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n a recent 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

T
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, AI 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.

VolumeXXXI Number 30 

NEW DELHI | WEDNESDAY, 22 MAY 2024

T
he Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
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 
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 
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.  

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 
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-

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.

B
oards of companies often face the imperative 
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-
gate the shifting technological land-
scape effectively. 

AI stands out as a transforma-
tive force, capable of reshaping 
entire industries and business 
models. As boards of companies 
grapple with the imperative to embrace AI, 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 
AI 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 AI concepts, capa-
bilities, and limitations. This can be achieved through 

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 
AI. India currently does not have specific codified 
laws or regulations that specifically regulate the use 
of AI, but is 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 NITI 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 AI 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 AI imple-
mentation, identifying areas where 
AI can enhance business processes 
and improve efficiency, while also 
assessing associated risks and mon-
itoring industry trends. 

Building a robust AI 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 AI 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 AI models will be.” 

The journey towards AI integration is iterative, 
and progress must be monitored closely. Quarterly 
reviews conducted by the board serve as check-
points, allowing for the assessment of AI initiatives' 

efficacy and alignment with strategic objectives. 
These reviews provide opportunities for course cor-
rection, ensuring that AI 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 
newspaper, 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 
AI tools in at least one business function. A recent 
Financial Times article puts this number at 75 per 
cent. The study noted that AI 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 AI overall.  

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

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

AI 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 AI integration effectively. Moreover, 
by embracing AI comprehensively and ethically, 
boards can position their organisations for sustained 
success in an increasingly AI-driven world. 

The writer is with Institutional Investor Advisory Services 

India Ltd. The views are personal. X: @AmitTandon_in 

Boards need to embrace AI 

Fiscal position should be improved with sustained growth

Ratings and reforms

T
wenty years and counting, the 
protracted battle to allow women 
entry into the Sabarimala temple in 

Kerala is no closer to a solution than it was 
at the start. It has turned into one of those 
disputes in which no intervention is too big 
to fail. Even a Supreme Court judgment 
declaring the ban on women (in the age 
group 10-50 years) unconstitutional has 
not moved the needle. 

The irony is lost on none; women 
are being denied the right to enter a 
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 
also been always seen as a progressive 
and liberal role model for religious 
freedom and social development. How 
does such a state accept and support 
openly discriminatory attitudes 
towards women? 

Deepa Das Acevedo, author of the 
book and legal anthropologist by training, 
writes that she was drawn to the 
incongruity of a fight of this nature, in a 
state such as Kerala. The case struck a 
chord for the “remarkable ways in which 
it blends the peculiar with the familiar,” 
and led her to write the book that brings 
together the numerous and diverse views 
and ideas that have shaped the story of 
women’s entry into Sabarimala temple. 

Ms Acevedo casts an academician’s 
eye on the fight, which is refreshing and a 
far cry from the cacophonous public 
posturing that has passed for debate, for 

years now. Readers can step away from 
the intransigent binaries that the issue 
has been cast into and get a glimpse of the 
complexities involved. 

The battle for temple entry goes 
back a long way but things came to a 
head in 2006 when the Indian Young 
Lawyers Association (IYLA) filed a 
public interest litigation petition before 
the Supreme Court, challenging the 
Sabarimala Temple’s prohibition of 
women from the temple premises. The 
petition yielded a judgment that called 
such a practice unconstitutional. But 
not even the might of the highest court 
in the country has helped enforce the 
judgment that has since been mired in 
review petitions and agitations. 

The book examines how the political 
reality of the state, and the country, 
intersect with the religious and cultural 
imperatives of the temple. For instance, 
the Travancore Devaswom Board (TDB), 
whose writ runs large over Sabarimala, no 

matter which political party rules Kerala, 
has had an oversized role in the entire 
battle. The TDB’s word has proven to be 
stronger than that of the courts and the 
political establishment. 

The TDB denies women entry into the 
temple because their presence, they say, 
would defile the home of Ayyappa, who is 
a celibate god. 
When two women 
entered the temple, 
after the Supreme 
Court order upheld 
the right to equal 
access to a place of 
worship, the Board 
had its priests carry 
out elaborate 
cleansing rituals to 
restore the purity of 
Sabarimala. 

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

“not just your garden-variety Brahmin.” 
They are feudal elites who were always 
seen as first among equals. 

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

of Vishnu. An 
elaborate legend 
that talks about 
how an ancestor 
parted the oceans 
at the behest of 
Parasurama and 
was therefore 
appointed as 
Ayyappa ’s 
guardian 
sanctions the 
supreme power of 

TDB over the temple and the annual 
pilgrimage to Sabarimala. 

It is important to note that origin 
myths that valorise ancestors and justify 
the supremacy of clans via an ancient act 
of courage are common across all ancient 
cultures. The Nordic sagas have several 

such legends, as do stories about Marduk 
and his priests in Mesopotamian 
mythology. These stories are more about 
the need to establish identity and mark 
one tribe out from another; they are not 
badges of lifelong racial superiority. 

Mythology and legend exist in the 
realm of subtleties and interpretations. 
To read it as divine endorsement of a 
people or treat it as the word of law, 
leaches it of all substance. 

The book lays bare the many 
different legends that have influenced 
the battle 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 Ayyappa and 
wades deep into notions of power, 
equality and faith. It is an important 
book, but if only it had been simply 
written and had fewer digressions (into 
other cases and minor points about the 
law) it could have had a wider reach.  

The writer is a Mumbai-based journalist and 

co-founder of The Mythology Project
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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 
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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 in real estate. Even after this 
period, new competing ventures cannot use 
the Godrej brand. This helps maintain brand 
integrity and prevents brand dilution. 

A third lesson from the Godrej split is 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 
split need not be seen as a vindication of the 
saying, “Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three 
generations.” Rather, a split may serve as a 
precursor to a surge 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’s legacy.

These are the author’s personal views. 

ship control, adding diversity and complexity 
to family and business dynamics.

Complex structures of ownership are 
exemplified by the Godrej group, which 
began as a lock-maker, operated at a sibling 
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 
issues such as accepting 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 a reversal to 
the sibling partnership stage in the next 
round within each newly created entity or 
sub-entity. The textbook characterization of 
this stage highlights common issues such as 
sibling tensions arising from the distribution 

T
he 127-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-

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 a low fee, it survives financially 
by reducing the effort on audits or by 
compromising its quality. As audits are a 
matter of public interest, this is 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 as no 
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 
the role 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, 
the role being played by NFRA will have 
the same effect in India.

Higher than reasonable audit fees is 
as bad as low fees. High fees may make 
audit firms more financially dependent 
on clients, which could lead to their 

reluctance in making appropriate 
inquiries and asking difficult questions 
during the audit process. It is thus 
important to ensure that audit fees are 
always reasonable, 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 their reasonableness. 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 a remuneration that will not 
enable it to meet quality standards.

It is imperative 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.

A
uditors for years have lamented 
low audit fees whenever audit 
quality is questioned by regula-

tors, the government or other stake-
holders. Data released by Prime Data-
base and other sources on audit fees 
paid by listed entities suggests a meagre 
increase of 6 % in 2022-23 and about 
28% over the 2018-23 period.

Audits serve the public interest and 
are relied 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 is no 
longer a preferred career option for 
many young chartered accountants.

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

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

ASHOK HALDIA
is a chartered accountant. 

The Godrej split: It holds lessons for family businesses
TULSI JAYAKUMAR

T
he death of Iranian president Ebra-
him Raisi in a helicopter crash has 
given a new 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 
of 2016. 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 
its economy 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 
its joint 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 
a pivotal 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 
port is being 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.

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
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One leader that Naren-
dra Modi has often

been compared to is Shin-
zo Abe. The Japanese pre-
mier has tried to take the
bull by its horns. He has
responded to the economic
crisis in his country with an
aggressive policy response
that has come to be known
as Abenomics. The jury is
still out if his policy pro-
gramme has worked but
there is no doubt that the
financial markets cheered
when it was revealed.

There are three arrows
in his quiver: monetary
easing, massive fiscal stim-
ulus and structural re-
forms. Modi has fewer op-
tions. Inflation is too high
for significant interest rate
cuts. The public finance
mess he inherits also rules
out fiscal stimulus. Most of
the initial focus will thus
have to be on structural
reforms. What needs to be
done is well known. What
was lacking in the past
decade was political will.

Modi understands that
India should have policies
to promote growth. It re-
mains to be seen what he
does in the coming months
to get economic reforms
back on track.

QUICK EDIT

Abenomics

in India

CONTINUING PROBE

MCX-SX audit
finds norms
were breached

BY ANIRUDH LASKAR

anirudh.l@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Initial findings of a special
audit being conducted on
the MCX Stock Exchange

(MCX-SX) have revealed viola-
tions of corporate governance
norms, and instances of one-
sided, related-party transactions
and conflicts of interest similar
to those unearthed at Multi
Commodity Exchange of India
Ltd (MCX), said two people fa-
miliar with the findings, one of
them an official at the capital
markets regulator.

Both MCX-SX and MCX are
affiliates of the Financial Tech-
nologies (India) Ltd (FTIL),
founded by entrepreneur Jig-
nesh Shah, who was arrested
this month with former MCX
chief executive Shreekant Javal-
gekar in connection with a
`5,574.34 crore payments crisis
at National Spot Exchange Ltd
(NSEL), another entity of the
group.

Preliminary findings of the
audit of MCX-SX highlighted the
instances of related-party trans-
actions similar to those found at
the MCX, and also a breach of
corporate governance norms,
said one of the two people cited
above.

“The findings suggest that
MCX-SX entered into heavily
one-sided related-party agree-
ments with several entities, in-
cluding FTIL. Many of these re-
lated-party contracts were detri-
mental to the interest and bene-
fits of MCX-SX as they favoured
the second parties and not
MCX-SX,” the people said on
condition of anonymity.

The findings could spell more
trouble for FTIL, which has been
at the centre of multiple investi-
gations by regulators and law
enforcement agencies since the
crisis at NSEL surfaced at the
end of July last year. Mint has
not reviewed a copy of the initial
report of the special audit.

“If the findings are related to
corporate governance and oper-
ational deficiencies, then it may
have an impact on the daily op-
erations. Members would move
away if the credibility of the ex-
change is affected,” said Ra-
jnikant Patel, a former manag-
ing director and chief executive
officer of Bombay Stock Ex-
change (BSE).

FTIL holds a 99.99% stake in
NSEL and 26% in MCX. FTIL and
MCX each hold 5% equity in
MCX-SX, along with convertible
warrants.

The Mumbai-based chartered
accountant Kalyaniwalla and
Mistry is conducting the audit
ordered by the newly appointed
board of MCX-SX on the direc-
tion of markets regulator Securi-
ties and Exchange Board of In-
dia (Sebi).

The audit covers related-party
transactions, risk management
practices and corporate govern-
ance standards followed at the
exchange.

Kalyaniwalla and Mistry has
submitted its preliminary find-
ings to the top management of
MCX-SX. The final report will be
prepared and presented before
the board next month, said the
first person.

Replying to an e-mail by Mint
on the special audit, an MCX-SX
spokesperson said, “The audit is
comprehensive in nature. Our
board has decided to conduct
this audit to build confidence.”

“The audit is in progress and
as a part of this process, various
notes are being exchanged be-
tween us and the appointed au-
ditor. Since the report is not
ready we would not be taking it
up for discussion in the next
board meeting,” the exchange’s
spokesperson said.

The exchange hasn’t officially
disclosed date of the meeting as
yet.

The special audit of MCX-SX
follows the forensic audit of
MCX, which was done at the be-
hest of commodities market reg-
ulator the Forward Markets
Commission (FMC) after the cri-
sis at NSEL surfaced.

The audit of MCX conducted
by PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PwC), whose findings were put
out on the exchanges last
month, revealed a number of re-
lated-party transactions and
failure to comply with corporate
governance norms.

The audit had also observed
that FTIL continued to have sig-
nificant control over running of
MCX under its previous man-
agement and board of directors
even after it became a listed ex-
change in 2012.

“Sebi had asked for a forensic
audit of MCX-SX, covering the
similar parameters that were fol-
lowed by PwC in case of MCX.
The review period for the special
audit is from the inception date
of the stock exchange till date.
The audit report is expected to
be given to Sebi in the next few
weeks,” said the second of the
two officials cited above.

Among several instances of
allegedly unfair related-party
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Conflicts of interest and
one-sided, related-party
transactions similar to
those unearthed at
MCX have been found

STRENGTHENING TIES

Modi’s swearing-in opportunity
to reboot South Asia relations

BY ELIZABETH ROCHE

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

In an unprecedented move,
the incoming government

led by Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) is inviting heads of state
and government of South
Asian nations, including Paki-
stan, to attend the swearing-in
of prime minister-elect Naren-
dra Modi on Monday.

If indeed the heads of state
accept the invitation, it creates
the space for the new govern-
ment to reboot India’s fraying
relations with its immediate
neighbours. It has also deftly
put the political onus of partic-
ipation on neighbouring coun-
tries, especially in the case of
Pakistan, where the military
has always opposed normali-
zation of relations with India.

The foreign ministry held a
special meeting in New Delhi
on Wednesday to coordinate
the arrangements for the ges-
ture that could see leaders
from Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Bhutan, Maldives, Nepal, Paki-
stan and Sri Lanka travelling to
Delhi over the weekend.

That Modi was planning to
invite leaders from South Asia,
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NAWAZ SHARIF (Pakistan)

SUSHIL KOIRALA (Nepal) SHEIKH HASINA (Bangladesh)

MAHINDA RAJAPAKSA (Sri Lanka) HAMID KARZAI (Afghanistan)

ABDULLA YAMEEN 
ABDUL GAYOOM (Maldives) TSHERING TOBGAY (Bhutan)
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Reliance Industries Limited’s
(RIL’s) much anticipated

(and also much-delayed)
launch of data-rich 4G (or
fourth generation) services will,
apart from challenging telcos
and cable and DTH (or direct-
to-home) television companies,
also seek to change the dynam-
ics of the education, entertain-
ment, financial services and
healthcare businesses in the
country, according to executives
at the company and its rivals,
and details from its annual re-
port for 2013-14.

Reliance Jio Infocomm Ltd
will launch its services in the
next six to eight months, two
RIL executives familiar with the
company’s plans said, asking
not to be identified.

The picture that emerges
from Mint’s reporting is of a
strategy that will leverage the
use of advanced technologies to
deliver high-speed data, com-
bined with content and applica-
tions designed to appeal to indi-
vidual and corporate customers.

The picture is also strongly
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Inside Reliance
Jio’s plans for
telecom, info,
entertainment
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Top online retailers, includ-
ing those behind Flip-

kart.com and Snapdeal.com,
are benefiting from a strong re-
vival of investor interest in In-
dia’s fast-growing e-commerce
business.

The companies are making
the most of it by raising money
in a gradual manner, announc-
ing successive rounds of fund-
ing within months, which helps
them benefit from rising valua-
tions. Over the past year, top lo-
cal e-commerce sites have sig-
nificantly increased their
spending on technology, mar-
keting and supply chains—re-
quiring hundreds of millions of
dollars in fresh funds.

They will need to spend even
more in next few years, partly
because of the entry of world’s
largest online retailer Ama-
zon.com Inc., which launched
its India marketplace last June
and has since spent heavily to
build a large product portfolio.

The revival of investor inter-
est comes after two years, when
most of the venture capital
firms steered clear of local e-
commerce companies. Now,

analysts say, they can’t seem to
get enough; large global finan-
ciers such as Morgan Stanley,
Singapore’s sovereign wealth
fund Temasek Holdings Pvt. Ltd
and US investment firm Black-
Rock Inc. are queueing up to in-
vest in India’s e-commerce
businesses.

The formula for the top firms
is this: grow faster by increasing
the product offering, advertising
heavily, maintaining the eye-
watering discount levels and
building the supply chain and
delivery networks. Even though
this requires sites to burn cash
faster as they grow bigger, in-
vestors are willing again to bet

on this strategy. Rather than
raising money in one go, top e-
commerce firms are now doing
so in a gradual manner, repre-
senting a significant shift from
previous years when they were
willing to take as much as they
got, and when they did.

“Most local e-commerce
firms found it difficult to raise
funds last year so they took
whatever amount they got.
Some of the big name an-
nouncements caught the atten-
tion of large foreign investors
who followed-on quickly,” said
Manik Arora, founder and man-
aging director at venture capital
firm IDG Ventures India. “Now,
with renewed interest in the
sector, valuations are rising
much faster. Staggered funding
will still continue but for a dif-
ferent reason—to avoid exces-
sive dilution for founders and
early investors who believe they
can raise more later at a much
higher valuation.”

Snapdeal, run by New Delhi-
based Jasper Infotech Pvt. Ltd,
said on Wednesday that it
raised $100 million, mostly from
five new investors including Te-
masek, BlackRock and Premji
Invest—less than three months
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FUNDS INFUSION

Online retailers making the
most of investor interest revival

Slow and steady: E-commerce com-
panies are now raising money in a
gradual manner.
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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 
decision-making, conflict 
resolution and strategic 
planning, aligning family 
interests with business 
goals. Note that family 
groups face unique chal-
lenges in balancing multi-
ple goals that encompass 
business, ownership and 
family objectives. These 
businesses may adopt dif-
ferent orientations, being  
family-first, business-first 
or family business-first 
entities. Unlike family-first 

or business-first entities, which prioritize 
family or business aims respectively, 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 

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

An important 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 the risks associated 
with various ownership 
structures.

The Godrej family had 
institutionalized an inter-
nal structure that accorded 
equal ownership rights to 
all family members, in 
order to avoid conflicts 
arising out of these issues. 
Such clear structures and 
transparency in ownership 
served the group well 
throughout much of the 
cousin consortium stage. 
However, cracks within 
the Godrej family reportedly began to 
appear almost a decade 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.

High clarity on 

governance can 

allow a complex 

group to focus 

on family aims 

and business 

objectives both

Audit fees must be fair to ensure 
quality and no overdependence
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T
he United States’ dollar has strength-
ened sharply in recent months, and 
against Asian currencies in particular. 
A rising 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 itself and 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 US Fed’s 
benchmark federal funds target rate at 5.25-5.5%, 
it is equally appropriate that the dollar should be 
strong against the yen.

So, why worry? 
It is not as if Japanese financial institutions are 

at risk 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 is now 
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.

But it is not in 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 a low-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 a like-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

America’s strong dollar: Would 
a Trump presidency weaken it?
The US Fed is bent on curbing inflation but the former president appears to view currency strength as an export dampener 
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T
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 as a 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 a multibillion-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 is only 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 
inmates are 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 from its 
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, has banned 
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 

used as a 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 purposes in 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 a maximum 
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 is now time for a managed 
and rational come down. ©BLOOMBERG

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

Its marijuana legalization policy needs reform and not a reversal

Thailand legalized weed in 2022 but has 

had second thoughts about it REUTERS

AFP
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export restrictions 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 AI is reminiscent 
of its restrictions 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 
AI solutions.

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

hands, fearing that if it ends up with a hostile 
adversary, national security would be jeop-
ardized. This is 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 been reasonable 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 (AI) is poised to disrupt every 

I
n the 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. I remember installing 
PGP on Thunderbird, even though at the 
time it seemed like a futile exercise, since 
none of the people I communicated with had 
it installed on their computers.

Almost from the moment PGP emerged, 
it faced a spate of legal challenges. Govern-
ments have long been uneasy about encryp-
tion technology getting into the wrong 
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models argue that it is impossible to place 
guard-rails on models if they are released 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 
AI 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 
underway to make it easy 
for the US administration 
to impose export controls 
on AI models.

In my view, both these 
fears are overblown. LLMs 
today are so small that they 
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 

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 
that are the visible face of the AI 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 
lay users without technical 
expertise, developers 
building AI use-cases pre-
fer working with open-
source alternatives. Not 
only are these models free 
to use, they are almost 
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 
AI. One of the concerns seems to be in rela-
tion to safety. Opponents of open-source AI 

These are useful 

models. Both 

the safety and 

geopolitical 

worries being 

voiced in the US 

are overblown 



In today’s rapidly evolving
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-

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-

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)
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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
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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

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
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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
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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
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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-

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
AIADMK, 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

has outlined a ten-point agen-
da. This agenda includes
“freeing” Indian land from
Chinese occupation if the
I.N.D.I.A. 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)
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Delhi’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 court’s 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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Sujit De | Kolkata
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Although the sweet
dream was cherished for
a long time, the master
story-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 I
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
Happy Shades
(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

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-
ly, Helen and her
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.

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.

Thus 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

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.
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Litmus test

With 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

The 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
Iran 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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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-

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

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.

Pitroda's  remarks
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
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Restoring
‘glory days’ of
shipbuilding

WHY BLAME ONLY AMERICA?

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.
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T
he voter turnout in the Srinagar and Bara-
mulla constituencies in the Kashmir val-
ley — Anantnag-Rajouri is to vote on May

25 after the Election Commission of India post-
poned the election — is well below the national
average. While Srinagar registered only 38.5%,
preliminary �gures from Baramulla indicate a
turnout of 59.1%. The national average for the
�rst four phases was 66.95% and 61.61% in the
�fth phase, according to early trends. Yet, these
numbers in the Valley are salubrious compared
to the past — 13% in Srinagar and 34.6% in Bara-
mulla in 2019. Baramulla registered its highest
turnout since 1984 (61.1% participation). In the
last six years, the elected Assembly was dis-
solved, the erstwhile State of Jammu and Kash-
mir bifurcated into two Union Territories, the
special status of the province abrogated by the
BJP-led Union government, and the Valley sub-
jected to months of Internet shutdowns. Scores
of politicians were also arrested. Kashmir still re-
mains India’s most securitised region with recur-
ring militant violence. While local body elections
have been held since then, the general election is
the �rst major poll with signi�cant contestation
involving the Valley’s mainstream polity. 

Should the increase in turnout be read as a sig-
ni�cant reduction in the alienation of the Kash-
miri people? The answer is not unambiguous. A
substantive section of the voters who turned out
have sought a change in the status quo. The lim-
itations on political activity in the Valley since
2018 have constrained citizens who have had lit-
tle recourse to airing their grievances due to the
absence of legislative representation in the As-
sembly. Thus, livelihood concerns have not been
su�ciently addressed, and the greater electoral
participation now re�ects the need for represen-
tation of the electorate’s voices. Union Home Mi-
nister Amit Shah has stated that the higher poll-
ing in these two constituencies is the “greatest
testament to rightness” of abrogating the special
status that was enshrined in Article 370 — a state-
ment devoid of reason. A truer re�ection of the
support for the abrogation would have been a fa-
vourable mandate for parties endorsing the
move, but the BJP did not even �eld candidates in
the Valley. It is clear that it saw the writing on the
wall in terms of how it was perceived in the re-
gion. Mr. Shah and the BJP should not misinter-
pret the reasons for the increase in voter partici-
pation. The voices in the Valley have given way to
some using the ballot box as a medium to get the
region out of its political morass. The Indian state
must listen and make amends.

Vote for a change 
Kashmiris have sought to use the ballot
box to seek change from the status quo 

J
ulian Assange, founder of whistle-blower
website WikiLeaks, has won a legal re-
prieve in the U.K., with permission to ap-

peal against an extradition order that would see
him transferred to the U.S. to face trial for alleg-
edly leaking military secrets. The ruling came af-
ter the High Court ruled in March that the U.S. go-
vernment would be given three weeks to assure
that Mr. Assange – an Australian national – would,
during trial, be allowed to rely on the First
Amendment of the U.S. constitution that protects
freedom of speech; that he would not be “prejud-
iced at trial” for being a foreign national in a U.S.
court; and that the death penalty would not be
applied in his case. Although his legal team did
not contest the assurance provided by Washing-
ton that it was an “unambiguous executive pro-
mise” that the death penalty would be avoided in
his case, the U.K. judges appeared to accept their
argument of prejudice towards his nationality in
the context of his right to free speech, especially
after “a U.S. prosecutor had said the �rst amend-
ment may not apply to foreigners when it came to
national security issues”. Mr. Assange will now
have a few months to prepare his appeal.

Several facts stand out in the case of Mr. As-
sange, which entered the global spotlight since
April 2010, when WikiLeaks published leaked vi-
deos from a U.S. helicopter in Baghdad showing
an airstrike that killed civilians. The organisation
then published secret military documents on the
U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and con�den-
tial cables of U.S. diplomatic missions. The key
consideration regarding U.S. charges against Mr.
Assange for allegedly violating the Espionage Act,
brought against him in 2019 by the administra-
tion of former President Donald Trump, is that
Mr. Assange has spent seven years holed up in
the Ecuadorian Embassy and then a further �ve
years in the U.K.’s Belmarsh Prison — a lengthy in-
carceration considering that Chelsea Manning,
the erstwhile U.S. military analyst and whistle-
blower who transmitted the con�dential infor-
mation from U.S. government servers to Wiki-
Leaks, was sentenced to 35 years in prison in
2013, and then that sentence was commuted by
former U.S. President Barack Obama in 2017.
While Mr. Assange’s critics, including notably the
U.S. government, point out that he did not redact
names in his mega-scale exposé, thus allowing
Washington to argue that the revelations placed
individuals at “risk of serious harm, torture or
even death”, the publication of the documents
raised serious questions regarding human rights
violations, for example in the targeting of civi-
lians during war. In this sense Mr. Assange and
WikiLeaks performed a public service akin to
what journalism of conscience does. And consi-
dering that he has been punished enough alrea-
dy, he should be allowed to �y home.

End the punishment 
Assange should be set free, and not

extradited to the U.S.  

T
he �fth phase of India’s general
election is over and the electoral
rhetoric of both the major parties, i.e.,
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led by

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and the Indian
National Congress, have conspicuously side-lined
one of the most critical issues of our times —
climate change. This omission is particularly stark
against the backdrop of global environmental
crises and the pressing demands for sustainable
development.

Recent events, such as environmental activist
Sonam Wangchuk’s outcry over ecological
degradation in Ladakh — underscoring the
urgency of integrating robust climate action into
national policy frameworks — shows us how
critical climate mitigation and adaptation has
become and its urgent need to become political,
especially for electoral politics. Despite Mr.
Wangchuk’s calls for environmental security in
the region, which resonated widely among the
people of Ladakh, and then, subsequently, on
social media, the response from the Modi
government has been muted. This lack of
response is symptomatic of a larger political
reluctance to engage with environmental issues
as central electoral themes.

A calculated omission
The reluctance of both the BJP and Congress to
foreground climate change in their electoral
platforms is not just a matter of oversight but a
calculated omission. Integrating serious climate
action into their political agendas would entail
acknowledging and addressing the trade-o�s
between rapid industrial growth and
environmental sustainability. Such
acknowledgment could alienate powerful
industrial constituencies and disrupt the
economic status quo, which heavily relies on
fossil fuels and high-emission industries.

This strategic avoidance plays out in the
manifestos, where climate policies, if mentioned,
are vague and lack commitment to speci�c,
measurable actions. For instance, the Congress
party’s manifesto has a chapter, ‘Environment
Protection and Climate Change Authority’ and
proposes a ‘Green New Deal Investment
Programme’ without clear directives or
commitments to speci�c reductions in carbon
emissions. Similarly, the BJP’s manifesto praises
past initiatives but fails to propose
forward-looking strategies that align with the
global scienti�c consensus, which calls for
immediate and drastic action to mitigate climate
change impacts.

The absence of detailed climate action plans in

these manifestos re�ects a broader trend in
Indian politics where short-term economic gains
are often prioritised over long-term
environmental sustainability. That said, we must
remember India’s vulnerability to climate
impacts, including rising sea levels, extreme
weather events, and severe air pollution, which
pose signi�cant threats to its population and
economy. Moreover, the silence on climate
change in electoral discussions sends a
disheartening message to educated, middle-class
voters, who are increasingly aware of and
concerned about global environmental issues.
This demographic, capable of in�uencing policy
through public opinion and voting power, I
believe, seeks more than just token mentions of
sustainability. They demand actionable plans that
ensure that India not only meets its international
commitments under agreements such as the
Paris Agreement but also adopts a leadership role
in global climate advocacy.

Why, then, is there such a glaring gap between
the needs of the electorate and the political
o�erings? Part of the reason lies in the perceived
political cost of ambitious climate policies.
Comprehensive climate strategies may require
tough decisions, such as phasing out coal,
increasing taxes or prices on carbon emissions,
and enforcing stringent environmental
regulations — measures that could be unpopular
in the short run despite their long-term bene�ts.

What we have now
Currently, the National Action Plan on Climate
Change serves as the overarching guiding body
for India’s climate policy e�orts that are spread
across several policy documents, sector-speci�c
strategies, and laws. In 2023, some very
important policy documents and laws covering
the energy sector emerged, which included the
National Electricity Plan 2023, the National Green
Hydrogen Mission and the Energy Conservation
(Amendment) Act, 2022. These documents and
laws play a crucial role in shaping the energy
landscape. That said, one must note that the
Indian leadership has shown no commitments in
phasing out coal. These policies, however, are
top-down in nature; these are being made by the
top brass, based on international trends and
immediate requirements. India, as a nation, is
still lacking a considerable number of citizens
who demand corrective policies to ensure climate
policies and actions, as a bottom-up approach.

The Climate Action Tracker (developed by
Climate Analytics, an independent global climate
science and policy institute with an o�ce in
Berlin) gives India an overall rating of “Highly

Insu�cient” in its policies and actions tracking,
based on 2030 projections. That said, there is
more that the central and various other State
governments can do. States or regions that are on
the frontline of vulnerability need to develop
plans that bring India’s projection below 2-degree
pre-industrial levels. A good example of
comprehensive climate policymaking in India
would be the Mumbai Climate Action plan
developed by the Mumbai municipality, in
collaboration with the C40 and the World
Resources Institute.

In contrast to the complex web of climate
bodies in India, we have a silver lining that should
mark the beginning of climate jurisprudence in
our country: M.K. Ranjitsinh and Others vs Union
of India, where in March 2024, the Supreme
Court of India ruled that the people of India have
the right to be free from the adverse e�ects of
climate change by drawing upon Article 21 and
Article 14 of the Indian Constitution. This opens
up many government sector bodies working on
climate policies and action to much-needed legal
scrutiny and makes them answerable to citizens.

The challenge
So, what now? The challenge for India, therefore,
is to bridge this gap between electoral politics
and climate policy. It requires a shift in political
calculations, where long-term environmental and
social gains are valued over immediate economic
bene�ts. And, the media and civil society have
pivotal roles in this transformation. By
consistently highlighting the inadequacies in the
current political discourse on climate change,
they can drive a narrative that places
environmental sustainability at the heart of
India’s development agenda.

The 2024 general election presents a critical
opportunity for Indian voters, especially the
informed and increasing middle class, to demand
that their leaders take a more proactive and
committed stance on climate change. This means
not only voting with an eye towards policies that
promise immediate bene�ts but also supporting
those that promise sustainable growth and
environmental security. The electorate must push
for a paradigm shift in how climate policy is
integrated into the broader national development
strategies, ensuring that the progress made today
does not come at the expense of tomorrow’s
security.

As India stands at this electoral crossroads, the
choices made will resonate far beyond the
immediate political cycle, in�uencing the global
�ght against climate change and the future of
sustainable development worldwide.

Climate change, a passing cloud in Indian politics 
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I
t has been three decades since this writer
had a haunting conversation with a friend,
and the words still echo: “Isn’t it a miracle to

give birth to a physically normal, neurologically
intact baby?” Those words ignited a profound
realisation — one that underscores the critical
importance of perinatal care in safeguarding both
mother and newborn.

The journey towards safe motherhood and safe
birth must confront the stark reality that
congenital anomalies and neurological challenges
in newborns are more prevalent than we care to
acknowledge. While not much can be done for
congenital anomalies, the neurological de�cit
could stem from inadequate antenatal and
perinatal care — a sobering truth that demands
our attention.

A collective responsibility
The future of our babies and our nation rests in
the hands of stakeholders across perinatal care —
from obstetricians and radiologists to fetal
medicine specialists, neonatologists, and more.
Even frontline workers such as Accredited Social
Health Activist and Anganwadi workers play
pivotal roles in ensuring proper antenatal care,
underscoring the collective responsibility we
bear.

The adage, “Life begins before birth”, holds
profound signi�cance, reminding us that what we
gather antenatally a�ects us until our �nal breath.
Prematurity, low birth weight, growth restriction,
and pre-eclampsia consequent to hypertensive
disorders of pregnancy (HDP), are among the
preventable conditions that contribute to
maternal and neonatal morbidity and mortality
on a global scale. There are also long-term
complications of HDP on the health of a mother
and the baby. They are susceptible to adulthood
hypertension, metabolic syndrome, heart

disease, dyslipidemia, and stroke, adding
signi�cantly to the economic burden of the
health-care system. Emerging evidence suggests
that pre-eclampsia is associated with a four-fold
increase in the risk of heart failure and a two-fold
increase in the risk of coronary heart disease,
stroke, and cardiovascular mortality for the
mother. 

A focus on postnatal cardiovascular
assessment after delivery would go a long way to
improve the cardiovascular and cerebrovascular
health of the woman. Nevertheless, it is
unfortunate that post-partum maternal
cardiovascular health after pre-eclampsia is a
largely neglected area of research.

The data
In India, that accounts for nearly a quarter of the
world’s adverse pregnancy outcomes, addressing
these health concerns is not just a moral
imperative but also an economic necessity. The
National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5) statistics
speak volumes: perinatal mortality rates stand at
32 for 1,000 pregnancies, neonatal mortality
rates at 25 for 1,000 live births, and hypertensive
disorders in pregnancy remain a leading cause of
maternal death.

As we commemorate May as “PE Prevention
Month” (World PE Day is on May 22), let us
prioritise proactive measures for safe
motherhood and birth. Pre-eclampsia is a
hypertensive disorder of pregnancy leading to
multiorgan dysfunction in the mother. Besides
high blood pressure, usually commencing after
20 weeks of gestation, these mothers could
present with swelling of the face, hands, and feet,
severe headaches, changes in vision, upper
abdominal pain, and di�culty in breathing.
Implementing screening for conditions such as
pre-eclampsia and fetal growth restriction in the

�rst trimester, along with managing high-risk
pregnancies according to established protocols, is
paramount. Since pre-eclampsia is a systemic
disorder, clinical criteria alone are inadequate to
predict adverse outcomes. Therefore, combined
screening by maternal history, demographics,
colour doppler ultrasound, mean arterial
pressure, placental biomarkers, and timely
pharmacological intervention for the high-risk
cohort in the �rst trimester, play a crucial role in
identifying and managing these high-risk
pregnancies. The second and third-trimester
screening for pre-eclampsia are useful for
surveillance, early identi�cation of
pre-eclampsia, and establishing time of delivery.
Comprehensive care throughout all trimesters,
with colour Doppler ultrasound as the
cornerstone, is essential to optimise maternal and
fetal outcomes.

A programme in India
The need of the hour is to combat pre-eclampsia
by spreading awareness about this serious
hypertensive disorder of pregnancy, which is
predictable and preventable. The Indian
Radiological and Imaging Association (IRIA),
through its �agship programme “Samrakshan”,
has embarked on a mission to extend the reach of
safe motherhood initiatives across all districts of
India. With a pledge to reduce pre-eclampsia
from 8%-10% to 3%, and fetal growth restriction
from 25%-30% to 10% by the turn of the decade,
IRIA Samrakshan exempli�es the dedication
needed to address and mitigate the risks faced by
pregnant women and newborns.

In this endeavour, community engagement
and sustained leadership are paramount. Let us
champion the cause of safe motherhood,
ensuring that every woman has the opportunity
to bring forth life with con�dence and security.

Spotlighting pre-eclampsia, ensuring safe motherhood 
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Fifty years ago
The Railway workers’ strike
— on the grievances of
working conditions,
diminishing wages, soaring
prices and meagre pay hike
based on the Third Pay
Commission — was a
remarkable display of
working-class unity
(Opinion page, “Revisiting
the Railway strike of 1974”,
May 21). At that time I was a
senior draughtsman in the
Chief Engineer’s O�ice at
the Southern Railways
headquarters at Central.
Striking workers threatened
us, asking us not to attend
o�ice. But the
administration warned of

preference would be if they
won the toss and this can
sometimes a�ect the
outcome of the match. So,
this coin toss win would
serve as a well-deserved
advantage for the team with
the higher seed.
With the IPL playo�s
starting next week, it will be
really interesting to follow
the role (if any) of the coin
toss in the outcome of a
given match. While too late
for this year, I urge the IPL
management to seriously
consider the “Mehta Toss
Rule” for future IPL
tournaments.

Rabindra Mehta,
Mountain View, California, U.S.

are predetermined in the
IPL, so that cannot be
applied. So, how can the
team with the higher seed
be rewarded? I suggest the
“Mehta Toss Rule”! The
team with the higher seed is
automatically granted the
coin toss win. This can be
applied all through the
playo�s (including the final)
whereby the team with the
higher seed is awarded the
coin toss win.
There is so much discussion
regarding the toss before
every IPL match, and for
good reason. Depending on
the pitch/ground conditions
and weather forecasts, each
team decides what their

good reason, since they get
“two bites at the cherry”!
However, what is the
advantage of finishing first
(as opposed to second)?
Under the current IPL rules,
none whatsoever. And, for
that matter, there is no
advantage in finishing third
as opposed to fourth. In
almost every other sport,
seeding matters when it
comes to the playo�s.
Should that not be the case
in the IPL as well, and, if so,
how can it be achieved? In
most other sports, the
advantage for the higher
seed is by gaining “home
field advantage”. However,
the venues for the playo�s

After this was said, we did
not attend o�ice till the
strike was called o� after 20
days, and unconditionally.
The period of absence was,
however, treated as loss of
pay — which was
subsequently revoked when
the Janata government
came to power.
D. Sethuraman,

Chennai

‘Mehta toss rule’
I write this letter as a sports
aerodynamics consultant.
As we approach the end of
the regular IPL season, all
the teams in contention are
vying for the first two spots
(seed 1 and seed 2), and for

strict disciplinary action if
there was absenteeism.
Afraid, only a handful of us
— there were a total of 80
sta� — attended o�ice. We
had police protection,
evident at the entrance on
the day the strike began. In
the afternoon, a group of
striking workers came
inside the o�ice asking us to
leave and cooperate with
them. They said, “If you
don’t leave, you will be
pushed out.” We
immediately went into the
o�icer’s room and lodged a
complaint. 
But a sentence that still
rings in my ears is, “You all,
first safeguard yourself.”

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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Ottawa, May 23: Canada has announced the
suspension of all nuclear aid to India as result of
last week’s atomic test that made India the
world’s sixth nuclear power.

Foreign Secretary Mitchell Sharp said the
Canadian Government was suspending all
shipments of nuclear equipment and material
and ending all exchanges with India on nuclear
technology.

Mr. Sharp told a news conference yesterday
after a Cabinet meeting that the suspension of
shipments would continue at least until Canada
and India discussed the implications of the
nuclear test, and until future relations between
the two nations were reviewed. Canada wanted
to know the source of the plutonium used in the
explosion. The plutonium did not originate from
Canadian fuel but possibly was produced in the
reactor Canada supplied to India under a 1956
agreement.

Mr. Sharp said the Canadian Government also
might stop shipments of other industrial
commodities. However, there would be no
interruption of food and agricultural aid to
India. 

He said Canda was “seriously concerned”
with how India intended to use its nuclear
capacity as far back as 1971 when Prime Minister
Pierre Elliott Trudeau expressed his concern to
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi — AP. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 22, 1974

Canada suspends nuclear
aid to India 

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

London, May 21: A serious �nancial problem has
been created in the United States by the
Congress enacting despite the President’s veto,
the Soldiers’ Bonus Bill whereby 3,500,000
ex-soldiers will receive bonuses in cash or
insurance policies estimated at a minimum total
cost of £456,000,000. It is feared that this may
handicap American business and prevent the
recovery of foreign markets. Wider results are
anticipated by some French newspapers which
are of the opinion that the passage of the Bill
removes the possibility of interalled settlement
for some time and compromises the labours of
the Experts as Americans will energetically
press their debtors in order to �nd the necessary
funds. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 22, 1924

Financial crisis in U.S.A. 

T
he war between Russia
and Ukraine has
entered its second year
and there is no end in

sight. Earlier this month, in a
concerning escalation, Russia
announced that it plans to hold
drills simulating the use of tactical
nuclear weapons along the border
with Ukraine. Earlier in March,
Russia had said that it would
station nuclear weapons in
Belarus. Such nuclear posturing in
the middle of a war is worrying.

Russia cited statements by
leaders from countries which are
aiding Ukraine in the war as the
reason for upping the nuclear
ante. It was referring to French
President Emmanuel Macron’s
statement that he would
potentially deploy troops to
Ukraine and British Foreign
Secretary David Cameron’s remark
that Ukraine will be allowed to use
British long-range weapons to
strike targets inside Russia.

Shift in understanding
However, Russia’s plans appear to
be attempts at brinkmanship and
coercion rather than responses to
an actual existential threat.
Russia’s claims that Mr. Macron
and Mr. Cameron’s comments
constitute an existential threat
requiring nuclear preparedness
are a stretch at best. Neither
France nor the U.K. has made
moves that genuinely threaten
Russia’s survival which would then
call for Moscow’s justi�cation for
its action.

On the surface, Russia’s
sabre-rattling may seem like a
predictable move to deter further
intervention by Ukraine and its
allies. After all, threatening the
�rst use of nuclear weapons for
deterrence, that is, to prevent the
start or escalation of con�ict, is
often a tactic used by nuclear
powers like North Korea which
face threats at their borders from
larger adversaries. However, in the
latest crisis, Russia is mulling
lowering the threshold for the use
of nuclear weapons. If this
become an accepted norm, it
could have huge consequences.

For decades after the Cold War,
the logic of nuclear deterrence has
been based on certain inviolable
understandings. Most important
among these is that any nuclear
use would inevitably result in
destruction in both the countries
�ghting the war. This principle of
deterrence is known as mutually
assured destruction. In addition, a
country resorted to the nuclear
option only in case of an
existential threat by an adversary.
In the case of Russia and Ukraine,
the war is largely destabilising on
conventional levels and does not
directly jeopardise Russia’s own
existence; yet, Russia has shown
its willingness to exercise its
nuclear option. Moreover, the
Russian nuclear doctrine codi�ed
nuclear �rst use only in the most
extreme case of threat to its
survival. The fact that these
long-held nuclear red lines are
being stretched and redrawn over
the course of a war represents
worrying shifts in the core
understanding of nuclear
deterrence.

Dangerous precedent
By making explicit nuclear threats
at lower levels of con�ict, Russia is
on a dangerous path. If nuclear
powers routinely threaten to use
nuclear weapons as a coercive
tactic when pushed into a corner
during a conventional con�ict, it
may encourage other states to
follow suit. This may lead to
smaller nuclear-armed nations
wondering whether openly
brandishing their nuclear might
will be enough to undermine the
resolve of stronger conventional
military opponents. Countries like
Iran and North Korea may feel
emboldened to cross the nuclear
weapons threshold, con�dent that
�aunting their nuclear deterrent
will make adversaries back down
out of fear of escalation.

Thus, while the odds of any
tactical nuclear strike by Russia
remain low at present, Moscow’s
nuclear signalling sets a dangerous
precedent. Nuclear weapons may
no longer be weapons of last
resort. The clear distinction

between nuclear and conventional
warfare is gradually being
undermined in this war.

There are other dangerous
precedents being set too. Russia’s
move threatens to undermine
already lacklustre and admittedly
halfhearted e�orts towards
non-proliferation of nuclear
weapons and disarmament. The
ongoing war has exposed the
vulnerability of non-nuclear states
to aggression from states with
nuclear weapons. Russia’s move
could potentially motivate other
states to pursue nuclear weapons
to deter threats. Ukraine’s decision
in the Budapest Memorandum to
give up its nuclear arsenal in the
1990s, in exchange for security
assurances from Russia, the U.K.,
and the U.S., now appears
ill-advised. Iran’s recent statement
regarding revisiting its nuclear
doctrine if there are existential
threats from Israel is a case in
point. While Iran has maintained
that it does not intend to develop
nuclear weapons, the prospect of
Iran shifting its policy in response
to perceived existential threats
from Israel undermines
non-proliferation e�orts. Such a
move may discourage other
smaller nations like North Korea
from voluntarily letting go of their
nuclear capabilities or pursuing
disarmament, fearing a similar
fate of nuclear aggression.

The unfolding dynamics have
created a new nuclear �ash point.
By raising the risk by lowering the
threshold for the use of nuclear
weapons, Russia has changed the
understanding of how nuclear
deterrence works. Simultaneously,
its actions illustrate how nuclear
weapons provide asymmetric
advantages in case of conventional
warfare. This has thus increased
proliferation anxieties for smaller
states across the world, especially
in regions where there are
long-standing tensions between
states. If the cloud of nuclear war
�oats above the battle�eld, war
could take precedence over
deterrence and proliferation over
disarmament leading to further
nuclear instability.

The risks of Russia’s nuclear posturing 
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STATE OF PLAY

A
s the BJP has made in-
tense e�orts to gain a
foothold in Kerala’s bi-

polar political landscape, the
Opposition Congress has
faced a daunting task this
time. The Lok Sabha election
results will probably help the
party leadership better under-
stand and navigate the
challenge.

A week ago, Kerala Pradesh
Congress Committee (KPCC)
president K. Sudhakaran, who
had temporarily handed over
charge to senior leader M.M.
Hassan following his candida-
ture from the Kannur Lok Sab-
ha constituency, assumed his
role once again after �ghting
aggressively for it. Mr. Sudhak-
aran probably sensed that the
Congress central leadership
may replace him if the party
does not perform well. But
even if the party does well, his
reinstatement is not guaran-
teed, considering the reshuf-
�es within the party after ev-
ery other election.

Two senior Congress lead-
ers, Rahul Gandhi and AICC
general secretary (organisa-
tion) K.C. Venugopal, contest-
ed the elections from Kerala. A
second win for Mr. Gandhi
may seem assured in Waya-
nad, but his opponents includ-
ed the feisty CPI leader Annie
Raja and BJP State president K.
Surendran. Thus, there is a li-
kelihood of a reduced victory
margin for him from the 4.31
lakh in the previous election.
Mr. Gandhi also entered the
race in Rae Bareli in Uttar
Pradesh.

If Mr. Venugopal wins Alap-
puzha, a constituency he re-
presented from 2009 to 2019,
he will wrest the lone seat won
by the CPI(M) in 2019. Howev-

er, the margin of victory will
also be closely observed. BJP
State vice president Shobha
Surendran’s entry in the con-
test for the Alappuzha Lok
Sabha seat altered the electio-
neering dynamics in the con-
stituency. The BJP nominated
her to ensure that Mr. Venugo-
pal, who ranks second in the
party after AICC president
Mallikarjun Kharge, does not
win easily.

Some high-pro�le Congress
candidates are �ghting from
constituencies with three-way
contests. The Congress chose
former KPCC president and
sitting MP of Vadakara, K. Mu-
raleedharan, to �ght from
Thrissur to take on actor-polit-
ician Suresh Gopi of the BJP,
who secured almost one-third
of the total votes polled in
2019. If Mr. Muraleedharan
loses, it will lead the Congress
central leadership to believe
that his sister, Padmaja Venu-
gopal, who dramatically
joined the BJP before the elec-
tions, is more in�uential in
Thrissur, which is perceived to
have been their late father K.
Karunakaran’s �efdom, even
though she herself has not
won any electoral battles.

Nonetheless, some of his
supporters already portray his
candidature as a form of mar-
tyrdom, given his decision to
heed the party leadership’s re-
quest to take on Mr. Gopi.
When all the sitting Congress
MPs were re-nominated, the
Thrissur MP, T.N. Prathapan,
was supplanted.

A fourth consecutive victo-
ry for Congress Working Com-
mittee member Shashi Tha-
roor from
Thiruvananthapuram would
further solidify his stature in
Kerala politics and also elevate
his status nationally. On the
contrary, a defeat would deal
a severe blow to his political
career in Kerala, and poten-
tially force him to withdraw
from the capital city’s political
arena. His critics within the
Congress may then highlight
his contentious style of func-
tioning and tendency to anta-
gonise senior party leaders.

Benny Behanan is seeking
re-election from the Chalaku-
dy constituency. This is where
the �edgling Twenty20, a pol-
itical party backed by a corpo-
rate group, has put up a candi-
date. If Mr. Behanan loses, the
Congress will have to face the
challenge of accommodating
the aspirations of the Chris-
tian middle-class population,
which is dominant in the con-
stituency and shown an incli-
nation towards the Twen-
ty20’s brand of politics.

The decision of the Con-
gress to nominate Sha� Pa-
rambil, its legislator from Pa-
lakkad, to contest from
Vadakara was made with two
objectives. The �rst was to re-
tain the seat after Mr. Mura-
leedharan was shifted to
Thrissur. The second was be-
cause the party did not have a
single Muslim candidate and
�nally chose him to contest
from a sensitive seat. Whether
this was the right move re-
mains to be seen.

There is already talk of sev-
eral disgruntled Congress
leaders preparing to leave the
party and of the BJP aggres-
sively pursuing its agenda to
poach them. This trend will
become more pronounced if
the INDIA bloc fails to dislodge
the BJP-led government at the
Centre.

A worrying prospect for the Congress 
The party has faced a daunting task this election 

Biju Govind
biju.govind@thehindu.co.in

I
n India, the rise in the price of
onions has reportedly been a
factor that in�uenced the out-

comes of some elections in the
past. This time, it is not the price of
onions which has the potential to
have an electoral impact but the
export policy of the Centre. 

In December 2023, the Centre
imposed a ban on the export of
onions to stop surging local prices.
Chart 1 shows the average retail
price for 1kg of onions in Mumbai
and the quantum of onions (in
tonnes) that arrived in the city’s
markets, month-wise. Onion arriv-
als slumped in November-Decem-
ber 2023, leading to a demand-
supply mismatch. This resulted in
a surge in onion prices to over ₹60
per kg, and led to the export ban.
Many farmers in the onion-grow-
ing districts of Maharashtra, espe-
cially Nashik, protested on the
streets, blocked a national high-
way at three spots, and disrupted
auctions in wholesale markets.

On April 25, 2024, in a surprise
move, the Centre partially relaxed
the inde�nite ban on onion ex-
ports and allowed “immediate” ex-
port of 2,000 tonnes of white
onions, mostly grown in Gujarat.
The State went to the polls 12 days
later. This decision was criticised
by the Opposition leaders and the
onion farmers of Maharashtra. 

On April 27, the Centre allowed
the export of more than 99,000
tonnes of onions, mainly sourced
from Maharashtra, to six neigh-
bouring countries. On May 4, the
Centre lifted the ban on onion ex-
ports. It also imposed a minimum
export price of $550 per tonne and
an export duty of 40%. The onion-
growing districts of Maharashtra
voted on May 13 and May 20. 

These continuous �ip-�ops
have not gone down well with the
onion farmers of Maharashtra,
suggest reports. On May 15, more

than 50 farmers were detained in
di�erent police stations in Nashik,
ahead of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s visit to the city. They had
planned a protest along with the
Opposition against the decisions
regarding onion exports. Onion
farmers and traders, especially in
Nashik, have been up in arms for
months now and have shown their
anger by suspending onion auc-
tions and going on a strike. 

It is understandable why Nashik
in particular is worried about the
changing export policy, as the dis-
trict is responsible for about 90%
of onions exported from India
(Chart 2). Given the circumstanc-
es, it will be interesting to see
whether this will have an electoral
impact in the 12 parliamentary
constituencies, including the Din-
dori and Nashik seats in the Nashik
district, which fall in the ‘onion
belt’ of Maharashtra. The other
seats are Shirdi, Ahmednagar,
Dhule , Nandurbar, Jalgaon, Raver,
Shirur, Baramati, Maval, and Pune. 

Past election results in these
seats show that the voters increas-
ingly supported the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP). The BJP’s vote
share increased from 25% in 2009
to 33% in 2014 to 36% in 2019. The
Nationalist Congress Party (NCP)
and the Shiv Sena also have signif-
icant vote shares in the region
ranging from about 15% to 27%,
but their vote shares have stagnat-
ed in the last few years. The NCP
and the Shiv Sena have both split
into two parties each. While the
NCP led by Ajit Pawar and the Shiv
Sena led by Eknath Shinde sup-
port the the National Democratic
Alliance, the NCP led by Sharad Pa-
war and the Shiv Sena led by Udd-
hav Thackeray support the INDIA
bloc. In Nashik, the two factions of
the Shiv Sena are in a direct �ght in
2024. In Dindori, Sharad Pawar’s
NCP is �ghting against the BJP. 

While the Congress’ vote share
is relatively low in these seats, it
has increased across elections.
The past vote share and seat share
in these constituencies is shown in
Tables 3 and 4, respectively. 

The changing rules on onion export could impact election results 
In Maharashtra, the impact of the Centre’s �ips-�ops on onion export policy may be felt in at least 12 parliamentary constituencies 

Yamuna Devi A, Anjana Jayan 
& Maria Sylvia

DATA POINT
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