


EDIT pg 6
DECCAN CHRONICLE | MONDAY | 16 SEPTEMBER 2024 | COIMBATORE

G
ive a man a fish and you provide him a meal but teach him how to
fish and you give him a livelihood, goes a saying. As another elec-
tion season is upon us, it only goes to show how far India is
removed from the ideal of creating livelihoods through jobs for all

its people in the working age group.
In this highly competitive season of ladling out promises of freebies to

win votes, each political party tries to outdo rivals by offering to spend
freely from taxpayers’ money in handing out incentives that may drain the
exchequer but may help garner votes for the netas and their parties.

As Jammu & Kashmir prepares to go to the polls in a historic election 10
years after the last one, the competition for wooing the voters with incen-
tives is fierce. With the Congress promising women `3,000 a month besides
rations and a phenomenal `25 lakh health cover, the BJP is inclined to put
it all together in a financial package akin to a basic household expenses
cover of `18,000 a month to be directly transferred to the eldest woman of a
household.

Governments that are doling out incentives aimed at empowering
women are moving rapidly towards a financial crisis with some states like

Himachal Pradesh struggling even to pay gov-
ernment staff their salaries at the beginning of a
month.

Such a prospect of financial bankruptcy of
states that are already swimming against the
tide with monthly interest payments running
into thousands of crores, however, seems to
mean nothing to the netas as they bid for the
power to run the states, wooing voters by
promising the moon.

As a class, politicians seem impervious to the
cost-of-living crisis that the middle class down-
wards face as sticky inflation rises and rules. It
has been pointed out that the gross fiscal deficit
of the states is somewhere in the region of Rs 9.4

lakh crores now, having risen to that humongous figure from Rs 3.2 lakh
crores in the last 10 years.

The delivery of free electricity, with a ceiling of around 200 units that
may define a lower middle family’s consumption in a month, has left most
state electricity boards with gaping deficits. Free bus rides for women
besides a basic payment per month to them are aimed at ideals like
women’s empowerment, but they come with a cost.

Of course, everything adds more burden to the deficit in state finances.
Throw in all loss-making state ventures and the debt of every Indian adds
up to just under $2,000 per person in the $2.8 trillion national debt (Central
as well as of states, municipalities, public sector institutions and social
security funds) as computed at the end of 2022.

The point is this competitive culture of freebies for votes is a political
phenomenon that is intrinsically dishonest. That all parties are guilty of it
absolves none in this deceptive practice of cash and incentives for votes. It
may be practised around the world, but it seems to be done with a compet-
itive zeal in India regardless of the effect on public finances.

Arguing over delivered and undelivered poll promises will get people
nowhere. The courts too periodically comment on the freebie culture, but
there is no mechanism to curb the politician from proclaiming a passage
to the promised land so he can rule, no matter what effect freebies have on
the collective wealth of a state.
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States in crisis as parties
pledge freebies for votes

With the Congress
promising women
`3,000 a month

besides rations and
a phenomenal `25
lakh health cover,
BJP is inclined to

put it all together in
a package akin to a

basic household
expenses cover

W
hen he left
Hyderabad
for New
Delhi in
1969, to

complete his schooling
that was disrupted by
the separate Telangana
agitation, he was still Y.
Sitaram. Just “Sita” for
those of us who knew
him. He was at All Saints
High School and I was at
Hyderabad Public
School but our friend-
ship was forged at a stu-
dent debating club that
met at Hyderabad
YMCA. A Model Lok
Sabha brought together
students from several
schools and we formed a
gang of debaters. Sita
was always the star —
bright, smart, witty and
good-looking. He rema-
ined that till the very
end. In 1966 he won a
United Schools Organis-
ation prize that took him
to the United States and
a breakfast with the
President at the White
House. The Junior
Statesman, JS magazine,
popular in our youth,
declared him as a “Fut-
ure Prime Minister of
India”.

Sitaram Yechury was
the first Hyderabad boy
who enrolled at the then
newly opened Jawahar-
lal Nehru University.
Many of us had heard of
JNU from him and fol-
lowed in his footsteps. It
was on that campus that
he emerged as a student
leader.

But he was more than
that. He was the class
topper in the very first
batch of M.A. Economics
students. Before that he
had topped the high
school examination and
his batch at Delhi’s St
Stephen’s College. At
JNU, one of his teachers
found his term paper so
good that he wished to
award more than an “A”,
and so gave him an “A
alpha” grade.

Two things have been
said about Sita in all the
obituaries of the past few
days. That he was a polit-

ical pragmatist and that
he was a jolly fellow,
always smiling and
friendly. Both attributes
of a true Hyderabadi.
Boss, dil pey mat lo!
Chalney do, balkishen.
When he was with
friends from Hyderabad,
like K.S. Gopal, the
“water man” who was
his classmate and a close
buddy from All Saints,
the conversation was
always in what we would
call “Irani cafe lingo”.

If his endearing per-
sona was one reason for
the warmth of the eulo-
gies of the past few days,
his contribution to con-
temporary national poli-
tics is another. Sitaram
represented the true
spirit of the “Left and
democratic” politics of
E.M.S. Namboodiripad,
Jyoti Basu and Harkish-
an Singh Surjeet. This
pragmatism was in
sharp contrast to the
more ideologically and
organisationally rigid
stance of P. Sundarayya
and B.T. Ranadive that
Prakash Karat came to
represent. The two lines
clashed on the issue of
the CPI(M)’s support to
the Manmohan Singh
government in 2008.

As I have recorded in
my book on those years,
Sitaram devoted consid-
erable energy to protect
that alliance between the
Left Front and the Un-
ited Progressive Alli-
ance (UPA). It was he
who articulated in Par-
liament the 12 points
that became the bottom
line for Indian diplomats
negotiating the India-
United States civil nu-
clear energy agreement
during the tenure of
UPA-1. Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh
instructed his negotia-
tors that whatever the
final deal with the Un-
ited States, it would have
to meet all the 12 points
raised by Sitaram. Even
though the final deal sat-
isfied Sitaram, ideologi-
cal rigidity within the
politburo resulted in the

CPI(M)’s withdrawal of
support to the alliance.

It was Sitaram who
made me a member of
the Students Federation
of India and subsequent-
ly of the CPI(M). My first
visit to Moscow, in 1987,
was thanks to him. I was
taken aback by the
extent of anti-commu-
nism I encountered in
Moscow. The Russian
party functionary who
was my escort and inter-
preter was himself criti-
cal of the party and
repeatedly expressed a
desire to visit the United
States. On my return, I
reported all this to
Sitaram. We had many
conversations in the late
1980s and early 1990s on
the events in Russia and
China. On the policy
direction the world
Communist movement
was taking, especially
Deng Xiaoping’s new
line, and the lessons and
implications for India.
India too was taking a
new turn at the time
under P.V. Narasimha
Rao’s leadership.

Sitaram was always an
interested interlocutor.
He heard me patiently
even as we drifted apart
ideologically. He re-
mained a believer. I had
ceased to be. But, we
remained friends. That
is what made him a truly
great political leader.
His ability to make and
retain friendships across
ideological divides. It
would not have been
easy, especially given
the ideologically hide-
bound and partisan
character of most intel-
lectuals and leaders of
the CPI(M). It was the
Hyderabadi in him, the
feeling that friendship is
what counts in life, that
endeared Sita to so
many.

When P. Chidambaram
was to present the first
Budget of the UPA gov-

ernment in July 2004,
Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh asked me
to check with both
Prakash Karat and
Sitaram Yechury whe-
ther the CPI(M) would
vote against the Budget.
That, under Indian leg-
islative rules, would
have led to the collapse
of the Manmohan Singh
government. I tried to
get an assurance on this
count from Prakash
Karat and Sitaram.
Prakash refused to meet
me and I was asked to
meet Sitaram. Taking
his cue from Prakash’s
refusal, Sitaram was not
willing to give me any
firm assurance. But he
walked me all the way
from his room in the
CPI(M) office at A.K.
Gopalan Bhavan in New
Delhi to my vehicle
downstairs, with his arm
around me. We stood on
the roadside in full view
of several people gath-
ered there and he bid me
farewell, saying: “Give
my regards to Dr Singh”.

That was the endorse-
ment needed. Sita was
like that.

It is this personal dis-
position and his political
conviction and belief
that enabled him to be-
come a key architect of
the many non-BJP coali-
tions governments of the
1990s and 2000s. He was
the true embodiment of
the spirit of “Left and
Democratic Unity” that
EMS and Basu espoused.

Tailpiece: Sometime
in the early 1980s
Sitaram, Saifuddin
Chaudhury (then with
the CPI-M) and I were in
Khammam to address a
student conference. At
the end of a long day as
we retired to our hotel,
Sita suggested we go
watch a late night show-
ing of an NTR movie,
playing at a nearby cine-
ma. We had to catch an
early morning train
back to Hyderabad, why
go and try to sleep now?
Sita loved living life to
the full.

What a shame it was
cut short so soon.

The writer is an
author, a former newspa-
per editor and adviser to

Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh. He

has recently edited The
Importance of Shinzo
Abe: India, Japan and

CM’S U.S. TRIP

Chief Minister MK
Stalin should be 
congratulated for his
successful tour to the
US, bringing huge
investments to Tamil
Nadu from reputed
global companies to
the tune of 7618
crores and facilitating
jobs for people and
skill training for
youth. We can be
proud of mentioning
that few Tamil Nadu
CMs have achieved
this marvellous target,
and Stalin has kept up
his promise of fetch-
ing foreign invest-
ments within a short
span of time. The
details of the invest-
ments have been con-
veyed then and there
through the media,
and it appears 
ridiculous on the part
of Edappadi
Palaniswamy to ask
for the white paper
on the investments.

PS Rajagopalan
Chennai

Sitaram Yechury
was the first
Hyderabad boy
who enrolled at the
then newly opened
Jawaharlal Nehru
University. He was
the class topper in
the very first batch
of M.A. Economics
students.

A very Hyderabadi boy who
became an icon of the Left

In a couple of days, economists and central banks across the world will
focus on Washington where the governors of the Federal Reserve will
be meeting to review the economic situation in the United States. In

view of an underperforming labour market, it is expected to slash interest
rates by 25 basis points for the first time in four years. As the United States
is still a preeminent financial force in the world, this development will
force all central banks, including India, to reassess their monetary 
situation.

A lower Fed rate would widen interest arbitrage and make investors
invest in emerging markets. The speculation has already boosted Indian
stock markets to an all-time high. If more dollars enter India, it will
strengthen the rupee as against the dollar. If the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) wants to keep the rupee lower, one of the options is to buy dollars
from the market. However, it would infuse more rupee liquidity into the
market, which will increase inflation. A scenario that inflation-wary RBI
may not like to adopt. 

Another way to deal with the problem of plenty is to maintain the inter-
est rate arbitrage between the rupee and the dollar by reducing the repo
rate. In spite of a relatively stable inflation scenario, the RBI resisted the
temptation to cut the repo rate. 

If it decides to slash interest rates, it will be the first time in four years.
The last RBI had slashed repo rate was in May 2020. After increasing the
repo rate for seven times between May 2022 to June 2023, the Reserve Bank
kept the repo rate unchanged at 6.50 per cent. However, excess liquidity in
the market kept monetary transmission — RBI’s ability to influence bank
rate — at suboptimal level. Nevertheless, the Fed rate move could finally
nudge the Reserve Bank to cut interest rates when it meets in October.

World waits for US Fed to act

Kate’s new video
captivates UK;

‘dynamic pricing’
for concerts too

LETTERS

I
t was only a three-minute video but it has
captivated the nation. Katharine, the
Princess of Wales was the centre piece
when it was shown earlier this week. It

may have been short but the TV channels could
not stop repeating it as often as they could. It
showed William and Kate with their children
outdoors, frolicking, relaxing, having fun and
it conveyed a sense of family closeness. The
point was that the worst seems to be over for
the Princess as far as her cancer treatment is
concerned but the way back to “normal” will be
long.

The video was shot by an ad film maker —
more specifically someone who had shot food
commercials for TV. And advertisers know
how to tell a story in two minutes and make it
look good. Of course, anything royal goes down
well but then it also provokes a debate. So
‘royal’ columnists got into the act debating
whether this was “over the top” or “heart-
warming” or a “cynical ploy”, etc.

There were others who commented too —
mostly cancer survivors who were more down-
to-earth. But all in all, it was good to see a fam-
ily —whether royal or not royal — enjoy some
carefree moments together after an enormous
crisis.

Except, of course, famous stars of the stage
and screen often have “rude remarks” to
make about royalty. Sir Ian McKellen

who has been acting for ages suddenly said that
the late Queen was rude. This started a heavy
debate. How dare he?

However, this was overshadowed by another
debate on the late Queen. A statue was unveiled
in Antrim castle in Northern Ireland. They
already had a previous statue of Prince Philip.
Then they added one of Queen Elizabeth II (it is
the second anniversary of her passing away)
with her favourite corgis playing at her feet.
But, unfortunately, no one thinks it looks like
her. Rather she looks just about as regal as an
ordinary housewife with a scarf around her
head going to the super market. And suddenly
the insults piled on. The reality is that unless
you can get a 3-D reproduced statue by AI
(which no doubt is the future) each sculptor
will interpret his subject differently — and we
should let it be.

And another area to explore through AI or
ChatGPT, especially for politicians, can
be: How do they maintain their love

affair with the public? Within a couple of
months of the election, the popularity ratings

of the Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer have
gone from positive to negative. Being in gov-
ernment is good for the Party but it immediate-
ly invites much closer scrutiny by the Press
and the journalists spare no effort at mocking
the good and the great. So the Labour Party
MPs are learning fast how to keep quiet and
behave themselves.

On the other hand, some people do manage
to improve on their popularity, but it
usually is only after they are dead and

gone. Sixty-one paintings of Vincent Van Gogh
are now being exhibited at the National
Gallery. “Van Gogh: Poets and Lovers” as the
exhibition is called is said to be the most exten-
sive display of his works — with many paint-
ings appearing together for the first time. The
tragedy of course is that the artist was not the
recipient of any of these accolades during his
lifetime. Yet, the world fell in love with his
work, after him— and it is now being sold all
over for many millions and is in the hands of a
lucky few. Do catch the exhibition as it is also a
chance to gaze upon “Sunflowers” on which the
“Just Stop Oil” lobby had poured a can of soup.
It is now protected by glass — so hopefully no
one will attack it again.

While the best things in life may be — if
not free, then at least affordable — as
the exhibition at the National Gallery

certainly is, you cannot say the same thing
about pop concerts. Now tickets for pop con-
certs are ruled by “dynamic pricing”. This is
when you think you are going to see your
favourite pop star perform live for just £150.
But just when you are queuing up, the price
goes up. In the old days we called it “black mar-
keting” when people would simply sell tickets
for a higher price than announced, because
demand outshot supply — but now, hey, it is
“dynamic pricing”.

Recently this hit hard when the Gallagher
brothers (who were great hits when Tony Blair
had come to power 25 years back) and then had
broken apart, decided to reunite and perform
live again. The tickets went up to £325 even 
as the fans were lining up. So if you want 
attend any concert in London remember either
to be an early bird — or wait till it is shown 
on OTT.

Kishwar Desai is a an award winning
author and columnist. She is also

the Chair of the Partition Museums in
Amritsar and Delhi.

Subhani

Kishwar Desai

BJP'S APOLOGY DUALISM
Annapoorna hotel owner Mr. Srinivasan
apologised to the union finance minister
Nirmala Sitaraman for having explained
the hardships faced by the traders and
people on account of anomalies in the
GST rate structures in a lighter vein at
the meeting convened by her.  It must be
inferred that he would have been
coerced into doing so.  It clearly vindi-
cates the sheer intolerance of the minis-
ter to digest valid criticism and correct
them in the interests of the affected per-
sons. During the first innings of the BJP
government under PM Modi, the nation
was shocked by ill-conceived demoneti-
sation which devastated almost all sec-
tors of the economy in one stroke, throw-
ing several thousand people out of jobs.
Its ill-effects are still haunting the peo-
ple.  Even after 8 years, no BJP leader
has so far apologised to the nation for
this mistake. 

M. Govindaraj
Gudiyatham

Sanjaya Baru

Sanjayovacha

London Diary
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The Waqf (Amendment) 
Bill, 2024, which is cur-
rently being scrutinised 
by a Joint Committee of 

Parliament (JCP), has stirred a 
hornet�s nest. The government 
claims that the proposed amend-
ments to the original Waqf Act are 
intended to bring transparency, 
efficiency, and accountability in 
the management and administra-
tion of over 8.7 lakh Waqf proper-
ties spread across India.  

It is also being asserted that 
this Bill inten ds to address issues 
of corruption and to ensure the 
proper utilisation of Waqf proper-
ties so that its benefits reach poor 
Muslims. How ever, Muslims, 
opposition parties, and secular-
liberal intellectuals consider the 
proposed changes as a wolf in 
sheep�s clothing. 

Much before the Waqf (Am -
en dment) Bill was introduced in 
the Lok Sabha on 8 August 2024, 
a false narrative was already being 
peddled in the print and electronic 
media and also through other dig-
ital platforms for quite some time.  

A false impression is being 
sought to be created that Waqf 
Boards have unlimited power and 
they can lay claims on anyone�s 
property, especially those of Hin-
dus, and declare them as Waqf 
property and courts cannot inter-
vene in the matter.  

A commentator has even 
claimed that Waqf has �acted as 
an enabler to Islamic imperialism, 
proselytization, and appropriation 
of other denominational sites.�  

Waqf is an important instru-
ment of Islamic philanthropy of 
dedication of one�s personal prop-
erty, either moveable or immove-
able, for religious, pious, or chari-
table purposes.  

Under Islamic law, the dedi-
cation of Waqf can take place 
either through a deed, or even 
orally. A property can be deemed 
to be Waqf if it has been used for 
religious or charitable purposes 
for a long period of time.  

Once a Waqf is created, the 
proprietary right of the creator 
(waqif) upon such properties 
extinguishes and the ownership is 
permanently transferred to the 
Almighty God. A Waqf is generally 
perpetual and irrevocable and can 
never be alienated, given away as 
a gift, inherited, or sold. 

At present, Auqaf (plural of 
Waqf) in India is governed 
through the Waqf Act, 1995. This 
provided for the establishment of 
Waqf Boards in each state and 
Union Territory.  

The 1995 Act was amended in 
2013, granting more 
power to the Waqf 
boards. The precur-
sor to this was the 
Muslim Waqf Vali-
dating Act, 1913, 
brought out by the 
colonial govern-
ment to remove the 
effect of the Privy 
Council decision in 
Abul Fata Maho -
med lshak v. Russo-
moy Dhur Chowdry 
(1894), by which the 
institution of waqf- 
al-aulad was declar -
ed illegal. This was 
later replaced by the 
Mussalman Wakf Act, 1923. In 
1954, the Waqf Act was passed, 
which established the Central 
Waqf Council in 1964. 

The Waqf (Amendment) Bill, 
2024, proposes as many as 44 
amendments to the existing Waqf 
Act, 1995. While expressing grave 
concerns over the proposed chan -
ges, the All India Muslim Personal 
Law Board, the Jamiat Ulema-e-
Hind, and other prominent Mus-
lim organisations have rejected 
the Bill in its entirety, there are a 
few proposed changes which have 
annoyed Muslims the most. 

The most contentious aspect 
of the bill  is the proposal to 
include non-Muslim members in 
the Central Waqf Council and 
state Waqf Boards and the remo -
val, from the existing Act, of the 
condition that the chief executive 
officer of a Waqf Board has to be 
a Muslim. Critics point out that 
Waqf is a religious institution, and 
imposing members of other faiths 
on its management seems illogical 
as non-Hindus are not allowed to 
be part of temple boards.  

Section 7 of the Karnataka 
Hindu Religious Institutions and 
Charitable Endowments Act, 1997 
specifically provides that �The 
Commissioner and every Deputy 
Commissioner or Assistant Com-
missioner and every other Officer 
or servant, appointed to carry out 
the purposes of this Act by whom-

soever appointed, shall be a per-
son professing Hindu religion, and 
shall cease to hold office as such 
when he ceases to profess that 
religion.� 

Another aspect of the bill, 
that is being vehemently criticised 

is the addition of a 
new provision stat-
ing that any govern-
ment property id -
en tified as Waqf 
will cease to be so.  
Replacing the Waqf 
Tribunal, the pro-
posed bill has given 
sweeping power to 
the District Collec-
tor to decide whe -
ther a property is 
Waqf or govern-
ment land in case of 
a dispute.  

The Bill  also 
seeks to omit Sec-
tion 40 from the 

existing Act, which empowers the 
Waqf Board to decide whether a 
particular property is a waqf   
property.  

This provision assumes sig-
nificance in light of the fact that a 
large number of Waqf properties 
are under the possession of vari-
ous departments of the state and 
the central governments.  

This could affect as many as 
73,196 disputed properties across 
30 states. Many Muslims fear that 
if the proposed amendment is 
passed in the present form, the 
government would usurp Waqf 
properties that are already in its 
possession.   

The removal of provisions 
that allowed a property to be con-
sidered waqf based on oral decla-
ration and �Waqf by user� is anoth-
er contentious part of the pro-
posed legislation.  

Generally, a Waqf requires an 
express dedication, but if land has 
been used for a long time for a reli-
gious purpose, then the land is 
user Waqf.  

A large number of mosques 
and graveyards are Waqf proper-
ties by use and may not have valid 
Waqfnamas.  

Under the new law, a proper-
ty without a valid waqfnama will 
be treated as suspect or disputed 
and will remain inactive until a 
final decision by the District      
Collector. 

The new bill has also added 
that Waqf-alal-aulad must not 
result in denial of inheritance 
rights to the donor�s heir, includ-
ing women heirs of the Waqif.  

This proposal has reopened 
an old tension between Muslim 
law of family Waqf and inheri-
tance, which was settled way back 
in 1913 through the Muslim Waqf 
Validating Act, 1913. It is often 
claimed that Waqf-alal-aulad is 
�more about circumventing Qura -
nic inheritance rules and prevent-
ing division among heirs than 
about altruism, charity, and public 
welfare�. 

It is true that the manage-
ment and administration of Waqf 
in India is currently afflicted with 
many ailments and requires 
urgent corrective measures.  

Over the years, Waqf proper-
ties have been left neglected and 
mismanaged. Corruption has also 
crept into the Waqf system. 
Though Waqf holds the third lar -
gest land ownership in the coun-
try, the income generated remains 
abysmally low.  

If efficiently managed, Waqf 
properties can generate thousands 
of crores of rupees annually. A lar -
ge chunk of Waqf properties have 
been either encroached on or are 
under illegal possession with the 
collusion of the Waqf Board mem-
bers and other officials. 

This sorry state of affairs can-
not be allowed. However, these 
issues have hardly been effectively 
addressed in the proposed amen -
dments in the Waqf Act.  

The proposed bill addresses 
the concerns of �others� more than 
those needed to bring reforms in 
the administration of Waqf. 

Furthermore, there exists a 
huge trust deficit between the gov-
ernment and Muslims, who view 
the proposed legislation with 
scepticism.  

They consider it politically 
motivated and an undue interfer-
ence in their religious matters. 
Many of them see it as a ploy of 
the government to usurp Waqf 
land under the guise of protection 
and transparency.  

One cannot shy away from 
the fact that the desired goal of 
revamping the Waqf administra-
tion cannot be achie ved in the 
atmosphere of suspicion and   
mistrust.

The summit was significant in 
that the leaders affirmed the 
possibility of sustaining "shuttle 
diplomacy" between Korea and 

Japan. The bilateral ties of the two coun-
tries were tense under former President 
Moon Jae-in, then Yoon restored them 
considerably by resolving a historical 
issue and visiting Japan in March last 
year for a summit with Kishida, who paid 
a reciprocal visit to Korea later.  

Their diplomatic efforts to normal-
ize relations between the countries led 
to stronger security and economic coop-
eration involving the United States. In 
the summit at the presidential office in 
Seoul on Friday, Yoon and Kishida 
signed an agreement to cooperate in 
evacuating citizens of their countries 
from conflict zones in third countries 
during emergency situations. They also 
agreed to cooperate to mutually intro-
duce a system for advance immigration 
screening of Korean and Japanese visi-
tors before their flight departures from 
Japan and Korea. 

Just a day before Kishida's visit to 
Seoul for the summit, Tokyo handed 
over a partial list of Koreans who per-
ished aboard a Japanese ship, the Ukishi-
ma Maru. A mysterious explosion sank 
the ship on its way to Korea shortly after 
Japan's colonial rule ended in 1945. 
Thousands of Koreans who were forced 
into labor in Japan were being repatriat-
ed aboard the ship.  

The Japanese government had 
ignored or had no intention to look into 
the case. It was the first time in 79 years 
that Japan had provided any sort of list 

related to the incident, though this one 
is still incomplete.  

The accords on concrete coopera-
tion plans will give momentum to Korea-
Japan relations. Particularly, the list of 
passengers on the ship is meaningful in 
that it opened the way, albeit belatedly, 
for bereaved families to confirm their 
loved one's deaths and get closer to the 
heart of the incident. Japan should make 
similar efforts on other historical issues. 

Some Korean politicians inciting 
anti-Japanese sentiment just for political 
gain should be criticized, but controver-
sies destabilizing Korea-Japan ties can-
not but recur as long as Japan fails to 
show a sincere and frank attitude toward 
issues related to its colonial domination 
of Korea. At the summit with Yoon, 
Kishida reaffirmed his existing position 
on the issue of history without any apol-
ogy. 

The Yoon government decided to 
compensate Koreans forced into labor 
for Japanese companies during Japan's 
colonial rule through a "third party," 
such as a government fund, despite 
domestic backlash on the decision and 
the Supreme Court ruling that the Japan-
ese companies should compensate the 
Korean victims directly. Tokyo strongly 
opposed the ruling, which was issued in 
the days of former President Moon. 

Yoon made the bold decision in a 
bid to normalize Korea-Japan ties, which 
underpin the Korea-US alliance. There's 
no doubt that cooperation between 
Korea and Japan in security and econo-
my serves their mutual national interests 
amid heightened geopolitical tensions. 

Cooperation with Japan is impor-
tant for the security of South Korea in an 
emergency involving North Korean 
threats because rear bases of the United 
Nations Command that can support US 
forces in South Korea are in Japan.  

It  is also important in view of 
Korea's external economic relations. In 
a situation where China can disrupt 
global supply of key materials, the neces-
sity of cooperation with Japan is     
growing. 

Seoul and Tokyo must further their 
relations restored through a tough path 
by Yoon's daring solution to a historical 
issue. The next leader of Japan should 
take up where Kishida leaves off to help 
relations deeply take root. 

Next year will  mark the 60th 
anniversary of the normalization of 
diplomatic relations between Korea and 
Japan. The Korea government must 
make greater efforts to add momentum 
to its friendly ties with Japan. 
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Missile Sanctions 

The imposition of US sanctions on Chinese compa-
nies for supplying Pakistan�s ballistic missile pro-
gramme marks another chapter in the complex 

geopolitical dynamics of South Asia. The decision to target 
specific Chinese entities underscores Washington�s grow-
ing concerns about the proliferation of missile technolo-
gies, particularly in regions fraught with security risks. At 
the same time, it highlights the increasingly strained rela-
tionship between the US and China over military tech-
nology transfers, further complicating the already fragile 
balance of power in the region. One of the key issues at 
hand is the continuing development of Pakistan�s missile 
capabilities. The sanctions specifically target entities con-
nected to the development of the Shaheen-3 and Ababeel 
missile systems, which are capable of delivering nuclear 
payloads over long distances. Pakistan has long sought 
to modernise its missile arsenal as part of its broader de -
fence strategy, aimed primarily at countering India�s gro -
wing military prowess. The Shaheen-3, with its extended 
range, could potentially reach deep into Indian territory, 
while the Ababeel system is notable for its ability to carry 
multiple warheads, enhancing its strategic deterrent. The 
involvement of Chinese companies in Pakistan�s missile 
development, while not surprising, raises critical concer -
ns. China has been a longstanding strategic partner of 
Pak istan, particularly in defence and technology transfers. 
This partnership, often seen as a counter-balance to In -
dia�s alliances with the West, is part of Beijing�s broader 
efforts to expand its influence in South Asia. The latest 
sanctions, however, demonstrate the US�s increasing will-
ingness to disrupt these partnerships, especially when 
they involve sensitive military technologies that could 
alter regional security dynamics. 

From a US perspective, the decision to impose sanc-
tions reflects a broader policy objective of preventing the 
spread of missile technologies, particularly in regions like 
South Asia where nuclear rivalries exist. The US has con-
sistently sought to curb missile proliferation through 
international frameworks, and these sanctions are a clear 
signal of its intent to act unilaterally when necessary. This 
action aligns with Washington�s historical stance of addr -
essing any potential threats that could undermine region-
al stability, particularly when it comes to weapons of mass 
destruction. China�s response to these sanctions, which 
emphasises its opposition to unilateral measures and 
�long-arm jurisdiction,� is also predictable. Beijing has
frequently voiced its disapproval of US actions that it per-
ceives as overreaching or not in line with international 
law. However, China�s role in facilitating Pakistan�s mis-
sile programme cannot be ignored, as it reflects a broader 
strategic alignment that transcends mere economic coop-
eration. As China continues to assert its global influence, 
especially in regions of strategic interest like South Asia, 
it will likely face increasing scrutiny and pushback from 
the US and its allies. The sanctions underscore the deli-
cate balance of power between nuclear-armed neigh-
bours and the broader implications of military technology 
transfers in an increasingly multipolar world. As the US, 
China, and Pakistan navigate these developments, the 
consequences for regional and global security will be 
closely watched. 

 

Recalibrating ties 

The resignation of two Maldivian ministers who had 
disparaged Prime Minister Narendra Modi marks 
an important moment in the fragile Maldives-India 

relationship. This development, coming just ahead of 
Mal divian President Mohamed Muizzu�s planned visit to 
New Delhi, signals a potentially strategic shift in the way 
Maldives might navigate its complex ties with India. Mr 
Muizzu, known for his �India out� campaign, had been 
critical of the heavy Indian presence in the Maldives, 
specifically the stationing of Indian defence personnel. 
His political rise was marked by a commitment to revers-
ing Maldives' traditionally close ties with India, pivoting 
instead toward strengthening relationships with China. 
His demands to replace Indian military personnel with 
civilians earlier this year were met by New Delhi, although 
the move was seen as a strain on what had once been a 
close partnership. However, the resignations of the two 
junior ministers ~ who had made inflammatory com-
ments about Mr Modi on social media ~ may indicate a 
desire to temper the overtly anti-India rhetoric that has 
characterised Mr Muizzu�s administration. The Maldivian 
President, despite his pro-China stance, appears to be 
making efforts to manage relations with India, likely 
recognising that an outright antagonistic approach could 
be counterproductive, especially given India�s economic 
and strategic importance in the region. 

Mr Muizzu�s planned visit to New Delhi is a critical 
diplomatic step. It will be his first official visit to India 
since taking office, signalling that despite previous ten-
sions, he values maintaining open lines of communica-
tion with New Delhi. The Maldives, located strategically 
in the Indian Ocean, is an important player in the broader 
regional dynamics, where India and China are vying for 
influence. India, with its historical and cultural ties to the 
Maldives, has always played a significant role in the coun-
try�s political and economic landscape. Meanwhile, 
China�s growing presence in the region, particularly 
through its Belt and Road Initiative, has presented a new 
geopolitical challenge for India. For Mr Muizzu, balancing 
these competing influences is vital. While his initial ac -
tions suggested a clear pivot toward China, the upcoming 
visit to New Delhi hints at a more pragmatic approach. 
The resignations of the ministers, who had drawn ire from 
Indian officials and the public alike, may be seen as an 
olive branch to smooth over diplomatic friction ahead of 
the talks. Given the Maldives� dependence on tourism ~ 
much of which came from India until tensions flared ~ 
Mr Muizzu cannot afford to let strained relations hinder 
the economic benefits of close ties with its larger neigh-
bour. Ultimately, Mr Muizzu�s upcoming visit to India 
presents an opportunity for recalibration. By engaging 
with New Delhi while maintaining his ties with Beijing, 
Mr. Muizzu may be seeking to position the Maldives as a 
neutral, independent actor in the increasingly polarised 
Indo-Pacific region. The resignations of the ministers who 
had publicly insulted Mr Modi are perhaps just the first 
step in a broader strategy of navigating these complex 
geopolitical waters.

Waqf Discontent 
Vol. CXXXXXVIII  219

It is true that the management and administration of Waqf in India is currently 
afflicted with many ailments and requires urgent corrective measures. Over 
the years, Waqf properties have been left neglected and mismanaged. 
Corruption has also crept into the Waqf system. Though Waqf holds the third 
largest land ownership in the country, the income generated remains abysmally 
low. A large chunk of Waqf properties have been either encroached on or are 
under illegal possession with the collusion of the Waqf Board members and 
other officials. This sorry state of affairs cannot be allowed. However, these 
issues have hardly been effectively addressed in the proposed amendments 
in the Waqf Act 

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, Bangladesh�s interim govern-
ment, led by Muhammad Yunus, 
has issued a directive mandating 
Hindu Puja committees to stop 
using musical instruments and 
sound systems five minutes before 
and during the Islamic azaan and 
namaz as the country prepares for 
Durga Puja. This move, ostensibly 
aimed at maintaining religious har-
mony, has the shades of a �Talibani� 

order targeting the country�s belea-
guered minority Hindu population.  

It is a disproportionate impo-
sition on an already vulnerable co -
mmunity. The curbs may not only 
deepen the divide between the co -
mmunities in Bangladesh, but they 
can also strain the country�s rela-
tions with India. The timing is par-
ticularly sensitive, given the politi-
cal situation following the ouster of 
Sheikh Hasina as the PM. 

Dhaka�s decision to ban the 
export of Padma hilsa ~ a beloved 
fish staple during puja festivities in 
West Bengal ~ to India could also 
escalate tensions. This ban is a re -
 versal of the goodwill established by 
previous governments through 
�hilsa diplomacy�. The symbolic 

exchange of fish had become a 
bilateral gesture of friendship. The 
religious restrictions, along with the 
trade ban, could undermine the 

historic bond between the two 
countries. If Bangladesh seeks to 
maintain peaceful and fruitful rela-
tions with India, religious inclusivity 

and balanced diplomacy must 
guide its actions.  

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 13 September. 
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LAUDABLE 

SIR, When all senior citizens were sore with the Modi government that it had not come out with any welfare 
measure  of worth for them, and were depressed that even the 50 per cent concession they had enjoyed for 
their train journeys had been withdrawn, the  recent announcement of the Union Cabinet that citizens aged 
70 and above, irrespective of income will be eligible for free health insurance coverage of Rs 5 lakh on a 
family basis, under the Ayushman Bharat Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana (AB PM-Jay) has come as a 
big boon. Most of the senior citizens and pensioners, including bank retirees, were unable to get health 
insurance cover due to the prohibitive cost of premia (with an additional 18 per cent GST).   

What about when both the husband and wife are senior citizens? In that case, will it be a floater policy 
as the cover of Rs 5 lakh is said to be on a family basis? 

One only hopes that enrolment into the scheme will not be cumbersome. Further, all participating 
hospitals should be instructed to offer immediate cashless treatment to those who are hospitalised under 
this scheme, treating the policy under AB PM-Jay at par with health policies of private players. The Modi 
government definitely deserves appreciation.  

Yours, etc., Tharcius S. Fernando Chennai, 13 September.



OXFORD can no longer be held up 
to regretful administration as the home 
of lost causes. First of all, women were 
admitted to degrees there, while Cam-
bridge resisted the claim with some-
thing like an emeute. More recently the 
colleges have thrown themselves open 
in vacation have thrown themselves 
open in vacation time to people anxious 
to hold conferences—such as drapers, 
workers’ educational associations, and 
chocolate makers—whom not so very 
long ago young Oxford would have com-
prehensively classified under the genus 
“cad” and species “low-down.” Now, it 
is announced, Balliol has given permis-
sion for the Oxford scenes in “Charley’s 
Aunt” to be filmed in the college, Prima 
facie the goodwill of the college is more 
to be commended than the good sense 
of the filmers. “Charley’s Aunt” was  not 
written for the eye, and is likely to seem 
attenuated without the dialogue. But 
even Shakespeare is treated in this man-
ner nowadays. “Hamlet” and the “Tam-
ing of the Shrew” make their appear-
ance on the screen, while the people in 
the stalls imagine the words—with what 
success, who shall say? Truth wonders 
what Dr. Jowett would have thought of 
it all. Would he have welcomed it as 
helping to illustrate his wonderful intro-
ductions to the works of Plato and make 
visible the difference between being and 
be coming? Drapers and chocolate mak-
ers might not have attracted him, for as 
Master he seldom had dealings except 
with paupers, peers, and atheists. That, 
he is reputed to have explained, was 
because they were the only eccentric  
and interesting men who over went to 
the University. 

HINDU-MOSLEM UNITY  

PROPOSED 
REPRESENTATIVE 
CONFERENCE 

AT a largely attended meeting of the 
Nationalist party, consisting of both 
Swarajists and Independents and 
presided over by Pundit Motilal Nehru, 
the following resolution was unani-
mously passed: — 

“The Nationalist Party stands by the 
Lucknow compact in regard to separate 
electorates. This is, of course, subject to 
any modification that may be made by 
consent at a national conference of 
Hindu and Mahomedan leaders on the 
subject in consultation with other com-
munities. In order to bring about a com-
mon understanding and complete unity 
between the two communities on points 
in difference between them, Hindu and 
Mahomedan members of the party will 
each appoint five persons to form a 
committee which will be charged with 
the duty of promoting a national repre-
sentative conference of Hindu-
Mahomedan and other communities at 
an early date. 

EX-MINISTER ARRESTED 

MILITARY 
DISCIPLINE IN 
SPAIN 

THE military situation in Morocco 
is beginning to have a repercussion in 
Spain. Reuter’s Madrid correspondent 
wires that Signor Angel Ossorio Gallar-
do, ex-Minister under the Maura Pre-
miership,  has  been arrested on a 
charge of  propagating insidious 
rumours calculated to prejudice mili-
tary discipline. 

MADRAS SEDITION 
CHARGE 

E. V. RAMASWAMI NAICKER, a 
Congress worker, who was arrested yes-
terday at Erode on a charge of sedition 
under section 124A. I.P.C., in respect of 
a speech delivered, on March 8, last, at 
Mandavalli  was produced to-day before 
the Chief Presidency Magistrate who 
admitted him on bail in consideration 
of his age and posted the case to  
September 27. 

JHARIA MINES 

COLLIERY OWNERS 
AND HOUSING 

A RESOLUTION of the Government 
of  Bihar and Orissa regarding the report 
on the working of the Jharia Mines Board 
for the year 1923-24 states:— There 
appears to be a general recognition by 
colliery owners that good housing does 
pay and will do so increasingly in the 
future, and that the Board’s present pol-
icy and programme  is not unreasonable; 
and Government note with satisfaction 
that they are  doing their best to grapple 
with this  problem. Signs are not wanting 
too  that the miner himself is growing to  
appreciate the benefit of good accom-
modation, and has even begun to  
demand it easily
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NEWS ITEMS

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS 
 

7    Singer-songwriter, 

very unwell, finding 

solace finally in 

countrys capital  

(9) 

8    Girl needing guide 

through underworld 

realm of the dead (5) 

10  Broadcaster s policy 

for Horizon (7) 

11  Singer Simon sent 

back Bob s 2016 prize 

(5) 

12  Compete with new 

article about city in 

which Bob offered to 

pose or play  

(6) 

13  Heart of Mine: 

revolutionary s 

Obviously 5 Believers 

(actually none) (8) 

14  Reported looks of a 

chronicler of his age 

(5) 

15  Follow something on 

an album (one with 

blood on?) (5) 

20  One final song from 

Captain Cook?  

(8) 

22  Depended on lines to 

express craving 

(feeling after One Too 

Many Mornings) (6) 

23  Divine being s 

returned redeemed 

(5) 

24  Piece of music that s 

short, to a greater 

extent in audition  

(7) 

25  Mournful song from 

first of Dylan s Island 

records with two  

chords (5) 

26  Former quiz show  

host losing heart with 

stripped Disney eroine  

revealing something 

hairy (9) 

 

DOWN 
 
1    Sarcastic about 

American movement 

that s not voluntary 

(7) 

2    �Coy mistress� said 

native of Minnesota 

once  

(8) 

3    Animals try bid to 

unsettle other groups 

of musicians  

(8,5) 

4    Country musician 

Kooper I rage about 

(7) 

5    Lounger rising late 

securing cushy job at 

last  

(3,3) 

6    One who shot his bolt 

taking lines and acid 

originally is very 

revealing  

(4-3) 

9    Hopefully this won t 

get you Knocked Out 

Loaded before 

Highway 61 Revisited 

(3,3,3,4) 

16  Gas about formerly 

getting openings for 

Rolling Thunder gigs 

(8) 

17  Form I see creating 

great work (7) 

18  Artist upset after 

music award mostly 

for use of language (7) 

19  Take pains to get 

money from Russia 

after start of tour (7) 

21  Wild when bible s 

assimilated by wise 

man (6)

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

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8

9

10 11

12 13

14 15 16

17 18 19

20 21 22

23 24

25 26
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I
t started with the mildest tremor 
in a finger in my left hand,” said 
Cyndi. “It did not bother me 
much. I am a right-handed per-

son anyway.” 
I met Cyndi Wollman as the 

result of a bizarre road accident. A 
careless driver – it turned out to be an 
inebriated one – had sideswiped both 
our cars in a busy street corner in 
Charlotte. We got out of our vehicles 
to talk about what we should do. It 
ended up with us sharing Pad Thai in 
a restaurant nearby. 

Cindi, a patent attorney in a mid-
size law firm, was a striking person. 
She was nearly dainty, but her curly 
blond hair and piercing eyes would 
stand her out, even without the Dior 
suit. She spoke softly but precisely, 
almost firmly, doubtless a profession-
al habit. The listener would have no 
doubt what she wanted. That gave a 
commanding quality to her presence. 
The next moment, she disarmed you 
with her friendly demeanor. 

When I met her in her office the 
first time, she seemed so poised and 
perfect that a slight incongruity drew 
my attention. There was something 
awkward in the way she drew her cof-
fee cup closer to her. It was then that 
she told me how it had started as a 
barely tremulous digit in her left arm. 
She waited a few weeks before she 
went to a specialist. The verdict was 
shattering. It was Parkinson’s. 

A cruel disease, Cindi explained 
to me, Parkinson’s affected the nerve 

cells in the brain that controlled 
movement and caused stiffness and 
shaking in hands, legs and the head. 
Cindi found it hard to balance or to 
walk and talk. She had fatigue and 
depression. Sometimes she had diffi-
culty talking, chewing, and even 
sleeping. Worse, it was a progressive 
affliction of which nobody knew the 
cause or cure. Doctors could only try 
to relieve the symptoms. 

Cindi consulted a second special-
ist and then started visiting a hospital 
that specialized in Parkinson’s. As her 
hand movements became more awk-
ward, she started taking an antiviral 
drug to reduce the gestures and 
another to lessen their rigidity. These 
were in addition to the dopamine ago-
nists she was already taking to replace 
the chemicals her brain was no longer 
producing. 

When I visited her on her birth-
day, I was aghast at the changes I saw 
in her. The tremor that had started in 
her hand had spread to much of her 
arms. I quickly got up to open the bot-
tle of Pinot Noir I had brought for her 
as a gift, but I saw how hard it was for 
her even to manage the platter of 
cheese she wanted us to savour. 

She said she continued to work 
for her firm but she was no longer the 
lead attorney. She had ceded the posi-
tion, for she felt she could no longer 
cope with the large portfolio she usu-
ally handled. She tried to make light 
of the change, saying she would have 
more time for other things. I knew the 

change must have been painful. She 
had built up the practice with years of 
sustained effort. 

Though I had prepared my mind 
when I visited her three years later, I 
still had a shock. The disease had 
advanced and taken a bigger toll. She 
had lost some weight but her elegant, 
commanding presence still took my 
breath away. She mentioned she had 
relinquished her executive role and 
now served on the firm’s board as an 
adviser. I wondered silently how she 
would cope with the free hours on her 
hand. She almost answered that when 
she said she was thinking about what 
she would like to do in the coming 
days. Plainly, she would not cede and 
go under as an easy captive of Parkin-
son’s. 

A surprise waited for me. I called 
her six months later to check on her 
and asked airily, “What are you doing 
these days?” 

She shyly responded that she had 
gotten a little busy these days. 

“With what?” I asked. 
 Patent work, she told me, invari-

ably demands in-depth knowledge of 
different disciplines, and, with new 
emerging scientific areas, the demand 
is fast becoming hard to meet. So she 
had garnered several brilliant science 
students, along with some trained 
legal workers, and was training them 
rigorously in the intricacies of patent 
prosecution. These are all from mod-
est families, people who could not 
find their way to becoming scientific 

researchers in chosen universities or 
well-heeled attorneys in big law firms. 
Now they could be valued adjuncts to 
organizations doing complex patent 
work. 

“Will it work?” I asked hesitantly, 
not sure that such an idea would be 
quite practical. 

I don’t well remember what Cindi 
said in response, but I had a resound-
ing answer this year. A California 
organization that recognizes the ten 
best humanitarian efforts of the year 
identified Cindi’s initiative as one. 

Cindi will now be assured of adequate 
financing and informed support. 

I called Cindi to congratulate her. 
She took several minutes to pick 

up the phone – understandably. But 
her voice was as vibrant as ever, “I’d 
rather you turned up with a Pinot Noir 
to celebrate!” 

Cindi as ever. My heart swelled. 
  
 

(The writer is a US-based international 
development advisor and had worked with 
the World Bank. He can be reached at 
mnandy@gmail.com)

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY

No easy captive 
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T
he Union Cabinet’s decision 
to expand the Ayushman 
Bharat Pradhan Mantri Jan 
Arogya Yojana (AB PM-JAY) to 

citizens aged 70 and above has been 
celebrated as a move to address 
India’s growing elderly healthcare 
needs. Offering Rs 5 lakh in annual 
health insurance to over six crore sen-
ior citizens, this initiative promises to 
reduce the financial burden of health-
care for the elderly. However, a closer 
look reveals several challenges that 
could undermine its effectiveness and 
sustainability. 

India's elderly population is 
projected to reach 319 million by 
2050, constituting nearly 20 per cent 
of the total population. With this 
demographic  shif t ,  there  is  an 
increasing need for long-term care, 
especially for chronic illnesses such 
as diabetes, arthritis, and heart dis-
ease. Unfortunately, India’s health-
care infrastructure remains i l l-
equipped to meet  these needs, 
especial ly  in rural  areas where 
access to care is already limited. 

A 2021 report from the Ministry 
of Health and Family Welfare showed 
that only 0.2 per cent of Indian hos-
pitals have geriatric care units. This 
disconnect between insurance cover-
age and the actual availability of age-
specific healthcare services raises con-
cerns. Without investments in special-
ized healthcare infrastructure, the 
expanded insurance coverage under 
AB PM-JAY could result in overcrowd-
ed hospitals and substandard care for 
senior citizens. 

The extension of AB PM-JAY to 
all senior citizens, regardless of 
socio-economic status, signals an 
effort toward universal health cov-
erage.  However,  this  inclusive 
approach may dilute the scheme's 
intended impact on the most vul-
nerable groups. Wealthier senior 

citizens, many of whom already
have access to private insurance or
employer-provided benefits, will
also benefit from this policy. 

A 2022 study by the Insurance 
Regulatory and Development Author-
ity of India (IRDAI) found that over 12 
per cent of the population, primarily 
in urban areas, has private health 
insurance. Including wealthier indi-
viduals could result in a misallocation 
of resources, diverting attention and 
funds from low-income senior citi-
zens who rely on government sup-
port. Additionally, beneficiaries of 
public schemes like the Central Gov-
ernment Health Scheme (CGHS) and 
Ex-Servicemen Contributory Health 
Scheme (ECHS) can opt into AB PM-
JAY, which introduces redundancy. 
Instead of covering those who already 
have insurance, the government 
should focus on closing gaps in 
access, ensuring that vulnerable pop-
ulations receive priority. 

Expanding AB PM-JAY to include 
an additional six crore elderly benefi-
ciaries will place a significant financial 
strain on India's already overbur-
dened public healthcare system. India 
spends only 1.28 per cent of its GDP 
on public healthcare, one of the low-
est rates globally, far below the rec-
ommended 5 per cent needed for uni-
versal coverage. 

A 2022 NITI Aayog report 
revealed that several Indian states, 
including Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, 
are already struggling to meet their 
healthcare obligations. Expanding AB 
PM-JAY without increasing public 
healthcare funding could result in 
states cutting costs, which may lead 
to poor-quality care, especially in eco-
nomically weaker regions. 

The scheme’s sustainability is 
also contingent on the capacity of 
state governments to implement it. 
Wealthier states may manage the 
expansion, but poorer states could 
face disparities in healthcare quality 

and accessibility, exacerbating region-
al inequalities. 

To meet the growing demand for 
healthcare services, the government 
is increasingly turning to public-pri-
vate partnerships (PPPs). While pri-
vate sector participation can augment 
healthcare capacity, it also presents 
risks. Private hospitals may exploit the 
system by inflating costs, as highlight-
ed by a 2020 Comptroller and Auditor 
General (CAG) investigation into AB 
PM-JAY. 

Additionally, private insurers 
often categorize elderly patients as 
high-risk due to their chronic condi-
tions, which could lead to denials of 
coverage or inadequate services. The 
expansion of AB PM-JAY must be 
accompanied by stringent regulatory 
oversight to prevent profiteering and 
ensure that private sector involve-
ment does not undermine equitable 
access to care. 

Bureaucratic complexities often 
prevent citizens from fully accessing 
government welfare schemes, and AB 
PM-JAY is no exception. A 2021 survey 
by the National Statistical Office 
found that only 7 per cent of rural 
households have internet access, lim-
iting the ability of elderly citizens in 
rural areas to navigate digital process-
es for enrollment. 

The introduction of a distinct 
health card for senior citizens aims to 
simplify access to healthcare, but 
unless the government addresses 
structural issues such as digital liter-
acy and geographical barriers, a sig-
nificant portion of eligible citizens 
may remain excluded. Offline enroll-
ment centers and mobile services are 
essential for reaching elderly popula-
tions in rural and underserved areas. 

India faces a severe shortage of 
healthcare professionals, a problem 
that could be exacerbated by the 
expansion of AB PM-JAY. A 2022 
World Bank report indicated that 
India has only 0.7 physicians per 1,000 

people, well below the global average 
of 1.5. This shortage is especially pro-
nounced in rural areas, where health-
care workers are scarce. 

Geriatric care, a key component 
of elderly healthcare, is still underde-
veloped in India. There is a lack of 
specialized training in geriatric med-
icine, and medical institutions offer-
ing such programmes are few. With-
out a robust workforce of healthcare 
professionals trained in elderly care, 
the expansion of AB PM-JAY could 
overwhelm an already strained sys-
tem. Short-term solutions like 
telemedicine and mobile healthcare 
units can help, but long-term invest-
ment in medical education and work-
force development is essential. 

The expansion of AB PM-JAY to 
senior citizens is an important step 
toward addressing the healthcare 

needs of India’s aging population. 
However, its success depends on 
more than just providing insurance 
coverage. The government must 
address financial sustainability, work-
force shortages, bureaucratic barriers, 
and the inefficiencies created by 
extending coverage to those who may 
not need it. 

By investing in healthcare infra-
structure, expanding geriatric servic-
es, and improving the efficiency of 
resource allocation, the government 
can ensure that AB PM-JAY becomes 
a transformative policy rather than a 
symbolic gesture. Only by tackling 
these challenges head-on can India’s 
elderly truly benefit from universal 
healthcare. 

 
(The writer is a policy analyst and columnist, 
and the author of The Essential: On 
Healthcare.)

Health cover expansion 
comes with challenges



INCE many of  you wanted more 
about the Kanchi Mahaswami, 
let me share some more stories 
of  the many known about him. 

Matters moved swiftly when 
Ginni was taken away at 13 to 
become the 68th Shankarachar-

ya of  the Kamakoti Matha at Kanchipuram. 
They said it was his daily duty to perform 
puja to Lord Shiva, worshipped at the 
Matha as Sri Chandramauleshwara, the 
Moon-bearer. Ginni was awestruck. “Para-
mashiva, Mother Kamakshi, they say I am 
your priest. Help me!” he prayed.

Woken every morning at four, Ginni was 
set to learn Vedic meters, mathematics, as-
tronomy, philosophy and Sanskrit litera-
ture, besides Tamil, Telugu and Kannada. 
He broke off  to conduct the daily puja with 
utmost concentration and increasing felic-
ity. He read English classics in the late af-
ternoon. He was taught yoga at the deepest 
level to transcend his body’s urges, which 
took serious practice.

A hard part was fighting food cravings. 
Ginni had spent a lot of  time with his moth-
er while she cooked. He thought of  his fa-
vourite rava dosais and crisp vadais and 
sighed. Delicious food was made at the 
Matha and hundreds of  pilgrims and the 
poor were fed daily. But it was unseemly for 
a sanyasi to gobble, he was taught. He must 
not gorge himself, either alone or in public, 
and learn to resist sweets and fried food. 

There were only adults at the Matha and 
as a sanyasi, he could no longer play crick-
et with other boys. So lonely Ginni spread 
grain in a corner to entice the flocks of  
parrots that swept by. He played with the 
calves in the cattle shed and made friends 
with the Matha elephant, Kumbhan.

One day, Kumbhan defied his keeper and 
refused to leave the pond in which he was 
enjoying a luxurious bath. The keeper was 
at his wits’ end, when someone thought of  
calling the boy sanyasi. When Ginni ar-
rived, he merely said, “Come along,” and 
Kumbhan clambered out meekly. Several 
such incidents with animals added to Gin-
ni’s growing mystique. 

Ginni tried hard to overcome his craving 
for treats. One day, a landlord brought the 
finest mangoes from his orchard for Ginni, 
who noticed Lambadi gypsies outside the 
Matha. “Please share the fruit with them. 
They never get to eat such mangoes,” he told 
him. Astonished, the landlord did so and 
was warmly blessed by the tribe. This gave
Ginni another idea. Motherly devotees 
brought him tins of  homemade murukkus 

and laddoos. “There are young boys at the 
patashala who get only plain fare and miss 
their mothers. Please give them these 
snacks,” he said. The mothers did so gladly, 
after their first pang of  disappointment 
that Ginni refused their labours of  love. 

Ginni began to link the big ideas he was 
taught to everyday life and was struck by a 
novel notion. “A typical South Indian meal 

is served in three courses,” he thought. 
“There’s rice with sambar, rice with rasam 
and rice with curds or buttermilk. Sambar 
is known as kuzhambu in Tamil, which also 
means ‘to get confused’. Don’t these three 
courses seem to illustrate the three gunas 
or qualities of  mankind? The ‘confusion’ of  
sambar is the darkness of  ‘tamo guna’, the 
clear flow of  rasam is the activity of  ‘rajo 
guna’ and buttermilk is the peace of  ‘sattva 
guna’. Our daily meal reminds us of  our 
spiritual path if  we eat mindfully. But I’m 
too young to say these things.”

So many people thronged the Matha to 
gawk at him that Ginni’s managers took him 
for further education to the remote hamlet 
of  Mahendramangalam by the Kaveri. 

Learned scholars were handpicked to 

instruct him. When they asked what else 
he wished to learn, Ginni chose Marathi 
and French. A tutor was brought from Ma-
harashtra and stayed for three years. A 
French teacher came from Pondicherry 
and a music teacher was engaged, as mu-
sic was a key spiritual activity. 

Mother Kaveri proved a great solace in 
this isolation. Ginni became a strong swim-
mer and his teachers often found him in 
the water. He explored the lush, green 
countryside on long walks, taking photos 
of  neglected temples with the little camera 
he was gifted for rapidly mastering Pani-
ni’s difficult grammar. His heart never 
stopped aching for his parents. “I am a san-
yasi, I am not allowed to miss my family,” 
he thought sternly and threw himself  into 
the next activity. One night, when he had 
an agonising toothache, his instructors 
made light of  it but a teacher’s wife took 
pity on his huddled form and gave him a 
clove to keep on the afflicted tooth. 

Months later, a touring Carnatic singer 
stopped by Mahendramangalam with a 
violinist and a mridangam player. After 
two glorious hours of  singing, he slid into 
Raga Madhyamavati. “Vinayakuni valeno 
brovave,” he sang in Telugu, meaning 
“Look on me as you look on your son, Vi-
nayaka”. The song was addressed by saint-
composer Thyagaraja to Goddess Kamak-
shi at Kanchipuram. When the singer 
came to the line “Anatha rakshaki Sri Ka-
makshi” meaning ‘Sri Kamakshi, protec-
tor of  orphans’, he sang it several times 
with deep emotion. Ginni suddenly felt 
alight with the joy of  realisation.

“The Universal Mother belongs to each 
of  us,” he exulted. “Mother Kamakshi, you 
have been patient with me. I have tried my 
best to grow up, but I still felt like a little 
boy. I don’t anymore, Mother. I have duties 
ahead and I know you will help me.”

Ginni sat at ease to hear the rest of  the 
song. He was no longer ‘Ginni’ in his mind. 
He was Chandrasekharendra Saraswati, a 
sadhu and head of  a Matha. His God-given 
task was to serve society. With Kamakshi’s 
blessings, he would do that all his life.

(Views are personal)
(shebaba09@gmail.com)
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Oscar 
Wilde

America has never quite forgiven 
Europe for having been discovered 
somewhat earlier in history than itself

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

— Ramnath Goenka

S the US Presidential election 
campaigns heat up, ‘Project 2025’ 
gets frequent mention. A 900-plus 
page document, its full title is, 
‘Mandate for leadership: Project 
2025’. Penned by senior officials 
of  the first Trump Administra-

tion, it outlines a policy and personnel 
agenda for his second term (if  elected).  

The mandate declares the US Congress 
has abdicated its decision-making respon-
sibilities to unelected bureaucrats, who 
exercise unchecked policy-making power, 
even evading the control of  the president.  

Recognising that much of  the chaos of  
Trump’s presidency—staff  turnovers, pol-
icy flip-flops, dissents and leaks—was 
caused by ideologically incompatible per-
sonnel in his administration, the project’s 
coordinators launched a nation-wide 
search for suitable candidates. Short-listed 
applicants underwent training on struc-
tures and issues of  governance. A database 
of  a few thousand candidates will be pre-
sented to the presidential team in Novem-
ber for the selection of  federal employees. 

The mandate’s uncompromising stand 
against abortion has drawn criticism; its 
position against immigration is popular. It 
advocates incentivising preservation of  
the nuclear family, de-emphasising trans-
gender and LGBTQ issues, and outlawing 
pornography in speech, print and digital 
products. DEI (diversity, equity, inclusion) 
policies (affirmative action without quo-
tas) should be reversed; they suppress mer-
it and dilute efficiencies. 

The economic agenda comprises pro-
growth policies that create jobs, spur invest-
ment and increase wages: expanding the 
manufacturing base through industrial pol-
icy, pursuing self-reliance in strategically 
important sectors, promoting fair and bal-
anced trade, and replacing “environmental 
extremism” with energy dominance. 

Energy dominance is a priority. Exploi-
tation of  US hydrocarbon reserves would 
power economic growth, drive billions of  
dollars of  private investment to communi-
ties devastated by globalisation, providing 
millions of  jobs (typically for non-college 
workers, who are solid Trump supporters). 
Reinvigoration of  manufacturing would 
ease the pains of  decoupling from China. 
Energy dominance can be leveraged to deal 
with the Gulf  countries on a stronger foot-
ing and rebalance energy power away from 
Russia. Trump’s assertion that his first or-
der as president would be “drill, drill, drill” 
is, therefore, an economic message, an elec-
tion pitch and a geopolitical warning. 

China is a leitmotif throughout. It is as-
serted to be a totalitarian enemy. The poli-
cy of  competition and cooperation has 

failed; the US objective should be strategic 
decoupling and use of  all levers to thwart 
China’s thrust for global dominance. 

The menu spans the remit of  every de-
partment and agency. Expand tariffs on 
Chinese products. Provide incentives to 
American companies for onshoring cut-
ting-edge capabilities. Put in place strict 
controls on technology-sharing. Prohibit 
Chinese investment in high-technology in-
dustries. Reduce and eventually eliminate 
US dependence on Chinese supply chains. 
Ban Chinese social media apps. Reduce or 
eliminate visas for Chinese students or re-
searchers to curb espionage. Every year, 
over 3,00,000 Chinese students join US uni-
versities, laboratories and think tanks.

China should be the top priority for US 
conventional and nuclear defence plan-

ning. Chinese subordination of  Taiwan 
should be made prohibitively difficult. Al-
lies like Japan and Australia should be 
drawn into a broader coalition to confront 
China in a “collective defence model”. This 
approach accords with Trump’s frequently 
expressed view that allies and partners 
should contribute commensurate resourc-
es for common security objectives. 

While China unifies the conservative 
movement, the Russia–Ukraine conflict 
divides it. Some Republicans see Russia as 
a major threat to US interests and Euro-
pean order. They support US aid and even 
troop deployment, if  needed, to ensure 
Russia’s defeat. Others believe that 
Ukraine’s defence should be left to the Eu-
ropeans, since it is not a principal US na-
tional security concern. 

Trump has said nothing, beyond declar-
ing he would end the conflict very quickly. 
This may not mean forcing Ukraine into a 
capitulatory settlement. He would not 
want to do to Ukraine what Biden did to 
Afghanistan. He may be more amenable to 
something like the ‘peace plan’, elaborated 
by former secretary of  state Mike Pompeo, 
and a Republican colleague whose consul-
tancy firm is reported to have links with 
an advisor of  Ukraine’s president and 
some top US defence manufacturers. It in-
volves ramping up sanctions against Rus-
sia to force compromise, a $500-billion 
“lend-lease” program, enabling Ukraine to 
buy US weapons (thus benefiting Ameri-
ca’s defence industry), and fast-tracking 
Ukraine’s admission to the EU, to help 
modernise its economy. Trump has not 
commented on this plan, which may need 
tweaking to be practical. 

In the longer term, the mandate’s recom-
mendation reflects Trump’s inclinations: 
Europe and Russia should bear their fair 
share for a security architecture. NATO’s 
European members should field a conven-
tional deterrent against Russia, while the 
US will provide a nuclear one. This would 
enable the US to reduce its force posture in 
Europe to give China fuller attention.  

As in Trump’s first term, trade is an im-
portant focus area. With adversaries, allies 
and partners alike, trade policy should be 
strictly guided by reciprocity: unfair ad-
vantages of  partners will be countered, 
from tax policy to currency manipulation 
to domestic standards and subsidies. India 
has to brace itself  for a repeat of  2016-20. 

The mandate asserts India’s importance 
for countering the Chinese threat, securing 
a free and open Indo–Pacific, and as an 
emerging economic partner. It declares nor-
mal relations cannot be expected with the 
“perfidious Taliban regime” in Afghanistan 
and “military–political rule” in Pakistan. 

Project 2025 is a useful guide to the likely 
approach of  a future Trump Administra-
tion. Its external agenda is neither isola-
tionist nor globalist. The US is seriously 
challenged by China and overstretched in 
its global operations. But it also has valu-
able assets and strong allies; it needs a 
greater contribution from them to advance 
its strategic interests. There may be cali-
brations, as China and Russia push back 
against US actions. European and Asian 
partners will need delicate handling. 

If  Trump wins and stays on message, if  
personnel appointments are sound, and if  
there is coherence of  policy coordination—
all big ifs—his agenda could have far-
reaching global consequences.  

(Views are personal)
(raghavan.ps@gmail.com)

A

JOURNEY OF A YOUNG  
BOY INTO SAINTHOOD

U.S. PROJECT 2025: 
POLICIES FOR TRUMP’S 
PROBABLE NEXT TERM

P S RAGHAVAN Distinguished Fellow, Vivekananda International 
Foundation, and a former diplomat

A touring Carnatic singer stopped 
by Mahendramangalam once, 
and while listening to his glorious 
rendition of Raga Madhyamavati, 
Ginni had a revelation. He was no 
longer ‘Ginni’ in his mind. He was 
Chandrasekharendra Saraswati, a 
sadhu and head of a Matha

If Donald Trump wins in the 2024 elections, if personnel 
appointments are sound, and if there is coherence of policy 

coordination, his agenda could have far-reaching consequences

SOURAV ROY

Work-life balance
Ref: Why overwork does not help anyone  
(Sep 15). Studies show excessive working 
hours can lead to decreased productivity, 
increased stress, and health problems like 
heart disease and stroke. In India, where these 
issues are already prevalent, increasing the 
burden on individuals with demanding jobs 
could worsen the crisis. Policymakers must 
prioritise employee well-being and promote 
work-life balance.
Priyanshu Priya, Noida

Sustainable schedules
When workers are allowed a choice of working 
styles based on varied circumstances, 
overtime becomes synonymous with hustle 
culture. For additional working hours to help 
translate into productivity and improved 
quality, work schedules must be sustainable 
in the long term.
Katragadda Sarveswara Rao, Bhubaneswar

Self-hurting behaviour
Ref: Is Rahul riding the Khalistan tiger?  
(Sep 15). It  is obvious that with assembly 
elections in Punjab round the corner, Rahul 
is making bonhomie with alleged ‘superfans’ 
without realising the repercussions. By doing 
so, he is handing over a stick to opposition 
parties to beat the Congress with. 
H P Murali, Bengaluru

India’s torchbearers
Ref: Dynasty vs J&K youth in assembly polls, 
says Modi (Sep 15). At the backdrop of the 
impending J&K polls, PM Narendra Modi’s 
appeal to the region’s youth to come forward 
and work to raise India is laudable as youth 
are the torchbearers in whose hands lie the 
destiny of future India.
R Pichumani, Kumbakonam 

Dummy CM?
The hanging up of the boots by Delhi Chief 
Minister Arvind Kejriwal is out of the blue. The 
Supreme  Court imposed strict restrictions on 
him discharging his duties as CM. It remains to  
be seen who would take over the reins as 
dummy CM, since Kejriwal will  most likely 
remain the de fact chief minister. 
Aanya Singhal, Noida

Name politics
The BJP government’s decision to rename  
the Mo School Abhiyan to Panchasakha  
Sikhya Setu in Odisha seems more like a 
political move than a necessary change  
for the programme. The emphasis should be  
on improving the quality of education, 
enhancing infrastructure, and ensuring  
the programme’s success, rather than  
altering its name.
Rupesh Rathore, Dhenkanal
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SEMICONDUCTOR  
NATIONALISM WILL  
TAKE US NOWHERE

I
T’S raining subsidies in the semiconductor industry. With 
several countries waking up to the need to create their do-
mestic semiconductor ecosystem, governments across the 
globe are pouring subsidies into the sector. However, it is 
already feared that large economies jostling among each 

other to gain self-sufficiency in semiconductor manufactur-
ing are ignoring basic supply chain constraints, and therefore, 
creating white elephants. India, which had earlier announced 
a $10 billion subsidy scheme, is now planning to announce 
another $15 billion subsidy for the chip industry. The minister 
of  IT and technology Ashwini Vaishnaw has hinted that the 
second phase of  the subsidy scheme would be bigger and bet-
ter from the first one, and that the aim is to create the entire 
semiconductor ecosystem in the country. In the first phase, 
Gujarat and Assam got the investments; the second phase will 
see Uttar Pradesh getting priority. Domestic industry experts 
believe India needs to have 150 fab units by 2030 to meet the 
demand for chips. By 2030, the semiconductor industry is ex-
pected to invest $1 trillion in semiconductor fabs.

India’s ambition of  becoming a semiconductor manufac-
turing hub is being matched with similar efforts by bigger 
economies like the US, European Union, and Japan. The US 
is doling out $52 billion and Europe $43 billion in subsidies 
to revive their chip-making industry as most of  the manu-
facturing is currently concentrated in China and Southeast 
Asia. China gave away $2.5 billion in subsidy in 2023 to five 
of  its top semiconductor manufacturers. While availability 
of  subsidies has become a primary consideration for chip 
makers to select their investment location, the doles alone 
may not suffice. Also, the semiconductor programmes can-
not solely be driven by national interest.

The semiconductor supply chain is spread across the 
globe and no country can expect to grow its chips industry 
in isolation. Each country could face local constraints such 
as availability of  raw material, labour cost, expertise and 
skilled labour at every step. The effort should be not to dis-
rupt the existing expertise spread across many countries, 
but to leverage them through meaningful collaboration to 
expand the supply chain instead of  working in silos.

T’GANA PLAY WEAKENS 
TOP INSTITUTIONS

T
HEATRICS, expletives, face-offs and house arrests, Telan-
gana politics has of  late been quite entertaining for the 
layman. It’s entertaining at first glance, but at the same 
time, it is concerning for the discerning. It’s a political 
chess game being played with the ruling Congress on the 

offensive and the opposition BRS launching its own counter-
attack. The root of  it lies in defections from the BRS to the Con-
gress camp ever since the elections late last year. Up until now, 
10 legislators have crossed over from the pink party, decreasing 
its strength in the Assembly. Yet, it remains the main opposition 
being the second largest party after the Congress. The High 
Court directive to the Legislature Secretary to place before the 
Speaker pending disqualification pleas against three BRS MLAs 
for fixing a schedule to dispose of  the same within four weeks 
set in motion an unexpected sequence of  events. Hours after the 
order, a turncoat BRS MLA Arekapudi Gandhi was named 
chairman of  the Public Accounts Committee, a position held by 
the main opposition by convention. BRS legislator P Kaushik 
Reddy, known for histrionics, derided the turncoats, offering to 
send them sarees and bangles in sexist remarks. He further in-
sinuated that the newly-minted PAC chairman was an Andhra 
settler giving the war of  words a regional twist. With Gandhi 
and Reddy threatening to storm each other’s houses, the police 
had to intervene and put all important BRS leaders under house 
arrest. This episode could be dismissed as yet another political 
slugfest but for the underlying dangers.

First, the BRS appears to have walked into a trap set by the 
Congress. The BRS during its decade-long stint in power had 
weaned away many legislators from different parties, mainly 
the Congress but calls it “merger” instead of  defection. It denied 
the PAC chairman post to the Congress as well. The Congress is 
paying back in the same coin but in an improvised version by 
rejecting the official nominees of  the BRS and instigating a BRS 
vs BRS fight as Gandhi is technically still a BRS legislator.

The Congress claims it stuck to the convention as the pink 
party has no locus standi to lament over the defections. How-
ever, we believe this realpolitik isn’t in public interest. PAC 
keeps an eye on the finances of  the State and as such, is im-
portant. The weakening of  key democratic and constitution-
al positions for temporary political gains will destroy govern-
ment accountability. Similarly, attempts to reignite regional 
sentiments will backfire both for the parties and the state.

Q U I C K  TA K E

TO THE NEXT LEVEL FOR PALESTINE

ISRAEL uncharacteristically owned up to a few grim illegal acts 
this week. It admitted to having killed three of  its own citizens 
in Gaza; it was similar to a confession they made last December. 

It also admitted to having killed Aysenur Eygi, a 26-year-old 
Turkish American rights activist, in the West Bank. For Israel, 
the admissions were rare shows of  ‘due process’ of  investigation 
in a war that has repeatedly crossed lines of  legality. The Indian 
foreign minister recently reiterated the government’s support 
for a ceasefire. It’s time for the Global South to make renewed, 
consequential diplomatic interventions in that spirit.
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FAITHLINE





Ijoined a premier engi-
neering and science
institute after my

schooling. I quit two years
later as I failed to secure an
engineering seat. I joined
another engineering col-
lege and then the presti-
gious railway services. My
entry into the railways
could also be attributed to
good fortune as the organi-
zation increased the num-
ber to be inducted. My
inability to join the civil ser-
vices was a sore point with
my parents. I would often
tease them that I might
have done much better had
I continued to pursue sci-
ence. 
They would retort that I
might have been working as
a clerk in some obscure
government department.
Who knows! I might have
worked harder to clear the
civil services examinations
had I continued to pursue
science in the premier insti-
tute or had I not been
selected for the railways.My
father often narrates the
story of his friend, a civil
engineering graduate from
his college, who joined the
state services. 
He was afraid that the

bridge that he had designed
might collapse. He followed
my father’s advice to join
academics. He is now an
internationally recognized
geotechnical engineer in
America. My father is an
electrical engineer who
joined the engineering col-
lege a year into postgradu-
ation. He had wanted to
pursue his MSc and then
enter academics if he could
not join the prestigious IAS. 
My father does not regret
his choices.He does have
one memory that he regrets
whenever he remembers
about it. This also is from
his college days. A few of
them decided to indulge
themselves with an evening
out. My father went to the
friend’s room to take him
along. This young boy
appeared cheerful  but
refused to accompany

them. He had committed
suicide by the time they
returned. My father still
ruminates, “Maybe, we
could have saved him had
we stayed back or pushed
him to accompany us.”I
know an engineer who
joined a famous engineer-
ing college. 
The branch that he had
joined was not considered
well-placed. He was offered
the branch of choice in
another college a year later.
He left the overnight with-
out consulting anyone. He
is extremely successful in
his chosen profession.
However, he has pangs of
regret that his life would
have taken a different tra-
jectory had he not taken the
impulsive decision and
waited the night out to
reconsider.The two of us
recently bumped into
another well-known engi-
neer at Mumbai airport. 
This gentleman almost quit
the structured and disci-
plined life of the engineer-
ing college which was in
stark contrast to the relaxed
environs of the science
graduate course he had
completed. He went to his
friend’s hostel room with

the admission forms for
the postgraduate course, to
realise that the studies were
as structured and disci-
plined as his engineering
course. He completed his
engineering, joined the rail-
way services, and success-
fully headed a leading
metro rail organization in
India at the time of his
retirement.
We were walking to our car
after a beautiful laser show
in Connaught Place in
Delhi a few years back. I
was approached by a lady
requesting if she could use
my mobile phone to contact
her husband. They had got
separated in the crowd. The
husband spoke to me to
thank me for the courtesy.
It turned out that we were
together during training in
my f irst  job.Douglas
Coupland, Canadian novel-
ist and designer, said,
“Every single moment is a
coincidence.” It is up to us
to use this joker in the
pack to play this game of
life.
(The author is an electrical

engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts

classes in creative writing;
views are personal)
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comment on the CBI might as well apply
to nearly all of the government's institu-
tions (Ref: Supreme Court again compares
CBI to caged parrot, p3,Sept.14). The
"caged parrot" remark, now  made by
Justice Bhuyan, was first made by the
Supreme Court way back in 2013, during
the investigation of the "Coalgate " scam.
A lot of water has flown down the Ganges,
but nothing seems to have changed on the
ground. 
The reiteration of this sarcastic and sting-
ing remark affirms that even the highest
investigating agency in the country is
beholden to the powers that be.  The same
remark may be extrapolated to other
institutions to a greater or lesser degree.
Take the police department as just one
example. Cases are doctored, expedited,
closed, or hushed up, depending on signals
that originate from the political leadership
in a particular state. 
The recent RGK hospital crime in Kolkata
bears shameful testimony to this. No
Investigating Officer dares to rub his
political masters the wrong way by insist-
ing upon following the rule book.  Justice

is given a short shrift because the depart-
ment in question, in this case the police
department, is a "caged parrot", much like
the CBI. Sports and Education are no
exceptions. The Brij Bhushan Saran Singh
saga bears ample testimony to the fact that
political bigwigs run their departments
much like their fiefdoms. If sportsmen and
sportswomen of repute have to resort to
“dharnas” in the country's capital for the
redressal of their grievances, the lot of the
common man seeking justice can well be
imagined. There is nobody to red flag the
minister for higher education, M.P, when
he rubbishes well established historical facts
and claims that we had trade relations with
America in the eighth century, even before
Columbus discovered America in the fif-
teenth. The saddest part is, even the
fourth estate is playing along, instead of
questioning our elected representatives on
our behalf. Sad and shameful, to say the
least.

Avinash Godboley | Dewas
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Madam —  It is indeed a welcome move
on the part of the SC to quote Article 21
of the Indian Constitution which enables
an Indian citizen protection of life and  per-
sonal liberty and orders bail to the lead-
ers with the often quoted words of SC “bail
is a rule and jail is an exception.While one
would not disagree with this ruling the SC
may be reminded of the pending cases
where several political leader’s cases have
been pending for more than two or three
decades.
These leaders use the powers they wield
and resources in their command and with
the aid of the top most lawyers frustrate the
system and ensure the the trial is delayed
for some decades.The pending DA cases
of TN ministers and the verdict in the case
of Jagdish tytler will vouch for this fact.SC
should also lay guide lines for speedy trial
in cases such as these while ordering bail.

Gopalaswamy J | Chennai
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Madam— Reference: "Centre renames
Port Blair as Sri Vijaya Puram" ( the pio-
neer September,14). Centre's decision to
change the name of Port Blair to Sri Vijaya
Puram showcases an indication that they
want to acknowledge and celebrate the rich
historical and cultural past of India. 
With reference to the former waterborne
empire of Sri Vijaya, this plan is meant to
laud the maritime heritage as well as
regional pride within India. Nonetheless,
such a name change trend would evoke
some discussions that are wider in scope
regarding modifying names with regard to
more contemporary backgrounds. Some
people would see it as a bidding to claim
back lost histories while others think it dis-
turbs ancestral practices and community
memory too much. It is therefore impor-
tant for the government world to balance
them so as to keep themselves including
everybody in their stories.

Garima Singh | Kanpur

���
���������
Madam — The Supreme Court's scathing
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is therefore necessary to create
a culture of effectiveness and
an appreciation of the require-
ments to deliver. To deliver
requires, to the extent possible,
objective and manageable
resource mobilization, skill
availability, sensitive monitor-
ing, and linking up with the
results in the time set.
If this is not done, effectiveness
is impaired, and others who
can organize themselves will
surge forward, and then the
institutional returns of the
defaulting group will contin-
ue to diminish. It may ulti-
mately reach a point where
there may be no surpluses to
distribute even for salaries or
to administer. This is a point
of view to which no exceptions
can be made. Considering
this in the current and grow-
ing crescendo on reservations
is something that can be avoid-
ed only at the grave risk of cre-
ating further problems for
oneself.
Struggle for the decision-mak-
ing process is often termed as
‘politics’ and political process-
es in a country like India are
often determined by num-
bers. Hence, the push to
enhance the numbers of one’s
following and pander to polit-
ical rising waves, even though
it may not be sustainable in the
long run. This is such an
obvious warning and caution
that it cannot be over-empha-
sized. The tragedy is, not only
that so many people seem to

overlook this point. It appears,
at times, that many otherwise
knowledgeable people do it
purposefully to gain political
advantage. 
Little do they realize that what
they gain on the swing, they
will lose on the round. In this
context, two observations need
to be made, one concerning
the constitution and the other
concerning the practices of
reservation for social equity in
other parts of the world. The
constitution in its initial draft
was very clear and forthright
on the reservation as a policy
only for a limited period, even
the period for which was indi-
cated.
Gradually, through political
compulsions and otherwise,
the focus of reservation-affect-
ed communities was expand-
ed till the Supreme Court had
to step in and say that not
more than 50% of positions
could be made in the reserved
category.
Pressure has been on for a
while, in political terms, to
loosen this limit. Should this
happen, it could have implica-
tions, not just politically but
also in terms of perhaps affect-
ing the results of performance.
This could jeopardize the total
volume of resources, then,
available for distribution. 
To consider the issue of social
equity in other communities
and countries beyond India
may be worthwhile. Limited
examples may be found across

the world where the total
availability of jobs is parcelled
off in reserved blocks. Some
nations have a parallel stream
for reserved categories and a
definite stream where only
talent could be a criterion for
selection. This amalgam
seems to have worked for
both productivity and distrib-
utive justice. There is a clear
case of streaming of jobs in
India, being examined from
this point of view also. Not to
look at this option would be
limiting the possibilities of
growth with equity.
That may be risky and unwise.
The logic of preferential treat-
ment has many caveats, and
one of them is that preferen-
tial treatment could become a
matter of habit and expecta-
tions, and when not granted,
it could be seen as akin to
’rights’ being violated. 
The time has come to serious-
ly ask whether the slogan-
mongering of several political
groups may not be tanta-
mount to throwing the baby
out with the water. Every
approach can be considered
for and against, but the ulti-
mate solution should prefer-
ably incorporate requirements
of universal equity, and sus-
tainability amongst various
criteria of performance and
results.
(The writer is an internation-

ally acclaimed management
consultant. The views

expressed are personal)
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Problem-solving is more
than an art. It is a mat-
ter of resources, team-
work, and timing.
Behavioral interven-

tions in problem-solving need to
keep this in mind. This applies
equally to training programs on
problem-solving. Many training
programs tend to believe that if
their techniques are right the
results will surely follow. This is
a palpably comforting approach
but with limited truth in reality.
Amongst the foremost require-
ments of problem-solving is the
need for all the people involved
in the process to have the neces-
sary skills to handle the job.
The job itself has to be neatly
reduced to manageable levels of
skill clusters, and the persons
allotted the responsibility for it
must have the necessary attitude,
skills, and approaches to handle
the job. Unfortunately, not all in
key decision-making situations
have the competence to embrace
this simple truth.
They seem to have arrived in that
position either through regular
promotion, seniority, hierarchy, or
indeed, simply by chance. While
the logic that brought them there
is understandable, it does not
meet the requirements for getting
the tasks done. The result is
therefore all to see. Not only do
accidents take place, but delays
and ineptness also become the
hallmarks of a situation.
It is important to remember this
while planning an activity. It is
important to build this into train-
ing programs, and above all, it is
important to remind those who
control the resources to be con-
scious of this requirement. Even
when all the skill columns and
more are regularly accounted
for, it stands to reason that the
resources of the supply chain
must be intact and in position.
As it happens in organizational
setups, the supply chain side and
the engineering side need effec-
tive dialogue, communication, or
exchanges with the human
resources side, the skill formation
side, and control and monitoring
methodologies.
Thus, it is that ineptness becomes
an inevitable part of the scene in
organizations not so well linked
together on these dimensions. It
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In reference to 'Indian bioeconomy hits
US $151 billion, contributes 4.25% to
GDP' (14 Sept), the remarkable

growth in key sectors like biopharma, bio-
fuel, and biotechnology could be further
accelerated through enhanced govern-
ment support in the form of funding, tax
incentives, and mandatory policies on
ethanol-blended petrol and biofuels in
agriculture. 
Tier-II and Tier-III cities offer significant

opportunities for biofuels in the agricul-
tural sector, reducing costs, creating
jobs, and fostering local entrepreneurship
through dealership networks. 
A strategic approach could also be
applied to biofuel exports, particularly to
neighboring countries. Additionally,
there is vast potential for bio-based
household products, such as cosmetics,
provided there is proper standardization.
Universities and research institutions
should be encouraged to pursue innov-
ative research in areas like marine biol-
ogy, space,  and vaccines. 
The growth of the bioeconomy is a result
of joint efforts by the corporate sector,
industry, research institutions, and the
government. This progress also aligns
with India's goals for COP 28.

Vinod Johri | Delhi

�� �!"#���
./".!

"� $�!��,.0-	.

���������������
���!���
��	"����	������	

����������#
��	��!��"�	���0�����������#��������
�����#�	
!����
��!�
���

�6�7��!$���'!7!�$�"%+!$9�1���7�"X7��)���ZX!##���[!�6��6��$�'�77%10
7+!��7&�%��!�X��7&�%$��%[%1�$�77����"�����6����"%$�7��(��6�!1��%7+7



��������	�
������ 
�������������������

�1
���������	�
�����
� (%'�)��+-'�"��%!�0#!�$��1�3 4�6��%!�0�!�$��1�3 !$7�%91%"-'�"��%!�0#!�$��1�

�:��	���
�	�����������

��
���	��
�<���&����:

��	�������
������������

�����
���������	��


��������	�&
���:��	��

�	���������
����
�����
�����������

�	�
\���
��
;����	;����
��	�
���������
�������������

	;�������
��	����:

*����	����	�����	����	����	���������	��	����	��������	���������
���	����	�
����	��	
�����	������	��	�)�����	������� 	/�������	��
�����	����������	��	
��	����	����	�	
����	��	
�������	��������

������� 	��	��	���	��	���	�������	�����	��	�������	
�����	���������� 	��
��	���	����	
�����	������	����������	��	�����������	��

���	���
���	��	�����	��	��������	�	��������	
���	��	
��	�������	����	��� 
&��	��	���	
���	�����������	
�����	������	��������	��	�����	��	����	�����
���	��	�����	�����	���	��#���� 	
/�������	��	������	��������	����������	��������	���	���������	��	����
�����
�����	��"�	��������	���	����
����	�����	����	�	������	���	��
���������	���	
���	���	�
������	��	��	����������	���	�����	����������
��	�����	������	���	����	���
	��	�	
��	������	
����	������	�����
���	���
	��	�������	��
���
�	��	���������	���	��
�����	������	�
��
������	���������� 	0����
���	���������	�������	�����	��	������	����
��	������	�	�����	
���	�	
�������	�	���	�"����	�������	�	�����	��
����
�����
���	����	������	���	����	����������
	���	����	����������
��	�	����	�#���� 	*����	����	��	���"�������	�����	�	������	����	�������
��������	�����������	��	����	��	���������
�"���	�)���	)���"	����"�
���	���	������������	���	����	�
����	���������	�"����	���	��
� 	
*������	���	����	�����	����	�����	��������	��������	���	�������	
�
�
���	�����
��������	���������	��	����	��	���������	�����	�����	��	���	����
����	��
�������	��	
�����	������ 	��	"������	���	����	������	���	��������
�����	����	 ��	
����������	���������	 ��������	���	������	����������
������� �������	����	����	�����	�����������	���	��	������	��������	
���
���	�����	���	����	������	���������	�"����	����	��	����������	��	�����
���	���� 	1�����	��	��	�������	����	�	�����	�����
���	��	�����	�	��"�
���	���	��	�������	�	�����	�����	���������	�����������	��	���	������

���	
������� 	%���	������	��	�����
���	���������	������	���������
���	�)����	�����������	����	���	
�����	��������	��	����	����$�	����������

��	����������� 	2��	����	�����	��������	��	���
	������	�������	���	���
����	����������	��	����������	���������	��	�������	��#����	��
���
�
������	��"���	���	��	���	��
��������	��	��������	�#�����	���	������	�����
������ 
1���	���"���	�����	��������	������	��	�����	����	��	��	�������	���	����
����	�����	����	�	������	���	��	���������	
�����	������	�����	����
���	������	��	����3������	��	�������	�������	�	�����������	�������� 
*������	���	��	�	��������	������
���	��	�������	���	��	�����
��
��������	������	����
���	���	�#���������	��
����	��	��������
��	�����	�����	��	���������	������	��	��������	�����	���	�������	����
�� 	4�����	������������	��	���	��
�	�����	
�����	�����	��	��������
���������	���	��
�����	���#������	�����	�����	��	�����	�����	���
�����������	��	�����
��	������� 	*����	���	����	�
����	��������	������
���	����	�����	
�����	������ 	%���	�
�����	���������	��������	���	�����
����	����	�����	�����������	���	�����	�����
��������	���������	��	��" 
4��������	��	���	�	������	��������	��	�����	�������	�	��������	�������
��	
����������	���	���������	
�����	�������	
�"���	��	��	����������	����
��	�������	����������	���	�������
��� 	%����	���	��������	��	�����
�#����	������	��������	�������	������	�����������	�������������	��	�
��
������	�����������	���������	�������
���	���	������	���������� 	��	����
�����	����������	���������	�
�������	���������	���	����������	����
�����	������	������������	�����	������	�	��
���������	�������	��

�����	������	��� 	��	�	����	����	
�����	������	����������	��	�������
�����	���������	���	�
�������	��	�����	��	�	����	��	
�����	����������
������	��	��������� 	/���������	������������	��	�����	��	���	�������
��
	������	����	��	��
��������	����������	���	��	�	�������	�������	��
�
������	
�����	������	�����	���	���	����� 	

�������	
���	���������
�����	����������������

FIRSTCOLUMN
������������
�����������

India’s diverse landscape is
one of its greatest assets, but
it also makes the country

highly vulnerable to the
adverse effects of climate
change. The consequences are
increasingly evident in events
like wildfires, violent storms,
unseasonal rainfall, melting
glaciers, air pollution, and
heatwaves. These phenomena
not only damage the environ-
ment but also have serious
implications for public health.
Heatwaves, for instance, have
led to a 53.7% increase in heat-
related deaths among people
aged 65 and above between
2000 and 2017. Additionally,
the growing heat stress could
result in an estimated 34 mil-
lion job losses, while air pol-
lution is expected to cause 6.6
million premature deaths by
2050. 

Climate change poses a signif-
icant threat to India's econom-
ic stability as well.
Implementing adaptation
strategies will come at a stag-
gering cost of ?85.6 lakh crore
(approximately $1.065 tril-
lion). While these economic
challenges are daunting, the
mental health implications of
climate change are often over-
looked. According to the
Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) Sixth

Assessment Report, shifts in
economic, social, and food sys-
tems triggered by climate
change will lead to long-term
mental health impacts, includ-
ing rising levels of anxiety,
depression, and stress.
One of the most alarming
consequences of climate
change on mental health is the
rise of "eco-anxiety." Defined
as a persistent worry about the
current environmental crisis
and the bleak future it suggests,
eco-anxiety is affecting mil-
lions globally, especially the
younger generation. A study
by The Lancet across ten coun-
tries, including India, sur-
veyed 10,000 young adults
aged 16-25 years. The results
were sobering: over half of the
participants reported feeling
‘sad’, ‘anxious’, ‘angry’, ‘power-
less’, ‘helpless’, ‘insecure’, and

‘guilty’ about climate change.
Furthermore, 45% admitted
that these emotions disrupted
their daily lives, while 75%
expressed serious concerns
about their future. Most dis-
turbingly, 83% believed that
humanity had failed to take
adequate steps to protect the
planet. The Lancet
Countdown report of 2022
further highlighted the men-
tal health consequences for
younger people, including
increased levels of phobias,
drug dependency, sleep distur-
bances, emotional dysregula-
tion, and cognitive impair-
ment.
Children and adolescents are
particularly vulnerable to eco-
anxiety, as they are growing up
in an era where the effects of
climate change are becoming
more apparent with each pass-

ing year. 
India has already witnessed
numerous climate-induced
disasters that have exacerbat-
ed mental health issues.
According to the National
Institute of Disaster
Management, India experi-
enced 1,058 climate-related
events, including floods,
cyclones, droughts, cold waves,
and heatwaves between 1995
and 2020. These disasters often

result in severe psychological
consequences. For example,
the prevalence of post-trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD)
in flood-affected populations
is estimated to be around 50%. 
Frequent droughts, for
instance, have been linked to
high suicide rates among farm-
ers. The National Crime
Records Bureau (NCRB)
reported over 10,000 farmer
suicides in 2019. A study also
found that when tempera-
tures rise above 20°C, a 1°C
increase in a single day’s tem-
perature is linked to approxi-
mately 70 additional suicides.
Over the past three decades,
rising temperatures and
droughts have contributed to
the suicides of around 59,000
farmers in India, accounting
for 6.8% of the overall upward
trend in suicides.

The future also appears bleak
in terms of water security. A
2018 report by Niti Aayog pre-
dicts that 21 Indian cities will
run out of water by 2030,
affecting 100 million people.
By that time, 40% of India’s
population may lack access to
clean drinking water, leaving
communities stressed and
insecure. The mental health
impact of such crises is partic-
ularly severe for indigenous
communities, whose lives and
livelihoods are closely tied to
their natural surroundings.
Sadly, these communities and
their experiences remain
underrepresented in main-
stream discussions about cli-
mate change, calling for more
focused research to under-
stand their specific vulnerabil-
ities.
Addressing these challenges

will require coordinated efforts
across sectors. Communities,
climate activists, organiza-
tions, policymakers, and men-
tal health professionals must
collaborate to develop solu-
tions. Initiatives like planting
trees, reforestation, and recy-
cling can empower communi-
ties and provide a sense of
agency, helping alleviate the
psychological burden of eco-
anxiety. 
Policymakers must prioritise
the environment by enforcing
carbon emission reductions
and investing in renewable
energy. Mental health surveil-
lance should be integrated
into climate policies at every
level of governance. 

(The writer is Fellow
Environment and Health

Assessment,TERI; views are
personal)
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cohesion, unity, and nationalism. By
criticizing such an event, the critics
undermine the values that Tilak
sought to instil through this
festival.In Indian tradition, the term
"Karta" refers to the head or man-
ager of a family, responsible for the
well-being of the entire household.
Similarly, the Prime Minister and
the Chief Justice act as the 'Kartas'
of their respective domains: the
executive and the judiciary. While
their roles are different, their objec-
tives often align, especially concern-
ing matters of national interest, law,
and justice. 
By coming together at a religious
event, they demonstrate that despite
their institutional separation, they
work towards the same larger and
greater goal—the welfare of the peo-
ple and the strengthening of Indian
democracy.As the Karta of the
executive, the Prime Minister is
responsible for running the govern-
ment, implementing laws, and
ensuring the country's develop-
ment. The Chief Justice, as the Karta
of the judiciary, ensures that justice
is upheld and that the laws are inter-
preted and applied in a fair and just
manner. These roles complement
each other, and public gestures of
respect and unity, such as attending
a religious event together, only
strengthen the understanding and
coordination between these two pil-
lars of governance.Only a narrow-
minded perspective would find
fault in the Prime Minister's atten-
dance at the Ganesh Pooja. Such
criticism is often rooted in a limit-
ed understanding of the executive
and judiciary's roles in the country's
broader governance. Criticizing
such gestures of goodwill and unity
overlooks the significance of collab-
oration between these branches,
which is essential for a well-func-
tioning democracy. By attending the
Ganesh Pooja, the Prime Minister
and the CJI are reinforcing their
commitment to work together for

the nation's greater good.It is well-
known that Congress, during its
tenure in power, had multiple
instances where it was accused of
attempting to influence or interfere
with the independence of the judi-
ciary. One such example that comes
to the mind of every informed cit-
izen is when Chief Justice S.M. Sikri
retired on April 25, 1973, the day
after the Supreme Court's landmark
Kesavananda Bharati judgment,
which ruled that Parliament could
not alter the "basic structure" of the
Constitution. Displeased by this lim-
itation on her plans for constitution-
al amendments, Indira Gandhi
swiftly responded by superseding
three senior judges—Justices K.S.
Hegde, J.M. Shelat, and A.N.
Grover—on April 26. 
Justice A.N. Ray, who was less crit-
ical of the government's stance, was
appointed Chief Justice.This super-
session sent a clear message, influ-
encing the Supreme Court's subse-
quent ruling in the ADM Jabalpur
case (also known as the Habeas
Corpus case). During the
Emergency declared on June 25,
1975, which suspended fundamen-
tal rights including the right to life
and personal liberty, a Constitution
Bench of the Supreme Court heard
challenges to the presidential order.
Attorney General Niren De argued
that no judicial remedy could be
sought during the Emergency. 
Justice Khanna questioned the
Attorney General about remedies
for severe abuses, like police killings,
during the Emergency. The
Attorney General admitted there
would be no judicial recourse dur-
ing this period. Despite this trou-
bling admission, the majority ruled
that citizens had no right to life or
personal liberty during the
Emergency. Justice Khanna dis-
sented but was later superseded by
Justice M.H. Beg as Chief Justice in
January 1977. In November 1976,
Congress passed the 42nd

Amendment, aiming to undermine
judicial independence and establish
a more authoritarian regime. The
Prime Minister's participation in
Ganesh Pooja at the Chief Justice of
India's residence underscores mutu-
al respect and recognition of each
other's roles and powers. 
Unlike Congress, which historical-
ly attempted to undermine judicial
independence, this gesture reflects
a healthy relationship between the
executive and judiciary. It demon-
strates that both leaders acknowl-
edge and uphold the boundaries of
their respective roles, ensuring a col-
laborative rather than confronta-
tional dynamic in governance and
judicial matters.The Prime
Minister's attendance at a religious
function does not imply interference
in the judiciary's functioning or
decision-making. There is a signif-
icant difference between engaging
in respectful cultural or religious
participation and attempting to
subvert judicial independence for
political gains, as seen during the
Congress era. To equate the two is
to distort history and misrepresent
the present.
The Prime Minister performing
Ganesh Pooja at the Chief Justice's
residence is an act that reflects
India's values of cultural unity,
mutual respect, and inclusiveness.
Only those with a narrow-minded
view or divisive political motives
would criticize such a gesture. This
event represents the healthy rela-
tionship between the judiciary and
executive, reaffirming their shared
commitment to upholding the
Constitution and promoting the
welfare of the nation. Rather than
being a cause for criticism, it should
be seen as a celebration of the har-
mony and unity at the heart of
India's democratic and cultural
ethos.

(The writer is professor at
XLRI and a BJP Leader; views are

personal)

The Prime Minister of India attend-
ing a Ganesh Pooja at the resi-
dence of the Chief Justice of
India (CJI) is an act that should
be seen as a symbol of respect and

unity rather than an event warranting crit-
icism. In the complex structure of Indian
governance, where the judiciary and the
executive function as distinct but interdepen-
dent pillars, such gestures are appropriate and
reflective of the harmony essential for the
nation's progress. To criticise this act would
be to adopt a narrow-minded approach,
ignoring the more profound significance of
the occasion.The judiciary and the execu-
tive are two of the most important pillars of
Indian democracy. While they are distinct
in their functions, they share a common pur-
pose: the preservation of the Constitution
and the welfare of the people. The Prime
Minister, as the head of the executive, and
the Chief Justice of India, as the head of the
judiciary, embody the leadership of two vital
branches of government. 
Their personal or religious event participa-
tion reflects mutual respect and understand-
ing of their respective roles in the country's
governance.The Ganesh Pooja, a significant
religious event in India, represents the
invocation of wisdom, prosperity, and the
removal of obstacles. By attending such an
event together, the two leaders are sending
a message that they are united in their goals
for the nation, seeking divine blessings for
the common good. To view this act as inap-
propriate would be to overlook the fact that
it is not merely a personal gathering but a
reflection of shared responsibility in uphold-
ing the constitutional fabric of India.Critics
of the Prime Minister's participation in the
Ganesh Pooja at the Chief Justice of India's
residence should remember that perform-
ing the Ganpati Pooja is not a crime, but a
deeply ingrained part of India's cultural and
historical heritage. The significance of
Ganesh Pooja, especially when viewed
through the lens of its revival by the great
freedom fighter Bal Gangadhar Tilak, is a
reminder of its deeper objectives—unity,
nationalism, and collective strength. In this
context, the Ganesh Pooja is not just a reli-
gious ceremony but a powerful cultural sym-
bol that has historically promoted social

��������	
�	����	�����	�������	��	�����	�����	�������������	�	�������	���������	����
������������	��������	�����	��	������������






OPINION 9 
>  STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

I
n the seven years since goods and services tax (GST) was introduced, 
an enormous number of transactions have been recorded by the GST 
Network, or GSTN. The question is whether this data can be put to use 
in multiple spheres. The GSTN has been understandably reluctant to 

be particularly open with this data because of privacy and security concerns. 
But, properly anonymised, there is much that could be done with this data to 
inform not just policymakers but also the markets and the broader public. 
The GST Council needs to be proactive in directing the GSTN to better inform 
the public and policymakers. 

One possible use for the GST data that has been suggested is by the 
Union government’s statisticians, who report to the Union Ministry of Statistics 
and Programme Implementation (Mospi). It has been reported that India’s 
official estimates of output could soon incorporate the GST data as their next 
improvement once statisticians have finalised the mechanism for shifting 
the base year against which gross domestic product (GDP) is calculated. There 
have been several criticisms levelled against the current ways of estimating 
economic activity used for India’s national accounts. One major concern has 
been the use of company balance sheets reported to the Union Ministry of 
Corporate Affairs (MCA). Basing private-sector value added on corporate 
earnings in the MCA database runs the risk of biasing the estimates towards 
large, formal enterprises. Especially given that, at present, the differential 
and unequal impacts of policies across large and small enterprises are being 
widely discussed, such a bias in official statistics is a serious problem. 

While GST by its very definition is constructed out of formal-sector payments, 
it will nevertheless have access to a far wider and more heterogeneous domain 
of transactions out of which better estimates might be designed. GST data is not 
only more granular, but also more regular than company reports, which are sub-
mitted once a quarter as compared to a monthly tabulation of GST data. There 
are of course multiple other ways in which individual and aggregated GST data 
might be used. At the level of the individual taxpayer, for example, it must be 
examined whether it can be used to inform the planned Unified Lending Interface, 
which is being incubated by the Reserve Bank of India innovation hub. With the 
proper security and privacy guardrails of the sort that are common in India’s 
digital public infrastructure, it could vastly improve the quality of information 
made available to lenders about possible borrowers, increasing welfare all round. 

Aggregate data must be properly anonymised and then publicly released. 
Data on which items and which slabs provide how much revenue is an essential 
input into discussions of how to reform GST, raise more revenue, while also 
simplifying procedures. Such data will inform a lot about the functioning of 
the Indian economy and enable suitable changes in business models. It is 
imperative to move GST towards fewer slabs, as many entrepreneurs and small 
business owners have been consistently arguing. But to make this argument 
effectively to the government, the exact amount raised per slab must be made 
available, so that calculations ensure any changes are revenue-enhancing or 
at least revenue-neutral. The GSTN’s concerns about privacy and security are 
important and must be respected, but they are not insurmountable. 

Affordable health care
Infrastructure needs improvement

I
ndia is making proactive efforts to improve its health care infrastructure 
and invest in capacity building. Last week, the Union Cabinet cleared the 
expansion of the Ayushman Bharat Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana 
(AB PM-JAY) to provide health coverage to all senior citizens aged 70 years 

and above, irrespective of their income. Currently income-based, the scheme is 
the world’s largest publicly funded health scheme, which provides health cover 
of ~5 lakh per family per year for secondary and tertiary care hospitalisation to 
the bottom 40 per cent of the population. In this regard, the expansion in coverage 
must be welcomed as a measure to reduce out-of-pocket health care expenses 
among the poor and the elderly, for whom a health emergency can be a significant 
setback, often resulting in impoverishment and indebtedness. So far, the scheme 
has covered 73.7 million hospital admissions, including a large number of women 
beneficiaries. The utilisation of scheme services by women accounts for approx-
imately 49 per cent of authorised hospital admissions. Government schemes 
such as AB PM-JAY and the National Health Mission (NHM) are aimed at ensuring 
access to health care services that are agnostic of economic status and improving 
India’s health care ecosystem and last-mile access. 

However, addressing the problem of affordability is not enough. The gov-
ernment and health regulatory bodies must also ensure that quality standards 
and minimum patient-safety protocols are enforced, particularly at primary 
level, which can also help reduce the need for secondary and tertiary care. In 
this context, the recently released report titled “Health Dynamics of India 2022-
23” highlighted the status of infrastructure and human resources in the sector. 
The report showed that there had been a sharp increase in the number of sub-
centres, primary health centres (PHCs), and community health centres (CHCs) 
between 2005 and 2023. Yet, around 31.4 per cent of sub-centres and 7.4 per 
cent of PHCs do not have their own building. Rather, they operate from rented 
buildings or space provided by gram panchayats. At all-India level, there is a 22 
per cent shortfall in the number of sub-centres, the most peripheral and first 
contact point between the primary health care system and the rural community. 
According to the report, several PHCs across the country lack basic facilities 
like beds, toilets, clean drinking water facilities, labour rooms, and electricity. 

Although public spending on health has increased in recent years, it con-
tinues to remain low compared to other countries. The Ministry of Health and 
Family Welfare received a Budget allocation of ~90,958.63 crore in the 2024-25 
Union Budget, a 12.9 per cent increase from the previous year’s Revised Estimates. 
The allocation for the AYUSH (Ayurveda, Yoga and Naturopathy, Unani, Siddha, 
and Homoeopathy) Ministry also registered a 23.7 per cent increase over the 
~3,000 crore in 2023-24. Additionally, the states’ expenditure on health reached 
1.58 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2023-24. Government (Centre 
and states combined) expenditure on health has increased at a compound annual 
growth rate of 15.8 per cent from 2017-18 to reach 1.9 per cent of GDP in 2023-24. 
Yet it remains below the 2.5 per cent benchmark, as recommended by the National 
Health Policy in 2017. Clearly, more policy attention is needed to improve the 
state of health infrastructure to improve outcomes at all levels.
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i Jinping came to power in China in 2013, and 
brought a new emphasis on arbitrary state 
power and nationalism. This disrupted the 

“China model” for making progress towards greater 
prosperity and greater freedom. Many economic 
indicators show how the China model was derailed 
from 2017 onwards. Net foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in China was $291 billion in 2013. In the latest 
data, for 2023, it was $43 billion. On September 12, 
Eleanor Olcott and Wang Xueqiao had an article in 
the Financial Times, in which they 
described “How China has ‘throt-
tled’ its private sector”. One indica-
tor they show is the pace of venture 
capital-funded company creation. 
It went down from the peak of 51,032 
in 2018 to 1,202 in 2023. That’s a 
decline of 97.6 per cent: One vibrant 
field was essentially extinguished. 

Under normal circumstances, 
once China-centric production 
arrangements are established at a 
global firm, change can take place 
only at a glacial pace because no 
leadership wants to rock the boat of 
well-debugged production arrange-
ments. Even when Chinese wages rose, relatively lit-
tle activity moved out of China through this sensible 
conservatism of firms. Once the Chinese state 
lurched into arbitrary state power and nationalism, 
this triggered a rethink. Most global corporations 
realised that they were under-diversified. A unique 
moment arose, where many global firms started shift-
ing activities away from China. The phenomenon of 
global firms redesigning their production arrange-
ments is a megatrend of the 2018-28 period. 

 Why is FDI important for national development? 
Firms from advanced economies contain frontiers 
knowledge. When they operate in India, they bring 
superior techniques of management and technology 
and they directly generate productivity growth by 
improving the utilisation of Indian labour and capi-
tal. In each market they operate in, they challenge 
incumbent firms and improve the tone of flesh of 
the entire industry. Indian employees gain their 
knowledge, and then go out to work for other firms, 

thus diffusing better knowledge into 
the economy. FDI is the key to firm 
internationalisation, which powers 
productivity growth for firms. 

Economic policymakers in coun-
tries like Vietnam and Thailand are 
actively playing for the modified 
global FDI environment. It is sensible 
for Indian economic-policy leader-
ship to establish an objective of get-
ting net FDI in India up by 10 times, 
from the present value of $26 billion 
in 2023-24 to a level of $260 billion. 

What is the report card for Indian 
gains in the period where global firms 
were retreating from producing in 

China? Let us look at the data for Indian merchandise 
exports and for FDI in India. Discussion on FDI needs 
to be careful in distinguishing between FDI in India 
vs FDI by India and, when it comes to FDI in India, 
net out the repatriation of capital by global firms, 
which gives the “net FDI in India”. Expressed in nom-
inal dollars, compound growth in the last decade 
(ended 2023-24) works out to 3.3 per cent for mer-
chandise exports and -1.5 per cent for net FDI in India. 

FDI in India comes in two kinds: There are the 

mainline physical assets for manufacturing or infras-
tructure and there is services production in India, 
such as the global capability centres (GCC). Growth in 
services exports over the decade has done relatively 
well, at a compound rate of 8.45 per cent in nominal 
US dollars (USD). Thus, FDI for services is likely to 
have fared better, and FDI in manufacturing/infras-
tructure has done worse than -1.5 per cent compound 
growth in nominal USD. 

When all these values (goods exports growth of 
3.3 per cent, net FDI in India growth of -1.5 per cent) 
are adjusted for a US inflation rate of about 3 per 
cent over this period, the performance looks worse. 
We thus know that even in the period of the break-
down of the China model, with a substantial retreat 
by global firms away from activities in China, man-
ufacturing infrastructure FDI in India has fared poor-
ly. This proves that the conventional policy strategy 
(eg emphasis on infrastructure or production-linked 
incentive) is not delivering positive growth rates. 
This is an important problem that requires attention, 
diagnosis, and resolution. 

Can taxpayer money be used to get a 10x gain in 
inbound FDI? The fiscal resources of the Indian state 
are too limited to make a material difference. If we 
think the difficulties of operating in India represent a 
cost of 10 per cent of exports, and if exports of $1 trillion 
are desired, such a subsidy comes to $100 billion, or 
~8.5 trillion, every year, which is infeasible. 

To get a 10x gain in FDI, we need to solve the deep-
er issues. The problems in India are reminiscent of 
those seen in China, on a smaller scale. There are 
problems of work visas, capital controls, protection-
ism, tax policy, and tax administration. Regulators 
have become an important outpost of the state and 
they have arbitrary power through fusing the legisla-
tive, executive, and judicial branches. The biggest 
issues are the overall climate of economic nationalism 
(ie lack of equal treatment for foreign firms), central 
planning, and the lack of the rule of law. Attempts by 
the Chinese or Indian government at creating odd 
technical standards and monopolies interfere with a 
proper engagement with globalisation. When the 
executive branch harms a private person, recourse 
to courts is limited through delays and the chance 
that a matter is decided incorrectly. Intellectual prop-
erty theft in India takes place on a smaller scale than 
what is seen in China. Policymakers need to double 
down on this with a respectful approach towards for-
eign technology and process knowledge. 

All these problems are eminently solvable through 
a better process for economic reforms. There would 
be a cost in obtaining capable research organisations 
that infuse ideas into implementation teams in 
departments of government. Through this, it is fea-
sible to get genuine expertise to guide the resolution 
of issues described above. Public money would have 
to also be spent on overcoming chokepoints of polit-
ical economy. These two kinds of cost would work 
out to small numbers. 

The writer is a researcher at XKDR Forum 

A
 consistent downtrend in cotton yield over the 
past decade is a clear indication that the cotton 
revolution, triggered by the introduction of 

gene-altered and pest-protected Bt-cotton hybrids in 
2002, has withered away. Though this can be attribut-
ed to several factors, notably the emergence of new 
pests and diseases, the prime reason seems to be the 
government’s imprudent policy regarding genetically 
modified (GM) crops, which has thwarted the much-
needed regular flow of new and upgraded seeds to 
replace the outmoded ones. Most of 
the initial GM cotton hybrids, contain-
ing the pest-killer gene borrowed from 
the soil-dwelling bacteria Bacillus 
thuringiensis (Bt), have outlived their 
utility, having lost their vitality and 
ability to withstand the threats from 
constantly metamorphosing pests and 
pathogens, and climate change-
induced challenges. Their effective, 
and even better, alternatives are the 
need of the hour. 

Monsanto, the multinational bio-
sciences company that had pioneered 
the development of Bt-cotton hybrids, 
quit India long ago due to the govern-
ment’s ill-disposed approach towards its business 
operations. (Monsanto has since ceased to exist, hav-
ing been bought over by Bayer in 2018.) Most other 
private-sector seed developers, too, have turned wary 
of investing in the cost-intensive genetic-modifica-
tion technology because of the uncertainty of getting 
approval for commercialising their products. Though 
some gene-tweaked cotton strains, including the her-
bicide-tolerant Bt-cotton hybrids, which help reduce 
the cost of controlling both weeds and pests simul-
taneously, have become available of late, these are 
circulating largely through illegal channels, pending 

the formal approval from the government. India, 
thus, is almost five to six generations behind other 
countries in the use of advanced GM cotton seeds. 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, the average yield of cot-
ton in India, which had surged markedly from 278 kg 
per hectare in 2001 to 566 kg in 2013-14, has dwindled 
to 440-445 kg in recent years. This is far below the 
global average productivity of nearly 800 kg a hectare. 
Farmers in countries like Australia, Brazil, and China 
commonly harvest yields as high as 1,800-2,000 kg. 

India ranks below over 30 other cot-
ton-growing countries in terms of 
average productivity. However, 
India’s annual cotton production is 
almost on a par with that of China, 
the acknowledged world leader in 
cotton output, but that is basically 
because this crop is planted here in 
a much larger area. In fact, India’s 
cotton acreage, around 13 million 
hectares, is the largest in the world, 
and almost four times that of China. 
But the average per-hectare yield is 
less than one-fourth of that in China. 

Interestingly, India enjoys the 
distinction of being the only coun-

try to grow all the four species of cotton — 
Gossypium arboreum, G herbaceum (both deemed 
Asiatic cottons or Desi cotton), G barbadense 
(Egyptian cotton), and G hirsutum (American cot-
ton). However, almost all the Bt-cotton hybrids, 
which occupy more than 90 per cent of the country’s 
cotton land, belong to the American cotton species. 
Desi cotton has managed to retain a market niche, 
primarily due to its softness and absorbent nature 
that make it ideally suited for surgical purposes. 
Also, Desi cotton, being in cultivation for ages, is 
better acclimatised to local agro-ecological condi-

tions, and has greater resilience against pests, dis-
eases, and weather aberrations. 

Sustaining the cotton revolution is not just desir-
able, it is essential for the economic well-being of the 
textile sector, which accounts for about 5 per cent of 
the country’s gross domestic product (GDP), 14 per 
cent of industrial production, and 11 per cent of export 
revenue. Apart from about 6 million cotton farmers, 
millions of others are engaged in the production, pro-
cessing, and trade of this natural fibre and its products, 
such as yarn, fabric, garments and other kinds of 
apparels. The textile industry alone supports the liveli-
hood of about 45 million people. According to trade 
circles, India’s textile market is valued at around $240 
billion, and is anticipated to swell to over $475 billion 
by 2033, clocking a compound annual growth rate of 
6.8 per cent. This rate can be stepped up substantially 
with the use of better crop seeds. 

Cotton is, indeed, a multi-utility crop that provides 
food and feed, apart from the key fibre. While the cot-
ton’s versatile lint (colloquially called Kapas) is used 
for producing yarn and different types of fabric, 
besides various other applications in the medical and 
household sectors, its seeds yield edible oil for human 
consumption, and de-oiled cake to serve as nutritious 
feed for cattle and poultry. Urgent measures are, there-
fore, imperative to rejuvenate the cotton revolution 
through inducting new genetically engineered seeds 
and modern technology. Apart from reviewing the 
GM seeds policy to facilitate the development of new 
high-yielding and pest-resistant cotton strains, steps 
are called for to promote improved agronomic prac-
tices to push up crop productivity. This would not 
only bolster the availability of cotton in the country, 
but also enhance farmers’ income, improve export 
prospects, and benefit the cotton-based industry. 

surinder.sud@gmail.com
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Underutilised data

I
n the summer of 2022, a software 
engineer named Blake Lemoine was 
fired by Google after an interview with  

The Washington Post in which he claimed 
that LaMDA — the chatbot he had been 
working on — had achieved sentience. 

A few months later, in March 2023, an 
open letter from the Future of Life 
Institute, signed by hundreds of 
technology leaders, including Steve 
Wozniak and Elon Musk, called on AI labs 
to pause their research. Artificial 
intelligence (AI), it claimed, posed 
“profound risks to society and humanity.” 

The following month, Geoffrey 
Hinton, the “godfather of AI,” quit his post 
at Google, telling this newspaper that he 
regretted his life’s work. “It is hard to see 
how you can prevent the bad actors from 

using it for bad things,” he warned. 
Over the last few years we have become 

accustomed to hare-eyed messengers 
returning from AI’s frontiers with 
apocalyptic warnings. And yet, real action 
in the form of hard regulation has been 
little in evidence. Last year’s executive 
order on AI was, as one commentator put 
it, “directional and aspirational” — a 
shrewdly damning piece of faint praise. 

Meanwhile, stock prices for the tech 
sector continue to soar while the 
industry mutters familiar platitudes: 
The benefits outweigh the risks; the 
genie is already out of the bottle; if we 
don’t do it, our enemies will. 

Yuval Noah Harari has no time for 
these excuses. In 2011, he published  
Sapiens, an elegant and sometimes 
profound history of our species. It was a 
phenomenon, selling over 25 million 
copies worldwide. Harari followed it up by 
turning his gaze forward with Homo Deus, 
in which he considered our future. At this 
point, Harari, an academic historian, 
became saddled with a new professional 
identity and a new circle of influence: AI 
expert, invited into the rarefied echelons 
of “scientists, entrepreneurs and world 

leaders.” Nexus, in essence, is Harari’s 
report from this world. 

First, it must be said that the subtitle — 
“A Brief History of Information Networks 
From the Stone Age to AI” — is 
misleading. Really, what we have is two 
separate books, neither brief. The first 200 
pages are indeed historical in their way. 
Unfortunately, this is a dizzying, all-in 
version of history that swerves 
unsatisfyingly from Assyrian clay tablets 
to a 19th-century cholera outbreak to an 
adaptation of the “Ramayana” on Indian 
TV to the Peasants’ Revolt in medieval 
England to the Holocaust in Romania, 
and so on. It doesn’t feel controlled, or 
even particularly expert — and the effect 
is a little like a flight where the person 
sitting next to you is well-read, hyper-
caffeinated and determined to tell you his 
Theory of Everything. 

In a nutshell, Harari’s thesis is that 
the difference between democracies 
and dictatorships lies in how they 
handle information. Dictatorships are 
more concerned with controlling data 
than with testing its truth value; 
democracies, by contrast, are transpa -
rent information networks in which 

citizens are able to evaluate and, if 
necessary, correct bad data. 

All of this is sort of obvious-interesting, 
while also being too vague — too open to 
objection and counter example — to 
constitute a useful 
theory of 
information. After a 
lot of time, we have 
arrived at a loose 
proof of what we 
hopefully felt 
already: Systems that 
are self-correcting — 
because they 
promote 
conversation  
and mutuality — are 
preferable to 
 those that offer only blind, disenfran -
chised subservience. 

In the end, however, this doesn’t really 
matter, because the second half of the 
book is where the action is. The meat of 
Nexus  is essentially an extended policy 
brief on AI: What are its risks, and what can 
be done? (We don’t hear much about the 
potential benefits because, as Harari 
points out, “the entrepreneurs leading the 

AI revolution already bombard the 
public with enough rosy predictions 
about them.”) It has taken too long to get 
here, but once we arrive Harari offers a 
useful, well-informed primer. 

The threats AI poses are not the ones 
that filmmakers visualise: Kubrick’s HAL 
trapping us in the airlock; a fascist 
RoboCop marching down the sidewalk. 

They are more 
insidious, harder to 
see coming, but 
potentially 
existential. They 
include the 
catastrophic 
polarising of 
discourse when 
social media 
algorithms designed 
to monopolise our 
attention feed us 

extreme, hateful material. Or the 
outsourcing of human judgment — legal, 
financial or military decision-making — 
to an AI whose complexity becomes 
impenetrable to our own understanding. 

Echoing Churchill, Harari warns of a 
“silicon curtain” descending between 
us and the algorithms we have created, 
shutting us out of our own conversa -
tions — how we want to act, or interact, 
or govern ourselves. 

None of these scenarios, however, is a 
given. Harari points to the problem of 
email spam, which used to clog up our 
inboxes and waste millions of hours of 
productivity every day. And then, 
suddenly, it didn’t. In 2015, Google was 
able to claim that its Gmail algorithm 
had a 99.9 percent success rate in 
blocking genuine spam. “When the tech 
giants set their hearts on designing 
better algorithms,” writes Harari, “they 
can usually do it.” 

Even in its second half, not all of 
“Nexus” feels original. If you pay attention 
to the news, you will recognise some of the 
stories Harari tells. But, at its best, his book 
summarises the current state of affairs 
with a memorable clarity. 

Parts of  Nexus are wise and bold. They 
remind us that democratic societies still 
have the facilities to prevent AI’s most 
dangerous excesses, and that it must not 
be left to tech companies and their 
billionaire owners to regulate themselves. 

That may just sound like common 
sense, but it is valuable when said by a 
global intellectual with Harari’s reach. It is 
only frustrating that he could not have 
done so more concisely. 

The reviewer is the author of  Index,  
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RESTORING BALANCE
Removalofexportcurbsononionandbasmati iswelcome.
Centremustliftrestrictionsontradeinotherfarmproducts

O NFRIDAY,THENarendraModigovernment liftedcurbsononionandbas-
mati rice exports in the form of minimum floor price, of $550 and $950
per tonne respectively, belowwhich they cannot be shipped out of the
country.Theexportdutyononionsremains,buthasbeenhalvedto20per

cent now. Friday also saw theCentre hike the effective import duty, inclusive of special
agriculture and social welfare cesses, on crude palm, soyabean and sunflower oil from
5.5to27.5percent.Thedutyonrefinedpalm,soyabeanandsunfloweroilswasraisedfrom
13.75 to35.75per cent. Thepolitical timingof thesemoves cannotbemissed.Haryana,
akeybasmati paddygrowingstate, votesonOctober5when thenewcrop’smarket ar-
rivals would have also taken off. Onion and soyabean are, likewise, major crops in
Maharashtra’sNashik-Ahmedngar-PuneandMarathwada-Vidarbharegionsrespectively.
That state, too, is scheduled togo to thepolls later thisyear.

Electoral compulsions apart — the predominantly Maratha and Jat peasantry of
Maharashtra andHaryanawields numerical aswell as socio-political influence in their
respectivestates–theModigovernment’slatestactionsseemtohavebeenequallyguided
byeconomicfactors.Soyabeanistradingbelowitsofficialminimumsupportpriceinthe
wholesalemandisofMaharashtraandMadhyaPradeshevenasharvestingandmarket-
ingofthecropwillstartonlyfromnextmonth.Globalvegetableoilpricesarealsoroughly
50per cent down fromtheirMarch2022peaks scaled immediately after Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine.While onion prices inMaharashtra’s Lasalgaon are rulingmore than
twicetheiryear-agolevels, farmershaveplantedalmost50percentmoreareaunderthe
tuber in the current kharif season. That cropwill be ready for harvesting in amonth’s
time. A goodmonsoon— cumulative rainfall during the season (June-September) has
been7.7percentabovethenormalaveragesofar,whilebothspatiallyandtemporallywell
distributed—should translate intobountifulharvestsofmostkharif crops this time.

TheModigovernment’sfarmtradepolicyinthelasttwoyearsandmorehasbeenex-
cessivelypro-consumer,withexportandprivatestockholdingrestrictionsbeingimposed
alongsideliberal imports. Ideally,policyshouldbeneutralbetweenconsumersandpro-
ducers, with any deviations being temporary and rules-based as opposed to arbitrary
andknee-jerk.Theeasingof foodinflationpressuresprovidesroomtodispensewiththe
remainingexportcurbsonnon-basmatirice,sugar,onionandevenwheat.Thereisnojus-
tification for stocking limits onpulses andwheat either. Inflation in these canbebetter
addressedbyallowingduty-freeimports.Thegovernmentmustalsobuildabufferstock
ofallessential fooditemsbyprocuringwhenpricesarelowandoffloadingwhentheygo
throughthe roof.

EVADING QUESTIONS
Disbandingofcommitteeonstatisticswillfurtherundermine

thecredibilityofcountry’sdatacollectionsystem

L ASTWEEK,THECentreabruptlydisbandedthe14-memberStandingCommittee
onStatistics(SCoS).Thecommittee,whichwasfirstformedinDecember2019
andlaterexpandedinJuly2023,wastaskedwithoverseeingall statistical sur-
veysbytheMinistryofStatisticsandProgrammeImplementation(MoSPI).Alet-

terbytheministry to thepanelmembers reasonedthat theworkdonebythecommittee
issimilar tothatof therecently-formedSteeringCommittee forNationalSampleSurveys.
Yet, the committeemembers, led by former Chief Statistician Pronab Sen, seemclueless
about thegovernment’sexactmotive.Moreover, as thisnewspaperreported, thedissolu-
tionhashappenedamidapparentconcernsraisedbysomemembersoverthedelayincon-
ductingCensus 2021. Twoaspects to this development are noteworthy. One is to under-
standwhythedelayinthedecennialCensusisserious.Two,howthisdissolutionundermines
thealreadyworseningcredibilityof India’sstatistical framework.

Thedecennial censusprovides the foundation for theentire statistical systemof the
country. For instance, in the absence of the Census, there is no clarity the extent of ur-
banisationinthecountry—unofficialestimatesvary.Similarly,samplesurveys,whether
done by theMoSPI or individual departments or private agencies, are judged for how
close tomirror they are to the actual reality providedby theCensus. In the absence of a
newCensus, the original picture gets distorted and that distortion then gets amplified
through sample surveys. For instance, until the end of 2023, the last sample survey to
map the consumption patterns of Indians dated back to 2011-12. The survey results, in
turn,providedthebaseforothercriticalpolicymetricssuchasinflationratesandpoverty
levels. Not surprisingly, Sen told this newspaper thatwhile therewasno recent discus-
sion, it is true that “all themembershadearlier expressed concerns that in the absence
of censuses, botheconomiccensusandcensus,householdsurveysareunreliable”.

Overthepastdecade,almosteverystatisticthatmattershasbeenquestioned,some-
timesevenbythegovernmentitself.Forinstance, in2019,thegovernmentrandownthe
resultsof the firstPeriodicLabourForceSurvey (PLFS)as it showedunemploymenthad
hita45-yearhighin2017-18.Severalcommentators, ledbyoneof thegovernment'sfor-
merChiefEconomicAdvisors,havearguedthatIndia’sGDPdataismisleading.Lastyear,
amember of the PM’s Economic Advisory Council argued thatmajor surveys used by
policymakersarebasedonunsounddatacollectionframeworks.Thelargerconcernthat
this episode raises is about the credibility of India’s statistical frameworkespecially at a
timewhentheeyesof theworldare trained towards the Indianeconomy.

Ann Josey, ShantanuDixit, AshwinGambhir andAshok Sreenivas

POWERING AHEAD WITH COMPETITION

Governments shouldencouragemoreplayers in thepower sector,not less

ATFIRSTGLANCE, July21,1993, isunlikely to
attractscrutinyinadocumentationoftheLeft
Front’swaning fortunes inWest Bengal. In a
stateof protestsandhartals, it couldwell ap-
pear tobe justanotherpieceof statistics.Yet,
it is adate thatmarkedachange inKolkata's
dynamicswiththeCommunistgovernment.
LedbyMamataBanerjee,thenthestateYouth
Congresshead,partyworkersandprotestors
hadmarchedtoWriters’Building, theseatof
theCPMgovernment,demanding thatvoter
identity cards bemade the sole requisite for
voting.Policeinterventiontomanagetheag-
itating crowd had gone awry that day —
Banerjee hadbeen intercepted at a distance
fromWriters’but13partyworkersdiedinpo-
lice firing. Later, theCongressandTrinamool
Congress(TMC),thepartyformedbyBanerjee
in 1998, would commemorate July 21 as
ShaheedDiwas (Martyrs’Day);acommittee
wouldfindthatthepoliceuseddisproportion-
ateforcetodispersethecrowd.Butmuchbe-
fore that, and certainlymuch before Singur
and Nandigram, July 21, 1993 burnished
Banerjee’scredentialsasthestate’sdissenter-
in-chief, thePiedPipertoBengal’smasses.

A fewmonths earlier, in January, shehad
had another run-inwith the establishment
during a protest outside then chiefminister
JyotiBasu’soffice,againstacadre’ssexualas-
sault onadifferently abledwoman inNadia.
Banerjeehadbeenarrestedandputindeten-
tion.In1990,duringanuglyconfrontationbe-
tween Left cadres and Congressworkers in
southKolkata’sHazra,shehadbeenhitonthe
headwithanironrod—animageofBanerjee,
her head and arm bandaged, lying on a
stretcher had roused public indignation
against the strong-arm tactics of Left cadres.
She had always been vocal, but by the time
1993 rolled in,with the experience of being
oneoftheyoungestMPsinLokSabhaandfre-
quentrun-inswiththegovernment,Banerjee
hadmanagedtobreachthedistancebetween
troublemaker—therulingparty’sdescription
ofher—andmassleader.Shehad,sotospeak,
emerged asDidiwho refused to be daunted
ordiminishedbytheLeft’sdadagiri.Breaking
away from the Congress in 1997,where her
voicewas getting undermined, and shaping

TMCintoapartyof consequence in thestate
andtheCentrebolsteredthatreputation.

Threedecadeslater,andafewmonthsinto
her emphatic Lok Sabha election victory,
Banerjeefindsherselfontheothersideofthe
protests, fumbling to keep pace with the
changingidiomofnegotiations.Spontaneous
people’s rallies against the rape andmurder
of a junior doctor at the state-run R G Kar
Medical College andHospital anddemands
for accountability have brought Kolkata to a
standstill.Women—highlightedoftenascen-
traltoBanerjee'sadministrationandvotebank
—havereactedtotheincidentwithshockand
anger. The striking doctors have refused the
government'soffersfordiscussionunlessthey
are live-streamed. Banerjee is the establish-
mentnowandtheimageofherwaitinginan
emptyroomforthejuniordoctorstocometo
thediscussiontablemarksaturningpoint in
herfamiliaritywiththelanguageofprotest.

TheCM's apprehensions areunderstand-
able.Whether inpoweror inOpposition, it is
inher role as theunderdog thatBanerjeehas
beenmostatease.Overthepastfourdecades,
shehaspositionedherself again andagain as
the counterforce to the establishment even
whensheistheestablishment.Inapartywhich
runson the cult of Didi, notwithstandingher
autocratic tendencies, ithasstoodher ingood
stead,especiallyoutsideofthestatecapital.This
evenwhenheradministration's graspon law
andorder has appeared to be slipping, even
whena stringof corruption cases— fromthe
Saradhascamtotherecruitmentscam—have
miredherpartyfunctionaries,evenwhencom-
plaints of sexual harassment andpolice inac-
tionhavecomeupinSandeshkhali.InJune,for
instance, Banerjeeberatedherministers, bu-
reaucrats, police and other functionaries for
systemiccorruption,givingoutthesignalthat
shestoodapartfromherpartymen.

A large part of Banerjee’s charismaowes
itselftothisabilitytodistinguishherselffrom
others and leverageherworking-class back-
ground. In the Left Front government’s over
three-decaderuleinBengal,politicshadbeen
the bastion of the bhadralok, its leaders be-
longingtothemiddleclass,aeuphemismfor
socio-economic and cultural capital. Jyoti

Basu,chiefministerbetween1977and2000,
wasabarrister,analumniofpremier institu-
tions. BuddhadebBhattacharyawas known
for his interest in and knowledge ofmovies,
theatre and literature. In contrast, Banerjee
cameupfromthe trinamool—thegrassroots
—andproppedherselfupasaneverywoman
fighting herway through life. The second of
sevensiblings,hereducationandupbringing
weremodest.Inspeechandattire,shehasre-
jectedthetemplateofthegenteel;herpoetry
andpaintingcanbecalledpedestrianatbest.
Butwhat Banerjee recognisedmuchbefore
her political opponentswas the power of a
spectacleandtheroleof themedia inampli-
fyingit:Sheofferedherstorybothasrebellion
and alternative. Her emotional outbursts,
pushbacksagainstattemptstohemherin,tar-
getedwelfare schemes lenthera folkappeal
asachampionofthemasses,articulatingtheir
aspirations and grievances. By the time the
SingurandNandigrammovementtookshape
in 2007, Banerjee had cemented her base
amongthestate'sagrarianpopulation.When
shecametopowerin2011,shehadmanaged
toconverta largesectionof theurbanintelli-
gentsia—thebuddhijibis—inherfavour.

WhydidBanerjeefailtoreadthesignsthis
time?Intheimmediateaftermathofthegrue-
some incident, her government'smissteps
speakofatentativeness—anervousticeven,
tomaintain statusquounlesspushedother-
wise—thatisanadministrator'sinheritance.
It also signals the complacency of a govern-
ment and party that has been in power for
over a decade, arrogant in its assumption of
its own irreplaceability. Butmost of all, it
speaks of an inability to read the disruptive
heftofadisappointedpeoplewhoseeasewith
themedia outdoes the CM’s own,who can
measure out their lives in reels and live
streams,whose legitimatedemand for pun-
ishmentandjusticemustnotonlybemetbut
beseentobemet.

Banerjeefailedintheopeninggambit.Her
subsequentattemptsatbreakingtheimpasse
havenotsucceededatthetimeofwriting.Can
sheturnthecornerstill?

paromita.chakrabarti@expressindia.com

TWODECADESAGO, India introduced com-
petitivebiddingforelectricitypowerprocure-
ment,whichhasyieldedsignificantresultsin
theformofgreatercompetitionandincreased
investments.

Competitive bidding basedprice discov-
ery leveraged rapid technological advance-
ments to achieve efficient pricing for solar
power.TariffsfellfromRs15/kWhintheinitial
bidding rounds of 2010 to Rs 2.80/kWhby
2018. About 27GWof capacitywas added,
drivenbytheprivatesector.Inthewindspace,
competitivebiddingledtotariffs fallingfrom
Rs5.30/kWhtoRs2.50/kWhinjusttwoyears.
Thebenefitsofcompetitiveprocurementex-
tendedtosmallerprojectsaswell.

Recently,therenewableenergy(RE)sector
introduced several innovations tomeet the
growing demand for reliable power supply.
Since 2018, over 9GWof RE and15GWhof
storage have been contracted through stor-
age-linked tenders to overcome the chal-
lengesofintermittentrenewables.Thebene-
fitsof competitionarealsoevidentinbattery
energy storage procurementwhere the dis-
coveredpricehasfallensharply.

The RE sector has lower entry barriers
compared to traditional power sources en-
couraging participation frombig aswell as
smallerplayers.Thisisduetoseveralfactors—
shorter gestation periods, lower investment
requirements, absence of fuel-related risks
and themodular nature of technologies, es-
peciallysolarandbatteryenergystorage.The
sector demonstrates a continuous learning
curve, adaptingwith each new tender. This

evolution is evident in three key areas:
Increased capacity, price reduction, and im-
provementsintenderconditionstomeetthe
complexrequirementsofprocurers.

Arecentdevelopmentthreatensthispos-
itive trend. Some states are inviting bids for
capacityfrombothcoalandsolarsourcesus-
inga compositebid structure. These tenders
requirebidderstosupplybothenergysources,
withselectionbasedonanaverage tariff. For
example,onetender is for1600MWof coal-
basedpowerand5000MWof solar, andan-
otherinadifferentstaterequires3200MWof
coalpowerand8000MWofsolar. Inthefor-
mer, the entire capacity can be shared by at
most two bidders and in the latter the total
quantumistobeofferedbyeachbidder.This
would mean an investment of about Rs
28,000 crore fromone or twoparties in the
first case and an investment of about Rs
52,000crore fromasingleparty in theother
case.Thesetendersrepresentthemajorityof
both coal and solar capacity needs for these
statesover thenext six to10years.However,
despite thecompositebidding,actualpower
deliverytimelineswilldiffersignificantly.Coal
plants requireaboutsix tosevenyears tobe-
comeoperational, compared to one-and-a-
half totwoyearsforsolarprojects.

Allocatingamajorityof the futurecapac-
itytoasingletenderisakintoputtingalleggs
inonebasket.Thisapproachnotonlyexcludes
smaller players due to themassive invest-
ments requiredbutalsoeliminatespotential
tariff reductions and innovations that could
result from spreading procurement across

years—abenefitparticularlyrelevant forso-
larprojectswithshortergestationperiods.The
requirement for bidders to commit to sub-
stantialsolarandcoalcapacitysimultaneously
hasadverseimplications.Thisapproacheffec-
tivelyexcludesmanydevelopersfromthebid-
ding process. Someplayersmay struggle to
securethenecessarycapitalforinvestmentsat
this scale. Developerswithout expertise in
buildingandoperatingthermalpowerplants
alsofindthemselvesatadisadvantage,though
theymaybe competitive in the solar sector.
Thermalaswell as solarplantswill continue
tooperate independently,offeringnopartic-
ular advantage due to composite tendering.
Byconcentratingprocurementinlarge,com-
positetenders, stateswillbeforegoingbene-
fitsofamorediverse,competitive,phase-wise
andinnovativepowerprocurement.

Whethertheseproposalswilltranslateto
procurementand if so, atwhatpricepoint is
yettobeseen.Theadvancementtowardsaro-
bustwholesalepowerpricediscoverythrough
competitive bidding should not be under-
minedby such arrangements.Measures are
neededtofostercompetitionandinnovation.
Distributionutilities should consider imple-
mentinganannualprocurementcalendarto
acquire capacity, providing investorswith
greater clarity and certainty. Given the ever-
growing demand for reliable and affordable
power, it is crucial thatwecontinue tomove
forward towards fostering competition and
marketdevelopment,andnottakeastepback.

ThewritersarewithPrayas(EnergyGroup)

Why did Banerjee fail to
read the signs this time? In
the immediate aftermath of
the gruesome incident, her
government's missteps
speak of a tentativeness — a
nervous tic even, to
maintain status quo unless
pushed otherwise — that is
an administrator’s
inheritance. It also signals
the complacency of a
government and party that
has been in power for over a
decade, arrogant in its
assumption of its own
irreplaceability. But most of
all, it speaks of an inability
to read the disruptive heft
of a disappointed people
whose ease with the media
outdoes the CM’s own, who
can measure out their lives
in reels and live streams,
whose legitimate demand
for punishment and justice
must not only be met but be
seen to be met.

Allocating a majority of the
future capacity to a single
tender is akin to putting all
eggs in one basket. This
approach not only excludes
smaller players due to the
massive investments
required but also eliminates
potential tariff reductions
and innovations that could
result from spreading
procurement across years —
a benefit particularly
relevant for solar
projects with shorter
gestation periods.

FOUNDED BY

RAMNATH GOENKA

B E C A U S E T H E T R U T H I N V O L V E S U S A L L

§ §

THEINDIANEXPRESS,MONDAY,SEPTEMBER16,2024
WORDLYWISE

It is notwisdom but
authority thatmakes a law.

— THOMAS HOBBESTHEEDITORIALPAGE

PM ON GOVERNANCE
PRIMEMINISTER INDIRA Gandhimade it
clear that shewas not changing the present
systemof government to bring in the presi-
dential system. She pointed out that the de-
batewas not started by theCongress (I). But
whenaskedwhether the issue couldbedis-
cussed,shehadthoughtitwouldbewrongto
saythereshouldbenodiscussionbecausenot
merely intellectuals, but the general public
shouldstudythesematters.

DOORDARSHAN JUBILEE
THE PRESS CONFERENCE addressed by the

InformationandBroadcastingMinister,HKL
Bhagat,ontheoccasionofthesilverjubileeof
Doordarshan,wasmarkedbysomeunpleas-
antness. Bhagat said the charge that the
Oppositionwasnotgivenadequatecoverage
wasfalseandbaseless.Thematterwouldhave
endedtherebutforBhagat’s insinuationthat
the journalist’s questionwas toeing the line
ofoppositionparties.

ANDHRA BANDH
THEANDHRAPRADESHbandhcalledbythe
all-party action committee demanding the
dismissalofthe“minority”BhaskaraRaomin-
istry and reinstatement of N TRamaRao as

chiefministerwasnear-totalandpeaceful.The
Director General of Police, M Mahender
Reddy, told ENS that the bandh passed off
peacefullyandthattherewerenoincidents.

ASSAM FLOODS
THEARMYWAS called out to assist the civil
administrationinrescueandreliefoperations
in Nalban town and several other areas in
Assam, now in the grip of floods. Pratul
Sharma, Deputy Commissioner of Kamrup
district, toldPTI that theArmywasexpected
tomoveintoNalbantownandotheraffected
areasanymomentasthesituationinthetown
wasreportedtobealarming.

SEPTEMBER 16, 1984, FORTYYEARSAGO

Freeze Frame EPUnny

WestBengal’sCM,whothrivedonherunderdogimage,is
nowatseaagainstprotestorswhospeakadifferentlanguage

Mamata, the establishment

Paromita Chakrabarti
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“The domestic protests that followed the killing of six hostages showed no sign of
shifting Mr Netanyahu. Kamala Harris has offered a more sympathetic tone than
Mr Biden to Palestinians, but no new prescription to alleviate their suffering
should she win in November.” — THEGUARDIANTHE IDEASPAGE
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Failing Sikhs
again

INTERNAL MATTER
THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Rahul
needsaneducation’(IE,September15).
The Leader of the Opposition visiting
theUSisappreciable.Butcriticisingthe
government in a foreign landdoesun-
dermine thegovernment. TouseSikhs
as a tool to further his propaganda
against the BJP is tragic. The only time
they faced an existential threatwas in
1984, during the anti-Sikh pogrom
when Congress was in power. His re-
marks have also been hijacked by a
Khalistani terrorist to justify his anti-
Indiacause.Hemustcarefullycalibrate
his speecheswhileoutside.

SSPaul,Nadia

RELIEF FOR AAP
THISREFERSTOtheeditorial,‘Callingout
the parrot,’ (IE, September 14). Delhi
ChiefMinister ArvindKejriwal’s stay in
jailhascometoanendweeksbeforethe
Haryanaelections.Heisfreetocampaign
forAAPcandidatesbutcannotmakeany
public comment on themerits of the
case.Nor canhedischargehis duties as
the CMas normal. Despite the restric-
tions,Kejriwal andhispartyhaveevery
reasontofeelrelieved.Iftheyhaveawa-
tertightcaseagainsttheCM,theyshould
notbebotheredaboutwhetherheisout
on bail or in jail. If not, their credibility
will take another hit, buttressing the
Opposition’schargeofpoliticalvendetta.

KhokanDas,Kolkata

THISREFERSTOtheeditorial,‘Callingout
theparrot’(IE,September14).Thehigh-
light of the recent bail verdict given by
the SC in the ArvindKejriwal casewas
JusticeBhuyan’scriticismofhowCBIop-
erates, calling out the agency for selec-
tively targeting political opponents,

which threatens justice.Whilemany
yearshavepassedsincetheSCjudgment,
when the caged parrotmetaphorwas
usedthefirsttime,thesituationremains
the same, if notworse.Despite thebail,
the bigger issue remains: Theworking
oftheCBIanditscredibility.Itsroleinthe
justicesystemrequiresurgentreform.

AmanpreetSingh,NewDelhi

THISREFERSTO theeditorial, ‘Calling
out the Parrot’ (IE, September 14). It
shouldbenoted that therewasa split
verdict in the two-member bench of
theSupremeCourt.While theyagreed
unanimously that the Chief Minister
ofDelhishouldbereleasedonbail, the
two judges disagreed anddelivered a
split verdicton thequestionof theva-
lidity of the CBI’s arrest. The ground
forgrantingbailbutwithstrict condi-
tions likely prolonged delay in con-
cluding the case.

YGChouksey,Pune

REFORM NEEDED
THISREFERSTOthearticle, ‘TheUNthe
world needs,’ (IE, September 14). The
upcomingUNSummitof theFuture is
an importantmoment to tackleglobal
challenges, yet the real issue remains
—therelevanceof theUN.Theorgani-
sationstrugglestoaddressthecomplex
issues of today, from geopolitical ten-
sionstoglobalsecurity.PrimeMinister
NarendraModi’sparticipationoffersan
opportunityforIndiatopushforamore
inclusive and responsive UN. The or-
ganisation’s inability topreventongo-
ing conflicts and address global in-
equalities shows its limitations.
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres’s
call for“reformorrupture”underscores
thisurgency.

RajShukla,Mumbai

LETTERS TO THEEDITOR

Digitalisation of agriculture
has to go way beyond just
identifying farmers. There is a
need to know what crops they
are growing, whether they are
insured or not, how much
fertiliser they are using, what
is the status of their soils,
whether they are receiving
food subsidies (free rice and
wheat), etc. What is needed is
a triangulation of various
data sets related to
agriculture, which are
fragmented today into a
common agri-stack. If we can
triangulate various data sets
and use them to tweak our
fertiliser and food subsidies,
it can lead to massive savings
and higher efficiency in the
use of public resources.

chases.Andwhydoesaricegrower,forexam-
ple,needtobegivenfreericefromthePublic
DistributionSystem(PDS)?Ifwecantriangu-
latevariousdata sets anduse themto tweak
ourfertiliserandfoodsubsidies, itcanleadto
massive savings andhigher efficiency in the
useofpublicresources.Themarginalratesof
returnsfromdigitalisationofagriculturethen
canbemorethan10timestheinvestmentbe-
ingmadetodoit.Thatwouldbeatremendous
boosttothissector,aswellastheefficiencyof
publicexpenditure.Similarreturnscancome
from investments in other schemes of agri-
culture, especially those focusedon creating
climate-resilientagriculture.

Ontheruraldevelopmentfront,Modi3.0
announcedanadditional20millionhouses
to be built in rural areas with government
support. That would give another boost to
the rural economy, creating jobs in rural ar-
easformasons,carpenters,electricians,etc.,
besidesgivingmuch-neededdignityandhy-
gienetopoorpeople inruralareas.Thatwill
be a commendable welfare step for the
masses, andmayalso givepoliticalmileage
to thegovernment.

Lastly,underthePM-GramSadakYojana,
Modi 3.0 has announced its intention to in-
vestRs75,000crore.Ourresearchrevealsthat
investments in rural roads give high returns
intermsofagri-GDPandpovertyalleviation,
asitopensupmarketsforruralpeople.Allthis
bringssomehope foragricultureandtheru-
raleconomy.

Thewriter isDistinguishedProfessorat
ICRIER.Viewsarepersonal

EVENBEFORE THEparliamentary elections
were held in 2024, theNarendraModi gov-
ernmenthadaskedall secretaries toprepare
a policy agenda to be announced in the first
100days ofModi 3.0. Theywere pretty sure
that theBJPwascomingbackwithathump-
ingmajority. The actual results of theparlia-
mentary electionswere humbling for the
party, as it fellway short of its target of 370.
Yet, the enthusiasmof the first 100days has
notwaned.

TheBJPnowisrunningacoalitiongovern-
ment,andthereforeitwillhavetoaccommo-
datethedemandsofitsmajorallies,especially
NChandrababuNaidu andNitishKumar so
thatthegovernmentcancontinuetodoitsjob
withoutmuchdifficulty.Whathasitdonedif-
ferently?While there is an overall thrust to
manufacturing,especiallyhigh-techchipmak-
ing, etc, therearealsomanychanges inother
sectors. Icannotcoverall thathereinthiscol-
umn,nordoIhavetheexpertisetoanalyseand
assesstheefficiencyofthestepsbeingunder-
taken in those areas. Iwould limitmyself to
agriculture and rural development space
whichaffectsthewelfareof themassesmost.

Ontheagriculturefront,theModigovern-
ment(Modi3.0)startedoffwithanewUnion
MinisterforAgricultureandFarmersWelfare,
ShivrajSinghChouhan,andhewasalsogiven
the additional charge of rural development.
Bringingaministerwithampleexperienceas
thelongestservingChiefMinisterofMadhya
Pradesh,andwhotransformedagriculturein
MadhyaPradesh,signalledahighprioritythat
AgricultureandRuralDevelopmentmayget
underModi3.0.

The firstmajor decision thatwas taken
was todistributeRs20,000croreunderPM-
KISAN,acommitmentthatitmadein2019to
give Rs 6,000/year tomost of the deserving
agriculturehouseholds.Itsignalledclearlythat
direct cash transfers under the PM-KISAN
scheme will continue under Modi 3.0.
AlthoughIhadexpectedthatitsnominalvalue
would be adjusted for inflation over the last
fiveyears,andtheRs6,000amountwouldbe
increased toat leastRs8,000perhousehold,
that hopewas belied. In the Union Budget
2024-25 also, we had expected amajor in-
creaseinagri-R&Dallocationstodealwithcli-
mate change issues. But there toonotmuch
real increase in the Budget allocation. It
seemedbusinessasusual.

Butthemajorannouncementscamelater,
somewhatasasurprise,whentheUniongov-
ernment approved seven schemes for agri-
culturerangingfromdigitalisationofagricul-
ture(landrecords,farmers’identitycards,etc)
tocropscienceforfoodandnutritionsecurity
in the backdrop of climate change, to horti-
culturefornutritionandprofitability,livestock
health andproduction for sustainability and
profitability, natural resourcemanagement
forclimateresilienceandcleanenvironment,
agriculture education for skilled human re-
sourcesandKrishiVigyanKendras forbetter
outreachforfarmers.

AsumofroughlyRs14,000crorehasbeen
allocated for these schemes to be imple-
mented in thenext two-to-threeyears or so.
Allthesearestepsintherightdirection,andif
implementedproperly andquickly, they can
bringrichreturns,economicallyandpolitically.

Letme explainwith the example of the
digitalisation of agriculture. Identification of
farmers is the first step. Distinguishing be-
tweenanowner-operatorandatenant isthe
next step. Right now, India’s official figure of
around17percenttenancyiswaybelowwhat
micro-surveys reveal. It could be anywhere
between 25 to 30 per cent, if notmore. The
problemwithoraltenancyisthatthosefarm-
ers have very limited access to institutional
creditatsevenpercentorfourpercent,which
owner-operators get. Borrowing at interest
ratesof 24to36percent, tenant farmerscan
nevermakeagricultureaprofitablebusiness.
Tenantfarmersdon’tgeteventhebenefitsun-
derPM-KISAN.Thisproblemofproper iden-
tificationofwhoistheactualtillerneedstobe
resolvedassoonaspossibleandgivingthem
accesstoinstitutionalcreditisamustatlower
ratesof interest.

But digitalisationof agriculturehas to go
waybeyondjustidentifyingfarmers.Thereis
aneedtoknowwhatcropstheyaregrowing,
whether they are insured or not, howmuch
fertiliser they areusing,what is the status of
their soils, whether they are receiving food
subsidies (free rice andwheat), etc.What is
needed isa triangulationof variousdatasets
related toagriculture,whichare fragmented
todayintoacommonagri-stack.Forexample,
soilhealthcardsarenotlinkedtofertiliserpur-

Giving farms their due

RAHULGANDHI’S RECENT remarks dur-
ing his foreign sojourn about Sikhs in
India have left not just the Sikh commu-
nitybutall Indiansdisappointedanddis-
mayed. As a proud Sikhwho has worn a
turban for 62 years, I can say with cer-
tainty that not a single Sikh wonders
“whether a Sikh is going tobeallowed to
wear his turban or a kada in India. Or he,
as a Sikh, is going to be able to go to
Gurdwara”, to quote Rahul Gandhi from
his “talk” in Washington DC. His con-
tention is sostunninglybizarreandalien
to the lived experience of all Sikhs that it
defies comprehension.

I have served India formore than five
decades as a diplomat first and now as a
member of the Cabinet. Sikhs consider
India their homeland, their motherland,
and their karma bhoomi. Gandhi’s mali-
ciousanddivisivepropagandacannotbe
allowedto takewing.Thismischiefmust
be nipped in the bud. This is not the first
time he has spewed such rubbish either.
Last year, at Cambridge, he had called
Sikhs second-class citizens in India.

Theonly timeSikhshave felt insecure
and faced an existential threat in India
was in theearly1980sandGandhineeds
toeducatehimself on this.His statement
leads to the inevitablequestiononevery-
one’s lips: Will Rahul Gandhi apologise
for theatrocitieshis familyandpartyvis-
ited upon the Sikhs when Indira Gandhi
executed Operation Blue Star that dese-
cratedtheholiestof Sikhshrineswith the
brazen invasion of the Harmandir Sahib
complex and the destruction of the Akal
Takht?Willheapologise for theviolence
that followed the assassination of Indira
Gandhi when Congress goons killed
3,000 Sikhs in cold blood, mostly in
Delhi?Will he condemn his father Rajiv
Gandhiwho had said after the atrocities
that “when a big tree falls, the ground is
boundtoshake”, thus implying that such
baseviolencewas somehowjustified for
a democratic nation undergirded by the
rule of law?

I suspect we will be waiting a long
timeforanapology.Thefactthathisstate-
mentshavebeenendorsedby fringesep-
aratist voices raisesuncomfortableques-
tionsthatGandhimustanswer.Hecannot
dismiss themawayashis closest advisor,
SamPitroda, had tried towhenhe saidof
the violence committed against Sikhs,
“hua tohhua” (“what’s done is done”).

The Narendra Modi-led BJP govern-

ment has sought to heal these wounds.
The PrimeMinister’s reverence for Sikh
teachings, especially the philosophy of
integral humanism, is evident inmostof
thegovernment’sactions.Werespect the
integrity,honesty, andhardworkthat the
Sikh community stands for and lives by.
Unprecedented measures have been
taken in the last 10 years to improve the
welfare of the Sikh community and re-
dress long-standing grievances —
which, unsurprisingly, were against
Congress governments.

It was the Modi government which
removed 312 Sikhs from the blacklist or
the “Central Adverse List” that Congress
had imposed. Sikhs who were living as
refugees abroaddue togovernmentper-
secution during the period of turmoil in
Punjabwereable tocomehomebecause
of our intervention. Itwas theModi gov-
ernment which took steps to bring the
perpetrators of 1984 to justice and pro-
vided long overdue financial relief of Rs
5 lakh to each victim’s family.

ItwastheModigovernmentwhichfa-
cilitated the FCRA registration for Sri
Darbar Sahib, Amritsar, andmade langar
and langar items tax-free. When the
Talibantookover inAfghanistan,230Sikh
families were repatriated expeditiously
by theModi government and five copies
of the holy Guru Granth Sahib were
brought back safely. The Modi govern-
ment inaugurated the Kartarpur Sahib
Corridor in November 2019. It was the
ModigovernmentwhichcelebratedGuru
NanakDev ji’s550thPrakashParvaswell
as the 350th Parkash Utsav of Guru
Gobind Singh ji and the 400th Parkash
Purabof SriGuruTegBahadur jiwith im-
mensefervouracross Indiaandtheworld.
It was the Modi government which an-
nounced that the nation would observe
December 26 as Veer Bal Diwas to hon-
our the “Chhote Sahibzaade”. It thus ac-
cordedtheprideofplace toSikhtradition
by righting a historicwrong.

In contrast, what has the Congress
doneforSikhsexceptsubject themtohu-
miliation and disrespect? Rahul Gandhi
needs to be taught a little about the dark
passages of Congress’s history. If ever
Sikhs have been subjected to identity-
based discrimination, it was under
Congress’s rule and under their explicit
instruction. In1982,policedraggeddown
Sikhs from buses and cars, identifying
thembytheir turbanandkada, toprevent
them from entering Delhi before the
1982 Asian Games because the
community was viewed as a “threat” by
Congress leaders. That is the legacy
Gandhimust contendwith.

RahulGandhi’sdisgraceful remarks in
the US deserve to be condemned in the
strongest terms possible.

Thewriter isMinister of Petroleumand
NaturalGas in theGovernmentof India

CR Sasikumar

RahulGandhi’s recent remarksabout the
communitydeservecondemnation.Heshould
knowCongress’s role inpersecutingSikhs

HOWLONGHAS it been since you spent a
fewdays in the close companyof young fe-
maleathletesandexperiencedtheireasyca-
maraderie? Inmy generation, at least, that
kindof intimacywasstrictly limitedtomale
locker rooms.

Icomefromagenerationofwomenwho
were brought up “traditionally” anddid not
“do sports”. Forme, the high school annual
athletics-cum-culturalmeets inUP for girls
(Uttarakhandwasthenapartofthestate)was
theonlytimeIspenttimewithathletesfrom
ourschoolandothergirls’schools.Mostofthe
athletes in our teamwere tall,muscular Jat
girls from the Terai region sent to school in
Nainital.AfewcamefromlocalThakurfami-
lies and had shoulders powerful enough to
throw javelins anddiscuses and I applauded
whentheywontrophiesandcertificates.Iwas
anerd,aperennialpartofthe“cultural”team,
whocompetedinmusicanddance.

Inthesharedbathingandchangingrooms,
wenerdswerehorriblyconsciousofourado-
lescent bodies—unlike the athletes,whose
acceptanceof theirphysicalprowessandfit-
ness Ienvied. Iensuredthatall thedoorsand
windowswereshutandcurtainedsosnoop-
ingmale eyes would not see us.Wewere
raisedtobelievethatthemostimportantthing
was not knowledge of how a female body
functionsbutrather,howitlooks.Andnoone
should look at it in thenude. In our families,
sports thatmadewomensweatout fearand
weaknessandbuildbodiesliketheirbrothers
were considered “unfeminine”. Women

wrestlerswereunheardof.
IwatchedDangal (2018)with great de-

light. And when the Phogat sisters, on
whoselivesthestorywasbased,beganwin-
ning gold, silver and bronzemedals in the
CommonwealthGames, theAsiadandeven
the Olympics, many greying women like
me, I am sure, wondered why the experi-
enceof sportwasdeniedtous.This realisa-
tion and later, the sight of young female
wrestlers draped in the tricolour, holding
theirmedalsaloft,broughtbothanger(why
were we convinced that our bodies were
itemstobepresented,notourpersonal ter-
rain?) and a vicarious thrill (India proudly
accepting muscular sweaty bodies of fe-
malewrestlers as normal).

As I have aged, themysterious changes I
sawtransformingwomenwhodaredtobreak
the glass ceiling in Indian politics — Indira
Gandhi, Mayawati, Jayalalithaa, Mamata
Banerjee,VasundharaRajeandJayaBachchan
—have also alteredmy thinking about the
transformative power of women fromvari-
ous backgrounds storming the bastions of
electoral politics. First came the panchayats
andnowwomenmustdreambig—ofenter-
ingParliamentinlargernumbersandchang-
ingpowerstructuresfromwithin.

Thestoryof30-year-oldVineshPhogaten-
tering thepolitical arena inHaryana is an in-
dicationofthegradualacceptanceofwomen’s
powerintwoofthemostconservativearenas
—athleticsandpolitics.“Itfeelsgood,”Phogat
said, riding in an open jeep after getting the

ticket, “I amawinner in their eyesandnoth-
ingcanbebigger than this.”Meanwhile, for-
merBJPMPandoustedWrestlingFederation
of India (WFI) chief, accusedofmultiplesex-
ual assaultsbyhalf adozen femalewrestlers
isfoamingatthemouth.Thefemalewrestlers
whofirstblewthewhistleonhis longrecord
ofmolestationwerecalled liars and laughed
atbythepowersthatbe.Thencameangeras
theirdharna inDelhidrewthemedia.When
theywere seen onTVbeing draggedmerci-
lesslyoff thestreetswheretheyspentweeks
askingforjustice,cracksbegantoappeareven
in his party that hadmademany electoral
promisestoempowerwomen.Afterbeingde-
niedaLokSabhaticket,theaccusedisnowac-
cusingCongressandtheHoodasinparticular,
of “conspiracy”.

Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh recently said
that the Hoodas had used the six female
wrestlers like the Pandavas had once used
Draupadi and, in doing so, Congress hadput
thehonourof“daughtersandsisters”atstake.
That, he said,was not awrestlers’ protest in
Delhi. Itwasmerely a family protest. Phogat
hadcheatedherway into theParisOlympics
hesaid,andlostbecausesheputontoomuch
weight, he sneered. He has reportedly been
asked by the party since to keep hismouth
shut.ThereisvastsupportamongtheJatsand
theathleticfraternityforPhogat,whoafterso
muchsufferingstillbroughtthecountryhon-
our by defeating awrestling champ like Yui
Susakiof JapanintheParisOlympics.

Singhisnotthecountry,Phogatsaysnon-

chalantly. “My country andmy loved ones
standbyme.”TheformerWFIchiefnowfaces
theHighCourt laterthismonthaftercharges
havealreadybeenframedagainsthim.

PhogatwasaskedaboutSinghwhining
that if the wrestler’s charges of repeated
molestationwere true,whydidn’t she slap
himwhenhemade advances? Shewas no
weakling. Vinesh's cryptic reply— the slap
too shall follow in time— remindedme of
an apocryphal story about Judy Holliday.
When shewent for an interview, the head
of thestudiostartedchasingheraroundthe
desk.Afterawhile, Judyreached insideher
dress, pulled out her falsies and handed
themtohim.“Here,”shesaid, “I thinkthis is
what youwant.”

Haryanvisocietyhasclearlyacceptedthis
wrestler,whohasworkedhard to bewhere
sheis.ThissupportforVineshPhogatasanem-
blemofphysicalfortitude,fearlessnessandun-
bending pride as awoman and an athlete,
marks ahistoricmoment. It is a palpable ex-
ampleof Indiachangingbeforeoureyes.

Asfortheacceptanceofthestrengthofor-
dinarywomen of various ages and income
groups,thejuryisstillout.Butnomatterhow
friendlyorfrighteningthenewpoliticalterri-
torywill feel to our youngwrestler, she and
her party can take pride in the fact that she
will be the first face of a newchapter in our
democraticpolitics.

Thewriter is formerchairperson,
PrasarBharati

The first face of a new chapter

Mrinal Pande

VineshPhogatasanemblemofunbendingpridemarksahistoricmoment

byAshokGulati
FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH

Anewminister, sevennewschemes,andfocusonruralhousingand
roads indicate theemphasisModi3.0hasplacedonagriculture in its first100days

Hardeep S Puri



LizMathew:Whatisyourtakeonthe
recentLokSabhaelectionsandthe
240-seattallyof theBJP?

The10yearsofourgovernment,under
theleadershipofPrimeMinisterNarendra
Modiji,havebeengoldenyears in thehis-
toryof thecountryas farasdevelopment,
economyand investment are concerned.
Ourgovernmenthasprioritisedinfrastruc-
ture—water, power, transportation and
communication.Withoutthat,wecannot
haveindustry,trade,businessandemploy-
mentoreradicatepoverty.

Themostimportantthingistoincrease
ourexportsandreduceourimports.Intwo
years,wewill be the number onemanu-
facturer of semiconductors in theworld.
Todayweexportmobilephones.Thesizeof
theautomobileindustryisRs22lakhcrore
fromRs7lakhcrorewhenItookover.Four
monthsago,weovertookJapaninbecom-
ingthethird-largestautomobilemanufac-
turer in theworld. I am confident that in
2030,wewillbethesecond.Rightnow,the
first is the USA, the second is China, and
thirdisIndia.By2030,Iexpectourelectric
vehicle(EV)industrytobeworthRs20lakh
crore. Ifwelookatthealternativefueland
biofuelsector,weimportfossilfuelsatRs22
lakhcrore.Iamconfidentthatbyadopting
thepolicyofalternativefuelandbiofuel—
ethanol,methanol, biodiesel, bioLNG,bio
CNG,electricandhydrogen—wewillbein
apositiontoreduceourimports.

If we look at ourGDP (gross domestic
product), themajor contribution comes
fromtheservicesector,between52and54
percent,about24percentcomesfromthe
manufacturingsectorandonly12percent
fromagriculture. Yet about 72per cent of
the population practises agriculture.
Ethanolishelpingthemsupplementtheir
incomes. In Panipat, IndianOil ismaking
bioethanolandsustainableaviationfuel.

Sothegovernmenthastakendifferent
policies to strengthen the lowerandmid-
dle-incomegroup,pulledout25crorepeo-
ple fromthebelowpoverty line(BPL)cat-
egory.That’sprogress.

LizMathew:ThenwhydidtheBJPface
asetbackintermsofthenumberof
seatsintheLokSabhaelection?

Thiselectionwasabouteitherconvinc-
ing or confusing the people. First, the
Oppositiondidawhispercampaigntocon-
fuse the voters, saying that the BJPwas
againstDrBRAmbedkarandthatitwould
changetheConstitution.Itsleaderscreated
fear, particularly among the backward
classes,thattheirbenefitswouldnolonger
continue. Second,ourmeasuresmeant to
benefitfarmersweremisinterpretedasbe-
ingagainstthem.

Ultimately, I feel that the Lok Sabha
electionwas a victory for India. TheBJP is
backingovernmentandIam100percent
confidentthatwewillgetagoodmajority
in the forthcoming elections in the four
states. Peoplehave reposedconfidence in
theBJPthatitiscapable,hasaproventrack
record and can change the future of this
country. You can compare60years of the
Congresswith15yearsof theBJPinterms
ofperformance.Youwillgettheanswer.

LizMathew:Sincetheelectionresult
wasunexpectedfortheBJP,why
haven’tweseenanychangeorcourse-
correctioninthepartyyet?

Oursisademocraticpartyandtheparty
presidenthasdiscussedtheissuewiththe
people concerned. There is a distribution
ofworkanddivisionofpowersintheparty
anddialogue isacontinuousprocessdur-
ingmeetings. I am100percentconfident
thatthefutureof thepartyisverygood.

LizMathew:Whenwetalktoparty
MPsacrossstates,wesense
disappointmentordisillusionment
becausetheydonotseeanymajor
changesintheleadershiporinthe
organisation.Doyouthinktheparty
willhaveaworkingpresident?

Everybodyisworkingforthepartyand
thereisagoodatmosphere.Someelection
results have been good, some have not
been in line with our expectations.
Democracyisacontinuousprocessandwe
shouldbepartandparcelof thissystem.

LizMathew:Whywasyourletterto
FinanceMinisterNirmalaSitharaman,
requestingwithdrawalofGSTonlife
andmedicalinsurancepremiums
followingpleasbytheNagpur
DivisionalLifeInsuranceCorporation
Employees’Union,madepublic?
Shouldn’tcorrespondencebetween
CabinetMinistersbekeptprivate?Of
course,nowthereisaGroupof
Ministers(GoM)tolookintoGSTrate
cutsonhealthinsurance.

Neither am I given to indiscipline, nor
do I indulge in politics. The letterwas in-
deed confidential andwrittenwith good
intention.When the delegation came to

meetme, I immediately toldmy private
secretarytopreparealetterrequestingthe
FMtoconsider their plea as an important
issue.AftersendingthelettertotheFM,my
office gave a copy to thedelegationwith-
outmyknowledge.Theydidit innocently
asIwritemanysuchletterstoofficials.The
delegation gave it to the Press. Thatwas
theproblem.

AnilSasi:Whyareroadaccidents
rising?Isthereaproblemwithroad
design,engineeringorfunding?You
evenappealedtotheautoindustryto
useCSRfundstowardseducating
peopleaboutdrivingnorms.

Therearemanyreasonsforrisingroad
accidents— road engineering, defective
DPR [daily project report] andgiving ten-
ders to the operatorwhoquotes the low-
estprice.Nowwehavechangedthepolicy
andthelowestbiddercannotgetthework
order.WearespendingRs40,000croreto
identifyblackspots(zonesoffrequenttraf-
fic accidents) and have improved 8,000
suchaccident-proneareas.Wehavetoad-
dress12,000moreblackspots. Ihavespo-
ken to IIT engineers and asked them to
build roaddivisions that canprotect even
those attempting dangerous stunts. The
problemishumanbehaviour. I havebeen
tryingmy level best for the last 10 years;
wearereducingaccidentsbutthepercent-
ageisverylow.

AnilSasi:EVsarecurrentlyatthe
lowestbracketintermsoftheGSTrate.
There’sabiggapbetweenthatand
othertechnologieslikeflexandlow
hybrid.Whyso?

Weneed to encourage fuels and tech-
nologythatareinthewiderinterestof the
country. Ultimately, the cost of EVswill
comedownbecauseof increasedproduc-
tionoflithiumionbatteriesandothercom-
ponents.Foronebus,thecostofthelithium
ionbattery is Rs 40 lakh. Sowhen it is re-
ducedtoRs22or24 lakh, thebuswillbe-
comecheapertobuy.Thecostofalithium
ionbatterywas$150perkilowattperhour.
It’s down to $105 per kilowatt per hour.
NowTata,Adani,Suzuki,PanasonicandOla
aremanufacturinglithium-ionbatteriesin
India. Iamexpectingthatintwoyears,the
costofanelectriccar,bus,scooterorauto-
rickshawwillbethesameasthepetroland
diesel variants. For that initial push, it is
goodtogiveincentives.NowwithLNG(liq-
uefied natural gas) trucks, you can save
Rs12lakhcomparedwiththediesel.Aswe
developalternativefuelsandbiofuel,costs
will come down. The government is en-
couraging different types of technology,
and the automobile industry is doing an
excellent job.

ShyamlalYadav:TheBJPhasbecomeso
biginthelastfewyearsthatitdoesn’t
needanyoutsidesupport.Party
presidentJPNaddahadopenlysaid
thattheBJPnolongerneedsthe
supportof theRSS.Forwatcherslike
us, itfeelsthattheRSSissometimesa
liabilityfortheBJP,sometimesan
asset.NaddajihadsaidtheBJPandthe
RSSneedtodotheirrespectivework.
Whatdoyouthink?

I think you’ve already said it verywell
andthereisnoneedformetotalk.

ShyamlalYadav:Alotof thirdand
fourth-generationleadersofpolitical
familieslookattheBJPasa
springboardtogetaticket.Thishas
miffedseveralBJPworkers. Is
thataproblem?

I have never done dynastic politics.
Noneofmyfamilymembers is inpolitics.
I toldthemthatwhatevermyparentsand
I have earned is theirs. But it is onlymy
workerswhoareentitledtomypoliticalin-
heritance. Having said that, being some-
one’ssonordaughterisneitheracrimenor
an asset till theyhaveproven theirworth
topartyworkers,whomayrequestaticket
forthemiftheyaregoodenoughandhave
their collective faith. Even inpolitics, only
theonewithmeritwillgoforward.Itwon’t
berightifwedeprivesomeoneof their le-
gitimateandgenuinerighttobeleaderbe-
causetheyaresomeone’schildren.

LizMathew:Butisn’tnepotismthe
BJP’smainplank?

Whenparentsdemandthat theirchil-
drenbegiventickets, that’saproblem.

CoomiKapoor:Aftertheparliamentary
elections,somepeopleinDelhifeltthat
youshouldbeinchargeofthe
MaharashtraAssemblyelectionsbut

youwerenotinclined.Why?
Nothing like that. I’ll dowhatever the

party asks of me. During the Lok Sabha
elections, I toured 55 Lok Sabha areas
(kshetra),cancellingmynationwiderallies.

CoomiKapoor:Althoughyousaythe
Modigovernmentiswell-settled,
somehowthereisaperceptionthatit
won’tlastthefullfiveyears.Howwill
yougetridof thisperception?

The BJP has been dealing with this
question of image versus reality and
ground reality versus perception for a re-
allylongtime.Buttherealityispeoplestill
believe inusregardlessof thepartyor the
politician. Nobodyhits a century in every
match.Butwewillgetpeople’ssupportde-
cisivelyandadvancethenation.

HarikishanSharma:Recently,Prime
MinisterModitoldallhisministersto
expandthe“reform,performand
transform”mantratoinclude
“inform”orreachouttothepublic
aboutthegovernment’sgoodwork.
Howareyouandyourcolleagues
tryingtoimplementthat?

ItistruethatourministryhasnoPR.We
get no news coverage for our goodwork
andcallnobody.Wedo10rupeesworthof
workanddon’tevengetarupee’sworthof
interest. The PMhas said that the good
work that has been done for the people
shouldbecommunicatedtothem.

HarishDamodaran:Youarepassionate
aboutbiofuelsbutcanwesustain
theminIndiawherethereisaconflict
betweenfoodandfuel?Yourecently
stoppedtheuseofsugarcanejuiceand
riceforbiofuels. Ultimately,wehaveto
feed140crorepeople.

ThebiggestproblemisthatDelhi,from
the government to themedia, is urban-

centric.Youdon’tunderstandtheconcerns
ofvillages,thepoorandlabourers.Thetwo
policiesthatyoumentionedweretempo-
rary.Inourcountrysugarisalwayssurplus.
Thepriceof sugarintheworldisRs49/kg.
Here, it’sRs36/kg.Similarly, thereisasur-
plusofwheatandrice. InUP,potatoesare
thrownaway at Re 1. InNasik, onions are
thrown away for peanuts. In Punjab and
Haryana, three years ago, therewas no
placetokeeprice,theywerebeingkepton
railwaystationplatforms.Whenthereisa
temporaryaberrationandonion ispriced
at Rs 50, it makes front page news. But
whenonionpricescrashandfalltoRe1and
arethrownaway,there’snonews.Farmers
don’t get theirminimumprice and com-
mit suicidewhen they are debt-trapped.
They need to supplement their income.
Biofuelsdothatforthem.Somuchethanol
isbeingproducedinthecountry,hasthere
beenafoodshortage?Cropproductivityis
increasingandthereisa lotof land.

MukeshJagota:Whatisthestatusof
theBharatmalaprojectasnonew
projectsarecurrentlybeing
undertaken.So,hasitbeenabandoned
becauseofescalatedcosts?

All the projects have begun to be
cleared. They have been included in the
PM’s VisionViksit Bharat@2047. Projects
worthRs51,000crorewereclearedatare-
centmeetingandprojectsworthRs50,000
crore are in process. By December, I will
completeprojectsworthRs2lakhcrore.

MukeshJagota:TherewastalkofNHAI
settingupanewInfrastructure
InvestmentTrust(InvIT).

TheIPO(initialpublicoffering)of InvIT
was a success, oversubscribed by about
eighttimes.There’snodearthofmoneyin
this country. There’s a dearth of people
workingwithintegrity.

MukeshJagota:Whatisthestatusof
theGIS(GeographicInformation
System)-backedrealtimemonitoring
ofwaittimesattollplazasthatwould
doawaywithboombarriersandease
trafficcongestion?

The global tender has started and five
pilot projects have been successful. But
nothing is official yet. It used to take nine
hourstotravelfromMumbaitoPune.After
thenewhighwaywasmade, it nowtakes
only twohours. There are savings in time
and fuel and in exchange there is the toll.
ThisiswhyIcandoRs5lakhcroreworthof
work a yearwhenmybudget is only Rs 2
lakhcrore.Whenyouwantgoodservices,
youhave to pay for them. There is no ex-
ploitationinvolved.

In high-density traffic areas,wedon’t

apply toll to scooters, tractors and auto-
rickshaws but we do apply it to trucks,
busesandcars.Wegetahighertoll ineco-
nomically developed states of Karnataka,
Andhra,Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu. In
BiharandUP,wedon’tgetasmuch.Sowe
get compensated thatway.We take toll
fromthosewhocangiveandhavecreated
toll-freeroadsforthepoor.

Weareevengivingmonthlypassesfor
shortstretches.Thecurrentproblemstems
fromthefactthatthetollisfor70kmbuta
personhas to pay the full amount even if
theyaretravellingonly20km.Nowacam-
erawilltakeapictureofyournumberplate
onentryandexitandyouwillonlyhaveto
payasmuchasyouhavetravelled.

NikhilGhanekar:AftertheCharDham
Projectwasimplementedin
Uttarakhand,constructionactivityhas
ledtolandslides.Doyouneedtodo
somerethinkonthisprojectasit is
happeninginaveryfragilearea?

Close to700kmhavebeencompleted
in theCharDhamproject. The remaining
180-km stretch is in the Bhagirathi Eco-
Sensitive Zone. The Himalayas are very
fragilehere.We’veconsultedsomeexperts
fromAustriaandSwitzerland,wherethere
aresimilar issues.There isalsoaSupreme
Court-appointedcommitteewhereIhave
givenmyopinion.Wewillensurethatthe
mountaindoesn’tfallonpeople.Thereisa
suggestiononmakingtunnels.Wearere-
thinkingthewaytogoabout it.

VanditaMishra:Youareamongthose
BJPleaderswhodonotconsiderthe
Oppositiontheenemyoranti-
national. Inthatcontext, isastrong
Oppositionbetterforpolity?Orwasit
betterearlierwhentheBJPwas
dominantintheHouse?

Wearetheworld’sbiggestdemocracy.
The Prime Minister says we are the
“motherofdemocracy.”Andinthefourpil-
larsofdemocracythereisthejudiciary,the
media, legislature and the executive. And
inademocracy,thereistherulingpartyand
theOppositionparty. Just likewheels of a
car or train, both are important andneed
to be balanced.We are privileged that
we’vebeenintheOppositionandarenow
inthegovernment,too.Sabkasaath,sabka
vishwas, sabka prayas (With everybody,
withcollectivefaithandeffort)—thisisthe
sentiment thatwemust have. It’s the job
of theOppositiontoshoutout loud.

VanditaMishra:Butisastrong
Oppositiongoodforthecountry?

It’sgoodfordemocracy.Andpolitics is
an instrument of socio-economic power.
Weneedtoworktogether.

WHYNITINGADKARI
As the longest serving
Minister ofRoadTransport
andHighways,NitinGadkari
has consistently redefined
the infrastructure push for
theModi government,
accelerating roadcorridors
across thecountry. As a
seasonedBJP leader, hehas
his ear to theground,winning
theNagpurLokSabhaseat

again at a timewhen theBJP
was routed inVidarbha
during the recentLokSabha
election.Hehasbuilt his
political indispensability on
thebasis of his performance,
effortlessly cutting across
party lines.He is nowgivinga
bigpush toEVs to lower fuel
cost per kilometre and
reduceemissions.

UnionMinisterofRoadTransportandHighwaysNitinGadkariontheLokSabhaelectionresults, theBJP’s introspection,biofuels,
electricvehiclesandtheneedforarobustagriculturaleconomy.ThesessionwasmoderatedbyDeputyEditorLizMathew
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UnionMinisterofRoadTransportandHighwaysNitinGadkari (right) inconversationwithLizMathewat theNoidaofficeofThe IndianExpress.RenukaPuri

‘A strongOpposition is good for a
democracy, we need towork together’

ONBJP’S POST-POLL IMAGE

The BJP has been dealing
with this question of
image versus reality and
ground reality versus
perception for a really
long time. But the reality
is people still believe in
us regardless of the party
or the politician

ONGREEN TRANSPORT

We need to encourage
fuels and technology that
are in the wider interest of
the country. Ultimately,
the cost of EVs will
come down because of
increased production of
lithium ion batteries and
other components

ONBJPVERSUSCONGRESS

People are confident that
the BJP is capable, has a
proven track record and
can change the future of
this country. You can
compare 60 years of
the Congress with 15
years of the BJP
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MILLIONSOFpeopleinSoutheastAsiacon-
tinuetostrugglewithtorrentialrain,floods,
and landslides triggered by Typhoon Yagi
— the strongest tropical cyclone Asia has
seenthisyearandthesecondmostpower-
ful storm in the world so far
thisyearafterHurricaneBeryl.

WhileTyphoonYagihasse-
verely impacted multiple
countries, including the
Philippines, China, Laos, Myanmar, and
Thailand, it has hit Vietnam the hardest,
where the death toll stands at around233.
The overall toll across these countries has
crossed300asof lastweek.

Howaretropicalcyclonesformed?
Tropicalcyclonesformoverwarmocean

waters near the equator.When thewarm,
moist air from the ocean surface rises up-
ward, a lower air pressure area is formed
below. Air from surrounding areas with
higher air pressure rushes into this low
pressurearea,eventuallyrising,afteritalso
becomeswarmandmoist.

Aswarm,moist air rises, it cools down,
and thewater in the air forms clouds and

thunderstorms. This whole
system of clouds andwinds
gains strength andmomen-
tum using the ocean’s heat,
andthewaterthatevaporates

fromits surface.
“The weakest tropical cyclones are

called tropical depressions. If a depression
intensifies such that its maximum sus-
tainedwinds reach 39miles per hour [63
kmph],thetropicalcyclonebecomesatrop-
ical storm,” according to the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

(NOAA). Storm systemswithwind speeds
of119kmphandaboveareclassifiedashur-
ricanes, typhoons,or tropical cyclones.

Thecategoryof a tropicalcyclone isde-

termined by its sustainedwind speed, as
measuredbytheSaffir-SimpsonHurricane
Wind Scale. It is classified into five cate-
gories — Category 1 to Category 5.While
Category1tropicalcyclonesbringwindsof
119 to 153 kmph, Category 5 tropical cy-
clones,whicharethestrongest,havewinds
of 252 kmph or higher. Storms that reach
Category 3 andhigher are consideredma-
jortropicalcyclonesduetotheirpotentialto
inflict significantdamage.

HowdidTyphoonYagibecomethe
strongeststorminAsia?

TyphoonYagistartedasatropicalstorm
inthewesternPhilippineSeaonSeptember
1.ItmadelandfallinthePhilippinesthenext
day andbegan toweaken.However, due to
unusuallywarmwaters in the SouthChina
Sea, the storm intensified again. By
September4,itstrengthenedintoatyphoon
withCategory3winds.

Thenextday, itbecameaCategory5ty-
phoon with peak maximum sustained
windsof260kmph.TyphoonYagi isoneof
four Category 5 storms recorded in the
South China Sea, after Pamela in 1954,
Rammasun in2014, andRai in2021.

On September 6, it made landfall in
China’sHainanprovincewithwindsof 223
kmph. The followingday, TyphoonYagi hit
near Haiphong, Quang Ninh province, in
northernVietnam, as one of the strongest
stormsthecountryhasseen inmorethana
decade.Thestormwaslaterdowngradedto
atropicaldepressionbutstillbroughtheavy
rainincountriessuchasThailandlastweek.

What is theroleof climatechange?
Scientistsareyettoreachanagreement

overhowexactlyclimatechangeisimpact-
ing tropical cyclones.That isbecause there
area lotof factors thatdeterminewhether
astormforms,howitdevelops, itsstrength,

duration, andoverall characteristics.
However, there is consensus thatwith

risingglobaltemperatures,tropicalcyclones
are becomingmore intense. A study pub-
lishedinthejournalClimateandAtmospheric
Science inJulyshowedthattropicalcyclones
inSoutheastAsiaarenowformingcloserto
coastlines, intensifyingmore rapidly, and
lingering longerover land.

This is happening primarily because of
warmersurfacetemperaturesof theocean.

Higher sea surface temperatures cause
marine heat waves, an extremeweather
event,whichcanalsomakestormslikehur-
ricanesandtropicalcyclonesmoreintense.
Warmer temperatures escalate the rate of
evaporationalongwiththetransferofheat
from the oceans to the air. When storms
travel across hot oceans, they gathermore
water vapour and heat. This results in
strongerwinds, heavier rainfall andmore
floodingwhenstormsreach the land.

EXPLAINED
CLIMATE

Behind TyphoonYagi becoming themost powerful storm in Asia this year

Peoplehelp awomaninaflooded
areainThailandonFriday.Reuters

“FOODVERSUS fuel” is a familiar debate in
the context of sugarcane, rice, maize, palm
or soyabean oil being diverted for the pro-
ductionof ethanolandbiodiesel.

There’salsoalooming“foodversuscars”
dilemma,whichislinkedtophosphoricacid
—thekeyingredientindi-ammoniumphos-
phate(DAP), India’ssecondmostconsumed
fertiliserafterurea—increasinglyfindingits
wayintotheproductionofbatteriesforelec-
tricvehicles (EVs).

DAPcontains46%phosphorous(P),anu-
trient cropsneedat the early growth stages
ofrootandshootdevelopment.The‘P’comes
from phosphoric acid, which is manufac-
turedfromrockphosphateoreafterground-
ingandreactingwithsulphuricacid.

Butphosphoricacidisalsothesourceof‘P’
in lithium-iron-phosphate (LFP) batteries.
Thesesuppliedmorethan40%oftheglobalEV
capacitydemandin2023—upfromamodest
6%in2020—gainingmarketsharefromnor-
malnickel-basedNMCandNCAbatteries.

While all three are lithium ionbatteries,
thefirsttypeusesironphosphateastheraw
material for the cathode or positive elec-
trode;theothersusemoreexpensivenickel,
manganese, cobalt andaluminiumoxides.

Implications for India
India consumes 10.5-11million tonnes

(mt)ofDAPannually—nextonlytothe35.5-
36mt of urea—more than half of which is
suppliedthroughimportsfromChina,Saudi
Arabia,Morocco,Russia,andothercountries.

In addition, India imports phosphoric
acid(mainlyfromJordan,Morocco,Senegal,
and Tunisia) and rock phosphate (from
Morocco, Togo, Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, and
theUAE)forthedomesticproductionofDAP,
aswell asotherP-containing fertilisers.

In2022-23,Indiaimported6.7mtofDAP
(valuedat$5,569.51million),2.7mtofphos-
phoricacid($3,622.98million)and3.9mtof
rock phosphate ($891.32 million). These
amounted to $10 billion-plus of imports —
excluding imports of other inputs, namely
ammoniaandsulphur/ sulphuricacid.

Butjustasbio-fuelshavecreatedanalter-
nativemarketforfoodgrains,sugarcane,and
vegetable oils, merchant-grade phosphoric
acidwith52-54%Pused in fertilisers is find-

ingnewapplicationascathoderawmaterial
inEVbatteriesafter furtherpurification.

ThisisalreadybeingseeninChina,where
two-thirds of EVs sold in 2023had LFP bat-
teries.ChinaisaleadingDAPsuppliertoIndia
(Table1). Itwasalsotheworld’sthirdlargest
shipperofDAP(5mt)andotherphosphatic
fertilisers(1.7mt)in2023,afterMoroccoand
Russia. Asmore of China’s phosphoric acid
goestowardsLFPbatteries,therewillbethat
much less available formanufacturing fer-
tilisers—hence the ‘carsvs food’dilemma.

TheshareofLFPbatteriesinEVsalesisstill
below10% in theUS and Europe. However,
eventhesemarketsarelikelytoswitchtobat-
teriesthatarelessdependentoncriticalmin-
erals such as cobalt—whoseworld reserves
are only 11 mt, of which 6 mt are in the
DemocraticRepublicoftheCongo.Rockphos-
phate and iron ore reserves aremore abun-
dant,at74,000mtand190,000mtrespectively.

LFP batteries also score in longevity
(chargeablemorenumberoftimes)andsafety
(lessoverheating/firerisk),offsettingtheirdis-
advantageoflowerenergydensity(largersize
requiredtostorethesameamountofenergy).

The looming challenge
AstheworldmovesmoretoLFPbatteries,

itcanpotentiallyreducethesupplyofphos-
phate fertilisers. India’sDAP importsof 1.59
mt during April-August 2024were 51% be-
low the 3.25mt for the same period of last
year. Thiswas largely due to export restric-
tions imposedbyChina.

While China is the only country that is
mass-producingLFPbatteriesnow,Morocco
toohasattractedsignificantinvestorinterest

forestablishingLFPcathodematerialsandEV
batterymanufacturing facilities.Morocco is
thesecondbiggestrockphosphatemineraf-
terChina,butholdsanestimated50,000mt
ornearly68%ofglobal reserves (Table2).

Withphosphatereservesofhardly31mt
andanannualproductionof1.5mt,Indiahas
tomeetthebulkof itsnutrientrequirement
(includingasintermediateacidandfinished
fertiliser) from suppliers such asMorocco’s
OCP Group, Russia’s PhosAgro, and Saudi
Arabia’s SABICandMa’aden.

This also makes India vulnerable to
changing global market dynamics —
whetheronaccountofwar-inducedsupply
shocks, or the diversification of phosphoric
acidusebeyond fertilisers.

Way forward for India
TheeffectsoflowDAPimportsmaybefelt

in theensuing rabi (winter-spring)cropsea-
son,startingwithmustard,potatoandchana
(chickpea)plantingsinOctoberandwheatin
November-December.Farmersapplythisfer-
tiliser, necessary for root establishment and
growth, rightat thetimeof sowing.

SalesofDAPfell20.5%evenduringthekha-
rif (monsoon) season, from4.83mt inApril-
August2023to3.84mtinApril-August2024.
Itwaspartlycompensatedbya29.5%jumpin
complexfertilisers—containingnitrogen(N),
P, potassium(K), and sulphur (S) indifferent
combinations—from4.55mtto5.88mt.

Farmers replacedDAP (whichhas 46%P
plus 18%N)with complexeswith less P (like
20:20:0:13,10:26:26:0and12:32:16:0).They
mayhavetodothesameinthecomingrabi.

ThedeclineinDAPimportsandsaleshas

beenexacerbatedbygovernmentpolicyfix-
ing its MRP at Rs 27,000 per tonne. This is
onlymarginallymore than the Rs 24,000-
26,000for20:20:0:13(having less thanhalf
DAP’sPcontent)andlessthantheRs29,400
for10:26:26:0and12:32:26:0.

Fertilisercompaniesarebeingpaidasub-
sidy of Rs 21,676, average rail freight reim-
bursementofRs1,700,andaone-timespecial
incentive of Rs 3,500 onDAP sales. Adding
thesetotheMRPofRs27,000takestheirover-
all realisationtoRs53,876pertonne.

As against this, the landed price of im-
ported DAP is around $620 per tonne.
Togetherwith other expenses (5% customs
duty, port handling, bagging, freight, inter-
est, insurance,dealermargins,etc), thetotal
cost comes to roughlyRs61,000per tonne.

Thus, companies are incurring a loss of
morethanRs7,100pertonne,makingitunvi-
able to import andmarketDAP. They are, in-
stead,choosingtosellcomplexesorsinglesu-
perphosphatecontainingjust16%Pand11%S.

Thismay not be a bad thing. A country
havingverylittlerockphosphate,potash,sul-
phur,andnaturalgasreservescannotafford
toconsumetoomuchDAP,urea(46%N),and
muriate of potash (60% K). The future lies
moreinfertiliserproductsincorporatingless
N,P,K,andS,buthavinghighernutrientuse
efficiency.

Inthelongrun,Indianeedstoalsosecure
supplies of rawmaterials, especially phos-
phates, throughoverseasjointventuresand
buy-back arrangements. Indian companies
already have four plants manufacturing
phosphoricacidinSenegal, Jordan,Morocco
andTunisia.Moreareprobably required.
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A CHATBOTwith the ability to call out
fakenewsandmisinformationwas able
to persuade participants in a study to
havesecondthoughtsabouttheirbeliefs
—which suggests that artificial intelli-
gence(AI)canbeusedasatooltocombat
conspiracy theoriesanddisinformation.

The chatbot presented participants
withcomprehensiveanswersanddetailed
arguments, followingwhich they found
themselvesthinkingdifferently—achange
thatlastedforseveralweeks.(‘Durablyre-
ducing conspiracy beliefs through dia-
logueswith AI’: Science, September 13,
ThomasHCostelloandothers)

Conspiracy theories are thought to
feed off the yearning of individuals for
safety and stability in aworld full of un-
certainties.“Whatwefoundinthispaper
goesagainstthattraditionalexplanation,”
co-authorThomasHCostello,apsychol-
ogyresearcheratAmericanUniversityin
WashingtonDC,toldNaturenews,which
publishedareporton theresearch.

“One of the potentially cool applica-
tions of this research is you could useAI
todebunkconspiracytheoriesinreallife,”
Costello said.

Relevant and important
The study shows thatmany people

who strongly believe in “seemingly fact-
resistantconspiratorialbeliefs”canchange
theirmindswhen presentedwith com-
pellingevidence, theresearcherswrote.

“From a theoretical perspective, this
paintsasurprisinglyoptimisticpictureof
human reasoning: Conspiratorial rabbit
holesmay indeed have an exit. Psycho-
logicalneedsandmotivationsdonot in-
herently blind conspiracists to evidence
— it simply takes the right evidence to
reach them,” theysaid.

Studies have shown that almost half
of all Americansbelieve conspiracy the-
ories— the claim that NASA “faked” the
1969 Moon landing has endured for
decades.DuringtheCovid-19pandemic,
some conspiracy theorists said vaccines
wereusedtoinjectchipsintothebodyto
enablemass surveillance; in Germany,
suchbeliefs triggeredviolentprotests.

Withsocialmediadramaticallyampli-

fying the voices of conspiracy theorists,
someof these ideas came tohave serious
consequences—vaccineuptakewas im-
pacted;in2016,amanwhobelievedacon-
spiracytheorythattopDemocraticofficials
were running a paedophile ring opened
fireinapizzashopinWashingtonDC;and
theJanuary6,2021attackontheUSCapitol
wasfuelledbyfakenewsthatthepresiden-
tialelectionof2020hadbeen“stolen”.

How studywas done
The researchers said they sought to

“leverage advancements in large lan-
guagemodels (LLMs)...to try to directly
refute” particular evidence each study
participantcitedassupportingtheircon-
spiratorialbeliefs.

“Acrosstwoexperiments,2,190Ameri-
cansarticulated—intheirownwords—a
conspiracy theory inwhich theybelieve,
alongwith the evidence they think sup-
ports this theory. They thenengaged in a
three-round conversationwith the LLM
GPT-4Turbo[chatbot],whichwepromp-
ted to respond to this specific evidence
whiletryingtoreduceparticipants’beliefin
theconspiracytheory,”thestudysays.

Theresultswereencouraging:across
awiderangeofconspiracytheories,“the
treatmentreducedparticipants’belief in
theirchosenconspiracytheoryby20%on
average”, and the “effectpersistedundi-
minishedforatleast2months”.Also,the
study noted, “AI did not reduce belief in
trueconspiracies”.
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A new dilemma: food vs cars
Thediversionofphosphoricacid,akeyfertiliser ingredient, formakingelectricvehiclebatteriescan
becomeasourceofworryfor Indianagriculture,whichisheavilydependentonnutrient imports.

AMITABHSINHA
NEWDELHI, SEPTEMBER15

LASTmonth,Delhihostedafirst-of-its-kind
dialogueontheconservation,restorationand
governance of common resources such as
forests, community lands,andwaterbodies
like lakes or rivers, all usually referred to as
“Commons”.

Morethan500people,mostlyrepresent-
inggrassrootsorganisationsindifferentparts
of India,attendedthethree-dayevent,which
wasorganised to raise awareness about the
need to evolvemore inclusive andcommu-
nity-led frameworks for the governance of
theCommons.

Commons, their governance
Commonsreferstoresourcesthatarenot

owned by an individual, group or govern-
ment, but belong to, and are shared by, the
communityasawhole.Forests, localponds,
grazing lands, rivers, and sacred sites are all
Commons.Inurbansettings,parksandlakes

areCommons.
Commons couldbe intangible too. Lang-

uage,folkartordance, localcustoms,andtra-
ditionalknowledgearesharedresources,thus
Commons.At the international level, thepo-
larregions, theArcticandAntarctica,arecon-
sidered global Commons. No country is al-
lowedto takeownershipof theseareas,even
though everyone can use them for certain
kindsofactivities.Outerspace,theMoon,and
planetarybodiesarealsoglobalCommons.

Inthedigitalage,mostInternetandopen-
source software are Commons. Digital re-
sourceswithcreativecommonslicencesare
meant tobeused freelybyeveryone.

Commonsprovide avarietyof ecological
andother services that are beneficial for the
entirecommunity.Buttheyneedtobemain-
tained, preserved, and used sustainably. As
theseresourcesareaccessibletoall, theyface
agreaterthreatofover-exploitationanddam-
age.SincenooneownsCommons,therespon-
sibilityofmaintenanceandupkeepoftenbe-
comesaproblem.Commonshavealsocome
underincreasedstressduetoclimatechange.

Severalkindsofgovernancemechanisms
have evolved tomanage Commons. There
areinternationalagreementsfortheuseand
management of polar regions, outer space,
and the high seas. The Paris Agreement on
climate change, which seeks tomaintain a
liveableplanetforeveryone,isanexample.In
urban areas,municipalities or other bodies
of localgovernancetakecareof
theCommons.

In ruralareas,however, the
governanceofCommonsisof-
tennotverywell-defined—or
isnon-existent. Localcommu-
nitiesdogetinvolved,butinmostcases,they
lack the resources or the legal sanction to
manage their common spaces. The NGOs
gathered in Delhi last month raised their
voicemainly over issues related to the gov-
ernanceof thesekindsof Commons.

Need for community leadership
Inthepast,itwasbelievedthatCommons

suchasgrazing landsorwaterbodies at the
local level could not escape over-exploita-

tionordestruction, aseveryoneusing them
would tend to extract themost for them-
selves.ThiswasreferredtoastheTragedyof
the Commons, a term popularised by eco-
logical economist Garrett Hardin in the
1960s.Theonlyviablesolutionwastoeither
get the government or themarket involved
inmanagingandregulatingtheuseof these

commonresources.
Thisviewwasturnedonits

headbythelandmarkresearch
of Elinor Ostrom. Her field
studieswithseveral localcom-
munitiesacross theglobepro-

videdplentyof evidence to showthat com-
munity-led governance structures resulted
inmore sustainablemanagement of com-
mon spaces. She also found that interven-
tionsofthegovernmentorthemarketswere
nottheonlywaytodealwiththeCommons.
Ostrom’swork,whichfetchedhertheNobel
Prize in Economics in 2009, the first for a
woman, culminated in a book titled
Governing the Commons: The Evolution of
Institutions forCollectiveAction.

Ostrom’s ideas now form the backbone
ofthegovernancestructuresofCommonsin
many parts of theworld. These involve the
participationof localcommunitiesindiffer-
entways, depending on local contexts and
requirements.

Forest Rights Act, significance
InIndia,the2006ForestRightsAct(FRA)

isconsideredtobeagoodtemplateforman-
aging common forest resources. The Act
givesindividualandcommunityownership
rights to forest-dwellers to live in and carry
out their livelihood in the forestareas.

Before the Act, the forest department
usedtobethesolecustodianof forestareas,
although practices such as setting up joint
forestmanagement committees, with rep-
resentation from the local villages, had be-
gun acknowledging the role of indigenous
peoples in theconservationandrestoration
of natural resources. The FRA is considered
tobeaturningpoint, as it recognisedthe le-
gal rightsof forestdwellersover the land.

Jagdeesh Rao, director of Common

Ground, one of the organisers of the Delhi
event, said the FRA is a goodmodel for for-
est land, but similar frameworksneed tobe
developedforothercommonresources—in
particular,areasthatareofficiallyclassifiedas
wasteland.

Almost one-fourth of India’s landmass,
about 205million acres, is estimated to be
Commons, comprising community forests,
pastures, or water bodies. Almost 350mil-
lionruralpeopledependontheseCommons
fortheirlivelihoods.TheseCommonsarees-
timated to generate economic valueworth
aboutRs6.6lakhcroreannuallythroughthe
provisionof goodsandecological services.

Rao said that schemes such as MGN-
REGA, compensatory afforestation, and
greencreditswouldbecomemuchmoreef-
fective at governing Commons once the
rightsofthelocalsareacknowledged.Hesaid
the NGOsworking in this areawanted the
Centre to legislate amodel Commons Bill,
whichcouldbereplicatedoradoptedbystate
governmentsformoreeffectivegovernance
of theCommons.

WhyCommonsmatter, how community is key to their well-being
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2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24
China 15.91 20.43 11.97 22.87
SaudiArabia 18.89 19.33 21.28 15.86
Morocco 14.98 12.13 16.79 10.49
Russia 3.03 1.97 9.69 3.41
Jordan 3.04 2.46 1.81 1.74
US 0.45 0 2.86 0.31
Australia 0 0.52 1.51 0
Tunisia 0 0.44 0.85 0
Egypt 0.84 0.68 0 0.30
TOTAL* 58.00 58.60 66.77 55.96
VALUE** 1,948.90 4,007.50 5,569.51 3,109.86

2022 2023 Reserves
China 93.00 90.00 3,800.0
Morocco 39.00 35.00 50,000.0
US 19.80 20.00 1,000.0
Russia 14.00 14.00 2,400.0
Jordan 11.30 12.00 1,000.0
SaudiArabia 9.00 8.50 1,400.0
Brazil 6.20 5.30 1,600.0
Egypt 5.00 4.80 2,800.0
Peru 4.20 4.20 210.0
Tunisia 3.56 3.60 2,500.0
TOTAL* 228.00 220.00 74,000.0

*Includesother countries; **MillionUSdollars; Source:DepartmentofCommerce

TABLE1 TABLE2

IMPORTS OFDI-AMMONIUMPHOSPHATE
(lakh tonnes)

TOPROCKPHOSPHATEMINEPRODUCERS
(million tonnes)

*Includesother countries; Source:USGeological Survey.
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MY VIEW  |  MODERN TIMES

that the modern world is designed in such 
a way that all fun is expected to happen only 
in unhealthy ways. 

As a boy, I was a direct witness to the ways 
of a previous generation of alcoholic jour-
nalists and artists, and I know why the alco-
holic male has a lot of friends—he reassures 
others that he is as doomed as the rest of 
them. The same principle is what makes 
your relatives go crazy the moment you 
choose a very healthy diet. 

There is a movement in the United States 
to popularize a trend of morning parties 
where larks dance under the influence of 
fresh juice. I do not expect it to succeed. It is 
doomed because it is no match for human 
nature. 

I think there is an ideal way to be. This 
involves absolute health, and for that, one 
has to sacrifice a bit of success—not all of it, 
but some of it. Even for this limited success, 
one has to go out and meet the tribe, and do 
all the unhealthy things it entails. Some 
people do choose never to leave their 
islands, and for that they make peace with 
professional failure. But this may not be so 
healthy. If you don’t find even modest suc-
cess, you will end up overrating success, 
which is a nice way of saying you would 
become bitter.

This is why there is some truth in a saying 
that has never died on social media, which 
is attributed to various celebrities: “When 
you upgrade your life, you lose 90% of your 
friends.” 

It was not always so. There was a time, at 
least in the West, when people met useful 
people while walking through the woods. 
Every time I read science history, I wait for 
that part where this young scientist says 
something to a Nobel laureate, who is 
impressed, and invites the young scientist for 
a walk through the woods. If that was still the 
world, a very different sort of people would 
have risen to the peaks of their professions. 

Even today, some unhealthy behaviour is 
not required for success. For instance, most 
‘networking events’ are useless because 
nothing that is called networking is ever 
networking. People of consequence usually 
do not attend such events. So, most net-
working events are actually meetings 
where people who can’t be very useful to 
one another socialize.

But there is such a thing as networking, 
and it never appears to be that. Powerful 
people meet their equals on someone’s sofa, 
talking about things that do not appear to 
be work, and seekers who can infiltrate 
such a network without looking desperate 

S
uccess is a gift given by friends. There 
is a fallacy among talented people, 
especially if they are young, that they 

can be exempt from this rule because of 
their immense talent. But they will find out 
it is not true.

Even in the arts, and other solitary profes-
sions, the origin of success is in people who 
like you and for that reason do not find you 
very threatening. No matter what your call-
ing is, to find success, you have to be part of 
a tribe. For that, you have to meet them 
often, and for that, you have to go out and eat 
sugar and deep-fried food and drink ethanol 
in its various forms, and eat more late in the 
night, and sleep late, and wake up late. 

A prerequisite of modern success is 
indulging in unhealthy behaviour. This is 
because a majority of people like unhealthy 
behaviour, even though they fear death and 
wish to be healthy. Their joy of life comes 
from the very things that can kill them. And 
the friends they like the most are those who 
live like them. 

hence displacing labour. While this 
may have begun with less-skilled 
labour (for example, telephone 
answering services), even computer 
programmers could find themselves 
redundant in the near future. 

In one sense, the hoopla around AI 
reminds one of the hype over the Y2K 
scare at the turn of the last millennium. 
The need to prepare computers for a 
switch-over to the new year 2000 from 
1999 was seen as a godsend for India. 
Since many work-hours were expected 
to be spent on keyboard pounding to 
ensure a smooth transition to a new 
date system, Silicon Valley in the US 
transferred much of that work to India, 
which aided the growth of the Indian 
IT industry. Many years later, the Y2K 
worry turned out be a red herring, as it 
created no disruption in national or 
international computer operations. 
Current calls to adopt AI or risk failure 
may well go the same way. 

What exactly does AI do? After much 
discussion with experts in AI, here is 
what I have gleaned. New AI tools like 
ChatGPT, Bard and their advanced 
regenerative counterparts are like 
‘super search engines,’ or superior 
Googles. Say, if you want hourly data of 
the last 25 years’ temperatures in Delhi  
to calculate the average peaks and 
troughs, variance, etc, and to average 
out these averages after correcting for 
seasonal variation, AI search engines 
(paid ones) can do the math in a jiffy. 
No need to get together a battery of 
data crunchers or econometricians. 
But here is the catch. AI tools usually 
cite a single answer. You often have no 
idea how that number is generated, 
whether using charting, econometrics, 
non-linear methods or others. In fact, if 
someone were to challenge the answer 
with a new number, there is no way of 
working out the correct answer, except 
by the gut-feel of the researcher. Yet, 
AI advocates still expect programmers 
and econometricians to be displaced. 

So, unlike traditional quantitative 
methods, AI gives an answer but can-

not guarantee that it is reliable. This 
can often be a drawback where issues 
of optimal efficiency arise. 

But the greatest problem of today’s 
obsession with AI is that it does away 
with analytical ability. Let me illustrate. 
While AI may actually generate the 
desired answer, it is still the individual 
who needs to determine why that 
answer is needed. Our focus on the 
technology (and power resources) used 
to generate an answer through these 
new search engines diverts attention 
from the need for an answer to begin 
with. (Shades of the Y2K story?) 

All these new technologies, from 
GenAI to blockchains for crypto cur-
rencies, are highly energy intensive. 
Yet, today the means seem to justify 
the ends. 

In one sense, however, it is unlikely 
that AI tools will ever make labour 
redundant. AI is still a production-side 
initiative geared to create new prod-
ucts or services at presumably low pro-
duction cost. But while it may displace 
labour on the production-side, as all 
supply-side technologies do, it still 
needs human consumption to hold up. 
New products do not create entirely 
new consumers. So, while robots may 
become efficient waiters at restaurants, 
only human labour can ‘consume’ their 
services (unless we somehow foresee 
robots serving robots). 

In the end, as newer and newer 
technologies create newer and newer 
products while reducing the need for 
labour, the latter will still need to be 
around with the means to ‘consume’ 
the products created by technology. 

So, ultimately, fears of labour dis-
placement by new technologies like AI 
beyond a point are unfounded. There 
will only be reallocations of labour. 
While production methods can get 
more sophisticated, human beings 
have no competition as consumers.

Has AI begun losing its hype? Is the 
recent slide in the share price of Nvidia 
an indication of it? Only time will tell. 
But labour need not worry. 

I
n the run-up to the 2024 general 
elections, an important issue in the 
public spotlight was the question of 

growing income (and consumption) 
inequality observed, particularly after 
the covid pandemic. The pandemic 
had led to the accelerated use of digital 
technology for service delivery and 
generated new methods of production. 
More recently, concerns have been 
expressed in the media and govern-
ment about the use of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) in creating ‘deep fake’ 
videos. In academic and other circles, 
there have been concerns about AI 
tools being used as ‘unfair means’ in 
exams, essay writing, etc. These two 
areas of concern have been highlighted 
in both the print and visual media. 

AI is also now recognized as a major 
field of study in academic institutions, 
where courses like datamatics are now 
common and teach the use of AI in 
handling big data for forecasting and 
other analytical purposes as part of 
their course curriculum. 

What is now emerging is that AI is 
also being used by companies for cost 
reduction, mostly on the human labour 
used for routine tasks like telephone 
answering, assembly operations in 
manufacturing, inventory control and 
others. Though clear data is not yet 
available, there is no doubt that AI ( like 
capital in economics) is aiding effi-
ciency even at higher skill levels, and 

AI can make production increasingly sophisticated but consumption will need people with incomes

MANOJ PANT
is visiting professor, Shiv Nadar University

Why success requires indulging in unhealthy behaviour
MANU JOSEPH

T
he odds-on bet across financial 
markets globally is on a rate cut this 
week by the US Federal Reserve, 
now that inflation there looks 
closer to its 2% target and weak job 
growth is in focus. A rate reduction 

would mark a reversal of the central bank’s 
hiking spree that elevated America’s policy 
rate from 0-0.25% in early 2022 to 5.25-5% by 
mid-2023 to quell an outbreak of inflation it 
mistook as transitory. It was not as drastic as 
the Fed’s rate spike of the early 1980s, but has 
again shown the power of costly credit against 
price flare-ups. If the US suffers only a slow-
down in the wake of tight money (a ‘soft land-
ing’), the Fed would’ve staged a fine recovery 
from its pandemic stumble. Note that price 
instability had been fading as a scare in the US 
after the Cold War ended, thanks to globaliza-
tion’s gift of cheap imports, IT-aided cost effi-
ciency and other factors. The Fed had seen the 
US economy expand faster without an over-
tight labour market and payroll-pushed infla-
tion. However, by the time covid disrupted 
supply chains, froze activity and pushed the 
Fed into ultra-loose money mode, at least one 
of those price deflators had weakened. With 
the outlook so dicey, holding prices steady was 
no easy task, surely. It took 30 months, but to 
the Fed’s credit, the job is mostly done. 

It is time, then, for the Fed to focus on job 
generation, the other part of its dual mandate. 
While this may mark a return to its rate policy 
as usual, with money being squeezed and 
eased gently to smoothen boom-and-bust 
cycles, it is also a good moment to ask if other 
risks lurk. The Fed’s assets/liabilities had more 
than doubled within two years to about $8.9 
trillion by April 2022. Did this mega infusion of 

money inflate asset values to such frothy levels 
that skittish markets are inevitable? Signs 
abound of equity inflation, with stock tickers 
in a league apart from business earnings. Bull 
runs on the back of easy money are only to be 
expected. The question is how far extra dollars 
at play can safely go. A roaring boom of the 
2000s led by low-rate lending ended in a 
Great Recession (2008-09) as credit risks fell 
victim to complexity and spun out of control, 
sending shudders across the US economy and 
forcing bank bailouts to stall domino collapses. 
Some regulatory safeguards were imposed in 
response to that crisis, while the Fed’s ‘heli-
copter’ shower of rescue dollars was backed by 
a mea culpa over its failure to fend off the Great 
Depression (1929-39) by easing money early. A 
new era of quantitative easing (QE) had begun, 
done via bond-buying in bulk to soften long-
span rates. Subsequent moves to wind it down 
faced market tantrums, with private profits 
apparently aligned with—or addicted to—its 
QE policy. The Fed had been shrinking its 
balance sheet only gingerly when the pan-
demic prompted its biggest ever rescue. 

The Fed’s policy tightening of 2022-23 is yet 
to fully ripple across the US economy, but it 
may also be too early to tell how wisely (or not) 
its multi-trillion stimulus was used. Since QE 
tends to raise moral hazard and animate risk-
taking, investors hope it didn’t get too heady. 
Last year, a few banks wobbled as rising rates 
hit their bond portfolios. Other cracks could 
surface too. As the Fed moves to reduce rates, 
its asset/liability path will be under investor 
watch. A policy of ultra-easy money isn’t 
costless. It has widened wealth inequality, 
for example, and whether it’ll acquit itself on 
financial stability is a question worth trillions.

Investors are watching 
the Fed for good reason
Global investors anticipate a rate cut by the US central bank this week, but asset values are 

also subject to effects of the Federal Reserve’s quantitative policy and hidden risks may lurk 
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Some people believe that
there is as much of a 

link between monetary 
policy and inflation as there 
is between the former and 
India’s cricketing defeats 
abroad. If you believe in the 
latter, then let’s go home 
and watch TV.
 But in case you think the 
link exists, even if it is not 
as strong as textbooks say it 
is, then surely it is due to 
the Reserve Bank of India 
not reducing policy rates. 
 That seems to be 
working. Data released on 
Monday show that the 
Wholesale Price Index 
(WPI) rose by just 3.74% on 
a year-on-year basis in 
August. This is the slowest 
pace of WPI increase since 
October 2009. Retail 
inflation also cooled in 
August to 7.8% from 7.96% 
in July. 
 Should the central bank 
let go of the brakes on 
monetary policy? If 
domestic indicators point 
to an improving situation, 
external conditions remain 
uncertain. Heightened 
geopolitical risks and the 
start of an upward interest 
rate cycle in the US are 
good reasons to be 
cautious.
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HEALTHCARE SERVICES

Cognizant to 
buy TriZetto 
for $2.7 bn
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Nasdaq-listed Cognizant
Technology Solutions
Corp. said on Monday

that it had agreed to buy pri-
vately held TriZetto Corp. for
$2.7 billion in cash, seeking to
expand its already strong pres-
ence as a provider of informa-
tion technology (IT) services to
the US healthcare industry.

Cognizant, which traces its
roots to Chennai and has most
of its 187,400-strong workforce
(as of 30 June) based out of In-
dia, said it intends to finance
the purchase of Colarado-based
TriZetto through a combination
of cash on hand and debt. 

The Teaneck, New Jersey-
based company has secured $1
billion of committed financing
in support of the transaction, it
said in a statement, adding that
it expects additional revenue
and savings amounting to about
$1.5 billion over the next five
years. 

Earlier this year, it an-
nounced a seven-year contract
with California-based Health
Net Inc. worth $2.7 billion in
revenue.

“We anticipate that the
TriZetto transaction will close in
the fourth quarter (October-De-
cember 2014), subject to cus-
tomary closing conditions. We
also expect to close the Health
Net deal, announced at the time
of our June quarter earnings,
during the same period. This
will give us a dominant position
in the US healthcare market,”
said Gordon Coburn, president
of Cognizant. “TriZetto, when
closed, will take Cognizant’s
healthcare services revenue to
approximately 30% of company
revenue.”

TriZetto says its services
reach 245,000 healthcare pro-
viders, representing more than
half of the insured population in
the US. TriZetto’s revenue for
the 12 months ended 30 June
was approximately $711 million.

Private equity firm Apax Part-
ners Llp bought TriZetto in 2008
for $1.4 billion and reported a
12-month revenue of $682 mil-
lion to the end of March, ac-
cording to a 19 August Thomson

Reuters report citing Moody’s
Investors Service Inc.

“Healthcare is undergoing
structural shifts due to reform,
cost pressure and shifting re-
sponsibilities between payers
and providers. This creates a
significant growth opportunity,
which TriZetto will help us cap-
ture,” said Francisco D’Souza,
chief executive officer of Cogni-
zant, in the statement on Mon-
day.

The US healthcare services
market is a lucrative one for IT
services providers. A 28 January
report by global research firm
Gartner Inc. said spending by
global healthcare providers on
IT services will grow by 4.33% to
reach $31.96 billion in 2014.

Nearly 26% of Cognizant’s
$2.52 billion revenue in the June
quarter came from healthcare
services, the company’s second-
largest source of revenue  after
banking, financial services and
insurance, or BFSI, which ac-
counted for 42.1% of its revenue
in the same period. 

Comparatively, India’s largest
IT services provider Tata Con-
sultancy Services Ltd (TCS) re-
ported 6.3% of its June quarter
revenue as coming from health-
care and life sciences, out of to-
tal revenue of `22,111 crore in
the same period.
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Firm expects additional 
revenue and savings of 
about $1.5 billion over 
the next five years 
from the acquisition

Saradha group
ran ponzi 
schemes, SFIO 
report says
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The Serious Fraud Investiga-
tion Office (SFIO) has found

that investment schemes run by
Saradha Group companies were
ponzi schemes, where the pri-
mary source of payments to sub-
scribers were collections made
from new members rather than
income from investments.

After completing investiga-
tions into 14 firms of the Saradha
Group, SFIO found these compa-
nies had illegally collected de-
posits and were guilty of numer-
ous other violations, the corpo-
rate affairs ministry said in a
statement on Monday. SFIO op-
erates under the ministry. 

The corporate affairs ministry
will now proceed with prosecu-
tion in a magisterial court since
the violations are criminal of-
fences.

SFIO’s report has been sent to
the concerned state govern-
ments and the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) and market
regulator Securities and Ex-
change Board of India (Sebi),
corporate affairs secretary Naved
Masood said over the phone.

TURN TO PAGE 2®Source: Central Statistics Office, department of industrial policy and promotion, commerce ministry

WPI INFLATION EASES, 
BUT RATES MAY NOT FALL
India’s wholesale price inflation in August slowed to a near five-year low to 
3.74%. But the Reserve Bank of India isn’t likely to loosen monetary policy in 
its review on 30 September as it sets its sights on reducing consumer 
inflation to 6% by January; it was 7.8% in August. Separate data released by 
the commerce ministry showed that the trade deficit fell to $10.8 billion in 
August as growth in merchandise exports slowed.
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Inflation is high and the best 
solution for the country is to 
bring it down. Then I can cut 
interest rates. I have no 
desire to keep interest rates 
high for even a second 
longer. I want to bring down 
interest rates when feasible, 

it will be feasible 
when we would 
have won the 
fight against 
inflation.
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Sundar Pichai’s designation
reads senior vice-president

at Google Inc.—a position
from which he oversees the
Android operating system, the
Chrome browser and apps. A
more appropriate title may be
ambassador-in-chief, Android.

Since taking over from An-
droid founder Andy Rubin to
run the unit, he has made it
the centrepiece of Google’s
strategy for mobile phones,
and Monday’s India launch of
Android One—a coming to-
gether of software, hardware
and developers—may well be a
tipping point for a mobile plat-
form that already dominates
the world. 

Even in the US, Android had
a 51.5% market share for the
three months ended July, ac-
cording to online data analyt-
ics firm comScore. Apple Inc.’s

TURN TO PAGE 10®

Google’s mobile 
man Pichai 
brings Android 
One to India
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Perhaps for the first
time, Cognizant 

Technology Solutions 
Corp. is likely to trail 
Tata Consultancy Servic-
es Ltd in annual revenue 
growth this year. Is the 
company losing its edge? 

Even as investors wait
for convincing answers 
to such questions, the 
company has gone ahead 
with an unusually large 
acquisition, which looks 
like a rather desperate 
move.

Cognizant will pay as 
much as $2.7 billion to 
acquire TriZetto Corp., 
an IT software and solu-
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You cannot wait until 
a house burns down to 
buy fire insurance on it. 

We cannot wait until 
there are massive 

dislocations in our society 
to prepare for the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution.

ROBERT J .  SHILLER

is a journalist, novelist, and the 

creator of the Netflix series, 

‘Decoupled’

REUTERS

a sort of person who would make his bosses 
nervous. In India, especially, people hang 
around the office late even if they do no 
work to impress their bosses. 

In European cities, a funny thing happens 
to people who go for a run very early in the 
morning. Often, at say 6am, I have run past 

a crowd spilling out of a 
pub, people who are still 
drinking. They avert their 
eyes. Maybe they are 
sheepish. Yet, they form a 
large number of people in 
the world. When I see 
them, I am reminded this is 
where popular culture is 
created, this is where 
future success is created, 
and where deep friend-
ships are formed. And they 
have a monopoly over what 
constitutes socializing. 

As the healthy sleep, in 
other rooms of the world, powerful bonds 
are forged over conversations and liquor. 

One of the strange things about English 
is that sex is referred to as ‘sleeping’ with 
someone, while this intense aerobic activity 
is the exact opposite of sleep. It is an unde-
serving tribute to the night and an omen 

may get somewhere. But even these meet-
ings usually happen late at night, over 
drinks and sugar by its many names. 

In many professions, the sudden death of 
someone is accompanied by laments of 
excessive work pressure. But a bit of this 
seeming ‘work,’ or even a big part of it, is 
drinking late into the 
night with clients or 
informants. Or even col-
leagues and friends, which 
is as professionally 
rewarding as socializing 
with people who are use-
ful in more obvious ways. 

Former Starbucks CEO 
Laxman Narasimhan, 
famously claimed that he 
didn’t work after six in the 
evening, or even took 
work calls except in 
extraordinary circum-
stances. A few weeks ago, 
when he was removed from his post, some 
people attributed his departure to his out-
rageously healthy view of life. I think that is 
a bit of an exaggeration. Still, a person who 
is very clear that his family and health is his 
priority, and who can act to achieve it by 
declaring that he will not work after 6pm, is 

If socializing 

meant morning 

walks, other 

sort of people 

may have risen 

to the peaks 

of their fields

Artificial intelligence will never 
turn human labour redundant
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D
espite all the white elephants that 
dot today’s world as a reminder of 
industrial policy’s past failures, 
governments are again pursuing 
subsidies, regulation and protec-
tionism to ensure that their econo-

mies’ commanding heights are occupied by 
domestic firms creating domestic jobs.

Invoking the success of the US moon mission in 
the 1960s, the new evangelists of industrial policy, 
with even grander ambitions in mind, have 
rebranded it as ‘industrial strategy.’ To its credit, as 
a way to manage government in the areas where 
government works best, industrial strategy brings 
sensible ideas to bear. Starting with a pressing 
challenge such as halving a country’s emissions by 
2035, the task is broken down into specific ‘mis-
sions’ with broad but measurable goals, and the 
country’s relevant players are brought on board.

Less compelling is the vision of a large new 
bureaucracy, with a central board advised by 
experts (academics always find a place for them-
selves) coordinating all missions (each with its 
own board). By putting so much trust in top-down 
coordination across ministries, the private sector, 
unions and civil society, the evangelists some-
times seem naively optimistic about bureaucratic 
capacity or the absence of turf battles. And in 
articulating their neo-statist dream, they are 
giving a licence to all governments’ innate instinct 
to intervene and expand.

Nevertheless, as long as this new industrial 
strategy is offering ideas for better public govern-
ance, it is useful on balance. But it becomes posi-
tively dangerous when it advocates intervening in 
the private sector. With support provided by sub-
sidies, loans, tax breaks, tariffs, government pro-
curement and so forth, select market participants 
will be enlisted to pursue not just economic but 
also social and environmental outcomes.

Like the industrial policy of old, this approach 
undermines competition, disrupts price signals 
and insists that corporate performance be judged 
according to criteria other than profitability, 
including parochial national interests.

For these reasons, industrial strategy—even if 
launched with the best intentions—always saps 
the vitality of private economic efforts. Add all the 
lobbying, cronyism and corruption that surrounds 
any government initiative where billions of dollars 
are on offer, and it is hard to believe that this 
approach could ever be the ideal solution to the 
world’s biggest challenges.

Since industrial policy (sorry, industrial strategy) 
is implemented by a government, it reflects per-
ceived national interests, not global or individual 
needs. To see why this is a problem, just look at 

chip manufacturing. Every country of reasonable 
economic size now wants a domestic fabrication 
plant to protect against global shortages, and to 
sustain military production in case of war. But the 
self-insurance benefits are invariably overstated. 
Since no country can make all the chips its industry 
needs, a domestic manufacturer does not assure 
protection from all shortages. Moreover, if a short-
age is global, there must be some global reason for 
it, such as a pandemic. Why would the domestic 
chip manufacturer be immune?

When there is free trade in chips—driven by 
market prices and the profit motive—supply will 
be allocated where there is the greatest need. But if 
governments control output because they have 
subsidized domestic chip manufacturers, every-
one can end up worse off. I write ‘can’ because the 
profit motive is hard to suppress entirely. Each 
country can direct the use of the chips it makes 
only if there is no smuggling. But if there are multi-
ple user countries with severe shortages (and 
therefore high prices), what is to prevent chips 
from being smuggled out of countries that have 
plenty to those that don’t? We get near-market 
outcomes but with higher costs.

The national-security rationale suffers the same 
problem. Even though Russia is heavily sanctioned 
by much of the chip-producing world, it has been 
able to conduct a full-scale war with modern arma-
ments containing many chips—and without a sig-
nificant chip-maker of its own.

In any case, having a chip fab in one’s country 
does not assure resilience, since the chip supply 
chain runs through other countries. For example, 
the machines that make the most advanced chips 
are produced by ASML in the Netherlands, which 
can shut them down remotely with ‘kill’ switches. 
If designs, wafers, machines and key chemicals all 
need to be produced within the same country to 
achieve true security, only a vast continental econ-
omy like the US—and maybe China and the EU—
can obtain significant manufacturing independ-
ence, and only at tremendous cost.

Part of the cost is the subsidy needed to move 
uncompetitive domestic manufacturers closer to 
the technological frontier. Through its CHIPS and 
Science Act, the US is pouring enormous subsidies 
into Intel, which gave up global leadership in chip 
fabrication a while back. As part of an industrial 

strategy, this money has strings attached, includ-
ing restrictions on the use of foreign talent and 
procurement, and requirements to promote vari-
ous social and ethical goals—such as creating 
skilled technical jobs that do not require a graduate 
degree. With so many additional burdens imposed 
on an already-flailing manufacturer, and a funda-
mental shortage in the US of the kind of personnel 
that sophisticated chip plants need, it is no wonder 
that Intel and even industry leader TSMC’s new 
plants in the US have fallen far behind schedule.

Nor are these one-time costs. When every large 
country is willing to subsidize an industry, it will 
become dependent on state support. Investments 
will be driven not by profits and competition, but 
by subsidies, national-security policies and 
bureaucrats, leading to periodic gluts and losses. 
Innovation also may suffer, despite research subsi-
dies, because subsidized laggards will drive down 
profits industry-wide, leaving leaders with smaller 
surpluses to invest in R&D.

It would make sense for mid-size economies to sit 
this frenzy out. But industrial strategy, especially 
when it has the imprimatur of leading economies, is 
all too tempting for political leaders who want to get 
credit for creating shiny new industries. Thus, after 
promising $10 billion in chip subsidies and securing 
only the promise of a few jobs and facilities produc-
ing older-generation chips, India is doubling down 
with another $15 billion in subsidies it can ill afford. 
Would this money not be better spent opening tens 
of thousands of high-quality primary schools, thou-
sands of high-quality high schools and hundreds of 
top-notch universities?

With China’s industrial strategy prompting 
reciprocal moves by developed democracies, the 
same trends have swept up electric vehicles, solar 
cells and batteries. Instead of allowing competi-
tive markets to drive green-tech innovation and 
cheap production for the global good, we are 
balkanizing and weakening these critical sectors 
with tariffs, subsidies and government-supported 
zombies. We will have won the battle for domestic 
production while losing ground in the war against 
climate change. 

We need a global dialogue on the proper place 
for industrial strategy in a country’s policy, or else 
we can expect many more ruinously expensive 
pale pachyderms. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Industrial strategy could give us 
a global herd of white elephants
We need a dialogue on its proper place in a country’s policy framework before we end up with expensive pale pachyderms
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I
f I had to grade the debate between US 
Vice President Kamala Harris and 
former President Donald Trump from a 

climate perspective, I would give it a C, and 
that’s being generous. One candidate 
mainly looked backward and talked a little 
too favourably about fossil fuels. The other 
said solar panels take up too much space 
and something about the mayor of Mos-
cow’s wife. But both-sides-ing this debate 
would be misleading. As frustrating as it 
may have been for the climate-minded— 
which includes most Americans—it was 
clear from the debate that only one side 
truly takes the issue seriously. 

Harris reminded viewers that, while 
Trump has called climate change a hoax, 
she believes that it is real, that it is a prob-
lem and that there are solutions. She men-
tioned some of the effects of the Inflation 
Reduction Act, the biggest climate bill in 
history, including a surge in clean-energy 
investment and manufacturing jobs. 
Unfortunately, she also noted the Biden 
administration had “increased domestic 
gas production to historic levels.” 

Harris also vowed not to ban hydraulic 
fracking for fossil fuels, insisting her 2019-
vintage opposition to the practice is long 
gone. In fact, the only time she mentioned 
the IRA by name was to point out that it 
“opens new leases for fracking.” Sigh!

This approach to climate could be risky. 
As Harris noted, young people in over-
whelming numbers say they care about 
this issue, and she will need their enthusi-
asm to help carry her to the White House. 
On the other hand, thanks to the Electoral 
College, presidents in this country are cho-
sen by a few busloads of swing voters in 
states like Pennsylvania, the second-big-
gest natural-gas producer in the US. 

Still, fracking is not nearly as popular in 
Pennsylvania as you might have heard. A 
recent poll from Muhlenberg College 
found just 48% of people in the state sup-
port the practice, down from 54% in 2014. 
A 2020 CBS/YouGov poll found a slight 
majority of people in the state oppose 
fracking—for good reason. Studies from 
the University of Pittsburgh last year tied it 
to serious health problems, including can-
cer in children. They joined a mountain of 
research with similar findings.

As frustrating as Harris’ answers may 
have been for climate voters, they at least 
kept both feet planted in the world of the 
environment and energy. Trump’s 
bounced through time, space and dimen-
sion like Doctor Who’s Tardis. One ramble 
began by claiming Harris “wants to do 
transgender operations on illegal aliens 

that are in prison” before asserting she 
would ban fracking and make sure “oil will 
be dead, fossil fuel will be dead. We’ll go 
back to windmills and we’ll go back to solar, 
where they need a whole desert to get some 
energy to come out. You ever see a solar 
plant? By the way, I’m a big fan of solar. But 
they take 400, 500 acres of desert soil. ...”

At which point the debate’s moderators 
cut him off. 

Later, in response to a question about 
what he would do to fight climate change, 
Trump claimed, incorrectly, that manufac-
turing jobs are leaving the US; that he 
would put tariffs on Chinese electric cars 
(which the Biden administration is already 
doing); and that President Joe Biden and 
his son Hunter have received money from 
Ukraine, China and the mayor of Moscow’s 
wife. Alrighty, then!

To address one of the shreds of climate 
substance in these word salads, it is true 
that large solar arrays can take up a lot of 
land. But solar panels are far more efficient 
than, say, corn plants and can also support 
biodiversity. Planners are increasingly 
building agri-voltaics, which combine 
solar farms with farm farms to grow crops 
and livestock, tripling the efficiency of land 
use. And large majorities of Americans 
favor generating renewable energy on 
public lands. 

As Trump demonstrated repeatedly 
during his time in the White House and in 
public statements before and after, his 
answer to every energy question is “drill, 
baby, drill.” The Heritage Foundation’s 
Project 2025, written by former Trump 
administration officials as a blueprint for a 
second term, promises to do even more 
damage to the environment.

Harris and Biden have taken more of a 
kitchen-sink approach to energy, from 
drilling to windmills and everything in 
between. Even as fossil-fuel production 
booms, clean-energy research and devel-
opment is booming, too. 

This may not be optimal from a climate 
standpoint, but it is a concession to the dif-
ficult reality of managing the world’s big-
gest economy through an energy transition 
while also keeping your job and preventing 
Trump’s far more destructive vision from 
coming true. With an opponent like 
Trump, Harris doesn’t need perfect grades 
on climate. ©BLOOMBERG

Harris versus Trump debate: 
The climate parts were surreal

Neither of them had a reassuring stance but Trump’s was unearthly

America’s climate apathy was apparent in 

its presidential-race debate AP

BLOOMBERG
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without compromising the interests of citi-
zens. While FDI curbs are often intended to 
protect domestic industries, their detrimen-
tal effects on our market outcomes should 
also be taken into account. 

India needs bold FDI reforms: To make it 
easier to do business in India and achieve sus-
tainable economic growth, we must adopt a 
bold set of reforms that include relaxing FDI 
restrictions in key sectors. The benefits of it 
would be manifold, ranging from greater job 
creation and technological advancement to 
enhanced productivity and improved global 
competitiveness. 

As a country aspiring to become a $5 tril-
lion economy in a few years, India cannot 
afford to let restrictive FDI policies hold it 
back. Embracing foreign investment is not 
just about opening up markets; it’s about 
positioning India as a leader in the global 
economy, capable of attracting the best tal-
ent, technology and capital from around the 
world. A more welcoming environment for 
FDI will also help secure India’s place in 
global supply chains, ensuring that the fruits 
of growth are better shared across all seg-
ments of society. 

The time for half-measures has passed; 
what India needs now is decisive action to 
unlock its full economic potential.

vital for the growth of various industries. 
Moreover, it creates jobs, boosts exports and 
enhances the overall competitiveness of the 
economy. Countries that have embraced FDI 
have witnessed significant economic trans-
formations, and India should be no different. 

In the insurance sector, the Indian govern-
ment maintains restrictions on foreign 
investment that limit the ability of foreign 
companies to fully participate in the market. 
While the intention behind an equity limit of 
74% (raised from 49% in 2021) on foreign par-
ticipation in this sector may be to protect 
domestic insurers, it also leads to a lower level 
of competition and innovation. The cap 
implies foreign players cannot fully control 
Indian units, so it also holds back the capital 
and expertise they infuse. This ultimately 
translates into fewer choices for consumers 
and can result in higher premiums, as local 
insurers may not feel any pressure to offer 
competitive risk coverage or diversify their 
product offerings. A lighter GST rate could 
lower premiums, but we would need more 
competition for this sector to evolve in a 
direction that better serves Indian needs.

On another note, the media and digital 
media sectors in India continue to face signif-
icant FDI restrictions. This limits the entry of 
international media companies and reduces 

I
ndia’s journey towards becoming a global 
economic powerhouse hinges on several 
factors. One is the ease of doing business. 

While India had improved its ranking in the 
chart published by the World Bank’s Doing 
Business report, it also slipped on some key 
parameters before the multilateral institution 
discontinued this annual assessment in 2021 
on allegations of discrepancies and rank 
manipulation. Conceptually, however, to fos-
ter economic growth, making it easier to do 
business in India is important. Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) also plays a crucial role in 
this by acting as a catalyst for growth, innova-
tion and job creation. However, restrictive 
FDI policies in key sectors are hampering the 
pace of India’s economic advancement. 
Addressing these challenges is imperative for 
the country to unlock the full potential of its 
economy. 

FDI is a key driver of growth and socially 
beneficial outcomes: FDI is more than just an 
influx of capital; it brings with it technology, 
expertise and global best practices that are 

Time to rethink FDI restrictions for a competitive India
PRANITI SHINDE

is a member of the Lok Sabha

regimes: for inventory-based online opera-
tions, in which FDI is not permitted; for 
online marketplaces, in which 100% auto-
matic-route FDI is allowed; for single-brand 
retail trading, in which FDI up to 100% is per-
mitted without the need of government 
approval on the condition, among others, 

that 30% of the value of 
goods sold has to be sourced 
locally from small units if 
FDI exceeds 51%; and for 
multi-brand retail trading, 
in which 51% FDI is permit-
ted (upon approval), subject 
to similar local-sourcing 
and other conditions but 
engaging in e-commerce 
activity in this model is pro-
hibited. India must rational-
ize these norms to enhance 
the ease of doing business in 
this sector, especially for 
retail operations where 

complex sourcing rules tend to deter foreign 
investment. 

While it is crucial to boost Indian industry 
and support local businesses, this should not 
be at the cost of limiting consumer choice and 
innovation. The aim should be to strike a bal-
ance that fosters a competitive environment 

content diversity. While Press Note 4 allowed 
up to 26% FDI in digital platforms for news 
and current affairs, ambiguities remain 
around the definition of “digital media” and 
the scope of entities affected; does it apply to 
social media platforms and search engines, 
for example? Moreover, the lack of any dis-
tinction between content 
uploaded from India and 
abroad adds to the regula-
tory challenges faced by 
global players operating in 
the country. Easing FDI 
restrictions in this sector 
could drive innovation, 
improve production qual-
ity and foster global part-
nerships. This would help 
diversify content and per-
spectives, as also enhance 
the technological capabili-
ties of local media houses. 
By addressing these gaps, 
India can attract more investment, boost job 
creation and strengthen its position in the 
global digital media ecosystem. 

The e-commerce and retailing ecosystem 
has FDI norms that are among India’s most 
complex. These need simplification. This 
broad sector contends with four different FDI 

Opening up our 

markets wider 

would attract 

capital, create 

jobs and help 

the economy 

grow faster
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Kejriwal’s 
bail is not the 
end of AAP’s 
problems
The Supreme Court’s order on Friday granting bail 
to Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal is in conson-
ance with the dictum about bail and not jail being the 
norm. The Aam Aadmi Party leader was arrested by the 
Enforcement Directorate on March 21 and by the CBI 
on June 26 in the same liquor excise case. The CBI too 
had arrested him in the excise case on the eve of his get-
ting bail from the apex court, another unwelcome fea-
ture of the investigations in high-profile criminal cases 
whether against politicians or others. With the release 
of Kejriwal, and earlier the release on bail of his close 
associate and former deputy chief minister Manish Si-
sodia, most of the high-profile accused in the excise case 
are now out on bail. It can be no one’s case that the cen-
tral government has not pursued the investigations in 
this case vigorously. But Kejriwal has offered not even 
half a cogent reason for abandoning the controversial 
policy once the scandal hit headlines. Besides, the fact 
that in the Goa poll the party sought to match the other 
two parties in the use of political finance was borne out 
by all the externals of a well-oiled poll campaign as also 
from the statements to the investigating agencies that 
AAP candidates were provided through hawala sources 
up to Rs.90 lakhs each for electioneering. All this, of 
course, was aimed at 
fulfilling the AAP Su-
premo’s ambition to 
become a national 
leader in his event-
ual quest for the 
highest office in the 
land.  

Ambition is al-
right, but when the 
means used are cor-
rupt, such as the 
AAP leader used by 
inflicting on the 
tipplers in Delhi a 
one-sided excise pol-
icy regardless of its 
impact on the ex-
chequer it did war-
rant a criminal 
investigation into the 
scandal.  

However, like all 
other scams invol-
ving high profile 
politicians the fear is 
that this too may end up in judicial limbo. For, nearly 
two years now the trial has not begun, one ground for 
the apex court to free the jailed accused/suspects on 
bail. Again, looking at the fate of politicians across the 
board who had indulged in various acts of omission and 
commission while in power, the record of convictions 
in such investigations does not inspire confidence. For 
one Laloo Parsad Yadav, who has spent couple of years 
in jail in the Rs.800-crore fodder scam, one can hardly 
recall a notable politician who has been convicted for 
corruption. It does not suggest that all of them barring 
Laloo Yadav were lily-white and shunned the tempta-
tion to dip into the public till. Far from it. Scan around 
the country. Without an exception the political families 
in each State have risen from modest means to enor-
mous wealth in double-quick-time. Indeed, it will be in-
teresting to find out what, if any, day-job heads of these 
families held to pay for their luxurious life-style.   

Kejriwal and others in AAP claim with a kernel of 
truth that not a penny has been found in raids from 
their homes or offices. But, the charges, on the face of 
it, seem convincing. Besides, IT, ED, CBI raids on various 
political dynasties, even under the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment, have failed to yield much. No. Not even an un-
accounted penny, as far as we know. Yet, the miasma of 
corruption and malfeasance hangs around those raided. 
For two reasons. Politicians know how to game the sys-
tem. And the ruling parties lack sincerity in investigat-
ing political corruption, merely weaponising the 
CBI,ED, IT, etc., to bend inconvenient politicians to their 
will rather than to penalise corruption per se.  

The record of the Modi government in this regard is 
as bad as any government that came before it. We can 
recall the case of the late and celebrated Orissa politi-
cian Biju Patnaik. The actual charge for which he was 
arrested was that a couple of bottles of the then im-
ported Black Label whisky were found in his house in 
violation of the excise law. That was in Indira Gandhi’s 
Emergency. But before and after Emergency too central 
and state governments have gone after their critics, 
slapping various provisions in the penal code — not 
with the intention of upholding the majesty of law or to 
root out corruption, but only to teach their political op-
ponents a lesson — or to make them join their ranks. As 
we have witnessed in recent times in Maharashtra, nay 
especially Maharashtra.  

In the case of Kejriwal, it is quite likely that the BJP 
government would like to trip the AAP leader as he ma-
noeuvres his way up the greasy political pole, keen to 
spread his footprint outside Delhi. Even a Congress gov-
ernment would have shown alacrity in going after Kejri-
wal had it been power because, more than BJP, the AAP 
took away the Congress vote-bank in the shanty col-
onies in the national capital on the back of freebies such 
as water and bijli. But Kejriwal walked into the trap 
owing to his burning ambition, resorting to all the tricks 
which the established parties resort to for raising funds. 
He was caught and must pay the price for his stupidity. 
Meanwhile, have some consideration for the taxpayers 
who are made to bear the enormous financial burden 
for costs of defending Kejriwal and others charged in 
the excise and a host of other cases in which AAP finds 
itself embroiled. And to say the least it has a special ten-
dency to seek judicial intervention at every other step.

With the 
release of   
Delhi CM 
Arvind 
Kejriwal, and 
earlier the 
release on bail 
of his close 
associate and 
former deputy 
chief minister 
Manish Sisodia, 
most of the 
high-profile 
accused in the 
excise case are 
now out on bail

Bangladesh: India needs to tread 
carefully yet purposefully
India needs come up with a renewed diplomatic effort for ordinary 
Bangladeshis to be invested in India

Last week for the 
first time since 
Bangladesh be-
came independent 

in 1971, an event was held at Dhaka’s Na-
tional Press Club extolling Muhammad 
Ali Jinnah, a figure of hate to those who 
founded Bangladesh, as the language 
movement which eventually meta-
morphosed into a freedom struggle, 
started in right earnest after Jinnah 
ruled in March 1948 that “Urdu and 
Urdu alone” would be the national lan-
guage of the newly-formed state of 
Pakistan. 

On the fateful day of March 24, 1948, 
Jinnah, who was then Governor Gen-
eral of Pakistan, addressing a gathering 
at Dhaka University’s Curzon Hall, 
made this declaration in a bid to stifle 
nascent demands that Bengali be given 
equal status along with Urdu as the na-
tional language of his country since a 
larger percentage of Pakistan’s popu-
lation lived in its eastern wing and 
spoke that language. 

Earlier in the day he had met a 
cross-section of Bengali leaders and 
citizenry from East Pakistan and added 
insult to injury by asking them if they 
could point to any instance of great lit-
erature written in Bengali to back their 
contention that the language be given 
national status along with Urdu. (This 
despite the fact that the only Asian 
Nobel Laureate for Literature till then 
had written exclusively in Bengali!) 

That single act of linguistic chauvin-
ism on the part of the man who had 
been hailed as Quaid-I-Azam by his 
millions of followers was to cost Pakis-
tan dearer than the any of the sinister 
theories its leaders have claimed re-
sponsible for breaking up that ill-fated 
nation or led to its current state of fi-
nancial and political chaos.  

On that fateful day in March, for the 
first time Jinnah was heckled by an 
audience in Pakistan and had to hear 
loud calls of “No, no”, challenging his 
diktat which till then had been taken as 
the final word in his country. 

In December 1971, after Bangladesh 
emerged from the senseless genocide 
which killed an estimated over two 
million people, Jinnah and Urdu were 
banished from the country’s life.  

However 53 years later, after a tu-
multuous student-led movement 
forced Awami League and Sheikh 
Hasina out of power, Jinnah seems to 
have come “alive” once more, as have 
forces which had then supported a 
united Pakistan. 

Interestingly, last month, a proposal 
was floated by a former military officer 
Abdullahil Amaan Azmi, the son of 
former notorious Jamaat-e-Islami 
leader Ghulam Azam, to change Bang-
ladesh’s national flag and anthem — 
Rabindranath Tagore’s “Amar Sonar 
Bangla” (My Golden Bengal). 

Large numbers of people gathered 
in various places in Dhaka, Faridpur, 

Chittagong and other places to sing the 
country’s national anthem – a song of 
unity – against the Islamist and revi-
sionist powers that they feared were 
taking over their country in the guise 
of a student revolt.  

The sudden public display of patrio-
tism by large numbers turned the tide 
and possibly forced the interim gov-
ernment to issue a statement denying 
any plans for a change, but the damage 
had been done. Loud and ever increas-
ing murmurs against what many in 
Bangladesh see as the “Jamaatification” 
of its society and polity have started. 
Professors and vice chancellors of uni-
versities who were either Hindus or 
liberal Muslim intellectuals have been 
ousted and pro-Jamaat ideologues, 
some without the required degrees 
placed in their places.  

In the very early days of the so called 
student takeover which saw Prof Mu-
hammad Yunus flown in as interim 
prime minister, there were instances of 
defacing of Sheikh Mujib’s statues as 
well as symbols of the 1971 liberation 
war. A popular backslash had however 
stopped further damage to recent his-
tory. Bangladesh’s long silent and suf-
fering minorities — Hindus, Buddhists 
and tribals — also came out in large 
numbers to protest in many parts of 
the country, including in Dhaka’s 
Shahbag area, last week for a second 
time.  

Their protest was against the wave 

of attacks on their homes and forcible 
“collection” of protection money from 
them. 

A report compiled by a leading 
Bangladeshi newspaper, Prothom Alo 
(First Light) , which has otherwise been 
anti-Hasina and pro-Interim govern-
ment, said 1,068 houses and business 
establishments owned by Hindus were 
attacked between August 5 to August 
20, that is a period of just 15 days. Some 
22 temples were also destroyed. 

It also noted that attacks were also 
launched against members of the 
Ahmedia community, Christians and 
tribal ethnic groups. Among properties 
burnt down were large garments fac-
tories which fetch the country’s its 
single largest source of foreign ex-
change.  Many blame these attacks on 
Islamists and pro- Jamaat factions. The 
Jamaat-I-Islami (which later became 
Bangladesh Jamaat) along with Muslim 
League were the biggest supporters of 
Pakistan during the 1971 liberation war 
and opposed the formation of Bangla-
desh by helping raise armed Razakaar 
units which attacked people – freedom 
fighters’ families, intellectuals sus-
pected of supporting secession and of 
course minorities, forcing some 10 mil-
lion people to flee to India as refugees.  

The Jamaat and other pro-Pakistan 
forces did not die out with the birth of 
Bangladesh. They went dormant or 
underground. During the periods of 
military rule and at other times when 

they found it expedient, they rallied 
and became a force in the country with 
or without popular support.  

The less rabid Muslim League which 
too had supported Pakistan also 
cahngedits colours since 1971 and its 
members either joined the Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party floated by General 
Ziaur Rahman or Gen H M Ershad’s Ja-
tiyo Party.  

However, the fact remained that a 
quarter of Bangladesh’s population re-
mained wedded to the idea of Pakistan 
or to Islamist politics. Another quarter 
to a third of its population supported 
independence and liberal politics, 
while the rest of the populace swayed 
from one side to the other.  

This time round the “silent majority” 
seems to have voted on the streets 
against Hasina and Awami League. 
However that does not mean they have 
voted for the Jamaat’s hardline anti-mi-
nority or anti-Indian vision or for 
against the idea of a sovereign Bangla-
deshi nation which has cut its umbilical 
cord with Pakistan. 

Diplomacy and safeguards have to 
go hand in hand as India treads in its 
very difficult and very problematic 
neighbourhood. 

(Read full article at freepress-
journal.in/analysis)

The writer is former head of PTI’s eastern 
region network

Consequences of the moral panic 
over transgender athletes
It is no accident that amongst the women athletes who have had their 
gender questioned the vast majority have been women of colour

The outline of the 
c o n t r o v e r s y 
around Imane 
Khelif ’s participa-

tion in the Paris Olympics and accusa-
tions of her being a man, steeped in 
both transphobia and misogyny, have 
proven to be extremely damaging to 
all the individuals involved. It has re-
vealed the still-ugly debate about the 
inclusion and status of transgender 
people, this time in sport, a debate 
which is characterised by blatant dis-
honesty, ulterior motives, and media 
manipulation. It has also exposed the 
mileage that is to be gained by mining 
the deep seams of latent and not-so-
latent transphobia that exist, and the 
benefit derived from turning it into a 
veritable moral panic about gender 
roles in society. Most importantly, it 
demonstrates that while a simple 
gender binary is inherently unstable 
and needs to be transcended to allow 
the fair inclusion of transgender 
people; the very prospect of this 
evokes hysteria and fear amongst 
those unwilling to accept this fact. 

Khelif herself has stated that she is 
a “biological” woman and the Inter-
national Olympic Committee (IOC) 
has recognised and accepted this. De-
spite this, Angela Carini’s claims — 
after having conceded defeat after 
only 46 seconds — that she had never 
been hit so hard in her life, and feared 

for her safety, were given wide cre-
dence with the added implication that 
Khelif was a male athlete competing 
against women. This led to an open 
season on Khelif with the usual sus-
pects joining in from JK Rowling to 
Elon Musk, both of whom posted in 
support of Carini’s claims and ques-
tioned Khelif’s status as a woman. Her 
next opponent, the Hungarian boxer, 
Anna Luca Hamori, joined in by post-
ing an appalling image of a hulking 
minotaur towering over a much 
smaller woman boxer, as a represen-
tation of the match between her Khe-
lif. The dishonestly was exposed more 
clearly, when Khelif stated that she 
had trained in Italy, along with Carini’s 
coaches and indeed had training 
sessions with her in the ring without 
any concerns being raised. Carini and 
Hamori’s later mealy-mouthed 
apology to Khelif after these incidents, 
does little to alleviate the issue that 
they had placed a large target on her 
back, not only for the abusive online 
transphobic campaign against her but 
also risking her personal safety, given 
the status of transgender people in 
her native Algeria. Carini’s protesta-
tions that her move was not pre-medi-
tated and that she wasn’t directly 
questioning Khelif ’s gender status 
thus seem extremely hollow. The ex-
pected nationalist battle lines were 
also drawn with Italian Prime Min-

ister Giorgia Meloni raising a com-
plaint to the Olympic authorities on 
Carini’s behalf, as did the Hungarian 
national boxing federation on behalf 
of Hamori. It was fortunate that both 
wider Algerian society and the Al-
gerian government backed Khelif 
completely, supporting her through-
out the tournament and celebrating 
her eventual gold medal. 

It is not possible to overlook how 
this moral panic over transphobia has 
strong racist roots; it’s no accident that 
amongst the swathe of women ath-
letes who have had their gender ques-
tioned the vast majority have been 
women of colour; from the Indian 
athletes Dutee Chand and Santhi 
Soundarajan to the South African 
sprinter Caster Semenya, whose long 
struggles to be allowed to participate 
in women’s sports is well docu-
mented. All too often the established 
gender binary is based on racial con-
ceptions of femineity which see 
women as conforming to an aesthetic 
visual type that is predominantly 
Euro-centric. The colonial roots of 
medical accounts of female and male 
embodiment and the construction of 
femininity through conflation with 
whiteness needs to be both acknowl-
edged and interrogated as well as 
superseded. 

For while Khelif ’s struggle was to 
be accepted as a woman, rather than 

a transgender athlete, this speaks to 
the elephant in the room — which is 
the actual participation of trans-
gender athletes in women’s sports. For 
if we accept that trans-women are 
women — and make no doubt about 
it, they are — then their exclusion be-
comes a matter of bias and bigotry, 
not science or some historically and 
dubious constructed notion of femi-
ninity. This cannot be sustained if we 
are serious about having public 
spheres of activity that are truly in-
clusive and welcoming to all members 
of society, not just conforming to cis-
gender stereotypes. 

What we can be assured of going 
forward is that trans-women in the 
public eye will continue to be targeted 
and subjected to transphobia and 
both cis-women and trans-women 
athletes who don’t conform to the 
conventional gender binary that exists 
in many people’s minds and who 
achieve success in their respective 
sports, instead of being feted and met 
with acclaim will be met with suspi-
cion, allegations of cheating and vit-
riol. Removing this poisonous 
discourse from public life and ensur-
ing that all women athletes, whether 
transgender or not, are not subject to 
it will be a truly Sisyphean task but 
one which must be undertaken non-
etheless. A genuine commitment to 
fairness and equality must resist the 

drive to read bodies along racialised 
gendered lines. We need to expand 
our understanding of athletic ability, 
which depends on a lot more than the 
features which have traditionally been 
regarded as determinants of gender 
(eg genitals, chromosomes, hor-
mones). It cannot be left to traditional 
and inherited aesthetic ideas of what 
makes a woman and what compro-
mises womanhood, an approach 
which historically has excluded and 
indeed denied the actual existence of 
transgender people. When observers 
such as the UK Culture Secretary, Lisa 
Nandy describe the match between 
Khelif and Carini “an incredibly un-
comfortable watch” they are feeding 
into this bias and perpetuating such a 
system of exclusion. As Nandy said, 
we do need to get the “balance be-
tween inclusion, fairness and safety” 
right but that also entails coming to 
terms with the fact that this cannot be 
subject to the visual “uncomfortable-
ness” or prejudice of cis-gender 
people. Inclusion and fairness always 
exacts a cost; it is time we pay it. 

(Read full article at freepress-
journal.in/analysis)
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The writer is a senior research analyst at a 
private think-tank, and a senior research 
associate at the Birmingham Business 
School 

Growing tussle  
for land 

Excessive modernisation 
has taken a toll on the liv-
ing space of wildlife, and 
now comes a research 
study that says humans 
and animals may fight for 
more than half of the 

Earth’s land by 2070. Not 
surprisingly, the tussle for 
land is set to become more 
pronounced in countries 
with high population like 
India and China. In search 
for new pastures, the bur-
geoning human population 
can further intrude into 
wildlife habitats. Desolate 

forests may gradually 
transform into a beehive of 
activity due to human in-
tervention. Essentially it 
means there will be a great 
overlap of landscapes be-
tween human and wildlife 
populations. Human-ani-
mal conflict, loss of biodi-
versity and transmission of 

diseases are all set to wit-
ness a new high over the 
next four to five decades. 
Among these, infections 
spread from animals to 
human beings could pave 
the way for rekindling of 
the zoonotic diseases that 
have cost humans a for-
tune besides their obvious, 
crippling, health effects. 
Dr Ganapathi Bhat, Akola 

 
Spike in rape and 
murder 
Incidences of rape and 
murder are growing solely 
due to the apathy of the 
government and the law-
enforcing authorities. Rape 
and murder are viewed 
just as yet another crime 
and not with the serious-
ness required. What is ap-
pearing in the media is 
only the scattered inci-
dents of those caught; 
those who are not caught 
must be carrying on un-
checked. A detailed study 
should be conducted in-
cluding the physiological 
factors responsible, and 
the government should act 
on the report with sincerity 
to build confidence in the 
minds of women. 
AG Rajmohan, Anantapur

Beware of  
opportunistic 
politicians 
There was a time when 
in the Indian political 
field there were excellent 
leaders who irrespective 
of their parties and ideo-
logies worked for the 
welfare of all the people 
and the nation . Unfor-
tunately today experi-
ence, ability, prowess 
and intelligence has 
given way for instability, 
muscle and money 
power, crookedness and 
gimmicks. In current 
times the political scen-
ario abounds with un-
predictable occurences 
and sad to say is packed 
with politicians who turn 

out to be mere oppor-
tunists and sometimes 
go to any extent to 
achieve name and fame. 
Most of these politicians 
pose as leaders but lack 
leadership qualities. 
Politics today has be-
come sort of a market 
only for selfish gains and 
power. But people have 
become more prudent 
and they are watching. It 
is here one remembers 
the words of Abraham 
Lincoln, who said, “You 
can fool some of the 
people all of the time, 
and all of the people 
some of the time, but 
you can not fool all of the 
people all of the time.” 

M Pradyu, Kannur
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