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T
he government has made it clear that its plan is to create a “Viksit 
Bharat” — a developed India. Various dates have been suggested for 
the realisation of this ambition, though the one most often cited is 2047, 
the hundredth anniversary of India’s independence. It is only right that 

such ambitions be set. However, the implications in terms of growth requirements 
for such a target are quite onerous. A growth rate of at least 8 per cent will be 
required, year after year, for decades to reach even the current cut-off for high-
income countries of $14,000 nominal gross domestic product per capita. This 
level has been achieved by about 60 or so countries. But such growth is possible. 
The People’s Republic of China, after years of fast growth, will likely achieve the 
$14,000 level in the next few years — even though its economic momentum has 
shown distinct signs of slippage in recent times. Many countries in eastern Europe 
and East Asia have also maintained high growth on these time scales. 

However, for a country with the complexity of India, it is clear that high and 
sustained growth does not come automatically. This is particularly the case in the 
current scenario. Unlike the “golden period” of the 1990s and 2000s, the global 
economic environment today is a source of stiff headwinds for ambitious developing 
economies. There are multiple reasons for this. First, the trading system has become 
far more closed, as countries engage in industrial policies that include domestic 
subsidies and tariff walls. Second, the brewing cold war between the US and China 
has split value chains and complicated investment strategies. Third, technological 
changes have made it harder for development strategies based around arbitraging 
labour costs to work effectively. To these trends must be added other macro-trends, 
including the effects of climate change and the implications of the green transition. 
The need to address carbon emission reduces the ability of countries, including 
India, to rely on domestic reserves of coal as a source of cheap energy. It raises the 
costs of industrialisation, as higher-cost techniques become necessary for inter-
mediate goods. And new resources and commodities — such as nickel — become 
additional drains for foreign exchange and chokepoints in global supply chains, 
not to mention possible geopolitical flashpoints. 

It would be far too optimistic to assume this complex global and economic 
environment can be easily negotiated by multiple Union ministries creating reac-
tive policies, each in its own silo. Such an approach might keep India’s head above 
water in terms of economic growth but it is extremely unlikely to provide the 
kind of sustained growth required for Viksit Bharat. Thus, there is no alternative 
to creating a more coherent medium-term strategy that integrates the requirements 
of various sectors relevant to growth and development, as well as taking into 
account the myriad forces and trends listed above. Such medium-term strategies 
need not have the prescriptive or statutory force of Five-Year Plans in days gone 
by. But they can serve as important guides to policy making in various ministries 
that are otherwise short of capacity for long- and medium-term planning. The 
correct location for this work would of course be the NITI Aayog. The government’s 
internal think tank could have its intellectual capacity deepened, and could be 
assigned this work of bringing out a medium-term road map for growth, which 
can be adjusted periodically to account for internal and external developments.

Nato @ 75
The transatlantic alliance seeks a global role

A
s the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato), the world’s largest 
peacetime military alliance, turns 75 today (April 4), it faces challenges 
within and beyond its transatlantic borders. The alliance, formed as a 
security bulwark by 12 countries — the US, Canada, and 10 western 

European countries — against Soviet expansionism (embodied in the Warsaw 
Pact), has found growing post-Cold War relevance against the neo-imperialist 
aims of post-Soviet Russia under Vladimir Putin. Today, Nato has 32 members, 
and it is no coincidence that the major enlargements occurred in 2004, four 
years after Mr Putin began his first term. In that year, former Soviet countries 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania; former Warsaw Pact countries Bulgaria and 
Romania; and Slovakia and Slovenia became its members. Three former Warsaw 
Pact countries — Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic — had signed on in 
1999. Mr Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has strengthened these impulses. 

Finland, which shares a 1,340-km border with Russia, and Sweden, jettisoning 
a century of neutrality, applied to join in May 2022, gaining membership in May 
2023 and in March 2024, respectively. This steady eastward enlargement has been 
the centre of Mr Putin’s conception of Western perfidy (citing a non-existent com-
mitment from the US not to expand Nato) and justification for invading Ukraine, a 
country he claims has historically been an integral part of Russia and which had 
sought both Nato and European Union membership. Unsurprisingly, it is the Russia 
factor that is driving current controversies within Nato, as Jens Stoltenberg, secretary 
general since 2014, steps down. Last month, the President of Romania, which shares 
a border with Russia, threw his hat in the ring for the post, pitting himself against 
the outgoing Dutch Prime Minister, who is considered a shoo-in. Now, the Baltic 
countries, all Russia-bordering countries, too have forwarded their candidates. 

But even as Russia’s European ambitions continue to engage Nato, the less 
noticed aspect of the alliance has been its steady global reach, specifically in the 
Indo-Pacific, where it seeks to confront the rise of China. The alliance, thus, recognises 
a number of partners across the globe, among them Australia, New Zealand, Japan, 
South Korea, Iraq, Pakistan, and Colombia (although it does consult non-partners 
such as India and China on regional security dynamics). More countries in Asia, 
Latin America, and Africa are in its sights. In the immediate context, Nato’s willingness 
to continue to underwrite Ukraine’s defence against a resurgent Russia-China axis 
and the West Asian crisis will shape its future, particularly with US appetite for 
helping Kyiv waning and continued support for Israel causing ructions within the 
alliance. The very real prospect of Donald Trump’s return to the White House in 
November adds to its predicament. Mr Trump has been vocal about declining to 
come to the aid of a European state if it is attacked — the founding principle of the 
alliance — unless Nato partners step up their own funding. His relationships with 
Mr Putin and Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu raise doubts about the US’ role in Nato. 
Accordingly, Nato is planning a five-year $100 billion military aid package to shield 
Ukraine from the “winds of change” in the event of a Trump presidency. How suc-
cessfully it manages this exercise will be a major test of strength in the emerging 
global security architecture.
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T
he creation of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) on January 1, 1995, marked the biggest 
international trade reform since the end of 

World War-II, as it extended the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) remit on goods to also 
cover trade in services and intellectual property. 
The birth of the WTO also created new procedures 
for the settlement of disputes. Three issues have 
arisen. First, the continuing designation of China 
as a “developing economy”. Second, China’s use of 
state-owned enterprises with special 
subsidies giving it an unfair advan-
tage has slowed its progress to be a 
“market” economy. Third, the charge 
that the WTO appellate body has 
over-reached and some countries 
misuse its dispute-settlement sys-
tem to gain unfair advantage. 

Despite lack of consensus on the 
Doha Round, global trade volumes 
more than doubled and global  
tariffs fell until the global financial 
crisis (GFC) in 2008. Since then, 
regional trade agreements like the 
Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) and the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) have gone for-
ward. But there are obvious signs that the US and 
China are now engaged in creating parallel and com-
peting trade spheres while continuing to trade with 
one another. With manufacturing hollowing out in 
the richer countries and premature de-industriali-
sation in many developing countries, including India, 
the political landscape for freer trade has changed. 

Richard Baldwin speaks of the next phase of glob-
alisation driven by trade in services as Globalisation 
4.0. But a revival of trade since 2020, especially in 
services and cross-border financial flows, suggests 

that globalisation may continue but more slowly — 
“slowbalisation” — than in the period before the 
GFC, and that more “regionalisation” may occur for 
geoeconomic reasons. Artificial intelligence (AI) 
may spring an unpleasant surprise for growth in 
services trade, but its impact so far remains unclear. 
The current global trading system is now in flux, 
with rising protectionism, and with Covid and 
Ukraine war shocks to supply chains and renewed 
efforts to onshore and friend-shore production, espe-

cially in key strategic sectors like 
semiconductor chips. Nevertheless, 
trade in commodities continues to 
grow despite sanctions, as the fail-
ure to embargo Russian oil shows. 

The WTO introduced more for-
mal mechanisms for dispute settle-
ment, including an appellate body 
of experts to adjudicate disputes, 
but that system is now in disarray. 
It also allowed a self-designated sta-
tus of “developing” country which 
provided various exemptions from 
WTO agreements for specified peri-
ods. Despite a lack of agreement on 
the Doha Round, the WTO system 

worked reasonably well. But problems have arisen 
lately. The continuing self-attestation of some coun-
tries like China — now the world’s largest trader and 
second-largest economy — as a “developing econo-
my” with huge trade surpluses seems unfair. The 
use of state-owned enterprises with special subsidies 
is also an issue, especially with China, as that gives 
it an unfair advantage. The US has held up appoint-
ment of new appellate body members, gutting its 
functioning. A group of 26 countries, including 
China and the EU, have set up an alternative mech-
anism called the Multi-Party Interim Appeal 
Arbitration Agreement (MPIA), but their decisions 

are not binding on non-parties to the agreement. It 
has also unilaterally increased tariffs in recent years 
and others have retaliated, which has damaged the 
WTO system considerably. 

Frustration with lack of progress on multilateral 
agreements, which require consensus, has created 
the demand for allowing more such plurilateral agree-
ments at the WTO and calls for a change from con-
sensus to other voting arrangements. But India and 
many developing countries oppose these approaches. 
Many issues related to tariffs on e-commerce, invest-
ment protection, and environmental and labour stan-
dards also remain unresolved so far. The agreements 
reached at the 12th Ministerial Conference on a lim-
ited number of issues, such as fisheries subsidies, 
pandemic response, food insecurity and e-com-
merce, were important because they were multilat-
eral and gave hope to address the more difficult 
issues. But the hopes were dashed by lack of progress 
at the unlucky 13th Ministerial Conference. Trade in 
services grew rapidly and is expected to grow further, 
as a 25-year moratorium on tariffs on e-commerce 
was extended at the 13th Ministerial Conference for 
another two years until 2026. There is hope that this 
will continue and, in any case, tariffs on e-commerce 
may be more difficult to monitor and control. 

India was seen as a spoiler in global trade agree-
ments in the past, while it saw itself, rightfully, as a 
protector of its interests and those of the developing 
world against an unfair system where the decks were 
stacked in favour of the richer countries. Despite 
slowing global trade, India’s rise is predicated on its 
ability to continue to increase its share of world 
exports, which rose from 0.5 per cent in 1990 to 2.5 
per cent in 2022, and is expected to be about 4 per 
cent in 2030 — at about $2 trillion. Of this, about half 
will be in fast-rising services exports. Despite a grow-
ing protectionist lobby in India, the country’s inter-
ests clearly lie in a more open world trading system, 
not one that spirals further into protectionism. 

But the WTO may no longer be the answer to 
that more open trade world. India will have to rely 
on more free-trade agreements — with the UK, EU 
and eventually the US. Joining the RCEP is another 
option, but that exposes its markets to a flood of 
imports from China. With even greater protection-
ism on the horizon amid the EU’s Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism and even higher US tariffs, 
and with China continuing to rely on a heavily sub-
sidy-driven export model, the chances of a global 
consensus on trading rules are slim. Aggressive 
industrial policy is the flavour of the day and may 
spiral out of control if not checked soon. 

Despite its huge benefits to global prosperity, the 
WTO has become the whipping boy for major trading 
powers and appears to be on its last legs, unless 
something changes dramatically. 

The writer is distinguished visiting scholar, Institute for 

International Economic Policy, George Washington 

University, and non-resident senior fellow,  

The Atlantic Council

T
he rupee dipped by 0.9 per cent against the 
dollar between March 2023 and March 2024.  
The US currency had fallen by 1.5 per cent 

against the euro. The rupee’s performance was better 
than that of the renminbi, won, rand, ringgit, rupiah, 
and baht. By March 2024, forex reserves had risen 
by $64.2 billion over end-March 2023 (foreign cur-
rency assets increased by $55.6 billion). This is a very 
impressive performance on the external front and it 
will probably also witness a low current account 
deficit (CAD) for FY24. The global economy, though 
stable, has still traversed uncertain times as the 
prospects varied from “hard landing” to “soft land-
ing”, which triggered considerable 
speculation on central bank action. 

 As the new financial year begins, 
there is less uncertainty. First, the 
conflicts in Ukraine and Palestine 
may not matter. Second, the world 
economy will be stable. Third, crude 
oil prices will not spike. Fourth, cen-
tral banks, especially the Fed and 
European Central Bank, will be low-
ering rates, though the timing is 
open to discussion. This also means 
that the trend of the dollar strength-
ening witnessed in October-December 2022 will not 
be repeated. So, what does this mean for the future 
of the rupee? 

The rupee will be driven by two sets of factors dur-
ing the course of the year. The primary driving force 
would be the fundamentals of the balance of pay-
ments, which covers all inflows and outflows involving 
foreign currencies. The second would be the exoge-
nous force defined by the strength of the dollar. 

On the issue of fundamentals, the rupee appears 
to be on strong grounds. Export growth in FY24 was 
quite impressive at 12 per cent (for 11 months) at a 
time when the world economy was emitting mixed 
signals. With growth expected to stabilise in 2024 
and recovery in commodity prices, exports can 

expect to witness positive tailwinds. The same holds 
for the export of services, which has gone contrary 
to expectations and registered a growth rate of 
around 5 per cent in FY24. Assuming stable crude 
oil prices in the range of $80-90 a barrel, the trade 
deficit and CAD should be in control. A CAD of 1 
per cent or lower can be expected for FY25. 

The higher level of optimism, however, stems more 
from the capital account. Here the inclusion of Indian 
government bonds in the JP Morgan bond index from 
June onwards, to be followed up with Bloomberg 
inclusion from January 2025, would add buoyancy 
to the flows of foreign portfolio investment (FPI). FPI 

has been largely equity-centric in the 
past few years ever since Western 
central banks went in for quantitative 
tightening to roll back the post-finan-
cial crisis emergency measures. This 
has meant a lower amount of alloca-
ble funds for investment in emerging 
markets (EMs). This, along with rising 
interest rates in the West, meant that 
EM debt became less attractive and 
funds gravitated to equity markets. 

However, now with the inclusion 
of India in global bond indices, there 

would automatically be substantial passive invest-
ment taking place in the debt market, which augurs 
well for our balance of payments. The inclusion of 
Indian bonds in a phased manner to cover 10 per cent 
of the weighting in the index could trigger an inflow 
of $20-30 billion. Depending on how these flows come 
in, the onus would be on the central bank to ensure 
that liquidity and volatility are both managed. This 
is so as there can be some volatility in the rupee. 

The other positive for the market would be higher 
dependence on external commercial borrowing 
(ECB). Currently it has been seen that the domestic 
financial system has been running deficits primarily 
due to growth in credit outpacing that in deposits. 
This may continue, albeit at a slower pace, in FY25. 

With central banks lowering rates and the rupee 
being stable, companies would tend to access ECB 
more intently, thus leading to larger inflows. ECB 
performance in FY24 was impressive with approvals 
of around $39 billion in the first 10 months of FY24  
against $22 billion during the same period of FY23. 

Foreign direct investment (FDI) has tended to 
slow in the past couple of years. In the first 10 months 
of FY23 and FY24, it averaged around $60 billion 
against $71 billion in FY21 and FY22. There could be 
a status quo on this, which would ensure stability. 

Hence, on the whole, it can be expected that like 
FY24 there would be forex-accretive for the economy 
with the amount being in the range of $40-50 billion. 
This also means from the point of view of funda-
mentals there will be reason to expect the rupee to 
get stronger. 

The exogenous force would have its role to play. 
When the dollar strengthened precipitously towards 
the end of 2022 to reach parity with the euro, it was 
the phase when the Fed was increasing rates and 
signalling more increases. This cycle has ended and 
the Fed has held the rate at 5.25-5.5 per cent; and 
there is discussion on lowering it, based on inflation 
perspectives. The dollar has weakened ever since 
the Fed pushed the pause button. As the Fed lowers 
the rate, which can be two-three times, and up to 75 
basis points, the dollar can be expected to weaken 
further. This will also add weight to other currencies 
and help the rupee to get stronger. 

A stable rupee in the average band of ~82.50-
83.50 is possible with movements of +/-0.5 per cent 
intermittently, depending on how these factors play 
out. Hence, the Reserve Bank of India will have to 
continue to monitor the movements and be nimble 
to spot volatility in both directions and intervene 
selectively to reduce excess noise.  

The writer is chief economist, Bank of Baroda, and the 

author of Corporate Quirks: The Darker Side of the Sun. 
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The ‘stable’ run for the rupee to continue

India needs a medium-term economic strategy

Integrated framework

N
ot a day passes without some 
reference to the “West”, 
Western “values” and Western 

“interests”, usually seen as under 
threat. This sense of a collective, mono-
lithic identity has been a part of mod-
ern-day politics and culture for over two 
centuries. And yet, the terms them-
selves are amorphous and remarkably 
flexible, with transient applications to 
suit contemporary interests, usually 
with negligible historical support. 

The idea of the “West” as a cohesive 
geographical, political and civilisational 
construct emerged in the early 
nineteenth century when certain nations 
of western Europe achieved military 
success and political and economic 
control over large parts of Asia and 

Africa, vanquishing earlier Islamic, 
Indian and Chinese political entities. 
European leaders and intellectuals saw 
in these victories the triumph of an 
inherently superior people —  superior in 
race, intellect and civilisation, reflecting 
the apogee of human achievement. 

Hubris led their scholars and 
scientists to view these successes on a 
unique linear progression of European 
people from the singular achievements 
of Greece and Rome, moving on to the 
virtues of the Christian Church, and then 
being imbued with the values of the 
Enlightenment —  constituting a 
uniquely European evolution that has 
given its modern-day descendants a 
civilisation characterised by “democracy 
and capitalism, freedom and tolerance, 
progress and science” that distinguishes 
them from Asian and African peoples. 

In this 4,000-year story of multi-
faceted and substantial connections 
between the Asian world and the 
peoples of Europe, Josephine Quinn of 
Oxford University challenges the notion 
of a unique and insular “Western” 
identity and achievement. Contrary to 
the idea of the West’s insular 

development, Dr Quinn notes that 
“migration, mobility and mixing are 
hard-wired into human history”, and 
that Greece and Rome “adapted most of 
their ideas and technologies from 
elsewhere”. These included: Irrigation 
from Assyria; stone sculpture from 
Egypt; the alphabet from the Levant; law 
codes and literature from Mesopotamia, 
and ideas of governance from Persia. 

Early human life evolved through 
extensive exchanges of building 
materials, minerals and technologies 
pertaining to agriculture, manufacture 
and shipping across the vast territories 
of West Asia and North Africa, as also of 
ideas relating to law, social order and 
war and diplomacy. West Asia was way 
ahead of Europe during most of the four 
millennia discussed in this book. A 
millennium before Greece, Ur in 
Mesopotamia had developed 
entrepreneurship, rule of law, popular 
government, science and literature. 

West Asia itself benefited from 
imports of goods, technologies and ideas 
from further east — Persia, India and 
China — due to highly advanced land-
based and maritime connections. These 

included silk, paper and explosives from 
China; mathematics and astronomy from 
India, and experience of administration 
and war from Persia. Almost all the texts 
viewed today as national treasures —  
Gilgamesh, The Iliad, the Odyssey, The 
Thousand and One Nights, the Arabic  
Kalila wa Dimna,  and the more recent  
Decameron, The Canterbury Tales  
and several of Shakespeare’s plays— are 
products of extensive 
exchanges across 
diverse cultures over 
several centuries. 

Dr Quinn pays 
particular attention 
to the “Translation 
Movement” during 
the Abbasid 
caliphate when 
Muslim scholars 
translated early 
Greek, Indian, 
Persian and Chinese works of 
philosophy, science and literature and 
also produced a huge body of original 
studies. Since these intellectual 
exchanges were two-way, there was no 
sense among givers or receivers of 
knowledge of hubris on one side or of 
inferiority on the other. These taken 
together constitute a rich legacy of 
human learning that made possible later 

advances in humanities, science and 
technology in Europe. 

Again, despite the later consolidation 
of the Christian Church in Europe and 
European encounters with Islam in Spain 
and Southeast Europe, there were no 
widespread expressions of a hard 
religious divide. The more intense and 
violent divisions were, in fact, within 
Europe, mainly directed at Christian sects 

and Jews. As Dr 
Quinn notes, 
“preserving the 
cultural purity of 
Christendom 
became increasingly 
important in Europe 
even as it became 
increasingly 
irrelevant 
elsewhere”. 

This began to 
change under two 

diverse influences. One, the plague 
epidemic, the “Black Death”, killed over 
100 million people in Europe between 
1346 and 1353, and continued to make 
itself felt through the next century. It 
restricted long-distance travel and 
trade, discouraged transnational 
intellectual engagements, and 
promoted religious faith and a return to 
local cultural traditions. The eclectic 

interest in knowledge beyond Europe 
reduced considerably, though it did not 
die away for another three centuries. 

The other influence came from 
trans-oceanic exploration. Instead of 
fostering a broader cultural outlook, Dr 
Quinn explains that “the maritime 
kingdoms of Europe and their settler 
colonies forged a new world together 
that did not include the people they 
displaced”. The idea of a unique and 
superior Western civilisation emerged 
when exploration led to colonialism and 
imperial control over what were viewed 
as inferior subject races. 

Dr Quinn has offered an important 
and timely corrective to “Western” 
hubris. It reminds us that the modern 
West is itself the product of exchanges 
with its neighbours in the East over  
four millennia and that all 
contemporary achievements have 
emerged from lively exchanges between 
our common ancestors. 

But Western capitals, anxious to 
continue their political, economic and 
military hegemony in the face of emerging 
challenges from new players, are unlikely 
to pay much heed to this sobering 
intervention. They are already sharpening 
the weaponry for the “New Cold War”. 

The reviewer is a former diplomat 
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T
he Supreme Court of India order refer-
ring a suit �led by Kerala, challenging the
Centre’s decisions curtailing its borrow-

ings, to a Constitution Bench is a welcome deve-
lopment. The Court declined to grant an interim
order to restore the position prior to the imposi-
tion of borrowing limits by the Centre, but the re-
ferral will give a larger Bench an opportunity to
examine the extent to which the Union govern-
ment may regulate a State’s borrowings. The liti-
gation is much more than a tussle over the
Centre’s charge of �scal mismanagement against
the Left Front regime in the State. The Court has
recognised that it is also a constitutional question
on Centre-State relations: an apparent con�ict
between e�orts to maintain the country’s �scal
health on the one hand and moves that under-
mine the �scal space of States on the other. At the
heart of this dispute is Article 293, which confers
executive power on the States to borrow money
within limits prescribed by the State legislature. It
also allows the Union to extend loans and guaran-
tees to the States, and requires the Centre to give
its consent and impose conditions for States to
raise further loans while earlier ones are out-
standing. Kerala contends that the Article does
not confer on the Centre any power to regulate all
State loans and that it can impose conditions only
on borrowings from the Centre. 

Kerala also challenges the Union’s decision to
include borrowings by State-owned enterprises
and the liabilities on its public account under its
‘Net Borrowing Ceiling’ (quanti�ed as 3% of its
projected Gross State Domestic Product for 2023-
24, or ₹32,442 crore). A 2018 amendment to the
Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management
Act capped the ‘general government debt’, or the
sum total of the debts of the Central and State go-
vernments, at 60% of the GDP. The Union govern-
ment argues that public �nance being a national
issue, it wanted to prevent the use of o�-budget
borrowings to bypass the borrowing ceiling. It al-
so claims that unlimited borrowing by State go-
vernments will have the spillover e�ect of raising
the cost of borrowing and crowding out private
sector borrowers. The issue comes at a time
when the current formula for distribution of re-
venue is seen as one that penalises States that
perform better on social indicators. It is no sur-
prise that Kerala, a topper in social advancement,
faces this crisis. In an era in which a major reve-
nue source for the States has been subsumed by a
system in which they share the proceeds of a
common Goods and Services Tax with the
Centre, �scal space has become precious. It is
now up to the highest court to determine how
strict the Centre should be on borrowing limits
and giving consent to hold States to their �scal
obligations without violating federal norms.

Fiscal battle 
Kerala’s suit raises questions on States’

right to borrow, Centre’s power to limit 

I
n February this year, the Supreme Court of
India issued a contempt notice against Pa-
tanjali Ayurved for publishing misleading

advertisements that were in direct violation of
the Drugs and Magic Remedies (Objectionable
Advertisements) Act, 1954 and its Rules despite
the company’s assurance to the Court in Novem-
ber last year that it would not do so. On Tuesday,
the apex court turned up the heat by threatening
Patanjali’s co-founder Baba Ramdev with perjury
proceedings in addition to contempt. The two-
member Bench again came down heavily on the
government, this time for turning a blind eye
when the company was promoting its products
as a panacea during the COVID-19 pandemic, in
blatant violation of the Act. While the Court has
asked the government to �le an a�davit to dispel
the impression that it was complicit, the fact is
that the government did almost nothing to in-
form the people that Coronil was not a “cure” for
COVID-19 — as claimed by the company in June
2020 — but only a “supporting measure in CO-
VID-19”. In February 2021, the presence of Harsh
Vardhan, then Union Health Minister, along with
Union Minister Nitin Gadkari, at a press confe-
rence organised by Patanjali to promote Coronil,
made the company’s claims sound very credible.

Emboldened by the absence of penal action by
the courts or the government for the false claim
that Coronil could cure COVID-19, the company
went on an advertisement spree in 2022 claiming
that its products could cure many non-commun-
icable diseases and conditions. The advertise-
ments also denigrated and derided evidence-
based medicine (allopathy). On November 21,
2023 the Court warned the company not to ad-
vertise permanent cures and threatened to im-
pose a penalty of ₹1 crore on every product for
which such claims were made. But, in absolute
de�ance, the company held a press conference
the next day to defend its products. In December
last year and January 2024, cocking a snook at
the Court, the company again issued newspaper
advertisements, compelling the Court to issue a
contempt notice in February. It is highly unlikely
that the company could have continued to act
this way in the absence of at least tacit support
from the government at the Centre and in Utta-
rakhand, where the company is based. Indepen-
dent of the Court, the absence of any restraining
order by the government to stop the company
from freely advertising highly misleading claims
only strengthens the suspicion. In matters related
to health and medicine, the government playing
favouritism can be extremely dangerous and
harmful. Allowing commercial interests to over-
ride public health and safety can be perilous. 

Dangerous game 
Commercial interest should not be

allowed to override public health, safety  

T
he India Employment Report (IER)
2024 by the Institute for Human
Development and International Labour
Organization poses questions on the

trickle-down e�ect of bene�ts to the working
class in the backdrop of a 5.4% average real
economic growth, from 2015-16 to 2022-23. It also
shows a divergent trend between rural and urban
areas in terms of employment and income. It
demonstrates a relatively higher unemployment
rate in urban areas, at 4.8% in 2000 over the 1.5%
in rural areas. However, average monthly
earnings are higher by 76% for self-employed,
44% for regular employed and 22% for casual
labour in urban areas in 2022. The coexistence of
higher unemployment and wages requires
further investigation to understand its
implications for the urban poor. This article looks
at the dynamics of employment and wages in
pockets of deep urban poverty, such as slums,
and juxtaposes these with the �ndings of the IER
2024.

The higher income in urban areas and a better
life have prompted rural-urban migration in the
past. As in the IER 2024, although overall
migration has increased, the migration of males
has declined by 1.2% during 2000-08, and further
marginally in 2021. This implies that migration for
economic mobility is losing its sheen. Rural poor
households migrate to slums instead of formal
settlements. Hence, an analysis of income and
employment trends of slum dwellers would
reveal the prospects of economic mobility and
decent work for the poor in urban India.

Findings of survey in Kolkata
This writer and a team conducted a survey in 37
slums across di�erent parts of Kolkata in 2012.
These slums were again surveyed in 2022-23.
However, we could track only 29 slums as the
other slums had either been redeveloped or
evicted. We surveyed 513 slum households in
2012 and 396 in 2021-22. To get the overall trends
from 2012, we collected data on income and
employment in slums in 2019, the pre-COVID-19
year, to avoid the COVID-19-a�ected years of
2019-22, for comparison.

The major occupations in slums in Kolkata
have remained the same over the decade, with a
fourth of the working population taking on
unskilled labour. It is the most stable and
signi�cant occupation in slums. The IER 2024
also �nds that a fourth of workers in India were

engaged in unskilled work during this period.
Other major occupations in slums were skilled or
semi-skilled labour work, and people as
employees in private organisations, and owning
petty businesses or small shops. Unlike unskilled
labour, the share of employment in skilled and
semi-skilled labour was reduced by 6%, and in
private organisations by 3% between 2012-19.

On the other hand, employment has increased
by 9% in petty businesses or small shops.
Surprisingly, the share of other self-employed has
also declined by 3%. Among occupations that
were less popular earlier but which gained
momentum in the last 10 years are truck driving
and cleaning, by 5%, and construction and
related work, by 4%. The people employed in
construction and related-work were minuscule in
2012.

Income trends
The average monthly income in 2012 was around
₹4,900. It decreased by 5% at constant prices
(2012) in 2019. Income was the highest for
government employees in the slums in both
periods. However, at constant prices in 2012,
their monthly income decreased by 5% in 2019.
On the other hand, the monthly income of
domestic servants and unskilled workers has
remained the lowest. The highest decline in real
income is observed for construction and related
work (51%), followed by petty business or small
shop (32%) and government service (32%) in 2019
as compared to 2012. 

The decline in income and the rise in
engagement with petty business or small shops
and construction or related work indicates a need
for gainful employment options. Medium to large
shop owners have also lost real income by 26%.
The popularity of labour work can be explained
by the rise in the real income of unskilled labour
by 33%. Income of skilled or semi-skilled labour
increased by 12% but a lesser proportion are
employed in 2019 compared to 2012. It implies
the reduction of the availability of skilled or
semi-skilled labour work.

The IER 2024 illustrates similar trends of
changes in employment and wages. The share of
self-employed (including business) has increased
from 38.7% to 41.3% for males and from 34.5% to
44.8% for females in urban areas between
2000-19. However, real monthly wages (at 2012
prices) declined for self-employed from ₹7,017 to
₹6,843 and for regular workers from ₹12,100 to

₹11,155 but increased for casual workers
(including labour) from ₹3,701 to ₹4,364 between
2012-19. This implies that the economic transition
observed by the IER 2024 is a re�ection of the
transformation happening in urban slums.

Interestingly, the fall in slum income of the
highest income earners, government servants, is
accompanied by a doubling of the real income of
the lowest income earners, domestic servants.
This implies that there was a general downfall in
income, along with a reduction in the di�erences
in income from 2012-19. Other statistical
measures also show a fall in inequality in slums.

The gender composition within di�erent
occupation categories in Kolkata shows that
overall, the percentage of women in the
workforce has declined by 3% in 2021-22
compared to 2012. However, the IER 2024 shows
a 1.6% increase in women’s workforce
participation during 2012 and 2022. This may be
due to an increase in female workforce
participation in non-slum areas rather than in
slum areas.

Rise in casual work
A comparison of the IER 2024 and our survey
data shows that the rise of casual work, especially
labour work, has happened due to increasing
wages. However, casual work o�ers a
sub-standard work condition without any social
security. On the contrary, self-employment such
as businesses, is rising but without a
commensurate rise in income. It projects a
groundswell of low-earning petty businesspeople
in slums. Slum women could not march with the
overall rising trends of female workforce
participation in urban areas. With the reduction
of inequality, income also fell leading the urban
poor to deeper poverty. Hence, the higher
income in urban areas compared to rural India
does not delineate the urban poor’s economic
mobility and quality of work. Hence, more public
support is required in urban areas for access to
cheap food and gainful employment. It also
explains the declining male migration during
2000-08. As the Gross Value Added in
agriculture, forestry and �shing grew at the
slowest rate (3.03%) compared to other sectors
during 2000-19, along with a negative
employment growth (1.05%), focusing more on
rural non-farm would be imperative.

The views expressed are personal

Turning the spotlight on the urban poor 
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An analysis of
income and
employment
trends of slum
dwellers points
to the
prospects of
economic
mobility and
decent work
for the poor in
urban India

T
he Pew Research Center surveyed the
citizens of many countries in 2023 to
gauge how many prefer authoritarian

rulers to multi-party democracy. The numbers
choosing dictators will dismay democrats. In the
Global South: India (85%), Indonesia (77%), South
Africa (66%) and Brazil (57%). In the West: the
United Kingdom (37%) and the United States
(32%), which are signi�cant numbers too. China
and Russia were not surveyed.

Citizens of democratic countries have lost trust
in their governments’ economic policies. Average
incomes may be rising but the very rich are
becoming much richer, faster. Large corporations
and �nancial institutions are compelling
governments to set the rules of the game in their
favour by reducing taxes for them, emasculating
labour institutions, and exploiting the natural
environment for their pro�t.

Moreover, the growth of the global economy
and human population has brought humanity to
the brink. Scientists predict that the overuse of
fossil energy for fuelling modern consumptive
lifestyles will make life on earth impossible
beyond this century. Water, fundamental for life,
is also running out. India is among the most
water stressed large countries in the world.

India has 17.5% of the world’s population living
on only 2.4% of the world’s land. In 2014, India
ranked 155 out of 178 countries in the global
Environment Performance Index, meanwhile, in
2022, India slipped to the very bottom — 180 out
of 180. India, also the world’s most populous
country, has an additional problem, viz. to
increase the incomes of its citizens faster. While
economists chase GDP targets, inequality is
increasing and we are spoiling the earth which
supports the economy and sustains our lives.

The science of systems
Keeping the forest in sight, do not get lost in the
trees, is good advice. Many things must be
known, and their interconnections mapped, to
understand how the world works. All sciences —
social, medical, and natural — are fragmented
into narrow silos. Locked within their
echo-chambers, scientists in di�erent disciplines
do not learn from each other. As the sciences
advance, experts know more but about less. No

one sees the whole. Politics and economics are
integral parts of complex social systems. It is
moot whether the weakening of democratic
institutions empowers large capitalist institutions
or whether capitalist institutions corrode
democracy. What has broken down is the
comprehension of complex systems with diverse
forces, and human egos, within them.

Economics emerged as a distinct science out of
philosophy and the humanities in the early 20th
century. Modern economists do not understand
how societies function. By the century’s end, free
market fundamentalism had become an ideology.
Leave it to the “invisible hand” of the market
because it knows best, these economists say.
Behind the invisible hand is the power of capital.
The rights of capital, and its freedom to roam the
world across national boundaries and make more
pro�ts, trump the rights of human beings moving
across borders searching for safer lives.

Systems’ knowledge has been devalued by
specialisation. Heart specialists can keep the
heart alive with amazing technologies. Brain
specialists delve deeper into the biology of the
brain. They lose sight of the whole human being.
Climate scientists research how to remove carbon
from the atmosphere, but the e�ects of their
solutions on the livelihoods of citizens are not in
their science’s scope. High-tech solutions can
improve parts of complex systems while reducing
overall health and well-being.

Any intelligence within a system cannot
comprehend the system that produced it.
Modern science gave human beings hubris that
they could conquer “unruly nature” as Francis
Bacon declared at the emergence of the
European Enlightenment. The arrogant scienti�c
man thought he could change the system that had
created him. His scienti�c �xes of the world, and
scienti�c improvements of his own genes, are
threatening humanity’s existence.

In times of uncertainty, people yearn for
certainty. They follow godmen, dictators, and
wealthy technologists because these people claim
to know the truth and have the power to apply it.
When economists and scientists with their
incomplete understanding of the world become
the guides of leaders and steer social and
economic policies, the losers are both common

people and the natural environment that sustains
everyone’s lives. Recalling the idea of the ancient
Greek poet Archilochus — “A fox knows many
things, but a hedgehog knows one big thing” —
philosopher Isaiah Berlin divided thinkers into
“foxes’’ and ‘‘hedgehogs”. Great writers, like Leo
Tolstoy, who combined many perspectives in
their histories were both hedgehogs and foxes,
Berlin said. They understood the fundamental
nature of existence and the limits of any rational
scienti�c approach to it. 

Rather than specialised sciences focused on
parts, a higher-level science is required: a science
of holistic, self-adaptive systems which include
human egos in them. Complex self-adaptive
systems have three components: systems being,
systems thinking, and systems acting. Systems
being requires humility. Systems thinking
requires the mind of the “hedgehog-fox” to see
patterns among the details.

Enterprises for cooperation
Systems acting to improve the world for everyone
must be driven by organisations whose purpose
is cooperation, not by organisations driven by
competition. The purpose of business
corporations and armies is to make more pro�t
and gain more power, whereas the purpose of
families is to improve the well-being of their
members. Family members have natural
di�erences in sex and generational abilities. Yet,
they cooperate with each other for the well-being
of all.

Women’s contributions to the well-being of
families and societies are under-valued in money
terms and not counted in GDP. Economists say
that few Indian women are in the labour force,
whereas, for centuries, women have been
working harder than men, producing social and
economic value for their families and
communities.

The world needs more caring, less
competition. Women are natural family builders
and systems facilitators whereas men are brought
up to compete. Rather than men teaching women
to think like men and compete with them in
hierarchies of the formal labour force, men must
learn the caring ways of women to make the
world better for everyone.

Systems science for a better future 

Arun Maira
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An old issue

The Bharatiya Janata Party
is trying hard to milk the
Katchatheevu issue for all it
is worth. Was the Prime
Minister putting the ‘party
first’ or the ‘nation first’?
Instead of raking up what
happened in a bygone era
in the run-up to the general
election, the top leader
ought to have raised the
issue of the retrieval of the
islet with the Sri Lankan
government during his rule.
He manifestly failed to

context in India. 
C.K. Prem Kumar,

Palakkad, Kerala

This is not the first time that
Patanjali has found itself in
the middle of a row. It is
well known that the ‘guru’ is
a staunch supporter of a
well-known national party.
That the Court has used
strong language in the case
underscores the seriousness
of the issue in health care.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

A ‘cure’ and the court

It was amusing to come
across the phrase,
“self-styled yoga guru”, in
the report, “Why did Centre
turn a blind eye to
Patanjali’s ‘COVID cure’
claim, asks SC”, April 3). Are
not all the umpteen number
of “gurus” mushrooming
across India self-styled?
As long as you know the art
of fooling the masses and
earning followers, you can
be a “leader” in politics or
“religion” in the present

commissioning the new
Parliament building,
Katchatheevu too will find
no traction among the
citizens of Tamil Nadu. Even
if our leaders were ‘wrong’
as far as the Katchatheevu
issue, there is very little that
can be done about it now.
In the larger interests of
good neighbourly
diplomacy, it is best we
avoid such delicate topics
as part of election rhetoric.
H.N. Ramakrishna,

Bengaluru

thousands of square
kilometres of land from
India. Why are there weak
statements on this?
Tharcius S. Fernando,

Chennai

It is but natural for the Sri
Lankan media to be peeved
about an issue that was
considered long settled.
Just like the Sengol, that
many had neither heard of
or even forgotten, and
which was needlessly
refurbished at the time of

dissuade the Sri Lankan
government from arresting
Indian fishermen. Jingoism,
sabre-rattling and
bellicosity are only for
domestic consumption.
G. David Milton,

Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

The Katchatheevu issue has
been well explained in all
the relevant forums and
history books. 
Compared to the area of the
islet of Katchatheevu, China
is said to have usurped
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spread know-how across the sector and save 
research costs and efforts, especially for 
smaller banks, while also creating a pool of 
tech tools. Consistency and uniformity in 
compliance models and practices across the 
industry would ease supervisory burdens 
and bolster the regulator’s confidence in 
banks’ compliance standards. A stronger 
culture of rule-adherence also reduces 
potential damages from supervisory and 
enforcement actions.

Yet, the desired outcomes will remain elu-
sive without a concerted effort to prioritize 
capacity building, training and education as 
a key component of a bank’s compliance cul-
ture. This is especially crucial for the techni-
cal and front-line staff and for risk managers. 
Relentless supervisory action by the regula-
tors against banks for compliance, conduct 
and KYC/AML failures would suggest an 
unfinished agenda on this front. 

Well trained and aware staff in a robust 
digitized compliance ecosystem, backed by 
the application of well-defined principles of 
accountability, would fortify compliance 
and organizational resilience, ensuring the 
safety of customers. This, in turn, will 
enhance the trust placed by customers and 
the regulator in these financial entities.

These are the author’s personal views. 

criteria. The focus on governance, conduct, 
risk management and supervisory scrutiny 
has intensified in response to evolving finan-
cial dynamics and the disruptive impact of 
fintech on banking, payments and digital 
channels.. The ‘assurance’ function, encom-
passing risk management, compliance and 
internal audit/inspection, has gained in 
importance at banks.

For proper compliance, banks should (i) 
embrace regulatory technology (reg-tech) to 
streamline processes and improve compli-
ance efficiency, (ii) foster collaboration on 
reg-tech and compliance models, and (iii) 
prioritize capacity building, education and 
awareness. The compliance function must 
adapt swiftly and in sync with changes in the 
financial sector to align itself with techno-
logical advancements. 

Reg-tech addresses regulatory, compli-
ance and supervisory aspects and a three-
way interface for these is crucial for effective 
outcomes. Initiatives like regulatory sand-
boxes, innovation hubs and platforms such 
as CRILC (India) have aided reg-tech adop-
tion globally. However, most banks must 
overhaul their reg-tech systems to make a 
meaningful switch to enterprise-wide com-
pliance automation. These mechanisms 
need an end-to-end mapping of regulatory 

T
he compliance function in banks is the 
nerve-centre that performs a vital role 
in preserving organizational resilience 

and stability. Equate it to our cardiovascular 
system. Just as a weak heart can debilitate 
the body, even result in a sudden demise, so 
can inept and deficient compliance take a 
toll on a bank’s health, with serious implica-
tions for the entity as well as the financial 
sector. The case of Paytm Payments Bank is 
one such poignant reminder of this effect.

Robust compliance within banks is not 
only a must, it should cover nearly all aspects 
of  operations. It is both multifaceted and 
increasingly demanding. Regulatory expec-
tations of banks went up sharply after the 
2008 Global Financial Crisis, the lessons of 
which inspired reforms spanning the entire 
spectrum of prudential guidelines, covering 
both idiosyncratic and systemic risks, with 
many new variables placed under watch, 
such as the liquidity coverage ratio, net sta-
ble funding ratio, non-risk-based backstop 
facility or leverage ratio, and too-big-to-fail 

scathe businesses along with the city.
A couple of days ago, a leading 

national newspaper headlined its story 
as “...a water crisis that software cannot 
resolve.” But this statement gives an easy 
pass to the information technology (IT) 
sector and is grossly misleading. In 2019, 
the World Economic Forum identified 
an urgent need to deploy real-time 
sensor technology for high-resolution 
monitoring of the quantity and quality of 
water bodies (complete with automated 
geo-tags and time-stamps), along with 
machine learning models to predict 
impacts and outcomes of rainfall and 
waste-water flows, and then use this 
information for policy and strategy 
development in a holistic manner. 
India’s IT capital has a role to play.

In general, India is an inherently 
water-stressed country, hosting 18% of 
the world’s population with only 4% of 
its water resources. 70% of its surface 
water is unfit for consumption and over 
40 million litres of waste-water flows 
into its rivers and water bodies daily. Our 
water resources and their quality must 
be addressed for adequacy and accessi-
bility. The government’s own first cen-
sus of water bodies, commendable as 
that is, documents the rather pitiful state 
of water bodies in India—in terms of 
location, state of fullness and beneficiary 
population. More than 97% of our water 
bodies are in rural areas, with reservoirs 
making up a mere 12%. According to a 
member of the Central Water Commis-
sion, we need to “acknowledge the fact 
that India’s water reservoirs are dying” 
(The Wire Science, 2 February 2021). 

With regard to the role of IT men-
tioned above, India’s water-body census 
has not yet covered issues of available 
capacity (after accounting for siltation 
and ageing issues), adequacy, accessibil-
ity, vulnerability to rainfall patterns, or 
water quality. It merely seeks to assure 
communities on the groundwater situa-
tion they are likely to face, given that 
nearly 60% of irrigated agriculture and 
85% of drinking water supplies are 
dependent on groundwater. A scarcity of 

necessary information, unfortunately, 
means that robust planning for this life-
saving resource is impossible.

A 2013 World Bank report estimated 
the health costs relating to water pollu-
tion to be about ₹47,000-61,000 crore. 
These costs today are likely to be much 
higher. Compare this with the 2024-25 
budget estimate of the ministry of jal 
shakti of ₹98,418.79 crore, of which only 
₹21,028.11 crore goes to the department 
of water resources, river development 
and Ganga rejuvenation. Also compare it 
with the estimated outlay of ₹278,000 
crore for the ministry of road transport 
and highways, aimed at development 
activities that will only increase our 
resource challenge. Clearly, much 
needs to be done.

On the positive side, water interven-
tions, unlike in energy, are largely 
focused on people’s participation and 
demand management. The government 
has several laudable schemes for stem-
ming groundwater depletion and initia-
tives under the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme (MGNREGS). The questions 
that arise from some of these schemes 
relate to their outcome efficacy and 
issues of equity, fairness and justice: 
are common citizens engaged by such 
schemes being compensated adequately 
for their labour while alleviating govern-
ments of their responsibility?

India’s water vulnerability is only set 
to rise in the coming decades, given our 
still-rising population, rapidly growing 
economic activity and climate change. 
The water shortages we face today have 
been exacerbated by the El Niño condi-
tions experienced last year. In the com-
ing years, we will increasingly feel the 
harsh effects of climate change, ampli-
fied in some years by the cyclical El Niño 
effect that results in subcontinental dry-
ness. The looming water crisis of 2024 is 
another wake-up call to adopt science-
based approaches to natural resource 
management, re-prioritize public invest-
ments and address our sustainability 
challenges in an integrated manner. 

T
he headlines in recent days have 
been about severe and debilitating 
water shortages in several states of 

the country—particularly in the south. 
All eyes have been on Bengaluru—which 
is India’s Silicon Valley, the country’s 
most technically savvy, most innovative 
and third richest city. It is also a city that 
spotlights the disconnect between the 
corporate sector’s famed strategic man-
agement capabilities (unfortunately 
over-shadowed by its short-sightedness 
in not engaging with sustainability gov-
ernance) and government orthodoxy.

That Bengaluru has been struggling to 
manage its water resources well is long-
established. Images of the ‘frothing’ 
lakes of Bengaluru—with instances of 
toxic fumes catching fire—have horrified 
us earlier. While a large part of the blame 
goes to local authorities for allowing 
untreated sewage to flow into its water 
bodies, industry stood a silent witness to 
the resource degradation of the ‘garden 
city,’ resulting from the enormous popu-
lation pressure created by prosperity.

Ironically, for Bengaluru, scanty rain-
fall has resulted in its water bodies going 
dry. If, on the other hand, the region had 
experienced heavy rainfall, then there 
could have been a repeat of the ‘frothing’ 
problem. The city urgently needs a com-
prehensive water and waste manage-
ment strategy to address quantity and 
quality issues. It is already suffering from 
a reputational challenge that could 

A people-centric and science-based approach could ensure we don’t run short of this vital resource

LEENA SRIVASTAVA
is an independent expert on climate 

change and clean energy.

Could reg-tech address the compliance woes of banks?
ANUPAM SONAL

I
ndia’s latest goods and services tax (GST) 
revenue figures indicate that the regime’s 
initial phase of inadequate mop-ups is 
over. Overall GST revenue in 2023-24 hit 
a record ₹20.2 trillion, up 11.7%. Last fiscal 
year’s monthly average GST mop-up was 

₹1.68 trillion, up from ₹1.5 trillion the year 
before. It seems we can finally close the long 
chapter of shortfall-compensation for states 
after the mid-2017 switchover to GST from 
multiple central and state taxes that got sub-
sumed by this uniform levy across the country. 
The government’s five-year deal with states 
to plug their gaps in case they fell short of a 
projected GST-revenue incline ended in mid-
2022, but the pay-out for this was so large that 
a cess imposed on top of GST for some goods 
had to be extended till March 2026 just to pay 
off the debt taken to fully compensate states. 
Now that our GST intake—which is split by the 
Centre and states—is finally showing a steady 
upward trend, perhaps that loan can be fore-
closed and the cess dropped ahead of time. As 
cesses add to taxation complexity, it would 
mark a small win for the idea of a “good and 
simple tax,” as GST was meant to be. Sustaina-
ble relief from a revenue crunch also makes 
space for GST reforms to simplify how it is 
levied in India. This is what the GST Council 
must turn its attention to at the earliest.

Let’s recall why GST adoption was hailed as 
a critical reform. Its uniformity, which made 
India ‘one market’ for the ease of business, was 
one aspect. Its fostering of specialization along 
value chains was another. As a tax applied only 
to value addition by a taxpayer (with input-tax 
credits available), GST was designed to prevent 
tax bills bloated by one levy upon another. This 
not only moderates commercial costs, it favours 

value chains determined by skills more than 
taxation policy, as having more profit-oriented 
business units as links in a supply chain does 
not result in costlier final output. This prospect 
of enhanced economic efficiency went along 
with a promise of rate clarity and stability. An 
ideal GST regime would levy a single rate on 
every good and service, forming a system that 
can be held stable for the foreseeable future, 
closing the scope for confusion, rate inversions, 
tax-relief lobbying and rate-related squabbles. 
Unfortunately, not only has GST compliance 
caused much hardship, our rate slabs have 
splintered and shifted so often that today’s 
structure is riddled with complexity. We have 
too many rates, and with many items that look 
arbitrarily slotted into one slab or another.

A single-rate GST was rejected right at the 
start on the argument that it would be acutely 
regressive, with the rich paying too little and 
the poor too much as a slice of their incomes. 
But then, indirect taxes are always regressive, 
regardless of rate variation, and it’s the job of 
progressive direct taxes to lend taxation fair-
ness. Clearly, it’s more about varying rates to 
squeeze items that can be charged more on the 
pretext of rich people using them (or their use 
needing to be deterred). Since multiple rates 
underpin today’s GST-intake calculus, we can 
start simplifying it by adopting a clear three-
slab regime. Most items should be taxed at a 
central rate that meets our revenue target, 
with two exceptional slabs for a tiny bunch of 
obvious items that need to be either relieved or 
overtaxed: a low-rate merit slab and a high-rate 
demerit bracket. All other deviations should be 
axed. This way, GST will get a chance to fulfil 
its conceptual promise of clarity, tax-policy 
stability and economic efficiency.

A rate-structure review 
of GST is clearly in order
Its revenue buoyancy should close the chapter of a shortfall cess and prompt reforms aimed 

at GST simplification. For this tax to fulfil its basic promise, start by reducing rate slabs
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Ever since Raghuram
Rajan took charge of

India’s monetary affairs, a
lot of attention has been fo-
cused on the battle against
high inflation, the rupee’s
value and high-profile de-
cisions like new bank per-
mits. His attempts to en-
courage the development
of a robust money market
have invited less attention.

Rajan has been assidu-
ously trying to trim the easy
access banks have to
overnight money from the
Reserve Bank of India
(RBI). He wants them to
borrow across various
maturities. The string of
term repos in recent
months makes his intent
clear. So does the monetary
policy statement an-
nounced on Tuesday.

These may seem boring
technical details of interest
to only a few in bank trad-
ing rooms but the term re-
pos could help develop a
robust yield curve that ena-
bles better pricing of risk
and force banks to borrow
more from the money mar-
ket rather than RBI.

It is one of the most in-
novative changes since the
liquidity adjustment facility
was introduced in 2000.

QUICK EDIT

A robust
yield curve

GROWING BOTTLENECKS

IMF blames UPA for
economic slowdown

BY A SIT RANJAN M ISHRA

asit.m@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) on
Thursday said that the

slowdown in the Indian econo-
my was largely due to internal
and not external factors, punch-
ing a hole in the oft-repeated
claim of the government that
global factors beyond its control
were to blame.

It also cautioned that growth
would decline further if the drag
caused by internal factors in
some emerging market econo-
mies since 2012 is not ad-
dressed.

The fund, in a chapter of its
World Economic Outlook titled
On the Receiving End? External

Conditions and Emerging Mar-
ket Growth Before, During, and
After the Global Financial Crisis,
said the slowing growth in some
emerging market economies
since 2012 can be attributed
largely to internal factors. “Ex-
ternal factors have generally
been much less important com-
pared with internal factors for
some relatively large or closed
economies, such as China, In-
dia, and Indonesia,” it said.

According to IMF, internal
factors began to act as a drag on
India’s growth in early 2008,
likely as the result of stress from
growing bottlenecks in infra-
structure after a period of rapid
growth. “Their negative inci-
dence continued until mid-
2009,” it said.

Once again, internal factors
started posing a drag beginning
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IMF says India’s growth
issues largely due to
internal factors, warns
of further decline if
problems not addressed

AAP manifesto
focuses on
corruption,
education
BY ANUJA

anuja@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

True to its name, the Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP), in its

manifesto released on Thurs-
day, focused on issues dear to
the aam aadmi: health, educa-
tion, and every Indian’s bug-
bear, corruption.

“You all know how the Aam
Aadmi Party was formed. It
emerged from one of the big-
gest anti-corruption move-
ments in the country... no oth-
er political party is even in a
position to talk about corrup-
tion,” Arvind Kejriwal, national
convenor of AAP, said while re-
leasing the manifesto.

Kejriwal, who is contesting
against Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty’s (BJP) prime ministerial
candidate Narendra Modi in
Varanasi, said the party’s top
four priorities would be to
bring its version of the Jan Lok-
pal Bill (which includes provi-
sions for a citizens’ charter and
whistleblowers’ protection),
the Swaraj Bill for decentraliza-
tion of power, simplification of
government procedures, and
the use of information technol-
ogy to reduce corruption in
government functioning.

The party had promised to
implement all the above meas-
ures in its manifesto during the
run-up to the Delhi assembly
election in December. It
formed a minority government
after the election, but stayed in
power for a mere 49 days be-
fore resigning after its efforts to
table the anti-corruption Jan
Lokpal Bill in the assembly
were thwarted.

“It is natural for them to talk
about anti-corruption meas-
ures in (their) national mani-
festo. Corruption is the main
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Amember of the civil aviation
ministry’s air safety com-

mittee that was restructured last
month, leaving him out, has
written to the Election Commis-
sion (EC), claiming that the re-
constitution went against the
electoral code of conduct that
prevents the government from
making significant policy chang-
es.

The move to leave out Mohan
Ranganathan, a respected avia-
tion safety expert often quoted
in the media (including Mint),
and other experts has also been
criticized by analysts.

The reconstitution of the com-
mittee, set up after the 2010
crash of an Air India flight in
Mangalore that killed 158 pas-
sengers and crew, follows the
downgrade of India’s aviation
safety ranking by the US Federal
Aviation Administration (FAA)
in January. FAA acted against In-
dia for not following prescribed
protocol in its safety regulation
processes.

The ministry’s order on the re-
constitution, dated 24 March
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Ministry weeds
out dissenting
voices from air
safety panel
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Seen clad simply in most of
his pictures and speaking

English with a distinct Bengali
accent, Chandra Shekhar
Ghosh, 53, is not your typical
commercial banker or multi-
billionaire entrepreneur.

Unlike many of his col-
leagues in the microfinance
sector, Ghosh is not even a
former banker with a degree
from a top management insti-
tute who gave up commercial
banking to plunge into micro-
lending.

Instead, Ghosh is someone
who has grown with his busi-
ness.

He started out as a worker in
a non-governmental organiza-
tion (NGO) in 2001, giving
small loans to help the poor in
Kolkata’s suburban town of
Konnagar from a fund of `2
lakh, borrowed from a local
money lender and topped up
with contributions from his
family.

Less than 15 years later,
Ghosh is preparing to start In-
dia’s first commercial bank
originating from a microfi-
nance institution (MFI).

Ghosh’s firm, Bandhan Fi-
nancial Services Pvt. Ltd, is
one of two entities given an in-
principle nod by the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) on
Wednesday to start a bank.
The other is infrastructure fin-
ancier IDFC Ltd.

In putting Bandhan on the
way to becoming a full-fledged
commercial bank from being
an MFI confined to eastern In-
dia, Ghosh has beaten bigger
competitors.

Companies that had been in
contention to win bank licenc-
es included Reliance Capital

Ltd, Bajaj Finserv Ltd and Adi-
tya Birla Nuvo Ltd.

The chairman and managing
director of Bandhan was born
into a family of refugees from
Bangladesh and raised with
limited resources. With a sweet
shop as the family’s source of
income, his father struggled to
give Ghosh a good education,
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Bandhan founder Ghosh
confident despite challenges
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TheMediaMarketing Initiatives on
Pages 20 and 21 are the equivalent
of paidfor advertisements, and no
Mint journalists were involved in
creating these. Readers would do
well to treat them as
advertisements.
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The business
of politics

Politics and business have
always been interlinked in India

(much like they are in many other
countries). There are businessmen
in politics. And there are politicians
in business. There is nothing wrong
in this—as long as there is no con
flict of interest. Often, though, poli
ticians do not disclose the holdings
they and their immediate family
have in companies.

Thanks to theministry of corpo
rate affairs’ powerful database, it is
possible to unearth all the holdings
of politicians we have picked. The
purpose of this exercise is purely
information dissemination: voters
have a right to know the business
interests of people they elect.

Mint was helped by a forensics
firm in this exercise. We also
reached out to the politicians cov
ered to crosscheck the data. Of
course, not everyone bothered to
respond. Jay Panda, the Biju Janata
Dal MP from Kendrapara in Odisha,
who is running for reelection from
the same constituency, did, even
correcting the spellings of some of
the companies whose nameswere
thrown up by the database. For his
effort, we kick off the series with
details of his business interests.

Over the next 45 days, Mint will
run similar data on around 100 poli
ticians. For interactive, and (in
some cases), far more detailed
graphics, visit www.livemint.com/
elections/politicsandbusiness >P6Mint is also available for R8 with 
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Difficult path: Bandhan chairman and managing director Chandra
Shekhar Ghosh. Experts caution that Bandhan has hurdles on its way
as it tries to convert itself into a fullfledged commercial bank.
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We contend that for 
a nation to try to tax itself 

into prosperity is like a man 
standing in a bucket and 

trying to lift himself up 
by the handle. 
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cross -functional interaction and coordina-
tion can enhance the efficacy of the bank’s 
assurance function.

Reg-tech adoption must accompany safe-
guards against associated operational risks, 
such as privacy breaches, cyber vulnerabili-
ties, data manipulation, frauds and scams. 

Reliable mitigation tools 
exist in this context as well. 

Notably, reg-tech does 
not eliminate but instead 
reinforces the necessity for 
strong human oversight. 
Transitions to end-to -end 
digitized compliance and 
grievance redressal do not 
mean that machines can be 
blamed for failures.

As increasing regulatory 
density and technological 
complexity can raise com-
pliance costs to prohibitive 
levels, the advantages of a 

collaborative reg-tech approach cannot be 
overemphasized, especially as it neither 
poses conflicts-of-interest nor causes com-
petitive discomfort. On the contrary, collab-
oration on reg-tech and access to open-
source compliance platforms, apps, API sys-
tems and best-practice repositories will help  

guidelines, while ensuring real-time com-
munication and smooth information flow 
across all verticals and departments. 
Embedded within it should be functions like 
Know-Your-Customer and Anti-Money 
Laundering (KYC/AML) checks and due dil-
igence, monitoring processes, deficiency-
and-violation detection, 
timely alerts and prompt 
risk addressal.

Artificial intelligence 
(AI), machine learning 
(ML) and natural language 
processing (NLP), as well as 
cloud services and block-
chain technologies, can 
play a pivotal role in pre-
serving data quality 
through effective manage-
ment and analytics. Smart 
systems can be integrated 
to efficiently compile, doc-
ument and encode infor-
mation and processes, while allowing user-
friendly access for verifications, thereby 
ensuring accurate and timely regulatory 
reporting, as also robust internal oversight. 
Algorithms can set compliance goals, moni-
tor results and adjust processes based on 
emerging data patterns. Reg-tech enabled 

New regulation 

technologies 

can help lenders 

comply with 

rules for the 

sake of their 

own safety

Solving India’s water crisis calls 
for a well-integrated action plan
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E
very year, the World Happiness Report 
ranks countries in terms of happiness by 
calculating their happiness scores. The 
six key variables that make up this index 
are GDP per capita, social support, 
healthy life expectancy, freedom, 

generosity and lack of corruption. These are 
mostly calculated on the basis of individual self-
assessments. In contrast, looking back at the 
legacy of Daniel Kahneman (1934-2024), a 2002 
winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics who 
fused Psychology and Economics, it’s noteworthy 
that, starting in the 1990s, a significant part of 
his work concentrated on the assessment of 
“objective happiness” through “moments” of life.

These efforts bear a strong connection with his 
and Amos Tversky’s paradigm-shifting research 
from the 1970s that pioneered Behavioural Eco-
nomics. Perhaps following that idea, Kahneman 
provided a whole new meaning of ‘happiness,’ 
which is multifaceted and neither separate nor 
time-neutral. According to Kahneman, if a person 
wins a lottery twice in a row, for example, the 
winner’s total utility will be higher if the first win is 
$1,000 and the second is $1 million, rather than if 
the sequence is reversed.

Moments: What about them? According to a 
popular estimate, each of these little time-spans of 
psychological presence (as in ‘present tense’) 
might last up to three seconds. This would mean 
that at least about 500 million moments occur in a 
life span of 70 years. Kahneman created a moment-
based conception of objective happiness, an aspect 
of well-being, sometime in 1999-2000.

He posited that measurements of moments must 
be made in accordance with logical principles in 
order to generate a useful estimate of experienced 
utility. Populations with different life conditions 
can have their well-being compared using the 
cumulative distribution of ‘moment’ utilities. On a 
6-point scale, for instance, we may evaluate the 
proportion of time that the rich and poor spend at a 
utility level below 4. 

Crucially, unlike other measures of well-being, 
Kahneman’s moment-based objective happiness 
does not include any retrospection at all; rather, it 
only depends on instant introspection.

In a 2006 paper published in the Journal of 
Economic Perspectives, Daniel Kahneman and 
economist Alan B. Krueger (1960-2019) examined 
whether or not a subjective survey can accurately 
gauge someone’s level of well-being. “[S]ubjective 
well-being measures features of individuals’ per-
ceptions of their experiences, not their utility as 
economists typically conceive of it,” they wrote. 
They suggested the U-index, a kind of misery 
index that quantifies the proportion of time spent 
in an unpleasant state and has the advantage 
of not requiring a cardinal understanding of 
people’s feelings.

But what’s the relationship between money and 
happiness? Kahneman and his co-authors exam-
ined the veracity of the widely held notion that 
affluence is positively correlated with happiness in 
a 2006 paper published in Science. They found a 
weak relationship between income and global life 
satisfaction or experienced happiness. “People 
with above-average income are relatively satisfied 
with their lives but are barely happier than others 
in moment-to-moment experience, tend to be 
more tense, and do not spend more time in partic-
ularly enjoyable activities,” they stated. In their 
view, the role of attention helps explain why many 
people pursue high incomes, as their predictions 
of happiness increase on account of a ‘focusing 
illusion’, and why the long-term effects of income 
gains become relatively small as attention eventu-
ally shifts to less novel aspects of daily life.

Nevertheless, Kahneman’s research on happi-
ness took a more objective shape when, in a 2010 
paper with Angus Deaton, who would go on to win 
the Nobel Prize for Economics in 2015, Kahneman 
discovered a monetary “happiness plateau.” Kah-
neman and Deaton reported that—in the American 
context, of course—a measure of emotional well-
being (or happiness) increased but then flattened 
somewhere between an income of $60,000 and 
$90,000 a year ($75,000 being the median).

How influential was this study? Inspired by this 
paper’s findings, Dan Price, CEO of the Seattle-
based company Gravity Payments, established a 
$70,000 minimum wage for all its 120 workers in 
2015, almost doubling the starting salary. What’s 

more, Price cut his own salary from $1.1 million to 
$70,000 in order to pay for this move. Price’s 2020 
book Worth It has a description of this Robin 
Hood-type corporate endeavour.

However, in contrast to Kahneman and Deaton’s 
2010 findings, Matt Killingsworth of the University 
of Pennsylvania found a linear relationship 
between happiness and (log) income in a 2021 
study that used experience sampling. Subse-
quently, in 2023, Kahneman, Killingsworth and 
Barbara Mellers published an adversarial collabo-
ration (perhaps Kahneman’s last published paper) 
to resolve this dilemma. Re-analyses of the data 
showed that happiness rises with household 
income up to $100,000, after which it “abruptly” 
levels out in situations of extreme unhappiness. 
Further, happiness increases at an accelerated rate 
beyond $100,000 for the 30% happiest people. 
According to this study, Kahneman and Deaton 
may have arrived at the right conclusion if they had 
expressed their findings in terms of unhappiness as 
opposed to happiness, as their measurements were 
unable to discriminate among degrees of happi-
ness because of a ceiling effect. Think about it.

Over the last three decades of his incredible 
career, spent at Princeton University, Kahneman, 
the King of Happiness, undoubtedly delivered an 
objective appraisal of happiness by integrating 
psychology and economics. His contribution to 
happiness research can be assessed coherently. 
Happiness, however, will remain elusive. And it’s 
possible that unhappiness is also something worth 
looking into.

Daniel Kahneman was the king 
of happiness as a field of study

What drives emotional well-being would seem beyond the reach of objective analysis but he did establish a dominion over it
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B
ad economic ideas don’t die. Instead 
they just return a decade later to 
haunt another generation. That 

seems to be the situation with China’s steel 
industry. US Treasury Secretary Janet 
Yellen plans to cite the example of steel 
over-capacity on a trip to China as justifica-
tion for what looks like a pending crack-
down on imports of Chinese clean-tech 
products. “In the past, in industries like 
steel and aluminium, Chinese government 
support led to substantial overinvestment 
and excess capacity,” she said in a speech. 
“Now, we see excess capacity building in 
‘new’ industries like solar, EVs and lithium-
ion batteries.”

That example harks back to a panic from 
2016. “China’s steel industry is actively and 
deliberately flooding the international 
market,” United Steelworkers, a US union, 
said then. Its [mill output] growth was “far 
faster than domestic and international 
demand would dictate.” This theory led to 
anti-dumping tariffs on some steel prod-
ucts as high as 256.44% under President 
Barack Obama in 2015, before President 
Donald Trump followed up three years 
later with 25% tariffs on all Chinese steel 
products.

None of it was true. China wasn’t seeking 
to make more steel than long-run demand 
would dictate. It wasn’t responsible for 
weak prices in the US and tariffs didn’t halt 
a job decline in US metals manufacturing. 
It’s bad enough that misguided steel pro-
tectionism has served only to raise costs 
and reduce competitiveness for the rest of 
the US economy. Worse still is the way the 
same failed policy is now being dragged out 
in support of far more damaging barriers 
on clean-tech, slowing our ability to fight 
climate change.

Look at steel production. Chinese mills 
did increase capacity in the second half of 
the 2000s, more than doubling potential 
output to 1.06 billion tonnes from 489 mil-
lion tonnes between 2006 and 2010, 
before rising to a peak 1.22 billion tonnes in 
2014. With construction and factory 
demand lagging, capacity utilization fell to 
67% in 2015, well below the 75% or more 
seen as consistent with sustainable profits.

Note that China’s steel output did not 
peak then. Instead, a boom in construction 
and manufacturing raised demand by 249 
million tonnes over the subsequent five 
years. Contrary to the perception of a crisis 
around 2015, China wasn’t over-supplied. 
It pretty much had the right number of 
mills to satisfy projected needs. Capacity 
utilization since 2018 has consistently been 
at healthy levels north of 80%. 

You could make quite as strong an argu-
ment that the US and Europe, whose utili-
zation has frequently been well below 75%, 
have overcapacity. The better argument, 
though, is to accept that there are often dis-
locations between industrial capacity and 
demand, and that this need not be evidence 
of malign geopolitical intent.

Perhaps, though, China was flooding the 
US market to escape the consequences of 
its bad investment decisions? Wrong again. 
As a share of total production, China has 
always been a rather small-scale exporter. 
It only seems so weighty because it produ-
ces more than half of the world’s steel, so 
any shortfall between capacity and output 
seems hulk-sized. At the height of the over-
capacity panic in 2015, exports to North 
America came to just 4.4 million tonnes, 
about 8% of the 55.5 million tonnes total. 

The best explanation for weak US prices 
was simply that US steel consumption had 
peaked and was in decline, as the country 
moved to a post-industrial, service-ori-
ented phase of its development. No 
amount of protectionism has been able to 
change the fact that US steel output now is 
about 80% of its level in 2008.

Chinese steelmakers, furthermore, have 
not only grown into the capacity that they 
built, but made money doing it. That’s a 
sign that there never was a long-term 
excess of supply over demand. When your 
rival is making sustainable profits, accusing 
it of overcapacity is just another way of 
complaining that their better productivity 
is taking away your market share.

There’s one big difference when it 
comes to clean technology. Unlike steel, 
electric vehicles, solar panels and lithium-
ion batteries really are easily traded on a 
global scale, and the scale and technologi-
cal accomplishments of Chinese compa-
nies make them formidable competitors. 
That doesn’t mean that they have been 
beneficiaries of unfair advantages, though, 
as we [in the US] have argued.

Instead, what is being built in China is 
not overcapacity, but merely the basic 
capacity the world needs if it’s to build the 
low-emissions economy needed to get the 
planet to net-zero emissions. 

If China is producing tools to avert global 
warming more cheaply than we can do 
ourselves, we should follow the advice of 
Adam Smith: “Buy it.” ©BLOOMBERG

Take Adam Smith’s advice on 
low-priced clean-tech: Buy it

The US should not bar Chinese imports on flaky dumping charges

Will the US repeat its steel-sector error 

with Chinese clean-tech? AP

AP

MY VIEW  |  BEhAvIOur By BrAIn

knowledge reading various books and arti-
cles he had written and listening intently to 
recordings of every talk he gave. What Dro-
nacharya was for Ekalavya, Professor Kah-
neman was for us.

I never had an opportunity to meet Pro-
fessor Kahneman in person. But I know that 
Professor Richard Thaler and some journal-
ists had informed him of how my team had 
taken learnings and inspiration from him to 
develop innovative solutions for several 
human-behaviour problems around the 
world. But he remained pessimistic about 
one’s ability to tackle such problems. His 
pessimism emanated from his deep under-
standing of the human brain’s complexities. 
For example, he knew that getting people to 
accept short-term costs in their daily lives in 
order to mitigate higher but uncertain losses 
in the future is exceptionally hard. So the 
professor saw no path to success in solving 
the planet’s climate-change problem.

Had it not been for the presence of certain 
people in our lives, we would not be what we 
are today. I have no doubt, if I had not known 
Daniel Kahneman and his work, I would not 
be where I am today. 

So, in his memory, I would like to offer my 
pranam to Professor Daniel Kahneman, my 
behaviour guru.

an inkling that understanding human brain 
processes could be the key to understanding 
behaviour. But I had dismissed it as just 
another random thought of an average intel-
lectual. But Kahneman’s Nobel Prize 
changed it all.

What was most interesting for me about 
Kahneman’s work was not the framework of 
Prospect Theory, nor the nuances of loss 
aversion. I was delighted to hear about the 
world of heuristics, the short-cuts that the 
brain takes while taking a decision. It greatly 
strengthened my fledgling thought that 
understanding various processes in the 
brain will surely give me new insights into 
human behaviour. From then on, my quest 
to acquire as much knowledge about the 
human brain as possible increased by leaps 
and bounds.

The thought of starting a firm based on 
this new understanding of human behaviour 
popped up in my head in 2006. But I had to 
convince some of my very talented friends to 
join me in this new venture. This was few 
years before the UK or US governments had 
started their behavioural insights teams. 
Books like Nudge (by Richard Thaler and 
Cass Sunstein) were not yet published. So 
the only lifeline I had to convince my friends 
to join me in this new journey of human 

T
o most, professor Daniel Kahneman 
(1934-2024) is best known for his 
path-breaking explorations of how 

people’s decisions deviate from perfect 
rationality and the Nobel Prize he won for 
that work. For me, Professor Kahneman is 
someone who changed the course of my life.

In the 1990s, I was an advertising profes-
sional. While being part of the ad industry, I 
knew that much of what we were doing to 
understand and influence human behaviour 
was not really working. So, I questioned a lot 
what I was doing in my daily job. Deep 
within, I had a passion to understand human 
behaviour better. So anything new about 
human behaviour caught my attention.

I remember reading an article in Business 
Standard in 2002. It was about the man who 
had won that year’s Nobel Prize in Econom-
ics and a brief explanation of his theory. 
Even before finishing the article, I was 
ecstatic. I knew I had found the theoretical 
foundation of human behaviour that I was 
desperately searching for. Until then, I had 

Daniel Kahneman: The man who changed many a life
BIJU DOMINIC

is chief evangelist, Fractal 

Analytics, and chairman, 

FinalMile Consulting.

would help develop more effective solutions 
for human-behaviour-related problems. But 
the truth is that we knew very little about the 
world of heuristics and biases. To support all 
the discussions and debates we held in our 
office on the new world of heuristics, books 
were the only guides we had. That is when 

books like Choices: Values 
and Frames, Heuristics and 
Biases: The Psychology of 
Intuitive Judgement that 
Kahneman co-authored 
became our constant com-
panions. To be honest, 
these academic books were 
not nearly as simple to read 
and understand as his later 
book, Thinking, Fast and 
Slow. But we had no other 
option back then.

Ekalavya, the character 
from the Mahabharata, had 
carved out a statue of his 

guru Dronacharya from the mud the teacher 
had walked upon. Ekalavya became a great 
archer, overhearing Dronacharya’s instruc-
tions and practising in front of that statue. 
Similarly, my team and I derived lot of confi-
dence by having Kahneman’s photograph in 
our presentations. We acquired much 

behaviour management was Kahneman’s 
Nobel Prize. And then, in 2007, I co-founded 
FinalMile Consulting, a firm dedicated to 
applying the principles of Behavioural Eco-
nomics to solve real-life human behaviour 
problems. The confidence to start my entre-
preneurial journey, thus, was derived from 
the inspiration I got from 
the uniqueness of Kahne-
man’s ideas.

In the initial years of 
FinalMile, it was almost 
impossible to convey even 
to the most educated what 
this new theory of human 
behaviour was. So, in every 
presentation that I and my 
colleagues made, one slide 
was constant. It had a pho-
tograph of Kahneman 
receiving the Nobel Prize. 
That slide was the most 
convincing proof we could 
offer that the theory we were presenting was 
worth listening to.

We knew that the world of mental short-
cuts offered a view of human behaviour that 
was quite different from that of the rational 
man theory which held influence until then. 
We really believed that this new knowledge 

His trove of 

ideas inspired 

a career switch 

aimed at solving 

real-world 

problems of 

behaviour



Industry 4.0 is enabling
new concepts and tech-
nologies that make facto-

ries smarter. It begs the ques-
tion: how do we create
stronger synergies between
humans and machines to
improve production efficien-
cies, while progressing the
creative cognition of human
potential? This question
gained traction after the glob-
al pandemic. The industry
started to emphasise socio-
technical considerations to
enable new use cases around
asset management, workplace
well-being and process con-
trol, requiring ambient com-
puting at the manufacturing
edge.
What is Ambient Computing:
Ambient computing is a form
of ubiquitous computing, a
subset of edge computing. It
uses computing power to
exhibit human-like intelli-
gence in perceiving, process-
ing and taking actions based
on available data and infor-
mation. In simple terms,
ambient computing enables a
smart agent - think of an
Alexa and Siri optimised for
manufacturing processes - to
collaborate with people, oper-
ational technologies and
assets, such as machines and

autonomous mobile robots, to
mitigate disruptions at the
manufacturing edge. 
The fusion of AI into the
manufacturing edge also
helps drive continuous
improvement and introduces
innovation of new products
and services.
Working with People, Assets
and Processes: Ambient
computing let organizations
focus on growth and innova-
tion by bringing agility to the
manufacturing edge where
people, assets and processes
are working together in uni-
son to deliver required yield
and throughputs.
Cybersecurity and Industry
4.0: Industry 4.0 essentially
has three components: How
machinery communicates in
a production process, how
info a system, and how infor-
mation is shared throughout
the manufacturing lifecycle.
Learn how your cybersecuri-
ty needs to account for all
three.

Ambient computing can be
applied to the following :
Assets monitor themselves
and schedule maintenance
based on wear and tear.
A smart meter system (water,
air, gas, electricity and steam)
manages the production envi-
ronment to reduce waste and
drive efficiencies by auto-
matically adjusting its end
devices such as thermostats
and valves.
Automated guided vehicles
and mobile robots self-man-
age routes and tasks based on
product, people and envi-
ronment.
Production and assembly
floor environments monitor
themselves to ensure safety
and security of people, prod-
ucts and assets.
Smart devices such as note-
books, phones, tablets, wear-
ables and stand-alone devices
collaborate with people on
risks, issues, continuous
improvement and produc-
tion optimization.
By transforming the manu-
facturing floor to be automat-
ed and self-sustainable, ambi-
ent computing can reduce
operational costs, improve
product quality and time-to-
market and empower
employees to work smarter.

With access to real-time
information, organizations
can improve how they handle
market and ecosystem dis-
ruptions with better and faster
collaboration between
humans and systems.
Adopting Ambient
Computing: It require seven
core elements to fully
embrace ambient comput-
ing, fostering data availabili-
ty and enhancing collabora-
tion across people, applica-
tions, assets, and devices:
1.Edge computing for real-
time decision-making and
collaboration.
2.Data-as-a-service to meet
evolving needs.
3.Digital twins for predictive
insights.
4.Cognitive automation for
continuous learning.
5.Connectivity to facilitate
constant communication.
6.Quality of experience (QoE)
to cater to diverse needs.
7.Trusting systems to perform
reliably.
Ambient computing repre-
sents a transformative concept
that are propelling Industry
4.0 towards the realisation of
smarter factories. 

(The writer is cofounder
Raising superstars; views are

personal)

Flight operations of Tata Group’s Vistara Airlines, which has earned a reputa-
tion for its premium services and reliability in the Indian aviation sector, have
of late been marred by cancellations and delays. Vistara, a joint venture between

Tata Sons and Singapore Airlines, has attributed the disruptions to a shortage of
flight crew. Passengers have been left stranded and inconvenienced, with some
facing difficulties in rebooking their travel plans at short notice. Vistara’s troubles
come at a time when the aviation sector is recovering from the impact of the pan-
demic, with domestic travel demand showing signs of revival. The airline indus-
try has been navigating a delicate balance between scaling up operations to meet
growing demand while managing operational constraints and ensuring passenger
safety. In response to the crew shortage crisis, Vistara has assured passengers
that it is working diligently to address the issue and minimise disruptions to flight

services. The airline is actively recruiting and train-
ing additional crew members to augment its work-
force and improve operational resilience. For pas-
sengers affected by flight cancellations and delays,
Vistara has offered options for rebooking or
refunding tickets, along with assistance in making
alternative travel arrangements. The airline has reit-
erated its commitment to prioritising customer sat-
isfaction and minimising inconvenience caused by
the disruptions. 
The Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) has
stepped in, demanding daily reports from the air-
lines regarding the status of flight operations, crew

availability and measures taken to mitigate the impact of disruptions on passen-
gers. The crew shortage issue highlights the challenges faced by airlines in man-
aging their workforce in the midst of evolving dynamics of the aviation industry,
particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Domestic flights have been
reporting disruptions, including layoffs, furloughs and changes in travel demand
patterns, much to the consternation of passengers. The incident underscores the
importance of effective workforce management and contingency planning for air-
lines to ensure smooth and uninterrupted flight operations. As the aviation indus-
try strives to rebound from the challenges posed by the pandemic, maintaining a
robust and adequately trained workforce is critical to meeting the evolving needs
of passengers and sustaining growth. This is what DGCA must be concerned about
and has taken up on priority. As Vistara endeavours to overcome the crew short-
age crisis and restore normalcy to its flight operations, the incident serves as a
reminder of the complex and dynamic nature of the aviation industry. Effective col-
laboration among airlines, regulators and stakeholders is essential to address chal-
lenges promptly and ensure the seamless functioning of the aviation ecosystem.

Air turbulence 

merits. They were scamming people in the
name of Ayurveda. Like law-abiding cit-
izens, the Supreme Court also wondered
and pulled up the Centre, asking why the
Ministry of AYUSH “chose to keep its eyes
shut when Patanjali was going to town say-
ing there were no remedies for COVID in
allopathy.” 
Ramdev was promoting his concoction
CORONIL for the treatment of COVID
when India was entering the most lethal
COVID wave which killed thousands.
People expected that the SC would give
exemplary punishment to Patanjali in its
next hearing on 10 April, instructing both
Ramdev and Balkrishna to be present.

Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee| Faridabad  

CANCER AMONG WOMEN
Madam — Apropos news article “Taboos
fuel breast cancer silence” published on
April 01, this is my response. For years
breast cancer has been a major health issue
among Indian women. It accounts for 14
per cent of all cancers among our women.
Statistically, one in every 28 women in

India is at risk of developing breast can-
cer in her lifetime. And, unfortunately, in
our country, the number of breast cancer
cases reported each year is rising at high-
er rates than ever. Numerous studies have
shown that regular screening of women
with no symptoms of breast cancer has
lowered the number of women who die
from the disease.
Increased body weight and weight gain as
an adult, are linked with a higher risk of
breast cancer after menopause. The
American Cancer Society recommends
women stay at a healthy weight through-
out their life and avoid excess weight gain
by balancing their food intake with phys-
ical activities. Diet plays a very small but
measurable role in breast cancer preven-
tion. However, women who adhere to a
healthy diet should still take other preven-
tive measures, such as having regular
mammogram tests.

Ranganathan Sivakumar | Chennai

KATCHATHEEVU CONTROVERSY
Madam — Apropos news article
“Katchatheevu takes centre stage in TN”
published on April 02, this is my response.
It is indeed hilarious to note how the pow-
ers demanding “farsightedness” enough to
predict 400 plus seats in their favour(even
before the first vote is cast) by gauging the
“national mood,” blatantly resemble a
bunch of drowning lot clutching at a straw!
So despite India and Sri Lanka being
bound under the Vienna Convention on
the Law of Treaties 1969 revolving around
the Katchatheevu island; how ridiculous-
ly can it be brought into the discourse by
making a mockery of mutually accepted
international agreements framed around
half a century ago? 
Instead of making a mountain out of a
molehill, amidst the waters of Palk Strait,
located outside the maritime boundary of
India; would the “nationalists” act “kind”
enough to enlighten the country about the
latest status of Chinese occupation in
Ladakh following the fatal assault upon
Indian soldiers in Galwan! Why doesn’t the
self-declared “patriotic” brigade concen-
trate its time energy and resources to pro-
tect the North-West boundary of the
nation to ensure that Pathankot Gurdaspur
Uri Pulwama does not get repeated on
Indian soil in future? Last but not the least.
Would the current powers care to applaud
the stalwarts of Congress for ensuring the
inclusion of Jammu & Kashmir Goa
Daman Diu Sikkim into the Indian fold,
though the said regions were not part of
the national territory at the stroke of inde-
pendence?

Kajal Chatterjee | Kolkata

SC REPRIMANDS PATANJALI
Madam — Apropos news article “Patanjali
advertisements: SC comes down hard on
Ramdev, Acharya Balkrishna for ‘absolute
defiance’” published on April 02, this is my
response. If the product that Yoga Guru
Ramdev and Patanjali’s MD Balkrishna are
making is about as good and authentic as
they say it is, then they didn’t have to apol-
ogise and could have won the case on its
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Vistara faces flight disruptions due to crew shortage;
DGCA demands daily updates

es. This underscores the need
for multilayered security coop-
eration and technological
innovation to combat terror-
ism effectively. Despite efforts
by intelligence and security
agencies, challenges remain
in dealing with terrorists dri-
ven by religious misinterpre-
tations. The influx of refugees
from neighbouring countries
adds complexity to the securi-
ty landscape. Efforts to com-
bat terrorism through collab-
oration, such as the
Samarkand meeting, offer
hope for regional stability.
However, economic disparities
and inconsistent Government
policies contribute to vulner-
abilities in the region. The
presence of international
Islamist terrorist organisations
like Hizb Ut-Tahrir poses sig-
nificant security challenges.
Despite anti-terrorist drives,
Central Asian states have
attempted to export terrorism
to conflict zones like Iraq,
Afghanistan, and Syria.
The recent influx of illegal
migrants and increased terror-
ist activities have compelled
China and Russia to seek
cooperation in tackling
transnational terrorism. Rise of
fundamentalism in Central
Asia poses an international
reality, fueled by disgruntled
groups and external influ-
ences. Central Asia’s strategic
importance and rich resources

make it crucial for global secu-
rity. The US has recognised
CAR’s strategic significance
for regional stability. Efforts to
improve economic prowess
and security capabilities in
Russia and CAR require coor-
dinated action and coopera-
tion. Economic transformation
hinges on fighting inflation
and developing robust anti-ter-
rorism mechanisms. It’s crucial
to recognise that the issues of
law and order differ from
those of terrorism, despite
often being conflated.
Policymakers must under-
stand the diverse security
threats facing nations today
and adapt strategic policies
accordingly. Modern terrorists
are highly organised and pro-
fessional, necessitating a shift
towards more vigilant and
assertive intelligence, police,
and paramilitary networks.
Many recommendations from
various committees may not
align with current realities,
especially considering India’s
struggles with terrorism, nax-
alism, and insurgency. It’s out-
dated to attribute terrorism
solely to societal conditions or
structural adjustments.
Instead, a thorough analysis of
the psychological factors dri-
ving terrorism can offer deep-
er insights and guide effective
counterterrorism strategies.
Understanding the financial
links between terrorism,

organised crime, arms dealers,
drug traffickers, and smugglers
is crucial. Special forces should
be deployed to counter terror-
ist activities in regions where
violence is endemic.
Collaborative efforts among
nations are essential to devel-
op strategic mechanisms for
combating international ter-
rorism, with the United States
and India playing pivotal roles.
Addressing the multifaceted
challenges posed by terrorism
demands a nuanced approach
that differentiates between law
and order issues and acts of
terrorism. Policymakers must
acknowledge the evolving
nature of security threats and
adapt strategic policies accord-
ingly. Vigilant and assertive
intelligence, police, and para-
military networks are vital in
countering the sophisticated
tactics employed by modern
terrorists. Understanding the
financial networks that sustain
terrorism is equally crucial for
effective counterterrorism
efforts. As terrorism continues
to pose a global threat, collab-
orative efforts among nations
are essential. In this endeavour,
the US and India can play piv-
otal roles, leveraging their
resources and expertise in the
fight against terrorism.
(The writer is recipient of the

Bharat Gaurav Award, is a
Professor and strategic affairs

expert; views are personal)

The escalating perils
of global terrorism

The recent ISIS-K
(Khorasan) claimed
attack outside Moscow,
resulting in over 130
deaths and more than

100 injuries, warrants strong con-
demnation. Khorasan, a splinter
unit of ISIS with roots in Iran,
Turkmenistan, and Afghanistan,
highlights four critical lessons.
Firstly, politics, as observed by
Thomas Hobbes in ‘Leviathan,’
remains deeply intertwined with
human nature, with greed and
fear driving conflicts. Despite
global changes, power struggles
persist, leading to conflicts like
World War I and II. The post-
World War II era witnessed the
emergence of non-state actors,
exacerbated by the Cold War and
subsequent conflicts.
Secondly, intervening in internal
conflicts, such as Russia’s support
for Assad against ISIS, can breed
enmity and fuel terrorism.
Thirdly, while international ter-
ror groups may appear subdued,
they can resurge with renewed
vigour, forming clandestine links
in Central Asian Republics. Lastly,
any retaliation against ISIS should
involve cooperation with neigh-
bouring countries to prevent
spillover effects. This attack is
reminiscent of past incidents in
Russia, such as the 2002 Moscow
theatre hostage crisis and the 2004
Caucasus hostage tragedy. The
recent attack underscores vulner-
abilities in Russia’s security appa-
ratus, with terrorists exploiting the
ability to choose the time and
place of their attacks for maxi-
mum media impact.
The global criticism of the attack
reflects widespread concern over
combating international terror-
ism. The US, despite geopolitical
tensions, has shown commit-
ment to addressing terror threats
worldwide. However, trust deficits
between major powers hinder
cooperation efforts. While
Ukraine denies involvement, the
Federal Security Agency (FSB) is
apprehensive about Ukrainian
links to the attack, potentially
complicating the ongoing conflict.
China’s expanding influence in
Central Asia further complicates
regional dynamics.
Central Asian Republics (CAR)
face increasing terrorism threats,
with non-state actors exploiting
cultural ties for nefarious purpos-

RBI’s role and challenges

MODERN
TERRORISTS ARE

HIGHLY ORGANISED
AND PROFESSIONAL,

NECESSITATING A
SHIFT TOWARDS
MORE VIGILANT 
AND ASSERTIVE
INTELLIGENCE,

POLICE AND
PARAMILITARY

NETWORKS

Synergy between
man and machine

A
propos news article “PM: Growth should be
RBI top most priority next decade” published
on April 02, this is my response. The Reserve

Bank of India (RBI), established in 1935, has been
instrumental in guiding India’s economic trajec-
tory through various transitions. From steering
the country towards a market-oriented economy
to embracing digitalization, the RBI has demon-
strated adaptability in the face of numerous chal-
lenges. Despite setbacks like the 2008 financial
meltdown and the implementation of demoneti-
zation, the RBI has implemented measures such
as the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code to address

issues like bad loans, showcasing its resilience
and proactive approach to crisis management.
It is crucial to address evolving macroeconomic
and regulatory challenges. Specifically, enhanc-
ing banking regulation and supervision and
improving oversight mechanisms is imperative,
especially in light of recent episodes involving
financial institutions like YES Bank and
Infrastructure Leasing & Financial Services Ltd.
Transparency in dealing with regulated entities,
such as Paytm Payments Bank, also remains a
significant concern. Looking ahead, empowering
the RBI with necessary legal changes for effec-
tive banking regulation and respecting its insti-
tutional position will be vital. Additionally, main-
taining low fiscal deficits is essential to prevent
potential fiscal dominance of monetary policy, thus
ensuring the RBI can effectively fulfil its mandate
of maintaining price stability and fostering eco-
nomic growth.

Amarjeet Kumar | Hazaribagh

SUDHIR HINDWAN

ANIL SETHI

Ambient Computing brings many positive workplace outcomes, from

reducing operational costs to human creativity and innovation in production

The recent ISIS-K attack outside Moscow has elicited widespread
condemnation and intensified global anxieties surrounding terrorism



Most East Asian and
Southeast Asian
countries chose to
become economi-

cally fit for democracy. India
provided a contrasting model. It
chose to become economically
fit through democracy. 

India consciously chose
democracy knowing full well
that democracy was a daily
plebiscite in which demand for
more power, more autonomy
represented a daily interroga-
tion of that existence. 

The newly decolonised co-
untries of Africa borrowed from
the West what Ali Mazrui, Keny-
an born American writer called,
“the profit motive, but not the
entrepreneurial spirit…   learnt
to parade in display, but not to
drill in discipline.”

Communist China faced its
own dilemma. Could it econom-
ically modernise without cultur-
ally westernising? Like the Japa-
nese, the Chinese chose to fol-
low Western technique, but Chi-
nese spirit.

When China began econo-
mic reform, it did just the rever-
se of what many African coun-
tries did. As Mazrui explains,
Africa became “westernised in
prayer, but not production; in
idiom, but not innovation; in
costume, but not computer.”

China’s rise is phenomenal
by all accounts. The world’s sec-
ond largest economy is today a
major global player. Its voice
counts as also its clout. 

When in 2021 US President
Joe Biden hosted a Summit for
Democracy and snubbed China
by not inviting President Xi Jin-
ping, Beijing decided not to take
it lying down. 

It claimed that China had a
high-functioning form of de-
mocracy of a different sort, and
that it is delivering better results
for its people than the broken
U.S. system.

China came out with a
‘whole-process people’s democ-
racy.’ It was also designed to
show that China can stand up to
the United States, and to count-
er the suggestion that the Chi-
nese system is inferior to the
democracies that Biden had
brought together.

Vice Foreign Minister Le
Yucheng adopted an aggressive
stance by claiming that China’s
whole-process people’s democ-
racy is not the kind that “wakes
up at the time of voting and goes
back to dormant afterwards."

China’s State Council came
out with a 30-page White Paper,
entitled, “China:
Democracy That
Works. It redefined
democracy with a
promise to “hunt
down tigers, swat
flies and chase
foxes”.

The State Co-
uncil said that
China had no in-
tention to “dupli-
cate western mod-
els of democracy”
but to “create its
own.” Beijing took
the line that it is
not for “a few self-
appointed judges like QUAD,
Five Eyes and the G7 to decide
which country is democratic
and which is not.”

To counter Biden’s Summit
for Democracy, Beijing hosted
an international forum on
democracy and invited academ-
ics, think tank representatives
and media personnel from 120
countries to participate in it. 

The third Beijing interna-
tional forum on democracy was
organised on 20 March 2024.
Through these forums, China is
seeking to counter what it calls
US democracy ‘monism’.

China is not disowning
democracy. It is embracing what
Daniel A. Bell in his book
China’s New Confucianism,
calls “a new variant of Confu-
cianism” that offers a com-
pelling alternative to Western
liberalism. New Confucianism
has played a significant role in
the Sinicization of Marxism.

What Deng Xiao Ping had
coined as “socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics” has now
been re-branded as the “whole-
process people’s democracy”. 
It is a major element of Xi Jin-
ping’s Thought on Socialism
with Chinese Characteristics for
a New Era.

What is ‘whole-process de-

mocracy'? President Xi, while
making an inspection visit to a
civic centre in Hongqiao sub
district in Shanghai on 2
November 2019, said that China
was “taking the path of socialist
political development with Chi-
nese characteristics and peo-
ple’s democracy is whole

process.”
According to

Prof Lin Jianhus of
the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sci-
ences, whole-
process democra-
cy has four key fea-
tures. 

First, the term
is manifested in
the CPC’s gover-
nance practices
and is applied
through a combi-
nation of demo-
cratic elections,
consultations and

decision-making. China claims
that it covers all aspects of the
democratic process.

Second, it ensures that the
people’s wishes are widely rep-
resented and recognises their
fundamental interests in all
respects.

Third, it integrates process-
oriented democracy with result-
oriented, procedural democracy
with substantive democracy,
direct democracy with indirect
democracy and people’s democ-
racy with the will of the state.

Fourth, whole-process de-
mocracy presents a path of
socialist political progress with
Chinese characteristics in line
with China’s national condi-
tions.

He claims that whole-
process democracy has made
the people the ‘masters’ of the
country.  He also maintains that
China has a system of multi
party cooperation. 

The CPC and eight other
political parties uphold the prin-
ciples of long-term coexistence
through forums, talks and other
forms of consultation. 

The Chinese People’s Polit-
ical Consultative Conference
serves as an important institu-
tion of multi-party cooperation
under the leadership of CPC.

Few western scholars
would rank China as a democ-
racy. They argue that China fol-
lows a model where the state
advances as the people retreat. 

As Jacob Dreyer, a writer
who has lived in Shanghai for
over a decade, maintains, “the
collection of peoples we call
China is not really a society of
citizens in the sense that em-
erged from the American and
French revolutions.”

However, John Keane, pro-
fessor of politics at the Universi-
ty of Sydney, is of the view that
the Chinese governance model
“contains democratic qualities
that should not be dismissed.”
There is a very strong sense in
the political system that “power
ultimately rests in the hands of
the people.”

Like America’s Freedom
House and Sweden’s V-Dem
Institute, which rate civil liber-
ties across the world, China
organised a global survey in 23
countries last year about its
‘whole-process democracy.’ 

The respondents agreed,
claims the survey, that each
country should choose democ-
racy and a modernisation model
that suits its own conditions.

The survey endorsed the
view that democracy should
focus on solving people’s practi-
cal problems. The respondents
also believe that Chinese demo-
cracy is conducive to promoting
state and global governance.

A crisis in democracy need
not be a crisis of democracy.
The only way to remedy democ-
racy’s imperfections is to have
more democracy, not less.

The West’s cynicism about
the Chinese model is under-
standable. One of the greatest
challenges to democracy comes
from a catastrophic failure of the
marketplace of ideas.

But what about the rise of
elected autocrats in the demo-
cratic world?  Hasn’t the media
in many democracies become
scrappy truth-tellers? Doesn’t
democracy require binding val-
ues and ideals and shared con-
victions? Today, democracy
across the world looks alive and
dead at the same time. Physi-
cian, heal thyself!

In the ongoing efforts to bolster the
nation’s soft power and amplify
Viet Nam’s presence and reputa-
tion globally, Associate Professor

Dr. Bùi Hoài Son, a Permanent Mem-
ber of the Cultural and Educational
Committee of the National Assembly,
emphasises the need for the diplomat-
ic sector to vigorously enhance the
promotion of Viet Nam’s culture thro-
ugh diplomacy in the years ahead.

Cultural diplomacy holds signifi-
cant importance for a nation’s politics
on various fronts. Firstly, in the broad-
er spectrum of human existence and
international relations, culture serves
as a vital conduit. It operates as a form
of soft power, exerting a profound and
enduring influence across generations.
In the context of globalisation, cultural
diplomacy assumes heightened impor-
tance. 

While countries navigate the cur-
rents of globalisation, preserving their
unique cultural identities becomes
paramount. This preservation not only
fosters national pride but also facili-
tates the achievement of national
development goals by fostering mutual
understanding and respect.

Cultural diplomacy is integral to
Viet Nam’s foreign policy framework,
standing alongside political and eco-
nomic diplomacy as one of its three
pillars. The adaptability and flexibility
of cultural diplomacy enable it to effec-
tively complement these pillars, form-
ing a comprehensive foreign policy

strategy. Particularly in today’s era of
deep and comprehensive integration,
global appreciation of Viet Nam’s cul-
ture, people and policies is essential
for enhancing the nation’s interna-
tional standing and image. Therefore,
cultural diplomacy plays a crucial role
in advancing Viet Nam’s political
objectives on the world stage.

Indeed, cultural diplomacy has
played a pivotal role in Viet Nam’s polit-
ical landscape, contributing significant-
ly to the nation’s modernisation, cul-
tural preservation, and integration of
international influences. Activities such
as international cultural exchanges,
hosting cultural events abroad, and
organising Viet Nam Days overseas
have been actively pursued and highly
valued by both the Party and the state.
These endeavours have not only pro-
moted Viet Nam’s image but also ele-
vated its standing on the global stage.

The growing interest and under-
standing of Viet Nam from countries
worldwide serve as a testament to the
effectiveness of cultural diplomacy
efforts. Recognising its importance, the
organisation and implementation of
cultural diplomacy strategies have
become a focal point of concern raised
by National Assembly delegates.

Minister of Foreign Affairs Bùi
Thanh Son emphasised the impor-
tance of cultural diplomacy activities
in enhancing the promotion of the
country’s image and its people to the
world. What significance does this
hold? How do you assess the cultural
promotion efforts of the country in
recent years?

Cultural diplomacy serves as a
crucial instrument for fostering mutu-
al understanding and strengthening
political relations with other nations,
thereby contributing to global peace,
stability and elevating Viet Nam’s
international standing. Minister Bùi
Thanh Son’s acknowledgement under-
scores the profound significance of
such endeavours.

In recent years, Viet Nam has
made commendable strides in cultural
promotion, spreading soft power, ins-
tilling confidence in Vietnamese cul-
ture and its people and establishing
brands for Vietnamese cultural and ar-
tistic products. These efforts have been
instrumental in supporting the coun-
try’s socio-economic development and
enhancing its global reputation. 
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Standing firm

Territorial disputes are a recurring theme in the
swirling currents of geopolitical strife. The latest
chapter in this saga unfolds in the remote reach-

es of the Himalayas, where India and China once
again find themselves at odds over the renaming of
places in Arunachal Pradesh. This move by China,
while seemingly innocuous on the surface, reverber-
ates with deeper implications and underlying ten-
sions.

At the heart of the matter lies the question of sov-
ereignty. For India, Arunachal Pradesh is not just a
piece of land on a map; it is an integral part of the
nation's identity. The rejection of China's renaming
attempt is therefore not merely a diplomatic gesture; it
is a resounding reaffirmation of India's sovereignty
over its territory. Ministry of External Affairs
spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal's assertion that "assign-
ing invented names will not alter the reality" encap-
sulates the steadfast resolve of a nation unwilling to
yield to external pressures. Yet, beyond the rhetoric
and diplomatic manoeuvres, lies a fundamental truth:
the people of Arunachal Pradesh. They are not pawns
in a geopolitical chess game but individuals with their
own history, culture, and identity. The attempt to
impose foreign names on their homeland is not just
an affront to India's sovereignty but a disregard for
the rights and dignity of the people who call Arunachal
Pradesh home.

This standoff between India and China over
Arunachal Pradesh is not an isolated incident but a
symptom of deeper-rooted tensions. The border clash
in 2020, which resulted in the loss of lives on both
sides, serves as a grim reminder of the fragility of
peace in the region. While military and diplomatic
talks may temporarily ease tensions, the underlying
issues remain unresolved, simmering beneath the sur-
face, ready to erupt at any moment. In the midst of
this geopolitical turbulence, the role of the interna-
tional community cannot be understated. The
unequivocal support of the United States for India's
sovereignty over Arunachal Pradesh sends a clear
message to China that unilateral attempts to alter the
status quo will not be tolerated. It underscores the
importance of upholding international norms and
respecting the territorial integrity of nations. But at
the same time, let us not forget the human cost of
these conflicts. The soldiers stationed along the bor-
der, the families living in the shadow of uncertainty
and the communities caught in the crossfire – they
are the true victims of this geopolitical brinkmanship.
As tensions continue to simmer, it is imperative that
all parties involved exercise restraint and seek peace-
ful resolution through dialogue and diplomacy. For
starters, Beijing must immediately stop taking unilat-
eral decisions. The renaming of places in Arunachal
Pradesh is not just a matter of semantics; it's a reflec-
tion of broader geopolitical dynamics and the struggle
for power and influence in the region. As India stands
firm in defence of its sovereignty, let us hope that
cooler heads prevail, and that peace and stability pre-
vail in the Himalayas.

Perils of silence

In a world increasingly governed by the rapid dis-
semination of information through digital chan-
nels, the recent ordeal surrounding the health of

the Princess of Wales, serves as a stark reminder of
the perils of silence in the face of speculation. The
incident, which unfolded in a frenzy of hash-tags,
memes, and unfounded conjectures, underscored the
need for timely and transparent communication, par-
ticularly from figures in positions of influence. As the
online rumour mill churned with wild theories about
the whereabouts and well-being of Princess Catherine,
it became evident that the vacuum created by a lack of
official updates was quickly filled with speculation
and sensationalism. The absence of clear and verifi-
able information only served to fuel the flames of
uncertainty, leaving room for misinformation to flour-
ish and genuine concern to escalate into a frenzy of
conjecture. In today's hyper-connected world, where
social media platforms amplify even the most baseless
claims with alarming speed, the adage of the British
Royals to "never complain, never explain" is no longer
a viable strategy for those thrust into the public eye.
The reluctance of the royal family to address rumours
head-on only perpetuates the cycle of speculation,
undermining trust and credibility in the process. How-
ever, amidst the chaos and confusion, there emerged a
glimmer of hope in the form of a candid and coura-
geous video message from the princess herself. In this
deeply personal and emotionally charged address, she
chose to confront the speculation head-on, revealing
her battle with a formidable adversary: cancer. It was a
moment of raw vulnerability, a testament to the power
of authenticity in a world often characterised by arti-
fice and pretence.

Yet, even as the truth was laid bare, the insidious
tendrils of conspiracy continued to linger, casting
doubt and suspicion where none should exist. From
unfounded claims of artificial intelligence-generated
speeches to absurd accusations linking the illness to
unrelated events, the resilience of misinformation in
the face of truth is a sobering reminder of the chal-
lenges inherent in combating falsehoods in the digital
age. In the aftermath of this tumultuous episode, it is
imperative that we reflect on the lessons learned and
take proactive steps to prevent similar crises in the
future. Clear and timely communication, coupled with
a commitment to transparency and authenticity, must
be the guiding principles for those entrusted with the
responsibility of shaping public discourse. Ultimately,
the burden of accountability lies not only with the
royal family but also with each and every one of us
who consume and propagate information in the digi-
tal realm. By exercising discernment and critical
thinking, we can collectively combat the spread of
misinformation and ensure that truth triumphs over
fiction in the on-going battle for the integrity of public
discourse.
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SIR, Apropos the two letters with
opposing viewpoints in today’s
edition, “Let’s introspect” and
“Busybody,” while it was appro-

priate for the MEA to summon
senior diplomats from the Ger-
man and American embassies to
lodge protests for making official

statements condemning the
arrest of Delhi Chief Minister,
Arvind Kejriwal, the fact that such
statements are coming from vari-
ous Western capitals right since
Barack Obama’s 2015 visit to
India, when he chastised India's
attitude towards its minorities,
should still be regarded as a cause
for concern.

It is possible that Kejriwal
may indeed be guilty of the accu-
sations levelled against him.  But
that can only be determined by a
court of law and by no other
party. However, one cannot es-
cape the malaise that has set in
India right since the advent to
power of the Bharatiya Janata
Party in 2014. This general un-
easiness is bound to increase
after the probable election of our
prime minister for a third term.  

If India blatantly keeps dis-
regarding the plight of its opposi-

tion parties, minorities, institu-
tions such as the judiciary and
the media, one should be pre-
pared to hear more denuncia-
tions from various quarters

regarding the increasingly unde-
mocratic practices of the world’s
largest democracy.

Yours, etc., Animesh Rai,
Noida, 30 March.
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RUPEE'S FALL

SIR, The rupee continues to reach new lows against the  dollar.
Those who predicted the dollar would be worth 35 rupees if
the BJP came to power are completely silent as the dollar touch-
es the high of 83.43. It is hard to understand how the currency of
a nation could fall if it is showing a staggering GDP growth of 8.4
per cent. It is of little comfort if other Asian currencies are doing
worse. China is growing at 4 per cent and even that figure is
challenged by many economists. 

The PM himself had once said that the falling rupee reflect-
ed the falling prestige of the Indian nation. This was mere rhet-
oric and many were taken in by it. The government is selling
dollars to keep the rates stable. This is a short sighted measure
and could create more problems later.

Yours, etc., Anthony Henriques, 
Mumbai, 27 March.




