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L
ife Insurance Corporation (LIC) of India on Wednesday informed stock 

exchanges the Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) had given 

it a three-year extension to comply with the mandatory 10 per cent 

public-shareholding norm. It can now attain the mandatory 10 per cent 

public float by May 16, 2027. Firms with a market capitalisation above ~1 trillion 

are expected to attain 25 per cent public shareholding in five years. However, in 

the case of LIC, it has already been extended to 10 years. While the LIC stock 

reacted positively to the extension announcement, it should have been avoided. 

Such regulatory forbearance affects the credibility of institutions in the market 

One of the big weaknesses of the Indian policy establishment in the post-

reform period has been its inability to sustain even good initiatives. The disin-

vestment programme is one such example. The basic idea was stake sale or out-

right privatisation of public-sector enterprises (PSEs) would improve the 

performance of such entities and also help the government raise resources. The 

public-shareholding norms of Sebi were intended to increase the public float of 

listed companies to enable market liquidity and better price discovery. However, 

in the case of LIC both the principles of disinvestment and public shareholding 

have been diluted. LIC was listed two years ago in May 2022 with a public float 

of just 3.5 per cent. The government was expected to sell its stake subsequently 

to achieve the stated listing norms. However, it has not happened thus far. 

One reason for the government’s reluctance could be the performance of 

the LIC stock. After being issued at ~949, the share price slipped below ~540 in 

March 2023. Thus, a follow-on public offer would have fetched a much lower 

price. In fact, the stock price could have corrected further in anticipation of an 

increased supply of shares in the market. But this may also mean that the initial 

issue got more favourable pricing. Since the stock price recovered after the 

shock, the government could have sold its stake to comply with the public-

shareholding norms. Given the LIC’s full market capitalisation of over ~6 trillion, 

the government would have raised a significant amount to push its capital 

expenditure programme and reduce the fiscal deficit. But this was not done.  

However, irrespective of the price correction and possible political com-

pulsion, events like these set avoidable precedents. It is worth noting that LIC is 

not an isolated case. The market data shows that there are more than 20 listed 

entities, including public-sector banks, where the government shareholding is 

above 75 per cent. In fact, it is 90 per cent or more in 12 companies. From a 

purely economic standpoint, it is puzzling that when the government is running 

a high fiscal deficit and aims to boost capital expenditure, it is not enthusiastically 

pursuing disinvestment. Since stock markets have also been supportive in recent 

times, selling stakes in PSEs to just comply with public shareholding norms 

would have given the government a significant amount of resources. More 

importantly, it would have avoided the need to make exceptions for PSEs.

Rapid AI transition
ChatGPT’s new version raises old questions

N
early 18 months after OpenAI launched its artificial intelligence 

(AI) chatbot, ChatGPT, the Microsoft-backed company has launched 

its latest large language model (LLM) called GPT- 4 Omni or GPT- 

4o. In doing so, OpenAI reaffirms its dominant position globally 

in the AI space. However, other tech giants like Meta and Google are not far 

behind. Google, for example, has started powering its search engine with AI 

Overviews. The main point of departure between GPT- 4o and previous versions 

of ChatGPT lies in its ease of interaction. ChatGPT was primarily a text-based 

LLM interface where users could type text-based questions and wait for text-

based responses. Besides, ChatGPT - 4 was only available to paid subscribers. 

GPT- 4o, in contrast, is free, easier to use, and is able to mimic human interaction 

in real time. It is also a multimodal AI model — integrating audio, speech, 

vision, and text with minimal time lag, enabling verbal communications with 

a chatbot that convincingly speaks like a human. 

Further, it is capable of translating text, identifying emotion and tone in users’ 

speech, solving mathematical equations and much more, making it uncannily 

human-like. The latest technological development augurs well for both OpenAI 

and its investors like Microsoft. Currently valued at more than $80 billion, OpenAI’s 

valuation has tripled in less than 10 months. Even though AI-led disruption is 

already evident in labour markets across the world, it remains to be seen whether 

generative AI models and LLM interface adoption will have a net positive effect 

on labour market outcomes in the medium term. AI-induced automation not 

only promises higher productivity and standard of living, it evokes fear of job dis-

location, increasing unemployment, and deepening poverty. The impact of AI is 

also likely to differ significantly across countries. Developing countries like India, 

relying on labour-intensive employment, are expected to face less AI-led disruption. 

At the same time, they may find it difficult to catch up with early AI-driven pro-

ductivity gains, given their infrastructure deficit and lack of a skilled workforce. 

The 2024 Work Trend Index Annual Report, recently released by Microsoft and 

LinkedIn, reveals a striking increase in AI utilisation in the workplace globally, 

with its use nearly doubling in the past six months. Around 75 per cent of respon-

dents reported that AI performed most of the mundane tasks, thereby saving 

time, boosting creativity, and allowing them to focus on more important work. 

At the same time, concerns regarding the skills gap in terms of AI literacy, 

the possibility of occupational layoffs, inadequate resources for the reskilling 

and upskilling of workers, the spread of misinformation, algorithmic bias, and 

cybersecurity risks remain critical from a policy standpoint. The rapid pace of 

AI evolution can result in disruption at many levels. While firms and individuals 

are adopting AI at a rapid pace, the productivity boost could be at the cost of 

human employment, at least in the initial stage. It’s not clear at this stage how 

the policy establishment in India and around the world will deal with such 

potential challenges. But that’s not the only challenge. The creation and dis-

semination of information and opinions are evolving in ways that were not 

known until recently and will have far-reaching consequences. Therefore, 

given the backdrop, while India must actively pursue productivity gains, it’s 

vital for the policy establishment to remain vigilant.
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I
n an exchange filing recently, BSE  stated that the 
Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) has 
asked it to pay the regulatory fee on the annual 

turnover, considering the “notional value” in the case 
of options contracts. The communication from Sebi 
further advised BSE to pay this amount retrospec-
tively, i.e., from the financial year (FY) 2006-07, with 
15 per cent interest per annum. The amount is expect-
ed to be close to ~70 crore. Financial and fiscal experts 
find this odd and wrong. 

How does a regulator get resourced? One of the 
reasons why we have regulators is 
the desire to distance them from the 
fray of politics and the elected gov-
ernment. This domain autonomy, in 
turn, requires financial autonomy. 
Arm’s length regulators should not 
be dependent on the government for 
their spending, as this could under-
mine their independence. The reg-
ulator may feel pressured to align its 
decisions with the interests of the 
people controlling its purse strings. 
Even if the regulator maintains for-
mal independence in its decision-
making processes, financial depen-
dence can create a perception of bias 
in the eyes of stakeholders. One of 
the reasons to have an independent regulator is to 
persuade private investors that there is a predictable 
rule-of-law environment. Hence, it is essential to 
establish mechanisms that achieve adequate and 
secure funding for regulators. This has been done 
through the power to charge fees. 

The single big idea of public policy is that every 
power of a state organisation must be surrounded by 
an elaborate system of checks and balances. In India, 

regulators have had the power to impose fees without 
commensurate checks and balances. As a consequence, 
we have seen episodes of self-aggrandising behaviour. 
There is a propensity to levy high fees, support expan-
sive expenditure programmes, and amass pools of 
assets. The inexplicable events around the charges 
placed upon BSE are part of this larger pattern. 

As an example, in the last five financial years, Sebi 
has reported a large and growing surplus of income 
over expenditure (including capital expenditure). Of 
its total income of ~1,404 crore in 2022-23, around 86 

per cent was generated through the 
fees/subscriptions it charges from enti-
ties. It generated an income not only 
sufficient to perform and fulfil its reg-
ulatory duties but also large enough 
to be in surplus of more than ~500 crore 
in this FY. In fact, it ended the FY with 
a closing balance of ~4,508 crore. The 
surplus has been approximately ~484 
crore in FY22, ~158 crore in FY21, ~225 
crore in FY20, and ~471 crore in FY19. 
Sebi’s income and profits are now larg-
er than those of many financial firms. 

How can we do things better? What 
is the design to ensure autonomy with-
out empire building by regulators? 
1. Indian courts have repeatedly ruled 

on the distinction between taxes and fees levied by 
public authorities. A tax is a compulsory extraction of 
money by a public authority for public purposes 
enforceable by law, whereas fees are payment for ser-
vices rendered. In fees, there is an element of quid pro 
quo between the individual payer and the public 
authority, which is absent in a tax. Bodies like Sebi are 
authorised to only levy fees which have relation to the 
service rendered. This implies that ad valorem charges 

are inappropriate: The fees charged by Sebi to any 
one organisation (such as BSE) should be connected 
to the cost incurred at Sebi in regulating BSE. 

This is not a new issue. Many years ago, Sebi pro-
posed increasing the ad valorem fee for renewal of 
the annual registration of some regulated entities. 
Questions were raised in the Sebi Board on this and 
the nexus between the fee and the service rendered 
by Sebi. Sebi was forced to reduce the fee, and since 
then, Sebi has moved away from an ad valorem fee 
to a fixed fee for most such registrations and renewals. 
2. A government organisation that charges high fees 
and amasses a large corpus is probably also a gov-
ernment organisation that spends too much. Greater 
care needs to be taken in establishing the spending 
envelope of these organisations. A Sebi that has a 
lower resource envelope will be more selective in 
choosing important regulation making and super-
vision projects. 
3. The place where all these issues come together is 
the board of the organisation. Modern thinking on 
regulation has emphasised the importance of the 
role and composition of the board. The board of every 
organisation is about protecting the interests of the 
ultimate stakeholders against the self-interest of the 
full time staff of the organisation. The board must 
apply constitutional principles and block ad-valorem 
fees. The board must push asset pools out of the 
organisation up to the Ministry of Finance. The board 
must run a budget process each year, where cost con-
trol is implemented, and where the managers are 
held accountable to deliver improvements in the 
working of the organisation in return for increases 
in the budget. 
4. It is unwise for Indian public finance to have mul-
tiple treasuries all over the Indian government land-
scape.  Hence,the parliament amended the Sebi Act 
through the Finance Act, 2019, for transfer of the sur-
plus. Oddly, after this amendment was passed by 
Parliament and approved by the President, it has not 
been notified. Sebi has remitted about ~1,000 crore 
to the Consolidated Fund of India, but the Sebi Act 
amendment has been put into cold storage. 
5. The energy and human talent available to engage 
in these questions is limited. It is difficult to solve 
these problems separately for the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI), Sebi, or others. Ensuring financial pro-
priety and extracting pools of cash that have built 
up at the Insurance Regulatory and Development 
Authority, RBI, Sebi, and other such regulators has 
consumed many years of effort by India’s scarce pub-
lic policy resources. It is better to use the approach 
of the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms 
Commission, where the idea is to have a single par-
liamentary law that sets forth the correct framework 
to shape the workings of all financial agencies. 

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centre for 

Public Policy, and a former civil servant

I
n an era when rapid technological advancement 
fuels economic growth, the landscape of stan-
dards-making and governance has undergone a 

significant transformation. Each new technological 
innovation necessitates standardisation for 
widespread global adoption. However, the pace of 
adoption, particularly in innovative digital tech-
nologies, often outstrips the traditional standard 
development processes, leading to emergence of de 
facto standards, such as the Windows operating sys-
tem or the Intel CPU architecture.  

The rapid technological evolution has reshaped the 
landscape of global standardisation bodies. Traditional 
entities like the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO), International Electrotechnical 
Commission (IEC), and the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), which were heavily 
influenced by national governments, 
have been supplanted by industry-led 
organisations tailored for specific sec-
tors. For example, internet-related stan-
dards are now primarily shaped by the 
industry-led Internet Engineering Task 
Force (IETF), the World Wide Web 
Consortium (W3C), and non-profit 
ICANN, among others. Similarly, the 
3rd Generation Partnership Project 
(3GPP) has become the key arbiter of 
telecommunications standards. This 
shift towards specialised bodies allows 
for more agile responses to the unique 
demands of the rapidly evolving indus-
tries. Companies at the forefront of 
technology development dominate these standard-
making bodies, standardising patented innovations 
into standard essential patents (SEPs), generating sub-
stantial wealth. For example, the 3G technology alone 
resulted in over 23,000 SEPs, yielding hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars in revenue. 

Standards have become critical in international 
trade after import tariffs were reduced following the 
Uruguay Round of World Trade Organization (WTO) 
negotiations. Some governments employ standards, 
or technical regulations, to control imports, man-
dating local testing and certification, or using other 
ways of raising costs, thus hindering market access. 
Despite WTO’s Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) 
Agreement aiming to mitigate such barriers, weak 
enforcement limits its efficacy. Consequently, stan-
dards now hold not only technical relevance but also 
geopolitical and strategic value, prompting nations 
to vie for influence in global standard-making bodies.  

India’s track record in standards management has 
been mixed. The Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) Act, 
1986, was expected to create a world-class standards 
governance in the country by providing a centralised 
statutory framework for formulating and enforcing 
standards across all sectors. However, shortcomings 
emerged in both standard formulation and standard 
enforcement. India struggled to create an ecosystem 
where domestic innovations could lead to the devel-
opment of national, let alone global, standards. Though 
BIS formulated over 20,000 Indian standards, these 
were largely adaptations of global standards.   

It failed to formulate standards for technological 
innovations like laminate poly-packs pioneered by Tata 
Tea, software products like Tally or Finacle, or tradi-
tional Indian practices like water-harvesting and below-
sea-level farming. These highlight a missed opportunity 

to incentivise Indian innovation 
through standardisation. BIS also 
struggled to get Indian standards 
adopted within industry and govern-
ments. Despite their availability, many 
government tenders still referenced 
global standards, as Indian standards 
weren’t obligatory. Under the BIS Act, 
mandating an Indian standard 
required obtaining a licence, bur-
dened with regulatory control and 
inspector-raj issues, leading to resis-
tance from industry. Consequently, 
by 2013, only a few Indian standards 
were mandated, while global stan-
dards remained popular in the Indian 

market, disadvantaging Indian manufacturers, while 
foreign companies easily accessed the Indian market.  

In 2013, India witnessed a ground-breaking break-
through. Faced with the surge of sub-standard and 
unsafe Chinese electronic goods, the Ministry of 
Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) 
issued a compulsory registration order, mandating 
safety standards for laptops, desktops, mobile phones, 
microwave ovens, and other electronic goods. This 
marked the first occasion when a technical regulation 
under the BIS Act got widespread adoption in India 
since it introduced a self-registration scheme that 
replaced the burdensome licence-based system. 
Manufacturers underwent testing and certification 
by accredited labs, after which BIS granted them reg-
istration for sales in India. Remarkably, within 
months, the scheme garnered over 90 per cent adop-
tion. The introduction of the scheme itself was incred-
ible to most because the extant BIS Act only provided 

for licence-based technical regulation, yet MeitY 
devised a self-registration scheme under the same 
Act, invoking the residual powers of the government. 
Beyond enhancing product safety, the scheme spurred 
investment in testing infrastructure and attracted 
world-class testing to meet industry demands.     

The scheme represented a turning point in India’s 
standards of governance. Capitalising on its success, 
the BIS amended the Act in 2016 to mainstream self-
registration and self-certification, fostering greater 
adoption of Indian standards across industries. 
Consequently, the number of products complying with 
mandatory standards surged from a handful to over 
500 by 2023, with expectations of adding 1,500 to 2,000 
more in the near future. Moving ahead, benchmarking 
India’s schemes with global compliance costs should 
be done as a measure to facilitate even greater adoption 
of Indian standards. BIS should aim for simplified 
standard adoption, supported by effective monitoring 
and stringent penalties for non-compliance. This rep-
resents a departure from the conventional approach, 
which emphasised rigorous, complex, and costly adop-
tion with lenient monitoring. 

BIS needs to extend reforms to standards formula-
tion. India’s innovation landscape has transformed 
dramatically in the past decade, with over 2,00,000 
registered startups and a four-fold increase in patent 
applications between 2013-14 and 2022-23. India should 
embrace a culture of developing indigenous standards, 
harnessing the power of 1.4 billion users and a multi-
trillion-dollar-market to elevate Indian standards to 
the global stage. To achieve this, firstly, we need indus-
try-led agile and responsive standard formulation bod-
ies, empowered through amendments to the BIS Act, 
with BIS transitioning into a regulator overseeing these 
industry-led entities. Secondly, the government should 
incentivise Indian participation in global standard-
making bodies by subsidising startups and industry 
professionals. Thirdly, the Ministry of External Affairs 
could support Indian experts in securing a seat on the 
high-table of the global standard-making bodies, espe-
cially in sectors like software and fintech, among oth-
ers, in which Indian industry and startups have 
demonstrated great prowess. 

In 2014, Prime Minister Narendra Modi gave the 
clarion call of “zero defect zero effect” . Could India 
not reference its “Make-in-India” initiative with this 
new standard and socialise it to make it a global 
standard? All that is needed is a change in mindset.  

The writer is distinguished visiting professor, IIT Kanpur, 

and a former defence secretary 

Measuring up to the standard

Exceptions for PSEs should be avoided

Rules of the game

I
srael has been plundering 
Palestinian land for aeons. Since 
October 7, 2023, in which Hamas—a 

Palestinian Sunni Islamist group, which 
is also considered a terrorist group — 
attacked Israeli communities along 
Israel’s southern fence with Gaza, killing 
at least 1,139 people and taking 252 
hostages, Israel’s counter reaction has 
been disproportionate. As of May 14, 
2024, more than 35,000 people have been 
killed, the United Nations (UN) says half a 
million Gazans have been forced to flee 
and 80 per cent of healthcare centres in 
Gaza have been destroyed.   

Yet when student organisations in 

the US and Europe are organising 
protests and raising slogans to “Free 
Palestine”, they are labelled “anti-
Semitic”, particularly by allies of the 
Israeli state. This ugly aspect is reflected 
in two confusing literary occurrences. 
First, a giant literary figure’s loosely 
argued, unconvincing two-sideism. Yes, 
I’m referring to Zadie Smith’s  New 
Yorker essay “War in Gaza, Shibboleths 
on Campus” (May 5). Second, the 
Pulitzer Prize for International 
Reporting was awarded to the staff of 
The New York Times for their “wide-
ranging and revelatory coverage of 
Hamas’ lethal attack in southern Israel 
on October 7, Israel’s intelligence 
failures and the Israeli military’s 
sweeping, deadly response in Gaza.” 

Since Mr Smith and NYT refuse to call 
a genocide a genocide, it’s best to turn to 
the interesting choice on the part of the 
Pulitzer Prize committee to award in the 
General Non-Fiction category Jerusalem-
based Jewish journalist Nathan Thrall, 
author of A Day in the Life of Abed Salama: 

A Palestine Story. In the US edition, 
published by Metropolitan Books, the 
subtitle was different though: Anatomy of 
a Jerusalem Tragedy, making one wonder 
if the mention of Palestine in the subtitle 
would have invited resistance. 

Mr Thrall writes that this book was 
born out of an article he wrote for The 
New York Review of Books with the same 
title. It was a report on Dahiyat a-Salaam-
based Abed Salama’s search for his five-
year-old son who was on a picnic-bound 
bus that met with an accident. Had Israel 
not created obscure entry-exit rules for 
Palestinians in the region and had their 
rescue teams been deployed in a timely 
manner, the children who died in the bus 
that caught fire could have been saved. 

Mr Thrall’s reporting reads like 
fiction, for it has all the elements of an 
intergenerational saga set against the 
backdrop of the Palestinian people’s 
struggle to claim their land. The book 
effectively draws a parallel between 
Salama’s life and the shifting political 
gears in political history. 

In the Prologue, for instance, the 
author notes that when Salama heard of 
the accident and that children’s burned 
bodies were being identified, he, 
shockingly, first thought of his ex-wife: 
“Am I being punished for what I did to 
Asmahan?” Salama had married 
Asmahan in 1993 after a fallout with the 
love of his life, Ghazl.  That was the year 
“Israel and the PLO 
signed the Oslo 
Accords, which 
brought an end to the 
intifada and led to the 
formation of the 
Palestinian Authority, 
the  sulta, with its 
limited self-governing 
powers in the most 
heavily populated 
pockets of Gaza and 
the West Bank.”  

Compromise rarely leads to an 
assured future, however. Salama couldn’t 
find happiness in his marital life and the 
couple eventually separated. Later, 
Salama married Haifa. It was their son, 
Milad Salama, who died in the accident. 

How is all this linked to Israeli 
control, you may ask? There’s a colour-

coded Israeli ID system that divides 
Palestinians. It came in response to the 
Second Intifada and the creation of a 
separation barrier — a wall, the 
construction of which was the largest 
infrastructure project in Israel’s history. 
Its architect, Dany Tirza’s story is 
featured in the book. The wall isolates 
East Jerusalem from the West, making it 

impossible for 
Palestinians to 
access certain parts 
of the geography 
without a permit.  

These 
connections with 
how Israeli 
occupation impacts  
everyday lives helps 
Mr Thrall’s reportage 
go beyond the 
personal story. Huda 

Dahbour, the UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 
East (UNRWA) doctor, who is introduced 
to the reader in the second part, 
exemplifies this. Ms Dahbour worked for 
UNRWA’s “Jerusalem headquarters in 
Sheikh Jarrah until Israel made it 
impossible for her to enter the city. Now 

she treats patients in a mobile clinic in the 
West Bank.” Her team helped rescue a 
dozen children in the accident.  

Engrossing and thought-provoking, 
this book was a result of Mr Thrall’s 
engagement with the story for over three 
years. But one doesn’t need that much 
time to realise what’s happening in 
Palestine. As Israeli historian Ilan Pappé 
notes in “The Futility and Immorality of 
Partition in Palestine” in On Palestine  
(Penguin, 2015), co-authored with Noam 
Chomsky, “Zionism has done, and 
continues to do, whatever it can to divide 
the Palestinian people and guide all of 
them to a dead end.” 

Will stakeholders in this long-running 
tragedy rely on Mr Smith’s unscrupulous 
use of language that transfers power to the 
oppressor? Or will they acknowledge 
Palestinian’s resilience and mobilisation 
in the face of unrelenting tragedy — of 
which Mr Thrall’s book is but a sneak 
peek? The answer will certainly 
determine the trajectory of human rights 
in the decades to come. 

The reviewer is a Delhi-based writer and 

freelance journalist. On Instagram/X: 

@writerly_life
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T
he Supreme Court of India’s order invali-
dating the arrest and remand of New-
sClick founder Prabir Purkayastha is

much more than a technical outcome based on
the failure of the Delhi police to furnish the
grounds for his arrest in writing. It is also an in-
dictment of the clandestine manner in which the
police sought to obtain his custody. As if invoking
the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act against
the web portal was not malign enough — the case
seems �ctional in its entirety, and establishes no
overt act that can even be described as unlawful,
much less a terrorist act — the police seemed to
have resorted to what the Court called a “blatant
attempt to circumvent the due process of law”.
The Court did not go into the merits of the case at
this stage, but said enough to warrant an adverse
inference about the absence of bona �des. Mr.
Purkayastha was produced before a remand
judge before dawn and his police custody ob-
tained at 6 a.m., even though the police had the
entire day to comply with the statutory require-
ment of producing him before a court within 24
hours. The police kept his lawyer in the dark
about the early morning proceedings, and in-
stead had a ‘remand advocate’ readily present
during the proceedings. The idea was “to con�ne
the accused to police custody without informing
him the grounds on which he has been arrested;
deprive the accused of the opportunity to avail
the services of the legal practitioner of his choice
so as to oppose the prayer for police custody re-
mand, seek bail and also to mislead the court”.

The judgment is also notable for extending, to
the UAPA, the principle laid down in Pankaj Ban-
sal (2023) that those arrested under the Preven-
tion of Money Laundering Act should be given
the grounds of their arrest in writing. In fact, in-
terpreting the relevant constitutional provisions,
the Court says this may be required as a matter of
course and without any exception for the arrest
of any person under the UAPA or any other of-
fences. The police recently �led a charge sheet in
this case, which makes the outlandish claim that
Mr. Purkayastha was funded by the Chinese go-
vernment and that he and American millionaire
Neville Roy Singham were involved in an alleged
conspiracy to replace Indian democracy with a
party-state system as in China. It speaks of their
support to fomenting riots and protests in India
and even funding terrorists. Given the grave,
even if far-fetched, nature of the allegations
against him, regular bail would have been di�-
cult to come by. Therefore, it is salutary that the
Court has treated the level of adherence to proce-
dure — the need to furnish the grounds of arrest
in this case — as sacrosanct.

Malign motive 
Court order quashing arrest lays bare

police design to circumvent due process 

I
ndia’s merchandise exports, which shrank
over 3% in 2023-24 — a year marred by mul-
tiple geopolitical and logistical disruptions

to global trade — are o� to a positive start this
year, but only just. This April recorded outbound
shipments worth $34.99 billion, re�ecting a
meagre uptick of 1.07% or $370 million from a
year ago. As many as 17 of India’s top 30 export
items reported year-on-year contractions, com-
pared with 13 in the previous month. Signi�cant-
ly, these declines are over a weak base — in April
2023, goods exports had tanked 12.7% and 20 of
the top 30 items had reported a fall in export va-
lues. The minor growth last month was largely
driven by just four items, pharma, chemicals,
electronics and, most importantly, petroleum
products, which recovered from a 35% contrac-
tion in March, aided by the rise in global oil pric-
es. On the �ip side, the surge in oil and gold pric-
es through April lifted the country’s goods import
bill by 10.25% to over $54 billion. As a result, last
month’s trade de�cit was the highest in four
months at $19.1 billion, and nearly 22.5% over
March’s gap. If the OPEC+ club, which meets in
early June, decides to extend output cuts, oil pric-
es could well hit $100 a barrel. Moreover, a per-
sistent global savings rush to gold as a safe haven,
could keep pushing India’s favourite yellow me-
tal’s prices higher. Apart from the deleterious ef-
fects of such a scenario on the domestic front
(through higher fuel prices, for one), the trade
balance and the rupee would be under pressure.

Global trade volumes, after tanking 1.2% in
2023, are expected to rise 2.6% this year, as per
the World Trade Organization. The government
is hopeful that India’s key markets in the western
world clock lower in�ation and improved growth
rates, spurring a demand bounce. However, In-
dia needs to sharpen its approach to capitalise on
such a bounce and ensure that any gains that may
accrue will create wealth across the domestic
economy. This requires addressing the challeng-
es facing labour-intensive sectors such as gar-
ments and footwear, where the country has been
losing out to rivals, including Bangladesh and
Vietnam, in recent years. The downward trend
for these sectors, as well as gems and jewellery,
continued in April. Tackling concerns about pro-
duct quality (in spices or drugs, for example) or
allegations about labour or environmental con-
cerns (aimed at booming shrimp exports) with
greater vigour, is also critical. Moreover, agricul-
tural exports, curbed in the battle against in�a-
tion, must be reinvigorated soon, given the
healthy monsoon prospects. The next govern-
ment must roll up its sleeves quickly to rev up the
export growth engine and ensure trade balances
do not turn unwieldy.

Trade imbalance 
A sharp spike in the import bill blights

April’s mild uptick in exports 

I
n the last three years, the COVID-19 vaccine
has generated a lot of public interest as a
possible risk factor for blood clot
formation, resulting in sudden cardiac

arrest. However, a proven, bigger, and
preventable risk factor for heart attack and brain
stroke, i.e., hypertension, rarely gets due public
attention. Let us dive deep into high blood
pressure and its public health relevance.

In 2023, the World Health Organization (WHO)
released a report, the �rst ever on hypertension,
titled “Global report on hypertension: the race
against a silent killer”. Hypertension was
considered a silent killer as people often are not
aware about high blood pressure till they develop
complications. High blood pressure is the
singlemost important risk factor for early deaths,
leading to an estimated 10.8 million preventable
deaths every year, globally. High blood pressure
causes more deaths than other leading risk
factors, such as tobacco use and high blood sugar.
The number of adults with hypertension nearly
doubled in the last three decades (since 1990) to
reach 1.3 billion. Globally, an estimated 46% of
adults with hypertension are unaware that they
have the condition, and less than half (42%) with
hypertension are diagnosed and treated. Only
one in �ve adults (21%) with hypertension has it
under control.

The Indian Council of Medical Research-INdia
DIABetes (ICMR-INDIAB) study has estimated that
in India, 311 million people (or one in every three
adults) have hypertension. In the country, adults
with hypertension are threefold of the estimated
101 million people living with diabetes.

Cut the salt
Excess dietary salt intake (�ve grams or more per
day), one of the key risk factors to hypertension,
contributed to two million cardiovascular disease
deaths in 2019. Research studies have shown that
by reducing salt, cardiovascular disease risks can
be reduced by 30% and mortality by 20%. Indian
adults consume on average eight to 11 grams of
salt per day, which is approximately twice that of
the WHO recommended daily salt intake. High
salt intake is responsible for an estimated
1,75,000 deaths in India.

Hypertension is not an issue for any one
socio-economic group. A Delhi-based
non-governmental organisation, Foundation for
People-centric Health Systems, conducted 50
health camps in �ve localities of Delhi and
Gurugram, from October 2023 to March 2024,
and screened and treated around 12,000 people.
Most of the people were women, migrant
workers, and rickshaw and taxi drivers, nearly all
from low income groups. A large number of them
were found to have diabetes and hypertension, a
majority of cases detected for the �rst time in
these camps, indicating the gaps in terms of
awareness, detection and treatment.

In India, the government has set a target of
putting 75 million people with hypertension

and/or diabetes on standard care by 2025. The
India Hypertension Control Initiative (IHCI), a
collaborative project of the ICMR, Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare/Directorate General of
Health Services, WHO India and other partners,
was initiated in November 2017 in 25 districts in
�ve States of India. 

Simple and scalable
The IHCI follows �ve simple and scalable
strategies, implemented through primary health
care. The IHCI rolled out simpli�ed drug and
dose-speci�c treatment protocols for
primary-care settings. It also focused on
strengthening the drug supply chain by including
protocol-based drugs in the State essential drug
list; the forecasting of drugs based on morbidity,
and ensuring adequate budget allocation in
annual plans to purchase hypertension
medication. The IHCI has also followed
team-based and decentralised care. In addition,
components to make health services
patient-centric by measures such as the
dispensing of 30 days of medicine in every
patient visit are part of the initiative. It has also
used information systems for programme
monitoring.

Nearly six years of IHCI implementation has
resulted in two major programmatic learnings.
First, the development of simple treatment
protocols with fewer drugs, ensuring reliable
drug supply, linking patients to facilities closer to
home for follow-up and engaging teams increases
access and utilisation of health services from
government facilities, by bringing people to
health services. Second, simpli�ed programme
monitoring makes programme performance
assessment both quanti�able and actionable. The
IHCI won the ‘2022 UN Interagency Task Force,
and WHO Special Programme on Primary Health
Care Award’. The IHCI was expanded to 140-plus
districts of India, in 2023.

Seventy-six million cardiovascular deaths and
450 million disability adjusted life years (DALYs)
would be avoided, if countries, with proven
interventions, mobilise to achieve the goal of 50%
population hypertension control by 2050. An
estimated 4.6 million deaths can be prevented in
India by 2040 if half the hypertensive population
has its blood pressure under control. This will
help countries achieving the targets under their
National Health Policy along with global targets
and commitments such as universal health
coverage.

What should be done? First, raise awareness
about the risk of and long-term adverse impact of
untreated hypertension. High blood pressure can
a�ect the entire vascular system (multiple organs
including the heart, kidneys, brain and eyes).

Second, scale up evidence-based public health
interventions such as the IHCI. Strategies and
lessons from such experiences should be used to
design and implement interventions to prevent
and control other lifestyle diseases such as

diabetes mellitus and chronic kidney diseases.
Third, the interventions in health programmes

are often targeted on modi�able risk factors.
However, there are non-modi�able risk factors
such as family history, an age of over 65 years and
pre-existing comorbidities such as diabetes
and/or kidney disease, all of which make a
person at higher risk of hypertension. India
already has a high burden of each of these
non-modi�able risk factors: high burden of
hypertension (a family risk factor for future
generation); high burden of comorbidities and a
rapidly rising elderly population. Therefore,
hypertension control initiatives in India need to
focus on the healthy adults as well, who may have
known non-modi�able risk factors.

Fourth, intensify e�orts to reduce dietary salt
consumption using strategies such as ‘SHAKE the
salt habit’ under the WHO’s HEARTS strategy.
Under SHAKE, there are �ve approaches: of
Surveillance to measure and monitor salt use;
Harness industry to promote and reformulate
foods and meals that contain less salt; A adopt to
standard labelling and marketing; Knowledge,
educate and communicate to empower
individuals to eat less salt; Environment —
support settings that promote healthy eating.

Fifth, lifestyle diseases demand multi-sectoral
actions. In 2017, India developed and approved a
multi-sectoral plan for the prevention and the
control of non-communicable diseases. These
plans must be revisited and more concrete
actions done by key sectors. We need to leapfrog
to this as soon as possible.

Sixth, having informed citizens is the key to
control hypertension at the population level.
Raise awareness about salt in food. There is
invisible salt in the form of pickles, breads,
namkeen and papad. Food packages need to have
better labelling of items/packets in terms of low,
medium and high salt content. People also need
to be sensitised to read food package labels and
make informed decisions.

Seventh, stronger enforcement of food
regulation in India has the potential to prevent
many diseases and reduce the burden on health
services. There needs to be higher taxation on
high salt (and also high sugar, high fat) food and
other packaged products.

Regular BP checks
Take Control. Regular checking of one’s blood
pressure should become an integral part of
lifestyle. Access to BP apparatus needs to be
increased in public places such as malls, shops
and pharmacies, where people can have their BP
measured either free or at nominal and
a�ordable charges. Every o�ce and workplace
needs to have a functional BP apparatus and
employees should be encouraged to check their
BP regularly. Every single visit to health-care
providers should be used to measure one’s BP.
Physicians should advise/sensitise people to
measure and monitor their BP.

Health advice to take with no pinch of salt 
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T
he nature of information dissemination is
changing rapidly and India is not immune
to these sweeping changes. Traditional

analyses of information consumption, which
focus on the medium, often overlook the
profound shifts in human psychology, driven by
the rise of social media. This shift has led to
instant grati�cation becoming the norm,
impacting political narratives, with the potential
to alter election outcomes. In India, growing
social media use in the vernacular languages,
combined with a largely unregulated digital space
and a highly competitive, polarised political
environment, necessitates vigilance to manage
disruptive misinformation.

‘Going viral’ as objective
Recent studies such as “Accelerating Dynamics of
Collective Attention” which was published in
Nature, highlight a dramatic decline in human
attention spans — from 2.5 minutes two decades
ago to just 45 seconds today. This decline is
mirrored in the popularity of concise social
media content, i.e., short videos of less than a
minute and ‘articles’ that span less than 200
characters. Short and snappy content is easier to
produce. The focus is on the potential of the
content to go viral rather than the content itself.
Such content, which is much easier to produce
and designed for ‘viral spread’ rather than depth,
enables previously obscure �gures to become
in�uential by catering to short attention spans.
Social media algorithms exacerbate this by
promoting viral content, which often drowns out
more substantial, factual narratives. Thus, it is
entirely possible that factually unsound content
travels around the world several times faster
before rebuttals can even be thought of.

This new reality is not lost on political parties.
The potential for this new paradigm to

signi�cantly reduce the asymmetry in social
media power among political out�ts is immense.
In India, it is assumed that the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has a much higher and more e�ective
social media presence than the Congress. In fact,
many analysts on both sides of the political
spectrum attribute the BJP’s political dominance
since 2014 to a signi�cant �rst mover advantage.
While the Congress relied on rallies and
long-winding speeches, the BJP switched to new
age media, dominating Facebook, Twitter (now
X) and WhatsApp. It is only since the 2019 general
election that the Congress has invested
signi�cantly in social media. Analysis of follower
counts and engagement statistics across
platforms prove that the BJP still has the edge. But
there is signi�cant churn underway.

An inversion of roles
Viral political content is a strong indicator of how
quickly political narratives can be set and
propagated. As an example, a recent video by
vlogger Dhruv Rathee, titled “Is India Becoming a
Dictatorship”, went viral, becoming a topic of
discussion on several forums. This is signi�cantly
larger than any video posted by the political
Opposition. An analysis of the video reveals that
the information presented is not new — these are
commonly traded political accusations often
treated as par for the course in political debates.
But the content was designed to go viral —
di�erent parts of the 30-minute video can be
easily edited into simple one-minute sections and
tailored to appeal to shortening attention spans.

Such context free splicing of content did
happen — arguments were shortened, facts were
pushed aside and context was ignored. Hundreds
of ‘shorts’ spawned from the main video resulting
in a narrative �restorm that BJP sympathisers
struggled to keep up with. This article is an

illustration of how algorithms and low attention
spans allow speci�c types of content to
organically propagate at an astounding rate.

The political Opposition was quick to latch on
and the video remained in popular consciousness
for well over two weeks. For the �rst time in
many months the BJP seemed to be on the back
foot. What is unique about this case is that the
narrative was set by an apparently independent
content creator and then ampli�ed by political
parties. This is a marked inversion from earlier
when politicians delivered the talking points and
other agents took on the role of ampli�cation.
This ‘inversion’ of roles is becoming more
apparent in the social media strategies of the
Opposition – a marked reliance on supposedly
independent social media in�uencers to generate
‘viral’ content followed by an ampli�cation
powered by political leaders.

Analysis is more di�cult now
This ‘inversion’ of roles is bound to have a
signi�cant impact. The checks and balances in
the media, which have already eroded
signi�cantly, will continue on their path to
irrelevance. Democratisation of content creation
and algorithms that seek to capitalise on
shrinking attention spans has resulted in a truly
level playing �eld, where large pockets for social
media spends matter less than having content
that is tailored to gratify instantly. This makes
analysis of the political headwinds more di�cult.
Merely analysing election time utterances is no
longer su�cient. Conventional messaging is now
under-girded by social media where narratives
are generated on a whim, in�uencing millions in
their wake. The party that can bring a semblance
of control over this tumult will reap the bene�ts
and it is not clear who is winning this battle for
attention.

Politics served with concise social media content 

Ashwin Ravi 
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Court on arrest 

The Supreme Court of India
invalidating the arrest of
Prabir Purkayastha, a
journalist and an online
portal founder, on account
of the total disregard by the
Delhi police for the
established procedure to be
followed in such arrest,
should be a lesson for the
investigating agencies
concerned (Page 1, May 16).
The Court’s ruling is

reached unprecedented
levels, leading to retaliatory
animal killings. Population
increase and the demand
for natural resources have
led to the fragmentation of
natural habitats. Mitigation
of human-wildlife conflict is
thus becoming one of the
major concerns for wildlife
managers and the scientific
community.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

Man-animal conflict

India’s high rate of
urbanisation has caused the
hasty expansion of human
settlements into areas that
were once exclusively
wildlife habitats (‘State of
Play’, Opinion page, May
16). With vaguely defined
boundaries for fauna,
human-occupied areas have
increasingly become zones
for wandering wild animals.
Conflict with wildlife has

issues, investigative
journalism su�ers, denying
citizens access to critical
information. 
The top court’s intervention
highlights the need for
robust safeguards against
arbitrary arrests. Our
judiciary must continue to
play a vigilant role in
upholding constitutional
rights.
Kurian Mathew,
Kochi

police, there will be many
more instances of this kind
in future.
S.K. Choudhury,
Bengaluru

The UAPA was designed to
combat terrorism but its
misuse threatens free
speech and dissent, eroding
the very foundations of
democracy. When
journalists fear reprisals for
reporting on sensitive

significant as it has
emphasised that proper
procedure and due process
are “guardrails” against
arbitrary actions, even in
stringent terror cases. Will
the police authorities
concerned be brought to
justice for keeping a citizen
behind bars for over seven
months following his illegal
arrest? Unless exemplary
punishment is awarded for
such illegal acts by the
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D
uring his election campaign,
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi has
often used the slogan ‘Jitni abadi,
utna haq’ (the rights of a group are

proportionate to the group’s share in the total
population). The Prime Minister has lashed out
at him for the slogan and others have argued
that it is against the spirit of the Constitution.
Should reservation in jobs only be in proportion
to the population? Sukhadeo Thorat and
Sudheendra Kulkarni discuss the question in a
conversation moderated by Abhinay
Lakshman. Edited excerpts:

This slogan is not new. It has a unique place
in the history of India’s social justice politics.
What is the salient di�erence in how it was
used in Kanshi Ram’s time and how it is
being used now? What does it really mean?
Whose population and what right is the
slogan talking about?

Sukhdeo Thorat: One of the justi�cations for a
caste census is that Indian society is highly
diversi�ed and exclusionary. Very few countries
have a group-speci�c policy like we have. We
combine policies that are focused on individuals
and at the same time we focus on groups as a
whole. Over the last 20 years, you will see that
there has been an increase in demand for
group-speci�c policies: for certain SCs
(Scheduled Castes), STs (Scheduled Tribes),
Other Backward Classes (OBCs), those above
OBCs such as the Patels and Marathas, and now
low-income groups, and women. That is simply
because of the character of our society where
certain groups face discrimination from having
an equal access to opportunity and equal rights.

Increasingly, the issue is that the government
is surrendering to some groups due to pressure
and providing group-speci�c policies without
su�cient information. That is why we �nd
arguments for caste-wise data, sub-caste-wise
data — so that we can study it and the
government can take a position based on that.
When I was chairman of ICSSR (Indian Council
of Social Science and Research), I was asked to
justify reservation at the Centre for the Jat
community. We were not given caste census
data for the Jats. But we were given �ve reports
of �ve States and those reports were very poor.
This is an example to say that if we want to have
group-speci�c policies, we should have
group-speci�c information about human
development indicators, poverty, income,
malnutrition, education, and ownership of
means of production. That, I think, is the
justi�cation of the Congress.

Sudheendra Kulkarni: This slogan did not
start with Kanshi Ram. In some ways, it has its
origins in the debates and even policies of the
colonial government. It is the British who
introduced proportionate representation to
certain sections of society. It was also supported

by B.R. Ambedkar in States and Minorities: he
made a strong case for representation
proportionate to the population. In fact, he
wanted erstwhile depressed classes to also be
categorised as minorities. And depending on the
proportion of population, he demanded
representation. That was strongly opposed by
the Congress and was not adopted in the
Constitution. Instead, a principle of a�rmative
action was introduced for certain sections of
society, for certain needs, that is, education and
employment, which would ensure their justice
and development. This was done unanimously.
But in this principle, there is no concept of jitni
abadi utna haq. This concept is patently
unconstitutional. It goes against the letter and
spirit of the Constitution. India is a Republic
which recognises equality among citizens. Caste
is not recognised as a unit in the Constitution. If
it is recognised, it is only to the extent of certain
policies for a�rmative action.

Jitni abadi utna haq is also unimplementable.
Let me give an example. We are already
encountering enormous di�culties in ensuring
reservation even for groups such as SCs. You
know there is a strong demand for
sub-categorisation among Dalits, tribal groups,
and OBCs. This is because there is a strong
feeling among bene�ciary categories that some
sub-category is taking a much larger share of the
bene�ts and depriving others. For instance, the
Madigas in Telangana are demanding
sub-categorisation because they believe that the
Malas, who are fewer in number, are getting
more bene�ts. The Rohini Commission’s initial
�ndings also show that there is a tremendous
imbalance even among the bene�ciary groups.
A�rmative action has some justi�cation within
certain frameworks. But jitni abadi utna haq is a
divisive and unconstitutional concept. If anyone
tried to implement it, it can create social chaos.

Are you saying we must �nd larger groups to
ensure accurate representation, or should
we move away from representation in
totality?

SK: The fundamental moral underpinning of the
Constitution is nyay ( justice). We are far from
approaching the ideal. The question is how we
move towards it. There is a tendency to focus
only on the government or the formal sector of
the economy. These provide employment only
to a small section. So, we need to think of
economic and social justice and equality in
totally di�erent terms. This means we need to
think of wealth and livelihood creation at the
bottom of the socioeconomic pyramid.

ST: Dr. Ambedkar’s position was that if the
reservation share of the SCs, STs (Scheduled
Tribes) has to be de�ned, it should be in
proportion to the social, economic, and
educational standing of the group. He was not
strictly in support of the population as an
indicator for representation. He dealt with
reservation in the legislature and said that it
should be in proportion to the socioeconomic
standing of the group. He said that the majority
seats in the legislature should be reduced to a
certain extent and redistributed among the
social and religious minorities. And the
redistribution of seats, which will also apply to
jobs, should be in proportion to the economic
and social standing. Nevertheless, population
comes in. Because in the absence of the other
indicators, at that time, population was
considered to be a tentative indicator of a fair
representation of a group. But that doesn’t mean
that it should be the ultimate indicator.

The second point is the reservation issue by
social group. There is a distinction between
pro-poor policies, irrespective of caste, religion,
ethnicity, gender, and policies for those who are
discriminated against. A�rmative action policies
are necessary in addition to general policies,
which are applicable to all, only for those groups
which have su�ered from discrimination. So, as
far as reservation is concerned, in India you will
have to have a policy that is for economic and
educational empowerment for all, irrespective
of caste and religion, and an additional policy
for the group that is discriminated against.
Ambedkar did not ask for reservation only in the
public sector. He also asked for it in the private
sector because discrimination is more rampant
in the private sector than the public sector.

But the question here is, how do we
determine what quali�es as a fair share?

ST: Ambedkar was clear that the fair share
should be based on the socioeconomic and

education standing of the group, which can be
supplemented by the population. Take, for
example, Parsis or Christians. They are
minorities, but they are advanced in terms of
education. Their share is much, much higher
than their population share. Brahmins
constitute only 3.5% or 5%, but their share is
several times higher than the low castes.

What should be the aim of a caste census in
India?

SK: A caste census is welcome because it will
reveal how many people belong to which caste
or sub caste and their relative backwardness or
progression. It will then show government and
society what actions are needed for us to move
towards greater equality. The question is, what
are you going to do then with the data of the
caste census? The caste census will also, among
other things, reveal how certain castes who
were earlier deprived and discriminated against
have moved on. This will be important new
information that will come out. Let us not be
under the illusion or misconception that all the
SCs are as discriminated against as they were 70
years ago. There is a certain section of SCs
which has moved on, a section of OBCs that has
moved on. Many of them are crorepatis. Should
their children get reservation? The concept of a
creamy layer should also now be applied to the
SCs. So, these are the larger issues that will be
revealed by the caste census. Similarly, there are
other so-called non-OBCs or upper castes who
are poor. So, we need to therefore take a holistic
view and not go in the direction that divides our
society, that is, jitni abadi, utna haq.

ST: The purpose of a caste census is quite clear.
It is not a census only to gain demographic data
and family data. The �rst is that you go down
from broader caste categories like SCs to sub
castes. So, have a population estimate of these
sub castes or even religious groups for that
matter and social groups within the religion. But
that certainly is not the purpose. The purpose is
to know about the economic, educational, and
social standing of these groups. What is their
access to ownership of means of production like
land, business, employment? What are their
educational levels? Do they face discrimination?
What is the nature of such discrimination? So a
caste census will generate all this information
and bring transparency. There will be shocks.
The people who are opposed to a caste census
are worried simply because they think that the
5% Brahmins will have a 60% share. But my
point is government policy is based on evidence
and data and it is a fair policy. But at the
moment policies are not based on data. Policies
are based on political pressures.

Should reservation in jobs only be in proportion to the population? 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with Madiga Reservation Porata Samithi leader

Manda Krishna Madiga during a public rally in Hyderabad. THE HINDU 
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C
ampaigns by parties or companies
are not about facts and truths, but
about turning public opinion.

Election campaigns often bring out the
worst in our political leaders and create a
particularly challenging situation for
journalists who consider facts sacred.
What leaders say during elections are lar-
gely kernels of truth that are pu�ed up so
that they can claim superhuman quali-
ties, or engage in scaremongering, or
slander their opponents. When these
statements are abstractions, such as so-
meone is communal or good or bad for
the country, there is nothing a journalist
can do or perhaps needs to do, other
than merely reporting it.

In the pre-digital era, falsehoods and
misinformation had a short, localised life.
Now, technology enables falsehoods to
travel across continents, and remain eter-
nally alive. What can journalism do in
this scenario? How can journalists report
a speech that contains falsehoods? Is it
okay to merely reproduce what has been
said? Is it okay to ignore the leader who is
making the false statement? Can a lead-
er’s speech be fact-checked real time?

When statements are distortions, not
white lies, what can reporters do? If a
leader who is about to assume power
spouts lies, is it responsible journalism to
black out those statements? Is it su�cient
to counter-pose one statement to the oth-
er — for instance, leader X said the ‘sun
rises in the east’ and leader Y said the
‘sun rises in the west?’

When a statement which must be re-
ported is factually wrong, the reporting
must explain it, ideally by quoting sourc-
es. For instance, what the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party says about the Congress manifes-
to can be easily veri�ed. But when it says

India would have been a superpower if
Sardar Patel and not Jawaharlal Nehru
had become the �rst Prime Minister,
there is nothing a journalist can do apart
from reporting that statement.

But more than lies, misinformation
and misinterpretation are greater threats
as fact-checking may not help in such cas-
es; providing context and explaining the
background of the piece of information is
more valuable. A case in point is the re-
cent cacophony over Muslim population
growth. A mischievous and selective pre-
sentation of facts can sometimes be more
dangerous for democracy than pure lies
because the claim of factual accuracy is
also made along with it.

This also leads us to the point of num-
bers never lying. Diametrically opposite
arguments about the economy prolifer-
ate, all of them using numbers, tables,
and graphs. Taking surveys and data as
unquestionable containers of truth or
facts is not entirely free of problems, as
Rukmini S. explains in her book Whole
Numbers and Half Truths. For instance,
surveys that attempt to quantify qualita-
tive attributes such as communalism or
pluralism may not necessarily capture
the reality. Will any communal bigot ad-
mit to being one, to a surveyor? Numbers
and data can help a journalist arrive at a
fuller picture, but not the full picture. All
this makes the reporting of election cam-
paigns both challenging and fascinating.

To bring the best factual and unbiased
picture to the audience, a journalist will
have to use data, context, and back-
ground information in a skillful manner.
Counter propaganda masquerading as
journalism is as dangerous to journalism
as propaganda which, by de�nition, is
not bound by facts.

varghese.g@thehindu.co.in

The challenge of 
reporting propaganda 

A mischievous and selective presentation of facts can sometimes be
more dangerous for democracy than pure lies 

Varghese K. George
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A display of patriotic pageantry

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X

Russian President Vladimir Putin and the heads of foreign states lay flowers at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier after the Victory Day military parade in central Moscow on May

9. Russia is celebrating the 79th anniversary of the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany in World War II. AFP

Madras: In a major e�ort to protect the temple
complex on the shore of Mahabalipuram from
the ravages of waves, a groyne wall is to be
built, pushing back the waterfront by a further
125 feet away from the existing protection
walls, constructed over three decades ago.

Estimated to cost over Rs. 26 lakhs, the

proposed wall will not strike a full semi-circle,
but leave a gap on the southern side. The
construction work, to be entrusted to the
Madras Port Trust engineers, is expected to be
completed in 18 months.

The temple complex, consisting of two
temples dedicated to Lord Siva — one facing
east and the other west — with a rock-cut
�gure of Lord Vishnu between them, is one of
the outstanding monuments of
Mahabalipuram. The twin shore temples, built
by Rajasimha (700-725 A.D.) are among the
earliest structural temples of the Pallava
period in the stone medium. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1974

New wall proposed to protect
shore temple 

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

A meeting was held last evening in the
Dadabhoy Munzil (Ripon Buildings) by those
interested in broadcasting by wireless with a
view to form a radio club for Madras. There was
a large gathering of Europeans and Indians
present and Mr. Y. Tirumalai Pillai, the President
of the Municipal Corporation, was voted to the
chair. 

Mr. A.O. Coningsby, a representative of the
Marconi Company, addressed the meeting on
the working and progress of the radio clubs in
England and some of those recently organised in
Bombay and Calcutta.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1924

A radio club for Madras 
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lion, while it stands at $1 billion to India.  
Unable to match Beijing’s financial resour-
ces, New Delhi has chosen to woo IOR 
nations through its policy of Security and 
Growth for All (SAGAR), warning them not 
to fall prey to Chinese debt-trap policies. 

At a time when naval forays by China are 
rapidly increasing in the region, the day is 
not too far when a Chinese aircraft carrier 
will sail into the IOR, given that Beijing has 
been regularly deploying warships, subma-
rines and ‘spy’ vessels to the region for well 
over a decade. 

India too has increased deployments to 
countries in the region. It regularly sends 
warships to conduct joint patrols and sur-
veillance of the vast exclusive economic 
zones (EEZ) of countries like the Maldives 
and Seychelles. India’s commissioning of a 
naval base, INS Jatayu, in the Lakshadweep 
islands in March this year will also add to the 
country’s strategic heft in the IOR. 

With the joint inauguration of an 
upgraded jetty and airstrip on the Agaléga 
islands of Mauritius earlier this year, India 
now also has an outpost in the western 
Indian Ocean, a crucial addition to its China 
containment strategy. Even so, New Delhi 
cannot afford any let up in its battle for influ-
ence in the IOR.

dives National Defence Forces (MNDF). 
Muizzu rode to power as Maldivian presi-

dent by running an “India Out” campaign, 
citing the issue of sovereignty, which found 
traction in the country, especially among 
conservative voters. Muizzu has, however, 
not yet repealed a presidential decree issued 
during the tenure of his predecessor Ibu 
Solih banning that campaign. Perhaps 
because it is clear that he will need to deliver 
growth and development, for which India 
remains an important partner, regardless of 
all the tall promises China might make. 

New Delhi would have also conveyed to 
Malé its displeasure over its decision to not 
renew a hydrography agreement with India, 
while signing a defence pact with China that 
involves training the MNDF and supplying 
non-lethal defence equipment. For New 
Delhi, both are red lines, much like Chinese 
involvement in the Indian telecommunica-
tions sector and digital identity projects in 
India’s neighbourhood. 

In seeking to protect its own strategic 
interests in the vast IOR, New Delhi has to 
constantly walk on eggshells. For, political 
leaders in the region’s island states have 
learnt to play the two Asian giants against 
each other. In Sri Lanka, for instance, India 
was cold-shouldered, while China thrived 

I
t’s a measure of the strategic importance 
of the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) archi-
pelago of the Maldives that India recently 

chose to host its new foreign minister, 
Moosa Zameer, despite the hurly-burly of 
Lok Sabha elections. With the Maldives’ 
President Mohamed Muizzu-led govern-
ment already in China’s tight embrace, and 
the consequent turbulence in bilateral ties, 
India can ill-afford to cede further space to 
Beijing. External affairs minister S. Jais-
hankar clearly spelt out India’s strategic 
concerns to Zameer, telling him that being 
close neighbours, the development of bilat-
eral ties is based on “reciprocal sensitivity.” 

Such straight talk was required, as the 
pro-China Muizzu has already given New 
Delhi much grief, not just with his anti-India 
rhetoric, but also his administration’s deci-
sion to ask India to replace with civilians its 
77 military personnel posted there, in charge 
of two helicopters and a Dornier aircraft, 
even though these operated under the Mal-
divian flag and with directions from the Mal-

deficit in the economy. Several other 
indicators, such as rural real wages and 
earnings data from Periodic Labour 
Force Surveys, suggest either declining 
or stagnant incomes in the country.

Estimates from the ministry of 
agriculture have largely been robust, 
although recent years have seen market 
associations, traders and farmers ques-
tioning them. Unseasonal rains, heat 
waves and other climatic factors have 
affected production, even though offi-
cial data does not report any sharp 
decline. While production estimates 
and the fall in cereal availability may be 
a factor, it is not the only one. 

The problem includes knee-jerk and 
ad-hoc decisions taken by the govern-
ment on stock holding limits, apart 
from export and import rules covering 
quantitative restrictions on trade, the 
unintended effect of which has been 
artificial scarcity.

Despite the government’s intention 
of deregulating agricultural markets by 
bringing in three contentious farm laws, 
it has continued its policy of excessive 
regulation. While the trio of laws was 
withdrawn, the government’s reliance 
on arbitrary export curbs, price controls 
and domestic restrictions under the 
Essential Commodities Act (ECA) has 
raised uncertainty in farm markets, with 
price stability taking a resultant hit. 

Exports of wheat were banned in May 
2022, followed by a similar ban on bro-
ken rice in August, a regime expanded 
to include all non-basmati exports in 
July 2023. The ECA was invoked in 
June 2023 on wheat, limiting stocks 
held by traders, with further restrictions 
imposed in February 2024. The same 
month, the government asked traders 
to disclose their rice stocks every week. 
This was extended to pulses this April. 
Onions were subject to similar interven-
tion aimed at price control.

Most of these calls seem to have been 
taken without adequate scrutiny of why 
these commodity prices were unstable 
and without any ground assessment of 
crop availability, demand and supply. 
These were also used as a scare tactic to 
push prices down.

These measures, however, have not 
led to any significant price reduction. 
On the contrary, they have stoked fear 
among traders. The very signal of a 
panic reaction from the Centre appears 
to have fuelled speculative price 
inclines in many commodities.

Excessive use of controls and other 
hard tactics to tame inflation is also det-
rimental to the interests of farmers, who 
end up punished for rising prices. Their 
lost opportunity to earn more from the 
market has acted as a crop disincentive. 
India’s decline in pulse production is an 
example of a supply response to the 
financial rewards of suppliers being 
reduced by erratic government policy. 

Farmers were deprived of remunera-
tive earnings not just because of export 
curbs, but also bulk imports, resulting 
in lower price realizations for them. 
While inflation control is necessary to 
protect India’s most vulnerable people, 
it must not be at the cost of farmers and 
their incentives to raise output. We 
need a price policy that protects the 
interests of farmers and consumers 
both, without using unnecessary stric-
tures. Let’s adopt a comprehensive rule-
based framework to stabilize agricul-
tural prices. Let us replace ad-hoc tools 
with a rational approach.

L
atest data released by the govern-
ment confirms fears of India’s 
economy being in the grip of stub-

born inflation, driven primarily by food. 
While overall inflation has stayed above 
4% for more than two years, with the 
April 2024 reading at 4.83%, data also 
showed a widening gap between rural 
and urban inflation. Food inflation has 
been more than 8% since November, 
with cereal inflation witnessing a secu-
lar rise since January. For April, cereal 
inflation was at 8.63%. Within cereals, 
rice inflation was high at 12.5%, with 
April marking the 19th consecutive 
month of above-10% inflation. Even 
wheat has shown a rising trend since 
January, with the April reading at 6%. 
Inflation in pulses has been above 10% 
since June. But the sharpest increase 
has been for vegetables, with inflation at 
more than 25% for the last six months.

The stubbornness of food inflation 
is surprising, since international prices 
began easing long back. According to 
the Food and Agriculture Organisation, 
cereal prices globally fell by 18% in April 
on an year-on-year basis. Even domes-
tic supply seems to have increased, with 
claims by the ministry of agriculture of 
record production in almost every crop 
group. Given that India’s economic 
recovery has been muted, a demand 
push is an unlikely driving force. If any-
thing, core sector inflation (excluding 
food and fuel) at 3% confirms a demand 

Let’s replace a policy that distorts markets and worsens scarcities with a pre-set framework of rules
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India can’t risk slackening in the Indian Ocean Region
PARUL CHANDRA

A
 minor buzz arose this week over 
the major issue of whether AI 
chatbots had evolved a sense of 
humour. Maybe we’ll know once 
AI bots get to have the last laugh. 
For now, another vital question 

should strike us: Have corporations evolved 
one? The ribs they tickle are usually by the ad 
agencies they hire. A test case popped into view 
this month with the Netflix release of comedian 
Jerry Seinfeld’s Unfrosted, a spoof on Kellogg-
versus-Post rivalry over breakfast cereals and 
other satisfiers of taste-buds in America. In 
telling its tale—as told to a kid, cleverly—of the 
amazing success of Kellogg’s Pop-Tarts, this 
movie gleefully uses the company’s brands and 
mascots to make bellies wobble with laughter 
for a change. It tells us about this hot innovation 
of a flat pastry that pops out of a toaster with 
such wry distortion that one would have to be 
an AI bot to take it for real. Still, such creative 
liberty is rarely taken by filmmakers in India. 
Rajesh Krishnan’s comedy Crew, for example, 
tactfully uses Kohinoor Airlines as a stand-in 
for Kingfisher, though with winks and nudges 
thrown in (like a fictional owner called Vijay 
Walia). Spoofing a company has long been 
taboo in showbiz for an obvious reason: There 
may be legal hell to pay for brand theft, etc. But 
what’s going on in America? Have businesses 
begun to see the funny side of what they do?

Seinfeld’s latest film did not pioneer this new 
genre of brand parodies. Just last year, movie 
halls were left in splits by Greta Gerwig’s Barbie, 
which got laughs at this doll’s expense. This film 
had the approval of the brand’s owner Mattel, 
though, and might even have served as a subtle 
ad. According to Seinfeld, Unfrosted is “the 
opposite.” In his words from a recent interview: 

“Barbie is made by Mattel. Kellogg had no idea 
and would never allow us to do anything like 
this. And if we don’t get sued, it’ll be a miracle. 
We thought that’d be phenomenal publicity, if 
we do get sued. I mean, walking in court with 
lawyers to defend myself that I made fun of the 
Pop-Tart in a way that’s inappropriate… I’d love 
that trial.” Adding a dash of intrigue to the film’s 
context, Kellogg in the US split last October into 
Kellanova and W.K. Kellogg Company. The 
former put out a statement calling the movie 
“farce not fact,” adding for good measure that 
it’s “a fictional account of Pop-Tarts’ history and 
is meant for entertainment purposes.” Seinfeld 
would probably be disposed to agree. Asked 
about the research that went into the movie, he 
replied, “There was no desire to get anything 
right, we just wanted to make it.”

So, did Seinfeld get away with brand infringe-
ment? This is where the plot thickens. Pleased 
by the buzz, perhaps, Pop-Tarts’ owner Kella-
nova leapt to join the joke. It ran a spoofy two-
minute video of its own to wag a finger at Sein-
feld for brand theft as funnily as it could. It even 
launched limited-pack Tart-Pops, picking up 
the movie’s version of why it sold like hot cakes: 
The clunky name Trat-Pop was mistakenly read 
out backwards on TV as “Pop-Tart,” which 
proved far catchier than its archrival’s fuddy-
duddy Country Squares. So, as it turns out in the 
movie, all the mutual espionage over the recipe, 
mounted merrily on the scale of a space race, 
amounts to zilch in the face of an ultimate 
arbiter: Human error. It’s a fun watch. So, are 
“grrr-reat” brands developing a funny bone? 
Are they being advised by image managers to 
laugh along if the joke’s on them? Or is there 
something else to be read in the goofy grin of 
Seinfeld’s open dare? Don’t ask a chatbot.

Spoof on Kellogg: Brand 
theft or publicity stunt?
Jerry Seinfeld’s new comedy film makes brazen fun of a corporate rivalry even as he dares 

brand owners to sue. But the latter would rather join the joke. What’s going on? Don’t ask AI
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In the end, India chose to believe that the good times were coming—the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP’s) slogan—and cast its lot with, and vote
for, Narendra Modi, serving up a fairy-tale ending to one of the most

dramatic elections India has seen.
By the end of the day, as Modi addressed an audience of tens of thou-

sands of cheering admirers in Ahmedabad—reminiscent of Barack Obama’s
address at Grant Park in Chicago after being elected US president in 2008—
his party had won, or led in, 282 seats, and the alliance it heads, in 325. 

The Congress was reduced to 44 seats, and its alliance to 61.
The results were historic. Voters elected India’s first prime minister born

after the country gained Independence.
They voted in the first political party outside of the Congress with a simple

majority of its own.
They voted outside their comfort zone of social identity of religion and

caste, reducing the Congress to a mere bit player jostling for political space
with regional rivals such as the Trinamool Congress, Biju Janata Dal and the
All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam.

And they restored the primacy of national parties after a gap of 30 years—
which at the least will create the space for the executive to recalibrate its re-
lationship with a judiciary that has gotten used to doing all the heavy lifting,
an undesirable collateral damage of the politics of coalition.

The results have created the circumstances for forcing structural reform
of Indian politics, coincidentally at a time when the country has already re-
defined itself both socially and economically. Not only is India today a near
$2 trillion economy, it has an overwhelmingly young population (65% are
less than 35 years) that is driven more by aspirations rather than entitle-
ments.

At the same time, the central character of this election, Modi, offers a new
narrative. Being bereft of privilege, the calling card of most politicians in this
country (Patrick French, a historian, claimed that all members of Parlia-
ment below the age of 30 belonged to political families) and a complete out-
sider to the charmed power circle of Delhi, did not discourage the ambitions
(something he, unlike so many others, unabashedly wears on his sleeve) of
the three-time Gujarat chief minister. His is a story of the great Indian 
dream, and he said as much—crediting it to the power of Indian democra-
cy—in the Ahmedabad speech.

If there is cause for concern, it is that expectations have run ahead, as
much because of the promise Modi holds as the dismal performance of the
outgoing Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA). Young people,
who seem to have cast their lot with Modi overwhelmingly across the coun-
try, want jobs; women, especially those working in towns and cities, seek a

safer environment; and industry is looking for a champion who can revive
the India story. Selling the dream is one thing; walking the talk, something
else altogether.

History is replete with examples of people who have promised much and
come up short—Rajiv Gandhi, who won a overwhelming mandate in 1984
for the Congress is a case in point.

So, what next?
The temptation to squander such a mandate on energy sapping pursuits,

like demonizing the outgoing Congress, will be overwhelming. It will need
super-human effort to control the pent-up frustration, especially among
cadres, and the deep resentment Modi has harboured against the Gandhi
family (following their personal attacks against him).

All indications are that Modi is unlikely to fritter away his hard-earned so-
cial capital in vendetta. He may not have said so explicitly, but the man is
looking at a minimum of two terms in office. It is in his and the BJP’s interest
to use this period to alter the status quo as much as possible.

Already, he has redefined his own party. This has been most visible in Ut-
tar Pradesh where he has freed the party from the control of the upper 
castes and nationally, where he has successfully overcome the internal chal-
lenge of more experienced rivals who have the inside track in New Delhi.

It is likely that he will work on his promise of creating a new compact in
Indian politics—one which is less adversarial (tough as this may be to be-
lieve, given the bitter election campaign). Setting the tone at a victory rally
in Vadodara, one of the two constituencies from which he won, Modi said,
“There is no enemy in politics. I want to assure everyone that we will want to
take them along.”

Modi seems to have already worked his magic on foreign investors—the
stock market’s behaviour on counting day suggested as much—and he now
has to work on improving domestic sentiment. He also has to rework the bi-
nary nature of political discourse in the country—especially since the de-
bate has been couched as trade-offs between development and environ-
ment or growth and equity.

During the campaign he hinted at a new paradigm wherein states would
be partners in governance. That could ensure the passage and implementa-
tion of critical legislation such as the single Goods and Services Tax.

If Modi’s record in Gujarat is any indication, he will try to launch a few
big-ticket projects. These could unleash a multiplier effect, just like
Yashwant Sinha’s boost to housing did in the late-1990s.

The outgoing UPA has bequeathed a fragile economy with glaring gaps in
its infrastructure. But this also means that there are low-hanging fruits that
any administration with a determined political leadership can easily har-
vest. Going by Modi’s governance style, these are likely to be addressed 
within finite deadlines through a series of public pronouncements.

It is evident that the Indian voter has delivered an epochal verdict. It is
now for Modi to seize the moment. History will judge him accordingly.

Victory message: Narendra Modi’s tweet above, posted on Friday after the defining trends of the elections became clear, became the most-shared Indian tweet ever.
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It’s amazing that 
the amount of news that 

happens in the world every 
day always just exactly fits 

the newspaper.
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The government’s approach to 
taming food inflation has been 

flawed. Ad-hoc export and other 
trade restrictions appear to 

have raised supplier anxiety and 
worsened agricultural shortages.

What India needs is a clearly 
defined framework of rules so 

that nobody gets nasty surprises, 
output incentives don’t get hurt 

and both consumers and farmers 
are served well by its design.

Q U I C K  R E A D

restructured loan with China’s Exim Bank 
for the airport, which has been a commercial 
failure. Both these projects will give India a 
vital foothold in the region where both Sri 
Lanka and the Maldives are on board China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Unlike China, loans extended by India do 
not leave their beneficiaries in debt traps. 
The Maldives, for instance, is still reeling 
under the $1.3 billion loan it took from China 
during Abdulla Yameen’s presidential ten-
ure from 2013 to 2018. At present, nearly 
30% of Maldives’ external debt is owed to 

China, while it’s only 10% 
in the case of India. 

The inflated cost of 
Chinese-executed pro-
jects and the opacity that 
marks them, however, 
has not deterred IOR 
nations from availing 
them to build infrastruc-
ture. Sri Lanka, for 
instance, found itself 
unable to repay the com-
mercial loan it took to 
develop the Hambantota 
port. The island nation’s 
biggest bilateral debt is to 
China, placed at $7 bil-

during Mahinda Rajapaksa’s presidential 
tenure. They also know how to whip up anti-
India sentiment by playing the sovereignty 
and nationalism cards to win elections. 

While New Delhi-Malé relations are cur-
rently strained, the New Delhi-Colombo 
relationship is currently thriving. Having 
provided financial assistance to Sri Lanka as 
it battled an economic collapse after the 
covid pandemic, India has been quietly 
working to contain China by bolstering its 
strategic foothold in the island nation. 

Colombo recently gave its nod for India to 
develop the strategically-
located Kankesanthurai 
port in northern Sri 
Lanka. Barely 100km 
away from the deep sea 
port of Karaikal in Pud-
ucherry, it will provide 
vital connectivity 
between the two nations. 
In addition, an Indo-Rus-
sian joint venture 
recently won the con-
tract to operate the Mat-
tala airport built with 
Chinese loans in Ham-
bantota. Sri Lanka is still 
trying to negotiate a 

New Delhi’s hosting of the 
Maldivian foreign minister amid 
domestic elections and despite 
strained ties is evidence of the 

strategic importance of nations 
in the Indian Ocean Region

With China making diplomatic 
inroads and IOR countries 

playing India and China against 
each other, New Delhi has had 
to work on strengthening its 

influence in the region.

Q U I C K  R E A D

End erratic intervention: Adopt 
a rulebook to tame food prices
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T
he biopharmaceutical industry has 
been evolving rapidly. During the tur-
bulent period spanning 2019 to 2021, 
amid the upheaval caused by the covid 
pandemic, it emerged as a focal point of 
global discourse. Biopharmaceuticals 

are drugs and therapies synthesized from living 
organisms, which includes vaccines, biologics, 
biosimilars and evolving therapies like cell and 
gene therapies.

The global biopharmaceutical industry has 
grown significantly since 1982. Estimated at $528 
billion,  it is expected to a grow at a compounded 
annual growth rate in double-digits for years. India 
has replicated this growth, ranking among the top 
12 biotechnology destinations globally. In 2023, 
the Indian biopharma industry surpassed $92 bil-
lion, reflecting 15% growth from the previous year. 
This growth is driven by a rise in chronic diseases, 
higher income levels, demand for better treat-
ments and the advantages of biopharma over tradi-
tional medicine (such as fewer side effects and 
greater effectiveness in treating chronic illnesses).

However, as the industry continues to expand, 
we realize that in an era of continued innovation, it 
becomes even more important for the industry to 
adapt to a fast-evolving curve. In this context, 
while the industry has witnessed tremendous 
growth over the past decade, further research and 
innovation in the biopharmaceutical sector neces-
sitate collaborative efforts between the industry 
and academia.

Collaboration between industry and academia is a 
strategic imperative: The development and com-
mercialization of bio-therapeutic products not 
only require extensive research, but also clinical 
and non-clinical trials that adhere to regulatory 
norms, necessitating academia and industry col-
laboration. While academia possesses skills in the 
research domain, industry must play its expected 
role in the commercialization of research: i.e., 
manufacturing, testing, approval and marketing.

While the large international pharmaceutical 
and biotechnology sectors have historically been 
recognized as drivers of the discovery and develop-
ment of new drugs, academia has also made signifi-
cant contributions, laying foundations for the 
development of several drugs. Drugs such as Pacli-
taxel, Vorinostat, Prezista, Viread and Dexrazox-
ane have their discovery origins in academia. 
Despite this, academia’s role has often been per-
ceived as secondary—supporting drug discovery 
by providing an extended research base to the 
industry through peer-reviewed publications and 
strategic partnerships.

Academic drug discovery offers the promise of 
pioneering new approaches to drug development, 
leveraging academic innovation and thought pro-
cesses, to cater to evolving needs and demands. In 

Industry links with academia are 
critical to success in biopharma 
India can grab opportunities in the biopharmaceutical sector by combining academic and business skills to boost innovation
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H
er.” That was the single tweet that 
OpenAI chief executive officer Sam 
Altman posted as his lieutenants 

demonstrated a new ChatGPT with the 
same alluring vocal flourishes Scarlett 
Johansson used in the movie by that name 
about a man who falls in love with his AI 
bot. The most impressive thing about the 
new GPT-4o (the ‘o’ stands for omni) is that 
it can discuss what it ‘sees’ through your 
phone camera in real time, a skill that Goo-
gle faked in a demo for its AI model last 
December. More startling was that it didn’t 
just sound human but strangely seductive. 
“Hey there,” the new version of ChatGPT 
said in a coy woman’s voice to a young man 
in the company’s main video demonstra-
tion. “I see you’re rocking an OpenAI 
hoodie. Nice choice.”

In a live demo at OpenAI’s headquarters 
in San Francisco, the AI system surprised 
the audience when it said, “Wow, that’s 
quite the outfit you’ve got on,” to someone 
it was helping with an algebra problem. 
Bloomberg News, which was at the event, 
referred to its tone as “flirtatious.”

In another video demo, the AI, once 
again with a female voice, laughed coquet-
tishly as an OpenAI staffer pretended to 
ask it for advice on what to wear for an 
interview. “Oh, Rocky!” it said giggling 
after he put on a silly hat. “That’s quite a 
statement piece!”

If OpenAI’s mostly male engineers are 
trying to build the perfect girlfriend, they 
seem to be on the right track. If the com-
pany is trying to build a more accurate and 
reliable AI model, however, they still have 
a long way to go. GPT-4o is still only 
slightly ahead on key AI benchmarks and 
early tests show it continues to make mis-
takes on key tasks.

The company has instead focused on 
leaping ahead with user experience, making 
GPT-4o more of a consumer play than one 
for enterprise customers. Its new model can 
infer emotions and respond to audio as 
quickly as a human would in conversation. 
That could fulfil a long-time goal in tech of 
‘ambient computing,’ which eschews hav-
ing to stare into tiny screen and type with 
your thumbs for just talking and showing 
things to a computer.

There’s plenty of potential in that, from 
live tutoring to having a clever digital 
assistant analyse your computer screen as 
you work. But OpenAI’s efforts to make its 
AI so engaging are disconcerting.

What are the social and psychological 
consequences of regularly speaking to a 
flirty, fun and ultimately agreeable artifi-
cial voice on your phone, and then encoun-

tering a different dynamic with men and 
women in real life? What happens when 
emotionally vulnerable people develop an 
unhealthy attachment to GPT-4o?

OpenAI did not respond to these ques-
tions at the time of writing, or explain why 
it had given GPT-4o so much more person-
ality. If its objective was to make its product 
more engaging for consumers—as it has 
already tried to do with developers—that 
could open up a can of worms, threatening 
insidious effects on our collective mental 
health. Remember those priorities are 
what led Facebook to design algorithms 
that promoted the most outrageous posts 
on its site to keep people scrolling, helping 
sow greater political division.

Yet, you can see why Altman may be 
pushing to make his chatbot more sticky. 
User growth for ChatGPT has been stag-
nating, as competing bots like Anthropic’s 
Claude and Google’s Gemini race for mar-
ket share. It’s likely why he’s also making 
GPT-4, OpenAI’s most advanced model on 
the market, free for all.

OpenAI didn’t describe GPT-4o as a 
“personal assistant” but that seems to be 
what the company and its rivals are now 
chasing. Google [has announced a similar 
AI agent called Project Astra].

Elon Musk’s AI company x.AI is also 
working on an app that will act as a per-
sonal assistant, according to an April 2024 
funding pitch deck seen by Bloomberg 
Opinion. The $20-a-month app, which will 
also have a free tier, aims to show an 
AI-generated feed of suggested news arti-
cles and reminders to, for instance, buy 
flowers at a nearby store for a friend’s 
birthday, or to buy concert tickets for a 
favourite band that is on tour, according to 
one slide. The deck adds that by integrat-
ing with personal data from X, it can create 
a “supercharged social experience.” Musk 
tweeted on Tuesday that a “major upgrade 
to Grok” was on its way. Meta is also explor-
ing AI-assisted earphones with cameras and 
its Ray-Ban smart glasses already include an 
AI assistant.

As tech giants converge on digital assist-
ants, they may see personality as the new AI 
battleground. But racing to make chatbots 
more sexy could have bizarre side effects. 
Pointing to Her was perhaps a fitting meta-
phor for Sam Altman: The movie doesn’t 
end well for humans. ©BLOOMBERG

Making ChatGPT ‘sexy’ is not 
the best way to make it better

Customer engagement must not be at the cost of our mental health

OpenAI’s Sam Altman referred to the film 

Her, an AI romance AP

this context, it is crucial to emphasize that while 
pharmaceutical and biotechnology firms shall con-
tinue to be the major source of new drug develop-
ment, there is a compelling argument for academia 
to play a more direct role in translating fundamen-
tal science into therapeutics.

Collaborations between industry and academia 
offer numerous benefits. The covid pandemic 
demonstrated the success of such collaborations in 
swiftly developing life-saving vaccines and thera-
pies. India’s first home-grown gene therapy for 
cancer, developed by IIT Bombay, Tata Memorial 
Centre, and ImmunoACT, is another example. 
Programmes like the Pfizer-IIT Delhi Innovation 
and IP Programme and INDovation are good 
examples of the larger pharmaceutical industry’s 
efforts to boost the domestic innovation ecosys-
tem. These collaborations foster 
innovation, as shown by the 
incubation of 34 healthcare 
innovators and 19 intellectual 
property filings in diagnostics, 
drug delivery, medical devices, 
and healthcare training.

Additionally, industry-acade-
mia linkages also enable setting 
up a framework for nurturing 
talent with the skill-sets needed 
to meet the current demands of 
industry and prepare them for 
the biopharma sector’s innova-
tion-driven future. 

It has been heartening to note 
that several pharma and bio-
pharma companies have estab-
lished global capability centres in India, employing 
nearly half a million professionals. These centres 
engage talent in a diverse range of functions across 
the entire research and development (R&D) value 
chain, drug commercialization, manufacturing 
and supply-chain management, physician and 
patient engagement, business strategy and digital 
operations.

In recognizing the benefits of strong industry-

academia linkages, it is essential to highlight the 
establishment of the Biotechnology Industry 
Research Assistance Council (BIRAC) and National 
Biopharma Mission (NBM). Both these initiatives 
enhance India’s biopharmaceutical capabilities, 
aiming for global competitiveness and improved 
healthcare standards through innovative product 
development.

Academic institutions in focus: While celebrating 
our nation’s advancements in biotechnology, 
including the establishment of a department of 
biotechnology in 1986 and becoming the third-
largest hub for biotech in the Asia Pacific region, 
there’s a need to encourage further research, inno-
vate and expedite drug development in the bio-
pharma sector. 

Empowering academic institutions, particularly 
through the establishment of 
technology transfer offices 
(TTOs), can enhance technology 
transfer capabilities, ensuring 
the translation of research into 
practical solutions. This will 
accelerate the transformation of 
scientific discoveries into prod-
ucts that benefit society.

Funding for schemes like 
India’s Ucchatar Avishkar 
Yojana should be increased to 
foster innovation among stu-
dents and faculty in premier 
technological institutes. To 
address the shortage of qualified 
faculty and researchers, a pro-
gramme similar to China’s 

Thousand Talent Programme could be used to 
recruit overseas Indians from top global institutes 
with attractive incentives. Additionally, universi-
ties should implement specialized training on legal 
and regulatory frameworks for new biotech inter-
ventions. Integrating these into the curriculum 
will better prepare students for the complexities of 
the biotech landscape and help nurture a skilled 
workforce to drive innovation and research.

While academia possesses skills 
in the research domain, industry 
must play its expected role in the 

commercialization of findings 
through manufacturing, testing, 

approval and marketing.

An incentive scheme like 
China’s talent programme could 

be used to recruit overseas 
Indians from top global institutes  
while domestic institutions gear 

up for the future of biotech. 
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fear of being left behind. A machine friend 
(or companion) can offer legitimacy and vali-
dation. But wouldn’t a withdrawal from 
dealing with real people and having real 
experiences make us more emotionally frag-
ile? As Turkle notes, “If we live in a culture 
where significant numbers of people say 
they should never have to be made uncom-
fortable, and since discomfort, disappoint-
ment and challenges are part of most human 
relationships, that is a dilemma.”

Second, consider the argument that AI 
built on the collective intelligence of many 
experts is better than any single expert. Eric 
Schmidt, former chairperson of Google, has 
been quoted as saying that Generative AI 
will make “much of human conversations 
unnecessary.” But Turkle asks the most 
important question: “When we are in human 
conversation, we often care less about the 
information an utterance transfers than its 
tone and emotional intent. In a world that 
deals in averages, what happens to our sensi-
tivity to all this?”

What does all this mean to us? What does 
it mean to be human? Is being human now a 
relative term? Are we being shaped by past 
data or the law of averages? Will we get more 
standardized and homogenized?

More questions. Few answers. 

ated by Bell Labs and exhibited at the 1939 
World’s Fair in New York. In the 1950s, early 
AI pioneers began working on speech recog-
nition (as distinct from understanding). Dec-
ades and many breakthroughs later, we are 
in the throes of a man-machine interaction 
revolution. But what does it do to us?

Human interactions with ‘intelligent’ 
machines are not just about machines. They 
are also about us. When we interact with 
machines that respond like humans, what 
does it do to us, our perceptions, emotions 
and neural wirings? 

Much is unknown, except that it changes 
us. Just as human-to-human interactions 
trigger our neurons, make biochemical 
changes and alter our bodies, so do human 
interactions with machines. Even as we get 
into these interactions with the full aware-
ness that they are only machines, we may 
slowly reach a point where we are ‘in com-
munion’ with them.

The first chatbot came much before the 
internet went global. An MIT professor and 
computer scientist, Joseph Weizenbaum, 
built Eliza in 1966 as a conversational inter-
face between humans and machines. Eliza 
engaged with users like a psychotherapist 
and many people started attributing human-
like feelings to the programme, wanting to 

T
o erase the line between man and 
machine is to obscure the line between 
men and gods,” says the tagline in the 

teaser of the 2015 movie Ex-Machina. What 
technology does for us has long been evi-
dent. But, in the last decade or so, ever since 
social media became central to our lives, 
what technology does to us has become a 
matter of profound interest. Even more so 
now, as conversations on artificial intelli-
gence (AI) go mainstream.

Making machines that behave like or 
resemble human beings has been a pursuit 
for about two centuries. As early as the 
1800s, Austro-Hungarian inventor Wolf-
gang von Kempelen tried making a speaking 
machine using bellows and reeds to model 
the human voice box. This was later 
improved by Charles Wheatstone, which in 
turn influenced Alexander Graham Bell, 
who tried creating his own device. While 
Bell’s speaking machine didn’t materialize, 
it helped him invent the telephone. The first 
electronic talking machine, Voder, was cre-

Ponder what AI does for us versus what it’s doing to us
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of human connections and is also an attempt 
to develop methodologies that study how 
artificial empathy changes our relational 
capacity. Turkle coins an interesting term, 
‘artificial intimacy.’ The study had partici-
pants from a wide range of backgrounds and 
demographic groups. As either new or regu-
lar users of AI-based conversational tools 
such as Replika, Pi, Woebot and ChatGPT, 
they were found to experience an emotional 
bond with the technologies they were 
engaging with. The result of this study raises 
some points that might have a far-reaching 

impact on society and 
perhaps even  on the evo-
lution of our species.

First, all or the majority 
of participants found it 
easier to deal with 
machines than humans, 
because it replaces 
“stressful human connec-
tions.” Real relationships 
have more friction and 
are relatively difficult to 
deal with. Talking to 
machines make people 
feel less vulnerable, as 
there is no friction, no 
second-guessing and no 

share intimate matters and spending time 
alone with the machine. AI bots are now 
being touted as a solution for loneliness, as 
digital companions. This assumes a chasm 
crossed from AI’s ability to ‘understand’ 
what we are saying to an ability to ‘care.’ 

Is there a Turing Test for empathy? That 
is the question.

A recent study by Sherry Turkle at MIT, 
‘Who Do We Become When We Talk to 
Machines?’ delves deep into the impact of 
human–machine conversations. Turkle, a 
sociologist and trained psychologist, is the 
author of acclaimed 
books like The Second 
Self: Computers and the 
Human Spirit and Alone 
Together: Why We Expect 
More from Technology 
and Less from Each Other. 
She has taught at MIT 
along with Joseph Weiz-
enbaum and also studied 
people’s interaction with 
Eliza, terming our emo-
tional engagement the 
‘Eliza Effect.’ Her new 
MIT study explores how 
our digital relationships 
affect our understanding 

Just as human-to-human 
interactions make our neurons 

fire and create biochemical 
changes that alter us, human 
interactions with ‘intelligent’ 

machines make an imprint on us. 

Chatting with chatbots can 
make people feel less vulnerable,  

as there is neither friction nor 
second-guessing, but might an 
emotional vacuum created by 

this leave us emotionally fragile? 
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Moral righteousness
has been the pre-
sented face of the
foreign policy of the

United States of America since
time immemorial. But beyond
this thin and untenable veneer
lurks the dark reality of realpoli-
tik, power play, and even naked
ambition at work. Such practi-
cality driving sovereign behav-
iour is not unusual to any other
country, except that the pos-
tured pretense of altruism driv-
ing American actions, when it
isn’t, annoys other countries.

Americans often don’t prac-
tice what they preach, or pos-
ture.  However political correct-
ness couched with deft word-
smithing hides the real impulses
and instincts that have legit-
imised America’s dalliances with
dictators, illiberal monarchs, or
other unsavoury alliances. The
relationship of Washington DC
with the largest cumulative
recipient of US foreign aid i.e.,
Israel, is one such glaring con-
tradiction, even though Israel
remains the most sanctioned
country in the world, by the
United Nations.

Beyond the stakes and un-
derstandable impact of roughly
8-9 million Jews in the United
States (with imagined emotions
attached to Israel) and their
accompanying heft of economic
value in terms of ‘controlling’
Wall Street, media houses and
the US economy is general, the
state of Israel affords incalcula-
ble strategic leverage to the US
in global affairs. 

Put simply, many of the
most powerful and decisive
positions in the US administra-
tion and the larger socio-eco-
nomic realm are populated by
Jews, who bear their own
impulses. 

Israel has been called ‘Ame-
rica’s aircraft carrier in the Mid-
dle East’ for its ability to flex
itself militarily and act as a bul-
wark against traditional foes
such as Russia. 

The Americans have used
the Israelis to keep many ene-
mies like Iran or terror groups
(even so-called ‘allies’ in the

Arab Sheikhdoms) in check,
with Tel Aviv’s overbearing and
lurking presence in the region.

Israelis have managed to
extract a price for their relation-
ship with the US, which has rou-
tinely exposed the hollowness of
American morality in foreign
policy. 

The most obvious mismat-
ch has been the unprecedented
invocation of the ‘veto’ power in
the United Nations Security
Council (often, as the lone sup-
portive voice) to
rescue Israel from
formal condemna-
tions and sanc-
tions. Over half of
the ‘veto’ votes
used by the US in
its history have
involved Israel.

Additionally,
Washington DC
has been the only
permanent mem-
ber of the UNSC to
recognise Golan
Heights (taken
from Syria in the
Six-Day War in
1967) as legitimate
Israeli territory, recognised the
provocative move of recognising
Jerusalem as the official capital
and shifted its embassy there
(thus diluting Palestinian claims),
amongst many other symbolic
moves that embolden the unilat-
eral approach of the Israelis.

Such underlying equations
and compulsions have defined
the foreign policy of the US tow-
ards Israeli reprisals to the ter-
ror attack by the Hamas from
Gaza. 

While the world had rightly
condemned the Hamas terror
attack, it had differentiated bet-
ween the Hamas and the larger
comity of Gazans or Palestini-
ans. Israel didn’t, and it lumped
the Hamas identity onto the
entirety of Gazans/Palestinians
and conducted its revenge
accordingly. 

If only the Israelis had con-
ducted ‘targeted’ attacks against
the Hamas ~ as Israel had his-
torically conducted against mili-
tias like the PLO, Hezbollah or

even the Hamas earlier, there
would not have been a global
uproar. But the Israelis opted for
the brutal ‘scorched earth’
approach.  

Today, there are over 35,000
Palestinians (not necessarily
Hamas operatives) who have
been killed in the disproportion-
ate revenge, besides the com-
plete flattening of the Gaza Strip. 

Whatever be the mealy-
mouthed and flipflopping state-
ments by the Joe Biden adminis-

tration since 7 Oct-
ober 2023, when
the Hamas attack
took place, the US
has had a direct
hand in the mas-
sacre of the hap-
less Gazans.

So, what guid-
ed the invaluable
and questionable
US support to
Israeli revenge? A
potent combina-
tion of history,
realpolitik, invari-
able pressures
from the ‘Jewish
lobby’, and above

all, electoral considerations in
an election year!

Initially, the reaction was
wrapped in ‘justness’ and noble
outrage. But the fact is that Pres-
ident Biden would have seen the
benefit in tilting towards Israel
(beyond reasonableness) to ar-
rest the recent drift of Jews tow-
ards Republicans, especially
towards Trump personally, who
had pivoted completely in fav-
our of Netanyahu’s Israel during
his term with the Abrahamic
Accords, scraping the Iran Nuc-
lear Deal, ‘Muslim-Ban’ et al.
Biden may have punted on the
moment to assert his own posi-
tives with the ‘Jewish Lobby’,
who are also sizeable contribu-
tors to political funding.

But over time as the Israeli
onslaught in Gaza continued
with no restraint or heed, Biden
was seen as a willful accomplice
to the disproportionate retalia-
tion and bloodshed. 

The excessiveness of Israeli
actions has pricked the con-

science of the youth and the
recent uproars, protests, and
disruptions on Western univer-
sity campuses are a testimony to
a contra-reaction after the gen-
uine condemnation of the
Hamas attack. 

Even many of the younger
Jewish voters don’t see unequiv-
ocal or blind support for Israel
as a litmus test for their personal
identity, anymore. Many Jews
recognise the direct contribu-
tion of Israeli actions on the
sudden rise of anti-Semitic inci-
dents and many are concerned
about the economic conse-
quences to their livelihoods ~
suddenly supporting Israel
blindly does not make sense,
even to them. 

Secondly the youth, ethnic
diversities, and other progres-
sive communities who make the
bulk of the Democrat ranks are
equally alarmed at Biden’s blank
cheque to Israel.

These tectonic undercur-
rents in Democrat constituen-
cies and the Jewish lobby have
forced a rethink on Biden’s
approach towards Israel. It is
sheer electoral politics and not
morality that is driving Biden’s
U-turn, after a painfully long
time. The optics of ‘encourag-
ing’ Israel are detrimental to
Biden’s campaign. 

The irrelevance of morality
also numbs the American elec-
torate in another way, when
they see American ‘support’ to
Israel or Ukraine as prohibitive-
ly unnecessary, especially as the
US economy itself is struggling.
After two ‘vetoes’ to support
Israel, the US finally supported a
resolution condemning Israeli
overdrive. 

The narrative and discourse
will now further change beyond
stopping arms supplies and
investigations into Israeli
excesses and an ostensible
‘blockade’ to humanitarian sup-
plies. 

But again, it validates the
age-old truism that it is electoral
stakes and not morality that
drives US foreign policy, what-
ever be the purported diplomat-
ic line or posturing.     

President Xi Jinping’s just-con-
cluded visit to Europe could
not have been more timely ~ it
came at a pivotal moment and

underscored the profound significance
of China-Europe relations amid global
uncertainties. His first overseas visit in
2024 and third state visit to France not
only emphasized the strategic impor-
tance of China’s relations with Europe,
the European Union in particular, but
also highlights the symbolic power
inherent in such diplomatic engage-
ments. Against the backdrop of evolv-
ing global dynamics, his visit to Europe
will help deepen the strategic partner-
ship, deepen economic cooperation,
and boost people-to-people exchanges
between China and Europe.

His visit also underscored the
strategic significance of Europe for
China on multiple fronts. First, Europe
remains a crucial economic partner of
China, with the EU being one of
China's largest trading partners and the
investment flow between the two sides
being substantial. Strengthening ties
with key EU member states such as
France and Hungary, and other Euro-
pean states such as Serbia, enhances
mutual access to two of the world's
largest markets and high-tech power-
houses, fostering mutual economic
development. Second, amid the
increasing geopolitical uncertainties,
China and the EU both seek to deepen
mutual understanding in order to safe-

guard their respective interests and
promote peace-building efforts.
China’s support for the EU's efforts to
maintain its strategic autonomy shows
it views the bloc as a strong upholder of
multilateralism and an indispensable
partner in mitigating geopolitical risks.
For China, its engagement with Europe
is integral to its broader foreign policy
objectives, which include the Belt and
Road Initiative, and the advocacy for
improved connectivity and multilater-
alism. Beyond its strategic implications,
President Xi’s visit showcased China’s
maturing diplomatic prowess and
international standing through its
unwavering commitment to construc-
tive engagement in the post-pandemic
world. The Chinese leader’s well-cali-
brated choice of destinations ~  France,
Serbia and Hungary ~ reflects China’s
desire to cultivate partnerships and
promote cooperation with Europe as a
whole. France, under Charles de
Gaulle’s leadership, established diplo-
matic relations with China 60 years ago,
much before most other Western coun-
tries. The Gaullist idea of independ-
ence, from which the concept of strate-
gic autonomy derives its vision and
ambition, has directly or indirectly
guided France’s approach to Sino-Fre-
nch relations. The approach is under-
pinned by a mutual recognition of each
other’s status as major players in a mul-
tipolar world. This strategic consensus
has steered their foreign policies and
facilitated high-level dialogue, ensur-
ing the Sino-French partnership
remains resilient even during challeng-
ing times. France has constantly played
a key role in shaping overall EU-China
ties and partnered China in addressing
global challenges, from climate change
to the application of AI. Serbia and
Hungary are widely considered China’s
closest economic partners in Europe.
They are also among the first group of
countries to join the China-proposed
Belt and Road Initiative, and they host a
substantial number of Chinese-invest-
ed projects, from large-scale railway
infrastructure projects to electric vehi-
cle battery plants.
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US apathy

As the 2024 US Presidential election draws near-
er, the American electorate finds itself caught
in uncertainty and disbelief. The prospect of a

Biden-Trump rematch has left many voters grappling
with denial, struggling to come to terms with the real-
ity that these two familiar faces could once again dom-
inate the political arena. It is evident that both Presi-
dent Joe Biden and former President Donald Trump
face significant challenges in securing the trust and
support of the American people. Mr Biden’s coalition
is perceived as lacking energy, with concerns lingering
about the President’s political standing and health.
On the other hand, Mr Trump is no spring chicken,
and legal battles cast a shadow over his campaign,
forcing him to navigate the delicate balance between
rallying his base and defending himself in court.
Despite these obstacles, both campaigns are gearing
up for what promises to be a fiercely contested battle
for the White House. Mr Biden's strategy appears to
hinge on reminding voters of the tumultuous era of
Mr Trump’s presidency, hoping to capitalise on mem-
ories of divisiveness and chaos. Meanwhile, Mr Trump
seeks to leverage his legal woes to his advantage,
painting himself as a victim of partisan persecution
and rallying his supporters around the narrative of a
political witch hunt.

Yet, beneath the surface of these familiar tactics
lies a deeper truth: neither candidate has fully cap-
tured the imagination or enthusiasm of the American
people. Polling data reveals a widespread dissatisfac-
tion with the choices presented, with only a fraction of
voters expressing excitement or satisfaction about
either Mr Biden or Mr Trump. This dissatisfaction
underscores a broader problem facing American
democracy ~ a growing sense of disillusionment and
apathy among the electorate. With each passing elec-
tion cycle, it seems that the pool of viable candidates
shrinks, leaving voters to choose between the lesser of
two perceived evils. The result is a political landscape
defined by polarisation and gridlock, where meaning-
ful change feels increasingly out of reach. In the face of
this daunting reality, it is easy to succumb to despair
and resignation. But perhaps there is a glimmer of
hope to be found in the uncertainty of the moment. As
the dynamics of the race continue to shift and evolve,
there is an opportunity for new voices and ideas to
emerge ~ voices that speak to the aspirations and con-
cerns of ordinary Americans, rather than the
entrenched interests of the political establishment.
Ultimately, the fate of the 2024 election rests in the
hands of the American people. It is up to them to
demand more from their leaders, to reject the poli-
tics of division and cynicism, and to embrace a vision
of democracy that reflects their ideals. Only then can
they hope to break free from the cycle of disillusion-
ment and forge a path toward a brighter and more
inclusive future. Of course, they will need better can-
didates to choose from.

Argentine turmoil

Argentina grapples with the relentless grip of infla-
tion amid glimpses of a potential slowdown. The
latest data indicates an annual inflation rate

nearing a staggering 300 per cent, painting a bleak pic-
ture for both consumers and businesses alike. Despite
efforts by the government to curb this economic blight,
the impact on the ground remains palpable, with prices
refusing to relent in their upward trajectory. The gov-
ernment, under the leadership of President Javier Milei,
has embarked on a path of austerity, heralding it as the
antidote to the country's economic woes. Sharp deval-
uations of the local currency and stringent cost-cut-
ting measures have been deployed to stem the tide of
inflation. While these actions have garnered favour
among investors and propelled a rally in equities and
bonds, the true test lies in their efficacy in alleviating the
burden on ordinary citizens. No one can deny the harsh
realities faced by the Argentine populace, particularly
the vulnerable segments of society such as retirees and
public sector workers. The austerity measures, while
touted as necessary for fiscal stability, have inflicted
significant hardships, leading to a sharp decline in real
wages and purchasing power. For individuals, retirees
in particular, the purported slowdown in inflation is
yet to materialise, underscoring the disconnect
between macroeconomic policies and their impact on
everyday lives. The plight of small businesses further
highlights the complexity of Argentina’s economic
predicament. As input costs continue to soar, bottom
lines of businesses erode, making them unviable.
Despite the government's claims of success in lowering
monthly inflation, the ground reality paints a starkly
different picture, with shopkeepers struggling to stay
afloat amid the relentless onslaught of rising prices.

Moreover, the austerity measures, while neces-
sary from a fiscal standpoint, risk deepening social
inequalities. Careful calibration is required to ensure
these policies do not disproportionately impact those
already struggling. However, amid the gloom, there
is a glimmer of hope. Economists suggest that a small
recent drop in the inflation rate could pave the way for
a gradual recovery, with the potential for real wages to
rebound. This optimism, though cautious, offers a ray
of light in an otherwise tumultuous economic land-
scape. As Argentina navigates these turbulent waters,
it is imperative for policymakers to strike a delicate
balance between austerity and recovery. While fiscal
discipline is essential for long-term stability, it must
not come at the expense of social welfare and eco-
nomic prosperity. A holistic approach, encompassing
targeted interventions to support the most vulnerable
segments of society, coupled with prudent macroeco-
nomic policies, holds the key to charting a path
towards sustainable growth and shared prosperity.

In the face of adversity, Argentina must draw
upon its resilience and ingenuity to forge a brighter
future for its citizens. It is only through collective effort
and unwavering resolve that the country can over-
come its economic challenges and emerge stronger
on the other side.
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The excessiveness of Israeli actions has pricked the conscience of the youth and the

recent uproars, protests, and disruptions on Western university campuses are a testimony

to a contra-reaction after the genuine condemnation of the Hamas attack. Even many

of the younger Jewish voters don�t see unequivocal or blind support for Israel as a

litmus test for their personal identity, anymore. Many Jews recognise the direct contribution

of Israeli actions on the sudden rise of anti-Semitic incidents and many are concerned

about the economic consequences to their livelihoods
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SIR, The lamentation echoed ac-
ross the globe upon the passing
of Dr. James Simons in May 2024.
His departure marked not merely
the loss of a luminary, but the ex-
tinguishing of a polymathic bea-
con whose radiance illuminated
the realms of mathematics, finan-
ce, and benevolence alike.

Simons’ genesis was marked
by an insatiable thirst for intellec-
tual inquiry. With an erudition
unparalleled, he plumbed the de-
pths of mathematics, particularly
the esoteric realms of geometry
and topology, unearthing profou-
nd revelations that reverberate
across myriad scientific discipli-
nes. His seminal contributions,
notably in the labyrinthine dom-
ain of string theory and the arca-
ne recesses of condensed matter
physics, bespoke a mind unfetter-
ed by convention, charting new
constellations in the firmament
of human understanding. Yet,
Simons’ magisterial intellect
knew no bounds, transcending
the ivory towers of academia to
embrace the tumultuous seas of

finance. Co-founding Renaissan-
ce Technologies in 1978, he emb-
arked upon a voyage of audacious
innovation, harnessing the
arcane arts of quantitative analy-
sis to divine the hidden rhythms
of financial markets. RenTech’s
ascendance to eminence, pro-
pelled by Simons’ visionary stew-
ardship, heralded a paradigm
shift in investment philosophy,
ushering forth an era wherein
algorithms supplanted intuition
and data reigned supreme. 

However, Simons’ luminosi-
ty extended beyond the rarefied
atmospheres of academia and the
frenetic milieu of finance, radiat-
ing also in the domain of phi-
lanthropy. Alongside his esteem-
ed consort Marilyn, he assumed
the mantle of beneficence, en-
dowing the Simons Foundation
with prodigious largesse. 

Through this august institu-
tion, they dispensed patronage to
the cause of scientific inquiry and
educational advancement, nur-
turing the saplings of intellect
that might blossom into arbors of
enlightenment. In the annals of
human endeavour, the saga of Dr.

James Simons stands as a testa-
ment to the boundless potential
of the human intellect. His was a
life suffused with the incandes-
cent glow of curiosity and the
indefatigable pursuit of truth.
Beyond the mortal coil, his legacy
endures, an eternal testament to
the transformative power of
knowledge and the indomitable
spirit of inquiry.

Yours, etc., Amarjeet kumar,
Hazaribagh.

HOPE IN J&K

SIR, This refers to the editorial,
“Srinagar’s way” (15 May). The
high voter turnout and peaceful
conduct of the ongoing elections
in J&K, particularly in the Valley,
signify a significant step towards
democratic renewal in the region
after the abrogation of Article 370
and the reorganisation of J&K in
2019. The heartening turnout of
38 per cent in Srinagar ~ a leap
from 14.43 per cent in 2019 ~ sig-
nals faith in the electoral process
despite the socio-political com-
plexities of the state-turned-UT.
That the 2024 General Election is
being held here without any call

for boycott after decades is reflec-
tive of a growing desire among
the people to actively engage in
shaping their future.  

However, challenges persist,
especially in bridging the trust
deficit between the Kashmiri poli-
ty and the Central Government. 

The successful conduct of
elections should serve as a cata-
lyst for the restoration of state-

hood, as promised by Prime Min-
ister Modi during his poll rally in
Udhampur last month. 

All stakeholders must seize
the momentum and work towar-
ds building a more inclusive and
representative governance frame-
work that addresses the aspira-
tions of the people. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul, 
Nadia, 15 May.  

A polymathic beacon
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DANGEROUS 

SIR, In April, the first batch of 64 Indian workers was sent to Israel
as part of a bilateral plan that began last year between Prime Min-
isters Netanyahu and Modi. After Hamas’s attacks on Israel on
October 7, some 150,000 Palestinian workers from the West Bank
and another 18,500 from the Gaza Strip, who were working in
Israel lost their work permits. High salaries attract Indian workers
to sign such contracts. Surprisingly, on the one side, following
Iranian missile strikes on Israel on April 13, the Indian government
issued a travel advisory for Indian citizens in Israel, to “restrict
their movements to the minimum” yet the agreement remained in
operation and Indian workers are treated as disposable casualties
of war. In fact, Israel is not the only country where Indian workers
face dangerous conditions. On March 5, a 31-year-old worker
named Pat Nibin Maxwell was killed instantly in a Hezbollah mis-
sile attack. Under this extenuating situation, the Union govern-
ment should cancel the agreement with Israel.

Yours, etc., S K Khosla, Chandigarh, 14 May.



EVERY effort to combat malaria is to
be welcomed, and a little pamphlet by
Mr. Girindrakrishna Mitra, of 5, Nur
Mahammad Lane, Calcutta, which has
just appeared with a commendatory fore-
word by Sir Kailash Chandra Bose, merits
attention if only because it indicates a
desire to pass from vague generalities to
constructive proposals. Taking one point
only, Mr. Mitra submits a plan for the
establishment of village dispensaries,
with practitioners attached to them,
which might,  perhaps, help to meet the
demand for rural medical aid. He sug-
gests that with Rs. 500 it might be possi-
ble to start a small dispensary for, a group
of four or five villages and provide a
monthly allowance of Rs. 25 for a "quali-
fied or half-qualified" doctor during a
period of six months, after which, the dis-
pensary would be expected to contribute
to his maintenance. Mr. Mitra thinks the
doctor might obtain board and lodging
in the house of some well-to-do resident
in return for his services, and that, with
private practice together with a commis-
sion on dispensary sales, he might make
his living. Other points touched upon by
Mr. Mitra-the work of local authorities,
co-operative societies, anti-malaria
measures, popular education in sanitary
matters-are all of obvious importance;
and there will be general agreement with
his plea for getting something definite
accomplished without waiting for ideals.
He claims that his proposals have at least
the merit of being practicable without
entailing heavy expenditure.

BENGAL COUNCIL
VACANCY
TO THE EDITOR OF �THE STATESMAN�

SIR,-In reference to the letter pub-
lished by you on Wednesday over the sig-
nature STRANDED JELLYFISH I also came
away from the European Association
meeting on Tuesday evening last feeling
that one of the candidates, Mr. James,
found himself in a peculiar quandary.

With the political atmosphere as it is
at present the European Constituency
must select as their representatives on the
Council gentlemen who will keep before
them, and protect to the best of their abili-
ty, the interests of the European section of
the community which are, and will possi-
bly in the future be, subject to a good deal
of direct attack.

Mr. James’ replies to his hecklers as
to his position in the event of his views as a
member of Council clashing with those of
his directors in the Y. M. C. A. were uncon-
vincing and not at all satisfactory. Mr.
James stated that, in the event of a differ-
ence of opinion arising between himself
and his Directors on this other. Which is it
to be?

There does not seem to be any
object in the European constituency
returning a member who may be called
upon by his employers to resign from
the Council at any moment unless the
European group in the Councils who are
openly supporting his candidature
would be prepared to take him over as a
full time secretary, in which case he
would not be a free agent and would
find it difficult to express the views of
his constituents if these were not
approved of by this group.

I should like to ask Mr. James whether
his views hitherto have accorded with
those expressed by the European Associa-
tion, and for how long he has been a mem-
ber of that body.

Canny Shoot
Calcutta, May 9.

VANDALISM IN THE
DARJEELING
DISTRICT
TO THE EDITOR OF �THE STATESMAN�

SIR,-- I first visited the Darjeeling Dis-
trict in the year 1889, when things were
very different to what they now are. The
town itself was a very different one and
beautifully wooded. As time went along
naturally the builder was busy, and the
present town took the place of the wooded
and beautiful slopes. That, of course, had
to be, but at the same time a lot was done
to make the place attractive in appearance
so as to attract sightseers and others. The
surrounding district remained in a state of
nature, and everyone who visited the dis-
trict was enchanted with the beauty of the
forests full of orchids, ferns, etc., and the
varied colouring. The giant trees, hundreds
of years old, covered with moss, coloured
ferns and orchids were a glorious sight and
particularly so in spring and autumn. Now,
however, all this is changing. The axe rings
all round. The giants of the forest come
crashing down and a general clearance is
taking place. These glorious trees are
turned into charcoal and fire wood for the
most part, and nobody seems to care that
the face of the country is changing. The
Forest Department, who presumably care
for nothing but money getting, are ruin-
ing these beauty spots, and I am led to
understand the woods are to be replanted
with one tree only, namely, the sombre
cryptomeria. All the glory of the forest will
have departed. Birds, beasts and flowers
all have to go. Surely someone can put a
stop to this before the whole landscape is
ruined. Can nothing be done to stop this
sort of  vandalism?

Settler
Darjeeling, May 10
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 Surprisingly mobile blood

clots 

(6)

4 Statement about rule applied

to eggs 

(6)

9 Cover old swimming pool 

(4)

10 Pad in which Frenchman

entertains partner for the

evening 

(4-1-5)

11 Swimming race interrupted

by American with recording

equipment 

(6)

12 Damage ring at a Spanish

resort (8)

13 Teacher�s favourites covering

clear iodine with hot piece of

lab equipment 

(5,4)

15 Fictional bear�s an adherent

of Hindu philosophical system

(4)

16 Soldiers returned with new

evidence (4)

17 Unionist line adopted by Arab

nation (9)

21 A short stick found during

search of burial site (8)

22 Animal coming back with

tailless bird (6)

24 Temporary transfer for Next

employees close to

retirement (10)

25 Spend money to secure

Lessing�s first dramatic work

(4)

26 Doctor given advantage in

search for oysters? 

(6)

27 Police officers let suspect get

spirit (6)

DOWN

1 Remove hair from pie cooked

near the end of the night 

(7)

2 Pound returned by fair

English fellow (5)

3 Boy clutching map of North

European region (7)

5 Good artist following through

with drug (6)

6 Octopus originally caught in

net close to of sea left with a

sad expression (9)

7 Germanic siren featuring in

folklore leitmotif (7)

8 Dancing bears seem ill

prepared at beginning of

scene in musical 

(3,10)

14 Doctor and old lady taking

part in tiresome process 

(9)

16 Notice allegedly found next

to small opening in dense

vegetation (7)

18 Sleepwear�s close to

neckwear (7)

19 It�s set in stone to cause

trouble (7)

20 Greedy type welcoming time

to prepare snack (3,3)

23 Extremely destructive drug

found in storage facility 

(5)

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

P O R T M A N T E A U W O R D
E O A E L N P A
R E L I E V E M I S S T E P
I L S D C I P
O C T E T L A C H R Y M A L
D O R E O E A E
I M P R O M P T U W E L L
C U O N A E

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

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292782

SABYASACHEE DASH 
AND CHETAN CHANDGOTHIA

L
ately, the debate over wealth
taxation has intensified, with
proponents arguing for its role
in addressing income inequal-

ity and funding social programmes.
However, implementing a wealth tax
is not without its challenges and
drawbacks.

The “Proponents” and “Detrac-
tors” were sharply divided even when
the debate of retention and abolition
of Wealth Tax was at its peak till one
fine day when the tax under reference
was repealed, through Budget 2016-
17 to be precise.

Dating back centuries, a tax on
accumulated wealth has roots in
ancient civilizations such as
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and
Rome which imposed taxes on prop-
erty acquired and inherited. Rome
used to levy the Patrimonium tax on
the total wealth of its citizens. Feudal
societies in medieval Europe relied on
wealth taxes to fund wars and support
monarchies. France, as a European
monarchy, collected ‘the taille,’ a
direct tax on households based on the
amount of land held.

In the UK, estate duties were
introduced to combat rising wealth
inequality during the industrializa-
tion of the 18th and 19th centuries.
However, it is in the aftermath of
World Wars I and II that wealth tax
grew to prominence with the intro-
duction of federal estate and gift
taxes by the United States in the early
20th century.

With the advent of the 21st cen-
tury, countries scaled back owing to
the insignificant contribution to the
overall tax revenues, administrative

challenges and concerns about the
economic impact.

�King must collect tax like honey-
bee, enough to sustain but not too
much to destroy�, said Chanakya

India introduced wealth tax in
1957. Over time, the tax base eroded,
compliance became challenging,
and inefficient collection led to the
abolition of the wealth tax in 2015.
The consequential  loss to the
exchequer was sought to be subro-
gated through levy of additional sur-
charge on the “super rich” under the
existing tax regime.

Taxing property unfairly penal-
izes only a select few. This form of
tax often leads to double taxation,
first when the money is earned and
second on the asset acquired with
the tax suffered earning. The State
should not dictate the virtuous usage
of one’s own money.

India aims to become a $5 tril-
l ion economy in the next three

years with a vision to be an ‘eco-
nomic powerhouse’ by 2047. The
fact that this aspiration can never
be translated to reality without the
active  support  of  the so  cal led
‘ultra-rich’ i.e., the businesspeople,
industrial ists  and the l ike,  can
hardly be overstated. High-net-
worth individuals may alter their
investment strategies, asset alloca-
tion, or even residency to avoid
taxes and protect their assets. It
could distort economic behavior by
disincentivizing investment, entre-
preneurship, and wealth accumu-
lation. Such taxes could lead to
reduced investment potential, fur-
ther undermining economic com-
petitiveness and distorting eco-
nomic decision-making.

A policy flip-flop environment
takes a toll on the trust and confi-
dence with enduring economic devel-
opment being the casualty. It discour-
ages work, savings, capital formation,

potentially hindering innovation and
productivity.

Advocates push forward the
need to redistribute resources to
reduce poverty and promote inclu-
sive growth under the cover of the
ability-to-pay principle but with
alternative options available and
working, taxing the wealthy may be
counter intuitive.

Normatively, the tax policies
across jurisdictions are guided by Tax-
ation Doctrines in relation to source,
residency, holding, recipient etc.
However the essential features pecu-
liar to a State are influenced by the
economic model of the day. Tax as an
instrument is used by the state
depending on the chosen governance
model, which brings the conversation
of Capitalism v/s. Socialism to the fore.

Capitalism emphasises on
‘Increased Production’ whereas
Socialism focuses on ‘Fairer Distrib-
ution.’ It is a matter of fact that India
embraced the socialist model for its
economic governance till the begin-
ning of the last decade of the 20th
century when LPG reforms were
rolled out and empirical evidence
suggests that in the first four decades
after independence more poverty
was created than wealth.

The shift  from the Socialist
model to a near Capitalist model
(Hybrid system) continues to exert
its profound implications on almost
all segments of the economy includ-
ing taxation.

When we adopted a new eco-
nomic belief as a nation that rejects
most of the old model's principles and
favors the opposite framework, it is
fair and wise to create policies that
align with the new programme.
Specifically, under this renewed

model, solely using tactics to 
discourage or single out the wealthy
as a primary fiscal tool to pursue a
socialist agenda could disrupt the cur-
rent situation and also be subject to
ethical and moral objections. Any
deviation even if an aberration would
be a negation of the model-in-vogue.

As a corollary, holding a few
responsible for the inequalities that
exist could legitimize Marxism's asser-
tion that Capitalism inherently breeds
severe economic disparities, justify-
ing the criminal actions of the disad-
vantaged as a response. Small won-
der, such ideologies have failed to
elicit acceptance even in jurisdictions
where welfarism remains a formida-
ble article of faith.

Besides these two universally
acknowledged models, there exists a
third model by the name of
“Restrained Consumption” that was
introduced by late Pt. Deendayal
Upadhyaya as part of his seminal
treatise titled "Integral Humanism".
The text opposes Unbridled Con-
sumerism by drawing inspiration
from Indian culture. In hindsight the
concept resonates well with all the
aspects that are actively debated
under the overarching Climate/Envi-
ronment Protection.

While the goals of wealth taxation
are laudable, its re-entry is likely to
bring significant challenges and risks.
It could undermine economic effi-
ciency, exacerbate capital flight, and
tax evasion. Policymakers must care-
fully weigh these considerations and
explore alternative approaches to
address income inequality and pro-
mote fiscal sustainability.

(The writers are practising chartered
accountants.)

ANURAG ACHARYA

I
n June 2020, Nepal’s Parliament
ratified a new political map of the
country, including geographical
territories that were and still

remain under the control of India.
While some areas in the new map,
especially the Kalapani region, were
already a subject of dispute between
the two countries, the communist gov-
ernment under Khadga Prasad Oli
used its two-third parliamentary
majority to include areas as far as
Limpiyadhura unilaterally. For those
who care to look at historical evidence,
Nepal had never asserted its claim over
Limpiyadhura, which was a territory
lost after the Sugauli treaty of 1816. It
was only in context to the existing dis-
pute over the origin of the Kali river,
which forms an international bound-
ary in the treaty, that Nepal has
claimed the Kalapani region and Lip-
ulekh as its territory. India is cognisant
of Nepal’s claim, and there is a joint
committee looking at these boundary
claims, with dialogue also happening
at the Foreign Ministry level.

Oli’s move in 2020 was not sud-
den. He had advisors who clearly
understood that Nepal did not fulfil
the prerequisites for a sovereign claim
over most of those territories under
international law, which mandates
physical control of the territory with a
resident population under active gov-
ernance. In fact, the only claim that
merits a mention, and which Nepal
has strongly put across to India, is the
credible evidence regarding Nepal
governing the villages in the Kalapani
region until a few decades back. Spec-
ifications of the evidence aside, what
is clear is Nepal’s claims in the Kala-
pani region have been acknowledged
by India and well-documented by the

joint committee.
When Oli came to power after the

2017 elections, he was riding on the
wave of hyper-nationalism he had
managed to stoke in the aftermath of
the 2015 Indian blockade. While the
Madhesh-based parties had indeed
initiated the border obstruction to
pressure Kathmandu’s political centre
into conceding to their demands on
the new constitution, the Narendra
Modi government that had just come
to power in New Delhi was blamed for
actively enforcing the blockade. This is
a claim India continues to deny. What-
ever the truth, the blockade provided
an opportune moment for Oli, whose
political career was ailing at the time.
He not only managed to sideline his
bête noire, Madhav Kumar Nepal,
inside the party but he also struck a
deal with politically insecure Pushpa
Kamal Dahal to cobble up a two-thirds
majority in the 2017 elections. What
happened next has continued to haunt
Nepal’s relationship with India.

Oli, of all the communist leaders
of his generation, best understands
that if there is one issue that could

mobilise the population across the
country, it is the collective sense of
insecurity against what people per-
ceive to be India’s over-reach and
micro-management of Nepali politics.
An average Nepali consumes Indian
products, watches Bollywood movies,
and supports an IPL team, all the
while disdaining what they consider
Indian interference in Nepali affairs.

To be fair, such a mindset is not
uncommon in a relationship between
two countries that are disproportion-
ate in geography, demography, econ-
omy, or military capability. The ten-
dency of the political class to
weaponise public sentiments and
insecurity against a larger neighbour
for domestic electoral politics is not
uncommon either. Autocratic and
populist regimes across the world
have consolidated their hold over
power by stoking hate or fear against a
perceived enemy state, painting their
domestic opposition as weak and
incapable of defending national inter-
ests. The definition of the enemy state
and the national interests, in such
cases, are often dictated by those in

power to suit their divisive politics.
When Oli refused to concede

party or government leadership,
Pushpa Kamal Dahal wrecked the
mighty two-thirds government with
the help of the disgruntled Madhav
Kumar Nepal faction. Nepali Congress
had no issues cashing in on this divi-
sion, allowing the party’s president,
Sher Bahadur Deuba, to become the
Prime Minister in July 2021. Upon
becoming premier, Deuba and his
coalition partner Dahal did all they
could to normalise the relationship
with New Delhi.

There was little talk about the con-
troversial map or the Eminent Persons’
Group (EPG) report, which had both
become irritants in the bilateral rela-
tionship. After the 2022 elections, when
Dahal became prime minister, New
Delhi reciprocated by supporting
Nepal’s ambitions to invest in large
infrastructures and export power in the
Indian market and potentially to
Bangladesh. In doing so, New Delhi
expected to regain some of the trust it
had lost after the 2015 blockade.

But Oli is a seasoned politician, a
political maverick who can see two
steps ahead of his competitors. He
sensed Dahal’s distrust of his coali-
tion partners, his personal anxieties
and insecurity about the future of his
party, which he felt was dealt an
under-hand during the division of
electoral seats. China, which had
openly helped in cobbling up the pre-
vious left unity, has been more cau-
tious this time.

But there is plenty to read
between frequent delegations shut-
tling between Kathmandu and Beijing
over the past year. In any case, Oli
convinced Dahal to leave the Nepali
Congress coalition and continue in
power with UML’s support, with a
vague promise of a long-term (elec-

toral) partnership. Upendra Yadav’s
Janata Samajwadi Party and the newly
established Rastriya Swatantra Party
were offered attractive cabinet posi-
tions in exchange for their support as
well. Yadav, though, has left the coali-
tion after the split of his party.

If Pushpa Kamal Dahal believes
that the UML chairman took all the
trouble of bringing down the NC-led
coalition just to watch the game from
the sidelines, he needs to change his
advisors. Oli may have generously
allowed Dahal to continue on the
throne, but it is clear who is setting the
rules of the game. The recent decision
by the current government to include
Nepal’s new map in its currency note
has Oli’s footprints all over it. Howev-
er, his brinkmanship with India could
have serious ramifications for the
country. Not only will such misadven-
tures jeopardise Nepal’s crucial eco-
nomic interests, especially in the
cross-border energy market where the
private sector has invested billions of
dollars, the ambition to access the
trade route to Bangladesh and further
east will not see the light of the day.

As the war in Ukraine drags on and
the conflict in Gaza worsens, Washing-
ton is already zooming out from the
Indo-Pacific region. This could provide a
much-needed conducive environment
for a rapprochement between New
Delhi and Beijing, something Indian
Prime Minister Modi has hinted at
recently. Nepali communists must read
the changing geopolitical horizon and
understand the days of playing one
neighbour against the other may not last
for long. Nepal is better off drawing
complementarities in its relationship
with the two neighbours, allowing them
to compete for economic interests on its
own terms. 

The Kathmandu Post/ANN.

More heat than light
in wealth tax debate

Brinkmanship with India won�t help Nepal








