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Stop the war

Israel must heed the UNSC resolution

for a ceasefire

ive and half months after Israel’s assault
F on Gaza began, in which 32,000 Palesti-

nians have been killed, another 74,000 in-
jured, more than 90% of the enclave’s population
displaced and nearly all of them pushed into a de-
vastating hunger crisis, the UN Security Council
(UNSC), on March 25, called for “an immediate
ceasefire” and release of all hostages held by Ha-
mas. The United States, which has vetoed every
UN resolution earlier that called for an imme-
diate ceasefire in Gaza, abstained this time, sig-
nalling a change in the Biden administration’s
policy towards the war. All other members of the
UNSC, including Britain, which until recently had
resisted calls to back a ceasefire, voted for the re-
solution. Israel responded angrily, cancelling a
planned visit of two of Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s close cabinet aides to Washington,
and, backed by China and Russia, blasting the re-
solution, for not conditioning a ceasefire on the
release of hostages. But beneath the anger and
outburst lies Israel’s weakness. Israeli leaders
have repeatedly said in recent weeks that an inva-
sion of Rafah, the southernmost town where
some 1.4 million Palestinians have been cramped
into, was in the offing. It would be highly inap-
propriate, after 14 members of the UNSC called
for an immediate ceasefire, for Israel to launch an
attack on Rafah, which could end up in another
bloodbath.

The latest war was triggered by Hamas’s Oc-
tober 7 cross-border attack where at least 1,200
Israelis were killed. Israel had the sympathies
and solidarity of the world on that day. But what
Israel did in subsequent months was to punish
the entire population of Gaza for what Hamas
did, which turned international public opinion
against it. If Israel makes an objective assessment
of the situation, it should immediately abide by
the UNSC resolution and declare a ceasefire. The
October 7 attack itself was a massive intelligence
and security failure for which Mr. Netanyahu
should take responsibility. Instead of doing that,
he went to war with full force, without proper
achievable targets. After months-long fighting, Is-
rael has turned much of Gaza into rubble, but has
neither destroyed Hamas nor rescued hostages.
The prolonged war has created fissures within
the Netanyahu cabinet. The Prime Minister is im-
mensely unpopular and his coalition partners are
at war with one another. The war has also in-
creased Israel’s isolation, with tensions rising in
its ties even with its close partners, including the
U.S. If Israel continues the war with no clear end
in sight, it will only worsen the domestic and in-
ternational challenges it is facing, besides killing
more Palestinians in the defenceless, battered,
besieged, bombed-out Gaza. Mr. Netanyahu faces
two choices. He can take the message from the
UNSC seriously, stop the war, allow urgent hu-
manitarian assistance into Gaza and continue
talks with Hamas through international media-
tors for both the release of all hostages and the
withdrawal of his troops from the enclave. Or, he
can continue to lead his country in the dark in a
state of permanent war.

Open season

BJP’s push for alliance with BJD was an
attempt to maximise gains

T he Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the Bi-

juJanata Dal (BJD), principal rivals in Od-

isha, nearly formed an alliance, and then
pulled back to remain rivals. Even by the current
standards of political morality, these moves were
astonishing. The State unit of the BJP publicly op-
posed the move but the party appeared willing to
give up 15 years of an anti-BJD campaign that
gained it the status of the principal Opposition in
Odisha. What could have been the mother of all
opportunistic alliances was pursued with the
goal of securing all 21 Lok Sabha seats in the State
for the BJP, and BJD leader and State Chief Minis-
ter Naveen Patnaik continuing into yet another
term in office without much of a contest. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi paid rich tribute to Mr.
Patnaik’s father, Biju Patnaik, on his 108th birth
anniversary on March 5 and steered clear of at-
tacking the State government. This was a reversal
of the party’s strategy until now. In 2019, the BJD
had won 12 Lok Sabha seats and 43% votes while
the BJP won eight seats and 39% votes. In the As-
sembly election that was held simultaneously,
the BJP got 33% of the votes. The BJD and the BJP
were allies until 2009, with the Congress as their
main rival.

Mr. Patnaik is managing age-related con-
straints and trying to effect a transition to ensure
that his political legacy continues. The BJP sees
this as its best opportunity yet to win power. Par-
ties that are dependent entirely on a single cha-
rismatic leader can face a crisis in their absence.
Both parties could have achieved their imme-
diate goals in the event of an alliance though it
would have diminished them in the eyes of vo-
ters. In the general election in 2019, the Congress
got only 13.4% votes in the State, a distant third
behind the BJD and BJP. The party won Koraput
and was runner-up in the Nabrangpur seat. This
time, the party is hoping to cash in on the confu-
sion created by the failed talks between the BJD
and BJP. Along with former Congress President
Rahul Gandhi’s push for a caste census, it is hop-
ing to draw dividends in a State where 50% of the
population is from the backward community. Ov-
er the years, the party’s organisation has wea-
kened and the journey from rhetoric to reality
could be a tough one. The alliance that did not
happen shows that it is open season in Odisha.
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A cry for help, a call for reflection and action

he current socio-academic climate in

India raises significant concerns in the

context of the nurturing of students.

The transformation of socio-economic
dynamics is not only instilling a sense of
despondency among youth but is also becoming
a cause for stress in their academic endeavours.
This often causes students to go into a spiral,
manifesting itself tragically in a spate of suicides.

Take for example, reports of a note that a

teenager from Bihar wrote before fading away in
Kota, Rajasthan (the hub of tuition/coaching). The
stress that the child was facing was evident in the
reference to the ‘Joint Entrance Examination’
(JEE) that the child was preparing for. In 2023,
there were reports of youngsters preparing for
various competitive exams in Kota ending their
lives. Based on police records, 15 students faded
away in 2022; 18 in 2019 and 20 in 2018. There
was negligible data during the COVID-19
pandemic years of 2020-21 when traditional
coaching centres were either closed or operated
virtually.

Coaching and student welfare in Kota

Every year, over 2,00,000 aspirants from every
corner of India flock to Kota in pursuit of
‘academic excellence’, to prepare rigorously for
‘coveted’ entrance examinations such as the JEE
and the National Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test
(NEET), the gateways to engineering and medical
education in India, respectively. Enrolling in its
residential coaching institutes, they ensure that
Kota’s economy thrives — an impressive annual
revenue of “approximately 310,000 crore” due to
these educational pursuits.

While the children pursue their goals, the
management of these institutes have taken
several significant, yet sombre, measures. Hostels
have now been equipped with ‘anti-suicide
features’ that include devices fixed to ceiling fans
to prevent children from harming themselves and
iron grills across balconies and passage ways.
However, it is difficult to maintain uniformity in
the approximately 25,000 paying guest
accommodations in Kota.

In another preventive measure, the local
government has stopped all routine testing in
coaching institutes for over two months as a
temporary measure. Hostel staff are also being
trained and prepared to deal with the welfare of
their wards. In the push towards professional
development there is specialised training in mess
administration, psychological support,
behavioural counselling and an emphasis on
overall student welfare. The Kota police have
pushed hostel wardens to become more proactive
by endorsing campaigns such as “darwaze pe
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dastak (knock on door),” while kitchen workers
and meal service providers have been
encouraged to alert authorities immediately if
they notice students missing their meals or
leaving their food untouched.

In 2022, according to data in the “Accidental
Deaths and Suicides in India 2022” report by the
National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), over
13,044 Indian students ended their lives — 7.6% of
the total suicide fatalities in that year. Another
grim statistic was that the number of suicides
(students) rose from 10,335 in 2019, to 12,526 in
2020, to 13,089 in 2021. As in NCRB data (2018),
nearly 95,000 students faded away between
2007-18.

There is also another grim fact. Over half of
India’s populace, specifically 53.7%, is made up of
individuals under the age of 25. However, a
significant barrier to their entry into the labour
force is widespread deficiency in essential skills.
The last decade has seen a distressing rise in
student suicides, which is also connected to a
lack of viable job opportunities.

The education system

In contemporary India, the lack of (suitable) job
opportunities, a limited number of seats in
government institutions and the high fees
charged in private institutions have all created a
climate where there is intense competition. This
is deeply troubling and an issue that requires
urgent attention. The relentless strain of
competition plays on the young student, which is
made worse by the pressures imposed on the
child by parents without understanding their
child’s wishes. While some are coerced, often
relentlessly, into achieving the ‘pinnacle’ of
academic excellence, others are urged to aspire
for admission in a ‘desired institution’. Many
others face harsh criticism for failing to ‘meet
expectations’. When the weight of these demands
proves unbearable, or their aspirations seem
impossible to satisfy, some choose to escape all of
this in a tragic way.

An All India Survey on Higher Education
(AISHE) report (2019-20), showed that only 21.4%
of colleges are under governmental
administration, with 78.6% under private entities
(as reported by the Union Education Ministry). A
study in 2008 in The Lancet revealed that nearly
61% of global suicide fatalities were concentrated
in Asia. Numerous families in India (especially in
the middle and lower-income brackets), face
financial constraints that prevent them from
providing their children with supplementary
educational resources such as coaching and
tuition. This lack of support in turn places
immense and intense pressure on students to

succeed in examinations of various kinds. A lack
of success then leads to tragedy. Additionally,
there are numerous instances of faculty members
in institutions often chastising students for their
subpar academic performance, when they should
be offering encouragement and assistance
instead.

Society and family expectations

In contemporary Indian society, there is a
noticeable shift in family structures with a
weakening of crucial connections between
children and their families. This in turn impacts a
child’s ability to engage with their relatives.
Various factors influence a child’s development
within the Indian context, in turn affecting social
relationships. The lack of establishing strong
bonds between parents and children becomes
clear when parents impose their academic
preferences on their child. Parental control,
emotional detachment, and societal expectations
contribute to the sidelining of a student’s
individual interests. As a result, students grapple
with the hurdle of meeting parental standards,
especially when they have no innate interest in
the subject or course forced upon them. A feature
in Indian society is the emphasis on expectations,
performance, and personal interests in family
interactions. These dynamics can either propel
students forward through positive reinforcement
or negatively affect them due to socio-economic
circumstances.

The inability to satisfy parental expectations
can leave young individuals feeling humiliated,
dejected, desperate, and harassed. It is crucial to
create an atmosphere of empathy and acceptance
to cancel out any potential negative
consequences for our younger generation.

The unyielding quest for scholastic distinction
often overshadows the social facets of a student’s
existence, driving them to sacrifice interpersonal
bonds and pursuits that are essential for a
well-rounded persona. It is disconcerting to find
young students voicing their inner turmoil on
social media, signalling distress. Educational
purveyors themselves fail to provide the requisite
emotional scaffolding that these young minds
require. Moreover, pupils from
socioeconomically underserved communities are
confronted with the stark actualities of endemic
discrimination, thereby intensifying their
hardships.

So, it becomes clear that there is an urgent
need for our social infrastructure to grow more
supportive and accommodative and support
these young lives.

Those in distress are encouraged to seek
professional help, visit counsellors or call helplines

Set the wheels in motion for a cyclists’ manifesto

ycling in India should not just be
C considered as another transport issue.
Contemporary western discourse on
cycling is often framed within the context of
decarbonising transport, and rightly so. In India,

however, cycling is a matter of social justice with
a transformative impact on people’s lives.

Data on cycling ownership and use
Against the tide of a relentless growth of
car-centric road infrastructure and an incessant
increase in the ownership of motor vehicles,
cycling in India has remained surprisingly
resilient. Consider the household ownership of
cycles over the two decades, from 1998-99 to
2019-21, using data from rounds two and five of
the National Family Health Surveys, respectively.
While, nationally, ownership increased only
marginally, from 48% to 55%, in some States,
however, the growth has been phenomenal. In
Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, for example, the
increase was from 30% to more than 75%, while
in Uttar Pradesh, it was from 26% to 71%, and in
West Bengal, from 53% to 79%. In comparison,
population-weighted average car ownership
across these four States was a measly 5.4% in
2021.

Data suggests that this increase in ownership
of cycles also translates to higher use. In a
working paper, a team at the Transportation
Research and Injury Prevention Centre at the
Indian Institute of Technology Delhi analysed the
data from the three rounds of National Sample
Survey Organisation surveys on household
consumption on education (2007-17). Among the
many indicators, this data reported how children
go to school — walking, by cycle, bus, or other.
We independently collected data on the
implementation of bicycle distribution schemes
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(BDS), using Right to Information applications,
when necessary. Under these schemes, different
State governments provide free bicycles to
children using either in-kind or in-cash transfers.

Nationally, cycling to school increased from
6.6% in 2007 to 11.2% in 2017. In rural areas, the
levels nearly doubled (6.3% to 12.3%) while, in
urban areas, the levels have remained stable
(7.8% to 8.3%).

We found that the States that saw the greatest
decadal increase in cycling to school were those
where BDS had been implemented. In Bihar, for
example, BDS was launched in 2006, and the
level of cycling to schools quadrupled from 3.6%
in 2007 to 14.2% in 2017. The Sabooj Saathi
scheme in West Bengal started in 2015, and the
levels there increased from 15.4% in 2014 to 27.6%
in 2017— a 12 percentage point increase over three
years. The success of BDS across various States in
India is a testimony to the huge latent demand for
cycling.

Social outcomes

Access to cycles can have a profound impact on
children’s lives. Under BDS in Bihar, the State
government provided funds to girls who enrolled
in class nine to buy bicycles. Evaluations from
Bihar and Karnataka suggest that the BDS is
associated with the enrolment of girls in class
nine and girls appearing for secondary school
certification exams. Most importantly, these
outcomes indicate that some children did not go
to schools, or went there infrequently, as the
schools were too far to walk to, and they could
not afford a bicycle.

We recently evaluated the impact of a
small-scale experiment in Bengaluru where a
non-governmental organisation provided free
bicycles to 170 low-income women working in

garment factories. We found that two-thirds of
those who were given a bicycle, along with some
training, switched to cycling to go to work.
Earlier, they either walked long distances or took
a bus. When we asked why they had not
considered buying a bicycle before, almost half
responded that they could not afford it.

For many, owning a cycle remains a luxury. It
is for a similar reason that there was a jump, by
23%, in daily bus ridership after Karnataka
implemented the Shakti scheme, which provides
free bus travel to women. Out-of-pocket expenses
can be a major barrier to transport use.

More State governments should consider
implementing BDS schemes, and these should be
broadened in their coverage (for example,
remove the restriction to rural areas, and extend
them to urban areas). There are rare cases of
States that have schemes for adults, such as Uttar
Pradesh, that provide free bicycles to labourers.
These should be considered for large-scale
implementation.

Cyclists and urban challenges
In urban areas, though, the provision of cycles
will not be enough. Roads are designed in ways
that make cycling an experience full of hazards.
Multi-lane roads, flyovers, and wide junctions
make it extremely risky for cyclists to navigate
through the traffic without inviting risks.
According to an estimate this writer did for Delhi,
for the same distance travelled, a cyclist is 40
times more likely to be involved in a traffic fatality
than a car occupant. Cities should invest in
dedicated cycling infrastructure such as cycle
tracks, safe and secure parking, and repair shops.
In the parliamentary elections, political parties
in India have the opportunity to promise a
cyclists’ manifesto.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Ceasefire call reaction to the UN

The Carnatic music

With the United Nations
Security Council passing the
resolution for a ceasefire in
Gaza during Ramzan, one
hopes for an end to the
bloodshed and for greater
sense to prevail (Page 1,
March 26). Though the war
began as retaliation for
Hamas’ attack, innocent
children and women have
fallen victim to Israel’s deep
anger. It is not clear how far
Israel can succeed with this
track against Hamas.

With the blocking of
essential food items, it
seems that Tel Aviv has
adopted famine creation as
a war strategy. Israel’s

resolution is not
encouraging.

J. Radhakrishna Kurup,
Ettumanoor, Kottayam, Kerala

Though silent on the
culpability of Hamas for the
dastardly attack on Israel on
October 7, triggering
immense suffering for
Palestinians, the ceasefire
demand must nonetheless
be welcomed.

A suspension of hostilities
would indubitably bring
respite for millions of
civilians reeling from the
deadly war. However, it
remains to be seen if the
resolution would be

honoured by the Jewish
state, given its established
track record of dismissing
with impunity the UN
resolutions against it. One
can only hope against hope
that a yearning for
vengeance becomes
subdued and the love for
humanity prevails in its
place.

Michael Jom,
Thiruvananthapuram

A discordant note

The late violin maestro,
Kunnaikudi Vaidyanathan,
was a regular invitee to the
Ram Seva Mandali concerts
in Bengaluru during
Ramanavami celebrations.

He was invited despite his
playing film tunes, by
request. Few cared to raise
objections. He was adored
by Carnatic music lovers of
all age groups. The
controversy that has
enveloped musician T.M.
Krishna is unfortunate.

In his enthusiasm to
propagate Carnatic music
he may have annoyed some
purists and grazed against
some time-honoured
boundaries, but the public
spat and consequent
polarisation now among
musicians and music lovers
is most unfortunate
(Editorial page, March 26). It
reveals the

petty-mindedness
entrenched in some
important musicians.
Mohan Das,

Bengaluru

As a reader of The Hindu for
the past 75 years, to find
that the daily has focused
on a controversial Carnatic
musician who has been
steadfast in propagating
anti-Brahminical views is
baffling.

One cannot ignore the
foundations of the structure
of Carnatic music which has
been built, step by step, by
great composers of yore.

Sanakaranarayanan R.,
Chennai

fraternity is a mature and
friendly group. Rasikas are
also well-informed and
understand nuances. In the
conferment of any award or
title there is bound to be
some disgruntlement. | am
sure that tempers will calm
and we will be back to
having packed concert halls,
with Mr. Krishna and the
popular singer sisters
spreading harmony and joy.
L. Rangarajan,

Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the full postal
address and the full name or
the name with initials.
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The democratic political process is broken

he democratic political

process in India is

broken. It is not just

that the institutional
machinery has been captured, but
that it is becoming impossible to
alter the balance of power on any
issue to chart a new way forward.
At its heart, the democratic
political process is not about
regime change or “resistance”.
The purpose of democratic
politics is to facilitate constructive
collaboration, of which capturing
power and regime change is one
part. Seen thus, democratic
politics is about building
consensus in favour of certain
paths and providing platforms for
collective action. But all traditional
sites of consensus-building —
public discourse, civil society, and
political parties — have evolved to
structurally impede dialectical
cooperation.

This is different from the issue
of institutional capture because
institutions of the state are
downstream of the political
process. Such institutions can
neither be in the business of
facilitating collectives nor mooting
alternatives; they instead derive
their credibility from procedural
integrity. What is at stake here is
more fundamental to our polity
and speaks to our inability to
collaborate. Consequently, even
on issues which have deep public
resonance, we as a polity are
unable to move beyond outrage,
protest, or resignation. It is crucial
to identify the pathologies
affecting each of these sites if we
are to restore the democratic
potential of our political process.

The nature of discourse

In a democracy, public discourse
provides the space for the back
and forth necessary to evolve
consensus. However, three
connected developments have
rendered our public discourse
unable to facilitate this. First,
many institutional news media
have lost credibility due to which
they are unable to establish a
baseline of facts or exercise
narrative control. Second, the rise
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of social media has decentralised
the manufacture and propagation
of content making virality instead
of substance the primary
determinant of value. As a result,
engagement is prioritised over
quality or veracity. Third, with the
loss of credibility of many
mainstream media, there has also
been a rise in hyper-partisanship
wherein people are no longer
interested in dialogue or
deliberation and news/content is
primarily a tool to promote
factional interests. Finally, the
proliferation of media has led to
the fragmentation of our collective
attention while the steady stream
of “content” has made all issues
transient. In this backdrop,
gaining visibility and capturing
attention is more important than
dialogue. Consequently, the public
discourse has become a site for a
million individual battles to
capture attention and reinforce
tribal affiliation.

Civil society plays a crucial role
as the voice of conscience in any
polity and is the natural site to
moot alternatives. However, the
locus of liberal civil society action
has increasingly moved towards
the state and its institutional
intermediaries; civil society has
become dependent on a
permissive state to be able to
function. In this model, civil
society derives legitimacy from
normative purity instead of
drawing strength from its
representativeness. It is thus
suited more to single-issue
campaigns than its ability to
reconcile multiple viewpoints
through negotiation. Civil society
groups are also marked by the
proclivity to bypass the political
process in favour of institutional
processes, such as judicial or
bureaucratic interventions, to
advance their agenda.

Finally, political parties have
their own pathologies which shift
focus to internal issues and reduce
space for deliberation.
Conceptually, one aspect of the
role of the elected representative
is to extrapolate constituency
issues into a policy agenda.

However, the average elected
representative does not have the
power and often even the
inclination to do so, within the
party setup. There is also
uncertain electoral pay off from
influencing the policy agenda
versus directly intervening on
behalf of the constituents for
delivery of various services.
Moreover, elections, even at the
constituency level, involve a
complex and variable mix of
“representation” of constituency,
State, and national issues.
Consequently, all candidates
except the local strongman derive
a decisive fraction of votes from
the party symbol. This tilts the
balance of power heavily towards
decision-makers for party tickets
within the party. This is further
compounded by the fact that
institutional positions of power in
any party are a fraction of the
actual aspirants leading to a
preoccupation with internal
machinations and sycophancy.

Our ability to come together
These various pathologies feed off
each other to fracture our ability
to come together. The media may
highlight issues but moving
forward requires organisation by
civil society and political parties.
On the other hand, the
dysfunction in our information
ecosystem has powered the rise of
unserious individuals to positions
of influence. The top-down nature
of parties has altered the structure
of civil society by raising the bar
for grassroots mobilisation to an
untenable height, leading civil
society groups to direct their
energies into lobbying through
intermediary institutions or
becoming agents for the execution
of bureaucratic projects. This has
depleted the organisational
strength of civil society and
reduced its ability to intervene in
the political process for
correctives. The dialectical nature
of these pathologies resists easy
fixes but for the world’s largest
democracy, the complexity of the
issue is not reason enough to not
try.

It’s all in the family

No party in Karnataka can take a moral high ground on dynastic politics

STATE OF PLAY

S. Bageshree
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here was barely even a
T murmur about nepo-
tism or dynastic polit-
ics after the Congress an-
nounced its second list of
candidates, teeming with
sons, daughters, and relatives
of incumbent ministers and
senior leaders, for the Lok
Sabha elections. This is not
surprising, though: no party
in Karnataka can claim moral
superiority on this count.
While the Janata Dal (Secu-
lar) or JD(S) has always openly
been a “family party”, the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
too has not been a “party with
a difference” despite all its tall
claims. At the core of multiple
rebellions in the Karnataka
unit of the BJP in the run up to
Lok Sabha elections is the ac-
cusation that veteran leader
B.S. Yediyurappa, his son and
party president B.Y. Vijayen-
dra, and their coterie have a
stranglehold on the party and
choice of candidates. There
are also at least five contes-
tants who hail from political
families in the BJP’s list. The
top leaders of the BJP, who
never tire of taking digs at the
Congress on this count, and
who used to be critical of the
“father-son” JD(S) until the
party allied with the regional
party, have said little so far.
The Congress, after its lead-
ers failed to convince incum-
bent ministers to contest, has
ended up fielding the children
of five Cabinet ministers in the
second list of 17 candidates:
Sowmya Reddy from Bengalu-
ru South, Priyanka Jarkiholi
from Chikkodi, Mrinal R. Heb-
balkar from Belagavi, Samyuk-
ta Patil from Bagalkot, and Sa-
gar Khandre from Bidar.
Barring Ms. Reddy, all of them

Karnataka

are in the electoral fray for the
first time and under 35. The
party has also fielded Prabha
Mallikarjun, the wife of an in-
cumbent minister and daught-
er-in-law of a powerful party
veteran. All-India Congress
Committee president Malli-
karjun Kharge has be-
queathed Kalaburagi, the seg-
ment he won twice before
losing in 2019, to his son-in-
law Radhakrishna Doddama-
ni. And the announcement of
ticket for the Kolar seat is
hanging fire over Minister K.H.
Muniyappa’s insistence that it
be given to his son-in-law.

In the JD(S), as expected,
two of the three seats that
have come the party’s way as
part of the coalition arrange-
ment with the BJP is being
fought by members of H.D.
Deve Gowda’s clan. While
H.D. Kumaraswamy is contest-
ing from the high-profile seat
of Mandya, his nephew and in-
cumbent MP Prajwal Revanna
is the candidate from Hassan.
Mr. Kumaraswamy’s brother-
in-law, C.N. Manjunath, is also
in the race from Bengaluru
Rural, though on a BJP ticket.

The BJP has been facing re-
bellion in many constituen-
cies, especially in the districts
of north Karnataka, after an-
nouncing its candidates, but
the loudest critics flagging the
issue of “dynastic politics” are
senior leaders K.S. Eshwarap-
pa and D.V. Sadananda Gow-
da. Ironically, Mr. Eshwarappa
is miffed that his son has been

denied a ticket, apparently be-
cause Mr. Yediyurappa went
back on his promise, and has
vowed to fight as an indepen-
dent candidate against his el-
der son B.Y. Raghavendra,
from Shivamogga. Mr. Gowda,
MP from Bengaluru North, has
been denied a ticket and Mr.
Yediyurappa’s close confi-
dante, Shobha Karandlaje, is
contesting in his place.

Both leaders have been go-
ing out of their way to make it
clear that their fight is not
against Mr. Modi and that they
are in fact trying to protect the
core values he represents.
“Prime Minister Narendra Mo-
di has been fighting against
the dynastic politics of the
Congress, but here, the BJP is
going the Congress way,” Mr.
Eshwarappa said. But it es-
capes no one that the BJP high
command’s decision to return
the reins of the State party un-
it to Mr. Yediyurappa and his
kin is a conscious one after its
experiment of sidelining the
senior leader failed. Mr. Yediy-
urappa may be the fall guy for
now, but the buck stops with
the national high command in
the party hierarchy.

The Congress, meanwhile,
has been talking about “win-
nability” as the reason for its
choices, which has always
been a euphemism for might
and money. The party is not in
an enviable position as its
bank accounts have been fro-
zen nationally by the Income
Tax Department. This is being
cited as one of the reasons to
leave the local ministers and
senior party leaders to their
own devices; they are fielding
their kin, funding them, and
campaigning for them to en-
sure victory. Though there is
no open rebellion against this
trend, it bears no positive
message for the party workers
who don’t have powerful fath-
ers and grandfathers to back
them.

It is time for comprehensive reforms to municipal elections

To deal with challenges with respect to the conduct of municipal elections, State Election Commissions need to play a far more significant role
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Srikanth Viswanathan

he Supreme Court judg-
T ment on the Chandigarh

mayoral election gives us a
good occasion to think more
broadly about elections to munici-
palities. Elections to the Lok Sabha
and State Assemblies are impres-
sive democratic exercises in terms
of timeliness of elections, the man-
ner in which they are convened,
and the clockwork nature in which
power is transferred from one go-
vernment to another. But elections
to “first-mile” governments, i.e.,
panchayats and municipalities, is
another matter altogether. The
Court has only intervened to right
one wrong in one city. A lot more
remains to be done to strengthen
first-mile governments in India.

The first issue with respect to
municipal elections is that they are
not being held on time. This is in
violation of the Constitution. As
per Janaagraha’s Annual Survey of
India’s City-Systems 2023 study,
over 1,400 municipalities did not
have elected councils in place, as
of September 2021 (Table 1).

The CAG’s audit reports of 17
States on the implementation of
the 74th Constitution Amendment
Act (74th CAA) observes that over
1,500 municipalities did not have
elected councils in place during
the audit period of 2015-2021
across States (Table 2). Among
larger cities, the Greater Chennai
Corporation had elections in 2022
after a gap of nearly six years, and
the Municipal Corporation of Del-
hi had elections after a delay of se-
ven months, while the municipal
corporations of Mumbai and Ben-
galuru are awaiting elections for
over one and a half years and three
years after the expiry of the term
of their previous elected councils.

Second, where elections to ur-
ban local governments were held,
in certain cases, councils were not
constituted, and elections of
mayors, deputy mayors and stand-
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ing committees were delayed. In
Karnataka, there was a delay of 12-
24 months in the formation of
elected councils after the declara-
tion of election results in most of
the 11 city corporations. As per re-
ports, in 214 urban local govern-
ments (out of 304) in Karnataka,
there was a 26-month delay in the
formation of councils and election
of chairpersons and standing com-
mittees for the first 2.5-year term,
after election results were an-
nounced in September 2018.
Further, after the expiry of the first
term of 2.5 years in May 2023, the
same urban local governments did
not hold elections for chairper-
sons and standing committees for
more than eight months as of
2023. The delay in Chandigarh by
comparison was 12 days. Summary
data on constitution of councils,
and elections of mayors, deputy
mayors and standing committees
are not available easily.

The first challenge of holding
timely elections requires deter-
mined enforcement with the Su-
preme Court’s intervention. Arti-
cle 243U of the 74th CAA stipulates
that the duration of urban local go-
vernments is five years and that an
election to constitute an urban lo-
cal government should be com-
pleted “before the expiry of its du-
ration”. Further, in case of
dissolution of the elected council
by the State, the election should be
held before the expiration of a pe-
riod of six months from the date of
its dissolution. Despite the Su-
preme Court stating in Suresh Ma-
hajan v. State of Madhya Pradesh
(2022) that this constitutional
mandate is inviolable, State go-
vernments do not hold timely elec-
tions to urban local governments.

The second challenge is what
the courts dealt with partially in
the Chandigarh case. It appears to
be an area that deserves greater
policy attention in at least the fol-
lowing aspects: discretion of go-
vernment officials in scheduling
elections on time; possibility of the
State government exercising un-
due influence on officials to delay

elections; discretion of officials in
identifying the presiding officer;
possibility of conflict of interest as
the presiding officer may not be in-
dependent; and the manual ballot
paper-based process. A reform
road map for timely, free, and fair
elections is much-needed. The
terms of mayors, deputy mayors
and standing committees being
less than five years accentuates
this challenge by necessitating fre-
quent elections, sometimes even
annually. In India, 17% of cities in-
cluding five of the eight largest
ones have mayoral terms less than
five years. We need a standardisa-
tion of mayoral terms of five years.
To deal with these challenges,
State Election Commissions (SECs)
need to play a far more significant
role. Articles 243K and 243ZA of
the Constitution state that the su-
perintendence, direction,
control of the preparation of the
electoral rolls for, and the conduct
of, all elections to panchayats and
urban local governments shall be
vested in SECs. Our analysis of
municipal legislation across 35
States and UTs reveals that while
except Meghalaya, all States have
constituted SECs, only 11 have em-
powered them to conduct ward
delimitation. The Court has em-
phasised that in the domain of
elections to panchayats and urban
local governments under Part IX
and Part IXA of the Constitution,
SECs enjoy the same status as the
Election Commission of India.
Perhaps it is time to also eval-
uate a potential role for the SECs in
the elections of mayors, deputy
mayors and standing committees,
given what happened in Chandi-
garh. Unlike the Lok Sabha and
State Assemblies, where there is a
clear distinction between the legis-
lature and the executive, in the
case of a municipality, the mayor
heads both the elected and the ad-
ministrative wings of the city go-
vernment. Given the reluctance of
State governments to strengthen
SECs, perhaps it is only the Su-
preme Court that can bring greater
salience to municipal elections.

Challenges to municipal elections

The data for the tables were sourced from Janaagraha’s City Leaders report
and CAG’s audit reports

Table 1: Urban local governments without elected councils across States and UTs

sl. State/UT Total | No.of sl. State/UT Total | No.of
No. ULGs ULGs No. ULGs ULGs
without without
elected elected
councils councils
1 A&N 1 1 19 M.P. 409 16
2 Andhra 120 31 20 Maharashtra 399 -
3 Arunachal 19 - 21 Manipur 27 27
4 Assam 102 102 22 Meghalaya 11 11
5 Bihar 249 - 23 Mizoram 23
6 Chandigarh 1 - 24 Nagaland 39 39
7 Chhattisgarh 169 20 25 Odisha 114 114
8 D&NH,D &D 3 - 26 Puducherry 5 5
9 Delhi 4 - 27 Punjab 163
10 Goa 14 8 28 Rajasthan 213 -
and 11 Gujarat 165 3 29 Sikkim 7 -
12 Haryana 92* 75 30 T.N. 664 664
13 Himachal 61 - 31 Telangana 142
14 J&K 78 - 32 Tripura 20 20
15 Jharkhand 50 8 33 U.P. 750
16 Karnataka 338 207 34 Uttarakhand 93 7
17 Kerala 93 - 35 W.B. 126 126
18 Ladakh 2 - Total 4,766 1,484

Source: Janaagraha’s City Leaders report based on the data available on the Local
Self-Government Directory, urban local government websites, telephone calls made to
government officials and journalists, and newspaper reports. Data as of 16 September
2021. | *Haryana: ULBs - LSG Directory says that there are 92 ULBs in the State, whereas,
https://haryanacmoffice.gov.in/urban-local-bodies-department says 87
(updated on 15 November 2021).

Table 2: Urban local governments
without elected councils as per the CAG’s
performance audit reports

Sl State No. of ULGs without
No. elected council
1 T.N. 664

2 M.P. 347

3 Karnataka 210

4 Punjab 129

5 Haryana 50

6 Manipur 27

7 Rajasthan 6

8 Jharkhand 15

9 Andhra 22

10 Odisha 112

11 Uttarakhand | 4

Total 1,586

Srikanth Viswanathan is CEO, Janaagraha

The Brihanmumbai Municipal

Fo

Corporation building in Mumbai

Source: CAG audit reports | The audit
period for all the States is from 2015-
2020 except Kerala, for which the updatec
position as on March 2021 was included.
The audit covered 539 urban local
governments.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MARCH 27, 1974

Coal production to be
stepped up

New Delhi, March 26: The Department of Mines
of the Union Ministry of Steel and Mines has
decided to step up the production of coal
without paying too much attention to the
day-to-day wagon availability.

The Department seems to feel that unless it
goes ahead with the task of stepping up coal
production, it will never be able to achieve the
targeted 95 million tonnes during 1974-75. But it
is not known what alternative plans the Ministry
has worked out to ensure against accumulation
of pithead stocks of coal resulting from any
disruption in railway movement.

The Ministry has also decided to step up the
programme of exploration for new coal
deposits. The Coal Mines Authority has already
drawn up a programme for bulk purchase,
including imports, of standardised machinery
and equipment. The Singareni Collieries will
also draw up a similar list and co-ordinate its
activities with the Authority.

The Ministry has also decided to introduce an
incentive scheme for officers making
outstanding suggestions for the improved
working of the coal mines. The Department of
Mines would also like to take the initiative and
responsibility in respect of all schemes for the
utilisation of coal for the production of synthetic
petroleum products and gasification of coal
which are now being discussed by the various
Ministries. The Ministry of Steel and Mines is
fixing quarterly and monthly targets of
production for each colliery. The collieries with
higher production potential will be identified
immediately. It is proposed to introduce a
seven-day four-shift work programme in the
collieries on a selective basis. Workers’
representatives in these collieries will be
consulted before the schemes are introduced.

PTI reports: The Railways, and Steel and
Mines Ministries are drawing up an emergency
programme to ensure speedy movement of coal
and steel through efficient use of available
wagons.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MARCH 27, 1924

Plague in Lahore

Lahore, March 23: Plague has not subsided in
Lahore. If anything it has increased and about
20 deaths out of about 30 new cases everyday
are reported.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

The stake Adani
aquired in Odisha’s
Gopalpur port
in percentage. Adani Ports
95 and Special Economic Zone
Ltd announced the acquisition
of Gopalpur Ports from the Shapooriji

Pallonji Group and Orissa Stevedores Ltd
at an equity value of 21,349 crore. e

The funds unutilised  India’s current account GST demand notice The jump in shares of
by Central Pollution deficit in October to sent to Life Insurance  Trump’s social media
Control Board December quarter Corporation of India company

In percentage. The Central
Pollution Control Board
(CPCB) has spent only 20%

of the environment protection charge and
environmental compensation collected so
far for mitigating air pollution in Delhi. i

In $ billion. India’s
current account deficit
® declined to 1.2% of the

GDP in the October-December quarter
from $11.4 billion in the previous three
months and $16.8 billion a year back. e

in % lakh. The
39 39 Life Insurance 0
® Corporation of
India (LIC) said tax authorities have
slapped a demand notice on it for the

short payment of GST for 2017-18. e

In percentage. Truth Social’s
shares jumped on the
Nasdag, boosting the value of

Trump’s large holdings in the company as
well as the smaller stakes of fans. ap
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The need to curb black carbon emissions

What is black carbon and why is it harmful for the environment? Which sector in India is the biggest contributor of black carbon? How has the Pradhan Mantri

Ujjwala Yojana helped in reducing the use of traditional cooking fuels?

EXPLAINER

Chandrakiran Lakshmisha
Kaushik Reddy

The story so far:
t the COP26 climate talks in
Glasgow in November 2021,
India pledged to achieve
net-zero emissions by 2070,
positioning itself as a frontrunner in the
race to carbon neutrality. According to
the Ministry of New and Renewable
Energy, India had installed a renewable
energy capacity of over 180 GW by 2023
and is expected to meet its target of 500
GW by 2030. While carbon dioxide
mitigation strategies will yield benefits in
the long term, they need to go
hand-in-hand with efforts that provide
short-term relief.

Why is black carbon relevant?

Black carbon is the dark, sooty material
emitted alongside other pollutants when
biomass and fossil fuels are not fully
combusted. It contributes to global
warming and poses severe risks. Studies
have found a direct link between
exposure to black carbon and a higher
risk of heart disease, birth complications,
and premature death. Most black carbon
emissions in India arise from burning
biomass, such as cow dung or straw, in
traditional cookstoves.

According to a 2016 study, the
residential sector contributes 47% of
India’s total black carbon emissions.
Industries contribute a further 22%,
diesel vehicles 17%, open burning 12%,
and other sources 2%. Decarbonisation
efforts in the industry and transport
sectors in the past decade have yielded

reductions in black carbon emissions, but
the residential sector remains a challenge.

Has PMUY helped?

In May 2016, the Government of India
said the Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana
(PMUY) would provide free liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG) connections to
households below the poverty line. The

I\

primary objective was to make clean
cooking fuel available to rural and poor
households and reduce their dependence
on traditional cooking fuels. The PMUY
has established infrastructure to go with
LPG connections, including free gas
stoves, deposits for LPG cylinders, and a
distribution network. The programme
has thus, been able to play a vital role in
reducing black carbon emissions, as it
offers a cleaner alternative to traditional
fuel consumption. The programme has
provided connections to over 10 crore
households as of January 2024.

However, in 2022-2023, 25% of all
PMUY beneficiaries — 2.69 crore people —
availed either zero LPG refill or only one
LPG refill, according to RTI data, meaning
they still relied entirely on traditional
biomass for cooking. The Hindu found in
August 2023 that the average PMUY
beneficiary household consumes only
3.5-4 LPG cylinders per year instead of

Clean cooking: Women make tea on an earthen stove in Hisar District, Haryana. FILE PHOTO

the six or seven a regular non-PMUY
household uses. This means up to half of
all the energy needs of a PMUY
beneficiary household are still met by
traditional fuels, which have high black
carbon emissions. A shortage of LPG and
higher usage of traditional fuels also affect
women and children disproportionately.
They are more prone to higher levels of
indoor air pollution, causing many health
issues and leading to premature deaths.

What is the government’s role?
The key to enhancing the quality of life in
these areas lies primarily in securing
access to clean cooking fuels. While the
future holds the promise of meeting
energy needs in rural areas through
renewable sources, the immediate
benefits for rural communities are poised
to come from using LPG.

In October 2023, the government
increased the LPG subsidy to ¥300 from

3200. But with rapid increase in LPG
prices over the last five years, the cost of a
14.2-kg LPG cylinder, even with an
additional subsidy; is still about I600 per
cylinder. Most PMUY beneficiaries find
the price too high, more so since cow
dung, firewood, etc. are ‘free’
alternatives. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi announced a further price
reduction of 100 in March 2024, but this
subsidy is expected to be temporary. The
government has estimated that about
12,000 crore will be spent on PMUY
subsidies in 2024-2025, a figure that has
continuously increased each year since
the scheme’s inception. While it is the
rightful duty of the government to make
clean fuel affordable through subsidies,
the problem of low refill rates will persist
if availability issues are not addressed.

Another big hurdle to the PMUY’s
success is the lack of last-mile
connectivity in the LPG distribution
network, resulting in remote rural areas
depending mostly on biomass. One
potential solution to this issue is the local
production of coal-bed methane (CBM)
gas by composting biomass. CBM is a
much cleaner fuel with lower
black-carbon emissions and investment.
Panchayats can take the initiative to
produce CBM gas locally at the village
level, ensuring every rural household can
access clean cooking fuel.

What about the global stage?
As India navigates its responsibilities on
the global stage towards long-term
decarbonisation, there is an urgent need
to act. Prioritising black carbon reduction
through initiatives such as the PMUY
scheme can help India become a global
leader in addressing regional health
concerns and help meet its Sustainability
Development Goal of providing affordable
clean energy to everyone and
contributing to global climate mitigation.

Recent estimates have indicated that
mitigating residential emissions will avoid
more than 6.1 lakh deaths per year from
indoor exposure to air pollution.

The authors work at the Center for Study
of Science, Technology and Policy (CSTEP).
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Black carbon is the dark, sooty
material emitted alongside
other pollutants when biomass
and fossil fuels are not fully
combusted. It contributes to
global warming and poses
severe risks.
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Most black carbon emissions in
India arise from burning
biomass, such as cow dung or
straw, in traditional
cookstoves. According to a
2016 study, the residential
sector contributes 47% of
India’s total black carbon
emissions.
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The key to enhancing the
quality of life in these areas lies
primarily in securing access to
clean cooking fuels.

Can Al help in navigating
mental health?

How can natural language processing programmes offer personalised and immediate care? How can bias be

mitigated in these chatbots? Do they help clinicians as well?

PULSE-CHECK

Iti Bhargava
Manmath Goel

Namrata Rao

The story so far:
e live in a world where
therapy is a text away.
Natural language
processing (NLP), a
branch of Artificial Intelligence (AI),
enables computers to understand and
interpret human language that mirrors
human comprehension. In mental
healthcare, we are already seeing a rapid
evolution of use cases for Al with
affordable access to therapy and better
support for clinicians.

How does it help patients?
External and internalised stigma persists
across demographics and countries.

it »

Through text-based platforms and virtual
mental health assistants, NLP programs
provide privacy and anonymity that can
improve help-seeking behaviour. For
users, the chatbot can support them in
reframing thoughts, validating emotions
and providing personalised care,
especially in the absence of human
support. Not only is this beneficial when a
therapist is not accessible, but it also
helps improve patient health outcomes
just as well as in-person care. Mental
health treatment requires continuity of
care to take a more holistic approach and
reduce instances of relapse. For example,
digital therapy assistants can help point
you to resources for healthier coping in
instances of distress, grief, and anxiety.
Since these chatbots are scalable,
cost-effective, and available 24x7, they
could therefore be integrated into existing
health programs. Additionally, companies
building chatbots must proactively
expand the scope of service delivery

through partnerships and collaborations
for follow-up services such as referrals,
in-person treatment, or hospital care,
where needed.

How does it help clinicians?

Mental health illnesses have complex
causes of origin, making it difficult to
design a straightforward protocol or make
a quick and accurate diagnosis. By using
vast datasets, Al tools can help summarise
information including clinical notes,
patient conversations, neuroimages, and
genetic information. This can help
clinicians get up to speed with the entire
patient history, saving valuable time
during sessions.

Recent advancements in NLP programs
have demonstrated the ability to forecast
responses to antidepressants and
antipsychotic drugs by analysing brain
electrical activity, neuroimages, and
clinical surveys. Such predictive
capability can streamline treatment

decisions and minimise the risk of
ineffective interventions. Some chatbots
are also creating e-triaging systems that
can significantly reduce wait time and
free up valuable clinical person-hours.
With improving bandwidth, mental
health providers can devote a higher
proportion of time to severe mental
illnesses, such as bipolar disorder and
schizophrenia, where specialised care is
required.

What’s next?

There is immense potential and promise
in these applications and we expect to see
a growing adoption. Going forward,
companies must refine these applications
by using more diverse population-wide
datasets to minimise bias. These
programs can also incorporate a wider set
of health indicators for a comprehensive
patient care experience. We expect
greater success of these programs if they
are guided by a conceptual framework for
improving health outcomes and
rigorously and continuously tested.

In the pursuit of innovation,
governments and institutions need to
prioritise user safety and well-being by
ensuring adherence to global compliance
standards. As these applications evolve,
we must persist in updating our beliefs,
governing laws and regulations, and
demanding better standards of care.

Iti Bhargava and Namrata Rao are
researchers in mental health in India, and
Manmath Goel is a healthcare investor.
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Natural language processing
(NLP), a branch of Artificial
Intelligence (Al), enables
computers to understand and
interpret human language that
mirrors human
comprehension.
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By using vast datasets, Al tools
can help summarise
information including clinical
notes, patient conversations,
neuroimages, and genetic
information.
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There is immense potential
and promise in these
applications and we expect to
see a growing adoption.
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Is unemployment a major factor in
shaping the vote choice of the youth?

In the debate over who bears responsibility in employment generation, the narrative swings like a pendulum between governmental bodies and

individual citizens. This discourse not only reflects the complexities of economic challenges but also plays a role in shaping public opinion

Jyoti Mishra
Sanjay Kumar

Sandeep Shastri
Suhas Palshikar

or the upcoming Lok Sabha
elections of 2024, Narendra
Modi and the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) have strategically
crafted their narrative around four key
pillars: the poor, the youth, women, and
farmers, referring to them as the ‘chaar
jatiyan‘ (four castes). This rhetoric is a
departure from traditional caste politics
in India, emphasising development and
inclusivity under the pledge for a Viksit
Bharat (Developed India). Among these,
youth emerge as a critical focus. Prime
Minister Modi’s call to action in his 110th
‘Mann ki Baat’, urging first-time voters to
participate through the ‘Mera Pehla Vote -
Desh Ke Liye’ campaign, underscores the
importance of the youth’s engagement in
the democratic process.

However, amidst these promises, a
pertinent question arises: Does the BJP
agenda truly resonate with the concerns
of the youth, particularly regarding
employment? Using data sourced from
the Lokniti-CSDS survey, we attempt to
unravel the pulse of the young electorate
from Delhi. Conducted in the first week of
March 2024, the survey involves
interviews with 611 students in Delhi.

Existing employment realities
Existing realities reflect the struggles and
aspirations of Indian youth to secure
employment within a constrained job
market. The youth themselves are aware
of the limited employment opportunities
in recent times. Data indicates that an
overwhelming majority of youth in Delhi
believe that it has become somewhat
difficult (55%) or very difficult (25%) to
secure employment in the last two years
(Table 1). Despite claims of economic
growth, the issue of job creation
continues to be the biggest challenge.
This uncertainty significantly impacts the
opinion of the youth on their future job
prospects. A considerable proportion of
students express uncertainty about their
employment prospects, particularly
concerning their educational
qualifications. While approximately a
quarter (24%) express confidence in
securing employment, a significant
portion remains uncertain (Table 2). The
youth aspire to secure stable jobs with
security, exhibiting a prevalent preference
for government jobs — with three in five
(63%) aspiring for a government job.

The BJP initiated a narrative of
transforming youth from job seekers to
job creators within its vision for economic
development. This idea promotes
entrepreneurship, innovation, and
self-reliance among the youth, aiming to
shift their orientation from seeking
employment to creating opportunities,
not only for themselves but also for
others. Interestingly, when youth in the
survey were asked about this slogan,
nearly half aligned themselves with the
Prime Minister’s vision of becoming job
creators, suggesting resonance with the
government’s emphasis on
entrepreneurship. Conversely, a little over
one fourth (27%) stated they would seek
employment. Nearly one in 10 also
mentioned an inability to marshal

Not enough jobs

: =i y

In the realm of electoral decision-making among Delhi’s youth, unemployment and inflation
emerge as the important issues shaping voting preferences. Nearly four in five youngsters assert
that the issues of unemployment and inflation would impact their voting decision

"
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Table 1: Perceived ease of attaining employment
over the past two years

Very difficult 25
Difficult 55
Easy 16
Very easy 3

Note: The rest did not respond.

Question asked: Compared to the last two
years, is it easier or more difficult to get work or
employment now?

Table 5: Youth believe that the people themselves
are responsible for unemployment

Narendra Modi-led Central 30
government

Kejriwal’s State government 14
The people themselves 35
Jobs are decreasing in every country 9

Note: The rest did not respond.
Question asked: According to you who is responsible
for increasing unemployment

Table 2: Surety about job prospects relative to
education among Delhi’s youth

%

Alot 24
Somewhat 49
Not much 16
Not at all 10

Note: The rest did not respond.

Question asked: What do you think, how likely
are you to get a job with study you are doing -a
lot, somewhat, not much, or not at all?

Table 3: Aligning with Prime Minister Modi’s
vision of becoming job creators

Preferred to become a job giver 47
Preferred to become a job seeker 27
Lack of resources to become a 12
job giver

Note: The rest either did not respond or gave other
responses.

Question asked: The government says that don’t
be a job seeker but be a job giver, do you think
that you can become a job giver to others in the
times to come?

Table 6: How the youth are not disregarding the
government’s effort in generating employment

Modi government completely failed 16
Modi government tried but couldn’t 55
succeed

Modi government has been 25

completely successful

Note: The rest did not respond.

Question asked: Some people believe that the Modi
government has completely failed in providing
employment, but some people say that Modi
government tried its best but could not succeed. What
do you think?

Table 4: Student perspectives on becoming job
creators across diverse backgrounds

Preferred to become a
job giver (%)

Women 39
Men 58
Stream of study

Arts 39
Commerce 54
Science 48

Note: The rest studying other courses.

Question asked: The government says that don’t
be a job seeker but be a job giver, do you think
that you can become a job giver to others in the
times to come?

resources to generate employment for
themselves and others. This segment
does not directly negate the overall idea
of job creation (Table 3). Across gender,
men exhibit a higher preference for this
role, with nearly three in five young men

Table 7: Unemployment, the most influential factor
for youth’s voting decision

Unemployment 41
Inflation 23
Narendra Modi’s leadership 12
Corruption 9
Ram Mandir 5
Your religious identity 2
Beneficiaries from government 1
schemes

Note: All figures are in percent. The rest did not
respond

Question asked: Which one of these issues will
mostly influence your voting decision?

The BJP initiated a narrative
of transforming youth from
job seekers to job creators

within its vision for economic
development. This idea promotes
entrepreneurship, innovation,
and self-reliance among the youth

(58%) expressing their willingness to
become job creators compared to two in
five (39%) women intending the same.
Moreover, within various streams of
study, the preference for becoming a job
creator was higher among commerce

students (54%), followed by science (48%).
Students studying the arts (39%) were less
likely to aspire for this role (Table 4).

Who should generate employment?
In the ongoing debate over who bears the
responsibility in employment generation,
the narrative swings like a pendulum
between governmental bodies and
individual citizens.

This discourse not only reflects the
complexities of economic challenges but
also plays a significant role in shaping
public opinion. The attribution of
responsibility to escalating
unemployment rates is clearly visible
among close to half the respondents.
Three out of every 10 youngsters hold the
Central government accountable, while
one seventh point towards the State
government for the squeeze in job
opportunities.

Moreover, one third of the students
attribute individual responsibility to the
lack of employment opportunities (Table
5) and this perception is further nuanced
by the belief in the efficacy of the Central
government’s efforts. While some
acknowledge the endeavours made by the
government in creating job opportunities,
others assert that these efforts have fallen
short of expectations. Interestingly, only
one in every six (16%) admitted to a
complete failure on the part of the Central
government in providing adequate
employment opportunities (Table 6).

Will issue of unemployment drive
voter’s choice?

In the realm of electoral decision-making
among Delhi’s youth, unemployment and
inflation emerge as the important issues
shaping voting preferences. Nearly four in
five youngsters assert that the issues of
unemployment and inflation would
impact their voting decision. When asked
to select the most important issue that
would shape their vote choice, the issue
of unemployment eclipses other
important concerns, with nearly
two-fifths of the students emphasising its
significance. In contrast, inflation (23%),
leadership under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi (12%), corruption (9%),
and other issues trail behind (Table 7).
This data captures the centrality of
economic concerns, especially
unemployment, in shaping the electoral
calculus of Delhi’s youth.

In the lead-up to the 2024 Lok Sabha
elections, the BJP has strategically
positioned itself as the forerunner of
development and inclusivity, particularly
targeting the youth demographic. The
data suggests that despite the BJP’s
emphasis on entrepreneurship and
self-reliance, the youth’s aspiration for
stable government jobs persists,
highlighting a desire for security amid
economic uncertainties.

Furthermore, the attribution of
responsibility for rising unemployment
exposes the politicisation of economic
issues, with divergent perceptions of the
government’s effectiveness in addressing
this challenge.

Ultimately, the issue of unemployment
emerges as a pivotal factor shaping the
voting preferences of Delhi’s youth,
eclipsing other concerns such as inflation
and leadership.

The writers are with the CSDS.
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Considered “the single most influential director of his generation”, Quentin
Tarantino was born on March 27 in 1963. Here is a quiz on his work

Sindhu Nagaraj

A

QUESTION 1

One of his films paid homage to the sub-genre
of blaxploitation films, making it the only
feature-length film directed by Tarantino that
was based on another work. Name the film.
A

QUESTION 2

One scene in the cult classic Pulp Fiction has
prompted discussion of the film’s highly
intertextual style, regarding the dance
sequence of John Travolta. However, Tarantino
credits the scene to which famous filmmaker?
A

QUESTION 3

This film in the spaghetti western sub-genre
won Tarantino his second Academy Award for
Best Original Screenplay. The story follows a
slave who trains under a German bounty
hunter with the ultimate goal of reuniting with
his wife. Name the film.

CM
K

A

QUESTION 4

What is the name of the 1987 amateur comedy
film directed, edited, co-written, co-produced
by and starring Tarantino? Some of the film’s
dialogues were used in another film. Name
both films.

A

QUESTION 5

In June 2020, Tarantino became an officially
recognised critic on which website, where his
reviews are part of the rating?

A

QUESTION 6

In 2022, Tarantino stated that this film is “the
greatest movie of all time. Maybe not the best
film, but the best movie ever made”. Which is
it?

A

QUESTION 7 A
This is the 2021 debut novel by Tarantino, a
novelisation of his 2019 film of the same name.
What is it called?

Visual question:
Identify this Tarantino film. What genre do these
films belong to?

Questions and Answers to the previous
day’s daily quiz: 1. The importance of PL
Handoo’s victory in the 1989 general elections
in Anantnag. Ans: Highest margin of victory
in percentage terms (97.2%)

2. The importance of K. Ramakrishna’s victory
in the 1989 elections from Anakapalle. Ans:
Lowest margin of victory in percentage
terms (0.0014%)

3. The constituency which had the highest
number of electors. Ans: Malkajgiri,
Telangana

4. The constituency with the lowest number of
electors. Ans: Lakshadweep

5. This person holds the record for the highest
victory margin in absolute number terms in
Indian elections. Ans: Pritam Munde,
Bharatiya Janata Party

Visual question: Identify this gentleman. Ans:
Sukumar Sen, India’s first Chief Election
Commissioner

Early Birds: Rajmohan. V| Tamal Biswas| M.
Suresh Kumar| Sadhan Kumar Panda

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

K. Subrahmanian

“Fifth column (Sheela Paranjoti, New
Delhi).”

“ ‘Fifth column’ means ‘a group
working for an enemy within a country at
war. During the Spanish Civil War
(1936-39), when Gen. Franco’s forces were
marching towards Madrid in four
columns, a fifth column of his supporters
actively assisted him within Madrid itself.
Any organisation or individual working
within a country to assist the enemy is
called a fifth column. ‘Fifth column’ is a
translation of the Spanish ‘quinta
columna. A fifth columnist is ‘a member
of a fifth column, a traitor or spy.’ The
Fifth Column is the title of a play written
by Ernest Hemingway in 1937 about the
Spanish Civil War. ‘Quinary’ means ‘of the
number five, ‘having five parts.’
‘Quinquennial’ means ‘lasting five years,
‘recurring every five years.
‘Quinquennium’ means ‘a period of five
years.” ‘Quinquagenarian’ is ‘a person 50
to 59 years old.” ‘Quintan’ means (of fever
and the like) ‘occurring every fifth day’.
‘Quintet’ is any group of five. ‘Quintuplet’
means ‘each of five children born at one
birth.” ‘Quintuplicate’ means ‘five-fold.” ‘In
quintuplicate’ means ‘in five identical
copies. ‘Quintessence’ is the most
essential part of anything. ‘Quintessence’
means the fifth essence. In ancient and
medieval Western philosophy, it was
believed that besides the four elements,
earth, air, fire and water, the fifth essence
or element, ether, was the most
important and was considered the
constituent matter of the heavenly bodies.

The Gita is the quintessence of the
Upanishads”

“Early, early on (Shanta Barua,
Calcutta).”

“They do not mean the same. ‘Early
on’ means ‘soon after the start of a past
event’. It refers ‘to an early point or stage
in a process or course of events.’

Early on in life, he realised every person
has a price.

Early on, his father told him that he
would be a successful painter.

Early on, he was an indifferent student.
Later he became a diligent one.

‘Early’ means ‘before the usual or
appropriate time.

He gets up early.

You cannot say ‘He gets up early on.

Early on in his student days, he used to
get up early. Now he does not.”

“Instantly, instantaneously (Subha
Chatterjee, Darjeeling).”

“ ‘Instantly’ means ‘immediately, at
once.

When he heard the news, he left the
place instantly.

I met him for the first time and liked
him instantly.

‘Instantaneously’ means ‘taking an
imperceptibly short time to occur.

When two events occur in such a way
that the interval between them is
imperceptible, you use ‘instantaneous’.

The explosion occurred instantaneously
when she touched the transistor radio.

There was an instantaneous applause
when he arrived at the place of meeting.

These days only careful writers
maintain the distinction between the two
words.”

Published in The Hindu on July 23, 1991.

Word of the day

Genuflect:

bend the knees and bow in church or before a
religious superior orimage; bend the knees and
bow in a servile manner

Synonyms: scrape, kowtow

Usa g€ People usually genuflect in front of the
altar.

Pronunciation: bit.ly/genuflectpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /azen.juflekt/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Open the doors
A case for enhancing MF overseas investment limits

ith mutual funds exhausting their $1

billion limit to invest in overseas

Exchange Traded Funds (ETFs) this
week, domestic investors can no longer diversify
across the borders through the mutual fund route.
The $7 billion limit that the Securities Exchange
Board of India (SEBI) had set for Indian funds to
invest in overseas stocks and bonds had run out in
January 2022, pushing investors to explore ETFs in
the past year. The mutual fund industry has been
knocking at the regulators’ doors to enhance its
overseas investment limits. SEBI and Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) must favourably consider these requests.

Today, there is a good case for regulators

b to open the doors wider to domestic

é investors seeking to diversify overseas.
gt —  Current limits for mutual fund investments
overseas were set way back in April 2008.
Since then, there has been a significant
improvement in India’s foreign exchange
reserve position as also its ability to fund its
current account gap with capital flows.
When these limits were set, India’s foreign
exchange reserves stood at about $300
billion, less than half of today’s levels of $640
billion. Thanks to its ability to attract stable
long-term Foreign Direct Investments (FDI)
inrecent years, India was sitting pretty on
about $528 billion in FDI capital by
September 2023 (latest RBI data) compared
to the FPI stock of $259 billion. In March
2008, the stock of FDI capital at $115 billion
was below FPI capital at $119 billion.
Remittances from India’s diaspora have also
risen steadily in recent years, from under
$200 million in 2008 to over $120 billion in
2023, providing a substantial cushion to both
forex reserves and the current account.

With the imminent inclusion of Indian
government bonds in global benchmarks
with effect from June this year, India has
begun to attract substantial FPI debt flows
along with its equity flows. The $6.6 billion
of debt inflows so far this year have
prompted RBI to intervene in currency
markets to ward off upward volatility in the
rupee. Rupee appreciation can undermine
the headway India has made in services
exports amid a cloudy global outlook for
goods trade. In this backdrop, a calibrated
opening of the doors to dollar outflows
through regulated vehicles such as mutual
funds to counter-balance inflows makes
sense.

Policymakers should also recognise that,
outflow of dollars towards investments in
mutual funds cannot be equated with
expenditure towards travel, tuition fees or
maintenance of relatives, which make up the
bulk of outflows under the Liberalised
Remittance Scheme (LRS). While LRS
outflows are a permanent flight of capital,
investments create wealth for domestic
investors. Mutual fund investments are also
likely to be redeemed at a future date, with
the capital returning. Allowing Indians to
take the help of professional managers to
own a basket of listed foreign securities
through regulated vehicles, is preferable to
their punting on risky crypto-currencies and
offshore forex markets on their own.

POCKET: SUMMER OF 24
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ndia has proven that digital

inclusion can unlock

unprecedented opportunities for

value creation in the entire

economy. This is made possible
by the foundations of access to the
internet and telecom and digital identity
as Digital Public Infrastructure over the
last decade, laying the groundwork for
financial inclusion and market
integration.

India’s Digital Public Infrastructure is
thus emerging as a critical factor of
production and the latest addition in
this family, Open Network for Digital
Commerce (ONDC) is expected to
transform every domain of the economy
by democratizing digital commercial
transactions in products and services.

The fundamental principles of
unbundling and interoperability in the
ONDC’s solution architecture enable
innovators to build solutions and
services that will empower large and
small business enterprises to have equal
opportunity to participate and compete
in digital commerce on the merits of
their products and services.

Government-backed Farmer
Producer Organizations (FPO) have
taken the lead in attempting to leverage
this network.

As of date, around 5,000 FPOs — each
representing approximately 500 farmer
members — have been onboarded onto
the ONDC Network making them
visible to all consumer apps on ONDC
across India.

The customer orders for products at
prices fixed by the farmer with
supporting services of logistics are
available from the network at cost
transparently visible to both consumers
and sellers.

Thus, with the power moving to the
end nodes, benefits are accrued closest
towhere the value is created or
consumed (the farmer and consumers),
and not intermediaries.

The FPOs that onboarded ONDC
have started investing in local value
addition.

Aryahi Fed Farmer Producer Co from
Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh, started with
packaged honey, went on to make honey
giftkits,and when these got a good
response during Diwali, the FPO has
invested in baked products using their
honey, jam made with honey, bee wax
candles, pollen, infused honey varieties
and even pickles.

Digital inclusion is thus enabling
market-led innovation providing a new
avenue and definition of what D2C
brands and companies of new India can
look like, while also providing for
village-level entrepreneurs and the
younger generation to make the most of
a New Digital Rural India.

PRODUCT DIVERSITY

FPOs on ONDC offer over 250 rice
varieties, both raw and parboiled, some
GI tagged too, each with its unique local
folklore, taste, and aroma or over 50
varieties of pure honey from beekeeper
FPO farmers, in a spectrum of colours,
aroma and degree of sweetness.

It’s a similar array of local products in
all food sections — pulses, dry fruits,
oils, beverages, fruits, vegetables, and
even dry and fresh fish, opening the
opportunity for these varieties to
develop their brands and identities as
Indian consumers experiment and try
both traditional and modern recipes
with diverse varieties.

Digital market integration of farmers
collectives will have a multiplier effect
on rural economies, unlocking
opportunities for employment and
income generation in India’s villages. An
early example of this is the New
Agriverse Farmer Producer Co from
Jalpaiguri, West Bengal. The FPO’s
primary crop is paddy.

However, the FPO is now growing a
variety of mushrooms, from ordinary
oyster mushrooms to exotic lion’s mane

Digital market integration
of farmers collectives will
have a multiplier effect
on rural economies,
unlocking opportunities for
employment and income
generation in villages.
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and selling them on the ONDC network.
As more and more people are sampling
the products online, the FPO has both
expanded its offerings like mushroom
noodles and dried mushrooms, and
started receiving bulk orders for its
products. Bringing FPOs to e-commerce
is also a win-win for the network
partners and the customers. Food and
groceryare repeat orders. If the price,
taste and quality click, there is customer
stickiness and loyalty.

VIRTUOUS CYCLE

Thus, slowly each transaction creates
capacity, skills and jobs for processing,
packing and logistics, starting a virtuous
cycle which enables closer integration of
farm economies, towards the vision of a
truly unified Indian market.

ONDC is thus bridging the digital
divide to harness the unlimited potential
of Indian entrepreneurship and
innovation in everyvillage.

While we may associate business
strategies such as cross-selling and
product sampling as being limited to
large FMCG brands or e-commerce
companies, India’s Farmer Collectives
are being empowered for products being
sold online more than before, comparing
ingredients of processed products, and
offering competitive pricing.

And yet, these are still early pilots. As
ONDC expands, there is an immense
opportunity for optimising costs for
farmers, such as enabling farmer
collectives to buy farm inputs through
the same network, be it seeds or renting
agricultural implements.

At the same time, foundations are
being laid for expanded financial
inclusion for farmer collectives using
verifiable digital transactions as the
basis for credit and insurance, and
building solutions such as crop planning,
demand forecasting, and input advisory
depending on soil topography, weather,
etc. to become available for farmers in
their own languages.

As Indian consumers rediscover the
rich tapestry and variety of India’s farm
products with the growing momentum
of Vocal for Local and Atmanirbhar
Bharat, the ONDC network can make
the farm-to-fork model a reality.

For consumers, this unlocks the
opportunity to discover the rich variety
of farm products, which, be it in terms of
their price, purity, variety or traceability
are unprecedented anywhere else.

As the initial pilots in assisted
e-commerce through the ONDC
network by both government-backed
organisations like Citizen Service
Centres (CSCs) as well as private sector
enterprises and the recent
announcement of Prasar Bharti’s
initiative to empower rural commerce
through BharatNet are underway,
there’s growing excitement around
digitalisation turning Indian farms and
villages into growth engines for the
entire economy.

This is an initiative that can achieve
its objectives with every citizen in the
country playing an active role.

The writer isa Member of Advisory Council of ONDC.
Views expressed are personal

(earing up for interest rate cuts in 2024

With rate cuts imminent, banks will have to recalibrate their risk management strategies

|
K Srinivasa Rao

banks in major economies had to

raise policy rates to their peak levels
during post-pandemic times to fight
inflation.

Inflation is well on the way to
reaching targets with front-loaded
monetary policy tools working actively.
Though upside risks to inflation cannot
be completely ruled out due to
geopolitical uncertainties, central banks
have been maintaining a pause in
interest rates for quite some time.

The US Federal Reserve in its recent
FOMC meeting kept the policy rates at
the existing level of 5.25-5.50 per cent
which has been unchanged since July
2023.

It further affirmed its intention to
implement a three-quarters ofa
percentage point rate cut this year
though its inflation is still hovering
around 3.2 per cent in February 2024
down from its peak level of 9.1 per cent
recorded in June 2022.

The IMF in its January 2024 report

I nasynchronised move central

expects the US economy to growat 2.1
per centin 2024 and 1.7 per cent in 2025.
The US Fed’s positive stance is already
reflected in the buoyancy of stock
markets and optimism set in financial
markets.

Bank of England kept its policy rates
intactata 16-year high of 5.25 per cent
since August 2023 to fight inflation,
though it has hinted at cuts going
forward. According to the IMF, the UK
economy should be growing at 0.6 per
centin 2024 and at 1.6 per cent in 2025.

Itis also noteworthy that the ECB
kept the three key interest rates — 4.50
per cent (refinancing operations), 4.75
per cent (marginal lending facility), and
4 per cent (deposit facility) unchanged.
Although most measures of underlying
inflation have eased further, domestic
price pressures remain high, in part
owing to strong growth in wages.

The economy is expected to grow at
1.5 per cent in 2025 and 1.6 per cent in
2026, supported initially by
consumption and later also by
investment. ECB is thus well-positioned
to reduce rates going forward.

The People’s Bank of China (PBOC)

RESERVE BANK. Rate moves reuters

cut the reserve requirement ratio (cash
that the banks are required to hold) by
50 basis points effective from February 5
toinject 1 trillion yuan to pump liquidity
into the markets. The move can ease
liquidity conditions and foster growth.

RBI’S PATH

Against the backdrop of robust GDP
growth and inflation moving down to
5.09 per cent in February, it is expected
that policy rates, at a standstill of 6.5 per
cent since December 2022, will remain
intact during the next Monetary Policy
in April. RBI is committed to bringing

down the inflation to 4 per cent mark on
adurable basis. Logically, the direction
of the monetary policy of RBI should be
customised to domestic needs but it will
be difficult to decouple itself from global
winds.

Banks will have to face elevated
interest rate risks at the beginning of the
rate-cutting cycle as repo-linked loans
will get repriced immediately while the
term deposit costs will linger on for
some time until their maturity.

In this phase, the industry, trade,
commerce, and capital markets will be in
abuoyant mood due to lower borrowing
costs while banks will have to rework
their risk management strategies to
protect their net interest margins.

The demand for credit will rise while
resource mobilisation will continue to
be a daunting challenge. Risk-sharing
strategies, augmenting alternate
resources, and right pricing of liability
products will have to work together for
the impending soft landing.

The writer is an Adjunct Professor, at the Institute of
Insurance and Risk Management, Hyderabad. Views
expressed are personal
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EU’s laudable move

The European Union’s decision to
order probe on tech giants such as
Apple and Alphabet for their non
compliance with digital market law is
alaudable measure to protect other
competitors and to ensure end users
from being victims of business
cartels.

Fair trade practices are critical to
development as they will reduce
unemployment and increase
purchasing power of end users
Vikram Sundaramurthy

Chennai

Terror threat again

Apropos ‘Moscow terror attack: How
worried should we be?” (March 26),
the deadly terror attack at the
Crocus City Hall in Moscow,

underscores the concerns that IS,
whose main bases in Syriaand Iraq
were dismantled six yearsago,isona
path to revival.

Surprisingly, Russian President
Vladimir Putin is not leavingany
stone unturned to name Ukraine and
NATO behind the attack although
the four detained persons are
Tajikistan nationals.

France has threatened to send
troops to Ukraine and Putin may be
hinting at a possible devastating
phase in the war. Afghanistan is once
again slipping into anarchy under the
present Taliban regime, and with
militants making inroads there, none
of the countries including Indiaare
free from the terror threat.

Gregory Fernandes

Mumbai

Taxing times

This is with reference to the Editorial
‘Tax tales’ (March 26). Despite the 20
per cent hike in tax collections/tax
compliance as on FY23, there has
been no corresponding matching
increase in tax base since decades.
Itis to be noted that almost all
Central governments so far focussed
only on taxing the already 'tax paying
citizens’ with few rupees here and
there as reliefs and ignoring other
“haves” who comfortably are
evading tax. The rich and powerful
are happily escaping the tax net.
Thereis no point in just extending
the numbers of coverage
transactions linking PAN number to
book only the existing tax payers. The
Tax Department should also explore
ways to detect other tax evaders and

by hiring personnel under
“marketing tax surveyors” category
in every town/city etc to bring tax
evaders into the tax bracket.

Given the way most of the
businesses have recovered from
Covid, itis surprising to see the lower
growth in corporate tax collections
unlike the robust collections in
personal tax collections.

Katuru Durga Prasad Rao
Hyderabad

BJP’s southern strategy
With reference to the Editorial
‘Southern push’, the BJP knows well
that as far North India is concerned,
it has almost reached a saturation
point, while there is a huge scope of
improvement in Southern States.
Barring Karnataka, it has nothing

much to show for. So it makes sense
for the Prime Minister to woo voters
from Tamil Nadu and other Southern
states in a systematic way.

Tamil Nadu’s BJP chief Annamalai’s
padyatraand interaction with voters
is slowly gaining traction, but
whether this will result in votes and
inturn seats is a million dollar
question.

The BJP knows that it can not take
on strong regional parties in other
Southern zStates on its own, hence it
is better to ride on along with
someone who already has a strong
base there, TDP, JDS etc are good
examples for that. 130 seats is 24 per
cent of the total number of seats and
it can never be taken lightly.

Bal Govind

Noida
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Maharashtra’s textile push

Aims to be a global hub with a slew of measures

—
Chandrakant Patil

of the largest in the world —

holding 4 per cent of the
global market share —
contributes 2 per cent to the
country’s GDP, and employs
over 45 million people directly
(making it the second largest
employer in the country). The
industry’s production is
projected to touch $250 billion in
by 2030.

The textile industry has
received much attention over
the past five years, with
numerous Central Government
initiatives aimed at enhancing
India’s role as a global textile
producer — basis the SF vision of
‘Farm to Fibre to Factory to
Fashion to Foreign’. Through
initiatives like the Production
Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme
for textiles, Kasturi Cotton
Bharat programme, National
Technical Textiles Mission,
SAMARTH, and PM Mega
Integrated Textile Region and
Apparel (PM MITRA) Parks
Scheme, the textile industry has
got a substantial facelift.

Drawing from India’s
ambitious endeavours to achieve
$100 billion in exports by 2030,
Maharashtra has emerged asa
potent contender in driving the
country’s textile industry. Our
contribution to the national
textile industry is significant —
accounting for 10.4 per cent of
the total textile and apparel
production and employing over
10 per cent of the total
employment in India.

I ndia’s textile industryis one

EXPEDITING GROWTH

The Maharashtra Industrial
Development Corporation
(MIDC) has expedited the
growth of the State’s textile
industry with the development
of 11 exclusive textile parks,
strategically located in areas like
Amravati, Thane, Solapur,
Kolhapur, Nagpur, Nashik, Pune,
and Nandurbar (as of 2020).

Owing to the State’s
geographical position — with
vast swathes of fertile soil under
cotton (leading the national
cotton acreage with 39.41 lakh
ha) and an extensive coastline (a
total of 50 ports) — we are
preparing to establish a garment
trading hub in Mumbai, giving it
a competitive edge alongside
China’s Guangzhou and Turkey’s
Istanbul.

Arobust focus on policies and
interventions remains
fundamental in strengthening
our infrastructural capacities to
facilitate Maharashtra’s growth

Tt - —
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as aglobal textile hub. In recent
times, the efforts in
revolutionising the textile
industry paved the way to the
State becoming one of the seven
recipients of the PM MITRA
Park Scheme — to be established
in Amravati —which is projected
toattract 10,000 crore and
create direct and indirect
employment opportunities for
nearly 3 lakh people.

The PM MITRA Park, which
would be developed by MIDC
and funded by the Central
Government, aims to ease
business operations for
investors with the entire
infrastructure to be established
under the State government.

The State has further
committed to developing 18
mini textile parks — aiming to
attractX1,800 crore as
investment and providing
employment opportunities to
36,000 individuals.

Also, the recently released
Integrated and Sustainable
Textile Policy 2023-2028
manifests our stringent efforts in
fostering robust conditions to
attract investments, strengthen
economic growth, and create
significant/massive employment
opportunities within the State.
The policy aims to strengthen
the State’s textile value chain via
technological upgradation and
envisages to attract 325,000
crore in investment, increase
cotton production by 80 per cent
and create over 5 lakh job
opportunities in the next five
years.

Further, the development of
six technical textile parks,
enhancement of research and
development to implement
sustainable innovations, with
additional emphasis on utilising
information technology to
promote ease of doing business,
and augment skill development
to ensure adequate skilled
manpower in the industry,
demonstrates our commitment
to completely transform the
State’s textile sector.

The writer is Minister of Textiles, Government
of Maharashtra

thehindubusinessline.
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Bharti Tele inks outsourcing pact with IBM for $750 m

Bharti Televentures Ltd has inked an agreement with IBM to outsource its
hardware, software and IT services requirements valued at $700-750 million
spread over a period of 10 years. On the infrastructure front, IBM will consolidate
Bharti’s data centre, IT helpdesk and enhance its disaster recovery centre

capabilities.

Chinalooms over the high-seas

China’s ships are ostensibly conducting research in the Indian Ocean. Their surveillance intent is all but apparent
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cat-and-mouse game is being

played out in the seas around

India. Four Chinese ‘survey’

shipsare cruisingin

international waters off
India’s east and west coasts ahead of two
planned missile tests. The latest arrival is
the vessel known as ”the floating
laboratory”: the Da Yang Hao, one of the
Chinese fleet’s newest, most
sophisticated ships. Another boat, the
‘Yuan Wang 03, entered the Indian Ocean
afew days ago. It’sno secret whyit’s
there: Chinese state media callsita
missile-tracking vessel.

These ships’arrival sendsa
crystal-clear signal of how the Indian
Ocean, whichisavital trade and strategic
waterway for Indiaand China, is fast
becoming the scene of a high-seas
power-play. For now, the India-China
navalrivalryis playing out at alower-key
level with the Chinese keepinga careful
eye on India’s military moves. India
tested its Agni-5 intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) March11. A
second test slated for a few days later was
delayed, possibly due to the Chinese ship
Xiang Yang Hong 01 which hasbeen
cruising around the Bay of Bengal for
several weeks.

Now, two new tests are about to take
place. The first, on March 29-30, is
around the Andaman Islands and
stretches for about 400 km. The second,
possibly of another ICBM, has been set
for April 3-4 and covers a 1,600-kmarea
from Abdul Kalam Island.

Meanwhile, afourth Chinese ‘survey’
ship, the Xiang Yang Hong 3, hasbeen
conducting research in the Arabian Sea.
The bigworry for India is that although
the surveyfleetis ostensibly conducting
oceanographic research —studying
temperatures, currents and the like —
China could alsobe gathering data to
gain amilitary edge in the Indian Ocean.

To India’s annoyance, the Xiang Yang
Hong 3 docked twice in the Maldives
capital, Male. Sri Lanka, following Indian
pressure, announced January 1 it

STATISTALK.

NEED TO GEAR UP. Indian Navy is facing intense pressure from different directions an

wouldn’t allow Chinese research ships to
dock even to replenish supplies but it has
backed away from this tough stand and
willallow restocking. Sri Lanka’s
back-pedalling came after Beijing blasted
itforallowing a German survey ship to
dock. Sri Lankan Prime Minister Dinesh
Gunawardena is now on a six-day visit to
Chinawhere he’ll meet the top
leadership. Akeyfactor influencing Sri
Lanka’s policy decisions is China holds
43 per cent of the country’s debt.

One reportindicates India may
position its own research ship between
two of the Chinese vessels but that
would onlyhave a nuisance value. India’s

While India holds the
upper hand in the Indian
Ocean, the waters are
crucial to China as a
mercantile nation. Its oil
and other goods must
perforce sail through the
Indian Ocean

capacity to play spoilsport s limited as it
has only four research ships compared to
China’s 64.

All these events are happening when
the Indian Navyis facing intense
pressure from different directions.
Around 12 ships are patrolling the Red
Sea and surrounding waters amid Houthi
rebel attacks.

DEFENCE BUDGET
The Indian Navy, whose defence
budgetaryallocation has always been the
lowest, is now on an expansion drive and
aims tohave atleast 175 vessels by 2035,
up from 150. But its fleet will stillbe
dwarfed by China whose naval battle
force includes hundreds of subs, mine
warfare ships, aircraft carriers and other
oats.

While India holds the upper hand in
the Indian Ocean, the waters are crucial
to Chinaasamercantile nation. Its oil
and other goods must perforce sail
through the Indian Ocean. India may
have amuch smaller navybutit’s
well-placed to cut off traffic coming via
the Malacca Straits. “We still dominate
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Investment trends of HNI women in India

Waterfield Advisors has unveiled key insights into the wealth management practices of high net worth individual
(HNI) women (having a net worth of above 210 crore) in India through their study titled "Women of Wealth". The
survey involved 104 female participants from various backgrounds residing in Tier 1 cities, aged between 22 and
60 years. Below are four charts depicting their evolving wealth management practises.
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the sealanes in the Indian Ocean,
definitely, although the Chinese are
trying their best to create bases,” says
one senior defence expert.

To counter the Indian Navy, China has
builtabase in Djiboutiand could possibly
build amore limited one in Gwadar
Pakistan and even Hambantota in Sri
Lanka.

Apart from the Chinese, India also has
tokeep awatchful eye out for Pakistan
which is believed to have received new
ships from Chinaand may even have a
submarine on the way.

Building ships is an expensive
proposition. India’s navy gets just 12-18
per cent of the defence budget. Tobe
adequately resourced, it would require at
least 25 per cent, experts say. It’s tough to
see that happening. The navywill almost
certainlyhave to manage with much less
weaponry than it would like. “Once the
Chinese have tackled or settled the
Taiwan issue, their attention is likely to
shift to the Indian Ocean,” says the
defence expert. It will need all the navy’s
ingenuity to counter the Chinese in the
yearsto come.

Short take
Asian economies have
‘robust’ crisis shields

—
Bloomberg News

sian countries are much better
A positioned to weather economic

storms than they were in the past,
thanks to strong foreign reserves and
sound financial-market development, a
top Japanese central banker said.

“The current Asian economy is so
robust,” Bank of Japan Assistant
Governor Tokiko Shimizu told a panel
session on Tuesday at the Boao Forum in
southern China.

“Even though the US and European
countries have faced high inflation, high
interest rates, Asian countries almost all
are in good shape.”

Many Asian central banks have
boosted their foreign reserves over
recent decades in a bid to ensure there’s
no repeat of the crisis that began in 1997,
when a run on several currencies spread
more broadly across other financial
markets and triggered deep recessions.

Inter-bank settlement system goes real time =4 » 17.4 20 Emerging economies in the region
The Reserve Bank of India initiated live operations on the real time gross 20 15.2 | 152 152 . more than tripled their combined
settlement (RTGS) system in a limited manner among four banks. The banks — reserves between 2000 and 2008, even
Standard Chartered Bank, State Bank of India, HDFC Bank and Saraswat Bank — 13.3 133 04 124 15 9.8 | 10 after adjusting for inflation, the Asian
have been conducting trials runs with mock transactions on the online clearing 86 10.5 10 6.5 65 65 Development Bank estimated.
and settlement system for the past two months. 43 5 There’s been a steep increase in
2.9 2.9 5 3.3 advanced-economy interest rates over
Louis Philippe set for a ‘fragrant’ foray ! 0 0 the past two years. In the past, that kind
The premium apparel brand from the stable of Madura Garments, Louis Philippe, 1 23 4 5 6 T8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 6 T8 9 10 of move would often push Asian
is likely to expand its portfolio into the fragrance business in the near future. The Rating scale > Rating scale > countries into deep crisis, but there’s
brand, which is the |arge5t premium shirt and trouser brand in value and volume, with 1 being extremely risk-averse while 10 being extremely risk-taking with 1 being not involved at all while 10 being strongly involved much greater resilience now, Shimizu
is targeting a turnover in excess of 200 crore by the year 2007-08. Source: Women of Wealth report by Waterfield Advisors said.
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The secondary sex

Parties should have given the election ticket to more women

men have been front and centre of the campaign for the upcoming
parliamentary elections, with every party tailoring its poll promises
to the needs of women, who account for nearly half the country’s
968 million voters. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the ruling
party, and the principal national Opposition party, the Congress, have been in a
competitive race to attract this section of the electorate. Where the BJP-led gov-
ernment has broad-based women-focused health, education, and other pro-
grammes, the Congress has offered the Nari Nyay scheme, promising 31 lakh per
annum in women’s bank accounts and 50 per cent reservation in all recruitments
in central-government jobs. Though the practicality of such extravagant promises
remains an open question, it is striking how far political rhetoric lags practice
for all parties. This point has become particularly moot after a special session of
Parliament last year passed the 106th Amendment Act, popularly known as the
Women’s Reservation Bill, reserving 33 per cent of seats in Parliament for women
for 15 years. Since this provision will become operational after the delimitation
exercise, all political parties have ample time to prepare their electoral rolls for
this eventuality. Yet, in an unconscious demonstration of the lip service that
political parties tend to pay to women’s issues, no key party has an equivalent
proportion of women on their party lists even now.

The BJP leads the race, with women accounting for about 17 per cent of the
candidates it had announced up to March 25. With 66 women candidates so far,
the party has steadily improved its record in terms of gender tally. In 2014, 38 of
its 428 candidates were women; in 2019, it rose to 55 out of the 436 contestants.
Preliminary lists from the Congress suggest about 12 per cent of the candidates
are women. The real surprise is the Trinamool Congress (TMC). The party’s list of
42 seats in West Bengal had 12 women candidates. However, the overall discour-
aging numbers are likely to represent an improvement over the 2019 Lok Sabha
election, when women accounted for 9 per cent of all candidates. The 2019-24
Lok Sabha saw 78 women members, accounting for 14.3 per cent of the total, a
modest total that nevertheless was the highest number in the country’s history.

Though steady incremental improvement is encouraging, these numbers
suggest that political parties will have some catching up to do when the
women’s reservations law kicks in. Currently, India lags the global average of
women’s representation in Parliament of 26.9 per cent by some margin, accord-
ing to the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU). The country stands at 144 out of
184 countries in the IPU’s latest monthly global rankings of women in national
parliaments. The journey of greater women’s representation on corporate
boards at 20 per cent of the total directors’ pool from 15 per cent in 2019,
though still low, shows that linear progression is possible. But to more than
double the representation of women in Parliament as well as state and Union
Territory Assemblies means that all parties will have to up their game in terms
of female representation. While Parliament has passed a law and it will come
into effect in due course, the 2024 Lok Sabha election was a good opportunity
to demonstrate actual commitment.

Improving confidence

A healthy banking system will support growth

fter adecade of rising non-performing assets (NPAs) and lax underwriting

standards, particularly on corporate loans, the Indian banking sector is

now in good health, with rising profits and the restoration of investor

trust. This was reaffirmed in a recent survey of bankers conducted by the
Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry and the Indian Banks’
Association. The survey, covering 23 banks, showed the sector continued to perform
well on several parameters, including asset quality and credit growth. The survey
findings also report that banks are well-positioned to transition to the expected
credit loss (ECL) regime, and are taking steps towards climate adaptation and miti-
gation. These include focusing on green financing, going paperless, and imple-
menting environmental campaigns like promoting bio-fencing in coastal regions
as part of their ESG (environmental, social, and governance) initiatives.

About 83 per cent of the respondent banks reported unchanged or easing
credit standards, citing a positive growth outlook for the economy, the decline
in NPAs, and low sector-specific risks. There has also been an increase in long-
term loan disbursements for certain sectors, including infrastructure, iron and
steel, food processing, and pharmaceuticals. Notably, as identified by the respon-
dent banks, these are also the sectors with higher levels of NPAs. If these sectors
happen to get easy access to credit, the issue deserves attention. Banks must
avoid getting into the high NPA cycle again. They, however, are generally opti-
mistic about the level of stressed assets on their books, with 77 per cent of the
respondent banks reporting a decrease in the NPA levels over the last six months.
Over half the respondent banks in the current round say gross NPAs would be in
the range of 3-3.5 per cent over the next six months. The optimism is not unfound-
ed, given the sharp decline in gross NPAs from 11.6 per cent at the end of FY18 to
3.2 per cent in September last year. The slippage ratio, which measures new
additions to bad loans, has also moderated. Naturally, low slippages will translate
into improved asset quality across all bank groups.

Itisindeed a relief that both public- and private-sector banks are in good health.
However, concerns remain regarding future profitability. The survey finds a significant
shift towards term deposits offering higher rates of interest. Nearly 70 per cent of
the banks reported a decrease in the share of current account savings account
(CASA) deposits in total deposits. CASA is low-cost deposits mobilised by banks,
and lower amounts of low-cost deposits imply lower profit margins. Further, a sig-
nificant number of fraud cases within the banking sector, along with high levels of
interconnectedness between commercial banks and non-banking financial com-
panies (NBFCs), can increase contagion during times of stress. The Reserve Bank of
India has flagged the issues of interconnectedness in its recent publications. In this
regard, NBFCs must be nudged to diversify their funding sources away from banks.
Nonetheless, the overall improved health of the banking sectors should support
growth momentum in the economy. The Union government has supported economic
recovery from the pandemic through substantial increases in capital spending and
itis now time for the private sector to push capex. A healthy bank balance sheet will
help enable this transition.
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The state of state budgets

With states expected to push the reforms agenda, a mechanism

Several states have by now presented their annual

budgets for 2024-25. Unsurprisingly, many of

them have made rosy projections and tall promis-
es. Only time will tell if these announcements result
in actual performance on the ground, either by fulfill-
ing the promises made or through effective imple-
mentation of the policies outlined.

But going beyond the question of implementation,
these budgets serve another purpose. They bring to light
theactual and revised numbers that underlie those bud-
gets presented in the last three years. The objective of
this article is to use these budgets to assess how these
states have done in the post-Covid period from 2021-22
102023-24, for which reliable numbers are now available.
And perhaps compare that assessment with the trends
seen in the Centre’s budgets in the same years.

For obvious reasons, the numbers under study are
actuals for the first two years (2021-22
and 2022-23) and revised estimates for r
the current financial year. A quick look
at these budget numbers for about 20
large states (excluding Andhra Pradesh
and Odisha, which are going into their
respective Assembly elections in the
coming weeks) offers many takeaways
for those tracking India’s public finance.

On the question of these states’
intent on fiscal consolidation, the pic-
ture is mixed. Quite a few states have
failed to fulfil their fiscal deficit targets

is needed for assessing their budget data
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and Uttar Pradesh, which have otherwise run their
public finances quite efficiently.

The list of states that have reduced their fiscal
deficit from what they had promised in their budget
estimates is even more interesting. These are: Delhi,
Gujarat, Haryana, Punjab, Uttarakhand, West Bengal,
Tripura, Telangana, Goa, Jharkhand and Kerala. The
only explanation here seems to be that relatively small
states have managed better fiscal consolidation than
their larger counterparts. The exceptions here are the
states of Gujarat and West Bengal.

How has fiscal consolidation been for the states
during the post-Covid years? Among the 20 states
that have presented the Budget for 2024-25, as many
as 13 states have run up a fiscal deficit in 2023-24,
which is higher than what prevailed in 2021-22. These
are Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Himachal
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand,
Tamil Nadu, Goa, Jharkhand,
Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Tripura.
It is remarkable that some of the
stronger states today have a fiscal
deficit that is more than what they ran
in 2021-22.

The states that have done well on
F this front are Delhi, Haryana,

F Karnataka, Punjab, West Bengal,
F i Kerala and Telangana. They can rub
shoulders with the Union govern-
ment, which has not only bettered its

they had set for themselves at the time
of presenting their budgets. In 2023-
24, for instance, as many as seven states
have produced a revised estimate of their fiscal deficit
that is wider than what they had projected in the bud-
get estimate. Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Himachal
Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra and Rajasthan are
guilty of not adhering to their own target, while
Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh have barely managed to
stay close to the number they had indicated.

Clearly, there is no pattern in this performance.
If you thought the problem lies with eastern, north-
eastern and hilly states, then what explains the poor
performance of large states like Tamil Nadu,
Maharashtra and Rajasthan? Equally puzzling is the
none-too-encouraging performance of Karnataka

A K BHATTACHARYA

fiscal deficit performance in each of

these years, but has also effected an
almost one percentage point decline in
fiscal deficit during this period. However, the fact
that many states, which are large and whose finances
are run efficiently, could not bring their deficit down
in this period is a cause for concern.

On capital expenditure, the Centre has succeeded
in raising it from a level equivalent to 2.5 per cent of
gross domestic product (GDP) in 2021-22 to 3.2 per cent
in 2023-24. Something similar, and indeed better, has
happened with the states. At the aggregate level, these
20 states have raised their capex as a percentage of their
gross state domestic product (GSDP) from a lower level
of 2.09 per cent to 3.36 per cent in the same period.

The surprise, however, comes from the states that

led the charge in raising capex. These are Goa, Uttar
Pradesh, Jharkhand and Rajasthan, all of which have
more than doubled their capital outlays as a percent-
age of GSDP. While states like Assam, Uttarakhand,
Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Maharashtra and Tripura
have also raised their capex, though by lower margins,
the states that have seen a worrying decline or only a
marginal increase are Delhi, Himachal Pradesh,
Karnataka, Punjab, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Telangana,
West Bengal and Haryana. The laggards in this area
need to be closely studied to find out what went wrong
in the overall push towards more infrastructure, an
initiative that had been set in motion by the Centre,
particularly after Covid.

The broad trajectory of growth in tax collections
and revenue expenditure has been similar for both
the Centre and these 20 states. The share of revenue
spending by the Centre has stayed at 12-13 per cent of
GDP, just as these 20 states also saw their revenue
expenditure at about 13-13.5 per cent of GSDP.

The difference is with respect to tax revenue col-
lections. The Centre has managed to keep its net tax
collections at around 7-8 per cent of GDP in this period
(not much different from the pre-Covid years), while
these states have kept their own tax revenues at
around 6.5-7 per cent of GSDP. But where the states
have gained is from tax transfers from the Centre,
which amounted to an additional 3-3.5 per cent of
GSDP. If some states could not stay within their fiscal
deficit targets even after such transfers, there is a need
for bringing them under closer scrutiny.

This brings us to the larger question of why there
is relatively less discussion and debate about the finan-
cial performance of state governments, compared to
the sharp focus on the Centre’s management of its
finances. And this happens even though the total size
of the states’ budgets is now almost 18 per cent larger
than that of the Centre’s budget.

The absence of analysis of state finances, in sharp
contrast to the general obsession with the Centre’s
budgets, is largely attributable to the relative lack of
data on state budgets. Not only are the state budget
data not easily available, but they are also presented
in different formats by different state governments,
making the task of comparison and analysis a little
more onerous. The Reserve Bank of India does come
out with an annual compendium of state budgets, but
this comes after a lag of a few months.

At atime when the Centre is focusing more on the
states, expecting them to shoulder the task of the next
generation of economic reforms, it will be a good idea
to create an institutional mechanism for periodic com-
pilation and publication of state budget data in a format
that makes their numbers comparable with those avail-
able for the Centre’s budgets. India needs greater delib-
eration and debate over state finances. The first step
towards facilitating that would be a better system for
collecting and publishing state budget data.

Indian cities cry out for UMTA

through the Ministry of Urban Development,

released the National Urban Transport Policy,
which recommended the creation of a Unified
Metropolitan Transport Authority (UMTA) for all cities
with a population above 1 million. According to the
2011 Census, there were 53 such cities.

In August 2017, the Union Cabinet cleared the new
Metro Rail Policy, which laid down a framework for
cities seeking to introduce and expand the role of their
metro rail systems. Whilst many cities have committed
to new metro rail projects, there has been little attempt
to understand how any metro rail system fits within
the overall public transport requirements of a city and
its commuters. This policy made it clear that if a city
wants central assistance for its metro
rail project, its state government will
have to commit to operationalising
UMTA — a body that would then be
responsible for all forms of urban
transport. This would then enable an
integrated approach to mobility in the
city. Further, cities where metro pro-
jects are already under implementa-
tion have to consider setting up the
UMTA within a year.

The 16th Report of the

Q s far back as 2006, the Central government,

Differentiated travel demand should guide the choice
of public transport system to ensure that the majority
of the citizens can access a high-quality public transport
system. An integrated system can ensure high ridership
of public transport, with all social benefits linked to real-
ising a high ridership of the public transport system.

2. High-capacity systems like metro rail are very
attractive for long trips. In large cities with popula-
tions exceeding 8 million, it’s feasible to have 300-
400 km of metro lines. However, it must have a
robust, reliable network of bus systems operating on
all arterial and partially on sub-arterial roads, totalling
about 800-1,000 km. Last-mile connectivity can be
facilitated through walking and intermediate public
transport options such as autos. Integrating the three
systems at a policy, planning, design
and regulatory framework level will
ensure a high-quality public trans-
port system. Feeder bus routes can
effectively serve as a means of con-
necting passengers to metro sta-
tions, eliminating the need for spe-
cial feeder buses.

3.Travel demand in cities with 4-8 mil-
lion population can be well-served by
a bus system running on all arterial
and sub-arterial routes. For about 20

Parliamentary Standing Committee

on Housing and Urban Affairs (2021- VINAYAK CHATTERJEE

2022), commenting on the subject of

metro rail projects, highlighted that it was “dismayed
to note that despite a lapse of more than four years...
States are yet to constitute UMTA.”

To come to grips with the prevalent situation, The
Infravision Foundation commissioned two focused
sets of research — one by Geetam Tiwari of the Indian
Institute of Technology, Delhi, and another by Sandip
Chakrabarti of the Indian Institute of Management,
Ahmedabad — both renowned transportation experts.

Dr Tiwari’s report titled “A Framework for Selecting
an Appropriate Urban Transport System in Indian Cities”
concludes with five clear recommendations:

1. Different public transport systems are suitable for dif-
ferent travel patterns as determined by the trip length.

per cent trips longer than 10 kms, light
rail transport (LRT) or bus rapid transit
systems (BRTS) can be introduced to
complement the bus network. Last-mile connectivity
can be achieved by walking and intermediate public
transport. Cities with more than 1 million population
should start planning high-capacity systems like
BRTS/metro lines as an integrated system.

4. In cities with lower populations (less than 1 million),
it is advisable to invest in a high-quality bus system to
meet travel demand effectively. Planning for high-
capacity systems like metro should be considered only
if the city is projected to grow beyond 1 million and is
expected to reach a population of over 24 million within
the next 10 years.

5. Travel demand in cities with less than 5,00,000
population can be met by improved intermediate

public transport services and a small bus route run-
ning on arterial and sub-arterial roads.

Dr Chakrabarti’s report titled “Strategies to Improve
the Financial Performance of Metro Rail System in
India” harps extensively on the UMTA as a clear line
of attack. In summary, he advocates a four-pronged
move, which is:
® The UMTA should take over ownership, operations
and maintenance of all non-privatised transportation
infrastructure in the city, including roads and all modes
of public transit. Consequently, all city or metropolitan
area-specific transportation-related functions, such
as policy formulation, strategic planning, project
appraisals and approvals, project implementation,
operations and maintenance, funding, and research
should be the responsibility of the UMTA.
® The UMTA can appoint contractors for any of the
functions and enter into equity partnerships with pri-
vate sector entities when required or feasible. It will
also be responsible for managing, regulating and
licensing the private transportation service network
layer (app-based ride-hailing), micro-mobility layer
(shared bicycles and electric scooters) and the city
logistics layer (e-commerce deliveries, goods move-
ment, warehousing, etc).

@ Traffic control, integrated mobility payment systems
(example, transit smart cards), multimodal system
data collection and real-time travel information pro-
vision should also be the UMTA’s responsibility.

® The UMTA would be required to initiate major insti-
tutional changes and systematic transfers of ownership
of transportation assets and functions across cities.

Many international cities cited as models for public
transport have such an overarching body to plan, exe-
cute and run all aspects of urban mobility. These
include the New York City Transit Authority, Transport
for London, and Singapore’s SBS Transit and SMRT.

Indian cities, too, need to put commuters at the
centre of their transportation decision-making. A uni-
fied metropolitan transport authority is an inescapable
and urgent precondition.

Thewriteris an infrastructure expert. He is also the founder
and managing trustee of The Infravision Foundation

Bihar’s half revolution

BOOK REVIEW

ADITI PHADNIS

heresearchis meticulous and
I extensive. The analysis of how
Biharslid intoa development
morass and then tried to climb out of it is
penetrating and perceptive. Caste rules
everything, ranging from intellectual
pursuitto crimein Bihar, and in this
book, too, a caste slant creeps in almost
unseen and possibly inadvertently.
Thebookis organised as a political
history of the state. So Pataliputra, the
centre of the all-India empire of the
Mauryadynasty, the establishment of
universitiessuch as Nalandaand
Vikramshila; the home of
mathematicians and scientistssuch as
Aryabhata; the birthplace of two
seminal religions that challenged caste

orthodoxy, Buddhism and Jainism; and
the development of Sher Shah Suri’s
Grand Trunk Road that passed through
Bihar, isdiscussed.

Buthow could astate that had all that
cometothis? A2012 paper by two
academicsis quoted by the author. It
explains how the land revenue system
called Permanent Settlement
introduced by Lord Cornwallis (1793)
delinked revenue from agricultural
output and proved tobe adisincentive to
improve agricultural productivity. This
wasin contrast tothe Ryotwarisystemin
the Madras and Bombay provinces that
led to capital formation and investment
in agri-productivity, catapultingboth
regions as centres of industrialisation.

The Freight Equalisation Policy
between1952and 1993 alsohad aroleto
play in depriving Bihar of the comparative
advantageit could have had in developing
value-added activitiesand mineral-based
industries. Asaresult, Bihar’sgross
domestic product (GDP) remained
heavily dependent on agriculture and,
overtime, land became virtually the only
factor of production.

Thebookdoes discuss the yearsin
between but the bulk of the bookis
about the interplay of land, caste, crime
and politics between 1990 and 2005, the
year of “Jungle Raj” in Bihar. During
theseyears, the author says, “the
government de-emphasised the state’s
urgent development issuesin orderto
pursue the ostensibly higher goals of
social empowerment”. He adds that
recruitment to public posts and
development expenditure were highly
curtailed in the beliefthat this would
primarily benefit the upper castes. The
central government was also culpable:
Allocation of resources away from states
such as Orissaand Biharled to
underfunding of infrastructure, health
and education.

Earlier effortsled by Congress chief
minister Sri Krishna Sinhato abolish the
zamindari system in 1950 were followed
bytheLand Ceiling Actin1956 that
mandated land holdings of no more than
30acresintheplainsand 50 acresinthe
hills. Toretain their hold, landlords
resorted to proxy ownership, alongwith
otherstrategies. None of them involved
large-scale industrialisation. So
feudalism and caste combined to
illustrate the maxim of St Just, aleader of
the French Revolution: “When you make

arevolution half-way, you digyour grave”.

Howthe Congress leadership,
dominated by upper castes, managed to
makeeven a half-way revolutionisastory
initself. The asymmetry between
economicand social power would
becomethe dominantdiscoursein
politics: Anupper caste Congress
leadership seekingto “steer” the Other
Backward Classes (OBC), newly
empowered by land
legislationand
beneficiaries ofland
redistribution. To
keepthe OBCsin
control, anupper
castemafiawas
encouraged during
Bindeshwari Dubey’s
tenure (1985-88). The
OBCsand lower
castes wereslow to
respond buttheytoo
formed their own gangs of brigands.

And thusarrived Bihar’s “darkness
atnoon” moment: The ascent and
development of akind of leadership
Bihar had notseen ever before, in the
rise of Lalu Prasad and the end of

BROKEN
PROMISES

LELOE LTI T

“feudal democracy” of the Congress era.

Somuch hasbeen written about Lalu
Prasad that you'd have thought there was

nothing moretosay. But the author
chroniclesin detail, the growth and
development of gangs, the inability and
eventual retreat of the state inits capacity
todeal with themand Lalu Prasad’s
sublime indifference to development.
Therallyingcrywas “bhurabal saafkaro”
(clear out the brown hair, bhurabal being
anacronym for upper caste Bhumihar-
Rajput-Brahmin-Lala or Kayasth).

BROKEN Experimentsto
empower OBCs —
PROMISES: Caste,  1,inlyyadavs—by
grm]e and Politics movessuch as
1{1 B}:ha'rM .. . startingCharwaha
A #t or: Mrityunjay Vidyalaya (Herders
arma University) were
Publisher: symbolic
Westland Books interventions
Pages: 333 politically
Price:3699 meaningful but
administrative
failures.

Inanyevent, after15yearsof Lalu
Prasad, when Bihar got Nitish Kumar as
chiefminister, the base wassolowthat the
latter could only have taken the state up.

Thebookdiscusses how instruments
inlaw, policy and bureaucracy were
used by Nitish Kumar to wrest back
administrative control. He used the
Arms Acttolock up mafia ganglords

hand-picking Abhayanand, as director
general of police. But no less was the role
of PK Shahi who was appointed
advocate general. Armed with a
selected bureaucracy, Nitish Kumar
embarked upon a turnaround story that
illustrates anew reality in Indian
politics —that the way to the heart ofa
voter isviaan accessible police station.
Mayawati and Yogi Adityanath would
follow a similar strategy in UP.

Butbythe time Nitish Kumar’s first
tenure ended, caste politics had
resurfaced. The effort now was to
empower the Extremely Backward
Classes (EBCs) and focus on Pasmanda
Muslims (lower caste Muslims). His
compromise with upper caste
ganglordsillustrated the limits to
administrative restructuring. Despite
efforts, the “Bihari” identity could not
supplant caste. Migration and the
readinessto dolow-paid jobsbecame a
fact of life to the point where “even the
Nepalese lookdown upon Biharis”.
Eventhe Nepalese? Really?

Barring a few such throwaway
remarks, the bookis an excellent study
of caste, class, crime and politicsin
Bihar, recommended most highly for
students of public policy and the
politics of India.
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Heed UN call
for ceasefire

The war in Gaza has gone on for too long with
too many lives lost. It needs to stop, and now

or the first time since Israel’s bombardment and

targeting of Gaza began nearly six months ago,

the UN Security Council has called for an

immediate ceasefire in what is one of the
world’s most densely populated regions. Israel would
do well to heed the call to end its onslaught. More than
32,000 Palestinians have died — with the daily death
toll higher than that of any major conflict in recent
years — while millions are grappling with
homelessness, hunger and disease at a time when
large swathes of Gaza have been razed. There is a
groundswell of popular opinion against Israel’s
actions in Europe, the US and West Asia. Every other
day of war will mean Israel losing more friends and
the prospect of a stable West Asia receding.

However much the US may argue that its decision to
abstain, after vetoing three previous resolutions, is not
a shift in policy, the outcome at the Security Council
points to a change of stance by Washington. In an
election year, the Biden administration has realised
that the collateral cost of providing unfettered support
to Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
actions can be high. Legal experts believe the
resolution, which seeks an immediate ceasefire in
Ramzan that can lead to a lasting truce, is binding on
Israel. In such circumstances, it is bewildering to hear
Israeli leaders still talking about plans to invade Rafah
city in southern Gaza.

These latest developments have come at a time
when Russia, China, and Iran are more closely
coordinating their positions and stepping up efforts to
influence politics in West Asia. The Islamic State (IS)
attack in Russia has added another layer to existing
geopolitical instability, especially since Moscow seems
set to play up a purported link to Ukraine rather than
probe the IS’ involvement. Any actions that lead to
further instability in West Asia are sure to impact the
struggling global economy, and no country is likely to
be able to insulate itself.

The people of Gaza have been through hell for brutal
crimes perpetrated by Hamas. Families have been
wiped out and a famine now looms large. Unrestricted
provision of humanitarian aid is crucial, but a
ceasefire is even more important. All hostages taken
by Hamas must be freed and Israel must stop the war
before talks on other aspects — including institutional
governance for Gaza and a two-State solution — can
take centrestage.

Engage with Ladakh’s
sense of alienation

adakhi activist Sonam Wangchuk ended his
L21—day hunger strike in Leh on Tuesday. However,

his demands have found resonance among the
local population. The Centre needs to engage with
them. Some of his demands — rooted in the context of
Ladakh, which has a sensitive ecology, and lies on the
border with China, which harbours expansionist
ambitions in this mountainous region — are valid.

Ladakh is a sparsely populated high-altitude cold
desert sensitive to the climate crisis. Wangchuk’s
critique of the State’s development agenda for the
region needs to be considered in this context. Tourism
has been an important part of the Ladakhi economy,
but scaling up can harm the region’s environment.
The proposed mega airport in Leh and a solar park
spread over 20,000 hectares in the Changthang
pastures need a relook. Development plans need to be
sensitive to ecology and local concerns.

Wangchuk, however, has located his demands in the
broader political economy of the region, which
explains the call to extend the constitutional
provisions under the Sixth Schedule to Ladakh: The
Sixth Schedule will help guard Ladakh’s unique social
and cultural features. Since 2019, Ladakh and Kargil
have been reduced to a Union Territory and
represented by an MP in the Lok Sabha. There may
well be a case to have separate representatives for
these two distinct regions, even if they are too sparsely
populated to merit two parliamentary constituencies.
However, Sixth Schedule status could introduce
devolution of powers to the grassroots, which can, to
some extent, address the larger sense of alienation the
region has felt while it was governed from Srinagar in
the past or New Delhi now. Similarly, the fear of
Chinese encroachment on Indian pasture land should
not be brushed aside. These are important concerns
over which a conversation that includes local
communities is needed. The Centre needs to assure
them that the interests of Ladakh are on top of the rest
of India’s mind.

How Chipko resonated &

beyond the Himalayas

The Chipko Andolan lost
its ground at home, but
its legacy lies in people’s
ecological movements
that emerged elsewhere
in the country

iven my interest in peo-

ple’s ecological move-

ments, I was greatly fas-

cinated by the Chipko

Andolan in Garhwal.

Chandi Prasad Bhatt was
a key actor in this movement, and I
quickly contacted him. He and his col-
leagues in the Sarvodaya movement
began organising a series of eco-devel-
opment camps in the Alakananda val-
ley as a follow-up to Chipko. I was
delighted to join one of these in the
Bemru village in 1981. Bemru was way
up the steep slope from the Alaknanda
valley; these slopes had a fragile cover
formed from ocean sediment. Over
time, they had been covered by oak
and rhododendron trees that held the
soil and water firmly together, pre-
venting erosion or landslides. It was
dotted by tiny villages settled on the
plateaus. It was the dream of
Mahatma Gandhi that India would
come to be constituted as a Republic of
such self-reliant villages, a vision that
inspired Chandi Prasad.

All of us in the camp worked with-
out any distinction of class or caste,
and in the evenings, we sat down to
discuss what was happening in the

Alakananda valley and what our
response should be. There was free
discussion in simple language led by a
physics professor from Gopeshwar
College, but stonemasons who fabri-
cated the water mills also provided
their inputs. Unfortunately, the gov-
ernment had a monopoly on water
resources, and its only interest was to
construct giant projects like Tehri to
supply power to the national Capital.
A major source of strength of
Garhwal villages was the van pancha-
yats under their control. The
powers that be were bent
upon suppressing move-
ments like Chipko lest their
influence spread and chal- g
lenged the ruling class’s
development model of Mad
favouring the rich at the cost
of people and nature. They
now had in hand the 1972
Wildlife Protection Act extending the
power of the forest department over
the entire country. This was used to
render van panchayats dysfunctional
and to harass the Chipko activists. This
was brought home to me in 1993 when
I accompanied Chandi Prasad on a
visit to Lata, the village of Gaura Devi,
who led the hugging of trees to prevent
their being cut. We were stunned
when a group of villagers stopped us
on the boundary shouting: “Chandi
Prasad, wapas jao” (Chandi Prasad, go
back). When the atmosphere cooled,
we entered the village to understand
what had been happening. They told
us that the level of harassment of the
villagers by the forest department had

Gadagil

increased after the village women'’s
participation in the Chipko Movement.
Taking advantage of the fact that Lata
lay in the buffer zone of Nanda Devi
Biosphere Reserve, they cut off the vil-
lagers’ access to all forest resources,
leaving them worse off than they had
been before Chipko. The foresters’
action was a complete perversion of
the biosphere reserve concept devel-
oped by UNESCO, which visualises the
government machinery and local
communities working together for
conservation — compatible
development.

While the protest from the
Himalayas was snuffed out, it
stimulated a different kind of

. people’s movement, this time
hav by the Marxist Kerala Sasthra
Sahithya Parishad (KSSP).
Inspired by Chipko, KSSP
embraced the slogan “Science
for social revolution” in the 1970’s. One
ofits earliest interventions was a docu-
mentation of the environmental and
social impacts of the Grasim Rayon
factory at Mavoor on the Chaliyar
river. The factory received bamboo at
U per tonne while the market rate was
1,400. Despite this great advantage,
the management refused to adopt pol-
lution control measures, citing profita-
bility concerns, and recklessly releas-
ing poisonous effluents into the air
and the river. This caused serious
health problems and the destruction
of livelihoods dependent on shellfish-
eries, lime kilns, and banana planta-
tions. The pollution control board took
no notice, and none of the government

A delegation of the Himalaya Seva Sangh discussing ecological problems

with former home minister Hirubhai M Patel in New Delhi in 1979 HTARCHIVE

laboratories agreed to analyse water
samples. Fortunately, the Indian Insti-
tute of Science’s labs came forward to
analyse the samples and showed that
the water had mercury, lead, nickel,
cobalt, iron, chromium zinc, and cop-
per levels above the permissible limit.
This helped strengthen local resist-
ance, which forced the factory to close
after a long struggle

KSSP’s most effective intervention
was in Silent Valley, a unique natural
ecosystem. Its interdisciplinary study
showed that energy conservation
would be more cost-effective in mak-
ing available the amount of energy
that the project might generate. Its
public science parliament in 1980
attracted a huge crowd that engaged in
alively discussion. This, in part, made
Silent Valley a celebrated environmen-
tal cause and eventually persuaded the
then Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, to
drop the project.

KSSP vigorously participated in the
literacy mission launched in 1986 and
followed this up with the panchayat-
level resource mapping programme
for neo-literates. This was followed by
the People’s Planning Campaign of
1995-96 in which every panchayat of
Kerala mapped its natural, social and

financial resources and developed a
locally appropriate management pro-
gramme. This became the model for
the Biological Diversity Act provision
of Biodiversity Management Commit-
tees in all local bodies in the country.
This was used by the Kadanad pancha-
yat in Kottayam, which demonstrated
that rock quarries would damage local
biodiversity. This documentation was
accepted by the Kerala high court,
which recommended in 2012 that rock
quarries be banned. Regrettably,
vested interests forced the panchayat
to withdraw its objection; but, an
important step had been taken.

Given the smartphone and social
media penetration in the country
today, a WhatsApp group of pancha-
yats of Kerala serves to promote the
preparation of people’s biodiversity
registers as a device for local commu-
nities to decide on management
options for their own local ecosys-
tems. The spark that Chipko Andolan
lit 50 years ago is thus promising to
ignite fires far and wide.

Madhav Gadgil is an ecologist, and
founded the Centre for Ecological Studies
at the Indian Institute of Science.

The views expressed are personal

Krishna award debate:
Missing caste for music

ocial and other media have been agog

with news of the diatribe against TM

Krishna by musicians who have found

it offensive that he should be conferred
the “prestigious” Sangeetha Kalanidhi award
by The Music Academy, Chennai. These crit-
ics have grandly announced that they will not
perform on the Academy stage in the forth-
coming music season. While the matter of the
award itself is not of significance to anyone
except those who follow Carnatic music, and
who view The Music Academy with awe and
respect, the issue needs to be unpacked for
what it tells us about the enduring bigotry of
the entitled Tamil Brahmin community —and
how, for well over a century and more, it has
continued to read any and every criticism of
its mores and ways as an attack on Hindu cul-
tural and religious values.

A few individuals and institutions created
by them might consider themselves progres-
sive, being supporters of liberal-Left politics,
and, at times, the Dravidian movement. But
Tamil Brahmins, as a community, have been
remarkably un-reflexive besides
being prone to projecting them-
selves as wronged and misunder-
stood. To affirm their “victim” status,
they have created a narrative whose
details comprise the following: Their
caste is attacked because they are
successful and meritorious, and so
criticisms are nothing but jealousy;
their caste has been vilified and tor-
mented for decades, thanks to the
anti-Brahmin movement led by Periyar EV
Ramasamy, who had called for their annihila-
tion; those who seek to criticise them are
unwilling to take note of reformers and
change-makers in the community, be it about
music or social customs; and finally, it is not
so much the Brahmins who practise discrimi-
nation against Dalits, but the non-Brahmin
castes.

The letters written by musicians Ranjani
and Gayatri, Chitravina N Ravikiran, and the
Trichur Brothers, protesting the award given
to Krishna, feature one or more of these
themes. Periyar is vilified, Krishna is seen as
a divisive influence, with no regard for the
diversity of talents in any culture (in this view,
Brahmins stand in for diversity), and as being
careless and dismissive of all things that con-
stitute “our” spiritual and cultural traditions.
But there are other questions we need to ask
here. The caste bigotry on display in this
instance appears to be locked in battle with a
certain unmarked liberalism, and which has
become associated with the award as such.

Itis clear from TM Krishna’s musical
experiments that he views music as a means
to address caste-based inequality ~HTARCHIVE

V
Geetha

But what is this award, granted by a resolutely
patrician institution, one viewed as a bastion
of the twice-born? Admittedly, for a musician,
even one like Krishna who has looked to break
many boundaries which Carnatic musicians
have drawn around their universe, the world
of music sabhas, their patrons and the constit-
uency that supports this music cannot be put
away entirely. The music he practises is situ-
ated within this universe and besides, there
are likely affective and pedagogic relation-
ships that he has experienced here, and which
matter to him. On the other hand, this is a
closely guarded class-caste world and, expect-
edly, it has been pointed out that if he was not
of the Brahmin caste, his transgressions
would not have been overlooked by the award
committee.

This manner of accommodating what
could potentially be subversive makes it diffi-
cult to view the situation with equanimity.
Consider how the president of the Academy
has defended the latter’s choice of Krishna as
an awardee. He has noted that awards are
based on the “sole criterion” of
“musical excellence demonstrated
over a significant and sustained
career”, and are made with no
“extraneous factors influencing” the
Academy’s choice. This is intriguing,
for itis clear from Krishna’s various
musical experiments that he views
music as a means to address caste-
based inequality and discrimination
and has been vocal both about his art
and its shaping contexts. What is this liberal-
ism that can be adopted by critics of the award
with aplomb, but yet not engage with the
extraneous social contexts that produce
“excellence” and its many measures in any
cultural field? In other words, why did the
president of the Academy remain content
with characterising the protesters as giving
into personal dislike and malingering, and not
take note of their founded social hatred, so
evident in the language used by all protesters?

Itis as if bigotry might be spoken of, but not
the caste universe that sustains it. As far as
Carnatic music is concerned, this would
require a critical soiling of its spiritual sour-
ces, a profaning of its aesthetics in and
through the invocation of its gendered and
caste contexts. Equally, it would require
engaging with anti-caste traditions and their
thought worlds. Krishna has done both, but to
award him for his music and not engage with
the issues the musician has raised is some-
what disingenuous, and an instance of what
Periyar characterised as the self-validating
universe of Brahmanism. In order to explain
this, Periyar noted: “Rajaji will eat at a ‘pan-
chama’s’ house; Shankaracharya will bathe on
seeing a ‘panchama’; some will bathe if a ‘pan-
chama’s’ shadow falls on them, others if a
‘panchama’ touches them. Yet others will
marry a ‘panchama’ man or woman — but all
of them will still remain brahmanas” (Viduth-
alai, March 4,1969).

Periyar would go on to observe that this
winning flexibility enabled the Brahmin to
rework the terms of any debate to his advan-
tage while foregoing an engagement with
what cannot be accommodated. The problem
then is not only the bigotry of the Hindu Right
group in the Carnatic music universe, but also
the limits set to critique and debate through
these modalities of accommodation and rec-
ognition.

V Geetha is a Chennai-based social historian and
activist. The views expressed are personal
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We will operate against Hamas,
including places where we have not

yet been... We have no moral right to

¥

stop the war while there are still
hostages held in Gaza

HT

Behind the terror
attack in Moscow

he March 22 attack by the Islamic State-

Khorasan Province (ISKP) in a concert

hall in Moscow is one of the most signif-

icant terror incidents in terms of casual-
ties. It claimed over 200 lives. In recent years,
the world has witnessed a series of assaults by
the Islamic State (IS) on Russia, including a
failed synagogue attack in Moscow and the 2022
assault on the Russian Embassy in Afghanistan.
The latest attack transcends a mere act of war
against the State. Initial investigations have
revealed that the shooters belonged to Tajikis-
tan. However, further analysis of the IS and Rus-
sia relations suggests that these “jihadi” volun-
teers belonged to the IS’ Caucasus branch, oper-
ating in Russia’s predominantly
Muslim North Caucasus region, par-
ticularly in Chechnya, Dagestan,
Ingushetia, and Kabardino-Balkaria.

Analysts posit that ISKP has har-
boured opposition against Vladimir
Putin, often condemning his interven-
tion in the Syrian civil war in 2015 and
his support for President Bashar
al-Assad against the IS. The majority
of IS members present in Syria belong
to the Caucasus region. Chechnya’s history of
resistance against Moscow’s authority fostered
an Islamic insurgency, leading to armed con-
flicts between Russia and militants from 2007
to 2017. This region evolved into an IS recruit-
ment hub. In October 2002, Chechen insurgents
seized approximately 800 hostages at a Moscow
theatre. Then, in October 2015, an IS-planted
bomb downed a Russian passenger plane over
Sinai, Egypt, claiming the lives of 224 individu-
als, predominantly Russian tourists. In recent
times, the group has claimed responsibility for
numerous attacks in Russia.

The North Caucasus is important to the IS
due to several factors. The region, located in
southern Russia, has historically served as a key
source of foreign fighters for the IS. It has wit-
nessed conflicts between indigenous popula-
tions and the advancing Russian presence for
centuries. In 1994, a war commenced, marked
by Russia’s military intervention aimed at quell-
ing a push for independence in Chechnya. The
Russian intervention sparked a regional insur-
gency, increasingly intertwined with radical
Islamist ideologies and spreading across the
North Caucasus. It fuelled radicalisation and
recruitment to IS —approximately a quarter of
the 30,000- 40,000 foreign fighters who joined
IS were from the former Soviet Union.

The Caucasus Emirate, established in 2007,
played a central role in expanding militant
activities across the region in response to Rus-
sia’s presence, policing methods, and corrup-
tion. By 2012, militants from Chechnya and
other North Caucasian areas began participat-
ing in the Syrian conflict, initially under the

Soumya
Awasthi

Caucasus Emirate’s banner. However, factional
divisions led to the emergence of groups like
Jaysh al-Muhajirin wal-Ansar, which pledged
allegiance to the IS. The defection of critical
commanders to the IS, combined with the lat-
ter’s rapid rise and declaration of a caliphate,
attracted radicalised individuals in the North
Caucasus, leading to most militant groups
pledging allegiance to the IS between 2014 and
2015.

The establishment of the IS’s regional
branch, Vilayat Kavkaz, supplanted the Cauca-
sus Emirate but failed to yield significant mili-
tary gains, resulting instead in group fragmen-
tation and small-scale attacks orchestrated by
sleeper cells. The Russian government
has faced accusations of enabling the
migration of potential militants from
the North Caucasus to Syria and Iraq
via Turkey. Between 2012 and 2015,
approximately 2,900 Russian radicals
and members of illegal armed groups
reportedly travelled to Syria via Tur-
key, ultimately joining the IS. The
objective behind Russian facilitation
was to divert the conflict and rising
threat of IS on Russian territory. Another possi-
ble reason for the conflict between IS and Mos-
cow was Putin’s support to the Assad govern-
ment so that it could have a pivotal role in West
Asia and counter the United States’s influence
in the region.

Concerns persist regarding the level of sym-
pathy and support for IS among the North Cau-
casus population, fuelled by perceptions of
social injustice, government corruption, and
economic disparities. Grievances stemming
from practices such as extrajudicial executions,
abduction, and torture, particularly in Chech-
nya, alongside policies penalising families of
militants, further exacerbate tensions. The ille-
gal migrants and those detained by the Russian
authorities for overstaying beyond visa permits
are victims of violence and discrimination. The
sense of victimhood is used against the State for
recruitment. Additionally, the plight of individ-
uals who joined the IS and Russia’s repatriation
efforts have heightened the potential for radi-
calisation.

The North Caucasus remains pivotal for the
IS's radicalisation and recruitment efforts due
to high levels of sympathy and support at the
grassroots. Addressing the root causes of radi-
calisation is imperative to mitigate the threat of
violent extremism, with a focus on socio-eco-
nomic grievances, inclusive governance, and
engagement with moderate voices. Interna-
tional cooperation is also crucial in combating
the evolving security landscape.

Soumya Awasthi is expert member, Centre on Armed
Group, Geneva. The views expressed are personal
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EV success may require

some exposure to China

Greater reliance on Chinese input suppliers in the near term might be inescapable but the

prospect of India emerging as an EV-making hub would outweigh its potential downside

ndia’s policy focus on making the country a
hub for EV-making will have a side effect.
Aselectric vehicles (EVs) roll off assembly

overseas GVCs, chief economic advisor V.
Anantha Nageswaran and his team found that
between 2000 and 2022, China’s share of for-
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Financial regulation in India is
far better than it gets credit for

Ensuring the system holds up under market stress is better than moderating investor risk appetites

is chief investment officer, ASK Private
Wealth.

ndia is an emerging market (EM), an

expression that made its debut in the

1990s, as it seemed more polite than
the ‘developing country’ moniker in
vogue earlier. On most macro-eco-
nomic metrics—per-capita income,
consumption, infrastructure—India is
indeed an EM, far below the levels of
developed markets (DMs). In one area
though, India is at par with the world’s
best: financial services. Our financial
market infrastructure has consistently
set global benchmarks. We adopted a
fully screen-based stock market trading
platform with NSE several years before
the New York Stock Exchange migrated
toafully-online model. Instant inter-
bank third-party fund transfers was pio-
neered by India in the early 2000s,

lines, our dependence on Chinese imports

will rise, even though we’ve been trying

toreduce it. That’sbecause China, with a
head-start of a decade or so, is the global leader
of clean-tech in general and this segment of the
auto industry in particular. A report by Global
Trade Research Initiative (GTRI) highlights this
trade-off. Ourlatest EV thrust, led by a policy
carve-out that envisions a competitive EV
industry behind low tariff barriers, is likely to
result in greater shipments from China, which
dominates the global value chain (GVC) of EV
batteries, going all the way back to lithium, a
key mineral. In the next few years, according to
the report, “every third EV and many passenger
and commercial vehicles on [Indian] roads
could be those made by Chinese firms.” This
isn’t a scenario New Delhi will be comfortable
with as ties with Beijing fray amid geopolitical
tension, territorial disputes and economic com-
petition. We don’t have much choice, though.
China embarked on an EV drive before others
and is well ahead on cost compression. While
India hasalot of catching up to do, the race has
only just begun and so we can still hope to vie
for global leadership. Auto-making in India has
always been done behind high tariffs, but with
EVs, anew story could possibly be scripted.

Currently, about 70% of the materials used to

make EVsin India are imported from China and
other countries, according to the GTRI report.
The People’s Republic is home to an estimated
three-fourths of the world’s battery capacity, an
input that typically accounts for between a third
and 40% of an EV’s cost. Separately, in arecent
study to assess the exposure of our factories to

eign inputs purchased by Indian manufacturers
shot up from 5% to 23%, with America’s share as
our next major source-country far lower, at only
6%. This is a significant dependency, overall.

If GTRI's forecasts pan out without equivalent
reductions in other industries, an adversarial
country could exceed a quarter of India’s GVC
exposure. Although thisis a sign of how inter-
linked today’s globalized world is, the US-led
West has blatantly flouted free-trade ideals in
trying to squeeze Chinese exports and Indian
interests can be argued to lie in adopting a simi-
lar stance. After the Galwan border clash in
2020, New Delhi sought to dissuade Chinese
participation in our economy. Now with anew
EV policy that’s likely to draw shiploads of
cargo from China, should we worry about the
disruption risks this would entail?

Much of what goes into carsis already made
locally. We have yet-to-be-exploited lithium
deposits in Jammu and Kashmir and Rajasthan.
Given time, self-sufficiency is conceivable. But
for now, Chinese inputs seem inevitable, so we
must weigh what could go wrong against the
gains of India emerging as an EV hub, an aim
that would be hobbled without access to the
world’s cheapest usable components. Today’s
emphasis should be on making headway as an
EV-making country to rival China in markets
abroad. Ifa step-up in Chinese participation—
say, viajoint ventures with Indian firms—serves
this purpose, we should accept it without
flinching. To mitigate risk, we could zoom out
and work out plans for other industries with
easier paths to exposure reduction. But let this
anxiety not get in the way of India’s EV bet.

years before the rich world caught on to
it, and innovations like UPI have kept
up India’s lead on innovation.

Along with infrastructure, India also
performs well on the quality of finan-
cial regulation. Especially the two main
regulators, the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) and Securities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi). By maintaining
policy prudence and embracing tech-
nology early, regulators have helped
place key markers of Indian markets at
par with DMs.

India’s market volatility, for example,
isin the league of DMsrather than EMs.
Over the last couple of years, the Nifty
Vix (the index tracking its volatility) has

regularly traded lower than the US Vix.
Thisisremarkable, as EMs are expected
to show higher volatility, given their
various market imperfections. Several
factors deserve credit for this. Firstis
the creation of a large pool of domestic
investors whose savings are channelled
into equities via mutual funds (MFs).
This enables a sticky pool of local retail
savings to act as a buffer against sudden
outflows from the portfolios of global
investors and wealthy individuals.

Second is strong regulatory oversight
that keeps leveraged positions in Indian
markets at modest levels. This is con-
trary to recent worries about high levels
of leverage suspected of ballooning
futures and options (F&O) volumes.
How? For starters, the book of total
loans-against-shares in India, between
banks and NBFCs, is estimated at just
350-60,000 crore, a tiny fraction of
India’s overall market capitalization.
Further, F&O positions are skewed
towards options in India. Globally,
option volumes are around the same
level as futures, but in India, options are
50-100 times futures. Why is this
important? Because option contracts
represent far lower risk of systemic lig-
uidation than futures. Further, thanks
to large margin requirements of bro-
kers, a significant proportion of F&O
volumes in India are intra-day strategies
that get squared up before market close
and don’t constitute overnight systemic
risk. Low leverage moderates volatility
spikes during periods of market stress
and cushions investors from panic
decisions.

Overall, India’s capital markets regu-
lation has been a great case study. How-
ever, as our markets and investors
mature, regulation needs to be further
finessed. Enhanced market volatility is
not a systemic risk unless there is risk of
institutional failures arising out of it. If
an investor is investing in options ora
small-cap stock, she has the individual
agency to do so. The question is whether
she has all relevant information while
making that decision. Investors need to
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be armed with information and disclo-
sures, not protected from volatility.

Risks emerge from liquidity, often
ahead of even fundamentals. The global
financial crisis (GFC) in 2008 was an
example, when even fundamentally
sound assets had gap downs.

Sebi’s new liquidity stress test guide-
lines for MFsis a start. But it needs sig-
nificant work for systemic-risk objec-
tives to be met. Extrapolating near-term
liquidity into the future is fraught with
risk, especially in small and mid-cap
(SMID) stocks. It has repeatedly been
seen in market downturns that liquidity
dries up at SMID counters in a heart-
beat. Further, the ability of any single
MF to access 10% of available trading
volumes on a gap-down day could be
unrealistic, as multiple MFs will likely
be pressing sell buttons on the same
stocks. Illiquid parts of an MF portfolio
being gated under high redemption
pressure is unfair to investors who stay
back. Ergo, the bigger systemic ques-
tions are somewhat different.

One, do certain types of structures,
like SMID MFs, lend themselves to
open-ended, daily liquidity?

Two,under redemption pressure, is it
appropriate for a fund manager to gen-
erate liquidity by liquidating the most
liquid parts of the portfolio?

Institutional risks are greater when
institutions do not manage to fairly

meet their commitments to the broader
market. A big driver for the GFC was
liquidity drying up in structures (essen-
tially money market MFs) that promised
to provide liquidity on demand.

From a systemic standpoint, ensuring
that systemic promises made are upheld
during market stress is more crucial
than moderating individual investor
risk appetites.

Indian markets have set blue-riband
standards. As India climbs global charts
on both macro and market indicators,
regulation needs to keep identifying
critical risk factors and treat them
appropriately.

These are the author’s personal views.

by Bibek Debroy

Traction lost because of someone’s blunder,
Viewers watched with amused wonder.
A train stuck on the track,
Physica“y pushed, as the only hack.
What happened to the reform thunder?

Basic subsidies can be climate focused and aimed better

AMAR PATNAIK

he allocation of about one-ninth of
India’s total budget spending on food
and fertilizer subsidiesin 2023-24-and
similar amounts in preceding years under-
scores a need to examine this expenditure.
While acknowledging the welfare benefits of
these two subsidies, we should explore if
these benefits could be better targeted, and
with fewer environmental consequences,
without reducing the annual outlay.
Promote organic fertilizers: India’s budget
dataindicates a consistent upward trajectory
in its fertilizer subsidies since 2017. While
these have boosted fertilizer consumption,
crop yields have fallen over this period, a
decline that can be attributed to farmers’
excessive application of nitrogen fertilizers,
driven largely by subsidy-induced price dis-
tortions. A worsening imbalance in nutrient
use hasled to depletion in soil fertility. Urea
consumption has outpaced other essential
nutrients like PKS complexes and SSP to
such an extent that NPK use ratio reached
11.8:4.6:1in 2022-23, as against the ideal use-

is a member of the Rajya Sabha
from Odisha, a former CAG
bureaucrat and an advocate.

ratio of 4:2:1. Farms must move towards
organicfertilizers, bio-fertilizers and phos-
phate-rich organic manure.

The country needs comprehensive struc-
tural reformsin fertilizer management and
a sustainable transition plan that extends
beyond expressions of intent and aligns with
our net-zero emission goal. Rather than
abruptly reducing the use of conventional
chemical fertilizers, an effective strategy
could be to subsidize nano fertilizers (both
inorganic and organic), which are cost-effec-
tive, conducive to reducing carbon intensity
and offer benefits such as higher average
yields, alongside improved soil health. This
canbe an intermediate step toreduce over-
use of chemical fertilizers before shifting
entirely to farm production based on organic
fertilizers. Additionally, promoting natural
farming methodsis vital.

Asastarting point, we should consolidate
the oversight of fertilizers under the agricul-
ture ministry by shifting its department
from the chemicals and fertilizers ministry.
This could ensure amore strategic, focused
and coherent approach. Currently, these
ministries work at cross-purposes insofar as
deepening of organic farming is concerned,
as they have disparate objectives and con-
flicting mandates. While the department of

fertilizers fixes annual targets for increasing
the use of conventional chemical fertilizers,
the agriculture ministry pushes for organic
alternatives. The recent classification of
nano urea as a ‘nano fertilizer’ by the minis-
try of agriculture (and not ministry of chemi-
cals and fertilizers) points to turf overlaps.
Similarly, the National

Plan for Organic Produc- = ration pulses or nitrogen-
tions, which also speaks of Reta In fOOd fixing crops after theirrice
Retilers was published AN fertilizer o endly
by the ministry of com- e H and economically viable.

merce and industry. This su bS' d 1es bUt Channel food subsidies to
carries the risk of a policy i millets:India’s food subsidy
gridlock. Moreover, lack of red irectt hern_ bill, at roughly 1% of GDP,
clllari{)y on deffinitil())ns and fowa rd S orga NIC has begn around ?22 t(l)‘lzll(l)or;{
the absence of arobust cer- atrend seen since .

tification system for fertilizers significant portion of this

organic fertilizers makes
their adoption by farmers
that much harder. A uni-
fied policy-making entity
could do better in crafting and executing a
roadmap that offers clear policy guidance on
transitioning from conventional chemical to
organic fertilizers, expanding domestic
manufacturing capacities to achieve self-
sufficiency in the latter, and educating our
farmers on their proper use.

Odisha has made progress in organic
farming. Through initiatives like the Odisha
organic farming policy of 2018, the state has
provided significant support, including
financial assistance of 310 lakh for a 50-acre
plot. It has spurred crop diversification viaa
rice-fallow management approach, wherein

and millets

issue prices (CIPs) of grains procured and
distributed. MSPs for wheat and rice have
historically witnessed steady increases.
With CIPs remaining relatively stagnant,
thisvariance has contributed to cost escala-
tion. Our ever-increasing food subsidy bill
was evenraised as a concern by the Standing

farmers cultivate short-du-

subsidy bill stems from the
variance between the mini-
mum support prices
(MSPs) and the central

Committee on Food, Consumer Affairs and
Public Distribution in 2017. The govern-
ment’s disproportionate emphasis on pro-
moting wheat and rice through high MSPs
hasincentivized farmers to opt for environ-
mentally unsustainable farming practices
like mono-cropping.

In 2023, designated as the International
Year of Millets, the spotlight was on the
exceptional nutritional properties and
unique agronomic characteristics of millets.
We have an opportunity to direct our food
subsidies to this more nutritious and less
carbon-intensive alternative. Moreover,
promoting millets promises to foster social
equity, as Tribal communities and women
farmers are likely to be key beneficiaries.
Additionally, it can catalyse a transition
towards a circular economy. Hence, we
should explore a high-MSP regime for mil-
letsinstead of rice and wheat.

In conclusion: While the government
grapples with the challenge of striking a
delicate balance between welfare, fiscal
prudence and mitigating climate change,
redirecting subsidies towards low-carbon
alternatives such as organic fertilizers and
millets while retaining their outlay levels
would create a win-win for all sides.

These are the author’s personal views.
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Tenreasons why Piketty’s paper
goes wrong on Indian inequality

His latest paper with three co-authors falls short on the data-driven rigour needed to make claims of increasing inequality

are, respectively, the chief economic advisor to
the Government of India and an officer in the
Indian Economic Service.

ecently, aworking paper titled ‘Income

and Wealth Inequality in India, 1922-

2023: The Rise of the Billionaire Raj,’

by Nitin Kumar Bharti, Lucas Chancel,

Thomas Piketty and Anmol Somanchi

wasreleased. Sections of the Indian
media lapped it up, forgetting that it is not a peer-
reviewed paper; nor has it been published by any
reputed journal. We present arguments here in the
hope that it will leave readers better informed on
inequality in India.

One, the authors have combined many different
data sets and engaged in interpolations and extrap-
olations to arrive at their conclusions without
reflecting much on the compatibility and consist-
ency of data. Yet, it is surprising that, despite the
availability of a new Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey (HCES) 2022-23, they ignore
and relegate it to a footnote (No. 11). Readers can
refer to our article (alturl.com/8zm3g) on it.

Two, for 2017-2022, the paper uses consump-
tion data from the Periodic Labour Force Survey
(PLFS), which is not comparable with HCES data.
The authors account for it by using 2017-18 HCES
data from leaked reports that had serious quality
issues. The International Labour Organization
acknowledged, “In the model of labour force
participation, the PLFS observations for 2018 and
2019 have been excluded as they appear to present
limited comparability with both the previous NSS
results and the newer PLFS results.”

Three, the paper adjusts wealth distribution at
the top end using Forbes’ and Hurun’s list data,
which includes stock market wealth as a part of net
worth. For venture capital (VC)-funded firms, non-
market implied valuations are also considered. The
top percentiles’ rise in wealth is attributable to
greater financialization of the Indian economy, a
stock market boom and VC valuations. Before the
market boom, owners of companies had their
wealth measured in terms of book value. Listed
companies did well and saw their market cap grow,
which is a natural outcome to the extent that mar-
ket cap is considered wealth (which is a debatable
assumption). Counterfactual: If our stock market
was not booming, or very few firms were listed,
India’s inequality under the paper’s approach
would have come down significantly. In other
words, if all that stands between India and a more
equal distribution of wealth and income is a stock
market correction, then we can ask if inequality is
such a serious issue and whether it is an appropri-
ate measure of the welfare of people at the bottom
of the country’s income and wealth pyramid.

Four,iftax compliance has improved, then tax
data will show higher income at higher ends not
because income inequality has increased, but
because of better compliance. On the other hand,
for the pre-1990 or pre-2010 period (all the way
back to 1920), taking tax tables to prove that the top
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1% earned less than today assumes that tax compli-
ance has been uniform throughout this period.

Five, various studies point to the progressivity of
India’s tax structure and fiscal policies, including
Kundu and Cabrera (‘Fiscal Policies and their
Impact on Income Distribution in India’, April
2022) and Datt, Ray and Teh (‘Progressivity and
redistributive effects of income taxes: evidence
from India’, October 2021). According to Kundu
and Cabrera, fiscal transfers pertaining to health
and education reduce the Gini coefficient (a meas-
ure of inequality) by 0.05 percentage points. Thus,
the paper’s findings of a regressive tax structure
are contrary to existing literature.

Six, the paper, by singularly focusing on the
top 1%, misses India’s emerging middle class.
According to Rajesh Shukla (2010), the Indian
middle class doubled in size between 2001-02 and
2009-10, growing from 5.7% of all households in
2001-02t012.8% in 2009-10. As per recent esti-
mates from PRICE , the middle class comprises
nearly 31% of our population and is expected to
rise to 61% by 2046-47.

Seven, while inequality is a relative concept,
absolute poverty is a more urgent and tangible
reality lived by millions of people. The Niti Aayog’s
‘National Multidimensional Poverty Index Report’,
2022, shows a remarkable decline in multidimen-
sional poverty in India, attributable in large part to
the government’s strategic focus on achieving uni-
versal access to basic amenities. The largest
improvements were reported in states like Bihar,
Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Odisha and
Rajasthan, with rural areas leading the decline in
poverty. India is on a path to achieving SDG Target
1.2, of reducing multidimensional poverty by at
least half, well ahead of'its 2030 deadline. For the
average aspirational Indian, data showing that 24.8
million people escaped multidimensional poverty
between 2013-14-and 2022-23 matters much more
than the number of billionaires in the country.
Reduction in poverty, not inequality, is the litmus
test of inclusive growth.

Eight,adecline in inequality of consumption in
India in the decade before the economic reforms of
1991 can be attributed to regulatory distortions and
state interference that suppressed incentives for
individual effort and innovation, leading to low
levels of inequality but with high poverty inci-
dence. Regardless of what the authors think, it is
doubtful if those Indians who have emerged from
poverty in recent decades would prefer to go back
to their pre-1991 living standards.

Nine, itisa popularidea that redistribution is the
solution to raising living standards at scale, allevi-
ating poverty and inequality in one stroke. This
approach has two major problems. Firstly, the
infeasibility of taxing wealth is widely discussed in
academic literature; for example, in “Taxing our
wealth,” Working Paper No. 28150, National
Bureau of Economic Research, by Scheuer and
Slemrod (2020), and in ‘Not So Fast: The Hidden
Difficulties of Taxing Wealth’ by Fleischer (2017).
Like many European countries, India did away
with its wealth tax (in 2015), in line with Chelliah
Committee (1993) and Kelkar Committee (2002)
recommendations, while increasing income tax
surcharges for top earners.

Ten, several authors have pointed out many
incorrect claims made in Thomas Piketty’s work.
In ‘Challenging the Empirical Contribution of
Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the 21st Century’
(2014, for example, Magness and Murphy wrote,
“We find evidence of pervasive errors of historical
fact, opaque methodological choices, and the
cherry-picking of sources to construct favourable
patterns from ambiguous data.”

Inarecent paper (alturl.com/83236), Income
Inequality in the United States: Using Tax Data to
Measure Long-Term Trends’ (Journal of Political
Economy, No. 3, Volume 134, 2024), Auten and
Splinter wrote that using US tax data correctly
showed lower income shares for the top 1%, and
that after-tax top income shares have changed
little. This is in contrast with Piketty’s findings
on inequality in the US.

Further, in ‘How Pronounced is the U-Curve?
Revisiting Income Inequality in the United States,
1917-60’ (March 2022), Geloso, Magness, Moore
and Schlosser wrote that Piketty and Saez over-
stated inequality in the period between 1917 and
1980 in their 2003 paper.

Finally, in fairness to Piketty and his co-authors,
we acknowledge a confession they made, even
though they have tucked it away in a footnote
(No.36to be precise). It reads: “Ourresults are
tentative given we do not observe both income and
wealth for the same set of individuals and instead
draw inferences based on the full distributions of
income and wealth we estimate.” Thatisa QED
moment. Now, if only they had put it right up front,
we could have spared ourselves the tedium of
ploughing through some 85 pages.

These are the authors’ personal views. Deep
Narayan Mukherjee and Karan Bhasin
contributed to this article.

China’s clean-tech success isn’t
awin for a statist policy frame

Its leadership here is a story of capitalism rather than state props

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
energy and commodities.

here’s a comforting but erroneous

explanation for why solar panels,

home batteries and electric vehicles
(EVs)are increasingly likely tobe made in
China. With an economy awash in easy
money, its renewable manufacturers are
undercutting rivals across the world; ergo,
China’s comparative advantage isn’t scale,
cost efficiency or innovative prowess, but
cheap government subsidies. In the EV
industry “everybody has an endless supply
ofloans and support from the local govern-
ment,” the Financial Times quoted Jorg
Wauttke, former president of the European
Union Chamber of Commerce in China, as
sayinginarecentarticle. This theory pro-
vides ajustification for trade restrictions. If
Chinese manufacturers survive on govern-
ment cash, there’s no way overseas rivals
can compete. Tariffs and other hurdles
should keep out their products and give
homegrown competitors a chance.

It's true that swathes of China’s economy
really do run this way. In the middle of the
2010s, all-but-forgotten Dalian Wanda,
Anbang Insurance, HNA Group and Fosun
went on a multi-billion-dollar shopping
spree for foreign companies. The bursting
of that bubble prompted anotherto inflate
inreal estate. Its bursting has hit property
developers Evergrande, Country Garden
Holdings and China Vanke. You can see the
pattern in the published accounts of Fosun,
which is divesting businesses amid a credit
squeeze. It spent a net 112 billion yuan on
acquisitions and other investments over
the decade through June 2023, but gener-
ated 65 billion yuan in operating cash-
flows. Were it not for the 127 billion yuan in
cash from financing, the vast majority of it
debt, there is no way the company could
have paid its bills.

The contrast with Berkshire Hathaway,
the company that Fosun is most often com-
pared to, could not be more stark. Warren
Buffett’s $341 billion of investments over
the past decade were more than covered by
the $384: billion in steady, predictable
operating cash his businesses generated.
Just $51 billion came from financing.

Isthe same thing happening with clean
technology? It doesn’t look that way. If Chi-
nese solar, wind, battery and EV makers are
doing well because of easy credit, it should
leave clear fingerprints on their financial
statements. You can measure this by com-
paring their operating cash-flows to the
average debt they held during the year:
Where cash is low relative to debts, it’s
going to take a very long time to pay back
creditors. Looking through a group of 145
renewable companies with at least $1 bil-
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Therise of Chinese green-tech does not

look over-leveraged BLOOMBERG
lion in annual revenues—77 of them Chi-
nese—thisis the result you get.

Asyou’d expect in a sector experiencing
rapid growth, leverage is often relatively
generous, but it doesn’t look significantly
higher among Chinese companies. Many
ofthe most feared and aggressive renewa-
ble exporters, such as Longi Green Energy,
Tongwei and JA Solar Technology have
very low borrowingsrelative to their cash-
flows. Plenty have enough cash-flow to pay
off 25% of their debts in the current year.
This doesn’t look like a sector being
propped up by government loans, or
indeed loans of any sort.

For the sake of comparison, let’slook at
anindustry that was clearly a beneficiary of
easy money: real estate. What’s notable
here is that long before the crisis hit, Chi-
nese real estate companies already had
markedly poorer coverage ratios than their
global competitors. If you measure things
interms of the amount of time it would take
for operating cash-flows to pay off total
debts, the median Chinese renewable
manufacturer comes in at just under 10
years, a fraction of the nearly 27 yearsin the
data for real estate. Non-Chinese compa-
nies came in a little under eight years,
regardless of which industry they were in:

Tobe sure, Chinese manufacturersstill
enjoy powerful advantages. Generous and
consistent purchase support for EVs and
solar panels gives owners confidence to
invest aggressively, just as the same poli-
ciesdoin Europe and the US. The govern-
ment remains fixated on keeping costs low:
Chinais home to nearly half of the world’s
special economic zones (SEZs), whose
advantages are cheap land, easy regulation
and low taxation. It also offers reduced cor-
porate tax rates for companies innew tech-
nology industries. Fundamentally, it’s the
biggest single market for clean technology,
so domestic factories have scale advantages
that rivals elsewhere can only dream of.

The problem for developed countriesis
that, when applied to their own economies,
these measures are all supported as old-
fashioned pro-business policies, rather
than unfair mercantilism.

It would comfort the US if China’s suc-
cessin clean tech wasaresult of easy credit
from a centrally-run communist state. In
truth, though, thisboom is a capitalist suc-
cessstoryonagrand scale. ©BLOOMBERG

Arguments against deploying DPI don’t really hold up

RAHUL MATTHAN

is a partner at Trilegal and the
author of ‘The Third Way:
India’s Revolutionary Approach
to Data Governance'. His X
(formerly Twitter) handle is
@matthan.

ast year saw tremendous enthusiasm
around the concept of digital public
infrastructure (DPI) during the G20
and after. What I didn’t realize at the time
was that lurking just beneath the surface
were strong undercurrents of disapproval.

The arguments against DPI range from
the semantic (that the term DPI flatters to
deceive) to the techo-solutionist (not every-
thing can be solved by throwing technology
atit). These arguments have, in recent times,
been raised with greater stridency. Before
this narrative gains any further traction, I
thought it best to address it head-on.

Most economists start with semantic con-
cerns—the fact that what we call DPIis nei-
ther non-rivalrous nor non-excludable in
the way that public goods ought to be. This,
theyargue is evidence of “green-washing”—
i.e.,anattempt to leverage the lustre of digi-
tal public goods (DPGs) even though DPI has
none of its features.

That a given DPI is excludable is often a
matter of choice. Many countries believe

that it remains their sole prerogative (and
sovereign right) to offer these services. And
that no other person should be allowed to
deploy DPIin their country. Itisto address
these concerns that the term DPI was coined
in the first place. This is not an attempt to
make DPI look more like DPGs, but an
attempt to distinguish these solutions from
them. Asamatter of fact, most DPI solutions
are also available in open-source modes,
making them both non-rivalrous and non-
excludable. MOSIP, an open-source digital
identity system, is one such system currently
being used by 17 countries and has already
registered over 100 million people.

Then there is the argument that govern-
ments ought not be building technology
solutions. Their job is to govern, so they
should focus on doing that and leave the job
of building technology to the private sector.
This argument is based on an imperfect
understanding of how DPI solutions are
deployed. In almost every instance, govern-
ments aren’t doing the actual building. All
they dois prescribe protocols and leave it to
the private sector to develop solutions. Not
only does this ensure that we have a multi-
plicity of DPI solutions in a given sector,
even though each is built by a different com-
pany, it makes sure they are all mutually

consistent and aligned with stated national
values. Private incentives rarely align with
national goals, and unless we prescribe the
protocols, these companies are incentivized
to build solutions that benefit their private
stakeholders.

Another allegation is that the DPI
approachisjust tech-solu-
tionism—an attempt to
throw technology at a
problem in the hope of
solvingit. Thisiswhy, they
argue, many solutions get
built without first putting
the necessary regulations
in place. And why they

Critics have
opposed an idea jects are designed to pro-
that is better
aligned with

of an existing DPI will inherit these values
from the layers on which they are built, mak-
ing these core legal principles hard to vary
each time anew layeris added to the stack.

But by far the most common argument
against DPIis that these digital systems are
only popular because governments see them
as new ways to watch over
their people. Since most
population-scale DPI pro-

cess massive amounts of
people’sdata, criticsargue,
they serve as technologies
for surveillance.
Thisisyetanotherargu-

don’t, as a consequence, democratic ment born out of a poor
have legal authority. . . understanding of how

All DPI solutions incor- pr|nC|pleS than these systemsare built. DPI
porate legal principles . . systems are designed to
directly into the designof IS alternatives keep data federated—to

the infrastructure—princi-

ples of individual auton-

omy, freedom of choice and open markets—
thatall participating entities must adhere to
because they are baked directly into the pro-
tocols. Thismeansthat even in the absence
of specific regulations, DPI solutions will
conform to existing legal norms. Since they
are modular, every new solution built on top

ensure that dataremains at

the edges—and are only

accessed when needed. Since data does not

get concentrated in a single place, govern-

ments would struggle to use these systems
for surveillance.

Thisargument, I have found, is often not,

of itself, convincing. Repressive govern-

ments, critics say in response, will always

find new ways to subvert this design to
achieve their ends. Federated data alone will
not stop a government that is hell-bent on
using this data for surveillance.

Thisistrue. Very little can stop a govern-
ment that hasits mind set on getting some-
thing done. Butif'such agovernment was on
thelook-out for anideal digital surveillance
system, a DPIsolution is probably the worst
option it could choose.

There is also the concern that DPI solu-
tions built by awell-intentioned democratic
government could be subverted by a
repressive government that succeeds it.
This, critics argue, is a reason not to build
these systems in the first place.

However, since DPI systems are modular
by design, the democratic principles embed-
ded in the stack’s foundational layers are
increasingly difficult to unwind the more
layers you add on. This makes the DPI
approach an effective inoculation against an
ill-motivated future administration.

Governments across the world have
already committed vast sums of money to
building digital governance models. Despite
what sceptics and naysayers claim, of all the
choices available to us, digital public infra-
structure is probably the best aligned with
democratic principles.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

A LOUD ABSTENTION

Israel's Netanyahu government can ill afford to ignore
US message on Gaza ceasefire at UN vote

T WAS AN abstention heard around the world — except, perhaps, where it mat-

ters most. On March 25, the US allowed the first UN Security Council Resolution

demanding an immediate ceasefire in Gaza to be passed 14-0. Since Israel began

its retaliation after the October 7 attacks by Hamas, the US has vetoed three res-
olutions demanding a humanitarian ceasefire. Monday's resolution demanded both a
ceasefire, allowing aid to reach Palestinian civilians, as well as the release of all remain-
ing hostages in Hamas custody. Unfortunately, so far, rather than heed the advice and sig-
nals fromits closest ally and other friends of Israel, the Benjamin Netanyahu government
is painting the abstention and even tacit criticism of the humanitarian excesses in Gaza
as a betrayal of Israel.

Critics of the US stand on Israel point to two factors. First, that given that the resolu-
tion is non-binding and the US continues to supply weapons and aid to Israel, it is little
more than a rap on the knuckles. Second, that the gesture is merely meant to mollify the
significant number of Democrat voters opposed to Israel’s excesses in Gaza, ahead of the
US presidential election. These criticisms, however, ignore the fact that Washington has
been Israel's strongest supporter — and, in effect, a shield — in international fora and by
far its staunchest ally. In addition, the UN vote has taken place in the broader context of
increasing disagreements between US President Joe Biden and Netanyahu. Israel's PM
hasreacted sharply to the US vote and scrapped the visit to Washington of a senior Israeli
delegation to discuss the proposed ground offensive in Rafah, which the US has opposed.
Rafah has received over a million refugees from the rest of Gaza, and an attack here would
be catastrophic for Palestinians, who are already in danger of suffering famine in addition
to the other depredations of war — over 30,000 civilians have reportedly been killed,
13,000 of them children. Rather than respect Biden's stated “red line”, that Israel must not
engage in a ground offensive, Netanyahu has doubled down on his rhetoric. In fact, he
has denied even the principle of a two-state solution. Such maximalist positions — both
in terms of the current conflict and the broader Israel-Palestine issue — are untenable.
They also harm Israel’s long-term interests.

Before October 7, Israel was in a reasonable position vis a vis its neighbourhood and
the broader international community — especially after the Abraham Accords that
sought to normalise relations between Tel Aviv and several Arab states. Now, increasingly
isolated, Israel's government must listen to its friends and pause hostilities. Otherwise,
itwill only bolster the view that its prime minister is placing his political interests above
the national interest.

CALLING OUT MISOGYNY

Congress’s Shrinate, BJP’s Ghosh must know there is no excuse
for crude sexism, no matter how bruising the electoral battle

STHE LOK Sabha election draws closer, barbs traded between political op-
ponents get sharper. Misogynistic remarks from senior leaders of the two
major national parties are a reminder, however, that there can be no ex-
cuses for crude sexism. Following close on the heels of a deeply offensive
post about actor Kangana Ranaut, the newly selected BJP candidate from Mandi, appear-
ing on the social media accounts of Congress's national spokesperson and social media
head, Supriya Shrinate, on Monday — “kya bhaav chal raha hai mandi mein...” (what is the
going rate in the market?)” — came BJP leader Dilip Ghosh’s extremely unseemly com-
ments about West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, asking her to “identify her
own father”. Even as accusations and whataboutery fly back and forth, it is important
that there is accountability, from individuals and parties. It is not enough to merely dis-
tance themselves from the incident, as Shrinate has attempted to do, by talking about a
parody account and alleging that the post was made by someone else who had access —
given her position in the Congress, this does not sound persuasive. A larger reckoning is
called for on the part of Congress, and BJP, on the coarsening terms of political exchange.
These remarks betray a mindset that refuses to see what is evident to even the most
casual observer — as women claim their rightful place in the public sphere, their empow-
erment is an irreversible force. Across economy and sports, art and culture, the growing
presence of women, including in leadership roles, is a palpable and growing reality. In
the electorate, the proportion of women voters is steadily increasing, outnumbering men
in over 100 Lok Sabha constituencies, and this is forcing political parties, too, to take into
account their growing aspirations, as through the demand for women'’s reservation in
legislatures. But it has also triggered, at the same time, a denial and an unwillingness to
recognise and respect the autonomy and dignity of women. This view continues to paint
women either as passive beneficiaries to be wooed with schemes, or as people to be sex-
ualised and humiliated. Cutting across party lines, this frequently manifests in crude com-
ments, such as those put out by Congress's Shrinate and spoken by BJP's Ghosh.
In the bruising electoral battle that lies ahead, much will be said in the heat of the mo-
ment. Yet, parties must ensure that the battleground is not made any more hostile to women.
India is moving with the times. Those who seek to represent its people must catch up.

TRAYS HELD ALOFT

Revival of Waiters’ Race in Paris celebrates an unsung
profession that has fallen on hard times

N 1914 ON Bastille Day, waiters in Paris left their cafes and restaurants to participate

inan eight-km long race. Sporting long aprons and jaunty bow ties that contrasted

with crisp white shirts and shiny black shoes, they swerved and jostled while car-

rying, each, a wooden tray laden with a bottle and three glasses. Nothing could be
spilled. Parisian cafés had by then built a formidable reputation, but the garcons (literally
“boys”) regularly earned bad press for being moody, and even rude. The event celebrated the
dexterity required in running around with a tray in hand, while also remembering the or-
ders of 10 patrons. In less than two decades, the idea crossed French boundaries and by the
1960s, this demonstration of the waiter’s skills ceased to be a male preserve. In Scandinavia,
the race takes place on cruise ships and on sandy beaches in Spain. There are Chinese,
Australian and Argentinian versions as well. But in Paris, the lack of sponsors hurt the Course
des Garcons de Café — it was in 2011 that the last such race took place.

As the French capital gets ready to host the Olympics, the city authorities are keen to
showcase the bistros and cafés that are as integral to Paris’s culture as the Louvre or the
Eiffel Tower. On Sunday, 200 waiters slalomed the streets of Central Paris holding aloft trays
loaded with croissants, coffee cups and glasses filled with water. As a concession to mod-
ern dressing habits, they were allowed to wear sneakers. With the dismissive garcon
rarely used today, the race was rechristened Course des Cafés, or cafes race.

Like in most parts of the world, the post-Covid pandemic slump has pushed French
eateries to do things differently. Many serve only takeaway orders. Working conditions
are tougher than they earlier were for waiters. Parisian authorities have projected the re-
vival of the iconic race as a sign of change. The question is: Will they keep up the commit-
ment once the Olympics are over?
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WORDLY WISE

CAPITALISM CANNOT SURVIVE WITHOUT A WORKING
CLASS, WHILE THE WORKING CLASS CAN FLOURISH...
WITHOUT CAPITALISM. — TERRY EAGLETON

How Delhi talks to world

RENIN JMANDALA
C Raja MOHAN

Indian government’s foreign policy lexicon is becoming

more self-assured. Opposition seems out of step

ONE OF THE subtle but significant changes in
the conduct of India’s foreign policy over the
lastdecade has been the evolution of its diplo-
matic vocabulary. However, that vocabulary
has yet tofilter down to the political class. The
sharp political polarisation in the country de-
lays the emergence of a new and widely ac-
cepted diplomatic lexicon that is necessary
for India, which is rising on the global stage.

Even the limited attention to foreign pol-
icy in the election manifestos of political par-
ties, especially in the Opposition, will hope-
fully reduce some of the gap between India’s
rise internationally and the nature of discourse
athome on Delhi’s new global role. Its subjec-
tive capacity to seize the new objective inter-
national possibilities will depend on recog-
nising the positive change in its relative and
absolute position in the international system.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi frequently
talks about India’s emergence as the third-
largest economy in the next few years. India
is on course towards that goal.

There is little political gain for the
Opposition in quibbling about this prospect
and questioning the data. Instead of dissing
“India’srise”, anidea that enthuses large parts
of society, the Opposition should take at least
some credit for the transformation. Major po-
litical parties, including the regional ones,
have, after all, been part of various coalition
governments since 1991 that steered Indiaon
an upward trajectory. Yet, there is resistance
inmany quarters of the political class to think-
ing of India as a major power. In fact, many
leaders and intellectuals insisted that India ei-
ther cannot or should not become a major
power. However, given the uneven pace at
which different countries progress and the
size of their populations, India’s weight in the
international system will continue to grow.
What the Opposition could do is remind the
nation that India will remain a distant third to
the US and China and that there are gigantic
tasks at hand to reduce that gap.

Years of self-perception as aweak and vul-
nerable nation constrained India’s ambitions
and constructed a diplomatic language that
tended to be defensive, defiant and passive-
aggressive. As Delhi recognises and responds
toits changing position, India’s foreign policy
lexicon has begun to move towards greater

Although the aggregate size
of its economy gives India
some critical attributes of a
major power, its low per
capita income underlines the
massive developmental
challenges at home. Becoming
a developed country in the
next 25 years raises questions
about economic strategy,
industrial policy, new
technologies, inequality,
environmental degradation,
and a changing global order.
Much of the political burden
for this debate falls on the
Congress and hence the
significant interest in its
election manifesto.

self-assurance. In the all-consuming debate
on the India-US nuclear deal in the mid-
2000s, many had insisted that Delhi would
loseits “strategic autonomy” if it moved closer
to the US. Although India has not bought a sin-
gle nuclear reactor from the US, Delhi is now
closer than ever to Washington.

ButasIndia’seconomy has grown, its diplo-
maticlanguage has become ever more self-con-
fident. While the newlanguage of assertionen-
thrals many nationalists, others worry about
Delhi emulating Beijing’s counter-productive
“wolf warrior diplomacy”. How Delhi talks to
the world has clearly changed — it is increas-
ingly unabashed initsemphasis on national in-
terests and global ambitions. It has avoided, so
far, the dangers of looking too aggressive.

Thinking of India as the third-largest econ-
omy, which also has the third-largest armed
force and the fourth-largest defence budget,
does not square with the idea of “strategic au-
tonomy”. It is an idea inherited from the era
of post-colonial insecurity and the persistent
anxiety about being hustled into unwanted
decisions by major powers. Butwhenyou are
amajor power in your ownright, your auton-
omy inevitably expands. Even so, there is no
such thing as “absolute strategic autonomy”
—noteven the US has total freedom of action.

India’s growing aggregate power also
brings greater responsibilities and opportu-
nities to shape and maintain regional and
global order. It demands a different diplomatic
language. It is no surprise that references to
“strategic autonomy” have declined over the
last decade and been replaced by references to
India as a “leading power”, “Vishwa Mitra”,
“net security provider”, “first responder” to re-
gional crises, “minilateralism”, “inter-oper-
ability”, and “global public goods".

Yet, there is much distance to go. The big
question today for the Indian political class is
no longer about preserving autonomy but
contributing effectively to securing the region
and governing the world. Historically, great
powers have shaped the nature of war and
peace and international institutions to limit
the former and promote the latter. Great pow-
ers also set the rules for international com-
merce, manage global commons, regulate
new technologies and manage their conse-
quences. An even more important opportu-

nity comes from a higher position in the in-
ternational hierarchy. It is about leveraging
India’s growing weight internationally for
greater security and prosperity forits citizens.

Strategic autonomy was never about set-
ting goals; it was about abstract claims on re-
taining freedom of action. Once you are a
power of reasonable size with assured auton-
omy, you must set concrete goals and objec-
tives. For too long, the pursuit of strategic au-
tonomy seemed to become an end in itself.
That prevented the Indian political classes
from articulating specific external goals.
Successive governments in the 21st century
have talked about developing and publishing
a “national security strategy”. Yet, the tradi-
tion of avoiding a definitive analysis of the in-
ternational situation and identifying India’s
goals and policies has prevailed.

Toits credit, the Modi government has set
one important goal — making India a devel-
oped nation by 2047. Rather than carping at
this exuberance, the Opposition must press
for a debate on the best pathways to that goal.
After all, India’s per capitaincome today is less
than $3000, quadruplingitto $12,000 by 2047
is both inspiring and intimidating. That also
brings us to the real paradox of India’s power.
Although the aggregate size of its economy
gives India some critical attributes of a major
power, its low per capita income underlines
the massive developmental challenges at
home. Becoming a developed country in the
next 25 years raises questions about economic
strategy, industrial policy, new technologies,
inequality, environmental degradation,and a
changing global order.

Much of the political burden for this de-
bate falls on the Congress and hence the sig-
nificantinterest inits election manifesto. There
was a time, when the foreign policy resolu-
tions of annual AICC sessions set the terms for
domestic discourse on foreign policy. As
India’s domestic and external imperatives be-
come more intertwined, the Congress must
rise to the occasion.

The writer is a contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express
and a visiting research professor at the
Institute of South Asian Studies,

National University of Singapore

PRINCE WHO BECAME A DIPLOMAT

Shahryar Khan tried to build bridges between India and Pakistan

VIVEK KATJU

FORMER PAKISTAN FOREIGN secretary
Shahryar Khan, who passed away in Lahore
on March 23, was perhaps the last of the
Pakistani diplomats and civil and military of-
ficials who belonged to, or had strong ties
with, the families of the erstwhile princely
states of India. Others who come to mind are
Sahabzada Yaqub Khan and Sultan
Muhammed Khan.

Shahryar Khan's father was Sarwar Ali
Khan, the Nawab of Kurwai, a small state in
what is now Madhya Pradesh. His mother, and
the dominant figure in his life, was Abida
Sultan, the eldest daughter of the Nawab of
Bhopal, Hamidullah Khan. These princely con-
nections provided the potential to gain high-
level social and political access in India and
Shahryar Khan tried to build bridges between
India-Pakistan.

Hamidullah Khan was anadmirer of Jinnah
and was loath to merge Bhopal with the Indian
Union. Indeed, Bhopal merged with the Union
only in 1949. Sarwar Ali Khan and Abida
Sultan’s marriage did not last. In 1950, Abida
Sultan along with her only child, Shahryar,
moved to Pakistan. Sarwar Khan remained in
India. Shahryar Khan largely associated him-
self with Bhopal and his mother’s family.

Hamidullah Khan died in 1960 and was
succeeded by his second daughter, Sajida
Sultan, married to the Nawab of Pataudi,
Iftikhar Ali Khan, who had the distinction of

The second issue, related to
the period August 1990-
March 1994, is significant
from the standpoint of
India-Pakistan ties. It was a
time when Pakistan went all
out to promote terrorism in
Jammu and Kashmir. While
it is true that Pakistan’s India
policy is controlled by its
army, what is not clear is the
advice Shahryar Khan gave
to the generals and the
political leadership.

playing Test cricket for England and India.
Shahryar, like his uncle, and cousin Mansoor
Ali Khan Pataudi, was passionate about the
game and became President of the Pakistan
Cricket Association after his retirement.

After his mother went to Pakistan,
Shahryar did his schooling and university in
England. EarlierinIndia, he had studied at the
Royal Indian Military Academy School in
Dehradun and later at Daly College in Indore.
Returning to Pakistan he competed success-
fully for the civil services examination and
joined the Pakistan Foreign Servicein 1957.He
served in Pakistani missions in London and
the Arab world and as he rose up the diplo-
matic ranks, he became Pakistan’s ambassa-
dor toJordanand later to the UK in 1987-1990.
Clearly, he was held in high esteem. After the
conclusion of his London assignment, he was
appointed foreign secretary in August 1990
and held that position till March 1994.

Two points have to be made about the pe-
riod of Shahryar Khan'’s foreign secretaryship.
The firstis that for amajor part he served when
Nawaz Sharif was Prime Minister, but after
Benazir Bhutto won the 1993 elections,
Shahryar Khan continued to remain in office
for another five months till his retirement.
Incidentally, his replacement Najmuddin
Shaikh too had an Indian connection. His an-
cestor was a brother of the veteran Congress
leader Acharya J B Kripalani who had con-

verted to Islam.

The second issue, related to the period
August 1990-March 1994, is significant from
the standpoint of India-Pakistan ties. It was a
time when Pakistan went all out to promote
terrorism in Jammu and Kashmir. While it is
true that Pakistan’s India policy is controlled
by its army, what is not clear is the advice
Shahryar Khan gave to the generals and the
political leadership. Did he, for instance, have
aninstinctive understanding of this country’s
resilience and counsel his superiors that the
path Pakistan had embarked on would prove
counterproductive?

After his formal retirement, Khan led a pro-
ductive life. He became Pakistan’s ambassa-
dor to France, the UN secretary general’s rep-
resentative to Rwanda during the civil war,an
author — his publications included a book on
the history of the Bhopal state —and a cricket
administrator. He was also entrusted by the
Pakistani government to be a back-channel
negotiator with India. He visited India in 2014,
after that exercise had ended, to advocate its
renewal and to underline Nawaz Sharif's com-
mitment to good relations between India and
Pakistan. Shahryar Khanled a full life in which
he displayed the urbane sophistication which
defined the culture of the Indian subcontinent
ina time that is now no more.

The writer is a former diplomat
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PORT STRIKE TALKS

AFTER TWO ROUNDS of talks, the govern-
ment and leaders of the striking port and dock
workers failed to arrive at a settlement to end
the 10-day protest. With both sides sticking
to their basic positions, hopes of an early
breakthrough in the talks have been belied.
The two sides have, however, not given up
hope as the talks will be resumed soon.

CONFUSION OVER FER A

THE FINANCE MINISTRY has pulled up the
Enforcement Directorate for misinterpreting
the provisions of the Foreign Exchange

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Regulation Act — seven years after the direc-
torate penalised an author for publishing his
book abroad without permission from the RBI.
The ministry stated that Section 27 of the FERA
covers only continuing commercial agree-
ments and does not encompass book publi-
cations which are one-time operations.

ERSHAD’S PLEA

THE BANGLADESH PRESIDENT, Lt Gen HM
Ershad, sought the cooperation of the opposi-
tion political parties in ending martial law and
returning the country to democracy. “It is not
unusual to have a difference of opinion, butit
is my firm belief that any political problem can

be solved through goodwill and understand-
ing, Gen Ershad said, addressing the nation on
the eve of the country’s independence.

NO TOPPLING STATES

CONGRESS (I) HAS finally called to halt all
moves to topple the non-Congress (I) govern-
ments unless an extraordinarily serious situ-
ation develops in a state. This was conveyed
to party leaders from the non-Congress (I)
statesin the course of their separate meetings
with Mrs Indira Gandhi and her son Rajiv
Gandhi. Recently, some Jammu and Kashmir
leaders again pressed their case but were told
to strengthen the organisation instead.
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SURJIT S BHALLA AND
KARAN BHASIN

SELDOM DOES ONE come across footnotes
that discredit an entire academic paper, par-
ticularly one written by distinguished econ-
omists like Thomas Piketty. The footnote re-
produced below is from a recent paperissued
by the World Inequality Lab, ‘Income and
Wealth Inequality in India, 1922-2023: The
Rise of the Billionaire Raj’ (Nitin Kumar Bharti,
Lucas Chancel, Thomas Piketty and Anmol
Somanchi, hereafter BCPS).

“Our results are tentative given we do not
observe both income and wealth for the same
set of individuals and instead draw inferences
based on the full distributions of income and
wealth we estimate.”(Footnote 36, page 24,
emphasis added).

Estimating the distribution of incomeisa
tricky business, especially for those countries
that do not have an official income survey.
One of us (Bhalla) was a member of India’s
first statistical commission (2006-2009) un-
der the chairmanship of the late Suresh
Tendulkar. He pleaded with the commission
that India should conduct an income distri-
bution survey. So far, India has not conducted
such a survey, though it is hoped that after
BCPS’s shocking analysis (documented be-
low), India will do so and thus diminish the
need forimaginary declarations as contained
in the footnote above.

It is well recognised that even official in-
come distribution surveys can be an inaccu-
rate reflection of the “actual true unobserved”
income distribution. Not all households are
covered by survey schedules, and the billion-
airerich are almost never covered in any sur-
vey that we know of, anywhere in the world.
Hence, the original important contribution
by Piketty and his colleagues at the World
Inequality Lab (WIL) was to merge tax and
non-survey information with survey data in
order that a better guesstimate of income dis-
tribution could be arrived at.

There are many indices of inequality but
what Piketty and the WIL have popularised is
the share in income of the top X per cent of
the population — and their preferred X is the
top 1 per cent (for the technically inclined, the
share of the 100th percentile). But, making an
original contribution does not give one a li-
cense to literally kill the “original” survey data.

Let us explain. Ina popular article in a ref-
ereed journal World Bank Economic Review
(2005), Nobel laureate Abhijit Banerjee and
Thomas Piketty diagnosed the Indian distri-
bution for the years 1922-2000 and reached
the conclusion thatin 1999 the top 1 per cent’s
share in the Indian income was just 9 per cent.

Thirteen years later in 2018, Chancel and
Piketty updated their analysis of inequality
in India to 2015 and took the opportunity to
increase the share of the top 1 per centin 1999
to 14.7 per cent. Thatis a 63 per cent increase
in the share for the same year 19 years ear-
lier. All data go through revisions, but survey
datadoes notand neither does tax data show
such large revisions — maybe a minuscule
one to two percentage points.

Remember, in a democracy, the ruling

party is answerable to Parliament and the
press for any estimates. Sadly, economists
making conjectural revisions of such high
magnitudes are answerable to none. As doc-
umented and discussed in two articles
(‘Piketty has gotit wrong’, IE, January 20, 2018,
and ‘Inequality, myth, and reality’, August 11,
2018)Bhalla had asked as to the source of the
data and the data itself for the basis of these
upward revisions. No response was forth-
coming from the authors.

Now, six years later and coincidentally
around election time, the Chancel-Piketty
team has been joined by two additional au-
thors, Nitin Bharti and Anmol Somanchi, and
the analysis has been extended by seven more
years to 2022. Now, 25 years later, the 1999
estimate of the share of the top 1 per cent has
been inflated to read 21 per cent. Hence, the
original Banerjee-Piketty 1999 estimate of 9
per cent hasbeenrevised to 21 per cent.Itisan
interesting question as to whether at any time
in world economic history has any past esti-
mate been revised upward by 133 per centin
19years (2005 to2024)or ata compound an-
nual growth rate of 4.5 per cent a year.

As the introductory footnote explicitly
states, the authors estimate a distribution on
unobserved data and get aladder increase in
inequality estimates for many years earlier
with each update of new information for later
years.If these estimated distributions are in-
correct, then so are the results. A conclusion
derived from a set of questionable assump-
tions must be robust enough to hold steady
even as some of the assumptions are violated.
This is not the case with the Piketty et al
method. For example, Piketty led WIL's prior
work on inequality in the US and claimed a
large increase in post-tax income shares of
the top 1 per cent between 1960 (magic 9 per
cent again) to 15 per cent in 2019. Over the
last decade, these results have begun to be
questioned. Gerald Auten and David Splinter
argue inarecent article ‘Income Inequality in
the United States: Using Tax Data to Measure
Long-Term Trends’ (forthcoming, Journal of
Political Economy) that there has hardly been
any change in post-tax share of the top 1 per
cent for the last 60 years — the share has
stayed constant at approximately 8-9 per cent
even though the pre-tax share has substan-
tially increased. Remember, that Piketty et al
concentrate on inequality post-tax.

Geloso, Magnes, Moore and Schlosser
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The devil is in the footnote

Recent claims on inequality trends in India are based on a set
of questionable assumptions. They warrant closer scrutiny

As the introductory footnote
explicitly states, the authors
estimate a distribution on
unobserved data and get a
ladder increase in inequality
estimates for many years
earlier with each update of
new information for later
years. If these estimated
distributions are incorrect,
then so are the results. A
conclusion derived from a set
of questionable assumptions
must be robust enough to
hold steady even as some of
the assumptions are violated.
This is not the case with the
Piketty et al method.

CR Sasikumar

(2022) conclude that Piketty “overstates in-
equality levels”. In a slightly older paper,
Magnes and Murphy (2014) found evidence
of “pervasive errors”, “opaque methodological
choices” and “cherry-picking of sources to
construct favourable patterns from
ambiguous data”.

The US represents amuch richer informa-
tion environment with a plethora of data on
income and wealth, especially relative to an
emerging market economy like India. If the
WIL makes errors in an information-rich en-
vironment, then how accurate can their esti-
mates be inamore data-constrained environ-
ment? Speculating and estimating a
distribution conforming to your priors is not
economic analysis, robust or otherwise. More
dangerous and unfortunate 1is to
make policy recommendations based on
dodgy statistics derived from questionable
methodological assumptions.

For example, the authors continue with
the same 75-year-old foreign conclusion of
the impending breakup of India and piously
conclude: “The ‘Billionaire Raj’ headed by
India’s modern bourgeoisie is now more un-
equal than the British Raj headed by the colo-
nialist forces... It is unclear how long such in-
equality levels can sustain without major
social and political upheaval.” They dig further
and deeper into their self-constructed hole by
recommending “implementing a super tax on
Indian billionaires and multimillionaires,
along with restructuring the tax schedule to
include both income and wealth, so as to fi-
nance major investments in education, health
and other public infrastructure”. Major invest-
ments are based onreal data, not on upgraded
and inflated estimates of distributions.

Itis surprising that not many in India have
tried to look under the hood as they take the
BCPS conclusions at face value. Perhaps, it is
easy to accept conclusions when they con-
form to one’s prior beliefs. But this is precisely
when a good analyst must question the path
taken to arrive at such conclusions. The world
would be a better place, and so would policy
discourse if more attention was devoted
to important questions rather than to
engagement with assumed distributions and
motivated conclusions.

Bhallais an independent researcher and
Bhasinis a New York-based researcher.
Views are personal

MANJIRI INDURKAR

Don’t blame it on wokeness

Itisn’t social awareness but realisation of power imbalance that leads to depression

THE 2015-16 NATIONAL Mental Health
Survey of India revealed that one out of every
20Indians was depressed, which means that
over five per cent of Indians are struggling
with depression. Given the systemic shame
associated with this illness, the disparity in
access to mental health treatments, aware-
ness, and the sheer imbalance of the num-
ber of patients versus healthcare profession-
als,itwon’t be wrong to assume thatevenin
2015, the number was much higher than
recorded. And if so, then today, in 2024, the
situation is much worse.

This problem, however, isn’t limited to
India. There is arise in depression and allied
mental illnesses globally. While there are
several reasons behind this epidemic, a new
study posits social awareness could be alead-
ing cause of depression among those “woke”.

Let me begin by saying that I take offence
to the term woke, and the idea of bracketing
people from all classes, castes, and socioeco-
nomic brackets under one small umbrella
category of “wokeness”. It comes across as a
reductive term mostly used for and by the
perpetually online.

That said, there is merit in examining
how social awareness impacts our mental
health. A good place to begin would be home.
My mental health journey began much be-
fore I realised there were things such as de-
pression, anxiety or complex post-traumatic
stress disorder (CPTSD). All things I struggle

with.Icome from a seemingly “normal” fam-
ily with loving parents. Yet I have a deep mis-
trust of the world. My child sexual abuse
trauma, about which I have written in detail,
naturally is a culprit. It certainly made me
vulnerable to the curse of depression.

But I worked through that trauma; I
processed it. Yet, the depression lurks — wait-
ing to make a return. Most recently, ina con-
versation with my mother, she brought up
the impending elections. She asked me to
consider not returning home to cast my vote.
It would be better for your mental peace —
she doesn’t use the word depression —if you
stayed away from this chaos.

My mother, who once threw away
Paulo Coelho’s Veronika Decides to Die be-
cause it was making me, in her words, sad,
knows that I respond rather adversely to
social stimuli.

In Ernest Hemingway'’s The Garden of
Eden, an unnamed character says,
“Happiness inintelligent people is the rarest
thing I know.” And while blowing one’s own
trumpet isn’t the best of traits, I believe that
my intelligence and my ability to empathise
make me vulnerable to the world around me
and its conflicts.

I remember feeling agitated when
someone in my small town talked about
wanting a “fair girl” to marry their son. I re-
member slipping into despair when the
boys I was friends with talked about girls

they liked and the ones they felt repulsed
by as a “joke”. I remember crying while
watching scenes of police violence in Jamia
Millia Islamia in 2019. And I remember ex-
periencing panic attacks when the MeToo
movement was at its peak.

These are big and small events that af-
fected my mental health. But where does
this impact stem from? Is it fear? Is it help-
lessness? Is it the devastating idea of living
ina world where each day moves away from
any semblance of humanity? It perhaps is
all these things.

Being aware of the things happening
around you indeed affects you. But it’s the
rare amalgamation of life events, including
but not limited to how you were brought up,
the ideas you were exposed to, the books you
read, the films you watched, the friends you
made, and the lovers you encountered that
shape you. There is also the awareness your
privilege afforded you, the access you had to
safe spaces, and the more conversations you
were encouraged to have that have made
way for empathy, rage, and care.

Simply put, the less homogenous the
group of people you meet, the more wide
your worldview. A problem I have often had
with the privatisation of education hinges on
this very idea that such spaces, while “safe”,
don’t have any room for dissent or even a dif-
ferent worldview. It is people of a certain
caste and class sharing a classroom — and

then it doesn’t matter which philosopher you
read. But the role of education is also to make
you uncomfortable in your skin. Only thenis
empathy possible.

To return to the point of the study on
“woke” people, I reject the assertion that so-
cial awareness is causing depression. When
in fact, it is the realisation that there is a
power imbalance in the world. It is well-
known that unequal societies have a higher
percentage of depressed people. But when
look at these studies that point towards eco-
nomic disparity as a cause of depression in
the West, I understand that, but I also know
thatincome disparity, even in countries such
as America, is tied to the ideas of race, gender,
and sexuality. When you look at the global
south, especially India, you have an exhaust-
ing cornucopia of caste, sub-caste, religion,
gender, sexuality, and then class.

That political awareness can make a per-
son clinically depressed is only viable if that
person can look at the one suffering through
the lens of humanity. This is why some peo-
ple can murder for the wrong kind of meat,
while someone else can protest against such
killings. And feel the pain of depression and
anxiety when they cannot change the social
reality of the world.

Indurkar is a writer, editor, and poet
fromJabalpur. She is the author of
It's Allin Your Head, M
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Those who treated Catherine’s illness as a voyeuristic guessing game should be
ashamed... Most of us have no idea what it would be like to have such personal
information so widely shared. Despite her global celebrity, Catherine is entitled

to privacy regarding her health.”

— THE GUARDIAN

Hindutva, music
and the elite

Sad that a mature debate on making Carnatic
music less Brahmin-centric has become a spat
between equally brilliant musicians

RAMESH VENKATARAMAN

AS THE STORM engendered in the “ever-
silver” coffee tumblers of Chennai’s
Brahmin circles by the Music Academy’s
designation of T M Krishna as its Sangita
Kalanidhi for 2024 dies down, let me start
with some air-clearing positives.

First, the controversy was not about mu-
sicianship. Not even his most vicious critics
would deny that Krishna (along with Sanjay
Subrahmanyan) is one of the two finest
Carnatic male vocalists of this generation.
Krishna’s concerts are a profound experi-
ence: Simultaneously, a dazzling demon-
stration of technical virtuosity and of the hu-
man voice’s sublime ability to touch the
deepest emotional chords. In fact, to many
aficionados, Krishna'’s Sangita Kalanidhi
award is perhaps a decade overdue.

Second, kudos to the Music Academy,
the de facto hub of the Carnatic music uni-
verse and oft-criticised for its sniffy elitism,
for being brave enough to choose as its
awardee someone who has repeatedly
cocked a snook at the current dispensation
in Delhi and their ideology of Hindutva.
What this year’s award unequivocally de-
claresis thatitdoesn’t matter what Krishna’s
political and social views are, he is inarguably
a brilliant exemplar of Carnatic music as a
singer, innovator, and inclusive performer.

In the current climate where everyone
from public bodies to academic institu-
tions, private sector corporations, and the
media kowtows to the Modi establishment,
it is refreshing to see an institution that
stays focused on its core mission — of
upholding excellence in the south
Indian classical tradition — and ignores the
political ramifications.

Third, Carnatic music fans are not going
to suffer because of the boycott of the Music
Academy’s annual conference by the top
musicians upset over its recognition of
Krishna. While the Music Academy is its
most prestigious venue, Chennai's Margazhi
Festival extends well beyond it to scores of
locales across the city. Ranjani and Gayatri,
Ravikiran, and the Trichur Brothers (to name
Krishna’s most prominent musician critics)
will all undoubtedly perform in the 2024
“season” at many of these other sabhas,
more accessible and less stuffy than the
Music Academy where the prime seats in
the front section are hogged by “members,”
mostly denizens of Chennai’s Brahmin elite.

Meanwhile, as Sangita Kalanidhi,
Krishna will not only preside over the Music
Academy’s December conference, but will
himself sing on one of the evenings, a huge
bonus for fans who have been denied a
Krishna concertin Chennai since 2015 when
he withdrew to protest the Carnatic world’s
Brahmin domination.

The anger against Krishna ostensibly
stems from his “woke” anti-Brahminism
(despite himself being a Brahmin) and en-
dorsement of the influential social reformer
and founder of the Dravidian movement, E
VRamasamy “Periyar”, his castigation of the
Carnatic realm for its Brahmin-centric elit-

ism,and his supposed denigration of revered
Carnatic icons — the composer Thyagaraja
and the vocalist M S Subbulakshmi.

However, underlying this controversy is
the politics of Hindutva. While aggressive
majoritarianism has had little overall pur-
chase in Tamil Nadu, the RSS and BJP have
won over a section of the Tamil Brahmin
community still smarting from the dispar-
agement and erosion of the socioeconomic
positionit suffered under the Dravidian par-
ties who have ruled Tamil Nadu since the late
1960s. The content of the attacks against the
Music Academy and Krishna suggests that
the musicians involved (all Tamil Brahmins)
are partial to at least “soft” Hindutva.

Krishna, on the other hand, exemplifies
a progressive and inclusive stream that is
also found in the same Brahmin commu-
nity. More than a century ago, the revered
Tamil poet, Subramania Bharathi, com-
posed the still-popular Carnatic songs es-
pousing caste and gender equality, and his
19th century namesake Gopalakrishna
Bharathi wrote an entire Carnatic opera cel-
ebrating Nandanar, the Dalit Saiva Nayanar
bard-saint, excerpts from which figure
prominently in concerts even today.

Carnatic haslong embraced Muslim and
Christian musicians and featured devotional
compositions to Jesus. Carnatic’s progres-
sive and inclusive tradition sits squarely
within its strong Hindu devotionalism.
Krishna’s public opposition to the Ayodhya
Ram Mandir draws on Vedanta and bhakti
theology and practice. And no one who has
heard his moving rendition of the 15th cen-
tury composer Vyasatirtha's “Krishna Nee
Begane Baro” can seriously doubt that he is
anything but immersed in bhakti.

As in every other Indian cultural and so-
cial sphere, it was inevitable that Hindutva
politics would enter the arena of Carnatic
music, more so given its ethos of Hindu reli-
giosity. What is sad though is that the clash
with Carnatic’s strong progressive tradition
rather than giving rise to a mature debate, for
instance, on making Carnatic less Brahmin-
centric, has descended to a vituperative
wrangle between equally brilliant musicians.

The Krishna controversy underlines that
even elite, educated Indians find it difficult to
engage in civil exchanges over “sacred cows”.
We tend to regard our traditional institu-
tions as flawless and our heroes — be it
Thyagaraja or Periyar — as semi-divinities
and are unable to countenance any criticism
of them, however fact-based and nuanced.
For all his pioneering reform credentials,
Periyar’s diatribes against Brahmins ar-
guably cross the line into fostering hatred
against a particular community.

Equally, while Tamil society and the
Carnatic world have come a long way in
eliminating casteism thanks, in part, to
Periyar-inspired reforms, subtle and overt
discrimination persists in many economic
and cultural spheres.

Anyone who is familiar with the
Upanishads or first millennium CE theolo-
gians such as Sankara and Ramanuja or the
medieval poet-saints from the Alvars and
Nayanars to Basava and Mahadevi Akka to
Kabir and the Varkaris will know that dissent
from established wisdom and social mores s
integral to the history of Hinduismandits re-
form. To “deplatform” criticism and chal-
lenge is profoundly anti-Hindu. Both Krishna
and his critics should remember this.

The writer is a private equity investor and
Carnatic music enthusiast

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

INEQUALITY REPORT

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘The un-
level field’ (IE, March 25). The World
Inequality Lab’s findings suggest that
economic inequality in India has given
rise to the “Billionaire Raj” in India. The
Modi government could dismiss this re-
port as a canard and take solace from
economists Surjit Bhalla and Karan
Bhasin’s report that India has registered
an unprecedented decline in both ur-
ban and rural inequality between 2011-
12 and 2022-23. Nonetheless, 80 crore
Indians remain dependent on the gov-
ernment’s free ration. And there is yet
another case to be made about caste in-
equality in economic terms at a time
when the caste census has become a
major political issue.

LR Murmu, New Delhi

NOT OUR CRUSADER

THISREFERS TO the article, ‘Opposition-
mukt election?’ (IE, March 25). The ar-
rest of Delhi CM Arvind Kejriwal just be-
fore the general elections has serious
ramifications for the ruling BJP. It has
triggered universal condemnation and
occurred nearly simultaneously with the
unfolding of the electoral bonds scandal
before the very people who had previ-
ously believed PM Modi to be an anti-

corruption crusader. That reputation is
tarnished due to the many revelations
regarding quid pro quo deals cobbled be-
tween his administration and bond
donors. The opposition is now armed
with a potent arsenal to attack Modi.
Nevertheless, if Modi can win a third
term by repressing the Opposition, that
will just be a sham victory.

Kamal Laddha, Bengaluru

KEJRIWAL'S FATE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘How AAP
lost its way’ (IE, March 25). There is a
similarity between cricket and politics
— like cricket, in politics too, leadership
has to be groomed and is a continuous
process. If Arvind Kejriwal has not
groomed the second rung of leadership,
then he only has himself to blame. Like
Lalu Prasad Yadav and Jayalalithaa,
Kejriwal should have resigned after his
arrest and taken a moral high ground,
but that was not to be. Winning 62 out
of 70 seats in Delhi in 2020 and 92 out
of 117 seats in Punjab in 2022 was no
mean achievement for AAP. What an
irony that someone who has emerged
from Anna Hazare’s anti-corruption
movement himself has been found to
indulge in corruption.

Bal Govind, Noida
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[CCC: tarm data dashboard for customised solutions

HARIKISHAN SHARMA
NEW DELHI, MARCH 26

EARLIER THIS month, Agriculture Minister
Arjun Munda inaugurated a Krishi
Integrated Command and Control Centre
(ICCC) set up at Krishi Bhavan in New Delhi,
abig-screen dashboard of all digital innova-
tions in the sector. Officials described the
ICCCasa “significant leap forward” in lever-
aging technology for the advancement of
agricultural practices.

What is the Krishi ICCC?

The ICCCis a tech-based solution involv-
ing multiple IT applications and platforms,
which is designed to help in making in-
formed decisions. The centre is housed in the
Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers’ Welfare,
which is responsible for legislation, policy
formation, and implementation of initiatives
in the agriculture sector.

The ICCC uses state of the art technolo-
gies such as artificial intelligence, remote

sensing, and Geographic Information
Systems (GIS) to collect and process large
amounts of granular data — on temperatures,
rainfall, wind speed, crop yields and produc-
tion estimations — and presents it in graph-
ical format.

What do you get as the visual output?

On eight large, 55-inch LED screens in-
stalled at the ICCC, you can see information
on crop yields, production, drought situa-
tion, cropping patterns (geo-
graphicregion-wise and year-
wise) in map, timeline, and
drill-down views.

You can also see the rele-

POLICY

The ICCC has a contact centre and a
helpdesk facility, with the operator’s handset
capable of being converted into a call centre.
If needed, farmer beneficiaries can interact
directly with officials or the Minister through
video conferencing facilities.

What is the objective of the ICCC?

The ICCC will enable comprehensive
monitoring of the farm sector by making
available at one place geospatial information
received from multiple
sources, including remote
sensing; plot-level data re-
ceived through soil survey;
weather data from the India

vant trends (periodic and non-

periodic), outliers, and Key Performance
Indicators (KPIs), and receive insights, alerts,
and feedback on agriculture schemes, pro-
grammes, projects, and initiatives.

The ICCC uses platforms including the
Krishi Decision Support System (DSS) to col-
lect micro-level data, process it, and present
the macro picture.

SAL4¥.\[\ |2 SCIENCE

WHERE DIDHOMO SAPIENS GO AFTER
AFRICA?NEW STUDY

OUR SPECIES emerged in Africa more
than 300,000 years ago, with a migration
out of the continent 60,000 to 70,000
years ago heralding the start of the global
spread of Homo sapiens. But where did
these pioneers go after leaving Africa?

What did the study find?

According to a new study, these bands
of hunter-gatherers appear to have lin-
gered for thousands of years as a homo-
geneous population in a geographic hub
that spanned Iran, southeast Iraq, and
northeast Saudi Arabia before going on
to settle all of Asia and Europe starting
roughly 45,000 years ago, scientists said
on Monday.

The study has found that this region
would have represented an ideal habitat.
The researchers called the region, part of
what s called the Persian Plateau, a “hub”
for these people — who numbered per-
haps only in the thousands — before they
continued onward millennia later to
more distant locales.

“Our results provide the first full pic-
ture of the whereabouts of the ancestors
of all present-day non-Africans in the
early phases on the colonisation of
Eurasia,” said molecular anthropologist
Luca Pagani of the University of Padovain
Italy, senior author of the study published
in the journal Nature Communications.

These people lived in small, mobile
bands of hunter-gatherers, the re-
searchers said. The hublocation offered a
variety of ecological settings, from forests
to grasslands and savannahs, fluctuating
over time between arid and wet intervals.

There would have been ample re-
sources available, with evidence showing
the hunting of wild gazelle, sheep and goat,
according to Anthropologist and study co-
author Michael Petraglia, director of the
Australian Research Centre for Human
Evolution at Griffith University, Australia.

“Their diet would have been composed
of edible plants and small- to large-sized

TASANANSWER

Pebdeh Cave in Iran was occupied
by hunter-gatherers 42,000 years
ago. Reuters

game. Hunter-gatherer groups seemed to
have practised a seasonal lifestyle, living
in the lowlands in the cooler months and
in the mountainous regions in the warmer
months,” Petraglia said.

The people inhabiting the hub at the
time apparently had dark skin and dark
hair, perhaps resembling the Gumuz or
Anuak people now living in parts of East
Africa, Pagani said.

“Cave art simultaneously appeared as
soon as people left the hub. So these cul-
tural achievements might have been
brewed while in the hub,” Pagani said.

Their eventual dispersal in different
directions beyond the hub set the basis
for the genetic divergence between pres-
ent-day East Asians and Europeans.

How was the study carried out?

The study tapped into modern and
ancient genomic data for European and
Asian people.

"We found particularly useful the old-
est genomes, dating from 45,000 to
35,000 years ago," said molecular anthro-
pologist and study lead author Leonardo
Vallini of the University of Padova and the
University of Mainz in Germany.
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Meteorological Department
(IMD); sowing data from Digital Crop Survey;
farmer- and farm-related data from Krishi
MApper, an application for geo-fencing and
geo-tagging of land; market intelligence in-
formation from the Unified Portal for
Agricultural Statistics (UPAg); and yield es-
timation data from the General Crop
Estimation Survey (GCES).

The integrated visualisation of the data
will enable quick and efficient decision-mak-
ing. The ICCC ecosystem can be linked with
the PM-Kisan chatbot going forward.

Can the command and control centre
generate individual farmer-specific
advisories?

Going forward, the ICCC can create an
ecosystem based on which individual
farmer-level advisories can be generated
through apps like Kisan e-mitra, a chatbot
developed for PM-Kisan beneficiaries.

The Al-/ machine learning-based system
will identify a farmer through his/ her mo-
bile number or Aadhaar, and match it with
the farmer’s field information obtain through
land records, historical crop sowing informa-
tion from the crop registry, weather data
from IMD, etc.

It will then generate a customised advi-
sory in the local language of the farmer. For
this, the system will use the Bhashini plat-
form that allows translation into several
Indian languages.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

FARMER’S ADVISORY: The ICCC
allows visualisation of GIS based soil
carbon mapping as well as soil health
card data for a particular district
together at one place. “This, when
visualised with weather-related data
from IMD for the selected district, will
allow a customised and authentic
advisory to be sent to the farmer
about the type of crops that can be
grown, and water and fertiliser
requirements,” an official said.

DROUGHT ACTIONS: Officials said
increase or decrease in yield from a
specificregion (as per GCES data) can
be correlated with weather, rainfall,
and other information visualised
through the Drought Portal, enabling
the administration to understand the
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reason for increase/ decrease in yield
and to take decisions proactively.

CROP DIVERSIFICATION: An analysis
of crop diversification maps, together
with field variability for paddy, will
enable decision-makers identify areas
with scope for diversified cropping.

FARM DATA REPOSITORY: Krishi
Decision Support System (K-DSS), a
platform under development, will act
as an agriculture data repository.
Integrated spatial and non-spatial
data will be superimposed as a layer
on the GIS map, and various Al/ ML
models would be run on the data. The
K-DSS will help in evidence-based,
efficient, decision-making, and help
prepare customised advisories.

Footing the climate action bill

In 2009, developed countries committed to raising $100 bn annually for climate action. They have not done
so, and ahead of COP29 in Baku in November, negotiators are working on a new climate finance budget

AMITABH SINHA

THE 2022 climate change conference in
Sharm el-Sheikh decided to set up a Loss and
Damage Fund to help developing countries
recover from climate disasters.

The Dubai conference last year was all
about Global Stocktake, or GST, a review of
ongoing climate action, which resulted in the
first ever explicit acknowledgment of the
need to “transition away” from fossil fuels,
and a promise to triple global renewable en-
ergy capacity by 2030.

This year, the focus is on finance. The ex-
pression that is likely to be heard most fre-
quently in climate conversations and at
COP29, scheduled for November 11-24 in
Baku, Azerbaijan, is NCQG — or New Collec-
tive Quantitative Goal (on finance).

What is NCQG?

NCQG s a convoluted way to describe the
new amount that must be mobilised by de-
veloped countries every year from 2025 on-
ward to finance climate action in developing
countries. This new amount has to be higher
than the $100 billion that developed coun-
tries, collectively, had promised to raise every
year from 2020, but had failed to deliver.

NCQG is extremely important for devel-
oping countries, and discussions on this new
amount have been ongoing for a couple of
years at least. Ata two-day meeting that con-
cluded in Copenhagen, Denmark, on March
22 — the first minister-level climate meeting
for this year — some technical work to arrive
at the NCQG was finalised.

How much money is required to ensure
effective climate action?

It has been clear for some time now that
the biggest hurdle to a significant scale-up in
global climate action is the unavailability of
adequate finance, especially in developing
countries. The scale of annual climate finance
flows has always been considerably less than
the $100 billion that the developed countries
had promised to mobilise every year from

CLIMATE FINANCE FOR DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

Mobilised private M Total fund
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Climate finance mobilised by developed countries, in USD billions
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Bilateral public climate finance: provided by donor countries’ development finance agencies and
institutions. Multilateral public climate finance: provided by multilateral development banks (MDBs)
and climate funds governed by multiple national governments. Export credits: provided by

developed countries’ official export credit agencies for the sale of climate-related goods and services.
Private finance: mobilised by bilateral and multilateral public climate finance. Public climate finance can
leverage private finance though risk mitigation instruments, such as guarantees and insurance.

Source: OECD (2023), Climate Finance Provided and Mobilised by Developed Countries in 2013-2021.
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2020 onward. But even if that amount were
being made available, it would be only a small
fraction of the money that is required to en-
able actions that would keep the world on the
1.5 degree Celsius pathway at least until 2030.

Assessments of current financial require-
ments run into several trillions of dollars
every year.

In 2021, UN Climate Change, the secre-
tariat of the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
said in a report that developing countries
would require a total of about $6 trillion an-
nually between then and 2030 just to imple-
ment their climate action plans.

An updated version of that report is sup-
posed to come out later this year, and is ex-
pected to raise this figure much higher.

The final agreement at Sharm el-Sheikh
included some estimates of the scale of fi-
nancial requirements. It said that a global
transition to a low-carbon economy would
likely require about $4-6 trillion every year
until 2050. Ensuring a tripling of renewable
energy capacity, as agreed in Dubai, is esti-
mated to cost $30 trillion until 2030, accord-
ing to the International Renewable Energy

Association (IRENA).

Of course, these are not mutually exclu-
sive sets of requirements. But $5-7 trillion
every year would mean deploying about 5-
7% of the global GDP to climate action. A few
years ago, the estimated requirements used
to add up to just about 1-1.5% of global GDP.
This shows the rapidly rising cost of inaction.

What are the prospects for a realistic
new annual climate finance target?

At this point, even the possible amounts
under discussion are not in the public do-
main. But it would probably be too much to
expect that the developed countries, which
have been unable to mobilise even $100 bil-
lion a year until now, would commit to rais-
ing an amount that is even remotely close to
the assessed requirements.

In a recent submission made to UN
Climate Change, India called upon developed
countries to ensure that the NCQG was “at
least US$1 trillion per year, composed pri-
marily of grants and concessional finance”.
India’s submission was one of several inputs
that will feed into the ongoing discussions
on the NCQG.

At the Copenhagen ministerial meeting
last week, Simon Stiell, Executive Secretary of
UN Climate Change, urged the developed
countries to make climate finance “bigger
and better”.

“We are talking trillions, not billions. That
is going to require more from all sources and
serious conversations about making new in-
novative sources real, rather than just words
ona page,” he said.

Ironically, Stiell's own organisation s fac-
ing a severe shortage of funds. “In this talk of
climate finance and transparency, [ do need
to mention that our organisation, the UN-
FCCC, now faces severe financial challenges...
Our budget is currently less than half funded.
We are attempting to meet an ever-growing
mandate... Our job is to make your job eas-
ier, to carry out the tasks you have all agreed
we should do, but we can only do this if we
have the funding support,” he said.

UN Climate Change, which organises
dozens of climate meetings every year and
facilitates the implementation of various de-
cisions and agreements, depends heavily on
contributions from countries and voluntary
organisations for carrying out its work.

How will this money be used?

The new amount, even if far from suffi-
cient for the climate challenge the world
faces, will be higher than the current com-
mitment of $100 billion, since that is the
mandate of the NCQG.

However, the delivery of that amount will
be critical. Even $100 billion was considered
adecent sum when it was promised back in
2009 — and it could have made a substantial
difference if it had been delivered in full in
time (from 2020 onward).

The developing countries would like to
make sure that a transparent and inclusive
process s instituted to monitor and measure
whatever amount is finally agreed upon.
Unlike the $100 billion figure, which was of-
fered without any consultations, the NCQG
will be the result of negotiations, and coun-
tries will have better control over compliance.

The way the new sum is distributed
across different kinds of needs — mitigation,
adaptation, loss and damage, and several
others — will also be important. Climate fi-
nance flows are currently heavily skewed in
favour of mitigation actions, while develop-
ing countries have been demanding that
more money be made available for adapta-
tion and other activities.

ASI will ‘delist’ some ‘lost’ monuments. What's happening, and why?

DIVYAA
NEW DELHI,MARCH 26

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL Survey of India
(ASI) has decided to delist 18 “centrally pro-
tected monuments” that it has assessed are
not of national importance. The 18 are part
of an earlier list of monuments the ASI had
said were “untraceable”.

These include a medieval highway mile-
stone recorded as Kos Minar No.13 at Muje-
ssar village in Haryana, Barakhamba Cem-
etery in Delhi, Gunner Burkill's tomb in Jhansi
district, a cemetery at Gaughat in Lucknow,
and the Telia Nala Buddhist ruins in Varanasi.
The precise location of these monuments, or
their current physical state, is not known.

What does ‘delisting’ mean?

The ASI, which works under the Union
Ministry of Culture, is responsible for pro-
tecting and maintaining certain monu-
ments and archaeological sites that have
been declared of national importance un-
der The Ancient Monuments Preservation

Act, 1904 and The Ancient Monuments and
Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958
(AMASR Act).

Delisting a monument effectively
means it will no longer be conserved and
protected by the ASI. Under the AMASR Act,
any kind of construction-related activity is
not allowed around a protected site. Once
the monument is delisted, activities related
to construction and urbanisation in the area
can be carried out in a regular manner.

ASI currently has 3,693 monuments un-
der its purview, which will fall to 3,675 once
the delisting exercise is completed in the
next few weeks. This is the first such large-
scale delisting exercise in several decades.

The gazette notification for the 18 mon-
uments in question was issued on March 8.
There is a two-month window for the pub-
lic to send in “objections or suggestions”.

What does it mean for amonument to
be ‘untraceable’?

The AMASR Act protects monuments and
sites that are more than 100 years old, includ-
ing temples, cemeteries, inscriptions, tombs,

A Mughal-era Kos Minar in the Delhi
z00. A similar milestone in Haryana
faces delisting. Wikimedia Commons

forts, palaces, step-wells, rock-cut caves, and
even objects like cannons and mile pillars
(kos minars) that may be of historical signif-

icance. These sites are scattered across the
country and, over the decades, some have
been lost to activities such as urbanisation,
encroachments, the construction of dams
and reservoirs, or sheer neglect.

Under the AMASR Act, the ASI should
regularly inspect protected monuments. In
cases of encroachment, the ASI can file a po-
lice complaint, issue a show-cause notice
for the removal of the encroachment, and
communicate to the local administration
the need for demolition of
encroachments.

This, however, has not
happened with uniform ef-
fectiveness. The ASI was

CULTURE

How many historical monuments have
been lost in this way?

In December 2022, the Ministry of
Culture submitted to the Parliamentary
Standing Committee on Transport, Tourism
and Culture that 50 of India’s 3,693 centrally
protected monuments were missing.
Fourteen of these had been lost to rapid ur-
banisation, 12 were submerged by reser-
voirs/ dams, and the remaining 24 were un-
traceable, the Ministry told the Committee.

The Committee was in-
formed that security guards
were posted at only 248 of
the 3,693 protected monu-
ments. Inits report on ‘Issues

founded in 1861. The bulk of

the currently protected monuments were
taken under the ASI's wings from the 1920s
to the 1950s, but in the decades after
Independence, the government spent its
meagre resources more on health, educa-
tion and infrastructure, than protecting her-
itage, officials said. The ASI also concentrated
more on uncovering new monuments and
sites instead of protecting existing ones.

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

relating to Untraceable
Monuments and Protection of Monuments
in India’, the Committee “noted with dis-
may that out of the total requirement of
7,000 personnel for the protection of mon-
uments, the government could provide only
2,578 security personnel at 248 locations
due to budgetary constraints”.

Was 2022 the first time that the

disappearance of these monuments
was noticed?

ASI officials had told The Indian Express
then that no comprehensive physical sur-
vey of all monuments had ever been con-
ducted after Independence. However, in
2013, a report by the Comptroller and
Auditor General (CAG) of India had said that
atleast 92 centrally protected monuments
across the country had gone missing,.

The CAG report said that the ASI did not
have reliable information on the exact num-
ber of monuments under its protection. It
recommended that periodic inspection of
each protected monument be carried out.
The Culture ministry accepted the proposal.

The Parliamentary panel noted that “out
of the 92 monuments declared as missing by
the CAG, 42 have been identified due to ef-
forts made by the ASI”. Of the remaining 50,
26 were accounted for,as mentioned earlier,
while the other 24 remained untraceable.
Eleven of these monuments are in Uttar
Pradesh, two eachin Delhi and Haryana,and
others in states like Assam, West Bengal,
Arunachal Pradesh, and Uttarakhand.
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Apple’s travails

If commission charges and listing policies are focused on,
Big Tech disputes can be tackled with no risk to innovation

HE COINCIDENCE IS certainly interesting.Around the time the

ministry of corporate affairs-led committee has recommended

an ex-ante regulatory framework for digital platforms in India,

the US department of justice and 15 states have sued Apple for
monopolising the smartphone market,which is hurting smallerrivalsand
driving up prices. The lawsuit has accused the company of blocking rivals
from accessing hardware and software features on its popular devices.The
sumand substance of the chargeis thatifleft unchallenged,Apple will only
continue to strengthen its smartphone monopoly. The US action comes
after the antitrust action taken against the consumer electronics giant’s
app storein the European Union.Apple has defended itself vigorously,stat-
ing that the USlawsuit iswrong on factsand lawand that any action would
seta dangerous precedent of empowering the government to take a heavy
hand in designing people's technology.

It'snot only Apple. Big tech firms in general have been at loggerheads
with regulators across the world, for quite some time now. For instance,
Applehasbeenfacinga probe in Europe overissues related to compliance
of the Digital Markets Act. Google, Meta,and Amazon have alsobeen hav-
ing frequent run-ins with the regulators, especially in the European
Union.The crux of the problem lies in the mannerinwhich Apple or other
such big tech firms operate. No doubt, they all are innovative and keep
coming up with cutting-edge technological applications, which benefit
consumers.But the flip sideis thatin the process they have ended up con-
trolling the operating system,on which other developers are dependent,
leading to charges of denial of a level playing field.

For instance, Apple is just not a manufacturer of smartphones. It also
owns the operating system,iOS and the app store.Similarly, Google owns
the Android operating system, as well as the Play Store on which various
otherdevelopers need tolist theirapps.Inaddition,Google also owns the
search engine, GPS maps etc. Being vertically integrated organisations,
they control the entire ecosystem—software and hardware—and fix com-
mission charges which are opposed by smaller players. The result is run-
inswith antitrust regulators the world over.While the EU has been tough
interms of regulations,the UShas generallybeen seen as notveryrestric-
tive and balancing innovation with regulation. India is also battling to
come up with a middle path solution, recently suggesting an ex-ante
framework against the current ex-post.

One of the options that analysts have been suggesting is unbundling of
these organisations in the manner in which the monopoly of US telecom
giant AT&Twasbroken several decades back.While this maysound fine the-
oretically, in this day and age, the same may be difficult to implement in
practice. Further,innovation could become a casualty in the process.While
the USlawsuitagainst Applewill take its own time,and it's difficult to spec-
ulate the course it will take, the ideal way forward is to regulate only what
matters.It'sthe commission charges and listing process overwhich a major-
ity of the disputes happen.In India,while the Competition Commission of
India has passed strictures against Google, it's still silent on a similar case
againstApple probablybecause of itslow market share.If regulatorsworld-
wide focus on regulating commission charges and listing policies, the bulk
of the disputes can be tackled without any risk to innovation.

Patrick Drahi offers a painful
lesson in negotiation

WELCOME TO NEGOTIATION, Patrick Drahi style.

Backin August, thebillionaire struck a deferential tonewhen addressingbond-
holders financing his overindebted Altice telecoms empire.The business was fac-
ing challenges on all sides: rising interest costs; weak operating performance; a
corruption probe in Portugal. Drahi made an unusual personal appearance when
Altice France SA, the core business,announced quarterly results and outlined plans
to cut borrowings by selling assets and potentially buying back some of the debt
where it was trading below fair value.

But last week, his underlings flagged a far more aggressive plan — one that
implicitly relied on a lot of bondholders being paid back less than their due. The
change of tack sawAltice France’s bonds plummet. Drahiwas nowhere tobe heard.

At the centre of all this is Altice France’s more pessimistic assessment of the
level of borrowings it can hold. Previously, the firm was trying to get the ratio of net
debt to profit (as measured by earnings before interest, tax,depreciation and amor-
tisation) toaround five times. Now it wants to get below four.As Altice shrinks with
the sale of higher-quality assets, the suggestion is that the remaining business will
have lower overall borrowing capacity.

The newtarget implies a painful journey to get indebtedness down. Net bor-
rowings,accounting for recent asset sales, stand at €24 billion ($26 billion), a
heady 6.4 times Ebitda. Guidance for thisyear’s performance was gloomy,with
Ebitda set to fall by a mid- to high-single-digit percentage. That puts fresh
upward pressure on the leverage ratio.One reason forthe
situation being so stubbornly dire is that disposals aren’t
creating the result the market was hoping for. Altice has
compartmentalised sale proceeds so they don’t directly
bring down the debt.

The impression given by all this was pretty stark: The
company is unsustainable in its current form. You can see
the logic. Recent telecoms transactions in Europe have val-
ued entire businesses atlower multiples of profit than Altice
France’s net leverage multiple, as Bloomberg Intelligence
analyst Aidan Cheslin pointed outin October after Vodafone
Group Plc’s disposal of its Spanish operations.

Sowhere does thisleave bondholders? They could be for-
given for thinking that bond buybacks were originally to play a minor role in get-
ting leverage down,and investors would participate on a voluntarybasis.The impli-
cation of the new plan is that discounted debt trades will have to do some really
heavy lifting.

Anydebtbuyback proposals may therefore have tobe accompanied by carrot-and-
stickincentives.Forexample,might investors beinvited to takea haircut on holdings
inreturn for gaining seniority over fellow borrowers? Those who didn’t participate in
the exchange would then rank lower in the pecking order in any bankruptcy.

The companyisn’t going into details beyond saying it couldn’t exclude anything.
Debtholders can but dream that an equity injection is stillamong the options.

Of course, thismaysimplybe the start of anegotiated restructuring deal with cred-
itors. Some borrowers were already coalescing into a group before last week’s bomb-
shell, Bloomberg News reported.Aclassic negotiating tacticis tostart with an extreme
positionand then“cede”ground on theroad toan agreement.The fall in Altice’sbonds
puts more pressure on holderstoacquiesce to debt exchange termsthat emergelater.

The question nowis how much Drahi’s creditors are willing to go alongwith the
new dynamic. Drahi’s calculation is presumably that when push comes to shove,
they’d rather playball than take the keys.The clockis ticking.In 2025,the company
has€1.3 billion falling due. Even if proceeds from asset sales can get the company
over that hump, the refinancing schedule gets a lot more painfulin 2027.Arecent
private placement raised €350 million at a nosebleed 11.5% rate.

Suppose Drahi has judged the situation correctly,and he can ultimately coax
investors into cutting back their debt claims. This episode won’t be forgottenina
hurry.Asalong-term user of the debt markets, Drahi shouldn’t be surprised when
investors hold his feet to the fire the moment they have the upper hand.

HUGHES

Bloomberg

Opinion

NDIA'S RECENT ECONOMIC suc-

cess, solid momentum, and

promising prospects are making

the country ever more influential

bothregionallyand internationally.
Butthe experience of other countries sug-
geststhat such rapid influenceand robust
progress can be tricky to manage. An
action that makes sense domesticallymay
conflict withwhat other countries expect
from a systemically important economy.
Meanwhile,actions that make sense inter-
nationally could complicate domestic
economic progress.

Poised for continued growth

China plays an important role in
India’s recent growth story. Its high mid-
dle-income levels imply that it was des-
tined eventually to shed labour-intensive
manufacturing and assembly jobs. But
that process has been accelerated by the
rapid diversification of global supply
chains. Most likely, there will be demand-
side inducements for India to expand its
tradable sector, with manufacturing for
export providing employment opportu-
nities for the lower-income rural sectors.

Apple, for example, is expanding
iPhoneassemblyin India,in collaboration
with partners like the Taiwanese manu-
facturer Foxconn. India already accounts
for 7% of iPhone production,and much
of thatisforexport.That said,net foreign-
direct-investment (FDI) flows into India
declined sharplyin the currentfiscalyear,
and it remains to be seen whether there
willbeawave of export-driven investment
in manufacturing sectors.

India also already has a thriving digi-
tal and financial sector. With a large and
growing domestic economy, it has a nat-
uraladvantageinlarge-scale digitalinno-
vation, owing to the fact that such tech-
nologies tend to haverelatively high fixed
costs,but lowvariable costs.

Aswith manufacturing, recent devel-
opments in China bear on this issue.
Owing to changes in China’s economic
and governance modeland its deteriorat-
ing relations with some advanced
economies (most notably the US), exter-
nal capital hasbeenleaving,leading toan

form

EMERGING STAR
INDIA'S RISE AS A GLOBAL POWER CREATES ATIGHTROPE OF DOMESTIC AND INTERNATIONALASPECTS

The giant has arrived

MOHAMED A EL-ERIAN
MICHAEL SPENCE

Respectively, professor, Wharton School,
University of Pennsylvania; and Nobel laureate in
economics and emeritus professor, Graduate
School of Business, Stanford University

influx of capital into India.If not managed
carefully, these inflows could complicate
economic policymakingbyimpactingthe
currency and competitiveness.

Cautionary tales

With India expected to remain the
world’s fastest-growing major economy,
policymakers face the increasingly com-
plex challenge of balancing external and
internal interests, while still maintaining
the country’s growth and development
trajectory. Multinational
corporationshavealsofaced
this dilemma when consid-
ering whether and how to

]
India should seek to
play a larger role in

temic importance. Its thriving digital
economy hasallowed it to offera superior
openarchitecture fordigital finance,mak-
ingita prime example of a massive coun-
try where money can move quickly and
cheaply. Moreover, India’s multilingual
technical capabilities are especially suit-
able for greater exports to many other
countries undergoing similartechnology-
driven development.

No time to waste

Given India’s growing
systemic importance
across so many dimen-
sions, current and future

change where they operate. the world's generations alike would

Such changes can create multilateral be.ne.fit.from early steps to

manyoperationalandrepu- . tituti h minimise the risks and

tational challenges. .ms Itutions, where 1 aximise the opportuni-
Whether the lesson It could be astrong ties presented by a larger

comes from China or Big voice for global footprint.

Tech, India should heed it. constructive reform On the domestic front,

Recent history shows that
the necessary internal
course corrections,aswell as the ability to
shape international perceptions, can
come late or be insufficient.As a result, a
country’s (or a company’s) secular trans-
formation can end up being more com-
plicated than it needs to be.

India’s multinationalsare increasingly
looking abroad for growth opportunities.
Theincreased influx of foreign companies
and other foreign investment flows will
heighten the focus on domestic labour
conditions, as will the larger volume of
incoming FDI. India also is attracting
more foreign portfolio capital, partly due
to more investors growing worried about
geopolitical tensions and the prospect of
Chinabecoming un-investable.

India’s impressive recent technologi-
cal successeswillalsoadd toits global sys-

India is on the cusp of an
even greater inflow of FDI
and portfolio investors. Such capital has
many benefits, of course, including job
creation,technologytransfer,and greater
access to cheaper funding.

But as other countries’ experience
shows, large inflows require rapid adap-
tation of policies and policymakers’
mindsets, as well as measures to over-
come internal resistance from domestic
incumbents.Otherwise,the benefits will
be more than offset by the serious threat
of macroeconomic instability, severe
resource misallocation, excessive risk
taking,and corruption.

Looking outward,India needs tofoster
much deeper cooperative interactions
with key bilateral trading partners,
regional institutions, and international
platforms. Its status as a founder of the
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@ INDIA'S MARITIME IMPACT

Union minister for external affairs S Jaishankar

India has a long and distinguished maritime

tradition, whose civilisational imprint is still
visible...Today, our Act East policy and the Indo-
Pacific Vision have given it a more contemporary

New Development Bank—established by
the BRICS grouping in 2014 —does not
preclude the need for closer ties with the
Asian Development Bank,the World Trade
Organization, the International Monetary
Fund,and other global institutions.

Given its success and outlook, India
cannolonger claim tobean economically
small developing countrywith few global
spillovers. Its growing systemic impor-
tance will bring a larger set of risks and
opportunities. India today is near where
Chinaand BigTechwere before theyinad-
vertently triggered reactions that have
complicated their growth strategies and
undermined theirreputations.India must
lose notime in managingits growing foot-
print, so that its domestic priorities align
with international realities.

When China was at a similar stage of
economic development 16 years ago, it
ran a current account surplus of 10% of
GDP.With Chinese policymakers focused
onthe stock-market bubblein 2007,they
ignored growing external concernsabout
mercantilism and “unfair” competition
until it was too late.

The lesson is that a purely reactive
approach, with its inevitable delayed
response,is muchless effective thanabal-
anced approach combining proactiveand
reactive elements. The current Indian
government, under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, appears to understand
this,and has been generally praised for
how it has navigated today’s highly com-
plexand tense global environment.

But there is more work to be done.
Indiashould seektoplayalargerroleinthe
world’s multilateral institutions,where it
could be a strong voice for constructive
reform. But like it or not, China and India
areboth destined tobe giantsin the global
economy. Working gradually toward a
more constructive relationship that is
consistent with its other geopolitical pri-
orities (including vis-a-vis the US) should
beanobjectiveforIndia.Itisalsoakeyele-
ment in both countries’ability tomanage
their expanding global footprints.

Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2024.
www.project-syndicate.org

Lessons from the Gemini fiasco

TWO INCIDENTS ROCKED the gener-
ative Al scene last month—the failure
of Google’s much-vaunted new Al
chatbot tool, Gemini, and the mal-
functioning of ChatGPT.

Of the two, Gemini’s failure was
particularly glaring, since it involved
historicallyinaccurate texts and polit-
ically and culturally sensitive images.
Google promptly went on a damage
control mode, by turning off its prob-
lematic image generator from the
Gemini system.

Critics of Google feel that the tech
behemoth was rushed when it came to
releasing the Gemini Chatbot. Former
Google employees lay the blame for
Gemini’s failure on the company’s ‘risk-
averse leadership style’and top-down
decision making.

While these contentions may havean
element of truth, the larger factor
accounting for Gemini’s failure is the
peculiar pattern of growth and competi-
tionwitnessed in the Generative Al space,
ever since Open Al launched ChatGPT.

Goliath challenges David

One of the most interesting features
of the GenAl arena has been the absence
of direct competition between large play-
ers. Tech Goliaths like Google are either
locked in competition with talented
Davids like Open Al who enjoy the first
mover advantage, or fight one another
through proxies (a casein pointis the tus-

A DAMODARAN

Visiting professor, Ahmedabad University
Views are personal

As the GenAlI landscape heats up, a fierce competition has

sle between Anthropic and Open Al).The
problem with the Goliath-David compe-
tition in the GenAl space is that nervous
Goliaths who go for a swift kill end up
badly bruising themselves.

Too many, too soon

Thelaunch of ChatGPT on November
30,2022 has triggered an avalanche of
GenAl products. The list includes a slew
of chatbots powered by
Large Language Models
(LLMs),avariety of plugins,
APIs, Al-powered virtual
assistants,and co-pilotaids
targeted at developers and
individual users alike.

The year 2023 wit-

——————....
The Gemini fiasco

has dealt a huge
blow to players in
the GenAl sector. In
its wake, the

Perhaps what is most interesting
about this race is the frenetic pace at
which OpenAl’s rivals replace their
own models in a bid to stay ahead of
theirrivals.Anthropic’s Claude 2.1 fol-
lowed Claude 1.3 in four months.
Meta’s launched Llama 2, three
months after Llama 1.

Asmultimodal Almodels growinsize,
their data requirements vastly increase
both in terms of volume
and complexity, thus dras-
tically increasing demand
for data centres. This phe-
nomenally increases the
costs of building advanced
FMs.OpenAlspent $4.6 bil-
lion to develop GPT-3, a

nessed the rapid entry of government of India  product that goes back to
multimodal foundation Al released its advisory 2020. Experts speculate

models from leading Al
tech companies,each seek-
ing to beat the other. This
trend continuesin 2024.0OpenAl’s latest
text-to-video sensation Sora,launchedin
mid-February 2024, has already met a
match in Alibaba’s EMO.

New foundation models (FMs)
claim their superiority on account of
greater parameter count, larger con-
text window, and high computation
efficiency.Both Google’s Gemini Ultra
and Meta’s Llama 2 are expected to
outdo GPT-4.Anthropicand Mistral Al
arealsointheracetolaunchadvanced
FMs that can outperform GPT-4.

THE EDITOR

The right to elect
an Opposition

When the convenor of a national party
that won by a landslide in two states is
arrested after the notification of
elections, the concept of level playing
fields would seem vitiated. Coming as
it does with the general elections
announced and Code of Conduct in
force, there could well be a case of
infringement on the prerogative of the
electorate who has as much right to

elect a government as to elect an
Opposition. This must then fall within
the purview of the ECI whose primary
remit is being the guardian of the
electorate. Thus, the ECl ought to be
seeking the bail of the convenor of a
national party to strengthen the
sinews of a progressive electoral
democracy. The law courts may well
continue to address the judicial
aspect, but the ECI has the larger onus
of keeping up electoral equilibrium
and providing a fair opportunity to

for tech behemoths
|

that the much-anticipated
GPT-5would need finances
tothetuneof §1.25-2.5bil-
lion just for training the model. Under
these circumstances, the economic costs
of product failure in the GenAl space can
be astoundingly high.

The game that has worked well

In hindsight, OpenAl’s strategy of
rapidly scaling up its customer base for
ChatGPT proved to be superbly success-
ful.In the past 15 months, OpenAl has
not only retained its initial customer
base but also managed to drastically
enlarge the same, thanks to its adroit

every contesting party. That remit
should prevail over all else.
—R Narayanan, Navi Mumbai

The Indian EV market

Apropos of "Another Maruti
moment?", for Sajjan Jindal, making
cars has been a childhood dream. He
built his first car at the tender age of
12 years. So, tying up with China's
SIAC motors for rolling out electric
cars is a natural progression. Whether

emerged between established tech giants and startups. But this
has exposed some cracks, as seen with the recent Gemini fumble

strategy of releasing ‘easy to use’ plug-
ins,virtual assistant apps,and attractive
image generation models. By abandon-
ing its nonprofit pretensions and
embracing the subscription model forits
ChatGPT Plus last year, OpenAl not only
warmed the hearts of its investors but
also became the hot favourite of valua-
tion gurus. Today, it enjoys a staggering
valuation level of $80 billion.

Future direction

The Gemini fiasco has dealt a huge
blow to leading players in the GenAl sec-
tor.Inthewake of the debacle, the govern-
ment of India released its advisory to Al
tech behemoths, insisting that they seek
prior permission before launching their
products, go for disclosures, and label
products which are undergoing testing.

Inthe future,AlFMswould be subject
to elongated phases of containment and
controlled deployment before their
release for large-scale use. Labelling
GenAl products tooappears tobeareality,
evenin countrieswhich havehadaliberal
approach towardsiit.

Yet another likely consequence of the
Geminifiascoisthatitwill bring changes
in Al model training regimes. Unsuper-
vised learning (that relies on unlabelled
data for training models) is likely to face
increasing scrutiny. Even training tools
that rely on labelled data, like supervised
learning, may come underverifiable stan-
dards and protocols.

this would turn out to be another
Maruti moment would be interesting
to see as EVs face two big hurdles in
the form of a lack of robust charging
infrastructure and higher buying cost
than ICE-driven cars. So, Jindal would
have to account for these two before
aiming to become the next Maruti.
Needless to say that Tatas have the
first mover advantage in electric cars.
—Bal Govind, Noida
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

TELANGANA BUGGING
CASE RENEWS CALL FOR
BETTER OVERSIGHT

serious issue that was flying under the radar in

Telangana till recently swung to the centre of the po-

litical battlefield this week. About a fortnight ago, a

deputy superintendent of police at the state’s Special

Intelligence Branch (SIB) was arrested for allegedly
tapping the phones of a large number of people.
By some accounts, he was eavesdropping on around 1,200
people from different walks of life including politics. On
Tuesday, former minister K T'Rama Rao of the BRS, during
whose time in power the phone-taps are said to have
been ordered, urged current Chief Minister A Revanth
Reddy to order a probe, even as several Congress and BJP
leaders claimed their phones had been tapped.

The remand report of D Praneeth Rao, the accused DSP
who had been at the SIB since 2016, reads like the script of a
riveting intelligence drama. He apparently had two rooms
equipped with 17 computers exclusively for his use, with
servers located in different places. Following the change of
guard in the state, he allegedly destroyed the hard drives and
threw away the pieces in Anantagiri forest. Former SIB
chief T Prabhakhar Rao, who was retained in the position
as officer on special duty even after his retirement in 2020,
has now been named the prime accused; he is reported to be
in the US for medical treatment. Additional superintendents
N Bhujanga Rao and M Thirupatanna, who were arrested
on Saturday, have also been named among the accused.

Was it taken for granted that an SIB official could tap
phones with impunity even without proper authorisation
from the home ministry? If this was the case, and opposition
leaders were not spared, what about the common man? The
Supreme Court has made it clear in different verdicts that the
right to privacy is a fundamental right. The top court ruled
in the Puttaswamy case that the right to privacy is an intrin-
sic part of the Constitution’s Article 21. Though there are
restrictions, any interference or violation must be sanctioned
by law. It is also difficult to understand how the shenanigans
in Telangana fall under the categories defined in Section 5 of
the Indian Telegraph Act, 1885. One possible way of prevent-
ing unwarranted wire-tapping by agencies is to introduce
legislative oversight. This way, the powers that be will at least
think twice before misusing the agencies for political gain.

HARDIK BOOING UNLIKE
INDIAN CRICKET FANS

N Sunday, there was an unfamiliar incident during

the match between Gujarat Titans and Mumbai Indi-

ans at Ahmedabad. Unfamiliar because it is not usu-

ally associated with Indian cricket—booing, though

there are exceptions. But it has not been seen in fran-
chise cricket the way it is prevalent, say, in European foot-
ball. Some of us may remember that a pig’s head was thrown
at Luis Figo after he moved to Real Madrid from Barcelona
in the early 2000s. The football world is strewn with such
incidents of hooliganism and atavistic rituals. Yet, despite
the IPL being 17 years old, there has hardly been any booing
or lewd gesture thrown at players by opposing fans.

That’s why it was a surprise when the Ahmedabad
crowd booed Hardik Pandya as the Mumbai Indians captain
walked in for the toss. Booing is not unheard of in cricket,
but it’s rare. It’s simply because fans identify a player with
the national team first, before the club. Stars are cheered
irrespective of their franchise allegiance. Take this season’s
first match, where Virat Kohli was loudly cheered when
he was in the Chennai Super Kings den. However, as the
adage goes, there is no smoke without fire. Hardik was the
Gujarat captain and, suddenly late last year, moved to Mum-
bai, where he was declared the captain replacing
Rohit Sharma. Touted as the next big thing for a long time,
India had been grooming Hardik as a GenNext leader.
Perhaps the fans have not taken to it sportingly enough.
Leading the team against his former club, too, had its own
peril. Since Rohit is one of the most loved players in Indian
cricket and has quite a big fan following, things will not be
easy for Hardik. With Jasprit Bumrah, one of the best bowl-
ers in the Mumbai mix, also being overlooked for captain,
Hardik will constantly be under the scanner.

Though there is immense support for the teams from Ben-
galuru, Mumbai, Chennai or Kolkata, the IPL inter-franchise
rivalry is yet toreach the heady heights of the Premier League
or La Liga. With more IPL matches sharpening the rivalries,
this might just be the beginning of extreme fan reactions.
However, aslong as fans identify with the national team’s suc-
cess and its stars, the Hardik incident will always be a rarity:.

CONDEMN & STOP SEXIST ATTACKS

OME level of mudslinging is inevitable in an election season.
S But the derogatory remark made on Congress leader Supriya

Shrinate’s social media account about BJP’s Lok Sabha can-
didate from Mandi Kangana Ranaut has hit a new low. The dis-
tasteful remark equating the Himachal town with prostitution
should be condemned by all, irrespective of political affiliation.
Shrinate’s initial defence that someone else “with access” to her
accounts posted it is indefensible, because it’s her prerogative to
give that right. Let us not stoop to using sexist barbs demeaning
a profession or person. It should not be difficult for the Congress
leadership to unequivocally condemn such comments.
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EDITORIAL

WSS\ EPWAQRNUGYZN THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

HE high-level committee head-
ed by former President Ram-
nath Kovind has provided the
template for India to return to
the system of simultaneous
elections to the Lok Sabha and
state assemblies, which got com-
pletely disrupted over half a century ago.

After a comprehensive examination of
the constitutional, administrative and
other issues involved in bringing about
simultaneity, the committee has recom-
mended that this process could begin with
a Lok Sabha poll, possibly in 2029. The Ko-
vind Committee’s recommendations are
not surprising, because several other in-
stitutions and agencies have argued in fa-
vour of synchronising the elections—in-
cluding the Election Commission of India,
Law Commission, National Commission
to Review the Working of the Constitu-
tion, a standing committee of parliament,
and NITI Aayog. While all these institu-
tions agreed on the need to hold the elec-
tions simultaneously, there was consider-
able divergence in their views on execution
of the plan. However, the Kovind Commit-
tee’s recommendations offer a 360-degree
view of the problem and what appears
to be the most practical way to resolve it,
although it is rather complex.

The committee held extensive consul-
tations with political parties, citizens and
other stakeholders. Among the national
political parties, only two out of six—
Bharatiya Janata Party and National
People’s Party—favoured the idea of
evolving a system to ensure simultaneity.
Among the state parties, 13 out of 33liked
the idea, while seven parties were against
it; the remaining 13 parties preferred to
remain neutral. Interestingly, four former
chief justices of India—Dipak Misra,
Ranjan Gogoi, Sharad Arvind Bobde and
Uday Umesh Lalit—were in favour of si-
multaneous polls, as also were nine out
of the 12 chief justices of high courts who
participated in the consultations.

After taking note of the recommenda-
tions from different political parties and
other stakeholders, the Kovind Commit-
tee stated, “The loss of simultaneity
in elections after the first two decades
of India’s independence has had a bane-
ful effect on the economy;, polity and soci-
ety Initially, two elections were held eve-
ry 10 years. Now several elections are
held every year.” This cast a huge burden
on government, businesses, workers,
courts, political parties, candidates con-
testing elections and civil society at large.
The committee therefore recommended
that the government should develop “a
legally tenable mechanism” to restore

The Kovind Committee is the latest in a number of panels
advising simultaneous elections. Synchronising polls will take
time, but the possibility is closer than ever in recent decades

ONE ELECTION WILL
ALLOW BETTER FOCUS
ON GOVERNANCE

the cycle of simultaneous elections.

In order to bring about this synchroni-
sation, the panel recommended that the
President of India may, by notification
issued on the date of the first sitting of
the Lok Sabha after a general election, fix
an ‘appointed date’; the tenure of all state
assemblies constituted after that date
and before the expiry of the full term of
the Lok Sabha shall be only for the period
up to the subsequent election to the
Lok Sabha. Thereafter, all general elec-
tions to the Lok Sabha and the state as-
semblies shall be held simultaneously:

In the second phase, elections to mu-
nicipalities and panchayats will be syn-
chronised with this. Further, the commit-
tee has said that should the Lok Sabha be
dissolved prematurely, fresh elections

Vice-Chairman, Executive Council, Prime
Ministers Museum and Library, New Delhi

SOURAV ROY

should be held to constitute a new House,
but its tenure will be limited to the unex-
pired term of the dissolved House. If par-
liament amends the Constitution and the
election laws as suggested, the process of
synchronisation could begin with the
president’s notification soon after the
constitution of the new Lok Sabha in
2029, and the alignment of the national
and state elections would be completed by
2034. This is indeed a long haul, taking a
full decade to finalise, but it is worth it.
As the Kovind Committee has pointed
out, we have seen 400 elections to the Lok
Sabha and state assemblies since inde-
pendence. This is truly mind-blogging and
a major impediment to governance and
national progress. Democracy should not
result in reckless political manoeuvrings

Which is more musical, a truck
passing by a factory or a truck

. ) John
passing by a music school?

Cage

and election-mania that leads to policy pa-
ralysis, governance deficit and disrupts
normal life and the functioning of essen-
tial services. The committee has rightly
rejected the opinion of the Congress and
the Communist Party of India (Marxist);
both claimed that if the elections were
synchronised, it would be “fundamentally
anti-democratic” and would strike at the
root of parliamentary democracy:

Does it lie in the mouth of a Congress
leader to put forth these arguments when
all the stalwarts of the party who drafted
the Constitution—including Jawaharlal
Nehru, Sardar Patel and Rajendra Pras-
ad—approved simultaneous elections in
the 1950s and 1960s. The system suited the
party in the first two decades after the Con-
stitution came into being. Secondly, elec-
toral data shows that the people vote differ-
ently in the Lok Sabha and state assembly
elections these days. There are dozens of
examples of this in recent years from
states such as Delhi, Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh, Karnataka, Himachal Pradesh
and Uttarakhand. As the largest democ-
racy in the world, Indians take pride in the
electoral choices they make and in the pot-
pourriof political parties which they have
promoted over the years. For example,
the Second Lok Sabha had 12 political par-
ties; this number is now around 40.

It is now up to the new government
that is formed after the Lok Sabha elec-
tions next June to consider these recom-
mendations. Currently, most opinion polls
seem to indicate that the BJP-led National
Democratic Alliance is headed for a two-
thirds majority. If the opinion polls turn
out right, one can safely predict that si-
multaneous elections to the Lok Sabha
and the state assemblies will be on top of
the agenda for Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in his third term for two reasons.
First, he has a penchant for diving into
the most complex issues which appear ir-
resolute and resolving them—abrogation
of Article 370 and reservation of a third
of the seats in parliament and state as-
semblies for women are immediate exam-
ples that come to mind. Second, he is like-
ly to have the requisite strength in both
Houses of parliament to ensure passage
of the constitutional and other legislative
measures to bring about simultaneity.

One must look forward to an end to the
current chaos vis-a-vis elections and a re-
turn to a more orderly electoral exercise
once in five years all over the nation, so all
governments at the Centre and in the
states can focus on governance and nation-
al development for much of that period.

(Views are personal)
(suryamedia@gmail.com)

LOUDSPEAKER RAJ: SUFFERING
NOISE POLLUTION IN SILENCE

HE deafening noise of DJs and
public address systems have
emerged as a bane of modern
life. Many of us—old or young,
healthy or delicate, sleepaholic
or insomniac—often suffer
from uncontrolled cacophony
in our neighbourhood or public area.
Come elections, and noise levels in both
urban and rural areas destabilise lives
and inflict misery on helpless citizens.
However, the enforcement authorities
tasked with protecting us from such de-
bilitating intrusion often turn a deaf ear.

The Centre in 2000 framed the Noise
Pollution (Regulation and Control) Rules
that prescribe permissible noise levels or
ambient air quality for different areas,
separately for day and night time. While
the maximum permissible noise level for
residential areas respectively for day and
night time has been fixed at 55 and 45
dB(A), those for Silence Zones are 50 and
40 dB(A). Rules also state a loudspeaker
shall not be used between 10 pm and 6 am,
except in closed premises like auditori-
ums, conference rooms, community and
banquet halls; that too, for communication
within. Further; aloudspeaker shall not be
used except after obtaining written per-
mission of the competent authority. The
Rules, however, are confined to books only
and flagrant violations are the norm.

In July 2005, the then Chief Justice R C
Lahoti held that noise adversely affects the
right to life, which is a fundamental right
enshrined in Article 21 of the Constitution;
he ordered that, first, noise level shall not
exceed 10dB above the standard ambient
noise for the area or 75dB, whichever is
lower; second, no one shall use amplifiers
between 10 pm and 6 am except in public
emergencies; and third, states shall make
provision for confiscation of loudspeakers
and amplifiers found to create noise be-
yond the permissible limit. Earlier, in
Church of God in India vs KKR Majestic
Colony Welfare Association (August 2000),
the Supreme Court had held even religious
activities cannot be blasted on amplifiers.

The rules provide it is the responsibility
of authorities, defined as District Magis-
trate or Police Commissioner or any other
officer not below the rank of a DSP, to en-
force noise pollution control measures.
Anyone can make a complaint and the au-
thority can prohibit emission of such ex-
cess noise, besides initiating necessary
legal action against the violators. Contra-
vention can make one liable for imprison-

B KSHARMA

ment up to 5 years and/or a fine up X1 1akh,
provided the complaint is filed by ‘author-
ised’ officials, which includes central and
state pollution control board officials and
collectors and sub-divisional magistrates.

While action by such authorised offi-
cials have been few and far between, the
police, in absence of power to prosecute
under the Rules except in states like Kar-

Only a handful of states such as
Odisha, Bihar,Assamand Madhya
Pradesh have enacted laws to control
the use of loudspeakers. However,
prescribed punishments are often

too lenient & the laws are observed
more in breach. Helpless citizens’

pleas seem to fall on deaf ears

nataka, often treats noise pollution as a
“public nuisance” under Section 268 of the
IPC, thereby making it punishable under
Section 290, which provides for a meagre
fine of up to%200. The police also move the
executive magistrate to pass an order un-
der Section 133 of the CrPC for the removal
of such nuisance. In case of failure to do
so, the violator becomes liable for punish-
ment under sections 188 and 291 of the IPC,
which provide for a maximum imprison-
ment of only 6 months.

National Crime Records Bureau data
shows that 7,378 police cases were regis-
tered in India during 2022 relating to noise
pollution. Almost 99 percent of the cases
were registered in Rajasthan alone, while
UP registered just one case. As many as 20

EXPRESS

L

f % Former Director General of Police, Odisha
1

states registered no case at all. Rajasthan
is the only state that makes contravention
a cognisable offence under section 7 of Ra-
jasthan Noise Control Act,1963, which ex-
plains why well-nigh all noise pollution
cases are registered there. 99% of cases
have ended in conviction, largely because
of admissions of the accused since the pre-
scribed punishment is a meagre fine of
maximum Rs 250 for the first conviction.
Resultantly, the impact of police action is
limited and the fear of law minimal.

Only a handful of states like Odisha, Bi-
har, Assam and Madhya Pradesh have en-
acted specific legislations to control the use
of loudspeakers and provide punishment
for contravention. However, offences for
violations of noise control limits in these
states are non-cognisable in nature and
even the punishments are lenient, due to
which police action has limited impact.
State pollution control boards and magiste-
rial authorities, conferred with power to
penalise noise pollution under the Environ-
ment Protection Act,1986, are hardly seen
acting. Thus, violations are widespread and
flagrant. In the name of religion, temples
and mosques openly violate noise limits.
Election campaigning turns out to be a
nightmare. Community fairs and festivities
are also a time for aperta contra legem, or
flouting the law. The result is the unmiti-
gated suffering of helpless citizens who
seemingly have no recourse to relief.

In addition to causing harmful health
effects, including hearing damage,
palpitation and tinnitus, louder-than-al-
lowed sound symbolises a lack of civility,
breakdown of social etiquettes and
collapse of human concern. It represents
a challenge to law enforcement and an
imposition of hooliganism of a few upon
the vast majority of silent sufferers. It is
time we put a stop to this by ensuring we
have befitting laws at the central or state
levels, making such offences cognisable
and providing for stricter punishment,
including pre-conviction confiscation of
the contravening equipment. Authorities
mandated should also be made to act with
sensitivity to protect helpless citizens.

(Views are personal)
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Tribal representation

Ref: Kuki-Zos urged not to enter Manipur
Lok Sabha fray (Mar 26). This is not a good
suggestion by the Indigenous Tribal Leaders’
Forum (ITLF), as this will lead to non-
representation of the majority for the tribal
areas of the region. They should certainly
contest and try to win the fight against
misgovernance by the present dispensation.
K Nehru Patnaik, Visakhapatnam

Inadvisable decision

The ITLF deserves praise for advising Kukis to
vote, especially at a time 60,000 people of
the region remain displaced. But its resolve
to keep away from contesting the polls is
inadvisable. By winning a seat, they can raise
their voice against the injustices faced.
Rajamani Chelladurai, Tirunelveli

Two faces

Ref: AAP keeps up pressure, now on social
media (Mar 26). The AAP may explore ways to
fight the BJP in the elections, especially post
Arvind Kejriwal’s arrest. But innocent or not,
Kejriwal evading the ED’s summons repeatedly
was incorrect. The BJP’s efforts in ‘rooting

out corrupt leaders’ may be right, but what
about the politicians who have joined the BJP
despite scams levelled against them?

Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad

Cash cow

Ref: IPL first-price: RCB ticket at I55,055 (Mar
26). It is evident the [PL is now a money-minting
machine for the BCCI. The wealth generated
from the IPL could be used to promote not just
cricket, but other sports as well, which would be
a great service to our nation.

Biju C Mathew, Thiruvananthapuram

Ecological balance

Ref: India needs to bring environment
issues to political mainstream (Mar 26).
Several steps have been taken by the Modi
government to reduce pollution such as
free LPG connections, reducing dependence
on usage of fossil fuels, and subsidies for
electric vehicles. Yet, more needs to be done.
There should be a healthy balance between
developmental activity and preservation
of the environment. These should not be
mutually exclusive.

Hemanth D Pai, Bengaluru

Debate heritage

Ref: How not to have an opposition-less India
(Mar 21). The article gives a good look at the
current quagmire in the body politic of India,
but our cultural heritage has a pre-eminent
history of healthy debate where open-minded
views were shared with all. So why have an
opposition at all?

Sarasvati Prasad, email

THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

Chairman of the Board: Manoj Kumar Sonthalia Editor: Santwana Bhattacharya

Resident Editor (Tamil Nadu): Anto T Joseph * Printed and Published by R K Jhunjhunwala on behalf of Express Publications (Madurai) Private Ltd., at Express Press, Old No. 152/New No. 110, Pankaja Mills Road, Coimbatore - 641 045. Coimbatore: Vol. 35, No. 74. RNI Reg. No. TNENG/53674/91.
Phone: 0422-2317853, Fax: 0422-2311320. * Responsible for selection of News under the PRB Act. Copyright: Express Publications (Madurai) Private Ltd. All rights reserved. Reproduction in any manner, electronic or otherwise, in whole or in part, without prior written permission is prohibited.

epaper.newindtanexpress.mn.




f3
*‘ax 4

Tar E( ONOMIC Tnu

The Edit Page

THE ECONOMIC TIMES | NEW DELHI / GURGAON | WEDNESDAY | 27 MARCH 2024 |

WWW.ECONOMICTIMES.COM

India is Getting
Billionaire-Raising

Move out of your domestic-market comfort zone

Mumbaihasdisplaced Beijing as Asia’s city with the lar-
gest number of billionaires, according to Hurun Global
Rich List 2024. This ticker-tape news comes as Indian
stock markets powered ahead on a robust post-Covid re-
covery, while China is struggling to raise economic
growth. The reordering is unlikely to be permanent, be-
cause India’s market capitalisation-to-GDP ratio is in
overvalued territory, while it is undervalued in China.
The forward earnings multiples of Indian stocksare also
considerably higher than those in China, reflecting the
changing preference among emerging markets by Flls.
The situation is evolving rapidly, however, with Beijing’s
attempts to crank up the economy. The Hong Kong Stock
Exchangehasalreadyregained its positionasthe world's
fourth biggest by market capafter having been surpassed
briefly by India. Therecent correctioninIndian mid-and
smallcaps, prodded by regulatory con-
cern over valuation froth, will influ-
ence investor expectations.

Theemergenceof Mumbaias Asia’s
billionaire capital also serves as a
marker for wealth concentration. In-
dia’s economy in nominal dollars is

% thesizeof China’sand14% thatof

the US. In per-caplta terms, again in nominal dollars, In-
diaisat21% of China'slevelandat3.4% of theUS.Indiais
among economies adding most to the global billionaire
population despite not being directly exposed to techno-
logy thatisdriving valuations on Wall Street to extraordi-
nary levels. As India plugs deeper into a world economy
driven by technology and alternative energy, given its
current concentration of wealth, it should continue to
contribute an outsized number of the uber-wealthy.

There is a hurdle, though, in India playing catch-up in
the wealth game. For the rising tribe of Indian billionai-
restoamass wealth on a truly global scale, they would ne-
ed to move out of the comfort zone of the domestic mar-
ket. Their enterprise will need a far bigger global foot-
print in manufacturing and services.

With Gaza Hurting,
Get Real, Israel

Not falling into the ‘cause-effect trap’, a UNSC resolution on
Monday calling for an immediate ceasefire in Gaza, made pos-
sible by US abstention, sends out a clear message: Israel is
overdoing retribution. Escalation of the humanitarian disas-
ter in Gaza will not lead to peace or security in the region. Th-
rough the resolution and its framing process, the world sent
outaclear message that violence does not lead to peace and se-
curity, but to endless cycles of violence and humanitarian dis-
aster. Israelisdisregardingthe ceasefire call, and isespecially
unhappy that its traditional ally has abstained in the UN call
for a ceasefire, without mentioning Hamas, the original perp
inthiscase, needing torelease Israeli hostages as a prerequisi-
| m—— te for a cessation of blowback.
|l e~ 7  Hamas,on itspart, must not take the UN
- vote as a get-out-of-jail-free card. It is, in-
deed, aterrorist organisation and perpet-
~ ratorof the October 7attacks. Butacease-
- : fireleadingtoapolitical solution is essen-
m tial for peace and security in the region
and to limit global crisis. Countries need
to impress on Benjamin Netanyahu that the smart and right
thing to do is to refrain from attacking Rafah. Compounding
the humanitarian situation in Gaza is no guarantor for peace
in the region. While the two-state solution seems difficult at
the moment, it is the only solution for peace. The global effort
must befocused on helping the Palestinian Authority (PA)and
other liberal voices find their place at the table.

India must play the honest broker. Leveraging its experience
of terrorism and its relationship with both Palestine and Isra-
el, Delhi must impress on Netanvahu the importance of the
ceasefire and work with PA to step up and win back control
from Hamas.

A€ )UST IN JEST

4 ABSF band in black suits, white shirts,
red ties, on Holi? Sermuﬂy?

A Bit of Colour Would
Go a Long Holi Way

The internet is right — India is not for beginners. The mo-
re things change here, the more we seem to cling to old
stuff. In 2022, Gol dropped the genuinely popular and mo-
ving tune Abide With Me’ from the Beating Retreat cere-
mony that was part and parcel of the repertoire since 1950,
because it wanted to include non-English Indian songs.
Earlier this year, the Indian Navy changed protocol to al-
low officers and sailors to wear Kurta-pajamas in officers’
messes and sailor institutes, as part of Gol's initiative to
‘Indianise’ military customs.

Butcome this Holi, netizens spotted a video of a BSFteam
organising a Holi mela in Srinagar. And, as is practice, the
house band was playing some popular tunes for those who
attended. So far so good. But what was the full team wea-
ring for the Holi mela? Believe it or not, black suits, white
shirtsand —wait for it—red ties! Italmost seemed that the
team forgot it was Holi, which is all about non-subdued co-
lours. Did the BSF band — also looKing very, very sombre
— think they were attending a board meeting of a PSU?
How on earth can one celebrate spring in a black suit, whi-
te shirt and — yves — red tie? Next time, someone needs to
remind BSFthat Holiis notared-tie event, leave the suits at
home and embrace technicolour. And who wants ties —
red or otherwise —to be tied to the past?

Gol has selectively dropped tariffs to make it easy for foreign EVs (read:; Tesla) to come in — but...

Difficulty of EV-Ness

Beyond Tesla...
Teslar, Teslast

Swaminathan S Anklesaria ﬁl}fﬂl’

| 9 he way has heen cleared

for Tesla to enter India.

(ol has succumbed to the

company’s demand that in

return for a big invest-

ment here, India should reduce the

import duty on EVs from 70-100% to

just 15%. Concessions are available

toall global companies, not just Tes-

la. But note — never before has inv-

estment in autos in India been link-
ed to concessional imports.

I have long argued against con-
cessions to Tesla and other foreign
companies to enter India. None we-
re given to the world’'s auto majors
for conventional petrol and diesel
vehicles. But they came anyway be-
cause the Indian market was toobig
to ignore. From General Motorsand
Ford to Tovota and Volkswagen, all
came in, and some suffered losses
for decades because India was too
big amarket to surrender easily,

Many foreign and Indian compa-
nies are already launching EVs in
India. So, Tesla was not needed to
kick-start a new product. But it is
siich an iconic company that Gol
hasgiven in. The silverlining is that
so many conditions have been impo-
sed on the giveaways that the cost
will be limited, though high.

First, foreign investors will have to
invest at least 3500 mn. Second, duty
concessions will apply for only five
vearsto 8,000 vehicles a year costing
$35,000 or more. Total tax conces-
sion will depend on the cost of each
imported vehicle. But Reuters esti-
mates it around $800 mn over five ye-
ars, a huge sum. However, in the ab-
sence of a tax cut, far fewer than
8,000 vehicles a year may be import-
ed. So, the cost may be less.

Tesla sells EVs in the US at
$40,000-70,000. In China, it has cut
prices to combat stiff competition
from companies suchas BYD —cur-
rently the biggest EV producer in
the world — Nio, XPeng and Li Auto.
Tesla is marketed as a luxury car in
the US, Europe and China. But the
Chinese market is dominated by
cheap EVs by local companies. The
cheapest models cost under $10,000.

Tesla has till now not attempted
to make a cheap car for the masses,
But, reportedly, it's doing R&D on
this. Whetherit succeedsremainsto
be seen. Its outstanding features ha-
ve been elegance, design and new
tech, all essential in the luxury sec-
tor: By contrast, BYD produces a full
range of autosfrom cheap toluxury,
pluselectricbuses. Thishasenabled
it to overtake Tesla In volume. But
Elon Musk hassuchafantastictrack
record in innovation that none sho-
1ld rule out his springing a surprise
in the mass market.

Tata and Mahindra have ambitio-
us EV plans. Tata’s global subsidia-
'y, Jaguar, is going to produce 100%
EVsinafew yvears. InIndia, Tatahas
launched Tiago at 10 lakh ($12,000),
Punch at %11 lakh and Nexon at ¥15
lakh. Mahindra XUV400 is available
at 716 lakh. Tata and Mahindra are
not too worried about competition
from Tesla, which caters sofarto a
much higher price band.

If Tesla 1s going to invest $500 mn
in India, itfaces adilemma. If' it con-
tinues focusing on high-end cars, its
massive investment will have to be
mostly for export, not the Indian
market, which is still modest for
high-end cars. If it opts for trying to
produce mid-priced autos for the In-

dian market, it will face fierce coms-
petition from companies already
here, not just Tata and Mahindra
butall the global majors.

In China, Tesla has lost leadersh-
ip to BYD. Tesla produces only luxu-
ry autos. But BYD produces a full
range from cheap to luxury cars,
apart from electric buses, for which
it already has a small plant in India.

Logically, India should be wooing
Chinese manufacturers that produce
cars far more suited to Indian wal-
lets. However, after the 2020 clashes
in Ladakh, Gol has retaliated by
blocking Chinese investments not
just in security-related areas but
others like autos too. Great Wall of
China had proposed $1 bn invest-
ment for conventional autos, but
that was blocked.

BYD also proposed a JV with Me-
gha Engineering with an investme-
nt of $1 bn in EVs and batteries. But
thiswas turneddown. BYDisaworld

It will be transformative

leader in battery —
technology, which Logically,
is of critical im- India should
portance  since be wooing
hatteries constitu- Chinese
te the bulk of cost  manufacturers
of an EV. Tesla that produce
and other foreign cars far more
companies may suited to
be ahead in styvle Indianwallets.
and fancy featu- However,after
res, but they can't the 2020
beat BYD and clashesin
other Chinese Ladakh, Gol
companies on pri- has retaliated
ce. In the price- by blocking
conscious Indian Chinese
market, that may investments

be conclusive.

MG Motor, a global brand now ow-
ned by the Chinese, has done well in
India sofar But to secure its future,
it's going to become a minority part-
ner in a JV with Jindal South West.
Perhaps this is the route by which
India may ultimately get some, if
not all, top Chinese EV companies.
That would be far more important
than getting just Tesla.

Arijit Barman

loyota May Be
The Real Gainer

4 Y vyberpunk or Cassandra,
b - provocateuror perceptive,
Elon Musk surely knows
W/ howtocontrol the narrati-
ve and noise.
Hisrelentless honking at Raisina
Hill's policymaking precinct for the
last four vears did electrify the ima-
gination of the gov bureaucracy
That is why the auto industry execu-
tives in private see the Narendra
Modi government’s new EV policy,
the last business announcement be-
fore the Lok Sabha polls, predomi-
nantlyasared carpetrollout for just
one eccentric billionaire: Musk.
Even then, to straightjacket the
initiative as ‘The Tesla policy’ is a
cynical response. The time-bound
and ceiling-based 55-85% importduty
cuton EVsabove aparticular value,
linked to specific localisation and
investment milestones to boost do-
mestic manufacturing, would bene-
fit incumbents Tata Motors, Hyun-

daiand VW Group asmuch as it wo-
uld Musk, or accelerate the plans of
Pham Nhat Vuong, founder of Viet-
namese OEM VinFast that has been
looking to set up base in Tamil MNa-
du. Predictably, therefore, the initi-
al outrage of local players has eva-
porated atter the announcement.

Is there enough juice in the fine
print to get Musk all charged up
about the purchasing power of In-
dia’s billion-plus population for his
Models 3, Y or even S? The answer
may lie around the world or even in
neighbouring China — the biggest
EV market where Tesla’s entry in
2019-20 radically turbocharged de-
mand and sales.

Four yvears on, cutback in subsi-
dies and consumer spending has se-
en growth rates for EVs fall behind
Europe and the US after outselling
both markets combined. Such dece-
leration has pummelled profitabili-
tv and excess capacities, with EV
players — HiPhi, Byton and Levdeo
—going belly up.

Bernstein Research estimates car-
makers in China are likely to still

add capacity for 5 million cars bet-
ween 2023 and 2025, most of which
are EVs. Beijing is nudging playvers
to ship out cars worldwide, further
muddving the geopolitical and tra-
de waters. India, for example, held
back a billion-dollar FDI proposal
for BYD's EVs even though its cle-
an-tech commercial vehicles ply in
many of our bigcities. EU launched
anti-subsidies probe last fall.

Does it make enough sense to re-
chargethe company with a big-bang
India entry in the short term? Im-
porting 8,000 cars/year of the chea-
pest Tesla Model 3 with the new du-
tv benefit at an estimated 339 lakh/
car will hardly move the needle ina
market that sells 4 million vehicles
inall/vear, of which2% isEV.

Additionally, Musk will notenjoy
13-18% PLI benefits, unlike home-
grown challengers Tata Motors and
Mahindra, who are ready to offer
multiplealternatives between them
by 2026-27.

India’s onerous rules will ensure
that it Musk wantstoserve inIndia,
he has tomake in India. He has been
talking of a new mass-market com-
pact crossover by mid-2025. With
wage inflation going up due to the
United Auto Workers strike in the
US, Musk may well think of using
Indiaasamanufacturinghubtoser-
vethe localmarketand a production
base for other emerging markets,
much like Ford did with its subcom-
pact crossover SUV EcoSport.

Electric is the future, But is that
future now? Oreven the day after to-
morrow?

The story is the same across the
world, forcing Ford and General
Motors to put brakes on their elec-
trification plans. While Germany
ended EV subsidies last December
after spending 10 billion euros since
2014 by partially funding purchases
of over 1 million cars, France exclu-
ded Chinese-made cars from reba-
tes around the same time. Thiseven
impacted Tesla’s Made-in-China Mo-
del 3, though the Model ¥ SUV pro-
duced in Germany was kept off the
scrapping list. The ‘range anxiety’
isnolessintheUS, wherevehicle in-
ventories withautodealersreached
a record 4-month high during the
last Christmas holiday season.

Thisupend or consumer weariness
is reflected in Tesla's latest financi-
als. Tesla is estimated to have sold
over50% of EVsintheUSlastcalen-
dar yvear, as well. Income from oper-
ations is down 47% from the prior-
vear quarter. Worrvingly, operating
marginsof 8.2% for Q4 2023 are half
of the fourth quarter of 2022. The
stock is down 32% vear-to-date,

When the same Musk who once
joked on SNL, ‘Treinvented electric
cars... Did you think I was going to
be a chill, normal dude? forewarn-
ed analysts in January of a ‘notably
slower’ growth outlook of 2024 ins-
tead of the earlier envisaged 50%
average annual growth, it's evident
the EV euphoria has been short-cir-
cuited, at least for now.

As spotty charging infra trips up
mega ambitions, perhaps the big-
ger beneficiary of the electric buzz
will be another company whose initi-
als also start with the same letter T;
Tovota, by doubling down on ‘head-
ache-free’ hybrids has made them
far more mainstream.

Qrijit. barman imesgroup.cont

Seema Sirohi
e

Where does Pakistan figure these
days in the US scheme of things?
Yes, it remains important, but for all
the wrong reasons-

border with Afghanistan, vault full
of terrorist groups and, not to forget,
an arsenal of nuclear weapons.

Donald Lu, State Department’s
lead officer for South and Central
Asia, told a House subcommittee
hearing last week, “We have deep
national security interests with
Pakistan, not least of which isthe
fight against terrorism.’ Political
and economic stability of Pakistan
1s important for Washington. This is
what the Pakistaniestablishment
wanted to hear, and Luleaned in,
sometimes getting overly personal
about his Pakistan connection.

But there wasno hint of a resetor
resumption of military aid. As for
help with IMF, Pakistan needs to
meet conditions for a longer-term
bailout after the standby agreement
for $3 bn signed last year runsout in
April. The economy is in such dire
straits, the main objective of army
chief Asim Munir's10-day visit last
December was financial help, nota
listof ‘most wanted’ weapons. The

-a collapsing eco-
nomy; radicalised populace, inflamed

US side seemed to agree as Pakistan
embarked on yet another vovage of
discovery,

It's been a while since the Pakista-
niestablishment has felt ‘wanted’ by
Washington. The last bigsplash on
US shores was in 2019 when Donald
Trump received Imran Khan at the

White House. It's been downhill ever

since. When Joe Biden took office,
hedidn’t even bother to call Khan,
abandoning tradition with aplomb
while Khan and his advisers waited
by the phone.

Biden also decided to get out of
Afghanistan, robbing Pakistan of
considerable leverage, to say noth-
ingof therent. AsTaliban took over
Kabul, Khan declared Afghans had
broken the ‘shackles of slavery’.
That won him nofriends as his loud
anti-Americanism pushed Pakistan
further down the US agenda. The
White House had more important

Too clm for comfort

objectives to pursue, which meant
the State Department was in charge,
where the last of the Pakistan
enthusiasts reside.

The next two years saw Khan's
hubris on full display, thearmy’s
machinations tosideline and jail
him, an imploding economy, the
Taliban coming out of ‘strate-
gicdepth’ and turning from
faux friend toreal foe and
the crafting of a new coali-
tion government. That th-
ere was massive electoral
manipulation is not in
doubt, but how torationali-
se 1t became the question.

Khan's Pakistani Ameri-
can supporters want an accounting
of why their supreme leader was
robbed of hiscrown, They hope
their exertions would force a reck-
oning in Washington, which is un-
likelwv But thev did build enough
pressure to get a campaign goingon
Capitol Hill. Last month, 31 mem-
bers of the House wrote to Biden,
calling for an investigation into ‘pre-
and post-poll rigging’ and listing all
the ways Khan's party was denied a
level playing field. Pro-establish-
ment Pakistani Americans, who are
comfortable with whatever the
army dishes out, got nervous. They
asked leading questions of the letter
writers — wouldn't an independent
investigation into election irregula-
rities amount to meddling in Pakis-
tan’s internal politics?

They needn't have worried —
there’'s little appetite in Washington
foran activist Pakistan policy The

Why US Allows Pak Double Games

minimum is the maximum. The
subcommittee hearing with Lu as
the sole witness 1s a case in point.
Was it the lack of interest that no
outside experts were called or ennui
that now pervades the US-Pakistan

L relationship? Luwas careful and it
" wasclear he didn't want to say any-
F Tl ihingthatmightsparkanew

L L _conspiracy theory.

Pakistan remainsan 1mpnr
tant US partner and a major
non-Natoally for all praectical
purposes, practical being the

I.E""IER FRUH operative sentiment. The US

needs eyes and ears to moni-

WASHINGTON torterrorist groups, especial-

Iv Al-Qaeda and offshoots of
IS. And ISI knows the game — it can
deliver at the right time.

A more immediate issueforthe US
is trying to protect Afghan refugees
after Pakistan announced it would
expel an estimated 1.7 mnundocu-
mented Afghans, ostensibly to curb
terrorism. Many Afehans with spe-
cial immigrant visas forthe US are
in Pakistan awaiting final clearan-
ces, After adisastrous withdrawal,
the Biden administration is trying
to bring as many Afghan interpret-
ersand contractors who helped the
US military during the war;

Theoverall US policy remains
‘rinse and repeat’ despite Pakistan’s
habitual double games, decades of
deception, role in the Killing of US
soldiers and hosting of Osama bin
Laden. Mere mortals might ask why
Twomain reasons; Pakistan's nukes
and a superpower’s capacity to ab-
sorb alotof you-know-what,

THE SPEAKING TREE

Leading With
Security

RAJIVVL)

Despite success, many business
leaders feel insecure within. They
experience the imposter syndro-
me — the feeling that they are not
good enough for their role, Some
are insecure about their educati-
onal or professional background,
others about their lack of gravi-
tas. Many are anxious about the
narrowing opportunities at the
topof the pyramid; others about
staying relevant after retiring
from a high-powered role. Invari-
ably our insecurities are a symp-
tom of a deeper unfulfilled emoti-
onal need to be accepted, respect-
ed or loved. However, we grow up
confusing suecess with security:
secure leaders don't identify ex-
cessively with their professional
role. They don't link their sense
of self-worth with success at work.
They realise that their work 1s not
who they are. They have a great-
er senseof self-acceptance and
self-love, Instead of routinely jud-
oing themselves, they choose to
be kKinder to themselves. Further,
they are clear about their life pur-
pose and stick to pursuing intrin-
sic goals —which are an authen-
ticexpression of whotheyare.
This further validates and affirms
theiremotional self.

Instead of micromanaging the-
ir team, secure leaders aremore
empowering. Instead of seeking
perfection in themselves and oth-
ers, they are better at prioritising
the strategic and the important.
They are not anxious to prove th-
eir worth in anew role and, hen-
ce, don'teasily feel overwhelmed.
Leaders who are secure within
are not only passionate about the-
ir purpose and goals but are also
better at decision-making and
risk-taking. They tend to be happi-
er; less stressed and more at peace.

\ BLISS OF
) EVERYDAY LIFE

'atch ing a
Street Play

Imagine this: vou are walking
through a busy office area and
suddenly notice a sireet play
in progress, The pleasure of
watching a street play differs
from watching one insidea
hall. It is a delightful excursi-
on into the world of live thea-
tre, infused with the vibrancy
and immediacy of the urban
landscape.

The beauty of streetplays is
that they bring theatre to the
masses, breaking down barri-
ers of access and cost. Setin
public spaces, they welcome
all, inviting audiences from
diverse backgrounds to come
together and enjoy the per-
formance free of charge. This
mmclhasivity fosters a sense of
belonging and unity among
viewers, creating a shared

experience that bridges socio-
economic divides.
Additionally, the spontaneity
and energyv of street theatre
add to its appeal. Performers
mnteract directly with the audi-
ence, blurring the lines bet-
ween actor and spectator, cre-
atinga dynamic, interactive
experience. The bustling back-
dropof city life serves asthe
stage, infusing each perform-
ance with excitement and un-
predictability It is more than
just aform of entertainment;
it'sacelebration of art, acti-
vism and communal spirit.

Chat Room |

ElectricPolicy for
Eclectic Vehicle

Apropos the Edit, “What to Make
of America’s EV Lifting (Mar
25), rolling out green policy is one
thing, and implementing it in let-
ter and spirit is another: Just like
in India, US, too, does not havea
robust charging infrastructure,
which is the biggest roadblock in
EV adoption. In addition, if in-
centives like tax credif are not
addressed to the end user’s satis-
faction, it will further deter the
consumer from replacing her
ICE vehicle with an EV. Donald
Trump, if he'selected, may have
achange of hearton EV policy,
but that alone will not suffice.
US, India or any other countrv
that wishes to pursue an EV poli-
cv in the truest sense must bring
all stakeholders on the same
page, enable a complete ecosys-
tem and pursue clear goals.

BAL GOVIND
Noida
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The basis of optimism
is sheer terror

-OSCAR WILDE

Too Big To Check?

Regulatory actions against Big Tech don't effectively
cover areas that aHf;n-v them to create an oligopoly

It’s been an eventful week in the world of Big Tech regulation. EU

launched sweeping investigations into the activities of three of

them, Apple, Alphabet and Meta, to check if they are complying
with the area’s Digital Markets Act (DMA). Independently, in US,
Florida has introduced alaw that bans children under 14 from social
media platforms.

The problem | Big Tech represents an inversion of the early
ideas of competition. Global tech industry’s appeal lay in the fact
that entry barriers to competition couldn’'t be lower. A college
dropout with a killer idea and the smarts could reduce an industry
leader toan alsoran. That’s now history.

Power of concentration | Digital economy is driven by
economies of scope. That is, providing a variety of servicesmakesa
firm more competitive by giving it access to a huge trove of data. Al
is nothing without extraordinarily large data sets and computing
power. So, now, folks with killer
ideas are pushed into the embrace

of Big Tech. Think of the grip
Microsoft has on OpenAl. Big
Tech now dominates three
crucial areas, Al, platform
economies and social media.
The challenge for regulators
is to find a framework that can
effectively address the full range of Big Tech operations.

DMA and gatekeeper approach | EU's DMA is the world’s most
ambitious regulatory effort to rein in Big Tech. It identified a hand-
ful of companies as gatekeepers and held them to high standards.
On March 25, it launched its first non-compliance investigations to
check if the three companies are using market dominance to choke
potential competition. DMA represents an extension of earlier
regulatory efforts to curb anti-competitive practices of Big Tech.
It’s an area where most regulators have made progress.

Regulatory gaps persist | Florida's law tackles a small partof a
critical problem posed by social media. It'sanother matter that bans
of the kind planned are hard to impose. Social media is also a plat-
form that allows firms to suck in data. It’s put them in pole position
to harvest early gains from application of Al in massproducts.

Getting back to the past | Silicon Valley's outsized global
influence creates resentment. But in its favour was the belief that it
was a true meritocracy. That's now morphed into a conventional
oligopoly. Theregulatory challengenow ishelpingthetech industry
get back to its roots.

Pak Of Trouble

Beijing is realising being pals with Islamabad is costly.
Not a surprising result when you back a terror state
Pakistan’s security problems are again worsening. But this

time the Chinese are burning their fingers too. Monday’s

strike, where militants from Baloch Liberation Army (BLA)
tried tostorm Pak navy base PNS Siddique in Balochistan’s Turbat,
took place within a week of an attack on Gwadar port complex.
The common link? China. Gwadar is the centrepiece of the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor, while the naval base was reportedly
hosting Chinese drones.

Risky business | Yesterday, five Chinese nationals were killed by
a suicide bomber in northwest Pakistan. This clearly shows all is
not well with CPEC projects that have increasingly come to be seen
as robbing Pakistan’s poor for the benefit of
military elite. Minerals-rich Balochistan
has long complained about Islamabad’s
imperialistic treatment. Now the anger is
directed at generals’ best friend Beijing.
While Pak army does provide security for
CPEC projects, this hasn’t stopped attacks.

- Double game? | But Pakistan is a master
at using terrorism for leverage. BLA has been a thorn in Islamabad’s
side for vears. Yet, if it keeps the Chinese on tenterhooks, that's
leverage the generals wouldn't mind when they are taking on
billions of dollars in Chinese loans.

Double trouble | This too-clever-by-half strategy of course
leads to costs. Supping with terrorists has cost Pakistan a huge
number of civilian lives. Along with BLA, Pak Taliban too has
increased frequency of attacks since termination of ceasefire with
Islamabad in Nov 2022. So much for the generals’ *brilliant’ strategy
of grooming Afghan Taliban for strategic depth.

Losing faceand more | Despite generals calling theshots, China
knows it won't ever get its money back. But it doesn’t want to lose
face by admitting it. Beijing isrealising that its all-weather friend is
all-weather trouble. India should continue to keep its guard up and
prevent any spillovers of Pak terror. If the Beljing-Islamabad nexus
weakens, it's good for New Delhi.

Tea and sympathy

When you enjoy your morning cup of chai, you
should say “Thank you’ to the Brits
Jug Suraiya

If vou're savouring a cup of tea while reading this newspaper,
yvou should thank the British for having brought both chaiand
Angrezi to India where we've transformed the beverage
and the language to suit our tastes, infusing them with
home-grown masala.

The story of how Camellia Sinensis, the botanical name of
the tea plant came to be cultivated in India reads like thriller fiction.

Indeed, in his1966 epic novel, Tai Pan, about thefounding of Hong Kongasa
British outpost, James Clavell used as a subplot the smuggling out to India of
tea seeds from China, a practice strictly forbidden by Chinese law.

European travellers to India in the mid-17th century recorded the use of tea
asamedicinal drink in partsof Assam, butthe plant was not widely cultivated,
nor commonly used.

: From the early 19th century on, Britain had become an
\Gl_':;;) enthusiastic tea-drinking nation, its popularity initially confined

to the affluent, but gaining appeal among the working class, not
least because the necessity of boiling the brew made the unclean
— » Water safer todrink.
: B T, T . Forthe tea they drank, the British had to pay the
SECOI‘Idﬂp [ITIOF1 Chinese in bullion. This would have beggared
Britain, except that the Chinese were willing to pay
in bullion for opium, the poppies for which were grown in Bengal. Though opium
was illegal in China, it was smuggled in by the British to pay for their tea.

When the Chinese authorities resisted, it led to two so-called Opium Wars,
tosubjugate China and, in effect, turn it intoa nation of druggies.

Then, in 1851, an enterprising British functionary, appropriately named
Robert Fortune, managed to sneak out 20,000 Chinese seedlings. Planted in the
Darjeeling hills, these flourished, and the tea trade grew bigger than ever as
Indians too took to the brew, though with the addition of ginger and other spices.

The teacup vou hold has quite a storm of history in it. Not least for having
given us our own version of America’s great success story, From Log Cabin to
White House: From ‘Chaiwalla’ to PM.

QUIETER YOUR MIND .
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Rich In Drama, Poor In Numbers

Piketty co-authored World Inequality Lab study says ‘India stands out as a very unequal country’.
But it’s based on data their earlier study scored low on transparency. How does this work?

Atanu Biswas

In a recently released working paper
co-authored by economist Thomas
Piketty, Paris-based World Inequality
Lab (WIL)estimated India’s income and
wealth inequality during 1922-2023.
It said that following Independence,
inequality declined until the early 1980s, after which it
began torise and has skyrocketed since the early 2000s.
The study’s primary goal is to estimate India’s
inequality levels (as of 2022) from a global perspective.
The study says that income share of thetop10%, and top
1%, in India in 2022-23 are 60%, and 22.6%, respectively,
]I:th remarkably high. One may recall the enormous
commotion WIL's *“World Inequality Report 2022° caused
in Dec 2021 worldwide, including in India. The tone of both
studies is somewhat similar, Consequently, the report
and current paper should perhaps be studied together:

Whosedataisit? | “India stands out as a poor and very
unequal country, with an affluent elite,” the 2022
Report stated. It said income share for the top 10%
was 57.1%, and the top 1% had 21.7%. These numbers
closely resemble the equivalent numbers from the
current studv. But, as a statistician, I'm concerned
with the data, sampling plans, and methodologies
used to produce these estimates.

One can wonder how the income distribution was
estimated in the first place, given India doesn't have
any official income surveys. Did they make a lot of
assumptions while using auxiliary data?

Data on consumption following the 68th cycle of
the NS5O Household Consumer Expenditure Surveys
in 2011-12, was the last publicly available consumption
survey government data, until about a month ago,
when Household Consumption Expenditure Survey
2022-23 wasreleased.

Method in the rad-ness? | Further, because the 2022-23
statistics employved a different methodology than the
earlier survey, they perhaps cannot be compared directly.
And there’'s alwavs room to challenge the methodology,
coverage, design, and guality of the survey data from
various private organisations. Hence, estimates based
on such secondary data are likely to be erroneous.
Moreover, margin of errorisalsounknown.
Toproduce along-term homogenous series of income
and wealth inequality in India, the current study com-
bined “national income accounts, wealth aggregates,
tax tabulations, rich lists, and surveys on income,
consumption, and wealth in a consistent framework.”
In the 2022 report, in order to harmonise, analyse, and

disseminate comparable international inequality
data, collaboration with statistical institutions, tax
authorities, universities, and international organi-
sations was made. It acknowledged they “lack basic
information about ineguality™.

Mind the math | The pre-tax income ineqguality series
(g-percentile shares, averages, and thresholds), up to
2019, were taken intoconsideration, in accordance with

NUMBER GAMES: Of course, we have removed poverty. If we had
not, would all these luxury apartments, five-star hotels, super
bazaars, etc. come up?

World Inequality Database’s general policy.

By assuming pre-tax income distribution remains
constant during 2015-19, and that all income g-percentiles
increase at the average per adult national income
growth rate, the Indian pre-tax income inequality series
during 2015-19 is derived from a simple growth-neutral
extrapolation.

Now this may not always be a very reasonable
assumption.

Further, a comparable income inequality series

from 2014-15 until 2022-23 was constructed similarly for
the current study, acknowledging severe data challenges,
including absence of key data sources.

Glitchy India numbers | Now, the Indian data’s Trans-

parency Index was given a relatively low score (5.5 out

of 20) in the World Inequality Report 2022, In that case,

how justifiable is it to draw a significant conclusion

from that data? To what extent are estimates likewise
accurate for other countries? How accurate are the
analogies, then?

Undoubtedly, inequality is widening both in India
and globally, and the pandemic worsened it. People
know that from experience, and WIL's work certainly
indicates similarly Everywhere, including India,
the number of billionaires is rising. WIL's study
described India experiencing a ‘Billionaire Raj’, with
the number of billionaires in 2022 being over three
times as many as in 2011.

Tax therich? | The paper also proposes imposing a super
tax on Indian billionaires and multi-millionaires and
changing the tax system to account for both wealth
and income. These are by no means novel. At a recent
meet of world leaders. in-between nibbles of Swiss
chocolate in Davos, over 250 billionaires and millionaires
even signed an open letter advocating for wealth taxes
to fund publiec services globally.

In It’s OK to Be Angry About Capitalism, Bernie
Sanders proposes an even more radical solution:
Washington should confiscate 100% of any money
earned by Americans over $999 million.

Demand the data | So, what about the real numbers to
reflect inequality in India? With such imputed data of
gquestionable quality; is it possible to accurately quantify
them, as well as the errors, to predict inequality
measures? It's certainly possible actual inequality is
what these analyses show However, it could even be
significantly worse, or better:.

Imprecision hurts | With thiskind of dataathand, it'sa

daunting task to predict the precise situation. so the
current estimates should better be viewed as a general
indication of trends. But such imprecise estimates
cause much controversy.

It's said such studies are an attempt to portray
ongoing and expanding inequality. Yes, they are. But as
astatistician, Isay therearesituations when ‘nodata’ is
better than ‘bad data’ and 'no estimate’ is preferable
to weird estimates. Instead. seek better data and/or
updated measurements of inequality.

The writer is professor, Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata

Funding Politics: Many Ideas, No Takers

Analysis on electoral bond data won’t answer the question of regulation.
But no party really wants it. Only voters can change this

Trilochan Sastry

The electoral bonds data in public
domain, with secret numbersreadable
only by ultraviolet light, will continue
to be parsed and investigated. But, we
also need to, now, think beyond EBs.
From its introduction to its cancella-
tion, the road EBs took has made it clear that political
party funding reforms are an absolute imperative.

Three principles guide overall political party and
campaign funding. At the outset, there should be no
foreign money and no black money.

Favours Inc | Second, ‘quid pro quo’, where donations are
given for gaining favours from govt needs to be minimised,
for which, a basicrequisite is complete transparency.

RQuid pro quo could mean govt contracts, permitting
illegal activities like sand and granite mining, gambling,
and manufacture and supply of illicit liquor, It could mean
tax benefits to large companies, or changes in policies
and laws to benefit large donors, or giving environmental
clearances - favours may be against public interest.

In the case of EBs, quid pro quo, if any, needs to be
investigated, especially in govt contracts. Did any of the
donors get such contracts? Donors are largely real estate
and infra companies. It remains to be investigated
whether thev obtained govt contracts against donations.

Also, the link if any between CBI and ED raids and
donations through electoral bonds needs to be established.

Compliance, key | The third principle is a level-plaving
field. So much money is required to contest elections
that about 99% of citizens cannot afford it. To what
extent alevel-playingfield is possible, or desirable, also
needs to be discussed. But if there is to be a level-
playing field, we need realistic spending limits, strictly
enforced. Further, we need to enforce transparency in
spending limits.

Most of Europe and some US states have a certain

level of public funding. But for this to be a reality in
India, we need to enforce transparency in spending
limits, remove black money and stop bribing of voters,

Transparency, transparency | The best international
practice in other democracies is transparency in party
and candidate funding. There are funding limits on
companies and individuals. Apple
Ine, with a $3 trillion market cap.
can fund the entire US presidential,
Congress and Senate elections. This
power is curtailed by imposing limits
on corporate as well as individual
donations.

What does EB data reveal? That
vast majority of donors were busi-
nesses, 90% of which were private
limited, whosefinancesaren’t publicly
available. The biggest donor is a
gambling company. The second and
third largest are also privately held
companies, which means we don't
know how much profits they made.
Only the top donor Future Gaming gave
funds to all top five political parties.

It's worth reiterating that only a
few of the large donors are publicly
listed. It remains to be seen if they
donated through the older system of
direct online transfer or through
Electoral Trusts. ‘%In::d:;s\l:rl:i,F India’s biggest publicly listed
companies are missing from the list of EB donors.

Other than BJE the only other national party with
significant EB donations is Congress. Trinamool, YSRCP
and DMEK as regional parties got huge donations compa-
red to their states’ population. Congress fared badly -
most of their donations were from smaller companies.

We also have several non-political organisations
that campaign for political parties or even candidates.
Their campaign expenses need to be counted towards

election expenses and made public, as is required in
other countries.

Black money scouts | Electoral bonds weren't able to
curb black money. They were introduced in early 2018,
and during 2019 Lok Sabha elections, Election Commis-
sion seized a record amount of cash.

Nearly all donations through EBs
are from unknown private companies.
Hardly any amount is from the large
corporate houses and from individuals.
Elack money can be curbed only by
direct seizure before elections by ED,
CBIand I-T authorities.

What it took for EB data to be
made public was a glimpse of the
slow road to funding reforms. After
both lists were made public, one with
unique numbers of 20,421 EBs
purchased, and the other, separately,
of political parties that received
bonds along with the numbers, it took
journalists and analysts countrywide
barely hours to match. It's worth
noting SBI asked for time till mid-
June 2024 to do this matching.

There are tough questions, and
many discussions and a clear under-
standingof all implicationsareneeded.
Various govts appointed committees
on this and related issues - most recent was the Law
Commission on Electoral Reforms. which submitted
itsreport in 2015. There are earlier reports as well.

There's no lack of recommendations. But govts
aren’'t willing to act. Perhaps the demand must come
from a fully aware public. The vexed question of political
funding regulation remains. It requires a much larger
consultation between voters, Election Commission
and political parties.

The writer ischairman, Assoclation for Democratic Reforms
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making other
plans,” Beautiful,
beautiful,
:u:*fanI‘HI ‘Beautiful boy,” Before
vou go to sleep,” Say a little praver,/
Every day/ In every way,/
It’s getting better and better...

John Lennon

When Life Is Much More Than A Dream

Narayani Ganesh

former colleague and friend, after

vears. He had moved to another job
early, and kept in touch sporadically I
messaged agreeting in return and
asked, “So, are you still working or have
vouretired?” Towhich hereplied, “iam
working to retire.” His response made
me smile, but reading it repeatedly;

:[received Holi greetingsfroma

came the realisation that ves, many of that one’s mind and body sorrow, should be only
us work hard and save to provide for may atrophy. They delight organised dust-ready tofly
post-retirement vears. It'snot justabout  inthethought of never abroad the momentthe

financial security; we planon making
good use of the time we will have on our
hands, read books, watch movies, eat
out, meet friends, sleep lots, pursue
long-forgotten hobbies, maybe do some
seva and generally chill. In short,
lead a full life by doing all that we
missed out on.

Post-retirement, the enthusiasm

may not have diminished too much, but
the body doth protest. One isno longer
physically agile as one thought one
could be, may get tired easily and for
some, there is a sense of loss, of not

going to work every day and meeting up
with colleagues and deadlines.
Then there are those who just
love the thought of doing
absolutely nothing,
brushing aside warnings

having to go to work again.
Ataretirement party some
vearsago, the gentleman who was gifted
a pen and watch by the organisation he
worked for, smiled and asked, “And pray,
what will ido with these, now that
iamretired?”

Thetrend today is to plan for either
early retirement, say in the 40s, or make

lifeismorethanadream.”

room for experiencing post-retirement
benefits even during a busy working life
by carving out time and opportunities
during weekends, striking a work-life
balance. Sardar Khushwant Singh
would quote Mary Wollstonecraft while
musingontheevening of one’s life:

“It appears tome impossible that
ishould cease to exist, or that

» thisactive, restlessspirit,

= equally alivetojoyvand

THE SPEAKIHG TREE sPringsnaps, or the spark
goes out, which kept it

together. Surely something resides in
this heart that is not perishable —and

Metaphysicallv speaking, life ought
to indeed be more than a dream. The
Mandukya Upanishad says that the
waking state lets us experience the

world in alimited way through our
bodily senses; it is only when we sleep
deeply thatdreams helpusentera
different world where imaginative
perceptions take over, enlarging the
field of experience. The dream state is
described as antahprajnyva, inward
knowing; pravivikta, subtle, and taijasa,
burning. In this state, imagination
takes over and what vou think and feel
in vour mind is not predicated on the
external world’s objects.

Old perceptions are ‘burnt’ and
there isamix of grossand subtle
perceptions that presenta wider
picture. When yvou transcend the
waking, sleeping, dreaming states, you
start to become aware that life is more
than what vou see and experience. You
reach a state that can be described as
neither mental nor physical. It is more
than objects, more than dreams.

ganeshnarayvani@yahoo.com
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(Gazaceasefire

UN resolution lays bare cracks in USsrael ties

TE UN Security Council on Monday passeda
resolution demanding an immediate cease-
fire in Gaza during themonth of Ramzan, the
unconditional release of hostages and urgent
efforts to expand the flow of aid into the war

zone, There were 14 votes in favour of the resolution,
even as the US abstained, deciding not to use its veto
power. Stung by the turn of events, Israel has accusedits
allweather ally of abandoning it. Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu made his displeasure evident by can-
celling an Israeli delegation’s visit to the US.

The resolution might be non-binding, but the US
decision not to veto it indicates differences between
Washington and Tel Aviv The US has claimed that
there is no change in its policy on the matter, but that
15 not enough to pacify Israel The Joe Biden adminis-
tration has been supplying Israel with vital military
aid and supporting its goal of destroying Hamas, but at
the same time it has expressed concern over the
mounting civilian casualties. The nearly six-month-
old war has claimed the lives of over 32,000 Palestini-
ans in the Israeli retaliation for the October 7, 2023,
attacks by Hamas-led militants.

Regrettably, both warring sides have hardened their
stance, with Hamas rejecting the latest proposal put for-
ward by international mediators for a ceasefire and
hostage release and Israel tearing into the UN Security
Council resolution. According to Israel, the resolution
has emboldened Hamas by suggesting that internation-
al pressure would bring the war to an end without the
militant group having to make concessions. There is no
doubt that Israel is becoming increasingly isolated in
the global arena and can no longer take US support for
granted. The time is ripe for the international commu-
nity toup the ante against Israel sothat it takes its foot
off the pedal and gives peace a chance in Gaza,

Gamblingmenace

Suicide shows predatorytactics of betting rings

HE recent suicide by a young Karnataka
woman due to her husband's nvolvement in
online cricket betting highlights the grim
consequences of entering this dark world.
Ranjitha's death serves as a stark reminder
of the devastating impact that addiction to betting can
have on families. Her husband Darshan Babu, an engi-
neer, fell prey to the allure of easy money promised by
betting on Indian Premier League matches. Duped by

OPINION"
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India can play peacemaker in Ukraine

New Delhi has greater credibility than Beijing as an interlocutor with both warring parties

=]

MANOJ JOSHI
DISTINGUISHED FELLOW, OBSERVER
RESEARCH FOUMDATION, NEW DELHI

AST Wednesday,

Prime Minister

Narendra Modi spoke

separately on  the

phone to two Presi-
dents — Russia's Vladimir
Putin and Ukraine's
Volodymyr Zelenskyy. His
message was that there was a
need for “an early end to the
ongoing conflict”.

Reports say that the first call
was to Putin to congratulate
him on his re-election as the
President and this was followed
by the call to Zelenskyy,
expressing India’s desire to “do
everyvthing within s means to
support a peaceful solution” to
the Ukraine issue,

The tone and tenor of both
conversations, as reported by
their respective governments
or through posts by the princi-
pals on X (formerly Twitter),
suggest that Modi and India
remain credible interlocutors
with both Russia and Ukraine
and could emerge as peace-
makers in the war that has
deeply damaged both coun-
tries and has had negative
global consequences.

Earher, there had been initia-
tives by Turkey and China to
promote a ceasefire and negoti-
ations between Ukraine and
Russia, but hittle came out of
them. But the situation now has
changed. The Russians are on
the offensive, while support to
Ukraine 15 wavering in the US
and Europe. The prospect of a
Donald Trump vietory is com-
pounding this situation, grven
what many believe is his ineli-
nationtostop additionalexpen-
diture in backing Kyiv.

STEADFAST: Despite Western pressure, India has refused to acquiesce to the sanctions on Russia. rReLTeERs

Modi's suggestion that India
may be willing to play a role in
bringing the conflict to a close
15 a significant one. Having
headed India for the past
decade, Modi 5 now an estab-
lished international fipure,
especially since his povern-
ment has adopted foreign poli-
cy positions that would add heft
to a peacemaking initiative.

From the outset. India has
adopted a path of a ‘Russia-
leaning’ neutrality i the
Ukmine war and despite West-
ern pressure, refused to acqui-
esce to the sanctions on Bussia,
Indeed, it provided a lifeline of
sorts for Moscow by purchasing
ever larger quantities of its oil
Though it has faced criticism
from the West and Ukraine, the
current stalemate on the war-
front has probably led to a
reassessment of the Indian posi-
tion in Kyiv. Recently, N5A Ajit
Doval held telephonic consulta-
tions with Andnyv Yermak, head
of the Ukrainian President's
office; later this week, New Del-
hi will host Ukraiman Foreign
Minister Dmytro Kuleba.

Both Ukraine and Russia have
suffered huge losses and the war
has reached a point where any

The path to afinal
settlementwill be long
and arduous,and
perhaps India may find
thatitneeds toplayan
even greater role.

by either side looks like an
unlikely prospect. According to
some estimates, the Russian
death toll is around 75,000, while
Ukraine's fatalities are reported-
Iy in exress of 60000, They have
also lost thousands of tanks,
armoured combat vehicles, heli-
copters and artillery pieces,
Initial Russian bungling and
Western help enabled Ukraine
to recover large tracts of territo-
ry it had lost smee February

stalled and the Ukrainian
counter-offensive of last sum-
mer did not achieve much, Cur-
rently, US aid remains blocked
and this will impact Ukramne's
ability to use superior Western
equipment to offset Russian
strength. The Europeans are
serambling to fill the gaps, but
it will be years before they can
be an effective replacement for
the Americans.

By i1tself, Ukraine cannot
mdefinitely fight the Russians
who, after initial blunders,
have got their act topether in
terms of tacties and equip-
ment. Their economy, which
was predicted to collapse fol-
lowing Western sanctions, is
domg well. With their larger
manpower pool, they remain
willing to expend more troops
than Ukraine. A touch of war
weariness has crept  into
Ukraine, which has no answer
to the current Russian tactics,

The clamour for a negotiated
settlement to the war 15 grow-
mg. This needs to take place
when both adversaries are rela-
tive equals, rather than when
one 15 clearly seen as being van-
quished. As of now, it should be
clear that the Ukrainians can

shortages, the Russians have
not found the going easy. But
for how long and at what cost
can this continue?

What the war has done is
remove any doubt about the
Ukraimian identity, which has
now clearly emerged and tak-
en a sharp anti-Russian turn.
Effectively, it is the *forward
edge’ of European defence
apainst Russia.

In these circum stances, a pos-
sible settlement canbe attempt-
ed. Perhaps the most dramatic
suggestion came from Pope
Francis, who urged Ukraine to
have the courage to negotiate
under the “white flag’. Many
Us Republican  Senators,
including Maroo Rubio, are also
gsignalling that a negotiated set-
tlement may be necessary to
end the Ukraine war

Both principals — Russia and
Ukraine — reject negotiations
at present. While Hussia wants
to end the war by freezing the
ceasefire line, Ukraine, not sur-
prisingly, rejects this. Current-
Iy, Russia controls 22 per cent of
Ukrainian territory, including
the land it occupied in 2014

switzerland has told the UN
that it intends to organise a
high-level Ukraine peace con-
ference in the summer this
vear., While Ukraine has
evinced interest in it, it is not
clear whether Russia would
be willing to participate.
Reports sugpgest that the
Swiss are roping in China to
push Moscow to participate,

This 15 where India — and
Modi — can play a major role
in pushing both sides to
atterd the peace conference.
Getting the conference going
with both participating will be
a beginning, and India cer-
tainly has much greater cred-
ihility as an interlocutor with
the two parties than China.
The path to a final settlement
will be long and arduous, and
perhaps New Delhi may find
that it needs to play an even
greater role. But the impor-
tant point, as of now, is to

advertisements claiming that the risk wasminimal, Dar-
shan soon found himself trapped in a cycle of debts,
which mounted to over Rs 1.5 crore. His descent into
financial ruin not only jeopardised his own wellbeing
but also that of Ranjitha, who succumbed to the relent-
less harassment inflicted by creditors.

The harrowing circumstances surrounding her death
shed ight on the predatory tactics employed by those run-
ning illiat betting rings. Exploiting individuals with false
promises and coercive measures, these unscrupulousele
ments profit at the expense of vulnerable individuals.
There i5 a dire need to check the proliferation of online
gambling and save unsuspecting people from falling into
this trap. The scale of the radtet can be gauged from the
Mahadevbetting ring exposed by the Enforcement Direc-
torate last year, wherein the agency hasfrozen or attached
promoters’ assets worth nearly Rs 1,300 arore.

The government's recent efforts to regulate online
gaming and crack down onillegal gambling activities are
commendable, Citing the Consumer Protection Act,
2019, an advisory issued tosocial mediainfluencers, cau-
tioning them against endorsing offshore betting plat-
forms, underscores the importance of ethical practices
and aims toprevent the normalisation of gambling-relat-
ed activifies. Public awareness campaigns, counselling
and sfricter enforcement of laws prohibiting gambling
are essential components of a much-needed holistic
approach to combating this all-pervasive problem.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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Punjab Budget

THE greater portion oftthe last session of the Punjab Legislaturewas
occupied with the discussion of Budget grants. Tt was most undortu-
nate that except on a few occasions, there was no concerted action
on the part of elected members to carry the motions for reduction
even when they were eminently reasonable and desimble. On the
other hand, there was an unmistakable tendency on the part of a
large body of Mushim members to cut short the discussion by maow-
ing a closure and blindly support the Government on all matters
which did not directly affect Mahomedan or rural interests, Hindu
and urban members, both Swamjists and others, however, abwvays
sided with their other colleagues in the matters that principally
affected the latter For instance, the opposition o the land settle-
ments would have ended in smoke but for the support it got from
non=Mushim urban members, The elected Sikh members' attitude
was praiseworthy throughout the session, and on all matters of pub-
lic importance, their votes were cast on the right side, even though
in the matter ofthe Akal tnal and dher matters onwhich they wene
keen, the Mussalman members voted against them almost in a
body. Another noticeable feature of the proceedings was the araety
of Hindu and Sikh members to scrupulously refrain from making a
frontal attack on the frankly pro-Mushm policy of the Education
Minmister. As agamst this, several Mussalman members, on more
than one occasion, almost deliberately sought o give a communal
colour to the debates, and when that was not thought possible or
expedient, tned to mise the ory of rural versus urban. This device
was quite frequently adopted to affiect the voting,

In these circumstances, kind of military breakthmough

2022, But now, advances have

fight on and despite all their make a beginning.

The war in Ukraine remains an open wound at the heart of Europe. —Antonio Guterres

Protectinga penniless
election candidate

KCVERMA

% EFORE the Representation of the People Act was amend-
ed in 1996, the law required countermanding of the elec-
tion 1n a constituency if any contesting candidate died

before polling, This provision created complications, especial-
Iy when there were reasonable apprehensions that unlawful
elements would harm candidates. The problem was worse
when several independent candidates entered the fray, because
each had to be provided protection, as happened in the 1992
Assembly elections in Punjab. It was in these elections that a
labourer, whom we might call Kimonmal, was encouraged by his
equally penniless friends to contest as an independent candi-
date. They assured him that some rich contestant would pay a
fortune to make him withdmw from the fray.

Once he had filed his nomination, Kirorimal was assigned
two constables, Surti and Hiralal, for protection. Sadly, there
was nospace for the cops in the shanty that he shared with five
other labourers, and the constables could not take their charge
to the police lines either. 5o, they decided to escort the labour-
er only during the day, when he went about eaming his daily
bread. The cops, however, were mortified to stand with Kirori-
mal at the ‘labour chowk’ every moming, as he waited to be
hired for the day. The cops then had to hang around the whole
day while Kirorimal went about diggingearth, deaning drains
or doing whatever else he had been hired to do. There were
days when Kirorimal got no employment at all, The three of
them then roamed around in public parks or sat in some dha-
ba, where the cops paid for the food of their penurious pro-
tectee. Once they watched a film, but the cops resented paying
for Kimorimal's cinema ticket.

Surti and Hiralal Inoked on emvaously at their colleagues who
weredeputed to protect well-off contestants, Those lucky fedlows
whizred pastincars orlolled around in palatial houses oftthecan-
didates. Surti and Hiralal were condemned to toiling in the sun,
trudging behind Kironmal as he went about seeking employ-
ment. Aware of their resentment, Kimorimal repeatedly assured
them that it was only a matter of days before some nch contest-
ant bribed him to withdraw. But no one made any offer

Surti lost patience after a week of waiting every morning
at the ‘labour chowk'. He demanded that Kirorimal should
withdraw from the election, but the labourer said he would
do so only if he were paid twice the amount that he had paid
as deposit. Surti then had a brainwave — he offered to hire
Kirorimal to work in his fields in his native village. All three
promptly proceeded to Surti' s village, where the election
candidate ploughed the fields every day. It was a win-win
situation — Kirorimal got steady employment; Surti was
able to get his field ploughed; both cops could discharge
their duty in comfort and the independent candidate
remained secure till the polling day!

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Building on Bhutan bonhomie
Refer to the editorial ‘PM's Bhutan visit';
PM Narendra Modi's visit to Bhutan and the
fact that Thimphu's highest civilian honour
was conferred on him highlight the mutual
respect between the two countnes, Such pes-
tures reflect the two nations’ willingness to
support each other's aspirations. The dou-
bling of New Delhi's aid for Thimphu's next
FiveYear Plan will give a big boost to
Bhutan's economy. It is noteworthy that
India has always upheld Bhutan's territorial
mtegrity. Since India's assistance to Bhutan
15 tied to its own security concerns, especial-
Iy when it comes to tackling the Chinese
influence in the region, Bhutan must recp-
rocate in ways that benefit both nations,
CHAMCHAL 5 MANN, UMA

Strengthening bilateral ties
With reference to ‘PM's Bhutan visit'; the fact
that PM Narendra Modi chose to visit the
Himalayan kingdom even though the country
15 in the poll mode highlights the sipnificance
of Bhutan in India’s foreign policy. New Delhi
15 mindful of Thimphu's increased engage-
ment with Beqjing and the boundary agree-
ment that they hope to forge soon, The China-
Bhu tan boundary talke s are a matter of concem
for India because of the Siliguri Corndor, which
connects India’s North East with the rest of the
country. By continuing to strengthen its ties
with Bhutan, India can also mend its moky
relations with other neighbours.

GREGORY FERNAMNDES, MUMBAI

Act against liquor manufacturers
Refer to the editorial ‘Liquor tragedy’;itis a
matter of grave concern that poisonous hiquor
daimed 21 hves in Punjab’s Sangnir distnet.
Such incidents have become increasingly
commeon in the state, With elections around
the comer, more such tragedies could unfold if
the authonties fail to act fast. It is not uncom-
man for political parties to hand out hquor to
pullible voters just to woo them. Such under-
handed activities cannot be camried out with-
out the connivance of local pohce officials or
party candidates. The latest trapedy should
serve as a wake-up call for the Bhagwant
Mann-led povernment to tackle the burgeon-
ing menace before it gets too late. Stringent

action should be taken agamst the manufac-
turers of illiat liquor to stem the menace.
MD SHARMA, SHIMLA

Bring culprits to book
Apropos of the editorial ‘Liquor tragedy'; the
loss of more than 20 1ves in Sangruris a stark
reminder of the dire consequences of negh-
gence and comruption on the part of the author-
ities, It shows the faillure of the system to con-
tain the illicit hquor trade in the region. The
incident calls for prompt and stringent meas-
ures to check the menace. The arrest of some
suspects in the case 15 a good start, But the mt
runs deep, and there 15 a need to dismantle the
entire nexus. Exemplary punishment should
be given tothe culprits,

SAHIBPREET SINGH, MOHALI

Hope for childless couples
Apropos of the article ‘Make couples aware of
risks involved in IVF", there 15 no doubt that
IVF has gained cumency over the wvears
because of delaved mamiages, changes in
lifestyle and medical complications. The tech-
nology has proved to be a boon for couples
hoping to become parents. However, the ape
and health of the woman undergomng the
process are sometimes neglected. The onus is
on the government to make couples aware of
the risks mvolved in the process. Besides, a
couple or a family must make a responsible
deasion, keeping the health of the woman
undergning IVF treatment in mind.
ABHILASHA GUPTA, MOHALI

Educate public on risks of IVF
With reference to the articde ‘Make couples
aware of the risk s involved in IVF ; it is natural
for a mamied couple to wish to have a child,
There are numerous childless couples in the
country dealing with mnfertility. The IVF
method provides an opportunity or alternative
for such couples. However, the risk to the Life or
health of a mother and child cannot be ruled
out, especially if a couple opts to have achild at
an advanced age. Most people in general are not
aware of the upper age limit of 50 vears for IVF
treatment and the risks assocated with it. It is
imperative to educate the masses about the per-
ils of becoming parents at an advanced age.
RAVI SHARMA, DHARIWAL

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200+word limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tribunemall.com



KP SINGH
FORMER DGF, HARYAMNA

AST week, a man

from Himachal

Pradesh's Kangra

distniet was booked

for flying an
unmanned aenal wvehicle
(UAV) ille gally for the supply
of medicines. In February, a
dmone engaged in the home
delivery of food items had
crashed nto an antenna on a
rooftop in Gurugram, caus-
ing damage to a private prop-
ety Terrorists from acmoss
the international border use
UAVs todrop amms and drags
inour territory. The police are
not sure whether to shoot
them down. On the other
hand, the dopping of tear
gas shells on farmers by the
Harvana Police at the Pun-
jab-Harvana border evoked
sharp reactions fmm many
guarters, All these incidents
are proof that UAV-operating
procedures are madequate.
Besides, it mdicates a tardy
implementation of the regu-
lations.

The drone technology has
provided easy solutions to
many day-to-day admimstra-
tive and policing problems,
aerial photography and
videography, transport man-
agement, construction sup-

Multiplicity ot agencies bodes ill for security at airports

MP NATHANAEL
FORMER IG, CRPF

AST month, a men-
tally unstable man
managed to sneak
hrough lavers of the
unty comdon at
the Chhatrapati  Shivap
Maharg International Airport
inMumbsai before being 1denti-
fied as an intruder by the air-
line staff members who were
scanning the passengers set o
board the flicht He closely
tailed other passengers when
the automatic e-gates opened
and was thus able to evade
detection by the Central Indus-
trial Security Farce (CISF) per-
sonnel on duty It was by
chanee that nothing untoward
happened, but the breach
turned aut t© be an eve-opener
for the secunty agences to
resview and revise their appara-
tus in and amund the arport.
Eadier, an mtruder had
entered the airfield by scaling
the perimeter wall and reached
the runway at the Indira Gand-
hi International Airport in New
Delhi a day after the Toth
Republic Day celebrations, The
infruder, who was found to be
intocicated, had been nabbed
by the CISF and Later handed
over to the Delhi Police.
At the entrance to the air-
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port, telecom services, water-
shed management, disaster
management, spraying of
pesticides and nutrients an
crops, last-mile delvery of
services and goods inhealth-
care and retail logistics, bor-
der management and mili-
tary operations in armed
conflict zones.

The Ministry of Civil Awva-
tion (MoCA) launched the
‘Government Authorisation
for Rehef Using Drones’
(GARUD portal) to fast-track
the use of UAVs for aerial
surveilllance, aenal photogra-
phy and public announce-
ments during the Cowvid-19
pandemic. Apart from gov-
ernment agences, UAVs are
also being employed by pri-
vate playvers for promoting
their commeraal activities
and for recreational purpos-
es, necessitating close moni-
toring and regulation of
dmne opermtions,

The first regulation pov-
erning the application of
UAVs in India, the Civil
Aviation Requirements-
2018 (CAR), was issued by
the Director General of Civ-
il Aviation (DGCA) under
the Aircraft Act. 1934, On
March 12, 2021, the CAR

was replaced by the
Unmanned Aircraft Sys-
tem  Rules-2021 (UAS

Rules). The UAS Rules pre-
seribe  basic regulations
regarding the registration,
licensing, data protection
and privacy measures for
operating UAVs In August
2021, the UAS Rules-2021
were replaced with the lib-

port, the CISF personnel
check the airtickets and iden-
tity cards before allowing
entry to the passengers. In
normal course, it would
appear impossible to sneak
through the e-gates underthe
pryving eves of these person-
nel. Perhaps their depend-
ence on the e-gates may have
led to laxity in checking the
talling of a passenger by an
mtnider at the Mumbai ar
port. The boarding pass 18
again checked before the
security check-in area. Even
here, the intruder managed
tododge the security person-
nel to get across the e-gate
by closely tagging along
another passenger Had it
not been for the alert airline
staff, the mmtruder would
have entered the airceraft.
Till the mid- 19705, security at
arports was not grven much
mmportance, thouph some sem-
blance of security by the state
police was in place, The first
hijacking of an Indian Aidines
areraft, Fokker F27 Fnend-
ship, took place on January 30,
1971, Hyacked by two cousins
from the outliwed National
Liberation Front — later
rechristened Jammu and
Kashmir Liberation HFont
(JELF)— theflight from Srina-
gar to Jammu was flown o
Lahore, where the passen gers
were made to deboard and the
aireraft was set on fire,
Another Indian Airlines
fight, bound from Srinagar
to New Delhi, was hijacked
by six JELF temonsts on
September 10, 1976, Though

OPED
Comprehensive law needed to regulate drones

MULTIFACETED: Apart from govemment agencies, LAVs are also being employed by private playvers for
commercial activities and recreational purposes, necessitating regulation of dmone operations. smock

eralised Drone Rules-2021.
Drone laws were also
amended in 2022, 2023 and
2024 in order to keep pace
with the growing demand
among the people as well as
the industry.

As per the regulations,
drmones are classified into five
categories according to their
welght: nano (welghing less
than or equal to 250 gm),
micro {between 250 gm and 2
kg), small (between 2 kg and
25 kg). medium (25-150 kg)
and large (over 1560 kg). Repg-
istration with the DGCA's
Digital Sky platform is
required for all drones,
exrept the nano category.

For obtaining a remote
pilot certificate (RPC) to
operate UAVs, a candidate

i
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they wanted to be flown to
Libya, the flight had to land
in Lahore because of Tow fuel,
Pakistani officials offered the
hijackers drinks laced with
intoocicants before overpow-
ermg them. The flight
returned to Delhi.

Taking the matter senoushy,
the povernment appointed the
Pande Committee to look into
the security aspects of the avia-
tion sector in India. The panel
recommended the seting up
of a secunty cell within the
Directorate General of Cial
Avation (DGCA)

The Montreal-London Air
India 182 Kanishka flight
that exploded over the
Atlantic Ocean on June 23,
1985, spurred the upgrada-
tion of the security appara-
tus at airports and in air-
craft. The Justice Kirpal

Drones have huge
potential in
fast-growing
economiesand the
job market,
warranting due
attention from
policy-makers.

—_——

PRIORITIES: Any attempt to cut down on the cost of deployving CISF personnd is fraught with huge risks. rm

The move to
emulate the US
Transport Security
Administration,
which is responsible
for land, air
andsea transport,
iswelcome.

must be over 18 vears of age
and have passed Class X,
apart from having completed
a4 mandatory training course
from a DGCA-approved insti-
tution. The RPC is not need-
ed for opemting nano drones
and non-commerncial micro
drones weighing less than 2
kg. Such drones are not
allowed to flv above b0 ft
from ground level and at a
gpeed of not more than 26
metres per second.

No drone can be allowed
to fly above 400 ft vertical-
ly; the drone pilot must
maintain a direct wvisual
line of sight at all times
during the flight. The
MoCA has developed an
interactive airspace map.
indicating the ‘no flving

Commission, which went
into the lapses. observed
that multiple failures had
led to the terror act. Among
the reasons cited were the
nept handling of the explo-
sive-laden baggage unac-
companied by the passenger
who booked it, the failure of
the baggage X-ray machine
and the meffectiveness of
the handheld sniffers to
detect explosives.

In viewof the increasing -
dence of arcraft hijackings,
Indiasent its representatives to
the conference convened in
Montreal for the adoption of
the Protocol for the Suppres-
gion of Unlawful Acts of Vio-
lence at Airports Serving Inter-
national Cmvil Awiation in
February 1983, It has since
been an active participant in
the Intemational Crvil Aviation

zone' and other boundary
restrictions. UAVs are not
allowed to fly over eco-
sensitive zones and
wildlife sanctuarnies with-
out the permission of the
authonties; it 15 also pro-
hibited to fly drones with-
in a radius of 5 km from
international airports and
3 km from other civil air-
ports. Drones may be
employved for commercial
activities only under a per-
mit from the DGCA.

All UAVs, except those
falling under the nano cate-
gory, should have third-par-
ty insurance on the pattern
of motor vehieles to cover
the damages in case of an
accident. Operating UAVs
while under the influence of
aleohol or drugs is prohibit-
ed. Further, a drone should
not be flown from a moving
vehicle, ship or areraft. Car-
rying or droppmng haz
ardous material from UAVs
15 banned. Besides, drones
should not be flown over a
private property without
permission from the owner.
Any violation of the condi-
tions for flying may attract
penalties under Section 10-
A of the Aireraft Act, 1934.

In April 2021, for the pur-
pose of maintaining public
order and peace, police
forces in the country were
exempted from the opera-
tion of the UAS Rules. It is
vet to be legally examined
if the exemption allows
cops to drop tear gas shells
on a crowd, as such shells
fall under the category of

Organisation (TCAQ).

Consequent to the submis-
gion of the Justice Kirpal
Commission repart, the
Bureau of Civil Awviation
sSecurity (BCAS) was set up
as an independent body on
April 1. 1987. Headed by an
IPS officer of the rank of
Director General, it is tasked
with the responsibility of
ensunng foolproof security at
all airports by framing *stan-
dards and measures’ for the
security of civil fhpghts at
international and domestic
airports. The bureau is also
responsible for the imple-
mentation of the guidelines
enumerated in Annexure 17
related to the secunty of air-
ports of the Chicago Conven-
tion of the ICAQ.

While the BCAS ensured
secunty at arports by deploy-
ing the Central Reserve Police
e (CRPF) at sensitive
ones and avil police in others,
the hpjacking of IC-814 on
December 24, 1999, prompted
the government to have a ded-
icated wing of the CISF for the
secunty of airports. Barring a
few; liketheSrinagar, Leh and
Jammu amrports, which were
manned by the CRPE the
CISF had taken overthe secu-
nty of all sensitive airports by
2011, In March 2020, the CISF
took over from the CRPF too.
In all, 16 fhghts were hijacked
in India between 1971 and
2023, At present, CISF person-
nel are deploved at 66 of the
148 airports, while the remain-
g have been secured by the
respective state police.

ammunition and |haz-
ardous substances.

Drones are like the ‘third
eve in the sky'. Without
adequate safepuards. the
expanded use of UAVs and
their integration into the
national airspace raise a
host of concerns with
respect to the privacy of
individuals. In the absence
of legal safepguards, the
apex court of France has
ruled that the use of drones
by the Paris police, even
while enforeing Covid lock-
down restrictions, was a
violation of privacy and per-
sonal data protection laws.
In England, the Drone and
Model Aircraft Code pre-
seribes norms to protect pri-
vacy while flying drones.

Until now, UAVs have
been treated as a category
of aireraft and governed
by  repulations made
under the Aireraft Act,
despite the fact that they
are totally different in
application and working.
Drones have huge poten-
tial in fast-growing
economies and the job
market, warranting due
attention from policy-
makers. A comprehensive
gspecial law on all matters
relating to drones along
the lines of the Motor
Vehicles Act 15 the need of
the hour. All penuine con-
cerns relating to privacy
and data protection
should be addressed by
adhering to the require-
ments of legality, necessi-
ty and proportionality.

The deployment of private
security agencies at sensk
tive airports was undertak-
en in accordance with the
National Civil Aviation Poli-
cy (2016), whose Para 15(f)
states that the *Government
will encourapge use of private
security agencies at airports
for non-core security func-
tions which will be decided
in consultation with the
Ministry of Home Affairs”
This attempt to cut down on
the cost of deploving CISF
personnel 1s fraught with
hugerisks. Being in the pri-
vate agency's uniform,
they would not carry the
authority that CISF person-
nel do in dealing with the
passengers. Though they
would be trained and tested
by the CISFE. their capabili-
ty and confidence would be
no mateh for the regular
CISF personnel.

The multiplicty of agencies
in the security set-up would
lead to the evasion of respon-
s1bality, which 15 detnmental
to overall security. The Jus-
tice Kirpal Commission had
stated in its report that the
multiplicity of secunty agen-
cies led to Loaty.

The move to emulate the
Transport Security Adminis-
tration of the US, whereby a
unified agency is entrusted
with the responsibility of secur-
ing land, air and sea transport,
15 a step in the nght direction.
But until an agency of that
nature takes over, the deploy-
ment of private secunty agen-
cies can be pertlous.
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Much ado about nothin

Arvind Kejriwal governing from jail may look
unconventional, but it 1s not unconstitutional

the Capital from behind bars upon being arrested in the multicrore liquor scam.

Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal is keeping his word so far: That he would rule

The issuance of Government orders from prison, however, has sparked a con-
troversy. His political opponents, including the BJP, are raising concerns about the influ-
ence of criminal elements within the Government apparatus. The saga began when Kejriwal,
also the national convener of AAP was incarcerated following his alleged involvement
in the liquor scam. Despite being in jail, he continued to issue orders related to gover-
nance matters in Delhi. This is unprecedented as no serving Chief Minister has ever
been jailed. While Kejriwal’s supporters argue that his actions demonstrate a commit-
ment to his responsibilities, critics point to the broader implications of a jailed politician
running a Government. BJP leaders have wasted no time in alleging that this develop-
ment is emblematic of the pervasive influence of criminal elements. The BJP leaders

assert that allowing individuals facing serious crimi-
nal charges to wield power from jail sets a danger-
ous precedent. Moreover, they argue that it raises ques-
tions about the efficacy of the justice system in curb-
ing such abuses of power.

On the other hand, AAP supporters claim the BJP’s
allegations are aimed at tarnishing their party’s image.
They maintain that Kejriwal’s actions are within bounds
of his duties as Chief Minister and emphasise his com-
mitment to serving the people of Delhi. Furthermore,
they contend that Kejriwal’s governance from jail reflects
the resilience and determination of a leader who refus-
es to be deterred by legal challenges. In reality, the entire

controversy is unfounded. If the Constitution permits an individual to retain a constitu-
tional position while under judicial custody, it logically follows that they have the right
to govern from wherever they are. Given its lack of prudence, it might appear uncon-
ventional, but it aligns perfectly with the constitutional framework of India’s political sys-
tem. Unlike Laloo Yadav and Hemant Soren, Kejriwal chose not to comply with the estab-
lishment’s expectations by resigning and instead remained in his post. Additionally, being
in judicial custody alone does not constitute a conviction or indictment, regardless of
the strength of the allegations, and thus holds no legal validity. In the wake of the con-
troversy surrounding Kejriwal’s governance from jail, the next logical step for him would
undoubtedly be to pursue avenues for securing bail. For a sitting Chief Minister to be in
jail is an extraordinary circumstance, and Kejriwal’s legal team will likely be working dili-
gently to secure his release at the earliest opportunity. Amidst the heated exchange of
accusations and counter-arguments, the broader implications of this controversy can-
not be ignored. It highlights the complex interplay between politics, law enforcement

arch-rivals

This electoral battle is shaping up to be a multi-party contest, primarily
between the ruling BJP-led NDA and the INDIA bloc

ho will win the
2024 Lok Sabha
polls? The elec-
tion scene has
become clear
after the Chief Election
Commissioner announced the
poll schedule last week. They will
begin next month and end on
June 4, when the results will be
announced.
It will be a multi-party contest,
with the ruling BJP-led NDA
alliance and the opposition coali-
tion of the INDIA bloc being the
primary contenders. Meanwhile,
alliances are being built and
major parties have announced the
candidates. Party hopping and
secret deals are also going on.
Prime Minister Modi aims to per-
form a hat trick. Currently, it is a
one-horse race, with the BJP
dominating and the opposition
parties trailing behind.
The Opposition INDIA coalition
comprises 26 parties. They have
formed a pre-poll alliance to
challenge the BJP. It aims to field
a single opposition candidate
against the BJP in the upcoming
elections. The Opposition suf-
fered two consecutive defeats in
2014 and 2019, significantly dam-
aging its image. It needs to con-
nect with voters, including mil-
lennials.
Congress, leading the Opposition,
is a 138-year secular party that
used to represent marginalised
groups like SCs, STs, OBCs and

Gandhi’s recent Bharat Jodo
Yatras, which was meant to
connect with the people.

To succeed, Congress must
raise bread-and-butter issues
such as inflation, joblessness
and social discord to engage
with young voters who play a
decisive role in elections. They
must show an alternate strat-
egy to appeal to them.
Simultaneously, some power-
ful chief ministers of state-level
parties dominate their states,
making it a tough fight for
Prime Minister Narendra

WITH BOTH SIDES

.| A showdown of

and compelling storyline,
except for its commitment to
safeguarding the Constitution
and democratic values.
However, voters are more con-
cerned about basic needs such
as food, clothing and shelter.
For instance, Sonia Gandhi’s
Aam Admi slogan in 2004 res-
onated well with the masses.
Low-income people generally
live paycheck to paycheck and
may not relate to abstract
political concepts.

The Congress Party is still
clinging to its glorious past and

i

KALYAN| SHANKAR

revocation of Article 356 in
Jammu and Kashmir and the
inauguration of the Ram tem-
ple in Ayodhya. The BJP high-
lights its achievements in the
last decade and various welfare
initiatives to attract voters.
The continuity has helped
Modi achieve his agenda.
Modi has gained internation-
al recognition over the past ten
years and ensured Indias posi-
tion at the high table, which
excites his supporters.

On the negative side, the
Opposition claims that the

Y ! . ) : 'L Muslims. It has been weakened Modi in these areas. RAISING THEIR failing to acknowledge the Modi Government has been
and the justice system in India. As the debate rages on, it remains to be seen how this | since the eighties, with the rise of 2019, the BJP and its allies current scene. As the second-  targeting Opposition leaders
controversy will shape the political landscape in Delhi and beyond in the days to come. = regional }fazlraps anfd fc;)dafy, itisa sectureiiF (})lnly45 p.er.cent5 gf the PITCH, THE 2024 larg:stlfarty, Cf()ntgrelss Zutt}(:- End harassting tt)hem with

Strength. Tt lacks leadership.  cent were up for grabs or the  ELECTIONS WILL SEE (it 1ihas beenlosing ts  The BJP poaches on other par-
After the 2014 and 2019 defeats, INDIA bloc. Although no A NO-HOLDS-BARRED leadersto the BJP and asteady ties, lawmakers, and leaders. It
Congress now claims it is com- national leader matches Modi’s flow of these leaders demor- has absorbed many second-
mitted to social justice and popularity, some influential NEGATIVE CAM PAIGN, alises the Party. The rungleaderswho chose to find

empowering India’s poor,
oppressed, Dalits, farmers, youth
and women with its five guaran-
tees: Yuva Nyay, Bhagidaari Nyay,
Naari Nyay, Kisan Nyay and
Shramik Nyay.

The Opposition mainly aims to
challenge Modi by consolidating
anti-BJP votes and offering incen-
tives. This strategy worked for
Congress in recent Himachal
Pradesh, Karnataka and
Telangana Assembly polls, which
Congress won. Congress hopes to
gain from the BJP’s anti-incum-
bency buffering sops and freebies.
They also highlight Rahul

regional leaders can sway vot-
ers in their respective regions.
This is particularly true for
West Bengal, Tamil Nadu,
Odisha and Andhra Pradesh.
The biggest challenge for the
coalition is to project a single
leader against Modi.
Unfortunately, there is an ego
clash among the coalition
partners, which makes it dif-
ficult to agree on someone.

Secondly, the BJP boasts a
strong organisation with
immense financial and polit-
ical power. The Opposition
doesn’t seem to have a solid

AS THIS WILL DECIDE
THE FUTURE OF THE
OPPOSITION

AND THE
AGGRESSIVE BJP

Opposition needs a solid
counter to the BJP’s propagan-
da and religious narrative.
The BJP has grown since 1980;
today, it is the biggest Party in
India. It has a strong organisa-
tion with unlimited money
power.

The Party seeks votes in the
name of the Prime Minister.
The BJP has a better chance of
winning this time. The BJP’s
lucky mascot is Modi. His sup-
porters consider him a doer
due to the implementation of
various measures. These
include the Triple Talag, CAA,

better prospects in the saffron
Party.
With both sides raising their
pitch, the 2024 elections will
see a no-holds-bar negative
campaign, as this will decide
the future of the Opposition
and the aggressive BJP. Modi’s
secret to success is a divided
opposition. As long as this
continues, Modi will continue
to win. The Opposition must
chant the mantra of unity to
win or even improve.
(The writer is a popular
columnist; views
are personal)
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Devotees carry Seethala Mallikarjuna Swamy’s ‘Rathotsava’ towards Mullayanagiri hill, in Chikkamagaluru PTI
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Water, an elixir of life
and an agent of peace

Ineffective water management practices contribute to water scarcity by
water loss, inefficient allocation and degradation of water resources

ater is an indispens-
Wable factor in the
survival of human-

ity on this planet. For every-
thing related to humans, we
have one or other alternative.
But for water, there is no alter-
native. Water is essential for
life, playing a critical role in
various bodily functions and
processes. Science and reli-
gion have a consensus on one
point. The first life on the
planet originated in water.
Water is often referred to as
the “elixir of life” because it is
essential for all living organ-
isms’ existence and survival.
Without water, life as we
know it would not be possi-
ble. All our civilizations and
international co-operations
have taken place through
water bodies.

But the recent water shortage
plaguing the silicon city of
India, Bengaluru, has sent
shocking waves among the
city dwellers, who, despite
having financial stability, are
finding it difficult to get water
for their daily use. If it’s
Bengaluru today, it will be in
other cities shortly. According
to a recent United Nations
report, multiple zones with-
in India’s Indo-Gangetic basin
have surpassed a critical level

of groundwater depletion,
with the entire northwestern
region projected to face sig-

nificantly  diminished
groundwater resources by
2025.

Groundwater depletion
occurs when the water extrac-
tion rate from aquifers
exceeds the recharge rate,
leading to a decline in
groundwater levels over time.
In the Indo-Gangetic basin,
excessive groundwater pump-
ing for irrigation, urban water
supply, and industrial use has
resulted in the widespread
depletion of aquifers. The
conversion of agricultural
lands to high-rise commercial
buildings also affects proper
recharging.

Ineffective water manage-
ment practices contribute to
water scarcity by exacerbating
water loss, inefficient alloca-
tion, and degradation of water
resources. Over-extraction of
groundwater, inefficient irri-

gation techniques, leaky dis-
tribution systems, and inad-
equate conservation mea-
sures all contribute to the mis-
management of water
resources.

Urban planners should leave
a “water buffer space” within
every 1 km radius for proper
recharging of the groundwa-
ter. For this, they should con-
struct beautiful artificial lakes
that harvest rainwater and
recycled water. Similarly, in
every household or high-rise
building, the Government
should see that they have
proper working rainwater
harvesting facilities.

Access to safe drinking water
and adequate sanitation is a
basic human right and is
essential for preventing water-
borne diseases and main-
taining health and hygiene.
Without sufficient water, peo-
ple cannot meet their basic
drinking, cooking, and sani-
tation needs, jeopardising
their health and well-being.
Water is a key driver of socio-
economic development, sup-
porting various sectors such
as agriculture, industry, and
tourism. Water infrastruc-
ture investments, water-based
industries, and water-related
services contribute to eco-
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nomic growth and job cre-
ation. In regions where water
is already scarce or shared by
multiple parties, disputes over
water allocation, usage rights,
and infrastructure develop-
ment can arise, leading to ten-
sions and conflicts. In India,
we have seen severe conflicts
over water sharing in the
states of Karnataka, Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, Maharashtra
and Andhra Pradesh. More
such tensions will erupt in
future when water scarcity
increases.
The developments in science
and technology can artificial-
ly produce anything related to
human life, including food
products or even human
babies; however, research to
date has not made it possible
to produce water artificially.
Hence, we need to maintain
the natural water balance on
this planet without disturbing
it. In the current pace of
urbanisation and environ-
mental degradation being
carried out by humans, it
would be very difficult to
regenerate water if it gets
depleted.
(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National
Institute of Advanced
Studies; views are personal)

KEJRIWAL CANNOT BE CM
Madam — Apropos news article “After
Kejriwal, AAP Sealed,” published on
March 24, this is my response. As far as
Arvind Kejriwal is concerned, he will have
to stay out of politics for along time. Aam
Aadmi Party leaders may claim that
Kejriwal will remain the Chief Minister.
Still, now it will be almost impossible for
Arvind Kejriwal to remain in the post of
Chief Minister. Delhi state holds a special
position. Here the Lieutenant Governor has
unlimited powers. The Lieutenant
Governor comes under the Central Home
Department. In such a situation, if Arvind
Kejriwal does not resign, he will certain-
ly be dismissed in the future. The arrest of
Kejriwal will have an impact on the elec-
tion campaign of Delhi and Punjab. AAP
is playing the victim card but the public
must repeatedly criticise it.
That means the entire opposition is cur-
rently on the defensive on the issue of cor-
ruption. Kejriwal has committed a huge
strategic and legal mistake by not respond-
ing to ED’s nine summonses. He has to bear
the brunt of this at the time of the Lok
Sabha elections. If he had gone to the ED
office for questioning in November itself,
he would have been arrested today. One
does not have to see this day. Even if ED
had arrested him in November, he could
have got bail after four to five months as
it happened in the case of Sanjay Raut. The
leaders of the Aam Aadmi Party made seri-
ous mistakes in the case of Arvind Kejriwal.
Govind Rao Rotti | Vijayapura

REGULATE REUSED GOOKING OILS
Madam — In commercial settings like
restaurants, it's common practice not to dis-
card oil after a single use. Unfortunately,
with deep frying, failure to regularly
change the oil can lead to the generation
of trans fats through repeated reheating,
potentially causing inflammation in the
body as per health experts. Unhealthy oils
can adversely affect mainly heightening the
risk of cardiovascular diseases and type 2
diabetes.

Repeated heating of oil also leads to the

The parched IT hub

in Bengaluru,” published on March 25, this

is my response. Bengaluru is known as the
garden city of India. It had more green patches
earlier. It had more lakes. Nearly 80 per cent were
greenery patches. Now things have changed.
Water scarcity was quite unknown to the peo-
ple of this city since the perennial Cauvery River
flows here. Now due to the advent of IT corrid-
er, the city has become a concrete jungle. People
have migrated in large numbers to Bengaluru.
Also, the change in the climatic conditions and

Apropos news article “Zero Water Day Night

accumulation of visible and invisible gran-
ules, altering the oil's composition and
introducing neo-formed compounds
(NFCs) over time. This process diminish-
es the oil's nutritional quality. FSSAT lacks
regulations or definitions for reused cook-
ing oils, often leading food safety officials
to rely on visual cues such as colour or
appearance. Therefore, FSSAI must frame
regulations for reused cooking oils.
Vijaykumar H K | Raichur

MONEY MANAGEMENT IS AN SKILL

Madam — Everyone continually works
hard to accumulate wealth and lead a lux-
urious lifestyle, and money is the source
of all these pleasures. Although making
money is not a particularly tough chore for
everyone, how one manages their finances
is what counts. In numerous instances,
individuals who were fortunate enough to
inherit wealth but lacked financial man-
agement skills have become mired in debt;

failure of monsoon rains have resulted in acute
water scarcity. Water is more misused here than
purposefully used. Even tanker supply by the
Corporation is seen as inadequate. Private sup-
pliers fleece the people taking advantage of the
situation. The storage in the reservoirs is far
below the demand.
Not only in Bengaluru but in other places of the
state the situation is grim. Places like Raichur,
Bellary and Mysore are reeling under water scarci-
ty. Hyderabad, Chennai, Coumaote, Qoty, Delhi
and Gurgaon are no exceptions. The Government
should identify water storage lakes and desilt
them periodically. Rainwater harvesting should
be done on a war footing. Our forefathers saw
potable water in rivers and lakes. The next gen-
eration saw it in the wells. We now see water in
bottles. Our future generation will see it in cap-
sules may ring true if we don’t act now. We must
sustain judicious water management else the sit-
uation will become disastrous.

Sravana Ramachandran | Bengaluru

conversely, those who began from noth-
ing and were fortunate enough to possess
sound money management skills have seen
their wealth increase threefold.
A quotation reads, “Money moves from
those who do not manage it to those who
do” Money management is very underrat-
ed but still, a very crucial skill to be learned
although these skills are already built in the
people of our country giving the right
direction to these skills can add fuel to the
fire. People should be taught money man-
agement skills like saving, investing and
maintaining personal finances. This will
help them to enjoy life to the fullest and
have emergency funds on hand. It will also
help them to become financially indepen-
dent and lead balanced lives when they
move abroad for college or a job.

Lisha Gera | Ujjain

Send your feedback to;
letterstopioneer@gmail.com
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LIFE SHOULD BE A
PRECIOUS JOURNEY

In the rush to meet obligations,
do we overlook beauty around us?

RAVI VALLURI

ife is something very precious, a divine gift given to us by God or
Lnature. Do humans realise how high-priced is it? When we wake

up in the morning, aren’t we in a tearing hurry to accomplish all
the unfulfilled tasks of yesterday?
Do we spend some quality time embracing nature, take a few deep breaths,
spend moments in solitude and feel the silence encompassing us? Are
we grateful for our existence or do we mechanically hit the gym and
head for the kitchen to have the mandatory morning cup of coffee?
Yes, for sure morning exercise like a walk, a jog, or executing the chores
are essential, but it is equally important to slow down the pace of life
and become grateful to the Universe for its vastness and its exquisite
grandiose geometry.
Pierce Brosnan, who wielded guns and gals with remarkable felicity once
remarked, ‘I realise how precious life is, probably because I've seen how
it can be taken away.” As the cloud moves across the sky, so do moments
in our lives. We need to be in harmony with our thoughts and actions
and also realise the ephemeral nature of events.
Once, a student approached his Master and complained that he could
not meditate as his body ached, he felt distracted or asleep and was
extremely disconcerted. The wise man smiled and merely said that this
would pass. After some days, the tutee was in an ecstatic mood and
apprised his teacher that the meditation was wonderful and he had had
an experiential feeling. He could observe stillness in the mind; see a shim-
mering light and experience levitation. The Master merely smiled and added
that even this would pass.
Life should be treated as a celebration and as a precious gift since it is
fleeting and transitory.

The sacrosanct premise of life therefore should be to focus on its truly
celebratory nature and savour its prepossessing moments.
For all this to happen, we need to increase our prana/energy levels man-
ifold. We derive energy from food, breath and rest provided to the body
and by maintaining a calm and meditative mind. These sutras or tenets
are imparted during the Happiness Programme of the Art of Living.
However, the prana/energy level needs to be sustained to nurture the
precious moments of life. Humans have to treat their minds and bod-
ies as sacred.
Early morning blues can be combatted with warm lime water laced with
honey. It is efficacious for the human body to have a few glasses of this
elixir of life. A sattvic diet helps in increasing prana levels and also in
meditation. The purpose of yoga is not just performing physical exer-
cises but to ultimately do pranayama and meditation. This helps assuage
the mind so that we are in a position to recognise and appreciate life’s
precious journey.
Physical sciences, till recently, were all about matter and particles. However,
newer studies reveal the mysteries of science have transcended the bound-
aries of matter and dwelled on waves and their patterns. Waves con-
nect us to science and also to people.
While acknowledging the precious nature of life, we need to harness the
potential further by choosing a passion. This is an outlet from the drea-
ry ho-hum of life and we can appreciate the droplets on the petals, a
nest built on our roof or a koel bird singing mellifluously.
In this age of a wired world, humans need to break the chains of tech
bondage and develop a harmonious dwelling place where people care
and share making life a truly momentous journey.
(The writer is the CEQ of Chhattisgarh East Railway Ltd. and
Chhattisgarh East West Railway Ltd. He is a faculty of the Art of
Living; views are personal)
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Conspiracy theories

abound for terror attack

.
NILANTHA
LANGAMUWA

A cloud of speculation surrounds the Moscow terror attack; allegations range
from claims of internal collusion to Ukrainian complicity, supported by the West

n the end, neither these corrupt :
politicians nor the manifestos of :
these inhuman actions, but unarmed :
civilians will have to pay the price. :
Over a hundred unarmed civilians :
were mercilessly killed by those brutal :
assailants, while hundreds more were :
wounded in Saturday’s terrorist attacks on
the outskirts of Moscow. Conspiracy the-
ories, as in many other cases, are deepen- :
ing. Some say it was an inside job orches- :
trated by certain parties to gain sympathy.
Second, Ukrainians planned it with the help :
of Western intelligence agencies. Third, this :
extremists. :
Consequently, conflicting yet interesting :

was perpetrated by

reports are emerging from all sides.

Though these warning messages sound :
fishy, the amount of intelligence activities @ |
in the region certainly emphasises recent :
detailed reports on CIA activities in Ukraine
published by The New York Times, stating :
that the US and UK were in Ukraine long :
before the war. “At the end of 2021, Putin :
was considering whether to launch a full- :
scale invasion. He met with the head of one :
of Russia’s main spy services, who told him
that the CIA, together with British intelli- :
gence MI6, controlled Ukraine and turned :
it into a staging ground for operations :

against Moscow.”

[ i -

However, it is interesting to note that in this
brutal attack, terrorists who targeted con- :
certgoers at Moscow’s Crocus City Hall not
only successfully executed the operation, but
also managed to evade capture and attempt-
ed to cross the border located over three :
hundred kilometres away. Later, according
to Russian media, all four attackers were :
apprehended by Russian security forces. A
man detained on suspicion of involvement :
in the Crocus City Hall attack has report- :
edly confessed to being promised a reward
0f 500,000 rubles, according to Russian jour-

nalist Margarita Simonyan. The alleged :
killer stated in a video posted by her, I shot :
down people at the Crocus for money; [I :

was promised] about 500,000’
Strangely, Russia was attacked by the

Islamic State, or more accurately, accord- :
ing to Western media outlets, by ISKP. The :
Islamic State—Khorasan Province is a :
regional branch of the Islamic State terror- :
ist group active in South-Central Asia. At :
the beginning of this month, on March 7, :
the FSB stated that it had stopped an ISKP :
cell from carrying out a terrorist attack tar- :
geting a synagogue. “On the territory of the :
Kaluga Region, a stop was put to the activ-
ity of Wilayat Khorasan, a cell of the Afghan
branch of the international terrorist organ-
isation Islamic State, which is banned in :

Russia, whose members were planning to
commit a terrorist act against one of the

Jewish religious institutions in Moscow; the
Russian Federal Security Service (FSB) said
in a statement to the state-run TASS news :

agency.

What is fascinating is that almost all :
Western countries currently supplying
arms, personnel, and other vital support, :
including precious intelligence, to Ukraine :
for its fight against Russia, were issuing early
warnings about such brutal terrorist attacks.
On March 7 and 8, several foreign :
embassies in Russia warned their citizens :
about the threat of terrorist attacks in :
Moscow. The U.S. Embassy in Moscow :
posted a security alert late on March 7, stat- :

ing, “The embassy is monitoring reports :
that extremists have imminent plans to tar- :
get large gatherings in Moscow, including :
concerts, and U.S. citizens should be :
advised to avoid large gatherings over the :

¢ next 48 hours” The Finnish Foreign
i Ministry urged its citizens on
i Saturday to avoid public gatherings
¢ in Moscow over the weekend, fol-
i lowing the US warning about pos-
: sible terrorist attacks in Russia.
i The US Embassy further stated that
i itis actively monitoring reports indi-
¢ cating that “extremists have imme-
¢ diate intentions to target large gath-
i erings in Moscow.”

i After the US warning, the UK
¢ issued a similar advisory advising

WHATEVER THE
~ CONSPIRACY
 THEORIES OR ANY
OTHER GROUND.
REPORTS THAT
CAME TO THE
PUBLIC DOMAIN
AFTER THIS
HORRIFIC
TERRORIST

- ATTACK, ONE
THING IS CERTAIN:
RUSSIA INDEED
HAS INTERNAL
SECURITY
LOOPHOLES AND.
ENEMIES ARE
CAPABLE OF
SNEAKING
THROUGH ITS
SYSTEM.

i distinctive IS attack contradicts its
i previous behaviours; typically, IS
i members launch attacks to become
i martyrs. However, in this instance,
i they attacked to obtain “money”

UK citizens to avoid travelling to
Russia due to the risks and terror-
ist threats. The British Foreign
Office recommended against all
travel to Russia. Germany, Latvia,
and Estonia also urged their citizens
and those with dual citizenship not
to travel to Russia shortly. These
advisories essentially highlight the
reliability, effectiveness, and capa-
bility of Western intelligence agen-
cies in the region.

However, it is important to pay
attention to the argument made by
the Ukrainian Defence Authority on
the attack: “The behaviour of the
criminals is also an important fac-
tor. They fled, although such attacks
are characterised by suicides with
the victims and the voicing of
demands, or at least reasons.
Accordingly, the criminals wanted
to survive. But how did they cover
a distance of more than 300 kilome-
tres without being noticed? Why,
having prepared so thoroughly, did
they not do the simplest thing—buy
a few spare cars to change on the
way? Was it because they were guar-
anteed security by the Russian spe-
cial services?”

These questions are undoubtedly
crucial not only for unravelling the
mysteries behind the attack but also
for preventing its recurrence. This

from unknown sources, a practice
strictly prohibited, Haram, accord-
ing to Islam.

Meanwhile, in his address to the
nation, President Putin asserted, “All
perpetrators, organisers, and mas-
terminds of this crime will face fair
and inevitable punishment, whoev-
er they may be and whoever direct-
ed them. I emphasise once more: we
will identify and bring to justice
every individual who stands behind
these terrorists, those who orches-
trated this atrocity, this assault
against Russia and our people”
Whatever the conspiracy theories or
any other ground reports that came
to the public domain after this hor-
rific terrorist attack, one thing is cer-
tain: Russia indeed has internal
security loopholes, and enemies are
capable of sneaking through their
system. It is clear that, according to
Western pre-warnings of the attacks
leading us to presume that these
brutal attacks were pre-planned to
execute during the recently conclud-
ed election where Putin marked the
highest percentage of any elections
since 2000. This signalled which side
the majority of Russians were stand-
ing on, while the West kept repeat-
ing the same mantra of authoritar-
ianism. On the other hand, can the
Ukrainian President go for an elec-
tion and prove the same, despite
remaining in power by manipulat-
ing the constitutional clauses?
However, Ukrainians, alarmed by
the election, launched a risky inva-
sion to halt voting in Russian bor-
der areas, particularly in Belgorod
city and its region. During the three-
day operation, Ukraine killed 11
civilians with drones and rockets
and injured 82, including nine crit-
ically. Among the casualties were an
election official and a thirteen-
year-old girl, whose father was
seriously injured.

Ironically, most Western nations
with imperfect democracies expect
their enemy countries to be “per-

fect democracies”. This paradox can
only please a mind accustomed to
duplicity but will never overcome
common challenges such as nor-
malising the global supply chain
and achieving peace while mitigat-
ing the burning risk of a possible
nuclear attack. The most powerful
nations, despite engaging in dirty
politics to reaffirm their suprema-
cy, will never hesitate to engage in
anything contradictory to their
preaching.
Nevertheless, determining whether
this attack was carried out by ISKP
or another group influenced by var-
ious integrated parties is a matter
that requires verification. However,
this attack has the potential to
inspire other terrorists in countries
facing genuine threats from IS,
ISKP, and other extremist factions.
We cannot underestimate the
importance of security in the forth-
coming Indian elections and ISKP’s
direct threats against China and its
investments in  Pakistan,
Afghanistan, and other places. In
early September 2022, the ISKP
published its most comprehensive
critique of China to date, belittling
the Belt and Road Initiative and
calling on Muslims to take up
arms against “red atheists whose
hands are soaked with the blood of
innocent Uyghur Muslims.”
Ironically, the tone of these threats
is very similar to how the United
States evaluates its competitors.
Should we take lightly what the
Republican presidential nominee
Donald Trump repeatedly referred
to as the president as ‘Obama and
Hillary Clinton are as ISIS co-
founders’? Sometimes, political
jokes, rhetoric and blabbering play
a very important role in under-
standing the context of our day-to-
day life and its reality.
(The writer, a journalist, expresses
personal views which are
independent of any
institutional affiliations)

Controversial 1ssues reignite India-ILanka relations

The contentious issues of Katchatheevu and Sethusamudram resurface amid Tamil Nadu’s election fervour

he schedule for the
I General Election 2024
has been announced
and the State of Tamil Nadu is
full of rattle and brouhaha over
non-issues. The ruling DMK
which has been maintaining
silence over issues like the pro-
vision of drinking and irriga-
tion waters and the fate of the
State’s fishermen arrested by
the Sri Lankan Navy have
dusted and taken out age-old
topics for use as campaign
materials in the election. A
cursory glance over the elec-
tion manifesto of the DMK
drafted under the chairman-
ship of M K Kanimozhi, the
late Karunanidhi’s daughter by
his third wife Rajathi, makes
the reader doubt whether
Tamil Nadu is a part of India
or not.
One of the salient points of the

™

o
N e
X /

Fnes)
— '_,..."--.

KUMAR CHELLAPPAN

DMK election manifesto is to
make Tamil Nadu a NEET-free
State. This means that admis-
sion to the undergraduate and
postgraduate courses in the
State’s medical colleges would
be free of the National
Eligibility cum Entrance Test,
the selection system ordered
by the Constitution Bench of
the Supreme Court. It was the
UPA Government (2004-
2014) in which the DMK was
the second largest constituent

that brought the NEET into
practice. Similarly, the DMK
would revive and resume the
works of laying a canal
through the Palk Strait known
as the Sethusamudram
Channel. The project work has
been put on hold following
directives by the Supreme
Court based on the fact that it
is neither economically sus-
tainable nor commercially
viable. The only motivating
factor behind the revival of
Sethusamudram Channel is
that the DMK Government
would be able to demolish the
Ram Sethu, a stone structure
believed to have been built by
the army of Lords Ram to
cross the sea in their mission
to same Maa Sita from the cus-
tody of the Ravana. This is
being seen as the Dravidian’s
reply to the Pranaprathista of

the Ram Temple at Ayodhya
held in January. The DMK has
declared its mission to destroy
Sanatana Dharma once and
forever. Udhayanidhi Stalin,
heir apparent to the DMK
throne and the chief minister-
ship in the eventuality of Stalin
leaving Tamil Nadu for an
early rendezvous with his
father M Karunanidhi and
ideological father Ramasamy
Naicker, have declared time
and again that Sanatana
Dharma is more dangerous
than Covid and Cancer and
should be banished from the
face of the earth.

Yet another promise made by
the DMK is the retrieval of
Katchateevu, a small islet
handed over to Sri Lanka by
the Government of India in
1975. The decision to secede
this 285-acre uninhabited islet

to Sri Lanka in 1975 was taken
after a series of discussions
involving top-level diplomats
of Sri Lanka and India includ-
ing G Parthasarathi, a close
aide of Indira Gandhi.
Katchatheevu is an uninhab-
ited islet in the Palk Strait. The
islet once used for pearl farm-
ing was strategically important
for fishing activities and was
owned by the Raja of Ramnad
and later became part of the
Madras Presidency after the
delimitation of Gulf of Mannar
and Palk Strait during British
rule between the then
Governments of Madras and
Ceylon. In 1921, both Sri
Lanka and India claimed this
piece of land and the dispute
remained unsettled.

The agreement signed by
Indira Gandhi and her Sri
Lanka counterpart Sirimao

Bhandarenaike in 1975 and
1976 says that with the estab-
lishment of the Exclusive
Economic Zones by the two
countries, India and Sri Lanka
will exercise sovereign rights
over the living and non-living
resources of their respective
zones. The fishing vessels and
fishermen of India shall not
engage in fishing in the historic
waters, the territorial sea and
the Exclusive Economic Zone
of Sri Lanka, nor shall the fish-
ing vessels and fishermen of Sri
Lanka engage in fishing in the
historic waters, the territorial
sea and the Exclusive
Economic Zone of India, with-
out the express permission of
Sri Lanka or India, as the case
may be, according to the agree-
ment. The agreement made it
clear that Katchateev belongs
to the territory of Sri Lanka.

From 1976 to 2008, the DMK
and its leader Karunanidhi
were silent over Katchateevu.
It was a case filed by ATADMK
general secretary J Jayalalithaa
in 2008 that made
Karunanidhi take up the issue
as part of his political one-
upmanship. When the case
came up for hearing, the then
chief justice R M Lodha asked
Mukul Rohatgi, the then attor-
ney general, what were the
possibilities of retrieval of
Katchatheev. “If you want
Katchatheevu back, you will
have to go to war to get it back?
Rohatgi told the Court. In
another development, the
Coast Guard in an affidavit
filed by it in Madras High
Court said that it was the Tamil
Nadu fishermen who violated
the International Maritime
Boundary Line and fished in

Sri Lankan territorial waters.
Sinha Ratnatunga, a respected
editor of a popular newspaper
in Sri Lanka said that more
than 600 fishing boats from
India cross over the IMBL and
carry out bottom trawling in
the island’s territorial waters
violating all norms. The bot-
tom trawling using purine
nets destroys the entire marine
wealth in the Sri Lankan
waters. The demand for the
retrieval of Katchatheev is
with an ulterior motive. The
Dravidians do not want a cor-
dial relationship between India
and Sri Lanka. Should Lanka
too end up as the Maldives?
asks R R Wijayabalan, who is
one of the best friends of

India in the island nation.
(The writer is special corre-
spondent with the pioneer;
views are personal)
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