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for urban India than rural. This leads to 
divergence. Regionally speaking, it implies 
that states with a lower share of urban resi-
dents or a lower rate of urbanization will find 
their per-capita consumption spending 
growing slower. This could partly explain 
the north-south divergence. The other trend 
is an increase in the share of expenditure on 
rent, conveyance, services and household 
durable goods. The US data too showed an 
increase in the spending share of transporta-
tion. That was natural for a nation flush with 
privately-owned automobiles. In India’s 
context, it reflects both private vehicles and 
a lack of public transportation.

The survey also shows a slowdown in con-
sumption spending across the three surveys 
from 2004-05 till 2022-23. Some of this is 
due to a larger base. After all, our economy 
has grown to three times its size in the past 
20 years. Why is consumption spending not 
rising at the pace of national income? This is 
a crucial question. The survey data is impor-
tant not only to assess the well-being of 
households, and arrive at poverty measures, 
but also to assign proper weights to items 
and update the consumption basket used to 
compute the Consumer Price Index. The lat-
ter is the key indicator guiding monetary 
policy, which has varied further effects.

ance. Rapid urbanization and a concomitant 
widening of the rural-urban divide are inevi-
table consequences of high growth. It is the 
cities which produce the bulk of jobs and act  
as a magnet for migrants. But their govern-
ance, fiscal capacity and infrastructure fall 
short of the public resources they need.

The consumption surveys conducted in 
India are among the largest in the world and 
known for their rigour and regular fre-
quency. Their data ought to be available 
every five years or so. But the 2017-18 survey 
was suppressed by the government on 
claims of poor quality. Hence, the present 
one has come after a gap of 11 years. The past 
decade saw dramatic changes and macroe-
conomic shocks, including demonetization, 
the pandemic and war-related disruption. 
Those shocks could have been disruptive, 
but consumption spending tends to be less 
volatile than income and thus more impervi-
ous to shocks. If one believes in the life-cycle 
hypothesis, consumption trends over time 
smoothen out periodic spells of saving and 
dis-saving, and the employment status of 
households.

Some stylized facts for India’s consump-
tion have stood the test of time. Most of the 
expenditure is still on food (although it has 
finally dipped below 50% of the total). Over 

A
 fact sheet for the Household Con-
sumption Expenditure Survey 
(HCES) 2022-23 has been released 

by India’s statistics ministry. The full report 
with unit-level data is awaited. It covered 
roughly 100,000 urban and 150,000 rural 
households, implying that our urban popu-
lation is two-fifths of the total. This estimate 
is based on census classification, but the 
2021 comprehensive census is delayed by 
five years. So we may be under-estimating 
the urban population. If so, it might give a 
distorted picture of the urban-rural divide. 
For instance, if better-off consumption 
numbers are taken as being in rural areas 
when they should be counted as urban, it 
would show the rural economy doing better 
than it actually is. And the census definition 
of what constitutes ‘urban’ may be too con-
servative anyway. The point, however, is not 
to be dismayed by relatively slower growth 
in rural incomes or consumption, but rather 
to focus on reducing urban squalor and 
improving urban infrastructure and govern-

viduals in stocks. In August 2022, the 
government had stated in the Lok 
Sabha that 85% of the contributions are 
invested in debt instruments and 15% in 
exchange traded funds (ETFs), which 
invest in stocks that make up indices 
like the BSE Sensex and NSE Nifty.

In August 2023, the government 
shared data showing that the EPFO had 
invested a total of ₹1.29 trillion in ETFs 
from April 2020 to March 2023. The 
EPFO started investing in stocks only in 
2018-19. Other than the EPFO, the 
National Pension System also invests in 
stocks indirectly. Third, all the house-
hold money coming into MFs isn’t 
necessarily going into equity funds that 
invest in stocks.

While keeping the third point in 
mind, the money indirectly being 
invested in stocks through the first two 
routes needs to be taken into account as 
well. Once that’s done, it’s safe to say 
that there is more household money 
going into stocks, albeit indirectly, than 
before. Of course, to come up with an 
exact figure, more aggregate level data 
is needed in the public domain.

Now, the point about Indians invest-
ing only a small amount of their savings 
in stocks is true at a broader level, 
though the situation is not entirely as 
Shah made it out to be. So, why don’t 
households invest more in stocks?

First, it’s the amount of risk that 
people are comfortable with. In their 
minds, many individuals, especially the 
older lot, still carry the scars of stock 
market scams in the years gone by. They 
often equate investing in stocks with 
gambling. This is changing. But, like any 
societal change, it will take time. Of 
course, many investors now seem to be 
punting big on stock derivatives 
(options in particular), rather than buy-
ing stocks. As a recent Bloomberg news 
report pointed out: “In 2023, Indian 
investors traded more [options con-
tracts] than anywhere else in the world.” 
Retail investors carried out 35% of these 
trades, with the average time of holding 
an option being under 30 minutes.

Second, MFs were allowed to use 
celebrities for advertisements only in 
2017. The impact of this can be seen in 
the ‘Mutual Fund sahi hai’ campaign. 
Celebrities like Sachin Tendulkar and 
Mahendra Singh Dhoni mouthing this 
line improves the top-of-the-mind 
recall of MFs as an investment avenue.

Third, for many years, the attraction 
of insurance as a tax-saving investment 
has been strong, a selling point that 
insurers have built over the decades. Of 
course, the saleability of tax-saving MFs 
has been rather limited. This should 
now start to change with India’s new 
income tax regime becoming the 
default option, for which tax deductions 
under Section 80C have been done 
away with. So, individuals will now have 
to invest for the sake of investing well, 
and not just to save tax, and hopefully, 
over a period of time, they’ll realize that 
investing indirectly in stocks through 
MFs is a much better way than through 
life-insurance policies.

Finally, outstanding investments in 
MFs in 2019-2020 had stood at 5.9% of 
India’s gross domestic product (GDP), 
jumping to 8.7% in 2022-23, after 
touching a high of 9.2% in 2021-22. 
Some of this jump is because of inves-
tors investing more money in equity 
MFs—except for the pandemic year of 
2020-21. Further, from April 2020 to 
March 2023, investors on the whole 
withdrew money from open-ended 
income/debt MFs. Investments in life 
insurance funds have gone up from 
19.3% to 22.2%. Investments in pension 
funds have gone up from 2.9% of GDP in 
2020-21 to 3.3% in 2022-23 (data for 
2019-20 isn’t available). Of course, 
along with fresh investments, rising 
stock prices have also contributed to the 
jump. Meanwhile, outstanding invest-
ments in bank fixed deposits shrank 
from 48.2% in 2019-20 to 46.6% in 
2022-23. So, clearly, households are 
holding a greater proportion of their 
savings in stocks than before, albeit 
indirectly, and a lot of it, though not all, 
is held through MFs.

N
ilesh Shah, a social media celeb-
rity and managing director of 
Kotak Mahindra Asset Manage-

ment Company, recently tweeted about 
the flows of India’s household financial 
savings into different investment ave-
nues. The summary of his tweet is that 
Indian households invest very little of 
their savings in stocks (or in equities).

So, how did Shah arrive at this conclu-
sion? From April 2020 to March 2023, 
the total flow of household financial sav-
ings stood at ₹86.2 trillion. Of this, ₹31.6 
trillion flowed into fixed deposits of 
banks and other institutions, while ₹5.1 
trillion flowed into mutual funds (MFs) 
and stocks, amounting to about 6% of 
the overall flow. Given this, the remain-
ing 94% went into fixed-income invest-
ments, like life insurance schemes, 
provident and pension funds, fixed 
deposits and small savings schemes.

Now this is a slightly lazy interpreta-
tion of data, something that social 
media thrives on. First, a part of the 
premium collected by insurers from 
households is invested in stocks. Data 
from Bloomberg suggests that Life 
Insurance Corporation (LIC) of India 
had investments in close to 300 stocks 
as of December 2023. Along with this, 
private insurance companies also invest 
in stocks.

Second, the Employees’ Provident 
Fund Organisation (EPFO) invests a 
part of the contributions made by indi-

They have been putting in impressive sums if we count their swelling indirect investments as well

VIVEK KAUL
is the author of ‘Bad Money’.

The consumption survey captures predictable changes
AJIT RANADE

S
peaking at an event on Monday, 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said, 
“I want to take the government out of 
the lives of people. Especially, I don’t 
approve of government interference 
in the lives of the middle-class. What 

is the need of the government everyday and at 
every step? We should create such a society 
where government interference is minimal.” 
For the poor, the Indian state would offer sup-
port to fulfil basic needs, but for the rest, he said 
he would end unnecessary intervention as part 
of his governance agenda over the next five 
years. In some ways, this is reminiscent of 
Rajiv Gandhi’s observation of welfare leakages, 
which squarely focused reformist minds on 
state inefficiency. Modi’s words focus attention 
on another aspect of our lived reality in India: 
the Big State. While “Minimum government, 
maximum governance” is an oft-cited mantra 
and ‘Ease of living’ has been a catch-phrase for 
the administration, his promise will resonate 
with anyone who has had sarkari encounters.

A list of reforms to roll back the state’s pres-
ence in Indian lives could go on endlessly. The 
principal pain-points, though, are in evidence 
all around. Take taxation. As its rationale is 
valid, taxes are inescapable. But how it is levied 
makes a difference. Not only does it remain far 
too complex in India, it’s clear that the middle-
class bears an outsized burden. In spite of a 
‘faceless’ regime to curb harassment by officials, 
taxpayers whose ‘high value’ transactions are 
under watch routinely receive notices asking 
for explanations. And now there also exists a 
refundable but pointless levy on money sent 
overseas that varies by purpose and makes one’s 
overall tax liability even harder to understand. 
Likewise, the compliance protocols for anyone 

trying to create a retirement fund can cause 
chronic exasperation. Frequent know-your-
customer (KYC) updates are just one part of it. 
The Aadhaar system was meant to subsume 
other requirements, but a fixation with identity 
verification seems to have led to a proliferation 
of paperwork needed for asset ownership. 
Instead of a digital pivot easing lives, files get 
jammed between old and new systems. The 
online interfaces run by most sarkari authori-
ties are so poorly designed that unsuspecting 
users trying to resolve a hitch often get stuck in 
an infinite loop. The Centre cannot be singled 
out for all this. In Delhi, for instance, it was the 
judiciary that had low-emission private cars 
pushed off the streets by means of an order 
against old vehicles; and it’s a municipal body 
that penalizes home-owners who have not been 
able to geo-tag their property, as demanded, 
with no help available from policy enforcers.

The state must also commit itself to staying 
out of the private lives of people. Posts on the 
microblog platform X suffer excessive over-
sight, with suspension orders issued every now 
and then, even as New Delhi’s push against chat 
encryption jars with the right to privacy. Tech-
nology enables an invasive state, but that’s no 
reason to have one, especially since a colonial 
law on sedition that survives in a new guise 
could be misused to stifle dissent, without 
which democracy can turn dysfunctional. Just 
as government actions must not abridge free 
speech (except if lives are clearly at stake), 
the state has no business prying into private 
affairs. Should Uttarakhand’s uniform civil code 
serve as a model for Union-level legislation, 
even live-up relationships will come under 
strict regulation. This would flout the basic 
ideal that Prime Minister Modi endorsed.

Roll back the Big State; 
relieve the middle class
Prime Minister Modi has expressed disapproval of excessive government interference in 

middle-class lives. This should serve as a basis for an overhaul of India’s state apparatus

OUR VIEW

www.livemint.com

CONTENT PARTNER

+ 4 MARKETS PAGES
New Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore, Kolkata, Chennai, Ahmedabad, Hyderabad, Chandigarh*, Pune* Friday, February 28, 2014 Vol.8 No.51 `4.00 in DelhiNCR/`5.00 outside DelhiNCR 24 PAGES

SENSEX 20,986.99 ® NIFTY 6,238.80 ® DOLLAR `61.99® EURO `85.08® GOLD `30,500 æ `74 OIL $108.71 æ $1.03

The debate about the
impact of opinion

polls on actual voter
behaviour is an old one.
It has got a fresh airing in
India after questions
were raised about the
quality of some of the
opinion polls that voters
are getting bombarded
with in the election
season.

There is evidence that
voters could alter their
choices after being
exposed to opinion polls.
There are two major
trends in play. First,
some clamber on to the
winning bandwagon.
Second, others can think
strategically if a party
they dislike is in the lead;
they shift their vote to a
party that has the best
chance of challenging the
expected leader. The first
tendency will help the
party leading the opinion
polls while the latter
tendency could work
against it.

What is less clear is
whether one of these
behavioural responses
dominates, or whether
one cancels out the
other. That is what the
current debate misses.

QUICK EDIT

A voting
paradox

PLEASE-ALL MESSAGE

Modi bats for a new
federal compact

BY GYAN VARMA &

A SIT RANJAN M ISHRA

·························
NEW DELHI

The Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty’s (BJP) prime ministeri-
al candidate, Narendra

Modi, on Thursday renewed his
appeal for an electoral mandate,
this time with the promise of
ushering in a new federal com-
pact between the Union and the
states, unqualified support for
economic reforms, and a guar-
antee to provide every citizen
with basic economic entitle-
ments.

At once, in his please-all mes-
sage, he was addressing three
sets of key stakeholders: poten-
tial political allies, foreign inves-
tors and the general public. The
cornerstones that would enable
the broad vision that he laid out
was what he referred to as the
three D’s: demography, democ-
racy and demand.

Simultaneously, using the
platforms provided by the three
back-to-back events, Modi did
not miss out on listing out his
credentials as an efficient ad-
ministrator as chief minister of
Gujarat since 2001. And signifi-
cantly, he made the argument
that his lengthy tenure at the
state level made him the perfect
candidate to lead the vision
wherein the Centre and the
states do not view each other as
adversaries.

On his own role, Modi main-
tained that he saw himself as a
“trustee”—drawing from the role
Mahatma Gandhi had outlined
for himself while spearheading
the movement for independ-
ence.

In this context, Modi offered
his unequivocal support for the
implementation of the single
goods and services tax (GST)—a

key reform measure that would
for the first time economically
unify the country. He clarified
that neither the BJP-ruled states
nor the party had opposed GST
and instead blamed the lack of
progress on tardy efforts by the
Union government.

“The BJP favours GST. Howev-
er, the IT (information technolo-
gy) infrastructure is not ready,
without which GST cannot be

implemented. The state govern-
ments also had their concerns,
which the Centre should have
handled sympathetically,” Modi
said at a meeting with members
of an association of financial
consultants.

The Gujarat chief minister also
spoke at a national convention of
traders and at the India Econom-
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BJP leader promises
unqualified support for
reforms, guarantee to
provide every citizen
with basic entitlements

eBay bets on
Snapdeal to
gain India
foothold
BY M IHIR DALAL

mihir.d@livemint.com
·························
BANGALORE

EBay Inc. is investing heavily
in an Indian company that

works on a similar business
model as the US-based online
marketplace, seeking to forge a
meaningful presence in a coun-
try where it has struggled despite
being an early mover and where
its global rival Amazon.com Inc.
is expanding rapidly.

eBay said late on Wednesday
that it led a fund infusion of
$133.7 million into Jasper Info-
tech Pvt. Ltd, which runs Snap-
deal.com. eBay first led a $50
million funding in Snapdeal last
April. Snapdeal’s other investors
including Bessemer Venture
Partners and Kalaari Capital also
committed funding in both
rounds.

eBay may eventually buy
Snapdeal, seeing an acquisition
as the company’s best, and prob-
ably the only, chance of building
a large online presence in India,
analysts said. India doesn’t allow
foreign direct investment in on-
line retail, but it allows it in on-
line marketplaces; that’s why
most Indian e-commerce firms
are structured as marketplaces.

“eBay’s approach in India has
been to look at year-on-year, in-
cremental growth. Others have
moved much, much faster and
been way more aggressive and
now it looks like an acquisition
or inorganic growth is the only
way for them to get exponential
growth,” said Harminder Sahni,
managing director at Wazir Ad-
visors, a consulting firm.

Snapdeal, which offers a wide
range of products including ap-
parel, electronics and books
through third-party merchants
on its site, along with Flipkart,
Myntra and Jabong, is among
the leaders in India’s fledgling e-
commerce market.

These firms, which have all
raised between $50 million and
$360 million over the past eight
months, have overtaken eBay
despite starting out years after
the US-based company

TURN TO BACK PAGE ®

MODI VS UPA
A comparison of what Modi said at his speech in New Delhi on Thursday and 
what the current status is under the UPA government.

E-COMMERCE

GOODS AND SERVICES TAX

EXTERNAL SECTOR

EDUCATION

CORRUPTION

CENTRE-STATE RELATIONS

 Bats for online trade but silent on FDI in e-commerce. BJP opposed 
to FDI in multi-brand retail.

 Has allowed 51% FDI in multi-brand retail. Has started a public 
discussion on allowing FDI in e-commerce.

 Favours GST but says IT infrastructure need to be built first to 
implement GST and that concerns of the states need to be addressed.  

 Wants to push through GST at the earliest. Work on GST network is 
ongoing.

 Ministry of external affairs should focus only on economic diplomacy 
and creating enabling circumstances for Indian exports.

 Still focuses on conventional political diplomacy though in the past 
decades has had specialized divisions to deal with energy security, 
development assistance, public diplomacy, and e-governance and 
information technology, besides multilateral economic diplomacy units for 
Group of Twenty and Asean nations.

 Wants a focus on teacher training.

 Focus on bringing children to classrooms and preventing dropouts.

 Wants empowered states and participative 
decision-making.

 Centre has been at odds with states on many of its 
proposals such as National Counter-Terrorism 
Centre and communal violence Bill.

 Sees transparency and end to discriminatory power 
in decision-making as a solution.

 Has passed Lokpal and whistleblower protection Bills.

Modi UPA

Source: Mint research
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MANISH BASU

·························
KOLKATA

For years the administration
in West Bengal complained

that it could not take action
against deposit-taking firms
for want of complaints of a de-
fault, but for nearly eight
months it has done nothing on
500,000 complaints against at
least 73 firms.

These complaints were filed
with the commission of inquiry
constituted by the state gov-
ernment in the wake of the col-
lapse of the Saradha Group in
April 2013. It received these
complaints till June.

The five-member commis-
sion headed by retired chief
justice of the Allahabad high
court, Shyamal Kumar Sen,
was asked to receive com-
plaints from depositors and
probe the operations of all de-
posit-taking firms, and not just
the Saradha Group—one of the
biggest in the trade in eastern
India.

The state government has so
far maintained that the com-
mission received some 1.7 mil-
lion complaints. Only now has
it come to light, courtesy an of-
ficial who asked not to be iden-
tified, that 500,000 of them
were against other firms.

A list of some 73 firms has
recently been prepared by the
state government based on the
complaints received by the
commission and “other in-
puts”, this person added.

Sen explained away the lack
of action against other firms on
account of the “enormity of the
Saradha crisis”, which pre-
vented the commission from
dealing with the others. “We
have initiated the process of
identifying the other firms that
received deposits in the same
manner,” he said.

Because the Saradha Group
has already collapsed “while
the others were still in opera-
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Fed likely to keep cutting
asset purchases: Yellen

Federal Reserve chair
Janet Yellen repeated

that the US central bank is
likely to maintain its
strategy of gradually
trimming asset purchases.
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from a time when electricity, running water 
or flush toilets were scarce to one that had 
highways, automobiles and the internet. For 
the average household, spending on food 
dropped from 50% to 20%, and spending on 
housing and services went up sharply. Of 
course, family sizes became smaller, more 

women entered the work-
force, child labour became 
non-existent and signifi-
cant social security was 
introduced. 

In the long term, the frac-
tion of household income 
spent on food and clothing 
declines, while that spent 
on housing, transportation 
and insurance increases. 
Healthcare has remained 
mostly constant. Such a 
trend is likely to be seen in 
India over the next several 
decades. As public spending 

on social security, healthcare and education 
rises, household spending on these could 
show a slowdown or decline.

The HCES of 2022-23 has predictable 
changes over its counterpart from 11 years 
ago. The share of spending on food is down. 
The pace of increase in spending is higher 

time, the consumption pattern has evolved 
as follows: from cereals to non-cereals; from 
carbohydrates to proteins, including milk, 
eggs, poultry and meat; from home-cooked 
to packaged food, including restaurants; and 
from food to non-food. This long-term trend 
is also manifest in the comparison between 
the surveys of 2011-12 and 
2022-23. For instance, the 
spending on cereals by 
rural households dropped 
from about 11% to 5% over 
these 11 years. At the macro 
level, this is due to higher 
incomes and a greater 
share going to non-food 
items such as durables and 
services. The picture is 
more complicated when 
one examines data across 
households and deciles of 
consumption spending. 
One notices differential 
growth rates, widening (or narrowing) gaps 
between the rich and poor, and implications 
for consumption inequality.

In 2012, the Bureau of Labor Statistics in 
the US published a report, 100 Years of Con-
sumer Spending. This covered the period 
between 1900 and 2000, spanning an era 

Spending trends 

are on expected 

lines but why 

expenditure 

lags national 

income is a 

good question

Indian households are investing 
more in stocks than it may seem 
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T
he trajectory of digital public infra-
structure (DPI) in India has undergone 
a significant shift, transcending its 
conventional role as a government 
service delivery mechanism to act as an 
important factor of production (just as 

physical infrastructure is counted as capital) in the 
economy and an instrument for societal transfor-
mation. This evolution, characterized by cost 
savings, trust in open architecture and a culture of 
innovation, attracts startups and other private 
businesses to rely on DPI, with India’s ₹1 trillion 
research-and-innovation corpus for deep technol-
ogy announced in the interim budget likely to fuel 
ambitions across the country.

In the early stages of DPI deployment, the basic 
purpose was to reduce leakages in government 
welfare delivery. However, it also paved the way for 
hundreds of fintech firms, new-age stock broking 
enterprises and digital lenders by reducing the cost 
of customer acquisition and pushing global tech 
companies to create products and services built on 
DPI. The open architecture of DPI has served as a 
growth propellent for our startup ecosystem.

The advancement of DPI in different domains 
and state innovation funding are intertwined, each 
complementing and catalysing the other in India’s 
quest for tech leadership. This symbiotic relation-
ship is fundamental to democratizing people’s 
access to cutting-edge technologies, fostering fru-
gal innovation and empowering startups to join the 
deep-tech race underway.

This relationship would shape two policy out-
comes: first, it will increase India’s R&D expendi-
ture, currently at 0.7% of its GDP, and direct signif-
icant investment towards deep tech development, 
an area that needs a lot more private investment 
and holds immense transformative potential; and 
second, widen the scope and scale of DPI in critical 
and emerging tech fields to help deep-tech start-
ups, other enterprises and research institutions 
compete with global players.

To seize this opportunity, the draft National 
Deep Tech Startup Policy (NDTSP) 2023 outlines a 
comprehensive vision. In conjunction with the 
capital allocation and policy objectives outlined in 
the draft, India must harness strategic technology 
partnerships with reliable allies. Also, deploying 
DPI is essential, as it can provide AI computing 
resources at population scale, thereby reducing 
the barriers to entry for startups looking to join the 
tech ecosystem. By combining these elements, 
India can create an environment conducive to 
deep-tech innovation and sustainable growth.

Strategic alliances for deep tech: Partnerships 
with countries such as the EU, US, Japan, Russia 
and Australia offer access to quantum technology, 
high-performance computing, research hubs, 
startup exchanges, joint research endeavours and 

tech transfers. This can provide Indian startups 
with the resources and capabilities needed to inno-
vate and thrive. India’s Centre for Development of 
Advanced Computing (C-DAC) is already engaged 
with its US and EU counterparts to deploy high-
performance computing for climate change, bio-
hazards, bioinformatics and drug development.

Working groups under these strategic alliances 
for critical technologies could install a coordination 
mechanism and report to the Inter-Ministerial 
Deep Tech Committee, as envisaged in the draft 
NDTSP. This panel can recommend policy meas-
ures for setting up online repositories, providing 
comprehensive information on global research and 
innovation grants, developing open science and 
data-sharing platforms, and creating appropriate 
frameworks for higher educational institutions to 
incentivize entrepreneurship.

DPI as a modern factor of production: At the heart 
of maximizing the potential of our alliances lies the 
strategic use of DPI to propel India’s deep-tech 
ambitions. This ecosystem has grown remarkably, 
with over 243 startups having raised more than 
$1.5 billion since 2014. Notably, deep tech has 
emerged as a pivotal sector for private capital 
allocation, with investments exceeding half a bil-
lion dollars across 61 startups in 2023 alone.

Through a focused DPI strategy encompassing 
domains such as cloud computing, sovereign artifi-
cial intelligence (AI), and the Internet of Things 
(IoT), India can democratize technology access and 
empower startups to leverage deep-tech solutions.

AI computing power as DPI could serve as an 
especially valuable factor of production. It would 

enable startups, for example, to access and deploy 
critical technologies at scale. With the aid of super-
computing platforms such as Airawat (an acronym 
of AI Research, Analytics, and Knowledge Assimi-
lation) under C-DAC, startups can streamline their 
operations, ensure data privacy without having to 
compromise on affordable computing capabilities, 
and scale up their businesses rapidly. DPI for AI 
computing will provide avenues for startups to 
innovate and deploy deep-tech solutions in sectors 
such as healthcare, biotechnology, green-tech, 
climate modelling and urban development.

Moreover, the capital provided by the govern-
ment’s budget, coupled with private sector partici-
pation, is set to create a conducive environment for 
attracting global investors. By demonstrating a 
commitment to fostering innovation and support-
ing deep-tech startups, India is positioning itself as 
an attractive destination for investment. Strategic 
alliances enhance this appeal by showcasing 
India’s collaborative approach to technological 
advancement and its willingness to engage with 
global partners.

In conclusion, India stands at a critical juncture 
in its journey towards establishing a thriving deep-
tech ecosystem. By leveraging strategic alliances 
with key global players and harnessing DPI, India 
can access critical technologies, foster innovation 
and propel its deep tech startups to new heights. 
The government’s commitment to R&D funding, 
its draft NDSTP, along with private sector partici-
pation and global partnerships, are laying the 
foundation for India to emerge as a global leader 
in deep technology innovation.

The budget paved a path for DPI 
to propel deep-tech innovation
The Centre’s R&D outlay and draft deep-tech startup policy can rely on DPI to catalyse India’s emergence as a global leader 
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W
hen headlines recently said that 
artificial intelligence (AI) can be 
used to create a ‘death calcula-

tor’ that predicts the day you’ll die, it 
sounded like something from a terrifying 
science fiction story. The reaction showed 
how readily people believe that AI has 
magical fortune-telling powers. The reality 
was not as far-fetched. The paper that 
spawned the fracas, in Nature Computa-
tional Science, did involve using AI to pre-
dict death, but it wasn’t very precise. Using 
both economic and health data on thou-
sands of people in Denmark, an AI-based 
system was able to predict with about 78% 
accuracy which people would die within 
the next four years. 

The algorithms used to create actuarial 
tables already do this kind of statistical 
forecasting, but the new system, called 
life2vec, is more accurate and works in a 
different way. The lead author on the 
paper, University of Copenhagen complex-
ity science professor Sune Lehmann, said 
life2vec predicts life events much the way 
ChatGPT predicts words. 

This matters not because they might 
create a scarily accurate ‘death calculator,’ 
but because of how the forecasts could be 
used. Such algorithms could be used for ill, 
to discriminate or deny people healthcare 
or insurance, or for good, by highlighting 
factors that affect lifespan and helping us 
live longer. Or they might improve lifespan 
calculations, which some people use to 
plan their retirements.

It was “wild to see how the results were 
misrepresented,” Lehmann said. “People 
said this AI can predict the second you will 
die with incredible accuracy.” This is 
because people don’t understand the tech-
nology. At the same time, hospitals are 
incorporating AI to do all sorts of jobs. Will 
doctors and hospital administrators put too 
much faith in the decisions or forecasts of 
AI because it’s fast and sounds confident? 
Can the medical system use AI responsibly 
if people have unrealistic ideas about what 
it can do? Lehmann said his work in this 
area is aimed at testing the powers of pre-
diction for all kinds of life events, including 
job changes, income changes and moving. 
He’s looking for a more coherent scientific 
understanding of the way algorithms can 
predict complex phenomena. Often their 
workings are treated as a mysterious black 
box. The researchers didn’t choose death 
out of any morbid preoccupation, but 
because it’s something that’s precisely 
measured and recorded.

In groups of young people, the question 
is too easy. You’ll be mostly correct if you 

predicted that nobody dies over the next 
four years. And predicting death within 
one year isn’t too hard—you’d just have to 
know who was sickest. The further you go, 
the harder the future is to predict, until you 
get far enough ahead that almost everyone 
will have died. At this stage, AI isn’t likely to 
surprise anyone on life expectancy. If 
you’re healthy and not very old, it will pre-
dict you’ll live more than four years. It can’t 
foresee that you’ll get in a freak accident, or 
predict you’ll die in 10, 15 or 20 years, said 
Andrew Beam, a professor of biomedical 
informatics at Harvard Medical School. 
There’s a risk that AI could prompt humans 
to be misled by authority bias: “If you think 
someone is smarter than you or has access 
to information that you don’t have, there’s 
a real tendency to turn off critical thinking 
and believe anything that comes out— 
whether it’s a person or an AI,” he said.  
ChatGPT synthesizes information, but it’s 
not very selective and may fold in bad stud-
ies and flawed data. “So, if you’re in an area 
where the science is unsettled or the 
human knowledge is just not there yet,” he 
said, “ChatGPT is going to be just as bad if 
not worse than a person.... We need to be 
careful when we’re asking it to do things 
that are still clearly sci-fi.”

Sometimes fiction can provide a reality 
check by reminding us that our actions 
influence the future. Consider what hap-
pened in Charles Dickens’ A Christmas 
Carol. The Ghost of Christmas Future gave 
Ebenezer Scrooge a terrifying preview of 
loneliness, grief and death. Scrooge then 
asks a smart, critical question: “Are these 
the shadows of the things that Will be, or 
are they shadows of things that May be, 
only?” If the reporters trying to scare peo-
ple with life2vac had asked that question, 
they would have gotten the same answer 
Scrooge did from the ghost: Of course our 
actions can change the future. A forecast 
doesn’t seal our fate in stone. 

This new system reinforces what other 
studies have shown—that income and job 
type can affect the length of your life. Being 
poor and having a job where others have 
power over you is correlated with prema-
ture death. Dickens recognized it long ago. 
Maybe AI can turn this observation into 
real-life scenarios that will motivate today’s 
Scrooges to address the inequalities that 
shorten so many lives. ©BLOOMBERG

AI predictions of death aren’t 
as scary as this ‘ability’ sounds

We shouldn’t confuse probability-based forecasts with lived reality 

AI chatbots mustn’t wield greater authority 

than they deserve ISTOCKPHOTO
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risks and develop superior safeguards.
We need to take the idea of the AI Inci-

dent Database and globalize it, so that, 
through a consensus of like-minded 
nations, we can not only help companies 
overcome their AI failures, but also allow 
the industry as a whole to redesign their sys-
tems to account for these consequences. 
This will call for a shift in approach—from a 
closed inward focused mindset to one that 
encourages more open development. It will 
also call for a more systematic approach to 
the recording and analysis of mishaps, so 
that they can not only be reliably sum-
moned, but offered to developers, research-
ers and policymakers in a non-judgemental 
environment that will allow us to learn from 
our mistakes.

What might this look like?
During India’s recent G20 presidency, I 

suggested that we create a rapid action task 
force on AI—so that the 20 most influential 
countries in the world can quickly exchange 
early warning signs of impending AI chal-
lenges. This, I argued, would give us a head-
start in staving off risks that have not yet 
manifested themselves widely.

And if enough of us cooperate, globally, 
we will be able to foster a culture of con-
structive failure.

bility by claiming that the technology was 
experimental would not fly.

There is little doubt that Gemini, as 
released, is far from perfect. This has now 
been acknowledged by the company, which 
has paused the image generation of people 
while it works out how to improve accuracy. 
The concerns of the Indian government 
have also been addressed, even though the 
company continues to reiterate that Gemini 
is just a creativity tool that may not always be 
reliable when asked for comments on cur-
rent events, political topics or evolving 
news. I am not pointing all this out to initiate 
a discussion on whether or not intermediary 
liability exemptions ought to extend to AI; 
that is a debate that still needs to take place, 
albeit in a broader context. What I want to do 
is explore a broader point on the approach to 
regulating innovation.

In most instances, the only way an inven-
tion will get better is if it is released into the 
wild—beyond the confines of the laboratory 
in which it was created. Much innovation 
comes from error correction: the tedious 
process of finding out what goes wrong 
when real people tinker with an invention 
and put it through its paces. This is a process 
guaranteed to result in unintended out-
comes that the inventors would not have 

L
ast week saw the release of yet another 
artificial intelligence (AI) model, Gemini 
1.5, Google’s much-awaited response to 

ChatGPT. As has now become the norm, on 
the day of its release, social media was satu-
rated with gushing paeans about the features 
of this new model and how it represented an 
improvement over those that had come 
before. But that initial euphoria died down 
quickly. Within days, reports started trickling 
in about the images generated by this new AI 
model, and how it was compensating so heav-
ily to avoid some of the racial inaccuracies 
implicit in earlier models that its creations 
were woke to the point of ludicrousness—
with some being downright offensive.

In India, Gemini ran into problems of a 
somewhat different ilk. When asked to 
opine on the political ideologies of our 
elected representatives, its answer pro-
voked the ire of the establishment. In short 
order, the government announced that the 
output of this AI model was in violation of 
Indian law and that attempts at eluding lia-

A database of AI failures will foster innovation safety
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sensor technology and stall recovery proto-
cols. When Asiana Airlines Flight No. 214 
crashed in 2013, the resulting inquiry led to 
improvements in pilot training on the use of 
autopilot systems and an increase in manual 
flight practice. 

This is why air travel is so safe today—
because no accident can be 
brushed under the carpet 
until its reasons have been 
picked apart and analysed 
and proper remediation 
initiated. If AI is as danger-
ous as so many people 
claim it is, surely we should 
be looking to put in place a 
similar culture.

With this in mind, Part-
nership on AI, an organiza-
tion co-founded by Suley-
man, has established an AI 
Incident Database. This is 
an initiative designed to 

document and share information on the 
failures and unintended consequences of AI 
systems. Its primary purpose is to collate the 
history of harms and near-harms that have 
resulted from the deployment of AI systems, 
so that researchers, developers, and policy-
makers can use them to better understand 

imagined even in their wildest dreams. 
Inventions can only get better when they 
have been put through this process. If we are 
to have any hope of developing into a nation 
of innovators, we should grant our entrepre-
neurs the liberty to make some mistakes 
without any fear of consequences.

     This is what Mustafa 
Suleyman calls a culture of 
failure—the reason why he 
believes civil aviation is as 
safe as it is today. This is 
why it is safer to sit in a 
plane 10,000 metres above 
sea level than in a speeding 
car anywhere in the world. 
Unlike every other high-
risk sector, the airline 
industry truly knows how 
to learn from failure. It has 
put in place mechanisms 
that not only ensure that 
the company involved 
learns and improves, but that those findings 
are transmitted across the industry so that 
everyone benefits.

Consider some examples. In 2009, when 
Air France Flight No. 447 stalled at high alti-
tude, an investigation of the incident led to 
industry-wide improvements in air-speed 

Experimental 

technology 

needs space 

for failure and 

our collective 

learnings can 

mitigate risks 
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Many papers rejected
by reviewers for
whatever reasons go
on to be published

in some other journal. The pub-
lished paper is also rejected by
the same journal if and when
resubmitted a few months later.   

One classic case is instruc-
tive. Chuck Ross, a Los Angeles
writer, submitted a typed verba-
tim copy of Steps, a 1969 award
winning novel by Jerzy Kosinski
with a different title and author-
ship, to 14 major publishers in
1977. The plan was to fathom
the difficulties that unknown
writers encounter in getting
their work published. 

Shockingly, all publishers,
including Random House, the
original publisher of Steps, re-
jected the manuscript. The test
case vindicates the questions
about the reliability and bias of
the review process. 

Reviewers are often engag-
ed on the basis of their personal
networks. Everyone is not train-
ed or skilled. Moreover, the so
called “hyper prolific reviewers”
tend to have cornered the bulk
of reviews ~ one of the ten such
reviewers on the Publons plat-
form reviewed a paper a day for
sixteen years; another reviewed
812 papers in 2023. A 2018 sur-
vey by Publons found that four
percent of reviewers are doing
25 per cent of reviews. 

Journal publishing operates
on goodwill, in the form of un-
paid review of manuscript by
expert volunteers. Over the
years, many have become disin-
clined to accept review requests. 

One managing editor of the
American Sociological Associa-
tion lamented that while earlier
it used to take three or four tries
to find a willing reviewer, now it
takes around eight.

A relatively minuscule pool
of reviewers for many journals
leads to not only overload but
also obfuscation of diversity of
perspectives and authors. 

The review work is basically
voluntary or honorary, under-
recognised, and less incen-
tivized. Being one human activi-
ty, the review process is also
enmeshed with individual-level
limitations and biases in every
conceivable sense.

Notwithstanding the ingrai-
ned biases and vulnerabilities,
the peer review system must not
be discarded; the resultant up-
shot would be more catastroph-

ic. Given the deficiencies, the
imperative is to organise the
process robustly.

The incidence of retraction
is more of an indicator, like a la-
boratory test report, that infor-
ms the extent of the malice and
warns about the impending dis-
aster unless and until the causes
are comprehended and repara-
tory interventions are initiated. 

The deluge of phony resea-
rch publications is closely relat-
ed to the policy emphasis or
weightage on
research and pub-
lications as meas-
ures of individual
competency, aca-
demic progressi-
on, and instituti-
onal excellence
Academics across
the world are now
strongly incen-
tivized to publish
more and more
papers for career
leverage. Conse-
quently, the dem-
and for publish-
able papers has
spiked exponen-
tially.

The higher education policy
in India is according a premium
on research and the quantity
and quality of publications. 

The cumulative score on
publication and award is the
integrated parameter right from
recruitment, appraisal for pro-
motion, sanction of research
project, to institutional ranking
and accreditation. 

The UGC mandate that
every Ph.D. student has to pub-
lish at least one paper in a peer
reviewed journal before submis-
sion of the thesis has been
waived only by November 2022
notification.

Academics in particular and
higher education institutions in
general are now swayed to have
as many research grants and
publications as possible to boost
individual profiles and institu-
tional rankings. 

Thus, a four-fold jump in
the retraction of fake papers has
been observed in India since the
introduction of the NIFR rank-
ing in 2015.

The end, not the means, is
thus getting undue prominence.
Personal interest or self-aggran-
dizement is overtaking profes-
sional ethics. 

The growing number of
purportedly specialised and

peer reviewed journals is thus
catering to the consistent de-
mand by publishing papers pre-
pared in one way or another.

The opinion survey among
the research community con-
ducted by India Retraction
Watchdog offers few insights
into the cause of the inflamma-
tion. 51 per cent of academics
considered the ranking parame-
ter responsible for the outpour-
ing of crooked publications. 

35 per cent attributed it to
the unethical incli-
nation among the
researchers. And
10 per cent held
the absence or lack
of punitive action
against those
already caught
responsible for the
misconduct.  

The publica-
tion peril is strong-
ly associated with
the dynamics of
demand and sup-
ply. The policy em-
phasis inflates the
demand and trig-
gers intense com-

petition among academies for
positions, prestige, grants etc. 

Such mega demand leads
to manipulation of the screen-
ing process (peer review), the
use of sophisticated technology-
driven tools for bypassing the
investigatory eyes and intensifi-
cation of the advent of new as
well as alternative outlets from
conventional and brand new
(business) enterprises. 

Accordingly, the supply line
is bursting with paper mills and
predatory journals, precipitating
a heyday of fictitious publica-
tions. The dictum of ‘publish
or perish’~ the phrase initially
coined by Archibald Cary
Coolidge ~ compels the acade-
mies to use any means, fair or
foul, to prop up their academic
portfolio. Academic ethics thus
goes for a toss.

Illustratively, the phenome-
non of sham scientific papers has
its roots in China where paper
mills began to ghostwrite sup-
posedly scientific papers for pro-
fessionals in science and technol-
ogy for a hefty fee. Since then, the
incidence and network of paper
mills have spread all around.

Noorden’s analysis suspects
that about 2 per cent of all pub-
lished scientific papers in 2023
appear to have been produced
by paper mills. 

In India, iTrilon, which
used its WhatsApp platform to
hawk the authorship of ready-
made scientific papers with
assured acceptance using its
networks with journals, had to
shut down its ‘shop’ in January,
2024 following an investigation
by Retraction Watch.

As Wiley, the lead villain in
the retraction saga of 2023, has
confessed presciently, a storm is
brewing all over and the pub-
lishing world is under siege from
the paper mills. 

The publication houses
have little idea and capability
about how to cope with or tackle
the onslaught, particularly when
the technology and the bur-
geoning tools are refining their
modus operandi.

China and India are the
biggest contributors to the 
escalating retractions and the
cleaning-up measures taken
therein are likely to determine
the future. 

The first ever nation-wide
self-review initiated by the Chi-
nese government, after consid-
ering the three-fourth propor-
tion of Chinese co-authors
among the 14,000 retraction
notices issued in 2023 as a blot
on the country’s reputation,  is
expected to have ripple effects
all around.

Academic institutions can-
not shy away from proliferating
malpractices and they should
endorse provision for penalties,
or at least dress down for mis-
conduct.  

When the offenders remain
scot-free and even go up in the
academic elevator, many others
may become more enthused or
carefree to jump on the unethi-
cal bandwagon.   

One way of making the peer
review system robust is to mon-
etize the review process and
hold the reviewers accountable
for their review appraisals. Ano-
ther transparent yet complex
alternative may be to embrace
the “pre-print” review system.

When the perpetrators are
academics, the sanitising course
of action can come only from
fellow academics. 

It devolves on Indian aca-
demics to put the ethical praxis
in the mainstream of intellectual
exercise and embrace the role of
a sleuth by shunning the habitu-
al inertia to expose the miscon-
duct of their brethren.  

(Concluded)

The year 2023 marked the
implementation of the resolu-
tions of the 13th National Party
Congress and the third year of

the national target programme for
socio-economic development in eth-
nic minority and mountainous areas
(EM&MA). The Committee for Ethnic
Affairs (CEA), as the State agency res-
ponsible, has diligently and actively
implemented policies nationwide.

We deeply adhered to the Party's
directives, strategies and the legal
framework of the State. Specifically, we
focused on implementing the national
target programme for the socio-eco-
nomic development of EM&MA, out-
lining measures in coordination with
ministries, sectors and localities to
review and improve institutional struc-
tures, documents and guidelines for
programme implementation. We
addressed difficulties and obstacles at
the local level by organising confer-
ences to gather opinions and recom-
mendations during programme imple-
mentation. When localities raised con-
cerns, the CEA collaborated with min-
istries and sectors to address and
resolve issues. Simultaneously, we pro-
vided advice to the Government and
the Prime Minister to amend certain
regulations related to ethnic policies.
Apart from the NTP, the CEA also pro-
vided advice to the Prime Minister on

amending certain policies for EM&MA,
specifically Decision 12/QÐ-TTg
regarding policies for reputable indi-
viduals and some initiatives to imple-
ment the Strategy for Ethnic Affairs for
the 2010-30 period and vision to 2045.
Alongside these efforts, we also carried
out other tasks assigned by the Prime
Minister and the Government.

Looking back at 2023, we believe
that major tasks assigned by the Prime
Minister to the CEA have been essen-
tially fulfilled. Despite the immense
workload, short time frame, high
demands and the need for adjustments
in mechanisms, the officials at all levels
of ethnic affairs have exerted great
efforts and actively advised the Party
and Government authorities for rela-
tively effective implementation.

During the implementation pro-
cess, the CEA integrated policy imple-
mentation with social security, partic-
ularly addressing ongoing challenges
such as housing, domestic water sup-
ply, agricultural land, education, heal-
thcare and other areas nationwide.

The Party and the State have dev-
eloped numerous social security poli-
cies to address the challenges faced by
ethnic minorities, and these have been
integrated into the NTP. The CEA has
collaborated with ministries, sectors
and localities to fully implement exist-
ing policies. Additionally, the CEA has
worked with various agencies to evalu-
ate the social security system for ethnic
minorities nationwide and has com-
pleted assessments for reporting at the
8th plenum of the 13th Party Central
Committee. To implement social secu-
rity policies in the future, one signifi-
cant solution the CEA will deploy is
mobilising resources beyond the State
budget to support EM&MA. We see
this as a correct strategy of the Party
and the State. With our responsibili-
ties, the CEA advises the Party and the
Government to assign tasks to the
Fatherland Front, political and social
organisations, and localities. 

Localities are always willing to
allocate resources to support their
people, especially for ethnic minorities
in remote, deep, and border areas dur-
ing natural disasters and fires. What
proposals or recommendations does
the minister have for the implementa-
tion of social security policies in
EM&MA? Are there any concerns dur-
ing the process of implementing and
deploying these policies for ethnic
minorities and mountainous areas?
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Stitched together

In the labyrinth of Indian politics, alliances are not me-
rely tactical moves; they are intricate dances that re-
quire finesse, timing, and an understanding of the el-

ectorate’s pulse. The recently announced Congress-Sama-
jwadi Party (SP) alliance in Uttar Pradesh is no exception,
unfolding against the backdrop of shifting political
dynamics and the quest for a broader social coalition. At
the core of this alliance lies a strategic response to electoral
setbacks in the 2022 assembly and urban body elections.
SP leader Akhilesh Yadav’s articulation of a ‘PDA’ formula
~ Pichda, Dalit, Alpasankhyak (Backwards, Dalits, Minori-
ties) alliance ~ reflects a recognition of disenchanted com-
munities, particularly among non-Yadav OBCs and non-
Jatav Dalits. The BJP, although still wielding influence
within these demographics, faces dissent fuelled by agrar-
ian issues, inflation, and unemployment. In parallel, Con-
gress leader Rahul Gandhi’s nationwide initiatives like the
Bharat Jodo Yatra and Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra align with
the alliance’s goals, seeking to galvanise anti-BJP senti-
ment among the same disenfranchised communities. The
Congress has persistently advocated for a caste census,
socio-economic justice, and employment opportunities,
attempting to position itself as a champion for the mar-
ginalised. The challenge for both parties lay in overcoming
their individual shortcomings. The SP, often perceived as a
Muslim-Yadav party, struggled to attract Dalit and other
OBC voters. Simultaneously, the Congress faced difficul-
ties in presenting itself as a formidable force in the
polarised 2022 elections. Now, the alliance aims to lever-
age the perceived strengths of each party ~ the Congress
softening the SP’s image and widening its voter base, while
the SP enhances the Congress’s hopes in a state it once
ruled. The electoral calculus suggests that the Mahagath-
bandhan, including the Congress, garnered over 38.5 per
cent of the vote share in the 2022 assembly elections.
However, the crucial question lies in translating vote per-
centages into seats, a challenge in India’s first-past-the-
post system. The alliance’s performance in 127 assembly
segments, translating to around 25 Lok Sabha seats, signi-
fied a potential dent in the National Democratic Alliance’s
(NDA) stronghold. Yet, the BJP, with its formidable organ-
isational machinery and the enduring popularity of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, remains a formidable adversary.
The narrative of “Ram, Roti, and Rashtra” still resonates,
underlining the uphill battle the alliance faces. In the
realm of UP politics, it has always been a delicate dance
between social engineering and narrative dominance. The
alliance’s success hinges on the crafting of its narrative,
social engineering, and navigating the complex web of
political churns. While the Congress-Samajwadi alliance
may appear a bold attempt at reshaping Uttar Pradesh’s
political landscape, it is also perhaps the only viable option
left to the two parties. Its potential lies not only in chal-
lenging the BJP’s 2019 numbers but in signalling a reawak-
ening of political choices for communities that have felt
neglected. The coming months will reveal whether this
endeavour is a mere political manoeuvre or a transfor-
mative stride towards a renewed political era in Uttar
Pradesh.

Trump�s long shadow

As the world witnesses the second anniversary of Ru-
ssia’s invasion of Ukraine and the Munich Security
Conference grapples with the challenges posed by

President Vladimir Putin, a pressing question emerges ~
can Europe defend itself without America? The deadlock
in the US Congress, influenced by the spectre of former Pr-
esident Donald Trump’s return to power, has cast a sha-
dow over potential military aid to Ukraine, leaving the na-
tion vulnerable in the on-going conflict. The implications
extend beyond Ukraine, raising concerns about Europe’s
ability to fill the void left by America’s possible absence
under Mr Trump. The need for increased defense spe-
nding is emphasised, but it is apparent that Europe faces
challenges beyond financial commitments. The USA has
all along committed military aid, and provided a nuclear
umbrella. However, Europe could confront a leadership
vacuum in the face of escalating tensions. While optimism
prevails among officials regarding the eventual delivery
of American munitions to Ukraine, the urgency of the sit-
uation demands more than hope. The need for Europe to
revitalise its arms industry and design a new nuclear
umbrella is underscored. There has always been a lack of
wartime urgency in European arms production, with
export priorities diluting the commitment to support
Ukraine. The prospect of a Ukrainian defeat looms large,
carrying psychological implications for the West and
emboldening Mr Putin. The timeline for Russia to rebuild
its forces, coupled with the potential for provocations tes-
ting NATO’s mutual-defense clause, raises the stakes for
Europe’s preparedness. Within the next decade, NATO
may face a Soviet-style mass army, necessitating a compr-
ehensive reassessment of defence capabilities. Europe’s
journey towards strategic autonomy has gained moment-
um, driven in part by the erratic foreign policy of the Tru-
mp era. Increased defence spending across European na-
tions, though commendable, reveals a stark reality ~ more
money alone won’t suffice. The International Institute of
Strategic Studies notes the alarming disparity between sp-
ending and combat capability growth, revealing a gap in
addressing recruitment challenges and combat force de-
ficiencies. Pooling resources emerges as a potential solu-
tion, but disagreements among countries with substantial
defence industries hinder progress. The need for a co-
hesive approach to arms production becomes apparent,
with inefficiencies stemming from differing national pri-
orities. Economic, social, and political considerations un-
derscore the monumental task of revitalising Europe’s
defence industry. Perhaps the most challenging aspect is
replacing the American nuclear umbrella, a linchpin in
European security. Advocates of European self-sufficiency
argue for building a ‘European pillar’ within NATO, ser-
ving multiple purposes, including a future rupture contin-
gency. Questions have been raised about command and
control, underscoring the historical dominance of the
Americans. Europe is at a critical juncture. Europe must
not only bolster its defence capabilities but navigate intri-
cate political landscapes, pool resources efficiently, and
address the monumental task of crafting a unified comm-
and structure. The path forward demands not just finan-
cial commitment but a reimagining of European defence
strategy in the face of evolving geopolitical realities.
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and biases in every conceivable sense
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SIR, Critical thinking, asking que-
stions, outspokenness, courage
and curiosity, love and reverence,
passion and discretion, keeping
naturalness and sense of humour
are many of the human qualities
feared to be subdued with
wider applications of Artificial
Intelligence, as Anjali Mehta has
nicely written in her article
‘Being human’ published on
February 20. 

As for limitations of AI, Dr
Mehta has opined that circadian
rhythms, maternal instincts and
the hyperactive senses of certain
animals are just some of the nat-
ural concepts that AI is not cur-

rently capable of understanding
and mimicking. But artificial
intuition refers to the ability of AI
systems to make intuitive choices
or respond intuitively to prob-
lems though there is some hype
around it. 

A myth is being created that
AI is becoming a thinking ma-
chine which would be able to
simulate the human brain. 

Some experts believe that AI
is complementary to humans and
opening up ways of collaboration
rather than competition between
the two is essential. 

AI is often brought to discus-
sion and doubted when ques-

tions on national security, eco-
nomic implications particularly
of generative AI, individual free-
dom, data insecurity, social dis-
crimination and other issues are

taken into account. 
There is always scope for fur-

ther research on any particular
aspect of application of Artificial
Intelligence. 

At the end of the day, hu-
mane qualities must prevail. 

Yours, etc.,
Sukhendu Bhattacharjee,

Sheoraphuli, 21 February.

Let's  be  humane
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

AMAL
MANDAL

The writer is former
Associate Professor of

Political Science, Tufanganj
College, Cooch Behar,

West Bengal

Creating
sustainable
livelihoods
for ethnic
minorities



In the course of his presidential
speech at the annual meeting of the
Burma Chamber of Commerce on Tues-
day, Mr. A.J. Anderson referred to the
idea which seems to have found some
currency in Burma as well as in India
that foreign trade has the effect of drain-
ing the country of its resources. The little
lesson in elementary economies which
followed may serve a useful educational
purpose - not, perhaps, beneath the
functions of a Chamber of Commerce.
Mr. Anderson pointed out that the over-
seas trade of Burma has enabled that
country to import and pay for needful
commodities on a scale which has
increased from only Rs. 8 crores forty
years ago to about Rs. 40 crores at the
present time. If Burma has five times as
much to spend now as she had forty
years ago, it is clear that her available
resources have not been exhausted in
the meantime. In the exchange of goods
for mutual profit if may be assumed that
full value is received on both sides; and,
unless it be pretended that Burmese
merchants can afford to trade at a loss
for forty years together, the idea of a
"drain" on the country's resources falls
to the ground. The produce of the soil,
as Mr. Anderson observed, still provides
Burma with, roughly, from three-quar-
ters to four-fifths of what she has to sell
to outside markets.    

MILLIONAIRE'S
DEATH

Mr. Joseph Trueman Mills, late
Mayor of Leighton Buzzard, has left over
pound 4,000,000. He had estates in Nor-
folk and Bedfordshire and many interests
in the City. Mr. Mills who was born in
1836 was J.P. for Leicestershire, and High
Sheriff in 1880, J.P. for Bedfordshire,
Buckinghamshire and Norfolk, director
of the Great Eastern Railway, and Wey-
mouth and Portland Railway, Union
Assurance Society, and New River Com-
pany. Mr. Mills inherited pound 120,000
from his father who was a silk manufac-
turer and an active non-conformist. Aged
88 he died in January in consequence of
over exertion while riding 25 miles in a
biting wind, in connection with the Hunt.
He was an old-fashioned business man,
disliking telephones, and typewriters, and
he never used a motor car, preferring a
pony and trap.

REFORM OF THE
POOR LAW

The House of Commons was
unusually full when the debate on
Poplar Poor Law administration opened
today. Mr. Frank Briant moved a reso-
lution condemning the action of the
Minister of Health in cancelling the
Poplar order and remitting any likely
surcharge under it, as calculated to
encourage illegality and extravagance.
Declaring that the real remedy for the
difficulties of necessitous areas is to be
found in the reform of London Govern-
ment and of the Poor Law system, he
pressed the Government to introduce
reforms at the earliest moment. Mr. J.
Wheatley, Minister of Health, replying
to the debate denied the allegation that
he had surrendered to Poplar. His
speech, which the Ministerialists loudly
cheered, was largely an attack on his
Conservative predecessors for their
inaction in the matter.

E.B.R. EARNINGS
A meeting of the Eastern Bengal

Railway Local Advisory Committee was
held at Koilaghat Street, Calcutta.
Colonel H.A. Cameron, Agent Eastern
Bengal Railway, presided. In opening the
meeting Colonel Cameron remarked
that although he had reduced the origi-
nal budget figure of estimated earnings
from Rs. 538 lakhs to Rs. 523 lakhs, the
proportionate earnings up to the end of
January were only about 7 and half lakhs
below the original budget proportion.
This being the case it looked as if the
actual earnings at the end of the year
would be better than the revised budget
figure, as traffic was keeping up well. At
the same time there were always heavy
outstandings at the end of the year, and,
therefore, it was not easy to forecast at
present what the saving would be.   

FRONTIER RAID
Allahabad, Feb. 27

News has been received from Dera
Ismail Khan of a night action between
villagers and raiders, which, while
details are yet lacking, indicates that a
defence of amazing gallantry was effec-
tively set up by the unarmed inhabi-
tants of a small hamlet against a well-
armed gang of Powindahs who were
almost their equal in numbers. The
raiders, who consisted of 11 Powindahs
armed with rifles, on entering the ham-
let were fiercely assailed by the vil-
lagers who possessed no firearms, but
who employed hatchets and spades to
such advantage that the enemy were
driven out, leaving one of their number
wounded in the hands of the villagers,
by whom a rifle also was captured. Two
of the villagers were shot dead, and one
woman was wounded.
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100 YEARS AGO

NEWS ITEMS

OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 The fundamental ingredient

of cobbler essentially

unaltered (5)

4 His men ordered to accept a

measure of devotion to

Greek culture 

(9)

9 Most important when

backing story books 

(7)

10 Musical instrument from

Thailand received by Al Gore

(7)

11 Perhaps Jean Brodie�s

disciples get the race fixed

(13)

14 Encourage wrongdoing in

Lincoln Weather Centre 

(4)

15 A song about king caught

hiding gold in tree (9)

18 Fair carried on � more or less

(4,5)

19 Go after earl with a sword (4)

21 A production of Lear? 

(8,5)

24 Lies are difficult to

understand (7)

26 The principal inducement for

betrayal (7)

27 Foolishly class them as

unequalled (9)

28 Some moaned aloud over

being charged (5)

DOWN

1 Go forward right away (4)

2 Unreliable spear carrying

fellow finally stops working in

rep (11)

3 Outskirts of Harare under

rising river�s surge (6)

4 Awkward matter of stolen

drugs Castro oddly ignored

(3,6)

5 The smallest amount of

arsenic stored by permit (5)

6 Access to transport (8)

7 Poins to work at artificial

language (3)

8 Psychic youngster speaking

without fear (4,6)

12 Struggling writer not

unknown to importune

newspaper boss (4-7)

13 Harshly criticise judge along

with strange self-important

official (10)

16 Starts with book covering tax

in Italy and Spain (9)

17 Willing to search for provider

of live sport (4,4)

20 Distressing experience in

Delaware during exam (6)

22 What�s owed reportedly

brought up by eastern

European (5)

23 Clergyman getting rid of

cocaine immediately (4)

25 Operate by decree (3)

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

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

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292703

BHARAT DOGRA

T
he key to a satisfactory food and
farming system is to bring
together and promote at the
same time the four most impor-

tant concerns of protecting livelihoods,
environment, biodiversity, and food
safety. It is certainly possible to evolve
such a holistic policy as the concerns are
essentially compatible and hence can
be integrated with each other.

Unfortunately government policies
in India have fallen far short of such an
ideal integration. The broader under-
standing on the basis of which such an
integration can be achieved has been
missing. Even more unfortunate, the
more prominent farmer movements
which have been making headlines
recently have not been able to reflect
such an integration in the articulation
of their demands and have often placed
predominant emphasis on their eco-
nomic demands while neglecting envi-
ronmental aspects, forgetting that in the
absence of environment protection the
sustainability of their livelihoods (and
even more so of the next generation) will
be seriously threatened.

Some opposition leaders display-
ing a short-term vision have sought to
snatch quick election-time gains by
committing to immediate endorse-
ment of farmer demands in their
entirety without bothering to under-
stand the implications of such a step.

However the debates triggered by
the farmers’ movement would serve
a useful purpose if these lead to more
comprehensive examination of the
needs of an alternative farming and
food system that can integrate the key
concerns of protecting livelihoods,
environment and biodiversity while
also providing safe and healthy food.

It is not enough to criticise the
existing system, we should be clear
about what we actually need. If there
is no clarity, then in the name of
‘reforms’ we can be pushed from a
bad situation to a worse one.

The concept of ‘social agro-ecolo-
gy’ is integral to moving towards an
alternative food and farming system
that will best meet the needs of our
country and people, and can even serve
as a model for other countries.  Social
Agro-Ecology can be defined as the
meeting point of equality and environ-

ment, justice and safety, of livelihood
and health and stands strongly for a
farming and food system based on this.

India is blessed with a diversity of
agro-climatic and agro-geographical
situations calling for a highly decentral-
ized approach to farm development.
This reality has always been there and
over-centralization in farming should
never have taken place. This tendency
which increased after the green revo-
lution has been harmful for Indian
agriculture and should be given up. A
decentralized approach which is able
to look at local needs and can fully uti-
lize the traditional wisdom in all
respects but particularly in the context
of diversity of seeds and water/mois-
ture conservation is needed.

Agricultural development in India
has been characterized by a highly
uneven trajectory. One aspect of this
is regional imbalances. Another aspect
is imbalance between main cereals on
the one hand and millets, legumes, and
oilseeds on the other hand. All these
imbalances should be corrected.

India should strive to obtain self-
reliance in all staple foods including
oilseeds and edible oils. This self-
reliance can be and should be
achieved as soon as possible.

Imports of food and farm pro-
duce which directly harm our farm-
ers should be curbed. Imports of all
hazardous foods including all GM
foods should be banned. As GM foods
and crops are very harmful in many
contexts, all GM food and non-food
crops should be avoided.

As far as possible the effort should
be to try to make all areas largely self-
reliant in terms of meeting their staple
food needs of cereals, millets, edible oils,
legumes, vegetables etc. The concept of
food-miles being less (food being con-
sumed nearer to production) should be
respected. All regions should try to pro-
duce enough of their staple foods plus
have some local storage for difficult
times. All areas should strive to produce
at least some extra food to be donated to
fighting hunger in any part of the coun-
try and world, wherever people are hun-
gry and need food due to their crop-fail-
ure or other factors. Traditional prac-
tices like free langar and community
kitchens should be honoured and pro-
moted.

Ending hunger and malnutrition

should be a top priority of the country
and to achieve this primacy should be
given to farming and food production.
Adequate resources should be allocat-
ed to the farm sector and these should
directly reach farmers instead of being
given to or serving the interests of
intermediaries.

Crop and food processing should
get the maximum encouragement at
the rural decentralized level, the
entire effort being led by rural women.
The big contribution of women to
farming and food processing should
be recognized and respected.  There
should be curbs on wasteful and
harmful processing which destroy the
nutritional value of natural food, or
introduce harmful substances in the
course of processing.

Ecological farming practices should
be promoted at all levels. India should be
promoted as a centre of safe, healthy and
highly nutritious food produced by eco-
logically protective methods. Farmers
and villages which excel in such farming
methods and production of high nutri-
tion and safe foods should get generous
rewards from the government and the
community, in addition to a fair price.
Farmers and villages using methods
which are closely involved with protec-
tion of soil fertility and soil-organisms,
conservation of water, protection of bio-
diversity with special emphasis on pro-
tection of pollinators, production of safe
and nutritious staple food and essential
raw materials (such as cotton and jute)

should be ensured a sustainable and sat-
isfactory livelihood and should be
rewarded and honored as well.

Huge monocultures should be
avoided and as far as possible mixed
farming systems which combine the
production of several staple food and
other crops with animal husbandry,
poultry, fisheries, bee-keeping etc.
should be followed. Attempts should
be made to protect and revive vast
and invaluable traditional diversity of
seeds so that farmers can be self-
reliant in terms of their most basic
need - a diversity of seeds needed for
their local conditions.

Farm animals should get even
more attention due to their higher
contribution and need in ecologically
protective, organic/natural farming
systems. All relations with farm ani-
mals, whether cow or earthworm or
bee or frog, should be based on
respect for their contribution and on
compassion. Cattle have a very impor-
tant role in the context of promoting
agro-ecology and their indigenous
breeds should be well-protected.

Great respect should be given to the
contribution of farm workers. Govern-
ment and community policies should
facilitate and encourage landless farm
workers/ rural workers to get some land
for cultivation, expanded kitchen gar-
dens etc. while ensuring good wages and
a fair deal to them. A fair deal for share-
croppers should be ensured. Farming
should be on the basis of small (and

medium) farmers. Surplus land over the
ceiling limit should be distributed
among landless rural households.
Learning from Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan
movement, constant efforts in favour of
equality and justice should be made as a
campaign and social movement, there-
by creating those social conditions in
which the rural landless people can get
justice and land.

Diversion of food crops for pro-
duction of liquor, wine, luxury foods
and non-essential raw materials
should be discouraged. The top pri-
ority use of farmland should always
be for ending hunger and malnutri-
tion by ensuring adequate production
of healthy staple foods. Reduction of
consumption of liquor, tobacco, meat,
highly processed and rich luxury
foods should be facilitated by official
food policy in the interests of protect-
ing health, reducing wastage and
ensuring availability of wholesome
and nutritious food to all.

In villages, government can directly
buy a significant part of the crop by pay-
ing immediate or even advance fair price
to farmers, and then this part of the crop
( cereals, millets, oilseeds, pulses) can
be stored within the village for ration
shop, anganwadi and mid-day meal
cooking centre. When a mid-day meal is
cooked for schoolchildren, food can also
be cooked for providing at least one
nutritious meal daily to any destitute or
needy persons in the village. Of course,
the government should make other pur-
chases also for city ration shops and
nutrition centres, and for food security.

Such a food and farming system
will contribute greatly to ensuring sus-
tainable, satisfactory and creative
livelihoods in farming while also
ensuring the availability of adequate,
nutritious and safe food for all. It will
also promote socio-economic equali-
ty, bio-diversity, protection of the
environment and welfare of all forms
of life. Efforts should be made for cre-
ating as much consensus as possible
on a package of policies that can help
to integrate concerns of protecting
livelihoods, environment and biodi-
versity with the availability of safe and
healthy food for all people.

(The writer is Honorary Convener, Campaign to
Save Earth Now. His recent books include India�s
Quest for Sustainable Farming and Healthy Food,
Man over Machine and A Day in 2071.)

EMMA SHORTIS

T
he verdicts keep coming. A
few days ago, the three-
month hearing focused on
Donald Trump’s business

dealings in New York came to an end.
Trump was ordered to pay back more
than US$350 million, plus interest. He
and two of his associates are banned
from directing any business in New
York for three years. His two sons,
Donald Jr and Eric Trump, have also
been handed two-year bans, and
ordered to pay US$4 million each.

In his judgement, New York
Judge Arthur Engoron gave his own
insight into the Trump phenomenon,
describing what he saw as a “com-
plete lack of contrition and remorse”
that “borders on pathological”.

While Engoron was referring
specifically to business fraud in New
York, the judge’s observation might
also apply to Trumpism writ large.

Coverage of the case and its stun-
ning end has consistently focused on
Trump’s celebrity – after all, he built
his national profile on the back of his
supposed business acumen, trading
on his long stint as host of the popular
television show The Apprentice.

The results of this civil case cer-
tainly seem to poke holes in the image
of Trump as a consummate business-
man. Combined with the money he
owes as the result of his loss of a sec-
ond civil defamation trial brought by
E. Jean Carroll, Trump is now in
upwards of half a billion dollars of

debt. It’s not clear where this money
will come from, or what will happen
to Trump’s existing New York busi-
nesses.

This has led some commentators
to argue this most recent case repre-
sents a “stunning”, “devastating” and
“shocking blow” to the image of
Trump as a successful real estate
mogul better placed than anyone to
run the world’s largest and most
important economy.

It is certainly possible to argue
Trump’s reputation as the embodi-
ment of rugged American entrepre-
neurship played an important role in
his successful bid for the presidency
in 2016. At least some of his support
was drawn from the sense that a polit-
ical outsider and ruthless business-

man would shatter the stale consen-
sus of establishment politics.

But if it were possible to make
that argument eight years ago, it is less
convincing now.

Trump’s celebrity profile was, of
course, critical to his campaign. His
rise to political prominence, though,
came not so much as a result of his
reputation as a successful business-
man, but on the back of his unabashed
peddling of racist conspiracy theories
about the first Black president.

Trump’s ability to tap into a par-
ticularly American form of racial
revanchism – his political acumen in
marrying conspiracy, racism, and
political grievance in an increasingly
unequal society – is what brought him
to power. It is what sustains him still.

The pathology of Trumpism
revolves around his politics, not his
personal economics. It at least partly
explains why this latest case, plus the
91 separate felony charges in four
criminal cases, are unlikely to affect
Trump’s political support, particu-
larly with his base in the Republican
Party.

That base is too far down the
road Trump began mapping out when
he staked his political reputation on
the argument that a Black man could
not possibly be qualified for the presi-
dency of the United States. Even a half
a billion-dollar hole punched through
his business reputation will not
change that.

That does not mean, however,
that continued support for Trump is
inevitable.

In another New York courtroom
this week, a judge ruled that Trump’s
first criminal trial will begin in just
over a month. On March 25, for the
first time in American history, a for-
mer president will face criminal
charges in court.

In what will likely become the
first of four possibly consecutive crim-
inal trials, Trump will face a potential
six-week hearing on his efforts to
cover up politically damaging infor-
mation about his relationships with
two women in advance of the 2016
presidential election. Dubbed the
“hush money” case, this trial repre-
sents more than the sordid dealings
of an alleged serial adulterer; it repre-
sents, arguably, the beginning of a

pattern of deliberate election interfer-
ence that began even before Trump
took office.

If it goes ahead as planned, a
late March trial date will likely mean
these hearings will barely be over
before the next set begins. The clas-
sified documents case, centering on
Trump’s alleged illegal removal of
highly classified documents from
the White House, is scheduled to
begin in Florida in late May. Sched-
ul ing for  the other  two cases,
focused on Trump’s role in the Jan-
uary 6 insurrection and election
interference in the state of Georgia,
remains unclear.

None of this has ever happened
before. There is really no telling
what it will mean for Trump, his
campaign, or American democracy
more broadly.

Polling suggests that a criminal
conviction may dent Trump’s nation-
al support. It is certainly possible such
a conviction (or convictions), com-
bined with eye-watering levels of
debt, and the sheer logistics of con-
ducting a national campaign amid
multiple criminal trials, will have an
impact.

But the pathology of Trumpism
has so far proven resistant to what
should be crushing blows.

The verdicts will keep coming.
Trump may well, too.

(The writer is Adjunct Senior Fellow, School of
Global, Urban and Social Studies, RMIT
University. This article was published on
www.theconversation.com)

Verdicts keep coming, so does Trump

An agenda for farm sector
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I
n an uncharacteristic late Saturday release,
the Statistics Ministry unveiled the broad
�ndings of the Household Consumption Ex-

penditure Survey done between August 2022 and
July 2023. This is signi�cant as it is the �rst major
survey-based data released since 2011-12 that cap-
tures ground realities at the household level — es-
pecially with the once-a-decade Census, due
since 2021, nowhere in sight. Conducted every
�ve years by the National Sample Survey O�ce
(NSSO), the results of the last such consumption
survey in 2017-18, along with a similar employ-
ment survey, were junked with the government
citing “quality issues” with the data — viewed as a
euphemism for the unhappy tidings it may have
showed. If the 2017-18 Survey was abandoned be-
cause it captured the deleterious after-e�ects of
the demonetisation of high-value currency notes
in late 2016 on India’s largely informal economy,
and the subsequent onset of the Goods and Ser-
vices Tax, the 2022-23 survey also needs to be in-
terpreted with a dash of salt. For, it may likely
magnify the exuberance seen in consumption af-
ter two years of pandemic-induced curbs and in-
come losses — what economists call the release of
pent-up demand.

To be clear, the Survey suggests some interest-
ing transitions in consumption patterns and the
complete �ndings must be published swiftly to
enable deeper analysis. Households’ average
monthly per capita consumer expenditure
(MPCE) rose 33.5% since 2011-12 in cities to reach
₹3,510, and 40.4% in rural India to ₹2,008. The
government has sought to paint this as a signal of
rising incomes, narrowing inequality, and a
sharp slippage in poverty levels. But this only im-
plies a 3.5% compounded annual growth in rural
spends over 11 years, with a 3% growth for urban
households — well below the in�ation and GDP
growth rates in this period. Puzzlingly, even after
adding the imputed values of free goods received
through a myriad of welfare schemes such as the
PM Garib Kalyan Anna Yojana, the average MPCE
only rose to ₹2,054 for rural households and
₹3,544 for urban peers. That the proportion of
monthly spends on food has slipped below 50%
in rural homes (to 46.4%), and under 40% in ur-
ban homes, with cereals seeing the sharpest
drop, is remarkable, and may ease in�ation
trends if used to rejig Consumer Price Index
weightages. However, it is pertinent to recall that
food in�ation began spiking last June just ahead
of the Survey’s completion, and has remained
elevated since. So, proportional spends have like-
ly changed. A clearer picture, devoid of pent-up
demand and in�ation �ip-�op e�ects, is expected
from the fresh Survey that concludes this July. So,
any recalibration of poverty, in�ation or GDP cal-
culations must wait till those results are com-
piled, and released as well. 

Decoding spending
The latest household spending survey

signals some shifts in people’s priorities 

P
rasanth Balakrishnan Nair, Ajit Krishnan,
Angad Pratap and Shubhanshu Shukla —
these Air Force pilots constitute the �nal

shortlist of candidates from among whom India’s
astronauts for its human space�ight mission,
a.k.a. Gaganyaan, will be selected. The announ-
cement, by Prime Minister Narendra Modi during
an o�cial visit to Kerala, �lls the last real un-
known about the ambitious mission, which aims
to send an Indian crew to low-earth orbit on-
board an Indian rocket. The Indian Space Re-
search Organisation (ISRO) has signalled that, set-
ting aside the risk of unexpected delays, it
expects to conduct two test �ights of the human-
rated Launch Vehicle Mark-3 rocket in 2024 and
2025 and the crewed launch in 2025. The Union
Cabinet approved Gaganyaan in 2018 at a cost of
₹10,000 crore. Since then, the ISRO centres and
their collaborators in industry and academia
have worked to bring the mission’s various com-
ponents together while also negotiating delays
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and ISRO’s com-
mercial commitments. Now, with the astronauts’
names in the open, India is truly in the last mile.

It would be naive to believe an undertaking of
this scale can be completely free of political cap-
ture, but Gaganyaan cannot be altogether politi-
cally motivated either. Among other things, the
Indian Space Policy 2023 requires ISRO to “carry
out applied research and development of newer
systems so as to maintain India’s edge in … hu-
man space�ight” and to “... develop a long term
road-map for sustained human presence in
space”. ISRO has also �own a bevy of technolog-
ical, research, and commercial missions with suf-
�cient support from the Centre to render them
immune to political accountability, and Gaga-
nyaan has been no di�erent. But going ahead, it
should be di�erent, with justi�cation that is
amenable to public scrutiny and debate while
seeding a culture of space exploration that is tru-
ly democratic, rather than being motivated seem-
ingly by geopolitical aspirations. Similarly, while
a road map is being set — accommodating Mr. Mo-
di’s “directive” to ISRO to land an Indian on the
moon by 2040 — the endeavour must be to give
Gaganyaans present and future an identity root-
ed less in “India’s edge”, which when maintained
for its own sake becomes a vacuous thing, and
more in the fundamental act of creating new
scienti�c and societal value. Other countries, in-
cluding China, may be technologically ahead, but
India must keep the focus on scienti�c explora-
tion and expanding human horizons, and not on
achieving some ‘space superpower’ status.

Burden of power 
Search for superpower status should

not drive India’s space exploration 

A
ntónio Guterres, the ninth
Secretary-General of the United
Nations (UN), is sounding increasingly
pessimistic about the future of the UN.

At the opening of the 55th regular session of the
Human Rights Council, Mr. Guterres remarked
that the ‘lack of unity’ amongst UNSC members
had ‘perhaps fatally undermined its authority’.
Reform is essential, but given the divisions,
cosmetic changes may not be enough.

Is this the end of the road for the current
global order?

The world has changed
At stake is the post-World War order whose
foundations were built even as the Second World
War raged on, re�ecting a structure that the
Allied powers — eventually the victors of that
con�ict — felt would prevent another global
con�agration. This order is anchored in the
United Nations Organisation, i.e., the UN itself,
along with its specialised agencies, funds and
programmes. The main organisation came into
being in January 1942 when the 26 Allied nations
signed the Declaration of the United Nations and
endorsed the Atlantic Charter of 1941, which in
turn enshrined the war aims of the United States
and the United Kingdom. This is a system of
international relations built to manage great
power rivalry as it existed three quarters of a
century ago. In the years since, power and
prosperity have �owed and shifted between and
from the original signatories and the international
community of states has more than quadrupled.

The UN was created to stop another global war
by upholding the sovereign equality of all nations
subscribing to the principle of collective security.
Sovereign equality, however, faltered at the doors
of the Security Council, with its �ve Permanent
Members of super equals, all of whom were
Allied powers, and including of course, two major
colonial powers and a third whose imperial
ambitions were not quite buried. 

In negotiations that stretched beyond the 1942
Declaration, the Soviet Union was further drawn
into the fold with a 1943 American proposal of
enforcing peace through ‘four policeman’, the
U.S., the Soviet Union, the U.K. and China, in
e�ect rewarding major Allied powers with a
permanent veto. This might have held the Soviet
Union closer to the Allies and ensured China’s
help with defeating Japan, but the veto e�ectively
set in stone the power structures of early 19th
century Europe, even as growing calls for
decolonisation and the ravages of a global con�ict
were reducing the dominance of the imperial
powers.

The United Nations Monetary and Financial
Conference at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in
July 1944 established the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the International Bank for

Reconstruction and Development (or the World
Bank) and, in 1947, the General Agreement on
Tari�s and Trade (GATT) which was succeeded by
the World Trade Organization in 1995. Together,
this �nancial and trade architecture sought to
create a shared international economic order that
would not repeat the mistakes of the 1920s and
1930s, plan post-War reconstruction and
liberalise global trade. 

It is, therefore, ironic that the creation of the
IMF embedded a shift in power. By then, imperial
Britain was heavily in debt, with the U.S. rising up
to take its place at the head of the table. Britain
had to relinquish its system of imperial trade
preferences, and the sterling gave way to the
dollar.

Controlling power structures
Yet, the old world clung on to the power
structures of the new institutions, as re�ected in
the governance of the Bank and the Fund. The
World Bank is always headed by an American
citizen; ‘Europe’ (Western Europe, in practice)
gets to nominate the head of the IMF. The voting
rights of member-states of the Fund are virtually
frozen in time, despite some limited reform.
Currently, the percentage voting rights for, say,
the original BRICS members (Brazil, Russia, India,
China and South Africa) are 2.22, 2.59, 2.63, 6.08
and 0.63. The U.S. alone commands 16.5; add to it
the votes of the U.K. (4.03), Germany (5.31) and
the rest of the G-7 that tends to vote with the U.S.,
and that percentage approaches 30. Allocating
Special Drawing Rights (a reserve asset for
member-states) and most reform requires an 85%
majority vote, e�ectively handing the U.S. a
powerful veto. The IMF maintains global stability
by promoting �nancial stability, o�ering advice,
and providing funds to countries in �nancial
di�culty, as long as they accept conditions set by
the leadership of the Fund.

Overall, the UN system, which rests on a series
of international treaties that are now �rmly
embedded in international law, smoothened the
conduct of international relations, albeit in an
image that favoured the original signatories of the
UN Charter. Decolonisation, the Cold War, and
the breakup of the Soviet Union brought
challenges to this dispensation. But no matter
how the developing world, including former
colonies, grouped, they could not overcome the
veto at the Security Council or the voting
structures of the Bretton Woods Institutions.
China, of course, found itself perched in the
strange position of being a rule maker in one
body but a rule taker in the other.

Rising powers responded with alternatives.
The Non-Aligned Movement tried a more equal
approach and moral force for political and social
problems, only to have its shortcomings exposed
in the 1962 India-China war. The G-77 attempted

to group together to gain more heft in trade
negotiations, but the very disparate needs of an
unwieldy group resulted in a laundry list of
demands that de�ed successful negotiation.
Smaller, more homogenous groupings fared
somewhat better.

Over the years, an alphabet soup of ad hoc
groupings representing an a la carte attitude to
bilateral and multilateral engagements has
proliferated — some with wide-ranging remits,
such as the OECD with 38 members, others with a
much narrower focus, such as the Quad of the
Indo-Paci�c. The China-led Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) was conceived as a
challenger to the World Bank, but, e�ectively, the
U.S. veto at the Bank is replaced with Beijing’s
hold over the AIIB and not everyone is signing up.
Despite challenges, the UN-led system is still the
default option.

Global events and new fault lines
The 2020s, however, are dealing body blows to
the system from within. COVID-19 shut down
borders, for people, for goods, for vaccines,
thereby undermining the promise of a shared
global prosperity based on ever greater
cooperation. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
revealed the hypocrisy of one of the super equal
rule-makers refusing to follow the rules. And,
�nally, the war in Gaza has exposed the fault lines
between the developed and developing worlds;
between the guilt over the Holocaust and the
recognition of the Nakba; and between the need
of the great powers to support the UN and its
organisations and the expediency of questioning
the legitimacy and e�ectiveness of the
organisation when support for Israel demands it.
Most importantly, this con�ict tests the
commitment of several of the Permanent
Members to the bedrock of the UN system — a
commitment to human rights and the genocide
convention. As West Asia teeters at the precipice,
the UN is being marginalised by the very players
that established it.

What could replace the UN system and how?
The organisations and groupings outside the UN
are all ad hoc and tend to serve limited interests
rather than universal values. Some function as
clubs (such as the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations, the European Union, G-7, G-20, and the
World Economic Forum). Others are limited
alliances envisaged as maintaining regional
security (such as the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization). Without global treaties and legal
obligations binding them, they are essentially
only as e�ective as their last summit. Yet, their
very existence points to a need for change. The
last time the global system changed was in the
aftermath of an all-consuming war. That is a
sobering thought on which to base an evaluation
of the current crumbling global architecture.

The global order — a fraying around many edges 
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A
midst the climate crisis, shifting to
sustainable practices across every sphere
of human activity has become inevitable

and urgent. In August 2023, ahead of the
Assembly elections in �ve States, the Election
Commission of India (ECI) voiced its concern over
the environmental risks associated with the use of
non-biodegradable materials in elections (it has
been urging ‘parties and candidates to avoid the
use of plastic/polythene for preparation of
election material during an election campaign,
since 1999’). Given that the conduct of every
election results in an avoidable carbon footprint,
there is a need for eco-friendly elections, which
would be a boost to environmental stewardship
alongside civic participation. Sri Lanka and
Estonia, for instance, have conducted
environmentally-conscious elections. As India,
the world’s most populous democracy, gears up
for the next general election, environmental
considerations must be prioritised, paving the
way for ‘green elections’.

Why is there a need for a paradigm shift?
The environmental footprint of elections is often
overlooked. In the 2016 US presidential elections,
the emissions by campaign �ights by just one of
the candidates alone were equivalent to the
carbon footprint of 500 Americans for a year.
Traditional methods of conducting elections,
with their reliance on paper-based materials,
energy-intensive rallies, loudspeakers, PVC �ex
banners, hoardings and disposable items, cause a
signi�cant environmental footprint and impact
citizens’ health. The magnitude of India’s
elections, with crores of voters, and mass political
rallies, amplify this impact. The concept of green
elections entails adopting eco-friendly practices
at every stage, from campaign materials to
election rallies and polling booths.

Research conducted by Willemson and Krips
from Estonia (2023) determined that the primary
source of carbon emissions during elections is
from transportation of voters and logistics to and
from the polling booths. The secondary source is
from the running of the polling booths.
Transitioning to digital voting systems could

reduce the carbon footprint by up to 40%.
Implementing environmentally-friendly

elections will entail technological, �nancial and
behavioural challenges. Electronic and digital
voting require robust infrastructure (especially in
rural areas) and checks for hacking and fraud.
Ensuring that all voters have fair access to new
technologies and the training of o�cials are
another hurdle. Financial challenges include
substantial upfront costs for eco-friendly
materials and technology, which would deter
governments that are �nancially constrained.
Cultural inertia in valuing a voter’s physical
presence at polling booths as sacrosanct is a
behavioural challenge. Public scepticism towards
new approaches and fear of compromises to vote
security are another. Therefore, ensuring
transparency and e�ective auditing of new
adaptations are crucial.

Examples in Kerala, Sri Lanka, Estonia
Successful examples of eco-friendly electoral
initiatives provide lessons. During the 2019
general election, the Kerala State Election
Commission urged political parties to avoid
single-use plastic materials while campaigning.
Subsequently, the Kerala High Court imposed a
ban on �ex and non-biodegradable materials in
electioneering. Wall gra�ti and paper posters
emerged as alternatives. Government bodies
collaborated with the district administration in
Thiruvananthapuram to ensure a green election.
Training sessions were conducted in villages for
election workers. In 2022, the Goa State
Biodiversity Board had eco-friendly election
booths for the Assembly elections, using
biodegradable materials crafted by local
traditional artisans.

In 2019, the Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna
(SLPP) party launched the world’s �rst
carbon-sensitive environmentally friendly
election campaign. It measured carbon emissions
from vehicles and electricity used during political
campaigns and compensated for the emissions by
planting trees in each district through public
participation. This o�set the immediate carbon
footprint of the campaign and drew awareness

about the importance of forest cover.
Similarly, Estonia laid the foundations for

digital voting as an online voting alternative. This
method also encouraged voter participation. The
success of Estonia’s approach suggests that digital
voting accompanied by robust security measures
is both eco- and electorate-friendly.

A blueprint
This green transition must involve all
stakeholders such as political parties, Election
Commissions, governments, voters, the media
and civil society. The success of integrating
top-level directives with grassroots initiatives to
foster a green transition is imperative.

Political parties must take the lead. The
journey can begin by enacting legislation
mandating eco-friendly electoral practices, with
the ECI incorporating them in the Model Code of
Conduct. This involves campaigning through
digital platforms or door-to-door campaigning
(reducing energy-intensive public rallies) and
encouraging the use of public transportation for
election work. Incentivising the replacement of
plastic and paper-based materials with
sustainable local alternatives for polling booths,
such as natural fabrics, recycled paper and
compostable plastics, will aid waste management
and support local artisans.

The ECI can push for digital voting even
though this necessitates the training and capacity
building of o�cials. To ensure equal participation
of all voters in the digital electoral process, the
government must educate and support voters
and ensure equitable access to digital technology.
This is essential to enhance the faith of the
electorate in the election system and their trust in
the government. Civil society should act as a
catalyst. Finally, the media’s crucial role can in
emphasising the environmental impact of
conventional election methods, turn the spotlight
on innovative eco-friendly alternatives.

Embracing eco-conscious electoral practices
can help India set an example for other
democracies around the world.

The views expressed are personal

Stop the dithering and encourage green elections in India 
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J
udges are often perceived
as beacons of justice;
their role demands a
profound journey from

emotionality to impartiality. In
this context, judges must
consciously cultivate an attitude of
mindful detachment from intense
emotions, especially anger, to
anchor their decisions in the
bedrock of rational analysis and
impartial application of the law.

Empirical research reveals that
anger markedly impairs
decision-making. The implications
of this �nding are particularly
profound within the judiciary,
where sound judgment is not just
paramount but forms the very
essence of the profession. Judges,
therefore, are tasked with the duty
to maintain neutrality and
objectivity and to be acutely aware
of how anger can warp their
reasoning and precipitate
erroneous verdicts.

This awareness necessitates
preventive measures. Re�ecting
on a decade of legal practice
before the Supreme Court, one of
us (Rahman) recalls witnessing
numerous �ery exchanges
between lawyers and judges which
can easily be categorised as angry
discourse. Yet, only on one rare
occasion was a case adjourned
due to a judge’s visible anger
towards a lawyer’s request for
adjournment. This incident, albeit
isolated, is a testament to the
judiciary’s cognisance of anger’s
detrimental e�ects on sound
decision-making. Maintaining
emotional equanimity, therefore,
is essential for judges to ful�l their
responsibility of delivering fair
and impartial judgments. Anger
does not necessarily mean a
violent outburst but even a mere
silence and refusal to engage.

A thorough approach
The work of Nobel Laureate Daniel
Kahneman o�ers insights into our
propensity for cognitive shortcuts
in decision-making. Shaped by
evolutionary ‘�ght or �ight’
instincts, we are predisposed to
rely on heuristics — mental
shortcuts that enable us to swiftly

navigate and react to our
environment. While these patterns
are crucial for survival, they pose
signi�cant challenges in the arena
of judicial decision-making, where
the requirement of proof is often
beyond reasonable doubt. Since
the court has held that evidence is
weighed, not counted, it is crucial
for judges to be cognisant of
situations when the weight is that
of ego, anger, or predispositions.

The legal system, in contrast to
the instinctual immediacy of the
�ght-or-�ight response, demands a
methodical and thorough
approach to judgment. Unlike the
rapid ‘two and two together’
calculations typical of our
heuristics, judicial reasoning is
governed by evidentiary rules and
established protocols, which
prohibit leaps of logic and
unsubstantiated conclusions. In
the sphere of criminal law, for
instance, circumstantial evidence
seldom leads to de�nitive
judgments. Judges are instead
charged with the task of weighing
several factors, including, most
crucially, the element of doubt.

In this intricate tapestry of legal
reasoning, the pernicious
in�uence of anger and personal
biases is alarmingly evident. Such
emotions can contaminate the
deliberative process, leading to
skewed judgments. Seemingly
trivial matters like non-adherence
to margins in the �ling or even
taking a sip of water in the
courtroom have invited the wrath
of judges. While court manners
deserve their appropriate place in
the bar and bench relationship,
minor infractions are best ignored
unless they interfere with the
administration of justice.

In the past, if a lawyer was not
correctly dressed, the judges
would simply look through and
refuse to acknowledge them. This
underscores a deeper issue: the
necessity for judges to exercise
emotional restraint, even in the
face of perceived disrespect or
non-conformity to tradition. Such
instances illustrate the thin line
between personal sensitivities and
judicial decorum, and the need for

judges to navigate this divide with
emotional maturity. Being a judge
is di�cult and daunting, largely
because it involves giving up many
things that make us human. There
is no doubt that lawyers and
judges irritate each other but the
relationship is intended to brew
nothing but fair decision which is
as close to being correct as is
humanly possible.

There is no doubt that judges
face serious challenges in
maintaining emotional neutrality.
When activated, anger has a
lingering e�ect on mental
processes, further complicating
and compromising the already
complex task of judicial
decision-making. Anger often
leads to indiscriminate punitive
responses, fostering carelessness
in thought and a propensity for
hasty action. Thus, a judge swayed
by anger or bias is at risk of
imposing disproportionate
penalties or becoming unmindful
of crucial legal nuances.

Controlling emotions
Recognising and addressing the
impact of a�ective states like anger
is not just an individual
responsibility but a cornerstone of
maintaining the integrity and
fairness of the legal system.
Recognising the in�ltration of
emotions like anger and bias in
decision-making processes is the
initial, critical step. Once this
awareness is established, various
strategies can be employed to
mitigate their in�uence.

One e�ective method is the
cultivation of mindfulness. Rooted
in the principles of meditation,
mindfulness involves a heightened
awareness of one’s thoughts,
emotions, and environment. For
judges, this can allow for the
recognition of emotional states
without being overpowered by
them. Where necessary, a co�ee
break must follow to improve
decision-making. The journey
towards emotional wisdom in the
courtroom is critical not only for
enhancing judicial competence
but also for reinforcing public
trust in the justice system.

Towards emotionally unbiased judgments 
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