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Ratings and reforms

Fiscal position should be improved with sustained growth

n arecent interview, a senior executive of one of the big global rating agencies

said the inclusion of Indian-government bonds in global bond indices would

not considerably increase the government’s strength to fund itself, and improv-

ing debt affordability will be a crucial criterion for an upgrade. There is consid-
erable enthusiasm — both in the government and financial markets — about India’s
inclusion in global bond indices. JPMorgan has announced it will include Indian
bonds in the emerging market bond index from June this year. The inclusion,
according to market estimates, is expected to bring in stable foreign flows of $25
billion. Bloomberg Index Services has also announced it will include Indian bonds
in the emerging markets index from January. Meanwhile, FTSE Russell has kept
India on the watchlist. Although the scale may not make a material difference at
this stage, tapping foreign savings to finance the fiscal deficit will technically ease
the pressure on domestic sources over time as more bonds are issued under the so-
called fully accessible route. What will help improve credit ratings is the implemen-
tation of structural reforms and strong growth momentum, which will help improve
the fiscal position. India must focus on these aspects anyway.

There has been a considerable debate in India on how rating agencies view it.
These agencies have assigned the lowest investment-grade ratings to India, even
though the country has never defaulted on its debt obligations. A collection of
essays, released by the Office of Chief Economic Adviser in the Ministry of Finance,
in December 2023 highlighted issues related to the methodology adopted by rating
agencies and noted: “Our review of the credit rating methodologies reveals that
there is considerable reliance on qualitative variables to capture ‘willingness to pay’.”
Dependence on qualitative variables often raises questions about rating actions.
For instance, as the essay highlighted, between 2020 and 2022, over 56 per cent of
the countries in Africa rated by one of the three big rating agencies were downgraded.
In Europe, on the other hand, it was only 9 per cent.

Rating agencies have often remained behind the curve. This was clearly wit-
nessed during the global financial crisis and later through the European debt crisis.
However, irrespective of the debate on methodology and their performance, credit
ratings are extremely important in financial markets. A better rating lowers the cost
of debt finance. Money managers are often mandated to hold papers of companies
or sovereigns above a certain level of credit rating. However, given the size and com-
plexity of the Indian economy, delays in potential rating upgrades should not hold
it back. India has been growing at 7 per cent plus in the post-pandemic period and
policy interventions should be focused on sustaining the momentum.

However, it is worth noting that economic growth has been significantly driven
by the government’s capital expenditure, which has led to slower fiscal consolidation
after the pandemic. From the perspective of credit ratings and the cost of borrowing,
in general, it is important to reduce the general government budget deficit and
public debt to more manageable levels, with minimal impact on growth. The Indian
economy will have to find growth drivers beyond government capital expenditure.
It will thus be crucial for the next government to push forward structural reforms,
which will increase business confidence and help revive private-sector investment
to sustain economic growth. Rating upgrades will follow a strong fiscal position
supported by sustainable growth.

No fake reviews

Review regulation for e-commerce platforms will help consumers

he pervasive issue of fake news and misinformation in the digital age has

got the attention of policymakers across the world. The deluge of infor-

mation in the digital format has fundamentally changed the way people

consume news and information, and has made it difficult for individuals
to discern between what is fake and what is authentic. At a time when the world is
struggling to deal with fake news, another aspect of digitisation has come to haunt
regulators and other stakeholders — the problem of fake online reviews on e-com-
merce websites. In this regard, the Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA) is planning
to enforce quality standards and regulations for consumer reviews, and making
compliance with such quality norms mandatory must be welcomed. E-commerce
firms that participated in the stakeholder meeting with the DCA have also voiced
their support for the government’s initiative.

The proposed quality control order (QCO) will likely prohibit e-commerce plat-
forms from publishing consumer reviews online with biases and prejudices, editing
reviews to alter their message, or preventing or discouraging negative review sub-
missions. Regulations, once put in place, may also require identification and verifi-
cation of the credentials of review writers. Besides, there are talks of implementing
the IS 19000:2022 standard for online consumer reviews. Reviews play a crucial
role in shaping consumers’ online shopping behaviour. Reading other people’s rec-
ommendations can be seen as the digital equivalent of testing and trying out
products in physical stores. In this context, online reviews act as a substitute for
knowing about the quality of products which cannot be physically inspected. By
bridging information asymmetries between buyers and sellers and providing infor-
mation that may not be otherwise disclosed, online reviews serve a valuable economic
function. In fact, a global study shows that for websites displaying online reviews,
conversion rates can increase markedly. A report by customer acquisition security
vendor CHEQ suggests that online reviews influenced around $3.8 trillion of global
e-commerce spending in 2021. Additionally, with opinion sharing moving to the
internet and social-media platforms, businesses and online retailers are able to
monitor consumers’ views about their products.

On the other side, false and sponsored reviews drive consumers towards making
wrong purchase decisions, thereby distorting the market outcome. It also affects
the credibility and trustworthiness of such digital platforms. Often, malicious users
and bots are employed to create fake reviews to benefit a particular firm or seller.
Search rank algorithms on the internet often depend on online reviews, thereby
affecting product visibility and sales. This creates powerful incentives for sellers to
manipulate their product rankings. In the medium term, however, such reviews
often end up hurting sales and revenue figures since they usually push low-quality
products. The number of complaints registered on the National Consumer Helpline
regarding online fake reviews on e-commerce platforms, for instance, has seen a
staggering 366 per cent increase from 2018 to 2023.

In this constant battle to detect and remove fake reviews and sustain consumer
trust, it is imperative to leverage artificial intelligence (AI). By employing textual-
analysis methods, Al can help identify fake reviews. Regulation must also be put in
place regarding the publishing of paid reviews and demanding full disclosure of
promotional content. The success of the proposed government regulations will ulti-
mately depend on their implementation.
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A better way to fix MGNREGS

The problems of the rural job scheme should be tackled through
stricter monitoring, not by burden-sharing

Employment Guarantee Scheme or MGN-

REGS appears to be under scrutiny. It may
even be overhauled, if recent media reports are to
be believed. MGNREGS was launched by the United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) government after the
passage of a legislative Bill in 2005 to provide for at
least 100 days of work at specified wage rates for
each rural household in a year.

Despite many doubts and questions that MGN-
REGS was subjected to over the past several years,
it appears to have stood the test of time, not least
because it turned out to be a major instrument
for helping rural workers during the
Covid years. Indeed, as the accom-
panying chart shows, the use of r
MGNREGS funds has a direct cor-
relation with the level of economic
distress in the Indian economy.

Within a couple of years of its
launch, economic growth in the
country dipped to 3.1 per cent in
2008-09, thanks to the global finan-
cial crisis. It was a sharp decline from
the 7.7 per cent growth in 2007-08.
Although gross domestic product
(GDP) recovered in the following
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If MGNREGS has indeed proved to be handy in
times of economic distress, what could be the rea-
sons for overhauling it? As the accompanying chart
shows, the financial burden on government
finances decreases with the decline in the intensity
of economic distress and the consequent demand
for jobs. For instance, MGNREGS accounted for
only 1.9 per cent of the Centre’s total expenditure
in 2023-24, a level that prevailed in 2014-15 or even
earlier in 2006-07, when the demand for jobs was
much lower as the economy was in better shape.

And if the demand for rural jobs continues even
after the crisis years, it is a signal to policymakers
that not all is well with the rural
economy, in particular. Thus, the
demand for jobs under MGNREGS
also provides an indication to poli-
cymakers if there are signs of eco-
nomic distress in rural India, which
plays a significant role in sustaining
demand in the economy.

But it appears that MGNREGS
has caused concern for the govern-
ment and, therefore, prompted its
review for two specific reasons. One,
MGNREGS is one of those schemes
where the Centre alone bears the

years, the impact on jobs was signif-
icant. Not surprisingly, job demand
and the money spent under MGNREGS spurted.
Something similar happened during the Covid
years. Even as managers of the Indian economy
were battling its worst contraction, the scheme for
creating rural jobs turned out to be a useful tool,
with the demand for jobs under MGNREGS jumping
in 2020-21. Indeed, since the launch of MGNREGS,
the only years when the share of financial outlay for
this scheme rose above 3 per cent of the total annual
Union government expenditure, or above 0.5 per
cent of GDP, were the ones when the Indian econo-
my was struggling to deal with the impact of either
the global financial crisis or the Covid pandemic.
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entire cost of running it, but the
work done under the scheme is
monitored by the states. It is argued that if the
states have a financial stake in the scheme, the
quality of the work funded under MGNREGS will
improve, leading to the creation of more productive
and useful assets.

The second factor at play is the possibility of
some states misusing the provisions of the scheme.
MGNREGS is meant to be a demand-driven scheme
where money should be spent on projects only
when there are distressed workers seeking jobs.
Existing projects that are to be implemented by the
states under their own respective budgets should
not be financed through MGNREGS outlays. At pre-

Boards need toembrace Al

to embrace technological advancements to

stay relevant in a rapidly evolving business
environment. While some innovations, such as
Cloud computing and digital transformation, are
revolutionary, others like blockchain have struggled
to gain traction.

Certain developments, like robotic process
automation or virtual and augmented reality
(VR/AR), may initially impact specific industries.
Additionally, emerging technologies such as the
Internet of Things (IoT), 5G, and quantum computing
have the potential to reshape the competitive land-
scape in future, suggesting that the
board keep an eye open for devel-
opments in this space.

Furthermore, developments in
cybersecurity and privacy laws
demand the board’s attention to mit-
igate risks and ensure compliance.
Currently, the spotlight is on artificial
intelligence (AI), which presents
both opportunities and challenges
that boards must address to navi-

B oards of companies often face the imperative

scape effectively.
Al stands out as a transforma- ASIDE
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various means, including engaging external expertise,
or leveraging internal resources within the manage-
ment team. Equally important is staying informed
about the legal and regulatory landscape surrounding
Al India currently does not have specific codified
laws or regulations that specifically regulate the use
of AL but s looking at balancing innovation and risk.
There are a few discussion papers that outline the
context, including at least three approach papers
published by the NITT Aayog, and another by seven
expert groups from the Ministry of Electronics and
Information Technology (MeitY). A few others,
including the EU regulations, will also help boards
navigate the evolving standards.
However, familiarity alone is
insufficient. Boards must translate
their understanding of Al into action-
able strategies within their organisa-
tions. This involves fostering collab-
oration among cross-functional
teams comprising business, legal,
and technology experts. These teams
play a crucial role in developing a
preliminary framework for Alimple-
mentation, identifying areas where
Al can enhance business processes
and improve efficiency, while also

tive force, capable of reshaping
entire industries and business AMITTANDON
models. As boards of companies

grapple with the imperative to embrace Al it’s evi-
dent that their oversight must evolve to keep pace
with this explosive growth.

While true artificial intelligence — a machine's
ability to perform cognitive tasks akin to human
intelligence — remains a distant goal, contemporary
AT encompasses machine learning-powered tech-
nologies like ChatGPT, computer vision, and self-
correcting algorithms . In this article, “AI” is used as
shorthand for current technologies that enable
machines to execute tasks traditionally carried out
by humans.

The journey towards effective oversight begins
with education. Board members must cultivate a
foundational understanding of Al concepts, capa-
bilities, and limitations. This can be achieved through

assessing associated risks and mon-
itoring industry trends.

Building a robust Al infrastruc-
ture requires more than just technological prowess;
it demands a foundation of high-quality data.
David Edelman and Vivek Sharma highlight this
in their Harvard Business Review article. They
write, “All AT models are based on data, your pro-
prietary first-party data, especially about customers
and their behaviours, is pure gold.” And that “the
more you interact with and capture information
about your customers, likely by integrating data
about them from across the enterprise, and creat-
ing new data as you test innovations, the richer
your Al models will be.”

The journey towards Al integration is iterative,
and progress must be monitored closely. Quarterly
reviews conducted by the board serve as check-
points, allowing for the assessment of Al initiatives'
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sent, the lack of monitoring can result in such unin-
tended use. Media reports note that such misuse
appears to be more prevalent in states where the
wages are relatively high, and these states could be
diverting the scheme’s outlays to fund their own
welfare schemes.

There is yet another trend that could be a cause
for concern. Data for the last few years shows that
between 2018 and 2022, West Bengal was the largest
user of funds under MGNREGS, followed by Tamil
Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Karnataka. Moreover, the
data for 2023-24 showed that just five southern
states — Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil
Nadu and Telangana — accounted for over a third
of the total money spent by the Centre on MGN-
REGS. In 2022-23 and 2023-24, West Bengal was
denied funds under this scheme as per Section 27
of the MGNREG Act, 2005, due to non-compliance
of directives of the Union government.

The obvious question that arises, therefore, is
if the Centre has the powers to withhold funds
under the scheme from a state that is non-com-
pliant of the rules, why cannot the machinery to
monitor the utilisation of MGNREGS funds be
strengthened to prevent such misuse? The idea of
asking the states to share a part of the costs of
running MGNREGS appears to be an easy pre-
scription without addressing the key concerns
arising out of the scheme’s misuse. Asking the
states to share 20 or 40 per cent of the expenditure
incurred under MGNREGS in their respective
states would only reduce the fiscal burden on the
Centre, not solve the problem of fund misuse. In
any case, the law will also have to be amended if
the states are made to share the cost of the scheme.
MGNREGS is one of many useful short-term
instruments for tackling a jobs crisis in rural India.
The Centre should be focused more on fixing its
implementation problems perhaps through a col-
laborative monitoring mechanism, instead of just
reducing its fiscal burden.

efficacy and alignment with strategic objectives.
These reviews provide opportunities for course cor-
rection, ensuring that Al remains a value-adding
proposition for the organisation.

Despite these efforts, challenges persist. One
notable concern is the widening gap between AI’s
rapid advancement and boards’ capacity to oversee
it effectively. While in an earlier column for this
newspapet, I have argued that AI may not replace
corporate boards, its transformative potential neces-
sitates proactive engagement from board members.

A 2023 McKinsey global survey highlighted the
year as AI's breakout year, and noted that less than
a year after many of these tools debuted, one-third
of respondents reported regular use of generative
Al tools in at least one business function. A recent
Financial Times article puts this number at 75 per
cent. The study noted that Al is already on the
boards’ agendas for over a quarter of companies.
Further, 40 per cent of respondents said their organ-
isations will increase their investment in Al overall.

This trend underscores the need for boards to
recognise Al's potential to disrupt traditional busi-
ness models and industries, implying they need to
proactively adapt to Al-driven transformations with-
in their respective sectors.

In navigating this landscape, boards must not
only focus on the technological aspects of Al but
also consider its ethical implications. As Al becomes
increasingly integrated into business operations,
questions surrounding fairness, accountability, and
transparency loom large. Boards have a responsi-
bility to ensure that Al initiatives adhere to ethical
standards and uphold the organisation’s values.

Al represents a watershed moment for corpora-
tions and demands a recalibration of boards’ over-
sight functions. By prioritising education, collabo-
ration, regulatory compliance, data management,
and continuous evaluation, boards can navigate the
complexities of Al integration effectively. Moreover,
by embracing Al comprehensively and ethically,
boards can position their organisations for sustained
success in an increasingly Al-driven world.

The writer is with Institutional Investor Advisory Services
India Ltd. Theviews are personal. X: @AmitTandon_in

A twisted road tojustice

BOOK REVIEW

ARUNDHUTI DASGUPTA

wentyyearsand counting, the
T protractedbattletoallowwomen

entryintotheSabarimalatemplein
Keralaisnoclosertoasolutionthanitwas
atthestart.Ithasturned intooneofthose
disputesinwhich nointerventionistoobig
tofail. EvenaSupreme Courtjudgment
declaringthebanonwomen (intheage
group10-50years) unconstitutional has
notmoved theneedle.

Theirony islost on none; women
arebeingdenied therighttoentera
temple in Kerala, a state that has
counted more women than men in

every census since 1901 and, whose
female literacy rates (94 per cent) are
the toast of the nation. The state has
alsobeen always seen as a progressive
and liberal role model for religious
freedom and social development. How
doessuch astate accept and support
openly discriminatory attitudes
towards women?

DeepaDas Acevedo, authorofthe
bookand legal anthropologist by training,
writesthatshewasdrawn tothe
incongruity ofa fight of thisnature, ina
statesuch asKerala. The casestrucka
chord for the “remarkable waysin which
itblendsthe peculiarwith the familiar,”
and led hertowrite thebook thatbrings
together the numerous and diverse views
andideasthat have shaped thestory of
women’sentry into Sabarimala temple.

MsAcevedo castsanacademician’s
eyeonthe fight, whichisrefreshingand a
far cry from the cacophonous public
posturingthat has passed for debate, for

years now. Readers can step away from
theintransigentbinariesthat theissue
hasbeen castintoand getaglimpseofthe
complexitiesinvolved.

The battle for temple entry goes
backalongwaybut thingscametoa
head in 2006 when the Indian Young
Lawyers Association (IYLA) filed a
publicinterest litigation petition before
the Supreme Court, challenging the
Sabarimala Temple’s prohibition of
women from the temple premises. The
petitionyielded ajudgment that called
such a practice unconstitutional. But
noteven the might of the highest court
inthe country has helped enforce the
judgment that has since been mired in
review petitions and agitations.

Thebookexamines howthe political
reality of the state, and the country,
intersect with thereligious and cultural
imperatives of the temple. Forinstance,
the Travancore Devaswom Board (TDB),
whose writ runs large over Sabarimala, no

matter which political party rules Kerala,
hashad anoversized rolein theentire
battle. The TDB’sword has proventobe
stronger than that of the courtsand the
political establishment.

The TDBdenieswomen entryintothe
temple because their presence, they say,
would defilethe home of Ayyappa, whois
acelibategod.
When twowomen
entered thetemple,
afterthe Supreme
Courtorderupheld
therighttoequal
accesstoaplaceof
worship, the Board
haditspriestscarry
outelaborate
cleansingritualsto
restore the purity of
Sabarimala.

Bias and bigotry have often been
disguised as tradition, but perhaps
never as blatantly. The TDB’s power, Ms
Acevedowrites, “derives from the
special orthopraxy of Keralite tantris
(temple rule makers and priests), who
are always Nambudiris” and who are

“notjust your garden-variety Brahmin.”
They are feudal elites who were always
seen as firstamongequals.

Social structures are strengthened by a
legend that saysthat the Nambudiri
family’s custodianship of Ayyappaand
the Sabarimala temple was granted by
Parasuram, the warrior-sage incarnation

of Vishnu. An
;RS I-I\BIQI\IHII:\IIE.KORR ligi elaboratelegend
: *RelIgION, 4t talksabout
i Lawand Genderin how an ancestor
'\ Contemporary India parted the oceans
1} Author: Deepa Das atthebehest of
" Acevedo Parasuramaand
| Publisher: Oxford wastherefore
University Press promte’d as
. yyappa s
Pa-ges. 241 guardian
Price: 31,595 sanctionsthe
supreme power of
TDBoverthe temple and the annual
pilgrimage toSabarimala.

Itisimportant tonote thatorigin
mythsthat valorise ancestors and justify
thesupremacy of clansviaan ancientact
of courage are common across allancient
cultures. The Nordic sagas have several

suchlegends, asdostories about Marduk
and his priestsin Mesopotamian
mythology. These stories are more about
the needtoestablish identity and mark
onetribe out fromanother; they are not
badges of lifelong racial superiority.
Mythology and legend existin the
realm of subtleties and interpretations.
Toreaditasdivine endorsementofa
people or treat it as the word of law,
leachesit of all substance.
Thebooklays bare the many
differentlegends that have influenced
thebattle and also tracks the legal,
political and social issues that have tied
up the Sabarimala case in a million
gnarly knots. It unpacks the idea of
exclusion, of gender and secularism
around the worship of Ayyappaand
wades deep into notions of powetr,
equality and faith. Itisan important
book, butif onlyit had been simply
written and had fewer digressions (into
other cases and minor points about the
law) it could have had awider reach.

The writer is a Mumbai-based journalist and
co-founder of The Mythology Project
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Ghar Wapsi, a Start
Up the Right Path

India’s regulatory regime has also helped

‘Reverse flips’ by Indian startups such as Pine Labs un-
derscore welcome structural shifts in the ecosystem.
Startups incorporated in India choose to transfer ow-
nership to holding companies in the US or Singapore be-
cause it's easier to do business there, to benefit from tax
arbitrage and to gain greater access to capital. The deci-
sion to flip, or reverse flip, is shaped by outbound and in-
bound investment rules, apart from tax implications.
Principally, though, the overriding concern for a startup
remains its valuation before and after listing. This is the
key reason late-stage Indian startups, too small to gene-
rate institutional investor interest abroad, choose to re-
turn home. Even if that means forgoing tax benefits on
accumulated losses and vesting periods for sweat equity.

India’s regulatory regime has also facilitated shifts in
both directions. Outbound investments were made easier
_ by regulators clarifying what consti-
tutes bona fide business when a star-
tup intends to relocate abroad. Inbo-
und investmentsalsoface moreclarity
over transfer of assets, apart from ove-
rall lower sectoral restrictions on fore-
ign investments. India’s offshore in-
vestment hub in Gujarat allows com-
panies torelocate with a greater degree of certainty over
treatment of beneficial ownership than provided thro-
ugh treaty benefits. With progressive harmonisation of
playing rules in GIFT IFSC and other offshore jurisdic-
tions, the reverse flip may become easier to accomplish.

The pull of Indian investors’ appetite for startups was
established in fancy listing valuations of a clutch of uni-
corns a couple of years ago that didn’t sustain in the se-
condary market. Regulators have since increased their
vigil on VC valuation methodologies. The tax structure
for earlv-stage startups is designed to encourage fair va-
luation. With guard rails in place, regulators derive grea-
ter comfort in exposing retail investors to the startup
ecosystem. PE, too, finds an easier exit with India’s
strong investor investment and is instrumental in gui-
ding the domicile decision. All of which should add mo-
mentum to the trend of reverse flips.

Missing On Our Roads:
Real Red Lights

By any metrics, being on the 1r'oad in India is a dangerous activi-
ty. Deplorable levels of abiding by road rules and idiosyncratic
policing have led to such a state of things being normalised. In
Delhi alone, 518 people have died in 511 accidents already this ye-
ar. Along with speeding, driving under the influence (DUI) and
‘wrong-sidedriving’, primary causes of roadaccidents are plain
bad driving and anarchic pedestrian behaviour and conditions.
The latest ‘accident’ in Pune involving a reportedly inebriated
17-year-old in a sports car killing two people on amotorbike is vet
another addition to this sad, bad and dangerous roster.

Much blame should land at the door of authorities. Maharash-
tra deputy CM has rightly condemned the Juvenile Justice Bo-
ard for letting off the guilty withnotmuch
of arap on the knuckles. The minor’s ‘pu-
nishment’ waswritinga300-word essayon
accidents, working with traffic police for
15days and undergoing counselling for his
drinking. If that serves asa deterrent aga-
= inst driving without a licence and DUI,
best of luck to Indian road safety

Butthedaisy chain of culpability is long. On paper (read: Mo-
tor Vehicles Act), underage driving — one can be eligible for a
car licence if one 1518 or above — can result in imprisonment,
and the guilty person’s parents being fined up to ¥25,000. In
practice, some guilty parties get to writea mea culpa essay. Ser-
ving liquor to minors has its own set of non-implementation
of law. A lax society leads to two things: one, unsafe anarchy to
be the nation’s default state; and, two, a two-tiered law-and-or-
der system where the well-connected guilty can get away, whi-
lethe ‘regular’ guilty serve the purpose of thelaw enforcement
appearing shipshape. Not the ideal recipe for becoming viksit.

ME JUST IN JEST

J Willsomeone please tell the good citizens
to goeasy onthe I've voted displays?

Voters Enough of
Showing the Finger

Atonelevel, everyoneshowingthefingeriscute. Atanother;
it's truly maha everoll-worthy. Sure, you've voted, and you
want evervone to know you voted. If you're not someone
famous or worthy, then you can even post vour own ‘press
photo’ showing youflipping the bird, marked with the sacral
bluedye onsocial mediaand waittill the ‘likes’ come home.
Butseriously? Showing vour index inked finger with a beam-
ing smileas if you've saved democracy from the clutches of
impendingdictatorship-—and from the insidiously-suspi-
cious-of-the-non-West Western media? Puh-lease,

Come votingday, all social feeds feed thisfrenzy. Thereare
justvariationsof thatone pose:ademocraticsmile, a‘Thave
decided the future of the nation’ finger pointing to the sky;
with the caption or its variants, ‘Been there, done that’ —
with theunsaid line: now, mere saat khoon maaf. Enough of
thisfinger-wagging, peeps. Which doesn't mean that we're
suggesting that voters should get all coy after voting. Why
can't vou, upright citizens at least for a day, be a little more
imaginative? Get somenail paint done on those cuticles whi-
leyou'reat it—‘it’ being vour date with the EVM. Mehendi
vour hands. Wear branded gloves snipped at the fingers.
Just not the same old, same old blue dye day faux-Cannes
parade of your phalange, please.

l SWAMISPEAK O The paradox of foreign investors neglecting India’s booming stock markets

Why FllIs Are Taking Flight

Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aivar

w ndiaisthefastest-growingmajor
economy in the world, alocomo-
tive of the global economy pull-
ing along other countries, inclu-
- ding rich ones. Its GDP growth
has averaged more than 8% in the first
threequartersof 2023-24, Morgan Stan-
ley and other investment houses have
declared that India is one of the best
places for investors in emerging mar-
kets. So, billions of dollars should be
flowing into our stock markets, right?

Well, it's not happening. If we take
2022, M23 and 2024 todate, the net inflow
has been very low, close to zero. An out-
flow in 2022 was followed by an inflow
in 2023, But 2024 has seen a net outflow,
largely on account of anexodus of $3.5
bn in May (partly caused by rumours
of poor BJP performance in the gene-
ral election). The markets are volatile,
with some months seeing big inflows
and others big outflows. But, on balan-
ce, astonishingly little has come in even
as India’s stature has improved.

Why? Paradoxically themainreason
has been India'sresilience intheface of
Covid, the Ukrainewarand El Nitio. The-
sethree factors have laid low many dev-
eloping countries. India’s three neigh-
bours— Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri
Lanka— have all gone to the IMF for
rescues, But India issolid asarock.

Because Indian markets are so
expensive, Flis are diversifying
into cheaper emerging markets

Beam 'em up, Scotty

The Russian market has crashed.
China has been hit by overcapacity, a
real estate bubble and Western sancti-
ons. (Joe Biden has just raised import
duty on Chinese EVs to 100%.) These
have tarnished China’sfuture prospects,
even if their initial impact is limited.
Stock markets in Hong Kongand Shan-
ohai have plummeted in the last yvear,
even as India’s have broken records.

Historically Indian markets have

been very sensi- tive toforei-

on inflows and e’ outflows.
- Wﬂma FllIs
§ were said to
own half the enti-

re floating shares in the
market. When they exited in
the Asian financial crisisof 199709,
ndianmarkets were pulverised. The
same happened after the dotcom bust
and9/11 terroristattacks in theUS. The
only reason FIIs didn't exit en masse
was that there were no Indian buvers,
The trend has now reversed comple-
tely Indian stock marketsare being dri-
ven by massive domestic inflows, not
foreign inflows. This was most vividly
demonstrated during Covid, when FIIs
exited enmasse but domestic investors
came to the rescue. The Indian middle

class has fallen in
love with systema-
tic investment pla-
ns (5IPs), in which
they have a certain
fixed sum deducted
from their salary
every month and
invested in a mutu-
al fund.

Amateurs gene-

flows from insurance companies. Indi-
an insurance is growingfromavery low
base and has huge expansion potential.
The National Pension System invests
50-75% of its inflow intoequities. All the-
se factors keep domestic inflows stea-
dy even in stormy conditions.

You might think these are excellent
reasons for FIIs to cascade into India.
But thev are bemused that domestic in-
vestors have pushed Indian stock mar-
kets so high as to look extremely exp-
ensive compared with other emerging
stock markets,

One of the biggest MF managers
told me three months ago that Indian
markets were eight times more expen-
sive than Russia’s. three times more
expensivethan China’s, and 2-2.5times
more expensive than Brazil's or South
Africa’s. I'm not sure what criteria he
was using for these comparisons, but
onethingisclear — Indiaiskingof the

BRICS in stock market valuations
right now

But precisely because
Indian markets are so ex-
pensive, FIIs think
it wiser to pull out
of India and diver-
sify into cheaper
emerging markets,
This has given Chi-
na a much-needed
boost recently,

Twenty  years
ago, Indian markets
crashed when Flls

rallyperformbadly ynqian stock markets are being eXited: This meant

in stock markets.
They tend to panic
and sell when mar-
kets crash, and buy when markets are
bloated and about to burst. Experts
hawve long counselled them not to trv to
time the market. The best way 1stosys-
tematically invest a fixed sum or pro-
portion of salary every month — this
applies to the self-employed as well as
the salariat— intoan MF and leave the
choice of portfolio to a professional
fund manager, This strategy has pro-
ved very successful in the last decade,
and has become increasingly popular:
Currently, India hasnearly 90mn SIP
accounts, an amazingly high number
in a country with 300 mn households.
In addition, markets are getting steady

driven by massive domestic
inflows, not foreign inflows

Flls could not exit
beyonda point with-
out payving a heavy
penalty But, today, market resilience
provided by domestic investors means
F1ls can exit without paying a steep pe-
nalty and many are doing so. Foreign
shareholding in HDFC Bank and ICICI
Bank was once close to the RBI limit of
T4%, Butit'sdowntoday tod7% and 44 %
respectively

It is good for Indian investors to con-
trol stock markets rather than foreign-
ers. It's good in the long run for foreign
investors too, although they find the
market expensive in the short run. In-
dia has become a relatively safe haven
among emergingmarkets in stormy ti-
mes. And that is a feat.

Fund Pool, More AlFs Than Buts

AS . |
Siddharth Shah &
Deep Shah

The yvear is 2015 and the budget speech
hasjust concluded. There is jubilation
on Dalal Street. The Indian investment
fimds industry has been revolutionised
through a series of groundbreaking
policy measures like the granting of
tax pass-through status for PE and VC
funds, Sebi'sreleaseof the Alternati-
ve [nvestment Policy Advisory Com-
mittee report, and permitting foreign
investments in aliernative investment
funds{ AlFs) through the automatic
route, The message was to createa
robust PE-VC industry onshore to
fund Indian companies.

Nearly adecade later, while the mes-
sage hasremained consistent, there is
uncertainty among regulators that
may impact the progress made since
5. Last December, RBI issued a
circular placing an effective ban on
lenders from investing in AIFs, with
the purported intent of preventing
evergreeningof their loans. A sub-
sequent Sebi consultation paper

echoed RBI's apprehensions on AlFs
facilitating loan evergreening and
circumventing financial regulations.
Clearly, a concerted strategy was be-
ing adopted by RBI and Sebi to add-
ress Concerns,

This sentiment has persisted, with
REBEI recently recommending subject-
ing investments, by AlFsreceivinga
majority of their capital from offsho-
re LPs, to FDI regulations, as recorded
in Sebi's recent board memorandum.
Moreover, Sebi has imposed stringent
duediligence obligations on AIF inv-
estment managers to prevent regula-
tory circumvention.

Admittedly, some regulatory con-
cernmay not be unfounded. But when
such misgivings giverise to
clearing every weed taking
precedence over growth and
nourishment of the larger
crop, unintended consequen-
ces tend to follow. This may be

sed based on the origin of invested
capital. However, for AIFs, emphasis
was placed on control over deploy-
ment of the capital, ratherthan the
capital origin, indicating a nuanced
regulatory approach toforeign invest-
ments under the extant framework.
50, could regulators not have specifi-
cally tackled abuses by errant players
within the extant framework, rather
than initiating another set of regula-
tory changes for the industry at large?
While industry should align with
regulators in mitigating any abuse of
AlFsthat may circumvent FDI norms,
it warranis consideration whether the
proposed move away from the exist-
ing test (based on control of the mana-
ger, sponsor) towards examination of
the sourceof capital is the correct

3 {:5,,:_5,‘ h— approach, and its implications

for the industrv at large.

The purpose of the regime back
then was to encourage free inflow of

time to refocus attention on offshore capital into long-
the larger picture at term invest-
play for the industry: ments in India
In 2015, when invest- through AlFs.
ment in AlFs was Thismayv be
made permissible adversely im-
under the antomatic pacted by im-
route, ruleson in- plementation
direct foreign invest- of the propo-
ment were alsoreca- sed amend-
librated. Downstream ment, which
investments by com- would force
panies were categori-  Not all paws are inthe jar managersto

curtail foreign capital tounder 50% of
the fund size to safeguard domestic
investors’ interests.

This, in turn, may foster an unfay-
ourable climate, as despite deepening
sources of domestic capital, foreign
capital continues to be a key driver of
investment and growth. Moreover,
some recent policy changes by secto-
ral regulators seem to have applied
brakes on the flow of domestic insti-
tutional capital into AlFs.

The earlier regime was also driven
by the objective of onshoring manage-
ment of funds. The simplicity and flex-
ibility of the current regime encoura-
ge AIF managers tomanage combined
pools of domestic and foreign capital
onshore, Consequently, the recom-
mended changes are likely to cause
global LPs and fund managers to
consider managing the offshore pool
from offshore, This could trigger
another wave of ‘brain drain’ if fund
structures start migrating abroad.

Any conflicts between industry and
regulators may lead to an unfavour-
able outcome. Thiscould alsobea
walie-up call to weed out practices
that may have pushed regulators this
far, Regulators should alsorecognise
that in India’s dynamic and expand-
ingmarket, a targeted approach may
yield better results than a broad one.

8 Shah is pariner and D Shah is
serior associate, Khaitan & Co

Seema Sirohi
—

Connectivity 1s key tomeeting, and
potentially beating, the competition
in a contested world. Countries are
doing what they must to create new
corridors for commerce. The 10-vear
agreement between Indiaand Iranon
the Chabahar port is a good example
of aregional strategy that meets geo-
political needs.

But less than a week atter the deal
was signed, Iran’s president Ebrahim
Raisiand foreign minister Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian were killedina
helicopter crash., Both were key sup-
porters and had pushed the process.
While Iran’s domestic politics will
churn for some time, interim leaders

Mohammad Mokhber as acting pre-
sident and Ali Bagheri Kanias acting
foreign minister — are familiar with
India. Mokhber is a special envoy for
India, and Bagheri, as Iran's chief nu-
clear negotiator, has been a familiar
fisure in New Delhi.

If seen without ideological baggage,
the development of Chabaharon Iran’s
coast as a trading hub is a net positive
not only for India and Iran but also for
Afghanistan and landlocked Central
Asian countries. More trade means
more stability as governments deve-

lop stakes, and Chabahar —mean-
ing ‘four springs’ in Farsi —lives
upto its name.

The big question is if thedeal
triggers any partof the spraw-
ling US Comprehensive Iran
Sanctions, Accountability
and Divestment Act, asa
spokesman hinted last week.
When asked to clarify a State
Department spokesperson
emailed me: “We cannot speak to the
potential impact of US sanctionson
adeal that has just been made public,
We are in the process of learning more
about the announced agreement, whi-
ch will inform our ongoing implement-
ation of US sanctions laws.”

In other words, the US administra-
tion is assessing the deal and may or
may not take a decision soon. Mean-
while, sanctions on Iran ‘remain in

Rising trade lifts all boats

place and we continue to enforce
them’, and those considering busi-

. Ness deals should be aware of the
Lh'[lﬂtﬂntlﬂl risk.
: Lastmonth, the US Treasu-

" ryDepartment sanctioned

three Indian companies for
‘facilitating and financing

"-.

LETTER Fﬁﬂ'” the clandestine sale’ of Tran-

ian UAVs. While the Chaba-

WASHNETOH hardeal isnotamilitary pro-

ject, and received a US exemption in
2018 when Donald Trump was presi-
dent, it's not clear whether Joe Biden
will take the same view,

The sword will hang over Chabahar
as Indian diplomacy gets into gear to
convince Washington of the project’s
ceostrategic importance, 5 Jaishan-
kar said last week that it's a ‘question
of communicating, convincing and
getting people tounderstand...”. Thus
far, the Biden administration has
shown noticeable flexibility vis-a-vis
India, even when New Delhi’s posi-
tions have caused political difficulties
for the White House. India’s mostly
neutral stand on the Ukraine war has
been a challenge.

(Chabahar’s strategic importance for
India is obvious:

P The port overrules Pakistan's geo-
graphic veto, which Islamabad has
deploved with abandon to deny India
aceess to Afghanistan and beyond.

» If Chabahar becomes a hub as envi-
saged, it would be a counter to China's
ambitions in the region, especially its
‘string of pearls’ strategy to encircle
India with a network of dual-use ports.
China’s pearl-in-chief — Pakistan's

Of More Import Than Justa Port

Gwadar port—isamere170 km from
Chabahar, even if it lies underused
and underdeveloped.

India’s success in Chabahar could
have a multipliereffect in the region
and potentially open new doors for
regional diplomacy An Iran engaged
in constructive pursuits and develop-
ing stakes in stability via trade should
be a good thing. India has pledged to
make adirect investment of $120mn
and give Iran a $250 mn line of credit.

A total of $370 mn may not be an eve-
popping amount, But India’s invest-
ment and project development record
is solid. It doesn’t involve crushing
local economies under debt or local
workers with humiliation. India has
operated Chabahar’s Shahid Beheshti
portsince 2018, but only on short-term
vearly contracts. New Delhi decided
tosign up for a long-term commit-
ment to give confidence to potential
investors,

It's worth remembering that lran
and India first discussed the idea of
Chabahar in the 1990s but couldn’t
proceed fully, mainly becauseof US
deeisions, wars and sanctions. Today
is adifferent time and a different
world, and a different attitude might
benecessary for all parties.

India is less shackled, more confident
and more open to taking risks. Push-
ing on with Chabahar is an example
of India trying itshand at ‘re-engineer-
ing the logistical map of the world’, to
quote Jaishankar, Washington should
assess what's better — sanctions or
support — keeping in mind the bigger
picture,

THE SPEAKING TREE

Building a
New Society

AKMERCHANT

The historic declaration made
by the Prophet-Herald, known
as the Bab, marksa new era. For
members of the Baha'i Faith, this
new age, the age of fulfilment of
prophecies in the sacred scriptu-
res, began when Bab addressed
the ‘peoples of the West', bidding
them to ‘issue forth' from their
‘cities’ to aid God and *become as
brethren’ in his ‘'one and indivi-
sible religion’. This process was
taken forward by Bahau'llah, the
founder, when he proclaimed to
the emperors, rulers and gene-
rality of humankind to resolve
theirdifferences, establish peace
and rule with justice and equity:
The confusion and chaos cur-
rently prevailing on Earth, with
all its myriad complexities and
divisive tendencies, threaten the
collapse of not only the civilisati-
onas we know it but the entire eco-
sphere of the planet, Most coun-
tries need a supporting culture
for collective awakening today
The pathway towards mutual
tolerance and sustainability will
be one of empowerment, collabo-
ration and continual processes of
questioning, learning and action.
It will be shaped by the experien-
cesof women, men, vouth and ch-
ildren, governors and the govern-
ed, as each can play their rightful
role in constructing a new society.

Bahe TFaith wasestablished on Moy 23

Bougainville
Ahoy!

The world may have many fre-
quent flver miles-collecting
jet-setters, but how many of
vou will ever get lucky enough
to visit Bougainville, largest
of the Solomon Islands in the
South Pacific, that's partof
Papua New Guinea (PNG)?
Fret not — for there’s *80 Days:
An Exploration Podeast’ host-
ed by three self-described Ire-
land- and Britain-based his-
tory and geography nerds.
While the podeasters were
inspired by Jules Verne's 1872
bestseller: Around the World
in Eighty Days, thev takea
moreleisurely approach, ex-
ploring one place at a time, In

the Feb 2022 episode, Bouga-
inville, we get the lowdown
on the most remote of PNG's
19 provinces.

Inhabited by humans for at
least 29,000 vears, Europeans
got to know about Bougainville
in 1616 and named it after Lou-
is Anfoine de Bougainville, an
early circumnavigator — yves,
after whom the flowers plant
gets its name. After being
‘passed around’ from Germa-
ny to Australia during WW1,
toJapan in 1942, following a
failed bid for self-determina-
t1on, Bougainville became an
autonomous region of PNG
in 1976. Despite a 2019 referen-
dum for independence, it re-
mains partof PNG.

And don't forget the podeast's
foomotes where we can pur-
sue deeper into things like
Francis Ona’s attempt tobe
Bougainville’s King, bamboo
hands music and even a lesson
in Tok Pisin, the creole langu-
agemost spokenin PNG. To
the South Pacific, then!

_Chat Room |

Kissa Sarkari
Kursi Ka

Apropos ‘No Quota, Reform Sal-
ary’ by Manish Sabharwal and
Kartik Naravan (May 21), the
writers make a valid point about
lakhs of applicants for a few gov-
ernment jobs that pay toomuch
at the bottom. However, more per-
tinent aspects that make govern-
ment jobs more lucrative are job
security, lack of accountability
and a possible opportunity to
make a quick buck. Significant
checksand balancesneed tobe
put in place to bring accountabi-
lity in government emplovees
to the fore and putanend to the
iron-clad job security by bring-
ing this on a par with the private
sector where job security isan
oftshootof performance.

SAMARTHSRAJNAYAK
New Delhi
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Injecting panic

Covid-19 vaccines far outweighed the risks,
so far-mongering must be avoided

YEARAFTER itwas officially declared that the Covid-19 global

health emergency is over, the ghost of the pandemic contin-

ues tolinger.Except thatitisn’tanystrain of the virusbut fears

over the side effects of vaccines that are spooking many.Anglo-
Swedish drugmaker AstraZeneca recently withdrew its vaccine, manu-
factured by the Serum Institute of India, after citing low demand and
availability of updated vaccines that target newvariants of the virus.This
was after the company,which was facing a class action lawsuit in the UK,
admitted that the drug could cause extremely rare but life-threatening
side effects of blood clotting and low platelet count. The news sparked
concerns, including in India where the drug, branded as Covishield, was
administered to a majority of the population.

Now, a study by researchers at Banaras Hindu University has said that
nearly one-third of surveyed individuals who were administered Covaxin
reportedlong-term adverse events of special interest. Bharat Biotech, the
manufacturer of the indigenously developed vaccine, has pointed out
lapses and the Indian Council of Medical Research has distanced itself
from the study, calling it “poorly designed”.

Given their potential implications to public health, the fears triggered
by these episodes are understandable. They also provide grist to the mill
of anti-vaxxers and naysayers. A wiser option is to pay heed to the evi-
dence.A 2021 paper in The Lancet — based on a study in April-May that
yearwhen the delta variant of the virus ravaged India with lakhs of fresh
cases daily — found that Covishield remained effective against moder-
ate-to-severe Covid-19.Therisk of the serious side effect that AstraZeneca
admitted to — thrombosis with thrombocytopenia or TTS — is as rare as
two to three individuals per 100,000 who are vaccinated. A Lancet study
also reported an efficacy rate of 77.8% for Covaxin in fighting the coro-
navirus; during the vaccine’s phase III trial, 129% of over 24,000 partici-
pantsreported common side effects with 0.5% citing severe side effects.
Researchers aswell as the World Health Organization (WHO) flagged Cov-
ishield’s potential link with TTS soon after it began administering the
drugin 2021.Butat the same time, estimates suggested that the vaccine
saved over six million lives in 2021 alone.

The most important takeaway is that the benefits far outweighed the
risks associated with vaccines as the world tried to contain the threat
posed by Covid-19.Inaninterview to The Indian Express,Soumya Swami-
nathan, former chief scientist at WHO, pointed out that those who have
contracted Covid-19 are at a higher risk of suffering health conditions
linked to the brain, respiratory,or nervous systems.According to her,“clot-
ting due to Covid is perhaps 100 times more than clotting caused by a
vaccine”.Vaccines are a revolutionary contribution of modern medicine
that has helped bring down child mortality and prevent lasting disabili-
ties.Their pace of development, too, has grown dramatically. Public anx-
iety over Covid vaccines persists because of the speed with which they
were introduced — barelyayear,as opposed toyears or even decades.The
Covid drugs were a result of factors such as global urgency owing to the
scale of the crisis, benefits from past research on tackling infectious dis-
eases,and a drastic pruning of time spent on regulatory approval. All
stakeholders,be it researchers or the media, should recognise these real-
itiesand not engage in fear-mongering which benefits no one.

Iran's President Raisi
was a failure

ALLIRANIAN PRESIDENTS since the early 1980s have in essence been expressions
of what the supreme leader thought he needed at the time. Ebrahim Raisi was not
only a protégé of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, but also closer in his purist religious and
political views. So it matters that at home — where the future of the regime will ulti-
mately be determined — the man chosen to restore faith in and obedience to the
Islamic Revolution failed.

Raisi came to power in 2021, claiming that Iran didn’t need a by-then-defunct
nuclear deal with the West and could prosper by facing its “resistance economy”
squarely to the east. He also quickly imposed a crackdown on female dress codes,ina
turntoa pastwhere hisrevolutionary credentials —as“the Butcher of Tehran”,respon-
sible for mass executions of regime opponents in 1988 —were impeccable.

Bythetimeofhisdeathinahelicoptercrash on Sunday,however,both policieshad
proved disastrous. There were fireworks in the streets of Tehran, as some celebrated
an unloved president’s demise.

One of his earliest decisionswas to ordera crackdown ostensibly to ensure female
modestyand chastity.That resulted in the death, justweekslater,of 22-year-old Mahsa
JinaAmini,an ethnic Kurd arrested for not wearing her hijab in the dictated manner.
The protests that followed were thelargest in the history of the Islamic Republic, pos-
ing the greatest domestic threat to the regime’s survival since the revolution.

Raisi did no better on the economy. Despite a significant rise in oil exports as the
US eased sanctions enforcement and a large boost to
government spending, the International Monetary
Fund projects Iran’seconomyto growby 3.3%thisyear.
That maysound healthyenough,butit’sa pooroutcome
that signifies declining living standards, given the high
pace of inflation. According to Iran’s central bank, con-
sumer pricesrose 42.7%year-over-yearin thefirst quar-
terof 2023, thelatest data it reports.

Yet totalitarian regimes don’t need their populations
to be content, so long as they have security forces will-
ingtokill tosuppress dissent.At the same time, Russia’s
setbacks in Ukraine and US troubles in the Middle East
have shuffled the global order in Iran’s favour. As Rus-
sia, cut off from the West,seeks new markets and sources
of arms to sustain its war, Iran has stepped forward, solidifying its position in an
emerging coalition of autocracies that includes China, Russia and North Korea.

Irecentlyheard thisbloc dismissed as an“alliance of jerks”,butI think that’s both
arrogant and misleading.The coalition has broken Iran’s international isolation and
has considerableappealin the so-called global south.China’s presence alsoensures the
prospect of economic and technological sustainability for its pariah partners.Add to
that the sea change in international opinion that’s being caused by Israeli actions in
Gaza and you have an Iranian regime that’s infused with new confidence.

Even so, the reliance of Khameneiand his idea of Iran’s destiny on security forces
athomeand abroad hasincreased the power of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
over the last decade,whose businesses have stepped into the sanctions void created
as Western companies have withdrawn.

Khamenei hasalready confirmed Mokhber’s constitutionally mandated move to
the post of interim president,ahead of a snap election that should be held within 50
days.That by no means makes him frontrunner or perhaps even a candidate for the
presidency,but Raisi’s death has opened new possibilities on succession to the onlyjob
that really matters, that of supremeleader.

The coming presidential vote will again have no value as an exercise in popular
choice,but it will be important to the regime factions already jostling for the succes-
sion.It’s hard not to conclude that Raisi’s death, after such an unsuccessful experi-
mentinideological purity,willhaveweakened his camp and strengthened that of the
IRGC.They, too, are deeply loyal to Khamenei,and their rise would likely promise an
equally aggressive regime,albeit one that’s alittle less prone to self-harm at home.
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HERE HAS BEEN a huge

backlash against “Crush”,

the ad Apple put out earlier

this month, to promote its

ultra-thin iPads.In the ad,a
hydraulic press squishes a piano,a trum-
pet,books, paint cans — symbolising all
tools of human art and creativity —and
thenreveals the newiPad Pro.The ad hit
arawnerve almostimmediately,forcing
Apple to apologise. Samsung smelt an
opportunity in Apple’s embarrassment
and aired a new ad called “UnCrush,”
which showcases a person playing a bro-
ken guitar ona paint-covered industrial
press,usinga Samsung GalaxyTab S9 to
read sheet music.

The result: two of theworld’s biggest
corporate giants were crushing or
uncrushing human creativity to market
their products. That’s no way of instill-
ing confidence in tech giants,amidst the
widespread anxietyabout Al having the
potential to replace humans.Though the
point of its ad was to show off that the
new iPad can pack a lot of apps into a
small package, the message Apple gave
out was, “We are going to crush you and
your careers and we are going to make
billions of dollars off it.”

There is no doubt that Apple will be
able toweather the crisis because of the
reservoir of goodwill among its con-
sumers over the years — Brand Finance
named it as the world’s most valuable
brand, with its brand value growth
increasing by 74% to $517 billion.

But Crush raises a serious question:
Why do some of the most iconic compa-
nies make such mistakes in their brand
communication that chips away at their
reputation? The reasons can be many —
taking the audience for granted, failure
of adequate research, a temporary cre-
ativityblock,etc.But the biggest reasonis
thatin theirurge to dosomethingdiffer-
ent, companies forget to figure out who
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POWER POINT
INTHEIR URGE TO DO SOMETHING DIFFERENT, BRANDS OFTEN FORGET WHO THEIR AUDIENCE IS AND WHAT THEY WANT

Being offensive isn’t creativity

SHYAMAL MAJUMDAR

shyamal.majumdar@expressindia.com

theiraudience is and what they want.

As a result, sometimes good inten-
tions gohorriblywrong.Forexample,one
Pepsiad featured Kendall Jennerendinga
heavily policed demonstration by
approachingan officerand handing him
acanof Pepsi.Pepsiwas trying to“project
a global message of unity, peace and
understanding”. However,the ad received
backlash and accusations that the brand
was trivialising protests —

in this case, the Black Lives
Matter movement. The Ereatl ng

that raised debate worldwide for being
“terribly racist”. The ad showed a bar-
tenderslidingabottle of Heineken Light
along the bar, passing numerous people
of colour, before arriving at a woman
with lighter skin. “Sometimes lighter is
better” appears, and the ad ends there.
Asyou can imagine, the ad was as well
received as a dog at a pedigree cat show.

Some resorted to plain deception.An
example of such a cam-
paign was the case of
Poonam Pandey faking

video was removed 24 controversial ads can her death due to cervical

hourslater.

Just like Pepsi trivi-
alised social justice move-
ments, Hyundai trivialised
the heartbreakand devas-
tation of suicide. To pro-
mote the release of their
new vehicle, the ix35

afailed suicide attempt in
a garage thanks to the vehicle failing to
produce enough harmful emissions.The
offensive film quickly became viral and
the backlash followed. Hyundai apolo-
gised and removed the ad.

Another such misdirected ad came
from Ford. The advertisement for the
Fido hatchback promoted the trunk’s
spacebyfitting threewomen inside.Ford
failed to see the issueswith having three
women tied up in distress being driven
off. Ford was forced to issue an apology.

Thenlookat this Heineken campaign

be a fine line
between an ad that
gets people talking

and one that
consigns your brand

to the bin of shame
crossover, the ad depicted  —

cancer. This tactic aimed
to shock people into pay-
ingattention to theissue.
The campaign received
widespread criticism for
being deceptive, offen-
sive,and potentially caus-
ing emotional distress.
Many feltit trivialised the
seriousness of death and
disrespected those affected by cancer.
The campaign ultimately did notachieve
its goal of raising awareness. Instead, it
sparked negativity.

Many defend such shocking adver-
tisements (shockvertisements as they
are known) by stating that grabbing the
attention of consumers is becoming
increasingly difficult, so brands want to
push boundaries to stand out. One
advertiser said, “We live in a world lit-
tered with advertising, but much of it is
ineffective. How many billboards do

@ TECH GROWTH

MoS for electronics & IT Rajeev Chandrsekhar

| can certainly today tell with confidence,

that we are at a point in the history of our
nation that has never been like this ever before. This
is certainly the most exciting time for anybody in
tech, anybody who is even a remote stakeholder

people drive by without really noticing
them? How many people see a commer-
cial without actually watching it? How
many people peruse through a website
without once clicking an ad?”

He has a point, but the truth is that
being controversial for the sake of it can
be dangerous. Done right, you can tap
into the zeitgeist. Donewrong,you might
beseenasanoutdated relic.One shining
example of embracing controversy — as
opposed tojust being offensive —are the
Benetton campaigns. The focal point of
theItalian clothingretailer’sadvertising
campaign,“The Colors of Benetton”,was
to grasp the viewer’s attention by using
graphic pictures of real-world issues.

The global negative response to the
clothing brand's “Unhate” campaign,
aimed to bring world leaders to stop hat-
ing each other,was unprecedented. The
series of photoshopped ads featured
world leaderskissing theirsworn enemies
— US President Barack Obama kissing
Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez, Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud Abbas with
Israeli President Benjamin Netanyahu.In
another image, which was pulled down,
the Pope was kissing an Egyptian Imam,
which angered the Vatican.

Despite the tsunami of criticism it
unleashed, the Unhate campaign,which
ranin 170 countries,touched more than
500 million users,and generated 3,000
articles and 600 TV reports in 60 coun-
tries. In social channels, Unhate was a
top five trending story. Seven months
afteritslaunch,Unhate won the Cannes
Lions Press Grand Prix.

The bottom line is this: Creating con-
troversialads canbeafinelinebetweenan
ad that gets people talking and one that
consigns your brand to the bin of shame.
The fundamental point to remember is
what legendary adman Bob Levenson
said, “Most people ignore advertising
because mostadvertisingignores people.”

A chink in Indian payment armour

IN FEBRUARY 2024, A report submitted
by the Parliamentary Standing Com-
mittee on Communications and Infor-
mation Technology highlighted appre-
hensionsabout the prevalence of fintech
applications owned by foreign entities
within the Indian ecosystem. It under-
scored the need to prioritise the promo-
tion oflocal players to address these con-
cerns effectively.

According to the report, the Unified
Payments Interface (UPI) held a domi-
nant 73.5% share of total digital pay-
ments by volume in FY2 3. Unlike credit
or debit card transactions, many Indian
banks facilitate UPI payments at a very
low or zero cost. These features have
made the UPI model exportable to vari-
ous countries, with an increase in its
demand post-India’s G20 presidency
and the push for digital public infra-
structure.

Unfortunately, as is now being
widelyrecognised, India is slipping back
intoascenariowhere thelast mile of the
UPI system is dominated by two pay-
ment tech players that are owned by US
companies.

This trend has become even more
pronounced over the past year.
Between April 2023 and April 2024,
PhonePe’s market share increased
from 47% to 49%, while Google Pay
sawarise from 35% to 38%.Paytm,on
the other hand, experienced a signifi-
cant decline in its market share, drop-
ping from 13.3% to 8.4%.Ratherthan
benefitting smaller competitors,
Paytm’s decreased market share has
simply been absorbed by the existing

JAUIT BHATTACHARYA

Founder and president, C-DEP

dominant players, further increasing
their control over the market.

Tobe fair,besides GPay and PhonePe,
there are many players that offer UPI-
based payment apps such as Cred,
PayZapp (HDFC Bank), Slice, FamPay,
Zomato,Groww,and Flipkart. However,
their market share is not significant,
especially after the regulatory actions
taken on Paytm.

The National Payments Corporation
of India (NPCI) is aware of the matter
and its urgency. It therefore held a
meeting recently to address the issue,
inviting the smaller players in the
ecosystem. The key ques-
tion is, what stops this
crop of companies from
growing and capturing a
larger segment of the
market? Are there any dis-
criminatory policies at
play? The answer is that
from a regulatory per-
spective, it is a level play-
ing field. There are no dis-
criminatory  policies.
However, issues such as
first-mover advantage and “capital as a
moat” come into play.

First-mover advantage essentially
implies that those who started offer-
ing payment solution early have a
larger brand recall and already have
reduced fixed costs per transaction
due to their existing volume of trans-
actions.This makes it very difficult for
a new entrant to get an appreciable
space in the market.

“Capital as a moat” implies that

THE EDITOR

Crypto in India

Apropos of "Regulate
cryptocurrency”, in light of the
Securities and Exchange Board

of India's (Sebi) proposal, a
comprehensive regulatory approach
involving various government bodies
could effectively oversee the
cryptocurrency landscape. By
examining established frameworks,
Indian policymakers can gain valuable
insights. Additionally, implementing a

pilot programme overseen by Sebi
could serve as a crucial testing
ground for regulated cryptocurrency
exchanges and offerings. This
approach would allow policymakers
to evaluate the feasibility and
effectiveness of such regulations
before broader implementation.
Given the continued growth of
cryptocurrency adoption in India,

a proactive approach from
policymakers is essential. This
measured strategy can foster

Clearly,
concentration of
market power
through
monopolies or
duopolies leads to
unacceptable

business practices
.|

Duopolies controlling our payment systems and
the dependence on foreign-owned platforms raise
questions about India’s digital sovereignty

companies bring in large amounts of
capital that can be used to give free-
bies, promos, cashback, advertise-
ments, etc. to lure users away from
other players who do not have an
assured supply of capital. Thisiswhere
the US companies score high. Both
GPay, backed by Google,and PhonePe,
backed by Walmart, two of the biggest
corporationsin the US,areloaded with
capital. They can burn cash while com-
peting with other players.

So what is the solution? Can and
should government agencies inter-
vene? Aswe see,even though thereisa
regulatory level playing
field, there are significant
non-regulatory issues
that are distorting the
playing field. Since pay-
ments are critical for any
economy to prosper, the
government needs to
intervene,and thatis pre-
cisely what the NPCI is
doing.

Unfortunately,itisadif-
ficult issue and, according
toreports,the NPCI meetingwas short of
evolving a consensus on mechanisms to
solve the matter. One of the suggestions
was forthe NPCIto promote thealterna-
tive Indian payment mechanisms. Per-
haps thatis not its mandate.

In November 2020,the NPClIissued
a notification stipulating that third-
party apps such as PhonePe and GPay
are restricted from acquiring more
than 309% share of the market. It was
subsequently decided to postpone the

responsible innovation within the
sector and ensure investor protection
in a rapidly evolving market.
—Amarjeet Kumar, Hazaribagh

Poll prognosis

Assessment by independent analysts
in the wake of the completion of five
phases of polling is that the Bharatiya
Janta Party (BJP)-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) is unlikely
to cross the halfway mark of 272 to
form the next government. The

enforcement of the rule until Decem-
ber 2024. However, it is not clear as to
what will happen if a company contin-
ues to have over 30% market share or
how will a company refuse its users
from doing transactions on its app
because it has crossed the 30% mark
without disrupting the ease of digital
payments among citizens.

Digital monopolists such as Google
already have substantial market share
in the overall digital space and its
monopoly in the app store market has
caused significant headache for the
Indian digital and start-up economy.
Recently, a case against Google was
made before the Competition Com-
mission of India after the company
decided to delist 10 Indian apps from
its Play Store on account of non-com-
pliance with its payment policies.
Clearly,concentration of market power
through monopolies or duopoliesleads
to unacceptable business practices.We
cannot afford to have such a situation
with our payment systems.

Duopolies controlling our payment
systems and the dependence on for-
eign-owned platforms for critical
financial transactions raise questions
about India’s digital sovereignty and
the potential vulnerabilities of our
financial infrastructure. The govern-
ment is taking theright steps to tryand
find a solution to this vulnerability to
the Indian economy. Given the current
geopolitical instabilities, this process
should be accelerated and the industry
should urgently support the govern-
ment in resolving the vulnerability.

overconfidence of BJP leaders is
widely seen as a strategy to give an
impression that it is still invulnerable. It
should not come as a surprise if the
BJP fails to retain its seats in any state.
The Indian National Developmental
Inclusive Alliance has largely
succeeded in presenting itselfas a
better alternative to the NDA. Results
will show if voters were convinced.
—G David Milton, Maruthancode
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The leadership
crisis in Tehran

President Ebrahim Raisi’s death is unlikely
to impact Iran’s relations with the world
but complicates its domestic politics

he death of Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi in a
helicopter crash is not expected to result in any
drastic change in the country’s domestic or
foreign policies as true power lies in the hands of
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and the
security establishment led by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC). However, the death of Raisi and
foreign minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian comes ata
time when tensions between Iran and Israel are at an
unprecedented level, with the shadow warfare waged
by the two sides coming out into the open following
Tehran’s recent firing of hundreds of drones and
missiles at Israeli targets in retaliation for an air strike
on an Iranian diplomatic compound in Syria. Amir-
Abdollahian was the face of Iran’s diplomatic efforts to
address these tensions, and Tehran has done well to
speedily replace him with Ali Bagheri Kani, who has
been involved in negotiations with the West on sensitive
issues, including the now defunct Iranian nuclear deal.

While Iran’s state-run media has attributed the
helicopter crash to technical problems, this hasn't
prevented theories being circulated about the possible
involvement of Israel. Israeli officials have dismissed
such reports, but it would be in Iran’s own interest to
speedily conduct an investigation into the crash. This
would remove any lingering uncertainty about the
incident and prevent the risk of miscalculation by both
sides, as also the possibility that some actors may wish
to capitalise on the situation created by Raisi's death.
The world community, including India, does not want
the situation in West Asia to spiral out of control and
efforts should continue to involve Iran in finding a
solution to the Israel-Hamas conflict. Iran’s
involvement with armed groups in Gaza, Lebanon and
Yemen underlines the urgency of such efforts.

Raisi’s death will have a significant impact on the
succession plan within Iran, especially as he was seen as
a possible successor to the ageing Khamenei. First vice
president Mohammad Mokhber has been made acting
president and will have the task of conducting a
presidential election within 50 days against a backdrop
of growing voter apathy. With reformists and
moderates completely sidelined, there are already
concerns about different hardline factions jockeying for
position, with a resultant increase in repressive
measures on the [ranian people.

Dry dams portend
looming distress

he monsoon has arrived in the Andaman Sea and
Tis expected to hit the Kerala coast on May 3L

Meanwhile, an intense heat wave is sweeping
northern India while water levels in the country’s 150
reservoirs monitored by the Central Water Commission
are alarmingly low at just 25% of their total capacity. The
storage position in most of these reservoirs is lower than
the corresponding period of last year and less than the
normal storage. Particularly striking is the deficiency in
the Godavari, Krishna and Cauvery basins, which can
have a debilitating impact on meeting drinking water
needs, irrigation and hydropower generation.

Major cities of southern India including Chennai,
Bengaluru, and Hyderabad have reported major water
crises, with rationing mooted in parts of the Karnataka
capital. The storage in Kerala's reservoirs is better than
for the corresponding period last year, but an extended
dry spell has forced the government to declare it the
state’s worst drought in 40 years. Exceptionally high
temperatures have led to a spike in power demand,
which governments are struggling to meet since power
generation from hydro-power projects is under stress.
The situation has been blamed on El Nino conditions
that impacted both the monsoons last year. An above-
normal Southwest monsoon is predicted this year with
La Nina conditions, a weather phenomenon known for
bringing excess rainfall, which, hopefully, will offset
the fall in agriculture output.

However, states must prepare to ensure that the La
Nina bounty is not wasted. Much of the water crisis in
summer months has to do with the failure to augment
storage during the monsoon. Reservoirs, ponds, and
tanks need to be dredged ahead of the season so that
excess rainfall is conserved. The climate crisis is
changing the monsoon pattern and leading to short
bursts of heavy rain rather than extended rainfall
across the season. This can have disastrous
implications such as urban flooding in the absence of
infrastructure to channel the excess water.

Missing in the debate
on quotas for Muslims

While Congress is guilty
of invoking religion for
unfair inclusions, the

BJP is guilty of unfair
religion-based exclusions

e squabbling match
etween the BJP and Con-
gress over the Muslim quota
isintimately connected with
the elite consensus and dis-
sensus in the run-up to the
Independence and the traumas of Parti-
tion under a colonial gaze. The dis-
course around Muslim quota returns
every electoral season as a code for vis-
ceral memories of national vivisection
that keep the political narrative trapped
in the Hindu-Muslim, majority-minor-
ity, secular-communal, and Islamophil-
ia-Islamophobia binaries. This concep-
tual matrix works as an elite contain-
ment strategy that displaces the broader
questions of pan-religion class/caste
exclusions and social justice.

Much has been written on the colo-
nial prioritising of religion over other
identities in intellectually and politically
accessing South Asia. In the late colonial
period, the combination of colonial gov-
ernance strategies, endemic communal
violence, and religious revivalism
spurred the emergence of objectified all-
India “Hindu” and "Muslim” communi-
ties, led by their privileged caste elite—
the dwijas and ashrafs, respectively. The
ensuing politics on the axis of religion
was in a tense relationship with anti-
caste mobilisations. In the case of Mus-
lims, the “myth of Muslim decline into
backwardness,” as Paul Brass puts it,
can be traced back to the Hunter Com-
mission Report (1882), wherein the
entire Muslim community was spuri-
ously characterised as disadvantaged
based on the exceptional data of Bengal.

For instance, between 1881 and 1921, the
proportion of Muslims in public
employment went up from 34.8% to
47.2%, while during the period, the pop-
ulation of Muslims varied between 19%
(1881) and 23% (1921). Interrogating this
data from the vantage point of the
strong correlation between caste and
class would reveal the cornering of the
colonial patronage benefits by the Mus-
lim Ashraf elite, owing to cultural capi-
tal, at the expense of the peripheral
lower caste Muslims. The myth of Mus-
lims as a backward community, among
other things, strategically bolstered the
formation of the All-India Muslim
League (1906), the acceptance of a sepa-
rate electorate for Muslims
(1909), and a separate 25%
quota in government services
for Muslims (1926), in turn
producing a unified and
enclavist “Muslim commu-
nity” led and profiteered by

Khalid Anis

as opposed to being accommodated
within the separate Muslim electorate.
The restricted franchise rested on prop-
erty, tax-paying, and educational qualifi-
cations that protected the interests of
the higher-class Muslims represented
by the Muslim League. However, the
tragedy of Partition could not be averted
as the 1946 election, also hailed as a ref-
erendum on Pakistan wherein the Mus-
lim League won handsomely, involved
a restricted electorate where only 10% to
13% of Muslims, mainly Ashraf sections,
had the right to vote. The votes of most
peripheral lower caste Muslims were
noteven putto the test. In the complex
negotiations during the proceedings of
the Minorities Subcommittee
in the Constituent Assembly,
the colonial practice of reli-
gion-based electorates and
quotas was discarded as reli-
gion had become a suspect
category due to Partition.

the Ashraf aristocracy. The . Except for Sikh representa-
persistent rival narratives of Ansari tives, who argued for political
“Muslims under siege™ or that safeguards for a few Sikh Dalit
of “Muslim appeasement” castes, the Muslims and Chris-

peddled by the elite classes have deep
colonial roots and reproduce the politics
arranged on the Hindu-Muslim binary
at the expense of the social justice aspi-
rations of the marginalised to this day.

Babasaheb Ambedkar was consist-
ently frustrated with the colonial Mus-
lim-first approach to representative/
redistributive measures for minorities,
as was Abdul Qaiyum Ansari, who led
the lower caste Muslim organisation,
the Momin Conference, from the late
1930s onwards. The Momin Conference
characterised the Muslim League asan
Ashraf Muslim formation and con-
tested Muhammed Ali Jinnah's two-na-
tion theory and the demand for Pakistan
in alliance with the Congress party. In
1939, the Momin Conference demanded
a universal adult franchise and a sepa-
rate electorate for lower caste Muslims

tian representatives in the subcommit-
tee, primarily upper castes, settled for
cultural rights without any concern for
the socio-economic upliftment of their
lower caste community members.
The Muslim Ashraf classes broadly
endorsed Jinnah's call for Partition,
while the lower caste Muslims chal-
lenged it and worked closely with
Mahatma Gandhi and the Congress.
However, in a strange reversal in Inde-
pendent India, the erstwhile “commu-
nal” Muslim Leaguers were accommo-
dated within the Congress party
through the discourse of “mainstream-
ing Muslims” with the efforts of Mau-
lana Abul Kalam Azad. In time, this
Ashrafleadership became the key inter-
locutor for Muslim matters in the Con-
gress party at the expense of the devel-
oping lower caste Muslim leadership.

{R{AV

-

|
i

=
%
—

i ¥ I.'.'r'.

2 fa
J
§
' 7r s
] III
F

The discourse around Muslim quota returns every electoral season AP
By recruiting the guilt-ridden and docile ~ entire Muslim community within the

Ashraf politicians, the Congress also
arrested the evolution of any futuristic
organic and assertive Muslim leader-
shipwhatsoever.

In independent India, both the First
(1955) and Second (1979) Backward
Class Commissions, popularly known as
the Kaka Kalelkar Commission and
Mandal Commission respectively,
refrained from treating Muslims as a
monolithic, socially backward commu-
nity and excluded the privileged castes/
groups within them. The Mandal Com-
mission Report, by enlisting 82 lower
caste Muslim groups as backward,
opened the way for broader pan-reli-
gion solidarity of oppressed castes. The
Pasmanda movement, headed by Ali
Anwar, has consistently opposed the
demand for a Muslim quota and
demanded judicious accommodation of
similarly placed pan-religion Backward,
Dalit, and Adivasi groups within the
extant quota categories without invok-
ing the principle of religion.

By the early 1990s, most Muslim
lower castes, constituting about 85% of
the Indian Muslim population, were
already availing of reservations by being
enlisted within the central and various
state OBC lists. However, Ashraf inter-
locutors of the Congress have sought to
consistently jeopardise the minimum
rights accrued to the Pasmanda sections
either by pushing for the demand for the
Muslim quota or introducing the princi-
ple of religion within the OBC category.
The inclusion of the Muslim quota in
the Congress manifesto (2004), the
move to grant 5% reservations to the

Andhra Pradesh state OBC quota
(2004), the announcement of a 4.5%
sub-quota for backward sections within
minorities in the Central OBC quota
(2011) and so on are illustrations of this
logic. The notion that the condition of
Muslims is worse than Dalits, attributed
fallaciously to the Sachar Committee
Report, is advanced by the Ashraf
classes and their Left-liberal allies to
promote a caste-blind approach to Mus-
lim backwardness.

Prime Minister Modi has recently hit
the Congress strongly on its convoluted
approach to Muslim quota. However,
while the BJP frames this as Muslim
appeasement, it is essentially Ashraf
appeasement that the Congress is guilty
of. While it is not clear what Rahul Gan-
dhi’s cryptic admission that the Con-
gress has made mistakes in the past
means, the party will do well to revisit
the career of Muslim backwardness
from “Hunter to Sachar” with a critical
lens. While Congress is guilty of invok-
ing religion for unfair inclusions, the
BJP, on the other hand, by strongly
opposing the inclusion of Muslims and
Christians of Dalit origins in the SC
quota, is guilty of unfair religion-based
exclusions. Transformative anti-caste
politics must be imagined beyond the
closures of Congress-BJP and the imme-
diacy of electoral politics to create
meaningful solidarities of oppressed
castes and classes across religions.

Khalid Anis Ansariis an associate professor
of Sociology at Azim Premji University.
The views expressed are personal

President Raisi’s demise
leaves Iran at a crossroads

n May 19, Iran’s President Ebrahim

Raisi, foreign minister Hossein

Abdollahian and two other top pro-

vincial officials were killed in a hel-
icopter crash in the mountainous terrain of
Iran’s East Azerbaijan province, bordering
Azerbaijan. Raisi was returning after inau-
gurating, along with his Azerbaijani coun-
terpart, Ilham Aliyev, the jointly con-
structed dam on the Aras River at the
shared border. Raisi’s visit had marked the
thawing of tensions with Baku, which had
closed its embassy in Tehran in January
2023 after an armed assault by an Iranian
man had left the head of the security service
of the embassy dead. In the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran, where the Supreme Leader has
the ultimate authority and sets the broad
contours of national security and foreign
policy, the untimely death of a
president does not necessarily con-
stitute a shock to the system. But,
in this case, Raisi’s rise to the pres-
idency had been systematically
brought about by current Supreme
Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, as
part of a smooth generational
change in Iran’s political leader-

Dee pika
Saraswat

Rouhani were disqualified. The Assembly
was to meet this week to elect the new chair-
man, and Raisi, who held the position of
first deputy, was widely seen as the fron-
trunner.

In 2019, on the 40th anniversary of the
Islamic Revolution, Khamenei had outlined
his vision of ideological revival amid gener-
ational change under the slogan of “the sec-
ond phase of the revolution™. At a time
when many of the leaders and movements
that defined Iran’s politics over the past
three decades have faded away from the
scene, Raisi, as Khamenei's protégé, was to
lead the next generation of conservatives
who will maintain tight control over the Ira-
nian society to prevent any political challen-
ges to the system from below as well as
enhance both the military capabilities of the
[slamic Revolutionary Guards and
[ran’s regional influence as deter-
rence against external foes.

The Raisi government's enforce-
ment of the mandatory hijab in the
face of popular challenge in the
form of the “Women, Life, Free-
dom” protests, and a resurgent
“axis-of-resistance” to take on the

ship.

Raisi, like Khamenei, hailed
from the north-eastern city of Mashhad, a
holy city built around the burial place of
Imam Reza, the eighth Imam in Twelver
shia Islam. In 2016, Khamenei appointed
Raisi as the custodian of Astan Quds Razavi,
which manages the Imam Reza Shrine and
the wealthiest religious endowment in the
country. After Raisi lost the presidential
race to moderate Hassan Rouhani in 2017,
he was appointed as the judiciary chief in
2019 and also appointed to the executive
board the Assembly of Experts, the
88-member clerical body responsible for
electing the Supreme Leader. As chief jus-
tice, he carried out a comprehensive anti-
corruption campaign in the judiciary, which
gained him popularity, while his support for
the enforcement of mandatory hijab estab-
lished his conservative credentials.

Raisi’s victory in the 2021 presidential
election was predetermined by the Guard-
ian Council, which disqualified not only
reformist hopefuls but also traditional con-
servatives such as former parliament
speaker Ali Larijani and former two-term
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who
posed challenges to Raisi’s candidacy. The
qualifying criteria for the position of
Supreme Leader is that the candidate must
be a cleric with religious scholarship at the
rank of Ayatollah and must have political
experience in the executive branch. Raisi
not only had a theological background, like
Khamenei and Khomenei before him, he
was also a sayyid— a descendent of the
Prophet. If any more signals were needed
about Raisi’s centrality to Supreme Leader
succession, in the elections to the Assembly
of Experts simultaneously held with parlia-
mentary elections in March this year, Raisi
was elected from the South Khorasan prov-
ince with no challenger; prominent con-
tenders such as former president Hassan

United States and Israel in West
Asia, had left no doubt that he was
the man to carry out Khamenei's ‘second
phase of revolution.’ It is for these reasons
that Raisi's death has derailed the succes-
sion planning in Tehran.

Given none of the former presidents have
been deemed suitable for the position of
Supreme Leader, the twin task of finding a
new president and a possible leader is
fraught with challenges. First, the reform-
ists and moderates have been crowded out
of the political system, leaving a much nar-
rower political spectrum in Iran, to the
extent that all elections in Iran since the
2020 parliamentary elections have been pri-
marily a competition among the conserva-
tive factions.

The Supreme Leader will have to manage
the infighting and divisions among the tra-
ditional conservatives and younger genera-
tion of hardliners who are vying for top
positions, whether of parliament speaker or
ministerial berths. The second possibility is
that the next presidential elections, which
have to be held within the next 50 days, are
open for wider competition, including those
who have been pushed out of the system.
Such a change may, on the one hand, have
the effect of increasing popular participa-
tion in the process while, on the other, could
encounter a backlash from the conservative
and security brass which won't like to
loosen their grip on power.

The Islamic Republic, which has survived
the last four decades despite numerous
internal and external challenges, excels in
the survival game. It will find a way or mud-
dle through yet another phase of uncer-
tainty and change.

Deepika Saraswat is associate fellow, West Asia
Center, Manohar Parrikar Institute for
Defence Studies and Analyses.

The views expressed are personal
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This icy expanse is not just a
frozen desert; it is a dynamic,

living laboratory that demands
our highest commitment

Focus on caste and faith
will derail India’s march

he usual suspects are busy painting

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and

the Bharatiya Janata Party as ogres

waiting to devour Indian Muslims as a
part of some devious ideological agenda.
Meanwhile, they are happily promoting
bizarre ideas that seek to split India into
numerous caste and class silos.

Caste is an Indian reality. It has lost most of
its bite over decades for various reasons,
including rapid urbanisation and the spread
of education. In day-to-day life, its influence is
waning — but politics is keeping it alive.

The new politics of Rahul Gandhi is one
such enterprise. It seeks to set Indians against
Indians. The idea is to elevate the caste iden-
tity to a level that subsumes all other identi-
ties. An Indian would be known, first by his
caste and then by anything else. The
next promised step is to redistribute
the national wealth among different
caste and ethnic groups in propor-
tion to their respective numbers.
Gandhi’s catchline is jitni aabadi,
utna hag. The party’s manifesto may
not have explicitly said this — but
the articulation has been specific in

pointin history. All the communities should
benefit from the newfound prosperity. It was
in this context that Modi asked Indian Mus-
lims to introspect about the community’s
backwardness. He said, "I want to say thisto
the Muslim community. I am telling this to
educated Muslims. Please introspect. Think.”
In office, Modi walked the talk. The Modi
government has spent over ¥34 lakh crore
delivering direct cash benefits to over 900
million people. Over 25 million homes have
been built since 2016 under the rural public
housing programme. The welfare pro-
grammes include providing cooking gas, free
grain, houses, toilets, piped water, electricity,
bank accounts and beefing up a long-running
jobs guarantee programme. Many benefits —
pensions, subsidies, loans and scholarships —
are delivered as cash transfers to
bank accounts linked to biometric
identity cards held by over a billion
Indians. A yearly handout of 36,000
is extended to over 110 million farm-
ers. The resource transters are with-
out any leakages or corruption.
These benefits are disbursed
without asking about the caste,

several of Gandhi’s public speeches,
and the direction is evident from
others. However, one thing is for sure. The
equalisation plan will push back the country
by half a century, when income tax was 97.5%
in the top bracket. Daily necessities were then
either unavailable or sold in the black market.
Emphasis was on the redistribution of wealth
and not on its creation.

Some may dismiss Gandhi’s plans as elect-
oral hyperbole. Such people underestimate
his sense of entitlement. Here is a recall. On
September 27, 2013, he made a surprise entry
at a press conference. “T'll tell you what my
opinion on the ordinance is. It's complete
nonsense. It should be torn up and thrown
away,” he told a stunned audience. The ordi-
nance was to save convicted legislators from
disqualification. Gandhi’s public censure led
the government to withdraw the ordinance,
which had been cleared by the Congress
party’'s core group, including the then PM
Manmohan Singh and Sonia Gandhi.

While Rahul is pushing his divisive agenda,
his allies have called for “vote jihad” against
the BJP. India is at the cusp of a take-off at this

creed, or religion of the beneficia-
ries. For the Modi regime, the poor
Indian is just a poor person in need of help.
Poverty has no caste or creed. Rahul Gandhi
wants to overturn this paradigm.

In office, Modi has treated all the 140 crore
odd Indians as equals. Modi’s anguish and
plea for introspection by the Muslim commu-
nity resonates with the views of Sardar Patel
expressed soon after Independence. Speaking
at Lucknow on January 6, 1948, Patel said: "1
am a true friend of the Muslims although I
have been described as their greatest enemy...
[ believe in plain speaking. It is your duty now
to sail in the same boat with other Indians
and sink or swim together.” Isn’t it ironic
Modi and the Sardar are on the same page,
even after a gap of 76 years?

It's time for India to move out of identity
politics and continue its march to become a
fully developed nation by 2047, as PM Modi
has envisaged. It's an achievable goal.

Balbir Punj is the author of Tryst with Ayodhya:
Decolonisation of India.
The views expressed are personal
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Chabahar port project:
It'll test our diplomacy

The death of Iran’s Raisi may prove a setback for India’s port agreement with Tehran. Blame

geopolitics. The US may grimace, but New Delhi should press ahead with strategic autonomy

he death of Iranian president Ebra-
him Raisi in a helicopter crash has
given anew twist to India’s geopoli-
tical choices and manoeuvring over
Iran’s Chabahar port. It was only a
few days ago, on 13 May, that India
renewed its commitment to this Gulf of Oman
port, considering the facility’s strategic location
on the southern tip of Iran’s Sistan Baluchistan
province and a stone’s throw from its border
with Pakistan. In fact, shipping minister Sarba-
nanda Sonowal took special permission from
the Election Commission to take a break from
the poll campaign to visit Iran for signing the
agreement, which replaces the investment pact
0f2016. The new 10-year deal provides for joint
development and operation of the port and
commits India Ports Global to invest $370
million in upgrading it. Mutual ties have thus
been strengthened amid tightening US sanc-
tions against doing business with Iran. As
India’s foreign minister S. Jaishankar said
recently, it was Raisi’s personal interest and
initiative that facilitated the port partnership.
With Raisi’s unfortunate and untimely
demise, there is now some uncertainty about
his successor’s outlook towards India in general
and Chabahar in particular. In all likelihood,
an election due within two months will put
another hardliner in political power, as candi-
dates will be hand-picked by Iran’s supreme
leader Ayatollah Khamenei. The Chabahar
project, to be sure, is vital to Tehran’s interests.
It not only gives Iran access to different mar-
kets, but may also provide a multiplier effect to
itseconomy wounded by US sanctions. And yet,
the new president’s priorities are likely to be the
pressing geopolitical threats Iran faces before
he can turn his attention to such trade enablers.

This setback comes over and above other chal-
lenges. The larger question mark over Chaba-
har’s progress could emanate from the US dis-
position towards it. Having waived sanctions on
itsjoint development earlier, it has made noises
lately about the possibility of punitive sanc-
tions. A lot will depend on who wins the White
House this November. The second challenge
lies north of the Hindukush range. When Cha-
bahar was originally conceived as a three-way
trade project between India, Iran and Afghani-
stan, an embryonic democracy was being nur-
tured in Kabul. The Taliban takeover of Afghan-
istan in 2021 has skewed that equation and
could jeopardize the original plan of extracting
Afghan ores and minerals for Indian refineries.
Chabahar is critical for India’s geo-strategic
ambitions on multiple fronts. New Delhi’s tacit
support for Israel and tactical ambivalence on
the humanitarian crisis in Gaza, driven prima-
rily by its multi-platform security partnership
with Tel Aviv, was threatening to undermine
our long-held position of ‘strategic autonomy.’
The renewed deal with Iran balances that out
somewhat. Even otherwise, Chabahar can play
apivotal role in India’s ambitious trade routes
and logistical chains. The India-Middle-East-
Europe Economic Corridor, finalized at last
year’s G20 summit, could complement the
access to Europe that Chahabar is placed to
grant via the planned North-South Transport
Corridor. But the real problem lies more than
300km to the port’s east: Pakistan’s Gwadar
portisbeing developed jointly with China as
part of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative. India’s
negotiating skills, geopolitical acumen and
staying power will be severely tested as the
country juggles numerous balls up in the air
on account of Chabahar alone.

is a chartered accountant.

uditors for years have lamented

low audit fees whenever audit

quality is questioned by regula-
tors, the government or other stake-
holders. Datareleased by Prime Data-
base and other sources on audit fees
paid by listed entities suggests ameagre
increase of 6 % in 2022-23 and about
28% over the 2018-23 period.

Audits serve the public interest and
arerelied upon by investors, lenders
and others while making investment
decisions. It is difficult to fathom such a
meagre increase. It doesn’t match even
the general 10-15% increase that
employee salaries see every year. The
situation for unlisted companies and for
medium and small size firms is worse.

Audit firms lack the resources needed
to invest in technology-based audit
tools, build multi-disciplinary expertise,
upgrade skills and recruit as well as
retain talent as a sine qua non for quality
audits. Irrespective of their size, these
firms cannot pay competitive salaries
and are facing an exodus of chartered
accountants, who are joining industry
or consulting firms. Auditing isno
longer a preferred career option for
many young chartered accountants.

Inadequate audit fees could lead to
either acompromise in due diligence
exercised during audit processes, or
an impairment of the audit firm’sinde-
pendence in carrying out audit work, as
it may make them seek the favour of

non-audit assignments from clients to
boost overall earnings and compensate
for low audit fees. Disciplinary orders
issued or inspections of audit firms con-
ducted by the National Financial
Reporting Authority (NFRA) point to:
(a) inadequate capacity, competence
and capability among audit firms in
terms of knowledge, use of tech-based
audit tools commensurate with the size
and nature of audit clients and audit
risks involved; and (b) compromises on
audit independence that raise conflicts
of interest and other ethical concerns.

When an audit firm accepts audit
work at alow fee, it survives financially
by reducing the effort on audits or by
compromising its quality. As audits are a
matter of public interest, thisis a worry.
The adequacy or otherwise of audit fees
must not be an excuse for any audit firm
to compromise quality.

Ironically, quality auditing in India
does not command the premium it
deserves. Many companies do not see
value in the process, treating it asno
more than a statutory requirement.The
Securities and Exchange Board of India
(Sebi), Reserve Bank of India (RBI),
NFRA and institutional investors in
recent years have taken measures to
enforce audit quality by strengthening
therole and responsibility of the board
of directors, independent directors,
audit committee and auditors. The
increased rigour of regulations and
supervision in recent years has sensi-
tized managements, boards and audit
committees to the need for reasonable
audit-fee payouts. This, however, has
not raised audit fees by much. In con-
trast, the audit fee of firms in the US
after their registration with the Public
Company Accounting Oversight Board,
an audit regulator in the country, has
seen a significant increase. Hopefully,
therole being played by NFRA will have
the same effect in India.

Higher than reasonable audit fees is
asbad as low fees. High fees may make
audit firms more financially dependent
on clients, which could lead to their
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Audit fees must be fair to ensure
quality and no overdependence

1t should be high enough for auditors to do the job well but not so high that their independence is hit

reluctance in making appropriate
inquiries and asking difficult questions
during the audit process. Itis thus
important to ensure that audit fees are
alwaysreasonable, neither too high nor
low. The responsibility for this lies with
audit firms themselves, apart from audit
regulators, audit committees and other
stakeholders at large.

An audit firm, before accepting an
assignment, should estimate the cost
and effort involved and resources
required for the task. The company’s
audit committee, while determining the
audit remuneration, should discuss
with the audit firm its own assessment
of the time, effort and resources
required, taking into account the size
and complexity of the company’s opera-
tions and the basis on which the auditor
has quoted its fees. In addition, the com-
pany’s annual report should disclose,
among other things, the methodology
adopted by the audit committee to sat-
isfy itself on the audit fee. The NFRA,
while carrying out its inspection of
audit firms (and during disciplinary
proceedings if any), should look into the
basis for fixing fees and their revisions
to check theirreasonableness. High or
low audit fee should raise red flags as
they may prima facie indicate a possible
quality problem. Such an approach will
deter audit firms from undercutting one
another and companies from selecting
an audit firm that charges especially low
fees.The cardinal principle is that an
audit firm should not accept an audit
job at a fees that is not sustainable, and
the company shouldn’t appoint an audit
firm at aremuneration that will not
enable it to meet quality standards.

Itisimperative that audit firms invest
in people and technology. Audit fees are
their only available source of funding,
and if it is unreasonable, audit quality
may suffer. Allowing audit firms to raise
equity finance is a questionable proposi-
tion and is beset with practical difficul-
ties. If Indian audit firms are expected to
go global, among other things,they need
to be paid audit fees by global standards.
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The family serves the
business. Neither will do
well if the businessisrun

to serve the family.

PETER DRUCKER

The Godrej split: It holds lessons for family businesses

TULSIJAYAKUMAR

r
-

is professor, finance and
economics, and executive
director, Centre for Family
Business & Entrepreneurship at
Bhavan's SPJIMR.

he127-year old Indian conglomerate

Godrej’s split, driven by a decision of

the Godrej family to realign owner-
ship for smooth succession, is a notable
example of both the process and end-goals
of strategic decisions taken by family busi-
nesses. Founded in 1897 by two brothers,
Ardeshir Godrej and Pirojsha Burjorji God-
rej, the group now has fourth-generation
leadership. The family pact divides the con-
glomerate into two groups: Godrej Enter-
prises and Godrej Industries. One faction of
the family gets unlisted companies and a
substantial land bank, while the other gains
control of five listed firms.

Family businesses go through various
ownership stages through their life cycle.
Typically, they progress from ‘controlling
owner’ stage, where an individual owner
controls the business (often with a spouse) to
‘sibling partnership’ stage, where siblings
jointly share ownership and control, and
eventually to a ‘cousin consortium’ stage,
where a group of cousins assumes owner-

ship control, adding diversity and complexity
to family and business dynamics.
Complex structures of ownership are
exemplified by the Godrej group, which
began asalock-maker, operated at asibling
stage and transitioned to its second genera-
tion without a change in ownership struc-
ture. It was led by the four sons of Pirojsha
Burjorji Godrej, as Ardeshir Godrej died
childless, and the business moved into the
cousin consortium stage upon the entry of
the third and the fourth generations. With
the third generation having joined the busi-
ness in the 1960s, Godrej has been in its
cousin consortium stage for nearly six dec-
ades. This stage is often characterized by
issuessuch asaccepting differences among
various branches of the family, managing
issues related to sharing of wealth and its
psychological impact, redefining and
realigning family members with the family
mission, and in general maintaining unity
and organization within the family.
Interestingly, after the split, the owner-
ship structure will likely witness areversal to
the sibling partnership stage in the next
round within each newly created entity or
sub-entity. The textbook characterization of
thisstage highlights common issues such as
sibling tensions arising from the distribution

of power and perceptions of fairness, balan-
cing dividends with reinvestment and hiring
professional managers.

Animportant lesson for family businesses
is to understand the evolving dynamics of
family ownership, recognize the challenges
of each phase and work proactively at miti-
gating therisks associated

with various ownership H- h I -t decision-making, conflict
structures. Ig clari y on resolution and strategic
The Godrej family had planning, aligning family
institutionalized an inter- governance can interests with business
cqualownershiprighisto  ANOW @ COMpPleX Fo . Tr e chal
all family m.embers,. in group to focus lenges in balancing multi-
order to avoid conflicts ) ) ple goals that encompass
zsirisiﬁlglout otf thetse issueii on fam“y aims l;)usi.lllessi).ow?ershirlghand
uch clear structures an g amily objectives. These
transparency in ownership and bu5|ness businesses may adopt dif-
served the group well . . ferent orientations, being
throughout much of the Objectlves both family-first, business-first

cousin consortium stage.

However, cracks within

the Godrej family reportedly began to
appear almost adecade ago, primarily over
the jointly-owned real estate business.
Despite internal differences, the group’s
governance mechanisms prevented these
from becoming public and did not hamper
the competitiveness of various businesses.

A second lesson is the importance of clear
governance mechanisms at both the family
and corporate levels to support the group’s
corporate strategy. Effective governance
structures can help manage and mitigate
conflicts, ensuring that personal disputes do
not interfere with business operations. They

provide a framework for

or family business-first

entities. Unlike family-first

or business-first entities, which prioritize
family or business aimsrespectively, family-
business-first entities strive to achieve both
business performance and family cohesion.
Details of the Godrej deal again illustrate
how the family has prioritized the family as
well as the business. The pact was concluded

in a “respectful and mindful” manner, fea-
turing a unique “no-compete” clause for six
years, seeking to ensure family harmony and
brand reputation. Under this clause, no
entity will compete in the other’s market for
six years, except inreal estate. Even after this
period, new competing ventures cannot use
the Godrej brand. This helps maintain brand
integrity and prevents brand dilution.

Athird lesson from the Godrej splitis the
need for family enterprises to focus on keep-
ing families in business, rather than just pre-
serving the family business. Trans-genera-
tional legacies are important, but must take
into account rapid changes in the business
landscape, the evolving nature of families
and also the differing mindsets and aspira-
tions among family members. Family groups
can reconcile these contradictory forces
through various strategies, with a split being
only one such strategy. In this context, the
splitneed not be seen as a vindication of the
saying, “Shirtsleeves to shirtsleevesin three
generations.” Rather, a split may serve asa
precursor toasurge in innovation associated
with a controlling-owner stage, unlocking
the entrepreneurial potential of the next
generation and enabling younger leaders to
re-imagine the group’slegacy.

These are the author’s personal views.
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America’s strong dollar: Would
a Trump presidency weakenit?

The US Fed is bent on curbing inflation but the former president appears to view currency strength as an export dampener

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

he United States’ dollar has strength-

ened sharply in recent months, and

against Asian currencies in particular.

Arising crescendo of apocalyptic

financial talk threatens to spook

markets. The Japanese yen, for
example, appears to be on the verge of collapse.
China may feel compelled to devalue its currency,
with damaging consequences for itselfand the
global economy. So, can anything be done to head
off the dollar’s strength, and even if something
can be done, should it?

First, the facts. The Japanese yen has fallen
dramatically, reaching ¥160 to the dollar at the
end of April, down 13% since the start of the year
and more than 50% since the start of 2021. The
South Korean won is down by about 10% against
the dollar since the beginning of the year. And the
Indonesian rupiah recently fell to a four-year low
against the greenback.

But these Asian currencies are not typical. In
fact, the broad nominal dollar index, which
measures the dollar’s value against a basket of
other currencies, is up by less than 3% since the
start of 2023.

Moreover, the dollar’s strength is not a sign of
market dysfunction. It reflects the fact that the
United States has performed better economically
than other parts of the world.

Rapid US growth creates expectations of slow
US disinflation. Hence the US Federal Reserve
Board is apt to keep interest rates high, or at least
to disappoint hopes for multiple rate cuts this
year. Meanwhile, weaker-than-expected growth
elsewhere means that other central banks have
less reason to worry about inflation, which makes
it correspondingly more likely that they will cut
policy rates of interest.

Recall that the Bank of Japan’s much bally-
hooed abandonment of yield-curve control in
March led it to increase its interest rate to just
0.1%. This accommodative policy will remain
appropriate until it is clear that the BoJ has
vanquished deflation. And with the USFed’s
benchmark federal funds target rate at 5.25-5.5%,
itis equally appropriate that the dollar should be
strong against the yen.

So, why worry?

Itisnot as if Japanese financial institutions are
atrisk from the dollar’s rise. Japan’s banks and
companies have extensive investments outside
the country, including in the US, where their
value rises and falls with the dollar. While import
prices have risen by more than 50% over the last
four years, Japan is hardly on the verge of hyper-
inflation. Consumer prices rose by about 2.5%
year over year in April, which is just where the
BoJ wants them.

The fear, evidently, is that at some point confi-

dence will collapse, taking the yen with it, and
inflation will spiral out of control. In theory, any-
thing is possible. But against the backdrop of
decades of Japanese deflation, this scenario
hardly seems plausible.

Still, for those who think that the greenback’s
strength is a problem, what might be done to
address it? Market intervention is one possibility.
The BoJ evidently intervened in the foreign-ex-
change market in late April, or so currency traders
suspect.

While the yen strengthened to 154 against the
dollar in the wake of this operation, we know that
market intervention has a sustained impact on
the exchange rate only when it signals a future
change in monetary policy. In fact, the BoJ
intervened surreptitiously not because it isnow
prepared to change policy and raise interest rates,
but precisely in order to avoid having to do so.

Equally, the Fed is unlikely to cut rates in
response to the dollar’s rise. Its models suggest
that a 3% broad dollar appreciation, as we have
seen this year, takes at the very most 0.3% off of
inflation. And even that modest disinflationary
effect is apt to be temporary. Hence the case for
high US interest rates remains intact.

What about concerted intervention, whereby

the Fed, BoJ and other central banks intervene in
the foreign-exchange market together? This was
tried in 1985 during an earlier period of dollar
appreciation. The Plaza Accord, named after

the New York City hotel at which it was agreed,

is sometimes thought to have successfully moder-
ated the greenback’s strength at the time.

Butitisnotin the Fed’s interest today to engage
in an internationally coordinated foreign-ex-
change operation, when fighting inflation
remains its priority. And in 1985, the dollar
already had peaked and begun falling prior
to the intervention. Given recent weak US jobs
numbers, one wonders whether the same might
be true today.

One thing that could change the picture dra-
matically would be a second presidential term in
the United States for Republican candidate
Donald Trump, who is alow-interest-rate man,
from what can be made out of his record. Trump
appears to see a strong dollar as handicapping US
exports. Rumours are afoot that he intends to
install alike-minded Fed chair, or even require
the central bank to follow the president’s dictates.
This would be enough to bring down the dollar.
But it would also probably bring down American
financial markets. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Thailand’s U-turn on cannabis
is a cautionary tale for others

Its marijuana legalization policy needs reform and not a reversal

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
Asia politics with a special focus on China.

urns out you can have too much of a

good thing. Last week, Thailand’s

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin
ordered a U-turn on the country’s cannabis
policy, saying the plant should soon be
classified asa narcotic again and its use lim-
ited to medical and health purposes. This
decision comes two years after former pre-
mier Prayuth Chan-Ocha’s administration
decriminalized the drug. His aim? To bring
tourists back to Thailand after the pan-
demic, open up amultibillion-dollar medi-
cal marijuana business opportunity and
give farmers another cash crop to grow.

Thavisin’s announcement shouldn’t
come as a surprise. The new government
has been weighing its options. The weed
experiment hasn’t gone as planned.
Reversing it won’t be easy, but the king-
dom should persevere trying to regulate
this sector—even if the consequences are
painful. Ignoring it will affect Thai youth
and social harmony. Ultimately, the indus-
try isonly benefiting businesses, not poor
farmers.

Walking through Bangkok’s narrow
alleyways recently, it was impossible to
miss the numerous cafes that spilt on to the
streets or the distinct scent of marijuana
wafting through the balmy air. These dis-
pensaries sprang up seemingly overnight
after the 2022 decision to legalize canna-
bis. Even then it was controversial—and
ever since, competing forces have been
trying to reverse the decision. Of course,
there can be benefits in decriminalizing
marijuana. One is less pressure on courts
and prisons. There are major overcrowd-
ing issues in Thai jails, where 75% of
inmatesare there on drug-related charges.
Research has also shown that taking can-
nabis off the underground illegal market
helps drive it out of the illicit drug trade.

Many parts of the US have already been
through this evolution. Cities like New
York have adopted a far more liberal
approach to decriminalization, but are also
struggling with the consequences. It is
unlikely that Thailand could learn fromits
experience. Culturally it is a far more con-
servative society, and sits in a region with
harsh drug laws around possession and
consumption.

Thailand used to have those laws too, but
now it is the anomaly in Southeast Asia.
Singapore, for instance, imposes the death
penalty for trafficking. It considers canna-
bis a highly addictive narcotic, hasbanned
its consumption, and runs campaigns that
seek to show how much damage it has
caused in other countries.

In Indonesia, the death penalty is also

Thailand legalized weed in 2022 but has
had second thoughts about it REUTERS

used asa deterrent, although until recently
it was rarely enforced. I had reported on
the harsh drug laws and outgoing presi-
dent Joko Widodo administration’s deci-
sion to prioritize cracking down on drugs.
It’s a policy that is likely to be continued
under the next leader, Prabowo Subianto.
In contrast, Thailand became the first
country in Southeast Asia to allow the use
of marijuana for medical purposesin 2019.
Almost 8,000 dispensaries and many con-
sumer-agro firms have cropped up across
the country, selling everything from can-
nabis buds and oil extracts to weed-infused
candy and baked goods. Foreigners have
also reportedly entered the unregulated
market, opening shops and selling weed.
Under current decriminalization laws, can-
nabis products must not contain more than
0.2% tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the
psychoactive compound that provides a
high sensation, to be considered lawful.
Part of the push to legalize the plant was
motivated by economics: The University of
the Thai Chamber of Commerce said in a
2022 report that the domestic cannabis
industry could be worth $1.2 billion by
2025. But the U-turn is also being
prompted by some real concerns, particu-
larly over the social and health impact on
young people. Recent research has shows
that a quarter of 18-to-65-year-olds had
used cannabis since decriminalization—
up from 2.2% in 2019. Young people are
also smoking more weed: 10 times as much.
Anecdotally, doctors have reported more
patients seeking treatment after they’'ve
fallen ill or tried quitting cannabis. If the
government does push through with its
plans and classifies cannabis as a category-
five drug, its possession could result in a jail
sentence of up to 15 years and amaximum
fine of 1.5 million baht ($40,600).
Banning the drug outright will no doubt
cause a lot of pain to farmers, small busi-
ness owners, tourists and consumers. A
middle-ground approach to return to med-
ical usage would be wise. Taxing marijuana
would also help to boost government cof-
fers, and weeding out foreigners from the
trade would help to regulate the sector and
allow locals to benefit more—which was
policy’s the original intent. Thailand has
enjoyed the high from this lucrative field
long enough. It isnow time for amanaged
andrational comedown. ©BLOOMBERG

Restrictions on open-source AI models will help nobody

RAHUL MATTHAN

is a partner at Trilegal and also
has a podcast by the name Ex
Machina. His Twitter handle is
@matthan

nthe late 1980s, concerns began to arise

about the privacy of email communica-

tion. Though not yet as ubiquitous as it
was destined to become, email had already
become a common enough means of
exchanging messages that people had begun
to worry about what would happen if they
were intercepted. It was this anxiety that
Phil Zimmermann set out to address when
he created Pretty Good Privacy (PGP), a soft-
ware program designed to make online
communications more secure.

Initially, PGP was just a command-line
program to encrypt messages. As it gained
popularity, it was adapted to integrate with
various email clients. [Iremember installing
PGP on Thunderbird, even though at the
time it seemed like a futile exercise, since
none of the people I communicated with had
itinstalled on their computers.

Almost from the moment PGP emerged,
itfaced a spate oflegal challenges. Govern-
ments have long been uneasy about encryp-
tion technology getting into the wrong

hands, fearing that if it ends up with a hostile
adversary, national security would be jeop-
ardized. Thisis why US export control regu-
lations have always prohibited the export of
encryption technologies. Since PGP could
be downloaded anywhere from the internet,
export curbs designed for physical products
were powerless in keeping it within US bor-
ders. And so the US Department of Justice
launched an investigation into PGP.

While concerns about encryption may
have beenreasonable in earlier technologi-
cal contexts, since PGP was built on the RSA
algorithm, messages remained confidential
as long as the private keys of participants
stayed secret. It made no difference that the
underlying technology was publicly known.

This distinction was lost on the US gov-
ernment, which argued that PGP should be
treated as a “munition” under the rules, as it
could be used to encrypt sensitive military
information. Though the case was eventu-
ally withdrawn, and over time there has
been a significant relaxation in the US gov-
ernment’s stance on encryption regulation,
we’ll never know the cost the world has paid
on account of this delay.

Today, we stand at the threshold of an
epochal technology revolution. Artificial
intelligence (Al) is poised to disrupt every

aspect of human knowledge and become the
world’s first general-purpose technology
since the commercialization of electricity.
Today, it is the famous large language
models (LLMs) of US Big Tech companies
thatare the visible face of the Al revolution.
These systems can be accessed in a variety of
user-friendly ways, such as
through chat interfaces
and application program
interfaces (API), or directly
be integrated into other
services that we regularly
use. While this is ideal for

These are useful
models. Both
the safety and

models argue that it is impossible to place
guard-railsonmodelsifthey arereleased as
open source, which would make them fun-
damentally unsafe.

Then there are geopolitical concerns. If
future wars will be won by powers that have
Al superiority, distributing AI models as
open source might erode
the hard-won competitive
advantage of the US. While
this is largely a function of
the extreme Sinophobia
that has gripped the US,
draft legislation is already

lay users without technical iti underway to make it easy
expertise, developers geopo"tlcal for the US administration
building AT use-cases pre- worries bein g to impose export controls
fer working with open- . . on Al models.

source alternatives. Not VO|Ced in the UsS In my view, both these
only are these models free fearsare overblown. LLMs
to use, they are almost Q@ overblown today are so small that they

always accompanied by

model weights and docu-

mentation, giving developers the flexibility
they need to get things done.

Over the past few months, however, voi-
ces of opposition have begun to be raised in
the US against the very idea of open-source
AL One ofthe concerns seems to be inrela-
tion to safety. Opponents of open-source Al

can be copied on a USB

drive and run on an ordi-
nary laptop (all the research for this article
and some part of the text was generated on
the 8-billion-parameter version of Llama3
that I am running locally on my 2021 Mac-
Book Pro). Given that models are so small
that they can be smuggled out in thumb-
sized storage devices, attempting to impose

exportrestrictions would amount to bolting
the stable door after the horse has bolted.

As for model safety, this, in many instan-
ces, is a case of the pot calling the kettle
black. Proprietary models, despite all the
reinforcement learning and constraint
training they have been subject to, hardly
have an unblemished track record of safety.
On the other hand, since open-source mod-
els come with weights and the documenta-
tion, any bugs that surface can be dealt with
by the community—and that too, often
quicker and more efficiently than would be
possible in large slow-moving corporations.

The US proposal to impose restrictions on
the export of open-source Al isreminiscent
of itsrestrictions on PGP. While this might
be a reaction to the Chinese geopolitical
threat, its effects, like in the case of PGP, will
be felt by countries that depend on these
base models to develop their own bespoke
Al solutions.

Iam especially concerned for India. Much
of our Al strategy is based on pre-training
and fine-tuning open-source Al models to
produce solutions that can address the
diverse needs ofthis country. If we are sud-
denly denied access to them, it will put our
ambitions of being the Al use-case capital of
the world in serious jeopardy.
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PAPER WITH PASSION

Iran at crossroads

Ebrahim Raisi leaves behind a rich legacy
and an uncertain future for his country

and Foreign Minister Hossein Amir-Abdollahian were tragically found dead in a heli-

| ran is grappling with an unprecedented political crisis as both President Ebrahim Raisi

copter crash under mysterious circumstances. The sudden loss of these key figures
has plunged Iran into uncertainty, creating a significant leadership void and fuelling var-
ious speculations and conspiracy theories. Raisi, known for his hardline stance and involve-
ment in controversial actions, leaves behind a complex legacy. His death, alongside Amir-
Abdollahian, not only creates a leadership void but also raises questions about the tra-
jectory of Iranian politics and foreign relations. The circumstances surrounding the heli-
copter crash, which occurred in heavy fog near the Azerbaijan border, have fuelled spec-
ulation. Given Raisi's past, including his involvement in mass executions in 1988 and
some contentious actions such as uranium enrichment and missile attacks on Israel,
the possibility of foul play cannot be easily dismissed. Conspiracy theories abound, rang-
ing from internal power struggles to foreign interfer-
ence. President Raisi had numerous domestic adver-

saries, from moderates marginalised by his policies
to conservatives critical of his presidency. Israel, a long-
standing rival of Iran, also enters the conjecture. Recent
escalations, including the assassination of an Iranian
General by Israel and subsequent missile exchanges,
add fuel to speculations of Israeli involvement.
Mossad has conducted such operations, but assas-
sinating a head of state is a risky move even by lsrael's
standards. Both Israel and US Senate majority leader
Chuck Schumer have denied involvement.

The big question is Raisi's succession and Iran's tra-

jectory going forward. Md Mokhber has been appointed the Acting President, while Ali
Bagheri Kani, who was Deputy Foreign Minister, has been elevated in the Ministry. The
election date has been set for June 28. Raisi was a hardliner cleric but by no means a
saint. During the summer of 1988, Raisi was a key member of the "Death Commission"
responsible for the execution of thousands of political prisoners, primarily members of
the People's Mojahedin Organisation of Iran (MEK) and other leftist groups. A promi-
nent figure in Iran's power structure, Raisi was poised for further advancement until his
horrifying death. While his demise creates speculation about the successor to Supreme
Leader 85-year-old Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, it's unlikely to significantly alter Iran's polit-
ical trajectory. The conservative-dominated system will prioritise continuity and stabil-
ity, albeit amidst internal jockeying for influence. Raisi's successor faces a daunting agen-
da amid economic turmoil and societal discontent, with the spectre of continued inter-
national sanctions looming large. With internal dissent simmering and external pressures
mounting, the succession process becomes pivotal. The coming days will decide if any
discernible change takes place or if the old order continues where moderates and left-

ists have no role to play.

A man feeds a parrot’s chick that fell off a tree, in Guwahati

Can AAP survive 1ts

ultimate resilience test?

KALYAN| SHANKAR

As Kejriwal presents himself as an underdog fighting against perceived persecution, this
election will be pivotal in determining the trajectory of both his career and the AAP

elhi’s Chief Minister,
Arvind Kejriwal,
has  overcome
numerous obstacles
in the past decade.
Yet, his unwavering resilience has
been a beacon of inspiration. He
and his party are currently fac-
ing the biggest crisis in the
liquor policy case.
Despite the challenges, Kejriwal’s
political journey is a testament to
his indomitable spirit. From a
brief 49-day tenure and losing all
seven seats in Delhi in 2014, he
orchestrated a remarkable come-
back, securing 67 out of 70 seats
in the 2015 Delhi Assembly
polls.
The arrest of Kejriwal in the
Delhi liquor policy case last
month, which involves allega-
tions of corruption and misuse
of power, has cast a shadow of
uncertainty over the future of the
Aam Aadmi Party. Will this be
the end of the party’s road, or can
they weather this storm and
continue their political journey?
The Apex courts decision to
grant bail to Kejriwal, allowing
him to campaign for his party in
the ongoing elections, is a bea-
con of hope for Kejriwal’s sup-
porters. This positive develop-
ment paves the way for Kejriwal’s
success, especially if he garners
public sympathy.
Kejriwal presents himself as the
underdog, highlighting Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s
alleged persecution and his col-
leagues’ imprisonment. Kejriwal
and his party have been trying to
show the public how he was mis-
treated in prison and how he was
denied insulin and his diabetes
medication.
Kejriwal’s arrest is the biggest cri-
sis for the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) since its founding in
November 2012. The party has
faced numerous challenges,
including internal conflicts, alle-
gations of corruption and the
need to maintain its image as a
party for the common man.
Over the years, many of
Kejriwal’s associates from the
India Against Corruption (IAC)
days have been dumped and he
remains a des[pt. Kejriwal has
introduced a personality cult
centred around him.
The Aam Aadmi Party’s rise to
power has been quite dramatic.
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It originated from the India
Against Corruption move-
ment led by Anna Hazare in
2012. The party came into
power within months, but
Kejriwal’s resignation within
48 hours was unsurprising.
However, he returned in 2015
and 2019, winning the Delhi
Assembly polls with a signif-
icant majority. These events
have sparked curiosity about
the party’s political trajectory
and Kejriwal’s resilience.
Kejriwal has always been
ambitious. He positioned
himself as a prime ministeri-
al candidate and even ran
against Modi in Benares in
2014 but lost. This bold move
significantly boosted
Kejriwal’s and his party’s pro-
file.

In the recently formed INDIA
coalition, a significant politi-
cal alliance that aims to chal-
lenge the dominance of the
BJP,, the AAP. stands out as
the only party other than
Congress to rule more than
one State. This alliance could
pave the way for his party’s
expansion beyond Delhi and
Punjab.

However, currently, AAP. will
have a significant political
impact in only 20 constituen-
cies. Kejriwal's national influ-

LETTERS KNy}

THE AAM AADMI
PARTY IS NOT JUST
A POLITICAL ENTITY.
IT IS POISED TO FILL
THE VOID LEFT BY
CONGRESS AND
TARGET POLITICALLY
BIPOLAR STATES
LIKE HIMACHAL
PRADESH, HARYANA,
RAJASTHAN

AND GUJARAT

ence depends on his party’s
performance.

The AAP. currently holds one
seat in the Lok Sabha and ten
in the Upper House. The
party has expanded its influ-
ence to other States and was
granted national party status
in April 2023.

The Aam Aadmi Party’s rise
to power in Indian politics is
fascinating. Unlike the BJP. or
the Left parties, it has no solid
ideological stance. It has not
relied on regional or socialist
backgrounds like the
ATADMK, DMK, Samajwadi
Party, Biju Janata Dal, or
Rashtriya Janata Dal. Instead,
it has gained power by cham-
pioning development and the
freebie culture.

The AAP is now contesting
elections in Delhi with the
Congress party, while Punjab
is contesting 13 seats indepen-
dently. These alliances offer a
promising outlook for
Kejriwal’s political journey.
The Aam Aadmi Party is not
just a political entity. It is
poised to fill the void left by
Congress and target political-
ly bipolar States like Himachal
Pradesh, Haryana, Rajasthan
and Gujarat.

Modi has promised a “Modi
ki guarantee; while Kejriwal

The rise of online
internships for students =t

Students are opting for online internships to gain practical experience,
develop crucial skills and prepare themselves for the evolving job market

educational landscape,

students are increasingly
recognising the importance of
proactive engagement in
shaping their future careers.
Embracing the adage of
“building a door” to their pro-
fessional aspirations, school
students are turning to online
internships as a means to gain
valuable experiential learning
opportunities and prepare
themselves for the dynamic
job market that awaits them
upon graduation.
Online internships have wit-
nessed a surge in relevance in
recent years, offering school
students an array of benefits
that extend beyond tradi-
tional in-person placements.
Flexibility and Accessibility:
Unlike traditional internships
with fixed schedules, online
internships provide students
with a flexible work environ-
ment tailored to accommo-
date their schedules. This
flexibility allows them to opti-
mise productivity according
to their peak hours of concen-
tration while balancing other
commitments such as classes
or extracurricular activities.
Additionally, the absence of
commute time associated
with virtual internships fur-

In today’s rapidly evolving

ther enhances students’ abil-
ity to dedicate time to their
roles.

Skill Development
Engaging in tasks aligned
with their field of interest,
interns acquire practical expe-
rience and hone essential
competencies crucial for pro-
fessional success. By demon-
strating initiative and self-
reliance in completing
assigned projects remotely,
interns showcase their readi-
ness to thrive in diverse work
environments. These experi-
ences not only deepen their
expertise but also bolster their
resumes, setting them apart in
competitive job markets.
Access to Talent Beyond
Geographical Boundaries:
Online internships offer
employers access to a diverse
pool of talent unrestricted by
geographical boundaries. This
expanded reach enriches
organisations with diverse
perspectives, skills and cultur-

al insights, fostering innova-
tion and collaboration with-
in teams. Additionally, it pre-
pares companies for the
evolving dynamics of the
modern workforce by devel-
oping remote work capabili-
ties.

Exploration of Career Paths:
Online internships serve as a
platform for students to
explore different career paths
and gain insight into various
industries. This exploration
phase allows students to clar-
ify their interests, identify
strengths and weaknesses and
make informed decisions
about their future career
goals.

Networking Opportunities:
Despite being remote, online
internships provide students
with networking opportuni-
ties that can be instrumental
in their career development.
Interacting with professionals
within their chosen industry,
connecting with fellow
interns and building rela-
tionships with mentors and
supervisors can lead to men-
torship opportunities, job
referrals and valuable insights
into industry trends.
Innovative  Learning
Experiences: Through inter-
active projects, virtual meet-

MALIWAL CASE

E EDITOR

has outlined a ten-point agen-
da. This agenda includes
“freeing” Indian land from
Chinese occupation if the
LN.D.ILA. bloc forms the
Government at the Centre,
attaining Statehood for Delhi,
ensuring a 24/7 power supply
and providing free educa-
tion. These promises reflect
Kejriwal’s focus on national
issues. The Delhi liquor pol-
icy case has become inconve-
nient for the AAP. and conve-
nient for the BJP. as elections
are underway. It raises ques-
tions like, is it the end of the
road? Can the second rung of
leaders like Gopal Rai,
Saurabh Bhardwaj, Sandeep
Pathak, Raghav Chadha and
Atishi Run the party, or will
Kejriwal, with his usual luck,
return? Kejriwal is optimistic
and hopes that luck will be on
his side. This positive outlook
has served him well so far.
His popularity will rise if his
party secures a respectable
number of seats in the current
Lok Sabha polls. Only the vot-
ers can decide and their deci-
sion will shape the future of
Kejriwal and the Aam Aadmi
Party in Indian politics.
(The writer is a popular
columnist; views
are personal)

ings and online training ses-
sions, online internships offer
innovative learning experi-
ences that complement tradi-
tional classroom education.
These immersive experiences
bridge the gap between the-
ory and practice, fostering
critical thinking.
Cultural Exposure: Working
with colleagues from diverse
backgrounds exposes stu-
dents to different perspectives,
communication styles and
work cultures, enriching their
understanding of the global
economy’s interconnected-
ness.
Engaging in online intern-
ships significantly boosts stu-
dents’ resumes and bolsters
their prospects for future
employment. These experi-
ences serve as tangible evi-
dence of their initiative,
adaptability and capacity to
thrive in dynamic work envi-
ronments, positioning them
as desirable candidates poised
for success in their chosen
career paths. Thus, online
internships not only enrich
students’ skill sets but also
empower them to navigate
the complexities of the mod-
ern job market.

(The author is the Founder,

Zamit; views are personal)

Madam — Apropos the editorial, “An
Intricate Puzzle,” published on May 20.
Wherein the Pioneer has truly asserted that
the incident is likely to have ramifications
beyond immediate political dynamics,
potentially influencing voter perception
and future elections. The cases booked
under IPC Sections 308 (attempt to com-
mit culpable homicide), 341 (punishment
for wrongful restraint), 354D (stalking),
filing the FIR under sections 506 (punish-
ment for criminal intimidation) and 509
(word, gesture or intent to insult) against
Bibhav Kumar aide Delhi Chief Minister
Arvind Kejriwal in connection with the
attack on Rajya Sabha MP Swati Maliwal
reflect seriousness.
Picking up Bibhav Kumar from the offi-
cial residence of the Chief Minister and
seizing CCTV, DVR, mobile etc. can prove
helpful in revealing the secrets of the crime.
But it seems that as part of a conspiracy,
Bibhav Kumar was hiding at Chief
Minister Kejriwal's house and was engaged
in destroying the evidence. Delhi Police
should make every effort to collect crime
data by using the latest digital technolo-
gy and present concrete evidence before
the court. So that the perpetrators of this
serious crime can be punished as per the
rule of the law.

Yugal Kishore Sharma | Faridabad

RISING LIFE EXPECTANCY

Madam — An individual’s life span is dic-
tated by a myriad of factors. According to
the Global Burden of Disease(GBD)
study, global life expectancy is expected to
increase by 4.9 years in men and 4.2 years
in women by the year 2050. From 73.6 in
2022, there may be a jump to 78.1 in 2050.
This trend will tend to be more exempli-
fied in nations with a history of very low
life expectancy. It is no secret that nowa-
days people are more cautious about their
health. While diseases and disorders have
taught them lessons, mortality and mor-
bidity around them have disciplined their
lives. Past pandemics, in particular
COVID-19, have instilled a sense of fear

Secularism

takes a backseat in elections”, published on

May 20, this is my response. It is a pity that
religion rather than economic issues take the stage
in the election campaign for the ruling party at
the Centre in our secular country. Earlier in feu-
dalism, a king or a feudal lord used to favour his
religion over other religions. History witnessed that
such a practice spelt disaster on every occasion.
The people felt the need for a complete separa-

Q propos the news article, “Economic crisis

as well as responsibility in them like never
before.
An extended lifespan increases suscepti-
bility to non-communicable diseases like
cancer, diabetes and hypertension. As life
expectancy in India is projected to rise,
addressing behavioural and metabolic
risks is crucial for healthy aging over the
next two decades. Health outcomes can be
significantly improved by efficiently
addressing the risk factors. Furthermore,
a safe environment and adequate vaccina-
tion can go a long way.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola

HAPPINESS IS A SKILL

Madam — Apropos the feature article,
“Connecting the Mind and Body; by Ravi
Valluri, published on May 20, this is my
response. Happiness is a skill that human
beings must teach themselves. A lot of peo-
ple spend so much time ruminating
about the past or thinking about the future
that they forget to enjoy the most beauti-
ful gift they have received from God—the
present moment. Our society is structured
in a way that keeps reminding us of our

over politics

tion of religion from politics. This gave birth to
secularism. All modern progressive nations have
embraced secularism after learning how painful
it would be to deviate from its path.
Mixing religion and politics destroys accountabil-
ity, enables corruption and favours one religion
over others, undermining democracy. Politicians
should be elected based on policy, not religion
and churches should focus on spirituality, not pol-
itics. It divides the citizens and damages the unity
and integrity of the country. It does not allow the
policymakers to follow the progressive ideals of
equality and fraternity. Rather, it attracts negative
things such as discrimination, marginalisation,
conflict and unrest. Some of our neighbouring
countries have experienced the danger of not walk-
ing in the path of secularism. India must follow
secularism and let religion be a personal matter
between God and a person.

Sujit De | Kolkata

failures in the past and makes us anxious
about our future. We need to conscious-
ly make efforts to silence our minds by
incorporating daily practices into our daily
routines.
Spending time in nature is one of the best-
known ways to reconnect with your
inner self. Meditating for 20 - 30 minutes
daily can also provide you with a treasure
trove of peace. Journaling can help you
manage your emotions and teach you to
focus on the present moment. Expressing
gratitude to loved ones for being a part of
your lives also goes a long way in nurtur-
ing the relationships you have with peo-
ple that eventually become a source of joy
for you. Exercising daily is also a good way
to take care of your health. Staying away
from social media and all the unrealistic
expectations it imposes on you is imper-
ative. All these practices when done every
day can help you augment your happiness
levels and enjoy life to the fullest.
Charvi Kathuria | Delhi

Send your feedback to;
letterstopioneer@gmail.com
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Litmus test

ith the dust settling on the fifth phase of the

general election, Prime Minister Narendra

Modi and the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) are navigating a complex political landscape. Mr
Modi, who is seeking a rare third term as Prime Minis-
ter, faces major challenges that could reduce the NDA'’s
promised numbers significantly, giving it a weaker man-
date than the 400+ than was projected. To that extent,
this election is proving to be a litmus test for the BJP,
highlighting both its vulnerabilities and the resilience of
its opposition. A key factor in this election is voter
fatigue. The initial enthusiasm that characterised Mr
Modi’s earlier campaigns has waned. This sentiment is
evident in the lower voter turnout compared to previous
elections. The BJP’s ideological parent, the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), has stepped in by ramping
up efforts to engage voters, but the challenge remains
substantial. The BJP’s concern is palpable, as the party
seeks to galvanise its base and rekindle the support that
propelled Mr Modi to power in the past. Economic
issues are at the forefront of voter concerns, overshad-
owing the religious and nationalist fervour that had pre-
viously bolstered BJP campaigns. Unemployment,
agrarian distress, and discontent over economic policies
promoting inequalities have provided fertile ground for
the opposition. In states like Maharashtra, Bihar, and
Haryana, the economic discontent is palpable. Protests
by jobless youth and farmers’ grievances over export
bans underscore a broader dissatisfaction that the
Prime Minister is seeking to address through media
engagements on an unprecedented scale. The opposi-
tion, led by Congress’ Rahul Gandhi, has sought to cap-
italise on these issues, presenting a more united front
than in previous elections. Mr Gandhi’s rebranding as a
grassroots leader through his padayatras, and his will-
ingness to form strategic alliances with regional par-
ties, has invigorated the opposition. This coalition, once
dismissed as a ragtag assemblage of conflicting ~ and
vested - interests, has proven to be more formidable
than expected.

The BJP's internal challenges compound its elec-
toral struggles. Mr Modi’s dominance within the party
has marginalised other leaders, reducing the effective-
ness of a broader campaign strategy. Many prominent
leaders of the party appear not to have been as influen-
tial outside their strongholds, leading to a campaign
overly reliant on Mr Modi’s persona. This centralisation
of the campaign risks alienating voters who are looking
for tangible solutions to their problems. Moreover, the
BJP’s missteps, such as the UP chief minister’s proposal
to ban cow slaughter nationwide, have backfired in rural
Uttar Pradesh itself where stray cattle are a significant
problem. These issues, coupled with the economic dis-
tress faced by farmers, have fuelled voter sentiment in
key battleground states. In Maharashtra and Uttar
Pradesh, where the BJP has always enjoyed substantial
support, the party’s narrative has turned defensive.
While the metaphor of a “rogue wave” may not be apt,
disparate and unconnected events are converging to
make an impact on the BJP's initial projections.

Iran’'s Transition

he untimely death of President Ebrahim Raisi in a

helicopter crash near the Azerbaijan border marks

a significant turning point for Iran, a nation at the
crux of some of the most crucial geopolitical tensions in
the world. Mr Raisi’s presidency, although short, was
one of profound conservatism and strict adherence to
the principles of the Islamic Republic as envisioned by
its clerical leadership. A hardliner within the Iranian
political spectrum, Mr Raisi was often viewed as a pos-
sible successor to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Kham-
enei. His policies, notably his firm stance on morality
laws and his unyielding position in nuclear negotia-
tions, reinforced the ideological purity that the regime
sought to maintain amidst domestic and international
challenges. His approach was to strengthen Iran’s resol-
ve against Western pressures while securing its regional
interests through alliances with non-state actors across
West Asia. Under Mr Raisi’s administration, Iran saw a
resurgence of the enforcement of stringent social codes,
which sparked significant unrest within parts of the
Iranian population. The death of Mahsa Amini, which
ignited nationwide protests, was a stark reminder of the
societal divisions that run deep in Iranian society. These
events, under his watch, highlighted a regime often in
conflict with the evolving demands and aspirations of its
younger population. The consequences of Mr Raisi’s
hardline policies extended beyond Iran's borders. In
the realm of international relations, his tenure did little
to alleviate tensions with Western powers, notably the
United States. The nuclear deal, which has been a pivot
of contention, saw no significant breakthroughs during
his time, leaving the region in a continuous state of
uncertainty regarding nuclear proliferation and eco-
nomic sanctions. The implications of Mr Raisi’s sud-
den death are profound for Iran’s future. It removes a
key figure aligned closely with Ayatollah Khamenei and
disrupts the anticipated continuity of the hardline fac-
tion within the regime. This could either pave the way
for a period of significant political restructuring or fur-
ther entrench the conservative elements within the gov-
ernment, depending on how the succession unfolds.
Regionally, Mr Raisi’s absence may alter the dynamics
of Iran’s engagements in proxy conflicts from Syria to
Yemen. His aggressive posture had ensured a continuity
of Iran’s regional policies established by his predeces-
sors. The new leadership, depending on its ideological
and strategic dispositions, might recalibrate these
engagements, which could either escalate conflicts or
open new avenues for dialogue with regional adver-
saries, including Saudi Arabia and Israel. Mr Raisi’s
hardline stance represented a challenge to internation-
al diplomacy, particularly in how the West engaged with
[ran on nuclear issues and regional security. The world
will be watching closely to see if his departure offers an
altered approach, one that sees greater diplomatic out-
reach. Mr Raisi’s tenure and his unexpected demise are
not merely a footnote in Iranian history but could be a
precursor to a transformative era for Iran and its role on
the global stage.
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Traumatic Tales

Alice Munro, who has been credited with lending mythic proportions to lives of ordinary
people from small rural towns like those in the Ontario countryside, has been compared
to Ernest Hemingway in the realism, economy and lucidity of her style; to John Updike
in her insights into the intricacies of social and sexual relationships; to Flannery O' Connor
and Eudora Welty in her ability to create characters of eccentric individual, and to Marcel
Proust in the completeness and verisimilitude with which she evokes the past

Ithough the sweet
dream was cherished for
a long time, the master
tory-teller, popularly
known as “the Canadian
Chekov,” was never fully con-
vinced that one day she would
become the first from her coun-
try to bag the prestigious Nobel
Prize for Literature. But all
doubts were removed when the
Swedish Academy awarded the
coveted honour to Alice Munro
in 2013 for her brilliant short sto-
ries that portrayed human beings
in precarious social, moral and
psychological conditions. With
her death recently, Canada has
lost her first Nobel laureate for
Literature and the world a master
craftsman of short fiction who
could accommodate the epic
complexity of the novel in just a
few pages.

Munro has been singularly
adept in encapsulating life’s var-
ied experience, often traumatic,
within the bristling geometry of
the short story narrative. For her,
awards have never been a distant
dream, and she had, before the
Nobel, won the Man Booker
Prize in 2009, Governor Gener-
al’s Literary Award (1969) for
Dance of the Happy Shades,
Canadian Book seller’s Award in
1972 for Lives of Girls and Wom-
en, Canada-Australia Literary
Prize (1977) and so on. Usually
concerned with characters living
in the small towns of southwest-
ern Ontario, the stories of Munro
present ordinary experiences in
such a way that they appear
extraordinary.

Considered one of Canada’s
major writers, Munro’s work is
characterized by a refusal to
imbue events with moral over-
tones. Her stories offer no resolu-
tion, leaving readers to draw their
own conclusions regarding the
actions of her unpredictable pro-
tagonists. “Few people writing
today”, claimed the literary critic
Beverley Slopen in Publishers
Weekly, “can bring a character, a
mood or a scene to life with
economy. And Munro has an
exhilarating ability to make the
readers see the familiar with
fresh insight and compassion”.

Munro, who has been cred-
ited with lending mythic prop-
ortions to lives of ordinary peop-
le from small rural towns like
those in the Ontario countryside,
has been compared to Ernest
Hemingway in the realism, econ-
omy and lucidity of her style; to
John Updike in her insights into
the intricacies of social and sexu-
al relationships; to Flannery O’
Connor and Eudora Welty in her
ability to create characters of
eccentric individual, and to Mar-
cel Proust in the completeness
and verisimilitude with which
she evokes the past. She is an
intuitive writer, who is less likely
to be concerned with problems
of form than with clarity and
veracity.

Chief among her virtues is
her great honesty: her refusal to
oversimplify or falsify human
beings, emotions, or experience.
One of her characters states:
“How to keep oneself from lying
see as the main problem every-
where”. Her awareness of this

problem is everywhere evident in
her writing, certainly in the dis-
tinctive voices of her narrator-
protagonists, who are scrupu-
lously concerned with truth. Fi-
nally, her themes ~ memory,
love, transience, death ~ are sign-
ificant. To explore such themes
within the limitations of the sh-
ort-story form with subtlety and
depth is Munro’s achievement.

One of Munro’s recurring
themes is “the pain of human
contact ... the fascinating pain;
the humiliating necessity”. The
phrase occurs in The Stone in the
Field, and refers to the narrator’s
maiden aunts, who cringe from
all human contact, but the emo-
tional pain that human contact
inevitably brings is a subject in
all her stories. It is evident in the
title story of her first collection,
Dance of the

of human contact. In The Peace
of Utrecht, the central character,
Helen, makes a trip to see her sis-
ter in the small town, Jubilee. The
recent death of their mother is
on their minds, but they cannot
speak of it. Maddy, the sister who
stayed at home to look after their
“Gothic Mother”, has forbidden
all such talk: “No exorcising
here”, she says. Yet exorcism is
what Helen desperately needs as
she struggles with the torment
she feels about her sister’s sacri-
fice, her mother’s life, and her
own previous self which this
return home so vividly and stran-
gely evokes. Recalling the love
and pity denied this egocentric,
petulant and incorrigible mother,
Helen experiences raging guilt,
shame and anger that she and
her sister were forced into “paro-

dies of love”. Final-

Happy Shades

ly, Helen and her

(1968), in which an
elderly, impover-
ished piano
teacher, Miss
Marsalles, has a
“party” (her word
for recital) for a
dwindling number
of her students and
their mothers, an
entertainment she
can ill-afford. The
elaborate but near-
ly inedible re-
freshments, the lu-
dicrous gifts, and
the tedium of the
recital pieces em-
phasize the incongruity between
Marsalles’s serene pleasure in
the festivities and the grim suf-
fering of her unwilling but out-
wardly polite guests. The suffer-
ing intensifies with the arrival of
her new pupils, a group of men-
tally disabled children, and when
one disabled girl gives an accom-
plished performance of a spright-
ly piece called “The Dance of the
Happy Shades”, the snobbish
mothers are greatly miffed as
they believe that the idea of a
mentally disabled girl learning to
play the piano is “useless, out-of-
place”. The narrator however
states: “It is the Dance of the
Happy Shades that prevents us; it
is the one communiqué from the
other country where she lives.
She is living in another country,
out of touch with reality; she has
escaped into “the freedom of a
great unemotional happiness”.
But this happiness eluded
many of Munro’s characters suf-
fering from the inescapable pain
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sister withdrew
even the pretence
of love, withdrew
all emotion: “We
took away from her
our anger and
impatience and
disgust, took all
emotion away
from our dealings
with her, as you
might take away
meat from a pris-
oner to weaken
him, till he died”.
In an interview
Munro has co-
nfessed that The
Peace of Utrecht is her most
autobiographical story and was
difficult to write. Perhaps its
emotional power derives from its
closeness to her own experience,
but it exhibits those qualities for
which her writing has been
praised: the effortless clarity of
style, the psychological penetra-
tion of character, the evocation
of time and place, the unfailing
eye and ear which convey an
impression of absolute authen-
ticity ~ these are the hallmarks of
Munro’s finest fiction, and they
are evident even in her earliest
stories.

In some of her short stories,
Munro has also plunged into sex-
ual relationships, particularly in
the feelings that women have
about men. In Bardon Bus, the
narrator, a women writer spend-
ing time in Australia, meets an
anthropologist (known as “X”),
and begins a deliberately limited
affair, asking only that it last out
their short time in Australia.
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Later, when both have returned
to Canada, she is miserable, tor-
tured by memory and need. “I
can’t continue to move my body
along the streets unless I exist in
his mind and in his eyes”. Finally,
she realizes her obsession is a
threat to her sanity, and she
decides to let go of the relation-
ship and in doing so, she gets “a
queer kind of pleasure”. But this
seeming resolution is subtly
undercut by the conclusion of
the story. The narrator’s much
younger friend, Kay, happens to
mention her involvement with a
fascinating new “friend” who
turns out to be “X”. The story
ends there, but the pain (pre-
sumably) does not.

The female protagonist of
Tell Me Yes or No is also sifting
through the emotional trouble of
an adulterous affair. The central
insight in the story is the realiza-
tion of how “women build their
castles on foundations hardly
strong enough to support a
night’s shelter ... how women
deceive themselves, and useless-
ly suffer being exploitable
because of some deep, but inde-
finable, and not final ~ flaw in
themselves”. In The Love of a
Good Woman, Munro explores
again the pain of human contact
in its various guises. In the title
novella, Enid, a middle-aged,
practical nurse finds herself
attending the dying Mrs. Quinn.
Lonely, kind Enid strives to do
good, resisting her dislike of the
sick woman. As an intruder in a
household that cannot function
without her, she is unaware of
her attraction to the husband, a
former classmate, until his wife
implicates him in the death of a
local optometrist.

In the story Jakarta, Munro
displays brilliant irony in the
presentation of two young wives
who argue over D.H. Lawrence’s
assertion that a woman’s happi-
ness lies in a man. Kath is a pro-
per Canadian wife and mother,
but Sonje, her pot-smoking,
commune-dwelling friend, is an
American. Over the years, con-
servative Kath breaks away from
her stuffy marriage to become
strong and self-reliant. Sonje,
who has routinely accepted her
husband’s wish to switch sexual
partners, remains faithful to him
even after he disappears in Jakar-
ta. Josephine Humphreys, writ-
ing in the New York Times Book
Review, claims that “Munro’s fic-
tion is out to seize the mystery of
existence within time ..... the
unique quality of a person’s
fate”. A compulsive writer for
much of her adult life, Munro
viewed within her work the es-
sence of her ability to transcend
aging, and her desire to write has,
as she stated in an interview,
“something to do with the fight
against death, the feeling that we
lose everything everyday, and
writing is a way of convincing
yourself that you are doing
something about it”. Despite her
characteristic concern for hon-
esty and her determination to tell
the truth, it seems in this passage
that she may be wrong about one
thing: it seems clear that Munro’s
writing is destined to last for a
very long time.
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ALEis NEWS METWORE

Restoring
‘glory days' of
shipbuilding

hus declared President Mar-
cos, who cheered the entry
into the Subic Freeport of
South Korea’s HD Hyundai
Korea Shipbuilding and Offshore Engi-
neering, a global leader in shipbuild-
ing and heavy industries that expects
to invest $550 million over the next 10
years and generate around 10,000 new
jobs over the next three to five years.

HD Hyundai, which will initially
focus on offshore wind platforms,
forged an agreement to lease the large
dry dock at the Agila Subic shipyard
run by US equity firm Cerberus Capital
Management, which took over in 2022
a 350-hectare shipyard complex in the
former US navy base that was aban-
doned in 2019 by bankrupt Hanjin
Heavy Industries.

“With this initiative of Cerberus
and HG Hyundai, we will have a fresh
start and a strong foundation in realiz-
ing our vision to be among the largest
and most consequential shipbuilders
in the world,” said Mr. Marcos, adding
that the investment would “restore the
glory days of shipbuilding to our
shores.”

It has to be emphasized, howev-
er, that even prior to HD Hyundai’s
entry into Subic, the Philippines
already has a solid shipbuilding indus-
try with 17 large and medium-sized
shipyards and about 90 small ship-
yards across the country that together
employ some 48,000 workers.

Indeed, since 2010, the Philip-
pines has been ranked among the

INOUIRER
world’s five largest ship producers in
terms of gross tonnage, with locally
manufactured vessels sailing to such
markets as Japan and Germany.

Tsuneishi Heavy Industries (Cebu)
Inc., Austal Philippines Pty Ltd., and
Keppel Philippines Marine Inc., local
units of global leaders in the ship-
building sector have also helped estab-
lish the Philippines’ reputation as a
reliable source of commercial marine
vessels such as bulk carriers and con-
tainer ships.

Mr. Marcos wants to leverage that
stellar reputation, the country’s strate-
gic location near shipbuilding behe-
moths Korea, Japan, and China, its
local expertise developed over
decades, and a large pool of skilled
workers to solidify the Philippines’
ranking among the world’s largest
shipbuilders.

The President already took a step
in the right direction when he signed
an executive order approving the
implementation of the updated
Maritime Industry Development Plan
2028, which among others called for
the improvement of the country’s
shipbuilding and repair industry
and upskilling of the maritime work-
force.

This skills upgrading is especially
crucial to the growth and development
of the shipbuilding sector, as the
Department of Trade and Industry
(DTI) stressed in its 2017 policy brief
on the sector. The DTI said the abun-
dant, cost-competitive, and hard-
working workforce often goes overseas
~ primarily to the shipyards in the
Middle East and Singapore ~ to earn
higher wages while the graduates of
education and training programs
geared toward shipbuilding often do
not meet international standards.

This situation must not be allowed
to continue if the Philippines were to
stand a chance of making itself indis-
pensable to the growth of the global
shipbuilding industry where the coun-
try has already carved a niche and
developed a competitive advantage.

Pitroda's remarks

SIR, What Sam Pitroda had said
about the ethnography of the In-
dian population is not entirely wr-
ong. The only thing that was wrong
were the words used and the tim-
ing, which was during the ongoing
Lok Sabha elections. Modi and the
BJP pounced upon the remarks
and made a mountain of a molehill
for electoral advantage. It is a fact
that humanity originated in Mid-
dle Africa and they migrated north-
wards and some branched towards
Europe and the others towards
Asia. So if you check the DNA pat-
terns you will find some similari-
ties between persons of black
colour whom we call Negros from
Africa with us. Thus those with
similar genes and dark in complex-
ion among the Indian population
may have stronger links with
Africa. That people of the North
East have Mongoloid links is com-
mon knowledge clearly established
by their facial features and the fact
that some of the tribes in Arunach-
al Pradesh and Nagaland trace the-
ir origins from Tibet and others
from South West China which is

acknowledged by the local popula-
tion. The same way the people of
the Indian Western coast had str-
ong trade links with the Arabs and
intermingling happened with the
indigenous population which is
again accepted by the Bori Mus-
lims in Dakshin Kannada, the Mo-
plahs of North Malabar in Kerala
and up to Bhatkal in North Ka-

WHY BLAME ONLY AMERICA?

rnataka as also the Dawoodi Bohra
community. In fact they are proud
of this lineage. Thus Pitroda made
a gaffe on the timing and the words
of his statement but there is noth-
ing to find fault with in the con-
tent. The problem is that the Con-
gress relies on their ageing leaders
whose use-by date has expired and
who are better suited to be retired.
Hence such gaffes.
Yours, etc., S Kamat,
Mysore, 20 May.

THREATS AHEAD

SIR, Rising heat may be familiar
news, but looking at it in a broad
sense is like turning away from the
larger threats that lie ahead. The
World Meteorological Organiza-
tion's (WMO) most recent data
showed that the Earth's tempera-
ture has been above average dur-
ing the last decade. The tempera-
ture is anticipated to rise further in
2024. This will have an impact on

SIR, With reference to the editorial, “US apathy” published today, it would be trite to single out the US
when it comes to the growing sense of apathy and disconnect in polity, per se. This is seen creeping in-
exorably into nations across the globe, as each replicates a Trump-Biden syndrome, spawned through
relentless polarisation. Trump did not cause a democratic crisis of faith, he rode to power on it. Once in
control, he and his ilk discovered their room for manoeuvre was expanded by the same disillusionment
that helped them into office. They debased democratic norms and abused institutions to ensure
subversion of democratic systems. Because the US has essentially a two-party architecture, its fissures
were more visible and predictable. It could be the exact opposite in nations with a far more complex
matrix of political entities, that helped keep the political brew on boil. While scandals and crises would
shake voters’ faith in the political system occasionally, the engineered schism and dysfunction in poli-
ty and the agenda-driven governance thereof, would prove far more corrosive and leave deeper scars.
Universally, people feel that democracy is failing as the governments it produced were unable or
unwilling to address their greater concerns. In such a phase of political asphyxiation, the disillusioned
and the disaffected are too dispirited to defend a system that has failed to champion their cause.
Worse, they believe more than ever before, that ballots may no longer be the sole guarantee to true

democracy.

the entire earth's weather cycle as
well as the life cycle of humans
throughout time, turning every-
thing upside down.

As a result, some areas may
get unseasonal rain, while others
may experience extreme heat.
The way the world is exploiting
resources in the name of devel-
opment, it is predicted that the
global temperature will rise by
one and a half degrees Celsius by
2050. Following this, the world's
temperature may rise by two to
four degrees Celsius during the
following fifty years. The most
concerning aspect is that, while
the environment is changing, we
humans are unable to modify our
behavior and attitudes as quickly.
Perhaps we humans are inca-
pable of understanding that the
weather does not respect the
boundaries we set for it. Weather
warnings apply to the entire plan-
et, including everything that lives,
grows, and thrives on it. As a
result, adjustments in our behav-
ior are required, in addition to the
rhetoric of international leaders
on environmental issues.

Yours, etc., Abhijit Roy,
Jamshedpur, 19 May.
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The deratactor

Parties vie to woo sects in Punjab, Haryana

ELIGIOUS sects ar deras have become syn-

onymous with vote banks in Punjab and

Harvana over the pasttwodecades or so. With

both states set to vote in the Lok Sabha polls,

iticians of all hues are making a customary

beeline for these deras in a bid to improve the electoral

prospects of their parties. Multi-cornered contests in

Punjab and Haryana have made many candidates des-

perate toseek every influential dema's support to turnthe

tables on their rivals. They have been doing it somewhat

discreetly in recent years, ever gsince the Supreme Court

ruled in January 2017 that any appeal for votes on the

ground of ‘religion, race, caste, community or language’

amounted to a ‘carrupt practice’ under the Representa-

fion of People's Act. Incidentally, that was also the year

in which Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh, head of the Sirsa-

based Dera Sacha Sauda, was convicted of rape and sen-
tenced to 20 years in prison.

The Sirsa dera head used to issue a diktat to his fol-
lowers to vote for a particular candidate or party. He did
it most famously during the 2007 Punjab Assembly
elections, when his sect threw its weight behind the
Congress. Consequently, the grand old party made sig-
nificant gaing in Malwa, even though the Shiromani
AkaliDal managed towin the elections and regain pow-
er. Such public announcements have become a thing of
the past after Ram Rahim reportedly scrapped the polit-
ical wing of the dera. Nevertheless, politicians still
regard Dera Sacha Sauda as a force to reckon with.

Other major sects, such as Radha Soami Satsang
Beas, Nurmahal Dera and Dera Sachkhand Ballan,
are also being wooed, notwithstanding their claims
of being apolitical. With the clout of deras cutting
across religious and caste lines, even a subtle hint
from their gurusis enough to convey to the followers
what's to be done on polling day. And that’s where
the opportunity lies for various political parties,
especially in closely fought battles.

Fatal Porsche crash

Try juveniles as adults for reckless driving

HE tragic Porsche accident in Pune, where
a 17-vear-old driving at 200 kmph collided
with a motorcycle, kiling two young engi-
neers, has led to an unusually swift — and
welcome — legal action. The minor's
father, accused of wilful neglect, and the bar owner
and staffers who served him alcohol have been arrest-
ed. This signals zero tolerance to reckless behaviour.
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Ehg Eﬁhum JALANDHAR |WEDNESDAY | 22 MAY 2024

Hope of Naya Kashmir amid poll buzz

There must be a quick return to democratic governance through early Assembly elections

oy
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LECTIONS in Jammu
and Kashmir are
much more than a
emocratic ritual. In
the popular 1magina-
tion, they have been powerful
symbwols — of faith and betrayal;
resistance and accommodation;
hope and disillusionment; confi-
dence and uncertainty But
rarely has the Kashmir valley
witnessed such a boisterous cel-
ebration of competitive democra-
cy as it has in the ongoing Lok
Sabha elections. Robust rallies,
roadshows throughout the length
and breadth of the picturesgque
Valley and Kashmir's many
brave, emotional, colourful and
sometimes mercunal political
leaders have coalesced to con-
struet what may well be a water-
shed moment in the state-tumed-
UT s contemporary history,

This is the first padiamentary
election after the abrogation of
Article 370, and the ending of the
‘special provision' as well as the
downgrading of the state to a
union terntory have been key
1s5ues 1n the campaign, And vet
somewhat paradosacally, in the
fairness of the elections (conduct-
ed in an atmosphere relatovely
also free of fear) 15 the finest
expression of the idea of India in
EKashmir, It is a moment to build
on and sustam if we want to truly
create a Napae Kashmir and for
that the Assembly elections must
be conducted with equal alacrity.

Democracy has had shaky
roots in J&K. In the 19505 and
the 1960s, stage-managed elec
tions in Jammu were seen as a
betraval of the ‘trust’ of 1947,
The 1977 elections, the fairest
the erstwhile state had wit-
nessed since Independence,
became a leitmotif of faith and

acoommodation. The 1987 elec-
tions, neither free nor fair, paved
the way for decades of militancy:
Confidence in the democratic
process was restored toa consid-
erable extent when for the first
time the electorate was able to
dislodge the then ruling party
in 2002 during Prime Minister
Vajpayvee's tenure. But truly
gone are the davs when then
PM Jawaharlal Nehru had to,
in the 19505, reportedly advise
the then Wazr-e-Azam of the
state, Bakshi Ghulam Moham-
mad, to concede a few seats to
his opponents, if only to make
the election credible in the
public perception.

Thday, most of the voters of
J&K genuinely believe that elec-
tions are free and fair and that
they can make a difference. They
are not under the illusion that
elections can sort out the larger
political 1ssues, but they know
that the quest for a “resolution of
the Kashmir issue” cannot be
allowed to hold them hostage to
dysfunctional governance or an
unelected povernment. These
are voters who seek global stan-
damds of govemance, world-class
nfrastructure and new opportu-
nities of education and emphoy-
ment aswell asthe right to every-
daydignity —without draconian

il i

HEARTENING: Baramulla has shown the way with a record turnout inthe Lok Sabha elections. FPm

New Delhi has a real
chancetomove
beyond history. It is
time for the discourse
to shift from ‘being
special to ‘being equal

laws — and to ensure that they
are not alienated from their land.

Look at J&K's chequered
‘democratic’ past. In Aupust
1953, Sheikh Abdullah — the
tallest leader of the state — was
holidaymng in Gulmarg when ear-
Iy one morning, Superintendent
of Police Lakshman Das Thakur
informed the J&K Prime Minis-
ter (as was the nomenclature
then) that he had been dismissed
and was being intemed. “Who
ordered this?” Sheikh is said to
have mared. believing that his
friend in Teen Murti House (PM
Nehmn) would never betmy him.
Thakur presented an order
signed by the Sadri-Riyasat,
Karan 3ingh, bardy out of his
teens, whose father. Maharajah
Hari Singh, had been exiled to
Mumbai, Sheikh took time to
offer namar before accepting that

the ‘chit of the boy' he had
appointed had just remeoved him
from office ‘undemocratically’.
For 22 years, Sheikh stayed out of
power, arguably the most popular
leader until he accepted an acoord
with Indira Gandhi in 1975,

Of course, the contagion of not
allowing democracy in J&K had
mfected Sheikh's National Con-
ference (NC) as well, as he barely
allewed any opposition to survive
in thestate, He made inflammato-
ry speeches in RS Pura, flirted
with American emissaries and let
the tallest leader of the Jana
Sangh , Syama Prasad Mookenjee,
die in Srinagar on his watch
under mysterions drumstances.

His successor, Bakshi, with Del-
hi's patronage, mani pulated elec-
tions tothe pomt that Pandit jihad
o counsel him to allow at least
some opposition to grow, even if
only for cosmetic reasons.

In the post-Sheikh e, his son
and political successor Faroog
Abdullah was the recipient of
New Delhi's blessings as well as
the lack of faith in Indian demoe-
racy. In 1984, Abdul Ghani Lone
— father of People's Conference
leader Sajjad Lone — had to
watke up Dr Abdullah from shim-
ber to mform him that a large
section of his loval MLAs had
deferted and were in Raj

Bhawan with then Govemor Jag-
mohan. Faroog was dismissed,
and former Governor BK Nehru
has revealed that the defection
was armnged after large sums of
money were moved by conduits
of the Intelligence Bureau,
mduding one well-known Con-
gress leaderbusinessman, and
paid off to the deviant MLAs,

In 1937, Kashmir's rigged
Assembly election were fought
by the NC and the Congress
together. My father, a
respectable Kashmiri Pandit,
found that his vote had already
been cast n the Amira Kadal
constituency, where Maubvi
Yusuf Shah of the Muslim Unit-
ed Front (now Syed Salahuddin
of the Hixrbul Mujahideen) was
contesting against the NC's
Ghulam Mohiuddin Shah.

But today, New Delhi has a real
chance to move beyond history to
ereate a new future, Most impor-
tantly, there must be a quick
retum to democratic govemance
through eady Assembly elec-
tions, The lastelection s were held
nearly a decade ago, and there
has been no elected government
in J&K for the past over five
vears, Although there have been
elections to local bodies, they can-
not be a substitute for a duly cone-
stituted Legislative Assembly.

sStatehood must be restored to
J&K as soon as possible; Home
Minister Amit Shah had given an
assurance in December last vear
that this would be done at an
appropriate time. The appropn-
ate time is now, so that any angst
over the lnst battle over Article
27015 overtaken by a sense of vie-
tory over regaining statehood.

Finally, itistime for the discourse
to move from ‘being special’ to
‘being equal’. Most residdents and
leaders of the UT would recopgnise
that as an equal member of the
Indian federal polity, they may
emoy preater freedom and nphts
than they did in a special state.
After all, today, Tamil Nadu or West
Bengal or Odisha is able to pre-
serve its cultural identity, political
space and economic wellbeing
much better than J& K was able to
doasa speaal state of the Union.

The Pune Police's decision to involve the Crime
Branch highlights the seriousness of the matter. The
case against the father as well as the bar owner and
staffers underscores a broader responsibility to pre-
vent such tragedies. Charging the father under the
Juvenile Justice Act emphasises the need for parental
accountability in curbing dangerous activities. Howey-
er, the Juvenile Justice Board's decision to grant bail
to the minor, imposing such lenient conditions as writ-
ing an essay on road safety and undergoing coun-
gelling, s just a slap on the wrist rather than a propor-
fionate response to a crime that caused two fatalities.
Incidentally, it also raises the question of the logic of
having the right to vote or get married (for girls) at 18
vears and of public drinking at 25 in certain states.

The recent accident in Patiala, where four students
died in a high-speed car crash, is a pointer to the trou-
bling trend of dangerous driving among youths. Such
mcidents stress theneed for strider enforcement of traf-
fic laws and a review of legal frameworks for juvenile
affenders. The Pune Folice's appeal to try the minor as
an adult 15 a crucial step in this direction. The judicial
gystem must regpond appropriately and set a precedent
of severe consequences for such rash acts, regardless of
the offender’s age. It wall restore public confidence and
deter reckless driving on our roads. The victims and
their families deserve nothing less.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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India’s educational problems

AS a bnlliant and mastedy exposition of the sublime ideals of lib-
eral education, it would be difficult to beat the inaupural speech
delivered by the Viceroy (Lond Reading ) while opening the Indi-
an Unimversities Conference in Simla on Monday last. Occasions
were not rare when His Excellency, in his enthusiasm, mse to
heights that it is the privilege of very few to scale. After express-
ing his thanks to the delegates for responding to his Govem-
ment's invitation to attend the Conference, (the first of its kind
held in India), and expressing apprecation of the sense of public
duty, of interests in the objects of the Conference and of keenness
evinced by them totake part in any measure to advance the well-
being of the universities, His Excellency referred to his having
availed of every opportunity of vistting various universities of
India. He stated that during these individual visits, he had been
able to convey his high conception of the great mission of the uni-
versities’ teaching and training and his personal conviction of
the extreme importance of university work in India in its effect,
both on the individual and the country as a whole. The Vicemy
had to take great pains in explaining the necessaty that had
mmpelled his Government to call this Conference, to the objects
of which, it must be admitted, the required amount of publicaty
has not been grven. “Tt 1s true,” he said, “that each university is
selfvontained. It has its ownwork to perform and the needs of its
own centre and dientele to provide forto alarge extent. Its des-
tinv hesinits own hands and it is a master of its own fortunes and
alone responsible for its own suceess or failure.”

THOUGHT FORTHE DAY

There are ways to pursue political change. In a democracy, its through the ballot box. —richard Armitage

Much ado about
the ratrace

SHAN KAR GOPALKRISHNAN

we are in a rat race, Whether we are appearing in the

Class X exams or chimbing the corporate ladder,
these are all mini-races within the bigger race. What
makes it a rat race? There 15 an eloquent explanation: ‘It
is the streak of competitiveness to win at all costs that
makes it a rat race.” It 15 aptly said: ‘Even if you manage
to win a rat race, you will still be a rat!”

The irony 15, we have never seen rats run a race. Unlike
humans, with their penchant for one-upmanship, rats are
team players. They work in groups, busily nibbling away
at every obstacle.

I have grown up observing rats. In Mumbai, our build-
ing had an abundance of rodents. These rats were rotund;
they fed on food that was generously discarded from the
kitehen window. Many attempts were made to cement the
building floor, fill the rat-holes and drive the rodents
away. But they were tenacious creatures, It didn't matter
if the floor was made of concrete or granite. They still
managed to tunnel their way in.

Thanks to the unending Metm construction, most Indian
cities have been turned upside down. Can't we think of an out-
ofthe-box solution to build underground Metro lines, using
rats? Allwe need isan army of mts, and a Pied Piper to stream-
line their activity. In no time, all the underground tunnels,
snaking through the entire aty, will be ready!

A couple of vears before the Covid-19 pandemic, my worke-
place was plagued by a rat menace, especially at night. We
never saw these rats during the day. One fine day, my col-
league stepped on a piece of yellow foam lying outside the
meeting room — but he couldn't move, for his foot was
stuck, as though in Fevicol. He nearly fell down and tried to
break the fall with his hands. Lo and behold, his palm got
stuck on the ‘vellow foam'! A colleague rushed to his side,
stepped onthe same foam... and now he toowas stuck! Itwas
like the Yo ksha Prashna story in the Mahabharata, You tried
to help someone and fell victim to the same problem.

The scene was strangely comical, but vou couldn't laugh
openly — after all, here were two colleagues flailing their
hands and legs helplessly.

Eventually, we managed to separate them from the foam.
The security puard was summoned. He informed us that the
yvellow foam, laced with glue, was meant to catch rats. The
intent was dear — the rat would step on it and stay glued for
life! Not a single rat fell for this tnck. Herein lay yet another
telling example of how humans make prandiose plans, build
an elaborate trap but end up, like the proverbial silkoworm, get-
ting themselves entangled. As they say, ‘the best-laid plans
of men and mice often go awry '!

I IGHT from childhood, we are told to run fast, since

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Leadership vacuum in Iran
Apropos of the editorial ‘Tran after Raist'; the
shocking death of Iranian President Ebrahim
Raisi in a helicopter erash has left the country
in a state of uncertainty. His untimely demise
has created a leadership vacuum. The news,
which comes days after India signed a 10-year
deal to operate the Chabahar port, does not
augur well for India-Iran ties. This 1s the sec-
ond such jolt to Tehran after the assassination
of top Iranian General Qasem Soletmani in
eary 2020. Iran has been on the receiving end
of sanctions because of its bitter relations with
the US. One can only hope that the turmoil in
the regionwill not last long.

KIRTI WADHAWAMN, KANPUR

Raisi's death a great loss
The death of Imnian President Ebrahim Haisi
in achopper crash s agreat tragedy. Since West
Asia has been reeling from unrest, there would
be much speculation about the reason behind
the accident. Conspimacy theories will be float-
ed about some other country having a hand in
the mishap. Fingers will be pointed at Ismael, as
tensions between the two nations have been
simmering for quite some time now. Raisi was
a leader with vast experience, one of the rea-
sons why he was seen as a leading candidate to
take over from Supreme Leader Ayatollah Al
Khamenel. His demiseis a big loss for Iran.
DVG SAMKARA RADQ, VIZIAMAGARAM (AP}

Turmoil in Iran’s domestic politics
With reference to ‘Iran after Raisi’; there is
no doubt that the accidental death of any
head of state has significant consequences. In
Iran, it is ther Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Al
Ehame nei, who calls the shots. But President
Raisi's deathis bound to have a major impact
on Iran’s domestic politics, as he was seen as
a leading candidate to succeed the 85-yvear-old
Supreme Leader. Even if the Supreme
Leader's son, Mojtaba Khamenei, iselevated
to the post, his rule will come under much
serutiny. The wordd is carefully watching
every step of the Ayatollah.

MONA SINGH, BY MAIL

Role of FSSAI under lens
With reference to ‘Spice crisis’; food adulter-
ation 15 not unheard of in India. Companies

like Dabur, Zandu, Baidyanath, Nestle and
Patangali have all come under the scanner for
adulteration. The ban on Indian spices
imposed by Singapore, Hong Kong, the Mal-
dives, Australia, and Nepal due to alleged
contamination of ethvlene oxide in products
of popular brands MDH and Everest 15 a mat-
ter of embarrassment for India. It puts a big
question mark on the functioning of the Food
Safety and Standards Authority of India
{FSSAT. Clearly, the statutory body has failed
in its duty to ensure the wellbeing of con-
sumers and needs todo some soul-searching.
When Indian firms produce and export sub-
standard or adulterated products, it pives a
bad name to our country.

BAL GOVIND, NOIDA

Hold those at fault accountable
Refer to the editorial *Spice crisig’; it is time
to momtor the role and functiomng of the
F55A1 and other regulatory authorities or
statutory bodies in India. Why do these
authorities only jump into action when a prod-
uet manufactured by an Indian company is
banned abroad for food adulteration or when
a foodstuff fails to meet the standards? It
shows that the bodies have little concern
about the health of consumers in India. Those
responsible for the lapse must be brought to
book. Such negligence on the part of the
authontes should not go unpunished.
KRISHAN BHATIA, HANSI

Down with affirmative action
Refer to the article ‘Reservation poliey
held hostage to political rhetoric’; the con-
cept of reservation was introduced under
the false pretext of ensuring inclusive
growth for the underprivileged. All individ-
uals of a caste cannot be socially and eco-
nomically underprivileged. Reservation
has only hardened the social barriers in the
country that would have otherwise ceased
toexst A reservation is not the solution. Tt
15 education and employment that ensure
the development of a nation and the
progress of its underprivileged communi-
ties, If India wants to move forward, all quo-
tas for different communities in education
and employment should be scrapped.
VIREMDER SINGH LATHER, KARMAL

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




Ehe Erihunf JALANDHAR | WEDNESDAY | 22 MAY 2024

Plug Haryana’s

BHUPINDER SINGH HOODA
FORMER CM, HARYAMNA

[A is facing a severe
and widespread unem-
ployvment enisis, which is
often descnbed as a tick-
ingbomb' of joblessness.

Job ereation must become the
central forus of national politi-
caland policy diseussions, The
Congress has recopnised the
gravity ofthe situation and pri-
ontised employment, social
justice and inclusiveness inits
election promises outlined in
the Nyoy Potra.

It is widdy acknowledged
that unemployment can be
addressed through job oppor-
tunities, but the ssue 15 com-
plex and multifaceted, exdend-
ing bevond mere joblessness.
Consequently, inding a com-
prehensive solution to unem-
ployvment has been a long-
standing  challenge for
successive povernments,. This
necessitates  an  informed
debate and brainstorming to
understand the Issue as a
human problem rather than a
political one. Additionally, cur-
rent socal, economic and
technological factors must be
taken into account to develop
an effectve strategy to combat
this problem.

Rather than deling into the
intncacies of statistics denved

from multiple surveys con-
ducted by various agencies
using different methodolo-
pes, we should strive to
address this somal issuewith a
more pragmatic and compas-
sionate approach, rather than
relying on purely academic or
bureaurratic solutions,
Among the states, Harvana
15 worst affected by unemploy-
ment, with the mte approoi-
mately three times higher
than the national average.
This was exemplified by the
fierce competition for three
Group D posts in the District

Court, Jind: thousands of

highly qualified applicants,
inchuding those with BEME,
MEBA and other postpraduate
degrees, vied for these posts.
The indifferent attitude of the
gtate  government  towards
educated vouth over the past
nine vears has exacerbated
the dire situation.

Vacancies in povernment
departments — over two lakh,
mcluding thoseofteachers and
healthcareworkers —were not
filled. Theny were either put on
hddor on sale. Frequent paper
leakes, cancellation of examing-
tions and massive rregulari-
ties in the selection process
frustmted the wvouth of the
gtate; they either started
migrating to other countries,
nskang thear bves for alvang, or
were drawn into the darkword
of viclence, orme, dngs,
depression or suieide. Instead
of facing this prave crisis with
the utmost compassion, sincer-
ity and priority, the govem-
ment's policy response was
myopie, populist, callous and

OPED

SﬂL LTION: The development nf new smart cities can be a magnetfor alarge number of jobs duetothe
apglome mtion effect and the availability of op portunities. FILEPHOTO

deceptive.

What added insult to inury
for the unemploved vouth was
the formulation of the Deploy-
ment of Contractual Persons
Policy, 2022, This policy is
bemng implemented through a
government-approved agendcy
(digital labour exchange),
Harvana Kaushal Rozpgar
Nigam Limited. Through this
agency, highly qualified vouth
are: beng temporarily
deploved for vanous job mles
on kow and fixed wages. They
are even ‘exported’ to warhit
countnes like Israel,

Harvana has the potential to
reate numerous jobs if a dear,
consistent, comprehensive and
credible multipronged policy s
developed. If the Congress
comes to power, our top prion-
ty will be to create a conducive
envimnment for generating

Haryana hasthe
potential to create
numerous jobsila

multipronged policy
is developed.

emplovment opportunities.

In Haryana, the agriculture
sector is the lapest job
provider, with over 50 per cent
of the population engaged in
apriculture and alhed activi-
ties. Promoting food process-
Ing, agri-technological
advancements, storage, agri-
exports, agn-marketing, dairy-
mg and horticulture can cre-

ate a siFgnificant number of

jobs, Increasing MGNREGA
rates and linking them with
other mitatives will help cre-
ate more productive and pur-
poseful jobs in rural areas.

In 2019, the manufactunng
sector was the second-largest
emplover after agriculture.
However, as of 2023, the con-
struction sector has taken its
place, followed by the service
sector, trade and hospitality,
with manufacturing now in

the fourth place. Improving
the ease of doing business —
providing land at reasonable
prices, skilled labour, ade-
quate and affordable credit
facilities — along with effec-
tove market and labour laws,
and cheap and sufficient elec-
tricity supply will stimulate
job ereation in the manufac-
turing sector

The government is the third
larpest emplover. More than
two lakh vacancies need to be
filled in a time-bound manner
Th effectively and efficiently
deliver services to the people
and keeppacewith the increas-
ing number of job seekers,
maore permanent jobs need to
be created in the government,
public undertalkings and coop-
erative sectors.

The development of new
smart cities can be a magnet
for a large number of jobs due
to the agrlomertion effect
and the availabihity of oppor-
tunities. It will also have sig-
nificant developmental and
socketal consequences. A
major push for education,
health, nutrition and social
secunty nfrastructure can be
achieved by creating quality
and well-paid jobs for ASHA
(Accredited Social Health
Artnast) personnel, anganwa-
di workers, mid-day meal
providers and midwives.

The low paricpation of
women in the labour foree (25
per cent) represents a signifi-
cant untapped potential for
employment. This can be
addressed by creating a sup-
portive  environment, imple-
menting maternity and labour

s skill gap to combat job crisis

laws, ensuring women's safety
and providing them with
accommodation and trmans-
portation fcilities. The urban
unemployment rate is 1001 per
cent, while rural joblessness is
at7 4 percent. Therefore, anew
policy similar o MGNEEGA
should be launched in ates
and urban areas. Additiemally,
promoting rernote work oppor-
tunities can expand the job
market, especially for women
and youth in rural areas.

Improving the employahbility
of the workforee is crucal for
taking advantage of the demo-
praphic  dividend.  This
requires enhancing the quality
of education, particulardy foun-
dational Iteracy and technical
education. The ASER { Annual
Status of Education Report)
raises concems over education
ifrastructure in  Harvana,
highlighting the need for
improvernent. Prolonged
unemployment and a lack of
shill upgrading can reduce a
person's employability.

There 15 a significant skill
gap in the state, leading to
unemployment. Therefore, a
skill development revolution
15 necessary for up-skilling,
re-skilling and adopting
mnovative processes to meet
the new job requirements.
Establishing a knowledge
hub in Harvana with interna-
tional-level institutions of
excellence in  technology,
research and innovation can
help meet the modern job
market requirements. It will
take persistent and pragmat-
i polides and political will to
overcome this erisis.

Navyneedsa Capacuy boost to become net security provider

MANOJ JOSHI
DISTINGLISHE D FELLOW, OBSERVER
RESEARCH FOUNDATION, NEW DELH

HIS 15 an
uncommonty
busy period for
the Indian Nawy.
In recent
months, 1ts western fleet
has taken a proactive pos-
ture in the northern Indian
Ocean to puard the sea
lanes against attacks by the
Houthis and, more recently,
the revived Somali piracy,

As of March-April, the
Navy had 10 warships in the
Arabian Sea and two in the
Red Sea; in an unprecedent-
ed move, 1t also deployved 11
ofits 16 submarines. Thisis
perhaps the most signifi-
cant deployment of the
Navyin recent decades. Itis
alsousing its P81 long-ranpe
maritime reconnaissance
aireraft to  intensify  its
patrol of the seas.

At the same time, the east-
ern fleet was carrying out an
important stmtegic mission.
In early May. it sent a flotilla
of three ships to the South
China Sea. where they visit-
ed singapore, Malaysia and
the Philippines. In May
2023, India and ASEAN had
held their first-ever mar-

itime exercise, though the
Indian Navy has been
mvolved inbilateral exercis-
es with navies of several
ASEAN nations.

In March, the Navy inau-
gurated and upgraded naval
bases onthe Minicoy islands
as well as an important facil-
ity i Mauritius. The
upgrading of a naval facility
at Agatti and establishing
INS Jatavu in Minicoy are
dearly aimed as checking
possible Chinese inroads in
the DMaldives. The new
airstrip and jetty on Agale-
ga island in Mauritius 1s
part of a long-term plan for
India’s deployments in the
Indian Ocean Repgion to
counter Chinese presence
there. Beyjing, it has been
pointed out, 18 the only
country with an embassy in
each of the six Indian
Ocean i1sland states — 3n
Lanka, Maldives, Mauri-
tius, Seyvchelles, Madagas-
car and the Comoros.

Last month, reports said
that India is also upgrading
its military infrastructure
on the Andaman & Nicobar
Islands that are adjacent to
the Malaceca Straits. Air-
fields there are pgetting
longer runways, upgraded
jetties and new roads are
being built on the islands.
The aim is to facilitate
greater deployment war-
ships, aircraft, missile bat-
teries and troops there,

But the most active
deployment of the Navy i1s
related to the Houthis and

MAVAL PUSH: A prototype of indigenous midget submarine Arowana was launched lastweek. aw

revived Somali  piracy.
sShipping to the western
Indian ports 15 directly
affected by turbulence in
West  Asia  and  already
prices of containers
between northern Europe
and China have doubled.
There are reports that the
developments could affect
Indian exports by as much
as 530 bilion over the vear
if things remain bad.

At present, India is not
part of the US-led security
mitiative called Operation
Prosperity Guardian, which
consists essentially of the
Western alliance and was
launched in mid-December.
It is this alliance which is
undertaking the attacks on

[ndia faces a
medium-term
challenge from the
Chinese PLA Navy,
which has been
active in terms of
sending vesselson
regular patrolsinthe
Indian Ocean.

Houthi bases in Yemen,
Recently, India joined the
Combined Maritime Forces
(CMF), a 34-member group-
ing led by the US Central
Command (CENTCOM)
based in Bahrain and also
posted aliaison officer to the
CENTCOM. The CMF is not
an alliance; 1t is fleaable and
does not exercise any politi-
cal or military mandate.
New Delhi itself has no
guarrel with the Houthas.
But thev are backed by
Iran, a country with which
India enjoys good relations.
The recent Indian decision
to manage the Chabahar
port 15 an indicator that
India iz also looking at a
broader horizon in relation

to the Eurasian and Indian
Ocean components of its
foreign and security policy.

India often boasts of its
aim of becoming the ‘net
security provider' imn the
Indian Ocean, but as of now,
it needs a sharp boost in its
capacity to become one. As
itis, it faces amedium-term
challenge from the Chinese
PLA Navy, which has been
active since the last decade
in terms of sending sub-
marines, intelligence-gath-
ering and research vessels
on regular patrols in the
Indian Ocean,

The Indian Navy is the
smallest of the three servie-
es and has the lowest share
of the defence budget.
While it 15 important to
stress  partnerships with
like-minded countries in
the region, for a military
service there is no alterna-
tive to raw power. Unfortu-
nately, in the past decade,
the Navy has had to trim its
gails, Im 2019, 1t announced
that it was reducing its tar-
et of acquiring 200 ships
by 2027 to 175. The Navy's
plans for a large aircraft car-
rier to follow on the Vikrant
project have vet to get offi-
cial approval.

Now, after much dithernng,
the government seems to be
on the verge of taking a dect-
gion on the Rs 60,000-crore
Project 751 submarine ven-
ture, Tenders of two compa-
nies, one having a Spanish
partner and the other a Ger-
man one, are being evaluat-

ed. A key technology that is
being assessed 15 of Air
Independent Propulsion
(AIP) that enables conven-
tional submarines to remain
underwater for weeks.
Under the Strategic Part-
nership Model, L&T is part-
nering with the Spanish
company, Navantia, for the
project, while DMazagon
Dock Shipbuilders Litd has
teamed up with ThyssenK-
rupp Marine Systems.

A major reason for the
urgency now 15 that the
first of four AIP sub-
marines built by China for
Pakistan was commis-
sioned in April this vear
Pakistan already operated
French ATP-equipped Agos-
ta 90B submarnnes. In 2016,
Islamabad signed a deal
with China for the supply of
four new AlP-equipped
submarines and four more
of this type will later be
built in Karachi.

Eleven of India’s 17 con-
ventional submarines are
decades old. It has two
nuclear ballistic missile
submarines, but these are
dedicated to strategic
deterrence and not related
to the Navy Besides Pro-
ject 751 conventional sub-
marines, India has been
considering the idea of
making nuclear-powered
attack submarines, but
the idea remains on the
drawing board. Finding
space for it in the current
budget would be a daunt-
ing proposition.
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CONTRAPUNTO

Weakness of attitude becomes
weakness of character

-ALBERT EINSTEIN

Courts On Poll Duty

That Calcutta HC had to intervene in poll matters
EC should have handled is troubling

Calcutta HC is hearing today an appeal against its order on

Monday restraining BJP from publishing ads it found had

violated Model Code of Conduct (MCC)-Election Commission’s
manual for political parties that's in force from announcement of
pollstillresultsday HC was sharp-itheld EC had “grosslyfailed” to
address violation of MCC. It wasarareobservation, even troubling,
that a constitutional court found reason to pull up a constitutional
authority. Three takeaways.

Content & timing of ads | HC found the ads to be “slanderous”
and “derogatory”. One ad in Bengali appeared to use religion to
target Trinamool. Another ad was published on May 12, a day before
the fourth phase of polling in Bengal - MCC mandates a 48-hour
silence period before poll days. These are routine
violations that EC could have swiftly handled.
Trinamool moved court alleging EC had not
acted on its complaints. For EC’s own good, the
political party should not have felt the need to
approach court. That it did demands institutional
introspection within EC.

Courts on poll duty | Supreme Court has
been on constant poll duty, Following theelectoral
bondscase, ithasinitsdocket casesvitalto EC's
constitutional authority — appointments of ECs,
EVM-VVPATs, on vacancies in legislatures,
and of course, the Maharashtra cases including
assigning of party symbols. Both public and
political parties are turning to the courts
frequently on matters jurisdictionally in EC’s ambit. Courts have
desisted; thrown out frivolous pleas, discarded irrelevant claims,
patiently heard activists and campaigners - returning petitioners
repeatedly to EC, whose remit is the conduct of free and fair
elections, and ensuring a level-playing field.

Constitution matters | There cannot be a perception that EC is
anything but a neutral arbiter. Calcutta HC referred to Article 226
of the Constitution to state the petition before it wasn't preventing
“smooth process of the election”. Article 226 provides the right to
approach HCs (and SC under Article 32) to anyone whose fundamental
right has been violated. HC also invoked Articles 14, 19and 21 (equality,
freedom of speech and liberty) to uphold the petitioners’ plea. Central
to the authority the Constitution vests in EC, is people’s trust. To be
universally perceived as a fair custodian of this trust is inarguably
one of the most important institutional remits in India. In fiercely
contested elections, EC must go the extra mile. It's the only safeguard
against campaigning’s tendency to descend to the lowest common
denominator. Caleutta HC upheld both letter and spirit of MCC.

Warranted Or Not

[nternational Criminal Court is a good example of
global institutions’ limitations in fractured geopolitics

he International Criminal Court (ICC) faces its moment of

reckoning. Set up to prosecute war crimes, it can issue arrest

warrants against individuals if national courts can't/won't do
it. ICC’s testing its power. Last vear, it issued an arrest warrant against
Vladimir Putin and now its prosecutor hasapplied for warrants against
five consequential figures in the Israel-Hamas conflict, including
Benjamin Netanyahu. The catch here is that ICC can bypass national
courts but notenforcement agencies if arrests have to be made.

‘World order’ | The pivotal moment for global legal institutions

was the 5an Francisco conference in 1945 when the UN charter and the
statute of the International Court of Justice (IC.J) were adopted. The
euphoria of the founding moment contained
a kernel of truth. The world order would be
hierarchical. UN's ‘Big Five’ would get exclu-
siveveto powers because they bore the primary
responsibility to hold up the order. And also
disturb it, as subsequent events showed.
: Shifting equilibrium | A rules-based
g+ orderhastwoparts. Thereare well-intentioned
ideas to prevent conflict and promote economic
cooperation. There’salsothereality of power
exercised by sovereign states. Their interaction produces an
equilibrium. That equilibrium is increasingly under pressure,
leading to the architecture falling apart. Be it UN or WTO, multi-
lateral bodies are now mostly ineffective.

Fragmented order | Move aside World Bank and IME China is
today the world’s largest official creditor. A 2021 study looked at cont-
racts between Chinese state enterprises and 24 sovereign borrowers.
They're designed to weaken collective action on debt restructuring by
groups like the Paris Club. The world order is fragmenting and there’s
not much sympathy because of past institutional hypocrisy. As for ICC,
after years of prosecuting African warlords, it's facing a new reality.

Election doublespeak

Humpty Dumpty would have felt at
home in today’s poll-going India
Jug Suraiya

Lewis Carroll’s Humpty Dumpty - who declared that when he
used a word it meant exactly what he wanted it to mean,
nothing more and nothing less — would have felt at ease in
today's poll-bound India, where language has achieved the
elasticity of an Olympic gymnast,

One of the most frequently used, and also the most supple
of meaning, is the term ‘communal’. Elsewhere, communal refers to some-
thing inclusive, pertaining to the community as a whole. However, in India the
word hasbecome a replacement for divisive terms like ‘sectarian’ or ‘partisan’.

In the current rhetoric of electioneering, the word has acquired the Humpty
Dumptyesque ability to mean whatever itsuser wants it tomean. Which isfine,
in that such linguistic laissez-faire is a democratisation of language, showing
that one isfree to choose whatever meaning one elects to give a word, free of the
dictatorship of conventional usage. S50, when one speaker uses the word
‘communal’, the adjective is descriptive of a mindset or policy based on an

appeasement of minorities. However, when another uses the same

[?_ﬁ] term, it means something very different, which is fomenting a
s climate of majority rule at the expense of multi-culturalism.

Eventheterms ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ haveadopted a Humpty

e Dumpty free-for-all changeability The word

.k ‘minority’ does not merely refer to a value-neutral
SECﬂndO pf MIOI numeric pertaining to a segment of the overall
: population, but is a stand-in for asinister stratagem
called vote bank politics. The word ‘majority’ too has become an ambidextrous
verbal construct, which could either also mean vote bank politics, or nationalism,
depending on one’s view or ideological hue.

Indeed, the Humpty Dumptyism of language includes the act of speaking itself,
with the verb ‘to say” having become a matter of contention, as indid a person say or
not say, something or the other, about some people, at some time or another

Humpty Dumptvism turns language into a selective sieve which filters out
all meaning from words, turning fact intofiction and fiction into fact.

The interchange of fact and fiction turns everything into faction: the
faction of Humpty, or that of Dumpty. Take yvour pick.
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THE MONK’S WAY

What makes Yogi Adityanath such a formidable poll factor for BJP in UP? Less crime is just one answer.
His development rhetoric has worked. As has the projection of him as a good administrator

Shashank Chaturvedi, David N Geliner
and Sanjay Kumar Pandey

ast week, addressinga rally in Barabanki, just
outside Lucknow, Modi said Congress and
SP need to learn from Yogi “where to run the
bulldozers and where not”,
One thing garam in an otherwise thanda
2024 Lok Sabha election is the demand for Yogi
Adityanath to “do rallies”, not only across UP but also
across the country, from Gujarat to Karnataka, from
Maharashtra to Bengal. Over the past six weeks, he has
done nearly 150.
This is a huge shift
since 2017, when Yogi
became UP's CM, and

top BJP leaders had =77
to goaround quashing =

whispers that his , n*

relations with the party <

were strained. There

was the 2021 photo-op, .f“*

with Modi strolling

through Varanasi, his Q’

hand on Yogi's shoulder,

Next year, Modi was

said to have coined the “UP + Yogi ¥

= upayogi (useful)” slogan, This

vear, he has said he is “most °
blessed” to have his constituency in
Yogi's state.

Back to the present, Modi's bulldozer
comment 1s a riposte to Akhilesh's
charge that Yogiis “just a Bulldozer Baba".
Yogi and his supporters have been guick to
ownthe label.

Hindu Mahasabha, a journey | Two distinct streams of
Hindutva have clashed in India for decades: the Hindu
Mahasabha, from which Yogi and his abbot forebears
hail, and the somewhat less exclusively Hindu RSS,
where the young Modi began his career. It was not until
1991, two decades after Modi joined RSS as a full-time
worker, that Mahant Avaidvanath, one of the Mahasabha's
key leaders, started working with BJE Still, in 2014, when
BJP formed the govt in Delhi, Yogi was maintaining a
distance from the party, retaining his own vouth force,
the Hindu Yuva Vahini, as a counterpart to RSS.
Cuttothiselection season, Evenasnationally BJP has
kept shifting its message, in UP the party's campaign
has been steadfastly focused on Yogi's leadership,
including its role in the Ram Mandir affair. As a party

worker explained, Yogi's campaign Kicked off strategi-
cally in Mathura, where BJP put the onus on him to
“charge” (that is, electrify or galvanise) the voters.

Law & order, trump card | Yogi has promised to “declare
the state mafia-free” immediately after June 4, when the

His promises seem to be working, with BJP voters
giving a passionate endorsement: Bulldozer Baba
hamesha samasyaon ka samadhan dete hain (' Bulldozer
Baba always provides a solution to problems’).

Fan base, diversified | There is a striking consensus not

election results will be announced.
Draupadi’sdisrobing in Mahabharat
has been his favourite allegory in
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only among the poor and barely
literate with whom we spoke across
the state, but also among the better

deriding SP's Azam Khan, Atig
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off, including educated women, that

Ahmed and Akhilesh. When loot and
corruption in UP was rife, he claims, they were all either
active perpetrators, like Dushasan and Duryodhan, or
closed their eyes to it, like the blind kaka
shriKing Dhritarashtra.

Yogi's winning strategy is the promise

to make UP safe.

All this has been tilting voter
attitudes in the state. In 2019, most
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voters
were fired up by
national issues, including Bala-
kot and Pulwama. This time
around, local issuesare at the
forefront. As one respondent
in western UP put it: for UF, "Yogi is necessary.”
Promising to rid UP of both mafia and mosquitoes,
he isTunning on the claim to have provided saat saal mein
nocurfew, nodanga, UP mein sabchange('seven years of
no curfews or riots”). Any challenge to state authority,
he insists, will be punished: Jail shayvad boad mein
pahunchenge lekin jahannum mein pahle pahunch
Javenge (‘criminals will reach jail later, hell first").
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Yogi's govt offers better prashasan
(administration)and security.

People everywhere enthuse, Bahan betivaan
surakshit hain (‘our sisters and daughters are safe’),
Suraksha ki bhavna hai (‘there is a sense of security’)
and Aap kabhi bhi raat mein nikal
sakte hain ("you can go out anytime

in the night"). These phrases, taken
straight out of Yogi's lexicon, are
l' by now everyday cliches.

. Development, in acronyms | Yogi's
8 growing emphasis on develop-
ment also seems to be paving off.
UP’'s annual Global Investor Sum-
mit and the agreement to pay for
sugarcane within 15 dayvs seem to
have mitigated the anti-incumbency
discontent caused by rising inflation
and unemployment.
Yogi has learned development
rhetoric from Modi, its master, using
abbreviations like CCC (Culture,
Connectivity and Commerce) and
TTPE (Talent, Tradition and Potentiality)
to great effect.

He has also learned to walk the tightrope between
vesterday's Mahasabha and today’s Hindutva. Note,
too, that in 2022 Yogi disbanded the Hindu Yuva Vahini.
Inarecenttweet he has written that Modi is the “tallest
leader™ of 140 crore Indians and hamare abhibhavak
(‘our guardian’).

To be effective in UP. and perhaps nationally too,
BJP will need both Modi and Yogi. As one man in
Gorakhpur put it, BJP ko ek mavan mein do talwaar
rakhna seekhna hi padega ('BJP will have to learn how
to have two swords in one scabbard’).

Chaturvedi isat Nirma University, Ahmedabad: Pandey is
with JNU and Gellner is with Oxford University

UP votes on May 25 (14 seats) in the
sixth of its 7-phase polls

When You Need Medicine But Can’t Ask For It

In the first LS election since Covid, healthcare is a non-issue on the campaign trail. Poor access to
health data & non-existent feedback loops make voters feel powerless against unfulfilled promises

Shreyashi Ray and Rituparna Padhy

This is India's first
general election since
Covid exposed deep
{ fractures in our health
system. One thus
expected political
parties to make he*ﬂth n:ﬁ:nrm and the right to health
a big part of their election campaigns this time. But
this is not the case. Inreality, political commitments on
health get little space in public scrutiny and debate.
Thisneeds to change.

Calls from civil society | Some membersof civil society
have put forward their collective demands, and
implored political representatives to take note. For
example, Jan Swasthya Abhivan has published the
People's Health Manifesto, highlighting priorities
such as the need to finance and decentralise health-
care, and regulate the private sector. And Indian
Medical Association has demanded stronger
measures to support health workers. Have political
parties taken notice?

Healthy manifestos | The nature of commitments in
a manifesto typically reflects the ideology of the
party, and what it deems important to garner
support from the public. Some commitments are
rights-based, othersadopt a welfare approach.

® CPM and SP have committed to giving effect to
the right to health through laws. SP has specifically
promised to legally guarantee the right to ‘gquality’
health, which presumably includes not just free health-
care but also specific measures for quality control.

® Congress, whose manifestos have consistently
guaranteed right to hea