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T
he Reserve Bank of India last week issued rules outlining the glide 

path for existing “small finance banks”, or SFBs, that wish to transi-

tion to regular “universal” banks. While it is unclear if any of the 

current SFBs will take advantage of the process immediately, it is 

welcome that a clear set of policies has been introduced for what has been a 

long-stated goal. SFBs that transition will gain certain advantages — for exam-

ple, they will then have lower capital requirements and can reduce their level 

of priority-sector lending. This will bring down their capital intensity and 

allow them to become more profitable. The RBI’s requirements are relatively 

stringent, and so most SFBs will not qualify. Small banks should be listed and 

functioning for five years, as well as pass the regular due diligence exercise by 

the regulator. But they should also have reported a net profit the previous two 

years and have at least ~1,000 crore as their net worth. All existing SFBs other 

than AU SFB have a net worth below ~1,000 crore. But AU SFB is also going 

through a merger, first announced in October 2023, with Fincare SFB, which 

may open up new geographies in South India. 

The broader process, however, is good news. The eventual goal must be 

greater competition in the banking sector alongside clear regulatory goalposts. 

Most SFBs — a category announced in 2014 — were created from non-banking 

financial companies, or NBFCs. They now have a path to universal banking. 

There is thus a clear ladder of safety, reliability, and regulatory oversight that the 

financial products sector can follow up to become a regular bank. For the banking 

regulator, it must be a priority to increase competition in the sector. Research has 

shown that, in the era of bank consolidation in India, which began in 1998, the 

efficiency of monetary-policy transmission declined significantly. This is natural, 

as greater market power increases individual banks’ alternative financing sources. 

The SFB category was originally developed to increase financial inclusion. 

A worthy locus for further research is whether they have served that purpose. 

However, theoretically it seems clear that banks that have emerged from the 

regulatory environment that defines SFBs will help expand the scope of uni-

versal banking as well, given that they have specific know-how about increasing 

bank deposits from the underbanked. The growth of deposits in the banking 

sector will likely be a major priority, going forward. Recent research by Standard 

& Poor’s has shown that loan growth in banks is 2-3 percentage points higher 

than deposit growth. Some in the banking sector argue this is a natural corollary 

of other trends. Household financial savings, for example, are under pressure 

and the performance of alternative investment sources — such as mutual 

funds — has been attractive. 

Returns on deposits in banks in recent times, meanwhile, have been too 

low in real terms. However, demand for credit continues apace. Thus, in the 

aggregate, according to S&P, loan growth is 1.5 times the growth in nominal 

gross domestic product (GDP), while deposit growth is just keeping pace with 

nominal GDP. As a consequence, unless deposit growth is juiced up, loan 

growth may have to fall, with unintended effects on the macro-economy and 

overall investment and growth. Greater bank competition with a focus on 

expanding the banking base is one way to mobilise deposits.

Chasing paper trails
Supreme Court puts VVPAT controversy to rest

A
s Indians queue up to vote in one million polling stations around 
the country, the Supreme Court has set at rest concerns about the 
credibility of electronic voting machines (EVMs). On the same day 
as the second phase of polling, the court delivered a verdict rejecting 

the plea by the non-profit organisation Association for Democratic Reforms 
(ADR) for 100 per cent cross-verification of EVMs by a manually counted voter 
verifiable paper audit trail, or VVPAT. In separate but concurring judgments, 
the two-judge Bench chose to retain the current provisions of counting the 
VVPAT slips of five randomly selected Assembly constituencies or Assembly 
segments of Parliamentary constituencies to verify the EVM count. In addition, 
the court has directed the Election Commission to seal and store symbol-
loading units (SLUs) for 45 days after the election result is declared. 

The SLU is a memory device that enables candidates’ symbols to be loaded 
on to the VVPAT machine; it is typically retained for a day before being handed 
back to the manufacturer to be programmed and reused in other VVPATs for 
subsequent phases. This directive implies that an SLU can be opened and 
examined in the event of an election petition. The Supreme Court has also 
allowed candidates standing second or third in a constituency to ask for a ver-
ification of EVM software by submitting a written request identifying the polling 
station or serial number within seven days of the results being announced. 
These petitioners will have to bear the expenses of a procedure that will require 
manufacturers’ engineers to conduct checks on 5 per cent of the EVMs per 
Assembly constituency or segment. This goes some way towards addressing a 
key concern raised by the ADR that an EVM processor can be tampered with. 

The Supreme Court’s reasoning for these limited changes is that 100 per 
cent manual counting of VVPAT slips would take too long and that the exercise 
of tallying 5 per cent VVPAT slips with votes cast had not, so far, revealed mis-
matches. The Election Commission will, however, be required to invest in 
larger numbers of SLUs, given the restrictions on their reuse. This judgment 
builds on earlier Supreme Court verdicts that steadily added credibility to the 
world’s largest election exercise by electronic machines. In 2013, the apex 
court directed the Election Commission to introduce the VVPAT paper trail 
and in 2019, the court enhanced the number of polling stations for VVPAT 
verification from one Assembly constituency or segment to five. 

Now that the matter has been settled in court, political parties would do 
well to not raise unsubstantiated questions, which can undermine the electoral 
process. Elections have been won and lost by different parties since the use of 
EVMs started. Besides, it is also at one level a decentralised exercise conducted 
by both central and state-government officials, which makes any intervention 
to influence outcomes difficult. EVMs should not be perpetually held  
responsible for electoral outcomes.
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T
here is a great populist urge in India — to 
take from the rich and give to the poor. This 
is the path to sustained poverty and economic 

failure. Two specific mechanisms that are being dis-
cussed — wealth tax and inheritance tax — are well 
known in the field of public finance. All over the 
world, there is analytical clarity on their lack of use-
fulness. They have been tried in India. They should 
not be resurrected. 

Roughly once every decade, in India, the taxation 
of wealth and of inheritance comes 
up in the public debate. These ideas 
have been around since the 19th cen-
tury and have been tried in many 
countries. The removal of these tax-
es, as part of the shift to greater eco-
nomic freedom, has coincided with 
greater prosperity. 

In India, estate duty was present 
from 1953 to 1985. The rates could 
be very high, as much as 85 per cent, 
but in practice collection was small. 
It was abolished by Rajiv Gandhi. 
Taxes on the estate or of inheritance 
are present in many advanced 
economies. On average, in the 24 countries of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) where these are found, they 
account for 0.5 per cent of tax revenues. It seems 
like a lot of complexity to suffer, in public adminis-
tration, in return for a small amount of tax revenue. 

The prospect is even less appealing with wealth 
tax. This was introduced in India in 1957. As of 2012-
13 it generated ~800 crore. It was abolished in 2015. 
It is present in four OECD countries and generates 

a negligible amount of tax revenue. 
Going down these routes comes at a cost: The loss 

of focus on the core business of establishing a sensible 
tax system in India. Taxation in India is at very high 
levels, with a maximal personal income tax of 42 per 
cent, a corporate income tax of 25 per cent and a 
peak goods and services tax (GST) rate of 28 per cent. 
Taxing imports, and non-tariff barriers, has been 
steadily rising. These add up to an extremely high 
tax environment when compared with most of the 

post-1991 period. Tax administration 
in India fares poorly on fair play, rule 
of law and the arbitrary power of tax 
officials. The priority in tax policy is 
not adding on the fresh challenges 
of a wealth tax or an inheritance tax. 
It is to make the present machinery 
(income tax, GST, property tax) work 
well at the level of both tax policy 
and tax administration while abol-
ishing all other taxes. 

An economist is someone who 
wonders whether what works in 
practice works in theory too. Is the 
empirical experience made of just a 

few accidents, or is there a conceptual foundation 
that is inescapable? It is interesting to go under the 
hood and ask why inheritance tax and wealth tax 
work poorly. 

People respond to incentives. The first response 
to more taxation is to work less. If wealth and inher-
itance are penalised, people will work less hard to 
create wealth. This is harmful for the country. 

The second response is to reorganise life into 
tax-efficient structures. Instead of going to the end 

of life with a will, persons will transfer assets to the 
chosen ones while living. This distorts behaviour 
while hindering the ability of the government to 
obtain revenues. Many a parent may prefer to 
repeatedly edit a will in the years leading up to the 
unexpected death event, instead of losing power 
by transferring assets to children early in order to 
avoid taxes. 

The third level of response is to relocate business 
activity to friendly jurisdictions such as Dubai, Sri 
Lanka, Cayman Islands, Singapore, or Ireland. This 
hampers tax revenues. 

If India were an open economy, nothing else 
would go wrong: A person would establish a tax res-
idence in Ireland and run business activities in India 
without any friction. But India is not an open econ-
omy and there are myriad hindrances against cross-
border activities. Convertibility is absent on the cur-
rent account and on the capital account. Hence, 
once a person shifts tax residence to a location out-
side India, a process of estrangement sets in, and 
the focus upon building organisations in India tends 
to subside. India’s future is in the hands of about 
10,000 firms, and it is better to organise the Indian 
state in a way that nurtures the energy and ambition 
of each of these leadership teams. 

In sum, wealth tax and inheritance tax work poor-
ly because (a) they distort the behaviour of people, 
which harms gross domestic product (GDP), and (b) 
the behavioural distortions are sufficient to not gen-
erate meaningful tax revenues. These taxes thus end 
up with the worst of all worlds: Behavioural distor-
tions that harm GDP, a complex tax bureaucracy 
(which will abuse the arbitrary power that tax officers 
in India have), and poor tax revenues. 

This debate fits into the larger puzzle of redistri-
bution vs growth. We should not get distracted into 
arguments about how to divide the pizza. India is a 
lower middle-income country. There is a daunting 
journey in front of us, which is of sustaining growth, 
of developing state capability, over the coming 100 
years. Only four countries which were poor in 1947 
have graduated to “advanced economy” status today: 
The journey to development is a difficult one, and 
there is no guarantee of success. Emphasising class 
warfare will hamper private dynamism and hold 
back the emergence of state capability. 

Lant Pritchett says that 99 per cent of the varia-
tion in the poverty rate across countries is explained 
by one number: The median income. If we want to 
change the poverty rate, the number to focus on is 
the median income. All the redistributive efforts of 
the state, through taxes, social programmes, etc sit 
in the residual 1 per cent (of the variation of the 
poverty rate which is not explained by the median 
income) and come at the price of reduced growth of 
the median income. The emotions of envy, of resent-
ment, of takers rather than makers, should be 
excluded from public life. 

The writer is a researcher at XKDR Forum

T
wo countries, India and Japan, dominated 
the conversation at the recent 3,000-people-
strong HSBC Annual Global Investor Summit 

in Hong Kong. As readers are familiar with India, I 
will talk about Japan, where following decades of 
stagnation, Tokyo’s benchmark Nikkei 225 broke 
past its 1989 peak on February 22, 2024. While stable 
macro-economic, favourable geopolitical conditions 
and leaner balance sheets have energised its equity 
markets, governance reforms have had an equally 
important role to play. 

Japan began focusing on governance reforms 
from the turn of the century, with a 
call for independent directors and 
board committees. Initially there 
was scepticism regarding indepen-
dent directors’ ability to understand 
a company’s culture and contribute 
to its growth since they had not been 
with the company for 30 years! It 
was only after Shinzo Abe came to 
power for a second time in 2012 that 
the governance reforms gathered 
pace. And it may not be out of place 
to mention the India Governance 
Scorecard that I have periodically 
written about was thanks to the gen-
erous support from the Government 
of Japan during Shinzo Abe’s tenure. 

“Reforms, new policy ideas, and civil society par-
ticipation arrived in a heady rush (with Abe),” says 
Jamie Allen, who recently stepped down as secretary 
general of the Asian Corporate Governance 
Association (ACGA), a non-profit membership 
organisation driving effective corporate governance 
practices throughout Asia. He lists the Japan 
Stewardship Code of February 2014 (it has under-
gone two revisions since, in 2017 and in 2020); the 
Ito Review, in August 2014, which put return on 
equity (RoE) and corporate competitiveness on the 
map; the Corporate Governance Code of June 2015; 
a new third system of board governance, the Audit 
and Supervisory Committee Company, in 2015; the 

growth of sustainability reporting, strongly encour-
aged by the Financial Services Agency and the 
Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI); 
the emergence of new director-training institutes; 
an official set of Guidelines for Investor and 
Company Engagement in June 2018; new METI 
guidelines on group governance in June 2019. 

“Part of (Abe’s) government’s genius was to link 
CG reform not to risk reduction — as in most markets 
where governance is a corrective to excessive corpo-
rate risk taking — but to the long-term growth of com-
panies and the revitalization of the underperforming 

Japanese economy,” avers Jamie. 
This is reiterated in the “Ito 

Review of Competitiveness and 
Incentives for Sustainable Growth 
— Building Favorable Relationships 
between Companies and Investors”, 
published by the powerful METI. As 
resistance to change emanates from 
cultural facets, the Ito Review noted 
that “increasing capital efficiency in 
the broadest sense is crucial from 
the perspective of Japan’s survival”. 

There have been two updates to 
the Ito Review. The 2017 review 
focused on company-investor 
engagement or “collaborative value 
creation” and the 2022 review on 

“sustainability transformation”. 
METI has remained concerned that Japan Inc 

was cash-heavy and that the financial indicators for 
Japanese companies trailed their European and 
United States counterparts. Years of poor capital 
allocation led to low RoE and low price to book (P/B). 
Approximately half the listed companies on the 
Prime Market and 60 per cent in the Standard 
Market have RoE below 8 per cent and P/B ratios 
below 1. This contrasts with 5 per cent for the S&P 
500 and 22 per cent for the STOXX 600. These  
financial numbers called for a shift in mind-set  
from a “profit and loss” focus to being driven by 
“balance sheet and cash flow”. This meant limited  

interest from global investors. 
The challenge was to link governance and finan-

cial performance, which the Tokyo Stock Exchange 
did through its focus on capital allocation (which, 
together with succession planning, is one of two pri-
orities of any board). 

In March 2023, the exchange asked companies 
with a P/B ratio below 1 to disclose specific policies 
and initiatives to lift their value above it. While there 
may have been other financial indicators for com-
panies to focus on, like return on capital equity or 
return on capital employed, the exchange narrowed 
in on P/B, which is now the prominent indicator. 

Since then, companies have begun focusing on 
capital efficiency. They have begun buybacks, mergers, 
spinoffs, unwinding crossholdings, and disposal of 
treasury stocks. All these are standard tools for any 
well-managed company but were shunned by 
Japanese enterprises. As peer pressure builds — Honda 
Motors’ $1.5 billion buyback announcement was fol-
lowed by Toyota Motor offering to buy back $1.0 billion 
— it is easy to understand the change in Japan. 

As the directive is not binding, the exchange has 
begun releasing a list of firms that have disclosed 
plans to increase their capital efficiency. In doing 
so it is obliquely naming and shaming companies 
that have not articulated a plan — as they don’t find 
mention on this list. 

“The Tokyo Stock Exchange’s Action Plan for 
companies to disclose on board awareness of their 
cost of capital and to improve RoE is a culminating 
factor signalling improving returns for sharehold-
ers,” said Amar Gill, who this month assumed charge 
as secretary general, ACGA. 

The Japan story is still in its early days. But the 
lesson it holds is that companies, regulators, and 
the broader market micro-system all need to con-
tinuously evolve to ensure that a country’s capital 
markets remain robust. 

The writer is with Institutional Investor Advisory Services 

India Limited, a proxy advisory firm. The views are personal.  
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Japan’s equity renaissance

Small finance banks have a clear path

Need more competition

D
espite Steve Bannon’s Wall Street 
pedigree, his taste for five-star 
hotels and billionaire-owned 

yachts, he is truly a man of the people — 
that, at least, is the impression he strains 
to convey each time he appears in Finish 
What We Started: The MAGA Movement’s 
Ground War to End Democracy,  a new 
book by Isaac Arnsdorf, a journalist at 
The Washington Post. 

As far as Bannon is concerned, 
anyone who complains that Donald 
Trump’s far-right supporters are on the 
fringes of the fringe is just a whiner who 
can go cry some more. As he put it at the 
Conservative Political Action Conference 
(CPAC) in 2022: “All they talk about on 

MSNBC is ‘democracy, democracy, 
democracy.’ We’re gonna give them a 
democracy suppository on November 8!” 

The line was classic Bannon: Gleeful, 
bombastic, mildly disgusting. It would 
also turn out to be wrong. The “red wave” 
that he and other MAGA enthusiasts 
envisioned for that year’s midterm 
elections never materialised. 

There have been several books about 
the Trumpification of the Republican 
Party focused on the politicians and 
operatives who allowed such a 
transformation to happen. Finish What 
We Started focuses instead on the 
ordinary foot soldiers in the MAGA grass 
roots — who, in the aftermath of January 
6, continued to insist that the 2020 
presidential election had been stolen and 
are determined to never let such an 
outrage happen again. 

The rampage at the Capitol had been 
spectacular — maybe too spectacular for 
its own good; what the MAGA movement 
needed was something stealthier and 
more tedious, less likely to draw the 
attention of anyone who would try to 

thwart it. Arnsdorf recounts how, a 
month after the attack, Bannon invited a 
Breitbart blogger named Dan Schultz to 
his “War Room” podcast to explain what 
Schultz called “the precinct strategy.” 
The plan was to take over the Republican 
Party from the ground up: Get some true 
MAGA believers into the humble yet 
foundational building blocks of the 
party structure — “precinct positions 
that were often vacant because no one 
was paying attention.” 

Instead of state legislatures staffed by 
RINOs (Republicans in name only) who 
had shown themselves too willing to 
betray the MAGA cause by abiding by the 
Constitution and certifying the 2020 
election, an influx of new precinct 
committee members would ensure that 
the 2024 election would reflect the will of 
the real people — the MAGA faithful. 

One person who heeded the message 
was Salleigh Grubbs, who ran for 
Republican county chair in Cobb County, 
Ga., in 2021 and received a phone call 
from Trump when she won. Arnsdorf 
juxtaposes Grubbs’s trajectory with that 

of Kathy Petsas, a Republican Party chair 
for a legislative district in Maricopa 
County, Ariz, who went from fielding 
maybe three applications a month for 
precinct committee membership to an 
astonishing 40 a week. 

In the months leading up to the 2022 
midterms, Petsas was formally 
reprimanded by her new MAGA 
colleagues and saw 
her preferred 
Republican 
candidate for 
Arizona governor get 
trounced in the 
primaries by the 
Trump-endorsed 
Kari Lake; Grubbs, 
meanwhile, seemed 
to be flying high on 
MAGA fumes until 
she began to grasp 
“how much more complicated things 
are, how much you couldn’t see from 
outside, how there are always 
unintended consequences.” Arnsdorf 
describes her growing discomfort with 
efforts to purge the party of anyone who 
doesn’t toe the new line. 

Arnsdorf mostly hangs back, 
presenting his subjects’ thoughts in free 

indirect style. His stated aim is to convey 
“what makes them believe, what 
motivates them, what stirs them to 
action.” Petsas seems baffled by the 
takeover of her party and clings to the old 
mode of doing things. Incredulous that 
the MAGA wing doesn’t think of her as a 
“real Republican,” she emphasises her 
decades of experience as an insider — 

when that lengthy 
tenure is obviously 
considered a mark 
against her. 

Grubbs, for her 
part, is initially 
fuelled by a sense 
that official 
explanations for 
political results she 
doesn’t like seem 
very, very fishy. 
After January 6, she 

blasted out a message to her Facebook 
group: “All. DO NOT BELIEVE THE 
NEWS. Trump people are not violent. 
The Capitol protest was fine until Antifa 
co-opted and committed violence.” She 
suggests she’s mellowed a bit since 
becoming a county chair, but mellower 
MAGA still runs hot. At Georgia’s state 
Republican convention in 2023, she 

poses for a photo with Trump. Grubbs 
deems it “one of the happiest days  
of her life.” 

Arnsdorf’s book arrives at a moment 
when Democrats are warning that 
Trump and the MAGA movement are 
seeking to end democracy as we know it.  
Bannon’s extravagant bluffing — “We’re 
two-thirds of the nation!” he bragged at 
CPAC — can’t hide the fact that MAGA 
extremism is still terribly unpopular. An 
NBC News poll last year put the share of 
Americans with a favourable view of the 
MAGA movement at a meagre 24 per 
cent. The precinct strategy has become 
another way of energising the base. 

And the base turns out to have 
infinite patience for the nitty-gritty of 
local politics, as long as the ultimate goal 
is not governance but domination.  
“Now they understand how important 
the rules are,” a merry Bannon tells 
Arnsdorf. “We’re having a civics lesson 
here. We’re exploding, and the reason 
we’re exploding? We’re really getting 
into the granular, and people can’t  
get enough of it.” 

The reviewer is the nonfiction book critic  

for The Times  
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A
comparative assessment of polling in the
second phase of the general election on
Friday, for 88 seats from 13 States/Union

Territories, shows that high turnout (more than
70%) in the East and the North East (Assam, Ma-
nipur, Tripura, and West Bengal) and low turnout
(less than 60%) in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh have
followed earlier trends. The turnout seems to be
lower in Kerala, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra
and Rajasthan too, but any parsing of the reasons
should wait for comprehensive post-poll surveys.
That said, voter turnout has indeed reduced in
comparison to 2019 in the �rst phase as well,
compelling the Election Commission of India to
look into whether the heat-wave conditions in
many States were responsible. That could be a
factor but one cannot rule out the notion that vo-
ters seem to be less compelled about their choice
this time in comparison to 2019. Considering the
fact that the BJP won a comfortable majority and
its highest vote share in 2019 coinciding with the
higher voter turnout, a lower turnout could be a
sign of worry for it, even if, conventionally, a
higher turnout has generally been a message
about anti-incumbency in earlier polls before the
BJP became the pole of the Indian party system. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the lynchpin
of the BJP, and whose leadership of the party and
the Union government is marshalled by the party
as a key campaigning tool, had taken recourse to
coarse communal rhetoric and criticising the
Congress party’s manifesto. This suggests a two-
pronged ploy. To whip up the sentiments of the
ardent support base of the party who believe in
the Hindutva agenda and to seek higher partici-
pation in voting by these sections. And, to discre-
dit the Congress’s studied pivot to the agenda of
social justice (although it hinged on an idea of re-
cognition made possible by a caste census) and
expanded welfare (through neo-Keynesian poli-
cies). The Congress lost its base in the Hindi hear-
tland to the parties that favoured “Mandal” polit-
ics of intermediate and lower caste-based
mobilisation and patronage since the 1990s. The
BJP, then, successfully managed to upend these
parties by mobilising sections of the OBCs, who
felt left out due to the hegemony of select inter-
mediate castes in the Mandal parties, besides us-
ing Hindutva to form a solid base of support.
Now, the Congress seeks to revive itself in alliance
with the Mandal parties who also seek a new re-
surgence. This has led the BJP and Mr. Modi to
take to slandering the grand old party’s manifes-
to, particularly its emphasis on welfare, using fa-
miliar communal tropes. It remains to be seen
whether the electorate will be emotionally
swayed by this rhetoric or logically match it
against its expectations of better jobs and liveli-
hoods. This will decide the course of the election
as it moves on to the next phases. 

Turnout and tropes 
Voter turnout has been lower in most
States compared to the 2019 election 

A
notable feature of the Reserve Bank of In-
dia’s (RBI’s) latest Monetary Policy Report
(included in its April Bulletin) is the pri-

macy given to “extreme weather events” and “cli-
mate shocks” a�ecting not only food in�ation but
also likely having a broader impact on the natural
rate of interest, thereby in�uencing the econo-
my’s �nancial stability. Natural, or neutral, rate of
interest refers to the central bank’s monetary pol-
icy lever, which allows it to maintain maximum
economic output, while keeping a check on in�a-
tion. The report mentions a “New-Keynesian mo-
del that incorporates a physical climate risk dam-
age function” being used to estimate the
“counterfactual macroeconomic impact of cli-
mate change vis-à-vis a no climate change scena-
rio”. The report’s authors go on to warn that the
“long-term (economic) output” could be lower by
around 9% by 2050 in the absence of any climate
mitigation policies. They ominously add that ‘if
in�ation hysteresis gets entrenched, it may lead
to a de-anchoring of in�ation expectations, and
the undermining of the central bank’s credibility
would warrant higher interest rates to curb in�a-
tion, leading to greater output loss’.

Beginning with its July 2022 discussion paper
on ‘climate risk and sustainable �nance’, the RBI
has made incremental progress to address the
transition to a green economy, even while admit-
ting that India requires over $17 trillion to achieve
its net zero ambitions by 2070. Its peers in ad-
vanced economies, most notably the European
Central Bank, have aided the formulation of a
green taxonomy for the entire Eurozone’s eco-
nomic value chain. A green taxonomy is a frame-
work to assess the sustainability credentials and
possible ranking of an economic activity. The RBI
and the Finance Ministry could take inspiration
from the developing world, especially the ASEAN
region, where a layered green taxonomy as a liv-
ing document keeps getting updated with secto-
ral views of possible sustainable trajectories.
While the issuance of ₹16,000 crore worth of So-
vereign Green Bonds and expanding the resource
pool by allowing Foreign Institutional Investors
to participate in future green government securi-
ties are welcome steps, the RBI must undertake a
thorough-going assessment on the quantitative
and qualitative impact on economic and �nancial
stability due to climate change. It must encourage
administrative consultation to begin populating a
layered green taxonomy that is re�ective of In-
dia’s fragmented developmental trajectories. The
e�ort should be to mitigate the transitional risks
to the �nancial system as the economy moves to-
wards a sustainable future. 

Towards green growth  
The RBI must assess the impact of

climate change on economic stability  

I
n March 2018, Benjamin Netanyahu was
asked in an interview what the three
greatest threats Israel was facing were.
“Iran, Iran, Iran,” responded the Prime

Minister. “Iran is building an aggressive empire in
the Middle East,” he added. Mr. Netanyahu,
Israel’s longest-serving Prime Minister, has never
minced words about Iran. His opposition to the
2015 Iran nuclear deal, brokered by the Obama
administration and unilaterally destroyed by
Donald Trump, was hardly a secret. He projected
himself, to both his voters at home and allies
abroad, as a tough leader who could stand up to
the Iran threat. Yet, it was on Mr. Netanyahu’s
watch that Iran launched a massive barrage of
drones and missiles on Israel on April 14 — the
�rst such attack on the Jewish nation by a state
actor in over three decades.

Iran crossed a red line when it launched a
direct attack on Israel. It shattered the Jewish
nation’s deterrence. The United States still reined
Israel in. And Israel’s response to the Iran attack
was rather “feeble”, as Mr. Netanyahu’s National
Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir himself called
it. After the �rst round, when both sides step
back from the brink, the multi-dimensional crisis
reinforces Iran’s growing risk appetite in an
increasingly volatile and violent West Asia,
America’s strategic reluctance and Israel’s
near-total dependency on the United States for its
security.

The Biden doctrine
Ever since Hamas’s October 7 attack on Israel, the
Biden administration’s focus has been on
preventing the Israel-Hamas con�ict from
escalating into a regional war. President Joe Biden
o�ered his full support for Israel’s military
operation in Gaza, but at the same time
unleashed a diplomatic initiative to keep tensions
low between Israel and its neighbours. This
approach, however, faced two challenges. One,
while the Biden administration successfully kept
Israel-Arab ties stable, Washington had little
leverage over Iran. Two, Israel fought its war in
two theatres — one in Gaza and the other in its
neighbourhood where it sought to roll back
Iranian in�uence. This set the path for a potential
Israel-Iran confrontation open.

When Israel bombed the Iranian embassy
compound in Damascus on April 1, 2024, killing
senior Revolutionary Guard o�cers, this became
a plausible scenario. The U.S. knew Iran would
retaliate and had leaked its intelligence to the
press. Mr. Biden realised that if Iran carried out a
successful attack and Israel retaliated, it would
lead to a regional war from which the U.S. could
not stay out. A war with Iran and its proxies is not
in America’s interests. The U.S. has other
immediate strategic priorities, in Eastern Europe

and in the Indo-Paci�c. So, the U.S. and its allies
helped intercept “99%” of Iranian projectiles,
averting a disaster on Israeli soil. And then, Mr.
Biden told Mr. Netanyahu that the U.S. would not
participate in any Israeli retaliation against Iran.
The message from Washington was clear:
de-escalate.

A shadow war has been going on between
Israel and Iran for years. In recent years, Israel
has carried out over 400 air strikes in Syria alone,
targeting Iranian interests. It has also carried out
operations inside Iran, including the
assassination of Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, a senior
nuclear scientist, in November 2020. These
operations were relatively cost-free as Iran never
responded forcefully, emboldening Israel further.
In other words, Israel kept drilling tiny holes into
Iran’s deterrence.

After October 7, Israel has stepped up this
shadow war. On December 25, it killed Sayyed
Razi Mousavi, a senior Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps adviser, in a strike in Syria. Once
again, Iran’s response was muted. When the
Israelis got the intelligence that Mohammed Reza
Zahedi, a top IRGC commander, was present in
the embassy compound in Damascus, Israel went
ahead with the strike. Israeli o�cials later told
American media that they did not expect Iran to
launch a direct attack when they carried out the
Damascus strike.

Iran’s retaliation has left Mr. Netanyahu in a
dilemma. He has always favoured force against
Tehran. The Iranian attack, many argued, gave
him a perfect opportunity to hit the Mullahs
hard. But the strategic reality in which Iran
carried out its strike was not favourable to Mr.
Netanyahu. While Mr. Netanyahu favoured force
against Iran, his plan has never been to �ght Iran
alone. He wanted America’s lead, participation
and support. But when Mr. Biden told him that
the U.S. would not join Israel’s retaliation, it
limited Mr. Netanyahu’s options. He could still
have gone ahead testing America’s will to stay out
of a direct Israel-Iran war. But Israel’s war in Gaza
remained un�nished and it wanted Mr. Biden’s
continued support in the o�ensive. So, Mr.
Netanyahu resorted to a largely symbolic strike
inside Iran, targeting a radar system, according to
the American media, and did not even claim the
attack. This was a rare victory for the Biden
administration as it reined in its ally to avoid a
regional war. But from an Israeli point of view, it
was a weak response that did little to bolster its
deterrence.

The Ayatollah’s calculus
For years, Iran has shown strategic patience in its
shadow war with Israel. That was also because
Iran had taken a long-term view of its growing
presence in the region. It has lost a host of senior

o�cers and scientists in the shadow war, but the
Israeli strikes have hardly scuttled Iran’s
in�uence. Its nuclear programme continues to
expand and its proxies continue to strengthen
their muscles. But the Israeli bombing on its
embassy annex seems to have altered the
strategic thinking in Tehran. After the attack, Iran
has decided to impose a cost on Israel’s
continuing strikes on its o�cials. While the
embassy attack was the trigger, a host of other
factors seem to in�uence the change. Iran today
has better strategic ties with Russia and China.
While its relationship with China is largely
economic, the strategic partnership with Russia is
multilayered, especially after Iran started
supplying drones to Russia to �ght the
Ukrainians. Iran has also rightly assessed that the
U.S. has a low appetite to get involved in another
prolonged war in West Asia, at a time when China
and Russia are directly challenging America’s
leadership of the world.

And in West Asia, after six months of �ghting
Hamas, Israel is far from meeting its objectives,
i.e., dismantling Hamas, releasing hostages and
strengthening its deterrence. Israel’s vengeful use
of massive force on Gaza, which has destroyed
northern and central Gaza, killed 34,000 people,
and turned nearly the entire population of Gaza
into refugees, has triggered an international
uproar. There is a genocide case against Israel in
the International Court of Justice. Iran’s view was
that the October 7 attack and the subsequent war
on Gaza have substantially weakened the state of
Israel in a region where the U.S. security
commitments are no longer as “iron clad” as
Washington claims it is. This has allowed Iran to
change the rules of the game by launching an
open attack on Israel. And despite the collective
defence of the U.S., the United Kingdom, France,
Jordan and Israel, some Iranian ballistic missiles
still hit Israel proper.

Israel’s meek response and its refusal to claim
its attack, along with the call for restraint from its
allies in the West, all suggest that Iran’s risk
assessment was relatively accurate. This is likely
to embolden Tehran further. As of now, Iran is
the only country in West Asia to have launched
missile/drone attacks against the U.S. and two of
its closest allies. In 2019, drones attacked two
Saudi oil facilities, knocking o� half of the
kingdom’s output for days; in 2020, Iran
launched 12 ballistic missiles at America’s
As-Assad air base in Iraq in retaliation against the
killing of General Qassem Soleimani. And on April
14, it attacked Israel. On all three occasions, Iran
walked free, or with a tap on its wrist, which
speaks volumes of the new strategic reality of
West Asia.

stanly.johny@thehindu.co.in

A three-dimensional view of the Israel-Iran crisis 

Stanly Johny

For years, Iran
has shown
strategic
patience in its
shadow war
with Israel, but
Tel Aviv’s
bombing in
Damascus
seems to have
altered 
Tehran’s
thinking

T
he Congress’s party’s election manifesto,
the Nyay Patra, has triggered a debate on
inequality, concentration of wealth and

the measures to address these. The Prime
Minister, with his misleading comments on what
the Congress manifesto contains, has also
managed to provoke a discussion on wealth
redistribution. There is ample evidence to show
that inequality in India has been rising. The
World Inequality database found that in 2022-23,
22.6% of the national income went to the top 1%,
the highest ever since 1922. Wealth inequality is
even more stark with the top 1% population
having 40.1% share in wealth. It is clear that
inequality can no longer be ignored and justi�ed
as a collateral to growth. The cost of such unequal
growth must be interrogated.

As an election issue is welcome
The unfairness of some people and a few
corporates doing so well while most of the
population continues to struggle for decent
employment opportunities is becoming more and
more obvious. The logic of trickle down and of
supporting ‘wealth creators’ so that more jobs are
created and prosperity spreads has failed time
and time again not just in India but across the
world also. The futility of continuing to depend
only on economic growth even at the cost of
increasing inequality, for improving the lives of
people, is a core political economy question
facing countries today. That it is �nally becoming
an election issue in India must therefore be
welcomed, irrespective of what the election
outcome in 2024 will be.

The public discussion, especially on social
media platforms, has so far mostly been con�ned
to direct redistribution measures of the ‘Tax the
rich, subsidise the poor’ nature. These are very
relevant in the Indian context. After all, India not
only has a low tax-GDP ratio compared to other
middle-income countries (India’s tax-GDP ratio is
17% compared to 25% in Brazil) but also a
regressive taxation structure, where indirect

taxes contribute to almost two-thirds of all tax
revenue collection. Furthermore, even direct
taxes are not very progressive. For example, the
e�ective tax rate (tax to pro�t ratio) according to
the Receipt Budget 2023-24 was 19.14% for
companies that had more than ₹500 crore pro�t
before taxes compared to an e�ective tax rate of
24.82% for companies in the group of 0-₹1 crore
pro�t.

Welfare spending is low
On the other hand, spending on welfare and the
social sector is very low compared to other
countries. Public spending on health for instance
is still around 1.3% of GDP whereas the National
Health Policy (NHP) targets achieving 2.5% of
GDP by 2025. Despite COVID-19, we have not seen
any such massive increases in health
expenditures, and going by the current trend, we
will not achieve this target. A number of other
major budgetary allocations of the Union
Government such as for the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(MGNREGA), education, budget for children,
show a decline as a proportion of the total
expenditure or of GDP. Hence, improving
revenue mobilisation in a progressive manner
while also increasing spending on areas that
directly a�ect lives of the poor is very much a
relevant issue and needs to be paid attention to.

However, addressing inequality is also about
questioning the nature of growth itself. In a
situation where the major source of livelihood for
people is through employment, how far can
growth that does not generate jobs contribute to
development? The kind of growth we have
experienced recently has been one that has been
accompanied by joblessness as witnessed by a
declining employment elasticity of output.
Further, there is a rise in pro�t shares and
stagnant real wages. The discussion, therefore,
has to be on generating employment — not
distress self-employment but decent jobs with
adequate remuneration. For this, we have to

focus attention on more equitable growth where
the purchasing power of people also increases.
Governments can play a role in this by spending
on programmes such as the NREGA and the
Public Distribution System. Cash transfer
schemes such as the Mahalakshmi scheme
proposed in the Congress manifesto can also
contribute to this.

Job creation
At the same time, governments can also
contribute to directly creating jobs by �lling up all
existing vacancies and expanding much needed
public services in health, education, nutrition
and social security. The quality of jobs, such as of
anganwadi workers, accredited social health
activists and other frontline workers, also need to
be improved with adequate wages and improved
work conditions. These direct job creation e�orts
will not only create employment opportunities
for many, especially women, but also contribute
to improving human development outcomes and
reduce the burden of unpaid care work on
women and free them up for other employment.
Further, they can also address the inequality in
opportunities and the intergenerational
inequality that gets perpetuated due to the
unequal access to services such as pre-school
education and nutrition during childhood.

An employment-centered growth pattern will
be one where government policy focuses on
supporting small and medium enterprises that
are more labour-intensive in nature, promoting
skill training and overall human capital (health
and education) along with enabling women to
participate in the labour market through
measures such as maternity entitlements,
childcare, transportation, safe and a�ordable
accommodation and so on. It is only when we
address the employment issue that we can
address inequality in earnest. On the other hand,
as long as growth is of the nature where pro�ts
for few is the priority, the employment issue is
also likely to remain unaddressed.

Inequality can no longer be ignored 

Dipa Sinha

is a development
economist

Addressing
inequality is also
about
questioning the
nature of
growth itself —
which is now
unequal — and
ensuring that
jobs are
generated

Delayed relief

Financial matters have
always been a bone of
contention between the
Centre and States for long
(Page 1, April 28). It is
unfortunate that the Union
government has released
₹3,730.32 crore towards
“relief assistance for natural
calamity” from the National
Disaster Response Fund to
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka
only after these States

peer into household safes’,
his spinmasters seem to be
in overdrive compiling
fanciful stories. We might
have more yarns being spun
till the entire election
campaign draws to a close!

C.V. Aravind,
Bengaluru

‘The bloc and PMs’

One is really at a loss to
fathom as to where Prime
Minister Narendra Modi was
able to scoop the
information that should the
INDIA bloc be voted to
power, it plans to have five
PMs over five years (Inside
pages, April 28). The top
leader’s ingenuity seems to
know no bounds! After
‘vanishing mangalsutras’
and ‘x-rays being used to

a�ected by natural
calamities have had to
approach the Supreme
Court for release of relief
funds by the Centre. 
The objective of disaster
relief is to enable States to
overcome a crisis. The delay
in releasing funds by the
Centre points to a sour,
stained relationship with
some States.
Balasubramaniam Pavani,
Secunderabad

which assistance was
extended to a favoured
State in the north is jarring,
strengthening the
perception of the apathy
that the Union government
has towards non-BJP-ruled
States. Such a policy and
attitude will impact the
federal structure.
A.G. Rajmohan,
Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh

It is unfortunate that States

moved the Supreme Court
of India. People should not
be caught in the silly
politics between Centre and
States. 
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,
Hyderabad

The move fails to satisfy
anyone because the funds
have arrived too late and
only after the States having
approached the top court.
The speed and spirit in

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

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the full postal
address and the full name or
the name with initials.
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STATE OF PLAY

C
ontesting for Assembly
and Lok Sabha seats
from Telangana is be-

coming costlier with every
election. This is evident in the
increase in the amount of
cash, the quantity of liquor
and narcotics/drugs, and gold
and other precious metals that
are being seized in the run-up
to the election in the State.

Enforcement agencies
seized more than ₹155 crore
between March 1 and the third
week of April. This includes
₹60.96 crore of cash, liquor
worth ₹29.35 crore, drugs and
narcotics worth ₹23.87 crore,
precious metals worth ₹18.36
crore, and ‘other freebies’
worth ₹23.12 crore. In con-
trast, in 2014, ₹34.38 crore of
cash was seized before the As-
sembly and Lok Sabha elec-
tions in united Andhra Pra-
desh. Of the seizures this time,
the highest amount of cash
was seized from Hyderabad
district (₹16.73 crore) and then
Mahbubnagar (₹6.34 crore).

The seizures had increased
by the 2018 Assembly elec-
tions when enforcement agen-
cies become more vigilant on
the borders and in certain sen-
sitive areas in the State. Then,
₹145 crore was seized, with the
police department reporting
₹103.89 crore and the Income
Tax (IT) department reporting
₹34.19 crore. Before the 2019
Lok Sabha elections, ₹84.26
crore including ₹46.4 crore by
the police and ₹29.14 crore by
the IT department was seized.
Senior o�cials said the elec-
tion authority has details of
the total amounts seized in the
2018 and 2019 elections, but
not cohort-wise reports as
they were not maintained/
monitored. “We have cohort-

wise reports only of the 2023
elections,” Chief Electoral Of-
�cer Vikas Raj said.

Before the 2023 Assembly
elections, there was a meteor-
ic rise in the quantum of sei-
zures; it crossed ₹750 crore.
While political parties distri-
buted cash and liquor in the
past, the distribution of drugs/
narcotics and precious metals
has been increasing since the
2018 Assembly elections. Not-
ably, ‘other freebies’ such as
laptops, cell phones, sarees
and two wheelers and four
wheelers too form a signi�-
cant chunk of seizures now.

In the 2023 Assembly elec-
tions, the enforcement agen-
cies seized ₹317.58 crore of
cash, liquor worth ₹128.24
crore and drugs/narcotics
worth ₹41.71 crore. Gold, silver
and other precious metals
worth ₹186.97 crore were also
seized. There were allegations
that a major chunk of these
belonged to jewellers and
traders, but the attempts to
lure voters with these items
has not been ruled out.

Other freebies such as lap-
tops, cookers, sarees and even
rice were seized in some areas
in the 2023 Assembly polls.
These freebies meant to in-
duce voters amounted to
₹85.54 crore in that election
and has reached close to the
₹25 crore mark in the current
Lok Sabha polls.

The CEO said o�cials have
kept a keen eye on the move-

ment of inducements. This
has resulted in seizures of
huge quantities of cash and
other allurements. O�cials
were also alerted by the con-
fessional statements of the ac-
cused in the phone-tapping
case in 2023. In their state-
ments, the accused said that
money was transported in go-
vernment and police vehicles.
The CEO said steps have been
initiated to ensure that there is
no scope for such develop-
ments this time around.

The secretary for the Fo-
rum for Good Governance, M.
Padmanabha Reddy, contend-
ed that the money meant for
inducing voters has been
reaching them in spite of the
seizures by the election auth-
orities. The phone-tapping
case is under investigation by
the police. “The accused have
admitted that they have tran-
sported huge amounts of cash
from one place to other dur-
ing the elections,” he said.

Given the huge amounts of
cash and other freebies that
have been seized even before
the last date of �ling nomina-
tions, o�cials have been
checking government and pol-
ice vehicles too as a precau-
tionary measure. Though
more and more seizures are
being made, no cases have
been registered against the
candidates contesting, who
are responsible for the distri-
bution of cash, liquor, and
freebies. Due to lack of evi-
dence, they are unable to pre-
sent evidence in the special
court constituted to try the of-
fences, including election of-
fences, by MLAs and MPs. It is
grossly insu�cient to register
cases against drivers tran-
sporting the cash or freebies
but not the candidates who
are trying to induce voters. If
o�cials are serious about tack-
ling bribery, they need to do
more than just seize cash and
freebies.

Tracking the �ow of cash 
To tackle bribery, o�cials need to do more than just seize cash and freebies 

M. Rajeev
rajeev.madabhushi@thehindu.co.in
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Islamabad, April 28: Prime Minister of Pakistan,
Mr. Z.A. Bhutto, said to-day he hoped diplomatic
relations between his country and India could
be restored by the end of this month or the
beginning of next month. “I don’t see why we
should not restore diplomatic relations - the
sooner the better,” he told UPI in an interview. 

Mr. Bhutto said he saw no di�culty in Mrs.
Indira Gandhi’s acceptance of his informal
invitation to her to visit Pakistan. 

“So, at the appropriate time I expect the
Indian Prime Minister would visit Pakistan,” he
said. 

On Pakistan’s di�cult relations with
neighbouring Afghanistan, Mr. Bhutto said,
“Afghanistan, on its own, does not pose a
problem to us.”

He acknowledged Pakistan would be in deep
trouble if Afghanistan received “physical
support” from outside for an attack on Pakistan.
He pledged that Pakistan would “never commit
aggression against Afghanistan.”

Asked about Afghanistan’s claim that it had
“documentary evidence” that Pakistan had
plotted to unseat the new regime in Kabul, Mr.
Bhutto replied, “I can tell you with all the
emphasis at my command that this is not true.
We are always prepared to discuss all matters
but we cannot compromise on our territorial
integrity.” Afghanistan had lent support to the
e�orts of tribals to carve out what they called
“Pakhtoonistan”, Mr. Bhutto said.

Answering questions about arms supply Mr.
Bhutto insisted that the U.S. was “obligated”
under two bilateral treaties signed in 1958-59
and never abrogated, to supply arms to
Pakistan. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 29, 1974

Bhutto keen on ties with
India 

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

The Director of Agriculture sends us for
publication: The receipts of loose cotton at
presses and spinning mills in the Madras
Presidency from 3rd February 1924 to 19th April
amounted to 143 bales of 400 lb. lint against an
estimate of 4,77,800 bales of the total crop of
1923-24. The receipts in the corresponding
period of the previous year were only 67,577
bales, 28,793 bales mainly of pressed cotton
were received at spinning mills and 13,491 bales
were exported by sea while 4,503 bales were
imported by sea, mainly from Bombay.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 29, 1924

Raw cotton 

A
n election manifesto is a
public document
outlining a political
party’s vision,

intention, and promises. For the
�rst time, the BJP and Congress
have expressed concern for
migrants, in their manifestos for
the 2024 Lok Sabha elections.

The COVID-19 pandemic and
the consequent lockdowns
brought attention to migrants and
made them visible to the state and
policymakers. There are an
estimated 600 million internal
migrants in India and they
contribute signi�cantly to the
economy. Yet, they remain highly
vulnerable and disenfranchised.
In this context, it is important to
examine the promises made by
the two main political parties to
e�ectively include the huge
migrant population.

The BJP’s manifesto
Under the heading, ‘Modi ki
Guarantee for Shramik Samman’,
the BJP in its manifesto, Sankalp
Patra, has made two speci�c
promises for internal migrants and
others that will indirectly bene�t
them. The �rst is to reach out to
migrant workers registered on the
e-Shram portal. It is due to the
lack of documentation and
registration that migrants were
rendered ‘invisible’. This was a
critical contributor to the crisis
during and after the lockdowns.
After the Supreme Court directed
the Central government to build a
national database of unorganised
workers, the e-Shram portal came
into existence in 2021. More than
295 million workers are registered
on the portal so far. Creating a
credible database of migrants is a
pre-requisite for their meaningful
inclusion, but identifying migrants
among registered unorganised
workers is a signi�cant challenge.
The manifesto has rightly
identi�ed the need to disaggregate
the database. However, issues of
e-Shram, such as Aadhaar-seeding
and technical and infrastructural
problems, have not been
addressed. The manifesto ensures
the bene�ts of various welfare

programmes to workers registered
on e-Shram. We found in a study
we conducted many
misconceptions among migrant
workers regarding e-Shram: for
instance, some believed that after
registration, money would be
deposited into their bank
accounts. There is still no clarity
from the government regarding
the bene�ts for workers after they
enrol on the portal, other than the
accident insurance.

The second is to enhance the
Special Train Services for migrant
workers. Last year, the Railways
Ministry said it was planning to
run regular non-AC trains to
connect major migration corridors
in India. Given the high degree of
inter-State migrants, these special
trains should run throughout the
year and not just seasonally.

The BJP’s manifesto also
ensures a periodic review of the
National Floor Wages considering
the minimum living standards of
workers. This could be e�ective as
most migrant workers are daily
wagers. However, critics are
concerned that it could push
workers further into exploitative
conditions. Also, di�erent
�oor-level wages for di�erent
regions will trigger skewed
migration towards the places
where wages are higher, as is the
case with Kerala now. Sankalp
Patra also states that post o�ce
savings, accident and life
insurance, and social security
measures for workers will be
implemented using digital
technologies. However, without
digital literacy, skills, a�ordability,
and infrastructure, the technology
will exacerbate the divide. The
manifesto ignores women,
children, and young migrants who
all face unique challenges. In 2021,
NITI Aayog had prepared a draft
National Migrant Labour Policy,
but the manifesto is silent on its
implementation. The BJP pushes a
‘city-centric development’
approach and is silent on
sustainable village development.
This can consequently trigger
distress migration to cities. It also
promises implementation of ‘One

Nation, One Election’, but that
may deprive migrant votes.

The Congress’ promises
In its manifesto, Nyay Patra, the
Congress has promised to enact a
law to regulate the employment of
migrant workers and ensure their
fundamental legal rights and
social security. It assures it will
update ration card holders,
expand Public Distribution System
(PDS) coverage, allocate su�cient
funds to PDS and the Integrated
Child Development Service, and
launch a mid-day meal scheme
that would bene�t migrants.
However, it is silent on the
portability of PDS. The party’s
promise to increase the wage
under MGNREGA to ₹400 per day
and keep the same amount as the
national minimum wage is crucial
for rural migrants. The availability
of employment in a locality
reduces distress out-migration.

The party has also promised to
launch an urban employment
scheme for the urban poor, which
could eventually be helpful for
urban migrants too. The promise
of enforcing the principle of ‘Same
Work, Same Wages’ to prevent
gender-based discrimination is
signi�cant. The manifesto focuses
on women’s welfare and promises
to build su�cient night shelters
for migrant women workers and
safe and hygienic public toilets for
women in towns and cities.
However, the manifesto would
have been more e�ective if it had
addressed the speci�c challenges
faced by migrant women. It has
also missed the opportunity to
identify the range of issues faced
by internal migrant workers,
including the exploitative informal
labour market, fragmentation, and
forced labour conditions.

While it is good that migrants
have found space in the
manifestos, both the parties have
overlooked critical areas such as
public health inclusion, education
of migrating children, housing,
water, sanitation, and legal aid and
dispute resolution. Only political
will can only change the lives of
migrants and their families.

Making space for migrants in manifestos 

S. Irudaya Rajan 

is Chair at the

International Institute

of Migration and

Development, Kerala

While the BJP
and Congress
have both made
promises to
migrants in their
respective
manifestos, they
have overlooked
some critical
areas

Kuldeepsingh
Rajput 

is Senior Research

Fellow at the

International Institute

of Migration and

Development, Kerala

S
o far, 189 out of 543 consti-
tuencies have voted in two
phases in the Lok Sabha

elections. We do not have the over-
all turnouts in phase 1 and phase 2
as the Election Commission of In-
dia (ECI) has not provided updated
�gures or electors’ information for
all the seats that went to the polls
in these two phases. But the ECI
has provided seat-by-seat voter
turnout data. The numbers sug-
gest that turnout has fallen some-
what in both phases compared to
the 2019 elections. Overall, voter
participation or the turnout rate
increased or stayed the same in
only 32 of these 189 seats com-
pared to the 2019 elections; the
rest have seen a decrease in tur-
nout. In the 2014 elections, 60
seats saw an increased turnout
and 129 saw a decreased turnout
(Table 1).

One of the key reasons pro-
pounded for the lower turnout is
the ongoing heat wave across ma-
ny States. The ECI has taken note
of the heatwave and is trying to
�nd ways of tackling it. India is a
predominantly tropical country
with many States, including in the
Gangetic plains, the central, west-
ern, eastern plains, and the penin-
sular regions, experiencing a rela-
tively hot summer this year. 

Did higher day temperatures re-
sult in subdued voting across con-
stituencies in India? A look at con-
stituencies in the aforementioned
regions (172 seats overall) show
that there was an increase in tem-
perature in 118 seats compared to
2019 and a decrease only in 54
seats. In 2014, there was an in-
crease in temperature in 142 seats
and a decrease in 30 seats com-
pared to the previous elections. 

Did the turnout fall because of
an increase in temperature across
these constituencies? Not necessa-
rily. The correlation between the
change in temperature and that of

the turnout compared to the 2019
election is almost negligent (0.016)
for the seats in the aforemen-
tioned region. So is the correlation
(-0.048) for corresponding �gures
in comparison with the 2014 elec-
tions (Table 3).

The reasons are not di�cult to
fathom. In some States such as
Chhattisgarh, and to some extent
Karnataka, turnouts increased
despite the increase in tempera-
ture, while in some States such as
Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh,
the turnouts decreased despite a
decrease in temperature in a num-
ber of seats. The lack of uniformity
in decrease in turnouts corres-
ponding to increases in tempera-
ture and vice-versa has led to little
correlation in these two variables
(change in temperature versus
change in turnout). 

When we look at semi-urban
and urban seats (largely metropol-
itan areas), there is a slightly high-
er and non-zero negative relation-
ship. This means an increase in
temperature has coincided margi-
nally with a decrease in turnout.
These �gures hold true for chang-
es from both the 2014 and 2019
elections. When we consider only
urban (metropolitan) seats that
have gone to the polls, the relation-
ship gets a bit stronger between
higher temperatures and lower
turnouts but even then, the corre-
lation coe�cient is only -0.3 in the
case of di�erences between the
2014 and 2024 elections and -0.16
corresponding to changes from
the �gures in 2019. 

It is su�ce to say that for a sec-
tion of voters, rising mercury is
not the sole reason to stay away
from elections. The answers for
the relative increase in voting
apathy can only emerge from post-
poll surveys. But it must be said
that both the 2014 and the 2019
elections saw relatively higher vo-
ter turnouts compared to earlier
elections. That was a consequence
of both greater awareness due to
the work by the ECI and the fact
that a large chunk of the voters
turned up to favour the BJP. 

Little correlation between higher temperatures and lower turnout
Many seats had lower turnouts despite lower temperatures while some saw high voting despite more heat

Srinivasan Ramani

DATA POINT
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THEIR VIEW

MY VIEW  |  MODERN TIMES

Dennett also said there was no free will. At 
first brush, that sounds like a nod to magic.

One day, you step out of the house for a 
walk and instead of taking a left turn, you 
turn right. Was it inevitable? But why should 
the universe make that decision; doesn’t it 
have grander things to do? We can see all of 
universe as deterministic; filled with domi-
nos whose fates are preordained by an event 
from the beginning of time. But doesn’t life 
break that? Isn’t life chaotic enough for ran-
dom actions to determine outcomes?

Dennett was probably not so interested in 
microcosmic free will—what made you turn 
right. He couldn’t have known, anyway. His 
idea of free will concerned the larger arcs of 
life. When we make a choice, he said, we 
appear to use information to make a rational 
decision, or a rebellious one. But that is not 
what led to our choice. Our mind is a caul-
dron of emotions and biases; it already 
knows what it is going to do, but is not aware 
of it. Many human decisions, he argued, 
were pre-ordained, a continuation of long 
chains of events. Choices are made for us by 
forces that are too strong for us to control.

So, maybe yes, there was a powerful rea-
son why you turned right. It was inevitable 
that you would turn right. But even in that, 
there is probably no magic.

‘cognitive scientist.’ Dennett died last week 
of what some people would call old age. But 
he was only 82.

He said there is no magic, and even as he 
persuaded us to let go of our last hope of a 
mystical world, he somehow made it seem 
that the alternative was more entertaining. 
He said there was no magic in the mind, espe-
cially the human mind which can perceive 
itself as a mind. He said the mental can be 
physically explained; every aspect of the 
mind can be explained as we understand 
more and more about our physical body. If 
there is a human soul, it would not faze him. 
To him, the soul was probably more of a 
semantic problem. Whatever it might be, it’s 
made up of millions of tiny robots called cells, 
and smaller robots inside these cells, robots 
inside robots inside robots, all of them 
together creating the idea of the self, of con-
sciousness, of a life that regards itself as life. 
No magic is required. He found this more 
beautiful than a mystical world where the 
Universe has a point to its existence.

We should not have happened. Human 
life was a freak accident. “Evolution is a pro-
cess that depends on amplifying things that 
almost never happen,” he wrote in one of his 
many books, From Bacteria to Bach and 
Back. A mutation in DNA almost never hap-

A
n odd quality of the Western intellec-
tual world is that its giants take sim-
plistic questions very seriously. It is 

as though social equality makes it hard for 
them to be dismissive of majority opinions 
that are usually very naive. For instance, 
almost every Western intellectual superstar 
finds the need to denounce God. But how 
sophisticated can any argument against God 
be? Stripped of all ornaments of articulation, 
such debates cannot be qualitatively any dif-
ferent from what we used to have in high 
school. But there is a related question that 
Western intellectuals are obsessed with, 
which is more complex and for that reason 
highly entertaining: Is there magic? Is life 
mystical? Are some things, plainly, spooky?

In my view, most people who are called 
philosophers are not that at all. Most of them 
are fans of philosophy, or actors who simu-
late thinkers. But I have for several years 
grown to accept what Daniel Dennett sus-
pected about himself—that he was a philoso-
pher, even though he was also known as a 

ambiguous determinations of public 
interest, which is not defined. Eco-
nomic welfare considerations go 
beyond revenue maximization, 
but until this is spelt out in laws, admin-
istrative decisions would be vulnerable 
to judicial intervention. 

The pricing of public goods or servi-
ces must help ensure a fair distribution 
of resources to those able to make the 
best use of them. If the primary focus of 
allocating public goods is maximizing 
revenues from private bidders, pushing 
them to squeeze most profits out of 
what they acquire this way, it would risk 
these resources being monopolized by 
the richest few, retail prices getting 
inflated and consumer access declining. 

Exceptions to the auction route are 
practical necessities. Take the case of 
satellite spectrum, a shared global 
resource. Unlike terrestrial spectrum 
used for communication signals 
between mobile-phone towers and 
users on the ground, satellite-based 
communication involves transmission 
of signals to and from assets in space. 
This necessitates global coordination to 
prevent signal disruptions between 
senders and receivers. 

The International Telecommunica-
tion Union (ITU), the oldest United 
Nations agency, coordinates cross-bor-
der management of satellite spectrum. 
It works with 193 member countries, 
including India, through an interna-
tional treaty—Radio Regulations. These 
guide members on regulating relevant 
bands of spectrum, including shared 
satellite spectrum. They recognize that 
satellite spectrum and geostationary-
satellite orbits are limited natural 
resources and “must be used rationally, 
efficiently and economically.”

The agency bolsters state capacity to 
oversee the complexities of satellite 
spectrum management. National tele-
com regulators don’t have the capacity 
to replicate what the ITU does, as Radio 
Regulations are hard to enforce. They 
are revised every three or four years at its 
World Radiocommunication Conferen-

ces (WRCs), which involve nearly 5,000 
experts and country representatives 
who negotiate spectrum allocation 
and frequency coordination, and also 
develop strategies to ensure efficient 
and equitable use. 

Allocating satellite spectrum is likely 
to fail in the absence of international 
coordination. Auctions may also lead 
to a violation of Radio Regulations that 
require member states to avoid harmful 
disruptions to signal transmissions. 
International precedence is in favour 
of administrative allocation in the case 
of satellite spectrum for these reasons. 
No country holds such auctions without 
considering their international impact, 
and all experiments to do otherwise so 
far have failed. 

The US, for instance, was conducting 
auctions for satellite orbital resources 
for domestic broadcasting needs, but 
ceased this practice and passed the 
more up-to-date Orbit Act in 2000, 
which banned such auctions. Other 
attempts to auction satellite spectrum 
in countries such as the UK and Thai-
land also failed on account of insuffi-
cient bidder interest. 

India must emerge from the long 
shadow of the 2G case because the 
evolving nature of technology and 
international cooperation demands a 
more responsive regulatory framework. 
The post-liberalization establishment 
of over a dozen economic regulators, 
including for the telecom industry, 
was party meant to ensure that rigidities 
of the public sector don’t spill over to 
the private sector and throttle progress 
and innovation. 

Indian laws should offer clearer 
guidance to regulators. This will ensure 
that they have the clarity necessary for 
effective governance. As courts don’t 
always have what’s required to interpret 
ambiguous statutes and optimize eco-
nomic gains, we need better legislation 
to guard against the repeated erosion 
of economic value. We must not forget 
this important lesson from India’s eco-
nomic history.

T
he 2G spectrum judgement of 
2012 is making headlines again. 
The government is pleading at the 

Supreme Court (SC) for an amendment 
to its landmark telecom auctions ruling 
that mandated the sale of 2G spectrum 
to the highest bidder. But the Centre 
wants to allocate some spectrum 
through administrative means, such as 
licensing—an approach often used for 
procuring services from the private sec-
tor. This comes amid talk of the telecom 
department processing a permit for 
Elon Musk’s Starlink that needs spec-
trum to run satellite communication 
services in India, which will improve 
connectivity in remote regions with 
poor land-based telecom infrastructure. 

But such exceptions are a sensitive 
matter, given the past political and 
economic fallout of the 2G case. In 
response to a presidential reference, by 
which the country’s nominal head seeks 
clarity on any law pertaining to current 
or anticipated public importance, the 
SC had clarified that spectrum auctions 
were not universally required.

The 2012 judgement had the severe 
economic consequence of 122 telecom 
licences getting cancelled, causing 
chaos. The SC’s reply to the President 
was advisory in nature, but the govern-
ment is not taking any chances. India’s 
new Telecom Act allows allocation of 
spectrum via administrative means in 
certain cases, but leaves it subject to 

The rationale of insisting on auctions has weakened as technology and global norms have evolved  

Let’s accept it: Life is beautiful and without any magic
MANU JOSEPH

A
s nations, both India and the US 
have shared civilizational values, 
especially the unshakeable belief 
in democracy as a just and equita-
ble political model. There is 
another critical area where com-

monality seems to be emerging: the path that 
leads from monetary policy to the political 
economy. The US central bank, the Federal 
Reserve, and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
are both confronted with a quandary that has 
implications for the theatre of politics. Both 
central banks are under pressure to cut bench-
mark interest rates, but find their hands tied by 
an odd growth-inflation dynamic. Wall Street, 
for example, looks convinced that US inflation 
data for March—at 2.7%, up from February’s 
2.5%—may prolong the wait for interest rate 
cuts. In the face of strong growth impulses and 
robust hiring numbers, the US Fed is likely to 
keep its principal policy rate—currently at 
5.33%—higher for longer. This has sparked off a 
debate over the utility of restrictive rate struc-
tures and whether policy has been tightened 
sufficiently over the past few months to rein in 
growth impulses, consumption expenditure 
and their feedback loop with inflation.

India’s central bank faces a somewhat similar 
conundrum. RBI initiated rate hikes around 
the same time as the Fed in 2022, coupled with 
a bespoke liquidity play. This disinflationary 
strategy did yield dividends, but only up to a 
degree, given that Indian inflation right now is 
primarily a supply-side phenomenon. So, while 
the rise of India’s consumer price index has 
slowed from 5.7% in December 2023 to 4.9% in 
March 2024, its volatile elements remain ele-
vated. The rate of food inflation, for instance, 
was 7.7% in March, slightly lower than Febru-

ary’s 7.8%. Concerns shadow the winter har-
vest; the prognosis of a harsh summer has spelt 
worries of crops in short supply, especially veg-
etables and pulses—though, if it happens in 
time, a Pacific pivot towards La Niña later this 
year could enhance monsoon rains. RBI 
acknowledges that volatility in food and fuel 
prices—the latter on account of geopolitical 
flashpoints—has put its disinflationary push at 
risk. An added wrinkle is our post-pandemic 
recovery in economic activity and a 7% GDP 
growth forecast for 2024-25. Minutes of the 
last monetary policy committee meeting reveal 
that its members view the current growth-in-
flation dynamic with some unease and would 
like to tread with caution.  Or, higher-for-
longer in India too.

This poses a peculiar problem for the Indian 
political economy. The government’s front-
loading of capital expenditure, with spending 
on it from April 2023 to February 2024 having 
grown by over 36%, has failed to achieve the 
desired effect of inducing the private sector to 
invest and broad-basing the economy’s revival. 
With policy rates unlikely to go down anytime 
soon, the private sector might stay reluctant to 
open purses for longer too. While rates alone 
do not guide investment decisions, they do tilt 
the balance, as a higher cost of capital demands 
a larger return on capital employed to justify 
credit uptake. Unless markets for goods and 
services buck up to promise a significantly 
broader boom ahead, uneven private invest-
ment would keep job generation at sub-par 
levels. With rural stress also in evidence, this 
could dampen growth impulses as we go along, 
which would restrict the Centre’s revenue 
below what’s imperative for India’s develop-
ment and welfare enlargement.

Higher-for-longer rates 
pose a peculiar problem
Interest rates will probably stay higher for longer not just in the US, but here in India too. It 

could restrain a revival in private investment and constrain what the government can spend
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Pakistan has sold its first
global bond after seven

years out in the cold. A tel-
ecom company in Bangla-
desh this week became the
first commercial issuer of a
global bond from that
country. There is a sudden
rush across Asia to sell
global bonds to investors
hunting for yield. April saw
record issuance.

India has eagerly joined
the party. State-owned oil
companies have already
raised $4.18 billion so far
this year, according to
Bloomberg. State Bank of
India wants to raise $1 bil-
lion. International Finance
Corporation has recently
raised the same amount in
an offshore bond linked to
the rupee.

Bond risk for Asian issu-
ers is falling if one goes by
two standard measures: the
premium over global inter-
est rate benchmarks as well
as the rates on credit de-
fault swaps.

All this is a far cry from
the emerging markets
panic of last year. Bonds
are being lapped up by
global investors even as US
monetary policy is being
gradually tightened. Is this
the calm before the storm?

QUICK EDIT

Asian bond
party
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SOURING SENTIMENT

Consumption
slump weighs
on HUL, Godrej

BY SAPNA AGARWAL &

KRISHNA MERCHANT

·························
MUMBAI

The fourth quarter and
full-year results of con-
sumer product firms Hin-

dustan Unilever Ltd (HUL) and
Godrej Consumer Products Ltd
on Monday highlighted the par-
lous state of the Indian econo-
my—slowing sales in the wake
of an economic slowdown and
high inflation; waning consum-
er sentiment; and, worst of all,
the end of India’s famed con-
sumption story.

HUL saw its sales of consum-
er products in the domestic
market rise 9% to `6,935.82
crore in the three months end-
ed 31 March, from `6,367.14
crore in the corresponding
quarter last year, but the under-
lying volume growth was only
3%, slower than the 4% seen in
the preceding three months.
HUL’s volume growth has
slowed from an average of
11.6% for fiscal year 2011-12.

In the full year, HUL’s sales
grew 8.7% to `27,408.29 crore.

“It is a reality when you com-
pare the growth to 2013 or 2012,
the growth has slowed down.
The growth has slowed down
across geographies, rural, ur-
ban and channels,” said San-
jeev Mehta, chief executive of-
ficer, HUL.

“The market growth rate for
volumes in the March quarter
was flat at 0%, so our 3% under-
lying volume growth is compet-
itive,” added R. Sridhar, chief fi-
nancial officer at the company.

Indeed, rival Godrej Con-
sumer saw volumes in its soap
business, one of its mainstays,
decline 4% in the quarter ended

March. The firm’s revenue grew
12% over the same period last
year—the slowest growth in all
of 2013-14—to `1,931.5 crore.

And while HUL beat analyst
expectations for net profit with
growth of 11% to `872.13 crore
for the three months ended 31
March, Godrej recorded net
profit of `236.28 crore for the
quarter ended 31 March com-
pared with `334.14 crore in the
same quarter a year ago, a 29%
fall.

“The overall macro outlook
remains turbulent. While the
pace of economic recovery re-
mains uncertain, we are hope-
ful that consumer sentiment
will become more positive and
we will see better growth in the
sector in the quarters ahead,”
said Adi Godrej, chairman, Go-
drej, in a statement to the BSE.

Godrej’s local sales in the
March quarter grew 12% to
`1931.52 crore.

Both companies reduced ad-
vertising and promotional ex-
penditure. HUL reduced its ad-
vertising expenditure by 0.9
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HUL volume growth
slows to 3% in March
quarter; Godrej net
profit declines 29%
to `236.28 crore

Realignment
in UP identity
politics may
help BJP
BY L IZ MATHEW

liz.m@livemint.com
·························
LUCKNOW/KANPUR

Rafulla Khan, a retired pri-
mary school master in Si-

tapur has always voted for the
Samajwadi Party. “But 2014 is
different,” Khan said.

Seated in his friend’s jewel-
lery shop in Sitapur town,
around 90km from the state
capital Lucknow, Khan, a dark
lean man in his late sixties,
spoke in a hushed voice about

the
grow-
ing fear
among
Mus-
lims
over

the emerging political scenar-
io.

“The minority community in
Uttar Pradesh (UP) is confused
as never before. They feel
cheated by the party we be-
lieved would be soft to our
concerns. The developments
and the statements have left
the atmosphere charged. We
are scared, maybe unreasona-
bly, about what is perceived to
be emerging,” Khan said, look-
ing into the distance.
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 THE THINGS POLITICIANS SAY
Political discourse in India has plumbed new depths in the 
heated campaign for India’s 16th general election. Here are the 
latest examples of the language used by politicians and their 
supporters to target opponents as the nine-phase election 
enters its final stretch.

 NARENDRA MODI, BJP

If you want to relieve stress, 
listen to Rahul’s speeches..... 
What kind of namuna 
(specimen) has the Congress 
brought?

Each time he (Modi) puts up 
his hand, you know meta-
phorically, there’s blood actu-
ally rolling down his hand...

 DEREK O'BRIEN, TRINAMOOL CONGRESS

Rahul Gandhi goes to Dalits’ 
house for honeymoon and 
picnic...  RAMDEV, YOGA TEACHER

They (BJP) are baffled and 
running around like rats.

 PRIYANKA GANDHI, CONGRESS

Those who vote for Modi 
should jump into the sea…

 FAROOQ ABDULLAH, NATIONAL CONFERENCE

Source: Mint research

BY KARTIKAY MEHROTRA

Bloomberg
·························
NEW DELHI

Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
governor Raghuram Rajan’s

job will be safe if the opposition
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
comes to power in the elections,
Piyush Goyal, the organization’s
treasurer, said in an interview.

“Just because he’s been ap-
pointed by someone else doesn’t
mean we have an agenda to re-
move him,” Goyal, a lawmaker
who is on the standing commit-
tee on finance, said in New Del-
hi on Sunday, referring to Rajan.
“No government can dictate to
the central bank. It’s an autono-
mous body and he holds a con-
stitutional position. We don’t
have any likes or dislikes.”

Most polls show Narendra
Modi’s BJP winning enough
seats to form a coalition govern-
ment as voters look to end 10
years of Congress party rule
amid the slowest economic
growth in a decade. Rajan, a
former chief economist at the
International Monetary Fund
(IMF), has raised the benchmark
interest rate by 75 basis points
since Congress appointed him
to head the central bank in Sep-
tember.
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Rajan’s job
safe if Modi
wins: BJP

they held “high-level” talks,
but these were discontinued on
14 January. Pfizer said it made
its second approach on Satur-
day.

Pfizer’s previous proposal
made to the board of Astra-
Zeneca on 5 January included a
combination of cash and
shares in the combined entity,
which represented an indica-
tive value of £46.61 ($76.62) per
AstraZeneca share and a pre-
mium of 30% to AstraZeneca’s
closing share price of £35.86 on

3 January.
The indicative price would

value AstraZeneca at about
£58.73 billion, or $98.68 billion.

In a statement nearly three
hours after Pfizer’s announce-
ment, AstraZeneca said the
proposal “significantly under-
valued AstraZeneca and its
prospects”.

AstraZeneca said Read con-
tacted the British company’s
chairman, Leif Johansson, on
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POTENTIAL BLOCKBUSTER

Pfizer renews its pursuit of
AstraZeneca, weighs options
BY DANA C IMILLUCA,

JONATHAN D . ROCKOFF &

HESTER PLUMRIDGE

The Wall Street Journal
·························
LONDON

Pfizer Inc. confirmed on
Monday that it made a re-

newed approach to AstraZene-
ca Plc regarding a takeover val-
ued at nearly $100 billion, but
the UK-listed pharmaceutical
firm had declined to engage in
talks.

The US drug giant added that
it is considering its options. On
a conference call on Monday,
Pfizer chief executive Ian Read
said a combination of the two
to create the world’s largest
drug company would bolster
Pfizer’s portfolio of drugs for
cancer, diabetes and cardio-
vascular disease and its pres-
ence in emerging markets, as
well as delivering significant
cost synergies.

“This is something that soci-
ety is requesting of the phar-
maceutical industry: They want
products faster, and they want
more products, and they want
value,” he said.

Pfizer said it had originally
approached AstraZeneca in
January about a possible merg-
er of the two companies and

W ill the monsoon be
an important factor

for the consumer indus-
try in the current fiscal
year? Although good
rainfall is vital for farm-
ing, changes in rural In-
dia’s economic land-
scape have reduced the
monsoon’s relevance to
consumption for many
years now. Parts of rural
India earn additional in-
come from employment
in local industry, remit-
tances from migrants
working in cities and
government-sponsored
employment schemes.

These sources are
some reasons why the
consumer goods industry
has seen better growth
rates in rural areas com-
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Southwest
monsoon new
risk factor for
FMCG stocks
MARKTOMARKET

RAVI ANANTHANARAYANAN

BY C .H . UNNIKRISHNAN

ch.unni@livemint.com
·······················
MUMBAI

P fizer Ltd, the Indian unit
of the world’s biggest

drugmaker, will be a major
beneficiary if the US compa-
ny is successful in its bid to
buy AstraZeneca Plc, the
London-based company
that sells cancer, respiratory
and heart treatment medi-

cines in Asia’s third biggest
economy.

The combination of the
local units of Pfizer and As-
traZeneca will also catapult
the merged entity to the sec-
ond position among foreign
drug makers in India after
Abbott group (which in-
cludes 3 companies in In-
dia), according to Ranjit Ka-
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Pfizer India unit to benefit
if parent succeeds in bid
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Not a single one of 
the cells that compose 

you knows who you are, 
or cares.

DANIEL DENNET T

is a journalist, novelist, and the 

creator of the Netflix series, 

‘Decoupled’

The human brain is more like a termite 
colony than a magnificent church. Our brain 
is the evolution and synchronization of mil-
lions of mindless robots called neurons, the 
cells that form our nervous system. Dennett 
writes that neurons were once organisms 
with their own plans, but now they consti-

tute the brain. Modern 
neurons “are in effect the 
domesticated descendants 
of very ancient eukaryo-
tes… Composed of billions 
of idiosyncratic neurons 
that evolved to fend for 
themselves, the brain’s 
functional architecture is 
more like a free market 
than a ‘politburo’ hierarchy 
where all tasks are assigned 
from on high.”

The fact that millions of 
tiny robots can create not 
just the brain, but also the 

idea of the self, made him worry about artifi-
cial intelligence (AI). He could never under-
estimate what a cluster of lifeless things can 
eventually become. Even there, even in the 
possibility of AI simulating human life, there 
is no magic. It can be perfectly explained.

For someone who denounced magic, 

pens. “Not once in a billion copyings—but 
evolution depends on it.”

The fact that we happened is astonishing. 
But having happened, it is not so astonishing 
that we think we did not happen by chance. 
We look at our rare occurrence and marvel 
at how many things had to go right, against 
steep odds, and wonder if 
there is someone out there 
who is responsible, or 
“some force” as some peo-
ple say to sound scientific.

Dennett points out that 
many complex things in 
nature are so exquisite that 
they appear to have pur-
pose but are a series of logi-
cal accidents. For instance, 
the intricate and exquisite 
colonies of termites. These 
insects don’t know what 
they are doing. They build 
their cathedrals robotically 
because they are programmed to do that. 
There is something individually ‘mindless’ 
about the hive-mind. The termite colony is 
an architectural phenomenon that has 
ensured the survival of a species, yet it has no 
purposeful design, Dennett says, unlike 
Antoni Gaudi’s church in Barcelona.

Our perception 

of a soul or even 

vulnerability to 

events beyond 

our control can 

be explained 

without magic 

Allot or auction satellite telecom 
spectrum? Signal clarity, please

VIVAN SHARAN & 
TAMANNA SHARMA
are technology policy experts with the 

Koan Advisory Group
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B
oston University (BU), a mid-sized 
private research university in the US, 
has around 700 Indian students who 
pay an average of ₹50 lakh annual fee 
and spend another ₹20 lakh on living 
expenses. The total money coming 

from these students into Boston from BU alone 
comes to about ₹490 crore. Northeastern Univer-
sity, in the same city with similar fee, has around 
2,000 Indian students who bring about ₹1,500 
crore annually to Boston. For a city of 650,000, 
this implies that Indian students from these two 
universities alone are stuffing ₹30,000 into every 
Bostonian pocket, in a manner of speaking. And 
these are just two of the 44 institutions of higher 
education in this city with a sizeable Indian student 
community. If one sums up the city’s total interna-
tional student population, its universities will look 
like the spinal cord of its urban growth. For an esti-
mated 465,000 Indian students pursuing their 
higher education in the US, the country collects 
almost $19.24 billion annually from us (by way of 
comparison, Himachal Pradesh’s state GDP last 
year was about $23 billion). No wonder that after 
covid (when foreign students couldn’t go), many 
American universities removed the requirement of 
a four-year undergraduate degree for qualification 
to their Masters’ programmes.

What economic needs do universities fulfil in 
modern societies? Prominent scholarly responses 
to this question focus on employment opportuni-
ties for graduates, learning that may lead to inno-
vation, startups by graduates and so on. In that 
way, universities provide an impressive range of 
positive externalities, benefitting third parties that 
get to enjoy the fruits of a more educated society. 
While all this is indeed true, the prevailing dis-
course eclipses another crucial factor: universities 
and colleges serve as growth engines for local 
economies. The benefits of knowledge spillovers 
are spread over time and space: their employment 
benefits materialize over time and accrue to com-
munities across the world. 

We argue that there are substantially large and 
immediate benefits to local economies where 
colleges and universities are located that are hardly 
considered in policymaking.

People do talk about how colleges could spur 
economic growth in small towns. We see buzzing 
economic activity around a college or university. 
This is not only about shops, paying-guest hostels 
or taxi services around campuses, but also visible in 
the way student crowds go about the city living 
their daily lives. Every year, hundreds of thousands 
of students leave their homes and move to a new 
town to pursue higher education, infusing a new 
energy into those local economies. During summer 
breaks, many of those places look as if their lifeline 

dents, respectively. When we estimate the total 
amount of money pumped into these countries’ 
economies (assuming the average fee structure 
and living expenses mentioned earlier), the num-
bers are telling. For instance, the US earns around 
$19 billion from Indian students alone. Measured 
per head, this is like saying every American earns 
an average of $57 annually from Indian students 
alone. The aggregate value of income from all 
foreign students per capita would be much higher. 
According to estimates, the per capita annual 
inflow from international students ranges from 
$43 in the UK to $237 in Canada. In rupee terms, 
this implies that Indian students are putting some 
₹1,600 into every Canadian’s pocket every month.

This is not simply a positive externality. This is 
direct earning. Universities need to be seen as a 
powerful engine of economic growth locally. It is 
no surprise that in most parts of the world, fees for 
international students are significantly higher 
than that for local students. Attracting foreign stu-
dents, or even local ones, can therefore be seen as 
an effort in generating greater opportunities for 
local businesses. 

In India, we only see such benefits in the form of 
dhabas, chai stalls and other small eateries near our 
campuses that are sustained by students. What we 
don’t see is the huge underexploited opportunity.

India suffers from what we can call a sizable 
international student deficit. While we sent 1.33 
million students abroad in 2021, we received only 
around 47,000 (and mainly from countries with 
lower per capita income). To unlock the potential 
of our universities and revitalize local economies, 
we need world-class institutions, with substantial 
investments in human capital (higher salary for 
faculty), infrastructure (where learning spaces 
flourish), and interdisciplinary collaboration (for 
large research projects).

India’s budget allocation for education is about 
3%, with only one-third of it for higher education. 
In countries with far lower international student 
deficits, the share is much higher. The solution lies 
in high public investment in higher education. As 
they say, build it and they will come. Only, this 
time, we must build excellent universities.

Universities can drive economic 
expansion around campus towns
More public investment in developing world-class institutions of learning would attract students and boost local economies

THEIR VIEW M I N T  C U R A T O R

DavE LEE
is Bloomberg Opinion’s US technology 

columnist.

I
t has become clear over the last year that 
Silicon Valley companies, which could 
keep Wall Street happy with enormous 

growth alone, finally had to embrace the 
real world. This meant layoffs, cost savings 
and doubling down on profit. It also meant 
trimming wild moonshot ideas that 
sounded cool but burnt cash. And it meant 
ending the myth that these companies 
cared about employees bringing their 
“whole selves” to work.  That was the stern 
message from Alphabet Inc CEO Sundar 
Pichai’s recent memo to workers, sent 
amid the latest round of discontent at the 
company—this time over its $1.2 billion 
contract (shared with Amazon) to provide 
cloud services to Israel. At least 50 Google 
employees have been fired for involvement 
in protests at its offices.

Pichai’s tone was a stark departure from 
the company’s old touchy-feely approach 
to employee activism. Not now. Pichai 
wrote: “This is too important a moment as 
a company for us to be distracted.” 

For most of his tenure, Pichai has been 
described in many quarters as a “peacetime 
CEO,” a highly capable executive steering 
a ship whose course had already been set 
by the visionaries who came before him — 
in his case, Google co-founders Sergey Brin 
and Larry Page.

That changed when OpenAI fired the 
first salvo in the artificial intelligence wars 
in late 2022 with the release of ChatGPT, 
beating Google to that breakthrough. Mic-
rosoft CEO Satya Nadella, who quickly 
invested in OpenAI, laid down the battle 
lines after that, making it clear he thought 
Google’s business model was now at risk. 
“They have to defend it all,” he said.

With a fight on Alphabet’s hands, the 
pressure is on the mild-mannered Pichai to 
get things in order. This hasn’t been going 
altogether well. The company’s rollout of 
AI has been confused, controversial and 
suffering from the perception it is lagging 
behind competitors. Its cloud business 
remains a distant third in market share 
behind Microsoft and Amazon. It’s telling 
that Brin has recently returned to Google, 
like a retired old general “back in the tren-
ches,” as the Wall Street Journal put it.

So when Google employees held sit-ins 
and other protests against the company’s 
involvement in Project Nimbus, the com-
pany did not hesitate to force out the 
unruly. “Every single one of those whose 
employment was terminated was person-
ally and definitively involved in disruptive 
activity inside our buildings,” Google said 
in a memo to employees. The ‘No Tech for 
Apartheid’ group disputes this, saying 

some “non-participating bystanders” were 
also let go.

Would things have been handled differ-
ently had it been several years ago? 

It’s difficult to say. Sit-ins are an egre-
gious form of business disruption. And it’s 
not the first time Google has fired workers 
who have become outspoken on company 
ethics, offered poorly researched treatises 
on the differences between male and 
female engineers or claimed that the com-
pany’s AI had become sentient.

What seems certain, however, is that 
Google is not considering heeding the pro-
testors’ demands, unlike in 2018 when it 
decided to back away from Project Maven, 
a Pentagon contract involving the use of AI. 
That episode provoked a fresh debate on 
what role American tech companies 
should play, or perhaps be obliged to play, 
in bolstering the tech capabilities of the US 
and its allies. Google erred on keeping its 
employees happy and the “don’t be evil” 
culture intact. 

Jeff Bezos’ Amazon took a different 
approach: “This is a great country and it 
does need to be defended,” he said at the 
time as the company was jostling with Mic-
rosoft for a lucrative Pentagon cloud con-
tract. Employees not on board with that 
could work somewhere else. Google is now 
directing its employees to consider the 
same. Defence money is flowing to tech-
nology companies. “America’s military-in-
dustrial complex has been rapidly expand-
ing from the Capital Beltway to Silicon Val-
ley,” concluded a recent report from the 
Watson Institute for International and 
Public Affairs at Brown University. From 
2018 to 2022, Alphabet received $4.3 bil-
lion from US defence spending compared 
with $13.5 billion for Microsoft and $10.2 
billion for Amazon. As the defence sector, 
like every other industry, works to inte-
grate cutting-edge AI, venture capital is 
pouring into defence tech startups: $100 
billion between 2021 and 2023, according 
to Pitchbook, more than the amount in the 
previous seven years combined. 

There’s opportunity on the table. Google 
wants it and fears missing out. There is no 
time for employees to spend work time 
talking about “disruptive issues” or “debate 
politics,” Pichai has decreed. 

Looking at Google’s predicament, he’s 
probably right. ©BLOOMBERG

Google’s Pichai has firmly put 
down an employee rebellion 

It can’t afford disruption over crucial defence-sector opportunities

Sundar Pichai doesn’t want employee time 

spent on debating politics MINT
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Create motivation and competence: India 
has some of the world’s best policies, legisla-
tion and welfare schemes. The efficacy of 
these is determined by an effective team 
with an enabling structure to drive the deliv-
ery of quality services on time. Top leaders 
at all levels can deliver on their development 
agendas thanks to such teams. This needs to 
happen just as efficiently at the rural level.

Andhra Pradesh has enabled the setting 
up of a ‘village secretariat’ at the GP level to 
induct  teams for good governance, stream-
line administrative processes, enhance ser-
vice delivery and empower local communi-
ties. If scaled up, this model, with appropri-
ate customization as per local contexts, can 
empower more GPs across the country. 

Our national aspiration of Viksit Bharat 
will require collective reflection aimed at a 
re-imagination of how Gram Panchayats are 
enabled to deliver services to citizens.

Viksit panchayats can lead us to Tagore’s 
Heaven of Freedom: Viksit panchayats and 
Viksit Bharat are two sides of the same coin, 
as the goal implies that every citizen of our 
country must have access to quality public 
services and government schemes and ben-
efits. It is only when no one is left behind that 
we can say with pride that we are citizens of 
a developed country.

Bharat, Gram Panchayats (GPs) need to 
operate independently: They must identify, 
plan and implement projects with agility, 
aligning them with local needs established 
through community consultations. The gov-
ernment has categorized Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) into neatly defined 
Local Sustainable Development Goals 
(LSDGs) and issued guidelines for theme-
based planning. The GP Development Plan 
(GPDP) necessitates the formation of a GP 
Planning Facilitation Team (GPPFT) at each 
GP as a forum to facilitate the participation 
of various community stakeholders and 
departmental representatives and guide the 
planning and implementation of initiatives.

For achieving LSDGs, the devolution of 
three Fs (funds, functions and functionaries) 
is crucial. This will empower GPs and make 
their functioning transparent, accountable 
and efficient. The devolution of powers and 
functions to GPs varies considerably across 
the country. Kerala, for example, has 
devolved major functions to GPs. Its welfare 
programme Kudumbashree has made a sig-
nificant difference in the lives of citizens. 
Similarly, Karnataka has devolved powers to 
GPs and introduced a system of preparing a 
GP Human Development Index. We need 
collective effort in various states to devolve 

D
ecades before the term ‘Viksit Bharat’ 
was coined, Rabindranath Tagore’s 
Gitanjali held out an Indian vision: 

“Where the mind is without fear and the head 
is held high; Where knowledge is free; Into that 
heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country 
awake.” This encapsulates Viksit Bharat. 
With visible changes in many sectors, India 
is moving rapidly towards becoming a devel-
oped nation by 2047. Though urbanization 
is making rapid strides, 64.1% of our rural 
population (as per World Bank) governed by 
Gram Panchayats still has miles to go. The 
current Amrit Kaal cusp calls for us to exam-
ine the crucial role of Panchayats led by Sar-
panches. As they play a pivotal role in grass-
roots empowerment and societal progress, 
it is essential to keep them at the centre of 
India’s developmental agenda, anchored by 
the decentralization of authority.

Devolution of power: A Reserve Bank of 
India report highlights that states with a 
higher devolution index perform better on 
socio-economic development. So, for Viksit 

Viksit panchayats offer us a pathway to Viksit Bharat
SWATI PIRAMAL & MANMOHAN SINGH

Amendment Act mandates 33.3% reserva-
tion for women and marginalized communi-
ties in Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs) 
nationwide. Various instances show how 
decisions taken by empowered women have 
led to a profound societal transformation.

Take the case of Jyoti Behar Devi, Sar-
panch from Gumla, Jhark-
hand, who stopped the sale 
and consumption of alco-
hol in her panchayat and 
directed people towards 
livelihood opportunities. 
Anita Devi, Sarpanch from 
Gaya, Bihar, converted her 
vehicle into a 24×7 ambu-
lance, mobilized multiple 
stakeholders and led last- 
mile convergence, which 
reduced home deliveries 
from 65% to 8% in less than 
a year.

India has an opportunity 
to harness the potential of elected women 
representatives at PRIs to drive crucial social 
behaviour changes in health, education, 
water, agriculture, sanitation and more. 
Empowering these women with additional 
support can spark millions of micro innova-
tions required to address local challenges.

authority to GPs and leverage their capacity 
to achieve our collective aspirations.

Data for democratic decisions: India is 
leading the way for the world with digital 
technology to transform citizen services, 
exemplified by innovations like Aadhaar, 
UPI, Co-win and ABHA. Another useful 
innovation, the Universal 
Citizen Interface is 
expected to act as an inter-
face between citizens and 
government welfare 
schemes at the GP level. 
This tool’s data orientation 
can guide the village Sar-
panch on domain and 
locality-specific issues, 
enabling prioritization, 
planning and alignment 
with state and central 
schemes. By disseminating 
information on various 
welfare schemes in local 
languages, GPs can use its potential for 
hyper-local problem-solving at scale.

Empower women leaders for a Viksit trans-
formation: With women comprising nearly 
half of India’s population, the participation 
of women at all levels of governance is the 
need of the hour. The 73rd Constitutional 

Developed 

country status 

requires that 

no citizen gets 

left behind. 

Empower rural 

institutions
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is gone. Indeed, the prosperity of local businesses in 
such towns is closely linked to the presence and 
activities of a student community.

But these discussions are anecdotal. The more 
important question is: Have we recognized the 
full potential of a university as a growth engine 
for a town?

Western countries have recognized the signifi-
cance of hosting both local and international stu-
dents. According to 2022 data from India’s minis-
try of external affairs, there are 1.33 million Indian 
students pursuing education abroad and 60% of 
them study in English-speaking countries. The US 
has about 465,000 Indian students, followed by 
Canada, with around 183,000. Australia and the 
UK have roughly 100,000 and 55,000 Indian stu-

India’s educational outflows
The money that Indian students spend on 
universities abroad amounts to a commercial 
bonanza for host countries and campus towns.

Source: Authors’ calculations using ministry of external 
affairs data and other publicly available sources

All values are approximate and for 2021-22

Total money poured by Indian students in host 
country (in $ million)

Total money poured by Indian students per capita of 
host country (in $, right-hand scale)
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It’s election time in India
and various political par-
ties vie for their space in

the hearts of the public. Even
when political parties give
multiple offers, including pro-
viding sustainable living in
their manifestos, there is no
concrete measure to tackle
issues affecting our planet.
Even for the few who speak
about the environment, the
vision is for the future, not
immediate. What we want is
a manifesto that speaks about
protecting our planet the
moment it comes to power.
Every political party stresses
developmental politics. But
what is the use of develop-
ment if our planet’s status is
in a dilemma? The climate is
changing; glaciers and the
water table are receding and
water scarcity is severe in
parts of the country. We
haven’t devised a concrete step
in managing our garbage,
even in our capital city. Is it a
lack of scientific knowledge?
We have one CSIR lab exclu-
sively working on the envi-
ronment and many other
research institutions working
on similar lines. Still, we fail
in this? Is it a lack of political
will? Nobody knows the actu-
al reason behind this. Every

part of the planet suffers
from anthropogenic activities
during this Anthropocene
period. 
In the electioneering process,
political parties also create lots
of garbage containing lots of
plastic materials. During elec-
tions, political parties often
use a variety of promotional
materials such as banners,
posters, flyers and flags, many
of which are made of plastic
or contain plastic compo-
nents. Political rallies, public
events and gatherings organ-
ised by political parties often
generate significant amounts
of waste, including plastic
cups, plates and other dispos-
able items. Improper waste
management practices at
these events can result in
plastic litter ending up in the
environment. Why can’t the
Government ban plastic from
its production source? After
manufacturing and selling to
the vendors, for namesake,
the official makes some peri-

odic visits and fines poor ven-
dors. It’s like keeping sweets
near a diabetic patient and
telling him not to touch them.
Plastic pollution has signifi-
cantly threatened ecosystems,
wildlife and human health
worldwide. Plastic pollution
in oceans is a well-docu-
mented problem with devas-
tating effects on marine life.
Sea turtles, whales, seabirds
and fish often mistake plastic
debris for food or become
entangled in plastic waste,
leading to injury or death.
Additionally, plastic frag-
ments, known as microplas-
tics, are ingested by smaller
organisms and can bioaccu-
mulate up the food chain,
posing risks to human health.
Coral reefs, often called the
“rainforests of the sea,” are
highly sensitive ecosystems
that provide habitat for
numerous marine species.
Plastic pollution can smoth-
er coral reefs, blocking sun-
light and inhibiting coral
growth. Chemicals released
by plastic degradation can
also harm coral health, con-
tributing to reef degradation
and loss. 
Political parties can influ-
ence public opinion and
behaviour through messaging

and advocacy efforts. Parties
that prioritise environmental
issues and promote sustain-
able practices can help raise
awareness about the harms of
plastic pollution and encour-
age individuals and commu-
nities to take action. They
should teach their followers to
follow clean environmental
practices in their party func-
tions and their daily lives. In
India, political parties have
the power to shape policies
and promote initiatives that
influence people’s attitudes
and behaviours toward plas-
tics. So, they should take
responsibility.
We don’t have decades to wait
for the results. Already, the
global temperature has
reached its threshold. Any
further increase may cause
unforeseen consequences on
the life on this planet. We
need a political mindset to
change our attitude towards
plastics and the environment
immediately. It will be good
if we always remember that
we don’t have a ‘planet B’ to
sustain humanity.

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies, Bengaluru, 
views are personal)

Historically, Uttarakhand is somehow a little more prone than other hill States in
India to the scourge of frequent forest fires, especially in summers. Otherwise
famous for its breathtaking beauty and lush greenery, the State has of late again

experienced a series of jungle blazes: To give an idea of the seriousness of the situa-
tion, more than 500 have been reported since January and one almost every hour in
the past 24 hours. The latest incident has struck perilously close to the inhabited areas
in Nainital, gutting 108 ha of forest land and sounding alarm bells for the residents and
authorities alike. With the situation worsening, the Army and IAF have been pressed into
action to aid containment efforts. These fires, often man-made to clear dead vegeta-
tion or fuelled by natural friction amid dry vegetation and exacerbated by strong winds,
pose a significant threat to the fragile ecosystem. Despite concerted containment efforts,
the inferno has spread its tendrils closer to human population. The IAF helicopters equipped

with water-spraying capabilities are deployed to douse
the flames, offering a crucial advantage in reaching
inaccessible terrain. Additionally, Army personnel are
working on ground to create firebreaks and prevent
further spread. As for the bright side of this challenge,
the wildfires have brought out the best in humans —
cooperating with authorities and fighting it together.
Amid the suffocating chaos and burning uncertainty,
the spirit of community resilience has shone brightly.
Local residents, alongside volunteers and NGOs, have
rallied together to support firefighting efforts and offer
assistance to those affected. 
From food and shelter to lending a helping hand in evac-

uation efforts, the collective response has underscored the strength of solidarity in the
face of adversity. However, these forest fires carry grave environmental implications.
The loss of precious flora and fauna, coupled with the release of harmful pollutants into
the atmosphere, underscores the urgent need for proactive measures to mitigate future
fire outbreaks. Strengthening forest management practices, implementing early warn-
ing systems and fostering community awareness are paramount in safeguarding the
region’s biodiversity and mitigating the risk of catastrophic wildfires. It is about time that
a comprehensive policy was framed to fight the wildfire menace. The Uttarakhand
Government must draw from the US experiences in California, where such fires are fre-
quent but they manage them rather well and swiftly with an early warning system, besides
a mechanism for controlled burns. As the battle against the Nainital forest fire rages on,
it serves as a stark reminder of the fragility of our natural ecosystems as also the resilience
of the human spirit. With the combined efforts of authorities, armed forces and local
communities, there is hope that the flames will soon be extinguished. However, the after-
math of this crisis should serve as a catalyst for concerted action towards building a
more resilient and sustainable future for Uttarakhand and beyond.

Orange hills

The hope of Congress restoration is high
along with the National Conference &
PDP party compared to the Bhartiya
Janta Party. The people of Jammu and
Kashmir are anxiously waiting for this
very moment. Hope the design will be
fulfilled soon and very soon Jammu and
Kashmir will enjoy complete Statehood
like other Indian States.

Kirti Wadhawan | Kanpur 

STRENGTH IN DIVERSITY
Madam — In every domain, women are
enchanting their presence. The inclusion
of women in the decision-making
process is their fundamental right and
it is also pivotal for sustainable devel-
opment. If women have significant
representation, We will attain legal
parity in economic opportunities and
also unleash the benefits and econom-
ic progressions linked with this assort-
ment. 
Also, they will influence voter’s opin-
ions, mobilise support and actively
participate in the electoral process. A

paradigm shift of the Government’s
strong focus on women-led develop-
ment, going beyond women-centric,
represents a key pillar of India’s progress. 
The Government is promoting women’s
empowerment by implementing a host
of schemes, like, Skill Upgradation and
Mahila Coir Yojana, Women Scientists
Scheme, PM Mudra Yojana, Pradhan
Mantri Ujjwala Yojana and many more.
On top of that The Women’s
Reservation Bill passed by the parlia-
ment, gave women a significant voice in
the Lok Sabha and State assemblies. In
2024, the launch of the Alliance for
Global Good-Equity and Equality, focus
on investing in women with the theme
for International Women’s Day 2024 -
“Invest in Women, Accelerate Progress,”
shows that Indian leadership is now
gaining global recognition for women’s
empowerment.

Apurva Garg | Ujjain

SC UPHOLDS EVMs
Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Supreme Court rejects 100 per cent
VVPAT verification plea”, published
on April 27, this is my response. The
Supreme Court has rightly reaffirmed
its faith in the working of EVMs and
refused the return of ballot papers. They
seem to be satisfied with several safe-
guards and stringent checks which
have been an integral part of EVM func-
tioning. It is also a welcome move by the
court that they have now given number
2 and 3 placed candidates an option to
check and verify 5 per cent microchips
per assembly segment so that they
remain fully satisfied. 
One additional burden the Election
Commission has to make is to also store
symbol loading units for 45 days in
addition to EVMs. Now hopefully this
EVM issue should be closed for good
and the opposition must create a nar-
rative which resonates with the voters.
The ruling party has given a lot of
opportunities to the opposition where
the former could have been put on the
mat but the latter failed to do so. There
are still 5 phases to go in the current
elections and the opposition would do
better to channel their energy in the
right direction and highlight BJP’s neg-
ative points than keep crying over
EVMs.

Bal Govind | Noida

JAMMU ELECTIONS
Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Stage set for phase II LS Polls”, pub-
lished on April 25, this is my response.
The second phase of the Lok Sabha elec-
tions is completed now. The EVMs had
made it captured the fate of Jammu as
well. The people of Jammu and Kashmir
are specifically annoyed with the gov-
ernance of J&K as a Union Territory.
The bigger mandate of J&K so disclosed
appears to be extremely annoying with
the BJP the people want to topple the
UT administration to put in place
proper Statehood. 
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Nainital is just one example of ongoing forest fires
damaging the fragile ecosystem in Uttarakhand

inevitable way of revealing
itself that cannot be suppressed
by homilies of co-religiousity. 
As the speech by Ambassador
Durrani accepted, “After the
withdrawal of NATO forces, it
was hoped that peace in
Afghanistan would bring
peace to the region. However,
such expectations were short-
lived”. Anyone with a mod-
icum of understanding about
history (especially about
Afghanistan, the home to
many ‘Great Games’) ought to
have known that to ‘control’
the narrative in Afghanistan
was not just impossible and
impractical, but also counter-
productive. The worst-kept
secret of nurturing a desire to
have ‘Strategic Depth’ in
Afghanistan could not be hid-
den even from its creation, the
Afghan Taliban. While the
Afghans had accepted the sup-
port and infrastructure afford-
ed by Pakistani regimes of all
hues and shades since the late
1970’s — to expect the proud
Afghan (even a Pak-created
Taliban) to toe Islamabad’s
line blindly was an affront to
the cultural-civilisational iden-
tity of an Afghan. Not only did
the Taliban Government bolt
out from the shackles of con-
trols, ‘advisories’ and conde-
scending platitudes from
Islamabad, but it knowingly
harboured and supported its
ideological offshoot i.e., the
Pak-facing Tehreek-e-Taliban

Pakistan (TTP) fighters, who
attack Pakistan with impuni-
ty and deadly consequences. 
A grim observation of the sit-
uation suggests that the attacks
on Pakistan are not just a phe-
nomenon afflicting disaffect-
ed Pakistani folks across the
Afghan side, but that the “wor-
rying aspect is the participa-
tion of Afghan nationals in
these attacks”. Basically, either
as genuinely motivated or
even as trained mercenaries,
Afghan nationals are attacking
Pakistan! The project of
demonising India by the
Pakistanis has failed spectac-
ularly amongst the conserva-
tive Afghans, as even they
harbour a rather warm percep-
tion of the Indians, as opposed
to that of the Pakistanis. At the
end of the day, the difference
in sovereign intent emanating
from Islamabad, versus those
emanating from Delhi, has
surfaced. Beyond certain con-
straints mandated by their
self-invested image, ideology
and inert conservativism, the
language used by the Taliban
Government officials bears a
stark contrast, from the one
that was imagined when the
US/NATO forces abandoned
Kabul and the Taliban stormed
into Kabul. 
Today, given the ‘dark’ invest-
ments made by the Pakistani
State it finds itself in an awk-
ward and inextricable position.
Try hard as it might, the

Pakistanis are struggling to
undo and trace back the steps
that it took to create the pre-
vailing environment, infra-
structure and instinct in the
region. As Ambassador
Durrani lamented,
“Afghanistan has become a
permanent fixture in Pakistan’s
regional paradigm for over
four decades”. Therefore, all
support or otherwise to
Pakistan is seen from the lens
of Afghanistan. Ironically,
Pakistani complaints about
the situation with Afghanistan
fall on deaf ears as the global
community attributes much of
what went wrong with the
Afghan storyline, to the
Pakistanis themselves. In some
sense, it is a ‘cry wolf ’ situation
for the Pakistanis and there
simply aren’t too many takers
or sympathisers of the
Pakistani woes. A deeper
introspection would reveal the
rot in the thinking of the
Pakistani system set in 1947
when it thought that religion
was to be its trump card.
History is instructive, that
religion can never be a basis of
Statehood for any moral and
sustainable nation. Both
Bangladesh and Afghanistan
discredit the ‘two-nation the-
ory’

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

of Andaman & Nicobar
Islands and Puducherry. The
views expressed are personal)

Pakistan paying for its
misplaced priorities

Pakistan’s Special
Representative on
A f g h a n i s t a n ,
Ambassador Asif
Durrani, conceded the

grave reality of the Pakistani
Government’s abject failure in
Afghanistan. Speaking at a con-
ference titled, “Pakistan in the
Emerging Geopolitical
Landscape”, the diplomat accept-
ed that the ensuing price of the
flared tensions along the Durand
Line far exceeded the human and
financial cost of all the wars with
India, put together!
Cold and frightening statistics like
the loss of over 80,000 lives in the
so-called ‘War on Terror’ which
Islamabad joined in 2001 (includ-
ing 8000 security personnel) and
an estimated economic loss of
$150 billion-the reality check of
what ought to worry Pakistan, i.e.,
between its traditional enemy
across the Line-of-Control, or the
one across the Durand Line-
couldn’t have been clearer. To
make matters worse for
Islamabad, it isn’t even close to the
end of its miseries as the deadly
attacks by Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) have shot up by
65% and the accompanying sui-
cide attacks by 500%! In such a
scenario to persist with India as
the ‘enemy number 1’ is not only
to suffer from an acute sense of
Ostrich syndrome, but also to
refuse the hard lessons of Karma
i.e., what goes around, comes
around. 
The fixation with India owes
itself to the wounds of the parti-
tion and the desperate need of
various institutions to have an
‘enemy’ to legitimise themselves
in the eyes of the citizenry e.g.,
clergy, military, politicians etc., as
also, as to defend the flawed ‘two-
nation theory’ that ostensibly
rationalises Pakistan. The creation
of Bangladesh in 1971 exposed
the hollowness and amorality of
a nation created in the name of
religion - the current equation
with Afghanistan further expos-
es the untenability of a relation-
ship based on co-religionism.
That religion can never be the
basis of nationhood or indeed
ensure a ‘brotherly relation’ (as
insincerely claimed) with a neigh-
bour, is further proved. At the end
of the day, what matters is, ‘intent’
or neat. Over time, intent has an

No moral high ground for India or the US

THE PROJECT OF
DEMONISING INDIA
BY THE PAKISTANIS

HAS FAILED
SPECTACULARLY

AMONGST THE
CONSERVATIVE

AFGHANS, AS EVEN
THEY HARBOUR A

RATHER WARM
PERCEPTION OF THE

INDIANS, AS
OPPOSED TO THAT

OF THE PAKISTANIS

Political parties must prioritise
environmental preservation A

propos the editorial, “All is well”, published
on April 27, this is my response. Neither
the US nor India can claim to be on the

moral high ground to point an accusing finger
at each other. The regularly occurring deaths of
Indian students in the US are as much a blot
on that nation as are the deaths of hundreds of
innocent Manipuris in the State of Manipur.
India’s response to the allegations made by the
USA has been rather dismissive because we all
know the truth about Manipur. 
The US apart, even the Opposition parties of
India had raised a quarrel over the situation in
Manipur and rightly so. Therefore, for India to
say that the US report is “deeply biased” and
reflects a “significant misunderstanding of the
ground realities” is to turn a blind eye to the
facts. Both countries need to introspect and take
measures to set their own house in order instead
of indulging in a provocative blame game.

Avinash Godboley | Dewas

BHOPINDER SINGH

BIJU
DHARAMPALAN

Political leadership must prioritise sustainability and combating plastic
pollution to safeguard ecosystems and human health

Ambassador Asif Durrani acknowledges the Pak Government’s shortcomings in handling
the Afghanistan situation and underscores a reality check for Islamabad’s foreign policy



No doubt, India has not
been sitting idle all this
while. Besides QUAD,
which is a formal stra-

tegic ‘partnership’, India has
been forging strategic bilateral
‘partnerships’ with littoral dem-
ocracies that are similarly under
threat by an openly aggressive
China, such as Philippines, Viet-
nam, Singapore, Mauritius, Sey-
chelles, Malaysia etc. 

But none of these bilateral
defence partnerships is a formal
military alliance. In the event of
a war with China, it is anybody’s
guess if they will actively sup-
port India or merely support
resolutions backing ‘poor’ India
in the UN. And join the loud
chorus condemning Big Brother
China and whole-heartedly
extending strong “moral” sup-
port to “peaceful, democratic
India”.

Historically, China has al-
ways been the dominant power
in Asia, or so it perceives itself to
be. European major powers are
different. When not at war, they
have maintained peace through
a ‘balance of power’. 

For centuries, these powers
~ Great Britain, Prussia, France,
Spain, Italy, Russia etc. have
learnt to live with one another
after prolonged armed conflicts
had exhausted them, both mate-
rially and emotionally. This went
on for centuries, till the end of
World War II. 

In the 20th century, the rise
of the trans-Atlantic USA and the
appearance of small and medi-
um powers in Europe, and the
spread of democracy induced
European powers to unite and
protect themselves against
autocracy. The destructive pow-
er of modern technology, espe-
cially atomic and nuclear power,
acted as a great catalyst for
peace. NATO was born.

China was an altogether dif-
ferent story in Asia. For two
thousand years, it was the Mid-
dle Kingdom ruled by Emperors
and independent warlords in the
outlying provinces. 

Since the dominant Yellow
Race comprised the biggest
Empire in Asia, it was surround-
ed by small kingdoms and races
that bought their survival and
existence through tributes to the
Asian overlord. Largely unchal-
lenged, and aided by geography,

the Chinese Empire did not
force their hegemony on their
neighbours, including maritime
countries. 

As India was hardly a uni-
fied nation till the advent of the
British in the 19th century, the
concept of ‘balance of power’ in
Asia amongst various nations
has been somewhat alien to
Indian strategic thinking.

In the 21st century however,
Asia is like it was never before.
The Chinese Empire is a modern
nation united, or shall we say
unified, by a central Communist
tyranny. 

India meanwhile is a unit-
ed, powerful
nation through the
magic of its mod-
ern Constitution
and the marvelous
British legacy of
strategic dimen-
sion in its foreign
policy. 

The existing
order dictates a
replication of the
‘balance of power’
in Asia, something
that is proving to
be anathema to
Chinese commu-
nists. After decades of economic
rivalry, democratic India has
outpaced the ‘command’ econo-
my of a Communist state. It is a
modern marvel, something that
our giant neighbour finds hard
to stomach.

History repeats itself, the
European story now repeating
in Asia. It is to maintain peace ~
a ‘balance of power’ in Asia
between the two major powers.
But the concept is not accept-
able to the Chinese, used as they
are historically to receive trib-
utes from its small Asian neigh-
bours. 

The concept is missing
from the Chinese political lexi-
con. As a consequence, India is
at the receiving end, facing an
existential threat. Lenin, the
founder of the Communist
movement when confronted
with a similar insurmountable
challenge famously asked: What
is to be done? A time has come
when India needs to ask itself
the same question. Looking to
the current geo-political sce-
nario, apply for NATO member-
ship, so to say. Or, more accu-
rately, re-apply.

By definition, India is not
eligible. It is not an Atlantic pow-
er. Believe it or not, it first appli-
ed, so to say, for admission in
1962, as revealed recently in de-
classified official documents
made public by the then Indian
Ambassador to US, B.K. Nehru. 

The Chinese had suddenly
attacked India without provoca-
tion and rapidly advanced right
up to the Assam valley. There
was panic in New Delhi and
Prime Minister Nehru sent an
SOS to the US President for
immediate air cover. He offered
to the Americans to let US pilots
fly Indian aircraft and bomb the

advancing Chinese
troops all along
the border in the
Eastern sector. 

But equally
suddenly, the Chi-
nese announced a
ceasefire and halt-
ed its advance.
Incidentally, the
US was the military
leader of NATO
then as it is now.

Though India
is vastly superior
today in terms of
military strength

and capability, the question sur-
vives if India can take on the Chi-
nese on its own. The border dis-
pute remains unresolved. 

The two opposing armies
remain in eyeball-to-eyeball
confrontation in the disputed
Northern land border for three
years plus. There is an altogether
new dimension to Chinese
expansionism, and that is
extending its maritime bound-
aries in the South China Sea. 

It has laid claim to almost
the entire South China Sea. This
is happening for the first time in
the 21st century, after it has
developed the world’s largest
Naval force. It has started laying
claims to numerous uninhabit-
ed islands. It is developing AI
(artificial islands) faster than the
other AI (artificial intelligence)
for the PLA to own these.

All credit to Indian diplo-
macy to organize QUAD to
counter the growing maritime
Chinese threat. With the US as
the senior ‘partner’, the other
two are friendly Asian democra-
cies under similar threat ~ Japan
and Australia. But India is the
only QUAD nation sharing a

long land border with China, the
other three are under maritime
threat. 

The next question arises,
what is the nature of the long-
term threat? As of now, the Chi-
nese are a continuing threat to
our Eastern border. The concern
should be about the Chinese
long-term strategy in the East-
ern sector, coveting a mountain-
ous terrain where, in the famous
(or infamous) words of late
Krishna Menon, former Defence
Minister, “not a blade of grass
grows”.

It could be just feigning,
looking at the current overall
Chinese behaviour. They are
currently focusing their atten-
tion on Taiwan, with their un-
provoked brinkmanship in the
Taiwan Strait. 

As the Chinese, somewhat
uncharacteristically, are openly
threatening to use force to take
over Taiwan, the Strait will be-
come a Chinese lake, affecting
India’s growing trade with its
East Asian friends. According to
India’s former Foreign Secretary,
Vijay Gokhale, the loss of the Tai-
wan Strait will severely affect half
of India’s trade flow to the East.
It will disrupt supply chains in
India’s key export sectors such
as pharma and electronics. Dis-
ruption in submarine cables will
affect the flow of data between
India and the Silicon Valley.

Unfortunately, Taiwan is in
a very unenviable position. A
vibrant democracy, the Chinese
have relentlessly pressurized an
overwhelming number of UN
members to de-recognize it in
terms of its self-proclaimed ‘One
China’ policy, i.e. Beijing. 

The only major power half-
recognizing it is the US. In the
event of an attack on Taiwan, US
policy is strategically ambiguous.
India appears to have no policy
in such an eventuality.

This is disturbing for a
nation that will be most adverse-
ly impacted. In the memorable
words of Mr Gokhale, India’s
“hope” that the Chinese will not
use force is akin to the policy of
the ostrich in burying its head
deep in the sand. As Galbraith
put it memorably, the tragedy of
India in 1962 was that some
Indian ruling politicians had
raised “hope” to the level of
strategy.

(To be Concluded)

Expectations are mounting for
the first-ever official face-to-
face meeting between Presi-
dent Yoon Suk Yeol and the

Democratic Party of Korea's leader Lee
Jae-myung, which could take place as
early as this week. The meeting would
be a crucial political event that could
shed light on how the country’s key
agenda items will be prioritized after
the April 10 general election.

On Friday, Yoon proposed the
meeting in a call to Lee. Since then, the
two sides have been coordinating the
details of the meeting, which is widely
expected to offer a rare chance to
improve frosty relations between the
two leaders in a way that encourages
them to seek much-needed legislative
compromise and cooperation. It is cer-
tainly a positive development that
Yoon has finally changed his mind and
decided to meet with Lee in person,
apparently under pressure from the
crushing defeat of his conservative
People Power Party in the election. 

However, there are concerns
about whether the two former presi-
dential rivals will produce any tangi-
ble results from the meeting. In the
worst-case scenario, the two could just
agree to disagree because their views
on key issues remain poles apart. On
Monday, Yoon expressed his willing-
ness to listen to Lee’s opinions. “The
invitation (to the presidential office)
was made as I want to listen to Chair
Lee Jae-myung’s opinions as much as
possible,” Yoon said. “There have been
many differences in views between the

ruling and opposition parties. ... But
we can explore agendas related to peo-
ple’s livelihoods, where we can narrow
our differences and agree on and talk
about at least a few things that we can
do to stabilize people’s livelihoods.”

Meanwhile, Lee on Monday said
he would drive home the public senti-
ment revealed by the general election
to Yoon in the upcoming meeting. “The
presidential office, the government and
the National Assembly should change
together,” Lee said. “I hope the meeting
will be a turning point to restore poli-
tics dedicated to the people.”

Their latest public comments, how-
ever, do not provide a clear hint at how
the meeting would likely pan out, espe-
cially concerning thorny issues such as
the controversial proposal by Lee to dole
out 250,000 won ($181) to every South
Korean, the protracted standoff between
the government and doctors over the
medical school enrollment quota hike
and the appointment of a new prime
minister. Lee is widely expected to talk
about his proposal for the cash handout
that will require a fresh supplementary
budget and cost around 13 trillion won.
The Democratic Party floated the cash
handout plan, supposedly aimed at help-
ing people’s livelihoods, as one of its elec-
tion pledges. Predictably, Yoon and the
conservative People Power Party are
strongly opposed to the plan, slamming it
as “populism” in the form of giving out
cash that would undermine the country’s
fiscal soundness. The two leaders are also
likely to clash over a “windfall tax” on
banks that have profited from recent
interest rate hikes if Lee raises the issue
during the meeting with Yoon. On Mon-
day, Lee said the Democratic Party
unveiled plans to introduce the windfall
tax to manage volatile economic situa-
tions in a stable way, saying that “more
active measures are needed to lessen the
burdens on people when oil prices stay
high.” The government’s plan to hike
medical school admissions is also likely
to be a major issue for the two leaders.
About 12,000 trainee doctors have left
their worksites since Feb. 20 in protest
against the plan to increase the annual
enrollment quota of medical students by
2,000.
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Rahul 2.0

As India gears up for another round of elections,
the political landscape seems to be undergoing a
subtle yet significant shift. At the centre of this

transformation is Mr Rahul Gandhi who despite fac-
ing setbacks in the past has emerged with a stronger
sense of purpose but leaves one question hanging in
the air ~ has this resurgence come too late for himself
and his party. Previously criticised for his lack of drive
and charisma, he now exudes determination as he trav-
erses the length and breadth of the country, addressing
crowds with fluency and conviction. His evolution from
a hesitant speaker reflects a deeper transformation
within himself and the Congress party he represents.
However, Gandhi’s resurgence comes at a time when
the political landscape of India is undergoing tectonic
shifts. The dominance of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has reshaped
the contours of Indian politics, with the BJP’s blend of
ideology and development resonating strongly with
some voters. In contrast, Congress has struggled to arti-
culate a coherent message that can effectively chal-
lenge the BJP’s narrative. Despite this, Mr Gandhi’s foc-
us on issues of inequality, unemployment, and demo-
cratic values has struck a chord with certain sections of
the electorate. By positioning himself as a champion of
the marginalised and a critic of the entrenched elite, he
seeks to appeal to Indians who continue to grapple
with poverty and social injustice. His emphasis on gov-
ernment intervention and redistribution of resources
reflects a departure from the neoliberal economic poli-
cies that have dominated Indian politics in recent
decades.

Yet, Mr Gandhi’s path to political redemption is
fraught with challenges. The Congress party, once the
undisputed hegemon of Indian politics, now finds itself
grappling with internal dissent and organisational inef-
ficiency. Mr Gandhi’s leadership style, characterised
by introspection, may not necessarily translate into
effective governance or party management. Moreover,
his reluctance to fully assert control over the party
machinery and challenge the entrenched hierarchy
raises questions about his ability to lead the Congress
to victory in future elections. Nevertheless, the signifi-
cance of Mr Gandhi’s resurgence extends beyond elec-
toral politics. It symbolises a broader struggle within
Indian democracy to reconcile competing visions of
nationhood and governance. 

As India grapples with issues of identity, inequality,
and democratic erosion, Mr Gandhi's emergence as a
credible alternative to the ruling establishment offers
hope for a more inclusive and pluralistic future. Mr
Gandhi’s journey from political obscurity to renewed
prominence encapsulates the complexities and con-
tradictions of Indian democracy. While his newfound
zeal may not be enough to secure victory in the up-
coming elections, it signals a deeper realignment with-
in Indian politics that is both necessary and inevitable.
Whether Mr Gandhi can harness this momentum to
usher in a new era of leadership remains to be seen, but
his journey thus far serves as a testament to the
resilience of democratic politics in India.

Generation Z

In ever-evolving global generational dynamics, the
spotlight has shifted to Generation Z, those born
between 1997 and 2012. Unlike their predecessors,

this cohort is carving out a distinct path marked by
unprecedented economic prosperity and a redefined
relationship with work. At the heart of this phenome-
non lies a stark contrast with previous generations, par-
ticularly millennials. While millennials entered the
workforce in the aftermath of the global financial crisis,
grappling with high unemployment rates and stagnant
wages, Generation Z is stepping into an era of abun-
dance. Globally, though not in India, youth unemploy-
ment is at its lowest since 1991, with Gen Z-ers ~ as
those in generation Z are being referred to - benefiting
from robust wage growth and ample job opportuni-
ties. But beyond the statistics lies a deeper shift in
mindset. Millennials grew up believing that a job was a
privilege, a notion reinforced by the economic struggles
of their time. In contrast, Generation Z views employ-
ment as a right, fuelling a new attitude towards work
characterised by a desire for autonomy and fulfilment.
This shift is evident in the concept of “quiet quitting”
and “bare minimum Monday,” where Gen Z-ers pri-
oritise self-care and personal fulfilment over tradition-
al notions of career advancement. The rise of the “snail
girl” archetype, embodying a slower pace and a focus
on well-being, further underscores this departure from
the hustle culture embraced by previous generations.

Moreover, the decline in entrepreneurship among
Gen Z-ers signals a departure from the tech-centric start-
up culture that defined the millennial era. While millen-
nials idolised young tech founders and chased the dream
of becoming the next tech tycoon, Gen Z-ers are less
inclined to pursue entrepreneurship, opting instead for
stability and work-life balance. Yet, amid their econom-
ic prosperity and shifting attitudes towards work, Gen-
eration Z faces unique challenges and criticisms. 

Some argue that their higher incomes are overshad-
owed by rising costs of college and housing, posing
potential obstacles to long-term financial security. Addi-
tionally, concerns about declining innovation and pro-
ductivity raise questions about the sustainability of Gen
Z’s economic advantage. However, it's crucial to recog-
nise that Generation Z is navigating uncharted territory,
shaped by the digital revolution and global economic
shifts. Their emphasis on self-care and personal fulfil-
ment reflects a broader societal trend towards prioritis-
ing well-being over traditional markers of success. As
we witness the rise of Generation Z, it’s essential to
acknowledge the complexity of their experiences and
the nuances of their perspectives. They are not simply a
continuation of previous generations but rather a dis-
tinct cohort with its own values, aspirations, and chal-
lenges. Generation Z’s economic prowess and unique
approach to work hold lessons for us all. Their journey
serves as a reminder that success is not solely defined by
financial wealth but by a sense of fulfilment and pur-
pose in both work and life. 
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In the 21st century however, Asia is like it was never before. The Chinese Empire is

a modern nation united, or shall we say unified, by a central Communist tyranny. India

meanwhile is a united, powerful nation. The existing order dictates a replication of

the �balance of power� in Asia, something that is proving to be anathema to Chinese

communists. After decades of economic rivalry, democratic India has outpaced the

�command� economy of a Communist state
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SIR, Please refer to today's report
"Poll panel takes note of alleged
MCC violations by Modi, Rahul
Gandhi". The decision of the
Election Commission of India to
issue notices to the presidents of
the BJP and the Congress seeking
their replies on the complaints it
had received alleging violation of
its model code of conduct (MCC)
in the speeches delivered by the
leaders of the two parties, includ-
ing Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, is a welcome measure and
would bolster the faith people
have traditionally vested with the
poll regulator. 

This is for the first time the
panel has issued a notice, hold-
ing the parties responsible for the
violation of the code by their star
campaigners. It does not normal-
ly require a rejoinder by the Elec-
tion Commission for a party chief
to realise that the party’s most
important campaigners ought to
set high standards of political dis-

course and observe provisions of
the MCC in letter and spirit. 

They are expected to con-
tribute to a higher quality of dis-
course by way of providing an all-
India perspective and hence their
speeches necessarily need to be
judged at a higher threshold of
compliance. Nonetheless, the EC
decision may hopefully act as a
leash on them for the time being.
However, there is only so much
that the law, rules, regulations
and even regulators can do to fos-
ter the spirit of democracy, for it
is up to the people and their lead-
ers to punish wrongdoers.

Yours, etc., Khokan Das,
Kolkata, 27 April.

Kerala stakes

SIR, This refers to your editorial
'Battle in Kerala' (25 April). Albeit
BJP is a dominant force in the
North and North West India, its
presence in South India is limited,
and in Kerala is almost insignifi-
cant. The electoral clash is mainly
between the Congress led UDF
and the Left controlled LDF. 

The Left is confident of its
local governance, especially in
the education and health sectors.
The state's performance specially
during natural calamities and
during the Covid period deserves
praise. As a stalwart like Rahul
Gandhi is contesting from
Wayanad, it would boost up the
Congress to regain lost ground.
That the Left did not receive a far-
thing from the eletoral bond
scam, despite being in power in
the state, should boost its image.
Yours, etc., Dilip Kumar Sengup-
ta,

Birati, 25 April.

UNJUSTIFIED

SIR, Apropos the news report "ED
opposes Kejriwal's plea, claims
evidence of his role"( April 26), I
would like to comment that the
ED is contradicting its own story.

When the ED claims to have
recovered evidence of Kejriwal's
alleged role in the excise scam,
was there any necessity of calling
him repeatedly? The ED officials
could have gone to his office

for an in-depth inquiry into the
matter. Without holding a brief
for Kejriwal, I would like to say
that the modus operandi of the
ED behind summoning him
repeatedly was more for stopping
him from participating in the
election campaign than unravel-
ling the mystery of the scam. 

Since the scam is entirely

based on documentary evidence,
which are claimed to be in the
possession of the ED, the deten-
tion of Kejriwal becomes mean-
ingless. The ED has to prove how
Kejriwal tampered with evidence
and had it been so why did it not
arrest Kejriwal at the first instance? 

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta,
Kolkata, 26 April.

Welcome  move

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ASHOK
KAPUR

The writer is a retired
IAS officer

Beyond the
first meeting

DISSERVICE

SIR, The remarks of renowned Congress party leader abroad, Sam
Pitroda on inheritence tax are ill timed and uncalled for. They
have given a chance to his party's rival, PM Modi, to criticise the
grand old party on its ideas on taxation. He twisted the remarks to
suit his own message causing Congress to distance itself from
them. If the real concern is the widening of the economic divide
between haves and have nots in India, the rival camps on the
national stage are busy making off the cuff remarks. Rahul Gand-
hi and his party are talking about socio-economic surveys and
redistribution of wealth in an informal manner, whereas Modi
and his party are trying to colour them with religious themes.
Both parties are doing disservice to the real issues faced by the
commoner.
Yours, etc., Dr DVG Sankara Rao (ex MP) Vizianagaram, 25 April.








