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F
ive Indian Army personnel were killed on
Monday after terrorists ambushed an Ar-
my convoy in Badnota village, which is 124

kilometres from Kathua town in Jammu. The at-
tack also came on the death anniversary of Hiz-
bul Mujahideen operative Burhan Wani, who was
killed in an encounter on July 8, 2016, in south
Kashmir. This is the fourth terror-incident in the
State within 48 hours and the latest in a series of
attacks in the last few months, especially in the
Jammu region, reinforcing a new trend of terro-
rism in Jammu and Kashmir shifting towards the
Rajouri-Poonch area. On June 9, terrorists at-
tacked a bus in Reasi district killing nine pilgrims
and leaving 33 injured, the day Prime Minister
Narendra Modi was being sworn in for a third
term in o�ce. This attack on the pilgrims was a
new low. This region has been quiet for over two
decades now, after being a hotbed of insurgency
in the late 1990s and early 2000s. This was
brought under control by Operation Sarp Vinash
in 2003 and subsequent support from the locals,
especially the Gujjar-Bakerwal community.

Recurring incidents of security forces being
ambushed have resulted in casualties, which is
unacceptable for a highly trained and profession-
al force like the Indian Army. This calls for stric-
ter adherence to standard operating procedures
and improved operations. While the cease�re
along the Line of Control (LoC) largely holds, the
uptick in terror incidents is a matter of concern —
more so, the shift in violence. There are many
factors that may be leading to this trend. A major
one is the vacuum on the ground with a large
number of troops redeployed to the Line of Ac-
tual Control in Eastern Ladakh in the aftermath
of the 2020 stando� with China. This has resulted
in a gap in local intelligence. There is also the in-
creased use of modern but easily available tech-
nology by terrorist groups looking to �nd new
routes to keep the insurgency going. Botched-up
security operations have also damaged the trust
between the local population and the state. From
foreign terrorists crossing the LoC and leading
the attacks, there has been a trend now to push
local militants to the forefront to give the insur-
gency a more home-grown face as international
pressure has mounted on Pakistan. New terror
groups have also come up claiming to be behind
some of the attacks. These aspects present new
challenges. Tackling the situation needs a multi-
layered strategy beyond just augmenting troop
levels. Quick and decisive action at the highest le-
vels of the government, bringing in all stakehol-
ders, is the need of the hour.

A new trend 
India needs more than troops 
to combat militants in Jammu 

R
ussia’s missile strikes across Ukraine on
Monday, claiming at least 38 lives, are yet
another reminder of the brutality of the

ongoing invasion which began on February 24,
2022. Among the civilian locations hit was the
Okhmatdyt Children’s Hospital in Kyiv, where at
least two people were killed, according to Ukrai-
nian authorities. Russia says it targeted military
and industrial bases and blamed Ukraine’s mis-
sile defence for the damage to the civilian
centres, but such claims cannot be trusted as
Russia’s sustained bombing campaigns in Uk-
raine have targeted military and civilian loca-
tions. Monday’s attack came on the eve of a North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) summit in
Washington, where member-countries are ex-
pected to take decisions on long-term commit-
ment for Ukraine, including a €40 billion annual
military aid. Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Ze-
lenskyy was in Warsaw on Monday where he
signed a new security pact with Poland, which
empowers the NATO member-country to shoot
down Russian missiles and drones in the Ukrai-
nian airspace. Russia’s attack could be the Krem-
lin’s way of messaging NATO and Poland, but the
strikes on civilian centres only expose the cal-
lousness of Russia’s war leaders. 

Russia has made incremental territorial gains
in recent months. Its troops have advanced in the
Kharkiv Oblast, taking several villages. Last week,
Ukrainian forces were forced to withdraw from a
neighbourhood of Chasiv Yar, a strategic hilltop
town in Donetsk. But the absence of dramatic
gains, even in the face of Ukraine’s weakness, has
raised questions about Russia’s capabilities. Uk-
raine may be struggling to hold the frontline but
it has taken the drone war to the Black Sea and
Russia’s mainland. It has incapacitated Russian
ships, repeatedly targeted Russia’s energy depots
using drones and struck Russia’s border regions
causing civilian and military casualties. Two and
a half years after the war began, no side is seen
capable of �nding a military solution. For Uk-
raine, pushing Russian troops out of the territo-
ries they have captured looks practically impossi-
ble. Russia should also realise that its aggression
has rejuvenated NATO, its sworn enemy, that has
expanded since the war began and promised Ky-
iv long-term assistance. A practical path ahead is
to bring both sides to the table. China’s President
Xi Jinping said on Monday that world powers
should help them hold talks. Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi, in Moscow, also expressed India’s
support for dialogue. Russia’s partners should
convince Russian President Vladimir Putin of the
need to stop these mindless attacks on Ukraine
and be ready for serious dialogue. Ukraine’s allies
should also put pressure on Kyiv to be more open
minded about bringing the war to an end
through talks.

Persisting brutality 
Russia’s pursuit of war in Ukraine has
reached a dead end; it is time for talks 

T
he �nal Budget for 2024-25, to be
presented on July 23, would be the �rst
Budget of the new government. It is an
opportunity for the government to

provide its medium-term growth and
employment perspective along with its policy
priorities. Given the continued global economic
slowdown, India will have to rely largely on
domestic growth drivers. The short-term
objective could be to ensure a minimum 7%
growth, while the medium-term objective may be
to sustain the real GDP growth rate in the range of
7%-7.5%. This would be facilitated by bringing
down the �scal de�cit relative to GDP from the
current levels to the Fiscal Responsibility and
Budget Management (FRBM) consistent level of
3% in the next three to four years. The
employment objective is not independent of the
growth objective except for an additional
emphasis on the relatively more labour-intensive
sectors in the composition of output.

Investment and savings prospects
To ensure a 7% plus growth on a sustained basis,
we require a real investment rate of 35%. As in
the latest available data for 2023-24, the real
investment rate measured as gross �xed capital
formation (GFCF), as percentage of GDP, was 33.3
for 2022-23 and 33.5 for 2023-24. Although gross
capital formation (GCF) is marginally higher, we
need to ensure a level of GFCF at 35% or so in the
medium-term to sustain a growth of 7% plus,
assuming an incremental capital output ratio of
�ve. The saving to GDP ratio in nominal and real
terms were 30.2% and 32.8%, respectively, in
2022-23. Assuming these trends continue,
marginal upward adjustments are required in the
savings and investment rates to ensure reaching
and sustaining a level of 35% of GDP for the GFCF.
One point of concern is the recent fall in
household sector �nancial savings which, as per
available information for 2022-23, had fallen to
5.2% of Gross National Disposable Income. Since
this provides the investible surplus in addition to
in�ow of foreign capital, it is critical to increase
the household �nancial savings rate to facilitate
access to investible surplus at reasonable rates for
the private sector.

On the demand side, the contribution of net
exports to GDP growth has remained negative or

low in recent years due to subdued export
prospects. It was at 0.5% points in 2022-23 and
(-)2.0% points in 2023-24. Indian service exports
are expected to continue to do better than goods
exports, which contracted in 2023-24. Until
export demand picks up and private investment
gathers momentum, India will have to rely on
government investment demand to provide
support to growth.

Budgetary options
Compared to the interim Budget, the Centre’s
revenue position is expected to improve on
account of both higher tax and non-tax revenues.
The base number for gross tax revenues (GTR) for
2023-24 at ₹34.65 lakh crore, according to the
Controller General of Accounts (CGA) actuals,
turned out to be higher than the revised
estimates (RE) of the interim Budget by a margin
of ₹27,581 crore. We expect a nominal GDP
growth for 2024-25 to be at least 11%, made up of
7% real growth and 3.8% implicit price de�ator
(IPD)-based in�ation. The rise in the IPD-based
in�ation as compared to the 2023-24 level of 1.3%
is on account of expected higher Wholesale Price
Index (WPI) in�ation which was (-)0.7% in
2023-24. With a buoyancy of 1.1 and a GTR growth
of 12.1%, we expect a GTR magnitude of ₹38.8
lakh crore. This would translate to a net tax
revenue for the Centre at ₹26.4 lakh crore after
providing for States’ share in central taxes, a
shade higher than ₹26 lakh crore provided in the
interim Budget.

Non-tax revenues are also expected to be
higher, as compared to the interim Budget
estimates, due mainly to the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI)’s augmented dividends of ₹2.11 lakh
crore. We expect the Centre’s non-tax revenues to
exceed ₹5 lakh crore. It may be noted that any
transfer from the RBI is going to be expansionary
since it will have a liquidity e�ect. This transfer is
similar to an extension of credit by the RBI to the
government without being treated as debt. Thus,
it has implications for monetary policy. However,
the improved revenue situation of the central
government would facilitate meeting the
government’s �scal consolidation target.

Assuming that the government adheres to the
5.1% �scal de�cit to GDP ratio, as announced in
the interim Budget, total expenditure that can be

�nanced amounts to ₹49 lakh crore after taking
into account some non-debt capital receipts. This
will have to be allocated between revenue and
capital expenditures. With the interim Budget
expenditure magnitudes, revenue expenditure
growth in 2024-25 turns out to be 4.6% over the
CGA actuals for 2023-24. This growth may have to
be increased to accommodate higher revenue
expenditures on account of increased subsidies,
increased health expenditures and increased
allocations for the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) to
support and provide relief largely to the rural
population.

Some improvement in rural incomes is
expected in the current year with the expectation
of it being a normal monsoon. Our estimates
indicate that even if the revenue expenditure
growth is enhanced to 8%, this would provide
additional revenue expenditures close to ₹3 lakh
crore over 2023-24 actuals. This would still leave
�scal space to provide for capital expenditure
growth of 19.2% in 2024-25 which would be
required for supporting investment demand
resulting in infrastructure expansion that is
consistent with the government’s medium-term
objectives. Some tax rationalisation measures
may be undertaken as long as they do not imply
any signi�cant revenue sacri�ce. Some expansion
of the ongoing Production Linked Incentive (PLI)
scheme, particularly if it supports employment
generation, may be considered.

Commit to FRBM targets
In conclusion, the Budget needs to aim at
combining growth with stability. Stability
includes both price stability and �scal stability. It
is important to signal commitment to the FRBM
targets in the short to medium term. If the �scal
de�cit to GDP ratio is brought down to 5.1% in
2024-25, it may take another three to four years to
bring it down to 3% of GDP. As the �scal de�cit to
GDP ratio is reduced and nominal GDP growth is
kept in the range of 11%-11.5%, the debt GDP ratio
and the interest payment to revenue receipts
ratio would also come down, facilitating the
reduction in �scal de�cit, thereby creating a
virtuous cycle.

The views expressed are personal
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July 23, Budget
day, is an
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the government
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medium-term
growth and
employment
perspective, as
well as its
policy priorities
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi has formed
the government, albeit now as head of a
coalition in his third term. The new

government must redouble its e�orts on
economic reforms, particularly related to
manufacturing. India’s continued urbanisation
will see hundreds of millions of agriculture
workers relocate to cities to �nd formal
employment in the coming decades. A failure to
generate low-skilled employment could push
staggering stress on India’s governance
structures. Success in manufacturing will not
only help India’s domestic trade and employment
goals but also expand resources for national
security — which is good for American interests,
too.

Manufacturing base must improve
When the Modi government �rst took o�ce in
2014, the government committed to increase
manufacturing as a percent of gross domestic
product (GDP) from 15% up to 25% by 2025. The
writer can point to some signi�cant economic
reforms that should have helped this target
become a reality, most notably the approval of
the Goods and Services Tax (GST) in 2017, which
largely uni�ed India’s State-level tax codes.

However, as World Bank data indicates,
manufacturing is in relative decline, making up
only 13% of the GDP in 2022. This compares
unfavourably to markets such as Vietnam (25%),
Bangladesh (22%), Malaysia (23%), Indonesia
(18%), Mexico (21%), and, of course, China (28%).

India has powerful domestic compulsions to
improve its manufacturing base. First, India has a
massive employment-creation requirement.
About half of Indian labour remains mired in
low-productivity agriculture. If India’s attempts to
enact major farming reforms are successful, there
could be a fast, massive transition of employment
out of agriculture. These workers are ill-suited for
India’s highly successful skilled services sector.

A second reason behind India’s desire to boost

manufacturing is the nation’s goods trade de�cit.
Despite a perception that India is “anti-trade”,
India had a little over $1 trillion in goods trade in
the last 12 months — and a $250 billion de�cit
during that period. While hydrocarbon imports
account for over one-quarter of India’s imports,
manufactured goods such as electronics are a
substantial import component. When looking at
trade more broadly, India enjoys a large surplus
in services trade — about $160 billion surplus in
the last 12 months on $518 billion in total services
trade. But, again, even though the services sector
creates substantial economic output, it employs
relatively few workers.

The United States has a stake in India’s success
in building a robust manufacturing base for two
reasons. First, improvements to India’s industrial
base will have direct and indirect e�ects on
India’s ability to underwrite its emerging role in
regional security which is increasingly important
given China’s rising aggression. Second, some
amount of manufacturing will not come back
onshore. Having this manufacturing based in
friendly countries improves the viability of U.S.
supply chains. India’s ability to achieve greater
success in manufacturing will require far more
moving parts than what the central government
in Delhi controls. Most factors of production such
as electric power, water, sanitation, labour
regulations, land acquisition rules, and
environment regulations are primarily controlled
by India’s State governments. This is where the
new Indian government needs to provide a much
higher degree of policy attention.

States and their business environments
The Modi government’s early attempts to stoke
States into competition with each other have
fallen by the wayside. The rankings of States’
business environments called the “Business
Reforms Action Plan (BRAP)”, has not been
updated since the COVID-19 pandemic, and was
anyway considered weak as it focused on States’

self-reporting on their local business practices
which was often at odds with actual investor
experiences. The central government’s plan to
help craft model industry laws for States to
consider has been underwhelming.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) controls
almost half of India’s States. Most of the
remaining States are controlled by India’s
numerous regional parties, with varying levels of
cooperation and friction with the central
government. Getting more States to focus on
thoughtful, transparent industrial policies is a
di�cult task and will require an improved toolkit
of sticks and carrots. The government should also
consider putting stronger emphasis on
job-creating manufacturing sectors such as
textiles, paper mills, and furniture, instead of
pushing almost exclusively for investments in
capital-intensive sectors such as semiconductors
and robotics.

Go beyond Delhi-Mumbai-Bengaluru circuit
The U.S. can play a modest but meaningful role in
improving the business attractiveness of Indian
States. This may include expanding engagement
with Indian States to provide direct guidance on
e�ective economic governance, and to improve
pathways for potential investors to engage with
State governments. Senior U.S. o�cials visiting
India must commit to going beyond
Delhi-Mumbai-Bengaluru and engaging a wider
set of large States on the importance and
opportunity from the current evolution of global
supply chains.

India’s national election provided an
opportunity to assess and redirect policy. But
India’s core needs behind the current
manufacturing push — jobs, trade, and security —
will not change. The size of the market and
current growth rates are quite attractive to
investors. But more work needs to be done,
especially at the State level in India, for “Make in
India” to further accelerate.

The shape of manufacturing 3.0 for Modi 3.0 
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Court and NEET

Now that the Supreme
Court of India has
concluded that questions in
the National Eligibility cum
Entrance Test
(Undergraduate) were
leaked (Page 1, July 9), and
that the sanctity of the
examination was
compromised, the moot
question is what next?
Cancellation of NEET-UG
2024 in its entirety is
needed so that justice is
done to all 23 lakh students
who appeared for the
examination.
In order to maintain the
continuity of studies of
aspiring students, the
examination for 2024 may
be cancelled and the State
governments asked to
follow the procedure that

language they understand”
(Tamil Nadu page, July 9),
points to tough action. It is
not that the police are not
aware of the networks of
the criminals. What is
needed is a strong political
will and administrative
clearance to the police to go
ahead. 
A. Jainulabdeen,

Chennai

Electoral outcomes

As the elections in France
show, the fact remains that
the economic issues of
day-to-day living have
returned. Followed by
Labour’s win in the U.K., the
results in France point to a
change of trend emerging in
democracies.

Angara Venkata Girija Kumar,
Chennai

by the NTA on May 5. Even
after two months, the fraud
perpetuated by the NTA is
causing unmeasurable
mental agony to aspirants
and their
guardians/parents. The
sanctity behind such
examinations is fading. The
judges in the highest court
of the land need to declare
a retest by giving students
su�icient time to prepare
for NEET again. Let the
students have the pleasure
of joining the courses of
their choice through NEET
in the proper way.
G. Murali Mohan Rao,

Secunderabad

Law and order

The new Chennai City Police
Commissioner’s line, that he
will “talk to criminals in the

rendered justice if a
re-examination is ordered.
Balakrishnan,
Chennai

It is di�icult to determine
the extent of compromise or
whether the alleged breach
occurred at a systemic level
and to di�erentiate the
beneficiaries of the fraud
from the untainted
students. Although a retest
would be disadvantageous
to students who attempted
the examination honestly, it
does not seem likely to
determine the extent of the
breach in a short period of
time which will preclude a
retest.
Dr. Thomas Palocaren,
Vellore, Tamil Nadu

NEET 2024 was conducted

gravity of the situation. 
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,
Hyderabad

That the Chief Justice of
India has confirmed that
there was a leak and that
the sanctity of NEET-UG
2024 was compromised is a
very grave matter. But his
opinion that ‘cancellation of
the examination will be
considered as an extreme
last resort’ is likely to
deprive lakhs of students
who appeared for the test
of a fair playing field. It is
very clear that the leak was
all over India with only a
few epicentres having been
discovered. There are
stories that questions were
circulated on platforms
such as Telegram. There are
many students who will be

was in vogue during the
pre-NEET era for admission
in medical colleges. The
National Testing Agency
(NTA) should plug all
loopholes and have a
foolproof system in place
for NEET-UG in 2025.
Dr. J. Rajan Vedasiromoni,
Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu

The paper leak may be
“confined’ to a few States
but in this era of modern
technology, the leak can
spread anywhere. Given the
importance of NEET in the
lives and careers of lakhs of
our students, the
government must ensure
that there is a
re-examination with a
foolproof system. This is not
the time to play politics
with the issue given the

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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Washington, July 9: The Prime Minister Mr.
Trudeau’s Liberal Party has scored an
astounding victory in yesterday’s Canadian
elections, upsetting all previous predictions
which said that it would be another close race,
leaving the country with the prospect of another
spell of uncertain coalition rule. The Liberals
have now won not only a majority of the 264
seats in the House of Commons but have given
Canada its third majority Government in 20
years.

In the last House, after the last election in
1972, the Liberals had won only 109 seats to the
Conservative Party’s 106 seats and the former
had been obliged to lead a cli�-hanger existence
for 20 months in a coalition supported by the
30-member New Democratic Party. But that
arrangement broke down and the Trudeau
Government fell when the NDP voted with the
Conservatives last May on budgetary issues. 

The results yesterday were particularly
astonishing because very rarely has a ruling
party been re-elected when the country has
been wracked by the kind of in�ation (11 per
cent), which Canada has been a�icted by during
the last one year. 

Mr. Trudeau’s principal rival, the stodgy Mr.
Robert Stan�eld of the Conservative Party, had
pinned all his hopes on beating Mr. Trudeau by
concentrating solely on the in�ation issue, but
his own solution, which was wage-price freeze,
apparently did not appeal to the electorate
because they know that it had been tried
elsewhere without any success. Though the
60-year-old Mr. Stan�eld has retained his seat in
Parliament, the Trudeau victory is expected to
end his leadership of the Conservative Party.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 10, 1974

Decisive win for Trudeau 

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

Colombo, July 9: On information received the
Customs Preventive O�cers boarded the
German vessel “Schlesien” when she arrived at
the Colombo harbour on Monday and from 19
cases falsely described as containing machinery
parts they obtained one hundred ri�es, 200
revolvers and a quantity of ammunition. Captain
was �ned Rs. 1,000 for not declaring cargo
properly and the contraband was con�scated.
The cargo was apparently consigned to Kobe,
but its real destination was China. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 10, 1924

Gun running 

D
espite the seemingly
successful talks
between National
Security Adviser Ajit

Doval and his U.S. counterpart
Jake Sullivan in June, to make
progress on the bilateral Initiative
on Critical and Emerging
Technologies (iCET), structural
challenges endure in its execution.

Local industry o�cials and
military analysts maintain that
these impediments pertain
primarily to the autonomy of U.S.
defence companies with regard to
transferring technology, which
have been developed at immense
cost at Washington’s behest with
many companies zealously
guarding their intellectual
property rights (IPR) over it.
Additionally, the U.S.’s strict
export control laws in this regard,
controlled by its defence industrial
complex, were loath to sharing
military technologies via joint
ventures, however meaningful
they might be to Washington’s
wider strategic interests.

For now, the iCET’s defence
component is focused on India
locally manufacturing General
Electric GE F-414INS6 after
burning turbofan engines to
power the under-development
Tejas Mk-II light combat aircraft
and locally assembling 31 armed
MQ-9 armed Reaper/ Predator-B
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs),
under acquisition for all three
services, for around $3 billion.

Limitations
O�cial sources claimed
negotiations had been concluded
for GE to transfer around 80%
technology to Hindustan
Aeronautics Limited to produce
the F-414 engines, but not critical
know-how related to forging
metallurgy discs for the power
packs turbines. Technology
transfer from General Atomics
Aeronautical Systems to assemble
the MQ-9s reportedly stands at
around 10-15%, and includes
establishing a domestic
maintenance, repair and overhaul
(MRO) facility for the UAVs.
Alongside, directly acquiring,

licence-building and
co-developing the General
Dynamics Land Systems Stryker
Infantry Combat Vehicle for the
Indian Army, under iCET
patronage, is under negotiation.

But innate limitations in all
these ventures persist.

Military analyst Abhijit Singh
said that the U.S. government does
not presume to act on behalf of its
defence companies that own the
IPRs for their sundry wares.
Besides, U.S. defence vendors, he
cautioned, were answerable to
their shareholders, whose
motivations were largely
commercially driven. This, in
turn, could adversely impact the
quantum of technology they were
willing to transfer.

It was precisely these
mercantile considerations,
weighed down by cumbersome
bureaucracies, that led to the
failure of the 2012 Defence
Technology and Trade Initiative
(DTTI) between India and the U.S.,
and on whose ashes the iCET
emerged in June 2023, albeit with
a more ambitious remit.

The DTTI �opped due to
technology transfer issues. The
iCET emerged enabled, in turn, by
an alphabet soup of organisations
including INDUS-X (India-U.S.
Defense Acceleration Ecosystem),
Joint IMPACT (INDUS-X Mutual
Promotion Advanced
Collaborative Technologies) 1.0,
IMPACT 2.0 and ADDD (Advanced
Domains Defense Dialogue).

Exercising ‘jugaad’
Meanwhile, a cross-section of
domestic defence industry o�cials
averred that one strategy to ensure
iCETs attainment, and that of
related projects, centred on the
U.S. permitting the Indian military
to exercise the jugaad or
innovative option on its U.S.
platforms such as attack and
heavy-lift helicopters, heavy
transport aircraft, and naval
surveillance aircraft it had
acquired. After all, this resourceful
jugaad recourse had provided
India’s military with user
�exibility, by ably rendering

imported platforms serviceable in
climatic extremes and assorted
terrain. Through trial and error
over decades, the services had
elevated jugaad to sophisticated
levels to ensure that foreign
weapon systems performed over
their declared potential. For
instance, jugaad had rendered the
�eet of Chetak’s and Cheetah’s,
principally French-origin Alouette
III’s and SA-315B Lama’s, capable
of operating to heights over
14,000 feet in the Siachen glacier
region, a feat their original
equipment manufacturers had
never deemed possible.

But the complex set of
‘enabling’ protocols that India had
executed with the U.S. ahead of
acquiring all the aforementioned
assets simply foreclosed the
possibility of pursuing the
established, and at times, essential
jugaad route. Besides, most of
these acquisitions e�ected via the
Foreign Military Sales or FMS
route were concluded under the
stricter ‘Golden Sentry’ end-use
monitoring programme which
completely disallows jugaad.

The iCET also appears to be
part of the U.S.’s overall policy,
outlined in a recent Senate Foreign
Relations Committee report,
which urged President Joseph
Biden to address the ticklish issue
of India’s close strategic ties with
Moscow and particularly its
dependency on Russian arms. The
implicit suggestion in the February
2023 report was that India should
now begin sourcing its future
military kit from Washington,
conceivably via the iCET route.

Hopefully, the iCET will not fall
prey to Augustine’s Laws, the
tongue-in-cheek aphorisms
immortalised by Norman
Augustine, an Under Secretary of
the U.S. Army. One Law states that
the more time both sides spend
talking about what they had been
doing, the less time they had to
spend doing what they were
talking about. And eventually they
(could) end up spending more and
more time talking about less and
less, until �nally they spent all
their time talking about nothing.

The innate limitations in executing iCET 
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he meeting between
the Chief Ministers of
Telangana and And-

hra Pradesh on Saturday was
the �rst step towards improv-
ing ties between the two
States.

Telangana Chief Minister A.
Revanth Reddy and Andhra
Pradesh Chief Minister Chan-
drababu Naidu discussed sev-
eral issues that have strained
relations between the two
States for more than a decade.
The two hour-long meeting
comes at a time when opi-
nions on the bifurcation of
erstwhile united Andhra Pra-
desh continue to play a role in
the politics of both States.

The Chief Ministers decid-
ed to put in place a three-level
mechanism to resolve the bi-
furcation issues that arose af-
ter the enactment of the And-
hra Pradesh Reorganisation
Act, 2014, carving out a sepa-
rate State of Telangana. At the
�rst level is a committee of
three o�cials, each of the
rank of Chief Secretary from
the two States, who will come
up with solutions to pending
issues. If some disputes re-
main unresolved by the bu-
reaucrats, they will be re-
ferred to a committee of
ministers of the two States. Fi-
nally, the most vexatious is-
sues will be referred to the
two Chief Ministers.

Mr. Reddy and Mr. Naidu al-
so expressed keenness to
meet every now and then to
ensure that ties between their
States grow stronger. They
agreed to constitute a commit-
tee of senior Indian Police Ser-
vice o�cers to check the
movement of drugs and nar-
cotics between the two States.
They also tentatively reached

an agreement on information
and intelligence-sharing to
tackle this problem.

Past meetings
Similar meetings have taken
place in the past. E.S.L. Nara-
simhan, as Governor, con-
vened a meeting of former Te-
langana Chief Minister K.
Chandrashekar Rao and his
Andhra Pradesh counterpart,
Mr. Naidu, in 2015 with the ob-
jective of thrashing out a solu-
tion to bifurcation problems
between the two newly
formed States.

In 2019, too, Mr. Rao met
the then Andhra Pradesh
Chief Minister, Y.S. Jagan Mo-
han Reddy. Following their
meeting, the Andhra Pradesh
government handed over the
buildings in the State Secreta-
riat in its possession to Telan-
gana, paving the way for the
construction of the new Secre-
tariat building in Hyderabad.

Mr. Rao and Mr. Jagan Mo-
han Reddy met the next year
at the same venue in January
2020. They discussed again is-
sues of bifurcation and the
modalities to resolve them.
But the meeting drew �ak
from the Opposition Congress
later, with the party charging
Mr. Rao of allowing Andhra
Pradesh to draw more water
from the Krishna river than
the share allocated to it, at the
expense of Telangana’s
interests.

Seen against this back-
ground, the meeting of the

two Chief Ministers on Satur-
day assumes greater signi�-
cance. “They are intent on as-
suaging the hurt feelings of the
two sides because of the deci-
sions taken in the past. They
have resolved to take concrete
steps that will help improve
the bond between the two
States,” said a senior o�cial
who participated in the
meeting.

At a meeting of the Telugu
Desam Party (TDP)’s Telanga-
na leaders and cadres on Sun-
day. Mr. Naidu said that his go-
vernment would adopt a “give
and take” approach. He said
that the TDP government
would take decisions factoring
in the aspirations of the peo-
ple of both States. Mr. Naidu
told party workers that “the
persistence of problems bet-
ween the two States will not
accrue any bene�ts. The two
States will su�er if these pro-
blems continue”. This is why
it is imperative for Andhra Pra-
desh and Telangana to resolve
them amicably, he said. “We
(the two Chief Ministers) have
taken the responsibility, and
we will ensure that this hap-
pens,” he stressed.

The meeting and the subse-
quent statements are wel-
come. But whether the two
Chief Ministers will stick to
their resolve is the question.
Some issues are particularly
sticky — for instance, the divi-
sion of institutions under
Schedule IX and X of the And-
hra Pradesh Reorganisation
Act, water-sharing, and the
stalemate over power dues
payable by one another. The
two States have been at logger-
heads over these for a long
time. While it is a relief to see
e�orts being made towards es-
tablishing cordial ties, intent
alone will not su�ce. Only pa-
tience and persistence can
help the two States resolve fes-
tering issues and work in the
interests of the people.

A thaw in ties between Andhra and Telangana 

Patience and persistence are needed to solve long-pending issues 

M. Rajeev
rajeev.madabhushi@thehindu.co.in

A
s of July 9, 162 Maoist
deaths were reported in
India in 2024. Of these, 141

deaths were reported from Chhat-
tisgarh alone. This is among the
highest number of casualties suf-
fered by the extremists in the lar-
gely tribal State since the forma-
tion of the Communist Party of
India (Maoist) in 2004.

The Maoist deaths in 2024 are
the highest since 2009, when 154
insurgents were killed. That was al-
so the year when the Indian go-
vernment banned the group and
launched a military o�ensive code-
named ‘Operation Green Hunt’, in-
volving the Central Reserve Police
Force’s CoBRA force and the
Chhattisgarh police in “search and
comb” operations. Notably, the
current spike in the number of
deaths of left-wing extremists has
taken place after the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party returned to power in
the State in December 2023. 

Chart 1 shows year-wise deaths
of left-wing extremists in Chhattis-
garh. Apart from 2009 and 2024,
the Maoists also su�ered high
death tolls in 2016 and 2018. 

While the Maoists have su�ered
more casualties in recent years,
the deaths of security force per-
sonnel have come down. Chart 2
shows the number of deaths of ci-
vilians, security forces, and
Maoists over the years. In 2024, 14
security force personnel died in
the insurgency. The highest death
toll of security forces (198) was re-
corded in 2007. Of them, 55 were
police personnel who were killed
in a massive o�ensive launched by
the Maoists on a police base camp
in Bastar.

The number of civilian deaths
during the insurgency has also
been at its lowest since 2014, when
23 people were killed in Maoist at-
tacks. The highest number of civi-
lian deaths (184) were reported in
2006, largely in landmine attacks

on vehicles or when they were
caught in the cross�re between
the Maoists and security forces. 

The highest number of clashes
between the Maoists and security
forces this year took place in Bija-
pur district, south Chhattisgarh,
resulting in 74 Maoist deaths. 

Bijapur and neighbouring Suk-
ma district are home to 20 camps
set up by the Border Security
Force (BSF). Due to the intensity of
operations in this district, 33
Maoists surrendered in May. 

The BSF and the District Re-
serve Guard of Kanker district led
a joint operation in April which re-
sulted in the deaths of 29 Maoists,
including that of their top com-
mander, Shankar Rao. This year,
35 Maoist deaths have been re-
corded in Kanker. 

In Dantewada, where pitched
battles between the insurgents and
security forces over the years led
to an average 52 deaths of Maoists
between 2005 and 2008, 15
Maoists were killed in 2024. This is
despite the fact that more than 15
villages in the district were de-
clared ‘Maoist-free’ in 2021. 

Table 3 shows the district-wise
average of Maoist deaths every
four years from 2001 to 2024. 

A district-wise look at develop-
ment and welfare indicators in
Chhattisgarh (Table 4) and a com-
parison with Table 3 shows that
the intensity of the insurgency is
highest in districts which were re-
latively lacking in areas such as
sanitation and literacy. This could
either mean that the Maoists chose
to move in these districts, seeking
to tap into the discontent with the
Indian state, or that these districts
lag in development indicators be-
cause of the insurgency. 

Districts such as Dantewada, Bi-
japur, Sukma, Bastar, and Kanker
are also the most forested areas in
the State, which makes security
operations di�cult. Notwithstand-
ing the setbacks in recent months,
the Maoists retain their ability to
mount surprise attacks on security
forces, which suggests that the in-
surgency is not over in the State. 

In 2024, Maoists su�er severe setbacks in Chhattisgarh
The insurgency is at its peak in districts with poor development indicators

Nitika Francis
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The in�ow of equity
mutual funds in the
month of June

40,608
in ₹

crore.

There

was a 17% increase in equity mutual funds

inflow, when compared to May, as per the

Association of Mutual Funds in India. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of non-AC
coaches to be built
over next two �scals

10,000
In the

next

two

years, the overall count of non-AC coaches

will be increased by 22%, according to the

northern Railway. PTI

The number of jobs
added in India in FY24
as per the RBI

4.7
crore. The total number of

employed people in the

country rose to 64.33 crore

in 2023-24, spread over 27 sectors covering

the entire economy, according to data by

the Reserve Bank of India. PTI

The domestic air
passenger tra�c in the
month of June

1.32
crore. Domestic air

passenger traffic in June

was 3.7% lower than in

May but 6.3% higher compared to the

year-ago period. Air passenger traffic’s

momentum is expected to continue. PTI

The number of child
labourers rescued in
Delhi

23
children. The National Human

Rights Commission (NHRC)

issued a notice to the Delhi

government over reports of child labourers

rescued from the northwest district. PTI
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The story so far:

I
n February 2023, the Ministry of
Corporate A�airs (MCA) constituted
a Committee on Digital
Competition Law (CDCL) to

examine the need for a separate law on
competition in digital markets. The CDCL
deliberated on the issue for a year and
came to the conclusion that there was a
need to supplement the current ex-post
framework under the Competition Act,
2002 with an ex-ante framework. It laid
out this ex-ante framework in the draft
Digital Competition Bill. 

What is an ex-ante framework? 
The Competition Act, 2002 is the primary
legislation concerned for preventing
practices that have an adverse e�ect on
competition. It establishes the
Competition Commission of India (CCI) as
the national competition regulator. As
with competition law in all other
jurisdictions, the Competition Act, 2002
is based on an ex-post framework. This
means that the CCI can use its powers of
enforcement only after the
anti-competitive conduct has occurred. 

In the case of digital markets, the CDCL
has advocated for an ex-ante competition
regulation. This means that they want the
CCI’s enforcement powers to be
supplemented such that it allows it to
pre-empt and prevent digital enterprises
from indulging in anti-competitive
conduct in the �rst place. 

Ex-ante competition regulation is
unusual. The European Union is the only
jurisdiction where a comprehensive
ex-ante competition framework, under
the Digital Markets Act, is currently in
force. The CDCL agrees with this
approach because of the unique
characteristics of digital markets. First,
digital enterprises enjoy economies of
scale and economies of scope, that is,
reduction in cost of production per unit

as the number of units increase and
reduction in total costs of production with
increase in number of services
respectively. This propels them to grow
rather quickly as compared to players in
the traditional market. Second, this
growth is aided by network e�ects —
utility of the digital services increases
with the increase in the number of users. 

In this context, given that markets can
tip relatively quickly and irreversibly in
favour of the incumbents, it was found
that the extant framework provided for a
time consuming process, allowing
o�ending actors to escape timely scrutiny.
Therefore, the CDCL has advocated for
preventative obligations to supplement
the ex-post facto enforcement framework. 

What is the draft’s basic framework? 
The draft Bill follows the template of the
EU’s Digital Markets Act. It does not

intend to regulate all digital enterprises,
and places obligations only on those that
are “dominant” in digital market
segments. At present, the draft Bill
identi�es ten ‘core digital services’ such as
online search engines, social networking
services, video sharing platform services
etc. The draft Bill prescribes certain
quantitative standards for the CCI to
identify dominance of digital enterprises.
These are based on the ‘signi�cant
�nancial strength’ test which looks at
�nancial parameters and ‘signi�cant
spread’ test based on the number of users
in India. Even if the digital enterprise
does not meet quantitative standards, the
CCI may designate an entity as a
“systemically signi�cant digital enterprise
(SSDE)” based on qualitative standards. 

The primary obligation of SSDEs is to
not indulge in anti-competitive practices.
These require the SSDE to operate in a

fair, non-discriminatory and transparent
manner with its users. The draft Bill
prohibits SSDEs from favouring its own
products on its platform over those of
third parties (self-preferencing);
restricting availability of third party
applications and not allowing users to
change default settings; restricting
businesses users of the service from
directly communicating with their end
users (anti-steering) and tying or bundling
of non-essential services to the service
being demanded by the user. SSDEs also
cannot cross utilise user data collected
from the core digital service for another
service and non-public data of users
cannot be used to give unfair advantage to
the SSDE’s own service. 

What has been the response? 
The overriding sentiment towards the
draft Bill has been one of opposition.
First, there is considerable scepticism on
how well an ex-ante model of regulation
will work. This stems in part from the fact
that it seems to be transposed from the
EU to India without taking into account
di�erentiating factors between the two
jurisdictions and the lack of evidence of it
actually working well there. This is
compounded by concerns of its potential
negative e�ects on investments for
start-ups in India and that they might be
deterred to scale up to prevent meeting
quantitative thresholds. Studies have also
shown that restrictions on tying and
bundling and data usage would negatively
impact MSMEs that have come to rely
signi�cantly on big tech to reduce
operational costs and enhance customer
outreach. 

Interestingly, a group of Indian
start-ups have supported the draft Bill
arguing that it would address concerns
against monopolistic practices by big
tech. However, they have argued for a
revision of �nancial and user based
thresholds citing concerns that it may
lead to domestic start-ups being brought
within the regulatory net.

The writer is a technology policy
consultant.

What is the draft Digital Competition Bill?
How is an ex-post framework di�erent from an ex-ante framework? Why does the draft Bill encourage an ex-ante competition regulation? What framework does

the European Union follow? What are systemically signi�cant digital enterprises?
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Trishee Goyal
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In February 2023, the Ministry
of Corporate A�airs (MCA)
constituted a Committee on
Digital Competition Law (CDCL)
to examine the need for a
separate law on competition in
digital markets.
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In the case of digital markets,
the CDCL has advocated for an
ex-ante competition
regulation. This means that
they want the CCI’s
enforcement powers to be
supplemented such that it
allows it to pre-empt and
prevent digital enterprises from
indulging in anti-competitive
conduct in the first place.
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The overriding sentiment
towards the draft Bill has been
one of opposition. First, there is
considerable scepticism on
how well an ex-ante model of
regulation will work. This
stems in part from the fact that
it seems to be transposed from
the EU to India without taking
into account di�erentiating
factors between the two
jurisdictions.

The story so far:

T
he Indian Cellular and
Electronics Association (ICEA),
an industry body representing
mobile and other electronics

assembly and manufacturing units, has
called for a reduction of tari�s on certain
components for smartphones. The
demand appears, at �rst blush, to be at
odds with the goal of the government —
and domestic players — to expand the
domestic industrial base for components.
However, the ICEA, whose members have
included Apple and Foxconn, has argued
that it opposes tari� cuts for components
that are widely manufactured in India,
such as open cells and LED light parts.

Why impose tari� cuts?
Reducing input costs for smartphone
assembly units is the obvious reason for
these demands. However, a principal
justi�cation makers cite for reduced
tari�s on components is the saturation of

the domestic market: nearly every phone
made in India is assembled domestically,
and the surplus is exported. By units,
smartphones were the �fth largest
classi�able commodity exported in the
�nancial year 2022–23, compared to
2015–16, when the rank was 178. The
implication goes, now that domestic
demand is ful�lled, the need for high
component tari�s has dimmed. 

The second justi�cation, the industry
cites, is the nature of the speci�c
components that it is seeking duty cuts
for: Printed Circuit Boards (PCBs) and
sub-assemblies, which are highly
complex, and miniaturised inputs for
smartphones, are not close to being made
in India, increasing costs for local
assembly operations. Domestic
manufacturing of these components’
could take around eight years, Pankaj
Mohindroo, ICEA’s president estimated.

In addition, the ICEA said in a report
last year, “the overall aggregate demand
necessary for domestic investment in
some inputs is much larger than the

demand created by the prevailing
production level.” This e�ectively means
that current tari� levels on PCBs (20%)
and other inputs are not resulting in
increased domestic production of these
components; rather, they are increasing
the costs of assembly, as the components
have to be assembled anyway. 

The tari�s are also leading to a strange
consequence: domestic component
makers are jacking up prices they quote
to assembly units to a “just noticeable
di�erence” below the net cost of an
imported component. Cutting tari�s
would force domestic component makers
to cut their prices and relieve operating
expense pressure for assembly units. 

What about foreign competitors?
The industry is casting these proposed
changes as a “competitive re-alignment”
to keep up with other main electronics
manufacturing giants in China, Vietnam,
Thailand and Mexico. Vietnam’s “bonded
zones,” which have special exemptions on
duties, allow assembly and

manufacturing units based there to enjoy
much lower tari�s on component
imports. “If Indian companies such as
Micromax and Lava want their phone to
be competitive in the global market, they
should not think of import substitution
when selecting parts and components,”
ICEA argues. “They should use the best
available technologies to make their
phones, regardless of the fact the
technologies are made in India or not.”

“When China started to assemble
smartphones 15 years ago, Chinese �rms’
only contribution was labour intensive
assembly, accounting for about 3.6% of
the total manufacturing value addition,”
the ICEA report says. “But, today, Chinese
�rms have captured about 25 per cent of
the manufacturing value added by
providing battery, camera �lter, glass
back-cover, stainless frame, printed
circuit board assembly, and other parts,
which are technology intensive and o�er
higher value added than pure assembly
service,” the ICEA points out. “[T]here is a
need to scale up production of
smartphones. At this stage this can only
be done by increasing exports. To
increase exports, smartphones have to be
competitive vis a vis China and Vietnam.
This would require reducing tari�s and
most importantly maintaining a stability
in the tari� regime.”

Smartphone assembly units have been
buoyed by the production linked
incentive scheme for mobile
manufacturing, which subsidises phones
which are domestically assembled. 

On reducing tari�s for
smartphone components
Why is the industry body calling for tari� cuts if it wants to expand domestic production?

Aroon Deep
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The Indian Cellular and
Electronics Association (ICEA),
an industry body representing
mobile and other electronics
assembly and manufacturing
units, has called for a reduction
of tari�s on certain
components for smartphones.

�

Reducing input costs for
smartphone assembly units is
the obvious reason for these
demands.

�

“If Indian companies such as
Micromax and Lava want their
phone to be competitive in the
global market, they should not
think of import substitution
when selecting parts and
components,” ICEA argues.
“They should use the best
available technologies to make
their phones, regardless of the
fact the technologies are made
in India or not.”
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Kumar, Vijay and Tripathi, Tulika, ‘Timely
Access to Public Health Facilities for
Pregnancy Care in Tribal Gujarat: A
Geospatial Analysis’, Economic & Political
Weekly, Vol. 59, Issue No. 22, Jun 01, 2024 

A
UN report in May 2023
highlighted that India
accounted for over 17% of
global maternal deaths in 2020,

holding the highest share among the 10
countries responsible for 60% of global
maternal deaths, stillbirths, and newborn
deaths. The report emphasised the
critical need to focus on maternal
healthcare to achieve the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) aimed at
improving maternal and child health
outcomes and ensuring access to quality
healthcare services (UNDP 2017).

Many articles have researched various
aspects of maternal and pregnancy care
in India. While some have focused on
socio-economic factors, such as societal
norms and �nancial constraints, that
a�ect maternal healthcare access and
outcomes in various regions of the
country, others have examined issues
related to the lack of infrastructure,
policies, and government intervention
that hinder the provision of quality
maternal healthcare services.

This paper by Vijay Kumar and Tulika
Tripathi examines access to maternal
healthcare facilities from a geospatial
perspective. Timely access to healthcare
during pregnancy is necessary to ensure a
healthy delivery, to prevent maternal and
infant mortality, and to provide proper
care for both mother and infant after
birth. While many healthcare facilities
may exist within a State, it is crucial to
assess whether these facilities are
concentrated in speci�c regions or
distributed equitably across all areas,
ensuring accessibility to all people,
particularly those on the social and spatial
peripheries of society. Thus, an analysis
that considers both temporal and spatial
aspects of healthcare, rather than solely
focusing on population and

socio-economic factors, becomes crucial.

Methodology
The study focuses on Gujarat’s tribal
population, constituting 14.8% of the total
population, scattered across 14 districts.
The study used GIS data, data from the
National Family Health Survey and
geocoded health facilities spread across
districts with higher concentrations of
tribal population including Dahod,
Banaskantha, Sabarkantha, Aravalli,
Mahisagar, Bharuch, Surat, Tapi, Dang,
Navsari, Valsad, Panchmahal, Chhota
Udaipur, and Narmada. To understand
the accessibility of healthcare centres, the
authors also used a car, a motorcycle and
walking as the three modes of
transportation to reach tertiary,
secondary and primary health centres.

Through spatial analysis, mapping, and
quantitative methods, the article gives a
visual and quantitative understanding of
the distribution of healthcare facilities
within tribal regions across these districts
and evaluates the extent to which people
can access healthcare facilities for timely
maternal care.

Mapping healthcare disparities
While the distribution of public health
centres is expected to adhere to
population norms and geographical
considerations as per Indian Public
Health Standards 2022, the authors
highlight a bias towards population
norms, often neglecting geographical
factors. Consequently, many rural and
tribal residents experience inadequate
access to healthcare facilities, as
resources are concentrated in urban areas
to manage the growing population in
smaller urban clusters. This disparity
disproportionately disadvantages women,
who are already hindered by limited
resources and transportation access when
seeking healthcare services.

The paper reveals that the average
coverage of pregnancy care in Gujarat’s
tribal districts is 88%. About 80% of
women receive antenatal care (ANC),
while 90% give birth at healthcare
facilities, and 92% receive postnatal care

(PNC) for themselves and their infants.
However, ANC coverage is notably lower
in districts such as Banaskantha,
Mahisagar, Sabarkantha, Dahod, and
Bharuch. In Banaskantha and Bharuch,
pregnancy care falls below
WHO-prescribed thresholds in at least
two care indicators. On the other hand,
districts including Surat, Tapi, Dang,
Navsari, and Valsad demonstrate better
pregnancy care outcomes meeting WHO
standards. The neglect of ANC is
particularly concerning, even in districts
with higher overall pregnancy care rates.
Moreover, it showed that the
worst-performing districts are in the
north near Rajasthan and northwest near
Madhya Pradesh, while the
best-performing districts are in the south
near Maharashtra. 

This spatial analysis highlights distinct
pregnancy care patterns within these
tribal districts, pinpointing the
geographical epicentre of the issue which
can guide targeted interventions. The
analysis also underscores the critical need
to prioritise maternal and childcare
improvements in these
tribal-concentrated districts, with
emphasis on enhancing ANC services.

Transportation constraints
As mentioned before, the authors used
di�erent modes of transportation to travel
to the nearest tertiary, secondary and
primary healthcare facilities to try and
understand the possible bottlenecks faced
by patients. It is worth mentioning that
the authors admit to making assumptions
about road connectivity and vehicle
ownership in their analysis. Social norms
and limited resources often prevent
women, especially in rural areas, from
using motorcycles, and there is limited
public transportation available.
Therefore, these factors must be
considered when interpreting the �ndings
of the paper that uses hypothetical
distance norms and time criteria.

The analysis shows that over 50% of
households reside more than 25 km away
from tertiary care facilities while about
30% of households live away from

community healthcare centres and
primary healthcare centres. Such
geographical constraints further limit
women’s access to health facilities even
during pregnancy-related emergencies.
And even if women are taken to hospitals
in case of delivery complications, the
proportion of women taken to health
facilities for ANC and PNC after
pregnancy remains inadequate. 

The geospatial analysis also �nds that
health facilities are resources
concentrated in urban regions,
con�rming previous research works. 

Distance and time
When discussing access to healthcare,
a�ordability and infrastructure are often
the primary considerations. This study
emphasises critical factors during
emergencies, particularly in maternal and
infant health: distance and time. Ensuring
that public healthcare is easily accessible
is crucial, especially for socially and
economically disadvantaged populations
who often face geographical barriers as
well. For these communities, travelling
long distances to private hospitals and
bearing high transportation costs are not
feasible options. Thus, it is imperative to
implement policies that establish
well-equipped public healthcare centres
in easily accessible locations for
disadvantaged communities.

Implementing such policies is essential
not only to enhance social sector
indicators but also to achieve UN SDGs.
These e�orts are vital to protect and
improve healthcare access for vulnerable
populations across the country

Looking at the tribal districts in
Gujarat, where the population faces high
levels of poverty, malnutrition, and
inadequate healthcare access, the study
highlights a broader national issue: the
challenge of healthcare inaccessibility for
disadvantaged communities due to
geographical constraints, including issues
of time, distance, and limited
transportation options in the peripheral
areas of a region. The study signi�cantly
contributes to our understanding of
maternal health. 

Geospatial view on maternal healthcare
for the tribal population in Gujarat 
A look at how geographical location and factors such as time and distance determine access to health facilities for communities in the periphery of

society. This spatial analysis highlights distinct pregnancy care patterns within tribal districts 

Accessible for all: A tribal Adivasi woman in her hut in Anjankund Village in the Dang district of Gujarat on June 11. VIJAY SONEJI

Rebecca Rose Varghese 
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QUESTION 1

Sunil Gavaskar is the only
player to have scored a
century in the first innings
and a double century in the
second innings. Against
whom and in which ground
did he achieve this
remarkable feat? 
X

QUESTION 2

In which ground did
Gavaskar score his only
century in ODIs and against
whom? 
X

QUESTION 3

For which English county
did Gavaskar play as their
overseas cricketer in the

year 1980? 
X

QUESTION 4

In his test career spanning
125 tests and 198 dismissals,
Gavaskar has been run out
only five times and stumped
two times. Interestingly, in
one series, he got two
dismissals in successive test
matches. Who was the
opposition? 
X

QUESTION 5

Which bowler has dismissed
the maestro most times in
tests? 
X

QUESTION 6

Gavaskar has been involved
in triple century partnership
in tests once. Who was his
partner? 

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. The christened name of Guru Dutt.
He was part of this dancer's team in Almora. Ans:

Vasanth Kumar Padukone; Uday Shankar

2. The number of Hindi films Dutt directed. Ans:

Eight

3. This Indian cinema icon featured in the Dutt’s
directorial debut. Ans: Dev Anand

4. The cinematographer who cranked the camera
in all of Dutt's directorial e�orts. Ans: V.K.

Murthy

5. The classic which was based on a story idea
called ‘Kashmakash’ written by Dutt. Ans:

Pyaasa

6. This person drew all the cartoons of Mr & Mrs.

55. Ans: R.K. Laxman

7. A coincidence which connects Sanjeev Kumar
and Guru Dutt. Ans: Both were born on July 9

Visual: Name this film and its achievement. Ans:

Kaagaz Ke Phool, the country's first

CinemaScope film

Early Birds: Seema Das| Prashant Nain| Sadhan
Kumar Panda| Purnoor Kaur| Golu Kumar

THE DAILY QUIZ

Sunil Gavaskar, arguably the greatest opening batsman of the game, turns 75 on July 10.
Here is a quiz on the little master’s illustrious career

X

Visual question:

Identify this batsman with whom Gavaskar has been involved in four century
partnerships in ODIs, the most with any partner? THE HINDU

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Soorya Prakash. N

“Meaning of ‘rain check’ (K. Ambika).”
“This colloquial expression came into

being in 1890 in the U.S. The expression
seems to have been coined by the Detroit
Baseball Association. ‘Rain check’
referred to the ticket stub which the
spectators received when they went to see
a baseball game. If the game was
cancelled because of rain, the spectators
were allowed to use the same ticket to see
another game on a later date. In some
cases, a separate ‘check’ was issued which
allowed the spectators to see the game. So
‘rain check’ was given to people
whenever a baseball game was postponed
because of bad weather.

With passage of time, the expression
‘rain check’ took on a wider meaning. It
referred to a postponement of any kind,
not just the postponement of a baseball
game. The postponement could be a
dinner, a sports event, etc. If somebody
invites you to see a �lm and you say, “I am
busy this evening, but I will take a rain
check on the o�er”, what you mean is,
you are interested in seeing the �lm, but
on a later date. In other words, you are
not turning down the invitation, but
merely postponing the date of
acceptance. The usual expression is ‘take
a rain check’ on something. 

Dinner tonight? I cannot make it. But I
will take a rain check on it.

Pramod invited me to breakfast, but I
took a rain check on his o�er. 

‘To take a rain check’ is an informal
expression and is generally used in
American English.”

“Which is correct, ‘His native is
Madurai’ or ‘His native place is
Madurai’?” (Padmavathi, Madurai).

“The �rst sentence is incorrect. The
second sentence ‘His native place is
Madurai’ is correct.

Ashok’s native place is Nagpur. 
Kasturi’s native place is Bombay. 
A native speaker of English may �nd

such sentences slightly odd. He would
instead say — ‘Ashok is a native of Nagpur,
Kasturi is a native of Bombay.’ The more
common expression nowadays is ‘home
town.’ The expression ‘home town’ is
American in origin. 

Ashok’s home town is Nagpur. 
Kasturi’s home town is Bombay. 
In the 19th century, the phrase ‘native

place’ was used by English writers and
speakers. But I learn that it is rarely used
these days in the U.K. ”

“Di�erence between ‘audience’ and
‘spectators’ (A. Vaena Padmavathi).”

“The word ‘spectator’ is derived from
the Latin word ‘specere,’ which means ‘to
look at’. ‘Audience’ is derived from the
Latin word ‘audire’ which means ‘to hear.’
So ‘audience’ refers to a group of people
who have come to listen to something,
while spectators are those who have come
to look at something.

The people who go to see cricket and
hockey matches are called spectators. So
are the people who go to see a circus or a
boxing match. ‘Audience’ in current
English is applied to those who see and
hear concerts, operas, plays, movies,
radio, television, etc. It is also applied to
readers of a book, magazine, author, etc. 

She is a writer and has a vast audience.
Published in The Hindu on August 18,

1992.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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A
former British prime minister once said
that “a week is a long time in politics”.
That’s exactly what Marine le Pen, the

leader of the right wing National Rally in France, has
discovered. The country held the first round of its
last general election on June 30. The outcome
suggested that le Pen would be the next prime
minister. A week later, in the second round, her party
was pushed back to the third place.

The New Popular Front, a last-minute
alliance of Left and Green parties, got 182
seats in the National Assembly, Macron’s
Ensemble coalition got 163, and the
National Rally 143 seats. Overall, France
has a hung Parliament, since no party has a
majority in the 577 member Assembly.
That’s not all. The French system is such
that the president can be from a di�erent
party than its prime minister. That’s what
has also happened. The president is in
charge of foreign and security policy. The
prime minister runs domestic policies. It’s
a strange system that allows a peculiar
system of checks and balances. It’s not the
first time that France has a president who is
from a di�erent party than the prime
minister. It happened before at the end of
the 1990s. 

It used to be said about the French
Revolution that it had fundamental causes
and immediate causes. This seems true
even today. The fundamental cause for the
current impasse is a strong French social
preference for the Left. The immediate
cause for the slow growth in popularity of
the Right is unchecked immigration, which
the Left doesn’t seem to mind much. This
election has shown how split the voters are
between the fundamental and immediate
causes. It also shows how French politics
since the mid-19th century hasn’t changed
much and has been volatile and
unpredictable. The French people don’t
seem to be able to make up their minds
between an ideological preference and a
felt practical need. They often end up with
indeterminate governments. It’s worth
noting in this context that Iran too has had
a similarly surprising result. A left leaning
candidate has won the presidential runo�s.
The election became necessary after
President Raisi died in a helicopter crash
last May. The successful candidate, Masood
Pezeshkian, a heart doctor, is a reformist
and it will be interesting to see how things
shape up there. 

It does not seem wise to generalise but it
does seem as if in the group rights vs
individual rights choice, for the moment at
least there is an increasingly revealed
preference for individual rights. France has
been at the forefront of this movement
since its revolution in 1789 and is still the
intellectual leader when it comes to
combining political democracy and
economic socialism that can at times mimic
communism. As the last Indian general
election showed in June, India, too, is
following that intellectual lead. It’s
articulated di�erently in India but the
overall approach and outcome are similar. 

Bewildering verdict 
France’s ‘socialist’ mandate seems a confused one 

WEDNESDAY - JULY 10, 2024

Tax breaks needed
Apropos ‘Personal tax regime needs
some tweaks’ (July 9), it was almost a
decade back when Section 80C
deduction limit was capped at ₹1.5
lakh, while inflation has increased
significantly since then. It is time the
Finance Minister increased this limit to
at least ₹4 lakh as also the Section
80CCD limit for NPS. 
This will have a double impact. First, it
will put more money in the hands of
the people which will boost
consumption. And, second, it will
motivate individuals to invest more
into ELSS and NPS, which in turn will
generate better returns and create a
bigger pool for their retirement. The
rise in real estate prices has made
housing una�ordable for the lower
middle-class. An increase in Section

80C deduction can help ease the
situation. 
Bal Govind
Noida

Simplify filing of returns
Filing tax returns must be made a lot
easier. A majority of tax filers either
have to take the help of tax
consultants or CAs which involves a
further cost. They, in turn, ask for bank
statements, Form 16, TDS deducted
by banks, and what not.
Since all details are readily available
why not directly demand the taxes to
be paid by means of a pre-filled form.
This will reduce the tensions of the
taxpayer in computing personal tax
liability. 
Anthony Henriques
Mumbai

Training of workforce
This refers to ‘Labour pains’ (July 9).
Labour is an area that has been
badly neglected by successive
governments. It was R Venkatraman
who, as the Minister of Industries,
paved the way for industrialising
Tamil Nadu. 
He created Industrial Estates like
Guindy in Chennai. To feed the
industries with a skilled workforce
ITIs were set up to train the
jobseekers to work in the newly
established industries. Then came
the system of apprenticeship and
minimum wage, safety related
legislation, etc.
But over a period of time such
systems were given up and
everything was left to market
forces. 

The government is largely to blame
for not addressing the skilling needs
of the workforce.
AG Rajmohan
Anantapur, AP

Legal services
Apropos ‘Why exempt lawyers from
consumer law?’ (July 9), the apex
court says that law as a profession is
not commercial in nature and is a
service-oriented. But lawyers as
agents of their clients are bound to
keep up a fiduciary relationship and
liable to them for any lapses in their
service which may cause a client’s
defeat in a suit, resulting in loss of
money and time. The prowess of the
lawyer is vital to aptly counter the
plainti� as defence lawyer or to
ensure the plainti�’s victory. A client

who loses a case due to wrong
arguments is akin to a dissatisfied
consumer. A relook of this verdict is a
must.
NR Nagarajan
Sivakasi, TN

India-Russia ties
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
two-day visit to Russia will fortify
India’s relationship with the country.
Economically, India gains a lot from
Russia. Especially, it gets a boost for
its energy and defence sectors. That
said, India should have a good
relationship with the US, too. One
should not be oblivious to the fact
that the dollar is a global reserve
currency. 
S Ramakrishnasayee
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.

T
he Central Board of
Directors, Reserve Bank of
India on May 22, 2024,
decided to transfer the
highest-ever surplus income

(profit) of ₹2.1 trillion to the
government. How was it possible to earn
such a large amount of profit in FY24?
Will it stoke inflation in the economy? Is
it desirable to transfer such a large sum
to the government? An attempt has been
made here to answer these questions.

The RBI earns income from both
domestic assets (sovereign papers) and
foreign assets. The rate of earning from
domestic assets is typically higher than
that from foreign assets due to the
di�erence in yield between the domestic
and foreign assets. After structural
reforms implemented since 1991, the
composition of RBI’s assets has
undergone a sea change in favour of
foreign assets. Earning from foreign
assets has not been impressive since the
global financial crisis due to low interest
rates prevailing in Western countries. 

During 2023-24, earning from foreign
assets was significantly high following
relatively higher interest rates prevailing
in Western countries throughout the
year due to tight monetary policy
pursued by them. During the second half
of 2023-24, RBI earned a good amount of
income from commercial banks as the
daily average injection of liquidity was
₹1 trillion as against net absorption
earlier in the post-Covid period. Profit
was also booked as and when RBI sold
foreign exchange at an exchange rate
higher than the weighted average cost
(holding rate).

According to the details available
from the latest RBI Annual Report, total
expenditure in FY24 was ₹64,694 crore,
which was way below the ₹1,48,037
crore in FY23 mainly due to a drastically
low level of provisioning requirement at

₹42,820 crore in FY24 as against
₹1,30,876 crore in FY23. Due to the
softening of yield (corresponding
increase in asset prices), the need for the
provisioning requirement was reduced
in FY24. 

TRANSFERS INFLATIONARY?

In an accounting sense, profit transfer
per se neither a�ects the size of the RBI
balance sheet nor contributes to the
reserve money expansion. The balance
sheet size remains unchanged as the
undistributed profit, which is a part of
RBI’s other liabilities, is reduced and
simultaneously the central
government’s balance with RBI is
increased, one o�setting the other.
While computing the reserve money, a
fall in the non-monetary liability due to
profit transfer is o�set by a decline in
the net RBI credit to the central
government. Consequently, there is no
reserve money expansion that causes
inflation. 

However, as soon as the government
starts spending from the profit received
from the RBI, reserve money expansion
takes place, which may contribute to
inflation. Counterarguments are also
available in the literature. Anything RBI
earns becomes a non-monetary liability
till it remains in its balance sheet. For its
productive use, this should go back to
the economy through profit transfer to
the government. Being the owner of RBI,
the government has a rightful claim over
the seigniorage revenue. Budgetary
provision is made every year about the
transfer of profit to the government by
PSUs, including profit from the RBI.
This year’s profit transfer exceeded the
budgetary provision by a wide margin. A
large profit transfer either reduces
government borrowing or o�sets
revenue shortfall from other segments
like disinvestment. According to

conventional wisdom, large fiscal
deficits significantly contribute to
inflation. Fiscal profligacy has been a
cause for concern leading to inflation
everywhere due to Covid-related
expansionary budgets since 2020. In
India too, both Central and State
governments deviated from the fiscal
discipline embedded in the FRBM Act. 

However, the burden of Covid-19
management in India fell largely on the
RBI. The cash outgo from the budget
was limited and the fiscal deficit was
prudentially managed compared to
many other countries. Currently, the
government has a medium-term
strategy of reverting to fiscal discipline
in a time-bound manner. Large profit
transfer by RBI allows the government
to pursue capex-heavy fiscal
consolidation. In that sense, large profit
transfers from the RBI may not
necessarily be inflationary.

NEGLIGIBLE PAID-UP CAPITAL

The paid-up capital of the RBI is
negligible. Hence, there is a need for
provision towards a contingency risk
bu�er (CRB). In India, the requirement
of contingency reserves (asset
development reserves included) was
examined several times by di�erent
working groups. The earlier working
groups recommended maintaining CRB
at 12 per cent of the total assets. A part
of the profit was therefore appropriated
towards contingency reserves every year
before the profit was transferred to the
government. Recently, the Bimal Jalan
Committee revisited the issue and
recommended that RBI should maintain
CRB (available realised equity) ranging
from 5.5-6.5 per cent of total assets as
the economic capital, which includes a

large balance built up under the CGRA
(Currency and Gold Revaluation
Account), is fairly robust and one of the
highest among its peers. A higher level of
CRB was relevant when the CGRA
balance was low. 

Due to the prevailing macroeconomic
conditions and Covid-related
requirements, the RBI maintained CRB
at 5.5 per cent of total assets from
2018-19 to 2021-22 and transferred the
remaining surplus to the government.
As the macroeconomic conditions
improved, the CRB was raised to 6 per
cent in 2022-23 and further to the upper
limit of 6.5 per cent of total assets in
2023-24 before the profit transfer. If the
RBI balance sheet is fairly strong,
particularly due to pursuance of
conservative accounting practices,
seigniorage revenue in any year would
depend on surplus income over
expenditure (including provision),
irrespective of its size.

In India, inflationary pressure is
receding slowly like in many other
countries. Core inflation is well below 4
per cent. Food inflation, which remains
elevated, may converge to the target as
the South-West monsoon is predicted to
be normal in 2024. The real economy is
performing near its potential. Hence,
overheating fear is yet to emerge. Rural
demand, which has been sluggish for
some time, may revive soon and help
sustain growth. A handsome profit
transfer from RBI in such a situation
would contribute to a capex-heavy fiscal
consolidation, contain twin deficits and
impart macroeconomic balance.

The writer is RBI Chair Professor at Utkal University and
former Principal Advisor and Head of the Monetary
Policy Department of RBI. Views are personal

Nothing wrong
with large RBI
transfers to govt

A large profit transfer
either reduces government
borrowing or offsets
revenue shortfall from other
segments like disinvestment.

POSITIVE EFFECTS. They will help the govt reduce
borrowings and contribute to capex-led fiscal consolidation

BARENDRA KUMAR BHOI

GETTY IMAGES

T
here is much anticipation that
the Finance Minister would
unravel a momentous Budget.

Expectations are that the Budget would
announce bold next-gen reforms which
would help realise the ‘dream’ of a
resurgent, inclusive and a growing
economy further feeding into the higher
goal of Viksit Bharat by 2047.

The vital role the manufacturing
sector plays for building a ‘Viksit Bharat’
is well known. No country in the world
has grown and prospered without a
strong manufacturing base. A fillip to
manufacturing would help the private
sector to strongly emerge as a growth
multiplier for the economy through its
contribution towards growth,
employment, FDI and exports. 

Hence, the share of manufacturing in
GDP should increase from around 16 per
cent at present to at least 25 per cent in
the near future. A toolbox of policies in
the Budget would provide a fillip to the
manufacturing sector. Here are some
suggestions to strengthen the sector’s
growth: 

A key area of importance is to

continue to focus on the ease of doing
business. While much progress has been
made, there is more work to be done.
The Budget should continue its work on
simplifying, rationalising and digitising
regulatory compliances, reducing tax
litigation, etc., to facilitate ease of doing
business for industry. Besides, issues
relating to exit of businesses should also
be brought within the ambit of National
Single Window System platform under
the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code
(IBC) as well as the Companies Act,
2013. Special focus should be laid on
ensuring strict adherence to timelines
for both start and closure of businesses.

Besides, a continued focus on
decriminalisation of business laws and
the introduction of the Samadhan
scheme for Customs on the lines of
Sabka Vishwas - Vivad Se Vishwas
Scheme for Income Tax, for clearing
long pending legal cases, would inspire
business confidence.

The government should work
towards phasing out cross-subsidisation
of power by industry to other consumers
by rationalising power cost and
withdrawing cross-subsidisation of
railway passenger fares by freight to
reduce logistics cost. Bringing electricity

and petroleum products under GST will
also improve the quality of power and
reduce logistics costs by making road
transport cheaper.

With industry 4.0 becoming a reality,
a thrust to make manufacturing future
ready becomes imperative. The
government may consider creating two
missions, namely, a Mission on
Advanced Manufacturing which would
focus on smart and advanced
manufacturing technologies, and a
Mission on Advanced Materials to
identify key advanced materials and
develop roadmaps from mining to their
commercial use.

Another confidence booster would
be to provide tax certainty to businesses
by maintaining the corporate tax rates at
the current levels.

The Production Linked Incentive
(PLI) scheme is a pivotal reform
undertaken by the government to
promote domestic manufacturing at
scale. 

The scheme should be extended to
more areas such as the labour-intensive
and sunrise sectors which have a huge
potential to boost manufacturing,
employment and exports. 

Finally, a thrust to manufacturing
would remain incomplete unless
government investment continues to be
the bulwark of the investment cycle. The
Budget should increase capex by around
25 per cent in FY25, for investing in
infrastructure with a special focus on
rural infrastructure which would have a
positive spill-over e�ect on the economy
and industry.

A Budget which is bold in ideas and
firm in execution would go a long way in
fostering manufacturing growth and
helping reach the goalpost of a
developed India by 2047.

The writer is Director General, CII

Budget should catalyse manufacturing resurgence

Chandrajit Banerjee

PLI SCHEME. Must be extended to
more sectors

Streamlining regulatory compliances, phasing out cross-subsidisation of power by industry and higher capex by govt will help

POCKET RAVIKANTH
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C
haritable trusts have
played an important role
in the development of the

country. In times of calamities
like floods etc trusts have served
the needy in the most remote
parts of the country. 

Tax exemption for trusts has
helped to a large extent and has
stood the test of time despite the
rigours of compliance and
laborious housekeeping
challenges associated with it. But
there have been cases of misuse
of trusts resulting in diversion of
funds as also fundamental
governance related matters like
trustees perpetuating their
positions and sometimes
compromising it as well. 

This article, however, focusses
on the tax aspects of trusts. 

THE BACKGROUND

The provisions relating to
taxation of trusts is contained in
sections 11 to 13 of the Income
Tax Act (The Act) and are
nothing short of a nightmare as
far as compliance is concerned. 

Right from the time of
registration to cancellation, the
procedural rigmarole tests the
patience of the most experienced
professionals. The root cause of
the problem is claiming the tax
exemption and ensuring that the
accumulation is invested in the
modes specified in section 11(5)
of the Act. 

Trusts have two streams of
inflows. The corpus donations
which flow directly to the balance
sheet and the income donations
which flow through the Income
and Expenditure account. Trusts
have to ensure that all income
donations and other income are
applied to the extent of 85 per
cent and 15 per cent is to be
accumulated and invested. 

For this purpose application
includes both revenue and capital
expenditure and defrayed for the
objects of the trust as specified in
the trust deed. In today’s context
some trusts do make huge
surpluses but do not pay any
income taxes. 

They are however subject to
GST on specific services
rendered like subscription from
members, delegate fees for
seminars for members etc. 

In the context of expanding
the tax base, is it not the right
time to levy tax on the surplus
declared by trusts?

THE LOGIC

The distinction between
charitable objects and
quasi-commercial activities

carried on by the trusts is getting
hazy and interpretative. 

Various clubs and Chambers of
Commerce face tax challenges on
the grounds that the concept of
mutuality which was the
foundation of tax exemption is no
longer relevant. 

Imparting of knowledge by
conduct of seminars and
workshops no doubt come under
the activity of “educational” but
by charging members and
non-members for the same and
making a surplus from it smacks
of commercial intent, is the stand
of the department. 

Hairsplitting on such matters
has lead to confusion and lack of
clarity leading to unnecessary
litigation. 

The Direct Taxes Code Bill
2013 had contained a clear
recommendation that on all
Gross Receipts minus Gross
Outgoings, Trusts should be
levied a 15 per cent tax subject to
a basic exemption of ₹1 lakh.
There was also a
recommendation that Trusts
should be free to make their own
investments on the
accumulations rather than the
Act specifying the modes of
investment. 

In e�ect the recommendations
were far reaching, as they equated
Trusts with other normal
business entity for tax purposes. 

A calibrated approach to
taxation of trusts is a better
option than going the whole hog.
For starters a nominal tax of 10
per cent on the surplus declared
by trusts is a good way to begin.
The investment restrictions as
stipulated in section 11(5) should
continue till the overall
governance framework of trusts
is revisited in a comprehensive
manner along with the host of
procedures that are now sucking
the time and energy of people
managing the a�airs of trusts. 

At the end of it all there has to
be trust in trusts rather than
mistrust.

The writer is a Chartered Accountant

Bridge the ‘trust’ deficit

R Anand

TAXING TRUSTS. Knotty issues
/ISTOCKPHOTO

Taxing of trusts must follow a calibrated approach 

R
ecently, markets reached
unprecedented heights, with
the Sensex surpassing the
80,000 mark on July 4. One
of the key drivers of this

ongoing bull run is the increased retail
participation. 

The number of demat accounts has
surged from around 4 crore in March
2020 to approximately 14 crore,
indicating that over 10 crore new Indian
investors have embarked on the wealth
creation journey in recent years. 

Additionally, many are participating
in the markets through mutual funds. As
of May 2024, the total number of mutual
fund folios stood at 18.60 crore, with
individual investors holding ₹35.54-lakh
crore in mutual funds. Overall, investors
are a happier lot.

While financial wealth is on the rise,
the growth in human capital remains a
significant concern. In India, the youth
unemployment rate (usual status) was
estimated at 12.4 per cent in 2022, over
12 times higher than the adult
unemployment rate. In numerical
terms, 14.5 million young men and 4.4
million young women were unemployed
in 2022. 

Worryingly, the youth unemployment
rate is in tandem with education level,
with the highest rates among those with
a graduate degree or higher. This
indicates a mismatch of skills. 

Moreover, a large proportion of
Indian youth are neither in education,
employment, nor training. Individuals
spent a lot of time analysing their
portfolio returns and other financial
metrics. However, what is often
overlooked is how the employment
opportunities or lack of it will impact
human capital.

For many investors especially the
younger ones, human capital comprises
a larger and significant component of
overall wealth compared to financial
assets. Human capital represents the
present value of an individuals’ future
earning potential given their skills,
qualifications, and employment
prospects. It is a massively important
part of one’s total wealth, often
comprising close to 100 per cent of the
wealth for many young investors.

The value of human capital is highest
at the start of one’s working life because

all the years of earning income are
ahead. At this stage individuals can take
exposure to higher risks as they have
time to recoup investment losses. 

Over time, human capital leads to
building of financial capital by saving
and investing. Higher human capital
leads to building of higher financial
assets. 

During economic downturns, as
financial assets values fall, human
capital often becomes an larger
proportion of total wealth. It is crucial
for wealth managers and individuals to
properly account for and manage this
important component. Yet this crucial
asset is rarely given the attention it
deserves.

Human capital is fundamentally
di�erent from traditional investments
in many ways. Assessing the risk and
return characteristics of human capital

is a challenging endeavour. Further,
unlike stocks and bonds, human capital
is illiquid — you can't sell the future
income stream it represents
immediately. It is also highly
concentrated, as an individual’s earnings
are often tied to the specific kinds of
work profile individual takes up during
the lifetime.

This makes it challenging to diversify
in the same way as a portfolio of
financial assets. Factors like
industry-specific versus general skills,
the flexibility to move across work
profiles and inflation risk — all impact
the value of one's human capital. A
research analyst’s human capital, for
example, may have broader applicability
and growth opportunities than an
architect’s more specialised skills.

DEMOGRAPHIC POTENTIAL

India is at a demographic crossroads. Its
large, youthful population represents
both a remarkable opportunity and a
considerable challenge. The country is in
a “demographic dividend” phase, where
the working-age segment exceeds the
very young and old. This dynamic could
potentially fuel rapid economic growth
and development. 

However, the challenge lies in

generating su�cient productive
employment for the millions of youth
entering the workforce each year. Failing
to capitalise on this demographic
dividend could diminish the value of
India’s human capital and financial
assets.

Investors and policymakers must
recognise the paramount importance of
human capital as the largest component
of most people’s wealth. Development
of human capital should be just as much
a priority as managing one’s financial
assets. 

Acquiring versatile skills and
cultivating a mindset of continuous
learning will help individuals in
enhancing the value of human capital.
Investing in people through quality
education and healthcare will help build
human capital of the nation. 

Skill development initiatives to
increase the employability of the youth,
coupled with the creation of ample
secondary and tertiary sector jobs, will
be pivotal.

Failure to do so could mean missing
out on the tremendous potential of
India's demographic dividend.

The writer is Professor and Dean (Academics), National
Institute of Securities Markets

Should we push
financial or human

capital? 

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

Human capital leads to
building of financial capital
by saving and investing.
Higher human capital 
leads to building of higher
financial assets

CAPITAL ISSUE. Interaction between human capital and financial capital needs 
to be understood in a nation with ‘demographic dividend’

RACHANA BAID

C
hina is leading the world in
adopting generative AI, a new
survey shows, the latest sign the

country is making strides in the
technology that gained global attention
after US-based OpenAI's ChatGPT
launched in late 2022.

In a survey of 1,600 decision-makers
in industries worldwide by US, AI and
analytics software company SAS and
Coleman Parkes Research, 83 per cent of
Chinese respondents said they used
generative AI, the technology
underpinning ChatGPT.

That was higher than the 16 other
countries and regions in the survey,
including the US, where 65 per cent of
respondents said they had adopted
GenAI. The global average was 54 per
cent.

The industries surveyed included
banking, insurance, healthcare,
telecommunications, manufacturing,
retail and energy.

The results underscore China's rapid
progress in the generative AI field, which
gained momentum after
Microsoft-backed OpenAI released
ChatGPT in November 2022, prompting
dozens of Chinese companies to launch
their own versions.

China leads the
world in adoption of
generative AI: Survey

Reuters

Short take
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Debt market stranded over transaction tax 
Trading on the debt markets came to a virtual halt today as traders decided to
stay away from the market in protest against the proposed transaction tax.
However, there were stray deals worth Rs 430 crore on the NSE, as against the
daily average of Rs 3,000-4,000 crore. 

I-T Dept may get powers to proceed against erring Trusts
Come October 1, income tax authorities may get the powers to wield the stick
on erring charitable trusts and institutions. The Finance Bill 2004 introduced in
the Lok Sabha on Thursday seeks to specifically empower a Commissioner of
Income-Tax to cancel the registration of a charitable trust or institution if
satisfied that the trust’s activities are not genuine or are not being carried out
in accordance with the purpose for which it was formed. 

Honeywell Asia to buy out Tatas in Tata Honeywell
Honeywell Asia Pacific Inc, the subsidiary of Honeywell International, is set to
acquire 40.62 per cent held by the Tata Group in Tata Honeywell for Rs 125
crore. According to an agreement reached between the companies, Honeywell
will purchase the shares held by the Tata group for a price of Rs 350 per share. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Hidden, private (11)

08. Keepers of journals (8)

09. Cougar (4)

10. Fundamental unit of

length (5)

13. Young ovine creature (4)

16. Work very hard (4)

17. Needy (4)

18. Turn over and over (4)

20. Symbol, something 

worn (5)

24. Second-hand (4)

25. Tuft of hair on 

lower lip (8)

26. Commit a 

felony (5,3,3)

DOWN

02. An advance (4)

03. Unsophisticated (5)

04. Go inside (5)

05. Drive one (5)

06. Willing to explore new

territory (11)

07. Trade sign on shop (7,4)

11. Pulsate (5)

12. Concluded (5)

14. Stratford river (4)

15. Invoice (4)

19. Shelf (5)

21. Let in; own (5)

22. Large birds (5)

23. Old Italian currency 

unit (4)

ACROSS

01. Chopper's first to put down in Tees somehow, and is

hidden (11)

08. They may make their entries on a daily basis (8)

09. Am no longer in bed: am retiring – am an animal! (4)

10. Standard length in which verse may be written (5)

13. There's meat for Charles or Mary, for instance (4)

16. It is hard work to join up with the Italian (4)

17. Not having much, is not up to much (4)

18. Register may be obtainable at the baker's (4)

20. Brock has been tailed o�, which may stand for

something (5)

24. Took advantage of American edition, not giving it 

one on (4)

25. Like the majesty of Napoleon worn on the chin (8)

26. ‘Wealth’: how one might achieve this, and be

illegal (5,3,3)

DOWN

02. What is given for a time sounds solitary (4)

03. Ingenuous one to be placed in the middle of a wheel (5)

04. Want to go in for a competition, so write it up (5)

05. Drive a crooked mile around the end of the map (5)

06. Time before Christmas, and our upset in America if not 

timid (11)

07. It shows one may get into a lather in the shop behind it (7,4)

11. The one and the other are confused about the right to beat (5)

12. Repaired, lost head and didn't go on with it (5)

14. Suddenly flaring star has turned up with the river (4)

15. Account for some old battle-axe (4)

19. Gave rise to, for example, turning up on the shelf (5)

21. Let in mad disorder with sex appeal (5)

22. Birds gather among these egrets when they return (5)

23. Beyond fifty-one, an Academician has spending power in 

Rome (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Foretell 4. Brow 8. Icy 9. Lotto 10. Fad 11. Gleaner 12. Slave 13. Chin-wagging 17. Beach 18. Learner 20. Owe 21. Saved 22. Irk 23. Dash 24. Grandson

DOWN 1. Fringe 2. Rhyme 3. Later 5. Refrain 6. Wedded 7. Horseguard 9. Linen chest 14. Heavens 15. Abroad 16. Broken 18. Lover 19. Nails

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2479

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2478

NOT SO EASY
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T
he Department of Agriculture and Farmers’ Welfare recently released a 
draft National Policy on Farmer Producer Organisations (FPOs), with the 
aim to consolidate existing FPOs and facilitate the formation and promotion 
of new ones. The intention is to create an ecosystem to facilitate income-

oriented farming and improve the overall well-being of farmers. The idea must be 
welcomed because it will benefit about 25 million farmers in the country. The policy 
aims to facilitate the creation of seven-eight active primary-level FPOs in each of 
the 7,256 blocks in the country, with an average of 500 farmer-members per FPO. It 
seeks to enhance farmers’ net income through ease of doing agribusiness, promoting 
cost-efficient production, and market-oriented value addition. 

Similar to the model of value chains for milk adopted by Amul, the policy aims 
to create a three-tiered supply-chain model for agricultural and horticultural produce 
for value addition, processing, and domestic and export marketing. It also aims to 
ease access to credit and financing for FPOs by continuing the FPO equity grant 
fund and FPO formation fund. FPOs may continue to get interest subvention and 
credit guarantees under the Agriculture Infrastructure Fund scheme. At the same 
time, the policy also seeks to address the long-standing problem of inefficient man-
agement plaguing these organisations such as the inability to access, afford, attract 
and retain quality managers. 

Indian agriculture has long been constrained by fragmented land holdings. The 
data from the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development (Nabard) suggests 
that some 85 per cent of the land holdings belong to small and marginal farmers. The 
use of the latest farm machinery is limited in small land parcels and, more importantly, 
unorganised farmers are unable to realise good value for their limited produce. Small 
farmers do not have any bargaining power, nor do they have the capacity to store the 
produce to be sold in the lean season. Small producers do not possess enough inputs 
or produce as much to benefit from economies of scale. In agricultural marketing, 
there is a long chain of intermediaries who very often work non-transparently, leading 
to the situation where farmers receive only a small part of the value that the ultimate 
consumer pays. This has limited farmers’ earnings. 

This is where FPOs can make a difference. Each FPO, with an elected board of 
directors, is owned by farmers and the profits are shared among the shareholders. 
Moreover, Nabard, government departments, and other financial institutions pro-
vide financial and technical support to these cooperatives. FPOs can eliminate 
many layers that tend to go against farmers. Through aggregation, farmers benefit 
in every aspect — from fetching better yield to getting higher prices for the produce. 
They also have better bargaining power vis-à-vis the bulk buyers of produce and 
bulk suppliers of inputs. FPOs procure inputs, provide market information to the 
members, and help them get access to finance, and they typically have storage 
and processing facilities, along with helping in brand building, packaging and 
marketing the produce to large buyers. While farmers are mostly confined to pro-
duction, much of the profit is not in production but in processing and marketing, 
where farmers play a minimal role. Thus, there is also a need to invest in training 
and capacity building among farmers.

Hope & scepticism in Iran
A reformist becoming President will test the nation 

T
he victory of a self-styled reformist and wild card candidate, Masoud 
Pezeshkian, in Iran’s runoff vote for the presidential elections has been 
greeted by mild hope but more scepticism around the world. Mr 
Pezeshkian, 69, a former heart surgeon, beat hardliner Saeed Jalili in an 

election necessitated by the death of sitting President Ebrahim Raisi in an air crash 
in May. He has hit the right notes in his acceptance speech by promising not to 
abandon the Iranian people “in the difficult road ahead” and seeking their cooper-
ation. That road includes managing an economy that has been feeling the sting of 
sanctions with hyperinflation and high youth unemployment plus the country’s 
complicated role in West Asian conflicts. The rejection of Mr Jalili is being seen in 
some quarters as a message to the country’s supreme leader for a more liberal 
regime. But the abysmally low turnout, with a little over half of Iran’s electorate of 
61 million choosing not to exercise their franchise, makes it unclear whether Mr 
Pezeshkian is truly the popular choice. He has also indicated a shift towards diplo-
matic resolution rather than proxy war and, critically, an outreach towards Western 
powers in terms of reviving the 2015 nuclear pact. 

This pragmatism must be weighed against the realities of Iran’s power structures. 
As with Pakistan, real power lies in a power nexus of unelected institutions. In Iran, 
power is wielded by a coterie of unelected clerics led by the 85-year-old supreme 
guide, head of state, and supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, whose hardline 
Islamism is enforced by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, a formidable 
paramilitary organisation that parallels the conventional military forces and wields 
considerable clout both internally and in Iraq, Afghanistan, Lebanon, and Palestine. 
In this configuration, the President is mostly the executive arm of policies laid down 
by the ayatollah. The geopolitical backdrop against which Mr Pezeshkian assumes 
power does not point to a significant shift. For one, there is Iran’s visible tilt towards 
China with the tightening of the sanctions regime. Beijing has not only become the 
biggest buyer of the country’s oil and gas but also played the lead role in the diplomatic 
rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Tehran has also aligned with Beijing 
in supporting Russia diplomatically and militarily since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
in February 2022. This apart, any prospect of reviving the Obama-era nuclear deal 
will flounder on the likely return to the White House of Donald Trump, who repudi-
ated it in his first term. 

For New Delhi, Mr Pezeshkian’s election holds only upsides in a relationship 
that has remained cordial through many geopolitical vicissitudes. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi was among the first to congratulate Mr Pezeshkian in a post on X 
after his election. The two countries have forged ahead in strengthening regional 
connectivity through the International North-South Transport Corridor, connecting 
India to Russia. Recently, India signed a 10-year agreement to develop and operate 
Chabahar Port on Iran’s eastern flank. The port holds the prospect of access to 
Central Asian markets. This deep engagement may be tested by India’s tacit support 
to the Israeli regime in the war against Hamas. But pragmatism has always been the 
leitmotif of relations between the two nations so far.
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How have the Modi government’s budgets fared 
in the last 10 years? One way to answer that 
question would be to compare them with 

those of the previous governments. But another way 
would be to evaluate the Modi budgets inter se. The 
latter exercise could be more useful in the current con-
text. Since not much has changed in the Modi gov-
ernment after the last general elections (even the top 
budget team in the finance ministry 
has remained the same!), it would be 
instructive to assess how the budgets 
of the last 10 years looked at basic fiscal 
governance issues and how these 
could be an important pointer to the 
kind of Budget that Finance Minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman is likely to present 
on July 23.  

Let us begin with the size of the 
government. The total expenditure of 
the Union government in 2014-15 was 
as large as 13.34 per cent of gross 
domestic product or GDP. Over the 
next four years, this was brought down 
to 12.25 per cent of GDP by 2018-19. 
Notably, this reduction was achieved 
through a welcome squeeze on revenue expenditure, 
while capital expenditure remained broadly 
unchanged during these five years at between 1.5 per 
cent and 1.8 per cent of GDP. 

The pre-Covid year of 2019-20 and the Covid year 
of 2020-21 saw an understandable spike in government 
expenditure to 13.4 per cent and 17.7 per cent of GDP, 
respectively, fuelled largely by a rise in revenue expen-
diture and a small increase in capital expenditure. But 
what ignited hope was the government’s decision in 
the following three years to steadily reduce its total 
expenditure to 15 per cent of GDP by 2023-24. 

This decline had two reassuring features. The gov-
ernment’s capital expenditure rose sharply from 2.1 
per cent of GDP in 2020-21 to 3.2 per cent of GDP in 
2023-24, helping to revive growth at a time when the 
beleaguered private sector was in no position to 
increase investment. Simultaneously, its revenue 
expenditure declined from 15.5 per cent to 11.8 per 
cent in the same period. This was a commendable 

achievement. Not only did the govern-
ment’s total expenditure come down, 
but even its quality improved. 

The key question that Ms 
Sitharaman has to wrestle with while 
formulating the Budget for 2024-25 is 
whether she can further reduce gov-
ernment expenditure. Ideally, she 
should go in for a sharper cut in rev-
enue expenditure, which will allow 
her to further boost capital expendi-
ture. Her interim Budget for 2024-25 
had proposed a capex increase to 3.4 
per cent of GDP, with revenue expen-
diture sliding to 11.1 per cent of GDP. 
Even if capex has to go up to 3.5 per 

cent of GDP (a rise of over 20 per cent 
over what was spent in 2023-24), then the revenue 
expenditure has to take a bigger hit, perhaps down 
to 11 per cent of GDP. 

But there will be major challenges. Such rationali-
sation would mean sizeable cuts in various welfare 
programmes of the government, including its subsidy 
schemes.  Last year, Ms Sitharaman managed to slash 
the total subsidies bill sharply to 1.5 per cent of GDP, 
against 2.14 per cent in 2022-23. The scope for a further 
cut in subsidies in 2024-25 is extremely limited. 

There are already demands on the finance minister 
to increase the allocations for PM Kisan and Mahatma 

Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme (MGNREGS). Coalition politics is bound to 
extract a higher price in terms of increased allocation 
to a couple of states whose ruling parties are supporting 
the Modi government at the Centre. Even after taking 
into account the extra surplus transfer from the Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI), amounting to almost 0.4 per cent 
of GDP, containing expenditure growth will be a 
formidable task. 

Note that the government’s fiscal deficit for 2023-
24 is already down to 5.6 per cent of GDP. If Ms 
Sitharaman retains her interim Budget target of 5.1 
per cent for 2024-25, the extent of fiscal consolidation 
at half a percentage point of GDP would be lower than 
what was achieved last year. This will also mean that 
she has to effect a sharper cut in deficit by 0.6 per-
centage point to reach the 2025-26 target of 4.5 per 
cent. This year, she has the benefit of the RBI surplus 
transfer bonanza, which may not be available to her 
in 2025-26. Clearly, it will make more sense to imple-
ment a sharper cut in fiscal deficit to 5 per cent or 4.9 
per cent of GDP this year, to make her task in 2025-26 
less onerous. 

But with higher expenditure demands on the 
exchequer on account of welfare schemes, what is the 
way out for the finance minister? She has no option 
other than relying on improving revenues. Net tax rev-
enues for the Centre have been rising slowly after the 
Covid impact — from 7.2 per cent of GDP in 2020-21 to 
7.88 per cent in 2023-24. In addition, the composition 
of tax collections has become less regressive, with the 
share of direct taxes surpassing that of indirect taxes 
since 2021-22. The worrying signs are that non-tax rev-
enues continue to languish below 1.5 per cent of GDP 
for the last four years, and the share of disinvestment 
receipts has not only been declining over the last two 
years, but there are also question marks over whether 
serious disinvestment attempts would be made this 
year or the next. 

Yet, it seems Ms Sitharaman’s first Budget in the 
third term of the Modi government will have to rely 
more on raising higher revenues. If there is increasing 
pressure to raise allocations for welfare schemes, mak-
ing a further squeeze on revenue expenditure difficult, 
if the pace of fiscal consolidation needs to be slightly 
sharper, and if no compromise is made on the much-
needed rise in capital expenditure, the finance minister 
will have to focus more on steps towards raising more 
tax as well as non-tax revenues and outline a more 
ambitious  disinvestment plan. How these goals are 
achieved, of course, will be known in just about two 
weeks from now.

Every year, there are a few months when the 
death knell of the film business is sounded. The 
first six months of this year have been such a 

period. But just as media reports were talking of the 
industry’s trauma, along came Aditya Sarpotdar’s 
Munjya and Nag Ashwin’s Kalki 2898 AD. They have 
broken the dry spell with good box-office performance. 
Movies are back in business.  

Of the several reasons for the somewhat dull first 
half, the most important is win-
dows. India, the world’s largest film-
making country, released close to 
1,800 films in 2023. The number 
ranges from 1,700 to 1,900 in most 
years, with the exception of the pan-
demic years. There are, however, 
only 52 weekends in a year. How 
many of these 1,800 films can get a 
good weekend to release, find their 
audience, and make money? 

Of the 52 weekends, take a few out 
for big events such as cricket matches, 
elections, exams or vacations. That 
leaves 40 weekends. Divide the 1,800 
films released in 2023 by the estimat-
ed 40 weeks available — that is 45 films a week being 
released. Note that this is across languages. That means 
some of these films may be just for the Tamil Nadu or 
Maharashtra or Punjab markets. That is still a lot of 
films fighting for a single, decent window to release 
in. Incidentally, Hollywood, the most developed mar-
ket, averages fewer films at 500-600 a year, but faces 
the same issues.  

To this rush for a good weekend in 2024, add a 
booming market for live events with Ed Sheeran, 
Lollapalooza, Vir Das and a host of other perfor-
mances scheduled across the country, all on week-
ends. Add an Indian Premier League (IPL) with 
some great cricket over 10 weeks and a general elec-

tion that went on for over seven weeks. It probably 
left less than 30 weekends for release in many mar-
kets in India this year.  

 This is not just about film. The question of win-
dows is something the entire ~2.3 trillion media and 
entertainment business needs to grapple with. At 
~19,700 crore in total revenue (including box-office, 
streaming and TV), film is just about 8.5 per cent of 
the total. But it illustrates the point — the consistently 

heavy downpour of films, shows, 
events, videos and whatnot is causing 
economic disruption too.  

 The question of a good release win-
dow for “a” film is pivotal if you want 
to address the issue of discoverability. 
Only if a film opens on a reasonably 
open weekend, does it have a chance 
of success — monetary and critical. If 
something is not seen or heard, it has 
little chance of making money. This 
is a challenge faced by musicians, 
actors, and writers — even as their 
work multiplies, their incomes don’t. 

Then there is the question of a 
streamlined release calendar. If films 

are spaced such that they release at regular intervals 
through the year, the theatres and the whole ecosys-
tem remains monetarily hydrated. Through April 
and May, several films, including Kalki, were post-
poned to avoid clashing with the IPL and elections. 
This left theatres with very little to screen.  

To this crowding around a window to release or 
showcase a film, add another set of windows. The 
time gap between a film’s release theatrically and 
its release on other formats (TV, OTT)  — also called 
a “window”. At roughly two-thirds of the total rev-
enue that any film makes, theatrical releases are 
the lifeblood of the film business. They are also the 
single most important factor in determining its 

price for streaming or TV. A film that doesn’t do 
well at the theatres, doesn’t get a good price.  

In India, the window between theatrical and 
streaming is eight weeks and between theatrical 
and TV is 12. Since the audience knows this, it is 
indifferent about missing smaller, non-spectacle 
films in the theatre. This does not give slow-burners 
such as 12th Fail or Laapata Ladies time to receive 
their due. Vidhu Vinod Chopra’s 12th Fail tells the 
heart-warming, true story of Manoj Kumar Sharma’s 
journey from Chambal to Gwalior to Delhi, the soul-
crushing poverty he deals with while attempting 
the various exams for Indian Police Service. It was 
a surprise hit in 2023 getting ~70 crore in just the-
atrical collections. Some of the best minds in the 
business reckon if it had not released on OTT, even 
while it was running in the theatres, it would have 
crossed ~120-130 crore in gross collection at the 
box-office. However, many of the streaming deals 
are made while a film is under production as the 
maker needs working capital. Therefore,  those 
release dates are contractual.  

Again this is not just about films. The democrati-
sation the internet and the social media have brought 
is now playing out in full glory. There is a deluge of 
shows, films, and videos across the world. We are 
floating in a sea of “content” and have only 24 hours 
to see it. Where in this deluge is the right opportunity 
to drop a video on YouTube or a high-cost show or 
film on streaming? Industry insiders already talk of 
streaming platforms either postponing or advancing 
the release of a show or a film to catch a less crowded 
week. Almost makes you long for the days when a 
film was celebrated only upon reaching its silver 
jubilee — that is, when it crossed 25 weeks of contin-
uous screening in theatres — and then fell out of 
sight until you saw it on Doordarshan.  

http://twitter.com/vanitakohlik

Media’s window problem 

New policy on FPOs should improve returns

Enabling farmers

The foundation of Clash is an 
account of how the journey of the 
world’s largest retail company, 

Walmart, was disrupted by e-commerce 
behemoth Amazon. Through the pages of 
this book, Nirmalya Kumar captures the 
deep rivalry between the two most 
successful American retailers and also 
how they have impacted the entire retail 
landscape. Making the best of his 
personal experiences through consulting 
assignments for retailers and brand 
manufacturers as well as his research and 
teaching stints, the author has been able 
to put together a work that is both 
informative and entertaining. 

The book is neatly planned with each 
chapter giving the reader a unique 
perspective about two businesses that are 
distinctly different and yet so alike. The 
book starts with “once upon a time, in the 
bustling town of Retailville”, promising to 
tell a story, and to a large extent it does. Of 
course, some of the details about the two 
companies are well-known and 
documented over the years. Even so, 
students of the retail sector and industry 
trackers are likely to find the work useful. 

The writer touches on Walmart’s $18-
billion acquisition of Flipkart, in 2018, as 
he discusses the American chain’s 
heightened focus on online business. 
Interestingly, just when Walmart was 
moving away from its established trend of 
expanding physical stores, Amazon 
started spending significantly on creating 
an offline presence in the US. While the 
two protagonists were caught in a clear 
battle, Covid-19 was waiting to happen. 
The pandemic dealt a body blow to 
physical retail with some 12,200 stores, 
many of them storied, closing down. 

It is this backdrop that makes Clash a 
readable case study of the retail universe 
seen through the battle of the giants. 
Professor Kumar asks in the opening 
chapter: ‘’With Walmart and Amazon 
racing to add online and offline retail 
respectively, will their distinctive 
business models morph to become like 
each other?’’ The following chapters and 
the pages meander around this question, 
letting the reader come to a conclusion in 
a story that’s still unfolding. 

The author makes it a point to remind 
the reader time and again about the scale 
and size of Walmart and Amazon. “In the 
US, retailing is estimated to employ 18 
million people. Globally, Amazon and 
Walmart together account for 4 million 
employees,” is one such instance. Going 
beyond this book, The Economist  quotes a 
JPMorgan Chase projection that Amazon 
would sell an estimated $554 billion 
worth of goods on its websites in the US 
this year, giving it a 42 per cent share of 
American e-commerce. It puts the e-
commerce market share of Walmart, 

calling it Amazon’s nearest online rival 
and the largest retailer of America, at 6 per 
cent for this year.      

Even as Amazon and e-commerce are 
typically called disruptors for the retail 
sector, Professor Kumar refers to Walmart 
as “the original retail disruptor”. He backs 
up the theory of the original disruptor 
through the example of Main Street 
Treasures, a popular family-owned 
variety store, which lost footfall as 
Walmart offered 
“everyday low prices”. 
The book analyses 
what makes Walmart 
what it is. Going back to 
the 1990s, it explains 
how Walmart used 
information 
technology to manage 
business operations in 
a departure from the 
prevailing trend of IT being deployed to 
audit business operations. “Because of 
the amount of data created and the need 
to analyse it for insights, the joke in the US 
in the 1990s was that with a physics PhD, 
one could work for either NASA or 
Walmart,” he writes, adding that Walmart 
had the second largest information 

system in the US after the Pentagon.  
Staying on the theme of size, scale and 
impact, the book points out that by the 
1990s, almost every large brand had a 
dedicated Walmart team with a physical 
office in Bentonville (Arkansas), where 
Walmart was headquartered, to service 
the account.   

At the core however is this question: 
What do Amazon and Walmart offer? 
Professor Kumar attempts to provide an 

answer. First, for 
Walmart. “The core 
value offered by 
Walmart Supercenters 
to its customers is 
financial benefits 
through bulk 
shopping, also called 
basket economics, in 
which a customer 
buys a basket worth of 

goods and that leads to significant savings 
on the overall cost.” For its rival: “Amazon 
offers its customers time-saving (not 
having to travel to the store), less hassle 
and the ability to buy almost anything 
(endless aisle).” No rocket science there, 
but the book painstakingly elaborates 
each value proposition in detail to 

conclude that “the two brands are at cross-
purposes with each other, thus 
necessitating that customers make trade-
offs when choosing one over the other”. 

On whether online retailing is 
profitable, Professor Kumar says that if 
Amazon is unable to break even on its 
online retail business in its best market 
after so many years of operation, then it’s 
unlikely that others can do better. Then he 
goes on to say that profitability in online 
businesses is not impossible to achieve. 
“One needs to be nuanced in assessing the 
profitability of e-commerce.”   

Clash  examines India in the 
penultimate chapter, which brings 
Reliance Retail into the picture too, 
making it an Amazon versus Walmart 
versus Reliance Retail battle.        

Overall, what is missing in this book 
are direct voices from Walmart, Amazon 
or any other retail major. The labour and 
workforce issues, which are often in the 
headlines in the case of big retailers and e-
commerce firms such as these, are also 
unexamined. That said, Clash is a timely 
book , especially with Amazon turning 30 
recently, and its comparison with the 
Bentonville-headquartered retail 
behemoth is only logical.

World wars in Retailville
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T
he recent incident at an Amazon ware-
house in Haryana, where workers were
pushed to make a pledge to forego breaks
until meeting targets, has ignited wide-

spread outrage, and rightly so. Amazon’s 
response — admitting to “lapses” while labelling
this an “isolated” incident and swiftly disciplining
a supervisor — is a textbook example of 
PR-driven damage control designed to deflect 
attention and evade accountability.

The testimony of a woman worker at the facil-
ity, as cited in news reports, cuts through Ama-
zon’s corporate-speak. She revealed that on the 
day of the incident, workers struggled to meet a
higher-than-usual target, possibly due to a sale 
event requiring products to be moved to a differ-
ent warehouse on the same day. This exposes the
systemic nature of the problem, rooted in Ama-
zon’s operational demands rather than
the misguided actions of a single super-
visor. By scapegoating a lower-level 
supervisor, Amazon attempts to side-
step the glaring structural issue at hand
— the crushing pressure of fulfilling 
untenable top-down targets imposed 
on workers.

Amazon’s track record speaks for
itself. Just last month, the company 
was slapped with a nearly $6 million 
fine by the California Labour Commissioner for
an almost identical issue. It was found violating
California labour standards by relying on a peer
evaluation system that “exposes workers to 
increased pressure to work faster [which] can 
lead to higher injury rates and other violations by
forcing workers to skip breaks”. This comes on 
the heels of Amazon’s earlier false denials about
working conditions where some of its drivers in
the US were forced to urinate in bottles. If these 
violations can happen in the US, the Amazon 
India Workers Association reporting working 
conditions remaining dire even after this inci-
dent came to light, with persistent complaints of
insufficient facilities and excessive hours, should
not surprise.

At the same time, it is crucial to note that this
issue is not unique to Amazon, especially in 
India. Whether it is warehouse workers at Ama-
zon or drivers or delivery workers for quick com-
merce apps, a common thread emerges: The 
relentless pursuit of efficiency and profit at the 
expense of worker well-being. High unemploy-
ment, coupled with lack of job security and the 
pressure to meet unrealistic targets, has led to 
the erosion of worker rights across the e-com-
merce and gig economy sectors. Before the Ama-
zon incident, there were news reports of the ill 
effects of Delhi’s brutal heat on quick commerce
delivery workers. Gig workers across services 
have mobilised in protest against top-down arbi-

trary measures and lack of grievance redress.
These incidents force us to confront uncom-

fortable truths about the new economy. Once 
revered for their innovation and internet-ena-
bled scale, tech companies are increasingly 
revealing a darker side. The efficiency and pro-
ductivity gains of many of these companies are 
not solely the fruits of innovation, but also of 
exploitation. In these cases, technology often pro-
vides a veneer for the power imbalance in the 
new economy that facilitates this exploitation. 
While Amazon’s owner ranks among the world’s
wealthiest individuals, and the founder of an 
Indian quick commerce company boasts of 
reaching a ₹20,000 crore valuation in just three
years, it is clear that these astronomical riches 
are not solely the product of innovation and effi-
ciency, but also of worker exploitation.

These issues are too complex for a
simple, bulleted list of solutions. How-
ever, we can draw lessons from the
contrasting responses in California and
India. The gig economy, touted as the
future of work, often operates in a reg-
ulatory grey area, leaving workers vul-
nerable to exploitation facilitated by
opacity. As a first step, we urgently
need transparency. Clear, publicly
available data on labour productivity

expectations, working conditions, and surge 
capacity management is essential. These expec-
tations of productivity should be vetted to ensure
that they do not impede compliance with basic 
employee rights such as meals, rest periods, and
access to bathroom facilities.

 The history of repeated violations followed by
denials and scapegoating of low-level employees
makes it clear that companies are unlikely to 
reform on their own. We thus need robust regu-
lation which mandates transparency and gives 
workers a fighting chance in a skewed power 
equation. Companies above a certain employee
threshold must be subject to rigorous third-party
audits to verify on-ground realities.

Finally, we need a fundamental shift in corpo-
rate culture. The relentless pursuit of efficiency
and profit maximisation cannot come at the cost
of basic human dignity. Companies must inter-
nalise that worker welfare is not just a compli-
ance issue but a fundamental aspect of sustaina-
ble business practices. This shift requires more 
than policy changes — it demands a re-evalua-
tion of how we measure corporate success. It is 
time to incorporate metrics of worker well-being
and fair labour practices into our assessments of
corporate performance. Only then can we hope
to build an economy that truly works for all.

Ruchi Gupta is the executive director of Future of India 

Foundation. The views expressed are personal

In Amazon story, need to 
rethink efficiency norms

Ruchi 
Gupta

apparent in the way the ruling BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) handled
the Opposition’s demand for the deputy
speaker’s position that has been vacant since
2019. While there is nothing in the rulebook
that says the Opposition should get the dep-
uty’s speaker’s post, this was a convention put
in place in 1977 when the Janata Party offered
the deputy speaker’s position to the Congress.
Since then, the deputy speaker has by and
large been from the Opposition.

The decision by the Opposition to contest
the Speaker’s post stemmed partly from the
NDA’s intransigence on the deputy speaker. It
had also something to do with the renomina-
tion of Om Birla, someone who has not
endeared himself to the Opposition by sus-
pending as many as 100 members in one ses-
sion of the last Lok Sabha. In this session, too,
he expunged several portions of Rahul Gan-
dhi’s debut speech. This is not unusual since,

with rare exceptions, Speakers of the
House have seldom been above party
affiliations in the Indian Parliament.
Arvind Datar, a prominent lawyer,
summed up this paradox: “A Speaker
who continues to be a member of the
ruling party is like an umpire being
appointed by the batting side.”  Com-
ing back to the PM’s speech, the
Opposition shouted slogans in the
Lok Sabha while he was speaking,

and in the Rajya Sabha, the Opposition walked
out during Modi’s speech. There has been
much handwringing about this both within
and outside Parliament.

However, we must not get too sanctimoni-
ous and forget that disruptions have a long
history in Parliament, as do walkouts. Indeed,
as early as 1963, a member tried to disrupt the
President’s address to the two Houses. From
the 1970s, disruptions became fairly common.
Legendary parliamentarian Hiren Mukherjee
noted in a report in 1972 that normally no one
would “like to disturb an occasion like the
President’s address” but if “circumstances
happen to be somewhat abnormal in the
country” it might be “the duty of Opposition
parties in Parliament to focus attention on the
people’s discontents even on such an excep-
tional occasion”. Similar sentiments were
voiced much later by the BJP’s Arun Jaitley to
justify the 2G protests that paralysed Parlia-
ment over the 2G scam in 2010-11. Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, on the other hand, made a distinc-
tion between walkouts and disruptions saying
that the “most effective way to oppose some-
one is a walkout” and it should be considered
the “highest form of opposition or antago-
nism”.

Going ahead, we are likely to see considera-
ble friction between the ruling party and the
Opposition. While it’s a given that the treasury
and Opposition benches must cooperate in
Parliament, the onus is much more on the rul-
ing party to run the House smoothly. That
spirit has been missing in the past 10 years
and continues to be so in the new Lok Sabha.
A popular news channel recently made a dis-
tinction between a robust and a rowdy Oppo-
sition. That’s a false dichotomy. The Opposi-
tion can be both as long as it does not stall
Parliament. In a noisy and cacophonous
democracy, such as India, it is unrealistic to
expect otherwise.

Ronojoy Sen is with the National University of

Singapore. He is the author of House of the People:

Parliament and the Making of Indian Democracy.
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to a flawed political financing regime.
And, after 2020, even though the elec-
tion was fair, half the country ques-
tions the legitimacy of the electoral
process and even the peaceful trans-
fer of power is uncertain.

Some of this is due to the US’s pecu-
liar constitutional design. But the
democratic deficit can be exacerbated
by who is in power. Trump’s nomina-
tion of three judges to the Supreme
Court has already led to a reversal of
basic human rights such as the
woman’s right to choose to have an
abortion and given the President’s
unchecked power. A win may allow
him to nominate more judges.
Trump’s victory will also inaugurate a
period of political impunity where
politicians will believe that challeng-
ing election results, committing
crimes and being convicted are no bar
to office. It will also lead to a partially
racist and substantially Christian
nationalist ideological and social
agenda, especially if Trump’s possible
win is accompanied by a Republican
takeover of the Senate (very likely)
and retention of the House (possible).

It would be tempting for India’s
political dispensation to think that
Trump’s return will reduce the pres-

sure that Delhi encounters in the West
on the quality of its own democracy.
But that is myopic. There is a bigger
problem. The more the functioning
and legitimacy of American institu-
tions come under strain, the more the
American polity gets unstable, the
more its society gets divided into feud-
ing political tribes which don’t accept
the common rules of the game, the
more its political formations turn
extreme, the greater is the possibility
of internal conflicts in the US and the
more insular, isolationist and weaker
the US is likely to get. One can be a
ruthless critic of America’s domestic
and foreign policy adventurism and
misjudgments. But, at this time, a
weaker and divided US at war with
itself benefits China strategically and
ideologically. It is also bad for Amer-
ica’s immigrant communities, includ-
ing Indians who have thrived in an
open, liberal, multicultural setting.

Next week, Donald Trump will
become the official Republican nomi-
nee for President. Whether he
becomes the President will determine
the future of the world’s climate and
politics.

The views expressed are personal

Whether Trump becomes the President will determine the future of the 
world’s climate and politics  REUTERS

A
s expected, the short first session of
the 18th Lok Sabha marked a sharp
deviation from the last two Lok Sab-
has. From 2014 to 2024, we had seen

a Parliament where there was little delibera-
tion and even less accountability. Critical leg-
islation was pushed through without mean-
ingful scrutiny from a dispirited Opposition
and the committee system was largely
bypassed. With an assertive Opposition that
now has 234 seats, the optics and dynamics of
Parliament have already dramatically
changed.

Perhaps the most visible sign of the
changed situation was the appointment of
Rahul Gandhi as the Leader of the Opposition
(LoP) in the Lok Sabha, a post that lay vacant
for the past decade due to the inability of any
party to meet the minimum threshold. Gan-
dhi’s debut speech as LoP during the motion
of thanks to the President’s address was also
a sign of the changed times. It was
combative and raised some of the
burning national issues, such as the
mishandling of the NEET examina-
tion. He did not shy away from tak-
ing Prime Minister (PM) Narendra
Modi head-on. Gandhi’s speech had
as much to do with the increased
numbers behind him as also the
diminished numbers of the treasury
benches behind Modi.

That Gandhi’s speech had made an impact
was apparent from the repeated interjections
by several Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) mem-
bers, including ministers, during the speech.
In what was probably a first, Modi rose from
his seat twice to dispute Gandhi.

The next day, Modi predictably responded
with an even longer speech which was contin-
ually interrupted by the Opposition benches.
Much of his speech was a continuation of his
election pitch rather than a presentation of
his government’s agenda for the next five
years. Just as during the campaign, the Con-
gress and its failings occupied centre stage
and not his government’s achievements.
While there were references to the govern-
ment’s future agenda, a chunk of the speech
was devoted to running down the Congress
and mocking Rahul Gandhi.

The tenor of the PM’s speech, however,
gave the impression that he and the BJP have
not acknowledged their diminished strength
in the House. The speech made it clear that
the government was unwilling to yield to any
of the Opposition demands. This had been
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Reading caste in 
political murder

The desperate need 
to protect Aravallis

T
his newspaper has reported that the Aravallis 
are witnessing a disconcerting rise in illegal 
construction activity, belying the stance of the

Haryana administration. Turning a blind eye to 
vandalism in the Aravallis will destroy the National 
Capital Region’s only buffer to extreme air pollution. 
The oldest mountain range in India is also a biodiversity 
hotspot and major groundwater recharge site.

Unfortunately, Haryana, despite its forest cover 
being a mere 3.63%, has tried to dilute the 
conservation of the Aravallis. In 2017, Haryana, in its 
submission to the National Capital Region Planning 
Board (NCRPB), sought to limit the “Aravallis” to the 
stretches in Gurugram. A current draft Regional Plan 
2041 policy, if approved, can lead to large-scale land-
use change and destruction of the mountain range in 
Haryana. The plan being considered by the NCRPB 
does not even mention the Aravallis and tributaries 
of the Yamuna in “natural zones” that are to be 
conserved whereas under the existing NCR Regional 
Plan, which is in force since 2005, nearly the entire 
Aravalli range in Delhi, Haryana and Rajasthan is 
protected, with nearly no construction allowed in the 
area. Similarly, recent amendments to the Forest 
(Conservation) Amendment Act, 2023, which exempts 
unrecorded deemed forests from its ambit, could 
enable realtors to exploit the Aravallis further.

The well-being of around 64 million people in 
the NCR is linked to the health of the Aravallis. 
The NCRPB should withdraw its draft that dilutes 
the protection of the Aravallis and the Haryana 
government must declare the whole of the range as 
forest. The most precious real estate in NCR belongs 
to all citizens and natural life.

T
he murder of Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) Tamil
Nadu chief K Armstrong, allegedly the fallout of a
gang war, has created ripples in state politics. 
Most of the men caught on CCTV in the act of

murdering the Dalit leader have surrendered to the 
police. The murder has put the ruling DMK in a spot 
with its ally, the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi (VCK), 
the most influential Dalit outfit in the state, claiming that 
the real culprits who killed him have not been nabbed. 
This signals a lack of trust in the state police claim that 
linked Armstrong, 52, to a criminal gang involved in a 
multi-crore gold fraud case, and ruled out any political 
or caste angle in the hacking of the BSP leader. 
Opposition parties in Tamil Nadu have said the murder 
of the state head of a national party outside his home in 
Chennai points to the collapse of law and order.  

The truth about the case will have to wait for the police
to complete their probe. However, the incident shines 
light on the ongoing churn in Tamil Nadu’s politics and 
political economy, where new forms of political assertion 
are visible. Tamil Nadu’s long tryst with social justice 
politics successfully marked caste emancipation as 
central to the democratisation process, but its limitations 
in transcending, or annihilating caste, are now 
unravelling. Reservations in employment and education, 
and a slew of state-sponsored welfare schemes have 
radically transformed Tamil Nadu’s development 
indices, but social inclusion and fair access to economic 
resources remain incomplete goals at the lower rungs of 
society. Political assertion is often met with violence as 
the political mainstream negotiates the contradictions in 
ideology and persisting inequalities at the ground and 
shuts the doors on new players who want their voices to 
be heard. The latter are forced to engage with the 
underbelly of the political economy, which, in turn, casts 
a shadow on their political ambitions. In rural parts of 
the state, social and economic assertions by Dalits have 
been met with violent retaliation, especially from most 
backward communities. This is the backdrop of the high 
rate of violence against Dalits in Tamil Nadu. 

Though the Dalits account for 21% of Tamil Nadu’s
population, their presence in leadership positions in 
big political parties is minuscule. The VCK, despite 
the presence of intellectual-politicians such as Thol 
Thirumavalavan and D Ravikumar, both Lok Sabha 
MPs, needed to align with the DMK to stay electorally 
relevant. In recent times, the BJP has been eyeing the 
Dalit vote, no monolith of course, even though it goes 
mostly to the Dravidian parties. Armstrong’s murder 
threatens to burst this bubble, exposing a new fault 
line in the state. 

J
oe Biden’s disastrous debate
performance and his refusal
to give way to a new Demo-
cratic candidate has made
Donald J Trump the clear
frontrunner to win America’s

presidential election.
Biden has been a good president.

But the debate clearly showed his age-
related physical and mental vulnera-
bilities to be more debilitating than
had been known, or disclosed by his
aides and interlocutors. This has
severely dented the credibility of the
White House and the Democratic
Party and made it hard for any Demo-
crat, in good faith, to ask a voter to
trust that Biden can run the United
States (US) for four more years. But,
like any other politician, Biden doesn’t
want to let go of power. Like any other
politician, Biden is being incredibly
vain by proclaiming that only he can
defeat Trump. Like any other politi-
cian, he is now blaming the media
and elites for being against him.

But even as the focus is on what
Biden will or won’t do, it is time to
seriously consider the meaning of a
second Trump presidency. This will
be a disruptive outcome in several

ways, all of which merit deep exami-
nation, but let us discuss two issues
and ask what India should look out
for.

One, climate. America’s historic
and current contribution to the cli-
mate crisis is stunning in its scale. The
US remains the world’s most irre-
sponsible power that, for long,
resisted making any substantial pub-
lic investments in reducing emissions.
It remains the world’s most conspicu-
ous consumerist economy, marked by
excess and waste. It is deeply hypo-
critical, for it expects countries which
need to lift millions out of poverty to
make developmental compromises
way beyond their historic responsibil-
ities even as Americans
refuse to change their way
of life. And the US is deeply
unjust because, for all its
historic sins, it is unwilling
to even provide modest
financing to those who need
it the most and are suffering.

Both the Democrats and
Republicans are to blame
for this. But, under Biden,
the US returned to the Paris accord,
passed a climate legislation, set ambi-
tious domestic targets, pushed multi-
lateral development banks (MDBs) to
expand their remit to include the cli-
mate crisis, and made at least tokenis-
tic noises about its responsibility.
Trump will do none of the above, and
just like his first term when he walked
out of the Paris accord, pretend that
climate isn’t his problem at all.

It would be tempting for India to

think that this will help reduce the
pressure that Delhi encounters from
the West on climate issues. But that is
myopic. Climate is a global problem.
The US has played a big role in creat-
ing this problem. But there is also no
solution without the US. Trump’s
approach will worsen the climate cri-
sis. It will allow China to both position
itself as a responsible climate power
and continue its dominance over
green technologies. It will cripple
MDBs such as the World Bank work-
ing on climate. It will disincentivise
American private capital from invest-
ing. And it will leave countries that
have been promised climate finance
with even fewer options.

Two, democracy. America
is a flawed democracy in
many respects. Take its judi-
ciary that combines the
worst of two worlds. Judges,
due to the permanence of
their tenure, have zero
accountability; judges, due to
their executive-nominated
and legislative-confirmed
appointment process, are

totally partisan and ideologically
driven. This has created a thoroughly
compromised branch of government
that is limitless in its power while
being beholden to ideological patrons.
Or take the American electoral system
that, unusually for a presidential
form, has no correlation between
popular vote and outcome. It allows
politicians to gerrymander electoral
constituencies. It allows for a corrupt
politics-big donor nexus to thrive due

Imagining a second 
Trump presidency
Donald Trump will be 
disruptive in many ways. 
But on climate and 
democracy, his actions 
will weaken the US and 
should concern India

A
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P
Russia must understand that 
they’re not able to wait us out. 
They’ll need to sit down and accept 
a solution where Ukraine prevails 

as a sovereign independent 
nation

Friction in Parliament 
reflects political reality
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Murder of BSP leader exposes a fault line within 
the social justice narrative in Tamil Nadu politics

Ronojoy 
Sen
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The onus is much more on the ruling party 
to run the House smoothly PTI
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ment at the time—that it meets the accessi-
bility standards set out by the World Wide 
Web Consortium (W3C). This way, a busi-
ness would be proactively inclusive, rather 
than having to try fixing accessibility short-
comings only once a new employee with dis-
ability joins.

Organizations that have taken measures 
like these have already been able to unlock 
tremendous benefits. By offering wide acces-
sibility in a thoughtful manner, they have 
made it possible for employees with visual 
impairment to engage more fully in the 
workplace without always having to rely on 
colleagues for assistance. This, in turn, has 
given employers the confidence to use them 
for a wider range of tasks without having to 
worry about the need to make special 
arrangements to accommodate their impair-
ment. What’s more, since screen-readers let 
people with visual impairment multi-task (as 
they can simultaneously receive auditory 
feedback and perform other tasks), they can 
significantly improve their job productivity 
and compete on a more equal footing.

Integrating people with disabilities into 
the workforce is much more than just a social 
responsibility. Organizations that manage to 
do it properly are likely to unlock tremen-
dous commercial value.

well as how to apply for job selection), the 
training it will provide, and also the measures 
taken for barrier-free accessibility (such as 
assistive devices, etc).

While many organizations have put these 
policies in place, few actively implement 
them. Most establishments lack the facilities 
that people with disability need, forcing 
them to rely on their colleagues for even the 
most basic activities. This being the case, it is 
little wonder that employers are loath to 
make offers to people with disability. 
Employers seem to fear that they may have to 
designate other team members  to help them 
with even the smallest of tasks.

One might have thought this is exactly the 
sort of problem that digital technology 
would be able to solve. To the contrary, rapid 
advances in computational technology have 
made it harder than ever for people with dis-
ability to integrate themselves into the mod-
ern workforce.

When digital technology became widely 
available, organizations fell over themselves 
to improve internal efficiencies with new 
tools. But they failed to pay enough attention 
to whether the digital improvements they 
implemented were broadly accessible. As a 
result, the widespread use of these technolo-
gies has, if anything, worsened the hardships 

T
here are nearly 1.3 billion people with 
a disability in the world—60 million of 
whom live in India. And yet, despite 

various statutory and regulatory measures 
that have been put in place to integrate them 
better with society, most still face significant 
challenges when it comes to finding gainful 
employment.

This is somewhat surprising, considering 
that companies that offer opportunities to 
people with disabilities have been able to 
realize 1.6 times more revenue, 2.6 times 
more net income, and 2 times more eco-
nomic profit. Not only are people with disa-
bilities ideally suited to fill recruitment gaps, 
given that they tend not to seek new jobs 
every few years, they form a more stable 
workforce, generally speaking.

In India, the Rights of Persons with Disa-
bilities Act requires private establishments to 
publish equal-opportunity policies that 
detail the facilities and amenities put in place 
for persons with disabilities, the positions in 
the organization that are suitable for them (as 

in theory, it doesn’t mean that they will 
change in practice as well.

Now, Vittal’s concern of low tariffs—
or if one were to put it technically, a low 
monthly average revenue per user 
(ARPU)—is genuine. The average ARPU 
per month across telecom players from 
January to March 2024 stood at ₹154. 
From July to September 2009, the old-
est such data available, the average 
ARPU per month of those using a GSM 
connection was ₹164. Comparing the 
average ARPU in 2009-10 with that in 
January to March tells us that it has 
come down over the years. In fact, if we 
take inflation into account, the decline 
is dramatic.

So, how did things get to this? In the 
early 2010s, there were 12-13 different 
companies operating in India, leading 
to hyper-competition. The average 
GSM ARPU fell from ₹156 in 2009-10 to 
₹98 in 2012-13. In early 2012, the 
Supreme Court cancelled many tele-
com licences. Further, over the next few 
years, quite a few telecom firms shut 
down. This should have led to the ARPU 
going up, but then Jio decided to launch 
telecom services in 2016, which dis-
rupted the entire industry and sent 
ARPUs crashing, with the GSM average 
falling to ₹69 during April to June 2018. 
Competition made things cheaper for 
the end consumer. But the story is now 
changing. And that leads us to the sec-
ond lesson in economics on offer here.

As Thomas Sowell writes in Basic 
Economics: “Competition as a condition 
is precisely what eliminates many com-
petitors.” That’s something that has 
happened in the Indian telecom space, 
with only three private players and the 
government-owned BSNL still opera-
tive. Given this, they are now in a posi-
tion to increase mobile phone charges, 
and, in the process, their ARPUs. Or, as 
Vittal put it: “The right level of ARPU, 
even ₹300, will still be one of the lowest 
in the world.”

Indeed, starting a new mobile phone 
company requires big investment and 
government licences, implying that it 

isn’t exactly easy for new players to 
enter this market. Hence, the existing 
telecom companies have pricing power. 
What complicates the situation is that 
Vodafone isn’t really in good shape, and 
as the company continues to lose cus-
tomers (it lost close to 17 million users in 
2023-24), the pricing power of the two 
other private players will only get 
stronger. 

That brings us to the third lesson in 
economics. As mobile phone charges go 
up, most people will be ready to pay a 
higher price, given that it’s a service that 
is now as important as ‘roti, kapda aur 
makaan’ (food, clothing and shelter). 
But then, they will cut spending else-
where and this will impact other busi-
nesses, though it may not be easy to fig-
ure out which these are.

As Henry Hazlitt states in Economics 
in One Lesson: “In order that one indus-
try might grow… other industries would 
have to shrink.” This will be an observed 
effect of higher mobile phone charges. 
But it will be difficult to identify which 
industries will be impacted—and that 
will be its unseen effect. As Hazlitt puts 
it: “The shrinkage of… other indus-
tries… would not be so easily noticed.” 
As Indian consumers pay a higher price 
for using their mobile phones, “it would 
be impossible for even the cleverest 
statistician to know… precisely how 
much business each particular industry 
had lost.”

Now, why can’t the consumer pay a 
higher price for telecom services with-
out cutting expenditure elsewhere? 
The average Indian consumer is already 
struggling. Ignoring the pandemic year 
2020-21, private consumption growth 
in 2023-24 was at its lowest since 
2002-03. Indeed, mobile tele-density 
peaked in 2017-18 and has fallen since. 

That’s the final lesson from the tele-
com tariff hikes. The seen effects in eco-
nomics are easy to spell out, but not the 
unseen effects. Which is why what is 
good for one business may not necessa-
rily be good for other businesses and the 
overall economy.

I
n mid-May, Gopal Vittal, managing 
director of Bharti Airtel, said that 
mobile phone charges in India were 

at absurdly low levels in comparison 
to other parts of the world and that the 
telecom sector needed “tariff repair”—a 
roundabout way of saying that prices 
needed to go up.

Of course, what Vittal left unsaid was 
that no one running a large consumer-
facing business would raise prices dur-
ing Lok Sabha elections. Which is why 
telecom companies waited for the polls 
to end before increasing prices by about 
10-25% earlier this month.

This is the first lesson in economics 
from this increase: Economics is as 
much about politics as it is about eco-
nomics, a point that many economists 
don’t seem to take into account while 
analysing the economy. While business 
decisions may be made by company 
owners and their managers, politicians 
and their politics have a huge impact on 
how and when such decisions are made. 
Which is why Vittal talked about “tariff 
repair” during the Lok Sabha elections, 
but Airtel raised prices, along with Jio 
and Vodafone-Idea, only after the new 
government was in place.

Of course, economics started as a sub-
ject of studying the political economy, 
but as it became increasingly mathe-
matical in the 20th century, the word 
‘political’ was more or less dropped 
from it. But just because things change 

Politics matters, competition can injure itself and other industries may be impacted in unseen ways

VIVEK KAUL
is the author of Bad Money. 

Disability-friendly organizations outperform the rest
RAHUL MATTHAN

I
s India’s unemployment problem being 
exaggerated? Going by the latest KLEMS 
data released by India’s central bank—
which tracks inputs of capital, labour, 
energy, materials and services—that may 
seem to be the case. It shows employment 

in the country grew 6% in 2023-24, up from 
3.2% in 2022-23. In absolute terms, the econ-
omy added 46.7 million jobs in 2023-24, com-
pared with 19 million in 2022-23 and 11.9 mil-
lion in 2021-22. This acceleration, with data 
partly drawn from the Periodic Labour Force 
Survey (PLFS), offers hope in the context of a 
job-market slump reflected in private surveys of 
joblessness. According to the Centre for Moni-
toring Indian Economy, our unemployment 
rate rose to 8% in 2023-24. While measuring 
job-market gaps is a challenge in a vast country 
with multiple forms of employment, and the 
official PLFS classifies workers in a way that 
may explain its brighter readings, we’d have less 
to worry about if it’s clear that more jobs are 
being created than people joining our work-
force. But then, is it? Some KLEMS data-points 
stick out, such as its record of 31 million jobs 
generated in covid year 2020-21, drawing job 
arguments back to what exactly we call being 
employed. All considered, we still face an 
apparent paradox of fast GDP growth leaving us 
short of jobs that can add up to deliver a long 
awaited all-round boom in consumption. 

Although our GDP growth has outpaced that 
of all other major economies, declining labour-
intensity in non-farm sectors has also been 
observed. Globally, manufacturing and services 
have gotten more capital intensive, so we see 
less labour used for incremental output than 
before. The rise of AI as a job displacer is recent, 
but it’s part of a bigger tech-driven thrust for 

productivity. Weak employment elasticity 
marks India’s growth story too, with hurdles 
seen to have arisen in the transition of our bulk 
workforce from farms to factories, a slow long-
term trend that even saw a slight reversal some 
years ago. Public discontent over a scarcity of 
good jobs has been high; it was no surprise that 
it became a political issue, even though uneven 
prosperity was a major problem even before 
this government took charge. It’s just that the 
economy’s ‘K-shaped’ recovery from the pan-
demic highlighted its core risk: If only some 
folks prosper while the rest are left further 
behind, we could slip into a middle-income trap 
before the country attains ‘developed’ status. 

India’s policy emphasis on getting more fac-
tories up and running is aimed at getting multi-
tudes off farms into jobs that spell upward 
mobility. A focus on instilling skills is expected 
to plug employability gaps and make the most 
of a youth bulge in our demography. Yet, so far, 
progress has lagged hopes, even as the better-
off find new openings in high-value service 
industries. To avert a middle-income trap, we 
need better job prospects for all brackets of the 
socio-economic pyramid—especially those who 
can only aspire to lives of comfort. Else, we may 
find money too unevenly spread for Indian 
consumer markets to enlarge beyond a point, 
hitting investment. Premature market satura-
tion has dogged many countries whose growth 
served an elite far more than their masses. 
Maybe the upcoming Union Budget will signal 
remedial action in the form of much bigger out-
lays on basic levellers like health and education. 
Since the private sector does most of the hiring, 
anything that spurs private investment would 
help too. But cracking the paradox we face may 
take more than fiscal policy. 

Crack the jobs paradox 
while we still have time 

India must expand employment furiously as GDP growth seems to be losing labour intensity. 

Our economy’s path to ‘advanced’ status needs to dodge the risk of a ‘middle-income trap’
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Gross domestic product (GDP) at factor cost

...there are tax, supply-side, 
and expenditure reforms...

...there is no drought...

...oil prices remain stable...

...there is no setback 
to global growth...

...and the investment cycle continues to recover.

THE ECONOMY WILL RECOVER FROM ITS SUB-5% LOWS... 

...THIS WILL HAPPEN ONLY IF...

BUT THE SURVEY HAS SOME OUT-OF-THE-BOX SOLUTIONS AS WELL 

 Overhaul in tax administration
 Implementation of goods and 

services tax and direct taxes code
 Move to an accrual-based 

accounting system

 Key to boost business sentiments will be an environment of policy 
certainty, continuity and transparency

 To revive manufacturing growth, there is a need for repealing archaic 
laws, revamping the dispute resolution mechanism and simplifying the 
tax structure 
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 Consolidate all social sector schemes under one head

 Create a new law that will override Agricultural Produce Marketing Committee Act

 Facilitate easier entry and exit across various infrastructure sectors

 Work towards removing taxes such as cesses, surcharges, transaction taxes and dividend distribution tax  

 Get an independent organization to prepare a report card about the work of every ministry

India will grow at 
5.4-5.9% in 2014-15, if...
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Indian politics never fails
to amuse. On Monday,

when defence minister
Arun Jaitley issued a
statement saying the
Henderson-Brooks report
will remain classified for
the sake of “national
interest”, it was laughable.
He contradicted his own
blog post of March in
which he demanded the
declassification of the
report as “society is
entitled to learn from past
mistakes”. The “mistakes”
in question are believed to
allude to Jawaharlal
Nehru’s (then prime
minister) choices during
the 1962 Indo-China war.

The Bharatiya Janata
Party’s (BJP’s) claims of
difference are limited to
words. Its behaviour is
reflective of an oligarchy
of untruth in India. The
rule is simple: when in
opposition, demand
declassification, when in
power, impose secrecy
with impunity.

Successive Congress
governments have kept
the report secret while the
BJP wanted it to be made
public. Only the chairs
and positions have
changed.

QUICK EDIT

Oligarchy
of untruth

BETWEEN THE LINES

How to read Arun
Jaitley’s first budget
BY ANIL PADMANABHAN

anil.p@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The adverse reaction of the
stock markets to the

Bharatiya Janata Party-led
(BJP-led) National Democratic
Alliance’s (NDA’s) first policy
statement, the railway budget,
holds a lesson for not just in-
vestors and analysts, but also
the government: while the lat-
ter has to improve its messag-
ing, the former has to read the
tea leaves properly.

The first is unlikely to hap-
pen, because no government,
not even one with the mythical
smarts this one is supposed to
have, can change its communi-
cation strategy in 48 hours.

The onus, then, is on analysts
and investors to understand
not just the messaging, but the
underlying message.

Part of what followed the rail
budget can be explained by the
heightened expectations from
the Narendra Modi-led govern-
ment.

More importantly, though,
over the last two decades the
budget process has largely
been characterized by very tall
and very specific claims of what
will be, many with finite time-
lines. These served to give the

entire budget a tangible shape
and purpose, as opposed to be-
ing a vision statement. By de-
sign or otherwise, the fact that
these specifics mostly re-
mained on paper was ignored.

On Tuesday, the NDA chose
to be different. A very earthy
Sadananda Gowda, BJP’s first
ever railway minister, es-
chewed atmospherics as well as
specifics, instead focusing on
the job of creating a vision
statement for the nation’s ail-
ing transporter.

Candidly conceding that In-
dian Railways was severely
short of resources, Gowda’s
budget talked about inclusion
(but did little in deliverables),
chalked a turnaround plan
built around a greater role for
the private sector and foreign
direct investment, linked fares
to fuel cost increases and com-
mitted to prioritize pending
projects instead of announcing
new ones. This was a signifi-
cant rightward shift in policy,
albeit one cleverly masked by
the rhetoric of inclusion. Hav-
ing laid out the vision, in the
press briefing that followed,
Gowda indicated that the rail-
ways would follow up with the
execution of the vision docu-
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Technologies that change 
societies are technologies 
that change interactions 

between people.
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par with their colleagues. For instance, all it 
will take to unlock digital content (websites, 
documents and mobile apps) for persons 
with visual impairment is enabling the use of 
screen-reader technology—simple software 
applications that convert all text and menu 
functions on a screen into sounds. This 

allows them to ‘read’ this 
digital information with 
their ears.

This by itself is not 
enough. Screen-readers are 
only useful if the websites 
and applications they are 
applied to conform to well- 
established accessibility 
standards. If, for instance, 
the page being ‘read’ is 
largely composed of 
images, it will remain illegi-
ble to persons with visual 
impairment unless the 
images are accompanied by 

descriptions of what can be seen for a screen-
reader to articulate aloud.

If an organization wants to be truly acces-
sible, it needs to operate with this level of 
attention to detail. When it procures soft-
ware, it needs to ensure—whether or not its 
staff includes persons with visual impair-

suffered by individuals with disabilities.
So what can organizations do to make 

their workplaces more accessible?
In the first place, organizations need to 

adopt a user-centred approach for the design 
of their digital interfaces. This would mean 
involving people with disabilities in the 
design process, so that 
their requirements can be 
adequately reflected in the 
final product. In many 
instances, this could be as 
simple as incorporating 
into the technology addi-
tional features, such as 
audio descriptions (to help 
people with visual impair-
ment understand visual 
content), closed captions 
(to enable deaf and hard-
of-hearing individuals to 
follow conversations), and 
high contrast modes (to 
make it easier for people with visual impair-
ments to navigate digital interfaces).

But, by far, the most important change an 
organization can make is enabling the use of 
assistive technologies in as many aspects of 
its operations as possible, so that people with 
disability have every chance to function on 

Assistive tools 

that widen 

access to work 

operations 

can boost an 

organization’s 

productivity

Telecom price hikes rang a bell 
on three lessons of economics 
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M
uch has been written about 
India’s ‘angel tax,’ an innocuous 
coinage with diabolical conse-
quences. It’s in the news again, 
as the department for promotion 
of industry and internal trade 

(DPIIT) is reportedly in favour of startups being 
relieved of it. It’s a uniquely Indian innovation that 
converts capital into taxable income. It’s a tax on 
capital in a country short of capital, and thus anti-
thetical to the government’s agenda of attracting 
capital to India. It often seems like a cruel joke.

Its origin: Section 56(2)(viib) was inserted in 2012 
by then finance minister Pranab Mukherjee under 
a series of measures titled “Measures to prevent 
generation and circulation of unaccounted 
money”. It applies to unlisted companies that issue 
securities at a premium to investors, when the 
price at which these are issued is higher than their 
“fair market value.” The difference is subject to tax 
in the hands of the issuing company. 

Since 2016, this section has been applied to start-
ups that raise capital from investors for nascent 
business ideas. As the money raised is from ‘angel 
investors’ (primarily high net-worth individuals 
and family offices), it was dubbed an ‘angel tax.’ It 
originally applied only to investments from Indian 
residents, but was extended to non-residents (with 
carve-outs) from 2023-24 onwards. 

Its flawed assumptions: The notion that a high 
share premium is a sign of unaccounted-for funds 
mistakes correlation for causation. A high share 
premium is an outcome of legitimate business 
decisions taken by a company. For example, the 
number of securities issued in the past could be 
low, with their face value low too, while the current 
valuation of the business could be much higher. 
Each is permissible under Indian law. A company 
with ₹1 lakh of paid-up capital at ₹1 per share, with 
an average pre-money valuation of ₹10 crore now 
would result in an issue price of ₹1,000 per share, 
or a premium of ₹999. But this would likely result 
in angel-tax notice from authorities. 

The tax department uses a system known as 
Computer-Aided Selection of Cases For Scrutiny 
(CASS). As the department states: “CASS is a sys-
tem-based method for scrutiny selection which 
identifies cases through data-analytics and three-
hundred sixty-degree data profiling of taxpayers 
and in a non-discretionary manner.” An analysis 
of various companies that received such notices 
would suggest that the criteria employed for angel 
tax include the question of whether a loss-making 
business issued shares at a premium. 

Early-stage losses are the norm for startups, not 
an exception. They invest heavily in teams, their 
product-market fit, marketing, etc, in the early 
years, faced as they are by intense competition, 
often from entrenched players. Getting a business 

contributions to other entities and investments in 
shares and securities. This effectively bars salary 
and vendor advances, rental deposits, investment 
of surplus funds in treasury instruments, invest-
ments in subsidiaries or joint ventures, and the 
creation of a trust for employee stock options. It 
applies for seven years after the fund-raise. As a 
firm may remain a DPIIT startup for 10 years, the 
bar on routine transactions can be for 17 years. 
Many startups have surrendered the 2019 exemp-
tion because of these conditions. 

In 2023-24, Section 56(2)(viib) was extended to 
non-residents as well (with carve-outs). Five addi-
tional valuation methods, leeway of 10% issue 
price variance from ‘fair market value,’ a list of safe-
harbour countries, etc, have failed to mitigate this 
blow. The Indian startup ecosystem raises around 
85% of its capital from abroad. Of the top five coun-
tries of origin, three—Singapore, Mauritius and the 
Netherlands—are not ‘safe harbours.’ Since the tax 
was extended to non-residents, startup funding 
dipped by an estimated 63% in 2023, year-on-year, 
with the lowest amount raised in six years. 

Since 2012, various measures have been taken 
to combat unaccounted funds. Unlisted company 
shares were made to go demat, all issuances had to 
be reported, unlisted securities had to be disclosed 
in Income Tax Returns, and more, aimed at trans-
parency. Listed companies are excluded from the 
scope of Section 56(2)(viib) as they meet various 
transparency norms. Unlisted companies should 
also be excluded for similar reasons. There already 
exist sufficient tools for the tax department to nab 
bad actors. Such an exclusion will stop genuine 
startups from being harassed and driven out. 

The Congress Party, which introduced this 
angel tax in 2012, stated in its manifesto that it 
would remove it. The ruling BJP stated in its 
manifesto that it would “completely revamp our 
economic and commercial legislations to suit our 
economic needs.” Lifting this tax on investments 
should be the first step. It will not compromise 
India’s fight against unaccounted funds. Startup 
India has been crippled by the angel tax. Stop-gap 
relief has not solved the problem. The removal of 
Section 56(2)(viib), however, can reverse India’s 
dip in startup funding and give entrepreneurs 
and investors the confidence they need to invest in 
India and generate success stories. 

Drop the angel tax: Stop taxing 
startup investments as income

The premise of this tax is dubious, its application has had a harsh impact and India should relieve startups of it without ado
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I
n 2021, Tractor Supply Company’s Chief 
Executive Hal Lawton published an 
op-ed in The Tennessean that read like a 

call to action. “If we are to tackle important 
issues such as climate that put our chil-
dren’s future at risk, and if we are to make 
real progress on a societal commitment to 
greater opportunities for all, the business 
community needs to lead by example,” he 
wrote in the company’s hometown paper. 
“Tractor Supply can and will do more.”

Less than three years later, “doing more” 
has come to mean marking the end of Pride 
Month by abandoning the LGBTQIA+ 
community.

The US retailer based in Brentwood, Ten-
nessee, is known for selling farming sup-
plies and animal feed, but succumbed to a 
social media campaign led by right-wing 
commentator Robby Starbuck, who 
“exposed” the company’s commitment to 
“woke priorities.” “We don’t want our 
money going to woke causes,” Starbuck said 
toward the end of a nearly 8-minute video 
that criticizes the company’s investments in 
diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI).

It took less than a month for Tractor 
Supply executives to cave. On 27 June, the 
company put out a statement saying it 
would stop submitting data to the Human 
Right Campaign, halt sponsorship of activ-
ities like Pride festivals and voting cam-
paigns, eliminate DEI roles and goals and 
withdraw its carbon emission targets. “We 
have heard from customers that we have 
disappointed them,” the company wrote. 
“We have taken this feedback to heart.”

This is one of the most extreme exam-
ples yet of the DEI backlash that’s currently 
sweeping corporate America. Plenty of 
companies have slashed their DEI depart-
ments and erased or tweaked corporate 
language about inclusivity. But most have 
done so quietly to avoid publicizing their 
spinelessness and hypocrisy. Few have put 
out statements like Tractor Supply’s, 
which seems to celebrate the betrayal of 
causes that the company once claimed 
were important. Tractor Supply is now 
sending a very different and clear message 
about the customers it prioritizes and 
wants in its stores.

It’s been easy to dismiss the wave of cli-
mate and diversity commitments that 
came out of companies during the last half 
decade as toothless—often nothing more 
than thinly veiled attempts to generate 
good PR. But Tractor Supply’s initiatives 
were substantive, which Starbuck’s attacks 
ironically showcased. The company put 
out annual reports on its diverse hiring sta-
tistics, offered inclusive benefits, con-

ducted trainings on unconscious bias and 
sponsored events in the local community 
that reflected those values. For companies 
looking to do real ESG and DEI work, Trac-
tor Supply offered a strong model. 

That only makes its reversal all the more 
disappointing.

Submitting to a bully only makes them 
stronger. Having found success with his 
Tractor Supply campaign, Starbuck will 
prey on some other company. He has said 
as much, claiming in a more recent video 
that after successfully turning Tractor Sup-
ply into the first Fortune 300 company to 
“go backwards on ESG and DEI,” other cor-
porations “are going to have to understand 
they may be next.”

Tractor Supply, meanwhile, should 
expect a backlash to the backlash. The 
company’s executives have said that its 
customers tend to skew more conservative. 
But to borrow a line from Michael Jordan, 
Democrats buy farming supplies, too. Dur-
ing the pandemic, Tractor Supply boomed 
thanks to urban dwellers fleeing cities for 
dreams of rural living replete with back-
yard chickens and fire-pits. As Fortune 
reported in 2021, Wappinger Falls, about 
110km north of New York City in Dutchess 
County, is viewed by the company as a text-
book Tractor Supply town. Executives 
might want to note that it also voted Demo-
cratic in the last four presidential elections. 

Now that the pandemic surge is over, 
Tractor Supply’s growth has stalled. The 
company’s same store sales, an important 
industry metric, were flat last year and a 
meagre 1.1% in the first quarter. Its top 
management team probably feared a boy-
cott would make things worse for the com-
pany, which brought in $14.6 billion in rev-
enue in 2023. Instead, executives only 
alienated the kinds of customers they need 
to attract to reignite growth.

Most damaging, however, is the ease 
with which Tractor Supply abandoned its 
purported values and a subset of its cus-
tomer base along with them. The company 
provided a haven for LGBTQIA+ people in 
parts of rural America where it didn’t 
always feel like they had a safe place to 
shop. “It is so isolating out here and often 
very scary to be queer,” said a trans educa-
tor and content creator. “One of the places 
we felt the most welcome was our local 
Tractor Supply.”  ©BLOOMBERG

Tractor Supply’s DEI reversal 
could easily return to haunt it

It went back on a key commitment and it’s unlikely to serve it well

Tractor Supply succumbed to a rightist 

backlash against diversity ISTOCKPHOTO
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benefit. These can include critical themes 
such as the future of network infrastructure, 
consumer protection, product and service 
liabilities and environmental protection. 

Finally, many B2C startups neglect global 
markets, unlike their B2B counterparts. 
Companies in the Software as a Service 
(SaaS) space have aimed for foreign markets 
from the outset, helping make India the 
world’s second-largest SaaS hub, with our 
share expected to reach 8% by 2028. Firms 
like Zoho and Freshworks built products 
keeping the global market in mind and dom-
inate specialized segments. Indian B2C busi-
nesses must also leverage the global internet 
and diversify revenue streams. 

India, as the world’s largest test bed for 
B2C apps outside of an insular China, pro-
vides a special opportunity to local entrepre-
neurs. They have the chance to design apps 
for a diverse local market and also address a 
vast global e-commerce market where there 
are few distortionary tariffs, unlike in mer-
chandise trade. 

With this opportunity comes a responsi-
bility to solve real problems that consumers 
face by innovating to offer new products 
(and build IP assets). If all this falls in place, 
commercial sustainability will follow. 

These are the authors’ personal views. 

added innovations is another issue in the 
Indian business-to-consumer (B2C) app 
space. Copying successful models can prove 
a winning formula. Before Facebook, there 
were apps like Myspace and Friendster. But 
a derivative app still requires adding  an 
innovation of significant value to succeed. 
Zomato is an example of this approach. Ini-
tially similar to Yelp, with features such as 
menu browsing and reviews, Zomato added 
food delivery as a major add-on feature two 
whole years after starting up. 

Moreover, B2C startups often fail to 
develop unique technology, resulting in a 
lack of intellectual property (IP) that can 
serve as a valuable asset or defence moat for 
the business. For instance, Snap built upon 
its social-media service by pioneering new 
augmented reality and camera innovations, 
providing residual value even if the com-
pany faces future challenges and revenue 
stream questions. The company has over 
3,000 patents globally and is a fine example 
of innovation-centricity in a near-saturated 
social media market. Conversely, Koo did 
not create proprietary technology, leaving it 
without assets as it closed down. 

Inadequate collective action and thought 
leadership on public policy is an additional 
challenge that Indian startups must over-

I
ndia’s homegrown social media service, 
Koo, ceased operations last week. 
Launched with the ambition of providing 

a multi-language social media service to 
compete with X (formerly Twitter), Koo 
failed to carve out a niche in the digital mar-
ket. Its shutdown sheds light on challenges 
that must be tackled to build a digital econ-
omy that creates local value. 

First, Koo’s journey underscores the 
importance of achieving a product-market 
fit and a revenue roadmap; entrepreneurs 
must identify and cater to specific market 
needs effectively. With relatively easy avail-
ability of capital, startup founders often 
overlook this crucial aspect, making appli-
cations with limited use cases, focusing 
instead on funding rounds. Koo’s emphasis 
on multi-language support as a unique fea-
ture was misplaced, as it did not differenti-
ate the platform meaningfully from com-
petitors. Trying to build a brand on this 
premise was perhaps not a sound strategy. 

A reliance on copycat models without 

There’s a message in Koo’s shutdown for B2C startups 
VIVAN SHARAN & BERGES MALU

Startups must view the digital market as a 
common pie that needs to be expanded col-
lectively. Industry groups in the past have 
often lobbied against one another on tactical 
grounds, driven by a fear of missing out on 
regulatory advantages. For instance, when 
the Niti Aayog drafted guiding principles for 

the regulation of online 
fantasy sports platforms in 
India in 2020, industry 
associations representing 
other gaming segments 
vociferously opposed the 
draft. They argued that it 
favoured fantasy sports 
with special treatment. 

Thinking of a consumer 
market as a common pie is 
hard in the case of apps, but 
an analogy from the hard-
ware market may help. 
Electric vehicle (EV) adop-
tion requires common 

charging infrastructure, interoperable soft-
ware, standardized batteries, loan availabil-
ity and recycling facilities. It makes sense for 
industry stakeholders to advocate an ‘eco-
system’ approach. Similarly, B2C startups 
should serve policymakers inputs on inter-
related app economy issues for everyone’s 

come. Founders are mostly busy running 
their business. But adverse events can strike 
unexpectedly, as seen with Paytm when the 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) cracked its whip. 
In March 2022, RBI barred Paytm Payments 
Bank from onboarding new customers and 
asked for a comprehensive audit. This deci-
sion was driven by con-
cerns over data storage, 
non-compliance with 
k n o w - y o u r - c u s t o m e r 
norms and issues related to 
digital infrastructure and 
management. 

Policy engagement 
shouldn’t be an after-
thought. Many other fin-
tech startups are finding 
this out the hard way as 
they face a slew of strin-
gent regulations on user 
security, data and quality 
of service. Entrepreneurs 
must begin to speak up on policy matters 
that require systemic reforms. For instance, 
liberalization of foreign exchange manage-
ment is essential for cross-border fintech, 
while we need to also enable micropayments 
for monetizing small-value transactions 
common to India. 

They need 

intellectual 

property and 

true innovation 

that can serve 

real user needs 

even overseas

MOHANDAS PAI & 
SIDDARTH M. PAI  
are, respectively, chairman at Aarin Capital and 

managing partner at 3one4 Capital. 

are public policy experts with 

the Koan Advisory Group, New 

Delhi. 

started incurs high costs much in advance of reve-
nues, with the expectation that these will rise and 
costs  will stabilize or flatten over time. Such losses 
do not indicate lack of value creation, as they are 
investments in a revenue ramp-up over time. 

Its core issue: The practice of assessing officers 
comparing startup projections in its valuation 
report with actual performance, with no regard for 
a valuation report in case of deviations, is problem-
atic. As forecasts, projections are subject to execu-
tion risk. Even India’s budget sees adjustments. 
New businesses operate under more uncertainty, 
and the equity risk taken by investors covers it. 

While combating unaccounted funds is a global 
issue, no other country has taken the approach of 
taxing a share premium as income. The US Inter-
nal Revenue Code, for example, categorically 
states that the exchange of stock for cash/other 
consideration shall not be treated as income. 

Its patchwork fixes are not a cure: Angel tax noti-
ces began to pick up in 2016. On 19 February 2019, 
the DPIIT provided relief from this tax with condi-
tions. A DPIIT startup was exempt from angel tax 
for ₹25 crore worth of shares issued at a premium, 
provided the funds were not invested in a blacklist. 
Many conditions were reasonable and had a carve-
out for transactions undertaken in the ordinary 
course of business, but three bars crippled this 
concession: on giving loans and advances, capital 

Impact of an angel tax change
The money raised by Indian startups has been 
on a downslide that accelerated after this tax 
was extended to investments by non-residents

Source: PrivateCircle Research

Amount raised by Indian startups (in ₹ crore)

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022

2023

1,00,930

1,33,688

1,37,517

2,41,787

1,79,377

66,908

SATISH KUMAR/MINT
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E you ever so high, the law is 
above you. That adage recently 
yielded to the dictum that Don-
ald J Trump is above it all. On 
July 1, the last day before the 
Supreme Court of  the US (SCO-
TUS) rose for summer recess 

and three days before the US celebrated 
its 248th year of  independence, the jus-
tices delivered an epochal verdict. It was 
a severe blow to the democratic princi-
ples revered in the oldest democracy—it 
rendered POTUS (President of  the US) 
an emperor of  all he surveyed. 

The judgement is worth reading—not 
for the words of  the conservative major-
ity of  six Republican-appointed justices, 
who went beyond providing a protective 
cover to Trump in an election year—but 
the brilliant dissent from the only Latino 
justice in SCOTUS’s 234-plus years’ his-
tory, Sonia Sotomayor. 

In her scathing dissent, Justice Sotomay-
or accused the SCOTUS majority of  mak-
ing Trump a “king above the law” for lim-
iting the scope of  criminal charges against 
the former president for his role in the 
January 6, 2021 riot at the US Capitol and 
efforts to overturn the election. Sotomayor 
called the majority verdict “utterly inde-
fensible”. She wrote in a sharp language 
rare from the judicial pulpit: “The court 
effectively creates a law-free zone around 
the president, upsetting the status quo that 
has existed since the founding.” Other lib-
eral justices Elena Kagan and Ketanji 
Brown Jackson joined Sotomayor—all 
three Democratic appointments—with 
Jackson referring to the ruling’s conse-
quences as a “five-alarm fire”.

Dissents have always mattered. They go 
beyond the present. Charles Evan Hughes, 
the US chief  justice through the 1930s, fa-
mously said, “A dissent in a court of  last 
resort is an appeal to the brooding spirit 
of  law, to the intelligence of  a future day 
when a later decision may possibly correct 
the error into which the dissenting justice 
believes the court to have been betrayed.” 
He has been quoted multiple times in all 
democratic polities including in India, as 
in the famous dissent of  Justice H R Khan-
na in the infamous Additional District 
Magistrate, Jabalpur case of  1976. 

While Trump claimed the decision 
was “a huge victory for democracy”, Bi-
den called it a “dangerous precedent”. 
The Nine on the Bench have become an 
issue in the November POTUS elections. 
Trump is a felon convicted on 34 counts. 

He is facing more criminal prosecutions 
in the classified documents’ case and the 
January 6 riot case. 

It was in the context of  these prosecu-
tions that Trump raised the issues of  ex-
ecutive privilege and absolute immunity 
for POTUS. Washington district Judge 
Tanya Chutkan, on December 1, 2023 re-
jected Trump’s argument that he could 

not face prosecution for official actions 
he took as president, as the US presiden-
cy “does not confer a lifelong ‘get-out-of-
jail-free’ pass”. Trump’s appeal to the 
federal appellate jurisdiction failed. 
From that emerged the docket before 
SCOTUS, which was certified fit to be 
heard by the Nine. 

The ruling by the six in majority—
Chief  Justice John Roberts authoring it, 
and justices Clarence Thomas, Samuel 
Alito, Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh and 
Amy Coney Barrett joining in—is that 
Trump had “broad protection for actions 
that fell within his official responsibilities 
as POTUS”. The effect is that the complex 
task of  determining how to apply the 
‘broad immunity’ in the four-count crimi-

nal indictment is left to the pending trial 
in the lower court. It is an escape route for 
Trump. Chutkan will have to conduct a 
detailed examination of  the indictment to 
determine which of  Trump’s actions were 
official and must be stricken from the 
case and which were private acts that can 
proceed to trial. Easy to suggest, but near 
impossible to carry out. 

The same SCOTUS had, on June 24, 
2022 in the Dobbs vs Jackson Women’s 
Health Organization decision, removed 
the federal constitutional right to abor-
tion for individuals in the US, which had 
been in place for almost 50 years, on the 
historical ground that ‘abortion’ was not 
even contemplated by the framers of  the 
US Constitution. But they forgot ‘history’ 
in the Trump immunity case. Of  late, 
Roberts’ court has morphed into an 
openly partisan Republican one. 

This is where the dissent of  Justice 
Sotomayor kicks in. She was ruthless in 
her choice of  words. And she chose to read 
her 29-page dissent for 25 minutes, looking 
at the audience when she emphasised her 
stinging dissent. She read, “The president 
of  the US is the most powerful person in 
the country, and possibly the world. When 
he uses his official powers in any way, un-
der the majority’s reasoning, he now will 
be insulated from criminal prosecution.” 

Be you ever so high—the principle has 
roots in English common law and has in-
fluenced American legal thought. It 
aligns with democratic ideals and pre-
vents tyranny. Remember that Trump 
has promised to be a dictator on Day One 
of  his presidency. Any Supreme Court is 
a political institution as justices Ben-
jamin Cardozo, Louis Brandeis and our 
own V R Krishna Iyer branded them. 

Lest the SCOTUS majority claimed 
they were abiding by Rule of  the Law, 
some punchlines from the Sotomayor 
dissent have gone viral: “Orders the 
Navy Seal Team 6 to assassinate a politi-
cal rival? Immune. Organises a military 
coup to hold onto power? Immune. Takes 
a bribe in exchange for a pardon? Im-
mune, immune, immune.” 

(Views are personal)
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The court cannot connive at a process 
which eventually makes fundamental rights 
as rare as ‘roses in December, ice in June’

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

— Ramnath Goenka

N June 20, the Patna High 
Court set aside the amend-
ment in Bihar’s reservation 
policy that had been passed 
by the previous JDU-RJD gov-
ernment. The amendment, 
based on a caste survey, 

sought to enhance the total caste-based 
reservation in jobs to 65 percent.  
The high court went by the Supreme 
Court’s 1992 decision to cap such reser-
vation at 50 percent and struck down 
the Bihar amendment. Now, the JDU-
BJP led state government has chal-
lenged the decision in the Supreme 
Court. It is interesting to note that 
amid all this to and fro, Nitish Kumar 
has remained chief  minister.

The Patna High Court’s decision con-
fused many observers not well-versed 
with legal nuances. Especially because 
Tamil Nadu has a provision for 69 per-
cent reservation under the Ninth 
Schedule of  the Constitution. Once any 
act is brought under this Schedule, 
which was introduced by the first  
constitutional amendment in 1951, it 
has some immunity under Article 31B 
from being legally challenged.

The TN quota was arrived at with 
changing caste and class calculations 
made by chief  ministers M Karunani-
dhi and M G Ramachandran through 
the 1970s and 80s. We must also  
acknowledge the contribution of  an-
other former CM, K Kamaraj, who took 
the case to the then PM Jawaharlal Ne-
hru to enable the state to take affirma-
tive action by amending Articles 15 and 
16 of  the Constitution. Later, many 
similar provisions were enacted by oth-
er states and challenged in court. A 
plea on the TV reservation is still pend-
ing before the Supreme Court.

The Patna High Court verdict has 
come before the state’s assembly  
election due in 2025. The previous JDU-
RJD government was aiming at this 
election when it initiated the caste sur-
vey and enhanced reservation to 65 per-
cent in 2023. After the court verdict, 
Nitish Kumar’s NDA government  
has challenged the decision in the Su-
preme Court. If  the appeal is not  
sustained, the substantial exercise of  
the caste survey will be of  little  
political use for Nitish.

But the survey will surely affect the 
state election. It has raised expecta-
tions among castes leaders, as now they 
clearly know their numerical strengths. 
This will affect political expectations 
of  their representation. Every party 
will have to face this changed calculus 

and strike a fine balance, otherwise 
their fortunes will change. 

A litmus test is coming up for the 
JDU-BJP honeymoon in the next few 
months. Nitish will face challenges in 
consolidating his party and its social 
base to keep the cadre and leaders on 
his side and the allies in good humour. 
The BJP will have to consolidate its al-
lies too. Now, it’s for the NDA govern-
ment to secure a spot for the enhanced 
quota law in the Ninth Schedule, as 
Tamil Nadu did. If  the BJP demurs, as 
it has indicated in the past, it would 
transmit a message against the double-
engine sarkar to Bihar’s voters.

The NDA regime has not yet  
succeeded in the matter of  granting Bi-
har a special status. This will provide 

an opportunity to the INDIA bloc  
in general and the Tejashwi Yadav- 
led RJD in particular to counter the 
NDA government.  

The BJP has already announced that 
the next assembly election will be 
fought under Nitish’s leadership, so 
that he does not again move away  
from the NDA. Nitish, too, knows that 
some in the RJD would rather have him 
move to national politics. However, pol-
itics is a game of  possibilities— 
and one of  the hardest things to know 
is Nitish’s next political move. It’s said 
the right hand of  Nitish Kumar  
does not know what his left hand will 
do before the next polls.  

Nitish has also started reconfiguring 
his party with the state poll in view.  

At JDU’s national executive committee 
meeting on June 29, he made Sanjay 
Jha the party’s working president,  
eyeing the votes of  Brahmins in Mithi-
lanchal. The party also made Rajiv 
Ranjan ‘Lalan’ Singh, a Bhumihar, a 
cabinet minister, and Ramnath  
Thakur, son of  Karpoori Thakur from 
an economically backward class, a 
minister too. Nitish, known for canny 
social engineering, has upper-caste  
and EBC votes in his crosshairs. Jha is 
also said to be close to the BJP.

Nitish had to pay a heavy price at the 
last assembly election when Chirag 
Paswan f ielded candidates  in  
every seat. It was an open secret that 
many of  the candidates were BJP prox-
ies. As a result, the JDU was reduced 
from 73 to 41 in the 243-seat assembly. 
At next year’s hustings, Chirag  
may not be as aggressive as the last 
time, but the BJP would not want to 
give Nitish room to grow stronger. 

Bihar implemented the Mungerilal 
Commission Report in 1976, much be-
fore the central government’s Mandal 
Commision. The BJP, which has gener-
ally been against reservation, with-
drew support for the V P Singh govern-
ment at the Centre in the 1990s as Singh 
did not agree to support the Kamandal 
Rath led by Lal Krishna Advani, which 
tried to frame the national narrative on 
the Mandal Commission. Advani’s rath 
was stopped in Bihar by the then CM 
Lalu Prasad Yadav. It’s also on record 
that the RSS has reiterated its call to 
review the reservation policy. However, 
BJP leaders have repeatedly supported 
its continuation in the face of  vote-
bank realities. We must remember that 
NDA member Chirag’s father, the late 
Ram Vilas Paswan, advocated reserva-
tion in the private sector, too. 

It’s clear that those in favour of  pri-
vatisation are generally against reser-
vation in jobs, as it would stand in the 
way of  the government’s target of  sell-
ing more state assets to raise revenues. 
Reservation becomes meaningless with 
fewer jobs in the public sector. Still, af-
firmative action to protect marginal-
ised communities will remain a sensi-
tive issue. No party in government can 
afford to take a direct position against 
it. Hence the use of  disinvestment, pri-
vatisation, contract appointments, and 
Agniveer are seen as indirect methods 
of  achieving the same goal. Nitish is no 
exception from those facing these op-
posing compulsions. 

(Views are personal)
(dmdiwakar@gmail.com)
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THE STINGING DISSENT TO  
TRUMP IMMUNITY RULING

A CAP THAT IS  
REFUSING TO 

FIT ALL HEADS

D M DIWAKAR Honorary Director and Professor, Development 
Research Institute, Jalsain, and former Director,  
A N Sinha Institute of Social Studies, Patna

Justice Sonia Sotomayor’s sharp 
dissent against the US Supreme 
Court’s majority decision granting 
Donald Trump limited immunity will 
be remembered for its stout defence 
of democratic principles. It’s a 
rebuke of the dangerous precedent 
that put a president above the law

The Patna High Court’s scrapping of Bihar’s higher reservation  
cap has lobbed the ball back to Nitish Kumar. No one will be 

immune from the fallout at next year’s assembly poll

MANDAR PARDIKAR

NARASIMHAN  
VIJAYARAGHAVAN

Advocate, Madras High Court

Constitutional values
Ref: Why society turns to miracle workers (Jul 
9). The author has rightfully pointed out that 
superstition is possibly one of the biggest 
killers in India. Instead of adhering to such 
beliefs, faith in constitutional values could 
help citizens and society at large.
Gana Shruthy M K, Bidar

God complex
So-called godmen are gradually snatching 
thrones from the actual gods to deliver 
blessings to the suffering masses. People  
in India, instead of thinking of ways to  
solve their problems in life, seem to think 
more about gods and goddesses. The author 
has observed minutely the cause of the 
Hathras stampede.   
Pradip Kumar Behera, Cuttack

Govt inaction
The article clearly exposes the UP 
government’s inaction in dealing with such 
cases due to political compulsions. The society 
turns to miracle workers due to the failure 
of the government in solving their problems. 
Our media, too, seems to sometimes forget its 
responsibility in educating society. 
V O Harindranathan, Chennai

Avoidable sarcasm 
Frequent sarcasm against Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi belittles the stature of 
prominent opposition leaders. Congress 
leader Jairam Ramesh referred to the PM 
as ‘non-biological’ at least four times in 
his comments about the PM’s Russia visit. 
Leaders of Jairam Ramesh’s stature should 
realise that such sarcasm speaks volumes 
about their small minds.
Suryanarayana Murty Peri, Bhawanipatna 
         
Posting etiquette
Self-styled intellectuals of the Congress seem 
to have crossed all  limits while criticising the 
PM. In trying to show one-upmanship over 
others, Jairam Ramesh called Modi ‘non-
biological’. He should maintain some etiquette 
while posting comments on X. 
Jaikishan N, Kengeri

Jammu vigil
In the wake of a series of terror attacks in the 
Jammu region, strict vigil  should be imposed 
with full  vigour in order to save the lives of 
our jawans. In an attack in Kathua two days 
ago, our soldiers killed two militants at the 
expense of a jawan’s life. In retaliation, 
they killed four of our brave soldiers. This is 
shameful for us. Some proactive actions like 
surgical strike or air strikes should be carried 
out immediately in order to nip such incidents 
in the bud itself.
P K Sreevalsan, Kannur

AP

GOVT NEEDS A  
NEW APPROACH  
TO THE BUDGET

T
HE Union government will table the Budget for 2024-25 
in parliament on July 23. Before it does so, the Narendra 
Modi-led government might want to look at the people’s 
verdict at the recent Lok Sabha elections and opt for a 
course correction. Modi 3.0’s diminished verdict reflect-

ed the anguish of  a large section of  voters at issues such as 
soaring joblessness, high inflation and unfavourable tax poli-
cies. These economic issues are hurting the people and the 
Budget is a suitable platform to address them in earnest.

The build-up to the full Budget for 2024-25 has, at least, 
raised hopes that it would deliver on making life easier for 
the people by leaving more money in their hands. If  the gov-
ernment acts on pleas for changes to the income tax slabs, it 
would give immediate respite to salaried citizens. However, 
this would not be sufficient, because a number of  goods and 
services have become unaffordable to a growing section of  
society. Much of  a rate rationalisation exercise in the goods 
and services tax (GST) regime would need to go through the 
GST Council. However, the government can make a state-
ment in this regard in the Budget and reassure people that 
the rates would not be solely driven by revenue concerns. 

The government has, over the years, been limiting its role 
in education and healthcare, making tertiary healthcare 
and higher education out of  reach for the masses. If  this 
Budget reverses the trend and the government shows a re-
newed focus on building quality healthcare and educational 
institutions, it would help several sectors of  the economy 
and go a long way towards building a Viksit Bharat.

The money spent on social schemes has often been seen with 
contempt. Not all subsidies to the poor should be derided as 
freebies—even though the government has succeeded in bring-
ing down the level of  extreme poverty, the number in need of  
such schemes is still huge in the world’s most populous nation. 
The government has rightly taken pride in spending substan-
tial amounts on infrastructure, but the quality of  infrastruc-
ture can be given renewed focus with an outcome-oriented 
approach. The finance minister, when she rises to present the 
Budget, would do well to shun a fiscal fundamentalist ap-
proach. An empathetic touch is called for in this Budget more 
than a document crammed with arithmetical homilies.

IOA MUST PRESENT A 
UNITED FRONT NOW

A
S things stand, the Indian Olympic Association (IOA) 
seems to have two faces—and one of  them is not good. 
Let us turn our attention to the good first. There have 
been quite a few groundbreaking decisions taken by the 
IOA to make the Paris Olympics a comfortable one for 

the athletes. They have assembled a 13-member medical team 
for the first time to attend to the athletes’ needs. There will be 
a sleep therapist, a psychologist and nutritionists, too. The 
medical room will be operational 24x7. The organisers have 
managed a few commercial deals as well. The IOA will be tak-
ing care of  the support staff  accommodated outside the Games 
Village. The IOA has also looked into requests to accommodate 
personal coaches. The ikat-inspired ceremonial kit for the 
opening has been designed by Tarun Tahiliani. Overall, with 
help from the sports ministry and the Sports Authority of  In-
dia (SAI), the preparation has been quite robust and smooth.

Yet, one thing is threatening to shift the focus away. After 
much delay and parley, the organisers announced Gagan 
Narang as chef  de mission on Monday, long after M C Mary 
Kom stepped down in April. They have aptly chosen one 
Olympic medallist to replace another. But with only about 
two weeks remaining, the IOA members seem to be divided. 
As of  Tuesday, the executive committee was still not aligned 
with the IOA president, P T Usha, over the appointment of  
CEO Raghuram Iyer. Meanwhile, the CEO’s appointment 
has been endorsed by the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) and he has been attending meetings with the sports 
ministry and SAI. Though the new sports minister had 
shown serious intent to end the stalemate, a lasting solution 
still seems far away. In a symbolic gesture, the minister even 
went to the IOA Bhawan right after assuming office. At best, 
there could be a truce before the Games.

This might severely impact the 2036 Olympic Games bid 
talks that India is planning with the IOC during the Games. 
A united house is a must for a strong bid and the IOC has 
already pointed this out. The IOA must be cautious and put 
the interest of  the athletes first. Perhaps it is time for all 
members to come together for the Olympics. After all, the 
Games and the athletes’ interests should take precedence.

Q U I C K  TA K E

FOR ÉGALITÉ, FRATERNITÉ

WHAT a difference a week makes. The world agonised 
when the far-right National Rally won a third of  the 
votes in the first round of  France’s National Assembly 

election. But in the second round polled a week later, the 
pendulum swung left. New Popular Front, an alliance of  
leftist and green parties, won the largest number of  seats. 
This massive swing did not come out of  thin air. A large sec-
tion of  the French intelligentsia and icons like Kylian Mbap-
pé exhorted the nation to reject the far right. The seat ar-
rangements and tactical voting that followed showed that 
those who value égalité and fraternité can be resiliently ef-
fective when they come together. 
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In today's fast-evolving busi-
ness environment, the ability
to adapt and thrive through
continuous learning has
become indispensable for sus-
tained success. To remain
competitive amidst techno-
logical advancements, eco-
nomic shifts, and geopolitical
changes, businesses must
adopt proactive upskilling
strategies. These strategies
empower organizations to
innovate and stay resilient,
ensuring readiness to tackle
uncertainty and adapt to
evolving market demands.
A crucial aspect of fostering
organizational success lies in
developing a robust upskilling
plan tailored to the needs of
C-suite executives. This com-
prehensive approach focuses
not only on enhancing tech-
nical competencies but also
on cultivating strategic think-
ing and leadership abilities.
CEOs play a pivotal role in
this endeavor by investing in
tailored Learning and
Development (L&D) pro-
grams. These initiatives aim
to refine communication
skills, enhance adaptability,
manage crises effectively, and
unleash influential leader-
ship potential.
Strategic thinking involves

synthesising information
from diverse sources and cul-
tivating collaborative rela-
tionships with stakeholders.
These competencies are piv-
otal for making informed
decisions and driving organi-
zational progress. Embracing
technology-centric strategies
that incorporate cutting-edge
skills such as Generative AI,
Machine Learning, Data
Analytics, and Cybersecurity
is essential for navigating
complexities and maintaining
market competitiveness.
To effectively implement
upskilling initiatives, organi-
zations must first identify
skill gaps within their work-
force through regular assess-
ments and performance
reviews. Tailoring training
programs to address these
specific needs is key.
Technology plays a crucial
role in modern L&D, with e-
learning platforms, virtual
classrooms, and mobile appli-

cations offering flexible and
accessible training options.
Research underscores the
importance of fostering a
culture of continuous learn-
ing. Encouraging cross-func-
tional experience is another
pivotal element of a robust
development plan. Leaders
benefit from rotating through
various roles and depart-
ments, gaining a compre-
hensive understanding of the
organization and fostering
better decision-making.
Building strong internal and
external relationships is cru-
cial, enabling effective collab-
oration and leveraging part-
nerships for innovation and
growth.
The 2024 Business Outlook
Report highlights that a sig-
nificant majority of small
and medium-sized enterpris-
es have either implemented or
plan to implement upskilling
strategies. Failure to do so
risks falling behind in a com-
petitive landscape. McKinsey
& Company supports this, cit-
ing that investment in
employee development
enhances engagement and
retention.
AI-powered Human Capital
Management (HCM) sys-
tems are transforming how

organizations manage skills
gaps. These systems analyze
workforce data to identify
current competencies and
predict future skill require-
ments, recommending per-
sonalized development
opportunities. Tracking met-
rics such as employee engage-
ment, course completion
rates, and skill acquisition is
crucial for refining L&D
strategies aligned with busi-
ness objectives.
Creating a culture that values
learning is pivotal for
upskilling success. Leaders
must champion continuous
development by setting an
example, fostering an envi-
ronment where learning is
encouraged and rewarded.
This involves integrating
development goals into per-
formance reviews, providing
incentives for learning activ-
ities, and ensuring visible
support from CEOs and
senior leaders. Such a culture
not only keeps businesses
abreast of industry changes
but also fosters sustainable
growth and innovation,
securing a competitive edge in
the market.

(The writer is CEO,
TimesPro; views are 

personal)
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the margins of social functions. Even
Gandhiji once said, "Sanitation is more
important than Independence."

Avinash Godboley| Dewas
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Madam —As Prime Minister Narendra
Modi traveled to Russia on Monday, July
8, there was anticipation about whether
he would address the issue of Indian
nationals fighting for the Russian army
in the conflict zone and ensure their safe
return to India as soon as possible. The
prime minister will hold summit talks
with President Vladimir Putin amid the
ongoing conflict in Ukraine during this
visit, which is his first trip to Russia since
2019 and the first since the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine in February 2022.
India has a longstanding relationship
with Russia, initially with the USSR,
thanks to the diplomatic and strategic
initiatives of various Congress govern-
ments over the decades. More recently,
during his ten years as Prime Minister,
Dr. Manmohan Singh met with Russian
Presidents Vladimir Putin and Dmitry

Medvedev 16 times, either in India or
Russia. In comparison, this is only Mr.
Modi's 11th meeting with President
Putin after a decade in office. Between
FY14 and FY23, India's exports to Russia
stagnated, dropping from USD 3.17 bil-
lion to USD 3.14 billion, while imports
surged dramatically from USD 6.34 bil-
lion to USD 46.21 billion. Such an
imbalanced trade relationship is unsus-
tainable in the long term and has harm-
ful effects on our domestic industry.
According to the Indian Embassy in
Moscow, at least 50 Indian nationals have
joined the Russian army. Many others
have been "duped" into fighting in a war
where they have no stake, aside from a
chance to escape the poverty and unem-
ployment crisis perpetuated by the cur-
rent administration. Will the prime
minister address the plight of these youth
and ensure their safe return to India as
soon as possible?

Bhagwan Thadani | Mumbai

�����������������������������
Madam — The radical Sikh preacher and
chief of 'Waris Punjab De,' Amritpal
Singh, who is imprisoned in Assam's
Dibrugarh district under the National
Security Act, and Kashmiri leader Sheikh
Abdul Rashid, popularly known as
Engineer Rashid, who is in Delhi's Tihar
jail for a terror funding case under the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act,
were granted parole to take their oaths
as members of the Lok Sabha on July 5.
This event took place amid heavy secu-
rity in and around the Parliament com-
plex. 
People are wondering how, under our
constitution, both individuals were
allowed to run for MP and won convinc-
ingly as independents. This reflects on
the electorate's choices, not the country's
policies. Moreover, while both Amritpal
(31) and Rashid (56) took their oaths to
uphold the Constitution, they have no
faith in it.I believe it is high time our
Parliament revisited the criteria for elec-
tion candidates. Anyone facing charges
of terrorism or anti-national activities
should not be allowed to contest elec-
tions, regardless of their popularity.
Any individual who does not respect
India's integrity and sovereignty should
be ineligible to file a nomination. Instead,
an affidavit affirming faith in the
Constitution and National Integrity
should be a prerequisite for candidates.
Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee| Faridabad

����������������������
Madam — At a recent event in
Kozhikode, Kerala, Union Minister
Suresh Gopi referred to the cleaning staff
as "superheroes" for their efforts in
maintaining the cleanliness of the venue.
He also invited them to sit in seats
reserved for special guests, which they
did hesitantly. Kudos to the minister for
recognizing and honoring the work of a
group of workers who are often over-
looked. We hope this generous gesture
will inspire more such acts of apprecia-
tion for those who typically remain on
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kicked up by a departing
godman’s car, it reflects that
the government and society
have failed to engage with the
poor and the deprived.
Poverty is not as an economist
would define it but that of
ignorance and inequality. This
provides just the fertile
ground for a Baba from the
community to emerge as a
‘social reformer’.
The social reform pro-
grammes of the government,
be it the ‘sarvoday’of the yore
or the ‘antoday’of the current
times, have focussed on cash
transfer and not social equi-
ty transfer. This explains the
financial sinews of Surajpal
and others like him. 
The financially prosperous
in the community donate lib-
erally as he talks of ending
social discrimination.In his
discourses Surajpal talks of
equality and empowerment.
He advocates education and
even facilitates the admis-
sion of children from his
community into upmarket
schools. He routinely con-
demns caste-based discrimi-
nation and preaches universal
brotherhood.What got his
following soar was that dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic,
he is reported to have facili-
tated food and medicine dis-
tribution and other such suc-
cour to the poor from the
community. During the sec-
ond wave of the pandemic, in

May 2021, when contagion
was at its peak, Surajpal
organised a camp in
Farrukhabad. 
The district administration
had allowed the presence of
50 people but several thou-
sand attended.Such ‘social
movements are not alone in
western Uttar Pradesh where
Surajpal operates. People flock
to ‘Deras’ of different hues,
especially in the region of
Haryana-Punjab. Though all
these Deras have followers
among every caste, most fol-
lowers are Dalits and back-
ward caste people, who are
often economically weaker
too. Punjab has been witness
to the emergence of a large
number of Deras due to pre-
vailing inequality in the social
and economic order and the
marginal position of the Dalits
in society.
According to rough estimates
given by Sikh scholars, there
are more than 9,000 Sikh and
non-Sikh Deras in 12,000 vil-
lages in Punjab. Of these,
there are about 300 major
Deras across Punjab and the
neighbouring Haryana. Out
of these almost a dozen have
over one lakh devotees each.
Going by these standards
Surajpal’s Ashram has if not
more at least as strong a
numerical strength as the
major Deras of Punjab like
Radha Soami (Beas), Dera
Sacha Sauda (Sirsa),

Nirankari, Namdhari, Diya
Jyoti Jagran Sansthan
(Nurmahal), Dera Sant
Bhaniarwala (Ropar), and
Dera Sach Khand (Ballan).As
of now, a judicial commission
has been set up to enquire into
the matter. The commission
would blame Surajpal, his
devotees and the administra-
tion for the tragedy. 
The state would also for some
time act with full might car-
rying out arrests. Once the
public outcry dies down, the
media would withdraw its
cameras and post it at anoth-
er news event. The matter
under judicial probe too will
hit a dead end. Probably
nobody wants to answer why
Babas like Surajpal get a tai-
lor-made pitch to mould pub-
lic emotion. 
Through their clout they
come to command political
influence and every political
party wants them on their
side. No wonder Congress
and Samajwadi Party are
backing Surajpal Singh in the
same way as the BJP govern-
ment of Haryana gave liberal
furloughs to murder convict
Ram Rahim Singh of Dera
Sacha Sauda. The wrath of
Babas could be politically
harmful.
(The writer is the author and

president of, the Centre for
Reforms, Development &

Justice; views expressed are
personal) 
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The unfortunate inci-
dent in Hathras is
finding a very despi-
cable narrative in
social media. Nobody

seems to be mourning the death
of 120-odd people belonging
mostly to the Dalit community
but contesting the fact that a god-
man had emerged from the Jatav
community.We political analysts
talk of undercurrents in polls and
leave it unexplained. 
The emergence of a Baba like
Surajpal Singh explains it. In
times when the most powerful of
the political leaders with the help
of all the money and machinery
at their disposal find it difficult
to get 25000 people to attend a
rally, there must be something in
Surajpal Singh’s modus operan-
di which saw a gathering of
250000 people.When the BJP
blames the Hindu voters for
deserting it, particularly in Uttar
Pradesh during the last parlia-
mentary elections, its answer lies
in the Hathras incident. The
opposition leaders led by Rahul
Gandhi and Akhilesh Yadav
have blamed the administration
for the tragedy and in a way
covertly if not overtly taken a
stand in defence of the Baba.
It’s not only about a Surajpal
from the Jatav community but
several others like Rampal from
the Jat community in Haryana,
who have challenged the upper
caste monopoly on Hindu spir-
itual discourse. 
They have their methods that
challenge the Puritan practises
but they are applauded by their
followers for it.The police report
filed in the matter states that
organisers “underreported the
number of expected attendees,
did not cooperate in managing
traffic, and concealed evidence
after the stampede, which
occurred when people stopped
to collect soil from the path of
the baba’s vehicle.” The FIR indi-
cated that the police and admin-
istration did everything possible
with available resources.
The FIR ironically also shows
that how the administration,
not just district but pan-India,
has been completely unaware of
the swelling undercurrent. When
such a large gathering of people
clamber to clutch dust particles
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There has been a change
of leadership in both
the United Kingdom

and Iran. In the UK, Rishi
Sunak of the Conservative
Party has been succeeded by
Keir Starmer of the Labour
Party. In Iran, the people have
elected Masoud Pezeshkian,
a reformist and relatively lib-
eral candidate, as their new
President. 
The Iranian presidential elec-
tion was necessitated by the
death of the former
President, Ebrahim Raisi, in
a helicopter crash in May.
These shifts, one in Europe
and the other in Asia, repre-
sent a change in the mindset
of people across continents.
Both countries, with their
rich traditions and civiliza-
tions, have seen their elec-
torates reject hardliners in

favor of moderate leaders
and parties. 
This highlights how, when
given the choice, people
make thoughtful decisions on
a large scale, guided by the
current needs rather than
the incessant rhetoric of
hardliners invoking civiliza-
tion and nationalism.
The Labour Party in Britain
had been out of power for the
last 14 years. Many predict-
ed the party's demise and

believed the country would
remain under Conservative
rule indefinitely.
The Conservatives, driven
by their nationalistic desires,
even led the UK out of the
European Union, isolating
the nation from its neighbor-
ing democracies.It is note-
worthy that while the
Conservatives' loss marks a
historic low in the context of
British democracy, the signif-
icant increase in seats for the
Liberal Democrats, from 11
in 2019 to 72 now, represents
a historic high. 
As the Liberal Democrats are
considered somewhat more
left-leaning than even the
Labour Party, there is a
renewed emphasis on
improving the quality of life
for the common man, more
so than at any other time in

the country’s political land-
scape.Conversely, since the
Islamic Revolution in 1979,
Iran has consistently posi-
tioned itself against the West
to assert its sovereignty. This
stance has not only led to cul-
tural conflicts with the West
but also created significant
challenges for Iran's econo-
my. Its isolation and con-
frontations with G7 nations
have weakened its oil-based
economy. 
Additionally, the Iranian peo-
ple have periodically
expressed their dissatisfac-
tion with the country's social
laws.With the recent changes
in leadership in Britain and
Iran, both new leaders have
pledged to end their coun-
tries' isolation and foster
global friendships. This sug-
gests that the UK may seek to

renew ties with the European
Union, and Iran may aim to
improve relations with the
West. 
It will be interesting to see if
Keir Starmer will reconsider
Brexit and move the UK
closer to the EU.Similarly, as
the new Iranian President
promises to "extend a hand of
friendship to everyone," it

remains to be seen whether
this will lead to peace with
the USA and, eventually,
with tech-rich Israel. 
It will also be intriguing to
observe if the Iranian leader
can persuade the Supreme
Leader to return to the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT) framework,
which is the main reason for

Iran's isolation in the
West.These election results
suggest a potential leftward
shift in global politics, with
significant changes occur-
ring in both major European
and Asian countries. 
This could mean that govern-
ments will need to focus
more on job creation and
improving the quality of life
for their citizens. Britain is
currently facing financial dif-
ficulties and high inflation,
despite soaring property
prices. 
Similarly, the Iranian people
are feeling the weight of ever-
increasing sanctions imposed
by the US and its allies.
Iranians need a new econo-
my and a new approach to
their relations with the
West.While Western nations
are cautiously optimistic

about the change in Iran, they
are confident that the new
Labour leadership in the UK
will adopt a pragmatic
approach. Moving away from
the Conservative tactics of
unnecessary assertiveness
driven by nostalgic colonial
attitudes, the UK will need to
redefine its strategy and
engage more openly with
the public.
Finally, there is a message for
political parties worldwide: if
you stay connected with the
grassroots and continue to
address the issues of the
common people in pragmat-
ic ways, you will remain rel-
evant and potentially revive.
(The writer is a senior jour-
nalist and has been covering

foreign affairs and interna-
tional politics; views are

personal)
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inducted system for pushing the
aircraft nose down to prevent the
plane from stalling. 
This week the justice depart-
ment’s criminal fraud section told
a federal court Boeing violated
terms of the settlement by failing
to make promised changes to
detect and prevent violations of
federal anti-fraud laws. The deter-
mination means that Boeing
could be prosecuted “for any fed-
eral criminal violation,” including
the charge of fraud that the com-
pany hoped to avoid with the set-
tlement, the Justice Department
said.
The company handed over 27
planes in January, its lowest tally
since September, compared with
67 deliveries in December. It sold
three Boeing 737 Max planes but
also logged three cancellations. As
it was grappling with the situation
on January 5, 2024, a door plug
blew out on an Alaska Airlines
flight at 16,000 feet shortly after
take-off from Portland, Oregon.
None was injured but it ripped off
headrests and exposed passengers
to a gaping hole in the 26th row.
Bolts holding a door panel were
also found missing, the US
National Transportation Safety
Board reported.
This led the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) to halt
Boeing’s planned production
increases till it was satisfied with
the quality control issues.
The Max planes that Air India
wants to buy, Boeing says, would
have to rework about 50 of the
undelivered planes because of
incorrectly drilled holes in 22
fuselages or the larger outer shell
that encompasses the main air-
craft body. 

It is a new production glitch that
could slow deliveries further.
Various FAA safety inspections
would periodically stop the pro-
duction line. The FAA says that it
would allow the variant of the 737
Max 9 with the door plug to fly
again – after demanding checks to
the bolts on every plane.The fam-
ily of two MAX victims want
Boeing to face a criminal trial and
pay a fine of $ 24.8 billion. They
are against plea bargaining saying
this was just a reworking of “let-
ting Boeing off the hook”. In
such a situation, the hope of Air
India Express and Akasa getting
their deliveries does not look
bright. 
Questions arise about how the
two airlines agreed to the deal of
MAX, which still has not cleared
safety issues. China has reported-
ly cancelled some of its book-
ings.Amid such situations in June
2022, Tata Sons signed the agree-
ment during the Paris Air Show
for 20 Boeing Dreamliners, 10
Boeing 777X widebody aircraft,
and 190 Boeing 737 MAX nar-
row-body aircraft along with 250
Euro Airbus for $ 70 billion,
according to Tata Sons and Air
India chairman N
Chandrashekhar.
In June 2023, IndiGo made the
world’s largest aircraft order by
signing a deal for 500 A320 neo
family planes from Airbus. Indigo
is expecting some Airbus 320
deliveries. 
But that would not suffice the
needs of the growing number of
passengers. Indigo is set to ground
many aircraft. So would Spicejet,
which met with several security
issues. The delays, which are said
to be unavoidable, would create a

shortage of aircraft almost with all
major airlines, Indigo, Spicejet,
Akasa and Air India.
Jet Airways and Go First have
gone bankrupt adding to the
shortage.The Boeing crisis could
hit India hard with Air India and
Akasa having fewer aircraft and
an overall shortage of seats for
domestic and international routes
spiralling fares. Airlines in India
carried a record 152 million pas-
sengers in 2023, a 30 per cent
increase from 2022 and a 5 per
cent rise over 2019. According to
the Director General of Civil
Aviation, the domestic air traffic
from January to May rose 4 per
cent during the period to 13.8
million. 
The aviation industry fears that
the reduced aircraft delivery is set
to impact the aviation market
severely more so as several pas-
sengers rise more owing to a fal-
lacious dynamic Indian Railways
fare structure. It hikes train fares
to the level of air fares making
people prefer to travel by air. This
is impacting the railways and the
airlines alike.
Fares in certain destinations like
Kochi-Delhi Kolkata-Delhi
Mumbai-Delhi or Guwahati-
Delhi could skyrocket and match
some of the international routes
as the country does not have an
integrated transportation
approach. 
If the rail fares are cut and the
reservation system rationalised, it
could take off a significant load
from the airlines. The unimagina-
tive system predicts a scramble for
airline tickets by the end of
December winter vacation. 

(The writer is a policy analyst;
views expressed are personal)

Airfares to shoot up sharply as
airlines in India, the third
largest in the world, face a
shortage of aircraft.The air-
lines are to suffer as the US

Boeing is in crisis for its Starliner space
vehicle leakage and two fatal crashes
defrauding the US government. Boeing
has lost more than $32 billion since 2019.
Fewer companies could lose that kind of
money and not be facing bankruptcy.
Boeing may face three years of probation,
independent safety audits and a penalty
of $ 487.3 million in penalty.It has put its
new aircraft manufacturing off schedule
causing delivery of far fewer planes to air-
lines in India. It would hamper the
growth of the industry here and limit the
capability to offer seats to fliers. It
would result in severe seat shortages and
spiralling fares.
The US Justice Department might charge
Boeing with fraud if it does not plead
guilty to two deadly Max crashes in 2018
and 2019 killing 346 people. The case
stems from the department’s determina-
tion that Boeing violated an agreement
that was intended to resolve a 2021
charge of conspiracy to defraud the US
government. Boeing is charged with
misleading regulators who approved the
737 Max and set pilot-training require-
ments to fly the plane. The company
blamed two relatively low-level employ-
ees for the fraud. Boeing reached a $2.5
billion settlement for the 2018 and 2019
Ethiopian crashes with the Justice
Department in January 2021 to avoid
prosecution on a single charge of fraud
— misleading federal regulators who
approved the plane. 
Boeing blamed the deception on two rel-
atively low-level employees.In March
2019, an Ethiopian Airlines 737 MAX
crashed, killing all 157 on board, after
which regulators around the world
grounded MAX aircraft. The crashes
were blamed on a flaw with a newly-
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