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O
n the roadmap to peace in a region marked by decades of conflicts
is a full-fledged state of Palestine encompassing at least the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip as part of a “two-state solution”. That
most of the world agrees on this being the best way forward is fur-

ther emphasised in the three European nations — Ireland, Norway and
Spain — becoming all set to recognise a Palestine state.

As many as 80 countries, including India, have had Palestinian
embassies coexisting with those of Israel for some years now. It reflects
how Israel is losing international support for its counter-strike against
Hamas and the way in which it has conducted the Gaza war. European
nations, too, are now moving on, convinced that the only way to achieve
peace is a state of Palestine with the principle of self-rule to be established.

The “two-state solution” is not a novel proposal as it has been in the air
since the early 1990s when it was the bedrock of the US-backed peace
efforts under the 1993 Oslo Accords, signed by Palestine Liberation
Organisation and Israel. Why the idea is finding renewed acceptance inter-
nationally is because it appears to be the only way to draw the lines afresh

once the Gaza war comes to an end.
Israel, now busily engaged in scaling up mili-

tary operations by the day in Rafah with the one
tactical change of trying to inflict lesser civilian
fatalities, remains the principal roadblock.
Beyond the war, Israel has little idea of how
Gaza is to be handled except that it will not give
up its security role there easily now that it is an
occupier once again after having left the Gaza
Strip in 2005.

After waging war for seven months and scor-
ing a few victories over Hamas but nowhere
near wiping out the militant wing of the group,
Israel sees only hard options now on top of its
disproportionate response in reducing most of

Gaza to rubble and putting millions of its people on the brink of starvation.
Not deterred, Hamas has regrouped in certain areas and is till attacking

Israeli settlements. The idea of Israel maintaining security control while
delegating civil administration to local Palestinians who are not affiliated
with Hamas or the Palestinian Authority is not suited to convincing the
world that the “two-state” principle can be addressed. 

The United States, Israel’s most powerful and staunchest ally, would
have to take the lead in promoting the idea of a Palestine state, but while
conferring Palestinian self-determination it should not pose an existential
threat to Israel. The starting point for all negotiations can only be the end
of the war, which is entirely in the hands of Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and his war cabinet.

There are myriad issues of highly contentious nature — boundaries that
have shifted substantially since the Green Line of 1949, East Jerusalem,
Golan Heights, Hamas-Palestinian Authority differences — that must be
tackled in pursuit of an idealistic “two-state” principle. The war must stop
first before any peace plan can become a new reference point for negotia-
tions on a Palestine state without a role for the likes of Hamas in it.
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Self-ruled Palestine can
bring peace to Mideast
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N
arendra Modi’s
India may have
done away with
Five-Year Plans.
But a 1,000-year

vision is a recurring theme.
Last year, on Independence
Day, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said: “We
will take decisions one after
the other, and the golden
history of the country for
the next 1,000 years is going
to emerge from it. The
events taking place in this
period are going to impact
the next 1,000 years… We
are at the milestone
between 1,000 years of slav-
ery and 1,000 years of a
grand future that is about to
come. We are at this cross-
roads and hence we cannot
stop, nor shall we live in a
dilemma anymore.”

Earlier in the speech, Mr
Modi had talked about “a
thousand years of subjuga-
tion” and India being
“ensnared in slavery”.

As India’s long drawn-out
general election reaches the
final stretch, talk of the
1,000-year plan has surfaced
again. “What’s happening
now will take India towards
a brighter future for the
coming 1,000 years. In my
mind, this is our time. This
is Bharat’s time, and we
must not lose the opportuni-
ty,” Mr Modi recently told a
TV channel.

How does one interpret a
1,000-year blueprint for a
country in these hugely
unpredictable times when
climate change, artificial
intelligence, economic dis-
tress, simultaneous wars,
uncertainties and interlock-
ing catastrophic events are
turning the best-laid plans
upside down? Does one
smile?

Or does one see it as part
of a package — the persis-
tent refrain about 1,000
years of foreign rule, inter-
preted by many political
commentators as conscious
referencing of India’s histo-
ry when it was under
Muslim rule and framing it
as invasion, subjugation,
and slavery, juxtaposed
with Modi’s India, the start
of “Amrit Kaal” and

Hindutva, with Mr Modi as
its principal narrator.

In hyper-polarised India,
how you react to the idea of
a 1,000-year framework —
whether in the context of
the past or the future —
depends on your political
orientation. But one thing is
clear — constant talk about
centuries gone by, and cen-
turies ahead hugely dis-
tracts from what we need to
be doing to cope with the
extremely challenging pre-
sent and the near-future.

Arguably, politicians rou-
tinely tap into a nation’s
desire to be great and pow-
erful. In 2016, Donald
Trump sledgehammered
MAGA (Make America
Great Again). Chinese
President Xi Jinping envi-
sions China to be a mod-
ernised, innovation-driven
country by 2035 and a mod-
ern “strong power” by 2050.
In the age of strongman pol-
itics, catchphrases pivoting
around national pride and
national rejuvenation are
common.

No Indian has any quarrel
with acknowledging
progress or the desire for a
bright future for India or
with the idea of seizing
opportunities that come our
way. But ordinary Indians
can’t escape the pressing
problems of today, and they
have to prepare for tomor-
row. They deserve a ground-
ed assessment of their coun-
try and specifics of plans to
improve their everyday
lives in the days ahead.

In a country with a domi-
nantly young population,
the present tense must be
the priority — education,
skills, jobs, health, social
cohesion, the environment.
But in the phantasmagori-
cal packaging of India,
many critical gaps related to
these critical issues get
glossed over.

Countries where ordinary
people have a high quality
of life have invested not
only in physical infrastruc-
ture — ports, airports,
bridges, etc., — but also
human capital. Many parts
of India still trail woefully
when it comes to the latter.

India’s economy is grow-
ing but millions of young
Indians entering the labour
market every year continue
to be underemployed or
engaged in low-paid, precar-
ious work. Economists have
drawn attention to the per-
sistence of unemployment
even among college gradu-
ates. India remains a gross-
ly unequal country and the
staggering inequality is a
roadblock to the country
realising its full potential.

Rich or relatively affluent
Indians can access excellent
education and healthcare.
That is not the case for those
without money. India’s
female voters are often ref-
erenced through the prism
of welfare schemes, but
what about jobs? Female
work participation rate in
India continues to be
extremely low.

“Building a new
Singapore is achievable if
we apply ourselves,” Mr
Modi said recently. India
has around 1,300 islands,
including many uninhabit-
ed ones. Some are nearly the
size of Singapore. But build-
ing an economic success
story like Singapore is not
merely a construction pro-
ject. The multi-racial, multi-
religious city-state, which
has one of the most diverse
populations in Asia, has
assiduously worked at
social cohesion, social trust.
None of this happened pure-
ly by accident. As Keshia
Naurana Badalge, a writer
from Singapore, pointed out
in an essay: “It is, in part,
the product of a strong cen-
tral government that dic-
tates certain aspects of
everyday life -- and sees
racial harmony between its
people as too important to
be left to chance.” A unique
feature of Singaporean
housing, she points out, is
its remarkable racial diver-
sity, and that is due to gov-
ernment intervention and
as part of Singapore’s
Ethnic Integration Policy

(EIP), introduced to counter
the emergence of ethnic
enclaves.

In his recent TV inter-
view, Mr Modi also talked
about global standards.
Every Cabinet note related
to a bill now comes with a
global standards report so
that the legislation can be
aligned to the best practices
worldwide, he said.

That is good news. But
ordinary Indians must
know how a law is aligned
to global best practices as
well as how it is implement-
ed on the ground. Is India
following global standards
in every sphere? What
about recent reports about
Indian food products failing
basic safety standards? If
India’s food regulator was
doing its job meticulously,
would two popular Indian
spice brands be flagged as
unsafe in Hong Kong and
Singapore? The European
Union has also raised con-
cerns about contamination
in Indian chili peppers.

In addition to everything
else, there is climate
change. Climate change is
no longer future shock. It is
happening now.

As I write, many parts of
India are facing excruciat-
ing heat stress. “Some coun-
tries, like India, have com-
prehensive heat action
plans in place. Yet, to pro-
tect some of the most vul-
nerable people, these must
be expanded with mandato-
ry regulations. Workplace
interventions for all work-
ers to address heat stress,
such as scheduled rest
breaks, fixed work hours,
and rest-shade-rehydrate
programmes (RSH), are nec-
essary but have yet to
become part of worker pro-
tection guidelines in the
affected regions,” says a
recent study by the World
Weather Attribution, an
international group of sci-
entists that studies the
effects of climate change on
extreme weather events.

These are just a few issues
where ordinary Indians
deserve an honest response
and a grounded conversa-
tion which differentiates
between hyperbole and gen-
uine seeds of hope, between
efforts to create an alternate
reality and reality.

The writer focuses on devel-
opment issues in India and

emerging economies. She
can be reached at

patralekha.chatterjee
@gmail.com.

ECI ACTED TOO LATE

You have not hesitated
to call a spade a spade
in editorial “EC has acted
but isn’t it too little, too
late”, especially in point-
ing out PM Modi’s
speech to his audience in
Uttar Pradesh that INDIA
bloc leaders in the South
speak ill of UP. His talk-
ing about the Congress
bulldozing the Ram tem-
ple if it came to power
and Rahul Gandhi saying
BJP would abolish the
Constitution of India if
voted to power for a
third time could also
have been mentioned.
Campaigning based on
caste, community, lan-
guage and religion are
against norms. The ECI
has woken up when
there are two laps to go
for the final polling.  Had
it come out with severe
warnings in the begin-
ning, the campaigning
may not have gone to
this extent.

Rajakumar Arulanandham
Palayamkottai

Millions of young
Indians entering
the labour market
every year 
continue to be
underemployed or
engaged in low-
paid, precarious
work. India remains
a grossly unequal
country.

Hype and reality in India:
Let’s focus on the present

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) transferred a whopping amount of
`2.1 lakh crores to the Central government as a dividend payout, giv-
ing a booster shot to volatile stock markets. The current payout is 141

per cent higher than the `87,416 crores that the RBI had given the Central
government last year and is `1.1 lakh crores more than the amount the
Central government expected to receive from the RBI this year.

The RBI earns money from its operations in financial markets, when it
intervenes to buy or sell foreign exchange. It also earns income from gov-
ernment securities it holds and as returns from its foreign currency
assets, commission from state and Central governments for handling their
borrowings, among other avenues. After providing for its statutory
reserves and other contingencies, RBI transfers surplus money every year
to the government in the form of dividend.

The current year’s higher dividend is expected to allow the Central gov-
ernment to meet its fiscal deficit target of 5.1 per cent that was envisaged
in the interim budget of 2024. It will also give an elbow room to the next
finance minister when he or she presents the full-fledged budget in July.
The higher dividend from the RBI will offset any dip in the government’s
expected revenue from disinvestment. 

The news of the RBI bonanza set off celebrations on Dalal Street, boost-
ing the Sensex and the Nifty to all-time highs. A lower fiscal deficit means
lower government borrowing, which makes bank credit available for the
corporate world and the general public. This translates into greater con-
sumption levels, setting off a virtuous cycle in the economy.

As the higher payout was made after increasing its contingency risk
buffer by 50 basis points (more than `30,000 crores) from six per cent to 6.5
per cent of its balance-sheet, it remains to be seen how the RBI’s surplus
income has gone up so much and if a dividend of this magnitude is a one-
off or can be seen as a regular annual contribution.

RBI’s booster shot to economy

Will Labour dump
Sunak on July 4?

Ranking ‘degrees’
of prejudice futile

LETTERS

“The sea’s dark green yet its foam is white!
Such are the tricks of refracted light”
A dead fish on the sand — the gulls take it apart.
Nailed to a cross in a gallery — people think it’s art
The worst Narcissistic conceit of humankind?
That God has an inventive, creative mind!”

— From Who Was Allowed In? by Bachchoo

T
he general election in Britain has been
called for July 4 by Prime Minister Hedgie
Soongone. He probably made the announce-
ment with fingers crossed and puja lamps lit

after inflation in the UK fell to 2.5 per cent, calculat-
ing that this may turn back the tide of unpopularity
sweeping his government.

It won’t. The Labour Party is still 20 per cent
ahead in the opinion polls, though the media are
looking for ways in which it could lose support.

One of these is the fact that very many of Labour’s
potential supporters are not just disappointed but
outraged at the Labour Party leadership’s pro-
Israeli stance and deliberate fence-sitting on calling
for a ceasefire and an end to the genocide in Gaza.
Several Muslim Labour councillors have quit the
party and have even stood against the party in the
local elections and won.

On the same issue, friends of mine have said they
won’t vote for Labour.

Will I? However critical I am of Labour leader Sir

Keir Starmer and his shadow cabinet’s stances, I
can see no feasible alternative to rid this country of
the likes of Hedgie, Cruella Braverman, Priti Patel
and all the rest. It’s even possible that Labour in
power will be pressured by its own membership to
go further than calling, as it has now been pushed to
do, for an immediate ceasefire and humanitarian
relief in Gaza. Of course, with their pro-capital
stance, they won’t cut arms sales to Israel.

One issue that rankles with me and made me
think of joining the abstainers is the continued sus-
pension from the party of MP Diane Abbot. Who is
she? The first black woman MP to enter Parliament.
She represents Hackney, a London constituency. In
April she wrote a letter to The Observer in response
to a debate in the papers about racism.

Her letter said: “It is true that many types of white
people with points of difference, such as redheads,
can experience this prejudice. But they are not all
their lives subject to racism. In pre-civil rights
America, Irish people, Jewish people and Travellers
were not required to sit at the back of the bus. In
apartheid South Africa, these groups were allowed
to vote. And at the height of slavery, there were no
white-seeming people manacled on the 
slave ships.”

The Jewish Board of Deputies labelled the letter
anti-Semitic and even though Diane protested that
it wasn’t the draft that she intended to have printed
and apologised, the Labour Party said it was deeply

offensive and withdrew the whip.
She hasn’t, having devoted her entire adult life to

the party, been, to date, reinstated. (As far as I know
the Redheads Against Nasty Descriptivity (RANDy)
haven’t complained about Diane’s anti-
hairshade-ism).

Both Diane in her letter and the Labour Party in
its response seem to subscribe to a preoccupation of
our times: an assessment of degrees of 
victimisation.

To my mind, it’s a futile preoccupation.
Yes, one recognises the fact that the Jews were

enslaved by Babylon until they were freed by the
Persian-Zoroastrian Emperor Cyrus and that Moses
led them out of slavery in Egypt; that Africans were
enslaved in the Atlantic trade in the “New World” is
one of the tragic foundations of the modern world;
that colonialism treated people badly; that discrim-
ination against “untouchable” castes was imposed
on Hindu populations for thousands of years; that
homophobia is still rife in under-civilised human
states and minds; that Travellers are characterised
in negative ways; that certain nationalities or reli-
gions are the constant butt of jokes; that everywhere
there is prevalent sexism, sizeism, ageism, class —
snobbery… (We’re cutting it here. — Ed. Too much
other examples, yaar… — fd.)

But is there any measure, any scale, of historical
prejudice, ill-treatment, racism etc?

Diane is obviously right when she says that being

mocked for having Donald Trump hair is not as
hurtful as being chained to a slave ship, whipped
and starved. I could add that the “insult, injury and
unsafe feeling” caused to delicate sensibilities on a
campus through some faculty inviting a lecturer
who doesn’t believe that transwomen are really
women, are in any sense comparable to that lectur-
er losing her job as a consequence?

The latest case of comparative suffering through
prejudice is that of “asexual people”. They call
themselves “Aces” and in America, and now in the
UK, organised groups of people who, for one reason
or another, don’t practise sex, and want to be includ-
ed in the LGBTQ+ categories. Some activists
already in these initialled groups vehemently deny
the Aces a space in this categorisation. They don’t
want the collective expanded into LGBTQ+A! They
don’t believe that the “Aces” face the same degree of
prejudice as Ls or Gs or indeed Bs Ts Qs or +s.

Are they right in denying the “Aces” member-
ship? Is there really some measure of degrees of
prejudice, discrimination or hurt that has deter-
mined this exclusion?

I don’t think there can be. And yet, and yet, I can
see that this preoccupation in our times of measur-
ing and exposing “isms” is a healthy civilisational
phenomenon, even though ranking prejudices is
rank stupidity.

Reinstate Diane Now!

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

MARRED BY PERSONAL
ATTACKS
The elections have been marked by
personal attacks, mud-slinging and
provocative speeches by leaders cut-
ting across party lines against their
adversaries thereby throwing politi-
cal decency and decorum to winds.
They would be remembered as the
most bitterly contested elections.  
The war of words and repeated barbs
traded by political leaders including
the Prime Minister, has brought the
standards of election campaigning to
its nadir.  It is a matter of regret that
despite boasting of being the world's
largest democracy, elections in our
country continue to be fought on
caste and communal lines with candi-
dates resorting to personal slugfest
and sectarian agenda rather than
debating and discussing bread-and-
butter issues relating to growth and
development, relevant for the com-
mon man.  

B. Suresh Kumar
Coimbatore

Patralekha
Chatterjee
Dev 360

Cabbages 
& Kings
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New-to-credit (NTC)
users or first-time
users of credit prod-

ucts were one of the fastest-
growing consumer segments
in the lending category in the
last three years, driving sus-
tainable financial inclusion
and economic growth in
India. Industry data sug-
gests that India currently
has around 200 million
active credit users and
around 800,000 NTC con-
sumers are being added to
this pool every year.
Over the last few years, these
consumers driven by easy
access to credit cards and
short-term-personal loans
(STPL) grew the retail cred-
it category at a rapid pace.
Rapid digitisation of the
lending process gave a boost
to the rise in NTC cus-
tomers but also resulted in
challenges in background
checks and client’s repay-
ment capacity. It took the
RBI to step in by increasing
risk weightage to control
the uncontrolled growth in
this category. As a result, the
supply has been curtailed
with first-time users increas-
ingly finding it difficult to get
easy access to credit prod-
ucts. However, there are

some specially co-created
credit cards for first-time
users, helping them to build
a good credit history before
getting access to other cred-
it products. 
In such a situation, manag-
ing debt smartly has become
important for first-time con-
sumers. For them, using a
credit card responsibly is
crucial for building a positive
credit history and avoiding
debt. Here are some financial
tips:
Understand your need for
a credit card: For new users,
it is very important to under-
stand the terms and condi-
tions of your credit card.
These include interest rates,
fees, grace periods and
rewards programs if applic-
able. We often make the
mistake of activating the

credit card without under-
standing the finer details of
credit card usage. This mis-
take may cost you a bad debt
and a bad financial history,
limiting your access to cred-
it in the future. 
Start small: There is always
a temptation to overspend
with a credit card, especial-
ly if you are a first-time user.
So, it is advisable to begin
with a low credit limit to
avoid overspending and to
ease into managing credit
responsibly.
Always pay on time and in
full: Always pay your cred-
it card bill on time and in full
to avoid late fees and inter-
est charges. Setting up auto-
matic payments can help
ensure you never miss a due
date.
Monitor your spending:
Keep track of your credit
card transactions to stay
within your budget and
avoid overspending. Many
credit card companies offer
online or mobile banking
apps to help you monitor
your spending in real time.
Keep utilisation low: Aim to
keep your credit utilisation
ratio-the amount of credit
you’re using compared to
your total credit limit-below

30 per cent. This shows
lenders that you’re using
credit responsibly and can
help improve your credit
score.
Avoid cash advances: Cash
advances often come with
high fees and interest rates,
so it’s best to avoid using
your credit card for cash
withdrawals unless neces-
sary.
Regularly check your cred-
it report: Monitor your
credit report for any errors
or unauthorised activity.
You’re entitled to a free cred-
it report from each of the
three major credit bureaus
(Equifax, Experian and
TransUnion) once a year.
Build an emergency fund:
Having an emergency fund
can help cover unexpected
expenses without relying
solely on credit cards, reduc-
ing the risk of accumulating
debt. Having a financial dis-
cipline is very important
towards a good financial
future. For NTC consumers
the early they start is good
for a healthy future but with
a bit of discipline and con-
sciousness. 
(The writer is a co-founder

Zet-fintech platform; 
views are personal)
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decreased productivity and physical health
issues like headaches and sleep distur-
bances. Address gaslighting by docu-
menting interactions, building support, pri-
oritising self-care, limiting exposure and
seeking intervention. Organisations must
cultivate a supportive work environment
through awareness campaigns, clear report-
ing mechanisms, robust anti-bullying poli-
cies, respectful communication practices
and training for managers to identify and
address gaslighting. By empowering
employees and fostering a supportive cul-
ture, organisations can combat gaslighting
effectively and build a healthier workplace
for all.

Amarjeet Kumar | Hazaribagh

�������	����
��	�	����
Madam — In a world where stress is often
demonised, reframing it as a friend can
transform your relationship with it. Most
people think that stress makes them sick;
it increases the risk of everything from the
common cold to cardiovascular disease.
Basically, we have turned stress into our
enemy. One study found that people who

experienced a lot of stress in the previous
year had a 43 per cent increased risk of
dying, but that was only true for people
who believed that stress was harmful to
their health. 
The researchers estimated that the people
who died prematurely died not from
stress but from the belief that stress was bad
for them. Cultivate a mindset shift: view
stress as a sign that your body is energised
and ready to tackle tasks. Embrace the
physiological changes, like an increased
heart rate, as your body gears up for action.
If you’re breathing faster, there is no
problem; it’s getting more oxygen to your
brain. Over a lifetime of stressful experi-
ences, this one biological change could be
the difference between a stress-induced
heart attack at age 50 and living well into
your 90’s. Ultimately, by reframing stress
as a friend rather than a foe, You no longer
need to get rid of your stress; instead, make
yourself better at it.

Harshita Dhakad | Ujjain
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Madam — Although the central and State
Governments have imposed a complete
ban on polythene covers of thickness less
than 125 microns in the State, it is not seen
in practice. The viscosity of polythene bags
is too high. 75-micron-thick bags, which
were once banned, are still being used
today. A large number of polythene cov-
ers are used in vegetable, tiffin, grocery, big
shops and wholesale shops. As authorities
have failed to ban polythene covers, they
are seen everywhere on roads and canals.
Cattle are falling sick by eating the wastes
dumped in these covers in front of the
houses and on the road. Criticisms are
being heard that even though so many
mishaps are happening, the concerned
authorities are not paying attention. The
authorities should clamp down on the sale
of banned polythene bags which harm the
environment and take strict action against
those selling them. The authorities should
make an effort to inform the people
about the disadvantages caused by the use
of banned polythene bags and to organise
awareness programmes to encourage peo-
ple to use eco-friendly clothing as an alter-
native.

Appanna Gonapa | Visakhapatnam
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Madam — It refers to ‘Deleterious Effects
of Workplace Gaslighting’ (May 23).
Gaslighting within the organisational set-
ting presents a significant threat to employ-
ee well-being and overall organisational
effectiveness. This form of psychological
manipulation, characterised by the delib-
erate undermining of an individual’s per-
ceptions, beliefs and reality, fosters a
detrimental work environment with far-
reaching consequences. The erosion of
employee confidence and self-esteem,
heightened anxiety and paranoia, social iso-
lation and withdrawal and manifestations
in physical health are some of the critical
impacts of gaslighting in the workplace.
Gaslighting through denial, blame-shifting
and criticism erodes employees’ self-worth
and competence, causing isolation, stress,
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ing machine’ phenomenon)
that may have made many
opposition politicians jump
ships - there is yet another loud
concern expressed of unap-
proachability, remaining essen-
tially unheard, or even of inac-
cessibility attributed to politi-
cal leadership that leads to
members to leave political
parties for greener pastures. All
Indian political parties have
their exclusive leadership
cocooned, isolated and pro-
tected from lesser leaders - this
seemingly helps build leader-
ship aura, mystique and even
fear of the respective ‘high
commands’. The top leadership
is only for taking the ‘final call’
and all others must robotical-
ly comply with the same, as
described in the uniquely
Indian expression of sub-
servience, “as disciplined sol-
diers of the party”. Such obse-
quious and diktat-filled frame-
works are more suggestive of
autocracies rather than partic-
ipative democracies. 
This suffocating, intolerant
and illiberal normalcy of
Indian political culture is in
stark contrast to that of its
progenitor, British-
Westminster politics. In the
UK, there have always been
divisions within party ranks
(on issues), expressed ambition
for top roles and public expres-
sion of dissenting positions
e.g., Brexit. 
All these individualistic or
non-conformist positions do
not warrant the automatic

expulsion or diminishment
of an individual from party
ranks. The ruling
Conservative Party has many
active and known ‘camps’ that
may or may not agree with the
policies and decisions of their
Partyman as the Prime
Minister, Rishi Sunak. It has
always been so with divides
amongst social liberals and
social democrats, modernisers
and traditionalists and
Brexiteers of various sides
and shades etc., Therefore,
even though the Conservative
Party has ruled uninterrupted
since 2010 (then by David
Cameron), it has since had five
different Prime Ministers i.e.,
David Cameron, Theresa May,
Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and
now, Rishi Sunak. Even now
the jostling within the Tories
continues with apparently
Boris Johnson planning a
comeback to David Cameron
having staged a dramatic
comeback as the Secretary of
State for Foreign,
Commonwealth and
Development Affairs, under
Rishi Sunak! 
It is the same concept of
‘internal democracy’ that has
seen a similar leadership
change in the principal oppo-
sition party i.e., the Labour
Party. Since 2010 under
Gordon Brown, it has seen a
constant change in leader-
ship Harriet Harman, Ed
Miliband, Jeremy Corbyn to
now Sir Keir Starmer. Each of
these individual leaders has

reflected the topical preference
of the party cadres and lead-
ers. Now with Keir Starmer
sure to get elected as the
Prime Minister of the UK, he
couldn’t be more unlike his
party predecessor, Jeremy
Corbyn, both in person and
policies. Starmer continues
to consult both the former
Labour Prime Minister i.e.,
Tony Blair and Gordon
Brown, though neither has any
outsized political relevance. 
In short, there are no perma-
nent Gods in British political
parties, unlike the Indian con-
text where a few individuals
rule the roost without getting
subjected to any internal chal-
lenge, questioning or change.
The rules and circumstances
for leadership can be made to
change overnight to suit cer-
tain individuals or dynasties
which essentially seek to per-
petuate the leadership compo-
sition, that has existed for
years. 
As Winston Churchill once
said, “The opposition occupies
the benches in front of you, but
the enemy sits behind you”
implying in his party ranks -
that such internal competition
can never be a sign of weak-
ness but of ensuring that only
one with the most competitive,
compelling and winning cre-
dentials leads the party.

(The writer, a military veter-
an, is a former Lt Governor

of Andaman & Nicobar
Islands and Puducherry. The
views expressed are personal)
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In 1936, Dr BR Ambedkar
wrote an undelivered
speech, Annihilation of
Caste, where he forewarned,
“Constitutional morality is

not a natural sentiment. It has to
be cultivated. We must realise that
our people have yet to learn it.
Democracy in India is only a top-
dressing on an Indian soil which
is essentially undemocratic.” This
sharp but sage observation was
well before the Constitution of
India was formally framed and
adopted under his leadership.
Eighty-eight years since the
speech that was considered too
controversial to be delivered, the
issues of caste, constitutional
impropriety and his controversial
but astute insistence that
“Democracy in India is only a
top-dressing on India soil which
is essentially undemocratic” res-
onates loud and clear with the
proceedings (rather, regressions)
in the ensuing Lok Sabha elec-
tions.
Amongst the most invoked, gal-
vanising and feared concerns in
the ongoing election pitch are still,
caste and religion. Beyond the
trumpeting label of ‘world’s largest
democracy’ which we proudly
accept and acknowledge, is the
damning backsliding on various
Democracy ‘indexes’ - which we
equally readily slam as vested,
unfair, or even ‘anti-national’. An
unmistakably think-skinned spir-
it and hypersensitivity about the
unflattering reportage abounds,
which does not help build creden-
tials of a mature, confident and
progressive democracy. The
‘mother of democracy’ simply
cannot be selectively entertaining
of all praise and simultaneously
small-spirited against criticism. 
However, beyond the multiple
and well-known afflictions like
dynastic tendencies, majoritarian-
ism, ethnic-casteist-regional
assertions, muscle power, money
power et al, lies yet another seri-
ous curse of the complete lack of,
or even any pretence of an ‘inter-
nal democracy’ in any political
party, national or regional. We
seem to be partaking in the exer-
cise of democracy with a rather
regrettable set of undemocratic
parties. 
Beyond the obvious threats of the
‘carrot-and-stick’ nature (with
murmurs of the infamous ‘wash-
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This month Gurgaon
has seen protests in
several localities with

frustrated and disillusioned
residents announcing-
‘Election candidates not wel-
come, no development, no
vote’. 
Gurgaon residents are
piqued that despite paying
taxes(the highest share in the
State), they are getting a
raw deal. Sensing the mood
of the public, both BJP stal-
wart and five-time MP, Rao
Inderjit Singh and Congress
candidate Raj Babbar, have
made development their poll
plank. Interestingly though
it is a national election,
focus remains on local
issues, especially in the
absence of a central nation-
al poll theme.
Gurgaon may have fancy

tags of ‘Millennium City’
and ‘Cyber City’ but the
city which has made a glob-
al mark, lacks badly on phys-
ical and social infrastructure.
It presents an ugly face with
city waste besides construc-
tion debris lying all over,
posing a serious health haz-
ard. 
It is not just Gurgaon, even
the new sectors of the city
which are grappling with
poorly maintained roads (
leading to accidents and
dust pollution), inadequate
drinking water, power and
sewerage infrastructure. In
the absence of proper
drainage. Failure of civic
authorities has made matters
worse. 
The lack of an adequate
metro network in the city
has created a traffic mess on

the roads. The lack of prop-
er parking infrastructure has
only made matters worse. A
lot of the city’s civic infra
woes are because of the
flawed development model
of real eState development
preceding infrastructure

development. Moreover,
unlike in neighbouring
Noida where there is a sin-
gle development authority,
Gurgaon lacks on this front.
GMDA (Gurgaon
Metropolitan Development
Authority) constituted to

put an end to a multiplicity
of development authorities,
has proved to be an eyewash
with MCG (Municipal
Corporation Gurgaon) and
HSVP (Haryana Shahari
Vikas Pradhikaran) around.
Seeking vote on develop-
ment, Rao Inderjit Singh
takes credit for initiating
the mega infrastructure and
connectivity projects like
KMP Expressway, Delhi-
Mumbai Expressway (pass-
ing through Gurgaon),
Sohna Elevated Expressway,
Dwarka Expressway, Metro
Expansion, Gurgaon
Railway Station upgrada-
tion. 
In rural and Muslim-domi-
nated Nuh, he is telling vot-
ers about the development
gains of key infrastructure
projects like the Delhi-

Mumbai Expressway and
Orbital Rail.Raj Babbar, on
the other hand, is also play-
ing the development card to
counter Rao Inderjit, point-
ing to shoddy development
with several civic issues
plaguing the city, turning it
into a slum. Long delays in
metro expansion, Lack of an
Inter-State Bus Terminus
and the absence of a suitable
Civil Hospital are among
the issues he has been rak-
ing up among the voters,
demanding a fair share of
development.He is promis-
ing the transformation of
Gurgaon.
Though Rao Inderjit Singh
may be facing anti-incum-
bency he has an obviousad-
vantage of a well-oiled
organisation besides the
Modi factor. On the other

hand, Raj Babbar faces the
challenge of being an out-
sider. Besides he has the
disadvantage of being a late
starter due to a delay in
announcing his nomination. 
The Gurgaon electorate
seems to be in a mood to
give another chance to the
BJP , banking on the strong
pro-development credentials
of Modi However, they have
also shown their displea-
sure with the political par-
ties. Indeed Gurgaon’s infra-
structure is not up to the
mark and needs an immedi-
ate attention. Besides, their
anger has led politicians to
take notice of their woes and
have now started showing
interest in infrastructure
upgradation.
(The writer is a senior jour-

nalist; views are personal)
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Social media in the political
domain
Social media has become an
increasingly important tool for
political communication. For cer-
tain demographics, it is one of the
main platforms where people get
their news and interact with it by
commenting and sharing. Social
media has dramatically changed
the way modern political cam-
paigns are run. As more and
more digitally native citizens vote,
social media has become an
important tool for politicians to
establish themselves and com-
municate with voters.
The experience of using social
media depends largely on the
user, as the platform’s algorithms
tailor the consumer experience to
each user. This leads to each per-
son seeing more like-minded peo-
ple due to increased digital social
behaviour. In addition, social
media changed politics because it
gave politicians a direct way to
inform their constituents and
people to speak directly to politi-
cians. This unofficial nature can
lead to misinformation because it
is not subject to the same “fact-
checking processes as institution-
al journalism”. Moreover, social
media platforms serve as democ-
ratising agents, empowering indi-
viduals to participate in political
conversations irrespective of geo-
graphical or socio-economic bar-
riers. Citizens can voice their per-
spectives, amplify marginalised
narratives and mobilise collective
action, thereby enriching the
democratic fabric of society.
Concurrently, social media’s inter-
active nature engenders height-
ened transparency and account-
ability within political institu-
tions, as public scrutiny intensifies
and feedback mechanisms prolif-
erate.

AI Deepfakes: A new era
Technological implications are
increasingly becoming impera-
tive in the current election in India
about political communication.
This election season, misinforma-
tion has a new face. This time,
India smiles, talks and woos the
voters with a wisdom that is hard
to start and harder to regulate.
The 2019 election was no stranger
to hate and misinformation cam-
paigns, but the technology that
enables this ecosystem has
changed the rate of misrepresen-
tation. The fraud pulse has found
a new, more enthusiastic channel
in the last five years. Law enforce-
ment agencies are warning loud-
er than ever that the average
Indian voter in 2024 is most at risk
of being misinformed about the
election. There are gaps in people’s
ability to distinguish between real
and artificial intelligence, leaving
them vulnerable to fraud and
unauthorised access. Social media
companies struggle to curb fake
news and propaganda; The Indian
Government is updating existing
legislation to better address the
spread of online counterfeiting.
The 2019 election took place on
social media. Researchers identi-
fied sophisticated campaigns that
used WhatsApp messaging and
massive deployment of IT bots to
distribute cropped photos, post
coordinated content and publish
fake videos on Facebook during
the 2024 general elections. The
pressing question now is how
digital platforms tag, identify and
contextualise such media. Even in
the era of generative AI, such
enforcement measures were
nascent or seasonal at best. Now,
cheap or free tools allow even
amateurs to create deep fakes
without content filters to prevent
fake or illegal content from

spreading. This means that tech-
nology platforms have to act
stronger against criminals and
break the chain of disinformation
faster than they do. One of the
biggest changes in social media
after the 2019 elections in India is
the absence of Twitter (Now X),
the platform used by India’s con-
trolled politicians and
Government agencies to broadcast
official information to the coun-
try’s media.
A way forward
In today’s world, understanding
politics means delving into how
political actors communicate and
navigate various media channels.
These channels not only reflect but
also shape political messages and
images. Just as political systems
influence media through policies
and decisions, media structures
profoundly impact political com-
munication processes.
Easy-to-make AI videos with
near-perfect shadows and hand
gestures can sometimes confuse
even the digitally literate. But the
risks are greater in a country
where many of its 1.4 billion peo-
ple are technologically challenged
and where manipulated content
can easily stoke sectarian tensions,
especially during elections. The
Election Commission of India
recently warned political parties
against using artificial intelligence
to spread misinformation, issuing
seven provisions of IT and other
laws that carry up to three years
in prison for offences including
forgery, rumour and
hostility.Looking forward to a
free and fair election this time!

(The author is from 
Journalism and Mass 

Communication, Rama 
Devi Women’s 

University, Bhubaneswar; 
views are personal)

Aprominent film programmer
and writer David Schwartz
has rightly quoted, “Political
commercials pretend to be
like documentaries, but they

use all the techniques of fiction filmmak-
ing, including scripts, performances and
music.” This could be quite apt to pon-
der on the current general election and
political communication in India. The use
of technologies including deep fakes is
attempting to make this election distinct
from the 2019 general election.
Political communication is the produc-
tion and influence of persuasive political
messages, campaigns and advertisements,
often involving the mass media. It is an
interdisciplinary field that uses commu-
nication, journalism and political science.
Political communication concerns ideas
such as information flow, political influ-
ence, decision-making, news and impact
on citizens. Since the advent of the
World Wide Web, the amount of data to
be analysed has increased and researchers
are turning to computational methods to
study the dynamics of political commu-
nication. This can be quite relevant in the
light of Parliamentary elections, 2024 in
India.
The parliamentary elections in India have
started from 19 April and will continue
up to 1 June in seven phases to elect all
543 members of the Lok Sabha. This is
the longest election in history, surpass-
ing the previous election of 44 days, sec-
ond only to the Indian general election
of 1951- 52. Approximately 970 million
of the 1.4 billion people are eligible to
vote, that is 70 per cent of the total pop-
ulation. In the States of Andhra Pradesh,
Arunachal Pradesh, Odisha and Sikkim,
parliamentary elections will be held
simultaneously with general elections and
by-elections to 25 constituencies in 12 leg-
islative assemblies. The votes will be
counted and the results announced on
June 4. Current Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, who has completed his second
term, is running for a third consecutive
term.
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First, it should be high-
lighted that the world of
power and hegemony
has undergone three tra-

nsformations between the Sec-
ond World War and the present.
In 1952, Alfred Sauvy classified
the world into three categories:
First World, Second World, and
Third World. However, his idea
was out of date by the late 1980s
when the USSR collapsed. By
then the concept of ‘Developing
and Developed World’ had be-
come popular, signifying a wide
range of interests.

At the beginning of the twe-
nty-first century three major
groups arose: the global South,
represented by developing nati-
ons like Brazil and India, the glo-
bal West, led by the US and Eur-
ope, and the global East, led by
China and Russia. With unique
histories, grievances, and lead-
ers, each group provides narra-
tives, solutions, and aspirations
for reshaping the world order.
The emergence of this ‘Three
Worlds’ system reflects more
than just shifts in global power:
it reveals a deeper ideological
struggle between the global East
and global West.

Each superpower advocates
for a distinct type of world order:
the US defends a liberal interna-
tional order, while China and
Russia aim for one that challe-
nges Western liberal values. Ac-
cording to Prof. Ikenberry this
isn’t just a power struggle but a
clash between liberal and illib-
eral visions of world order, whe-
re both seek to shape global rul-
es and institutions to secure the-
ir political systems and values.
So, it is the struggle for world or-
der which primarily involves the
global West and East, each led
by a superpower and a coalition
of great powers.

In the post-Covid era both
these superpowers ~ China and
the United States ~ are aggressi-
vely moving to establish their
group’s primacy in the changing
global order. But it is impossible
for both the US and China to ac-
hieve success on their own.
They require companions and
allies. Bigger coalitions perform
better in these competitive
times than smaller ones, and
these possible allies are found in
the global South.

In contrast, the global Sou-
th lacks a leading great power in
terms of defence or economy
and is characterized by diversity.
It also lacks strong representati-
on in some key international
institutions like the UN Security
Council. It basically operates
from a position of weakness,
seeking opportunities to join

coalitions for international order
reform, driven by aspirations for
development, voice, and status.

However, the global South
is not devoid of resources. It is,
after all, home to most of huma-
nkind. In this case, India, the
most populous nation in the
global South can function as a
kind of intermediary. Both the
East and the West are offering
various incentives to strengthen
relationships with the global So-
uth. While the US, one of the
main proponents of the post-
war liberal international order,
offers trade, security, and for-
eign aid; China is marketing the
developmental model. Despite
being the weaker member of the
‘Three Worlds’, the global South
possesses structural qualities
that will make it a
strong and signifi-
cant alliance in the
changing global
order.

India, a pivo-
tal state in the glo-
bal South, has the
power to influence
broader global pa-
tterns of alliances
and partnerships.
It can also lead the
global South by
perfectly balancing
the benefits of
both regions, keep-
ing in mind
Turkey’s and Brazil’s respective
positions. India can serve as a
kind of third party, influencing
global narratives about what
constitutes appropriate and ac-
ceptable behaviour in
international politics, given its
position as the leader of the
global South. To assume that
role, India needs to focus on the
following five areas with equal
importance: economy, military,
technology, demography, and
climate change because these
are the fundamental re-
quirements for becoming a su-
perpower. The goal of becoming
a superpower can be dashed by
deficiencies in any area. Is India
capable of that?

Here we shouldn’t be overly
sentimental or romantic. We
should remember that emotion
is not intelligence, enthusiasm
is not understanding, and to en-
tertain high ideals is not to thi-
nk. Perhaps we have enough of
these, but they may not turn out
to be reality until we are able to
look at our abilities from close
quarters. The goal of becoming
a superpower is admirable, but
it is important to analyse the dif-
ficulties and complications that
go with it. If we focus on the
economic sector, in 2023,
India’s economy really thrived,

with a projected GDP growth of
7.3 per cent, surpassing IMF
estimates of 6.3 per cent. Gov-
ernment-led capital formation
increased by over 10 per cent,
but private sector investment
declined sharply, alongside a 4
per cent drop in foreign direct
investment between ApriL-
November 2023. High disinvest-
ment rates rose by nearly 29 per
cent. Inflation is forecast to rise
to 5.4 per cent in 2024, with food
prices escalating to 9.5 per cent
in December 2023. Agriculture
and allied sectors grew by less
than 2 per cent in 2022–23 due
to adverse weather conditions.
Manufacturing is expected to
grow by 6.5 per cent, but certain
industries faced declines
between April-November 2023.

Now let’s dis-
cuss India’s defence
industry, which has
shown progress,
with a production
turnover of Rs 1,087
billion (US$13.5 bil-
lion) in 2022-23 and
exports to over 85
countries involving
100 Indian firms.
However, produc-
tion growth hasn’t
met procurement
demands, with a
target of $26 billion
by 2025. Despite
reforms, domestic

share in armed forces’ capital acq-
uisition hasn’t increased significa-
ntly since 2014-15. Export targets
remain unmet, with licensing ma-
nufacturing dominating at 58 per
cent in defence procurement.
Challenges include slow impl-
ementation of reforms and reli-
ance on external sources due to
limited technological depth in ma-
jor systems and components. On
the other hand, the convergence
of transformative technologies like
AI, blockchain, cloud computing,
IoT, open source, and automation
is revolutionizing the fintech land-
scape. Niche financial sectors lead
in harnessing these innovations
for application development,
value creation, and competitive
edge. Traditional financial institu-
tions must adapt swiftly, leverag-
ing their resources to navigate this
wave of disruption. Embracing
these trends is essential for stay-
ing relevant and competitive in
the rapidly evolving financial
industry, where agility and inno-
vation are key to success amidst
the changing technological land-
scape.

Nilekani and Carstens pro-
pose a new model called “Fint-
ernet” comprising interconnect-
ed financial ecosystems. It inte-
grates technological advance-
ments and governance princi-

ples, incorporating tokenization
and unified ledgers. By seizing
these chances, India can assume
a leading position.

Lastly, there are still two
crucial topics to discuss: climate
change and demography. India,
contributing only 3 per cent of
historical climate pollution,
faces significant environmental
challenges due to coal consum-
ption and rapid development.
Its carbon emissions increased
by 75 per cent since 2005, with
coal accounting for 14 per cent
of global demand. Extreme heat
threatens 600 million people,
exacerbated by climate change.

Indian citizens prioritize
climate action, with 85 per cent
expressing concerns. The gov-
ernment aims for net-zero emis-
sions by 2070, requiring a $10
trillion investment. Political par-
ties, including the ruling Bhara-
tiya Janata Party and opposition
Indian National Congress, pled-
ge support for renewable ener-
gy, targeting 500GW of capacity
and emphasizing green energy
transition. On the other hand,
India’s demographic landscape
is shifting, with a slight decline
in the proportion of young peo-
ple projected over the next 15
years. Despite this, India’s
demographic dividend remains
significant, with 12 million
young individuals entering the
workforce annually. Challenges
include low labour participation
rates and high youth unemploy-
ment. Only about one in ten
young people had jobs in 2023,
with just 30.2 million out of
305.3 million working-age indi-
viduals employed. Navigating
this transition effectively is cru-
cial for India’s future economic
and social well-being. However
India’s internal politics may
both aid and hinder its aspira-
tions to lead the global South.
India is now facing the most
critical task of safeguarding
democracy amidst widespread
corruption.

In this situation the United
States and China are shifting from
traditional alliance systems to cul-
tivate ties with countries like India
and Brazil. Both powers aim to
prevent countries from aligning
with the other. America’s night-
mare coalition is the global East
and South uniting, while China
fears alignment between the West
and South. India has the potential
to emerge as a significant leader
in the global South by addressing
the abovementioned key areas.
From this perspective, it is pre-
ferable to acknowledge that India
may not have the capacity to lead
the world but can exert significant
influence among global South
countries.

Agrowing number of unilateral
sanctions have been imposed
against China by the United
States since 2017, with the US

increasing its pressure on Chinese
technology companies with the impo-
sition of export controls and the
launch of administrative and civil
charges.

These moves have been followed
by further sanctions and restrictions
related to and in connection with Xin-
jiang and Hong Kong that expand the
list of targets to include key sectors of
economic activity, including agricul-
ture, construction, trade, new and
green technologies, energy, finance,
telecommunications and others.

The unilateral sanctions imposed
by the US against China do not con-
form with international legal norms
and cannot be justified as counter-
measures under the law of interna-
tional responsibility, as a UN expert
has said.

The unilateral coercive measures
impact people's full enjoyment of
human rights as set forth in the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights
and are imposed as a tool to compel
the targeted state to act in accordance
with the demands of the US.

States such as the US should
therefore lift their unilateral coercive
sanctions against China, and also take
strong action to curb sanction over-
compliance by businesses and other
actors under their jurisdiction, said
Alena Douhan, UN special rapporteur

on unilateral coercive measures and
human rights, at a news conference in
Beijing on Friday, after an official 12-
day visit to China.

"A decline in business activities
and the significant loss of global mar-
kets either due to unilateral sanctions
per se or due to overcompliance with
such measures by foreign businesses
and entities have led to job losses, with
consequent disruptions in social pro-
tection schemes, disproportionately
affecting the most vulnerable, particu-
larly in labor-intensive sectors, includ-
ing women, older persons, and all
those in informal employment,"
Douhan said.

The multifaceted negative impact
of sanctions is also showcased in areas
such as education and academic/sci-
entific cooperation with the listing of
several prominent Chinese universities
and research centers, the interruption
of exchange programs, scholarships
and joint research projects between
Chinese and foreign ~ mainly US and
European ~ institutions, as well as the
broader stigmatization of Chinese stu-
dents and scholars, who may be
denied entry visas or subjected to thor-
ough background checks purportedly
on national security grounds.

Moreover, as Douhan pointed out,
access to justice and the fundamental
principles of due process and the pre-
sumption of innocence are also seri-
ously undermined by the listing and
de-listing procedures. That means the
designated individuals and entities are
not provided with the evidence that
has supposedly provided the grounds
for their designation and they have
extremely limited capacity to pursue
administrative and judicial proceed-
ings before the sanctioning states'
court systems, whose procedures are
often lengthy, costly, nontransparent
and inefficient. 

In other words, to protect human
rights in Xinjiang or Hong Kong is just
an excuse employed by the US to justi-
fy its China-targeted sanctions. In
practice, these sanctions have not only
caused inevitable harm to human
rights in China, they may also lead to
negative humanitarian consequences
elsewhere in the world, as Douhan
said, despite China having the capabil-
ity to mitigate their negative impacts
to various extents.
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Defining Battle

The 2024 Lok Sabha elections in Delhi promise to
be a riveting spectacle, reflecting both the fierce
political rivalries and the evolving dynamics of

India's capital. The battle for Delhi's seven seats, sched-
uled to vote during the sixth phase of the general elec-
tion today, presents a fascinating microcosm of nation-
al politics, where local issues and personalities inter-
sect with broader ideological battles. For the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), Delhi has been a fortress in the past
two general elections; it swept all seats in both 2014 and
2019. However, the political landscape in 2024 is a tad
different. The emergence of a united opposition under
the INDIA bloc, comprising the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
and Congress, poses a formidable challenge. This allia-
nce brings together AAP's strong grassroots presence
and Congress’s historical legacy, creating a synergy that
could potentially affect the BJP’s dominance. The high
stakes are heightened by the fact that each party has
chosen candidates that reflect their strategic priorities,
blending legacy, local leadership, and new faces to ap-
peal to diverse voter bases. This approach underscores
the importance of both personality and policy in the 
electoral battleground. One of the most intriguing
aspects of this election is the high-profile nature of the
candidates and the intensity of their campaigns. In 
New Delhi, BJP’s Bansuri Swaraj, daughter of the late
Sushma Swaraj, faces AAP’s Somnath Bharti. North East
Delhi features BJP’s Manoj Tiwari against Congress’s
Kanhaiya Kumar, while in North West Delhi, BJP's
Yogendra Chandolia contests against Congress’s Udit
Raj. Chandni Chowk sees BJP’s Praveen Khandelwal
against Congress’s J.P. Agarwal. In South Delhi, BJP’s
Ramvir Singh Bidhuri faces AAP’s Sahiram Pehalwan.
West Delhi presents BJP’s Kamaljit Sehrawat against
AAP’s Mahabal Mishra. A crucial element in this election
is the recent arrest and subsequent release of AAP leader
and Delhi chief minister Arvind Kejriwal, which has gal-
vanised his party and injected a sense of urgency into its
campaign. Mr Kejriwal will hope that his narrative of
victimisation and resilience will strike a chord with
many voters, potentially creating a sympathy wave that
the INDIA bloc hopes to capitalise on. Their slogan, “jail
ka jawab vote se” (respond to jail by vote), underscores
their message of resistance against what they perceive
as political vendetta. The BJP’s campaign, centred
round Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s development
agenda and allegations of corruption against Mr Kejri-
wal, aims to portray the opposition as untrustworthy
and mired in scandal. Mr Modi’s continued popularity
and his narrative of a “Viksit Bharat” (Developed India)
remain potent tools in the BJP’s electoral arsenal. As
Delhi heads to the polls, the outcome in these seven
seats will not only determine its political future but also
provide insights into the broader national mood. The
contest is not just a battle for seats but a clash of ideolo-
gies, personalities, and visions for India’s future. The
stakes are high, and the results will be keenly watched as
an indicator of what lies ahead for Indian democracy.

Shifting Sands

As voters in eight constituencies in Bihar and four
in Jharkhand head to the polls in the sixth phase
of the Lok Sabha elections today, the BJP faces

significant challenges that threaten to erode its domi-
nance in these states, particularly in Jharkhand where it
won 12 of 14 seats in 2019. Widespread dissatisfaction
among rural voters, driven by issues like unemploy-
ment, inflation, and inadequate development, is a key
factor behind this shift. In Bihar, anger against BJP and
JD(U) candidates is described as palpable. This resent-
ment stems from what voters perceive as non-perform-
ance and absenteeism by their representatives. Rural
voters are particularly disillusioned with the govern-
ment’s focus on urban development at the expense of
rural needs. Amid massive investments in infrastruc-
ture projects like highways and flyovers, the agrarian
sector remains neglected, leading to widespread frus-
tration. Moreover, the urban-rural divide is stark. Urban
residents, though critical of the government’s short-
comings in areas like sewerage, education, and job cre-
ation, still see Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s leader-
ship as a stabilising force. They believe that the BJP has
maintained a semblance of order and security, which
they value highly. This sentiment, however, is not
shared by rural communities, who face severe hard-
ships such as poor access to drinking water, inadequate
wages, and failing healthcare and education systems.
The dissatisfaction extends to key voter demographics
like Dalits and Extremely Backward Classes (EBCs). Tra-
ditionally marginalised, these groups now fear that their
hard-won reservations are under threat. The BJP’s per-
ceived attempts to dismantle caste-based reservations
have deepened their mistrust, pushing them towards
opposition parties. Chief Minister Nitish Kumar’s wan-
ing influence and erratic political alliances have further
alienated these voters, creating a vacuum that the oppo-
sition is eager to fill. In Jharkhand, the BJP’s challenges
are equally pronounced. The Adivasi community, which
makes up a significant portion of the population, feels
betrayed by the government’s attempts to commer-
cialise their ancestral lands. The proposed amendments
to protective land laws and the creation of a land bank
for industrial use have ignited fierce opposition. The
Kurmi community feels abandoned after unfulfilled
promises of inclusion in the Scheduled Tribes category,
leading to a shift in their political loyalties. These devel-
opments indicate a broader trend of disenchantment
with the status quo among rural and marginalised com-
munities. While the BJP still holds sway in urban areas,
the erosion of support in rural regions could signifi-
cantly impact its overall performance. The opposition
parties, particularly the RJD in Bihar and the JMM in
Jharkhand, hope to capitalise on this discontent. Their
focus on local issues and promises of more inclusive
development are targeted at voters who feel left behind
by the current administration. The elections in Bihar
and Jharkhand thus serve as a critical barometer for the
BJP’s standing at the national level. The party’s ability to
address the multifaceted grievances of rural voters and
marginalised communities will be crucial in determin-
ing its future electoral success.
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editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, This refers to your editorial
“Putin- Xi meet” published on 20
May. Russia engaged in a high-
cost, long drawn out war with
Ukraine, is no  the superpower of
the Cold-war era.  

Russia feels the need for a
closer friendship with China
because of economic pressures
mounted by the USA through the
weapon of sanctions. 

The huge GDP gap with USA
has brought Russia closer to
China as its natural ally in its war
with Ukraine. 

However, China’s commit-
ment towards Russia by entering
into mutual partnership on issues
will not be unconditional. 

China will ensure that Russia
reciprocate any kind of Chinese
assistance in the war with Ukrai-

ne with Russian support in its fu-
ture conflicts on take over of Tai-
wan or other fronts. 

The Putin-Xi meet therefore
conveys meaningful new signals
to traditional allies of Russia.
Such countries once considered
closer to Russia must now re-
adjust their external and defense
strategies. 

Yours, etc., Kunal Kanti Konar,
Kolkata, 22 May.

NOT UNSCIENTIFIC

SIR, Apropos Anthony Henriq-
ues’s letter to the editor ‘Unfor-
tunate’ published on 21 May,
there is nothing unscientific in
astrological calculations to deter-
mine an auspicious time for fil-
ing nomination papers. Many do
not know that the Nabadwip-

based Grahavipras or the
astrologer class of Brahmins aka
Nadia Banga Samaj were famous
for their accurate predictions. 

Governor-General Lord Har-
dinge had once arrived in Nabad-
wip where he met such Graha-
vipras. In conversation with
them, Lord Hardinge said that he
learnt that his wife had set sail
from London but had not arrived
at Calcutta although the sched-
uled time of  arrival was past.
Lord Hardinge felt that his wife
was in danger. 

Ramjoy Shiromani, a Nabad-
wip-based Grahavipra predicted
after calculations that Lady Hard-
inge was very near Calcutta and
advised Lord Hardinge to pro-
ceed towards Calcutta to meet his
wife. Lord and Lady Hardinge
met each other at Calcutta on the
banks of the river Ganges. 

Yours, etc., Anindya Ghosal,
Burdwan, 21 May. 

Message  for  allies
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ARDHENDU
BANERJEE

The writer is on the faculty
of the Department of
Statistics, Basanti Devi

College, Kolkata

Ugly nature of
US' hijacking of
human rights

RBI DIVIDEND

SIR,  Please refer to today’s report “RBI approves transfer of Rs
2.11 trillion as surplus to government”. The magnitude of RBI's
dividend, surpassing the Union government’s budgeted amount
from the public sector, is a significant development. 

RBI came into this windfall because of high interest rates in
advanced economies, which may persist before an eventual cycli-
cal inversion. 

The strength of India’s recovery from the pandemic also 
contributed to the RBI surplus, and monetary policy would be
inclined to pursue this course by easing interest rates ahead of the
pack. 

With PSUs gaining market capitalisation, the dividend flow
is expected to remain robust in the medium term. This could

potentially influence the pace of privatisation, particularly 
when the ripple effects of government capex are strongly felt by
PSUs. 

The stability of dividends as a revenue source, compared to
the market-dependent capital receipts from divestment, may also
factor into the government's decision-making, potentially leading
to a slower fiscal glide path.

Yours, etc., Khokan Das,
Kolkata, 24 May.



REUTER'S message of May 15
announcing an agreement as to wages
between coal-owners and miners might
be more, lucid, but could not be more
acceptable. Since ‘de-control’ and the
strike of 1921, the danger of another
great strike has always been present, and
if the miners’ conference on May 29
accepts the agreement, England will
breathe freely. Until recently, wages in
the industry were fixed in relation to the
selling price of coal. That now seems
archaic. The new method is to fix the
relative shares of profits and wages a
relation to the prosperity of the industry.
By a coincidence, yesterday’s telegrams
brought news of the rejection of a pri-
vate bill for nationalizing the mines.
Nationalization is the miners’ dream,
but few outside the Labour party have
yet been converted, and though the
Government approved the principle, the
bill was thrown out by a combination of
Liberals and Conservatives.

Dr. Lazarus's
Essence of
Chiretta

At Rs. 4, 2-8 & Re. 1-8 Per bottle.
Prepared from the original receipt

of E. J. Lazarus, M.D. Is recommended
by most eminent medical practitioners
all over India, for ali bilious and liver
complaints.  His other medicines:
Essences of Papiya for indigestion.
Neem (skin diseases). Moondee (brain
tonic), Anantmool or Indian Sarsapar-
illa (blood purifier), Spleen pills. Tonic
anteperiodic pills. Family Embroca-
tion, Infantile fever powder etc., they
have been in extensive use for the last
71 years Obtainable of all  leading
Chemists. Price list giving full direc-
tions can be had from:-E, J. LAZARUS &
Co. Medical Hall Benares Cantt.

SHIP'S BOOKMAKER

UNOFFICIAL POST
ON THE BIG SHIPS

PRACTICALLY every British liner
of  any s ize  crossing the At lantic
includes in its complement an indi-
vidual who signs on as a trimmer,
“greaser,” or steward, but who actu-
ally is the ship’s bookmaker.

Ship’s bookmakers confine their
attentions to the officers and crew, for
no man in the world likes to chance
his luck more than a seaman, and sea-
men are all the same whether they be
masters or deck hands.

When the ship leaves port says
the Daily Mail he distributes cards
which he has had printed, among his
old clients. These cards contain the
lists of runners in the prominent races
which are to be run while the ship is at
sea. Alongside the name of each horse
there is marked the odds which he is
prepared to give.

In the cases of the big events
modern wireless news services which
are picked up by ships at sea supply
the names of the winners. The lucky
backers are paid at once in the inner-
most recesses of the “glory-hole.” In
all other cases the men wait until the
ship is back in port, when old newspa-
pers containing the racing results can
be obtained. The bookmaker meets
his clients in the taproom of an inn
and pays up forthwith.

THE RE-BIRTH
I believe I said, only last week, that

come snow or wind or thunder I would
not again mention the weather. It seemed
to me too risky. But I break through my
resolution in order to tell you that we
have had such an Easter as never was -
not in this century, at all events. All that
the poets have said or sung about Spring
came true, all in a single night. The trees
burst into miraculous leaf, as though they
had been awaiting a signal, and where,
last week we cowered over fires, we now
fling our windows wide, and talk of a
heat-wave! And the flowers Gardens -
even the grubbiest little backyard speci-
mens - pink with almond blossom, and
the iris coming out in the squares, and
daffodils a commonplace. Tulips are
almost cheap to buy, and there are bor-
ders of hyacinths in bloom in many a
garden. London is ablaze with flowers.

The crowds on Easter Monday were
something to marvel at. The river girl
came out strong, with sleeveless frock
and white shoes. That many of her never
entered a boat mattered not at all; the
holiday aspect was the important thing.
Some even managed to cultivate a layer
of sunburn in that one day; although
that, of course, may have been due to
the “sunburn” powder that is now so
fashionable. Modes in make-up change
almost as quickly as modes in dress, and
you may have heard that this is now the
correct shade worn with a brownish
shade about the eyes, and very dark red
lip salve that shades to brown. I met a
friend made up in this wise the other
day, and she looked very nice, and much
more natural than the women I saw in
Paris last June, when there was a fancy
for rose-pink cheeks and cherry lips.
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NEWS ITEMS

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

9 Hit the XO? 

(6,3)

10 Left in place old

Disney character 

(5)

11 Getting back to

Coleridge, rating

rushed over to tell

story (7)

12 On the gin, read out

letters in swinging

bar (7)

13 Launder western

money initially

neglected (4)

14 British chatter about

stray animal in

stories (4,6)

16 Ducks missing

Chandler�s debut in

Friends? 

(7)

17 Old pupil a bright one

nothing escapes 

(7)

19 Fool about to get at

chap almost drunk

(3,3,4)

22 Put together power

ballad? 

(4)

24 So much French spirit

causes outburst 

(7)

25 Quintessential Scots

girl endlessly seen in

cricket club 

(7)

26 You French with

craftsmanship

entering Estonian

city (5)

27 One bearing fruit to

relieve poor 

(5,4)

DOWN

1 Dark horse that may

be last in Derby

literally? 

(7,8)

2 More than reasonable

fare to Jupiter or

Mars? (8)

3 Bark perhaps coming

about the Spanish

hold at sea (5)

4 Delicacy is mixed

with forage 

(4,4)

5 Entertainer stumped

amid derisive hoot 

(6)

6 Soldier dropped in

wearing suitable

American equipment

(9)

7 Brill for each coming

aboard U-boat (

6)

8 It prevents rocky

ground becoming

really stony 

(7-8)

15 Mysterious clues

about protagonist

with roving eye 

(9)

17 An atmosphere

dismissing current

style is rebellious 

(8)

18 Transport ship in

drama crossing area

by Channel island

(5,3)

20 Medic introduced to

swimmer in

wasteland 

(6)

21 Brexiter insulted

loads empty gun with

bullets 

(6)

23 Composer wasting

time in tourism 

(5)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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CROSSWORD
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YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292790

C
ongress leader Shashi Tha-
roor is among the most pop-
ular faces of the party. The
former United Nations

Under-Secretary General had also
served as the Minister of State for
External Affairs under the UPA gov-
ernment headed by Manmohan
Singh.   

A man not new to controversies,
Tharoor has received both bouquets
and brickbats for his nonchalant and
friendly banter, especially on social
media.

Surya S Pillai of The Statesman
caught up with the Thiruvananthapu-
ram MP as he interacted with voters
along the length and breadth of the
country. He talked about the mood of
the voters, role of media in the 2024
Lok Sabha polls, the north versus
south divide, and the benefits of a
coalition government.

Q. You are travelling extensively
convincing voters to choose INDIA
bloc over the BJP.What is the mood of
voters?

A. The mood is very encouraging
for us. I am not suggesting a sweep for
us, but there is every possibility of a bet-
ter result than the NDA can aim for.
The voters today are talking about their
well being more than anything else. For
example, everybody is mentioning
unemployment. In our country today,
45 per cent unemployment is prevalent
among the 19 to 25 years age bracket.

The other is inflation; the BJP can
say that India’s inflation is not high as
per global standards, but by Indian
standards, we are in troubled waters.
You can imagine the condition of the
country if people are unable to afford
something as basic as food.

Thirdly, income levels have gone
down. Forget about doubling farmers’
income, there is not even a 10 per cent
increase in their incomes. Reports
have shown 80 per cent of the Indian
population has seen a decline in their
incomes in the last 10 years.

Q. The Opposition-backed
INDIA bloc has often termed the
2024 Lok Sabha polls as the fight
between ideologies. It has talked
about how this election is all about
saving the Constitution and demo-

cratic ethos. Do you think this mes-
sage has percolated to the masses?    

A. Among the educated class,
there are some real concerns about
democracy, the Constitution,
weaponising of agencies, or the BJP
‘washing machine’ for the corrupt. I
think it is also present at the macro
level. At the bottom or retail level of
politics, unemployment, price rise
and inflation are the talking points. So
both are parallel concerns without
contradicting each other.

Q. Delhi is voting on May 25
where the Congress is in alliance with
the beleaguered AAP. Many Congress
workers have voiced their angst
against this tie-up.Your comments.

A. The problem with not want-
ing an alliance is that in two succes-
sive elections, the BJP has swept. So
we cannot afford to give them a third
chance by dividing the opposition
votes, which is why the logic of an

alliance makes perfect sense. All I
can say is that it is better for us to
put our votes together than put them
apart.

In the last Lok Sabha election,
we did better than the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP). We got 22 per cent vote
share in Delhi and the AAP got 18 per
cent. We felt many people wanted us
to come to power in the national
capital.

Cut to 2024, we have good candi-
dates on our side, and the AAP has a
considerable hold on some quarters.

Q. You have advocated for a
coalition government and how it is
bereft of autocracy. Will you also
address the perils associated with
this kind of governance like indeci-
siveness or clash of opinions?

A. There is a need for collegiality
and cooperation. In fact, studies have
shown how the best periods of eco-
nomic growth in our country have

been under coalition governments.
Look at India from 1991 to 2001,
those were not majority govern-
ments.

At the moment, we are seeing the
opposite problem – the problem of an
electoral autocracy. You have elected
a leader, but he is conducting himself
autocratically.

We are not in a presidential sys-
tem. We are a parliamentary democ-
racy where the prime minister is
primus inter pares or the first among
equals.

Q. INDIA bloc is accused of cre-
ating the north-south divide when it
talked about the devolution of tax
money and how south states are not
effectively benefited as compared to
their northern counterparts.

A. Devolution of tax money is
objective numbers, it is not imaginary.
We are talking about the dwindling
tax revenue coming to states by the
Centre. The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) has increasingly resorted to
cesses. Cesses are not divided and
shared with states, and only go to the
Union government. The net result is
the states are affected.

Whether it is a north-south
divide, you hear similar complaints
from Maharashtra. But the larger
question is a political one. Politics of
the north and politics of the south are
incompatible. Case in point is the
demonization of minorities in the
north, whereas, in the south, all com-
munities live together happily. There
are major differences but there need
not be a divide.

Q. Political strategist Prashant
Kishor recently said if the BJP failed
to get 370 seats, the stock market will
turn red.What do you say about that?   

A. This is plain scaremongering.
As far as the stock market is con-
cerned, similar worries were
expressed in the past. When the Deve
Gowda government came in 1996,
the stock market plunged, but within
a short while, then finance minister P
Chidambaram presented the ‘dream
budget’  and everything shot up
again.

Ultimately, the stock market is
governed by sentiment which keeps

fluctuating. It is silly to say vote for
the BJP if you want to save the stock
market.

Tomorrow, when we will have a
successful and responsible govern-
ment, we will automatically see good
results. So investors need not worry,
they should not be moved by tempo-
rary sentiments.

Q. The Congress campaigning,
especially on social media, has really
picked up, and is garnering a good
response.

A. We are giving the BJP as good
as they have given us in the past. We
have become more vigorous, witty
and innovative with our social media
messages. As you all know I was not
very popular in my party for using
the virtual platform earlier as they
believed it was undignified. But the
Congress is waking up and using the
platform extremely well.

Where the BJP is scoring above us
now is the mainstream media. Those
are the ones who are more vulnerable
to government pressure. So this has
given the saffron party an advantage
in public perception. But the opposi-
tion is being able to hold its own in
the digital space.  

Q. You have maintained that the
BJP's ”Abki baar, 400 paar” slogan is a
distant dream. What are the chances
of the saffron party in the south?

A. In the south, the BJP will not
get  a  s ingle  seat  in  Kerala  and
T a m i l  N a d u .  T h e y  m i g h t  g e t  a
handful of seats in Telangana. In
Andhra, they are relying heavily on
(TDP chief) Chandrababu Naidu.
In Karnataka, they will do worse
than the last time. On the whole, it
will be a net loss for the BJP in the
southern belt.

Q. What is your message for the
voters this election?

A. Vote in your self interest. Do
not be swayed by propaganda. All this
‘400 paar’ should not be taken seri-
ously. There is nothing inevitable
about a BJP win, and it is certainly not
invincible. Vote for what you believe is
good for you and the country. Vote for
a government that believes in an
inclusive India.

SMRUTI S PATTANAIK

O
n May 13, India signed a 10-
year contract for operational-
ising the Shahid Behesti Ter-
minal of Chabahar, a port on

Iran’s southwestern coast that would
provide India with a vital connection
to Central Asian Republics (CARs),
Afghanistan and further to Europe
through the International North-South
Transport Corridor (INSTC). In 2003,
India expressed interest in developing
the port, but a formal agreement was
not signed. A trilateral general coopera-
tion framework on Chabahar between
Iran, India and Afghanistan was signed
only in 2016.

This route benefits India, as it will
have land access to CARs and
Afghanistan for its trade. Though India
had already signed a short-term agree-
ment with Iran to operationalise the
port, the commercial viability of this
port was a major challenge. Given the
US sanctions on Iran and the short-
term deal, it could not attract private
capital. Moreover, the port’s commer-
cial viability could only be achieved if a
robust supply chain network is imple-
mented. That is feasible with invest-
ments made by private sectors, which
would play an important role as stake-
holders.

Since 1979, Iran has been facing
international sanctions imposed by the
US following an attack on the US
Embassy during the Iranian revolution.
It was further sanctioned due to its per-
suasion of the nuclear weapons pro-
gramme. However, some of these sanc-
tions were eased during the Barack
Obama regime in 2016 to facilitate a

nuclear deal with Iran. The sanctions
were re-imposed by the Donald Trump
administration after he cancelled the
nuclear deal.

In November 2018, the US
announced that it had exempted India
from sanctions for developing Chaba-
har Port and constructing a railway line
that had emerged as an important port
for accessing landlocked CARs and
Afghanistan. Moreover, the US sup-
ported it as it was essential for the
development and reconstruction of
Afghanistan, a key foreign policy goal.

India has been cautious about its
investment in Chabahar. Neverthe-
less, there are several speculations
regarding the implementation of this
project. In fact, in 2021, there were
reports that India is not a part of the
628-kilometre Chabahar-Zahedan rail
link. Later, it emerged that it was non-
committal as Iran wanted to involve a
company that belonged to the Iran-
ian Revolutionary Guards under US
sanctions. Both countries later clari-
fied that they are still implementing
the project together.

After the signing of the agreement
with Iran, the US State Department
warned India of the potential risk of
sanctions. However, India has con-
vinced the US about the larger impli-
cations of this project and its benefits
for regional countries. Indian foreign
minister said that the US should not
take a ‘narrow perspective’ of the proj-
ect.

The Taliban takeover is one rea-
son the refinement of the port slowed
down in Afghanistan after the US with-
drawal in 2021. The ground situation
has changed since then due to the Tal-

iban’s outreach to India and India’s
reciprocation. As a result of the dynam-
ics of their relationship with Pakistan,
the Taliban is keen to access the port
and has announced an investment of
$35 million.

As of now, India has exported 2.5m
tonnes of wheat and 2,000 tonnes of
pulses to Afghanistan as part of its
humanitarian assistance. This export is
significant as India does not have land
and port access to Afghanistan through
Pakistan which perceives India as its
strategic rival.

Analysts also see Chabahar emerg-
ing as a rival to the Gwadar port in Pak-
istan, which was built by China. At one
point, China also evinced an allure
towards developing Chabahar as India
was wary of US sanctions. In 2021,
China signed a 25-year agreement to
invest $400 billion in Iran, raising con-
cerns in India. Since 2021, India has
regularly allocated a budget for the
development of the port.

The port would be a significant
lifeline for India for its trade with CARs.
At present, India’s trade with the CAR
countries is worth a little more than $2
billion. Iran’s Chabahar port is a major
geoeconomic asset for Iran. Not only
will this port enhance Iran’s status as a
connectivity hub to reach out to the
landlocked CARs and Eurasia, but it
would benefit the country economical-
ly by bringing business to the second
most sanctioned country after Russia.
Iran is looking for opportunities to
boost its ties with countries friendly to
Iran, which has also been a major ener-
gy source for many countries.

It was due to the US sanctions that
India reduced its energy dependency.

But India knows Chabahar would serve
its more extensive geopolitical and
geoeconomic interests. For example,
the decision of an Indian steel con-
glomerate to invest in Hajigok to extract
minerals from Afghanistan also high-
lighted the difficulties of accessing the
nearest port to export which under-
lined the importance of Chabahar.

Iran also underlines the impor-
tance of this port’s connectivity. As the
then Iranian Foreign Minister Amirab-
dollahian said, “Signing a contract for
equipping and operating Shahid
Beheshti Port terminals in Chabahar
and boosting cooperation in the north
and south corridors are very important
opportunities.”

This strategic port is expected not
limited to boosting trade between the
two countries, as Chabahar remains an
important connector to the INSTC, a
13-member organisation.

The current agreement envisages
an Indian investment of $120 million
in infrastructure development and a
$250 million line of credit to Iran. Oper-
ationalised by India Ports Global Limit-
ed (IGPL) after an MoU to this effect
was signed on 23 May 2016, the port is
poised to boost trade between India
and the CARs. As mentioned earlier, it
provides alternative access to
Afghanistan for its external trade.

India has operated Chabahar port
since 2018. However, it is only now that
both countries have agreed to interna-
tional arbitration, which Iran was reluc-
tant to accept earlier. The two coun-
tries have agreed that the matter would
be referred to a three-member tribunal
in Muscat in line with the Singapore
Arbitration Tribunal prior to interna-

tional arbitration. Iran has also agreed
to no penalty clause if the target to get a
particular amount of cargo is unmet.

India’s objectives are not just to
reach the CARs but to connect to the
INSTC. The Chabahar port will connect
India through a maritime route and
Chabahar by road to Bandar-e-Anzali
(an Iranian port on the Caspian Sea).
From Bandar-e-Anzali to Astrakhan, a
Russian port in the Caspian Sea, by ship
further into Europe by Russian rail-
ways. At present, India is not focusing
much on the INSTC connectivity to
Europe given the geopolitics of the
Ukraine war; it is concentrating on its
connectivity to the CARs, which is part
of the INSTC corridor.

In 2022, the first India-Central Asia
summit was held, followed by a meet-
ing of the national security advisers.
The two countries are members of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
(SCO). In 2020, India announced a $1
billion line of credit for infrastructure
development. After India accessed the
quadrilateral Ashgabat Agreement on
International Transport and Transit
Corridor in 2018, its quest for connec-
tivity with the CARs has received a fur-
ther boost. India has also proposed the
inclusion of Chabahar Port as part of
the INSTC to the CARs.

Connectivity has emerged as a key
definer of geopolitics and access to
market and trade initiatives, and
through these instruments, achieving
domestic economic growth is now a
potent geoeconomics instrument.
Chabahar serves both bilateral and
regional economic growth.
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Chabahar will give India access to CAR

�India did best under coalitions�









An act of faith, 
now betrayed?

With the elections coming to 
an end and the results to 
be announced in the first 

week of June, the economic thrust 
of the new government will be 
watched. The stock market has 
been probably the earliest indica-
tors of the voting trends and have 
exhibited considerable volatility 
ever since the long voting process 
began. The period has been one of 
panic selling as moods swung with 
every round of voting, and one view 
was that the market was driven pri-
marily by these sentiments. Howev-
er, presently it may be said that the 
indices have reverted to the mean 
and the noise witnessed can be ig-
nored for all practical purposes. So, 
what is in store for the country on 
the economic front? 

The first major policy announce-
ment would be the credit policy that 
will be announced on June 7. While 
some analysts may like to link the 
outcome to the election results, it 
can be said with confidence that the 
decision taken will be independent. 
The Monetary Policy Committee 
would be taking the decision and 
there is really no relation with the 
government in power. The role of 
the government ends in nominating 
the independent members on the 
Committee. Once decided there will 
be a well debated and informed de-
cision taken by the members, 
which is what will be announced.  

The majority of the MPC 

members are most likely to agree to 
a status quo position on both the 
repo rate and stance. This is so be-
cause the inflation situation still 
looks hazy even though the 
headline number has come within 
the range of less than 5% in the last 
few months.  

The heatwave has triggered fresh 
increase in prices of vegetables, es-
pecially potatoes. This will 
continue to pressurise food prices. 
The water reservoir levels are also 
down to 25% of full capacity com-
pared with 32% last year. Also sev-
eral FMCG companies have in-
creased the prices of several prod-
ucts which will get reflected in core 
inflation. The MPC will track the 
arrival of the monsoon and its 
progress before taking a view on po-
tential inflation. The big comfort 
factor today is that growth appears 
to be robust across sectors and 
hence will not be an inhibiting fac-
tor on taking any decision on inter-
est rates.  

The second big announcement 
would be in the realm of the budget, 
and this is something which will be 
awaited. While manifestoes of all 
leading parties have common 
ground when it comes to expendi-
tures, issues relating to taxation 
could be something which the com-
panies would be watching closely. 
This can potentially be reflected in 
the stock index movements as there 
are divergent views on issues like 
wealth tax and inheritance tax. In-
dustry generally prefers the status 
quo situation in case there is 
limited space available for sops.  

But from the point of view of 
macroeconomics, there would be 
some issues on the table as the 
Budget would have to do something 
to spur both consumption and sav-

ings, and not depend entirely on the 
monsoon to further rural demand. 
It has been seen that consumption 
has been lagging in the last three 
years especially for goods.  

Demand for services has been 
maintained mainly due to the pent-
up demand though it has been re-
stricted more to the higher income 
groups. High inflation and limited 
income have been the two reasons 
for rather lukewarm demand even 
during festival time. In order to 
change this trend, tax cuts would be 
expected this time. The Interim 
Budget had clearly stayed away 
from any proposal on this front on 
grounds of prudence. Hence there 
would be expectations on this side 
and would be on both direct taxes 
which is individual taxes as well as 
GST.  

High GST rates have also been 
partly responsible for higher infla-
tion as there is a double whammy 

when producers increase the prices 
of their products. As the fiscal side 
looks stable there would be scope 
for lowering income tax slabs as 
well as GST rates. A relook of the 
GST rates can lead to some kind of 
rationalisation that can effectively 
lower tax incidence.  

The other area of concern for the 
economy has been savings where fi-
nancial savings have not been in-
creasing. This has been due to di-
version to nominal consumption re-
sulting from higher inflation. To 
check this tendency, there would be 
expectations of the government to 
widen the scope of tax benefits on 
savings and Section 80-C in particu-
lar could come up for review. In 
fact, ideally the limit should be in-
dexed with inflation to ensure that 
real savings can be protected.  

Industry on the other hand would 
be expecting a further fillip on in-
vestment and while the PLI has al-

ready been instituted for large in-
dustry, the SMEs could be looking 
for something similar. This is also 
required because private sector in-
vestment has been quite disappoint-
ing and restricted more to infra-
structure-related industries.  

Such benefits look plausible 
against the RBI deciding to transfer 
Rs 2.1 lakh crore of its surplus to the 
government. Other things remain-
ing constant, this is a little more 
than the Rs 1 lakh crore targeted as 
dividend from the banking system 
which also includes the PSBs.  

There is hence scope to speed up 
consumption and savings by pro-
viding some tax breaks this time.  

The government may also be ex-
pected to take some affirmative ac-
tion in terms of focusing on increas-
ing exports which would mean en-
tering into more agreements with 
our trading partners. This is impor-
tant as the world is getting more 
protectionist. There is also an op-
portunity to take advantage of Chi-
na plus 1 strategy as most developed 
countries are looking at other 
emerging market for their invest-
ment.  

Hence, the agenda for the new 
government is quite clearly laid out 
where the focus has to be more on 
enhancing growth through the con-
sumption-investment-exports route. 
This is the only way in which sus-
tainable jobs are created, which is 
the need of the day. With India well 
placed to push the growth rate up-
wards to above 8%, the environ-
ment is conducive to this move. 

 
The author is Chief Economist, Bank of 

Baroda and author of ‘Corporate 
Quirks: The Darker Side of the Sun’. 

Views are personal

The functioning of the Election 
Commission of India (ECI), 
particularly the Chief Elec-

tion Commissioner, as well as his 
two commissioner colleagues, have 
brought shame to the country, 
given their questionable behaviour. 

At the outset all the millions of in-
dividuals, who have made it possi-
ble to conduct elections in the coun-
try and are still doing so, must be 
complimented. From the first gen-
eral election held in 1952, millions of 
people have contributed to the con-
duction of elections and that too in 
a fair manner. Of course there have 
been instances of booth-capturing 
and seizure of ballot boxes in the 
past, but by and large it was due to 
the failure of the security personnel 
to stop such acts. Many polling offi-
cials have risked their lives in elec-
toral history of the country, when 
they were posted in sensitive areas, 
including those where terrorist ac-
tivities were commonplace. Even 
today, some of them are posted in 
such areas. 

It is the contribution of such peo-
ple that has not only kept democra-

cy alive in the country, but has 
made it stronger by the day. Yet, 
there are elements, with narrow 
thinking and for whom democracy 
is confined to the election of their 
leaders and parties. Such people are 
joined by polling officials at various 
levels, who, by their acts of omis-
sion or commission, weaken 
democracy. 

As humans, we are in the continu-
ous process of learning, which is 
not confined to acquiring new 
knowledge but also of taking 
lessons from our acts, which in-
clude success and failure. It has 
been the same with the Election 
Commission of India since 1952. 
Each election was a learning expe-
rience to improve the conduction of 
elections as fairly as possible and 
Commissioner after Commissioner 
contributed to improvisation of the 
electoral process. 

However, just as experiences help 
improve systems, they also expose 
the loopholes that could be used un-
fairly to favour a certain political 
party or a leader. Crooks find ways 
to circumvent rules and systems, 
for personal gains or to make some-
body a beneficiary; that is seen in 
the current scenario of the conduc-
tion of elections. 

Doubts about the credibility of the 
Election Commissioners were 
raised in many quarters, with the 
method in which they were ap-
pointed. The Government vetoed 

the Supreme Court opinion that the 
Chief Justice of India should be on 
the panel that would select individ-
uals to be appointed Election Com-
missioners. In the absence of the 
Chief Justice of India and the inclu-
sion of the Leader of the Opposition 
in the Lok Sabha, who becomes a 
minority vote, with the majority 
vote being in favour of the Govern-
ment in Office, there is enough rea-
son to believe that officials who are 
willing to crawl, even when they 
are not told to bend, would be ap-

pointed in such sensitives posts. 
The posts are supposed to make the 
foundation of democracy stronger, 
with the conduction of elections in a 
fair manner.  

The Government appointing the 
Election Commissioners need to 
understand that the posts are Con-
stitutional and those occupying the 
high office are not accountable to 
the Government, but to the people 
at large. Thus, the election of indi-
viduals for these posts should not 
only be fair, but also be seen to be 
so, just as Lord Chief Justice 
Hewart (Gordon) had said a century 
ago, “Justice should not only be 

done, but should manifestly and un-
doubtedly be seen to be done.” In 
the present case, it applies not only 
to the Government, but also to the 
Election Commission of India. The 
latter should not only be fair and ju-
dicious, but also seem to be so. 
Events during the first five phases 
of the elections and the attitude of 
the ECI is to the contrary. 

It is seen that the ECI works at 
lighting speed in taking action 
against Opposition parties or their 
candidates, whether on complaints 

or suo moto, but has failed to act on 
complaints by the Opposition par-
ties and their members. In case the 
ECI has acted on it, it has merely 
sent notices and that too to the 
party chief and not the violator of 
the Model Code of Conduct.  

At the press conference held to an-
nounce the Lok Sabha election 
schedule, Chief Election Commis-
sioner Rajiv Kumar put up a poor 
show, though he stated that 
political parties have been ‘told’ to 
adhere to the Model Code of Con-
duct. His tone was casual. He 
should have announced that his of-
fice will ensure that violators of the 

Code would be dealt with strictly, 
irrespective of who is the violator. 
He was more interested in sher-o-
shayari, which lacked literary stan-
dards.  

On complaints of hate speech by 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 
Kumar and his office behaved like a 
judge of the juvenile court in Pune, 
where the father was arrested for al-
lowing his minor son to drive a car. 
Instead of taking action against 
Modi, who has blatantly violated 
the code of conduct om numerous 
accounts, the ECI sent a notice to 
Bharatiya Janata Party Chief J P 
Nadda. The ECI is not a juvenile 
court and it should remember that 
juveniles are not allowed to contest 
elections in India, even if the candi-
dates are juvenile in their speeches 
and attitudes.  

The failure of the ECI to announce 
the polling figures on time also rais-
es doubts about its integrity, espe-
cially when it announces a signifi-
cant jump in the figures of votes 
polled. Even the Supreme Court has 
taken note of it in a petition before 
it and has sought an explanation 
from ECI for the delay in giving the 
final figures. The ECI’s failure to 
carry out its duties effectively may 
help a leader or a party, but it is an 
onslaught on democracy and a 
crime against the nation. 

The author is a senior journalist and 
media trainer. He tweets at 

@a_mokashi

Growth appears to be robust across sectors and hence 
will not be an inhibiting factor on taking any decision  

on interest rates

The sun is the source of all 
life on earth, and yet so 
much of creation is con-

trolled by the moon, from tides 
to its influences on horticulture 
and farming. It just makes one 
ponder that it’s just not the di-
rect source that has an influ-
ence, but also the reflected light 
of the moon that bears so much 
significance. In the same vein, 
whilst the grace of God can help 
one transcend our worldly limi-
tations, the intervention of ac-
complished masters can also il-
luminate our spiritual paths. 

Recently we celebrated Nar-
simha Jayanti, an incarna-
tion of Lord VIshnu to 
come to the assistance of 
one of his most dear-
est devotees Prahlada. 
Born in a family of 
demons, he was 
an outlier 
thanks to his constant remem-
brance of Lord Vishnu, much to 
the chagrin of his despotic fa-
ther, who had ordered his 
people to worship him above 
any other gods. Despite all his 
evil machinations, Lord Vish-
nu’s grace kept little Prahlada 
protected from danger. 

On a fateful evening, the arro-
gant Hiranyakashyipu insisted 
that if Lord Vishnu was om-
nipresent, then he should surely 
be even in a pillar holding up his 
palace. Lo, and behold, out 
sprang Narsimhadev, an incar-
nation so fierce and frightening 
that it shook even the demon 
king, and before long he met his 
end at the hands of the half man-
half lion form of Lord Vishnu. 

Prahlada’s intervention has 
made available to us, even 
today, this fierce yet extremely 
protective form of Lord Vishnu! 

A beautiful full moon also lit 
up the skies this week, as we cel-
ebrated Buddha Poornima, 
marking the advent of the Bud-
dha. Born a prince, Siddhartha 
has every luxury that one can 
imagine, which was his father’s 
way of keeping him away from 
human suffering. However, it 
was not to be, and when the 
young prince encountered ordi-
nary human conditions such as 
illness and mortality, it trans-

formed him forever, ren-
dering the life of luxury 

hollow and meaning-
less.  

His wanderings and 
spiritual quest paved a 

path of 
scientific tem-

per that millions walk to this 
day, the Middle Way. The Bud-
dha summarised the human 
condition through his teachings 
of the 4 noble truths, which ac-
knowledge suffering, its causes, 
its end and the path to transcend 
it, the eightfold noble path en-
compassing the right conduct, 
meditation and wisdom.  

When you’re at a crossroads, 
and pondering about the mean-
ing of life and looking for guid-
ance in your spiritual journey, 
of course look to the divine, but 
also cast a glance towards those 
that have walked this path be-
fore us, until their footprints 
disappeared and they ascended 
into the eternal nothingness 
that is Nirvana.

Ascended Masters 
— Ritesh Aswaney
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Amman, May 24. King Abdullah of Transjordan hinted today that 
he planned to use the Arab Legion to promote a united Arab 
State.

ARAB LEGION GIVEN A NEW TASK

An ‘act of faith’ was how the first Chief Election Com-
missioner of independent India, mathematician, 
and bureaucrat Sukumar Sen, described the 

general election of 1951-52. It was a formidable task by any 
standard — universal adult franchise of every Indian above 
the age of 21, enumerating 176 million potential voters, their 
high illiteracy and complete unfamiliarity of the electoral 
process, registering political parties and assigning symbols 
to them, and this stupendous work to be carried out amidst 
the troubling remnants of the colonial rule of over 200 years 
and the divisive legacy of the Partition. The first free 
election in India was, as author and historian Ramachandra 
Guha noted, democracy’s biggest gamble. 

Sen was undoubtedly hurried by the then Prime Minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru who wanted a free and fair election in the 
shortest possible time after the Constitution of India was 
adopted. Sen’s approach and conduct set the tone for how 
the Election Commission of India (ECI) would eventually ac-
quire an identity and discharge its constitutional responsi-
bility of presiding over a political process while remaining 
outside the political domain, as scholars have pointed out. 
Looking back, democracy’s biggest gamble paid off hand-
somely, given the encomiums that came from around the 
world for the massive and complex exercise that is India’s 
general elections, even from the developed nations that had 
been quick to write off the 1951-52 elections. Equally impor-
tant, the fairness and integrity of the electoral process was 
appreciated. 

Fast forward to 2024 when the ballot paper is a part of his-
tory too, voters’ familiarity with the process, higher literacy 
rates, technological advancements, and decades of experi-
ence would have made the ECI’s task a lot easier. Yet, unfor-
tunately, when the history of the ongoing election is written, 
there is likely to be a lot more condemnation and denuncia-
tion of the ECI than ever in the past. Based on news reports 
and complaints from around the country in the five phases 
of voting held so far, with two more to go and results to be 
declared on June 4, it appears that there have been inexpli-
cable changes in the electoral process, withholding of infor-
mation from voters of something as simple and basic as the 
total voter turnout in absolute numbers, and an unwilling-
ness to be seen as above reproach and suspicion. 

The very appointment of Election Commissioners without 
the participation of the Chief Justice of India made the au-
gust institution more beholden to the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment than the ECI has been to any government in the 
past. Then, at least 22 different kinds of compromises in the 
electoral process have been recorded so far from different 
parts of the country. These traverse a wide arena from allot-
ting party symbols to breakaway factions rather than the 
parent parties and turning a blind eye to rival candidates 
dropping out of the fray to disallowing contestants to 
register against mighty leaders of the ruling party, voter 
suppression tactics which include names missing from elec-
toral rolls to slow voting during summer heat, intimidation 
of voters and malfunctioning EVMs, possible vote manipu-
lation with strongroom failures and unexplained rise in vot-
er turnouts after a delay in declaring them. And telling the 
Supreme Court that this data cannot be given to people 
whose right it is to know. These come on the back of freezing 
accounts of opposition parties and similar deterring tactics. 

Taken together, these constitute an attack on the heart of 
the electoral process and its integrity. Equally, these make 
for an unpardonable transgression of the voters’ rights and 
privileges in a free and fair election. The SC does not come 
out smelling of roses either in preferring to give the ECI a 
long rope or look the other way while the manipulation, in-
timidation, suppression, and transgressions besmirch the 
process and raise questions about its credibility. The three 
gentlemen in the ECI will complete their term and move on 
but, in allowing such a massive slide in the electoral process, 
worse than at any time in the past, they would have 
damaged the institution of the Election Commission of India 
itself. And left a stain on the legacy of their stalwart-prede-
cessor like Sukumar Sen.  

It does not end here. The question is, given the compromis-
es and transgressions, what sanctity the result to be 
declared on June 4 will hold and how much faith India’s vot-
ers will continue to place in the institution in the years to 
come.

Doubts about the credibility of the Election 
Commissioners were raised in many quarters, with the 

method in which they were appointed

GUIDING LIGHT

Two big policies to watch for after poll results

ECI’s failure is an onslaught on democracy

Thrills of fruition 

Apropos Guiding Light’s ‘The 
path of moral enlightenment’ 

(May 16), all empty jugs will be 
filled at the cistern of truth 
flowing invisibly underground. 
The truth doesn’t care about 
consequences. It doesn’t care if 
you’re liked or not. As long as 
you’re acting in the world based 
on what you like or don’t like, or 
what others like or don’t like, 
you’re not in the realm of truth. 
Truth insists that we not only be 
truthful, but that we act 
truthfully. It’s not enough just to 
know the truth. You have to be it 
— to act it, and to do it. When 
you're a real devotee of truth, of 
the Self, automatically, your body 
is well taken care of. You have 
intuition. It comes by itself you 
don't even know it’s intuition. 
You do the right things for all 
concerned. And it happens by 

itself. There is a power that 
knows how to take care of 
everything for you, if you allow 
it to. You have to allow it to. You 
have to surrender your ego, your 
pride, your concepts, your 
opinions, your questions, your 
answers, everything has to be 
surrendered and the power 
works on its own volition. 

Ramswarth Acharya 
 
Cruel rituals 

Widowhood rituals are 
horrific, adding to the 

misery of the widowed women. 
Ideally, such rituals should have 
no place in a modern world, but 
under the garb of tradition thry 
continue in many parts of India. 
Therefore all plaudits to Pramod 
Jhinjade for trying to end these 
practices. Herwad village in 
Maharashtra is the first to pass a 
resolution to ban these rituals. 
Hopefully, this resolution will not 
remain on paper but will be 
seriously implemented. Other 
societies too may have the 

rituals too, but let us first 
eradicate this insensitive customs 
before trying to influence other 
nations. 

Anthony Henriques 
 
Cliffhanger election 

To the surprise of visual media, 
political analysts and 

pollsters, the complexion of the 
44-day-long seven-phase 2024 
general elections has changed 
dramatically. When the poll 
schedule was announced, the 
only shining star in the crowd 
was Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi. But the leaders, 
Mallikarjun Kharge and Rahul 
Gandhi at the national level, 
Akhilesh Yadav, Tejashwi Yadav, 
Uddhav Thackery and Arvind 
Kejriwal at the regional level and 
the irrepressible Priyanka Gandhi 
everywhere, gained traction with 
the masses and transformed the 
election into a bipolar contest. 
The BJP began the 2024 poll 
campaign by flagging the 
mystical consecration of Ram 
Mandir, the abrogation of Article 
370, the Citizenship 
(Amendment) Act and Modi’s 
guarantees. The slogan “Ab ke 
bar 400 paar” (This time 400+) 
reverberated. But gradually the 
party replaced the original 
themes with a Hindu-Muslim 
binary stoking imaginary fears of 
Hindu wealth being distributed 
to Muslims, the Supreme Court’s 
Ram Mandir verdict being 
reversed, bulldozers demolishing 
the temple and so on. The 
Opposition INDIA capitalised on 
the saffron leaders’ harangues 
about rewriting the Constitution 
with a 400+seat strength. It 
depicted the 400+ claim as a 
deceptive assertion to end caste-
based reservations. The slogans 

‘Save the Constitution’ and ‘Save 
Democracy’ have begun to 
agitate people. Inflation and 
unemployment have morphed 
into significant election issues as 
well. The 2024 general election 
promises to be a cliffhanger. 

Haridasan Rajan 
 
Makes no  
difference 

This is my response to Anupam 
Kher's remark about exercising 

our vote. Says the celebrated 
thespian - If you won't vote 
today, then you don't have any 
right to complain about anything 
related to the government for 
the next five years. Kher is as 
much of an intellectual as an 
actor. Yet, I disagree with his 
view in the context of Indian 
elections. All that an election 
does in India is to fulfil the 
statutory obligation to place a 
government in power after the 
term of the existing government 
has expired (under normal 
circumstances). A voter's voice 
matters on election day, but the 
voter becomes voiceless and 
powerless once our  
lawmakers are elected. Kher's 
logic would have held water if 
only those elected to power 
would have the inclination to 
serve society. Unfortunately they 
don't. Which is why a sense of 
pessimism has crept into the 
body of voters, and it is 
manifesting itself in lower voter 
turnouts. 

Avinash Godboley, Dewas
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T
he decision by the Reserve Bank of India’s
board to transfer a record surplus of al-
most ₹2.11 lakh crore to the Union Go-

vernment for 2023-24 will serve as a welcome
shot in the arm for the new government when it
presents its Budget in July. More than double the
previous year’s ₹87,416 crore payout as well as the
₹1.02 lakh crore dividend-cum-surplus receipts
from the banking and �nancial system and RBI
that was pencilled into the interim Union Budget
for 2024-25, the transfer should give the next Fi-
nance Minister a fair bit of elbow room when
computing the spending and �scal math. The
surge in transferable surplus re�ects the prudent
asset management approach adopted by the In-
dian central bank, at a time of lingering global un-
certainty and widespread policy tightening by
central banks worldwide seeking to restore price
stability. While the speci�cs of the RBI’s 2023-24
balance sheet will be known in the coming days,
clearly a combination of substantial gains from
higher interest income earned on its holdings of
overseas securities and the gains from its inter-
ventions in the foreign exchange market to
smoothen volatility in the rupee’s moves must
have contributed in swelling the surplus. The
weekly statistical supplement shows that as on
March 29, total foreign exchange reserves had in-
creased by $67.1 billion over the course of 12
months to $645.58 billion.

The RBI’s prudence has also extended to the
crucial provisioning done under the Contingent
Risk Bu�er (CRB), where it has raised the level of
funds set aside to cover for any unforeseen con-
tingencies and risks to the economy. By raising
the level of provisioning by 50 basis points to
6.5% of its balance sheet size for 2023-24, the cen-
tral bank has clearly signalled its increased con�-
dence in the health of the domestic economy
even as it strengthens the bu�er against any sud-
den threats to stability from unexpected develop-
ments in the global �nancial system. For the new
government that will assume o�ce after the re-
sults of the ongoing general election are declared
on June 4, the bountiful surplus transfer from the
RBI will give it an opportunity to raise capital
spending, especially at a time when the key en-
gine of private consumption expenditure is still in
search of sustained tailwinds. The opportunity to
use some of the additional bonanza to bridge the
�scal gap can also help strengthen the govern-
ment’s �nances and reassure investors of its com-
mitment to the �scal consolidation road map.
The RBI has in its own quiet way paved the path
for the next government to start with con�dence
in the resilience of the economy.

Welcome bounty 
The RBI’s transfer of surplus should help

next government start con�dently  

D
elegates from over 60 countries have
convened in Kochi, Kerala to attend the
46th Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meet-

ing (ATCM) that is expected to go on until the
month end. An annual a�air, this is in essence a
meeting of the ‘Consultative Parties,’ or the 29
countries that have a right to vote on a�airs con-
cerning the management of the continent. Other
attendees are countries with a non-voting ‘obser-
ver’ status as well as independent experts and in-
vited functionaries. One of the interesting points
on the agenda this time relates to tourism. A
group of ‘like-minded’ countries, that includes
India, pressed for a proposal to introduce a regu-
latory framework governing tourism in the conti-
nent. Unlike other continents, the Antarctica
does not have its own indigenous population. 

With millions of hectares of untrammelled ice
and its geographical isolation, it is not a tourist’s
everyday jamboree or the elite’s regular private-
jet getaway. This makes it irresistibly alluring. In
this day and age, where every navigable square
inch of land is up for �eeting, visual consump-
tion, the Antarctica is the only continent that can
be described as wild, its secrets buried under ki-
lometres-thick blankets of ice. Given that the
creation, capture and marketing of the ‘exotic’
experience is an industry that guarantees expo-
nential returns, the Antarctica is now the ‘wild
south’ that the wealthy traveller aspires to. A re-
cent joint study by universities in Tasmania, the
U.K. and Australia said that the number of tou-
rists rose from 8,000 in 1993 to 1,05,000 in 2022.
This does not include all the scienti�c expedi-
tions and the long-term presence of scienti�c per-
sonnel at research stations maintained by di�e-
rent countries. Reports now suggest that the
number of tourists exceeds scientists. To be sure,
concerns about rising tourists have been ex-
pressed since 1966 at the consultative meets, with
the attendant worries that more ships and more
people mean more man-made pollutants and ris-
ing instances of accidents and disasters that lead
to upsetting the unique biodiversity of the region.
This urge to preserve the pristine purity of the
continent — estimated to be the size of the United
States and Mexico combined — however conceals
the underlying anxiety of all nations. Will, des-
pite the treaty’s commitment to disallowing terri-
torial claims, unexpected future circumstances
e�ect a change in terms? Will the presence of
more people from one country in�uence terms
in their favour? Though India’s Antarctica-bound
tourists are minimal, this could very well change
in the days to come, thanks to growing lop-sided
prosperity. While a proponent of the proposal,
India must be wary of any deal that could under-
cut future opportunities from tourism.

Southern sojourn 
India must continue to oppose

unregulated tourism in the Antarctica  

O
n May 13, 2024, India and Iran �nally
signed a 10-year long-term bilateral
contract for the operation of
Chabahar Port — it was inked between

the Indian Ports Global Limited and the Port and
Maritime Organisation of Iran, in the presence of
India’s Ports, Shipping and Waterways Minister
Sarbananda Sonowal. Mr. Sonowal said that the
deal and the Chabahar Port is more important
than just a bridge linking India with Iran. It is a
critical economic route that links India with
Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries.

But before this, a similar, and equally
important, connectivity project, the IMEC, or the
India-Middle East-Europe Corridor, was signed on
the sidelines of the G-20 summit in New Delhi on
September 9, 2023 by the European Union,
France, Germany, India, Italy, Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and the United
States. Designed and formulated under the
Partnership for Global Infrastructure and
Investment (PGII), it aims to stimulate economic
development through enhanced connectivity and
economic integration between Asia, the Arabian
Gulf and Europe.

As a counter to the BRI
The IMEC will comprise two separate corridors —
an east corridor connecting India to the Arabian
Gulf and a northern corridor connecting the
Arabian Gulf to Europe. In addition to existing
maritime and road transport routes, it will
include a railway network that aims to be a
reliable and cost-e�ective cross-border
ship-to-rail transit network for goods and services
to transit. The corridor also envisages along the
railway route, the laying of cable for electricity
and digital connectivity and a pipeline for clean
hydrogen export. In its plan, the Indian ports of
Kandla, Mumbai and Mundra will be connected
by sea links to Fujairah, Jebel Ali and Abu Dhabi
in the UAE in the east, followed by the rail-road
link through Saudi Arabia and Jordan and
onwards to Europe in the west by the port of
Haifa in Israel, and along with the ports in
Marseille in France, Messina in Italy and Piraeus
in Greece.

This 4,800 kilometre-long IMEC corridor aims
to secure regional supply chains, increase trade
accessibility and improve trade facilitation across
regions. Currently, much of the trade between
India and Europe is through the Suez Canal as
there is no overland access due to Pakistan being
located to India’s west overland. The IMEC will
thus help overcome this obstacle and also cut
down on the time, distance and costs of transit of
goods from India to Europe signi�cantly. It is

estimated that the time and cost of transporting
goods to Europe from India will be reduced by
40% and 30%, respectively. It is also being touted
as an e�ective counter to China’s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) in the region — and, therefore, has
the U.S. as one of its major stakeholders.

The shadow of the Gaza war
But even before the potential impact of this
path-breaking project could be examined by
experts, the war in Gaza broke out on October 7,
less than a month after its announcement. As a
result, the whole project was stalled. In an
interview on May 12, External A�airs Minister S.
Jaishankar acknowledged that the delay in
implementation of the IMEC in view of the
current situation in West Asia is a matter of
“concern” and the expectation generated
following �rming up of the initiative in September
last has to be “adjusted” a bit now. He, however,
was con�dent that work on the project would
progress well after the war.

However, the Gaza war has amply proven that
the IMEC has serious missing links in its current
form. During the course of this war, the Houthis
in Yemen have blocked the ships of Israel and its
western allies from access to the Red Sea. Despite
naval deployment by the U.S. Navy and Europe,
the Houthis have not been deterred and have
successfully targeted those ships. As a result,
Israel and its western allies have been forced to
take the longer route across the Cape of Good
Hope in South Africa, increasing shipping time as
well as insurance costs.

During the same period, Iran has repeatedly
threatened to close the Strait of Hormuz in the
north through which most crude oil and natural
gas is shipped to other parts of the world,
including India. In fact, a similar situation
happened during the Persian Gulf Crisis in the
summer of 2019 which was triggered by the
downing of a U.S. drone by the Iranian military;
the drone was over Iran. Reports suggested that
the U.S. President ordered retaliatory military
strikes against Iran, to be executed at dawn on
June 21 before changing his mind at the last
moment. 

During this period, there were repeated
incidents of Iran intercepting ships in the Persian
Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz. The Indian Navy
had to launch ‘Operation Sankalp’ in order to
ensure the safe passage of Indian �agged ships
through the Persian Gulf. There were armed
security teams from the Indian Navy on Indian
�ag ships transiting the Persian Gulf.

Coming back to the Gaza war, in Israel, two of
its major ports, Eilat and Haifa, have su�ered

heavy losses due to disruption in trade through
the Red Sea and also the targeting of these critical
ports by Hamas and its allies. A consortium led by
India’s Adani Group purchased Haifa port in
January 2023, expecting an expansion and an
increase in tra�c but the Gaza war has put
everything on hold.

On Oman and Egypt
The IMEC envisages that the ports in the UAE
such as Fujairah and Jebel Ali will form the
eastern offload points for ships transiting to India.
The problem here is that all the ports of the UAE
are located in the Persian Gulf and are well within
the Strait of Hormuz. Therefore, they will always
be threatened by any con�ict situation in the
Persian Gulf.

What is the way out? Oman provides the
perfect foil to this threat. Its ports open up into
the Arabian Sea, well away from direct in�uence
of an Iranian threat. It also o�ers the closest and
direct link to ports in India. Traditionally too,
merchants in Oman and India have traded for
centuries through small boats called ‘dhows’ and
Oman is considered India’s gateway to West Asia.
Oman is also an acceptable partner politically in
the region as it has good relations with all
stakeholders, including Israel.

Similarly, towards the West, instead of the
ports of Israel, there has to be an alternate spur of
the IMEC traversing through Egypt and ending at
any of its major ports in the Mediterranean Sea —
this will provide a safe and direct sea route to
ports in Europe. Egypt is also a major player in
West Asia and its inclusion will only help balance
out the regional dynamics too. Like Oman, Egypt
has good relations within the region and with
Europe, Israel and the U.S.. In fact, Egypt had
quietly voiced its displeasure on being left out of
the IMEC and such an extension will not only take
care of the politics but also the economics of it.

With the inclusion of Oman to the east and
Egypt to the west, the IMEC can be made safe
from disruptions from future con�icts and can,
therefore, be considered vital to plug the critical
missing links in the current structure of the IMEC.

The IMEC is a futuristic and path-breaking
initiative. Building upon the wave of
reconciliation within West Asia triggered by the
Abraham Accords, this could be an ideal foil not
only to China’s BRI but also as a useful tool to
better integrate the region and insulate it from
threats posed to connectivity due to con�ict. The
missing links, highlighted by the Gaza war, can
add a layer of insurance to this ambitious project.

The views expressed are personal

The missing links in IMEC, as shown by the Gaza war 

Rajeev Agarwal
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Any con�ict
situation in the
Persian Gulf
poses a serious
threat, but
there are
solutions

L
ow polling nationwide has been a notable
trend in the �rst few phases of the ongoing
general election 2024 in India. So, would

anyone in particular gain from this?
Voter turnout decreased six times in the Lok

Sabha elections held between 1957 and 2019. In
10 elections with increased turnout, the
incumbent was victorious six times and lost four;
in six elections with decreased turnout, the
incumbent won four times and lost twice. This
data, when analysed, shows that there is no
statistically signi�cant bias for or against the
incumbent based on changes in turnout. An
examination of comprehensive voter turnout
data, however, must unavoidably be
multidimensional.

It is conventional wisdom that in Indian
elections, higher voter turnout is bad for
incumbents. Nonetheless, a wave election was
noted in 2014 and 2019. This time around, would
the incumbent have any disadvantage if there was
no wave like then?

The belief in America
Conventional political wisdom does exist in many
countries. For instance, a deeply embedded
belief in American political culture is that
increased voter turnout systematically bene�ts
Democrats. Many claimed that in the 2016
elections, Donald Trump’s victory may have been
reversed had voter turnout been a little higher,
resulting in a possible surge in Democrat votes in
Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin.
However, Daron R. Shaw and John R. Petrocik,
the writers of the book, The Turnout Myth: Voting
Rates and Partisan Outcomes in American National
Elections (2020), thought that Hillary Clinton’s
support hardly varied depending on the
electorate’s size.

How about the Indian myth? In multiple
publications in 2018, Milan Vaishnav and
Johnathan Guy talked about their analysis of
election data from 1980 to 2012 in 18 major States

— voter participation “is not necessarily pro- or
anti-incumbent; rather, the relationship between
these two variables is likely shaped by the speci�c
context at hand”.

Perception about party’s prospects
In 2024, a number of possible explanations for
decreased turnout are �oating, which include
extremely hot weather, the COVID-19 pandemic
e�ect, price rise, job losses, and voter
indi�erence. However, the belief that a particular
party would win handily may sometimes be a
major deterrent to voting. Bill Clinton was well
ahead of Bob Dole in the opinion polls for the
1996 U.S. presidential elections. This led to the
lowest polling percentage in 72 years — just 49%.
In reality, 9% of likely voters told Harris, a polling
organisation, just before the election that “if the
opinion polls show that Bill Clinton is certain to
win with a big majority”, they would be “very
likely not to vote, because there is no real point in
doing so”.

But what impact does this have on di�erent
political parties? According to Harris’ poll, 10% of
Mr. Clinton supporters and 9% of Dole
supporters, apparently evenly, said they were
reluctant to cast ballots due to Mr. Clinton’s
perceived big victory. But the study also revealed
that only 14% of Dole supporters and 54% of
Clinton supporters thought Mr. Clinton would
“win with a big majority”. Thus, it is possible that
a greater number of Mr. Clinton’s supporters than
Dole supporters abstained from voting.
Therefore, in general, the party whose followers
hold a stronger belief in a perceived foregone
conclusion will be the one more a�ected by it.

The traditional support base for each party
di�ers across various socioeconomic strata,
especially in a diverse society like ours. In the
American context, political scientists Michael D.
Martinez and Je� Gill, in a 2005 paper in The
Journal of Politics, presented a methodology for
evaluating the potential impacts of turnout on an

election outcome using simulations based on
survey data. By adjusting simulated turnout rates
for �ve U.S. elections between 1960 and 2000,
they noticed that Democratic advantages from
higher turnout (and Republican advantages from
lower turnout) have consistently ebbed since
1960, correlating to the erosion of class cleavages
in U.S. elections.

The U.S. elections from 2010 to 2020 were
then analysed by Spencer Goidel, Thiago Moreira,
and Brenna Amstrong in a 2023 paper published
in American Politics Research. Expanding upon
Martinez and Gill’s methodology, for instance, to
“increase” turnout by 5%, one could “add” the
most likely voters to the electorate from those
who did not vote until the turnout rate increased
by 5%. One may calculate the extent to which this
�ve-point increase in turnout bene�ted or
harmed either party based on the predicted
likelihood of these new voters casting Democratic
or Republican ballots. Democrat votes would
have increased by 1.5% in 2010 with a 15% rise in
turnout, according to estimates, but only by 0.4%
in 2020.

In India
However, I could not �nd any comparable
research in an Indian setting. Nonetheless, the
distribution of habitual voters’ voting patterns
ought to di�er signi�cantly from those of
di�cult-to-predict non-habitual voters.
Furthermore, the e�ects of a few percentage
votes from non-habitual voters in an Indian
election will almost certainly be far more
nuanced than in a two-party system such as the
U.S. Additionally, the e�ects would vary across
States. So, until the electronic voting machines
are counted, these non-habitual voters rushing to
the polling booths put political commentators in
the realm of unknown unknowns. Without these
non-habitual voters, however, everything is much
easier to comprehend, and the situation is a
known unknown.

Reading the lower voter turnout scenario 

Atanu Biswas

is Professor of
Statistics, Indian
Statistical Institute,
Kolkata

An examination
of
comprehensive
voter turnout
data needs to be
multi-
dimensional

ECI and election
The manner in which the
Election Commission of
India has functioned in the
general election so far is
very disappointing. From
not pulling up the political
class, especially the top
leader, for divisive speeches
to other lethargic responses
involving discrepancies in
the voting process, one
wonders whether the ECI is
merely functioning as an
extended arm of the ruling
party. 
Without prompt and
decisive action, doubts in

explaining to him the
urgency. After being in the
ICU for 36 hours, he advised
me to go to a “better”
hospital. On consulting an
expert doctor, I was told
that I could have been
saved had I been attended
to within the ‘golden hour’. I
remain paralysed. Who
cares?

C.K Prem Kumar,
Palakkad, Kerala

Deficiency in service
I am an octogenarian and a
consumer activist well
before the Consumer
Protection Act came into
force in 1986. The ‘Parley’
topic (Opinion page, May
24) is what makes me share
my experience when I had a
sudden “stroke” on the eve
of Republic Day, in 2012. I
was to have unfurled the
national flag at a function. I
was taken to a hospital, but
the doctor, a ‘beginner in
neurology’, came from his
home after three hours
despite the duty nurse

heinous crimes is not an
isolated one. Even after
months of protest by the
women wrestlers of
harassment, an MP who is
alleged to be involved in the
case still goes around free.
In Manipur, no one knows
how many women have
su�ered assault. The tall
talk by political leaders
about their respecting
women and ensuring their
safety is just part of election
campaigning which is
eventually forgotten.

A.G. Rajmohan,
Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh

are those powerful persons
‘taking care’ of the MP?
It is a disgrace that the MP
was nominated to stand for
election. One is at sea
wondering why the Prime
Minister campaigned for
him. It goes without saying
that some godfathers do
exist. The MP deserves
severe and stringent
punishment that is in
consonance with law.
Mani Nataraajan,
Chennai

The incident of the MP
escaping after committing

the minds of the masses are
only going to linger. 
Ratheesh Chandran,

Thiruvalla, Kerala

Missing MP
It evokes one’s curiosity
how the law-enforcing
agencies in the country did
not budge an inch to arrest
the Janata Dal (Secular)
Member of Parliament from
Hassan, who is alleged to
be involved in the crime of
assaulting women (Page 1,
May 24). What is the
underlying cause for this
Himalayan lethargy? Who

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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GROUND ZERO

W
hen Antony Jesurathnam Maria-
pushparani, 62, recalls the hor-
ri�c �nal days of Sri Lanka’s civil
war in striking detail, it is hard to

believe it has been 15 years since its end.
“That is where we prepared and had the kanji

(porridge); that is where we headed to cross the
Vattuvagal bridge; that is where we waited,” she
says breathlessly, showing once-bloody spots in
Mullivaikkal, a village in Mullaitivu district on the
north-eastern coast. Many Tamil civilians had
crossed the bridge in May 2009, hoping that
moving into government-controlled territory on
the other side would be safer.

Today the village looks calm, with large, emp-
ty plots of land. Palmyra trees line the roads and
the �elds are lush after recent showers. “You will
not know the desperation we experienced or the
tears we shed here. I saw the destruction with my
own eyes,” she says of the time when tens of
thousands of Tamils, including women, children,
and infants, were killed in the Sri Lankan armed
forces’ �nal o�ensive, even in areas declared a
“no �re zone”. Some in Sri Lanka and beyond
have likened this bloodbath to Israel’s ongoing
deadly war in Gaza.

As survivor accounts like Mariapushparani’s
make evident, memories don’t die. “That is
where bodies were heaped,” she says �nally,
pointing ahead. It is the site of carnage in Mulli-
vaikkal, where Tamil families assemble every
May 18, the last day of the �nal battle between the
Sri Lankan military and the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE), to pay homage to relatives.

After the remembrance ceremony, where
those assembled lit lamps and o�ered �owers to
photographs of their relatives, Mariapushparani
sits under the lone neem tree in the barren, san-
dy ground, for some respite from the scorching
sun. Hailing from Mullaitivu, she moved to Mulli-
vaikkal village after the Indian Ocean tsunami of
2004, unaware of the next wave of destruction
she would witness in barely �ve years. Having en-
dured staggering losses and hardships like vir-
tually every family in the district — her son has
been missing since 2010 — she has one word to
describe the current situation of Tamils: “Varu-
mai (poverty)”.

Many in the coastal village rely on �shing for a
living. The catch has fallen and other jobs are
scarce. “After 15 years, the plight of Tamils is po-
verty. That is all there is to say. Whether people
are able to eat or not is the question.”

Eating less or skipping a meal may not be new
to a community that braved a devastating war,
but that does not make it easier. “Just see the
queue for the 10 kg bag of rice that is given (by
the government). That is how bad things are in
Mullivaikkal,” she says.

Coping with economic setbacks

The war-scarred Tamil-majority region in the
north and east is home to some of the country’s
poorest districts, especially Mullaitivu in the
Northern Province and Batticaloa in the Eastern
Province. Undeniably, Sri Lanka’s poor across
the island are reeling from the 2022 economic
crisis that steeply in�ated the cost of essentials

such as food, fuel, electricity, and water. But for
Tamils, the impact of the latest crisis comes over
and above their dispossession during the years of
war and those after. The only post-war develop-
ment they saw was skewed towards infrastruc-
ture. It neglected the people’s need for jobs to
resume a normal life and for the revival of a bat-
tered local economy. Instead, it led to rural hou-
seholds drowning in debt as they resorted to
high-interest, short-term loans for everyday sur-
vival. Sporadically available daily-wage jobs kept
women and men in precarity.

With the economic crash two years ago aggra-
vating their deprivation and misery, many
veered towards migrating abroad even if it en-
tailed arduous boat rides, detention, or �nancial
scams. “Families are taking big loans to pay
agents so young men and women in their homes
can go abroad, either as domestic workers in
West Asia or for jobs elsewhere. My brother-in-
law is trying to go to Canada, except there is no
guarantee of a job there,” says a Mullaitivu town-
based community worker, requesting his name
be withheld. “Despite the uncertainty, people
borrow, pay up and �y out, leaving behind their
families. They are that desperate.”

If leaving the country is a hard choice, staying
back is not any easier. Despite di�erent Colombo
governments’ claims and e�orts to resettle war-
hit communities, Tamils continue to feel unset-
tled. Marred by pending questions and persisting
con�icts, the period after the war has only pro-
longed their insecurity.

Enforced disappearances

The questions are primarily to do with tens of
thousands of missing people, many of whom
were seen surrendering to the army. Despite sev-
eral presidential panels, commissions, and me-
chanisms, successive governments have failed to
give families of the forcibly disappeared a con-
vincing answer on their missing relatives’ whe-
reabouts. Scores of mothers of the disappeared
have been agitating at roadside protests for near-
ly seven years now, demanding answers.

In its latest report, the o�ce of the United Na-
tions Human Rights Chief has urged the govern-
ment to disclose the whereabouts of those sub-
jected to enforced disappearance over the
decades and hold those responsible to account.

It called on the government to acknowledge “the
involvement of state security forces and a�liated
paramilitary groups” and issue a public apology.

“My husband and my two brothers have been
missing for 15 years. My children were very young
then. I have tried to shield them from those bitter
truths, so please don’t use my name,” says a 51-
year-old woman. “The army would ask us to
check with the police. The police would direct us
back to the army. We ran to testify before com-
mission after commission, but there has been no
response to date.”

With no clue or closure, the mothers go about
their daily lives, cooking, petitioning, cleaning,
protesting, earning an income, and raising chil-
dren. Their concerns over truth, accountability,
justice, and economic stability intertwine as they
navigate both the existential and the mundane.

Land grab

In the last few years, land has emerged a major
�ash point. “I would say 80% of our current pro-
blems are to do with Tamil people’s lands. They
are taken by either the forest or wildlife depart-
ment. And then when our people try and sow in
their own land, they are detained and charged
for destroying forest land,” says Sivasundarampil-
lai Thangamma, 67, a resident of Kokkuthoduvai
in Mullaitivu. 

According to locals, the former Maithripala
Sirisena-Ranil Wickremesinghe administration,
which was in power from 2015 to 2019, returned
a substantial portion of the people’s land that had
been occupied by the military. Last year, Presi-
dent Ranil Wickremesinghe handed over deeds
to 197 people in Ja�na, marking the return of over
100 acres that had been under the control of se-
curity forces. Beginning Friday (May 24, 2024),
Wickremesinghe is also giving out about 15,000
freehold land deeds to residents in the Northern
Province, his o�ce said.

Meanwhile, other agencies have taken hold of
agricultural, pastoral, and temple lands belong-
ing to the Tamils, ostensibly for archaeological
excavation and environmental conservation. The
last few years have seen protests across the north
and east by Tamils resisting land grabs by the
state. The military, locals say, is still actively en-
gaged in economic activity, such as agriculture.

Furthermore, locals �ag a rapid change in the
demography of the region, with Sinhalese fami-
lies settling in several villages, with the support of
state agencies.

“It’s happening at a fast pace,” says Thangam-
ma. “Now we encounter Sinhalese women com-
ing to our villages to sell vegetables that they have
grown in lands that belong to us. We speak to
each other, exchange pleasantries. Ordinary Sin-
halese people are not the problem. They are like
us, they just want to make a living,” she says,
making a distinction between her southern Sin-
halese counterparts and the Sri Lankan state that
she accuses of pursuing a “racist project”.

A traumatic childhood

Younger Tamils, many of whom were children of
the strife years, are faced with an agonising strug-
gle. After a childhood spent in displacement and
trauma, they are now encountering fresh con-
�icts and widespread economic despair. If a
clean break from the past is impossible, a bold
plunge into the future is terrifying.

Kumanan Kanapathipillai, 30, grew up in the
war zone, enduring displacement from his home
in Mullaitivu and later, life in an ‘IDP camp’ as
shelters set up for internally displaced persons
were called. “I was 15 when the war ended. We
saw the worst,” he says. The years at the camps
were very hard, he recalls. “The food was horri-
ble, there were no clean toilet facilities, and eve-
ryone was falling sick,” says Kumanan. “I could
not take my O-level [grade 10] exams on time. My
father was injured in the shelling in our village
and that meant someone else had to earn a living
for our family to survive. My education, my life
was just completely disrupted.”

Kumanan is a freelance journalist and activist,

who diligently tracks and documents con�icts
unfolding in the north and east, often braving in-
timidation by security forces or law enforcement
authorities. Surveillance by the military is ram-
pant in the region, and even peaceful remem-
brance events are not spared.

“If you look at the arrests made here after
2009, many are based on claims that there are at-
tempts to revive the LTTE. I don’t know how that
can be said. No one, no youth, is prepared for
another armed struggle here. We have seen and
su�ered enormous consequences of the armed
struggle,” he notes.

He blames the state and its security apparatus
for keeping Tamils anxious and despondent but
contends that Tamil political leaders on the na-
tionalist spectrum have failed to come up with a
“road map” for the war-a�ected people of the
north and east. “They are yet to articulate a clear
vision and plan for this region. Look at the south:
the Sinhalese state, the bureaucracy, and the reli-
gious [Buddhist] clergy collaborate to take for-
ward their project to change the demographics of
our areas. They have a joint vision.”

A feeling of abandonment

Fifteen years after the war the Tamils do not live
in a peaceful environment. In this scenario the
future “looks bleak”, says Kumanan, re�ecting a
poverty of hope. For the youth, who do not re-
member the worst of war, and are yet to see
peace, the future is daunting. Thangamma, too,
speaks of “being abandoned by all sides”. “If our
national leaders are attacking our rights, our own
Tamil political leaders remain distant, with no in-
volvement in our issues. We are like orphans,”
she says.

Their perspectives, grounded and candid,
make clear that the story of Tamils in post-war Sri
Lanka is one of persisting challenges and many
gulfs — between the national government and Ta-
mil community, the Tamil political class and the
people, the Tamil diaspora, their select bene�ci-
aries receiving remittances, and most others out-
side those networks, struggling to make ends
meet.

The Tamil National Alliance (TNA), the main
grouping representing Tamils of the north and
east with 10 seats in Parliament, appears caught
in the bickering within its chief constituent party,
the Illankai Tamil Arasu Katchi (ITAK), over the
party’s leadership. Sri Lanka will go to the polls
this year to elect a new President, and the Tamil
vote will matter. If the TNA is hardly a uni�ed
voice anymore, its rival Tamil National People’s
Front (TNPF) is already calling for a boycott of the
polls. Meanwhile, some Tamil groups are debat-
ing �elding a common Tamil candidate. The Ta-
mil opposition is fragmented, and the Tamil peo-
ple are politically further weakened and
economically marginalised.

All the same, giving up is not an option for
those who have resolved to stay back in the coun-
try. Thangamma sees an opportunity in the com-
ing election. “It should give our country a good
leader. Someone who will not see people as Sin-
halese, Tamils, or Muslims.” she says. Having
been through times when it “rained bombs” and
there was blood all around, she says there is little
hardship the Tamil people have not seen. Howev-
er, she cautions against getting trapped in a polit-
ics that divides people. “Pitting Tamils and Sinha-
lese against each other will not help us. The
diaspora should also refrain from stirring the
emotions of our people here. Let’s focus on creat-
ing jobs. Let’s focus on the future, rather than on
the past,” Thangamma says.

Of love and loss: Tamil women grieve at a remembrance ceremony in Mullivaikkal village in north-eastern Sri Lanka on May 18, 2024. Fifteen years ago, tens of thousands of Tamils were killed in the Sri Lankan armed forces’ final o�ensive against the LTTE. AFP 

A poverty of hope
among Lankan Tamils 
Fifteen years after Sri Lanka’s civil war ended, a peaceful life still eludes Tamils living in the former battle zone

across the island’s north and east. Many are relentlessly searching for their loved ones, while resisting attempts

by state agencies to take over their lands. The widespread economic misery, only compounded by the �nancial

crisis of 2022, and a fractured Tamil polity have left them further disillusioned, Meera Srinivasan reports 

After 15
years, the
plight of
Tamils is
poverty. That
is all there is
to say.

ANTONY
JESURATHNAM
MARIAPUSHPA-
RANI
Resident of
Mullivaikkal

Hoping to heal: A woman o�ers a prayer at the remembrance event. AFP 

I would say 80% of our current problems are
to do with Tamil people’s lands. They are
taken by either the forest or wildlife
department.

SIVASUNDARAMPILLAI THANGAMMA
Resident of Kokkuthoduvai in Mullaitivu
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T
he Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) for
the January-March 2024 quarter, carried out
only in urban areas, confirms the positive

trends that stood out in the annual PLFS (July
2022-June 2023). If the rise in labour force
participation rate (proportion of people working or
seeking work in the working population) since 2019
has been driven by the entry of women into the
workforce in rural India in particular, that trend
seemed to have picked up in urban areas as well.
Female LFPR for the 15-plus population in urban
India, as per ‘current weekly status’ (or weekly recall
method), was 25.6 per cent in January-March 2024,
against 22.7 per cent in the corresponding period last
year. 

This rise betters the 2.3 percentage
points rise between the first quarters of
2022 and 2023 calendar years. It should be
noted that quarterly surveys are based on
‘current weekly status’ (CWS), whereas the
annual PLFS is based on CWS and an annual
recall period of ‘principal’ and ‘subsidiary’
activities. CWS data records higher
unemployment and lower LFPR readings.
The female urban unemployment rate has
fallen from 9.2 per cent in January-March
2023 to 8.5 per cent in January-March 2024.
Curiously enough, male urban
unemployment has actually risen
sequentially between the December 2023
and March 2024 quarters (5.8 per cent to 6.1
per cent), while remaining flat over the year.
Feminisation of the workforce in urban
India is certainly a plus. But it remains to be
be seen whether it is replacing male workers
and bringing down wages. The lower rise in
LFPR among urban males vis-a-vis females
needs to be understood.

The real import of jobs is to improve well
being. Here, the data are unflattering. The
India Employment Report 2024 says: “The
average monthly real earnings for regular
salaried workers declined annually by 1.2
per cent, from ₹12,100 in 2012 to ₹11,155 in
2019, and by 0.7 per cent as of 2022, to
₹10,925. Similarly, the average real earnings
of self-employed individuals declined
annually by 0.8 per cent, from ₹7,017 in
2019 to ₹6,843 in 2022. The average real
monthly earnings of casual workers
increased by 2.4 per cent annually, from
₹3,701 in 2012 to ₹4,364 in 2019, and by 2.6
per cent annually, to ₹4,712 in 2022.” 

Income trends should be seen along with
changes in forms of employment. Between
2019 and 2023, the share of regular
employment fell (23.8 per cent to 20.9 per
cent), but that of self employed increased
(52 per cent to 57.3 per cent); casual labour
too fell (24.2 per cent to 21.8 per cent). It is
clear that the shift away from regular
employment has not helped raise incomes.
Policies to lift the share of regular
employment, which increased from 14.2 per
cent in 2000 to 23.8 per cent in 2019, before
falling, must be formulated. The job scene is
positive, but there are concerns. High levels
of educated unemployment reflect a skills
mismatch, and stagnant income a
productivity issue. Incentives for creating
jobs are as important as those for capex.

Job at hand
Rising female LFPR positive; jobs quality a concern 
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Bonanza for government
With reference to the Editorial,
‘Fiscal dividend’ (May 24), the RBI’s
substantial dividend payout presents
a pivotal opportunity for the central
government to strategically manage
its finances.
By considering options like reducing
market borrowing, increasing capital
expenditure, and implementing
targeted tax cuts, the government
can e�ectively address revenue
shortfalls while stimulating
economic growth. 
Redirecting funds towards personal
income tax cuts can bolster
consumer spending, essential for
revitalizing economic activity amid

sluggish consumption trends, laying
the groundwork for sustained
economic recovery and prosperity.
Amarjeet Kumar
Hazaribagh, Jharkhand

The RBI’s transfer of ₹2.1-lakh crore
as surplus to the central government
and the decision to increase the
contingency risk bu�er to 6.5 per
cent of the central bank's balance
sheet could be termed a fiscal
bonanza for the next government. 
The higher than expected transfer,
which may be due to an increase in
interest income from the RBI's
foreign and domestic assets and
forex transactions, would apparently

help the next government bring
about a steeper decline in the
government's fiscal deficit and o�set
possible revenue shortfalls in areas
such as disinvestment. 
Moreover, the surplus transfer of the
RBI o�ers a wider space for the next
government to improve the quality
of its spending.
M Jeyaram 
Sholavandan (TN)

People’s choices
The article featured in the ‘From the
Viewsroom’ column is a must-read
for those who want to lead a
peaceful life. 
Culture, after all, is broadening one's

outlook. As long as we mind our own
business or do not poke our noses
into other people’s business, things
will be fine for everyone. 
But, unfortunately, people around us
do not realise it and this results in
disharmony. It must be remembered
that positive vibes are lost in the
bargain.
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

On middle-class identity
This refers to the article. 'The
middle-class identity is constantly
changing,' (May 24). The middle class
is shrinking due to various factors.
One is the financial factor which

pushes down people from the
middle class to poor status. 
Growing consumerism, dwindling
real wage and untamed inflation are
already hurting them. They were
identifying themselves with the
upper sections all along and now
with their growing economic
demands and necessities is putting
pressue on them. 
The reservation policy has also its
role in causing changes in their
identity. They see themselves as part
of the elite but are reluctant to vote.
Their crisis in their place in society is
depriving them o� their due share. 
AG Rajmohan
Anantapur

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

I
n the last couple of years, New
Delhi has maintained its own
stand on the geopolitical
developments when it came to
India’s fossil fuel sourcing and

making its presence felt in
infrastructure projects. So, has India’s
foreign policy undergone a change?

If we look at the recent turn of events
— importing oil from Russia and more
recently India and Iran signing a Long
Term Bilateral Contract on Chabahar
Port Operations and New Delhi’s
handling of US warning — what does all
this convey?

Let us refresh our memory. Not so
long ago Iran was the third-largest
supplier of crude oil for India (till
2018-19). In June 2019, the then US
President Donald Trump placed fresh
sanctions on Iran due to its nuclear
programme and India was under
pressure to bring down its imports to
zero with Tehran.

WHAT HAS CHANGED NOW?

“Chabahar is di�erent. Chabahar is a
bilateral project between India and Iran.
It serves India strategic interest. We
have been clamouring for so long for
connectivity with Afghanistan and
Central Asia. We have been agitating this
point that Pakistan has prevented the
natural,” said Talmiz Ahmad — former
Indian Ambassador to Saudi Arabia,
Oman (2003–04), and the UAE
(2007–10). 

He was Additional Secretary for
International Cooperation in the
Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas
in 2004-06.

The Long Term Bilateral Contract on
Chabahar Port Operation was signed
between Indian Ports Global Limited
(IPGL) of India and the Port & Maritime
Organisation (PMO) of Iran, enabling
operation of Shahid-Behesti in
Chabahar Port Development Project for
a period of 10 years. 

Earlier, a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) for development
of Chabahar Port by India was signed in
May 2015. Thereafter, the contract was
executed on May 23, 2016 at Tehran
(Iran) during Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s visit to Iran. This agreement
aims to enhance regional connectivity
and facilitate trade, particularly between
India, Iran and Afghanistan. The India
Ports Global Chabahar Free Zone
(IPGCFZ), a subsidiary of IPGL,
facilitated the first consignment of
exports from Afghanistan to India in
2019.

According to Kabir Taneja, Fellow in
the Strategic Studies Programme at the
Observer Research Foundation,
“Chabahar is probably, the only thing
working in the India-Iran relationship,
right now.”

India will “work at” explaining that

the Chabahar port is in the region’s
interest, External A�airs Minister S
Jaishankar was reported to have said,
when responding to a query on the US
government’s remarks about the
“potential risk” of sanctions to
companies working on the India-Iran
joint venture.

India has not only lost a key oil
supplier in Iran, the fate of the ONGC
Videsh Iran project – Farsi Block’s is still
unknown. Farsi is an o�shore block in
Persian Gulf Iran. The ONGC
Videsh-led Indian Consortium (IC)
carried out exploration activities in Farsi
Block under an Exploration Service
Contract (ESC) signed on December 25,
2002. 

OVL has written to the National
Iranian Oil Company regarding the
project and is awaiting response from
the operator.

ENERGY SECURITY

How should one read this development?
And what does it mean for India’s energy
security?

“You know India's approach towards
Iran now is actually more important, or
at least to maintain it at a certain level
because of Afghanistan first and
foremost, and Central Asia. Central Asia
less so, because we really don't have the
capacities to put in a lot of money into
Central Asia, where as far as
infrastructure goes. Keeping the foot in
the door is extremely critical for future
endeavours,” said Taneja.

“Our need for energy expanded and
simultaneously we were not able to
expand the resources. So we are import
dependent. We were import dependent
to the extent of about 80 per cent 25
years ago and we are import dependent
to the same extent 25 years later. Now
our needs have increased
exponentially,” said Ahmad.

“We are going to be hydrocarbon and
fossil fuel dependent, at least for the
next 20 years, if not 30 years. Let's be
very clear about that,” he said adding
that but green transition has to happen
simultaneously. “We should not lose out
on both sides that you neither get the
hydrocarbons that you need, nor do you
do the grain transition.”

India has been expanding its fossil
fuel sourcing basket, but it also sees its
energy demand soaring with domestic
production falling short of the
requirement, therefore maintaining
good ties with fossil fuel producing

countries is crucial. Good relations will
not only help in supply availability but
also at times in getting a good price.

As in case with Iran, there have been
instances where China has taken
advantage of the situation by not only
locking the fuel supply but getting
infrastructure projects as well. India had
tried pitching for integrated projects,
Sudan is one such example, but couldn’t
succeed much with other countries.

Should India opt for integrated
project approach?

“There is a very deep gap between
their dreams and visions of o�cials and
journalists, and what actually happened
on the ground,” Ahmad said adding that
it is very di�cult to get all stakeholders
— di�erent ministries and sometimes
di�erent departments of the same
Ministry — on the same page.

According to Taneja, “As far as what
India should do when it comes to
integrated approaches, there are
limitations and limitations stem from
various factors including sanctions.”

India may seem like a late mover in
the current scheme of things in the
geopolitical space but it has made its
voice heard. 

But what it now also has to keep in
mind is the relevance of its energy
security. New Delhi will need to be
consistent with its strategy and not
succumb to external pressure.

Chabahar, a reset of
India-Iran ties?

India may seem like a late
mover in the current
scheme of things in the
geopolitical space but it has
made its voice heard.

Chabahar Port opens up trade opportunities with Afghanistan, Central Asia. 
But India needs to sidestep possible US pressure

RICHA MISHRA

CAPITAL
IDEAS.

T
he Green Revolution (GR), which
began in the late 1960s, ushered
in high yielding varieties of crops,

irrigation facilities, fertilisers, good
agronomic practices and robust
agriculture extension. 

Credit goes to our agricultural
research infrastructure (Indian Council
of Agriculture Research (ICAR), and
State Agriculture Universities (SAU),
Central and State Governments. Before
the GR our total foodgrain production
was about 50 MT; it is now about 330
MT.

But the post GR-era poses new
challenges. If we have to mount a second
GR — to address some current issues
like scarcity of natural resources,
indiscriminate use of agri-chemicals and
toxic residues on our food, nutrition
deficiency in our staples, erratic
monsoons, climate change, in the midst
of global uncertainties — we need to
re-look at our agri-research
infrastructure. Food and nutrition
security are the bedrock.

Our agricultural research
infrastructure comprises ICAR and
SAUs. ICAR runs over 100 agriculture

research stations in all agro-climatic
regions. Its budget is about ₹9,500 crore
and has about 15,000 sta�. In addition
we have about 74 SAUs. They each run
about 50 research stations based on the
State’s size, geography and
requirements. Their annual budgets are
around Rs 300-400 crore and they have
about 4,000-5,000 sta� each. 

Typically 50 per cent of ICAR and SAU
sta� are scientific and technical. Sta�
costs take away a considerable slice of
the budget for these organisations.

What is expected of this elaborate
system? Key performance areas could be
— recruit better scientists and provide
the right education; conduct research
useful to farmers; develop and release
crop varieties acceptable to farmers; be
trusted troubleshooters and solution
providers to farmers; provide useful
agriculture extension, among others.
Surely, the authorities use more
nuanced and improvised metrics.

Per a recent ICAR publication, “every
rupee spent on research pays back
₹13.85”. A good reason, then, to
reimagine agri-research infrastructure
on a 25 year time-scale to coincide with
India’s Independence centenary in 2047.
Here are some key questions that need
to be posed:

KEY QUESTIONS

(i) ICAR funds research projects in
SAUs. Should it still engage in research
directly? Can’t it move into research
funding, review and coordination, like
US’s National Science Foundation and
other such agencies in US and Europe?

(ii) Aren’t there research overlaps
between ICAR and SAUs since they
operate in the same crops and
agro-climatic regions?

(iii) What percentage of research
projects directly solve farmers’ needs?
Why do farmers keep using the same
varieties? Sona Masoori rice and
Banganapalli mango have been around
since time immemorial.

(iv) Farmers use a considerable
amount of seeds from private sector
companies. Some put it at 75 per cent.
Can’t we think of PPPs?

(v) ICAR recruits through the
Agricultural Research Service Board and
SAUs through their administrative
headquarters. The basic requirement is a
PhD anyway. When ICAR recruits and
posts a scientist in a faraway research
station from his domicile, it takes time
and e�ort for that scientist to adjust and
deliver research. But a PhD hired by a
SAU would be better o� and can ‘hit the
road running’. Once ICAR moves into
funding research, it could reduce the
room for complaints on research quality. 

(vi) Shouldn’t we transform the
agriculture curriculum? Learning
through a experiential approach,
entrepreneurship training and industry
mentorships may help. Students’
research dissertations must become
‘lighthouse’ projects, by choosing real
issues concerning farmers.

(vii) Agriculture and water will
become strategic issues. Isn’t time we
consider moving agriculture out of the
‘State’ list?

The writer is former deputy managing director, Nabard.
Views are personal

Reforms needed in agriculture research system

PVS Suryakumar

AGRI RESEARCH. Time for revamp
NAGARA GOPAL

ICAR could turn into a nodal body funding research. Now, its research overlaps with State agriculture universities
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Britain’s leaders showed they were not up to the job
And so, at last and unlamented, the 2019 parliament will finally be laid to
rest on Friday. This parliament’s prorogation is not shamelessly illegal, as
Boris Johnson’s lawless attempt to end its predecessor was five years
ago. But that is just about all that can be said in its favour. In almost every
respect, this has been as shoddy and as discreditable a period as British
government has had to endure. There can rarely have been a parliament
that comes to its end as unmourned as this one. Yet the 2019 parliament
is dying as it lived, amid needless chaos and with political desperation
once again taking precedence over legislative substance. Rishi Sunak’s
gamble on a July election means that most of the government’s
programme, which was announced in the king’s speech in November, will
now never reach the statute book at all. LONDON, MAY 23

OTHER VOICES. 

AI: Face up to Risks and Restart Debate
The government seems to have finally gotten around to legal restrictions for
artificial intelligence, but when it says it will “spend several years discussing the
issue,” one wonders if it seriously intends to regulate AI. The government
should take head-on the various risks surrounding AI. One option is to change
its conventional approach from a heavy emphasis on promoting AI and restart
the debate from scratch. So far, the government has been reluctant to regulate
AI, and tried to let the industry self-regulate so that AI development can drive
economic growth. However, there are risks with AI, such as that it will be used
to create elaborate fake videos for criminal ends and that personal
information will be collected without permission. TOKYO, MAY 24
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N
aseeruddin Shah was 
overwhelmed with a complex 
swirl of emotions as he walked 

the red carpet at the 77th Cannes Film 
Festival earlier this week. 

The veteran actor, known for his 
sharp acerbic wit and stoic demeanour, 
admitted that he could barely hold back 
his tears during the world premiere of 
Manthan, a 1976 film directed by 
celebrated auteur Shyam Benegal, at the 
picturesque resort town situated on the 
French Riviera. 

Loosely based on the milk 
cooperative movement in Gujarat 
pioneered by Verghese Kurien, this film 
was entirely crowdfunded by 5,00,000 
farmers who donated ~2 each. 

Manthan boasts of a stellar cast that 
included Girish Karnad, Amrish Puri, 
Smita Patil, and Mr Shah, who 
incidentally learnt how to milk buffaloes 
during the making of this film. 

This timeless classic that portrayed 
the power of the collective might was 
screened at this edition’s Cannes 
Classics Sidebar. 

Mr Shah called Manthan the 
Kohinoor diamond in his star-studded 
filmography. “It is the most important 
film that I have done,” he had remarked. 

Manthan, India’s first crowd-funded 
film, was not made to fill the coffers of 
the producers. It was made to empower 
the marginalised. 

Nearly five decades after its release, 
the film stands out for its nuanced 
narrative, knockout performances, and 
enduring appeal. 

Mr Benegal made this film at a crucial 
juncture in India’s history. The country 

had just emerged from the throes of the 
Emergency. Unemployment was 
rampant, and the economy had come to 
a grinding halt. In the midst of this 
widespread gloom, the masses sought 
refuge in the commercial potboilers 
dished out by Amitabh Bachchan, 
Rajesh Khanna, and Dharmendra.  

Mr Benegal was not swayed by such 
commercial implications. He, along 
with Vijay Tendulkar, Girish Kasaravalli, 
Govind Nihalani, and KG George, was 
more inclined towards providing an 
alternative to mainstream commercial 
cinema. In essence, they were the 
champions of the Parallel cinema 
movement, the seeds of which were 
sown in the 1950s by acclaimed Bengali 
filmmakers such as Satyajit Ray, Ritwik 
Ghatak, and Mrinal Sen. 

Parallel cinema hit its apogee in the 
1970s, with Manthan, and the movement 
continued well into the next decade. It 
went downhill in the 1990s. Limited box 
office appeal and the lack of 
institutional support led to the 
proliferation of more of the same: Films 
with the usual song and dance routines, 
mindless fight sequences and cringe-
worthy college romances. 

At the turn of the century, 
filmmakers, however, garnered a fair bit 
of courage to experiment with middle-of-
the-road offerings. Notably, filmmakers 
like Vishal Bharadwaj, Tigmanshu 
Dhulia, Navdeep Singh and Hansal 
Mehta appeared on the horizon. 

Abhay Deol, an actor who refused to 
conform to the diktats of mainstream 
Bollywood, also ushered in some 
interesting films in this period. 
Manorama Six Feet Under, Oye Lucky, 
Lucky Oye, DevDm and The Road are the 
case in point.  But the flame flickered only 
for a brief period, as reigning Bollywood 

stars like Shah Rukh Khan, Salman Khan, 
Aamir Khan, and Hrithik Roshan 
tantalised audiences with their loud, 
over-the-top performances in lavishly 
mounted big-budget films. 

A film’s success was no longer gauged 
by its storytelling, performances or 
aesthetic appeal. The ~100 crore club 
became the official tag to judge a film’s 
success. The pandemic led to an 
explosion in over-the-top (OTT) 
subscriptions due to its affordable rates, 
and hassle-free internet access. This 
opened the doors to pristine gems from 
regional cinema, masterpieces from 
world cinema, and documentaries from a 
treasure trove of offerings.Binge-
watching has become the watchword for 
consuming entertainment. 

Thanks to the OTT boom, Malayalam 
cinema has enthralled audiences from 
across the country, so much so that 
people are breaking the one-inch 
subtitle barrier and queuing up in front 
of theatres. 

Take the case of Manjummel Boys, a 
gripping survival thriller, made on a 
modest budget of ~18 crore has raked in 
over ~240 crore at the box office globally. 

The roaring success of Manjummel 
Boys offers hope for content-driven films. 
Perhaps, mainstream Hindi filmmakers 
can take a cue. 

Mr Shah, however, is not impressed. 
“It really disappoints me that we take 

pride in saying Hindi cinema is 100 
years old, we have been making the 
same films. I have stopped watching 
Hindi films, I don’t like them at all,” the 
74-year-old told PTI. 

“Hindustani food is loved everywhere 
because it has substance. What substance 
do Hindi films have?” he added. 

After the gala premiere at Cannes, the 
restored version of Manthan is poised for 
a theatrical re-release in 100 cinemas 
across India next month. 

Will it captivate the new-age 
audience?
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W
ritingsOnTheWall is a metaphor that has 
emerged through about three decades of 
travel, mostly in poll-bound India. This 

instalment comes to you from the Kashmir Valley. 
It is also my first experience of watching an election 
in so sensitive, vital, and fascinating a region. 

First, what is WritingsOnTheWall? It means lit-
erally looking at the walls to see what’s changing 
and what isn’t, what the people want and what 
they absolutely don’t. 

The walls also tell us what the people are 
buying (branded underwear, Nitish’s 
Bihar, 2010), or if they are too broke 
to be buying anything at all (Lalu’s 
Bihar, 2005). That gives a quick peek 
into the state of an economy, and 
change, in this case, for the better. 

In the Kashmir Valley, where two 
of the three constituencies (Srinagar 
and Baramulla) have already voted 
and Anantnag votes this Saturday, 
three things stand out. Or let’s say, 
three de-hyphenations stand out, 
although you can read only one of 
these straight off the walls. For  
the other two, you have to step 
inside them. 

Here are the three de-hyphen-
ations: First, the youth, who consti-
tute a significant portion of Kashmiris, have de-
hyphenated their minds, at least for now, from 
the politics of radicalism, separatism, anger and 
grievance. Don’t be deluded into believing that 
it is all over. It sits there and comes out when 
young people think they can trust you enough 
and talk. The priority for now is education, and 
competition. 

Second, there is a new-complete de-hyphen-
ation with Pakistan. It also comes from the simul-
taneous phenomenon of the catastrophic decline 
in Pakistani national power and the rise in India’s. 

And the third, at the tactical and ground level, 
is the security agencies’ success in de-hyphen-
ating weapons and the people. Everybody knows 
there are plenty of weapons in the Valley, and 
still many who are trained and motivated to use 
them. But that chord has been cut for now, or 
de-hyphenated. 

You can safely say that in most parts of India, 

except probably some states in the north — espe-
cially Punjab, where immigration/visas/IELTS 
dominates — the walls are generally filled with 
hoardings and posters of competition academies. 

I do not think, however, that they are as prom-
inent anywhere as in the Kashmir Valley. Allen 
Career Institute, Chanakya IAS Academy, Elite IAS, 
Emerge Institute of Coaching, The Commercians, 
Vedantu, Nucleus Institute of Excellence — lit-
erally scores of brands fills the walls, trees, uni-
poles, just about any place you could hang or stick 

anything onto. 
Everybody wants to crack 

UPSC, NEET, JEE, all the 
things young people across the 
country covet. So many of 
these hoardings have portraits 
of their successful students. 
This is the post-stone-throwing 
generation of Kashmiris. They 
are also the Valley’s new future. 

I messaged my old friend 
and colleague Uday Shankar — 
yes, formerly of Star-Disney, 
now a formidable entrepreneur 
— to tell him I see so many 
hoardings of his new coaching 
academy venture, Allen, that 
perhaps the place should be 

renamed the Valley of Allen or Allenistan. He told 
me with pride how many young Kashmiris are 
cracking these exams to become doctors, engi-
neers and so on. If you were one of those still nos-
talgic about the heyday of militancy and separat-
ism, you might call it a great distraction. 

Even if so, there couldn’t be a more virtuous 
distraction. If tens of thousands of boys — and 
girls — want to compete with the best and look 
for careers outside the Valley, it’s the kind of 
change not even a doubling of defence budgets, 
or laws three times tougher than UAPA could 
bring about. 

 

The walls also give us the starkest evidence of 
what hasn’t changed, and the tensions that lie 

within. Walk along Gupkar Road, where the might-
iest in Kashmir live. That’s why the alliance the 
key Valley parties once formed was called the 
Gupkar Alliance. 

 
Each “home” is a fortress, with reinforced con-

crete walls going up to 18 feet and sometimes 
more. On top of it, you might find strengthened 
steel sheets, crowned with concertina fencing. 
This adds up to an obstacle so high even a great 
pole vaulter like Sergey  Bubka would fail to jump 
over it. This isn’t about to change anytime soon, 
as Farooq Abdullah schools me for almost two 
hours under a tree. 

Things are better, he acknowledges, violence 
is not there. But that doesn’t mean young people 
aren’t angry. They see Delhi as “vindictive”. Too 
many are imprisoned, sent to jails in faraway 
states. My best effort at a translation and summary 
of this calm tutorial over a bowl of fresh, chopped 
strawberries would go: Peace is alright, but where 
is the peace dividend? Things are better, people 
are appreciating peace and illusions about 
Pakistan are over. But take nothing for granted. 

A lot of what he talks about is history, the many 
twists and turns over the decades since he began 
his public life as a subaltern to his father. 
Approaching 87, he is, after all, the senior most, 
oldest (and yet among the most energetic and pas-
sionate) political figures in India. That passion 
speaks out when we return to Article 370. “They 
say that after abrogation, we Kashmiris have 
become Indians. Are you telling me we weren’t 
Indians before?” 

Another Kashmiri political veteran who should 
be writing a sizzling memoir, though from an ideo-
logy you wouldn’t expect to find here, is 
Mohammed Yousuf Tarigami. He has kept the flag 
of the CPI(M) aloft in the state for many years, 
winning elections to the state Assembly often. 

Spend an hour with him and he will tell you 
of the many attempts on his life, including one 
where nine people next to him were killed. And 
of one of his several incarcerations, where the 
jailer summoned him one day to say he was being 
given parole, though he hadn’t asked for it. The 
reason was that his wife had died delivering their 
first child. He married again, but later his father-
in-law was killed as well. Never short of courage, 
the comrade, at 77, acknowledges the improve-
ments, the respect for law being the most impor-
tant. The government, however, needs to move 
on, he says. From the mode of “managing” to that 
of “engaging”. 

You want to know what courage is? It has to be 
physical as well as moral and philosophical. He 
will call out the entire Left-liberal community that 
still blames then governor Jagmohan for trigger-
ing, even sponsoring, the plight and flight of the 
Kashmiri Pandits. “I have never said so, and never 
will. They were driven out by the militants,” he 
says, and reels off the names of prominent Pandits 
killed, the biggest massacres and atrocities. 

Tarigami, too, lives in a fortress like the other 
key leaders. 

(Part-2 of this WritingsOnTheWall will be pub-
lished on Monday) 

By special arrangement with ThePrint

U
S President Joe Biden and his 
predecessor Donald Trump, the 
presumptive Republican nominee 

in November’s presidential election, are 
competing to portray themselves as tough 
on trade and China. Mr Biden has already 
imposed a 100 per cent tariff on Chinese-
made electric vehicles, and Mr Trump has 
vowed to impose a 200 per cent tariff on 
Chinese cars manufactured in Mexico, 
along with a range of other protectionist 
measures affecting steel, solar panels, 
semiconductors, and batteries. The 

European Union is likely to follow suit, 
albeit more cautiously. 

Under President Xi Jinping, China is 
widely expected to respond with tit-for-tat 
tariffs rather than turn the other cheek, 
thus increasing the likelihood of a trade 
war that could significantly impede the 
green-energy transition and potentially 
lead to a broader geopolitical conflict. 

What is often missing from the debate 
about the escalating rivalry between the 
US and China is the perspective of other 
countries, especially larger developing 
economies. After all, these tariffs are not 
just protectionist but also discriminatory. 
If there is any truth to the joke that China 
is the only country in history with a com-
parative advantage in every industry, then 
targeting the world’s most efficient 
exporter and supplier with protectionist 
measures could create lucrative opportu-
nities for its competitors. 

In analysing these developments, it is 
instructive to consider the free-trade agree-
ments of the postwar period. These FTAs 
were a mirror image of today’s discrim-

inatory measures: While they reduced tar-
iffs on imports from partner countries, 
effectively diverting trade away from third-
country suppliers, today’s tariffs are being 
imposed on imports from perceived adver-
saries like China, redirecting economic 
activity toward third-country suppliers 
considered allies. 

The Biden administration’s China trade 
policy, which US National Security Adviser 
Jake Sullivan likened to “a small yard and 
a high fence” in 2023, could further weaken 
Chinese manufacturing. In fact, the higher 
the tariffs, the greater the competitive 
advantage third-country suppliers will 
gain over Chinese firms, particularly in 
large markets like the US and Europe. 

To be sure, these gains will depend 
on the extent of US protectionism. If Mr 
Sullivan’s “small yard” grows larger, 
with US tariffs imposed not only on 
imported goods from China but also on 
goods from third countries that either 
use components produced in China or 
by Chinese firms located in these coun-
tries — the benefits to these third-coun-

try suppliers will be reduced.  
In the first wave of discriminatory pro-

tectionism unleashed by Mr Trump, the 
scope of protectionism was limited to 
direct imports from China. As a result, as 
documented by Aaditya Mattoo and others 
at the World Bank, third countries like 
Vietnam benefited significantly. This time, 
given bipartisan support in Washington 
for anti-China legislation, the scenario of 
a growing yard cannot be ruled out. 

Broadly speaking, the countries 
affected by Western protectionism can be 
divided into two groups: Those integrated 
into the Chinese supply chain, such as 
Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and South Korea, and those less dependent 
on it, like Mexico, India, Turkey, Brazil, 
Poland, and Hungary. The second group 
stands to gain more from US trade policies. 

India offers a prime example. It has 
successfully attracted several Western 
firms exiting China since launching its 
“China Plus One” strategy in 2014. Notably, 
Apple has significantly expanded its 
iPhone manufacturing operations in India, 

and Tesla reportedly may follow suit.  
By increasing the returns on investing 

in India, current US trade policy could 
complement its own industrial policy. If 
India can establish a supply chain that is 
largely independent of China — a trend 
that is slowly underway in the electronics 
sector — it could gain a competitive advan-
tage over China and countries linked to it. 

Solar panels are a case in point. I 
recently visited an American-owned fac-
tory just outside of Chennai that pro-
duces solar panels for export to the US. 
This operation owes its success to 
Trump’s tariffs on imported solar panels 
from China, which the Biden adminis-
tration has maintained. Without these 
measures, Chinese manufacturers’ effi-
ciency and scale — helped by massive 
government subsidies — would have ren-
dered India an unattractive investment 
destination. But India was able to seize 
the opportunity and increase its solar-
panel exports. 

More broadly, the greater the overlap 
between America’s strategic interests and 

third countries’ capabilities and compar-
ative advantages, the more likely that dis-
criminatory protectionism will be long-
lasting and provide certainty to investors 
seeking to diversify away from a ruth-
lessly efficient China.  

But China’s competitors should curb 
their enthusiasm. Discriminatory protec-
tionism is currently confined to relatively 
sophisticated industries and is unlikely 
to extend to labour-intensive sectors like 
apparel and footwear, where poorer 
countries have a stronger comparative 
advantage. More importantly, US and EU 
discriminatory protectionism is benefi-
cial only in moderation. Should today’s 
trade war escalate into a full-scale geo-
political conflict, any potential advan-
tages would be negated by a broader eco-
nomic downturn and increased 
uncertainty, which could have a chilling 
effect on global trade and investment. In 
this scenario, everyone would lose. 

 The writer is former chief economic advisor, 

Government of India. ©Project Syndicate, 2024 

The Sino-American trade war benefits China’s competitors

I
n 2023, the 34-year-old pop 
superstar Taylor Swift 
embarked on an ambitious 

21-month-long world tour, 
spanning 151 shows across five 
continents. Swift’s tour is set to 
conclude in December 2024. It 
has collected over $1 billion — 
breaking the record for the 
highest-grossing tour of all 
time, according to Guinness 
World Records. The tour’s last 
concert was a sold-out show at 
the 55,000-seat National 
Stadium in Singapore (many of 
my Indian friends flew out to 
attend it) on March 9. Swift has 
been taking an extended break 
before her next concerts — all 
in Paris in May. 

But this piece is not about 
her music. It is about Swift 
being named the “biggest 
celebrity CO2 polluter” in the 
world (followed by Floyd 
Mayweather and Jay-Z) after 
the social media account 
Celebrity Jets trailed many 
stars, including Kylie Jenner, 
Steven Spielberg and Drake. 

Taylor Swift’s private jet flights 
apparently produced 77.8342 
tonnes of carbon dioxide 
between December 25 and 
January 30 alone. And that has 
ignited a huge global debate. 
Top carbon-emitting celebri-
ties emit about 3,376 tonnes of 
CO2 each for their flights, com-
pared to an average person’s 
total CO2 footprint of 7 tonnes 
per year. A London-to-Delhi 
private jet flight is 11 times 
more polluting than a regular 
commercial aircraft, 35 times 
more than a train, and a stag-
gering 52 times more than a 
bus. While 90 minutes of flying 
in a typical private jet produces 
3,583.38 kg of CO2 per pas-
senger, a flight on a commer-
cial airliner with 90 minutes of 
flying time produces 78.93 kg 
of CO2 per passenger. That’s 
the difference.  

 Swift owns two different 
private jets: A Dassault Falcon 
7X and 900LX — one of which 
is for her concerts, and the 
other stays as a reserve at her 
base in Nashville. A study from 
Greenly provides data on her 
usage of the Falcon 900LX, her 
preferred private jet for long-
distance travel. During the 
American leg of her tour last-
ing nearly a year, Swift trav-
elled nearly 37,053 miles, gen-
erating 77.5 tonnes of CO2e 
over almost 113 flight hours. 
For her South American leg, 
the celebrated artist is believed 
to have emitted 61.6 tCO2e, 
having travelled 29,431 miles. 
Therefore, the Eras Tour has 

emitted 139 tonnes in CO2e 
emissions for 66,484 miles 
worth of travel for the North 
American and South 
American legs alone. 

Swift has also flown to Asia 
and Australia for her world tour 
and still has the European leg 
to go. Swift also travelled 
20,000 miles during the week-
end of the Super Bowl to watch 
boyfriend Travis Kelce play. 
She made two round trips 
across the Pacific Ocean for the 
Japan and Australian legs of 
the Eras Tour. These staggering 
numbers are likely to continue 
this summer as the tour arrives 
in Europe. Much of the contro-
versy over Swift’s private jet 
usage is due to what people 
deem as unnecessary travel.  

Boxing legend Floyd 
Mayweather had a carbon 
footprint of 7,076.8 tonnes of 
CO2 from his private jet — 
1,011 times that of any ordi-
nary Joe. Television host 
Oprah Winfrey emitted 
3,493.17 tonnes of CO2 from 
the 68 flights she took — 499 
times more than an average 
person’s annual emissions. 
Elon Musk flies private jets 
more than any other business-
man-billionaire — releasing 
over 2,000 tonnes of carbon 
emissions in his wake. Other 
biggies are not far behind.  

There is not much data in 
the public domain on the car-
bon footprint of celebrity pri-
vate jet owners in India. But 
India is starting to inch its way 
upwards on the carbon 

nasties list. Jamnagar’s tiny 
airport, which usually caters 
to about five civilian aircraft 
a day, handled about 600 
flights during the five-day 
pre-wedding celebrations of 
Anant Ambani. India had 
never before witnessed such 
an extravaganza where the 
number of private jets at the 
event far exceeded all expec-
tations and estimates. The 
sheer emissions triggered by 
the visiting celebrity guests 
would have been pretty 
mind-blowing.  

There is a growing list of 
Indian celebrities who now 
own private jets (or so media 
reports would have us believe) 
— Ajay Devgn, Priyanka 
Chopra, Shah Rukh Khan, 
Shilpa Shetty Kundra, 
Amitabh Bachchan, Akshay 
Kumar, Madhuri Dixit Nene, 
Hrithik Roshan, Saif Ali Khan, 
Salman Khan, Anil Kapoor, 
and a host of Southern stars 
— Ram Charan, Akkineni 
Nagarjuna, Allu Arjun. Pawan 
Kalyan and Junior NTR. And, 
of course, Virat Kohli, Sachin 
Tendulkar, M S Dhoni, Hardik 
Pandya and Kapil Dev also 
reportedly own jets. But it is 
songster Diljit Dosanjh (first 
singer to own a private jet) 
who is perhaps best posi-
tioned in India to challenge 
Taylor Swift’s carbon record 
with a Balle Balle world Tour. 
Touché. 

The writer is chairman of 

Rediffusion 

WRITINGS ON  
THE WALL 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

T
here’s hardly any differ-
ence of opinion on this: 
That Maharashtra, with 

48 seats of the 545 in the Lok 
Sabha, is going to hold the bal-
ance in government formation 
after June 4, the day the results 
of the general elections are out. 
Polls in Maharashtra concluded 
on May 20. Reports from the 
ground about the elections past 
are interesting. 

In the 2014 and 2019 parlia-
mentary elections, the Bharatiya 
Janata Party-led (BJP-led) 
National Democratic Alliance 
(NDA) swept Maharashtra, bag-
ging 42 seats in 2014 and 41 in 
2019. Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi held nine public meetings 
in the state in 2019. This year he 
held 17 and many roadshows. He 
had two night halts in the state, 
which is unusual in itself. 

Between 2019 and 2024, 
abandoned by traditional allies, 
the BJP was forced to find new 
friends. It contested as an alli-
ance partner of the undivided 
Shiv Sena, led by Uddhav 
Thackeray, in the general elec-
tions in May 2019. In October 
that year after the Assembly 
elections, Mr Thackeray 
dumped it and shifted to the 
Opposition Congress-
Nationalist Congress  Party 
(NCP) grouping. Sharad Pawar 
was thought to be the architect 
of the breakup. Humiliated, the 
BJP vowed internally that it 
would get even with Mr Pawar. 
It did, when it split both the 
Shiv Sena and the NCP and 
helped install Eknath Shinde as 
chief minister. 

“When Supriya Tai (Supriya 
Sule, Pawar’s daughter and 
member of Parliament from 
Baramati) says our only target 
is Sharad Pawar, she is quite 
right. Sharad Pawar broke our 
alliance — so we broke his,” 
said Sanjay Fanje, secretary to 
the BJP’s Vidarbha region unit, 
with quiet satisfaction. Ajit 
Pawar, Sharad’s nephew and 
the functional head of the NCP, 
also walked out of his uncle’s 
shadow into the BJP. 

The result is an upheaval in 
Maharashtra politics, the 
reverberations of which will 
continue to be felt in the 
Assembly elections, due later 
this year. Many voters see the 
Shinde-Ajit Pawar move as 
betrayal. But others see it as 
the natural end of one era and 
the beginning of another. The 
depth of the “dharma sankat” 
(as one voter described it) was 
such that Baramati, where Ms 
Sule and Ajit Pawar’s wife are 
locked in a faceoff, saw its 
lowest ever voter turnout this 
time. Of the six Assembly seg-
ments in Baramati, two are 
controlled by the Congress. 
Four are loyal to the Ajit Pawar 
faction of the NCP. 

Sharad Pawar, however, is not 
giving up and is telling voters 
how he has been robbed. At 82, 
despite serious health problems, 
he has campaigned in every one 
of the 48 constituencies: Not just 
for the candidates of his own 
party but others too. People 
seem to attend his meetings just 
to see him. 

In regional terms, 
Vidarbha-Marathwada and 
Western Maharashtra are reel-
ing from a water crisis: And 
people want to punish some-
body for their predicament. 
The BJP says it was the 
Congress government that 
delayed hydro projects and 
dams. But for several years, it 
was Ajit Pawar as deputy chief 
minister who had water as one 
of his portfolios. The same  
Ajit Pawar is with the BJP alli-
ance now. 

The politics of agrarian com-
modities is a political factor on 
the ground. The Congress has 
been reminding voters that 
while the government lifted the 
ban on export of white onions 
(grown primarily in Gujarat) the 
ban on export of red onions 
(grown primarily in 
Maharashtra) continued. 

That is not all. Manoj 
Jarange-Patil is a celebrated 
figure in the region. The 
Marathas are the dominant 
caste in Maharashtra, consti-
tuting nearly 35 per cent of the 
state’s population. Mr 
Jarange-Patil has been leading 
a movement for reservations 
for the Marathas. Faced with 
an agrarian and livelihood cri-
sis, government jobs are the 
only employment solution: 
And the current state govern-
ment has been equivocating 
on this promise. 

Of all states, in 
Maharashtra Mr Modi spoke 
most on the issue of changes 
in the Constitution and 
pledged to never dilute reser-
vations for the Scheduled 
Castes, Scheduled Tribes and 
Other Backward Classes, 
charging the Opposition with 
trying to divert a part of this 
quota to the Muslims. Not 
everyone is convinced. 

The Congress is expecting 
the Opposition front to win 
anything between 32 and 39 
seats as a result of strategic alli-
ances (party president 
Mallikarjun Kharge set the fig-
ure at 46, which even the 
Congress concedes is not real-
istic). Union Home Minister 
Amit Shah set the bar high at a 
public rally: “The people of 
Maharashtra gave the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (and its ally Shiv 
Sena) more than 41 out of the 
48 Lok Sabha seats in 2014 and 
2019. I want more than 45 Lok 
Sabha seats this time.” 

After Uttar Pradesh with its 
80 seats, it is Maharashtra that 
counts the highest with 48. And 
winning the western front is 
crucial for all parties.

Writings on the 
Valley  wall
Reading the writings on the wall in poll-bound Kashmir, we find 
change for the better, aspiration, a quiet celebration of peace, but 
don't confuse it for closure 

PLAIN POLITICS 
ADITI PHADNIS

YES, BUT... 
SANDEEP GOYAL

ARVIND SUBRAMANIAN

Diljit Dosanjh: India’s Taylor Swift?Cinematic churn

Maharashtra’s crucial role



servatives want to argue the same. It’s high time
this obfuscation ends. Words are words and acts
of violence are acts. Yes, words can cause dam-
age even when not followed up by action. But is
it not worth noting that damaging words almost
always invoke tangible acts of violence, in the
past, present or future? Either it’s a memory or
a threat that words derive their power from. One
doesn’t need to delve into Derrida’s La Voix et La
Phenomene to grasp that words, by and in them-
selves, are meaningless unless they signify
something that the listener understands. Hence,
expletives in a foreign language do not hit as
hard as those in the mother tongue.

But is all speech innocent? Absolutely not.
Unexamined statements made from pulpits of
political and religious power have been wreak-
ing havoc since the dawn of time. The damage,
however, has been caused by actions that those
words have demanded and entailed. A safe and
successful society ought to restrict these actions.

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

The similarity between Sky, OpenAI’s “voice” itera-
tion of its Artificial Intelligence (AI) powered chat-
bot, ChatGPT, and the natural voice of Hollywood
actress Scarlett Johansson, raises questions of eth-
ics in AI development. Some of these have been
raised by Johansson herself, concerning the ethics
of use of creatives’ work for AI development, deep-
fakes, and the erosion of identity and ownership. 

Even as allegations and counters fly, it is perhaps
instructive to read Rebooting AI: Building Artificial
Intelligence We Can Trust (2019), by New York Uni-
versity professors Gary Marcus and Ernest Davis.
Marcus and Ernest argue for a fundamental shift, if
not a reset, in AI development if trustworthy sys-
tems are to be developed. A reliance on mere deep
learning will lead to a fraught system; a hybrid sys-
tem that incorporates reasoning, causal under-
standing and contextual knowledge building is
needed, they argue — a Lifelong Learning system, in
their words. This way, the very human problems
that creep into development can perhaps be offset.

Rebooting AI: 
Gary Marcus, 
Ernest Davis
Year: 2019

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

BUILDING AI RESPONSIBLY

T
he new government will have its own
foreign policy priorities, within which
Africa must get due attention. Here are
five suggestions for pursuing a “Prior-

ity Africa” agenda.
First, establish an India-African

Union track 1.5 dialogue to engage on
all issues of importance, including on
the points regarding the Global South
in the G20 communique released by 
the Indian presidency of the G20, 
which saw the African Union (AU) 
inducted into the grouping. This 
should be at the macro level, ending 
the pursuit of bilateral talks with Afri-
can countries.

Through this, the capacity of the AU Com-
mission (AUC) to effectively participate in G20
meetings could be augmented. As African pri-
orities are identified through the India-Africa

dialogue, experts should be deputed with 
Indian funding to partner the AUC in the pur-
suit of its own developmental agenda, includ-
ing Agenda 2063.

Second, with the fourth India-Africa Forum
Summit (IAFS IV) delayed, it is time
now to reformulate the tenets of this
partnership in view of the post-pan-
demic situation and the impact of the
Ukraine and West Asian crisis.

The AUC is up for electing a new
chairman and commissioners in Feb-
ruary 2025 for a four-year term and
would thus be hamstrung by cam-
paigning and election processes. Since
IAFS IV is already delayed, it is better

to engage with the AUC after February 2025. 
The IAFS IV should revert to the Banjul format
of 15 countries plus the AUC. This makes it 
manageable and practical. India’s successful 

Africa policy does not need a massive show of
strength or geographical spread. Since it is 
Africa’s turn to host the IAFS IV, it is best to 
hold it in Addis Ababa, the seat of the AUC 
rather than seek a partner country that shares
the burden of hosting the summit.

Third, the functioning regional economic
communities (RECs) need to be consulted 
through a meeting — this was done before ear-
lier summits — to map African priorities 
against Indian capabilities. A joint REC-AUC 
tour of India’s development successes must be
conducted.

Fourth, India should adopt a private sector
investment-led approach towards Africa, tar-
geting strategically important countries and 
those to which Indian businesses wish to go.

India should support its entrepreneurs and
banks by providing them low-cost credit, 
through a revolving fund. This can be lent 
locally to reduce the costs of expensive bor-
rowing. India can help with feasibility studies
and detailed project reports to create bankable
projects that seek funding from a variety of 
sources rather than just India.

India’s support for grant projects should be
meshed with its strategic and business inter-
ests. The lines of credit (LOCs) played a useful

role earlier, but with many countries seeking 
debt relief and restructuring now, this has to 
be reconsidered. Last year, most of the LOCs 
approved by EXIM bank were rollovers of 
unpaid interest rather than new projects.

Fifth, rupee-based LOCs must replace dol-
lar-based ones to reduce forex risk. It is impor-
tant to strengthen Indian banks in Africa; 
allowing them to implement LOCs will 
strengthen their position in the African mar-
kets.

The Union government has done a lot to
bring Africa into focus. It is time for more 
autonomous participation by Indian busi-
nesses, academic institutions and hospitals. 
The first Indian Institute of Technology in 
Africa (in Zanzibar) shows that there is a 
demand for high-quality Indian education, and
some African countries are ready to pay for 
this, with Indian management. This won’t cost
the Union government much but will go a long
way towards bringing cost-effective engage-
ment with Africa.

Gurjit Singh is former Indian ambassador to

Germany, Indonesia, Ethiopia, ASEAN and the

African Union and honorary professor, IIT Indore.

The views expressed are personal

Engaging with Africa 
calls for new thinking

Gurjit 
Singh

‘Knife’ presents Rushdie as barebones REUTERS

penalise expressions for all the others.
Some of the staunchest believers in the free-

dom of speech and expression sometimes advo-
cate for setting limits. For the greater good. Even
peace and harmony, the mirage. But let this be
said, this qualified freedom is no freedom. The

right to offend, the right to punch up
and down through words, the right to
be vulgar and hateful, are as important
as “speaking truth to power”.

It is time to resurrect 19th-century
British political philosopher John Stu-
art Mill’s near absolutism and 20th
century American educationist and
free-speech advocate Alexander Mikle-
john’s principles of absolutism. Free
speech does not promote democracy, it

is democracy. Meiklejohnian absolutism puts
the burden of proof on the challenger, not the
speaker, that any speech is harmful or causes
imminent danger to life or property. And this is
what irks most liberals. Because hate speech has
led to countless acts of violence, even the believ-
ers in free speech squirm at absolutism. But this
is where Rushdie emerges as the first among
equals. Freedom of speech has no twilight zone,
no in-between space. It’s either there or not. And
a half-blind Rushdie, a victim of Imam You-
tubie’s words and the actions of A (assassin), still
upholds the freedom principle, like his compa-
triot Kenan Malik, the British philosopher.

Words are violence — both liberals and con-

Because it cannot do so, the doubling down on
speech happens. Restrict speech, banish poets,
incarcerate the satirist, damn the obscene, kill
the blasphemer, but say nothing about acts. In
fact, words are often employed to justify acts of
violence. Both liberals and conservatives are
guilty of condoning, or at least staying silent
about, acts of violence that are committed in the
name of disrespect to ideology — political, social,
or religious.

If an ideologue can go on with deception, the
fault lies in the calling-out and accountability
mechanisms. To strengthen those, we need
more freedom and not less. If we demand
restrictions of any kind to “protect” any group,
we are weakening the said mechanisms. Freed-
oms do not suit any institution or belief system,
however liberal. All belief systems — even the
most liberal or welfarist ones — are, at best, a
few steps away from becoming a dogma. There
cannot be any caveats or contexts to freedom of
speech. If there’s incitement to violence, the lat-
ter must be checked, punished, and made an
example of. Through expression, people and ide-
ologies expose themselves. Speech, however
objectionable, therefore, is useful. When we
restrict it, we plunge into speculations. Nothing
good comes out of speculating, personally, polit-
ically, or phenomenologically.

Coming back to Rushdie, his championing of
free speech encompasses his public and per-
sonal selves. He is as articulate about his politics
as he’s uninhibited about his love for Eliza, his
fifth and current wife. We express therefore we
are. We are lovers when we express love, and
liars when our words are lies. Let the actions
that follow them decide the rest. 

Nishtha Gautam is an author, academic and

journalist. The views expressed are personal

tal expenditure — or building assets that give
future revenue. This will be like you buying a
flat in the anticipation of future rental income
or investing in business that yields income and
profit. The government has pushed the envel-
ope on capital spends in the last few budgets
and the benefits are beginning to be seen in
the growth numbers. We could see some small
boost to the capital spending over what was
budgeted in the 2024 interim budget.

The last, and most favoured, option is to
reduce the fiscal deficit (the excess of spend-
ing over income of the government) that has
been projected to fall from 5.8% to 5.1% of the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in FY25 over
the previous year. Think about it from the
point of view of your own finances — a large
loan makes your personal finances precarious
and a sudden job loss or emergency can derail
your life. While the government can always
print more money and sell assets to bridge the
gap, a lower deficit number has a number of
positive reactions in the economy.

One, it reduces the amount that the govern-
ment has to borrow putting pressure on inter-
est rates to fall. Lower interest rates boost bor-
rowing by both individuals and firms to fund
investment. Which, in turn, is positive for
growth.

Two, lower government borrowing also
leaves more aggregate savings to be available
for the private sector for investments. The pri-
vate investment cycle is yet to take off in India
and a lower interest rate regime plus availabil-
ity of savings are important factors in this
journey.

Three, it gives a good signal to the foreign
rating agencies on fiscal prudence. India’s
global investment ratings are important as
they affect the flow of money from foreign
investors into the country. Foreign money is
important as it bridges the savings gap.

Four, a lower deficit is also a dampener on
inflation as the government borrows less and
does not need to print money to bridge the def-
icit.

Of course, the spend will need to consider
that this is a one-time boost and not build in
recurrent expenses on the back of this infu-
sion. The full Budget announcement in July
will show us the path that the newly elected
government will take. We can only hope that
the road of fiscal prudence is followed rather
than a short spin in a fast car.

Monika Halan is the author of the

 best-selling book Let’s Talk Money.

The views expressed are personal

The first impulse when faced with a sudden inflow of money is to spend. And had this infusion 
come a year earlier, the temptation for a freebie splurge might have been high SHUTTERSTOCK

T
o thine own self be true. And that’s the
essence and ironically, messianic mes-
sage of Salman Rushdie’s oeuvre and life.
Knife, his latest is a sharp work of litera-

ture that cuts the flab of Joseph Anton and
presents Rushdie as barebones.

But that’s not why this slim book is
one of the most important pieces of
writing of our times. Rushdie’s easiest
work is probably the most difficult one
for any reader with a conscience. As he
lay recovering, half-blinded and handi-
capped, from an assassination attempt,
the world around Rushdie busied itself
with examining and re-examining the
limits to free speech. What is hate
speech? What is defamatory speech?
Who ascertains what is worthy of “punish-
ment”? Governments? Assassins? Radicalised
mobs? Civil society?

With India in the throes of the general elec-
tions, these questions are more relevant than
ever. Each time people exercise their right to
vote, in India or elsewhere, they rally behind an
idea. An idea that gets articulated in both speech
and action. Like religion, politics is also a matter
of faith. And as many of us end up realising, it
can be equally one-sided. Devotion stays unre-
quited. Like love. Religion, politics, devotion,
and love — they all require expression for suste-
nance. Yet, the respective expression to each of
these categories attempts to preclude or, worse,

S
uppose you got a sudden inflow of
money. A bonus at work, a tax
refund or an inheritance that gives
you a one-time boost. As an individ-
ual, you have three deci-
sions in front of you —

spend it, pay off your debts, or invest
it. Smart people would use a mix of
the three options, prioritising the
paying off of debt. Governments, too,
have the same choices when faced
with a sudden money boost. The
extra trillion of surplus that the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has
transferred to the government will
allow the government, formed after the elec-
tions, to decide what path it wants to tread. A
fiscal-prudence-plus-investment road is good
for the long-term health of the country, a
populist spending splurge or redistribution
urge will be as harmful as a rich dad buying a
Porsche and allowing an underage kid to drink
and drive.

RBI recently created headlines as it
announced a transfer of ₹2.11 trillion to the
government, almost double the amount esti-
mated in the 2024 interim budget. How did
RBI get this extra money? While RBI has not
given a reason in its May 22 press release, in
which it announced the decision taken at the
608th board meeting to transfer the higher-
than-anticipated amount, we can make some
guesses. The biggest reason could be the rise
in interest rates on United States (US) treasur-
ies. RBI holds a mix of US government bonds
and dollars as a “reserve” or safety money. The
World Economic Forum lists seven reasons
why countries keep foreign (mainly US) cur-
rency and bonds as reserve, including having

liquidity for international transactions, as a
hedge against any domestic economic crisis,
and to reassure foreign investors. This reserve
is mainly held both as dollars and as US gov-
ernment or US treasury bonds.

As on March 31, RBI held ₹4.74 trillion of
foreign currency assets. RBI’s earnings from
its US treasury holdings must be up on the
back of rising interest rates in the US. These
rates have gone up from a low of 0.52% on
August 4, 2020, on the 10-year US treasury, to
4.20% on March 22, 2024, resulting in a big
hike in interest income for bondholders. There
has been some speculation that the govern-
ment “arm-twisted” RBI into this higher trans-

fer or forced it to take too much risk.
A retired senior official of RBI
rejected the idea outright and agreed
with the higher-interest income line
of thought.

Whatever the reason, the extra tril-
lion of cash gives the government that
comes to power in June options to
spend, invest or pay off its debts —
choices similar to what we face as
individuals. The first impulse when

faced with a sudden inflow of money is to
spend. And had this infusion come a year ear-
lier, the temptation for a freebie splurge in a
pre-election year might have been high. But
whichever government comes into power in
June, it need not splurge this windfall for
political benefit as elections will be half a dec-
ade away.

The second option will be spending on capi-

How the Centre 
should spend the 
bonanza from RBI
The new government would be 
wise to prioritise reducing fiscal 
deficit with the surplus dividend 
from the central bank. 
Spending, if any, from this 
amount should be on capex

Nishtha 
Gautam

‘Knife’ cuts through the 
debate on free speech

{ OUR TAKE }  

E
lections in the national capital territory (NCT) of
Delhi are a prestigious battle even though it sends
only seven MPs to the Lok Sabha. This is 
understandable since, as a seat of power, it 

attracts national attention. The electorate here is a slice 
of India, with many having migrated to the city in search 
of employment or education, and the outcomes tend to 
reflect the national trend: The winning party at the 
Centre is known to bag maximum seats in NCT. 

What has distinguished the contest in Delhi this time
is the theatre injected into the campaign ahead of 
nominations and thereafter. The preparations in Delhi 
for the polls started in the backdrop of the arrest of chief 
minister Arvind Kejriwal in the 2020-21 excise policy 
case. In response, the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) set the 
tone with its “jail ka jawab vote se (respond to jail with 
your vote)” campaign. The Opposition INDIA bloc 
rallied for Kejriwal at the Ram Lila Maidan in April, 
which also saw his wife, Sunita, making a political pitch. 
Later, the Supreme Court’s decision to allow bail to 
Kejriwal to campaign spiced up the electoral arena. 

A complaint by AAP MP Swati Maliwal that she was
assaulted by the CM’s aide at Kejriwal’s residence, 
complicated the campaign in its final hours, but, by and 
large, the narrative has revolved around the BJP’s 
chorus for Brand Modi and the Opposition’s pitch that 
shifted between hyper-local issues and allegations that 
democracy and federalism were in danger. Top leaders 
added heft to the campaign that battled both heat and 
voter disinterest. The demographic transitions and 
polarisation in the electorate also influenced the choice 
of candidates. The growing Purvanchali vote, for 
instance, has over the years prompted parties to field 
candidates whose origins are in that region.

Politically, the battle in Delhi is interesting for 
multiple reasons. The contest has turned bipolar for 
the first time since the 2009 general elections. The AAP 
and Congress, bitter rivals in the past, have a common 
goal of defeating the BJP. Delhi was swept by the BJP in 
the last two general elections. Now, can a bipolar 
contest tilt the scales? 

The 2019 vote percentages offer a sobering picture for
the INDIA bloc: The BJP, which comfortably crossed 
the halfway mark in terms of vote share, had a 
mammoth 16 percentage point lead over the combined 
vote shares of the AAP and Congress. Should that 
comfort the BJP, which changed six of its seven sitting 
MPs over fear of anti-incumbency?

The Delhi electorate is known to back horses for 
courses as the results of the past few Parliament, 
assembly and local body polls show — the BJP/Modi at 
the Centre and the AAP for state and local government. 
The preferences are so clear cut that the electorate 
which gave a thumping majority to the AAP in the 2015 
assembly polls (67 out of 70 seats) elected only BJP MPs 
and gave the party 56.6% of the total votes polled in 
2019. A year later, the AAP near-swept the assembly 
elections with 62 seats. With no wave in sight, the 
question now is if it will be a 7-0 scoreline for the 
winner, or a split verdict, as was common in the 1990s.

The voter’s primary duty, however, is to make sure 
that she casts her vote. Turnout in Delhi has seen 
swings — 51.86% in 2009 to 65.10% in 2014 to 60% in 
2019. Voter apathy undermines democracy. Delhi’s 
voters, hopefully, will not let that happen but brave the 
heat and queue up to shape the destiny of the nation. 
Nothing less is expected of India’s Capital. 

In Delhi battle, 
national echoes
The campaign in the national Capital has been 
high on drama, and reflected the themes that 
have resonated across India in this election

E STA B L I S H E D  I N  1 9 24

A FISCAL-PRUDENCE-PLUS-
INVESTMENT ROAD IS 
GOOD FOR THE LONG-TERM 
HEALTH OF THE COUNTRY, 
A POPULIST SPENDING 
SPLURGE  WILL BE AS 
HARMFUL AS A RICH DAD 
BUYING A PORSCHE AND 
ALLOWING AN UNDERAGE 
KID TO DRINK AND DRIVE

Monika 
Halan
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NE of  the few happy takeaways 
of  Partition was murgh takatak, 
a South Asian cousin of  pulled 
pork made from chicken. The 
onomatopoeia echoed the sound 
of  metal on metal as tikkas cook-
ing in a pan were shredded with 

spatulas. Street chefs, mostly Punjabi refu-
gees, innovated a dish with audio effects 
announcing their wares, and the sound still 
lives on in the name of  a packaged snack. 

In the audio track of  the 2024 election, 
Rahul Gandhi’s ‘khatakhat’ has ensured 
the idea of  a universal basic income will not 
go away, no matter who forms the next gov-
ernment. The Mahalakshmi scheme in the 
Congress manifesto is universal basic in-
come for families, vested in a woman mem-
ber who is expected to grow into the head 
of  the family. Empowerment may or may 
not follow. Women are often proxies for men 
in panchayat elections, defeating the pur-
pose of  quotas. At the same time, in aggres-
sively conservative Haryana, women whose 
men were killed in the Kargil conflict head-
ed households, with social sanction. 

What income guarantees may do for poli-
tics is more certain. Economic agency is 
the most visible marker of  identity, which 
sadly means that the unemployed are invis-
ible. The lack of  quality jobs usually cre-
ates social unrest rapidly but it isn’t hap-
pening now,  despite  a  lengthy 
unemployment crisis, especially among 
well-educated and skilled workers. Perhaps 
the lack of  an economic identity has been 
offset by religious affiliation, which the 
BJP’s identity politics has foregrounded. 

But income guarantees like Mahalak-
shmi can devalue religious identity, which 
is why the PM reacted viscerally to Rahul 
Gandhi’s ‘khatakhat’, which expresses the 
speed and regularity with which the Con-
gress promises to deliver guaranteed in-
comes. It was a juvenile jibe, unfit for a PM 
to utter, and it exposes his frustration. Hav-
ing failed for years to create jobs, which 
was an election promise—the deficit is in-
creasing by about 5 million every year, 
former Reserve Bank governor D Subbarao 
has estimated—the BJP is frustrated. It has 
no excuse to oppose income guarantees. 

Towards the end of  the campaign, the 
BJP leadership fell back on its DNA: Mus-
lim-bashing and fear-mongering about as-
set redistribution. That’s a U-turn from 
what the PM usually asks to be judged—
vikas and vishwaguru weightiness. 

It took the Election Commission a month 
to tell Modi that the vilification of  Muslims 

wasn’t OK, after the PM went on a long 
campaign, describing them as prolifically 
fertile “infiltrators”.  After years of  vitu-
peration, such terms and the values they 
express have become normalised.

This is what makes the 2024 election 
deathly boring—no matter who wins, the 
air quality may not change for a long time. 

If  people remain divided and the discourse 
is coarse, and if  institutions fail to protect 
their independence, the outcome would be 
a mere statistic. GDP growth would remain 
another statistic reflecting the monopolis-
tic rise of  a tiny minority, while fortunes of  
the overwhelming majority slide. 

The PM’s accusation that the Congress 
has sought to divert the benefits of  reserva-
tion from scheduled castes and tribes to 
Muslims is inventive. It channels old anxi-
eties about redistribution of  assets and op-
portunities and gives it a communal, hori-
zontal spin. Recall the resistance V P Singh 
faced during the Mandal agitation. Con-
sider the communist Tebhaga movement 
in West Bengal, an intervention favouring 
sharecroppers that both raised hackles and 

generated propaganda. In retrospect, its 
impact on ground seems to have been less 
impressive than the debate it generated. In 
recent years, MGNREGA, a work guaran-
tee scheme functionally like an income 
guarantee, faced unrelenting criticism be-
cause it altered the balance of  power be-
tween rural labour and capital. Power 
shifts and redistributions create unease.

Progressive measures always earned the 
resistance of  the status quo. In pre-modern 
India, it was seen in the vilification of  so-
cial reformers like Ram Mohan Roy. In con-
temporary politics, it is reflected in support 
for the BJP from historically advantaged 
groups, which are actually not choosing 
the party but rejecting progressive oppo-
nents that have redistributed assets to even 
out differences in an unequal nation. 

When Modi says the Congress will redis-
tribute benefits of  reservation, he is re-
awakening old anxieties in new constituen-
cies, in a post-Mandal era. The Congress 
will find it difficult to allay these fears as 
reservation is perceived to be a zero-sum 
game, due to a cap on the volume of  posi-
tions sequestered. If  one community gains, 
another must lose. The manifesto promises 
to raise the cap, which is equally hard to 
defend to voters with common sense. In the 
V P Singh era, reservation was to be a tem-
porary intervention to level the job market 
playing field, not an open-ended process of  
largesse running ‘khatakhat’ across sec-
tors, financed by the public exchequer.

The idea of  universal basic income 
solves the perception problem. It is framed 
purely in terms of  rights, while employ-
ment guarantee schemes, whether through 
MGNREGA or reservations, are transac-
tional and have duties implied: the benefi-
ciary must get the job done. The value of  
the job done is often a matter of  perception. 
But about a basic income whose custodians 
are women, there can be no debate. It’s to-
tally takatak, a product which just sounds 
right, and will not have to justify itself.

(Views are personal)
(On X @pratik_k)
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John von 
Neumann

If people don’t believe that mathematics 
is simple, it’s only because they don’t 
realise how complicated life is

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

— Ramnath Goenka

UVVURI Subbarao, topper of  
the 1972 IAS batch, has written 
his memoir, Just a Mercenary? 
When I presented my memoir 
to Kerala Governor Arif  Mo-
hammed Khan, he said, “For 
reconstructing the history of  a 

country during a particular period, mem-
oirs are of  exceptional value because they 
record the views of  the actual people who 
played roles in the drama as it evolved.” 
Indian history owes much to travellers 
who journeyed across the country and re-
corded in painstaking detail its social life 
in different parts and their reflections on 
the rulers and courts they came across. 
We also owe much to the memoirs of  rul-
ers such as Babar and Jahangir.

I have not read Subbarao’s book, but I 
read interviews about it. As attention can 
be captured more through denigration of  
people in power, particularly civil serv-
ants, these interviews are also confined to 
running down the IAS. Subbarao was an 
outstanding officer whose merit was re-
warded by successive governments. Rare-
ly do officers become Union finance sec-
retary and then be chosen as RBI governor. 
In my memoir, I recalled with gratitude 
the sterling role he played for India during 
the Great Recession of  2008-9. I wrote, 
“For India, the answer lay in the Govern-
ment of  India and the Reserve Bank, then 
led by D Subbarao, acting in sync.”

Subbarao also acknowledges the country 
has been fair to him and recognised his 
worth. In the concluding portion, he writes, 
“We are all prone to complaining about our 
country—how it is unfair, unjust and une-
qual. I complain too. But when I look back 
on my life and career without any bias, I 
realise that this country has given me so 
much...warts and all, there are still oppor-
tunities for merit in our country.”

I was, therefore, more than a little  
surprised at some answers he gave to a pe-
riodical. He reportedly said, “About 25 per-
cent of  IAS officers are either corrupt or 
incompetent. The middle 50 percent started 
well, but have become complacent while 
only the top 25 percent are truly deliver-
ing.” His reform suggestion? “I suggest a 
two-level entry system: initial entry for 
those aged 25-35, and a second tier for indi-
viduals aged 37-45. This isn’t about lateral 
entry, but bringing in professionals from 
diverse fields like journalism, engineering, 
medicine, NGOs, entrepreneurship and 
farming. Those who enter young should be 
evaluated after 15 years, with one-third be-
ing replaced by fresh entrants.”

Regarding the first part of  the quote, I 
have read elsewhere that  this formula of  
25:50:25 was not Subbarao’s creation but 

what a former chief  minister told him. The 
fact is that comparing the ICS and early 
IAS officers with subsequent ones is like 
comparing apples with oranges. The early 
officers were working under a colonial po-
litical system where the sole objectives 
were accumulating revenue for the parent 
country and maintaining peace in the land. 
This regime continued for some years in 
independent India, too, until the compul-
sions of  the new democratic political sys-
tem built a new power equation with elect-
ed legislators being perceived as a bridge 
between the people and the government.

Over the years, the civil service had to 
reinvent itself  to take on board the realities 
of  the new situation. This political reality 
became even more accentuated with the 
slow but inevitable evolution of  the Pan-

chayati Raj system. It is highly creditable 
that the civil services, particularly the IAS, 
adjusted well to the new political regime 
and still achieved significant results using 
leaders of  the same political structure.

I also have concerns about the new re-
forms suggested by Subbarao. These are 
premised on the assumption that adminis-
tration and the quality of  administrators 
have declined because there is something 
wrong with the individuals who constitute 
these services. These new entrants come 
from the same stock as the ones before or 
those who go into other sectors of  the econ-
omy. There are MBAs, doctors, engineers, 
IIT graduates, people who have worked in 
the corporate sector, all coming into the 
IAS and other civil services after battling 
through a difficult examination, which is 

far more competitive than in the years in 
which Subbarao and I entered the IAS. 
There is immense potential for harnessing 
their skills and building a powerful admin-
istrative system, making India a developed 
country long before 2047.

The fact is there is nothing wrong with 
the officers constituting the system but 
with the system itself. While the political 
system has changed, the administrative 
system is the same. S K Das, in his excellent 
book, Building a World Class Civil Service 
for Twenty-First Century India, writes, 
“David Potter, professor of  political science 
at Open University, UK, wrote an interest-
ing book called India’s Political Adminis-
trator: From ICS to IAS in 1998. Potter came 
to the conclusion that the central features 
of  the ICS tradition of  administration con-
tinued in independent India. According to 
him, ‘The content of  the ICS tradition was 
not only the concern of  the IAS men and 
women within it, for it has influenced the 
behaviour of  the other administrators and 
affected the general character of  the Indian 
state structure as a whole.’ Potter found 
that, ‘Although much had changed by the 
early 1980s, this basic framework of  admin-
istration was still in place.’ “

The system needs to undergo a sea 
change, shifting from the present process-
oriented framework to an outcome-orient-
ed system, with outcomes being defined as 
actual benefits to the people in areas where 
they want improvement. Public adminis-
tration is entirely different from corporate 
governance; its goals are diverse, strad-
dling multiple sectors, and they  change 
from time to time as governments change. 
State governments’ priorities may differ 
from the Centre’s. Civil servants in India 
have learnt to adapt themselves to change. 
Changing these experienced officers is no 
solution to the problem of  governance.

The words “steel frame” are no longer 
relevant. The present-day officer cannot 
achieve results if  he is inflexible. Many 
countries, including our erstwhile politi-
cal masters, the UK, have swept away old 
process-oriented systems and created 
new outcome-based systems. We have 
also tried—with performance budgeting, 
outcome budgeting and results frame-
work documents at different times. We 
failed to make headway on account  
of  lack of  consistency and insufficient 
political ownership.

I hope that whichever formation comes 
to power this June prioritises overhaul-
ing the administrative system, making it 
an outcome-oriented one, with the PM 
and the Cabinet themselves steering it.

(Views are personal)
(kmchandrasekhar@gmail.com)
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UNIVERSAL BASIC INCOME: 
IDEA WHOSE TIME HAS COME

OTHER WAYS 
TO REMAKE 

THE STEEL FRAME

K M CHANDRASEKHAR Former Cabinet Secretary and author of  
As Good as My Word: A Memoir

Whoever wins the election, the idea 
of a universal basic income will not 
go away. The Mahalakshmi scheme 
is universal basic income for families 
vested in a woman member. On the 
other hand, employment guarantees—
through MGNREGA or reservations—are 
transactional and have duties implied

D Subbarao has suggested a formula to recast the IAS  
cadre. It would be better to change the system to an  

outcome-oriented one focused on benefits to the people

SOURAV ROY

PRATIK KANJILAL For years, the author has been speaking 
easy to a surprisingly tolerant public

Freedom supporter
Ref: Ashutosh Mukhopadyay: A centennial 
tribute (May 24). One of the popular episodes 
that confirmed Ashutosh Mukhopadyay’s 
belief about the spirit of freedom in college 
relates to his refusal, as vice-chancellor 
of Calcutta University, to rusticate Subhas 
Chandra Bose, who in 1916 had assaulted a 
professor of Presidency College who had made 
racist comments.
N Rama Rao, Chennai

Indelible imprint
While expressing heartfelt accolades to the 
author for the article, I  wish to add that 
the great Madhusudan Das was Asutosh 
Mukhopadhay’s childhood mentor. It’s always 
reiterated with pride that Madhu babu left an 
indelible imprint in Mukhopadhay’s life.   
Biraja Prasad Satpathy, Bhubaneswar

Iran gateway
Ref: Chabahar & the US-Iran conundrum (May 
24). The Chabahar port agreement with Iran 
is an outstanding geopolitical endeavour by 
India that will  create a gateway to Eurasia 
and Central Asia, limiting China’s expanding 
regional dominance. Another positive 
feature is that we were able to manage the 
US reservations on this issue well through 
diplomatic means.  
K Venkatasubramanian, Coimbatore

Full picture 
Ref: EC needs to address concerns on integrity of 
election data (May 24). The Election Commission 
should try to win people’s trust and provide the 
correct data as required. It has still  not released 
the total number of registered voters and 
number of polled votes from each constituency. 
The percentage doesn’t give the full  picture.
Aditya Kamble, Kalaburagi 
         
Impactful advice
Ref: How to make the most of post-exam 
holidays (May 23). The article comes as some 
much-sought-after inspiration to students after 
finishing stressful exams. It certainly guides 
young minds on how to make the best out of 
their break. The advice to contribute crucially 
to societal development is a masterstroke. 
This shall be very impactful and can hold a 
phenomenal edge to transform national growth. 
Aravind Gundhalli, Raichur

Inspiring protester
The woman in Hyderabad who sat in a pothole 
for an hour to protest the poor state of roads is 
awe-inspiring. This is a good reminder of how 
bad Hyderabad’s roads are. The lady should 
be appreciated for taking this issue up and 
the government should start repairing the 
thousands of potholes in the city.
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad
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BANKS SHOULD IMPROVE  
CORPORATE LOANS, KEEP 
DEPOSIT BASE HEALTHY

F
OR the first time ever, the cumulative net profits of   
Indian banks surpassed `3 lakh crore in 2023-24, up 
from `2.3 lakh crore in 2022-23. The rise was driven by 
healthy loan growth and increase in banks’ other in-
come, though the net interest margins for some were 

weighed down by the rising cost of  funds. While the 26 pri-
vate lenders’ net profits shot up 42 percent to `1.78 lakh 
crore, the 12 public sector banks (PSBs) reported net profits 
of  `1.41 lakh crore in 2023-24, a 34 percent increase. Some 
PSBs, including Bank of  India, Bank of  Maharashtra and 
Indian Bank, saw their profits jump over 50 percent in  
2023-24. Above all, behemoth SBI turned in the biggest quar-
terly net profit by any Indian bank at `20,968 crore during 
the March quarter, a stellar 125 percent increase.

The latest numbers validate that PSBs have indeed turned 
the corner. From record losses of  `85,390 crore in 2017-18 to 
record profits in 2023-24, state-run banks have come a  
long way. The gross non-performing assets (NPAs) or bad 
loans, which peaked to 14.6 percent of  total loans in  
2017-18 and threatened the existence of  some weak banks, 
are likely to print lower at 3 percent or below in 2023-24. 
Importantly, PSBs, which accounted for about 80 percent  
of  the total industry’s NPAs, have significantly improved 
their asset quality. That said, NPAs are likely to rise  
this fiscal and while a marginal increase in bad loans is  
unavoidable, banks should remain vigilant.

Unarguably, the reforms undertaken in the last five years 
helped improve credit discipline, brought back responsible 
lending and improved governance. If  the government pro-
vided much-needed support by infusing `3.1 lakh crore to 
recapitalise PSBs between 2016-17 and 2020-21, the mega 
mergers not only led to consolidation but also allowed weak-
er banks to merge with stronger lenders who raised capital 
on their own. However, much of  the credit growth during 
2023-24 was driven by retail loans, while corporate loans saw 
a tepid rise. This needs to improve as the latter provides 
impetus to growth. Another key challenge for banks will be 
maintaining a healthy deposit base given that household 
savings are falling in favour of  physical assets. This could 
affect banks’ net interest margins in 2024-25, as they would 
need to pay higher interest to attract deposits.

RECORD EC HAULS MUST 
BE TRACED TO PARTIES

T
O say that the 2024 elections would go down as the  
biggest poll event in terms of  political significance 
would be an understatement. The enormity aside, the 
intensity with which the election is being fought is 
equally staggering. The higher the stakes, the stronger 

is the attempt to influence outcomes through inducements. 
In Odisha, where the Lok Sabha and assembly elections  
are being held simultaneously, the Election Commission’s 
enforcement drive has led to seizures to the tune of   
`254 crore. Till the last reports were compiled, the poll body’s 
squads had hauled up `17.18 crore in cash, drugs worth  
`74.4 crore, at least ̀ 35.8 crore worth of  alcohol, besides free-
bies estimated at `113 crore. Precious metals such as gold 
valued at `14.35 crore, too, have been seized since March.

To give a perspective, seizures at the 2019 elections— 
both LS and assembly—were worth `8.18 crore. The stagger-
ing 31-fold jump in the value points, in part, to the alacrity 
with which the election panel has deployed its resources to 
take on the circulation of  inducements. This time, all-India 
seizures are also set to shatter records. By now, the enforce-
ment drives have netted more than `8,889 crore, comparable 
to `3,475.6 crore five years back. One of  the major concerns, 
however, is the rampant use of  narcotics during elections, as 
it accounts for about 44 percent of  the total haul, valued at 
`3,958 crore. In Odisha, the drugs share stands at 29 percent.

Free and fair elections are the cornerstone of  a strong 
democracy. To ensure the sanctity of  the most important 
democratic process, the practice of  inducements for votes 
must be eradicated. The EC’s harder crackdown against ele-
ments using money, drugs and alcohol to influence voters is 
a most welcome step that deserves applause. However, the 
fact remains that in many cases the big hauls are barely 
traced back to the political party or candidate behind such 
inducements. Unless that is ensured, and the party or can-
didate is held strictly accountable for violating the very ba-
sis of  free and fair elections, the raids and seizures will re-
main just a facile poll-time stunt without bringing any 
perceivable change in the system.

Q U I C K  TA K E

WHAT UN CAN LEARN FROM FIFA

THIS week, Ireland, Norway and Spain said they will join 
143 other countries in recognising a Palestinian state. It 
signifies the changing the mood in many western capi-

tals. But the UN has still not accorded it full membership—
Palestine has been a ‘non-member observer state’ since 
2012—because the Security Council plays gatekeeper. Much 
ink has been spilt on the reforms the UN needs. One way may 
be for the UN to learn from FIFA. Football’s governing body 
plays the role of  the sport’s church—it rushes to welcome 
new members and gave Palestine full membership way back 
in 1998. The UN can be a more forceful proponent of  human 
rights by opening its arms in a similar spirit.
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