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“T
he Union has to activate itself,” Justice
Hima Kohli, who is heading the Su-
preme Court Bench hearing the case

against Patanjali Ayurved and its leaders Acharya
Balkrishna and Baba Ramdev, observed on April
23 in the context of the government not having ta-
ken any action against the company for publish-
ing advertisements touting untested, pseudos-
cienti�c cures for COVID-19, diabetes, and other
conditions. The Bench also took cognisance of a
report that the baby formula Nestlé sells in India
contains more sugar than its corresponding pro-
duct in Europe, and expanded the Patanjali Ay-
urved matter’s remit to include all fast-moving
consumer goods (FMCG) companies publishing
misleading advertisements. India has been re-
cording a surge in non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) thanks to the easy availability of ultra-pro-
cessed foods, together with sedentary lifestyles.
Manufacturers have also been known to include
some vitamins, say, in order to escape scrutiny,
but their product is still ‘junk’. In the last month,
the apex court has sought public apologies from
Patanjali Ayurved et al. for advertising misleading
claims even after the Court directed them to stop;
the Bench chided the defendants for publishing a
diminutive advertisement. There is some uncer-
tainty now over whether the Court will accept
the latest apology, but herein lies the rub.

The expectation that the Court will “activate”
itself because the existing apparatus to regulate,
report, and sanction misleading advertisements
is complaints-led as well as dysfunctional is
dangerous. The Court asked the Ministry of AY-
USH why it did not act on the allegedly bad adver-
tisements the Advertising Standards Council of
India had �agged; the Council itself has no instru-
ments by which it can force compliance. The
Food Safety and Standards Authority of India has
speci�ed the permissible thresholds of ingre-
dients in various food products yet is infamously
reluctant to pull up errant manufacturers; it also
remains understa�ed, underequipped, and un-
derfunded. The task of regularly calling out un-
scienti�c claims has thus fallen to variously in-
formed members of civil society, from
ill-quali�ed ‘in�uencers’ to licensed medical
practitioners, yet they do not enjoy protection
from retributive, expensive, and tedious legal ac-
tion. As such, FMCG marketing should be subject
to prompt enforcement and timely action. Its ab-
sence is responsible for the proliferation of unfal-
si�able claims regarding nourishment as well as
the growing disunion between India’s concern
about NCDs and the foods available to the people.
But the courts should only review legislation, not
lead it. Quick, exemplary action against violators
in the cases before it, and not overenthusiastic
encroachment of legislative and executive power,
is what is expected of the judiciary.

Courting action  
Courts should deal �rmly with violators

of existing food safety regulations  

T
here are several important messages
from the win by Maldives President Mo-
hammad Muizzu’s party, the PNC, in this

week’s parliamentary elections. The PNC’s “sup-
er-majority” — over 70 of 93 Members of Parlia-
ment or People’s Majlis, including allies and inde-
pendents — also eases Mr. Muizzu’s path to
passing laws and even making constitutional
amendments. The opposition in the Majlis, led by
the former ruling Maldivian Democratic Party
(MDP), that was perceived as “pro-India” won
just 12 seats, while parties �oated by the former
Presidents, Abdullah Yameen and Mohammad
Nasheed drew a blank. Mr. Muizzu will be in the
spotlight for how he wields the near-absolute
power, in a country which has seen authoritarian
rule for decades. The results also indicate wides-
pread approval by Maldivians of decisions he has
made since he was elected in November 2023 in-
cluding his international visits to China, Turkey
and the UAE, and receiving U.S. senior o�cials,
while keeping a relative distance from India. Dur-
ing his meeting with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in December, he insisted on a total withdra-
wal of Indian troops maintaining aircraft for hu-
manitarian operations in the archipelago, which
he has now enforced. He has also scrapped a hy-
drography agreement with India, while streng-
thening ties with China, to “rebalance” and end
dependence on any foreign power. Meanwhile,
Maldivian leaders and commentators have ex-
pressed concern over majoritarian trends in In-
dia. Derogatory comments about Mr. Modi by
Maldivian Ministers have added to the unease in
India. Indian tourist �gures have also dropped.

With the Maldivian results in, and the Indian
election results in June, New Delhi and Male have
an occasion to try and mend their frayed ties. Re-
lations have been traditionally good, and should
not oscillate with changes in each government.
Unfortunately, this has been the trajectory for the
past decade. Mr. Muizzu’s statement that rather
than “pro-India” or “pro-China”, he intends to
build a “pro-Maldives” policy must be tested
against his actions while giving him time to prove
that none of those actions is to the detriment of
India’s security or regional peace. Given Maldi-
ves’s economic troubles and development needs,
its challenges with climate change, and its geo-
graphical allure for the U.S. and China, it is only a
matter of time that the relative comfort of stron-
ger ties with India and its policy of sustainable �-
nancing and support, becomes apparent to Male.
To be truly successful, a mutual policy of “Neigh-
bourhood �rst” can only be voluntary and based
on mutual trust and interests.

Stability in Maldives  
India should not allow Muizzu’s win to
a�ect ties between the two countries  

G
etting elected unopposed is perfectly
legal in the existing provisions of
electoral laws and practice. It is also
thrilling. You emerge as the unrivalled

representative of the people without the people
having chosen you because you are the only
choice on the ballot. It is like achieving something
without making the requisite e�ort.

Rule 11 of the Conduct of Election Rules 1961
says: “(1) The returning o�cer shall… cause a
copy of the list of contesting candidates to be
a�xed in some conspicuous place in his o�ce
and where the number of contesting candidates
is equal to, or less than, the number of seats to be
�lled, he shall, immediately after such a�xation,
declare under sub-section (2) or as the case may
be, sub-section (3) of section 53 the result of the
election in such one of the Forms 21 to 21B as may
be appropriate....”

Democratic rights, the process
Yes, in such a scenario, there is a victor but there
is no ‘vanquished’ party. There are only those
who are ruled out under the Rules and those who
decided to ‘voluntarily’ withdraw. We must
remember the recent example of the Surat Lok
Sabha seat where the two candidates were
disquali�ed and eight others withdrew. The
purpose of this article is not to question the
circumstances behind the extraordinary
sequence of events but to go deeper into the
process underlying the exercise of democratic
rights. 

Similarly, 10 other Assembly seats were
procured in Arunachal Pradesh. Section 53 of The
Representation of the People Act, 1951 says: “(1) If
the number of contesting candidates is more than
the number of seats to be �lled, a poll shall be
taken.] (2) If the number of such candidates is
equal to the number of seats to be �lled, the
returning o�cer shall forthwith declare all such
candidates to be duly elected to �ll those seats.”

The question raised by some is that this
process does not allow electors to exercise the
None of the Above (NOTA) option. The NOTA
option was not originally provided for in law but
incorporated on court directions to ‘enlighten’
political parties and candidates about what some
people thought of them. 

That NOTA does not impact the election
process in any way might sound insulting to those
who think that way. The pity is that it does not
even seem to a�ect political parties in any way
whatsoever. Thus, what was conceived to be a
progressive reform to in�uence the political
culture hangs over the system like an “ine�ectual
angel, beating in the void his luminous wings in
vain”.

However, the real question arises here: what

happens if no one opts to contest the election or
if all the electors boycott the election and “have
failed to elect a person…to �ll the vacancy”?

Is the Election Commission of India bound to
call upon the constituency to elect a person again
as it happens when say in government
procurement there are unresponsive bids or no
bids are received?

The �nancial rules parallel
Interestingly, the General Financial Rules (GFRs),
which is a compilation of rules and orders of
Government of India to be followed by all while
dealing with matters involving public �nances (it
was amended in a comprehensive manner when I
was Union Finance and Expenditure Secretary),
speak about “a fair, transparent and reasonable
procedure” for public procurement. Rule 166, for
instance, provides for a ‘Single Tender Enquiry’
that can be resorted to if the supplier is the
original manufacturer, or in case of an
emergency, or if there is a technical necessity for
standardisation purpose. However, it does say in
Rule 173(xx) that lack of competition “shall not be
determined solely on the basis of the number of
bidders. Even when only one bid is submitted,
the process may be considered valid provided the
procurement was satisfactorily advertised and
su�cient time was given for submission of bids,
the quali�cation criteria were not unduly
restrictive, and prices are reasonable in
comparison to market values”.

The procedure followed under the
Representation of the People Act (RPA) meets all
these requirements although the two are in no
way related. The similarity may be in the sense
that electors are meant to choose from the
available alternatives and if there is only a ‘single
bidder’ to represent them they are not required
to make a choice. 

So, in a sense, the “elector” (de�ned in the
RPA as “a person whose name is entered in the
electoral roll of that constituency for the time
being in force and who is not subject to any of the
disquali�cations”) is completely excluded from
the process of choosing his representative. A
person who does not have even a single vote
would sit in Parliament to legislate on behalf of
the entire constituency.

This to my mind is the dichotomy that the
present electoral process creates. It is designed to
be pragmatic even if it appears not entirely fair.
Unless there is a con�icting demand on their
vote, the voters’ choice is presumed because they
have no choice. Does it mean that the election
process can be controlled or manipulated by a
handful of candidates who have the means to
nullify the right of millions of voters? In an
extreme situation, all the candidates in 543

parliamentary constituencies (even if they are
10,000 representing di�erent political parties or
independents) could game the system and deny a
billion electors their statutory right by complying
with the process but seriously wounding the
spirit of democracy. 

What can be done to remedy this remote but
not impossible, extreme possibility?

It could be argued that voters could also be
denied their right if there are no candidates to
contest. The democratic process is ful�lled only
when there is interest among the contestants and
the voters. Someone has to seek your vote for you
to cast it.

The candidate is at the fore
The system is weighed in favour of the contesting
candidates because the RPA provides that a
complete boycott will be treated as everyone
receiving zero vote and covered under Section 65
which deals with ‘Equality of votes’. It reads thus:
“If, after the counting of the votes is completed,
an equality of votes is found to exist between any
candidates, and the addition of one vote will
entitle any of those candidates to be declared
elected, the returning o�cer shall forthwith
decide between those candidates by lot, and
proceed as if the candidate on whom the lot falls
had received an additional vote”. The will of the
people is replaced by the expediency of the
system in identifying who will represent the
people who did not participate in the process. It
is quite a paradox considering that democracy is
de�ned as a “government of the people, by the
people and for the people”.

The RPA provides for issuing another
noti�cation if there are no candidates �ling their
nomination the �rst time but is silent if the same
thing is repeated thereafter. However, it has a
solution by completely excluding people if they
abstain from elections and are deprived from the
NOTA option because NOTA has no signi�cance
in the democratic exercise. Candidates can nullify
the process but people collectively cannot. Does
that mean that we consider amending the
�rst-past-the-post system by introducing a
minimum percentage of votes for the winning
candidate? Similarly, if no candidate o�ers herself
for elections the second time, should that seat be
transferred to the nominated category where the
President of India can nominate a person as per
prescribed quali�cations without consulting the
government?

These are issues that call for a wide-ranging
debate so that we can avoid the prospect of ‘rain
washes out play’ or a ‘collusive walkover’ making
the election seem ‘free and fair’ without giving
people the opportunity to cast their vote without
being subdued by fear or swayed by favours.

Questioning the polls ‘rain washes out play’ moments 
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a single vote

O
ver 34,000 people are dead, i.e., nearly
33,000 Palestinians, 1,200 Israelis, 97
journalists and media workers, and

hundreds of aid workers. Most of the Israeli
casualties were the result of the attack by Hamas
on October 7, 2023. And over 100 hostages still
remain unaccounted for. However, the Israeli
attack that has followed since that day of terror, is
one of the worst in humanity. The tragedy is
playing out on live broadcast and people cannot
plead ignorance. It is important to remember that
the con�ict did not start on October 7.

There has been growing criticism of Israel for
this massacre, but its western allies are equally
culpable, most notably the United States.

Hypocrisy of neutrality
Historically, the U.S. has been the primary
supporter of Israeli statehood. It was the �rst
country to recognise it. The U.S. has helped
Israel’s survival in an extremely hostile
neighbourhood. Super�cially, it has led e�orts for
the two-state solution following the 1973
Arab-Israel war in various forms including U.S.
President Jimmy Carter’s Camp David talks, Bill
Clinton’s Parameters for the two-state solution,
George Bush’s Road Map to Peace, and U.S.
Secretary of State John Kerry’s Six Principles.

The U.S. may act as a neutral arbiter but has
been the force behind Israel’s settler colonialism.
It has regularly vetoed to protect Israel from
UNSC resolutions claiming the UN, an
organisation designed and dominated by the U.S.
and its allies, is biased against the Jewish state.
The U.S. is Israel’s largest trading partner and its
aid contributes to 16% of Israel’s military
expenditure. The Arab-Israel ties normalisation
drive, often brokered by America, has gradually
removed the Palestinian cause from Arab politics.
If Israeli settler colonialism is a monster, then the
U.S. is Dr. Frankenstein.

The American hypocrisy of neutrality was
most visible in President Donald Trump’s ‘Peace
to Prosperity’ plan, a brainchild of Jared Kushner,
which proposed to further take away land from
the Palestinians, hand Jerusalem to Israel, and
failed to provide Palestinians with the right to
return or have a military defence after statehood.
It was a completely pro-Israel plan and rightly
rejected by the Palestinian Authority.

Under the Biden administration
Under the Biden administration, U.S.-Israel
relations have been relatively low due to
Benjamin Netanyahu’s attack on the judiciary, the
coalition with the far right, and the attack on the
Al Aqsa mosque. But the work on the Abraham
Accords continued and the fundamentals of
Israel-U.S. ties remained strong. Therefore, it was
no surprise that Joe Biden in his October 10, 2023
address (“Remarks by President Biden on the
Terrorist Attacks in Israel”) stated that ‘the United
States has Israel’s back’.

Despite domestic �scal pressure, Mr. Biden has
bankrolled Israel’s war on Gaza. The U.S. is also at
the forefront of rallying western allies such as the
United Kingdom, Canada, and France behind
Israel’s right to defend itself while fuelling a live
genocide. It blocked a resolution for a
humanitarian pause early on in the crisis. The
administration even bypassed the Congress to
allow weapons sales to Israel. But Israel’s near
absolute destruction of Gaza and a possible
full-scale invasion of Rafah are testing the
American limits as well.

Mr. Biden is facing pressure from within the
Democratic party which is pushing for a
cease�re, provision of aid for the Palestinians,
and conditioning support to Israel. There is a
growing rift between Mr. Netanyahu and Mr.
Biden when it comes to the course of action in
the coming weeks. The U.S. also abstained from

voting on a UNSC resolution calling for a
cease�re.

The Houthis’ disruption of Bab el-Mandeb and
Iran’s retaliation after the Israeli attack on its
consulate in Damascus can have a domino e�ect.
The unwillingness of the West to in�uence Israel
may lead the states to sleepwalk into a
region-wide violent con�ict.

The domestic factors are equally important in
understanding Mr. Biden’s policy. With the
upcoming election, the Trump campaign will
pursue grandstanding with an eye on the
American Jewish community and the Evangelical
Christians. Mr. Biden, keen to build a broad voter
base, may end in brinkmanship with Mr. Trump.
There is only one winner in that contest.

On true leadership
The people, like the students in Columbia, have
shown more spine than the American leadership.
A case has even been �led against the Biden
administration in court for its complicity in the
genocide. Globally, countries such as South Africa
and Bangladesh have shown true Global South
leadership, unlike the states that merely seek the
title. In a painful irony, it is not the murder of
over 25,000 women and children but the death
of seven World Central Kitchen workers that
shook the American leadership. This grim reality
underscores a perennial truth in global politics:
all lives are equal, but some are more equal than
others.

Despite its unique position to in�uence peace,
the U.S. continues to play a paradoxical role,
simultaneously capable of ending violence and
perpetuating the status quo, as evidenced by its
recent veto against full recognition of Palestine.
As the world watches, Israel’s war on Gaza serves
as a brutal reminder of the high costs of
geopolitical manoeuvres and the real-world
impact of normless international diplomacy.

The war on Gaza and America’s paradoxical role 
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Sharper attacks

It is a sorry state of a�airs
when the Prime Minister of
a secular country begins to
target another party by
saying that if that party
came to power it would
distribute wealth to a
particular community. I
presume that the Bharatiya
Janata Party is losing hope
of retaining power on its
own and so is playing the
religious card to polarise
voters. The Indian Overseas
Congress president Sam
Pitroda too has
unnecessarily stirred up a

polarise the electorate, and
create social unrest for
electoral gains, On the
achievements of the Modi
government for the last 10
years and promises for next
five, there is no mention of
unemployment, rising
prices, poverty, and
corruption. 
The Introduction of bullet
trains and making India the
third largest economy in the
world simply do not
translate into benefiting the
common man.

Dr. Biju C. Mathew,
Thiruvananthapuram

As a senior citizen and
professor, I have been
racking my brain to try and
decode the statement of the
Prime Minister on the
Congress’s election
manifesto — that its
promises of social justice
and wealth redistribution
would be detrimental to the
nation, deprive people of
their rights, and harm
Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes and OBCs.
Having found no rationale, I
have concluded that it is a
last-ditch e�ort on the part
of the BJP to try and

No former Prime Minister of
India including A.B.
Vajpayee has stooped to
such a low level as the
incumbent one in targeting
the political Opposition.
That there is demand for
action against the top
leader indicates how grave
his speech and its impact is.
One hopes that good sense
prevails on Mr. Modi which
makes him understand that
he is the Prime Minister of
the country — and for
people of all faiths.
A. Jainulabdeen,
Chennai

agenda in itself (Page 1,
April 25). As inflammatory
speeches and hurting
religious sentiments have
become an integral part of
Mr. Modi's election rallies
and are violative of the
Model Code of Conduct and
the Representation of
People Act, that only the
Prime Minister is getting
away with anything — all
under the very gaze of the
Election Commission of
India — leaves a lot to be
desired.
Prabhu Raj R.,
Bengaluru

hornet’s nest regarding
inheritance tax prevalent in
the United States, which
does not fit in here.
Kolikonda Sarathbabu,
Khammam, Telangana

As equality before the law
for all Indians is enshrined
in the Constitution and the
Congress addresses it in its
election manifesto, the
Prime Minister calling it a
''dangerous game'' is
nothing but divisive and
aimed at whipping up
passions towards a certain
community, which is an

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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T
he Green Credit Programme,
announced by the Environment
Ministry in October 2023, is a
market-based mechanism where

individuals and companies can claim incentives
called ‘green credits’ for contributions to
environmental and ecological restoration.
However, there is criticism that these initiatives
may be used to circumvent existing laws,
particularly those that deal with forest
conservation. Can green credits bene�t India’s
forests? Vaibhav Chaturvedi and Debadityo
Sinha discuss this in a conversation moderated
by Jacob Koshy. Edited excerpts:

Vaibhav, how do you understand the green
credit programme as it stands today?

Vaibhav Chaturvedi: The larger point is we
have to incentivise green action and sustainable
action and create a system where green actions
are undertaken by many actors. You could do it
in di�erent ways such as having a ‘command
and control’ policy that directs everybody to
undertake action at the risk of penalties. But in
policymaking, the role of incentives is
important. Green credits �t in as an incentive
architecture to deliver on, for instance, water
conservation and a�orestation by involving
individuals and corporations.

Debadityo Sinha: This is a market-based
incentive mechanism, and it has six or seven
sectors, including forest and waste
management. But it matters how you execute it
on the ground. Are those implementing it aware
of ground-level challenges? What is the expertise
of the people implementing it? The scheme is
not a bad one, but going by the guidelines alone,
it could have been better. It is taking a very
narrow view of only planting trees to earn
credits. It has missed out on several other
aspects of the ecosystem.

The guidelines aim to incentivise the
restoration of degraded forest land. A forest
can degrade for a variety of reasons, natural
and man-made. A�orestation may seem like
a positive end in itself, but couldn’t there be
negative consequences too? Such as
monocultures or promoting vegetation that
is not suitable for the place?

VC: That’s a valid concern. But it is not speci�c
to the green credits programme. India has
always promoted plantations and it has
unfortunately promoted monocultures in
several places. It is possible that the green credit
programme could have similar fallouts and you
have to be careful not to incentivise these

monoculture plantations.
As Debadityo said, this is an incentive scheme

in a market-based formulation. For example, the
government could also incentivise planters by
paying, say, ₹100 per tree. You get capital
subsidies for solar plants. Being a market-based
incentive approach, there has to be a demand
and supply side. In carbon markets, the
commodity is carbon crates. Here, it is green
credits.

But plantations and monocultures were also
driven by incentives. Can you regenerate a
forest ecosystem in a market mechanism
without compromising on biodiversity?

DS: There are two aspects to it: the land where
you’re going to have plantations and how you’re
going to do the plantations. The guidelines
require States to identify degraded forests within
their jurisdiction. Now, a forest is not just trees;
there can be open patches within it. We have
more than 200 types of forests. The forests of
the Central Indian landscape, the whole Deccan
Peninsula, and Leh-Ladakh are not dominated
by trees. There are bushes and many other
things. What happens when plantations come
up in these areas? There’s a huge incentive now;
it’s not small like the Compensatory
A�orestation schemes. Wherever these schemes
have promoted plantations, we have seen
disaster. We have seen forest departments
promoting plantations by clearing existing
vegetation, uprooting local trees, planting big
ones using JCBs and tractors. Such approaches
can impact local biodiversity, soil health... For
regeneration, you don’t have to do any major
intervention, you have to just protect the area
from disturbances. And in 10-15 years, we can
have a good natural forest supporting
biodiversity and bene�ting local communities.

Let’s say a 1,000 trees are planted. After two
years, an independent body will do a
veri�cation. And let’s say growing 1,000

trees in a particular patch earns you one
green credit per tree. Now, the interesting
thing is, this could be connected to voluntary
carbon markets. In your experience in
market-based mechanisms, we are familiar
with carbon o�sets as they are measurable
quantities. Can you actually devise a logical
trading system around such a philosophy of
green credit and carbon?

VC: It is important to look at the larger picture.
The larger picture is we want to incentivise
biodiversity conservation of endemic forests,
promote local species, etc. There will always be
measurement problems. Like, how do you
measure the biodiversity impact of two trees
that are, say, 200 meters apart? Of course, it is
going to be very confusing, and that science is
evolving. But let us take it that we will never be
able to resolve that perfect scienti�c measure
and that is where social science comes in. The
social science part is, do we have a reasonable
measurement? An imperfect but reasonable
measurement only means that a larger set of
stakeholders, civil society, and the media are
okay with that approach. I think the trap that we
often fall into is trying to get to the perfect
measure. Ideally, the government should have a
lot of money and there should be no need for a
market mechanism; the government can already
give money for these kinds of programmes. We
know there is a �scal constraint in a developing
economy. So, these kinds of instruments where
you are leveraging money from especially the
private sector are good.

Let’s say you’re growing some forests for
sequestering carbon. I can understand that.
But let’s say in a desert or some other
ecosystem trees don’t work and you need
shrubs, for instance. Now, you can set a goal
of reviving the ecosystem of this place. Can
you say how many units of ecosystem revival
is equal to the units of carbon that are
captured? And extend that to groundwater
recharge and air pollution? Do you think all
these criteria are commensurable?

VC: That’s the biggest challenge with this market
— fungibility. Let’s say in the carbon market,
there are many di�erent kinds of projects. There
is a solar project, there is a cookstove project,
there is a forestation project. Ultimately,
whatever they do, they save one unit of carbon

and it can be measured. In green credits, one is
a biodiversity credit, one is a water conservation
credit. How do you, on the same platform,
equate a credit of one unit of water conservation
with one unit of ecosystem restoration? So yes,
fungibility is not there and that is a challenge.
The whole idea behind markets is that there are
many suppliers and then many people demand
the same commodity. That’s how you have
something that is close to a perfect market.
Here, what you will end up having is �ve
projects, which are about water conservation.
And then on the demand side also �ve people
who are interested in water conservation. So,
they will be backing this trade. So the market
will still function. But they are de�nitely not
fungible commodities.

DS: One important aspect is how green
credits will in�uence mandatory compliances.
For example, in the case of forest clearances, the
guidelines say the green credits earned from
these conditions can be used while applying for
forest clearances. And again, the problem is, can
you separate forest, water, biodiversity, and
livelihood? Can you make them uniform? Every
place is di�erent, unique. So, there is a problem.
And I think this is going with the assumption
that we are not going to compromise on our
industrial growth, economic growth, that is
something which is primary. All these things are
taken care of, and industry should not be
threatened that such a law is there. So basically,
it is more of ease of doing business.

Just to build on that, the way this is
structured, do you think it clashes with any
of our other environmental laws?

DS: De�nitely. At least in this guideline, I can see
clearly the clashes with the Forest Conservation
Act. First there’s no de�nition of forest, and no
de�nition of degraded forest. So, we end up
wrongly categorising open natural ecosystems
also as forest. Second, this programme ends up
bypassing the whole forest clearance process
just to help the industries get green credits.
While applying (for forest clearance) they will
say, “I have already green credit, you give me the
clearance quickly.” Normally. you have stage
one, stage two – a step by step process — and this
is a longer process but ideal. This is because
when things are so complicated, we have to take
a very nuanced approach and you have to follow
all the principles of environmental law, which
anyway is compromised in our country. So we
should take the steps to strengthen it.

Can green credits bene�t India’s forests? 
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M
any people ask if climate
change is a poll issue in India.
The �rst phase of the Lok Sabha

polls started and ended on April 19; the
second phase is on today. More than a
few have expressed doubts that climate
change is dictating voters’ choices.

Journalists want to improve awareness
of climate change. It is clear to us that
both the policy and the behavioural
changes required for people to adapt to
its e�ects in future must begin right
away, and that these changes need the
government’s support. My labours as a
journalist often come down to persuad-
ing someone somewhere to change their
mind. This is a laborious task with a high
failure rate, and I day-dream how easy
some parts of climate journalism would
be if people at large woke up one day and
voted along climate lines.

Climate change is a complex collec-
tion of phenomena with many moving
parts. Having its fullest measure means
taking a broad view of events evolving
across space and time. Then again, news
journalists are tracking this evolution
and its e�ects on the world around us in
relatively small increments: one place,
one day. This is like trying to understand
everything about a carrot by slicing it in-
to really thin slivers and examining them
one at a time. But between the demands
of the rituals of journalism (reporting,
editing, etc.) and the messy shapes cli-
mate change takes on the ground, it is im-
possible to capture all stories all the time.
Climate change alters people’s access to
water, clean air, land, nutrients, etc.,
while also interacting with gender, caste,
class, and geographic overtones in ways
that distort its appearance beyond recog-
nition. We often miss many stories and
play catch up. In this chaos, it’s easy to
lose sight of climate change the actor.

For example, there was an uptick in
child tra�cking in the Sundarbans delta
region last decade, suggesting perhaps

that some sort of organised racket had ta-
ken root in the area. But a journalist’s in-
vestigation revealed the primordial cause
to be a combination of climate change
and subpar state intervention. In 2020
and 2021, the Cyclones Amphan and Yaas
— rendered more ferocious by climate
change — deepened the destitution
wrought earlier in parts of the delta by
Cyclone Alia in 2009. However, the state
had focused on large infrastructure pro-
jects to improve locals’ prospects over
setting up reliable sources of income, big
or small. So after each cyclone, self-su�-
cient communities became less so, and
had to deal with this forced transition.

Our determination of whether climate
change �gures highly on voters’ minds
in�uences voters, politicians, scientists,
and, importantly, our own sense of
whether we’re doing a good job. But we
are also liable to overlook the lived expe-
riences wrought in some measure by cli-
mate change and thus underestimate the
length of its shadow at the ballot.

A man from the Sundarbans may be
more impressed by a candidate o�ering
low-paying but predictable jobs over one
who has secured funds to build an em-
bankment along a river. Or a woman in a
village may favour a candidate who in-
tends to build toilets inside homes over
one promising extra beds at the hospital.
This is because she would like to drink
more water to cope with the rising heat
and not have to venture to use toilets out-
doors in the daytime, su�ering harass-
ment from local men.

Our understanding of such choices
will be incomplete without accounting
for climate change. Of course, it’s nearly
impossible to blame climate change for
anomalous weather over a short period
and/or a small area, but it’s also true that
climate change is imposing such anoma-
lies over ‘newer’ areas and for longer du-
rations — and making its presence felt in
hard-to-predict ways. The best thing we
can do is to keep the carrot in mind while
counting the slivers.

The challenges of reporting on
climate change 

Climate change is a complex collection of phenomena with many
moving parts 

Vasudevan Mukunth
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D. Gukesh’s family and fans welcome him at Chennai airport. The Grandmaster, aged 17, won the prestigious FIDE Candidates Chess Tournament 2024, scoring nine points out of

14 games. He is the youngest-ever player to win the tournament, which is held to select the challenger for the World Chess Championship. VELANKANNI RAJ B.

The return of the king 

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

Lisbon, April 25: Armed forces protesting
against Portugal’s 13-year-old colonial wars
and lack of democratic freedoms rose up
to-day against the right-wing Government of

Premier Marcello Caetano and claimed victory
in a short, almost bloodless coup. A cheering
crowd estimated at many thousands heard of
the last act of the 14-hour uprising — the
reported surrender of Mr. Caetano and
members of his Government at the downtown
Carmo Palace, serving as headquarters of the
pro-Government Republican National Guards.
“We inform the nation that ex-Premier
Caetano and members of his Government
have surrendered” rebel broadcasts said.

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 26, 1974

Army rebels claim seizure of
power in Portugal 

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

Moscow, April 25: The All-Russian Council of
Trade Unions has issued a protest against the
British Bankers’ memorandum of April 3rd,
which declares that Russia cannot recognise the
debts of the Tsarist and the Krensky
Governments which will degrade Russians to the
level of coolies. If England gives us credits we
shall repay a moderate percentage, but private
property will never be returned to foreign
owners. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 26, 1924

A mild disturber 
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O
ne of the shining spots in the Indian economy over the past few decades 
has been the momentum in services exports. It has not only helped 
contain the trade gap but has also been a source of job creation in the 
economy, including high-skilled jobs. Given India’s success in the ser-

vices sector, it is worth examining where it stands in the global pecking order and 
the prospects for the future. A research article in the latest monthly bulletin of the 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) notes that India’s services exports in dollar terms have 
grown at a compound annual growth rate of over 14 per cent in the past three 
decades (1993-2022). This is significantly higher than world services export growth 
of 6.8 per cent. As a result, India’s services exports share went up eight times during 
the same period from 0.5 per cent to 4.3 per cent, making it the seventh-largest 
services exporter in the world. India was at 24th position in 2001. 

India currently ranks second in telecommunication, computer and infor-
mation services exports, and sixth in cultural and recreational services exports. 
India has clearly benefited from technological advancement and adoption. It also 
has a large pool of English-speaking workforce and engineering talent. Further, 
the domestic digital infrastructure and policy focus have helped India gain a sig-
nificant global market share in information technology (IT) and IT-enabled ser-
vices. This is also reflected in the establishment of global capability centres (GCCs) 
by large multinational corporations in India. Between 2015-16 and 2022-23, the 
number of GCCs increased by about 60 per cent to about 1,600. The increased 
adoption of digital technologies across the world has clearly benefited India. The 
export of digitally delivered services was 37 per cent higher in 2022 than in 2019, 
which helped India significantly. Aside from the tech sector, India’s travel export 
has been robust, though it is still suffering from the effects of the pandemic, and 
is partly driven by medical tourism. India has also done well in transport services 
exports and its rank in earnings improved from 19 in 2005 to 10 in 2022. 

India has demonstrated its competitiveness in global services trade, partic-
ularly in telecommunication and IT-related areas, but will the robust growth 
continue in the medium to long term? Research by economists at the RBI shows 
external demand and price competitiveness significantly affect services exports. 
For instance, a 1 per cent increase in global gross domestic product results in a 
2.5 per cent increase in India’s services exports. Also, the 1 per cent increase in 
the real effective exchange rate can cause a 0.8 per cent decline in real services 
exports. Given that global economic growth is expected to remain weak in the 
coming years compared to the recent decades, services exports could face head-
winds. Recent analysis shows that developed economies have been pushing for 
“near-shoring” because of increased geopolitical tensions, which could pose 
challenges for Indian exporters. Further, the adoption of artificial intelligence is 
both a threat and an opportunity for India and it’s not very clear at this stage as 
to how it will affect services trade in the medium term. India has a comparative 
advantage in telecom and information-technology services exports, but it should 
also look to diversify the export basket and focus on other emerging areas.

A weak food chain
Recent controversy points to poor regulation

T
he overseas controversy over the presence of carcinogenic pesticide in 
two popular Indian spice brands presents another reminder of the poor 
standards of the country’s foods and drugs regulation. Earlier this week, 
Hong Kong and Singapore, two geographies with substantial Indian 

populations, banned the sale of spice brands MDH and Everest. The ban followed 
a report from Hong Kong’s Centre for Food Safety, highlighting the presence of 
ethylene oxide in three spice mixes from MDH and one from Everest as part of a 
routine surveillance exercise. This is not the first time that Indian food brands 
have been hauled up by regulatory authorities of other countries. Last year, the 
United States Food and Drug Administration ordered a recall of MDH food products 
after they tested positive for salmonella. With India being the world’s largest 
exporter of spices, the commerce ministry has sought details of the reports from 
Singapore and Hong Kong and started inspections at exporter facilities. At the 
same time, the Spices Board has put in place mandatory ethylene oxide residue-
testing systems for spice consignments destined for Singapore and Hong Kong. 

This is becoming a familiar routine. Independent entities such as non-govern-
ment organisations and influencers or regulatory and testing authorities in other 
countries discover transgressions in Indian food and medicine products that have 
passed muster with Indian regulators. For instance, the Food Safety and Standards 
Authority of India (FSSAI) swung into action only after a Swiss investigative organ-
isation by the name Public Eye revealed that foods multinational Nestle added extra 
sugar to baby foods its sold in Asia, Latin America, and Africa (although, in a rare 
instance of proactive vigilance, it did haul up the same company for the presence of 
lead in its popular Maggi instant noodle brand in 2015). Recently, following the rev-
elations of an influencer, the FSSAI cautioned e-commerce sites from listing products 
such as Bournvita from the health-drinks/energy-drinks category. That diktat fol-
lowed an investigation by the National Commission for Protection of Child Rights 
that found that Bournvita, which has targeted children for years, contained sugar 
levels much above acceptable limits. Last year, Indian-made cough syrups allegedly 
caused the deaths of at least 140 children in the Gambia, Cameroon, and Uzbekistan. 
It is small wonder, then, that the Supreme Court, hearing the case of misleading 
advertisements by the Patanjali group, directed the Union government to take action 
against other fast-moving consumer goods companies, especially those with products 
targeting children and babies, indulging in false campaigns. 

The failure of domestic regulation is linked to public-health issues and the 
prospects for the food-processing industry. As India has moved up the income 
chain, the processed-food business has been steadily expanding. The sector has 
been growing in double digits since 2018, a development that demands robust 
standards and regulation. The fact that India is a growing centre for juvenile 
diabetes, for instance, should encourage the FSSAI to tighten sugar content in pro-
cessed foods and snacks. Equally, the abundance of India’s agri-produce offers 
enormous potential for export. The presence of carcinogens and other unhealthy 
ingredients in Indian food exports is unlikely to enhance the prospects of overseas 
sales, especially at a time when key markets are raising non-tariff barriers. Processed-
food exports are growing at a healthy pace and the upside potential is huge. Only 
regulations that match best-in-class global standards can ensure that outcome.
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T
he venerable industrialist J R D Tata, to the 
surprise of many, had said: “I don’t want India 
to be an Economic Super-Power, I want it to 

be a Happy Country.” The World Happiness Report 
2024 ranks India 126th out of 143 countries — not a 
very happy country. Ironically, India most likely will 
be an economic superpower. Well before the end of 
this decade India’s gross domestic product (GDP), 
growing at over 7 per cent, is expected 
to overtake Germany’s and Japan’s to 
become the world’s third-largest. And 
if it does reach the gross national 
income (GNI) per capita of around 
$14,000 at 2021 prices — the World 
Bank’s cutoff to become a high-income 
country — by 2047 it will be a $21 tril-
lion economy, about the size of the 
United States (US) today and certainly 
an economic power.  

But income alone does not make 
people happier. The world’s richest 
country, the US, whose credo is “Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness”, 
dropped to 23rd on the happiness 
rankings. To be happier India needs to not just 
increase GDP but have better education and health, 
and better jobs and less inequality, along with social 
cohesion. The United Nations Development 
Programme’s (UNDP’s) human development index 
(HDI) measures income, health (life expectancy), 
and education (literacy and schooling), and shows 
India’s rank is a low 132nd amongst 190 countries. 
Public-health spending despite the pandemic shock 
remains at a low 1.3 per cent of GDP. Education pub-
lic spending has increased to about 5 per cent of 
GDP and more children including girls go to school. 
But learning is poor and most of the youth remain 

unskilled and cannot do basic functions. 
India’s demographic dividend as a result risks 

becoming a demographic disaster. The latest 
International Labour Organization employment 
report paints a grim picture of employment in the 
country, especially for the youth. The share of the 
youth with secondary and high-school education 
who are unemployed has increased from 35.2 per 

cent in 2000 to 65.7 per cent in 
2022. The World Bank says the 
employment ratio is declining. 
Agricultural employment, which 
should be declining, instead, 
increased 60 million over the past 
five years. Those that did find work 
outside the farm were mainly in 
daily wage work (informal) in con-
struction and services. And huge 
gender gaps persist. The Arab 
Spring uprisings showed us edu-
cation and unemployment were a 
volatile combination. 

The government’s response is 
that it’s not their job to create jobs. 

The private sector must create jobs, but with com-
plicated labour laws, land made so expensive by out-
dated zoning regulations — like low-floor area ratios 
— and other high costs of doing business, the private 
sector prefers to invest in high-tech and in capital-
intensive sectors not in low-skilled manufacturing, 
where a lot of people with secondary and high-school 
certificates could expect to find jobs. And many firms 
contract out to smaller outfits which hire workers in 
low-skilled daily work. Tech jobs are growing but are 
nowhere near enough for the 10 million youth enter-
ing the working-age population every year. And the 
government’s industrial policy has focused its pro-

duction-linked incentive subsidies on less labour-
intensive sectors. It is, therefore, no surprise that jobs 
are scarce in India. 

While poverty has clearly declined, the picture 
of inequality is unclear. The preliminary data from 
the latest household consumption survey 2022-23 
shows a decline in consumption inequality com-
pared to the 2011-12 survey. But their comparability 
must be verified once the full data is released. In 
any case under-reporting of consumption, more pro-
nounced at the high end, understates inequality. A 
new study by the World Inequality Lab[1] with a sub-
title “The Billionaire Raj” shows Indian income and 
wealth inequality among the highest in the world, 
with the top 1 per cent of the population having 22.6 
per cent of income and 40.1 per cent of the wealth. 
India’s inequality is much higher than China’s and 
the US’s, and is at levels seen in South Africa and 
Latin America. 

Even if the World Inequality Lab numbers, as 
alleged, are a bit exaggerated, there is no doubt that 
inequality in India is shockingly high. The UNDP 
shows that the HDI — where India’s score is already 
low — drops further by a staggering 31 per cent for 
India when adjusted for inequality. According to 
Hurun’s Global Rich list, India has more billionaires 
at 271 than in California (186), Germany (140), and 
Japan (44), each with a GDP greater than India’s. 

Some people argue that more billionaires is a sign 
that India is generating large national companies 
with the ability to execute at scale to handle global 
competition — as in Korea and Japan. They also pro-
duce a supply chain from which smaller companies 
prosper. But as we have seen in Latin America such 
large companies protected from global competition 
can also become a major impediment once they are 
able to influence politics and thereby influence reg-
ulation. This “regulatory capture” and lack of inno-
vation have left much of Latin America stuck in a 
middle-income trap. It remains to be seen whether 
India will go the way of Korea and Japan with globally 
competitive firms, or like Latin America with  
protected markets in which consumers pay high mar-
gins and the country gets stuck in the proverbial  
middle-income track. 

With lavish weddings and a crass display of 
wealth by its “nouveau riche”, India’s rising inequal-
ities are very visible. Some see this as a good sign 
and a signal that wealth is now venerated, no longer 
despised. But if it were accompanied by better and 
more jobs and shared prosperity, we could all cele-
brate the new rising India. The new “welfarism” 
where the poor get handouts — free foodgrains, gas 
cylinders, free electricity and water connection — 
may help win some elections, but without the ability 
to generate more jobs there will be no “Viksit” 
Bharat. India’s growth model needs a serious course 
correction because inequality once entrenched is 
hard to reduce. We want a “Samrudh” (prosperous) 
Bharat but also a more “Sajit” (inclusive) Bharat to 
make India the happy country that JRD desired.  

The writer is distinguished visiting scholar,  

George Washington University, and co-author of 

Unshackling India, HarperCollins India, 2021, the 

Financial Times Best New Book in Economics for 2022 

[1] WorldInequalityLab_WP2024_09_Income-and-Wealth-

Inequality-in-India-1922-2023_Final.pdf (wid.world)

T
he Economist magazine, which calls itself a 
newspaper, is a venerable old institution. 
Successful people are said to read it. The not-

so-successful ones, such as your columnist, read it 
only occasionally. 

One such random reading threw up a headline 
from the economist.com website that struck a chord. 

“The future lies with electric vehicles,” said a 
special report dated April 14, 2023. 

Some people in India do not like the kind of cov-
erage The Economist does of this country’s economy 
and politics, especially when the two – economy 
and politics — are spoken of in the same breath. But 
this soothsaying about automobiles would have 
warmed many hearts in India. 

Making a jump from internal com-
bustion engines (ICE) to electric vehi-
cles is the kind of romantic prospect 
that would appeal to a country that 
jumped from a shortage of landline 
phones to an abundance of smart-
phones. It could be described by using 
the “four-letter word… starts with s” 
that Rahul Dravid famously hesitated 
to use while describing India’s bowling 
attack last year. A while ago, there was 
also a buzz that India would ban reg-
istration of ICE cars in a few years, 
probably by the end of this decade. 

Electric two-wheelers appear to be on the road 
to living up to that word. They had their highest reg-
istration figure in March — more than 138,000 — 
compared to the previous monthly high of 103,000 
in May 2023. March registrations were nearly double 
of February. It was also the month when e2Ws 
accounted for 9 per cent of all two-wheelers. In scoot-
ers alone (e-motorcycles are few), electric penetra-
tion is said to have reached 28 per cent in March. 

Though April has been a dampener, mainly 
because of an end to government subsidies, e2Ws have 
a strong use case. Their prices have been falling, they 

are easier to charge, there are several models already 
in the market with more in the pipeline, and electric 
two-wheelers are great for short runs, such as e-com-
merce deliveries and other shorter commutes. 

Cars go further (anecdotally, intercity road trips 
have been on the rise in India with the improvement 
in the highway network). They require a bigger bat-
tery, which is costlier and takes longer to charge. 
Several coveted electric cars still cost a bomb (though 
some models of Tata and MG cost a lot less now). 

Electric works well in the luxury car segment, where 
the price is less of a factor than in the mass market, 
where buyers typically have more than one car, and 
there is an ICE car in the garage for longer travels or 

whenever its electric sibling — the 
“statement” piece — needs to get its 
battery charged. 

But, when it comes to electric cars, 
the electric dream is turning out to be 
a six-letter word starting with f, ending 
with y, and having antas in between. 
Electric cars, despite a goods and ser-
vices tax (GST) rate of 5 per cent, are a 
shade above 2 per cent of all cars sold. 

By comparison, hybrid cars 
attract 28 per cent GST, but the cess 
takes the total tax incidence to 43 per 
cent, unless it is a small car. ICE cars 
attract the same GST, but the cess 

takes the total to up to 50 per cent, varying according 
to the size of the body and engine. 

And still, some projections say cumulative pas-
senger vehicle sales in India between FY23 and FY30 
will be 42 million, of which EVs will be about 6 mil-
lion, leaving a large number of “the other kind”. 
(Reminder: By 2030, registration of ICE cars was 
tipped to end in India). 

The “other kind” includes hybrids, which com-
bine a battery with an ICE, usually petrol, are cheap-
er than comparable electric cars, and suffer no range 
anxiety while dramatically boosting the overall fuel 

efficiency. They have seen a surge in India, not least 
because Toyota decided to introduce its hybrid tech-
nology, which became famous when Hollywood 
stars chose to drive the Prius in the early part of this 
century, in more affordable cars sold under its own 
brand as well as by its partner, Maruti Suzuki, the 
country’s largest carmaker. 

Curiously, a report in January by HSBC Global 
Research struck at the root of the EV argument. 
“Hybrids are much less polluting than EVs,” the report 
said. Using a lot of numbers, percentages, emission 
units, and the share of non-fossil power generation 
in India, the report concluded that it could take seven 
to 10 years for EV and hybrid emissions to converge. 

Insiders at companies that are bullish on electric 
cars dismiss this report, arguing that hybrid is an old 
technology being pushed in India. But so is nearly 
every other vehicle technology if you assume that it 
has not evolved since its advent a century or so ago. 

What’s more, hybrids have a new grunt elsewhere 
as well. 

A New York Times report in January spoke of a 
hybrid renaissance in the United States, saying sales 
were robust, “underscoring what may be the endur-
ing reality check of 2023: Many Americans are hugely 
receptive to electrification, but they’re not ready for 
a fully electric car”. A recent Reuters report from 
Detroit says automakers and suppliers are betting 
consumer demand for a compromise between all-
combustion and all-electric — read hybrid — is a 
durable trend. US sales of hybrids grew five times 
faster than EV sales in February. 

Indeed, globally Toyota is on an upswing,  
while Tesla, the poster boy of electric cars, is facing  
difficult times. 

This brings Scene Unseen to another headline 
at economist.com. 

“Why the future is hybrid,” said a special report 
dated December 4, 2004. 

Maybe there is merit in reading the venerable 
old newspaper.

Why future of cars does not look electrified

India should sustain the momentum

Exporting services

O
n December 7, 1941, the 
Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbour, Hawaii was not just a 

“day of infamy” for the US, as President 
Roosevelt emotionally described it, but 
the start of a period of deep ignominy 
for European colonialism too. By March 
1942, the possibility that the sun could 
set on the British Empire sooner than 
expected rapidly dawned on many 
colonial subjects. 

As Mukund Padmanabhan writes in 
The Great Flap of 1942, “Japan advanced 
with a speed that stunned the world, 
ripping apart like muslin an empire that 
was woven purposefully over centuries.”  
In meticulously planned simultaneous 

operations, the Japanese invaded the 
Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Japan had few natural resources and no 
dense jungles for the military to train in. 
Yet Japanese soldiers on bicycles and 
light rations overwhelmed the British, 
who had ruled the jungles for almost a 
century, offering a masterclass in jungle 
warfare. Seemingly impregnable British 
warships were sunk and by February 15, 
1942, “Fortress Singapore” fell. 

The capture of Singapore led to the 
biggest surrender by Britain in its 
history. Worse, the precipitate 
evacuation of the sahibs, memsahibs 
and their families, leaving the native 
population to its fate and the mercy of 
ruthless conquerors presaged the Great 
Flap of 1942 in India. 

Mr Padmanabhan’s elegantly written 
book seeks to reconstruct a “narrative of 
events that have been neglected, of 
stories that have been lost”. The idea for 
this book grew from stories his mother, 
aged 17 at the time, told him, of fleeing 
Madras for Coimbatore, and almost 
losing a year of the two-year interm -

ediate degree in the bargain. Soon he 
realised there was not a single family he 
knew in the city that had not fled in 1942. 
“That an entire city could have fled 
because of an invasion that never 
happened is a story with an irresistible 
twist of dystopian futility,” he writes.    

Dystopian, yes; but not futile from 
India’s perspective. Though the history 
is not new, the value of this work lies in 
recreating the kaleidoscope of events 
that exposed, to ordinary people as 
much as politicians, the fragility and 
hubris of imperial power. 

The widespread panic was buoyed by 
rumours of “fantastic Japanese prowess 
and contemptible British cowardice” 
from terrified Indians fleeing Burma on 
foot, convincing people that an attack on 
India was imminent. We now know from 
Japanese records that Tokyo had no 
such plans; the invasion of Burma and 
attacks on the Raj’s peripheries were in 
the nature of securing the rear of their 
Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. 

Madras was not the only town that 
saw an exodus. As the Japanese tore 
through south east Asia and conquered 
Port Blair in the Andamans, coastal 
villages and towns — from Calcutta to 
Bombay — emptied as panicked citizens 

fled. By the end of 1941, for instance, 17 
per cent of Calcutta’s population fled 
and in the New Year, 60 per cent of 
Vizag’s residents had decamped. 

The terror of a Japanese land advance 
was compounded by naval operations 
that saw the sinking of a British aircraft 
carrier, a destroyer and a merchant fleet 
as well as the bombing of Vizag and 
Cocanada, attacks 
that triggered serial 
exoduses. They are 
little remembered 
today mainly 
because they didn’t 
receive much 
publicity at the time. 
That was partly 
because, the author 
points out, “there 
was nothing even 
remotely positive 
that could be spun out of the incidents.” 

The Great Flap also spoke volumes for 
the poor quality of British intelligence. In 
August, Arthur Hope, the hopeless 
Governor of Madras Presidency, ordered 
the dispersal of his government to the 
interior, as did the Cuttack government 
and the Cochin secretariat on the back of 
information that the Japanese fleet 

would make landfall near Madras. 
The more permanent impact played 

out in the political sphere. The inevitable 
failure of the Cripps Mission, sent by the 
British to seek India’s cooperation for 
Britain’s efforts in the war, of March 1942 
was one consequence. There was also a 
hardening of Mahatma Gandhi’s outlook 
towards the British presence in India 

culminating in the 
Quit India 
movement in 
August— in 
retrospect an ill-
judged move, 
prompting the 
British to jail all 
prominent Congress 
leaders and leaving 
the field open  
to Jinnah and  
the impulses  

of partition. 
Mr Padmanabhan’s book stands 

with Yasmin Khan’s  The Raj at War as a 
well-researched narrative of an era that 
is falling out of collective memory as the 
generations pass. It is instructive to 
know, among other things, that George 
Orwell was deployed as part of an 
elaborate programme to influence 

India’s intelligentsia about British 
success in the war as an antidote to 
Bose’s radio broadcasts and  
Japanese propaganda. 

Though the Japanese continued 
their sporadic attacks around the south-
eastern coast, the Great Flap, a term 
deployed by the British with 
characteristic understatement, was 
over by May, leaving many bemused. 
The author reproduces a rhyme from a 
letter to a local paper that sums it up: 
“M’s for Madras where the scare grew 
and grew/ But ‘what it was all about’ 
nobody knew”. 

For my mother, eight at the time, 
1942 was a lark, the year of sleeping 
under sturdy dining tables, evacuation 
to Ranchi and home-schooling on 
Reading Without Tears.  In her memory, 
the greater flap was in 1943, the year of 
the Bengal Famine, the most egregious 
failure of colonial rule. Mr Padmanabhan 
describes how a lone bomb dropped by 
the Japanese in Madras harbour in 1943 
did not cause a flutter. But when the 
Japanese bombed the Kidderpore docks 
in December 1943, killing almost 500 
people, that death toll added to the 
thousands of famine-stricken bodies 
that littered the city.
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turbine blades and exhausted solar panels. 
Already, a small town in Texas, US, is over-
flowing with thousands of enormous blades 
that cannot be recycled. In poor countries 
across Africa, solar panels and their batteries 
are being dumped, leaking toxic chemicals 
into the soil and water supplies. Because of 
life spans lasting just a few decades, and 
pressure from the climate lobby for a rapid 
ramp-up of renewables, this will only get 
much worse. Another recent study shows 
that this trash cost alone doubles the true 
cost of solar power.

If solar and wind energy really were 
cheaper, they would replace fossil fuels with-
out the need for a grand push from politicians 
and the clean-tech industry. The low-cost 
claim is incessantly repeated because it is 
convenient. If we want to address climate 
change, we must instead invest a lot more in 
low-carbon energy research and develop-
ment. Only a significant R&D boost can bring 
about the technological breakthroughs 
needed—in reducing trash and improving 
battery storage and efficiency, but also in 
other technologies like modular nuclear 
power—to ensure that clean energy is truly 
cheaper than energy from fossil fuels. Until 
then, claims that fossil fuels have been out-
competed are just wishful thinking.

The intermittency of green energy takes 
the ‘cheapest electricity’ claim apart. Mod-
ern societies need power 24/7, so unreliable 
and intermittent solar and wind sources 
entail large and often hidden costs. This is a 
smaller problem for wealthy countries that 
have already built fossil-fuelled power 
plants and can simply use more of them as 
backup. It will, however, make electricity 
more expensive, as intermittent renewables 
make everything else intermittent too.

In countries that are poor and electricity-
starved, there is little fossil-fuel energy 
infrastructure to begin with. Hypocritical 
wealthy countries refuse to fund sorely 
needed fossil fuel energy in the developing 
world. Instead, they insist that people cope 
with unreliable green energy supplies that 
can’t power water pumps or agricultural 
machinery to lift populations out of poverty.

It is often reported that large, emerging 
industrial powers like China, India, Indone-
sia and Bangladesh are getting more power 
from solar and wind. But these countries get 
much more additional power from coal. Last 
year, China got more additional power from 
coal than it did from solar and wind. India 
got three times as much, whereas Bangla-
desh got 13 times more coal electricity than 
it did from green energy sources, and Indo-

D
espite us constantly being told that 
solar and wind are now the cheapest 
forms of electricity, governments 

around the world needed to spend $1.8 tril-
lion on green transitions last year. “Wind 
and solar are already significantly cheaper 
than coal and oil” is how US President Joe 
Biden conveniently justifies spending hun-
dreds of billions of dollars on green subsi-
dies. Indeed, arguing that wind and solar is 
the cheapest is a meme employed by green 
lobbyists, activists and politicians globally. 
Unfortunately, as that $1.8 trillion price-tag 
shows, the claim is deceptive.

Wind and solar energy only produce 
power when the sun is shining or wind is 
blowing. All the rest of the time, backup sys-
tems are needed, which makes their elec-
tricity enormously expensive. This is why 
global electricity remains almost two-thirds 
reliant on fossil fuels—and why we, on cur-
rent trends, are an entire century away from 
eliminating fossil fuels from the generation 
of electricity.

how Microsoft is building software that 
can create, send and track an invoice 
based on order history. Another one can 
“detect a large product order a business 
customer hasn’t filled, draft an invoice, 
and ask the business whether it wants 
to send that invoice to the client who 
placed the order. From there, the agent 
could automatically track the cus-
tomer’s response and payment and log 
it in the company’s system.” These 
agents are powered by OpenAI’s GPT4 
and are the next iteration of the Copilots 
that Microsoft has launched. OpenAI is 
also busy building agents that could 
work on different applications at the 
same time, moving data from a spread-
sheet to a PowerPoint slide, for exam-
ple. Companies are working on more 
complex agents that could run through 
multiple applications: create an itiner-
ary and book tickets, accommodation, 
restaurants and taxis, for instance. Plan-
ning a holiday is an onerous task; you 
need to work through a gigantic set of 
choices and apps, taking hours and days 
of your time. An empowered agent 
would know your preferences from 
your history and data and could do this 
within minutes. Another startup that 
Holmes writes about is Adept, 
co-founded by ex-Googler Anmol 
Gulati. Adept’s AI was built using videos 
of people actually working on their PCs 

to create an Excel spreadsheet or a Pow-
erPoint deck. Trained on these human 
activities, Adept is building an ‘AI 
Teammate’ which can do these tasks for 
you. Interestingly, the first deployment 
of agents would probably be by their 
creators—software developers them-
selves. Millions of them are already 
using Microsoft’s GitHub Copilot, 
which helps them write code better and 
faster. Agents built into them could lis-
ten to a problem that a developer faces, 
suggest ways to address it, and then 
write, run and test the code.

Agents would also create the next 
class of devices for the post-smartphone 
era, like Rabbit R1 and AI Pin, both of 
which were unveiled recently. They use 
GenAI models as their operating system 
(OS), natural spoken language as their 
user interface (UI), and, importantly, 
have rudimentary agents instead of 
apps. So, for example, you can call an 
Uber, order food on Doordash or play 
Spotify by just telling your Rabbit R1 to 
do so. A Large Action Model (LAM), 
which is built on LLMs, functions as 
Rabbit’s OS to make it your personal 
voice assistant. The LAM OS uses its 
long-term memory of you to translate 
your requests into actionable steps and 
responses; it comprehends what apps 
and services you use daily. The LAM can 
learn to see and act in the world like 
humans do. It is still early days, but the 
app-led devices of today will likely give 
way to new agent-led devices.

While all this is super-exciting and 
novel, there are very thorny ethical 
concerns. So far, in this evolving dance 
between humans and AI, humans have 
held on to agency, the power to do stuff. 
That is why Microsoft calls its software 
the Copilot—it is not on autopilot, doing 
stuff on its own, or the sole pilot, since 
the human must prevail. With agents, 
we devolve agency to AI—it potentially 
becomes an autopilot tool and could 
perhaps act as the pilot itself. Thus far, 
we have managed to keep the lid on this 
particular Pandora’s Box shut; with 
agents, we just might crack it open.

B
ill Gates wrote a prescient blog 
recently on how agents will be 
the next big thing in software 

(bit.ly/3tSMNkB). In his inimitable style, 
he explained: “To do any task on a com-
puter, you must tell your device which 
app to use. You can use Microsoft Word 
and Google Docs to draft a business pro-
posal, but they can’t help you send an 
email, share a selfie, analyze data, 
schedule a party, or buy movie tickets. 
In the next five years, this will change 
completely. You won’t have to use dif-
ferent apps for different tasks. You’ll 
simply tell your device, in everyday lan-
guage, what you want to do. This type of 
software—something that responds to 
natural language and can accomplish 
many different tasks based on its knowl-
edge of the user—is called an agent.” He 
went on to predict how they will upend 
the software industry and replace apps 
to become new platforms we use every 
day. Big Tech companies and startups 
have heeded his advice. The first 
glimpse of an agent-led world came 
with OpenAI’s GPT Store. It has more 
than three million GPTs; these proto-
agents are a peek into how Agent Stores 
may replace App Stores. Microsoft, 
OpenAI and Google are scrambling to 
develop software that can do complex 
tasks by itself, with minimal guidance 
from you. Thus, the name agents—they 
have ‘agency.’ Aaron Holmes writes in 
The Information (bit.ly/3U0dpJu) about 

As we devolve agency to AI agents for various tasks, let’s hope that a Pandora’s Box does not open

JASPREET BINDRA
is a technology expert, author of ‘The Tech 

Whisperer’, and a Masters in AI and Ethics 

from Cambridge University.

Why solar and wind energy are still far from winning
Bjorn LomBorg 

R
ecognizing a dish by its smell is a 
talent many of us pride ourselves 
in, the wafts of its aroma rich with 
spices India has been famous for 
globally ever since trade began 
across the high seas. In olden days, 

spices enabled seafaring by preserving food. In 
today’s times, the masala blends that conspire 
to tickle our taste buds still evoke ‘India’ around 
the world. The association is strong. It’s just that 
home-made spice mixes take drudgery, the sort 
middle-class kitchens got liberated from many 
decades ago. Among other staples within handy 
reach of the cooktop, one can find shelves full of 
packaged masala powder, typically. The most 
popular brands are household names. Two of 
the best known, MDH and Everest, made news 
this week for action taken against some of their 
products by food regulators in Hong Kong and 
Singapore for unsafe content. Specifically, tests 
allegedly found the presence of ethylene oxide, 
a pesticide, at levels above the safety limit. This 
should make us sit up—not just because these 
mixes are used heavily in Indian cooking, but 
also for the risk to India’s global image as an 
assurer of quality. Not long ago, we had a big 
scandal over cough syrup that claimed the lives 
of 141 children in Gambia, Uzbekistan and Cam-
eroon, after which our drug regulator banned 
some infant formulations. Earlier, Nestle’s 
Maggi noodles had to be pulled off shelves over 
safety concerns. Such instances suggest laxity 
on the part of companies and regulators alike.

The Food Safety and Standards Authority of 
India (FSSAI) has taken samples from all spice-
mix makers, including Everest and MDH, to run 
its own checks. The ethylene oxide reportedly 
found in the exported spice blends has been 
classified as a carcinogen by the International 

Agency for Research on Cancer. To grasp how it 
gets into our food chain, we must trace it back to 
its roots, almost literally. Farmers of spice crops 
use various chemicals to fend off insects and 
other pests, while the packaging process often 
involves fumigants and preservatives. Although 
what’s sold is supposed to be safe, residues can 
linger and cause harm if used in bio-sensitive 
quantities. As residual substances act as a pre-
text in some Western markets for non-tariff 
barriers, bans placed on Indian exports are 
sometimes viewed as cynical ploys to keep our 
stuff out. In 2014, the EU briefly banned import 
of Alphonso mangoes and four vegetables from 
India. The same year, Saudi Arabia barred 
Indian chilli on charges of high pesticide resi-
due. However, before fingers can be pointed, it 
is our job to ensure the quality of our produce. 
Unfortunately, that’s easier said than done. 
Hong Kong’s Centre for Food Safety had issued 
a ban on three MDH mixes and one Everest mix 
on 5 April. Three days later, the FSSAI actually 
raised the maximum residue limits of pesticides 
in spices and culinary herbs by an order that 
some scientists have protested as scandalous. 
It was only this Monday, though, that word got 
around of foreign bans, memes began to swirl 
on social media and our regulator took note.

That it took an overseas whiff of scandal for 
safety checks to be ordered by our regulator 
should serve as food for thought. As India 
strives to become the world’s next big factory as 
part of a ‘China plus one’ outreach to global 
investors, we must not let local manufacturers 
expose us to reputational risks. Globally, we 
have long battled a lousy reputation for quality 
control in many fields. We can’t afford laxity 
anymore. Spice mixes are so quintessentially 
desi, they serve as flagships of what we make.

Spice dust-up: Don’t let 
it cloud ‘Make in India’

Our food safety regulator must extricate us from a dust-up over packaged masala mixes. For 

India to be the world’s next factory, we can’t let a reputation for lax quality standards set in
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QUICK EDIT

Sayonara,
India
Two large investments

by Japanese compa-
nies in the noughties were
seen as vanguard deals by
a nation looking at India as
a counterweight to China:
the $4.6 billion that drug
maker Daiichi Sankyo paid
for control of Ranbaxy
Laboratories in 2008 and
the $2.7 billion paid by
mobile telecom operator
NTT DoCoMo for a stake
in Tata Teleservices a year
later. Both companies have
decided to exit India after
their investments failed.

Japan continues to have
successful large invest-
ments in India. Maruti Su-
zuki is a prime example. It
also continues to support
many public infrastructure
projects. Yet, the two mar-
quee deals struck account-
ed for nearly half of the to-
tal foreign direct invest-
ment from Japan since the
turn of the century.

Some other large in-
bound deals in recent
years have involved global
companies such as Voda-
fone, Posco, BP and
Vedanta Resources. Each
has had to face rough
weather for a variety of
regulatory reasons—a tell-
ing comment on the messy
business climate in India.

TELECOM SERVICES

DoCoMo to
withdraw
from India

BY P .R . SANJAI &

SHAUVIK GHOSH

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

NTT DoCoMo Inc. of Ja-
pan has decided to sell
its entire 26.5% stake in

loss-making Tata Teleservices
Ltd (TTSL), likely at a big dis-
count, and withdraw from cell-
phone operations in India after
a five-year struggle that high-
lights the challenges in the do-
mestic market.

The company did not specify
details about potential buyers,
but said the Tata group would
be required to buy the stake if
another buyer was not found,
at half the acquisition price or
a fair market price.

Japan’s largest communica-
tions services provider entered
India in March 2009 by acquir-
ing the stake in TTSL for $2.7
billion (around `16,500 crore
today) after the Indian telco
got a dual-technology licence
that allowed CDMA-based op-
erators to offer rival GSM-
based services as well.

The proposed pullout by
NTT DoCoMo heralds a poten-
tial shake-out in India’s tele-
com services sector, which has
13 operators competing for a
share of a market worth $40
billion in annual revenue. Few
make a profit and experts say
the expected wave of consoli-
dation over the next 18 months
to two years will leave only a
handful of survivors.

“DoCoMo’s exit signifies
continued headwinds being
faced by the challengers in the
Indian telecom market. With
huge investments required by
operators towards renewal and
data services spectrum, the
consolidation process is ex-
pected to accelerate,” said
Shobhit Khare, vice-president
(research) at Motilal Oswal Se-
curities Ltd.

The deal with NTT DoCoMo
required certain performance
targets to be met at the end of
every fiscal year, which TTSL
has struggled to keep up with

as competition heated up in
the world’s second largest tele-
com market.

NTT DoCoMo said on Friday
it had planned to sell its stake
in June 2014 or before if TTSL
failed to achieve these per-
formance targets by the fiscal
year ended 31 March 2014. It
didn’t specify what these tar-
gets were.

Analysts say the biggest im-
pact of DoCoMo’s exit will be
on the brand name TTSL was
using: Tata DoCoMo. The
DoCoMo brand became so
strong that TTSL had to side-
line its own Indicom brand in
most parts of the country and
rename it Tata DoCoMo
CDMA.

“It is a huge setback, espe-
cially after investing so much
in a brand that becomes the
face of the company,” said
Santosh Desai, managing di-
rector and chief executive of-
ficer of Future Brands Ltd, a
branding consultant. “With
DoCoMo, they got some stabil-
ity and were able to build a
business. Now they will have to
weigh their options and look
into whether they should build
a new brand, which will re-
quire a significant invest-
ment.”

TTSL had a total debt of
`23,491.49 crore as of March
2013. It made a net loss of
`4,858.41 crore in the year
ended March 2013. The com-
pany, however, was Ebitda-
positive and cash-positive.

Ebitda stands for earnings
before interest, tax, deprecia-
tion and amortization.

“Under the agreement,
DoCoMo holds the right to re-
quire that its TTSL shares be
acquired for 50% of the acqui-
sition price, which amounts to
`7,250 crore or a fair market
price, whichever is higher, in
the event that TTSL fails to
achieve certain specified per-
formance targets,” DoCoMo
said in a statement.

“DoCoMo expects to sell its
TTSL shares in accordance
with the agreement. It is uncer-
tain how the option will be per-
formed, however, and DoCo-
Mo is not able to predict how
events will unfold. The effect
on DoCoMo’s corporate earn-
ings for the fiscal year ending
31 March 2015 cannot be fore-
cast at this time due to these
uncertainties,” the company
added.

According to senior execu-
tives with knowledge of the
original deal, the targets set for
TTSL were initially based on
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NTT DoCoMo to sell its
26.5% stake in TTSL,
says Tata would have
to buy stake if another
buyer is not found

Maruti Suzuki
net profit falls
35.5%, misses
estimates
BY AMRIT RAJ

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

Maruti Suzuki India Ltd on
Friday reported a 35.5%

drop in fiscal fourth quarter
profit as sluggish sales and
higher costs took their toll on
India’s largest car maker by
market share.

Net profit in the three
months ended 31 March
dropped to `800 crore from
`1,239.62 crore a year earlier,
the company said. The profit
fell short of the median esti-
mate of `910 crore in a
Bloomberg poll of 25 analysts.
Net sales fell 9.5% to `11,818
crore.

Slower economic growth—
estimated at under 5% for the
second year in a row in the 12
months ended 31 March—cou-
pled with persistent inflation
and higher borrowing costs
have hurt consumer confi-
dence and cut into demand for
cars and consumer durables in
Asia’s third-largest economy.

The Indian passenger car
market declined by 4.65% to
1.78 million in the year ended
31 March, a consecutive de-
cline.
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BY ANIRUDH LASKAR &

AMI SHAH

·························
MUMBAI

The board of Financial
Technologies (India) Ltd

(FTIL) said on Friday that it
would reconvene on 2 May to
review the divestment of a 24%
stake in Multi Commodity Ex-
change of India Ltd (MCX),
suggesting that the planned
sale may have hit a temporary
roadblock.

The board said a decision on
the stake sale was being de-
ferred in the light of bidders
seeking an extension to make
binding bids until after the
MCX board meets on Saturday.
The original deadline was Fri-
day.

At Saturday’s meeting, the
MCX board will consider
whether the findings of a fo-
rensic audit conducted on it by
PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PwC) can be shared with po-
tential bidders who have de-
manded access to the report’s
contents.

“Some of the serious bidders
have communicated to the
Forward Markets Commission
(FMC) and to the FTIL ap-
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FTIL stake sale
in MCX hits
temporary
roadblock
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Gurgaon-based Obi Mo-
biles, promoted by former

Apple Inc. chief executive of-
ficer (CEO) John Sculley’s Sin-
gapore-based Inflexionpoint,
hopes to launch six-seven
sub-`12,000 smartphone mod-
els in India by July and earn
`1,000 crore of revenue in the
first year of operations.

The target, which translates
roughly to sales of about two
million smartphones costing
an average of about `5,000
each, is “ambitious”, said Obi
Mobiles CEO Ajay Sharma—
companies such as Samsung
Electronics Co. Ltd, Micromax
Informatics Ltd, Karbonn Mo-
biles India Pvt. Ltd and Nokia
India Pvt. Ltd (whose parent
firm Nokia Oyj has been ac-
quired by Microsoft Corp.) are
well-entrenched in the Indian
smartphone market and to-
gether account for a share of
about 80%.

Sharma is nonetheless posi-
tive about achieving the target,
“given the growth momentum
of the smartphone market, and
the fact that almost 70% of the
smartphone volumes come

from the below-`12,000 mod-
els”.

The Indian smartphone
market, according to research
firm Convergence Catalyst,
doubled from about 21 million
in 2012 to 42 million in 2013,
and is forecast to grow to 60
million by 2014.

Worldwide sales of smart-
phones to end-users totalled
968 million units in 2013, up
42.3% from 2012, according to
a 13 February report by re-
search firm Gartner Inc.
Smartphone sales in China
grew 86.3% in that period. In

the December quarter of 2013,
India recorded the highest
smartphone sales growth of
166.8% among countries
tracked by Gartner.

According to research firm
International Data Corp.
(IDC), smartphone sales are
forecast to touch 155 million
by 2017 in the rapidly growing
Indian market.

It’s this market potential,
coupled with the fact that the
US and Chinese markets are
reaching saturation point, that
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FAST-GROWING MARKET

Newer entrants may spark
smartphone price war
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Q&A: HCL’s Vineet Nayar on
state of India’s IT industry >4

EARNINGS: ICICI Bank, Axis Bank net profits
rise in March quarter >3

DIPLOMACY: India, US should convene a ‘Track
1.5’ event to resolve issues, says Powell >3

BOOK EXTRACT: Sahara: The Untold Story >12

Election surprise: Narendra Modi, the prime ministerial candidate of the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), with Daljeet Singh Kohli, the half­
brother of Prime Minister Manmohan Singh of the Congress party, at a
public meeting in Amritsar on Friday. Kohli, a local businessman,
joined the BJP because of the way Congress president Sonia Gandhi
and vice­president Rahul Gandhi had treated Manmohan Singh, said
Punjab chief minister Prakash Singh Badal, who was present at the
rally. See Page 10
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Food safety involves 
everybody in the 

food chain.
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AI agents will allow users to do 
complex tasks that currently 
require them to visit multiple 

apps for various functions. This 
could take us from app-laden to 

agent-ready digital devices.

Some care is being taken by 
tech companies to keep humans 

not just in the loop but also in 
control of AI actions, but such 
technology can also let agents 

operate autonomously. 

Q U I C K  R E A D

that every winter, when solar contributes 
very little, Germany has a ‘wind drought’ of 
five days when wind turbines also deliver 
almost nothing. That suggests batteries will 
be needed for a minimum of 120 hours—
although the actual need will be much 
longer, since droughts sometimes last much 
longer and recur before storage can be filled. 
A new study of the US scenario shows that to 
achieve 100% solar or wind electricity with 
sufficient backup, the US would need to be 
able to store almost three months’ worth of 
annual electricity. It currently has 7 minutes 

of battery storage.
Just to pay for the bat-

teries would cost the US 
five times its current 
GDP. And it would have 
to purchase new batteries 
when they expire after 
about 15 years. Globally, 
the cost of power-storage 
adequacy would run to 10 
times the world’s GDP, 
with a gigantic new bill 
every 15 years.

The second reason the 
‘cheapest’ claim is false is 
that it leaves out the cost 
of recycling spent wind 

nesia an astonishing 90 times more. If solar 
and wind energy really were cheaper, why 
would these countries miss out? Because 
reliability matters.

The typical way to measure the cost of 
solar simply ignores its unreliability and tells 
us the price of solar energy when the sun is 
shining. The same is true of wind energy. 
This approach does make their cost slightly 
lower than any other electricity source. The 
US Energy Information Administration puts 
solar at 3.6 cents per kWh, just ahead of nat-
ural gas at 3.8 cents. But if you reasonably 
include the cost of relia-
bility, the real cost 
explodes. One peer-re-
viewed study shows an 
increase of 11-42 times, 
making solar by far the 
most expensive source of 
power, followed by wind.

The enormous addi-
tional cost comes from 
the need for storage. 
Electricity is required 
even when the sun is not 
shining and wind is not 
blowing. Yet our battery 
capacity is woefully inad-
equate. Research shows 

Claims that wind and solar energy 
are now cheaper than fossil fuel-
based energy are misleading as 
these refer to costs only when 

the sun is out or wind blowing but 
don’t account for intermittency.

Tackling it requires massive 
battery storage that raises the 

overall bill manifold even as the 
world is saddled with the burden 
of spent blades and used solar 
panels that can’t be recycled.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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Agents will be the next big thing 
in the AI-led world taking shape
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T
he covid pandemic is the great divide 
of the early 21st century. We compare 
conditions before and after 2020. This 
also applies to employment trends. 
The International Labour Organiza-
tion-Institute for Human Development 

(ILO-IHD) India Employment Report released last 
month highlighted some curious paradoxical 
trends of the pre-pandemic period that were 
sharply reversed following the pandemic. Drawing 
on Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) data and 
the earlier NSS Employment-Unemployment sur-
veys, the report points out that there were some 
very slow but positive employment trends during 
2000-2019 which were reversed after 2020. Three 
developments in particular are worth noting.

First, there was a pre-pandemic shift in work-
force distribution from agriculture to the non-agri-
cultural sector, a key structural transformation of 
the development process. Unfortunately, most of 
the additional employment was primarily in low-
skill, poorly paid jobs in construction and services. 
The workforce transformation also lagged far 
behind the corresponding transformation of the 
structure of production. Nevertheless, the shift 
was a positive development.

The second was a shift from informal to regular 
employment in the organized sector, the best cate-
gory of employment in India’s complex labour 
market. Informal jobs remained predominant, but 
the share of regular employment in total employ-
ment rose from 15% in 2000 to 24% in 2019.

The third positive development was a rise in 
labour productivity across all sectors, albeit with 
large variations. During 2000-2019, productivity 
increased the most in manufacturing (annually 
6%), followed by services (5%), agriculture (4%) and 
construction (1%). Of course, rising labour produc-
tivity also meant that the labour requirement per 
unit of output was declining. It is not surprising 
that construction, where productivity growth was 
the least, is also the sector whose share in employ-
ment rose the fastest during this period.

Paradoxically, alongside these positive trends, 
there were also some serious negative develop-
ments. Thus, the Labour Force Participation Rate 
(LFPR), the proportion of India’s working-age pop-
ulation that is either working or available for work, 
declined from 62% in 2000 to only 50% in 2019. 
Similarly, the worker population ratio (WPR), the 
proportion of employed persons in the population, 
also declined from 62% to 50% (these aggregate 
numbers mask large gender differences, where the 
LFPR or WPR for women are much lower than for 
men). The unemployment rate, the proportion of 
population in the labour force who were openly 
unemployed, rose from 2% in 2000 to 6% in 2019.

Once the pandemic struck, the shock reversed 
all these trends. The share of agriculture in the 

India’s employment paradox of 
the 21st century: An explanation
We saw a post-covid reversal of both positive and negative labour-market trends and the causes should be debated carefully
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L
ast week, reports surfaced that after 
more than a year on the market, Gen-
eral Electric (GE) finally managed to 

offload Crotonville, its storied leadership 
academy nestled along the Hudson River 
in the suburbs of New York City.

It’s not just Crotonville that’s a tough sell 
these days for GE. It’s also the executives 
the training centre helped shape and the 
leadership philosophy it long espoused. A 
GE pedigree was once highly coveted by 
corporate boards looking to fill out their 
companies’ C-suites. But now, GE-bred 
CEOs are developing a very different sort of 
reputation—that of flameouts rather than 
stars. For the ur-example, look no further 
than The Boeing Company, where three of 
the last four chief executives all hailed from 
the once powerful conglomerate. “The 
running joke around the company is what-
ever you do, don’t hire another CEO from 
GE!” one current Boeing manager quipped 
to Fortune earlier this month.

It’s a damning indictment of the house 
that Jack Welch built. 

Welch ran the place for two decades, a 
period in which he developed a manage-
ment system that rotated high-potential 
executives through different parts of the 
sprawling enterprise—a few years here 
with the now-infamous financial services 
division, a few there with plastics. Ulti-
mately, that meant mastering the “GE way” 
was deemed more critical to running a suc-
cessful business than developing deep 
domain expertise. To the outside world, it 
gave the impression that a GE-trained 
executive could parachute in and expertly 
lead any business, which is how Crotonville 
graduates ended up in charge of companies 
like Albertsons, The Home Depot and 
Intuit that have seemingly little resem-
blance to GE.

The Boeing fiasco is just the latest proof 
point that it’s time to abandon the premise 
of interchangeable CEOs, who are pro-
duced at a GE-like CEO factory and can be 
swapped in and out like widgets. The world 
is too complicated, the job of a CEO today 
too challenging and the products many 
companies produce too technical for this 
model to work anymore—if it ever did.

At Crotonville, GE reinforced the top-
down, corporate-knows-best mentality 
that has gotten a crop of its alumni into 
trouble. Executives would disappear for a 
few weeks at a time to the bucolic campus 
and learn all about Six Sigma quality and 
cost cutting in a way that, in retrospect, 
seems alarmingly divorced from the reali-
ties of what was happening on the shop 
floor. Now we can see how that mentality 

played out at a place like Boeing: Engineers 
were sounding the alarm on the company’s 
safety issues as far back as 2001. But appar-
ently its executives just couldn’t hear the 
warnings in Chicago, where that same year 
Boeing relocated its headquarters far from 
its Seattle production lines.

Compare that to the lean manufacturing 
philosophy that Larry Culp has put in place 
at the dramatically slimmed down GE. In 
this world-view, answers to problems can 
be found on the factory floor, which is also 
where the culture should be shaped—not 
at some far-removed corporate command 
post. Executives should be spending their 
time with operations, not in Crotonville-
like Ivory Towers or wood-panelled con-
ference rooms. There’s still a benefit that 
comes with an academic leadership pro-
gram that lets people refresh their thinking 
and opens them up to new ideas. But as 
Culp has proven, it needs to be more in bal-
ance with what a company actually does 
and how it operates. 

GE may no longer be considered a CEO 
factory, but some corners of corporate 
America seem to still be searching for one 
elsewhere. Increasingly, headhunters and 
boardrooms are looking for their next 
CEOs to have Amazon on their resumes. 
It’s the GE of its day, with its vast opera-
tions and legendary management and 
growth. But already we have a few case 
studies—Dave Clark at Flexport and Matt 
Furlong at GameStop, to name just two— 
that yet again demonstrate that the CEO 
factory model is too simplistic for today’s 
fast-changing world.

The discourse swirling around who 
should be the next CEO of Boeing suggests 
that the message might finally have gotten 
through: The company needs to prioritize 
manufacturing experience rather than 
nebulous ‘leadership skills.’ That’s going to 
require hiring for very specific expertise, 
not just someone who ticks the boxes of 
what a CEO should act and look like. 

It’s a smart way of thinking about all CEO 
searches, and especially the complex ones. 
Boeing’s next chief executive must be able 
to rebuild the company’s culture and turn-
around the business—all while handling an 
incensed public and Washington. That 
kind of executive is made to order, not one 
likely to be found rolling off the line of any 
CEO factory. ©BLOOMBERG

GE’s CEO factory has stopped 
production: It’s good riddance

Its assembly line of CEOs has joined Jack Welch’s discredited legacy

GE’s Jack Welch was a leader of leadership 

thought in the 1990s BLOOMBERG

workforce, which had been going down during the 
previous two decades, went up again in 2021 and 
remains higher even today (2023 PLSF survey) 
than in 2019. There has been a similar reversal of 
the rise in the share of regular wage employment, 
which remains lower today than in 2019. But along 
with the reversal of these positive trends, negative 
trends have also been reversed. The LFPR, which 
was declining till 2019, has since gone up. So has 
the WPR, while the unemploy-
ment rate has declined. How can 
these paradoxical trend rever-
sals be explained?

For an answer to that ques-
tion, consider the arcane details 
of how employment is measured 
in the PLFS. The market is seg-
mented by conditions of work 
and earnings. The best job is 
regular wage employment in 
the organized or formal sector, 
followed by regular informal 
employment, casual work and 
self-employment (covering own 
account workers, employers and 
unpaid family workers). All 
those engaged in these eco-
nomic activities are counted as employed.

During good market conditions, workers are 
able to move to better jobs and the reverse happens 
during adverse conditions. But these dynamics are 
not captured in aggregate employment or unem-
ployment numbers. It has been argued that when 
conditions were improving, those ‘employed’ in 
miserable jobs for little or no pay at the bottom of 
the pyramid could afford to move out of the labour 
force, since others in the family were able to earn 

better. Also, getting education has been a major 
factor driving withdrawal from the labour force, 
especially for the youth. When urban non-agricul-
tural employment opportunities collapsed with 
the pandemic, workers had to migrate back to rural 
areas as underemployed workers in agriculture, 
which acted as a shock absorber.

The declining workforce share of agriculture 
was reversed, as also the rising share of regular 

employment in the formal sector 
and productivity gains. The 
number of self-employed 
workers, especially unpaid 
family workers, had an upswell, 
and with that the LFPR and WPR 
improved while the unemploy-
ment rate declined. After all, 
unpaid work for a family farm is 
also counted as employment in 
the PLFS, no matter how odd 
that may be. These trend rever-
sals have persisted and showed 
up in the 2023 PLFS too. It is still 
too early to tell whether it is an 
aberration in the near-term or a 
long-term structural reversal.

Finally, a major focus of the 
ILO-IHD report is the relationship between youth 
unemployment, education and skills. I have not got 
into these issues on account of space limitations, 
but would strongly recommend the report to 
interested readers. It is important because these 
are the factors, along with related policies, that 
will determine whether India reaps a demographic 
dividend or faces a demographic disaster in the 
decade ahead.

These are the author’s personal views

India’s declining workforce share 
of agriculture was reversed after 
covid, says the ILO-IHD report. 

Our productivity gains and rising 
share of regular formal-sector 

employment saw reversals too.

 Self-employed workers had an 
upswell, especially unpaid family 
workers, and that could explain 
why labour force participation 

improved and the country’s 
unemployment rate declined.

Q U I C K  R E A D

JyOTIrmOy SaHa din of Indian elections is India’s very own 
brand of TV news debates. With ultra-high 
penetration of cable TV and broadband 
internet, large numbers in India are cued in 
on the last argument they watched on TV or 
online. I quite enjoy this theatre that boasts 
a cast of characters. It can easily put any 
magnum opus to shame. They include the 
hallowed, the shamed, insiders, fighters, 
gentlefolk, knowledgeable ones, ignorant 
ones, defenders, attackers, and, for good 
measure, even a pair of highly passionate 
estranged brothers from opposite teams. 
Night after night, this lineup loudly argues 
every idea, every speech and every word 
written or uttered by general election hope-
fuls. Done with the usual flair of Indian dra-
matics, these debates serve to do one thing 
very well. They make Indians aware of 
almost every little dynamic that is at play in 
elections. So popular is this TV format that 
it has now begun to extend into once-sedate 
conferences and stage events as well. 

There is only one health warning from 
this for all international commentators: The 
Indian electorate is more aware than it may 
seem and it tends to collectively choose just 
what is right for the people. In that sense, 
democracy doesn’t get any bigger.

under the rule of law and sees no need to 
confront it over its domestic policies. Calls 
to do so are mostly rhetorical and support 
for such rhetoric can be exaggerated by our 
digital confirmation biases. In general, the 
world understands that the level of demo-
cratic freedoms in India (or lack thereof) 
isn’t really much better or worse than in 
other democracies. India is a complex coun-
try with multiple levels of national, regional 
and local governments run by a wide spec-
trum of political parties with various cul-

tures, ethnicities, lan-
guages and belief sys-
tems. Every few years, 
there is a churn that sees 
these levels of govern-
ment getting voted out 
and replaced on the basis 
of prevailing issues. 

Globally, nowhere else 
is there another example 
of such a complex web of 
democratic governments 
run by such a wide vari-
ety of people.

International news 
coverage be damned, 
what stands out in this 

Expressions of concern for the state of 
democracy in these democracies fly thick 
and fast. Ironically, opinions on what counts 
as ‘democracy’ in democratic countries are 
louder than concern for the plight of people 
living in actual autocracies—over 70% of 
humanity. If I had a dollar bill for every time 
I read something asking a democracy ques-
tion of India, I’d have a mountain of money 
piled up to my chin (credit the expression to 
Annie Lennox and David Allan Stewart).

Thankfully, though, political opinions 
only rise to a crescendo 
during election season. 
What matters to the 
world is India’s standing 
in bilateral and multilat-
eral settings. To most 
Western countries, 
India is seen as an indis-
pensable ally in the 
global balance of power, 
thanks to its substantial 
population, huge con-
sumer base, military 
might and economic 
influence. The world 
views India as a valuable 
partner that operates 

that really real? The answer lies in recom-
mendation engines—one of AI’s most basic 
applications. Each time you use online 
search, watch a video, read an article or 
make an online purchase, your activity is 
recorded. As patterns of your usage emerge, 
algorithms start to identify your likes and 
dislikes. With increased usage, these pat-
terns become more robust and better able to 
predict your choices with reasonable accu-
racy. Applied to news and opinions, it can 
skew the user’s view of the world. This tech-
nology feeds our very human nature to seek 
out, comprehend and remember data in a 
manner that validates our pre-existing con-
victions and principles. Our natural bias 
manifests further as we start to cherry-pick 
data that aligns with our perspective, disre-
gard opposing data, and rely more often on 
vague information that reaffirms our biases. 
Online engines fuel this to perfection.

In short, whenever we look for political 
news on social media, we invariably fall prey 
to our own patterns. That’s why we live in an 
era of polarized political positions. Funnily, 
those opinions are not just limited to politics 
in one’s own country. Be it in the US, Brazil, 
India or other countries, never has the 
world been more invested in elections. 

I
t’s election season again in India, and this 
time, the world seems to be watching. Or 
so it would seem on social media. In 

recent years, Indian politics has gotten 
attention from unexpected quarters. Tennis 
legend Martina Navratilova doesn’t hide her 
dislike for Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 
pop star Rihanna threw her support behind 
Indian farmers, and so on. But celebrity 
musings aside, India’s growing influence in 
the world has ensured that international 
publications seeking ‘India interest’ eye-
balls have been very active in their coverage. 
Strong opinions have been posted by legacy 
news publications Time, The New York 
Times, Economist and Financial Times. 
Almost all these opinions, critical of India’s 
current government, conform to their edi-
torial positions and are mostly from Indian 
writers who are known for their slant.

My kids (both young adults now) tell me 
that for real opinions, one has to hear the 
voices of real voters on social media. But is 

Polls spotlight the argumentative Indian TV debate

is founder of August 

Media Holdings and also 

POP TV.

These elections are attended by 
a surge of media commentary 

globally. Social media also seems 
driven by confirmation biases, so 
it’s hard to get a representative 

ringside view from overseas.

What stand out in the din are 
India’s TV debates. Foreign 

observers who question Indian 
democracy should acknowledge 

that the country’s electorate is 
more aware than it may seem.
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