Business Standard

VOLUME XXXI NUMBER 10
NEW DELHI | MONDAY, 29 APRIL 2024

Need more competition

Small finance banks have a clear path

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.
Aworthy 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 VWPAT controversy to rest

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
oftallying 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
EVMssstarted. 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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Badideas in taxation

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY

Taxation of wealth and inheritance has been tried before

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.

T here is a great populist urge in India — to
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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 awealth 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

LADDERS

Taxes on the estate or of inheritance  AJAY SHAH
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 X800 crore. It was abolished in 2015.
It is present in four OECD countries and generates

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

Japan’s equity renaissance

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 I
acompany’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

Two countries, India and Japan, dominated
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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 METL. 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

written about was thanks to the gen-
erous support from the Government AMITTANDON
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

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
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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.

Thewriteris a researcher at XKDR Forum

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
— itis 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.

Thewriter is with Institutional Investor Advisory Services
India Limited, a proxy advisory firm. The views are personal.
X: @AmitTandon_in

Reports from MAGA frontlines

BOOK REVIEW

JENNIFER SZALAI

espite Steve Bannon’s Wall Street
D pedigree, histaste for five-star

hotelsand billionaire-owned
yachts, heistrulyaman ofthe people —
that, atleast, isthe impression he strains
toconvey eachtime he appearsin Finish
What We Started: The MAGA Movement's
Ground Warto End Democracy, anew
bookbyIsaac Arnsdorf, ajournalist at
The Washington Post.

AsfarasBannonisconcerned,

anyone who complains that Donald
Trump’s far-right supportersare onthe
fringes of the fringe isjustawhinerwho
cangocrysome more. Asheputitatthe
Conservative Political Action Conference
(CPAC)in2022: “All they talkabout on

MSNBCis ‘democracy, democracy,
democracy. We're gonnagive thema
democracy suppository on November 8!”

Theline was classic Bannon: Gleeful,
bombastic, mildly disgusting. It would
also turn outtobewrong. The “red wave”
thathe 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 politiciansand
operativeswho allowed such a
transformation to happen. Finish What
WeStarted focusesinstead onthe
ordinary foot soldiersin the MAGA grass
roots —who, in the aftermath of January
6, continued toinsist that the 2020
presidential election had been stolen and
aredetermined tonever letsuch an
outrage happen again.

The rampage at the Capitol had been
spectacular — maybe too spectacular for
itsown good; what the MAGA movement
needed wassomethingstealthier and
moretedious, lesslikely todrawthe
attention of anyone whowould try to

thwartit. Arnsdorfrecountshow,a
month after the attack, Bannoninvited a
Breitbart blogger named Dan Schultzto
his “WarRoom” podcast to explain what
Schultz called “the precinct strategy.”
The plan was to take over the Republican
Party from the ground up: Get sometrue
MAGA believersinto the humble yet
foundational building blocks of the
party structure — “precinct positions
that were often vacant because noone
was paying attention.”

Instead of state legislatures staffed by
RINOs (Republicansin name only) who
had shown themselvestoowillingto
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 chairin Cobb County,
Ga.,in2021and received aphonecall
from Trump when she won. Arnsdorf
juxtaposes Grubbs’strajectory with that

of Kathy Petsas, a Republican Party chair
foralegislative districtin Maricopa
County, Ariz, whowent from fielding
maybe three applications a month for
precinct committee membershiptoan
astonishing 40 a week.

Inthe monthsleading up tothe 2022
midterms, Petsaswas formally
reprimanded by her new MAGA
colleaguesand saw
her preferred
Republican =
candidate for FINISH WHAT
Arizonagovernor get
trouncedinthe
primariesbythe
Trump-endorsed
KariLake; Grubbs,
meanwhile, seemed
tobe flyinghigh on
MAGA fumes until
shebegantograsp
“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’ttoethe newline.

Arnsdorf mostly hangsback,
presenting his subjects’ thoughtsin free

WESTARTED

indirectstyle. Hisstated aimis to convey
“what makes them believe, what
motivates them, what stirsthem to
action.” Petsas seems baffled by the
takeover of her party and clingstothe old
mode of doing things. Incredulous that
the MAGA wingdoesn’t thinkofherasa
“real Republican,” sheemphasises her
decadesofexperienceasaninsider —

whenthatlengthy
FINISH WHAT WE tenureis obviously
STARTED: The considered amark
MAGA Movement's againsther.
Ground War to End Grubbs, for her
Democracy part, isinitially
Author: Isaac fuelled by asense
Arnsdorf that official
Publisher: Little, explanations for
Brown political results she
Pages: 247 doesn’tlikeseem
Price: $30 very, very fishy.

After January 6,she
blasted out amessage to her Facebook
group: “All. DONOT 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
becominga county chair, but mellower
MAGA still runs hot. At Georgia’s state
Republican convention in 2023, she

poses for a photo with Trump. Grubbs
deemsit “one of the happiest days
ofherlife.”

Arnsdorf’sbookarrives atamoment
when Democrats are warning that
Trump and the MAGA movement are
seekingtoend democracy as we know it.
Bannon’s extravagant bluffing— “We're
two-thirds ofthe nation!” he bragged at
CPAC —can’thidethe factthat MAGA
extremism s still terribly unpopular. An
NBC News poll last year put the share of
Americanswith a favourable view of the
MAGA movement ata meagre 24 per
cent. The precinctstrategy hasbecome
anotherway of energising the base.

And thebase turnsoutto have
infinite patience for the nitty-gritty of
local politics, aslong as the ultimate goal
isnot governance butdomination.
“Now they understand how important
therulesare,” amerry Bannon tells
Arnsdorf. “We’re havinga civics lesson
here. We’re exploding, and the reason
we’re exploding? We're really getting
intothe granular, and people can’t
getenough ofit.”

The reviewer is the nonfiction book critic
forThe Times
©2024 The New York Times News Service
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Rising Tide Set to
Raise All Flights

Indigo Airbus order shows market maturity

Indigo’s order for wide-bodied, long-range jets from Air-
bus signals the rising ambitions of Indian airlines to
muscle into international air travel. Competitor Air In-
dia has also ordered a mix of wide-and-narrow-bodied
jets, but this is the market leader’s first official indica-
tionof its planstoferryIndiansinandout of the country.
India is expected to shoulder much of the growth in glo-
bal aviation, both in domestic and international travel,
over the next decade. The country’s leading airlines are
drawing up the blueprint on how to claw back market
share lost to carriers in the Gulf that currently cater to
the bulk of airtraffic to India. Aviation hubs have sprung
upallover West Asia, based onitslocation in Asia, Africa
and Europe as well as plentiful cheap oil.

Jet fuel is one of the criteria for Indian airlines to ven-
ture abroad. Refuelling overseas brings down the single-
bilggest cost of running an airline,
which ispadded up by high taxesinIn-
dia. Wide-bodied aircraft permit car-
rierstoconfigure the cabin to offer bu-
siness class that fattens profit mar-
gins and cuts dependency on the pre-
dominantly economy class domestic
Indian traveller. A generation of Indi-
an airlines has floundered trving to offer services to pri-
ce-conscious Indians while running up enormous fuel
bills. International traffic offers a way out of this trap.

[t also could pay for some of the aviation infrastructu-
re that Gol is putting up, hoping that some of its biggest
airports can turn into international transit hubs. There
is scope to bring some business from Dubai and Singapo-
reto Delhiand Bengaluru. India has the potential tocrea-
te multiple transit hubs, given the size of its landmass.
For all of this, of course, Indian airlines need tostart fly-
ing abroad. It is a sign of the growing maturity of the co-
untry’s aviation industry that its biggest airline, Indigo,
which began life as a budget carrier, is making the leap.

Rumpus on Campus,
Keep Free Space Safe

Hundreds of students have been arrested on university cam-
puses across the US, as protesters persist in demanding a cea-
sefire in Gaza and divestment from companies allegedly *fi-
nancing’ Israel’'snearly 7-month military conflict in the Pales-
tinian enclave. In a country that prides itself on free speech,
university authorities called in police to deal with protests, so-
me in their second week, and restore normalcy. University
authoritiesclaimed that professional/outside protesters have
infiltrated the protests, which is why police were called. This
echoes the argument from certain quarters against, say, the
1969 anti-Vietnam student protests in Chicago — ‘Days of Ra-
ge’' — that don’t quite stick, Meanwhile, in Israel, Benjamin
Netanyahu waded in, describing the de-
monstrations as‘antisemitic’ and compa-
ring the crowds to rallies held in support
| of the Nazi Party in inter-war Germany.
Thisisshocking.

US universities have never been shy abo-
utcalling in the police to deal with protes-
ting students. Authorities must weigh the
justification of taking precautionary measures to prevent
violence, or exploitation of student protests by non-universi-
ty actors when evaluating actions of university authorities in
similar situations.

Universities must be safe spaces for spirited discussions and
arguments as well as peaceful protests. But in these intensely
polarised days, does one need to draw a line in the sand? One
canargue, infact, that there is all the more reason now for this
free space. But Netanvahu's equating protesting students
with Nazi rallies is, at best, silly, at worst, nasty. Protests cal-
ling for a ceasefire, and calling on those with influence to lean
onlIsrael to stop its military offensive, stem from a concern for
a humanitarian crisis. They are not antisemitic or to be con-
flated as anti-Israel.
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J Adeparture from cheesy cliches by our
politicians could help liven things up

A Hobby for Our
People Persons

By thelooks of it, 2024 general election is about as lively as
hitting the snooze button on a Monday morning. If we're
pointing fingers at low turnout and general methodology;
let’s not forget politicians, who seem more adept than ever
to say the same old, same old. Take those yvawn-inducing
moments when reporters toss out the age-old question to
fresh-faced politicos: ‘Why politics?’ We expect some witty
retort. Instead, we get nuggets like ‘I love connecting with
people’ or ‘T'm a people person.’ And then there's the ulti-
mate snoozer: ‘I enjoy working with people.” What's with
this insistence to showcase people-mania?

We get it. You're human. But, for voters listening to that
standard tuneislikelistening to the same muzak in the ele-
vator. Wouldn't it be refreshing if politicians made it a litt-
le worthwhile for voters? ‘I'm here because the perks of be-
ing an MP/MLA are sweeter than a corner office with a vi-
ew.’ Or, ‘I may not be a fan of heat and dust, but there’s so-
mething oddly satisfyingabouthavingacrowd attendinga
rally just to hear my voice. Nobody paid attention to me
back when I was just a lowly prefect in boarding school.
Now, I've got my own chamchas!’

Sure, these won't get vouto the topof the ballot. Buthey, at
least we, the voters, won't be in danger of nodding off into
our coffee cups this election season.

We can mitigate climate change by embracing India’s rich ecological diversity on our plates

w n We Are What We Eat, Alice
Waters — a longtime advocate
for universal access to healthy
and organic foods and proprie-
tor of Chez Panisse in Berkeley,
California — writes that every deci-
sion we make about what we put in
our mouths affects not only our bodi-
es, but also our families, our commu-
nities and our environment. Set up in
1971, Chez Panisse’'s menu runs on the
principle that food must be fresh and
in season, grown locally, organically
and sustainably,

Waters’ words came to mind at a re-
cent dinner event where India’s top
chefs, such as Indian Accent's culina-
ry director Manish Mehrotra and for-
mer ['TC corporate chef Manjit Gill,
slow-cooked nourishing and healthy
dishes with indigenous ingredients.
Also on the menu were their personal
stories about India’s regional culina-
rv traditions and local cultures. Each
story underlined one message: our fo-
od choices must be sustainableinacli-
mate-hit world.

The event was part of the launch of
Delhi-based Centre for
Science and Environ-
ment's (CSE) First Fo-
od: Future of Taste, the
fourth book in the First
Food series. The book

is a primer on how to
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Step up to the plate

paella made with kodo millet, as well
as ragi srikhand cannoli and a sorg-
hum sweet beverage,

A common thread runs through the
delightfully rich and varied local food
traditions of different communities.
Consumers must learn from traditio-
nal knowledge of local communities,
who have, over centuries, experimen-
ted with weeds, tree-borne foods, se-
eds that can be stored for long periods,
plants with short lifecycles, and even
those parts of plants that are general-
ly wasted to create healthy and nutri-
tiousrecipes.

The book follows many scientific
reports— the latest being World Mete-
orological Organisation's (WMO)
‘State of Climate in Asia 2023°, relea-
sed this month —that show that heat-
waves, floods, droughts, wildfires, and
rapidly  intensifving
tropical cyclones are af-
fecting societies, econo-
mies and ecosystems.
These are inflicting se-
vere hardships on

survive food shortages small-scale  farmers,
brought on by uncer- 1 forcing many to leave
tainties in extreme Nutritional value of food their profession, or
weatherevents. Ithas  is also dedlining dueto  adapt to the chal-

100-0dd recipes from
top chefs, food blog-
gers/influencers and
food enthusiasts that
include summer ve-
eetable loaf with fox-
tail millet, vegetable

intensive agricultural
practices that strip soil of
micronutrients,
aggravate climate
change and spur
biodiversity loss

lenge, altering India’s
farm landscape.
Along with chang-
es In cropping pat-
terns and reduced
farm yields, nutritio-
nal value of food is al-

so declining due to intensive agricul-
tural practices that strip the soil of
micronutrients, aggravate climate
change and spur biodiversity loss, A
biodiverse landscape is crucial becau-
ge it helps control pests and diseases,
maintain a healthy water cvcle and
ensure pollination. Without hardwor-
king pollinators, the world
stands to lose its food varie-
ty and wild-harvested s
foods.

‘We need hardy fo-
ods to survive the cli-
materisked world.
More importantly,
we need knowledge
about how to use
them,” says CSE di-
rector general Suni-
ta Narain. “We must
link with the idea of
what is resilient. What is that food
that is good for the farmer, good for
nutrition and good for the environ-
ment.’

Narain added, ‘On one hand, we ha-
ve farmers affected by climate
change. They need risk mitigation
strategies. On the other hand, wehave
food adding to emissions that lead to
climate change. 10% of emissions are
from this sector. This is why the in-
dustrial food farming systems, which
add to GHGs, must be avoided.”

While the farm sector is facing tro-
ubling times, all is not lost. CSE's Vib-
ha Varshney, who has been resear-

India has a growing
community of people and
chefs taking an Fntgrest in

local foods, researching them hood in Bandra,

and making them trendy

ching India’s indigenous food sy-
stems, says that farms and food of co-
untries like India with diverse food
systems will provide answers for the
future,

However, you and | have a critical
role to play in driving this change. We
will have to change our diets and pro-
vide farmers with a strong incentive
to cultivate healthy and elimate-resili-
ent future foods. It's only by embra-
cing India’s rich biological and ecolo-
gical diversity on our plates that we
can save it.

For example, millet, which Gol has
been promoting, is water-prudent, he-
at-resistant and nutritious. Then the-
re is makhana (fox nuts). It's grown in
wetlands, and every time you consu-
me makhana, wetlands — a bulwark
against urban floods, among other
things — have a chance to survive
from the clutches of greedy realtors.

The good news is that the country
has a growing community of people
andchefstakingan interest in local fo-
ods, researching them, and making
them trendy. In a recent in-
terview, Thomas Zachari-
as, formerly with Bom-
bay Canteen, remini-
sced how he once coo-
ked an entire meal
using local ingredi-
entssuchasmoringa,
raw mangoes, curry
leaves, betel and ba-
nana leaves foraged
from his neighbour-

Beat Heat by What You Eat
e Bdebmioc

Mumbai. Enthused
by the outcome, he started The Loca-
vore, which champions the best regio-
nalfood across India through storytel-
ling, recipes, evenis and producers.
India’s food systems are vast, messy
and complex, and making responsible
food choices is challenging. Many of
the ingredients mentioned in First Fo-
od: Future of Taste may sound unfa-
miliar tous. But finding them is not as
hard as it seems. Look around vour ne-
arest farmers’ market, and vou will
spot many of these climate-friendly
‘superfoods’ right near yvou.

kumkum.dasgupta@timesgroup.com

T+0, More Than Procedural Update

Mrugank Paranjape
.

Last month, stock exchanges laun-
ched same-day transaction sett-
lement (T+0), by which sellers can
have instant access to 100% of their
cash on the transaction day. This
cycle is a move that promises to
fundamentally alter how trades are
settled in our markets.

The evolution of the Indian capital
markets has been accompanied by a
series of pioneering moments:

P Eraof dematerialisation This
was our first roadshow as brokers,
which targeted market intermediari-
es, spearheaded the era of demateria-
lisation, revolutionising securities
handling, and storage.

P DNigital trading innovations Ex-
ecuting the first-ever online derivati-
ve trade marked a monumental leap,
propelling markets into the digital
age, [t connected swathes of investors
across nations, making markets more
inclusive.

P Rolling settlements Phased in-
troduction of rolling settlements was
critical inreducingsystemicriskand
enthancing market efficiency,

These milestones were not mere

changes but reformatory evolutions
that paved the way for robust market
systemsandefficiency in market trans-
actions, making markets deepand ligu-
id. The critical transformation the
market went through includes:

P Enhanced access to markets Pro-
viding investors unobstructed ac-
cess to various asset classes.
It includes investors, inclu-
ding global investors, loo-
king to diversify their hol-
dings, follow India’s growth
story, and appropriately ma-
nage portfolio risks.

b Stringent risk manage-
ment Developing a robust
risk management fram-
ework that has evolved to mi-
tigate the risk of contagions
is pivotal in safeguarding
market integrity without
compromising market effi-
ciencvorthecostof parti-
cipation. One can safely
mention that regulators
and Market Infrastructure Institu-
tions (MIIy have mastered the same.

» Capital flows across borders De-
spite the instability in the global mar-
kets and rapidly changing foreign in-
vestor sentiments, regulatory super-
vision and the digital ecosystem have
evolved these vears to ensure smooth
capital movementacross asset classes
to maintain market dvnamism and li-
gquidity;

Consolidating the capital market
segments, including derivatives un-

Time is money

der Sebi in 2015, helped streamline
processes and policies, setting a so-
lid foundation for today's advance-
ments, Forexample, the unified clea-
ring mechanism ensured efficiency
in capital utilisation across the allo-
wed segments. The risk manage-
ment is entirely ringfenced.
Theshift to T+0has met with

mixed reactions and holds im-

mense potential to enhance
market operations. Here's why
it can potentially improve the
efficiency in the cash markets
to the next level.

Let us explore a detailed sce-
nario that illustrates the arbit-
rage opportunities arising
from T+0 settlements that run
alongside the T+1 segment in
the cash market.

P Setting the context for an

arbitrager

With T+0, the immediacy

of trade settlements signi-

ficantly changes the ligqui-
dity dynamics.

Consider investors with two diffe-
rent participation ohjectives:

P Investor A wishes to sell shares of
stock X immediately at the current
market price to capitalise on her re-
cent gains,

P Investor B is interested in purcha-
sing stock X but prefers the traditio-
nal T+1 settlement due to cash flow
considerations.

This difference in settlement prefe-
rences creates an arbitrage opportu-

nity, Investor C, who always looks for
such arbitrage opportunities, capita-
lises onthis by bridgingthe gap betwe-
en Investor A's and B's needs. Steps in-
volved:

P Investor A sells her shares at
299,985 in the T+0 market, seeking im-
mediate liquidity:

P Investor B agrees to buy at €100.015
but on a T+1 basis, benefiting from a
slight price advantage and deferred
payment.

P Arbitrageur (Investor C) buys
from A at $99.985 and sells to B at
7100.015, earning a spread of 70.030 per
share — leveraging on the overnight
ratesof 7.25/7.50%, i.e., 2 bps per day.

COuteome:;

P Investor A receives funds immedi-
3tefy achieving its goal of quick ligui-

ity

P Investor B benefits from buyving at
aslightly higher price but with the ad-
vantage of deferred payment.

P Investor C profits from the price
differential (3 bps), effectively levera-
ging the day's interest rate (2 bps).
which might be about two basis points
daily, translating to a significant ad-
vantage over large volumes.

This scenario exemplifies how T+0
can create fluid, dynamic opportuni-
ties for liquidity and arbitrage, en-
hancing market efficiency. It's a fun-
damental shift towards greater effici-
ency and alisnment with global mar-
ketefficiency.

The writer is managing partner, MC3

America Doth Protest Too Much?

Seema Sirohi
]

Washington: Free speech is on trial
in America as vy League universiti-
es and less-endowed colleges struggle
to contain student protests and
mushrooming tent encampments.
Hundreds have been arrested with no
sign of protests abating.

The pro-Palestinian anger is ear-
nest, and many Jewish students are
participating. But some of the slo-
gans have crossed into hate speech.
‘Weare Hamas' is a common chant
and placards saying Al-Qasam’s next
targets' have been spotted. Al-Qasam
isthe armed wing of Hamas —not
that the rest of Hamas are Gandhian.
Loud threats that the Oct 7 attacks on
Israel will be repeated, not once, not
twice, not a hundred but ten thou-
sand times, have gone viral.

Frothy fulmination? Or an omen of
things to come? Mini ‘Gazas’ in-
habited by kaffiveh-donning students
are springing up on cCAmMpuses across
the US to protest the 34,000 and coun-
ting dead. Interestingly, the tents look
much the same, as if suppliedbya
single source, and allegations that
protests are being funded by outside
eroups have surfaced.

It's one thing to condemn Israel but
quite another tocelebraie Hamas, a

murderous group whose leaders
enjoy Qatari hospitality and fly
around in private jets while letting
the ‘people’ die for the ‘cause’. It s not
kosher to say, but Hamas could help
end the slaughter of Palestinians by
negotiating seriously torelease
hostages. But it won't because it's
winning the war of narratives,

World opinion is against Israel, and
Joe Biden is being squeezed by both
the political left and the right — he
looks helpless against Benjamin
MNetanyahu. Democrats are bracing
for a repeat of 1968 when anti-war
protesters disrupted their party
convention in Chicago, resultingina
brutal crackdown by police. Republi-
cans won the White House.

That Biden is losing support among
the young is well-known. The coali-
tion that helped him win in 2020 is
deeply fractured in no small measure
because of his adamant support for
Israel. Many Blacks fervently oppose
his policies and liken the fate of
Palestinians to their own historical
experience with racism and sub-
jugation. Forgotten is the Jewish

Eyeless about Gaza?

community’s consistent support and
frontline role in the civil rights
movement,

A recent Pew Research Center poll
showed that only 13% of African
Americans support [srael in its war
against Hamas compared to38% of
Whites. My local lefty WPFW radio
station, which calls itself the home of
“jazz and justice’, regularly features
Black talk show hosts who rapidly
equate Jews with the oppressor class.
Black sympathy shifted to Palestini-
ans in the wake of the Black Lives
Matter movement, and there'sno
ooing back.

Hamas is enjoying the spectacle.
The streak of antisemitism, someti-
mes blatant, sometimes hinted,
running through the protests isa
welcome byproduct. New York mayor
Eric Adams said he was *horrified’
and “disgusted’ by the antisemitism
spewing inand around Columbia
University and blamed ‘outside
agitators’ trying to spark violence,

Jewish students have been haras-
sed, pushed around and even spat
upon. While any other minority
group— say Blacks or gavs —tfaced
with abuse would have immediately
garnered sympathy and support, in
today’s hierarchy of oppression,
Jews are “White' and part of the
‘oppressor class’, Israel is acolonia-
list state. Hamas is a beneficiary of
the contemporary melange of ideolo-
gy, identity politics and new acade-
mic orthodoxies.

When and where did things change
somuch that *Go back to Poland’ can
be aslogan today? The current milieu

has been building for some time, and
via the same elite universities that
now feel powerless to contain their
wards and enforce house rules.
Somewhere along the line, effortsto
diversify faculty and infuse multi-
culturalism into syllabi—both
admirable goals— became a single-
minded pursuitof antiracism, anti-
colonialism, and gender and sexual
orientation studies.

They were the guiding principles.
This narrowing of the canonmeant
that only a certain kind of contempo-
rary left learning was acceptable.
Academic writing became obsessed
with ‘intersectionality’ and "de-
centering Whiteness’, robbing the
room for complexity.

Professors of West Asiastudies
have been at the forefront of decoloni-
sing higher education, a worthy
objective if done mindfully but not as
indoctrination by other means. The
Hamas attack showed how far things
have lurched. Joseph Massad, pro-
fessor of modern Arabpoliticsat
Columbia University, seemed to
relish the attack. Writingon Oct 8in
The Electronic Intifada, he used
words such as ‘astonishing,’ ‘stun-
ning," ‘astounding,’ and ‘awesome’ to
describe the ‘takeover of settler-
colonies’ by Hamas. Cornell pro-
fessor Russell Rickford called the
Hamas attack ‘exhilarating’ and
‘energising,” but later apologised.

Open admiration for Hamas might
have been hugely problematic once.
But today, it's tolerated on campuses
inthe name of freespeech. How free
should free be?

THE SPEAKING TREE

Rejoicein
Little Things

SUMIT PAUL

“I'd not be what I'm today, if 1
had never seen the sunrise, or
the moon, or flowers in bloom
or people’sfaces,” wrote the
great Persian mystic Hakim
Sanai. This mystical statement
has a profound meaning,.
Consciousness blossoms when
awareness comes and aware-
ness comes through playful
observation. When we observe
little things and nature’s
regular phenomena all around
us, our heart is filled with
bliss. This bliss ripples into
enlightenment.

Rumi also says the same
thing: *Look at evervthing
with asenseof admiration and
astnniahmcnt You'll evolve as
ahuman.” Wisdom liesin
small things. Once adisciple of
a Zen master came to him and
said, “Master, [ try to getinto
meditation but I'munableto
concentrate. My mind is never
atoneplace.” The wise master
said, “See, children are plaving
there. Goand try to play with
them. If you can’t, at least sit
and watch them play Don't try
too much tomeditate.” The
disciple did what the master
advised. Seeing little Kids play,
his heart became filled with a
state of indescribable joy and
he effortlessly slid intoa
contemplative mode, One
doesn’t have to be a recluse,
misanthrope oraloof to be
enlichtened.

Remember, yvou'll connect
with the Universe later, First,
plunge vourself into the world
vou'reapartof. So, rejoice in
things all around and put no
extra effort into self-evolution
orenlightenment. Satori
dawnsonaseekerallof a
sudden. You needn’'t hanker
afterthat.

MELODY FOR
MONDAY
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Warld is Full of
Crashing Bores

MORRISSEY

Morrissey channels his
inner Oscar Wilde in this
ereat manifesto for the
misunderstood, The World
is Full of Crashing Bores.
From his 2004 ‘comeback’
album, You Are the Quarry,
the caliph of miseryisin
top gear.

The opening chords has
Mozza croon; ‘You must be
wondering how/ The boy
next door turned out/ Have
acare, butdon'tstare,/
Because he's still there.”
And then the voice drips
withdisdain as he laments
the ‘uniformed whores’ and
‘educated criminals’.

The chorus swells like an
aria: ‘This
world is
full, oh,
chohoh,/
Sofullof
crashing
bores./ And
I must be
one'/ Cause no one ever
turns tometosay./ ‘'Take me
in vour arms/ And love me.’

Inany other person’s
hands, the song would have
become a paean to self-pity.
Butwhat Morrissey crafts
is the source of world
disdain—unrequited love,

The high possibility of the
singer himself beingone of
the crashing bores the
world is populated with
turnsacomplaintintoan
existential concern.

This beguilingsongisa
love letter to the oddballs,
and the guiet lot who secret-
ly dream of tangoing with
fate.

_ Chat Room |

Finally, EVMs
Cutthe Mustard

Aproposthe news report
‘Returning to Ballot Paper
Foible, Unsound and Regres-
sive: SC'(Apr27). The Supre-
me Court has vindicated the
integrity of the electoral
process. A blessing in dis-
guise, the petition allowed the
court todoadeepdive into
protocols and processes of the
voting system. This should
put to rest, once and for all,
misgivings about the sanctity
of theelectoral process. Even
so, if doubts persist, thereisa
provision for candidates to
seek areview,

GOPALASWAMY J
Chennai
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Don’'t tax progress

Another set of tax reforms must be
sensitive to taxpayer’s ability to pay

OMPLETING TAX REFORMS via the long-shelved Direct Taxes
Codeisreportedly going tobe on top of the agenda of the Modi
government if voted back to power.The Congress party’s poll
manifestoalso talksabout revisiting the code, first mooted by
the UPA-1 government way back in 2009. The broad direction of the
reforms is clear — making tax rates benign, expanding the base, simpli-
fying the tax structure, laws and governance, and easing compliance. A
stable, transparent, non-intrusive tax regime that leaves the least scope
for dispute and litigation is the goal. In fact, a lot of significant changes
along these lines have already been carried out over the last few years.

What’s left mainly is a rewriting of the Income Tax Act, 1961, from
scratch to remove the ambiguities. In the process, the capital gains tax
and TDS regimes may also be streamlined, and the domestic tax provi-
sions aligned more with those in mature economies. However, a few
pertinent questions about the direction of the reformsitself need tobe
raised at this juncture,without quarrelling with the compelling objec-
tive of raising the country’s tax-GDP ratio by several notches. The first
decade of the millennium sawa steady and unprecedented jumpin the
tax-GDP ratio (for central taxes, it rose to a peak of 12.1% in FYO0S,
sharply up from 8.7% in FY01),and resultant higher revenue buoyancy.
However, contrary towhat many believe,a furtherrise in theratio could
not be achieved in all the erratic years since, with an average of just
10.7% between FY10 and FY25 (BE).

Ashift in tax incidence from companies to individuals,and a fall in
the share of direct taxes in total tax revenues for the government are
two otherworrying trends.These are surely not among the stated objec-
tives of the reforms. Direct taxes had a share of 59% in the Centre’s
gross tax receipts in FY10, and for FY25, this is budgeted to be 53%.
Revenues collected from the tax on corporate income were 2.15 times
those from personal income tax (PIT) in FY11, but PIT receipts were
higher than corporate tax revenue by ¥1.33 trillion in FY24 (in other
words, PITwas 1.15 times the corporate tax). Curiously, the government
doesn’t seem to have a problem with this — the interim Budget for FY25
envisages PIT collections to be 19% of total inflows to the exchequer,
higher than GST (18%) and corporate tax (17%).

It is doubtful if the tax reforms have paid off, despite the strong sup-
portof digitalinfrastructure that encouraged compliance and sleuthing,
and the growing financialisation of wealth that should have normally
boosted government revenues.An “inheritance tax” maybe a blunt tool to
correct the socioeconomic inequalities for a low middle-income econ-
omylike India.Buta progressive tax system,where tax rates increase with
incremental income, and are linked to taxpayers’ ability to pay, must
remain the focus of India’s policy. When household savings are at the low-
estlevelin halfa century,and their debt seeminglyata historic high,taxes
shouldn’t pinch. Removal of explicit tax incentives for household savings
istheright policy,asitallows taxpayers more freedom on what todowith
theirmoney,butalowerincidence of tax must be ensured.It’s more desir-
able and practical to have domestic demand financed more and morevia
domestic savings, rather than a bloated current account deficit.

Keep the faith on inflation, but
prepare to be disappointed

THERE WERE A couple of ways that the latest inflation data could have gone,and
Friday’s result was clearly the most positive of the not-great potential outcomes.
Following a hot quarterly inflation print on Thursday, investors learned from the
monthly numbers that most of the heat came at the start of the year. Yesterday’s
news, in other words. Still, it’s become clear that markets may have to brace fora
fewmore months of disappointment,and that the data will probably keep the Fed-
eral Reserve’s policy rate at its current 5.25%-5.5% for most of 2024.

The Bureau of Economic Analysis said on Friday that its core personal con-
sumption expenditures deflator — the Fed’s preferred inflation gauge — rose
0.329% in March from the previous month, with January’s number revised up to
0.5% and February comingin a hairhigherat 0.27% (I’'m going to the second dec-
imal place because such is the level of scrutiny and handwringing around these
numbers.) From a momentum standpoint, it’s a welcome development that the
worst of the problem is now a full three months behind us, leaving year-on-year
core PCE at 2.8% (about 80 basis points above the Fed’s target of 2%). Not exactly
a hyperinflationary crisis!

Here’s the bad news,however: Unfavourable base effects now mean that you'd
need monthly core PCE reports of under 0.29% for the rest of the year to meet the
Fed’syear-end forecast for 2.6%.And though I hate to discourage my fellow opti-
mists, that’snot going to happen,and asaresult,our hoped-for three rate cuts this
year probablyaren’t going to materialise either (one cut
is the most likely outcome, and we’ll be lucky if we get
two.)And according to Inflation Insights LLC President
Omair Sharif, the index is due for a bump from the US
stock-market rally (which mechanically translates into
higher portfolio management inflation) and a boost in
reported physicians services, stemming from a gov-
ernment Medicare fee increase.

In the medium run though, it’s still reasonable to
expect more good news than bad.

Most of the PCE inflation heat continues to come
from the extremelylagging housing categoryand other
idiosyncratic factors including financial services and
health care,which isaffected both by government nego-
tiationsand thelong-tail of health care wage inflation during the pandemic. Both
those drivers should cool into the end of the yearand 2025; we’ve just underesti-
mated how long it would take for the lags to play out. Likewise, in another closely
followed gauge of prices in the economy, auto insurance has been pressuring the
consumer price index significantlyhigher —alagged reflection of the surge in car
and parts pricesin 2021.

The hawks would have you believe that inflation hasbecome a story of an econ-
omy juiced by excess demand and the wealth effect from a hot stock market, but
Istilldoubt that’s the case.Areport on Thursday showed that gross domestic prod-
uctexpanded atareasonable 1.6% annualised pacein the first quarter, helped by
resilient (but not over-the-top) consumption spending. The ‘economy’s too hot’
story falls apart when you realise that the parts of the inflation basket that have
been the hottest (housing, health care, financial services, and insurance) are not
necessarily the parts of the real economy that have been the strongest.

Durable and non-durable goods have had negligible impacts on the inflation
numbers, and the hot service categories in recent months don’t exactly scream
“overheating economy” (aside from the aforementioned housing and health care,
legal services,and funeral services also come to mind.) I'll be watching items such
as recreation services and consumer discretionary goods as potential canaries in
the coalmine that the overheating narrativeisactually coming true,but as of today,
Idon’tseeit.

In other words, Friday’s data showed that the case for disinflation remains
intact. Unfortunately, it may take some thick skin to remain an optimist in this
environment,as the near-term data continues to complicate the situation and the
market embraces a far uglier view of the future.

JONATHAN
LEVIN

Bloomberg

Opinion

PRIL22 WAS EARTH Day.
It was in 1970 that mil-
lions of people came out
in USA in support of sav-
ing this planet, the only
one known to have intelligent life so
far. These concerned citizens, under
the leadership and clarion call of Sen-
ate Gaylord Nelson, felt at the time
that humanity was damaging the
earth’s environment severely in its
race to development, and it may be an
irreversible damage threatening the
very diversity of life on the planet.
More than 50 years have passed, and
many Conferences of the Parties
(COPs) have been held, the latest being
the 28th edition in Dubai, United Arab
Emirates, in November-December
2023. For the first time, agriculture
was brought into the agreement in
COP28. But India did not sign it, even
when most of the G20 countries
including the US and China did. The
reason behind it was that the Indian
government thought it would involve
significant changes in ouragricultural
policies and farming practices.
However, the fact remains that
agriculture is the one sector that is
responsible for much of the biodiver-
sity loss on this planet. It is a result of
the rising population, which has to be
fed. It took Homo sapiens more than
200,000years toreach a population of
one billion in 1804. But the next bil-
lion was added in just 123 years, in
1927.And now, within less than 100
years,humanity has multiplied from 2
billion to more than 8 billion. No won-
der, if humanity had to be saved from
mass famines and starvation deaths,
farming had to be done on large
swathes of land by clearing forests. In
that race against hunger, genetic
diversity and several species were lost.
But even large parcels of land under
cultivation through traditional and

FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH
THERE IS ANEED TO CHANGE OUR POLICIES TO BE PEASANT- AS WELLAS PLANET-POSITIVE

[ndia and the Earth Day

ASHOK GULATI

Distinguished professor, ICRIER
Views are personal

organic methods could not have saved
humanity. As Norman Borlaug, the
father of the green revolution, once
said, this planet hasa capacityto feeda
maximum of four billion people on its
own.If science had not come to the res-
cue, millions or even billions would
have starved to death.

But science, like fire, can also harm

largely unaddressed. For example, the
policy of heavily subsidising the use of
chemical fertilisers, especially urea,
hasled to a skewed use of nitrogen (N),
phosphorus (P) and potash (K). Soils
have been damaged and are starving
for organic carbon.The optimallevel of
soil organic carbon (SOC),according to
World Food Prize laureate Rattan Lal,

if not used properly. should be between
The green revolu- 1.5% and 2%. Sad-
tion,based on high- o vl — L% hguruJaggiVasudev,
yielding varieties, The Indlan. po.rtlon of thoe wholaunched a cam-
irrigation, chemical ~ planet, whichisonly 2.4%  paignon hisbikeand

fertilisers, pesticides,
etc.,, did produce
more food than
humanity  needs
today.In fact,accord-
ing to the Food and
Agriculture Organi-
zation, 30% of the
food produced never
reaches the mouths
due to high losses
from harvest to retail
and waste at the consumer end. So
there is no dearth of food supplies
though access to food is an income
issue,and for that each country has to
devise its own policies to ensure that
people do not die of hunger. India has
the largest food subsidy programme in
the world — under PM Garib Kalyan
Yojana 813 million people are getting
free rice/wheat.

But the issue of inappropriate poli-
cies harming the planet has remained

Pivoting India’s

Santa Cruz

INDIA'S GENERAL ELECTION is just
kicking off,but itis unlikely to change the
country’s political equilibrium.One of the
factors favouring a continuation of this
equilibrium is the development of a
robust,albeit restricted, sense of national
pride.Thereis evidence that many Indians
view the country as arising global power,
and the country’s leadership that is not
averse to making that claim. Along with
geopolitics,a strongrecent growth record
isacontributing factorto this sense of ris-
ing status, although India will need
decades of rapid economic growth just to
reachwhere China is today.

The current government has been
unabashedly pro-business, and pursued
an industrial policy that subsidises some
businesses, seeking to accelerate their
growth. The growth of firms can allow
them to take advantage of economies of
scale,and of learning-by-doing, though
the latter mechanism is not guaranteed,
especially if there is no competitive pres-
sureon the subsidised firms.In the case of
the East Asian “miracle” economies, this
pressure came from competing in export
markets,and one policy that helped them
pursue this“export-led” growth was keep-
ing their exchange rates undervalued.

Anewanalysis by California economist
Paul Bergin and Korean economists Woo
Jin Choi and Ju H Pyun offers some
insights into the mechanism that could
have driven sustained high economic
growth.Theirdata consists of 45 advanced
and developing economies over the period
from 1985-2007,sotheirconclusionsare
not based on the 1960s East Asian mira-

NIRVIKAR SINGH

Professor of economics, University of California,

cle.Theanalysis suggests that capital con-
trols and the accumulation of foreign
exchange reserves, policies that are asso-
ciated with undervalued exchange rates,
led to a dual effect on the dynamics of
business firms. These policies helped
existing firms to grow, and also shifted
businessactivityfrom countries thatwere
not pursuing such policies.These dynam-
ics were the basis for sustained growth,
through larger productivity gains.

In the current global economy, shift-
ing production, or what the authors of
the study call “firm delocation”, is asso-
ciated with reconfiguring
global production net-
works, so the process now
is likely to be different
from what it was three or
five decadesago.InIndia’s

of the world's
geographical area, 4% of
freshwater resources, and

18% of population, is
under huge stress, be it

soil, water, air,

or biodiversity
= ——————'—=

]
Intelligent reforms
in the agricultural

sector and food

drove across coun-
tries to “Save Soil”,
says that SOC should
be between 3% and
6% for the soil to
optimise productiv-
ity in a sustainable
manner  without
much chemicalisa-
tion. The reality,
however, is that
more than 60% of
Indian soils have SOC of less than
0.5%.Our soils are literally in the ICU,
but our policymakers are blind to it.
Mere slogans of prakritik kheti or nat-
ural farming are not going to bring our
soils out of the ICU.We need to change
our policies, especially those of chem-
ical fertiliser subsidies.Asimple direc-
tional change from heavily subsidising
the pricing of N, P, and K, to direct
income transfer to farmers and then
letting the prices of the fertilisers to be
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decided by the market forces can mat-
teralot.But thisneedsadvance prepa-
rations in terms of land records of
farmers, the crops they are growing,
irrigation, etc. But all of this can be
done if one is serious about
saving our soils.

Take the case of groundwater in
India. In most states, it is depleting,
most alarmingly in Punjab, Haryana,
and Rajasthan.Punjaband Haryana,in
particular, are tuned to free power for
irrigation, and minimum support
prices and open-ended procurement
of paddy (rice). It is leading to an eco-
logical disaster in this belt, with the
water table receding year by year, and
paddy fields emitting carbon at the
rate of almost 5 tonnes per hectare.

These policies are also leading to the
loss of crop diversity.Forexample,in Pun-
jab in 1960, only 4.8% of the cropped
areawas under rice.Today it is more than
40%, displacing maize, millets, pulses,
and many oilseeds. Successful high-yield-
ingvarieties of riceand wheatalsolead to
aloss of varietal diversity.

So,the Indian portion of the planet,
which is only 2.4% of the world’s geo-
graphical area, 4% of freshwater
resources, and 18% of population, is
under huge stress, be it soil, water, air
(greenhouse gas, or GHG, emissions),
or biodiversity.

Unless we change our policies to be
peasant- as well as planet-positive, we
will be committing a crime against our
future generations.Timeis running out.
Climate change isupon us,and extreme
weather events are likely to increase,
causing massive damage to lives and
livelihoods. It is time to wake up and
make our food systems not only climate-
resilient but also restore our soils to a
healthy status, arrest groundwater
depletion,reduce GHG emission signif-
icantly,and reward biodiversity through
green credits. Canwe do it in time?

growth strategy

A change in macroeconomic policies to foster greater
export competitiveness and thereby broaden the
dynamics of industrial growth is warranted

take account of differences in inflation
between countries, is a tricky exercise,
but it does appear that India’s real
exchange rate has risen since the start
of its growth boom of the early 2000s.
Therewasabrief reversal during the US
Federal Reserve’s tapering of its expan-
sionary monetary policy in 2013, but
the real exchange rate has otherwise
remained higherthaninthe 1990sand
early 2000s.

If policy ideas are to be drawn from
the Bergin-Cho-Pyun study, then there
might be a case for India’s central bank,
the RBI, to allow the
exchange rate to depreci-
ate, possibly by neutralis-
ing some foreign exchange
inflows. This can also be a
tricky direction for policy,

" procurement o .
case, a global political lici Id k since it can fuel domestic
rebalancing — moving policies cou m? € inflation, but there could
away from reliance on macroeconomic be a case for domestic

China — gives it an open-
ingbeyondwhat pure eco-
nomic factors might
determine. This opening
may include foreign direct investment
(FDI),which hasbeen increasing in India
over the past fewyears,both throughlib-
eralised Indian policyand because India
is viewed as a more attractive invest-
ment destination.

FDI brings know-how with it,and it
is difficult to see how India generates
the firm dynamics it needs without it.
But foreign capital can put upward
pressure on the exchange rate. Measur-
ing “real” exchange rate levels, which

THE EDITOR

Skilled workforce and the
demographic dividend

Apropos of "Upgrade human capital”
(FE, April 27), skilling and
apprenticeship are essential for
gaining demographic dividend. The
industrial ecosystem must coordinate
with educational institutions to
facilitate skilling. Simultaneously
upskilling and reskilling the existing
skilled manpower is also imperative.
Primarily, it is the responsibility of the

engineering and technical institutions
to ensure that their students are
employable. The industry and
educational institutions should
complement each other in skilling,
upskilling and reskilling of the
students and workforce. It is thus
crucial to implement the New
Education Policy 2020 within the next
two years to facilitate and accelerate
skill development education at the
school and college levels.

—Vinod Johri, Delhi

policy realignment
politically feasible

restructuring to reduce
market frictions and pro-
vide at least a one-off
countereffect to bring
down prices. In particular, India’s agri-
cultural sector is extremely inefficient,
and this inefficiency reflects in food
prices and food price inflation, which is
where political pitfalls are the greatest.
In 2020, the government had broadly
therightidea for tackling this issue,but
botched the design, sequencing, and
proposed implementation of agricul-
tural reforms.

To recap the elements of a possible
growth strategy for India, industrial

Validity of EVMs

The Supreme Court's (SC) rejection of
the demand for 100% verification of
the paper trail left by the votes cast via
electronic voting machines comes as
no surprise, as there is no solid proof
that the verification system has any
major lacuna. It reaffirmed the trust
the judiciary has reposed in the
integrity of the electoral process,
especially after the introduction of
voter verifiable paper audit trail

dynamics have tobe accelerated, espe-
cially through greater participation in
global production networks. This will
lead to productivity gains and sus-
tained growth. Enabling this process
means keeping the exchange rate
lower, to enhance the global competi-
tiveness of Indian firms. But the infla-
tionary consequences of this have
political ramifications, particularly in
the food sector. Agricultural market
reformswhich are based on some kind
of inclusive approach and political
consensus can provide a one-time
counter to inflationary impacts. The
previous reform effort was particularly
opposed by farmers who were not
being directly affected — but theiranx-
ietywasindicative of a broken national
food procurement policy. Changing
that has to be part of the reforms.

Providing subsidies to industrial
firms can help India get its manufactur-
ing sector going,but it canalso be fiscally
costly and have limited impact. If the
Bergin-Choi-Pyun study has relevance
forIndia’s current situation,a changein
macroeconomic policies to foster
greater export competitiveness and
thereby accelerate and broaden the
dynamics of industrial growth could be
warranted. Intelligent reforms in the
agricultural sector and food procure-
ment policies could make this macro-
economic policy realignment more
politically feasible. None of thiswould be
easy, but sustained economic growth is
harder to achieve than short-term
boosts in national pride.

(VVPAT). The SC rightly suggested
that VVPAT slips may be counted
through machines, and symbols
loaded in VVPAT units may be
barcoded for easy counting. Such
advances alone can make the process
fool-proof. Voter confidence in the
system is one thing, but the need for
the election watchdog to be seen as
impartial is quite another.

—Sanjay Chopra, Mohali
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Turnout and tropes

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

‘ 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 first 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.

Towards green growth

The RBI must assess the impact of
climate change on economic stability
‘ 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” affecting not only food inflation but
also likely having a broader impact on the natural
rate of interest, thereby influencing the econo-
my’s financial 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 infla-
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-a-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
inflation hysteresis gets entrenched, it may lead
to a de-anchoring of inflation expectations, and
the undermining of the central bank’s credibility
would warrant higher interest rates to curb infla-
tion, leading to greater output loss’.

Beginning with its July 2022 discussion paper
on ‘climate risk and sustainable finance’, 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 financial
stability due to climate change. It must encourage
administrative consultation to begin populating a
layered green taxonomy that is reflective of In-
dia’s fragmented developmental trajectories. The
effort should be to mitigate the transitional risks
to the financial system as the economy moves to-
wards a sustainable future.

CM
K

A three-dimensional view of the Israel-Iran crisis

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
first 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 first 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 conflict from
escalating into a regional war. President Joe Biden
offered 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 influence. 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 officers, 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

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

and in the Indo-Pacific. 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 officials 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 fight 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 unfinished and it wanted Mr. Biden’s
continued support in the offensive. 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

officers and scientists in the shadow war, but the
Israeli strikes have hardly scuttled Iran’s
influence. 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 officials. While the
embassy attack was the trigger, a host of other
factors seem to influence 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 fight 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 fighting
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 off 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

Inequality can no longer be ignored

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 justified
as a collateral to growth. The cost of such unequal
growth must be interrogated.

T he Congress’s party’s election manifesto,

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 finally 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 confined
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

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

taxes contribute to almost two-thirds of all tax
revenue collection. Furthermore, even direct
taxes are not very progressive. For example, the
effective tax rate (tax to profit ratio) according to
the Receipt Budget 2023-24 was 19.14% for
companies that had more than ¥500 crore profit
before taxes compared to an effective tax rate of
24.82% for companies in the group of 0-X1 crore
profit.

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 affect 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 profit 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 filling 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 efforts
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 affordable
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 profits
for few is the priority, the employment issue is
also likely to remain unaddressed.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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
33,730.32 crore towards
“relief assistance for natural
calamity” from the National
Disaster Response Fund to
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka
only after these 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

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

affected 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

‘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

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

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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Making space for migrants in manifestos

n election manifesto is a

public document

outlining a political

party’s vision,
intention, and promises. For the
first 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 significantly 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
effectively 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 specific
promises for internal migrants and
others that will indirectly benefit
them. The first 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 significant challenge.
The manifesto has rightly
identified 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 benefits of various welfare

S. Irudaya Rajan

is Chair at the
International Institute
of Migration and
Development, Kerala

Kuldeepsingh
Rajput

is Senior Research
Fellow 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

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 benefits 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 effective as
most migrant workers are daily
wagers. However, critics are
concerned that it could push
workers further into exploitative
conditions. Also, different
floor-level wages for different
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 office
savings, accident and life
insurance, and social security
measures for workers will be
implemented using digital
technologies. However, without
digital literacy, skills, affordability,
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 sufficient
funds to PDS and the Integrated
Child Development Service, and
launch a mid-day meal scheme
that would benefit migrants.
However, it is silent on the
portability of PDS. The party’s
promise to increase the wage
under MGNREGA to 3400 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
significant. The manifesto focuses
on women’s welfare and promises
to build sufficient 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 effective if it had
addressed the specific 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.

Tracking the flow of cash

To tackle bribery, officials need to do more than just seize cash and freebies

STATE OF PLAY

M. Rajeev

Telangana

rajeev.madabhushi@thehindu.co.in
ontesting for Assembly
C 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 323.87 crore,
precious metals worth 18.36
crore, and ‘other freebies’
worth 323.12 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 (R16.73 crore) and then
Mahbubnagar (X6.34 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, 3¥84.26
crore including ¥46.4 crore by
the police and ¥29.14 crore by
the IT department was seized.
Senior officials 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-
ficer 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 signifi-
cant chunk of seizures now.

In the 2023 Assembly elec-
tions, the enforcement agen-
cies seized 3317.58 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 officials have
kept a keen eye on the move-

ment of inducements. This
has resulted in seizures of
huge quantities of cash and
other allurements. Officials
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 filing nomina-
tions, officials 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 insufficient to register
cases against drivers tran-
sporting the cash or freebies
but not the candidates who
are trying to induce voters. If
officials are serious about tack-
ling bribery, they need to do
more than just seize cash and
freebies.

Little correlation between higher temperatures and lower turnout

Many seats had lower turnouts despite lower temperatures while some saw high voting despite more heat

The:

FROM THE ARCHIVES

5 Wi,

DATA POINT

Srinivasan Ramani

o far, 189 out of 543 consti-
S 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
figures 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
find 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

CM
K

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 figures
in comparison with the 2014 elec-
tions (Table 3).

The reasons are not difficult 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 figures 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 coefficient is only -0.3 in the
case of differences between the
2014 and 2024 elections and -0.16
corresponding to changes from
the figures in 2019.

It is suffice 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.

Much ado

about the heat?

The tables are constructed using past
election data from LokDhaba, and past
temperature data using IMDLIB

Beating the heat: An elderly woman
walks with the aid of a stick as she
arrives to cast her vote at Morakkala
in Chalakudy Lok Sabha constituency
on Friday. THULASI KAKKAT

Table 1: The table shows temperatures and turnouts in seats on the days when polling was held in 2019 and 2024

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 29, 1974

Bhutto keen on ties with
India

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 difficulty 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 difficult relations with
neighbouring Afghanistan, Mr. Bhutto said,
“Afghanistan, on its own, does not pose a

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
efforts of tribals to carve out what they called
“Pakhtoonistan”, Mr. Bhutto said.

Answering questions about arms supply Mr.

State Count of Average Average turnout Average Average Seatsin | Seatsin which
seats temperature difference temperature | temperature which temperature
difference with 2019 in 2024 in 2019 turnouts increased problem to us.”
with 2019* (Percentage (°c) (°C) decreased| from 2019
(°C) points) from 2019
Tamil Nadu 39 1.04 -2.69 38.49 37.46 35/39 35/39
Rajasthan 25 -3.97 -4.77 38.37 42.34 22/25 1/25
Kerala 20 2.37 -6.63 35.10 32.73 20/20 20/20
Uttar Pradesh 16 4.38 -6.24 39.09 34.71 16/16 16/16
Karnataka 14 1.59 0.84 36.52 34.93 4/14 13/14
Maharashtra 13 0.57 -0.14 41.71 41.14 8/13 6/13
Madhya Pradesh 12 -2.25 -8.08 40.41 42.66 12/12 0/12
Bihar 9 5.76 -3.84 40.49 34.72 9/9 9/9
West Bengal 6 3.34 -3.46 34.12 30.78 6/6 6/6
Chhattisgarh 4 2.20 141 40.89 38.69 0/4 4/4
Tripura 2 1.62 -1.44 32.82 31.21 2/2 2/2
Puducherry 1 0.90 -2.34 35.96 35.06 1/1 1/1
Andaman and 1 0.43 -0.99 33.00 32.57 1/1 1/1
Nicobar Islands
Assam 10 0.3 -3.36 36.77 36.47 6/10 4/10

* The averages are for the temperature/ turnout differences across seats in States

Table 2: The table shows the seats with the most turnout and the least
turnout in select States as of phase 2

Table 3: The correlations between changes in
temperature and turnout in seats in the 2014 and
2024 elections and in the 2019 and 2024 elections

Correlations for 2014

Correlations for 2019

State Most turnout Least turnout N N
All tropical areas All tropical areas
Tamil Nadu Dharmapuri (81.2%) Chennai Central (53.96%)
-0.037 +0.023
Rajasthan Barmer (75.93%) Karauli - Dhaulpur (49.59%) N ;
Semi-urban and Semi-urban and
Kerala Vadakara (78.41%) Pathanamthitta (63.37%) Urban areas Urban areas
Uttar Pradesh Saharanpur (66.14%) Mathura (49.41%) -0.238 -0.239
Karnataka Mandya (81.67%) Bangalore South (53.17%) Urban areas Urban areas
Maharashtra Garhchiroli - Nagpur (54.3%) -0.299 -0.155

Chimur (71.88%)

Madhya Pradesh

Chhindwara (79.83%)

Rewa (49.43%)

Bihar

Katihar (63.76%)

Nawada (43.17%)

West Bengal

Jalpaiguri (83.66%)

Darjiling (74.76%)

The charts are based on data collated using the
IMDLIB python library which scrapes weather
data from the India Meteorological Department.
The library was developed for lwcc.in by Saswata

Nandi, Pratiman Patel &

Sabyasachi Swain

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

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO

Raw cotton

APRIL 29, 1924

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 Ib. 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.
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EVMSs win the
day in the court

SC rejecting a return to paper ballots should end
the debate on the use of the machines in polls

he Supreme Court’s order last week should set
at rest the doubts raised about the sanctity of
Electronic Voting Machines (EVMs) and
thereby, the integrity of the election process
itself. The two-judge bench, ruling on a clutch of
petitions that demanded 100% cross-verification of
votes cast on EVMs with the Voter Verified Paper
Audit Trails (VVPATS) or a return to the ballot paper
system, said the machines are “simple, secure and
user-friendly” and that a return to paper ballots would
be tantamount to undoing many years of electoral
reforms: The plea for returning to paper ballots is
“foible and unsound” as well as “regressive”, and the
fears regarding tampering or data mismatches in the
electoral process were “unfounded”, the judges said.

Indian elections have been a work in progress since
the first general elections in 1952. The Election
Commission of India (ECI) has shepherded this
mammoth process involving hundreds of millions of
voters in a remarkable fashion. The deepening of a
democratic culture in the country, technology, tweaks
in ECI governance, tightening of the laws, even
judicial directives, have, over the decades, contributed
to the strengthening of the process. Among the many
reforms, the introduction of EVMs marked a major
departure in the conduct of elections: In the era of
paper ballots, the counting of votes was a long-drawn-
out process that often led to delays in the declaration
of results. Drawing parallels with the experience of
elections in liberal democracies in the West does not
work because of the scale of the exercise and size of
the electorates — for instance, the ECI has set up over
a million booths across the country for nearly a billion
voters. To suggesta reversal of this progress is, to put
it mildly, foolhardy. Besides, the Court has given
directives to address concerns regarding the security
and functioning of the machines, of course, with
caveats. That should address apprehensions
regarding the sanctity of the election process.

Though the Court has unambiguously settled the
matter in favour of EVMs, there is a need to reflect on
the rising scepticism regarding the integrity of the
election process. What took the form of a lack of faith
in technology in the court is, in fact, a reflection of
rising distrust, presumably among a small but
expanding minority in society, in institutions,
including ECI. The onus is on the venerable ECI to
reaffirm its institutional independence and uphold its
stellar legacy as the custodian of Indian elections. The
ongoing elections provide it with enough opportunity.

Back Make in India
with testing in India

From high sugar in baby
food to adulteration in
masalas, regulatory
agencies need to be alert
and equipped to deal
with the crisis

‘ ‘ eople are fed by the
food industry,

which pays no
attention to health
...and are treated by
the health industry,
which pays no attention to food,” was
the caustic observation of American
writer and environmentalist Wendell
Berry. While this critiques the orga-
nised medical profession’s inatten-
tion to nutrition and the role of the
food industry, public health votaries
recognise the importance of ade-
quate and appropriate nutrition
across the life course and are vigilant
about the role of the food industry in
enabling or endangering health
through myriad products that reach
our mouths from the market. Hence
the outrage at recent reports that
Nestlé was marketing a baby food
cereal in India and many other devel-
oping countries with higher sugar
content than the version it marketed
in Europe. Around the same time,
reports of regulatory agencies in
Hong Kong and Singapore banning
masalas marketed by two Indian
manufacturers aroused alarm.
The report on Nestlé's baby food
cereal (Cerelac) was released by Pub-

lic Eye, a Swiss NGO, which con-
ducted the study in partnership with
the International Baby Food Action
Network (IBFAN). IBFAN has been
watching Nestle since they battled
over the manner in which the trans-
national food company marketed
breast milk substitutes. Indian and
global health authorities recommend
exclusive breast milk feeding for the
first six months of life because of its
ideal nutrient composition, immuni-
ty-boosting properties, and support
for the growth of a healthy microbi-
ome in the baby’'s gut, apart from
promoting a close psychological
bonding between mother
and child. Commercial
campaigns to promote
breast milk substitutes have
often undermined these

als, can lead to obesity, while increas-
ing insulin resistance in muscles, fat
and liver. This sets the stage for pre-
diabetes, which can progress to dia-
betes. Since high sugar content
instils addiction, the baby demands
more cereal leading to high levels of
total body fat and abdominal fat but
with a poorly developed lean muscle
mass. That dims the hope of a fit,
healthy, and economically produc-
tive generation that can be the flag
bearer of our future progress.

The masala mystery has a different
storyline. Ethylene oxide, a chemical
carcinogen, was reportedly found to
be a contaminant of interna-
tionally marketed Indian
masalas by regulatory agen-
cies in Hong Kong and Sing-
apore. Following their ban

health considerations. 48  in these two countries, the
Let’s turn to the contro- K Srinath media has also reported that
versy over the nutrient REdd\,r‘ this chemical had been

composition of a baby

detected in 527 Indian food

cereal that the industry has
been promoting. Is the industry turn-
ing a blind eye to health considera-
tions while enhancing the addictive
appeal of the baby cereal by increas-
ing the sugar content? If so, why is it
careful not to do so in Western
Europe while it feels free to do so in
developing countries, including
India? Isit because there is consider-
able variance in the capacity of
national regulatory agencies to lay
down clearly defined rules, vigilantly
monitor and enforce compliance,
conduct independent testing, and ini-
tiate action against violators?

High sugar content in baby cere-

products by the European
Food Safety Authority (EFSA),
between September 2020 and April
2024. This industrial chemical is
mainly used as an intermediary in
the manufacture of other chemicals.
It is also used in the fumigation of
spices. Human exposure to ethylene
oxide can cause cancers like lym-
phoma and leukaemia. Residual
presence of the chemical in packaged
spice products or contamination dur-
ing processing in premises where
industrial chemicals are also pro-
duced/stored is probably the result of
poor manufacturing practices, unlike
the intentionally raised sugar con-

Our regulatory agencies need to be resourceful, vigilant, and impervious
toindustry influence or political pressures

tent of a baby cereal food product.
The Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India (FSSAI) is report-
edly attempting to obtain IBFAN's
reports of the tests conducted on
Indian and international versions of
Cerelac. It is also collecting country-
wide samples of the Indian masala
brands that have been red-flagged by
international regulators. These will,
no doubt, be tested in competent
Indian labs. It is good to see the
agency reacting, but what measures
were taken proactively in the past to
check food products manufactured
in India? Do our regulatory agencies
have the required systems in place,
with defined processes and needed
resources? Why should we depend
on revelations by foreign organisa-
tions or alerted by proscriptions by
international regulators? When we
make in India, should we not also
test in India? Our regulatory agencies
need to be resourceful, vigilant, and
impervious to industry influence or
political pressures. They must have
technical strength internally and,
when needed, must draw upon the
expertise of other scientists who
have no conflicts of interest. We must
guard against agency capture
through positioning of industry’s

preferred pliable persons in the
agency's leadership positions or
heavily loading them into technical
advisory committees that guide the
agency. While such appointments
are often political decisions, civil
society voices must ensure that regu-
latory agencies remain committed to
the protection of public health.

These concerns are not unique to
India. In the past decade, some West-
ern nations have witnessed eviscera-
tion of their regulatory agencies by
libertarian political ideologies and
industry’s overpowering influence.
Developing countries must be even
more vigilant against the erosion of
regulatory efficiency.

While commenting on Food Poli-
tics, a book by food industry critic
Marion Nestle (unconnected to the
food giant), celebrity chef and author
Julia Child cautions: “We learn how
powerful, intrusive, influential and
invasive big industry is and how alert
we must constantly be to prevent it
from influencing not only our own
personal nutritional choices, but
those of our government agencies.”

K Srinath Reddy is distinguished profes-
sor of public health, PHFIL. The views
expressed are personal

Fight the rising tide
of food insecurity

ith food insecurity worsening, the
WSustainable Development Goal of zero

hunger by 2030 seems all but abandoned.
The Food Security Information Network (FSIN)—an
alliance of the United Nations (UN) and several
development groups—reports that 282 million
people around the world faced acute hunger in 2023,
largely because of conflict and the climate crisis.
That this was the fifth consecutive year of a rise in
the numbers facing acute hunger is evidence of a
deeply skewed food availability and access dynamic,
given large surpluses in some economies and near-
absolute deprivation in some regions.

Contflict has played a major role in the upswing of
hunger since 2016-17. The FSIN report makes
particular mention of the conflicts in Gaza and
Sudan. Conflict becomes a multipronged attack on
food security by pulling down food production in
impacted areas, disrupting supply chains and
fuelling desperation which, in turn, stokes further
conflict. Now, the weaponisation of hunger by
blocking aid and relief, as was seen in Gaza, has
added another dimension.

Against this backdrop, and the portents of the
climate crisis, nations must actin a concerted
manner. First, warring parties must ensure
unimpeded food supply to conflict-affected regions.
Second, countries must make farm resilience a
leading part of their adaptation efforts, with a focus
on hardy crops, bio-fortification to lessen nutritional
insecurity, and closing the production gap. To
address the skewed dynamic of surplus and wastage
in some economies and deprivation in others, tariff
and non-tariff barriers for agri trade must be
lowered for easier flow of food to destinations that
need it. Only then can the zero-hunger aim be
revived.

{ STRAIGHTFORWARD }
Shashi Shekhar

Bihar pose”WilI caste
trump all other factors?

9 m penning these words from Bihar,
whose political dynamics are key to
understanding India’s intricate polit-
ical landscape. Bihar’s politics is a

play full of twists and turns, where charac-
ters emerge unexpectedly and recede into
the shadows without warning.

This is why the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) did not hesitate to support Nitish
Kumar when he broke with the grand alli-
ance and formed a government with the
party ahead of the 2020 assembly elections.
This alliance fought and won the 2020 elec-
tions, but after 24 months, Nitish returned
to Lalu Prasad, breaking free from the “nat-
ural partnership” and returning to the “old
family”.

Everyone knew then that the tide would
turn again. Nitish Kumar, who had previ-
ously felt “suffocated” with the BJP, agreed
to form a government with the party a few
months before the Lok Sabha elections. He
is now a member of the National Demo-
cratic Alliance (NDA) and has stated, "Now
[ will not go anywhere; [ will stay here.”

The Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) and BJP
also changed their tone on Nitish Kumar
accordingly. Bihar is the only state in recent
times where the chief minister (CM) has
changed political partners four times. But
why are the RJD and BJP collaborating with
Nitish without learning from previous mis-
takes? The answer is simple. Among Bihar’s
approximately 76.4 million voters, 8-10%
choose to be with Nitish in all situations.

The reason behind such loyalty to Nitish
Kumar is that after becoming CM for the
second time in 2005, he took several revolu-
tionary initiatives. His government gave
away bicycles to girls in every town and vil-
lage. This brought girls out of their homes
to pursue education and ushered in a shift
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The people of Bihar are politically sensitive,
but are obstinate about voting on caste lines

in society’s lowest classes. He also envi-
sioned schemes for providing water and
electricity to every household.

Furthermore, through liquor prohibition
in 2016, he won the hearts of underprivi-
leged women in villages. The experiment
has also been criticised, though, because of
the loss of lives caused by the consumption
of illicit liquor. Liquor smuggling is also
commonplace now. The prohibition law
was so harsh that people started calling it
“devilish”. It was softened to some extent as
opposition mounted, but is still as hard as a
tortoiseshell.

The opponents of Nitish Kumar argue
that his recent shift has done irreparable
damage to his reputation. Some of his recent
utterances have also led to a great outcry.
The current election will be the most signifi-
cant test of people’s attitudes towards him.

Itis necessary to mention Tejashwi Yadav
here. He fought the 2020 elections with the
Congress and the Communists. The RJD
emerged as the largest party in the Bihar
Assembly in that election. But five of his
MLAs switched sides and the BJP became
the largest party in the assembly with 85
MLAs.

Needless to say, the BJP plays political
games carefully. The party knows when to
be friendly and when to abandon someone.
Its ties with the Paswans are an example.
Ram Vilas Paswan died while campaigning
for the 2020 election was underway, spark-
ing a power struggle between his son, Chi-
rag Paswan, and younger brother, Pashupati
Kumar Paras. Five of the six Members of
Parliament of the Lok Janshakti Party sup-
ported Paras, who split the party and was
appointed to the Cabinet. This stunned Chi-
rag, who calls himself “Modi’s Hanuman”.
But prior to the current elections, the BJP
pivoted back to Chirag, leaving Paras high
and dry. Former CM Jitan Ram Manjhi is
among those who have joined and left the
NDA. He has been shifting sides throughout,
which has been extremely beneficial for
him.

The BJP has wisely balanced caste equa-
tions in the state. All its candidates intend to
cross the river holding the hands of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, who is the most
popular leader here as well. But the INDIA
bloc will give the NDA a tough fight. In the
first phase of elections in Bihar, votes were
polled for four seats. But voter turnout for
the polls was 5% lower, just as in other
states of the Hindi belt. This has made the
NDA more alert.

The people of Bihar are undoubtedly
politically sensitive, but they remain obsti-
nate about voting on the basis of caste. In
such a situation, will the NDA be able to
work its magic in the state, just as it had
done in 2014 and 20197 Or, will caste equa-
tions become the overriding factor? When
viewed from the top, the land of Chanakya
and Chandragupta appears to be filled with
apathetic silence, but the same questions
are resonating in the minds of every Bihari
at this moment.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.
The views expressed are personal
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Gaza’s chilling eftect
On counter-terrorism

he world was on the edge as both Israel

and Iran came close to war in the past

few days. Iran responded with an aerial

attack to avenge Israel’s strike on a facil-

ity in Damascus, Syria, which killed one of its
senior military officials. After a seemingly con-
trolled Israeli retaliation against Iranian mili-
tary facilities, Tehran did not escalate further.
These tensions in West Asia, as the war in
Gaza between Israel and Hamas continues, are
taking place amid multiple fissures in the
global order. The United States (US), despite
playing a critical role in the region, is both, not
keen on being part of another long-drawn mili-
tary competition, while simultaneously
attempting to maintain its hegemonic power
structure when the likes of China and Russia
are playing spoiler. In the middle, the
likes of Hamas, are doubling down on
their political power and clout beyond

Qatar has hosted the political rep-
resentation of Hamas since 2012, an
office opened with the blessings of K
both the US and even Israel. Tel Aviv
reportedly continued a level of cash
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holding power in Kabul, and the deal which got
them to walk in and take control, was signed
with the US in Qatar in February 2020. The Tal-
iban’s political office in Doha arguably gained
significant political clout while the group
enacted its militant activities in Afghanistan
unabated, mobilising successtully the old pro-
verbial adage which says, "you have the
watches, we have the time”. Hamas seems to be
playing the same deck of cards. Political negoti-
ation with a proscribed extremist group isnot
a new idea. Interestingly, the group’s own
appeal and politics often drive decision-making
on whatlevel they can be engaged with, if atall.
Offthanded and reactionary engagement has
dire consequences as well and it potentially
legitimises both ideology and the polity.

In the post-9/11 and War on Terror
(WoT) era, these have consequences.
This WoT era, now on its deathbed
after wars in Afghanistan and Iragq,
allowed many countries to finally
define their own terror threats and

abir counter-terror requirements. Multi-

lateralism led by US power came out
with new tools to counter these

threats and there was a sense of abso-

flow to Gaza under Hamas control,

despite concerns being raised. How-

ever, the Qatari leadership is now having sec-
ond thoughts about continuing to host Hamas
at a time when negotiations with the group
spearheaded by Doha and Cairo seem to be at
an impasse. Qatari prime minister Sheikh
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani is
revaluating his mediation role after increasing
criticism against the Gulf State. Simultane-
ously, the chairman of the political bureau of
Hamas in Doha, Ismail Haniyeh, recently
visited Turkey as rumours started to make
rounds that the group was potentially looking
for a new office space.

Hamas, proscribed as a terror organisation
by the US since 1997, has managed to empower
its political office by many folds since the Octo-
ber 7 terror strike against Israel. Utilising the
fact that the group’s military wing in Gaza still
holds dozens of Israeli hostages captive, and
not just piggybacking, but manipulating pro-
Palestine narrativesas pro-Hamas ones, these
lines have been significantly blurred by a global
pushback against Israeli military action in Gaza
and the rising number of civilian casualties.

Hamas is not the first one to benefit from the
empowerment of political narrative diluting
the militant one, and more specifically, being
platformed by the realpolitik of Doha. The Tali-
ban in Afghanistan is now in its third year of

lutism on disallowing terrorism and
accompanying narratives space or attention.
These new tools benefited many, including
India.

While there is no doubt that despite the mis-
takes and ills made during the WoT period
(such as the Iraq war), there were benefits as
well which were more visible for countries that
usually did not get space or attention on raising
issues of terrorism. India has tried to hold this
momentum together within its limited capaci-
ties by hosting a session of the United Nations
Counter-Terrorism Committee in 2022 and the
subsequent release of the Delhi Declaration
specifically concentrating on the use of emerg-
ing technologies by terror groups.

Global counter-terror narratives are back-
sliding, and this trend needs to be arrested as a
compromise with a section of these groups
becomes an acceptable way out. Political
empowerment of certain ideologies is myopic
deterrence without long-term thinking factored
in. A better quality of thinking is required in
countering terrorism that goes beyond a level
of normalisation for concessionary policies and
politics.

Kabir Taneja is fellow, Strategic Studies
Programme, Observer Research Foundation. The
views expressed are personal
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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

snations, both India and the US

have shared civilizational values,

especially the unshakeable belief

in democracy as ajust 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 torein in
erowth impulses, consumption expenditure
and their feedback loop with inflation.

India’s central bank faces a somewhat similar
conundrum. RBl initiated rate hikes around
the same time as the Fed in 2022, coupled with
abespoke liquidity play. This disinflationary
strategy did yield dividends, but only up toa
degree, given that Indian inflation right now is
primarily a supply-side phenomenon. So, while
therise 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 Nina 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
alarger 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’srevenue
below what’s imperative for India’s develop-
ment and welfare enlargement.
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Allot or auction satellite telecom
spectrum? Signal clarity, please

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

are technology policy experts with the
Koan Advisory Group

he 2G spectrum judgement of
2012 is making headlines again.

The government is pleading at the
Supreme Court (SC) for an amendment
toits 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’snominal 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’sreply 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

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
tojudicial intervention.

The pricing of public goods or servi-
cesmust 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
therichest 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-
comregulators don’t have the capacity
toreplicate what the ITU does, as Radio
Regulations are hard to enforce. They
arerevised every three or four years at its
World Radiocommunication Conferen-

10 DEARS AGO

Eonsumpﬁon
slump weighs | =
on HUL, Godrej

st

Rajan'sjob * ) )
stettio Pfizer renews its pursuit of
nst AstraZeneca, weighs options
Pfizer India uit to beneft
it d

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
toaviolation 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 Actin 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.

JUST A TROTQAT

Not a single one of
the cells that compose
you knows who you are,

Or cares.

DANIEL DENNETT

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

MANU JOSEPH

is a journalist, novelist, and the
creator of the Netflix series,
‘Decoupled’

nodd 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

‘cognitive scientist.” Dennett died last week
of what some people would call old age. But
he wasonly 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 isa 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 isa pro-
cessthat depends on amplifying things that
almost never happen,” he wrote in one of his
many books, From Bacteria to Bach and
Back. Amutation in DNA almost never hap-

pens. “Not once in a billion copyings—but
evolution dependsoniit.”

The fact that we happened is astonishing.
But having happened, it is not so astonishing
that we think we did not happen by chance.
Welook at our rare occurrence and marvel
athow many things had to goright, against
steep odds, and wonder if
there is someone out there

who is responsible, or ou r perceptlon domesticated descendants
“some force” as some peo- of very ancient eukaryo-
ple say to sound scientific. Of a SOUI oreven tes... Composed of billions
Dennett points out that HH of idiosyncratic neurons
many complex things in vu I nera bll Ity to that evolved to fend for
nature are so exquisite that events beyo nd themselves, the brain’s
they appear to have pur- functional architecture is
posebutareaseriesoflogi- QUK ContrOI can more like a free market
calaccidents. Forinstance, . than a ‘politburo’ hierarchy
the intricate and exquisite be exp | al ned where all tasks are assigned
colonies of termites. These . . from on high.”
insects don't know what ~ Without magic The fact that millions of

they are doing. They build

their cathedrals robotically

because they are programmed to do that.
There issomething individually ‘mindless’
about the hive-mind. The termite colony is
an architectural phenomenon that has
ensured the survival of a species, yet it hasno
purposeful design, Dennett says, unlike
Antoni Gaudi’s church in Barcelona.

The human brain is more like a termite
colony than a magnificent church. Our brain
isthe evolution and synchronization of mil-
lions of mindlessrobots 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

tiny robots can create not

just the brain, but also the

idea of the self, made him worry about artifi-

cialintelligence (AI). He could never under-

estimate what a cluster oflifeless things can

eventually become. Even there, even in the

possibility of Al simulating human life, there
is no magic. It can be perfectly explained.

For someone who denounced magic,

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

One day, you step out of the house for a
walk and instead of taking a left turn, you
turnright. Wasit 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-
noswhose fates are preordained by an event
from the beginning of time. But doesn’t life
break that? Isn’tlife 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, orarebellious one. But that isnot
what led to our choice. Our mind is a caul-
dron of emotions and biases; it already
knows what itis going to do, butisnot 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.
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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

are, respectively, associate professor at FLAME
University and research associate at the
university's Centre for Knowledge Alternatives.

oston University (BU), amid-sized

private research university in the US,

has around 700 Indian students who

pay an average of 350 lakh annual fee

and spend another 320 lakh on living

expenses. The total money coming
from these students into Boston from BU alone
comes to about 3490 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 330,000 into every
Bostonian pocket, in amanner 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
afour-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 amore 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.
Thisis 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 anew
town to pursue higher education, infusing anew
energy into those local economies. During summer
breaks, many of those places look asif their lifeline

S .

India’s educational outflows

The money that Indian students spend on

universities abroad amounts to a commercial

bonanza for host countries and campus towns.

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

B Total money poured by Indian students per capita of
host country (in $, right-hand scale)
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Source: Authors’ calculations using ministry of external
affairs data and other publicly available sources
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is gone. Indeed, the prosperity of local businesses in
such townsis 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
foratown?

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-
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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, thisis 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,
thisimplies that Indian students are putting some
31,600 into every Canadian’s pocket every month.

Thisisnot 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.

Google’s Pichai has firmly put
down an employee rebellion

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

is Bloomberg Opinion’s US technology
columnist.

thasbecome 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” towork. 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. Atleast 50 Google
employees have been fired for involvement
in protests at its offices.

Pichai’stone wasa stark departure from
the company’s old touchy-feely approach
to employee activism. Not now. Pichai
wrote: “Thisis too importantamoment as
acompany for usto be distracted.”

For most of his tenure, Pichai has been
described in many quarters asa “peacetime
CEO,” ahighly 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 OpenAl 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 OpenAl, 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 thingsin order. This hasn’t been going
altogetherwell. The company’srollout of
AT has been confused, controversial and
suffering from the perceptionitislagging
behind competitors. Its cloud business
remains a distant third in market share
behind Microsoft and Amazon. It’s telling
that Brin hasrecently returned to Google,
like aretired old general “backin the tren-
ches,” asthe Wall Street Journal put it.

Sowhen 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
inamemo to employees. The ‘No Tech for
Apartheid’ group disputes this, saying

Sundar Pichai doesn't want employee time
spent on debating politics MINT

some “non-participating bystanders” were
alsolet 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 Al had become sentient.

What seems certain, however, is that
Google isnot considering heeding the pro-
testors’ demands, unlike in 2018 when it
decided to back away from Project Maven,
aPentagon contract involving the use of AL
That episode provoked a fresh debate on
what role American tech companies
should play, or perhaps be obliged to play,
inbolstering 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 alucrative 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. Asthe defence sector,
like every other industry, works to inte-
grate cutting-edge Al, 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
wantsitand fears missing out. Thereisno
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

Viksit panchayats offer us a pathway to Viksit Bharat

SWATI PIRAMAL & MANMOHAN SINGH

are, respectively, vice
chairperson of Piramal Group
and head of Aspirational Bharat
Collaborative, Piramal
Foundation

ecadesbefore 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 fiee; Into that
heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country
awake.” This encapsulates Viksit Bharat.
With visible changes in many sectors, India
ismoving 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 usto exam-
ine the crucial role of Panchayatsled by Sar-
panches. Asthey play a pivotal role in grass-
roots empowerment and societal progress,
it is essential to keep them at the centre of
India’sdevelopmental 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

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 asaforum 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)
iscrucial. This will empower GPs and make
their functioning transparent, accountable
and efficient. The devolution of powers and
functions to GPsvaries 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
GPsand introduced a system of preparing a
GP Human Development Index. We need
collective effort in various states to devolve

authority to GPs and leverage their capacity
toachieve 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

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-

Citizen Interface is hand, who stopped the sale
expected toactasaninter- Developed and consumption of alco-
face bet iti d hol in h hayat and
government  welfare COUNUIY STAUS g oy 2 e towards
schemes at the GP level. H livelihood opportunities.
This tool’s data orientation req uires t hat Anita Devi, Sarpanch from
banch on domas ana MO CitizEN gets  Fon ARt
localiFy—spec.iﬁc. ) issyes, left beh i nd . lance, mobilized multiple
enabling prioritization, stakeholders and led last-
planning and alignment Empower ru ral mile convergence, which
with state and central . . . reduced home deliveries
schemes. By disseminating institutions from 65% to 8% in less than
information on various ayear.

welfare schemes in local India has an opportunity

languages, GPs can use its potential for
hyper-local problem-solving at scale.
Empower women leaders for a Viksit trans-
JSormation: With women comprising nearly
halfofIndia’s population, the participation
of women at all levels of governance is the
need of the hour. The 73rd Constitutional

to harness the potential of elected women
representativesat 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-
tionsrequired to address local challenges.

Create motivation and competence: India
hassome 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
atalllevels can deliver on their development
agendas thanks to such teams. Thisneedsto
happen just as efficiently at the rural level.

Andhra Pradesh has enabled the setting
upofa‘village secretariat’at the GPlevel 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,
asthe goal implies that every citizen of our
country must have access to quality public
services and government schemes and ben-
efits. Itisonly when no one is left behind that
we can say with pride that we are citizens of
adeveloped country.



@~ NEW DELHI | MONDAY | APRIL 29, 2024

4

www.dailypioneer.com
facebook.com/dailypioneer | @TheDailyPioneer | instagram.com/dailypioneer/

PAPER WITH PASSION

Orange hills

Nainital 1s just one example of ongoing forest fires
damaging the fragile ecosystem in Uttarakhand

India to the scourge of frequent forest fires, especially in summers. Otherwise

H istorically, Uttarakhand is somehow a little more prone than other hill States in

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.
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‘Veerakumars' gather to participate in the the Karaga festival at Sri Dharmarayana Swamy Temple, in Bengaluru PTI

Pakistan paying for 1ts
misplaced priorities

BHOPINDER SINGH

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

akistan’s Special
Representative on
Afghanistan,
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
ie., 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

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-
portand 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

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

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 Pakistans
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)

Political parties must prioritise
environmental preservation

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

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. Isita
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

It’s election time in India

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. Its 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

BIJU
DHARAMPALAN

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)

LETTERS KNy}

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 satistied.
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 specitically 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.

E EDITOR

No moral high ground for India or the US

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

propos the editorial, “All is well”, published
Aon 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

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
Mabhila 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

Send your feedback to;
letterstopioneer@gmail.com
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Rahul 2.0

s India gears up for another round of elections,
the political landscape seems to be undergoing a
ubtle 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 2

n 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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India and NATO~11

In the 21st century however, Asia is like it was nhever 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

o 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 I1.

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,
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Welcome move

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-

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

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

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.

ASHOK
KAPUR

The writer is a retired
IAS officer

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 Al
(artificial islands) faster than the
other Al (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

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.

S ASIAN VOICES

Beyond the
first meeting

xpectations 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

[7l The Korea Herald

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

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.

epaper.thestatesman.com

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

only QUAD nation sharing a (To be Concluded) | 2,000.
editor@thestatesman.com
The Left is confident of its
local governance, especially in 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

comimoner.

Yours, etc., Dr DVG Sankara Rao (ex MP) Vizianagaram, 25 April.

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.
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Ecology is permanent economy
SUNDERLAL BAHUGUNA

Missing In Election

Environment risks are borne directly by people.
Yet, it hasn’t emerged as a serious poll issue
Uttarakhand has struggled to cope with frequent outbreaks of

forest fires this vear. Over the weekend, fires progressed up to

Nainital, triggering the use of IAF helicopters to douse the
flames. Forest fires are not just a threat to lives and property, they
alsoundermine tourisminastate thatdependson it. Not thatitreally
mattered in the campaign strategies in the state’s LS polls. No observer
can be blamed for considering forest fires a non-issue.

Missing anger | Environmental risks in India have been multi-
plying. Along with it the related costs are rising. These costs are
borne mostly by people as mitigation mechanisms such as insurance
are not yvet sophisticated enough. However, this challenge is seldom
an election issue. Political parties are happy to skirt these issues as
they don’t seem to catalyse an electorate’s anger.

Bad air days | The absence of anger is not because the problem is
invisible. For example, India’s poor air quality is a perceptible
problem. Air pollution may be termed a
“silent killer”™ but its health effects are
debilitating. Somethingthat is tangible.

Its economic fallout is huge. World
Bankrecentlyestimated the economic costs
of India's poor air quality. It concluded
that the lost output from premature
deaths and morbidity in 2019 was 1.4% of
GDPE or $36.8 billion. Despite the quantifi-
cation of the costs of pollution it hasn't
emerged as ameaningful election issue,

Complexity leads to delay | One plausible reason for low priority
given to environment-related consequences is the complexity of
challenge. It requires bringing together many stakeholders to gauge
the trade-offs involved. Subsequently, the benefits of a course of
action take time to show up. The nature of the problem is incompatible
with the incentives that drive political parties. It's therefore convenient
tokick thecandowntheroad.

Outliersneeded | Traditional political parties arenot going tomake
anextraeffort toaddress environmental issues in a sustained manner:
While it's relatively easy to announce targets such as an increase in
installed capacity of renewable energy, dealing with domestic environ-
mental issues is painstaking because of clashing stakeholder interests.
This is where India could do with a ground-up green political move-
ment. Their most important contribution globally is mainstreaming
the environment agenda. A green party doesn’t have to capture power.
It needs to capture the imagination to catalyse change.

Single & Weaker

BJP’s manifesto promises it. But joint
theatre commands remain elusive
C hina recently undertook another major military reorganisation

by dissolving PLA's Strategic Support Force (SSF) and replacing

it with Information Support Force for better oversight on cyber,
space and tech-driven operations. SSF was created in 2015 as a new
branch of PLA alongside PLA's theaterisation exercise that saw seven
previous military regions refashioned into five theatre commands.

India’s incomplete theaterisation | India, however, has been
taking baby steps in the theaterisation process. While BJP’'s 2024 Lok
Sabha election manifesto promises the implementation of joint
theatre commands, this comes more than two decades after Kargil
Review Committee submitted its report expressing dissatisfaction
with the military structure. Sure, we now have a
Chief of Defence Staff toserveasasingle pointof
military advice for govt. But bringing army, navy
and airforce personnel and assetstogetherunder
joint commands remains a challenge.

Tricky negotiations | India currently has 17
single-service commands. In case of conflict with
China, New Delhi has to mobilise at least seven

- . service commands to Beijing's one joint western
command. However, discussions around India’s theaterisation have been
plagued by questions about who conftrols assets that were previously
assigned to individual services, and command over personnel.

Rivalries galore | Add to this off-record admissions of inter-and
intra-services rivalries. Three- and four-star officers want to retain
their existing rank privileges, which they may have to give up under
the proposed three-joint-command framework — two land-based
commands and one maritime command.

Slow transition | To promote jointness, Parliament passed the
Inter-Service Organisation (Command, Control and Discipline) Bill
that will apply to all military personnel who were hitherto governed
by separateservicerules. Cross-service staffing of army, navy and air
force has begun. But the process to create a culture of jointness istoo
slow. China has raced ahead. If India is to avoid another 1962, it has
to quickly flatten its military structure and create joint theatre
commands now. Even lessons from the Ukraine war demand this.

Fit, fight, go straight

Best cheatsheet for your Kerala holiday
Shinie Antony

With the monsoon poised to lash Kerala, yvou may bedreaming
of houseboats, backwaters, theyyam and kathakali. If headed
for God's own country, here are some tips, so you will eat the
sadhva —feast —but not the banana leaf it's served on.

Hydrate with warm jeera water, cool nannari sarbath and
sodas like Palakkadan masala, Fuljar, goli. Tea is syrupy unless
vou ask for ‘a without', which means without sugar. There's tender coconut
water, buttermilk filled with green chillies and curry leaves, and fresh toddy,
‘Touchings’ can be spicy peanuts, prawns or pickle. Kappa-meen isa pairing of
legendary lovers like appam-stew, A non-vegetarian is known as ‘non’, and served
meat ularthivathu (dry) or porichadu (frv), and fish pollichathu (steamed in
leaves) or vevichathu (reduced with cambogia). Plantains make pazham-pori,
unnakaya, pazham nirachathu, and are routinely diced for chips.

Rice is red, Malabar parotas go round and round, salads are called sallas.
Papadamsare smaller and bubblier than appalams and papads. Halwa isblack,

red or vellow, made with jaggery and coconut milk; oceasionally a

(s¥e) \ pretty girl is described as haluva.
~

Manyv English words are passed oft as Malayalam. ‘Fit’ isdrunk,
‘tight’ broke, ‘spap’ flattery and ‘number’ a con-job. ‘Best’ 1s a sarcastic
replacement for ‘the worst’. Pompous peeps are said to carry ‘head-weight’
while ‘mouth-looker’ (translated from vaya-noki) is usually a man dedicated to
staring unblinkingly at women. Hus and hussy are short for husband; an
annoying hus, if non, can be easily bumped off with a high-cholesterol diet.
If the need to grease palms arises, psst, a bribe is code-named ‘something’.
Plotting a murder? A ‘quotation’ (supari) will get vou a discount. The dead are
called ‘close’, to clarify they are no longer open to chatting.

With Malayalam cinema now considered international-level, at least by
Malayalis, proclaim it publicly in order to start aparty, Don't gush— keep it real
like our films do— or they'll say ‘over aayee’. Our actors neither wear makeup
nor match steps while dancing. Try martial art kalaripayvatu (payvaty a
corruption of ‘fight’) only if booked into an ayurveda spa for recovery. Gold
is our metal and nighty the state costume. Like anywhere else in India, at
T junctions a local will confidently say, 'Go straight’. Aivye is a disgusted
Aivyvo, Umma is mwah, sosay thisonly if vou are looking for commitment.
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MP’s Sound Of Silence
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BJP hopes this shows voters’ faith in the party, Congress sees flickers of revival. It’s difficult
to tell either way. But electors going quiet can be troubling for democracy

Anastasia Piliavsky and Tommaso Sbriccoli

Around 8% fewer
voters went to the
boothson Aprilly, the
firstday of Lok Sabha
polling in Madhva
e | Pradesh, than in 2019.
This is twice the national average 4% drop in voter
turnouts in the election’'s first phase.,

Tough fight | Publicly, neither party has shown unease
with the participation plunge, each blaming the
other’s lethargic voters. In private, however, BJP
cadres we spoke to in eastern MP are anxious. They
know that even though BJP took the state assembly
with no trouble last vear, this vear for them will not be
a walk in the park. The anti-incumbency feeling is
palpable across the state, and the six constituencies in
Vindhya and Bundelkhand regions that went to polls
on April 26 saw fierce battles.

Difficult to read | What makes BJP workers even
more nervous than falling turnouts is how closely the
voters are now holding the cards to their chests. The
campaign took its usual course. A vast army of party
workers, bigger than ever, filled the state with thou-
sands of posters
POLLITICS)| i .7
have marched up
Special Series on Elections | and down the
streets of towns
and villages, organised a record number of proces-
sions and rallies, gone door-to-door round the clock.
Crores of flowers have been strung into lakhs of
garlands toadorn dozens of candidates’ necks.

But one crucial electoral ritual has not gone to
plan. In the ran-up to the elections, the party conducted,
asusual, afine-grained pre-electoral survey Ordinarily,
by the time voters head for the booths, party workers
know with great precision - caste by caste, street by
street, house by house - who will vote for whom. Since
the people conducting these surveys are typically local
workers who know their villages and neighbourhoods
inside out, they can normally go even further than
this, distinguishing wvoters’ honest answers from
strategic bluffs.

Chup-chap voters | This is not so this time around.
Despite their best efforts, party workers are failing to
get voters toreveal theirchoice. “Noone savsanything
about whom they will vote for!” lamented a BJP
worker in the district of Dewas. Public spaces, having

been saturated with signage and rhetoric during
campaigning, now ooze an eery psephological silence.
There is no way to judge how well a politician performed
or how effective a party’s campaign has been,

Beyond the nerve-wracking suspense into which the
tight-lipped electors have plunged politicians, this new

silenceisgivingthis round of elections ageneral auraof
distrust, suspicion and moral disquiet. The ballot itself
is of course cast in secret, but normally people are
publicly outspoken about their choice. In politics, much
as in life otherwise, doing things chup seorchupke se, in

silence and secrecy, morally discredits people, making
them suspect of being a dishonest partner or an untrust-
worthy ally. So people tend to support politicians openly,
attend open feasts, display party paraphernalia on
the fronts of their homes and even swear political
allegiances in theatrical publicrituals.

Any politically active person in a village or a town
neighbourhood shifting to a new party would put this
on public display, lest they acquire a reputation of
someone who is undependable and underhanded. At
least invillage and provincial ME if the ballot issecret
dejure, it is public de facto.

Minority play | Or so has been the case until now, A near-
perfect two-party state, MP has been a reliable strong-
hold for BJP, which has ruled it with almost no inter-
ruptions (apart for a two-year period when Congress
won with the support of other parties and independent
MLAs)fortwo decades. Over the past 10 years, even the
state’s small Muslim minority (under 7%) joined the
party ranks. Most of them have not been seduced by
BJP's ideology or political agenda, but have voted
pragmatically since 2014 to secure basic services,
whether water or electricity or any number of licences
thatevery Indian citizen needs at some point in life,

In rural Dewas, many Muslims publicly declared
their political turn in small groups that would gather
in shops or on village chabutaras, using standard
formulae and ritualised oaths.

Something brewing? | This vear sees no such perfor-
mances — and little sense of what revelations the
booths will hold. What can this silence mean? While
any partyatlarge, as BJPnow is, hopesthat the silence
is of consent, it is also deeply nervous because the
sound of silence may just as well indicate brewing
trouble. If claims and protests are not heard on the
streets, 1s something brewing behind the scenes
chupke se? This anxiety deepens as one looks over the
border with Rajasthan, where BJP is having all kinds
of unforeseen troubles,

Meanwhile, Congress supporters now have slightly
raised hopes. Does the chup-chap electorate - silent on the
streetsas much as in booths — bode pleasant surprises
or even a miracle toppling of the pre-poll predictions?
Whatever the parties may hope for and fear most
disturbing is the possibility that the silence signifies
the death of opposition or even protest within civil
society may be settling in.

The writers areanthropologists

MP (29 seats) has voted for 13 seats in the first two phases.
It goes to polls on May 7 for the third of its four-phase election

‘Witty polymath & institution builder’

Finance Commission chairman fondly recalls his long association with Jagdish Bhagwati, who retires
this academic year. Panagariya calls Bhagwati the most influential trade theorist of his generation

Arvind Panagariya

socialism and towards markets,

with appointments in economics, law,

titled Alchemy of Finance, which

| After a spectacular
Bo-year-long career as
the world's leading
economist, Jagdish
Bhagwati will retire this
academic year. So, it is
an opportune time to pay tribute to him.

Arguably Bhagwati is the most
influential international trade economist
of his generation. Paul Samuelson, the
first American to win Nobel Prize in
Economics, has described his era as the
“Age of Bhagwati in international trade”.
Paul Krugman, the 2008 Nobel winner
for his work on New Trade Theory, has
said that had he been on the Nobel Com-
mittee that vear, he would have awarded
the prize first to his teacher Jagdish
Bhagwati for his “really insightful
work” on Old Trade Theory.

A polymath, Bhagwati has made
seminal contributions to diverse
fields, including immigration, climate
change, development, and political
philosophy.

An architect of institutions
Internationally, Bhagwati helped
design World Trade Organisation in his
role as economic policy adviser to
Arthur Dunkel, then Director General
of the General Agreementon Tariffsand
Trade. Nationally, his policy writings on
India influenced and shaped the thin-
kKingof almostall economists and policy
analvsts who contributed to changing
the economy’s orientation away from

Beginning with Indira Gandhi, all
prime ministers who have served in office
a full term or longer have personally
known him.

Wide spectrum scholarship

Bhagwati did his bachelor’s in
commerce from Sydenham College in
Bombay in 1954 and immediately
proceeded to do the Tripos at St John's
College, Cambridge University. He then
didstintsasavisitingscholarat MIT and
Nuffield College, In1960s, he was back in
India, spending two vears at Indian
Statistical Institute and four at Delhi
school of Economics. In 1966, he moved
to US, where he
spent a vear at
Columbia and
then 13 years
at MI'T. In 1980,
he returned to
Columbia,
where he has
been a professor

Calvin & Hobbes
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and international and public affairs.

Bhagwatihaswrittenarticlesinall
leading scholarly journals on econo-
mics, published books too numerous
to count, shaped media debates on the
leading economic policy issues of the
day, and founded and edited leading
economics journals. Several universi-
ties have conferred honorary degrees
onhim.

GOl awarded Bhagwati Padma
Vibhushan. Government of Japan has
honoured him with Order of the
Rising Sun, Gold and Silver Star:
Healso has several prizes named
after him. Among them is Jag-
dish Bhagwati Chair in Indian
Political Economy, which lam
honoured to hold. Colum-
biathus hasa Bhagwati
professor and Pro-
fessor Bhagwati,

which
frequently
leads to some
confusion.

Rapier pen

Bhagwati writes with wit,
often to the great disadvantage
of his opponents. | cannot
resist giving at least one
example of it to give the
reader a taste of it. In 1987,
(George Soros wrote a book.

MAKES THE
MOMNEY AND
STICKS \T
QUT THIS
SLOT,
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«AND BEHIND THE MACTHINE
THERES A GUY WITH A
PRINTING PRESS WHO

SORT OF LWKE | EYACTLY.
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LIWES UP 1IN
ONR GARAGE
AMD QPFENS

Bhagwati reviewed in New Republic. He
began the review thus, “Now that Soros
has made his fortune, he is eager to tell
all. But his aspirations as a writer soar
above a simple narrative of hisfinancial
dealings. ...He wishes to develop a theory
that would equally embrace his mundane
financial activities and grander themes
such as the reform of the international
economicsystem. Successon Wall Street
has given Soros the sangfroid, and
wealth the wherewithal, to pursue his
dream.” Here he turns the knife to
administer a devastating blow: “Alas.
it prompts the guestion: Money
talks, butcan it write?”
At 490, Bhagwati retains his
quick wit and humour,

Neverletgo

A model teacher, Bhagwati has no
equal as a mentor. Unlike most profes-
sors, who support their students at most
till they land their first job, he adopts
them for life and gives them his fulsome
support. Theflip side is that the students
adore him and have produced as many as
six festschrifts celebrating him.

At his retirement party this past
April 15, after his students, friends and
colleagues had paid him one glowing
tribute after another, and his turn to
speak came, his opening line, delivered
with his trademark mischievous smile,
was, “1 know 1 should not believe all this,
but 1 do!” He then became sombre,
noting, “Life has been good to me and
I could not have asked for more.”

Sacredspace

People are
cowards; don't be
' | worried about
therm. (o on your
S Wy, go on your
o way dancing

8 ..whatsoever feels
good s good, whatsoever feels beautiful is
beautiful .. whatsoever makes vou happy
is hound to be true. Anand, bliss, is the
only criterion of truth.

Osho

There Is No Scarcity Of Anand, Mind It

Hansaji Yogendra

specificattribute of Brahmn, the

ultimatereality, as wellasthe
highest state of existence for the
individual self.

Inthe Upanishads, anand is one of
the threeessential attributes of
Brahmn, along with sat, existence, and
chit, consciousness. These three
aspects of the nature of ultimate
reality are often expressed as Sat-
Chit-Anand. Bliss is, therefore, the
experience of unbound, eternal, and
unalloyed happiness of the chit,
derived from the very experience of
existence, that issat. Thatis, bliss
doesn’'t necessarily come fromadream
life or the life you think vou ought to be
living. Rather it isan intense state of
joy from life, as it is.

The spiritual seience of perpetually
being in bliss is all about empowering

In Indic philosophy. anand,; bliss, isa

ourselvestocelebrate and valuelife as
itis. This seems especially difficult
for most of us today when we are cons-
tantly afflicted with a sense of
unworthiness. We think that wedonot
deserve anand as weare. We expect
that the next set of professional or
personal orfinancial achieve-
ments will in some way
malke us more worthy _
and moreq ua!il‘if_zd to by )
experience bliss in life.
These arethe criteria of
the ego, not of the spirit,
notspirituality.

scarcity of anand; vou can be as joyvous
asyvouwant without it affecting the
availability of bliss toothers. The
basic idea isthat our own Self is the
very nature of bliss.

Yes, you were never meant to be so

worried in life or about life. All you
need todois tolearn how to be
more blissful. Some basic
concepts that can help vou
bhe more blissful every day
are: First, acceptance - to
experience bliss, start by
accepting vourself and

THE SPEAKING TREE Your life exactly as they

Inthespiritual

are. Avoid dwelling on

sciences, bliss is
ungualified, unguantified

BLISSTECH irrove Scoond. seiriove

and accessible toeveryone
by the simple fact of their human
existence. Thatis, youdon't need to be
anything other than vourself to
experience perpetual bliss. And bliss
isunqguantified, that is, there is no

—caring for yourself isnot
selfish, you are as worthy of love,
affection and careas anvone else. And
only when vou fill vour own cup with
love can you share it with others.
Third, gratitude-in a culture

obsessed with scarcity and lack,
gratitude isaradical act of defiance,
an acknowledgment of the infinite
blessings in our lives each day. If you
think yvou have nothing to be grateful
for, then think of your life without the
things vou have now. Fourth, purpose—
tolive in bliss, also implies the un-
folding of our true soul-purpose. Bliss
isthe gentle breeze that caresses our
spirit in momentsof serenity. But it is
alsothe fierce flame of dedication,
determination and will-power that
motivates us to keep pursuing our
deepest goals despite adversity.

Bliss, therefore, is not only a sense of
euphoria, itisalsoa deep knowing of
our life purpose and the joy that comes
from fulfilling work.

While pleasures are temporary and
often lead to attachment and suffering,
anandisanenduring, intrinsic state
of being that transcends the ups and
downs of life,
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Reviewing NOTA

MNeed to make it a potent option for voters

HE electoral no-show in Surat, where BJP

candidate Mukesh Dalal was declared the

winner unopposed. has reignited the

debate on the NOTA (none of the above)

option for the voters. The episode under-
gcores the need for reforms to ensure that the funda-
mental right of citizens to choose their representatives
15 not violated or denied. The infroduction of NOTA In
2013 on the directions of the Supreme Court was a
landmark step aimed at empowering voters and hold-
ing political parties accountable.

However, the Surat fiasco highlights the limita-
tions of NOTA in its current form. Lacking teeth, it
hasg repeatedly failed to influence the poll result. The
latest outcome has raised questions about the
integrity of the electoral process and the centrality of
voters in a democratic exercise. Should a candidate
be declared wvictorious without having faced any
opposition? Should NOTA necessitate a repoll if it
gets more votes than any contestant?

The apex court has issued a notice to the Election
Commission of India (ECI) on a plea seeking a repoll in
constituencieswhere NOTA receives the majority of the
votes. This calls for a re-evaluation of NOTA's role in
the electoral process. While NOTA serves as a symbolic
gesture of dissent —a negative vote —its true potential
liesin catalysing systemic change and deterring parties
from fielding unsuitable candidates. Countries like
Indonesia mandate a repoll if NOTA emerges “victori-
ous’, thus ensuring that cifizens' dissatisfaction is
addressed comprehensively. The ECI must explore
ways to enhance NOTA's effectiveness, including con-
gidering proposals to annul the elections in constituen-
cies where it bags the highest number of votes. This will
compel political parties to nominate candidates with an
unblemished reputation. Promoting NOTA — or the
right to reject — as a ‘fictional’ nominee can makeita
potent tool of democratic expression.

UKs Rwanda plan

A temporary solution to a festering problem

ASTweek, the British House of Lard s approved
aplan, first proposed by then PM Boris Johnson
in 2022, to send refugees to Rwanda. Prime Min-
ister Rishi Sunak reckons that the first flight to
igali will take off in June. An air bridge is
being set up to deport 75,000 refugees who had fled for
their lives from war, famine and injustice in their coun-
tries. Rwanda has swallowed its pride and accepted £50

'OPINION
Maldives moving closer to China

Eht Eﬁh“ﬂt CHANDIGARH | MONDAY
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The development threatens to hit New Delhi’s interests in the Indian Ocean Region
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CUDAY BHASKAR
DIRECTOR, SOCIETY FOR
POLICY STUDIES

HE results of the

recent parliamen-

tary elections in the

Maldives threw up a

big surprise. While
President Mohamed Muzzu's
People’'s National Congress
(PNC) was expected to win, the
scale of the victory was unprece-
dented. Voters of the tiny 1sland-
nation (population of about
500.000) in the Indian Ocean
gave an overwhelming majority
to Muizmi's party in the 93-
member House. The PNC won
66 seats, while its allies bagged
another nine, thereby giving
Muizru a super-majority of 75.
The electoral mandate gives
him the licence to make
changes in the Constitution and
muzzle the Opposition.

In a complex domestic politi-
cal churn, Maldivian elections in
recent wvears have seen the
emergence of a pro-China fac
tion, thereby posing a challenge
to India — which for decades
was the principal aid donor and
security provider. In a setback
for India, then President Abdul-
la Yameen, who was in office
from 2013 to 2018, favoured Bei-
jing over New Delhi. He was
accused of embezzlement of
funds and corruption and indict-
ed for bribery just before the
September 2023  presidential
election; the verdict debarred
him from contesting.

A last-minute nomination saw
then mayor of Male, Muzu,
throwing his hat into the ring
agamst Ibmahim Solih {President
from 2018 to 2023} of the Maldi-
vian Democratic Party and win-
ning the electionwith a slim lead
in the second round. Solih was
perceived to be empathetic to
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ONTOP: Maldives President Muizzu's People's National Congress swept the recent parliamentary polls. REUTERS

India. One of the major foreign
policy issues was the tussle
between the pro-India and pro-
China factions,

It i3 mmstructive that Muizzu
won the election last yvear on
the back of his ‘India out’ cam-
paign. Soon after assuming
office, he directed that the Indi-
an presence in the Maldives be
reduced. As a first step, the
new President compelled New
Delhi to withdraw the few mili-
tary personnel who were sta-
tioned in the island nation.
Muizzu's January visit to Bei-
jing, where Chinese President
Xi Jinping welcomed him as an
‘old friend’, was testimony —
if it were required — to the
extent to which the Maldives
was now looking at China as an
alternative to India,

Cleady, despite its long-stand-
ing ties with the political leader-
chip in Male, India had dropped
the ball in late 2012, when a
major infrastructure project
awarded to the GME Group was
suddenly cancelled. India was
no longer the preferred partner
for the Maldves, China, which
has long soupht a foothold in the
Indian Ocean, methodically
mvested in the strategically
located island nation, The latest

Muizzu will have to
nudge the two Asian
giants to work
collectively to address
the red lights that
are flashing.

development will pose a chal
lenge to Indian security plan-
ners and hobble PM Modi's
vision of SAGAR (Security and
Growth for All} in the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR).

The docking of Chinese
research ship Xiang Yang Hong
4 1n Male on April 25 and the dis-
closure that this vessel had been
inside or near Mald ivian waters
since January would suggest
that Chinese navalmaritime
presence in this part of the Indi-

an Ocean will anmmate the
geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific,

Soon after taking charge as
President, when asked if his for-
elgn policy would see a tilt
towards China, Muizzu said he
would follow a pro-Maldives
policy. Major infrastructure
projects with Chinese assis-
tance are on the anvil. and the
people will be monitoring the
tilt towards Beging to see how
this will impact their lives and
human security indicators.

The most eritical and urgent
threat to Maldivian security —
nay, its very physical existence
as a nation — is the danpger of a
rise in sea levels. The worst-
case scenario 15 that the Indian
Oeean archipelago can disap-
pear when the danger mark is
crossed. Experts say that by
2050, as much as 80 per cent of
the Maldwves will become unin-
habitable due to global warm-
mg, And the dire warning
sounded by the World Bank is
that if prevailing regional
trendlines of global warming
and sea nse are not addressed
in an urgent and effective man-
ner, sea levels could increase by
10-100 cm inthe future. The net
result: by 2100, the entire coun-
try could be submerged.

Fortuitously, this issue came
into focus amid the dedaration
of results of the Maldivian parlia-
mentary elections. On Apnl 23,
the Wodd Meteomlogical Organ-
isation released its Climate Asia
2023 Report. The findings are
ominous for all forms of life on
earth, and the gravity of the
threat 1s stark.

Arcording to the report, the
global annual mean near-surface
temperature last vear was 1.45°C
above the 1850-1900 pre-indus-
trial average, and 2023 was the
warmest year on record. The
global average sea levels have
continued to rise at a sustained
rate of 3.43 mm/year from 1993 to
2023, But the mte of the rise is
not the same everywhere.

The nse in the sea levels in the
three sectors of the Indian
Ocean (north-west, north-east
and south-east) was significant-
Iy higher at 4.07, 4.44 and 4.19
mm, respectively, than the glob-
al average of 3.43 mm. If ever
there are ‘pro Maldives' issues
sereaming for policy attention,
they are climate change and
global warming,

With their geopolitical aspira-
tions and amxieties playing out
in the TIOR, this is a survival
challenge for a small nation
that India and China must
respond to in a collective man-
ner. The claim to major power
status and leadership of the
Global South by New Delhi and
Beijing has been reduced to a
brittle and arid binary. Even as
their policy planners pursue
ambitious hi-tech projects that
subsume cyber semiconduc-
tors, artificial intelligence and
spectrum  domination, the
health of the ocean will deter-
mine the wiability of planet
earth being able to sustain life
in an equitable manner,
Perched on top of the complex
life pyramid, the human
species will fall first.

Muzzzu will have to nudge the
two Asian glants to work collec-
trvely to address the red lights
that are flashing. It will be an
arduous challenge for Male to
yoke Delhi and Beijing together

million for accommodating the UK's ‘undesirables’.
Whether all or some of the refugees finally get deported
remaing to be seen. The Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and
Immigration) Act, 2024, however, could be a useful diver-
sionary tactic in the upcoming local polls in Britain, with
Sunak battling unemployment and rising inflation.

The British plan is not only presumptuous but also
small-minded. In contrast, some Third World coun-
tries have been large-hearted. Colombia, Uganda and
Pakistan figured among the top refugee-hosting
countries in 2022, according to the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees. Arguably the only
Western country that has proved to be compassionate
during the ongoing migration crisis is Germany. A
bigger question is the safety of the people being sent
to Ewanda, which is not exactly a beacon of hope
when it comes to the protection of human rights.

The fuindamental 1ssue is that 10 crare people world-
wide have fled to safer shores due to food insecurity, the
climate crisis and wars. People's desperation iz making
the situation worse —around one lakh Indians frying to
enter the US illegally were caught or expelled in 2023
alone. Foreign ministers of European nations have pri-
vately expressed concern over the huge influx of undoc-
umented Indians. Instead of a quick fix, the UK should
lead the international community in finding a perma-
nent and unbiased solution to the migrant problem.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.

LAHORE, TUESDAY, APRIL 29,1524

Governor's speech in Amritsar

SR Edward Madagan, who was given a farewell by the Distnct
Board, Amntsar, last week, refemred to the Sikh problem and the
appointment of the Birdwood Committee. In the course of this
speech, His Excelency said: “The Govemnmment has had at timesto
enforee the law when this was broken and to secure peacewhen this
was threatened but it has realised, like the poet, the discomforts of
‘being wroth with those we love, and it has entered with reluctance
on repressive measures, however much these may have been nec-
essary in the interests of other communities and the public at
large." The reference he made to the “discomforts of being wroth
with those we love” 1s bebeved to show that the Government is by
no means pleased with the infliction of so much suffering on the
Sikh community whom it still ‘leves’, If this 15 so, it should natu-
rally follow that the position of this community should be restored
towhat it was before repression began. His Excellency further said:
“Nothingwould give me greater pleasure at the end of my term of
office than to see things putin place for a complete restoration of
the old feelngs of confidence between the Government of the
Provinece and the Sikh commumnity” If this is the real object of the
Government, the proposed Committee should be askednotonly to
suggest a satisfactory solution to the Gurdwara problem but also to
reanedy the subsequent grievances of the community and action
should be taken as early as possible to prepare the ground for the
“restoration of the old feelings of confidence”. We hope that His
Exredl ency will endeavour o give effect to the happy ideal which he
has so sincerely expressed in his Amntsarspeech.

w T THOUGHT FORTHE DAY |

The highest form of warfare is to attack the enemy'’s strategy itself; the next, to attack his alliances. —HenryKissinger

Atasteof
ooodness

SumiT PAauL

I l OTELS and restaurants offer a wide array

of experiences. More often than not, one

enters their premises expecting the unex-
pected. In 2009, I stayed in Jaipur for about a
month at a lodge off Mirza Ismail Road. One day, I
went to a nearby restaurant and asked for the
menu. It was like a slim magaznne with innumer-
able dishes. ‘Chhole bhature ham?' I asked.
‘Nahin, sahib, the waiter replied. ‘Matar-
paneer?!’ 1 enquired. 'Poneer hai par matar
nahin,’ he said. ‘Okay then, aloo ka parantha la
deejiye,’ I said with resignation. ‘Paranthe wala
cook ghar chala goye, sahib, he informed me,
Exasperated, I called the manager and asked
whether he had a lock. Baffled, he said ‘ves'. Itold
him to lock up the restaurant since it had nothing
to offer However, he did not take offence at my
caustic remark. Ileft in a huff and went to another
eatery, where I ate to my heart's content.

I left Jaipur after a few days and came back to
Pune. The incident was soon forgotten. A few
yvears later, I visited a restaurant in Gurugram
and asked the waiter, ‘Huzoor, kya hai?’ (what
have vou got?). ‘Taale ke dawa sab kuchh hai’
{except for a lock, we have got everything),' said
someone. Flabbergasted, I turned back and was
surprised to see the manager whom I had met in
Jaipur. He had opened his own restaurant in
Gurugram. That day, he had everything that was
mentioned in the menu, and the food was
serumptious. We recalled the episode and
laughed heartily. The cherry on the cake was that
it was a free treat from him. I thanked him pro-
fusely and am still in touch with him,

Once, I ordered a vepgetarian dish at a swanky
restaurant in Lucknow. It was full of chillies. 1
called the waiter and told him, ‘Shorba kuchh
zyada hi teekha hat' (this dish is too spicy). The
manager immediately came and tasted it. He
apologised and served another dish in a jiffy It
was perfect and delicious. What's more, he did
not charge me anvthing and again repgretted that
the restaurant had served a ‘below par’ item. 1
was touched and realised that it was not for noth-
ing that Lucknow was called Shahar-e-tahzeeb
(the city of etiquette),

Alas, these heart-warming gestures are a rarity
nowadays. Maybe the times have changed. And so
have the people and their values.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Voters seek solutions, not slogans
Refer to ‘Infiltrators, inheritance and des-
peration’ (Nous Indica}; as the election fer-
vour grips the nation, the BJP has returned
to divisive tactics and the Opposition 15 giv-
ing a faltering response, evoking a sense of
déja vu. PM Narendra Modi's recent speech
in Banswara, replete with references to infil-
trators, mangalsutras and family size, raises
concerns, Is this desperation or a calculated
move? The BJPs resort to communal sip-
nalling underscores its unease. However,
economic woes, not religious rhetoric, domi-
nate the public discourse. While the BJP bat-
tles complacency, the Congress’ confusion
impedes its resurgence. Rahul Gandhi's
calls for revolution will ring hollow without
concrete action. In this electoral maze, the
electorate seeks substance over spectacle
and solutions over slogans.

GURDEV SINGH, BY MAIL

Electorate’s wish for progress

With reference to ‘Infiltrators, inheritance
and desperation’ (Nous Indica);, in the
throes of an electoral battle, the air is thick
with desperation and divisive rhetoric. PM
Narendra Modi and the BJP's resort to
polarising narratives, notably at the Ban-
swara rally, is a disheartening echo of past
tactics. This strategic retreat to the ‘safety
zone' of communal discourse signals more
than just campaign fervour; it hints at an
underlying fear of losing 1ts grip. The Oppo-
sition's entanglement in its own contradic-
tions only adds to the political drama, Yet, it
is the electorate’s response that will deliver
the final act. If the BJP's communal eall
fails to resonate, it may well be areflection of
the public’s weariness with polarisation and
a yearning for unity and progress.
SAHIBPREET SINGH, MOHAL

The poll promise that was not

Refer to ‘Anxiety in the saffron camp’;
among the election-related issues, the
writer mentioned the BJP's reported
‘promise’ of transferring Rs 15 lakh into
every Indian’s bank account. But no such
promise was made by anyone. What PM
Modi had reportedly said was that there was
enough black money stashed in foreign

banks to be distributed at the rate of over
Rs 15 lakh to individuals in India, Can it be
called a poll promise? The black money, if
unearthed, should go to the state exchequer,
not into the accounts of individuals, Only a
naive person would think otherwise.
Though the Opposition keeps raking up the
issue, at least an enlightened and well-
imformed writer must not do so.

WG CDR CL SEHGAL (RETD), JALANDHAR

SC right to junk EVM-VVPAT pleas
With reference to the editorial ‘EVMs get 5C
backing’; the Supreme Court has rightly
Jjunked the pleas seeking 100 per cent venfica-
tion of Electronie Voting Machine (EVM ) votes
with their Voter Verifiable Paper Audit Trail
(VVPAT) slips. The apex court also observed
that the weakness ofthe ballot paper system is
well known and manual counting is prone to
human ermors. It could also lead to deliberate
mischief. The demand for eross-verification of
votes by members of Opposition parties was
driven by frustration triggered by a number of
electoral losses across the country. Notably,
Opposition leaders never question the fune-
tioning of EVMs whenthey register awin. The
court did the right thing.

MD SHARMA, SHIMLA

Reposing faith in voting system
Apropos of 'EVMs get SC backing’; all
right-thinking people must welcome the
apex court's rejection of the petitions
seeking 100 per cent verification of EVM
voltes with their VVPAT slips. The SC has
ruled out a return to the paper ballot vot-
ing system, which used to witness large-
scale attempts by goons with political
patronage to capture polling booths, Can-
didates now have the option to request an
inspection of atleast 5 per cent of EVMs in
each Assembly segment in every parlia-
mentary constituency within seven days of
the declaration of the result. It would deter
them from questioning the reliability of
EVMswithout any grounds. Besides, there
remains a scope for continual improve-
ment in the efficacy of the machines
through the latest technological method-
ologies and interventions.

KRISHAN KANT S00D, NANGAL

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-4word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@iribunemall.com
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How Iran took centre stage in Palestinian movement

VAPPALA BALACHANDRAN
FORMER SPECIAL SECRETARY,
CABINET SECRETARIAT

CCORDING to

the Population

Reference Bureau

(PRB), Washing-

on DC, residents
of the West Bank and Gaza are
almost totally of Palestinian-
Arab origin: 92 per cent West
Bankers and 99 per cent
Gazans are Sunm Muslims
and the rest are Chnstians.
These are 2002 fipures. The
PRB says that 2,14 000 Jewish
seftlers alsolive in theseareas.
The demographics might
have changed due to the pres-
ence of large-scale ‘dllegal’
Jewish settlers, as the UScalls
them sinee February 2024,
reversing former US Presi-
dent Trump's policy

However, the religious com-
position of the Palestinians
remaing almost the same,
accomding to the CIA's “World
Fart Book {2024). The question
15 how Iran, with almost 95 per
cent Shia population, assumed
leadership of the Palestinian
strugple agamst Israel.

The Iran-Ismel relations
were friendly in 1948, when
Israelwas born. A 2019 Brook-
ings papersays that histoncal-
ly, Persian-Judaie interactions
were fnendly as Imn was the

only country which did not
join  the Muslim-majority
states in opposing its creation.
Also, Iran fitted into Israel's
first Pime Mimster David
Ben-Gurion's  ‘Periphery
Doctrine’, which aimed at “a
political-secunty goal of coun-
tenng Arab hostility thmugh
relations  with  altemative
regional powers and potential
alies,” according to Israel
author Yossi Alpher

Ben-Gunon forged relation-
ships with non-Arab countries,
like Turkey and Iran, whose
rnulers, like Ismet Inonu and
Mohammed Reza Pahlavi (The
Shah), had pmo-Western orien-
tations. Dunng the Amb-Israeh
warsin 1967and 1973, the Imn-
Isrmel relations assumed strate-
gic depth, with joint projects
like Trans-Atlantic Oil. set upin
a secret Eilat-Ashkelon Oil
Pipeline at a time when Arab
oll producers had imposed
embargpes on Ismel

Apart from ‘Savak'-
Maossad inteligence cooper-
ation, a secret Israel-Iran
project named ‘Project
Flower' on advanced mis-
sile systems was also report-
edly going on, according to
The New Arab of October 23,
2023, quoting The New York
Times (April 1, 1986).

Amund this time, Iranian
leftist puerrillas led by the
Tudeh Party, and ‘Fedaian
guerrillas’, who were perse-
cuted by Savak, joined the
Palestinian  pro-left  Fatah
movement's camps in Jordan
and Lebanon for tmining in
guernlla warfare. They also
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HISTORICAL: Imnwas the only Muslim-majority country to noto ppose |srael's creation. FiLE moTo

participated with al-Fatah dur-
mgthe armed combat with the
[sraeh ammy However, this
leftist revolution petered out.

On the other hand, religious
groups led by Ayatollah
Ruhollah Ehomeini started
apitating after the faillure of
Pahlavi's “White Revolution',
which was meant to mod-
ermise the Imnian socety, The
Shah had to leave Iran on Jan-
uary 16, 1979, and Ehomeini
entered Iran on Febmuary 1to
lead a theocratic nation.

The first foreign leader to vis-
it Tran was Yasser Arafat, al-
Fatah leader on February 17,
1979, Arafat, who had suffered
acrushing defeat m 1970 while
attempting to takeover Jardan
{*Black September'), was look-
ing for a country to support
him, although Lebanon had
allonwed him to operate from its
goll, This was based on the
Novernber 2, 1960, Caimo agree-
ment, supported by Egypt's
President Gamal Abdel Nasser;
thmugh which Lebanon per-

[ran specialists of
that era say that the
creation of Islamic
Revolutionary
Guards Corps was
aresultof Arafat’s
suggestions through
Lebanese PLO
leader Naccache.

rmitted Arafat’s PLO to admin-
ister 16 official mefupees’
camps under the United
Nations Rebef & Works
Agency, where three lakh
Palestinian refugees ived.
Gradually,  these camps
became the traning pround of
evolutionanes of all hues,
including Irmndanreligious rey-
olutionaries like the Liberation
Meoverment of Iran, also called
the Islamic modernists, Iskam-
i-Marast Mujahidin-e-Khalk
and Islamst followers of Ayva
tollah Khomeini. Iran spedal-
ists of that era say that the cre
aton of Imns Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps
(TRGC) was aresult of Amfat’s
sugpestions through Lebanese
PLO leader Anmis MNaccache,
who had led the 1975 Vienna
kidnapping of OPEC oil minis-
ters through Caros the Jackal.
Naccache worked wath
Jalaleddin Farsi, whowas then
dose to Khomesni, to prevent a
coup against the latter in the
unsettled conditions m Iran.

Naceache later recruited Imad
Mughniveh, who mse to
become Hezbollah's top man
andorganised the Argentinian
bombings mn 1992 and 1904,

The IRGCis Iran’s leading
fighting force now, number-
mg nearly two lakh, with
OVETrseas responsibilities
through the Quds Force A
Council on Foreign Relations
paper, updated on April 17,
2024, says that it has region-
al allies in Bahrain, Iraq,
Lebanon (Hezbollah), Pales-
tinian territories {Hamas and
Islamic Jihad), Syria and
Yemen. The paper quotes a
2020 assessment by the Cen-
tre for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies that “the
IRGC has become the most
powerful controller of all
important economic sectors
across Iran” for funding
covert activities,

A December 2023 paper by
the Combating Temorism
Centre(CTC)at US West Point
Military Academy savs that
the IRGC does the crafting of
its overseas activities through
umbrella groups and joint
operations centres, It enlists
al-Fatah splinter groups and
leftist and Islamist groups
into a more loyal, militarily
mhesive and politically
responsivenebwork under the
IRGC contmol, The first exper-
iment wasin 1991, when itere
ated the Ten Resistance
Organisation at the Tehran-
gponsored “World Conference
in Support of the Islamic Rev-
alution in Palestine”,

In September 2023, Hamas
and Palestimian Jihad started a

Joint operations room (JOR) in
Berrut. Another joint opers
tional centre of the Hezbollah
and Hamas had been function-
mg since 2021, As per the CTC,
this JOR utlises Lebanese
Hezbollah as a coordmator
between Iran, other Iranian
prosdes in Irag Syria and
Yemen and Palestinian groups.

The CTC paper also quotes
Yahya al-Sinwar, Hamas' Gaza
lead military commander, pro-
claiming in November 2018
that the JOR would form the
nudaisof the Army of Liber-
ation’. Consequently, the JOR
undertook joint operations by
firing rockets at Israel in
November 2018 and n 2019,

Surprisingly, the CTC also
reproduces Impressive propd:
ganda papers ciculated
through JOR Telegram Chan-
nels commumications, dated
Devember20, 2020,on the types
of exerases, inchuding launch-
ing mckets, simulating taking
IDF hostage from a tank, raid-
mg small structures, deploving
an Iranlan-marde Misagh MAN-
PADS and using Imnian-made
AMb0riftes. The paper refers to
videos from the dnllon sinilat-
ed combat divers miding
coastal targets and JOR fight-
ers inferdicting mock Israeh
seg-bome forees. It also quotes
Jee Truzman writing in Long
Wars Jourmnal on December 27,
2020, about these exercises,

All these were found utilised
by the Hamas dunng the Octo-
berT, 2023, attacks, What, then,
was Israel intelligence doing
when such information was
publicly available since 20207
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Poll-time focus on as

LUV PURI
JOURNALIST AND AUTHOR

OLLING has been

completed in parts

of the Jammu

region, which has

two Lok Sabha
seats (Jammu and Udham-
pur), while the three con-
stituences primarily m
Kashmir (Baramulla, Anant-
nag-Rajouri and Srinagar)
and one in Ladakh will go to
the polls in May. One needs
to pay attentionto the issues
that have arsen in this bor-
der repion during the ongo-
ing elections — the first par-
liamentary battle in J&K
amnd Ladakh since the abro-
gation of Article 370 on
August 5, 2019,

Though the state-tumed-UT
has only five seats, J&K's
electoral impact on national
politics is, at times, dispropor-
tionate. It provides an entire
mosaicof issues that are lever-
aged in the Hindi heartlamd.
National secunty concerns
impacted the national elece
tions in 2019 aswell as in 1999,
The Balalot amrstrikes after
the Pulwama terror attack

gave an edge to the BJP in
some states in the 2019 polls,
while the victory in the Kargil
War helped the party in the

General Election held in Sep-
tember-October 1999, Many
soldiers serving in J&K come
from electorally significant
states like: Harvana,
Rajasthan, Punjab, Uttar
Pradesh, West Bengal and
Bihar While the BJP has
repeatedly  described  the
abrogation of Article 370 as its
achievement, the narratve on
this ssue was relatively mut-
ed dunng campaigning for
the Udhampur and Jammu
seats that went to the polls on
April 19 and 26, respectively.
The matter has minimal reso-
nance m these areas. The
Conpgress narmative revolved
amund issues mentioned in
its manifesto, including the
promise of the restoration of
J&K s statehood.

With regard to the Lok Sab-
ha seats primarily in the
Eashmir valley, the implica-
tions of the Delimitation
Commission report, released
n 2022, are becoming evi-
dent. The panel merged
parts of the Anantna g parlia-
mentary seat with the Mus-
hm-majority Rapouri and
Pooneh district s, which were
earher mcuded in the Hin-
du-majority Jammu-Poonch
parliamentary constituency.
De facto, two culturally dis-
tinet Muslim-majority areas
on either side of the Pir Pan-
jal mountain range were
combined to form a parlia-
mentary constituency
{(Anantnag-Rajouri), Some
observers viewed the previ-
ous seat, compnsing Hindu-
majonty Jammu distriet and
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Mushm-majority  Rajouri-
Poonchbelt, asa secularising
and stabilising force in a sen-
sitive region.

Moreover, the Anantnag-
Rapun constituency, which
goes to the polls in the third
phase on Mav 7. 15 proving to
be a logistical night mare for
the candidates and their par-
ties, For instance, if someone
has to travel from Poonch to
Anantnag, it takes around 11
hours by road. through the
Jammu-Udhampur National
Highway 1A or through Reasi
district. The only road that
oonnects Jammu's Rajouri-
Poonch with the EKashmir
valley's Anantnag is the his-
toric Mughal road, but it
remains snow-clad for nearly
seven months,

The mamn stakeholders,

pirations of J&K, Lad

BORDER CONTEST: k&K hasfive Lok Sabha seats, including the postdelimitation AnantnagRajoun constituency Fm

Sonam Wangchuks
campaign has
brought global

attentionto
environmental
concerns of Ladakh.

the National Conference
(NCy and the People's
Democratic Party (PDP),
have strongly opposed the
demand to defer the May 7
poll in Anantnag-Rajouri,
evenas some parties, includ-
mg the BJP — which does-
n't even have a candidate for
this seat — are keen on a
postponement. Within the
sepment, the contest is
between NC candidate Mian
Altaf a scion of an influen-
tial Gupar family, and for-
mer CM and PDP leader
Mehbooba Mufti, Gupars,
with at least one-third pres-
ence in Rajouri-Poonch, had
opposed the granting of ST
gtatus to the Pahans, as they
feared that it would eat into
their reservation pie. The
BJP has not fielded any can-

akh residents

didate on the three Muslim-
majority seats in J&K

The NCis the favourite for
the Baramulla and Srinagar
seats. Party president Omar
Abdullah, who 15 contesting
from Baramulla, faces Peo-
ple’s Conference leader
Sajad Lone, who has elec
toral influence particularly
in the Kupwara area of the
constituency. He and the
Apni Party's Altaf Bukhan
have trned to cobble up a
coalition on both seats, but
the NC as well as the PDP
have labelled them as prox-
5 of the BJP In Srinagar,
the NC has fielded Aga Syed
Ruhullah Mehdi, a Shia cler-
ic, who faces the PDP's
Waheed-ur-Rehman Parra,
who was arrested in 2020
and jailed for 19 months
under the UAPA (Unlawful
Artivities Prevention Act).
The NC and the PDP are
seeking votes to “restore the
dignity of Kashmiris” in
Parliament. After a long
time, Kashmir-centric
1ssues, such as the release of
political prisoners, are part
of the poll discourse.

separated from J&K as a
consequence of the Jammu
and Kashmir Reorganisa-
tion Act, 2019, the Ladakh
parliamentary segment, fac
ing the Chmna-controlled
Tibetan plateau amd Pak-
istan-controlled Gilgit-
Baltistan, has its own is5ues.
The Ladakhi population
meludes 46.4 per cent Mus-
lims, 39.7 per cent Buddhists
and 12.1 per cent Hindus.

In terms of tangible political
goals, the leadership in Leh
and Kargil demands the
application of a North East-
centne Sixth Schedule of the
Constitution for Ladakh to
protect the fmgile ecosystem
of the region, as they fear
being imindated by outsiders
and industrial development.
Activist Sonam Wangehuk's
campaipn, which has given
vivid details of the receding
glaciers that feed the entire
Indus basin and theimpact on
regional ecology, has brought
mtemational attention to the
environmental issue. The
mmpact 5 visible, as the BJP
has dropped MP Jamyang
Teermg Nampval and grven
the ticket to Tashi Gyalson,
who 15 the charman-cum-
chief executive councillor of
the Ladakh Autonomous
Hill Development Council in
Leh. Hectic efforts among
various stakeholders within
the Opposition — Kargil's
prominent mstitutions
Islamia School and Khomeni
Trust School, and the Con-
gress — are continuing to
pick a joint candidate.

A cobhesive and participa-
tory relationship between
the heartland and the
periphery 15 necessary as an
antidote to secessonist
demands or ethnic fissures
and to ensure sustainable
peace. This can only be done
by being sensitive to the
1s5ues that have been high-
lighted during the elections
and that should inform poli-
cymaking in the future.
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