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Corrections & Clarifications

Alapan Bandhyopadhyay is a former Chief Secretary and Adviser to West

Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, and not the Chief Secretary of

West Bengal, as mentioned in a report, “₹2 lakh aid, job for kin of lynching

victims in Bengal” (‘In Brief’, early editions, July 3, 2024).

A report, “Woman in Chopra flogging refuses to meet Bengal Governor”

(July 3, 2024), said that the West Bengal Governor, C.V. Ananda Bose, “took

a morning flight from Bagdogra to Siliguri...” It should have been a flight

from New Delhi to Bagdogra.

The Readers’ Editor’s o�ice can be contacted by Telephone:
+91-44-28418297/28576300; E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to
Moscow on Monday rea�rms an old tra-
dition of holding annual summits bet-

ween India and Russia leaders. With Russia his
�rst choice for a bilateral visit in his third tenure,
he also breaks a tradition that Indian Prime Mi-
nisters travel to neighbouring countries on their
�rst stand-alone visits in a tenure, indicating the
importance of the India-Russia partnership. The
22nd India-Russia Annual Summit has another
�rst — the �rst Modi-Putin meet since the Ukraine
war. The 21st summit was in Delhi in December
2021, just before Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin launched “special operations” on Ukraine.
Since then, the two leaders have met just once, at
the SCO summit in Uzbekistan, where Mr. Modi
had stated that this was not the “era of war”. Rus-
sia’s growing dependence on China as a result of
the war is also a concern for India, given tensions
over the LAC. While there will be a scheduled fra-
mework of talks on bilateral issues (trade and
energy relationships, space cooperation for Ga-
ganyaan, and declining but substantial defence
supplies), there will also be an opportunity to
take stock of the war in Ukraine. Apart from its
impact and western sanctions on global security,
and shortages of food, fuel and fertilizers, India
has been worried about its fallout on defence de-
liveries and spares from Russia. While an attempt
to “Make in India” has made headway (Russian
assault ri�es and the India-Russia BrahMos mis-
sile), concerns over the reliability of supplies and
the payments issue will need discussion. New
Delhi’s concern over Indian recruitments by the
Russian army is another issue, o�cials indicate.

Above all, Mr. Modi’s visit sends a geopolitical
message given the contrast to another summit in
Washington. On Tuesday, U.S. President Joseph
Biden will welcome leaders of NATO countries
for the transatlantic grouping’s 75th anniversary.
With Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
and Indo-Paci�c leaders who are part of the west-
ern sanctions present, it will be a show of
strength supposed to demonstrate Russia’s “iso-
lation”. Mr. Modi has attempted a balance with
his presence at the G-7 summit outreach in Italy
last month and meeting Mr. Zelenskyy, and later
sending an o�cial delegation to the Peace Confe-
rence in Switzerland. The government has also
shown its enduring commitment to traditional
ties with Russia that stem from the 1971 Soviet Un-
ion Peace and Friendship treaty, by refusing to
condemn the war at the UN and other multilater-
al forums, while continuing to engage with Russia
bilaterally and at groupings such as the SCO,
BRICS and the G-20. All eyes during Mr. Modi’s vi-
sit will then be on how he uses India’s particular
multi-polar, unaligned perch to further the cause
of “dialogue and diplomacy” and help hasten an
end to the con�ict that has divided the world. 

Old traditions, new ties 
Narendra Modi must try and convince
Vladimir Putin to end the Ukraine war  

T
he victory of Masoud Pezeshkian, a refor-
mist who opposes moral policing of wo-
men and calls for engagement rather

than confrontation with the West, in Iran’s presi-
dential run-o�, shows that the Islamic Republic,
plagued by economic woes and social tensions, is
still capable of springing a surprise. Until a few
months ago, Iran’s executive, legislature and jud-
iciary were controlled by the so-called ‘principal-
ists’ (conservatives), who were opposed to re-
forms. The last few years also saw protests and
state repression. The revolution seemed to be
ageing. Yet, the Islamic Republic has elected a
candidate who calls for change, in a poll that was
necessitated by the death of Ebrahim Raisi, a con-
servative, in a helicopter crash in May. Mr. Pe-
zeshkian, whose only administrative experience
was a cabinet berth in the Khatami government
over two decades ago, was a relatively obscure �-
gure until last month. When his candidacy was
cleared by the Guardian Council, Iran’s reformist
coalition, which had been weakened after back-
to-back electoral setbacks, threw its weight be-
hind him. Mr. Khatami, and Hassan Rouhani,
moderate cleric and President from 2013-21, en-
dorsed him. In the July 5 run-o�, he won 53.6%
votes to beat conservative rival Saeed Jalili.

In recent years, a growing number of Iran’s vo-
ters have stayed away from elections as a protest
against the system. In the �rst round of the presi-
dential election, the 39.9% turnout fuelled de-
bates about the legitimacy crisis of the semi-re-
presentative system. But the possibility of a
reformist victory brought more voters in the run-
o�. The nearly 50% turnout helped Mr. Pezesh-
kian defeat Mr. Jalili despite a conservative conso-
lidation behind him. This also means that the vo-
ters have high hopes about Mr. Pezeshkian, who
in the past has spoken out against the way prot-
ests were handled by security personnel. He also
backs dialogue with the West to revive the 2015
nuclear deal, which was sabotaged by Washing-
ton in 2018. It is to be seen how far he can go in a
system tightly controlled by the Shia clergy. Iran’s
President, the highest elected o�cial, has limited
powers in the country’s theocracy which is com-
manded by the Supreme Leader. But with his
strong mandate, Mr. Pezeshkian should not shy
away from pushing for change. The clerical esta-
blishment should see his victory as a message
from the public. This is an opportunity to pro-
mote gradual reforms at home and careful en-
gagement with the world. If Mr. Pezeshkian and
the clergy reach common ground, Iran has a
chance to ride out the storms engul�ng it.

Winds of change 
The rest of the world must do more to

engage with reformists in Iran 

I
n a landmark judgment, the Supreme
Court of India recently recognised a right
to be “free from the adverse impacts of
climate change” in M.K. Ranjitsinh and

Others vs Union of India — sourcing it from the
right to life and the right to equality. In a previous
article on this page in this daily, “Court on climate
right and how India can enforce it” ( July 1, 2024),
we argued that while this is indeed an important
step in establishing climate jurisprudence in
India, it raises the very important question of just
how this right will be protected.

Earlier, we had suggested that a patchwork of
judicial interventions would fall short of the
encompassing and systemic approach climate
change requires. There is, therefore, a strong case
for climate legislation, but only if it is tailored to
the Indian context. Taking this issue forward
provides an opportunity, but also a challenge, for
the new government.

Law to inform development choices
Preparing India to reduce the risks of climate
change and address its impacts requires nothing
less than re-orienting development toward
low-carbon and climate resilient futures. Any law
that attempts to take this on must ensure these
objectives are internalised in routine
decision-making at all levels of development.
Because climate change relentlessly targets the
vulnerable, and because an energy transition
must be just, it must be grounded in the
imperative of advancing social justice.

While the concept of climate law is often
associated with a top-down approach of setting
and achieving targets, in a developing country,
this approach is limited because addressing
climate change is about more than limiting
emissions. 

Instead, it requires careful, ongoing,
consideration of each developmental choice and
its long-run synergies and tradeo�s with
low-carbon and climate resilient futures. To
achieve this, the substantive right of protection
against adverse e�ects of climate change must be
realised, in part, through well-de�ned procedures
in law that are applicable across levels of
government. Climate action is more credible
when a well-designed institutional structure is
strategising, prioritising, troubleshooting and
evaluating policies behind the scenes.

Several countries (67 according to one
estimate) have experimented with ‘framework
climate laws’ that build governance capacity to
address climate change. Umbrella laws that de�ne
government-wide goals and substantiate them
with a set of processes and accountability
measures are a known and increasingly popular
way of bringing climate action to the heart of
government.

However, these laws vary, and India’s
approach must be tailored to our context.
Starting from a low base of per capita emissions —
less than half the global average — India’s

emissions are still growing, and our objective
should be to squeeze out as much development
as possible from each ton of carbon and avoid
locking-in to high carbon futures. Moreover, India
is highly vulnerable to climate impacts, and
climate resilience must be an essential element of
the new law. In meeting both objectives,
considerations of social equity must be central.
Consequently, India’s law must ensure
development, but in a low-carbon direction while
building resilience to ever more pervasive climate
impacts.

What we arrive at, then, is a law that helps
navigate developmental choices. It must create
the basis for thoughtful decision-making toward
achieving a low-carbon, resilient society. For
example, since Indian cities are still growing and
changing rapidly, what could low-carbon, climate
resilient cities of the future look like? And what
levers exist to shape those cities? How can city
planning minimise the risk of �oods and
vulnerability to heatwaves? How should transport
needs be met through technology shifts such as
electric vehicle adoption and greater attention to
public transport and lifestyle shifts?

Have a low carbon development body
A framework climate law should lay out an
institutional structure capable of crafting viable
answers to these questions. Our ongoing work at
the Sustainable Futures Collaborative provides
some suggestions. An immediate priority is to
create a knowledge body in government capable
of rigorously parsing policy options and the
futures they might generate. We recommend an
independent ‘low-carbon development
commission’, sta�ed with experts and technical
sta�, which could o�er both national and State
governments practical ways of achieving
low-carbon growth and resilience.

This body could also serve as a platform for
deliberative decision-making. Vulnerable
communities and those that may lose from
technological change need to be systematically
consulted. Hearing their concerns and
incorporating some of their ideas could lead to
longer-lasting policy outcomes. An example is
South Africa’s Presidential Climate Commission,
which is tasked with charting a course toward just
transition based on inputs and representations
from stakeholders.

E�ective climate governance also requires the
ability to set directions, make strategic choices,
and encourage the consideration of low carbon
choices and climate change impacts within line
ministries. Accordingly, the law could create a
high-level strategic body, which we label a
‘climate cabinet’, a core group of Ministers plus
representation from Chief Ministers of States,
tasked with driving strategy through government.
Across the world, climate policy is often defeated
by siloed decision-making. This is one way of
�xing it.

A whole-of-government approach will also

require dedicated coordination mechanisms for
implementation. The Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change should continue to
play a central role, but it needs to be
complemented by higher-level coordination.
Here, the pre-existing Executive Committee on
Climate Change (made up of senior bureaucrats
from multiple Ministries), provides a useful
template but only if it is reinvigorated with clearly
speci�ed legal powers and duties.

Engagement with the federal structure
Not least, the law must pay attention to India’s
federal structure. Many areas crucial to reducing
emissions and improving resilience — electricity,
agriculture, water, health and soil — are wholly or
partially the preserve of State and local
governments. When a climate impact is felt, it is
felt �rst, and most viscerally, at local levels.

Any institutional structure or regulatory
instrument created to protect the Court’s newly
established climate right must meaningfully
engage with subnational governments. First, the
law must establish a channel for subnational
governments to access national scienti�c
capacity, potentially through the low-carbon
development commission as an intermediary, as
a step toward solving the pervasive problem of
insu�cient local climate scienti�c capacity.

Second, it could articulate ways of �nancing
local action, for example by requiring
centrally-sponsored schemes to be more aligned
with climate goals or by requiring national
departments to climate tag expenditure towards
local climate resilience.

Third, the law could establish coordination
mechanisms that allow the Centre and States to
consult on major climate decisions. It could also
require the Centre and States to put out
periodically updated medium-term climate plans
built around uni�ed goals. To enable
development of State-speci�c solutions, States
could also build complementary institutions to
those at the Centre, providing knowledge,
strategy-setting, deliberation and coordination
functions.

The framework law proposed here — one that
enables and catalyses action across national
Ministries and the federal structure — cannot be
the only legal tool in the country’s regulatory
arsenal. Complementary sectoral laws and
amendments may be required, but they would be
informed by the approach laid out by the
framework law.

The Court’s historical pronouncement in M.K.
Ranjitsinh opens the door to legal and
governance changes that make possible an
actionable right against the adverse e�ects of
climate change. But to realise this promise, this
open door has to actually be used to pass a
climate law that is well suited to the Indian
context, that steers Indian development choices
toward a low-carbon and climate resilient future,
and that also advances justice.

A law around low-carbon climate resilient development 
Navroz K. Dubash 

Senior Fellow at the
Sustainable Futures
Collaborative

The ‘M.K.
Ranjitsinh’
judgment must
be used to pass
a climate law
that is well
suited to the
Indian context

Aditya Valiathan
Pillai 

Fellow at the
Sustainable Futures
Collaborative

Shibani Ghosh

Visiting Fellow at the
Sustainable Futures
Collaborative

I
n 2023, both Houses of Parliament passed
the Anusandhan National Research
Foundation (ANRF) Bill, marking a historic

start to an initiative to seed, grow, and facilitate
research in India, especially in India’s universities
and colleges.

The 2019 National Research Foundation (NRF)
project report explicitly mentioned that “growing
outstanding research cells already existing at
State Universities” is one of the ANRF’s top
priority. The scienti�c community welcomed the
Bill and was hoping that the ANRF would provide
much-needed breathing space for Indian
academia for research free from the bureaucracy,
in addition to providing a funding boost and a
chance to work together with industry partners.

Lack of industry representation
Nearly a year later and the ANRF has got o� on
the wrong foot. Recently, it announced a
15-member Governing Board and a 16-member
Executive Council, which lack representation
from organisations the ANRF envisioned aiding
and facilitating.

For example, the ANRF aims to strengthen the
research infrastructure of universities. Even
acknowledging that more than 95% of students
attend State universities and colleges in India, the
board and the executive council do not have any
members from Central or State universities or
colleges. In addition to the Principal Scienti�c
Adviser, they are represented by people who are
usually in any high-powered committees of the
Government of India — Secretaries from all
science departments (Department of Science and
Technology (DST), Department of Biotechnology
(DBT), Department of Scienti�c and Industrial
Research (DSIR), earth sciences, agriculture,

health research, atomic energy, new and
renewable energy, electronics and information
technology), higher education and defence
research and development, directors of the
Indian Institute of Science and Tata Institute of
Fundamental Research, the Chair of the Indian
Council of Historical Research, a Princeton
mathematics professor, a science administrator
and former Director of the United States National
Science Foundation from Brown University and a
Silicon Valley serial entrepreneur.

However, the board and the council need
representatives who understand the bottlenecks
in the current system, especially in the university
system, and know how to get things done on the
ground rather than being in an advisory role.

Most importantly, the ANRF needs to avoid the
confusion that can arise from multiple
committees. Therefore, creating a single
committee to formulate and implement strategies
on the ground is crucial. This emphasis on
ground-level knowledge and experience among
the committee members should reassure the
research community and stakeholders that the
ANRF’s decision-making process will be
informed, competent, and timely.

The lack of adequate industry representation
and diversity is one of the most glaring omissions
from the current board and council, especially
when the ANRF plans to raise more than 70% of
its funding from non-government sources and
industry. The sole industry representative,
Romesh T. Wadhwani, is an Indian-American
businessman based in Silicon Valley, U.S., and the
sole woman representative is the Secretary of the
DSIR. There is no representation from Indian
industry or any entrepreneurs from the country
or eminent academics from the Central and State

universities on the committee.

R&D underfunding
India underfunds research and development. In
addition to increasing the research and
development budget to 4% of GDP, a signi�cant
overhaul of the current funding system is
required to boost research and to make
innovation coming out of Indian organisations
globally competitive. To achieve this, the ANRF
must: be adequately sta�ed; implement a robust
grant management system; have an internal
standard peer-review system with an incentive for
reviewers; ensure timely disbursal of research
grants and student fellowships with a quick
turn-around time (less than six months) between
application and fund disbursal; have a system
free from bureaucratic hurdles both at the
funding body and at grantee institutions; provide
�exibility of spending money without following
the government’s stringent general �nancial rules
(GFR), and permit purchases without going
through the Government e-marketplace (GeM)
portal.

The ANRF must function unlike any other
current government science department, It
should have more diverse representations of
practising natural and social scientists from the
university system, with more women and young
entrepreneurs in its committee. Additionally, the
future chief executive o�cer of the ANRF must
have a background in both industry and
academia, and be someone who can raise money
for the ANRF and understand the global
innovation ecosystem. A complete overhaul is
required for the ANRF to avoid becoming like any
other government department and to bridge
research and teaching in our universities.

The ANRF plan has got o� on the wrong foot 

Binay Panda 

Professor at the
Jawaharlal Nehru
University

The composition
of the
Anusandhan
National
Research
Foundation’s
governing board
and executive
council shows
that it could
become just
another
government
department

Left of centre shifts

Departing from the existing
winds favouring right of
centre ascendancy in many
countries, the wins of
Labour party leader Keir
Starmer as the Prime
Minister of the United
Kingdom, and reformist
leader Masoud Pezeshkian
as Iran’s new
President-elect are reasons
for subdued cheer for the
left of centre ecosystem
everywhere. The noticeable
di�erence is that while Mr.

Law and order

The Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam government in
Tamil Nadu appears to be
slipping in governance (“11
persons held for T.N. BSP
leader’s murder”, July 7).
Unlike what it was under
the Jayalalithaa regime,
crime fighting and law and
order appear to have taken
a back seat now. The drug
menace appears to be a
major issue too.

Girija Venkataraman,
Chennai

7). Having committees with
representation from both
States is a sound idea.
C.V. Aravind,
Bengaluru

bifurcation of the unified
State of Andhra Pradesh is
heartening (Inside pages,
“Naidu, Revanth vow to
solve pending issues”, July

President-elect. But as
conservatives are dominant
in the major institutions,
the President-elect could
have a rough road ahead. 
J.P. Reddy,

Nalgonda, Telangana

Good initiative

Andhra Pradesh Chief
Minister N. Chandrababu
Naidu’s initiative to hold
parleys with his Telangana
counterpart, A. Revanth
Reddy, to sort out all issues
on hold since the

Keir does not have to look
over his shoulder frequently
to a titular king, Mr.
Pezeshkian has no such
luxury as the religious head
and supreme leader could
be breathing down his neck.
The results, on the whole,
proclaim added strength to
the common man.
Ayyasseri Raveendranath,
Aranmula, Kerala

It is a welcome change for
Iran that a reformist has
been chosen as the new

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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New Delhi, July 7: The two Ordinances
promulgated by the President late last night to
impound pro�ts, D.A. and wage increases were
expected to immobilise during the current year
a total of Rs. 500 crores — Rs. 450 crores
accruing from increases in dearness allowance
payable to the employees of the Central and
State Governments, public and private sector
undertakings and Rs. 50 crores representing
dividend payments from pro�ts after taxation —
Mr. B.D. Pande, Union Cabinet Secretary, said
here to-day. Mr. Pande, who was brie�ng
newsmen on the two Ordinances, said that the
total estimated increases in dearness allowance
during the current year would be Rs. 900 crores
out of which 50 per cent would have to be
credited to a special fund of the provident fund
accounts of the employees while the estimated
dividend payments that would be impounded
would be around Rs. 50 crores. Mr. Pande was
not in a position to indicate the amount by way
of wage increases that would also be impounded
into compulsory deposits. He said that the
schemes would be operative from July 1. The
two Ordinances have come after prolonged
deliberation by the Union Government on how
to combat the continuing rise in prices. Mr.
Pande said that the Government would review
the position if the measures taken under the
Ordinances were found to have had no impact
on the price situation.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 8, 1974

Ordinances expected to
immobilise Rs. 500 crores 

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

Lahore, July 8: An important decision has been
reached by a full bench of the Lahore High
Court consisting of Justice Broadway, Fforde and
Campbell, with reference to trial by jury or
assessors. An application was made on Monday
by Mr. D’Connor; Bar-at-law; on behalf of a
British soldier charged under Section 388 I.P.C.,
for causing grievious hurt to an Indian. The
soldier was committed to Sessions for trial
where a Jury was claimed. The Sessions Judge
held the Jury could not be claimed and the High
Court was moved for appeal. The Lordship
decided that in cases of this nature, where a
question of racial consideration arises, a jury
consisting of majority of the defendant’s
countrymen can be claimed.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 8, 1924

Trial by Jury 

C
oalition politics is back
at the Union level in a
substantial way. The
Bharatiya Janata Party is

dependent on the Janata Dal
(United) of Bihar and the Telugu
Desam Party of Andhra Pradesh
for its parliamentary majority.
This is in contrast to 2014 and
2019, when de facto single-party
governments came to o�ce. With
single-party majority becoming a
thing of the past, demand for
State-speci�c discretionary grants,
or ‘special packages’, are back
with a bang in public discussion.

The positive aspect of
single-party dominance being
tempered by the presence of
coalition partners that can act as a
check if unitary trends surge
cannot be underestimated.
Nevertheless, this is the time to
test the hypothesis that when
single-party dominance at the
Union level fades, federal
tendencies bloom and when a
single-party majority under a
strong leader at the Union level
prevails, federal tendencies wilt.

If a healthy federal structure is
to be nurtured, the �scal
boundaries, principles of
assignment of taxes, and the basis
for grants have to be transparent
and objective. A federal setup can
be asymmetric in a country that is
characterised by linguistic,
cultural, and economic diversity.
But issues of asymmetry should be
addressed by means of
constitutional provisions that have
both transparency and stability.

The Constitution has provisions
that address the issues of speci�c
States, or States that have a special
status with regard to certain
matters mentioned in the
Constitution. These provisions are
covered, for instance, in Articles
371A to H (Article 370 for the
erstwhile State of Jammu and
Kashmir, of course, is abrogated).

Purely discretionary
On the contrary, special packages
are purely discretionary. They
may be need-based, but the need
is not the proximate reason for
granting a special package, which

is an additional grant under
Article 282, which falls under
‘Miscellaneous Financial
Provisions’. More often than not,
they are the result of the
bargaining power of some
State-level political parties that
can tilt the scales of parliamentary
majority. What does this augur for
the health of our federal set-up?

That the outcome of an election
can determine the �scal
distribution of national resources
to a State or States goes against the
grain of �scal federalism (or, more
correctly, of federal �nance).
Some States may be justi�ed in
their demands for funds, but
allocation has to be through the
mechanism of the Finance
Commission. The Commission is
constituted by the President every
�ve years or earlier to make
recommendations regarding the
distribution of a share of taxes
collected by the Union to the
States, and how this is to be
distributed among the States, as
per Article 280; and disbursement
of grants to States in need of
assistance, as provided in Article
275. The 16th Finance
Commission, which is already in
existence, cannot be bypassed
solely on account of partisan
political exigencies.

When the same political party
is in power at the Union and State
levels, it is called a ‘double-engine
sarkar. The main engine has lost
the power to run on its own and
the owners of smaller engines that
are needed to pull the train along
are making their own demands.
While individual States may well
need special packages, process is
of the utmost importance. How
have these events impacted the
political and �scal relations
between the Union and the States?

Federal tendencies
The �rst issue here is the extent to
which our polity is federal. The
Constitution has been famously
described as having a quasi-federal
framework. C.H. Alexandrowicz,
however, disputed this description
in his work Constitutional
Developments in India (1957),

stating that in situations other
than an Emergency, it assumes a
federal character. The Supreme
Court has made the succinct
observation that our polity is
amphibian — it can assume unitary
and federal characters depending
on whether or not there is an
Emergency under Articles 352 and
356 in force (State of Rajasthan
and Others v Union of India, 1977).

Be that as it may, it is often
argued that the prevailing political
environment crucially determines
whether federal tendencies bloom
or wilt. Keeping this proposition in
mind, the hypothesis stated above
can be put to test.

How �scal distribution is done
is cardinal in the test of whether
or not federalism is strong. In the
recent past, some States raised
concerns about their share in the
divisible pool of Union taxes facing
a decline. Tax distribution is
formula-based, and it is for the
16th Finance Commission to
address this issue and undertake
the delicate task of balancing the
interests of the States inter se, and
with those of the Centre.

The focus here is on grants, in
the disbursement of which scope
for discretion is wider. In our
constitutional framework, the
primary task of recommending
grants to States in need of
assistance is that of the Finance
Commission, until Parliament
makes legislation in this regard.

But the fact now is that the �ow
of discretionary grants to the
States through Article 282 have far
overtaken (by almost a factor of
four) that of the grants
recommended by the Finance
Commissions. Acceding to
demands for special packages
which are raised by State-based
parties, holding the key to
parliamentary majority, will
weaken the foundations of �scal
federalism, as it will result in
diverting national resources away
from other States, which too may
have pressing needs. If this is
allowed to happen, we will see the
paradox of federal tendencies
wilting instead of blooming when
single-party dominance fades.

The problem of special packages 

R. Mohan

a former Indian

Revenue Service

o�icer

That the
outcome of an
election can
determine the
�scal
distribution of
national
resources to a
State or States
goes against the
grain of �scal
federalism

T
he Congress-led Unit-
ed Democratic Front
(UDF) delivered an im-

pressive performance in the
2024 Lok Sabha elections in
Kerala. It won 18 seats — just
one short of the 19 seats it had
won in the 2019 elections —
out of the total 20 seats.

In 2019, its success was at-
tributed to the massive protest
in Kerala against the Supreme
Court order allowing women
of all ages to enter the Lord Ay-
yappa temple at Sabarimala,
as well as the candidacy of
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi
in Wayanad. This time, the
strong anti-incumbency senti-
ment against the ruling Left
Democratic Front (LDF) go-
vernment, led by the Commu-
nist Party of India (Marxist),
helped the UDF.

In 2019, the Congress lea-
dership believed that the UDF
would regain power in the As-
sembly polls in 2021. They as-
sumed that anti-incumbency
against the the LDF govern-
ment would su�ce for the
coalition. However, this did
not happen, largely because of
the party’s complacency.

On the other hand, the LDF
won thanks to its various so-
cial security measures, its dis-
tribution of food kits through
ration shops post-COVID-19,
and the successful experiment
of a rainbow coalition of 11
constituents. The Left made
history by winning the 2021
Assembly polls in the State,
disrupting the nearly four-de-
cade alternation of power bet-
ween the LDF and UDF.

Chalking out a plan
Though the Assembly elec-
tions are still two years away,
the Congress has began to

chalk out a plan. The party
has announced its national
general secretary, Priyanka
Gandhi Vadra, as the candi-
date for the Wayanad by-elec-
tion after her brother, Mr.
Gandhi, vacated the seat to re-
tain the Rae Bareli constituen-
cy. The by-election is expected
to coincide with the by-polls in
the Palakkad and Chelakkara
Assembly seats, which were
vacated by Sha� Parambil
from the Congress and K. Rad-
hakrishnan from the CPI (M),
respectively, after their win in
the Lok Sabha elections.

The UDF will have to con-
tend not just with its tradition-
al rivals, but also with the Bha-
ratiya Janata Party (BJP)-led
National Democratic Alliance,
which has emerged as a for-
midable force in the Lok Sab-
ha polls by securing 19.25% of
the votes and winning the
Thrissur constituency.

Shaken by its electoral de-
bacle, the CPI(M) has began to
carry out corrective measures
both within the party and go-
vernment. These recti�ca-
tions may prompt Chief Minis-
ter Pinarayi Vijayan, who has
faced criticism for his style of
governance, to reshu�e the
portfolios in Cabinet and in-
troduce measures to monitor
the bureaucracy.

The CPI(M) leadership has
realised that its poor showing
in the Lok Sabha elections
stemmed primarily from the
arrogant attitude of its party
leaders. Other factors that
contributed to its woes were

the State’s �nancial crisis, the
LDF’s failure in delivering ex-
isting welfare schemes and
providing dearness allowance
for teachers and government
employees, as well as delays in
paying lakhs of pensioners.

CPI(M) State unit secretary
M.V. Govindan pointed to the
in�uence of capitalist tenden-
cies on party cadres as a factor
contributing to the LDF’s de-
feat. The serious allegations
against the Chief Minister and
his daughter, the frequent
man-animal con�icts, and
campus violence made mat-
ters worse for the party.

Moreover, the CPI(M)’s at-
tempt to woo the Samastha
Kerala Jem-iyyathul Ulama, a
powerful body of Muslim
scholars with ties to the Indian
Union Muslim League, back-
�red. It not only failed to yield
results but also led to an ero-
sion of Hindu votes, particu-
larly in south Kerala.

The Congress should be
equally wary, as the BJP is set
to tighten its grip in the State
by focusing on 40 of the 140
Assembly seats. The induction
of George Kurian from the Sy-
ro-Malabar community into
the Modi Cabinet will certainly
reinforce the BJP’s e�orts to
appeal to Christians.

Drawing inspiration
It is also crucial for the UDF to
recognise that most of its sit-
ting MPs were elected not
based on their performance,
but as a consequence of a ne-
gative vote against the LDF go-
vernment. The CPI(M) conti-
nues to retain a solid vote
bank, and the Left ecosystem
in Kerala has not withered
away. To sustain momentum
leading up to the 2026 As-
sembly polls, the UDF leader-
ship needs to draw inspiration
from the INDIA bloc at the na-
tional level and assert itself
strongly as an opposition to
the CPI(M) in Kerala.

Congress has no room for complacency 

In the 2026 Assembly polls, the UDF could face a stronger BJP and LDF 

Biju Govind
biju.govind@thehindu.co.in
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R
epresentation of women
in the Lok Sabha has in-
creased signi�cantly since

the �rst parliamentary election in
1952 (Table 1). In the �rst Lok Sab-
ha, there were 22 women MPs out
of a total of 489, constituting a
share of 4.5%. In 1957, of the 494
MPs, 27 were women (5.5%). In the
17th Lok Sabha, which had 543
MPs, 78 were women (14.4%). The
18th Lok Sabha constituted after
the 2024 election has 74 women
MPs out of a total of 543 (13.6%). 

There was barely any di�erence
among political parties between
the 2019 and 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tions when it came to �elding wo-
men candidates. The Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP) gave a slightly
higher proportion of tickets to wo-
men candidates in 2024 (15.7%)
compared to 2019 (12.6%). The
Congress �elded 41 women candi-
dates in 2024 compared to 52 in
2019, but the share of women �eld-
ed was the same in both years
(12.3%). This is because it contest-
ed fewer seats in 2024 compared
to 2019. The Trinamool Congress
�elded fewer candidates (12) too
compared to 2019 (23) (Table 2).

The success rate of BJP women
candidates declined to 44.9% in
2024 from 74.6% in 2019. The par-
ty �elded more women in 2024
compared to 2019. But the number
of women who got elected in 2024
declined from 41 to 31. On the oth-
er hand, the success rate of Con-
gress women candidates increased
to 18.8% in 2024 from 11.5% in
2019. Of the 41 women candidates
of the Congress, 13 got elected to
the Lok Sabha in 2024. The Trina-
mool Congress �elded 12 women
of which 11 got elected to the Lok
Sabha (91.6% success rate). It is im-
portant to note that �ve of the 14
women contestants from the Sa-
majwadi Party also got elected to
the Lok Sabha (Table 3).

Women constituted 40.9% of all
the Trinamool’s MPs in 2019. In
2024, the share is 37.9%. This is
much higher than any other politi-
cal party. Women constitute 12.9%
of the total number of BJP MPs in
the current House, which is not ve-
ry di�erent from the 2019 share of
13.5%. Similarly, women MPs com-
prise 13.1% of all the Congress MPs
in the current Lok Sabha election.
Though the actual number of Con-
gress MP was far less in 2019, the
share was only marginally less at
11.5% (Table 4).

Many commentators have said
that a large number of women vot-
ed for the BJP because they bene-
�ted from the party’s welfare
schemes. The National Election
Study 2024 conducted by Lokniti-
Centre for the Study of Developing
Societies (CSDS) show that this is
an overstatement. Women voters
have voted for di�erent parties in
di�erent States. 

Among women voters in West
Bengal, 53% voted for the Trina-
mool while only 33% voted for the
BJP. This resulted in a stunning vic-
tory for the Trinamool. In Karnata-
ka, 52% of the women voters voted
for the Congress, while 46% voted
for the BJP/National Democratic
Alliance (NDA). In Bihar, 50% of
the women voters voted for the
NDA and only 37% voted for the IN-
DIA bloc. In Haryana, 49% of wo-
men voters chose the Congress/IN-
DIA while 42% voted for the
BJP/NDA. In Madhya Pradesh, 60%
of women voters chose the BJP
compared to only 34% who choose
the Congress. In Delhi, 57% of wo-
men voters chose the BJP, while
41% voted for INDIA. In Rajasthan,
55% of the women voters chose
the BJP while only 39% chose the
Congress. The women’s vote was
slightly tilted in favour of the IN-
DIA bloc in Uttar Pradesh and Te-
langana, but marginally in favour
of the NDA in Maharashtra.

Sanjay Kumar is Professor at the Centre for

the Study of Developing Societies and

Yashodhara Ranjan is a researcher at

Lokniti-CSDS

Representation of women in the Lok Sabha 
Not only did the Trinamool Congress �eld a large number of women but most of them also got elected 

Sanjay Kumar 
Yashodhara Ranjan
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The groundwater lost
in north India from
2002 to 2021

450
cubic kilometres.

Further, using on-site

observations, satellite

data and models, it was found that across

north India, rainfall in the monsoon season

has reduced by 8.5% during 1951-2021. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

FPI investments in
equities in the �rst
week of July

7,900
in ₹ crore.

Foreign

Portfolio

Investors (FPI) infused the amount in

Indian equities amid a healthy economic

and earnings growth momentum. PTI

The increase in India’s
coal imports from
April to May

5.3
in per cent. India’s coal

imports rose to 52.29 million

tonnes (MT) in the first two

months of the ongoing fiscal as against the

year-ago period. The country’s coal import

was 49.62 MT in April and May in FY24. PTI

The share of Indians to
read ingredient lists:
Farmley

73
in per cent. Based on a survey

of over 6,000 people across

India, the Healthy Snacking

Report 2024 by Farmley aims to examine

the ever evolving consumption trends in

India. PTI

Sri Lankan schools to
which India donated
digital equipment 

200
India donated digital

equipment, including

2,000 tabs, worth

₹300 million for use by schools in the

southern province of Sri Lanka. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

T
he �rst special session of the
18th Lok Sabha witnessed
heated discussions, with the
Opposition clashing with the

government over a range of issues,
ultimately concluding with a war of words
over the expunction of the remarks of the
leaders of Opposition in both Houses.
Rajya Sabha Chairman Jagdeep Dhankhar
removed portions of Leader of Opposition
(LoP) Mallikarjun Kharge’s speech, which
was critical of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh. Meanwhile, in the Lower House,
parts of Rahul Gandhi’s remarks on the
PM and the BJP were expunged from the
records on the orders of Speaker Om
Birla, sparking allegations of di�erent
yardsticks being applied for di�erent MPs.

When are remarks expunged? 
Parliament maintains a verbatim record
of everything that is spoken and takes
place during proceedings. While Article
105 of the Constitution confers certain
privileges and freedom of speech in
Parliament on MPs, it is subject to other
provisions of the Constitution and the
rules of the House. On the orders of the
presiding o�cer, that is, the Chairman in
the Upper House and the Speaker in the
Lower House, words, phrases and
expressions which are deemed
“defamatory, indecent, unparliamentary
or undigni�ed” are deleted or expunged
from records. For this purpose, the Lok
Sabha Secretariat maintains a
comprehensive list of ‘unparliamentary’
words and expressions.

The rules of parliamentary etiquette,
which are laid out to ensure discipline
and decorum in the Rajya Sabha, say,
“When the Chair holds that a particular
word or expression is unparliamentary, it
should be immediately withdrawn
without any attempt to raise any debate

over it. Words or expressions held to be
unparliamentary and ordered to be
expunged by the Chair are omitted from
the printed debates.”

There have been recorded instances
where the scope of expunction has been
broadened. Speakers, at their discretion,
have ordered the expunction of words
deemed prejudicial to national interest or
detrimental to maintaining friendly
relations with a foreign State, derogatory
to dignitaries, likely to o�end national
sentiments or a�ect the religious
susceptibilities of a section of community,
likely to discredit the Army, not in good
taste or otherwise objectionable or likely
to bring the House into ridicule or lower
the dignity of the Chair, the House or the
members, authors M. N. Kaul and S. L.
Shakdher note in their book Practice and
Procedure of Parliament. For instance,
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru once

objected when a member referred to the
President of Pakistan while asking a
supplementary question about the
international situation. Mr. Nehru said it
would “not be proper” for the Head of a
foreign state to be mentioned in the
language the member had used. The
objectionable words were then expunged. 

Members must withdraw objectionable
remarks deemed irrelevant to the debate
upon the Chair’s request and failure to
comply may lead to expunction. Similarly,
quoting from an unreferenced document
or speaking after being asked to desist can
result in an expunction.

What about remarks against an MP?
If an MP makes an allegation against their
colleague or an outsider, Rule 353 of the
Lok Sabha outlines the procedural
framework to be followed. “The Rule does
not prohibit the making of any allegation.

The only requirement is advance notice,
on receipt of which the Minister
concerned will conduct an inquiry into
the allegation and come up with the facts
when the MP makes the allegation in the
House,” former Lok Sabha Secretary
General P.D.T. Achary says. If the
allegation is neither defamatory nor
incriminatory, the above rule would not
apply, he adds.

“The rule does not obviously apply to
an allegation against a Minister in the
government. Since the Council of
Ministers is accountable to Parliament,
the Members of the House have the right
to question Ministers and make
imputations against their conduct as
Ministers,” Mr. Achary adds.

How do o�cers expunge remarks? 
The Chairman and Speaker are vested
with the power to order the expunction of
remarks under Rule 261, and Rule 380
and 381 of the Rules of Procedure of the
Rajya Sabha and Lok Sabha, respectively.

Rule 261 states, “If the Chairman is of
opinion that a word or words have or
have been used in debate which is or are
defamatory or indecent or
unparliamentary or undigni�ed, he may
in his discretion, order that such word or
words be expunged from the proceedings
of the Council.” The Lower House has a
similar provision. 

The expunged portions are marked by
asterisks with an explanatory footnote
stating ‘expunged as ordered by the
Chair.’ If the Chair directs that nothing
will go on record during a member’s
speech or interruption, footnote ‘not
recorded’ is inserted. A comprehensive
list of words and phrases is circulated to
media outlets at the end of the day’s
proceedings. Once expunged, these
words or phrases cease to exist on the
o�cial record. However, the relevance of
the practice of expunging remarks has
lately come into question, in a digital age
where expunged content remains
accessible due to the live telecast of
proceedings and wider circulation of
screenshots and videos on social media.

On expunction powers in Parliament 
Why did the Opposition engage in a war of words with the government over expunging certain remarks? What is the process to expunge remarks in Parliament?

Can a member of the Lok Sabha direct a remark against a Minister? What do the various rules state?

War of words: Leader Of Opposition in Rajya Sabha Mallikarjun Kharge speaks in the House. ANI

Sumeda 
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Rajya Sabha Chairman
Jagdeep Dhankhar removed
portions of Mallikarjun
Kharge’s speech, which was
critical of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and the RSS.
Meanwhile, in the Lower
House, parts of Rahul Gandhi’s
remarks on the PM and the BJP
were expunged from the
records on the orders of
Speaker Om Birla.
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The Chairman and Speaker are
vested with the power to order
the expunction of remarks
under Rule 261, and Rule 380
and 381 of the Rules of
Procedure of the Rajya Sabha
and Lok Sabha, respectively.
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However, the relevance of the
practice of expunging remarks
has lately come into question,
in a digital age where
expunged content remains
accessible due to the live
telecast of proceedings and
wider circulation of
screenshots and videos on
social media.

The story so far: 

O
n July 1, institutions of higher
education in Kerala rolled out
the Four-Year Undergraduate
Programmes (FYUGP). Chief

Minister Pinarayi Vijayan launched the
academic reform that “intends to provide
opportunities that can enable students to
acquire competence in using digital
technologies, computational methods,
data analytics, and other skills essential to
participate in the knowledge economy”. 

What is the FYUGP?
The FYUGP began with the formulation of
the Kerala State Higher Education
Curriculum Framework by the Kerala
State Curriculum Committee headed by
Suresh Das, former executive vice
president of the Kerala State Council for
Science, Technology and Environment.
The programme has been introduced in
a�liated colleges of the Kerala, Calicut,

Kannur and Mahatma Gandhi Universities
for the 2024-25 academic year. These
�ve-year integrated programmes directly
run by the Cochin University of Science
and Technology and Mahatma Gandhi
University have also been restructured to
provide a four-year exit option. Sree
Sankaracharya University of Sanskrit,
Kalady, and Thunchath Ezhuthachan
Malayalam University, Tirur, are also
o�ering these programmes. 

What are its key features? 
The Kerala State Higher Education
Curriculum Framework for FYUGP is
formulated with a student-centric
approach and provides maximum
�exibility in terms of choice of disciplines
of study. It also allows a student to move
from one discipline of study to another,
according to the Kerala State Higher
Education Council (KSHEC). Students will
have the chance to determine their
semester-wise academic load, and be
allowed to learn at their pace, to the

extent possible. 
The framework also o�ers �exibility for

students to move from one institution to
another as per their choice. It also o�ers
�exibility to switch to alternative modes
of learning (o�ine, distance learning,
online and hybrid).

What are the pathway options? 
The programme o�ers three pathway
options. For the three-year undergraduate
degree, students who wish to exit after
three years will be awarded an
undergraduate degree in the major
discipline after securing a speci�c number
of credits (133 or above) and satisfying
minimum course requirements.

A four-year undergraduate honours
degree in the major discipline will be
awarded to those who complete a
four-year degree programme with the
speci�c number of credits (177 or above)
and after satisfying minimum course
requirements. 

Additionally, students who are highly

motivated to opt for research as their
career can choose honours with research
stream in their fourth year. They should
do a research project or dissertation
under the guidance of a faculty member
of the university/college. Students who
secure 177 credits, including 12 credits
from a research project/dissertation, are
awarded the undergraduate degree
(Honours with Research). 

What are the concerns?
The core objective of the undergraduate
curriculum stemmed from the
government’s intent to build a strong
knowledge society that can help develop
and sustain a knowledge economy. The
Department of Higher Education hopes
that the reform will equip students with
the knowledge base and intellectual
abilities that will make them e�ective
citizens in a knowledge society and o�er
them multiple employment options.

However, a group of academic experts
and cultural activists, have issued a joint
statement against the ‘unilateral’ roll-out
of the FYUGP, warning that that the
reform could “dismantle” the existing
structure of arts and science courses
including BA, BSc and BCom that have
been in existence for several decades.
They also alleged that it lacked in-depth
study in any subject. A section of teachers
have also pointed out the gaps in
infrastructure in campuses and the lack of
adequate training for teachers on various
aspects related to the programme’s
implementation.

On Kerala’s four-year
undergraduate programme 
What is the intention behind the FYUGP? Can a student leave the programme after three years? What are

some of the concerns raised by academics and activists?

G. Krishnakumar
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Programmes.
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The core objective of the
undergraduate curriculum
stemmed from the
government’s intent to build a
strong knowledge society that
can help develop and sustain a
knowledge economy.
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However, a group of academic
experts and cultural activists,
have issued a joint statement
against the ‘unilateral’ roll-out
of the FYUGP, warning that
that the reform could
“dismantle” the existing
structure of arts and science
courses.
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The story so far: 

I
nternet Archive (IA), a non-pro�t
that aims to digitise, preserve, lend,
and share multi-media content, is
embroiled in a major legal

challenge as it faces o� against traditional
publishers accusing it of copyright
violations. The free digital library is
�ghting the forced removal of around half
a million books from its platform, which it
argues functions like a library.

What is the case against Internet
Archive?
While a great number of books digitised
and uploaded by Internet Archive were
already in the public domain — such as
historical sources, old classics, etc. —
many traditional publishers have alleged
that Internet Archive violated their
copyrights and illegally made their books
available to the public, by scanning
physical copies and distributing the
digital �les.

In the case Hachette vs Internet Archive
that began in 2020, traditional publishers
Hachette, HarperCollins, Wiley, and
Penguin Random House sued Internet
Archive. On March 24 last year, District
Judge John G. Koeltl issued an order in
favour of the publishers. “IA’s Website
includes millions of public domain
ebooks that users can download for free
and read without restrictions,” noted the
order, adding, “Relevant to this action,
however, the Website also includes 3.6
million books protected by valid
copyrights, including 33,000 of the

Publishers’ titles and all of the Works in
Suit.” In particular, traditional publishers
were against IA’s temporary ‘National
Emergency Library’ (NEL) initiative that it
launched during the COVID-19 pandemic.
This was to allow more users to access the
e-books in its collection while physical
libraries were locked down. “During the
NEL, IA lifted the technical controls
enforcing its one-to-one owned-to-loaned
ratio and allowed up to ten thousand
patrons at a time to borrow each e-book
on the Website,” stated the 2023 order.

In general, IA uses a system known as
“controlled digital lending” to limit the
number of people who can access an
e-book. It ended its emergency library
system after being hit with the lawsuit.
Internet Archive used the doctrine of fair
use to defend itself in the case, but this
did not hold up. The organisation said it
would appeal, but did so after some delay.

The case is ongoing, with the oral
argument stage of the appeal taking place
on June 28.

Why are books being removed?
As a result of the lawsuit, IA was forced to
remove over half a million books from its
database, with the Director of Library
Services at Internet Archive, Chris
Freeland, calling out the “profoundly
negative impact” on users. 

According to testimonies collected by
IA, the mass removal hurt students who
could not access books for academic
research. While IA identi�es itself as a
library, it has been compared to a shadow
library or a piracy database by traditional
publishers, who disagree with its

“controlled digital lending” approach.
Despite the removal, however, Internet
Archive is still home to a rich collection.

As of late June, the web archive said it
contained 835 billion web pages, 44
million books and texts, 15 million audio
recordings, 10.6 million videos, 4.8
million images, and 1 million software
programs. Live concerts and television
programs also make up part of this
collection.

What is Wayback Machine?
While Internet Archive buys physical
books, digitises them, lends them to
users, or makes them available for
download, it has since 1996 also focused
on preserving web pages. The platform
claims users can explore over 866 billion
saved web pages through its own search
service.

“We began in 1996 by archiving the
Internet itself, a medium that was just
beginning to grow in use. Like
newspapers, the content published on the
web was ephemeral — but unlike
newspapers, no one was saving it. Today
we have 28+ years of web history
accessible through the Wayback Machine
and we work with 1,200+ library and
other partners through our Archive-It
program to identify important web
pages,” noted Internet Archive on its
website. Users can help IA archive parts of
the internet at no cost, or they can reach
out to the platform to make their own
work publicly available.

How can one use Wayback Machine?
Using Wayback Machine is easy and free

of cost, though results are not always
guaranteed.

To begin, navigate to the Wayback
Machine web page, where you will see a
bar in which you can enter a
URL/keywords relevant to the web page
or content you are looking for. 

Then, hit ‘enter’ and wait for the
results to be shown. If the content was
new, rarely viewed, or deleted a very long
time ago before being captured for the
archive, you may not get many results or
any at all.

However, you have a good chance of
�nding content such as old websites that
no longer exist today, earlier versions of
existing websites, deleted social media
posts, archived versions of paywalled
articles, and archived versions of content
that is blocked or censored in your
jurisdiction.

A graphic will show you how many
times Internet Archive “crawled” the
content in the past months or even years,
allowing you to click on the calendar
bubbles to pick out “snapshots” of the
web content from di�erent periods of
time. 

However, the service can be patchy at
times and not all content might have been
perfectly saved; broken links, missing
media, or pages that won’t load are often
the end result. 

While Wayback Machine is useful for
personal research or to access
information sources, users should be
cautious about relying on the data
obtained through such sources, as the
saved information can sometimes be
outdated or inaccurate.

What is the Internet Archive and why is it
facing backlash from book publishers?
Why are traditional publishers such as Hachette, HarperCollins, Wiley, and Penguin Random House suing Internet Archive? How does the Archive

save and store web pages? How has removing books from the Archive a�ected students?
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X

QUESTION 1

In which city was M. S. Dhoni born? 
X

QUESTION 2

Which division of the south east
Railways was M. S. Dhoni initially
stationed as a ticket collector?
X

QUESTION 3

M. S. Dhoni has taken only one wicket
in his international career. Who was
the batter whom Dhoni got out
bowled? 
X

QUESTION 4

Which battalion of the Parachute
Regiment is Lt Col (Honorary) M. S.
Dhoni assigned with? 
X

QUESTION 5

Apart from M. S. Dhoni, who is the
cricketer who appears as himself in

the biopic M. S. Dhoni: The Untold

Story playing the character of a
national selector?
X

QUESTION 6

The wedding of M.S. Dhoni and Sakshi
Rawat was held at Vishranti Resorts in
2010. The resort is owned by which
former Ranji Trophy player? 
X

QUESTION 7

What name did M.S. Dhoni sport in his
jersey while appearing for the India vs
New Zealand match at
Visakhapatnam, on October 29, 2016? 
X

QUESTION 8

Which Indian cricketer made his debut
alongside M.S. Dhoni playing against
Bangladesh at Chattogram on
December 23, 2004? 
X

QUESTION 9

What is M. S. Dhoni's test cap
number?

Questions and Answers to the July 5 edition

of the daily quiz: 1. This book written in Latin by
a science genius was authorised by the noted
diarist Samuel Pepys. Ans: Sir Isaac Newton's

Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica

2. This country in North Africa got its
independence from Spain on July 5 in 1962. Ans:

Algeria

3. This legendary crooner's debut single was
recorded on July 5, 1954. Ans: Elvis Presley

4. This person made history by winning the
Gentleman's Singles title at Wimbledon 49 years
ago. Ans: Arthur Ashe dethroned Jimmy

Connors to become the first black man to win

the coveted title

5. Dolly, the first mammal to be cloned, was this
kind of animal. Ans: Sheep

6. Name the online giant founded on July 5. Ans:

Amazon

Visual: This is the currency of this South American
country. Ans: Venezuela

Early Birds: Varghese Joseph| Jyot Prakash|
Akshansh Thakur| Aaryaman Thakur| Sunil
Kannada
The writer is an Indian Army veteran.

THE DAILY QUIZ

Indian cricketer Mahendra Singh Dhoni was born on July 7, 1981. A quiz on the legend

X

Visual question:

Apart from Chennai Super Kings, M. S. Dhoni has captained this
team as well in the Indian Premier League. Name it. AFP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Vembu Shankar

What is the meaning of ‘have ants in
one’s pants’? (Anu Mittal, Gurugram) 
This is an expression frequently used in
American English in informal contexts.
When you say that you have ‘ants in your
pants’, what you mean is that you are so
excited or anxious about something, that
you are unable to sit still even for a little
while. Even when you stand, you are full
of nervous energy; as a result, you pace
up and down. Whether you are standing
or sitting, you are unable to stay still. You
are restless and constantly �dgeting. All
this makes sense, I suppose. After all, if
you had a lot of ants crawling up your
pants, you wouldn’t be sitting or standing
still, would you? Being very anxious about
the prospect of being bitten in the wrong
places, you might contemplate removing
your clothing and doing everything
possible to get rid of the insects. The
expression is frequently used with
children who have energy to spare! 

Please take the dog for a walk. She’s had
ants in her pants all day. 

Tomorrow is Deepak’s birthday. It’s not
surprising he has ants in his pants. 

What does ‘burgeon’ mean? How is
the word pronounced? (R Viswanath,
Chennai) 
First, let us deal with the pronunciation of
the word. It consists of two syllables; the
‘bur’ in the �rst, rhymes with the words
‘fur’, ‘her’ and ‘sir’. The ‘g’ that follows
sounds like the ‘j’ in ‘juice’, ‘jam’ and
‘jump’, and the �nal ‘eo’ is like the ‘a’ in
‘china’. The word, which comes from the
Old French ‘barjoner’ meaning ‘to bud or
sprout’, is pronounced ‘BUR-jen’ with the
stress on the �rst syllable. Dictionaries
often label the word ‘literary’, and today,
it is mostly used to mean ‘to grow or
increase rapidly’. Anything that burgeons,
expands and �ourishes. The word can be
used with living and non-living things. 

After a rough start to the profession,
Atul burgeoned into an excellent teacher. 

It was obvious to all that love was
burgeoning between the two classmates.

Which is correct? Pay in cash or pay
by cash? (S. Mangalam, Vellore) 
Although ‘pay by cash’ is sometimes
heard nowadays, careful users of the
language would say ‘pay in cash’. They
would consider ‘pay by cash’ incorrect.
These individuals would prefer to say ‘pay
in cash’ or ‘pay cash’ 

I’d just paid cash for the groceries when
the store alarm went o�. 

I don’t know why, but Usha always
prefers to pay in cash. 

The expression ‘pay by’ is used when
you make use of credit cards, cheques. 

When Shiva bought an expensive car, he
paid by cheque. 

Nowadays, we talk about ‘online
payment’ and ‘paid online’ — we do not
say ‘paid by online’ or ‘paid in online’. 

upendrankye@gmail.com

Its the start of
a burgeoning
romance 
She has ants in her pants as she

has been waiting for a call from

the university 

S. Upendran
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P
assive funds have been big beneficiaries of the
record inflows into mutual funds since Covid
market lows. This category accounted for

about 16.5 per cent of the assets managed by the
industry in May 2024, more than double the 7 per cent
share four years ago. In developed markets such as the
US, passive funds have already nudged past actively
managed funds. 

Considering cheaper costs and the lower
risk associated with these funds, the
Securities and Exchange Board of India’s
(SEBI’s) move to frame ‘MF Lite’ regulations
to encourage passive products is a step in the
right direction. A nudge towards passive
products is good for mutual fund investors on
many counts. For one, with over 30 categories
of actively managed products on every
AMC’s (Asset Management Company’s)
menu, investors who are new to mutual funds
are often befuddled by a problem of plenty
and are unable to make informed choices on
the right categories or fund managers to
select. Passive funds narrow down the
choices as they mirror known indices. They
also shield investors from excessive
dependence on fund manager skills and the
success or failure of a fund house’s
investment style or thesis. Passive funds are
also an option for investors with lower risk
appetites, as the downside is capped to the
extent of the fall in the index when market
conditions turn hostile.

More importantly, active funds in India are
finding it a tough task to beat their
benchmarks. A paper put out by SEBI last
year showed that be they direct or regular
plans, only 27-66 per cent of the active funds
were able to match or outperform their
benchmarks over 1 to 10-year timeframes.
Passive funds are already far cheaper for
investors to own than active funds. While
index funds and exchange traded funds
charge a maximum TER (total expense ratio)
of 1 per cent, TERs on active funds can go as
high as 2.25 per cent. While SEBI has been
grappling with the issue of trying to reduce
TER caps for active managers, encouraging
more passive funds may be a simpler way to
achieve such reductions through
competition. The entry of more AMCs into
the field, enabled by lower net worth
requirements under MF Lite could aid
competition and benefit investors too.
Existing AMCs — who can hive o� their
passive schemes under MF Lite — may also
be able to rejig their cost structures. 

That said, a few aspects of the MF Lite
regulations need fine-tuning. The regulations
seek to introduce a new category of hybrid
passive funds, but try to micromanage how
exactly these indices should be constituted.
This could stifle innovation as the risk
appetite of investors seeking hybrid funds
can also vary. While existing AMCs are
allowed to hive o� their passive business,
separating shared resources may be easier
said than done. The move to encourage
passive products must also go with fostering
further innovation in index construction
itself, currently vested with the exchanges.
SEBI should also go for uniform applicability
of MF Lite across all passive schemes. 

Lite is good 
SEBI’s push for passive funds is welcome 
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All eyes on the Budget
TDP Supremo Chandrababu Naidu’s
reported $12 billion aggregate aid
request from Central Government is
a hefty sum, but the Central
Government might consider it small
change to avoid a political collapse,
due to the compulsions of a coalition
government. For a $3.5 trillion Indian
economy, the fiscal support

packages sought are not much, one
may argue. Nitish Kumar, another key
ally, has reportedly joined the fray,
asking for additional financial
assistance running into few billion
dollars besides special category
status for Bihar.
Combined, their demands exceed
the total allocations to all States put
together as loan assistance for the
current fiscal. All eyes are on the
upcoming Budget to see how
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
will mange the fisc to accommodate
these massive requests from key
allies. 
Comedy of errors
The Chief Ministers of the two
Telugu speaking States on Saturday
met to resolve pending issues post

bifurcation at Praja Bhavan in
Hyderabad. So what is the big deal
about the venue one would ask?
Almost around the same time nine
years ago, K Chandrashekara Rao had
given the go-ahead for a sting
operation against Telugu Desam
Party. 
The episode also caught Andhra
Pradesh Chief Minister and TDP
President N Chandrababu Naidu
talking to the MLC concerned
promising to honour all the promises
made to him. 
This operation put Naidu in a spot
politically, making him go to
Vijayawada with bag and baggage,
while A Revanth Reddy, now
Telangana Chief Minister, was
arrested. Nine years later, Reddy,

who subsequently quit TDP to join
Congress in Telangana, and Naidu,
have become Chief Ministers. In a
week of quick developments, Naidu
wrote to his protégé Reddy, o�ering
to settle several unresolved
bifurcation issues. Reddy responded
positively and o�ered to host the
talks in Hyderabad. 
The meeting went o� well with the
two sides agreeing to set up two
high-level committees to study and
resolve the issues. What everyone
missed was that the venue of the
meeting — Praja Bhavan (it used to
be called Pragati Bhavan) — is the
same place from where KCR gave his
consent for the the sting operation.
Spirit of Mumbai
Mumbai, which records the lowest

turnout in any election, was in full
force to celebrate the victory of
cricket World Cup champions
despite the wet weather. The day
after the victory lap, the Bombay
Municipal Corporation-appointed
workers collected 9,000 kg of waste
along the Marine Drive, a VIP stretch
frequently used by MLAs and
bureaucrats heading for the ongoing
State assembly session at Vidhan
Bhavan. 
Having found scores of discarded
chappals and shoes collected from
the waste during the morning walk,
an avid stock investor went on to buy
stocks of Bata and Campus Shoes. Is
that called the spirit of the city that
never sleeps?
Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE

A
t a discussion session on
gastroenterologist Dr Shiv
Kumar Sarin’s book, Own
Your Body: A Doctor's
Life-saving Tips, most

experts felt that co�ee — two cups —
was actually not bad for health.

If co�ee is good for health, why is it
still not the favoured drink of Indian
households? It is still not a popular drink
for most Indians despite two of the
prominent beans, Arabica and Robusta,
being grown here. 

Arabica has a sweeter, smoother taste
to it, while Robusta is generally more
bitter and harsher on the taste buds. Is
co�ee’s lack of mass appeal due to it not
being promoted su�ciently or is it
because it is still seen as a premium
drink? 

Yes, the cafe culture has brought in a
shift, but still co�ee has not become a
popular household drink. There are two
reasons for this, according to those who
are into co�ee plantation business. 

One, India has always been a tea
consuming country and it is di�cult for
any other beverage to make a mark. And,
two, co�ee is produced only in the South.
In fact, the three southern States —
Tamil Naidu, Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh — account for most of the
co�ee drinkers. 

STAPLE BEVERAGES

According to Harish Bijoor of Harish
Bijoor Consults Inc., “Co�ee and tea are
both staple beverages and both are plant
outputs. Co�ee has lagged because it is
seen for a niche audience and is
dominant essentially in South India. Tea,
on the other hand, has always been
promoted across the country and is
omnipresent across areas. Besides, it is
easy to prepare, while co�ee is that much
more complicated in its preparation
mechanism.” 

“Today as we speak co�ee has gone far
beyond the pathetic consumption levels
30 years ago when I was in the sector.
Co�ee needs to be promoted much more
vigorously,” he said, adding that “the
liquid co�ee movement which was
promoted essentially during the cafe
revolution that hit India has really done
wonders to its consumption. People
drink a great cup of co�ee in a Starbucks
or Cafe Co�ee Day and get back home
and want to make something similar. If
they cannot make something similar,
they at least try to pick up an instant
co�ee packet that is as close as possible
to the one they had.”

But co�ee remains the drink of South
India and for the rest of the Indian
market it is a drink to be had in a cafe
where it is made best, says Bijoor, adding
that “when it comes to home

consumption, everyday consumption or
multiple cups of consumption it remains
to be cups of tea. Co�ee is served for
special occasions.” 

According to Co�ee Board Secretary,
KG Jagadeesha, “Co�ee Board takes up
lots of generic promotions at its end. In
fact, on the policy front, in our proposal
for the new Co�ee (Promotion and
Development) Bill, which will replace
the over 80-year-old existing Act, we
have proposed that the role of the Co�ee
Board should be that of a facilitator and
not a regulator.” 

The push to co�ee is pretty evident in
terms of number of campaigns that have
been coming up. 

Says R Sanjith Secretary-General,
UPASI (United Planters’ Association of
Southern India), “As per a recent study
on co�ee consumption, the per capita

consumption declined marginally during
the last decade, while there was a small
increase in the absolute co�ee
consumption figures. The reason for this
static growth in co�ee consumption
could be due to blending of chicory with
co�ee at a maximum of 49 per cent. This
could potentially mask not only the taste
and flavour of co�ee but also dilute the
stimulating e�ects of co�ee. Globally,
mixing of chicory with co�ee is confined
to a couple of regions/countries and as
per ICO (International Co�ee
Organization), the member countries
should promote co�ee that contains at
least 95 per cent green co�ee as the basic
raw material.” 

PACKAGING MATTERS

“The ideal case scenario for growth in
co�ee consumption is reduction of
chicory content in co�ee to a minimum.
That being the case, UPASI supports the
Co�ee Board’s initiative to amend the
labelling norms to indicate the co�ee
and its content on the front cover of
package, as it will enable the consumers
to make an informed choice for purchase
of co�ee,” Sanjith adds. 

Clearly, if consumption of co�ee has
to be increased, the consumer should be

made aware of how pure the co�ee is.
Apart from awareness, price is an
important aspect. Co�ee is expensive,
largely because the entire production
process is cumbersome. According to
Nadikerianda Bose Mandanna, former
Vice-Chairman Co�ee Board,
“Preparation of filter co�ee is a laborious
process in India — beans have to be
roasted, ground and decoction made,
whereas in the West machines are used
more frequently. Indians still prefers the
South Indian filter co�ee.” 

Mixing of chicory prevents the
consumer from tasting real co�ee, he
said. There is a demand to reduce the
percentage of chicory in co�ee. 

“Co�ee powder and co�ee beans may
be the cheapest in India. But the problem
is in making. The process is cumbersome
that it becomes di�cult for the families
to make it their home product.” This
leads to the next question: what could be
the role of government in all this?

A set of rules have to be in place which
would ensure that the percentage of
chicory mixed in co�ee is much lower
and the labelling must depict the same.
To make co�ee popular, all stakeholders
need to work together to ensure the
demand grows.

Taking coffee to
the masses

Coffee remains the
drink of South India
and for the rest of the

Indian market it is a drink

to be had in a cafe where

it is made best.

Popularising this beverage, which is produced and largely consumed in the South, requires
vigorous promotion, reducing the chicory content, changing the labelling norms

RICHA MISHRA

CAPITAL
IDEAS.

S
omehow things are not going
right for President Joe Biden even
if he tries to put the best spin.

First was his disastrous debate in
Atlanta, when his fumbling and
mumbling rattled the wits out of the
Democrats. And a group of Democratic
Governors heard the President saying
that he needed more sleep and that he
would have to stop scheduling events
after 8 pm. 

The saving grace as of now is that
Biden seemed to have held his own in
his Friday interview with ABC News,
but not many have been convinced of an
incumbent having to repeatedly defend
his ability to lead the United States for
another four years. And the clamour has
started within the Democratic Party and
top-flight donors that in the interests of
himself, party and country, Biden
should leave the race.

But an embattled Biden who has not
faced a defeat in polls in his long innings
in Washington DC has increasingly been
striking a defiant tone. “… if the Lord
Almighty came down and said, ‘Joe, get
outta the race,’ I’d get outta the race,” he
told ABC’s George Stephanopoulos. But

he was quick to add, “The Lord
Almighty’s not comin’ down.” Agitated
Democrats who are looking at the
national polls and battleground states
showing the incumbent trailing former
president Donald Trump, have started
looking for options. 

“The President is rightfully proud of
his record. But he is dangerously
out-of-touch with the concerns people
have about his capacities moving
forward and his standing in this race.
Four years ago at this time, he was 10
points ahead of Trump. Today, he is six
points behind,” David Axelrod, former
advisor to President Barack Obama has
been quoted. 

SOUNDING OUT COLLEAGUES

What started as a quiet murmur has
now openly surfaced into a movement
among Democrats with at least four in
the House of Representatives and
Senator David Warner said to be quietly
sounding out colleagues in the Senate.

Aside from ruthlessly putting down
President Biden’s debate performance
on CNN, neither Trump nor his
campaign have joined the oust-Biden
movement perhaps for one or two
reasons: watching from the sidelines
with glee Democrats themselves taking

apart their candidate; or worried that
their entry could hasten the process and
produce a candidate who is not only
much younger than the 78-year-old
challenger but far more aggressive in
taking down the falsehoods that Biden
gave a pass or failed to respond in the
June 27 encounter. 

The name dropping has already
begun even if every one of the potential
candidates are publicly rooting for
President Biden to stay on. And heading
the list is Vice-President Kamala Harris
who is 19 years junior to Trump in age as
also a feisty and no-nonsense debater
who will have the biggest advantage of
campaign funds currently available. But

at least six other Governors are being
spoken of as possible replacements:
Gavin Newsom of California; Illinois’ JB
(Jay Robert) Pritzker; Gretchen
Whitmer of Michigan; Wes Moore of
Maryland; Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania
and Roy Cooper of North Carolina. All
this is not to forget the name of Michele
Obama that gets dropped every now and
then. And if a replacement is indeed
found, who is the Vice-Presidential
nominee on the ticket?

The one thing that Biden and
Democrats do not have is the luxury of
time, both by way of seeing how things
unfold at the National Convention
starting August 19 in Chicago or waiting
how President Biden performs in the
next debate on September 10. 

Privately senior Democrats and
donors will be hoping for the issue to
settle even through a fractured
convention, for at stake on November 5
is not only the Presidency, but in the
Democrats’ hope of re-taking the House
and improving their fortunes in the
Senate. Biden may be hedging his bets
on The Almighty who may not be
interested to get into the mess.

The writer is a senior journalist who has reported from
Washington DC on North America and United Nations

Biden show is getting Democrats all worked up 

Sridhar Krishnaswami

REGAINING MOJO. Running out of time

Agitated Democrats want the President to quit the race, and name dropping of potential candidates has already begun
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M
ark Mobius strongly
believed borrowing was
never a good option, a

big virtue learned from his father.
This led him to work in local bars
and clubs to keep his college
dream alive. According to Mobius,
real wealth is beyond money. It has
intellectual growth, emotional
strength, social connections and
so on. It’s the richness of your life
as a whole which is true wealth. He
admires billionaires living
modestly like Warren Bu�ett and
Mark Zuckerberg.

Wealth covers more than just
money and includes happiness,
knowledge, health, fame. Mobius
refers to some financially
successful people like Alexander
Winston who died unhappy as his
luxurious lifestyle separated him
from society. People around him
got interested in his wealth and
not him. Mobius believes health is
the real wealth and without
health, wealth is meaningless. The
longer you live you have a better
chance of creating and enjoying
wealth. Warren Bu�et is one such
living example; Rakesh
Jhunjhunwala died early due to a
poor lifestyle. To gain more in life
you need to sustain yourself first.

YOUR BEST ASSET IS YOU

Fortune begins with investing in
your best asset — you. Your
earnings power depends on how
good your health is which allows
you to perform your duties best
which can result in better
outcomes. Always give
importance to invest in your skills,
education and health, he
emphasises. 

Endless learning will help you
to be top of your chosen field
which can aid one to create strong
material wealth. Bu�ett invested
approximately 80 per cent of time
reading and thinking about
investment which led to his huge
investment success.

Connection is another
important source of wealth. It is
not what you know but who you
know that can help one climb the
ladder of success. Every turn of
your life is dependent on other
people and to build strong
relationships first become
genuinely interested about them
and their interests.

Mobius discusses various
investment asset classes like cash,
stocks, bonds, property, precious
gems, cryptos and so on and
substantiating each class’ merit
and disadvantage. No currency, he
says, holds value over time and is
the biggest risk of cash as an asset.

Mobius prefers equity for long
term investment as the return
tends to be 2x better than bonds.
One dollar of equity in 1801
resulted in $8.8 million by 2001 vs
$13,975 in bonds over a 200-year
period.

Both, a steep bull market and
bear market, are not
representative of the long term
potential of the equity asset class.
He shares the example of Jesse
Livermore, who was called Great
Bear of Wall Street, who made a
big fortune during the 1929
Depression by shorting the
market. Bonds are also very
e�ective tools in managing
portfolios. During the period
between 1870 and 1940, both
bonds and equities delivered
equivalent return reflecting the
importance of bonds in certain
economic circumstances.

Mobius’ last chapter is devoted
to investment strategies to put all
assets together to create one’s
own unique portfolio. Mobius
believes emotion controls
everyone’s behaviours more than
anyone realises and we are subject
to such behaviours like herd
mentality, which results in selling
stocks in panic or buying
voraciously in panic to grab stocks
whose price is rapidly rising.
People attempt to move to a
decision faster than normal and
suspend reason and become
irrational and start following what
others are doing rather than
considering the alternative
strategies.

To conclude, there are many
paths to wealth and people can
take di�erent routes to achieve
the same but wealth has all the
meaning when it results in
happiness, which is the ultimate
need of every human being.

The reviewer is Head of Research, ithought
Financial Consulting

More than just money
Health and happiness imperative for true wealth

Title: The Book of Wealth: A

Young Investor's Guide to

Wealth and Happiness

Author: Mark Mobius

Publisher: Penguin 
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BOOK REVIEW.
GR Balaji

July 8, 2004

Survey hints at bold moves to sustain growth
“The economy appears to be in a resilient mode in terms of growth, inflation and
balance of payments” and there are “signs of improvement in the investment
climate in recent months,” the Ministry’s Economic Survey for 2003-04 has said,
referring to the 8.2 per cent growth in real GDP registered in the previous year. 

TRAI mandates 6-month validity for all tari� plans
In a move that would protect mobile and fixed line users from any increase in
tari� hike soon after taking a connection, the Telecom Regulatory Authority of
India has made it mandatory for operators to put a six month validity period on
all tari� plans. This means that if a subscriber takes a tari� plan today, the
operator cannot bring about any increase in the tari� package for the next six
months. 

Alstom to make India global production hub
French engineering giant Alstom is planning to set up a research and
development (R&D) centre in Bangalore and upgrade its Vadodara and Delhi
operations as part of plans to make India its global manufacturing hub and
exports base. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. Unmoved in feelings (9)

5. Gratuity (3)

7. Work with wool (4)

8. Schooled (8)

10. Meant (8)

11. A drama (4)

13. Sandy-haired (6)

15. Orison (6)

18. Words of book (4)

19. Daredevil (8)

22. Look for gold (8)

23. Supply finance (4)

24. Type of lettuce (3)

25. Replace (9)

DOWN

1. The least suspicion (7)

2. Apply coat (5)

3. Certainly (6)

4. Every one, separately (4)

5. Completely (7)

6. Growing rice (5)

9. Beneath (5)

12. Slow vehicle (5)

14. Hurtful (7)

16. Amount left (7)

17. Crockery item (6)

18. Matter for discussion (5)

20. Escape by stratagem (5)

21. Work (mus) (4)

ACROSS

1. Little devil and fool I've followed without emotion (9)

5. It is the very end of a hand-out (3)

7. Do something needling to make one furrow brows (4)

8. East of the French, acted strangely though not ignorant (8)

10. Bride-to-be, perhaps, had something in mind (8)

11. Give money to about fifty to be instrumentalists (4)

13. Make spirited hair colour (6)

15. What's o�ered up, proper first and last, as year changes (6)

18. No drinker holds a previous spouse, as printed word shows

(4)

19. Rash of freckles hasn't begun with sun's first appearance (8)

22. A view of what's in store: go out and get gold (8)

23. Money provides enjoyment on the day (4)

24. Firms long recognised among lettuce-growers (3)

25. Take place of first-class tournament player who changes (9)

DOWN

1. A dim notion of fish after the cuttlefish fluid (7)

2. Colour in and dab around (5)

3. Where fin is defined, of a surety (6)

4. Every one way for a bet being placed (4)

5. A small child, one on one's side – completely! (7)

6. Rice in the husk shown by child in a rage (5)

9. Not up to one in France with the German version (5)

12. Sort of vehicle one may bring to a halt (5)

14. Six, on our unfinished version, could be harmful (7)

16. Regret including the wrong side if the remainder is there

(7)

17. What one has chain when separated? Storm-centre! (6)

18. Talk about it when there's a spinner on the ice endlessly (5)

20. Artfully escape, and we'll muddle even characters (5)

21. Invocation to a Manx cat (work of a composer) (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Embody 4. Ascend 9. Contact 10. Llama 11. Main 12. Slot 13. Elm 15. Grew 16. Draw 19. Ill 21. Tail 22. Ages 24. Alien 25. Vertigo 26. Easily 27. Adages

DOWN 1. Excommunicate 2. Bending 3. Deal 5. Solitary 6. Erase 7. Dead men's shoes 8. Stall 14. Sentinel 17. Wagging 18. Sieve 20. Lairs 23. Arid

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2477

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2476

NOT SO EASY

BOOK REVIEW.

M
idway through her
220-page book A Fly on
the RBI Wall, Alpana
Killawala, former head
of Communication at

RBI, recounts how a policy on
communication was crafted during the
tenure of the legendary Dr YV Reddy as
Governor. Alpana, who started as a
professional journalist and joined RBI at
the behest of the late S Venkitaramanan,
the 18th Governor, describes this
document more as a “dissemination”
policy rather than true
“communication.”

The book o�ers a breezy yet insightful
read, delving into the communication
(read dissemination) styles of six
Governors, all men of significant
scholarship and intellectual prowess,
from 1992 to 2019. For those interested
in financial regulation and policy, how
these leaders formulated policy and
communicated with the media and
public will be particularly engaging.

PIVOTAL EVENTS

The author revisits pivotal events such
as the securities scam, the rupee’s
two-step devaluation, the South-East
Asian currency crisis, the Ketan Parekh
episode, the 2008 financial turmoil, the
taper tantrums, the Asset Quality
Review, and demonetisation. Through
an insider’s perspective, it provides a
detailed narrative of the Governors’
responses to these crises.

What is engaging is the sidelight that
she provides. Most of us know the way
the RBI Governors dealt with these
crises. Mostly, the gentlemen got it
right. We can cavil at certain decisions
with the benefit of hindsight. But their
copybook is largely unblotted. What
went on behind the scenes even as these

decisions were taken is the stu� of the
book.

With a blend of flourish and
sensitivity, Alpana adds colour to RBI
Governors, otherwise perceived as
pedantic and ivory-towerish. For
instance, she recounts how Dr
Rangarajan, a distinguished monetary
economist, was forced to speak in Hindi
(a language he barely managed) by the
Chairman of a parliamentary
committee, despite two Hindi-fluent
Deputy Governors o�ering to
substitute. This incident, although
resolved, was a poignant moment
illustrating language chauvinism. Such
tendencies persist with equal
vehemence even now.

‘JAMES BOND’

Another time, a celebrity author
sensationalised Raghuram Rajan’s image
as “James Bond”, punning on “bond”
and suggesting that the “guy has put sex
back into the “limp sensex”. It was
embarrassing. The communications
team at RBI then asked the Governor
whether he was okay with such type of
coverage. He emphatically said he was
not. “I have a wife and a young
daughter,” he said. Alpana and her team
then saw to it that the Governor’s
bespectacled visage became the norm
for his newspaper pictures, in a bid to
mitigate his “appeal”.

Alpana, with her front-row seat and
active role in shaping RBI’s
communication, weaves a captivating
tale that avoids becoming dull despite
the arcane subject matter. She also
highlights the personal initiatives
launched by the Governors.

For example, Governor Duvvuri
Subbarao was dedicated to demystifying
the RBI, initiating outreach programmes
where top executives travelled to
villages for first-hand feedback. One
recalls that the RBI website used to put
out the weekly programmes of outreach

and forthcoming speaking engagements
with the tagline, “The weekly schedule
of the top executives of the Reserve
Bank of India is aimed at demystifying
the o�ces of the Governor and the
Deputy Governors.”

Subbarao introduced other
innovations like “village immersion,”
incognito visits to bank branches by
senior executives, and “outbound”

programmes to enhance sta�
interaction. These initiatives, if
sustained, could have fostered genuine
two-way communication for the RBI,
beyond mere media relations.

Today, the central bank practises
substantially what Alpana describes as a
“dissemination” policy, focusing on
media and analyst meetings.

What was press relations has now
turned into media relations. Media
meets remain dominated by dense
policy discussions on “stance on
liquidity”, cues on reading between the
lines of the Governor’s statement and so
on, the daily bread of the English
business media.

DIRECT ENGAGEMENT

There is still no platform for direct
engagement with ordinary citizens
a�ected by MPC and RBI decisions.
Ordinary people do not know that there
is a committee in Mumbai which
“believes” that its bi-monthly meetings
and resultant decisions control the
prices of the pulses, vegetables, rice,
wheat, edible oil, milk, sugar, fish,
chicken and eggs that they consume
daily using promissory notes signed by
the Governor.

And that the buck for price rise stops
with this committee, as legislated by
Parliament, elected by them. Unless
there is communication with the person
at the last mile on these livelihood
issues, we will have only
“dissemination”.

A Fly on the Wall is a valuable addition
to the literature on central banking. It
will be judged by posterity not just as a
collection of anecdotes but as a
discerning record of how
“communication” policies are taking
shape within the central bank. This
e�ort is a work in progress as the author
also acknowledges.

The reviewer is a commentator on banking and finance
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T
he expectations of every sector of
the economy from the upcoming
full Budget FY25 are increasing.

The resilience of the economy when
seen with the robust contribution of a
dividend of ₹2.1 trillion by RBI adds to
the fiscal strength.

As against the fiscal deficit of 5.1 per
cent envisaged on February 1, 2024, in
the Interim Budget, the deficit may go
down to 4.5 per cent by the end of next
fiscal — 2025-26. During April-May
2024, government expenditure was low
due to the model code of conduct and
the capex was at a six-month low. No
new projects were funded. 

The fiscal deficit during April-May

among them. The broader focus
continues to be on key sectors such as
semiconductors, solar, electric vehicles,
green hydrogen, batteries, and the
aviation sector to increase
manufacturing and unleash growth.
Balancing the budgetary allocations
between di�erent sectors of the
economy while maintaining focus on
infrastructure development with a
long-term vision calls for foresight and a
knack for prioritisation. 

Maintaining a balance between fiscal
prudence amid the various forces
drawing government resources calls for
collaborative e�orts. 

The writer is an Adjunct Professor, at the Institute of
Insurance and Risk Management, Hyderabad. Views are
personal

down, some exemptions from TDS on
interest on fixed deposits could be
expected. Despite diminishing inflation,
the lifestyle cost of middle-income and
retirees are going up. The higher
longevity with shrinking savings is
putting pressure on elders amid the
waning joint family culture.

Budget time is funding time for
various social welfare programmes. The
prominent among them are —
MGNREGA, Digital India, Skill India,
Swatch Bharat Mission, Bharat Mala, PM
Gram Sadak Yojana, and PM Awas
Yojana where 4 crore houses were built
and allotted and 3 crore new houses are
proposed to be built.

It will be a tough challenge to support
the social sector schemes by fixing the
proportionality of budgetary flows

stayed at 3 per cent of GDP.
The GDP is expected to surpass the

RBI estimate of 7.2 per cent. According
to the IMF, the nominal GDP of India is
expected to reach $4.339 trillion by 2025
while Japan’s GDP is predicted to reach
$4.310 trillion when India will be the 4th
largest economy on its way to become
the third-largest by 2027. India alone is
contributing 15 per cent of the global
growth now.

MIDDLE-CLASS WOES

Even when the economy is doing well
the pain points of middle- and
low-income groups have increased. They
seek income tax relief by further
rationalising taxable slabs. It should
create more space for health insurance
protection. As interest rates are set to go

K Srinivasa Rao
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G
ross goods and services tax (GST) collection for June 2024 came at 
~1.74 trillion, a year-on-year increase of 7.7 per cent. The information, 
however, was not made public through the usual press release with 
details as has been standard practice. The headline tax collection 

number was disclosed to reporters informally this time. It has also been reported 
that this would now be the norm. The shift is clearly disturbing and must be 
avoided. At a time when transparency and disseminating timely information 
are becoming crucial — especially given India’s intent to attract more global 
investment — discontinuing a practice that had become routine can be  
counterproductive. Notably, this comes within days of Indian-government bonds 
being formally included in one of the global indices for the first time. 

While it is correct that the GST system still needs a fair bit of adjustment to 
attain its intended potential, it serves as an important high-frequency indicator 
for a variety of stakeholders. It is regularly tracked by many, including financial-
market analysts and investors. Given the official numbers like the gross domestic 
product (GDP) data come with a significant lag, monthly GST collection gives a 
broad sense of how the economy is doing. Interestingly, one of the reported  
reasons for discontinuing the release is said to be buoyant tax collection, which 
arguably gives an impression that the government is collecting too much tax. To 
be fair, the official reason for discontinuing the monthly release is not known, 
but the level of tax collection cannot be the reason. It is incorrect at various 
levels. First, gross GST collection is not for the Centre alone. It includes the share 
of the states. It also includes the compensation cess, which is being used to 
repay the loans taken to compensate states for their revenue shortfall during the 
pandemic. Second, the general government Budget deficit remains elevated and 
is likely to be 7.5-8 per cent of GDP in the current year. This means the government 
is not collecting enough taxes to meet its expenditure. Thus, either the level of 
tax collection has to go up or the expenditure needs to come down. 

Finally, and more importantly, the GST system has underperformed in revenue 
collection. GST collection, net of refunds, last financial year — based on the  
provisional GDP estimate for the year — was just 6.1 per cent of GDP compared to 
collection worth about 6.3 per cent of GDP from the taxes subsumed in GST in 
2016-17. It is also worth noting that gross collection includes the compensation 
cess, which was expected to be discontinued after the completion of five years. 
The government is collecting lower taxes than it used to in the pre-GST system. 
Further, as economist Arvind Subramanian and others have shown, the Union 
government has lost significantly in terms of revenue after the implementation 
of GST. Thus, what is needed at this stage is to significantly reform the GST system 
with adjustments in both rates and slabs, which will help improve tax collection. 
The immediate focus of the government should be to work with the states on 
improving the GST system. If there is uneasiness among the general public regarding 
GST collection, the government should work on improving its communication. 
Discontinuing the official release will only increase the information gap.

Labour gains
Hopes for an India-UK FTA improve

T
he British Labour Party’s return to power after 14 years following a 
victory that surpassed expectations is seen as a vote for stability after 
the chaotic years of Conservative rule, marked by serial scandals, a 
cost of living crisis, failing public services, and sluggish economic 

growth in the post-Brexit era. But disaggregated voting patterns in this low-
turnout election suggest that despite winning 412 seats, 64 per cent of Parliament’s 
650 seats, the Labour party’s popular victory is a qualified one. The party won 
34 per cent of the vote, only 2 percentage points more than its poor showing in 
the 2019 elections. Though the Conservative party lost 250 seats, it has a 24 per 
cent vote share; the far-right anti-immigration Reform UK gained four seats but 
a 14 per cent vote share. The Liberal Democrats, which had once allied with the 
Conservatives, won 71 seats, 60 more than in 2019, and a 12 per cent vote share. 
A chunk of Labour’s gains came from Scotland, where disarray in the Scottish 
National Party cost it 38 seats. These numbers may explain why the stock and 
currency markets were neither shaken nor stirred by the landslide victory. 

British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, 61, a former public prosecutor who 
entered Parliament in 2015 and has never served in government, appears to have 
understood the need for brisk progress on his party’s ambitious centre-left agenda. 
This includes restoring economic and social stability by raising taxes and spending 
more on public services — health, education, and police — renationalising British 
Rail as private contracts expire, ending sales of petrol and diesel cars by 2030, 
and closing grants of new oil exploration licences in the North Sea. Within days 
of the results being declared, Mr Starmer, who was knighted in 2014, made Cabinet 
appointments, most of them from the Shadow Cabinet, and held meetings. He 
has sought to set the tone of his government by declaring as “dead” the Conservative 
government’s plans to ship undocumented immigrants to Rwanda. Despite having 
voted against Brexit, he ruled out a reversal. He will make his debut on the inter-
national scene on Tuesday, flying to Washington for the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization’s 75th anniversary summit. His government has pledged to continue 
support for Ukraine and to increase the United Kingdom’s (UK’s) military spending. 
He will, however, be tested on the UK’s stance on Israel’s war on Hamas; four 
independent pro-Palestinian candidates wrested seats from Labour in these elec-
tions, including former Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn. 

India has good reason to view Labour’s victory with hope, especially on its 
ambitious foreign-trade agreement (FTA), which has been in the works since 2022. 
The Labour manifesto contained a commitment for a new strategic partnership 
with India. Prime Minister Narendra Modi has moved quickly to establish cordial 
relations with the new government, including extending an invitation to Mr Starmer 
to visit India. The two countries have completed 13 rounds of FTA negotiations 
and made substantial progress under former prime minister Rishi Sunak. Much 
depends on how negotiators approach the sticking points — lower duties for Scotch 
and electric vehicles, temporary visas for Indian service providers, and environ-
mental standards. Foreign Secretary David Lammy aimed to have the FTA wrapped 
up by the end of 2024. It is to be hoped that this deadline does not suffer the same 
fate as the earlier “Diwali” timelines committed by the Conservatives.

VOLUME XXXI NUMBER 70 

NEW DELHI  |  MONDAY, 8 JULY 2024

F
ailures in the operations of the National 
Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET) have 
aroused much ire. It is possible to think about 

the NEET problem statement and improve its imple-
mentation. We should peel the layers of the onion 
and go deeper. Why should every medical college 
in India be subject to central control of how it admits 
students? Why is there so little medical education? 

Our first instinct is: We have a failure of operations, 
so let’s go do the operations better. We can add more 
policemen and armoured cars to pro-
tect the papers from leaking. This is 
a bit of a mug’s game, given the 
extreme supply-demand imbalance 
in medical education and the high 
incentive in favour of examination 
fraud. There are too many civil ser-
vants involved at too many points in 
the process. It is not wise to ask flaw-
less performance of government 
organisations in India. As with most 
policy problems that we see in India, 
we need better thinking and not 
mere execution of poorly thought out concepts. How 
could we do better than the worm’s eye view? 

A better centralised examination 

Why should there be a high-stakes examination, 
organised in person all over the country, on one 
date? In fact, putting an identical question paper 
in front of multiple different candidates is well 
known to be an inefficient statistical estimator of 
the candidate quality. 

Computerised testing based on “item response 
theory” obtains a better estimator of each candidate. 
This is how the GRE (Graduate Record Examination) 
works. If there was any one fixed exam, there would 
be a bunch of people with a perfect score (and the 

people slightly behind would not be materially dif-
ferent from the bunch at the top). Modern statistical 
methods tease out the difference between the 95th 
percentile and the 99th percentile by probing them 
with difficult questions. These are administered 
from a large bank of questions, each of which is the 
subject of research and measurement based on the 
past performance of the question. 

In this arrangement, testing would take place 
all through the year, with the test taker making an 

appointment to take the test. This 
avoids the bad luck of flood, a heat-
wave, or illness. It is operationally 
easier: Instead of having 2.5 million 
people being tested on one day in a 
year, we break up the problem into 
10,000 persons being tested every 
day. From a management point of 
view, it is more feasible to establish 
a process of data release, research, 
criticism, and then iterative policy 
modifications, so as to learn how to 
do 10,000 tests per day correctly, 

250 times a year. 
This requires organisational capability at the level 

of the Educational Testing Service, the private 
American firm which runs the GRE. It would be 
good to build the policy reforms to get testing activ-
ities out of the Indian state. 

This would help, but can we do better? 

A better college-admission process 

How should a university choose from many appli-
cants? This is the legitimate choice of the managers 
and the board of the university. The purpose and 
strategy of each university would shape the mecha-
nisms that it uses to choose students. There is no 
one-size-fits-all. Some universities might like to take 

in STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathe-
matics) propeller heads, some might emphasise mul-
tiple personality traits, some might like to use allo-
cation based on lotteries. It might surprise us in India, 
but a significant portion of doctors in the US have 
backgrounds outside of science majors. Doctors 
require strong communication capabilities, critical 
thinking, and problem-solving skills, which are fos-
tered by a liberal arts education. A wise leadership 
of a medical college is best placed to choose an admis-
sion algorithm that is consistent with its strategy. 

Medical-college admission is, then, one of a piece 
with the array of situations all across the Indian 
landscape, with excessive centralisation and exces-
sive government control. There is no reason for 
Union government control of medical admission: 
Each medical college should do as it pleases. We 
need the policy reforms to get the Union government 
out of medical admissions. 

This would help, but can we do better? 

A better medical-education system 

There is a massive shortage of doctors, e.g. to the 
point where Indian students are going to China or 
Ukraine. Domestic requirements, medical tourism, 
and telemedicine services delivered to overseas 
users: All these imply that a 10- or 20-fold increase 
in the number of doctors would be readily absorbed 
by the economy. 

There are no shortages of telephone connections 
or scooters in modern India. What happened to those 
queues and corruption? The solutions lay in injecting 
superior ideas, not superior execution, into the pol-
icy process. The root cause of conflict around admis-
sion to medical college is the shortage of seats. This 
shortage is caused by mistakes in the rules made by 
the government, which hold back entry. 

There is an analogy in this field. The emergence 
of the Indian software industry was threatened by 
a shortage of engineers. This was solved by policy 
reform with the entry of private educational organ-
isations. The education market and the labour mar-
ket know how to distinguish “good” from “bad” in 
the colleges; we don’t need government involve-
ment in helping students or employers combat 
asymmetric information. The Indian private sector 
knows how to build and run educational organisa-
tions, what is needed is a large dose of removal of 
restrictions. Government restrictions hold back 
myriad universities in India from launching medical 
schools, which many could do in partnership with 
private hospitals. 

It is efficient for the best private hospitals to add 
medical education alongside their core operations. 
A medical university must have faculty members 
who are not just practitioners: They need to be 
researchers. This is good for the private hospital as 
they would command more respect and be sought 
after. This requires a way of life different from that 
of conventional private hospitals. The role of the 
government is to establish a research-funding mech-
anism through which grants go to such researchers. 

Shah is a researcher at XKDR Forum and Kelkar is  

vice-president, Pune International Centre

W
e know that climate change impacts weath-
er, which, in turn, devastates lives and 
livelihoods. But what we don’t discuss 

enough is how these extremes in weather impact 
human health. In this season of despair, when tem-
peratures spiralled beyond endurance, we learnt how 
heat could kill. We also learnt how the rise in mini-
mum temperatures — the night-time heat — could 
be a cause of deaths. It is critical that we join the dots 
between what seems like a faraway crisis of a chang-
ing climate and what it can do to our health. 

This year, the world has seen 
scorching temperatures. And this 
heat has taken lives — in Delhi till 
the end of June, it was estimated 
that some 270 people had died 
because of extreme heat. But I repeat 
this number with caution. We don’t 
know how many died of heat alone, 
because heat is an exacerbating fac-
tor to existing health ailments like 
cardiovascular or kidney diseases. 
Many more may have succumbed 
to heat this summer, but doctors 
would have written it down to 
underlying conditions. We know 
that the most vulnerable are those exposed to heat 
because of their work conditions — from construc-
tion workers to farmers. It is also the poor who do 
not have access to electricity and cannot use appli-
ances to cool themselves. But their deaths are not 
recorded as ones owing to heat stress; only that they 
are either poor or old, and died of “unknown causes”. 
Heat is not listed among the notified diseases of the 
country, which also means that it is not required to 
be recorded or to provide information for further 
action. So, we must recognise that we know little 

about the health burden and deaths because of the 
ferocious burn we saw of late. 

However, research is now pointing to the dynam-
ics of deadly heat. First, it is being understood that 
the rise in night-time heat is the cause of the maxi-
mum number of mortalities. A 2022 paper in The 
Lancet, a British medical journal, found “that the 
relative mortality risk on days with hot nights could 
be 50 per cent higher than on days with cooler night 
temperatures”. The reason, the authors explain, is 
that heat affects sleep and does not allow the body 

to repair itself; and this, in turn, 
exacerbates the health stress. 
Second, we know that evaporation 
is the method for our bodies to cool; 
but this becomes ineffective when 
humidity increases beyond 75 per 
cent — also known as the wet bulb 
phenomenon. So, thermal discom-
fort, not just temperatures, is what 
needs to be understood. 

The worry is that we are seeing 
an increasing trend in all three killer 
factors, particularly in urban cen-
tres. Here, temperatures are rising 
beyond human tolerance; humidity 

is increasing; and so is the night-time heat. A recent 
report by my colleagues at the Centre for Science 
and Environment tracked heat trends across major 
cities of India and found that ambient air tempera-
tures were increasing in cities, as against the average 
for the country. Hyderabad, Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, 
and Chennai are seeing a more humid summer — 
5-10 per cent increase in the last decade (2014-23) 
as compared to 2001-10. Only Bengaluru has not 
shown any increase in summer humidity level and 
this needs further investigation. 

Then, the report finds that cities are not cooling 
at night — across all climatic zones. It notes that 
during summers of the decade of 2001-10, night tem-
peratures dropped 6.2°-13.2° Celsius (across cities) 
from the day-time peak. But in the last 10 summers, 
this difference between day and night temperatures 
(maximum and minimum) is decreasing. Hyderabad 
is down by 13 per cent; Delhi by 9 per cent; and 
Bengaluru by 15 per cent. Kolkata, which already 
had the dubious distinction of a smaller difference 
between day and night temperatures, is now worse, 
because of higher humidity levels. 

We know all this is part of that double-whammy 
we see in our world. On the one hand, there is a 
warming planet — this year has broken all previous 
high temperature records. Worse, there are changes 
afoot in the way the weather behaves in terms of 
erratic rain, intense heat, and changes in wind pat-
terns. All this makes heat more stressful, more dead-
ly. On the other hand, our cities are seeing a dramatic 
change in micro-climate — the heat island effect is 
amplified as concrete takes over open and green 
spaces; and traffic and the use of energy for cooling 
add to the heat being trapped in the air. 

This summer has taught us new lessons in heat 
stress. The fact is, climate change will throw at us 
many such surprises in terms of impact on human 
health. Even now, this science is not understood. 
What climate change will do is bring the impacts 
closer to our bodies and our health. This is why plan-
etary health is about human health. It is time we 
made this connection. It is time we understood why 
climate change is an existential crisis; it is literally 
about life and death. 

The writer is at the Centre for Science and Environment 
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A matter of life and death

GST data must be released

Information asymmetry

L
ate in their careers, journalists 
with well-known bylines tend to 
write memoirs. These books are 

all the same. Early on, they have plenty 
of entertaining character studies of the 
scamps and scoundrels who populate 
newsrooms. That is followed by scenes 
of boozy evenings in exotic locations, 
usually with some gunfire in the 
distance. On page 100 or so comes the 
step-by-step narrative of how the 
reporter, despite some deep-seated 
personal failings, plays a key role in 
exposing this or that corrupt politician, 
business leader or institution. 

All the Worst Humans, a pithy, 
anecdote-rich memoir by Phil Elwood, 
has a lot in common with those books. 

But it tells a story from journalism’s 
shadow side, the realm of high-level 
public relations. And so, while the  
book has plenty of scoundrels, cocktails 
and guns, it comes with no cathartic 
recounting of how the author exposed 
wrongdoing. That is because Elwood 
has devoted himself to the dubious 
pursuit of drumming up positive  
news coverage for dictators and  
other malefactors.  

It starts with the crack of a Jack 
Reacher thriller. It is 2018, and FBI 
agents are about to knock on Elwood’s 
door. Nearly 20 years into a career of 
shaping public opinion, he has served 
so many bad guys that he cannot be sure 
just what the investigators are after. 

“It could be the Israelis,” Elwood 
writes. “Or Muammar Gaddafi. Or Bashar 
al-Assad. Or the Iranians. Or because of 
what I pulled in Antigua. Or the bank 
transfers to accounts in tax havens all 
over the world. Or Project Rome.” 

The author will describe his many 
misadventures — but first he lays out 
how his desire to be counted as even a 
minor player in world events, along with 

a penchant for thrill-seeking and a  
dash of cynicism, led him to specialise 
in the dark art of massaging the truth  
for fun and profit. 

A character who comes to life in 
these pages is Peter Brown, a onetime 
manager of the Beatles who, in 1983, 
founded the company that became the 
powerful international public relations 
firm BLJ Worldwide. Brown’s dealings 
with John, Paul, George and Ringo 
have been chronicled in countless 
books and articles. Thanks to Elwood, 
interested readers can learn of his 
lucrative sequel career as a behind-
the-scenes image-maker and string-
puller. If All the Worst Humans  is a hit, 
Brown might consider assigning one of 
his charges to do some reputational 
clean-up work on his behalf. 

Elwood becomes a foot soldier for 
BLJ Worldwide after making a name as 
an aggressive and creative spin doctor 
in Washington. He is impressed, at first, 
by Brown’s polished demeanour, and 
his habit of unspooling Beatles 
anecdotes between sips of Campari and 
soda. Nor is Elwood put off by the firm’s 

client list, which comes to include the 
Libyan dictator Muammar el-Qaddafi, 
President Bashar al-Assad of Syria and 
Russia Today, a news outlet started by 
the Kremlin to improve Russia’s 
standing beyond its borders. 

“Everyone deserves representation,” 
Brown says, in Elwood’s account. “And 
anything is possible 
with the right 
amount of money.” 

Elwood, the son 
of a minister, feels 
he has arrived when 
he finds himself 
among Yoko Ono, 
Donald Trump and 
Barbara Walters at a 
Christmas party in 
2008 hosted by 
Brown in his grand 
apartment on Central Park West in 
Manhattan. But like the protagonist of a 
20th-century movie starring Charlie 
Sheen, Elwood begins to lose his 
bearings, not to mention what is left of 
his innocence, as he tries to please his 
demanding boss and his more 

demanding clients, one of whom is a 
son of Qaddafi. Increasingly, he quiets 
his moral qualms with alcohol. 

Journalism professors will weep 
when they come across Elwood’s 
analysis of the media ecosystem. As he 
tells it, news gatherers are simply 
“outgunned” by their counterparts. 
There are 300,000 public relations 
employees in the United States, he 
writes, most of whom are much better 
paid than the nation’s estimated 40,000 

journalists. 
“My industry is 

worth $129 billion,” 
he adds. “We will do 
anything to earn 
those billions.” 

Rather than 
trying to muscle 
reporters into 
writing propaganda 
or puff pieces, 
Elwood is savvy 
enough to go with a 

soft-sell strategy, heavy on charm, 
nuggets of exclusive information and 
expense-account dinners, in the hope 
that a mere 50.1 per cent of a published 
article will favour the people whose 
images he is trying to burnish or whose 
misdeeds he is hoping to bury. This 

approach keeps his clients happy 
enough, while encouraging scoop-
hungry reporters to come back for more. 

The book has its longueurs but picks 
up narrative steam when Elwood 
describes how the grind of providing 
cover for bad actors takes its toll. Filled 
with regret about some of the things he 
has done, and finding himself the 
potential target of a federal 
investigation because of public 
relations work he’s performed for a 
group of ex-spies, he becomes suicidal. 
After being diagnosed with bipolar II 
disorder and post-traumatic stress 
disorder, he undergoes a lengthy 
ketamine treatment. 

In the book’s mostly happy ending, 
Elwood does not suddenly switch teams 
to join the ranks of righteous journalists. 
He’s no sap. But now, he throws himself 
into worthier campaigns. One of them 
comes in the service of Ukrainians 
fighting Russia’s invasion. Another is an 
effort to change the public perception of 
ketamine from a good-time party drug 
to an effective treatment for people 
suffering from depression. 

The reviewer is a features editor for the Style 
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The visit does not signify India’s support to Russia’s actions just as India’s 
interactions with the West do not constitute a stand against Russia REUTERS

I
ndia aims to have 500 gigawatts (GW) of
renewable energy capacity by 2030. As of
April 2024, it has successfully installed
~192GW, indicating significant progress.

That said, achieving the 2030 target requires 
more than 2.5-3 times the installation com-
pared to the previous fiscal year.

There are inherent complexities in the
renewable energy sector, hindering the tripling
of renewable energy installation and invest-
ment inflow. The new government must focus
on eight key areas for reform.

Easing of import barriers: To reduce the price
gap between domestic and imported modules,
the enforcement of the Approved List of Models
and Manufacturers (ALMM) in solar modules
should be relaxed for open access projects (and
rooftop solar projects (without government 
subsidy). Further, the ALMM should 
include leading global manufacturers
until March 2026. It should also 
include cells and other solar value 
chain components.

Tax breaks: The Goods and Services
Tax (GST) on hydropower compo-
nents should be lowered to 12% (as in
the case of solar and wind projects) 
from the current 18-28%. Further, the
GST on wind projects should be 
reduced from 12% to 5%. To improve the com-
mercial viability of Battery Energy Storage Sys-
tems (BESS), a lower GST rate should apply to 
the sale of BESS-integrated systems and BESS-
components  for the next five years. That apart,
electricity duty and cross-subsidy surcharge 
should be avoided for input power of storage 
projects.

Subsidy support: Instead of a combined pro-
duction inked incentive (PLI) scheme for inte-
grated photovoltaics (PVs), there should be 
stage-wise output-based disbursal. PLI should
also include ancillary components production.
The Pradhan Mantri Kisan Urja Suraksha evam
Utthaan Mahabhiyan (PM-KUSUM) scheme 
should be customised to fit the local energy-wa-
ter-agriculture nexus. States where KUSUM has
underperformed must offer enhanced financial
support to the farmers. For solar rooftops, 
ensuring a suitable feed-in tariff for surplus 
units post-settlement is necessary.

Regulatory reforms: The 100% exemption in
Inter-State Transmission System (ISTS) should
be extended until 2030 for all segments of 
renewable energy.  Stricter enforcement of the
Renewable Purchase Obligations (RPOs) and 
Energy Storage Obligations (ESOs) by electricity
distribution companies (discoms) is needed. 
The same should apply if transmission losses 

exceed a pre-fixed target across states on all 
obligated entities. For solar rooftops, a special-
ised agency should bridge customers and dis-
coms on awareness, outreach and handholding.
Varying net metering regulations of states have
led to complications. Streamlining these regula-
tions, including an annual settlement cycle to 
address seasonal fluctuations, is crucial. Special
environmental and forest clearance windows,
as also prior clearances, can help reduce the 
lead time and the bid price for pumped hydro 
storage. The Union and state governments must
collaborate on a detailed pan-India land ade-
quacy study for wind projects to address land 
acquisition challenges.

Long-term regulatory clarity: All key national-
level policies must have a five-year lock-in 
period before they can be extensively modified.

The RPO trajectory must be fixed for
at least the next five years.

Market reforms: States must adopt
the time-of-day tariff for commercial
and industrial (C&I) consumers from
2025 and extend it to residential 
consumers from 2026. All generating
resources should be shifted to the
Security Constrained Economic Dis-
patch (SCED) system for more effi-
cient utilisation and price discovery.

Market coupling of power exchanges is needed
f o r 
better price discovery. The power ministry 
should consider a pilot exchange-based 
Contract for Difference (CfD) project for a 
small renewable energy capacity for demon-
stration purposes. Peer-to-peer power sales and
virtual net metering would facilitate energy 
exchange and distribution for houses with lim-
ited rooftop space.

Financing reforms: Financing structures,
such as InvITs or aggregated bond, must be 
implemented to unlock the developers’ capital.
Government-owned energy funders should also
increase their debt exposure to open access 
renewable energy projects. The government 
must offer incentives to financial institutions for
rooftop solar lending.

Emphasis on research & development (R&D):
To increase the competitiveness of the domestic
players, PV manufacturers with an annual 
production capacity of more than 1GW must 
be encouraged to invest at least 3-5% of their 
gross revenue (other manufacturers, 1-3%) in 
R&D activities.

Vibhuti Garg is director (South Asia), Institute

for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis.

The views expressed are personal

The right reform path to 
achieve renewable goals

Vibhuti 
Garg

attack as a defensive measure after failing to
achieve the desired results. For the first
time, the ruling party passed a censure
motion against the conduct of the Opposi-
tion in the opening session itself.

The Opposition, too, appeared to be in the
mood for retaliation rather than resistance.
A speech given by Trinamool Congress MP
Mahua Moitra, a skilled orator, is an exam-
ple. Her style is outstanding, and her articu-
lation sharp. She spoke logically and
pointed out that the government had paid a
high price for its mistake of expelling her
from the House the last time. Moitra said,
“The last time I stood here, I was not
allowed to speak. But the ruling party has
paid a heavy price for throttling the voice of
one MP. “Mujhe baithane ke chakkar me,
janta ne aapko 63 seats par permanently
baitha diya” (Termination of my House
membership cost you 63 seats in the general
election). Similarly, more than a hundred
MPs who were previously suspended or dis-
enfranchised for alleged “indecent conduct”
were retaliating. As a result, Opposition
members of both Houses were targeting the
treasury benches.

Shouldn’t the leaders of the ruling alli-
ance and the Opposition engage in some
serious thought in this House during the
next five years?

They have many matters to discuss. They
live in New Delhi, and until last week, the
Capital was parched. Now rains have
brought devastation rather than respite to
the Capital. In just hours, the Capital
became a reservoir. More than half a dozen
people died and property worth crores of
rupees was destroyed. This was the same
metropolis where, in the summer, blood
was shed for water.

If the city where our parliamentarians
dwell is in such a state, how can we expect
the Parliament to weave visions of happi-
ness for their constituents? Many issues of
national concern require both sides to reach
a consensus. How can this be expected
when personal grudges and animosity have
gained the upper hand?

The trend of retribution and retaliation is
not limited to within the House. Politics is
evolving in different ways across the coun-
try. An example is the action taken by the
new regime of Andhra Pradesh against the
deposed Jagan Mohan Reddy in June. Reddy
once imprisoned Chandrababu Naidu, who
is currently the chief minister. Naidu is now
hellbent on destroying Reddy. Similarly, in
Karnataka and Telangana, there have been
charges that the Congress is dealing with its
opponents the same way that it has accused
the Centre of doing.

The behaviour of our politicians, both
within the House and outside, does not
augur well for the future of our democracy.
This trend needs to be halted. However, the
pressing question remains: Who will take
the initiative to put an end to it?

The answer is that, actually, it is the job of
none other than our “honourables”.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan. The

views expressed are personal

trol, originating from Russia’s con-
frontation with the West. Unilateral
sanctions against Russia as part of the
policy to punish Russia and cut it off
from the international system are
having a perceptible impact on India-
Russia economic cooperation.
Defence cooperation is also under
stress, but India has no option but to
maintain serviceability of the existing
stock of Russian military equipment.
The domination of oil in the trade
basket has resulted not only in a huge
adverse and unsustainable trade bal-
ance for India but also a payments
problem. 

India and Russia share a common
neighbourhood, but not a common
border. The threat from terrorism
and radicalisation is common to both.
They both speak of multipolarity but
interpret it differently. India is a non-
Western country but it is not anti-

West. These different approaches will
be tested in the BRICS and Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO)
groupings. There is acceptance of
each other’s historical experiences
and little desire to shape one in the
image of the other. The goodwill at
the popular level for each other com-
bined with pragmatism and respect
for each other’s core concerns can
potentially form the nucleus of a new
compact between the two countries
that fits in with the era of fluidity in
today’s global order. 

For good reason, there is mutual
advantage and interest in keeping the
relationship on an even keel despite
the headwinds.

Pankaj Saran is a former Indian 

ambassador to Russia and deputy national

security advisor. 

The views expressed are personal

T
he afternoon of November 8, 1793,
was marked by a tragic event in the
history of France. Marie Roland, the
French revolutionary, philosopher,

politician, and writer, was guillotined 
that day. “O Liberty, what crimes are com-
mitted in thy name!” were her final words.
I recall these words of Madame Roland 
while observing the proceedings in Parlia-
ment; O democracy, what are they doing in
your name?

How can our MPs conduct themselves in
such a manner in Parliament?

The general election concluded last
month. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
which had been in power for two terms, was
denied a thumping majority for a third
term, though it had everything on its side:
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s capable
leadership, the largest party organisation,
and vast resources. The Congress, the larg-
est Opposition party, was not in the reckon-
ing. No one expected regional parties to be
strong enough to challenge the BJP, but
they proved to be the biggest obstacle to a
sweeping victory for the party.

What message does this mandate give
both parties?

To the ruling party, the clear message
was that it will need to revisit its style of
functioning. The lesson for the Opposition
was to not be boastful. They have made
progress, of course, but they have to put in
significantly more effort to return to office.

The first test of whether these parties
have learnt these lessons came in Parlia-
ment. So who passed, and who failed the
test?

Perhaps you, like me, were shocked by
the debate over the President’s address to
the joint session of Parliament. The ruling
party appeared to be contemplating an

{ OUR TAKE }

NEET needs a 
total makeover

Budget and political 
priorities of new govt

T
he NDA government will present its first budget
on July 23. While the government is maintaining
that the budget will signal continuity with the

economic approach of the last government, the devil 
will lie in the details.

Here is what the economic approach of the second 
NDA government was in a nutshell. It faced three back-
to-back economic shocks in the pandemic, the war in 
Europe, and global inflation and monetary tightening. 
Its response, once the challenge of preventing 
catastrophic human suffering during pandemic was 
over, was to protect macroeconomic stability more 
than anything else. The endeavour helped to boost 
India’s standing in the eyes of investors but did little to 
correct the skewed growth trajectory that the economy 
went into after the pandemic. While counterfactuals 
always require a leap of faith, this might have played a 
big role in generating headwinds for the BJP’s election 
campaign. Will the budget make a pivot to rebuild this 
lost political capital, even if it comes at the cost of fiscal 
consolidation, both in terms of quality (revenue over 
capital) and quantity of spending? Prudence will 
suggest that the government should stagger such a 
pivot to maximise its impact over state elections due at 
different points in time between now and 2029.

Two things will test such a recalibration of the 
government’s economic programme. Taking things to 
the other extreme in terms of capital expenditure to 
revenue expenditure and fiscal prudence to more 
spending in a knee-jerk manner isn’t going to take care 
of India’s structural economic challenges. Any political 
re-evaluation of the past government’s approach 
should be done objectively. The global economy, given 
the ongoing political upheaval in Europe and America, 
might become more unpredictable in the future. This 
increases the need for a more cautionary approach to 
policymaking.

T
he controversy over the National Eligibility
cum Entrance Test (NEET) refuses to die
down even as more worms continue to
crawl out of the woodwork. The deferment

of the counselling session, expected to start on 
July 6 (“never officially notified” is not an excuse 
in this case, unfortunately) is the latest shock to 
the system. The limited issue of the validity of this 
year’s test (given concerns that the paper may 
have been leaked), and the way it was conducted, 
is before the apex court, but it is important to 
acknowledge the three fundamental issues with 
the test that explain why the noise around it 
refuses to fade.

The first is the concept itself. Medical education
is not like any other education — imagine if the 
functioning of the lower courts was dependent on 
attached law colleges. All medical colleges, 
government and private, are attached to hospitals, 
and some southern states, especially Tamil Nadu, 
have invested significant resources in building 
their health infrastructure at the district level — 
considered by some to be the most crucial — by 
setting up medical colleges-plus-hospitals. Given 
the almost prohibitively high cost of medical 
education in private colleges, much of the 
competition in NEET is for seats in government 
colleges, and states such as Tamil Nadu naturally 
believe they have received a raw deal with 
admissions being routed through a national exam.

The second is the agency mandated to conduct 
the test, the National Testing Agency (NTA). The 
IITs run the Joint Entrance Exam, taken by around 
1.5 million students last year, and do a good job of 
it. The IIMs run the Common Admission Test, 
taken by around 300,000 students last year, and 
once again do a good job of it. NTA, if its track 
record is any indication (NEET UG isn’t the only 
test it administers that has become controversial), 
is still on a learning curve.

The third is the process itself — from the paper 
itself being leaked, to proxy candidates appearing, 
to organised cheating, there are far too many 
vulnerabilities in the process. A completely online 
test will remove many of them, but this should not 
come at the cost of making the test inaccessible to 
poor students, or students from rural areas.

A complete rethink may be what is needed — 
even if it means delaying the current academic 
session by a few months.

T
he bilateral visit of Prime
Minister (PM) Narendra
Modi to Russia beginning
Monday is an emphatic
reaffirmation of the
importance of Russia in

Indian foreign policy. This is a rela-
tionship that has stood the test of
time, but has today acquired a larger-
than-life image in some circles
because of the Ukraine conflict. This
need not be so because there is noth-
ing extraordinary about the relation-
ship. It is a normal inter-State rela-
tionship that is conducted as all rela-
tionships are between friends. For it
to have been otherwise would have
been the surprise.

Friends also have the ability to
speak to each other openly and sin-
cerely. This is epitomised in the com-
ment made to President Vladimir
Putin by PM Modi in 2022 that this is
not an era of war but of dialogue and
diplomacy. Engagement and discus-
sion are needed most when tensions
are high and even bigger conflagra-
tions seem imminent. India has been
a leading advocate of this approach

towards global conflicts. If talks
between the two leaders can pave the
way to peace and de-escalation, they
would serve a cause that goes far
beyond the bilateral. The visit does
not signify India’s support to Russia’s
actions just as India’s interactions
with the West do not constitute a
stand against Russia.

Questions gave been asked about
India’s commitment to the principles
of sovereignty and territorial integ-
rity, international law, and the 
rules-based order. India’s
response to these questions
is to reaffirm these norms
but to equally assert that
dialogue and diplomacy are
even more crucial to pre-
serve these norms. It is a
well-accepted fact that inter-
national institutions have
failed to anticipate, pre-
empt or resolve any of the
major ongoing conflicts. In such cir-
cumstances, State behaviour of tem-
perance and responsibility emerge as
the only way to prevent Armageddon.

From a bilateral perspective, the
visit marks the restoration of the
practice of India-Russia Annual Sum-
mits that was interrupted after the
Ukraine conflict and other internal
developments in both countries. His-
torically, this is one relationship that
has been driven top down. Both sides
agree that the foundation on which
the relationship rests provides the
platform for its reconfiguration and
reinvention. Signs of this are visible in
emerging sectors of cooperation such
as energy security, food security, min-

eral resources and raw materials,
health and pharmaceuticals, infra-
structure such as railways and steel,
science and technology, including
nuclear, space and digital, skilling and
education and tourism, culture, and
people-to-people contacts. The Rus-
sian Far East and its long Arctic coast-
line are futuristic areas of interest to
India. The bilateral investment target
has been revised to $50 billion by
2025. Delhi will capitalise on this
friendship to align it with India’s con-

temporary and long-term
needs. 

For Russia, a growing
India is a geostrategic and
geo-economic asset. The
Indian market can create vir-
tuous cycles of returns for
Russia. A ready example is
the explosion in India’s
import of Russian oil from $2
billion in 2022 to over $61 bil-

lion in 2024. Strategically, Russia sees
India as an indispensable partner for
the success of its balancing and hedg-
ing policy in Asia. India too views
Russia through the prism of its Eura-
sia policy. Both countries can rein-
force each other’s actions to meet new
and emerging threats, protect the
global commons, and build a more
stable world order. 

The relationship is not without
challenges. Some predate the Ukraine
crisis, and some are its consequences.
The former include the knowledge
deficit, unfamiliarity with each
other’s political and cultural systems
and poor physical connectivity. The
latter are factors beyond India’s con-

Friendship founded 
on mutual interests
Pragmatism and respect 
for each other’s core 
concerns can form the 
nucleus of a new 
compact between India 
and Russia at a time 
when the global order is 
in a churn
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P
It’s been many years after 
the revolution that we come
to the podium, we make

promises and we fail to fulfil
them. This is the biggest
problem we have

Don’t use Parliament to 
settle political rivalries
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Stop-gap measures won’t help regain public 
trust in the discredited medical entrance exam

Pankaj 
Saran

Many issues of national concern require 
both sides to reach a consensus. Is this 
possible when animosity has gained the 
upper hand? PIB/AFP
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drababu Naidu-led government in Andhra 
Pradesh proposed a ‘skill census,’ which can 
assess current skill levels across regions and 
sectors. Other states emulating it could pro-
mote competitive federalism by leveraging 
the detailed data thus collected.

By mapping the current skill landscape, 
policymakers can pinpoint specific areas 
with shortages of skills and devise targeted 
actions. State governments can create spe-
cialized skill-building programmes to 
address the demands of their unique work-
forces and industries. 

This data-driven strategy can result in 
improvements in skill-development pro-
jects. By addressing the talent gap through 
targeted measures, India can realize the full 
potential of its demographic dividend.

The road ahead for India’s skill develop-
ment efforts is difficult, but the rewards are 
significant. By investing in human capital 
and utilizing data-driven initiatives, India 
can turn its demographic advantage into a 
meaningful economic dividend. A skilled 
and productive workforce will not only drive 
innovation and increase productivity, it will 
also significantly contribute to the overall 
competitiveness of the nation, accelerating 
India’s journey towards becoming a devel-
oped economy by 2047.

provides more insights. The data shows that 
workforce growth rates vary across skill lev-
els, offering an insight into the changing 
composition of India’s skilled workforce and 
its implications for overall competitiveness. 
It also showed a disturbing trend: a declining 
growth rate of highly skilled individuals 
(skill levels 3 and 4). Between 2017 and 2022, 
the growth rate for these skill levels fell by 
more than 5 percentage points in at least 22 
of India’s 36 states and Union territories. 
States such as Sikkim, Karnataka, Nagaland, 
Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal and Goa have 
had an over 10-point fall in the growth rate of 
their highly trained workforce.

On the positive side, the semi-skilled 
workforce (skill level 2) has grown signifi-
cantly, with a national compounded annual 
growth rate of 59.5% between 2017-18 and 
2022-23. More than 45% of the workforce 
across states falls into this category, showing 
a growing demand for individuals with 
intermediate-level abilities. The Pradhan 
Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY) has 
made a substantial contribution to this posi-
tive trend by offering skill training and certi-
fication. During the same period, skill level 
1, which comprises low-skilled workers, 
increased by 24.8%. This tendency indicates 
a continuous reliance on skilled labour 

I
ndia’s rapidly growing youth population 
is a double-edged sword for its economic 
aspirations. While the demographic divi-

dend presents a tremendous opportunity for 
growth, capitalizing on it calls for equipping 
the workforce with skills in line with the 
changing demands of the global economy. 
World Bank data shows a concerning trend: 
India’s labour mobilization rates have fallen 
from over 70% in 1990 to 56% in recent 
years. This represents an alarming weakness 
in India’s economy and threatens to under-
mine its demographic advantage. As India 
strives to position itself as a global economic 
powerhouse, its ability to transform this 
demographic bulge into a true dividend 
through targeted skill development and 
labour market reforms will be critical.

A skilled and educated workforce is criti-
cal for increasing productivity, fostering 
innovation and attracting investment, all of 
which in turn contribute to enhancing 
national competitiveness. An analysis of the  
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) data 

Modi invited the political head of the 
Tibetan government-in-exile, Lobsang 
Sangay, along with heads of state from 
neighbouring countries in South Asia. 

The June 2020 clashes in Galwan 
were an important inflection point in 
relations between India and China, fol-
lowing which a tense standoff continues 
between the two armies along the Line 
of Actual Control (LAC) to this date. The 
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) sent 
a senior representative to attend the 
funeral of a soldier from the Special 
Frontier Force (a clandestine unit 
comprising mostly Tibetans) who was 
martyred during military operations 
against the People’s Liberation Army 
along Pangong Tso in August 2020. 
This was followed by Modi tweeting 
birthday greetings to the Dalai Lama 
in 2021. 

In the current instance, the fact that 
the US delegation met Prime Minister 
Modi and foreign minister S. Jaishankar 
after the interaction with the Tibetan 
spiritual leader demonstrates that this 
was not a personal outreach by US law-
makers. The Indian foreign ministry 
also stated that the Dalai Lama was a 
religious figure and was at liberty to 
conduct his spiritual activities, while 
countering China’s outburst over the 
Dharamshala interaction. This foray 
shows that there is close coordination 
between New Delhi and Washington 
on the issue of Tibet, thanks largely to 
convergent interests.

The 1951 Chinese annexation of Tibet 
led to the Dalai Lama seeking refuge in 
India. Over the years, China consoli-
dated its hold over Tibet, resulting in 
the suppression of religious freedom 
there, and several Tibetans came to 
India as refugees, drawn by cultural 
affinity. The Indian government’s 
Tibetan Rehabilitation Policy (2014) 
document puts the number of Tibetan 
refugees living in 45 settlements across 
the country at over 100,000 (as on 
2009). Moreover, the government 
acknowledges that many Tibetans live 
outside these official settlements too. 

The Dalai Lama is revered by Tibetans 
and has acquired international stature. 
Given that the Dalai Lama is an octoge-
narian, the issue of succession looms 
large in the strategic calculus. As a large 
Tibetan population resides in India, 
there are apprehensions over how the 
community would be influenced in the 
future. Chinese propaganda has tried to 
smear the institution of the Dalai Lama, 
dubbing the current spiritual head a 
separatist. China will seek to assert itself 
on the question of succession. There is 
significant global awareness of China’s 
designs. The US Tibetan Policy and 
Support Act of 2020, cleared by the 
Donald Trump administration, stipu-
lates that only those adhering to the 
Tibetan Buddhist faith must decide on 
the Dalai Lama’s successor. Media 
reports suggest that the Indian govern-
ment discussed the succession issue at 
the highest levels in 2021.

To conclude, Xi’s rise and consolida-
tion within China has led to the nation 
stoking territorial disputes with neigh-
bours like India, Japan and Taiwan. 
However, China may not be left 
unscathed by its project to redraw bor-
ders. India okaying the US delegation’s 
meeting with the Dalai Lama also bursts 
the notion that a reduced majority in 
the Lok Sabha may lead to greater cau-
tion in Modi’s foreign-policy dealings. 
On the contrary, by replying to the 
greetings of Taiwanese President Lai 
Ching-te with respect to Modi 3.0, and 
reaffirming support to the Tibetan 
cause, India is pushing the envelope on 
China’s red lines. Modi’s decision not to 
attend the SCO summit this year in 
Astana was also aimed at avoiding a 
direct meeting with the Chinese leader. 
The message from New Delhi seems to 
be categorical: If China does not respect 
India’s sensitivities with respect to its 
core interests, India too should not be 
expected to be mindful of Beijing’s red 
lines. And unless Beijing addresses 
India’s core concerns on border clarity 
and national security, New Delhi is in no 
hurry to mend fences.

T
he issue of Tibet is back onto the 
international centre-stage with 
the visit of a seven-member US 

Congressional delegation to Dharam-
shala, Himachal Pradesh, this month to 
meet the Dalai Lama and members of 
the Tibetan government-in-exile. Dur-
ing the visit, former US House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi lashed out at Chinese 
President Xi Jinping saying that the 
Dalai Lama’s contribution will live on in 
perpetuity while Xi Jinping will fade 
into obscurity. Pelosi had earlier made a 
trip to Taiwan, which China claims is a 
breakaway province, following which 
Beijing launched military drills around 
the island.

The American activism on Tibet 
comes close on the heels of the US 
clearing new legislation that pushes 
Beijing to re-engage with the Dalai 
Lama and elected representatives to 
resolve the standoff over Tibet’s future. 
The new law directs the US government 
to coordinate multilateral initiatives to 
bring about a negotiated settlement on 
Tibet. Importantly, it also stipulates 
funding by the US for the purpose of 
countering disinformation spread by 
the Communist Party of China on 
Tibetan history and traditional institu-
tions like the Dalai Lama.

India has also begun to recalibrate its 
policy on Tibet, albeit slowly, over the 
past decade. For his swearing-in cere-
mony in 2014, Prime Minister Narendra 

Beijing has itself to blame for the firmer stance adopted by the US and India on the Tibetan cause 

We need a data-driven strategy to plug our skill gaps
AMIT KAPOOR & SHEEN ZUTSHI

K
eir Starmer finally has the mandate 
and credentials to shake off the his-
torical burden which has dogged 
ties between India and Britain’s 
Labour Party since the 1930s, a long 
arc that began with the jaundiced 

view taken of Mahatma Gandhi by Ramsay 
MacDonald, Labour’s first elected prime minis-
ter, and terminated in former Labour leader 
Jeremy Corbyn’s apparent positions on Indian 
policy. Starmer, who took his Labour Party to a 
historic landslide win in Britain’s Parliamentary 
elections, now has the tailwind to re-imagine 
London’s ties with India, which is the world’s 
fastest growing major economy and gaining 
heft. Mutual ties need not be burdened by the 
weight of MacDonaldism, which viewed the 
Congress Party’s call for independence through 
imperialist lenses. It should also not be held 
hostage to constituency pandering, as was the 
case when a former Labour foreign secretary 
abandoned objectivity in the UK’s foreign pol-
icy towards India to please a section of voters. 
Our bilateral engagement is robust and multi-
faceted, spanning trade and economy, defence 
and security, climate change, science and tech-
nology, among other fields. Two areas that 
could benefit both nations need renewed focus. 

The first is trade ties, which should be 
strengthened through a free trade agreement 
(FTA) that has been in the works for some time 
now. After 14 rounds, talks remain inconclusive; 
senior British trade negotiators unsuccessfully 
tried a “last gasp” attempt in January 2024 
before elections began in both India and the 
UK. Former Tory prime minister Boris Johnson 
had spiritedly promised to wrap the deal by 
Diwali 2022, but is unlikely to be finalized by 
even this Diwali, given that London’s new 

regime will need time to grasp details. But hope 
springs eternal, and, going by comments made 
by Labour representatives, the agreement may 
well get signed by next Diwali. Thankfully, the 
Starmer government seems to have invested 
considerable hope in the FTA materializing. 
While some sticking points have held it up, no 
whiff of MacDonaldism should get a chance to 
stymie the pact. Starmer’s finance minister 
Rachel Reeves has inherited a sluggish econ-
omy laden with debt; she should view the FTA 
as a stepping stone to a comprehensive agree-
ment that will help revive investments and jobs. 
One possible way of achieving that is offering 
Britain as a gateway to European markets, 
allowing Indian businesses to take advantage of 
the UK-EU trade deal of 2021. 

The second—unexplored—area of coopera-
tion lies in jointly reviving multilateralism and 
multilateral institutions. Since 2004, London 
has consistently backed India’s claim to perma-
nent membership of the UN Security Council. 
But there are many other areas in which both 
nations seem to have adopted conflicting 
stands. Britain, which has traditionally sided 
with industrialized countries on certain issues, 
would do well to review its stance to boost its 
own economy. One example is trade in agricul-
ture, in which Britain has unfailingly joined the 
chorus of rich nations against farmer subsidies 
in poor economies, while unconscionably 
ignoring higher farm subsidies in advanced. 
The other area is climate-change talks, in which 
the UK, again, has let the principle of fairness 
down: while launching broadsides against 
developing nations, it overlooked the West’s 
excess emissions. Starmer now has a popular 
mandate to shed all vestiges of distasteful Mac-
Donaldism from India-UK ties. 

India-UK ties: Jettison 
the baggage of history 

Starmer’s Labour victory offers Britain a chance to shake off the last vestiges of a misguided 

India-view. The relationship should go beyond trade to mutual interests in world affairs 
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This year’s railway budget will be the National Democratic Alliance’s (NDA’s) 
first in its second stint in office. Sadananda Gowda will become the first 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) minister to present a rail budget (allies held the 
portfolio in the alliance’s first stint in power between 1999 and 2004). The 
BJP, which won a majority in this year’s general election, will have to tread a 
fine line between meeting expectations of voters and ensuring that the 
carrier’s finances do not sink deeper into the red. Gowda’s budget will be 
gauged by the manner in which he is able to address five big challenges 
facing Indian Railways.

Political math 

The BJP won the Lok Sabha elections with 282 seats. The NDA has 
336 seats in the Lower House of Parliament. It is a majority that frees 
the government’s arms to take politically tough decisions regarding 
Indian Railways . However, the math in the Rajya Sabha does not add 
up and the NDA is short of a majority in the 242-member House, 
leaving it vulnerable. 

Resource mobilization 

Indian Railways is cash-strapped and reported a loss of `30,000 crore 
in the passenger segment in the interim budget presented in February 
2014. Struggling to meet revenue targets and contain operational 
costs, its operating ratio was estimated at 90.8% for the financial year 
ended March, missing the target of 87.8% in the interim budget and 
substantially higher than the 76% operating ratio reported in fiscal 
year 2007-08. 

It needs `1.71 trillion to complete 487 pending projects. 
Indian Railways, which has added little capacity over the years, 

needs to look at innovative ways—including monetizing its land bank 
and attracting private investment—to raise money. 

Several big-ticket projects, like two locomotive factories in Bihar, 
an elevated rail corridor in Maharashtra and the Dedicated Freight 
Corridor, have been delayed.

Modernization 

Indian Railways needs to upgrade its infrastructure, expand its 
network, and adopt new technologies. The Sam Pitroda committee 
that submitted its report in February 2012 estimated the money 
needed for modernization of the railways at `5.6 trillion in the next 
five years.

Safety 

Gowda emphasized his focus on safety soon after taking charge of 
the ministry. The Anil Kakodkar committee in March 2012 estimated 
an investment of `1 trillion over a five-year period on railway safety 
measures. Financial constraints have squeezed safety-spending over 
years and led to the neglect of infrastructure. In the past decade, 
2,331 passengers have been killed in 1,522 train accidents. Indian 
Railways has seen as many as 47 accidents between April and 
25 June this year. 

Organizational reform 

There is an expectation of an overhaul of the organizational structure 
of railways. The Kakodkar committee criticized the lack of empower-
ment at the functional level for “inadequate performance” of Indian 
Railways. The NDA government will have to embark on a reform 
agenda to bring more vitality to the transporter and cut red tape. The 
Pitroda committee recommended reforming the organizational 
structure to empower officials, speeding up the decision-making 
process and introducing professional project management systems.
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It is no secret that the
Indian railway system

is a creaking mess. It
needs urgent reform.

The rattling passenger
trains that overflow with
people are just the most
obvious manifestation of
the damage done over
many decades of neglect.
But there are strategic
costs to be borne as well.
The Indian rail system
was originally built by
the colonial government
to move troops after the
first war of independence
in 1857, but it unwittingly
promoted the political
integration of India.

More than 150 years
later, overdue economic
integration of the country
will be cemented with the
introduction of a goods
and services tax. Such
economic integration will
need to be backed by a
robust logistics system
that helps companies
move goods around the
country with ease. That
will require meaningful
investments in new
railway infrastructure.
The new government
headed by Narendra
Modi has a historic
opportunity to change
the game.

QUICK EDIT

A modern
rail systemRailways

at the
crossroads

Regulator
looks into
airport cost
inflation
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Builders are “gold plating”
airports with unnecessary

and expensive fittings, using
Italian instead of cheaper Ra-
jasthani marble, for example,
bumping up costs that are
passed on to passengers and
airlines, the airports regulator
has said, prompting one expert
to call for an investigation.

Over the last decade, India
has pumped nearly $10 billion
into modernizing airports, in-
cluding those at Delhi, Mum-
bai, Bangalore, Hyderabad,
Kolkata and Chennai, besides
35 non-metro airports.

Now, the Airports Economic
Regulatory Authority (Aera) has
for the first time used the term
“gold-plating” in its latest paper
on economic regulation of air-
ports. Gold plating takes place
when businesses incorporate
unnecessary and costly features
or refinements into something
that pushes up the cost of a
project.

The incentive for airport op-
erators to inflate costs instead
of using capital efficiently is
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SENSEX CROSSES 26,000
The Nifty rose on Monday to a third consecutive record high, while the Sensex 

surpassed 26,000 points, riding on gains in technology stocks ahead of 
Infosys Ltd's results and hopes of a fiscally prudent budget. Investors are 
hoping that the Narendra Modi government will deliver a fiscally prudent 

budget that increases revenue from asset sales while controlling 
spending.  Overseas investors have bought $10.54 billion 

worth of Indian shares so far this year .
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A committee headed by C.
Rangarajan, former chair-

man of Prime Minister’s Eco-
nomic Advisory Council, has
confirmed, like the previous
expert panel but using a differ-
ent yard stick, that poverty has
declined in the country.

This is significant as it is
consistent with the visible ma-
terial trading up, captured in
the 2011 Census data, and also
implies that the thrust of policy
interventions should now ex-
tend to alleviating relative pov-
erty levels and not concentrate
on reducing absolute poverty
alone.

The Rangarajan committee
differs with the Tendulkar pan-
el on the level of poverty, peg-
ging it at 29.5% in 2011-12
compared with the previous
estimate of 21.9% of the popu-
lation.

Rangarajan committee esti-
mates that India’s poverty ratio
declined from 38.2% in 2009-10
to 29.5% in 2011-12. The Ten-
dulkar committee had estimat-
ed that India’s poverty had de-
clined from 29.8% in 2009-10 to
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Rangarajan
panel confirms
decline in
poverty
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The more we give 
importance to skill 

development, the more 
competent will be our youth.

NARENDR A MODI

BLOOMBERG

Hyderabad have evolved as centres for IT 
services, financial services and other knowl-
edge-intensive businesses. These industries 
often require a higher number of skilled 
individuals such as software engineers, data 
analysts and financial professionals. As a 
result, these urban zones naturally attract a 

more skilled workforce. In 
contrast, rural districts spe-
cialize in agriculture, 
small-scale manufacturing 
and traditional crafts, 
which typically demand a 
smaller number of highly 
qualified people. The pres-
ence of these businesses in 
rural areas helps explain 
the observed lower skill 
intensity. Addressing this 
disparity necessitates not 
only skill development, but 
also the establishment of 
skill-intensive clusters in 

rural areas, which may result in more bal-
anced growth across India.

The government has aimed to address this 
through its Skill India Mission, which 
resulted in expansion of the skill level 2 
workforce. But more coordinated efforts are 
required by state governments. The Chan-

across industries, potentially driven by con-
struction, manufacturing or services.

Despite progress, PLFS data also shows 
that a sizeable proportion of the workforce 
aged 15 to 59 still lacks formal vocational or 
technical training. While the proportion has 
dropped from 91.9% in 2017-18 to 72.6% in 
2022–23, it still indicates a 
major gap in formal skill 
development for a sizeable 
segment of the Indian 
workforce. The PLFS sta-
tistics suggest that semi-
skilled and low-skilled 
workers are likely to domi-
nate the workforce, while 
the growth of high-skilled 
workers lags. This may 
have implications for 
India’s competitiveness.

We are also able to spot 
skill intensity as a funda-
mental distinction 
between rural and urban areas. On average, 
rural regions have much lower skill intensity 
than their metropolitan counterparts. How-
ever, this disparity is mostly attributable to 
cluster composition. In India, metropolitan 
districts host skill-intensive trade clusters. 
Cities such as Mumbai, Bangalore, Delhi and 

A ‘census of 

skills’ in various 

regions can help 

us take targeted 

steps and raise 

the economy’s 

competitiveness 

America’s actions have brought 
Tibet back under the spotlight
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I
 recently spent ten days in the United King-
dom, driving through the English countryside 
and occasionally giving lectures. My journey 
included visits to historical landmarks like 
the majestic Durham Cathedral, completed 
in 1133 CE, and the little village in Lincolnshire 

where Isaac Newton was born. But I also saw, in 
London and across the country, signs of urban 
decay and neglect, as well as homelessness, 
poverty and despair.

Having grown up in India reading the Brontë 
sisters, Arthur Conan Doyle and P.G. Wodehouse, 
and having been a student in London in the 1970s, 
I was somewhat familiar with both sides of the UK: 
the opulence of its imperial past and the pockets of 
entrenched poverty. Indians’ deep familiarity with 
British culture is rooted in the rich and compli-
cated shared history between Britain and India. 
Legend has it that when the great Indian writer 
Nirad Chaudhuri, known for his photographic 
memory, arrived in London from Kolkata for the 
first time, he could direct the taxi driver through 
lanes the driver was not familiar with.

Although I relished the landscapes and the 
conversations with strangers, I could not help but 
notice an atmosphere of widespread discontent 
and social turmoil. Everywhere I went, people 
spoke about job scarcity, declining real wages, the 
dismal state of the health-care system, long wait 
times for medical treatment and crumbling infra-
structure. Trains frequently ran late and often 
were cancelled, despite government reforms 
aimed at improving service quality.

Official data supports such anecdotal evidence 
that the British economy faces significant challen-
ges. The UK’s GDP grew by 0.7% during the first 
quarter of 2024, pulling the country out of reces-
sion and providing the leadership with some good 
news before the general election of 4 July. But 
despite that slight uptick, real household disposa-
ble incomes remain 0.6% lower than they were in 
late 2019, indicating that the benefits of economic 
growth have not reached the average citizen.

While the UK has been hit hard by the covid pan-
demic and war in Ukraine, its economic difficulties 
can be traced back to poor decisions over the past 
quarter-century, particularly in the past 14 years, 
with Brexit being the most prominent. With the 
exception of 2021, when GDP increased by 8.7% 
thanks to the post-pandemic rebound, the UK’s 
growth rate has remained below 4.5% since 2000.

[The results of the general election saw Rishi 
Sunak’s Conservative Party handed a massive 
defeat by the  Labour Party, whose leader Keir 
Starmer will now be the country’s prime minister.] 
The new government [that Starmer will lead] 
must go beyond the important short-term policy 
imperatives and develop a long-term growth 
strategy. In addition to expansionary fiscal and 

monetary policy, this strategy must rely on two 
main pillars: infrastructure and higher education.

The UK must invest heavily in physical infra-
structure such as roads and railways, as well as the 
severely underfunded National Health Service. 
Given that the benefits of infrastructure invest-
ments are often difficult to quantify and take a 
long time to materialize, they cannot be left to the 
private sector. As Oxford economist Paul Collier 
recently pointed out, the economic short-termism 
of British policymakers has led to an “annual 
scramble to scale back spending,” leaving “no 
voice for the future.”

Likewise, the UK needs to devote far more 
resources to higher education. While public 
British universities were once global leaders, 
attracting the best and brightest from around 
the world, they are now facing the risk of an 
“irreversible decline.” But with increased invest-
ment and a carefully crafted plan for allocating it, 
the country’s higher-education system could 
regain its global standing. To be sure, funding 
these investments would require tax increases. 
But given that the UK’s tax-to-GDP ratio was 35.3% 

in 2022 (the latest year for which data are availa-
ble), compared to 39.3% in Germany and 41.9% in 
Denmark, the new Labour government would 
have room to manoeuvre.

While mobilizing the financing for large infra-
structure investments would be challenging, 
ensuring that these funds are spent effectively is 
critical. Governments have a tendency to overlook 
the returns on such investments since, unlike pri-
vate investors, bureaucrats do not have any direct 
stake in the game. Therefore, it is necessary to 
draft a comprehensive plan detailing how the 
money will be spent, even if returns take a long 
time to materialize. Although government invest-
ments in infrastructure and education could take 
more than a decade to yield significant returns, the 
next government must act urgently to foster long-
term growth.

This election found the UK at a critical juncture. 
The stakes were enormous. Putting Britain on a 
path towards a prosperous, sustainable future 
requires bold government action. Unless British 
policymakers can muster it, the country will 
continue to decline. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Britain’s now-or-never moment: 
It just can’t afford to squander it
This election caught the UK at a high-stakes juncture. It stares at decline unless its new Labour government sets things right 
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T
he presidential debate last week 
revealed an embarrassing fact about 
the American political system: We 

are low-information voters. No matter how 
diligently any of us might keep up with the 
news, we don’t have access to basic data on 
the physical, cognitive and mental health 
of the people we elect to lead us. That could 
change if all presidential candidates were 
required to undergo an exam by an inde-
pendent panel of physicians and reveal the 
results to voters.

Biden’s confused, sometimes incoher-
ent performance unleashed a flurry of 
speculation. Aides, associates and foreign 
leaders who’ve had close contact told 
reporters that alarming lapses had become 
more frequent over the last two years—and 
that on recent trips to Europe there were 
moments of “sharpness … mixed with occa-
sional blank-stared confusion.” Some doc-
tors (and donors) speculated over whether 
an undisclosed medical condition could 
have caused Biden’s poor performance. 
Others attributed it to simple exhaustion or 
to his lifelong stutter. Without any require-
ment for medical transparency, voters 
don’t know what to believe.

This is hardly the first time questions 
have arisen about an elected official’s phys-
ical or mental fitness. During and after 
Donald Trump’s first presidential run, 
experts raised doubts about his health, not-
ing his obesity, bad diet and instances of 
slurred speech. Neurologists said his 
vocabulary was degenerating and specu-
lated about cognitive decline.

Going back further, experts have con-
tended that Ronald Reagan’s Alzheimer’s 
disease had started affecting his speech and 
perhaps his judgement during his second 
term, long before the public was informed 
of his diagnosis in 1994. Franklin Roosevelt 
carefully disguised his permanent disabili-
ties from polio and Woodrow Wilson hid a 
stroke. The public was in the dark about 
Lyndon Johnson’s bouts of depression, 
which were chronicled in the diaries of his 
wife, Lady Bird Johnson. John F. Kennedy 
didn’t disclose that he had an adrenal gland 
disorder known as Addison’s Disease.

For all presidential candidates, disclos-
ing key health information should be man-
datory. Health is more important than 
age—many people function just fine well 
into their 80s and beyond and relative 
youth is no guarantee of health. 

In 1994, former President Jimmy Carter 
assembled a working group on presidential 
disabilities, said Arthur Caplan, head of bio-
ethics at New York University. Carter’s 
group proposed that a non-partisan panel 

could conduct medical evaluations. “The 
key variable you’re looking for is an inde-
pendent assessment,” said Caplan. The 
evaluations could be done by a panel 
appointed by the National Academy of 
Medicine and Science, he said, or perhaps 
some other group seen as non-partisan.

Personal physicians tend to hold back 
anything a president or candidate doesn’t 
want disclosed, Caplan said. Consider the 
unconventional note Trump shared in 
2016, allegedly from a doctor, claiming he 
“will be the healthiest individual ever 
elected to the presidency,” with lab results 
that were “astonishingly excellent.”

Any private company would hold their 
chief executive officer to a higher standard. 
Caplan points out that Fortune 500 com-
panies will demand health data on poten-
tial CEOs, usually requiring an independ-
ent executive physical rather than just a 
note from a personal physician.

We should have the same for presiden-
tial candidates. Nothing in these independ-
ent checkups would necessarily disqualify 
a candidate—voters would be free to decide 
what did and didn’t matter.

Because so many medical tests give 
probabilities rather than certainties, inter-
preting the results for voters would take 
some judgment and skill. New blood tests 
for a protein called p-Tau 217 can pick up 
early signs of the abnormal proteins that 
characterize Alzheimer’s Disease, but peo-
ple can potentially test positive and stay 
healthy for 10 or more years—plenty of 
time to complete two terms. 

Genetic tests can predict who has a high 
probability of developing all kinds of dis-
eases, from dementia to cancer, but again, 
a person with no existing symptoms might 
do fine for at least eight years. Voters 
would have to weigh this type of informa-
tion the same way they balance a candi-
date’s financial disclosures, personal his-
tory and policy positions.

The flurry of post-debate medical specu-
lation was followed by a flurry of objections 
to all the armchair diagnoses, reminding us 
that only a proper medical exam could 
reveal what’s wrong with the president. 
But speculation inevitably follows an infor-
mation vacuum. Until our policies change, 
we have no power to make our leaders get 
the appropriate tests, or to make anyone 
tell us the results. ©BLOOMBERG

Presidential candidates must 

not be allowed health secrets

The Biden-Trump debate showed why voters need full disclosure

US candidate Joe Biden’s health has 

become a concern AP

REUTERS

jects. In addition, government and industry 
have a shared responsibility to help workers 
find their place in a low-carbon future by 
re- or upskilling individuals. While work-
force transformation can be challenging, 
the benefits can be substantial. The green 
economy could raise global gross domestic 
product (GDP) per capita by up to 5% and 
add millions of jobs.

Building a strong ecosystem to support a 
just energy transition will be challenging. 
No single entity or government can do this 
alone. Close collaboration between policy-
makers, corporates, financiers and civil 
society will be vital.

The good news is that this is already hap-
pening. Over the past 18 months, we have 
seen an increase in the number of regional 
workgroups, industry task forces and pub-
lic-private partnerships geared towards 
creating a sustainable future. And I have 
had the privilege of sitting on global, 
regional and national workgroups to help 
shape the future of sustainable and transi-
tion financing.

By shifting from green to transition 
financing, with its focus on a holistic ecosys-
tem, we can unlock Asia’s true potential to 
lead the charge towards a sustainable future, 
one well-financed project at a time.

goal of net-zero emissions, painting a pic-
ture of a resource-scarce future. However, 
the reality is far more nuanced.

The challenge is not a lack of capital, but 
the need for a robust ecosystem to attract 
and channel investments effectively. Bridg-
ing the sustainable financing gap will 
require innovation on several fronts—
through innovative policies, solutions, 
financing models and partnerships.

Investors need clear long-term policy 
frameworks that define emission reduction 
targets and encourage sustainable prac-
tices. This clarity creates a degree of pre-
dictability to help investors better assess 
future risks and make more informed 
investment decisions. 

Examples of conducive policies include 
green and transition taxonomies to channel 
capital in practical and transparent ways, as 
well as to incentivize the scaling up of new 
technologies.

Beyond regulatory certainty, investors 
also need a compelling risk-reward profile. 
Balancing long-term environmental bene-
fits with competitive returns is key. A mix of 
risk-reward profiles—ideally based on a 
range of sustainable projects across various 
sectors—can further help attract a wider 
pool of investors.

A
sia is the economic engine of the 
world. Population growth, urbani-
zation and industrialization are on 

the rise. But the region also faces a stark 
reality: achieving sustained economic 
development with the least amount of car-
bon emissions requires a monumental shift 
in energy production and consumption. 
We also cannot forget that we are no longer 
just chasing a ‘green’ future. We’re striving 
for a just transition as well.

A just transition is not just about replac-
ing coal-fired power plants with windmills 
and solar panels. It is about building a resil-
ient future that leaves no one behind and 
where everyone can live well—with access 
to food, fresh water, air, education, etc— 
within planetary constraints. Indeed, a just 
transition would encapsulate the United 
Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
which cut across economic, social and envi-
ronmental objectives and targets.

News reports scream “trillions needed”— 
about $3.5 trillion a year—to achieve the 

From green to transition finance: Help Asia clean up
HELGE MUENKEL

is chief sustainability officer, 

DBS Bank

gate the complex process of transforming 
their business operations.

In addition, the lack of readily available 
high-quality data on emission-reduction 
potential and clean-energy project viability 
hinders informed investment decisions. 
Strengthening data collection and analysis, 

through a combination of 
digital solutions, artificial 
intelligence (AI), and 
increasingly Generative AI 
as well, would help build 
investor confidence.

But the equation does 
not end there. We must 
prioritize the just aspect of 
the transition. Leaving fos-
sil fuel-dependent com-
munities behind in the 
quest for clean energy, for 
example, is not an option. 
Addressing this challenge 
requires upskilling and 

reskilling programmes for workers, apart 
from social safety nets to ensure a smooth 
transition.

Another hurdle is the talent gap in the 
sustainability sector. We need to equip a 
new generation with skills to measure, eval-
uate, structure and manage transition pro-

Innovative financial products, such as 
green impact bonds, can help bridge this 
gap. There is also a need to rethink tradi-
tional financing models. For example, 
blended finance, which combines conces-
sionary and commercial loans, continues to 
hold promise. But scaling this model has 
been challenging because 
of hurdles in attracting 
private investment and 
effective public-private 
risk sharing. 

Overcoming these 
issues will require us to 
plug many of the same 
gaps addressed here.

Shifting from green 
financing to transition 
financing is also critical. 
While green finance will 
continue to play a role in 
enabling environmentally 
sustainable projects, the 
real economy requires funds that enable 
the shift from brown to green. 

Industries such as power generation, 
steel production, agriculture and transpor-
tation—and the small and medium enter-
prises that support them—need financing 
and sustainable advisory services to navi-

Eco-friendly 

projects have 

finance but old 

industries also 

need funds to 

clean up their 

operations
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HE evening of  July 6 to the 
morning of  July 7 was the dawn 
of  Hijrah, the Islamic New Year. 
It was the first day of  the Islamic 
lunar month of  Muharram. The 
era begins with the journey of  
Prophet Mohammed and his fol-

lowers from Mecca to Medina in 622 CE, 
where he established the first Muslim com-
munity. It is said ‘Hijrah does not signify 
merely a journey between two cities but the 
movement of  the caravan of  history’.

Umar I, the second Sunni caliph, insti-
tuted the Islamic calendar in 639 CE as an 
attempt to standardise and organise Mus-
lim life and traditions. There is an Islamic 
account of  how it came about. 

Umar is reported to have said to assem-
bled dignitaries among the men around the 
Prophet: “Our income is considerable. But 
what we have distributed has been without 
fixed dates. How can we remedy that?” 

An answer came from a man called Al-
Hurmuzan. He was the king of  a place in 
Iran called Ahvaz. After his capture during 
the Arab conquest of  Persia, he was  
brought to Umar and became a Muslim. He 
said, “The Persians have a method of  cal-
culation that they call mahroz, which they 
ascribe to their Sassanid rulers”. The word 
mahroz was Arabicised as mu’arrakh, and 
the infinitive ta’rikh was formed from it 
(tarikh today is used in Urdu to mean both 
‘calendar date’ and ‘history’). Al-Hurmuz-
an then explained how to use it. Umar re-
portedly said: “Give the people an era 
which they can use in business and which 
permits them an exact indication of  the 
date in their mutual dealings.” 

However, there was an objection that the 
Persian era had no fixed starting year and 
always began anew with the ascension of  
each new king. An agreement was reached 
to start the Muslim era with the Hijrah of  
the Prophet from Mecca to Medina.

The Hijrah took place on a Tuesday. Ac-
cording to calculations, it was the first day 
of  the month of  Muharram. The Caliph ap-
proved of  this date and reportedly said, “Al-
Muharram is the month of  God. It is the 
beginning of  the year. It will be used as the 
beginning of  the era. In al-Muharram, the 
Kaaba is clothed, and money is coined. 
There is a day in al-Muharram on which 
repenting sinners are forgiven.” 

The twelve months of  the Islamic lunar 
calendar are Muharram, Safar, Rabi al-Aw-
wal, Rabi al-Thani, Jumada al-Ula, Jumada 
al-Akhirah, Rajab, Shaban, Ramadan, 
Shawwal, Dhu al-Qada and Dhu al-Hijjah. 

Each of  these lasts from the first sighting 
of  one crescent moon to the first sighting 
of  the next, approximately twenty-nine or 
thirty days. Though Muslim majority coun-
tries follow the solar Gregorian calendar, 
the lunar calendar is used to calculate the 
dates of  religious feasts and important rit-
uals such as the Haj pilgrimage. Because 
the Hijri calendar relies on the movements 
of  the moon, the Muslim calendar has just 
354 or 355 days, making it about 11 days 

shorter than the Gregorian calendar. Back 
then, among the warring Arab tribes, the 
months of  Rajab, Dhu al-Qada, Dhu al-Hij-
jah, and Muharram were regarded as holy 
months of  peace. In Arabic, the word mu-
harram means forbidden, indicating the 
month’s meaning. The Quran forbids war-
fare or fighting during Muharram and the 
three other holy months. Muslims around 
the world reportedly commemorate Mu-
harram with prayer.

The Quran speaks of  the calendar thus: 
“He it is who appointed the sun a splendour 
and the moon a light and measured for her 
stages, that ye might know the number of  
the years, and the reckoning,” (X:5) and 
“Lo! the number of  the months with Allah 
is twelve months by Allah’s ordinance on 

the day that He created the heavens and the 
earth,” (IX:36). 

However, Islam’s two largest sects ob-
serve the first month of  the year differently. 
These differences go back to the martyr-
dom of  the Prophet’s grandson, Husain Ibn 
Ali al-Hussein, aka Imam Husain, during 
the battle of  Karbala in 680 CE. This marks 
the schism between Shia and Sunni Mus-
lims since Shias adhere to the Prophet’s 
son-in-law Hazrat Ali and Imam Husain as 
his true successors, not the Sunni Caliphs. 
There is a famous saying attributed to the 
Prophet when at the pond of  Khum: ‘Man 
kunto maula fa haza Ali un maula’, mean-
ing ‘Whoever calls me master, Ali is his 
master, too’. This is widely sung in Sufiya-
na and you can hear it on YouTube.

As Muharram begins, Shia Muslims ob-
serve ten days of  mourning, culminating 
in Ashura to mourn the death of  Imam Hu-
sain. This year, Ashura occurs on July 17. 
Some Shia Muslims conduct mourning 
marches that day. I have seen their beauti-
ful tazia (portable pavilions) and alam 
(flags) carried in procession. At a big Shia 
majlis I attended in Delhi, a banner pro-
claimed ‘Live like Ali, die like Husain’. As 
the sorrowful poems describing the mar-
tyrdom—shaam-e-gharibaan—were recit-
ed, the audience sobbed aloud. It was an 
intense, moving experience.

Other Shias, particularly young men, 
commit self-flagellation using their whips 
and chains as a way of  recalling Imam Hu-
sain’s suffering. Though some Muslim 
scholars believe this practice is permissi-
ble, others object to it. Some Sunni Mus-
lims observe Ashura with fasting and 
prayer, but in honour of  a fast undertaken 
by the Prophet in Medina after he emigrat-
ed. However, there is apparently no agree-
ment among Sunni scholars as to whether 
Ashura fasting is permissible or not.   

Muharram is also the time for special 
food, which includes saffron rice in Iran 
and doodh ka sharbat, a milky drink pre-
pared in Hyderabad in memory of  the 
thirst felt by Imam Husain and his follow-
ers during the fatal battle. 

(Views are personal)
(shebaba09@gmail.com)
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Parliament must not be told a direct 
untruth, but it’s quite possible to 
allow them to mislead themselves

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

— Ramnath Goenka

THE HISTORY OF THE  
‘HIJRI’ LUNAR CALENDAR

Each Hijri calendar month lasts from 
the first sighting of one crescent 
moon to the first sighting of the next. 
Though Muslim majority nations 
follow the Gregorian calendar, the 
lunar calendar is used to calculate the 
dates of religious feasts and important 
rituals such as the Haj pilgrimage

Misguided opinions
Ref: Time for maximum Modi, minimum govt 
(Jul 7). Ever since the BJP got 240 seats in the 
general elections, anti-BJP heads have once 
again risen. Rahul Gandhi in particular seems 
much like a misguided school boy. 
Rajaram Bhat, Mysuru

Country’s progress
I  agree with the author ’s observation that 
a country’s progress can’t be measured in 
terms of its escalating share market indices 
alone. Of what use is the raised index if 
bridges, roads, airport roofs and waterways 
are collapsing one after the other, making life 
impossible in various cities? 
G Nataraja Perumal, Belagavi

Budget hopes
Ref: FM to present full  yr budget on July 23 
(Jul 7). The ensuing budget presentation by 
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has to 
take into account several important issues 
still  hanging out such as the uncontrolled 
price rise and the severe unemployment. The 
standard deduction limit has to be raised to  
`1 lakh and the tax slab itself should 
commence from `5 lakhs so as to enable 
taxpayers to meet the rising costs of survival. 
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad

Objective fulfilled 
Ref: Ayodhya win defeats Advani’s temple 
movement, says Rahul (Jul 7). One can’t agree 
with Rahul Gandhi when he makes statements 
like this. The temple movement spearheaded 
by L K Advani has ensured its objectives were 
fulfilled with the construction of the Ram 
mandir. As such, the BJP’s defeat in Ayodhya 
cannot be seen as the defeat of the movement.
Sudhakar Cherukunnu, Kannur 

Shocking defeat
While cricket lovers in India are still  rejoicing 
India’s World Cup victory, it  is shocking to see 
the strong young Indian team led by Shubman 
Gill  play a rather poor game against Zimbabwe 
and lose by 13 runs. It is sad that the team 
with a strong batting lineup could not chase a 
moderate total of 115 runs set by Zimbabwe. 
K S Aswathanarayana, Bengaluru

Insincere investigation
The lip service offered by the absconding 
Bhole Baba, who expressed grief over the 
Hathras stampede, counts for nothing as it can 
neither resurrect the dead nor provide solace 
to their grieving kin. The police hunting for the 
Baba are obviously not sincere in their efforts 
and the biggest drawback is that the Baba has 
not been named in the FIR. This means the 
police are not suspecting that he had a role in 
the tragedy, which is a travesty of justice.
C V Aravind, Bengaluru
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NEED PROACTIVE  
STEPS TO BOOST  

PRIVATE INVESTMENT

T
HE Indian economy needs the next private investment 
cycle to take off  right now, but the hour’s growing late. 
In a setback, latest data indicates that the value of  new 
investment projects announced during the first quarter 
of  the current fiscal year plunged 92% to `59,900 crore. 

According to CMIE data, in value terms, June quarter report-
ed the lowest level of  project announcements by both private 
and the government since September 2009, when it began col-
lecting data. Not only is the investment sentiment low, but 
they are concentrated in just a few sectors. One can take com-
fort in the fact that the decline was partly due to general elec-
tions, which concluded only last month. That said, industries’ 
reluctance is undeniable and though private investment is 
expected to pick up pace in FY25, overall investment activity 
is likely to depend on public investments like in the past.

This is disappointing since corporate India got everything on 
a platter. Be it tax cuts, production-linked incentives, ease of  
doing business and so on. Yet, the long-awaited capex cycle re-
mains elusive. The government too has been nudging industries 
to go out and spend now that balance sheets of  both borrowers 
and banks are clean, profitability levels are improving, and ca-
pacity utilisation touched the pre-pandemic levels of  about 76%. 
For investors, India also remains one of  the lucrative markets, 
but companies just don’t seem to be in the mood for risk taking, 
perhaps because private consumption is growing in single dig-
its. In particular, rural demand hasn’t gathered the needed pace, 
while urban consumption, which was relatively doing better 
until now, has started showing signs of  tiredness as was evident 
from the lacklustre monthly auto sales data.

In FY23, investments stood at 10.9% of  GDP, lower than the 
16.8% peak seen during FY08. The decline was largely from 
manufacturing, where the share of  private capital formation 
in the GDP fell from 4.6% to 3.2% during FY12 and FY19. This 
was acknowledged by none other than Anand Mahindra, chair-
man of  Mahindra & Mahindra, who urged the manufacturing 
industry to increase investments, as the share as a percentage 
of  GDP fell to a ‘worrisome level.’ Investments are a key driver 
for economic growth and are a source of  job creation. It’s im-
perative that the government takes urgent measures to revive 
consumption, which will spur investments by default.

CO-ED SCHOOLS  
NEED MORE PUSH

F
OR a change, something right is happening on the educa-
tion front in Kerala with regard to gender relations. Many 
centuries-old schools and colleges catering exclusively to 
boys or girls, have now thrown open their doors to students 
of  both genders. As many as 45 schools—both government 

and aided—have shifted to co-education this year. The oldest 
school that has turned co-ed is the Sree Moola Vilasam School 
in Thiruvananthapuram. The 189-year-old school created his-
tory when it opened its doors for girls to study last year. Two 
prestigious colleges—St Berchmans College and Assumption 
College in Changanassery—too joined the league of  co-ed insti-
tutions. There has been an increase in the number of  applicants 
of  the opposite gender in all these institutions. The student com-
munity and the management of  the educational institutions are 
happy with the change. And this trend is bound to continue.

The trigger for this ongoing change was the Kerala State 
Commission for the Protection of  Child Rights’ directive that 
schools exclusively for boys and girls should cease to exist 
from 2023-24 academic year. Maintaining that there is no need 
to teach boys and girls in separate schools in the existing so-
cial context, the order said that the best educational institu-
tions in the word are co-ed. This move is correct in the context 
of  the RTE Act too, which had stated that it is obligatory for 
the government to provide free and compulsory elementary 
education to each and every child in a neighbourhood school 
within 1 km, up to class 8 in India. The Commission’s order 
was based on a petition in which the petitioner had argued 
that gender justice was denied in exclusive schools.

There are no two ways about the benefits of  mixed education. 
The most basic and the most convincing reason for the rele-
vance of  co-ed school is that we live in a co-ed world. There have 
been enough and more international studies proving the ben-
efits of  co-ed schools.  According to studies, mixed schools are 
instrumental in instilling mutual respect and ensuring gender 
equality. Studying in these schools will also help in removing 
orthodox ideas and encourage boys and girls to respect the op-
posite gender. Boys and girls who are comfortable with opposite 
genders will adjust better in the adult world too. Exclusive gen-
dered schools are certainly an anomaly in today’s world. On the 
other hand, co-ed schools, by nature, are more inclusive and 
egalitarian. They must be encouraged at all costs.

Q U I C K  TA K E

LONG-TERM PLAN FOR ASSAM

L IKE almost every year in recent times, Assam is being devas-
tated by a flood. At least 66 people have died and more than 5
lakh are sheltering in 577 relief  camps. Floods have routinely 

wreaked havoc along the riverbanks of  the mighty Brahmapu-
tra. But with climate change, their frequency and ferocity have 
increased. The rainfall in Assam has been far above the long-
term average this year. At least 18 people have died in neighbour-
ing Meghalaya too. Given that we know this is not going to be a 
rare phenomenon, we must prepare much better—both on short-
term relief  and long-term solutions. Too much is at stake.
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HILE speaking in the Lok Sab-
ha on Monday (July 1), Rahul 
Gandhi said, “Aap Hindu ho hi 
nahin (You are not Hindu).” 
The line was directed at the BJP 
benches, including Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi, his cabi-

net colleagues, fellow members of  the 
House and, by extension, the millions of  
voters who supported the saffron outfit.

Rahul’s words indicated three things—
his sense of  entitlement, ignorance  
of  Indian ethos and disrespect for  
democratic norms.

Can Rahul or anybody else decide who 
is a Hindu? During the just-concluded 
Lok Sabha polls, 23.59 crore Indians vot-
ed for the BJP. There are likely to be mil-
lions more who support the BJP, but 
couldn’t vote for their favourite party for 
various reasons. A majority of   
them identify themselves as Hindus. 
With one utterance, Rahul seemed to 
strip them of  this identity.

Who can make such a statement? Only 
someone with an acute sense of  entitle-
ment. Unlike Abrahamic religions,  
Hinduism is timeless (hence also sana-
tan), catholic and pluralistic. There is no 
centralised authority in Hinduism,  
and none has any right to pass such 
edicts regarding the faith. 

Identity can work differently for the 
Abrahamic faiths. For example, the Ah-
madiyya sect in Pakistan has been 
‘shunned’ from Islam, and its followers 
are routinely persecuted because their 
belief  system differs a little from the 
mainline Shia-Sunni doctrines. These 
two sects are also perpetually locked in 
internecine wars because of  their con-
flicting theological beliefs. Ironically, Ah-
madiyyas were at the forefront, along 
with communists and the Muslim 
League, in striving for an independent 
Pakistan. Doesn’t Rahul somewhat  
sound like a similar establishment voice 
when he decrees in Lok Sabha who is a 
Hindu and who isn’t?

During his 1-hour-40-minute speech, 
Rahul also observed, “Those who call 
themselves Hindus indulge in hatred, 
violence and untruths 24x7.” Can any-
one, including Rahul, make such an acer-
bic statement about any other faith? 
Don’t miss the contradiction. After sus-
pects are identified following a terror 
episode anywhere in the world, the usual 
comment is: a terrorist has no religion. 

Rahul’s allegations are without basis. 
He can get away with it because of  the 
immunity that members of  parliament 
enjoy. In their history, Hindus have re-
sorted to violence mainly to defend them-

selves. Hinduism is inclusive and has in 
its fold numerous traditions, all equally 
valid—ranging from devout idol worship-
pers to outright heretics. Anyone who 
cares to call oneself  a Hindu is a Hindu.

Rahul also spoke about violence and 
hate. Given his party’s track record in 
this respect, can he sound so sanctimoni-
ous? While Rahul argues against the two 
evils, he promotes divisive narratives 
and allies with forces that seek to divide 
Indians based on caste, region and faith. 
Highlighting Indians’ caste identity was 
central to his election campaign.

Hate and divisiveness, the bane of  In-
dia, have been aggravated in its  
socio-economic and religio-cultural life 
in recent centuries. The use of  violence 
or deceit is a part of  a playbook while 

dealing with non-believers or dissent 
within own ranks. Uniformity, particu-
larly in matters of  faith, is central to 
their existence. In contrast, Indian  
ethos is indifferent to uniformity, it fo-
cuses only on harmony.

Who ceded a fourth of  India in August 
1947 to the forces of  Islamic nationalism? 
Pakistan is not just a country; it is now a 
religious idea that transcends borders. 
Recall 1980-90, when Pakistan trained 
and funded terrorists with local help, and 
hounded Kashmiri Pandits out of  their 
ancestral homeland. In a recent  
interview, the newly elected National 
Conference MP Aga Syed Ruhullah Me-
hdi threatened a repetition of  the  
black decade in retaliation to the abroga-
tion of  Articles 370 and 35A.

In June 2022, Kanhaiya Lal in Rajas-
than and Umesh in Maharashtra were 
beheaded by Islamic zealots. Last week, 
a young couple was publicly humiliated 
and battered Taliban-style by a muscle-
man affiliated with the local ruling party 
in West Bengal’s Uttar Dinajpur. On June 
27, a Muslim woman was stripped, 
dragged by her hair and thrashed for 
over an hour by goons for supporting the 
BJP in West Bengal’s Cooch Behar. The 
berating and torturing of  victims such 
as Anees Mian-Parveen Jahan (Uttara-
khand, 2022), Samina (Madhya Pradesh, 
2023), and Tahira Bano (Rajasthan, 2023) 
don’t usually figure in public discourse.

The killings of  Hafizul Sheikh (West 
Bengal, 2024), Aijaz Ahmad Sheikh (J&K, 
2024), Babar Ali (Uttar Pradesh, 2022) and 
Sheikh Waseem Bari (J&K, 2020) have 
not been highlighted as much as some 
others. They were all victims of  hate and 
were guilty of  a common ‘crime’: sup-
porting the BJP. This list of  hate crimes 
is indicative and not an exhaustive one.

This itinerary of  hate and violence, 
however, doesn’t seem to concern Rahul. 
His public utterances are shaped by the 
compulsions of  power politics and the 
requirements of  the ideological ecosys-
tem he is aligned with. His narrative is 
solely fashioned by the political divi-
dends he is aiming to reap. No wonder, he 
blames only those “who call themselves 
Hindus” for these twin evils.

There is a method to this madness.  
For decades, the Congress has been on 
the decline. Rahul is in a hurry to resur-
rect it. His options are limited. It’s diffi-
cult to fault the incumbent Modi on his 
performance. As a shortcut to gather 
electoral support, Rahul is increasingly 
leaning on identity politics and aligning, 
knowingly or unknowingly, with the  
forces of  neo-colonialism.

Rahul won Wayanad with the Indian 
Union Muslim League’s support—a post-
independence reincarnation of  the Mo-
hamed Ali Jinnah-led Muslim League. 
Muhammad Ismail set up the IUML  
after independence. Prior to 1947,  
he was president of  the Madras unit  
of  Jinnah’s Muslim League. The League 
has changed its signboard, but has it 
changed its agenda?

Rahul is trying to run with the hare 
and hunt with the hounds. He can’t carry 
on with this contradiction for long.  
Shorn of  hyperbole and embellishments, 
Rahul’s first speech in the newly  
constituted Lok Sabha was poor on facts 
and high on toxins.

(Views are personal)
(punjbalbir@gmail.com)
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A recent comment has brought up an old question: who  
gets to decide religious identity? It’s tougher to answer  

in a land where harmony is stressed over uniformity
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We had organised a litera-
ture festival a few months
back. Almost all the writers
spoke about the stories all
around us waiting to be put
on paper.This set me think-
ing. If the life of each of us
is a palette of stories of dif-
ferent hues, why is it that we
do not hear more of these
experiences? Does it have
something to do with a life
that is increasingly run-
ning at such a frantic pace
that we have no time to
observe and listen? Or is it
the divides that we carry
within us – social, class,
caste, age, gender, religion,
ideologies,  and many
more?I have met many peo-
ple in my life. If I was
asked to place them in two
distinct categories, I would
not hesitate to categorise
them as extroverts and
introverts. The outspoken
are the ones who attract
attention. It is the ones shy
in expressing sentiments in
public, who are a revelation
to me. It only needs a nudge
for their unexpressed and
hence unheard stories to
come out. Their life experi-
ences are a myriad of emo-
tions.I remember my first
holidays in the mountains.

The adjoining room was
occupied by an old couple,
who at that time may have
been our grandparents’ age.
One morning, as we sat out-
side, my parents sipping
their tea, the couple also
came out. My father asked
us to fetch the chairs placed
nearby, respecting their old
age, and slightly bent backs.
Our efforts were brushed
aside, “We can still carry
our own chairs.” Habits
inculcated at a young age
are difficult to break. I still
get up to offer my seat to an
older person.My paternal
grandfather was hard of
hearing. We children had to
shout to make him under-
stand. I did not realise that
I had started screaming at
anybody old, till the time I
was told by my maternal

grandmother, “Why do you
shout at us. Our hearing is
perfectly normal.” I now
make a conscious effort not
to speak loudly to an older
person unless asked.My
maternal grandfather was
paralyzed on one side when
he may have been 50. He
was extremely slow, but
insisted on wearing his
clothes without anyone’s
help, also brushing aside my
grandmother’s efforts to do
so, even if there was a time
constraint when going out
for a movie show.It is not
that only the old want the
young to respect their wish
to be heard and treated
with dignity and respect.I
remember a cab driver who
only needed a gentle query
to tell me that he chose to
drive a cab after he retired

to keep himself active and
for the opportunity to talk
to willing passengers, over-
riding the objections of his
children who were now
much better placed than he
ever was.Or yet another
cab driver, who was burst-
ing to proudly tell anyone
willing to listen to him that
his daughter had cleared
her CA examinations in
the first attempt and had
been offered a job with one
of the Big 4.There are many
more who only need a gen-
tle prod to express their
unheard stories if only there
is someone around to give
them time without being
judgemental. Their silence
is a plea to be encouraged
to narrate a life story that
many might deem to be
common but is no less
extraordinary than that of
the most successful celebri-
ty. It is also important to be
a story-listener! In Bryant H
McGill’s words, “One of the
most sincere forms of
respect is actually listening
to what another has to say.”
(The author is an electrical

engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts

classes in creative writing;
views are personal)
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Modi's third term, several Opposition lead-
ers have voiced concerns that the govern-
ment may not endure beyond a few
months. Lalu’s recent statements have
intensified such speculation, suggesting a
potential political upheaval.
Amidst this, there is a possibility that a
strategic maneuver might be underway by
Nitish Kumar and N. Chandrababu Naidu
to destabilize the Modi government if their
demands are not met. Both leaders, known
for their political agility, may take drastic
steps for their political survival, which
could potentially lead to the government's
collapse. 

Bhagwan Thadani |Mmumbai
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Madam — Jailed MPs Amritpal Singh and
Engineer Rashid took their oaths as Lok
Sabha members amidst stringent security
measures by concerned authorities. Both
MPs secured significant victories in their
respective constituencies of Punjab and
Jammu & Kashmir, marking a triumph of
democracy in regions historically marred
by unrest.

Under Article 101(4) of the Constitution,
MPs must inform the Speaker in writing
if unable to attend House proceedings post-
oath, subject to scrutiny by the House
Committee on Absence of Members.
However, a Supreme Court ruling man-
dates immediate disqualification if an
MP receives a prison sentence of two years
or more, overturning prior provisions.The
impact of Engineer Rashid's victory is piv-
otal in Kashmir's upcoming assembly
elections, necessitating careful handling by
the central government to maintain cur-
rent peace, especially amidst ongoing
Amarnath Yatra. Similarly, Amritpal
Singh's electoral success in Punjab under-
scores the need for sensitive management
amid recent incidents potentially affecting
communal harmony.It is crucial for the
central government to approach Punjab
and Jammu & Kashmir with utmost del-
icacy and maturity in light of these devel-
opments.nent athletes and teams. 

Yash Pal Ralhan  | Jalandhar
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Madam — The recent election results have
highlighted a stark contrast between our
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and the
outgoing Prime Minister of the UK, Rishi
Sunak. Modi's victory, despite being well-
funded and supported by the media, felt
hollow as his party, the BJP, suffered a sig-
nificant setback, losing 63 seats compared
to the last Lok Sabha elections. Despite this,
Modi remained publicly unshaken and did
not express any remorse or responsibility
for the disappointing outcome. The BJP's
third consecutive term was celebrated as
if it were a gold medal, despite being more
akin to a silver.In contrast, Rishi Sunak
demonstrated remarkable candor and
humility following his party's defeat to
Labour. He openly acknowledged his
responsibility for the loss, saying, "I take
responsibility for the loss... I am sorry." This
display of accountability and character
stands in stark contrast to Modi's approach. 
As Bill Courtney wisely noted, "The mea-
sure of a man's character is not determined
by how he handles his wins, but how he
handles his failures." By this standard, Rishi
Sunak has demonstrated commendable
character, and Modi could benefit from fol-
lowing his example by acknowledging the
conditional nature of his victory.

Avinash Godboley| Dewas
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Madam — In a significant and serious
assertion, Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)
chief Lalu Prasad Yadav on Friday predict-
ed the fall of the BJP-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) government
at the Centre by August, anticipating a split
among its coalition partners and hinting
that elections could be imminent. In the
2024 Lok Sabha elections, the BJP secured
240 seats, falling short of the 272 needed
for a majority. Nevertheless, it formed the
government with the support of allies such
as the Bihar-based Janata Dal (U) and the
Andhra Pradesh-based Telugu Desam
Party, allowing Narendra Modi to begin his
third consecutive term as Prime
Minister.Notably, since the inception of
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killed a year, according to a
database prepared by Poore
and Nemecek in 2018.
The Hindu, for the informa-
tion of our leadership, largely
grew up where vegetation has
been plentiful. 
He could, therefore, choose to
be anything from a strict veg-
etarian or an omnivore.
However, he owes his vegetar-
ianism to his belief in the
transmigration of the soul,
unlike the Christian who
believes in a single life until
Doomsday when God would
send him to either heaven or
hell depending on his perfor-
mance on earth or even in the
grave.The Hindu on the other
hand believes that when his
father, mother, relations, and
near and dear ones depart
from the world, it is only their
bodies that perish; the soul is
imperishable and enters new
bodies to carry on with its
respective new lives gained
after rebirth. 
The Hindu would, therefore,
be afraid that if he or she eats
meat, it could be the product
of the killing of some deceased
relation, who might have been
reborn as that particular ani-
mal or bird that was killed for
his culinary pleasure. I too hes-
itate to eat meat whenever I
imagine how I would feel if my
progeny were to be killed for
the pleasure of someone else’s
food. Pray, tell me, who is per-
petrating more violence, the
meat eater or the vegetarian?

Incidentally, I am a Hindu.
The diet or food habits of an
individual, if given to the con-
sumption of meat, may also
transfer to his social as well as
professional conduct and
behaviour. This question is
well answered by the history of
Europe. This continent,
throughout its history, has
fought 896 recorded wars.
Europeans were fighting and
killing each other as tribes,
much before the Greek and
Roman Empires came into
existence. 
The Athens-Sparta wars, the
Peloponnesian War, the expan-
sionist wars of the Roman
Empire, etc., are part of
Europe’s history and need not
be retold here.  But it is
Europe’s obsession with war
and killing from Achilles to
Putin (or Zelensky) that needs
to be emphasized and reiterat-
ed. From sticks to stone ham-
mers, bronze and later iron
and steel, armour and edged
weapons like the dagger sword
and spear, Europe kept devel-
oping and improving the tools
of killing. 
The 19th and 20th centuries
saw the explosion of techno-
logical development and inno-
vations. The age of iron, steel,
coal and steam came to the
world. Railways steamships,
the telegraph and then the
radio, automobiles, machine
guns, tanks, airplanes and the
submarine came into being.
All this enabled European

nation-states to muster, equip,
arm, transport and command
more men than ever before in
their history, with deadlier
firepower and killing capacity. 
In the past 75 years alone, the
invention of the atomic bomb,
guided missile, the internet
and cyber warfare have
changed war and its dimen-
sions like nothing else has.
Our contention that Europe
has been the land of war, war
and more war is easily proved
by the sheer number of human
beings who have perished
because of European wars.
Even if we were to leave aside
all its ancient and medieval
wars, the two World Wars
(together) alone consumed
130 million lives. Even a rela-
tively small power like Italy
under its dictator Benito
Mussolini was ready to jump
into wars of aggrandizement
owing to delusions about its
armed might. Those delu-
sions occurred as a result of the
phenomenon of “armed sua-
sion”: for quite some time
Italy was believed to be the
most formidable air power in
Europe. Be that as it may,
there is no denying that
Europe, a meat-eating conti-
nent has been the land of war.
To accuse Hindus of violence,
therefore, is nothing but a
moral travesty.

(The writer is a well-known
columnist, an author and a

former member of the Rajya
Sabha; views are personal)
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To specifically associate
violence—as was done
on the floor of the Lok
Sabha on July 1,
2024—with Hinduism,

showed that not all our leaders
have had time to intimately know
and understand the Indian ethos.
This is understandable if one
remembers that Indians can be
Hindu, Muslim, Christian (duly
baptized) and others. 
An argument between the hon-
ourable Speaker of the Lok Sabha
and the leader of the opposition
reflected the differences, albeit in
a rather acrimonious manner.As
the Speaker explained, the Hindu
goes to the extent of touching an
elder’s feet and not merely bend-
ing. On the other hand, Islam
does not permit bending to any-
one, except Allah the Merciful. 
A Christian is different and
shakes hands to convey the
warmth of his feelings.The scale
of violence indulged in also varies
from ethos to ethos. Christians
are habituated to meat-eating,
except on Fridays, when they do
not go beyond a piece of fish. The
Muslim also likes his meat with-
out restrictions even on Fridays.
This dietary preference might
have been forced upon these
communities because their ori-
gins began in the deserts of West
Asia, where vegetation was (and
continues to be) sparse. Even
Europe, where Christianity flour-
ished, could not easily grow crops
during the winter. In the process,
the world’s consumption of ani-
mals is an estimated 100 million
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Gold has always been a
traditional safe haven
particularly in uncer-

tain situations of geo-political
tensions, financial and eco-
nomic turmoil. Many genera-
tions have taken advantage of
investing in the security of
gold. However, even this tra-
ditional investment has wit-
nessed considerable changes
with the advent of financial
innovation. 
The newer generation can
now take benefit of security
provided by gold which is
more convenient, cost effective
and eliminates the hassles of
physical ownership by invest-
ing in Gold Exchange-Traded
Funds (ETFs). An ETF is an
exchange traded passive fund
that tracks any index, or a
commodity. In this case, a
Gold ETF invests in gold bul-

lion and tracks the physical
gold price. One Gold ETF unit
is equal to 1 gram of gold and
is backed by physical gold of
highest purity, making it a
dematerialised form of phys-
ical gold. 
This gives Gold ETFs twin
advantage of security of gold
investment in combination
with flexibility of the stock
market, as they are traded on
stock exchanges like stocks of
any listed companies and can

be traded continuously at mar-
ket prices. Upon redemption of
a Gold ETF, investors receive
cash equivalent instead of pos-
session of physical gold. 
To take maximum advantage
of flexibility and security that
a Gold ETF has to offer, it is
advisable to take some safe-
guards to achieve maximum
returns. The first lookout for
an investor is to choose a
Gold ETF with lower expense
ratio. Expense ratio is the
yearly management fee
charged by the fund houses,
which is usually a percentage
of the fund’s assets under
management (AUM) and is
used by the fund house to
cover their administrative,
advertising and various other
operational costs. A lower
expense ratio is significant as
it would eat less into the

investors’ returns and result in
higher net returns for them,
maintaining the cost-advan-
tage of Gold ETFs when com-
pared to storage costs and
making charges of physical
gold. The second precaution
for investors is to examine the
tracking error. 
Tracking error measures how
closely the fund mirrors the
underlying index or the com-
modity and how different is its
performance from that of the
benchmark. A low tracking
error signifies how effectively
the fund reflects the perfor-
mance of the underlying asset
and a high tracking error indi-
cates a higher deviation.
Tracking error is an extreme-
ly critical performance metric
for investors due to a number
of reasons. Firstly, it displays
consistency of performance. A

lower tracking error guaran-
tees reliable tracking of the
actual price changes of physi-
cal gold. Secondly, low track-
ing error resonates the efficien-
cy of the fund management.
This metric can be used by
investors to identify the Gold
ETFs that have better perfor-
mance and provide higher
returns. Thirdly, lower track-
ing errors indicate lower costs
incurred by the fund man-
agers, thereby leaving higher
returns for investors to enjoy. 

Having many benefits, one
cannot stress enough on the
importance of tracking error. 
It is known that higher expense
ratio and management fees can
lead to deviation of the perfor-
mance of Gold ETFs from the
underlying assets, i.e., physical
gold. In addition, investors
should also be aware of the
cash holdings of a Gold ETF.
Higher cash holdings again
lead to deviation in their per-
formances. 
Since ETFs are similar to
stocks, liquidity is an impor-
tant metric. Higher the liquid-
ity of a Gold ETF, lower is the
performance deviation.
Regular rebalancing the port-
folios is an important aspect of
any fund, and in doing so Gold
ETFs incur costs associated
with sales/purchase of physi-
cal gold. This again contributes

to tracking error. Thirdly,
like stocks and commodities,
Gold ETFs are subject to mar-
ket volatility. Since the under-
lying asset – physical gold –
can be volatile due to geo-
political conditions, econom-
ic and financial factors. Finally,
while buying Gold ETFs, one
should not forget to factor in
the capital gains tax. Long-
term capital gains, if held for
more than 3 years, are taxed at
20 percent. 
The investors, however can
take the benefit of indexation.
Short-term capital gains as
usual are added to income and
taxed at applicable tax slab rate.
So, it would be prudent to
understand the implications of
taxation before investing in
Gold ETFs. For young and
modern investors, investing in
Gold ETFs is a modern and

efficient way to invest in gold.
For them, Gold ETFs provide
a winning combination of tra-
ditional security of gold with
the benefits of stock market
investing. Using an approach
of regular and disciplined
investing through systematic
investment plans (SIPs), young
investors can take the advan-
tage of rupee cost averaging
and alleviate the impact of
market volatility. With varied
benefits and much needed
flexibility,  Gold ETFs can
definitely substitute physical
gold investment in one’s port-
folio. Young generation should
take advantage of this modern
approach to gold investing
with a long-term perspective.

(The writer is Associate
Professor at Amity University,

Noida. The views expressed
are personal)
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short of addressing the root con-
cerns."
However, protests initially aimed
at the Finance Bill have evolved
into a broader uprising challeng-
ing not just Ruto's administration
but the entire 60-year-old post-
independence establishment sup-
ported by US and NATO powers.
Millions nationwide, spanning 37
counties and crossing tribal lines,
participated in demonstrations
led largely by youth demanding
rejection of the bill and Ruto's res-
ignation. The protests culminated
tragically with reports of 53 deaths
and hundreds injured, with 30
fatalities occurring in Githurai and
23 more across Nairobi and other
regions, all due to police use of live
ammunition as documented by
the Police Reforms Working
Group.
Recent events in Kenya have wit-
nessed severe repression reminis-
cent of historical atrocities.
Tuesday's violence, where securi-
ty forces under President William
Ruto's command fired on protest-
ers, echoes the brutal 1969
Kisumu massacre ordered by
President Jomo Kenyatta, high-
lighting a pattern of state violence
against dissent. Ruto's swift shift
from threatening violence against
protesters to withdrawing the
Finance Bill 2024 reflects intense
public outcry and tragic losses
during demonstrations, initially
labelled as treasonous. Despite
withdrawing the bill, economic
pressures persist. 
The proposed austerity measures,
influenced by the IMF, aim to
tackle fiscal challenges but face
widespread opposition due to
potential impacts on healthcare,
education, and social services.
Ruto's manoeuvres to navigate
these challenges, including dia-
logue with youth and stakehold-
ers, stress Kenya's complex polit-
ical and economic terrain.
Opposition led by figures like
Raila Odinga, supported by

unions, engages in political
manoeuvring amid broader
socioeconomic tensions, reflecting
ongoing struggles over economic
policies and governance.
According to Onyango
K'Onyango, a journalist working
for one of Kenya's top newspapers,
The Nation, he told this writer,
"Our Constitution allows for the
right to picket and assemble. As
one of the most progressive
Constitutions in Africa and per-
haps the world at large, freedom
of expression and association is
guaranteed. It was an ill-advised
move for the police to use live bul-
lets on peaceful protesters.
Whatever happened is unfortu-
nate, but I blame the police for
using excessive force and the gov-
ernment for failing to listen to
issues raised by our Gen-Z." A
chest-thumping government and
Parliament is dangerous to a pro-
gressive democracy like ours.
Arrogance exhibited by pro-gov-
ernment lawmakers and those
who surround the president is the
cause of all this mayhem. This is
the time to embrace a reconcilia-
tory tone, and the President
should firmly deal with corruption
in his administration. He should
order a lifestyle audit and lead by
example. The controversial bill
should be returned to Parliament
accompanied by a memorandum.
This is what Kenyans want to hear,
not rushing to term their peace-
ful protest as treasonous and
deploying the military."
In Nairobi, escalating tensions
between the youth and the gov-
ernment, exacerbated by recent
violent incidents, reflect deep-
seated bitterness. In my conversa-
tion with a freelance journalist,
Andrew Mutungwa highlights key
grievances: outrage over fatal
shootings during protests,
President Ruto's divisive portray-
al of protesters as criminals under-
mining their right to assemble
peacefully, and a perceived arro-

gance from leadership intensify-
ing feelings of neglect among
youth. Mutungwa urges the pres-
ident to address these issues
promptly, calling for action against
corruption, criticising wasteful
governance practices, and high-
lighting economic hardships as
drivers of widespread discontent
and ongoing protests. He warns of
potential political instability if
grievances are not addressed and
acknowledges external influences
supporting youth activism, advo-
cating for dialogue and reforms to
resolve Kenya's underlying issues.
Meanwhile, Erick Gangu, a human
rights activist, provides a nuanced
perspective on the unfolding
events in Kenya. He asserts that
the current unrest is primarily an
internal affair without external
financial or other support, con-
trary to speculations about foreign
influence. 
Gangu criticises President Ruto's
recent statement as emotionally
charged and inappropriate for a
figure expected to embody nation-
al unity, emphasising that decla-
rations of treason fall under the
jurisdiction of the judiciary, not
the executive branch. He high-
lights concerns about pre-demon-
stration arrests, including doctors
and journalists, and condemns
these actions as unconstitutional.
Despite early attempts in 1993 to
establish a dedicated anti-cor-
ruption squad within the police,
its impact was short-lived as the
unit disbanded. The milestone for-
mation of the Kenya Anti-
Corruption Authority (KACA)
in 1997 was cut short by a 2000
High Court ruling deeming its
statutory framework unconstitu-
tional, leading to dissolution.
Kenya's ongoing struggle against
corruption necessitates sustained
institutional reforms and public
vigilance for effective resolution.

(The writer is a journalist and
author. Views are personal)

Kenya's President William Ruto
has finally withdrawn the
Finance Bill 2024 following
widespread protests triggered
by Bloody Tuesday, when

police fatally shot numerous austerity pro-
testers in Nairobi this week. According to
media reports, the bill, influenced by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF),
proposed significant tax increases amidst
soaring food and fuel prices, high unem-
ployment, and perceived governmental
corruption and extravagance. The World
Bank and IMF are sending conflicting
messages to Kenya regarding taxation.
While the World Bank cautions that
Kenya's unpredictable tax policies are
deterring Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI), the IMF has praised the govern-
ment's proposed tax increases in the
Finance Bill 2024, suggesting they will sig-
nificantly expand the tax base.
Last year, the IMF and the World Bank
convened their annual joint meeting in
Marrakech, marking their return to
African soil after nearly five decades. The
last occasion these two Bretton Woods
institutions convened on African soil was
in 1973, during the IMF-World Bank
meeting in Nairobi, Kenya. At that time,
Kenya's President Jomo Kenyatta (1897-
1978) implored the attendees to swiftly
address the 'monetary sickness of infla-
tion and instability that has plagued the
world.' In recent years, the tragic and grim
situation has worsened significantly, with
an increase in conflicts reported across
the continent. Long-time exploiters like
France, along with their alliances, are now
confronting significant and formidable
challenges. Amid critiques from organi-
sations like Oxfam, who denounced
these neo-liberal financial institutions'
persistent austerity measures and debt
policies, the meeting accentuated the
enduring economic challenges facing
developing countries. Despite promises of
social spending safeguards, exemplified
in recent IMF agreements with countries
like Pakistan and Sri Lanka, critics argue
that these measures perpetuate cycles of
dependency and inequality. Amidst glob-
al protests demanding alternatives to
neoliberal orthodoxy, as Vijay Prashad
asserted, the meeting in Morocco under-
scored a deepening disillusionment with
the IMF and World Bank's capacity to
address the fundamental economic dis-
parities they perpetuate. It is crucial to
remember that these financial institutions
are neither charitable nor humanitarian;
they operate with the primary goal of
profit and the consolidation of their polit-
ical agendas. Kenya serves as yet anoth-
er glaring example. 
During my conversation with Tom Jalio,
a journalist working for The Star, a daily
newspaper in Kenya, he said, "President
Ruto inherited a highly indebted coun-
try, and his attempts to curb borrowing
with internal solutions have been seen as
overly aggressive. Using his parliamentary
majority to push through contentious tax
bills for two consecutive years, President
Ruto now faces mounting public oppo-
sition. Despite heavy security measures,
the public outcry against these policies
erupted in what President Ruto labelled
as treasonous acts-a response that fails to
acknowledge the genuine patriotism
underlying the protests. As Kenyan liter-
ature might suggest, when the detachment
of President Ruto affects an entire nation,
dismissing dissent as criminality falls
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