
the US every year. Ayurvedic for-
mulations are often red-flagged
by the FDA and other repulators
for containing EXNCEsSIVE
amounts of lead and other harm-
ful heavy metals. Sometimes,
the reverse also happens, as in
the recent case of food company
Nestle, which was found madoet-
ing baby foods with high sugar
content in India, but not n mar-
kets in developed countries.

All thes e episodes follow a famil-
tar pattern. The companes
iwvolved. be they Indian or mults-
national, deny any wrongdoing.
Thevy daim they are following the
presoribed safety standards either
in the country of origin or where
they are exporting to, based on
what suits them. The standard
response of Indian regulatory
authonties 15 that they are "study-
ing the situation’, besides blam-
ing foreign repulators for not
shanng test reports with them.

The export promotion agencies
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UNDER SCRUTINY: Top Indian spice brands arein the crosshairs of food regul ators over alleged contamination. rRELTERS

and mdustry bodies play the vie-
tim card — they argue that Indi-
an exports are being singled out
by Western countries which want
to tarnish India’s image. Such
statements are supported by
ministries and ministers coon-
cerned, in the name of the MWake
in India’ dictum. Multinationals
bBlamed formarketing potentially
harmful produets in India justify
themselves by saying they are
only following the standands laid
down in India. In all this, the con-
sumer remains a hapless specta-
tor. For all the rest, it is business
asusual once the din dies down.
Noeffort is made toaddress the
isgues at the orux of such episodes
— loopholes in the food regulato-
ry system like the opaque process
of developing standards and nibe-
making, the nearabsente of
Good Manufactunng Practices,
lax enforcement of standards and
regulations and an inadequate
anahtical and testing system.
The other important 1ssues are
povernmental protection of the
mdustry in the name of boosting
export and discouragement of
the representation of public
health, consumer and avil soci-
ety experts in food regulation.
Rod companies involved in
controversies wngple out by say-

The FSSAIshould
make public the
contflict of interest
data of members of all
rule-making panels
because consumers
should knowwho is
setting the standards.

ing they are following standards
fixed by the Food Safety and
Standards Authority of India
{(F55AI), as has happened in the
recent case of Nestle. Therefore,
the method of foang standands 15
critical. The FSSAI has a set of
26 seientific committees to pro-
vide inputs for setting standards
for food produets ranging from
beverages to marine products.
When the authority was formed
in 2008, it packed these saentif-
ic panels with representatives of
Indian and global food compa-
nies, Following an outery in the
media, courts and Parliament,

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

the panels were reconstituted.
Subsequently, too, food compa-
nies continued to dominate
through industry chambers and
assoaations, which were given a
seat on the saentific panels.

A few vears later, this changed,
and now the panel s have working
and retired scentists, Still, one
can't say confidently that the
nile-making process is free of the
mdustry’s influence. A cursory
examination of the present com-
position of scientific panels shows
that they still have members with
past and present industry links.
Ror example, the pand on bever-
ages has a former global head of
quality assurance at Coca-Cola as
well as an official of the tea associ-
atin among its members.
Another committee has a scien-
tist who is a member of the All-
India Food Pmducers Associa-
tion —a body of food compames.

The F33ATI should make public
the ‘conflict of interest’ data of
members of all rule-making com-
mittees  because consumers
should know who 18 setting the
standards, The FSSAT's so-called
partnership with the Confedera-
tion of Indian Industry and Hin-
dustan Lever is also problematic
at several levels, Instead of hob-
nobhing with thoseit is supposed

to repulate. the FSSAT should be
striving to gain public recogni-
tion as an mpartial and inde-
pendent regulator.

Ror years, consumer groups
and public health experts have
been demanding a distinct health
label for food produdcs hgh in
salt, sugar and fats, but the food
safety authority and the industry
have constantly opposed this. On
the other hand, the regulator is
gquick to meet industry demands
and even endorse their products,
which is not its mandate. The
label for fortified food products,
as demanded by the food indus-
try, 15 an example. The ‘F plus’
logo 15 awarded to pmoducts with
added vitamins, nutrients, ete. It
has been piven to wheat flour,
salt, milk, edible oil and rice
products, and the FSSAT has cre-
ated a separate website display-
mg all these branded products
with photos (instead of just a list
of names). This amounts to the
advertising of a certain category
of products by the repulator at
the taxpayer's cost.

The mplementation of the reg-
ulation is lax and compliance by
the industry is poor, as found by
audits of the Comptroller and
Auditor General (CAG) of India
and the Public Accounts Com-
mittee (PAC) of Parliament. The
CAG found in 2017 that even 10
vears after its formation, the
F55A1 had no time-bound plan
for the formu lation of standards;
it 1ssued licences based on
incomplete information; and 56
out of T2food testing laboratories
surveved did not have necessary
accreditation certificates. There
was also an acute shortage of
gtaff, The PAC recommended
bringing about greater frans-
parency m the formulation or
revision of standards. The FSSAT
15 still far from reachin g the level
of transparency recommended.
The panel also noted that the mte
of conviction was wvery low
despite an increasing number of
failed samples — a dear demon-
stration of poor regulation.

Itis time we realised that busi-
nessas usualin food safety is not
good for people’s health.

We may find in the long run that tinned food is a deadlier weapon than the machine-gun. —George Orwell

The three Rswe

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

rooted in the principles of human rights and international
law. By conflating criticism of the Israel govemment with
hatred towards Jewish people, detractors are seeking to
delegitimise dissent and shield Israel from accountability:
The response from universities and law agencies is
worrisome, The use of force to suppress demonstrations

runs counter to the democratic values that institutions

of learning should safeguard. Instead of fostering an
environment where diverse perspectives can be freely
expressed, these actions create a chilling effect, stifling
debate and dissent. The UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights has rightly expressed concern over the
disproportionate response to these protests, emphasis-
ng the impartance of protecting freedom of expression.
As the self-proclaimed leader of the free world, the US
must not silence divergent voices; it must be a beacon
of hope and ensure freedom as well as justice for all,

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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‘Peace’ in the province

IN his speech delivered in reply to the farewell address presented
b the District Board of Amritsar, to which we had occasion to refer
in a previous issue, SirEdward Mad agan gave expression to a feel -
g of satisfaction on “seang the province now at peace” “except
g0 far as Akali troubles are concemed.” Although the exception
itself covers a wide field, we wholeheartedby wish we could joinin
congratulating His Exvellency on the “peace” of which he speaks.
Unfortunately, the present state of affairs in the provinee does not
warrant that good cheer and it has to be said that the “peace” spo-
ken of is merely the “peace” of subdued feelings and the cabm ans-
ng from despair. The Government, during the regime of Sir
Madagan, has never shinam timely desire to bow to the popular
will. The miseries expenenced by the people in a luge number of
villages onacoount of the harsh methods of collection of the puni-
tive police tax imposed upon them, the widespread resentment
caused by vanous measures of repression which have been adopt-
ed in the name of law and orderduring the last three yvears, and the
destructive effect of the communal pobicy Inaugurated and obsti-
nately adhered to during the regime of Sir Maclagan have all con-
tnbuted to underminin g dvic harmony among peoplewhich is the
foundation of real peace, This injurious policy has taken away the
peace, mental as well as physical, not onby of the community which
complains of being the principle sufferer, but also of other commu-
nities. The bitter feelings engendered in Punjab by the communal
policy of Sir Madagan's Government have to some extent left the
whole of India perturbed by its evil effects.

practised unawares

Rama KasHyap

Growing up in the 19605 and 1970s, we were unaware

of the three Rs of environment conservation, but
would still practise them earnestly. Unlike the present-day
‘use and throw' approach, we would tend to use everything
to the fullest. Almost nothing was discarded in our middle-
class households, to the extent that when a thing lost its
functional utility, it was retained in the hope that someday,
somehow it would be put to some use.,

In those days of scarcity and meagre resources, we were
practising ‘minimalism’ without being aware of it. We had
a humble wardrobe comprising a pair of school uniform,
just afew dresses for casual wear and one or two for formal
wear We were content with having one pair each of black
Bata shoes and white canvas shoes for school and rubber
slippers for home wear. We would be entitled to a new pair
only after we outgrew one or it was torn beyvond repair.
Everything, from footwear, garments and watches to
sundry gadgets, was repaired, sometimes through jugaad,
till 1t was deemed absolutely irreparable.

Most amusing was the in-house recyeling of things, A
party dress would, in due course, be used as casual wear,
later as a night dress and end up as a duster before being
thrown away. There would always be an alternative way
to utilise a discarded item. My mother used to stitch
cloth bags from my old school skirts. That is how most
cloth bags were made at home, recyeled from used mate-
rial. In the absence of polythene, people carried reusable
bags for shopping. Today, despite the ban on single-use
plastie, poly-bags continue to be In vogue, causing huge
damage to the environment. Also, the consumption of
tissue paper 1s increasing rapidly at an enormous cost to
the ecology. Trees are being cut and a huge quantity of
water is being consumed in the making of tissues, which
are invariably thrown away after being used ance.

If we were eco-friendly earlier, it was not because we
were more conscious of our environment — it was the
way of life back then. However, now that we are aware
of the need to ‘reduce, reuse and recyele’, let us not
mindlessly embrace consumerism. Not only should we
try to reduce unnecessary consumption, we should also
help in reeyeling through waste segregation and man-
agement. Let's not blindly adopt the ‘disposable’ cul-
ture; rather, we should promote our traditional ‘reuse
economy based on our capability for repair and restora-
tion. We must enjoy the fruits of development and pros-
perity, but at the same time contribute to environment
conservation. Let the wheels of progress roll on without
ravaging or plundering Mother Earth.

I{ED‘UEE__ reuse and recycle are buzzwords today.

Rein in separatist elements
Apropos of the editorial ‘Canadian laxaty';
the raising of separatist slogans at the Toron-
to event attended by PM Justin Trudeau is
notjust a diplomatie debacle; it s a threat to
the India-Canada ties. New Delhi's concerns
and its strong protest against the pro-Khal-
istan event are warranted, especially
because the strained bilateral ties have been
exacerbated by Trudeau's reckless
remarks regarding alleged Indian involve-
ment in the killing of a Canadian citizen.
Trudeau's rhetoric about defending free-
dom rings hollow as he allows divisive sen-
timents to flourish on his watch. It is time
for Canada to prioritise diplomacy over
pandering to separatist elements.
SAHIBPREET SINGH, MOHALI

Diplomatic chill in India-Canada ties
Refer to ‘Canadian lasaty”; 1t was shocking to
learn that pro-Khahstan slogans were mised at a
public event attended by prominent Canadian
leaders, including PM Justin Trudeau, in Tomon-
o on Sunday: This comes amid adiplomatic chill
between New Delhi and Ottawa. The India-
Canada ties have been worsening since Trudean
brought upallegations about the imvobvement of
Indian government agents in the murder of a
sikh separatist leader on Canadian soil. Even
though New Delhi hasasked Ottawa toshareevi-
dence supporting the daim, the latter has vet to
produce anything. The Canadian government
st not align itself with pro-Khalistan proups
if it wishes o restore cordial relations with India.

SUBHASH CTAMNEJA, GURUGRAM

FSSAl's credibility hit

Apropos of ‘Food safety concerns’; adul-
teration is not unheard of in India. Com-
panies like Dabur, Zandu, Baidyanath,
Nestle and Patanjali have all come under
the scanner due to allegations of adulter-
ation or for reportedly failing the quality
test. The recent ban imposed by Singa-
pore and Hong Kong on spice companies
suspected of supplying contaminated
condiments and masalas 15 vet another
cause for embarrassment. All these also
hit the eredibility of the FSSAI and call
into question its functioning.

BAL GOVIND, NOIDA

Address vaccine injuries
Refer to the news report ‘Covishield can have
rare side effect: Firm'; the belated admission
by British firm AstmaZeneca that its vaccne for
Covid-19 can cause TTS (thrombosis with
thrombocytopenia syndrome in some cases
has come asa bolt from the blue for those who
had mceved the vacane after placing their
trust in the system. They got the jab without
knowing about possible adverse events and
suffered vacane-related compheations. The
revelation calls for greater medical serutiny.
Medical journals and institutes should publish
more studies on thematter, and experts should
share their views on 1it. Besides, the Ministry of
Health and the ICMR should publicly address
these concems.

SUNIL CHOPRA, LUDHIAMA

Need for informed consent
The admission by AstraZeneca regarding a seri-
ous side effect of its Covad-19 vacemne is deeply
concerning. It underscores the importance of
transparency in a vaccine rollout. While doctors
reassure us about the ranty of the risk, the reve-
lation demands further scrutiny. As we navigate
through the complesaties of vaccination drives,
transparency must remain paramount. Every
individual deserves the chance to give an
informed consent while making decisions about
his or her health. Vigilance, coupled with swift
action, 15 imperative o ensuring public trust in
vaccination efforts. Let this serve as a reminder
of the need for ngomus monitonng and account-
ability in every vaccination drive.
GURDEVSINGH, MOHALI

Ban Covishield vaccine
Pharmaceutical firm AstraZeneca has admit-
ted in court that its Covid-19vaceine, known
as Covishield in India, can cause blood clot-
ting and low platelet count. The company
faces a class action lawsuit in the UK over
claims that the vaceine has caused deaths
and severe mjuries to recipients. More than
175 erore doses of the vaccine have been
administered in India. In view of the admis-
sion by the firm and the safety concerns that
arose during the immunisation drive in
India, the use of Covishield and other Covid
vaceines should be stopped.

VUAYKUMAR HE, RAICHUR {KARNATAKA)
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RTIFICIAL intel-
ligence (Al) is
proving to be
hugely beneficial
o the Indian
information technology (IT)
services sector. The sector 1s
developing tools and sys-
tems that it is passing on to
clients across the world to
enable them to reap the ben-
efits of the rapidly emerging
and maturing technology.
This is becoming a new and
critical line of product offer-
ings that will enable the sec-
tor to remain at the forefront
of emerging technology,
grow fast and continue to be
highly profitable.

Al simulates the cognitive
processes of the human
brain, and pgenerative Al
(GenAl, on being fed enor-
mous amounts of data, pro-
duces on-demand speech,
text, images, audios and
videos. These are critical for
the country, as its technolo-
gy sector earned substan-
tial revenue of $254 billion
in 2023-24, up 3.8 per cent
from the previous year. Out
of this, exports accounted
for 8200 billion {nearly 80
per cent);, technology
exports accounted for 28

per cent of the total exports.
Even as the Indian tech-
nolopy sector 1s helping its
global clients use the newly
emerging Al and GenAl to
take it forward, it is develop-
ing tools and products for its
own use, enabling it to cut
oosts and raise its efficien-
aes multifold . Al infact, has
become critical as it s
enabling the software sector
to remain relevant and go
forward technologically.
Infosys is a leader in
reimaging work, workplace
and work force by leveraging
AT so that it 15 able to get
more value out of its staff.
Not just Infosys but other IT
leaders, such as HCLTech
and LTIMindtree, have tak-
en on board Copilot,
Microsoft's Al-based con-
versational chat interface,
Infosys has also incorporat-
ed the GenAl learning
process intoits platform, Les,
and it 1s being actively adopt-
ed by s employees. Addi
tionally, an Al knowledge
assistant of a higher order has
been rolled out to all the com-
pany's leaders so that they
can bnng about improve-
ments in the firm's sales
process. As a result, processes
that could take weeks can
now be completed in days.
Tata Consultancy Services
(TCS), IBM and Wipro are fol-
knwing the same route, They
are adopting Al processes in
areas like human resource
management, automatmg IT
mfrastructure and driving
sales. IBM finds that, as a
result of adopting Al in its

OPED

O7

k|

PROGRESS: There is little doubtthat the Indian T sector has graduated to a higher skill |evel

with its adoption of Al and GenAl. sTock

own processes, it 1 able to
raise value creation per unit
of time by as much as 70 per
cent. What is more, by
becoming the first user of
the GenAl processes devel
oped by it, the vendor is able
to debug the process and
pass ona much better offer-
mgtoits chents,

TCS found that the first
step — petling its employees
to understand GenAl — was
m itself a big task This is
partly because as many as
three lakh of its employees
have by now been trained in
basic Al skills,

Inthe T space,
[ndia has already
acquired the
atributesofa
developed country.

Wipro 15 going through a
process of using an Al-
powered enterprise chat-
bot to handle business
queries, automate tasks
and provide information to
employees to enable them
to do their work better. It 1s
being used by companies
in 53 countries to improve
their knowledge manage-
ment and boost productivi-
tv. The chatbot typically
responds to employees in
five seconds and is 95 per
cent accurate.

enAl 15 also helping
another major part of soft-

ware  services, business
pProcess management
(BPM), which responds to
customer queries to deliver
better and at a lower cost.
With the use of GenAl, till
now the main wvehicle of
BPM delivery, the call centre
will be required only mini
mally. If thmgs keep going
this way, in the not-too-dis-
tant future, only a few cen-
tres will be needed to handle
mcoming calls. Technology
should be able to predict
meoming calls and proac
tively address customer con-
cerns,. With the use of
GenAl, many Indian BPM
companies have been ableto
shift away from low-end
voice-based services. As a
result, some of this work
has shifted to the Philip-
pines. Firms in India are
now using Al-driven chat-
bots to handle a lot of their
work, which earlier used to
be handled by their staff
As Indian IT firms train
their staff to handle GenAl
for their work and deliver it
to customers, the level of
skills in the country 15 rising
rapidly. This has caused a
sharp rise in the operations
of captives, or, as they are
now called, global capability
centres (GCCs) of interna-
tional players. Many afthese
are now forused on areas
like engineermg research
and development. Over
time, more and more of the
new models of cars of global
players like Benz, which are
now maostly made up of elec-
tronics, are being developed

India Ieveraglng Al technology to make gains

. J’

at their Indian (GCCs. There
are now around 1,600 GCCs
in Imdia, with amound 50
added last year

There 15 hittle doubt that
the Indian IT scene has
rraduated to a higher skill
level with its adoption of Al
and GenAl. This has
enabled it to keep pace with
the global development of
technology and improve its
valie addition. This is likely
to enable Indian IT services
to continue to hold the pre-
eminent position m  the
global marketplace that it
does today. What began as
an entity that was able to get
lenw-paid engineers to write
computer code cheaply is
today keeping pace with the
development of the latest
phenomenon in information
technology, GenAl.

The impact of this on the
Indian economy will be
twofold. The IT services sec-
tor will continue to be a top
foreign exchange earner,
thus bolstering the economy
as a whole and allowmng it to
import the machinery need-
ed to start high-end manu-
facturing being encouraged
by the production-linked
incentive scheme. Simulta-
neously, the country's IT
companies are themselves
becoming more and more
valuable and focal points for
inward foreign direct mvest-
ment. The powers that be
have set a target of making
India a developed country
by 2047, but in the IT space,
it has already acquired
‘developed’ status.

Paradigm shift needed to improve water use efliciency

SP VASUDEVA
EX-DIRECTOR, UNION MINISTRY
OF WATER RESOURCES

ATEST data

released by the

Central Water Com-

ission paints a

grim picture of the

live storage in India's reser-

voirs, particularly m the

southern states, The reservoir

levels n South India have

plummeted tojust 17 per cent

ofther capacity amid a wide-

spread heatwave, This does

not aupur well for the water

secunty of the region and the
country as awhole.

India, which accounts for 4
per cent of the world's water
resources, uses them for irr-
gation, and domestic and
industrial purposes, Surface
and proundwater, as perease
of availability, are put to vari-
ous uses. There 15, however, a
shoage of water acmss
states, leading to crop failure,
deaths, closing down of
healthcare facilities and
industries. India has become

‘water-stressed’, with the per
capita per year water avail-
ability being 1585 cubic
metres, lessthan the stipulat-
ed 1,700 cubic metres. At this
rate, India 15 projected to
become ‘water-scarce’ by

2080, when the availability
will be less than 1.000
cubic metres.

Various states have made
significant  infrastructural
mvestments inimrigation, but
a lack of repgular mamte-
nance and quality service are
causing bottlenecks. Water
left untreated after domestic,
mdustnal and other uses is
causing surface and pround-
water pollution. Groundwa-
ter is also getting polluted
through an exvessive use of
chemical fertilisers and pesti-
ades. The Centre had
mformed the Supreme Court
mn 2016 that about 33 crore
people in 2566 districts of 10
states  were affected by
dmught. Appropriate prac-
tices, innovative technolo-
gies and positive participa-
tion of all stakeholders are
required for moving towards
sustainable and efficent
water use management.

India started on a positive
note after Independence by
utihsing surface water of
nvers through multipurpose
projects, hydroelectric and
water harve sting dams. How-
ever, over the past four
decades, about 84 per cent of
the total addition toirngation
areas, 80 per cent of the
dnnking water needs and
maost of the industrial use is
met from groundwater. India,
consequently, is the world's
largest user of groundwater,
accounting for 25 per cent of
the global withdrawals. As a
result, the water table has
beendipping at an average of

MEEDS: |ndia, which accounts for 4 per cent of the world's water resources, uses them for imigation and
domestic and industrial purposes. BT0CcK

04 metre every year.

With water being astate sub-
Ject, statesUTs need to do pol-
iy correction. The adoption of
measures such as water con-
servation, groundwater
recharge, conjunctive use of
surface and groundwater, eco-
nomie use of water through
appropriate prang and appl-
cation of technologies and
mcreasing water use efficien-
¢y thmugh recyding can
mmprove the situation. The
implementation of measures
like erop rotation and divers
fication, increase in dap and
spankler irmgation and creat-
g awareness can further
brin g water use efficiency:

The National Water Mission
was launchedin 2011 inorder
to conserve water, reduce
wastage and ensure equitable
distnbution across and with-
in states, besides intmoduang

India is the largest
user of groundwater,
accounting for
25 percent of the
global withdrawals.

a framework for optomising
water use efficiency by 20 per
cent. Many interventions and
schemes have been intro-
dured under this mission.
The ‘Per Drop More Crop'
scheme, ntmduced in 2015,
promotes water use efficency
through micro irrigation,
especially drip and spnnkler
rrigation. However, only
about 10 per cent of the net
sown area has been covered
under micro rrigation. The
=Sahi Fhasal campaign — an
awareness genemtion pro-
pramme for educating farm-
ers to adopt crops that are eco-
normically remunerative,
environmental fnendly and
improve water use efficiency
— has been launched. It 1s
meving at a slow pace, but

would bring dividends if

mplemented in right
earnest. The Jal Shakti

Abhiyan is being implement-
ed since 2019, with multi-
stakeholder  partiapation,
especially of women, to opti-
mise harvesting of rammwater
and inteprating it with
afforestation. Desilting of
water bodies and revitalising
af abandoned borewells have
also been mnitiated. Pmopress
under this mitiat ve 15 dismal,
with watershed development
works progressing at a shig-
gish pace and intensive
afforestation vet to begin.
Atal Bhujal Yojana was
started n 2020 to deal with
overexploited and water
stressed areas of seven states,
The Union Ministry of Jal
Shakti has circulated a Mod-
el Bill among all statesTTs to
curb overexploitation and
depletion of groundwater.
Several states have enacted
legislation, but implementa-
tion has been effected only in
a few. Industries extracting
eroundwater in esxress of 100
aibic metreg'day are now
required to pget an annual
water audit done and reduce
water use by 20 per cent over
the next three vears, Thisisa
step in the right direction
The Jal Jeevan Mission is on
course to provide piped drink-
mg water with a functional tap
connection to each household
inthe country by the vearend.
About 76 per cent of the rural
households have been cov-
ered and those remaining and
in urban areas are being tar
geted. Paridpatory rmgation
management has brought effi-
aency and reduced the gap

between the created and
utilised irngation potential
These actions are helping in
moving towards demand-driv-
en supply of drinking and rn-
gation water that would make
consumers responsible  for
making timely payvments that
can be utilised for proper oper-
ation and maintenance of
mfrastructure

The NITT Aayvog has devel-
oped the Composite Water
Management Index (CWMI),
covering dnnking water, irri-
gation, sanitation, source
aupmentation and restora-
tion of water bodies and
ground water, watershed
development, sustainable on-
farm water use practices to
access and further mprove
water management perdorm-
ance, These performance
mdicators. integrated with
mmproved policy and gover-
nance, are providing useful
informat ion to statesUTs and
Union ministries'depart-
ments to  formulate and
mmplement sustainable
stratepies and practices for
efficient and sustainable
waler management.

There 15 a need for a para-
digm shift in taking forward
stratepies and regulations
and  integrating  these
thmugh the CWMI. Howev-
er, the absence of holistic
im plementation and regular
and participator y monitonng
at the block, district, state
and national levels is hinder
ing the pursuit of sustain-
able supply and improved
water use effidency.

QUICK CROSSWORD FORECAST
o s YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION e SR
11 T;
] il J b i / 1 Persuade to believe (B) 1 Feel concern (4) 6 3 9|5|7|6]2/8|3|1/4 cITyY MAX MIN
i 5 Inexcessof (4) 2 WestAfrican republic (7) 6121119/4/3|71815 Chandigarh 33 20
|I 9 Justification ( 5) 3 Lack of due restraint (12) 4 2 8 BE|4|3]|5/7|1|9|2|6 NewDelhi | 37 20
10 Superficial (7) 4 Unconcerned (6} 2 18|9|7|1]4]|]6|5|3 Amititear 34 17
11 On a very short-term 6 Logically correct (5) 1 2 4 7|6/4|2[3|5]|8|9]|1 Baitiin 4 e i
basis(4,3,2,3) 7 MNoisy disorderly 3 |1|5|8B|9]|6]|2|4|7

i 13 Overjoyed (6) conduct (8) Bl 4 (o] 7 Blhaey | oomdmer (34 (17
14 To the other side (6) 8 Deed done and 3 7 9 2 6 413lel1|sl2l8]l7]9 Lu[.:lhmr?a 34 20
1 17 In iresponsible irreversible (4.8) 1 |7l8|3|5|9|l4|6|2 Bhiwani 37 22
manner (4,3.5) 12 Fragrant {8) 6 3 Hisar 37 20

4] H 15 20 Single eveglass (7) 15 Mot easily understood (7) Sirsa 136 20
21 A break in speaking ( 5) 16 Hold fast (6) MAY ZND 2024, THURS DAY Dharamsala 25 11

16 22 Contest between two (4) | 18 Bum superficially {(5) 3 7 B 1 4 i ;
i P ¥ W Shaka Samnal 1846 Manali 25 |07
i 23 Reserved (B) | 19 For fear that (4) B \aishal: Shaka 17 Shimia 23 11
YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION 2 7 9 B Vaishakh Parvisive 20 Srinagar 21 a7
13

Across 1 Hold water, 8 About, 9 Outcast, 10 Pardon, 11 Senior, W Hian 1445 Jammu 33 18
20 1 12 Ancestor, 15 Yerbatim, 18 Manage, 20 Tongue, 21 Inhab- 1 5 E B Krishna Paksha Tithi 9, up to 154 am Kargl 16 04
it, 22 Delve, 23 Tall order. B Shukla Yoga up b 519 pm Leh 12 03
Down: 2 Of use, 3 Deceit, 4 Abstract, 5 Ravage, 6 Cordite, 7 At 5 3 B Dhanishiha Nakshatra up 1o 1.49 am Dehradun |37 16
x| any rate, 11 Servitude, 13 Communal, 14 Trundle, 16 Amulet, B Moon enters Aquarius sign 2.33 pm Mussoorie | 25 11

17 Unfair, 19 Guile. MEDIUM B Panchak start 2.33 pm e e




