


This summer, India en-
dured an unprecedent-
ed heatwave, with
Odisha facing the harsh-

est brunt, recording 27 extreme
weather days. Western Rajasthan
followed with 23 days, Gangetic
West Bengal with 21, and Delhi,
Haryana, Chandigarh, and west-
ern UP each with 20 days. 

These figures, more than
double the usual, highlight a
growing climate crisis demand-
ing urgent attention. We have
often discussed and dissected
the myriad factors causing these
environmental issues in an in-
tellectual manner, all while a
burning cigarette dangles betw-
een two fingers. 

This irony underscores our
complacency, as the very act of
smoking contributes to the
degradation we so passionately
debate. It’s time to confront our
contradictions and act decisively
for the planet’s sake.

“Smoking is injurious to
health” is perhaps India’s most
well-publicized health warning,
an omnipresent reminder of the
personal toll tobacco takes. Yet,
lurking beneath this familiar
refrain is a less popular but equ-
ally critical truth: cigarettes
wreak havoc on the environ-
ment. In the quiet corners of our
cities, along the once-pristine
banks of rivers, and scattered
across our beaches, a silent
scourge festers ~ cigarette butts. 

These toxic remnants of a
fleeting vice silently poison our
planet, leaving an indelible mark
on our ecosystems. As we grap-
ple with the visible health im-
pacts of smoking, it’s imperative
to confront its insidious environ-
mental consequences.

Each year, the staggering
worldwide production of 5.5 tril-
lion cigarettes results in the in-
appropriate disposal of approxi-
mately 4.5 trillion cigarette butts.
India’s landfills receive over 100
billion cigarette butts per year. 

Amidst the smoke haze of
tobacco’s impact on our enviro-
nment, a startling statistic emer-
ges: each year, our nation dis-
cards over 17 million kilograms
of tobacco-related garbage. With
legal cigarettes representing just
10 per cent of the market share,
the alarming weight of bidi waste
looms ominously, highlighting
the urgent need for comprehen-
sive action to address this en-

vironmental crisis.
Cigarette filters, capturing

some of the toxic chemicals from
smoking, still harbour over 7,000
compounds, with at least 150
known toxins. Each discarded
butt can contaminate up to
1,000 litres of water, releasing
hazardous substances such as
toxic metals, polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons, and nitrogenic
compounds. 

Studies reveal that these
chemicals persist in the environ-
ment, bioaccumulate in organ-
isms, and induce harmful
effects. Most cigar-
ette filters, despite
seeming like cot-
ton, are really co-
mposed of plastic
fibres called cellu-
lose acetate, which
can take up to a
decade to decom-
pose. Imagine a
threat from plastic
that has been qui-
etly leaking lead,
formaldehyde, ni-
cotine, and arsenic
into our ecosyst-
ems over a ten-
year period. Every
butt, a storehouse of dangerous
substances, is a little time bomb
waiting to devastate the eco-
system. As the most common
form of anthropogenic litter, cig-
arette butts pose a dire environ-
mental threat.

These ubiquitous pollutants
wash into rivers, lakes, and oce-
ans, becoming a fatal snack for
unsuspecting birds, animals, and
fish. These filters, non-bio-
degradable in nature, stubbornly
resist the natural order of decay.
While the sun’s ultraviolet rays
may eventually fragment them
into smaller pieces, the toxic
materials they contain persist,
contaminating soil and water
alike. 

What we face here is not just
litter; it’s a global crisis. The
implications extend beyond
environmental damage. Ciga-
rette butts have sparked wild-
fires, laying waste to wildlife,
vegetation, and human struc-
tures.

On the other hand, the eco-
nomic burden of clearing littered
tobacco products falls unjustly
on taxpayers, not the industry
responsible. Annually, this
expense amounts to approxi-
mately USD 2.6 billion in China

and USD 766 million in India,
with Brazil and Germany each
surpassing USD 200 million.
Such enormous expenses under-
score the urgent need for indus-
try accountability and proactive
solutions.

Recently, we graciously
passed World No Tobacco Day
on May 31, which is commemo-
rated to raise public awareness
of the risks associated with tob-
acco use, expose the practices of
the tobacco industry, emphasize
the WHO’s anti-tobacco initia-
tives, and support future genera-

tions’ health and
protection. The
United Nations
Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP)
has labelled tobac-
co as “a threat to
our oceans.” Arti-
cle 18 of the WHO
Framework Con-
vention on Tobac-
co Control (FCTC)
urges countries to
safeguard both the
environment and
public health. To
address the signifi-
cant environmen-

tal and health impacts of mic-
roplastics in cigarette filters,
UNEP and the WHO FCTC Sec-
retariat have partnered to raise
awareness and promote action.
On 5 February 2004, India be-
came a signatory to the WHO
FCTC. The agreement became
operative on 27 February 2005.

On the other hand, decades
of the tobacco industry’s decep-
tion have ensnared generations,
fuelling a global epidemic. This
multi-billion-dollar behemoth
preys on children and adoles-
cents with cunning advertising
by employing cinema and sports
celebrities, launching products
faster than regulations can 
keep pace. 

Despite evidence-based
measures and governmental
efforts, these industries relent-
lessly expand their market share,
prioritizing profit over public
health and targeting our most
vulnerable. 

As a result, people light up
while at work and during leisure.
In some colleges and universi-
ties, it becomes a tradition to
permit smoking by students. 

Recently, the Household
Consumption Expenditure Sur-
vey 2022-23 indicated an incre-

ase in spending on paan, tobac-
co, and intoxicants in both rural
and urban areas. 

Rural expenditure rose from
3.21 per cent (2011–12) to 3.79
per cent, while urban spending
increased from 1.61 per cent to
2.43 per cent, indicating the pro-
duction of more cigarette butts
to fulfil the demand.

So, the time has come for
collective action. It is crucial to
understand that the fight against
cigarette waste is a struggle for a
healthier future as well as a
cleaner environment as we tack-
le this widespread issue. 

By addressing the root of
the problem ~ holding the tobac-
co industry accountable,
enhancing public awareness,
and implementing stringent reg-
ulations ~ we can begin to rec-
laim our landscapes from this
silent scourge.

Here the chronicle of the
long-protracted battle provides
us with encouragement in this
regard. In 1970, Clara Gouin, a
stay-at-home mother, sparked a
grassroots movement against
tobacco’s grip. 

Fuelled by personal tragedy
and societal indifference, she
founded the Group Against
Smokers’ Pollution (GASP). Their
mission: to challenge the social
acceptance of smoking.

Though outnumbered, they
fought valiantly, paving the way
for today’s citizens to reclaim
clean air. A few well-known fig-
ures who effectively advocate for
the rights of non-smokers are
Luther Terry and John Banzhaf.

Today amidst mounting
environmental concerns, local
authorities must confront the
lash of non-biodegradable ciga-
rette butt waste. Initiatives like
Nirit Datta’s ButtRush campaign
and Naman Gupta and Vipul
Gupta’s Code Effort, highlight
the urgent need for action. But
enlightenment alone is insuffi-
cient; laws and institutions must
evolve. 

Political manifestos should
address cigarette butt pollution.
People need to be forced. Here,
we must choose between the de-
mocratic right to smoke and pre-
serving the environment for
future generations. And in the
end, the true measure of our
progress can be a world where
cigarette butts are no longer a
thoroughgoing blight but a relic
of a past we’ve risen above.

The murders of two prominent
trade unionists last year have
earned the Philippines igno-
miny as one of the 10 worst

countries in the world for workers.
Red-tagging, abductions, arbitrary
arrests, and violence resulting in death,
such as in the case of Alex Dolorosa
and Jude Thaddeus Fernandez, were
factors why the country was ranked for
the eighth consecutive year among the
10 worst globally by the International
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) ~ a
shameful record for a government that
has promised to champion the rights
of Filipino workers under the “Bagong
Pilipinas” rebranding.

Last Sunday’s editorial on a new
law protecting the rights of television
and movie workers may have been a
positive development ~ though imple-
mentation has yet to be seen ~ but the
fact remains that majority of Filipino
workers across different sectors con-
tinue to suffer from unfair labor prac-
tices ranging from low wages, lack of
security of tenure, and the curtailment
of their rights to freedom of associa-
tion or to organize. 

These conditions have prevailed
despite the many flowery promises
made by leaders past and present to
improve their plight.

The accountability, however,
should not be entirely placed on the
current administration. The previous
administration, through the National
Task Force to End Local Communist
Armed Conflict (NTF-Elcac) formed in

2018, was notorious for Red-tagging
and launching violent attacks on rights
defenders. 

“Workers and unions in the
Philippines remained at the mercy of
Red-tagging (being blacklisted by the
government as a communist subver-
sive and branded an extremist), vio-
lence, abductions, and arbitrary
arrests,” said ITUC in its country pro-
file on the Philippines. It said the gov-
ernment “fostered a climate of fear and
persecution, silencing the collective
voice of workers.

Workers across many sectors still
faced significant obstacles when
attempting to form trade unions.”
ITUC’s Global Rights Index 2024 report
released on June 12 gave the Philip-
pines a rating of 5 on a scale of 1 (spo-
radic violation of rights) to 5+ (no
guarantee of rights due to the break-
down of the rule of law). 

This rating, which means “no
guarantee of rights” for workers
despite the enactment of laws, was
unchanged from last year and was
based on violations recorded annually
from April to March.

No arrest has been made so far in
the April 2023 murder of Dolorosa, a
call center organizer who was among
those who filed complaints against
forced overtime in May 2019 and was
found to have been stabbed multiple
times. 

Fernandez, an organizer from
the Kilusang Mayo Uno, on the other
hand, was shot dead in September
2023, during a police raid in Binango-
nan, Rizal. 

Police justified the shooting due
to Fernandez’s resistance to a search
warrant even though he was unarmed;
he was the 72nd victim of labor-related
killings since July 2016.

Workers’ rights are enshrined in
the 1987 Constitution with Section 3
on labor guaranteeing rights to self-
organization, collective bargaining and
negotiations, and peaceful concerted
activities, including the right to strike
in accordance with law. 

However, ITUC observed that
these rights are “strictly regulated” and
that there is no adequate means to
protect workers from anti-union dis-
crimination.
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Bridging a Divide

India’s economic landscape presents a paradox of rapid
growth alongside deep-seated inequality. The disparity
between the prosperous and the impoverished is stark,

with Uttar Pradesh, India’s most populous state, highligh-
ting the chasm. With an average annual income per capita
of just Rs 60,000 in 2021-2022, Uttar Pradesh’s economic
struggles exemplify a broader issue that could threaten the
stability and sustainability of India’s growth. Economic gro-
wth in India has been impressive, averaging over 8 per cent
annually and fostering a booming stock market. Yet, this
growth masks a troubling reality: the benefits have been
unevenly distributed. The top 1 per cent of India’s populati-
on now commands nearly 23 per cent of the national inco-
me, a level of inequality comparable to the colonial era.
This concentration of wealth is not merely an academic
concern but a tangible threat to India’s long-term econom-
ic stability. One of the critical drivers of this inequality is the
structure of India’s economic development. Over the past
decade, the country’s growth has increasingly been driven
by a handful of large conglomerates that dominate the eco-
nomic landscape, executing government projects and wiel-
ding significant pricing power. This model, while effective in
driving infrastructure development and economic growth,
often sidelines smaller firms and fails to create widespread,
high-quality employment opportunities. The agricultural
sector, which employs 43 per cent of the population, is par-
ticularly affected. Despite its importance, the sector has
seen stagnant incomes and limited investment. Lower food
prices, intended to tame inflation and support urban con-
sumers, effectively subsidise the better-off at the expense of
rural farmers. This perverse redistribution exacerbates rural
poverty and deepens economic divides. Addressing these
challenges requires a multi-faceted approach. Improving
competition within the economy is essential. Encouraging
the growth of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) can
diversify economic activity and create more employment
opportunities. Additionally, investing in human capital
through education and skills development is crucial. A well-
educated and skilled workforce is the foundation of a robust
and inclusive economy. Infrastructure development, par-
ticularly in underdeveloped states like Uttar Pradesh, is
another vital component. Improved transportation, comm-
unication, and energy infrastructure can stimulate eco-
nomic activity and attract investment. However, these effor-
ts must be complemented by social policies that directly
address inequality. This could include redistributive meas-
ures such as progressive taxation and targeted welfare pro-
grammes. Moreover, India’s economic policy needs to shi-
ft towards inclusivity. Policymakers should prioritise
reforms that enhance the economic participation of histor-
ically marginalised communities. Ensuring that economic
growth translates into broad-based prosperity will require a
concerted effort to overhaul the education system, scale
up skilling programmes, and reform the agricultural sector.
The path ahead is challenging, and there are no easy solu-
tions. However, the stakes are high. If India fails to address
its economic inequality, the resulting social unrest could
undermine decades of progress. The country’s leadership
must recognise that sustainable growth is not merely about
increasing GDP but about ensuring that all citizens share in
the nation’s prosperity.

Cabinet Collapse

The dissolution of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu’s six-member war cabinet marks a significant
turning point in the country’s politics, underscoring

deep-seated tensions within the government and highli-
ghting the complexities of managing the Gaza conflict. This
decision, spurred by the departure of centrist ministers
Benny Gantz and Gadi Eisenkot, reflects broader issues that
transcend mere cabinet reshuffling. Mr Netanyahu’s choice
to dissolve the war cabinet and consult with a smaller group
of ministers, including Defence Minister Yoav Gallant and
Strategic Affairs Minister Ron Dermer, reveals an attempt to
streamline decision-making processes in the face of a pro-
tracted and volatile conflict. However, this move also
exposes the internal strife within Mr Netanyahu’s coalition.
The demands from nationalist-religious partners like
Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich and National Security
Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir for inclusion in the war cabinet
signal a struggle for influence and representation in critical
security discussions. This internal discord is not merely a
matter of political manoeuvring; it has substantial implica-
tions for Israel’s strategic approach to the Gaza war. The
inclusion of figures like Mr Smotrich and Mr Ben-Gvir could
shift the government’s stance towards a more hardline,
nationalistic perspective, potentially alienating key in-
ternational allies, including the United States. The delicate
balance Mr Netanyahu must maintain between appeasing
his coalition partners and adhering to international expec-
tations is becoming increasingly precarious. The departure
of Mr Gantz and Mr Eisenkot, both of whom cited Mr
Netanyahu’s failure to form a coherent strategy for the Gaza
conflict, underscores a significant leadership vacuum. Their
exit signals a profound dissatisfaction with the current
administration’s handling of the war, raising questions ab-
out Mr Netanyahu’s capacity to lead Israel through one of
its most challenging security crises. The absence of a clear,
unified strategy not only hampers military operations but
also diminishes public confidence in the government’s abil-
ity to protect and advance national interests. Furthermore,
the dissolution of the war cabinet can be seen as a reflection
of Mr Netanyahu’s broader political strategy, which often
involves consolidating power and minimising dissent with-
in his ranks. While this approach may offer short-term gains
in terms of streamlined decision-making, it risks under-
mining the democratic principles of transparency and
accountability. In times of war, when national unity and
coherent leadership are paramount, such a strategy can be
particularly detrimental. As Israel navigates the complexi-
ties of the Gaza conflict, the need for a comprehensive,
well-articulated strategy becomes increasingly urgent. This
strategy must not only address immediate security con-
cerns but also consider the long-term implications for
regional stability and international relations. The departure
of experienced military leaders like Mr Gantz and Mr
Eisenkot highlights a critical loss of expertise that could
have provided valuable insights into crafting such a strate-
gy. Mr Netanyahu’s dissolution of the war cabinet is a stark
reminder of the intricate and often contentious nature of
coalition politics in Israel. 

Ifs and Butts
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Cigarette filters, capturing some of the toxic chemicals from smoking, still harbour over

7,000 compounds, with at least 150 known toxins. Each discarded butt can contaminate

up to 1,000 litres of water, releasing hazardous substances such as toxic metals, polycyclic

aromatic hydrocarbons, and nitrogenic compounds. Studies reveal that these chemicals

persist in the environment, bioaccumulate in organisms, and induce harmful effects.

Most cigarette filters, despite seeming like cotton, are really composed of plastic fibres

called cellulose acetate, which can take up to a decade to decompose
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SIR, In a world ever yearning for
greater interconnectedness, the
recent G7 summit has unveiled a
momentous initiative: the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC). 

This visionary enterprise is
not merely a new trade route but
a grand tapestry of roads, rail-
ways, and maritime paths inter-
weaving from the vibrant markets
of India, through the strategic
heart of the Middle East, to the
storied economies of Europe. It is
a grand vision, set to rejuvenate
and redefine trade and economic
relationships across the vast
expanse of Eurasia.

The ramifications of this cor-
ridor extend beyond mere com-
merce. It promises a fertile
ground for knowledge exchange,
cultural interplay, and cross-sec-
toral collaboration.

In essence, the IMEC is envi-

sioned as a bridge - not just of
goods and services, but of ideas,
cultures, and aspirations.

In a geopolitical landscape
often dominated by China's Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), the
IMEC emerges as a compelling
alternative. 

While the BRI has undeni-
ably catalyzed infrastructure
development on a global scale, it
has also been mired in controver-
sies concerning transparency and
the debt burdens it places on par-
ticipating nations. 

The IMEC, however, cham-
pions the tenets of sustainability,
transparency, and equitable part-
nerships. This approach seeks to
allay fears of financial dependen-
cy and exploitation, offering a
more balanced and mutually
beneficial model of development.

Countries wary of the poten-
tial entanglements associated

with the BRI might find in the
IMEC a beacon of hope ~ a path-
way to growth that is both pru-
dent and progressive. 

By emphasizing these values,
the IMEC presents itself as a
strategic and attractive proposi-
tion for nations seeking to
enhance their infrastructure and
economic horizons without
incurring unsustainable debts. 

The endorsement by the G7
confers upon the IMEC not just
political gravitas but also a poten-
tial influx of financial support.
Such backing is indispensable in
transforming the corridor from a
conceptual marvel into a palpa-
ble reality. 

Yours, etc., Amarjeet Kumar,
Hazaribagh, 16 June.

IN ATTENDANCE
SIR, The BJP governments across
the nation are trying to erase the
colonial legacies in a number of
ways including change in names
of regions, railway stations and

roads. But why is there reluctance
to do away with  the privileges
associated with elected represen-
tatives? 

All personal attendants for
them should be discontinued.  It
is usual for politicians in the West
to do their own personal chores.
It is not unusual to find a minister
waiting patiently in a queue in a

mall or carrying his own luggage.
Here there are plenty of under-
lings to do this work. 

They can very well pay for
the services from their own pock-
ets. Payments from the public
exchequer for such services
should stop.

Yours, etc., Anthony Henriques,
Mumbai, 15 June.

A  beacon  of   hope
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ARDHENDU
BANERJEE

The writer is on the faculty of
the Department of Statistics,
Basanti Devi College, Kolkata

Among the
world’s worst
for workers

TOY TRAIN SHOW

SIR, I refer to the local page news report “Century-old car com-
pletes world tour” published in the 14 June edition of your paper.
The technical hitches in vintage motor cars owe their origin to
non-availability of spare parts et al. Many readers of your paper
feel nostalgic with regard to such a report of an odyssey in a vin-
tage automobile. 

It is commendable that The Statesman hosts the Vintage Car
rally beckoning vintage car enthusiasts. 

Being a toy train enthusiast, I implore the Ministry of Rail-
ways  to embark on a vintage toy train rally on the narrow gauge
trackbed of the Railway Museum. Toy trains abound in the UK
whereas in India gauge conversions in the plains have limited
the trot of the toy trains to the hill stations.

Yours, etc., Anindya Ghosal, Burdwan, 14 June. 



THE future of the Mosul Vilayet
has been reserved for decision by the
League of Nations. This is in accor-
dance with the understanding arrived
at during the discussions at Lausanne,
where it was agreed that the matter
should be omitted from the treaty for
further examination by England and
Turkey, or in the last resort by the
League of Nations. The Turkish view is
that geographically and ethnologically
the province belongs to Turkey. The
English view is that by the same test it
belongs to Iraq. The Turks appear to
have been surprised at the firmness
with which the English view has been
maintained, having expected a grace-
ful withdrawal after the amenities of
Lausanne. Iraq was constituted as an
independent State in 1920, under the
mandate of Great Britain. A treaty
between the two States was signed  in
1922, whereby England undertook to
secure a speedy delimitation of the
frontier, and to use its good offices to
secure the admission of Iraq to the
League of Nations The census of 1920
gave the population as 2,849,282,
including Mosul.

WORLD ADVERTISERS

250 WOMEN
�BUSINESS CHIEFS�

FIFTEEN countries will be repre-
sented at the International Advertising
Convention at the British Empire Exhi-
bition at Wembley in July. Practically all
the business communities of the world
are represented with the exception of
those in Central and Southern Europe,
and it is hoped that with the interchange
of ideas, methods of business, may be 
revolutionized.

No fewer than 250 women are tak-
ing part, chiefly from the United States,
who will attend the Convention in their
"own right" as business chiefs.

There are to be visits to Brighton,
Margate, Edinburgh, Glasgow, and
Sheffield, and every opportunity will be
taken of making the visitors thoroughly
acquainted with British manufacturing
and business possibilities. The chief
manufacturers in practically every
industry are arranging to show parties
of delegates interested in their produc-
tions over their works.

The American delegates will arrive
about July 12 in five ships specially
chartered for them. The Lancastria and
Republic will sail from New York, La
Salle from Houston (Texas),  the
Samaria from Boston, and the Mont-
calm from Montreal.

POPULAR TREATY

BRITISH
RECOGNITION OF
ARAB
CONFEDERATION 
LONDON, JUNE 17

DR. NAJI ASSIL, King Hussein's
envoy to London, has left for Mecca
bearing a new draft of a treaty of friend-
ship with Britain which, Dr. Naji has
stated, contains formal recognition of
the complete independence of the Arab
Hassimite Government, and lays down
with greater precision the bases of the
confederation of countries under King
Hussein.

It deals with the question of Pales-
tine in a manner which he says is likely
to be universally approved. Dr. Naji is
confident that the treaty will be prompt-
ly signed.

ALIPORE SESSIONS

CUSTOMS OFFICER
IN TROUBLE

THE case in which Singleton, a
Preventive Officer of the Customs in
charge of the Diamond Harbour Cus-
tom House, and Basanta Sing were
charged under sections 120 B and 409
I.P.C. with conspiracy and criminal
breach of trust in respect of 34 bags
of peacock feathers worth about Rs.
17,000 belonging to the Government
under circumstances already report-
ed came on for hearing at the Alipore,
Criminal Sessions before Mr. G. N.
Roy, district and Sessions Judge, and
a special jury of four Europeans and
one Indian.

The Public Prosecutor, Mr. N. N.
Banerji, conducted the prosecution
and Messrs.  J .  M. Sen-Gupta and
Manuel, counsel, with Babu Hit Lal
Guha, vakil, appeared on behalf of
Singleton, Babus Harsanath Banerji,
Gonesh Chandra Sen, and Monin-
dranath Banerji pleaders appeared for
the second accused.

It was decided after some discus-
sion that the case against Basanta Sing
would be taken up after the disposal of
the case against Singleton. The trial is
proceeding.
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NEWS ITEMS

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

9 Butcher�s wrapping duck �

huge duck! (9)

10 Flyer that talks about

advanced inner personality

(5)

11 Somewhat eccentric, or mad,

losing power to Democrat?

(5)

12 Greek leader soon brought

about plucky Priam�s end 

(9)

13 50s rocker pinching golden

chain is fired 

(7)

14 See 6 Down

17 Two characters abroad

initially pursuing model 

(3-2)

19 His poetry no-go? Or prose

uneven? 

(3)

20 Peacock in mating frenzy on

the way (5)

21/2  One 6 across left her

shaken 

(7,6)

22 Stanhope for one in time

becomes mediocre 

(7)

24 Carol eating cold and out-of-

date bread (9)

26 Retreat from Moscow? 

(5)

28/4  Another 6 to trouble

Longshanks? 

(5,6)

29 Ray � powerful � toyed with

male bears 

(5,4)

DOWN

1 Like good brandy found in

drainage ditch? (4)

2 See 21 Across

3 Note stain left surrounding

crack in cathedral area

(4,6)

4 See 28 Across

5 Chest-beater having

breakfast in Chardonnay?

(5,3)

6/14  Novel bleak: an end should

incorporate article in work of

23 (4,3,4)

7 Mineral from old Roman

watering-hole (8)

8 This will break with martial

artist coming round 

(4)

13 Theme work penned by Mark

that remains unfinished 

(5)

15 Mostly useless about missing

staff turning up in city 

(10)

16 One used to spin has some

control at Headingley (5)

18 One tends cows and three

bats (8)

19 Sweet bad stuck in gum (8)

22 Respected heads of army

units and air force (6)

23 Person walking miles leaves

old soldier (6)

24 Very hard getting round

London district (4)

25 Much drama having no quiet

songs (4)

27 Culminating point of month

in service (4)

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 27

28 29

CROSSWORD

I N O R G A N I C M P
N F A E H E A T H E R
S E T T L E R E N O I
U L D R A F T S M A N
L E C T O R P R O C
A H P M S P A N G L E
T R A D E M A R K E
E N D L A I N H

T A T T E N T I V E
P R E P A I D E S S A
E U D A A T R E S T
G A S T R O P O D R W
L E O T A Q U A R I A
E N S U I T E U C U V
G T D E B U T A N T E

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292815

GAUTAM BHATTACHARYA

P
erhaps in no other general
election in the past have issues
like ‘uniform civil code’, ‘poli-
tics of appeasement’, ‘secular-

ism’, ‘illegal infiltration’, ‘NRC’ etc.
been so much a part of the campaign
of political parties as it had happened
this time. Whereas the right-wing
political parties had stepped up their
pitch to prove that because of the
policies of appeasement pursued in
the past by the Congress and other
left-of-Center liberal parties, the pro-
portion of the Hindu population
declined from 84.1 per cent in the
1951 Census to 79.8 per cent in 2011,
others alleged that so long as fertility
rates of women were declining fast
amongst all communities, this kind of
narration was aimed at dividing soci-
ety to gain electoral dividends.

In Western nations, secularism is
perceived as a doctrine where religion
and religious considerations are not
reflected in the policies of the state. If
we go by this idea of segregation of
state and religion, can a secular state
allow its citizens to follow the life
practices as per their own religious
scriptures? Perhaps the founding
fathers of the Indian constitution
thought that the two were contradic-
tory. However, at the same time they
felt that Indian society at the time of
independence was not prepared
enough to appreciate such a stricter
doctrine of secularism.

In consequence it was stated in
the Directive Principles of the Indian
Constitution that the “state shall
endeavor to secure for citizens a uni-
form civil code throughout the terri-
tory of India”. But no time limit for

such an endeavor was indicated. The
framers of modern India perceived
India as a nation where laws relating
to the personal life of citizens viz.
marriage, divorce, inheritance of
property etc. should all be governed
by a set of rules independent of reli-
gious affiliation of the citizens. Uni-
form civil code is, therefore, an inte-
gral part of a secular state if we go by
the principle of segregation of state
and religion.

The softer approach to secular-
ism talks of providing equal status,
recognition and support from the
State to all religions. This doctrine
allows different sets of rules to prevail
in relation to personal life for people
of different religions, depending on
the respective religious scriptures.
Since independence, India went by
this idea of secularism and never took
the idea of uniform civil code serious-
ly. The idea of this article is not to

compare the merits and demerits of
two doctrines but to introspect on dif-
ferent shades of secularism.

Let’s first look at our neighboring
countries in South Asia. Can a State
be secular if it patronizes any particu-
lar religion? The Constitution of
Bangladesh by an amendment in 1988
declared Islam as the State-religion,
though secularism is mentioned in
the preamble as a fundamental prin-
ciple. Family laws there have separate
provisions for different religious
groups. Though the Constitution says
that “the state shall ensure equal sta-
tus and equal right in the practice of
the Hindu, Buddhist, Christian and
other religions”, the secular creden-
tials of Bangladesh were seriously
jeopardised after adoption of a State
Religion.

Even in the Islamic Republic of
Pakistan, the Hindu Marriage Act
was implemented in 2017 to register

marriages solemnised by Hindu ritu-
als where husband and wife are both
Hindus. Such rights relating to mar-
riage or inheritance of property,
granted to minority communities do
not necessarily establish the doctrine
that the citizens from all religions
“are given equal status, recognition
and support from the State”.

If the State identifies one par-
ticular religion as a state-religion,
that vitiates the eco-system essen-
tial to extend equal status, recogni-
tion and support to all.  What is
there in the statute is important but
more meaningful is the ecosystem
which reflects the mind-set of those
who run the state.

The Supreme Court (1975)
observed two conditions for secular-
ism: “the State shall have no religion
of its own” and “the people of the
country shall be equally entitled to
their conscience and have the right
freely to profess, practice and propa-
gate any religion”. However, there are
exceptions even in Europe. In Den-
mark and Greece where politics, edu-
cation, science and social affairs are
independent of religious dogmas and
institutions, they have ‘state-church’.   

The antithesis of a secular state is
a ‘theocratic state’ where the legal sys-
tem is based on religious law. In cer-
tain theocratic states, the Head of State
cannot be from any religion other than
their own. In today’s world, it is diffi-
cult to find a purely theocratic state.
However, in Afghanistan, Iran, Qatar
and Saudi Arabia, Sharia laws are
retained for personal matters and in
the absence of personal law, judges
decide based on their own interpreta-
tions of Sharia law. In most of these
countries, religious minorities, in gen-

eral, do not have the right to practice
their religion openly.

Contrarily, there are Muslim
majority states viz. Indonesia or
Turkey where freedom of religion for
individuals is recognized. Indonesia
recognizes six official religions. In
Malaysia, Islam is the state religion
and non-Malay citizens can practice
any religion of their choice, but one
must be a Muslim to be considered as
Malay. Syria has a dual legal system
where civil and criminal cases are
heard in secular courts and in parallel
there are also Sharia courts to handle
personal matters. Though Syria’s con-
stitution claims to be a secular one,
the President has to be a follower of
Islam. On the other extreme there are
Communist countries where atheism
is practiced by the State and people
are discouraged from practicing reli-
gion. China and Vietnam are classic
examples.

Secularism is, therefore, not a
binary concept. There is a spectrum
and the state has to evolve through a
process towards the doctrine of sepa-
ration between the state policies and
religion, depending on the prepared-
ness of the society. After the setbacks
to the BJP-led NDA in the recently
held Lok Sabha election, the present
government with a razor-thin majori-
ty in all probability will not pursue
contentious issues like Uniform Civil
Code. However, the debate in civil
society on UCC is likely to continue.
We need to judge the issue of imple-
mentation of the uniform civil code
in secular India from an unbiased
assessment of readiness of the society.

(The writer, a former civil servant, is now an
independent commentator on socio-economic
issues and public policies.)

ANDREW SHENG 

I
f you watched Nvidia CEO Jensen
Huang’s remarkable presentation
at Taipei Computex last month,
you would be convinced that AI

has ushered in a new Industrial Revo-
lution, in which accelerated comput-
ing with the latest AI chips has
unleashed the power of doing every-
thing faster, more efficiently and with
less energy. 

In this age of intense global rival-
ry and competition, including military
power, AI, robotics and improved
engineering promise a techno-utopi-
an way to achieve dominance over
rivals. McKinsey estimated that Gen-
erative AI’s impact on productivity
could add between $2.6 trillion to $4.4
trillion to the global economy annual-
ly. That’s like adding one UK economy
to the global economy every year.  

Roughly three-fourths of produc-
tivity will come from business
improvements in four areas-customer
operations, marketing and sales, soft-
ware engineering, and R&D. Think
about it, instead of training everyone
to learn coding, we bypass coding
because AI can actually translate what
you would like done through writing
the script, creating the video, and
even designing the process. Just ask
ChatGPT’s latest version. 

The machine has the answers,
but ultimately it is the human being
who will either execute what is need-
ed, or just not do anything. 

The reality is that even though
Generative AI will have a significant
impact across all industry sectors such
as retail, banking, high tech, and life
sciences, whether or not the produc-
tivity (measured as output per capita)
is achieved depends on how individu-
als, companies, communities and

nations are driving the productivity
change.   Since Generative AI changes
the way we work by automating many
individual activities, this is a social
and political question. Cross-border
language barriers are removed when
AI can do the automatic translation,
print the transcript and even indicate
the next work agenda. Since McKinsey
estimates that current generative AI
and other technologies can automate
work activities by as much as 60 to 70
per cent of present employee time, no
wonder many in the workforce fear AI
adoption with huge resistance and
reluctance to change.     

The latest European Union Com-
petitiveness and Industry Bench-
marking Report 2024 indicates how at
the high level, the EU realizes that the
region is racing against the clock as
EU industry has been continuously
losing ground on global markets in
terms of market share.  EU companies
are becoming less relevant and EU’s
future technological leadership is at
risk. The reason is obvious to all – the
EU’s market is much more fragment-
ed than either US or China, being a

collection of national markets rather
than a Single Market with one curren-
cy, the Euro.   

The metrics speak for themselves.
The EU’s share of global trade has
fallen by one third to second place (16
per cent of global trade in 2021), com-
pared with China (28.3 per cent) and
USA (14.5 per cent) since 2001. In
terms of market revenue of compa-
nies in Fortune Global 500, EU com-
panies have fallen to third place
between 2005 and 2023. American
companies lead with 31.8 per cent,
Chinese are at 27.5 per cent and EU
companies lag with 15.5 per cent. 

Europe’s adoption of 5G technol-
ogy is way behind that of China or the
United States.   Since R&D is a key
driver of innovation and technological
leadership, EU has lagged with 2.3 per
cent of GDP spending by 2021, behind
China (2.4 per cent) and USA (3.5 per
cent). This is particularly evident in
industrial R&D investment amongst
the world’s largest 2,500 companies.
EU’s market share has fallen to third
place of only 17.5 per cent, overtaken
by China (17.8 per cent), whereas the

US leads with 42.1 per cent. Chinese
EVs and engineering products
(including industrial machinery) are
already taking EU markets by storm.

Add to this the fact that the EU's
energy costs are higher than the US
or China, and that EU regulations are
the most complex relative to other
markets, it is not surprising that EU
companies have been shifting their
production overseas. Labour produc-
tivity has stagnated for years due to
the highest social protection stan-
dards. As the report says, the EU’s reg-
ulatory environment needs an
upgrade to empower and reward
innovators, a reduction of EU and
national regulatory silo-thinking, and
enhancement of technology deploy-
ment with stronger public-private col-
laboration. 

These European lessons are salu-
tary for real sector transformation for
almost all emerging developing mar-
ket economies (EMDEs). Despite being
shocked by the global financial crisis
of 2008, Europe has not undertaken
structural reforms in the labour and
corporate sectors to improve overall
competitiveness. The financial sector,
dominated by the fragmented banking
system, remains risk-adverse. German,
French and Swiss banks are a shadow
of their former global prowess, having
been hit hard by tighter regulations
and inept consolidations.

The real issue is who drives the
structural changes. In America, it is
quite clear that the private corporate
sector remains dynamic and commit-
ted to profits and innovation. In
China, the government or Party takes
the lead, but allows enough corporate
competition that is aligned with
national goals. No one pretends that
American or Chinese corporations are
neoliberal by inclination.

EU and many EMDEs still suffer a

schizophrenic tension between the old
neoliberal aim of free markets, with
newer liking for state intervention and
industrial policies.  The neoliberal
approach failed where governments
and the public think that just passing
more laws and regulations would solve
social and market ills. As we all have
learnt from bitter experience, policies
and programmes are easily frustrated
at the legislative or political levels, or
mired in endless legal suits by vested
interests against change. 

Eco-system change is complex
and requires not only the construc-
tion of a common narrative of why
you need change, but also concrete
execution of visible projects that
demonstrate determination and
engender public trust. If you want
the economy to change, appoint
business leaders who understand
how to manage institutional change
that remains business-friendly.
Indonesian President Jokowi’s
appointment of former tech platform
Gojek President Nadiem Makarim as
Minister of Education is an example
of how to shake a traditional educa-
tional bureaucracy towards techno-
logical eco-system change. Radical
change needs radical thinking, but
by someone like Jensen Huang who
understands both the role of tech-
nology and markets.   

The AI revolution is already hap-
pening at frightening speed.
Economies that mess up the transi-
tion will be marginalized. Those com-
panies and communities that adapt
well will not only survive but thrive.
That is the cruelty of Darwinian com-
petition. 

(The writer, a former Central banker, is a
Distinguished Fellow of Asia Global Institute,
University of Hong Kong.) 
Special to ANN

Secularism can never
be a binary concept

Can AI unlock productivity and growth?



Every year on June 15th,
the world comes togeth-
er to recognise and

address a silent yet pervasive
issue: elder abuse. Despite
numerous policies and initia-
tives aimed at safeguarding
our seniors, elder abuse
remains a deeply troubling
issue, with alarming statistics
underscoring the urgent need
for concerted action.
World Elder Abuse
Awareness Day (WEAAD)
transcends mere awareness
raising, it educates the public
on various forms of elder
abuse, empowering commu-
nities to identify and address
these issues effectively.
WEAAD also serves as a
critical tool for policy advo-
cacy, reminding policymakers
of their responsibility to enact
and enforce laws that protect
older adults and ensure they
receive adequate support.
Despite global efforts like
WEAAD, elder abuse
remains a disturbing reality.
The World Health
Organization estimates that 1
in 6 older adults experiences
abuse in community settings,
with even higher rates in
institutions.  However, these
figures likely underestimate
the true scope of the problem,

as elder abuse is vastly under-
reported due to fear, shame,
or lack of awareness.
In India, a society tradition-
ally known for cherishing its
elders, a HelpAge India sur-
vey revealed a startling real-
ity.  Approximately 71% of
elderly respondents reported
experiencing abuse, primar-
ily by family members, partic-
ularly sons and daughters-in-
law. This trend contradicts
India's strong family values
and respect for elders.
Addressing elder abuse
requires a multifaceted
approach involving aware-
ness, education, legal mea-
sures, and societal change.
Both the elderly and the
younger generations play crit-
ical roles in this effort. The
elderly must be educated
about their rights and the
forms of abuse they might
face. 
Empowering elders with

knowledge can help them
recognise abuse and take
steps to protect themselves.
The younger generation must
be educated about the impor-
tance of respecting and caring
for the elderly. Schools, col-
leges, and community organ-
isations can play a significant
role in fostering empathy and
understanding. Programmes
that promote intergenera-
tional bonding and respect
can help bridge the gap and
reduce incidents of abuse.
Building strong community
support systems can provide
a safety net for older adults.
Community centers, senior
citizen groups, and non-gov-
ernmental organisations
(NGOs) can offer a range of
services, from counseling and
legal advice to recreational
activities and social engage-
ment opportunities.
Efforts should be made to cre-
ate an environment where
elder abuse can be reported
without fear of stigma or
retaliation. Helplines, dedicat-
ed to elder support units
within police departments,
and community-based inter-
vention programs can play a
pivotal role in this regard. The
Indian government has
implemented various initia-

tives to address elder care
needs. The National
Programme for Healthcare of
the Elderly (NPHCE)
improves healthcare access,
while the Maintenance and
Welfare of Parents and Senior
Citizens Act (2007) safe-
guards elder rights. Policies
like the National Action Plan
for Senior Citizens promote
active aging.
However, challenges remain.
The gap between policy and
implementation is signifi-
cant. Inadequate infrastruc-
ture, undertrained personnel,
and insufficient funding hin-
der service delivery.
Furthermore, awareness pro-
grams are needed, particular-
ly in rural areas, to educate
elderly people about their
rights and available support.
A comprehensive approach is
crucial, addressing not only
healthcare but also the social
and psychological aspects of
aging. Collaboration between
the government, NGOs, and
the private sector is essential
to bridge these gaps and
ensure proper care for India's
elderly population.

(The writer is Founder &
President Wishes and

Blessings NGO; views are
personal)
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president Rahul Gandhi to develop some
scientific temper. Rahul and the Congress
party first need to explain why the
Congress government, which was in
power between 2004 and 2014 when the
UPA government led by the Congress
party was in power, did not abolish it.
It has become a fashion for political par-
ties to praise EVMs when they win and
blame them when they lose. 
Whether it is Rahul or anyone else who
blames EVMs has so far failed to provide
evidence that they can be tampered
with. Indian EVMs are custom-designed,
secure and isolated from any network or
media. There is no connectivity, no
Bluetooth, wifi, Internet, i.e., there is no
way in. Factory-programmed controllers
cannot be reprogrammed.” 

N Sadhasiva Reddy | Bengaluru
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Madam — Saving is a good habit and one
should cultivate the same regularly.
Small drops of water make an ocean.  And
if you save something for the day then
you can very well bank on that during

hard times when expenses go above your
neck. You are in a good job, earn a fat
salary and have a bright future. Yet, none
of this is evident when you look at your
savings. 
This is because young people often find
it difficult to save in the initial years of
their careers. Studies reveal that discre-
tionary spending can be as high as 18-
20% of the income for young people. 
A 2021 study by Assocham revealed that
almost 35% of the urban youth spend up
to Rs25,000 a month on clothing alone.
Some say you should just note down the
card details and then cut the card into
pieces so that you can't use it anymore.
To save money, keep your card in a paper
sleeve with family photos as a reminder.
Having served 38 years in banking, I
learned that saving before spending is
crucial.   Cultivate saving habits for a
secure, peaceful future. Save today for a
better tomorrow.

CK Subramaniam | Mumbai
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Madam — Apropos the news story "No
let up in heat wave in Punjab, Haryana;
Bathinda reels at 46.9 degrees Celsius,"
published on June 17, this is my response.
The scorching heat wave sweeping across
Punjab and Haryana for several days
shows no signs of abating. Bathinda, in
Punjab, reached a staggering 46.9 degrees
Celsius on Monday, making it the hottest
place in the region. Pindara in Haryana's
Jind district also recorded the same
temperature, solidifying the intense heat
conditions in the state. Chandigarh, the
shared capital of both states, experienced
a maximum temperature of 44.5 degrees
Celsius. Other cities in Punjab, such as
Faridkot, Pathankot, Amritsar, Ludhiana,
Patiala, Gurdaspur, and Ferozepur, also
faced severe heat, with temperatures
ranging from 43.8 to 46 degrees Celsius.
In Haryana, Faridabad and Sirsa were
particularly affected, recording maximum
temperatures of 46.6 degrees Celsius and
46.2 degrees Celsius, respectively.
Mahendragarh, Hisar, Gurugram, and
Kurukshetra also experienced high tem-
peratures, ranging from 43.8 to 46.2
degrees Celsius. The unrelenting heat
wave has undoubtedly taken a toll on the
residents of these regions, with people
urged to take necessary precautions to
avoid heat-related illnesses. The author-
ities must prioritize the public's well-being
and ensure that adequate measures are in
place to combat extreme weather condi-
tions.

Pradyumand Singh | New Delhi
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Madam — Apropos, "Musk's EVM
remark sparks row in India," The Pioneer,
Jun 17. The controversies over Electronic
voting Machines EVM have come to the
fore again, in the wake of the billionaire
tech magnate Elon Musk's sweeping
comment that EVMs should be shunned
from using for elections as they are liable
to be hacked. The Opposition found fresh
ammo to target EVMs. But, it is time for
our politicians especially, AICC former
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often keep their doors open
for the leakage of money. If
this factor is to be kept in
mind, a typical public sector
unit or institution should not
be expanded. If the state has
to invest willy-nilly, the
President of India certainly
should not hold any shares.
Banks and insurance compa-
nies like the LIC, GIC, etc.,
should invest, so that there is
no obvious gateway to corrup-
tion.
For long years, the majority of
Larsen & Toubro’s (L&T)
shares were held by financial
institutions, but hardly anyone
knew this fact. The general
impression was that L&T was
a private sector company, like
any other. There was no door
available for misuse by polit-
ical or bureaucratic agencies
or factors. Another problem
caused by the President of
India holding shares, is that
willy-nilly, the management
tends to be directed by a
joint secretary. A normal
bureaucrat might have many
virtues, but is seldom inclined
to lay emphasis upon the
delivery of results in the same
way as an industrial manag-
er would have to. The former
is primarily, and mostly, con-
cerned with rules and proce-
dures. Profits come lower in

his priority. 
Moreover, the bureaucrat’s
job is secure and therefore, he
does not expect his head to
roll if he cannot explain the
losses the public sector com-
pany under his belt might
have made. Although, he
might spend a sleepless might
or two if his head clerk were
to point out a lapse in proce-
dure. Being answerable to
the minister, the bureaucrat
does not have the ultimate
authority, although he is influ-
ential day to day. 
Yet, anyone with contacts
with the minister, i.e., the
political executive, can influ-
ence the joint secretary. This
does not add up to business
management.
On the other hand, banks and
financial institutions investing
in public sector units (PSUs)
would be looking at how
much they are earning on
their investments. Otherwise,
they wouldn’t have any influ-
ence or any substantial con-
tact with the PSU. 
In answer to this discussion,
a suggestion emerges that
proven top executives in the
private sector could be given
a chance to set up large indus-
tries. Instead of the country
merely waiting for capable
entrepreneurs to emerge

spontaneously, the successful
top executives near their retir-
ing age from their private sec-
tor assignments, would have
a reputation, and a proven
record of managing a large
industry. Let the candidate
invest 5 per cent of the esti-
mated initial capital; another
5 per cent may be given as
founder shares, making it a
total of 10 per cent. But before
that, it would be for him or
her to discover the right pro-
ject in answer to the country’s
needs. 
If foreign technology is need-
ed, the executive’s reputation
should help him to locate the
right foreign partner who
could provide not only tech-
nology, but also some man-
agement, and possibly some
investment, and reserve say,
26 per cent for financial insti-
tutions like banks, etc., and
other the rest to the public.
Some experiments might suc-
ceed while others might not.
Some top executive candi-
dates may discover that they
are not equal to the challenge,
and may even sell off their
shares to a more confident
entrepreneur.
(The writer is a well-known
columnist, an author and a for-
mer member of the Rajya
Sabha; views are personal)
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India has a large enough
trading class. In fact, the
Hindu caste hierarchy has
traditionally allotted an
entire arena of activity, i.e.,

economic, to the Vaishyas and
Baniyas, Chettiars and Shettys,
but that doesn’t mean that they
are all—or most of them—are
potential entrepreneurs or suc-
cessful industrialists. The reali-
ty is that it is difficult to buy the
proposition that a first rate trad-
er can easily develop into a first-
class industrialist. The latter’s pri-
ority is a rapid turnaround of
turnover, ideally accompanied by
high profit margins. An indus-
trialist must have a long-term
vision, patience for profits to turn
in, and a virtually unlimited
scope for expansion. Above all,
he must have the nerve as well as
the packet to absorb losses in the
short term.
The only common factor
between an industrialist and a
trader is a sense of money. This
would party explain why the
Government of India took so
long to divest itself of the own-
ership of Air India; the pro-
gramme for the privatization of
this “national carrier” has been
slow. This again explains why the
government has been having to
focus its concentration on mak-
ing the good old public sector
more and more efficient, includ-
ing the ordnance factories. A lot
of the new expansion, especial-
ly in defence production has had
to be undertaken in a kind of
partnership with the large and
established industrial houses.
It was not so long ago that
members of the intelligentsia
used to say that a people whose
ruler was a trader, would end up
as a pauper. This, in actuality, was
the story of the Indian economy
until the Modi administration
took charge. Choosing the right
industry, running it efficiently
with integrity are the sine qua
non of success. The emphasis on
these factors waxes or wanes
with changes in ministries
and/or governments. No min-
istry can claim to be forever
engaged in policymaking on a
single issue or industry.
Incidentally, a leading manage-
ment scientist had some time ago
said that public institutions quite
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The startup ecosystem in
India has made signifi-
cant progress in the past

decade, though it still trails
behind global benchmarks.
The potential for growth is
vast, bolstered by supportive
government initiatives such as
tax exemptions and financial
subsidies. Many funders are
committed to nurturing India's
youth and anticipate a surge in
startup numbers over the next
decade due to these favourable
policies and our dedicated
efforts.
Many startups falter because
young entrepreneurs, brim-
ming with promising ideas,
lack essential knowledge in
operations, financial manage-
ment, and resource utilization.
Fresh out of college, they
aspire to make a difference but
often lack critical skills for suc-

cess. Drawing from my  over
12 years of experience and a
robust network, I can say with
confidence that young Indian
entrepreneurs have the mettle
to succeed, all they need is
method. They need to focus
not only on funding but also
on cultivating expertise in
finance, operations, and over-
all business management to
bridge crucial knowledge gaps
and foster growth.
The primary challenge lies in

their dearth of operational
and financial management
skills among young entrepre-
neurs, who struggle with exe-
cuting their innovative ideas.
I would like them to address
this gap. This is where funders
like YEA pitch in by offering
comprehensive mentoring
alongside financial support.
Mentors must guide startups
in enhancing operational effi-
ciency, managing finances,
and leveraging governmental
incentives, thereby enhancing
their prospects for success.
Today, many startups in India
are spearheaded by young
entrepreneurs lacking experi-
ence in company manage-
ment and operations. Funders
like us prioritise delivering
detailed operational plans to
these individuals, who possess
great ideas but require guid-

ance in execution. They need
to grasp cost dynamics, opti-
mise operations for efficiency,
and access resources to ensure
our investments are well-
utilised. Additionally, funders
provide expertise in financial
management and navigate
them through governmental
policies, such as tax exemp-
tions. As funding needs evolve
at various stages, our extensive
network enables us to secure

additional funds from external
investors, ensuring sustained
success.
Most funders like YEA seek
innovative ideas capable of dis-
rupting industries, not mere
replicas of existing models.
Our rigorous selection process
involves meticulous scrutiny,
including detailed proposals,
questionnaires, and presenta-
tions. Once selected, startups
benefit from personalised

mentorship and gain access to
the network of experts and
resources. This comprehensive
support aims to foster sustain-
able growth and eventual suc-
cess.
We funders recognise the piv-
otal role of genuine innovation
in entrepreneurship. Our strin-
gent selection criteria filter
through numerous applica-
tions to identify truly ground-
breaking ideas. We often
encounter applications propos-
ing generic concepts lacking
substantial differentiation,
which we regretfully have to
decline. Our focus remains on
nurturing startups with the
potential to become the next
Google or Facebook—ven-
tures with unique proposi-
tions and scalable models.
Entrepreneurship demands
more than passion; it requires

meticulous planning,
resilience, and patience.
Success is not instantaneous
but evolves through iterative
refinement and adaptation.
Entrepreneurs  must remain
steadfast in their vision, con-
tinuously learn and adapt, and
seek mentorship to navigate
challenges effectively.
To aspiring entrepreneurs,
both new and seasoned, I
emphasize that while interest
and intent are commendable,
launching and sustaining a
company demands much
more. It necessitates thought-
ful planning, unwavering com-
mitment over time, and
resilience in the face of chal-
lenges like funding setbacks or
idea evolution. Drawing from
my own journey as a first-gen-
eration entrepreneur, 
Today's startups often aim for

rapid multi million or billion-
dollar success, yet such
achievements are rarely imme-
diate. 
It's encouraging to witness
more individuals embrace
entrepreneurship, yet true suc-
cess hinges on sustained com-
mitment, focus, and persever-
ance. Securing funding marks
just the beginning of an entre-
preneur's journey, not its con-
clusion. Entrepreneurs must
recognise that building a thriv-
ing enterprise demands con-
tinual effort to benefit them-
selves, investors, clients, and
stakeholders alike.
(The writer is president of the

Young Entrepreneurs
Association and initiated Rs
500 million investment fund

aimed at nurturing and men-
toring promising Indian star-

tups; views are personal)
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Opportunities in India’s Cooling
Sector”, clearly indicates that uti-
lizing alternative and innovative
energy-efficient technologies is
the key to combating the heat
wave crisis. This approach has the
potential to open an investment
opportunity of $1.6 trillion by
2040, significantly reduce green-
house gas emissions, and create
nearly 3.7 million jobs.
The study strongly suggests that
a more energy-efficient pathway
could lead to a substantial reduc-
tion in expected CO2 levels over
the next two decades. India's
cooling strategy can save lives and
livelihoods, reduce carbon emis-
sions, and position India as a
global hub for green cooling
manufacturing. The report pro-
poses a sustainable roadmap for
cooling that could effectively
reduce 300 million tons of carbon
dioxide annually by 2040.
In 2019, the India Cooling Action
Plan (ICAP) was launched to
implement decisive and sustain-
able cooling measures across var-
ious sectors. 
These measures include indoor
cooling in buildings, cold chain
solar refrigeration in the agricul-
ture and pharmaceuticals sector,
and air-conditioning in passenger
transport. 
The plan aims to reduce the
demand for electricity-driven
cooling by up to 25 per cent by
2037-38, potentially creating 2
million jobs for trained techni-
cians and reducing the demand
for refrigerants by around 31 per
cent over the next two decades.
Adopting climate-responsive
cooling techniques: It is impera-
tive to adopt climate-responsive

cooling techniques as the standard
in both private and government-
funded constructions to ensure
that those at the bottom of the
economic ladder are not dispro-
portionately affected by rising
temperatures. 
The report strongly advocates
for the widespread adoption of
such changes in India’s affordable
housing program, which could
benefit over 11 million urban
homes and over 29 million rural
houses that the government aims
to construct.
Public-private investments in dis-
trict-level cooling technologies are
crucial. These cutting-edge tech-
nologies produce chilled water in
a central plant, which is then dis-
tributed to multiple buildings
through underground insulated
pipes. This drastically reduces
the cost of providing cooling to
individual buildings and can slash
electricity bills by 20-30 per cent
compared to the most efficient
conventional cooling solution.
The Punjab Energy Development
Agency (PEDA) off ice in
Chandigarh stands as a prime
example of a climate-responsive
building, delivering a cooling
effect in the hottest months and
warmth in winter. 
This example can be replicated at
large in future green building con-
struction. To combat rising food
and pharmaceutical wastage dur-
ing transportation due to higher
temperatures, the World Bank
report unequivocally recom-
mends addressing gaps in cold
chain distribution networks.
Investing in pre-cooling and
refrigerated transport can sub-
stantially decrease food loss by

about 76 per cent and reduce car-
bon emissions by 16 per cent.
India is resolute in its aim to phase
out the production and use of
ozone-depleting hydrochloroflu-
orocarbons, used as coolants in air
conditioners and refrigerators.
The report emphasizes the
urgency of improving servicing,
maintenance, and disposal of
equipment that uses hydrochloro-
fluorocarbons, alongside a swift
shift to alternative options with a
lower global warming footprint.
The way forward: 
It is crucial to comprehend the
implications of climate change for
the workplace, particularly for
those most affected and vulnera-
ble. 
The World Bank report also
staunchly advocates for accelerat-
ing the structural transforma-
tion of rural economies by pro-
moting the development of
responsible and sustainable, or
“green,” businesses. 
This will reduce the exposure of
agricultural workers to high tem-
peratures and minimize physical
exertion in such conditions. Other
imperative policy measures
include skills development, foster-
ing an enabling environment for
sustainable enterprises, and sub-
stantial public investment in
infrastructure to address the cli-
mate crisis.
(The Author is Vice-Chairman of

Sonalika ITL Group, Vice-
Chairman of the Punjab

Economic Policy & Planning
Board and Chairman of

ASSOCHAM Northern Region
Development Council. Views

expressed are personal)

It’s scorching hot today!”  For many
of us, this exclamation expresses
our annoyance at the occasional
inconveniences of the year's hottest
months. The blistering heat waves

across the country, especially in Northern
India, persist as the maximum temper-
ature soared to over 52 degrees Celsius
in Delhi and Rajasthan, the highest of this
season which caused a couple of people
to die due to suspected heat-related ail-
ments.
Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and
Madhya Pradesh are also reeling with
heat waves. Conditions are expected to
worsen as the Meteorological
Department predicts temperatures in
northwest India also reached nearly 50
degrees Celsius, posing a threat to the
millions of workers engaged in farming,
construction, and industrial operations,
signifying distress. For many economies,
this poses a significant threat to produc-
tivity. Therefore there is an urgent need
for a climate-responsive action plan.
Effect on workforce and economy:  The
World Bank's report unequivocally states
that as temperatures steadily rise in India
due to climate change, the country is
experiencing higher temperatures every
year. By 2030, over 160-200 million peo-
ple across the country could be exposed
to lethal heat waves annually.
Additionally, around 34 million people
in India are projected to face job losses
due to heat stress-related declines in pro-
ductivity.
The impacts of rising average tempera-
tures are being felt differently across var-
ious occupations and employment sec-
tors. Jobs involving high levels of phys-
ical exertion or prolonged outdoor work
are particularly affected by increasing
heat levels. Specifically, agricultural and
construction work, as well as work in
steel plants and brick clans, are expect-
ed to be the worst affected.
According to a study by the International
Labour Organization (ILO), in 1995, the
working hours lost in India due to heat
stress were 5.87% in agriculture and con-
struction, 2.95% in industry, and 0.63%
in services. These numbers are anticipat-
ed to increase to 9.04% in agriculture and
construction, 5.29% in industry, and
1.48% in services by 2030.
Heat stress is increasingly becoming an
obstacle to economic activity. It reduces
the ability of businesses to operate dur-
ing the hottest hours, and temperature
rises are expected to further diminish
labour productivity, potentially render-
ing some agricultural areas unproductive
and displacing a large number of farm
workers. The global economic losses due
to heat stress at work were estimated at
US$ 280 billion in 1995, and this figure
is projected to increase to US$ 2,400 bil-
lion in 2030.
Currently, the annual food loss due to
heat during transportation is close to $13
billion. By 2037, the demand for cooling
is likely to be eight times more than cur-
rent levels. This means there will be a
demand for a new air conditioner every
15 seconds, leading to an expected rise
of 435% in annual greenhouse gas emis-
sions over the next two decades.
Recognizing this challenge, India must
deploy new strategic sustainable solutions
to help people adapt to rising tempera-
tures.
Scope of sustainable solutions: The
World Bank study, “Climate Investment
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C
riminal negligence in following rules for safe operations led to a
horrendous train accident in which 11 lives of crew and passengers
were lost. The most basic SOPs in the event of failure of the auto-
matic signalling system, especially as an express train and a goods

train were running on the same track, were not followed leading to yet
another crash that points to the inefficiency of the Indian railway system.

The probe may not go very far in fixing accountability as the locomotive
pilot of the goods train also died as well as the guard of the express train.
This is another mishap which casts the entire system in poor light. It
appears that safety is no concern when it comes to operating trains and
talk of arming all trains with the ‘Kavach’ shield system, which has been
available for decades, is just that — mere talk.

It was up to the Opposition to point out that not a single kilometre of the
Kavach anti-collision system had been added since the Balasore accident
in June 2023. The unfortunate ones were those travelling in the
Kanchenjunga Express, slowed to a crawl by regulations governing train
running after failure of signals by which trains are allowed to go through
red lights too, but only with several precautions.

In a clearly irresponsible case of a speeding goods train there will be far
less sympathy for the driver who ran into the train in front of him and car-
rying 1,300 passengers. Regulations stipulate that in rainy conditions, dri-
vers must keep trains under a speed limit of 10 kmph.

Mercifully, parcel vans took most of the impact of the collision thus
reducing the derailing of passenger coaches to just one. Had the train con-
figuration been different, the fatalities would have been far more than 11
people, nine of them being fare paying passengers besides two staffers.

It was after more than two hours after the signalling system failure that
the crash near the New Jalpaiguri station took place, which goes to suggest
that messages were either not transmitted to engine drivers to remind
them of SOPs in such conditions or the drivers ignored it as it may have
been in the case of the goods train.

In the modern age, communication is possible in real time, but that is
only if safety is an absolute priority in the running of trains. The criticism
of basic callousness in train operations, which the latest accident also
exemplifies, is not unfounded.

The crash also reflects that not much has been learnt from one of the
worst railway accidents in history with three trains crashing in Odisha
when a signalling error and failure of the automated electronic interlock-
ing system, which should ensure that trains do not crash head-on, led to an
accident in which nearly 300 passengers died.

Again, it was up to the Opposition to point to an NCRB report putting out
a ballpark figure of one lakh deaths from railway accidents between 2017
and 2021 and the fact that despite severe manpower shortage, particularly
in the important area of locomotive pilots, too many posts have gone
unfilled among the three lakh vacancies that are said to exist now. In
short, Indian Railways has been going off the track and sadly for the dead
it takes fatalities to point this out. 
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Negligence of safety rules 
led to WB train accident

T
wo major wars are
currently raging
across the planet
— the first for the
past 28 months in

mainland Europe between
the white Christian nations
of Russia and Ukraine, and
the second for over eight
months between historical
enemies Israel, the Jewish
state, and Palestinian ter-
rorist group Hamas, widely
believed to be supported by
the Islamic Republic of Iran.
The question that now aris-
es is: are those engaged in
these conflicts wilfully
indulging in war crimes,
even genocide in certain
cases, in complete and utter
disregard of international
law?

What makes these con-
flicts unique is that every
country disagrees with oth-
ers on how these wars
should end. The big boys of
the West are also playing a
grossly partisan role, follow-
ing their own agenda, not
bothering about the human
tragedy of either Eastern
Europe or the Levant. The
West seems to be revelling
that they aren’t losing their
diminishing demography.

The landmark verdicts of
the International Court of
Justice (ICJ) and the Inter-
national Criminal Court
(ICC) are being scorned,
scoffed at and contemptu-
ously ridiculed by a global
superpower like the United
States. This only shows the
arrogance of power. All
through the 20th and now
the 21st century, the West
has prided itself as the ulti-
mate economic, political
and military role model
which follows the values of
“democracy and rule of
law” and abides by a “rules-
based international order”,
which should be emulated
by the rest of the world. All
that seems to be forgotten
now.

Even before the UN’s top
judicial arm, the ICJ, had
ordered Israel to “immedi-
ately halt its military
assault on the Gaza city of
Rafah” on May 24, US
President Joe Biden had

given the White House’s
verdict on May 20: “What’s
happening in Gaza isn’t
genocide. We reject that.”
However, EU foreign affairs
chief Joseph Borrell urged
Israel to “obey the UN court
on Rafah”. The worst, how-
ever, came from Lindsay
Graham, US Republican
Senator from South
Carolina, who said “ICJ to
go to hell” for ruling against
Israel on Rafah, which the
judges described as a “disas-
trous humanitarian 
situation”.

The ICJ was not the only
one to face the ferocity of the
very nations that champion
the cause of a “rules-based”
world order. When the chief
prosecutor of the
International Criminal
Court sought arrest war-
rants against Israel’s Prime
Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu and his defence minis-
ter Yoav Gallant for “war
crimes and crimes against
humanity”, the entire
American political system
burst into flames.

US Senators and Cong-
ressmen of both parties pro-
posed sanctions on the ICC.
However, earlier, when the
same ICC issued an arrest
warrant against Russian
President Vladimir Putin,
the US and Europe both wel-
comed it. Today, Europe
appears divided over the
ICC verdict against the
Israeli leaders, while
America is united in oppos-
ing it. The Labour Party in
Britain, poised to come to
power next month, backed
the ICC and Germany said it
would arrest or deport the
Jewish state’s leader. Spain
too “requested South Africa
to intervene in the Gaza
genocide case against
Israel”.

In this toxic environment,
an explosive report on May
25 in London’s Daily
Telegraph stood out: “Real
reason why Biden consider-
ing sanctions against ICC”,
and it said: “Biden’s posi-
tion on ICC underscores hol-
lowness of his rhetoric on
America’s role in world”. It
said that all through his

presidency, Mr Biden had
“emphasised the impor-
tance of a rules-based-
order”, had condemned
“Russia’s war of aggression
against Ukraine” to justify
extensive US support of
Kyiv, and yet “when it
comes to Israel, Biden
seems to take offence at an
institution trying to uphold
that order”.

Influential US legislators
have spelt out that the US is
fiercely opposed to ICC
manoeuvring “not only for
outrage against Israel but to
protect, in future, our own
interests”. US politicians
“know very well that they
have more to lose than any
other country over an
emboldened ICC willing to
challenge American ac-
tions”. As “self-appointed
world police, the US has reg-
ularly violated sovereignty
of other countries”, the
newspaper said.

America’s two-faced poli-
cy in the Levant now ap-
pears to be running out of
steam, with the presidential
elections looming back in
the US amidst internal tur-
bulence on the “Gaza geno-
cide”, where it’s 1,500
(Israelis killed) versus
40,000 (Palestinians dead).
Understandably US secre-
tary of state Blinken is
intensively lobbying Middle
East leaders to pressure
Hamas to accept the Gaza
ceasefire.

The UN’s efforts to make
international law enforce-
able through the ICJ and
ICC on war crimes and
genocide has become the
butt of jokes. Why can’t the
warmongers of the West
refresh their memory to
apply the anti-war instru-
ments to halt the
manslaughter of the 21st
century? So many agree-
ments have been signed to
ensure the peace, but when
push comes to shove, virtu-
ally all agreements, treaties,
protocols and conventions

fall flat as nations follow the
principle of “might is right”.

Implied as a basic precept
of international law is the
concept of collective securi-
ty and collective wisdom,
despite its frequent breach-
es. Of all factors of interna-
tional relations and conflict,
however, “war crimes” and
“international crimes”
emerge as the most vexa-
tious. Introduced 1906, the
terms are defined as “cruel-
ty that violates internation-
al laws governing the con-
duct of international armed
conflicts”. The prohibition
against the “killing of
hostages, abuse of civilians
in occupied territories and
devastation that isn’t justi-
fied by military necessity”
have been on the books for
over a century but seems to
be quickly forgotten amidst
mindless butchery of “any-
thing that moves” by fanati-
cal fighters among the bel-
ligerents.

To tackle all these came
into being the “15-member
permanent tribunal of the
ICJ, the principal judicial
organ of the UN” in 1945, fol-
lowed by another “court
established by statute of the
ICC (effective 2002), with
jurisdiction over genocide,
crimes against humanity,
war crimes and aggres-
sion”. The apparatus exists
with all the paraphernalia,
yet nothing happens except
mass murder because that
is the shortest and quickest
way to prosperity, money,
profits and road to neo-
imperialism through the
work of arms merchants
and their clients mas-
querading as political lead-
ers of the strong and
mighty.

And that never ends. Just
pick the wisdom of greats of
the past to ponder over
today’s mutilated, rotten
corpses on the streets.
British philosopher Isaiah
Berlin referred to the 20th
century “as the most terri-
ble century in Western his-
tory”, and William Golding,
the 1983 Nobel laureate for
literature, felt that “this has
been the violent century in
human history”. The intel-
lectual giants were right
then on both counts but will
fail to have any impact
today as no one appears to
be listening.

The writer is an alumnus
of the National Defence

College, New Delhi. Views
expressed are personal.

COOPERATIVE FEDERALISM

Modi and his team over-
played their Hindutva
hate speeches and divi-
sive politics and took a
direct hit to the ruling
party. UP, considered
their fort, failed them and
this factor along with the
frustration of the com-
mon man accentuated by
the rising food prices and
unemployment was the
crucial factor in BJP not
getting an absolute
majority and to depend
on its coalition partners
this time. It is a retribu-
tion and Modi and his
team would do well by
resorting to cooperative
federalism eschewing
their autocratic policies.
Jayanthy Subramaniam

Coimbatore

Influential US 
legislators have
spelt out that the
US is fiercely
opposed to ICC
manoeuvring ‘not
only for outrage
against Israel but
to protect, in
future, our own
interests’

War crimes, genocide rise
as world ignores ICJ, ICC

Asense of déja vu prevailed on all those who have watched Congress
politics for the last few decades when the party decided to nominate
its general secretary Priyanka Gandhi Vadra for the Wayanad Lok

Sabha seat which her brother and former party president Rahul Gandhi,
who won the seat along with the family borough Rae Bareli, will vacate
after winning both.

Ms Vadra has been a presence in the Congress Party ever since her
brother won the Lok Sabha election from Amethi in 2004. She took to
active politics upon her nomination as AICC general secretary in 2019. The
present nomination only shows that the Congress has grown confident
now to field her in a constituency which still is a safe bet, given its past
record and the current political realities. And she, too, may have felt the
need for a larger and meaningful role to play in parliamentary politics.
Her win will create a spectacle where all the eligible members of the
Congress’ first family will be in Parliament now.

Was Ms Vadra the only possible choice for the seat? The party which had
disastrous runs in the 2014 and 2019 Lok Sabha elections nearly
touched the three-digit mark this time under the leadership of a president
who does not come from the Gandhi family. It only goes to show that the
party has no dearth of talent outside of it. Whether to employ it or not is a
call it has to take.

Ms Vadra’s candidature will refuel the BJP tirade against dynastic poli-
tics. It may, however, be remembered that the BJP’s campaign against
dynastic politics attracted not much traction as the Opposition, led by
alliance partners whose leaders were steeped in dynastic traditions, per-
formed remarkably better this time around.

Ms Vadra’s main opponent will be fielded by the CPI, a partner in the
INDIA alliance. It will be interesting to watch how the partners explain the
contradiction as the by-election is sure to evoke national interest.

Priyanka enters the fray

Leaders lack will
to initiate policy,

build team to save
nation from crisis

LETTERS

P
akistan today is at an inflection point. It
faces unparalleled challenges in an envi-
ronment of political polarisation, econom-
ic fragility and institutional decay. All of

these are converging to reinforce each other and
create an overall challenge more formidable than
any single crisis. This at a time when national self-
confidence is at a new low. An Ipsos survey in May
found 82 per cent of people felt the country was
heading in the wrong direction.

True, Pakistan has weathered many storms in
the past and rebounded from crisis. But present-
day challenges are fundamentally different as
they are the cumulative consequence of decades of
misgovernance and squandered opportunities.
Solving these problems can no longer be post-
poned. In fact, the country is already paying the
price of postponed reforms, especially economic
reforms, to deal with structural issues. All these
challenges have to be addressed.

The polycrisis today has resulted from and
reflects the persisting gap between challenge and
response, between rule and governance and
between power and purpose. Successive govern-
ments have simply muddled through without a
plan or strategy to deal with long-standing prob-
lems. The overarching missing element over the
years has been leadership. Wielding power does-
n’t make for leadership. Nor is a manager a leader;
managers uphold the status quo while leaders are

agents of change.
What then is leadership? What are those essen-

tial qualities in a political leader that can enable
him or her to shape the environment, unite people
and lead a country to transformation and change?
It is above all a vision that can inspire the people.
A vision is what makes for transformational lead-
ership. Leadership is also strength of character,
commitment to ethical practices and setting an
exemplary standard of integrity. It is about build-
ing institutions and learning from the past, not liv-
ing in it.

Leadership involves fashioning a strategy to exe-
cute a vision, and then staying on course to
achieve that. Visionary leaders set a clear direc-
tion, confidently embark on that path, are willing
to take risks and are unafraid of the opposition
they inevitably face from vested interests and
entrenched elites. Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s lead-
ership embodied these qualities. But most of the
country’s leaders who came after the Quaid were
both uninspired and uninspiring. 

Effective leadership not only requires setting
out a vision about the future but also a strategy to
implement it. Evaluated against this criterion, it
is apparent many of the country’s ‘leaders’ have
fallen short. Politics here has long been about
power, privilege, patronage and vanquishing
opponents rather than offering a coherent pro-
gramme of policy actions. Slogans there have been

aplenty but platitudes have substituted for policy
and rhetoric for solutions.

Leadership in government also means executing
a strategy by placing the right people in the right
positions. Only by assembling a competent team
can a vision be translated into reality. Pakistan’s
experience over the years shows that factors other
than merit and competence were given more
importance. A personalised approach to team-
building took precedence over considerations of
expertise or competence. The premium was on
proximity to the ‘boss’ and other ‘connections’.

A third ingredient of leadership is the ability to
motivate and inspire people to support the gov-
ernment’s policy goals. This involves connecting
to citizens, understanding what they want and
winning their confidence. It also means communi-
cating effectively. The answer to the question
whether the country’s leaders are able to do this is
obvious. The paradox that defines the country
today is that leaders are elected to public office but
without the vision or means to enthuse and unite
the country.

Looking at the experience of countries that have
faced economic crisis but used it as an opportuni-
ty to bounce back stronger and more resilient, the
distinguishing factor that made this possible was
the quality of leadership. Success depended on
leaders who ran a competent government that was
committed to structural reforms and had the moti-

vation, political will and credibility to take mea-
sures that were painful in the near-term but yield-
ed rich and enduring dividends in the long run.

Countries that achieved such an economic turn-
around, for example in Southeast Asia and South
America, all deployed capable teams of profes-
sionals who assisted their governments to craft
and implement reforms. This enabled the country
to navigate through the crisis towards sustained
recovery and growth. In every successful case of a
country that took the path to a better economic
future, the quality of professionals who shaped
and oversaw the reform process was significant.
But again, it was the leadership that chose the
right team and then guided and inspired them to
deliver.

In his thoughtful book, Leadership: Six Studies in
World Strategy, the late Henry Kissinger wrote
that “without leadership institutions drift and
nations court growing irrelevance and ultimately,
disaster”. Leaders who Kissinger deemed to have
provided strategic leadership were all bold, coura-
geous, decisive and had a powerful vision and
strong sense of reality. They did not hesitate to
court controversy or take on entrenched interests.
That he regarded as “the price of making history”.
Do we in Pakistan have leaders who can forge his-
tory and extricate the country from its polycrisis?

— By arrangement with Dawn

Subhani

Maleeha
Lodhi

BRING FUEL UNDER GST
The GST Council Meet is scheduled to be
held on June 22. GST showcases a nega-
tive impact on the people since the rates
from the Centre and the States shoot dou-
ble arrows on the buyers. Formerly no
one except the BJP with a thumping
majority had to decide everything and as
a result petrol and diesel prices were sky
high with VAT, central excise duty and
CST for long. If the prices of petrol and
diesel are brought under GST, the cost
may decrease considerably. I wish and
hope that the key coalition partner, the
TDP will play a significant role in the
GST affairs in bringing reforms in the
rate rationalisation process that would
benefit the people of all the other states.

Rajakumar Arulanandham
Palayamkottai

EVMS IN FOCUS
EVMs have once again come into con-
troversy.  Elon Musk, the founder of
Tesla and SpaceX, suggested eliminating
the machines following the reporting of
irregularities in Puerto Rico's primary
elections.  A software issue that caused
machines supplied by Dominion voting
systems which incorrectly calculated
vote totals.  A faulty software is enough
to create trouble.  Rahul Gandhi had
called it a 'black box'.  Opposition leaders
too question its transparency.  Digital
frauds using AI are on the increase
worldwide to defraud gullible people.
Furthermore some 120 world nations use
ballot papers in elections.  

Sravana Ramachandran
Chennai

Abhijit
Bhattacharyya

View from
Pakistan
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Rhetoric won’t 
suffice in  
Manipur
The question of whether the Home Minister con-
vened a high-level meeting to review the situation in 
Manipur based on the public advice of RSS chief 
Mohan Bhagwat is incidental. What truly matters is 
that a week after his suggestion, Home Minister Amit 
Shah held the meeting — one notable for the con-
spicuous absence of Manipur Chief Minister N Biren 
Singh. Shah’s promise that violence will not be toler-
ated and that efforts will be made to foster reconcili-
ation between the Meiteis and the Kukis is welcome 
but not novel. Similar statements have been made 
before, with little tangible impact on the ground. It 
is a grave mistake to oversimplify the violence in Ma-
nipur as merely an ethnic conflict. The recent tur-
moil is the product of a deeper conspiracy aimed at 
consolidating political power. 

The situation has 
deteriorated to such 
an extent that the 
chief minister, who 
allegedly commands 
both militias and the 
police, cannot travel 
freely within his own 
state, as evidenced 
by the deadly attack 
on his advance con-
voy. Social media are 
rife with images of 
gun-wielding militias 
obstructing even 
army vehicles, high-
lighting the complete 
breakdown of law 
and order. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s reluctance to visit Manipur 
since the outbreak of violence in May 2023 has not 
gone unnoticed, even within his own party. Bhagwat 
rightly pointed out that Manipur had enjoyed a dec-
ade of peace, making the current violence a stark in-
dicator of governmental failure, both Central and 
state. The BJP’s electoral defeat in Manipur under-
scores this political mismanagement. 

Amit Shah must address a critical question: Why 
is the chief minister — under whose regime 225 
people have been killed, 50,000 displaced, and thou-
sands of children deprived of education — still in of-
fice? In other states like Gujarat and Haryana, chief 
ministers have been removed for far less. The on-
going suffering in Manipur is not confined to a single 
community; it affects the entire state, underscoring 
the urgent need for decisive action against those who 
flout the law in the name of politics, religion, or eth-
nic identity. Restoring law and order in Manipur 
requires more than just promises and high-level 
meetings. It demands an immediate crackdown on 
all those who perpetuate violence. The guilty must 
be held accountable, and the state’s security appar-
atus must be empowered to operate without political 
interference. Only through decisive and impartial ac-
tion can peace be restored, and the people of Ma-
nipur can hope for a return to normalcy.
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A tale of two 
contests

When Rahul Gandhi clinched victories in both 
Raebareli in Uttar Pradesh and Wayanad in Kerala, it 
was inevitable that he would relinquish one seat. The 
twist in this political saga is the decision for his sister, 
Priyanka Gandhi, to step into the Wayanad fray. Nat-
urally, the BJP has pounced on this, raising eyebrows 
over the Congress’s silence on the matter and crying 
foul over dynastic politics. However, let’s dial down the 
outrage a notch and consider the BJP’s own strategic 
manoeuvring. It has only has itself to blame for en-
abling Rahul Gandhi to keep his intentions under 
wraps until the Kerala polls concluded. After all, this 
was part of the grand strategy to save Varanasi for the 
final phase, giving Narendra Modi the stage to criss-
cross the nation in a frenzied campaign blitz.  

And let’s not forget, 
Modi himself played a 
similar game in 2014, 
running from both 
UP and Gujarat with-
out revealing which 
constituency he 
would honour with 
his undivided atten-
tion. This political 
sleight of hand isn’t 
new; it’s a tradition 
dating back to the 
first elections in 1952, 
with candidates rou-
tinely keeping their 
cards close to their 
chests. As for 
Priyanka Gandhi, 
she’s hardly a novice in the political arena. After her 
brother, she’s arguably the Congress’s star campaigner. 
The dynasty argument? Well, it rings a bit hollow 
when the Modi government’s own cabinet boasts 
nearly 20 ministers who owe their political careers to 
their familial legacies. Her candidacy in Kerala under-
scores the Congress’s ability to think beyond regional 
biases. Contrast this with the CPM’s internal strife, 
where Sitaram Yechury’s Kerala ambitions were 
squashed by party parochialism.  

In the end, both Modi in Varanasi and Priyanka in 
Wayanad have the right to contest where they choose. 
Let the battle be fought on policy and vision, not on 
the bogey of dynasty.
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BJP looking  to calibrate its 
strategy for Assembly polls
The minority votes getting consolidated in favour of the Congress 
party in Maharashtra has given the BJP an unexpected surprise

It was an important day 
for the Bharatiya Janata 
Party on Tuesday as Ma-
harashtra Deputy CM 

and the BJP’s most powerful strat-
egist in the state, Devendra Fadna-
vis, held discussions with the 
party’s central leadership about 
how to proceed for the upcoming 
state Assembly elections. The cen-
tral agenda at these discussions is 
about how to ensure the transfer of 
votes between candidates fielded 
by the BJP and its alliance partners 
as the feeling right now is that vote 
transfer has somehow not hap-
pened in the Lok Sabha polls es-
pecially in the case of Ajit Pawar’s 
NCP and the BJP.  

A setback for the BJP in Maha-
rashtra in the Lok Sabha polls has 
been taken very seriously by the 
party high command. What went 
wrong in Vidarbha which is the 
party’s bastion, how did the vote 
transfer between alliance partners 
not take place in Western Maha-
rashtra which is NCP’s home turf 
and why even in a city like Mumbai 
where the party won all six seats 
last time, this time the performance 

was dismal? Are some of the main 
questions being discussed by the 
party high command with the state 
leadership.  

Some party insiders say that the 
assessments show that the vote 
transfer did not take place between 
Ajit Pawar’s candidates mainly be-
cause of two reasons. Firstly, be-
cause the political ideological gap 
between Ajit Pawar and the BJP re-
mains wide. Ajit Pawar has insisted 
that he will not toe the Hindutva 
line of the BJP and Secondly be-
cause the grassroot workers of the 
NCP just have not been able to gel 
with those of the BJP in regions 
such as western Maharashtra. 

In terms of their political ideol-
ogy, the BJP and Ajit Pawar’s NCP 
remain poles apart. In the recent 
past since he decided to cross over 
to the NDA alliance, Ajit Pawar was 
seen avoiding attending many 
events held by the saffron organisa-
tions that are part of the BJP group-
ing; on the other hand he was seen 
attending many events organised 
by the minority community. Ajit 
Pawar understands that his core 
vote bank includes the masses that 

belong to SC/CT community, mi-
norities and other segments which 
are opposed to the Hindutva ideol-
ogy of the BJP, and he is aware that 
even if he crosses over to the saffron 
alliance, the hard-core saffron 
voters may not be voting for him in 
any case. The second part is about 
grassroots activists not gelling with 
each other. In western Maharashtra 
in every cooperative organisation 
there has been a harsh tussle be-
tween the NCP and the BJP. In co-
operative banks, credit societies, 
sugar mills and educational institu-

tions, it has been a bipolar fight be-
tween the BJP and the NCP. The ac-
tivists on both sides have got 
completely divided. They have 
fought elections against each other 
for over two and a half decades. 
Now suddenly they cannot gel with 
each other because the top leaders 
have reached an agreement to fight 
against the Maha Vikas Aghadi 
jointly. The BJP has now decided to 
go for a minor revamp in its Maha-
rashtra strategy. Sources said the 
party has decided to further study 
the constituency-wise breakup of 
how they gained or did not gain 
benefits out of getting into an al-
liance with each partner of the Ma-
hayuti. 

Another realisation the party has 
arrived at, according to sources in-
side the BJP, is that breaking politi-
cal parties and engineering 
defections has not gone down well 
with voters in Maharashtra. This 
realisation may have far and wide 
repercussions nationally as the BJP 
is likely to be very cautious before 
trying something like what hap-
pened in Maharashtra in 2022 and 
2023 in other states in the future. 

The minority votes getting con-
solidated in favour of the Congress 
party in Maharashtra has given the 
BJP an unexpected surprise. The 
reason the Congress party could 
win 13 seats in the state was only 
because unlike previous elections, 
the SC/ST and minority votes did 
not go to parties such as Prakash 
Ambedkar’s VBA or the MIM party, 
and went to the Congress. How to 
handle this new challenge is also a 
new point of discussion for the BJP. 
The party was under the impres-
sion that the Ayodhya Ram temple 
and other Hindutva narrative built 
ahead of the elections would con-
vert into most Hindu votes going to 
the BJP kitty, but that somehow did 
not happen in Maharashtra even in 
a BJP-dominated region like Vi-
darbha. The party is now getting 
into long and detailed introspec-
tion about how to change course 
and calibrate its strategy for the As-
sembly polls.

Rohit Chandavarkar is a senior journalist 
who has worked for 31 years with various 
leading newspaper brands and television 
channels in Mumbai and Pune

Crises and promises: A tale 
from rural Maharashtra
Politicians shower promises of water infrastructure development. 
Yet, despite decades of assurances, little has changed on the ground

In the heartland of Maha-
rashtra lies Mann Desh, a 
region steeped in the 
proud nomadic tradi-

tions of the Dhangar community. For 
centuries, these shepherds have 
roamed the Deccan Plateau, their 
survival dependent on their knowl-
edge of finding water sources among 
the dry landscape. Yet, despite being 
the first inhabitants of this land, 
water has remained elusive for the 
people of Mann Desh. 

As a 35-year-old resident of rural 
Maharashtra, specifically Mann 
Desh, I’ve witnessed the relentless 
struggle for water that defines our 
daily lives. In an era dominated by 
technological advancements, from 
AI to digital payments, the absence of 
adequate water resources continues 
to plague our community. Despite 
numerous movements and initiatives 
over the past three and a half dec-
ades, the water crisis in Mann Desh 
endures. Interestingly as a country 
we have reached Mars and exploring 
space, but no technology or innova-
tion has been able to provide basic 
water supply to our own citizens. 

Climate change has exacerbated 
our plight, hitting our farmers par-
ticularly hard. In villages like Mhas-
wad, where I reside, water supply 
has dwindled to a mere hour once in 
a every twelve days. This dire situ-
ation spells disaster for drinking 
water, water for animals and agricul-
ture, leaving farmers grappling with 
zero harvest and meagre prices for 
their produce. Despite global dis-

course on climate crises and initiat-
ives like the UN’s declaration of 2023 
as the year of millets, the harsh real-
ity is that millet farmers remain 
among the poorest in our nation. A 
farmer named Gaikwad from Kark-
hel has sold all his cattle, and now 
surviving with only goats; needless to 
say that all his farm-field has dried 
up and there is no water, he receives 
2000 litres of water once in a every 12 
days. The 60-year-old’s sons have mi-
grated to Mumbai for wage labour-
ing jobs, and he lives along with his 
wife and grandkids in hope to get 
water before he dies. The entire 
family uses the same water which 
they took bath in for utensils and 
clothes, and again the same water is 
provided to the mango tree in front 
of his house.  

Growing up in the village, I’ve wit-
nessed firsthand the daily struggle 
for water, with women queuing for 
hours to fill their pots. Now, in 2024, 
the situation has reached unpreced-
ented levels, with the government 
providing a mere hour of water 
supply every twelve days. As I tra-
versed the weekly market, I heard 
farmers lamenting the difficulty of 
even digging wells deep enough to 
find water, but they are unsuccessful. 

In a year marked by the Lok Sabha 
elections, politicians have been quick 
to capitalise on farmers’ plight, 
showering promises of water infra-
structure development. Yet, despite 
decades of assurances, little has 
changed on the ground. Instead, we 
witness a spectacle of extravagant 

bhumipujans, where more money is 
spent on ceremonial rituals than on 
the actual implementation of 
schemes. At one place, bhumipujan 
was done three times. Imagine the 
money which was spent three times 
on the same bhumipujan — it could 
have helped thousands of farmers 
like Gaikwad. 

In the turmoil of a water crisis, the 
reality of our nation is stark: the aver-
age citizen’s struggle to reach the 
highest strata of authority is similar 
to scaling Mount Everest. Even the 
simple prospect of meeting a collec-
tor or a high-ranking bureaucrat re-
sembles a Herculean feat, entangled 
in bureaucracy and red tape. In this 
complex system reminiscent of colo-
nial bureaucracy, people without 
connections must navigate a maze of 
steps just to get a meeting. Ironically, 
even the lowly peon stationed out-
side the collector’s office wields more 
influence than a farmer, determining 
who gains access to power/meet with 
the collector and who languishes in 
the shadows. 

In the village of Mhaswad, amidst 
intense protests and hollow prom-
ises, a glimmer of hope emerges in 
the form of an unlikely hero: Panda, 
or as the villagers fondly call him, 
“Panniwala Panda”. A contractual 
employee of the local government, 
Panda earns a modest living of 12,000 
rupees per month, tirelessly serving 
his community for the past decade. 
His mission: to ensure equitable dis-
tribution of water among the village’s 
disparate communities, an endless 

task compounded by inadequate 
water pipeline infrastructure and 
dwindling water reserves. 

Panda is the busiest man I have 
ever met; I would say busier than the 
US President. Panda’s daily routine 
resembles a whirlwind, over 150 calls 
per day from anxious villagers en-
quiring about water release sched-
ules. He is armed only with a simple 
black-and-white Nokia phone and an 
uncanny ability to recognise callers 
by their voices, since he has no time 
to store thousands of people’s names. 
Despite facing the brunt of villagers’ 
frustrations, Panda remains steadfast 
in his commitment, sacrificing per-
sonal milestones and familial obliga-
tions for the greater good. 

Panda is considered like family by 
everyone in Mhaswad, regardless of 
their background, castes, or religion. 
Transcending these barriers, Panda 
has forged deep bonds with every 
household in Mhaswad. He’s often in-
vited into people’s homes for meals, 
tea, and to take part in important 
events like weddings and funerals. 
He’s so connected with the commu-
nity that he knows who’s away from 
the village, who’s getting married, 
and all the little details of people’s 
lives. This year, however, has been 
tough for him. Some people are 
upset with him because water comes 
once in twelve days; people also 
know that Panda has nothing to do 
with the water policy. Despite facing 
criticism, Panda remains patient be-
cause he understands the challenges. 
He’s sacrificed a lot for his job, even 

missing important family events. He 
once couldn’t attend his cousin’s fu-
neral because he was busy with 
water supply duties; he literally 
found out about his cousin’s death 
when he saw the funeral procession. 
He even missed his granddaughter’s 
birth. All Panda hopes for is that 
water becomes more reliable in the 
coming year so he can attend his own 
son’s wedding. Yet, amidst the relent-
less grind of his duties, Panda har-
bours a solitary wish: for a future 
where water flows freely every day, 
and he can partake in the joys and 
sorrows of his own family. Until then, 
he remains the unsung hero of Mhas-
wad, a beacon of resilience in the face 
of adversity. 

As Maharashtra continues to allo-
cate substantial funds towards water 
irrigation, the reality remains un-
changed for regions like Mann Desh, 
where water remains a distant 
dream. Like the mirage bird, we con-
tinue to gaze at the sky, hoping for a 
drop of relief amidst the parched 
landscape. 

In the face of such adversity, the 
simple plea of our farmers for access 
to water for their families and live-
stock rings louder than any political 
rhetoric. Until that plea is answered, 
the cycle of migration and hardship 
will persist, leaving behind a trail of 
broken dreams and unfulfilled 
promises. 

Work on water woes 
We in India have not taken the 
issue of water as a top priority. 
Still there are no proper and con-
crete guidelines to restrict the 
malpractices of misutilisation of 
water. There is no segregation of 

water in India. Drinking water is 
used for washing clothes, gar-
dening, cleaning cars, roads and 
the most important usage is 
huge and bulk by the housing 
sector. There is no policy for in-
dustrial water and wastage con-

tinues in every field without any-
body bothering about this crucial 
question. There is no policy of re-
stricting the usage of drinking 
water for multipurpose require-
ments. It is a matter of great re-
gret that we pay water tax and 

impure water is supplied at the 
doorstep which is then purified 
by various processes to obtain 
drinkable water. 

CK Subramaniam 
 
II 
Galloping population and deplet-
ing resources have resulted in 
water conservation becoming 
one of the biggest issues of our 
time. Despite water covering 
three-fourths of the earth’s sur-
face, only 1% of this resource is 
available for consumption. This 
poses the serious challenge of 
water resource management. 
Government campaigns are all 
well but the question remains 
how much they actually reach 
the people on the ground. 

Ayani Dangi, Ujjain 
 
Inhuman act 
It is highly condemnable that 
some residents in Gujarat have 
opposed allotment of a flat under 
the CM’s scheme to a Muslim 
woman. Isn’t a criminal act to di-
vide society on the basis of re-
ligion? Are we living in a secular 
democratic nation or a theocratic 
setup? Let us learn to treat all In-
dians equally, irrespective of 
their caste, community, creed or 
religion, and live in harmony. 

Tharcius S Fernando

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR Dear reader, We are eager to know your opinions, comments and suggestions. Write to letters@fpj.co.in with the title of the letter in the subject line. 
Using snail mail? Send your letters to The Free Press Journal, Free Press House, 215 Free Press Marg, Nariman Point, Mumbai 400021.

The travails of  
domestic workers 

They may have been elevated, 
in terms of politically correct 
vocabulary, from “servants” to 
“maids”, and now as “do-
mestic workers”. However, 
much remains to be done to 
improve the lot of this work-
force. They need official rec-
ognition and protection from 
exploitation and abuse. It is a 
unique relationship between 
employer and employee, 
where the former’s home is 
the latter’s workspace, and in 
which other factors such as 
caste, gender, vulnerability, 
internal work hierarchies and 
unenforceable contractual 
obligations are embedded. 
Laws and policies will remain 
statements of intent unless 
they draw from lessons 
gained from the ground. 

Sanjay Chopra

Edit
Indore, Wednesday, June 19, 2024 
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R
educing personal income tax and
simplifying individual tax laws should 
be a priority area in the upcoming Union

Budget for 2024-25. It has been five years now since
the Centre transitioned domestic companies to a
lower tax regime. It is moot if this has led to higher
capital investments or job creation by India Inc. But
it has certainly led to more pressure on the
individual taxpayer to do the heavy lifting on tax
collections, while she faces a peak tax incidence of 
40 per cent or more. 

There is acute disenchantment among
the middle-class with the last two NDA
governments for not giving them any tax
concessions. Though individual taxpayers
have been o�ered an exemption-free, new
regime, there are not enough incentives to
make the switch. Material changes are
therefore in order. Rising cost of living has
substantially lifted the threshold income
for the salaried class to make ends meet,
especially when they migrate to the cities
for employment. Tax-payers simply do not
find the new tax regime rewarding enough,
especially if they’re eligible for exemptions
and deductions under the old one. What’s
needed are sunset clauses for the popular
exemptions/deductions under the old
regime while increasing the standard
deduction to a respectable level of at least
₹1.5 lakh in the new one, from the current
₹50,000, to incentivise the shift. This will
also help cover expenses such as rent which
non-salaried professionals are eligible to
deduct from their income. The basic slab at
₹3 lakh in the new regime is, again, too low
and has not kept pace with inflation. The
Centre must consider raising the
zero-rated slab to at least ₹5 lakh. 

Tax incidence on middle-income earners
in the new regime is also too high with the
30 per cent rate kicking in at an income
level of ₹15 lakh; this needs upward
revision to say, ₹20 lakh. Section 80C has
outlived its utility and it’s time for a sunset
clause. Forced savings in the Employees
Provident Fund, Public Provident Fund,
insurance-cum-savings plans etc are
sub-optimal for young savers targeting
inflation-beating returns; they are
gravitating towards market-linked
products. A high standard deduction can
help these savers to invest in instruments
of their choice. If the government is keen to
nudge savers towards specific instruments
such bank deposits or government bonds,
returns on these instruments should be
exempt from tax. The deduction on home
loan interest in the old regime can be
phased out and substituted instead by an
interest subvention scheme for one
self-occupied property.

Finally, there is a lot of angst about the
surcharge on incomes above ₹50 lakh. But
this is a levy that needs to be retained. India
is home to large income disparities. Making
the top percentile of earners part with more
for welfare spending on the less well-o� is
critical to delivering equity, without
recourse to draconian methods such as
wealth tax. 

To tax, and to please 
Personal income tax regime cries out for reform 

WEDNESDAY - JUNE 19, 2024

Rationalising taxes
In the backdrop of a continuing
slump in household consumption
and subdued private sector
investments, Union Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
could consider measures aimed at
rationalising tax structure,
tinkering specifically with the tax
rates for lower income segments
in the union budget 2024–25 to be
unveiled soon. 
Rationalising tax structure would

help boost household
consumption, thereby pushing
private capital in
consumer-focused sectors and
providing a fillip to economic
activity. 
Along with a comprehensive
review of existing tax systems in
the country, GST rates also need
to be rationalised, which now
a�ects a wider segment of the
population. Concerted measures
to increase the tax base, reduce

the tax burden, and ease compliance
also brook no delay.
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan

Food worries
Apropos, ‘A volcano of food scarcity
is waiting to explode’, (June 18). One
of the most significant impacts of
climate change is on our food
system. It a�ects the way we
produce as well as consume food. 
The impact is even more on a

predominantly agrarian economy
like India. Climate change damages
the crop, and food supply, prompting
a phenomenal rise in the price of
food products. 
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

Polarised polity
Apropos the article ‘The paradoxes
of polarisation’, (June 17),the author
rightly portrays the fallacies
perpetrated on our polity by the left

vs right narrative and resultant
intellectual corrosion by converging
in their follies. 
The supposed predominance of
vociferous advocates of either side
creates an eco-system that beats its
own trumpet. 
The author’s lament, “what worse
fate can befall a society”, echoes the
feelings of a vast majority of
concerned citizens. 
Jose Abraham
Vaikom (Kerala)

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

G
ood infrastructure
projects ensure good
economic growth.
However, building
infrastructure is full of

uncertainties and risks for all
stakeholders. 

Besides, such projects are highly
capital-intensive, time-consuming and
vulnerable to cost overruns due to delays
at various stages. 

According to the Ministry of Statistics
and Programme Implementation, by
December 2023, out of 1,820
infrastructure projects with investment
of over ₹150 crore each, 431 reported
cost overrun to the tune of ₹4.82-lakh
crore.

Due to these issues, initially, the
governments used to build
infrastructure. However, with the
government finances running into
deficits over time, private entrepreneurs
were invited to fund, build and run these
projects either in partnership or singly.
The private stakeholders raised capital
(equity and debt) through several means
including the capital market, and
borrowings from banks/non-banks.

The infrastructure projects propelled
the country’s gross fixed capital
formation/gross domestic product ratio
(at current prices) from 26.9 per cent in
2019-20 to 30.8 per cent in 2023-24.
Similarly, the NSE-30 Infrastructure
Index (closing values) zoomed from
2,360.50 (March-end 2020) to 8,336.0
(March-end 2024).

INFRASTRUCTURE LOANS - RISKS

Infrastructure loans are ‘lumpy’, and the
financiers (banks/non-banks) encounter
several risks of which, in our view, two are
important.

Asset-Liability Mismatch (ALM)
Risk: Banks mobilise short- and
medium-term savings (in India,
maximum up to 10 years) from a
multitude of savers and lend these to
several potentially profitable
investments (including long-term
projects). Banks balance this process of
‘financial intermediation’ in such a way
that their depositors, in general, can
withdraw their deposits with interest ‘on
demand’. 

In case a bank defaults in paying o�
these depositors, then a liquidity crisis is
most likely to emerge, which, if not
managed properly, may eventually
trigger a bank run. Liquidity crisis is
exacerbated because such ‘lumpy’
projects are normally ‘illiquid’.

For example, the Northern Rock, a
small bank in Northern England and
Ireland, failed in the aftermath of
2007-09 crisis due to ALM coupled with
inappropriate liquidity management. 

Concentration risk: In general, the
concentration risk arises from
“imperfect diversification”. According to
the Basle Committee on Banking
Supervision, one of the two types of
imperfect diversification that makes
banks’ credit portfolios vulnerable to this
risk, is the “sector” concentration which

occurs when a bank is unable to perfectly
diversify the systematic components of
risk across sectoral factors.

Several banks incurred huge losses
following failures of ‘lumpy’ projects like
Enron, Worldcom and Parmalat. Even
the systemic stability was threatened.

RBI DRAFT FRAMEWORK

The RBI Draft “Prudential Framework
for Income Recognition, Asset
Classification and Provisioning
pertaining to Advances - Projects Under
Implementation”, released for
comments on May 3, 2024, aims at
harmonising “prudential framework for
financing of projects in Infrastructure,
Non-Infrastructure and Commercial
Real Estate sectors by regulated entities.”

The Draft proposes to increase the
provisioning requirement on standard
assets to ‘up to five per cent’ by March
2027. 

Other proposals include higher
provisions for delayed projects,
tightened exposure criteria,
classification of such loan accounts, and
maintaining project-specific data.

LIKELY IMPLICATIONS

The guidelines are a dampener for
project finance and will adversely a�ect
credit availability to the infrastructure
sector. Given the earlier experience,
besides likely delinquencies, the low
interest yield and tenor mismatch would
make it a commercially marginal
proposal.

Some view the guidelines as
favourable because these will reduce the
big headache of financing infrastructure
projects stu�ed with several risks, and to
manage these banks don’t have the
required skillsets and technical
capabilities. They are happy with the pure
‘financial intermediation’ function of
banks.

However, the worried lot is the
entrepreneurs including the government
sector for whom the cost of borrowing
will increase. Still, the interest rate for
infrastructure loans will likely remain
below that for agriculture, large
industries and Micro, Small & Medium
Enterprises.

The Date of Commencement of
Commercial Operations is emphasised
in order to motivate the entrepreneurs to
reduce delay in starting operation and
cost overruns.

IS ALM LURKING?

As mentioned earlier, the crucial ALM
risk undermines the core function of
banks. But the question is: has there been
an ALM ‘event’ at the system level in the
recent years, especially favouring
long-term projects?

Since bank balance sheets don’t
disclose maturity bucket-wise
distribution of their deposits and loans
over five years, it is conjectured that
perhaps the draft guidelines are a
proactive measure against the possibility
of any ALM risk in the near future.

However, based on the March-end
2023 data on concentration of loans in
the top 20 borrowers in 21 banks (12
public and nine private), it was observed
that the concentration per borrower was
as high as ₹5,085 crore, implying
inclusion of some project/infrastructure
loans. In aggregate, such borrowers
constituted 12.5 per cent of the total
outstanding loans of 21 banks.

SOME PROPOSALS

Will the National Bank for Financing
Infrastructure and Development along
with the National Investment and
Infrastructure Fund, the country’s first
sovereign wealth fund, be able to meet
the humongous demand for
infrastructure loans?

It is felt that perhaps the government
may have to revive the ‘Development
Financial Institutions’ concept which
existed earlier, and these institutions
(e.g., Industrial Development Bank of
India, and Industrial Credit and
Investment Corporation of India) had
access to assured sources of long-term
and low-cost funds. These institutions
were converted into universal banks
following the S H Khan Committee
Report (1998).

The commercial banks can help
provided they are allowed to mobilise
long-term deposits, say, for over 10 years’
maturity. 

The hurdle is how to determine rates
of interest for ‘over 10 years’ deposits?
This can be mitigated by the increasing
availability of data and advanced
econometric models now.

Another proposal is to allow the
Domestic – Systemically Important
Banks as well as select big banks (may be
after another round of mergers) to enter
into infrastructure projects.

Banks should have their own project
appraisal, monitoring and evaluation
specialists from various disciplines
depending on projects they are financing.
Outsourcing these functions, instead of
doing in-house, is vulnerable to
window-dressing.

Finally, banks should disclose the
maturity pattern of their assets and
liabilities for ‘over five years’ too.

The writer is a former senior economist, SBI. Views
expressed are personal

Impact of RBI’s draft
project finance norms

EMMANUAL YOGINI

The guidelines will
adversely affect credit to
infra sector. Still, the
interest rate will likely
remain below that for
agriculture and MSMEs.

RISK WORRIES. The way forward lies in allowing banks to mobilise 
long-term deposits and reviving development financial institutions

MANAS R DAS

I
ndia's business landscape is marked
predominantly with family-run
conglomerates, a fact that presents a

unique set of challenges and
opportunities for C-suite executives.
Navigating this environment requires a
deft touch, blending professional
acumen with an understanding of
intricate family dynamics. CEOs and
other C-suite leaders must master the art
of balancing authority with diplomacy. 

These leaders often report directly to
family patriarchs or matriarchs, who may
hold strong opinions and preferences.
Decision-making can be swift, driven by a
deep understanding of the company's
history and values, but it can also be
susceptible to emotional factors and
interpersonal relationships.

NAVIGATING THE LANDSCAPE

At the heart of many family businesses
lies a complex web of relationships
where personal ties intertwine with
business interests. This unique dynamic
often gives rise to a phenomenon known
as the principal-agent conflict; a concept
rooted in agency theory. This theory
examines the relationship between

principals (owners or shareholders) and
agents (managers or employees). 

It highlights the potential for agents to
prioritise their own interests, which may
not align with those of the principals. In
the context of family firms, the
principal-agent problem takes on a
nuanced dimension. Family members
entrusted with leadership roles may be
motivated by transferring the wealth to
the next generation possibly at the
expense of maximising profits. This
misalignment of interests can manifest
in various ways, from nepotism and
information asymmetry to entrenched
power and lack of accountability.

Appointment of outside leaders is
recognised as a viable strategy to mitigate
the above issue. External experts inject
objectivity and impartiality into
decision-making processes, as these
leaders are not bound by family ties or
loyalties. Their decisions are driven by
what is best for the business, free from
emotional biases that might influence
family members. 

Outside leaders often bring a wealth of
experience and specialised knowledge
gained from working in diverse
environments, which can prove
invaluable in tackling complex
challenges and driving innovation. The
fresh perspectives that they o�er could

challenge existing assumptions,
fostering a culture of continuous
improvement. Their presence also helps
to defuse tensions and conflicts that may
arise among family members competing
for power or influence. However, the
challenges faced by outside leaders are
also unique.

BALANCING ACT

While family businesses value skilled
professionals who can drive growth and
innovation, they also prioritise the
involvement of family members, often in
key positions. This creates a unique
power dynamic where C-suite executives
must not only deliver outstanding results
but also navigate the complex web of
familial connections. Building trust and

rapport with both family and non-family
stakeholders is essential. 

Despite the challenges, many
executives find family businesses to be
incredibly fulfilling. The close
connection to ownership often
translates to greater autonomy and a
deeper sense of purpose. The shared
values and close-knit culture can create a
strong sense of community within the
organisation. 

Moreover, family businesses often
take a long-term view, prioritising
sustainable growth over short-term
gains.

In conclusion, leading within the
family business structure is a unique
journey, fraught with challenges yet
brimming with the potential for
immense satisfaction. It necessitates a
special blend of business acumen,
interpersonal finesse, and cultural
sensitivity. 

This unique blend of professional
expertise and familial understanding can
create a powerful formula for success,
enabling C-suite leaders to leave a lasting
impact on both the business and the
family behind it.

Saravanan is a Professor of finance and accounting at IIM
Tiruchirappalli and Williams is Head of India at Sernova
Financial

Running family businesses can be quite a challenge

P Saravanan
A Paul Williams

FAMILY BUSINESSES. Change and
continuity/ ISTOCKPHOTO

CEOs need to navigate the complex web of familial relations and deliver results 
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T
wo decades ago, the RBI
recognised the necessity of
managing risks and issued

guidelines for establishing risk
management departments
(RMDs). Risk management
practices are integral to banks
today. Specialised sta� identify,
quantify risks and suggest risk
mitigation plans.

Climate change has brought a
new category of risk that banks
need to reckon with. Risks to
assets, population and economy
are real. Identification and
quantification of risks posed by
climate change at borrowers’ and
bankers’ level is complex.
Protocols have to be established to
assess and measure risks, increase
capacities of borrowers and
bankers, ensure their adaption and
eventually integrate climate risks
into the overall risk framework.

In comparison, standalone
RMDs’ tasks are simple and yet
took time to establish. Risks posed
by climate change are non-linear,
not backward looking and di�cult
to model/predict. Bankers must,
therefore, prepare for the long
haul, by nudging sta� to develop
competencies.

The RBI is a member of Basel
Committee on bank supervision
and adapted its principles of
climate-related financial risks. It
presented a discussion paper on
climate risks in July 2022, made
three announcements in its
February 2023 MPC statement
and issued draft disclosure
guidelines on climate related
financial risks in February 2024.

The guidelines mandate
disclosures on governance,
strategy, risk management,
metrics and targets, and a glide
path to enable banks and
borrowers address climate related
risks and transition to low carbon
economy. Establishment of a
robust ESG framework in
financial sector entities and
synchronised reportage at country
level is the ultimate objective.

Banks have to apply a climate
lens to their credit appraisal and
risk management systems,
measure risks and incorporate
them in loan pricing. But its
operational path is intricate. 

As a bank, initial work relates to
identifying di�erences between:
(a) ground level climate resilience
(green initiatives) that need
financing; and (b) bank level
climate risks to its assets and its
operations. RBI guidelines
primarily focus on banks’
recognition of their climate risks
(especially disclosures), leaving

green financing aspects to
‘governance and strategy’ of
banks. Banks should focus on
measurement and disclosures as
also on financing green activities.
It is in this context, a ‘To-Do’ list is
proposed.

Set up an internal team to
strategise and operationalise RBI’s
draft disclosure guidelines.
Bottom-up thinking and
learning-by-doing builds
ownership.

Banks should categorise their
existing loan assets as ‘green’
(positive e�ect on climate), ‘blue’
(no positive or negative e�ect)
and ‘grey’ (negative e�ect). Banks
must develop an internal
working-framework, take help of
experts, if need be, as o�cial
taxonomy is under development.
Development of ‘simple and
non-negotiable norms’ to qualify
assets.

Colour classification of assets
and measurement of risk gives a
broad measure of climate risks.
Exact measurement is not easy,
but without measurement we
cannot move ahead!

Enhance appraisal and risk
rating process with climate related
financial risks including credit
decision parameters.

Develop and incorporate
climate risk indicators in the
enterprise risk framework. The
indicators can be based on
sensitivity to
temperature/water/extreme
weather/GHG emission/etc.

Transforming climate science
into climate economics is not
straightforward. Assumptions
that some assets are green could
be fallacious. EVs are considered
green. But what about thermal
power which is charging EV
batteries? Likewise, new-age fuel
hydrogen has three shades [green,
blue and grey].

Everyone is trying to learn and
measure climate change related
financial risks. It is good to hone
the skills and knowledge
internally.

Suryakumar is former Deputy Managing
Director, NABARD. Srinivasan is a development
consultant. Views are personal

Banks and climate finance

PVS Suryakumar
N Srinivasan

RISK. Banks must hone
measurment skills

A to-do list for bankers is essential

I
t’s the great question that Indian
foreign policymakers have to
confront: Is the India-China
relationship going from bad to
worse? That’s the issue the Modi

government has to face now that it has
won another election — albeit with a
smaller majority. It has sent out one
signal by announcing that we are going
to rename 30 places in Tibet. For its part,
China’s President Xi Jinping hasn’t
congratulated Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on his election victory. That’s
obviously a signal of sorts. But Xi did
take a month to wish Joe Biden after his
election. 

The Chinese are very clear about
India. It’s the largest of the Asian powers
— except possibly Japan — but it
shouldn’t aspire to play in the same
league as China. We can hold
innumerable rounds of border talks but
shouldn’t expect them to move back
even an inch in regions like the Depsang
Plains and Demchok. If they aren’t going
to budge on the border should we cave in
to their demand to separate the military
stand-o� from relations on all other
subjects? That definitely isn’t about to
happen in the near future. So
India-China relations look stalemated
for the foreseeable future. Says one
China expert: “The Chinese keep saying
the border dispute should be kept in its
proper place. What we have occupied
you should take it that it is ours. And you
should not say anything about it.” 

How could that change in the coming
years? India’s e�orts to stop buying
Chinese products have been
unsuccessful and imports from China
have climbed to $101.7 billion in fiscal
2024, making it our top trading partner,
even ahead of the US. Still the Chinese
recognise that India could be a huge
market and, if we show signs of rapid
growth, they’d like to be in the game. 

China and Xi Jinping see the world as
a troubled place in which the US is trying
to maintain its hegemony above
everyone else. All other countries like

India are bit players in the titanic battle
between the two giants. A small set of
Chinese scholars reckon that India has
tried to steer a neutral course in the past
but they are in a tiny minority. 

In a world where the US is determined
to maintain its hegemony, China must
also flex its muscles to show that it
means business. From 2013 onwards Xi
instructed the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) that it should take an aggressive
stand in every theatre. For India that
meant an increasing number of
stand-o�s between the PLA and Indian
troops. At Galwan in 2020 that finally
turned into a full-fledged battle with
casualties even though no shots were
fired. 

Since then, India-China relations
have been down in the dumps. In the
border regions both sides have been
building their capability. China has built
hundreds of xiaokangor model villages
near the Indian border. These could
serve a military purpose in case of
conflict. Also, it has been upgrading its
air defences in Tibet. India too is
upgrading its strength and currently
building a second parallel runway at its
Leh airbase. 

ACTION IN NEIGHBOURHOOD

But the greater battle between India and
China is possibly in the Indian Ocean
and also surrounding countries like
Pakistan, the Maldives, Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh. India has been flexing its
muscles to prevent China’s survey ships
from docking in Sri Lanka. In the
Maldives, these survey ships have only
docked but not conducted any research
in Maldivian territorial waters. 

China’s economic slowdown has also
meant that it’s throwing much less
money into the Belt and Road Initiative

(BRI). Work on the Colombo Port is still
ongoing but many other projects in
South Asia have slowed or even halted.
China has a 99-year lease on Sri Lanka’s
Hambantota Port but very few ships
dock there. It’s strategically placed near
India but brings in hardly any revenues.
And when Sri Lanka was in dire
economic straits it was India which
stumped up about $4 billion in cash and
commodities. The Chinese declined to
ease up on its debts. 

Pakistan’s debts to China have also
climbed steeply and it’s clear the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
projects won’t generate much revenue.
Pakistan had hoped to turn Gwadar Port
into a ‘mini-Dubai’ but that was
obviously pie-in-the-sky wishful
thinking. Gwadar will basically only
benefit the Chinese.

The fact is that China also has its own
economic issues to deal with and rising
youth unemployment. Under these
circumstances will we see a slightly less
fire-breathing dragon? That’s an
outcome that India can only hope for. 

Can ties with China improve? 

China has built
hundreds of xiaokang
or model villages near
the Indian border. These
could serve a military
purpose in case of conflict. 

The ties look stalemated, for now. In border regions both sides have been building their capabilities

PARAN BALAKRISHNAN

THE WIDER
ANGLE.

PUSHING AHEAD. China’s President Xi Jinping has instructed the People’s Liberation Army that it should take an aggressive stand PTI

T
he European Commission has
drafted plans to exempt long-haul
flights from rules on monitoring

their non-CO2 emissions, after
international carriers lobbied for an
opt-out, documents seen by Reuters
showed. The EU is developing plans to
require airlines to track and report their
contribution to climate change from
January 2025 — not only from carbon
dioxide, but also soot, nitrogen oxides
and water vapour.

Airlines’ non-CO2 emissions have at
least as important an impact on global
warming as their CO2 output, according
to the EU’s aviation safety authority. A
draft Commission proposal for the new
rules, seen by Reuters, would exclude
international flights — defined by the
EU as those departing or landing in
Europe from non-European destinations
— from the emissions disclosure rules
for two years, limiting them until 2027 to
only flights within Europe.

The proposed new rules have split the
industry, with lobby group the
International Air Transport Association
seeking an exemption for long-haul
flights, while low-cost European carriers
Ryanair and Easyjet say all flights —
including long-haul international trips
— should be included. REUTERS

EU’s new emission
rules may not apply 
for long-haul flights

Kate Abnett
Conor Humphries

Short take
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Relief package for farmers announced
The United Progressive Alliance has announced a comprehensive
debt-restructuring package for the country’s agricultural community. All farmers
who have su�ered losses on account of successive droughts, floods or other
calamities in districts declared as ‘calamity-a�ected’ by the State Governments
concerned will be given the facility of debt rescheduling. 

States agree to implement VAT from April ‘05
Broad consensus has emerged among most of the States to implement a value
added tax (VAT) regime that would replace sales tax from April 1, 2005. The phase
out of the central sales tax (CST) would now be “co-terminus” with the
implementation of VAT. Indications are that the CST rate would initially be brought
down from 4 per cent to 2 per cent before being eliminated. 

Global Trust Bank awaits RBI nod for fresh capital infusion
A deal for fresh infusion of capital into the cash-starved Global Trust Bank (GTB) is
expected to be finalised before soon. According to sources, the bank has approved
a proposal from a foreign investor to bring in ₹500 crore. The San Francisco-based,
investment firm, Newbridge Capital, is the name doing the rounds. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. Smugglers; illicit 

distillers (11)

8. Wanders about 

aimlessly (8)

9. Material for pudding (4)

10. Ghastly pale (5)

13. Aspect (4)

16. Highway (4)

17. Conquer (4)

18. Hefty book (4)

20. Prepares for 

publication (5)

24. Done with (4)

25. From the underworld (8)

26. Gets around (11)

DOWN

2. Gemstone (4)

3. Knots, lumps (5)

4. Quadruped; clothes airer (5)

5. Blackboard support (5)

6. The coming into a country of

people (11)

7. Takes industrial action (5,2,4)

11. For this reason (5)

12. Biblical girl's name (5)

14. Was indebted (4)

15. Unru�ed (4)

19. Mistake (5)

21. Jeans material (5)

22. Yonder (5)

23. Furrow the brows (4)

ACROSS

1. They illicitly run ... still? (11)

8. Wanders about and names Red at random (8)

9. Gas-ring used for stirring pudding (4)

10. Looking white, like an ambassador going north (5)

13. Seem to be fifty, nothing more, and get go-ahead (4)

16. The way for piece of angler's equipment to have a

content (4)

17. Get the better of another pulse (4)

18. Book that met with disaster around the ring (4)

20. Cuts tape as tide's changing (5)

24. Too many for six to be delivered? (4)

25. Gather N American Latin leaders come from nether

region (8)

26. Cutlass-top cuts vermin about and thus gets

around it (11)

DOWN

2. Oil one had left father replaces with stone (4)

3. Poles hold a bit of poetry: they're swell (5)

4. The cavalry sound croaky (5)

5. When to get in the fish for support (5)

6. Entry from overseas (11)

7. Factory let our upset be seen and takes industrial

action (5,2,4)

11. From this time onward, away with you! (5)

12. Girl makes one grumble to see her back (5)

14. The ring to marry has yet to be paid (4)

15. State militia leader is not rough (4)

19. ‘It is the very ______ of the moon’ (Othello) (5)

21. Material to be dug up (5)

22. Half the team embraces her: I told you so! (5)

23. Make jumper heal like bone (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Bulldogs 4. Spit 8. Inn 9. Photo 10. Air 11. Grows up 12. Keels 13. Day in, day out 17. False 18. Provoke 20. Egg 21. Chalk 22. Eye 23. Task 24. Serpents

DOWN 1. Brings 2. Lingo 3. Group 5. Plateau 6. Thrust 7. Donkey-work 9. Pestilence 14. Alleges 15. A�ect 16. Recess 18. Place 19. Ocean

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2464

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2463

NOT SO EASY

763a06ac-0a7b-461c-8dc0-68e058ba5548

763a06ac-0a7b-461c-8dc0-68e058ba5548
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T
he filing of a draft red herring prospectus by Hyundai last week 
indicates the South Korean chaebol is looking to unlock value in its 
highly successful Indian subsidiary. The prospectus says the parent 
will be looking to sell a 17.5 per cent stake in the company, amounting 

to 142 million shares in what is now a 100 per cent subsidiary. Investment 
bankers estimate this initial public offering (IPO) would help raise around 
~25,000 crore with an implied valuation of about ~1.45 trillion for Hyundai 
Motors India. Around 35 per cent of the issue would be reserved for retail 
investors. Hyundai would have to eventually dilute its ownership further to 
comply with the shareholding norms in listed companies. 

The IPO size would be a record, since the largest Indian public issue so far 
has been of Life Insurance Corporation of India, which raised ~21,000 crore in 
May 2022. This will also be the first large IPO in the automobile segment since 
2003, when Maruti was listed. India is the world’s third-largest automobile market 
(behind China and the US). Hyundai is the third-largest auto manufacturer glob-
ally and holds around a 14 per cent market share in the Indian car market. It is 
number two in India, behind Maruti Suzuki in terms of unit market share, and it 
may be outpacing the top firm in profit margins because the average selling 
price per unit is higher due to the larger number of sport utility vehicles (SUVs) 
it sells. Over 50 per cent of Hyundai sales in India consist of SUVs. Hyundai 
Motor India generated over ~61,571 crore of revenues in 2022-23 with net profits 
of around ~4,709 crore. India operations contributed around 18 per cent in 
volumes to Hyundai’s global sales and it is the fastest-growing market. 

The company has been present in India since 1996, when it set up its 
facilities in Chennai. It has been continuously focused on greater localisation 
of components and claims over 90 per cent indigenisation of components, 
although research and development is from the parent. The Chennai facility 
is said to be running at 97 per cent capacity. The company has also been 
looking to use Chennai as an export hub for sales to South Asia, West Asia, 
and Africa. Hyundai India has also focused on premiumisation, selling vehicles 
with a higher average price and better margins. It also aims to challenge Tata 
Motors’ dominance in the electric-vehicle (EV) market. 

Although the proceeds would go directly to the parent, it may or may not 
choose to reinvest some of it in India. There are some implications for investors 
to consider. The company will eventually sell another tranche of shares to dilute 
stake. It could be looking to raise funding locally for a big push into EVs, where 
it may need to set up charging infrastructure, tighten the supply chain, and roll 
out a stronger distribution network. Overall, however, the move must be wel-
comed because it would allow Indian investors to be part of one of the largest 
auto companies operating in India. With public shareholding, its operations 
would be more open for shareholder scrutiny. For the company, the IPO is well 
timed because of the high valuations in the Indian stock market. Hopefully, it 
would encourage other large multinational firms operating in India to list in 
India and make Indian investors part of the wealth-creation process.

Safety first 
Railways must address the basics

T
he tragic collision between the Sealdah (Kolkata)-bound 
Kanchanjunga Express and a goods train in northern Bengal sug-
gests that the Indian Railways has not taken on board the lessons 
from the three-train crash in Balasore, Odisha, just a year ago, which 

resulted in significant casualties. The cause of one of India’s worst train 
crashes in decades was the result of flaws in the signalling system. Now, pre-
liminary investigation by the Railways into the Kanchanjunga Express 
tragedy, in which 10 people have died and over 50 injured, suggests that the 
accident was caused by a defective automatic signalling system compounded 
by speeding violations by the driver (since deceased) of the goods train. 

Fortuitously, the rear compartments of the Kanchanjunga Express were 
parcel coaches, which limited the number of casualties. Because of the sig-
nalling system failure, both the passenger train, which plies between Kolkata 
and Agartala, and the goods train were issued a mandatory written order 
(known as a TA 912), which authorises drivers to pass automatic red signals 
after observing standard safety protocols. This involves bringing the train to 
a stop ahead of a signal, waiting one minute in the daytime or two minutes at 
night, and proceeding at a maximum speed of 10 km per hour after exchanging 
a confirmatory whistle with the guard and maintaining a 150-metre gap with 
a preceding train if the latter has not yet crossed a signal. According to the 
investigation, the driver of the goods train did not observe the speed limit 
and crashed into the rear of the Kanchanjunga Express, which had crossed 
nine signals and was awaiting clearance at another to proceed. 

Human error or otherwise, the accident still raises fresh questions about 
the Railways’ attention to basics. As with the accident in Balasore, Kavach, 
the automatic train-protection anti-collision system indigenously developed 
by the Indian Railways Research Designs and Standards Organisation, was 
not operational on this line, either. The electronic system is designed to 
activate the train’s braking system automatically if the driver fails to follow 
speed restrictions. But the system is functional only on 1,500 km of track — 
the Railways has a track length of 99,000 km — and the utility plans to add 
it to another 3,000 km this year. Such snail’s pace progress must surely be 
questioned when signal failures are emerging as a crisis point in railway 
operations. The Railways has seen a massive increase in capital expenditure 
and it must pay adequate attention to safety aspects. 

It is true that the incidence of “consequential” train accidents — those 
involving the loss of life, injuries, disruptions, and damage to railway 
property — has fallen by 90 per cent in the past two decades. But at an 
average of 44 consequential accidents every year — or three or four a 
month — in the five-year period ended FY23, the Railways cannot be 
deemed an entirely safe way to travel. By comparison, there have been 
only few air accidents in India in this century. Surely, the same level of 
safety standards enjoyed by a sliver of affluent Indians should be accorded 
to the 90 per cent of the population, who avail themselves of one of the 
world’s largest mass transport systems.
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I
ndia’s foreign trade, valued at $1.63 trillion in finan-
cial year 2023-24, constituted 41 per cent of its gross 
domestic product (GDP), underscoring its vital role 

in the nation’s economy and job creation. The sector 
faces significant internal and external challenges. Here 
are nine suggestions for the new government to boost 
trade and economic growth. 
Revive labour-intensive exports: Exports in most 
labour-intensive sectors were lower in 2023 compared 
to 2015. Key product categories include garments, 
textiles, fabric, yarn, fibre, carpets, leather products, 
footwear, diamonds, and gold jewellery. These sectors 
generate more jobs per unit of invest-
ment compared to others. 

Bangladesh and Vietnam, relying 
on imported fabric to make gar-
ments, have outpaced India through 
focused measures over the last two 
decades. The production-linked 
incentive (PLI) scheme for textiles is 
a non-starter and might be better 
scrapped. Technology is not the 
issue. An honest appraisal of the sec-
tor, rather than consultant reports 
promising distant rosy futures, is 
needed. If the export slide does not 
stop, we will see imports in these sectors rise. 
Diversify service exports: Three-fourths of India’s 
service export earnings come from software & IT 
and business services. In these two sectors, India 
has a high 9.0 per cent global share. This category 
accounts for 36 per cent of global services exports. 
Services other than these two represent a large 64 
per cent of world services exports, where our share 
is a low 1.9 per cent.  

A few such services, along with India’s global 
share in the category, are transport and travel (2.4 
per cent), maintenance and repair (0.24 per cent), 
insurance and pension services (1.38 per cent), finan-
cial services (1.30 per cent), and charges for the use 
of intellectual property (0.23 per cent). India needs 
to work to enhance its share in these sectors to 
achieve a stable service export performance.  
Cut critical dependence on China: It accounts for 
an average of 30 per cent of India’s global imports 

in industrial products. Here are a few products with 
China’s share of India’s imports. Telecom and smart-
phone parts (44 per cent), laptops and PCs (77.7 per 
cent), digital monolithic integrated circuits (26.2 per 
cent), assembled photovoltaic cells (65.5 per cent), 
lithium-ion batteries (75 per cent), diammonium 
phosphate (40.9 per cent), radio transmission and 
television apparatus parts (68.5 per cent), antibiotics 
(88.4 per cent). 

From 2019 to 2024, India’s exports to China have 
stagnated at around $16 billion annually. Meanwhile, 
imports from China have surged from $70.3 billion 

in FY19 to over $101 billion in FY24, 
resulting in a cumulative trade 
deficit exceeding $387 billion over 
six years. 

The US and EU are cutting 
imports from China by imposing 
higher tariffs. Australia is asking 
China-linked investors to divest 
shares in Australian rare earth mines 
as the sector becomes strategic for 
green energy and defence. In India, 
imports from China are set to increase 
with the entry of Chinese firms into 
India through joint ventures or stan-

dalone operations. India needs to do a strategic 
reassessment, work to diversify import sources, and 
enhance domestic production capabilities. 
Ensure FTAs do not aggravate the inverted duty 
structure: An inverted duty structure occurs when 
import duties on finished goods are lower than on 
raw materials. For example, if copper scrap (raw 
material) and copper pipes (finished goods) have a 
5 per cent tariff, and a free trade agreement (FTA) 
reduces the tariff on pipes to zero, local production 
of pipes becomes less competitive. This discourages 
local manufacturing as firms prefer cheaper imports.  

Earlier, budgets were used to correct such anoma-
lies. However, the increasing number of FTAs has 
complicated the issue by allowing zero-duty imports 
on most industrial products. Higher import duties 
on raw materials from non-FTA countries and duty-
free finished goods from FTA partners incentivise 
imports over local purchases. 

Publish data on FTA performance: India has 14 
comprehensive FTAs and six smaller scope prefer-
ential trade agreements. The government should pub-
lish the data to see whether the FTAs have met expec-
tations or if course correction is needed. The learnings 
will also aid ongoing trade negotiations. 
Counter effects of European climate regulation: 
The EU’s deforestation regulation, carbon border 
adjustment measures (CBAM) regulation, foreign sub-
sidies regulation, and German Supply Chain Due 
Diligence Act will hurt and add uncertainty to India’s 
exports. Unconfirmed reports from the EU say less 
than half of Indian exporters have filed data with the 
EU for CBAM compliance. 

When fully implemented, CBAM will result in a 
20-35 per cent import tax on Indian firms. A firm 
has to share all plant and production details with the 
EU. Also, firms may need to run two production lines 
to compete effectively: One, an expensive yet greener 
products for exports to EU countries, and another 
for standard products for the rest of the world. It is 
time to prepare a plan to counter EU regulations and 
hit imports from the EU in equal measures.  
Improve quality systems: Recent concerns raised 
by Hong Kong, Singapore, and the United States 
about the quality of spices from top Indian brands 
highlight the need for urgent action. Indian food and 
agricultural exports often face rejection from the EU 
and the US due to exceeding maximum residue limits 
(MRLs) of pesticides and other quality issues. 

India should align its quality standards with inter-
national norms to reduce rejections, expand farm-to-
fork blockchain tracing for major exports such as  veg-
etables, spices, and dairy products, issue quality control 
orders after consulting with industry, and sign mutual 
recognition agreements with key export partners to 
boost global acceptance of Indian products. 
Enhance ease of doing business: We need to trans-
form the government-business interface to be busi-
ness-centric and not government-department cen-
tric. Currently, exporters have to deal with various 
government organisations separately. Creating a 
user-friendly online National Trade Network for all 
compliance processes would allow businesses to file 
all compliance in one place. This change could 
enable at least 100,000 small firms to start exporting 
within a year. 
Other export promotion measures: Automate 
customs processes to reduce delays and costs, invest 
in modern ports, efficient logistics, and digital sys-
tems. Export high-value goods to existing markets, 
help small businesses boost their global presence, 
improve small firms’ access to finance, promote e-
commerce exports, and work to reduce non-tariff 
barriers in key markets. 

Economists suggest that to boost export growth, 
a country should lower import tariffs, sign FTAs, and 
integrate into global value chains. However, these 
strategies will only be effective if the country first 
reduces costs and improves its business environment. 
Lowering tariffs without improving the ease of doing 
business could result in increased imports replacing 
local manufacturing and jobs. 

The writer is the founder of Global Trade Research Initiative

I
n his very first speech to party workers after the 
election results were announced, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi talked about the unfolding “green 

era” and how India seeks to be a leading player in 
green industrialisation, green energy, and green mobil-
ity. This gives an indication of the priority that will 
likely be attached to a green development path. 

In terms of green energy — mainly solar and 
wind — India already figures among the top coun-
tries in annual additions, and is working on expand-
ing the domestic manufacturing 
base to support this. Every country 
that is trying to localise manufac-
turing is facing unique challenges. 
For instance, policy is continually 
being tweaked in the US to ensure 
that the combination of incentives 
and disincentives for domestic man-
ufacturing remains compelling, 
while generation capacity addition 
is also appropriately supported. 
With the elections in India wrapped 
up and Renewable Energy Minister 
Pralhad Venkatesh Joshi in charge, 
there is now scope to dynamically balance multiple 
objectives and meet specified goals. 

As the demand for electricity hits new highs in 
the face of extreme heat, there is a case for increasing 
the share of renewable energy at an accelerated pace. 
According to the latest data from the Central 
Electricity Authority, pertaining to April 2024, 
renewables (including large hydro) make up almost 
a fifth of the country’s generation. Solar accounts 
for almost half of this output, followed by large hydro 
and wind power. 

The green mobility wave has seen a bit of a slow-
down globally. Under BloombergNEF’s Economic 

Transition Scenario, which tracks how current tech-
no-economic trends are expected to drive the energy 
transition with no new policy intervention, electric 
car sales are set to rise from 13.9 million in 2023 to 
over 30 million in 2027. Over this period, electric 
car sales are expected to grow at an average of 21 
per cent annually, compared to the average of 61 
per cent between 2020 and 2023. India is expected 
to be among the fastest-growing markets in the 
emerging economies. The entry of players like 

Vietnam’s Vinfast and Tesla could 
give a boost to the market.  

Meanwhile, there may be lessons 
to be gained from the decision of the 
European Union last week to impose 
additional tariffs on electric cars 
shipped from China starting in July. 
The Commission said it had “provi-
sionally concluded that the battery 
electric vehicles (BEV) value chain in 
China benefits from unfair subsidis-
ation, which is causing a threat of eco-
nomic injury to EU BEV producers.” 

The initial economic road map 
of India’s new administration will become clearer 
with the presentation of the Budget. Mr Modi reit-
erated the country’s commitment to net-zero emis-
sions by 2070 at the recent G7 Summit in Italy.    
EVs and oil: BNEF estimates that EVs of all types 
and fuel-cell vehicles could displace almost 4 million 
barrels of oil per day by 2027 — more than double 
the current level of demand destruction. It also 
expects peak road fuel demand by 2027. For context, 
oil demand is estimated at almost 104 million barrels 
per day in this quarter, according to the Organization 
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries. 

Under BNEF’s Economic Transition Scenario, oil 

demand would have been 6.6 million barrels per 
day higher in 2030 were it not for these vehicles.  

While some automakers have diluted their near-
term EV goals, there are multiple tailwinds support-
ing long-term growth: Lower-cost batteries, expand-
ing charging networks, and new cost-competitive 
vehicle models. Sales of internal combustion engine 
vehicles have peaked in 2017, according to BNEF, 
and are projected to fall 29 per cent from this point 
by 2027. 
Energy storage: A group of novel technologies that 
can store energy for very long hours could challenge 
the domination of lithium-ion batteries in energy 
storage. BNEF’s first Long-Duration Energy Storage 
(LDES) Cost Survey shows that while most of these 
technologies are still early stage and costly, some 
already achieve lower costs than lithium-ion for 
longer durations. Thermal energy storage and com-
pressed air storage are the least expensive LDES 
technologies. Others include flow batteries, novel 
pumped hydro storage and gravity energy storage. 
LDES has a critical role to play in a renewables-led 
power system.  

India has so far held three auctions for two-hour 
energy storage, which were heavily oversubscribed. 
They are unsubsidised but India now plans to support 
4 Gw-hours of battery projects with ~9,400 crore ($1.1 
billion) in subsidies to be allotted over multiple auc-
tions. “The subsidy plan will draw strong interest 
from battery developers as the guidelines are highly 
favourable to them. They are not exposed to any 
market risk and will get full subsidy payment at the 
end of three years of the battery’s operation,” said 
Rohit Gadre, BNEF’s lead India analyst on batteries. 

The writer is a New York-based senior editor – global policy 

for BloombergNEF; vgombar@bloomberg.net

Green agenda of Modi 3.0

Hyundai’s listing will be positive for Indian markets

Drive to Dalal Street

T
his is an era where most books 
about China written by Indians 
have tended to address the geopo-

litical rivalry between the two nations or 
the even more vexed boundary issue. It 
is, therefore, a relief to read a work that 
covers a different and vastly wider can-
vas. This book is Poonam Surie’s attempt 
to look at the many dimensions on 
which China’s trajectory towards moder-
nity intersects with its traditions and his-
torical currents. For the author, such an 
endeavour is not new: This book is a logi-
cal follow-on from her two previous 
works where she has explored related 
themes. Her first book covered ancient 
Sino-Indian links and the return of reli-

gion to today’s China, and the second 
examined the modern revival of 
Confucianism in that country, whose 
official ruling ideology remains 
“Socialism with Chinese characteristics”. 

To do full justice to a subject such as 
“Tradition and Modernity”, however, is a 
challenge. The conventional response 
would require treading the academic 
route, which would probably entail the 
production of several heavily-annotated 
volumes covering the history, philosophy, 
economy and sociology of China. That 
would not only be a time-consuming task, 
but the end product would be accessible 
to a select few, leaving aside the larger 
public. Ms Surie, therefore, has chosen a 
different approach, which works far 
better in carrying the reader along the 
journey of her narrative. 

The first chapter titled “Confluence 
and Eternity” sets the keynote for the 
reflective tone of the book, much of 
which was written at the time when we 
all remained isolated in our homes while 
the Covid pandemic surged around us. 
In those fraught years, which brought us 

face to face with existential questions 
about life, Ms Surie put together her 
thoughts about living and travelling in 
China. Though conventionally arranged 
in chapter form, the book’s chapter 
headings are at best loosely indicative, 
allowing her to range as widely or as 
deeply as she chooses. 

To repeat the metaphor of a journey, 
Ms Surie invites us to join in her 
personal quest to discover how today’s 
China approaches modernity. This 
journey is somewhat like a spiral ascent 
around a tall mountain. As we ascend, 
the terrain around us changes, as do the 
views below. We see that the “same” 
landscape when viewed from different 
heights and angles appears different, 
much like it does at various times of day 
or when we are fresh or tired.  

Take the example of climate change 
and the environment, the subject of the 
book’s last chapter. Here, Ms Surie covers 
not only the anticipated impact of 
climate change on both China and India, 
but the civilisational logic of sacred 
groves and tree spirits; how behavioural 

economics values the environment, and 
traditional or developmental approaches 
to nature in the two countries, among 
other issues. But the environment has 
many more intersections, revealed in the 
other chapters. Urbanisation and its 
pressures on women 
appear in the chapter on 
gender. Chapter 13 is a 
fascinating discourse 
titled “Animal-Human 
Interface” on the 
emergence of zoonotic 
diseases (such as Covid) 
emanating from human 
encroachment into 
forested areas. Ms Surie 
also examines the ecological significance 
of animal imagery in Chinese and Indian 
mythology. Chapter 14 deals with 
children growing up in an urbanised 
society of one-child multi-generation 
families, living in the embrace of a highly 
digitally-connected environment and an 
edgy surveillance state. Old customs and 
ancient traditions linger or are 
transformed in strangely adaptable 

ways. The reader will find obvious points 
of similarity in many such aspects 
between China and India. 

Reading this work requires 
perseverance. It is not a book to be 
plucked off an airport bookstall to be 
devoured quickly on a short flight. The 
reader must pause frequently to digest 
and ruminate, as on a solitary reverie 
during a trek. There are also pitfalls 

along the track. As the 
wife of a senior 
diplomat (now 
retired), Ms Surie is 
fully aware of the 
complicated 
relationship between 
India and China, 
which poses obstacles 
to full-throated 
discussions between 

the peoples of the two nations: 
Occasionally,  we see such geopolitics 
injecting itself — jarringly — into the 
otherwise philosophical discourse. Ms 
Surie has no set prescriptions for the 
way forward. Still, there are indications 
aplenty that open-minded dialogue 
between the two peoples remains the 
only positive option for both. But how? 

Every journey leaves a mark, 

sometimes as a blinding revelation, but 
mostly as new ideas or pathways to 
explore. For this reviewer, the insights 
from this virtual journey appeared as 
several questions. How can two large and 
populous nations like India and China — 
locked into an uneasy embrace by legacy 
problems — get themselves to cooperate 
innovatively? And address existential 
threats that will endanger their future 
and create planetary havoc? Can both 
peoples harness their creativity to look 
beyond the tactical and the binary?  Why 
can the myriad common challenges 
facing both India and China not be the 
subject of a wider and more diverse 
dialogue, particularly including the 
younger generation who will have to face 
the consequences of todays’ decisions 
(and evasions)? Are there nuggets in our 
civilisational knowledge that might 
point to such a new path? 

As Ms Surie hints in this unusual and 
thoughtful book, that path might well 
be “the road less taken”, which can 
make “all the difference” (Robert Frost). 
Which direction will we choose? 

The reviewer is a corporate coach and an 

honorary fellow at the Institute of Chinese 

Studies, Delhi
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WORDLYWISE

Concern formanandhis safetymust always
formthe chief interest of all technical

endeavours. — ALBERT EINSTEINTHEEDITORIALPAGE

In terms of music, the charm
of 'Houdini' lies in its light,
unpretentious tenor. While
it harks back to the nostalgia
of the older, notorious days
and equally notorious
hooks, it is unlike the darker
and intimate space
Eminem once touched,
speaking intimately of his
personal life.

THE REAL SLIM SHADY
With ‘Houdini’, Eminemrevisitshisheyday

IN THE TENSEmoments during the 2003
Ashes Test at the Sydney Cricket Ground,
Australiancaptain,aslightlyout-of-formSteve
Waughwho’dbeendealingwithquestionsof
retirement, foundhimself facing the lastball
oftheday,justtworunsshortofacentury.The
100wouldhavebeenhis29thTestton,equal-
ingcricketinggiantDonBradman’srecord.

Inthebuild-upthatcanbecalledtheatri-
calatitsbest,EnglishcaptainNasserHussain
tookhissweettimetosetthefield,whilethe
crowdroared.And then, just like that, com-
mentator Kerry O’Keeffe broke into ‘Lose
Yourself’byEminem.Herapped,onair,“Lose
yourself in themoment, you own it…from
themiddle of thepiece that beginswith... If
you had one shot or one opportunity/ To
seizeeverythingyoueverwantedinonemo-
ment/Wouldyoucaptureitorjustletitslip?”

Waugh smacked a four of the last ball.
Thesong, from8Mile (2002),a filmwith

autobiographicalelementsaboutEminem’s
struggles in Detroit and the eponymous
street that acted as a de facto divider be-
tween White and Black, rich and poor
neighbourhoods, won an Oscar (the first
hip-hop piece to do so) and a Grammy. It
stuck, not justwithO’Keeffe, but alsowith
the 2003 English rugby team, blaring it in
the dressing room as a motivational an-
them. Then there was actor Jodie Foster,
who recited it at the University of
Pennsylvania’scommencementaddress in
2006. But what one absolutely needs to

marvel at is how the song by Marshall
Mathers as Jimmy “B-Rabbit” has zipped
along, for years, and is pitched up on the
Billboardchartsyet again, right afterhe re-
leasedhis latest single, ‘Houdini’. The song
is a prelude to the rapper’s upcoming 12th
album The Death of Slim Shady (Coup De
Grâce),whichwill drop later this summer.

While thecritical response to therhyme
schemes, lyrics, cadence and delivery has
beenunenthusiastic,evenfrostyattimes,the
songwent straight toNo1on theUS iTunes
chart. It was interesting and a little strange
towatchacreativelyweakpiecebyEminem
climb the charts in this manner. Its video
trended at No 1 on YouTube. And despite
Taylor Swift’s pervasive sway, it’s selling
likehotcakes.

What ‘Houdini’ alsodidwasbring ‘Lose
Yourself’ back toNo10onBillboard’s list of
best-sellingraptracksbesidesspending475
weeksonRapDigital SongSaleschart.As if
thiswasn’tenough, ‘LoseYourself’wasalso
presented as a cover by Grammy-winning
singer SZA,who sang it like a soft ballad.

But why is Eminem, once a tsunami,
makingwaves again? This is in spite of not
reallybeingthemost importantorthemost
controversy-generating rap star at this
point. Is it nostalgia? Or popular culture’s
current affection for the Y2K era? Or is it
aboutanolder,oncesupremelyfamousmu-
sician,back in thegamelikeabolt fromthe
blue — Eminem saying, “Hey, y’all always

asking for theoldme,wellhereyougo”.Or
is it only now that Gen Z, whose parents
were once Eminem fans, are discovering
him?Generations streaming hismusic to-
gether. I thinktheanswer isallof theabove.

In the ‘Houdini’ video, his Slim Shady
avatar steps out of awormhole from 2002.
One hears the old refrain, “Guess who’s
back”, a tribute to his 2002 No 1 single
‘Without Me’ along with the 1982 song
‘Abracadabra’ fromSteveMillerBand.

Intermsofmusic, thecharmof 'Houdini'
lies in its light, unpretentious tenor.While
it harks back to the nostalgia of the older,
notoriousdaysandequallynotorioushooks,
it is unlike the darker and intimate space
Eminemoncetouched,speakingintimately
of his personal life: His absent father, his
complicated relationship with his mother
and his difficult childhood. He won the
Black gameas aWhite guywithhis talent.

But he was almost always provocative
(liketheshothetakesatMegantheStallion,
or his own children in “F**kmy own kids,
theyarebrats”. In ‘Houdini’, theyareshown
with squeamish expressions). Yes, he’s be-
ingEminem.Butat51,onealsoexpectshim
to growup and talk of real things.Maybe a
take onGaza?Or thewar inUkraine?We’ll
need towait andwatch.

But love him or not, Slim Shady is back
andhewants the spotlight.

suanshu.khurana@expressindia.com

SuanshuKhurana

THE INDIANRAILWAYS isback in thenews
after a freight train rammed into apassen-
ger trainonSunday, June16,nearSiliguri in
West Bengal, which left at least nine peo-
ple dead andmore than 40 injured. Since
1995, the country has witnessed seven
deadly train accidents, five of which took
more than200 lives— thehighest number
of deaths, 358, was recorded in the
Firozabad collision of 1995. The multiple
traincollisionatBalasore inOdisha,abouta
yearago, claimed287 lives.Together, these
sevenaccidents tookmorethan1,600lives.

Among railway planners, it is widely
held that a large, denselypopulateddevel-
oping country like India should have a
strong railway system that can compete
with road and air transport to serve the
needs of the people and economy. Neither
the Railway Board nor the Centre has ever
denied this imperative. In fact, plans have
been repeatedly announced to double
the speed of trainswhile improving safety
and drastically increasing line capacity,
as most trunk routes have faced acute
congestion. But the results have been
verydiscouraging.

TheIndianRailwayshasconsistently lost
marketshare inbothpassengerandfreight
streams. In fact, since 2010-12, the total
volumeof both freight andpassenger traf-
fic has stagnatedordeclined,while air and
roadmodes have seen growth of 6-12 per
centeachyear.Between2014-15and2019-
20, passenger traffic declined from 995
billionpass-kmto914billionpass-km,and
freight stagnated between 682 and 739
billion net tonne-km. For the period after
2019-20tothepresent, theRailwayshasnot
made these traffic figures public.

It is no exaggeration that the Indian
Railways(IR),whichenjoysamonopolyon
rail transportation, is facing a severe crisis.
If the present trend of declining market
share continues for anotherdecade,which

The Indian Railways is back
in the news after a freight
train rammed into a
passenger train on Sunday,
June 16, near Siliguri in West
Bengal, which left at least
nine people dead and more
than 40 injured. Since 1995,
the country has witnessed
seven deadly train accidents,
five of which took more than
200 lives — the highest
number of deaths, 358, was
recorded in the Firozabad
collision of 1995. The
multiple train collision at
Balasore in Odisha, about a
year ago, claimed 287 lives.
Together, these seven
accidents took more than
1,600 lives.

seems likely in view of the failure to raise
speed, increase line capacity, and improve
safetytotherequiredstandards, IRcouldbe
relegated to a secondary role where it
primarily carries heavy freight and some
slow-moving passenger trains, as in large,
thinly populated, economically advanced
countries liketheUS,Canada,andAustralia.
Surely, with its high population density, a
large developing country like India can’t
afford such adecline in rail transport.

Rail safetymustbeviewedinthis larger
context. Over the past two decades, the
Railway Board, the highest administrative
bodyundertheUnionMinisterofRailways,
has been a rudderless ship, marked by
abruptchanges inpoliciesandplans for the
futuregrowthandexpansionof the IRnet-
work. It has failed to raise the speed of its
excruciatingly slow trains, the punctuality
of trains has shown no improvement, and
safetyhas continued tobe an issue.

The Comptroller and Auditor General
(CAG) of India has recently issued two im-
portant reports on safety, speed, and
punctuality on IR. The report on speedand
punctuality for theyears2019-20says that
between2014and2019, therehasbeenno
increase in the average speed of mail and
express trains— thishas remainedat50 to
51kmph,contrarytoclaimsofachievingan
average speed of 75 kmph under Mission
Raftar, which has appeared in some form
every five to sevenyears since 2005. As for
freight trains, the average speed actually
declinedmarginally,contrarytotheBoard’s
claimsofdoublingthespeed. It ispertinent
to mention that 20 years ago, IR acquired
technologyandmanufacturingcapabilities
to build coaches and locomotives to raise
themaximumoperationalspeedfrom110-
130kmph to160-200kmph.

The secondCAG report,which is on ac-
cidents, is equally sobering. Though there
hasbeenareductioninthenumberof acci-

dents, it is largely a result of the manning
of unmanned railroad crossings. And the
improvementwith respect to derailments
and collisions is not good enough. The re-
porthas expressed serious concernsabout
the continuing high rate of asset failures,
particularlysignal failuresandrail fractures.
Some of the worst accidents on IR have
beenduetothese.Lastyear’smultiple train
collisionatBalasorewascausedbyasignal
failure. The essence of these two CAG re-
ports is that thishighasset failurerate,cou-
pled with numerous speed and capacity
bottlenecks in the existing IRnetwork, has
led to inadequate safety and punctuality
and stagnant speed.

While the IR’s existing network was
caught inadownwardspiral,with increas-
ing intensity every passing year, the coun-
try was inundated by big plans for ex-
tremely costly projects with seriously
questionable financial viability. This in-
cluded, for example, plans for several
standalone bullet-train lineswhichwould
be cut off from themain broad gauge net-
workbecausethese lineswouldbebuilton
standardgauge, anddedicated freight cor-
ridors (DFCs), exclusive to heavier and
longer trains.

Constructionof thefirstbullet-train line
started in 2017. Earlier, in 2012, construc-
tion of two DFCs had begun. In the past
three years, the nation has seen
the introduction of about 50 pairs of
“semi-highspeed” Vande Bharat trains,
which aremore about luxury and cosmet-
ics than speed.

Clearly, a thorough review of the mis-
placed priorities of the past two decades
that are driving IR to a continuing decline
isabsolutelyrequired.Will thenewgovern-
ment pickup the gauntlet?

Thewriter a former
RailwayChief Engineer

WestBengaltrainaccidenthighlightsneedforreview
ofmisplacedprioritiesofpasttwodecades

To get back on track

AlokKumarVerma

ARMY WITHDRAWAL
THE ARMYWILL hand over control of law
andorderinPunjabtotheparamilitaryforces
in stages over the coming fewweeks. It has
alreadylaunchedphaseIIIofOperationBlue
Star, which is aimed at flushing out terror-
ists fromthecountryside in the state. These
announcementsweremade to the interna-
tional and national press, who were ac-
quaintedwith the flushing-out operations
thatwerecarriedoutacrosstemplesandgu-
rudwaras in Punjab, aswell as the terrorist
fortifications around the Golden Temple
inAmritsar.

TRIPURA LANDSLIDE
AT LEAST 12 people were buried alive and

about 20 others are missing in landslides
across three villages under the Sonumura
sub-division, which is about 80 km from
Agaratala, on June 18. The villages are —
Thalibari, Dhupchhera andMonalpathar.
Officialsourcessaidthattheheavylandslides
on the Assam-Agartala road in the
Atharamugarangeshaverenderedthehigh-
waysunmotorable,astwoimportantbridges
havecollapsed.

EXTREMISTS ARRESTED
INTHEIRCONTINUEDactiontorootoutter-
rorisminPunjab, thesecurity forcesraided
morehideouts and arrested76extremists,
seizing a sizable quantity of arms and am-
munition on June 18. The security forces
also shot dead an individual who was at-

tempting to escape custody. Meanwhile,
normalcy returns to Punjab, as day curfew
restrictions are relaxed and rail traffic
is restored.

RAILWAY ROW
A SERIES OF feuding letters have been ex-
changed between RailwayMinister A B A
Ghani Khan and his junior colleague,
Ministerof StateCKJafferSharief. Sharief’s
letters are just short of being abusive, call-
ingoutChoudhury’s “behavioraleccentric-
ities” and luxurious lifestyle as being a
burden on the railway exchequer, as well
as the indiscriminateorderingofpassenger
trains, diverting line capacity for
essential materials to the disturbed
north-eastern region.

JUNE 19, 1984, FORTYYEARSAGO

LEARNING BY ACCIDENT
Traincollision inWestBengal, itshightoll, raises important
questionsover railwaysafety, accountability,policypriorities

W ITHATLEASTninepeoplehavinglosttheir lives, thecollisioninvolv-
ing the Sealdah-bound Kanchanjunga Express and a goods train in
West Bengal's Darjeeling district has registered the highest toll in a
railwayaccidentsinceBalasore,Odishalastyear. Initialreportspoint

towards the possibility of human error, but the precise cause of the crashwill only be
knownafter the investigation by theCommissioner of Railways Safety is complete. For
now,itiscriticalthatthetragedypromptstheRailwaystoshineanunsparinglightwithin.

Itmustinvestigatewhyaccidentshappen,andpreciouslivesarelost,inasystemthathas,
overtheyears,shownimprovementacrosssafetyparameters.Kavach,anindigenouslyde-
veloped,automatictrainprotectionsystem,hasbeendeployedon1,465routekmand139
locomotivesonSouthCentralRailwayasonFebruary2024.Kavachtendershavealsobeen
awardedforseveralthousandroutekilometers.Reportedly,therailwayministrytooksteps
intheaftermathof theBalasoretrainaccidenttoremoveobstacles incarryingoutworkin
safetyareaslikesignallingandinterlocking.Butitmustbeaskedwhethermorestepsneed
tobetaken,andmoreurgencyshown, fora fasterKavachroll-out.While fundingnowap-
pearstobelessofaconstraint—in2023-24,thecapitaloutlayofIndianRailwayswaspegged
atRs2.4lakhcrore,ninetimestheoutlayin2013-14—itmustbeaskedif therehasbeena
disproportionatepolitical andpolicy focusonthemoreeye-catchingaspectsofmoderni-
sationsuchasVandeBharat,andwhetheritistakingatollonothercriticalaspectsofthesys-
tem.Thereareotherquestionstoo.Arethecommunicationandfeedbackmechanismsthat
are central to operational safety functional and robust?Will responsibility for such acci-
dentsbefixedinasystemthatall toooftenfindswaystodilute it?

Whileeverylifelostisonetoomany,thenumberofconsequentialtrainaccidentshas
fallenfrom473in2000-01to48in2022-23.Overthesameperiod,thenumberofderail-
mentshasalsofallenfrom350to36.TheaccidentinWestBengal,andthetoll ithastaken,
however, underlines thatmuchmoreneeds tobedone.As it transportsmillionsof pas-
sengers and tonnesof cargoacross the lengthandbreadthof thecountryeveryday, the
IndianRailwaysisanintegralpartof thecountry'slogisticalframe.Upgradinginfrastruc-
turewouldmeanlittleunlessittranslatestogreatersafetyforthosewhotravel.Butsafety
isnotanisolatedaspect. It isembeddedineveryfunctionandoperationof theRailways.
Improving it calls foramoreencompassingandcomprehensiveapproach.

IT TAKES TWO
WithoutRussia,Ukrainepeacemeet isunlikely

tobeof significance in the longterm

GOING BYNUMBERS alone, it would seem that the Ukraine peace summit
heldinSwitzerlandovertheweekendmadesignificantheadway.Of the90
countriesthatattendedthesummit,82backedthecommuniquethatcalled
forthesafetyofallnuclearinstallations—includingtheZaporizhzhiaNuclear

Power Plant, which has been at the centre of fighting between Russian andUkrainian
forces. It alsoasked for the free flowofUkrainianagriculturalproductsandthereturnof
prisoners ofwar anddisplacedUkrainians, especially children.However, despite ama-
jority backing the communique, the summit suffered fromaglaring absence and some
notableabstentions.

Among the countries that did not endorse the demandswere India, Mexico, Saudi
Arabia,SouthAfrica,theUAE,ThailandandIndonesia.Theyrepresentimportantregional
powersandsignificantplayersintheGlobalSouth.Many, likeIndia,haveanongoingand
important engagementwith Russia. Significantly, the G7 summit held just before the
Switzerlandmeet took the severe step of committing to a $50 billion loan for Ukraine,
securedviainterestonRussia’sfrozenassetsintheWest.NewDelhi’srationalefortheab-
stention—echoedbyothers— is that peace inUkraine requires “all stakeholders and a
sincere and practical engagement between the two parties to the conflict”.Without
Russia’spresence, then, thepeaceconferencemaynothavehadasignificant impact.On
theotherhand,thedelicatebalancingactthatIndiahasthusfarmanagedbetweenmain-
tainingtieswithMoscowevenasitdeepensitsengagementwiththeWest,maybecome
harder tosustain if andwhentheconflictdeepensand intensifies.

The fact remains thatRussia’s entrenchedpositionand its violationofUkraine’s ter-
ritorial integrity cannotbe addressedwithout ameaningful dialogueandcompromise.
Vladimir Putin’s current rigidity is bolsteredby the fact that theWest is not completely
unitedonhowtodealwith theUkraine conflict and that Russia’s economyhasnot suf-
fered asmuchaswas initially believed. The longer the conflict drags on, the greater the
chancesofthedifferenceswithinEurope,betweenEuropeandtheUSandwithinAmerica
becoming sharper. Another Donald Trumppresidency— and the rise of the far right in
Europeanpowers like France, for example—could alter the geopolitical picture. In fact,
in suchascenario, allmajor andmiddlepowers, including India,might recalibrate their
position.Fornow,giventheseuncertainties, it seemsthat thepeacesummitmaynotbe
asconsequential as itwasexpected tobe.

SURPRISE, SURPRISE
AstheSuperEightStagekicks in, theT20World

Cup ispoisedonaknifeedge

TWOFORMER CHAMPIONS from the subcontinent, Sri Lanka and Pakistan,
bombedinthegroupstageof theT20WorldCup;perennialbridesmaidNew
Zealandcaughtanunusuallypremature flightbackhome.Someof theother
powerhouses suffered scares —Nepalwere two runs away fromupsetting

South Africa, rain saved England from the blushes against Scotland. Afghanistan and
Bangladesh emphasised that calling themminnows is condescending. In that great
Hollywood tradition of movies like “Any Given Sunday”, “Rocky” and “Remember The
Titans”, co-hosts United States topped Pakistan, gave India a scare and advanced to the
SuperEightsforthefirsttime.TheDavidslayingGoliaththreadhasonlyenlivenedthetour-
nament, compensating to an extent for the substandard pitches (in NewYork), unex-
pectedrain (Florida), emptystadiumsandbizarrematch timings.

Thewaveof surprises flowswith a fine tradition, beginningwith upstarts India stun-
ningtheall-conqueringWest Indiesto lift the198350-overWorldCup.TheT20versionis
amorefavourablestagefor lower-rankedteamstopinchtheestablishedones.Anincisive
spelloraburstofboundaries,amind-stoppingcatchorrun-outisall itsometimestakesto
putthemostperfectteamunderpressure.Thetackynatureofpitchesfurtherreducedthe
gapbetweentheeliteandnon-elite teams.Besides, themere ideaof playingaWorldCup
matchisanextramotivation,aspurfor lower-rankedteamstoexceedtheircapabilities.

The end product is a fascinatingly unpredictable tournamentwhere anyone could
beat anyoneelseon theirday, anair of suspenseand intriguehangingover everygame.
The event is buzzingonaknife edge, as the Super Eight Stage kicks in. Bigger teamsare
wary of the threat the US possesses, or the giant-slaying knack of Afghanistan and
Bangladesh, two exceptionally gifted teams often undone by freezing in big games. It
wouldnot be a surprise if oneof them, or evenboth, progresses to the last four. For this
has been a tournament of underdog thunder so far, akin to the most scintillating
Hollywoodsportsnarratives.

Ahmedabad
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“The dissolution of the war cabinet forum deprives Netanyahu of legitimacy and
constricts his manoeuvring room. Now, the US has no forum to engage with. The
dissolution may not affect policy, but weakens Netanyahu politically even more…”

— THEGUARDIANTHE IDEASPAGE
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Riding out a
heat wave

TEACHING HISTORY
THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Infantilising learners’ (IE, June18).The
NCERT has incorporated significant
changes in its coverage of Ayodhya, a
historically sensitiveandcontroversial
topic. These changes reflect amarked
shift in the narrative presented to stu-
dents,sparkingadebateaboutthepor-
trayal of historical events and political
intervention ineducation.Educational
materials play a crucial role in shaping
youngminds. Thequickpace atwhich
abrupt changes are beingmade to the
curricula isnotprudent. Inscienceand
technology, a periodic revision of the
syllabi is necessary to keep pacewith
thetimes.Thereshouldbenounneces-
sary alterations in political science or
historybooks.TheNCERTmustnotplay
withhistory.

SSPaul,Nadia

GIG WORKERS’ PLIGHT
THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘High cost
of convenience’ (IE, June 17). Any eco-
nomicgrowthisundesirable if itbene-
fits only the privileged. Evenmodern
marketing management has moved
away from a “customer-oriented ap-
proach” to a “holistic approach, " em-
phasising aspects like employeewell-
beingandworkenvironment.Terming

delivery personnel as “delivery part-
ners”doesnotmakethemrealpartners
unlessprovidedwithanequitableshare
inearningsandarespectableworken-
vironment. Amazon, Zepto and app-
based transport companies like Uber
and Ola, exploit workers under the
guiseofso-calledinnovation.Thisprac-
ticealsoseemstobeencouragedinthe
public sector, where contractual jobs
withnosocialbenefitsandlowpaybe-
comemoreprevalent.

NitinNavin,Delhi

INCLUSIVE MANDATE
THISREFERSTOthearticle, ‘Againstar-
rogance’ (IE, June 18). Iron can only be
destroyed by its own rust, symbolising
that power is ultimately undone by its
own flaws. With power comes arro-
gance,oftenleadingtoblindnessandig-
norance of one’s surroundings. The
Congress party, which ruled formany
decades,mistakenlybelieveditwasun-
conquerable. Political partiesmust re-
member that theirpower isgrantedby
themandate of the citizens. The BJP
shouldlearnfromthislessonandstrive
to leadinclusively, focusingonnational
development, involvingall representa-
tives,andthewelfareofthepeople.They
mustnotconfusemajoritysupportwith
truedemocracy.

AjayCorriea,Vasai

LETTERS TO THEEDITOR

Delhi needs to tone down its
expansive rhetoric on India’s
rise. There is no doubt that
India, well on its way to
becoming the third-largest
economy, is climbing up the
global hierarchy. But its
aggregate GDP of nearly $4
trillion should not obscure
the fact that India’s per capita
GDP is barely $2,800. If
India’s developmental
challenges are huge, so is the
problem of dealing with
growing inequality within.
India’s growing global
influence must, in essence, be
about leveraging the world for
the rapid expansion of
domestic prosperity
and equity.

dominationof statemonopolies.
Four,Delhimustadapttotheriseofnew

regions that break down old regional cate-
gories. The emergence of the Indo-Pacific
overthelastdecadecuttingacrossmanytra-
ditionallydefinedregionssuchasSouthAsia
and Southeast Asia is one example. The fi-
nancialpowerof theArabGulf,Africa’srapid
economic growth, and Europe’s southern
outreachpointtotheexcitingnewopportu-
nities for India to the west of the
Subcontinent.TheIndia-MiddleEast-Europe
EconomicCorridor(IMEC)is justonesignof
the things to come. Delhimust now invest
moreresources—diplomatic,political, eco-
nomic, and security — in engaging with
Africa,SouthernEurope,andtheMiddleEast
and erase the old mental maps that saw
these regionsas separateentities.

Five,Delhineedstotonedownitsexpan-
siverhetoriconIndia’srise.Thereisnodoubt
that India, well on its way to becoming the
third-largest economy, is climbing up the
global hierarchy. But its aggregate GDP of
nearly$4trillionshouldnotobscurethefact
that India’s per capitaGDP is barely $2,800.
If India’sdevelopmentalchallengesarehuge,
soistheproblemofdealingwithgrowingin-
equalitywithin. India’sgrowingglobalinflu-
encemust, in essence, be about leveraging
theworldfortherapidexpansionofdomes-
ticprosperityandequity.

Delhi must also remember that world
history is littered with rising powers that
crashed on their way up the global order.
While its newfound self-assurance is wel-
come, Delhi should avoid the evident dan-
gers of overreach. Overestimating India’s
strengthandunderestimatingthechallenges
athandleadtogeopoliticalhubrisandcom-
placency in policymaking that could cost
Delhidearly.

Thewriter is visitingprofessorat the
Instituteof SouthAsianStudies,National
Universityof Singapore, andcontributing

editoron internationalaffairs
forThe IndianExpress

AS THE NDA government settles down to
govern in the third term of PrimeMinister
NarendraModi, fivenewthemeswillshape
its engagementwith theworld. Delhi now
faces an international context that is quite
differentfrom2014or2019.Deepstructural
changes are unfolding in the international
system that demandmajor adjustments in
India’sworldviewandadaptationstoitsdo-
mestic policies. The five imperatives out-
linedbelowarebynomeans theonly chal-
lenges that will confront the new
government, but they are among themain
geopolitical imperatives.

The first is thereturnof great-powerri-
valry thatdemandsanapproachdrivenby
interest rather than ideology.Therenewed
conflictbetweentheWestontheonehand
and China and Russia on the other has be-
gun to produce a very different set of ex-
ternal conditions for theconductof India’s
international relations than the one it had
todealwith in 1991. At the endof theCold
War marked by the collapse of the Soviet
Union, Delhi had the room to engagewith
all the great powers without looking over
its shoulder.

It waswidely presumed that India can
replace its policy of “non-alignment” be-
tween competing powers with the idea of
“multi-alignment”—ofcooperatingwithall
the great powers. However, several trends
make the idea of “multi-alignment” prob-
lematic. So long as the major powers got
alongwellwitheachother, itdidnotmatter
whatyoucalledyourpolicy.Theconflictbe-
tweenthegreatpowershasintensifiedsince
2019,whenModi’s second termbegan. The
freedomtodowhatyouwantwitheachone
of themwithout incurring costs with the
otherhasbegunto reduce.

Multi-alignmentalsogivesa falsesense
of symmetry in the relationswith thema-
jorpowers. In the realworld, though, there
isconsiderablevariationinthecurrenteco-
nomic and security salience of these rela-
tions and their future possibilities. For ex-
ample, the trade and technology
relationshipwiththeUSandEuropefarout-
weighs that with Russia. While Moscow
was a major defence partner in the past,
Delhi's security ties are far more diverse
now. India's large trade relationship with
China ismarredbymassivedeficitsandse-
curity challenges. Equally important is the
logic of geography:Unlike in theColdWar,
whenthegreatpowersweresomedistance
away, today the second-most important
power, China, is India’s neighbour. And to
make matters worse, Delhi is locked in a
wide-rangingconflictwithBeijingthat isat
odds withWashington and getting closer
toMoscow.

The expansion of India’s ownweight in
theinternationalsystemhascertainlygiven
some space to Delhi in navigating the new
great-power rivalry. But that space is lim-
ited and is shrinking. Thismeans Indiawill

have tomake choices on the issues at hand
in the unfolding great-power contestation.
Ducking can't be a permanent strategy.
These choices on each issuewill have to be
based on a cold calculation of material in-
terests and not slogans like “multi-align-
ment” and “multipolarity”.

Second is the changing structure of the
global economythatdemandsmore reform
athome. If India adapted to the logicof eco-
nomicglobalisationat theturnof the1990s,
itmustnowdealwiththe impactof geopol-
itics on the global economy. To be sure, the
Modigovernmenthasbrokenawayfromthe
faith in economic globalisation since it
walkedoutoftheAsia-widefreetradenego-
tiations(RCEP)in2019.Andtheeffortsofma-
jor Western economies to reduce the
dependence on China have opened new
opportunities for India to enhance its
geoeconomicposition.

However, Delhi is some distance away
from seizing those possibilities. Delhi does
chantthemantraof trustedgeographies, re-
silient supply chains, and freer tradewith
strategic partners. But it is yet to translate
those slogans into concrete outcomes for
trade cooperation.Meanwhile, there is con-
cern that the government’s capacity for
much-neededreformstocopewiththenew
global dynamic is constrained by the out-
comeofthe2024election.Dispellingthefears
about thegovernment’swill andcapacity to
pursue domestic economic transformation
willbeamajortaskforthenewgovernment.

Three, theunfoldingtechnologicalrevo-
lutionpromisestoredistributeglobalpower
and is now an integral part of great-power
competition.Thisagainhasopenedthedoor
for accelerated advanced technological de-
velopment in India. The initiativeoncritical
and emerging technologies (iCET)with the
US,whichwas reviewedby thenational se-
curity advisors of the two countries this
week inDelhi,points to that.Totake full ad-
vantage of the new possibilities, though,
Indiawill need amodernisation of the ad-
vanced S&T sector that has been under the

Be self-assured, don’t overreach

THERECENTSURGEintemperaturesacross
North India has caused serious concern,
with cities facing intense and prolonged
heat. Maximum temperatures have ex-
ceeded normal levels by 4-8°C across
Haryana-Delhi, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand,
Rajasthan,Odisha,andWestBengal.Rising
humidityandwarmernightshavesignifi-
cantlyworsened heat stress, especially in
warm-humidandmoderateclimatezones.
Soevenwhenthetemperatureisrelatively
lower, it feelsmuchhotter.

Aheatwaveisdeclaredwhenthedepar-
ture fromnormal temperature is between
4.5°C and 6.4°C, and a severe heatwave is
declaredwhenthedepartureexceeds6.4°C.
However, theentire region is currentlyex-
periencingheatwavesbasedonactualmax-
imum temperatures above 45°C.When
suchextremeheatconditionspersistforan
extendedperiod,theycanposeriskstopub-
lic health and infrastructure. Historically,
heatwavesinIndialastedforfiveto15days.
This year, it has persisted throughmost of
MayandJune.

CycloneRemal,whichoriginated in the
BayofBengal,disruptedthearrivalofmon-
soonsfromthisregion,exacerbatingthein-
tensityofheatwaves.Themonsoonstream
throughtheArabianSeahasalsoprogressed
steadily, sparing South India from similar
heatwaveconditions.Thischangingpattern
underscoresadirectlinkbetweenmonsoon
variabilityandthedurationofheatwaves.

Citiesareparticularlyvulnerabledueto
theurbanheatislandeffect,exacerbatedby
greenhouse gas emissions. Factors such as
increasedcongestion,pavedsurfaces,deple-
tionofwaterbodies, lossofvegetation,and
high-densitysettlementstrapheatandcon-
tribute to higher urban temperatures.
Additionally, cities are no longer cooling at
nightatthesamerateasadecadeago.Heat
waves are interconnectedwith other haz-
ards, such as forest fires, electrical faults,
droughts,waterscarcity,andlightning.

The socioeconomic impacts of heat
waves in Indiaarepronounced.Workers in
sectors suchas construction,hawking, and
vending are disproportionately affected.
Womenworking inkitchensandresidents
in tin-roofedhomes also face extremedis-
comfort.Relianceonairconditioningisnot
asustainablesolution.

Large gatherings, such as pilgrimages
andelections,magnifytheheatwave’sim-
pact. The proximity of people in crowds
creates amicroclimate where body heat
accumulates, leadingtohyperthermicsyn-
drome,aformofheatstroke.Thisisfurther
exacerbatedbyhighhumiditythathinders
the body’s ability to cool itself through
sweatevaporation.Therecentgeneralelec-
tions saw polling officials lose their lives
duetoheatstroke inseveral states, includ-
ingWest Bengal, Odisha, Bihar, and Uttar
Pradesh.In2023,when14peopledieddur-
ing a political rally at Kharghar in Navi
Mumbai,humidityplayedasignificantrole.

Theseincidentshighlightthesevereriskto
public safety during such events, empha-
sising the need for better preparedness
and immediate measures to mitigate
heat-relatedhazards.

Longerandmoreintenseheatwavesre-
sult in a higher relative risk of mortality,
fallingintotwocategories:Directheatstroke
deathsandincreasedcardiovasculardisease
(CVD)incidence.Each10°Fincreaseinmean
daily temperaturecan leadtoa2.6percent
rise inCVDmortality. However, accurately
measuringheatwave-relateddeathspres-
ents challenges. The government’s health-
related illness surveillancehas significantly
improved preparedness, keeping annual
heat strokedeathsbelow100.Despite this,
theincreasingburdenofdiseasesposesasig-
nificantpublichealthchallenge.Prioritising
publichealthinterventionsbasedonthein-
tensityanddurationofheatwavesandrecog-
nisingtheirbroaderimplicationsinthecon-
textofclimatechangeisessential.

The National Disaster Management
Authority(NDMA)hasinitiatedheataction
plans (HAPs) — with the first HAP for
Ahmedabad. NDMA is encouraging the
preparation of local HAPs to address spe-
cificneedsatthedistrict,city,andtownlev-
els. Appointing dedicated heat officers
couldenhancethecoordinationandimple-
mentation of these plans. TheseHAPs re-
quire the participation of local govern-
ments, civic groups, and communities,
promotingbehaviouralchange,adaptation,
and urban planning. There are three key
strandsof support thatHAPsmustoffer.

One,itiscrucialtoimprovetemperature
monitoringacrosscitiesandtownsthrough
a dense network of weather stations. This
network should provide granular data on
microclimates, enabling the identification
ofhigh-riskareas.

Two,preparednessmeasuresareessen-
tialtomitigatetheimmediateeffectsofex-
tremeheat.Regulatingworkingandschool
hourscanhelpprotectvulnerablepopula-
tions.Ensuringadequatewateravailability
throughpublicdrinkingwaterfacilitiesand
awareness campaigns is vital. Enhancing
health system preparedness by training
healthcareworkers to recognise and treat
heat-related illnesses will improve
community resilience.

Three, implementing solutions such as
improving and restoringwater bodies, in-
creasing vegetation cover, and promoting
coolroofsandbetterventilationinbuildings
willenhancethermalcomfort.

In thenext fewyears, citieswill require
significant knowledge support to prepare
andmonitor heat action plans. Further, fi-
nancial support for HAPs needs to be
evolved based on a pooling arrangement,
withgovernmentsatdifferentlevelsandthe
private sector contributing to the cause.
Whileheatwavesarecurrentlyconsidered
localdisasters,theirincreasingseveritywill
necessitateabroadernationalapproach.

The rising temperatures forecasted by
climatemodels arebecominga reality, de-
mandingacomprehensiveandcoordinated
response.Wemustmarshalallavailablere-
sources,wisdom, and commitment to de-
velop effective adaptation andmitigation
strategies to protect our communities and
ecosystems from the escalating threat
ofheatwaves.

Thewriter ismember,NationalDisaster
ManagementAuthority.Viewsarepersonal

Weneedtoprioritisepublic-healthinterventions
basedonintensityandduration,recognise

broaderimplicationsincontextofclimatechange

CR Sasikumar

AstheNDAgovernmententers its third term, itmustsquareupto
at least fivemajorchallengesonthe international stage

WHAT COULD THE earliest extant Greek
tragedy have to say about the recent elec-
tions?Nothingonewouldexpect.Aeschylus’
Persians isanaccountof thebattleofSalamis
in which the Athenian fleet destroyed
Xerxes’ invading flotilla. In keeping with
tragic conventions, there is no action, only
reportsof thebattle,stagedbeforethetomb
ofXerxes’deadfather,Darius.Thereismuch
lamentation for the Persian dead and their
grieving families.

Howcouldthispossiblybeatropeforthe
recentelectoralvictoryanddefeatofthecon-
tendingparties?Andyet,theplay,acommen-
tator reminds us,was often recalled in very
different contexts. It was performed in
Germanyduringthewaryears,emphasising
heroism, and the grief of womenwaiting at
home. More frequently, it was staged to
protest against war, in the former East
Germany,explicitlyanti-fascistandanti-im-
perialist, equatingXerxeswithHitler.

Later,itwasinspiredbyUSinvolvementin
Koreaandsubsequentlyturnedintoaprotest
againsttheVietnamWar;thenusedtoques-
tion the bombing in 1993 of Iraq by theUN.
Althoughemblematic of a Eurocentric view
of the Orient, the play has recently been
viewed as emphasising the need for a hu-
maneandpacificworldorder.

Inanongoingtusslebetweentwoparties,
we can read in it familiar electoral vocabu-
lary: Foughtbetweenpolitically distinct for-
mations with their respective allies, with
ground troops and commanders attacking

opponents, resorting both to bribery and
threats.Trapsareset,deceptionandguileare
routine.Keythemesintheplayresonatewith
thepresent.Considerthenumbers:Thevast
strength of the invading forces corresponds
to the exaggerated outlook flashed by exit
polls,making even thedoubtful doubt their
disbelief.Thesedubiousfigures(“suchahuge
flood of men... an invincible seawave”) are
aptmetaphors for the asymmetry between
thecontenders.Nordoshipsandmencome
cheap.ThePersiansoutnumberedtheGreeks
because of their vastwealth and resources
(Xerxes’palaceis“richingold”),athemethat
runs throughout the drama, pittingwealth
againstcourage.

In the play, the catastrophe is over-de-
termined many times over, but for
Aeschylus, the victory belonged entirely to
thepeople, theordinarycitizens,nottotheir
leaders. Therewasno implication thatpar-
ticular Athenians were superior by birth,
class, or rank.While numerous Persianno-
bility are named, not a single Greek leader
is. This democratic depictionwas asmuch
at odds then as it is now, but fundamental
to the electoral process, as in thenaval bat-
tle, is the temporary erasure of all distinc-
tionsofwealthandbirth.

Thosecitizens(“calledneither theslaves
nor subjects of any singleman”) fought for
democracy and freedom. The narrative lifts
theseabattlefromjustanotherfightbetween
aggrandising monarchs to an ideological
plane, represented through the polarities of

freedom/ slavery and democracy/ tyranny.
The self-image of the Athenians as demo-
cratic, non-hierarchical, espousing ideals of
moderation and self-restraint, fitswellwith
themoraldimensionoftraditionalIndianpo-
liticalideology,whichwasconfronted,asthe
Athenianssawthemselves,withtheloudar-
rogant and boastful rhetoric of their adver-
saries. In theGreek imagination, the exces-
sivewealthofthePersiansledthemtohubris
andinsatiablegreedastheytrampledallthat
wasregardedasdecentandholy.

AlthoughtheplayistitledPersians,thein-
vaders are regularly referred to as “the bar-
barians”, a pejorative termat this time, cog-
natewith its familiar adjective “barbaric”.
Their acts had all the hallmarks of whatwe
nowwouldcallbarbaricandunholy;thede-
struction of civic institutions (Athenswas
burnt,itssanctuariesdefiled)meantthatthe
gods themselveswere on the side of justice
andmorality.Tragedy,accordingtoAristotle,
writingagood threegenerations later,must
haveatragichero,whosefall fromaposition
of greatness is the resultof a flaw.Aeschylus
hadnotreadAristotle,butcommentatorsfind
the flawed figure necessary to tragic out-
comes inXerxes.

Xerxes,combiningfoolishnesswithchar-
acteristic arrogance, is likened to a god (“an
equal of the gods, born of the golden race”).
Heexactstheobediencemastersdemandof
slaves. A familiar Greek trope characterised
thePersiansasanationwhereonlyoneman
wasfree.Hisarrogance(hubris)comesfrom

excessivepowerandwealth(Hismotherfears
“greatWealthmay kick up a cloud of dust
from the ground and overturn prosperity”).
With the defeat of his forces, he returns to
Susa.Thetransitionispicturedintheragshis
otherwisesartorialeleganceisreducedto.His
mother, Darius’ queen, acutely aware of the
importanceof his regal apparel, ismoreup-
set by his torn clothes than the prospect of
thewholesaleslaughterof Persianforces.

The defeat of the Persians, the queen
fears, will result in loss of control over his
vastempire.Thechoruslamentsthat impe-
rial rule is indanger, thattheking’ssubjects
will no longer prostrate themselves before
him, or keep their opinions to themselves
(“Menwillno longercurbtheir tongues/for
people are released to talk freely when a
strong yoke has been removed”). Despite
this, the Queen reminds them, whatever
else happens, the King will remain unac-
countabletothepeople(distinguishinghim
fromtheAthenianofficialswhohadtohave
their “accounts” examined at the end of
their tenure). Absolute rulers, unlike dem-
ocratic ones, are immune to scrutiny.

Xerxes, though defeated, was not de-
throned. He went on to rule for another
decadeormore.Butthespiritoffreedomand
democracysetalightbythatstrugglelivedon
formorethanacentury:Alessonthatweare
nowperhaps fortunateto learn.

Thewriter taughtPhilosophy
atDelhiUniversity

Lessons from a Greek tragedy
Vijay Tankha

Whytheancientplay‘Persians’hasresonancetoday—inIndiaandbeyond
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AseniorLokSabhaMPwhois temporarilyappointed
SpeakerandadministersoathtonewMembers

PROTEMSPEAKER

EXPRESSNEWSSERVICE
NEWDELHI, JUNE18

THE 18TH LOK SABHAwill hold its first
sessionbetweenJune24andJuly3,dur-
ing which the new Speaker will be
elected. PrimeMinister NarendraModi
willmove themotion for the election of
theSpeaker in theLokSabhaon June26.
Congress leaderKSuresh, aneight-term
MP, is expected to be appointed pro tem
Speaker.

WhoisaprotemSpeaker?
AsthePresidingOfficerof LokSabha,

the Speaker has to fulfil certain duties
and is electedbyasimplemajorityvote
intheLowerHouse.Until theSpeaker is
elected, the pro tem Speaker is ap-
pointed to administer some important
duties. ‘Pro tem’means ‘for the timebe-
ing’ or ‘temporarily’.

The Constitution does notmention
thepost,buttheofficial ‘Handbookonthe
Working of Ministry of Parliamentary
Affairs’ mentions the appointment and
swearing inof Speakerpro tem.

HowistheprotemSpeakerchosen?
The handbook states that when the

Speaker’spostisvacantbeforeanewLok
Sabhameets, “the duties of the Speaker
are tobeperformedbyaMemberof the
Houseappointedfor thispurposebythe
PresidentasSpeakerpro tem”.

Normally, the seniormostMP is ap-

pointed as the Speaker pro tem. Three
otherMPs, thenext in termsof seniority,
areappointedtoassisttheSpeakerprotem.

As soon as the new government is
formed, the Legislative I Section of the
Legislative Department of the govern-
mentpreparesalistoftheseniormostLok
Sabhamembers. It is then submitted to
theMinister forParliamentaryAffairsor
thePrimeMinister for identifyinganMP
as Speaker pro tem and another three
members foroath-taking.

Howareoathsadministered?
After the PrimeMinister’s approval,

theMinistry gets the consent of these
MPs.TheMinisterthensubmitsanoteto
thePresident, seekingapproval for their
appointments.Thedateandtimeforthe
ceremonyarealsodecided.

Once the President approves, the
Ministry informs the appointedmem-
bers. Finally, the President administers
the oath to the Speaker pro tem at
Rashtrapati Bhavan. The other three
membersappointedbythePresidentare
administeredtheoathbytheSpeakerpro
tem in theLokSabha.

TheSpeakerprotemthenadministers
the oath or affirmation to the newly
electedMPswith the help of the other
threemembers. Since the session of the
LokSabhastartsat11am,thetimegener-
ally fixed for swearing in of the Speaker
protem isonthemorningofthesameday
at9.30am,subjecttotheconvenienceof
thePresident.

RESEARCHERSSAIDonTuesdaytheyhave
observed a dramatic brightening at the
heart of a galaxy, apparently causedby a
supermassiveblackholeawakeningfrom
dormancy and beginning to gorge itself
withnearbymaterial.Itmarksthefirsttime
thisprocesshasbeenseenasithappens.

Galaxy SDSS1335+0728 is located
roughly360millionlight-yearsfromEarth.
Alightyearisthedistancelighttravelsina
year,or9.5trillionkm.

Whatarethefindings?
Blackholes are extraordinarily dense

objectswithgravitysostrongthatnoteven
lightcanescape.Theenvironmentaround
a supermassiveblackhole canbeviolent,
as it gulps thematerialwithin its gravita-
tionalgrasp.

The researchers found that a spinning
diskofdiffusematerialhasformedaround
the SDSS1335+0728 supermassiveblack
hole,with someof thematterbeing con-
sumed.Suchadisk-calledanaccretiondisk
-radiatesenergyatveryhightemperatures,
sometimesoutshininganentiregalaxy.

A bright and compact region such as
this,poweredbyasupermassiveblackhole
atthecentreofagalaxy,iscalledan“active
galacticnucleus.”

“These nuclei are characterised by
emittinglargeamountsofenergyatavari-
ety of wavelengths,” said Paula Sanchez
Saez of the EuropeanSouthernObserva-
tory inGermany, leadauthorof the study
published in Astronomy&Astrophysics.
“Studyingactivegalacticnucleiiscrucialto
understanding galaxy evolution and the
physicsofsupermassiveblackholes.”

Whatactivatedit?
“At themoment, we do not know,”

Sanchezsaid.
Another researcher said it could be a

natural process, as galaxies pass through
differentphasesofactivityandnon-activ-
ityduringtheir lifetime.

If the observations represent some-
thing other than the onset of an active
galacticnucleus,itwouldhavetobeanas-
trophysical phenomenon never before
seen. REUTERS

THISWORDMEANS

EXPLAINED SCIENCE

DORMANTSUPERMASSIVEBLACK
HOLEROARSTOLIFE:NEWSTUDY

INApost on Instagram, Bollywood singer Alka
Yagnik onMonday revealed that she has been
diagnosedwith a “rare sensory neural nerve
hearingloss”,knownassensorineuraldeafness,
after suffering froma viral infection. A leading
ear, neck, and throat (ENT) specialist explains
what sensorineural deafness is,what causes it,
andhowitcanbeprevented.

What issensorineuraldeafness?
Thehumanearconsistsof external,mid-

dle, and inner structures.Whenyou listen to
a sound, your eardrumor tympanicmem-
brane(whichdividestheexternalearfromthe

middleear)vibrates.Thevibrationpasseson
to three tiny bones —malleus, incus, and
stapes — in yourmiddle ear. These bones
transmit thesoundwaves to thecochlea—a
fluid-filledchamberinyourinnerear—which
is linedwith tinyhair cells, called stereocilia,
thatvibratewhenthesoundwaveshitthem.
Thesehaircellsconvertthesoundwavesinto
anelectrical signal,which is then sent to the
brain, through the auditory nerve—anerve
thatrunsfromtheinnereartothebrain.

Sensorineural hearing loss occurswhen
the innerear isdamaged. In this case, stere-
ociliaortheauditorynerveisnotabletofunc-
tionproperly, leading todeafness.

Unlikeinthecaseofdamagetotheexter-
nalormiddleear,deafnessduetodamageto
the inner earmaynot alwaysbe cured if not
addressedpromptlywithin48hours. Ideally,
youshouldconsultaspecialistwithinaweek.

Howcantheinnerearbedamaged?
Like in the case of Yagnik, the inner ear

canbedamagedbyaviral infection, leading
tosensorineuraldeafness.Theinfectiontyp-
ically triggers inflammatory responses and
swelling, which puts pressure on the inner
chamber. The situation canworsen as stem
cells in the ear arenot able toquickly repair
thedamagedtinyhair cells.

This season,many peoplewith viral flu
have been diagnosed with sensorineural
deafness. Everyyear, the flu seasonhas cer-
taindominant characteristics—this time, it
ishearing loss.

Theinnerearcanalsobedamageddueto
aheadinjury,exposuretoveryloudsounds,or
loudsoundsthat last fora longtime.

Whatarethesymptoms?
The sense of hearing drastically goes

down or you cannot hear at all. You are not
abletocatchwordscoherentlywhenothers
are talking and theymay seem likemum-
bling.Therecanalsobearingingorbuzzing
sound in theear.Numbnesscanalsooccur.

What is thetreatment?
If a patient goes to the doctor within a

weekofthesymptomssurfacing,doctorscan
administersteroidinjectionsintheeardrum.
It will improve the hearing and relieve the
swelling. If thedamageismoreserious,then
there are solutions such as hearing aids,
which canamplify soundsnear thepatient.
Youcanalsoopt for cochlear implants.

Howcanitbeprevented?
The forms of flu are becomingmore ag-

gressivewith each passing year. As a result,
oneshouldtrytheirbest toavoidcatchingit
—wearamask inpublicplaces, and takean
annual shot of flu vaccine. To protect your-
self from any kind of hearing loss from ex-
ternal sources,weargoodearplugs.

DrNagpal is a senior consultantat the
ENT in IndraprasthaApolloHospital,New

Delhi. She spoke to
RinkuGhosh.
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THE CONGRESS party has described the
proposedRs72,000-crore infraupgradeat
theGreatNicobarIslandasa“gravethreat”
to the island’s indigenous inhabitants and
fragileecosystem,anddemanded“immedi-
ate suspension of all clearances” and a
“thorough, impartial review of the pro-
posed project, including by the
Parliamentarycommitteesconcerned”.

GreatNicobar is the southernmost and
largestof theNicobarIslands,asparselyin-
habited 910-sq-kmpatch of mainly tropi-
calrainforestinsoutheasternBayofBengal.
IndiraPointontheisland,India’ssouthern-
mostpoint, isonly90nautical
miles (less than170km)from
Sabang at the northern tip of
Sumatra, the largest island of
the Indonesianarchipelago.

GreatNicobarhastwonationalparks,a
biospherereserve,smallpopulationsof the
Shompen and Nicobarese tribal peoples,
anda fewthousandnon-tribal settlers.

TheAndamanandNicobarIslandsarea
clusterof836islands,split intotwogroups
—theAndamanIslandstothenorthandthe
Nicobar Islands to the south—by the150-
kmwideTenDegreeChannel.

SowhydoesIndiawanttodevelopGreat
Nicobar, andwhyhas the proposed three-
phase,30-yearprojectfacedsustainedcrit-
icismfromconservationists,wildlifebiolo-
gists, andsome local tribal councils?

The infra project
Themegainfrastructureproject—which

isbeingimplementedbytheAndamanand
Nicobar Islands Integrated Development
Corporation(ANIIDCO)—isproposedtoin-
clude an International Container
TransshipmentTerminal(ICTT),agreenfield
international airportwith a peak hour ca-
pacity tohandle4,000passengers, a town-
ship,andagasandsolarbasedpowerplant
spreadacross16,610hectares.

The project for the “holistic develop-
ment”ofGreatNicobarIsland
was implemented after a re-
portbyNITIAayog.Apre-fea-
sibilityreport flaggedtheop-
portunity to leverage the

strategic location of the island, which is
roughly equidistant from Colombo in Sri
Lanka to the southwest and Port Klang
(Malaysia)andSingaporeto thesoutheast.

It is close to theMalacca Strait, themain
waterwaythatconnectstheIndianOceanto
thePacific,andtheICTTisexpectedto“allow
GreatNicobar toparticipate in the regional
andglobalmaritimeeconomybybecoming

amajorplayerincargotransshipment’’.Apro-
posed“greenfieldcity”will tapintoboththe
maritimeandtourismpotentialoftheisland.

ThesitefortheproposedICTTandpower
plant is Galathea Bay on the southeastern
cornerofGreatNicobarIsland,wherethere
is no human habitation. The project was
grantedin-principleforestclearanceanden-
vironmental clearance in October 2022. A
detailedprojectreport (DPR)hasbeenpre-
pared, and the union government is likely

toinvitebidsfortheinitialphaseofconstruc-
tionof theterminal in thecomingmonths.

Strategic importance
TheBayof Bengaland IndianOceanre-

gionareofvitalstrategicandsecurityinter-
est to India as the Chinese People’s
Liberation ArmyNavy seeks to expand its
footprintacross theregion. India iswaryof
abuild-upofChinesemaritimeforcesatthe
Indo-Pacific choke points of especially

Malacca, Sunda, and Lombok. China’s at-
temptstoexpanditsfootprintintheregion
includesbuildingamilitary facilityatCoco
Islands (Myanmar) lying just 55 km to the
northof theAndaman&Nicobar Islands.

In April this year, The Indian Express re-
ported thatamajormilitary infrastructure
upgradewasunderwayat theAndaman&
Nicobar Islands, including revamping air-
fieldsandjettiesandbuildingadditionallo-
gistics andstorage facilities, abase formil-
itary personnel, and a robust surveillance
infrastructure. Theupgrade is aimedat fa-
cilitatingthedeploymentofadditionalmil-
itary forces, largerandmorewarships, air-
craft,missilebatteries, and troops.

Close surveillance of the entire area
aroundthearchipelago,andthebuildingup
of a strong military deterrence at Great
NicobariscrucialforIndia’snationalsecurity.

Environmental concerns
Theproposedinfraupgradehasbeenop-

posedongroundsofthethreatitposestothe
ecologyof the islands. Theopposition—by
wildlifeconservationresearchers,anthropol-
ogists, scholars, and civil society apart from
theCongress—hasfocusedonthepotentially
devastating impact on theShompen, apar-
ticularly vulnerable tribal group (PVTG) of
hunter-gathererswithanestimatedpopula-
tionofafewhundredindividualswholivein

atribalreserveontheisland.
It has been alleged that the project vio-

lates the rightsof the tribalpopulation, and
will impact the island’s ecologywith the
felling of nearly amillion trees. It is feared
that theportprojectwilldestroycoral reefs
with spinoff effects on the local marine
ecosystem, andpose a threat to the terres-
trialNicobarMegapodebirdandleatherback
turtleswhonest intheGalatheaBayarea.

TheCongress statement, issuedbysen-
iorleaderandformerEnvironmentMinister
JairamRamesh,hasalsopointedoutthatthe
proposed port is in a seismically volatile
zone that saw permanent subsidence of
about 15 ft during the 2004 tsunami. The
statementhasaccusedthelocaladministra-
tion of not consulting the Tribal Council of
GreatandLittleNicobar Islandsadequately
as per legal requirements. In November
2022,thetribalcouncilrevokedano-objec-
tioncertificate ithadissuedfordiversionof
about160 sqkmof forest land, saying they
hadnotbeengivenfull information.

In April 2023, the Kolkata Bench of the
National Green Tribunal (NGT) declined to
interferewiththeenvironmentalandforest
clearance granted to the project. The
Tribunal, however, ordered that a high-
powercommitteeshouldbeconstitutedto
look into the clearances. An appeal against
theNGT’sorderwasdismissed in2023.

Where is the monsoon?
ThemonsoonarrivedoverKeralaontime,andprogressedwelluntil June10.But ithasbeendryandhot
overtheSouthernpeninsulathereafter.TheBayofBengalbranchof themonsoontoo,hasnotprogressed

ANJALIMARAR
BENGALURU, JUNE18

ONALMOSTalldays in Juneso far,Northand
NorthwestIndiahaveexperienced‘heatwave’
to‘severeheatwave’conditions.Thesouthwest
monsoonthatmadeanearlyonsetoverKerala
has advanceduntilMaharashtra, butmaxi-
mumtemperaturesintheplainsofNorthIndia
havesustainedaround45-47degreesCelsius.

Monsoon basics and dates
TheJune-Septembersouthwestmonsoon

bringsmore than70%of India’sannual rain-
fall. Climatologically, themonsoon arrives
over the Andaman Sea in the thirdweek of
Mayandadvancesintothemainlandthrough
Kerala,June1beingthenormaldateofonset.

Itthenadvancesinsurges—typically,the
progressuntilcentralIndiaisfast,afterwhich
it slows down. The monsoon normally
reaches north Uttar Pradesh, Delhi and
neighbourhoodareasbytheendof June,and
covers theentirecountryby July15.

Anearlyor timelyonsetof themonsoon
doesnotguaranteegoodrainfalloritsdistri-
butionoverthecountrythroughoutthefour-
monthseason.Andadelayedonsetdoesnot
necessarilymeanbelow-averagerainfall for
theentire season.

Cumulativerainfalloverthecountryfrom
JunetoSeptemberdependsonmultiplefac-
tors. It alsoshowsnatural inter-annualvari-
ability,whichmakeseverymonsoondiffer-
ent. Alongside the quantum of rainfall, its
distribution isalsovital.

The India Meteorological Department
(IMD)hasforecast‘abovenormal’rainfallthis
season. Quantitatively, it is expected to be
106%of theLongPeriodAverageof880mm
(1971-2020data).

The‘abovenormal’rainfallisbeingattrib-
utedmainly to the soon-to-emerge LaNiña
conditions, which are known to positively
influence the Indianmonsoon, and a posi-
tivephaseof the IndianOceanDipole (IOD).

Good start followed by dry spell
ThemonsoonarrivedovertheAndaman

Sea andNicobar Islands onMay 19, and hit
theKerala coastonMay30, twodaysahead
of itsnormaldate. It reachedoverNagaland,

Manipur,Mizoram,ArunachalPradesh,and
parts of Tripura six days early —marking a
rarebutnot-unheard-ofsimultaneousonset
overKeralaand largepartsof Eastern India.

AfterMay 30, themonsoon progressed
every day, and it had covered Andaman &
NicobarIslands,Kerala,Lakshadweep,Mahé,
Tamil Nadu, Puducherry, Karnataka,
Telangana,andlargepartsofAndhraPradesh
andMaharashtraby June10.

Thiskept theall-India rainfallpositiveat
36.5mm, or 3% surplus as on June 10. Over
allthesestatesandUTs,themonsoonarrived
three to fivedaysearly.

FromJune11onward,themonsoonhasre-
mainedstagnant,anddryandhotconditions
havereturnedtotheSouthernpeninsula.Over
thepastweek,all-Indiarainfallhasbeencon-
sistentlybelowaverage.OnTuesday,itwasmi-
nus20%(64.5mmagainstnormal80.6mm).

“Initially, themonsoon came in as a big
current but did not bringmuch rain. This is
not a typical monsoon flow, compared to
what was expected,” M Rajeevan, former
secretary,Ministryof EarthSciences, said.

On Tuesday, the Northern Limit of
Monsoon—theimaginarylineindicatingthe
monsoon’sprogress—passedthroughNavsari,
Jalgaon,Amravati,Chandrapur,Bijapur,Sukma,
Malkangiri,VizianagaramandIslampur.

Theoveralldeficit ismainlyduetostates
where the onset of themonsoon has been
delayed.These includeOdisha (minus47%),
WestBengal(minus11%),Bihar(minus72%)
and Jharkhand(minus68%)asonTuesday.

The return of dry conditions over
Manipur,Mizoram,Lakshadweep,Nagaland,
Kerala, Arunachal Pradesh, Andaman and
Nicobar islands, too, has contributed to the
deficientall-India rainfall.

Two branches of monsoon
The IMD declared onset over Kerala on

May 30, and themonsoon advanced over
largepartsof eastern Indiaonthesameday,
mainly due to Cyclone Remal, whichmade
landfall over the West Bengal and
Bangladesh coasts onMay 26, and its rem-
nantstravelledfurtherinland.Heavytovery
heavy rain lashed Assam, Meghalaya,
Tripura,andSikkim, leadingtofloods,mud-
slides, and landslides inearly June.

Strongwesterly/ southwesterly winds
fromtheArabianSeapropelledthemonsoon
over the Southern peninsula in early June.
Multiplecycloniccirculationsalongthewest-
erncoastalsoprovidedconduciveconditions
untilJune10,afterwhichtheabsenceofsyn-
opticsystemsledtothesouthwesterlywinds
losingsteamandthemonsoonweakening.

“In theabsenceof strongeasterlywinds,
the Bay of Bengal branch of themonsoon
[too]couldnotadvance.Wewillhavetowait
for a freshpulseandmonsoontrough toes-
tablishitself,sothatthemonsoonsystemre-
gainsstrength,”DSivanandaPai,seniorme-
teorologist at IMD, said.

When could it rain?
The monsoon is currently active over

Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya,
Sikkim, Nagaland, Manipur, Mizoram,
Tripura and sub-HimalayanWest Bengal.
Rainfall activity will pick up along Konkan
andnorthernKarnatakaduringthelatterhalf
of this week. But all other regions of the
countrywill remaindry.

Towards the end of thisweek, themon-
soon could advance into the remaining ar-
eas of Maharashtra, some areas of West
Bengal, Odisha, some areas of Chhattisgarh
andBihar, andcoastalAndhraPradesh.

“We expect themonsoon to revive to-
wards theendof June,”Pai said.However, it
remainsuncertainwhenthemonsooncould
set inovernorthern India.

TheIMDhassaidthatsomerespiteinthe
heatwaveis likelyoverJammuandKashmir
and Himachal Pradesh during this week.
Warmnights and hot conditions shall per-
sist overUttar Pradesh,Haryana, Delhi, and
ChandigarhuntilWednesday,butwillabate
thereafter. The June rainfallmayendupbe-
lownormalover thecountry.
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W
elcoming leaders of 10 countries in-
cluding Prime Minister Narendra Mo-
di to the “G-7 Outreach” Summit, Ita-

ly’s Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni said it was
important to step away from the old trope of the
“West vs the Rest”. That sentiment explained Ita-
ly’s decision to invite mainly the Global South
countries including BRICS notables such as Bra-
zil, India, and the UAE, to hold an outreach with
seven African countries on energy issues, and to
host the summit in the Mediterranean Apulia re-
gion. The G-7 was once hailed as a dynamic group
of the world’s most developed democracies
where heads of state would roll up their sleeves
once a year to e�ect real solutions to global �nan-
cial and development issues. However, with ma-
nufacturing slowdowns, the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the impact of the Russia-Ukraine con�ict and
western sanctions, the grouping has appeared
more tired, and its meetings less e�ective. The
shaky electoral fortunes of most of the G-7 leader-
ship did not enhance that image at the summit.
The joint communiqué read more like a laundry
list of the world’s problems, than it did as a strong
call to action on resolving them. Most salient was
the G-7’s continued “military, budget, humanitar-
ian, and reconstruction support” for Ukraine,
but with no constructive plan on how to end the
war. A Gaza cease�re appeal has also not been ac-
cepted by Israel. The G-7’s focus on China in the
Indo-Paci�c and on “industrial targeting” and un-
fair practices was particularly sharp, but it re-
mains to be seen whether any member-country
will reduce its own considerable trade ties with
Beijing. A line in the communiqué that recommit-
ted to about eight infrastructure corridors, in-
cluding the India-Middle East-Europe Corridor,
reinforced the lack of focus on executing (as dis-
tinct from discussing) projects.

Given the G-7’s current situation, India, in at-
tendance for the eleventh time, could well take
stock of the engagement’s utility. While the event
was an opportune moment for Mr. Modi, now in
his third term, to meet with some of the world’s
top leadership, the meetings themselves did not
yield many outcomes. Formal bilaterals with the
leaders of important partner the U.S., and frac-
tious relationship-ridden Canada, did not mate-
rialise. Mr. Modi focused on India’s elections as a
“victory for the democratic world”, on the im-
portance of harnessing technology and arti�cial
intelligence to bridge global inequalities, and on
the value of the Global South, especially Africa. It
would seem most of those issues would be better
addressed in a larger and more representational
format such as the G-20, while the G-7 may wish
to review its own identity and purpose amidst a
rapidly changing global power dynamic.

New dynamics  
The G-7 must review its own purpose 

in a rapidly changing world  

I
n Indian democracy, if a ruling party does
not perform according to the expectations
of the electorate, the opposition always gets

the opportunity to win back the support of the
people, provided it works towards earning it.
This is evident in the contrasting fortunes of the
Samajwadi Party-Congress alliance and that of
the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), in Uttar Pradesh
in the general election. The SP-Congress alliance
took recourse to coherent messaging, targeting
the Union government on issues related to pro-
tecting constitutional rights and freedoms and
economic problems, while managing to stitch a
new alliance that transcended the politics of nar-
row caste arithmetic reminiscent of the Mandal
years. This helped it win 43 seats, boost its vote
share and gain support from OBCs and Dalits. In
contrast, the BSP’s vote share fell to 9.4% — a
nearly four point drop from the 2022 Assembly
elections — as even its loyal Jatav backers split
their support between the three major political
forces in the State. Other non-Jatav Dalits, OBC
sections and the minorities (overwhelmingly in
their case) endorsed the SP-Congress alliance. 

The BSP, a party, which began as a movement
led by Kanshi Ram, reached its apogee in the late
2000s after being part of a series of post-poll coa-
lition governments before winning power on its
own in a split polity in 2007. By this time, its ide-
ology had also shifted from being a “bahujan” (a
term connoting the subaltern) to that of a “sarv-
jan” party, a catch-all phrase for an alliance of
contradictions in order to win a broad-based
vote. In government, the BSP accorded dignity to
the Dalit population in the State and engaged in a
fervent politics of Dalit symbolism, but showed
little gumption to address socio-economic issues
through steps such as redistribution or enlight-
ened governance. Out of power since 2012, the
party has remained an anodyne force, with its
leader Mayawati abjuring agitational politics and
largely limiting her political messaging and acti-
vism to statements and press releases. Her party
has retreated into a cocoon even as it has sought
to be a spoiler in the parliamentary elections by
promoting a political messaging that relied on a
false equivalence of the BJP and the SP-Congress.
After her defeat, Ms. Mayawati blamed EVMs, the
weather and the lack of trust among Muslims,
while still refusing to acknowledge her own lack
of agency that has resulted in the BSP’s decline.
To revive itself, the BSP can learn from the expe-
riences of the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi or
even the �edgling Aazad Samaj Party (Kanshi
Ram) that have taken to ideological and agitation-
al struggle to represent the interests of Dalits, al-
lowing these parties to punch above their weight.

Drastic decline 
Anodyne approach to oppositional

politics has made BSP a shell of its past 

T
he 2024 general election verdict has
many takeaways. While some say that
it has enlarged what was becoming a
shrinking space for dissent and

democracy, others say it has created hope for
change in the future by reining in what would be
called Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s virtual
dictatorial run.

But these are only the visible e�ects.
There is something deeply philosophical about

this verdict. It is actually a civilisation-strikes-back
occasion for the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and
its ecosystem. The Hindutva project, that is
spearheaded by Mr. Modi, has re-opened the old
civilisational suspicion in the minds of the
religious have-nots among Hindus. Far from
creating a Hindu monolith, it has resulted in only
counter-polarisation among Hindus themselves.

Clearly, Hindutva’s civilisational call to Hindus
to unite against a perceived enemy, mainly
Muslims and liberals, and to reclaim Bharat’s
“glorious” past has proved counter productive.
The 2024 verdict has proved that Hindutva
politics has ended up polarising Hindus instead of
uniting them.

The Constitution as turning point
This has been amply borne out by the subject of
the Constitution gaining huge currency in the
2024 battle. The Constitution has been under
attack from the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
ecosystem right from the time it was being
formulated and debated. With Mr. Modi riding a
wave of unprecedented popularity, the Hindutva
ecosystem thought it had the numbers in
Parliament and also su�cient moral authority to
start talking about “changing the Constitution”.

It began by blaming the Opposition for
orchestrating a ‘false’ campaign against the BJP
that it would change the Constitution to rob the
backward castes and tribes of their a�rmative
action privileges guaranteed by the statute. But
the Opposition was only picking up points from
the several statements made by the BJP’s own
leaders and poll nominees.

Mr. Modi also entered the election with a
repeated and strident call for 400 seats for his
party. A relevant question was why was this
number needed if not for changing the
Constitution?

When some questions began to be asked, Mr.
Modi tried every trick to neutralise any
perception over the issue of the Constitution. But
the impression had percolated deep and the
damage had been done.

The most encouraging takeaway from this
battle between Hindutva’s civilisational haves and
have-nots is that the Constitution — which
embodied the essence of the civilisational course
correction painstakingly championed by the
leading lights of Independence struggle — itself
proved to be the reason for this realisation about
the real intent of Hindutva’s civilisational project.

This was to resurrect the so-called great and
glorious past of Hindu civilisation and to
“decolonise” Hindu society’s collective mindset
through a project that essentially relied on
poisoning people’s minds with a pathological
hatred for those who do not belong to Hindu
civilisation.

The Constitution itself was necessitated by the
deeply dehumanising inequalities inherent to
Hindu civilisation. In fact, Constitutions all over
the world were necessitated by similar concerns.

Right-wing intellectuals, however, very
insidiously try to belittle the path-breaking
contribution by the makers of modern India by
arguing that the statute book has great values in it
not because of any outside in�uence, but because
those values have �owed in from the “great”
Hindu value-system.

One of the most commonly cited examples of
this argument is that secularism was always
inherent to the Hindu way of thinking. And, as
such, it found its expression in the constitutional
scheme of things.

The Hindutva protagonists, however, in the
same breath, also prove themselves wrong by
indulging in a demonising of Muslims and other
minorities.

This hatred for non-Hindus is not the only
thing that contradicts their own claims of
“justness” in Hindus’ ancient civilisational past. It
is the a�rmative action part of the Constitution
that Hindutva revivalists often �nd tough to sit
pretty with. So, while overtly supporting
reservations, many Hindutva protagonists often
openly denigrate it and also form the vanguard of
“save merit” campaigns.

It also shows up when they start glorifying the
Manusmriti and also try to introduce it in school
and university curricula.

Clearly, their line of the Constitution being a
re�ection of past glory is subterfuge to cover up
their ideological forefathers’ past sins of opposing
the Constitution in Constituent Assembly debates
as well as in articles in right-wing publications
when the Constitution was in the making. But the
cover-up has been exposed.

‘Political acumen’ that was overestimated
The Hindu have-nots have a clear sense now of
the possibility of the BJP turning the Constitution
on its head by altering it to suit the BJP’s idea of
India that is anchored in some deeply
problematic sociological premises. This
realisation has had its singlemost profound
impact in the 2024 elections — in a humiliating
reversal for Mr. Modi’s mission. And, as it is there
for all to see, the BJP has only itself to blame. The
Opposition only found the weak spot and
exploited it to stunning e�ect.

What Mr. Modi and the whole Hindutva
ecosystem must understand is that their social
engineering and Hindu consolidation e�orts over
the past many decades have been brought to a

naught by themselves alone. They tried to stand
on two stools — an anti-minority plank and
Constitution misdemeanour — and only ended up
falling between the two. They tried to unite caste
Hindus (upper castes were always organically on
board) against Muslims and also antagonised
caste Hindus, who were their foot soldiers in the
anti-Muslim project, with their anti-Constitution
bravado. In the process, they paid a heavy price.

There are several examples that underline this
boomerang e�ect in this election. But nothing
illustrates the issue in this way than the BJP’s own
defeat in Ayodhya in this election. The fact that
the Opposition candidate, a Dalit candidate
�elded by the Samajwadi Party, won shows that
the people were not receptive to the Ram temple
as something with which to cover themselves in
glory, and that social justice was the real public
concern. It also exposed the overestimated
political acumen as well as the vulnerabilities of
the BJP’s self-styled Chanakyas.

So, where does the Hindutva project, in
decline, go from here? Will this suspicion in the
minds of the Hindu have-nots remain etched or
will it wither away with time?

Going a bit deeper into the subaltern side of
this election, it looks that the advantage of the
BJP’s labharthi (bene�ciary schemes) was mostly
cancelled out by the Samvidhan (Constitution)
buzz since the labharthi section is largely the
same as those disturbed by the BJP’s Samvidhan
plan. With this, the BJP’s best bet becomes
ine�ective.

The Opposition must rediscover its voice
With Mr. Modi now having to run a coalition
government, the Constitution debate might
remain latent, unless the Opposition keeps it
burning.

And burn it must, because a vast majority of
Hindus have been fooled into believing that their
real battle is with Muslims and not with the
Hindutva haves, when actually, if at all, it is the
other way round.

The makers of the Constitution had such deep
divisions within India, and Hindu society in
particular, in mind when the Constitution was
being drafted. The non-BJP regimes managed to
keep the Constitution’s basic structure intact,
keeping not only Hindus and non-Hindus
together but also a deeply divided Hindu society
as one whole.

Now, the Constitution has struck back, giving
the BJP a civilisation rebu�.

The Opposition has its task cut out. It must
keep this �ght of social justice alive and prevent
the misuse of Hindu have-nots to achieve
Hindutva’s communal goals.

The Hindu have-nots must cease to be a part of
the right-wing’s project as they have their own
battles to wage and win against those who have
misled them into believing that their real battle
lies outside the Hindu fold.

The boomerang e�ect in this general election, and how 
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Constitution of
India has struck
back, rebu�ng
the ruling party
and its
misconceived
campaign
against ‘a
perceived
enemy’

T
he announcement by United States
President Joe Biden, in May, to slap a fresh
round of tari�s on a range of Chinese

imports, has refuelled fears of a new phase of
decoupling in the world economy. Siding with
Washington, policymakers in Europe are also
deliberating having a ‘united front’ to counter
China’s pursuit of coercive economic practices.

While this may de�ne the trajectory of
China-U.S. relations, it is not clear what the
long-term costs are going to be. With China, the
West’s trade risk calculations have increasingly
become a function of national security.
Contesting the liberal premise, the new political
rhetoric in Washington assumes that since
economic interdependence does not bene�t
China and the U.S. equally, it is likely that Beijing
will weaponise vulnerabilities to its ends. In fact,
the Biden administration’s decision to resume a
tari� war with China, reveals how political, and
not economic, considerations become key in
deciding what goods would receive tari�
increases.

The story in the tari�s
The latest tari� on Chinese electric vehicles (EV)
is a case in point. Given that the U.S. imports few
EVs from China, the decision reinforces Mr.
Biden’s pro-union stance and his support for the
ongoing e�orts of the United Auto Workers (UAW)
to scale up EV manufacturing domestically.
Conceived as a pre-emptive measure, the
quadrupling of tari�s from 25% also explains the
fear that the American auto union has vis-à-vis the
fast-growing Chinese car and battery industry
and its ability to outcompete traditional domestic
automakers in no time.

The new tari�s on medical devices, on the
other hand, are a straightforward way to grow
independent of China. For a decade now, China
has been the primary source of medical
equipment to the U.S., with imports nearing $640
million in 2023. 

Many American health-care businesses have

their manufacturing and research laboratories in
China, and they have been ramping up their
investments owing to China’s growing health-care
needs for the elderly and demand for quality
health-care services. However, the deepening
mistrust between the leaders of China and the
U.S. creates pressure on the private sector and is
likely to increase the burden of health-care costs
on domestic patients in both countries. What
protectionist enthusiasts often forget is that the
costs of protection are borne through higher
prices paid by consumers.

The long-term e�ects
While continuity with the Trump-era tari�s
seems to be the obvious answer to deal with an
aggressive China, the world economic situation is
at odds with the geopolitical realities. The vicious
cycle of tit-for-tat tari�s further exacerbates the
dangers arising out of protectionism, encouraging
other countries to follow suit. Moreover, the new
import restrictions on Chinese clean energy
products would delay the green transition targets
and the expansion of renewables worldwide. As
China faces slowing growth and rising household
debts, many western multinationals dependent
on China’s vast consumer market will see a dip in
their earnings.

For resource-rich countries such as Australia
and Brazil, a slowing Chinese economy would not
only hurt their exports in various commodities
but also create downward pressures on iron-ore
prices. For these economies that are heavily
dependent on China for their exports,
diversifying into other markets is never an easy
task.

Similarly, the European Union’s approach to
de-risking trade in critical raw minerals with
China may entail a greater risk of Beijing
tightening its iron grip on the supply chain. As
the scramble to control the value chain of rare
earths intensi�es, one cannot rule out the
possibility of a mineral-rich grouping, led by
China, trying to dictate the terms of green trade

in the years to come.
Southeast Asia has also not been immune to

the e�ects of protectionism and great power
competition. While the region is said to bene�t
from production and investment shifting from
China, the dependence on Beijing for technology
and investment continues to run high. And the
region’s prospects of replacing China as the major
supplier of components and manufactured goods
could dim if Washington imposes stricter rules of
origin and eschew access to goods from third
countries that use components either made in
China or by Chinese �rms located in these
countries.

With a burgeoning consumer market, India
remains next in line in expecting to bene�t from
the decoupling dynamics. But, one is not sure of
the extent of gains in terms of global market share
and the time this transition would take. The
reason is that India’s manufacturing continues to
be in a catching-up phase despite several
initiatives by the government. New Delhi faces
tough competition in low-end manufacturing
from its South and South-East Asian neighbours,
and its deep economic entanglements with China
remain.

A potential crisis
One, therefore, sees no end in sight if this cycle of
escalation continues. More than its real
signi�cance, global investors would deeply feel
the psychological e�ects of decoupling. What
makes this strategy worse is its deliberate
distancing from the World Trade Organization
(WTO). Once a �ag bearer of WTO rules,
Washington continues to block the appointment
of judges to the WTO Appellate Body, rendering
the adjudicatory process paralysed. While a
direct collision between the two is unlikely, the
intensifying geopolitical rivalry along with the
fragmentation of the global economy puts the
future of the liberal international order at a high
risk. And, it would bene�t neither the U.S., China
or the rest of the world.

The high cost of a global economic decoupling 
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Rail accident
The train accident in West
Bengal’s Darjeeling district
(Page 1, June 18) has
highlighted the perilous
state of rail safety in India.
The hasty imputation,
without proper inquiry, that
the accident is due to
human failure, is premature
and inconsistent with the

Testing time
When aspirants have to
undergo much stress during
their appearance for NEET,
those who facilitated paper
leaks and committed other
o�ences need to face severe
punishment. Hard-working
students deserve better.

A.P. Thiruvadi,
Chennai

‘Brahmastra’ will be on test
in the political battlefield.
Parliament and its business
are a di�erent game
altogether. It remains to be
seen how the Gandhi
siblings steer and rebuild
the party, by encouraging
new talent.
S. Venkataraman,

Bengaluru

How far she will succeed in
countering challenges
posed by the formidable
sa�ron party, swinging
votes in her party’s favour,
remains to be seen.

V. Johan Dhanakumar,
Chennai

The Congress has rolled its
last dice as the Congress’s

Gandhi Vadra did emerge as
a star campaigner in the
general election, but it is
too early to perceive what
extent her impact as a
lawmaker will be, if it
materialises. Wayanad, in
all likelihood, will give Ms.
Gandhi a thumbs up, but
her litmus test will be the
State Assembly elections.

rules. The Railways must
wean itself away from
‘vanity projects’ and focus
on rail safety. Restoring the
exclusive Railway Budget is
also an imperative need.

N. Sadasivan Pillai,

Guntakal, Andhra Pradesh

The Congress’s next move
Congress leader Priyanka
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he outgoing Chief Mi-
nister, Y.S. Jaganmo-
han Reddy, in his poig-

nant address after the rout of
his party, The Yuvajana Srami-
ka Rythu Congress Party
(YSRCP), in State Assembly
and general elections said;
“…and yet, after all these in-
credible transformations, af-
ter touching the lives of mil-
lions, I wonder where has that
a�ection gone, where did the
warmth vanish…” The YSRCP
government put in place a
strategic new welfare-based
governance model, leveraging
short-term welfare measures
to lay the groundwork for
more extensive, infrastruc-
ture-focussed and capital-in-
tensive endeavours. These
welfare programmes, particu-
larly aimed at women voters,
were signi�cant for their pre-
cision in reaching intended
bene�ciaries, and for their
chequered impact on political
parties and their workers in
Andhra.

Women, particularly in the
below-middle-class sections,
are a crucial demographic in
Andhra politics. Our �eldwork
in four districts indicates that
the welfare initiatives of the
YSRCP substantially contribut-
ed to attracting women voters.
The ‘YSR Cheyutha’ scheme
o�ers direct �nancial aid,
while ‘Amma Vodi’ provides
crucial support for education.
A door-to-door volunteer sys-
tem was introduced which
streamlined access to these
bene�ts, especially for unedu-
cated rural women.

Focusing on the immediate
needs of women allowed the
YSRCP to create a stable sup-
port base, leaving room for
the party to pursue long-term

initiatives. Andhra Pradesh
under Jal Jeevan mission for
reliable clean water supply in-
stalled water meters in over
two-thirds of households. The
‘Nadu-Nedu’ scheme upgrad-
ed school infrastructure and
introduced English medium
education.

Historically, political com-
munication has promoted
welfare and development but
as distinct categories. Yet, vo-
ters do not delink long-term
and short-term goals. This is
something the YSRCP seemed
to have understood, boosting
its potential for electoral victo-
ries. Besides, the volunteer
network eliminated the need
to rely on elite support for be-
ne�t distribution. This was
practically achieved by direct
bene�t transfers, which can
mute the in�uence of rural
caste elites on redistributive
schemes. That said, the caste
elites still hold sway over so-
ciety in Andra.

Streamlined delivery, re-
duced bureaucracy, and mini-
mised leakages build voter
trust and limit local cadres’
control over resources. This
shift in power dynamics has
weakened local leaders’ abili-
ty to mobilise support and cul-
tivate cadres. The cadres,
deeply invested in the party’s
ideology or leadership charis-
ma, are crucial for voter mo-
bilisation. The YSRCP’s suc-
cess largely depends on its
charismatic leader. However,
this charisma is not easily
transferable, necessitating di-
rect interaction with the lead-

er. Marginalising cadres and
limiting their access to leader-
ship has undermined their
motivation and hurt the
YSRCP’s electoral prospects.

While volunteers are capa-
ble of delivering schemes,
their lack of ideological con-
nection with voters makes it
easier for similar parties to at-
tract support. Volunteers’ ef-
fectiveness in scheme delivery
has not translated into electo-
ral success for YSRCP because
welfare and economic empo-
werment alone do not bind
voters to a party. Without an
ideological core, voters can be
swayed by any party o�ering
similar bene�ts and
accessibility.

Conversely, the Telugu De-
sam Party’s traditional ap-
proach, involving numerous
localised rallies and a compar-
able basket of welfare
schemes, has proven more ef-
fective. Their strategy of small-
er, frequent rallies contrasts
with Mr. Reddy’s preference
for large public gatherings.
This method has allowed the
TDP to maintain a stronger
grassroots connection and
mobilise voters more
e�ectively.

Through its welfare model,
the YSRCP established a po-
werful populist leader and
built a loyal voter base but also
undermined internal party dy-
namics, raising doubts about
its long-term viability. The ab-
sence of a robust ideological
framework begs the question:
can a party reliant solely on
populism endure periods out
of power? This is a critical con-
sideration for parties on a si-
milar path.

Vignesh Karthik K.R. is a
postdoctoral research fellow at
the Royal Netherlands Institute
of Southeast Asian and Carib-
bean Studies, Leiden.

Chandra Sekhar Vadigalla is
a doctoral researcher at Jawa-
harlal Nehru University, Delhi.

Welfare, voters, and mobilisation 
Andhra’s political parties must consider the challenges of a populist model too 

Vignesh Karthik K.R.
Chandra Sekhar Vadigalla
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SRINAGAR, June 18. The Union Health Minister,
Mr. Karan Singh, on June 17 directed health
authorities at the Centre and in the States to see
that smallpox is eradicated during the Fifth Plan
period.

He set this deadline in his inaugural address
to the northern zonal administrative medical
o�cers’ conference here.

He said he was not impressed by the o�cials’
explanation that the increase in the incidence of
smallpox was due to improved arrangements for
counting and recording of cases.

Increase in malaria incidence
Mr. Karan Singh noted that the incidence of
malaria, which came down from 75 millions in
the pre-independence period to about 150,000 a
decade ago, had since gone up to about 1.5
millions. This “disturbing trend” was primarily
due to the fact that mosquitoes had developed
resistance to the spray used in the malaria
eradication programme. Another reason was the
complacency that had developed in the States
and at the Centre too. He wanted malaria
eradication to be given the highest priority.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 19, 1974

Govt. goal to root out
smallpox in �fth plan period

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

LANGUAGE QUALIFICATION.
(Special Cable---Copy right.)
LONDON, June 18. The crowded Congregation

of the Oxford University rejected by 60 votes to
33 the statute under which previous study of
either Latin, Greek, French or German would no
longer be a necessary quali�cation for the status
of Indian junior student.

The Principal of Hertford in introducing the
statute stated it would remove the anomaly and
abolish what was regarded as a grievance. He
said that foreigners from Europe had to meet
the same condition, but one of the languages
o�ered was their vernacular. Incidentally none
of the �ve oriental classical languages was
vernacular for oriental students and they were
therefore placed at a disadvantage. The Rector
of Exeter said that the choice lay between having
at Oxford a large number of ill-equipped Indian
students and a small number of well-equipped
Indian students who could bene�t from the
advanced work of the University.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 19, 1924

Indian students at Oxford.

W
hy has the 2021
Census been
delayed for so
long? Here is one

plausible answer: the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) is delaying the
Census because it wants to
fast-track the “delimitation”
exercise in anticipation of the
2029 Lok Sabha elections.

If this sounds absurd, think
again. The 84th amendment of the
Constitution clearly states that the
next delimitation exercise is to be
based on the �rst census after
2026. If the next census happens,
say, in 2024 or 2025, then
delimitation will have to wait until
after the following census, i.e.
sometime in the 2030s. So, if the
BJP wants delimitation before the
2029 elections, then it must
continue to drag its feet on the
census until 2026 or even 2027
(since a 2026 census may not
qualify as “after 2026”).

Delimitation refers to periodic
attempts to ensure that the shares
of di�erent States in Lok Sabha
seats are similar to their respective
population shares, and also that
all constituencies have the same
population size as far as possible,
as required under Article 81 of the
Constitution. As is well known, the
forthcoming delimitation exercise
is likely to shift the balance of Lok
Sabha seats in favour of States that
have experienced relatively fast
population growth since 1973,
when the last inter-State
delimitation was carried out
(based on the 1971 Census). This
means, in particular, that the seat
shares of the northern States will
grow at the expense of the
southern States. Naturally, this is a
can of worms. Some of the
southern States may rebel. If the
BJP is able to get away with this,
however, its electoral prospects
will improve, since it has a much
stronger base in the north than in
the south.

The Opposition could try to
thwart this plot by insisting on the
timely completion of the Census,
before 2026. There is certainly an
objective argument for it. Census
data are essential for many

purposes, including the
implementation of welfare
schemes. To illustrate, the number
of people bene�ting from
subsidised food rations would
increase by more than 100 million
if updated census �gures were
available to revise the coverage of
the National Food Security Act.
Postponing the Census deprives
many people of essential
entitlements. The Opposition
could feed two birds with one
crumb by insisting on an early
census and deferred delimitation.
The issue could also be taken to
the Supreme Court: setting the
date of the Census is the Central
government’s privilege under the
law but postponing the 2021
Census by more than �ve years
can be construed as an abuse of
privilege and infringement of
people’s fundamental rights.

However, there is a catch, or so
it may seem. This catch is related
to women’s reservation. The 106th
amendment of the Constitution,
passed last September, provides
for one-third reservation of seats
for women in the Lok Sabha and
State Assemblies. Under Section 5,
this is due to come into e�ect
“after an exercise of delimitation is
undertaken for this purpose after
the relevant �gures for the �rst
census taken after [2023] have
been published” (emphasis
added). So far, this has been
interpreted to mean that women’s
reservation would begin after the
larger delimitation exercise
required by the 84th amendment.
In that case, an early census would
postpone women’s reservation, by

postponing delimitation. However,
the words “for this purpose” in
Section 5 can also be read to mean
that women’s reservation could
proceed on the basis of its own
delimitation exercise (involving
nothing more than the designation
of “women only” constituencies)
ahead of the larger delimitation
exercise. Therefore, nothing
prevents the Opposition from
arguing for (1) an early Census, (2)
women’s reservation from then
onwards under the 106th
amendment, and (3) delimitation
later on (sometime in the 2030s)
under the 84th amendment.

How much is the BJP likely to
gain from delimitation? Before
June 4, 2024, it seemed like it had
a lot to gain because it had
overwhelming support in the
northern States and very little in
the south. Today, that picture has
changed, as the BJP lost ground in
the north but gained some in the
south. Nevertheless, the BJP still
has a strong stake in delimitation.
Consider this exercise. If the seat
shares of political parties within
States were to be kept constant
even as the 543 Lok Sabha seats
were redistributed across States in
proportion to their current
population, how would this a�ect
the overall seat shares of the NDA
and INDIA coalitions today? The
answer is that the NDA’s seat share
would rise by about 3 percentage
points, from 54% (294 seats out of
543) to 57%, while INDIA’s share
would drop by 2 percentage points
or so. In absolute terms, this
means that the NDA would have
about 309 seats instead of 294 – an
extra 15 seats. This is a big deal.
The reverse side of the coin,
however, is that delimitation might
lead to a backlash against the BJP
in the south. The BJP may or may
not decide to cross that creaky
bridge before 2029.

The fact remains that
postponing the Census is hard to
justify. Aside from obstructing
women’s reservation, it deprives
millions of people of essential
entitlements. They should not be
held hostage to any party’s
electoral stratagems.

Time for a Census, come what may 

Jean Drèze

Visiting Professor at

the Department of

Economics, Ranchi

University

Paradoxically,
the Modi
government can
fast-track
delimitation by
delaying the
population
census. The
Opposition
should resist
this tooth and
nail
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egional parties have been
a signi�cant presence in
Indian polity for over

three decades now. In the 2024
Lok Sabha elections, they could be
classi�ed into three types — one,
parties that allied with the Bharati-
ya Janata Party in the National De-
mocratic Alliance; two, parties
that were part of the INDIA bloc
and a distinctive third category.
This category includes parties that
were technically not part of the
NDA, and had, in the recent past,
endorsed controversial legisla-
tions introduced by the BJP or
adopted ideological positions clos-
er to that of the BJP. 

The �rst category includes par-
ties such as the Shiv Sena (led by
Eknath Shinde), Janata Dal (Unit-
ed), Telugu Desam Party, Janata
Dal (Secular), Lok Janshakti Party,
Asom Gana Parishad and National-
ist Congress Party. 

The second category includes
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam, the
Samajwadi Party, the Shiv Sena
(UBT), Nationalist Congress Party
(SP), the Left parties, Rashtriya Ja-
nata Dal and Aam Aadmi Party.
The Trinamool Congress support-
ed the alliance after the polls.

The third category includes the
Yuvajana Sramika Rythu Congress
Party, Biju Janata Dal, the
AIADMK, the Bahujan Samaj Party,
the Bharat Rashtra Samiti and the
Shiromani Akali Dal. 

In 2024, the fortunes of the par-
ties in the �rst two categories were
tied to the fate of their respective
alliances — they did well where the
dominant party of the alliance per-
formed well. But the parties in the
third category did rather poorly.

Table 1 looks at three legisla-
tions by BJP that were in line with
their ideological positions on
“asymmetric federalism in India”
— dilution of Article 370, Farmers
Bill and Citizenship Amendment

Act. Table 1 lists where select par-
ties positioned themselves on
these legislations. Note how
YSCRP, BJD, BRS, AIADMK, AAP
and BSP supported BJP on one or
more of these legislations, despite
technically contesting against the
BJP in their respective States and
ideologically being opposed to it. 

Table 2 looks at the perfor-
mance of YSCRP, BJD, AIADMK,
BRS, BSP and AAP (not in the third
category but endorsed the dilution
of Article 370). These parties suf-
fered a signi�cant loss. The AAP
had later taken antagonistic posi-
tions to the BJP but had also, like
some State units of the Congress
such in Madhya Pradesh and Guja-
rat, resorted to “soft Hindutva” as
a counter to the BJP’s emphasis on
Hindutva as an ideological distin-
guishing mark. The Congress also
su�ered some of its heaviest de-
feats in these two States. 

In T.N., the AIADMK lost much
support after its alliance with BJP
and could not recover it even after
ending the alliance as the DMK-led
coalition had a stronger cementing
factor in its ideological outlook to-
wards BJP. The YSRCP’s endorse-
ment of the BJP’s ideologically mo-
tivated legislations robbed it of any
distinguishing factor and especial-
ly the support of minorities, many
of whom — according to the Lokni-
ti post-poll survey — voted for the
rival TDP and the Jana Sena Party
despite their alliance with the BJP.

The BJD’s “friends at the
Centre/ rivals in the State” ap-
proach only allowed the BJP to
grow at its expense, a fate that was
endured by the BRS, whose later
turn towards being equidistant
from Congress and the BJP did not
help either. The BSP also adopted
the same ploy of “equidistance”
and limited its critique of the BJP,
abjuring any agitational opposi-
tion. It, too, su�ered a signi�cant
erosion of support, with many vo-
ters endorsing the SP-Congress
coalition in U.P. These parties also
lost out on votes from those who
wanted to support one of the na-
tional alliances. 

The vagaries of equidistance in a polarised polity
Parties that endorsed the BJP’s signature ideological policies despite taking on them electorally, su�ered in the 2024 Lok Sabha elections

Srinivasan Ramani
Swetha Kumar

DATA POINT
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Indian professionals
facing learning
barriers: LinkedIn

91
In per cent. A new research by

LinkedIn suggests work and

family pressure pose as

learning barriers for Indian professionals.

Many are adopting ‘Loud Learning’ to

overcome these barriers. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The number of States
to �ll legislative
council vacancies

4
Bypolls will be held on July 12 in

Karnataka, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,

and Andhra Pradesh, to fill five

vacancies. Elections to three of the five

seats were necessitated due to the

resignation of members. PTI

Passengers who
arrived at Sealdah by
Kanchanjunga Express 

850
Scheduled to reach

Sealdah at 7:20 PM on

Monday, the unaffected

coaches began their journey from the

accident site. The train had collided with a

goods train, resulting in 10 deaths. PTI

The light combat
helicopters to be
procured by Ministry

156
The Defence Ministry has

started the process to

procure light combat

helicopters from Hindustan Aeronautics

Ltd (HAL). A request for initial tender has

been issued by the Ministry. PTI

The number of safety
category posts that are
vacant in Railways

1.52
in lakh. Out of the

around 10 lakh

sanctioned posts under

the safety category in the Indian Railways,

more than 1.5 lakh were vacant. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

T
he highly pathogenic avian
in�uenza (HPAI) H5N1 strain
has been a�ecting cattle across
several States in the U.S., and

for the �rst time, three cases of human
infection in dairy farm workers were also
reported, raising fears of the risks of a
wider transmission of this virus from
cattle to humans. The districts of
Alappuzha, Kottayam and Pathanamthitta
in Kerala, where water bodies, migratory
birds, fowls and integrated farms form
part of the ecosystem, have reported
H5N1 outbreaks in 19 places since April.
However, the death of crows in large
numbers in Alappuzha, and subsequent
con�rmation of the H5N1 virus in their
carcasses have given rise to concerns that
the virus could spread far and wide.

How dangerous is it? 
Ever since it emerged in 1996, H5N1 has
resulted in the mass killing of billions of
wild birds as well as fowls. The virus’s
jump to some 26 mammalian species,
especially cattle and the now emerging
proof that it can infect humans, has
heightened the threat perception that
H5N1 could lead to the next global
pandemic. Of particular concern are the
facts that herd-to-herd transmission of
H5N1 is now taking place in the U.S.,
involving some 12 States and that the virus
has been detected in raw milk and in
milking machines. According to scientists,
the virus lacks changes that would make it
better adapted to transmit between
people and therefore, the risk to human
health remains low. However, the
potential for in�uenza viruses to rapidly
evolve and the wide geographic spread of
H5N1 signals that more human infections
should be expected.

What is the level of risk to humans?
The virus seems to spread from

birds/animals to humans who may be
closely interacting with these, without
adequate personal protection.

According to the WHO, between 2003
and April 1, 2024, close to 900 human
infections of H5N1 have been reported
from 23 countries, of which, more than
half were fatal. Even though the risk of
human infections from H5N1 is still
perceived to be low, this can change
rapidly as the virus spreads to more
animals, especially cows or domestic
mice, which have closer contact with
humans. In districts like Alappuzha where
water fowls, chicken, dairy cows and
humans share the same environment, the
opportunities for human infections
should be perceived as high.

What are the symptoms of H5N1?
The common symptoms of H5N1 are
similar to those of in�uenza-A illnesses,

including respiratory di�culties, fever,
cough, sore throat and pneumonia, all of
which can potentially worsen, especially
in those who are immunocompromised
or have underlying conditions. In the U.S.,
conjuctivitis or pink eye was the only
symptom that was reported in one of the
farm workers who was infected.

In April itself, the Center for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) had sent
out a health advisory that clinicians
should consider the possibility of H5N1
infection in persons who report with
respiratory illness or conjunctivitis, if they
have had exposure to livestock or dead
birds. Early detection and containment of
the infection is important to prevent the
extensive spread of the virus. 

As of now, in Kerala, as only the
poultry has been found a�ected in all
outbreaks, the strategy adopted for
containment is the mass culling of birds

within a certain radius of the reported
infection. However, the incident of the
mass death of crows has now changed the
equation, as it is possible that the
infection may have been taken by the
crows beyond the current surveillance
zone. Continuous surveillance by testing
environmental samples — water, faecal
matter of birds — as well as In�uenza-like
illness human samples would be
necessary in designated surveillance
zones. People who have livestock and
birds at home are being advised to wear
masks, and the antiviral Tami�u is being
prescribed as prophylaxis to people
wherever H5N1 positive cases are found.

What are the necessary precautions?
People should avoid unprotected
exposure to infected birds or animals or
their contaminated environments. If at all
one has been exposed to a possible
H5N1-contaminated environment, they
should monitor themselves for new
respiratory illness symptoms, including
conjunctivitis for 10 days and seek proper
medical advice. It would be better to
ensure that people use only pasteurised
milk and poultry meat and eggs should be
well-cooked to prevent any possible
food-borne transmission of H5N1.

In a recent editorial, The Lancet, spoke
about the need for a robust and
coordinated response to H5N1. It pointed
out that the concept of ‘One Health’,
although often acknowledged, is rarely
prioritised and operationalised. 

Kerala, however, has taken ‘One
Health’ beyond the conceptual
framework and the project is currently
being implemented as part of the World
Bank-aided ‘Rebuild Kerala’ project in
four districts — Alappuzha,
Pathanamthitta, Kottayam, and Idukki. It
has established a community-based
disease surveillance network, with 2.5
lakh volunteers trained in the ‘One
Health’ concept in these districts, who
will report any unusual events or death of
animals/birds in a locality so that early
warning and early preventive or control
measures can be taken.

Does H5N1 pose a threat for humans?
Can the highly pathogenic avian in�uenza H5N1 strain spread from cattle to humans? What is the strategy to identify and contain the spread of the virus? What is

the concept of ‘One Health’ and how is Kerala using it to limit the spread of avian in�uenza?

All risk evaded: Ducks being killed by the Animal Husbandry Department, in Alappuzha, on April 19. PTI

C. Maya
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The districts of Alappuzha,
Kottayam and Pathanamthitta
in Kerala, where water bodies,
migratory birds, fowls and
integrated farms form part of
the ecosystem, have reported
H5N1 outbreaks in 19 places
since April.
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The virus seems to spread from
birds/animals to humans who
may be closely interacting with
these, without adequate
personal protection.
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In a recent editorial, The
Lancet, spoke about the need
for a robust and coordinated
response to H5N1. It pointed
out that the concept of ‘One
Health’, although often
acknowledged, is rarely
prioritised and operationalised.

The story so far:

H
imachal Pradesh (H.P.) is
witnessing widespread forest
�res across the region.
According to the Himachal

Pradesh Forest department, there have
been a total of 1,684 forest �res since April
15. These �res have damaged a total of
17,471 hectares of forest land, resulting in
signi�cant loss to wildlife. From 2001 to
2023, H.P. has lost 957 hectares of tree
cover from �res and 4.37 thousand
hectares from all other drivers of loss. 

How do forest �res start in the State?
Fires in the Himalayas occur during the
pre-monsoon summer period of moisture
stress, due to the resultant depletion of
snowmelt water. The moisture conditions
of the pre-monsoon season, characterised
by rainstorms, play a critical role in
determining the nature of forest �res. The
less moisture there is, the greater the
impact of the �res. Human activities such

as unattended camp�res, discarded
cigarettes etc., are also some of the
common causes for forest �res.

These �res are also a major source of
pollutants, including black carbon, which
signi�cantly contribute to glacier melt in
the Himalayas and negatively in�uences
the regional climate. The primary causes
of these forest �res are faulty forestry
practices, and treating forests from a
utilitarian perspective, excluding people’s
participation.

Have the Himalayan forests
undergone a transformation?
The Himalayan forests have been
systematically transformed over the last
two centuries. A crucial watershed
moment in Indian forestry began with the
construction of railways in the 1850s.
Lord Dalhousie’s understanding about
railway construction was that the railways
were to be constructed not just to market
British goods but also to serve as an outlet
for British capital seeking pro�table
avenues. Unfortunately, the pro�tability

of Himalayan forests continue to be a
driving force. From 1853 to 1910, the
construction of around 80,000 kms of
railway track led to an assault on forests
and the extinction of the customary rights
of the people. Between 1869 and 1885, 6.5
million sleepers were made of Deodar,
and the area for Chir pines was expanded
for timber and resin. Total trees from
which resin was tapped between 1910 and
1920 increased from 2,60,000 to
21,35,000. Resin was used for commercial
and industrial applications, and its
extraction continues to be a major source
of production from pine forests. Verrier
Elwin, an Oxford scholar and renegade
priest, wrote in the early 20th century
that State-managed forestry led to the
gradual replacement of the Banj oak, a
source of fuel, fodder, and leaf manure,
with the Chir pine, which was more
valued commercially as a source of timber
and resin. Ecologically, Banj forests
absorb a high content of rainwater,
leading to better moisture retention and
water springs in the mountains. 

Currently, more than 17.8% of the total
37,033 square kilometers of forest area is
covered with Chir pine trees in H.P. Chir
forests are very vulnerable to forest �res.

What needs to be done?
Democratisation of forests is essential to
ensure that people and communities who
have lived in and around forests are made
part of the forest management process.
The rights of the local community have
been periodically curtailed, and as a
result, when forest �res start, �rst
responders are nowhere to be found. 

The traditional forest rights of
Himalayan dwellers included the right to
extract wood for fuel, timber, fodder, and
other activities. H.P. is under Schedule V
of the Indian Constitution, which requires
community assent for development
activities in the region. However, for large
projects like hydro power generation,
road widening, and four-lane highways,
forests are being diverted with ease. 

What the Himalayan States now need is
to build mixed forestry and remove pine
trees; ensure that both scienti�c and
community knowledge converge and
forest management is conducted in a
participatory manner; implement check
dams and other methods to revive water
springs; create environmental services at
the village level; and articulate their case
with the ongoing 16th Finance
Commission, seeking help apart from
disaster mitigation funds. 

Author is former Deputy Mayor, Shimla,
and Member, Kerala Urban Commission.

How can Himachal Pradesh
�ght against forest �res? 
What does the State need to do in order to democratise forest management and curtail raging forest �res?

Tikender Singh Panwar

THE GIST

�

According to the Himachal
Pradesh Forest department,
there have been a total of 1,684
forest fires in the State since
April 15.

�

Democratisation of forests is
essential to ensure that people
and communities who have
lived in and around forests are
made part of the forest
management process.

�

The traditional forest rights of
Himalayan dwellers included
the right to extract wood for
fuel, timber, fodder, and other
activities.
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S
ince September last year, an
agitation for Maratha reservation
spearheaded by an emaciated,
wraith-like 41-year-old activist

Manoj Jarange-Patil spread like bush�re in
Maharashtra’s arid Marathwada region
and has been the cause of deep
socio-political rumblings in the State.
While the demand for a quota in jobs and
education for the economically backward
Maratha community members has been
ongoing since the 1980s, a series of
dramatic hunger strikes by Jarange-Patil
(the fourth one was withdrawn last week)
over the past 10 months has forcefully
foregrounded the issue, vexing the ruling
Eknath Shinde-led Mahayuti government. 

The Maratha quota agitation has cost
the Mahayuti candidates dearly on several
parliamentary seats in the Marathwada
region, the wellspring of the movement.

Among Jarange-Patil’s demands is that
Marathas be given reservation under the
Kunbi category classed as Other
Backward Classes (OBCs), a demand
which has predictably aggravated social
tensions in the State and especially
Marathwada. As a counterpoise, OBC
politicos and writers have opposed
Marathas eating their share of the
reservation pie, arguing that the
community is already the politically
dominant one in the State and that more
than 60% of Maharashtra’s Chief Ministers
— from Y.B. Chavan to Sharad Pawar to
Eknath Shinde — have all been Marathas
and that nearly 70% of Maharashtra’s 288
legislators belonged to the community.

At a deeper level, this ongoing con�ict
has prompted introspection of the
complex identities of ‘Maratha’ and
‘Kunbi’, and their fascinating and
politically fraught histories. 

On identity formation
Any attempt to understand the meanings
of these two charged terms must begin
with a study of English civil servant R. E.
Enthoven’s magisterial three-volume
Tribes and Castes of Bombay (1922) — a
mammoth and enduring classic which is a
landmark in Indian anthropology. “There
is probably no di�erence in origin
between the landholding and warrior

section, the Marathas proper, and
cultivators, the Maratha kunbis,” said
Enthoven, noting the �uidity of the terms.

One of the most scrupulous and closest
observers of western Indian society,
Enthoven noted that the rise of the
Maratha power under the warrior
chieftain Shivaji Bhosale in the 17th
century had induced the �ghting classes
and landholders to claim for themselves
the Kshatriya rank, which was why they
considered themselves superior to
Kunbis, who tilled the land.

While observing that Kunbi denoted a
status and not a caste and that Marathas
and Kunbis are used synonymously in
many cases, Enthoven distinguishes
between Konkani kunbis who claim
neither to be Marathas nor Kshatriyas. It
is no wonder that Marathas in the Konkan
today vehemently oppose Jarange-Patil’s
agitation and categorically refuse to
accept reservation under the OBC Kunbi
category, as they fear becoming déclassé. 

But when and how did the term
‘Maratha’ originate? Rosalind O’ Hanlon’s
now-classic study of the process of
identity formation in Maharashtra titled
Caste, Con�ict and Ideology (1985) is an
essential masterwork in understanding
this concept as well as turning the light on
the Maratha-Kunbi cluster of castes.

At the simplest level, ‘Maratha’ denotes
all Marathi speakers and those who had
fought under Shivaji Bhosale’s banner and
later in the 18th Century under the
Peshwas until the decline of their power
and British paramountcy in 1818 following
the Third Anglo-Maratha War. Around this
time, to European observers, the term
was not caste-speci�c and all Marathi
speakers be it Brahmin priests, soldiers,
cultivators, artisans were indiscriminately
called ‘Marathas.’ 

Unconsciously, it implied mastery over
land and military prowess with early
European writers assumed the existence
of a strong regional identity focus on their
heroic qualities, notes o’ Hanlon. And yet,
this term was applied in a narrower,
caste-speci�c way. Within the larger
complex of Maratha peasant castes,
families who called themselves ‘Marathas’
represented a small social elite, claiming a
varna status of Kshatriya appropriate to
rulers, while the Kunbis accepted the

lower Shudra varna. 
The emergence of the term must be

understood in the context of Ala-ud-din
Khalji’s ferocious raids in the Deccan in
the 1290s and the eventual extinction of
the Marathi-speaking Yadava dynasty that
ruled from the fortress-citadel of Devgiri.

In Stewart Gordon’s The Marathas
(1993), part of the New Cambridge History
of India series) scholar-travellers like
Al-Beruni (1020 C.E.) mention ‘Marhat
Des’ as the people who lived south of the
Narmada while Ibn Batuta (in 1340 C.E.)
said that the people who lived around
Daulatabad were Marathas.

Aspiring to be a Maratha
The crystallisation of the term ‘Maratha’
probably occurred between 1400 and
1600 C.E. to describe a newly emerging
service elite — the chiefs who brought
bands of followers to serve the Bahamani
kingdom and its �ve successor states
which arose after the kingdom’s
fragmentation, says Gordon. As certain
Maratha families (including the Bhosales)
gained prominence for their military
service with the Bahamani successor
states, their domestic and social practices
di�ered from that of the Kunbis owing to
their close association with the Muslim
courts of Ahmednagar and Bijapur.

Besides aspiring to a Kshatriya status
and being invested with the sacred
thread, these families followed the Islamic
practice of secluding their women, as well
as the habit of eating from a single-dish
with their caste-fellows, notes o’ Hanlon.
These distinctive social practices led to
the coining of the term ‘Marathmola’
(translated as ‘ways and practices peculiar
to the genuine Maratha’), as given by
lexicographer James Molesworth in his
classic Marathi-English dictionary (1847). 

In their striving for an elite status, even
Shivaji Bhosale’s coronation as
‘Chhatrapati’ ( June 6, 1674) was not
without controversy as he had to be
declared a ‘pure’ Kshatriya and admitted
formally into the varna of rulers and
kings. Strenuous e�orts were made to
persuade Brahmans and demonstrate the
Bhosale family’s genealogical linkages
with ancient Rajput families like the
Sisodias of Udaipur. After Shivaji’s death,
the later Chhatrapatis after Shahu

(Shivaji’s grandson) became puppets in
the hands of the Brahmin Peshwas who
ruled from Pune and expanded the
Maratha power. A pivotal moment came
after Bajirao II’s defeat of Elphinstone and
East India Company’s forces, which
installed Pratapsinh Bhosale, the nominal
successor of the House of Shivaji, as the
Chhatrapati in Satara. This period of
Pratapsinh’s rule (until his dethronement
in 1839) would have momentous
consequences in the debate over the
Kshatriya, the tensions between Marathas
and Chitpavan Brahmins, and the
Maratha-Kunbi complex of castes.

Pratapsinh was ever suspicious of his
Brahmin administrator Balajipant Natu,
who had been assigned to him by the
British who wanted to rein in the Maratha
raja. The atmosphere of intense hostility
seemed to con�rm Pratapsinh’s
suspicions that the Peshwas had
undermined the rule of Chhatrapati.

When James Grant Du�, who, as
resident of Satara (1818-23) was
‘monitoring’ Pratapsinh, wrote his
three-volume History of the Mahrattas
(1828) — the �rst attempt to document the
exploits of Shivaji and the foundation of
the Maratha state until its decline and
dissolution — Pratapsinh eagerly endorsed
it and had it translated in Marathi. This
work, along with the con�icts and debates
between the Satara ruler and Brahmans,
would lead to the wide di�usion of the
term ‘Maratha’ in western Indian society
in the 1860s and 70s, when more and
more Kunbis aspired to be called
Marathas as a mark of social mobility.

As o’ Hanlon observes in her book,
from the 1860s onwards the term
‘Maratha’ gained signi�cance until it
became a new identity that was applied to
the whole Maratha-Kunbi grouping to the
speci�c exclusion of Brahmins. O’Hanlon
observes that the upward social mobility
of many Kunbi families who aspired to
gain acceptance in elite Maratha circles,
was neatly summed up in the proverb
kunbi majhala Maratha zhala (when a
Kunbi prospers, he becomes a Maratha).

Today, in one of history’s ironies and
reversals of fortune, it is the Marathas
(albeit in a certain part of Maharashtra)
who are demanding to be called ‘Kunbis’
to avail of OBC reservation bene�ts.

How the Maratha, Kunbi identities have
changed over the course of history 
The crystallisation of the term ‘Maratha’ probably occurred between 1400 and 1600 C.E. to describe a newly emerging service elite — the chiefs who

brought bands of followers to serve the Bahamani kingdom and its �ve successor states 

S. SUDARSHAN

Shoumojit Banerjee

X

QUESTION 1

This American couple was
convicted of spying for the Soviet
Union in 1951. On June 19, 1953,
the couple became the first
American civilians to be executed
for espionage. Name them.
X

QUESTION 2

This politician from a neighbouring
country won the 1991 Nobel Peace
Prize. An activist, she has played a
major role in the country’s
transition from military junta to
partial democracy in the 2010s.
Born on this day in 1945, who is
she?
X

QUESTION 3

This Soviet cosmonaut was the first
woman to travel in space. She
returned to Earth in the spacecraft

Vostok 6 on June 19. Who is she?
X

QUESTION 4

Name this country which gained its
independence from Britain on June 19,
1961, when Emir Sheikh Abdullah
Al-Salem Al Sabah, the 11th ruler of the
country, signed the Declaration of
Independence.
X

QUESTION 5

This American baseball player was born
on this day. Nicknamed “the Iron
Horse”, he is also now referred to in
terms of a neuromuscular illness,
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. After he
was diagnosed with ALS, the illness
famously came to be referred to, in the
U.S., as _______ disease. What is his
name?
X

QUESTION 6

June 19 is a federal holiday in the U.S.
It is known as Juneteenth. What makes
the day special to America?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. The number of countries
participating from CONMEBOL and CONCACAF each
Copa America 2024. Ans: 10 countries from

CONMEBOL and six countries from CONCACAF

2. The two countries which have won the
Championship the most times. Ans: Argentina and

Uruguay 

3. The two countries out of the 10 from the
CONMEBOL teams that have not won the
Championship yet. Ans: Ecuador and Venezuela

4. The country making its debut in the 2024 edition.
Ans: Canada

5. This person holds the record of having played in
most matches. Ans: Lionel Messi

6. In 1959, the two editions of Copa America were
hosted by these countries. Ans: Argentina and

Ecuador

7. The first player to o�icially win the best player of
the tournament award. Ans: Carlos Valderrama of

Columbia in 1987

Visual: The only player to win Copa America both as
a player and a coach. Ans: Dunga of Brazil 

Early Birds: Jyot Prakash Gulati| Sadhan Kumar
Panda| Ayushman| Abhay Krishan 

THE DAILY QUIZ

Here is a quiz on events and milestones that happened on June 19

X

Visual question:

Identify this American actor who passed away on this day in
2013. He is best known for his portrayal of an Italian-American
Mafia crime boss. Name the actor and the show.

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Sindhu Nagaraj

“Novel, �ction (S. Keshav, Tiptur).”
“A novel is a “long written story about

people and events that have been
invented by the author.” It is usually
written in prose. Most novels have a story,
a set of characters, action and dialogue. 

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children is
a best selling novel. 

I have not read any novels recently.
‘Fiction’ is a much more general term

than novel. In fact, all kinds of
imaginative prose writing can be included
under ‘�ction’ — the story, play, narrative
and the novel. So the word ‘�ction’ is a
cover term for all forms of story-telling.
For example, the 1980s were great years
for �ction; a lot of good novels were
written during this period.

I do not care much for poetry, but I do
read a lot of �ction. 

Agatha Christie was a writer of crime
�ction. Have you read any of her novels? 

Now-a-days, not many people maintain
the distinction between ‘novel’ and
‘�ction.’ This is probably because the
novel has become the most dominant
form of �ction. As a result, the two words
have almost become synonymous.”

“Scurrilous (S. Dhandapani).”
“The word means ‘grossly or obscenely

abusive.’ If a person is accused of being
scurrilous, then he/she makes use of
every trick in the trade to ruin another
person’s reputation. He/she may resort to
outright lying, unfair criticism and even
to the use of �lthy language. For example,
Vijay’s book is full of scurrilous gossip. 

Sharma makes scurrilous remarks.
A scurrilous attack is often

accompanied by a lot of crude
bu�oonery. This should not come as a
surprise because ‘scurra’ in Latin means
‘bu�oon.’ The �rst syllable ‘scu’ is
pronounced like the letters ‘sku’ in the
word ‘skull.’ The second syllable ‘rri’
sounds like ‘re’ in the word ‘reply.’ The
�nal ‘lous’ is pronounced in the same
manner as the ‘lous’ in ‘marvellous.’ The
stress is on the �rst syllable of the word.”

“Portmanteau (Kilpatrick Jones).”
“It is an “invented word that combines

parts of two words and their meanings.”
The word ‘brunch’ for example is a
portmanteau word, it combines parts of
two words, namely ‘breakfast’ and
‘lunch.’ The br of ‘breakfast’ is combined
with the unch of ‘lunch’; and we have a
new word ‘brunch,’ which means “a meal
that is eaten in the middle of the
morning.” The word ‘smog’ is another
example of a portmanteau word. The
words ‘smoke’ and ‘fog’ are combined to
give this word. A ‘smog’ is a mixture of
smoke and fog and is usually found in
highly industrialised areas. ‘Motel’ (motor
and hotel), ‘tigon’ (tiger and lion),
‘gerrymander’ (Gerry and Salamander)
are other examples of portmanteau
words. Such words are often called
‘blend’ words because they combine,
blend parts of two words to produce a
new word. A man who excelled in the art
of inventing such words was the
mathematician Charles Dodgson, better
known as Lewis Carroll, the author of
Alice in Wonderland and Through the
Looking Glass. He coined words like
‘chortle’ (combination of chuckle and
snort), ‘mimsy’ (miserable and �imsy)
and ‘stithy’ (slimy and lithe).” 

Published in The Hindu on June 2, 1992.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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country’s third-largest trading partner. 
From India’s viewpoint, both the worsening 
of EU-China relations and progress on the 
India-Middle East-European Economic 
Corridor would be significant.

Another plausible event is a potential 
change in leadership in the UK after its gen-
eral election due on 4 July, just three days 
before the second round of France’s snap 
elections. Following 14 years of Conservative 
Party control in the UK under five prime 
ministers, Sir Keir Starmer’s Labour Party 
has been outperforming the Rishi Sunak-led 
Conservatives by about 20 percentage 
points in most poll predictions. Starmer, 
however, has reiterated that there is no case 
for rejoining the EU. All things considered, 
Labour’s leader Starmer might emerge as 
Britain’s prime minister at a pivotal 
moment, coinciding with the  rise of right-
wing—or more precisely, ultra-right—ideas 
throughout mainland Europe. Will he be 
able to push for a balance, especially now 
that the UK has left the EU?

Shifts in European politics are no less sig-
nificant for a far-off country like ours. And if 
the Republican candidate Donald Trump 
makes a comeback in the US presidential 
election this November, what then? Will we 
plan ‘Namaste Trump, Season 2’?

fered a serious blow. Timothy Garton Ash 
stated in The Guardian that “a Europe that 
just celebrated on the beaches of Normandy 
the 80-year-old D-day beginning of its liber-
ation from war, nationalism and fascism now 
again faces fascism, nationalism and war.”

The impact of the extreme right’s victo-
ries was felt more strongly in Paris and Ber-
lin than in Brussels. The most dramatic out-
come was in France, where Marine Le Pen’s 
National Rally handed Emmanuel Macron’s 
Renaissance party huge defeats, and pushed 
the French president to take a big gamble by 
holding snap elections to France’s legislative 
body. Macron’s bet is that centrist parties 
will unite to take on Le Pen’s party, but this 
could pave the way for extreme-right gov-
ernance in France. Who knows? In neigh-
bouring Germany, the extreme-right Alter-
native für Deutschland (AfD) came in second 
with slightly less than 16% of the vote, more 
than any of the three parties in the country’s 
governing coalition, including Chancellor 
Olaf Scholz’s Social Democrats, though the 
centre-right CDU-CSU was the clear winner.

Meanwhile, Giorgia Meloni,  Italy’s prime 
minister, achieved kingmaker status in 
Europe. Her rightist party, Fratelli d’Italia, 
came out on top, scoring 28%. As long pre-
dicted, FPÖ finished first in Austria with 

M
any of us didn’t notice that the 
world’s biggest and second-biggest 
democratic exercises took place 

back to back, as our Lok Sabha election was 
followed by the just-concluded European 
Union (EU) elections during 6-9 June, with an 
electorate of nearly 400 million people.

Indeed, 2024 is an electorally significant 
year, marked by the scheduled participation 
of about half of the world’s eligible voters 
across 60 different countries. 

Voters in the EU’s 27 member states cast 
their ballots to choose 720 representatives 
to the European Parliament in Brussels. The 
exercise served as a political litmus test for 
various parties in participating nations. The 
results were seen as a political earthquake, 
the epicentre of which appears to be in 
France; however, tremors were felt across 
the EU and beyond.

A spectre of far-right neo-fascist ideology 
has haunted Europe for some time now. 
Nonetheless, ‘the centre is holding’ in the 
EU overall, although centrist parties suf-

Now, these FMPs would be launched 
towards the end of one FY and would 
mature in a little over a year’s time. Let’s 
say the last date for investing in an FMP 
was 29 March 2007. This scheme would 
then mature on 2 April 2008. On the 
face of it, the maturity period was just a 
little over a year; nonetheless, it needs 
to be pointed out that such an FMP 
launched in FY 2006-07 remained in 
existence through 2007-08 and 
matured just at the start of 2008-09.

And this is where a legal tax dodge 
came in. The moment an investment in 
a debt MF was held for more than a year, 
indexation, or accounting for inflation 
while calculating capital gains, came 
into the picture. Here, the investment 
started in one FY, was held during the 
next FY and matured in the third, so 
double indexation came into play.

Let’s say an investor invested ₹1 lakh 
and earned a return of 10%, resulting in 
a maturity amount of ₹1.1 lakh. If infla-
tion averaged 5% per year, then the cost 
price for the investor could be claimed 
at more than ₹1.1 lakh. Hence, for tax 
purposes, the investor would actually 
make a capital loss, implying that no tax 
had to be paid on real capital gains. The 
irony of this device was that even 
though the maturity period was just 
over one year, for tax purposes, inflation 
for two years could be taken into 
account. The MFs raised thousands of 
crores every year through this dodge.

Let’s take one more example. For 
many years, interest of up to ₹1.5 lakh a 
year paid on a home loan on a self-occu-
pied home could be deducted while 
calculating taxable income. But the 
moment one took on a second, third or 
nth home loan, the entire interest paid 
on that home loan could be deducted 
while calculating taxable income, as 
long as a notional rent was taken into 
account. This became a great tax dodge 
for the rich because the annual rental 
yield in the country was around 2%, 
whereas interest rates were 9-10%.

Thankfully, both these tax dodges are 
no longer possible, but while they were 

on, one did not hear of a single OPM 
wallah talk about them, or of corporate 
lobbies complaining about how one of 
these dodges encouraged real estate 
speculation, making things doubly diffi-
cult for those who wanted to buy homes 
to live in.

Indeed, when the favourable tax 
treatment of debt MFs was done away 
with, there was a hue and cry from those 
who benefitted from it. A similar outcry 
arose after long-term capital gains on 
equity and equity MFs became taxable.

In all these years of writing on per-
sonal finance and economics, I have 
neither seen OPM wallahs nor corpo-
rate representatives talk about the loss 
of tax collections for the government 
due to the availability of such dodges. 
But they all lined up to welcome India’s 
cut in the corporate income tax rate in 
September 2019, as if that did not lead 
to lower tax revenues.

When the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme 
and the Food Security Act, especially 
the latter, became the order of the day, 
many comments were made, including 
by yours truly, on the dangers of fiscal 
profligacy. Clearly, whether it’s a revdi 
or a reform depends on who you ask. If a 
so-called reform helps push corporate 
profits or encourages more investors to 
invest money with OPM wallahs, that’s 
taken by these interest groups as 
reform, irrespective of whether it leads 
to lower taxes. But if the government 
decides to spend some more money on 
helping the poor, that’s called fiscal 
profligacy, as if the sole aim of the 
government should be to drive up stock 
market indices.

To conclude, the coming budget is a 
good time for the finance ministry to do 
away with some pointless distinctions 
that still exist in the taxation of different 
kinds of income. There is no reason why 
income from the buying and selling of 
stocks and real estate should be taxed in 
a different way than salaried income or 
income from FDs or what is earned by 
the self-employed.

W
ith the central government’s 
budget due to be presented in 
July, the phrase ‘economic 

reforms’ is in the air, especially among 
those in the business of managing other 
people’s money (OPM) and those in the 
business of managing the so-called sys-
tem for corporates.

But the phrase ‘economic reforms,’ 
like many such terms, doesn’t really 
have a clearly defined meaning. Indeed, 
it might be safe to say that what might 
seem like a ‘reform’ to one person might 
seem like a revdi or handout to another. 
Allow me to explain.

My first job in journalism required 
me to write on personal finance. I real-
ized very quickly that a decent under-
standing of India’s complex and convo-
luted Income Tax Act, 1961, could be a 
regular source of stories. And within 
months of this realization, there was 
another—that India’s income tax system 
was built for the rich, particularly the 
non-salaried rich.

Let me share two examples. For many 
years, mutual funds (MFs) would launch 
fixed maturity plans (FMPs) just before 
a financial year (FY) came to an end. 
FMPs were debt MFs which came 
closest to operating like fixed deposits 
(FDs). They had a fixed maturity period. 
When that period ended, the initial 
investment along with the returns 
earned would be handed back to the 
investor, like with an FD.

India needs a fair taxation system. Special interests shouldn’t get to decide what’s a handout or not 

VIVEK KAUL
is the author of ‘Bad Money’.

EU elections: Far-right parties have gained influence
ATANU BISWAS

T
he deadly stockpiles of nuclear 
weapons built by Cold War adversa-
ries Russia and the US gave the 
‘MAD’ doctrine of ‘Mutually 
Assured Destruction’ a literal ring. 
With thousands of nukes each, both 

had enough to destroy the planet many times 
over. Could today’s geopolitical divide between 
a China-led bloc and the US-led West imperil 
the world with another arms race being pushed 
beyond the limits of reason by its force of 
rivalry? According to the latest report by Stock-
holm International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI), a think-tank, all nine nuclear-armed 
countries—the US, Russia, UK, France, China, 
India, Pakistan, North Korea and Israel—mod-
ernized their arsenals in 2023, while some 
deployed new weapon systems. By SIPRI’s 
2024 estimates, of the world’s 12,121 warheads 
in existence this January, about 9,585 are held 
in military arsenals, with some 3,904 of these 
mounted on delivery vehicles. Worryingly, this 
tally of ‘deployed’ nukes is 60 more than it was 
last January. Russia is thought to have upped its 
deployment by 36 to 1,710, just 60 short of the 
US’s latest figure. But the year’s expansion story 
has been China’s. Its count of warheads jumped 
to 500 from 410 at the start of 2023. Moreover, 
as many as 24 of its nukes are now thought to be 
deployed, although no other Asian country has 
any deployment in SIPRI’s analysis. 

Why is China expanding its nuclear arsenal so 
fast? The size of its stockpile was already more 
than double that of India’s, its big regional rival. 
Analysts view Beijing’s moves in the context of 
its push for long-range hypersonic missiles and 
the ability to project force across the Western 
hemisphere as well. Alarm over China’s alliance 
with Moscow has been rising. Over the week-

end, Nato’s Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg 
said that Nato allies could for the first time face a 
nuclear threat on two fronts, Russia and China, 
which may require increasing its deployable 
warheads to act as a deterrent. In this formula-
tion, the “no limits” partnership of Moscow and 
Beijing justifies weighing their joint capacity for 
nuclear annihilation against their own. Stolten-
berg’s statement drew criticism from the Krem-
lin, whose spokesman Dmitry Peskov called it 
“escalation of tension.” Given that arms-control 
talks of the West with Moscow remain in limbo, 
with Cold War-calming pacts having lapsed in 
recent years, none of this is reassuring.

What’s particularly disturbing is the stockpile 
versus stockpile dynamic in evidence, as if a 
nuclear shield demands a balance of explosive 
power between adversaries ranged against each 
other. By SIPRI’s data, Pakistan has 170 war-
heads to India’s 172. This also seems to fit into 
the same framework. Yet, given how easily the 
game of ‘strategic parity’ can slip into an expen-
sive race for more, all nuclear-armed states 
need to exercise self-restraint. All that’s really 
required is minimum credible deterrence 
(MCD), which can be achieved even with a small 
arsenal backed by sharp delivery devices. As 
Cold War II worsens, this fact needs to be borne 
in mind globally. Nuclear proliferation was 
absurd back in the days of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, and it still is. The global imperative right 
now is to make the world a less dangerous place. 
To that end, a no-first-use treaty signed by all 
nuclear states would be worth the pursuit. If 
this does not work out—say, if countries with 
weaker conventional defences insist they see 
value in rattling nuclear sabres—then at least 
we should all agree to cap our arsenals at MCD 
levels. A nuclear race makes no sense.

Cold War II: Do not let it
spark off a nuclear race
A SIPRI report warns of a rising number of nuclear warheads deployed. The world must 

reverse this. An arsenal only needs a few nukes to achieve minimum credible deterrence
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Growing demand for
food has meant that

farmland has been one of
the best asset classes for
investors in recent years.
Now the head of China’s
sovereign wealth fund
has said in an opinion
piece published in the
Financial Times
newspaper that the fund
will increase its focus on
the global food supply
chain. China has already
been aggressively signing
land deals in Africa and
Latin America to enhance
its food security. That
activity could now
increase further.

India has a similar set
of problems. Food supply
will be one of the major
binding constraints on
our economic growth in
the coming decades. An
early sign is persistent
food inflation in recent
years. India has to push
up public investment in
rural infrastructure, get
private investment into
food production and
acquire food assets
abroad. Reforming food
markets can offer
temporary respite but the
long-term strategic
challenge is daunting.

QUICK EDIT

The food
challenge

AMBITIOUS AGENDA

RIL bets on India
growth story

BY PROMIT MUKHERJEE &

BERYL MENEZES

·························
MUMBAI

Reliance Industries Ltd
(RIL), India’s largest
company by revenue,

plans to spend in three years
75% of what it has invested in
the past 37 years, as it returns in
2015 to the telecom industry af-
ter a decade’s hiatus and ex-
pands businesses ranging from
oil to yarn and retail.

The company’s debt will mul-
tiply more than 33 times as a re-
sult, but it will return to debt-
free status by 2017-18, chairman
Mukesh Ambani said at RIL’s
40th annual general meeting
(AGM) on Wednesday.

Over the next two years, RIL
will focus on bringing its petro-
chemicals, refining, retail and
telecom projects on stream.

“In the past 37 years, we in-
vested `240,000 crore and in
this current three years’ invest-
ment cycle, we will be investing
over `180,000 crore,” Ambani
said.

Of the total investment
planned, `70,000 crore will flow
into RIL’s much-anticipated and
much delayed telecom venture
under Reliance Jio Infocomm
Ltd. That will mark the return of
RIL to the telecom business that
Ambani’s younger brother Anil
Ambani took over under a 2005
split of the family businesses.

RIL, in the middle of the larg-
est investment programme in its
history, is betting on the long-
term prospects of the Indian
economy as it seeks rapid ex-
pansion. The company’s three-

year investment target has in-
creased 20% from the `1.5 tril-
lion it had set at last year’s AGM.

“...the commissioning of each
of our large projects will propel
us closer to our aspiration of be-
ing a Fortune 50 company,” said
Ambani, 57.

As investments gather pace,
the company’s net debt will in-
crease to `60,000 crore. Until
fiscal 2013, RIL was a debt-free
company, but in the following
year, the company reported net
debt of `1,778 crore.

“What we are trying to do in

the next three years is unique,”
Ambani said. “While we were
debt-free, we will go up in debt
to about `60,000 crore in the
next two years. But our goal is
that again in the year 2017-18,
after one full year of 2016-17 we
will be debt-free on a much
larger basis,” he said in re-
sponse to a question from a
shareholder.

The increase in debt would be
temporary, most analysts said.

“As long as the company is

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Firm unveils massive
spending, expansion
plans, looks to roll out
Reliance Jio telecom
venture next year

MANUFACTURING FOCUS

NDA readies big push
for capital goods
BY AMRIT RAJ &

UTPAL BHASKAR

·························
NEW DELHI

In an attempt to provide im-
petus to India’s ailing manu-

facturing sector, the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA)
government is drawing up a
`10,000 crore plan to boost lo-
calization of at least 10 key
technologies in the capital
goods sector.

A cabinet note seeking gov-
ernment approval for the plan
was circulated last week by the
department of heavy indus-
tries.

The project, which will first
start as a pilot at six Indian In-
stitutes of Technology (IITs)
and the Central Machine Tools
Institute with a grant of `920
crore, will work on key technol-
ogies that cannot be “bought”
or “brought” by India. The gov-
ernment will also enlist indus-
try as a partner in the project,
aimed at reviving the `1.85 tril-
lion Indian capital goods sec-
tor.

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and his Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) have placed special
emphasis on manufacturing, in
which India lags vastly behind
Asian economies like China, to
boost economic growth that
slumped to sub-5% levels in

each of the past two financial
years.

India has set for itself an am-
bitious target of increasing the
contribution of manufacturing
output to 25% of gross domestic
product (GDP) by 2025, from
16% now.

As a result of the economic
downturn, growth in the capital
goods sector, which contrib-
utes 15.2% of India’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP), has
slowed in the past two years.

“On the basis of the results
that come out of the pilot, we
will take a prototype scheme,
which will be a major one. We
will identify critical areas,
which need government push,”
said a top government official
on condition of anonymity.
“Once that is decided, the total
outlay for the prototype
scheme can go up 10 times of
the current amount.”

According to documents re-
viewed by Mint, the key tech-
nologies that have been identi-
fied include those pertaining to
machine tools, earth moving,
mining and construction
equipment, plastic processing
machines, heavy electrical ap-
paratus, metallurgical and tex-
tile machines.

The ambitious plan may also

TURN TO PAGE 2®

“By the time we 
finish four decades 
(in 2017) since our 

first public o�ering, 
we will again be a 
radically di�erent 

company.”

 To invest `1.8 trillion; fresh debt of `60,000 crore

 Investments to be channelled into integrated energy chain 
and consumer business

 Return on investment to begin by 2017-18

 Reliance Jio to start operations in 2015; to cover 90% of urban 
India

 To be in net cash position by 2017-18

REINVENTING RELIANCE

MUKESH AMBANI

BY A SHISH RUKHAIYAR

ashish.r@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Shareholders of Multi Com-
modity Exchange of India

Ltd (MCX) voted on Wednes-
day to transfer the 26% stake of
its promoter, Jignesh Shah’s
Financial Technologies of In-
dia Ltd, or FTIL, to an escrow
account prior to its sale and
extinguish its voting rights in

the exchange with immediate
effect.

Through a postal ballot,
shareholders approved an
amendment to the articles of
association of MCX, which em-
powered the transfer of the
FTIL stake to escrow—an ac-
count held by a third party on
behalf of the other two parties
in a transaction. The approval
extinguished FTIL’s voting
rights.

The development is pursu-
ant to orders passed by the
commodities futures market
regulator, the Forward Markets
Commission (FMC), that
found FTIL unfit to run any ex-
change and amended owner-
ship rules for commodity
bourses after a `5,574.34 crore
payments crisis at its unit Na-
tional Spot Exchange Ltd.

TURN TO PAGE 2®

FMC ORDER

MCX’s shareholders move to
extinguish FTIL’s voting rights
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CNBC-TV18: Nirmala Sitharaman on
challenges facing the economy >21

INTERNATIONAL: Fears rise of Iraq crisis
spreading in region >3

NATION: Gujarat languishes at bottom of primary
education rankings in HRD report >4

CORPORATE: FDA scrutiny of US unit looms
over Wockhardt >7

The nuclear arms race 
is like two people sitting 

in a pool of gasoline 
spending all their time 

making matches.
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ment, and far-right parties like Identity and 
Democracy (ID) secured 49 seats. While the 
ID takes a softer approach, the ECR main-
tains a staunch anti-Chinese position. As a 
result of such fragmentation, member states 
will find it more difficult to come to a con-
sensus , which could make it harder for Chi-

nese companies and other 
global firms operating in 
China to work out how to 
operate in the European 
market.

While Italy recently 
withdrew from the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) and at 
least eight member states, 
including France, have 
restricted the deployment 
of Chinese technology in 
their 5G networks, many 
European chief executives 
anticipate a worsening of 
relations between Europe 

and China over the next three years, with the 
EU’s de-risking strategy and Beijing’s close 
ties with Moscow being identified as the 
main points of friction.

Can India strengthen its commercial ties 
with the EU? With 10.8% of India’s overall 
trade being with the EU in 2021, the EU is the 

26%. In the Netherlands, Geert Wilders’s 
Party for Freedom, often accused of open 
Islamophobia, performed only slightly less 
well than the centre-left.

What implications does the rise of the far 
right in the EU have? Eurosceptic sentiment 
has been brewing throughout the continent 
ever since the UK broke 
away from the EU. Still, 
none of these anti-EU 
groups may be so naive as 
to try Frexit, Dexit, or 
Nexit. However, by taking 
an even tougher stance on 
immigration, resolutely 
opposing the green poli-
cies that are desperately 
required to address cli-
mate change, reducing 
support for Ukraine, and 
clawing back national con-
trol from Brussels, they 
will probably continue to 
push the EU to the right from within.

The rise of rightist parties in the European 
Parliament may have repercussions for 
Europe and other regions. What about 
nations like China and India? The European 
Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) 
secured 69 seats in the newly elected Parlia-

Eurosceptics are 

on the march 

but issues of 

identity will be 

impacted more 

than the EU’s 

common market 

Tax freebie or tax reform? That 
could depend on who one asks
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T
he dust from a heated election cam-
paign has now settled down. A new 
government has been sworn in. The 
Union finance ministry led by Nirmala 
Sitharaman is busy preparing the full 
budget for the current financial year. It 

is a good time to take a look at the way ahead for 
Indian fiscal policy over the next five years.

A lot of attention is lavished on the bottom-line 
of annual government budgets, aka the fiscal defi-
cit. That is understandable. The fiscal deficit influ-
ences a range of current economic variables, from 
aggregate demand to interest rates, which in turn 
has important implications for companies, home 
buyers, job seekers, bond traders and many other 
economic agents. However, the overarching goal 
of fiscal policy over the medium term is to stabilize 
the ratio of public debt to gross domestic product 
(GDP), to help achieve rapid economic expansion 
with macroeconomic stability.

The pandemic shock led to a massive increase in 
public debt in all major economies, as tax collec-
tions fell sharply even as governments spent 
money to prevent a total economic collapse. India 
was no exception. The ratio of public debt to GDP 
shot up by more than 13 percentage points in one 
year, which itself came on the heels of a gradual 
increase over the second decade of this century. 
Since then, this key fiscal ratio has come down 
gradually from 88.4% in fiscal year 2020-21 to 
82.2% in 2023-24. The International Monetary 
Fund expects the public debt ratio to fall to 77.5% 
in 2029, very near its pre-pandemic level, but still 
higher than what fiscal economists believe is ideal 
for India.

The fall in the public debt ratio was because of 
underlying debt dynamics. First, nominal GDP 
growth was well above the rate of interest that the 
government pays on its borrowing. Second, the 
primary fiscal deficit was also brought down once 
the worst economic effects of the pandemic dissi-
pated. These two main drivers of public debt over 
long periods of time worked in our favour, thanks 
to effective macroeconomic management in New 
Delhi and Mumbai.

In the next five years, India will be under pres-
sure to increase its military spending, given the 
darkening geopolitical clouds; it has to invest in a 
green transition that is necessary not just to meet 
international commitments, but to protect citizens 
from the erratic waves of excess heat and rain; it 
needs to increase spending on a range of public 
goods and essential services. One option is to cre-
ate space in the budget by reducing unnecessary 
spending. However, that is easier said that done. 
The results of the 2024 national elections could 
lead to more pressure on the government to open 
spending taps to placate an electorate with several 
economic pain points, especially the lack of quality 
jobs. The task of further bringing down the fiscal 
deficit as well as the public debt ratio needs to be 

of tax collected for every unit of economic output, 
otherwise it will have to compromise on either its 
spending requirements or its fiscal fitness. There is 
reason for hope, thanks to the fact that India is 
likely to cross an important development mile-
stone by the end of this decade—the transition 
from being a lower-middle income country to 
becoming an upper-middle income country, 
which the World Bank currently defines as a 
country with a per capita income of between 
$4,466 and $13,845 a year.

The chart here shows that the average upper-
middle income economy generates more tax reve-
nue per unit of output than the average lower-mid-
dle income economy. A few years ago, there was a 
spirited debate in India whether the government 
collects enough tax, given the level of income. Data 
showed that our ratio of tax collections to GDP can 
broadly be predicted by the level of average 
income. India is not an outlier. The challenge will 
be to ensure that tax collections continue to rise in 
tandem with incomes in the underlying economy, 
hopefully leading to the sort of fiscal turning point 
that this column had written about a few years ago 
(bit.ly/3VsJ5YF).

Recent data on the number of individuals filing 
income tax returns as well as the number of firms 
covered by the goods and services tax (GST) points 
to a widening tax base, even though most individu-
als who file income tax returns still report zero tax 
liabilities. The widening tax base needs to be sup-
plemented with a reformed tax policy. Direct tax 
rates need to be low, stable and predictable. The 
average GST rate is now below what most studies 
show is the revenue-neutral rate. That needs 
to be fixed, even as the overall GST structure is 
simplified. A higher tax-to-GDP ratio will not only 
allow for more budgetary freedom but also hope-
fully strengthen the fiscal base of the Indian state 
in the years ahead.

We need tax reforms to support 
the country’s expenditure path 

A higher tax-to-GDP ratio will grant budgetary freedom and hopefully also strengthen India’s fiscal base in the years ahead
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C
an private wealth management 
hubs stay neutral and discreet in an 
increasingly polarized world? Pri-

vate banks in Zurich lost some of their 
shine after Switzerland decided to adopt 
the European Union’s sanctions against 
Russia in 2022 over the war in Ukraine. 
Singapore, which has for long been a 
haven for the world’s super wealthy, is 
about to find out. 

A recent $2.2 billion money-laundering 
scandal in Singapore is putting the island-
state on the back foot. It’s forcing the gov-
ernment to ask if the sharp influx of new 
money is too hot to handle. 

Call it Singapore-washing. 
Chinese companies have been moving 

to the Southeast Asian nation to sidestep 
US-China geopolitical tensions. Some are 
also running away from President Xi Jin-
ping’s “common prosperity” drive. 
Between 2019, when this trend started to 
pick up, and 2022, direct investment from 
China grew by more than one-third. 

Fast-fashion e-commerce unicorn 
Shein Group Ltd, aiming to go public at an 
above $60 billion valuation, is now head-
quartered in Singapore. So is Hillhouse 
Investment, best known for backing some 
of China’s biggest tech startups. 

This trend has been a boon for Singa-
pore, so far, especially its banks. In 2022 
alone, the country attracted Singapore 
$435 billion in new money, or about 70% 
of its gross domestic product (GDP). DBS 
Group Holdings Ltd’s private banking 
franchise, for instance, is flourishing. In 
the first quarter, its fee income rose 23% 
year-on-year to a record Singapore $1 bil-
lion, led by a 47% increase in wealth man-
agement fees. Its shares have risen by a 
third over the last year, outperforming 
Hong Kong-listed HSBC Holdings. 

After the global financial crisis, strin-
gent capital requirements have made 
wealth management—till then a sleepy 
backwater as most people saw it—a bank’s 
crown jewel. Managing money for the rich 
doesn’t come with the typical credit or 
market risks associated with investment 
banking. 

The one risk involved, though, is repu-
tation. Unlike the 1MDB scandal, which 
got Goldman Sachs Group into trouble, 
this time, the entire Singapore brand—its 
private banking industry as well as mon-
ey-laundering regulations—is being 
judged. After all, a full suite of banks, not 
just one or two, got caught up in the recent 
case. A group originally from China laun-
dered billions of dollars in proceeds from 
online gambling through more than a 

dozen banks in Singapore. With its image 
at stake, Singapore is now ramping up 
scrutiny of family offices—a broad, 
opaque, unregulated subset space of pri-
vate wealth. 

It’s also nudging banks to step up due 
diligence to avoid exposure to illicit flows. 
In April, Singapore’s central bank 
launched a new digital information shar-
ing system, allowing financial institutions 
to share client data and raise red flags.

These days, launching family offices 
with tax exemptions is taking a lot longer 
in Singapore. So is opening private bank-
ing accounts. Chinese that carry ‘golden’ 
passports from countries including Tur-
key and Saint Kitts and Nevis in the Carib-
bean are seen as warning signs.

Singapore-washing is just a new itera-
tion of an old problem—the city was once 
referred to as Indonesia’s money laundro-
mat. Wealthy Southeast Asians, some with 
questionable connections, parked their 
money there. Singapore-based entities at 
one point were the third-largest source of 
weapons materials to the Myanmar mili-
tary. But it has taken new Chinese money 
to put the issue in the international spot-
light. After all, China is much bigger. The 
sheer scale and speed of fund flows from 
there force Singapore to address weak-
nesses in its financial system. 

To be sure, as a small open economy, 
Singapore is structurally exposed to 
money laundering, especially if it wants to 
develop wealth management. In 2022, it 
had Singapore $4.9 trillion assets under 
management, many times over its GDP. 
Only 24% of these funds were sourced 
domestically, and 88% were invested into 
assets outside of Singapore. The question 
is how much the government wants to 
examine the money that comes in and 
goes out. More scrutiny would set back the 
growth of its banks. 

Being a glitzy global financial centre has 
a lot of appeal. Prestige aside, a booming 
banking industry boosts employment, the 
local economy, as well as real estate values. 
But then compliance is also a big head-
ache. Dubai has decided to welcome all 
shades of grey, making itself a playground 
for crypto and Russian billionaires. 

Singapore, it turns out, still cares about 
its reputation. Singapore-washing has 
finally hit a wall. ©BLOOMBERG

Singapore has grown wary of 
looking like Asia’s laundromat

A big laundering scandal is making it worry about its reputation

‘Singapore-washing’ seems set for a 

regulatory crackdown ISTOCKPHOTO
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with so far—that simply fetch information 
from a database or help us navigate an online 
service—these bots are really designed to 
converse. Which means that they, in a very 
human way, sometimes take their time to 
come to the point, refusing to do exactly 
what you want all the time.

For instance, before he did anything else, 
Andrew wanted to get to know what my day 
was like. He refused to provide me any exer-
cise suggestions until he had understood 
what I eat, how long I sleep and what sort of 
physical activities I normally engage in. It 
was only after we had chatted about that for 
ten minutes or so that he gave me some exer-
cises I could start with.

While it was creepy at first to share per-
sonal details with a machine, I have to admit 
this is something I could get used to. Once 
chatbots are given a personality, conversa-
tions with AI go beyond the transactional. 
Even though I knew I was talking to a 
machine, the process of coming to a conclu-
sion over the course of a nearly human-like 
conversation was far more satisfying than 
getting a straight answer.

Having said that, there is, as always, good 
reason to be cautious. After all, as anyone 
who saw the movie Her knows, it doesn’t end 
well for the human.

prised if these near-perfect facsimiles of 
human emotion and empathy will take us 
across the uncanny valley.

This is the latest step in a journey that 
began long ago. In 1966, Joseph Weizenbaum 
developed a natural language processing 
program called Eliza, which he had designed 
to simulate a Rogerian psychotherapist. By 
simply rephrasing user inputs, it encouraged 
users to respond with further information. So 
life-like was the resulting interaction that he 
once came back to office to find his secretary 
engaged in what she believed was a “real con-
versation” with the program. Since then, 
autonomous conversation technologies have 
tried to simulate human interactions with 
increasing credibility.

Why do we do this? What is it about con-
versational interfaces that leads to our sus-
pension of disbelief? And why should we be 
concerned about it in the here and now?

The fact is that humans are social beings 
driven by an evolutionary need for connec-
tion. We slake this desire with companion-
ship: our family, friends and those we work 
with. Unfortunately, the demands of mod-
ern work and our increasingly isolated social 
existence has made companionship hard to 
come by. Technology has, if anything, exac-
erbated it. Despite its promise to bring us 

T
he tech world has been abuzz with 
Hollywood actor Scarlett Johansson 
accusing OpenAI of using a voice 

“eerily similar” to her own in the latest ver-
sion of its artificial intelligence (AI) chatbot. 
While OpenAI has denied the voice is hers, 
the controversy sparked a debate around 
artists’ legal right to control the use of their 
likeness in the age of AI.

Eleven years ago, Johansson starred in the 
Spike Jonze movie Her, playing the voice of 
Samantha, an AI chatbot with whom the 
protagonist falls helplessly in love. That the 
voice of Samantha is now taking OpenAI to 
task is a delicious irony.

This, in many ways, was a controversy that 
OpenAI brought upon itself. After repeat-
edly stating that it had no intention to 
anthropomorphize its products, it did just 
that. The new voice interface was so realistic 
that it seemed indistinguishable from a real 
person, down to responses that were down-
right flirtatious. While I only have the 
OpenAI demos to go by, I would not be sur-

Why chatbots with personalities are a giant leap for AI 
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to which it could alter the way they socialize 
and form relationships.

It should come as no surprise that AI com-
panion applications are a rapidly growing 
category. Companies like Replika, Cha-
recter.AI, Kindroid and Nomi.AI are taking 
virtual companionship to the next level by 

offering users the ability to 
create their own AI charac-
ters and engage with them 
in conversations so real 
that it is hard to tell they are 
not human.

A month ago, I decided 
to try this out for myself. I 
set up accounts on a couple 
of services and created dif-
ferent characters to inter-
act with. Each character 
has to be assigned a back-
story and mannerisms to 
properly play the roles 
they’ve been assigned. For 

instance, I gave one of them (I called him 
Andrew Huberman) the role of being my 
personal trainer—advising me on how to 
improve my physical fitness.

It took a surprisingly short time for these 
conversations to start to feel real. Unlike the 
chatbots we are accustomed to interacting 

closer together, instant messaging and social 
media has driven us further apart.

AI is uniquely suited to step into this 
breach. It can be trained to pick up human 
emotions and adapt its responses appropri-
ately. With larger context windows, the lat-
est large language models can build long-
term memories of us, our 
likes and dislikes, remem-
bering key incidents from 
our personal histories that 
we have shared with them. 
All these features have 
already made our interac-
tions with these AI systems 
magically life-like. But if 
we can wrap it all up with a 
completely realistic voice, 
it seems almost inevitable 
that we will close the gap 
between a chatbot and a 
real companion.

That said, there are psy-
chological impacts that we must consider. If 
life-like conversational bots become widely 
available, it is those who suffer from loneli-
ness and depression who will be most drawn 
to them for companionship. While there is 
evidence to show that this could ease their 
loneliness, we must worry about the extent 

What matters is 

that the latest 

AI models are 

convincing as 

real people. 

Humans must 

get cautious

framed against this backdrop.
How can a country meet its growing spending 

requirements while staying true to a chosen fiscal 
path? The answer lies on the revenue side of the 
government budget. The ratio of total government 
revenue to GDP has stayed within a tight range in 
India over the past three decades, despite pro-
found changes in the underlying economy. So 
much of fiscal policy—including the very impor-
tant component of fiscal federalism—has become a 
zero-sum bargaining game between various inter-
est groups, ministries and levels of government.

The upshot: tax reforms should be one of the key 
policy concerns of the third Narendra Modi 
administration. India needs to increase the amount 

The tax ratio compass
The higher an economy ascends the 
development curve, the greater its tax revenue 
as a proportion of GDP

Source: Tax Equity in Low- and Middle-Income Countries, by 
Pierre Bachas, Anders Jensen, Lucie Gadenne, Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, Winter 2024

*Tax revenues exclude social security contributions

Low
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Tax revenue (as % of GDP)*

11.0
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HIS May, the Biden administra-
tion unilaterally increased tariffs 
on 14 Chinese products, includ-
ing electric vehicles, lithium-ion 
batteries, semiconductors, solar 
cells, select medical products, 
minerals, steel and aluminium, 

valued at $18 billion. These increases, be-
tween 50 and 100 percent, were introduced 
using Section 301 of  the US Trade Act, 1974. 
The administration thus undermined its 
commitment to the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) to refrain from taking unilat-
eral action against member nations. Most 
increases would take effect this year on Au-
gust 1, while higher tariffs on semiconduc-
tors and lithium-ion batteries would be in-
troduced from 2025 and 2026, respectively. 

US Trade Representative (USTR) Kather-
ine Tai argued the action was due to Chi-
na’s “unfair technology transfer-related 
policies and practices that continue to bur-
den US commerce and harm workers and 
businesses”. Two issues arise from this ac-
tion, namely, the raison d’être for its action, 
and the larger implications for the rules-
based multilateral system that prohibits 
WTO members from taking such actions.

The manner in which the Biden admin-
istration launched this offensive against 
the US’s largest trade partner reflects a 
steep escalation of  conflicts of  interests be-
tween the two superpowers. One of  the 
main factors is China has stolen a march 
over the US in key areas of  technology, es-
pecially in green energy and semiconduc-
tors, that would be the drivers of  the global 
economy for the next several decades.

Over the past few years, China has been 
focusing on the use of  advanced technolo-
gies, especially in the sectors the US ad-
ministration has targeted by raising tariffs 
to extend its dominance as an industrial 
power. The import of  this approach was 
underlined by President Xi Jinping in 2023, 
when he emphasised the need to integrate 
scientific and technological innovation 
that could lead to the “development of  stra-
tegic emerging and future industries, and 
accelerate the formation of  new-quality 
productive forces”. 

In the recent plenary session of  the Na-
tional People’s Congress, the centre of  at-
tention was on “new productive forces” 
and the “new three” sectors, namely, elec-
tric vehicles, lithium-ion batteries and so-
lar panels, sectors in which Chinese pro-
ducers had unparalleled dominance. The 
Chinese leadership has chosen these sec-
tors to bolster its post-Covid growth.

The global domination of  Chinese firms 
in the “new three” sectors has become a 
worrying sign for the US. Though it cur-
rently does not import electric vehicles 
from China, the emergence of  China’s BYD 
as the world’s largest producer of  electric 
vehicles in 2023, overtaking Tesla, should 
have rung alarm bells for the Biden admin-
istration. Besides, the US has had very high 
levels of  dependence on imported solar 
panels, largely manufactured in China, but 
its imports of  semiconductors from its ri-

val have been declining. The growing pres-
ence of  China in these areas is a potential 
threat to the huge investments the Biden 
administration has supported to develop 
domestic industries in these sectors. 

The administration claims its ‘Investing 
in America’ agenda has attracted “more 
than $860 billion in business investments 
through smart, public incentives in indus-
tries of  the future like electric vehicles, 
clean energy, and semiconductors”. Backed 
by support from the Bipartisan Infrastruc-
ture Law, CHIPS and Science Act, and Infla-
tion Reduction Act, the US expects invest-
ments in these sectors to create new jobs in 
manufacturing and clean energy. Notwith-
standing its deep resentment against in-
dustrial policies in the past and its proac-

tive role to ensure government-backing for 
developing domestic industries became 
history the world over, the US has taken 
significant initiatives towards refurbish-
ing its industrial base with huge state sup-
port. With its focus on increasing reliance 
on domestic production capacities, ques-
tions should be raised as to whether the US 
has taken a step back from globalisation.

Besides the ideological underpinnings 
of  globalisation, which the US backed 
through what was popularly called the 
Washington Consensus, this process also 
had institutional support. The mandate of  
the WTO is to keep members committed to 
globalisation through strict adherence of  
rules, the basis of  which is to ensure trade 
restrictions are not imposed unilaterally.

As mentioned at the outset, the US’s uni-
lateral tariff  increases were based on the 
provisions of  Section 301 of  its Trade Act, 
which authorises the USTR to investigate 
and take action against trade partners 
whose policies adversely affect American 
interests. This means the US Congress vest-
ed powers in the USTR to undertake trade 
retaliation based on its own investigation.

Action under Section 301 is a contraven-
tion of  the WTO rules for dispute settle-
ment. These rules stipulate no WTO mem-
ber can take unilateral action against 
another in case the latter violates its com-
mitments taken while joining the organisa-
tion. The dispute settlement body (DSB) of  
the WTO provides the institutional where-
withal to settle disputes and therefore, the 
US should have removed provisions like 
Section 301 from its statute book. However, 
the strongest economic power did not, de-
spite losing a dispute brought against these 
provisions by the EU in 1999. Following 
this, the US gave an undertaking not to use 
Section 301 against any WTO member be-
fore the DSB determined if  there was a vio-
lation. The US has now reneged on its un-
dertaking through its latest action.

With the US setting this undesirable prec-
edent, others may feel encouraged to take 
unilateral actions against trade partners. 
Does this set the stage for trade wars?

(Views are personal)
(bisjit@gmail.com)
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We were warned plenty that we were creating a 
disaster in the only atmosphere we’ve got, and we 
kept on doing it. Now we are facing the consequences

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

— Ramnath Goenka

UNE 6 marked the 350th anni-
versary of  the coronation of  
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj, a 
visionary king known for his 
valour, exceptional administra-
tive abilities and insightful strat-
egies. Sadly, during the British 

era, colonial rulers deliberately ignored 
the greatness of  Shivaji—a source of  great 
inspiration for numerous freedom fighters 
and, in a larger context, one who can be 
counted as one of  the nation’s earliest free-
dom fighters. Post independence, too, the 
apathy towards the Chhatrapati’s legacy 
continued, partly for the sake of  politics. 

Besides the indisputable fact that Shiv-
aji’s contribution is too great to be ignored, 
we must remember him for multiple rea-
sons. He was an ideal leader known for his 
farsighted vision, emphasis on inclusive-
ness, sharpness of  mind, as well as strate-
gic thinking and diplomatic approach. 

The historical impact of  the struggle 
he faced was neither confined to Mahar-
ashtra alone, nor to just one century. Its 
influence persisted for centuries and will 
continue for many more ages to come. 
Generally, Chhatrapati Shivaji is remem-
bered for his bravery and valour. But be-
yond these attributes, one must also take 
into account numerous transformations 
he shaped during his lifetime in 17th cen-
tury society. Many historians describe 
him as a revolutionary leader who initi-
ated five major revolutions that are truly 
worth understanding. These are the farm 
revolution, economic revolution, social 
revolution, military revolution and most 
important, a cultural revolution.

When Shivaji Maharaj and Rajmata Ji-
jabai arrived in Pune, the region had faced 
severe devastation under the Adilshahi 
rule. When Rajmata arrived with the 
young Shivaji, she symbolically got the 
land around Pune ploughed with a golden 
plough. This was more than just a gesture. 
The duo symbolically extended the mes-
sage to peasants and cultivators to culti-
vate their land without any fear or appre-
hensions. In a land considered cursed and 
in a society that had forgotten how to as-
pire, Shivaji’s golden plough removed a 
feeling of  helplessness and revitalised the 
fertility of  the land. With this, he conveyed 
to his own countrymen: “No need to worry 
now. I am here for you.” This singularly 
important act sowed the seeds of  hope, 
confidence and resoluteness. 

This was supremely important as under 
the Adilshahi rule, farmers had to pay 60 
percent tax, causing great distress. Add to 
this the unspeakable tyranny of  natural 
and man-made calamities, making it hard 
to dare cultivate one’s own lands. Histori-

cal records indicate that only 30 to 40 per-
cent of  the land was under cultivation. To 
incentivise cultivators, Chhatrapati Shiv-
aji’s administration started free ration, up 
to two measures (khandi) of  grains to eve-
ry cultivating farmer, besides free supply 
of  seeds and farm equipment. He abol-
ished tax for the first five years. Within 
five years, the situation improved so much 
that almost a 100 percent of  cultivable 
land was brought under cultivation. Later, 
in the sixth year, he charged them 33 per-
cent levy to be deposited in kind, in state 
granary. Thanks to his imaginative think-
ing and sensitive approach, farming be-
came attractive and farmers, prosperous.

The prosperity of  farmers had a cas-
cading effect as it led to the economic 
well-being of  all those previously known 

as the ‘12 balutedars’, whom we now refer 
to as traditional artisans and craftsmen. 
With economic stability of  farmers re-
stored, their unending demand for tools, 
equipment and implements triggered ru-
ral manufacturing, which provided work 
for blacksmiths, carpenters and cobblers, 
among others. This was a kind of  eco-
nomic revolution as it opened up several 
livelihood opportunities for many. 

This gave way to a kind of  social revolu-
tion too. When society at large —otherwise 
fragmented in innumerable caste and com-
munity groups— realised they can very 
well depend upon the rule of  Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Maharaj, aspire a better life and an 
assured law and order, it led to the restora-
tion of  popular confidence in administra-
tion. Over 18 different castes belonging to 

agro-based labour and craftsmanship felt 
empowered to attain prosperity and pres-
tige. This led to the formation of  the Mava-
las (soldiers of  Shivaji), a socially integrat-
ed army of  committed soldiers. Without 
any formal recruitment, this ever-ready 
army was largely spontaneous and yet or-
ganised. Whenever a battle loomed, every-
one would leave their work and answer to 
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj’s call with a
sense of  duty. This was unparalleled.

Chhatrapati Shivaji had to fight innu-
merable uneven battles. His army of  few 
hundred brave soldiers always had to con-
front the might of  several thousand sol-
diers of  the Mughals. An insightful field-
martial, Shivaji often resorted to the 
guerrilla tactics of  warfare (known in 
Marathi as ganimi kava). An artful dodg-
er, he didn’t mind retreating strategically 
for a while, only to be attacking the enemy 
more aggressively later. He fought several 
battles, but largely on his own terms and 
in his chosen territory. As demonstrated 
by him at his battle at Pratapgarh, choos-
ing the place and time of  the battle was 
one of  his best war tactics.  

Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj’s idea of  
Swaraj was not confined only to self-rule. 
It also encompassed the idea of  Swa-
Dharma (self  consciousness about one’s 
duties) and Swa-Bhasha (mother tongue). 
These were the fundamental principles 
guiding him in his bid to decolonise popu-
lar thinking. In those days, many Persian 
and Arabic words were thrusted on indig-
enous languages, including Marathi. 
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj must be 
credited for introducing new words coined 
during his regime providing substitute 
indigenous terms. In fact, creating a Mar-
athi Rajya Vyavahar Kosh, a dictionary of  
Marathi terms, was one of  his singularly 
important contributions. This was the 
cultural revolution shaped by him. 

In the most unpredictable, unstable po-
litical milieu of  those days, with every 
kind of  risk at every threshold, he estab-
lished values like justice, self  respect, 
commitment, sacrifice, fraternity, equal-
ity and respect for women, and the rule of  
law through his unparalleled vision. Be-
fore the era of  Chhatrapati Shivaji, invad-
ers used to easily overpower us. As a soci-
ety, we were accustomed to being trounced 
time and again. Silently swallowing the 
poison of  disrespect, desecration and de-
feat had become our national habit. If  
there was anyone in the 17th century who 
stood up firmly and dared to challenge 
this defeatist mentality, it was none other 
than Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj. 

(Views are personal)
(vinays57@gmail.com)
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US TARIFF WAR ON CHINA 
SUBVERTS WTO RULES

WHY A VISIONARY
17TH-C STRATEGIST
IS RELEVANT TODAY

VINAY SAHASRABUDDHE Senior BJP leader

By increasing tariffs for 14 Chinese 
products including electric 
vehicles, the US has undermined 
its WTO commitment of refraining 
from unilateral actions against 
member nations. With such a 
precedent, other countries may feel 
encouraged to launch trade wars

Chhatrapati Shivaji is usually remembered for his valour.  
But his policies changed society across a substantial part of 
India by unleashing agricultural and cultural revolutions, too

SOURAV ROY

BISWAJIT DHAR Former professor, Jawaharlal Nehru University and 
Vice President, Council for Social Development

Soundly intrusive
Ref: The intrusive Indian’s passion to connect 
(Jun 18). In today’s dominant social media 
world, the minds of humans are heading 
towards pure personal self-interest. The 
fondness with which humans had interacted 
in the past may be erased. It is better to 
be soundly intrusive and keep the ball 
of conversations rolling for a responsive, 
satisfactory life in the end.
Aravind Gundhalli, Raichur

Improving relationships
The author has rightly described the tight-
lipped appearance of individuals today. 
In these days of falling values and failing 
relationships, it  is the Indian way of intrusive 
passion that is likely to work wonders in 
elevating human relations. The broad smile 
of our PM improved  human relations in India 
and abroad in the past decade.   
Ramalingeswara Rao, email

Deter assault
Ref: Protect journalists to boost democracy 
(Jun 18). Journalists are crucial to democracy, 
and the government must enforce stringent 
laws to protect them from violence and 
intimidation. In response to incidents like the 
attack in Bengaluru, the government should 
establish rapid response teams and hotlines 
for journalists facing threats. Creating an 
independent commission to investigate such 
attacks on the press will  deter future assaults. 
Narayanan Kizhumundayur,Thrissur

Replicate success 
In the wake of Jammu becoming a hotbed of 
infiltrated terrorists from Pakistan, Union Home 
Minister Amit Shah asked security agencies to 
replicate their success in tackling terror in the 
Kashmir Valley in the Jammu division as well. 
Pakistan is now resorting to more innovative 
means in cohorts with China to destabilise India.
K R Venkata Narasimhan, Madurai 
         
Safety measures
Ref: Goods train rams express, kills 9 (Jun 18). 
This train accident is an example of human 
error. Such accidents have put the safety of 
the passengers on board at stake and shows 
the laxity of the railways. The onus lies on the 
government to take stringent safety measures. 
Abhilasha Gupta, email

Baseless allegations
Opposition parties keep blaming the Election 
Commission and EVMs for their loss. They 
claim the EC is biased and EVMs can be 
tampered with to ensure the BJP wins. If 
that was true, how did the Congress win 100 
seats, and DMK sweep Tamil Nadu? This shows 
opposition allegations are baseless.
Jayamani A, Chennai
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HEAT-RELATED INSURANCE, 
MORE TREE COVER, WATER 
HARVESTING PLANS A MUST

W
HEN T S Eliot wrote “April is the cruellest month”, 
he could still see lilacs breeding in balmy England. 
But for Indians living under a pitiless sky, there has 
hardly been a reprieve from an unrelenting heat-
wave between April and now. Matters got worse this 

past week in northern and northwestern India as minimum 
temperatures hovered 5-6°C above normal. This does not al-
low surfaces to cool before the next day’s sun, exacerbating 
the heat index and the possibility of  related ailments.

The National Centre for Disease Control claims that, be-
tween March and May, more than 7 lakh people were admit-
ted to emergency wards across the country on heat-related 
ailments; 24,849 of  the cases were counted as heatstrokes, 
resulting in 56 deaths. Herein lies a problem. Heatstroke 
numbers are put out by reluctant state governments only 
when asked, are not regularly collated, and are often dis-
puted. Climate emergencies are declared when crops are 
lost and compensation has to be fixed, not when there is no 
clear economic cost computed on human losses. Even tem-
perature counts are uncertain. When the nation gasped at 
Delhi’s Mungeshpur recording an unprecedented 52.9°C on 
May 29, the weather office blamed it on a faulty sensor. 

Related numbers reveal the misery to an extent. The na-
tional capital’s peak power demand surpassed 8 GW for  
the first time ever on May 22 and has crossed the threshold 
eight times since, with a new record of  8.6 GW clocked  
on Tuesday. Rising water demand in the region has  
led to inter-state bickering and litigation. 

Some fruits of  wisdom are low-hanging. Being honest 
about heatstroke numbers and our cities’ tree covers would 
be a start. Sapling planting drives can be made an annual 
exercise in cities. The Delhi Metro this year promised to ex-
tend rainwater harvesting across its network; if  such a 
scheme is made mandatory for all government properties, it 
will make a massive difference. In a novel effort worth emu-
lating, about 50,000 women in three states were paid a part of  
their daily wages for May when they missed work because of  
the heat. In March, the Supreme Court followed evolving glo-
bal jurisprudence when it ruled in the M K Ranjitsinh case 
that citizens had “the right to be free from the adverse effects 
of  climate change”. The central and state governments 
should deliver on the right before being forced.

A BIG STRIDE TOWARDS  
LA28 AMERICAN DREAM

T
HE first group stage of  the Men’s T20 World Cup is over. 
While there are still two more weeks to go, the first half  
of  the tournament painted a picture about cricket’s 
baby steps towards fulfilling an American dream. But 
it has not been easy. For the better part of  the last fort-

night, the conversations have been around the pitches in New 
York, the $30-m modular venue, early morning starts with the 
purpose of  catering to the Indian television audience and the 
weather in Florida. In their pursuit to make the game global, 
especially with the inclusion of  cricket at the 2028 LA Olym-
pics, the ICC perhaps had their hearts in the right place. How-
ever, the execution can improve a lot. There were teething 
issues like teams commuting long distances for matches, play-
ing on drop-in pitches that seemed undercooked. Though 
vagaries of  nature cannot be controlled, Florida matches 
were affected by rain, which was predictable to an extent.

Then come the questions of  having marquee matches in 
the morning (US time) and the high pricing of  tickets. Which 
makes one wonder how much of  the local audience did the 
tournament attract. Thankfully, the co-hosts stepped up. 
While the US kicked off  the tournament in style with a win 
over Canada, it was only when they beat Pakistan that all 
eyeballs turned. In their very first T20 World Cup, the US have 
advanced to the Super 8s, making a mark at the global stage. 
The rise of  Scotland, who almost eliminated defending cham-
pions England, is as important as Afghanistan establishing 
themselves as semifinal contenders, outperforming New Zea-
land. The gap between full-members and associate nations in 
this particular format is diminishing at a good pace.

This World Cup is an excellent example for what  
teams can do with ample opportunities and conditions that 
make contests a level-playing field. The real challenge  
will be when the conditions do not offer similar help to bowl-
ers. For teams with little resources, they need regular op-
portunities to play against stronger teams and more finan-
cial support, too. The first leg of  the T20 WC, despite its share 
of  issues, has set the path along which the sport should 
progress towards the 2028 Olympics. The onus now is on the 
ICC to ensure that it stays on course.

Q U I C K  TA K E

CLARIFICATION ON LIVING IN

THE Madras High Court has ruled that in a live-in relation-
ship between a married man and an unmarried woman, a 
partner cannot seek inheritance from the other. In March, 

the Allahabad High Court held that a married person in a live-
in relationship would contravene Hindu law. While the rulings 
justly upheld the rights that flow from marriage, they seemed 
to turn the clock back on the spirit of  recent jurisprudence. The 
Supreme Court’s landmark rulings in 2010 and 2015 held that 
living together is legal, and that a live-in partner can inherit the 
other’s property. We need further clarification on the rulings.
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