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Corrections & Clarifications

The reference to “four EU nations” in the strapline of “A fresh stance” (Edit-

orial, March 14, 2024) was erroneous. The countries are part of the

European single market accord and are EFTA nations. 

In the report “Centre signs ₹200-cr pact for anti-drone systems” (March 12,

2024), Vivek Virmani is the Chief Operating O�icer and not the CEO of iDex. 

The coalition of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
and the Jannayak Janta Party ( JJP) in Haryana was
set for inevitable collapse as both political parties
intensi�ed e�orts to consolidate their mutually
antagonistic support bases. By cutting o� its ties
with the JJP, which draws its support largely from
the agrarian class Jat community, the BJP is, yet
again, focusing on the electoral dialectics of ‘Jats’
and ‘non-Jats’ in Haryana. Going into elections
along with the JJP could have made it di�cult for
the BJP to remain as the preferred vehicle of ‘non-
Jat’ interests in the State. BJP leaders had on sev-
eral occasions made it clear that the BJP-JJP al-
liance was not forged on any ideological ground,
but only to form the government in 2019, and not
to contest elections. The BJP also installed Nayab
Singh Saini as the new Chief Minister of the State,
a member of the Other Backward Class (OBC)
community, by replacing Manohar Lal Khattar.
OBCs account for around 40% of the State’s pop-
ulation. By removing Mr. Lal, who has been Chief
Minister for around nine and a half years, the BJP
also hopes to combat the ‘anti-incumbency fac-
tor’ ahead of the elections in 2024, for the Lok
Sabha �rst, and for the Assembly later. With the
appointment of Mr. Saini, a Member of Parlia-
ment from Kurukshetra and the BJP’s Haryana
State president, the party is also aiming to streng-
then its political base in districts of north Harya-
na, where non-Jats have relatively more
in�uence.

Haryana saw a violent stir for quotas for Jats in
the year 2016, which pitted the community
against the rest, and its impact is still felt in the
politics of the State. Around 36 castes make up
the State’s social mosaic, and Sainis, Banias,
Brahmins, Yadavs, and Punjabis, among others,
tend to band together in opposition to the party
that is aligned with the Jat interests at any given
point. Jats form about 25% of the population and
the JJP, which is the breakaway out�t of Indian
National Lok Dal (INLD), has emerged as the
primary platform of the community which also
has sway in the Congress in the State. The JJP
fought the 2019 Assembly election on an anti-BJP
plank, but after the BJP failed to get the majority
in the 90-member Haryana Assembly, the BJP
and JJP forged an alliance of convenience to form
a government. The BJP had won 40 seats in the
Assembly polls while the JJP had 10 MLAs in its
kitty. The JJP has the numbers now even after the
collapse of the alliance. Despite the party’s claim
of con�dence, abrupt moves in Haryana show
that the BJP has reasons to worry ahead of the
Lok Sabha election. Pre-poll alliances need ideo-
logical a�nities and aligned values unlike post-
poll relationships that can run, in the short term,
solely on the desire to share the spoils of political
o�ce. 

Inevitable collapse 
By calling o� their alliance, BJP and JJP

have sought to appease their base  

W
ith the exit of Nikki Haley, former Go-
vernor of South Carolina, from the
U.S. Republican nomination race for

the 2024 presidential election, the country is
now set to witness a rematch of the 2020 contest
between the incumbent, President Joe Biden,
and his challenger, former President Donald
Trump. It is hardly a surprise that the contest has
reverted to this match-up yet again, given that
they are the only two leaders who have made the
cut as viable candidates for their respective par-
ties over the many months on the campaign trail.
On the Republican side, Ms. Haley likely re�ected
the hopes of some among those who stood for
the conservative values of the Republican Party
mainstream, which is facing an unprecedented
challenge from Mr. Trump and his nativist-popu-
list style of politics. Nevertheless, voters at the
primaries and caucuses clearly leaned towards
Mr. Trump, perhaps under the assumption that
he had left behind, at the end of his term in the
Oval O�ce, an un�nished political agenda to
Make America Great Again. On the Democratic
side, at 81 years of age, it is Mr. Biden’s ability to
yet again live up to the rigours of being in o�ce
that remains a question mark, even among the
party faithful. Yet more worrying from the per-
spective of the long-term prospects of the Demo-
cratic Party is the fact is that there has been no
other leader from among their ranks with the na-
tional stature and su�cient charisma to navigate
the party through an election in which they are
challenged by the likes of Mr. Trump.

While polls have given Mr. Trump a robust
lead over Mr. Biden, at this stage in the election
cycle, the outcome of the political clash between
the two men will depend on factors such as voter
turnout, the preferences of independent voters
in swing States, and the impact that the many le-
gal cases against Mr. Trump could have on his
ability to campaign and persuade voters that he is
a victim of a conspiracy by the Democrats. The
absence of alternative leadership in both parties
beyond the two current contestants suggests that
politics in America has not moved past pre-exist-
ing conditions of partisan deadlock, even though
it is abundantly clear that business-as-usual polit-
ics does not serve the U.S.’s national interest. The
best that the country could hope for in the next
election cycle, perhaps, is for alternative voices
within both parties to articulate a new vision un-
dergirding the American Dream, a brand of lea-
dership that embraces the new paradigm of na-
tional and global politics today.

Square one 
Both Republicans and Democrats need

alternative voices to articulate vision  

U
ntil a few years ago, the Ministry of
Electronics and Information
Technology (MEITY/MeitY) was called
the Department of Electronics and IT,

or DEITY. The abbreviation often led to its
overzealous and early attempts to censor the
Internet, or regulate technology, open to ridicule.
Underlying it is the comic act of government
departments that demand divine obedience but
do their work with clumsy incompetence. This
very avatar was adopted on March 1, 2024, when
MEITY issued an advisory to several large
platforms for the regulation of generative
Arti�cial Intelligence (AI). It was immediately
criticised by both a cross-section of experts in
regulation and AI and even the more reticent
start-up founders.

An ambiguous stance on legal status
The crux of the issue lies in understanding the
legal basis of the government’s text. The term
“advisory” lacks de�nition under the principal
legislation empowering MEITY, and the
Information Technology Act, 2000 (IT Act).
Unlike regulatory bodies such as the Securities
and Exchange Board of India, MEITY has no
residual powers. But still, it has regularly issued
advisories at least since March 2020, with four
published on its website until June 2022 and none
thereafter. These advisories, aimed at “all social
media platforms”, demand vague censorship
without citing any legal authority. Contrary to
optimistic interpretations, these advisories are
more than mere suggestions. One is even titled
“notice”, indicating MEITY’s ambiguous stance
on the legal status of these advisories. They imply
compliance without stating clear penalties. In a
weak rule of a country like ours it is common
sense for citizens and corporations to perform a
compliance charade after an unreasonable
demand rather than asking for the o�cial’s
rulebook. Hence, these vague advisories are an
o�er you cannot refuse.

The recent advisory on AI, dated March 1,
2024, marks an escalation following earlier
advisories on generative AI (November 7, 2023,
and December 23, 2023). Each one of them,
triggered by mercurial policymaking, is made at a
frantic pace to serve a media cycle rather than be
an exercise in sober assessment. In November,
the Rashmika Mandanna deepfake video went
viral. In December the Prime Minister issued a
public warning to “...be very careful before

believing the authenticity of a video or an image”.
And in February, a Twitter/X user posted a
screenshot of Google’s AI response to the
question, “Is Modi a fascist?”. MEITY shortly
afterwards issued an advisory on each of these
occasions. The other common link between all
three advisories is the opportunistic transparency
adopted by MEITY. Here, their full text has been
withheld, with only a press release for the two
issued last year. In addition to the press release,
there are extensive social media posts and press
interviews by the Minister for State, Rajeev
Chandrasekhar. These reports show that the
November advisory cited social media platforms’
censorship obligations under the IT Rules, 2021.
The December advisory reminded platforms to
educate users about Indian law under the IT
Rules, 2021. In many ways, these were
meaningless other than being o�cial coercion for
social media companies to perform more
proactive censorship.

The March 1, 2024 advisory is a divergence, as
Meghna Bal from Esya Center notes, by
introducing an illegal AI governance model that
requires licensing of AI models. On this, only
Minister Chandrasekhar’s press interviews and
Twitter/X feed have been the o�cial sources of
information. Further, only some Twitter users
have published the advisory, indicating selective
distribution to media and private �rms.

‘Unde�ned’ terms
This advisory vaguely directs compliance for AI
models, including bias prevention and a licensing
regime for “under testing” or “unreliable” AI.
These terms escape de�nition under the IT Act,
the IT Rules or even the advisory itself. Glaring
errors and phrases such as “Indian internet”
increase uncertainty.

When many of these issues were highlighted,
the Minister’s response was to provide direct
interpretation on Twitter/X. On March 4 at 11:43
a.m. he claimed that the advisory “needs to be
understood” and abruptly exempted “startups”.
Uncertainty was only compounded as none of the
terms in his tweet was de�ned.

Facing growing online criticism and ridicule,
the Minister issued his second clari�cation on
Twitter/X at 2:32 p.m., addressing “noise and
confusion being created, many by people who
shd know better”. This sentence ended with an
emoji of a man shrugging his shoulders. But there
were signs of a climbdown: “Advisory was simply

that — advise”. The Minister avoided any
comment on the licensing requirement that goes
far beyond the dictionary meaning of “advice”.

Deliberation is old-fashioned now
Dismissing this as just another example of
bureaucratic red tape only understates the
problem with MEITY’s “advisory regulation”.
Technology regulation in India is advancing
under questionable legality. The IT Rules, 2021
that were initially intended to regulate
user-generated content, have expanded into the
“everything law”, as highlighted in the article,
“India’s juggernaut of censorship” (The Hindu,
January 26, 2023). Its overreach encompasses
digital news, video streaming, and online gaming,
prompting many High Courts to question its
constitutionality.

The practice of issuing advisories without
amendments to the IT Rules, but merely making
reference to them, represents a further decline in
administrative standards. Worse, advisories are
subsequently modi�ed on social media posts
without any o�cial documentation. This
demonstrates how technology policy is
increasingly driven by an in�uencer culture that
masquerades short-term ministerial visibility as
public interest. Policy decisions are swayed by
press coverage and social media metrics rather
than the ‘dull and deliberative’ processes of
working groups and stakeholder consultations.
All of this is rarely put to question and has
increased administrative arrogance as a response
to government bu�oonery.

This was not always the case. As Amber Sinha
wrote in Tech Policy Press in 2014, the
government quickly retracted a Draft Encryption
Policy after online backlash. The times have
changed as the recent AI advisory maintains its
validity with a muscular if not bungling
ministerial defence. Even expert and technical
commentary is self censored. Gone are the
vibrant and combative challenges that used
humour and directed sharp criticism at the
highest o�cers of the Union Government.
Developments now signal an environmental
change in which there is a greater risk of
consequences in questioning policies of digital
authoritarianism. The options for us are to pray,
be polite and hope for good sense to prevail for
there is little else to do. For today, despite an
illegal and embarrassing AI advisory, MEITY
seems more like a deity.

In issuing AI advisory, MEITY becomes a deity 

Apar Gupta 

is an advocate based
in New Delhi

There has been
a policy �ip-�op
on an ‘illegal’
MEITY advisory
on Arti�cial
Intelligence, but
it refuses to
admit 
its mistake

I
n an age where connectivity projects,
mega-highways and smart cities are in
currency worldwide, Bhutan’s plans for a

regional economic hub at Gelephu, a town
bordering Assam in India, are high on Bhutan
Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay’s agenda in Delhi
this week in talks with the government in Delhi
and India Inc. in Mumbai. The plan, launched by
Bhutan’s King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck
in December 2023, is to build a “Gelephu
Mindfulness City” (GMC) with a unique
Bhutanese architectural blueprint across 1,000
square kilometres, as a special administrative
zone with separate, investor-friendly laws.

As a carbon-neutral city, Gelephu would
include only non-polluting industries (mainly IT,
education, hotel and hospital sectors), and would
be promoted as an investment destination and
health and wellness hub in the middle of the
region. In that sense the city is more like newer
global peers — planned cities such as Saudi
Arabia’s Neom and Indonesia’s Nusantara than
�nancial hubs with glass-cased skyscrapers such
as Dubai, Hong Kong and Singapore. It would also
lie at the crossroads of India’s “Act East” plans for
connectivity to Myanmar, and on to Association
of Southeast Asian Nations and the Indo-Paci�c
region as well as the new India-Japan connectivity
plans between India’s north-eastern States
through Bangladesh to the Bay of Bengal and
Indian Ocean. At the 7th Indian Ocean
Conference 2024 in Perth in February, External
A�airs Minister highlighted the “need for lateral
land-based connectivity across the Indian Ocean
region,... essential to supplement and
complement the maritime �ows” through
“initiatives like the IMEC [India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corridor] to India’s West
and the Trilateral Highway to India’s East”.

Despite the lofty ambitions, the Gelephu
gambit will require a major leap of faith from
India. To begin with, the geography of Gelephu, a
rare broad plain in an otherwise mountainous
country, poses challenges. With warmer
temperatures than in the mountains, Gelephu
gets high amounts of rainfall during a monsoon
season that lasts several months, leading to
considerable �ooding each year. The surrounding
forests and wildlife populations place Gelephu
right in the middle of elephant corridors.
Insurgencies in Assam and the northeastern
States and just across the Indian border in
Myanmar have been an area of great concern in
the past, leading to a major military operation
(Operation All Clear) by Bhutan’s former (Fourth)

king in 2003, working with the Indian Army to
drive out militant groups sheltering in the area.
As Gelephu is landlocked, it is dependent on
other countries, primarily India, to provide the
infrastructure for trade and transport out of the
special administrative region.

A necessity for Bhutan
For Bhutan, the Gelephu project is necessitated
by its economic challenges. Apart from
hydropower, tourism is Bhutan’s mainstay, but
the kingdom has always discouraged mass
tourism, preferring instead a “high value, low
volume” motto to ensure sustainability. However,
if Bhutan wants to increase these revenues, it
must scale up its capacity to take in more tourists
and visitors and land bigger planes, which need a
much larger airport than the present one in the
narrow Paro valley. 

The �rst part of the Gelephu project involves
scaling up the Gelephu airport and tarmac to
international standards, which will need
�nancing and expertise from India. The growing
“outmigration” of Bhutanese youth in search of
jobs abroad is another challenge, and the
government hopes a mega project such as
Gelephu will stem that. Finally, there is Bhutan’s
most pressing geopolitical concern: pressure
from its northern neighbour China to conclude a
boundary resolution deal and to establish
diplomatic ties. Far away to the south, Gelephu
o�ers Bhutan a way to open itself up in a
controlled manner to the rest of the world, while
also continuing negotiations with Beijing for a
stable border.

For India too, the worry of Bhutan — its only
direct neighbour not currently in Beijing’s orbit —
broadening its ties with China should keep it
focussed on the Gelephu project. India and
Bhutan have thus far built an idyllic relationship,
based on a strong understanding between every
Bhutan’s king and Indian Prime Minister over the
past 75 years. Bhutan’s requests have seldom ever
been rejected, and India is the leading source of
investments in Bhutan, comprising 50% of its
total foreign direct investment. New Delhi would
also be wary of “missing an opportunity” of the
kind seen in Sri Lanka’s Hambantota a decade
ago, which sent the close neighbour to China,
caused unsustainable debt and is a project that
risks becoming a “white elephant”. When it
comes to investment in infrastructure, Gelephu’s
needs will dovetail with New Delhi’s own plans
for the region: railway lines right up to the border
with Bhutan; better roads to feed into the

trilateral highway to Myanmar and South East
Asia; cooperation with Japan to coordinate roads
and bridges construction in Bangladesh in order
to access Chattogram and Mongla ports; and
upgrading border posts with all three land
neighbours to allow e�cient trade. In addition to
climate-friendly solar and wind power generation
projects, India’s plans for a South Asian power
grid that would draw electricity from Nepal and
Bhutan, with supply to Bangladesh and Sri Lanka
would lend itself to more consistent power
supplies needed for Gelephu.

Gelephu faces immense challenges, but New
Delhi’s other grand plans for connectivity
confront challenges too. The International
North-South Transport Corridor (through
Iran-Russia via Chabahar to Central Asia) faces
western sanctions), and the IMEC (through the
United Arab Emirates-Saudia Arabia-Greece), and
I2U2 initiative (Israel-India-UAE-U.S.) are
challenged by Israel’s bombardment of Gaza and
Houthi attacks in the Red Sea. Meanwhile, nearly
a decade of deteriorating ties with Pakistan have
seen the Narendra Modi government virtually cut
o� any plans for land connectivity over India’s
western border.

It can recast ties
Obviously, the conditions for a mega-smart city
with no immediate returns from the investment
envisioned for the GMC, are not optimal at
present. However, as the global setting grows
more polarised and countries increasingly opt for
“tribal” foreign policies that draw more from
traditional allies in their respective
neighbourhoods, India too must �nd its tribe in
South Asia: a region that shares language, faith,
culture, geography and climate. The goodwill
generated by India’s generous support to Sri
Lanka during its economic crisis and steadfast
relationship with Bangladesh can be multiplied
by similar forays in other directions, such as
helping Nepal defray the costs of its new airports
by allowing over�ight rights, continuing the
projects committed to the Maldives despite recent
setbacks in ties, and even considering a new
chapter with Pakistan, amidst all its other
political and economic turmoil. To that end, the
Gelephu project o�ers a chance for the region to
conjure an imagination beyond the problematic
present — one that is a huge gamble for Bhutan,
but also a potential gamechanger for the region,
with help from India.

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in

Bhutan’s opening move, its Gelephu gambit 

Suhasini Haidar

The mega
project is a huge
gamble for
Bhutan but can
be a
gamechanger
for the region,
with help 
from India

Democracy’s course
Political adventurism and
its relentless onslaught on
democratic principles,
continue to ensure a
precarious perch for
democracy in India, on the
three-legged stool of the
legislature, the executive
and the judiciary. The

The problem is not a
resource-based concern,
but an issue emerging out
of poor policy
implementation. 
Water governance in the
State and Bengaluru must
be examined as a whole.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

Bengaluru waiting with pots
for water, paints a grim
picture of the crisis. 

Parched Bengaluru
The front-page photograph
(March 14), of people in

Chief Election
Commissioner to publish
details of poll bonds ‘in
time’. Whether an informed
perspective on transparency
and accountability
influences the electorate is
a hazardous guess.

Anthony Joseph,
New Delhi

onerous task of propping up
democracy in the world’s
most populous democracy
is hardly the sole
responsibility of the
judiciary. Deeming political
funding through electoral
bonds as ‘unconstitutional’
by the judiciary led to the
subsequent avowal by the
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ITI Aayog B.V.R. Subrahmanyam
recently claimed that less than 5% of
Indians now live below the poverty
line. He made the claim based on the

�ndings of the Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey (HCES), 2022-23. Mr.
Subrahmanyam argued that the average
consumption expenditure in the bottom 5% of
India’s population, as estimated by the survey, is
about the same as the poverty line in India,
suggesting that the poverty rate in India is
somewhere in the range of 0 to 5%. Has poverty
really dropped to 5% in India? Surjit Bhalla and
Jayati Ghosh discuss the question in a
conversation moderated by Prashanth
Perumal J. Edited excerpts:

The claim is that less than 5% of Indians live
below the poverty line. Can you explain how
the poverty line is de�ned in India? Does the
poverty line need to be raised?

Surjit Bhalla: We are talking about the change
in the level of poverty. In 2011-12, the poverty
level in India, based on the same poverty line (as
of today), was 12.5%. Now it’s down to 5%. If you
apply the poverty line, which is today close to
₹1,500 in rural areas and ₹1,800 in urban areas
according to the Tendulkar poverty line, you get
something close to a poverty level of 2%.
Therefore, we have moved from something like
12.5% in 2011-12 to 2% in 2022-23 and that
de�nitely suggests that the poverty line needs to
be raised around the world. Extreme poverty is
what has been eliminated. We have made good
progress, but we have to raise the poverty line. If
we apply the World Bank’s lower-
middle-income line to calculate poverty, we get
a poverty level of something like 25% in rural
areas and 11% in urban areas, which gives you a
poverty rate of 21%. So, there is no question that
the poverty line needs to be raised.

Jayati Ghosh: Whatever is being used as the
poverty line today is inadequate. But I want to
highlight a couple of things. First, o�cially,
there is no declared income poverty line right
now. What Surjit is using is the Tendulkar line
adjusted for consumer price in�ation and the
World Bank’s purchasing power poverty line of
$2.15 a day, both of which would give you less
than 5% extreme poverty or extreme destitution.
However, there is a problem. The Tendulkar line
itself was not really conceptually based on
anything. It broke away from the idea that you
need a certain minimum calorie requirement to
be ful�lled and therefore households that spend
at least that much on calories would be above
the line. So, we don’t actually have a poverty

line in India. The government has not
announced any clear poverty line. Also, we have
to be careful when comparing this survey over
time because the o�cial report makes it explicit
that this is not comparable with earlier surveys.

The survey says consumption expenditure
has gone up about 2.5 times since 2011-12, but
critics say income has not risen in tandem to
corroborate this claim. What explains the
gap?

SB: Well, that’s in nominal terms. Consumption
has gone up per capita by about 40% over the
last 11 years in real terms. So, I don’t see what
the problem with that is. There are other �gures
that corroborate the claim. Look at wages. The
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) provides
you with data on the wages of di�erent workers.
For agricultural workers, wages have gone up
3.2% per year since 2011, so real wages have
really gone up. Further, tax data show a
reasonably strong, robust growth since 2011 in
the wages of salaried workers. So, you have data
showing that incomes have gone up and
therefore consumption has gone up.

JG: It’s unfortunate that we have to keep
disagreeing even on data, but there are so many
di�erent studies that looked into real wage data
and show that real wages have grown by less
than 1% per annum since 2017. And they have
fallen for construction workers. What’s more
important is that the increase in employment
that has been celebrated in the latest PLFS in
2022-23 doesn’t actually exist because it’s
generally due to the dramatic increase in unpaid
family helpers. That is, people who work in
family enterprises in unpaid forms. At the
moment, the PLFS shows us that 37.5% of
women workers are unpaid, which is an
increase from 32% in 2011-12 and 2017-18. If you
look at only the paid employment rate (that is, of

people who are working and getting paid for
their work), it’s only 48% for men and 13% for
women. So, we really do not have any
indications that real wage incomes are growing
for most working families.

The National Sample Survey Organisation is
showing us that real consumption grew at
around 3% per annum. Yes, but what’s really
happening here is a dramatically increased
consumption of the top 10 to 15%, and this is
widely documented. The fact is that whatever
consumption we have is driven by the upper
deciles. We also have many other indicators, like
the demand for mass consumption goods and
fast-moving consumer goods; they are hardly
increasing. There is stagnation in demand for
two-wheelers; sales are less than they were
pre-demonetisation (pre-November 2016).

GDP growth is now driven by capital
expenditure, largely public capital expenditure,
because we really haven’t seen the same revival
in private investment, largely because mass
consumption demand is stagnant.

What do you have to say in response to the
arguments made by critics about the
unreliability of the government’s data?

SB: We need a larger discussion about the
quality of private sector data. I’m particularly
concerned about data from the CMIE (Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy) which show that
female labour force participation rate in India is
lower than that in Yemen and Iraq. This implies
that only 9% of women are working in India.
Second, regarding government data, we know
that the 2017-18 consumer expenditure survey
data were not released because of bad quality.
The government should have released that data,
but it doesn’t negate the fact that that data was
of awful quality. The point is that the data
o�ered by the private sector is perhaps much
worse than government data.

JG: I don’t agree because numbers in India now
are politicised like never before. The consumer
expenditure survey of 2017-18 was scrapped
apparently because it was of poor quality, but
we need to have the survey results and see what
exactly was wrong. But look at the way the PLFS
was not even released until after the 2019 Lok
Sabha elections. Look at the attack [last year] on
the head of the agency [the International

Institute for Population Sciences] that provides
guidance for the National Family Health Survey
because the survey came out with results on
open defecation, etc. that were not to the liking
of the government. Look at the suppression of
many audit reports like the Clean Ganga
mission. Look at the fact that we haven’t even
had a Census yet, four years after we are
supposed to have started this process. Look at
selective publication of partial reports that do
not provide all the usual details, whether it was
the Economic Survey before the Vote on
Account this year, which came out more like a
propaganda sheet than an actual Economic
Survey, or even this particular consumption
report which does not give us su�cient details.
This is something of deep importance because
we had one of the best statistical systems in the
world for a low- to middle-income country, and
for this to be destroyed in a very blatantly
politicised way is a serious problem.

NITI Aayog’s CEO argues that more people
are spending on items beyond just basic food
stu� like cereals. Isn’t this a sign of economic
progress?

JG: Absolutely. But this has to happen with an
increase in income, right? This is not a surprise
and it certainly is valid. It’s also true that as
there is much more mechanisation, much less
walking etc., you need to eat less cereals and
you should have a much more balanced and
nutritious diet. But you know there’s a new
United Nations report that just came out and it
says 74% of the Indian population cannot a�ord
the minimum nutritious diet prescribed by the
FAO (Food and Agricultural Organization) for
South Asia. So, we are still very far behind.

SB: In the 1980s, we all thought calories were an
important indicator of poverty. A survey in the
U.S. at that time said that 80% of American
women were malnourished according to caloric
consumption standards. Thankfully the World
Bank has changed and got to an absolute income
level by which to de�ne poverty.

JG: Nutrition is a critical part of well-being. The
indicator that is produced by 12 UN agencies put
together does not rely on only calorie
consumption. It is a much more sophisticated
indicator and it’s on that basis that they have
realised that 3/4th of the Indian population
cannot a�ord the minimum nutritious diet.

Has poverty really dropped to 5% in India? 

Farmers near Raipur, Chhattisgarh. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA 
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We really do not have any indications that
real wage incomes are growing for most
working families
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Newly commissioned O�icer Cadets at the O�icers Training Academy in Chennai. Cadets who graduated included those from three African countries. The foreign cadets will go

on to join the armies of their respective countries now. Velankanni Raj B.

Embarking on a new journey

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

New Delhi, March 14: Mr. A.K. Kisku, Union
Deputy Minister for Health, said to-day that
Coca Cola was neither detrimental to human
health nor did it impair appetite. 

Intervening in the debate on the expansion
of the Coca Cola Export Corporation’s
activities in India and facilities extended to it

by the Government, Mr. Kisku said he was
quoting from the latest report of the National
Institute of Nutrition. The discussion was
raised by Mr. Jyotirmoy Basu (CPM). 

Mr. Kisku who intervened at the fag end of
the discussion was interrupted by Mr Basu,
who alleged that the report of the Nutrition
Institute about Coca Cola had been changed.
“Now they have managed to change the
report,” Mr. Basu shouted. 

Earlier, initiating the debate, Mr. Basu had
quoted from a report of the same Institute to
support his assertion that Coca Cola was
injurious to health. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MARCH 15, 1974

“Coca Cola not detrimental to
health” 

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

London, March 14: The Commons to-day by 211
votes to 129 rejected the second reading of the
Trade Union Act 1913 Amendment Bill, providing
that when a trade union passed a resolution in
favour of political objects shall indicate their
desire in writing and shall not as heretofore be
automatically included as supporters unless
they contracted out. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MARCH 15, 1924

Rejected by 
Commons 

W
inston Churchill could not
have imagined how prescient
his words would be; how de-

cades after he uttered them, they would
be truer than they ever were. “A lie gets
half way around the world before truth
gets a chance to put its pants on,” he once
said. This is equally true of rumours too.

Kate-gate, as the infamous doctored
photo incident might well be called, has a
voyeuristic world in its hold. An image of
the Princess of Wales, Kate Middleton,
posing with her three children, her arms
wrapped around two of them, released
by Buckingham Palace on the occasion of
Mother’s Day, was in the news for all the
wrong reasons. The media discovered
that the image had been manipulated and
spent time and energy speculating about
it. Rumours swirled at greater speed after
Kate herself admitted that she had edited
the photo. The memes and updates fed
the relentless interest of the world, as the
‘non story’ travelled everywhere.

Across the world, journalists battle
with the ability of rumours to capture the
imagination and attention of the public.
Sometimes, this support from the public
o�ers a bulwark of resistance against
truth itself, making the job of countering
rumours with facts burdensome.

In the Indian subcontinent, it has be-
come common for rumours to gather
moss until rigorous fact-checks lead peo-
ple to sometimes delete their posts. But
rumours are most resilient; they keep
cropping up. It is true that some may not
be very harmful — for instance, old videos
of heavy rainfall often circulate repeated-
ly, much like boot cuts become fashiona-
ble every few years. But others are more
signi�cant and impact the life of the per-
son/persons involved. All of them,
though, are gloriously at odds, in varying
degrees, with the facts of the case.

It is not that easy to prove that someth-
ing does not exist. This makes a journalist
run around in circles to look for evidence
that something has not happened.
Among journalists who have done this,

the worst job is to con�rm that some one
is not yet dead. A well-known example is
the recent declaration by a fake account
on social media that Nobel Laureate
Amartya Sen was no more. Telugu �lm
star Sarath Babu, too, su�ered a hasty
end at the hands of social media, while he
was ailing. Journalists who constantly
and compulsively trawl social media
probably caught this rumour earlier than
the families, and the scramble began to
“break the news”. But how do you de-
cently ask someone if they are alive? Or
for that matter, ask them if their mother,
spouse or children are alive? We journal-
ists hem and haw. Sometimes we may al-
so come across as slow-witted to the peo-
ple to whom we say, “I hope all is well.
Just calling to check.”

The lack of access to the truth is frus-
trating. Some of the toughest things to
con�rm are facts about the hospitalisa-
tion of celebrities or political leaders. Un-
like parts of the West, where a culture of
voluntary disclosure of information by
the managers of celebrities is common,
in India, you hear only what the celebri-
ty’s family or coterie want you to hear.
Even those in the know are probably
barred from speaking. Fair enough, but it
only creates an atmosphere where ru-
mours not only germinate but also thrive.

The case of former Tamil Nadu Chief
Minister Jayalalithaa, who spent months
at a private hospital before she passed
away, was one such instance. A Tamil
news channel announced one night that
she had died, but there was nothing o�-
cial to con�rm this — neither a bulletin
nor an o�cial release from the govern-
ment that she was technically still head-
ing. The short period that followed that
“news break” might best be slotted in the
‘berserk phase’ of every journalist’s life.
It turned out, of course, that the channel
had jumped the gun. In this age where
there is a burning desire to break news,
even if tragic, without con�rmation,
there is no peace, neither for journalists
nor the people involved.

ramya.kannan@thehindu.co.in
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The Global Biofuel Allian-
ce, announced at the
G20 summit on 9 Sep-
tember 2023 in New

Delhi, has the potential to gener-
ate opportunities worth billions
of US dollars in the coming
years. The global ethanol market
was valued at $99.06 billion in
2022 and is predicted to grow at
a CAGR of 5.1 per cent by 2032,
surpassing $162.12 billion by
2032. According to the Interna-
tional Energy Agency (IEA), there
is a 3.5-5x biofuels growth
potential by 2050 due to Net
Zero targets, creating a signifi-
cant opportunity for India.

Sustainable Biomass in
many varieties, with its vast in-
digenous yearly availability, will
lead to the indigenous produc-
tion of enough biofuel energy,
supporting additional revenues
for agricultural growth, environ-
mental sustainability, pollution
abatement, and financial secu-
rity supplementing and slowly
replacing fossil fuels. Technolog-
ical cooperation must be made
within G20 partners for the suc-
cess of the Biofuel Alliance.

India proposed collabora-
tion on biofuels within the Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework
(IPEF) to ensure energy securi-
ty, affordability, and accessibility
through sustainable biofuels.
This IPEF was launched jointly
by the US and other partner co-
untries in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion, including Japan, Australia,
and seven Asian members.

India also emphasized tech-
nology transfer through joint
ventures in the clean energy pil-
lar. This proposal was support-
ed by the G20 countries and 12
global organisations, including
the World Bank, Asian Develop-
ment Bank, International Energy
Agency, International Energy
Forum and others. This will help
G20 nations reduce their depen-
dence on fossil fuels; their over-
all imports of fossil fuels can be
reduced by billions of US dollar
within the next 3-5 years, help-
ing them meet sustainable de-
velopment and carbon emission
reduction goals.

Biogas can generate an op-
portunity of 200 billion, consid-
ering the least investment req-
uired, compared to other ener-
gy generation options and easy
availability of raw-materials. Bio
energy/ Biogas in principle, has
the potential to replace fossil

fuels completely, especially to
decarbonize the transport sec-
tor. This initiative will also align
with India’s ambitious goal of
achieving Net Zero by 2070.

Bioenergy stands as a piv-
otal force in India's pursuit of
sustainable development, offer-
ing multifaceted benefits beyond
energy production, contributing
to the circular economy, and
promoting an environmentally
conscious lifestyle
(LiFE). In addition,
it unlocks carbon
credit potential
and drives decar-
bonization efforts,
making a signifi-
cant contribution
to achieving Natio-
nally Determined
Contributions
(NDCs) for emis-
sion reductions.
This aligns with cli-
mate goals, en-
abling India to
make tangible stri-
des in mitigating
climate change im-
pacts globally.

The governm-
ent has undertak-
en important ini-
tiatives such as the
National Bioenergy Programme,
SAMARTH Scheme, and SATAT
(Efficient Bioenergy technolo-
gies), among others.

Augmenting Farmers’ Live-
lihoods: Farmers, being the
backbone of societies, are bene-
fitted by agricultural growth.
Bioenergy initiatives offer farm-
ers a pathway towards enhanced
livelihoods by providing oppor-
tunities for additional income
streams. Through the cultivation
of biomass feedstock such as
agricultural residues, energy and
protein rich crops, and organic
waste, farmers can diversify their
revenue sources while con-
tributing to the renewable ener-
gy sector.

Moreover, the establishm-
ent of bioenergy facilities in rural
areas stimulates local em-
ployment and entrepreneurship,
thereby uplifting rural commu-
nities by reducing migration to
large cities and thus augmenting
their standard of living.

Enhancing Energy Security:
Substantial and ever growing
crude oil imports contribute to
major dependency and cause a
drain on India’s dollar

resources. A paradigm shift that
sees Biomass as the new crude
oil is needed as Bioenergy serves
as the cornerstone of fortifying
India’s energy security by reduc-
ing reliance on fossil fuel
imports and broadening the
energy portfolio. As a locally
sourced renewable resource,
bioenergy mitigates vulnerabili-
ties linked to geopolitical ten-
sions and fluctuating global

energy markets as
well as the vicissit-
udes of the oil car-
tel. Additionally,
decentralized bio-
energy facilities
enable communi-
ties to tap into loc-
al resources, stren-
gthening energy
resilience at the gr-
assroots level. The-
re is a need to set
up Bio Compress-
ed Plants and wor-
ld-class-sized bio-
refineries in alm-
ost all states in In-
dia. India needs
ethanol for the E20
and E30 target.
Ethanol blend to
partly decarbonize
diesel is also being

adopted, creating a sizable addi-
tional demand. Ethanol is also
the basic and main feedstock for
SAF and renewable diesel via
ATJ pathway. There is scope for
over 50 large bio-refineries
(1000-1500 KLPD standard size
in the USA and EU) to reach the
E30 programme and meeting
diesel and SAF demand. To
reach the Government’s target
of E30 by 2030, we would need
18 million tons of ethanol for
blending in gasoline and more
ethanol if 5 per cent blending in
diesel and SAF production is
adopted. The current pro-
duction is around 4 million tons,
leaving a wide gap. India’s gaso-
line consumption would reach
60 million tons/year by 2030.
Biofuels alone will not replace
other energy sources but will
have a major role. Being high-
octane and clean burning, they
would cut down PM2.5 emissi-
ons and pollution in India’s ma-
jor cities by making gasoline and
diesel more clean burning.

Over 800 biomass power
projects have been installed with
a combined capacity of 10,632
MW for power generation and

140 tons/day for compressed
biogas production. The country
is also developing a market for
bio-products like biomass pel-
lets. Government initiatives, with
a mandate for a minimum 5 per
cent utilization of biomass in
thermal power plants, and the
STAT scheme, which promotes
the use of CBG in transportation,
along with amendments to the
National Policy on Biofuels in
2018, contribute to this growth.

The national policy on bio-
fuels now allows a wider range
of feedstock for biofuel produc-
tion with immediate aims for a
20 per cent blending of ethanol
in petrol by 2025-26. The 2023
Indian budget proposed the
establishment of 500 new waste-
to-wealth plants under the Gov-
erdhan Scheme, including 200
CBG plants. The focus is on div-
ersifying to advance feedstock to
minimize land use for price and
other environmental factors.
Technologies like cellulosic
ethanol and biomass waste Fis-
cher-Tropsch are being devel-
oped to expand non-food crop
biofuel production.

But there are challenges.
G The government’s plan recog-
nizes feedstock availability as the
first challenge for ethanol-blend-
ed fuel. There is an urgent need
for second[1]generation feed-
stock from non-food sources,
such as cellulose. Also, the maize
route for ethanol production
needs to be accelerated.
G Bioenergy growth needs con-
sistent government policies.
G Only a few states in India, like
UP, Maharashtra, Karnataka,
Punjab, and Haryana, are major
agricultural producers. In view
of this, extensive infrastructure
is needed for the storage, trans-
portation, and distribution of
ethanol throughout the country.
G Modifying petrol pumps to use
E20 at all locations throughout
the country.

Bioenergy systems exempli-
fy circular economy principles
by efficiently utilizing organic
waste streams like agricultural
residues and forestry waste for
renewable energy production,
minimizing waste generation,
conserving resources, mitigating
pollution, and fostering sustain-
able production and consump-
tion patterns. Bioenergy emer-
ges as a transformative agent
poised to reshape India’s socio-
economic landscape.

China is now pursuing high-
quality development as oppo-
sed to high-speed, quantita-
tive growth. Its pursuit has

been boosted by “new quality produc-
tive forces” and new innovations. This
is not a bolt from the blue; instead, it
has been conditioned by internal and
external factors.

Internally, China is pursuing high-
quality, innovation-driven develop-
ment. From the 1980s to the 2010s,
China’s GDP grew at an average rate
of more than 9 percent per year, even
in double digits for some years. While
the development of China’s agricultur-
al and industrial sectors has reached
higher levels, the development of the
service sector has opened the door to
grander achievements.

Externally, global tensions have
motivated China to focus on high-qu-
ality development, particularly to bec-
ome self-reliant in key sectors and atta-
in strategic sovereignty. Since the Don-
ald Trump administration, the United
States, along with some other Western
economies, has used many strategies
to contain China. The strategies did not
change much even after Joe Biden be-
came US president. Other factors, too,
including economic and trade conse-
quences during the Covid-19 pandem-
ic, have impacted the Chinese econo-
my. All these issues prompted China to
take measures to better manage the ris-
ing risks and more forcefully pursue

high-quality development. From 2021
onwards, China has been implement-
ing the 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-25)
for Economic and Social Development
and Long-Range Objectives through
the Year 2035, which focuses on inno-
vation-driven development.

While the previous five-year plans
built the base, the 14th Five-Year Plan
has set eyes on new horizons, because
it is the first five-year plan after China
achieved the goal of building a mod-
erately prosperous society in all resp-
ects, which is usually translated as a
well-off society, by, among other thin-
gs, eradicating extreme poverty by the
end of 2020 and improving people’s
living standards. China is aware of the
importance of boosting domestic con-
sumption, and has taken measures to
that end in order to balance the dome-
stic and foreign aspects of developm-
ent. China, it seems, has linked sover-
eignty to technological independence
and self-reliance in key sectors. This
fact is incorporated in China’s concept
of ecological civilization following the
Paris Agreement.

China’s high-level opening-up and
mutually beneficial global cooperation
are based on three factors: high-quality
development of the new economy,
high-quality development of the Belt
and Road Initiative, and improvement
of the global economic governance sys-
tem. Of course, higher-quality, inno-
vation-driven development with new
quality productive forces requires imp-
rovement in research and development.
In fact, China has been trying to up-
grade its R&D sector since 2020 when
the Ministry of Science and Technology
and the Ministry of Education advoca-
ted a new research assessment appro-
ach, which would make it possible to
assess scientific work in a new way in
order to enrich people’s scientific spirit
with creativity.

While in the past, the focus was on
quantitative indicators of publishing
papers in journals, with China ranking
No 1 in contributing to international
scientific journals, now the aim is to
promote high-level research and make
qualitative global contributions.

High-quality papers published in
journals are part of China’s efforts to
facilitate innovation-driven developm-
ent, so as to create a bigger global im-
pact. Also part of the high-quality de-
velopment process are innovative re-
search, technological breakthroughs,
industrial upgrading and green trans-
formation.
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Green Sailing

In the wake of Prime Minister Narendra Modi's bold
pledge for India to achieve net-zero carbon emissi-
ons by 2070, the country is setting sail on a transfor-

mative journey toward green shipping. The recent anno-
uncement by the shipping secretary, T. K. Ramachan-
dran, signals a commitment to convert the entirety of
coastal and inland waterways transportation to renew-
able energy within the next five years. This ambitious
initiative not only resonates with the global push for
environmental sustainability but also signifies India's
determination to lead the charge in reducing the water-
way transport industry’s carbon footprint. As the world
grapples with climate change, the shipping sector has
emerged as a significant contributor to greenhouse gas
emissions, accounting for about 3 per cent of global
CO2 output. India’s commitment to achieving sustain-
ability in this domain not only aligns with broader inter-
national goals but also positions the nation as a key
player in addressing environmental challenges. The cur-
rent state of India's renewable energy adoption in major
ports, estimated at less than 10 per cent, underscores
the urgency of this green transition. However, the proac-
tive approach, including the addition of 5,000 new ves-
sels over the next decade and the launch of the first
Indian-made hydrogen-run ferry, showcases a clear
intent to accelerate the pace of change. Warship maker
Garden Reach Shipbuilders and Engineers’ plans to
develop green energy vessels utilising solar power and
batteries further exemplify the innovative spirit driving
this transformation. The introduction of the Maritime
Development Fund is a noteworthy stride in supporting
the industry’s shift towards sustainability. By fostering
the development of green vessels and ports, India aims
not only to reduce its carbon footprint but also to bolster
its shipping and inland water transport sector. This
strategic investment not only serves national interests
but also aligns with global initiatives to adhere to the
International Maritime Organisation’s target of reducing
overall greenhouse gas emissions from ships by 50 per
cent by 2050. A particularly promising aspect of India's
green shipping vision is the plan to establish green
hydrogen hubs at strategic ports like Kandla, Thoothu-
kudi, and Paradip. Green hydrogen, produced through
renewable energy sources, holds immense potential as a
clean fuel for the maritime industry. India's ambitious
target of producing 5 million metric tons of green hydro-
gen annually by 2030 signifies a broader commitment to
fostering a sustainable energy ecosystem. The envision-
ed shift to green shipping is not merely an environmen-
tal gesture but a strategic economic move. India, as
Asia's third-largest economy, recognises the importance
of fostering a sustainable and resilient shipping industry.
The Maritime Development Fund, coupled with the
deployment of green energy vessels, positions the coun-
try to become a hub for eco-friendly maritime activi-
ties. As the nation navigates these uncharted waters, it
sets a compelling example for others to follow. The jour-
ney towards green inland water transport is not just a
voyage for India but a collective endeavour towards a
cleaner, more sustainable maritime future.

Back to the wall

In the war-torn land of Ukraine, the grim reality of a
protracted and stagnant conflict comes to the fore-
front. Two years into Russia’s full-scale invasion, the

front lines have become entrenched, prompting specu-
lation about the effectiveness of Ukraine's resistance and
the geopolitical implications of a seemingly endless war.
In the early stages of the conflict, Ukraine, fuelled by
Western support and advanced weaponry, staged
impressive counter-offensives, liberating over half of the
territory seized by Russia since February 2022. However,
the tides have turned, and progress has ground to a halt.
The recent reshuffling of Ukraine’s armed forces leader-
ship speaks volumes about President Volodymyr Zelen-
skky’s frustration with the lack of momentum, hinting at
the internal challenges faced by the Ukrainian military. A
critical factor in this quagmire is the shifting dynamics of
international aid. Data from a German think-tank reveals
that European aid, although outpacing American assis-
tance in near-term delivery, falls short in supplying cru-
cial military equipment. The European Union's admis-
sion that only half of the promised 1 million artillery
shells will be delivered raises concerns about the bloc’s
commitment to Ukraine's defence. Meanwhile, Russia’s
growing advantage in artillery firepower, coupled with
the influx of ammunition from unexpected sources like
North Korea, tilts the balance in its favour. The war track-
er's depiction of heavy fighting along the eastern and
southern fronts, especially the capture of Avdiivka,
underscores the toll on Ukraine's forces. A major in
Ukraine’s armed forces admitted that with more equip-
ment and ammunition, the battle might have had a dif-
ferent outcome. This setback raises questions about
Ukraine's ability to hold its ground against an increas-
ingly formidable adversary. Despite these challenges,
Ukraine has found success at sea, inflicting significant
damage on Russia in the Black Sea. The destruction of 25
surface ships and one submarine, along with the sinking
of another valuable vessel, has established a strategic
corridor for essential exports. This maritime success
serves as a glimmer of hope, showcasing Ukraine’s
resilience and adaptability even in the face of adversity.
Economically, Ukraine's ability to maintain its grain and
other exports via this strategic corridor is commendable.
Exports of grain, oilseeds, and vegetable oils in January
exceeded levels from previous years, illustrating a degree
of economic buoyancy amid the chaos of war. However,
the underlying question remains. How long can Ukraine
sustain this economic momentum without substantial
territorial gains on land? The Ukraine-Russia war has
morphed into a complex and protracted conflict with
no immediate resolution in sight. While Ukraine's naval
successes and economic resilience are commendable,
the stalemate on the ground demands a re-evaluation of
international support. The wavering commitment of key
allies and the relentless advancement of Russia under-
score the urgency for a cohesive and robust strategy to
ensure Ukraine's territorial integrity and long-term sta-
bility. As the war inches into its third year, the world
watches a conflict that defies easy resolution.
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Bioenergy stands as a pivotal force in India's pursuit of sustainable development, offering

multifaceted benefits beyond energy production, contributing to the circular

economy, and promoting an environmentally conscious lifestyle (LiFE). In addition, it

unlocks carbon credit potential and drives decarbonisation efforts, making a

significant contribution to achieving Nationally Determined Contributions for emission

reductions. This aligns with climate goals, enabling India to make tangible strides in

mitigating climate change impacts globally
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SIR, Yesterday, 10 March, a ma-
mmoth rally was organised by the
ruling TMC at Brigade Parade
ground. 

From the previous evening,
buses went off the roads and
streets wore a deserted look. 

On the day of the rally, rick-
shaws, autos, buses and even
cabs were not seen on the road. 

Though it was a Sunday, 
people were seen waiting at 
bus stands for long periods. 

Only the metro plied nor-
mally and every rake was packed
to capacity. 

Rickshawallas, auto drivers,
hawkers and daily wage earners

are forced to attend these rallies
abandoning their duties. No
political party pays for their rev-
enue loss. 

On the other hand these
poor people belonging to the
unorganised sector have no paid
leave, no medical facility and
obviously no PF or ESI, leave
alone pension. 

Still they are made to join
processions, fill up the ground
and cheer for the political lead-
ers. In return, they get nothing. 

An almost similar picture is
observed during strikes called by
political parties. 

In the 34 years of Left mis-

rule, our state witnessed innum-
erable strikes. During such stri-
kes, small business establish-
ments and transport services
were shut down. 

In sheer frustration and
anguish, most of these people
have either migrated to other
states for better livelihood, or
have died in hunger or have
accepted such state sponsored
hooliganism. 

I would like to appeal to all
political parties through this
esteemed daily not to play with
the sentiments of people belong-
ing to the unorganised sector and
identify other ways to fulfill their
political agenda.

Yours, etc.,
Purushottam Chatterjee,

Kolkata, 11 March.
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