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M
ore than a year since an ethnic con�a-
gration �ared up, resulting in 221 deaths
and the displacement of nearly 50,000

people, something remains rotten in the State of
Manipur. The con�ict has now spread to hitherto
peaceful districts such as Jiribam even as the Im-
phal valley and other areas have seen rising ex-
tortion and abductions. The increase in armed
militias in both the valley and hill areas, who are
armed with weapons looted from constabularies,
has contributed to this situation. For the past
year, the Union government has sought to main-
tain a tenuous peace by subjecting the State to a
de facto imposition of the provisions of Article
355 of the Constitution, without o�cially an-
nouncing them, even as it continues with the
same political leadership so as to provide a �g
leaf of power to the Chief Minister who is from
the Bharatiya Janata Party. Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi has been barely involved even to seek a
humanitarian pause in the con�ict and to work
towards a peaceful resolution, while Home Minis-
ter Amit Shah routinely calls up security brief-
ings, but to little avail. In the latest meeting with a
host of security and administrative o�cials, the
Chief Minister was not invited. The Union govern-
ment’s indecisive vacillation and the State go-
vernment’s inability to rise above its leadership’s
ethnic biases have ensured that the Manipur con-
�ict remains on a slow burn even as the electo-
rate in the State has already given a strong mes-
sage on this situation. In the general election, the
Opposition Congress party scored a decisive win
in the Inner and Outer Manipur constituencies,
despite the blatant intimidatory tactics by the
militias to deter voters, especially in the valley. 

The writing on the wall is clear. The persis-
tence of the status quo is doing little to resolve
the con�ict and is only furthering the ethnic di-
vide. The Union and the State governments must
heed the people of Manipur’s call for change. A
change in leadership is now inevitable at the
helm of a�airs of government but a mere shifting
of chairs will not su�ce. There must be a re-
newed attempt to curb the antisocial militias and
to disarm them in the hill areas and in the valley,
while simultaneously ensuring that civil society
actors, who are committed to peace and amity
cutting across ethnic sections, are empowered to
talk to each other and work out the modalities of
bringing back normalcy. The representatives of
the governments in the neighbouring States and
the newly elected parliamentarians can also help
in bringing about a reconciliation between the
hostile ethnic groups. But all this can happen on-
ly if there is a decisive change in the current state
of a�airs in Manipur. 

Alter the status quo 
The expansion of con�ict in Manipur

calls for decisive change 

T
he Union Tribal A�airs Ministry will be
looking into the forest clearance paper-
work of the ₹72,000-crore infrastructure

project on Great Nicobar Island, a major initiative
of the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) go-
vernment, Tribal A�airs Minister Jual Oram told
this newspaper. This is a signi�cant step for the
government, in its third term, as it brings to the
surface the contentious and di�cult choices that
governments face while addressing the trilemma
of infrastructure development, preserving pris-
tine biodiversity respect and, being sensitive to
the rights of the indigenous inhabitants, and tri-
bals. The Great Nicobar Project involves develop-
ing a trans-shipment port, an international air-
port, township development, and a 450 MVA gas
and solar-based power plant on the island. The
project area is expected to cover over 130 sq. km.
of pristine forest, and has been accorded a stage-1
environmental clearance — one of the mandatory
prerequisites — by an expert committee. The go-
vernment told Parliament in August 2023 that 9.6
lakh trees could be felled and ‘compensatory af-
forestation,’ for the loss of this unique rainforest
ecosystem, had been planned, thousands of kilo-
metres away, in the vastly di�erent ecological
zone of Haryana. The Galathea Bay in the Nico-
bar islands hosts multiple rare species including
the leatherback turtle, and the project imperils
their future. 

The government contends that its motive is to
leverage the strategic location with the Great Ni-
cobar Island located only 90 km away from the
western tip of the Malacca Strait, an important
shipping route between the Indian Ocean and the
South China Sea. However, critics and some of
the government’s policy advisers suggest that
tourism is a key imperative for the exercise. The
Environment Ministry, which is a regulator of en-
vironmental policy, has opted to be secretive
about the project. Details on the environmental
clearance process and the appraisal process,
usually a public document, have been kept under
wraps. There also seems to be haste on the part
of the island administration to proceed while ig-
noring the rights of the local tribes — the Shom-
pen in particular — regarding consent. The Na-
tional Commission for Scheduled Tribes, a
constitutional body, has demanded an explana-
tion from the district administration on these
grounds. The National Green Tribunal had tasked
a committee, headed by the Secretary of the En-
vironment Ministry, to submit a report on the ap-
proval of forest clearances. This too is not public.
Without transparency, it would be foolhardy for
the government to attempt such a massive uphea-
val of the islands and it should, with its new man-
date, immediately correct course.

Nicobar triangle 
Without consultations, Centre should
not embark on infrastructure project  

I
t is a well-established fact that the Indian
Himalayan Region (IHR) is both India’s
water tower and also the critical provider
of invaluable ecosystem goods and

services. Despite this understanding, there has
always been dissonance between the special
development needs and the development model
being pursued in the IHR. As the economy of the
region is dependent on the health and the
well-being of its natural resources, plundering the
same in the name of development will inevitably
and surely lead the IHR towards its economic
ruin.

In view of some of the recent judgments of the
Supreme Court of India, we seem to be headed
towards a more robust rights-based regime where
sustainable development would be a fundamental
right. The tone and tenor of the Court’s
judgments highlighting the competing rights of
people and nature are a clear sign of the direction
in which the development versus environment
debate in India is headed. In State of Telangana
and Others vs Mohd. Abdul Qasim (Died) Per Lrs,
the Court had said that the need of the hour is to
adopt an ecocentric view of the environment,
where nature is at the core. The Court said, “Man
being an enlightened species, is expected to act
as a trustee of the Earth...The time has come for
mankind to live sustainably and respect the rights
of rivers, lakes, beaches, estuaries, ridges, trees,
mountains, seas and air.... Man is bound by
nature’s law.”

A model of destruction
According to this approach, nature is not an
object of protection but a subject with
fundamental rights, such as the right to exist, to
survive, and to persist and regenerate vital cycles.
The current development model being pursued
in the IHR is in total contravention of this
approach. We are witnessing a ‘bumper crop’ of
hydroelectric power stations on the rivers and
streams in the IHR, without any care for the
rights of these rivers and streams. There is a
reckless widening of existing hill roads to four
lanes in the name of development — in any case,
these roads are getting washed away in many
places in the IHR every time a river is in spate.

A post-disaster need assessment report by the
National Disaster Management Authority on the
�oods in 2023 in Himachal Pradesh identi�ed,
unsurprisingly, rampant construction in violation
of norms, regulations (and even court orders in
many cases) right on river beds and �ood plains,
on the steep slopes, in seismic zones, in
landslide-prone areas and the loss of green cover
as the reasons for the disaster. The Teesta dam
breach in Sikkim and the monsoon �oods and
landslides in Himachal Pradesh — both events in
2023 — are a stark reminder of the havoc our

development model is causing to the
environment, ecology and communities,
especially in the mountains. The mountains,
climate, forests, rivers, air and land all are crying
for their right to survive in the IHR. In whatever
approach we choose to adopt, whether
ecocentric or anthropocentric, there is a need to
align aspirations for growth and development in
the IHR with the science and the rights of both
people and nature.

Intersectionality of rights
In another matter of public interest litigation
(PIL) titled Ashok Kumar Raghav vs Union of India
and Ors., the Supreme Court asked the central
government and the petitioner to suggest a way
forward so as to enable the Court to pass
directions on the carrying capacity of the
Himalayan States and towns. In the case of the
Great Indian Bustard, the Court has recognised
the right of the people of this country to be free
from the adverse impacts of climate change.
Unfortunately the Court’s verdict in the Great
Indian Bustard case is being interpreted in a very
narrow sense — as if the Court has given a clean
chit to all renewable energy projects over and
above the concerns for biodiversity or any other
right that might get compromised. The Court is
not only cognisant but also committed to the
conservation of species and has underscored the
importance of taking proactive measures “not
reactive” to protect the Great Indian Bustard. The
Court modi�ed the previous order where a
blanket ban was imposed on a very large area
despite the report of the Wildlife Institute of
India, which had identi�ed 13,663 square
kilometres as the “priority area”, and the rest as
“potential areas” and as “additional important
areas” for the Great Indian Bustard. The Court
has explained in the judgement the non-viability
of underground power transmission lines.

In fact, the Court has explained in detail, with
examples of many international and national
obligations, to explain the intersectionality
between the fundamental rights enshrined in
Articles 14 and 21, speci�cally, and human rights
which include the right to development and the
newly minted right to be able to adapt to climate
change. The top court went on to say: “without a
clean environment which is stable and
unimpacted by the vagaries of climate change,
the right to life is not fully realised... The inability
of underserved communities to adapt to climate
change or cope with its e�ects violates the right
to life as well as the right to equality. The right to
equality under Article 14 and the right to life
under Article 21 must be appreciated in the
context of the decisions of this Court, the actions
and commitments of the state on the national and
international level, and scienti�c consensus on

climate change and its adverse e�ects”.
It is a given that unless infrastructure is

sustainable and dependable, it cannot become
the foundation for people’s pursuit of their
developmental goals. Sustainability of
infrastructure necessarily means that it is resilient
to the adverse impacts of climate change and
consequent disasters. This is essential to ensure
equality, equity and equal access to people, to
various opportunities all across the country — as
is the mandate of Articles 14 and 21 of the
Constitution. Disasters are also known to amplify
social inequality as the poor are the worst hit and
the most inadequately equipped to deal with the
consequences. To pursue a path of sustainable
development can also be said to be a
fundamental right, as a natural corollary or an
integral part or a sub-set of the right to be free
from the adverse impacts of climate change. The
state must honour this. Hopefully, the Court’s
judgment is a much-needed nudge and serves as
the basis for a legal framework for necessary
course correction for development in general and
in the IHR in particular.

Development and disaster resilience
While there is no denying that as we are a
lower-middle income country with a large and
young population, rapid development is India’s
destiny. The interconnection between disasters
and unregulated development has become
increasingly pronounced and visible. The only
way forward is for disaster management to be
incorporated in development planning, both
from a perspective of prevention and resilience.
Our actions in the name of development, in total
disregard of nature in most cases, is to be blamed
for these unnatural disasters resulting from
natural hazards. The development plans, policies
and laws that underpin them too play a pivotal
role in the making of these disasters. There is an
urgent need for planning stage convergence of
di�erent authorities so that when there is a plan
for any development, all concerns about disaster
and climate resilience are also factored in, and
the project reaches implementation stage only
after the green signal in these areas. We need
both development and disaster resilience. We
also need science, policy and action to be in
conformity with each other, in an integrated
approach with the involvement of all including
policymakers, planners, the scienti�c fraternity
and communities.

In view of these judgments of the Supreme
Court and also the new fundamental right to be
free from the adverse impacts of climate change,
it is now a fundamental right for people in
general and of IHR in particular to have a
development model that is sustainable and in
sync with the carrying capacity of the IHR.

The Court spells the way in Himalaya’s development 

Archana Vaidya 
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Aspirations for
growth and
development in
the Indian
Himalayan
Region need to
be aligned with
science and the
rights of people
and nature

F
rom calling India a “bully” to visiting New
Delhi as an invitee to the swearing-in of
Narendra Modi as the Prime Minister of

India for a third term, in June 2024, Mohamed
Muizzu’s India policy is one of blowing hot and
cold. Ever since his swearing-in in November
2023 as the President of the Maldives, Mr. Muizzu
has embraced a “pro-Maldives” policy that
reduces his country’s dependence on India,
increases relations with China, and diversi�es its
foreign policy with others. More than six months
after his swearing-in and impairing Male’s ties
with India, his foreign policy is now seeing some
recalibration.

Mr. Muizzu’s foreign policy is shaped by
domestic and external factors. Coming to power
through a party that has led the “India Out”
campaign, the leader has used anti-Indian
rhetoric and diversi�cation from India to further
nationalist and religious sentiments and voter
base in the Maldives. Both he and his party also
enjoy close ties with China and deem it as a
“pro-e�cient” partner that would fund their
ambitious projects. Further, owing to the
increasing geostrategic importance of the
Maldives and Male’s interest in reducing ties with
India, he hopes to deepen the Maldives’s
relationship with Japan, Saudi Arabia, Türkiye,
the United Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom
and the United States.

Male’s economic di�culties
However, economic di�culties at home in Male,
extra-regional powers falling short of
expectations, and India’s accommodative policy
are now compelling Mr. Muizzu to rethink his
strategy. First, the economy of the Maldives
continues to be in deep trouble — there are
increasing debt maturities, low revenues, and a
decline in foreign reserves. It has a debt-to-GDP
ratio of 110% and a foreign reserve of $622
million, while its annual debt servicing accounts
for $512 million for 2024 and 2025, and around
one billion in 2026. With its heavy dependence
on imports, food and fuel in�ation, and a low
production base, the government is struggling to
maintain its foreign reserves. It has even

convinced its top import partners, India and
China, to pay for imports in local currency.

Ties with China and India’s policy
Second, China is falling short of Male’s
expectations. Mr. Muizzu’s visit to China in
January 2024 saw both countries signing over 20
Memorandum of Understanding. There was also
agreement to revive the Belt and Road Initiative
projects and free trade agreement with China.
The Maldives also signed a defence pact with
China in March 2024, has agreed to explore
implementing the Global Security Initiative, has
upgraded the relations to a ‘China-Maldives
Comprehensive Strategic Cooperative
Partnership’ from 2024 to 2028, and even
permitted a Chinese ‘spy’ ship to dock in Male.
On its part, besides a few strategic investments,
Beijing is hesitant to invest in the country’s
mega-infrastructure. China’s focus is on
community development and housing projects,
and capacity-building initiatives.

Reports estimate that the Maldives owes China
around $1.5 billion. While China promised a �ve
years’ debt relief earlier, it is now disclosed that
debt relief would complicate the prospects of
future borrowing. The Chinese Ambassador has
also expressed wariness in o�ering new loans
because of Male’s increasing debt burden,
declaring that Beijing would assist in the form of
grants. This has fractured Mr. Muizzu’s hopes of
attracting funds and investments from China,
which happens through commercial loans, and
not grants. Similarly, other countries have also
been slow to reciprocate to his demands of
economic partnerships and have primarily
focused on capacity building and maritime
security due to their other strategic
preoccupations and commitments.

Third, India’s accommodative policy and
ful�lment of Mr. Muizzu’s demands and requests
have facilitated this rapprochement.

First, India has maintained high-level
engagements despite Male’s anti-Indian rhetoric
and close relations with China. India’s Minister of
External A�airs S. Jaishankar has met his
Maldivian counterpart on multiple occasions. In

addition, India replaced its 76 military personnel
with civilian experts at the request of the new
Maldivian government. It has increased its
development assistance from ₹400 crore to ₹600
crore (a 50% increase) for 2024, and its export
quota of food products to the Maldives by 5%,
and construction items by 25%.

The signal from New Delhi
Amid these economic hardships and China’s
lacklustre response, the Maldivian Foreign
Minister, Moosa Zameer, visited India in May,
marking the �rst high-level visit of the
government. India expressed to him the need to
uphold “reciprocal sensitivities” and responded
to the Maldives’ request by extending a $50
million treasury bill for a year on zero interest
(through the State Bank of India). This visit also
saw India inviting Mr. Muizzu to Mr. Modi’s
swearing-in.

On India’s part, the invitation extended to Mr.
Muizzu indicates that New Delhi will continue to
engage with Male, regardless of who is in power.
There is hope that the Maldivian leader, now with
a super-majority in the Maldivian Parliament,
would reciprocate India’s accommodative policy
by respecting its sensitivities. On the other hand,
with nearly 65% of Indian EXIM loans yet to be
disbursed and prospects of additional grants and
concessional loans, Mr. Muizzu hopes that the
invitation o�ers an opportunity to improve
bilateral ties with India and rescue the country’s
economy.

This is not to suggest that Mr. Muizzu has
embraced a pro-India policy. Along with an
attempt to deepen partnerships with others, his
equation with China remains unchanged. Both
countries even continue to maintain regular
high-level exchanges. What has perhaps changed
is his realising that he cannot completely alienate
India and that he would bene�t more by
balancing and playing one country against the
other rather than taking sides. As India and China
compete and try to outdo each other in the
region, Mr. Muizzu is possibly betting on
increasing his agency to further the Maldives’
interests.

From China tilt to a balancing with Beijing and Delhi 

Harsh V. Pant 
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With Male
facing increasing
domestic and
foreign policy
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Mohamed
Muizzu is
possibly aiming
at a
reconciliation
with India
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Toddy tapping
I write this letter as a retired
(and first) Dean of
Kanyakumari Government
Medical College, Tamil
Nadu. Every year, many fall
victim to spurious
(methanol-added) arrack.
Those who are addicted to
arrack consume this toxic
liquor. To avoid this, the

versions of cricket when
they prevailed over the
mighty Australians in the
ongoing T20 World Cup
(‘Sport’ page, June 24). For
a country sharply divided
along ethnic lines, the
Afghanistan cricket team
has been a unifier.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

India. There is hardly any
probity in any sphere.
N.G.R. Prasad,

Chennai

Epic upset
With their brand of
attacking cricket, the
Afghanistan players have
proved that they are no
pushovers in the shorter

that we are fast moving
away from a civil society. In
the toxic liquor tragedy in
Tamil Nadu, it cannot be
denied that o�icials are
involved.
What is it that is going to
result from an inquiry into
the NEET fiasco? The
examples can go on. This is
the sorry state of a�airs in

government should grant
licences to tape toddy from
palmyra trees.
Dr. Arunachalam,

Nagercoil, Tamil Nadu

The state of the nation
On going through
newspapers and watching
television, one is left with
the indelible impression

government must think of
opening toddy shops. Toddy
is a natural product from
palm and coconut trees. In
Kerala, coconut toddy is
common and is cheaper
than Indian-made foreign
liquor and arrack. Farmers
can generate income for
themselves and the
government as well. The

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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Washington, June 24: A UNI report from New
Delhi has been quoted widely in American news
media to suggest that India intends to follow up
its recent modest underground nuclear test with
a spectacular hydrogen bomb test. 

The Washington Post described the UNI as “a
news agency that is heavily in�uenced by the
Government of India and went on to add that
Delhi had not commented on the agency’s
report about an imminent thermonuclear test -
the inference that the “Post” report drew from
this was that the report had substance. 

It noted that Dr. R. Ramanna, Director of the
Bhabha Atomic Research Centre had told a
group of scientists two weeks ago that India
planned another event “which may thrill the
nation more than the May 18 underground
nuclear test.”

The “Post” report by one of its Washington
sta� also concluded that the Indian test had set
o� a chain reaction among other non-nuclear
weapon countries and that in the near future,
Iran and Japan would also join the nuclear club.

The report suggested that Iran which,
according to it, felt its claim to regional
hegemony challenged by a nuclear India, would
acquire nuclear knowhow and materials from
France.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 25, 1974

Likely H. Bomb Test: Agency
report widely quoted in U.S.

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

Coimbatore, June 23: During the year which
ended 31st March 1924, seven schools were
maintained by the South Indian Railway
Company for the bene�t of children of their
employees, both Indian and Anglo-Indian, at
which 540 scholars attended, which included
boys and girls up to the seventh standard. 

From Railway funds, from Government grant
and from fees, the schools are maintained and
the amounts respectively are Rs. 23,376, Rs.
6,634 and Rs. 3,923 respectively making a total
of Rs. 33,933.

The number of scholarships to the children of
the Indian employees, attending schools under
private management amounts to a total of 186
and the sum spent is Rs. 2,840. 

Provision for the year 1924-25 is made for Rs.
5,000.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 25, 1924

S.I. RY. Schools. 

O
n May 17, the Madurai
Bench of the Madras
High Court allowed the
resumption of

“annadhanam” (o�ering free food)
and “angapradakshanam”
(circumambulation) at the �nal
resting place of Nerur Sathguru
Sadasiva Brahmendral on the eve
of his Jeeva Samathi day. The
practice of doing
‘angapradakshanam’ by rolling on
the plantain leaves left behind by
devotees after eating food from
them, in the belief that it would
o�er spiritual bene�t, had been in
vogue for over 100 years.
However, it was halted by a
Division Bench order in a public
interest litigation (PIL) petition in
2015.

Nine years later, Justice G.R.
Swaminathan reinstated the
practice by invoking Article 25(1)
of the Constitution that guarantees
the right to freely profess,
practise, and propagate religion.
The judge linked the belief of the
devotees, who claim to derive
spiritual bene�t from such
practice, to the right to privacy, a
fundamental right under the
Constitution. He argued that if the
right to privacy includes “gender
and sexual orientation”, it also
includes “spiritual orientation”.
“It should not a�ect the rights and
freedoms belonging to others. So
as long as this Rubicon is not
crossed, it is not open to the State
or the courts to impinge on one’s
action,” he said.

The judge overlooked the
people’s movement that
culminated in the judicial
decisions that recognised sexual
orientation, which cannot be
equated with a spiritual
orientation, especially as
angapradakshanam on the
plantain leaves left behind by
devotees is customary and
religious rather than spiritual. He
cited the Mahabharata to support
his decision, arguing that spiritual
bene�ts are conferred by rolling
on leftover food. He sums it up by
holding that the customary
practice is protected as a
fundamental right under Articles

14, 19(1)(a), 19(1)(d), 21 and 25(1) of
the Constitution.

Justice Swaminathan overruled
the Division Bench’s order on the
ground that the devotees and the
trustees of the Adhistanam, who
were the necessary parties in the
PIL petition, were neither
included as parties nor heard and
held the order to be a fallacy as it
su�ered from an egregious breach
of the principles of natural justice.

The Division Bench order noted
that all devotees irrespective of
their castes indulged in the
practice of rolling on the leftover
plantain leaves. It concluded that
such religious and customary
practices a�ect human dignity and
violate the rights of equality and
life under Articles 14 and 21 of the
Constitution. Despite the
voluntary acts of the devotees, the
court ordered the practice to be
stopped immediately in 2015. The
Division Bench relied on a case
from Karnataka that is pending in
the Supreme Court, where a
similar practice was performed at
the Kukke Subramanya temple in
Dakshina Kannada district. The
Supreme Court stayed the practice
in December 2014 and directed
the respondents therein not to
allow anyone to roll on leftover
plantain leaves.

Justice Swaminathan negates
the Supreme Court order noting
that the Karnataka case involved
only Brahmins’ leftovers that
persons of other communities
rolled over, while in the present
case, all devotees participated
irrespective of their community.
He observed that “in fact, the
custom on hand points to
communal amity and social
integration”. The reasoning is due
to the erroneous understanding of
the facts in the Supreme Court
case, which arose on an appeal
from the Division Bench of the
Karnataka High Court. Before the
Division Bench, the respondents
agreed that the rolling on plantain
leaves ceremony would be open to
all persons, and said that they
would discontinue the practice of
the Brahmin community alone
eating the food o�ered to the deity

as ‘naivedyam’. They also said that
the food served on the plantain
leaves would not have been tasted
or partially eaten. It would be
placed in the outer yard over
which willing devotees could
perform the ritual. The appeal in
the Supreme Court was by the
State of Karnataka which was
stayed as the rituals were against
public order, morality, and health,
which are the restrictions on the
right to worship under Article
25(1) of the Constitution.

Justice Swaminathan’s
judgment focused on the devotee’s
rights to continue with the ritual
under the pretext of protection of
their fundamental rights.
However, it failed to examine the
duty of every citizen to develop a
scienti�c temper, humanism and
the spirit of inquiry and reform
enshrined in the Constitution.

Existing con�ict
At the heart of the judgment is the
con�ict between cultural
relativism and universalism. The
universalists argue for adoption of
human rights standards, whereas
the cultural relativists rely on
customary laws and practices and
religious beliefs. The judge has
chosen the relativist argument and
has moved away from the norms
in international instruments,
where the Preamble of the Charter
of the United Nations and the
Universal Declaration of Human
Rights mention human dignity.
The judge failed to recognise that
traditional and religious practices
are steeped in superstitious beliefs
and are the refuge of the ignorant
and fearful, who guard against the
challenge to their privileges.

It is the duty of the state to
change religious and customary
practices, such as rolling over
leftovers, that are unhealthy,
harmful, and strike at human
dignity. While an outright
rejection of such practices may
open up a Pandora’s Box, the State
could educate the believers
through reason and rational
discussions and pave for a
community that is humane and
prone to the spirit of inquiry.

Human dignity versus religious practices 

P. Selvi

Advocate and

Mediator at the

Madras High Court

It is the duty of
the state to
change religious
and customary
practices that
are unhealthy,
harmful, and
strike at human
dignity

STATE OF PLAY

A
fter being in power in
Odisha for almost a
quarter of a century,

the Biju Janata Dal (BJD) not
only lost the Assembly elec-
tion to the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) but also failed to
win a single Lok Sabha seat in
the State. The BJD’s worst per-
formance since its inception
can be attributed to multiple
factors. More than the BJP’s
winning strategy, the BJD’s de-
feat has more to do with the
way it has been functioning as
a political party in recent
years.

First, bureaucratic hubris
became a key reason behind
the BJD’s unacceptability
among the voters. The party
functioned more as a corpo-
rate entity, with bureaucrats
seen as senior managers. The
roles of the BJD’s elected re-
presentatives became redun-
dant, with district administra-
tors being considered more
powerful than local leaders.
The governance’s feedback
mechanism was also depen-
dent on local o�cers. This
hampered the popularity of
the BJD leaders as they relied
on the mercy of the
administrators.

In rural belts, the extraor-
dinary surge in perceived grie-
vances of the citizenry over
governance issues, as a result
of administrative ine�ective-
ness, gave way to the paribar-
tan (change) narrative. The
everyday lives of people in
these belts are greatly a�ected
by the functioning of local
block o�ces and police sta-
tions. Despite the introduc-
tion of pro-people initiatives,
these local grievance redress
centres were perceived as
centres of corruption, a clear
departure from the intent of

the BJD in its early years.
Second, organisational fai-

lure further exacerbated the
BJD’s predicament. The ab-
sence of a mechanism to deal
with inner party con�icts and
to accommodate the growing
number of aspirants resulted
in many BJD loyalists switch-
ing sides at the last moment.
In most areas, displeased
cadres were waiting for the
opportune moment to teach
the party a lesson, over issues
such as faulty candidate selec-
tion and unmet long-standing
demands. The top leadership,
however, was too complacent,
relying heavily on the tower-
ing popularity of party chief
Naveen Patnaik to notice the
pressing tensions on the
ground. The party’s organisa-
tional secretary contesting a
new Lok Sabha seat against
the Union Education Minister,
deserting his home district, a
BJD bastion, became emble-
matic of the unimpressive
electioneering of the BJD. The
party not only lost from that
seat, it was also decimated
from one of its bastions.

Further, organisationally,
the dependence on the bu-
reaucratic structure was such
that once the Election Com-
mission took action against a
few key o�cers, it rattled the
party functioning. The overt
centralisation within the party
also prevented local leaders
from countering the oppo-
nents’ tactics without permis-
sion from the top.

The BJD operates under the
assumption that voters’ me-

mories are short-lived. This
approach seems to have in-
�uenced its ticket distribution
strategy and announcement
of populist schemes. The par-
ty chose to �eld many of its
tainted leaders or their kins,
assuming the voters had for-
gotten their past transgres-
sion. Moreover, the party was
the last to release its manifes-
to. Some of the popular pro-
mises — such as free electricity
or pension for the self-help
group members — could not
be disseminated well. While in
government, it also waited un-
til the very end (enactment of
the model code of conduct) to
announce some popular
measures.

Third, the BJD’s ideological
bankruptcy seemed to have
brought more damage than
good to the party. The party
broke its o�cial alliance with
the BJP in 2009, citing its secu-
lar stand, but it supported al-
most all Bills brought by the
BJP-led government in the
subsequent years. The fact
that Union Minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw was nominated to
the Upper House by the BJD
reveals a lot about the party’s
confused stand. The Minister
came back to Odisha to cam-
paign against the BJD, only a
few months after his nomina-
tion. Many voters were per-
plexed by the strange game
that the BJP and the BJD were
playing. The BJD cadre was
left with no strong motivation
to counter the BJP on the
ground.

The BJD, which takes pride
in winning elections continu-
ously, has failed this time. Ho-
wever, the popularity of Mr.
Patnaik has remained intact. If
it were to revive, the foremost
goal should be to establish it-
self as a strong political oppo-
nent of the BJP. 

Subhankar Nayak is a policy

researcher. X: @subhankarnayak

Internal strife weakens BJD in Odisha
The party failed to secure any Lok Sabha seats, marking its worst performance

Subhankar Nayak

T
he Ram Mandir was inaug-
urated on January 22,
2024, and was strategically

planned by the incumbent govern-
ment just three months prior to
the commencement of the 2024
Lok Sabha elections. This event
garnered considerable attention
across the nation, making the so-
cial landscape more fertile for the
BJP, as the party intended to do. 

As we know, political parties en-
ter the electoral fray by addressing
issues they believe will resonate
with voters, and this year was no
exception. 

However, one distinctive fea-
ture of the BJP’s campaign stood
out: for the �rst time, instead of
merely promising to construct the
Ram Mandir, the BJP anchored its
bid for power on the completion of
the temple’s construction, among
other issues. 

But how do Indian voters feel
about the construction of the Ram
Mandir in Ayodhya and how did it
re�ect in the voting pattern in the
recently concluded Lok Sabha
election?

The CSDS post-poll data tries to
address this question of whether
the Ram Mandir resonated with
the voters for a long period or was
momentary. In response to an
open-ended question of ‘most ap-
proved work of the BJP-led NDA
government’, 22% mentioned the
construction of the Ram Mandir,
making it the most liked work of
the BJP government. Table 1
shows the responses to the ques-
tion: Which is the one work done
by the Union government in the
past �ve years that you have dis-
liked the most? 

While the Ram Mandir enjoys
the highest likeability among In-
dians, it is notable that e�orts to
reduce poverty and create em-
ployment opportunities, the se-
cond and third most liked works of
the BJP government, each stand at

a distant 6%.
Though the Ram Mandir gar-

nered the highest approval ratings,
the CSDS post-poll further delved
into understanding the ‘most dis-
approved work of the BJP-led NDA
government’ among the section
that mentioned the Ram Mandir as
the most approved work of the
BJP-led NDA government.

In response to an open-ended
question about the ‘most disap-
proved work of the BJP-led NDA
government’ among that section
for whom Ram Mandir was the
most approved work, it was disco-
vered that 29% expressed discon-
tent with the rise in prices, and
even more concerning, 27% ex-
pressed dissatisfaction with the ef-
forts of the government in address-
ing unemployment. 

Increasing poverty also
emerged as one of the highly dis-
liked works of the government,
with 11% expressing concern over
this issue. And, other issues men-
tioned were in single digit percent.
Table 2 shows the responses to
the question: Which is the one
work done by the Union govern-
ment in the past �ve years that you
have disliked the most? 

It is interesting to note that
while people support the con-
struction of the Ram Mandir, they
are also considerate of the eco-
nomic challenges prevailing in the
country, including issues such as
unemployment, in�ation, and po-
verty, among other issues.

While navigating through these
multiple issues, where the Ram
Mandir is the most approved work
of the government along with oth-
er relatively highly disapproved
work in the same section, it be-
comes very tricky to understand
what issues will be at the forefront
for the voting choice.

On this domain of voter choice,
the data show that economic is-
sues appear to take precedence ov-
er social and political issues when
deciding whom to vote for.

In response to an open-ended
question in the CSDS-Lokniti pre-
poll study, among those who cited

‘Ram Mandir’ as the most liked
work of the government, a quarter
(25%) identi�ed unemployment as
the most important voting issue,
while two in 10 (22%) mentioned
price rise. Table 3 shows the res-
ponses to the question: Finally
when you vote in the Lok Sabha
election, which issue will be most
important for you while arriving at
your �nal decision about who to
vote for?

A relatively smaller proportion
of 19% considered the construc-
tion of Ram Mandir as a signi�cant
voting issue. This suggests a nota-
ble disparity between the issues
that are considered achievements
of the government and those is-
sues that become voting issues.

Examining the voting prefe-
rences of voters who considered
the Ram Mandir a signi�cant issue,
it is evident that the BJP had a sub-
stantial lead, capturing 63% of
these voters. 

Additionally, two in 10 of these
voters were in support of the BJP
allies. In contrast, only 19% of vo-
ters for whom the Ayodhya temple
was a crucial issue chose the Op-
position. It is also important that
this question about vote choice
was asked in a pre-poll study;
hence, respondents were asked
about their voting intentions rath-
er than who they had voted for.
Table 4 shows the responses to
the question: If Lok Sabha elec-
tions are held tomorrow, which
party will you vote for?

Despite the BJP’s consistent ef-
forts, it could not fully convert its
popularity into a decisive voting is-
sue. While the Ram Mandir be-
came a highly favoured initiative of
the BJP-led NDA government, it
was unable to translate this sup-
port into a widespread electoral is-
sue. Had the BJP managed to turn
this popular sentiment into a vot-
ing issue, it would have performed
signi�cantly better, as the party
was the preferred choice for voters
who prioritised it.

Ganesh Ramesh Kulkarni is a Research

Intern at the Lokniti - CSDS

Was the Ram Mandir a voting issue in the 2024 LS polls?
Despite the temple’s popularity, economic issues such as unemployment and in�ation remained critical concerns for voters

Ganesh Ramesh Kulkarni
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Number of passport-
related services given
to citizens in 2023

1.65
in crore. There was an

annual growth of nearly

15% in the

passport-related services rendered to

citizens by the Ministry of External Affairs

(MEA) in 2023, External Affairs Minister S.

Jaishankar said. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The share of Indians
who support taxing
the super-rich 

74
in percentage. A survey by the

Earth4All initiative and Global

Commons Alliance has

revealed that of the 22,000 people from

G-20 countries covered in the survey, 68%

support taxing the super-rich to address

hunger, inequality and climate crisis. PTI

The number of people
who died during the
Hajj pilgrimage

1,301
Over 1,000 people

died during this

year’s Hajj in

Saudi Arabia due to extreme heat. Saudi’s

Health Minister noted that 83% of them

were unauthorised pilgrims who walked

long distances in high temperatures. AP

Current account
surplus recorded by
India in March quarter

5.7
in $ billion. India’s current

account surplus stood at

0.6% of the GDP in the March

quarter, the RBI informed. For FY24, the

current account deficit narrowed to $23.2

billion (0.7% of GDP) as against the $67

billion (2% of GDP) in FY23. PTI

Number of Tamil Nadu
�shermen arrested by
Sri Lanka

22
The Tamil Nadu fishermen

were arrested and their three

boats seized by Sri Lanka on

June 22, Chief Minister M.K. Stalin

conveyed to the Centre, as he sought

immediate steps to secure their release. PTI
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The story so far:

O
n June 17, the Congress party
demanded an “immediate
suspension” of all clearances
granted to NITI Aayog’s mega

project on Great Nicobar island in the
light of “violations of due process, legal
and constitutional provisions protecting
tribal communities, and the project’s
disproportionate ecological and human
cost.” The party also demanded a
“thorough impartial review of the
proposed project, including by the
parliamentary committees concerned.”
Other political parties have also raised
concerns about the project. In its 2024
election manifesto, the Communist Party
of India (Marxist) promised to “scrap the
environmentally disastrous and
pro-corporate Islands Development Plan
for Andaman and Nicobar”. The Tribal
Council of Great Nicobar and Little
Nicobar and a host of environmentalists,
wildlife conservationists, and tribal rights
groups have also opposed the project.

Where is Great Nicobar and which are
the communities living there?
The island of Great Nicobar is the
southernmost tip of India and a part of
the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago
that comprises 600-odd islands. It is hilly
and covered with lush rainforests that are
sustained by around 3,500 mm of annual
rainfall. The rainforests and beaches host
numerous endangered and endemic
species including the giant leatherback
turtle, the Nicobar megapode, the Great
Nicobar crake, the Nicobar crab-eating
macaque, and the Nicobar tree shrew. It
has an area of 910 sq km with mangroves
and Pandan forests along its coast.

The island is home to two tribal
communities — the Shompen and the
Nicobarese. The Shompen, around 250 in
total, mostly live in the interior forests
and are relatively isolated from the rest of
the population. They are predominantly
hunter-gatherers and are classi�ed as a
Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group
within the list of Scheduled Tribes.

The Nicobarese community practises
farming and �shing. It has two groups:
the Great Nicobarese and the Little
Nicobarese. They use di�erent dialects of
the Nicobarese language (the Shompen
have their own unique language). The
Great Nicobarese lived along the island’s
southeast and west coast until the
tsunami in 2004, after which the
government resettled them in Campbell
Bay. Today, there are around 450 Great
Nicobarese on the island. Little
Nicobarese, numbering around 850,
mostly live in Afra Bay in Great Nicobar
and also in two other islands in the
archipelago, Pulomilo and Little Nicobar. 

The majority on Great Nicobar
comprises people who settled on the
island from mainland India. Between 1968
and 1975, the Indian government settled
retired military servicemen and their
families from Punjab, Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh,
Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu, among a few
others, here. Around 330 households
were given around 15 acres of land across
seven revenue villages on the island’s east
coast: Campbell Bay, Govindnagar,
Jogindernagar, Vijaynagar, Laxminagar,
Gandhinagar, and Shastrinagar. Campbell
Bay is also an administrative hub that
includes local o�ces of the Andaman and
Nicobar administration and the
panchayat. There were also short-term
and long-term migrations of �sherfolk,
agricultural and construction labourers,

businesspersons, and administrative sta�
comprising foresters, engineers, teachers,
etc. from both the mainland and the
Andaman Islands. The construction
contractors came after the 2004 tsunami.
Overall, the population of settlers on the
island today is around 6,000. All
population data is an approximation
provided by researchers who have
worked in Great Nicobar. 

What is the NITI Aayog project?
In March 2021, NITI Aayog unveiled a
₹72,000 crore plan called ‘Holistic
Development of Great Nicobar Island at
Andaman and Nicobar Islands’. It
includes the construction of an
international transshipment terminal, an
international airport, a power plant, and
a township. The project is to be
implemented by a government
undertaking called the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands Integrated Development
Corporation (ANIIDCO). 

The plan states: “The proposed port
will allow Great Nicobar to participate in
the regional and global maritime
economy by becoming a major player in
cargo transshipment. The proposed
airport will support the growth of
maritime services and enable Great
Nicobar Island to attract international and
national visitors to experience the
outstanding natural environment and
participate in sustainable tourism
activity.” Although NITI Aayog put forth
the project in its present form, it has a
long history. Plans for developing a port
in Great Nicobar have been around since
at least the 1970s, when the Trade
Development Authority of India (now

called ‘India Trade Promotion
Organisation’) conducted
techno-economic feasibility studies. The
core aim has persisted since then — a port
located near one of the world’s busiest
international sea routes (the Malacca
Strait) which will allow increased
participation in global maritime trade.

Why is there opposition?
The mega project has been heavily
criticised for its ecological costs and for
potential violations of tribal rights.

The project requires the diversion of
about 130 sq km of forest land and the
felling of around 10 lakh trees. In January,
2021 the Indian government denoti�ed
two wildlife sanctuaries — the Galathea
Bay wildlife sanctuary and the Megapode
wildlife sanctuary — to make way for the
project. In the same month, the
government released a ‘National Marine
Turtle Action Plan’ that lists Galathea Bay
as a marine turtle habitat in India.

The transshipment terminal is
expected to be developed at Galathea Bay,
one of the world’s largest nesting sites for
the giant leatherback turtle. Both this
species and the Nicobar megapode are
listed in Schedule I of the Wildlife
(Protection Act), 1972 — the highest level
of protection for wild animals under
Indian law (numerous species, especially
endemic ones, are likely yet to be
documented in Great Nicobar given the
limited number of surveys conducted so
far). In November 2022, the Tribal
Council of Great Nicobar and Little
Nicobar withdrew the no-objection
certi�cate (NOC) it had provided for the
project stating the administration had

concealed important information about
the use of tribal reserve lands and that
they had obtained tribal communities’
consent in a rushed process.

Some of the land classi�ed as
“uninhabited” in NITI Aayog’s plan is also
part of the Great Nicobarese’s ancestral
land. Since their post-tsunami
resettlement, they have repeatedly sought
to return to these lands — only to be met
with administrative apathy. Today, the
mega project also stands in the way of
their demands to return.

As for the Shompen, one of the biggest
threats is disease. Since the Shompen
have had little contact with the outside
world, they haven’t yet developed
immunity to infectious diseases that a�ect
India’s general population. Some
Shompen settlements also overlap with
the areas the NITI Aayog has proposed to
be used for the transshipment terminal.

Earlier this month, the local panchayat
of Campbell Bay raised concerns over the
social impact assessment process for land
acquisition for the airport. Researchers
who work on disaster management have
also raised concerns that proponents of
the mega project have failed to
adequately assess earthquake risk. The
Andaman and Nicobar archipelago is
located in the “ring of �re”: a seismically
active region that experiences several
earthquakes throughout the year.
According to some estimates, the region
has experienced close to 500 quakes of
varying magnitude in the last decade. The
area is in category V: the geographical
zone with the most seismic hazard.

Rishika Pardikar is a freelance
environment reporter based in Bengaluru.

The NITI Aayog’s project in Great Nicobar
Why has the Congress party called for an ‘immediate suspension’ of all clearances granted to NITI Aayog’s mega project on Great Nicobar island? What are the

ecological and social concerns? Why is there a threat of frequent earthquakes?

Ecological wealth: A view of the Indira Point in the Great Nicobar Island of Andaman and Nicobar Islands. GETTY IMAGES

Rishika Pardikar

EXPLAINER THE GIST
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On June 17, the Congress party
demanded an “immediate
suspension” of all clearances
granted to NITI Aayog’s mega
project on Great Nicobar island
in light of “violations of due
process, legal and
constitutional provisions
protecting tribal communities,
and the project’s
disproportionate ecological
and human cost.

�

In March, 2021, NITI Aayog
unveiled a ₹72,000 crore plan
called ‘Holistic Development of
Great Nicobar Island at
Andaman and Nicobar Islands’.

�

The project requires the
diversion of about 130 sq. km
of forest land and the felling of
around 10 lakh trees. In
January, 2021 the Indian
government denotified two
wildlife sanctuaries — the
Galathea Bay wildlife sanctuary
and the Megapode Wildlife
Sanctuary — to make way for
the project.
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Gulzar, Saad, Apoorva Lal, and Benjamin
Pasquale (2023). ‘Representation and
Forest Conservation: Evidence from
India’s Scheduled Areas’. American
Political Science Review (2024) 118, 2,
764-783.

T
he policy approach to
conservation in India has long
grappled with two kinds of
con�icts: conservation versus

resource extraction by local communities,
and conservation versus ‘economic
development’. The state has tended to
follow a piecemeal approach, at times
leaning one way, at other times the other,
with the direction determined by
competition between sections of the
political elite at the national, state, and
local levels.

In such a scenario, it goes without
saying that greater the centralisation of
political power, the greater the say of the
national and/or state elites, which,
predictably, would foster a privileging of
the interests of big capital over that of
local communities. In other words,
deforestation driven by mining, power
projects, commercial timber, big dams
etc. could prevail over conservation
and/or livelihoods of forest communities
— a noticeable phenomenon in India.
Where conservation initiatives do take o�,
they often follow a top-down approach,
leading to situations where local
communities lose access to traditional
forest lands critical for their sustenance.

Is there a policy approach that might
reconcile these contradictions? There is,
says this paper. The authors, Saad Gulzar,
Apoorva Lal and Benjamin Pasquale,
argue that providing mandated political
representation to marginalised
communities boosts forest conservation
while securing, at the same time, their
economic interests. If that is so, the next
question would be: what kind of political
representation? 

This article makes the case for a
combination of decentralisation and
democratisation, where marginalised
local communities — living in, or in
proximity to, forests — enjoy not just
token political representation but have
actual say in both decision-making and
resource management.

The methodology
How do the authors arrive at this
conclusion? They draw on a data-driven
study of an institution mandated to
provide precisely the kind of political
representation they propose: the
Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas)
Act (PESA). Passed in 1996, PESA extends
local government councils to Scheduled
Areas. Under the Fifth Schedule of the
Constitution, regions with predominantly
tribal populations are categorised as
‘Scheduled Areas’, a territorial
designation thatrecognises the customary
rights of the Scheduled Tribes (ST). 

Though the 73rd Amendment, passed
in 1992, formalised local self-government
through the three-tier Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRI) in the non-Scheduled
Areas, it did so without “mandated
representation for STs”. PESA, however,
took it a step further. It “introduced an
electoral quota that requires all

chairperson positions, as well as at least
half the seats on each local government
councils to be reserved for ST
individuals.” Incidentally, in States where
PESA has not been implemented well, as
in Gujarat, for instance, the most
common failure has been the absence of
mandated ST representation in gram
sabha committees.

This variegated governance landscape
has one virtue. It o�ers comparable data
sets of local self-governance and forest
cover that di�er in geography and over
time for villages: with local
self-government in Scheduled Areas (with
mandated ST representation); for villages
with local self-government without
mandated ST representation; and also,
villages which adopted PESA earlier, and
those that did so later. In tracking these
di�erent sets of villages for rates of
deforestation and a�orestation over time,
the authors adopt what they call a
“di�erence-in-di�erences’ framework. As
they explain, “We use the staggered
adoption of PESA institutions across
States, and within-state variation in
Scheduled Areas versus non-Scheduled

Areas, in a di�erence-in-di�erences
framework that enables us to isolate the
causal e�ect of ST-mandated
representation on forest outcomes.”

Unlike earlier studies of this kind,
which relied on �eld work in small
communities to track local changes in
forestation outcomes, this paper uses
“remote-sensing microdata that have
recently become available from satellites
such as LANDSAT, Sentinel, and DMSP.”
They use two such datasets — the
MEaSURES Vegetation Continuous Fields
(VCF), and the Global Forest Cover (GFC)
dataset for 2001-17.

Equitable representation 
Tracking the increase and decrease of
tree and vegetation cover over time and
across the forested areas around these
di�erent sets of villages, they found that
“boosting formal representation for ST
led to an average increase in tree canopy
by 3% per year as well as a reduction in
the rate of deforestation.” The e�ects
were also larger for areas that had more
forest cover at the start of the study
period. The study also showed that the

rise in tree canopy and fall in
deforestation only began to happen “after
the introduction of PESA elections that
mandate quotas for ST.” In other words,
the mere presence of PRIs or local
self-government — which were introduced
from 1993 — “without mandated
representation for the ST, had no
conservation e�ects.”

This was not a case of correlation but
causation. When empowered as political
actors, the STs had an economic incentive
to protect trees, which they needed for
their livelihoods centred on sale of
non-timber forest produce and daily
caloric intake — a dependency that made
them hostile to commercial timber and
mining, two deadly drivers of
deforestation. As the authors sum up,
“under PESA, ST are able to better pursue
their economic interests which in turn
leads to better forest conservation, a
mechanism we call ‘forest stewardship’.”

The paper also provides qualitative and
quantitative evidence for a second
mechanism instrumental for
improvement of overall forest health:
opposition to mining interests, “where
the increase to ST representation enables
ST communities to resist mining and
other large-scale commercial operation.”
The paper �nds that prior to PESA, areas
close to mines experienced higher rates of
deforestation. But the introduction of
PESA elections led “to a greater reduction
in deforestation for PESA villages close to
mines”. Interestingly, they provide
evidence that the introduction of PESA
also “increased the incidence of con�ict
around mining”.

On democratic decentralisation
The study further compares the impacts
of PESA with that of the Scheduled Tribes
and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006
(FRA), a legislation that aimed to bolster
ST rights to forest lands. It found that FRA
had “no discernible additional impacts”
on conservation “beyond those caused by
PESA.” The paper makes a key theoretical
distinction between administrative
decentralisation (where the priority is
e�cient execution) and democratic
decentralisation. It is possible to have
village-level governing councils
empowered with budgets for execution
but lacking discretionary power on
resource management. That won’t do.
“Unlike administrative decentralisation,
democratic decentralisation ‘refers to
representative and downwardly
accountable local actors who have
autonomous, discretionary
decision-making spheres, with the power
and resources to make signi�cant
decisions pertaining to people’s lives.’”

In conclusion, if mandated political
representation for marginalised
communities is one institutional
mechanism that can yield better results in
conservation, a second, one, according to
the study, is “vesting powers in a single
umbrella institution — for instance, a
political institution that empowers
marginalised voices.” A single institution
— rather than multiple ones vested with
di�erent mandates — is critical because it
would be “better at recognising how to
balance the dual policy objectives of
development and conservation; and it can
“consolidate power into a more
substantive and meaningful democratic
authority.”

Forest-dwelling ST communities are
one of the most impoverished and
politically marginalised populations in
India. Fresh evidence, as seen in the
�ndings of this paper, of
complementarities between achieving
conservation goals and economic
development of vulnerable populations is
good news for policymakers, who are
duty-bound to protect their rights and
ensure their welfare.

How the PESA has boosted

forest conservation in India 
The Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act empowered the Scheduled Tribes as political actors; and as

they needed to protect trees for their livelihoods, it made them hostile to commercial timber and mining

Need to empower: Women from the Singapathy tribal settlement collecting firewood for fuel at the
foothills of the Western Ghats in Coimbatore in 2023. PERIASAMY. M

G. Sampath

X

QUESTION 1 

Where was the Test held and what was the result of the match?
X

QUESTION 2 

The designated ‘o�icial’ captain and vice-captain for the tour stepped down
for the Test and a veteran star was chosen to lead the side. Who were the
two ‘Royals’ and who earned the distinction of being India’s first skipper?
X

QUESTION 3

Name the England captain, the highest scorer across both the teams, who
would become ‘infamously’ famous later that year.
X

QUESTION 4

Name the siblings who donned the India whites in the historic first Test.
X

QUESTION 5

What distinction does fast bowler Bill Bowes share with the 11 Indians who
played in that match?
X

QUESTION 6

Lall Singh, who played his only Test in 1932, was not born in the Indian
sub-continent. In which present-day Asian country was he born?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily

quiz: 1. The singles winners who won in both amateur and
open eras. Ans: Billie Jean King, Margeret Court, John

Newcombe and Rod Laver

2. The only player to have won all three types of titles four or
more times in the open era. Ans: Martina Navratilova

3. The two players figured in the longest match to be held in
Wimbledon history. Ans: John Isner of the U.S. versus

Nicolas Mahut of France in 2010

4. The two players in the open era to win the Gentlemen
singles without losing a single set in the entire tournament.
Ans: Bjorn Borg in 1976 and Roger Federer in 2017

5. Name the two pairs of players in the open era to have won
six doubles titles together. Ans: Serena and Venus

Williams in Women’s Doubles and Mark Woodforde and

Todd Woodbridge in the Gentlemens Doubles

6. The only male player to have won four mixed doubles
titles in the open era, each with a di�erent partner. Answer:

Leander Paes

7. The first brother–sister combination to win a Grand slam
doubles title together. Ans: Tracy and John Austin

Visual: The name of the plate. Ans: It is given to the

winner of the Ladies singles and its name is Venus

Rosewater Dish

Early Birds: Bharath Viswanathan| Tamal Biswas 

THE DAILY QUIZ

Quiz yourself on India’s �rst-ever Test match that began on June 25, 1932

X

Visual question:

Name this tearaway fast bowler who not only took India’s
first Test wicket but also topped it with figures of 5/93 in
England’s first innings. THE HINDU ARCHIVES

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V. V. Ramanan

“Scam (P. Krishnamurthy, Mormugao
Harbour).”

“A word that is very much in the news
these days. A scam is ‘a dishonest
scheme; a swindle’. So a fraudulent or a
deceptive operation can be referred to as
a scam. 

Vijay was caught in an insurance scam. 
The athlete was involved in a betting

scam. 
I have just come up with a scam that’s

bound to make us all rich. 
Scam has also another meaning; it is a

‘large scale plan to smuggle and distribute
illegal drugs’. Nobody is really sure about
the origin of this word. In fact, most
dictionaries do not include scam; it is
basically American slang.”

“Curtain lecture (M. Sudhakar,
Guntakal).”

“The lecture refers to the scoldings that
a wife gives her husband at bed time,
especially at a time when all that he wants
to do is sleep! Just as we hang mosquito
nets around our beds, it was common
practice in England during the 17th and
18th centuries to hang drapes or curtains
around their beds. When the couple got
into their bed and the curtain were
drawn, the wife began her complaints.
Hence the expression ‘curtain lecture’.
The expression became very popular
during the mid 19th century when
William Jerrold’s Mrs. Caudle’s
Curtain-lectures was published in Punch.
The expression is still in use today. It also
refers to any dressing down or scolding
given to anyone in private. The scolding
needn’t necessarily be given by a wife, it
can be anyone — parents, relatives,
friends, etc. And what’s more, the place
for the curtain lecture needn’t be
restricted to the bedroom. It can be given
anywhere; but what is important is that it
should be out of earshot of others. In
other words, the reprimand should not be
heard by others. 

My father gave me a curtain lecture on
cigarette-smoking.”

“Ms. Mary Isabella Chandy, Areekattu,
Quilon, writes: “I am sending you a
clipping from a newspaper, depicting a
scene from an episode in The Phantom
serial. The queen in the picture is dressed
as a bride for her fourteenth marriage.
Referring to the bridegroom a lady asks,
“What number husband is this?”. Her
companion answers, “Fourteen”. In your
‘Know your English’ column in The Hindu
dated 12-5-1987 there was an interesting
discussion, relating to the framing of a
direct question to elicit the information
regarding the order of a person’s birth in
his family. What is your opinion about an
expression like ‘What number child are
you in your family?’”

“It sounds odd to me, but if you like
you can ask the question and say that a
similar question was found in The
Phantom serial. But be prepared for a
long session over this with the person
concerned. What is possible in the
phantom world may not be possible in
the real world.”

Published in The Hindu on June 23,
1992.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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T
he Telecom Regulatory Authority of India’s
(TRAI’s) recommendations for formulating the
National Broadcasting Policy are aimed at

catapulting India into a global leadership position in
broadcasting. Central to TRAI’s proposals is its ambition
to promote high-quality content across diverse
platforms — television, radio, and OTT services. In an
era where digital piracy poses significant challenges, the
policy’s focus on robust copyright protection is crucial.

By implementing stringent mechanisms to
safeguard intellectual property rights, TRAI
aims to ensure that content creators receive fair
recognition and compensation for their
contributions. This not only fosters a
competitive marketplace but also encourages
continuous innovation in content creation.
While the proposals lay a solid foundation for
the sector, TRAI has missed out on certain
crucial aspects that remain pivotal for a robust
policy framework. The convergence of
traditional broadcasting with digital media
necessitates a harmonised regulatory
framework to ensure fair competition among
service providers. Addressing disparities
between regulatory regimes governing
di�erent media platforms — like traditional
broadcasters and digital streaming services —
will be essential in fostering an equitable
playing field. Though TRAI has hinted at the
convergence of regulations between streaming
companies and broadcasting firms, it has not
provided specific recommendations on
achieving this parity. 

TRAI has also ignored the long-standing
demand from the industry for tari�
forbearance, given that the average revenue per
user has remained stagnant for nearly five years.
Another area of concern is the balance between
content regulation and freedom of expression.
While TRAI acknowledges the importance of
responsible content dissemination, clarity on
regulatory guidelines, especially concerning
censorship powers being discussed as part of
the proposed Broadcasting Services
(Regulation) Bill, is crucial. Preserving creative
freedom while upholding ethical standards is
imperative to avoid any undue censorship that
could stifle innovation and diversity of
viewpoints.

The paper has also ignored the issue of
cross-media ownership. While the regulator has
rightfully emphasised revamping audience
measurement systems, it overlooks the need to
assess the extent of media consolidation. TRAI
itself has previously highlighted significant
cross-ownership between print and broadcast
media. Some companies own content,
distribution, and broadcast channels, raising
concerns about media pluralism — an essential
pillar of a strong democracy. Therefore, a robust
policy needs to establish a mechanism to
capture this complex ownership landscape and
ensure healthy competition within the sector.
While the TRAI paper sets a promising
trajectory for the country’s broadcasting sector,
the Centre should address these gaps as it
embarks on the next phase of regulatory
reforms to drive growth and innovation. By
prioritising inclusivity, fostering creativity, and
ensuring regulatory coherence, India can
indeed emerge as a global powerhouse in
broadcasting.

Incomplete picture 
Centre must address concerns over competition, freedom 
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Rainwater harvesting
The monsoon has just started in some
parts of the country and soon it will
spread to more areas. But many places
are still facing water shortage. The
groundwater levels have been
decreasing year after year. One way to
ease this problem is that every new
house constructed must have a
percolation pit within its premises.
Panchayats, municipalities and
corporations should provide
percolation pits on roads that have
sloping gradients. Rainwater
harvesting is the process of
accumulation and storage of rainwater
for reuse. Rainwater can also be
collected from rooftops. The rainwater
harvesting system is one of the best

methods for conserving water. 
Nagendra Kumar Vempally
Hyderabad

Funds flow to MSMEs
Pitted against a labyrinthine matrix of
land, licensing, training, infra support
and regulations, finance ought to have
been a less worrisome facet for
MSMEs, the biggest employer in the
country. Yet the sector is starved of
funds, left largely to the largess of
banks and whims of purchasers.
Government departments and public
sector units account for much of the
outstanding dues to the sector. If some
of China’s yesteryear MSMEs have
grown to international standing today,
it is because of the country’s vision for

the small-scale sector. Our Budget needs
to be innovative, going into the specific
rather than generic issues faced by
MSMEs. 
R Narayanan
Navi Mumbai

Rail safety
This refers to ‘Safety first’ (June 24). The
Kanchanjunga Express accident shows
that Indian Railways has not learnt its
lesson from the tragic and massive
Balasore accident last year. The
implementation of the Kavach system is
going at turtle’s pace. The Railways and
the government will have to find ways to
speed up Kavach installation. The
Railways will have to ensure that there’s
no scope for human error. Having bullet

train is good, but safety of passengers is
non-negotiable and paramount. 
Bal Govind
Noida

Foreign policy
The new BJP-led coalition government
is swiftly back to business in its foreign
policy outreach, especially in the
neighbourhood. External A�airs
Minister S Jaishankar’s second term in
the post began with with a series of
meetings with the Sri Lankan
leadership. 
The readouts from both New Delhi and
Colombo indicate that the focus of his
visit was finding ways to expedite India’s
many projects — in areas spanning
energy, connectivity, housing — in Sri

Lanka that are apparently progressing
at a slow pace.
Krishnan Ramani Subramaniam
Navi Mumbai

Rationalise tax rates
The article ‘Usher in a simpler tax
regime’ (June 24) really hit the nail on
the head. It has mirrored the views of
households in general and the salaried
class in particular. Lowering personal
income taxes will do a world of good to
the aforesaid sections. It will enhance
the disposable income of the people,
leading to increase in consumption
demand, investment, employment and
output in the economy. 
S Ramakrishnassayee
Chennai

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

“I
t is the duty of any
responsible government
to provide lifeline water
to its citizens. We may
debate the quantum but

can we argue against the principle?” This
is what Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal tweeted on December 30, 2013,
immediately after announcing 666 litres
of free water per day or 20 kilolitres of
water a month to every household
connected with the meter. 

I had written in these columns
(businessline, January 2, 2014) that free
water of this magnitude will have a
deleterious impact on Delhi’s water
sector, which has turned out to be
correct now. When the entire country
was in the grip of acute water scarcity of
di�erent magnitudes, the
announcement of free water came as a
shock to many policymakers and
economists. Questions were asked
whether this move would be
economically viable for the Delhi Jal
Board (DBJ). Is it necessary to provide
free water to every household? Will it be
possible to supply the specified quantity
of water to all households during the
entire year? Will it not encourage
ine�ciency in water use? Since Delhi
does not have any reliable perennial
water source, where will the water come
from? Given the unprecedented water
crisis in Delhi, let us decode what free
water supply can do.

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

Many policymakers in India think that
water is a free good that can be supplied
freely to all households. This is not
possible in today’s context. Water is
increasingly becoming an economic
good worldwide because of the huge
costs involved in storing and
distribution. Rainwater is harvested and
stored in dams/reservoirs to supply for
various purposes, including domestic
use. Similarly, the groundwater exploited
at an alarming rate for various purposes
involves huge drilling and electricity
costs. The cost for the management and
distribution of water for each urban
household is huge, and it is skyrocketing
because of urban agglomeration. 

The Delhi Government has acted
without understanding the financial and
other repercussions. Why provide water
freely to all households when the per
capita income of this State is much
higher than the national average? Is it not
against the ability to pay principle? At the
time of introduction, this scheme was
expected to cost about ₹160 crore per
annum for DBJ, and to increase manifold
in the future. How is DBJ going to
manage this cost? According to one

estimate, DJB’s net cash revenue surplus
increased from ₹40.56 crore in 2007-08
to ₹233.57 crore in 2013-14. The DJB’s
dependence on the government for
operational costs fell from ₹380 crore in
2009-10 to zero in 2013-14, a remarkable
achievement. But due to the free water
supply, the financial situation of DJB is in
a mess now. DJB’s financial losses have
increased from ₹344.05 crore in 2019-20
to ₹1,196.22 crore in 2021-22, and now
the board reportedly has a total debt of
around ₹73,000 crore.

PROMOTING INEFFICIENCY

Unlike many northern States, Delhi does
not have the luxury of a perennial source
of surface water for its use. It needs water
from neighbouring Haryana, which is not
guaranteed. In fact, the then Haryana
Chief Minister Bhupendra Singh Hooda
once cautioned that Delhi is getting
more than its due share and that Haryana
cannot be held responsible for Delhi’s
water woes. Besides, the groundwater
stock in the State is precarious. The
Central Ground Water Board (2020)
estimates that the annual draft of
groundwater is already more than its

annual replenishable groundwater level
of 0.29 billion cubic meters (bcm),
leaving no scope for further exploitation. 

Increased exploitation of
groundwater will increase both private
and public costs, which does not augur
well for sustainable development. With
increasing water scarcity, is it necessary
to provide free water to all households?
Free water accentuates scarcity by
encouraging ine�cient use, which is one
of the main reasons for Delhi’s
unprecedented water crisis. 

The free water scheme pronounces
that if the household consumes more
than 20 kilolitres of water, it will have to
pay for the entire water consumed with
10 per cent additional charges. How will
this work? Who will monitor it? Will it
not encourage the consumers to tamper
with the meters? In most cities, domestic
consumption of water is not monitored
systematically as it is a costly exercise.
Delhi presently supplies water to about
21.5 million people, with a pipeline
network of 15,473 km. If the government
tries to measure the consumption of
water using meter, the operation and
management costs may increase
substantially. A recent CAG report
underlines that “the Delhi Jal Board has
neither a proper system to measure the
water supply to di�erent areas nor does
it have access to reliable data on
population in di�erent areas”. It,
therefore, cannot ensure equitable
supply of water. 

If the government is serious about
improving the plight of the poor, it

should provide free water only to those
households which are identified as
economically poor.

It is proved beyond doubt that free
supply of any good results in ine�ciency.
Water is no exception. There is ample
evidence from di�erent States that free
supply of electricity to the farm sector
has not only increased the exploitation of
groundwater but also pushed State
electricity boards into a financial mess.
According to an UN estimate, each
person needs 20-50 litres of water a day
to ensure their basic needs for drinking,
cooking and cleaning. If this is so, the
supply of close to 700 litres of water per
household a day will surely increase
ine�ciency. 

A study by McKinsey Global Institute
underlined that Delhi could experience
the biggest increase in water demand
from 2010 to 2025 because of rapid
urban agglomeration. This means the
capital cost requirement for managing
the increased water demand will rise in
the future. 

How will the State generate resources
with free supply of water? The Delhi
Government must, therefore, rethink its
free water policy and, instead, work on
providing water to the poor at an
a�ordable rate, without a�ecting the
viability of DJB. If free water supply is
allowed to continue, Delhi will face an
unmanageable water crisis very soon.

The writer is former full-time Member (O�cial),
Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices, New Delhi.
Views are personal

Who’s responsible for
Delhi’s water crisis?

The Delhi Government
has acted without
understanding the
financial and other
repercussions of providing
free water to all households.

SUCKED DRY. Delhi Government’s free water scheme for households is the prime reason.
It has led to ine�cient water use and massive exploitation of groundwater

A NARAYANAMOORTHY

T
he recent observations of the
chairman of National Financial
Reporting Authority (NFRA) that

the “audit panel of companies cannot
escape blame by citing audit failures” has
shifted the spotlight from auditors to the
audit committee. It is clearly a wake-up
call for all audit committees and time for
serious stocktaking on their increasing
roles and responsibilities. 

The entire ecosystem of audit entails
that the combined role of various
stakeholders ensures reliability of the
financial statements and that proper
practices and procedures are followed,
giving the required comfort to the
regulators that all is well in governance
and compliance. The key players in the
ecosystem are: statutory auditors;
internal auditors; IT and systems
auditors; and audit committee. While it
is mandatory to expect the audit
committee to play the role enshrined in
the regulations, the expectation of NFRA
seems to be that it should go beyond that
and, if need be, serve as a watchdog and
bloodhound rolled into one — and
maybe more of the latter than former.

Increasing use of analytics and
sophisticated sampling techniques have
made audit — both statutory and
internal — highly technology oriented.

The expectation is that audit
committees should now focus on the
methodology adopted by auditors and
appropriately capture the same in the
minutes. They should question the audit
process more deeply and satisfy
themselves that all angles are well
covered. 

PROPER DOCUMENTATION

Before the quarterly meetings, the audit
committee chairman is expected to
spend quality time with the statutory
auditors to understand how the limited
review or audit was carried out and be
satisfied on the process adopted. One
relevant question generally put across is
whether there were any contentious
accounting related issues discussed with
the management and how were they
resolved. The questions should now be
more on the audit process and
methodology, including the tools used.
The next step now is to get this properly
documented as part of notes or minutes
of the audit committee meetings. 

Likewise, the scope of internal audit,
which is finalised at the beginning of the
year, should no longer be a box-ticking
a�air but an elaborate exercise covering
transactions and adherence to
regulations and nimble footed enough to
make mid-course corrections. There is
an increasing trend now to have
exclusive audit committee meetings

along with with the statutory auditor just
to discuss the scope of internal audit. 

On related-party transactions (RPT)
the role of the committee is to ensure
compliance with regulations, arm’s
length pricing and adequacy of
documents. The key issue is whether the
audit committee should ask the relevant
questions, get the answers and move on
or should it actually be verifying each
transaction for correctness and go
through every document with a
fine-tooth comb? 

In reality every audit committee
chairman brings in the relevant
accumulated knowledge and experience
gathered over the years to test the
veracity and reasonableness of RPTs and
steers the discussion on those lines. If
the expectations of the NFRA is for the

audit committee to go beyond this, then
it is clearly a new ask and has to be
reckoned in the context of the company
and the industry in which it operates.
The other major issue is to identify
transactions with unrelated parties
which could indirectly benefit a related
party. Use of technology does help in
achieving this but the audit committee is
saddled with the onerous responsibility
of ensuring that nothing is left out in the
RPT landscape at the meetings. The
problem of multiple subsidiaries and
multiple layers leading to constant
movement of funds from one entity to
another and attendant RPT implications
is a separate subject for discussion.

With the recent developments around
NFRA’s expectations, the need of the
hour is clear guidelines to audit
committees on audit methodology and
RPT. The endeavour should be to
prevent mishaps through a process of
education and thought leadership
publications rather than wait for an
incident to happen and then do a post
mortem on how and why things went
wrong. Further, in the zest to shift the
onus from auditors to audit committees,
one should not end up in a paradoxical
situation of audit committees playing
the bloodhound role and auditors, the
watchdog role.

The writer is a chartered accountant

Focus shifting from auditors to audit committees

R Anand

BRAINSTORMING. A more onerous
role now for audit committees

The NFRA now expects audit committees to delve deeper into the audit process and related-party transactions
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T
he recently released report
from the Ministry of
Statistics and Programme
Evaluation, the ‘Statistical
report on value of output

from agriculture and allied sectors
(2011-12 to 2022-23)’ provides some
estimates of how the value of
agricultural output has changed since
2011-12. 

This is important information (even
though the methodology involves
several assumptions that could be called
into question) since the 11-year period
that is covered includes nine years in
which the country has been ruled by the
Modi government, and therefore is a
useful indicator of how agriculture has
fared under that regime.

This is especially relevant in the
context of widespread farmers’ protests
over the past few years. The outcome of
the recent general elections has also
been analysed by some observers to
suggest that agrarian discontent may
have been one of the factors behind the
relatively poor performance of the
ruling BJP, especially in some States.

Figure 1 provides evidence on the
overall trajectory of output in
agriculture and allied sectors. While
there was some growth in all the sectors
within this, it is striking that the total of
agriculture and allied sectors’ output
grew at a compound annual rate of only
3.7 per cent over this period, when the
national accounts data suggest that GDP
over this period increased at a
compound annual rate (CAGR) of 5.7
per cent — in other words, these
activities continued to lag behind
aggregate GDP.

SLOW CROP GROWTH

Within this, crop output was the slowest
to expand, at a CAGR of only 2.4 per
cent, providing an obvious reason for
dissatisfaction among cultivators. 

Its share of the total output of this
sector fell accordingly, from 62.4 per
cent in 2011-12 to only 54.3 per cent in
2022-23. 

The fastest growing sub-sector was
fishing and aquaculture, which grew at
8.7 per cent CAGR, but is already
experiencing ecological constraints and
problems of sustainability. 

Livestock production expanded at a
CAGR of 5.5 per cent, still below the
increase in GDP over this period.

Within crop output, the pattern is
more mixed, as indicated by Figure 2 and
Table 1. The most important food crops
— cereals and pulses — have
experienced relatively slow expansion of
output, with CAGR of 2.0 per cent and
3.9 per cent respectively. 

Cash crops like condiment and spices
experienced the most rapid growth, with
CAGR of 5.4 per cent, while horticulture
(fruits and vegetables) increased at
CAGR of 3.8 per cent. But there has been
absolute decline in the value of output of
fibres (cotton, jute, silk) as well as other
crops, which together still account for
more than 10 per cent of total value of
crop output. 

(The information on output of
kitchen gardens mentioned in Table 1
should not be taken too seriously, as
there has been no survey of this since
1991-92, and it is simply assumed that it
has been increasing at the same rate as
the total.)

However, there are also significant
di�erences across States, in part also
reflecting the crop specialisations that
are determined by climatic and
ecological conditions. Figure 3 provides
data on the CAGR of crop output by
major States. 

Some States (Arunachal Pradesh,
Goa, Haryana, Kerala and Uttarakhand)
have experienced absolute declines in
the value of crop output over this entire
period, which is surely a striking fact.
But in several other States, growth rates

of crop output have been positive but
still shockingly low, including
Jharkhand, Punjab, Tamil Nadu, Bihar
and Gujarat. However, this does not
seem to be necessarily reflected in
electoral responses, other than in
Haryana, Punjab and to a more limited
extent in Bihar.

CHANGING CROP PATTERN

The aggregate performance reflects the
changing pattern of output of particular
crops. Uttar Pradesh, Haryana, Punjab,

West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh and
Telangana together produce more than
half of the cereal output in the country.
Within that, the shares of Madhya
Pradesh and Telangana have increased
significantly, while those of Haryana and
Punjab have fallen, as well as Uttar
Pradesh to a lesser extent. 

West Bengal remains the largest
producer of fruits and vegetables, but its
share has declined slightly, along with
Maharashtra, while the horticulture
output shares of Madhya Pradesh and
Andhra Pradesh have increased. 

Four States (Gujarat, Rajasthan,
Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra)
account for two-thirds of total oilseeds
production, but the share of
Maharashtra fell as groundnut
production reduced there. 

Gujarat used to account for 40 per
cent of fibre (mainly cotton)

production, but its production has fallen
in absolute terms and production shares
of Maharashtra and Telangana have
increased. Sugarcane production
continues to be dominated by Uttar
Pradesh, and its share of output of that
crop increased from 41 per cent to 54
per cent over this period.

Despite the regional variations, the
broad national picture of both
agricultural output and specifically crop
output should be worrying for anyone
concerned with the Indian economy and
the fate of its people. 

Overall, this is a relatively dismal
performance of crop output within a
mediocre trajectory of agriculture and
allied sectors is of a piece with the wider
public perception that agrarian issues
have not been adequately dealt with by
the Modi government, and urgent
course correction is required.

Modi govt’s record on farm front

There is significant
variation among States on
agriculture output growth.
Despite this the overall
agrarian picture looks bleak
and needs immediate relief 

Agriculture growth has lagged overall GDP growth. Data in some States point towards growing rural distress 

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH
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L
abour intensive sectors in
India are going through a
rough patch. While overall

merchandise exports shrank only
a bit during last fiscal year, all the
traditional labour-intensive
sectors witnessed sharper decline.
Apparel industry obviously was no
exception. 

What is more worrisome is the
fact that apparel export curve has
almost flattened over last six
years. Therefore, a serious
re-think of strategy is the need of
the hour.

The single biggest problem in
the apparel sector has been lack of
scale. Average number of
machines in an Indian apparel
manufacturing unit is 300-400 as
against 800-1000 machines in
competing countries. 

While Production- Linked
Incentive (PLI) in the textiles
sector for MMF fabrics and MMF
garments has been a great
initiative to augment production
capacities, it has not generated the
excitement it should have,
notwithstanding the flawless
selection of products. The
lukewarm response can largely be
attributed to the higher
investment threshold limits. 

There is need to launch another
version of PLI with lower
investment criterion to enable
participation of MSMEs.

SPEED-TO-THE-MARKET

Indian exporters mostly miss the
bus due to unfavourable speed to
the market despite the diverse
range, variety, and high fashion
quotient in their o�erings. 

The immediate answer to this
problem could be in building
warehouses in prominent
locations, particularly in the free
ports and trading hubs, for
speedier access to consumers.

Many apparel players shy away
from re-investing the profit into
the industry on account of hassles
of managing large workforce,
drying up capital infusion in the
sector. The government should
grant direct tax concession on the
ploughed back profit to encourage
re-investment in the same sector.

The migrant nature of
workforce in most of the apparel
clusters results in erratic supply of
labourers and acute shortage
during peak period. This adversely
impacts capacity utilisation and
consequently cost of production. 

The industry should thus be
encouraged to move to labour
surplus States for uninterrupted
labour supply through incentive
like “Relocation Compensation
Package.”

Existing old and outdated
machinery need to be replaced.
Machineries not manufactured in
India like certain shuttle-less
looms, knitting machines,
non-woven machines etc. should
be identified and their import duty
rates reduced to zero for three
years to facilitate cost-e�ective
technological upgradation. 

After this timeframe, a high
tari� wall may be raised to
encourage foreign investment in
machinery manufacturing.

Abysmally low wages, LDC
(Least Developed Country) status
and duty-free access to EU give
countries like Bangladesh a
distinct unfair advantage over
India. Therefore, the only way to
stay competitive is to improve
productivity through increased
technological intervention. 

Technology has a use in fast
fashion forecasting, predicting
consumer preferences,
manufacturing smart textiles,
designing smart factories, in
intelligent designing and
manufacturing, etc. 

Increasing use of blockchain
technology in traceability,
robotics in quality control, IoT in
RFID tags in wireless sensor
networks and in end-to-end digital
integration, just to name a few, will
transform the entire industry.

Aggressive marketing to
improve visibility of Indian textile
and apparel products by having an
India theme pavilion in all major
international fairs and exhibitions
can go a long way in building Brand
India.

To harness the full potential of
e-commerce, the value cap on
e-commerce exports be raised
from existing ₹10 lakh and
e-commerce exporters be
provided level playing field by
allowing them to claim GST
refunds and export incentives.

These measures will not only
arrest the decline but also give
much-needed booster dose to the
apparel exports.

The writer is Secretary General, Apparel Export
Promotion Council

Rebooting apparel sector

Mithileshwar Thakur

APPAREL SECTOR. Looking for
support

Tweaking PLI, tech upgrade are vital

June 25, 2004

Reforms must create more jobs, benefit all people: PM 
Signalling a distinct Centre-Left tilt in the economic priorities of his United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) Government, the Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan
Singh, on Thursday said reforms were “not just about freeing private
enterprise from the shackles of bureaucratic control,” and policies aimed at
promoting growth must have to “advance the cause of distributive justice and
create new employment opportunities”. 

Reliance to acquire German firm Trevira for Rs 440 crore
Relaince Industries Ltd on Thursday announced that it was acquiring German
polyester firm Trevira GmbH for 80 million euros (roughly Rs 440 crore). The
acquisition will make RIL the world’s largest polyester fibre and yarn producer.
Trevira, which operates plants in Germany, Belgium and Denmark will add 1.3
lakh tonnes to RIL’s existing polyester capacity. 

New gas find o� Orissa coast
Reliance Industries said today that is has struck gas o� the Orissa coast
OSN-97/2 block. Initial estimates indicate in-place reserves of four to five
trillion cubic feet, Mukesh Ambani, CMD, said today. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Passes through sieve (5) 

04. Goes along as 

protector (7) 

08. Old timing device (9) 

09. Tavern (3) 

10. Concerning sight (7) 

12. Flat-topped 

forage cap (4) 

14. Used a spoon (7) 

17. Fat (4) 

18. Garden heap (7) 

20. Aged (3) 

21. Speaking at large (2,7) 

23. Glut (7) 

24. Regretful (5) 

DOWN 

01. Those educated 

together (13) 

02. Product, e�ect,

advantage (6) 

03. Wisdom (8) 

04. An age, particular 

period (3) 

05. Ready money (4) 

06. Lifted (6) 

07. In a mawkish manner (13) 

11. Words for song (5) 

13. On one's these, one is

destitute (4-4) 

15. Dealer, merchant (6) 

16. Intense repugnance (6) 

19. Smoothing implement (4) 

22. Obtained (3)

ACROSS 

01. Minutely goes through it if trapped in the streets (5) 

04. Goes along to protect company in endless form of stress (7) 

08. Sort of figure a means of telling sixty minutes (9) 

09. When sinning, don't vocalise about refreshing situation (3) 

10. State to choose one first, but it's a form of illusion (7) 

12. What soldier may have ahead, reversing parts of old 

weapon (4) 

14. Tries the doctor out, having created some agitation (7) 

17. Regular dripping may contain other fat (4) 

18. Arrive endlessly with letters that will be of use in garden (7) 

20. Instructed to remove top: nothing new about that (3) 

21. Broadly speaking, where supreme commander places his

trust? (2,7) 

23. There's too much water breaking along shore to bind back (7) 

24. An apologetic word that's contemptible (5) 

DOWN 

01. Classmates who train dons (13) 

02. The product of the apples and pears, say (6) 

03. A long tale at the business centre demonstrating

wisdom (8) 

04. Time when it's right to be at the heart of each half (3) 

05. Get money for cheque when replacing much in the

cloth (4) 

06. An Academician on the wrong side got it together (6) 

07. Posted one, in thought alone, with much emotion (13) 

11. Words that ought to be noted (5) 

13. The ray finishes, and on these one is penniless (4-4) 

15. He deals with revolutionary painting? It's up to him! (6) 

16. Who, by error, both got beheaded? It leaves one 

aghast (6) 

19. A line ranged one behind the other will make things

smooth (4) 

22. Contracted to get the first that turns up (3)

EASY

ACROSS 2. First 5. Pump 7. Crag 8. Creature 9. Mistress 11. Male 12. Determination 15. Grid 17. Identify 19. Terrible 21. Soon 22. Used 23. Guyed 

DOWN 1. Carmine 2. Fog 3. Ruche 4. Treason 5. Put 6. Mural 10. Tread 11. Motet 13. Mailbag 14. O�-load 16. Reels 18. Every 20. Red 21. Sad

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2468

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2467

NOT SO EASY
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I
thasnowbeensevenyearssinceIndia’s indirecttaxregimewascompletely
overhauled,with the introductionof goods and services tax (GST). There
was a great deal of compromise about the final form of GST, including
betweentheUniongovernmentanddoubtfulstates.Thesecompromises,

itwasunderstoodatthetime,wouldlimittheefficiencyimprovementsprovided
byGST.Manyhoped, includingthisnewspaper, thatovertimestructural imped-
iments within GST would be removed and the full efficiency gains would be
realised. Seven years and two general elections on, it is clear that more effort
needs tobeput intobasic improvements to the system.

GST is overseenby theGSTCouncil,whichbrings together financemin-
istries from the states and the Union. The Council met this past weekend,
but once again deferred deeper questions about GST improvements to sub-
sequentmeetings. This is not to say that it didnot do importantwork.Union
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman pointed out the decisions taken by
theGSTCouncil includedchanges tohowdemandnoticescouldbechallenged
and to appeals, aswell as other improvements to the compliance system.For
example, non-fraudulent cases will no longer require interest or penalties,
and the department will not appeal judgments against it to higher courts
automatically, but be subject to revised monetary caps. Given that almost 2
per cent of assessments are being challenged, such changes are clearly of
great importance.Oneof thepromises ofGSTwas ease of use, and that is not
being lived up to as much as it should be.

The time has come to return to reforming the basic structure of GST.
Why the dual structure of GST, at both state and central levels, is essential to
indirect taxesmustbequestioned.TheunfinishedagendaofGSTalso includes
rationalising rates andslabs.The indirect tax systemwasoriginallydesigned
with a single rate, which would allow for clarity and efficiency. But instead,
multiple rates were introduced, and the GST Council therefore could not
resist the temptation of tweaking those rates in a populist manner. Even in
the last meeting, the rate for packing boxes was brought down from 18 to 12
per cent. Such tweaks are an invitation to rent-seeking and a waste of the
Council’s time.TheCouncildid,however,promise todiscuss includingpetrol
and diesel within the GST system. These, like alcohol, are still taxed by the
states, and are a major source of cost and inefficiency within the system.
Bringing them under GST is overdue.

An even more divisive question is what will be done with GST compen-
sation cess surplus, which could total as much as ~70,000 crore. The cess is
levied on “sin goods”, including tobacco and expensive automobiles. Part of
the reason for the cess was to use it to repay the loans taken on behalf of
statesduring thepandemic.But it seems therewill beaconsiderable amount
left over. The discussion on what to do with it has been postponed. Debate
over how thiswindfall is to beused is natural. But it shouldnot be allowed to
delay or disturb deeper questions of GST reform.

Mutualbenefits
SheikhHasina’s visit reflectedgeopolitical convergence

B
angladeshPrimeMinisterSheikhHasina’svisit to India justa fortnight
after she attended the third inauguration of Narendra Modi’s prime
ministershipunderlinedthemutualityofgeopoliticalinterestsbetween
thetwoneighboursthatenjoydeephistoricallinksandcordialrelations

despite blips over aTeesta riverwater-sharing agreement and the issueof illegal
immigration.MsHasinaisthefirstforeignleadertovisitIndiaaftertheformation
of the newgovernment inNewDelhi. Recently sworn in for a historic fifth term
as Prime Minister, Ms Hasina is seeking to rebalance Bangladesh’s asymmetric
relationswithChina,andthelatesttwo-dayvisittoNewDelhiservedtoemphasise
that recalibration. On India’s part, Mr Modi has been seeking to mobilise South
Asianallieswitha“neighbourhood-first”approachtopositionitselfasaregional
powerandcrediblecounter-balance toChina.

The broad thrust of the 10 agreements between the two countries reflected
these overlapping objectives. They included a raft of agreements on defence,
maritime security, the blue (or ocean) economy, space, telecommunications,
green technologies,medicines, andbolstered ties in railway connectivity. These
agreements representacontinuumwithkey initiativesbetweenthe twogovern-
mentsin2023.ChiefamongthemwastheIndia-BangladeshFriendshippipeline,
totransporthigh-speeddieselfromtheNumaligarhRefinery,Assam,tonorthern
Bangladesh.Underaproposedtrilateralhydropoweragreement,Indiaalsoagreed
to facilitate electricity exports throughBhutan toBangladesh.The latter initially
plans to import around 1,500Mw fromBhutan, and there has been progress on
this project in recentmonths.At the same time, Indiahas sought tomanage the
problemsoverTeestawater-sharing,afteranagreementhas longbeenstalledby
objections from Sikkim and West Bengal, by sending a technical team to advise
Dhaka on a mega project to conserve and manage the Teesta river. This offer
comeson theheels ofdiscussions lastmonthbetweenChinaandBangladesh to
constructa$1billiondevelopmentproject intheTeestabasin.Besides,technical-
level negotiations on renewing the Ganges Water Treaty of 1996 will start. Ms
HasinaalsoaddressedtheConfederationofIndianIndustry(CII), invitingIndian
businesses to invest in Bangladesh and promising investment in better infras-
tructure to improve logisticsbetweenthetwocountries.

But for all the declarations of friendship and ceremonial protocols in New
Delhi,Chinaremainstheloomingchallengeforbothcountries.ChinadwarfsIndia
in terms of trade with Bangladesh. It is Bangladesh’s single-largest partner with
bilateral tradeworth$24billion. It isalso themajorsourceof rawmaterials for the
engine of Bangladesh’s economic growth—textiles and leather exports. Though
Bangladesh is India’s largest trade partner in South Asia, bilateral trade between
the two is just $14 billion. Thepoint of friction betweenBeijing andDhaka lies in
projects under China’s signature Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Bangladesh.
AlthoughChinahascompletedsome35majorinfrastructureprojectsinBangladesh
undertheBRI, financinghasemergedasakeypointofconcern.Dhakanowowes
Beijing $4 billion or 6 per cent of its foreign debt for BRI projects, a predicament
thathasdelayedthecreationofa5Gnetworkandsomekeyhighways. Incontrast,
India has extended three lines of credit aswell as grant assistance to Bangladesh
forinfrastructuredevelopmentinadditiontocommunitydevelopmentandcapac-
ity-building projects. Handled well, this relatively benign approach could prove
anothersolidbuildingblockforIndia-Bangladeshrelations.
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Ihad the opportunity to spend some time with
global investors andallocators in theUS—many
ofwhomrepresent sophisticated long-termcap-

ital andare thought leaders in their field. Iwas also
there just as the Indian election results were being
announced that very week. Here are some of my
key takeaways:

Therewas surprise at theelection results, as they
were verymuchagainst the consensus, butnopan-
ic. Everyone was happy that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi was back, as they could not under-
stand the economics of the Congress. Some were
concerned about the Bharatiya Janata Party’s
(BJP’s) ability to handle a coalition, but they were
in the minority. Most felt that a
strong coalitionwith theBJPat 240
seats was not such a bad thing and
believed it would last for five years.

Coalitions ensure that multiple
pointsofviewareheardandmaybet-
terreflect thediversityof thecountry.
While tough reforms in land and
labour may get delayed, the results
make it clear that India is not at risk
ofbecoming likeTurkeyorHungary.
Thepredictabilityandstabilityofour
growthmayactuallybeenhancedby
theseresults.Mostdidnotexpect the
coalitionpartnerstodemandmorethanstate-specific
resources and hoped that the results would bring
greater focus on economic issues andpolicies.

Thereweresomefearsof thegovernment lurching
towards populism. Will that be taken as the lesson
fromtheweaker-than-expectedoutcomefor therul-
ing party? The upcoming Budget will be watched
veryclosely forcontinuityofpolicy.Thegovernment,
in its secondterm,prioritisedpublic investmentover
giveaways.Will thiscontinue?Cantheyhold the line
against populism? The continuity among the key
ministershasgivenhope that this signalscontinuity
inpolicy settings aswell. Therewill, of course, be an
enhanced focus on employment, but that is the key
concernamongvotersandneedsgreaterpolicyeffort
anyway.Greatereffortsoneducationandskillingare
to be expected andwelcomed aswell.

Thekeyconcernamonginvestors iswhat reasons
the BJP ascribes for its weaker-than-expected per-
formance. How will this introspection change gov-
ernment policy? Will we lurch towards revenue
expenditure at the cost of public investment? Will
we relax the fiscal road map? Will big business be
vilified? Will the government be able to incentivise
global giants to setup in India throughcollaborative
policy formulation?

There was also the expectation that this govern-
ment will hit the ground running. Expectations
remain high for policy reform, and everyone had
heard of the 100-day plans ministries were asked to
prepare. Indian markets were already priced for 7-8

percent realgrossdomesticproduct
(GDP) growth and 15 per cent-plus
earnings per share growth.Wehave
to deliver on this to sustain the pre-
mium valuations. A government
slowoff the blockswill be seenneg-
atively and may rekindle worries
about coalitionpolitics.

OnIndiaallocations, theconcern
remains valuations. India is now
clearly the most expensive market
in the world. Domestic investors
drive the markets, and while most
understand the lack of alternatives

for local investors, there is stillworryon the sustain-
ability of these flows. “How close to a bubble are we
in local flows?” was a common question. Everyone
was aware of the futures/options markets in India
and the bubble-like spike in volumes.

The fact is that for the last 2.5 years, the net flow
of foreign portfolio investors’ money into India has
been zero. India is now at best a neutral weight for
most emerging markets investors, having always
beenanoverweighthistorically. For thoseallocators
who were smart enough to have been in India early,
they are rebalancing from the country and taking
profits. For new flows, we will have to look at the
global funds, which have not been in India histori-
callyortookprofitsmuchearlier. India’scontinuously
risingweightsmake it harder to totally ignore.Until
markets catch a breath and consolidate for some

time, I don’t thinkwecanexpect large foreign flows.
The longer-term intention remains to raise weights
in India, but there seems to be no urgency. Foreign
capital continues to wait for the correction, which
surging domestic flows donot allow tohappen.

In terms of asset classes, one could sense the
frustrationwith venture capital (VC) and somepri-
vate equity (PE) funds. Iwas asked ineverymeeting
about the Indian initialpublicoffering (IPO)market.
My reply was that the Indian IPO market is wide
openandwelcoming toany listingat the rightprice.
I learnedabout the concept ofDPI (distributionper
investment) for the first time and was told that the
ratio was extremely low for the Indian VC ecosys-
tem. Given that most allocators had liquidity chal-
lenges, they wanted more distributions from their
VCpartners in India andcouldnotunderstandwhy
more VC-backed companies were not listing. I
pointed out that public market investors have not
madegood returns fromtheVC-backed companies
that listed in 2021 and 2022 (with the exception of
one or two names). Thus, public investors were
holding the line on listing valuations. I think most
of the VC ecosystem will come under intense pres-
sure to fast-track listings. These should be wel-
comed as most will be high-quality listings. This
will add to the alreadygrowing IPOpipeline. These
capital raisings will broaden and deepen our mar-
kets, prevent potential bubbles from forming, and
should, therefore, be welcomed.

The views on China were mostly unchanged.
Any rise in their markets will be used to reduce
exposure. Having already reduced thepublic equi-
ties exposure in China, they were slowly cutting
their private exposure. Most Chinese funds had
already pivoted to the Middle East and Asian
sovereign funds fornewcapital. Raisingnew funds
from the US was almost impossible.

Many of the global funds were also positioned
incorrectly. There were many instances of getting
the India call right but being in the wrong stocks,
withmassivepositions inprivatebanks, Indianinfor-
mationtechnologygiants,andconsumer-facingbusi-
nesses. Many of these stocks had hardly moved in
thelast fouryears.Facingsevererelativeperformance
pressure, fundswerestuck.Shouldtheychangetheir
positioning now?Will the private banks finally start
catching up? Most global funds are unable to keep
upwith the local indices.Long-termandquality-ori-
ented fundsare finding itverydifficult tohandle the
currentmarketsandthesectoralcompositionofmar-
ket performance. The winning stocks/sectors of the
lastdecadearenowchallenged.This showsnosigns
of changing as long as domestic flows dominate.

Net-net, the election results have not changed
anyone’smindsonIndia. It remainsaverygoodlong
termstory—oneof thebestgloballybutveryexpen-
sive. Global investors are hesitant to be sucked in
today, and need a correction or, at the minimum, a
period of consolidation. The two best markets over
the last 30 years have been India and the US. Their
scaleandpersistenceofoutperformanceare impres-
sive. They are also the two most expensive today.
Does oneplay reversion to themeanand invest out-
side these twomarkets, or bet on continued outper-
formance?This is thequestionexercising theminds
of the smartmoney.

ThewriteriswithAmansaCapital

T he Indianpassenger carmarketwill soonsee
a fork in the roadon its journey towardselec-
trification. Until now, pure electric vehicles

(EVs) have been the flavour of the day. But hybrid
technology isnowemergingasan important game-
changer,providingamorepotentandeffectivealter-
native to wean customers away from the internal
combustion engine (ICE) to cleaner options.

Despite a limited range of hybrid vehicles on
offer currently in India, the sale of
hybrids have revvedup, albeit from
a small base, and surpassed EVs
since the second half of last year.
The trend continues this year as
well. In the US, too, sales of EVs are
starting to stagnate.

TheEV landscape is on thebrink
of dramatic changes. Numero uno
MarutiSuzuki’sdecisiontopress the
accelerator on hybrid technology,
including a low-cost variant, across
much of its fleet—Baleno, Swift,
Fronx, apart from its existing range
ofGrandVitaraandInvicto—islikely
to shake up the automobile market. As much as a
quarterofMaruti’ssalescouldcomefromitsexpanded
hybridrange,tappingintothegrowingenvironmental
consciousness among Indian consumers.

However, thatcouldverywell spell trouble for the
major Indian players, Tata Motors and Mahindra,
who decided to entirely hitch their bandwagon to
EVs, completely ditching hybrid as a more viable
intermediatesolution.TheIndiangovernment,which
patientlysupportedtheEVrevolution,maysoonhave
tobringameasureofparity in its incentive schemes.
Toyota and Suzuki are aggressively campaigning for
a cut in goods and services tax (GST) rates for hybrid

cars from 28 per cent to 12 per cent (as opposed to 5
per cent for EVs) — something that even Union
Minister Nitin Gadkari appears to be increasingly in
sync with. Tata Motors has been crying itself hoarse
to prevent tax cuts for hybrids, but that may not cut
ice for long.

Sowhat’s really going on?Hybrids score on three
counts: They are cheaper to manufacture compared
to EVs. And their cost of ownership falls somewhere

inbetweenanICEenginecarandan
electric car. What’s more, it is not
dependent on a battery charging
infrastructure, which eliminates
range anxiety that has hobbled the
growthofEVsinIndiaandalsoelim-
inates the attendant hassles. Simply
put, a hybrid car typically alternates
between an ICE engine and a self-
charging battery depending on the
terrain. In city traffic, the car draws
powerfromthebattery.Onthehigh-
way, it relies on its gasoline engine.
And the switchover is seamless.

Toyota was the first global car
makertobetonhybridswithitsPriusbrandwayback
in 1997. And since then, it has had enough time to
refine the technology.However, itwasoftenmocked
for not focusing sufficiently on EVs and the need to
completely eliminate emissions. Its chairman Akio
Toyoda stuck to his guns, allowing customers to
choosebetweenhybridandelectric.Butnow,asElon
Musk’s Tesla starts to lose steam in the US, it seems
certain thatMrToyodawill have the last laugh.

In India,Toyota’suniquepartnershipwithSuzuki
has set the cat among thepigeons. Primarily, a small-
carmaker,Maruti Suzuki realises theneed to expand
itsproductportfoliowithbiggercars,especiallySUVs.

Theconsumerresponsetolastyear’s launchofToyota
InnovaHycrossandtheToyotaUrbanCruiserHyryder
are seen as the tipping point for hybrids. The same
SUVis rebadgedasSuzuki Invicto.

Maruti Suzuki has signed a production-sharing
agreement with Toyota, where a part of the Toyota’s
capacity is earmarked for it. Going forward,Maruti is
pushingthroughitsowncapacityexpansion,extend-
ing a hybrid option across its entire fleet. It plans to
offer three distinct hybrid variants. While Toyota
alreadyhas access to thematurehybridoption in the
Hycross, it has sensibly allowed Suzuki to take the
lead on the development of these low-cost hybrid
options.Toyota’sfailurewithitssmallcarprojectEtios
in India, coupled with Suzuki’s strengths in frugal
engineeringanddesignanditsaggressivecost reduc-
tion targets, likely influenced this decision. Auto
experts like Hormazd Sorabjee predict that the pro-
jected fuel efficiency of these low-cost hybrids could
reachan impressive35kmpl,more thandoublewhat
currenthybridsoffer. Thishas thepotential to set the
marketon fire,he says.

Thishybridresurgenceisasignalthatthefullelec-
tric mobility revolution will take much longer than
expected. InIndia, theprimarybottleneck isbuilding
a sufficiently large battery charging infrastructure
acrossthelengthandbreadthofthecountry.Thishas
taken far longer than what was originally assumed,
and the search for viable public-private partnerships
is still on.Until then, it is likely thatEVswill remaina
second car option formost Indians whodrivewithin
the city andhave access to charging infrastructure in
their residential complexes. Maruti Suzuki has seen
the writing on the wall. Its decision to double down
onfuel-efficienthybridsmakesamplebusinesssense.

Thewriter is co-founderatFoundingFuel

Hybrids inanEVera

ReformofGST, rates included, is overdue

Sevenyearson

T he author captures the essence
of his book in his quote of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s verse:

“Water, water everywhere and not a
drop to drink”. Coleridge was, of
course, writing about Ancient
Mariners who had to navigate salty
oceans and Nitin Seth is writing about
those in our times who must navigate
our current world and its oceans of
data: “Data, data everywhere, but not a
drop of understanding”.

MrSethisanIIT/IIMgradwhohas
navigatedtheworldofthedataoceanas
aconsultantwithMcKinsey,asenior
executivewithFlipkart,andasan
executivewithFidelitybeforeventuring
outonhisown.So,onecouldsayhehas
navigatedthroughmanypartsofthe
oceansofdatainwhichweall live.

The“paradox”inthetitlereferstothe
factthatalthoughweareconstantly
floodedwithdata,weareunabletoeasily
accessall theinsightsthatthisdatacan
offerus. It is likelivingwithadelugeand
adroughtatthesametime.Thisparadox
exists,hesays,becausegathering
insightsfromthisfloodofdatacoststoo
much,ortheteamstaskedwith
gatheringinsightsarenotoften
successfulat thistask,ortheydon’toften
havetherightdata.

Akeyinsightofthisbookisthe
author’sdescriptionofthreelevelsat

whichthedatafloodexists.Thefirst is
easytograsp:Dataexistsat the
organisationlevel, inbusinessfirmsand
institutionsofeveryscaleandsize.Data
alsoexistsat thelevelof individualsand
thusraises issuesofwhichweareall just
beginningtobecomeaware,suchasdata
privacy.Dataalsoexists,hepointsout,at
athirdlevel, thelevelofanation.This
lastpointraisesanewsetof issues
becauseanation’scompetitive
advantagemaylie inusingthisnational
leveldatawisely.

MrSethextensivelydiscussesdataat
eachofthesethreelevels.Ashepoints
out,ateachoftheselevelsthereare
plusesandminusesinthemethodswe
usetodealwithdata.Forexample,a lack
ofdataprivacycanthreatenan
individual’sexistence,buttoomuchofit
canbeathreattothesocietyinwhichthe
personlives.

Thedatafloodattheindividual level
inourcontemporarysocietyarises,ashe
pointsout,becauseofthemultiple
contactswehaveateverymomentwith
variousdigital
devicessuchas
mobilephones.As
individuals, thishas
madeusmore“data-
driven”thanwe
realise.Forexample,
whenwehaveto
decidewhich
restauranttogotoina
citythatweare
visiting,wequickly
useourmobilephone
andlookupappssuchasYelpandcheck
whatthecrowd-sourcedatatheresays.
Whataretheratingsgivenbyusers?
Whatarethecommentsthatusershave
made?Istherestaurantwearethinking

ofgoingtokid-friendly?Therestaurant
choiceissueis justoneofthemany
sphereswheretheaveragepersonlooks
foradata-drivendecision. Itcouldbe
whatbooksareworthreadingandat
whatpricesaretheyavailable—and
many,manymoreexamples.Asthe
writerpointsout,weareprobablynot

fullyconsciousof
howweas
individualshave
becomedependent
ondatatoliveour
lives.

Towardstheend
ofthebook,MrSeth
takesgreatpainsto
pointouthowwe
needtoexercise
“wisdom”indealing
withtheoceanof

datafloodingourenterprises,our
individual livesandournation.Ashe
pointsout,whenwehavealotofdata,we
haveafalsesenseofbelief thatwe
understandtheproblemwearedealing

with.Butthedangeris thatwemaynot
haveseentheconsequencesofour
decisions.Takingalargerviewiswhathe
calls“wisdom”.Hedescribesa
systematicprocesstogettousewisdom
inadata-firstworld.

This is the author’s second book. His
earlier book, Winning in the Digital Age
published in 2020, made a big impact
because it clearly explained what was
quitemysteriousat that time:TheDigital
Transformation Process.

Someprospective readersof thisbook
may takeone look at its gigantic size and
look away from it. But I must point out
that the largeness of size comes from the
author using charts and workflow dia-
grams liberally throughout the book to
explain or illustrate the point he is mak-
ing. These diagrams are like those used
in business schools and corporate pre-
sentations and certainly make complex
ideas easy to understand.

Thereviewer isaninternetentrepreneur;
ajitb@rediffmail.com(ajitb@rediffmail.com)

Copingwith thedata floodanddrought
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O
n June 4, the declaration of results from
the general elections coincided with the
National Eligibility cum Entrance Test
(NEET)-UG 2024 results, both leading to

unexpected outcomes. Interestingly, it has been
the NEET results that have led to greater contro-
versy, broad-based introspection and judicial 
intervention. After the Supreme Court (SC) 
stepped in to question irregularities in awarding
grace marks, the National Testing Agency (NTA)
agreed to conduct a retest for 1,563 candidates, 
which was held on Sunday. The NEET-PG test 
was postponed after allegations of a paper leak.
In any case, the government seems to be 
focussed on temporary antidotes at best, while 
deep-rooted causes remain unaddressed and the
prognosis for the future of NEET appears to be 
grave.

The One Country One Test
paradigm attracted controversy
from its very inception in 2012. 
Till 2015, NEET was not con-
ducted on the basis of the SC 
order declaring it to be uncon-
stitutional. However, in April 
2016, the SC, in the case of Sank-
alp Charitable Trust and another
vs Union of India and Ors (2016),
reviewed its earlier decision and mandated 
NEET to be the single entrance test for medical 
courses across India. Notably, Tamil Nadu, one of
the states exempted from NEET initially, has 
been protesting against its implementation. 

The present controversy has arisen due to sus-
picious marking practices that have led to an 
unusually high number of candidates scoring 
perfect 720 out of 720 marks as well as awarding
of grace marks based on a loss of time by apply-
ing the normalisation formula. This formula was
endorsed by the SC in the case of Disha Panchal
and others vs Union of India (2019) when candi-
dates for the Common Law Admission Test faced
glitches in the examination portal. While the 
Grievance Redressal Committee has reviewed 
the case of 1,563 candidates who appeared in the
NEET exam this year and received grace marks,
it has not explained other anomalies in patterns
in this year’s results.

Though this retest has been accepted by the
SC, it does not deal with the arbitrariness of the 
grace marks based on a normalisation formula
that was neither informed to candidates prior to
the exam nor accepted by any court of law to be
used in such a manner. Conducting a fresh 
examination for a select number of students has
the effect of giving them additional preparation
time and holding the exam under different con-

ditions altogether. This, inevitably, raises the 
issue of disrupting the level playing field that was
in existence during the original test. There will 
also be questions about the differing difficulty 
levels of the two test papers. It is curious to note
that around 750 of the 1,563 candidates skipped
retest, which casts serious doubts over the genu-
ineness of candidates. 

However, larger and more fundamental ques-
tions around NEET remain unresolved. The One
Nation One Test model promotes a one-size-fits-
all approach that can be inherently discrimina-
tory. In a country with a diverse school curricu-
lum, learning difficulties, and affordability issues,
the common test paradigm will only favour 
those who are placed on the higher echelons. 

The committee, chaired by justice (retd.) AK
Rajan, was appointed by the gov-
ernment of Tamil Nadu to study
the impact of the NEET exam.
After undertaking a detailed
analysis of family backgrounds
and educational backgrounds of
students admitted to study med-
icine over 10 years or so, the Jus-
tice Rajan Committee concluded
that the introduction of a com-
mon exam such as NEET disad-

vantages candidates from rural, non-English 
speaking and economically weaker back-
grounds. Shifting the metric from the school 
leaving examination to an additional, extra-cur-
ricular test has made the role of coaching centres
critical to success.

NEET has been an affront to social justice
from the beginning. Now, NEET has been 
marred by arbitrariness in its procedure. Though
the recent attention is a result of the dubious 
marking practices, the larger issues around fair-
ness and equity remain unresolved. As a concept,
a common test cannot determine access to all 
colleges to study medicine. Even the Common 
Law Admission Test (CLAT) only controls admis-
sion mostly to national law universities. In con-
trast, NEET has taken over admission to colleges
run by the state government and also private col-
leges. It places undue importance on one type of
educational syllabus over all others. Even if 
marking irregularities or incompetence of the 
NTA is factored out, the NEET model of examina-
tion will fail the test on principles of inequality 
and anti-federalism. 

Manuraj Shunmugasundaram is a DMK media 

spokesperson and advocate practising before the 

Madras high court. Inputs were provided by Arya 

Abaranji PS. The views expressed are personal

Case against NEET goes 
beyond failings of NTA

Manuraj 
Shunmugasundaram

what the CEA envisaged while finalising its
optimal generation mix report. A maximum
demand of 250 GWs has already been clocked
in the final days of May. This is expected to
have reached 260 GW in subsequent weeks.
Two, the coal-based generation target has
been set so high, likely due to inadequate addi-
tion of renewables capacity. Though tenders
finalised in the first few months of 2024 have
exceeded the target, there is still a long way to
go. We need to add about 40 GW of renewa-
bles every year from now till 2030 to meet the
targeted capacity, whereas our average
achievement is about 10 GW per year! It would
be pertinent to add that certain government
policies have actually retarded the growth of

renewables. The imposition of basic
customs duty, insistence on buying
equipment from an identified list of
manufacturers, lack of access to grid
connectivity, a cumbersome land
acquisition process are all major
obstacles. The mixed signals from the
government exacerbate matters. To
illustrate, not very long ago, it was
announced that no new coal-based
stations would be built.

That said, in the past few months, the gov-
ernment has left no stone unturned to ensure
that coal-based generation is maximised. The
directions to domestic coal generators on
importing and blending coal or the directions
given to imported coal generators to keep run-
ning their plants at full capacity are some
examples. Similar directions have now been
given to gas-based generators as well. Earlier,
there was talk of keeping coal-based generat-
ing stations alive even after the expiry of their
power purchase agreements (PPAs), usually
valid for 25 years. The idea was to pool all
such generators and draw up some fresh PPA.
This, however, has not taken shape, possibly
because of the reluctance of the Central Elec-
tricity Regulatory Commission (CERC). The
government, of course, can’t solely be blamed
for going ahead with coal-based generation;
unless we add capacity, we will not be able to
meet the 2030 demand. As it is, capacity addi-
tion from sources such as hydro, gas, or
nuclear is low for various reasons.

Against this backdrop, India may have to
compromise its commitment to become net
zero by 2070 though the government claims
that the added emphasis on coal generation
will not affect our resolve. The power sector
accounts for about 40% of India’s total carbon
footprint. The new coal plants will be generat-
ing for the next 25 years at least (which possi-
bly could be 40 years) after commissioning.
This will limit the setting up of new renewable
generation capacity given the cumulative util-
isation factor of renewable capacity vis-à-vis
traditional capacity. Each megawatt (MW) of
coal-based capacity kept running will crowd
out 4 MW of solar capacity. 

Clearly, we are in a bind as pursuing both
the goals, i.e., maximising coal-based genera-
tion and net zero by 2070, run contrary to
each other. Tackling decarbonisation in trans-
port and industry is a complicated matter.
One can keep saying we are on the net zero
path, but the reality is something else!

Somit Dasgupta is senior visiting fellow, Icrier, and

former member (economic and commercial), the

Central Electricity Authority. The views expressed

are personal

passed in the near-absence of the Oppo-
sition.

As if this were not problematic
enough, over the years, Indian legisla-
tors have rashly voted to increase the 
Speaker’s powers — including through
constitutional amendments. The most
consequential of these is making the 
Speaker the adjudicating authority in 
cases involving MPs being disqualified
for violating the anti-defection law. By 
simply sitting on a disqualification peti-
tion — or by deciding it in a mala fide 
way — the Speaker can essentially make
the anti-defection law toothless, and 
facilitate horse-trading. This has hap-
pened on more than one occasion in 
various state legislatures, and it was 
perhaps the example that Aditya 
Thackeray had in mind as, during the 
controversy over the “real Shiv Sena” in
Maharashtra in 2022, the Speaker’s 
allegedly partisan actions were criti-
cised by no less than the Supreme 
Court. There is, therefore, the concern 
that a partisan Speaker would essen-
tially allow the dominant party at the 
Centre to “break” its opponents, and 
allow such actions to go unpunished by
simply refusing to implement the anti-
defection law. 

It should now be clear why jockeying
over the Speaker’s role has become so 
important. In a functioning parliamen-
tary democracy, the Speaker would be
a low-profile, non-partisan office, sim-

ply concerned with running the day-to-
day affairs of the House. In India, how-
ever, the Speaker not only controls the
House, but has also been placed in 
charge of the future of political parties,
when one dominant party tries to engi-
neer defections from its rivals. The final
nail in the coffin is the Indian Constitu-
tion’s failure to guarantee the inde-
pendence of the Speaker from the rul-
ing party, which — in turn — creates 
incentives for the ruling party to control
the Speaker, and through the Speaker it
can control the Opposition and neutral-
ise Parliament. 

The ongoing fight over the Speaker’s
post, therefore, reveals to us certain 
major design flaws in the constitutional
scheme that governs the relationship 
between the executive and Parliament,
and between the ruling party/coalition
and the Opposition. If we are to avoid a
situation where the executive and the 
ruling party can suppress the Opposi-
tion and the Parliament, constitutional
reform that guarantees genuine 
Speaker independence — and removes
some of their other roles, such as adju-
dicating defection cases — is of utmost
importance. Otherwise, the “parliamen-
tary” aspect of India’s parliamentary 
democracy risks being very close to 
something like a sham. 

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based advocate. 
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With a newly strengthened and emboldened Opposition, it is anticipated 
that Parliament might see livelier debates and discussions BLOOMBERG

W
hat quantum of coal-based power
generation capacity is under con-
struction today? The government
has pegged this at 80 gigawatts

(GW). However, if one reads the report of the
Central Electricity Authority (CEA), only
about 29 GW is under construction, with a
paltry 5% from the private sector. This begs
the question of what definitions of “under
construction” are used by the CEA and the
government. Will a plant still be at the draw-
ing stage and qualify as being under construc-
tion, or is this label conferred only after the
plant has been approved by the board? Or is it
only after orders have been placed for the
main plant that it is said to be under construc-
tion? The CEA report only considers
the last case. So, there is little clarity
on the status of the remaining 50-odd
GW of capacity.

When the CEA published its
revised optimal generation mix
report in April 2023, it projected a
peak demand of 335 GW in 2029-30,
and the required coal-based capacity
was estimated at about 250 GW. The
generation mix is, of course, a cost
optimisation exercise, and the share of each
source — coal, hydro, nuclear, solar, wind and
batteries — depends on the cost of generation
that has been assumed. All these numbers are
merely indicative since the power sector is
decentralised, and actual capacity addition is
a function of many variables and not just cost.
Coal-based capacity existing when the CEA
finalised its optimal mix report (in 2023)
totalled 210 GW. Therefore, the additional
capacity that must be set up between 2023
and 2030 stands at ~40 GW. Plans to add 80
GW thus factor in twice the additional capac-
ity envisaged just a year ago (in 2023)! Inci-
dentally, for the period 2020-21 to 2023-24,
India’s cumulative target for thermal capacity
generation was about 41.9 GW, and we
achieved about 16.2 GW (38% of the target).
The point here is that we may be planning for
80 GW, but what will actually be achieved is
uncertain. That demand is rising faster than
supply can be gauged from the plant load fac-
tor of thermal plants — a measure of capacity
utilisation — going up to 76% in April from
71% in January. 

The capacity addition target has been set at
80 GW for two likely reasons. One, the projec-
ted demand by 2030 would probably exceed

{ OUR TAKE }

Blurred vision 
on Khalistan

Anand, Azad and the 
future of Dalit politics

B
ahujan Samaj Party (BSP) supremo Mayawati has
reinstated nephew Akash Anand as the national
coordinator of the party and her heir over seven

weeks after she removed him from these positions 
during the general elections. The party performed 
poorly as the election turned into a straight contest 
between the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led NDA and 
INDIA bloc of the Congress and Samajwadi Party (SP). 
It failed to win a single seat — down from 10 in the 17th 
Lok Sabha — and its vote share fell below 10%. However, 
Chandrashekhar Azad, a potential rival to Mayawati’s 
leadership claim over UP’s Dalit population, won the 
Nagina seat with a majority of over 150,000 votes. Azad’s 
victory and the INDIA bloc’s success serve as a warning 
to the BSP, which has seen its support dip after being in 
office in UP for a full term from 2007 to 2012. The results 
also reflect a churn in Dalit politics.

Azad’s Aazad Samaj Party (Kanshi Ram) is a middling
outfit compared to the pan-Indian, legacy-rich, and 
resourceful BSP. Azad has risen from the grassroots 
through agitational politics whereas Anand draws his 
influence from aunt Mayawati’s legacy. Azad has also 
sought to link up with Kanshi Ram’s legacy of 
mobilisational politics. This is interesting for barring 
the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi (VCK) in Tamil 
Nadu, which has two MPs (it is part of the INDIA bloc, 
led by the DMK, in the state), most Dalit outfits have 
eschewed agitational politics. The Lok Janshakti Party 
(Ram Vilas) and Hindustan Awam Morcha (Secular), 
which have representatives in Parliament, are 
examples of this tendency. The Vanchit Bahujan Aghadi 
of Prakash Ambedkar, that rejected the overtures of the 
INDIA bloc in Maharashtra, failed to win a seat. 

This raises the question if there is scope for a group 
that defines itself in narrow identities to stand its 
ground against parties that seek to be representative of 
politics that offer the umbrella of broader social 
coalitions in a polarised society divided between the 
Hindutva and social justice/secularism camps. Can 
Anand or Azad break this pattern?

E
xternal affairs minister S Jaishankar has paid
tribute to the victims of the terrorist bombing of
Air India flight 182 on June 23, 1985, on the 39th
anniversary of the carnage, describing it as one of

the worst acts of terrorism in history. The Indian high 
commission in Ottawa held a memorial for the victims, a
majority of them Canadians of Indian origin, and noted 
that the perpetrators and co-conspirators of the 
dastardly attack remain free. This came days after the 
Canadian Parliament observed a minute’s silence to pay 
tribute to Khalistani activist Hardeep Singh Nijjar, 
whom India had declared a terrorist before he was killed 
by gunmen last year. These events, almost running on 
parallel tracks, are symptomatic of the marked slide in 
relations between New Delhi and Ottawa. 

It would be pertinent to point out that the bombing of
Air India flight 182 was the worst aviation-related act of 
terrorism until the 9/11 attacks in the US and is 
acknowledged by Canadian authorities as the worst 
terrorist attack in that country’s history. It killed all 329 
people on the airliner, including 268 Canadian citizens, 
and 24 Indians. Canada’s investigation of the bombing is 
now best remembered for the way investigators failed to 
follow up on important leads and destroyed key 
evidence. In more contemporary times, Canada’s 
reluctance to address the presence of a domestic 
constituency that celebrates terrorist acts against India 
in the name of Khalistan is astonishing, considering the 
ground the world has covered on global terrorism since 
9/11. The arguments for national sovereignty and 
freedom of speech raised by the Justin Trudeau 
government do not hold up against groups that 
routinely target India and advocate the creation of a 
separate theocratic state carved out of India — a demand 
with almost no resonance among Sikhs in India. 

Trudeau’s message that Canada stands against hate, 
intolerance and division rings hollow since his 
government refuses to acknowledge that allowing the 
discredited idea of Khalistan to flourish has potentially 
devastating consequences. Worse, this has let relations 
between the two democracies slide, which now 
threatens to impact people-to-people contacts, as 
evident in the dramatic fall in the issuing of Canadian 
student visas to Indians. The onus is now on Canada to 
revive this important relationship and find ways to 
address the issue of violent extremism and separatism. 

I
n the 2024 general elections, the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) lost
its majority and has since
returned to power at the head of a
coalition government. With a
newly strengthened and embold-

ened Opposition, it is anticipated that 
Parliament might see livelier debates 
and discussions than it has for the last 
decade when the BJP enjoyed a simple
majority on its own. In this context, the
first issue that is on everyone’s radar is
the election of the Speaker of the Lok 
Sabha, which is due to take place on the
26th of June. Opposition leader Aditya
Thackeray has publicly warned the 
BJP’s coalition allies to ensure the elec-
tion of a non-partisan Speaker, or risk 
being “broken up” by the BJP in due 
course. Meanwhile, there are reports 
that the BJP is resolute that its own 
nominee will be the Speaker, and that it
might even depart from parliamentary
convention, where the position of the 
deputy speaker goes to the Opposition.
But what is it, precisely, that makes the
post of the Speaker such a coveted one?

In a parliamentary democracy, the

government is formed out of the major-
ity party or coalition and performs the 
work of day-to-day governance. The 
legislative agenda also tends to arise 
from the government and tends to 
carry the day in Parliament because of
the strength of numbers. The parlia-
mentary Opposition’s job, on the other
hand, is to scrutinise and challenge the
government and perform the vital func-
tion of oversight. It can do this through
multiple ways: for instance, through 
putting questions to the government in
Parliament, through working in — and
sometimes chairing — parliamentary 
committees, and so on. Indeed, as BR 
Ambedkar noted in Federa-
tion Versus Freedom, his 1939 
critique of the 1935 Govern-
ment of India Act, the Opposi-
tion can scrutinise the govern-
ment’s record in two main 
ways — through a debate on 
the budget, and by asking 
questions in the House.

Now, the proceedings in
the House — which enable the
Opposition to perform its functions — 
are under the sole and exclusive juris-
diction of the Speaker. It is the Speaker,
for example, who decides which mem-
ber of Parliament (MP)’s question to 
call out, or what the composition of par-
liamentary committees will be. Thus, 
the ability of the Opposition to do its job
effectively requires the Speaker to be 
non-partisan. 

Parliamentary democracies attempt
to ensure this by insulating the Speaker
from the majority party or coalition. 
Either by law or by constitutional con-
vention, the Speaker must give up their
party affiliation. Their election often 

goes unchallenged by the Opposition, 
as an effort is made to find a consensus
figure to play the role. And there are 
strong norms that compel Speakers to
perform their roles impartially. Speak-
ers who breach these norms could well
find themselves exposed to cross-party
disapproval, and — eventually — the 
loss of their position.

In India, however, the Speaker’s
independence is neither codified by the
Constitution, nor is it enforced through
strong constitutional conventions or 
norms. The Speaker is, in essence, the 
nominee of the ruling party or coalition
— which, of course, has no incentive to

nominate an independent-
minded person to occupy the
Chair. Indian constitutional-
ism, therefore, has a design —
or structural — flaw, where the
very individual who is meant
to protect the interests of Par-
liament against the executive
is, essentially, beholden to the
executive. 

In the same text that we
have noted here, Ambedkar also 
observed that the two ways that the 
executive could avoid accountability 
were either by weakening Parliament, 
or by changing its composition. In 
recent times, we have seen examples of
both, facilitated by a partisan Speaker. 
In the 2014-2019 Parliament, the 
Speaker simply refused to list an Oppo-
sition-led no-confidence motion against
the government for debate and voting.
In the 2019-2024 Parliament, the 
Speaker expelled a whole raft of Oppo-
sition MPs ahead of the discussion on 
far-reaching bills, such as the new crim-
inal laws — which were eventually 

The importance of 
being the Speaker
Constitutional reform 
that guarantees the 
independence of the 
office — and removes 
some of its contentious
roles — is of utmost 
importance to ensure the 
sanctity of parliamentary 
democracy 
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P
I am prepared to make a partial
deal that will return to us some of 
the hostages. But we are committed 
to continuing the war after a pause, 

in order to complete the goal of
eliminating Hamas

Can India keep its net 
zero by 2070 promise?
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Ottawa needs to reassess its priorities to bring 
relations with New Delhi back on an even keel

Somit 
Dasgupta

Gautam 
Bhatia

The power sector accounts for about 40% 
of India’s total carbon footprint REUTERS
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ings with shareholders, there is no reason 
why citizens in a democracy should not 
expect the same standards from a statistical 
agency funded by them. If Mospi becomes 
more responsive to Indian citizens, it will 
also be addressing the needs of non-citizens 
interested in India and the Indian economy. 
Some of them may then find it easier to 
invest in the Indian economy. Statistical 
reforms can lower the cost of doing busi-
ness while improving the quality of public 
discourse. This would also help India differ-
entiate itself from China, where question-
ing official statistics is actively discouraged.

Some statistical reforms will need legisla-
tive changes and wide stakeholder consul-
tation (‘Statistical reforms will not get far 
without a consensus’, Mint, 11 June 2024). 
However, there is a lot of scope to improve 
Mospi’s functioning even while that pro-
cess unfolds. 

It only takes executive action to improve 
communication protocols, or to establish a 
code of practice for official statisticians. 
Such protocols will help Mospi respond 
effectively to the needs and queries of data 
users within and outside the government. A 
responsive statistics ministry will also find it 
easier to ask for bigger budgets and push for 
more substantive structural reforms.

inflation gauge. “Such details, though 
highly technical, can be of significant inter-
est to forecasters, who compete to predict 
inflation figures to hundredths of a per-
centage point,” wrote Casselman and Smi-
alek. “Those estimates, in turn, are used by 
investors making bets on the huge batches 
of securities that are tied to inflation or 
interest rates.”

Since professional forecasters and even 
the Federal Reserve have been wrong on 
the inflation trajectory in the US in recent 
years, the stakes in getting inflation fore-
casts right have increased significantly. 
This seems to have driven up the volume of 
questions faced by the American bureau of 
labour statistics. The unnamed official who 
created the super user mailing list presum-
ably did so to help such analysts figure out 
the data better. However, by creating a 
closed and secret group, he managed to 
raise suspicions about whether the agency 
was providing an undue advantage to a 
select group of investors.

The episode highlights the importance of 
having standard communication protocols. 
Statisticians must aim to present as many 
details as feasible—and in as clear a manner 
as possible—in their data releases. But 
often, that won’t be enough for data users. 

E
arlier this year, the US bureau of 
labour statistics landed in an unusual 
controversy. An email sent to a group 

of ‘super users’ about methodological 
tweaks in inflation calculations for the 
month of January found its way to the press. 
Since the group of super users included 
leading investment banks and hedge funds, 
it raised suspicions about the agency shar-
ing market-sensitive information with a 
closed group. The agency claimed that it 
did not maintain any list of super users, and 
that the mail sent by one of its officials was 
an isolated ‘mistake’.

A subsequent investigation by Ben Cas-
selman and Jeanna Smialek of The New 
York Times (‘New questions on how a key 
agency shared inflation data’, 5 April) 
showed that the official concerned did 
maintain a list of super users, and had regu-
lar email correspondence with them. The 
official did not share any data in advance. 
He simply provided contextual and meth-
odological clarifications on the US retail 

overall household financial savings mix. 
It has grown at a compounded annual 
rate of 11% from 2018-19 to 2022-23, 
contributing 18% to total financial sav-
ings. Its penetration inspires optimism. 
Nearly 60-70% of families in India have 
some or another kind of life insurance 
cover (credit protection, individual life 
insurance products, PM Jeevan Jyoti 
Bima Yojana, etc). It’s a positive sign.

However, the key question is whether 
the cover that people in India currently 
have is enough.

Despite India being one of the world’s 
fastest growing economies, World Bank 
data suggests that the total sum assured 
as a proportion of GDP in India is barely 
70%, as compared to 251% in the US, 
143% in Thailand and 153% in Malaysia. 
This indicates a significant gap in the 
amount of insurance coverage. When 
an insurance policy is purchased, the 
buyer doesn’t always factor in the ade-
quacy of the life cover should the need 
of its use arise.

Insufficient coverage could mean 
that families receive inadequate finan-
cial assistance, addressing only a frac-
tion of their needs and rendering the 
purpose of term plans ineffective.  
Without adequate life cover, families 
may be forced to liquidate assets or 
redeem investments to pay for key 
financial requirements, which could 
derail their life goals. 

It is also a good sign that Indians are 
increasingly recognizing the need to 
stay sufficiently protected by insurance 
policies. But what is an optimal level 
of life-insurance cover? This can be 
determined through a comprehensive 
assessment of current income, savings, 
liabilities and the family situation. The 
general rule-of-thumb is to secure 
cover that is 10 times one’s annual 
income. This will keep the policy-
holder’s family financially well sup-
ported in the event of his/her death.

In recent times, the sector’s regulator, 
the Insurance Regulatory and Develop-
ment Authority of India (IRDAI), has 
embarked on a programme of reforms 

to facilitate ‘Insurance for All by 2047.’ 
Its efforts include improving the busi-
ness and regulatory environment as 
well as instituting a risk-based capital 
regime and implementing International 
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) 
and the Risk-Based Supervision Frame-
work—all towards deepening India’s 
insurance penetration within the next 
few years. While IRDAI’s overarching 
goal is to enable the sector’s growth and 
make insurance accessible to as many 
Indians as possible, the sector is also 
seeing constant expansion of the digital 
ecosystem that is helping insurers pur-
sue their objectives better. 

Together, the insurance industry and 
its regulator are taking numerous meas-
ures. These include the introduction 
of simple and innovative products, 
revamping of distribution channels and 
the adoption of new technologies to 
enable faster and more transparent 
processes. Not only must we increase 
accessibility to life insurance, as stated 
earlier, we also need to promote cover-
age adequacy. We should encourage 
households to review their portfolios.

Remember, like any other financial 
instrument, a policy purchase needs to 
be a very well-informed decision. It 
must take into account one’s income, 
debts and future family expenses. And 
once a term plan is bought, one should 
periodically review the coverage, much 
as we evaluate other expenses and taxes. 
Foreseeable life events—which can 
range from a marriage and birth of a 
child to buying a dream home—can sig-
nificantly alter one’s insurance needs.

Regular evaluations can ensure that 
one’s policy stays aligned with likely 
requirements. Revisiting your coverage 
doesn’t just safeguard policyholders 
against under-insurance, it also helps 
rationalize premiums to be paid so that 
they are not needlessly high.

Just as a robust defence game-plan in 
football ensures a winning season, the 
right defence plan in your financial 
portfolio can see your family through 
and keep their life goals within reach.

A
s a football enthusiast, I find the 
sport exhilarating. It demands 
patience, persistence and timing. 

Its unpredictability adds to its allure. 
Life, much like a football match, is 
inherently a series of unpredictable 
events, emphasizing the necessity of 
having adequate defences in place, both 
on field and in terms of financial plan-
ning. Appropriate strategies and calcu-
lated moves can make all the difference 
in securing our life goals.

Bear Bryant famously said: “Offence 
sells tickets, defence wins champion-
ships.” A solid financial plan with the 
right mix of investment tools builds the 
defence that you need to secure your 
financial future. With increasing finan-
cial literacy, rising income levels and 
greater awareness, along with greater 
technological adoption and policy 
reforms, more families in India are rec-
ognizing the need for long-term finan-
cial planning, including the importance 
of incorporating life insurance early on 
as a versatile tool for protection.

As term life insurance serves as a 
safety net for  loved ones faced with 
unforeseen circumstances arising from 
a tragic demise, everyone should have a 
policy. It doesn’t matter whether you 
are in your early 20s, late 30s, a single 
mother or a father with dependents. 

 The concept’s value explains why life 
insurance is among the top three most 
preferred savings instruments in the 

The sum assured should be around 10 times one’s annual income to secure the future of dependents

TARUN CHUGH
is managing director and chief executive 

officer, Bajaj Allianz Life.

Data users need a more responsive statistics ministry
PRAMIT BHATTACHARYA

A
s India pushes forth with its tran-
sition to clean energy, storage is 
a challenge that confronts us. 
Windmills and solar panels serve 
well so long as the wind blows 
and sun shines. To fill in the gaps 

when they don’t and assure users a steady flow 
of electricity, we need to either store generated 
energy in chargeable batteries, which costs a 
lot, or create clean capacity with a control knob 
to raise or reduce output at will. In this back-
drop, the Adani Group’s latest investment plan 
is notable. According to a Mint report, Adani 
Green Energy Ltd plans to invest approximately 
₹25,000-27,500 crore in pumped-storage 
hydropower (PSH) dams over the next five odd 
years, with PSH capacity of 5 gigawatts as its 
initial goal. Having already invested heavily in 
wind and solar projects, Adani expects to move 
fast on this, aiming to scale up its PSH capacity 
to 25GW eventually. Players like Tata Power, 
JSW and the state-run NTPC also plan pump 
dams. Earlier this year, the Union environment 
ministry had cleared PSH projects worth over 
₹80,000 crore, but Adani’s outlay is now the 
largest. Its entry will boost the country’s drive 
for sustainable power generation. 

What sets PSH units apart is that the power 
they generate can go by the sum of our needs 
rather than the vagaries of nature. This means 
they can be linked to grids to solve the problem 
of supply intermittency faced by other sources 
that do not use fossil fuels. Regular old dams 
hold water in vast lakes; by opening sluice gates 
to let it cascade onto watermills that rotate 
under its force to create electricity, they can 
vary their output, going full pep to maximum 
capacity if need be. The same applies to PSH 
units, which are typically smaller but differ in a 

significant way. Their reservoirs, built as usual 
at some height, are self-fed with water that’s 
routinely pumped back up after use (using less 
power of course). Pumps relieve such dams of 
the need for natural water inflows. A steep hill-
side, for example, is all they need. So, while PSH 
generators are capital intensive, they face fewer 
limitations of geography than classic river dams 
built in hilly regions. Spotting the appropriate 
topography to create a little lake is not short of 
its own challenges, but water recycling expands 
the country’s scope for hydropower manifold. 
Although the basic idea has been around for 
long, technical advances in recent years are 
said to have given it better energy efficiency in 
terms of its input-output ratio.

To fully appreciate the value of a control knob 
to plug gaps in clean supply, consider India’s 
current scenario. Peak electricity demand this 
summer overshot our fossil-fuel capacity of 
around 237GW, and even though we have over 
179GW of other capacity, large parts of India 
suffered outages. While patchy grid link-ups 
explain much of this discrepancy between what 
we can produce and what users get to use, over-
all, what’s needed for us to rely on clean sources 
in the future—as we must—is a mission to back 
up renewable power with generators whose 
output is easy to vary. A robust network of PSH 
plants would fit the bill. Water-driven turbines 
only need large volumes of this fluid kept in 
reserve, with wind and sunlight conditions in 
no position to play spoilsport. Granted, pump 
dams are expensive—which is why their ideal 
role is as gap fillers. Of the 500GW that India 
is aiming for from non-fossil-fuel sources by 
2030, more than just a sliver ought to be from 
pump dams. Seen from the sky, little lakes atop 
hills are the missing piece in our power puzzle.

Let pump dams fill gaps 
in clean power supplies

Adani’s investment in pumped storage hydropower projects should be viewed in the context 

of India’s need to tackle wind and solar power intermittency for a smooth green transition
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Gold has rallied ever
since the advance of

Islamist fighters in Iraq
sent a shudder of fear
across the world. These
gains come in the wake of
a long decline in
international prices since
the end of 2012. The local
price has been steadier
only because the rupee
fell against the dollar.

Yet, there is good
reason to believe that the
gold super cycle may have
ended. The International
Monetary Fund said this
month that India has
been one of the weakest
real estate markets in the
world. These two trends
could wean Indians away
from salting away a large
chunk of their savings
into physical assets, a
habit that has worried
policy makers.

Deutsche Bank asks in
a Tuesday report whether
India is at the cusp of a
turnaround in savings.
Real interest rates are
now in positive territory.
The recent rally in the
share market has also led
to visible signs of a
recovery of flows into
equity funds. These are
trends to watch.

QUICK EDIT

Money
matters

SPEEDY APPROVALS

Centre plans
single-window
nodfor projects

BY PRANAV NAMBIAR,

AMAN MALIK & NEHA SETHI

····························
NEW DELHI

The new government on
Tuesday signalled that it
would set up a single-win-

dow clearance system for capi-
tal-intensive steel, coal and pow-
er projects, as it seeks to lift flag-
ging economic growth by speed-
ing up approvals for
investments.

The new facility, which could
potentially help accelerate the
execution of new and existing
projects, will include conten-
tious environmental and forest
clearances that have held up nu-
merous projects across the coun-
try.

“Getting all clearances at one
go from different departments is
not all that easy,” steel and
mines minister Narendra Singh
Tomar told reporters on Tues-
day. “There are different rules,
different issues pertaining to dif-
ferent departments. Some mat-
ters are also pending in the
courts. But the government
wishes to adopt a single-window
clearance and we are moving in
that direction.”

While the contours are yet to
be worked out, it is likely, ac-
cording to a person familiar with
the development, that each
project will be set up as a special
purpose vehicle for which all
clearances would have been ap-
proved in advance.

The template would be like the
one adopted previously for the
so-called ultra mega power
projects or power plants with a
capacity of 4,000 megawatts or
more, but which met with limit-
ed success.

Tomar’s statement came after
an inter-ministerial consultation
between steel and mines, power
and environment ministries. En-
vironment and forest minister
Prakash Javadekar and coal and
power minister Piyush Goyal
were also present at the meeting.

A top environment ministry
official who did not wish to be
named said single-window
clearances were discussed in the
meeting. “But it needs to be fur-
ther discussed. We have said that
it will require further discus-
sions,” the official said.

Mint had reported on 11 June
that the steel ministry was work-
ing on a plan to revive investor
interest in the sector by creating
SPVs that will acquire all the gov-

ernment approvals required to
start a steel plant, and then hand
them over to private entities to
go ahead with project imple-
mentation. The steel ministry
has proposed that the National
Mineral Development Corp. Ltd
head the SPVs, along with the
state mineral development cor-
poration.

The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-led government, which
came to power in the April-May
general election, has put eco-
nomic revival at the top of its
policy agenda after two consecu-
tive years of sub-5% growth.

In the past two years, numer-
ous infrastructure projects have
been stalled by delays in secur-
ing mandatory government and
regulatory approvals, such as en-
vironment and forest clearances,
and in completing land acquisi-
tion. These projects include
South Korean steel maker Po-
sco’s plant in Odisha that has
been awaiting approvals for min-
ing the Khandadhar iron ore
block since 2005, and Arcelor-
Mittal’s Jharkhand project, stuck
for eight years pending approval
of mining plans for the Sere-
garha coal block.

A steel company executive
who did not wish to be named
welcomed the proposed single-
window clearance system but
added that there should be clear
timelines for getting these clear-
ances.

Tomar added that the meeting
also took up issues related to
coking coal blocks for the steel
industry and that one block
would be kept aside for govern-
ment-owned steel plants under a
special dispensation.

“We have all decided that
those projects which are within
the law and which we can clear
as soon as possible, we will do
expeditiously so that steel pro-
duction can go up, coal produc-
tion can go up,” Tomar said.

Goyal said the environment
ministry would come out with a
draft list of coal mines located in
areas designated as “inviolate”
by August this year. This would
be put up for further discussion,
he added.

According to him, a separate
auction of coal blocks for the
steel industry will be done
speedily under a special dispen-
sation. Goyal added that steps
would be taken to increase the
capacity of washeries in the Jhar-
ia coal fields to improve the sup-
ply of coking coal to the steel in-
dustry.

Mint had reported earlier this
month that the environment
ministry was looking to dilute
parameters for identifying forest
areas as inviolate. The existing
six parameters were to be re-
duced to four.
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New facility, aimed at
capital-intensive steel,
coal and power
projects, will include
forest clearances

Firms’ large
capex plans
signal revival
in investment

BY P . R . SANJAI &

MADHURA KARNIK

····························
MUMBAI

Reliance Industries Ltd (RIL),
Tata group and the Aditya

Birla group—India’s three big-
gest conglomerates—have an-
nounced new investments or
capital expenditure adding up to
almost `3 trillion over the next
3-4 years, signalling a revival of
corporate spending plans stalled
by the economic downturn.

Others, like the Adani Group
and Larsen and Toubro Ltd
(L&T), have also indicated that
they will make fresh invest-
ments, but haven’t provided de-
tails. Many companies have
started accumulating funds
ahead of the execution of
projects by tapping equity or
debt markets.

Corporate investment slowed
during two consecutive years of
sub-5% economic growth as de-
layed government approvals
stalled the execution of many
projects and crimped company
cash flows.

In the year ended 31 March,
Indian companies announced
projects worth `4.29 trillion—the
lowest in nine years, according
to data from the Centre For
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OUTBOUND NO MORE
Outbound foreign direct investment (FDI) from India fell to its lowest level since 
2001 at $1.7 billion in 2013, according to the World Investment Report 2014 
released by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). 
This was at a time when FDI outflows from developing countries reached a record 
with an investment of $553 billion, or 39% of global FDI outflows. The sharp 
depreciation of the rupee, a domestic economic slowdown and unwillingness of 
investors to part with assets because of global uncertainties played a big role in 
the fall in outbound Indian investments in 2013.
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The government’s bitter pill
on railway fares and freight

rates is not enough to nurse In-
dian Railways back to health.
The patient needs major sur-
gery, not pep pills.

In a largely knee-jerk reac-
tion, the decision to increase
railway fares has led to buying
in the shares of companies that
depend on the railways. Stocks
of Texmaco Rail and Engineer-
ing Ltd and Titagarh Wagons
Ltd gained a bit on Monday. The
expectation is that the new
funds will help the railways
spend more on spares and mod-
ernization.

“A positive fallout of the gov-
ernment decision would be that
the railways will be able to in-
crease their expenditure on
safety, signalling systems, mod-
ernize their rolling stock and
improve passenger amenities,”
said a note from HDFC Securi-
ties Ltd.

According to SBI Research,
the fare hike can increase reve-
nues of the railways by `8,753
crore. The new funds can help
bring down the operating cost
ratio (expenditure to revenue)
from an estimated 89% to
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Indian Railways
needs surgery,
not pep pills

BY ARUNDHATI RAMANATHAN,

AMRIT RAJ & AMAN MALIK

·························
MUMBAI/NEW DELHI

On 28 May, the board of In-
dia’s leading two-wheeler

maker Hero MotoCorp Ltd met
to approve financial results for
the March quarter. But the di-
rectors ended up spending
most of the time discussing a
process to induct women on
the board, a director said on
condition of anonymity.

It’s not a concern limited to
Hero MotoCorp alone. Dozens
of companies are discussing
the same topic and have begun
to search for female board
members.

A stipulation in the new
Companies Act, which was ap-
proved last year and came into
effect from 1 April, says that
every listed company or public
company with a minimum
paid up capital of `100 crore or
a minimum turnover of `300
crore needs to appoint at least
one woman on its board.

Further, according to new
corporate governance norms
finalized by the Securities and
Exchange Board of India (Sebi)
in February, all listed compa-
nies must have at least one
woman director on the board.
One person cannot be a direc-
tor on the boards of more than
seven listed companies, Sebi
said.

These guidelines come into
effect from 1 October.

As per data from New Delhi-
based financial and legal con-
sultancy Corporate Profession-
als India Pvt. Ltd, out of the
top 100 companies by market
capitalization on the Bombay
Stock Exchange (BSE 100), 52
did not have women repre-
sentatives on the board as of
31 May.

Internationally too, it is no
different. In 2010, women
made up only 12.5% of the
members of the corporate
boards of FTSE 100 companies
in the UK. This was up from
9.4% in 2004. But the rate of in-
crease has been slow across

many countries. Some coun-
tries, including France and Ita-
ly, are considering significant
action to improve the repre-
sentation of women. Others,
including Norway, Spain and
Australia, have already done
so.

“The stipulation in the Com-
panies Bill will make a differ-
ence,” said Vinita Bali, former
managing director, Britannia
Industries Ltd. “Scandinavian
countries introduced similar
stipulations several years back
and now there is 30-40% wom-
en representation on the
boards of these companies.”
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In search of a woman on board
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RECENT HIRES
Due to a stipulation in the new Companies Act, companies have begun to search for female 
board members. A look at some of the women who have joined company boards this year.

NITA AMBANI
 Founder and chairperson, 
Reliance Foundation, 
Dhirubhai Ambani 
International School
Board:  Reliance 
Industries Ltd
On 18 June 2014
  Yes

PALLAVI SHROFF 
Partner at Amarchand 
& Mangaldas & Suresh 
A Shroff & Co.
Board:  Apollo Tyres
On 15 May 2014
  NO

VIBHA PAUL RISHI
Former executive 
director, brand and 
human capital, of Max 
India
Board: Asian Paints
On 14 May 2014
  NO

KIRAN 
MAZUMDAR-SHAW
Chairman and MD, 
Biocon Ltd
Board: Infosys
On 10 January 2014
  NO

First-time director
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WSJ: Brooks cleared, Coulson
guilty in phone-hack trial >21

NATION: Teesta, border talks top focus as
Sushma Swaraj begins Bangladesh visit >4

RETAIL: India’s profile as destination for
retail investment diminishes >8

CAFÉ ECONOMICS: Lessons from a
recovery >22

As the saying goes, 
the Stone Age did not end 

because we ran out of 
stones; we transitioned to 

better solutions. The same 
opportunity lies before us 

with energy efficiency 
and clean energy.

STEVEN CHU

is a Chennai-based journalist.
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communicate better’, 25 September 2023), 
the reticence of the ministry of statistics 
and programme implementation (Mospi) 
was a defeatist response to the criticisms 
that were directed at it.

Mospi’s mandarins seem to have finally 
realized that a culture of secrecy lowers 

trust in official statistics. 
Last week, Mospi live-
streamed a data users con-
ference on the household 
consumption survey for 
2022-23. This is a welcome 
departure from the recent 
past. But it is not enough. 
Mospi needs to publish a 
schedule of all its ongoing 
surveys and forthcoming 
data releases. At the 
moment, such a schedule 
is maintained only for a 
few statistical products 
such as the inflation index 

and gross domestic product (GDP) figures. 
After each release, Mospi must open a win-
dow for data users to post queries online, 
and address those questions in an open 
conference. 

If a listed company can be expected to 
meet basic transparency norms in its deal-

They may have follow-up questions that 
can only be answered by data producers. A 
modern statistical agency needs to institu-
tionalize a mechanism for responding to 
such questions. One way forward is to fol-
low the example of central banks that pub-
lish responses to individual queries on their 
websites. So, even if a 
hedge fund analyst raises a 
query, that analyst gets the 
information at the same 
time as the wider public.

The need for such a 
mechanism is higher in 
emerging markets such as 
India where official data-
bases are riddled with 
gaps and inconsistencies, 
and where statisticians 
routinely make use of 
heroic assumptions to fill 
in database gaps. 

Over the past few years, 
India’s official statisticians had clammed up 
in the face of growing criticisms. In a data 
user conference on national accounts last 
year, the press was warned not to identify 
any official in their reports. No cameras 
were allowed. As this column had argued 
earlier (‘Official statisticians must learn to 

Even protocol 

reforms could 

enable better 

communication 

and raise trust in 

India’s statistics 

and economy

Having life insurance coverage is  
one thing, its adequacy another
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T
he new Lok Sabha and Union govern-
ment are in place. It is now time to get 
back to business as usual. In our first 
two pieces on the 16th Finance Com-
mission (FC) and India’s cities, we 
covered specific measures to make 

the Finance Commission and its work more easily 
accessible to citizens and the spatial aspects of 
urbanization that need to be considered. In this 
final piece, we focus on a substantive public 
finance reform agenda for India’s cities and how 
the 16th FC could catalyse it.

India’s cities have far less money than they need, 
inadequate absorptive capacity for the money they 
have, and no accountability for how the monies 
they spend improve citizens’ lives. There are five 
areas we need to reform:

Fiscal decentralization: Our cities need predicta-
bility in the quantum and timing of fiscal transfers. 
This is directly a function of how well the central 
FC and the various state FCs approach these tasks 
and how well their recommendations are imple-
mented. While successive central FCs have estab-
lished a stellar track record, state governments are 
not even constituting state FCs on time, let alone 
implementing their recommendations. While the 
15th FC has made the placement of Action Taken 
Reports of state FCs a grant condition, the failure 
of state governments to meet this condition will 
hurt urban local bodies and citizens. We, there-
fore, need a different incentive mechanism to 
ensure state FCs live up to the spirit of the 74th 
Constitution Amendment, which can be built into 
recommendations of the 16th FC.

In addition to predictable fiscal transfers, our 
cities also need access to buoyant revenue streams. 
Stamp duties and real-estate registration charges, 
vehicle registration charges and GST—all of which 
are related to the functioning of city governments 
and their expenditure obligations—have not been 
devolved to cities through a transparent mecha-
nism. We need to evolve mechanisms whereby a 
fair share of such revenue streams are devolved to 
cities, making them partners with stakes in eco-
nomic development.

An oft overlooked aspect of fiscal decentraliza-
tion is expenditure power. Very often, the mayor 
and council of a city do not have delegated author-
ity to incur expenditure that is reasonable relative 
to the city’s budget. They are required to seek 
approval of the state government for relatively 
small amounts, which militates against decentrali-
zation, besides causing avoidable delays. There is 
no reason why elected governments at the city 
level need to be subservient to state-level bureau-
crats. This needs to be corrected.

Revenue optimization: Cities do not presently 
fully exploit the revenue powers devolved to them. 

There are five stages in the life-cycle of own reve-
nues that cities need to reform: enumeration, valu-
ation, assessment or metering (in the case of user 
charges), billing and collection, and reporting. Of 
these, generally, valuation powers rest with the 
state government. The spirit of decentralization, 
which is often invoked zealously by the states with 
the Union government, has not been extended to 
the third tier. At the very least, states need to 
update guidance values or circle rates to keep them 
in line with market values. Cities need to under-
take reforms throughout the life-cycle.

Fiscal responsibility and budget management: 
The legal framework around financial accounting, 
reporting and budgeting in cities has to be signifi-
cantly improved. There is no standardized and 
thus comparable format for budgets and audited 
accounts in most states, no definite date for filing 
audited annual accounts or penal consequences 
for delays, no mandatory accounting standards 
based on which accounts are to be prepared, and 
no management accounting systems and pro-
cesses. Karnataka’s pioneering effort close to two 
decades ago needs to be emulated nationwide.

Transparency and accountability: There is a need 
for radical transparency and citizen participation in 
municipal budgets and works. We need details of all 
tenders, works and payments to be publicly dis-
closed in machine-readable formats. We also need 
participatory budgeting to be meaningfully imple-
mented. If actionable information on neighbour-
hood-level projects is publicly available, it will 

encourage citizen participation in governance and 
unleash a virtuous cycle of accountability.

State capacity: The finance and accounts and 
revenue functions are beset with staff shortages and 
vacancies, apart from inadequate skills. They need 
to be professionalized and brought up to private-
sector standards. Digitalization needs to be accom-
panied by process reforms. Parallel systems (one or 
more digital systems alongside manual records) 
prevalent in most Indian cities need to be replaced 
with a single source of truth that is digital.

Most of these reforms fall within the remit of state 
governments and a few within that of local govern-
ments (where too the de facto decision-maker is the 
state government). The 16th FC needs to assume 
thought leadership and provide guidance and 
incentives like its predecessors, given the long 
journey ahead on these reforms.

It should also incentivize the ministry of housing 
and urban affairs to revise the National Municipal 
Accounts Manual to bring it up to date with modern 
standards in accounting, reporting and technology. 
It should raise the bar further on the quality of 
audited annual accounts, public disclosure of pro-
jects and works, and service-level benchmarks by 
mandating machine-readable public disclosures. 
Ensuring high-quality financial and performance 
reporting would set in motion a virtuous cycle that 
enables several of the other reforms. If there is one 
reform that the 16th FC needs to focus on, this is it.

This is the third and final article of a three-part 
series on the 16th FC and India’s cities. 

The 16th FC and Indian cities: A 
blueprint for municipal finance
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ANDREA FELSTED
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering 

consumer goods and the retail industry.

P
hilip Morris Inc, maker of Marlboro 
cigarettes, has stopped online sales of 
Zyn in the US after receiving a sub-

poena in the District of Columbia (DC) 
related to flavoured products that are 
banned there. It’s the latest  nicotine-
pouch brand to hit the news and raises fur-
ther questions about not just this product, 
but Big Tobacco’s ability to shift from ciga-
rettes to less risky alternatives.

The debate around Zyn looked eerily 
similar to that which engulfed vaping five 
years ago. The latest episode, combined 
with soaring sales and the rise of social 
media ‘Zynfluencers,’ could make tighter 
curbs on the sale of pouches more likely. 
Philip Morris said that it had got a subpoena 
from DC’s attorney general asking for data 
on Zyn owner Swedish Match’s compliance 
with rules for flavoured nicotine products,  
banned there  in 2022. The firm said it had 
investigated, and its preliminary findings 
indicated that there had been sales of fla-
voured pouches—which do not contain 
tobacco—in DC, predominantly via online 
platforms and some independent retailers. 
It added that this did not relate to youth use: 
Zyn.com sales were age-restricted. 

It also said that Zyn.com represented a 
tiny percentage of US volumes since its 
2022 acquisition of Swedish Match. Never-
theless, it said it faced an unspecified 
“material liability” if there was an unfavour-
able outcome related to the matter.

Given that Philip Morris generated free 
cash flow of about $8 billion last year, the 
size of the fine is “largely irrelevant,” says 
Duncan Fox, analyst at Bloomberg Intelli-
gence. And suspending online sales of Zyn 
might actually be helpful right now. 
Demand for these pouches has taken off to 
such an extent in the US that Philip Morris 
has struggled to keep up supply.

But the incident could mean further 
scrutiny of Zyn’s sales and marketing prac-
tices, and, in the longer-term, greater regu-
lation. Philip Morris has asked Swedish 
Match to conduct a full review of its sales 
and supply-chain arrangements in DC and 
other US states and municipalities where 
flavour bans may apply. California and 
Massachusetts have such arrangements— 
and analysts at Jefferies estimate that bans 
of some sort are in place in about 400 local-
ities across the US.

The discovery of further sales of fla-
voured pouches in locations where they 
are prohibited can’t be ruled out, particu-
larly given how quickly demand for Zyn 
has ramped up. There is a broader sense 
that the product is coming under fire, not 
just because of the spectacular sales 

growth, but because it has become part of 
popular culture. As my colleague Lisa Jar-
vis noted, while pouches offer the kick of a 
cigarette without the cancer-causing 
smoke and chemicals of tobacco, they are 
not risk-free. We know very little about 
how they could affect health and addiction 
trends in the US.

Philip Morris was hit with its first Zyn 
lawsuit in March, alleging that it marketed 
nicotine pouches to teens. The company 
said the complaints were without merit 
and would be vigorously defended. Indeed, 
many of the concerns have centred on 
whether young people who have never 
smoked are getting hooked. Pouch use isn’t 
yet as prevalent as vaping among teens, 
with the most recent National Youth 
Tobacco Survey showing that just 1.5% of 
US middle- and high-school students were 
using them, compared with 7.7% for elec-
tronic cigarettes.

Even so, if vaping is anything to go by, 
the most likely outcome of the scrutiny on 
Zyn will be restrictions on the flavours that 
pouches can be sold in. Alternatives would 
be limiting their potency, or even an out-
right ban in the US.

That looks far off for now. But what hap-
pens at Zyn—both in the DC case and 
beyond—has huge ramifications for the 
tobacco industry. While Philip Morris is 
the market leader in modern oral tobacco 
as it’s called, British American Tobacco and 
Altria Group are also marketing these 
products. With smoking rates falling in 
many developed markets, and some gov-
ernments, such as the UK, seeking to stub 
it out altogether, tobacco companies have 
been investing their still prodigious cash-
flow into products that will continue to 
generate sales and profit.

Zyn looks like just that, as does Philip 
Morris’s other market leading alternative, 
the IQOS device that heats rather than 
burns tobacco. Indeed, the company has 
been the most vocal in moving to what it 
calls a smoke-free future. Sales of these 
products, including Zyn and IQOS, 
accounted for 39% of its revenue in the first 
quarter. Philip Morris aims to generate 
more than two-thirds of its revenue from 
potentially reduced-risk products by 2030.

But the DC subpoena to Zyn is a stark 
reminder that giving up smoking is easier 
said than done. ©BLOOMBERG

Marlboro maker’s Zyn nicotine 
pouch can’t save Big Tobacco

Its safety is in question and Philip Morris has had to curb it sales 

Flavoured nicotine pouches have been 

selling briskly in America ISTOCKPHOTO
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These numbers predict the probability of 
the next word in a sentence being a particu-
lar one. If the LLM sees ‘the boy hit,’ it is 
likely to guess, say, ‘ball,’ after which it 
would suppose that the article ‘the’ also 
belongs in the sentence, thereby producing 
‘the boy hit the ball’ as its output. These 
guesses are based solely on the probability 
that the word should be next and not on an 
encyclopaedic look-up of all existing words. 
However, these guesses are prone to the 
same mistakes as the smaller predictive AI 
models. For instance, Google’s Gemini 
once generated images of Nazi generals 
being multi-racial individuals, flipping his-
torical accuracy on its head. (bit.ly/4evqjbQ)

So, what does all this mean? 
It means all GenAI output, in essence, is 

a hallucination, since it is all dreamt up by 
machines based on probabilistic analyses. 
We call it out as a ‘hallucination’ only when 
we notice an inaccuracy, though we often 
gloss over it if we are not intimately familiar 
with the topic. Researchers and AI compa-
nies are, of course, working on reducing 
errors like the ones I described above, but as 
long as artificial intelligence is based on 
probability theory, we will always have the 
chance that it can blunder, however slight 
this chance may be.

AI. While this is laudable, the fact that they 
can hallucinate and provide untrustworthy 
output needs to be better understood.

We need to understand how GenAI 
works to understand the problem of hallu-
cination. Given that GenAI seems to be 
made of words (or images and videos), we 
tend to think that these tools have a vast 
data store of words and images they go back 
to for reference. However, the decision to 
use a particular word in a GenAI sentence is 
not based on this data store or encyclopae-
dia. It is rooted in the mathematics that 
GenAI models (and other forms of AI such 
as predictive AI) use to run themselves.

Almost all AI is based on the ability to 
predict patterns. The mathematics for 
these predictions lies in the realm of statis-
tical analysis, which uses a tool called 
‘regression analysis’ to predict how one var-
iable moves, given a specified change in 
another (independent) variable.

For example, if variable X moves by a fac-
tor of 2, variable Y moves by a factor of 4, 
and so forth. So a relationship is established 
mathematically based on the observation of 
how the two variables move in relation to 
each other. This forms a set of plotted 
points on a graph for variable Y that show 
how it moves when variable X moves. If 

N
ews about generative artificial intel-
ligence’s (GenAI) tendency to ‘hal-
lucinate’ is making the rounds. The 

way large language models (LLMs) are con-
structed contributes to their tendency to 
make things up. According to IBM, “AI hal-
lucination is a phenomenon wherein a large 
language model (LLM)—often a generative 
AI chatbot or computer vision tool—per-
ceives patterns or objects that are nonexist-
ent or imperceptible to human observers, 
creating outputs that are nonsensical or 
altogether inaccurate.” (ibm.co/3KRWvsk).

LLMs are designed to understand and 
generate human language by processing 
vast amounts of data, literally every scrap 
on the internet. They leverage specific 
learning techniques to create sophisticated 
models that can perform various language-
related tasks. The most prominent exam-
ples, such as OpenAI’s and Google’s, have 
demonstrated remarkable proficiency in 
functions like text and image generation, 
summarization, and now, conversational 

All generative AI output is essentially a hallucination
SIDDHARTH PAI

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a 

venture fund manager.

80% chance that I will take the bait. This is 
the mathematics behind the eerie ‘Google/
Meta/Amazon seems to know everything 
about me’ feeling we sometimes have. They 
don’t. All they have are patterns of your 
browsing (and buying) behaviour, and the 
ability to mathematically predict what you 

would most likely want to 
buy/see/watch or search 
for next.

As artificial intelligence  
becomes more sophisti-
cated, such as in LLMs 
with ‘generative’ capabili-
ties, this regression analy-
sis extends to multivariate 
regression analysis. This 
means that I am no longer 
simply predicting how Y 
moves with X; I am pre-
dicting how A, B, C and D 
also move as variables Y 
and X change. This 

broader regression analysis method is 
sophisticated and involves stochastic calcu-
lus and various equations, which are 
beyond the scope of this column. 

Suffice it to say that the generative LLM 
models are based on a set of numbers, not 
words or images.

there is a pattern (such as the 2:1 pattern 
described above), this becomes clear 
through ‘fitting’ a line that shows this pat-
tern on a graph which approximates this 
relationship. While the mathematics 
behind this takes some understanding, the 
basic movement of two points on a graph in 
relation to each other is 
something most of us are 
taught in high school. The 
mathematical ability to 
predict that movement is 
usually reserved for 
higher education, usually 
in undergraduate or post-
graduate studies, where 
such topics as the possibil-
ity of making prediction 
errors—such as false posi-
tives and false negatives—
are also taught.

Simple predictive AI 
models have been in use 
for quite a while and do simple tasks such as 
predicting that if I buy a pair of shoes, there 
is a significant (let’s say 80%) probability 
that I will buy a few pairs of socks as well. 
This allows marketers to place pairs of socks 
in front of me, whether online or at a store, 
in the secure knowledge that there is an 

It’s all dreamt 

up by machines 

on the basis 

of probability 

analysis that 

could go wrong, 

even if slightly

It can catalyse municipal-level financial reforms through decentralization, transparency in reporting and accountability
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chief executive officer, Janaagraha. 
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AST fortnight was Eid. There 
was the usual trolling and the 
slaughterhouse visuals, the 
purpose of  which was to show 
Islam in a bad light. Few point-
ed out that a majority of  Indi-
ans eat non-vegetarian food. 

The argument for vegetarianism is nei-
ther religious nor political. It is about the 
fact that humans are in control of  their 
diet; and, therefore, they are in a position 
to inflict less pain on other animals. I 
make this argument not as a complete 
convert, but as an aspirant. 

Humans in various stages of  standing 
upright have been around for 2.5 million 
years now. We had more massive jaws 
and a different digestive system then, 
and could eat raw meat. Hunting games 
involved teamwork, and we learned how 
to cooperate and invent weapons. 

About a million-odd years ago, we 
could control fire and cooking was in-
vented, resulting in softer food, which 
gradually altered the set of  jaws and our 
digestive tracts. Nevertheless, we are es-
sentially a carnivorous primate. So 
what’s the argument for avoiding meat or 
at least minimising its consumption?

Utilitarian thinkers like Peter Singer 
would argue for vegetarianism based on 
the Benthamite principle. It defines good 
as that which produces the greatest 
amount of  pleasure for the maximum 
number, and the minimum amount of  
pain for the least number. 

Professor Singer includes animals like 
fish, chicken, pork and cow in those num-
bers. In Singer’s scheme, humans are 
also animals, but ones with an evolved 
consciousness and, therefore, capable of  
more responsibility in their approach to 
pain and pleasure for all. Singer holds 
humans responsible for the well-being of  
all other animals.

The current Indian prime minister is 
vegetarian. The Hindutva politics he rep-
resents generally puts out the idea that 
they consider the cow a holy animal. Yet, 
depending on which survey you read, In-
dia is placed between the second and fifth 
position in the world as a beef  producer 
and exporter. 

In ‘Untouchability, The Dead Cow, and 
The Brahmin’, B R Ambedkar states: 
“That the Aryans of  the Rig Veda did kill 
cows for purposes of  food and ate beef  is 
abundantly clear from the Rig Veda it-
self… The Rig Veda (X. 91.14) says that for 
Agni were sacrificed horses, bulls, oxen, 

barren cows and rams.” Later in the essay, 
he writes: “Overridden by ritualism, there 
was hardly a day on which there was no 
cow sacrifice to which the Brahmin was 
not invited by some non-Brahmin. For the 
Brahmin every day was a beef-steak day.” 

But once the Vedic period got over 
and the Brahmins had to preserve their 
identity against the onslaught of  new 
trends, beef  eaters became untoucha-

ble. Abstinence from meat became a 
mark of  distinction. 

As I said, I am not a diehard vegetari-
an, nor a Brahmin. But I am beginning 
to see the merit in a modest kind of  veg-
etarianism, or Brahminism, if  you will. 

A cow is a large animal with a centrally 
developed nervous system. It experiences 
emotions like love, fear and physical sen-
sations like pain. The animals are trans-
ported across long distances to slaughter-
houses in awful conditions. Their 
slaughter itself  is extremely painful. 

One argument against eating beef  is 
not the holiness of  the animal and its as-
sociation with some of  the Hindu deities. 
It is that we are inflicting great pain on 

an animal for food when we have other, 
less bloody options. This applies to other 
animals we consume. Pork, lamb or 
chicken. Because of  our discretion—we 
do not prefer dogs or cats—we may think 
we are more civilised. But this position 
is relative to the culture we live in. 

Contrary to rumours, Indians can be a 
cruel people. In Andhra Pradesh, West 
Bengal, Kerala and Tamil Nadu, more 
than 97 percent of  the population have no 
problems eating something non-vegetar-
ian at every meal. Fish included. It has 
been scientifically proven that fish are 
capable of  experiencing pain. 

The question though is not the eating, 
but the killing. Do humans consider only 
their pain valid? Or are all animals in the 
food chain worthy of  being protected from 
pain? This is a complicated question. Be-
cause if  humans consider themselves ex-
ceptional, they have little obligation to the 
nature around them. Indeed, by the same 
argument of  exceptionality, an American 
life could be seen as more valuable than a 
human life in India or Sudan. 

Humans are contradictory creatures. 
Unlike other beings, we are capable of  
feeling pain in the abstract. Empathy. We 
see a movie and cry though the charac-
ters are not real. We help a dog in distress 
or haul a cow out of  a swamp. Then we 
go home and eat whatever is at hand.

The evolutionary argument justifying 
this daily massacre is that though the hu-
man brain is only 2 percent of  the body 
weight, it consumes 20 percent of  the en-
ergy, and that animal proteins are a more 
efficient food source. But does this argu-
ment hold in the face of  plant-based op-
tions? Or lab-generated meat? 

The real argument in favour of  vege-
tarianism is that it leads to a more toler-
ant world. If  alleviation of  pain and care 
for all animal life are the defining stand-
ards of  civilisation, there are higher 
chances of  a more equitable society and 
fewer wars. It looks to me that it is on the 
dining table that we continue to decide 
how to live or die.

(Views are personal)
(cpsurendran@gmail.com)
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The Great Game exposes the frailty 
of human nature, and the depths to 
which we will sink for power

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

— Ramnath Goenka

N geopolitics, a Great Game is 
a reference to the build-up to a 
potential contest in a region 
where a clash of  interests be-
tween two or more influential 
powers appears inevitable. 
The term was first used  

academically by Professor H W C Davis 
in 1926. It referred to the 19th-century 
Anglo-Russian rivalry in Central  
Asia. It was not just the confrontation 
but the strategy of  establishing spheres 
of  influence in the various sub- 
regions of  Afghanistan and Central 
Asia by both Russia and Great  
Britain that subsequently became an 
established characteristic of  the  
strategy of  any Great Game.

West Asia is prone to and ideally suit-
ed to similar Great Game strategies. 
The US and Russia lobbied hard 
through the Cold War. The US invaria-
bly backed Israel, but maintained a cor-
dial relationship with most of  the ener-
gy-producing Arab nations. For the US, 
the stability of  West Asia and keeping 
it conflict-free was a priority to ensure 
its own continuity of  energy interests. 
The former Soviet Union mainly backed 
the militant Arab states of  Egypt and 
Syria to remain embedded in its area of  
interest and prevent any strategic im-
balance in favour of  the US.  Both the 
Soviet Union and the US were far from 
their home shores, but there was a clear 
differentiation in approach adopted by 
them. The US chose to establish mili-
tary bases, particularly at maritime lo-
cations, and parked assets and troops at 
various facilities, thus also offering in-
cidental security to some monarchies. 
Russia did not resort to this; although, 
for them, the stakes were very high to 
ensure that they had a foothold in warm 
waters outside the Black Sea. 

The Russians came back in 2015 to en-
sure their interests in Syria, particu-
larly the military facilities, remained 
intact and were not overrun by the men-
ace of  the marauding Daesh, which was 
then threatening all of  West Asia. An 
earlier contention of  US interests in 
West Asia invariably revolved around 
hydrocarbons. As more shale gas re-
serves were discovered, the US appeared 
to have lost comparative strategic inter-
est in the region in favour of  the Indo-
Pacific, which after 2015 became the at-
tractive ‘go-to’ domain of  worldwide 
strategic interests. Why did it come 
back with a bang as it did, especially in 
the times of  Donald Trump?

The Trump administration wasn’t 
wrong in its supposed assumption  

that West Asia would always remain 
the strategic centre of  the world, de-
spite many Shangri La dialogues.  
Take a look, how? A majority of  trade 
routes intersect in the region; the Suez 
Canal remains a key asset of  the re-
gion. Energy-wise, it still remains the 
central zone, providing energy to two 
of  the world’s very important manufac-
turing hubs Japan and China, besides 
to populous and fast-emerging India. 
Conflicts here always had a way  
of  ensuring the rest of  the world got in-
volved with the spin-offs. For the better 
part of  the last 75 years, the ideological 
drivers of  conflict have all emanated 
from here. Political Islam was  
born here and its contribution to insta-
bility in crucial regions around  

the world is well recognised.
In recent times, the mass migration 

from conflict-ridden zones have mainly 
been from West Asia, bringing in their 
wake social turbulence in the stable so-
cieties of  Europe. The one phenomenon 
that has yet to hit West Asia is the poli-
tics of  overt nuclearisation; the covert 
part has been rife for some time. That is 
why the above board and also simmer-
ing conflicts have the potential to  trig-
ger events that  could become uncon-
trollable and lead to much more. Iran’s 
general proxy war strategy in multiple 
sub-regions, Syria’s civil war, Saudi 
Arabia’s war against the Houthis in 
Yemen and now the raging Israeli war 
against the Palestinians in Gaza, all 
bear the potential of  going completely 

out of  control and need the influence of  
the big powers to draw them back. That 
is why it’s a surprise that the US, with 
all its interests intact in having a stable 
and not a turbulent West Asia, contin-
ues to soft-pedal the proposal for even a 
ceasefire in Gaza. 

West Asia is not just the hunting 
ground for the US, although it has re-
tained its interests here by parking suf-
ficient troops and other military assets 
to enable it to move and build up to any 
other part of  the world. China is now 
eyeing the area, as was evident from its 
much-touted brokerage of  a peace deal 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran that  in-
cidentally is not spoken of  much in cur-
rent strategic circles.

What would the Chinese concept of
its role in the West Asian Great Game 
possibly be? China is unlikely to park 
any military assets here. None of  the 
nations of  the regions would want alien 
troops on their soil at this juncture. US 
presence continues as it harks back to 
the Cold War, when the strategic envi-
ronment  was  quite  di f ferent .  
China will employ every means short of  
hard power to retain influence over its 
energy suppliers and maintain continu-
ity there. It will refrain from ever get-
ting involved in conflicts of  any  
kind. The strategic security domain in 
which its active involvement may be 
virtually guaranteed is the maritime 
zone that  influences the security of  its 
energy sources. The beat, Djibouti to 
Gwadar and stepping north up to Chaba-
har, is where China has made  
investment. Clearly it is its area of  fo-
cus, and it’s here that it will remain sen-
sitive to the point of  responding if  pro-
voked. It clearly won’t involve itself  
against Houthis and the likes in the  
Red Sea or elsewhere. China is known 
to have invested $273 billion in  
West Asia in the period 2005-22, and it 
will make all that count. What is suspect 
is China’s ability to fully comprehend 
culture and civilisation, two areas  
that  are so essential for empire and ex-
tension of  influence. 

The US and India have a swathe  
of  mutual interests here; from the West-
ern Quad US-UAE-India-Israel (U2I2) to 
the nascent India-Middle East-Europe 
Corridor (IMEC). As the US pushes for 
influence in the Indo Pacific and China 
pushes for the same in West Asia, the 
impact of  their clash could well be felt 
most in the middle. No prizes for guess-
ing where that could be.

(Views are personal)
(atahasnain@gmail.com)
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DEBATING EMPATHY
AT THE DINING TABLE

A NEW GREAT 
GAME IS AFOOT 

IN WEST ASIA

LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD)

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

Philosopher Peter Singer would 
argue for vegetarianism by 
defining good as that which 
produces the greatest pleasure 
for the most, and the minimum 
amount of pain for the fewest. 
If care for all life is a standard of 
civilisation, we should consider 
killing fewer animals

Big powers have been meddling in West Asia for  
long. Now China has made huge investments  
there. Will it be able to extend its influence?

SOURAV ROY

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

Passing marks
Ref: Voice of people: BJP’s coalition 
government (Jun 24). One wonders how a 
learned advocate can seem to be so blind. 
The BJP got less seats as compared to 
expectations. But the Congress just got 
passing marks. Instead of introspection, he is 
undermining public opinion.
Rajaram Bhat, Mysuru

ECI’s reputation
An eminent lawyer and parliamentarian 
should not have maligned the central crime 
investigation agencies and the ECI as the 
cause of Modi’s decline. Why has he ignored 
that the so-called ‘honest’ politicians sent 
behind bars did not get any respite even from 
the apex court despite lawyers like Singhvi 
and Sibal himself defending the accused?   
Hullasa Behera, Bhubaneswar

Praiseworthy column
Ref: Things that have led great people to 
enlightenment (Jun 24). The author deserves 
praise for depicting the brief life history of 
Iranian poet Hafiz. The Ramanuja episode on 
caste division was touching. It is pertinent 
that the saint hails from a state where caste 
strife is one of the most virulent in the nation.  
Sanath Kumar T S, Thrissur

New system 
Ref: Rahul pens emotional letter to Wayanad 
before taking oath as Rae Bareli  MP (Jun 24). 
The present system that an individual can 
stand for elections at more than one place must 
be scrapped. If  he or she wins both seats, the 
candidate has to discard the other seat. A  new 
system to tackle this problem is long overdue. 
V K Kumar, Thiruvananthapuram 
         
Thin ice
On the first day of parliament, PM Narendra 
Modi lambasted the opposition about the 
Emergency 50 years ago, as if  there is no better 
topic for him to speak about. He seems to have 
forgotten that his government is on crutches 
today as the people have downed his party’s 
strength to less than simple majority. Even the 
head of the BJP’s ideological parent body RSS 
criticised him and his party indirectly about 
the way they functioned in the past. 
B S Badarinarayana, Bengaluru

Political backing
Scores of people lost their lives consuming 
illicit liquor in Kallakurichi in Tamil Nadu. 
It is reported that the hooch makers have 
strong political backing. If  it  is so, expecting 
stringent action against them is foolhardy. 
The solatium announced by the government 
should be recovered from the illegal 
businessmen behind this tragedy.
Mohan Kunnakat, Vaniamkulam
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REASONABLE TO EXPECT 
BETTER TURNOUT IN  
J&K ASSEMBLY POLLS

W
ITH the deadline for the J&K assembly elections 
imposed by the Supreme Court a little over three 
months away, the process of  poll roll revision has 
just kicked off. This will be the first state election 
after the BJP lost its majority in the Lok Sabha, 

sliding to 240 seats from 303 in the 2019 general elections. 
The party continues to remain in power due to its pre-poll 
NDA tie-up, though without the afterglow of  2014 and 2019. 
J&K saw unprecedented voter enthusiasm in the recent gen-
eral elections, the first after the Centre took away its special 
powers under Article 370 on August 5, 2019. At 58.58 percent, 
the polling percentage was the highest in 35 years. The ab-
sence of  fear of  the gun apparently contributed to the full 
expression of  the people’s will at the hustings. Violence re-
sumed only around the time the verdict was out and the 
Pakistani leadership was greeting Narendra Modi for his 
third consecutive term as prime minister. Significantly, Pa-
kistan lost sway in the Kashmir valley ever since the repres-
sion of  former Prime Minister Imran Khan and his follow-
ers by their military establishment.

That Kashmiris decisively voted out the National  
Conference and PDP heavyweights Omar Abdullah and Me-
hbooba Mufti in Baramulla and Anantnag-Rajouri indicated 
their disenchantment with the leadership of  the two promi-
nent regional parties. But they gave the NC two seats else-
where. Omar lost to a jailed independent, Engineer Rashid, 
by over two lakh votes; Mufti was trounced by over  
three lakh votes. The BJP picked up the other two seats. In 
all, the BJP did well only in one-third of  90 assembly seg-
ments in J&K in the Lok Sabha polls. Whether the delimita-
tion exercise that raised the number of  assembly seats from 
83 to 90—47 in Kashmir and 43 in Jammu—would benefit 
the BJP remains to be seen. 

The voter turnout could go up further in the assembly 
polls because local issues normally have more resonance in 
the mind space than national ones. Preparations for the elec-
tions can begin only after the annual 50-day Amarnath Yatra 
is wrapped up on August 19. That will give the poll panel 
about six weeks to hold the elections after redeploying the 
security forces. Whatever the outcome, the post-poll restora-
tion of  statehood for J&K is a given, but not Article 370 be-
cause of  constitutional impediments.

KCR NEEDS TO KEEP 
CADRE MORALE HIGH

T
HE elections may be over, but politics in Telangana 
continues with the same momentum. The Bharat 
Rashtra Samithi (BRS) is facing a pincer attack from 
the ruling Congress and the BJP. Though it is the main 
opposition in the assembly, the BRS drew a blank in 

the Lok Sabha polls, even losing deposit in eight constituen-
cies. In this backdrop, a number of  its legislators are veering 
towards the Congress and the BJP to survive the next five 
years. It’s an irony of  fate that the BRS now finds itself  in 
more or less the same position as the Congress did after the 
2014 and 2019 elections in the state.

But the Congress, despite losing leaders, had the advan-
tage of  being an old institution engraved in the public psy-
che and had been the main opposition by default. The BRS, 
on the other hand, has been around for a little over two dec-
ades and has to contend with a resurgent BJP too. It may not 
be able to hold on to some legislators who are under the 
scanner of  central agencies. A few state council members, 
too, are said to be headed the same way. If  the Congress  
has its way, as its leaders openly claim, the BRS could lose 
20 MLAs. In the Rajya Sabha, the party has already lost one 
of  its five members to the Congress. With little representa-
tion in parliament and its numbers likely to come down in 
the state assembly and council, the BRS has only one option 
left—to be among the people and keep its cadre intact. It is 
easier said, as the saffron party, after doubling its state Lok 
Sabha count from four to eight, has set its sights on 88  
seats in the next assembly. It is also looking at appointing a 
state chief  who can wean away backward caste leaders  
and cadre from the BRS.

A parallel could be drawn between BRS chief  K Chan-
drasekhar Rao and TDP supremo N Chandrababu Naidu. 
After 2019, Naidu was isolated on all sides. But he was able 
to bounce back by keeping the morale of  his cadre high. Can 
KCR do a Naidu? For that, he needs to take up public causes 
and get rid of  the tag of  a family party. Otherwise, fighting 
a two-front war is not going to be easy.

Q U I C K  TA K E

CLIMATE RESILIENCE & BANGLADESH

THE re-elected Bangaldeshi PM’s visit to India to meet  
our re-elected PM is a good augury. Our second-highest 
tourist arrivals last year were from Bangladesh; five In-

dian states share a 4,096-km border with the neighbour. So 
the two PMs’ talks on defence, logistics, water-sharing and 
trade are important on both sides. It is essential now to  
combine our efforts on climate resilience. The World Bank 
estimates cyclones cost Bangladesh about $1 billion annu-
ally; by 2050, a third of  the country’s agricultural GDP  
could be lost and 13 million people rendered internally dis-
placed. This would cause enormous trouble in the region. 
The time to start acting is now.
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One Nation One
Examination is a
novel venture initiat-

ed to provide equal opportu-
nities to all students nation-
wide.   This eliminates dis-
crepancies in the difficulty
and content of regional or
state-level exams, providing a
level playing field for all stu-
dents. Such standardization
can help in objectively iden-
tifying academic strengths
and weaknesses, fostering a
more meritocratic education
system. With a single set of
scores, universities and col-
leges can more easily compare
applicants from different
regions. This can reduce the
complexity and confusion
associated with multiple
entrance exams, making the
process more transparent and
straightforward for students
and institutions alike. The
integrity of competitive exams
is fundamental to ensuring a
meritocratic education sys-
tem. When a competitive
exam is cancelled due to
question paper leakage, it
undermines the trust and
hard work of students, creat-
ing a cascade of irreparable
negative impacts. These
repercussions are immedi-
ate, practical, deeply psycho-

logical, and long-lasting.
At the core of any competi-

tive exam lies the promise of
fairness and equal opportuni-
ty. When a question paper is
leaked, this promise is shat-
tered. Students who have
spent months or even years
preparing for the exam feel
betrayed by the system that
was supposed to impartially
evaluate their hard work.
This breach of trust can lead
to a pervasive sense of cyni-
cism and disillusionment
among students. 
The emotional and psycho-

logical impact of such cancel-
lations is profound. Students
invest significant emotional
energy in preparing for these
exams. The cancellation, espe-
cially under such scandalous
circumstances, can lead to
intense feelings of frustration,
anger, and helplessness. The
resulting anxiety and stress
can have severe mental health
implications, with students

experiencing symptoms of
depression and burnout.
The sudden cancellation of
these exams can throw stu-
dents' academic timelines
into disarray. Admissions
processes get delayed, and stu-
dents are left in limbo, unsure
about the next steps. This is
particularly challenging for
students at critical transition
points, such as those finish-
ing high school or undergrad-
uate studies or people waiting
to get college jobs. The uncer-
tainty about rescheduled
exams or alternative assess-
ment methods adds another
layer of stress,.
The financial impact of such
cancellations is significant.
Students often have to travel
long distances to the exami-
nation centres. The cancella-
tion of exams can severely
dent students' motivation and
morale. The idea that uneth-
ical behaviour can disrupt and
devalue their honest efforts is
deeply demoralizing. This
can lead to a decline in aca-
demic engagement and
enthusiasm. Students may
question the value of hard
work and integrity when such
incidents occur, potentially
leading to a loss of interest in
their studies or future exams.

The tendency to move to for-
eign countries for education
may even increase because of
this.
The cancellation of compet-
itive exams due to question
paper leakage has far-reach-
ing and profound effects on
students. The immediate
breach of trust and fairness
and emotional, academic,
and financial repercussions
create a challenging land-
scape for affected students.
Providing mental health sup-
port to affected students and
offering financial assistance to
those incurring additional
expenses can help alleviate
some of the burdens.
Implementing more robust
security measures using AI
technologies and providing
severe punishment to those
who are involved in mal-
practices can bring back the
confidence of society in the
‘One Nation One Exam’ sys-
tem. By learning from these
incidents and making neces-
sary reforms, the education
system can emerge stronger
and more resilient. 

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies, Bangalore; views are

personal)
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unemployment. The opposition's
increased numbers in the current Lok
Sabha will likely lead to significant
obstruction of the ruling party’s agen-
da. 
The NDA must acknowledge this real-
ity and accommodate the opposition's
demands to ensure smooth and effec-
tive parliamentary proceedings. If the
pattern of frequent disruptions contin-
ues, leading to repeated adjournments,
it might be more prudent to adjourn the
session sine die to conserve public funds
and maintain the country's reputation.

O. Prasada Rao | Hyderabad
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Madam Editor— For the past year,
numerous key trains have been canceled
in the Waltair Railway Division under
the East Coast Railway, impacting thou-
sands of regular travelers. The Railway
Department has focused on operating
Vande Bharat trains, which generate sig-
nificant revenue, while frequently can-
celing popular passenger trains on the
pretext of ongoing development work

and safety inspections in the Vijayawada
division of the South Central Railway.
Trains like the Ratnachal, Simhadri,
Janmabhoomi Express, Uday Express,
and others have been repeatedly can-
celed. Recently, another Vande Bharat
Express was launched on the
Secunderabad route and to
Bhubaneswar, leading to further cancel-
lations of regular trains. 
From June 24th to August 10th, eight
pairs of daily trains from
Visakhapatnam to Rajahmundry,
Vijayawada, Guntur, and Secunderabad
have been canceled by the Waltair
Division. Under the guise of mod-
ernising the railways, the department is
increasing the number of high-revenue
Vande Bharat trains while reducing the
number of passenger trains relied upon
by common travelers. The Govtmust
intervene to ensure that train services
for regular passengers are maintained
and expanded to meet their needs.

Gonapa Appanna | Visakhapatnam
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Madam Editor— Bangladesh Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina’s recent discus-
sions with Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi underscore both
nations’ commitment to strengthening
their bilateral ties. This marks the first
state visit by a foreign leader since the
new BJP-led NDA government took
office. The agreements signed between
New Delhi and Dhaka cover a broad
range of areas including maritime coop-
eration, blue economy, railway connec-
tivity, space sector, digital partner-
ships, healthcare, and defense produc-
tion. Hasina acknowledged the support
of India and the Congress-led govern-
ment, under former Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi, in Bangladesh's libera-
tion in 1971. Last November, under
pressure from both the Bangladeshi
opposition and the US, Prime Minister
Modi’s participation in the virtual inau-
guration of three infrastructure projects
gave a significant boost to Hasina’s elec-
tion campaign.

A key outcome from their recent
interaction is India's decision to send a
technical team to Bangladesh for a
major project to conserve the Teesta
River, a project that China has shown
interest in. As Hasina prepares for her
upcoming visit to China, her rapport
with India will be tested. Meanwhile,
India, asserting its independent foreign
policy, continues to strengthen ties
with Dhaka despite US criticisms of the
Awami League government’s human
rights record and electoral conduct.

Bhagwan Thadani | Mumbai
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Madam Editor — Regarding ‘LS Session
to See Fireworks’ (June 24), the oppo-
sition is poised to create a tumultuous
parliamentary session with a plethora of
issues, including the BJP’s lack of a
majority, the Bengal railway accident,
irregularities in the NEET examination,
disputes over the Speaker’s election, fire
accidents, penal laws, inflation, and
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their regimes or for fighting
elections? Certainly not. They
were obviously driven by
greed. What is amazing is all
these individuals are so blasé
as they have done nothing
wrong at all.
I have, over the years, had the
opportunity to meet punished
thieves and criminals. Some
protested to me that they had
been 'over-punished', but did
not in the least look embar-
rassed, nor said they wished
they hadn't done what they
did. Such people also boldly
contest elections again and
again, campaign enthusiasti-
cally, and often win with
thumping majority. The mes-
sage is that they voters did not
disapprove in the least.
What do sociologists have to
say about this phenomenon?
Most voters are people who are
likely to be honest, or at least
expect honesty from others in
their own lives, but happily tol-
erate their leaders pocketing
public money on a large scale.
Doesn't it occur to them that
some of that money is their
own hard-earned wealth?
The late Indira Gandhi had
justified corruption by declar-
ing it to be a "global phenom-
enon" and asking, "Which
country is free of corruption?"
Many a politician of her time

took this to be a signal of
approval for gorging on pub-
lic money unhindered. Her
elder son, when he was Prime
Minister, was involved in a
major corruption scandal over
the purchase of Bofors artillery
gun. Dr. Manmohan's Singh's
regime was littered with mega
scams of corruption through-
out its ten years in office.
Corruption and endless
appeasement of a particular
religious minority. 
If any of his ministers were
convicted or had to go to jail,
Singh's defence was that they
were coalition partners and not
of his party. What could he
therefore do? 
That apart, he had no qualms
in publicly declaring that
Muslims must have first claim
on the country's resources
and that 15 per cent of
resources would be allotted to
them by default. While this
may not fall in the category of
corruption, it does amount to
moral turpitude.
What does this portend for the
future of democracy, espe-
cially in India? For the last ten
years, India has been fortunate
to be ruled by a Prime Minister
who has been unrelenting and
uncompromising in his cru-
sade against corruption, most
articulately defined by his own

maxim, "Na Khaoonga Na
Khane Doonga" (I won't steal
nor allow others to). 
His measures and steps, begin-
ning from demonetization,
exposing and extinguishing
fake shell companies, non-
existent NGOs, streamlining of
the country's tax system
through GST, harshness
against corrupt politicians and
officials including sending
them to jail have made him an
admired global leader. 
It is no coincidence that India
has become the world's fifth
largest economy and is poised
to become the third largest;
this is directly related to Modi's
unrelenting and uncompro-
mising war on corruption.
But it is also true that a seg-
ment of the people, used to the
entrenched, corrupt ways of
earlier regimes, making money
without effort, and enjoying
office or power without any
accountability or fear of pun-
ishment, and suddenly forced
to confront a world they don't
like, might have suffered and
felt aggrieved. The BJP losing
seats in this election is a reflec-
tion of that as well.

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

former member of the Rajya
Sabha. The views expressed

are personal)
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Afew days ago, an old
American acquaintance
happened to be passing

through Delhi en route to
Calcutta. He was all praise for the
noticeable progress India has
made in the last ten years, which
was admirable by any standards,
he admitted. But he was non-
plussed at how the same Indians
tolerate so much corruption, so
widely advertised and wide-
spread. He had learnt that some
chief ministers were currently in
jail. What amazes people in the
US, he told me, is how good
Indian folks are willing to toler-
ate this scale of misconduct that
draws much negative publicity the
world over.
Some years ago, Japan had a
prime minister who had to go to
jail. But the Japanese were high-
ly embarrassed and there has
been no repetition of it, as far as
we know. What my American
acquaintance was laying stress
upon is that there appears to be
no shame or embarrassment due
to the continual coverage of this
phenomenon.
It isn't as if there is no corruption
elsewhere in the world. Former
US President and again the chal-
lenger for the Presidency in 2024,
Donald Trump has been convict-
ed of felony by a New York
court. This is a crime more seri-
ous than misdemeanour. A cou-
ple of days ago, Hunter Biden, son
of the incumbent President Joe
Biden has been found guilty of
concealing facts about his use of
drugs. India's record in not only
tolerating, but also rewarding
tainted chief ministers and politi-
cians is highly 'illustrious'.
Lalu Prasad Yadav, former chief
minister of Bihar, was convicted
and jailed for defalcation of
Rs.600 crores from the state bud-
get meant for cattle fodder, in a
country whose people worship
the cow. The late Jayalalitha, for-
mer chief minister of Tamil Nadu,
once a shining star of the silver
screen, too had to go to jail owing
to corruption. Lately, chief min-
isters like Shibu Soren of
Jharkhand and Arvind Kejriwal
of Delhi are behind bars for their
involvement in corruption scams
running into thousands of crores
of rupees. Did they need the
money for their survival, running
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The uptake of electric vehicles
(EVs) is still in its infancy in
India. According to research
from S&P Global Ratings, the
EV penetration rate in India in
calendar year 2022 was only
1.1 per cent, as compared to
the Asian average of 17.3 per
cent. Governments play an
essential role in supporting the
mainstreaming of EV technol-
ogy in the motor vehicle sec-
tor. The competitiveness of
newer technologies in compar-
ison to incumbent ones grows
over time due to established
supply chains, scale economies
of production, consumer pref-
erence, and improved perfor-
mance and maturity. However,
relying only on market forces
to achieve the transition to EVs
from an entrenched internal
combustion engine (ICE) vehi-
cle market is unrealistic. The

EV ecosystem will require
additional support in its
nascency, and the government
has a significant role to play.
The case for accelerating EV
adoption is strong – transport
emissions in Indian cities are
growing rapidly, with road
transport contributing about
87% of the total. In combina-
tion with the aggressive move-
ment towards renewable
power generation, EVs can sig-
nificantly cut down the share

of transport and pollution
emissions at the local and
national levels. Further, trans-
portation is the third-largest
energy consumer and the
largest consumer of oil fuels,
responsible for 70% of diesel
and 99.6% of petrol consump-
tion. 
With India importing about
80% of its oil demand, and the
price of crude oil being high-
ly vulnerable due to global
geopolitics, transport decar-
bonization reduces the risk to
the country’s energy security.
Simultaneously, electrification
presents India an opportuni-
ty to strengthen its role and
move upstream in the global
automotive value chain.
Through a two-pronged strat-
egy of localizing production
for domestic EV consumption
and developing low-cost solu-

tions in niche areas for out-
sourcing, the country can cap-
italize on this once-in-a-life-
time opportunity through
strategic industrial develop-
ment of the EV sector.
The government of India has
backed an extensive program
for transport electrification
through the implementation of
the Faster Adoption and
Manufacturing of (Hybrid &)
Electric Vehicles (FAME)
schemes (I and II), the reduc-
tion of the Goods and Services
Tax (GST) on EVs to 5 per
cent, and an income tax
exemption of up to INR
150,000 on interest payments
for EV loans. Additionally,
the government has
announced a new scheme
called Electric Mobility
Promotion Scheme 2024, with
an outlay of Rs 500 crore, pro-

viding subsidies for the adop-
tion and manufacturing of e-
2-wheelers and e-3-wheelers.
Furthermore, a range of other
guidelines and notifications on
EV charging standards, deli-
censing of EV charging ser-
vices, capping of EV tariff for
charging infrastructure, model
Development Control
Regulations (DCR) and build-
ing codes for EV charging, and
green license plates for EVs
further support the ecosystem.
However, the early success of
e-mobility in India can large-
ly be attributed to a support-
ive policy landscape at the
national and state level. Of the
36 states and Union Territories
in the country, 26 have released
EV policies over the last 5
years, with 16 of them being
released between 2020 and
2022. Here are 7 policy recom-

mendations and subsidies
needed in the EV MSME sec-
tor:
1.  Reduced Taxation & Duties:
To make EV manufacturing
more competitive it’s impor-
tant to implement tax breaks
or reduced import duties on
raw materials, components,
and EV-specific parts import-
ed by MSMEs
2-Infrastructure Development
Support: Provide subsidies or
tax incentives to MSMEs
involved in setting up EV
charging infrastructure. This
could encourage more players
to invest in charging stations,
particularly in remote or
underserved areas.
3. Production- Linked
Incentives: For EV MSMEs we
should introduce production-
linked incentives (PLI). These
incentives could be based on

achieving certain production
milestones, thereby encourag-
ing scale and efficiency.
4-Promote Research and
Development: Encourage
MSMEs in the EV sector to
engage in research and devel-
opment by providing grants,
subsidies, or tax incentives
for innovative projects and
technologies aimed at improv-
ing EV components, systems,
and manufacturing processes.
5-Facilitate Access to Finance:
Establish dedicated funds or
financial institutions to provide
low-interest loans, venture
capital, or grants specifically
tailored for EV MSMEs to
invest in infrastructure, tech-
nology adoption, and capaci-
ty expansion.
6-Export Promotion: Offer

incentives and support pro-
grams to enable EV MSMEs to

tap into international markets,
including assistance with
export promotion, market
research, participation in trade
fairs, and overcoming trade
barriers.
7-Collaborative Initiatives with
OEMs: Encourage partner-
ships and collaborations
between EV MSMEs and
established Original
Equipment Manufacturers
(OEMs). Provide incentives for
OEMs to source components
from MSMEs. 
Decisive and urgent action
will be needed to achieve the
target of 30 per cent electric
vehicles by 2030 in India. At
the end of the day, the formu-
lation and notification of an
EV policy is only one piece of
a large puzzle.

(The Writer is , CEO, Lohia,
views are personal)

,�!�����
��'
�������
�#���
�#�/���#
����#���

�������������������>����������<�
�����

��
����
�����
������

�����
�<����������>�
�

�*���,������&�*0�/�

�����������#�

��
	��	��
���������#���(�'
����#�
�
�/�����������������!��#���/�
����
���#�����������	����������#������������-#�
�������������#�

���
���
���

�

���	���*// 

���	��"��


������#������
!��!�

�
����!
�����
���

ly in segments such as salon ser-
vices, beauty, fitness, nutrition,
and yoga, which are showing
increased acceptance of voca-
tional education. Furthermore,
the growing demand for services
like nutrition consulting, fitness
coaching, and nutraceuticals has
resulted in new and diverse career
opportunities that can be pursued
by young individuals, who require
skill enhancement and vocation-
al education in Beauty and
Wellness.
The Beauty and Wellness indus-
try in the country is experiencing
exponential growth, at a pace
twice as fast as the markets in the
United States and Europe.
Heightened consumer awareness
and aspirations regarding the
industry have led to increased
spending on beauty and wellness
products and services. According
to the Indian Beauty & Hygiene
Association (IBHA), per capita
spending on beauty and person-
al care has risen from around Rs
450 per annum in 2017 to Rs 684
in 2022 and Rs 772 in 2025.
While the global beauty and well-
ness sector grew at a compound
annual growth rate (CAGR) of
17.60% between 2018 and 2023,
the Indian sector experienced an
even higher growth rate of 18.40%
during the same period, driven by
a growing affluent and middle-
class population and increased
organized retail presence in the
country. The sector is expected to
reach around Rs 2,77,000 crores
by 2025, showcasing a 23%
growth from Rs 92,000 crores in
2018.
Promote Female
Entrepreneurship: 
It is essential to promote female
entrepreneurship in India, as the

current level is very low, with
hardly one in every five entrepre-
neurs being female. The beauty
and wellness sector presents
unmatched opportunities for
employment and entrepreneur-
ship for women. Therefore, there
is an urgent need to actively fos-
ter entrepreneurship and self-
employment for females in this
sector through specially designed
entrepreneurship education,
training initiatives, and fiscal
support, enabling them to elevate
their businesses.
To support female entrepreneurs,
it is imperative to create a special
fund in collaboration with the
NSDC, industries, and angel
investors for developing innova-
tive start-up activities in the sec-
tor. Additionally, the establish-
ment of regional incubation cen-
tres is crucial to ignite the entre-
preneurial spirit of promising
women in the sector.
Under this initiative, young
female entrepreneurs in the beau-
ty and wellness industry must be
equipped with new and improved
business management skills to
successfully run their enterprises.
This focused effort should enable
female entrepreneurs to develop
concrete business ideas, create a
bankable and investable business
plan, and formulate a robust busi-
ness growth strategy.
Traditional Skil ls to be
Equipped with New-age
Technologies: 
The beauty and wellness sector is
experiencing digital disruption as
technology-led startups and 5G
network access in rural areas
become more prevalent. As a
result, traditional skills in this sec-
tor need to be updated with
expertise in new-age technologies

such as app setup, virtual try-on
services, and data analytics. In
addition, providing better cus-
tomer engagement offerings will
be essential.
Furthermore, Artificial intelli-
gence (AI) is also making signif-
icant strides in the beauty and
wellness industry. AI applica-
tions are rapidly changing the sec-
tor with innovations like aug-
mented reality. For instance, skin
consult AI has been developed to
analyze skin ageing, detect major
signs of ageing, and provide per-
sonalized skincare recommenda-
tions. This technology combines
thousands of images with derma-
tological expertise spanning 15-
20 years.
Personalized Ser vices:
Personalized services have
become increasingly vital due to
shifts in customer preferences,
lifestyles, body types, and even
genetics. The one-size-fits-all
approach is outdated, with cus-
tomers now seeking unique and
tailored experiences. 
The demand for on-demand-at-
home services has surged, partic-
ularly among busy professionals.
This has underscored the neces-
sity for transferable skills among
workers in the sector.
Furthermore, new ideas and
processes are galvanizing young
students to pursue technical and
technological careers, aiming to
shape a better future.
(The writer is a Co-Founder and

MD, of Orane International, a
Training Partner with the

National Skill Development
Corporation(NSDC), Network

Member, of India International
Skill Centres, an initiative of

GoI. Views expressed are 
personal)  

Let us not get too carried away
with everything we do. It's
important to regularly reflect on
our strategies and thoroughly
evaluate the results. An unbi-

ased assessment makes things much
simpler for us. In the realm of skill devel-
opment, taking action, maintaining con-
sistency, and adhering to a routine are
crucial. Leveraging the demographic
advantage requires serious planning
rather than being just a game. It involves
building capacity, creating infrastructure,
and grooming manpower to impart
skills to our young population, making
them capable of finding employment
both domestically and internationally.
The India Skills Report indicates a 52.8%
increase in employability for women and
47.2% for men. Women have surpassed
men in terms of employability, particu-
larly in areas such as nursing, beauty and
wellness, and other soft skills, which have
shown the highest employability rates
among women in the post-COVID era. 
The beauty and wellness sector not only
holds vast potential for women but also
for men in both domestic and global
markets. The sector's unprecedented
growth has resulted in a significant
demand for semi-skilled and skilled
professionals in the country.
Currently, the beauty and wellness sec-

tor employs approximately 12.3 million
people, with 66% of them being women
and a considerable portion not only from
lower socio-economic backgrounds but
a lot of aspirants urging from decent edu-
cated families. It is projected that by 2027,
the Indian Beauty and Wellness sector
will offer employment opportunities to
around 20.3 million people.
Interestingly, about 44% of the workforce
in the beauty and wellness sector possess
educational qualifications equivalent to
or less than secondary education with
limited access to technical training.
There are opportunities for greater adop-
tion of vocational education, particular-
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