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Corrections & Clarifications

In a Sunday Magazine story titled “General Elections 2024 | When cam-
paign trails were carnivals” (April 21, 2024), under the subhead, “Larger-
than-life personalities” the year must be changed from 1986 to 1989. Also,
Jayalalithaa was seeking election from Bodinayakanur — not re-election
as published.
A sentence in “Designated successor” (‘Profiles’ page, April 21, 2024) that
read “Three high-profile politicians resigned after a ... to sully the reputa-
tion of the party” should be amended to say: “Two high-profile politicians
resigned last year after an ethics case rocked the party and a minister
resigned in January this year after he was charged with corruption.”

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

T
he global economy has avoided the
spectre of a debilitating recession, with
the IMF last week raising its forecast for

worldwide aggregate growth in 2024 to 3.2%,
from the 2.9% it had projected in October. The
IMF has underlined the fact that the global eco-
nomy has, with surprising resilience, ridden out
several adverse shocks as well as ‘signi�cant cen-
tral bank interest rate increases aimed at restor-
ing price stability’ and sustained the growth mo-
mentum, largely on the back of advanced
economies led by the U.S. undergirding demand.
However, the Fund has also pointed to a growing
gulf between the economic north and south by
observing: “A troubling development is the wi-
dening divergence between many low-income
developing countries and the rest of the world.
For these economies, growth is revised down-
ward, whereas in�ation is revised up.” These
poorest countries, in Africa and including some
Latin American, Paci�c island and Asian nations,
had also su�ered the most scarring from the CO-
VID-19 pandemic in terms of estimated drop in
output relative to pre-pandemic projections, and
were struggling to recover. To compound their
woes, these economies were now saddled with a
mounting debt service burden that was severely
impairing their ability to spend on vitally needed
public goods including better education, health
care and social nets to improve food security.

The IMF’s twin development lender, the World
Bank, has, in a separate report, pointed out that
for the �rst time in this century, half of the
world’s 75 poorest countries were experiencing a
widening income gap with the wealthiest econo-
mies, marking a “historic reversal” of develop-
ment. As the World Bank Group’s Chief Econo-
mist Indermit Gill observed in a blog post on the
lender’s site, “[the 75 poorest countries] are
home to a quarter of humanity — 1.9 billion peo-
ple... and are home to 90% of people facing hun-
ger or malnutrition”. More distressingly, while
these countries were midway through what he
termed, potentially ‘a lost decade’, Mr. Gill
averred that the rest of the world was “largely
averting its gaze” even as the governments in at
least half these nations were mostly paralysed by
debt distress. Citing the examples of South Korea,
China and India as countries that had transi-
tioned from being borrowers of low-interest
loans from the World Bank’s International Deve-
lopment Association into economic powerhous-
es that were today IDA donors, the Bank’s chief
economist stressed it was imperative that the
world’s richer countries �nancially support the
poorest nations. Given that the world needs to
tap every reserve of economic potential to
achieve universal peace and prosperity, it can ill
a�ord to turn its back on a quarter of its people.

Sobering assessment 
The richer nations must show more
support for the poorest countries   

P
olitical alliances are known to change ov-
er time: old ties break and new ones are
made. But the Congress and the CPI(M)

also �nd that their friendship changes across
space. They have built up extraordinary bonho-
mie in States such as West Bengal, Tripura, Bihar,
Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh as
partners in the INDIA grouping while putting on
public display their manic hostility in Kerala. Top
leaders of the CPI(M) West Bengal unit had taken
part in Congress leader Rahul Gandhi’s Bharat Jo-
do Nyay Yatra. Both parties have a seat-sharing
arrangement in the Lok Sabha elections in States
where they are on a sticky wicket. But they are at
daggers drawn in Kerala, where the electoral
�ght is primarily between the United and Left
fronts they lead. The INDIA bloc’s objective is to
keep the BJP out, which is still a minion in Kerala.
That, however, fails to explain the vitriol and ve-
nom spewed by Congress and CPI(M) leaders at
each other, rocking their alliance elsewhere in In-
dia. The CPI(M)’s Kerala unit, which retains its or-
ganisational and political strength, has always
had reservations about any understanding with
the Congress anywhere in India. The party chose
not to nominate a representative to INDIA’s coor-
dination committee in September last year. 

In Kerala, the Congress used the Enforcement
Directorate’s inquiry against the CPI(M) in a
cooperative bank case, and against the Chief Mi-
nister Pinarayi Vijayan’s kin, to consistently at-
tack the party and Mr. Vijayan. The CPI(M), on its
part, �ayed the Congress for not being able to
stop the defection of its leaders to the BJP. That
Mr. Gandhi chose to contest again from Wayanad,
against the CPI’s Annie Raja, proved thorny, with
the CPI(M) maintaining that as a national leader,
he should ideally have taken on the BJP and not
the Left front. Things came to a head when Mr.
Gandhi launched a tirade against Mr. Vijayan for
evading the ED’s questioning and arrest by accus-
ing him of having a secret pact with the BJP. The
gratuitous remark opened a Pandora’s box.
While Mr. Vijayan reminded Mr. Gandhi of his
(Mr. Vijayan’s) arrest during the Emergency,
some Left leaders recalled Mr. Vijayan’s expres-
sion of solidarity when Mr. Gandhi was grilled by
the ED. With neither side showing the readiness
to bury the hatchet, the exchange has exposed
the widening cracks in the INDIA bloc. The situa-
tion brings up the question of whether one is to
focus their attention on the biggest enemy or on
the worst enemy. The BJP sees as its ideological
enemy both the Congress and the Left, but it can
a�ord to watch silently as the two tear each other
apart in Kerala.

Limited company  
The Left and the Congress are doing

each other no favours in Kerala  

A
s the India Meteorological Department
(IMD) predicts a hotter summer and
longer heat waves from April to June,
India must also prepare for water

stress. The challenge is that we are programmed
to consider acute stresses (heat, water, or
extreme weather) as temporary, to be handled
often as disaster relief. We must move from panic
reactions when disaster strikes (like the water
crisis in Bengaluru), to understand and respond
to the chronic nature of risks we face. Moreover,
climate action cannot be left to a few sectors or
businesses. Nor can environmental sustainability
be reduced to sapling plantation drives over a few
days. 

This Earth Day (April 22) should be a wake-up
call. The climate is the economy now, and the
economic production frontier will expand or
shrink depending on how we understand the
intersections between land, food, energy and
water.

India houses 18% of the world’s population on
2.4% of the earth’s surface area and has just 4% of
global freshwater resources. Nearly half its rivers
are polluted, and 150 of its primary reservoirs are
currently at just 38% of their total live storage
capacity. Further, it is the largest user of
groundwater in the world. And three-quarters of
India’s districts are hotspots for extreme climate
events.

Against this backdrop, India has invested
heavily in disaster preparedness, but the nature
of climatic shocks will continue to change. There
will be sudden shocks (heavy rainfall, rapid
declines in water availability) as well as slow
onset but periodic stresses (reduced water
retention in soils, changes in trend lines for
rainfall). Seasonal disaster preparedness and
responses are no longer su�cient to tackle
climate risks.

Water �ows through the economy
For long, we have not taken cognisance of the
many ways by which water �ows through our
economy and, instead, addressed water (and
other natural resources) in silos. Water connects
our hydrological, food, and energy systems,
impacting millions of people.

How does this connection work? Precipitation
is the primary source of soil moisture and water
stored in vegetation (green water) and the water
available in rivers and aquifers (blue water). Both
blue and green water impact the food we grow —
irrigating crops, in�uencing harvests, and being
critical to the economy. But this sector that
employs the most is increasingly climate
vulnerable. The India Employment Report 2024
shows that agriculture still employs around 45%
of the population and absorbs most of the
country’s labour force. At the same time, a
Council on Energy, Environment and Water
(CEEW) study showed that monsoon rainfall is

changing patterns in India, with 55% of ‘tehsils’ or
sub-districts seeing a signi�cant increase of more
than 10% in southwest monsoon rainfall in the
last decade, compared to the previous three. But
this increased rainfall is frequently coming from
short-duration, heavy rain, a�ecting crop sowing,
irrigation and harvesting. Making the agricultural
sector more resilient to climatic and water
stresses matters for jobs, growth and
sustainability.

Water is also a key component of the
world’s clean energy transition. Green
hydrogen, seen as a crucial pillar for
decarbonising industry and long-distance
transport sectors, is produced using
water and electricity sourced from
renewables. Pumped storage
hydropower — which acts as a natural battery and
is essential to balance the power grid load — is an
important component of a clean but reliable
power system.

Then there is the climate crisis and its impact
on hydrometeorological disasters. According to
the UN World Water Development Report 2020,
almost 75% of natural disasters in the last two
decades were related to water. According to
CEEW analysis, between 1970 and 2019, the
number of �ood associated events (such as
landslides, thunderstorms and cloud bursts)
increased by up to 20 times in India. Freshwater,
one of the nine planetary boundaries, has been
transgressed (2023 study).

The ingredients of water security
What India does to ensure water for domestic
supply, food security, and the clean energy
transition will matter to its economy. But its
experiences will hold lessons for other
water-stressed developing countries and
emerging economies. Attaining this water
security will need a mix of the right policies,
judicious use of water, including reuse of urban
wastewater, and �nance for adapting to a
changing world.

First, e�ective water governance needs policies
that recognise its interactions with food and
energy systems. However, CEEW and
International Water Management Institute (IWMI)
analysis shows that although India has adopted
several policies, most do not recognise this nexus
while planning or at the implementation stage.
For instance, while the scaling up of green
hydrogen is desirable, the link with water
availability is not always considered. Similarly,
the impact of scaling up solar irrigation pumps
on groundwater levels must be analysed to
deploy the technology where there is an optimal
mix of solar resource and higher groundwater
levels. Policies should incorporate the
food-land-water nexus through localised evidence
and community engagement.

Second, India needs to focus on the judicious

use of blue and green water through water
accounting and e�cient reuse. The National
Water Mission targets increasing water use
e�ciency by 20% by 2025. Similarly, the Atal
Mission on Rejuvenation and Urban
Transformation (AMRUT) 2.0 calls for reducing
non-revenue water, which is lost before it reaches
the end user, to less than 20% in urban local

bodies. However, these are not backed by
any baseline set using water accounting
principles that will help quantify the, say,
“20 per cent” change in freshwater use.
For instance, in the absence of water use
data for the reference year, it is di�cult to
quantify the potential water saving in one
sector, such as agriculture, that can then
be diverted to other sectors, such as

industries or domestic purposes, which will drive
India’s water demand. Water accounting is
essential for promoting water use e�ciency and
creating incentives for investments in treated
wastewater reuse.

Third, leverage �nancial tools to raise money
for climate adaptation in the water sector.
Following global trends, India’s climate action has
been largely focused on mitigation in the
industrial, energy, and transport sectors.
Financial commitments for climate change
adaptation in the water and agriculture sectors
are still relatively small. In 2019-20, for which
aggregate estimates are available, the per capita
annual spending on climate change mitigation
was about ₹2,200, whereas for adaptation, it was
only ₹260. More funding is needed for
adaptation-speci�c interventions such as
strengthening wastewater management,
providing incentives to promote climate-resilient
agricultural practices (micro irrigation and crop
diversi�cation), and scaling up desalination
plants as an alternative water source for thermal
plants and green hydrogen production. Market
innovations such as India’s Green Credit
Programme have the potential to partially bridge
the adaptation funding gap by encouraging
investment in wastewater treatment, desalination
plants, and agricultural extension services.
Considering the investments in India under
Corporate Social Responsibility (between 2014-15
and 2020-21), there is a potential to leverage
about ₹12,000 crore worth of investments every
year.

Expectations that systemic change will occur
overnight are unrealistic. But it is possible to
make a start by pursuing more coherence in
water, energy and climate policies, creating
data-driven baselines to increase water savings,
and enabling new �nancial instruments and
markets for adaptation investments. A
water-secure economy is the �rst step towards a
climate-resilient one.

The views expressed are personal

Preparing India for water stress, climate resilience 

Arunabha Ghosh 
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on the Economics 
of Water

The climate is
the economy
now, and
understanding
the crucial
intersections
between land,
food, energy
and water will
in�uence how
the economy
functions

Nitin Bassi 

is the Senior
Programme Lead at
the Council on
Energy, Environment
and Water (CEEW)

I
n the southern expanse of the Andaman and
Nicobar archipelago, o� the shores of Little
Nicobar, lie seven tiny islands. Classi�ed as

“uninhabited” in the government’s records, these
islets are nonetheless integral to the indigenous
communities of the region. Two, o�cially called
Meroë and Menchal, are known as Piruii and
Pingaeyak, respectively, to the Payuh, the
indigenous southern Nicobarese peoples, who
hold traditional rights over these and other islets.

For millennia, these historically isolated
indigenes have relied on these islands as resource
reservoirs for sustenance and protected them.
Menchal is revered, used, and protected under
the spiritual realm called Pingaeyak (a spirit that
is believed to reside on the island), prohibiting
the overexploitation of resources or any undue
harm to its ecosystem. Similarly, Meroë is
believed to be the abode of a legendary islander
community. Here, too, spiritual belief systems
in�uence how the islanders use and protect
natural resources.

Meroë and Menchal are managed by
community elders as guardians and speci�c
individual caretakers. They ensure the protection
of the island’s resources and sustainability. In
today’s world, this phenomenon goes by the
name of “conservation” and “sustainable use”,
among other terms and phrases.

Conservation colonialism
In May 2022, in complete disregard of the
indigenous land ownership and management
systems, the Andaman and Nicobar (A&N)
administration issued three public notices,
announcing its intention to create three wildlife
sanctuaries: a coral sanctuary at Meroë Island, a
megapode sanctuary at Menchal Island, and a
leatherback turtle sanctuary on Little Nicobar
Island.

In mid-July, the A&N administration issued an
order asserting that it did not receive any claims
or objections from any individual regarding the
land and marine areas within the three proposed
sanctuaries; that no individual enjoys any rights

within the boundaries of the proposed
sanctuaries. And, that there will be “restriction
on the people of neighbouring area to enter into
these islands… in the national interest.”

Approximately 1,200 southern Nicobarese
inhabit Patai Takaru (Great Nicobar Island), and
Patai t-bhi (Little Nicobar Island), holding
traditional rights over both inhabited and
ostensibly “uninhabited” islands. Yet, the A&N
administration neither consulted nor
informed the southern Nicobarese of its
plans.

Despite verbal supplications and a
letter in August 2022 from the Little &
Great Nicobar Tribal Council that
expressed the community’s concerns to
the A&N administration and the Ministry
of Environment, Forest and Climate
Change, the A&N administration
proceeded to issue o�cial noti�cations in
October 2022, designating the whole of Meroë
(2.73 square kilometres) and Menchal (1.29 sq.
km), along with a 13.75 sq. km area on Little
Nicobar (140 sq. km), as wildlife sanctuaries.

Masking an ecological disaster
The selection of Meroë and Menchal Islands as
conservation reserves for coral reefs and
Megapode birds is arbitrary. Menchal does not
have more than a pair or two of the endemic
Megapode birds. Similarly, questions arise
regarding the actual diversity and abundance of
corals on Meroë Island.

Notably, the announcement of wildlife
sanctuaries coincided with growing scrutiny and
criticism from experts over the denoti�cation of
the Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary for a
₹72,000-crore mega project on Great Nicobar, a
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve.

Establishing exclusionary conservation areas
in a region, which is already a paradise for
biodiversity, stems from the fact that the
champions of the mega project are aware of the
extensive environmental and social damage that

the project will entail. It will devastate about eight
to 10 lakh evergreen forest trees, smother and
gouge out scores of coral reefs found along
Galathea Bay, destroy the nesting site for the
globally endangered Leatherback sea turtle
species, devastate hundreds of nesting mounds of
Nicobar Megapodes, and kill as many crocodiles.

Furthermore, it will prevent the indigenous
Great Nicobar islanders from returning to their

pre-tsunami homeland where they
husbanded pigs and chicken, cultivated
coconut and betel nut trees, and lived
simple and gregarious lives. Most
importantly, it will uproot three or more
settlements of the Shompen (a
‘Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group’)
and permanently destroy their foraging
and hunting grounds.

The unilateral decision to establish
wildlife sanctuaries disregards the islands’
profound signi�cance to the indigenous
population. Their ancestral lands are unjustly
perceived as “no-man’s-land” to appease
conservationists, investors, public opinion, and
more.

Support earth’s guardians
Globally, governments blatantly violate
indigenous people’s rights by evicting them from
their ancestral lands, often under the guise of
development, national interest, conservation
projects, among others. Approximately 476
million indigenous peoples, constitute about 6%
of the global population. Indigenous territories
cover roughly 22% of the planet and harbour 80%
of its biodiversity.

Indigenous peoples are the original guardians
of our earth. The world must learn from their
wisdom. Reason and justice dictate that in
southern Nicobar, we should support and
empower the islanders to continue to steward
their ancestral territories, rather than robbing
them of their lands, resources, lifeways, and
worldviews.

Empower the guardians of the earth, do not rob them 

Ajay Saini

teaches at the Indian
Institute of
Technology Delhi

A unilateral
decision to
establish three
wildlife
sanctuaries in
the southern
Nicobar will
deprive the
indigenous
peoples of their
ancestral
territories 
and lifeways

Manish Chandi

is with the Wildlife
Conservation Society
(WCS)-India

Deserve praise

The dedication and the
determination of India’s
election o�icials who have
trekked through dense
forests and across rivers to
ensure that no voter is left
behind is something that
must be praised. They
deserve a salute for their
commitment and passion as
they have gone the extra

The ECI may recall its
undertaking to the Supreme
Court of India that it will not
remove any name without
prior intimation to the
person concerned. The ECI
should start depending on
technology rather than on
part-time booth-level
o�icers.
Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

‘deleted’ from the voters’
list. It can be argued that it
is the responsibility of the
voter to check this. But the
Election Commission of
India (ECI) cannot escape
responsibility if a whole
bunch of names goes
missing — in some
instances 80 names or more
in a booth, or about a lakh
of names in a constituency.

mile to uphold democracy.
Celebrate these unsung
heroes who try and ensure
that every vote counts.
T.S. Karthik,

Chennai

On omissions

There have been many
complaints made by voters
in Tamil Nadu of their
names having been

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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Gangtok, April 21: The Chogyal of Sikkim said
here to-day that there was no change in the
Government of India’s attitude towards Sikkim
since the time of late Prime Minister Nehru.
“They always appreciate our problems,” he
added. 

Speaking to a group of Indian correspondents
who came to cover the Assembly elections, the
Chogyal acknowledged India’s assistance and
said, “We could not advance so fast if there was
any lack of assistance from India.” 

He stressed the need for closer co-operation
and friendship with India and said, “We have got
tremendous amount of Indo-Sikkimese
co-operation and sound economic relations
encouraged by late Prime Minister Nehru.” 

The Chogyal said Indian assistance was in two
parts. The economic part of the assistance was
an important if not more than the political. 

He told a questioner that Sikkim had
undertaken a number of revenue earning and
social welfare schemes and was trying to
develop a self-generating economy of its own. It
was their endeavour to see that the fruits of all
these schemes reached all classes of people, he
added. Asked whether the recent elections were
fair and free, the Chogyal said “we tried to
achieve free and fair elections. I am quite
con�dent the Election Commission has done its
best.”

The newly elected Assembly would be
convened as soon as possible, he added.

Answering a question about abolition of
private estates, envisaged in the Sikkim
Congress election manifesto, the Chogyal said
“This is a personal matter a�ecting the family.
There is no di�erence between a person living in
a private estate or a housesite.”

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 22, 1974

Sikkim ruler for closer
co-operation with India 

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

Associated Press of India; Simla, April 21. His
Excellency the Viceroy arrived to-day. H.E. had
fair sport in the Jungles near Pinjore and during
the three days, his Excellency was the guest of
the Maharajah or Patiala. The party bagged a
panther and a number of theetal stags.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 22, 1924

The Viceroy’s tour 

A
t a recent speech, the
United Nations Climate
Change Executive
Secretary Simon Stiell

said the “next two years are
essential in saving our planet.”
Record-breaking heat, shortage of
water, and other environmental
issues are regular headlines in the
context of the need to achieve
development, increase
employment, and reduce poverty
and inequality, among others. Yet,
the linkages between the pathways
of development, sustainability,
and climate change mitigation are
far from well-understood. Our
current models of development
drive greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions, are unsustainable, and
inequitable. Although India aims
to achieve Net Zero GHG
emissions by 2070, mainly led by a
massive transition to large-scale
renewable energy, the
implications of such a transition
on developmental or sustainability
outcomes are unclear at the local
and national levels.

Examining solar parks
Let us take the example of
large-scale solar parks — a key
pillar of India’s mitigation strategy.
We have 214 sq. km of land under
solar parks, but some studies
estimate that we may need
50,000-75,000 sq. km, which is
about half the size of Tamil Nadu,
to achieve our Net Zero targets.

At the local level, farmers in
villages near India’s two largest
solar parks – in Bhadla in
Rajasthan and Pavagada in
Karnataka – report di�erent
experiences. In Bhadla, farmers
have lost sacred common lands
called Orans and pastoralists are
faced with shrinking grazing
lands, forcing some to sell their
livestock at throwaway prices.
Such losses have led to protests
demanding recognition of
common land under the Forest
Rights Act (FRA), 2006. On the
other hand, many farmers in
Pavagada were content with the
steady annual income they
received by leasing out land for
solar parks. This land was
drought-stricken and did not yield
signi�cant agricultural income. All
the same, water security issues
and economic disparity between
large and small landowners are

challenges for the region.
At a more regional or national

scale, solar parks may compete for
essential natural resources. Solar
panels require large amounts of
water for their regular cleaning.
Yet, our current national-level
estimates for the land
available for solar parks
do not account for the
availability of nearby
water sources. Similarly,
the land needed for solar
parks may compete with
other productive activities
— agriculture and related
livelihoods, with the potential for
impacts on food security. Impacts
on biodiversity loss with the
construction of large-scale solar
parks are also location-speci�c,
and under-researched. For
instance, open natural systems
such as deserts provide essential
ecosystem services that, if
disturbed, would cause ecological
damage and even contribute to
climate change. Crucially, all of
these resource requirements and
impacts on livelihoods and
biodiversity are subject to
uncertainty regarding feasibility
and economic viability of other
emerging low carbon technologies
and the changing climate itself.

Di�erent approaches
Large-scale renewable energy
development can avoid
reproducing the injustices of past
large-scale infrastructure projects,
while being sensitive to
developmental objectives.
Experimenting with ownership
models is one approach. The
parks need not necessarily be
owned by the state or private
companies. Community initiatives
could help generate revenues for
the communities, further
promoting small businesses and
upskilling, improving incomes,
stimulating local economies, and
improving energy access.

Solar and wind park
development is exempted from
Environmental and Social Impact
Assessment. The legal and
regulatory architecture must be
revised and strengthened to limit
adverse social and environmental
consequences. In terms of impacts
on small and medium landowners
where private land is being used,
there is no mechanism to monitor

if a fair price is paid to those
leasing their land. Involving local
governance units in the planning
and siting processes can provide
an opportunity to align local
developmental objectives with
solar park development.

Wasteland classi�cation
needs a signi�cant
overhaul. Recognition of
commons under the FRA
would help improve
environmental and equity
outcomes by granting land
ownership to communities
dependent on commons.

If such land is to be leased or
acquired for solar parks, solar
park development corporations
will have to engage with local
governance units such as the Gram
Sabha to initiate the project.

Encouraging research and
experimenting with ‘agrivoltaics’
is another way to think about
sustainably developing renewable
energy. Agrivoltaics pair solar with
agriculture, creating energy and
providing space for crops, grazing,
and native habitats under and
between panels. Thus, farmers
can grow crops while also being
‘prosumers’ — producers and
consumers — of energy.

Many of these challenges and
opportunities relate to solar in
particular, but similar issues
abound with other mitigation
technologies. Wind energy, for
instance, has adverse
consequences on bird ecosystems.
Large-scale renewable energy
projects could have positive
employment outcomes at the
district level, but they lead to
massive employment shifts
between sectors at the national
level. Adequate skilling and
training programmes targeting the
unskilled and poorer populations
are essential to protect them.

Seize the opportunity
We are at the cusp of a second
green revolution, this time
involving energy. We have an
opportunity to anticipate the
unintended consequences of this
revolution, and align our
technological, economic, and
institutional structures to
maximise synergies between
sustainability, climate change
mitigation, and development
related outcomes.

The challenges of renewable energy 

Sukanya Khar 

is researcher at the

School of Public

Policy at IIT Delhi

Large-scale
renewable
energy
development
can avoid
reproducing the
injustices of past
large-scale
infrastructure
projects, while
being sensitive
to
developmental
objectives

Kaveri Iychettira
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A
t a government boys’
school in Chennai, I
showed the headmas-

ter the various resources we
have made for Chennai’s bio-
diversity and how we intend
to use them at his school. Be-
ing connected to nature is be-
ing increasingly acknow-
ledged in the world as crucial
for all forms of well-being in
children. I requested him for
the environmental science pe-
riod to run nature-based
learning sessions. He ex-
plained that that time is used
for extra science and maths
classes. However, he added,
“This stu� is interest-
ing. We will have to �nd
some other time for
this. I want my boys to
be interested in so-
mething meaningful;
normal academics feels
like oppression to most
of them.” I was both
surprised by and grate-
ful for his openness to such a
new pedagogy of learning. A
year later, he will see that his
children’s language capacities,
interest in science, and motiv-
ation to learn have steeply in-
creased through nature
connectedness.

Last year, for the �rst time,
the Earth Commission quanti-
�ed boundaries for all the
nine processes that regulate
the stability and resilience of
the Earth system: climate
change, biosphere integrity,
land-system change, freshwa-
ter use, biogeochemical �ows,
ocean acidi�cation, atmos-
pheric aerosol pollution, stra-
tospheric ozone depletion,
and release of novel chemi-
cals. Research showed that six
of the nine planetary boun-
daries are being crossed. ESBs
plead for a radical reallocation
of attention in the spectrum of
education policies. It is impor-
tant to learn about climate but
also about the nearby wet-
lands, trees, heat, food, in-
sects and community strug-
gles. ESBs beg to di�er on the
articulation of the crisis itself,

which splits climate from the
rest as the most impacted. The
crisis really is of diminishing
life and living conditions. Cli-
mate change can be abstract,
but the river, rain, butter�ies,

trees, and people
are not.

To create learn-
ing spaces emplaced
in the local living
world comes with
more challenges
than mere text-
based climate litera-
cy. Yet India is full of

powerful practitioners. ‘Na-
ture Classrooms’ create a host
of local nature-based resourc-
es which schools across Kar-
nataka and other States use.
Each year, the Youth Conser-
vation Action Network trains a
cohort of young teachers from
various States, who then go
back and establish nature pro-
grammes in their regions. The
Canopy Collective and Green
Hub in the Northeast train
teachers to set up their own
local nature programmes in
the forest while simultaneous-
ly collaborating with biodiver-
sity management committees. 

The distinction these prac-
titioners make is that learning
is just not about nature; it
takes places through and in
nature. For human beings to
grow as environmental ste-
wards lifelong, direct engage-
ment with nature is a neces-
sary part of education, as
Professor Louise Chawla
points out. This needs to span
meaningfully across develop-
mental age groups, with youn-
ger children observing, play-
ing in, and connecting with

local nature and older ones in-
teracting with more complex
issues and learning to be ac-
tive citizens of a multispecies
society.

But nature education faces
many hurdles such as access
to nature itself; various struc-
tural barriers to practice di-
rect engagement; and the ab-
sence of educators who can
facilitate learning in nature
and a pedagogy which can
support such educators. A pe-
dagogy of action and engage-
ment can also only be place-
based — unique to, say, La-
dakh’s landscape in Ladakh or
Mumbai’s landscape in Mum-
bai. “Direct engagement with
nature works far better than
traditional classroom instruc-
tion for the same objectives,”
says Professor Ming Kuo. Con-
necting with local nature can
boost both literacy and con-
servation attitudes together.

The time has come for local
nature-based learning to be-
come a crucial part of school
education. This is among the
urgent pleas of the collapsing
Earth systems. In almost every
district, there are practition-
ers and communities who can
make such a policy and pedag-
ogy a reality overnight, if only
there is political will. Children
need nature connection, and
nature needs children grow-
ing up in it. If such a diversi-
�ed policy entered the main-
stream, within a generation
we would have healed our
lands, waters, and ourselves. 

Yuvan Aves is an author, environmental

activist and founder of Palluyir trust for

Nature education and Research

Healing land, water and ourselves 
It is time for local nature-based learning to become a part of school education 

Yuvan Aves

T
he women of a self-help group in
Khamdorgi village in Kanker dis-
trict, Chhattisgarh, have spared 10

decimals of land for multi-layer farming to
mitigate land degradation and under-nutri-
tion, and to secure round-the-year incomes.
They created four layers: the root layer to
grow radish and beetroot; the surface layer
for leafy vegetables; an above-the-surface
layer for brinjal; and creepers (bottle gourd
and long beans). They also planted two pa-
paya trees, which are yet to bear fruits.
Apart from minimising disruptions to the
soil ecosystem, the initiative started to gen-
erate an income for the group in two
months with minimal input costs while pro-
mising nutritional security.

An intricate relationship
Climate change, nutrition, and food securi-
ty have an intricate relationship emphasis-
ing an urgent need to address issues at this
intersection at both the global and the re-
gional levels.

The Rome Declaration on Nutrition un-
derscores the challenges existing food sys-
tems face in providing su�cient, safe, di-
verse, and nutrient-rich food for everyone.
Approximately 800 million people world-
wide don’t have reliable access to food. Two
billion people su�er from iron and zinc def-
iciencies. Food systems today are also res-
ponsible for a third of the world’s green-
house gas emissions.

Climate change impacts food value
chains and a�ects agricultural yields, nutri-
tional quality, food access, and energy-in-
tensive processes. While a balanced diet is
recommended, populations are often un-
able to have one thanks to disparities in pro-
duction systems as well as individual die-
tary choices.

India itself su�ers from many forms of
malnutrition: 32% of children under �ve are
underweight and 74% of the population
can’t a�ord a healthy diet. Unhealthy diets
are leading to a surge in the prevalence of
non-communicable diseases.

However, it is also true that over the
years, India has made notable progress in
understanding the sustainability and nutri-

gether with optimising for their dietary
choices/needs from the household level.

One example of such an approach is ‘Mil-
let Mission Chhattisgarh’, which the State
government launched in 2021 to establish
Chhattisgarh as India’s leading producer of
millets. The State identi�ed 85 blocks in 20
districts as key cultivation areas and allocat-
ed ₹170 crore and an input grant of ₹9,000
per hectare. The initiative has the potential
to address both nutritional and environ-
mental concerns by showcasing millets’ nu-
tritional value, low water footprint, and cli-
mate resilience, and potential to further
gender equality.

The way forward must thus include scal-
ing up (as well as decentralising) diversi�ed
food production systems, promoting unde-
rutilised indigenous foods, and developing
an analytical framework at the intersection
of gender, climate, nutrition, and food value
chains. Focusing on nutritious food alone
will not help reduce the impact of food sys-
tems on the environment. We need to con-
tinuously and extensively monitor emis-
sions linked to the production and
distribution of food, and ensure the corres-
ponding assessment tools are also more ac-
cessible to local communities.

Diverse foods consumption
In the �nal analysis, there is strong evidence
that diverse food consumption can have a
strong impact on nutrition and on per cap-
ita emissions. Focusing on nutritious diets
alone will not help assess and reduce im-
pact on the environment; it must be sup-
ported by linking diets to emissions as well.
This in turn could force production systems
to become more diverse, nutrition-sensi-
tive, and emissions-sensitive.

Apart from national and regional poli-
cies, food production and consumption are
also in�uenced by cultural values, societal
norms, public policies, and markets – sig-
nalling a need to integrate society, govern-
ment, and markets (samaaj, sarkar aur
bazaar).

Neeraja Nitin Kudimotri is Lead (Action Pilots) in

Chhattisgarh, Transform Rural India, Rural Welfare,

Millets Promotions, Environment and Climate, Adivasis

and Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups

people live in forests and consume edible
greens, �eshy fruits, root vegetables, mush-
rooms, grains, various forest produce, and
wild meat. Working with local communities
on their diets based on locally available food
has been able to improve their nutrition
status.

Chhattisgarh’s indigenous women have
also been known to establish “famine re-
serves” of millets – which require far fewer
inputs than paddy crops – by storing grains
using traditional methods. And increasing
their access to millets in this way can im-
prove their bodies’ iron content.

Reducing emissions
A diet higher in plant-based foods
is also more environmentally sus-
tainable than one with more ani-
mal foods. The latter can be substi-
tuted with plant-based meats and
dairy alternatives. We also need to
shift to plants that consume less
energy, land, and water, resulting

in lower emissions. Researchers have found
that the concentrations of protein, iron, and
zinc could be 3-17% lower in crops grown in
environments where the atmospheric car-
bon dioxide (CO2) concentration is 550
ppm versus when the CO2 concentration is
just above 400 ppm (Matthew R. Smith and
Samuel Myers, 2018). Given this warning,
we need to adopt a value-chain approach to
improve the bene�ts that accrue to com-
munities, such as lowering emissions to-

tional contents of diets. It is now important
for India to re�ect on whether healthy diets
can help mitigate climate change as well. A
sustainable diet needs to serve health and
nutrition demands, meet cultural expecta-
tions, submit to economic necessities, and
be just.

Women are especially disproportionately
a�ected by climate change and poor nutri-
tion, despite being important food-system
stakeholders. In Chhattisgarh, some com-
munities have more gender-just food sys-
tems – which are systems that recognise wo-
men as equal contributors to both
productive and reproductive eco-
nomies – with equal rights and en-
titlements, less drudgery, ability to
access infrastructure and technolo-
gies, and with an even distribution
of responsibilities. Communities in
the State with a more gender-just
food system were also seen to be
more resilient against shocks like
droughts. When women’s collec-
tives are involved in decision-making about
their livelihoods, they get better access to �-
nancial assets, natural resources, and know-
ledge. Not surprisingly, then, they are more
productive and have better health and nu-
tritional outcomes.

Indigenous food systems in Chhattisgarh
have sustained communities for thousands
of generations. They are derived mainly
from the surrounding natural environment
with minimum human intervention. Many

Sustaining our earth and nourishing our bodies 
There is a need to develop a policy framework at the intersection of gender, climate, nutrition, and food value chains 

Neeraja Nitin Kudimotri

Farmers in a paddy field in the Godavari delta in Andhra Pradesh. THE HINDU 
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Number of trains
cancelled on the
Ambala-Amritsar route

73
Trains on the route were

cancelled on Sunday as

farmers continued to squat on

tracks at the Shambhu railway station in

Punjab for the fifth day. The protesters

have been demanding the release of three

farmers arrested by the Haryana Police. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The amount FPIs
withdrew from
domestic equities

5,200
in ₹ crore.

Foreign

investors

dumped domestic equities in April due to

tweaks in India’s tax treaty with Mauritius,

which would impose higher scrutiny on

investments made here via Mauritius. PTI

Number of people
evacuated for removal
of a NATO bomb

1,300
Experts on

Sunday

removed a

bomb left over in a southern Serbian city

from the 1999 NATO bombing of the

country. The MK-84 bomb has an explosive

charge of 430 kilograms. AFP

The share of top 100
companies disclosing
carbon emissions

51
In percentage. Supplementing

the efforts of the Indian

government to achieve a

net-zero emission target by 2070, as many

as 51% of the top 100 companies have

started making disclosures voluntarily

about carbon emissions. PTI

The foreign aid
package passed by the
U.S. House

95
in $ billion. About $61 billion

is for Ukraine including $13

billion for replenishing U.S.

weapons stockpiles and nearly $26 billion

is for supporting Israel and providing

humanitarian relief for people in Gaza. AP

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

T
he fall in household savings has
been at the heart of recent
debates in India. The decline in
household savings is brought

about by a drastic reduction in net
�nancial savings as the household net
�nancial savings to GDP ratio attained a
four-decade low. Figure 1 shows the broad
trend in household savings, physical
savings and gold, and net �nancial
savings. The sharp reduction in
household net �nancial savings in 2022-23
has been associated with an overall fall in
household savings despite marginal
recovery in physical savings.

Interpreting lower �nancial savings
The net �nancial savings of the household
is the di�erence between its gross
�nancial savings and borrowing. The
gross �nancial savings of a household is
the extent to which its �nancial assets
change during a period. The �nancial
assets of households typically comprise
bank deposits, currency and �nancial
investments in mutual funds, pension
funds, etc. Though household borrowing
includes credit from non-bank �nancial
corporations and housing corporations,
the bulk of the borrowing comprises
credit from commercial banks. In general,
there are at least three distinct factors
that can potentially bring about a
reduction in household net �nancial
savings.

First, households typically �nance
their additional consumption expenditure
by increasing their borrowing or
depleting their gross �nancial savings. By
�nancing higher consumption
expenditure at any given level of
disposable income, lower net �nancial
savings provide stimulus for aggregate
demand and output in this case.

Secondly, when households �nance
higher tangible (physical) investment by
increasing their borrowing or depleting
their gross �nancial savings. The
reduction in net �nancial savings in this
case stimulates aggregate demand and
output through the investment channel.

Third, when interest payment of a
household increases say due to higher
interest rates, households can meet the
increased burden through borrowing or
through depleting gross �nancial savings
thereby inducing a reduction in net
�nancial savings.

The �rst factor hardly played any role
in the sharp reduction in gross �nancial
savings in 2022-23 as the consumption to
GDP ratio remained largely unchanged
between 2021-22 (60.95%) and 2022-23
(60.93%). The second factor played only a
limited role. While the gross �nancial
savings to GDP ratio declined by 3
percentage points (7.3% to 5.3%) in
2022-23, household physical investment
to GDP ratio increased only by 0.3
percentage point (12.6% to 12.9%) during
the same period. Though higher
borrowing is partly �nanced by interest
income from �nancial assets, it can be
largely attributed to higher interest
payments of the household in the recent
period.

Figure 2 re�ects this phenomenon by
depicting the trend in household
borrowing to income ratio, debt to
income ratio and the ratio between
household physical savings and gross
�nancial savings. The share of household
borrowing in household (disposable)
income registered a sharp spike in
2022-23. Such a rise in household
liabilities was associated with a decline in

the physical savings to �nancial savings
ratio, indicating a change in household
asset composition in favour of �nancial
assets.

Implication of higher debt burden
The rise in household debt burden has
two concerns for the macroeconomy.

The �rst concern is about debt
repayment and �nancial fragility. Since
the repayment capacity depends on the
income �ow, a key criterion for evaluating
a household’s debt sustainability is the

di�erence between interest rate and the
income growth rate. On the �ip side, the
interest payments from the households
are the interest income of the �nancial
sector. If households fail to meet their
debt repayment commitments, then it
reduces the income of the �nancial sector
and deteriorates their balance sheets,
which in turn can have a cascading e�ect
on the macroeconomy if the latter
responds by reducing their credit
disbursement to the non-�nancial sector.

Figure 3 shows the di�erence between

the weighted average lending rate of
scheduled commercial banks and the
growth rate of gross national income.
Though the di�erence shows a declining
trend since 2021-22, the indicator turned
out to be negative in the 2023-24 period.
The sharp reduction in interest rate and
income growth gap is on account of lower
income growth rate and higher lending
rate of the commercial banks. The
weighted average lending rate registered a
sharp rise in the last two years,
particularly due to the tight monetary
policy stance of the RBI and the sharp rise
in the call money rate during this period.

The second concern pertains to the
implication on consumption demand.
Over and above disposable income, the
consumption expenditure of the
household can be a�ected by their
wealth, debt, and interest rate. Reduction
in household wealth can lead to lower
consumption expenditure as households
may attempt to preserve their wealth
position by increasing their savings. 

Higher household debt can also reduce
consumption expenditure in at least two
ways. First, if higher household leverage
is perceived as an indicator of higher
default risk, then it may induce banks to
indulge in credit rationing and reduce the
credit disbursement. The consequent
reduction in credit disbursement can
adversely a�ect consumption. Second,
higher debt can reduce consumption
expenditure by increasing the interest
burden, not to mention the e�ect of
higher interest rates on consumption
expenditure.

The Indian economy registered all
these trends in the recent period. The
�nancial wealth or the net worth of the
household is the di�erence between the
stock of �nancial assets and liabilities. As
evident from �gure 4, the �nancial wealth
to GDP ratio of the household has
registered a sharp decline in the recent
period, along with a rise in leverage of the
household as indicated by the rise in debt
to net worth ratio. Not surprisingly, the
growth rate in private �nal consumption
expenditure during 2023-24 registered a
sharp decline as compared to 2022-23.

Macroeconomic implication
The implications of the procyclical
leverage by the households along with the
compositional change in the asset side of
the balance sheet, albeit with a fall in the
level of savings, for the stability of
economic growth is concerning. 

First, given that both the �ow indicator
of liabilities to disposable income and the
stock indicator of debt to net worth shows
an increasing trend makes the households
vulnerable. 

Second, the policy mantra of higher
interest rate to counter in�ation by
reducing macroeconomic output and
employment can leave households with
an increasing level of debt in their balance
sheets and potentially push the
households into a debt trap. Third, the
implications of high interest rate on debt
burden can have an adverse impact on
the consumption of the households and
consequently for aggregate demand.

The household balance sheet trends
indicate a broader change in the structure
of the economy. The change in
composition of the asset side of the
household balance sheet towards
�nancial assets indicate some degree of
�nancialisation of the economy which
moves from a production-based economy
to a monetary or �nancial
exchange-based economy making the
�ve-trillion-dollar economy both jobless
and fragile.

Zico Dasgupta and Srinivas
Raghavendra teach economics at Azim
Premji University.

On the fall in household savings
The sharp reduction in household net �nancial savings, which has been at the heart of recent debates, and the rise in household debt burden are a cause

for concern for growth and economic stability

Zico Dasgupta
Srinivas Raghavendra
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The decline in household
savings is brought about by a
drastic reduction in net
financial savings as the
household net financial savings
to GDP ratio attained a
four-decade low.

�

The rise in household debt
burden has two concerns for
the macroeconomy. The first
concern is about debt
repayment and financial
fragility. Since the repayment
capacity depends on the
income flow, a key criterion for
evaluating a household’s debt
sustainability is the di�erence
between interest rate and the
income growth rate.

�

The second concern pertains to
the implication on
consumption demand. Over
and above disposable income,
the consumption expenditure
of the household can be
a�ected by their wealth, debt,
and interest rate.
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C
aste discrimination and
untouchability have run
unchecked in our country for
decades even though

constitutional law provides for the
protection of the most vulnerable people.
If poverty, as often quoted, has made it
easy for subjugation to continue, it also
gave birth to people who have given
themselves to struggles against race and
ethnicity and championed civil rights
movements.

Though limited within the form, the
protest literature that emerged from the
exploitation and exclusion of Dalit
communities, lent a new voice and
identity to the marginalised. Over the
decades, Dalit literature has become an
empowering case for social equality and
human dignity, and enriched and
diversi�ed Indian literature, ushering in
fresh perspectives.

Towards inclusivity
Treated as a strong and separate category
of literature in many Indian languages by
literary associations, the documentation
of Dalit history and experiences has
contributed to a more inclusive
understanding of the community.

The power of language of Dalit writers
has challenged oppression, shaped
consciousness, and sparked awareness
and empathy. Small victories may have
gained recognition, but it is pertinent to
explore literature because it traces and
enables connections with global histories
of racism and social exclusion and uni�es
the need for advocacy for change.

The writings of one of the most iconic
Dalit writers in the history of India, B.R.
Ambedkar, including his Annihilation of
Caste (1936) and The Untouchables: Who
Were They and Why They Became
Untouchables (1948), are eye-openers. He
explains caste is not simply a social evil,
but a hierarchy, a system of persistent
graded inequality, and that Dalit is not a
caste but a realisation that is related to the
experiences, sorrows and struggles of
those in the lowest strata of society. The
books provide instances of tyrannical
practices against them (by upper caste
Hindus) to awaken society to the caste
system as Ambedkar always argued for
social reforms over religion and politics.

Ambedkar: A Life (2022) by Shashi
Tharoor is a deeply researched insight
into Ambedkar’s birth into a family of
Mahars, the humiliation and hurdles he
overcame to �ght the stigma against his
community, his determination to make
untouchability illegal and how he
invested himself in an India with modern
concepts of social justice.

Translated works have played a crucial
role in making Dalit literature available to
a wider audience. Gopinath Mohanty’s
Harijan (1948) in Odiya is a radical novel
of the 20th century featuring the life story
of the Mehentars who lived in slums and
were allowed to only do the job of
cleaning latrines with bare hands. The
hard-hitting story was translated into
English by Bikram Das in 2021.

People on the margins
Baluta by Daya Pawar is said to be the �rst
Dalit autobiography published in Marathi
in 1978. It caused a sensation as it was a

rare documentation of life in rural
Maharashtra and life in the slums, chawls
and gambling dens of Bombay that gave
shocking details of caste violence and
untouchability practised in the 1940s and
’50s. A bestseller in Hindi and other
major languages, it was also translated
into English in 2015 by Jerry Pinto. 

Three years later, he translated another
revealing book, Jevha Mi Jaat Chorli Hoti
(1963), a collection of short stories by
Baburao Bagul in Marathi, that
revolutionised Dalit literature. The author
talked about the pain, rage and horror of
people on the margins as it was, refusing
to understate the vicious and inhumane
centuries old caste system. In the English
translation, When I Hid My Caste, Pinto
carries the irony and melancholy of the
original stories. 

Jina Amucha (1986), the �rst
autobiography by a Dalit Woman, Baby
Kamble, is also a powerful tale of
redemption that reveals the inner world
of Mahars, the oppressive caste and the
prevalent patriarchal tenets. Translated
into English by Maya Pandit in 2008, The
Prisons We Broke is a feminist critique of
Brahminical Hinduism and the memoir of
cursed people. It unapologetically
highlights the rituals and superstitions
and the hard lives of women of
Maharwada.

Bama’s Karukku (1992), chronicles her
daily lived reality as a Tamil Dalit nun and
is the �rst autobiography by a Dalit
woman in Tamil. Translated into English
by Lakshmi Holmstrom (2000), it reveals
her courage to take on shame and her
constant search for a sense of belonging
and a connection to something

meaningful. Tamil author Perumal
Murugan’s third novel Koolamaathaari
(2000) deals with the travails of a young
Dalit goatherd who is bonded to work for
a family to repay his father’s debts.

Manoranjan Byapari has written
Chandal Jibon, a triology in Bengali,
evocatively tracing the story of a Dalit boy
who arrives at a refugee camp in Bengal
with his parents as a toddler and grows
up to lead a life of fear, grappling with
disparities and the evastating realities of
hunger, caste violence and communal
hatred in mid-20th century Bengal. The
�rst two parts are translated into English
by V. Ramaswamy as The Runaway Boy
and The Nemesis.

Life as an untouchable
In the Hindi book Joothan, Omprakash
Valmiki describes his life as an
untouchable in India of the 1950s, when
he was forced to eat scraps of leftover
food and faced ridicule and deprivation. A
major contribution to the archives of Dalit
history, the book has been translated into
Seasons of the Palm by Anu Prabha
Mukherjee. 

Meena Kandasamy along with M. Nisar
has translated the Malayalam book
Ayyankali (2022) into English, which talks
about the life of social reformer and Dalit
leader Ayyankali from Kerala in 1863-1941
when he opposed caste practices and
fought for the rights of the oppressed.

There is a rich tapestry of books
available respecting Dalit rights. These
books roar with the message of inclusivity
and are relevant in present times when
there seems to be a lack of understanding
for the marginalised.

Dalit literature: decoding voices of
resistance and despair 
In Dalit History Month, reading multiple Indian language writers who help us to understand the history of su�ering of the marginalised people in

their struggle for equality in a caste-ridden, deeply hierarchical society 

A brighter future: A young boy posing like Ambedkar during Ambedkar Jayanti, in Sangareddy in 2019. FILE PHOTO
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X

QUESTION 1 

Mahavira is the 24th and latest Tirthankara in Jainism. Who was his spiritual predecessor?

X

QUESTION 2 

The son of Siddhartha and Trishala, Mahavira’s birth and death place are located in which

present-day Indian State?

X

QUESTION 3 

Mahavira is said to belong to the same dynasty as Rama. Name it.

X

QUESTION 4 

At which age is Mahavira said to have achieved the ‘Kevala Jnana’ under a Sal tree on the

banks of the Rijubalika river?

X

QUESTION 5

What is common to Indrabhuti Gautama, Vayubhuti, Arya Vyakta, Sudharman, Manditaputra?

X

QUESTION 6 

Which Nobel Laureate said this of Mahavira: “Mahavira proclaimed in India that religion is a

reality and not a mere social convention. It is really true that salvation can not be had by

merely observing external ceremonies. Religion cannot make any di�erence between man

and man.”

Questions and Answers to the

previous day’s daily quiz: 1. The

chairman of the ISRO who was initially

against the agreement for ‘Aryabhata’

with the Soviet Union. Ans: M.G.K.

Menon

2. The USSR in 1984 issued a postage

stamp featuring Aryabhata and these two

Indian satellites. Ans: Bhaskara-I and

Bhaskara-II

3. The area on the outskirts of Bengaluru

selected as the location for the Indian

Scientific Satellite Project. Ans: Peenya

4. In 1972, there was strong opposition to

moving equipment from the Satellite

Systems Division in this city to the new

Bengaluru facility. Ans:

Thiruvananthapuram

5. In March 1975, a panel recommended

three names for the satellite. One was

‘Aryabhata’ and these were the other

two. Ans: Jawahar’ and ‘Maitri’

Visual: Name the source. Ans: Cygnus

X-1

Early Bird: Mohd. Amaan 

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on Mahavira, whose birth anniversary was celebrated on April 21

X

Visual question:

What is this universal symbol of Jainism called?

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

What is the meaning and origin of
‘eavesdrop’? ( J. Banerjee, Kolkata)
The word consists of two syllables; the
‘eave’ in the �rst, sounds like the word
‘eve’, and the following ‘s’ is pronounced
like the ‘z’ in ‘zip’, ‘zoo’ and ‘zen’. The
second syllable is pronounced like the
word ‘drop’. The word is pronounced
‘EVEZ-drop’, with the stress on the �rst
syllable. When you eavesdrop on
someone, you are secretly listening to an
individual’s private conversation. It is a
deliberate act, and it is for this reason that
the word carries with it a sense of
disapproval.

The kids were trying to eavesdrop on
their parents’ conversation.

In the past, it was common practice to
build a house with a sloping roof. This
was done to ensure that when it rained,
the water did not collect on the roof, but
merely slid o� and landed some distance
away from the house. In order to achieve
this, the roof was extended beyond the
external walls of the house, and the
portions which extended beyond the
walls were called ‘eaves’. The word comes
from the Old English ‘efes’ meaning ‘edge
of a roof’. Eavesdrop was �rst used to
refer to the place around the house where
the water from the eaves dripped. So, the
original ‘eavesdropper’ was someone who
stood under the eaves and listened to the
conversation inside the house.

What is the di�erence between
‘inquire’ and ‘enquire’? 
The two words come from the Latin
‘quaere’ meaning ‘to ask’. Another word,
which has a similar meaning, is ‘query’.
The British make a distinction between
the two verbs, ‘inquire’ and ‘enquire’.
They use the word ‘enquire’ in mostly
informal contexts; when they pose a very
general question and request for
information in a casual manner.

The elderly gentleman enquired when
the bookstore would open.

In British English, the use of the word
‘inquire’ suggests that there is a formal
investigation of some kind.

The police are inquiring into the
activities of the gang members.

The Americans keep matters simple —
they use only ‘inquire’ in all contexts.
‘Enquire’ is avoided.

What is the correct pronunciation of
‘heir’? (S. Lavanya, Chennai)
Native speakers of English pronounce it
like the word ‘air’ — the letter ‘h’ remains
silent. ‘Heir’ comes from the Old French
‘oir’ meaning ‘successor’. Nowadays, the
word is mostly used to refer to a person
who legally inherits money, property, etc.
from a deceased individual — for example,
the son or daughter inheriting the father’s
or mother’s wealth.

upendrankye@gmail.com

I caught her
eavesdropping
on us today 
She is the heir to the business and

wants to be informed about all

events in the o�ce 

S. Upendran
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T
o observers of global economy and finance,
the air of apprehension at the recently
concluded Spring meetings of the IMF and

World Bank was not surprising at all. Two factors are
currently playing out to unsettle world trade, public
finances and capital markets: first, the spat between
Israel and Iran and, second, the fiscal, and thereby
inflationary impact of over 80 countries including
India going to polls this calendar year. 

The meetings as well the three reports
released last week — the IMF’s Global
Financial Stability Report, its Fiscal
Monitor and the Bank’s World Economic
Outlook — draw succour from the
‘resilience’ of growth amidst generally
declining inflation since 2022. But there is
no mistaking the elephant in the room —
sticky inflation, and its fallout on financial
stability and growth. The Fund-Bank
reports clearly say that since the “progress
towards inflation targets has somewhat
stalled since the beginning of this year”, the
Fed is expected to hold rates ‘higher for
longer’. US consumer inflation in March at
3.5 per cent was above the target of 2 per
cent. The reports recommend that “central
banks should avoid premature monetary
easing” — clearly an e�ort to check
volatility in capital flows in emerging
economies. While inflation was the main
theme at the meetings, public debt and
‘fragmentation’ of global trade as medium
term risks to inflation and growth too
emerged as key takeaways. 

Today’s global inflation stems from many
sources: commodity shocks; disruption to
trade arising out of protectionism and
emergence of ‘geo-economic’ enclaves;
rising cost of labour in the developed world
(particularly the US) as a result of social
safety nets; and a vicious cycle of public
debt (led by US and China) and inflation
feeding into each other. High public debt is
believed to crowd out private investment,
hurting growth and taxes, leading to more
debt in the absence of spending cuts. A weak
medium-term outlook on global growth is
linked to this debt-inflation overhang.
There are two notable issues here: first, US
debt has become a global worry; and second,
it has become di�cult to roll back spending
undertaken during crisis years. 

The US’s fiscal deficit jumped to 8.8 per
cent of GDP in 2023 from 4.1 per cent in
2022 (it was 11.1 per cent in 2021). China’s
fiscal deficit was 7.1 per cent of GDP in
2023, against 7.5 per cent in 2022, while
India’s (general government) was 8.6 per
cent of GDP (9.2 per cent). The Fund-Bank
duo is worried over whether US growth will
be robust enough to o�set rising debt.
China’s tanking property sector could
impact all asset classes, growth and trade.
But the biggest challenge for multilateral
bodies is to overcome fragmentation of
trade. Trade blocs have been carved out
along geo-political lines, with more trade
taking place within blocs than between
them. This could create untold
ine�ciencies, besides inflation. 

Uncertain times 
Global inflation fears return 

MONDAY - APRIL 22, 2024

Apprenticeship guarantee
In these times of divisive and
confrontational politics it must go to
the credit of the Congress to include,
as part of its five “guarantees” for the
upcoming Lok Sabha elections, the
Right to Apprenticeship for every
diploma holder or college graduate
below the age of 25. 
A one-year apprenticeship gives an
assured first job with a private or a
public sector company along with a
stipend of ₹1 lakh a year to every
youth. 
Estimates put just 1 per cent of people
who enter the workforce annually are
apprentices in India. In any modern
economy, apprentices should

comprise 3-4 per cent of the total
workforce, which would roughly
translate into a total of around 20
million apprentices. 
India is poised to reap its demographic
dividend for at least another decade,
as the youth population will be 23 per
cent of the population in 2036, down
from the 27 per cent in 2021, but still
one of the highest among nations. But
lack of earnest skilling would result in
poor harvest of human potential. 
R Narayanan
Navi Mumbai

The new gold rush
Referring to the article on "the fuelling
the new gold rush" (April 20), I sense

that gold rates have always had a
sporadic rise whenever a crypto asset
like bitcoin plummets. 
Excluding the first halving on
November 28, 2012, all the
subsequent halving episodes have
made Bitcoin experience a short-term
sell-o� and also fuelled an
upward-rally in gold prices there-after. 
Gold rates spiked from $1477/Oz to
$2038/Oz in a matter of 88 days after
the 2020 halving and a similar trend
was witnessed after July 2016 too. 
This is evidence of transferring of
value from Crypto Assets to Real gold. 
The capital from the crypto sell-o�
flows into yet another dead asset
called Gold thus triggering an

unrealistic price rise. Moving forward
in both short and long run, a mean
reversion in gold prices is
conspicuous. 
Nandagopal
Chennai

Make easy health
insurance 
People worldwide are living longer.
Today most people can expect to live
into their sixties and beyond. Every
country in the world is experiencing
growth in both the size and the
proportion of older persons in the
population. 
While this shift in distribution of a
country's population towards older

ages — known as population ageing —
started in high-income countries, it is
now low- and middle-income
countries that are experiencing the
greatest change. 
By 2050, two-thirds of the world’s
population over 60 years will live in
low- and middle-income countries.
There is a significant di�erence in the
premium of a young person versus a
senior citizen. 
However, this may vary from insurer to
insurer. 
Let the seniors plan and bring out the
best health care policy for the future
care and health benefits.
CK Subramaniam
Mumbai

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

H
uman beings are among
the most fortunate of
God’s creations, residing
on possibly the only planet
with life. Nature o�ers

flora and fauna for food and coexistence.
Earth, located in the ‘Goldilocks Zone’
around the Sun, provides the right
balance of air, water, and heat. It's the
only known planet with ‘soil’. 

Earth's biodiversity (today is Earth
Day) implies an equilibrium among
humans, animals, and plants — a mutual
dependency where one species’ output
benefits another. Yet, a significant
portion of the global population,
including the educated, disconnects
from nature, recklessly destroying trees
and forests meant for other living beings.

HUMAN DISRUPTION

Humans have breached limits on six of
the nine planetary boundaries crucial for
Earth's habitability as evidenced by:

Climate change: A 1.5 degrees
temperature rise since 1900 and
significant rainfall pattern changes.

Biodiversity loss: Extinction of 680
vertebrates and 600 plant species since
the 16th century, and a 69 per cent
wildlife decline since 1970.

Freshwater scarcity: India's per
capita availability dropped 75 per cent,
from 6047 cu. metres to 1486 cu. metres.

Land use: Forests in India reduced
from 33 per cent in 1952 to 21 per cent.

Nutrient pollution: Nitrogen and
phosphorus pollution causing water
‘eutrophication’ — turning the water
green, malodorous, blocking sunlight,
and releasing toxins.

Plastics pollution: 19-23 million
tonnes of plastic waste enter aquatic
ecosystems annually; plastics
manufacturing emits 3.3 per cent of
global greenhouse gases.

The other three boundaries, ocean
acidification, air pollution, and ozone
depletion remain within limits. Though
crossing the six boundaries does not
immediately cause disaster, it's a
high-risk warning, similar to high blood
pressure.

Human arrogance has upset Earth's
equilibrium, impacting animal, plant, and
insect species. The Covid-19 outbreak in
2019 exposed the consequences of this
imbalance. An integrated approach
addressing health, socio-economic
development, climate change,
biodiversity, and the war against plastics,
the theme for ‘Earth Day 2024,’ is crucial
to transform the global economy.

THE PLASTICS THREAT

Plastic's invention in 1907 by Belgian Leo
Baekeland led to its widespread use due
to a�ordability, durability, and aesthetic

appeal. Major single-use plastic
applications include: Food and Beverages
– 31 per cent, Bottle and Container Caps
– 16 per cent, Plastic bags – 11 per cent,
Straws, Stirrers, Beverage Bottles, and
Containers – 7 per cent. 

Additionally, 99 per cent of toys are
plastic. Plastics take up to 1,000 years to
decompose, accumulate on/under the
top soil restricting the ingress of
rainwater to the ground.

Environmental degradation from
plastics arises from:

1. Improper disposal and incineration
releasing toxins into air and water.

2. Fragmentation into Microplastics
contaminating soil, water, and air.

3. Harmful chemical release
threatening wildlife and human health.

4. Ecosystem disruption altering
habitats and reducing biodiversity.

The usage of plastic products has
grown in keeping with consumerist
societies that symbolise human greed
with constantly increasing consumption.
In the Indian context of climate change,
the plastics industry generates around 4
million tonnes of waste annually.

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

To respect mother earth the munificent

divine provider to all living beings, some
solutions include:

1. Reduce-Reuse-Recycle and adopt a
circular economy

In our quest for material prosperity,
external possessions have become a
vehicle for happiness. The true nature of
happiness as per the Vedanta philosophy,
lies within — Ananda, the bliss of the self;
more material consumption and
prosperity does not necessarily increase
happiness. Hence, it is prudent to reflect
and examine what is important and
determine ‘what and how we consume’. A
research study estimates the present
value (PV) of the social cost of
continuing a business-as-usual (BAU)
structure in the plastics industry in India
for the period 2025-2030 at $541 billion
and the PV of adopting a 100 per cent
circular plastic value chain by 2030 at
$370 billion. Thus, the net present value
of implementing 100 per cent circularity
by 2030 is $170 billion. This necessitates
improved Recycling Infrastructure and
novel technology adoption, for example
the use of plastic waste along with
bitumen and asphalt in road
construction.

2. Changing mindset and adopting ‘Bio
mimicry’ which is the practice of
‘learning from and mimicking the
strategies found in nature to solve human
designed challenges’ and recognising
that economy is a subset of ecology. In
this regard, waste is a human concept and
does not exist in nature.

3. Some radical measures would
include:

a) Implement sweeping bans on
non-essential plastics, such as straws,
plastic utensils, and excessive packaging,

pushing for more sustainable
alternatives.

b) Producer Responsibility Laws to
hold manufacturers accountable for the
entire lifecycle of their products,
including collection, recycling, and
proper disposal of plastic waste.

c) Heavy taxation on virgin plastics
and plastic products to promote the use
of recycled materials and drive consumer
behaviour towards eco-friendly choices.

d) Establish Plastic-Free Zones
promoting a culture shift towards
zero-waste living and sustainable
consumption practices.

e) Incentivise innovation to
businesses and entrepreneurs
developing solutions for plastic
alternatives, recycling technologies and
waste management.

f) Community-led initiatives through
grassroots movement for clean-up
projects and educational campaigns,
showcasing environmental stewardship
and collective responsibility.

The munificence of Mother Earth
provides us the food we eat, the air we
breathe, the water for drinking and
irrigating crops and within the
ecosystem, the forests, rivers, oceans and
soils are intimately connected and thus
germane to our very existence. This lone
thought hopefully should be a motivation
to save our Planet Earth, otherwise we
are killing ourselves as well as the future
generations.

Mony is Advisor, Rajagiri Vidyapeeth, and SCMS Kochi; and
Member PanIIT Alumni India; Narasimhan is Founder and
Director, PlaySolar Systems Pvt Ltd. Both are members of
the Societal Impact Action Group of IIT Madras Alumni
Association

The battle against plastics 
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Apart from banning
non-essential plastics,
manufacturers must be held
accountable for the entire
life-cycle of their products
— collection, recycling, and
disposal of plastic waste

GREEN AGENDA. Reduction and recycling of plastics must be taken up to save the planet

MUKUNDAN NARASIMHAN 
SURESH MONY

T
he recent Global Sovereign Debt
Roundtable (GSDR) meeting held
on the sidelines of the IMF and

World Bank Spring Meetings on April 17
o�ered a ray of hope for low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs)
burdened by mounting debt. The IMF
and World Bank acknowledged
significant progress in tackling global
debt vulnerabilities. 

However, a key challenge remains:
expediting debt restructuring processes
and ensuring fair treatment across
creditors. The world faces a daunting
challenge: global debt reached a
staggering $235 trillion in 2022, with
low-income developing countries
particularly vulnerable. 

According to Unctad’s Least
Developed Countries Report 2023, the
total external debt of Least Developed
Countries hit a record $570 billion in
2022 — more than four times higher than
in 2006. As a result of this growing debt
burden, they are spending five times
more on debt servicing than a decade ago. 

In the past three years alone, the
number of sovereign debt defaults in
these countries has surged to 18,

outstripping the total of the previous two
decades. The situation is particularly dire
for Low-Income Countries, with over 60
per cent currently in debt distress or
having defaulted on their obligations.

This unsustainable debt situation
creates a vicious cycle. LMICs often rely
on borrowing to finance crucial
infrastructure projects and social
programmes. However, excessive debt
can become a major drag on economic
growth. High debt servicing costs divert
resources away from productive
investments, hindering long-term
development prospects. 

The IMF and World Bank through
tools like Debt Sustainability
Frameworks (DSFs), assess a country’s
ability to repay its loans. They also o�er
financial assistance and policy advice to
help countries implement reforms that
promote economic stability and growth.

THE TIMEFRAME

One of the key issues addressed at the
GSDR was the lengthy timeframe
associated with debt restructuring
processes. Delayed resolutions not only
create uncertainty for debtor countries
but also exacerbate economic hardship. 

The delay in finalising IMF programme
and debt restructuring package for

Ethiopia under the G20 Common
Framework for debt treatments has
caused particular concern. Stakeholders
have specifically sought clarification over
the e�cacy of the IMF’s Ethiopia package
and the reasons for its delay.

Such transparency would not only
benefit Ethiopia but also strengthen
confidence in the IMF's role as a
facilitator of debt resolution.

The GSDR discussions proposed a
potential solution: setting a target of
programme approval within 2-3 months
for future debt restructuring cases,
including under the G20 Common
Framework for debt treatments. This
would require streamlining
communication and information sharing
between debtor countries, o�cial

bilateral creditors
(government-to-government loans), and
private creditors. Another critical aspect
of debt restructuring is ensuring
comparability of treatment (CoT)
between di�erent creditor groups. This
principle dictates that all creditors
holding similar claims should receive
comparable treatment in terms of debt
relief. Inconsistent CoT can create an
uneven playing field, potentially
undermining the overall debt
restructuring e�ort.

The GSDR discussions emphasised the
need for enhanced information exchange
and coordination between o�cial
bilateral creditors and private creditors.
This would allow debtor countries to
negotiate with full knowledge of how
CoT will be assessed, facilitating a more
e�cient and equitable resolution. While
the GSDR meeting represents a step
forward, significant challenges remain.
The IMF and World Bank must continue
to play a proactive role in facilitating
communication, promoting
transparency, and advocating for faster
and fairer debt restructuring processes. 

Neeraj Kumar is an IES o�cer, currently serving as
Joint Director (Bilateral Cooperation) at the Ministry of
Finance. 

IMF, World Bank debt revamp process needs a relook

Neeraj Kumar

IMF. Working on debt sustainabilityREUTERS

Of particular concern is the IMF’s delay in putting together a package for financially-stressed nations 
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N
estle’s infant food and
controversy have never
been too far from each

other, and for several decades now.
The multinational had first

earned the wrath of the global
public health community over its
marketing of infant formula. The
health community pushed for
stringent norms to ensure that
infant formula was not marketed
as a nutritious option over
mother’s milk. And those
guardrails remain till date.

The latest allegations involve
“added sugar” in infant food, in
low- and middle-income countries
including India, though the
product was found to be “sugar
free” back home in Switzerland,
according to Public Eye, a Swiss
investigative organisation. Nestle
claims, it is in compliance with
international and local norms.

In 2003, soft drink and bottled
water companies found
themselves in the dock over
allegations of pesticide residue in
their products. Then too, the
companies said, they were in
compliance. Only that, standards

on pesticide residue were defined
after this revelation.

It is disingenuous for companies
to argue that food products meet
the law of the land — when the law
clearly has scope for improvement.
International companies sell their
products on the claim that they
bring in global best practices. So
taking refuge behind arguments
that the groundwater has pesticide
(and therefore the end-product
too), does not wash, especially for
companies operating globally.

Not long ago, Nestle’s Maggi
noodles found itself in a soup over
the presence of flavouring item
MSG (monosodium glutamate).
The explanation — it could be
from naturally occurring
glutamate. Nevertheless, the “No
added MSG” label had misled
many. Food companies need to
understand that it’s not business
as usual, anymore. The use of sugar
and salt in foods, let alone infant
food, requires serious attention
from the food and health
regulators. Countries already
battle obesity, hypertension,
diabetes and other
non-communicable diseases. So
anyone trying to catch them young,
certainly needs to be stopped.

Stop food firms from catching them young

PT Jyothi Datta

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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T
hree big information-technology (IT) software companies — Tata 
Consultancy Services (TCS), Infosys, and Wipro — have reported weak 
results in the fourth quarter, January-March (Q4FY24), and full year FY24. 
All three have also issued cautious advisories and guidance (TCS does 

not give revenue guidance). 
However, the management of these three does think although there’s no 

visible resurgence in demand, the second half of FY24 (October 2023-March 2024) 
may have seen a bottoming out. They expect a gradual recovery in earnings momen-
tum and in demand, with late FY25 and FY26 seeing better conditions across the 
globe.  The three have a presence across all geographies and verticals. At end-
March 2024, they employed a combined workforce of nearly 1.2 million and reported 
aggregate FY24 revenues of over ~4.8 trillion (around $59 billion). Given their sig-
nificant size and their presence across all segments and every geography, their 
projections and assessments of trends in FY25 are likely to hold good for the vast 
majority of other IT businesses, especially the large ones which don’t operate in 
small, specific niches. 

The big three reported muted revenues in Q4FY24. Wipro’s revenues for 
Q4FY24 were marginally down quarter-on-quarter (Q-o-Q) and lower 6.5 per cent 
compared to a year ago. Infosys reported a 2.2 per cent decline in revenues Q-o-Q 
and flat year-on-year (Y-o-Y). TCS did report 2.2 per cent Y-o-Y revenue growth 
and 1.1 per cent Q-o-Q growth.All three had a declining headcount for Q4FY24 
compared to Q3FY24. Compared to a year ago, they trimmed their aggregate work-
force by over 63,000 employees. Workforce utilisation is also still below historic 
levels despite downsizing. The three have also seen attrition rates reducing, to 12 
per cent or early teens, which is less than half what it was a couple of years ago. 
The combination of a lower headcount and lower attrition rates indicates weak 
demand across the industry.All three firms point to weak discretionary spending 
being a major area of concern. While they have all won deals, clients across most 
verticals have shelved, or postponed, discretionary spend. As such, the demand 
environment remains weak. The advisories indicate this is unlikely to change sub-
stantially until there is a global pickup in macroeconomic growth and clients 
restart discretionary projects. All three are looking for new opportunities in areas 
like generative artificial intelligence (AI), and in verticals like hyperscalers (Cloud 
service providers) and data centres. 

Some investors and analysts say the market has bottomed out and point to the 
fact that all three businesses have been able to maintain margins even though 
revenue growth has been poor or non-existent. IT consulting firm Gartner believes 
global expenditures across the $5 trillion IT market will grow by a significant 8 per 
cent in calendar 2024 (the first three quarters of FY25). Gartner also thinks the $139 
billion Indian market for IT services and products will grow at better than 13 per 
cent. If this is substantially correct, this could be a demand booster and Indian 
firms are likely to benefit to a greater degree. Gartner says increased spend could be 
focused in the IT consulting segment. Chief investment officers are looking at invest-
ment in analytics and generative AI. In India, spending on device and equipment 
software and on data centre systems is likely to see sharp uptrends. Gen AI could 
also start finding applications in optimising internal processes and delivery models.  
While that prognosis offers hope in the medium term, the near-term outlook  
continues to look muted.

Looming oil risk
Volatility in crude oil markets threatens macro stability

V
olatility in global crude oil markets has always been bad news for India. 
On Friday, the first deputy managing director of the International 
Monetary Fund, Gita Gopinath, warned there was the risk of a “severe oil 
shock”. The backdrop for her warning is heightened tensions in West 

Asia. Israel’s war in Gaza smoulders on; the worst-case scenario, a broader conflict 
that renders it impossible for crude oil exports to be fulfilled, seemed more likely 
for part of last week as Israel and Iran exchanged missile salvoes. The immediate 
danger seemed to be avoided when Iranian state media downplayed the effects of 
the Israeli response. While some in Hamas (and probably in Tel Aviv) might be 
willing to see the expansion of the battlefield, the United States and Arab powers 
seem to want to keep it contained. 

However, the enhanced risks caused turmoil in the oil markets. News of the 
Israeli strike sent the price of a barrel of Brent crude oil, the international benchmark, 
over $90; it retreated following the Iranian media response. This is considerably 
higher than the “expected” level — which is relatively high following production 
cuts agreed to by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (Opec) and its 
partners. Big oil producers are likely under-producing by almost two million barrels 
a day. Crude oil prices are more than 10 per cent higher than at the  
beginning of 2024. 

A deeper examination provides more insights. While the headline price of a 
barrel of Brent crude oil is now at $87, the second- and third-order responses are 
worth noting. Oil futures have not spiked upwards noticeably. In fact, they were at 
their highest before Iran sent its first set of missiles towards Israel. Lower futures 
prices suggest traders continue to be confident that a broader conflict, and thus an 
oil supply crisis, can be prevented. Part of this is because there is considerable spare 
petroleum production capacity in the system following the cuts by Opec-plus. Muted 
demand projections also provide some support to those who believe there is a ceiling 
on crude oil prices. A large buffer of crude oil has also been built up, including by 
large consumers such as China. But underlying this confident stability in futures 
prices is a scramble to insure against risk. Such risk is visible in unusually high 
intraday trading and volatility. The overall Vix index, which measures volatility and 
the cost of hedging on Wall Street, hit its highest level since the week after Hamas’ 
attack on Israel in October last year. The volume of trading of option derivatives 
based on the Vix index hit a six-year high on Friday. Similar records are visible in oil 
options trading. The amount of options that bet on a price rise has reached the 
highest since the disruptions of 2020, the first pandemic year.   

Indian policymakers cannot afford to be too sanguine about the future path of 
oil prices. The data shows India is ever more dependent on energy imports. High 
crude oil prices — especially if they go above $110 a barrel — will create inflationary 
pressures, stress the fisc, and cause instability on the external account. The dangers 
of an oil price spike must be planned for now.
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M
uch has been written about a recent report 
issued by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), together with the 

Institute for Human Development (IHD), about 
India’s employment situation since 2000. The report, 
which uses publicly available government data but 
takes it a step forward by comparing the results from 
surveys that had been conducted with different 
methodologies, makes for disheartening reading. 
The report writers’ interpretation of 
the data can be starkly summarised: 
any structural transformation of the 
Indian workforce has run into 
severe problems. Indeed, in some 
aspects — such as those dependent 
on agriculture — there are signs the 
country is moving backwards. 

What is meant by a structural 
transformation? Both economic 
theory and economic history teach 
us that poorer countries have a sig-
nificant amount of “reserve labour” 
in agriculture — individuals who 
are relatively unproductive because 
of the unmodernised nature of that sector. When 
employment opportunities open up in the formal 
sector, particularly in mass manufacturing, those 
soak up some of agriculture’s reserve labour. This 
creates greater output in manufacturing while not 
notably reducing output in agriculture — since the 
excess labour there was unproductive. In the aggre-
gate, wages and incomes increase and over time the 
country stops being poor and becomes rich. 

The ILO-IHD report argues that “the process of 
structural transformation has been slow in India” 
and even quotes it as being “stunted”. It points out 
two relevant facts about this process in India.  
First, any transfer of labour out of agriculture was 
primarily to construction and services. The  
share of manufacturing employment remained at 
12 to 14 per cent. Second, even this movement 
“reversed after 2019, with a substantial rise in agri-
cultural employment”. 

The absorption of excess agricultural labour into 
the “services” sector is not something we should be 
comfortable with. The services sector varies in 
nature from roadside one-man street food stalls to 
high-end information technology companies. But 
it is the former that is demonstrating absorptive 
capacity for labour, not the latter. Construction is 
another matter: it has been widely understood that 
it is the first port of call for migrants from rural India 

to the cities. 
Work by the economist Amit 

Basole, the head of the Centre for 
Sustainable Employment at Azim 
Premji University, has compared 
India’s performance at absorbing 
agricultural labour with other coun-
tries’. At least till 2019, Prof Basole 
concludes that “the performance in 
pulling workers out of agriculture is 
as expected given its level and 
growth of GDP per capita, but the 
same is not true for pulling workers 
out of the informal sector”. More 
precisely, he finds that “the propor-

tion of the workforce in agriculture [in 2019] is 
around 8.8 percentage points higher than expected 
[based on a cross-country comparison],” while “for 
construction, India is a large outlier with its employ-
ment share being nine percentage points higher 
than predicted”.  In other words, excess labour in 
India was shifting to informal jobs in the non-agri-
cultural sector, particularly in construction — but 
not particularly fast. 

The ILO-IHD report’s concern that this has since 
reversed is based on data that “the share of employ-
ment in agriculture experienced a significant rever-
sal, rising from 42.4 per cent in 2019 to 46.4 per cent 
in 2021 and then falling marginally to 45.4 per cent 
in 2022”. Whether this is entirely due to the effects 
of the pandemic remains to be seen. 

Where and how India’s working-age population 
is employed is not relevant merely for sectoral 
shares. This lack of transformative structural shifts 

is reflected in broader measures including produc-
tivity and wages. Between 2012 and 2022, according 
to the government data analysed in the ILO-IHD 
report, the monthly real earnings of salaried workers 
and of the self-employed actually declined. (Casual 
labour saw wage increases.) Wages that decline 
reflect a formal sector that sees no great demand 
for additional workers. It is a natural corollary of a 
development model that does not seem to be able 
to create a formal sector that attracts the surplus 
labour in agriculture. 

Such a development model has built-in limita-
tions. If manufacturing and, more broadly, the for-
mal sector do not attract and absorb workers, then 
average productivity will not increase. If it does not 
increase, wages and thus demand will not increase. 
But India’s appeal to investment and its entire 
growth model in recent years have been built on 
demand. Given our apparent unwillingness to trade 
freely, we need at least to see rapid growth in demand 
domestically in order for there to be investment in 
manufacturing to meet that demand. But that 
growth in demand will not materialise without a 
structural transformation in the workforce. 

If this appears circular, that is because it is cir-
cular. Those countries that have successfully devel-
oped have broken out of such a vicious cycle 
through boosts provided by, for example, export 
markets. There are other possible measures that 
could be taken. Rathin Roy has argued on these 
pages that regulatory and institutional “structural 
barriers” limit aggregate demand for “the things 
consumed by the next 300 million” consumers in 
India who are just above subsistence level. These 
structural barriers keep these items at a higher cost 
than they need to be, and low wages limit how many 
of them can be purchased. 

There has been much talk in recent years of a 
“K-shaped recovery”, of “rural distress”, and other 
such phrases. The data behind such assertions can 
be read in several ways. But the wage and employ-
ment data is less ambiguous than most. The data 
suggests that, whatever the headline numbers, 
India’s economic growth has far too narrow a base, 
with limited sustainability and low potential to 
transform the lives of the vast majority of the  
country’s people. 

For some reason, these basic questions of wages, 
growth, and employment are not central issues in 
the current elections. This is unfortunate as it allows 
politicians to proceed with unimaginative economic 
policies. Instead of being in a middle-income trap, 
India might wind up being in a lower-middle-
income trap — which is a degree of magnitude 
worse. Even if these are not hot-button political 
issues, they should thus be at the top of the agenda 
for the next government.  

The writer is director, Centre for the Economy and Growth, 

Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi

I
n early March this year, alarmed by the flood of 
money rushing into smallcap funds, after a mas-
sive one-year bull run, the market regulator asked 

mutual funds to consider moderating flows and rebal-
ancing portfolios, since the flows could make the mar-
ket frothier. The Securities and Exchange Board of 
India (Sebi) also asked mutual funds to conduct a 
“stress test” for small and midcap schemes and publish 
the results. The stress test covers liquidity, volatility, 
valuation and portfolio turnover in such schemes, 
“along with guidance in simple lan-
guage, assumptions and methodology, 
to enable the investor to understand the 
risk associated”. The core of the stress 
test is this: the number of days required 
to liquidate 25 per cent and 50 per cent 
of smallcap and midcap portfolios. 

Regulating the flows would indeed 
amount to directly controlling the froth-
iness of the market (it is money that 
mainly drives stocks; money in turn is 
driven by sentiment and earnings), but 
the stress test is another matter. There 
are three problems with the regulator-
mandated stress test. Firstly, at the heart 
of stress tests is a fallacy: it is assumed 
that the average volume in a frothy, bullish market 
will continue in a sharply falling market. But the point 
about markets is that liquidity can expand and contract 
dramatically. In a rising market, there are plenty of 
buyers and sellers. Under extreme stress, there are no 
buyers, only desperate sellers. Volumes simply disap-
pear. How many days it would take to liquidate 50 per 
cent or 25 per cent of the portfolio will vary enormously 
depending on market climate. No wonder a veteran 
portfolio manager has called the stress test results 
“useless”. Stress tests do not take into account what is 
technically called non-linearities and fat tails, or 
extreme situations which cause amplification effects, 

leading to chaos, confusion, contagion, and impulsive 
decisions, even by experienced market participants. 
It is similar to the scene when someone shouts “fire” 
in a crowded theatre. 

Secondly, what is an investor going to do with a 
bunch of disparate metrics like the number of days 
to liquidate a portfolio or concentration (in largecap, 
midcap and smallcap), standard deviation, beta, 
portfolio turnover and price-to-earnings ratio? How 
will she decide to switch from a fund with adverse 

metrics to a better one? What if a 
fund scores high on some param-
eters and lower on others? For 
example, a fund may have low-
valuation stocks (which may 
decline less in a falling market) 
but these stocks take longer to liq-
uidate; how will an investor weigh 
the merit of the first with the 
drawback of the second? She will 
then have to weigh other metrics 
like standard deviation, portfolio 
beta and turnover ratio. Doesn’t 
someone need to assign weights 
to all these factors and put all the 
funds on a common footing, cal-

culate the total score and then create a ranking? If 
this sounds like too much work, is there any other 
logical way to use these factors? If I can indeed 
rank funds based on the results of a stress test, 
what action will I take? Will a higher-scoring fund 
lead to a higher risk-adjusted return? How will I 
know? Has anyone back-tested how useful these 
stress test parameters are for making better invest-
ment decisions? Assuming we focus only on one 
important factor – the number of days that it takes 
to liquidate a portfolio – what should I do, if I am a 
long-term investor in a systematic investment plan 
(SIP)? SBI Mutual Fund, which has 82 per cent in 

smallcap stocks will take 58 days to liquidate 50 
per cent of its portfolio, but UTI Small Cap Fund, 
which has 83 per cent in smallcaps, will take just 
five days. The range of days is too wide to be mean-
ingful (Source: The Association of Mutual Funds 
of India website). 

Thirdly, Sebi’s definition of smallcap stocks is a 
market value of less than ~5,000 crore. Many sectors 
and many stocks have participated in the ongoing bull 
market. A quick check on screener tells me that there 
are 3,898 companies with lower than ~5,000 crore mar-
ket value and only 688 companies are higher. This 
means that 85 per cent of the market is classified as 
smallcap. This is a one-size-fits-all approach that will 
inevitably lead to weird outcomes. A scrip with a mar-
ket value of ~4,999 crore is smallcap, as is a company 
with quarter the value. They will have different liq-
uidity and volatility profiles but will be classified 
under the same smallcap label. I believe that the cur-
rent three-class division (large, mid and small) is inad-
equate; we should classify stocks under at least  
five categories. 

Fourthly, the stress tests put too much weight on 
factors that are not relevant to the fund manager. There 
are multiple approaches to stock-picking but the most 
popular one is picking stocks with long-term prospects 
available at a reasonable valuation. These are usually 
found among small and midcaps. It is not easy to find 
such stocks, especially after a strong bull market. Will 
a fund manager ignore such a stock if its liquidity is 
low? Certainly not. But today, such stock picks will 
hurt the liquidity criteria under the stress test. For all 
these reasons, the whole idea of stress tests rests on 
shaky ground. It would go the same way as the ‘risk-o-
meter’ disclosed along with the schemes – well-mean-
ing but not very practical. 

 The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a trustee of the 

Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

Are MF stress tests of any use?

Near-term outlook muted; medium-term offers hope 

Global IT spend bottoming out

I
n recent years, geopolitical 
upheaval and the return of great-
power competition have brought a 

fascinating revival of first-order 
questions: How does deterrence work? 
Does economic interdependence make 
countries less likely to fight? Does 
rising prosperity force authoritarian 
regimes to reform? 

David E Sanger’s New Cold Wars, 
written with his long-time researcher 
Mary K Brooks, tells the story of how 
those abstract debates have led to real-
world consequences. Sanger, a veteran 
reporter for The New York Times who is 
at home in the arcane world of strategic 
studies, has crafted a cogent, revealing 
account of how a generation of 
American officials have grappled with 

dangerous developments in the post-
Cold War era — the rise of an 
enduringly authoritarian China, the 
return of state-on-state conflict in 
Europe — that have produced a 
geopolitical mash-up of old and new. 

Take the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022. “Trench warfare!” 
Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, said to Sanger about six 
months into the war. “For a while we 
thought this would be a cyber war. 
Then we thought it was looking like an 
old-fashioned, World War II tank war. 
And then, there are days when I 
thought they are fighting [expletive] 
World War I.” As Sanger writes: “Milley 
had put his finger on one of the most 
unsettling features of the new 
geopolitical era: It is part 1914, part 1941 
and part 2022. All at once.” 

Despite the book’s title, then, what 
Sanger depicts is less reminiscent of 
the Cold War than of earlier phases of 
geopolitical competition, in which 
interests mattered far more than 
ideology and the players were 
interdependent rather than split  
into blocs. 

Sanger begins his tale with the 
crumbling of the so-called Washington 
Consensus that took hold in the 1990s: 
the belief that economic globalisation 
and the spread of free markets would 
foster stability and secure American 
dominance of a “rules-based” 
international order. 

Back then, Bill Clinton argued that 
China’s entry into the World Trade 
Organization and the rise of the World 
Wide Web would spur the country’s 
democratisation. George W Bush 
thought that sharing an enemy in the 
war on terrorism might lure Vladimir 
Putin closer to the West, even as Nato 
expanded to Russia’s borders. But “just 
about every assumption across 
different administrations was wrong,” 
an unnamed advisor to President 
Biden admits. “I was as guilty as 
anyone else.” 

It’s a rare anonymous quote in a 
book built on extensive on-the-record 
interviews with an ensemble cast of 
foreign-policy professionals narrating 
their own efforts to adjust as reality 
ceased to conform to conventional 
expectations. 

Consider Kurt Campbell, a veteran 
Asia hand and an early sceptic of the 
decades-long elite consensus that 
aiding China’s economic growth and 
enmeshing it in the US-led world order 
was, as he puts it, “almost a mystical 
thing that must be sustained”. 
Campbell served in the Clinton and 
Obama administrations; over time, he 
came to advocate a more aggressive 
approach to 
China. But his 
arguments went 
largely unheeded 
— until, strangely 
enough, the 
Trump era. 

One theme that 
emerges in New 
Cold Wars is the 
surprising 
continuity 
between the 
Trump and Biden 
administrations 
when it comes to China. With 
Campbell as a top advisor on China, 
Biden has largely kept in place Donald 
Trump’s trade-war tariffs on Chinese 
goods, amped up Trump-era export 
restrictions to slow China’s 
technological progress and talked 
tough on Taiwan. Ironically, Sanger 

writes, “a handful of Trump’s aides laid 
the foundation for one of the signature 
efforts of the Biden administration”. 

Sanger also deftly illustrates the 
challenges of deterrence. In the fall of 
2022, at the peak of American alarm 
about Putin’s nuclear brinkmanship in 
Ukraine, Lloyd Austin, the US 
secretary of defence, warned his 
Russian counterpart, Sergei Shoigu, 

that if the 
Russians used a 
tactical nuclear 
weapon, the 
United States 
would directly 
intervene and 
destroy, as one 
official recalls to 
Sanger, “what is 
left of your 
military in 
Ukraine”. 

Shoigu 
bristled, but the 

warning seemed to work. There has, of 
course, been no nuclear strike and, as 
a Biden aide points out to Sanger, no 
Russian attacks on any of the bases in 
Poland that the United States uses to 
deliver weapons to Ukraine. On the 
other hand, “it was impossible to know 
whether Putin believed the threat”, 

Sanger writes. And perhaps with  
good reason: Some Biden aides admit 
to Sanger that they were unsure if  
the US President would truly make 
good on it. 

In this mostly laudatory account of 
Biden’s foreign policy, the Gaza war is 
one area in which Sanger finds fault. 
Biden’s hesitancy to use American 
leverage to restrain Israel “looked and 
felt like a failure of clear leadership”,  
he writes. 

As Sanger makes clear, with 
America no longer an unchallenged 
hegemon, the fate of the US-led order 
rests more than ever on the ideas, 
beliefs and emotions of people far 
outside the Beltway. One finishes this 
book wishing for equally 
comprehensive portraits of the view 
from elsewhere, especially Moscow 
and Beijing. 

Don’t hold your breath, though: The 
American foreign policy 
establishment has erred many times, 
but the authoritarians it confronts (and 
the ones it coddles) would never allow 
a reporter like Sanger to peer inside 
their systems and reveal what he finds. 

The reviewer is an executive editor of   

Foreign Affairs 
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O
n April 13, Iran’s Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards (IRGC) launched 300
drones, cruise and ballistic missiles
at Israel. Israel and its allies, includ-

ing the United States (US), the United King-
dom (UK), France, and Jordan, intercepted
the vast majority of the projectiles at a cost of
more than $1 billion. But at least nine evaded
the defence, causing minor damage to Neva-
tim Air Base in Southern Israel, where Israel’s
F-35 fighter jets are based. Iran’s Supreme
National Security Council said that Iran had
carried out “minimum necessary punitive
action” within the framework of the “legiti-
mate right of self-defence” as outlined in Arti-
cle 51 of the UN Charter. On April 1, Israeli
strikes had targeted Iran’s consulate in
Damascus, killing seven IRGC officers.

In the early hours of April 18, attacks on
Iran’s air defence base in the city of
Isfahan were foiled, Tehran claimed.
Though Israel did not claim respon-
sibility, the US military has con-
firmed to major news sources that it
was an Israeli response to the April
13 retaliatory action by Iran. Tehran,
in the interim, has warned that if the
attacks are traced to Tel Aviv then its
“response will be immediate ... at the
maximum level”.

Notably, Iran’s retaliatory strikes came two
weeks after the Israeli attacks during which
the UN Security Council was prevented by
veto-wielding members the US, the UK and
France in condemning the aggression against
the diplomatic facility of a country. Iranian
foreign minister Hossein Abdollahian also
embarked on a regional tour starting with
Oman, a key diplomatic intermediary
between Tehran and Washington. In Muscat,
Abdollahian sought to assuage neighbouring
countries’ concerns about Iran’s impending
retaliation, stating that Tehran was commit-
ted to seeking justice through legal and inter-
national channels and in any counter-attacks
Iran’s “sole goal in legitimate defence is to
punish the Israeli regime”. Muscat reportedly
relayed Iran’s message to the US that Iranian
attacks will be calibrated to target military
facilities and will avoid civilian casualties.

Even though Israel and its allies claimed
successful blocking of Iranian projectiles, the
point remains that Iran has the capacity and
willingness to strike conventionally superior
Israel more than 1,000 km away from Iran’s
borders. Hossein Salami, the commander-in-
chief of the IRGC, noted that Iran’s retaliatory
strikes have established a new equation with
Israel that from now on, if Israel attacks Ira-

nian interests, figures and citizens anywhere,
the IRGC will retaliate from Iran. Salami is
credited with the revision of Iran’s defence
doctrine along the lines of the “strategy of the
threat against threat”. The IRGC under Salami
responded to the US pressures by increasing
regional insecurity through a series of denia-
ble attacks on commercial shipping in the
Strait of Hormuz in 2019.

Iran has a defensive military doctrine
based on deterrence. As the strategy has
evolved based on a continuous assessment of
the threat environment, the primary objective
remains to deter a direct war with the US.
Over the last two decades, when Iran faced an
enhanced US military presence near its bor-
ders with Iraq and Afghanistan and threats of
US/Israeli strikes on Iran’s nuclear facilities,
its counter-strategy was to unify the disparate

“resistance” forces opposed to the
US military presence and Israel in
the so-called “axis-of-resistance”.
Through the “axis-of-resistance”
including Hezbollah in Lebanon,
Hamas and Palestinian Jihad in
Gaza, and Assad-ruled Syria, Iran
was able to extend the geography of
its deterrence well beyond its bor-
ders. Deterrence through proxies
has afforded it the ability to strike

enemies and maintain plausible deniability,
crucial for reducing the risk of direct response
by the other side that could lead to escalation
into a full-blown conflict.

The US and Israel have sought to counter
Iran’s asymmetric strategy of deterrence
through stringent sanctions to limit its ability
to finance allies and proxies, and by fuelling
domestic dissent against Iran’s ruling elite.
Israel, under its “Octopus doctrine”, has
focussed on countering Iran rather than its
proxies. Over the last four years, Israel has
carried out several covert attacks on nuclear
and military facilities and assassinated
nuclear scientists and military officers inside
Iran. Iran has responded by directly striking
Israeli and US interests in Iraq and elsewhere
but has resisted striking Israel directly. Fol-
lowing the October 7 attacks, Israel has inten-
sified its campaign targeting the highest-rank-
ing IRGC commanders in Syria and Lebanon.
Iran’s direct retaliation against Israel marks
the end of the shadow war and the beginning
of an uncertain future for the region.

Deepika Saraswat is associate fellow at the West

Asia Center, Manohar Parrikar Institute for

Defence Studies and Analyses. The views expressed
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Iran-Israel conflict no 
longer a shadow war

Deepika 
Saraswat

fast-food generation, and Udupi restaurants 
took off first in the region, and then in Mumbai
and other urban centres. 

With the former landlords doing better than
they would have had they remained in agricul-
ture, they began to assert their political pres-
ence. They supported traditional religious prac-
tices, especially the Bhuta that was associated 
with their lands. As the former tenants also 
shared the same beliefs the old landlord-tenant
division was effectively bridged, and the Bunts
were now on the same cultural side as the Billa-
vas. 

The cultural affinity swept into the political
domain with the Billavas becoming uncomfort-
able with the free-for-all politics of the Con-
gress. Brought up in a tradition of cadre-based
politics with the Left, the Billavas began to look
for non-Congress alternatives. The Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) stepped into this vacuum. 

They had always been on the side of
the former landowning castes. Their
cadre-based politics suited the region,
right down to taking over the public
library culture that the Left had built.
The focus of politics had shifted
sharply from land relations to com-
munal divisions, but the method
remained largely the same. As a result,
ever since the Dakshina Kannada par-
liamentary constituency was carved

out in 2008, the BJP has dominated it. Indeed, 
the same candidate, Nalin Kumar Kateel, won
the three Lok Sabha elections in 2009, 2014 and
2019 with increasing margins and became the
state BJP president.

With the anti-Muslim rhetoric of Hindutva
paying rich political dividends, there appeared
to be nothing that could stop this juggernaut. As
the aggressiveness of the rhetoric increased, so
did communal tensions. The Billavas with their
cadre-based approach to politics found them-
selves at the frontline of communal conflict. 
They soon developed a view that while the 
upper castes in the BJP raised the communal 
temperature with their speeches, it was the Bil-
lavas who paid the price of communal conflict.
Matters came to a head when a Billava BJP 
worker was killed in a communal incident. His
colleagues in the party reacted by attacking Kat-
eel even as he sat in his car. Kateel is no longer
the state president of the BJP and has not been
given a ticket though he won in 2019 by a mar-
gin of around 2.75 lakh votes. The party has 
instead provided the ticket to a former army 
captain who is new to electoral politics and is a
Bunt. The Congress has put up a Billava who 
has been associated with its former MP from 
Mangalore, Janardhana Poojary. Some of the 
Billava torch-bearers of aggressive Hindutva 
have now asked their supporters to vote for 
their caste irrespective of the party the candi-
date belongs to. 

Whether the politics of Dakshina Kannada
which has moved from the Left to the BJP will
see another shift will only be known on June 4,
more than a month after the constituency has 
voted on April 26. What is clear, though, is that
the violence associated with aggressive Hin-
dutva does come at a huge personal cost to 
those at the frontline of communal battles. 
When social, economic and political circum-
stances lead to the costs being measured in 
caste terms, the costs can be transferred politi-
cally to the parties of Hindutva.

Narendar Pani is JRD Tata Chair visiting professor,

National Institute of Advanced Studies, Bengaluru.
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cal parties have attempted to attrib-
ute the issue to stubble burning by
farmers in Punjab and Haryana, but
studies have disproved that stubble
burning alone was not responsible
for air pollution in the NCR. Farmers
do need to be given the resources to
avoid stubble burning, but other
sources of pollution must also be
addressed. We cannot expect to
improve a situation by making it
worse. Until recently, our govern-
ments have been used to doing just
that.

This situation must change, but
the question is: How? The current
elections present an ideal opportu-
nity for meaningful dialogue, yet our
politicians and political parties seem
to have overlooked the importance of
focusing on the issue. The first phase

of the elections has already 
concluded without much discussion
on the matter. If you are yet 
to cast your vote, take this chance 
to make a difference. As candidates
make their rounds in your 
area, engage them with critical ques-
tions regarding their agenda on cli-
mate issues. It is essential to chal-
lenge them and understand their
commitment to addressing these
concerns. Remember, the actions or
inactions of our leaders cannot
diminish the significant role of the
public voice in a democracy. We
must recognise and utilise this pow-
erful tool.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, 

Hindustan. The views expressed 

are personal

Lack of political engagement on crucial human concerns reveals 
disturbing and insensitive self-harming tendencies AFP

N
estled between the Western Ghats and
the Arabian Sea, the Dakshina Kan-
nada parliamentary constituency is at
the heart of the region that has come to

be known as the laboratory of Hindutva in Kar-
nataka. The old Dakshina Kannada district 
included the Udupi Sri Krishna Matha which 
was, in several ways, the southern base of the 
Ram temple movement. In this round of Lok 
Sabha elections, the political laboratory of Dak-
shina Kannada is testing a question that could
have ramifications for the rest of India: Is there
such a thing as too much Hindutva?

The answer to this question is deeply embed-
ded in the political economy of the region. Dak-
shina Kannada and the neighbouring district of
Udupi were the heartland of the communist 
movement in Karnataka. It was the district 
where the political battle was typically between
the Congress and the communist parties, both
the Communist Party of India (CPI) 
and the Communist Party of India-
Marxist (CPM). Much of the political
discourse was around the issue of 
land to the tenant, with the Bunts 
being the major landlords and the Bil-
lavas being the most important caste
among the tenants. Everyday politics
was between the cadre of the commu-
nists and the come-one-come-all 
approach of the Congress. 

Things changed dramatically after land
reforms in the 1970s. With the Billavas being 
given the land they were tilling, they were no 
longer as attracted to the communists, espe-
cially when the latter took up the cause of agri-
cultural labour against the new landowners. 
The Billavas moved to the Congress under the
local leadership of the then Union minister Jan-
ardhana Poojary. The Congress dominated the
politics of the region, and the communists went
into decline. 

Meanwhile, those who had lost land did not
do too badly. The region had a long tradition of
banking with Canara Bank, Syndicate Bank, 
Vijaya Bank, and Corporation Bank coming up
in the early decades of the 20th century. Each of
these banks were associated with particular 
castes and inclined to absorb the children of 
their caste brethren who had lost land in land 
reforms. Some of the largest landowners 
invested in education, including TMA Pai, in 
what is now Manipal Academy of Higher Edu-
cation. Brahmin landowners who were at the 
receiving end of land reforms took the feeding
practices of temples into the market. Temple 
feeding offered meals at predetermined times
without the option of a menu, and with an 
urgency in its service so that as soon as one 
batch had finished eating, they had to make 
room for the next. This approach suited the 
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A push for FCI 
modernisation

Vinesh’s defiance of 
body, mind and time

T
here were some, not least in the former 
Wrestling Federation of India (WFI) 
administration, who believed Vinesh Phogat’s

career as a wrestler was over. Her day out in Bishkek, 
Kyrgyzstan, on Saturday showed she is far from it. If 
anything, her resolve is even stronger. After battling 
obstacles from body and mind while taking on the 
might of the powerful, Vinesh secured the 50-kg 
quota spot for India in the Paris Olympics by 
dominating her way into the final of the Asian 
Olympic Qualifiers. It’s a third straight Olympic 
quota for the two-time World Championships 
medallist — one that stands out in its volume of grit.

For one, she spent the better part of last year away
from the mat, on Delhi streets in a public protest 
against the then WFI president Brij Bhushan Sharan 
Singh, who has been accused of sexual harassment. 
The off-mat battle was lengthy and ugly, taking a toll 
on its leading faces. Sakshi Malik quit the sport while 
Bajrang Punia was a shadow of himself in the 
selection trials for these qualifiers. 

Then, there was resistance from the body. In 
August last year, Vinesh underwent knee surgery. It 
delayed her return for another six months, and she 
finally made a comeback only at the National 
Championships in February. There was also the 
small matter of cutting weight, one of the most 
demanding tasks in wrestling. With an Olympic 
quota already secured in her usual 53-kg class, she 
competed in 55-kg at the Nationals and won the 
national trials in 50-kg. At age 29, dropping weight 
was fraught with risk, but Vinesh was unrelenting.

At Bishkek, in her first international competition in
almost a year and a half, Vinesh ensured the job was 
done, defying physical and mental odds and the test 
of time. That’s no mean achievement. Paris awaits.

I
ndia’s farm output has increased from a mere
50 million tonnes in 1950-51 to over 300 million
tonnes in 2022-23, helping to avoid a scary 
Malthusian world of food production not 

keeping pace with population growth. In 2009, 
when the country saw its worst drought in three 
decades, it still managed to produce a million more 
tonnes of food grains than it did in 2007, a normal 
year. In the British period, drought was 
synonymous with famines, which would kill 
hundreds of thousands. Therefore, it would not be 
an exaggeration to say that one of the greatest 
successes of food policy anywhere is India’s Green 
Revolution of the 1960s-70s. It not only brought 
together the right mix of incentives and subsidies to 
increase food production but also came up with 
ways to store grain safely in state-owned granaries 
and distribute them across the country. Agencies, 
such as the United Nations’ Food and Agricultural 
Organization, have hailed India’s ability to sustain 
its food mission even during the Covid-19 
pandemic, preventing death and hunger.

The lynchpin of the country’s behemoth food 
distribution network, which reaches 800 million 
poor Indians, is the Food Corporation of India (FCI). 
An organisation central to India’s food security, FCI 
has rightly embarked upon a mission to modernise 
all aspects of its operations and become a corporate 
entity, rather than merely being another sarkari 
institution marked by large inefficiencies. Through 
a recent notification, the Centre has raised the 
authorised working capital of FCI to ₹21,000 crore 
from ₹10,000 crore, the biggest hike ever, which in 
official circles is being described as a “strategic step 
towards enhancing the operational capabilities of 
the FCI in fulfilling its mandate effectively”.

FCI, a state-owned corporation through which 
70% of federal food subsidies are routed, is critical 
for the country’s food security as it procures 
millions of tonnes of farm produce at federally 
fixed minimum support prices (MSP). Capital 
injection of ₹21,000 crore will streamline its 
finances by reducing the need for debt and funding 
a digitisation drive. On the cards is an integrated 
countrywide digital platform that will plug gaps in 
inventory management. The agency is already 
working on harnessing artificial intelligence to 
detect fraud by stakeholders in grain handling. In 
concrete terms, FCI’s modernisation bid is a quest 
to bring efficiency to its operations, a goal every 
state-owned enterprise should chase.

R
ecently, I travelled to
Vidarbha and Uttara-
khand to cover elections
there. I was expecting
the typical dry and hot
weather in Vidarbha. But

the reality was different. As our
plane circled over Nagpur, it started
raining. In stark contrast, when we
arrived in Uttarakhand, tempera-
tures were soaring, with the daytime
mercury frequently crossing 30
degrees Celsius.

Climate is changing and requires
our attention. But who will step up to
address this issue? Should the bur-
den fall solely on ordinary citizens?
What actions are our governments
taking? Currently, our country is in
the middle of Lok Sabha elections,
but have you heard even a single
word from any prominent leader on
this concern? It is disheartening that
real issues affecting everyday people
are missing from our political dis-
course. Instead, we are subject to a

barrage of clichés, accusations, and
insinuations that have no relevance
to the daily struggles of the common
man. This lack of political engage-
ment on crucial human concerns
reveals disturbing and insensitive
self-harming tendencies.

Let us take the Bengaluru drinking
water crisis for example.

The United Nations (UN) has listed
Bengaluru among the most likely to
face an acute water crisis. According
to UN, if Bengaluru’s current water
reserve drops by 40% by 2030, its
existence will be jeopardised. The sit-
uation currently is so terrible that
6,900 of the 13,900 public borewells
in the city have dried up, according
to Karnataka’s deputy chief minister
DK Shivakumar. Many companies
have asked their staff to work from
home. This city with a population of
14 million generates $50 billion in
revenue each year. A lot of effort
would have gone into getting it to
this point. But as a Hindi adage goes:
Bin paani sab soon (Without water,
nothing is left).

The condition of the country’s cap-
ital Delhi is no better than Benga-
luru’s. People here struggle for hours
each day to procure the water they
need, which is delivered to their set-
tlements by tankers. They often quar-
rel with each other for their fair
share of water. In a recent such inci-
dent, a woman, Soni, was killed. Now

the ruling party and the lieutenant
governor are in conflict over this
subject. This will not bring Soni back
to life or provide respite to the
thirsty. Someone claimed that the
next world war would be fought over
water. We can see it taking shape
around us.

The crises at Bengaluru and Delhi,
both cities with long histories, can, to
an extent, be attributed to flaws in
their development planning, but the
crisis in Gurugram, which developed
only over the last four decades, is baf-
fling. This little town near Delhi
wasn’t expected to develop into a
commercial centre so quickly. Today,
the city has hundreds of domestic
and foreign company offices. Some of
the costliest residential properties in
the National Capital Region (NCR)
are located there, but it faces water
scarcity. The Gurugram Metropoli-
tan Development Authority (GMDA)
warned a month ago that the city’s
drinking water demand was 675
MLD (million litres per day), and the
supply could not surpass 570 MLD
under any circumstance.

Another related concern is that of
air pollution. During Diwali, people
with allergies and asthma face
heightened risk from their condi-
tions. Heavy fog and air pollution
cover all of North India. The situa-
tion reaches a point where schools
are forced to declare holidays. Politi-

The missing election 
plank: Climate action
The elections present 
an opportunity for 
meaningful dialogue, 
yet our politicians and 
political parties seem 
to have overlooked the 
importance of this issue
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when he visited Palestine, he was enraged by 
Israel, by “what they are doing to the poor 
Palestinians.” Time and again we see that 
there is no such thing as a global right-wing. 
People are ‘logical’ about the oppression of 
minorities at home, but compassionate 
about what is going on far away. 

So what? What are people expected to do 
when they read that scores of children have 
died in a school or a hospital because Israel 
was hunting some terrorists underneath? 
How can we not feel the pain of those peo-
ple? So this is ultimately another way of ask-
ing how must we be? How should we be?

The answer is in the people who have not 
easily shown their feelings for Palestinians. 
Not counting Jews, Muslims and others who 
have stakes in the conflict, I feel there are 
broadly three kinds of people who are not 
easily outraged by Israel. One, people who 
dislike or fear Islam. Two, people who 
instinctively side with the strong. The third 
group should interest us. They are people 
who are helplessly objective, who demon-
strate that this is a personality type. Wary of 
global emotions, they know every conflict 
has two sides, and only one side makes for 
great photojournalism. They know their 
emotions are valuable and never give it away 
cheap. I think this is a good way to be.

tine is brief. The point I began to witness this 
history was in the mid-80s, as an average 
Indian boy. Israel appeared to be a valiant 
small nation surrounded by dangerous foes. 
And a man called Yasser Arafat was some-
how one of the most recognizable men in the 
world. But it was hard to figure out why they 
were fighting. In the 80s, if you did not 
understand something, you had to read a 
whole book. Actually, even today that is the 
only way, but there are illusory options like 
“10 things you should know about Palestine” 
and so on. Outside the Levant, very few 
knew much about the Palestine conflict.

Then, with the advent of the internet, 
everybody skipped a step. It was not infor-
mation that flowed, but a peculiar mix of 
information and the emotion of its source. 
Since then, the region has been erupting 
every now and then, usually because an Isra-
eli attack has killed civilians. And the world 
has erupted in rage against Israel. It is every 
generation’s introduction to proxy outrage.

Until a year ago, nobody fully accepted the 
view that Hamas hid behind and beneath 
civilians. It was dismissed as Israeli propa-
ganda. In 2014, when Israeli bombardment 
in Gaza killed several children, there was 
massive global anger against Israel. Palestin-
ians were always good with their propa-

H
amas has the most sophisticated 
defence system. It uses Palestinian 
civilians  as a shield. David Brooks, in 

his column in the New York Times, wrote, 
“Hamas’s goal is to maximize the number of 
Palestinians who die… Hamas’s survival 
depends on support in the court of interna-
tional opinion.” This was always the strategy 
of Hamas. If terrorists have powerful uses for 
our compassion, then the question arises 
whether it is dangerous to have the sort of 
compassion they want.

But then, we can argue that we are not 
always in control of our compassion. It may 
be used for tactical purposes, but human 
compassion itself is a natural resource of the 
world, like air and the oceans. And, it cannot 
be just turned on or off just because the 
wrong sort of people mine it. In that case, 
does a natural resource contain within it 
great dangers for the very people it cares for?

Fast-forming global compassion for far-
away issues is new to human nature. The his-
tory of how the world has felt sorry for Pales-

more than one missile is required to 
take down an incoming drone, the aver-
age cost of successful interception goes 
up even higher. In the Red Sea, the US 
navy used a $2 million missile to inter-
cept a $2,000 drone that Yemen’s 
Houthi insurgents launched at one of its 
ships. The cost of defence, thus, is five to 
1,000 times the cost of offence. This 
means that despite its accuracy, it only 
makes sense to deploy missile defence 
to protect high-value targets.

As Wes Rumbaugh, an analyst at the 
Centre for Strategic and International 
Studies argues, using a $2 million mis-
sile to protect a $2 billion warship is 
worth it, regardless of how cheap the 
Houthi drone is. It does, however, call 
into question the usefulness of big 
expensive warships, unless they are 
used to protect even higher value 
targets. Yes, it is a case of turtles all the 
way down.

With attackers having a massive fiscal 
advantage, they can prevail in a conflict 
by bleeding the defender. At an average 
cost of $250,000 per interception, 
Israel and its Western allies spent a min-
imum of $80 million in a few hours. 
Only rich and large countries can sus-
tain this. Thus, Ukraine and Israel 
depend on the US for weaponry as well 
as for the aid money that pays for it.

Kyiv is in a tight spot today because it 
is running short of interceptors and the 
money it depends on Washington for. 
Similarly, for all its advanced capabili-
ties, Israel’s capacity to defend itself 
depends on continued weapons sup-
plies and financial support of the US. In 
the events of 13 April, it appears that 
American forces took down over 60% 
of the drones and missiles that Iranian 
forces launched towards Israel.

Ergo, any country deploying missile 
defence has a critical dependence on 
the country supplying it. At crunch 
times, the supplier must be both willing 
and able to deliver large numbers of 
interceptors at short notice. 

Some of India’s missile defence sys-
tems are of Russian and Israeli origin, 

which gives them both leverage over 
New Delhi’s foreign policy. The impact 
on strategic autonomy can be mitigated 
by indigenous systems. But even if such 
systems were available, they would still 
be costly and run against considerable 
budget constraints.

My colleague Prakash Menon, who 
retired as lieutenant general from the 
Indian Army, explained to me that if 
interceptor stocks fall below a certain 
threshold, the usual military response is 
to counter-attack and destroy the facili-
ties used to launch the drones and mis-
siles. That is what Israel did on Friday. 
Such an escalation, however, comes 
with its own risks, further escalation 
and damage prominent among them.

That’s not all. While a 99% success 
rate in interception appears extraordi-
narily good, it is no cause for comfort in 
a nuclearized context. If one nuclear-
tipped missile gets through out of a 
hundred, it is still one too many. One 
reason Russia and China are building 
hypersonic missiles is to be able to have 
a greater chance of penetrating the US 
anti-ballistic missile shield. A missile 
defence with a 100% success rate is very 
ephemeral. A small improvement in 
the attacker’s delivery capability will 
restore nuclear vulnerability, and 
worse, the path towards a nuclear 
exchange.

It would be a folly to believe that 
superior military force or amazing 
technology alone provides peace and 
security. Rather, they provide time 
and space for politics, diplomacy and 
statesmanship to negotiate a solution. 
Walls, border fences, missile defence 
shields, surveillance technologies or 
strategic superiority can lull a society 
and its leaders into believing that the 
underlying problem has gone away. It 
surprises them when they discover that 
it had not. The reluctance to find politi-
cal compromises is the biggest risk of 
impermeable missile defence.

Tailpiece: Iran’s massive aerial attack 
did not cause any physical damage in 
Israel. But it did shatter deterrence.

T
he conflicts between Ukraine and 
Russia and between Israel and 
Iran over Palestine have demon-

strated that missile defence has come of 
age. Even before Israel, with the help of 
the US and its allies, successfully inter-
cepted nearly all of the 320 drones, 
cruise and ballistic missiles that Iran 
launched last week, the Ukrainians had 
reported that they had shot down all 80 
of the drones that the Russians had dis-
patched against them on one New 
Year’s weekend.

Drones are relatively easy to shoot 
down, given their slower speeds, but 
countering a swarm of them is still no 
mean feat. Intercepting cruise, ballistic 
and hypersonic missiles, on the other 
hand, is harder, given their respectively 
increasing speeds, but American-made 
systems have proven capable of doing 
so at high levels of effectiveness. This 
defensive capability will get even better 
in the future.

Missile defence has already changed 
the way battles are fought over land and 
sea. It will also influence geopolitics and 
strategy.

For the foreseeable future, the 
marginal cost of missile defence will be 
higher than that for offence. A single 
interceptor missile used by Israel or 
Ukraine costs between $100,000 and 
$500,000, compared to the $20,000 
per drone that Iran and Russia spent. If 

As technology improves defences, countries must resist the temptation to use force over diplomacy 

NITIN PAI
is co-founder and director of The 

Takshashila Institution, an independent 

centre for research and education in public 

policy.

Could low-stakes compassion have a dangerous side?
MANU JOSEPH

I
t is often the case that what’s good at the 
micro level is bad at the macro level and 
vice-versa. A subsidy that boosts a single 
sector or industry, for example, may dis-
tort broad allocations in an economy. 
Even inflation, which hurts household 

well-being, could be advocated at times as a 
way to reduce the burden of public debt. But 
there are exceptions and India’s Sovereign 
Gold Bond (SGB) scheme is one such. The 
government’s attempt to address a larger 
problem—Indian love of the yellow metal 
results in imports that often widen our current 
account deficit—has also helped address a 
micro problem: It has given us a relatively risk-
free option to diversify our asset portfolios, 
while offering an attractive rate of return. It’s 
a win-win scheme by any yardstick.

In November 2015, when Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi launched three gold-related 
schemes—the Gold Monetisation Scheme 
(GMS), Gold Coin and Bullion Scheme and the 
SGB one—not many were hopeful they would 
be an answer to our fascination with the metal. 
India has long and famously been the world’s 
largest consumer of gold, followed closely by 
China, though the two countries’ positions 
reversed in 2023. Earlier attempts to wean us 
away had largely failed and doubts were 
expressed about the 2015 package. “These 
schemes could help on the margin, but they do 
not address the underlying problem, which is 
households’ need for alternative assets for 
their portfolio diversification,” said Jahangir 
Aziz, then chief Asia economist, JPMorgan 
(and now its head of emerging market econo-
mies). These views were echoed by others as 
well. Fast forward to today. Sure, two of the 
schemes have not had much success. But SGBs 

have proved a winner. That too, by a long shot. 
The first SGB issued on 30 November 2015 
matured in November 2023, giving investors a 
return of about 150% after taking into account 
annual simple interest of 2.75% (since reduced 
to 2.5%). To put that in perspective, the S&P 
BSE Sensex gave roughly the same return over 
that period. But here’s the icing on the cake: 
SGBs don’t just enjoy a capital-gains tax break 
if held to maturity, they are relatively risk-free. 
Since the time they were first issued, the price 
of gold has virtually been a one-way street. 
The first SGB was issued at ₹2,684 per gram 
and redeemed at ₹6,132 per gram. In contrast, 
the Sensex has been like a roller-coaster. Over 
the period from November 2015 to November 
2023, it touched a low of 22,950 (February 
2016) and a high of 67,840 (last September). It 
has been much the same story with subse-
quent SGB issues, making these bonds a much-
sought-after asset class. Their latest issue in 
February 2024 saw residents subscribe to a 
record 12.78 tonnes of bonds worth ₹8,008.4 
crore, or $966 million, the highest-ever 
amount since the scheme began. This is even 
though the issue price was a record high of 
₹6,263 per gram. On 15 April, gold hit another 
peak of ₹7,463 per gram on the spot market.

The net result is that India’s economy has 
benefitted, as has the individual investor. The 
country’s import bill for gold today is lower to 
the extent that people are willing to hold SGBs 
instead of the actual metal, thereby reducing 
both our external sector vulnerability and 
our current account deficit. Meanwhile, retail 
investors can count on another asset class 
to diversify their holdings. Clearly, win-win 
solutions are possible. We should aim to find 
more of them.

May gold bonds inspire 
more win-win solutions
India’s sovereign gold bond scheme has been of benefit to retail investors as well as our 

economy. What’s good at the micro level need not be bad for the macroeconomic picture
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In the last weeks and
months, India’s equity

markets have been a bit
euphoric. The possibility of
a pro-market, less
profligate government is
sending the indices north.

But something else is
afoot as well: one can
discern some caution in
this festive mood.
Usually the Nifty and India
VIX—a volatility index
based on Nifty options
prices—move in opposite
directions and are
negatively correlated.

But Bloomberg reported
that on 2 April, the 20-day
correlation between India
VIX and Nifty touched a
record 0.53, from a
historical average of minus
0.48. Both the volatility
index and the underlying
equity index tracked by it
marched in lockstep.

What’s happening? Are
traders worried that a
government of their liking
may not come to power?
So far, opinion polls have
predicted a favourable
outcome for Bharatiya
Janata Party. But they have
been poor forecasters in
the past. India, it seems,
will remain jittery until the
elections are over.
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UNCERTAINTY REMAINS

SC lifts Goa
mining ban
with 20mt cap

BY PRANAV NAMBIAR &

RUCHIRA S INGH

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

The Supreme Court lifted
an 18-month-old ban on
mining in Goa on Mon-

day, giving the iron-ore indus-
try hopes of resuming an at-
tractive export-led business,
but analysts and industry
members said a slump in pric-
es and slackening demand in
China meant the era of super
profits is over.

There is also some uncer-
tainty as to how soon the Un-
ion environment ministry
would issue clearances to the
mines. In 2012, the ministry
had kept in abeyance all clear-
ances granted to mines in Goa.
An environment ministry offi-
cial said it would be possible to
comment on the clearances
only after his department had
gone through the court order.

In addition to the lifting of
the court’s ban and a clear-
ance from the Union environ-
ment ministry, mining re-
quires the approval of the state
government.

The Goa state government is
yet to lift its own ban on min-
ing.

The Supreme Court, in its
ruling, allowed resumption of
iron ore mining in Goa with a
cap of 20 million tonnes (mt) a
year and said a court-appoint-
ed panel will submit an envi-
ronment impact report after
hearing a case on environmen-
tal degradation and illegal
mining, Reuters reported.

“The cap is less than half of
the state’s original output and
iron ore prices are also down
compared to the earlier years,

so the super profit cycle is
over,” said Giriraj Daga, sen-
ior analyst at Nirmal Bang Eq-
uities Pvt Ltd.

Daga added that although
demand in China for Goa’s
iron ore remained high, the
loss of markets in the last two
years would hurt exporters
who once thrived on the heavy
Chinese demand, particularly
before and after the 2008 Bei-
jing Olympics. China is home
to the world’s largest steel in-
dustry.

Prices of iron ore fines with
62% iron content (comparable
with Goa’s production) were
at $113.3 per tonne on Monday
at Tianjin port in China with
freight, Bloomberg data
showed, down 17.9% from a
year ago. Analysts said prices
are under pressure owing to a
slowdown in Chinese demand,
coupled with an oversupply of
iron ore around the world.

“Iron prices will stay low ow-
ing to overcapacities and shut-
down of economically unvia-
ble and polluting units in Chi-
na,” said Prakash Duvvuri,
head of research at metal and
mining information website
OreTeam. “There are also li-
quidity issues in the steel sec-
tor and consolidation of
units.”

Goa is India’s third-largest
iron ore mining state and pro-
duced about 45-47mt of the
mineral prior to 2012, when
the Supreme Court upheld a
ban imposed by the state gov-
ernment after activists made
allegations of environmental
degradation and illegal min-
ing.

The state has around 95 iron
ore mines that produce iron
ore fines (powdery iron ore),
sold mostly in China where
steel mills have the technology
to mix Goa’s cheap, low-grade
fines with expensive high
grade ores from Australia and
Brazil to create a cheap blend
for their blast furnaces.

Goan mines are some of the
oldest in India—some date
back to the 1960s—and the
state is home to prominent
miners such as the UK-based
Vedanta Resources Plc’s Sesa
Sterlite Ltd (erstwhile Sesa Goa
Ltd), VM Salgaocar and Bro.
Pvt. Ltd and Fomento Resourc-
es.

An executive working at Sesa
Sterlite said mining is unlikely
to resume soon as government
clearances could take months.
In Karnataka, where the Su-
preme Court heard a similar
case and lifted a ban in 2012
subject to a cap of 30mt per
year, mining still hasn’t re-
turned to normal.

TURN TO PAGE 2®

State govt ban to stay;
experts warn that price
slump, slackening China
demand point to end
of era of super profits

Lesser­known
brands step
forward in IPL
distress sale

BY V IDHI CHOUDHARY

vidhi.c@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

As A-list team sponsors take
a break from the Indian

Premer League (IPL) in its sev-
enth season, lower-profile
names have taken their place,
paying between `2-3 crore—
one-tenth the money spent by
bigger brands—for the right to
inscribe their logo on team uni-
forms and accessories.

The absence of marquee
names including Panasonic
Corp., Bridgestone Corp. and
Hindustan Unilever Ltd’s AXE
deodorant brand from the list of
sponsors in the tournament,
whose first leg is being played
in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) this year, has offered an
opportunity for the likes of Or-
bit Cable India Pvt. Ltd, Trip-
Factory.com and Dheeraj Real-
ty, to step in.

The tournament has been
robbed of some of its appeal in
its seventh edition, partly be-
cause of the spot-fixing and bet-
ting scandal that cast its shad-
ow over IPL last year and partly
because of the first 20 matches
being shifted to UAE to avoid a

TURN TO PAGE 2®

The Sensex and Nifty recorded new highs on Monday, as foreign institutional 
investors continued to buy local stocks ahead of the results of the national elections, 
even though the pace of buying has slowed down. The rupee, however, hit a 
one-month low on Monday and posted its worst single-day fall since 20 March, 
weighed down by dollar demand from importers. The Sensex has risen around 7.7% 
so far this year, while the Nifty has posted an 8.19% rise.
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Four big port projects of Essar
Ports Ltd are stuck because

of regulatory approvals and liti-
gation, a top company executive
said, highlighting a larger prob-
lem with infrastructure projects
in India.

The company has so far in-
vested `2,500 crore in these four
projects over the past five years,
but revenue from these projects
will be delayed beyond this fi-
nancial year, when they were
originally expected to kick in.

The delays in the projects of
the company, part of $39 billion
(by revenue) Essar Group, have
derailed the company’s plan to
get at least 25% of revenue from
entities outside the group in the
current financial year through
the port terminals at Paradip and
Salaya.

Essar Ports, which operates
two ports in Gujarat, currently
gets 96% of its business from
group companies such as Essar
Power Ltd and Essar Steel Ltd.

The delays have meant not
opening up the “terminals to
third parties”, said Rajiv Agarw-

TURN TO PAGE 24®

Essar Ports’
stuck projects
point to larger
malaise

sieged by corruption contro-
versies.

From the allotment of flats
in a housing society for war
widows in downtown Mumbai
to the conduct of the Com-
monwealth Games in 2010,
and from the allocation of
spectrum to telcos to the allot-
ment of coal mines, UPA has
come under fire. It is one rea-
son why many don’t give the
coalition a chance in the ongo-
ing elections.

“Corruption feeds into a
whole host of issues like anti-
incumbency factor and good
governance, the economy,” all
of which, Rao said, are factors
seemingly weighing against

POINT OF EMPHASIS

Why parties are focusing on
corruption issues to woo voters
BY ELIZABETH ROCHE

elizabeth.r@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

I will not spare anyone who is
corrupt or has a criminal

background,” the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party’s (BJP’s) prime min-
isterial candidate, and the man
opinion polls say will be In-
dia’s next prime minister, said
at an election meeting in Uttar
Pradesh on Monday.

Narendra Modi said that if
elected to the country’s top
job, he would have the Su-
preme Court deal speedily
with cases against public rep-
resentatives.

His emphasis on corruption
isn’t surprising.

It is an election platform his
party and a rival, the Aam Aad-
mi Party (AAP), have adopted.

“Corruption has moved up
in the list of issues that worry
people—from number 10 some
years ago to three or four at
present. Today it is among the
top five issues that worry vot-
ers,” said N. Bhaskara Rao, po-
litical analyst at the Delhi-
based Centre for Media Stud-
ies.

In the past 10 years, the
United Progressive Alliance
(UPA) government, led by the
Congress party, has been be-

the Congress-led coalition.
Earlier this month, in its elec-
tion manifesto, AAP prom-
ised several measures to root
out corruption, bring probity
back into public life and en-
sure that the common man
gets clean and efficient gov-
ernance.

At the very top was the rag-
tag AAP’s pet project—“a
strong anti-graft legislation”
with an office of ombudsman
with the authority to investi-
gate charges of corruption
against all public officials, in-
cluding the prime minister.

AAP’s emphasis on corrup-
tion is natural, given that it
was born early last year out of
a series of anti-corruption pro-
tests that started in 2011. AAP
also promised that it would
make it mandatory for all gov-
ernment officials to declare
their assets.

AAP has had a meteoric rise
and spent 49 days running Del-
hi state before relinquishing
power, claiming its efforts to
pass a tough anti-corruption
law were being stymied by the
Congress and the BJP.

Yet, corruption isn’t a recent
phenomenon in the country.

In 2013, the Berlin-based
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ever happened. I cannot substantiate it, but I 
suspect that in antiquity, there was no long-
distance compassion for people who did not 
belong to one’s race, region or caste. Even 
today, the most visible outrage is in the West, 
which is not only a physical place, but also a 
way of being. I don’t think most Indians, for 

example, are outraged by 
much outside what directly 
concerns them.

Just because a human 
feeling did not come from 
antiquity, it does not mean 
it is not human nature. 
Modernity might be the 
name of a time, but it is also 
the character of a time. And 
the character of our age is 
that the elite among us feel 
strongly for people far 
away, especially when the 
cost of feeling sorry is low. 
Hamas always knew that. 

The world would have been a wonderful 
place if people felt this level of compassion 
for those much closer to them. But the way 
of the world is that people feel more compas-
sion for Palestinians than for their spouses.

I know a person who has very strong views 
about Islam in India, but about five years ago 

ganda, as it was a part of their defence mecha-
nism. The internet was filled with images of 
Israelis on comfortable sofas, watching Gaza 
being bombed from vantage points. People 
shared images with comments like “disgust-
ing” on social media, probably sitting on 
comfortable sofas themselves.

People who live far away 
from a conflict zone 
develop simple views of 
‘victims’ and ‘villains’. In 
2014, if you tried to point 
this out, or the fact that 
Hamas hid among the 
civilians not just in defence 
but also to get civilians 
killed, you were quickly 
disgraced as heartless.

Compassion for far-away 
people is a feature of mod-
ernity. Imagine a time in 
ancient India, in Magadha 
perhaps. A group of young 
people are having boiled asparagus and mild 
tea, when a messenger walks in to say that in 
Kosala there has been a massacre of civilians 
in a market. Magadhans are outraged. “Sick,” 
someone says. And they engrave slogans on 
a bronze plate and march with them in pro-
test against the massacre. I don’t think this 

It’s a hard 

question to 

answer but 

Hamas’s human 

shield tactics 

in Gaza force us 

to confront it

Effective missile defence shields 
are costly and could be risky too
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T
he US is on a building spree in semi-
conductors. In early April, Taiwan 
Semiconductor Manufacturing Com-
pany (TSMC) announced plans to set 
up a third fabrication facility in Arizona 
to make the world’s most advanced 

chips, upping its investment in the state to $65 
billion. TSMC’s investment is heavily subsidized 
by the US government under America’s CHIPS 
and Science Acts, and the company will receive 
$6.6 billion in grants and is eligible for $5 billion in 
loans. It can also claim an investment tax credit of 
up to 25% of its capital expenditures.

This news follows Intel’s recent announcement 
that it will receive an even larger grant of $8.5 
billion from the US government (along with $11 
billion in loans on “generous terms”). The CHIPS 
Act allocated $39 billion for such grants, and 
additional deals are in the making. According to 
the White House, nearly $300 billion in manufac-
turing investments have been committed in the US 
just over the last two years.

President Joe Biden sees these deals as evidence 
of a manufacturing renaissance in the US. “Where 
the hell is it written saying that we’re not going to 
be the manufacturing capital of the world again?” 
he asks. His administration may not have much 
in common with the preceding Trump White 
House, but it certainly shares a preoccupation 
with reviving manufacturing.

There are several reasons why manufacturing 
has once again become the focus of US economic 
policy. For starters, the sector plays a dispropor-
tionate role in driving innovation and productivity 
in the economy, and the pandemic highlighted the 
risks of far-flung cross-border supply chains. In 
an age of heightened geopolitical competition, 
especially vis-à-vis China, American policymakers 
consider it imperative to manufacture advanced 
technologies like semiconductors on US soil.

Then there is the goal of creating good jobs. 
“Sparking a manufacturing, construction and 
clean energy renaissance” is at the very top of the 
US administration’s agenda for building a good-
jobs economy. On the face of it, this goal makes a 
lot of sense. Historically, unionized manufacturing 
jobs have been the foundation of the middle class. 
The disappearance of well-paid manufacturing 
jobs in America’s rust belt and elsewhere—owing 
to globalization and technological change—is at 
least partly responsible for the rise of authoritarian 
populism.

Labour productivity in US manufacturing has 
grown nearly sixfold since 1950, compared to a 
mere doubling in the rest of the economy. The 
result has been a striking increase in the manufac-
turing sector’s ability to produce goods, but also an 
equally dramatic decline in its capacity to generate 
jobs. While value added in manufacturing (at con-

stant prices) has broadly kept pace with the rest of 
the US economy, 6 million manufacturing jobs 
have been lost since 1980, while 73 million non-
farm jobs have been created elsewhere (mainly in 
the services sector).

When Donald Trump took office in January 
2017, the share of US manufacturing in non-farm 
employment was 8.6%. When he left office, that 
figure had fallen to 8.4%, despite his attempt to 
shore up employment through import tariffs. And 
despite Biden’s significantly more ambitious 
efforts, manufacturing employment has dropped 
further, to 8.2%. The decline in manufacturing 
employment as a share of total employment in the 
US (even if not in absolute terms) seems to be an 
irreversible trend.

A sceptic might object that Biden’s policies have 
not fully borne fruit and are not yet captured in 
official statistics. But the fact is that hugely capital-
intensive semiconductor plants generate few jobs, 
relative to the physical investment they require. 
TSMC’s three fab investments in Arizona are 
expected to employ a mere 6,000 workers, which 
works out to more than $10 million per job. Even if 
the projected tens of thousands of additional jobs 
in supplier industries materialize, that is a paltry 
return for employment.

Moreover, one looks in vain around the world 
for successful examples of reversing the de-indus-
trialization of employment. Germany has a larger 
manufacturing sector than the US, relative to the 

size of its economy, but the share of manufacturing 
employees has dropped like a rock. South Korea 
has achieved the remarkable feat of steadily 
increasing manufacturing’s weight in the economy 
in recent decades, but this has not prevented the 
sector’s share of employment from declining. Even 
in China, the world’s manufacturing powerhouse, 
employment in the sector has been falling for more 
than a decade, both in absolute terms and as a 
share of total employment.

It is thus difficult to avoid the conclusion that 
boosting manufacturing employment is like 
chasing a fast-receding target. The world has 
moved on, and the nature of manufacturing tech-
nologies has changed irrevocably. Automation and 
skill-biased technology have made it extremely 
unlikely that manufacturing can become the 
labour-absorbing activity that it once was. 
Whether we like it or not, services such as retail, 
care work, and other personal services will remain 
the primary engine of job creation. That means we 
need different types of good-jobs policies, with a 
greater focus on fostering productivity and labour-
friendly innovation for services.

This is not to suggest that policies to boost man-
ufacturing are necessarily misplaced. They may 
well strengthen a country’s manufacturing base 
and promote innovation. However, rebuilding the 
middle class, generating enough good jobs, and 
reinvigorating declining regions call for an entirely 
different set of policies. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

US manufacturing renaissance: 
It will create very few good jobs
Technological changes have meant that boosting manufacturing-sector employment is like chasing a fast-receding target
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B
ack in January, Bernard Arnault, 
founder and CEO of LVMH, said he 
would be perfectly happy with 

8%-10% sales growth for the group’s fash-
ion and leather goods division this year. 
Expansion at that level now looks like 
wishful thinking. The unit, led by Louis 
Vuitton and Dior, just delivered a 2% 
increase in organic sales, its lowest growth 
since 2016 (excluding the pandemic-in-
duced contraction).

Given that luxury is coming off of three 
blockbuster years, the outcome wasn’t as 
bad as it could have been. But if the world’s 
biggest luxury group is battling to lift sales, 
then the struggle will be even more pro-
nounced for most of the rest of the top-end 
industry.

LVMH said group sales excluding cur-
rency movements and mergers and acqui-
sitions rose 3% in the three months to 31 
March, broadly in line with the expecta-
tions of analysts.

This first quarter was always going to be 
tricky. In the corresponding three months 
of 2023, China had just lifted its covid 
restrictions and consumers there rushed to 
stock up on high-end goods. The US and 
Europe, while showing some cracks, were 
still satisfactory.

Sales of fashion and leather goods to 
mainland Chinese consumers at home and 
abroad rose almost 10% in the first quarter 
of 2024, with a particular shift to Japan, 
where the weak yen made products more 
affordable to buy there than at home. This 
was a decent performance, driven by both 
VIP and middle-class consumers, and helps 
assuage fears that affluent shoppers were 
suffering disproportionately, as they were 
in the US and Europe. Even so, it’s still not 
yet clear that Chinese consumers can pick 
up the bling baton from their western 
counterparts.

Aspirational shoppers in the US remain 
under pressure from inflation. Although 
there had been a gradual improvement 
over the past three quarters in demand for 
fashion and leather goods from this cohort, 
LVMH expects these customers to only 
slowly regain their purchasing power.

The wines and spirits division saw 
organic sales fall 12%—it was hurt by retail-
ers in the US taking a cautious attitude to 
restocking cognac as Americans 
retrenched from pricy drinks—and a sub-
dued Chinese New Year.

Nevertheless, this is a far cry from 
Kering’s profit warning last month. It 
underlines that LVMH should be able to 
navigate a decelerating luxury market bet-
ter than most. 

This is because it owns the industry’s 
biggest brand, Louis Vuitton, and Dior. 
Even if some of the shine has come off of 
these houses—Louis Vuitton expanded 
slightly above the average for the fashion 
and leather goods division in the first quar-
ter, while Dior was slightly below—
LVMH’s scale means it can shout louder 
than rivals. This ensures its brands remain 
at the forefront of consumers’ minds.

It also owns Sephora, the retailer whose 
biggest market is the US, and which is not 
sharing Ulta Beauty’s view that consumers 
are losing their appetite for perfume and 
cosmetics.

All this will put LVMH in the stronger-
performing camp—but it probably won’t 
lead the pack. That prize will most likely 
belong to Hermes, which is still expected to 
generate organic sales growth in a double-
digit percentage. Richemont should also 
benefit from top-end buyers shifting from 
handbags to Cartier jewellery, but the 
watch market is more challenging. The 
picture is less rosy for Kering, which is 
struggling to rejuvenate Gucci. Similarly, 
Burberry is trying to implement a change 
of creative direction while at the same time 
taking the brand upmarket.

The more than 20% increase in LVMH 
shares between mid-January—just before 
Arnault reassured investors that demand 
was gradually decelerating rather than fall-
ing off a cliff—and Tuesday’s close looks 
optimistic. The shares rose another 3% on 
Wednesday morning.

The first half of this year should be the 
nadir for luxury demand. Investors are 
looking for an inflection point in the US 
market, while any improvement in out-
bound Chinese tourism to Europe would 
be helpful. 

Stock markets remain close to record 
highs, while Bitcoin is still elevated though 
down from March’s record. Secondary 
watch prices are stabilizing, too, and that’s 
perhaps a leading indicator for the sector. 
Plus, comparisons with the second half of 
2023 should be easier.

For now, these positives remain some 
way off. Investors seized on Arnault’s com-
ments in January that the industry was 
heading for a soft landing, and have taken 
LVMH’s performance as a sign of stabiliza-
tion, not a severe slump. But this outcome 
is still far from certain. ©BLOOMBERG

The global luxury market is in 
a slump: Should LVMH sweat?

The industry’s top player has reliable labels that can see it through

LVMH’s Bernard Arnault expects a soft 

landing for the industry REUTERS
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lower and middle classes seems to be rising. 
Unemployment, inflation and shrinking 
incomes are the three main reasons cited for 
not wanting to re-elect the BJP government.

While little is known about the survey’s 
sample size and composition, it is worth 
remembering that these survey responses 
may not necessarily translate into voting 
choices. It can also be legitimately asked to 
what extent the survey results truly mirror 
the general trend. But, strangely, both the 
manifestos have put a distance between the 
broad trends emerging from the survey and 
the promises being made. For example, the 
BJP manifesto not only papers over the cur-
rent rural crisis, but also fails to provide any 
solutions. Even the Congress manifesto does 
not provide any sustainable solutions for 
improving farm incomes over the long term. 
Similarly, neither manifesto has concrete, 
credible solutions for tackling the country’s 
unemployment crisis.

Both the BJP and Congress, by using 
photographs of Narendra Modi and Rahul 
Gandhi on their respective manifesto cov-
ers, have willy-nilly converted this election 
into a battle of personalities, rather than 
making it a battleground for new ideas by 
challenging paradigms and encouraging 
meaningful debates.

Patra (Document for Justice)—features only 
party president Mallikarjun Kharge and 
Congress Working Committee (CWC) mem-
ber Rahul Gandhi. Apart from the curious 
fact that its cover features only Gandhi from 
among a constellation of CWC members, it 
also represents a departure from the past: for 
example, the party’s 2014 manifesto had 
photographs of other leaders.

Beyond these similarities of personality-
based covers, the Congress and BJP mani-
festos provide insights into the strategies 
adopted by the two national parties, some 
divergent and others that tread common 
ground. The BJP’s strategy clearly tries to 
move away from the caste-class dynamic 
emphasized by the Congress and some 
regional parties. If the voter base can be 
imagined as a large matrix with vertical col-
umns representing broad caste divisions, the  
BJP seems to be focusing on the horizontal 
bands—poor households, middle-class 
households, women, young citizens, senior 
citizens—that cut across India’s numerous 
caste-class distinctions. In contrast, the Con-
gress makes the persuasive promise to con-
duct a nation-wide socioeconomic and caste 
census to “strengthen its agenda for affirma-
tive action.”

Interestingly, the BJP manifesto does not 

W
hat a difference 10 years can 
make. The Bharatiya Janata 
Party’s (BJP) manifesto for the 

2014 general elections had the title Ek Bha-
rat, Shreshtha Bharat (One India, Supreme 
India) with photographs of Atal Bihari Vaj-
payee, L.K. Advani, Murli Manohar Joshi 
and Rajnath Singh on top and a photograph 
of Narendra Modi at the bottom, towering 
over Manohar Parikar, Raman Singh, 
Sushma Swaraj, Arun Jaitley, Shivraj Singh 
Chauhan and Vasundhara Raje Scindia. Cut 
to 2024 and the party’s manifesto is now 
titled Modi Ki Guarantee 2024 (Modi’s 
Guarantee 2024) and has only two photo-
graphs on the cover: of Narendra Modi and 
party president J.P. Nadda. This transition 
encapsulates BJP’s political journey over 
the past decade, evolving from a party 
attempting to become a large tent with 
many tall leaders to an electoral machine 
relying on one personality.

Truth be told, even the Indian National 
Congress’s (INC) manifesto for 2024—Nyay 

Party manifestos: There’s nothing manifest about them
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trast, tries to focus voter attention largely on 
the BJP’s economic mismanagement and 
alleged autocratic tendencies. The results of 
a recent pre-poll survey by think-tank Lok-
niti-CSDS is likely to put this contest in a 
slightly sharper perspective.

The survey finds that while there are still 
many people satisfied with 
the BJP government’s track 
record, the size of this 
cohort has shrunk in com-
parison with 2019. In con-
trast, the number of people 
dissatisfied or unhappy 
with the current regime 
has crept up during the 
same period. Interestingly, 
the number of people who 
do not want BJP re-elected 
has also inched up. In 2019, 
the survey had shown that 
while 47% of its respon-
dents wanted the BJP gov-

ernment re-elected, 35% were opposed. This 
year, the divide has been reconfigured to 
44% and 39%, respectively. There is also a 
class divide in how various respondents have 
fielded the questions: while 62% of upper 
classes are happy with the government’s 
performance, dissatisfaction within the 

shy away from listing its welfare policies—
direct cash transfers of ₹34 trillion, free 
rations for over 800 million people, free 
health insurance for over 340 million Indi-
ans and free cooking-gas connections for 
over 100 million women—but tries to keep 
it understated in an attempt to corral its tra-
ditional middle-class and 
trading community vote 
banks. The unease of hav-
ing to balance accelerated 
welfare benefit transfers 
(due to the pandemic and 
continuing rural distress) 
with a simultaneous con-
demnation of opposition 
parties promising “free-
bies” (ostensibly to keep 
urban vote blocs happy) is 
palpable across the BJP 
manifesto. For example, it 
mentions the word ‘sub-
sidy’ only once, that too 
while referring to ₹11 trillion disbursed for 
fertilizer subsidies over the past decade.

The BJP manifesto, on the whole, tries to 
showcase the government’s achievements 
over the past 10 years and burnish them by 
highlighting the misadventures of previous 
regimes. The Congress manifesto, in con-

By focusing on 

personalities, 

the Congress 

and BJP have 

failed to make 

this an election 

about ideas
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ast week, I was in Ayodhya for 
the darshan of  Ram Lalla on 
Ram Navami—the first such cel-
ebration in the Janmasthan 
since 1528. After a blissful, easily 
accomplished darshan, I was 
taken to a remote corner of  Ayo-

dhya, away from the crowds, for a visit to 
the Sarayu river. It was a tricky walk down 
the broken, stone-littered steps of  the ghat 
to the pale, ashy ‘beach’ below. I spent some 
time looking at the river, overwhelmed by 
the thought that Sri Rama took jal samadhi 
in it at the end of  his avatar. What poignant 
memories did the Sarayu brim with, as did 
the Yamuna and Ganga. I carried away a 
strong sense of  sacred geography. This got 
a strong, new impetus on the drive to Ayo-
dhya airport when I suddenly spotted an 
overhead sign for Naimisharanya.

I was familiar with this name through 
the Srimad Bhagavatam, the Ramayana 
and the Mahabharata. But I had never 
seen the name outside holy books. To sud-
denly see it marked as a real place was an 
unexpected thrill. I took to recalling what-
ever I had read about Naimisharanya and 
dived into its history when I got home.

Naimisharanya is located by the River 
Gomti in Sitapur district, 94 km from Luc-
know. ‘Naimisha’ is taken by some to mean 
‘of  a minute’ since one story goes that a 
chakra given by Lord Brahma was thrown 
by a rishi and instantly sanctified this spot 
in that region. It finds mention as a dense 
forest in several ancient scriptures, includ-
ing the Mahabharata. I read that Naimisha-
ranya, meaning the Forest of  Naimisha, or 
Neemsar as it’s called today, is a place con-
nected with Lord Brahma, Lord Vishnu, 
Sati Devi and Lord Shiva. One ancient be-
lief  is it is where Lord Vishnu cut up Sati 
Devi’s body into pieces. Her heart is said to 
have fallen at Naimisharanya, so it is a pow-
erful Shakti Peeth. Many scriptures are 
said to have been shared here by rishis. 

During the Vedic period, it was an im-
portant centre of  education, apparently 
drawing 88,000 sages. Epic heroes are said 
to have visited there. It is said in the 
Valmiki Ramayana that Sri Rama per-
formed the ‘Ashwamedha Yagya’ on the 
banks of  the Gomti, that Lakshmana was 
appointed to protect the sacrificial horse 
while Rama left with his army for 
Naimisharanya. Yudhisthira and Arjuna 
visited this place in the Mahabharata.

In today’s Naimisharanya, it seems a 
paved street encircling the town connects 
the important shrines, and visitors can 

cover the circuit in a couple of  hours. 
There is an ongoing belief  that if  one per-
forms penance for 12 years at this place, 
one transcends to Brahmaloka. 

I felt quite wistful after seeing that sign-
board that I had to carry on to the airport 
instead of  impulsively taking the turn to 
Naimisharanya. For those who mistakenly 
say that North India and South India are 
unconnected, let it be known that the 
Naimishnath Vishnu temple there, or Ra-

manuja Kot, is counted as one of  the Divya 
Desha or 108 Vishnu temples across India 
that are revered in the Naal Aayira Divya 
Prabandham by the Aalvaar. These are 12 
Vaishnava saints said to have lived between 
the sixth and ninth centuries in the Tamil 
region. The only woman among them is 
girl-saint Andal, pronounced ‘Aandaal’.

‘Aalvaar’, usually spelt Alvar or Alwar, 
means those who are immersed in the love 
of  Lord Vishnu. Here I feel impelled to in-
terpolate that Sanskrit, Hindi and Indian 
languages in general do not have a ‘w’ 
sound. They have a simple ‘v’ sound. So, I 
don’t know why ‘w’ was ever used to spell 
Indian names when, as far as I know, it is 
phonetically alien. I am minded to strongly 
urge that we update our software on this 

and start replacing ‘w’ with ‘v’ in the future 
names of  Indians yet unborn. Luckily, most 
people spell ‘Bhagavad Gita’ with a ‘v’ and 
it is usually ‘Srimad Bhagavatam’.

Anyhow, to get back to the Aalvaar, they 
wandered from temple to temple singing 
hymns of  adoration for Lord Vishnu. The 
20th century poet-translator A K Ramanu-
jan called his 1981 translation of  poems by 
leading Aalvaar saint Nammaalvaar 
Hymns for the Drowning. Aalvaar composi-
tions are apparently among the earliest 
hymns composed for Lord Vishnu in an In-
dian language. They number 4,000 poems, 
hence the name ‘Naal Aayira’ which means 
‘four thousand’ in Tamil. Their work and 
that of  63 Tamil Shaiva saints of  that pe-
riod called Naayanmaar, usually spelt Nay-
anmar, are said to have revitalised Sana-
tana Dharma in the Tamil region.

In the course of  reading about Naimisha-
ranya, I spent a happy hour listening to 
songs by the Aalvaar on YouTube. These 
songs are called ‘Paasuram’. One of  my fa-
vourites is the composition Pachhai Mama-
lai Pol Meini by Thondaradipodi Aalvaar 
in the eighth century. There is a haunting 
version by renowned Carnatic singer Bom-
bay Jayashri on YouTube with the English 
translation, if  you would like to hear it. 
Such songs radiate an intense love for God 
all the way down the centuries.

I saw firsthand what an immense emo-
tion that love is, not only in saint-poets but 
among many regular people even in present 
times. Looking at pilgrims in Ayodhya in 
beautiful regional dress from different 
parts, hearing their ardent cries, seeing 
tears and glowing expressions of  happi-
ness was a moving experience, far removed 
from strident modern-day politics. This 
was an ancient emotion that drew pilgrims 
from far and near with its own pure dynam-
ic, rooted in the lore of  the land.

So, it was not surprising, after all, that 
Naimisharanya, which has powerful be-
liefs attached to it, figured in the sacred ge-
ography drawn by the Aalvaars in the deep 
South centuries ago. Someday, if  my luck 
holds, I will make it to Naimisharanya.

(Views are personal)
(shebaba09@gmail.com)
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When we own up our mistakes, 
some people interpret it as if we are 
wrong. They too commit mistakes

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

— Ramnath Goenka

oalition politics has been the  
lifeline of  Kerala since Inde-
pendence as it began prior to 
modern Kerala, with Travan-
core-Cochin politics as the fore-
runner. Barring two govern-
ments out of  23, all the 

governments since 1956 were a coalition of  
like-minded parties. Therefore, Kerala be-
came the cradle of  coalition politics in In-
dia. Over the years, coalition politics has 
matured into a sharp bipolar politics pro-
viding little room for a third coalition or 
party to win seats or form a government in 
Kerala. Unlike in other states, winning 
party candidates need a higher share of  
votes in the peculiar bi-polar electoral bat-
tle. Nevertheless, ideology took a backfoot 
and pragmatism prevailed in the formation 
and running of  coalition governments. Cu-
riously, Kerala voters behaved contrast-
ingly in assembly and Lok Sabha polls in 
most cases. Further, it has resisted the na-
tional trend on a number of  occasions.

Three fronts and the puzzle
The 2024 general elections bring contrast-
ing challenges to all three fronts in Kera-
la—the United Democratic Front (UDF), 
the Left Democratic Front (LDF) and the 
National Democratic Alliance (NDA). 
This paradox is also found in building a 
strong narrative. In this context, the pri-
mary dilemma of  the BJP, to open its ac-
count under the first past the post system 
of  elections, is how to gain partners in its 
coalition structure with a substantial 
mass base. Otherwise, it has to emerge 
itself  with critical mass as a strong rival 
to the traditional coalitions, the UDF and 
LDF. This is an unlikely aspect due to the 
social and political history, demography 
and unique developments in the state. 

Unlike in other parts of  India, the Hin-
dutva ideology has severe limitations in 
the plural setting of  the state. Formulating 
a credible narrative for the BJP is certain-
ly problematic in this situation. It has to 
face two formidable rivals, viz the ideologi-
cally strong Communists, and the elector-
ally astute Congress and its Muslim 
League combination. No wonder the NDA 
never polled more than 15 percent of  votes 
in Kerala. At the same time, the RSS has a 
strong base with an organisational net-
work functioning throughout Kerala.

With the 18th Lok Sabha elections close 
on its heels, Kerala is poised for a triangu-
lar fight in all 20 constituencies, although 
the BJP is offering stiff  fights only in seven 
seats that confuses the traditional major 
rivals led by the Congress and the CPI(M). 
Added to this bewilderment is the fact that 
the UDF and LDF are also fraught with 

structural and ideological challenges. 
Let us enter into this interesting sce-

nario. Firstly, the Congress is not in power 
either in Kerala or in India and saves itself  
from any anti-incumbency factor. But it is 
organisationally weak, with leadership 
struggles at the state level and suffers from 
a dearth of  funds. However, the presence 
of  its national leader Rahul Gandhi vying 
for the Wayanad seat emboldens them like 
in 2019. But except the Muslim League, the 
Congress does not have a strong partner 
in the coalition. Further, a few of  its ranks 
deserted and joined the BJP recently. Con-
sequently, it suffered from the criticism 
that the party is playing a ‘B’ Team for the 
BJP. Secondly, it has two rivals to beat in 
electoral politics, the mighty LDF that has 
been in power in Kerala for the last eight 

years, and the emerging BJP in most of  
the constituencies. 

It is an irony that both the Congress 
and the CPI(M) are part of  the INDI Alli-
ance but are traditional rivals in Kerala. 
Except the ‘ideological’ unity to fight the 
BJP, to save secularism in the country, 
there is nothing in common between the 
Congress and CPI(M) as evinced in the 
complex politics of  Kerala. Given these 
contradictions, crafting a substantive 
narrative for the UDF and the Congress 
is a basic dilemma. Perhaps its strong 
point is that unlike the CPI(M), which is 
a weak force in national politics, the Con-
gress continues as the major opposition 
party to the BJP and probably can lead 
the anti-BJP coalition either in power or 
in opposition soon after the polls.

Whereas the challenges before the LDF 
piloted by the CPI(M) are numerous. The 
CPI and the CPI(M) are contesting 90 per-
cent of  the seats in Lok Sabha, allowing 
limited roles for the smaller parties in 
the coalition (structurally, the LDF has 
more strength due to the presence of  a 
number of  smaller parties). But the most 
challenging factor before them is how to 
build a strong narrative that is focused 
on attacking both the Congress and BJP. 
The former is a partner of  the non-BJP 
alliance while the latter is an ideological 
rival. To win more seats, it has to appeal 
for support not only from party ranks but 
also build credibility and confidence 
among the Muslim and Christian com-
munities, who together constitute more 
than 45 percent of  the state population. 

Secondly, it has to overcome the anti-
incumbency against its own government 
that has been in power since 2016. This is 
not an easy task because of  a host of  cur-
rent factors—a plummeting economy, in-
creasing unemployment, price rise, cor-
ruption charges against the chief  minister 
and few party leaders, increasing violence 
in the campuses for which its student arm, 
the Students Federation of  India, has been 
targeted, stand- off  with the governor over 
the extreme politicisation of  the academic 
sector, tacit support from an extremist 
Muslim organisation, the SDPI etc. There-
fore, creating a credible narrative to ad-
dress the Kerala electorate is more prob-
lematic for the LDF. Its attack on the BJP 
relating to the issues of  secularism is 
equally competed by the UDF since the 
Congress is also apprehensive of  the BJP 
on the topic of  CAA, anti-minority poli-
cies, issue of  Article 370, violation of  the 
federal and secular spirit in the Constitu-
tion, etc. In its over-enthusiasm to attack 
the BJP, the LDF lost its sheen to project 
the inherent problems of  the major rival, 
the UDF. While the Congress could easily 
highlight the fact that it is much stronger 
at the national level to take on the chal-
lenges brought by the BJP, a similar asser-
tion cannot be made by the LDF. 

Therefore, the crisis before the Left  
is much deeper than its rival in the na-
tional poll. Its electoral strength is  
limited at the national level and except  
in Kerala, it has not emerged as a major 
force to reckon with. On the whole,  
the LDF suffers from two counts— 
the anti-incumbency factor and the lim-
ited appeal restricted to the state in a 
hotly contested general election. 

On the whole, the coalition puzzle  
is inescapable for all the three fronts  
in Kerala.

(Views are personal)
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THRILLING REMINDERS  
OF SACRED GEOGRAPHY

ELECTORAL BATTLE 
OF THE THREE 

FRONTS IN KERALA

DR G GOPA KUMAR Senior political scientist and former Vice  
Chancellor of the Central University of Kerala

The Aalvaars were 12 Vaishnava 
saints said to have lived between 
the sixth and ninth centuries 
in the Tamil region. The only 
woman among them is girl-saint 
Andal. They wandered from 
temple to temple singing hymns 
of adoration for Lord Vishnu

Congress is having organisational issues, but it has national 
presence. The CPI(M) is a big player in Kerala; it is facing  

anti-incumbency. Meanwhile, the BJP is struggling to make its mark

SOURAV ROY

Mindless promises
Congress is rolling out mindless promises, like 
its recent first-job guarantee to graduates, 
apart from baseless charges against the BJP. 
While Rahul is emphatic that BJP will  get 
only 150 seats, he does not say how many 
seats his party will  win. Job creation is not 
an independent activity and is a byproduct of 
growth and development.
Rajarao Kumar, email

Healthy democracy
In spite of the summer heat, more than 60% 
turnout for voting in the first phase of polls 
is encouraging. However, this number is not 
enough for a healthy democracy. At least 
80 percent of voters should express their 
franchise. Only then can the victor be called 
a real victor.   
P V Srinivas Sreelekha, Secunderabad

Extreme heat 
Though the first phase of the polls went well, 
one wonders why the EC was apathetic about 
the extreme heat that voters had to face. This 
is the main reason for laggard polling in many 
parts, especially in Tamil Nadu. The EC should 
have arranged facilities like shelters, seats, 
anti-dehydration measures and health drinks 
for voters. It  has time to introspect and work 
out these kinks for the remaining phases.
Manoharan Muthuswamy, Ramanathapuram

Performance troubles
At a time when M S Dhoni is the driving 
force for Chennai Super Kings, the top order 
failed to inspire the team. The roles played 
by openers and more so by middle order and 
current captain Ravindra Jadeja was found 
wanting. If  Jadeja is a good fielder, he should 
be kept as the 12th man instead of as a part of 
the playing XI.  
C K Ramani, Chennai

Rain predictions 
In a couple of weeks, Bengaluru and other parts 
of Karnataka are expected to receive heavy 
rainfall. Have the authorities concerned actively 
desilting and deepening lakes and other water 
bodies so as to store enough rain water? Hope 
they have not ignored it due to election fever.
R Kasthurirangan, Bengaluru 

Produce proof
Ref: Onus lies with EC to prove EVM reliability 
(Apr 20). The opposition led by Rahul Gandhi 
keeps harping on their cliched assertion that 
it has no trust in EVMs under the BJP rule. In 
ample measure, the Election Commission has 
demonstrated on different occasions that the 
EVM system is foolproof. Now the allegation 
should end, or the Court should ask the 
opposition to produce evidence. 
P Mangalachandran, Kannur
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IRAN-ISRAEL FACE-OFF 
AND THE ECONOMIC 

CHALLENGE FOR INDIA

W
HEN an unprecedented Iranian swarm of  over 300 
ballistic and cruise missiles and drones created just 
a crater or two in Israel, it became a compelling en-
dorsement for Tel Aviv’s Iron Dome missile shield. 
The US did its bit by putting down a sizable chunk 

of  those projectiles. It also shared real-time intel with Israel 
on the attack, as did the UK, Jordan and some other Gulf  
states, indicating the changing dynamics in West Asia. Bets 
were also off  on the Israeli counterattack but it pragmatically 
showed the ability to strike in Iran’s Isfahan - which houses 
nuclear assets - without making any significant impact on the 
ground. Mercifully, there were relatively calmer heads on both 
sides who played dangerous war games on each other’s terri-
tory for public consumption without letting the situation get 
out of  hand. Both countries have since indicated their inten-
tion to dial down the tension, so it will be back to business as 
usual in the Gaza blood sport. At last count, over 34,000 people 
have been killed in Gaza, most of  them women and children 
as collateral damage. That the US is expected to announce its 
first-ever sanctions against an Israeli army battalion for hu-
man rights violations in the occupied West Bank, brought a 
degree of  sanity in the otherwise depressing outlook.

This was the first time in decades that Iran launched a di-
rect attack on Israel instead of  employing its proxies like the 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen, and the Hamas 
in Gaza to do the dirty job. The provocation came from a mis-
sile strike on an Iranian consulate in Syria that left a few 
army generals and diplomats dead earlier this month. That 
attack was widely attributed to Israel though it disowned it. 
Iran also dramatically seized a container ship bound for Is-
rael on the high seas. Among its crew were 17 Indian sailors, 
one of  whom, a female trainee cadet, returned home safely.

There were fears of  the Iran-Israel clash further inflaming 
global markets. Inflation is a bad word in over 60 poll-bound 
nations, including India, this year, but markets have settled. The 
cost of  freight would stay up due to the vulnerable Red Sea cor-
ridor. But with the Ukraine war also contributing to geopolitical 
uncertainties, global economies would continue to roil. The 
challenge for India is to navigate a safe passage for its economy 
while urging warring nations to give peace a chance.

DECLARE A WAR  
ON CYBERCRIMES

I
N the first two months of  this year, Bengalureans lost a whop-
ping ̀ 240 crore to cybercrime. If  projections are to be believed, 
residents of  the ‘IT Capital of  India’ are likely to lose at least 
`1,440 crore by the end of  this year. But real loss could be much 
more. Officials involved in curtailing this menace admit that 

given the rising trends of  perpetrators using newer methodolo-
gies, it is becoming increasingly difficult to detect cybercrimes, 
allowing the perpetrators to go scot-free. There is a marked de-
cline in detection rate, as per the data for Bengaluru. In 2022, 
detection rate stood at 22.8%, but dropped to 8.1% in 2023, before 
further plummeting to a mere 1.36% in January-February 2024.  
Within the first two months of  2024, Bengaluru saw 3,151 cyber-
crime cases registered, of  which 828 cases involved job frauds, 
and only 11 were detected. According to the data, individuals 
have collectively lost over `63.8 crore to job fraud scams alone 
— a lure that easily attracts the unemployed who are desperately 
seeking lucrative jobs promised by the perpetrators, but ending 
up losing money, let alone not getting the promised job. 

According to the India CyberCrime Coordination Centre 
(I4C), from April 2021 until now, `10,319 crore has been lost 
due to cyber crime attacks across India. Cybercriminals have 
a range of  methods to target people — email and internet 
fraud; identity fraud (where personal information is stolen 
and used); theft of  financial or card payment data; stealing 
and selling corporate data; cyber-extortion (ransom demands 
to prevent threatened attacks); cyber-extortion; hackers min-
ing cryptocurrency by using resources they do not, a method 
called ‘cryptojacking’; cyber-espionage (accessing govern-
ment or company data); infringing copyright; illegal online 
gambling; sale of  illegal items online; and soliciting, produc-
ing, or possessing child pornography for sale.

While cybercrime has been around for years, it has esca-
lated lately with newer trends emerging to fox not just the 
gullible public, but also the cyber police. Awareness pro-
grammes to alert people against cyber predators seem to be 
not working. This calls for urgent steps on a war-footing by 
the Central and the state governments to set up special agen-
cies dedicated to preventing and detecting cybercrimes. 
Otherwise, these criminals will continue to con innocent 
citizens and steal their hard-earned money.

Q U I C K  TA K E

EYE ON THE FARM CRISIS

INDIA’S wheat production is expected to be 6 percent lower 
this month and government procurement of  the crop is 37 
percent lower than a year earlier. Paddy procurement plans 

have also been waylaid by market dynamics. Meanwhile, 
train traffic on the Ambala-Amritsar route was affected this 
week as farmers squatted on the tracks demanding the re-
lease of  three compatriots arrested earlier by the Haryana 
police for protesting. These are significant issues in a coun-
try facing food inflation and running a free grains scheme 
for 80 crore people. Addressing the farm crisis should be the 
new government’s first order of  business.
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Books have long served
as companions to
humanity, bridging the

present with the past and
future through a rich tapestry
of historical narratives and fic-
tion. Each book, a product of
its time, reflects the sociocul-
tural nuances prevalent in the
society of its era. They serve
as invaluable archives, docu-
menting the thoughts, expe-
riences and ideas of past gen-
erations, offering us a well-
spring of wisdom to draw
from and learn. By delving
into literature spanning differ-
ent epochs, we glean insights
into the beliefs, values and
perspectives of our predeces-
sors, acting as conduits for the
transmission of ideas across
generations and cultures.
Moreover, books kindle the
flames of imagination, inspir-
ing us to envision and strive
for the seemingly impossible.
As repositories of knowledge,
wisdom and creativity, books
provide solace in solitude
and guidance in uncertainty.
A singularly remarkable tome
possesses the power to trans-
port us to distant realms,
broadening our horizons and
fueling our imaginations.
They serve as windows to
diverse societies and cultures,

offering immersive experi-
ences that transcend geo-
graphical boundaries.
Whether through captivating
novels or enlightening travel-
ogues, books possess the
remarkable ability to trans-
port us to unexplored territo-
ries, fostering empathy and
understanding.
In the realm of creativity and
innovation, books serve as
catalysts, igniting the flames
of imagination and propelling
us towards new frontiers.
They enable us to visualise
and conceptualise in ways
that transcend the limita-
tions of our physical reality.
Moreover, in the preservation

of cultural heritage, books
play an indispensable role, in
safeguarding languages, tradi-
tions and values for posteri-
ty. By recording historical
events, traditions and societal
norms, they provide invalu-
able insights into the tapestry
of human civilization, ensur-
ing that our cultural legacy
endures through the ages.
Yet, as we navigate the digital
age, the landscape of literature
undergoes profound transfor-
mations. The advent of e-
books and interactive digital
formats ushers in new possi-
bilities, offering enhanced
reading experiences enriched
with augmented reality, virtu-

al reality and artificial intelli-
gence. However, amidst this
digital revolution, the sancti-
ty of copyright laws faces
unprecedented challenges.
Rampant piracy and unau-
thorised distribution of digi-
tal copies undermine the
rights of authors and publish-
ers, necessitating renewed
efforts to uphold intellectual
property rights.
Hence, on April 23rd, World
Book and Copyright Day,
under the auspices of
UNESCO, serves as a
poignant reminder of the
enduring power of books
and the imperative to uphold
copyright laws. This year’s
theme, “Read Your Way,”
encourages individuals to cel-
ebrate the joy of reading
while fostering awareness
about the importance of
respecting intellectual prop-
erty rights. As we commem-
orate this day, let us reaffirm
our commitment to preserv-
ing the legacy of literature and
honouring the contributions
of literary luminaries past
and present.

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies, Bangalore, 
views are personal)
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Digitalisation, accelerated by the pandem-
ic, offers opportunities for wider access and
skill development. The changing course
preferences reflect a demand for interdis-
ciplinary learning and industry-relevant
skills.
EdTech’s rise democratises education but
requires addressing digital disparities.
Ensuring quality amidst diversification
necessitates robust regulatory frameworks.
The push for internationalisation promis-
es to enrich educational practices and boost
the economy. As India navigates these
changes, smart scaling is imperative,
ensuring not just expansion but also
excellence and inclusivity. This journey
towards a globally competitive education
system holds the promise of empowering
every student for a brighter tomorrow.

Rajiv Mishra | Lucknow 

�������	
��	�����

���
Madam —Apropos the news article,
“Mind, the key to Hidden Fortune”, pub-
lished on April 20, this is my response. The
story of the woman and her son, burdened
by past debts and future anxieties, resonates
deeply with the human struggle for liber-

ation. Theirs is a narrative of hidden trea-
sures, not just of material wealth but of pro-
found lessons on the nature of existence.
In their quest to protect their riches from
creditors, they unwittingly ensnared them-
selves in a cycle of fear and secrecy, fail-
ing to embrace the present moment. The
tragedy of their lives underscores a univer-
sal truth: true freedom lies in being
untethered from the shackles of past
regrets and future uncertainties.
Through the lens of Buddhist wisdom, the
narrative acquires a timeless relevance. The
Zen Master’s insight into the nature of the
mind echoes the imperative of being
anchored in the present. Similarly, the
young monk’s realisation that he is already
where he seeks to be symbolises the
attainment of true happiness through
mindfulness. In essence, the story serves
as a poignant reminder that true wealth lies
not in external possessions but in the lib-
eration of the mind from the constraints
of time.

Rohan Desai | Ahmedabad
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“India Battles Volatile and Unpredictable
Weather”, published on April 21, this is my
response. The Indian Meteorological
Department’s promising forecast of above-
normal monsoon rainfall offers a glimmer
of hope for agriculture and water resources.
However, amidst this optimism, lies the
harsh reality of erratic weather wreaking
havoc across the nation. India’s climate
resembles a rollercoaster ride, with unpre-
dictable twists affecting lives from Uttar
Pradesh to Kerala. The recent contrast of
Delhi’s moderate cold one day to record-
breaking warmth the next epitomises the
volatility of regional climates.
Rambha Devi, an 80-year-old, reflects on
humanity’s disregard for nature. She wit-
nesses nature’s retaliation through extreme
weather: scorching heat waves, torrential
rains and unpredictable storms, disrupting
lives and livelihoods. Farmers like Ramesh
Tiwari and Priya share tales of crop
destruction, leaving families struggling. Dr.
Mrutyunjay Mohapatra warns of increased
heavy rainfall events, exacerbating chal-
lenges. As the world faces climate extremes,
proactive measures are crucial.
Marginalised communities are particular-
ly vulnerable, emphasising the urgent
need for climate resilience. Vaibhav
Chaturvedi underscores the necessity for
immediate action to mitigate the com-
pounded impacts of climate change.

Aarav Patel | Mumbai
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Transformative trends in India’s higher
education”, published on April 20, this is
my response. India’s higher education
landscape is experiencing a significant evo-
lution spurred by policy reforms and tech-
nological advancements. Initiatives like the
New Education Policy and increased FDI
signal a shift towards innovation and glob-
al competitiveness. The burgeoning mar-
ket size, coupled with a vast network of
institutions, underscores the sector’s impor-
tance in shaping the country’s future.
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greater harm on Israel with less
time to react.
In simpler terms, if Iran truly
intended to harm Israel, they
would have kept their plans
secret and employed more
powerful weapons to catch
Israel off guard. By providing
advance notice and employing
less effective tactics, it seems
like Iran was issuing a warn-
ing rather than seeking to
inflict serious damage. It’s akin
to saying, “If you cross the line,
there will be serious conse-
quences in the future.”
In a similar fashion, Israel also
retaliated with quadcopter
strikes with little damage to
Iran. A warning for warning if
you like. 
Regarding India’s stance, which
maintains strategic relation-
ships with both Iran and Israel,
it finds itself walking a diplo-
matic tightrope due to its ties
with both nations. India has a
longstanding partnership with
Iran, with Tehran being a
major supplier of crude oil
despite challenges from
Western sanctions. The
Chabahar Port serves as a
crucial gateway for Indian
goods to Afghanistan and
Central Asia, given Pakistan’s
restrictions on land transit.
India also has robust defence
and security ties with Israel,
which supported India during
the Kargil War and is a lead-
ing supplier of military equip-
ment. Trade between India
and Israel has grown to
approximately $7.5 billion.

During Italy’s presidency of the
G7, leaders are expected to
jointly urge Israel to show
restraint following an unprece-
dented attack by Iran over the
weekend, which involved
numerous drones, ballistic
missiles and cruise missiles
aimed at the Jewish State. 
The United States, Britain and
several European Union
nations have proposed
expanding existing sanctions
against Iran due to its involve-
ment in Russia’s conflict in
Ukraine, with a focus on
restricting drone and missile
transfers to Iran. 
The dividing line isn’t merely
between Iran and Israel or
Ukraine and Russia; rather, it
lies within the emerging power
dynamics of these two central
regions.
The Gaza conflict is impacting
both Biden and Trump’s polit-
ical prospects. Biden faces
challenges with voters sympa-
thetic to Palestinians, who
have expressed discontent with
his Gaza policy by voting
“uncommitted” in Democratic
primaries, potentially leading
to decreased voter turnout in
the upcoming presidential
election. Biden’s stance on the
conflict puts him in a difficult
position, balancing support
for Netanyahu to maintain
pro-Israeli voter support while
avoiding alienating progressive
Democrats. If Trump returns
to office, it could disrupt
Western grand strategy, espe-
cially concerning support for

Netanyahu’s Gaza approach
and relations with European
allies. The impact of the recent
hostilities on the U.S. presi-
dent’s approach remains
uncertain. Israel has shown
mixed reactions, reopening a
Gaza crossing and participat-
ing in ceasefire negotiations
while also indicating intentions
to invade areas like Rafah.
Biden’s success in brokering a
peace deal would align with his
grand strategy, but achieving a
temporary ceasefire is just the
initial step in a complex
process. Prolonged conflict in
the West Asia could signifi-
cantly complicate broader
Western geopolitical goals.
Iran is one of the most heavi-
ly armed States in the area,
boasting a sizable standing
army of around 5,80,000 per-
sonnel and possessing an esti-
mated stockpile of 3,000 bal-
listic missiles, as indicated by
Western assessments. Despite
this military capability,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran’s
supreme leader, has empha-
sized in the past six months
during the Gaza conflict that
Iran seeks to avoid being
drawn into a broader con-
frontation. So, Iran is not will-
ing to go to war, but it also
remains prepared for any kind
of conflict if provoked.

(The writer is an eminent
expert on counter-terrorism

in West Asia and 
advisor to cyber

and aerospace Security; 
Views are personal)
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Iran launched a significant
assault on Israel during the
night of April 13-14,
deploying 300 drones and
missiles from its territory

towards Israeli territories, includ-
ing Jerusalem, the Golan Heights
and the southern Negev. This
bold action marks an unprece-
dented event since Israel’s found-
ing in 1948. 
The attack on Israel by Iran was
a direct response to an airstrike
on the Iranian consulate in
Damascus, Syria, on April 1,
which Iran accuses Israel of car-
rying out. This assault resulted in
the deaths of sixteen individuals,
including two Revolutionary
Guards generals. Iran’s drone and
missile assault on Israel, lasting
several hours, has reshaped the
established rules of engagement
between the two nations and
heightened tensions in the West
Asia, potentially paving the way
for a broader conflict with desta-
bilising effects on the region. The
strike on Damascus was viewed
as a significant Israeli action
against Iranian interests in Syria,
surpassing previous incidents.
Iran had been issuing warnings of
retaliatory actions against Israel
following an earlier airstrike that
destroyed Iran’s consulate in Syria,
which was seen as a breach of
diplomatic conventions.
Iran justified its actions by citing
Article 51 of the UN Charter, fol-
lowing the Israeli attack on the
Iranian Embassy in Damascus.
The drone attack was interpret-
ed as a message from Tehran to
Tel Aviv. Despite refraining from
officially declaring it as an “Act of
War,” Tehran’s response aimed to
prevent being dragged into a
larger conflict while signalling a
readiness to retaliate more force-
fully to maintain regional deter-
rence. The targeted strikes on
Israel aimed to re-establish
Iranian deterrence and highlight
a shift in Tehran’s approach to
risk. By setting new red lines in
the conflict with Israel, Iran made
it clear that it would take action
if Israel’s actions against Iran
and its allies persisted. While
some may perceive the attack as
a failure due to Israel’s successful
interception of Iranian drones and
missiles, a more severe strike
using precision-guided ballistic
missiles could have inflicted
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Vikram Singh | Delhi
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We typically receive
our ration between
the 1st and 3rd of

each month. If it’s ever
delayed, my grandchildren
inquire why we haven’t
received it from the ration
dealer. The younger gener-
ation in my household is
quite aware. They’ve made
sure that all the necessary
ration-related documents
are in order, ensuring a
seamless supply. Also, my
pension now arrives punctu-
ally. Thanks to various
Government schemes, these
youngsters are reaping ben-
efits. They educate them-
selves about these schemes
and then proactively apply
for them at the Panchayat
office,” shares 76-year-old
Amba Bai,  residing in
Loyara vil lage within

Udaipur district, Rajasthan.
Situated just 8 km from
Udaipur, this village falls
within the Badgaon tehsil.
With a population of
approximately 2500, the
majority belong to the
Scheduled Tribe communi-
ty. Alongside the OBC Dangi
community, there are vari-
ous other castes. The village
reflects the influence of its
proximity to Udaipur city,

evident in the transition of
most houses to concrete
structures. However, eco-
nomically, the village still
grapples with challenges.
While individuals from OBC
and general  castes are
involved in agriculture,
trade, and animal hus-
bandry, the majority of male
members from the
Scheduled Tribes work as
labourers in marble factories
surrounding Udaipur city.
Some also engage in daily
wage labour. Meanwhile,
women in these households
contribute to the family’s
income by working as
domestic helpers in affluent
homes within the city.
Economically, Loyara vil-
lage may face challenges,
but socially and education-
ally, it has seen significant

development. Consequently,
awareness about
Government schemes has
risen among the villagers,
leading to increased benefits.
The younger generation in
the village has embraced
education,  with even
Scheduled Tribe boys and
girls pursuing studies up to
the 12th grade. This educa-
tional advancement has also
fostered greater awareness
within the community. For
instance,  the Public
Distribution System (PDS),
part of the Food Security
scheme, has been embraced
in the village. Shiv Lal, aged
45, attests to this positive
change. Despite working in
a marble factor y in
Bengaluru after completing
his 12th grade, he remains
well-informed about

Government schemes bene-
fiting his family and the vil-
lage. He recalls, “In the past,
the ration dealer would often
deny us ration with flimsy
excuses. But now, thanks to
education and awareness,
such actions are no longer
tolerated. Whenever we face
ration shortages, we raise
our concerns and seek infor-
mation from the Panchayat
office. Even in my absence,

my children handle these
matters diligently, ensuring
the timely arrival of our
ration.”
Taru Bai, a respected elder at
70, sheds light on the chang-
ing face of education and
Government support in
Loyara village. “Back in my
day, girls rarely pursued
education,” she recalls. “But
now, over half of the girls in
our community are complet-
ing high school, and they’re
bringing back valuable infor-
mation about Government
programs. Their schooling
has even helped smooth out
the process for my pension,
as they handle all the paper-
work.”
Looking back, Taru Bai
remembers, “We used to
hear about Government
schemes, but getting clear

information was a challenge,
even after asking around at
the Panchayat. But things are
different now; the younger
generation knows exactly
how to navigate these pro-
grams and fill out the neces-
sary forms.”
However, amidst these edu-
cational strides, economic
challenges persist. “The
majority of the Scheduled
Tribe families in the village
are economically very weak.
Most families do not have
enough money to start a
business, nor do they have
enough land to do farming
or vegetable production.
Although the new genera-
tion has started studying,
only a few people from this
community are in
Government jobs. But I
think as the trend of educa-

tion and awareness has
increased among children,
they will also soon start get-
ting recruited in
Government jobs.”
In the same village, there is
also the family of Mangi Lal
and Tulsiram, who are
deprived of the benefits of
the PDS. Last year, the ration
status of Mangi Lal’s family
which consists of seven
members, was changed from
BPL to APL. As a result, they
stopped receiving ration.
Similarly, Tulsiram men-
tions that due to missing
documents, their family is
unable to access ration ben-
efits. For this, they’ve been
in constant communication
with the e-Mitra. 

(The author is a social
worker from Rajasthan;

views are personal)
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free to decide the modalities of how
this is to be ensured subject to
approval by the concerned State
Electricity Regulatory
Commissions (SERCs).
Ideally, the discoms should charge
from ‘all’ consumers a tariff equal
to the total cost of supply say Rs ‘X’
crore divided by the number of
units. But, they don’t follow this
principle. They charge less from
certain consumers especially house-
holds (HHs) and farmers. 
For instance, in Delhi, the tariff
applicable to HHs consuming 200
units a month is Rs 3 per unit which
is about half of the ACS. Including
a plethora of levies adding to 44.6
per cent, the shortfall comes to Rs
4.3 per unit. For HHs consuming
between 201 and 400 units, the tar-
iff is Rs 4.5 per unit implying an
under-recovery of Rs 1.5 per unit.
Including the levies, this comes to
Rs 2.2 per unit. 
These under-recoveries are cross-
subsidized by charging more from
industries and business establish-
ments for which the tariff can go up
to a high of Rs 16 per unit. The low
tariff charged from the target con-
sumers (read: HHs consuming up
to 400 units a month) is nothing but
a freebie given by political parties.
But, it goes unnoticed as the State
exchequer doesn’t have to pay for
these under-recoveries. The indus-
tries that are made to foot the bill
can’t even murmur as discom being
the sole supplier of electricity, they
have no other option.  
But, political parties don’t want the
target HHs to even pay this small
tariff. In Delhi, the AAP
Government tells discoms not to
raise any bill on HHs consuming up
to 200 units. Likewise, in Punjab,
consumption of up to 300 units a
month by an HH is free. This extra
under-recovery of Rs 4.3 per unit in
Delhi (applicable tariff Rs 3 per unit
plus 44.6 per cent levies) has to be
reimbursed by the State to the dis-

com. But, most States don’t reim-
burse or do it partially and after con-
siderable delay. This leads 
to losses of discoms. 
The availability of free power also
drives people to manipulate their
reported consumption. For instance,
in Punjab, an HH consuming 900
units a month, gets three meters
installed to keep consumption of
each under 300 units thereby ensur-
ing zero bills. Reportedly, more than
100,000 meters have been bifurcat-
ed or trifurcated enabling even
high-end consumers to avail of the
free bonanza. As for farmers who
are eligible for free power in the
State, they report even consumption
for running multiple ACs in their
homes under farming head there-
by avoiding any payment.   
As a consequence, currently, almost
over 95 per cent of power con-
sumers in Punjab avail of subsidies,
a major portion of which isn’t even
reimbursed to discoms. Discoms’
losses also increase due to AT&C
(aggregate technical and commer-
cial) losses - a sophisticated nomen-
clature for power theft. According
to Singh, AT&C’s losses used to be
high at 27 per cent. In Punjab,
reportedly, an overwhelming share
of electricity that leaves the gener-
ating stations/power dispatch cen-
tres remains unaccounted for. 
The discoms have funded these loss-
es by borrowings from banks and
other financial institutions (FIs)
apart from keeping bills pending. At
the end of FY 2021-22, their total
debt was Rs 620,000 crore. In June
2022, they owed about Rs 1,40,000
crore to Gencos and transmission
companies (transcos). 
The Center has taken several mea-
sures to force discoms to clear
their dues. The late payment sur-
charge (LPS) Rules, implemented in
2022 made it mandatory for dis-
coms to clear their legacy dues as
existing on June 3, 2022, in a time-
bound manner in 12 EMIs with the

benefit of non-applicability of the
LPS after its implementation date.
The rules are also provided for time-
bound clearance of current dues fail-
ing, which will attract a power sup-
ply cut. This has resulted in legacy
dues decreasing from Rs 1,40,000
crore in June 2022 to around Rs
70,000 crore in July 2023 and fur-
ther down to Rs 40,000 crore cur-
rently. 
Under the ‘Reforms-Linked, Result-
Based Scheme for Distribution’
(RLRBSD) launched in July 2021,
the Centre has undertaken a mas-
sive investment of Rs 300,000 crore
to improve the reliability and qual-
ity of the power supply and enhance
the efficiency of discoms. It has
compulsory pre-paid and smart
metering components to be imple-
mented across the power supply
chain, including in about 250 mil-
lion households. As a result, AT&C
losses decreased from 22.32 per cent
during 2020-21 to 13.5 per cent dur-
ing 2022-23. 
However, according to the Minister,
today power pilferage is 15 per cent.
On this much electricity, discoms
get ‘nil’ revenue. On a much larger
percentage of power used by target
HHs and farmers, the States
promise to pay on their behalf. But,
they don’t pay in full and whatever
payment comes, it is delayed. Even
for making payments, the States
borrow money. And, the vicious
cycle continues.
It won’t end unless discoms are
unshackled from State controls and
given the freedom to decide their
pricing and distribution policies. If,
States want certain HHs and farm-
ers to get power free, let them give
the money directly to them. This
reform will also pave the way for the
deregulation of electricity distribu-
tion, more options for consumers to
source their needs and a reduction
in tariffs.

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

In an interview, Union Power Minister
RK Singh revealed he has been
telling States that electricity is not free.
“If any State wants to give free power
to any category of people, they can

go ahead and do so, but you have to pay
for it”.
Singh’s exhortation to the States assumes
significance in the backdrop of a spate of
announcements by the latter to give free
electricity to certain consumers which
affect the viability of power distribution
companies or discoms (they buy power
from generating companies or gencos
and supply to the consumers). He argues
“like any other commodity, generation and
distribution of electricity involves cost and
if a State is to provide it for free to a sec-
tion of consumers, it also needs to have
finances to pay the genco. If the genco isn’t
paid, electricity will not be produced in the
first place”.
But, there can’t be any compromise on the
generation of electricity as any shortfall
could lead to a stoppage of economic activ-
ity. To meet the surge in demand (due to
the impending summer), the Union
Government has invoked the provisions of
the Electricity Act (2003) under Section
11asking gas-based gencos and thermal
plants based on imported coal to increase
generation even if it entails extra cost. That
is the reaction to meeting incremental
demand. How could it tolerate massive cuts
in generation inevitable when gencos are
not paid? So, States must ensure that they
are paid.    
When pressurized, the concerned States
borrow money to pay the gencos resulting
in a debt trap. For instance, in the first two
years of the AAP Government, Punjab bor-
rowed as much as Rs 47,000 crore adding
to the already high debt of the State. 
How can the States avoid debt trap? 
The Electricity Act (2003) and the
Guidelines issued by the Ministry of
Power require the discoms to fix the charge
(or tariff) on electricity supplied to con-
sumers in a manner such that the average
revenue realization (ARR) from its sale is
equal to the average cost of supply (it
includes the cost of purchase, transmission
and distribution), or ACS. The discoms are
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