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Will show of unity 
make a difference?

Conundrum of Mumbai 

This refers to the article ‘Has Mumbai
missed the growth-job bus?’ (Apr 1). In 

fact history repeats itself. Any city's growth 
as well as decline and fall depends on 
many factors. Once upon a time Kolkata 
used to be the biggest city of Asia and 
more industrialised than Europe. But today 
its prosperity and glamour has faded. The 
writer’s  concerns about Mumbai are 
genuine and justified as millions find their 
bread and butter from this great city. It 
should grow and develop further for the 
betterment of the nation. 

Sudhakar Pandey, Mira Road 

Subsidise RWH 

The acute drinking water crisis in
Bengaluru, highlighted by a shortage of 

about 2000 million litres per day, 
underscores the urgency of adopting 
sustainable water management practices 
like rainwater harvesting (RWH). Despite 
mandates like the BWSSB Amendment Bill 
2021, RWH adoption remains low. Offering 
tax incentives for RWH systems could 

incentivise citizens, aligning with calls for 
greater awareness of rainwater 
haravesting’s long-term benefits. Emulating 
Odisha's subsidy model could further 
bolster adoption rates statewide, 
conserving groundwater and enhancing 
environmental sustainability. With 
concerted efforts, Bengaluru can mitigate 
its water crisis by RWH and can contribute 
to sustainable water management, 
ensuring a more resilient future. 

Dr Vijaykumar HK, Raichur 

GI tags are an honour 

It is a matter of pride that 60 traditional
products from across India, including the 

quintessential drink Banaras thandai, have 
been granted Geographical Indication (GI). 
This is a significant occasion towards 
cultural preservation of such products in 
the country, and it is a strategic move in 
attracting global recognition of India’s 
diverse heritage. The ripple effects of this 
award will likely foster greater appreciation 
and demand for traditional crafts and 
contributing to sustainable development of 
local communities. GI tags cut across states 
and their cultures and communities, and 
each GI tag is a testament to the diversity 
of India. 

Ranganathan Sivakumar, Chennai 

Shine in the sun 

The Guiding Light article ‘Spiritually
Ecliptical’ (Mar 30) calls a spade a 

spade, metaphysically. We’re living in a 
time where secrets are being revealed and 
the earth is being cleansed. It’s a wake-up 
call for all of us to have spiritual awareness 
and understand the darkness as well as the 
light. Let’s keep our eyes and hearts open 
as we navigate through these challenging 
times. We are in the age of knowing. Stay 
strong and stay informed, friends. The 
universe is flooding with light and energy, 
igniting a powerful process of cellular 
purification within us all. Step beyond the 
illusions of the past and into a realm of 
quantum healing and reality-shifting 
beyond the confines of the matrix. As the 
matrix crumbles, remember that high 
frequencies are your ally in this journey of 
evolution. Release the old programming 
and embrace the light that will elevate your 
spirit and soul. The choice is yours — will 
you allow this divine attunement to renew 
and transform the society you live in? 

Ramswarth Acharya, Thane

The India Employment Re-
port 2024 was published last 
week. It has a comprehen-

sive, in-depth analysis contained 
in a 300-page report published 
jointly by the Geneva based Inter-
national Labour Organization 
(ILO) and Delhi based Institute for 
Human Development (IHD). This 
is actually the third major report 
by ILO-IHD on labour and employ-
ment issues in India, the first two 
being published in 2014 (workers 
and globalisation) and 2016 (em-
ployment in manufacturing led 
growth). The data used in the pres-
ent report is mostly from govern-
ment sources, covering a period of  
more than two decades since 2000. 
Prior to 2018 the main source of  
the data was the quinquennial 
survey of  employment conditions, 
and thereafter it is the quarterly 
reporting of  the periodic labour 
force survey (PLFS). Granular 
data at the unit level is available to 
all researchers and the present re-
port goes into great detail to gain 
insights. 

Before we examine the main 
findings of  the report, it is impor-
tant to remember definitions. The 
labour force participation rate 
(LFPR) is those of  working age in 
the population (15 years and older) 
who are working or seeking work. 

It is important to note that while 
India’s population growth has 
slowed down to 0.8% per year, its 
labour force is still expanding at 
more than 2% annually. Thus, the 
people in the working age group 
are a relatively fast expanding 
bulge. From this bulge we first 
look at what is happening to LFPR 
over past two decades. The worker 
participation ratio (WPR) is the 
proportion of  working age people 
who are working. The rest are un-
employed, and hence the unem-
ployment rate is the share of  those 
in the labour force who do not 
have work and are seeking work.  

Now to the main findings. The 
dismal long-term trend is that un-
til 2019 all three ratios LFPR, WPR 
and unemployment rate were 
moving in an adverse direction. 
Participation rate was dropping, 
and unemployment rate was ris-
ing. This is dismal because it 
means that the growing economy 
was not generating work or jobs 
for the ever-expanding work force. 
During 2000 to 2012, the economy 
expanded at the rate of  6.2% per 
year, but jobs grew only at 1.6%. 
This became worse between 2012 
and 2019 (i.e. until the pre-covid 
year) when average economic 
growth was 6.7%, but job growth 
was just 0.1%.  

This is the classic case of  jobless 
growth. What does this mean? It 
means economic productivity 
measured as unit of  GDP per 
worker has been increasing, elim-
inating the need for extra workers. 
It also means that GDP growth is 
more capital intensive, employing 
more machines per worker. This is 

particularly stark in the manufac-
turing sector of  the GDP. In manu-
facturing for the entire period of  
2000 till 2019, employment growth 
was merely 1.7% per annum 
whereas manufacturing output 
grew at 7.5%. By comparison the 
services sector employment 
growth was nearly 3% per year, 
thus providing jobs. Particularly 
construction work responded very 
well to economic growth during 
2000 to 2019. 

The growth process is supposed 
to absorb the surplus labour in 
agriculture into manufacturing 
and services. This is called struc-

tural transformation of  the econo-
my. It can be aided by rising ex-
ports too. The share of  export of  
goods and services in GDP was 
just 6.3% back in 1984 and is now 
at 22% in 2022.  

This expansion in global market 
opportunities should have meant 
more employment in India, a pat-
tern we would have witnessed if  
we had focused on labour 
intensive exports. Indeed, that was 
the story of  export led growth in 
most of  East Asia starting five 
decades ago with Japan, and still 
continuing with countries like 
Vietnam. India somehow missed 
the bus, firstly with its initial ex-
port pessimism, and then being 
wary of  joining global value 
chains. This is likely to change in 
the coming years. But now there 

are new challenges, as trade barri-
ers go up due to geopolitical rea-
sons, and automation threatens to 
eliminate jobs even in labour in-
tensive sectors.  

Manufacturing employment re-
mains stuck at 12-14% of  the work-
force for over two decades. The 
reason for non-absorption of  new 
workers into manufacturing are 
many, not least because manufac-
turing still has a bias of  more cap-
ital intensity. But a big and persist-
ing problem is that of  skills mis-
match. The education sector is 
failing potential employers, be-
cause the students who come out 

of  schools and colleges are not em-
ployable. No wonder the bulk of  
unemployment is among the 
youth. A whopping 83% of  the un-
employed are youth i.e. under the 
age of  34. Above that age the 
chance of  getting a job improve 
dramatically, even though the job 
may not be high paying. The youth 
constitute 27% of  the population 
and due to the ageing process, this 
number will decline to 23% by 
2036. Since India’s gross enroll-
ment rate in colleges will keep ris-
ing, those youth will not be part of  
the labour force, and hence LFPR 
might decline somewhat.  

But youth unemployment re-
mains a stubbornly difficult chal-
lenge. It tripled from 5.7% to 17.5% 
in 2019 and decline a bit to 12.1% 
in 2022. The problem of  youth un-

employment is inversely correlat-
ed with education. In 2022, the 
youth unemployment rate for 
those who cannot read or write 
was 3.4%, for those who have sec-
ondary or higher-level education 
was 18.4% and those who are grad-
uates it was 29.1%. This is the 
highest countrywide educated 
youth unemployment we have 
ever had. The causative factors are 
many, but chief  among them is 
lack of  skill building and voca-
tional training. It is the failure of  
our teaching and skill imparting 
institutions. Since a lot of  voca-
tional skills and learning happens 
on the job and the shop floor, it is 
time to aggressively pursue the ap-
prenticeship programme, which is 
portable across the country. It 
should not force the apprentice 
employer to make the job holder 
permanent.  

There are many useful nuggets 
of  insights and information in the 
ILO-IHD report as also recommen-
dations for policy makers. The 
main thrust of  policy is to incen-
tivise investment which maximis-
es jobs per dollar, not just exports 
or total production value. Simulta-
neously the National Education 
Policy 2020 can be oriented to 
focus much more on 
employability, skill intensity, col-
laboration with employers and ex-
periential learning. The next 
decade should be a decade of  in-
vesting in enhancing India’s hu-
man capital.  

Dr Ajit Ranade is a noted Pune-based 
economist. Syndicate: The Billion Press 

(email: editor@thebillionpress.org)

There is clearly a huge confi-
dence deficit in the Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi-

led Bharatiya Janata Party. If  the 
BJP was sure of  itself, would it get 
Jharkhand Chief  Minister He-
mant Soren, Bharat Rashtra 
Samithi’s Kalvakuntla Kavitha 
and Delhi Chief  Minister Arvind 
Kejriwal arrested by the Enforce-
ment Directorate or Central Bu-
reau of  Investigation in the run-
up to the Parliamentary elections? 

The onslaught on Opposition 
leaders inevitably sends a message 
that Modi is not confident of  be-
coming the PM for a third straight 
term. Modi and his men are pub-
licly boasting of  winning 370 seats 
and the BJP-led National Demo-
cratic Alliance romping home 
with 400 Members of  Parliament, 
but in reality they are wracked by 
self-doubt and are full of  appre-
hensions. If  it isn’t so, why is the 
Modi regime determined to hold 
Opposition-mukt elections so as to 
ensure a BJP victory? 

Modi is very sharp, extremely in-
telligent and an uncompromising, 
hardcore realist. By no stretch of  
the imagination does he live in a 
make-believe or illusionary world. 

He knows too well that the elec-
torate is not going to vote for the 
BJP blindly and unquestioningly. 
He is India’s tallest and most 
charismatic leader no doubt, but 
he is fully aware that his face and 
persona are not enough to carry 
the BJP to the shores of  victory. 

Modi knows that the public will 
cast its vote after assessing the 
government’s performance. Job-
lessness is at an all-time high. And 
amid the unemployment crisis 
and stagnant income of  those who 
are lucky enough to have jobs, 
prices of  essential commodities 
are going through the roof, 
making life unbearable.  

Inequality is becoming more 
glaring with every passing day, 
with the rich becoming richer and 
the poor poorer. Modi and compa-
ny are obviously factoring in all 
this in their internal assessments 
of  the BJP’s prospects at the hus-
tings, making them jittery. 

The situation is so grim that the 
BJP is even fielding former chief  
ministers in the coming Lok Sab-
ha elections; Madhya Pradesh’s 
Shivraj Singh Chouhan and Kar-
nataka’s Basavaraj Bommai are 
prime examples. Moreover, har-
ried and restless top leaders are 
burning the midnight oil deci-
phering the caste arithmetic in 
seat after seat to know what lies in 
store for party candidates. 

The BJP is suffering from such 
acute insecurity that the Income 
Tax department has reopened as-
sessment proceedings against the 

Congress Party for accounts sub-
mitted in 1994-95! This is like dig-
ging out corpses for post-mortem 
examination three decades after 
burial.  

On the one hand, Modi and other 
BJP leaders accuse the Congress 
of  being corrupt and a party of  
thieves and robbers. And on the 
other, the BJP is embracing lead-
ers with criminal records. 

It has just inducted Janardhan 
Reddy who has 20 police cases 
against him, including nine CBI 
cases for looting forests and mines 

— and attempting to pay a bribe of  
Rs 40 crore to a judge for bail! Such 
defections reinforce the Opposi-
tion’s description of  the ruling 
party as a washing machine 
through which tainted leaders 
pass to emerge spotlessly clean. 
Last week, the CBI filed a closure 
report in a massive corruption 
case against Praful Patel, who had 
crossed over to the BJP eight 
months ago. Naveen Jindal is an-
other feather in the BJP’s cap. The 
Congress MP from Haryana, who 
is a ‘Coalgate’ accused, crossed 
over to the BJP along with his 
mother, Savitri Jindal, to work 
alongside Modi in developing In-
dia. So what’s driving the BJP to 

court politicians belonging to oth-
er parties mired in landmark cor-
ruption cases and taking them un-
der its wing? 

In the Parliamentary elections 
post Indira Gandhi’s 
assassination in 1984, the Con-
gress party had won more than 400 
seats. Since then, no other party or 
coalition has broken that record. 
For three decades after 1984, no 
single party could even win 272 
seats to a form a government on 
its own. But in 2014 the BJP got 282 
seats by encashing the Congress 

party’s myriad failures and prom-
ising “achchhe din” (good days). 
And in 2019, the BJP increased its 
tally to a mind-boggling 303 by ex-
ploiting the massacre of  central 
forces in Pulwama to the hilt.  

Before the bloodbath in Pulwa-
ma, the BJP was projected to win 
far fewer seats. But Pulwama was 
a game-changer. After the inaugu-
ration of  the Ram temple in Ayod-
hya on January 22, the BJP had 
hoped to trigger an electoral 
tsunami in April-May. That’s why 
immediately after the temple’s 
launch the BJP started announc-
ing from housetops that it would 
bag 370 seats singlehandedly and 
the NDA’s tally would cross 400, 

signalling Hindutva’s victory over 
secular-liberal India. 

But for a pragmatic party like 
the BJP it didn’t take long to re-
alise that winning a two-thirds 
majority is no child’s play. There is 
hardly any scope for the BJP to 
wrest more seats in north India 
than it already has under its belt. 
And in states like Tamil Nadu, 
Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Telan-
gana and Punjab it simply doesn’t 
have the organisational band-
width to increase its tally. In 2019, 
the BJP had bagged 25 out of  28 
seats in Karnataka. But with Sid-
daramiah-Shivakumar now at the 
helm, it won’t be surprising if  the 
BJP wins fewer seats. And despite 
BJP rule in Maharashtra in al-
liance with Eknath Shinde’s Shiv 
Sena and Ajit Pawar’s Nationalist 
Congress Party, NDA is unlikely to 
go anywhere near its 2019 tally of  
41 seats out of  48. Similarly in Bi-
har, where NDA bagged 39 seats 
out of  40, the current picture is 
nowhere as rosy despite Nitish 
Kumar’s return to the NDA. 

All this explains the BJP’s crisis 
of  confidence, acute insecurity 
and debilitating doubts ahead of  
the hour of  reckoning. The BJP is 
panicky before the moment of  
truth and is therefore resorting to 
every trick it can to somehow re-
tain power which it fears is slip-
ping out of  its hand. 

The author is an independent, 
Pegasused reporter and commentator 

on foreign policy and domestic politics

LETTERS 
TO THE EDITOR

Dear reader, 
We are eager to know your opinions, comments and 
suggestions. Write to letters@fpj.co.in with the title of the 
letter in the subject line. Using snail mail? Send your letters 
to The Free Press Journal, Free Press House, Free Press 
Marg, 215 Nariman Point, Mumbai 400021.

The growth process is supposed to absorb the surplus 
labour in agriculture into manufacturing and services

Every one of  us wishes 
for freedom. Free-
dom, which is infinite 

and limitless! 
It is unfortunate, that we 

look only for outer freedom, 
whereas true freedom lies 
within.  

“If  you desire to attain 
grace and freedom of  heart, 
let the free offering of  your-
self  into the hands of  God 
precede your every action. 
This is why so few are in-
wardly free and enlightened 
— they know not how to 
renounce themselves 
entirely.” Isn’t that a 
beautiful thought 
— to attain inward 
freedom through ut-
ter renuncia-
tion? How 
many of  us are capable of  
giving up something to at-
tain true freedom? 

May I ask you, what is 
your idea of  true freedom? 
Is it to live and act and do as 
you please? Is it to fulfill all 
your aspirations and de-
sires? Is it to indulge your 
every whim and fancy? Or 
is it something that tran-
scends all this? 

The desire to be free, to 
feel free to pursue one’s 
goals and desires is an in-
nate human aspiration. 

Deep within each one of  
us is an innate desire for 
freedom. For some of  us it is 
merely felt as a material de-
sire to be free from financial 
restrictions, to be able to 
possess whatever we crave 

for. This may be a new car, a 
better job or even an expen-
sive holiday abroad. For oth-
ers, the desire is more ma-
ture, more elevated: we 
wish to achieve true peace, 
joy or love. Whether it is 
freedom from want or free-
dom from worldly cares, the 
desire to be free is simply 
part of  human nature. 

We must realise once and 
for all: no one else is to 
blame for our present condi-
tion. We have built it with 

our own thoughts and 
desires generated in 

the near or distant 
past. Therefore, I tell 

my friends again 
and again: “Change 

your 
thoughts, and 

you can change your 
karma. Change your karma 
and you will change the con-
ditions in which you live.” 

You are the architect of  
your own destiny. You are 
the builder of  your own fate. 
Every thought, emotion, 
wish, action, creates karma: 
we have been creating kar-
ma for millions, perhaps bil-
lions of  years.  

To believe in ourselves, to 
believe that we are the ar-
chitects of  our own destiny 
is true inner freedom! 

Dada J P Vaswani is a 
humanitarian, philosopher, 
educator, acclaimed writer, 

powerful orator, messiah of 
ahimsa, and non-sectarian 

spiritual leader

Seek True  
Inner Freedom

— Dada JP Vaswani
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Tel Aviv, March 16. A crisis with possible military implications 
was today developing on the central Palestine front. Israeli 
Foreign Office sources said they had information that Arab Legion 
forces were taking over frontline positions in the Iraqi-held area.

NEW PALESTINE CRISIS

The mega Opposition rally at the historic Ramlila 
Maidan in Delhi, just weeks ahead of  the Lok Sabha 
election, was a huge show of  unity that has sadly 

been eluding the I.N.D.I.A alliance in the last few months. 
The arrest of  two chief  ministers Arvind Kejriwal and He-
mant Soren and the freezing of  Congress accounts by the 
Income Tax department proved to be the trigger for this 
massive show of  strength which essentially stressed on the 
necessity for a free and fair election. The ‘Save Democracy’ 
(Loktantra bachao) and ‘End Dictatorship’ (Tanashahi 
hatao) rally saw speaker after speaker taking on the Naren-
dra Modi government over the alleged misuse of  investiga-
tive agencies, the arrest of  top leaders, the alleged subver-
sion of  the Constitution, tax terrorism in the form of  freez-
ing accounts of  Opposition parties, the purported scam 
over electoral bonds and the EVM ‘tampering’ issue. Lead-
ers and representatives of  28 parties came together braving 
the scorching summer heat. Even the Trinamool Congress 
representatives categorically asserted that their party was 
very much part of  the I.N.D.I.A bloc despite indications to 
the contrary when Mamata Banerjee unilaterally an-
nounced candidates for all the 42 Lok Sabha seats in West 
Bengal without taking her alliance partners into confi-
dence. While the Trinamool Congress and the Aam Aadmi 
Party have been blowing hot and cold over seat sharing 
with the Congress in Bengal and Punjab respectively, the 
Ramlila Maidan mega rally witnessed a rare show of  soli-
darity to protest the arrest of  Kejriwal by the Enforcement 
Directorate. His wife Sunita Kejriwal and Hemant Soren’s 
wife Kalpana took centrestage at the rally organised by the 
Delhi and Punjab units of  AAP. Congress leader Rahul 
Gandhi used the match-fixing metaphor to target the BJP 
and Modi, saying the umpires (Election Commission) had 
been bought over to ensure victory for the ruling party. The 
BJP was quick to dismiss the rally as a desperate bid to pro-
tect a family and the corrupt ,with PM Modi also raising the 
issue at his rally in Meerut when he promised to double 
down on the corrupt, however influential they may be. It re-
mains to be seen who wins this battle of  perception. If  the 
crowds at the Ramlila Maidan are anything to go by, the 
fight will be quite interesting but perhaps this show of  Op-
position unity has come a little too late in the day. 

Island row

As Tamil Nadu gears up for the Lok Sabha election 
to be held in the first phase on April 19, the tiny is-
land of  Katchatheevu between India and Sri Lanka 

has become a key talking point. The BJP, which has been 
desperately seeking to make an electoral dent in the south-
ern state, has raked up Katchatheevu to embarrass the 
DMK government. The disputed island had been given to 
Sri Lanka by the then Congress government headed by In-
dira Gandhi in 1974. Tamil Nadu BJP chief  K Annamalai 
had through an RTI application sought details on the deci-
sion to hand over the island. This appeared in the local me-
dia and Prime Minister Narendra Modi was quick to latch 
on to it accusing the Congress government of  callously giv-
ing away the island.  

Katchatheevu, a disputed territory between India and Sri 
Lanka since British times, was attached to the Madras 
Presidency by the imperial rulers. However, after Indepen-
dence there was a dispute over fishing rights around the is-
land. In a bid to strengthen ties with Sri Lanka, Indira 
Gandhi ceded the island under the Indo-Sri Lanka Mar-
itime agreement. To this day Indian fishermen who go to 
the area are mostly from Tamil Nadu. The then DMK gov-
ernment in the state had protested the agreement and sub-
sequent governments have also continued to raise the 
issue. Last year, too, Chief  Minister M K Stalin had flagged 
the issue with PM Modi ahead of  Lankan PM Ranil Wick-
remesinghe’s visit. Many TN fishermen are regularly ar-
rested by the Sri Lankan authorities around the island and 
Stalin had bemoaned the threat to their livelihoods. The 
BJP is hoping to make Katchatheevu a key issue ahead of  
polling day by embarrassing the DMK which is an ally of  
the Congress in the state. The Congress has accused the 
BJP of  having no achievements to show, questioned the 
timing of  the controversy, and wondered why the PM had 
not taken up the issue over the last ten years. It remains to 
be seen if  Katchatheevu will have any electoral traction.

MIKA’S MATRIX

Lots of divine miracles your way, Sheetal Sapan Mhatre.

LORD GANESH
MESSAGE FOR THE DAY

Tip for the day: Focus on Lord Ganesha's
image and say "Lord Ganesha please walk ahead of me 
so that all the obstacles from my life will be uplifted".

A day of financial planning, banking transactions, 
maintaining balance, luxury, mother healing.

You will be asked to act as a mediator to resolve 
conflict. Take the mid way rather than being 
stubborn. Some of you may receive cashback, 
discounts or cash gifts. Mothers in heaven are 
sending love. You will do shopping and invest in 
yourself. I loved the pink flowers.

The BJP is panicky before the moment of truth and is 
therefore resorting to every trick it can to somehow 

retain power which it fears is slipping out of its hand

GUIDING LIGHT

Employment growth much slower than economy

Ahead of the elections, is BJP in throes of doubt?

THOUGHT FOR THE DAY: Love recognises no barriers. It jumps hurdles, 
leaps fences, penetrates walls to arrive at its destination full of hope.  

— MAYA ANGELOU
MUMBAI | TUESDAY | APRIL 2, 2024

Fiscal  Prudence 
÷Ajit Ranade

Heart of  the Matter 
÷S N M Abdi





Certain events in history
are not forgettable but
unfortunately have pa-
led into oblivion with

the passage of time. The merger
of the princely state of Hyder-
abad (in the Deccan) is one such
paradoxical exception that had
taken place about 75 years ago.

Choudhry Rahmat Ali, a
Punjabi Gujjar Muslim, while
studying law in England in the
early 1930s had first coined the
word Osmanistan for a pro-
posed monarchy in the Deccan. 

Ali was also credited with
the term ‘Pakistan’, being the
acronym of the provinces of the
north-western part of the British
Indian Empire, which would be
the homeland for the Indian
Muslims. For the portion of
Bengal, and Assam, he coined
Bang-i-Islam (Islam in Bengal).

Among the princely states
during the British Raj, Hyder-
abad was the largest in terms of
size, more than 82,000 sq miles,
almost one-quarter the size of
present-day Pakistan. 

It had a population of
around 16 million. If the coastal
rim of peninsular India is like-
ned to the visible lace of a neck-
lace, and the cluster of present-
day Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and
Kerala to an oversized gem
hanging heavy at the bottom,
then the hollow [neck] of it can
fairly be equated with what
Hyderabad was.

As the British were about to
leave India, most of the princely
states had agreed to the draft
Standstill Agreement with the
would-be Dominions of India or
Pakistan.

As the name suggests, the
Standstill Agreement ~ which
was to be signed between a
princely state and the Dominion
of India or Pakistan -guaranteed
the status quo as that had exist-
ed between the British Crown
and a vassal princely state. 

Technically speaking, it
called for status quo of Adminis-
trative Arrangements for “com-
mon cause”. The British Crown
had had the ultimate say on
three matters ~ defence, com-
munications and external affairs
~ while dealing with the native
rulers. 

Once the princely rulers
enter into the Agreement with
the Dominion of India or Pak-
istan, they would recognize the
paramountcy of the Dominion.

By 15 August 1947, Hyder-
abad did not sign the agreement
but sought time. Hyderabad did
not have any exit to Pakistan or
to the sea. It was landlocked by

India on all sides. 
On the other hand, the

Maharaja of Jammu and Kash-
mir, offered to sign the agree-
ment with both India and
Pakistan, being contagious with
both. 

If Hyderabad had a Muslim
ruler over a largely Hindu popu-
lation, for Jammu and Kashmir,
it was just the opposite. Pakistan
responded tele-
graphically to the
Maharaja. 

But the pact
did not materialize
with India, as the
Indian side insist-
ed on installation
of a responsible
government, whi-
ch meant rule by
the National Con-
ference or its lea-
der Sheikh Abdul-
lah, arguably the
most popular po-
litician in that
state at that point
of time.

History will judge whether
India’s initial reluctance to sign
the Standstill Agreement with
the Maharaja proved to be detri-
mental, and if so then by how
much, to both India and J&K
particularly when Pakistan
exploited this vacuum to send
army regulars and the tribal
fighters of the NWFP right up to
Poonch in October 1947. 

Srinagar came within a
whisker of being overrun by
Pakistani invaders. Negotiations
went on, and so crucial time
went by, between the state of
J&K and the India Union on the
Instrument of Accession so that
on signing the same, India could
enjoy much-needed legitimate
authority to send troops to Sri-
nagar.

However, at the last moment,
the Maharaja conceded authority
to India; the Indian army reached
Srinagar on 26 October 1947 and
the Maharaja escaped death by
the skin of his teeth.

On encountering the chal-
lenges of addressing the con-
cerns of the princely states ~
varying on multiple dimensions,
size, ethnicity, geographical
position, attitude, amount of
pension and biases of the rulers
etc. ~ in his initial years in India,
Lord Mountbatten wrote after-
wards, “Nothing had been said
to me in London…   I had been
given no inkling that it was
going to be as hard, if not hard-
er, to solve as that of British
India.” [pg-357, The Accession
Of The States/ The Great Divide,
by H.D. Hodson, e-book].

As stated, 26 October 1947
is an important date in our his-
tory. On this day, India had
finally got Srinagar. In the far
south, His Exalted Highness the
‘Nizam’ [meaning Administra-
tor] of Hyderabad was almost
close to signing the Standstill
Agreement with India. [All other
heads of princely states were
addressed as ‘His Highness’, but

the Nizam was
given the addition-
al honorific title of
‘Exalted’ reflecting
the special status
conferred upon
him by the British
Crown. Mir
Osman Ali Khan,
the seventh and
last Nizam of the
Asaf Jahi dynasty,
was also one of the
richest men of the
world in his time].

On that day,
his delegation
went up to him to
present a typed

draft for his signature, which he
had orally approved, and his
cabinet consented to, before the
team would fly to Delhi. With-
out citing any reason, Nizam
postponed signing.

But this was as if it had not
been enough to compound the
uncertainty in the prospect of
Accession. 

Inspired by the stories of
the Pakistani invasion in Kash-
mir, at 3 am of 27 October, a
pro-Pakistani mob surrounded
the houses where the delegates
of the Nizam were staying. 

Slowly but steadily, Majlis-
e-Ittehad-ul-Muslimeen or in
short, “Ittehad” (literally mean-
ing a union in Urdu) had gath-
ered so much strength as to call
the shots. 

They threatened physical
actions should the delegation
make any attempt to sign any
pact with India. The Prime Min-
ister of Hyderabad (the Nawab
of Chhatari) of the Nizam’s
Executive Council himself was a
member of the delegation and
he too became a hostage. No
Hyderabad police were present.

At 5 am that day, the Hyder-
abad PM called in the army and
the delegates were evacuated.
Three hours later, the Nizam
directed the delegates to defer
their departure to Delhi. 

The fate of Hyderabad slip-
ped through the hands of the
Nizam into those of uncertainty.
Ittehad leader Qasim Razvi ~ not
a Hyderabadi but of the United
Provinces ~ became the de facto
leader of Hyderabad. This event

is referred to as the October
Coup.

On 1 November, the Nizam
replaced the Nawab of Chhatari
with Mir Laik Ali, an Ittehad
sympathiser, as the Prime Min-
ister of his cabinet. 

Hyderabad absolutely slid
into a pro-Pakistani state. On 29
November, the new delegation
of the Nizam signed the Stand-
still Agreement, without any sig-
nificant changes. 

The Standstill Agreement
affirmed in the preamble the
aim of both sides to work toge-
ther. Article one said that all
arrangements of common con-
cerns including defence, exter-
nal affairs and communication
that had existed between the
British Crown and the Nizam
would continue with India. This
was a sort of association and
surely not accession. 

The second article provid-
ed for an exchange of resident
representatives in Delhi and
Hyderabad. 

The third article ~ another
most prejudicial to the interest
of India ~ called for cessation of
paramountcy functions of the
India or what the British Crown
would enjoy. The fourth allowed
the scope for arbitration. The
agreement had a life of a year,
as the fifth article said.

Without exaggeration, the
Agreement fell far short of what
India had earlier desired. The
Indian side had hoped that
eventually the Nizam would fall
in line. K.M. Munshi served as
the Agent (representative) of
India in Hyderabad. 

He was steadfast in his mis-
sion, much to the dislike of Gov-
ernor General Lord Mountbat-
ten, the chief negotiator and
conciliator on behalf of the
Dominion of India.

Despite all these conces-
sions from India, anti-India feel-
ings of the Ittehad were brewing
up. India delayed release of Pak-
istan’s share of cash assets to the
tune of Rs 55 crore from RBI in
view of aggression in Kashmir.
The Laik Ali Government ~ at
the turn of the year 1948 ~
secretly lent Rs 20 crore to Pak-
istan without informing India.
This went against the letter and
spirit of the Standstill Agree-
ment and a collateral letter that
the Nizam had signed assuring
certain points in the interest of
India. This amount was badly
needed by cash-starved Pakistan
which would otherwise have
stopped its anti-minority steps
kowtowing to India.

(To Be Concluded)

Rumors about “a crisis in April”
recently swirled around in the
financial and construction sec-
tors last week, floating a possi-

bility that debt problems stemming
from project financing could spin out
of control and touch off a chain reac-
tion of insolvencies and a credit crunch
among home builders and financial
firms. The gist of the rumor is that the
government would start restructuring
the PF-related sector saddled with trou-
bled building projects and the shortage
of funds once the April 10 parliamen-
tary elections are over. This would force
weak construction companies to go
under, and then hit brokerages and sec-
ondary financial firms that lent loans to
the beleaguered builders, triggering a
wider financial crisis.

Government officials are generally
slow to express their views on wild
rumors that are likely to fade away over
time. The rumors about the PF crisis
in April, however, prompted a relative-
ly quick and resolute response from a
key aide to President Yoon Suk Yeol,
reflecting the potentially explosive
impact of such a crisis.

Sung Tae-yoon, director of nation-
al policy at the presidential office, said
on a KBS TV program Sunday, “There
is no chance that a crisis may break out
in April.” Stressing that the govern-
ment was closely monitoring the PF-
related situation, Sung said the most
important factors that could worsen
the PF problem are interest rates and
the construction market conditions.

“Fortunately, interest rate condi-
tions are improving even without (a

central bank) rate change,” Sung said.
If the benchmark rate is cut, overall
conditions about the PF situation in
the property market will get better, he
added. 

High interest rates, coupled with a
housing market’s slowdown and rising
construction costs, are the major neg-
ative factors that could deal a critical
blow to PF-based home builders and
related financial companies.

The Bank of Korea froze its policy
rate at 3.5 percent for the ninth session
in February but is now expected to
begin cutting rates later this year in
step with the US Federal Reserve,
which signaled it plans three rate cuts
before the end of the year.

But not all factors look hopeful.
The market conditions in the con-
struction sector ~ one of the two criti-
cal factors pinpointed by Sung ~ are
deteriorating as the housing slump
continues. 

According to the Ministry of Land,
Infrastructure and Transport, 886 con-
struction companies have filed for vol-
untary closure and six have gone bank-
rupt in less than three months this year.
In addition, unsold apartment units con-
tinue to pile up, especially among
builders outside the metropolitan region.

Particularly worrisome in connec-
tion with the lethargic housing market
are securities firms, whose property PF
loans had a delinquency rate of 13.73
percent as of the end of last year ~ far
higher than 6.94 percent at savings
banks and 2.7 percent on average for
the entire financial sector.

There is no doubt that authorities
must keep a watch on the PF-linked
financial risks in consideration of the
increase in delinquency rates and neg-
ative market developments. But the
current figures seem far more manage-
able than the past PF crisis that started
in 2011 and sent delinquency rates
soaring in 2013-2015. This is why both
financial authorities and the presiden-
tial office strongly claim the ongoing
PF woes are unlikely to result in a
broader financial crisis in April.

The real task for policymakers is
to figure out why rumors about a PF
crisis keep surfacing again and again.
One reason might be that the govern-
ment and financial authorities earlier
decided to address the PF problem
only after the elections, even though
financial firms should lose no time in
handling PF debt losses amid rising
loan delinquency rates.

Another aspect to consider is that
recurring risk rumors should not be
ignored, as they tend to reflect conc-
erns among market players ~ a warn-
ing signal that deserves attention,
especially in the financial markets,
where public sentiment matters.
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AI in Healthcare

In the ever-evolving landscape of healthcare, the inte-
gration of artificial intelligence (AI) stands as a bea-
con of hope, promising to revolutionise the way we

approach disease prevention, diagnosis, and treatment.
The recent surge in AI-powered innovations has sparked
both excitement and apprehension as we navigate the
profound implications of this technological advancement
on global healthcare systems. At the forefront of this mo-
vement are visionaries like Ms Priscilla Chan and Mr Mark
Zuckerberg, whose Chan Zuckerberg Initiative boldly aims
to eradicate disease through the strategic application of
AI. Their commitment underscores the transformative
potential of AI in reshaping the future of healthcare deliv-
ery. From accelerating drug discovery to optimising
patient care pathways, the possibilities seem boundless.
However, amidst the optimism, it’s crucial to recognise
the inherent complexities and challenges associated with
harnessing AI in healthcare. One of the most pressing
concerns is the issue of data bias, which threatens to per-
petuate healthcare disparities and exacerbate existing
inequities. Without robust safeguards in place, AI algorith-
ms run the risk of amplifying systemic biases present
within healthcare datasets, inadvertently compromising
the quality of care for marginalised populations. Further-
more, the non-deterministic nature of AI poses signifi-
cant regulatory and ethical dilemmas. Unlike traditional
medical devices that adhere to predictable algorithms,
AI-powered systems exhibit a degree of unpredictability
that complicates their integration into clinical practice.
Ensuring patient safety and accountability in this rapidly
evolving landscape requires a concerted effort to establish
transparent guidelines and regulatory frameworks that
prioritise ethical AI development and deployment. Desp-
ite these challenges, the potential benefits of AI in heal-
thcare are undeniable. By augmenting clinical decision-
making with real-time insights and predictive analytics, AI
has the power to enhance diagnostic accuracy and strea-
mline treatment protocols, ultimately improving patient
outcomes and reducing healthcare costs. Moreover, in
resource-limited settings, AI-driven innovations hold the
promise of expanding access to quality care and empow-
ering frontline healthcare workers with advanced tools
and support. As we navigate the complexities of integrat-
ing AI into healthcare, it is imperative to adopt a cautious
yet forward-thinking approach. Collaborative efforts bet-
ween policymakers, healthcare providers, technologists,
and ethicists are essential to ensure that AI remains a
force for good in the realm of global health. By prioritising
equity, transparency, and accountability, we can harness
the full potential of AI to usher in a new era of healthcare
innovation that benefits all members of society. While the
road ahead may be fraught with challenges, the transfor-
mative potential of AI in healthcare is undeniable. By
embracing innovation while upholding ethical principles,
the world can harness the power of AI to drive meaningful
progress towards a future where all individuals have
access to high-quality, personalised healthcare. This re-
quires a concerted effort to address concerns, but the re-
wards of a more efficient, equitable, and effective health-
care system are well worth the effort.

GDP Growth

India’s economic trajectory, as outlined by Finance Min-
ister Nirmala Sitharaman, paints a picture of resilience
and potential amidst global uncertainties. The projected

GDP growth of 8 per cent or more for the January-March
quarter signifies a remarkable rebound from the challenges
posed by the Covid-19 pandemic, especially when juxta-
posed with the position of other major economies. Rating
agencies have confirmed that India’s growth will outstrip
that of other G-20 economies, by itself a significant achieve-
ment. However, beyond the numbers lies a narrative of
strategic policy measures and structural reforms that have
laid the groundwork for sustainable growth. One of the key
drivers behind India’s economic resurgence is the empha-
sis on inflation management and macroeconomic stability.
Inflation, a persistent concern in emerging economies, has
been meticulously managed, creating a conducive envi-
ronment for investment and consumption. This disciplined
approach not only instils confidence among investors but
also ensures that the benefits of growth trickle down to all
segments of society. Moreover, the government's commit-
ment to structural reforms has been instrumental in
unlocking India's growth potential. Initiatives such as the
Goods and Services Tax (GST) and the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code (IBC) have streamlined the business envi-
ronment, enhancing transparency and efficiency. Addi-
tionally, targeted interventions in sectors such as agricul-
ture and manufacturing have bolstered productivity and
competitiveness, paving the way for sustained expansion.
The resilience displayed by India’s economy in the face of
external shocks is equally commendable. Despite facing
headwinds such as global supply chain disruptions and
geopolitical tensions, India has managed to maintain its
growth momentum. This resilience can be attributed to
the diversification of trade partners, proactive fiscal poli-
cies, and the robustness of domestic demand. However,
amidst the optimism, it is essential to acknowledge the
challenges that lie ahead. While the headline GDP figures
paint a rosy picture, the distributional aspects of growth
warrant attention. Addressing income inequality, enhanc-
ing social safety nets, and fostering inclusive development
must remain top priorities for policymakers. Additionally,
structural bottlenecks such as infrastructure deficits and
bureaucratic red tape need to be addressed to unleash the
full potential of the economy. Furthermore, the sustain-
ability of India's growth trajectory hinges on its ability to
navigate emerging risks, particularly in the realm of envi-
ronmental sustainability and technological disruption.
Embracing renewable energy sources, investing in green
infrastructure, and fostering innovation are imperative to
ensure long-term prosperity while mitigating climate risks.
India's projected GDP growth of 8 per cent or more for the
January-March quarter underscores the resilience and
potential of its economy. However, addressing distribu-
tional challenges, navigating emerging risks, and fostering
inclusive and sustainable development are essential to real-
ising India's full economic potential in the years to come.
As the nation stands at the cusp of a new era of growth,
proactive and inclusive policy making will be key to unlock-
ing its promise.
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Among the princely states during the British Raj, Hyderabad was the largest in terms

of size, more than 82,000 sq miles, almost one-quarter the size of present-day Pakistan.

It had a population of around 16 million. If the coastal rim of peninsular India is likened

to the visible lace of a necklace, and the cluster of present-day Tamil Nadu, Karnataka

and Kerala to an oversized gem hanging heavy at the bottom, then the hollow [neck]

of it can fairly be equated with what Hyderabad was

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR,  I refer to “Households ac-
ross all continents wasted over 1
billion meals a day: UN report”
published in your columns. As
the world’s population grows, our
challenge should not be how to
grow more food but reducing
food loss and waste in a sustain-
able manner.  

It is an immediate need if we
are to maximize the food we pro-
duce and to feed more people.

Globally, about one-third of food
is wasted: 1.05 billion tonnes of
produce a year, with a value of
about $1 trillion as per a UN
report. 

About Rs. 60,000 crore worth
of food grains are wasted in India
every year due to poor storage
and transportation. 

Earlier people used every-
thing they could grow for e.g., the
banana or coconut. India needs

a national mission to conserve
food and foodgrains. 

It is not surprising that India
ranks low on the Global hunger
index. And that we waste around
50 kgs of food per person is really
appalling. 

Paradoxically, India has the
additional dubious rank of being
the third most obese nation in the
world.  Weddings and political
rallies should be simple with
penalties for violators

Yours, etc.,
H N Ramakrishna,

Bengaluru, 28 March.

Tackle  waste
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

SANDIPAN
KHAN

The writer is a Deputy
Commissioner of Income-Tax.

The comments and views
are personal

A warning
behind rumors



CAREFUL investigation by a com-
mittee of inquiry has confirmed the
original  report  showing that  the
recent disaster on the Ramgunga
bridge, near Bareilly, was due entirely
to the sudden onset of in the cyclone
which struck the rear coaches of the
ill-fated train, and that and there was
no contributory fault. The on, railway
track was found to be in perfect order,
and i t  has  been proved that  the
wrecked vehicles were thrown over by
the impact of the cyclone without any
previous derailment. Such a calamity
is rare, but, as pointed out already in
this column, it is not un- precedented.
The question of possible precautious
against such accidents in future is still
under investigation, but as the matter
stands, the event must be classed in
the category described, by a not very
happy legal phrase, as "acts of God,"
beyond human control. In the case of
the Tay Bridge disaster of 1879, the
Board of Trade inquiry revealed seri-
ous defects in the structure and main-
tenance of the bridge itself. It is a mat-
ter for thankfulness that there is no
such additional cause for distress in
the case of the Bareilly accident.

"OLD SOLDIER" OF
4TH IRISH
DRAGOONS
LONDON, MAR. 30.

CONGRATULATORY messages
from the King-Emperor and the
Princess Royal were read at the reunion
dinner of the Old Comrades' Associa-
tion (Fourth Royal Iri

Lieut.-Colonel Sir Edward Bethune
presided, and Major-General Sir
Richard Hutchinson was present.

Loud cheers greeted the action of
the Chairman in calling forward and
shaking by the hand the oldest soldier

present-C. Toole, of Dublin, who
joined the regiment in 1859,

Captain Radclyffe, responding to
the principal toast, described how the
old traditions of the regiment were
being maintained at Secunderabad-
Special Cable: Copyright.

TOKIO
PROFESSOR'S
APPEAL TO INDIA

THE recent catastrophe in Japan
has had many far-reaching effects, one
of the most regrettable of which is the
destruction of the Indian museum and
library attached to the Department of
Literature of the Imperial University of
Tokio.

Dr. J. Taka Kusu, Professor San-
skrit at the Imperial University Tokio,
has issued an appeal to all lovers and
students of Indian art, and to the
princes and people of India for (a)
manuscripts (Brahmanic, Budistic and
Jainic); (b) printed books reports, doc-
uments, newspapers and periodicals;
and (c) Indian art objects plaster cast-
ings, relics, etc., illustrative of Indian
life, history, and culture.

To avoid delay in communicating
with Japan Mr. R. Mitsukuri, 2-3, Clive
Row, Calcutta, will be pleased to forward
any books to the Imperial University of
Tokio.

FEAR OF RUSSIA.
The controversy about border

policies has been going on since the
time of General John Jacob and Lord
Lawrence but the curse has been the
continual change of policy according
to which party had the ear of the Sec-
retary of State or the Viceroy for the
time being and this has bewildered
not only the officials responsible, but
the people. Fear has been the princi-
pal factor, fear of Russia, and there-
fore the strategy which has laid down
the general rule that the farther ahead
of our frontier we can get to meet a
Russian advance the better. Now is
the time for statesmanship without
fear, to come to decision and 

(A) Lay down definite lines of
advance for the administrative system in
the North-West Frontier administered
areas, taking the people much more into
our confidence and giving them more
responsibility.

(B) Lay down a definite policy for
our dealings with our trans-border tribes
and see it through.

If the advance to the Durand line
can be fhuanced and maintained, it
should be carried out (if possible in
agreement with the Ameer), if not,
then it should be dropped, as playing
with it only upsets the tribes, ruffles
the Afghans, and looks up a large force
in positions from which it could not
be withdrawn in time of need without
the certainty of disastrous conse-
quences. It would be wiser for the
decision to made away from the heat-
ed atmosphere of the present politics
at Delhi, and clear of the influence of
the influence of the politically-minded
military staff in India.
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NEWS ITEMS

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 Going off and very quietly

supplanting good person in

assignment (7)

5 Spatter around liquid

dispenser (7)

9 Nitwit taking action in

German march? (5-4)

10 Brown arrived late without a

note (5)

11 Climactic moment from Borg,

as McEnroe discovered (6)

12 Partly visible satellite found

by doctor, perhaps, if not

working (4-4)

14 Exercise a fowl to produce a

more beautiful bird (7)

15 Among others, General

Sherman�s oddly targeted (4)

19 Male lead is husband, I�m

thinking, with nothing on (4)

20 Fighter shot arrow,

possessing boundless grit (7)

24 Make a botch of altering

instrument (8)

25 Questions in hearing after

multinational group�s badly

advised (6)

27 Seated posture many

adopting uncomfortably at

first (5)

28 �Suggestions welcome!�, I said

initially, leading to problems

(9)

29 In the East End, he�s bound

to find the one that got away

(7)

30 Origins of Agni and Nandi

(part human Indian god) 

(7)

DOWN

1 Animal needing a long time to

become a proficient flyer (6)

2 Seven stars break ground 

(6)

3 They�re brilliant but I�m

dense, confused about

answer (5,3)

4 Carriage, they say, for

spectators ... (4)

5 ... and carpets ruined their

performance (3,7)

6 Calm provided in fast-moving

surroundings (6)

7 Drums peculiar to rumbas 

(8)

8 Entered left by mistake and

threw in the towel 

(8)

13 Perhaps Indian makeup for

Queen Mary? (5,5)

16 While it circulates before

start of election, it�s not true

(5,3)

17 Creative painter, returning to

attic after losing head, is

found inside 

(8)

18 Significant relief when

donkey, say, gets a home 

(8)

21 Finds oneself in a headstand?

(4,2)

22 Pose can start with sacred

sound in The Good Life,

perhaps (6)

23 England�s highest military

man? (6)

26 Oscar, for example, having a

temperature, always lost (4)

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

S P B G D W M T
K N E E L A B O M I N A T E
I N U R L D R M
N I T R E R E L I E F M A P
N A M O O O O
Y O G H U R T P L A S T E R

O R T I A
S I N E D I E B O R S T A L
Y E O B R
M U S K R A T S O L O I S T
B H R S A A A
O R A N G E A D E D E L F T
L N A G Y D R T
I N T E S T I N E E Q U A L
C Y H C D R N E

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292738

HARSHA KAKAR

T
he US Commission on Interna-
tional Religious Freedom
(UNCIRF) adversely comment-
ed on the CAA (Citizenship

Amendment Act) rules issued recently
by the government. In a statement its
spokesperson mentioned, “If the law
were truly aimed at protecting persecut-
ed religious minorities, it would include
Rohingya Muslims from Burma,
Ahmadiyya Muslims from Pakistan or
Hazara Shi’a from Afghanistan, among
others. No one should be denied citi-
zenship based on religion or belief.”

India responded by stating, “The
CAA is about giving citizenship, not
about taking away citizenship. It
addresses the issue of statelessness,
provides human dignity and supports
human rights.” India insists that
UNCIRF has no locus standi on the
matter. The US state government
spokesperson, Mathew Miller, had
also commented on CAA, which was
similarly countered by India.

The arrest of Arvind Kejriwal by
the Enforcement Directorate was ini-
tially criticized by both Germany and
the US. India responded vigorously.
The MEA summoned both the Ger-
man deputy chief of mission and the
acting US Deputy Ambassador to con-
vey India’s protest.

In response to US comments the
MEA said, “In diplomacy, states are
expected to be respectful of the sover-
eignty and internal affairs of others.
This responsibility is even more so in
the case of fellow democracies. It
could otherwise end up setting
unhealthy precedents.”

While Germany backtracked, the
US did not. The German foreign
office spokesperson mentioned in a
subsequent statement, “The Indian
Constitution guarantees basic
human rights and freedoms. We
share these democratic values with
India as a strategic partner.”

In a briefing, post the summon-
ing of its envoy in Delhi, the US
spokesperson commented a second
time on both the arrest of Kejriwal and

the freezing of Congress party
accounts. India retaliated sharply
once again. The same two nations had
earlier aired similar views on the dis-
qualification of Rahul Gandhi.

Breaking norms of interference in
internal matters, the office of the UN
Secretary General also raised the
arrest of Kejriwal. Stephane Dujarric,
spokesperson for UN Secretary-Gen-
eral Antonio Guterres, responding to a
question on the arrest of Kejriwal and
the freezing of Congress bank
accounts mentioned, “everyone's
rights should be protected, including
political and civil rights.” India
responded sharply.

Inputs mention that both
spokespersons (US and UN) respond-
ed to similar questions raised by a
Bangladeshi journalist who is said to
be a fugitive from his own country.  

There are differing views on why
foreign governments reacted to the
arrest of Kejriwal and not of another
CM, Hemant Soren, who resigned
moments before his arrest. Addition-
ally, was there an ulterior motive to

their comments or was Kejriwal more
in the limelight being CM of Delhi?

Also debatable is whether the state-
ment of Sikhs for Justice leader, Gurpat-
want Singh Pannun, a known CIA asset,
that his organization paid Kejriwal USD
16 Million, or around Rs 133 crores, to
fund his election campaign in 2014 and
2022, was a reason for the US to display
sympathy for Kejriwal. Additionally, is
the US conveying a message by its con-
tinued statements?      

However, commenting on India’s
internal matters as also its decisions,
political or otherwise, has witnessed
a phenomenal rise in recent years.
Earlier it was Pakistan and on occa-
sions, China, which criticised the Indi-
an government’s decisions. However,
since India’s global rise, this has
increased from the West and reduced
from Pakistan and China.

The scrapping of Article 370, sus-
pension of the internet to prevent
spread of rumours to instigate vio-
lence, protests against the NRC
(National Register of Citizens) and
management of the farmers’ protest

are some events which invited global
observations, despite there being
almost no loss of lives as also the deci-
sions being legally sound. Simultane-
ously, police violence against farmers
in Europe and Canada, which were far
more suppressive than in India, were
justified as correct. The Indian judici-
ary has also received derogatory com-
ments despite being independent and
impartial.

India is a growing power which
cannot be ignored and hence would
remain in the global limelight. Its
decisions have global ramifications,
examples being restrictions on export
of foodgrains, vaccine policies and
procuring Russian oil. Post his visit to
the UN General Assembly session in
2022, Foreign Minister S Jaishankar
mentioned, “Today our opinions
count, our views matter and… have
actually today the ability to shape big
issues of our time.”

Without India’s military coopera-
tion, operating in the Indo-Pacific is
impractical. India is now a power the
world seeks to engage with. As Minis-

ter Piyush Goyal stated last week,
“The world today knows that when
you negotiate with India, you’re nego-
tiating with a USD 35 trillion econo-
my, not a USD 3.5 trillion economy.
Unless we get that (Free Trade Agree-
ment) on our terms, we don’t rush
into closing any FTA negotiation.”

Added is the impact of Indian
domestic politics on the global stage.
Indian politicians who may be out of
favour with the masses exploit global
platforms to comment adversely on
the country’s leadership and policies.
No democracy, including in the West
and India, is perfect; however, wash-
ing ‘assumed’ dirty linen on interna-
tional platforms to gain credence does
not bode well.  

It is also easy to blame the world
for adopting an anti-India bias as Dr
Jaishankar justified in Munich, “It is
because the West has had a bad habit
for a long time of commenting on oth-
ers. They somehow think it is some
kind of God-given right.” It is similarly
simple to advise others to look
inwards at their own flaws prior to tar-
geting India.

However, we also need to look in
the mirror on our policies and deci-
sions. Arresting major opposition fig-
ures and blocking accounts of politi-
cal parties just before elections does
not send the right global message, no
matter how well the government
attempts to justify or counter it. The
world will view it as a subversion of
democracy.    

Nations which once controlled
over half the world through coloniza-
tion are way below India’s global
stature and economy, hence there will
be jealousy. Every move, every deci-
sion, taken by the government will
come under the global microscope.
India is no longer a corner of the
world which can be ignored.

The government needs to be pre-
pared for criticism of all its actions. It
must respond forcefully, even if those
commenting are allies. India must no
longer be taken for granted.

(The writer is a retired Major-General of the
Indian Army.)

MALEEHA LODHI

P
akistan-Afghanistan relations
have been on a downward tra-
jectory. They plunged to a new
low last month when Pakistan

carried out air strikes on hideouts of
the outlawed Tehreek-i-Taliban Pak-
istan inside Afghanistan. This was in
retaliation to a series of cross-border
terrorist attacks in Pakistan from
Afghan soil, including a deadly one in
North Waziristan that claimed the
lives of several security personnel.

The attack prompted ISPR to
directly hold Kabul responsible, say-
ing, “The Afghan interim government
is not only arming terrorists but also
providing a safe haven for terrorist
organisations involved in incidents of
terrorism in Pakistan”. In fact, since
the Taliban returned to power in 2021,
Islamabad repeatedly cautioned
Kabul that its failure to act against
TTP would force Pakistan’s hand. But
these warnings were in vain.

Although Pakistan has undertak-
en kinetic actions before against mili-
tant bases in Afghanistan, they were
rare and always undeclared. In a sig-
nificant departure from the past, this
time Islamabad went public to send a
strong message to Kabul. The foreign
ministry declared that “intelligence-
based terrorist operations” had been
conducted in Afghanistan’s border
regions. The statement recalled that
Afghan authorities had been repeat-
edly urged “to take effective action to
ensure that Afghan soil is not used as
a staging ground for terrorism against
Pakistan”.

Kabul reacted by issuing toughly
worded statements that condemned
the attacks as violations of Afghan ter-
ritory. Its defence ministry

announced that “In response to that
aggression, the border forces of the
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan tar-
geted military bases of Pakistan’s
army across the artificial Durand Line
with heavy weapons”. The reference
to the border as “artificial” was par-
ticularly provocative.

While the air strikes served as evi-
dence of Pakistan’s coercive diploma-
cy towards the Taliban, Islamabad’s
increasingly tough approach has also
involved use of its considerable lever-
age. All this aims to raise the costs for
Kabul for its lack of movement on the
TTP issue. It seeks to compel Taliban
leaders to change course on an issue
deemed critical to Pakistan’s securi-
ty. Pakistan’s ‘asks’ of the Taliban over
the past two years have been to dis-
arm the TTP, detain its leaders and
rein in its violent activities. Despite
assurances Taliban leaders have done
little to meet these demands, asking
instead for time and invoking other
excuses on this count.

The two other instruments Pak-
istan has deployed to mount pressure

on Kabul concern transit trade restric-
tions and expulsion of illegal Afghan
refugees. Both actions were taken in
the backdrop of a spike in militant
attacks in Pakistan. Last year saw
almost 800 terror incidents most of
which Pakistani officials attributed to
TTP and other militants including
Islamic State-Khorasan Province resid-
ing in Afghanistan. This represented
an increase of over 50 per cent in vio-
lent incidents over previous years.

In October 2023, Islamabad
sought to tighten the transit trade
regime by imposing a ban on a num-
ber of items that could be imported
by Afghanistan via Pakistan; these
were officially designated as products
“prone to smuggling”. It also slapped
a processing fee on several categories
of commercial goods transiting
through Pakistan to Afghanistan.
Afghan importers were also required
to submit bank guarantees to ensure
imported goods reached the stated
destination.

For sure, the principal driver of
these measures was to curb smug-

gling. But they also had another
objective — to ratchet up pressure on
Kabul to respond to Pakistan’s securi-
ty concerns. The Taliban certainly
understood the message and accused
Pakistan of politicising trade. But in
several rounds of talks, worried
Afghan officials urged Pakistan to
decouple trade from terrorism.

At around the same time, in
October 2023, Pakistani authorities
ordered the expulsion of undocu-
mented Afghans residing in the coun-
try, estimated to be around 700,000.
The action was linked to the official
assessment announced publicly that
the majority of suicide bombings last
year were carried out by Afghan
nationals. This evoked criticism from
Kabul, especially over the tight time
frame in which the repatriation
process was executed.

It also provoked criticism from
international human rights organisa-
tions and the UN. But none of this
deterred the government from pressing
on in November with repatriating
Afghans living illegally in the country.
So far, well over half a million have been
sent back. A second phase is now on the
anvil with the decision to deport around
600,000 Afghan citizen card holders;
these cards were issued by Pakistan a
few years ago. This plan is expected to
become operational next month.

The Pakistan government is also
rigorously enforcing the ‘one docu-
ment’ regime at every border cross-
ing with Afghanistan. Implemented
gradually over the years, this measure
requires Afghans entering Pakistan to
possess a valid passport and visa. Pre-
viously, other forms of identification
and travel permits were accepted.
From November 2023, the pass-
port/visa regime was extended to
every border crossing including most

recently Chaman. This met with
resistance from Taliban authorities
and criticism, including public
protests by tribesmen and traders liv-
ing on Pakistan’s side of the border.
But it hasn’t dissuaded Islamabad
from robustly executing a measure
seen as essential for border security.

Although Pakistan-Afghanistan
relations entered another phase of
tensions in the wake of Pakistani air
strikes this didn’t lead to any suspen-
sion of communication or diplomatic
disengagement. The mutual desire to
avoid a breakdown in relations and
continue bilateral engagement is
reflected in the visit to Kabul last week
— after the air strikes — of an official
delegation led by Pakistan’s com-
merce secretary to discuss trade
issues.

Officials say the delegation went
with an open mind to show flexibility
on Afghan concerns on trade. They
later claimed progress was achieved.
The Afghan side announced several
agreements were reached in the talks
including removal of the bank guar-
antee for imports. This indicated
Islamabad was now using carrots, not
just sticks in its policy approach.

However, any significant
improvement in the fraught relation-
ship will be contingent on how and
when the Taliban respond to Pak-
istan’s demands on TTP.

The hope of Pakistani officials is
that the combined effect of Pakistan’s
coercive diplomacy and other meas-
ures including selective inducements
will persuade the Taliban to finally
move on this count. The coming
months will determine how effective
this approach turns out to be and
whether such hopes will materialise.

Dawn/ANN.

India in global crosshairs

Will coercive diplomacy rein Kabul in?



The underrepresenta-
tion of women in sci-
ence, technology, engi-

neering, and mathematics
(STEM) fields is a complex
issue with multiple contribut-
ing factors. Apart from soci-
etal bias towards women
opting for careers in Science
and technology, lack of sup-
port from the peer profes-
sional group in their work-
place is also a severe issue. It
is challenging for women to
venture into scientific
research without the support
of the peer community dom-
inated by their male counter-
parts. In such a scenario, spe-
cial schemes or initiatives tar-
geting women in scientific
research can be beneficial in
addressing systemic barriers
and inequalities that women
may face in STEM fields.
These schemes can provide
targeted support to increase
the participation and
advancement of women in
these fields. 
The Department of Science
and Technology (DST),Govt
of India recognises the
importance of inclusivity and
diversity in driving scientif-
ic innovation and progress.
To address the underrepre-
sentation of women in the

field of Science and
Technology (S&T), DST has
initiated the ‘Women in
Science and Engineering-
KIRAN (WISE-KIRAN)’
scheme. This programme
aims to empower women
from various backgrounds
and walks of life, providing
them with opportunities to
participate and excel active-
ly in S&T domains. WISE-
KIRAN is designed to be a
holistic initiative addressing
a wide range of challenges
women encounter in their
scientific journeys. These
challenges may include soci-
etal stereotypes and biases,
limited access to resources
and opportunities, lack of
mentorship and network-
ing, and work-life balance
issues. The scheme offers
diverse programmes and
interventions to support
women at different stages of
their scientific careers. These

programmes may include:
1. Educational and
training initiatives to encour-
age girls and young women
to pursue S&T subjects and
careers.
2. Scholarships, fel-
lowships, and research grants
to support women in higher
education and research; e.g.,
WISE-PhD and WISE-PDF.
3. Mentorship pro-
grammes to connect aspiring
female scientists with estab-
lished professionals in their
field.
4. Capacity-building
workshops and skill develop-
ment programmes to
enhance women’s scientific
expertise and leadership abil-
ities; e.g., WISE Internship in
Intellectual Property Rights
(WISE-IPR)  .
5. Networking events
and conferences to facilitate
collaboration, knowledge-
sharing, and career advance-
ment opportunities for
women in S&T, e.g., Women
International Grant Support
(WINGS).  Women’s Instinct
for Developing and Ushering
in Scientific Heights &
Innovations (WIDUSHI) is a
unique initiative from the
Government of India to sup-
port women scientists on

the verge of retirement and
also the women scientists
who are not in permanent
positions but are active
researchers and continuous-
ly excelling in the research
field.
Through the Consolidation
of University Research for
Innovation and Excellence
(CURIE) programme, the
DST also supports infra-
structure development in
Women’s Institutions, espe-
cially women’s universities
and post-graduate colleges. It
assists women’s institutions in
setting up cutting-edge
research infrastructure to
enhance their research capa-
bilities and elevate their
research and development
(R&D) efforts, ultimately
striving for excellence in the
Science & Technology (S&T)
domain. The DST also sup-
ports young girls in igniting
interest in STEM disciplines.
The Vigyan Jyoti programme
presents a crucial avenue for
young girls to explore and
excel in Science and technol-
ogy. 

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies, Bangalore, views

are  personal)
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or looking for habitat. The big cats traverse
through what is known as “tiger spots” on
the highway because tigers need serious
demarcation of territories, and crowded
highways are impediments to tiger move-
ment. The need for overbridges and
underpasses on highways is more pro-
nounced now. Dedicated officers should be
put in charge of tiger projects. Increased
patrolling, camera traps and conviction
rates to pin the poachers are important.
Safeguarding ecologically sensitive areas,
forests water and grasslands cannot be
overlooked. Tiger relocation also has to be
prioritised.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola  
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Madam — Apropos news article “The
quest for perfection: Imperfection and life’s
beauty” published on April 01, this is my
response. Witnessing small moments of
imperfection can often lead to profound
reflections on the nature of perfection itself.
On a recent flight, a seemingly trivial ges-
ture—a wife offering a pillow to her hus-
band—prompted contemplation on soci-

etal norms and personal imperfections. In
a world where striving for perfection is
often praised, these observations serve as
gentle reminders of the beauty found in
imperfection. From the intricacies of per-
sonal relationships to professional endeav-
ours, the pursuit of perfection can some-
times lead to futile iterations and missed
opportunities.
As we navigate through life, embracing
imperfections can reveal moments of
genuine beauty. Whether it’s in the spon-
taneity of nature or the authenticity of
human connections, there’s a richness to
be found in the imperfect. Renowned
musician Graham Nash aptly captures this
sentiment, reminding us that life’s tapes-
try is woven with both terrifying and
incredibly beautiful moments. Perhaps it’s
in accepting this duality that we can truly
make the best of what life offers, opening
our hearts to the imperfect beauty that sur-
rounds us.

Sneha Gupta | Delhi
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Madam — Apropos news article,
“Quantifying happiness is perplexing”
published on March 29, this is my response.
Amid hunger, malnutrition, unemploy-
ment, poverty and inequality, it is hardly
possible for a person to be happy. India’s
child wasting and child stunting rates are
horrific. As per the Union Health Ministry’s
National Family Health Survey - 5 (2019
- 20) report, the nutrition indicators for
children under 5 years show that 1 out of
3 children (35.5 per cent) is a victim of
stunting and 1 out of 5 children (19.3 per
cent) is a victim of wasting.
A study, across 92 low-income and mid-
dle-income countries on infants aged
between 6 months and 24 months who
have not received any food over a 24-hour
period which it called Zero-food children
(ZFC), has recently been published. For its
study on ZFC in India, it used the data from
the Union Health Ministry’s national fam-
ily health survey for 2019-21. It is found
that in terms of the total number of zero-
food children, India is at the top of the list
with over 6.7 million infants and the third
highest in the world percentage-wise.
Instead of finding fault with the happiness
index, authorities need to take corrective
measures to ensure equitable growth.

Sujit De | Kolkata
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Madam — Apropos news article “Majestic
Cats Continue to Perish” published on
March 27, this is my response. That
Madhya Pradesh accounted for 12 of the
39 tiger deaths does not augur well for its
“tiger state of India” tag. India can no longer
claim to be the “safest” place for the big cat.
The same old story of tiger habitat destruc-
tion due to urbanisation continues.
However, some of the latest tiger casual-
ties are attributed to territorial fights as 22
tigers succumbed inside the tiger reserves.
It is important to remember that any tiger
death is attributed to poaching unless
proven otherwise. 
Tigers have lost lives when they have ven-
tured out of their way in search of water
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attacks and fear tactics. Even
after ten years of rule, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has
not stopped blaming Congress
for all the country’s problems.
The Election Commission lim-
its candidates’ spending, but
many political parties and
candidates spend much more
than the specified amount.
They offer bribes such as
phones, cash, and unrealistic
promises to win voters’ sup-
port. One Tamil Nadu inde-
pendent candidate even
promised a trip to the moon
and a robot for every home-
maker, but he did not win.
Advertising for India’s 2024
elections may cost between Rs
2000 crore and Rs 13000 crore.
There are predictions that
political parties and candidates
may spend over $14.4 billion
(1.2 trillion rupees) on adver-
tising, twice the amount spent
during the 2019 elections.
Where do political candidates
get their campaign funding?
Typically, some wealthy candi-
dates self-finance, while the
party spends for others. Parties
have no spending limits.
However, black money has
also entered the fray over
time.
India’s Supreme Court has
banned election bonds due to
a lack of transparency. BJP
received 57 per cent of the sold
bonds, amounting to $1.1 bil-
lion, while Congress received
only 10 per cent, valued at

$188 million. While parties
resort to any method to come
to power, some campaigns
succeed while others fail. The
effectiveness of a negative
campaign ad depends on its
content, context, and the char-
acteristics of the viewers.
Prime Minister Vajpayee’s 2004
“India Shining” multi-crore
campaign is a classic example
of a failed campaign.
The Congress’s 2019
“Chowkidar chor hai” cam-
paign slogan failed, and Rahul
Gandhi’s attack on Modi on
Rafale scam also did not click.
However, the Congress party’s
“Aam Admi” campaign suc-
ceeded in the same elections.
In 2014, Narendra Modi trans-
formed into a strong national-
ist leader by projecting himself
as a national brand. He utilised
modern technology for mass
mobilisation, including 3D
rallies, “Chai Pe Charcha,”
interviews, and campaign vis-
its. YouTube has successfully
enabled political parties to
advertise using 30-second TV
ads and longer online videos.
In short, he succeeded in
attracting voters with his
Congress-bashing.
The Aam Admi Party, a new
political party, emerged as a
strong contender during the
2013 Delhi Assembly elec-
tions. They used mohalla cam-
paigns, social media, and a
radio ad featuring AAP chief
Kejriwal. Today, this party is in

power in both Punjab and
Delhi. All parties used negative
tactics in the 2019 political
campaign. The opposition crit-
icised the BJP’s Hindutva-
inspired programmes. Still,
the saffron Party came back to
power with an increased num-
ber of seats. Modi is aspiring
for a 400-plus tally in the
2024 polls. Last year, the BJP
produced an AI-generated
video of Modi campaigning.
The Congress party mocked
the footage, using his digital
likeness to counter. The video,
portraying a business tycoon
attempting to steal resources,
has gone viral with over 1.5
million views.
Despite the Election
Commission’s guidelines, the
2024 elections will likely fea-
ture more negative campaign
tactics. Political parties and
candidates should create pos-
itive advertisements instead of
negative campaigns. This will
help to protect democracy
and prevent character assassi-
nation. One solution is to
have the State fund polls, as
many Electoral Commissions
recommend. It is also essential
to maintain decency and deco-
rum in campaigns. This
will help create a fair, respect-
ful environment and a level
playing field for all candi-
dates.

(The writer is a popular
columnist; views are 

personal)
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It is election season in 64
countries, such as India, the
US, the UK and the
European Union. Political
advertising is increasing

worldwide. Political parties and
candidates often use negative
campaigns to make themselves
appear better and their opponents
weaker.
Parties have used negative cam-
paigning since the 1828 US pres-
idential race. Historians say the
John Quincy Adams/Andrew
Jackson contest was the nastiest.
In 1964, Lyndon Johnson discred-
ited his opponent, Barry
Goldwater, using radio ads,
including the “Daisy ad.”
Donald Trump aired an ad
depicting his opponent, Hillary
Clinton, collapsing in public dur-
ing the 2016 US Presidential
campaign. In the 2020 election,
Presidential candidates Trump
and Joe Biden engaged in nega-
tive campaigning. Trump criti-
cised Biden’s mental abilities,
while Biden attacked Trump’s
handling of COVID-19 and his
character. In 2024, too, the neg-
ative ads continue.
The Conservative Party por-
trayed Jeremy Corbyn as a signif-
icant security threat during the
2019 UK General Election. In the
2021 German Federal Election,
the Social Democratic Party tar-
geted Armin Laschet using
images of him laughing while vis-
iting a flood-affected region.
Since Prime Minister Modi
emerged on the national scene in
2014, the use of technology and
ad spending during the election
campaign have enormously
increased. Leaders are now
trained to present themselves,
communicate effectively, and
make effective speeches. BSP
chief Mayawati was told what to
wear. Regional leaders have also
employed foreign agencies. For
instance, Tamil Nadu Chief
Minister M.K. Stalin was told to
wear jeans and T-shirts to impress
the voters.  Late Congress leader
Rajiv Gandhi lost the 1989 elec-
tions because of hostile campaign
slogans like’ “Galli Galli me shore
hair, Rahul Gandhi chor hai.’
The Bofors scam brought him
down.
Candidates adopting a “hit first,
hit hard, and keep hitting”
approach indulge in personal
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Political heat is also on
the rise with the soaring
temperature in Delhi

after the arrest of Delhi chief
minister Arvind Kejriwal and
tax notices to opposition par-
ties. Political development in
India has invited criticism
from Germany, US and even
United Nations, more partic-
ularly on the arrest of Delhi
chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal who is facing cor-
ruption charges and many of
his cabinet ministers are
already in jail. 
Perhaps western powers are
still in the colonial hangover
and carrying a false sense of
superiority believing that they
can meddle in the internal
affairs of any country. Perhaps
it is high time for them to
smell the coffee and adjust to
the realities of the twenty-first

century. World is not ready to
accept the sermons on
democracy from those who
have a track record of top-
pling the democratically
elected Governments and
siding with autocratic regimes
to achieve their own means.
Political parties which are
part of INDI alliance have
received Income Tax (IT)
notice and principal opposi-
tion party Congress is one of
them. IT officials should

show some maturity and issu-
ing notices on merely techni-
cal grounds is not going to
help the Indian democracy. If
the position taken by the IT
officials is applied across all
assessments, then it would be
difficult to find any political
party which is fully compli-
ant. 
In terms of technical require-
ments as per the law, section
13A of the IT Act casts a
requirement to maintain the
detail of every donor (viz
name and address) and
Section 29C of the
Representation of the People’s
Act, 1951 requires the polit-
ical party to file these details
with the Election
Commission of India (ECI).
Contribution report filed by
all major political parties
with the ECI and available on

its website shows that data
quality issues persist across
the details provided by all the
parties. IT authorities need to
look beyond what has been
submitted in the return filed
with ECI and they must be
answering the question, if
in-substance they are in pos-
session of any information
which can establish the
donor’s credentials. Section

13A of the Income Tax Act,
1961 clearly provides that
any donation more than Rs.
Two thousand must be
received via banking channels
and if any political party is
compliant with this require-
ment, then it is for the tax
officials to explain what dif-
ficulty they are facing in cor-
roborating the details when
donations are coming via
bank? 
As per media reports, com-
munist party of India (CPI)
has received IT notice quot-
ing its old income tax PAN in
the filing and questions
should be asked from tax offi-
cials on what was the
bonafide intent in sending
notice to the assessee? How
this error has impacted the
cause of transparency and
why couldn’t CPI be provid-

ed an opportunity to correct
this kind of error by updating
the PAN?
This country does not need a
bureaucracy which goes on
unleashed and those who are
defending harassment over
trivial issues should think
from a long-term perspective.
Bureaucrats are not answer-
able to the public but politi-
cians should be conscious of
the message which gets dis-
seminated from the actions of
babus. Treasurer and office
bearers of Congress, CPI or
any other political outfit can
be criticised for not following
appropriate procedures so far
as it relates to filing the nec-
essary details or pursuing
the income tax notices, or fil-
ing an appeal with income tax
appellate tribunal but as a
democracy we must not give

a free run to bureaucrats to
manage the show in accor-
dance with their whims and
fancies.
Though people’s memory is
very short, I would like to
remind you of the retrospec-
tive amendment done in
Foreign Contribution
Regulation Act (FCRA), 1976
to bailout both BJP and
Congress. In 2014, Delhi high
court found both BJP &
Congress guilty of receiving
foreign contribution in viola-
tion of FCRA and therefore
the law was amended first in
2016 and applied retrospec-
tively since the inception of
FCRA, 1976 via another
amendment in 2018. This
issue was also technical in
nature and the current
income tax issue is also tech-
nical in nature.

We are the largest democra-
cy in the world and such
instances which appear to be
over enthusiasm of tax offi-
cials to please their bosses is
not in a good taste. There are
a lot of cases pending with the
agencies and they should be
told to focus on those rather
than bringing new topics for
discussion which create
unnecessary noise and have
no practical value. On a
lighter note, now seasoned
politicians would have under-
stood how the common man
of the country feels when it
gets tax notices on frivolous
grounds which gets quashed
but only after following a pro-
longed appellate procedure.

(The writer is Chartered
Accountant, Author and

Public Policy Analyst; 
views are personal)
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Turkistan, South Mongolia,
Manchuria and Yunnan. And
China doesn’t stop at it.
It is continuously provoking India
either through military build-up
across the LAC, intrusion and
attempts for encroachment of
Indian territory using salami slic-
ing tactics, negative and malicious
propaganda against India through
its mouthpiece Global Times or by
enticing smaller nations in the
Indo-China region in its debt trap,
installing Communist party
regimes in some of these smaller
states, establishing military bases in
neighbouring smaller states
through debt trap diplomacy, cul-
tural infiltration in states as far
flung as USA and developing a
starkly hegemonic global land
route infrastructure for trade called
the Belt and Road Initiative –
BRI. The recent political manipu-
lations by China in Maldives,
Nepal and Sri Lanka glaringly
reveal this. 
But Bharat, through astute politi-
cal and diplomatic counter plays
has been successfully checkmating
all the sinister moves by China.
However, Bharat needs to do much
more and with greater prudence
and precision, using planning and
proactive approach to beat China
at its game. The Chinese are follow-
ing the ideological principles of Sun
Tzu which are full of guile, deceit
and chicanery. But Barat’s ancient
strategy Chanakya Niti is ideolog-
ically far superior and powerful,
based as it is on the divine princi-
ples of eternal Dharma. And, it is
heartening to note that the present
political dispensation in Bharat is
using Chanakya Niti to a good
extent to counter the predatory
actions of China. 
Bharat has a much bigger and
broader task to do in keeping
with its ancient historical role as the

spiritual torchbearer of the world.
It has to first retrieve its territory
occupied by China-eastern Ladakh
or Aksai Chin and then go on to
liberate Tibet. Its long term natur-
al objective should be reintegration
of Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka
and even Pakistan and Afghanistan
with it. The following action plan
is suggested for achieving its geo
political objectives in the Asia
Pacific region. 
1. Creation of strong
national and international media
channels for propagation of the
facts about pristine cultural and
geopolitical glory of Bharat and
exposing the propaganda of the
colonial and new colonial west
about Bharat’s past. This and much
more needs to be done to propa-
gate the divine, universalistic Vedic
culture of Bharat so that our peace
and progress promoting ideology
can enter the mental space of
global citizens. 
2. Countering China by fol-
lowing the axioms of Chanakya
Niti and Artha Shastra-the ultimate
tools of statecraft for progress,
prosperity and political empower-
ment of nations. This means China
will be dealt with in a planned,
proactive, secretive and deceptive
manner befitting it. The strategy
will not just be paying it back in the
same coin, but surprising and
shocking it at every step and thor-
oughly outwitting it. As long as our
approach is anchored to eternal
principles of Dharma, we will
always be victorious.
3. Bharat needs to spend
much more on its defence than at
present. Bharat with its current
defence outlay of 75 million USD
is far behind China with outlay of
222 billion USD. The outlay needs
to be doubled by reducing the
expenditure on socialistic schemes
and doles. R&D in defence needs

to be given a further boost by reviv-
ing the critical MSME sector,
though some good work has been
done in the past few years by
involving private sector in defence
and by encouraging startups. The
MSME part of the economy has not
received adequate attention of the
present Government so far.
Boosting of MSME sector will
need more drastic import curbs
and bureaucratic and structural
reforms which will accelerate the
growth of this sector and generate
jobs in a big way.
4. Military strength and
geopolitical clout are based on eco-
nomic might. And we need to
boost economic growth through
educational reforms, agricultural
reforms, judicial reforms and
bureaucratic reforms. We hope
Modi 3.0 envisions them and will
complete the half or quarter steps
taken in these areas in Modi 1.0
and Modi 2.0 terms.
5. The reintegration of
Bharat to form the United Bharat
of the distant past will need iron-
ing out of ideological differences
between the countries of the Indian
subcontinent. This, it is reiterated,
is the most important measure.
Our Sanatan Vedic ideology has the
potential to rationalise and har-
monise all other schools of thought
because only the former is human-
istic and universalistic.
It can reunite the ideologically
divided world like nothing else can.
We need to make intensive efforts
to disseminate our peace promot-
ing philosophy in the current
world with raging wars and other
peace disrupting processes on.
This is the singular most important
step that the scholars, sages and
politicians of Bharat need to take
in the present times.

(The author is a management
consultant; views are personal)

China is at it continuously.
Devising devious designs to
disturb and destabilise its
neighbouring countries to whet
its hegemonic appetite, it has

created an atmosphere of unprecedented
tension in the Asia Pacific region. In spe-
cific countries, picking on individuals and
community persons who have Communist
mindset and funding, arming and train-
ing them to further its hegemonic agen-
da, it has gravely vitiated the political
atmosphere of the Asian subcontinent. The
instruments of its nefarious actions extend
from veiled cultural and economic intru-
sion to brazen intimidation through mil-
itary exercises and gestures. Yes, it has
learnt expansionism from none other than
the erstwhile hegemonic global powers
who have ruled the roost in the twentieth
century. 
Nations are built on ideologies and sustain
on the ideological threads that are drawn
from the universalistic divine principles
called Dharma. But disbelievers in the
divine have always existed in this world.
Their original breed was called Naastik
(atheists) whose ideological icon was an
ancient Indian philosopher called
Charavak and members of its modern
breed are the Communists. Since they do
not believe in any supernatural controlling
and regulating power called God and also
reject the theory of karmic retribution,
they display naked self righteousness. They
show no qualms of conscience. Since their
numbers have steadily grown in the last
few decades, they have become arrogant
and supercilious. The ruling Chinese
Communist Party, its cohorts and sub-
scribers are an illustrative example of
above. 
China, under its communist regime,
annexed Tibet in 1951 and followed it up
in 1962 by usurping 38000 square kilome-
tres of Indian territory in Ladakh. In recent
months, persons have circulated on social
media channels like Facebook, WhatsApp
and Instagram the original map of China
showing in distinctive colours the grabbed
territories- China occupied Tibet, East
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I
t is a paradox that the National Democratic Alliance (NDA), which is run-
ning the Union government, gives the Opposition INDIA bloc a reason to
come together and put up a show of solidarity with one another at regular
intervals. The ‘Save Constitution’ rally by INDIA bloc held in the national

capital on Sunday was the latest in the series. Interestingly,  the Opposition
platform was able to peg its demand for a level playing field ahead of the Lok
Sabha elections to the doings of the agencies controlled by the Union govern-
ment.

After its coming together in Patna after one of the founding members, Nitish
Kumar, had left the opposition platform, INDIA partners called for a rally in
the historic Ramlila Maidan in Delhi to protest against the arrest of Delhi Chief
Minister and Aam Aadmi Party leader Arvind Kejriwal in the Delhi excise pol-
icy case and former Jharkhand chief minister and Jharkhand Mukti Morcha
leader Hemant Soren in a money laundering case. Almost all the senior lead-
ers barring Mamata Banerjee, who is recuperating after a fall, attended the
meeting. Her party, which went with its unilateral ways on seat-sharing which
practically ended the alliance in the state, was represented at the meet.

Free and fair elections are one of the cornerstones of our democracy and
every constitutional institution, be it the Supreme Court or the Election
Commission, reminds everyone about it at frequent intervals. However, the
relentless pursuit by Central government agencies such as the CBI, the
Enforcement Directorate and the Income-tax department of the Opposition
politicians and parties does not square with the demands of such a fair play. 

The country has been witnessing  abuse and misuse of draconian sections in
the Prevention of Money Laundering Act which makes bail next to impossible
to hunt down politicians and the income-tax laws to make political activity
nearly impossible for the opposition parties weeks before the Lok Sabha elec-
tions. This can hardly contribute to the creation of a level-playing field. The
assurance by the government that there will be no coercive action against
political parties by the income-tax department till the elections are over is a
minor relief the parties have got thanks to their protests.

The Opposition parties have been crying hoarse that the democratic institu-
tions in our country, including the Constitution, are in danger; the economic
situation is not what the government paints it to be and the unemployment
level is grim and unprecedented. However, they have not yet been able to sit
together and formulate a policy that would seek to address the ills at the short
term and in the long term. The NDA with its tested election machinery can
reach out to the last voter in the country in a matter of hours but the
Opposition bloc is yet to make a policy and a medium to meet the ultimate
arbiter in the electoral contest. 

The Opposition may have a reading of the state of the nation but unless they
can convince the voter about the immediacy of the action required of him, the
efforts would go in waste. The message the voter wants to send to the politician
and the reply he wants to send to the voter must sync. And there are no easy
ways for it to happen. 
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Misuse of agencies makes
fair polls bigger challenge

T
he rumblings
were audible in
India for months
as investigative
agencies like the

Enforcement Directorate
and the income-tax depart-
ment had been selectively
targeting Opposition lead-
ers and parties. It was
expected that once the elec-
tions to the Lok Sabha
were announced the Model
Code of Conduct would
compel balanced restraint
till the elections were over.
However, if anything, the
arrest of Delhi chief minis-
ter Arvind Kejriwal on
March 21 and exaggerated
income-tax claims from the
Congress, the main
Opposition party, defied
that logic. The un-levelling
of the playing field contin-
ues under the very nose of
the Election Commission.

Germany was the first
country to express discom-
fort over this scenario.
India reacted with calculat-
ed diplomatic ire, advising
the Germans to mind their
own business. But when
the US state department
expressed similar anxiety,
the ministry of external
affairs first strongly
protested, although less
stridently, and then fol-
lowed up by summoning
acting US deputy chief of
mission Gloria Berbena.
India’s expectation was
that the matter would end
there, both sides having
appeased public opinion in
their respective countries.

However, US state depart-
ment spokesman Mathew
Miller, when asked about
the summoning of their
diplomat, in seniority next
only to the ambassador,
had no hesitation in reiter-
ating that “we continue to
follow these actions close-
ly, including the arrest of
the Delhi CM”. Not stop-
ping there, he added that
the US was also aware of
tax authorities hampering
the electioneering ability of
the Congress Party by
freezing their accounts. Mr
Miller concluded that they
“encourage fair, transpar-
ent and timely legal

processes for each of these
issues”. Justice and fair-
ness of the proceedings was
also emphasised.

Amongst those who were
trolled in India was an
anchor of a major televi-
sion channel when he sim-
ply tweeted the latest US
reaction. This writer’s
comments a day earlier on
a major business television
channel, when posted on X
and YouTube, generated
huge viewership and some
acerbic comments. The
main line of counterattack
by pro-BJP elements was
that comments on the fair-
ness of Indian elections by
foreign powers was a
breach of Indian sovereign-
ty and interference in
India’s internal affairs. All
those reporting such criti-
cism, and especially those
pointing out the misuse of
the agencies only against
government’s opponents
were anti-national.

This writer, in his social
media response, pointed
out that the “bhakts”, or
hardcore BJP supporters,
failed to perceive the differ-
ence between the govern-
ment and the nation. Mark
Twain’s quote captures it
perfectly that “loyalty to
the country always, loyalty
to a government when it
deserves it”.

The fracas raises the
broader question about the
validity of the Indian
defence that any criticism
of the Indian electoral
processes is a breach of
Indian sovereignty. US
President Joe Biden came
into office in January 2021
promising a summit of
democracies, intending
thereby to globally advance
the values that the liberal
democratic model repre-
sents. But the United States
has a poor record histori-
cally of such evangelism.
Late US secretary of state
Zbigniew Brzezinski had
named his memoir Power
and Principle, underscor-
ing the conflict in the con-
duct of foreign policy
between ethics and
realpolitik. A case in point
is Pakistan. The minute the

Soviet Union militarily
intervened in Afghanistan
in 1979, the US sidelined its
ire over Gen. Muhammad
Zia-ul Haq’s military coup,
the hanging of former
Prime Minister Zulfiqar
Ali Bhutto and Pakistan’s
clandestine nuclear
weapons programme. A
similar long rope was
offered again to military
dictator Gen. Pervez
Musharraf after Al Qaeda’s
9/11 terrorist attack on the
United States.

However, India presents
a separate case. Even dur-
ing the Cold War, the US
was drawn to India as a
citadel of democracy in
Asia. Thereafter, India
became additionally attrac-
tive for its economic rise,
huge market, increasing
military strength and as a
counterfoil to China. But
its basic relevance persists
as an established democra-
cy, which shares the
American commitment to
a global liberal democratic
order. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has pro-
moted this soft power of
India by coinages like India
as the “mother of democra-
cies”. 

Understandably, thus,
India’s friends among the
Western nations get con-
cerned about any democra-
tic slippage in India. In the
European Union itself,
they have similar anxiety
about democratic reces-
sion in member nations
like Hungary. Brazil, as the
21st century opened, was
seen alongside Germany,
India and Japan as a natur-
al candidate for permanent
membership of the UN
Security Council. But after
the short and democratical-
ly destructive presidency
of Jair Bolsonaro, that edge
is gone.

On March 28, UN
Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres’ spokesman also
commented on the Indian
elections, hoping in “India,

as in any country that is
having elections, that
everyone’s rights are pro-
tected, including political
and civil rights, and every-
one can vote in an atmos-
phere that is free and fair”.
India may tell the UN to
stick to more pressing
issues like the humanitari-
an crisis in Gaza and the
protracted war in Ukraine.
However, the fundamental
question of partisan con-
duct by the investigative
agencies cannot be
ignored.

The Indian legal system
is basically sound, but
faces questions about its
independence. One is sym-
bolised by an anti-
Opposition judge of the
Calcutta high court quit-
ting overnight to become
the BJP’s candidate in the
forthcoming election.
Similarly, an excessive
number of sensitive politi-
cal cases have gone to a
Supreme Court judge with
past Gujarat government
links. This may be a coinci-
dence but the Chief Justice
must ensure, as the phrase
goes, that “Caesar’s wife
must be above suspicion”.

What can happen next? It
is possible that, diplomatic
demarches aside, the
Indian government realis-
es the damage that it is
doing to India’s reputation
as a robust democracy. It
may curb its inexplicable
desire to overplay its win-
ning hand, with possibili-
ties of diminished gain.
Separately, the highest
court may freeze the
income-tax orders and also
start de-weaponising the
Prevention of Money
Laundering Act by restrict-
ing the detention powers of
the ED. A warning signal
was one member of the
Election Commission sud-
denly resigning.

Hopefully, like the US
institutions defending the
democratic framework
when defeated incumbent
President Donald Trump
attempted to subvert the
verdict, Indian institutions
will not completely wilt. It
would be a mistake to
ignore warnings from the
US and other Western pow-
ers as mere bluster. The
people of India may be
thinking analogously and
vote accordingly.

The writer is a former sec-
retary in the external

affairs ministry. He tweets
at @ambkcsingh

US, UN STAND INTRIGUING

It is intriguing to note that
the US, UN and Germany,
which did not open its
mouth when Lalu Prasad,
Jayalalitha and Amit Shah
were arrested, is showing
so much concern when the
CM of a UT is arrested and
is talking as if the hell has
broken loose. US has been
directly and indirectly
responsible for the geno-
cide in Gaza where more
than 32,000 people have
died, including children and
infants.

Gopalaswamy J
Chennai

What can happen
next? It is possible
that, diplomatic
demarches aside,
the Indian 
government 
realises the dam-
age that it is doing
to India’s 
reputation as a
robust democracy.

West’s disquiet about India:
Meddling or friendly nudge?

The ceding of the tiny uninhabited Katchatheevu island in the Palk strait
has become a bone of contention between the ruling party and the
Opposition in Tamil Nadu. Why the old issue of the island being given to

Sri Lanka by a 1974 agreement while redrawing the maritime boundaries
between the two nations is cropping up now is obvious — it is poll time.

This is a complex and super sensitive issue of international relations and
local and Sri Lankan fishermen’s livelihoods arising out of a New Delhi deci-
sion that may not have been thought through enough 50 years ago.

Scratch the surface and light is thrown on a historical lack of understanding
and caring for something concerning southern India in the national capital. In
fact, the issue of Sri Lanka’s harassment of Indian, mainly Tamil Nadu, fish-
ermen and their frequent arrests on the high seas that has existed for over 50
years itself suffers from the presence of two views on Sri Lanka — the one from
Chennai and the other from New Delhi.

The then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi may have been ill-advised to cede the
island, the property of the Rajah of Ramnad from long before independence,
that used to serve as a transit base for drying nets and resting for India’s fish-
ermen and to visit a church there.

There is much to be said against why India chose to initiate the 1974 and 1976
bilateral agreements. She also committed a faux pas in choosing to bypass
Parliament and cede Indian territory. But it is also true that, irrespective of
how much of an irritant the ceding has proved to be historically, everyone has
become aware that nothing can be done about it now. If then chief minister J.
Jayalalithaa once threatened to “take” the island by force, she was only resort-
ing to rhetoric, of which an unlimited amount has been triggered by the latest
row in the wake of an RTI filed by the TN BJP chief Annamalai that brought
out information on the agreement that was not put in the public domain.

The fact of the matter is India has been stretched to use diplomacy every time
scores of fishermen are arrested by Sri Lanka. The view from Chennai is that
New Delhi is unable to do much about Sri Lankan action while the capital
view is that TN fishermen stray into Sri Lankan waters because the catch is
better there.

Much ado about a small island MEDIATOR CAT TO ENJOY
THE SPOILS
The statement of Maharashtra State
Congress leader, Naseem Khan, that
the unilateral announcement of candi-
dates by Shiv Sena (UBT), has angered
his party workers and that the state
unit is keen to have "Friendly fights" in
6 Lok Sabha constituencies in
Maharashtra State.   Instead of fighting
against each other and dividing the
votes, the leader of INDIA bloc should
have gracefully left the seats for Shiv
Sena, as they have done in West Bengal,
where the TMC is contesting all the
seats.  Hope this doesn't turn out to be
like the tale of two monkeys fighting for
a bun and the mediator cat enjoying it.

N. Mahadevan
Chennai

SAVING DEMOCRACY
While addressing a mammoth rally in
New Delhi to protest against the arrest
of Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal in a money laundering case
by the Enforcement Directorate (ED),
leaders of the constituent parties of the
opposition INDIA alliance have rightly
framed the 2024 Lok Sabha polls as a
battle to save democracy and the con-
stitution, as the BJP ruling dispensa-
tion under the leadership of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has been
pulling out all stops to weaken and sti-
fle opposition. But the challenges
remain for INDIA alliance partners to
stay united and stop the BJP jugger-
naut from rolling on in the Lok Sabha
polls. Rather than indulge in anti-Modi
diatribe, the opposition has the oner-
ous task of ensuring the focus of the
general election remains on key issues
plaguing the country and its people,
such as inflation and unprecedented
levels of unemployment. As things
stand today, Modi remains a powerful
leader and has crafted a narrative that
he is all set to assume the mantle of
prime minister for the third consecu-
tive term.

M. Jeyaram
Sholavandan

LETTERS

I
t is becoming quite apparent that this is not
going to be a free and fair election. The reper-
cussions and ramifications of this rigging and
fixing will be felt all through Narendra

Modi’s third time in office. And this election has
damaged and will further damage our republic.

One does not need to labour to make the point
that the election has been rigged. Two chief min-
isters are in jail. Why? Not because they are con-
victed but because they have been jailed by agen-
cies controlled by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. 

The Congress Party has no access to its bank
accounts. Why? Not because it has been convicted
but because it is being manhandled by agencies
controlled by Mr Modi. Those who have been pre-
viously booked by the same agencies have now
been given clean chits after they switched their
allegiance to the NDA.

In no real democracy does this happen. We don’t
even have to go into the electoral bonds scandal.
The strange thing is that most people had already
assumed that Mr Modi would return to power in
2024, so why do this? Perhaps it is just who he is.
That is the most natural explanation for those
who have noted with alarm the sequence of
events that led to this pass.

This includes the outside world, and especially
the institutions that study democracy. They have
been telling us for years now that India is not fully

free, that its democracy has slid and that it has
become authoritarian. V-Dem inside the
University of Gothenburg in Sweden had classi-
fied India as an “electoral autocracy” in 2018. In
its 2024 report, released in March, it said that
India was “one of the worst autocratisers”. In
2020, the Economist Intelligence Unit classified
India as a “flawed democracy”, saying that
“democratic norms have been under pressure
since 2015”.

In 2021, Freedom House, the think tank in
Washington, said that India was now not free but
only “partly free”. The rating has remained since.

The government’s response to the Freedom
House finding was to trot out a press release
which said: “Many states in India under its feder-
al structure are ruled by parties other than the
one at the national level, through an election
process which is free and fair and which is con-
ducted by an independent election body. This
reflects the working of a vibrant democracy,
which gives space to those who hold varying
views.”

This was dishonest. The Freedom House report
had two parts. The first, given 40 per cent weigh-
tage, was on political rights. Here India got a
score of 34/40 (falling to 33/40 in 2023), including
full marks for free and fair elections, election
commission impartiality, freedom to start politi-
cal parties and opportunities for the Opposition to

increase their power. In this part, India did not
get full marks on whether voting was unham-
pered by violence and unaffected by communal
tension. 

This is hardly arguable. In fact, the government
even got 3/4 on transparency, which was proba-
bly overly generous.

The government response was therefore merely
repeating what Freedom House had anyway said.
Where India’s rating was hurt was in the other 60
per cent, for civil liberties, which are also a part of
freedom. Here it performed poorly (33/60). On the
issues of freedom of expression, freedom of reli-
gion, academic freedom, freedom of assembly,
freedom for NGOs to work (the report named the
government’s attack on my organisation
Amnesty International India specifically), rule of
law, independence of judiciary and due process
by the police, India’s rating was poor. But the
scores merely reflected the reality.

In fact, as readers may have noted, India should
expect that on the side of political rights, the score
will now crater. It is not possible to jail your
Opposition and pretend you are a democracy with
political rights.

When the scores began to fall at first the gov-
ernment appeared baffled by the results, because
Mr Modi was convinced that he was doing a good
job. The government sought details from min-
istries of the parameters used by the Economist

Intelligence Unit in its downgrading of India to a
“flawed democracy”, though the report itself cites
the reasons clearly. It said the “primary cause
was an erosion of civil liberties” and the intro-
duction of religion into citizenship. Again, all this
was already on view, what is new now in New
India is the direct assault on democracy and its
processes.

What should we now expect in the elections and
after? If Mr Modi is able to get a very large major-
ity and 400-plus seats, as he is claiming he will,
then the election will be seen as those in Russia
and North Korea are. There will be no credibility
and that will remain through the term.

On the other hand, if he gets fewer seats than in
2019 and has a simple majority, the Opposition
will not be cowed down easily. They know he will
misuse authority and abuse office to put them in
jail.

India has become like Bangladesh is, a democ-
racy where the Opposition is not allowed to func-
tion. This same state of affairs had happened in
Pakistan as well, most famously in 1977.

Prime Minister Modi can coin grand phrases
like “mother of democracy” but it has been appar-
ent for quite some time now that this is not only
untrue but a joke.

The writer is the chair of Amnesty International
India. Twitter: @aakar__patel

Subhani

Aakar Patel

K.C. Singh

With CM in jail,
Opp. accounts

frozen, election
not free and fair
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N the new Google and Apple 
world, the individual loses his 
or her edge exactly as in a mega 
mall. Or in an airport. You sift 
through racks. Or clear the tick-
et counter and the security. 
There are fixed ways to behave. 

There are rules. There are queues.
The greatest corruption that a post-

informational society assists into birth 
is a uniform world, where our most  
personal opinions and the most intimate 
desires must express themselves as  
acceptable to groups. So what do we do? 
We pretend that inside and outside  
we are the same. The kind of  thing a  
politician—the ultimate salesman—per-
haps will do to win your vote. 

To the natural outsider (recall Albert 
Camus’s Meursault in The Outsider), 
which is what a sensitive poet essentially 
could be, the most universal form of   
repression is political correctness, an  
offshoot really of  the global marketplace 
that the world is. You can agree with 
someone in Paris on the Gaza issue  
and feel good. You are a rebel even  
while sitting on your toilet. You are con-
stantly seeking to be grouped and  
regrouped. You are never alone with  
the things that cannot be shared. Never 
alone with your inadequacies and  
failings, the source of  your poetry. 

Is this good for the poet? As Michel 
Houellebecq, an iconoclast French writer 
often in the news for the wrong reasons, 
says in one of  his poems, “I will go home 
with my lungs/ The tiles will be freez-
ing./ As a child I loved sweets/ And now 
nothing matters.” ‘Now nothing matters’ 
because even loss has been homogenised 
and collectivised. Sweets do not feel the 
same to the now-blubbery tongue.

I have published five volumes of  poet-
ry, including a volume of  collected and 
new poems (Available Light). I have no 
illusion about their permanence. You 
write a poem, and no matter how good it 
is, it is water over your head in these 
times of  tsunamis of  distraction. But 
you must still pay a price for your lines.

In India, just now, there is an explosion 
of  poetry, most of  it attributable to  
the readymade town square of  social me-
dia. The cell phone is your trumpet. Hun-
dreds of  new poets throng the counters, 
murderous self-promotion gleaming  
in their eyes. Some of  them come with 
awards in their pockets, form a group  
and honour the others in the group. In a 

highly literary market like Kerala, for  
example, the awards go in circles and  
everyone gets at least one. According to 
one reliable drawing room estimate, there 
are over two lakh poets in the state.

Besides mainstream publishing hous-
es, scores of  independent presses have 
come into being all over India. Online 
publishing is flourishing. Poetry readings 

are as common as gatherings of crows.
And anthologies, unlike in the past, com-
pete to include rather than exclude. 

The natural sense of  loss, that out- 
of-place feeling that once perhaps defined 
a state of  being of  the compulsively mar-
ginal bard, is precisely what his or her  
updated version must dangle to attract  
the market. The endless festivals and read-
ings and online meetings are the malls 
where you hope to buy a little fame in ex-
change for a lot of  words you no longer 
can truly claim as true. What must jockey-
ing of  this type do to one’s integrity? This 
unwavering and constant urge to sell? 

Recent English anthologies edited  
by poets like Jeet Thayil or Sudeep Sen, 
or the Yearbook of  Indian Poetry (last  

edition edited by Sukrita Paul Kumar 
and Vinita Agrawal) run into many hun-
dreds of  pages. These are monumental 
efforts. Equally, these are great demo-
cratic exercises as well. But in the proc-
ess, poetry itself  might have been dumb-
ed down. I could be wrong. But is a 
festival talking about this possibility?

Does the proliferation of  poets propor-
tionately translate into quality? It is  
hard to say because there are no longer 
any clear standards, save the one of  the 
community that one has assiduously 
worked one’s entry into. It might  
be too much to say that we are sitting  
on a heap of  collapsed aesthetic  
values. But the idea persists. 

“Go right to the bottom of  the absence 
of  love,” says Houellebecq, “Cultivate 
self-hatred. Hatred of  oneself, contempt 
for others. Hatred of others, contempt 
for oneself… In the tumult of  life, always 
be the loser…To learn to become a  
poet is to unlearn how to live.” 

What the new poet is looking for is  
a stage, a studio, a mic, but not experi-
ence, that basic unit of  art. We end  
up censoring even our thoughts to facili-
tate access to these dead objects. Our  
so-called literary endeavours must  
therefore embody more falsity than 
truth. And the logical culmination of  the 
lack of  individuation is the AI poet. The 
automaton poet, smoothed off  all his 
edges, still making noises. The end of   
the extreme correct society is a robot. It 
cannot fail or fall. And it has no gender. 
It is correct because it has no conflict.

But without Man falling, there is nei-
ther the Bible, which to me is a handbook 
to the art of fall, nor Art. James Joyce’s 
great words ring hollow: “To live, to err, to 
fall, to triumph, to recreate life out of  life. 
A wild angel appeared to him, the angel of  
mortal youth and beauty, an envoy from 
the fair courts of  life, to throw open before 
him… the gates of  all the ways of  error 
and glory. On and on and on and on!” 

You believe those words, you will  
believe anything.

(Views are personal)
(cpsurendran@gmail.com)
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Albert 
Camus

Accepting the absurdity of everything 
around us is one step, a necessary 
experience: it should not become a dead end

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

— Ramnath Goenka

N March 22, a terrorist attack 
killed at least 137 people at the 
Crocus City Hall in Krasnogorsk 
at the edge of  Moscow city dur-
ing a rock concert. The incident 
had echoes of  Moscow’s Nord-
Ost theatre siege in 2002, where 

more than 170 people died, and the 2004 
seizure of  a school in Beslan in which 334 
people, including 186 children, perished. 
Those attacks were carried out by Chechen 
militants fighting a separatist war against 
Russia. They had ties to Al Qaeda-related 
groups at the height of  the early years of  
the first cycle of  global terror.

The Krasnogorsk incident, which 
seemed to suggest a pattern akin to ear-
lier incidents in Russia, initially threw 
up a few possibilities. First that it was 
related to and an outcome of  the Russian 
involvement in the war against Ukraine, 
that it was a Ukraine-initiated event to 
take the war into Russia’s interior. This 
was vehemently denied by Ukraine, 
which, despite bearing the brunt of  Rus-
sian assaults on its cities and civil popu-
lations, has not attempted to target the 
Russian civilian population. The action 
appeared to be aimed at embarrassing 
President Putin either during the elec-
tion or immediately afterwards.

Claims and investigations involving 
body cam clips of  the incident ultimately 
point towards the Afghanistan-based  
Islamic State of  Khorasan Province 
(ISKP), which accuses Russia of  having 
Muslim blood on its hands in Afghani-
stan, Chechnya and Syria. If  the  
ISKP claim is true, then it signifies an 
attempt to signal that it has finally estab-
lished itself  in the vicinity of  the near 
abroad region in sufficient measure to 
target Russia and its interests, including 
those in and around Central Asia. 

The Kremlin is obviously concerned. 
In addition to the much-projected image 
of  national unity in the war against 
Ukraine, Russia is also increasingly  
economically dependent on seasonal and 
migrant workers, particularly from Cen-
tral Asia; remember, Russia has a dwin-
dling population. Also, do recall that Rus-
sia once had a token number of  troops 
deployed in Tajikistan to keep an eye on 
the area, which has 72 million Muslims 
all vulnerable to the vile propaganda of  
the ISKP and similar exponents of  Islam-
ic terrorism. This deployment is now  
history once the Russian Army found it-
self  deficient in troops in Ukraine.

Krasnogorsk is an event that has been 
condemned around the world without full 
realisation of  what its geopolitical signifi-
cance is. On one hand, there are beliefs 

about the connection of  ISKP through the 
mother organisation ISIS to the US, 
which, it is alleged, is the main sponsor  
of  ISIS to prevent a Russian-Iranian take-
over of  Syria and northern Iraq. No cred-
ible evidence of  this has ever been  
presented. Krasnogorsk appears to in-
creasingly signify the return of  global  
terror; the making of  a second cycle after 
the decline of  the first witnessed during 
the pandemic. This was something  
anticipated for long; the recent historical 
legacy is important to understand. 

We have believed that global terror in-
cubated in Afghanistan after ISIS lost the 
battle of  Mosul in 2018. The latter led  
to it attempting a failed revival in Mara-
wi in the Philippines and a last-ditch  
attempt in Sri Lanka with the Easter 

bombings in April 2019. With the coming 
of  the pandemic in 2020, terrorism  
went into a shell but with all networks 
intact; a phenomenon that takes place 
when terror groups temporarily with-
draw to recoup. ISIS gravitated to North-
ern Afghanistan in an area where nei-
ther the Taliban nor the coalition forces 
had presence or control. The US with-
drawal from Afghanistan in August 2021 
offered the greatest opportunities to ter-
rorist groups to break their shackles and 
emerge as before. The situation in the 
Middle East was yet in the middle of  the 
follow-up to the Abraham Accords. 

The outbreak of  the Ukraine war in 
February 2022, six months after the US 
withdrawal from Afghanistan, took away 
a lot of  attention from the likely threats of  

international terrorism. The rise of  the 
Afghan Taliban, the encouragement it has 
given to the Tehreek e Taliban Pakistan 
(TTP), and in the last five months the 
atrocities across Gaza after an equally ob-
noxious display of  terrorism by Hamas 
against innocents in Southern Israel have 
all given rise to the sentiments that have 
gone into the making of  fresh triggers. 
These have the potential to take the world 
back to the days of  9/11 and thereafter. Is-
lamic radicalism is back and flourishing.

From Afghanistan as a base, Islamic 
terrorists have been able to strike  
Pakistan, Turkey and Iran. Afghani-
stan’s Taliban government appears to  
be taking on the mantle once donned by 
Zia ul Haq and the ISI to be one of  the 
lead sponsors of  terrorism through mo-
tivation using the radical route. The Tali-
ban is using its surrogate, the Tehreek e 
Taliban Pakistan (TTP) as the sword  
arm of this attempt to revive militant Is-
lam and have greater control over it. 

Al Qaeda has been quieter in compari-
son and is yet trying to re-establish  
its significance in the new strategic ma-
trix that global revival of  terrorism is
trying to create. In the strange world of  
global terrorism, although there is little 
or no coordination, a live and let live 
norm seems to have come into existence, 
at least for now. The Af-Pak region, where 
the terror footprint is increasing by  
the day, will find state response increas-
ingly weak and easy to overcome,  
given Pakistan’s utter downturn in its 
security capability; that is a nation that 
fought terror through the conventional 
mode during Operation Zarb e Azb.

With the display of  brazen capability 
to establish networks in Central Asia,  
execute acts in Russia’s capital and re-
main capable of  targeting the Iranian 
city of  Kerman, even during an event in 
memory of  national hero General
Qassem Soleimani, the ISKP is demon-
strating a creeping expansion. Recent 
exposes in India reflect the tip of  the  
possible iceberg. The nation that should 
be most worried is China. Its counter  
terrorism experience is next to nil,  
except for the string of  some very  
harsh measures in Xinjiang from where 
many of  the fighters of  the ISKP hail. 

The second cycle of  global terror  
will be countered by much greater expe-
rience, but much more technologies  
are also available to terrorists. Even with 
impending ceasefires in Ukraine and 
Gaza, it’s unlikely that the world will  
witness too much peace as yet.

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)
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POLITICS OF NEW POETRY
AND THE SALESMAN POET

FOCUS MOSCOW:
THE RETURN OF
GLOBAL TERROR

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

Former Commander, Srinagar-based 15 Corps. 
Now Chancellor, Central University of Kashmir

There is an explosion of poetry in 
India now, including the publication 
of large anthologies such as the one 
edited by poet Jeet Thayil. Scores of 
independent presses have come up; 
online publishing is flourishing too. 
But does the proliferation of poets 
translate into quality?

Terror networks went into a shell during the pandemic.  
But global events since the US withdrawal from Afghanistan  

in August 2021 have given them a fresh impetus

SOURAV ROY

C P SURENDRAN Poet, novelist, and screenplay writer. His latest 
novel is One Love and the Many Lives of Osip B

Public sympathy
Ref: The importance of being Arvind Kejriwal 
(Apr 1). The author talks of how public 
sympathy has already turned to AAP’s favour 
after the arrest of Arvind Kejriwal and his 
associates. His comments about “Lutyens ki 
duniya” being full  of Modi bhakts is tragic.    
V O Harindranathan, Chennai

Washing machine
As the article rightly states, Praful Patel, 
who was accused for years by the BJP of 
wrongdoings, was exonerated the moment 
he joined the BJP. This proves the BJP acted 
as a washing machine as alleged by West 
Bengal CM Mamata Banerjee. Kejriwal was 
incarcerated based on a simple statement by 
an accused person who turned approver. 
M Haneef, Kottayam

Legendary women 
Ref: The legend of the first female Sufi saint 
(Apr 1). Readers owe the author a huge debt  
for enlightening us on relatively unknown 
legends that existed. It is true there are very  
few female saints compared to males. I  can 
readily recollect just three: Meera, Avvaiyar  
and, much later, Mother Teresa. May the world 
have more such legends.
Sukumar Mandalika, email 
         
Depleting groundwater
Ref: Parched summer wake-up call  for Kerala 
(Apr 1). Deficiency in rainfall during the months 
of southwest and northeast monsoons in the 
previous year could also be the reason for the 
depletion of groundwater levels. In Kerala, 
the failure of the summer showers causes the 
temperature to rise to alarming levels, which in 
turn makes the situation worse. 
V K Kumar, Thiruvananthapuram

Extreme heat
This year, extreme heat has started taking  
a toll  early. If  end-March itself witnesses  
such high temperatures, what will  the 
condition be in the coming months? People 
may start collapsing from heatstroke. Because 
of such high temperatures and the lavish use 
of water, groundwater levels are going down 
alarmingly. People should be educated on the 
judicious use of water.
P P Sahadevan, Nileshwar

Revived opposition?
Ref: INDIA bloc leaders flex muscles, rally 
behind Kejriwal and Soren (Apr 1). Nearly a 
year after its formation in Patna, leaders of 
the INDIA bloc came together in a rally at 
Delhi’s Ramlila Grounds on Sunday. The arrests 
of CMs Arvind Kejriwal and Hemant Soren seem 
to have infused new life into the opposition. 
Will  this turn the tables on the NDA?
George Jacob, Kochi
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CASH-STARVED CONG 
STRUGGLES TO DEAL 

WITH TAX GOOGLY

W
ITH the income tax department freezing funds and 
slapping fresh demands of  over `3,500 crore on the 
Congress, the party appears to be staring down the 
barrel of  a gun. The tax orders disturbed the level 
playing field the Election Commission is mandated to 

ensure after polls are notified. But the government assured the 
Supreme Court it would not take coercive action on the recovery 
of  the fresh tax demands during the Lok Sabha elections. When 
a national party like the Congress admits it no longer has the 
ability to spend on print and TV advertisements, you get a sense 
of  its desperation. The party has since restricted its ad blitz to 
social media platforms and asked its state units to fend for them-
selves through crowdfunding. That the grand old party was 
caught unawares was reflected in Tamil Nadu MP Manickam 
Tagore admitting the situation could have been handled better 
had the state units known about the challenge six months ago. 

Rahul Gandhi recently said his party’s central unit was not 
even able to spend `2 on campaign work. That might be an 
exaggeration but it amplified the hard stance of  its opponent, 
not deterred by its democratic fallout and ignoring the con-
cerns of  the US and UN. Coming as the action did just before 
the elections, the Congress raged against what it called “tax 
terrorism”. But its timing is suspect—it knew the crackdown 
was imminent, as the tax sleuths acted only after the Delhi 
High Court last month dismissed the party’s challenges to the 
reassessment of  the last six years’ returns. The court sneered 
at the party tactically seeking legal intervention only near the 
end of  the taxman’s proceedings. It also saw merit in the claim 
that the reassessment was necessitated following the recovery 
of  incriminating documents in 2019 raids, which allegedly 
revealed lots of  hidden revenues not recorded in the books.

That the BJP would not miss an opportunity to choke  
the opposition’s money power is well known. For example, 
when demonetisation happened in November 2016, one of  
the alleged unstated objectives was to render the state  
parties’ stash of  black money useless ahead of  the UP polls. 
But the Congress chose a flawed strategy to fend off  the 
nosey taxman. Had it been more proactive in keeping its 
books, chances are it could have been on firmer ground.

INDIAN FOOTBALL’S NEW 
EMBARRASSING LOW

I
NDIAN football has hit another nadir. The cheers  
have been replaced by jeers. The national team’s 1-2 loss 
against Afghanistan at home was a reflection of  all that is 
bad about Indian football. The team that was ranked with-
in 100 now stands at 116; it struggled against a war-torn 

Afghanistan ranked 158 and playing with a hurriedly- 
assembled team. Swords are out against head coach Igor 
Stimac, the jingoistic Croatian who once said, “This is  
new India.” Though accountable, he is by no means the  
only reason for India’s poor show. The team that can hardly 
stitch together a string of  passes or make a decisive move 
towards the goal has failed to improve. As things stand, no  
matter who the coach is—Pep Guardiola or Jurgen Klopp—
the team will not magically resurrect.

The failure is a reflection on the system itself. The All In-
dia Football Federation (AIFF), instead of  focusing on big-
ticket events like FIFA tournaments, should look into their 
grassroots programmes. The 2017 U17 World Cup in India is 
a case in point. That well-trained and widely-travelled junior 
team has not contributed to the senior team as much as was 
projected; only a few players enjoyed a seamless transition. 
Also, the Indian Super League (ISL), which is in its 10th year, 
has not yielded the desired results. A league without relega-
tion lacks intensity and high-pressure situations. It’s a
league where footballers beyond their prime from strong 
footballing nations like Brazil, Spain and Portugal ply their 
trade. It’s a place where Indians usually play second fiddle. 
It looks like a failed experiment. After cricket, some ISL foot-
ballers are the highest paid professionals in the country. And 
they are happy to play in a mediocre setup.

When the newly-elected AIFF officials headed by Kalyan 
Chaubey, a former international and a BJP politician, took 
office, a lot was expected from them. What the nation got was 
controversy after controversy, including the sacking of  its 
secretary general and allegations of  corruption and, more 
recently, charges of  assault on women footballers. There 
have been more foreign travels of  officials than discussions 
on India’s roadmap to get the sport back in shape. The Sports 
Authority and the sports ministry have put Stimac on no-
tice, but that’s just a part of  the remedy. Things are unlikely 
to improve unless the ecosystem changes.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MORE DRONE DIDIS WELCOME

T
HE prime minister’s scheme to train women in using 
drones for farming is a journey in the right direction. It 
helps the women-led self-help groups or SHGs involved 

in the scheme earn money and, at the same time, provides 
farmers with cheaper, time-saving options for arduous jobs 
such as spreading seeds and pesticides. The scheme’s poten-
tial is immense in a country boasting of  93 lakh SHGs involv-
ing 9 crore women. It can surely be widened from its current 
fleet of  1,000 drones and 15,000 self-help groups. Companies, 
including those in the growing ecosystem of  drone manu-
facturers, should come forward to support it.
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and reach a pragmatic resolution. But then, 
that’s what boards are partly for, some say.

While there are ‘independent directors,’ 
how many are truly independent? Most 
directors owe their seats to their proximity 
to promoters, the management or goodwill 
earned in their previous official capacities. 
Those who dare assert themselves risk swift 
ejection, with informal power networks 
ensuring their exclusion from other board 
invitations. This dissuades many from chal-
lenging the status quo. Consequently, the 
expectations placed on independent direct-
ors remain fictional, as they lack the freedom 
and authority needed to enact meaningful 
change in such circumstances.

Although the law provides general guide-
lines, Sebi should establish specific regula-
tions for companies to protect minority 
shareholders’ interests, especially in cases of 
business-family spats. This underscores the 
importance of Sebi’s proposal to separate 
the chairperson and managing director roles 
in the top 500 listed entities—an initiative 
that promotes better corporate governance 
and accountability. However, it’s evident 
that India Inc, driven by a sense of entitle-
ment, opposes the idea of any regulator dic-
tating the distribution and transparency of 
familial power within companies.

The Securities and Exchange Board of 
India took a significant step last year by 
expanding the scope of disclosure require-
ments under Sebi’s listing Regulation 30A. 
It addressed the prevalence of undisclosed 
family arrangements within business groups 
that directly impact the operation and own-
ership of listed entities. These arrange-
ments, whether formal or informal, can 
restrict the freedom of listed entities to con-
duct business or dictate succession plans for 
key management positions, while remaining 
hidden from the scrutiny of the business’s 
board and shareholders. Sebi’s notification 
mandates the public disclosure of all such 
covenants, shedding light on any exclusion 
of family members from ownership or con-
trol, or the allocation of specific entities to 
particular branches of the family. Such 
transparency is essential to ensure that the 
governance of listed entities stays free of 
undue familial influence and manipulation.

Compliance with this regulatory shift, 
previously regarded as closely guarded fam-
ily proprietary information, will not occur 
spontaneously. Sebi may need to take pro-
active measures to compel all companies to 
make a one-time disclosure. 

Moreover, while even written agreements 
can be contentious, oral or loose arrange-

A
ll seems good when the parents are 
around. After their passing, human 
greed and jealousy seem to strain 

relations in many business families. The dis-
tribution of wealth and power within a fam-
ily to everyone’s satisfaction is a universal 
challenge. In many parts of the world, timely 
transitions from family-run to professionally 
managed businesses have helped mitigate 
such conflicts, driven in part by the fear of 
shareholder lawsuits.

With nine-tenths of India’s publicly traded 
companies being family-owned or con-
trolled, the complexity and pressure of keep-
ing control of these businesses intensifies as 
families enlarge across generations. Family 
feuds can manifest in diverse ways, often 
beginning with minor disagreements among 
members over business strategies or priori-
ties, often with personal egos at play. How-
ever, seemingly trivial issues can quickly 
escalate into major disputes, fuelled by fric-
tion around inheritance matters or control of 
a majority stake in a listed corporation.

group continued to work in the primary 
sector, while it was only about 18% in 
TN. Among women aged under 30, 
there is virtually no farm employment 
in TN (under 2%). While non-farm 
employment is higher in TN, jobless-
ness among young women is also 
higher. A higher level of urbanization in 
TN has not enabled all women seeking 
paid work to find such jobs. Is low job 
creation keeping women in urban TN 
from paid work?

The answer is not so straightforward. 
Educated unemployment in the 20s in 
TN is also high among young men, but 
almost all men are in work by the time 
they turn 30. This suggests that rather 
than a lack of jobs, it is either the type of 
jobs or lack of enabling factors that stop 
people from taking up employment.

From the perspective of women, what 
are enabling factors? First, marriage 
remains universal in India and house-
hold chores and care responsibilities 
continue to be carried out by women, 
regardless of their employment status. 
Employed young Indian women in 
urban areas spend around 2 hours and 
45 minutes on domestic work, based on 
data from a time-use survey 2019 
(bit.ly/3XbTGYz). In contrast, employed 
young urban men spend only 30 min-
utes on domestic work. Women face 
many more trade-offs, balancing house-
work and paid work. They need their 
workplace commute to be less time con-
suming and more convenient, a difficult 
condition to meet for most.

More women than men depend on 
public transport and intermediate 
modes such as shared three-wheelers, 
which increases commuting time and 
is more tiring. Also, unsafe public trans-
port, either as perceived or in reality, 
is a crucial concern for women in low-
skilled occupations in Chennai. 
(bit.ly/3FjNwgI) In the case of high-
skilled women, such as those working in 
IT, a shared auto is replaced by a cab 
or a company transport, but the former 
raises commuting costs and the latter 
makes it hard to keep flexible timings.

Second, for many women, unlike 
men, marriage typically involves a shift 
in home location, even in the same city, 
which could make earlier jobs hard to 
keep. In cities where residential areas 
are segregated from commercial areas, 
finding a suitable job near homes is not 
easy. Also, migrants and low-income 
families often settle in suburbs because 
they cannot afford rents in central city 
areas where there are more jobs.

Instead of providing a subsidy to 
build homes in rural areas, which is 
what many state governments as well as 
the central government do, it would be 
worthwhile to explore how affordable 
housing supply can be increased where 
jobs are plentiful, or if housing vouchers 
can be used to make rents affordable in 
the interim. Such policies will benefit 
families, and more so women.

Third, one of the big trade-offs for 
urban women continues to be between 
full-time childcare and paid work. 
While the Indian law mandates large 
companies to have a childcare facility at 
the workplace, this is not of much use 
once schooling starts. It is not practical 
to bring a child to a workplace facility 
from a school far away from the office.

Policymakers should consider a case 
for after-school daycare facilities on 
school premises. This would eliminate 
the need for transportation. Instead of 
firms funding childcare on their prem-
ises, the same money can be used to 
subsidize convenient childcare.

Finally, bigger long-term gains may 
come from making gender education a 
norm at the school level for everyone. It 
is easier to influence young minds, raise 
girls’ aspirations and inculcate gender 
equality in early phases of learning.

Tamil Nadu has historically taken a 
lead in promoting women’s empower-
ment in India. Now it could set a new 
example by initiating pilot projects to 
test some of these proposals that may 
help raise women employment. 

It would be even better, of course, if 
both neighbours come together in this 
worthwhile cause.

T
amil Nadu and Karnataka are two 
large neighbouring states in 
South India. Nearly 20 years ago, 

in 2004-05, around 57% of women in 
the prime age group of 25-to-54 years 
were in paid work in Tamil Nadu (TN) 
and Karnataka. Fast forward. While 44% 
of prime-age women in TN were 
employed in 2022-23, the proportion 
was 51% in Karnataka. This data sug-
gests that Karnataka has done better at 
keeping women employed. The state 
overtook TN in terms of per-person real 
state GDP during the last decade. With 
its growth driven by the IT sector, one 
of the largest employers of educated 
women, it seems like Karnataka has 
managed to arrest women dropping out 
of the job market better than its neigh-
bour. Or is that so?

Dig deeper and a different story will 
emerge. First, a caveat. Given small sub-
samples at the state level in the Periodic 
Labour Force Surveys, the percentages 
discussed below may not be entirely 
representative. Yet, the comparative 
trends are unlikely to differ vastly.

With economic prosperity, people 
usually move out of agriculture and into 
non-farm jobs. 26% of women of prime 
age in TN were working in either indus-
trial or service sectors in 2022-23. In 
Karnataka, it was only 21%. More than 
30% of Karnataka women in this age 

State-funded pilot projects aimed at lowering hidden barriers could help us chart a path forward

Shield other shareholders from business family feuds
SRINATH SRIDHARAN

F
or all the policy promotion of electric 
vehicles (EVs), their sales figures in 
India have been a disappointment as 
far as four-wheelers go. Even hybrid 
cars, which get no policy push, have 
lately been selling more. Consider 

the automobile sales numbers for 2023-24. 
In the second half of the year, around 52,000 
units were sold of hybrids, which combine 
combustion engines with battery-powered 
propulsion to reduce fuel emissions. In com-
parison, sales of all-electric four-wheelers 
lagged at 48,000 units. For the full year, EVs 
nosed ahead with almost 100,000 units, while 
hybrids sold about a tenth less. The latter have 
significant consumer appeal, evidently, in 
spite of bearing a heavier tax burden. This may 
explain why transport minister Nitin Gadkari 
has sent a proposal to the finance ministry, as 
reported, to place hybrids in the same 5% GST 
bracket as EVs. Currently, hybrids are taxed at 
par with fossil-fuelled vehicles: at the top GST 
rate of 28%, that is, with a cess levied on top of 
that, taking the effective levy higher. It may be 
time, however, to incentivize hybrids too as we 
go about electrifying transport towards India’s 
overarching aim of carbon neutrality by 2070.

The premise for treating hybrids like regular 
combustion cars was that they do not fully 
eliminate the use of fossil fuels, even if they 
stretch the distance every litre of a fuel-refill 
takes them. The fact that they are not entirely 
exhaust-free prompted critics to label them as 
old-tech in the guise of clean-tech. In their 
view, a shift away from hydrocarbon usage to 
anything short of EVs would amount to a cop-
out, as that could become the new normal, 
making it harder to achieve the transport sec-
tor’s goal of decarbonization. This may turn 

out to be true if that’s where our mobility tran-
sition ends. But not if hybrids serve as a bridge 
for an eventual switch to EVs across India. In 
fact, hybrid advocates have a sound argument 
for why we need such a two-stage plan to 
decarbonize our motorized traffic. For one, 
hybrids that use both batteries and pistons 
to move wheels not only reduce demand for 
petrol or diesel—and thus compress carbon 
emissions—they induce no anxiety over being 
stranded without charge. Unlike EVs, they are 
not dependent on charging infrastructure, 
the slow emergence of which deters many 
would-be EV buyers. Long waits to charge cars 
have been an EV-market dampener even in 
rich economies like the US. There is a worry 
that India’s power grid may be unable to meet 
a surge in power demand for charging should 
we switch to EVs in far larger numbers. Also, as 
most electricity used in India is still from coal-
fired plants, it will be many years before overall 
exhaust levels drop. In short, a premature pivot 
to EVs could prove disruptive without suffi-
cient gains on the clean-up front to justify it. 
Not to imply that we aren’t making progress 
against those lacunae. But our target of EVs 
making up 30% of vehicle sales by 2030 looks 
steep. Of the 4.15 million passenger vehicles 
sold in 2023-24, just 2.4% were EVs. That they 
tend to be priced dearly doesn’t help.

Apart from being cheaper, typically, hybrids 
offer a practical pathway towards our climate 
aims. While there are auto lobbies on both sides 
of the hybrid debate, what matters is how to 
reach net-zero optimally. GST relief can help. 
As EV-makers complain of inverted GST rates, 
with inputs charged more than 5% and capital 
blocked in refunds, a wider rate rejig might be 
needed too. Let’s re-route the way ahead.

Hybrids can be a bridge 
to carbon-free mobility
India should rethink tax policy in support of hybrid vehicles as a pathway to exhaust-free 

roads. It could smoothen the transition while infrastructure for EVs takes time to emerge
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ment is currently contesting
various cases in Indian courts
against companies on the taxa-
bility of such transactions
where a share transfer is be-
tween two non-resident com-
panies.

In the Vodafone case, the Su-
preme Court ruled in January
2012 that a transfer of shares of
a foreign company having an
Indian subsidiary from one
non-resident to another non-
resident does not amount to

TURN TO PAGE 24®

ments from the stakeholders on
Tuesday, is aimed at widening
the tax net, removing ambigui-
ties and plugging loopholes in
the current tax laws. To be sure,
a new government at the centre
could revise some of the provi-
sions of the Bill before it is ta-
bled in the Parliament.

Levying a capital gains tax on
such transactions has been a
bone of contention between the
income tax department and
various multi-national compa-
nies involved in cross-border
transactions. The tax depart-

(both foreign companies) over
the acquisition of what is now
Vodafone India.

The revised draft law propos-
es that if 20% of the total assets
of a company are located in In-
dia, then the income arising
from such a transaction will be
taxed in the country. The previ-
ous version of the Bill had said
such transactions would be
taxed if 50% of the total assets
were located in India.

The new version, which was
published on the income tax
department website for com-

BY REMYA NAIR

remya.n@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The government has tight-
ened a provision in the re-

vised direct taxes code (DTC)
Bill that will make it tougher for
overseas companies to avoid
paying taxes in India on trans-
actions where underlying assets
are located in the country.

This would pertain to deals
such as the one between Voda-
fone Group Plc and the
Hutchison Whampoa group
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India will not meet its
fiscal deficit target for

2013-14. Figures released
on Tuesday for the 11
months to February put
the number at 5.3% of
gross domestic product
(GDP). The interim
budget figure was 4.6%.

The slippage—
apparent in January—is
due to slow revenue
growth and higher
expenditure. One could
say this amounts to
pettifogging as a slippage
of 0.7% of GDP should
not matter.

But the issue is one of
the government’s ability
to stick to a given
number, one it has
breached repeatedly after
telling something to the
country and Parliament.
Just look back nine or 10
months: at that time, any
and every signal of
mismanagement was
being parsed by rating
agencies keen to declare
a rating event that the
government was so keen
to avoid.

It seems India only
adheres to targets and
goals to avoid crises and
not as a matter of
economic prudence.

QUICK EDIT

Slipped
target

THIRD ROUND

EC allows RBI
to issue new
bank licences

BY D INESH UNNIKRISHNAN &

JOEL REBELLO

·························
MUMBAI

The Election Commission
(EC) of India on Tuesday
gave the Reserve Bank of

India (RBI) approval to go ahead
with the process of licensing a
third set of private banks after
the start of economic liberaliza-
tion in 1991, as the central bank
seeks to expand the reach of
the`84 trillion banking industry.

The last time RBI licensed
new banks was in 2003-04, when
it opened the doors to Kotak
Mahindra Bank Ltd and Yes
Bank Ltd.

“The Commission has consid-
ered your request seeking guid-
ance of the Commission wheth-
er it would be appropriate for
you go ahead with the an-
nouncement of in-principle ap-
provals for Banking licenses in
view of the current enforcement
of the Model Code of Conduct,”
the Election Commission said in
a letter to the RBI governor post-
ed on its website.

“The Commission is of the
view that Reserve Bank of India
may take necessary action as
deemed appropriate by the
Bank...”

RBI had sought the EC’s ap-
proval to issue bank licences be-
fore voting in the general elec-
tion starts on 7 April. Major poli-
cy announcements are discour-
aged under the EC’s code of
conduct, which came into effect

on 5 March with the setting of
election dates.

The 25 companies in the race
for new banking licence include
Reliance Capital Ltd, Bajaj Fi-
nance Ltd, Aditya Birla Finan-
cial Services Group, L&T Fi-
nance Holdings Ltd, IDFC Ltd,
India Post, Bandhan Financial
Services Pvt. Ltd, LIC Housing
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RBI governor Raghuram
Rajan says there is
scope for partial
licences, such as in the
case of payment banks

Stressed
loans pile
sees a trillion
rupee jump
BY D INESH UNNIKRISHNAN

dinesh.n@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Indian banks conducted the
biggest-ever loan restructur-

ing exercise in the year ended 31
March under the so-called cor-
porate debt restructuring (CDR)
mechanism, rewriting the terms
for a trillion rupees worth of
loans, as a slowing economy
and delayed projects resulted in
cost overruns and repayment is-
sues.

Loans recast during the year
aggregated around 80% of what
was restructured in the previous
three financial years taken to-
gether.

CDR is a platform where
banks make loan repayment
terms flexible for troubled com-
panies by extending the loan re-
payment period, reducing lend-
ing rates, offering a moratorium
(repayment holiday) and, in
some cases, writing down some
amount of the loan.

The CDR scheme was started
in August 2001 under the aegis
of the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI). Most banks in the country
are part of the forum.

In 2013-14, loans worth `1
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PROFILING INDIA'S 
YOUNG VOTERS
The key constituency in the ongoing general elections will be the young voters. 
Mint gives a state-wise break-up of the demographic, based on data released 
by the Election Commission (EC).

Less than 50

between 50 and 55

between 55 and 60

More than 60

The available Maharashtra data does not have the age-wise 
break-up;  data for Uttarakhand and Himachal Pradesh is yet to 
be made available by EC; for states including Madhya Pradesh, 
Punjab, Karnataka, Rajasthan and Jammu and Kashmir, data 
was available for the age group between 18 and 39 years.

Percentage of 
voters between 
18-40 years 

Source:  Election Commission of India

Goa
Tamil Nadu
Rajasthan
Kerala
Punjab
Karnataka
Puducherry
Haryana
West Bengal

Odisha
Gujarat
Uttar Pradesh
Manipur
Jammu and Kashmir
Assam
Andaman and Nicobar
Tripura
Bihar
Madhya Pradesh
Chandigarh
Lakshadweep
Andhra Pradesh
Jharkhand
Nagaland
Delhi
Arunachal Pradesh
Chhattisgarh
Sikkim
Meghalaya
Daman and Diu
Dadra and Nagar Haveli
Mizoram

47.16
48.82
49.17
49.70
50.91
51.43
51.46
51.65
52.63

54.03
55.44
55.76
56.08

56.1
56.57
56.65
56.75
57.59
58.04
58.24
58.28
58.69
59.01
59.08
62.08
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65.55
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66.71
68.71
69.61
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For the first time since
September, when he

took over as governor of
the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI), Raghuram Rajan
presented a monetary pol-
icy with no surprises,
keeping the policy rate un-
changed at 8% in the cen-
tral bank’s first bi-monthly
credit policy, even as he
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policy rates
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As the saying goes, 
the Stone Age did not end 

because we ran out of 
stones; we transitioned to 

better solutions. The same 
opportunity lies before us 

with energy efficiency 
and clean energy. 

STEVEN CHU

is a policy researcher and 

corporate advisor. @ssmumbai 
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pursuing costly litigation, factions within 
families have been found to instigate media 
mud-slinging as well as investigations by 
authorities against one another. The reper-
cussions of such manoeuvres inevitably hit 
shareholders. Is there a way to shield inves-
tors from the fallout of succession battles? 

Most family conflicts are 
resolved through litigation 
or private mediation. Large 
businesses are often influ-
enced by the policies and 
principles of founding fam-
ilies, blurring the distinc-
tion between the firm and 
its owners. While investors 
may initially benefit from 
trust and confidence vested 
in promoter families, the 
record has shown high 
potential for investors to 
suffer as a result of pro-
longed family disputes that 

depress share prices and market cap.
Perhaps rules that get warring factions to 

step aside until disputes are resolved could 
provide a solution. Reluctance to relinquish 
management control (and thus access to 
company funds, especially for legal battles), 
may compel all parties to come to the table 

ments pose an even greater challenge, often 
leading to fierce disputes. We have seen this 
play out many times in India. The bulk of 
Indian enterprises have had family feuds. Be 
it the Kirloskar family, the current Kalyani- 
Hiremath feud, the old Ambani brothers dis-
pute, Murugappa group muddle over one of 
the daughters asking for a 
board seat, the Chhabrias 
of Finolex, the Singhanias 
of Raymond, the Wadias 
ofBombay Dyeing and Bri-
tannia, or the K.K. Modi 
family discord and the 
recent Tata-Mistry battle. 
Who has paid the price for 
these wars ? Is it not their 
minority shareholders ? 

So long as family-run 
businesses dominate our 
corporate landscape, fam-
ily succession battles will 
remain a risk factor for 
minority investors. If reputational risk does 
not seem to concern business families, it’s 
primarily because institutional investors are 
just waking up and yet to find their voice.

Unfortunately, much of India Inc still 
resorts to age-old tactics to resolve disputes. 
In addition to airing grievances in public and 

Stricter Sebi 

rules could 

disincentivize 

disputes that 

disrupt firms 

and depress 

stock prices

Women’s employment could be 
enhanced by well-aimed policies

VIDYA MAHAMBARE & 
VIVEK JADHAV
are, respectively, professor of economics 

and director (research and FPM) at Great 

Lakes Institute of Management, and 

assistant professor at Institute of 

Management Technology, Ghaziabad. 
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T
he government of India has taken a 
slew of measures to bolster finances 
required for institutionalized food 
security management, involving the 
procurement of wheat, rice and coarse 
grains from farmers, their safe storage 

and transportation to deficit regions, and then 
their distribution among beneficiaries. These 
measures started with the settlement in fiscal year 
2020-21 of all the food-subsidy arrears and claims 
of Food Corporation of India (FCI), amounting to 
₹4.63 trillion. The latest step in this direction, 
taken in February 2024, has been an enhancement 
of the authorized working capital of FCI from 
₹10,000 crore to ₹21,000 crore. 

Traditionally, these operations have been 
financed through food credit. There has been a 
separate arrangement for pre-emptive lending to 
FCI and food-procuring state governments regu-
lated by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI). The entire 
volume of food credit is extended by a consortium 
of banks led by State Bank of India (SBI). In the 
past, this consortium charged higher interest rates 
due to uncertainty of repayment, because credit 
extended could be repaid only once the subsidy 
was disbursed after liquidation of foodgrain stock 
held in the central pool.

The extent of food credit extended by the con-
sortium reduced credit available for other sectors 
of the economy, classified as ‘non-food credit.’ 
Since the establishment of FCI in 1965, food credit 
had been consuming a significant share of the total 
credit deployed in the Indian economy. According 
to Economic Survey reports of 2000-01 and 
2001-02, it ranged from 15% to 20% until the end of 
year 2000, and had risen to 37.7% during April to 
October 2001, due to an extended period of stock 
holding. From 2001-02 onwards, the share of food 
credit started declining, due to quicker liquidation 
of stock. It declined further with FCI’s diversifica-
tion of fund sources, such as government guaran-
teed bonds, National Small Savings Scheme (NSS) 
and ways-and-means advances, which was done to 
reduce interest costs. Thus, the share of food credit 
has been on a decline over the past two decades.

However, from the year 2010-11 onwards, the 
central government’s subsidy disbursement to FCI 
had become sticky. Usually, the government 
would disburse 95% of the subsidy during a given 
year and the rest after a complete audit of accounts. 
But the disbursement dropped sharply during the 
previous decade, and subsidy arrears were cleared 
only in small parts. As a result, the total subsidy 
arrears owed to FCI rose to ₹3.76 trillion by the end 
of 2019-20, and then further to ₹4.37 trillion by 
the end of 2020-21’s third quarter. Subsequently, 
in an effort to square off-budget borrowings, the 
government cleared the pending bill of subsidy 
arrears in one go during the fourth quarter of 
2020-21, by disbursing ₹3.85 trillion. Thus, a total 
subsidy payment in 2020-21 of ₹4.63 trillion from 

the central budget outlay not only cleaned up the 
balance sheet of the government, but also helped 
FCI clear all its debt. 

During the previous decade, spanning a period 
from 2011 to 2020, FCI had managed its finances 
by borrowing huge amounts of money from vari-
ous sources that incurred an accumulated interest 
burden of about ₹29,000 crore (2020-21 estimate). 
Rising interest pay-outs weighed heavily on food-
security operations, especially by raising the share 
of interest in the ‘economic cost’ borne of wheat 
and rice to a peak of about 12% in 2020-21. 

High economic costs in turn leads to higher 
food subsidy pay-outs by the government and also 
places constraints on modernizing food-security 
infrastructure for more efficient operations. Thus 
the enhancement of FCI’s approved working capi-
tal to ₹21,000 crore shall help further contain the 
interest component of the economic cost of food-
grains, and thereby also the subsidy incurred 
thereupon.

Historically, in a developing country like India, 
financing food security operations has been a 

Food security finances: A push 
for efficiency is a win for India

The government’s 2020-21 clearing of FCI’s subsidy dues and other steps have improved both capital and food management 
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A
t the time Egypt’s pyramids were 
being constructed, one of the cra-
dles of global civilization emerged 

the Indus Valley around the borders of 
Pakistan and India. Its grid-planned cities 
produced sewerage networks, delicate art-
works and an undeciphered writing sys-
tem. Then, a 900-year drought [is thought 
to have] emptied its urban areas and sent its 
population back to a simpler, poorer village 
life on the plains of the River Ganga.

Something grimly similar is happening 
right now. Tech professionals are leaving 
India’s IT hub of Bengaluru amid an inten-
sifying drought that has gripped the city as 
it sweats through another torrid pre-mon-
soon season, The Deccan Herald reported 
this month. More than half of the wells the 
city depends on for groundwater have 
dried up after failed rains last year, leaving 
businesses and citizens dependent on 
trucked-in water tankers.

In neighbouring Kerala—which catches 
much of the monsoon rainfall before it 
reaches inland stretches of Karnataka—a 
minister has written to Bengaluru’s com-
panies, suggesting they relocate because 
“water is not an issue at all” in his state, The 
Times of India reported.

That seems in poor taste in southern 
India, where fights over the distribution of 
river flows between parched states have 
gone on for decades. These pressures are 
only going to grow as populations rise and 
climate change makes the cycles of 
drought and monsoon more pronounced.

That’s not just a regional problem, but an 
issue for the country as a whole and the 
world at large. The southern states of Kar-
nataka, Kerala, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh 
and Tamil Nadu account for just about 15% 
of India’s population but they generate 
about a quarter of GDP thanks to the strong 
performance of their technology and man-
ufacturing sectors. The global economy is 
counting on that engine of growth to take 
over in the years ahead, as China slows 
toward stagnation.

Southern India lacks the huge reserves 
provided by the Himalayan snowpack in 
the north, making water shortages a fact of 
life. Chennai went through a comparable 
emergency in 2019, while the current 
drought is also biting in Hyderabad.

Existing policies are not helping fix a 
problem will require making hard compro-
mises with two of India’s most politically 
sensitive industries: agriculture and power 
generation. 

The households struggling with water 
restrictions right now only consume about 
7% of India’s water. The overwhelming 

majority, 85% or so, goes to farming.
While rainfall cannot simply be trans-

ferred from a paddy farm to a tech worker’s 
kitchen tap, the groundwater that’s run-
ning out in Bengaluru ultimately shares its 
aquifers with rural water tables. Karnataka 
and Tamil Nadu are two of the most impor-
tant growing states for sugarcane, a notori-
ously thirsty crop. Far from seeking to rein 
in this trade, the government is encourag-
ing planting with mandated prices and 
export subsidies that have landed New 
Delhi in years of disputes at the World 
Trade Organization. 

India now produces enough sugar to 
meet its population’s needs twice over and 
production will remain higher than 
demand well into the 2040s, according to 
a recent report from government think-
tank Niti Aayog. Meanwhile, the increased 
cane production required by the central 
government’s ethanol-blending policy 
could consume an additional 348 billion 
cubic metres of water, according to a 2020 
study—around twice what is used by every 
city in the country.

Coal-fired electricity is another water 
hog. Thermal generators need to suck 
giga-litres from rivers to cool their turbine 
circuits. The power sector may account for 
more than a quarter of Karnataka’s urban 
water consumption by 2030, according to 
a 2014 study. Much of that electricity goes 
back into agriculture. As well as sucking up 
groundwater, India’s millions of grid-con-
nected electric pumps put further stress on 
the power system, accounting for about a 
fifth of electricity consumption.

It’s unlikely that, with general elections 
just weeks away, these persistent problems 
will be tackled any time soon. But they 
can’t be ignored. Bengaluru and Hydera-
bad have prospered by earning a reputa-
tion as some of India’s best cities for 
upwardly-mobile professionals, blessed 
with relatively clean air and a milder cli-
mate. Should institutional failures turn 
urban clean water into a privilege rather 
than a right, their attractions will diminish, 
dissipating the development benefits of 
urban growth and agglomeration.

India is determined to escape the fate of 
its Indus Valley forebears, and prosper 
through this coming era of climate change. 
To do so, it will need to put the needs of its 
thirsty cities first. ©BLOOMBERG

India must look at the needs of 
its thirsty cities before the rest

Farms and power plants consume too much and our cities too little 

Water scarcity afflicts many Indian cities 

other than Bengaluru MINT

HT

MY VIEW  |  IT MATTERS

There is a silver lining for Indian IT pro-
viders, however. On one hand, scaling back 
on consulting and discretionary IT projects 
affects the pipeline and revenues of Indian 
IT companies. On the other hand, a focus on 
cost optimization could play to the strengths 
of Indian providers, known for their cost-ef-
fective solutions and operational excellence. 
This scenario could lead to an increase in 
offshoring and greater demand for managed 
services, as clients seek to do more with less.

But offshoring is a mezzanine step. It 
occurs before the automation and elimina-
tion of jobs. We have already seen this in the 
business process outsourcing (BPO) sector. 
I happened to run into the wife of the major-
ity owner of one of India’s largest IT services 
businesses some weeks ago at a social soiree. 
When I recounted to her that her husband 
had wanted to hire me as the chief executive 
of his BPO business some 10 years ago, she 
remarked, “Does anybody even have a BPO 
company anymore?” God forbid that some-
one gets a chance to make that same remark 
about today’s IT services in the future.

That said, the IT industry has a history of 
turning challenges into catalysts for trans-
formation. A weak forecast from a global 
market leader could well spark the next 
wave of evolution. Let’s see.

Indian information technology (IT) service 
providers will be multi-faceted. First, let’s 
address investor sentiment. The stock mar-
ket is as much about perception as it is about 
performance. Given Accenture’s broad cli-
ent base across industries and geographies, 
its forecast is often seen as a barometer for 
global IT spending. If it hints at a slowdown, 
it sets a narrative of caution across the sector, 
which can lead investors to recalibrate their 
expectations beyond Accenture too.

For Indian IT firms, this recalibration 
might result in stock-price volatility. Com-
panies like Cognizant, TCS, Infosys, Tech-
Mahindra, Wipro and HCL Technologies, 
which have an overlap with Accenture in 
terms of services and client industries, could 
see valuations affected as investors adopt a 
wait-and-see approach. If so, however, this 
would likely be more knee-jerk than judi-
cious, and influenced by a herd mentality. 
Over the medium term, their stock prices 
would auto-correct vis-à-vis Accenture.

Beyond the immediate financial market 
implications, a more substantive concern for 
Indian IT firms would be understanding the 
underpinnings of Accenture’s weak forecast. 
Is it due to reduced IT spending by clients? 
Is it because of geopolitical tensions, or per-
haps a sign of broader economic headwinds? 

I
n the IT services industry, Accenture 
doesn’t just make waves—it can create 
storms that either lift the boats of compet-

itors or send them into a whirlpool. This past 
week, JPMorgan and other equity analysts 
have been mulling the fact that Accenture 
has issued a weaker than expected forecast. 
There has been a meaningful cut by the firm 
of its constant currency revenue growth gui-
dance from 2–5% to an anaemic 1–3%. This, 
say equity analysts, has been caused by a 
tight leash held by clients on discretionary 
spending. This throttles quickly converted 
small deals that drive a part of the business 
that contributes heavily to overall revenue.

In the meanwhile, equity analysts claim 
that a large “transformational” deal pipeline 
is healthy for Accenture, but that there are 
delays in deal signing or a revenue ramp-up 
on already-signed deals. There is also hope 
among analysts that the industry is cau-
tiously optimistic, and they expect growth in 
the latter part of the year. In my opinion, the 
ripple effects of Accenture’s slowdown on 

IT firms mustn’t miss warning signals from Accenture
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like healthcare or utilities. Alternatively, if 
the forecast points to a shift in technology 
investment—say, from enterprise IT to 
emerging technologies like Generative AI or 
blockchain—Indian firms would need to 
realign their service offerings and talent 
acquisition strategies accordingly, which 

seems like a Herculean task 
for their current manage-
ment suites.

The IT services industry 
is notorious for its tactics to 
attract skilled professionals 
and very poor at managing 
its revolving door of depar-
tures and new recruits. 
While attrition has now 
reduced, the pandemic saw 
the gross incapability of 
Indian IT providers to 
retain talent, unless they 
were willing to poach from 
each other at twice the 

recruit’s salary. This, they did short-sight-
edly and are still trying to lose that payroll 
bloat. According to analyst firm ISG, GenAI 
talent is “1% of 1%” (to quote its chief strategy 
officer). It is not clear to me that this talent 
can easily be wooed and retained by man-
agement teams using old tactics.

The diagnosis matters. While analysts have 
hazarded some guesses, Indian IT providers 
should engage in some navel-gazing of their 
own forecasts to compare with the category 
leader’s weak commentary. 

Accenture has been the most successful at 
reinventing itself in the digital age, while 
Indian firms have been lag-
gards, no matter what their 
advertising may say. In an 
earlier column in this 
space, I discussed how 
Accenture had recast itself 
to enter a “reinvention 
phase,” as had Varun Sood 
of Mint. In my view, the 
firm is well ahead of its 
Indian (and non-Indian) 
competition when it 
comes to facing the new 
flood of Generative Artifi-
cial Intelligence (GenAI) 
and other cutting-edge 
technologies in the digital realm.

Since the downturn is supposedly due to 
a decrease in discretionary spending on new 
technology initiatives, Indian companies 
could double down on showcasing the 
return-on-investment for digital-pivot pro-
jects or pushing into recession-proof sectors 

An Accenture 

slowdown hints 

at what’s ahead 

for Indian IT 

players but they 

still have time 

to transform 

highly challenging part of public financial man-
agement. However, from 2020-21 onward, India’s 
government has also developed a mechanism for 
quick and regular disbursements of subsidy claims 
on almost a weekly basis, and sometimes even 
twice in a week, and extended support to FCI in 
raising funds through cheaper sources, such as 
bonds. These measures of the government not 
only exhibit efficient public financial manage-
ment, but also affirm its commitment to protect 
the interests of farmers as well as vulnerable con-
sumers. Efficiency brought about in the finances 
required for carrying out institutionalized food 
security management is likely to have a positive 
impact on the operational capabilities of the 
world’s largest food dispensing system, one 
that distributes 5kg of free foodgrains to over 810 
million beneficiaries across the country every 
month, even as payments for the procurement of 
wheat and paddy at Minimum Support Prices are 
made to about 12.5 million farmers directly into 
their bank accounts.

These are the authors’ personal views. 

Burden-free food distribution
The government’s clearance of subsidy arrears in 2020-21 has sharply reduced the interest 
component of foodgrain costs borne for food security.

Source: FCI’s annual accounts
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi, by raking
up the contentious matter of Katchathee-
vu, has set an unhealthy trend of politi-

cising an issue for electoral gains, and one that
has bearing on ties with Sri Lanka. Mr. Modi, on
March 31 on X, stated that “new facts reveal how
Congress callously gave away #Katchatheevu”.
Even though the State BJP, like other parties in
Tamil Nadu, has been talking about the island’s
retrieval, the situation gets complicated when its
national leadership too lends its voice. As with
the Congress-led UPA government, the BJP-led
NDA regime too has seen the islet as a part of Sri
Lanka. In 2022, the External A�airs Ministry
(MEA) informed the Rajya Sabha that “Katchath-
eevu lies on the Sri Lankan side of the India-Sri
Lanka International Maritime Boundary Line
[IMBL]”. In 2013, the UPA regime told the Su-
preme Court that the question of retrieval did not
arise as no territory belonging to India was ceded
to Sri Lanka. It contended that the islet was a mat-
ter of dispute between British India and Ceylon
and that there was no agreed boundary, a matter
settled through the 1974 and 1976 agreements,
leading to the IMBL. A little after Mr. Modi be-
came Prime Minister, an MEA a�davit in the Ma-
dras High Court stated that sovereignty over
Katchatheevu “is a settled matter”. But the pre-
sent government has also been telling Parliament
that the matter relating to the islet is sub judice as
it was before the Supreme Court. 

The crux of the row now is whether the Con-
gress, under Jawaharlal Nehru or Indira Gandhi,
had “callously” handled the matter. Documents
from an RTI query by BJP State president K. An-
namalai reveal that the Indian leadership, before
the agreements of 1974 and 1976, had recognised
that it did not have a strong case over the territo-
ry, even though the area was part of the zaminda-
ri of the Raja of Ramanathapuram since 1803. A
report in The Hindu (March 1972) says the annual
church festival began over “90 years ago”. But,
what must have troubled the Indian authorities,
going by the minutes of a meeting in Chennai in
1974 between Foreign Secretary Kewal Singh and
Chief Minister M. Karunanidhi, were historical
facts aiding Sri Lanka. These include the refe-
rence by an Indian survey team in 1874-76 to Kath-
atheevu being a part of Sri Lanka, Sri Lanka’s as-
sertion of sovereignty since 1921 when talks
began to demarcate the �shery line in the Palk
Bay, and the inability of the Madras Presidency to
establish the islet’s original title. Besides, Sri Lan-
ka had been exercising jurisdiction over the terri-
tory since the mid-1920s without protest by India.
Nehru’s observation on “giving up our claim” or
constitutional expert M.C. Setavald’s favourable
opinion is thus cited by critics of the Congress
and the DMK, but the RTI documents show that
the decision had sound basis. It is understanda-
ble if political leaders in Tamil Nadu raise the de-
mand of Katchatheevu’s retrieval every now and
then, but it would be extremely disturbing if the
Prime Minister too joins the bandwagon.

No man’s land  
Those in power should not rake up

issues that a�ect ties with neighbours  

T
he new �nancial year has begun with the
government �nally bringing into e�ect a
policy that will discourage solar power

project developers from relying on imported pa-
nels. The Approved Models and Manufacturers of
Solar Photovoltaic Modules (Requirement for
Compulsory Registration) Order, 2019, requires
module makers to submit to an inspection of
their manufacturing facilities by the National In-
stitute of Solar Energy. Being on the list as an ‘ap-
proved’ manufacturing facility certi�es a compa-
ny as legitimately manufacturing solar panels
within its premises and not importing modules.
The major advantage is eligibility to compete for
the government’s tenders for its �agship solar
energy programmes. This includes the recently
announced PM solar rooftop scheme.

The creation of such a list was also aimed at
restricting imports from China, which controls
nearly 80% of the global supply, amid the down-
turn in diplomatic relations. India has ambitious
plans of sourcing about 500 GW, nearly half its re-
quirement of electricity, from non-fossil fuel
sources by 2030. This would mean at least 280
GW from solar power by that year or at least 40
GW of solar capacity being annually added until
2030. In the last �ve years, this has barely
crossed 13 GW though the government has
claimed that the COVID-19 pandemic a�ected this
trajectory and the country was on track to add
between 25 GW-40 GW annually. The di�culty is
that meeting the targets requires many more pa-
nels and component cells than India’s domestic
industry can supply. In recent years, a signi�cant
fraction of India’s solar installations has been met
by imports. This a�ects the interests of domestic
panel manufacturers who have to pay the govern-
ment to be certi�ed while at the same time losing
out on orders to the cheaper Chinese panels. To
meet demand, the Centre, which has kept post-
poning the implementation of the approved list,
has now decreed that this will take e�ect from
April 1. The yardstick of success is when India
meets its 2030 commitment while also ensuring
that solar power is a�ordable to most Indians.
This means that domestic manufacturers should
be subject to stringent quality checks and not be
allowed to compromise on cost and quality mere-
ly on nationalistic grounds. While the Indian so-
lar industry must grow and gain a reputation for
being a high quality exporter, it should not forget
that this is a road with no easy shortcuts.

Solar surge 
India’s solar industry must grow without

compromising on quality  

T
he Prevention of Money Laundering
Act (PMLA), 2002 was enacted with a
distinct objective. The humongous
volume of black money generated

through international drug tra�cking posed a
grave threat to the economy of many countries.
There was widespread realisation that the black
money generated through the �ourishing drug
trade and integrated into the legitimate economy
was likely to destabilise the world economy and
endanger the integrity and sovereignty of nations.

The background to the law is important
The United Nations took serious note of this, and
in 1988, held the United Nations Convention
against Illicit Tra�c in Narcotic Drugs and
Psychotropic Substances. All countries were
urged to take urgent steps to prevent the
laundering of the proceeds of drug crimes and
other connected activities. Subsequent to this,
seven major industrial nations held a summit in
Paris ( July 1989) and established the Financial
Action Task Force (FATF) to examine the problem
of money laundering and recommend measures
to tackle this menace. Thereafter, in 1990, the
United Nations General Assembly adopted a
resolution, namely, the Political Declaration and
Global Programme of Action which called upon
all member-countries to enact suitable pieces of
legislation to e�ectively prevent the laundering of
drug money.

In pursuance of this resolution of the UN
General Assembly, the Government of India used
the recommendations of the FATF to formulate a
legislation to prevent drug money laundering. As
drug tra�cking is a trans-border operation, the
UN held a special session on June 10, 1998 on the
theme ‘Countering World Drug Problem
Together’ and made another declaration on the
urgent need to combat money laundering.
Accordingly, the Indian Parliament enacted the
Prevention of Money Laundering Act in 2002. But
it was brought into force in 2005.

This narration of the history of this law is
necessary in order to emphasise the original
objective and the circumstances which lead to the
enactment. As is clear from the history, the main
focus of the law is on combating the laundering of
drug money. Accordingly, the Act of 2002
contained a few o�ences listed in the Indian
Penal Code (IPC) and the Narcotic Drugs and
Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985. The UN
resolutions, and the FATF recommendations are
all focused on the prevention of money from the
laundering of drugs. However, the PMLA of India
acquired a di�erent character through
amendments from time to time.

The law on money laundering revolves around
the “crime proceeds” which are laundered. Not

only the persons involved directly in the crime
and the generation of the crime proceeds but also
persons who have nothing to do with the crime
but who have some involvement at a later stage in
the laundering process are also guilty under this
law.

But the most serious aspect of the PMLA is that
it includes a large number of o�ences in the
schedule which have nothing to do with the
original purpose of this law — namely, combating
the laundering of drug money. The UN resolution
on the basis of which the law on laundering was
enacted in India spoke only about the o�ence of
the laundering of drug money. This was
considered the most serious economic crime
which had the potential to destabilise the world
economy and endanger the sovereignty of
nations, as highlighted above. The preamble to
the PMLA endorses it. So, there was global
consensus on the need to have a tough law to
deal e�ectively with this crime. Thus, the raison
d’etre of the PMLA is the crime of the laundering
of a huge volume of black money generated from
the international drug trade and the spectre of
destabilisation of the world economy.

The PMLA’s enactment
Further, the PMLA was enacted by India’s
Parliament under Article 253 which empowers it
to make laws for implementing the international
conventions. This Article indicates that a law
Parliament makes to implement any decision of
an international body will be con�ned to the
subject matter of that decision. Item 13 in the
Union list of the Seventh Schedule of the
Constitution is speci�c on this point. Thus, the
law on money laundering enacted under Article
253 and Item 13 of the Union list in the context of
the UN resolution referred to above can only be
on drug money. Various amendments made in
this Act at di�erent times bloated the schedule
which now contains such o�ences which are
either ordinary o�ences listed in the IPC or for
which there are special laws in force. Since
money laundering as an o�ence is linked to one
of the scheduled o�ences, the o�ences contained
in the schedule become the starting point of the
whole process of operationalisation of the PMLA.

A close look at the schedule will convince a
man of ordinary prudence that this law has
deviated from its original scheme. The provisions
contained in it are draconian which were meant
to deal with the dangerous men involved in drug
tra�cking and the money chain. These
provisions are now being used in other scheduled
o�ences too without mitigating their rigour.
O�ences which by their very nature do not
generate crime proceeds of a scale which can
destabilise the economy and endanger the

sovereignty of the nation are being tried under
this law. One such example is the Prevention of
Corruption Act, 1988 which is aimed at curbing
corruption among public servants. This Act was
added to the schedule of o�ences in 2009. The
PMLA now applies with all its rigour to public
servants. Thus, a public servant charged with
corruption and a hard-core drug tra�cker are
treated alike. A very disturbing thing about the
PMLA is that an accused under this law is
presumed to be guilty until proved innocent.

A fundamental principle of Anglo-Saxon
jurisprudence is that a person is presumed
innocent until proven guilty. PMLA turns this
principle upside down. An accused will be denied
bail by the entire hierarchy of courts because the
bail provision contained in section 45 of the
PMLA says that a judge can give bail only when he
is satis�ed that the accused is innocent. Which
judge will take such a risk? So the person will rot
in jail for years together without trial.

The bail provision
The bail provision of the PMLA Act (Section 45) is
invested with a lot of political signi�cance in
present day India. It was held unconstitutional by
a two-judge Bench of the Supreme Court of India
in Nikesh Tarachand Shah vs Union of India (2018)
as violating Article 14 and Article 21. However,
Parliament, with great alacrity, restored this
provision with certain amendments which was
upheld by a three-judge Bench headed by Justice
A.M. Khanwilkar in Vijay Madanlal Choudhary vs
Union of India (2022). The top court held that this
provision is reasonable and has direct nexus with
the purposes and objects of the PMLA Act. Herein
lies the problem.

The object of the Act is to curb the laundering
of black money and to save the economy from
being destabilised. But what about less serious
o�ences which have found a place in the
schedule? The learned judges nearly said that
inclusion of a particular o�ence in the schedule
comes within the domain of the legislative policy.

The present judicial approach to the issue of
bail in PMLA cases appears to be very technical.
The judicial perspective on bail was laid out by
Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer back in 1978 under the
following words in Gudikanti Narasimhulu And
Ors vs Public Prosecutor, High Court Of Andhra:
“Personal liberty, deprived when bail is refused,
is too precious a value of our constitutional
system recognised under Article 21 that the curial
power to negate it is a great trust exercisable, not
casually but judicially, with lively concern for the
cost to the individual and the community”. From
Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer to Justice A.M.
Khanwilkar, the apex court has travelled a long
distance.

The PMLA — a law that has lost its way 
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I
n an e�ort to broaden Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s reach to a variety of
linguistic groups, the Bharatiya Janata Party

(BJP) has used Arti�cial Intelligence (AI) to
translate his speeches into eight di�erent
languages ahead of the Lok Sabha elections,
which may potentially be considered India’s “�rst
AI election”. Yes, the widespread application of
AI, with its seemingly limitless possibilities, is
likely to bring about a paradigm shift in the
general election in 2024.

Social media and campaigns
In practically every election over the past three
decades, India’s electoral strategy has changed
due to the process of an integration with and a
capitalisation on emerging technologies. Its
spread can be traced to the extensive usage of
phonecalls in the 1990s, the Uttar Pradesh
Assembly election in 2007 that saw the �rst
“mass mobile phone” elections, the use of
holograms in 2014, and, now, the current AI era.

For instance, the signi�cance of social media
platforms as essential political campaign
instruments will be particularly remembered in
relation to the 2014 Indian elections. Many
analysts even referred to it as India’s �rst “social
media elections” or the “Facebook elections,”
given the estimated ₹500 crore in digital
spending. The BJP, undoubtedly, bene�ted from
being the �rst to use these technological tools
widely to connect with India’s sizeable youth
population.

A paper in the Asian Journal of Political Science,
in 2015, titled “India 2014: Facebook ‘Like’ as a
Predictor of Election Outcomes” showed a high
positive correlation between the number of ‘likes’
a party or its leader secured on their o�cial
Facebook fan page and their popular vote share.
By the time he took o�ce, Mr. Modi was the
sixth-most-followed global leader on X (Twitter)
and had amassed over 16 million “likes” on
Facebook, second only to former U.S President
Barack Obama among politicians worldwide.

The 2019 general election was widely dubbed
the “�rst WhatsApp election” in India. Indeed, in
the previous 12 months and earlier, elections in
Nigeria, Brazil, and a few Indian States have
shown how WhatsApp can be used to spread
messages that are designed to mislead voters for
political purposes very quickly. In his book, How
to Win an Indian Election (2019), former election
campaign consultant Shivam Shankar Singh
explained that WhatsApp is “an e�ective political
platform because it allows for targeted delivery of
information to voters and also because it allows
an excellent tool to organize and mobilize party
workers”.

Global elections, AI, the dangers
The global elections of 2024, in contrast, are “AI
elections”. In January, New Hampshire voters
answered a phone call from what sounded like
U.S. President Joe Biden. Indeed, it was a robocall
made by AI aimed at dissuading Democratic
voters not to turn up to polling stations on
election day. Two days before parliamentary
elections in Slovakia, in September 2023, a
recording of a conversation between a journalist
and the leader of the pro-North Atlantic Treaty
Organization Progressive Slovakia Party was
shared on Facebook, purportedly discussing
methods of election manipulation. They both
immediately called out the audio as fake, and fact
checking turned up proof of AI manipulation.
But, in a close race, Progressive Slovakia lost out.
Was it a “test case” before the global elections in
2024?

It was Argentina’s turn in October-November
2023, following which an article in The New York
Times perceived that “with its expanding power
and falling cost, it [AI] is now likely to be a factor
in many democratic elections around the globe”.
Deepfakes were used in the recent Assembly
elections in Madhya Pradesh and Telangana,
either through doctored clips of the game show
“Kaun Banega Crorepati” or a fake video of a
leader allegedly pushing voters to support their

opponent. Additionally, fake accounts that
amplify particular messages and generate
arti�cial trends can be orchestrated by
AI-powered bots to �ood social media sites,
yielding the false impression that a particular
politician or subject is widely supported. Social
media, the old instrument, is, therefore,
interwoven with AI technology.

The political landscape is changing
However, AI can play a far wider role in elections
than just disseminating disinformation. It can be
used in the entire spectrum of campaign
strategies, from the preliminary steps of voter
identi�cation to the intricate details of content
development and delivery. With real-time
analytics on campaign performances, AI is raising
the bar for political campaigns with its
data-driven and e�ective micro-targeting strategy.
The political landscape is changing quickly due to
GenAI technology, which presents both the
potential and challenges for the 2024 elections.

The United States government has outlawed
robocalls using AI-generated voices in its
response to the Biden robocall incident.
Technology behemoths including Microsoft,
Google, OpenAI, and Meta have vowed to combat
AI content that aims to deceive voters. But will
they be able to complete the task fully proofed?

There is general concern that, similar to
Slovakia, election-related generated contents may
shape last-minute attempts to deter voters from
exercising their right to vote or create an event
with a manufactured portrayal of a candidate that
is challenging to swiftly debunk. A few months
ago, an AI-created image of Donald Trump’s
arrest went viral. What would happen if a picture
like that went viral a day before the election?

AI will be far more e�cient �ve years later, in
2029, but as one might perceive, the world will
also be more resilient, accustomed, and prepared
for AI’s deceptive e�ects. It is a realm of
unknowable unknowns right now. And, a lot of
uncertainties remain.

AI in elections, the good, the bad and the ugly

Atanu Biswas

is Professor of
Statistics, Indian
Statistical Institute,
Kolkata

The widespread
application of
Arti�cial
Intelligence is
likely to cause a
paradigm shift
in almost every
aspect of 
an election

The great Indian election
In its urge to somehow stay
on in power, the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) could be
resorting to the use of many
undesirable tactics. Its tall
claim of “na khaunga na
khane doonga” is a
narrative that seems to be
falling flat in the face of
some of its political moves.
The BJP may still have
many strong advantages
such as an absence of
strong opponents and a

MSD, at Vizag
M.S. Dhoni’s 16-ball 37 runs,
a spell that was laced with
three sixes and four fours,
against Delhi Capitals
(‘Sport’ page, April 1) spelt
delight to his fans. His
power-hitting batting
remains the same today as
it existed in the first edition
of the IPL. It is unfortunate
that Chennai Super Kings
lost the match in Vizag.

K. Pradeep,
Chennai

Opposition unity.
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,
Hyderabad

The cartoon accompanying
the article, “Biggest
challenge yet for the great
Indian election” (Inside
pages, ‘Elections 2024’
page, April 1) was enough to
convince me why the BJP,
despite its faults, is still the
better horse to back.
J.R. Rao,
Hyderabad

“Democracy is in danger,
warns Opposition at mega
Delhi rally”, April 1). It is
amusing that the
Opposition talks about
‘opposition unity’ just
before elections. Have these
parties not wasted a
precious five years to
highlight people’s issues
and the government’s
failures? The Opposition
parties ought to realise that
merely forming an electoral
alliance does not spell

method. In a democracy,
such a high-handed and
majoritarian party spells
danger. I hope the party is
taught a lesson or two in
this election.
Soundarrajan,
Chennai

A joint platform of
Opposition parties to fight
the dominant Bharatiya
Janata Party in the 2024
elections was always an
illusion (Page 1,

divided Opposition, but its
image as a clean party may
no longer be resonating
with the people. 
The party seems to be
accommodating many who
are involved in corruption
and in this the Opposition’s
claim of the ‘washing
machine’ e�ect could hold
true. The electoral bonds
scheme has also
established that the party is
one that is in search of
money whatever the

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



M ND-NDECM
YK

THE HINDU 

7Tuesday, April 2, 2024
Delhi Opinion

Washington, April 1: The Israeli Defence
Minister, Gen. Moshe Dayan, to-day asked the
United States for more planes, tanks and
missiles to o�set communist aid to Syria and
other Arab nations.

Gen. Dayan presented his shopping list to the
U.S. Defence Secretary, Mr. James Schlesinger, at
a meeting to-day at the Pentagon.

During television interviews yesterday and
to-day, Gen. Dayan said Israel particularly
needed planes and anti-aircraft missiles. He
alleged that communist aid to Syria included the
presence of a brigade of Cubans on Syrian
territory, an assertion which surprised o�cials
here.

While U.S. intelligence services had known for
a long time that small groups of Cuban
technicians where training Syrians to operate
anti-aircraft missiles and the Soviet-built MIG
�ghters, they had estimated the Cuban presence
at less than the several battalions Gen. Dayan
said were in Syria. 

Israel still has $700 millions to spend of the
$2,200 millions in additional military aid
granted by Congress to compensate for the
losses sustained during the October war in West
Asia. 

Gen. Dayan arrived in the U.S. last week to
present the Secretary of State, Dr. Henry
Kissinger, with detailed Israeli proposals for
troop disengagement with Syria on the Golan
front. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 2, 1974

Israel seeks more planes,
missiles from U.S. 

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

London, Mar. 31: In the Commons to-day Sir
Charles Yata asked whether it was proposed to
proceed with the placing of the East Indian and
Great Indian Peninsula Railways under State
management, in view of the position in the
Legislative Assembly and danger to the safety of
passengers and maintenance of service if the
present management was weakened under State
control. Mr. Richard’s Under Secretary for India
replied that Lord Olivier did not consider there
was any reason for modifying the decision to
place these railways under State management.
Sir Charles Yate declared that the Manager of the
Egyptian Railway had resigned because the
Minister had taken all power out of his hands
and asked if it was to be allowed in India. The
speaker intervened at this stage.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 2, 1924

Railway management 

O
n April 2, 1954, Prime
Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru made a speech
in the Lok Sabha that

would put India on the global
stage of nuclear disarmament.
Prompted by the U.S.’s ‘Castle
Bravo’ thermonuclear test of the
previous month, which was
reportedly so powerful that it
overwhelmed all measuring
instruments, Nehru called for “a
standstill agreement” on nuclear
testing. This speech was marked
by pragmatism, vision, and
self-assurance. Newly decolonised
India, with all the problems of
nation-building and none of the
traditional markers of
international power such as
military and economic might — or
even nuclear weapons to disarm —
was an unlikely candidate for this
leadership role; yet such was
Nehru’s belief in India’s global
standing that he not only called
for this moratorium but also
pushed for it at every opportunity
and forum. With this speech, he
cemented India’s claim to
leadership, gave impetus to calls
that eventually yielded the Partial
Test Ban Treaty (PTBT), and
arguably limited horizontal
nuclear proliferation by insisting
on treating nuclear weapons as
beyond the pale.

The standstill agreement
The standstill agreement is
remarkable for its willingness to
accept an incremental approach to
what was fast becoming an
insurmountable problem of
disarmament against the backdrop
of the Cold War. The four
elements of the proposal called for
an immediate moratorium on
testing; urged the United Nations
Disarmament Commission to
address both the immediate
moratorium and the longer-term
goal of prohibiting the production
and stockpiling of nuclear
weapons; sought to build public
pressure on nuclear states by
calling for greater disclosure on
the destructiveness and e�ects of
these weapons; and called on all
‘states and peoples of the world’

to recognise the global threat
posed by nuclear weapons. Nehru
took disarmament out of the
con�nes of the UN Disarmament
Commission (with its limited
membership) and made it a global
problem.

India had e�ectively put the
nuclear weapons states on notice.
Nehru was asking them to not only
recognise that their tests were
imperilling the globe but also
calling for more information on
the e�ects of nuclear tests and
radiation to exert global pressure
on them to disarm. India followed
this up with interventions at the
UN, including a draft resolution in
1955 calling for a halt to testing,
and progress to be reported to the
Disarmament Commission.
Simultaneously, Nehru convened a
conference of scientists to study
atomic energy and the e�ects of
nuclear explosions in 1954 and,
had the Suez Crisis and the
Hungarian Revolution not
intervened in 1956, the �rst
meeting of what became Pugwash
might well have happened in
Delhi, for invitations had been
sent out by Bertrand Russell and
Joseph Rotblat to the scientists
assembled.

Moral force
It is easy, 70 years later, with the
history of India’s diplomacy and
active participation in negotiations
for the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty at the Eighteen-Nation
Disarmament Commission, and
the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty (neither of which New
Delhi eventually signed for
reasons of national interest), to
take for granted India’s active role
in nuclear disarmament. However,
there was nothing preordained
about this. India in 1954 was poor
and weak. This was before the
Bandung Conference, so it did not
even have the backing of the
non-aligned nations. What it did
have, though, was moral force. As
Nehru explained in his �rst
address to the UN in 1948, “I have
no fear, even though India, from a
military point of view, is of no
great consequence. I am not afraid

of the bigness of Great Powers,
and their armies, their �eets and
their atom bombs. This is the
lesson which my Master taught
me. We stood as an unarmed
people against a great country and
a powerful empire.”

Placing India on a global stage
on account of its moral in�uence
was a brilliant move. Of course,
the sheen of morality soon wore
o� as India grappled with using
force in Hyderabad and Goa to
bring them within the Indian
Union, and in discovering that
morality would not defeat China.
But it gave India a signi�cance far
in excess of what might be justi�ed
by its material strength. Nor was
this stance purely naïve. Nehru
spoke the language of
disarmament because India had
pressing development needs for
its scarce resources that might be
swallowed up by an arms race. But
there was a Plan B. The Atomic
Energy Act, 1948 allowed for the
sequestration of the nuclear
programme to shield any potential
weapons development, should the
need arise. Homi Bhabha, the
father of India’s nuclear
programme, wanted to develop
nuclear weapons. Nehru did not
give the go-ahead, but did not
entirely discourage him either.

The legacy of the speech in the
Lok Sabha, when Nehru explained
to his people �rst what India was
doing to secure its place in the
world, was most immediately felt
in the PTBT that was eventually
negotiated by the nuclear
weapons states. When the treaty
opened for signatures in 1963,
India was the fourth to sign. The
call for greater information about
the e�ects of nuclear radiation and
the mobilising of global opinion
against atomic weapons helped
solidify a norm against nuclear use
that has ensured that these
weapons have not been used in
anger again after 1945. And, most
importantly, the speech put India
on a global stage as a voice of
reason and morality, and in
Nehru’s words from 1948, to “be a
power for peace and for the good
of the world.”

A speech that put India on the global stage 

Priyanjali Malik 

is the author of

‘India’s Nuclear

Debate:

Exceptionalism and

the Bomb’

Seventy years
ago, with a
speech in the
Lok Sabha,
Nehru cemented
India’s claim to
leadership, gave
impetus to calls
that eventually
yielded the
Partial Test Ban
Treaty, and
arguably limited
horizontal
nuclear
proliferation

STATE OF PLAY

O
n March 22, during an
election campaign
speech in Rajkot in

Gujarat, Union Minister and
Rajkot Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) candidate Parshottam
Rupala unwittingly triggered
outrage when he praised the
Dalits at the expense of the
Kshatriyas or Rajputs.

Commenting on British
rule, Mr. Rupala said, “Even
kings and royals bowed down
to the British, started family
bonds with them, broke bread
with them, and even married
their daughters to them but
this Rukhi Samaj (a Dalit com-
munity) did not budge. I sa-
lute them for their fortitude
and strength. It is this strength
that has kept Sanatana Dhar-
ma alive...Jai Bhim!” His refe-
rence to roti-beti vyavahar
(breaking bread and entering
into marital relations) caused
anger that neither he nor the
party anticipated in a State
where the BJP enjoys near-
complete dominance.

As clips of the speech went
viral on social media, the Raj-
puts, who are descendants of
royal or princely families in
Saurashtra, began to protest.
This was the region where
more than 100 large and small
princely states existed at the
time of independence.

Taken aback by the res-
ponse, Mr. Rupala, who be-
longs to the Patidar or Patel
community, hastened to apol-
ogise twice, stressing that he
will regret his remarks for the
rest of his life. “It was not my
intention to show the royal fa-
milies or Kshatriya communi-
ty in poor light... I just wanted
to elaborate on the atrocities
committed by vidharmis (peo-
ple of other faiths) on our

country and culture,” he said.
But the apology cut no ice
with the community. In fact,
in parts of Saurashtra, Mr. Ru-
pala’s statements have revived
old caste rivalries between the
Rajputs and Patels.

In Saurashtra, caste ten-
sions over the years have re-
sulted in con�icts and even
killings. In 1988, a Patel legisla-
tor of the Congress, Popat So-
rathiya, was shot dead in pu-
blic by a man named
Anirudhdhsinh Jadeja on Au-
gust 15. The following year, Ca-
binet Minister Valabbhbhai
Patel was assassinated by
another Kshatriya, also called
Anirudhdhsinh. In 1995,
Jayanti Vadodaria, a civic body
member of the BJP in Gondal,
was murdered by members of
the Kshatriya community.

In the heydays of the Con-
gress in Gujarat, and particu-
larly in Saurashtra, Rajputs
held their sway over Patels
despite being fewer in num-
ber. But in the mid-1990s, the
complete consolidation of the
Patels in favour of the BJP
helped the sa�ron party wrest
the State from the Congress.
Since 1995, the BJP has won se-
ven Assembly elections in the
State in a row. Today, both the
Patels and the Rajputs �rmly
support the BJP.

However, power is not
equally distributed. There are
�ve MLAs and one Rajya Sab-
ha BJP member from the Raj-
put community from the Sau-
rashtra-Kutch region in the
BJP. But Kshatriyas or Rajputs

who are Ministers in the State
or Central government exer-
cise little power, according to
a political commentator. “To-
day, Patidar domination in the
ruling party and in the govern-
ment is complete. The Chief
Minister is a Patel and Union
Ministers including Mr. Rupala
and Mansukh Mandaviya are
Patels. There is not a single
notable Kshatriya face in the
State cabinet,” he says. He be-
lieves that the recent protests
by the Rajputs show their frus-
tration with being sidelined
within the BJP.

While it is unlikely that
there will be any major ad-
verse impact electorally for
the BJP or for Mr. Rupala, it
would nevertheless be wise
for the ruling party leadership
to dwell on why only a handful
of communities such as the
Patels, Brahmins, or Banias
corner a large share of the pie
in the State government or at
the Centre, while other com-
munities including the Ksha-
triyas, Other Backward Class-
es, Scheduled Castes, and
Scheduled Tribes remain on
the margins. The Scheduled
Tribes in Gujarat are roughly
the same in number as the Pa-
tidars (around 15% of the pop-
ulation), yet, there is not a sin-
gle tribal leader in the Union
Cabinet from the State.

In Gujarat, under the BJP, it
is common to see a Dalit Mi-
nister be put in charge of the
Department of Social Justice
and Empowerment and an
Adivasi Minister be put in
charge of the Department of
Tribal Development and so-
metimes Forest and Environ-
ment, but never in charge of,
Finance, Revenue, or Home,
the most important portfolios
in terms of power and resourc-
es. The only exception was
during the Vijay Rupani pe-
riod when a Rajput leader,
Pradipsinh Jadeja, was made
Minister of State, Home.

The disgruntled Rajputs of Gujarat 
The recent protests show the community’s frustration at being sidelined in the BJP 

Mahesh Langa
mahesh.langa@thehindu.co.in

A
study published by IIT Ma-
dras shows that in Tamil
Nadu, access to cesarean

section (C-section), an essential
medical intervention that can save
lives when vaginal deliveries are
risky, is more equitable compared
to India’s average. However, C-sec-
tion rates among the women of Ta-
mil Nadu are also alarmingly high,
especially in private hospitals,
pointing to the need for corrective
action, the study points out. The
report also compares Tamil Nadu’s
�gures with those of Chhattisgarh
to show how in certain States, C-
sections are more prevalent
among richer sections of society,
while the poor lack access to it. 

A C-section delivery refers to a
surgical procedure in which an in-
cision is made in the woman’s ab-
domen to deliver one or more in-
fants. According to the World
Health Organization, access to
hospitals that are equipped to per-
form such procedures is crucial to
ensure the safety and well-being of
both the mother and child in the
event of medical necessity. Mater-
nal and neonatal mortality rates
decline in countries which have C-
section rates of about 10%, the
WHO concludes. However, the
agency also warns that if C-section
rates go beyond 10%, it will not ne-
cessarily reduce maternal mortali-
ty. In 2021, global C-section rates
exceeded 20%. They are projected
to rise to 30% by 2030. 

Chart 1 shows the change in the
share of births delivered by C-sec-
tions in public sector hospitals in
India, Tamil Nadu, and Chhattis-
garh between 2015-16 and 2019-21.
In public sector hospitals, nearly
40% of women underwent C-sec-
tions in Tamil Nadu in 2019-21.
That is, of every 100 deliveries in
public sector hospitals, 40 were C-
sections. This is much higher than
India’s average of around 16% and
Chhattisgarh’s 10%. 

Chart 2 shows the change in the
share of births delivered by C-sec-
tions in private hospitals across In-
dia, Tamil Nadu, and Chhattisgarh
between 2015-16 and 2019-21. The
gap narrowed considerably in priv-
ate hospitals: close to 64% women
underwent C-sections in private
sector hospitals in Tamil Nadu in
2019-21 compared to India’s aver-
age of around 50% and Chhattis-
garh’s 59%. “In Chhattisgarh, a wo-
man is 10 times more likely to
undergo a C-section in a private
hospital than in a public hospital.
This could be due to a lack of adeq-
uate or high-quality services in pu-
blic health institutions,” the study
concludes. Assuming that poorer
households choose public hospi-
tals for deliveries and richer hou-
seholds prefer private ones, this
points to inequitable access at the
national level and more equitable
access in Tamil Nadu. 

The study also shows that the
location of childbirth (whether in a
public or private institution) had
the most considerable in�uence
on the decision to get a C-section
delivery. This suggests that ‘clini-
cal necessity’ isn’t always the driv-
ing factor for surgical births.
Throughout India and Chhattis-
garh, individuals who were better
o� �nancially tended to choose C-
sections more frequently, whe-
reas, in Tamil Nadu, the situation
was distinct, with poorer indivi-
duals being more prone to under-
go C-sections in private hospitals.

Chart 3 shows the disparity
among women from the poor and
non-poor categories in their access
to C-sections in public hospitals
across India, Tamil Nadu and
Chhattisgarh in 2015-16 and 2019-
21. Chart 4 shows the same for
private hospitals. It shows that the
poor were more likely to have C-
sections in private hospitals in Ta-
mil Nadu. “The inversion in in-
come-based inequality in Tamil
Nadu in private institutions in
2019-21, with a greater proportion
of the poor than the non-poor deli-
vering via C-section, is di�cult to
explain,” the study says. 

Two States: a comparison on access to life-saving C-sections
While access is equitable, C-section rates are alarmingly high in Tamil Nadu, pointing to the need for corrective measures
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World Bank’s growth
forecast for Asia this
year

4.50
in percentage. The

World Bank, in its

latest report, also

says that debt, trade barriers and policy

uncertainties dull the region’s economic

dynamism. AP

NEWS IN NUMBERS

India’s hydroelectricity
output records
steepest fall 

16.30
in percentage.

The drop

coincided with

the share of renewables sliding since the

Prime Minister made commitments to

boost solar and wind capacity. REUTERS

Rise in maximum
temperature expected
in North India

2-3
degrees C. The Met office

has predicted a drastic rise

in temperature in many

parts of North India. However as most of

the wheat crop is harvest-ready, it won’t

impact its production. PTI

Y-o-y increase in coal
sector’s output in
February 2024

11.6
in percentage. As per the

index of eight core

industries, the coal

industry has demonstrated sustained

double-digit growth over the past eight

months. PTI

Palestinians killed till
Monday in Gaza since
October 7 

32,845
The war

has

displaced

most of the people and driven a third of its

residents to the brink of famine. AP
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The story so far:

O
n March 6, in Leh, a town
situated at about 3,500 metres
in the cold, arid Union
Territory (UT) of Ladakh,

Sonam Wangchuk, Ladakh’s famous
educationist and environmentalist, began
a 21-day hunger strike that he called a
“climate fast”. The strike was in support
of thousands of Ladakh residents who
have been demanding Statehood for
Ladakh and its inclusion in the Sixth
Schedule of the Indian Constitution, so
they can make decisions regarding the
use and management of resources such as
land and water, which they currently
can’t. Mr. Wangchuk discontinued his
hunger strike on March 26, as he urged
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Union
Home Minister Amit Shah to “prove that
they are statesmen”. The strike is
currently being continued by women in
Leh. If their demands stay unmet, the
youth, monks, and the elderly have said
they will join the hunger strike as well, in
phases.

How has the formation of UTs
a�ected the decision-making powers
of Ladakh?
In August 2019, the State of Jammu and
Kashmir was split into two UTs: Jammu
and Kashmir and Ladakh. It ended
people’s exclusive rights to land and jobs.

Under the Jammu and Kashmir
Reorganisation Act, 2019, Ladakh became
a UT without a legislature.

“Our UT is administered by a
Lieutenant Governor, who is not a Ladakh
resident, and yet is appointed to take
decisions for our future,” said Jigmat
Paljor, coordinator of Leh Apex Body
(LAB), a collective of political, social,
religious, and student organisations of the
Buddhist-majority Leh district.

Several bureaucrats in key positions,
in�uencing decisions for the region’s
future, were also not residents of Ladakh,
Sajjad Kargili, a core committee member
of the Kargil Democratic Alliance (KDA) of
the Muslim-majority Kargil district, said. 

Similar to LAB, KDA is a collective of
Kargil’s political, social, religious, and
student organisations.

Mr. Kargili further said the existing
Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development
Councils (LAHDCs) in Leh and Kargil were
rendered powerless after the national
government declared Ladakh a UT.

The draft Ladakh Industrial Land
Allotment Policy, 2023 is a case in point.
While the LAHDCs have the powers to
make decisions on land use and its
management, the draft policy, which has
been designed to attract investments in
Ladakh, completely excludes them from
having any powers related to land
allotment and lease-related
decision-making.

Mr. Paljor said villagers along the
border region in Ladakh were losing
grazing land to China, as well as to
industries planning on establishing
renewable energy projects in the region,
and yet the a�ected residents lacked the
authority to intervene in matters
concerning their own land.

The LAB and the KDA have contended
that the Sixth Schedule could help tackle
these issues because it enables the
establishment of regional and district
councils with the authority to make laws
regarding land use for grazing,
agriculture, residential purposes, and
other purposes that cater to the residents’
interests.

Considering more than 97% of
Ladakh’s population of over 2.74 lakh
(2011 Census) is tribal, the National
Commission for Scheduled Tribes

recommended in 2019 that Ladakh be
brought under the Sixth Schedule.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) too in
its manifestos, ahead of the 2019 Lok
Sabha and 2020 LAHDC elections, had
promised to bring Ladakh under the Sixth
Schedule. It remains unmet.

In an e�ort to persuade the BJP at the
Union government to bring Ladakh under
the Sixth Schedule, LAB-KDA
representatives have engaged in
discussions with various Ministers on at
least 10 occasions between 2020 and
March 4 this year. A few of these
negotiations, including the most recent
one on March 4, have happened with Mr.
Shah.

Mr. Kargili, who has been participating
in the negotiations with the Centre, said
LAB-KDA’s demands since 2021 have
included safeguards under the Sixth
Schedule, either Statehood for Ladakh or
declaring it a UT with a legislature, a
separate Public Service Commission for
Ladakh, and separate parliamentary seats
for Kargil and Leh. The Centre has not yet
accepted them.

“The current hunger strike is a result of
numerous unsuccessful negotiations with
the Centre,” Mr. Kargili said.

What are the pressures on local
resources?
According to recent data from the
Ministry of Tourism, Ladakh is witnessing
a high in�ux of domestic tourists. In 2022,
more than �ve lakh domestic tourists
visited the region. In Leh alone, which is
Ladakh’s largest town, while just over half
a lakh domestic and foreign tourists
visited in 2007, by 2018 the number had
risen to 3.2 lakh. A research article
published in 2019 stated that the built
area in the town had increased from 36
hectares in 1969 to 196 hectares in 2017.

Rapid urbanisation and increasing
tourist footfall are exerting signi�cant
pressure on resources in Ladakh,
particularly water.

A report on water-related issues in Leh

published in 2019 by Bremen Overseas
Research and Development Association,
South Asia (BORDA-SA), and Ladakh
Ecological Development Group calculated
that in Leh, a tourist used about 100 litres
of water a day in summers and 60 litres in
winters whereas a local used about 75
litres a day in summers and 50 litres in
winters. The poor, especially migrant
workers, had access to only 25-35 litres
per person per day. To meet these
requirements, the dependence on
underground water, which is often
contaminated, had increased, the report
found.

Stanzin Tsephel, former regional
director of BORDA-SA and a co-author of
the report, said the issue was with water
management rather than availability.

The pressure on resources is especially
high during peak tourist season, between
May and July each year, when about 70%
of tourists visit the UT, Deleks Namgyal,
president, All Ladakh Tour Operators
Association, said.

However, Mr. Namgyal was worried
about the possible narrative against
tourism the ongoing hunger strike could
feed. “We want tourists to visit Ladakh
because it is important for our region’s
economy, but we want sustainable
tourism and we are working towards it,”
he said.

How does climate change threaten
the region?
In the last two decades, Ladakh has been
a�ected by several �oods, landslides, and
extreme rainfall events. For instance, in
August 2010, several parts of Ladakh,
especially Leh, were hit by �ash �oods.
Nearly 255 people died in the deluge. In
August 2014, a glacial lake outburst �ood
(GLOF), caused when a glacial lake is
breached, damaged houses and bridges in
Gya village. 

More recently, in August 2021, a GLOF
near Rumbak village also damaged roads
and a bridge.

A study published in 2020 estimated

that Ladakh has 192 glacial lakes. Several
research articles also state that due to
increasing temperature caused by global
warming, the number and sizes of glacial
lakes in the Himalaya are increasing, and
glaciers are shrinking. 

This trend has increased the threat of
possible GLOFs in Ladakh, especially
from proglacial lakes that are formed at
the edge of glaciers, said Irfan Rashid, a
glaciologist from the University of
Kashmir, who conducts research in the
UT, which lies in the Trans-Himalayan
region.

“The increased temperatures are also
resulting in permafrost degradation and
are causing mud�ows in Ladakh,” Dr.
Rashid added.

According to Sonam Lotus, a scientist
at the India Meteorological Department’s
Meteorological Centre at Leh, the trend
over the past few years shows slight
increase in the region’s minimum
temperature. 

While the lowest minimum
temperature recorded in 2011 was minus
23.6 degrees C, in 2023, 2022, and 2021, it
was minus 16.8 degrees C, minus 18
degrees C, and minus 16 degrees C,
respectively, Mr. Lotus said.

Despite the challenges posed by
climate change, mining and renewable
energy companies are eyeing Ladakh, and
tourism-related activities are on a rise. 

With signi�cant tourist in�ux,
pollutants from vehicular tra�c (like
black carbon) will settle on snow and ice
and expedite melting.

Mohammad Farooq Azam of the Indian
Institute of Technology, Indore, who has
undertaken glacio-hydrological studies in
Ladakh, said mining activities might
increase slope instability, making them
landslide-prone. Dust from mining that
will settle on glaciers could also accelerate
their melting.

Kavita Upadhyay is an independent
journalist and researcher who writes on
issues of environmental governance in the
Indian Himalayan Region

Ladakh’s protest; a hunger for justice
What are the key demands of the LAB-KDA representatives in negotiations with the Centre? What are the main pressures on local resources in Ladakh,

particularly water and land? How does tourism growth contribute to resource strain in Ladakh?

Call to action: A child holds a placard during Sonam Wangchuk’s hunger strike protest. ANI

Kavita Upadhyay

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Sonam Wangchuk’s hunger
strike in Leh calls for Ladakh’s
Statehood and inclusion in the
Sixth Schedule of the Indian
Constitution to empower locals
in decision-making, following
the reorganisation of Jammu
and Kashmir into separate
Union Territories in 2019.

�

Rapid urbanisation and
tourism growth are straining
Ladakh’s resources,
particularly water, leading to
concerns over sustainability
and equitable access.
Dependence on underground
water, exacerbated by tourism,
is highlighted as a key issue.

�

Ladakh faces increasing risks
from climate change, including
glacial lake outburst floods
(GLOFs), permafrost
degradation, and rising
temperatures.

�

Despite these challenges,
mining, renewable energy
projects, and tourism continue
to grow, exacerbating
environmental concerns.
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S
am Bankman-Fried, the former
CEO of the collapsed
cryptocurrency exchange FTX,
was sentenced to 25 years in

prison on March 28, having been found
guilty of multiple counts of fraud in 2023
after the spectacular crash of his crypto
exchange and business. 

Almost one and a half years after the
crash, what does the sentencing mean for
the crypto sector and its investors?

What are the full terms of the
sentence?
While Bankman-Fried’s lawyers tried to
push for a shorter prison sentence of just
a few years, prosecutors wanted to see
him in prison for 40 to 50 years.
Meanwhile, the maximum possible
sentence was 110 years.

Throughout a month-long trial in 2023,
Bankman-Fried’s legal team tried to steer
away from the image of him being a
malicious fraudster who stole crypto
investors’ money and instead painted a
portrait of a well-intentioned
businessman who had been let down by
his trusted associates.

Attorney Mark Mukasey referred to
Bankman-Fried as an “awkward math
nerd,” spoke about his autism, and
pushed for a shorter sentence so that his
client would be able to start a family.

When he was sentenced to 25 years in
prison and three years of supervised
release, Bankman-Fried accepted that
FTX customers had su�ered and that such
an acknowledgment was “missing” from
what he had spoken about during the
trial. He also expressed regret about the
way he treated his former colleagues.

Bankman-Fried, a former billionaire,
will also have to give up around $11 billion

as part of the sentence.
During the legal proceedings, it was

established that customers lost at least $8
billion, though this �gure may vary due to
the volatile nature of cryptocurrencies’
prices.

The judge authorised the government
to use the funds recovered through the
forfeiture process to compensate victims,
per the U.S. Department of Justice
direction released on March 28.

Bankman-Fried’s lawyer is planning to
appeal.

What were the charges against Sam
Bankman-Fried?
FTX collapsed in late 2022 as customers
panicked about the health of the
exchange and tried to rapidly pull billions
of dollars, triggering a liquidity crisis. It
was later established that Bankman-Fried
misused customer funds to prop up
Alameda Research, a cryptocurrency
trading �rm. Bankman-Fried was arrested
in the Bahamas a month later and was
brought back to the U.S. to face trial.

He was found guilty of seven counts in
total, made up of two counts of wire fraud
conspiracy, two counts of wire fraud, one
count of conspiracy to commit money
laundering, one count of conspiracy to
commit commodities fraud, and one
count of conspiracy to commit securities
fraud.

In a statement on March 28, U.S.
Attorney for the Southern District of New
York, Damian Williams, used the
sentencing to issue a warning that focused
on Bankman-Fried as a �nancial criminal
rather than a fraudster in the crypto
industry.

“Samuel Bankman-Fried orchestrated
one of the largest �nancial frauds in
history, stealing over $8 billion of his
customers’ money,” said Williams. “His

deliberate and ongoing lies demonstrated
a brazen disregard for customers’
expectations and disrespect for the rule of
law, all so that he could secretly use his
customers’ money to expand his own
power and in�uence. The scale of his
crimes is measured not just by the
amount of money that was stolen, but by
the extraordinary harm caused to victims,
who in some cases had their life savings
wiped out overnight.”

The co-founder and ex-CEO of FTX has
been in custody since last year, because
he violated his bail conditions and
engaged in witness tampering, according
to the judge.

Will FTX users get their money back?
There is no way to be certain of this, but
such an outcome looks highly unlikely,
with di�erent parties making vastly
di�erent claims about the state of FTX’s
assets.

Lawyer Andrew Dietderich, who is
working with the collapsed crypto
exchange, said earlier this year that a
strategy was in place to try and repay all
those customers and creditors with
“legitimate claims,” CNBC reported.

Bankman-Fried also said earlier that
people would be paid back.

However, Judge Lewis A. Kaplan
expressed doubt during the sentencing,
noting, “The defendant’s assertion that
FTX customers and creditors will be paid
in full is misleading, it is logically �awed,
it is speculative.”

How will the sentencing a�ect the
crypto market?
Bankman-Fried’s high-pro�le arrest, his
disgraced return to the U.S., and the
dramatic court proceedings where his
own former colleagues and even a
romantic partner testi�ed against him,

made headlines worldwide.
His chaotic testimony and

uncooperative behaviour stunned even
the judge and did not help to turn public
opinion in his favour.

The cryptocurrency market itself
seemed largely una�ected by the news of
the sentencing, as top coins Bitcoin (BTC)
and Ether (ETH) did not dramatically
spike or fall in the past few days. While
FTX’s token is still trading, it fell by more
than 13% on Friday and was worth less
than $2, when compared to its
all-time-high of $85.02.

“The FTX bankruptcy proceedings are
underway. The FTT token no longer has
any use, and may be liquidated by the
estate to pay creditors. Please proceed
with caution,” said a notice on its
CoinMarketCap page.

Bitcoin this year marked a new
all-time-high in price and crossed the
$70,000 threshold, injecting the sector
with optimism after around two years of
depressed prices and a reputational crisis.

FTX was founded in 2019 and former
CEO Sam Bankman-Fried was known for
his casual dress sense, lavish lifestyle, and
a controversial approach to charity
known as ‘e�ective altruism.’
Bankman-Fried was also a proli�c
political donator in the U.S. who gave
millions of dollars to individuals from
both parties, while FTX was known for its
high-pro�le advertising gimmicks,
including commercials with comedian
Larry David and American football athlete
Tom Brady.

The 25-year-long prison sentence
serves as a reminder to crypto
entrepreneurs everywhere that U.S.
regulators can strike quickly when it
comes to the �ntech sector.

The greatest loss, however, is usually
borne by risk-taking investors.

How will Bankman-Fried’s legal fallout
impact the crypto market’s stability?
Former FTX CEO Sam Bankman-Fried has been sentenced to 25 years in prison for orchestrating one of the largest �nancial frauds in history, involving at

least $8 billion of customer funds; the sentencing serves as a stark warning to crypto entrepreneurs about the consequences of regulatory violations

Legal drama: Sam Bankman-Fried’s high-profile arrest, his disgraced return to the U.S., and the dramatic court proceedings where his own former colleagues and even a romantic partner testified against him
made headlines worldwide. REUTERS

Sahana Venugopal

X

QUESTION 1

He was the head of the Roman Catholic
Church from 1978 and was the first
non-Italian pope in 455 years and the
first from a Slavic country. He died on
this day in 2005. Who was he?
X

QUESTION 2

He was the first recognised emperor to
rule in the West after the fall of the
Western Roman Empire approximately
three centuries earlier. Born on April 2,
748, his impact on the Middle Ages, and
his influence on the vast territory he
ruled has led him to be called the
"Father of Europe". Name him.
X

QUESTION 3

This Portuguese filmmaker died on this

day in 2015, at the age of 106. Known for
his artistic films, in March 2008, he was
reported to be the oldest active film
director in the world. Identify this person.
X

QUESTION 4

This science fiction film noted for its
scientifically accurate depiction of space
flight, pioneering special e�ects, and
ambiguous imagery premiered on this day
in 1968. It was nominated for four Academy
Awards, winning the director the award for
his direction of the visual e�ects. Name the
film and director.
X

QUESTION 5

This German artist was born on this day in
1891. He was a primary pioneer of the
Dada movement and Surrealism in Europe.
His experimental attitude toward the
making of art resulted in his invention of
frottage and grattage. Who was he?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. Which was the first product to get the
GI tag? Ans: Darjeeling tea

2. It is said that the Mughals were visiting a region in
present day Madhya Pradesh when they wanted
vermicelli. The local Bhils made them out of gran
flour and this savoury was given the tag in 2014.
Name this edible item. Ans: Ratlami Sev

3. Products like Apatani, Monpa, Adi, Galo, and Tai
Khamti received GI tags in January 20204. From
which State do they originate? Ans: Arunachal

Pradesh

4. From which State do the Appemidi and Jardalu
come? Ans: Karnataka and Bihar respectively

5. Which State cultivates the unique saline-tolerant
rice variety known as Pokkali? Ans: Kerala

Visual: Which famous GI handicrafted product is the
former President Pranab Mukherjee being presented
with? Ans: Aranmula Kannadi

Early Birds: Vivek Lokhande | Prashant Nain |
Rajmohan. V | K.N. Viswanathan | Vijaya Parimi | Jyot
Prakash Gulati

THE DAILY QUIZ

From signi�cant milestones to remarkable achievements, many interesting events took
place on April 2 across the world. Here is a quiz on some of them

X

Visual Question:

Identify this character from a very popular TV show
that premiered for the first time on this day in 1978.
Name the show.

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Sindhu Nagaraj

MR. M. Jhabar Ali, Hindustan
Teleprinters, Madras, wants to know
which is correct: (a) The board has
decided (b) The board have decided. 

Both are correct. When we use the
singular verb, we think of the members of
the board as a group. When we use the
plural verb, we think of the board as
individuals that make up the group. Other
words like ‘board’ are government,
committee, family, gang, jury, mob, team,
public, class, crowd, �ock, herd,
orchestra, panel, o�spring, sta�. How is
the team? It is �ne. How are the team?
They are enthusiastic. The committee has
submitted its report. The committee are
yet to arrive at a decision. The audience
were delighted. The audience was
unimpressed. These collective nouns can
be used either with the singular verb or
the plural. But you should not mix the
singular and plural. 

The team is noted for their liveliness’ is
wrong. Either it is the team is noted for its
liveliness,’ or ‘The team are noted for
their liveliness.’ The use of the singular
verb or the plural depends on whether
you look at the collective noun as a unit
or as individuals comprising the unit.

Mr. P. S. Mathur, Indira Nagar, Madras,
wants to know whether it is correct to use
‘Britisher’ for a British person. It is used
by Americans and not by the British.
‘British’ is what is generally used in British
English. 

He is British.

He is a British citizen. 

The British introduced cricket
wherever they went. ‘Briton’ is also used
in Britain to refer to a British person,
mainly in newspaper reports concerning
British people. 

Ten Britons died in the aircrash in

Paris.

‘Briton’ also refers to the early
inhabitants of Britain. Those who live in
England are English people. The people
of Britain are all British. Britain comprises
England, Scotland and Wales. The term
was �rst used in 1604 when James I was
proclaimed ‘King of Great Britain’. ‘Great’
was used to distinguish Britain from
Brittania Minor, Brittany in France. Those
who belong to Scotland are Scots and
those who belong to Wales are Welsh. In
India, there is a tendency to use ‘English’
to refer to Scots and the Welsh also. Both
resent this. Scotland is a country by itself
and so is Wales. England, Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland comprise the
United Kingdom, or the U.K. for short. 

There are certain terms where ‘Scots’ is
used as an adjective: Scots law, Scotsman,
Scotswoman. But ‘Scottish’ is more ‘
frequently used as an adjective: Scottish
universities, Scottish newspapers,
Scottish English. ‘Scotch’ is used for
products originating in Scotland: Scotch
whisky. Scotch wool. Scots call their
national drink whisky rather than Scotch
whisky or Scotch. The people of Scotland
are Scots or the Scottish people and not
Scotch. Scots are o�ended when you call
them Scotch. They used to call
themselves ‘Scotch’ during the 18th and
19th centuries, but now they do not like it.
The blacks of America are o�ended when
you call them Negroes. The Japanese
dislike being called Japs. Even some
highly educated people in India call the
blacks ‘Negroes’ and the Japanese ‘Japs’
out of ignorance.

Published in The Hindu on June 11, 1991

Know your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

K. Subrahmanian
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C
ross-border paperless
trade has been plagued by
challenges such as lack of
interoperability of national
trade facilitation

processes, varying standards and
formats, lack of mutual recognition of
signatures and certificates, and
e-authentication issues. Within India,
paperless trade is moving slowly due to
multiple reasons. India can set an
example by moving towards digital
invoicing for its domestic trade. Online
is no longer ‘a’ medium. It is ‘the’
medium of convenience and
accessibility. Shoes, clothes, vegetables,
groceries, furniture, and even medicines
— the average Indian consumer is
adopting online gradually. The
discounts, convenience, ease of returns,
provision of EMIs and cash on delivery,
and a mind-boggling array of goods have
made it as appealing as o�ine markets.
The numbers clearly reflect this shift. 

India has more than 185 million
online shoppers currently, and this is
expected to increase to 425 million in
2027. Riding the wave of online orders,
India’s e-commerce market is expected
to reach $200 billion by 2026. The
numbers would be good news for people
who support transition towards a
greener, cleaner and sustainable world.
Growth in e-commerce presents an
excellent opportunity to replace paper
invoices and receipts which, today, still
accompany the soft copies of these
documents. 

Paper may be environmentally
friendly, but it still places a huge burden
on the planet. That sheet of paper, which
is so recklessly tossed out, requires five
to ten litres of precious water to make.
And its fate is to end up in the landfill
with tonnes more of its tribe,
contributing 26 per cent of the total
waste in the dumps. Producing one
tonne of new paper claims almost 50
trees. Each of those trees could easily
produce enough oxygen to sustain three
human beings. 

While the correlation between paper
and oxygen-producing trees is known to
all, few know that when paper rots, it
emits methane gas which is 25 times
more toxic than CO2. 

Now consider the fact that of the 17

billion cubic feet of trees deforested
each year, over 60 per cent are used to
make paper. Deforestation is
unquestionably a major contributor to
climate change, producing 6-17 per cent
of global greenhouse gas emissions.
Even though it is nearly impossible to
estimate what percentage of this carbon
footprint can be attributed to the
receipts printed by e-commerce firms,
every possible e�ort must be made to
save paper. 

Provision of paperless billing is one of
the easiest steps in that direction. Apart
from environmental reasons, e-receipts
also make for a practical alternative. 

From the consumer’s point of view,
unlike the paper receipt which will fade
with time, e-receipts will always be
available for convenient access and
review irrespective of geographical
location. From the e-commerce sellers’

perspective, it will reduce operational
costs by 1-3 per cent, cutting down
expenses incurred on printers, papers,
ink cartridges, storage, besides
manpower and energy. Moreover, it is
not only about the receipts in the
delivery boxes but also the printed
invoices that must be carried along with
the shipments. 

HURDLES AHEAD

Despite prudence weighing in favour of
e-invoicing, the road ahead has its fair
share of hurdles in terms of regulatory
compliance. Appropriate amendments
would be required in GST law to enable
voluntary adoption of e-invoicing for
B2C transaction and acceptance of
digital invoices on a device
(mobile/tablet) at
interceptions/check-posts to fast track
the paperless adoption in the economy.
By transitioning to paperless invoicing,
the delivery partners and the ecosystem
can avoid printing in triplicate (for
recipient, transporter and supplier). 

Government authorities at the
check-posts can verify the invoices
through the QR code of e-invoice in the
devices held by drivers. Interestingly,
countries such as Canada, Singapore,
Brazil, Australia and Malaysia have
already taken a lead in this respect. 

In 2021, Brazil merged several tax and
transport documents and instituted the

Electronic Transport Document (DT-e),
a single freight digital document under a
unified national paperless platform.
Malaysian, Canadian as well as European
laws have made printing of invoices
optional. Paperless invoicing is indeed
the need of the hour in this rapidly
digitising world. And it is an opportune
time for India to make the shift. 

The principle of digital invoicing is
completely aligned with the
government’s Digital India Programme,
which has created a robust digital
infrastructure in the last nine years. It
fits seamlessly and can further help in
expanding India’s digital technology
capabilities and the digital economy.
While digital invoices will reduce the
transactions costs for MSMEs, it will
also enable easier access to financial
credit due to presence of chronological
trail of documents. 

Digital invoicing can also hugely
contribute to India’s National Action
Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC),
especially its flagship National Mission
for a Green India (GIM), and thereby
achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals by 2030. It is an idea whose time
has come.

Chanda is Director of Trade, Investment and
Innovation, UNESCAP, and Somareddy is VP, Emerging
Markets, Seller Experience and Global Trade, Amazon
(US and India)

Digital invoicing needs a leg-up

HANDY. E-receipts will always be available for convenient access and review irrespective of geographical location GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

The principle of digital
invoicing is completely
aligned with the
government’s Digital India
Programme, which has
created a robust digital
infrastructure in the last
nine years. 

GO PAPERLESS. Not only is it eco-friendly, but also convenient and cost e�ective. Changes in GST law will be an enabler 

RUPA CHANDA
VIVEK SOMAREDDY
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H
ow should the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
be evaluated as it enters its 91st year? By
how well it has discharged its legislative

mandate of maintaining the financial stability of the
country? By its perseverance in disciplining
governments when they indulge in their natural
tendency to spend more than they earn from taxes?
Or in the way it has supervised the brood of banks
under its charge? By its ability to be fleet-footed
enough to cope with ever new challenges, especially
but not only from new technologies?

On a scale of 10, over a 90-year period, the
RBI would probably get 9.5. And there are
excellent reasons why it can’t score a perfect
ten — it’s scope for independent action is
considerably circumscribed by the
government. Before Independence, interest
and exchange rate policies had to suit
London’s economic imperatives and there
was little the RBI could do about it. After
Independence the compulsions of
democratic politics have compelled the RBI
to strive for what economists call
constrained optima because there are always
many conflicts of interest arising out of the
dual control of the economy that the British
bequeathed. The most important of such
conflicts has been over interest rates because
of the extensive cross-subsidisation by the
commercial sector of the non-commercial
sectors. Likewise, in the case of banking
supervision, which ought not to have been
thrust on an institution charged with
maintaining monetary stability, the
government ownership of nearly 30 banks
with 70 per cent of the assets has made the
RBI’s job very di�cult. Do the banks pay
heed to the owner or to their supervisor?

Whether dealing with regulation of banks
or managing the country’s forex reserves and
public debt, one quality that has stood RBI in
good stead is its uncompromising
conservatism. It is this conservatism that
prevented India from falling prey to the US
sub-prime crisis and the East Asian currency
crisis. But going forward, with a new breed of
fintech actors playing a key role in payments
and lending, RBI will need to strike a balance
between being a conservative regulator and
nurturing innovations to further financial
inclusion in credit, payments and credit
evaluation. So far RBI has shown itself to be
conflicted on this score. Its regulatory
moves, such as barring digital lending apps
from lending or assessing borrowers without
the help of a regulated entity and barring
credit lines on wallets, have been reactive
rather than proactive.

Overall, however, whether it is
institutional integrity or handling major
economic crises, the RBI has done the
country proud. It stands above all other
institutions that help with the economic
governance of the country. Its role was
described best in 1933 by Montagu Norman,
the all powerful governor of the Bank of
England. When asked what the relationship
of the RBI with the government should be he
said it should be like a ‘Hindoo wife’ who
advises but does not insist. He would have
granted the RBI 10/10 for its performance
over the last 90 years.

The last bastion 
RBI way above all institutions in economic governance 
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Autonomy of RBI
This refers to ‘Dealing with govt
control over central banks’ (April 1).
It is crucial to consider the words of
James Freeman Clarke, “A politician
thinks of the next election; a
statesman thinks of the next
generation.” In this context,
replacing “statesman” with “RBI”
would be fitting.
It prompts reflection on whether the
RBI possesses the necessary
autonomy to formulate monetary
policies geared towards the
long-term stability of the economy.
Fiscal and monetary policies
function as the two wheels of an
economy, with the government
primarily responsible for fiscal
policies. 
Collaboration between the

government and the RBI is essential
to ensure growth and control
inflation. However, over time, there
has been increasing reliance by the
Central Government on the RBI,
whether for borrowing needs or
financial support. Even in managing
borrowing costs, the Central
Government often looks to the RBI
to adjust short- and long-term
interest rates. A pertinent question
arises: do these actions compromise
the independence of regulatory
institutions like the RBI?
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

Di�erent objectives
The scope, objectives and the ambit
of both the RBI and the government
are di�erent. While the former

focuses more on long term financial
stability through manoeuvring of the
interest rates periodically and in
designing various measures in
channelising the funds flow between
banks and the borrowers, the latter is
more concerned about political
gains on introduction of few
measures routed through the
former. With the Centre aiming to
push India to reach the coveted
position of third largest economy, it
is time that required strength is built
in lifting the administration of the RBI
to greater heights.
RV Baskaran
Chennai

Election tourism
Apropos ‘A pitch for election
tourism’ (April 1), indeed this will

help foreigners know about the
various aspects of parliamentary
election held in India. Right from
filing nomination till the end of the
election, foreigners could observe
various campaigning strategies by
the candidates and how they reach
the people with their party’s
manifestos. 
Also, election tourism could include
visits to historical places of
prominence. 
NR Nagarajan
Sivakasi, TN

Rainwater harvesting
The acute drinking water crisis in
Bengaluru, highlighted by a shortage
of about 2000 million litres per day,
underscores the urgency of adopting
sustainable water management

practices like rainwater harvesting
(RWH).
Despite mandates like the BWSSB
Amendment Bill 2021, RWH
adoption remains low. O�ering tax
incentives for RWH systems could
incentivise citizens, aligning with calls
for greater awareness of RWH’s
long-term benefits. Emulating
Odisha’s subsidy model could
further bolster adoption rates
statewide, conserving groundwater
and enhancing environmental
sustainability. 
With concerted e�orts, Bengaluru
can mitigate its water crisis by RWH
and can contribute to sustainable
water management, ensuring a more
resilient future.
Vijaykumar HK
Raichur, Karnataka

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

I
t is heartening to know that a
performance-linked incentive (PLI)
scheme for toys is on the anvil as

indicated by the recent Budget.
However, before the approval is made
for the PLI, policymakers should note
the complex nature of this industry.

The toy sector has an extremely
segmented market, driven by the varied
nature of the toys produced as well as
the longevity of the product for the
end-user. Therefore, the requirements
of di�erent segments vary in terms of
production process, raw materials,
employment intensity and skills, to
name a few. In terms of the end-use
itself, there are many categories of toys
— electronic and non-electronic;
modern and traditional; plastic and
non-plastic; education and
non-educational toys; age group-wise,
etc. Although reduction in cost of
production is a common objective for
any entrepreneur, access to cheaper and
domestically manufactured raw
materials to make quality toys at
competitive prices remains
unaddressed.

For crucial ingredients like electronic
parts, certain grades of plastics, plastic
parts and fabrics, India is still dependent

on China and Asean countries. Indian
toy-makers are still importing moulding,
fabric quality testing and cutting, sewing
and embroidery machines. If the crucial
raw materials and machinery for toy
making are aligned with the proposed
PLI scheme, the supply chain can be
strengthened in the future. And Indian
toy manufacturers could be put on a
higher pedestal in the global market.

SEGMENTED MARKET

The Indian toy market is highly
segmented. One category of
manufacturers caters only to the
domestic market, producing niche
products influenced by Indian ethics and
values, for which raw materials are
sourced locally. These manufacturers
are characterised by very small scale,
limited investments and high precision
hand-craft. The other extreme are
manufacturers producing solely for
exports, which involve big investments,
bigger scales of production, but are very
few in numbers in India. The third
category is a set of small and medium
enterprises catering to both domestic
and global markets.

The first and third categories account
for about 90 per cent of the entire gamut
of the toy sector in India. In an on-going
study on the toy sector by the Institute
for Studies in Industrial Development, it

was noted that a very small share of big
firms in India are able to contribute a
large share to the total manufacturing
GVA vis-a-vis the MSME firms that are
predominant in toy manufacturing.

However, there are many common
concerns across the sector that
policymakers need to consider. First is
the missing pool of skilled manpower
available for the industry. The
requirements of skill vary from the
precision of hand-made toys to skilled
cutting and tailoring needs. The nature
of this industry has changed over the last
few decades which entails a gamut of
new skills that are still lacking in India.

Second, appropriate systems are not
in place to provide an ecosystem for
manufacturing good quality toys. Each

type of toy has a specific testing
procedure which could be costly for
small manufacturers to own and use on
an individual basis.

Aligned with this is the need for a
network of institutions that could
provide research and design support to
the industry. To cater to the needs of
growing minds, inputs from design and
technology institutes should be
available.

Finally, the toy cluster development
schemes should set up a “plug-n-play”
system that goes a long way in reducing
production costs, rather than allotting
land alone. The government must
ensure that land allotment under toy
clusters translate into manufacturing
hubs with higher scales of production.

A PLI scheme for toy sector should
recognise the needs of all segments of
the industry and include all stages of
production to strengthen supply chains.
A sector which is predominated by
MSMEs should be accorded a di�erent
treatment by policymakers. If the
intention of the government is to
unleash the growth potential of the toy
sector, the approach towards toy
manufacturing should be PLI-plus in
nature.

The writer is Assistant Professor, Institute for Studies in
Industrial Development

Toy sector requires a PLI-plus approach

Ramaa Arun Kumar

NO CHILD’S PLAY. Toy manufacturing

As the market is highly segmented, the needs of various manufacturers must be recognised and supply chains strengthened
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I
ndia has achieved
considerable success in
managing water in recent

years. Irrigated area has increased
from 47 per cent to 55 per cent in
the last six years in our net
cropped area of 140 mh. 

But sustainability is becoming a
concern, as population is likely to
increase to about 165 crore by
2047 (from 140 crore), raising
requirement of food and water.
There is also the uncertainty of
climate change to deal with.

India has about 3 per cent of the
world’s landmass, 4 per cent of
water resources and 18 per cent of
humanity. It receives about 4,000
billion cubic meters of
precipitation. With the onset of
climate change, number of rainy
days are reducing and rain
intensity is increasing. Land bereft
of vegetation cannot hold and
absorb the running rain water.
Therefore, a good portion of
precipitation runs o� to the ocean
taking along with it valuable top
soil, a sine-qua-non for agriculture.

Civilisations developed along
flowing rivers and open wells of
yesteryears provided drinking
water and protective irrigation.
That changed as technology
developed and populations grew.
A key ingredient of our Green
Revolution and the resultant food
security is ‘irrigation water’ from
medium/major irrigation projects. 

Now, these projects are on the
wane because of their capital
expenditure and operational
expenditure requirements, water
use ine�ciency, issues of water
equity, water charges that do not
cover O&M costs, salinisation, soil
degradation and other
environmental issues. Urban
habitations, and growing industry
too have been demanding water
from these projects.

Agriculture, industry and
domestic users consume about 84
per cent, 12 per cent and 4 per cent
of our water resources,
respectively. Our societal thinking
on water use, is built on the idea of
copious flood irrigation. Green
Revolution furthered it, thanks to
canal (flood) irrigation from
irrigation projects. 

Hence, whenever farmers see
and get more water, they switch to
flood irrigation and water
intensive crops. On the demand
side, the cultivation of fruit and
vegetables outside of their seasons
too has added to water demand.
Free power plays spoilsport,
notwithstanding the fact that
micro irrigation is picking up.

As agriculture and urban
agglomerations grew, our public

policy tilted towards tapping
ground water aquifers. About 65
per cent of our crop irrigation and
85 per cent of drinking water
comes from ground water
aquifers. Now, only one-third of
our blocks are considered as ‘safe’
for ground water extraction.
China, India, the US are the top
ground water extractors.

FOR A ‘WATER-PROOF’ INDIA

How do we ‘water-proof’ our
country?

First, frugality must be the
mantra in every aspect of water —
technology, irrigation design,
delivery and usage.

Second, prioritise decentralised
planning and execution.

Third, usage of technology like
SCADA in our canal-based
irrigation and importantly
reducing SCADA costs through
domestic research is a must.

Fourth, ‘rice and wheat
thinking’ must change. Farmers
and consumers must adapt crops
which suit local environment.

Fifth, while millets are
celebrated as environmentally
friendly, their consumption is by
the elite and poor, that too in some
geographies.

Sixth, watershed development
delivered results in isolated
patches, but as groundwater
improved, so did its excessive use.
Agroecology embedded on
watersheds is the way forward.

Seventh, technology at all water
discharge point(s) has to change,
making it e�cient. We can learn
from our LED Lighting
transformation.

Eighth, sustained campaigns to
ensure communities rewrite their
“water thinking” is a must.

Ninth, an empowered mission
can bring about this paradigm
shift in ideation, coordination and
delivery.

Tenth, every religion reveres
water and policy must tap into
that.

The writer is former Deputy Managing Director,
Nabard. Views are personal

Water use revolution

PVS Suryakumar

WATER TABLE. India is a top
groundwater extractor MUSTAFAH KK

Farming now ought to be about conserving water

April 2, 2004

BSNL cuts ISD, STD rates by 15-25 pc
The first day of the new fiscal year has brought good news for 41.3 million landline
and mobile subscribers of Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd. The telecom major has
announced a 15- 25 per cent cut in both ISD and inter-circle STD tari�s e�ective
April 10. Domestic bandwidth prices from non-commercial users have also been
slashed by 60 per cent. 

Sensex scores 150 on first day of new fiscal 
Strong third quarter growth and perhaps the feel-good factor of a first-ever Test
match victory in Pakistan helped lift investor sentiment in the stock market today.
Institutional investors began the first day of the new fiscal year by helping boost the
BSE Sensex and the NSE Nifty by 2.7 per cent each. 

SEBI yet to decide on loss in ONGC trading 
SEBI is yet to find a solution to compensate the loss su�ered by ONGC
shareholders who on Monday sold shares in excess of what they were allotted.
According to sources, SEBI and the stock exchanges met on Thursday to sort out
various issues relating to the allotment process and to find out where the problem
lay in the allotment of shares by MCS, the share registrar for the ONGC public issue. 
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Ancient prophetess (5) 

04. Sicilian city (7) 

08. Longing for things past (9) 

09. Drinking vessel (3) 

10. Piece for publication (7) 

12. Omen (4) 

14. Naval vessel (3-4) 

17. Cotton holder (4) 

18. Pentecost (7) 

20. Charged particle (3) 

21. Shift rhythm to the

o�-beat (9) 

23. Ladies' man (7) 

24. Puppets (5) 

DOWN 

01. Churchgoing time (6,7) 

02. Surrounds with hostile 

intentions (6) 

03. Mutual savings scheme (4-4) 

04. Wooden pin (3) 

05. Jump (4) 

06. Stay (6) 

07. Street music-makers (5-8) 

11. Joint (5) 

13. Various in kind, many in number (8) 

15. Heart of nut (6) 

16. Attack (6) 

19. Continent (4) 

22. Open fabric (3)

ACROSS 

01. She prophesied by getting in half the silver (5) 

04. In Sicily, is even less healthy-coloured to army 

doctor (7) 

08. Longing for time past makes it as a long change (9) 

09. Something to drink from? Go for one in the street! (3) 

10. The thing is, you may read it in the newspaper (7) 

12. A portent is given back to heartless marksman (4) 

14. Suitable conveyance to the Isle of Lewis? (3-4) 

17. Part of the film will look staggering (4) 

18. Form of whist, a French version, at Pentecost (7) 

20. A particle left on abandoning tearful head (3) 

21. Spy at once changes to shift the beat (9) 

23. Note everything worker finishes is attentive to ladies (7) 

24. No real people could be sold around fifty (5) 

DOWN 

01. Rest of day of rest follows it (6,7) 

02. French and, with Elizabeth about, surrounds one with

hostility (6) 

03. Iron perhaps given for a time: you put into it to get out (4-4) 

04. A drink one might hang one's hat on (3) 

05. Where salmon get up every fourth year? (4) 

06. You'll find me up in the wet weather, so I stay behind (6) 

07. Terrible groan – Millers were playing in the street (5-8) 

11. After end of binge, shatter bowl (having raised it?) (5) 

13. Isle, provided it's ancient – of which there are many (8) 

15. The heart of the matter where nut is concerned (6) 

16. Like to put to sea to attack one (6) 

19. Like to get first-class come-uppance in the Orient (4) 

22. As opposed to gross fish-catcher (3)

EASY

ACROSS 2. Ached 5. Sift 7. Hive 8. Lollipop 9. Back-room 11. Ends 12. Photographers 15. Pays 17. After all 19. Pressure 21. Fate 22. Swan 23. Loser 

DOWN 1. Epitaph 2. Are 3. Hallo 4. Dilemma 5. Ski 6. Flood 10. Kites 11. Ether 13. Gradual 14. Related 16. Arrow 18. Trees 20. Son 21. For

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2408

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD2407

NOT SO EASY

F
rom notable surges to sharp
plunges, small- and mid-cap
stocks have attracted a lot of
attention. 

The spectrum of
discussion ranges from investors who
entered at elevated valuations to those
pondering whether it signifies a bubble
or merely a temporary froth, from
increased flows in tune of ₹64,000 crore
in 2023 in mid- and small-cap funds to
temporary suspension of fresh flows by a
few mutual fund houses, from regulatory
nudges to stress testing results of small
cap funds.

An understanding of the relationship
between the company size, return
potential, and risk is crucial for
investment decision making. Generally,
market capitalisation corresponds to a
company's stage in its life cycle. Larger
companies are seen as more mature, have
more diversified business structures,
more stable business performance and
revenue streams. While mid- and
small-cap companies have greater room
for expansion to realise their full
potential.

Historical analysis reveals that
large-cap stocks have lower risks and
usually grow slowly relative to small and
mid-cap stocks. A widely quoted research
by Banz (1981) explains that firm size is a
proxy for its risk. Smaller firms tend to
have high risk but also have high
potential growth, and hence small-cap
stocks are expected to generate higher
returns than large-market-cap stocks.

Of course, there are notable
exceptions to this generalization, more
so in current times. There are companies
that have achieved dizzying height in
terms of market valuations due to
intense short-term investor interest.

Though such companies are counted in
the large-cap universe, they tend to have
share-price volatility and earnings
profiles more typical of small companies
than large-cap ones. 

Similarly, there are small size
companies with share-price and earnings
profiles more typical of large-cap firms.

How should we put numbers to
market capitalisation categories?

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES

Index providers, broking firms,
investment advisors etc., have
proprietary guidelines for categorising
companies by market capitalisation.
SEBI has defined large-cap, mid-cap and
small-cap companies through a circular
in October 2017. The Association of
Mutual Funds of India (AMFI) is
stipulated to prepare the list of stocks in
accordance of the circular for the mutual
funds.

AMFI classifies stocks as large, mid
and small caps every six months. Large
cap companies are the top 100
companies in terms of full market
capitalisation. Companies ranking from
101 to 250, fall under the mid cap
segment and companies ranking from
251 onwards are small cap companies. 

This categorisation is done in order to
ensure uniformity in respect of the
investment universe for equity mutual
fund schemes. The total market
capitalisation, as per the AMFI list, was

₹14,106,663.11 crore when the list was
first prepared in December 2017. It
reached ₹32,180,276.21 as per the latest
available list as on December 2023.

Advances in equity markets have led to
an increase in the market capitalisation
of each of these groups of stocks, but the
number of the stocks in each of these
categories has remained the same. Due to
rising market capitalisation, the
company ranked 100th in the large-cap
category has a market capitalisation of
₹67,017 crore in December 2023 as
against ₹29,304 crore in December 2017. 

In December 2023, a company with a
market capitalisation of ₹29,304 crore is
below the median size of the mid-cap
companies which was ₹34,826 crore.
Mutual fund industry has represented to
the market regulator to expand the
large-cap range from top-100 companies
to top 125 companies, mid-cap from
126th to 276th and companies from
277th onwards as small-caps.

Before the SEBI circular, the
categorisation of companies was left to
the judgment of market participants. The
market convention was to define
companies with market capitalisation of
₹20,000 crore or more as large cap,
companies with market caps above
₹5,000 crore but less than ₹20,000 crore
mid-cap, and companies with market cap
of less than ₹5,000 crore as small cap.
Many stock brokers continue to
categorise stocks in this manner. 

As per these ranges in December 2017,
131 companies formed part of large cap
universe, 231 companies had qualified to
be in mid-cap category, whereas in
December 2023, 268 companies had
crossed the threshold of ₹20,000 crore
and 345 companies are in the range of
₹20,000-5,000 crore.

PERCENTILE METHOD

Another convention followed by a few
index providers globally is to define
categories on the basis of percentile of
market capitalisation. 

For example, stocks which are part of
the top 70 per cent of cumulative total
market cap may be considered as large
cap stocks, stocks in the next 15 per cent
range (between 70 and 85 per cent) of
cumulative total market cap as mid cap
stocks. 

With this method 132 companies will
form part of large cap universe, with the
lowest market cap of ₹48,709.89 crore. 

The advantage of this method is that it
is relative to the size of overall market
and dynamic in nature. Time has come to
revisit the definitions of these categories.
The cap-categories should evolve with
markets and provide meaningful insights
into a company's risk-return profile
within the broad market context.

The writer is Professor & Dean (Academics), School for
Securities Education, National Institute of Securities
Markets . Views are personal

Need to revisit funds ‘cap’ system 

NEW APPROACH. The percentile method of classifying companies’ market cap is a dynamic method that is gaining ground BLOOMBERG

MF industry has called for
expanding the large-cap
range from top-100
companies to top-125
companies, mid-cap from
126th to 276th and
companies from 277th
onwards as small-caps

RACHANA BAID

MARKET CAPS. SEBI’s October 2017 circular on cap-based categorisation needs a revisit. Categorisation shouldn’t be rigid

T
he Reserve Bank of India is
expected to retain the
benchmark repo rates at 6.5 per

cent in its April 2024 review and policy
stance of “withdrawal of
accommodation” amidst robust
growth combined with CPI continuing
to be higher than the stated target of 4
per cent.

Stable economic activity, as can be
evidenced from FY24E GDP growth of
7.6 per cent, gives RBI more room to
focus on inflation for now. Inflation is
expected to move lower from 5.4 per
cent in FY24E to 4.5 per cent in FY25E,
thus pushing the rate cut expectations
to H2FY25.

Liquidity management seems spot
on: Another pivotal factor is improved
liquidity in the system in the last three
months attributable to higher
government spending, RBI infusing
₹1.16-lakh crore through three variable
rate repo (VRR) auctions in March and
RBI’s decision to take delivery of
USD/INR buy-sell swap. This has
helped reduce the overnight rates from
a peak of 6.9 per cent to 6.55-6.7 per

cent range. This bodes well for short
term CP/CD rates, thus being a positive
for corporates looking to borrow short
term in form of CPs.

Cheer for bond markets: G-Sec
gross borrowing of ₹7.5 trillion i.e. 53
per cent of the gross borrowing of
₹14.1 trillion against street
expectations of 58-60 per cent — the
lowest H1 borrowing since FY19
amidst expected large FPI inflows on
back of inclusion in JP Morgan GBI-EM
index — is expected to take Gsec yields
lower.

This is expected to be very positive
even for the good quality corporates
looking to tap bond markets in the 1-5
year tenor bucket. 

Comfortable external balance
dynamics: CAD/GDP remained steady
at 1.2 per cent in Q3FY24 with a
widening goods trade deficit o�set by
strong services and remittances flows.
Capital account balance improved with
higher banking capital, FPI, and FDI
flows. Rupee is expected to continue to
remain strong, compared to other EM
currencies given the comfortable
external balance (FY25E CAD/GDP of
1.1 per cent), however upside risks can

come from: (a) any repricing of
FOMC’s rate cycle; (b) oil price
increases owing to geopolitical
tensions; (c) CNY devaluation and (d)
BoJ actions.

Robust bank credit growth
combined with record bond
issuances: Incremental bank credit
growth touched nearly ₹26.5 trillion in
9M FY24, much higher than ₹17.2
trillion expansion in 9MFY23. Going
forward, bank credit is expected to
moderate towards select sectors
amidst regulatory measures i.e.
increased risk weights on loans to
consumer credit & NBFCs. 

In addition, these measures can

potentially add to the cost of funding
from banks, thereby making capital
markets an attractive borrowing
avenue.

We expect increase in private
corporate bond issuances as the well
rated corporates will refinance some of
their maturing loans from bond
market. Sector wise, we expect growth
in bond issuances from infrastructure,
manufacturing & real estate sectors
due to consolidation by strong sponsor
groups in these sectors.

While policy imperative at the
current juncture is expected to
continue to focus on inflation target of
4 per cent on a durable basis, we may
see a downward shift in the yield curve
in the near term, and it may start to
steepen as and when we move closer to
the rate cuts. 

However, the current scenario is
expected to bode well for corporate
bond yields, also simultaneously
constraining banks’ ability to raise
lending rates.

The writer is the President & Head Wholesale
Banking, Kotak Mahindra Bank. Views expressed are
personal 

RBI likely to hold rates; bond markets may cheer
Paritosh Kashyap

RATE MOVES. Status quo likely
/ISTOCKPHOTO
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S
peaking at a programme marking 90 years of the Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) on Monday, Prime Minister Narendra Modi rightly noted that the 
institution played a pivotal role in advancing the nation’s growth tra-
jectory. Financial stability is a necessary condition for economic growth 

and development in the long run. As the RBI commemorates this significant 
milestone, it presents an opportunity for the institution to not only reflect on 
its past achievements but also to chart a course for the future. This is vital 
because of the changing nature of macroeconomic and regulatory challenges. 
The Indian central bank, to be fair, has evolved with time in all its functions 
over the decades. Despite occasional differences, the government has provided 
legal and institutional support to the RBI in its journey. This is not to suggest 
that India has a perfect system, but developments over the years have been in 
the positive direction. 

One of the most significant developments in recent years has been the 
amendment to the RBI Act to make it an inflation-targeting central bank. 
Despite opposition from various sections, the government agreed to the idea 
of strengthening the monetary policy framework, which has made monetary 
policy operations more transparent and helped improve investor confidence. 
In the context of some recent confusion, on its part, the RBI has done well to 
reiterate that it will adhere to the legally mandated inflation target. Further, 
one of the reasons for improving macroeconomic stability is the RBI’s deft 
management of the external sector. It used opportunities to accumulate large 
foreign exchange reserves, which has helped reduce currency volatility. 

While the RBI has done reasonably well in terms of macroeconomic man-
agement, particularly in recent years, there is scope for improvement in banking 
regulation and supervision. It is worth celebrating that non-performing assets 
(NPAs) in the banking system have come down and the system is in its best 
position in over a decade, but excesses in the banking system were also built 
in both pre- and post-financial crisis periods under the RBI’s watch. Although 
it is correct that the RBI has limited powers in terms of regulating public-sector 
banks, which must be addressed through necessary legal changes, at least two 
recent episodes — YES Bank and Infrastructure Leasing & Financial Services 
Ltd — pointed to the need for improving oversight mechanisms. There are 
also concerns regarding transparency in dealing with regulated entities. The 
regulator, for instance, could have been more forthcoming in providing infor-
mation in the case of Paytm Payments Bank. In fact, dealing with such entities 
could be a big challenge in the coming years. 

The RBI has done well to facilitate the adoption of technology, which has 
made India a world leader in payment solutions, but it will need to be prepared to 
deal with unintended consequences of using technology by new-age fintech firms 
in a way that doesn’t stifle innovation. The RBI is also a pioneer in experimenting 
with the central bank digital currency though it remains to be seen to what extent 
it is adopted. Looking ahead, although the RBI is not formally an independent 
central bank, the government should allow it to function autonomously and 
respect its institutional position. To make its functioning more effective, the gov-
ernment should consider necessary legal changes to empower it in banking regu-
lation. It is also important for the government to run low fiscal deficits to avoid 
the risk of potential fiscal dominance of monetary policy.

A question of propriety
Timing of enforcement action must be questioned

D
elhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal has been remanded in judicial 
custody till April 15 by a special court in connection with an alleged 
money-laundering case related to a now scrapped Delhi liquor licens-
ing policy case after his remand with the Enforcement Directorate 

(ED) ended. Mr Kejriwal, the first sitting chief minister to be put behind bars, 
was arrested by the ED on March 22 under the stringent and controversial 
Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA), where bail is difficult to obtain. 
The ED had sought 15-day judicial custody from the special court to interrogate 
him, citing “non-cooperation” by Mr Kejriwal. Whatever the merits of the case, 
two issues concerning best practices in a democratic polity demand attention 
from the institutions entrusted with safeguarding them — the Election 
Commission (EC) and the Supreme Court. 

The first is the propriety of Mr Kejriwal’s arrest by an enforcement arm of 
the government just weeks before parliamentary elections are due. More so, 
when the alleged infraction concerns a case that dates back two years. As with 
the ED case against the CPI(M) in Kerala and the recent income-tax notice to 
the Congress, which also dates back several years, the action against Mr Kejriwal 
surely merited intervention by the EC because of the timing. On Monday, the 
income-tax (I-T) department assured the Supreme Court, hearing an appeal 
by the Congress against the I-T demand, that it would not take any coercive 
steps to recover its demand of ~3,500 crore before the elections. Though this 
offers the national party some relief, it does not address the core question of 
the timing of the I-T department’s move. 

No less pertinent is the Supreme Court’s promise to review its earlier judg-
ment on the PMLA, which has been hanging fire for some months. The original 
judgment of July 27, 2022, by a three-judge Bench had generated considerable 
controversy because it conferred on the ED virtually unchecked powers to arrest, 
summon, and raid individuals while depriving an accused of his or her basic 
rights. The judgment upheld several conditions for bail which are virtually 
impossible to meet, apart from transgressing settled law. The first is for the 
individual to prove he is not guilty of money laundering, an inversion of the 
legal principle of a defendant being innocent until proven guilty. The second is 
for the accused to prove that he is unlikely to commit an offence when out on 
bail. This apart, the accused may not get a basic copy of the Enforcement Case 
Information Report outlining the ED’s case against him. 

Last year, the Supreme Court constituted a three-judge Special Bench to 
hear review petitions filed against the judgment and hearings were scheduled 
to begin in October 2023. That Bench was dissolved, first because the Union 
government sought more time to prepare, and, second, because one of the 
judges on it was retiring within a month, which begs the question why he was 
selected in the first place. Since then, however, the progress has been snail-
paced. Though a replacement for the retired judge was found, the reconstituted 
Special Bench in March posted the date for reconsidering the judgment to July 
2024, citing, among other things, a heavy caseload. Such delays do not bode 
well for the future of Indian democracy.

VOLUME XXX NUMBER 299 

NEW DELHI | TUESDAY, 2 APRIL 2024

T
here’s just no getting past the supremacy of 
the dollar, much as skeptics of American 
influence wish for it or lonely yen bulls cry 

for relief. The greenback has been frequently tipped 
to retreat, only for it to blow away everything in 
front of it. 

This resilience might not last, 
but as long as it does, it reminds a 
world once in thrall to China’s 
ascent that the US is the essential 
economic force. Just ask all the cen-
tral bankers quizzed as much, if not 
more, about the Federal Reserve’s 
intentions as their own. Sovereignty 
can be relative. 

Events billed as heralding a pull-
back have barely made a dent: 
Japan’s decision to end eight years 
of negative interest rates fizzled in 
markets; the country’s finance min-
ister has resorted to jawboning the yen stronger, and 
traders are handicapping the prospects of interven-
tion by Tokyo. Even projections of rate cuts by the 
Fed aren’t doing it: Reductions are likely to be syn-
chronous among the biggest authorities, preventing 

any major currency from outshining the dollar. This 
year was meant to be one in which the dollar fell, 
but a key index of its support is off to a strong start. 

That’s the short term. Markets fluctuate and 
currencies, like stock and bond markets, have good 
years and times when things don’t turn out so stel-

lar. But the buoyancy of the past 
quarter — and last couple of years 
— is built on something more than 
rate differences. 

The longer story of dollar fire-
power is one of a currency beating 
back challenge after challenge every 
few years. In the late 1990s, the com-
ing euro was supposed to rival the 
dollar. A couple of years later, the 
current-account deficit became the 
totem of all that was wrong. 

Then came the subprime col-
lapse and quantitative easing, fol-

lowed by the would-be rise of the Chinese yuan. The 
worry du jour: The aggressive use of sanctions, which 
critics said would lead to a global de-dollarisation. 
It’s as though the rest of the world scouts for a saviour 
every few years. Assertions that the dollar will be 

undone are overblown, according to a recent paper 
by Steven B Kamin, a former head of the Fed’s inter-
national finance division, and Mark Sobel, who 
served as deputy assistant secretary of the Treasury. 

Kamin and Sobel write that dollar dominance is 
embedded in the global economic system in ways 
that are difficult to change. Even if it was to decline 
relative to another currency, the buck will remain 
first among equals. And the potential loss of access 
to US markets and the American banking industry 
would mean sanctions still matter greatly. The cur-
rency remains a vital geopolitical asset both to 
Washington, and its allies. 

The duo argue that whether or not the dollar 
stays top of the heap is the wrong question to ask. 
Better to inquire whether the factors that have sup-
ported such a place at the commanding heights will 
be sustained. They are confident it will, but add a 
chilling caveat: The biggest risk to the dollar may 
be the US itself. 

“Dollar dominance is not a means in and of itself,” 
Kamin and Sobel wrote in the paper for the 
American Enterprise Institute. “It is instead a critical 
reminder of the need to run sound policies, behave 
responsively at home, and maintain the world’s 
trust.” (The two expanded on the subject in the 
Macro Musings podcast last month.) 

The dollar is also a strategic gift, often under-
appreciated in geopolitical discussions, which tend 
to focus on the South China Sea or Donald Trump’s 
threats against treaty partners. Nor is the US-led 
economic order, with the greenback at its core, whol-
ly a product of victory in World War II. 

Born in 1913, the Fed was an important behind-
the-scenes player in the Great War. As President 
Woodrow Wilson was trying to broker peace 
between the Allied and Central powers in 1916, the 
Fed fretted that American banks were too invested 
in the prospects of a triumph by Britain and France, 
something by no means certain. The central bank 
warned US lenders against over-exposure, a step 
that sent European markets into a tailspin, wrote 
Philip Zelikow in The Road Less Traveled: The 
Secret Turning point of the Great War, 1916-1917. 
Allied powers realised they would soon struggle 
to finance the war. 

Wilson hoped that by squeezing them, he could 
bring about a resolution. His efforts foundered after 
Germany resumed unrestricted submarine warfare 
in the Atlantic, and the US joined the conflict. The 
Fed reversed its stance and aid began flowing again 
— generously. Just as well: Britain’s cash reserves 
were perilously close to depletion. The baton of mon-
etary leadership was passed. 

Let’s hear it for the greenback, more useful than 
an aircraft carrier, and with greater life expectancy. 
If there is a historic break with its rule, it’s unlikely 
to be something as obvious as a turn in the cycle of 
contemporary borrowing costs. It may be something 
more subtle, though clear in hindsight. For now, 
consider keeping those prognostications about the 
eclipse of the dollar in the barracks. 

The writer is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist © Bloomberg

T
he history of synthetic plastics can be traced 
back to the middle of the 19th century. As with 
any invention, the discovery of synthetic plas-

tics started as a quest to find a solution to some prob-
lems — in this case, the reduced availability of tortoise 
shells, and elephant ivory, used predominantly for 
making combs, billiard balls, piano keys, etc, in the 
19th century. Demand for piano keys, billiard balls, 
and combs was going up in Europe even while getting 
hold of elephant tusks and tortoise shells was becom-
ing more difficult as their population dwindled. 

A chemist named Alexander Parkes is credited 
with having created the first real syn-
thetic plastic — Parkesine — in 1862, 
which quickly became a cheap sub-
stitute for tortoise shells and ivory in 
some products. 

Belgian chemist Leo Baekeland 
created Bakelite, the first all-purpose 
fully synthetic plastic in 1907. After 
that, development was rapid as big 
corporations in the US and the UK 
such as BASF, Du Pont, Imperial 
Chemical Industries, and Dow 
Chemicals poured money into 
research, product development, and 
marketing. World War II would see 
plastics coming into their own — 
being used in everything from parachutes to radar 
cabling to wheels of vehicles and aircraft. Post WW 
II, the civilian use of plastics would explode. Nylon, 
Rayon, Polystyrene, PET, and Teflon would find uses 
in everything from clothing to food packaging. 

Plastic usage would boom for decades before sci-
entists, policymakers, and citizens would wake up to 
the unpleasant fact that what made plastics so useful 
was also the reason they were polluting the earth — 
plastics were indestructible. They did not decompose, 
disintegrate, or degrade for decades or centuries. 
Discarded plastics simply accumulate in landfills and 
oceans, becoming an environmental disaster. 

Knowing there is a problem and finding a solution 

for it are two different things. Though the dangers 
that discarded plastics pose for Earth are now well 
established, no satisfactory solution has been found. 
The quest for solutions has simply not received the 
kind of support or resources it should have. There 
are more interesting areas to research, even in bio-
chemistry and microbiology. From time to time, 
announcements of bacteria that consume and break 
down plastics have been made but few have led to 
large-scale plants. Other methods such as photo-oxi-
dation have also not been able to scale up. 

Policies, meanwhile, have typically focused on 
reducing the use of plastics — 
though they have not been very suc-
cessful in most countries, given that 
alternatives to synthetic plastics are 
not easily available or cheap. 

Over the past two decades, a 
fresh worry has cropped up — the 
ubiquity of micro and nano-plastics. 
While plastics take decades to 
degrade, they do break into pieces 
and release tiny plastic pieces, often 
too small to detect with the naked 
eye. Over the past decade, 
researchers have discovered to their 
horror that micro and nanoplastics 
are everywhere — in the soil, in 

oceans and rivers, in marine and land lifeforms, 
and, increasingly, in human organs, from the blood 
vessels to the respiratory system, the liver and even 
the placenta. 

How dangerous are microplastics to humans? 
Research on this is only beginning to take place now. 
Initial studies point to long-term dangers but their 
precise nature and the quantification will take time 
to establish. There is some evidence that plastics 
can give rise to inflammation in the body — with all 
the attendant issues that come with it. There is con-
jecture that chemicals of nanoplastics in various 
body organs would lead to all sorts of problems, 
including cancer. Other studies have shown that 

micro and nanoplastics in the circulatory system 
could lead to an increase in cardiovascular risk. 

However, simply not enough research has taken 
place yet to link micro and nanoplastics to diseases 
and life expectancy. But then, these take a long time 
to establish — for example, we did not understand 
the dangers of air pollution to the human body till 
fairly recently. 

A lot more research funding and studies are need-
ed in this area. Particularly the dangers they pose 
to babies and small children or even pregnant  
women. Also to those who are suffering from  
multiple morbidities. 

Other studies are needed to figure out how to 
deal with the diseases and inflammation that 
microplastics may cause our bodies. More studies 
are needed on their effect on ocean and riverine life 
forms as well as plants and animals on land. 

Unfortunately, while a few countries are taking 
note — Canada has allocated a couple of million dol-
lars, for example — it is an area that is neither attract-
ing huge private nor public funding. The reason is 
simple enough. Other research areas are promising 
better returns on investment for the private sector. 
Business opportunities from artificial intelligence or 
new battery chemistries are easier to discern and 
therefore get funding of billions of dollars. Studying 
the dangers of microplastics to humans does not 
seem to promise great new business opportunities. 

Indeed, unless some Silicon Valley billionaire 
decides that microplastics can reduce his life 
expectancy, it is unlikely that this will attract big 
private money for research. As far as policymakers 
are concerned, there are enough problems of global 
warming and digital technologies to deal with before 
they get around to this long-term danger. And that 
is a pity — because until things reach a boiling point, 
no one wants to search for solutions. 

The writer is former editor of Business Today and 

Businessworld, and founder of Prosaic view, an editorial 

consultancy

Understanding the microplastics threat

Central bank should be empowered further

Next phase for RBI

T
he second volume of the “India’s 
Finance Ministers” series with a 
subtitle “Stumbling into Reforms 

(1977-1998)” undoubtedly matches, I 
would say even surpasses, the first. The 
time period was perhaps the most excit-
ing in post-independent India’s econom-
ic history. A new generation, with 
arguably much greater economic aspi-
rations than those involved in the inde-
pendence movement were taking over, 
the Congress had been damaged, and by 
now it was quite evident that the public 
sector would not be able to deliver on 
the promise of economic growth.  

The return of Indira Gandhi and the 
subsequent takeover by Rajiv Gandhi 
saw one of the periods of highest eco-
nomic growth initially, but these and 
associated investments were powered 
by dollops of debt.  Loose policies con-
tributed to the distress that eventually 
birthed the reforms in 1991. And then 
the excitement of the reforms and post-
reform years followed. 

But let me start from the beginning 
of this period. H M Patel (finance minis-
ter from 1977 to 1979) had many years 
earlier deftly handled the partition-relat-
ed division of assets. Though later exon-
erated, the Jagmohan Mundhra scandal 
had impacted his reputation. He later 
joined the Swatantra Party which 
merged with the Janata Party. With 
active support from Morarji Desai he 
brought in I G Patel to the Reserve Bank 
of India, retained Manmohan Singh in 
the finance ministry, attempted to 
change the five-year plans to annual 
rollover plans which also looked at 

implementation issues and not merely 
allocation of resources. He tried to 
increase the savings rate by attempting 
to discourage “ostentatious” consump-
tion, announced India’s first demoneti-
sation of high-value currency, and tried 
to sell gold reserves to reduce its price, 
among other not so great measures. But 
despite what must have been a fairly dif-
ficult time in a government with many 
independent power centres, he managed 
in 1977-78 to present a Budget of ~15,500 
crore and a deficit of only ~72 crore, 
which increased to ~414 crore the next 
year on account of cyclone- and flood-
related damages across India.  

Though an important member of the 
Swatantra Party, his actions do not 
always show up as those of an economic 
liberal. Among other acts we would term 
as quite market-unfriendly, he increased 
the list of industries under small scale 
to 500 from 180, the highest bracket for 
income tax to 69 per cent (including cess) 
at the margin and created a negative list 

of sectors where no foreign collabora-
tions would be permitted. 

Who, then, was H M Patel? A liberal 
managing the politics in a government 
with many power centres?  Or an efficient 
administrator driven by conventional 
wisdom of the times? Unfortunately, the 
author is unable to answer that question. 
But what is clear is that limits on private 
industry were not 
just the product of 
the Nehruvian era.  It 
is also clear that his-
torical personalities 
are not so easy to 
classify as socialist or 
liberal, right of centre 
or left.  But did those 
involved in the more 
recent demonetisa-
tion learn from the 
experience of the 
Janata Party’s in the late seventies?  

H M Patel’s story is one among many. 
There were 11 finance ministers between 
him and 1998. Each of them had a unique 
personality, yielding stories rich in tex-
ture, not easily classifiable the way sim-
plistic media projections do these days. 

In Charan Singh, R Venkataraman, 
Pranab Mukherjee, V P Singh, Rajiv 
Gandhi, N D Tiwari, S B Chavan, Madhu 
Dandavate, Yashwant Sinha, Manmohan 
Singh, and P Chidambaram, India has 
had some fascinating personalities as 
finance ministers, grappling with their 
own partymen, a Reserve Bank of India 
that was purportedly independent but 

then not, or for that 
matter prime minis-
ters who were some-
times supportive, 
sometimes not so.  
The volume does 
justice to each of 
them, and then 
some more.  

The author is 
able to cover many 
of these stories to 
great effect and 

share some fascinating insights into the 
process of policymaking in the highest 
quarters. A huge takeaway for this 
reviewer is that if you look hard enough 
many major actions and reforms that 
occurred later were made possible due 
to actions that may have been considered 

minor or even irrelevant many years ear-
lier. However, there should have been 
more on the dealings with Opposition 
parties, and an investigation into what 
the finance ministers were oriented 
towards as individuals, where their 
inherent preferences lay, what they grap-
pled with, within and not just without.   

But all told, the second volume of the 
Finance Minister Trilogy gets a double 
thumbs up from this reviewer. The 
author is also able to provide us with a 
deep insight into some of the most 
important actions taken many years ago, 
and he does so without any judgement 
or verdict. The style is extremely dispas-
sionate, simply reporting what happened 
and as it happened. And that makes it 
very useful for all, whichever side of the 
political-ideological spectrum the reader 
may be. A must read for all students of 
modern economic history, for libraries, 
and for policy wonks who may want to 
learn from the failures and successes  
of the past. 

The reviewer works with CSEP, New Delhi.  

A K Bhattacharya is editorial director at 
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T
he announcement of national polls by
the Chief Election Commissioner (CEC)
in the company of two freshly
appointed commissioners, and the

apex court declining a stay on their appoint-
ments, should help quieten down the whispers
around the resignation of a sitting commis-
sioner. Significantly, the new appointments 
were made by a collegium for the first time fol-
lowing the enactment of the Chief Election 
Commissioner and Other Election Commis-
sioners (Appointment, Conditions of Service 
and Term of Office) Bill, 2023. Under the Bill, 
their actions in office are protected. The level of
the search committee for their selection has 
been raised, and their prevailing ranks secured
after apprehensions surfaced that their con-
duct could be compromised other-
wise. The merit of the law has been 
debated through the prism of stake-
holders, especially of political parties,
and dissent could linger.

With the model code having
kicked in, one needs to reckon that in
India’s mature democracy, the integ-
rity of the election process does not 
begin and end with one official. Per-
ceptions regarding the three-member
Election Commission of India (ECI) and its 
modest team of officials in Delhi are at times 
exaggerated. No doubt they lead nationally, but
the apparatus to deliver spotlessly correct elec-
tions periodically is much larger. 

As elections commence, one will see lakhs of
government employees drawn from both cen-
tral and state governments converging under
the direct control of ECI. The conduct of these
officials remains under constant scrutiny with
several examples of errant officers being taken
to task. Poll officials are like Caesar’s wife; they
must be above suspicion. The fact that key per-
sonnel are career civil servants, bound by rules,
helps the cause. A staggering 15 million staff 
may get engaged in the 2024 polls. Each of the
over 700 districts of the country has a District
Election Officer and each of the 543 Lok Sabha
constituencies has a returning officer, with 
defined roles under the Representation of the
People Act. Their fair and efficient conduct has
been crucial in the acceptance of election 
results by both winners and losers each time.

Over 2,000 observers are appointed by ECI
to monitor the campaign process, election 
expenditure, poll day events and post-poll veri-
fication. Observers serve as the eyes and ears of
the commission on the ground. An ingrained 
system of checks and balances and of oversight

has been the bedrock of India’s election man-
agement, refurbished by technology. 

Those who man the million-plus polling sta-
tions with customised designations such as 
presiding officer and polling officer are often 
schoolteachers or junior officials drawn from
a plethora of departments. These staffers 
receive intense training in laws and proce-
dures, use of voting equipment like the Elec-
tronic Voting Machines (EVM) and Voter Veri-
fiable Paper Audit Trail (VVPAT) and get turbo-
charged for non-partisan discharge of duty. 
Their deployment is thrice randomised to 
ensure neutrality. Lakhs of central and state 
police forces stand guard against any assault 
on the due process of polls. 

Trust in the election machinery is no small
anchor of the country’s electoral sys-
tem. Election officials in other parts
of the world have not enjoyed this
unblemished credibility. The recent
disputed national election recently in
Pakistan is just one example. When
pathological aspects of the Indian
elections are counted, it is the role of
black money, criminals in politics
and, of late, corruption in the media
and messages that are loudly spoken

of. The disclosure of donors and recipients in 
electoral bonds, forced by the apex court, 
should help bring a layer of transparency in 
campaign finance that constitutes an essential
nerve of electoral integrity. The exact quid pro
quo will emerge from details and analysis. Rig-
orous security management and disclosure of
candidate antecedents combined with the 
switch from ballot box to EVM have reduced 
criminal influence. But there is still a distance
to cover on both fronts.

The conduct or rather misconduct in the
recent Chandigarh mayor election, though out-
side ECI’s jurisdiction, was a jarring note. The
Supreme Court’s order upturning the result, 
and its scathing observations on the poll offi-
cial’s action serve as a timely alert. Such a 
fiasco can provide ammunition to conspiracy
theories to vilify the usually legitimate contests.

ECI’s commitment to deliver free, fair and
transparent elections is based on an assessed 
confidence to keep its massive workforce 
immune from the Chandigarh infection. This
confidence is not born with one arrival, nor 
does it die with one departure.

Akshay Rout is former director general, 

Election Commission of India.
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Onus is on the ECI to 
build trust in elections

Akshay 
Rout

therefore, it was important to preserve “lin-
guistic morality”.

The Supreme Court found that the high
court’s reasoning was flawed on every
count. In particular, it is important to note
that the law on obscenity in India has
evolved over the last few decades. In the
1960s, while upholding a ban on the famous
book, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, the SC
adopted the Victorian-era “Hicklin test”,
which asked whether a particular piece of
art had the tendency of corrupting the mor-
als, or depraving the person into whose
hands it might fall. Importantly, the Hicklin
test was predicated on taking the point of
view of precisely that constituency most
open to “moral corruption” (whatever that
meant). Strikingly, the apex court adopted
this century-old test at the precise moment
that England, the country of its birth, was
moving away from it!

In the intervening years, however, the
Supreme Court has incrementally liberal-

ised the law of obscenity, in the
context of the right to freedom of
speech and expression. It has clari-
fied that the correct test is not that
of causing depravity or moral cor-
ruption, but whether the piece of
art in question is “lascivious”, or
appeals solely to “prurient inter-
est”. One may ask what, particu-
larly, is so wrong with appealing to
prurient interest that the criminal

law has to step in, but at the very least, this
test (which is drawn from US jurisprudence)
is more protective of free speech than the
depravity/corruption test. The SC has also
held it is the perspective of the “reasonable,
strong-minded person” that must be applied
to determine the effect that the piece of art
has on people.

Applying these tests, it was straightfor-
ward for the Supreme Court to find that the
high court had committed serious errors in
its analysis. As the Supreme Court noted,
the high court had asked the “wrong ques-
tion,” and had therefore arrived at the
“wrong answer.” The question was not
whether, indeed, the language used in the
web-series was commonly used by the con-
temporary youth, or whether the language
was so profane that it could not be heard
aloud in open court; the question, rather,
was whether the series, taken as a whole,
was solely intended to appeal to prurient
interest. On this, as the Supreme Court cor-
rectly noted, “while a person may find vul-
gar and expletive-filled language to be dis-
tasteful, unpalatable, uncivil, and improper,
that by itself is not sufficient to be
‘obscene’.” Specifically, as the show was “a
light-hearted show on the college lives of
young students, it is clear that the use of
these terms is not related to sex and does
not have any sexual connotation.”

The high court’s judgment was, therefore,
set aside. While, at one level, the Supreme
Court’s judgment is a restatement of the
basic law on obscenity, it is also important
that the law be restated by the Court from
time to time, to prevent the frivolous weap-
onisation of the obscenity law in cases like
this.

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based advocate.
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especially for women, and the unem-
ployment rate registered improvement
post-2019. The share of agriculture in 
employment increased from 42.4% in 
2019 to 46.4% in 2021, as agriculture and
self-employment emerged as the 
employer of last resort during the pan-
demic. However, this reversal of struc-
tural transformation appears to have 
slowed down between 2022 and 2023. 
Concomitantly, employment in the 
manufacturing sector is now increasing.
The significance of the manufacturing 
sector becomes evident when consider-
ing that most of the additional employ-
ment generated in this sector was regu-
lar and self-employment types, with 
much higher earnings and productivity
compared to construction, agriculture 
and some services, like trade.

The Make in India and Production
Linked Incentive schemes can play a 
critical role in making India a manufac-
turing hub, thus inserting the country 
into global value chains and fostering 
industrial growth, which will support 
the creation of jobs for young people. 
With rapid technological change, there
are many opportunities for young peo-
ple. However, harnessing these oppor-
tunities requires rapid uptake of new 
skills.

The skills landscape in India has also

undergone a transformation with the 
impetus of filling supply-demand gaps 
and skill mismatches. The Indian skills
training scenario has changed signifi-
cantly over the past 25 years with the 
setting up of a national skills mission 
and formulation of two national skills 
policies to guide skills development. To
increase the proportion of youth with 
technical skills, the next-generation 
skills and apprenticeship ecosystem 
needs to be based on a stronger partner-
ship with the private sector.

To realise the demographic dividend
that India stands ready to seize, five key
policy areas, which apply more gener-
ally and specifically for youth in India, 
must remain the focus: One, promoting
job creation/making production and 
growth more employment-intensive; 
two, improving employment quality; 
three, addressing labour market ine-
qualities; four, strengthening skills and
active labour market policies; and five, 
bridging the knowledge deficits in the 
labour market patterns and youth 
employment.

Alakh N Sharma and Ravi Srivastava

are with the Institute for Human

Development, Delhi, and team leaders of

the India Employment Report 2024.
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Youth participation in the labour market is on a declining trend, mainly 
due to greater participation in education HT ARCHIVE

I
n mid-March, the Supreme Court (SC)
handed down a judgment quashing
criminal legal proceedings that had
been initiated against the makers of the

web-series, College Romance, under the pro-
visions of the Information Technology Act.
The criminal complaint had been initially
registered in 2019 by an individual, on the
purported basis that in an episode of the
web-series, characters were depicted engag-
ing in profanities and vulgar language.
Despite the police filing a report stating that
no case had been made out, the magistrate
directed the registration of an FIR against
the makers of the series.

After unsuccessful attempts before the
trial courts, the series makers eventually
approached the Delhi high court (HC), ask-
ing that the criminal proceedings be
quashed. They argued that — as the name
suggested — College Romance was a light-
hearted take on the trials and tribulations in
the lives of contemporary college-going stu-
dents in urban India. The language
used was nothing more than a
reflection of how such students
(sometimes) talk and had to be
understood in its context. It was
neither “obscene” within the
meaning of the law, nor “sexually
explicit.”

In a judgment handed down in
2023, the HC, however, refused to
entertain the petition and directed
the registration of the FIR against the
series-makers. The reasoning of the HC was
striking. It held that the conversation
between two characters that included a
description of male and female genitalia,
and of sexual acts could “deprave and cor-
rupt” impressionable minds. The HC also
noted that in order to assess the language
used, it had to watch the series in judicial
chambers with headphones, because the
language was such that it could not be
played aloud in the atmosphere of the
courtroom. The court went on to hold that
profanities and vulgar language could not
be said to be the “new normal”, and that
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It’s a battle of 
narratives

Katchatheevu politics 
is a slippery slope

F
ifty years ago, Delhi and Colombo signed a 
bilateral agreement whereby India effectively
gave up its claims on Katchatheevu island in the

Palk Strait. The idea was that ceding a barren island 
with no water source to a neighbour — a fallout of 
demarcating the maritime boundary between the two 
— was good for neighbourly relations. This deal has 
now come up for scrutiny in the general elections with 
none other than the Prime Minister of India framing it 
as a loss of Indian territory. The foreign minister too 
has weighed in, adding substance to an agenda that 
has been marginal to electoral politics in Tamil Nadu. 
This has ominous implications and a shelf-life beyond 
the immediate context of the Indian election.

India-Sri Lanka relations have had their share of 
tensions though Katchatheevu had ceased to be a bone 
of contention in 1974. It is a settled issue and it should 
remain so. The island is used for fishermen to rest their 
boats and dry their gear; Indian fishermen also 
participate in the annual festival at the small church 
built on this sandy speck. Territorial rights regarding 
the island come up in conversation when Indian 
fishermen are apprehended by the Sri Lankan navy for 
transgressing into their waters. The latter has little to do 
with Katchatheevu and needs to be debated on the 
complex canvas of crowding of vessels in a small patch 
of sea, concerns about overfishing and coordinated 
management for sustainable fishing practices. 

Ties between Delhi and Colombo have been 
improving since the end of the ethnic war in Sri Lanka. 
Delhi is invested in Colombo and both countries have 
been jointly exploring avenues in trade, energy and 
transport sectors. Leaders should show maturity not to 
stoke old fires and singe ties with a friendly nation in the 
quest for electoral dividends. Remember, Beijing is 
waiting in the shadows to anchor its interests in a 
strategic location in the Indian Ocean.

T
he well-attended rally of the INDIA bloc in Delhi
on Sunday gave a hint of what is likely to be the
basic thrust of the Opposition campaign. 
The Ramlila Maidan function saw attendance

from at least a dozen parties, including the Aam Aadmi 
Party, the Congress, the Trinamool Congress (TMC), 
Jharkhand Mukti Morcha, Dravida Munnetra 
Kazhagam, Shiv Sena-UBT, and various Communist 
parties, which alleged the Opposition has been denied a 
level-playing field. They demanded that the Election 
Commission of India intervene and stop central 
agencies from alleged targeting of Opposition leaders 
and the “financial strangulation” of Opposition parties. 
They also demanded the release of former Jharkhand 
CM Hemant Soren and Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal, as 
well as a probe monitored by the Supreme Court into 
the BJP’s use of election funds. The pitch was that 
democracy was under threat from the ruling party, 
which was using State institutions to choke the 
Opposition. Besides major Opposition leaders, 
Kejriwal’s wife, Sunita, and Hemant Soren’s wife, 
Kalpana, addressed the crowd. If optics mattered, the 
Loktantra Bachao Rally was a success.

However, politics is more than optics. The issues 
highlighted by the Opposition are central to 
democracy and merit a conversation, surely. But does 
the INDIA bloc now have time on its hands, or the 
organisation and public trust to successfully amplify 
its claims on public corruption and institutional 
capture by the ruling party? The internal 
contradictions within the bloc persist and continue to 
impact seat negotiations. The bloc is yet to have a 
coordination mechanism in place to hold joint 
campaigns and prepare a common programme. For 
instance, just as her party representative at the Delhi 
rally affirmed that the TMC “was, is and will be a part 
of INDIA bloc”, Mamata Banerjee declared that the 
Congress-Left alliance in West Bengal was working for 
the BJP. The chances of the Ramlila Maidan rally 
becoming another one-off spectacle are very high, 
unless, of course, the INDIA constituents become 
more sensitive to the bloc’s larger goals.

At a BJP rally in Meerut on Sunday, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi made it clear that he will take the 
Opposition head-on in its claims. He has sought to make 
a compelling narrative that the Opposition has come 
together to protect its “corrupt dynasts”. Which of these 
narratives will catch the imagination of the electorate is 
anybody’s guess, but the contours of the fight for 
Mandate 2024 became clear on Sunday.

I
ndia remains poised to take
advantage of its demographic divi-
dend with strong improvements
in education levels, which are a
key determinant of accessing bet-
ter quality jobs. At the same time,

youths’ aspirations are evolving, which
need to be matched with the type of 
employment available in the labour 
market. These are among the key find-
ings of the “India Employment Report 
2024: Youth education, employment 
and skills” by the Institute for Human 
Development (IHD) and International 
Labour Organization (ILO), which 
examine the challenge of youth employ-
ment in the context of the emerging eco-
nomic, labour market, educational, and
skills scenarios in India, and the 
changes over the past two decades. It is
primarily based on data from the 
National Sample Surveys and the Peri-
odic Labour Force Surveys.

With a large proportion of the work-
ing-age population, India is expected to
be in the potential demographic divi-
dend zone for at least another decade. 
Although the youth population, at 27%
of the total population in 2021, is 
expected to decline to 23% by 2036, 
around seven to eight million youths are
added to the labour force each year. 
Youth participation in the labour mar-
ket is on a declining trend, mainly due to
greater participation in education. Edu-

cation levels have improved  among the
youth, and this is indeed a welcome 
development as education is a key deter-
minant of accessing better jobs.

With higher levels of education,
youths are much more likely to be 
employed in formal and regular salaried
jobs and tend to more actively engage in
the high productivity sectors, primarily
the tertiary sector, such as business, tel-
ecom, finance and information technol-
ogy, compared to the less edu-
cated. The latter are more 
likely to be employed in the 
primary (agriculture) and sec-
ondary sectors (manufactur-
ing and construction). Youth 
with technical degrees and 
graduate diplomas are 
involved more in the tertiary 
sector. While the report 
points out that although 
access to education had 
increased significantly 
between 2000 and 2023, dif-
ferences persist across socio-
economic classes, with impli-
cations for access to better 
quality jobs.

The rate of employment
diversification, access to regu-
lar jobs and shift towards 
medium/high-skill jobs were higher 
among the youth, though the shift 
towards skilled jobs did not fully meet 
the growing demand for such jobs. 
Technological change and digitalisation
are having a profound impact on the 
demand for skills and certain types of 
employment. Young people are also bet-
ter represented in the gig economy, 
although this has led to new challenges
in terms of job quality and security.

Overall, the youth unemployment
rate declined after 2017-18 dropping to 

12.4% in 2021-22 and further to 10% in 
2022-23. The rates of unemployment 
rose with levels of education, and since
more and more youth were accessing 
education, the percentage of unem-
ployed youth with secondary and above
education among the total unemployed
has increased from 54.2% in 1999-00 to
65.7% in 2021-22. It is evident that the 
nature of the unemployment problem 
becoming centred around educated 

youth. It should be noted that
this is a longer-term trend evi-
dent for some decades, reflect-
ing the rising level of education
amongst youth.

Beyond a narrow view of
the unemployed, there is a
large proportion of youth, par-
ticularly young women, “not
in employment, education or
training (NEET)”, which has
also fallen since 2018-19 but
remains significantly higher
for young women (48.4% ver-
sus 9.8% for young men). As
highlighted in the report, it is
important to distinguish the
two main types of NEET cate-
gories, those unemployed and
those out of the labour force,
for both analytical and policy

purposes. The second group, young 
people out of the labour force, is a much
larger majority group and dominated 
by females (accounting for 95% of this 
group).

While focusing on the challenges of
youth employment, the report also 
highlights broader trends in the Indian
labour market, which indicate improve-
ments in outcomes along with persist-
ing and new challenges, including those
generated by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The labour force participation rate, 

Unemployment and 
demographic dividend
The unemployment 
problem in India is 
becoming centred 
around educated youth, 
a longer-term trend 
evident for some decades
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P
We are anticipated to experience 
extreme weather conditions in the 
coming months, which also coincides 
with the general elections... This 

makes it absolutely necessary for
India to prepare in advance

A restatement of the 
basic law on obscenity

Rallies at Delhi and Meerut defined the 
contours of the fight for Mandate 2024

Gautam 
Bhatia

Alakh N 
Sharma 

The Supreme Court has incrementally 
liberalised the law of obscenity, in the 
context of the right to freedom of speech 
and expression  ANI

Ravi 
Srivastava
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