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been voiced in the past over various other 
technologies. As before, there is a worry that 
AI will displace jobs and cause widespread 
moral degradation in society. And, just like 
in the past, we have conjured a number of 
new harms to keep ourselves anxious—the 
loss of our personal privacy, the proliferation 
of fake news and the impact that all of this 
will have on our democratic institutions and 
political processes.

I dare say history will once again prove us 
wrong. The jobs that AI displaces will, more 
likely than not, make way for new ones—
which call for different skills and answer to 
new job descriptions. While the dangers are 
real, I have no doubt that we will learn to live 
with them in much the same way that we live 
with electricity—safe in our homes and offi-
ces despite the fact that less than an inch of 
plaster separates us from live wires carrying 
enough current to fry us in an instant. I have 
no doubt that we will create similar guard-
rails to protect us from the harmful effects of 
AI, standard operating procedures that will 
become industry-wide norms, and allow us 
to live with AI in much the same way as we do 
with electricity.

We have always swung from technopho-
bia to acceptance. I have no doubt that we 
will again.

are forgiven. After all, these are exactly the 
sort of concerns one would expect these 
kinds of technology to evoke. As a matter of 
fact, the articles in question were from the 
newspaper archives of the early 1800s and 
the fears they were expressing were in rela-
tion to the rapid proliferation of paper-
printed novels of fiction.

Change is always met with resistance. We 
worry about the harm it can cause to our 
existing way of life and the discomfort we 
will have to suffer. But in time, we almost 
always come to realize that our fears were 
mistaken. That the harms we thought would 
destroy us are not nearly as serious as we 
thought they would be.

With the rise in the popularity of bicycles, 
newspapers filled up with stories about the 
toll cycling would take on our physical 
health; how it would lead to heart trouble 
and nervous exhaustion, and give rise to a 
whole host of new ailments like “bicycle 
face” (an expression of exhaustion that 
would be caused by the sheer effort of 
cycling) and “bicycle nose” (the physical 
thickening of our olfactory organs due to 
irritation of the nasal membrane in response 
to the inhalation of dust on country roads). 
These were physical changes that many in 
the medical community feared would be 

L
ast week, I came across a newspaper 
article about the perils of a new form of 
entertainment. This scourge was, the 

piece argued, “a vehicle of pure moral and 
religious instruction” that exerted, on all 
who used it, a “deteriorating moral influ-
ence.” It had “become one of the most 
momentous influences acting on the popu-
lar mind” to the point where it would be 
sheer “rashness to disregard” the “presump-
tive evidence of danger” that it posed.

Other newspapers told of the deleterious 
effects it could have on health—concerns 
that it could cause the eyes to “have a sort of 
weary, heavy feeling” which may leave them 
“bloodshot and painful.” There were also 
concerns about the effect it could have on 
our mental health, the fear that it would lead 
to a sharp decline in productivity, addiction 
and even suicide.

If, having read so far, you are convinced 
that these articles refer to a brand new tech 
device—the latest virtual reality headset or 
some form of direct neural interface—you 

formal bank credit, NBFCs proved to 
be a critical source of loans, growing 
eight times and now representing 16% 
of TPSC.

With the growth and wider reach of 
mutual funds and insurance compa-
nies, household and corporate savings 
have been channelled into corporate 
bonds and commercial paper markets 
in India. The commercial paper market 
supports the short-term financing 
requirements of private companies. 
The share of the bond market net of 
lending to NBFCs has remained stable 
at around 14% over the past 13 years.

ECBs or foreign currency loans of 
Indian corporates have also increased 
during the last decade. This was proba-
bly driven by a period of cheap dollar 
funding, as the Fed funds rate in the US 
hit its zero lower bound, but ECBs have 
remained almost constant as a share of 
TPSC at around 10%.

We estimate India’s nominal GDP will 
grow to around ₹565 trillion (around $7 
trillion) by 2030, which implies an 
incremental TPSC demand of around 
₹210 trillion ($2.5 trillion). This is 
unlikely to be funded by commercial 
banks alone. Domestic as well as foreign 
bond markets and NBFCs will have to 
meet much of the additional financing 
requirement by corporates and house-
holds, respectively.

Going by the current shares of TPSC 
sub-components, we estimate that the 
contribution of banks (excluding 
NBFCs) will be around ₹125 trillion 
($1.5 trillion), while domestic bond 
markets and NBFCs will contribute 
around ₹30-35 trillion ($400 billion) 
each, and foreign currency loans 
(ECBs), around ₹20 trillion ($250 bil-
lion). These are daunting numbers, 
and if trends over the last decade are 
indicative, then non-bank financing 
sources must fund a bigger chunk of 
this burgeoning credit demand than 
many would have anticipated.

So, what could help non-bank 
financing sources prepare to meet the 
incremental credit demand needed to 

power India’s economic growth over 
the rest of the decade?

Increasing the liquidity and depth of 
corporate bond markets—both pri-
mary and secondary—can make the 
financial system less commercial bank-
centric. This will also likely require 
more regulatory coordination between 
the Securities and Exchange Board of 
India, which oversees bond markets, 
and the Reserve Bank of India, which 
has historically been responsible for 
credit oversight and regulates as well 
as supervises commercial banks (in 
addition to ECBs).

Over time, the bond market needs to 
be made accessible for all borrowers—
large, medium and small. Currently, 
lower-rated borrowers can hardly 
access bond markets, and credit via this 
avenue is mostly available to well-rated 
large borrowers, some of which are 
quasi-sovereign. We need to develop a 
deep credit market in India and help 
distribute risk better for the overall 
credit ecosystem to perform well.

There has been an increase in assets 
under the management of long-dura-
tion investment entities, like insurance 
and pension funds, thanks mainly to 
the increased financialization of house-
hold savings. This has been supple-
mented by larger issuances of longer-
dated bonds by central and state gov-
ernments, which have been bought by 
these investors, resulting in a flat gov-
ernment bond yield curve in India. 
However, the corporate bond market 
has a low share of long-dated issuances, 
which are vital for funding infrastruc-
ture assets.

Much of the infrastructure creation 
in recent years has been led by signifi-
cant capital expenditure on the central 
government’s part. As the government 
aims to consolidate its fiscal position 
and vacates space in the bond market, 
it is important that the corporate bond 
market is incentivized to move towards 
long-dated issuances, so that long-
term savings are channelled into infra-
structure asset creation.

I
ndia’s growth engines continue to 
power ahead, fuelled by government 
capital expenditure-led growth and 

strong services exports. India has the 
potential to become a $7 trillion econ-
omy by 2030. However, enhancing 
the capacity of private sector credit 
markets in India will be an important 
component of fulfilling this potential.

India’s credit market is not just 
restricted to bank lending. Non-bank 
sources are significant players in the 
overall credit ecosystem. Total private 
sector credit (TPSC)—a broader credit 
measure we use for the economy that 
includes non-banking financial com-
panies (NBFCs), corporate bonds and 
external commercial borrowings 
(ECBs)—has grown around five times 
in the last 13 years to around ₹210 tril-
lion by fiscal year 2022-23 at a 12.5% 
compounded annual growth rate. With 
loans given by housing finance compa-
nies included, this number would have 
been around ₹225 trillion, which is 
more than 80% of India’s gross domes-
tic product (GDP).

Over the past decade, the banking 
system, which has been the primary 
provider of formal private-sector credit 
in India, has lost share to non-bank 
sources. The share of banking credit 
net of bank lending to NBFCs declined 
from around 70% in 2009-2010 to 
around 60% in 2022-2023. For those 
borrowers who do not have access to 

We must develop these sources because banks alone can’t fulfil India’s fast-growing credit appetite

SANTANU SENGUPTA
is India economist at Goldman Sachs.

Fears of technological change are vastly exaggerated
RAHUL MATTHAN

T
he world’s original cryptocurrency, 
Bitcoin, scaled a fresh peak on 
Monday. It touched $72,234 per 
token, whipping past its pandemic 
summit of almost $69,000 back in 
November 2021. It lost about three-

fourths of its value in a prolonged slump after 
that, with cryptosceptics gloating over the 
deflation of an ‘asset’ with neither any intrinsic 
value nor yield. Today, with the tables turned, 
what was dismissed as a covid blip is back in 
the spotlight. The latest upshoot was mostly 
on the back of US flows into recently launched 
exchange-traded crypto funds, but it’s the 
underlying scarcity of Bitcoin that explains its 
basic appeal as an investor pick. This April, the 
supply of new tokens will halve, as it’s designed 
to do every four years. While new Bitcoin can 
be ‘mined’ online by expending energy and 
exercising minds to validate open-ledger 
transfers on its ‘blockchain,’ Satoshi Naka-
moto—as Bitcoin’s mystery originator likes to 
be called—had capped the total at 21 million 
coins in all. Since the periodic halving of new 
tokens will ensure all Bitcoin ever created will 
converge to that figure, it is destined to stay 
scarce. Hence, so long as demand exists, it can 
act like a form of digital gold: No matter how 
hard alchemists try, they can’t add to its overall 
stock. Which, of course, was the big idea.

That’s also what makes Bitcoin such an enig-
matic artefact of the digital age. It began life as 
a medium of exchange, after all, a currency 
run by software beyond the reach of human 
control, aiming to challenge the fiat money 
issued by central banks. At its core lies a tribute 
to the monetarist theory of Milton Friedman, 
an economist who warned against the over-
supply of currency. Issuers, he held, were 

given to printing an excess of it in the hope that 
such an easy-money policy would act as a stim-
ulus for the economy. Although commerce can 
briefly be sped up this way, Friedman argued, 
it would eventually prove inflationary as eco-
nomic agents will respond by pricing every-
thing up, including wages. Inflated price 
expectations, thus, would take us back to 
square one. This didn’t mean that cash levels 
had to be held constant; just that any increase 
had to be kept in line with the economy’s 
capacity to generate real value. Else, too much 
money would go chasing too few goods and 
services. It’s another matter that central banks 
routinely use their interest rates—which serve 
to tighten or loosen lending—as policy tools 
for economic modulation. While this is a valid 
aim (within limits), critics believe it has been 
corrupted by a tendency to err in favour of 
growth over inflation, as seen in the gush of 
cheap credit let loose after almost every crisis. 
Currencies often get debased in the process. A 
way to end the follies of this temptation, argue 
crypto fans, is to have a kind of artificial intelli-
gence do the job. Bitcoin, by design, cannot be 
oversupplied. In that sense, it holds up a mirror 
to the world’s monetary methods.

This argument must not be taken too far, 
though. Bitcoin supply is inflexible and thus 
not responsive to the needs of any economy. 
Moreover, in its potential use as a currency, the 
concept violates a key state monopoly, which 
explains the Reserve Bank of India’s discomfort 
with it. After the judiciary lifted RBI’s crypto 
curbs about half a decade ago, the government 
began to treat it like just another taxation target. 
The real significance of Bitcoin, though, lies in 
the popularity of its insurgency and the notice 
it has served central bankers everywhere.

Bitcoin’s bounce holds a 

lesson for central banks

As its fresh peak defies crypto doomsayers, Bitcoin’s value as an artefact of the digital age 

lies in the mirror it has held up to the way monetary policy is usually conducted everywhere
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cy for deals involving foreign di-
rect investment (FDI), had in
July cleared the transaction with
certain riders.

Not all transactions involving
FDI are scrutinized by ED and it
received no previous query from
FIPB about the funding of the
Jet-Etihad deal.

To be sure, FIPB has now
merely asked ED to ascertain
some details of the transaction,
and not sought a formal probe
into it. The request to ED to con-
duct a check doesn’t mean any
wrongdoing is involved.

“The agency has not been
asked to investigate the case as

TURN TO PAGE 4®

million from Abu Dhabi Com-
mercial Bank and purchase of
airline’s (stake) through Cayman
Island companies, among oth-
ers,” said a second person.

The transaction, valued at
around `2,058 crore, has faced
close scrutiny from various regu-
latory agencies since it was
signed in April 2013, making it
the first such deal since the gov-
ernment in September 2012 al-
lowed foreign airlines to invest in
their Indian counterparts.

In October, the Indian cabinet
cleared the deal, which received
the go-ahead from the antitrust
watchdog, the Competition
Commission of India, the follow-
ing month. FIPB, the nodal agen-

BY KHUSHBOO NARAYAN &

P .R . SANJAI

·························
MUMBAI

Etihad Airways PJSC’s pur-
chase of a 24% stake in Jet

Airways (India) Ltd has run into
another hitch, with the govern-
ment asking the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) to run a check
on the source of funds being
used for the acquisition, three
people familiar with the develop-
ment said.

A 3 March letter from the For-
eign Investment Promotion
Board (FIPB) asked ED, the
agency that investigates foreign
exchange violations, to conduct
the preliminary enquiry and
clarify whether the two airline
companies had any forex cases
pending against them, the peo-
ple said on condition of anonym-
ity.

Mint has seen a copy of the
letter.

FIPB approached ED after it
received queries from the home
ministry about the funding of the
deal, said one of the three peo-
ple.

“The enforcement directorate
has the funding details of the Jet-
Etihad deal. Etihad has submit-
ted certain details of funding in-
cluding availing of a loan of $14.4
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Twenty five years after
he penned the first

draft of the proposal that
would become the world
wide web, Tim Berners-
Lee has called for a
Magna Carta for the In-
ternet.

Conceived as a medi-
um for open exchange of
ideas, the net is heavily
spied on. Unlike the
physical world, where
there are distinctions be-
tween dictators and dem-
ocrats, the web has no
such markers. The chief
culprits include agencies
of the US and Russian
governments. Countries
such as India, too, are
complicit in such behav-
iour.

The alternative pro-
posed some time ago of
placing the web under
the care of a group of
countries mandated by
the UN does not inspire
confidence. That will not
skirt the problem of
governments trying to
control or block content
on the net.

The web is a global
commons of a different
kind, requiring a different
solution for preserving
its freedom.

QUICK EDIT

The Web

we want

ELECTION-EVE RELIEF

Retail inflation
eases, stokes hope

BY REMYA NAIR

remya.n@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

Retail inflation slowed for
the third consecutive
month to a two-year low

in February, data released on
Wednesday showed, providing
election-eve relief to the incum-
bent Congress-led United Pro-
gressive Alliance (UPA) and po-
litical parties that are in power in
the states.

Inflation measured by the
Consumer Price Index (CPI) de-
celerated to 8.1% last month,
from 8.79% in January.

Significantly, the rate is now
closer to the target of 8% set for
January 2015 by a Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) committee led by
deputy governor Urjit Patel.

Separately, new data put out
by the government showed that
factory output grew by a meagre
0.1% in January after having con-
tracted for three consecutive
months, in an indication that in-
dustrial recovery is still far off.
Still, the number is expected to
improve starting in February,
with excise duty cuts boosting
auto sales, Citigroup India econ-
omist Rohini Malkani wrote in a
research note.

Industrial output had fallen
0.2% in December from a year
earlier, according to the revised
number.

Together with the wholesale
price index-based inflation data
to be released on Friday, the lat-
est updates on the state of the
economy will provide crucial in-
puts to RBI ahead of the mone-
tary policy review due on 1 April.

A relentless rise in prices in
the past couple of years, coupled
with faltering economic growth,
has hurt the electoral prospects
of the incumbent UPA, which
has been in power for 10 years.
It’s seeking a third successive

term in the general election due
to kick off from 7 April and con-
clude on 12 May.

In the state assembly elections
last year in November-Decem-
ber, the Congress suffered defeat
in four of the five states that went
to polls. Congress leaders have
attributed the party’s setbacks to
the persistent inflation, especial-
ly high vegetable prices.

Analysts said the central bank
is unlikely to cut key policy rates

in the upcoming policy review to
support economic growth be-
cause inflation risks have not re-
ceded fully. Uncertainty over the
annual monsoons has only com-
plicated policy arithmetic.

“The summer months will im-
pact perishables. Also, the recent
seasonal rains seems to have
done some damage to standing
food crops. There is also the like-

TURN TO PAGE 4®

CPI inflation falls to
twoyear low in Feb,
factory output grows
0.1% in Jan after three
months of contraction

DIVESTMENT PLANS

FTIL gets feelers from
interested investors
BY KHUSHBOO NARAYAN

khushboo.n@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

F inancial Technologies In-
dia Ltd (FTIL) has received

initial expressions of interest
from a handful of companies,
mostly technology firms, inter-
ested in picking up a stake in
the firm, two people close to
the development said on
Wednesday.

Reliance Industries Ltd
(RIL), Infosys Ltd, Cognizant
Technology Solutions Corp.,
Larsen and Toubro Infotech
Ltd and Thomson Reuters
Corp., have all shown interest
in FTIL, said one of the two.
Both asked not to be identi-
fied.

The second person said
Tata Consultancy Services Ltd
(TCS) and Cognizant had sent
feelers through investment
bankers to potentially partner
with FTIL, which operates fi-
nancial markets across asset
classes including equities,
commodities, currencies and
bonds.

FTIL is looking at divesting
up to 26% to a strategic partner
and is hoping to complete the
process within 120 days.

An FTIL spokesperson de-
nied that there had been talks
with any of the companies

mentioned.
A Cognizant spokesman said

the company won’t be able to
comment on speculation. An
RIL spokesperson denied that
the company had shown any
interest in FTIL. TCS declined
to comment on “market specu-
lation”. L&T Infotech could not
be immediately reached for
comment while Thomson Reu-
ters said the company “does
not comment on market ru-
mour or speculation.” An Info-
sys spokesperson said the
news was “inaccurate”.

On 27 February, FTIL ap-
pointed a committee to pro-
pose and oversee a restructur-
ing plan for the company. The
components of this plan in-
clude selling up to a 24% stake
in Multi Commodity Exchange
of India Ltd (MCX), as ordered
by the Forward Markets Com-
mission (FMC), and identify-
ing a strategic partner for FTIL
to “help drive growth of the
company”.

The company hired JM Fi-
nancial Institutional Securities
Pvt. Ltd to identify a strategic
partner and sell the stake.

Meanwhile, the restructur-
ing committee expects to final-
ize the bid document for the
stake sale in MCX over the next
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FINE MARGINS
Retail inflation in February slowed to a two-month low to 8.1% from 8.79% last 
month, but factory output grew by a meagre 0.1% in January after having 
contracted for three consecutive months.
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FURTHER COMPLICATIONS

Govt asks ED to check source
of funds for Jet-Etihad deal

Mint is also available for R8 with 

Hindustan Times in Delhi-NCR only

Waiting for relief: The completion of the deal is crucial for Jet Airways at
a time when most airlines are struggling with heavy losses and debt.
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To drive
innovation, ideas

need to be generated
not only from within
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also from external
sources. Mint
selected 10 such
prototypes, from a
total of 84, which we
believe will impact
users directly. >P19
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The root problem with 
conventional currency is all 

the trust that’s required to 
make it work. The central 

bank must be trusted not to 
debase the currency, but the 
history of fiat currency is full 

of breaches of that trust. 
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purpose technology that radically trans-
formed every aspect of the way we live and 
work to the point where it is today an inte-
gral part of daily life. The bicycle revolution-
ized personal transport, and, instead of 
“morally corrupting” women as feared, in 
fact played a crucial role in their emancipa-

tion. Needless to say, our 
worries about physical dis-
tress and facial disfigure-
ment were unfounded and 
today cycling is an athletic 
activity widely enjoyed by 
millions. 

Despite the vocal oppo-
sition it had to weather in 
its early days, fiction is not 
only universally regarded 
as good for the mind, body 
and soul, our abiding worry 
today is that our children 
are not reading as much as 
they should be—a fear that 

future generations will, no doubt, find 
laughable.

Today, we find ourselves in a somewhat 
similar dynamic in the context of artificial 
intelligence (AI). Many of the fears that are 
being expressed in the popular press are 
reminiscent of the apprehensions that had 

etched permanently on the faces of riders.
When cities began to electrify, citizens 

started worrying about the new dangers this 
latest technology would pose. First and fore-
most was the risk of electrocution, a fear that 
was somewhat justified by the large number 
of gruesome fatalities that occurred on a 
nearly daily basis in those 
early days of learning to 
live with electricity. But 
there were also other 
somewhat more tangential 
concerns. For instance, 
there was a fear that pro-
longed exposure to electric 
light would lead to eye 
strain and insomnia, and 
that this sort of artificial 
illumination would harm 
the “human spirit.” We 
worried that the conve-
nience offered by electric 
appliances would give rise 
to a new form of moral decay as a result of 
which those who used the technology would 
end up losing their connection with the 
more natural, labour-intensive way of life.

Yet, despite our fears, technology has 
almost always proven net positive for soci-
ety. Electricity became a powerful general 

We’ve always 

swung from 

technophobia 

to acceptance 

and we will 

probably do 

likewise with AI

Much more private credit would 
be required for fast GDP growth
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T
he Asia Pacific (APAC) region, with 
over 50 diverse countries, is currently 
experiencing phenomenal economic 
growth. Home to more than half the 
world’s population (52% in 2023) and 
economic giants like Japan and India, 

the region’s GDP (35.4% of the world’s in 2023) has 
surpassed that of North America and Europe. This 
trajectory is projected to continue, with APAC pro-
jected to grow at 4.2% in 2024 by the International 
Monetary Fund, significantly faster than the global 
pace of 2.9%, with the economies of countries like 
India and Bangladesh expected to expand at dou-
ble the world’s rate.

With high economic growth, the APAC region 
has become the world’s largest market for elec-
tronic commerce. According to a 2023 study by 
Data Bridge Market Research, the e-commerce 
sector of the region was valued at $2.9 trillion in 
2022 and is projected to reach nearly $6.2 trillion 
by 2030. In 2022, the region accounted for around 
58% of the global retail e-commerce market. India 
saw a surge in online consumers, with 101 million 
new shoppers using the internet between 2020 
and 2022, while registered micro, small and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs) tripled from 
5.1 million in 2021 to 15 million in 2023. Indonesia 
witnessed a similar trend, with over 20.2 million 
MSMEs joining online platforms in 2022. This 
boom is driven by the internet’s ability to expand 
market reach, reduce costs and provide new 
channels.

The APAC region is experiencing a confluence 
of factors that are creating a ‘perfect storm’ in 
favour of e-commerce growth. A burgeoning mid-
dle-class with rising disposable income, projected 
to reach a staggering 3.5 billion by 2030, forms a 
massive consumer base eager to shop online. 
MSMEs are joining the wave, with 72% of them in 
the region leveraging e-commerce platforms and 
vulnerable groups like women entrepreneurs 
adapting fast to e-com platforms thanks to the  
efforts of governments and organizations like UN 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific (ESCAP). Fast internet penetration, having 
exceeded 58% in 2022 and expected to surpass 
70% by 2030, coupled with a mobile-first popula-
tion of over 4.8 billion users, creates a ready online 
audience. India exemplifies this trend, boasting 
the second-highest number of smartphone users 
globally (659 million in 2022), with a significant 
shift witnessed towards digital wallets based on 
platforms like the Unified Payments Interface. 
This growth in digital wallets is a regional phe-
nomenon, with their share in e-com transactions 
doubling between 2018 and 2023. Advancements 
in technology, such as faster telecom networks and 
big data, are further fuelling the boom. Apart from 
speed, these advancements offer personalized 

experiences and improved logistics to the benefit 
of businesses as well as consumers.

Despite the boom in APAC e-commerce, hurdles 
still exist for MSMEs and other vulnerable groups 
in the region as they look forward to global expan-
sions and exports. High logistical costs, stiff cus-
toms rules and complex clearance procedures 
complicate cross-border trade. Cash on Delivery 
(CoD), though preferred by many in Southeast 
Asia, creates logistical challenges and limits access 
to credit. Further, cybersecurity threats, data pri-
vacy concerns and the presence of counterfeit 
products on some platforms can deter consumers 
and businesses. Unlocking APAC’s full e-com-
merce potential requires infrastructure improve-
ments, regulatory harmonization and robust 
cybersecurity measures to ensure a secure and 
trustworthy online environment.

E-commerce regulation across the region is a 
complex patchwork at the moment. While some 
countries (like Singapore with its 2014 E-Com-
merce Act) have established specific regulations, 
others rely on broader consumer protection laws. 
Data privacy and the government’s ability to regu-
late technology are key concerns for many policy-
makers. Meanwhile, AI policies remain in their 
early stages, with China reportedly focusing on 
ethical development and responsible use.

At the same time, several countries in the region 
are implementing policies to aid MSMEs in using 
e-commerce to enhance their domestic and global 
reach. India’s 2020 Digital Shakti programme 
exemplifies this, offering MSMEs subsidies and 
training on how to embrace online marketplaces. 

Consumer protection typically falls under existing 
laws, focusing on areas like returns, warranties and 
dispute resolution. The commitment level of 
nations to cross-border digital trade varies, with 
Singapore actively pursuing e-com-friendly free 
trade agreements. In contrast, others have a more 
cautious and selective approach. Social media reg-
ulations are also evolving, with Vietnam imposing 
restrictions on harmful or offensive content.

While regulations evolve with technology, there 
is a need for discussions, sharing of best practices 
and partnerships to facilitate trade and exports, 
even as emerging policy concerns are addressed. 
An APAC policy forum, with India taking the 
lead, could help forge partnerships and lead to 
regional cooperation and policy harmonization 
that can benefit businesses (especially MSMEs 
and women entrepreneurs) and consumers by 
fostering a more predictable and secure environ-
ment for online trade.

The APAC region is a hotbed of e-commerce 
activity, supported by a growing middle class, 
widespread internet and mobile adoption and a 
digital payments revolution. This confluence of 
economic and technological forces propels the 
region to the forefront of online retail. However, to 
unlock its full potential, greater regulatory cooper-
ation among APAC countries through a policy 
forum is the need of the hour. A collaborative 
approach would streamline operations for busi-
nesses and expand their market reach. Consumers 
would also benefit from a wider selection of prod-
ucts and a more secure e-shopping experience.

These are the authors’ personal views. 

Policy coordination could boost 
trans-Asia Pacific e-commerce  

An APAC forum led by India could result in regional cooperation and policy harmonization to the benefit of sellers and buyers
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A
dvertising has always walked a thin 
line between embellishment and 
fabrication. In the new age of gen-

erative artificial intelligence, the latter is 
becoming easier. Making an online ad no 
longer requires careful staging of well-lit 
photographs because now they can be 
made and enhanced in fantastical ways. 
Consumers need to sharpen their wits as 
we move from unnaturally juicy burgers to 
depictions of people and food that aren’t 
physically plausible. An example is the 
bizarre pasta concoction that Instacart, a 
US-based grocery-delivery service, used in 
a recent marketing campaign. 

Instacart has now deleted the Franken-
stein’s monster of food and recipes that 
don’t (or probably shouldn’t) exist, which 
included fare like “watermelon popsicles 
with chocolate chips.” It appears to have 
been conjured with new image-generation 
tools. But it was not alone. Restaurants that 
sell food exclusively through delivery apps 
like DoorDash and Grubhub have also used 
images of unidentifiable breaded objects 
on their pasta, according to 404 Media. 

Topping them was a recent Willy Wonka 
exhibition in Glasgow, Scotland, whose 
AI-generated posters suggested that ticket 
holders would stroll through a vivid world 
of ceiling-high lollipops and chocolate bars. 
They instead entered a bleak, grey ware-
house scattered with some cheap props. 

Generative AI has allowed for even more 
sinister marketing, something Olga Loiek 
found out the hard way last December. The 
20-year-old student was dabbling in the art 
of being a YouTube influencer when she 
discovered dozens of video advertisements 
of her hawking candy on Chinese social 
media sites. Loiek doesn’t speak the lan-
guage but her unauthorized likeness did.

A raft of other influencers and celebrities 
have been cloned to endorse everything 
from language apps to self-help courses, all 
without their permission. But it’s surpris-
ing that Loiek was picked to front a promo-
tion too. She was a relative greenhorn on 
YouTube, having only posted eight videos 
for a month before the deepfaked videos 
started cropping up. Loiek thinks her 
cloners might have been drawn to her 
“Slavic” looks to appeal to Chinese con-
sumers who support Russia. “This audi-
ence might like my avatar… and in the end 
they’re more likely to buy the product,” she 
says. The deepfakes, which she says were in 
the hundreds, found their way to the Chi-
nese Instagram-style platform Xiaohong-
shu and video-sharing site BiliBili. 

Loiek’s efforts to report the videos to 
both companies went nowhere. Scroll 

through Xiaohongshu long enough and 
you’ll find many other videos of suspi-
ciously artificial influencer promotions. 
And the issue isn’t limited to Chinese apps. 
Last year, TikTok hosted an ad in which 
podcaster Joe Rogan and Stanford Univer-
sity neuroscientist Andrew Huberman 
were cloned to sell supplements for men.

History is littered with innovations that 
were exploited by unscrupulous market-
ers. The telephone opened up the flood-
gates to robocalls and e-mail to spam. Gen-
erative AI seems to have opened the door to 
a new era of fantasy typified by alien-look-
ing shellfish. 

It is bad enough for people like Loiek to 
have their identities stolen and publicized 
without permission. Now low-level fakery, 
like the inauthentic food, poses a new chal-
lenge for consumers. 

One way to address the problem is to 
become more sceptical about ads on web-
based platforms. Social media networks 
like TikTok and Instagram will need to 
improve their methods of detection, and 
regulators should step in.

The UK’s main advertising regulator 
banned two ads from L’Oreal in 2011 over 
complaints that it had used “excessive air-
brushing” on its models. But that was the era 
of Photoshop. Now the Advertising Stan-
dards Authority (ASA) is carefully reviewing 
the use of generative AI, a spokesman for 
the regulator tells me, which could lead to 
new guidelines for advertisers this year. The 
technology shouldn’t be used, for example, 
to exaggerate a product’s efficacy, the 
spokesman said. The US Federal Trade 
Commission says it’s also “focusing 
intensely” on the problem. 

Disclaimers could be a way to tackle the 
issue. In 2021, the Norwegian government 
amended its laws so that advertisers and 
influencers had to disclose their use of digi-
tally altered images of people. The goal was 
to target unrealistic beauty standards, but 
similar forced disclaimers on AI-generated 
ads could increase public awareness of 
entirely conjured ‘photos’ or ‘videos.’

Of course, policymakers can’t do much 
to stop whoever cloned Olga Loiek. That 
seems to be the crux of the problem. “I will 
keep doing it,” she says of her nascent You-
Tube channel. “But I think there has to be 
some regulation in place. I just don’t know 
who to reach out to.” ©BLOOMBERG

Generative AI looks set to give 
advertising a credibility crisis 

Deepfakes cloning real people are the latest in identity theft for ads

People may soon start rejecting all that 

they see as fake ISTOCKPHOTO
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GUEST VIEW

expenses justified? On the other hand, mod-
estly marketed but outstanding entertainers 
like Gullak, Maamla Legal Hai and Pancha-
yat attract audiences on their own appeal.

Amid such a landscape, smaller films fea-
turing less-known talent struggle to find 
their audience. Many have not realized their 
true potential, as they were released at the 
wrong time or found themselves on an inap-
propriate platform. 

Until the industry unites to address the 
leakage of marketing expenditure and 
embraces transparency, the true potential of 
Indian content will remain unrealized. This 
is an issue for the film and content industry 
that should be taken seriously and discussed 
at various forums. Every film has a market 
that its marketers must find within a very 
short period of time and budget constraints. 
It’s high time someone tried to unravel the 
mystery and chart a course toward more 
effective, data-driven marketing strategies 
that genuinely resonate with appropriate 
audiences. While this may not be quite as 
interesting as shots taken in the dark and the 
‘airport look’ that dominates almost all film 
content websites, it is clearly the way ahead. 
For Indian films to be marketed well, a far 
less casual and much more strategic 
approach needs to be taken.

ent aspects of marketing for one film. From 
promotional design and poster art to digital 
marketing and media planning, this often 
leads to disjointed campaigns that fail to res-
onate with audiences. Often, the focus is on 
pleasing film stars and producers rather than 
achieving any real impact.

Meanwhile, over-the-top (OTT) platforms 
in India have transformed entertainment 
consumption. But instead of leveraging their 
own digital databases for geo-targeted 
advertising, the stakeholders sometimes 
allocate significant resources to traditional 
outdoor publicity, which can be costly with 
questionable returns. While outdoor ads 
work as reminders, they do little to achieve 
deeper brand impact and recall.

Adding to the problem is the opacity that 
surrounds marketing expenditure. There 
are no reliable reference numbers available, 
let alone tabulated data, and surprisingly, no 
one seems to be asking for it either. Half-
baked strategies based on assumptions 
result in a substantial portion of the budget  
being taken by agencies and their commis-
sions. Without data transparency and stan-
dardized pricing, it’s impossible to assess the 
true effectiveness of film marketing. One 
wonders why there hasn’t been any con-
certed effort to capture the effectiveness of 

M
ovie marketing in the Indian film 
industry is like navigating a laby-
rinth of missed opportunities and 

hastily executed ideas, often accompanied 
by overspent budgets. After more than 100 
years of Indian cinema, movie marketing 
seems stuck in a rut of recycled gimmicks 
presented as disruptive ideas by hustlers 
whose main audience appears to be film pro-
ducers rather than a relevant target audi-
ence. In a business where  a largely perisha-
ble product must quickly make an impact 
within limited resources, content marketing 
can’t just be about random ideas favoured by 
a select few. It needs a meticulously planned 
strategy that has been brainstormed even 
before a film’s title is conceived.

The Indian film industry is far more intri-
cate and dynamic than its nickname ‘Bolly-
wood’ implies. Yet, myths surround content 
marketing. Fragmented approaches and 
numerous one-man-show agencies domi-
nate the landscape, with more than half a 
dozen freelancers typically managing differ-

Cine paradox: When good films meet sloppy marketing
SAURABH VARMA

is a director and script writer. 

The Twilight and many others are a result of 
strategic research that detected demand for 
content specially designed for a young audi-
ence. Quickie reports extracted from small 
consumer-research focus groups only offer 
a glimpse into audience behaviour, leaving 
many critical questions unanswered. It is 

unclear if any initiative is 
taken to conduct thorough 
research that asks the right 
questions and could propel 
a film to success.

There exist numerous 
examples of films that ini-
tially failed as a result of 
misguided positioning, 
such as 12th Fail, Sirf Ek 
Banda Kaafi Hai  and 
Andhadhun. These films 
gained traction much after 
their release, thanks to good 
word-of-mouth, gaining 
which is a science in itself. 

In recent times, a few films have created a 
market buzz despite mediocre content. But 
it is a wonder how so much money is spent 
on content like Archies and Indian Police 
Force, exhausting enormous marketing bud-
gets, without questioning the effectiveness 
of the offerings. Are such heavy marketing 

marketing initiatives. Perhaps it’s because it 
is considered a specialized but boring 
behind-the-scenes function. 

Then there’s the enigma of invisible 
music revenues, shrouded in more mystery 
than the Bermuda Triangle. Despite large 
investments in songs and music by creators, 
returns on soundtracks 
have remained elusive for 
decades, with little that lets 
us assess song-wise per-
formance, musical reach or 
its pre- and post-release 
impact. One wonders why 
such crucial data is never 
made public for the benefit 
of the country’s entertain-
ment industry. The solu-
tion is simple. Someone 
needs to voice an opinion 
and ask for data, but 
nobody does it collectively.

Sincere film marketing 
initiatives lack crucial demographic data on 
the audience in every region. This could save 
studios or producers time and money. Why 
do they not bother to analyse cinema-going 
patterns or the gender-wise breakdown of 
film audiences before marketing content, 
like Hollywood does? Hollywood films like 

An overly casual 

approach has 

been letting 

down India’s 

film industry 

and it’s time to 

change that
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A
fter raising its stakes in the forthcoming
general election by declaring a target of
400 seats along with allies, the ruling

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is mopping up polit-
ical partners across the country to resurrect the
National Democratic Alliance (NDA). Just as the
BJP is courting allies with alacrity, the putative al-
liance of Opposition parties that appeared on the
horizon in mid-2023 is unravelling, if at all it ever
took any concrete form. The BJP has announced
a tie-up with Chandrababu Naidu’s Telugu Desam
Party which had parted ways in 2018 over the is-
sue of unful�lled promises for Andhra Pradesh.
Mr. Naidu has slowly made his way back to the
NDA by distancing himself from the Opposition.
The BJP is assiduously courting the Biju Janata
Dal, to revive their alliance formed between 1998-
2009, in Odisha. The Akali Dal is waiting for the
farmers’ agitation to blow over before it could
make its next move, potentially to march back to
the NDA camp. E�orts are on to bring the All In-
dia Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam back into
the NDA’s fold in Tamil Nadu. The most striking
of all the recent realignments has been that of Ja-
nata Dal (United) chief and Bihar Chief Minister
Nitish Kumar, who is now championing a third
consecutive term for the BJP at the Centre, after
calling for its defeat in the preceding months.

A corresponding disarray is evident in the Op-
position camp, as parties and individual leaders
are jumping on the BJP bandwagon. The emaciat-
ed INDIA bloc also su�ers from incoherence with
allies such as the Trinamool Congress which, af-
ter weeks of talks with the Congress, announced
candidates for all 42 seats of West Bengal, leaving
nothing for the principal Opposition party. To
add insult to injury, Mamata Banerjee has �elded
cricketer Yusuf Pathan from Baharampur against
Congress state President Adhir Ranjan Chowdhu-
ry. In Maharashtra, the Shiv Sena (UBT) has un-
ilaterally announced some candidates, threaten-
ing the alliance with the Nationalist Congress
Party (Sharadchandra Pawar) and the Congress.
In Kerala, the Left parties and the Congress, two
key proponents of national Opposition unity will
be facing o�. This usual paradox is starker this
time, as Congress leader Rahul Gandhi and CPI
leader Annie Raja are opponents in Wayanad. It is
not a coincidence that many of the leaders and
parties that are taking positions convenient for
the BJP, if not openly joining hands with it, are
facing investigations by central agencies. This
role of the state in in�uencing party politics in In-
dia is a disturbing sign for the health of Indian de-
mocracy, and also of the inglorious records of the
many Opposition leaders. 

A tale of two 
BJP, Congress have taken contrasting

approaches to building alliances  

P
ortugal, ever since it transitioned into a
multiparty democracy in the 1970s, has
been seen as one of Europe’s most stable

liberal democracies. But Sunday’s parliamentary
election results suggest that the country cannot
remain an island when far-right populist parties
are on the rise elsewhere in Europe. When 99%
of the ballots were counted, the centre-right So-
cial Democratic Party and the Socialist Party won
29% each, with the former taking a narrow lead
of 2,058 votes. While the Social Democrats were
expected to do well, the surprise was the rapid
rise of the far-right Chega party, which ran a cam-
paign promising to “clean up Portugal”, clamp
down on immigration and implement measures
such as chemical castration for some sex o�en-
ders. Chega (meaning Enough), which was
founded in 2019, had won 7% votes in the 2022
elections, announcing its arrival as a force to
reckon with. And in Sunday’s elections, it
emerged as the third largest party, with 18%
votes. Chega’s head André Ventura has said the
vote is a victory for the right wing (right-of-
centre, far-right and conservative parties have
won 52% votes among themselves) and has ex-
pressed an interest in joining coalition talks. But
Social Democratic Party’s leader Luís Montene-
gro has ruled out any tie-up with Chega. As the
Socialists have already conceded the election, he
is likely to form a minority government.

The Socialist government, led by Goan-origin
Prime Minister António Costa, collapsed last year
amid investigations into the government’s han-
dling of mining and hydrocarbon projects. After
the police raided government o�ces, including
the o�ce of Mr. Costa’s Chief of Sta� and the Mi-
nistries of Environment and Infrastructure, Mr.
Costa, an elderly statesman of the European left,
announced his resignation, saying the probe was
“incompatible” with his o�cial duties. The scan-
dal had tarnished the Socialists, but the party
that made gains out of it was the anti-establish-
ment Chega whose rise blunted the edge the So-
cial Democrats had had in the early stage of the
campaign. Going forward, it will not be easy for
Mr. Montenegro. If he sticks to his word of not
aligning with Chega and forms a minority govern-
ment, he will be dependent on other parties to
pass legislation. Mr. Costa’s leadership during
COVID-19 earned him praise and the economy
grew faster than the EU average, but other struc-
tural economic problems persisted. The country
is grappling with persistent low wages and higher
in�ation, and housing prices have doubled in less
than a decade. Portugal has also seen protests ov-
er lack of access to health care. The new Prime
Minister will have to address these challenges
and o�er a transparent corruption-free adminis-
tration, while keeping the far-right, which is ac-
cused of xenophobia and racism, at bay.

Closed and insular 
Portugal is not immune to the rise

of the far-right in Europe  

S
oon, a seven-judge Bench of the Supreme
Court of India will deliver its judgment in
State of Punjab vs Davinder Singh, on a
question of law that carries with it

enormous signi�cance for the future of
a�rmative action and reservations under the
Constitution. Can State governments make a
sub-classi�cation within the proportion
prescribed to Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes in recruitment to public employment? In
other words, by making a special allowance for
certain groups that are more backward than
others, are regional units encroaching on a
domain that remains within Parliament’s
exclusive preserve?

Studies and data have shown that although
they have been bracketed into two homogenous
categories, as Scheduled Castes (SC) and
Scheduled Tribes (STs), within the groups there
are di�ering levels of development; and some
castes are more discriminated against than
others. In redressing this position, should State
governments not be a�orded the power to
recognise intra-group variances? The judgment in
Davinder Singh will seek to answer this. And, in
doing so, it might well serve to provide much
needed clarity to an area of law that has long
required mending.

A circular in Punjab in 1975
The issues at stake in the case emanate out of a
circular noti�ed by the Government of Punjab in
1975. The circular stipulated that out of the total
seats reserved for SCs in the State, 50% of the
vacancies would be o�ered to Balmikis and
Mazhabi Sikhs. The other half would be open to
all the remaining groups within the SC category.
In July 2006, the Punjab and Haryana High Court
struck down this noti�cation, following a
judgment of the Supreme Court, in 2004 in E.V.
Chinnaiah vs State of Andhra Pradesh.

In Chinnaiah, a �ve-judge Bench quashed the
Andhra Pradesh Scheduled Castes
(Rationalisation of Reservations) Act, 2000, on
the ground that it o�ended Article 341 of the
Constitution. This provision allows the President
of India to notify a list of SCs for each State, and
stipulates that the list can only be modi�ed by
Parliament.

The Andhra Pradesh law sought to carve four
distinct categories out of the President’s list and
granted to each category a separate quota based
on its inter se backwardness. The Court found
that the State government had no power to tinker
with the list because it was clear on a bare
reading of Article 341 that such authority vested
only with Parliament. The judgment also pointed
to B.R. Ambedkar’s speech in defence of the
presidential list, in which he had warned that if

State governments were allowed to amend the
list, we ran the risk of the exercise partaking
purely political considerations.

Even though its 1975 circular was struck down,
the Government of Punjab remained persistent. It
enacted a new law, i.e., the Punjab Scheduled
Castes and Backward Classes (Reservation in
Services) Act, 2006, which once again provided
�rst preference to Balmikis and Mazhabi Sikhs.
The High Court declared this law too to be
unconstitutional. But in August 2020, sitting on
appeal over the decision, the Supreme Court
doubted the correctness of its earlier verdict in
Chinnaiah, prompting the creation of a
seven-judge Bench and a fresh hearing on the
issues raised.

In questioning the extant view, the Supreme
Court cited its judgment in Indra Sawhney vs
Union of India, which arose out of the Mandal
Commission’s report. There, a nine-judge Bench
had held that sub-classi�cations within socially
and educationally backward classes (OBCs) for
services under the government was permissible.
The majority endorsed Justice Chinnappa
Reddy’s judgment in K.C. Vasanth Kumar &
Another vs State Of Karnataka (1985). In it, he had
ruled that while the propriety of making
sub-classi�cations might depend on the facts of
each case, “we do not see why on principle there
cannot be a classi�cation into backward classes
and more backward classes, if both classes are
not merely a little behind, but far far behind the
most advanced classes. In fact such a
classi�cation would be necessary to help the
more backward classes; otherwise those of the
backward classes who might be a little more
advanced than the more backward classes might
walk away with all the seats, just as, if reservation
was con�ned to the more backward classes and
no reservation was made to the slightly more
advanced backward classes, the most advanced
classes would walk away with all the seats
available for the general category leaving none for
the backward classes.”

Equality and castes
Beyond this, at the root of the matter is the
Constitution’s collective commitment to equality.
Contained in Articles 14 to 16, which can be read
together as a code, is a promise of substantive
equality. This guarantee recognises that
individuals, throughout India’s history, have been
discriminated against based on their caste.
Therefore, our constitutional vision demands that
we be mindful of group interests in striving to
ensure equal treatment. Under this model,
reservations must be seen not as a measure in
con�ict with — and in exception to — the basic
notion of equality, but, instead, as a means to

furthering and entrenching that goal.
Indeed, since its judgment in State Of Kerala &

Anr vs N.M. Thomas & Ors (1975), the Supreme
Court has, at least in theory, appeared to
acknowledge that governments not only possess
the power to make reservations — and correct
historical wrongs — but also have a positive duty
to ensure substantive equality. Viewed thus, if the
Government of Punjab were to �nd on the basis
of its studies — and it certainly has in this case —
that its existing measures of reservation have not
adequately reached Balmikis and Mazhabi Sikhs,
then it is constitutionally obligated to ensure that
these measures are corrected.

If Article 341 is seen as constituting a bar
against sub-classi�cation, then that prohibition
would run athwart the Constitution’s equality
code. In any case, even on a plain reading, Article
341 does not impose such a prohibition. It merely
proscribes State governments from including or
excluding castes from the President’s list of SCs.
Where States provide special measures to certain
castes that are within this list, they do not act to
include or exclude other castes from the list.
Those castes will continue to be entitled to the
State’s general provisions of reservation.

On sub-classi�cation
In the case of the Punjab law, it decidedly does
not modify the President’s list. It merely accounts
for inter se backwardness within that list by
providing for a greater degree of preference to
Balmikis and Mazhabi Sikhs. This
sub-classi�cation is also in keeping with the
Constitution’s time-honoured theory that
reasonable classi�cations are permissible to
ensure that equality is achieved.

Once we see the list of SCs and STs not as
homogenous categories, but as comprising
di�erent castes with di�ering levels of
development, a sub-classi�cation will have to be
judged on its own merits. That is, the Court will
only have to examine whether Balmikis and
Mazhabi Sikhs are intelligibly di�erentiable from
other castes within the President’s list, and
whether the grant of preferential treatment to
them — and the extent of such grant — bears a
rational nexus with the law’s larger objective of
ensuring fair treatment.

It is time the Supreme Court takes seriously
what it recognised in N.M. Thomas — that
governments have both a power to make
reservations and a duty to ensure that the
constitutional dream of equality is achieved. To
that end, any authority vested in the States to
provide for special measures to those castes
within SCs and STs who are most discriminated
against must be seen as a way of making real the
idea of equal opportunity.

Intra-group caste variances, equality and the Court’s gaze 
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T
here have been two events in the media
glare in the last nine months in India,
namely, the inauguration of two very

important institutions, i.e., the new Parliament
building, which is a political institution, and the
Ram temple, a religious institution, which raise
pertinent issues. Both of these were inaugurated
by the Prime Minister of India. Does this mean
that the elected representative of the people can
comfortably take over both the roles of
democracy and worship? Will our future cities be
driven by religion as the core, and not work,
industry, and modernism, which have been an
essential feature of the last seven decades of
urbanisation?

It is estimated that around ₹85,000 crore will
be spent in infrastructure building in Ayodhya.
Will religious cities be the new paradigm of urban
development in India?

Colonial versus new cities
The cities and urban development in the last two
centuries draw a rural to urban migration
premise for sustaining industrialisation. Metros
are colonial cities according to the current
discourse and new cities such as Ayodhya, Kashi
and Pushkar must be built. The colonial cities
were meant for the transport of goods, taxation
and then sending them by ship.

Cities also bring in elements of modernism,
not just in architecture but also in the entire
gamut of culture, literature, human behaviours
and the like. There are anecdotes of how this
modernist feature was embedded in the
development model of the Indian city. Innovative
design and modernist features brought in by Le
Corbusier, and the in�uence of Habib Rahman,
who was brought in by Jawaharlal Nehru to
design some of the important buildings in the
national capital, laid an emphasis on modern
technology and mass production techniques and
material to design and manufacture high quality
and cheap goods that are accessible to many.

Likewise, almost all modern towns were
developed with spaces for theatre, culture, art,
and recreation. This was primarily the driving
feature in modern cities.

The building of new towns met several needs —
from providing jobs and homes for refugees and
absorbing excess population from the older
urban areas, to generating economic
development in the local region and serving as
symbols of the new modern India that was
emerging, though not completely ideal and
commensurate to the needs, but quite inclusive in
design and what was built.

In the current phase, a new sense of
urbanisation is dominating. And the old
understanding that cities are considered to be
centres of enlightenment, workplace, and habitat
is being challenged. Cities should not just be
centres of workplaces but also centres of yatras,
pilgrimage and so on. Thus, we �nd big
corporates also landing in a small town such as
Ayodhya and investing heavily in its
infrastructure.

Thus, the new conundrum in India is for a new
form of urbanisation; a new revivalism of the
faith where the cities and towns and where the
system should be aligned to the religion of the
majority, and not separate from it.

Investments and random modules
The post-colonial period saw the emergence of
new towns, and some of them were industrial as
well such as Bhilai, Rourkela, and Chandigarh to
name a few. Still, the metros attracted the largest
numbers of people and investments.

We know from the ranking of urban centres
that if one goes by metro classi�cation of the
highest in population and wealth generation,
colonial cities emerge in the list. After that the
other urban centres are regional in character.
There is an e�ort to try and elevate a regional
pilgrimage city to that of a colonial city — the
heavy investment in the urban infrastructure of

Ayodhya is a pointer. It is good to spend resources
in any regional city be it for production or
tourism or otherwise. However, since there is no
apparent plan to direct such expenditure
according to a justi�able plan of investment in
regional cities across India, one wonders what
the justi�cation of spending on random modules
in a haphazard way is. The new Central Vista. The
Sardar Patel statue. The high-speed bullet train
project between Ahmedabad and Mumbai. The
temple in Ayodhya. What do we understand from
this enormous expenditure?

It seems to indicate that the goal of the Indian
government is to be a modern nation sitting on an
ancient seat and to try to reverse the separation
of religion from politics — to signal religion to be a
social phenomenon rather than a private one.

The role of the state and social good
This draws one’s attention to one of the moot
points. And that is to understand what the role of
the state is in building cities and creating
investments. We know that the accumulation of
capital and the generation of surplus in a
democratic society should be directed towards
social good, and not for religious good, as we
have experienced in the early centuries of Hindu
revivalism. What does social good mean? In
simple terms it means that the surplus generated
must be distributed to build modern institutions,
education, health, social infrastructure,
particularly in a society that screams for social
sector investments (the World Bank estimates
that India will need to invest $840 billion over the
next 15 years for urban infrastructure), and not
for religious good, which is exactly what we are
doing now.

This revivalism is based on an acute form of
centralisation of �nances and a ghettoisation of
urban spaces on a religious basis. An answer to
this is decentralisation, democratisation and a
more dynamic coexistence of citizens, with
access to equal rights and obligation.

A new sense of urbanisation that is dominating 
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CAA and timing
The decision of the Centre
to notify the CAA rules that
would enable the
implementatIon of the CAA
is an obvious act to deflect
the nation’s attention from
the severity of the Supreme
Court’s order on the
electoral bonds issue. It is
also to provide the pliable
electronic media with an
alternate topic and to hold
fiery media debates.
Kamal Laddha,
Bengaluru

from their side. This would
have not only expedited the
matter but also helped to
match the particulars
received from the bank.
Ultimately, the bank is only
the facilitator of the
scheme. The judiciary needs
to be equally, if not more
concerned, about the black
money at the disposal of
political parties during
elections and the steps
needed to cleanse elections.

S. Parthasarathy,
Chennai

action before this becomes
a precedent.
Clement Arockiasamy,

Chennai

Judiciary, electoral bonds
The Supreme Court of India
cracked the whip as far as
the electoral bonds scheme
is concerned and made the
State Bank of India fall in
line. At the same time, the
Court could have also asked
all political parties and the
purchasers of the bonds to
submit similar information

became apprehensive of
possible opposition to her
own views from learned
quarters. 
One expects high
professionalism in the
judicial process. Moreover, it
is the judiciary’s
requirement that a judge
examines a case on the
basis of it being in line with
the Constitution and other
established laws. The top
court of the land should
intervene in this issue of
corrections. It needs to take

in India spreading across
millenniums. The judicial
observation that the varna
system was/is not based on
birth but by avocation is
misleading and arouses
suspicion of the judge’s
support of the same. 
Second, it is shocking and
outrageous that the verdict
has been corrected multiple
times after its o�icial
publication on the website.
This gives an indication that
the judge was not sure of
what she had to say and

Court verdict, corrections
The reports, on the
judgment on the Sanatana
Dharma case and on
multiple corrections to the
verdict (Tamil Nadu, March
8 and March 10), need
comment. First, the ‘advice’
by the judge to lawmakers
on the issue was marked by
misinformation about the
caste system, in particular,
about the periodicity of its
existence. It is well
established that the caste
or varna system has existed

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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Madras, March 12: For the �rst time, brain
operation was successfully performed on a
patient yesterday at the Government Stanley
Hospital here under “acupuncture anaesthesia.” 

According to Dr. P. Narendran, Professor of
Neuro-Surgery at the Hospital, who did the
operation, this was the �rst time in India that
the brain was operated with acupuncture
anaesthesia instead of the general anaesthesia.

The patient, a 30-year-old labourer, was
referred from the Calicut Medical College
Hospital to the Stanley Hospital three weeks ago.
He complained of vomitting, severe headache
and deterioration in vision because of
intra-cranial pressure.

Explaining “acupuncture anaesthesia,” Dr.
Narendran said hairlike needles were punctured
not into the muscle but under the skin at various
‘meridian points’ of the body. The needles could
be operated either by hand or by low voltage
current. In this case, electric acupuncture was
used by putting 26 needles in the webs of the
toes, feet and in the scalp at various ‘meridian
points’. The patient developed ‘analgesia’
(abolition of pain sensation) on the scalp where
the operation was done.

Dr. Narendran said the patient was conscious
throughout the surgery and was talking to the
doctor. During the entire 90-minute operation,
the acupuncture was continued. There was no
appreciable alteration in the patient’s pulse and
respiration in the course of the operation. But
there was a slight rise in the blood pressure for a
few minutes in the initial stages and later it came
to normal. He did not feel even a little pain and
walked up to his ward after the operation. It
could also be done on animals like race horses
for improving their e�ciency.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MARCH 13, 1974

Brain operation under
acupuncture done in Madras 

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

London, March 11: The Lords to-day adopted
without discussion a motion expressing the
desirability of appointing a Standing Joint
Committee on Indian a�airs of both houses to
examine and report on any bill or matter
referred to them especially by either house and
consider, with a view to reporting if necessary,
thereon any matter relating to Indian a�airs
brought to the notice of the Committee by the
Secretary of State from India. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MARCH 13, 1924

Standing Committees for India 

W
e recently
concluded the
Khelo India Games
with resounding

success. While the magnitude of
the mission has grown
exponentially, the government has
been adding new facets to the
Khelo India campaign in terms of
both technical and demographic
diversity. Change is constant and if
results are any yardstick, we are
on the right track.

The Khelo India mission has
been the cornerstone of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s vision of
a nation oozing with energy. India
is a young country: 65% of the
population is below 35 years.
Sports is arguably the ideal glue to
bring everyone together.

Sports now provides a serious
career option to our youth. We
understand that every athlete has
a career span. While achieving
excellence is their primary goal,
we as the government must
reciprocate. Khelo India medal
winners, who can potentially go
on to win laurels for the country,
deserve a tension-free existence.
In a recent noti�cation, the
government has decided to
provide jobs to those who meet
the necessary criteria.

A few �rsts
In this cycle of the Khelo India
Games, we had a few �rsts.
Primarily aimed at spreading the
good word on sports and boosting
capacity-building in all the States
to stage sporting events of
importance, the Youth Games
were held in the south for the �rst
time. Tamil Nadu’s multi-city
approach was a success with fans
having free and easy access to
venues. Similarly, for the �rst
time, the University Games were
staged across seven north-eastern
States, with Assam hosting 16
di�erent sports. The Northeast has
given India some of its top boxers
and hockey and football players. It
was in the �tness of things that
Mizoram hosted men’s football
and Sikkim, boxing. The
government is not only promoting
Olympic disciplines, but also

giving adequate attention to
indigenous sports like Yogasana,
Gatka, Mallakhamba, Silambam
and Kalaripayattu. The
participation in these sports has
been overwhelming.

It’s been the government’s
endeavour to o�er every State the
opportunity to stage a major
sports event. Enabling Ladakh to
stage a portion of the Khelo India
Winter Games for the �rst time in
February is a case in point. It was
heartening to see Ladakh excel in
ice hockey and ice skating,
alongside the Army and the Indo
Tibetan Border Police teams. The
con�dence in hosting a national
event of importance will only
make the States and UTs.

The Khelo India mission has
been a solid learning process. At
the heart of this mission are the
athletes, coaches, and other
support sta�. Athletes selected to
represent India in international
competitions must only focus on
their goals and nothing else.

It is incumbent upon us to
provide the right environment and
ecosystem to make the athletes
shine. Sports administration is all
about setting transparent and
stringent processes and executing
them with some �exibility. It is
important to produce a system
which promotes ease of living and
does not give anxiety to athletes.
The government continues to
yearn for that perfect system.

Sports always works on a
cause-and-e�ect basis. The
consistent international success of
sportspersons in the Khelo India
ecosystem is a testament to the
government’s success in sticking to
the right causes. For example, the
creation and upgradation of sports
infrastructure was a priority. More
than 300 sports infrastructure
projects have been approved in 34
States/UT at a cost of more than
₹3,000 crore.

Identifying talent and nurturing
them is a challenging task and one
that drives the Khelo India
movement. For the selection of
genuine talent, the government
has a two-tier structure consisting
of a Scouting Committee and a

Developmental Panel for training.
At present, close to 2,800 athletes
in 21 sports disciplines (including
para sports) have been chosen as
Khelo India athletes after being
selected from various national
championships, open selection
trials, assessment camps, and
from the Khelo India Games.

Glorious moments
The Khelo India mission has
contributed signi�cantly to India’s
glorious moments in international
events including the Olympics,
World Championships, Asian
Games, and Commonwealth
Games. Since 2018, both the
participation of Khelo India
athletes and their returns from
global events have shown an
upward trajectory. In 2022, 495
Khelo India athletes won 312
medals, with close to 63% of
athletes returning with a medal. In
2018, 92 athletes won 82 medals.

Several sportspersons have
taken up coaching as a career. Our
system boasts of top coaches who
keep producing results. In
December 2022, many of them
were promoted to
high-performance coaches in the
Sports Authority of India training
centres and the National Centres
of Excellence.

In keeping with the Olympic
charter, we have given equal
impetus to women. The ratio of
men versus women athletes in the
four Khelo India Games this
season was almost 50:50. The
Asmita Khelo India Women’s
League features 17 disciplines. It
has been a great success. More
than 63,000 women athletes have
participated in more than 520
competitions in 21 sports
disciplines. We aim to support the
National Sports Federations and
the State governments to conduct
Khelo India Women’s League
tournaments for many age groups.

Development is always a work
in progress. In about seven years,
the government has been able to
spread the Khelo India footprint.
It’s in the heart and soul of every
Indian who wants to dream big in
sports. And we have only begun.

Khelo India: Perfect present, bright future 
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Identifying and
nurturing talent
is a challenging
task and one
that drives the
Khelo India
movement

STATE OF PLAY

I
n December 2022, when
the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP) stormed to power

in Gujarat by winning a record
156 out of 182 seats and a vote
share of 52.5%, there was a
general sense that there was
no need for it to induct leaders
from the Opposition. After all,
its domination in the State was
nearly complete.

However, that was not the
case. Nearly a year after the
Assembly polls, Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP) MLA Bhupendra
Bhayani became the �rst legis-
lator to resign from the House.
A week later, Congress MLA
Chirag Patel also resigned
from the Assembly. In January
2024, four-time Congress MLA
C.J. Chavda followed suit. And
in March, Arjun Modhwadia, a
former president of the Guja-
rat Congress and a former
Leader of the Opposition in
the Assembly, and Arvind La-
dani, a �rst-time MLA from
the Congress, also resigned
and moved to the BJP.

All the four legislators cited
the Congress leadership and
the party’s “lack of direction”
as the reasons for their move.
Mr. Modhwadia stated in his
resignation letter that the Con-
gress’s decision to “decline the
invitation of Lord Ram’s tem-
ple consecration on Ayodhya”
pushed him to sever ties with
the party, which, he said, had
become “like an NGO”.

Sometime in the middle of
these exits, former Union Mi-
nister and Rajya Sabha mem-
ber from the Congress, Naran
Rathwa, too quit the belea-
guered party and joined the
BJP. So did an independent
MLA, Dharmendrasinh Vaghe-
la, who had earlier left the BJP
when he was not given a ticket

to contest elections in 2022.
There is now a buzz in the

corridors of power in Gandhi-
nagar that the total number of
Opposition MLAs in the Guja-
rat Assembly will be in single
digits before the Lok Sabha
elections. As of today, the Con-
gress, which had 17 MLAs, is
left with 13, and the AAP,
which had �ve, now has four.

Nearly everyday, former le-
gislators or panchayat leaders
or leaders associated with
cooperatives are inducted into
the ruling party. This gives
sense that it is impossible for
any leader to survive in the
political sphere or in public
life if they are not with the BJP.

Since 2007, more than 100
leaders from the Congress, in-
cluding dozens of legislators
and parliamentarians, have
jumped ship and are today mi-
nisters, MPs, or MLAs. Since
2017, the pace at which Con-
gress leaders have been mov-
ing to the BJP has accelerated.

Ministers in Gujarat includ-
ing Balvantsinh Rajput, Ragh-
avji Patel, and Kunwarji Bavali-
ya; Union Minister Devusinh
Chauhan; Rajya Sabha MP
Narhari Amin; and several
others such as Hardik Patel,
who was at the forefront of the
Patidar quota agitation, and
Alpesh Thakor, the face of the
Other Backward Classes, were
brought in from the Congress.

For the BJP, the idea of an
Opposition-mukt (free) Guja-
rat means that those who can-
not be defeated electorally
must be co-opted into the par-
ty either with incentives or

through coercion or a mix of
both. “Nobody joins the ruling
party out of love,” said a Con-
gress leader who joined the
BJP a few years ago. “There
are various factors prompting
these moves and they vary
from person to person. Ho-
wever, the underlying factor is
that in Gujarat, most politi-
cians have businesses or busi-
ness interests. And to protect
them, they make these deci-
sions or cut deals. Managing a
business is impossible if you
are not on the right side of the
regime nowadays.”

However, it is equally true
that many leaders in the Con-
gress are frustrated with the
lack of leadership and direc-
tion from the party high com-
mand. “There has been no
communication from the high
command with the State lead-
ers for many years,” a Con-
gress legislator complained.

For the BJP, inducting lead-
ers from the Opposition has
only helped it further streng-
then and expand its already
massive base across the State.
The party has won seven con-
secutive Assembly polls since
1995. Today, the BJP rules all
the eight municipal corpora-
tions; the majority of the mun-
icipalities, and district and ta-
luka panchayats; and all the
cooperative institutions in
Gujarat. Its vote share in the
State in the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections was a staggering
63%; it won all the 26 seats.

However, the BJP would do
well to focus on strengthening
governance, improving so-
cioeconomic indicators such
as nutrition and educational
standards, and �lling up va-
cancies in public health
centres and hospitals. For that
to happen, the party high
command must empower the
local leadership to work in-
stead of looking for direction
from New Delhi for every go-
vernance decision.

The BJP’s near-complete domination 
The party’s march to make Gujarat Opposition-free continues 
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A
t a time when the number
of people living in poverty
has been declining world-

wide, and signi�cantly in some re-
gions, Sub-Saharan Africa has seen
a high increase. In 1990, 278 mil-
lion people were identi�ed as poor
in Sub-Saharan Africa. This num-
ber increased to 397 million in
2019. The increase was particular-
ly profound in the last decades,
from 2008 onwards, when con-
�icts occurred in many countries
in this region. These statistics were
compiled by the World Bank.

This is in contrast to other re-
gions. In South Asia, for instance,
1.62 billion people were identi�ed
as poor in 1990. This number
came down to 221 million in 2019.
In fact, in 1990, 80% of the world’s
poor were living in South Asia,
while only 13.8% were in Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. In 2019, though, the
share in South Asia fell to 31.4%
while that of Sub-Saharan Africa
increased to 56.6%. The overall es-
timated numbers of poor people,
the world over, fell from 2.01 bil-
lion in 1990 to 702 million. Chart 1
shows the number of people living
below the poverty line of $2.15/day
(2017 PPP).

While the number of poor peo-
ple in Sub-Saharan Africa in-
creased, poverty in terms of the
share of the region’s population re-
duced from 53.8% in 1990 to 35.4%
in 2019 (Chart 2). The correspond-
ing number for South Asia fell
from 49.8% to 10.5%, a drastic de-
cline that is o�set slightly by the
fact that the share increased mar-
ginally from 10.4% in 2018 to 10.5%
in 2019. 

In West Asia and North Africa,
poverty levels which were steadily
declining from 1990 took a turn for
the worse in 2014 and steadily in-
creased from then to reach 9.6% in
2018, higher than 6.3% in 1990.
This increase coincided with the
civil wars in Syria, Libya, and Iraq,

and the con�icts in Yemen. Be-
sides, states have been fragile in
this region in the aftermath of the
Arab Spring. 

The World Bank also infers that
within Sub-Saharan Africa, “po-
verty is increasingly concentrated
in fragile and con�ict-a�ected
states (FCS)”. These include Mada-
gascar, Burundi, South Sudan, the
Central African Republic, Malawi,
Mozambique, Democratic Repu-
blic of the Congo, Republic of the
Congo, and Zambia. In fact, the
only country outside Sub-Saharan
Africa included as an FCS that re-
gistered a poverty rate above 60%
was Syria. Yemen was a close se-
cond with 58%. The World Bank al-
so mentions that African countries
that managed to avoid fragility,
such as Benin, Cape Verde, Gabon,
Ghana, Equatorial Guinea, and Se-
negal, also managed to steadily re-
duce poverty. 

Chart 3 shows the countries
with their latest estimated poverty
rate, according to World Bank Da-
ta, in FCS, Sub-Saharan Africa, and
the rest of the world. South Sudan
and Burundi, with a poverty rate
of over 70%, had the highest po-
verty rate globally. In at least eight
Sub-Saharan countries, the pover-
ty rate was over 60%. Among
countries in the rest of the world,
which are not in the list of FCS, Uz-
bekistan leads the list with a pover-
ty rate of 28% followed by Belize
(18%), Djibouti (17%), Honduras
(12%), and Suriname (11%). 

In total, the 43 countries which
had the highest poverty rates in
2019 were either in the FCS list or
were in Sub-Saharan Africa,
which, according to the World
Bank, points to the importance of
stability. Instability and con�ict in-
creased debt distress in these na-
tions. “Economic growth is pre-
mised on stability, and the fact that
China and India were stable for the
past 30 years is easily taken for
granted,” the World Bank blog ob-
served. Both these countries have
dominated global poverty reduc-
tion due to strong economic
growth in recent decades.

Number of poor people increase in Sub-Saharan Africa
The World Bank cites con�ict-induced instability in the region as the reason behind rising poverty numbers
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