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T
he devastating �res, at a gaming centre in
Rajkot, Gujarat and a newborn nursing
clinic in Delhi within 24 hours of each

other, which left over 30 dead, is another grim
reminder of one of India’s insidious threats: the
pervasive nature of the negligence of the �re safe-
ty of buildings by a whole range of stakeholders —
from builders and proprietors to regulatory auth-
orities. While the Bureau of Indian Standards has
set detailed �re safety protocols in its National
Building Code of India (NBC) 2016, it is a recom-
mendatory document, as �re services is a State
subject, and enforced at the municipality level.
The sheer disregard for India’s �re safety norms
is apparent from the opening lines in the ‘About
Fire Service – Background’ page of the Director
General, Fire Services website under the Ministry
of Home A�airs. It reads, “The �re services are
not well organized in India”, adding, “in recent
years the requirements for �re safety cover have
increased manifold whereas the development of
�re service has not made much headway”.

The National Disaster Management Authority
had recommended to the 13th Finance Commis-
sion, an allocation of ₹7,000 crore to revamp In-
dia’s �re and emergency services. But the Com-
mission sought an allocation of almost ₹90,000
crore at the municipality level, recognising the
need for a tailor-made revamping and restructur-
ing of �re and emergency preparedness. A 2019
Home Ministry response to the Rajya Sabha not-
ed that India had only 3,377 �re stations, when a
2012 national report on �re hazards and risk ana-
lysis sought more than double that number. The
sta� shortage is even more appalling. The entire
country had only about 55,000 �re servicemen
in 2019, when the requirement was about
5,60,000 seven years earlier. The Centre belated-
ly set aside ₹5,000 crore last July asking States to
cough up another ₹1,400 crore to modernise
emergency services. This follows the 15th Fi-
nance Commission’s advice to set aside 12.5% of
all allocations towards the National/State Disaster
Response Funds. With rising heatwaves and ex-
treme weather events nationwide, it is clear that
a synchronisation of the 2016 NBC and the Ener-
gy Conservation Building Code is required to at-
tempt a holistic approach to address �res, as
standards for construction material, electrical
wiring, air-conditioning, and a whole range of
cooling materials have to be revamped. More im-
portantly, India’s polity, bureaucracy, policymak-
ers and entrepreneurs must urgently address this
insidious threat.

Insidious, incendiary  
India’s policymakers must address 

the threat of building �res 

F
ormer U.S. President Donald Trump
stands on the edge of history as potentially
the �rst American to have held the highest

public o�ce in the country to be convicted on a
felony charge. Mr. Trump has, in recent weeks,
been pursuing his legal defence in the case
brought by the U.S. District Attorney’s o�ce in
New York state involving 34 charges relating to
hush-money that Mr. Trump allegedly paid to
adult �lm actor Stormy Daniels, in exchange for
her silence over a purported a�air between the
two of them. After six weeks of tortuous argu-
ments, courtroom drama and political campaign-
ing at the very doorsteps of the courthouse, the
jury in the case will now deliberate on the facts
laid out before them and possibly return a judg-
ment in the coming weeks. During the trial, the
prosecution sought to argue that the testimony of
Michael Cohen, formerly Mr. Trump’s lawyer,
made it clear beyond doubt that in paying o� Ms.
Daniels to the tune of $1,30,000 in 2016 over the
alleged a�air between them in 2006, Mr. Trump
was guilty of falsifying business records to hide
that expenditure and “orchestrated a scheme to
keep un�attering information from voters in
what was an early example of election interfe-
rence”. Mr. Trump’s defence relied on painting
Mr. Cohen a “liar” and seeking to discredit his ac-
count of Mr. Trump reimbursing him for the
payout to Ms. Daniels.

Even if Mr. Trump is found guilty on any of the
charges, he would leave the courthouse a free
man as he has been on bail throughout the case
thus far. He would seek to remain free at least un-
til he appeals to the Appellate Division in Manhat-
tan, and possibly faces the Court of Appeals.
While each charge in the case carries a potential
maximum sentence of four years, if there is a sen-
tencing hearing, then the judge may take several
factors into account, including Mr Trump’s age of
77 years, the lack of a previous conviction and the
non-violent nature of the alleged crimes. Even if
Mr. Trump successfully evades the full force of
the law in the hush-money case, he faces three
other felony indictments, including in federal
and state cases relating to interference in the
2020 election, and his alleged role in the January
6, 2021, attack on the Capitol, as well as allega-
tions that he mishandled classi�ed documents
that were found at his residence in Mar-a-Lago,
Florida, after he had demitted o�ce. While these
cases are stuck in the appeals process and would
be unlikely to reach trial this year, it is safe to say
that no matter what the outcome of the jury’s de-
liberations is in the New York case, the political
climate will only get further vitiated and polar-
ised as the country lurches forward to the No-
vember 5 presidential election.

In the dock 
Trump is facing a legal challenge, but his
political fortunes are on a parallel track  

A
mid the heated rhetoric that is already
consuming most of the space for ideas
in this acrimonious and protracted
general election, there seems little

space for engaging in a more serious discussion
about political values. Just over three decades
ago, after the elections of 1991, India embarked
on a tryst with liberalism, then regarded as the
apex of ‘mankind’s ideological evolution’ and ‘the
�nal form of government’ (to quote Francis
Fukuyama’s famous essay “The End of History?’).
In the years since, liberalism has faced trenchant
criticism from both the left and the right, in India
and across the world. The alarming rise of
populist and authoritarian strongmen across the
globe has re�ected a discernible retreat of liberal
democracy from its post-Cold-War heyday to just
34 countries (as on 2022).

The appeal of the core liberal idea that
democracy, planted in the fertile soil of a free
land and watered by capitalistic economic
affluence and rule of law, would �ourish around
the globe, is waning. As the phenomenon of
“democratic deconsolidation” attains an
unprecedented pace, public dissatisfaction with
liberal democracy and liberal values has been
plummeting for some time now. Worryingly,
support for alternative models is increasing: a
Pew survey last year found 85% of respondents in
India indicating a preference for authoritarianism
or military rule, alongside a decline in those who
believed that representative democracy was a
good way of governance. Similar trends are
apparent even in the West, though at more
modest levels, enabling Russia’s Vladimir Putin to
triumphantly declare “Liberalism is dead”.

Attacks by the left and the right
In India, liberalism is facing a crisis of legitimacy,
with attacks from both the left and the right. For
those on the left, liberalism (and neoliberalism in
particular) represents a dangerous elitist
doctrine, prioritising the interests of a handful of
privileged individuals over the needs of the
collective, and promoting an individualism that
has resulted in the ever-widening gap between
the haves and the have-nots, the primacy of
corporate interests, and the further
marginalisation of the disadvantaged. The left
sees an untenable contradiction between a
commitment to egalitarian democracy on the one
hand and an individualistic market capitalism on
the other. 

The right sees di�erent dangers in liberalism,
particularly its emphasis on individual freedom.
Tagore’s was an authentically Indian liberal voice
of freedom, insisting that every individual be free
to pursue his destiny: “Give me the strength
never to…bend my knees before insolent might,”
he prayed in Gitanjali. But in today’s India,
insolent might commands the stage. The right
garbs itself in the social values that emphasise the
needs of the individual over the ideals of

community, identity and tradition. They dismiss
liberalism in India as a western colonial import
that has no connection with our traditional values
and way of living. To both right and left,
liberalism today is synonymous with elitism,
privilege and an outdated westernised world
view.

But if there was ever a time for us to articulate
a reformed and expanded idea of Indian
liberalism, it is now. The current legitimisation of
illiberal alternatives and the erosion of trust in
egalitarian democracy, the surrender of
individual liberties to the hands of a ruling
dispensation that has consistently exceeded its
constitutional powers, the rampant undermining
of institutions that were meant to check executive
overreach, and the mainstreaming of bigoted and
chauvinistic narratives that seek to ‘otherize’
entire communities, all point to an urgent need to
o�er a reimagined idea of liberalism to counter
the systemic rot that plagues our democratic
system.

Ingrained in Indian society
Far from being a western import, as thinkers such
as Amartya Sen have pointed out, the key values
of liberalism — an emphasis on individual liberty,
freedom, social justice and societal harmony —
have been deeply ingrained in Indian society
since ancient times. Liberal values can be found
in our civilisational traditions and cultural beliefs,
representative ruling institutions of the past and
in the articulations produced by an array of
makers of modern India, with giants such as Raja
Ram Mohan Roy, Swami Vivekananda, M.G.
Ranade, Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Gurudev Tagore
and B.R. Ambedkar situating their critique of
colonial rule within a liberal framework. Of
course, this in itself did not rid or absolve Indian
society from the horrors of discrimination, caste
oppression and marginalisation but, as more
radical liberal thinkers such as Jyotirao Phule and
Ambedkar argued, progress could be achieved
through better (and more representative) political
instruments rooted in liberal ideals.

It is imperative to respond constructively to
the charges of elitism and misguided thinking
that are levelled at liberalism in India. What is
needed is a more syncretic and democratised
idea of liberalism, one that is able to remain
inclusive and absorptive of ideas from either end,
without betraying the core ideals of freedom,
dignity and representation that have
underpinned it since its conception. We suggest
that Indian liberalism will need to undergo four
sets of evolutions for it to address the challenges
unleashed by its current critics.

First, evangelists for syncretic liberalism will
need to engage with the ideas of tradition and
identity in a more comprehensive and sustained
manner. These are fundamental emotional and
cultural concerns that animate the functioning of
individuals and communities in our country but

have often been overlooked by liberals who
prioritise the individual without engaging with
the larger forces that drive the communities they
belong to. Populists have enjoyed tremendous
success in weaponising the feelings of being
marginalised or overlooked that have resulted
from the more modernist and cosmopolitan
approach of liberals. Engaging with these topics,
coupled with a recognition of avenues of systemic
oppression and discrimination that have proved
resistant to liberalism, is a key �rst step to take
liberal thinking and values from an elite concern
to a mass conviction.

Second, liberalism will also need to adopt a
reformed approach to economic activity and
markets, one that is able to look beyond
neoliberal thinking and develop a more inclusive
and socially just approach. The magic of the
market will not appeal to those who cannot
a�ord to enter the marketplace. Liberals must
encourage free enterprise but also commit
themselves to distributing the increased revenues
that accrue to the state from economic growth.
Reformed liberalism will need to be capable of
balancing both the unleashing of private
enterprise alongside an equally strong
commitment to social justice through welfare.
The tide of good economic governance, as the
United Progressive Alliance era demonstrated,
can lift all boats, but some need more help to be
able to participate fully in the market economy
and to ful�l their aspirations.

Third, for a more democratised and
harmonious version of liberalism to succeed,
both political reform and a revival of
representative institutions will be needed. The
centralisation of power in an overweening state,
the lack of trust that individual citizens have in
our institutions, their inadequate representation
in decision-making forums, and the overreach of
government through its surveillance of, and
interference in, the daily lives of citizens, have all
contributed to an overall erosion of public
con�dence in Indian democracy that must be
recti�ed.

Evolve consensus
Fourth, and �nally, though one would normally
take this for granted, it is imperative that liberals
develop a basic consensus among themselves.
Given the divergent views on liberalism as well as
the laundry list of criticisms essayed by its
detractors, a minimum common understanding
is key. Liberals’ “circular �ring squad” — to
borrow Barack Obama’s analogy — currently
spends too much time contesting each other’s
political commitments rather than focusing on
their vast areas of agreement. In the face of
graver threats to our democratic systems, that
energy would be more constructively spent in
working together.

Indian liberalism is in need of reform and
revival. The time to start the process is now.

India, liberalism and its crisis of legitimacy 
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M
any media reports and politicians have
tended to misinterpret and
sensationalise �ndings from a working

paper put out by the Economic Advisory Council
to the Prime Minister (EAC-PM), titled “Share of
Religious Minorities: A Cross-Country Analysis
(1950-2015)”. These reports have inaccurately
tried to create an impression that the Muslim
population in India is growing rapidly and that
this threatens the Hindu population.
Unfortunately, such interpretations fuel a divisive
political narrative that is often misinformed about
population issues and further obscures the truth
from the public.

The working paper states: “the actual reasons
for the change in the religious demography of a
country is a multivariate phenomenon in a
complex system and the depth of analysis
required to pinpoint the exact variable
responsible for change in religious demography is
beyond the scope of the paper.” Despite
acknowledging its limitations, the paper makes a
�awed assertion that the growth in the Muslim
population indicates that minorities are thriving
in India. There is no evidence to suggest that an
increase in fertility alone indicates a �ourishing
population.

Data and socio-economic development
Interpreting population data within the context of
socio-economic development is crucial. The
number of children a family chooses to have is
in�uenced more by socio-economic factors such
as education and economic conditions than by
religion. Communities with better access to
education, health care, and economic
opportunities tend to have lower fertility rates.

A high population growth rate does not
indicate that people are necessarily doing well. It
often highlights the shortcomings in levels of
human development. The higher growth rate of
India’s Muslim population compared to the
Hindu population is a result of the Muslim

community lagging behind on many human
development indicators. Conversely, a low
growth rate or decline in population does not
imply persecution or hostility but can re�ect
improved socio-economic conditions, lower
fertility rates, and higher emigration rates.

The EAC-PM study uses the Religious
Characteristics of States-Demographic (RCS-DEM)
dataset to conduct a cross-country analysis of 167
countries. The RCS-DEM database provides
detailed information on the demographic
characteristics of various religious groups across
countries. The paper analyses population data
from 1950 to 2015.

Explaining the changes
There are three ways in which the changes in the
composition of the population of various
communities can be explained. One way is to
examine the absolute increase in population
across religious communities. In that case,
between 1950-2015, India’s Hindu population
grew by 701 million — almost �ve times more than
the increase in the Muslim population of 146
million.

The second way is to look at the changes in the
proportion of di�erent religious groups in the
population. We �nd that whereas the proportion
of Hindu population fell by 6.64 percentage
points from 84.7% in 1950 to 78.06% in 2015, the
proportion of Muslim population increased by
4.25 percentage points from 9.84% in 1950 to
14.09% in 2015. Both the marginal decline in the
proportion of Hindus in the population or the
marginal increase in the proportion of Muslims
should not be a cause for concern given that, to
start with in 1950, there were 306 million Hindus
as against 35.5 million Muslims. Clearly, the
increase is relatively small, and there is no threat
of Muslims overtaking Hindus in population
numbers.

The third way is what the EAC-PM study has
done, namely, highlight the rate of change in

individual shares. Between 1950-2015, there was a
decline of 7.8% in the share of the Hindu
population and an increase by 43.2% in the share
of the Muslim population.

This is only to be expected in a statistical
sense, given that in 1950, the proportion of
Hindus (84.7%) was relatively large compared to
the Muslims (9.8%). Examining the rate of change
in the shares of other religious communities
further underscores the misleading nature of
these �gures. For instance, the rate of change in
share shows an increase of 1519.6% for Buddhists,
and 49.2% for Sikhs. This does not imply that
Buddhists and Sikhs are conspiring towards
re-shaping India’s demographic pro�le. Similarly,
the decline in the rate of change for Parsis’ share,
by 86.7%, does not mean they have been
speci�cally targeted and persecuted in society.
These numbers can be misinterpreted easily
without proper context.

Need for data
According to a 2021 report published by the Pew
Research Center titled “Religious Composition of
India”, which analysed Census data between 1951
and 2011, the proportion of India’s six largest
religious groups has remained “relatively stable”
since Partition. A study by the distinguished
Indian demographers P.N. Mari Bhat and Francis
Zavier (2005) projected that the Muslim
population’s proportion to India’s total
population would peak at around 18.8% by 2101.
As the Population Foundation of India’s earlier
statement on this issue mentioned, there have
been signi�cant declines in Muslim fertility rates
recently, as reported in the last few rounds of the
National Family Health Survey (NFHS). This
indicates that the projection of the peak of the
proportion of Muslim population might be even
smaller if a similar study were conducted now.

The delayed �gures of the next Census, when
they �nally come out, will ultimately con�rm
these trends.

Dispelling population myths triggered by a working paper 
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At Kanniyakumari
Meditation seems to be the
last straw of hold. It is not a
surprise that the top leader
has decided to meditate in
Kanniyakumari in the last
phase of the general
election (Inside pages, May
29). This is definitely an
indirect way of
electioneering, which, we
are sure, will go deliberately

case the spirit is more than
willing, but with age
catching up, the quicksilver
reflexes no longer seem to
work. Will Nadal follow
Roger Federer?

C.V. Aravind,
Bengaluru

who understand English.
English promises upward
mobility and jobs.
H.N. Ramakrishna,

Bengaluru

The spirit and body
One of the greatest ever
tennis stars to grace the
game, Rafael Nadal, was a
pale shadow of his once
formidable self. In Nadal’s

government-aided schools
to facilitate the learning of
English language skills
persuades many parents to
admit their children in
private schools which are
expensive. Technology is
creating incredible
opportunities and an
abundance of prospects as
almost all the gadgets and
inventions are for those

Progressive move
Teaching English in
government schools is
accepting an absolutely
required need, and the
decision by Karnataka is
welcome (“Students of
classes 1 to 10 in
government and aided
schools to have spoken
English classes”, May 29).
The lack of resources in

unnoticed by the body
overseeing the election. 
This body has anyway
amply exhibited its partisan
attitude in favour of the
ruling dispensation. People
have woken up to the
reality now and are no
longer ready to buy such
gimmicks.

Tharcius S. Fernando,
Chennai
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Washington, May 29: Israel and Syria agreed
to-night on a military disengagement on the
Golan Heights — a victory for the marathon
shuttle diplomacy of the U.S. Secretary of State,
Dr. Henry Kissinger.

The Israeli-Syrian agreement coming 32 days
after Dr. Kissinger began his longest overseas
mission terminated the war of October 1973. Dr.
Kissinger had brought about earlier
disengagement between Israel and Egypt.

President Nixon who announced the accord
said that military representatives of the Israel
and Syria will sign the agreement in Geneva on
Friday. 

(Radio Israel said Soviet and American
delegates would also sign the accord at Geneva.)

The President called it a “major diplomatic
achievement” and praised Dr. Kissinger for his
tenacity in pressing for an agreement. 

Mr. Nixon said the Israeli-Syrian agreement
had “removed a signi�cant obstacle to a
permanent solution of the West Asia con�ict.”

He promised persistent American attempts, in
co-operation with all Governments in West Asia,
to achieve a peaceful solution. He described the
chances for such a settlement as “better than
ever before in the past 25 years.” 

Details of the agreement will be announced
o�cially to-morrow when Israeli Prime Minister
Golda Meir will present the agreement to the
Knesset (Parliament).

While President Nixon made the
announcement in Washington a statement was
broadcast by Damascus Radio. The Israeli
Cabinet was meeting to give the �nal approval to
the agreement before making the
announcement.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 30, 1974

Israel and Syria agree on
military disengagement 

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

Mr. A. Conningsby, Engineer for Marconi’s
Wireless Telegraph Company, who was here in
connection with the establishment of a Radio
Club in Madras was interviewed by the
Associated Press of India said that a
broadcasting transmitter was installed in the
premises of Messrs. Crompton and Co. Mount
Road and the supervision of Messrs. Webb and
Green and a draped studio on the lines of those
in Calcutta and Bombay intended for concert
performances.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 30, 1924

Radio club in Madras 

A
recent editorial piece in
Nature lauded India’s
ascent towards
becoming a scienti�c

juggernaut, paralleling its
burgeoning economic clout. The
Indian science ecosystem is
indeed on an impressive
trajectory, now ranking third
globally in research output, and
eleventh in quality, according to
the Nature Index. However, ‘ease
of doing science’ that can lead to
great discoveries and innovation
hinges on robust infrastructure
and resources — a glaring shortfall
in India’s research landscape.

From 2014 to 2021, the number
of universities in India rose from
760 to 1,113. Yet, many lack
essential resources such as
instrumental access and
sophisticated labs, not to mention
access to the literature that
underpins research. There has
been a pioneering initiative,
I-STEM, to bridge this gap by
cataloguing all publicly funded
research facilities nationwide and
making them available to
researchers based on need. This
demand-supply mapping aims to
democratise the availability of
advanced research infrastructure.

Similarly, the call for ‘One
Nation, One Subscription (ONOS)’
proposes a centralised model of
subscription to scienti�c journals,
making them universally available
to all publicly funded institutions.
It is costly to get access to these
commercial journals. It is
estimated that institutions in India
annually spend ₹1,500 crore to
access journals and databases. But
the fruits of this expenditure are
reaped by only the top few
institutes. What of the rest? ONOS
negotiation by the government is
currently underway with the �ve
major commercial publishers who
dominate the market.

The optimal solution?
But is ONOS the optimal solution
for facilitating access to scienti�c
literature? When it was
conceptualised around 2019, a
signi�cant portion of scholarly
articles was behind paywalls. Now,

a much larger fraction of articles is
available via Open Access (OA),
which means that articles are
available freely for everyone
online. An analysis of publications
indexed in the Web of Science
shows that the fraction of OA
publications globally increased
from 38% in 2018 to 50% in 2022.
This shift raises a query about the
necessity and e�ciency of paying
for content that is increasingly
available for free. Currently, there
is a strong push for OA by the U.S.
and European Union. The U.S.
released its updated OA policy in
2023 that mandates immediate
open accessibility of all publicly
funded research articles by 2025.
Similarly, major philanthropic
funding sources such as the
Wellcome Trust have mandated
OA to the research they fund.

Considering this trend, it is
reasonable to argue that we
should be paying less than before.
The oligopolistic academic
publishing market, dominated by
a handful of powerful publishers
in the global north, allows these
publishers to set stringent terms,
making any negotiation on ONOS a
challenge. The entrenched
reputation and authority of these
publishers also stymie any
discussion of alternatives.

In any other government
procurement, the use of public
funds is stringently regulated to
ensure maximum cost e�ciency
and bene�t. Why, then, should the
procurement of academic journals
be any di�erent? If signi�cant
portions of research are already
accessible without cost, the
rationale for a uni�ed, costly
subscription becomes less
compelling. It is also important to
note that ONOS will not help make
Indian research globally
accessible; rather, it primarily
facilitates access for Indian
researchers to journals owned by
big publishing oligarchs.

Further, even if one pays and
subscribes to the journal, there is
no guarantee of continued access.
Today, most academic journals are
only digitally available. Most
articles have a digital object

identi�er (DOI), but DOI does not
ensure long-term preservation. A
recent study highlights that
“approximately 28% of academic
journal articles with DOIs appear
entirely unpreserved.” This
�nding suggests that millions of
research papers risk vanishing
from the Internet. For example,
over 17,000 research papers from
a chemistry journal, distributed by
Elsevier globally, except in Japan,
disappeared when the journal was
discontinued in December 2023.

Green Open Access
Considering commercial
publishers have not taken up the
responsibility of long-term
availability of the content they
pro�t from, it is only logical that
every article authored by Indian
researchers and funded by
taxpayer money should be
archived in publicly funded OA
repositories. This practice
exempli�es what we refer to as
Green Open Access. This allows
authors to deposit a version of
their work in a university
repository, making it freely
accessible to everyone globally.
Indian funding agencies have
mandated green OA for a long
time, but this has never been
enforced. However, the recent
troubles should catalyse a stronger
push for green OA.

Major publishers such as
Elsevier (Netherlands), Thomson
Reuters (Canada), Taylor Francis
(U.K.), Springer Nature (Germany),
and Wiley and SAGE (U.S.) have
headquarters in the global north.
They are extremely pro�table
enterprises. Much of this pro�t is
derived from the unpaid labour
provided by researchers in the
form of peer reviews and editorial
works. To become atmanirbhar
(self-reliant), India needs to make
its own journal system better, with
no burden of payment to authors
or readers. Further, with its
capabilities in digital technology,
India should also become a
pioneer for the global south by
creating and sharing digital public
infrastructure for low-cost,
high-quality scienti�c publishing.

Open access is crucial for self-reliance in science 
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With the evolving
landscape of
academic
publishing,
investing in an
all-encompassing
subscription
model is not
prudent

STATE OF PLAY

O
disha is voting for
both the Lok Sabha
and Assembly elec-

tions. If elected to power in
the State Assembly for the
sixth consecutive term, Chief
Minister Naveen Patnaik will
create history. The �ght is pri-
marily between the ruling Biju
Janata Dal (BJD) and the Bha-
ratiya Janata Party (BJP), the
main Opposition party in the
State. The Congress stands at a
distant third.

In this election, neither
communalisation nor deve-
lopmental promises drive the
Opposition’s campaign, par-
ticularly the BJP’s campaign,
against the BJD government;
instead, it is the issue of Odia
‘asmita (self-pride)’. A bureau-
crat-turned politician, V.K.
Pandian, the most trusted
aide of Mr. Patnaik, has been
at the receiving end. Mr. Pan-
dian, who hails from Tamil Na-
du, was an IAS o�cer and rose
to become an all-powerful star
campaigner for the party, se-
cond only to the Chief
Minister.

Before asmita became the
core election issue, the bon-
homie between the BJD and
the BJP was well-known.
Prime Minister Narendra Mo-
di hailed Mr. Patnaik as a
“dear friend” at a public
meeting not too long ago.
Both the parties were ready to
enter into a pre-poll alliance,
but for some reason this did
not materialise. This led to a
direct BJD versus BJP show-
down in the State.

Odisha was the �rst State to
be formed on the basis of lan-
guage. Its unique identity de-
rives from a rich cultural herit-
age and a signi�cant historical
legacy. As per the BJP’s narra-
tive, this identity is under at-

tack and the Odia people’s self
pride will be further dented if
they let the BJD govern the
State again, as the reins will be
in the hands of a non-Odia,
namely, Mr. Pandian.

The BJP’s electioneering in
Odisha has appeared con-
fused. The party aims to top-
ple a two decade-old govern-
ment, yet Home Minister Amit
Shah has been asserting at ral-
lies that the BJP doesn’t have
much of an issue with Mr. Pat-
naik, but only with “the o�cer
from outside”. Integrating the
Ram Mandir discussion into
the asmita narrative in a State
where Lord Jagannath holds
paramount importance is
another example of the saf-
fron party’s ill-conceived
strategy.

Elections are mostly about
the perception of the citizen-
ry. The BJP in Odisha doesn’t
seem to be winning the per-
ception battle by relying on
the asmita narrative alone.
The term asmita is not even
commonly used by the Odias.
The party was not creative
enough to come up with a
term that would easily reso-
nate with Odia voters.

Other key political issues,
such as rising youth unem-
ployment, the distressing
state of health and education,
economic migration, and so
on have been pushed to the
background with the talk of
asmita. Despite Odisha having
the highest youth unemploy-
ment rate in the country, as
per a recent International La-
bour Organization report, the

issue found rare mention in
the BJP’s election campaigns.
The party has also missed the
opportunity to appeal to the
crucial youth demographic.
While the BJD made e�orts to
court this segment just a few
months before the election,
casting doubts on its genuine
commitment, the BJP’s youth
outreach programmes have
remained limited.

The Opposition’s cam-
paign, while emphasising as-
mita, have also failed to e�ec-
tively tackle the BJD’s core
strength — its support among
women. There are at least 70
lakh women self-help group
(SHG) members in Odisha
who form the backbone of wo-
men’s political agency in the
rural parts. The Opposition
lacks serious intent to pene-
trate the robust structure of
women SHG networks that lar-
gely favours the BJD.

The strategy of focusing on
asmita over governance fai-
lures may have only appealed
to a limited segment of upper-
middle class voters who may
not hold much electoral signif-
icance. The BJP does not ap-
pear to have learnt from its
poor performance in the Pan-
chayat election held two years
ago, where it only won about
5% of the Zilla Parisad seats, a
massive decline from its pre-
vious performance.

Moreover, by only targeting
Mr. Pandian, the BJP has left
brand Naveen unscathed. De-
�ecting attacks on his own im-
age has been Mr. Patnaik’s sin-
gle most successful strategy
and the reason for his endu-
rance throughout his more
than two decade term in of-
�ce. The Opposition’s cam-
paign has played into his
strengths. Mr. Patnaik could
not have hoped for a better
scenario.

Subhankar Nayak is a policy

researcher. X: @subhankarnayak

The BJP cannot bank on ‘asmita’ alone 
It has not campaigned on key issues and has also left brand Naveen unscathed 

Subhankar Nayak

T
he political parties in And-
hra Pradesh and Telanga-
na have �elded some of

the richest politicians in the 2024
Lok Sabha elections. These are the
two States where the worth of the
average assets of candidates in the
fray is the highest. This is mainly
due to the relatively rich candi-
dates who have been �elded by the
Telugu Desam Party (TDP), the
Bharat Rashtra Samithi (BRS), and
the Jana Sena Party ( JSP). The TDP
features �rst on the list of the top
10 parties with the highest average
assets of candidates; the JSP and
BRS feature third and fourth. The
Yuvajana Sramika Rythu Congress
Party (YSRCP) is eighth on the list.

Chandra Sekhar Pemmasani of
the TDP, who is competing for the
Guntur seat, is the richest in the
fray with assets worth ₹5,706
crore. The TDP’s poorest candi-
date declared assets worth ₹3
crore. Apart from the regional par-
ties, even the candidates of nation-
al parties who were �elded from
these States are relatively rich. The
second richest in the fray, with as-
sets worth ₹4,568 crore, is the
BJP’s Konda Vishweshwar Reddy,
who is competing from the Chevel-
la seat in Telangana. The Congress
candidate from Chevella, Gaddam
Ranjith Reddy, with assets worth
₹436 crore, is also among the rich-
est. Many other relatively rich can-
didates such as the BJP’s C.M. Ra-
mesh (₹498 crore); the Congress’
Y.S. Sharmila Reddy (₹182 crore);
the TDP’s Prabhakar Reddy Vemi-
reddy (₹716 crore) and Sribharat
Mathukumili (₹299 crore); the
BRS’ Kasani Gyaneshwar Kasani
(₹228 crore), Nama Nageshwara
Rao (₹156 crore), and Kyama Mal-
lesh (₹145 crore); and the YSRCP’s
Chalamalasetty Sunil (₹150 crore)
and Simhadri Chandra Sekhar Rao
(₹139 crore) are also competing
from these two States. Chart 1
shows the candidate-wise average

assets in ₹ crore.
Chart 2 shows the party-wise

average assets of candidates in ₹
crore. In charts 1 and 2, only select
parties and their candidates are
depicted. They have been chosen
based on various parameters such
as the number of candidates �eld-
ed, geography, and the party’s
popularity. As noted earlier, the
TDP is on top of the list in terms of
average assets of candidates (with
its candidates having average as-
sets of ₹416 crore) followed by the
Janata Dal (Secular) (₹94 crore),
the JSP (₹82 crore), and the BRS
(₹54 crore). The BJP features se-
venth on the list with its candi-
dates having average assets of ₹41
crore behind the two parties
which split from the Nationalist
Congress Party. The parties from
Tamil Nadu — the AIADMK and the
DMK — feature ninth and tenth,
respectively. Congress candidates
feature 14th on the list with aver-
age assets of ₹25 crore. The Jammu
and Kashmir Peoples Democratic
Party headed by Mehabooba Mufti
(₹1.4 crore), the CPI(M) (₹1.4
crore), and the BSP (₹2.6 crore) are
at the bottom of the list. 

Chart 3 shows the State-wise av-
erage assets of candidates in ₹
crore. Only major States were con-
sidered. However, all the parties
and independents were included.
Candidates in Andhra Pradesh and
Telangana have average assets of
₹21 crore and ₹14 crore, respective-
ly — the highest. Haryana, Hima-
chal Pradesh, and Karnataka were
the other States in the top �ve.
Chhattisgarh (₹1.3 crore), J&K U.T.
(₹2 crore) and Kerala (₹2.3 crore)
are at the bottom of the list. 

Notably, the BJP’s poorest can-
didate is Rekha Patra. She is one of
the women who spearheaded the
Sandeshkhali movement against
Trinamool leaders. She declared
assets worth ₹25,000. While all the
parties couldn’t be depicted, an
analysis including all candidates
and independents showed that as
many as 46 candidates, mostly in-
dependents, declared that they
did not have any assets. 

Andhra and Telangana have many of India’s richest MP candidates

Three regional parties from these two States �elded candidates with some of the highest average assets

Vignesh Radhakrishnan
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V
oting to elect the 18th Lok Sabha ends this week, and the results will 
be out on June 4, paving the way for the formation of the next Union 
government. Irrespective of the political shape and combination of 
the next government, it will need to quickly get down to business 

and address the policy and governance challenges. One such issue is related to 
elections themselves. In February, a Constitutional Bench of the Supreme Court 
struck down the electoral-bond scheme because it violated the right to infor-
mation under Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution. The apex court also directed 
State Bank of India, the authorised bank to issue electoral bonds, to disclose 
the details of the donations, which have since been thoroughly analysed in the 
media and elsewhere. The state of electoral funding in India has always been a 
matter of concern and the apex court’s judgment has provided an opportunity 
to address all issues related to the finances of political parties. 

The Union home minister in an interview recently highlighted the possible 
need for an alternative to the electoral-bond scheme. It is well understood 
that the use of black money, or money power in general, is a significant concern 
for Indian politics, and the next government must address this issue urgently. 
An alternative mechanism must address the basic reasons for scrapping the 
electoral-bond scheme. In this regard, the next government would do well to 
constitute a committee with representation from major political parties to 
study all aspects of political funding and come up with suggestions, which 
can be debated threadbare in Parliament before implementation. 

With the Supreme Court judgment in the backdrop, the starting point for 
any alternative mechanism should be transparency. An opaque system of financ-
ing can have a number of ill effects, including policy capture. Furthermore, 
since the idea is to eliminate the influence of black money, the new mechanism 
can do away with cash donations. India is a world leader in payment solutions, 
and given the general popularity of the Unified Payments Interface, this should 
not be a problem. The committee may also look at the possibility of strengthening 
the Election Commission of India, enabling it to strictly monitor the income 
and expenditure of political parties. It is often suggested that state funding of 
elections or political parties should be introduced to contain the influence of 
illicit money, or money power in general, to preserve the level playing field. 
However, this can only work if there is proper monitoring of political finance 
and parties are restricted from raising funds from other sources. 

Another option could be a national fund where citizens and corporations 
contribute. The collected funds can be distributed among political parties in 
a way that maintains a level playing field. This would also take away the fear 
of retribution, which is often cited as a reason against transparency in political 
funding. The committee can also be asked to look at the way money is spent. 
There are expenditure limits for contesting candidates, for example, but not 
for political parties, which can affect the balance in a competitive democracy. 
To be fair, the issue of political finance is complicated with no easy solutions. 
However, with the scrapping of the existing mechanism by a court judgment 
and the constitution of a new Lok Sabha, India will have an opportunity to set 
things right as far as possible.

Responsible development
Developments in OpenAI raise concern

T
here has been growing concern about the quality of governance at 
OpenAI. In the past few months, 11 key persons have quit but the prob-
lem started with the failed attempt to oust Chief Executive Officer 
Sam Altman in November last year. This was followed by a reconstitu-

tion of the board. Even as it released ChatGPT 4, OpenAI was embroiled in a 
controversy, with actor Scarlett Johansson claiming that her voice was cloned 
despite her refusing to give permission. The company has also been sued by 
The New York Times for copyright violation. Two former board members have 
written a widely circulated essay explaining why they think the mission of 
OpenAI to develop artificial intelligence (AI) responsibly has failed. One of the 
former board members recently said that Mr Altman withheld information and 
misrepresented things. Since ChatGPT was publicly released in November 2022, 
it has turned the field of generative AI upside down. The release sparked fierce 
competition and several others have released their own versions of Gen AI pro-
grammes and a multitude of applications have been developed riding on those 
platforms. The competition has, however, led to considerations of safety and 
responsible development being superseded by commercial concerns. 

This is contrary to the stated mission of OpenAI, which is to ensure that AI 
benefits all of humanity. OpenAI itself is a not-for-profit company but it hived 
off the commercial side of ChatGPT into a for-profit subsidiary, which was 
valued at above $80 billion in February 2024. When the move to oust Mr Altman 
was initiated, one of the cited reasons was that he wasn’t being “candid” with 
the board. But the board itself was reconstituted and Mr Altman’s vision of mon-
etising ChatGPT seems to have clearly attained priority since. The exodus of 
many highly skilled workers — OpenAI cofounder Ilya Sutskever among them— 
could be for reasons including disagreeing with the direction of OpenAI. 
Corporate upheavals are normal in Silicon Valley and companies changing tack 
following boardroom struggles or reformatting of personnel is hardly unusual. 
But it is the nature of generative AI — OpenAI’s core business — that causes 
concern about the potential harms that could arise from lack of governance. 

In the 18 months since ChatGPT first released, some of the potential harms 
AI can cause are already visible, alongside potential benefits it may bring. At an 
enterprise level, AI can automate a wide range of functions and create entirely 
new revenue streams. It can solve intractable scientific problems and develop 
new materials with exotic properties. AI can also clone voices and avatars that 
fool face-recognition and voice-recognition security systems. It is already being 
misused to run scams, and spread false political messages. Authoritarian regimes 
can misuse the same abilities to target dissidents, even as corporations use this 
capability to identify pizza-topping preferences. The other concerning trend is 
GenAI’s propensity for throwing up fictional “facts” and fake citations on search 
prompts. As dependencies on the near-magical capabilities of GenAI increase, 
the need for more responsible development and deployment also grows. The 
governance void in OpenAI is therefore more concerning than it would be in a 
traditional company. Policymakers will have to look for effective ways to rein in 
the harmful potential of AI without retarding its beneficial aspects.  

Volume XXXI Number 37 

NEW DELHI | THURSDAY, 30 MAY 2024

T
he political outcomes of the 2024 general elec-
tion are unlikely to affect the near-term 
macroeconomic outlook. However, the hard 

policy choices embedded in alternative policy visions 
and reform agendas might lead to very different eco-
nomic profiles over the medium to long term.  

While the external environment still seems unset-
tled and volatile, the large G7 economies appear to be 
moving towards a “soft landing” to varying degrees. 
Hence, the policy response will become more con-
ducive to growth, gradually lowering interest rates. 
This bodes well for emerging markets, with a “risk-
on” investor sentiment attracting more capital inflows.  

In this context, the domestic 
macroeconomic environment 
remains robust, with nowcasting met-
rics indicating continuing strong 
demand. Financial year 2023-23 
(FY24) growth is expected to print 
close to 8 per cent, and the Reserve 
Bank of India’s FY25 growth forecast 
of 7 per cent remains eminently fea-
sible. A large part of investor confi-
dence in India is due to the demon-
strated fiscal discipline by the Centre, 
in coordination with the calibrated 
monetary policy response, which is perhaps the best 
executed and most agile in the world.  

On domestic consumption, Q4FY24 results of con-
sumer companies point to improving rural demand, 
further reinforced by the predicted normal rains. While 
consumption import demand is likely to remain robust, 
India’s current account is unlikely to be adversely 
impacted, with the deficit increasing to maybe 1.2 per 
cent of FY25 gross domestic product (GDP) from last 
year’s expected 1 per cent. Inflation, particularly non-
food and fuel (i.e core inflation), is falling and the head-
line rate might be expected to move towards the 4 per 
cent target towards the end of FY25, thereby allowing a 
relaxation of monetary policy. Bank credit flow to micro, 
small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) has remained 

strong, growing 20.1 per cent year-on-year (YoY) as of 
March 24, 2024. Loan disbursals by non-banking finan-
cial companies (NBFCs) for the relevant MSME bor-
rowing requirements had slowed marginally over the 
first nine months of FY24, but still remain healthy. 

However, despite the economic success of the past 
few years, sustaining a 7 per cent-plus growth for 10 
years will not be easy and will require multiple enablers 
operating synchronously. Sequencing and coordination 
of reforms will be key to designing feedback loops into 
other processes, mutually reinforcing the overall agen-
da. A major constraint is resources availability, which 
will force choices among competing objectives, neces-

sitating difficult economic trade-offs.  
An expected private corporate 

capex upcycle, given falling borrow-
ing costs, deleveraged balance sheets, 
and expected consumption demand 
will augment the public sector. 
Enormous investments will be need-
ed for the ambitious transition to the 
net-zero carbon goal by 2070, with a 
need to access global capital pools.  

Yet, economic weaknesses 
remain. Policy and regulatory 
enablers will need to address struc-

tural deficiencies.  Unemployment, especially 
amongst the youth, is the most pressing problem and 
will only get exacerbated by ongoing technological 
advances. The quality of jobs is as important as their 
availability. The Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 
data for Q4FY24 shows that even in urban areas, only 
47.4 per cent of jobs were salaried or regular wage 
positions, while 40.2 per cent were self-employed, 
and 12.5 per cent were casual labour. The share of 
salaried workers is likely much lower in rural areas.  

One channel for mitigating this problem and boost-
ing jobs is to refocus policy attention on the micro 
and small segments of the MSME sector. The data, 
especially regarding the size and other metrics of this 
segment, are woefully outdated. The last economic 

census was in 2013; and the Survey of Unincorporated 
Enterprises was in 2016. Other surveys provide a frag-
mented look at establishments, employment and eco-
nomic activity. A combination of increased access to 
credit, government procurement support, skilling and 
apprenticeships, comprehensive insurance coverage, 
marketing support (e.g., via Open Network for Digital 
Commerce), export opportunities, among other steps, 
is crucial for a vibrant MSME ecosystem.  

Intertwined with MSME growth is the need to boost 
exports, both merchandise and services. India’s ambi-
tious goal of achieving $1 trillion in merchandise exports 
by 2030 implies an annual growth rate of 15 per cent 
(FY24 exports were about $435 billion) and will need a 
multi-pronged approach to enhance markets access, 
including tapping into new, less penetrated markets, 
boosted by new free-trade and investment agreements. 
India will also need to integrate even more substantially 
into the global supply and value chains. Facilitating 
the scale-up of labour-intensive job-creating enterprises 
needs equal priority. Services exports, especially attract-
ing more global capability centres (GCCs), provide an 
opportunity not just to increase integration with the 
global economy, but also to go up the value chain, e.g., 
leading edge research and design capabilities.  

This ambitious $1 trillion merchandise export tar-
get suggests that imports will exceed $1.5 trillion. 
Efficiently transporting goods of this magnitude will 
require world-class logistics infrastructure designed 
for multimodality. Port terminal capacities with con-
nectivity to hinterlands will need to be upgraded. 
While the government has made significant strides 
in improving transport and logistics systems, key 
initiatives like Gati Shakti and Bharatmala will need 
to be scaled up. Of particular importance will be the 
operations of the two dedicated rail freight corridors 
currently approaching completion and the imple-
mentation of others in high-density freight routes. 

In the longer term, the government has to lead mul-
tiple structural transformations, which are crucial for 
the growth in productivity for sustained growth. Globally, 
productivity growth has largely emanated from urban 
agglomerations. Urbanisation in India has been one of 
the weaker stories, with the share of urban population 
rising from around 31.6 per cent in 2012 to 35.9 per cent 
in 2022. China’s urban population, over this period, had 
moved up from 53.1 per cent to 64.7 per cent (up from 
19.4 per cent in 1980, roughly the same level as India’s 
then). Land availability is a significant constraint on 
urbanisation in India, but better road, rail and metro 
connectivity is pushing out the boundaries of peri-urban 
habitations. An earlier initiative, Providing Urban 
Amenities in Rural Areas (PURA), merits revisiting.   

Finally, the “last mile” is critical for efficiently 
implementing the reforms needed to sustain the high 
growth necessary for transitioning to an upper mid-
dle-income economy. This will require intense coor-
dination among the Centre, states and local bodies 
in the true spirit of federalism. 

The writer is an economist 

T
his election season has seen a lot of heated 
debate around unemployment, especially how 
the youth are distressed by the lack of jobs. 

An interesting question to ask is: How do the 
affected parties— the youth themselves — see the 
job situation through the prism of their life and world 
view? What do they think and feel about it? Are they 
angry and incensed? Resigned and defeated? Wary 
and anxious? Or NOTA on all these feelings? 

As with last month’s column (“How Young India 
views the world and polls”), this piece is also based on 
the findings of the ethnographic study, Drivers of 
Destiny1, the details of which were dis-
cussed in the previous column. The 
segment of youth studied was 
designed to be representative of the 
“leading edge” of “middle India” —
college-educated individuals (from a 
variety of colleges and courses), resid-
ing in urban areas (comprising large 
and small towns across India), and 
belonging to the lower middle and 
middle-income groups. This does not 
equate to the popular perception of 
“middle class”, which actually denotes 
the richest 40 per cent of Indian house-
holds). Many in this group were first-generation college 
goers in their families. This segment represents “emerg-
ing India”, “aspirational India”, and using the India 1-2-
3 framework of retail entrepreneur Kishore Biyani, not 
quite India 2 but almost there — that is, not privileged 
enough to access the networks of India 1, but not poor 
enough to be unaware or unable to strive for opportu-
nities out there. 

The headline is that this “bellwether” swathe of 
young India is not deeply distraught or feeling angry or 
hopeless about the lack of jobs. It appears to be a wholly 
different India compared to the one portrayed by 
Bachchan’s angry young man in the Bollywood movies 
of the 1970s, or the young people of Mere Apne frittering 

away their lives waiting for someone to employ them.  
First of all, in keeping with the mostly self-

employed “own account worker”, or gig working pop-
ulation that we have become, the word they use is 
“kaam” (work) not “naukri” (employment).There is 
definite awareness that work is hard to find and not 
easily available without effort. There is a constant 
striving to look for and find work and this is a big 
theme of their lives that comes through loud and 
clear.  They also say “we are trying hard, it is difficult 
(mushkil), but working is a must”. 

However, interestingly, the ethnographers did not 
hear this phrased as a “problem”.  
There was, typically, a portfolio of work 
and a constant churn in that portfolio 
depending on what showed up next 
(horrific attrition rates in many sectors 
are probably a result of this). 

However, despite this short-term 
view of work, there is a significant 
amount of hopefulness that better 
things will happen for them. This 
optimism is fuelled by selective per-
ception from the hyperactive infor-
mation environment they live in, 
coupled with the flip side of selective 

denial. In the last column, we pointed out the narrow, 
parochial lens of “me, my surroundings, my life” 
through which they view the world. Through this 
lens, the view seems to be “I am ok, I can do it”.  There 
is a surprising amount of resilience and openness to 
try. “I will try this, if it doesn’t work or I can’t succeed, 
I will try something else”. 

Their internet- and social media-embraced lives are 
continuously inundated with information. There are 
multiple discourses that they are engaged with on how 
to be successful (YouTube is full of them) and social 
media plays a huge influencing role in showing role 
models who have turned their passion into income 
streams. All this causes a considerable amount of 

entropy inside them, and constantly looking for work 
brings physical and mental tiredness, and fatigue .  

While they are not unhappy, what would make 
them really happy is a government job. It is a symbol 
to them of stability, predictability, status, standing, 
and a life that is “set ho gaya”. UPSC, RBI, state gov-
ernment competitive exams are all on their radar.  
These jobs symbolise meritocracy and a real shot at 
opportunity (though not an easy one). At the other 
end of the spectrum is a small segment of uber-hus-
tlers who are convinced that they can play the finan-
cial markets to great benefit. 

Another really interesting finding was that they 
don’t have any particular awareness of the structural 
mechanisms that deliver jobs (echoing what we said in 
the last column that they didn’t see government as 
much more than a utility). They don’t see it as anybody’s 
responsibility to create jobs for them. They view jobs 
as a product of “the market”, created by an invisible 
force (our words not theirs). With this “market” view of 
jobs, it is nobody’s fault that it is so hard to find work. 

The story is one of tremendous agency (“individual 
ability to affect the environment”) coming up against 
a hugely unhelpful, inhospitable structure (“condi-
tions in the environment that limit choices”). Their 
agency may well be our saving grace — for now. It is 
also a call to think about swiftly providing different 
kinds of structural support. Perhaps this could be 
through financial inclusion for middle India, 
improved marketplaces, and enhanced infrastructure 
to enable their gig working life to be less fatiguing 
and difficult. 

The writer is a business advisor in the area of customer-

based business strategy. Her latest book is titled Lilliput 

Land: How Small is Driving India’s Mega Consumption 

Story. www.ramabijapurkar.com. 

1. The Drivers of Destiny Project is led by Mathangi 

Krishnamurthy, associate professor of Anthropology, IIT 

Madras, and commissioned by this columnist
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T
he idea that people cannot repre-
sent themselves but need repre-
sentation is at the root of colonis-

ing the “other”. The western style of 
narration — what Denys Hay calls the 
“idea of Europe” — posits the western-
white-world as superior to the culture 
and politics of the rest of the world. The 
English philosopher J S Mill, one of the 
West’s foremost liberal-cultural heroes, 
clarified that the views in his books On 
Liberty and Representative Government 
were meant not for India (he worked in 
the India Office for years) because he 
considered Indians civilisationally infe-
rior. For the West, India’s otherness is an 
ontological category to be explored. For 
India, this western exploration needs to 

be critically assessed, perhaps from the 
lens of Orientalism. In Western Media 
Narratives on India author Umesh  
Upadhyay makes an effort in  
this direction. 

Mr Upadhyay attempts to 
deconstruct the cultural significations of 
western media on Indian ideas, leaders 
and histories and the consequent 
development of nuanced configurations 
of power dynamics. His core argument is 
that the western media is ideologically 
and politically driven to maintain the 
hegemony of the western white world. 
The book suggests that modern media in 
the West since its inception trains 
journalists to colonise minds and 
institutions of the non-western world. 

In the colonial era, explorer-
reporters from the West, the author says, 
worked largely to fulfil the imperial 
power’s evangelical (also proselytising) 
and explorative agendas. They 
considered India a “dark” land, much in 
need of “enlightenment” and “progress” 
in the western sense, and spread 
Hinduphobia, as is seen in the writings 
of American religious scholar Stephen 

Prothero that “actual Hinduism is not 
about mystical union with God but 
about public prostitution, idol worship, 
anti-social ascetics, child brides and the 
caste system”. 

At the international level, the 
emergence of global news agencies, 
such as Associated Press, Reuters, Agence 
France-Presse and United Press 
International, virtually led to the 
cartelisation of news in order to secure 
control of information and news flow 
across the globe. These agencies, the 
author contends, are part of the market-
driven western ecosystem sustaining 
the international power equilibrium. 

On perceptions built by the western 
media on India, the author believes that 
all Indian leaders, from Mahatma 
Gandhi to Narendra Modi, including 
Patel, Ambedkar, Nehru, Indira and 
Vajpayee, were targeted and maligned 
by the “foreign media”. Ambedkar once 
wrote to Patel and Nehru that “The press 
[read English press] has never been kind 
to me. It has always done its best to twist 
facts and phrases, take them out  
of their context, and pervert the  

sense of anything I have said.” 
After independence, India’s leaders 

seemed to be at the receiving end of the 
information war. Western news agencies 
contrived to create a dominant anti-
Indian narrative, usually getting support 
from debates in rarefied academic circles, 
NGOs, and international agencies. Mr 
Upadhyay reminds us of President Nixon 
and National Security Advisor Kissinger’s 
invective against Indira 
Gandhi. The western 
media, instead of 
condemning the  
abuse, focused on 
Kissinger’s apology. 

The author focuses 
on two events to 
substantiate his 
argument that western 
media patronises India 
to secure its global left-
liberal agenda. One is the response to 
Indian space explorations, particularly 
Mangalyaan and Chandrayaan, and the 
second is the Covid-19 crisis. The author 
believes that the western world is 
threatened by the low-cost-high-output 
model of Indian space research 
missions. Isro is, therefore, critiqued by 
western media not only because it gives 
western agencies in the global satellite 

launch market tough competition but 
the criticisms reinforce the “poor India” 
perception. During Covid-19, the author 
feels that The  Guardian, Telegraph, 
Washington Post, New York Times, Wall 
Street Journal, Time  and BBC News 
unabashedly targeted the Modi 
government and lacked factual and 
logical consistencies in their attack. He 
avers that the western media narrative 

built around India-
shaming includes 
exaggerated numbers 
of Indian deaths, 
amplified economic 
disparity laced with 
communalised 
overtones, distorted 
linkage between the 
child labour and 
pandemic, and 
invisibilised the 

missing stories of courage and sacrifice 
of Indians during the pandemic. In the 
concluding chapter, Mr Upadhyay 
laments that the western media 
narrative on India needlessly bolsters 
the colonisation of the Indian mind, a 
new form of cultural imperialism. 

Critically speaking, the book appears 
to be a rhetorical catharsis against the 
western media. We know that the western 

media, or for that matter any media, is not 
a homogeneous category. To accuse all of 
them of conspiring against India —  
especially given the competitive 
environment in which they operate — 
amounts to missing the wood for the 
trees. It is true that globalised media 
networks impact the formulation of 
foreign and domestic policies, but it is 
also true that the media today is 
constantly under public scrutiny for its 
veracity and ethics. The mainstream 
media is under tremendous pressure to 
distinguish itself from deep fakes and 
strives to rescue itself from the crisis of 
credibility at any cost. Being a journalist 
himself, the author falls prey to what may 
be termed “sensationalised 
watchdogism”. If Orientalism is the trope 
of the book, though loosely connected, 
then the author needs to engage with the 
mutual ties engendered by the influences 
of ideas, institutions and initiatives 
between the West and India. The book, 
nevertheless, makes for interesting 
reading for those imbued with ideas of 
hyper-nationalism and populism. 

The reviewer teaches public policy and politics 

at Ramjas College, University of Delhi, and is 

honorary vice-chairman at the Centre for 

Multilevel Federalism, New Delhi
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sophisticated exports. In this respect, we 
have more in common with our former colo-
nial rulers than just cricket and Yes Minister. 
An inflated sense of our place on the global 
stage governs our respective world views. It 
is telling that Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have 
seen huge increases in trade with China, 
while trade with India has stagnated, as trade 
expert Amita Batra observes.

But the greatest contradiction in the UK’s 
Conservative reign of error has been its 
much-touted ‘hardline’ on immigration. 
Soon after the election announcement, the 
government said its plan to deport asylum 
seekers to Rwanda would be delayed yet 
again. Brexit has had little effect reducing 
immigration; it has just meant immigrants 
come in large numbers from all over to help 
a labour-short economy, not just Europe. 
This is more equitable and has certainly 
helped Indians, who account for the largest 
number of work visas granted in 2023, at 
163,500, versus 46,200 for Zimbabweans. 

As muddled as Conservative policies have 
been, this sleight-of-hand liberalization of 
immigration could prove to be its most 
enduring positive legacy. The Labour Party 
is more sensible on immigration. Helped by 
newcomers from its former colonies, post-
Brexit Britain may get a shot in the arm.

remain. Among them are a decline in public 
services, the need to allow more greenfield 
sites for housing—the lack of which makes 
London among the most unaffordable resi-
dential markets in the developed world—
and revitalizing trade after the Tories took 
the calamitous decision to exit the EU.

An out-of-power Conservative party would 
be more at war with itself because its far-right 
wing will almost certainly (and incorrectly) 
blame a poll defeat on Sunak for not being 
hardline enough. As the late Tory leader Alan 
Clark observed in his history of the party, 
when the party is out of office, it “reverts, all 
too predictably, to cannibalism.”

The party’s dilemma is that its definition 
of being Conservative is wrapped in a flag of 
hypernationalism, which led to Brexit, and 
a sense of Britain too tied up with its past, 
rather than making a case for liberalizing the 
economy. FT columnist Janan Ganesh out-
lined these contradictions: “A conservative 
believes in home ownership but not in 
building houses on greenfield sites; in trade 
but not in the supranational regulations that 
smooth it. In each of these intellectual con-
flicts, this government has tended to priori-
tise tradition. [These decisions were] made 
with no awareness of the cost to growth.”

The most glaring example is Brexit, of 

I
n a country where small talk is usually 
about the weather, the seemingly South 
Asian monsoonal downpour that coin-

cided with Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s 
announcement of the UK election scheduled 
for 4 July still made for a spectacularly awk-
ward statement outside 10 Downing Street. 
With the opposition Labour Party looking 
more energized under Keir Starmer than it 
has been since Tony Blair led it to a huge vic-
tory in 1997, there was more bad news to fol-
low. Some 80 Conservative Members of Par-
liament (MPs) announced they would not 
seek re-election. This meant the Conserva-
tives were scrambling to line up candidates, 
while both Labour and the Liberal Demo-
crats had their lists ready.

When Sunak took over in October 2022 
after the almost-Maoist political chaos under 
Boris Johnson and Liz Truss, whose tenure 
lasted six weeks, he was praised by many for 
being the only adult in the unruly classroom 
that the Conservative Party had become. 
But, the larger challenges faced by the UK 

simple as having earned trust. Film star 
Salman Khan’s bodyguard, as we have 
heard, already earns above the ₹1 lakh a 
month threshold and won’t worry about 
losing his job.

Now let’s lower the minimum 
monthly wage to a more ‘reasonable’ 
number. Let’s say ₹20,000. Many more 
domestic helps and security guards 
would keep their jobs. But, as with the 
₹1 lakh floor, they will all have some 
advantage over those who lose their 
jobs, even if it is as simple as living close 
to an upper-class neighbourhood. The 
ones who lose their jobs will all be less 
skilled and less advantaged. 

If you’re with me so far, you would 
have gained an intuitive feel for what 
any minimum wage can do—it will most 
hurt the people that it is intended to 
protect. Those without skills, i.e., and 
those without advantages. The sole 
advantage they have is their willingness 
to work for a low wage and a mandated 
minimum wage takes that away.

This is true at any threshold, no 
matter how low. It is as true at ₹20,000 
as it is for ₹1 lakh. It’s true lower down 
the scale too. If we mandate wages for 
interns, the least advantaged interns 
will have fewer opportunities to pick up 
skills or experiences in internships. 
Since they now cost money, people will 
be more careful, giving internships out 
only to those with connections or skills 
that are ‘worth it.’

If the theoretical argument doesn’t 
convince you, there is plenty of evi-
dence to back the theory. A 2006 
review of minimum wage research con-
cluded: “A sizable majority of studies... 
give a relatively consistent indication of 
negative employment effects of mini-
mum wages… [The] studies that focus 
on the least-skilled groups provide 
relatively overwhelming evidence of 
stronger disemployment effects for 
these groups.” A review in 2022 echoes 
these findings.

If one doesn’t trust reviews, there is 
evidence thrown up by the ‘gold stan-
dard’ of evidence—randomized control 

trials (RCT). An RCT set up to study 
minimum wages also concluded that “a 
higher minimum wage raised the wages 
of hired workers; However, there was 
some reduction in hiring and large 
reductions in hours-worked… firms 
hired more productive workers… 
adversely affecting less productive 
workers.”

We also have non-academic evidence 
from macro trends. Thirty years into its 
growth journey, by 2011 China had 
moved about 35% of its workforce away 
from agriculture to manufacturing and 
services. Thirty years after 1991, we had 
only moved 13%. Our labour laws, 
which, among other ‘protections,’ man-
date minimum wages higher than mar-
ket wages, have been a big reason why 
manufacturing employment didn’t 
increase. This massive difference leaves 
hundreds of millions of people poorer 
than they need to be. It leaves women 
at home or in the fields, instead of 
employed in factories, securing their 
economic independence, like they are 
doing in Bangladesh.

How can we actually help workers? 
Luckily, we have a strong alternative for 
worker protection that requires no gov-
ernment intervention, yet works won-
derfully well if we allow it to work. It’s 
called ‘having a better option.’ Imagine 
telling your household help or security 
guard that you will cut their salary in 
half. They will immediately find some-
one who will pay them the going market 
rate and start working for them instead.

The best way to protect workers, 
therefore, is to create as much competi-
tion as possible for their time and effort. 
This doesn’t mean we abandon worker 
protection, but we must focus our pol-
icy on maximizing worker choice. Every 
country that has made the transition 
from poor to middle income or rich sta-
tus has realized this. The sooner we also 
realize that maximizing worker choice 
is the right policy option, not limiting it, 
the sooner Indians at large will transi-
tion to a standard of living that’s at par 
with the world’s best.

M
ahatma Gandhi’s quotes have 
gone out of style these days, but 
one of his most famous lines is a 

surprisingly useful tool to help under-
stand why a mandated minimum wage 
is a bad idea: “Recall the face of the 
poorest and weakest man you have seen 
and ask yourself if this step you contem-
plate is going to be any use to him.”

Let’s adapt this slightly. Think of the 
poorest person you or your family 
employs, earning the least wage. For 
most people reading this in India, that 
person will likely be a domestic help, car 
cleaner or security guard. Let’s imagine, 
just for the purpose of this thought 
experiment, that you must pay each ₹1 
lakh a month. Yes, this is a silly number, 
but bear with the exercise. It will be use-
ful, pinky promise.

Okay, so would you personally still 
employ your help at ₹1 lakh a month? 
Most of us would not, and we under-
stand that almost all maids and security 
guards (including our own) would be 
out of a job. Why only ‘most’? Because 
workers in the very richest of house-
holds—big business families, CEO 
homes or others in that approximate 
category—will probably not lose their 
jobs. Not only are their employers rich, 
these workers probably also possess 
skills or advantages—say, being able to 
cook multiple cuisines or speak fluent 
English—that make their work more 
valuable. The advantage may just be as 

It takes away the only advantage less skilled workers have: Their willingness to work for low pay

RAHUL AHLUWALIA
is co-founder of Foundation for Economic 

Development. 

Contradictions bedevil Conservatives’ tenure in the UK

RAHUL JACOB

T
he Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has 
launched a mobile app for its Retail 
Direct facility that lets retail inves-
tors buy sovereign bonds directly 
from the government and trade 
these online. The app, available for 

Android devices and iPhones, enables partici-
pation in India’s primary and secondary bond 
markets at the touch of a thumb. This is a wel-
come expansion of its 2021 initiative to throw 
this asset class open to people at large. On 
paper, it’s a win-win. The Centre could do with 
a larger pool of creditors beyond the usual 
banks, mutual funds and other institutional 
buyers. With retail investors venturing beyond 
traditional saving avenues like bank deposits, it 
makes sense to offer government securities 
(G-Secs) as an alternative. The RBI platform 
grants access to central paper, treasury bills, 
state government bonds and sovereign gold 
bonds. This should attract investors who want 
a chunk of their long-horizon investment port-
folio to be risk-free (as G-Secs are). If G-Sec 
returns happen to be competitive against the 
interest earned on fixed deposits and the like, 
they have all the more reason to use RBI’s new 
app. Savvy investors could even seek capital 
gains by riding interest-rate cycles.

Unfortunately, this avenue hasn’t caught the 
fancy of investors yet. The online facility was 
launched back in 2021. As of 27 May 2024, the 
platform had only 138,819 registrations, with 
just 124,951 accounts opened. This is puny in 
comparison with the millions of new demat 
accounts and mutual fund folios that opened 
over the same period. Bonds differ from shares 
in appeal. As safe fixed-income instruments, 
they can balance the risk borne by share-heavy 
portfolios. G-Secs, being safer than other debt 

options, are ideal components of a retirement 
plan. So, what holds investors back? Unfamili-
arity, for one. Unlike a corporate stock, multiple 
series of G-Secs are listed on the platform at 
various prices. The coupon rates of interest they 
pay annually can differ for the same maturity 
year. What’s relevant is what one expects to 
earn. The complexity of this is another draw-
back. Apart from the principal sum, what an 
investor gets back depends on what the coupon 
payments amount to—for the bond’s remaining 
tenor—after adjusting for the price paid. This 
figure, expressed as a percentage, is the bond’s 
‘yield.’ As the security’s price varies over the 
length of its tenor by market demand and sup-
ply, its yield changes. If its price rises, its yield 
drops. And vice-versa. The RBI app duly high-
lights yields across assorted tenors. A G-Sec 
with a coupon of just over 5.6% that matures in 
2026, for example, offers a yield of a bit above 
7%, the going rate in this bracket. For a yield 
above 7.1%, one would need to buy 30-year 
paper. In general, yields have dipped lately on 
news of the government possibly needing to 
borrow less than planned in 2024-25, thanks to 
the transfer of a ₹2.1 trillion surplus from RBI.

Since all this is harder to grasp than investing 
in shares, RBI should make a greater effort to 
demystify the bond market as a new avenue for 
lay investors. It should redesign its app to serve 
this purpose. While a standard interface for all 
market participants is important, what RBI 
has launched is anything but user-friendly. 
Although the platform is rich in data, it’s also 
laden with jargon. It would help if its tabulated 
displays offer us hyperlinks that explain each 
variable in simple language. To evoke wider 
interest, this is necessary. Tax incentives for 
such debt holdings would help too.

RBI as a G-Sec retailer: 
Demystify this avenue

RBI’s new Retail Direct app for retail investors to buy government bonds will enlarge the 

Centre’s access to funds. But it should simplify our access to this risk-free investment option

OUR VIEW

www.livemint.com

CONTENT PARTNER

New Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore, Kolkata, Chennai, Ahmedabad, Hyderabad, Chandigarh*, Pune* Friday, May 30, 2014 Vol.8 No.128 `4.00 in Delhi-NCR/`5.00 outside Delhi-NCR 24 PAGES

SENSEX 24,234.15 æ 321.94 NIFTY 7,235.65 æ 94 DOLLAR `59.04 Æ `0.01 EURO `80.36 æ `0.13 GOLD `26,975 æ `200 OIL $109.94 Æ $0.13

Narendra Modi was
dismissed as a tea

seller who was incapable of
running a country. Some of
our smartest political lead-
ers have become the sub-
ject of jokes merely be-
cause of their indifferent
command over English. It
is now being said that Sm-
riti Irani has no right to
oversee the Indian educa-
tion system because she
has barely been to college.
Many have rightly pointed
out that educational quali-
fications are not necessari-
ly an indication of ability.
Rabindranath Tagore never
had any formal education.
Steve Jobs drifted through
his college life.

It remains to be seen if
Irani proves her detractors
wrong. There is no doubt
that India needs intelligent
leadership to navigate a
complex world. But there is
no reason to believe that a
college degree is the only
way to get a grip on the
job.

The recent controversies
are another reminder of
the arrogance that seeps
through our culture, where
breeding becomes more
important than achieve-
ment.

QUICK EDIT

Cultural
arrogance
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SETTING THE TONE

Modi’s 10-point
plan for India

BY L IZ MATHEW &

NEHA SETHI

·························
NEW DELHI

Restrictions on ministerial
discretion, a 10-point
blueprint for action, and

emphasis on accountability and
transparency are likely to form
the cornerstones of the Narendra
Modi administration’s govern-
ance style.

In a cabinet meeting on Mon-
day, Modi outlined the 10-point
plan and pressed the rest of his
cabinet colleagues for a 100-day
agenda that their respective min-
istries will pursue.

Earlier in the day, he removed
the discretion ministers have in
appointing personal staff, in-
cluding so-called officers on spe-
cial duty (OSDs), who, in some

TURN TO PAGE 32®

PM asks colleagues for
100-day agenda,
removes ministers’
discretion to appoint
personal staff

BLUEPRINT FOR ACTION
The 10-point plan outlined by Modi at the cabinet 
meeting on Thursday.

Build confidence in the bureaucracy

Welcome innovative ideas

Treat education, health and water as top priorities

Set up a mechanism for inter-ministerial issues

Implement reforms in infrastructure

Implement policies in a time-bound manner

Usher a new era in centre-state relations

Bring in stability and sustained ability in 
government policies

Interact with public through social media to 
improve efficiency and responsiveness

3

2
1

Put a people-oriented system in place, 
address concerns of the economy

6

9

10

5
4

8
7

Source: www.niticentral.com
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Jawaharlal Nehru was an
economic modernist. He be-
lieved that rapid industriali-

sation was the most effective
way to win the battle against
mass poverty. This was in stark
contrast with the medieval
Gandhian economic vision
centred on household produc-
tion.

Nehru, who died 50 years
ago this month, was just one
among several important na-
tionalist leaders who were en-
thusiastic about modern in-
dustry. B.R. Ambedkar had ar-
gued in one of his earliest arti-
cles that the solution to
surplus labour in agriculture
was in the growth of modern
industry. M. Visvesvaraya cre-
ated a national plan in 1934
that aimed to double national
income in a decade, led by a
massive increase in industrial
investment. Subhas Chandra
Bose was Congress president
in 1938 when he set up a Na-
tional Planning Committee to
examine how India could in-
dustrialise rapidly once it got
political independence. V.D.
Savarkar told Indians to em-
brace the age of the machine.
All these leaders believed that
the state should take the lead
in the push towards industrial-
isation.

It was left to Nehru to actu-
ally put much of this into prac-
tice after he became the first
prime minister of independent
India. Economic moderniza-
tion was an essential part of
his overall vision of an India
that could hold its own in the
world after centuries of foreign
domination. In his The Idea of
India, a classic study of Nehru-
vian India published in 1997,
the political scientist Sunil
Khilnani wrote: “Discussions

TURN TO PAGE 13®

The economics
of Jawaharlal
Nehru

NOTE TO READERS

TheMediaMarketing Initiatives on
Pages 28 and 29 are the equivalent of
paid-for advertisements, and noMint
journalists were involved in creating
these. Readers would do well to treat
them as advertisements.

BY A SIT RANJAN M ISHRA

asit.m@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) will finalize the guide-

lines for issuing differentiated
banking licences within the next
four months after which such li-
cences will be issued on tap, fi-
nancial services secretary Gur-
dial Singh Sandhu said on
Thursday. The financial services
department briefed new finance
minister Arun Jaitley on the
working agenda for the depart-
ment.

“We are looking for differenti-
ated banking licences such as
payment banks, wholesale banks
and retail banks. Government
would like this to happen as
soon as possible,” Sandhu said.

Wholesale banks will deal
with larger institutions; retail
banks will focus on individuals
or smaller businesses; payment
banks will help widen the spread
of payment services and deposit
products to small businesses
and low-income households.

Shinjini Kumar, executive di-
rector at PricewaterhouseCoop-
ers in charge of banking and

TURN TO PAGE 32®

Differentiated
bank licence
norms within
four months

ECONOMICS EXPRESS 

NIRANJAN RAJADHYAKSHA 
BY A SHISH K . M ISHRA,

V IDHI CHOUDHARY &

MOBIS PHILIPOSE

·························
MUMBAI/NEW DELHI

Reliance Industries Ltd (RIL)
on Thursday announced

that it is taking complete con-
trol of Network 18 Media and
Investments Ltd, including its
subsidiary TV18 Broadcast Ltd.

Founded by Raghav Bahl,
Network18 is one of India’s
largest media companies,
which owns television channels
CNBC TV18, CNN-IBN, CNBC
Awaaz; websites Moneycon-
trol.com, firstpost.com; print
magazines Forbes India, Over-
drive; general entertainment
channel Colors and
Homeshop18, a television and
Internet retail venture, among
various other media and non-
media businesses.

In a statement sent to the
BSE, RIL said: “The Board of
Reliance Industries Limited to-
day approved funding of
`4,000 crore to Independent
Media Trust (IMT), of which
RIL is the sole beneficiary” for
taking over Network18.

“IMT would use the funds to
acquire control over NW18 and
TVE18 resulting in ownership
of about 78% in NW18 and 9%

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Exits galore
as RIL takes
over TV18

CORPORATE: SC may let Sahara sell
property for Roy’s release >3

EARNINGS: Tata Motors profit falls below
expectations >3

AVIATION: AirAsia starts flight bookings,
SpiceJet launches fare war >10

WSJ: Apple to buy Beats to regain music mojo >26
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BY L IZ MATHEW &
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NEW DELHI

The Narendra Modi-led Na-
tional Democratic Alliance

(NDA) government will likely
present its first budget in the
first week of July so that the fi-
nance Bill can be passed be-
fore 31 July after discussion.

“The Budget session is likely
to begin by first week of July.
The parliamentary affairs min-
istry has suggested to the cabi-
net today (on Thursday) that
the new ministers should be
given some time to go through
the budgetary proposals.
That’s the reason they decided
to have budget session later,”
said a government official who
is familiar with the develop-
ment and asked not to be iden-
tified.

Foreign as well domestic in-
vestors, analysts, economists
and businessmen will be keen-
ly watching the first budget of
the Modi government that will
shed some light on the NDA’s
plans for the economy.

Analysts say the government
will have to revive growth,
curb inflation and focus on fis-
cal consolidation—none of
which is an easy task.

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Budget likely
in the first
week of July

The real tragedy of 
minimum wage laws is that 
they are supported by well-

meaning groups who want to 
reduce poverty. But the 

people who are hurt most by 
higher minimums are the 

most poverty stricken.

MILTON FRIEDMAN

is a Mint columnist and a 

former Financial Times foreign 

correspondent.

ISTOCKPHOTO

an uptick in trade because of commodity 
exports is rich indeed. Former prime minis-
ter Theresa May’s first bilateral trip to New 
Delhi in November 2016, just months after 
taking over, to kick-start talks over a free 
trade agreement (FTA) with India always 
struck me as something out of a P.G. Wode-

house novel. Imagine walk-
ing out of the largest trade 
grouping in the world with 
your neighbours and then 
seeking a deal with a gov-
ernment that’s among the 
most unenthusiastic about 
free trade. It seemed akin to 
professing to be afraid of 
water and then leaping into 
a surging river.

Leaving Brexit and chas-
ing individual-country 
FTAs is also myopic in a 
world of supply chain inte-
gration where global buy-

ers seek efficiencies and adhere to just-in-
time inventory. They balk at form filling and 
delays that bedevil countries outside FTAs. 
One only has to look at Bangladesh’s huge 
increase in garment exports and contrast 
this with India’s stagnation to understand 
that this applies even to supposedly less 

course, but also the Conservatives’ utterly 
hypocritical attitudes towards immigration. 
Pulling up the drawbridges to keep out Poles 
and other East Europeans from Britain 
underpinned the vote in favour of Brexit, 
even if the rhetoric was about sovereignty 
and illusory savings in the billions that could 
then be spent on the 
National Health Service. 
Last year, a parliamentary 
report outlined the trade 
picture since Brexit took 
effect. “Looking at longer 
term trends, the share of 
UK trade accounted for by 
the EU has fallen. Between 
1999 and 2007, the EU 
accounted for 50-55% of 
UK exports. By 2022, this 
figure had fallen to 42%. 
The share of UK imports 
from the EU has also fallen 
since 1999, although by 
less than for exports.”

While it is true that British exports to 
non-EU countries picked up in 2022, this 
was because of precious-metal exports to 
China, the UAE and Hong Kong. The irony 
that the country which defined and per-
verted colonial trade for two centuries saw 

Bungled policies 

on trade and 

immigration 

have served the 

UK badly but 

Indians can still 

thank Tories

Minimum wage: It’s likely to hurt 
the very workers it aims to help
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T
here is a buzz in India today—a sense of 
limitless possibilities. India has just 
overtaken its former colonial master, 
the UK, to become the world’s fifth-
largest economy. If it maintains its cur-
rent growth rate of 6-7% per year, it will 

soon overtake stagnant Japan and Germany to take 
over third place. But by 2050, India’s workforce 
will start shrinking, owing to demographic ageing. 
Growth will slow. That means India has only a nar-
row window in which to grow rich before it grows 
old: with per capita income of just $2,500, the 
economy must grow by 9% per year for the next 
quarter-century. That is an extremely difficult 
task, and the current Lok Sabha elections may well 
determine whether it remains possible at all.

The China model: In pursuit of rapid growth, the 
Indian government intends to follow a tested road 
map: the same path that Japan took in the immedi-
ate postwar decades and that China took after the 
death of Mao Zedong. During the first stage of the 
journey, labour flows out of the traditional agricul-
ture sector as employment increases in low-skilled 
manufacturing—typically stitching garments or 
assembling components into electronic goods. 
This output is then exported to the developed 
world to capture the benefits of producing at scale.

Cheap labour helps compensate for a country’s 
other deficiencies, such as excessive bureaucracy, 
unreliable power (especially electricity), or poor 
roads. As firms profit from exports, they invest in 
equipment to make workers more productive, and 
as workers are paid more, they can afford better 
schooling and health care for themselves and their 
children. Tax revenues also grow, providing the 
resources to upgrade the country’s infrastructure.

The result is a virtuous cycle, because higher-
skilled workers and better infrastructure enable 
firms to make more sophisticated, higher-value-
added products. That is how China has moved 
from assembling components to producing world-
leading electric vehicles (EVs) in just four decades. 
Unfortunately, the same strategy is unlikely to 
work for India today.

Why China surged ahead: It is no accident that 
India failed to join China in shifting its economy to 
export-oriented manufacturing, even though the 
two countries were similarly poor in the late 1970s, 
when China started on that road. Even low-skilled 
factory employment requires a minimum level of 
education and skills. At the time, many Chinese 
workers met this standard, whereas most Indian 
workers did not. Foreign employers found China 
and its cheap-but-capable workers more attractive.

Moreover, China’s factory workers acquired 
skills on the job and their education allowed them 
to pick up the basic accounting needed to launch 
their own small enterprises making products like 
screws and door handles. This explosion of smaller 

firms contributed immensely to Chinese growth.
China had other advantages, too. Despite the 

outward perception of centralized rule by the 
Communist Party of China, provincial and munici-
pal bosses have wielded a great deal of power. 
Mayors, hoping to be promoted for generating 
growth, helped local firms navigate the country’s 
otherwise-stifling regulations, overriding a rule 
here and overlooking one there in the name of 
results. By contrast, Indian bureaucracy in the 
same period was neither decentralized nor incen-
tivized to promote growth, so it instead became an 
additional burden on Indian business.

Finally, autocratic China could always favour 
manufacturing in ways that democratic India 
could not. For example, the Chinese government 
appropriated land for commercial purposes 
where necessary; pressured unions to limit wage 
demands even as labour productivity grew; paid 
depositors in state-owned banks minimal returns 
so that the funds could be lent out cheaply to firms; 
and kept its exchange rate undervalued to support 
local firms’ international competitiveness. In 
India, attempts to do any of the above would have 
met fierce democratic resistance.

Wrong way: Nonetheless, the current Indian 
government wants to board the manufacturing 
bus. With many others looking to diversify away 
from producing in China, Indian economic policy-
makers see an opportunity to make up for lost 
time. Moreover, Indian infrastructure has 
improved markedly. Among other things, the 
country now boasts many world-class airports and 
ports, increased renewables capacity to bridge 

power deficits, and an excellent highway system. 
But impediments remain. Over the decade that the 
Narendra Modi administration has been in office, 
India’s garment exports have grown by less than 
5%, while Bangladeshi and Vietnamese garment 
exports have grown by over 70%, such that their 
exports are now multiples of India’s. Recognizing 
these drawbacks, New Delhi has begun offering 
subsidies to incentivize production in India as well 
as raising tariffs on imports (like cellphones) to 
enhance the profits of manufacturers selling their 
wares in India’s large and now-protected market.

While it is still early days, one should be sceptical 
of this strategy. Production-linked subsidies might 
induce manufacturers to assemble in India, but 
those firms still will need to import most compo-
nents. Moreover, margins will be small, because 
Indian workers now compete with modestly paid 
Bangladeshi and Vietnamese workers, not with 
well-paid workers in industrialized countries, as in 
the past. With little profit for firms to reinvest (and 
with less tax revenue, net of the subsidy) the virtu-
ous circles needed to move India up the value 
chain will be much harder to achieve. Worse, even 
if the government were to scale up manufacturing, 
the world is not ready for another China-size 
export powerhouse. Given the widespread shift 
toward factory protectionism and growing con-
cerns about environmental sustainability, the gov-
ernment’s emphasis on Chinese-style factory-led 
development seems incompatible with where the 
world is headed. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

This is the first of a two-part series on India’s 
elections and its economy. 

Results of India’s election could 

determine its economic future

New Delhi’s current emphasis on Chinese-style factory-led development seems incompatible with where the world is headed
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T
he market for driverless cars has 
been through a reckoning. Efforts by 
Apple, Ford Motor Company and 

Uber to make AI-driven vehicles have 
mostly failed, while chronic overhype by 
Elon Musk and tougher regulatory scrutiny 
in the US all suggest the industry is stalling. 
But not all hope is lost. Google’s Waymo, 
General Motors’ Cruise and some Chinese 
firms are still pursuing driverless projects. 
Now, the UK is racing forward too. 

London-based startup Wayve has raised 
$1 billion to put its self-driving software 
into modern cars. The funding mostly 
came from existing investors including 
Microsoft, Nvidia and Softbank, and it 
came just days before the UK also passed a 
comprehensive law that will let driverless 
cars onto British roads by 2026. The regu-
lations are the first to address one of the 
industry’s big problems: exaggeration. 

The UK’s Automated Vehicles Act has a 
section titled, “Communications likely to 
confuse as to autonomous capability,” 
which bans companies from creating con-
fusion over whether their cars can drive 
themselves. It’s a sharp but subtle policy 
that the industry has long needed, given 
how much puffery has raised expectations 
that the industry has failed to deliver on. 
Among his many pronouncements, Musk 
once tweeted that Tesla cars would self-
drive as well as humans by 2021, the same 
year Ford also predicted it would sell cars 
without steering wheels. Both were wrong. 

“How you set and meet expectations to 
the customer is really important,” says Alex 
Kendall, Wayve’s chief executive officer. 
Kendall, who’s originally from New Zea-
land, co-founded the company in 2017 
while studying at Cambridge University for 
his PhD in deep learning, an approach to 
building artificial intelligence. 

Cambridge has a legacy of AI break-
throughs from scientists like Alan Turing, 
but like the rest of the UK, its spin-offs have 
struggled to commercialize cutting-edge 
research in the same way Silicon Valley has. 

Wayve’s mega funding round, which 
was the biggest-ever for an AI company in 
Europe—even more than that of French AI 
hotshot Mistral—suggests Britain’s market 
for deep-tech startups may be starting to 
get the late-stage financing they need to 
grow. This raises hope for the likes of Oxa, 
a driverless car spinout from Oxford Uni-
versity that sells self-driving software to 
enterprise customers like grocery delivery 
and mining companies and raised $140 
million last year. 

Neither Wayve nor Oxa have disclosed 
their most recent valuations. 

Wayve also focuses on building software 
rather than making cars and is capitalizing 
on hardware being built into forthcoming 
cars. Kendall tells me that many vehicles 
that were made last year by leading car-
makers are already equipped with the nec-
essary equipment to drive autonomously, 
including powerful computer chips and 
plenty of cameras facing the vehicles’ front 
and back. 

Hence why Wayve “doesn’t require 
expensive retrofits,” according to Kendall. 
While other autonomous driving efforts 
have relied on expensive lidar sensors and 
high-definition maps to drive, the startup 
uses its own large neural network which 
can ‘see’ through cameras and also take 
voice commands, to drive. Kendall says 
Tesla pivoted to this approach late last 
year, which allows an AI system to drive 
different types of vehicles, or traverse new 
cities that it hasn’t been driven in before. 

Kendall has an animal-kingdom analogy 
to explain this approach: The mantis 
shrimp is technically the creature with the 
best eyes (sensors), but humans capitalize 
on eyesight best thanks to our superior 
intelligence (Wayve’s AI). To enhance that 
technology, Wayve takes footage collected 
from cameras on its test-driven cars and 
plans to collect more through its licensing 
deals with car manufacturers. Kendall 
declined to name the carmakers he’s part-
nering with. 

Britain’s new law should help his efforts 
as well as those of Oxa and others in the 
country. “The regulatory environment, if 
anything, has accelerated our ability to 
develop this tech,” Kendall says.

The UK is still smarting from the slow 
demise of its car-making industry since the 
1990s and the acquisition of marques like 
Rolls-Royce, Jaguar and Bentley by foreign 
companies. Car production in the UK has 
halved since 2016. Should Wayve’s part-
nerships pan out and its peers capitalize on 
the new regulations, they could perhaps 
spark a modern-day revival with autono-
mous-vehicle technology. 

While Chinese companies are closing 
the gap with America on autonomous cars, 
a friendly regulatory environment in the 
UK coupled with AI expertise from some of 
the world’s finest universities means the 
Brits are emerging as viable contenders in 
that race too. ©BLOOMBERG

Self-driving vehicles: The UK 
is ready to join a difficult race

Autonomous cars are behind the ambition curve but still hopeful

London-based Wayve joins a field that has 

Tesla, Ford, Waymo and others AFP
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MY VIEW  |  BEHAVIOUR BY BRAIN

guides modern behaviour. To develop truly 
effective tools, one needs to deploy research 
methodologies that dive deep into the non-
conscious processes of the brain. Emotions, 
for example, are an integral part of all human 
decisions. Emotional stimuli are processed 
the fastest by the human brain. So identify-
ing the emotions at play at the point-of-ac-
tion and incorporating these into nudges 
would enhance their effectiveness.

Professor Richard Thaler, who put for-
ward the concept of nudges, is a behavioural 
economist. But it has not served us well to 
rely only on knowledge from the field of 
behavioural economics for the formulation 
of nudges. Taking into account learnings 
from several other disciplines—such as Cog-
nitive Neuroscience, Evolutionary biology, 
Sociology and Design—would go a long way 
in designing effective nudges.

The problem that the HBR article refers to 
has nothing to do with the inadequacy of  
Nudge Theory, as explained by Thaler and 
others. The problem lies with a lackadaisical 
attitude many of us have towards designing 
nudges. If a peripheral approach to nudge 
creation is replaced with a deeper dive into 
the non-conscious brain processes, it will 
surely help unearth several effective strate-
gies to nudge better human behaviour.

increase people’s healthy snack choices by 
strategically placing fruits and vegetables in 
easy-to-reach spots. However, they may not 
eat these healthy snacks often enough, with 
much of it going into trash.

So, do nudges actually work? The simple 
answer is that in some cases they do not and 
in some cases they do. Knowing the differ-
ence between the two situations is critical to 
a nudge practitioner’s success.

Nudges cannot solve complex human 
behaviour problems whose roots are spread 
deep and wide. Black money in an economy 
is one such complex problem. Many players 
and factors have surreptitiously interacted 
over several decades to create this problem, 
so it was not surprising that an attempt to 
solve it in 2016 through a singular nudge like 
demonetization did not work.

A nudge works best when the problem it 
is trying to solve is singular. Many behaviour 
problems looks singular, but in reality are 
not. Getting people to eat healthy might look 
as simple as getting them to pick a fruit as 
part of their meal. But, on closer inspection, 
one would realize that getting someone to 
pick a fruit involves pushing one behaviour, 
but getting that person to eat that fruit 
requires working on a different behaviour. 
Each of these behaviours needs a different 

L
ast month, an article in Harvard Busi-
ness Review (HBR) ‘Will Your Nudge 
Have a Lasting Impact?’ by Evan Pol-

man and Sam J. Maglio questioned the effec-
tiveness of nudges used in policymaking and 
corporate strategy. Ever since the book 
Nudge by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein 
was published in 2008, behavioural nudges, 
or interventions designed to subtly steer 
individuals towards desired behaviours, has 
become a favourite tool of policymakers 
around the world. Governments of the UK, 
US, Canada and even India have created 
‘nudge units.’ Several organizations in a vari-
ety of fields, including finance, health, edu-
cation and sustainability, have created spe-
cific teams that deploy nudges to influence 
the behaviour of target audience.

The core argument of the HBR article is 
that although behavioural nudges make 
people more likely to pick a targeted option, 
nudged people use it less often and for less 
time than those who make that choice with-
out a nudge. For example, it is possible to 

Behavioural nudges: Overrated or just badly designed?
BIJU DOMINIC

is chief evangelist, Fractal 

Analytics, and chairman, 

FinalMile Consulting.

ple behavioural barriers had to be tackled 
before inducing a person to take both shots 
of the vaccine. Countries that managed to 
tackle each of those barriers specifically had 
more successful vaccination programmes. 
So, while tackling such behavioural issues, 
one should identify single behaviours that 

often constitute a larger 
problem. Then specific 
nudges for each of those 
separate behaviours should 
be developed.

Heuristics, or the mental 
short-cuts that constitute 
the foundation of effective 
nudge strategies to modify 
behaviour, reside at the 
non-conscious level of the 
human brain. Over its long 
story of evolution, the 
human brain has devel-
oped several ‘smart heuris-
tics’ to take decisions with-

out much information processing.
Incorporating evolutionary constructs 

into nudges go a long way in improving their 
effectiveness. But traditional research meth-
ods like focus-group discussions that focus 
on the brain’s conscious processes are use-
less in identifying how brain evolution 

nudge. So I am not surprised by the HBR 
article authors’ discovery that many people 
who picked up a fruit ended up throwing it 
in a trash can.

The examples that made Nudge Theory 
famous—like something being made the 
default option increasing its adoption—have 
an inherent problem. They 
give the impression that 
designing an appropriate 
nudge is a simple task—as 
simple as copying a heuris-
tic principle from a famous 
book on behavioural eco-
nomics to use as a solution. 
This type of peripheral 
approach to nudge crea-
tion is what delivers weak 
nudges, like placing fruit 
within one’s reach that the 
HBR article refers to. 

For effective nudges 
that actually lead to sus-
tained behaviour change, their development 
needs to be based on a  deep understanding 
of human decision-making processes. But 
this approach is long-drawn and involves a 
lot of hard work.

While studying the recent covid vaccine 
hesitancy problem, one realized that multi-

Not all nudges 

work. Success 

depends on 

whether they 

are guided by an 

in-depth grasp 

of human minds



In the 1980s, the intro-
duction of Maruti 800
changed the landscape of

the automobile industry in
India for decades to come.
Cut to 2024 and we are
heading towards a similar
revolution in the years to
come - but with a little
twist. 
Countries worldwide are
addressing climate change
by striving to reduce their
carbon footprints. The
adoption of electric vehicles
(EVs), particularly electric
two-wheelers (E2Ws), has
emerged as a significant
step in this effort.
Understanding the environ-
mental impact of E2Ws
compared to conventional
counterparts is crucial.
There is compelling evi-
dence supporting their
widespread adoption as part
of the transition towards
sustainable transportation
systems.
Traditional internal com-
bustion engine (ICE) motor-
cycles and scooters con-
tribute to air and noise pol-
lution. E2Ws have zero
tailpipe emissions and thus,
help in mitigating pollution
levels significantly. In urban
settings, they help in allevi-

ating noise levels as well.
Another advantage is that
their powertrain is more
efficient when compared to
ICE vehicles. Since the con-
version of electrical energy
into mechanical energy is
more effective, E2Ws have
minimal energy wastage and
a diminished carbon foot-
print. E2Ws also operate
quietly and without vibra-
tions or petrol fumes. There
is ongoing innovation to
close the performance gap
between electric and their
conventional fuel-powered
counterparts. 
While ICE engines require
warm-up for optimal perfor-

mance in cold weather,
E2Ws operate at full capac-
ity instantly. This makes the
ride hassle free in any con-
dition. Their advanced fea-
tures like Android-based
instrument clusters and
mobile app connectivity fur-
ther enhance the overall
experience. In contrast with
conventional ICE vehicles,
there is a notable difference
in the energy efficiency of
E2Ws. 
The electric motors are great
at converting a larger por-
tion of electrical energy
from the grid into power at
the wheels. This makes them
highly effective in utilising

energy. The heightened effi-
ciency indicates that they
require less energy to trav-
el the same distance, there-
by reducing their environ-
mental footprint even more.
The production and upkeep
of electric two-wheelers
requires fewer resources and
less energy. Their minimal
maintenance requirements
lead to decreased energy
usage and a smaller environ-
mental footprint.
E2Ws are a promising solu-
tion for reducing carbon
footprints and advancing
towards a more sustainable
transportation paradigm.
There is a need to address
certain challenges such as
those around infrastructure
and accelerating the transi-
tion to renewable energy
sources. This will help
realise the full potential of
E2Ws in mitigating environ-
mental impact. With con-
certed action from policy-
makers, industry stakehold-
ers and consumers, E2Ws
are set to play a significant
role in shaping a greener,
more sustainable future for
transportation.

(The writer is Founder &
CEO, Motovolt Mobility;

views are personal)
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Investing in innovative recycling tech-
nologies and promoting eco-friendly
design can mitigate the e-waste crisis.
Ultimately, individual action is para-
mount. From conscientious disposal
practices to advocating for systemic
change, each of us holds the key to a
cleaner, greener future. Let’s embrace the
challenge of recycling our e-waste and
pave the way for a more sustainable
tomorrow.

Aryan Malhotra | Chandigarh
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Madam — Apropos the news story
“Science Archives Preserve Our Scientific
Legacy,” published on May 28, this is my
response. As an ever-evolving disci-
pline, science continually shapes our
understanding of the world and our place
within it. Reading the newspaper daily,
I’m constantly reminded of how each dis-
covery and innovation contributes to our
present and builds the foundation for
future generations. The COVID-19 pan-
demic, for instance, highlighted the
power of scientific advancements in real-

time, transforming our lives and becom-
ing a part of history.
Scientific knowledge is inherently cumu-
lative, with each generation of scientists
building upon the work of their prede-
cessors. This continuity drives not only
intellectual progress but also economic
and societal growth. The significance of
preserving scientific archives cannot be
overStated, as they store invaluable
materials—research notes, experimental
data and historical correspondence—that
offer insights into the development of sci-
entific thought. In India, initiatives like
the Archives at NCBS play a crucial role
in preserving our scientific heritage.
However, with the risk of losing digital
data, systematic conservation efforts
are vital. Governments should mandate
the periodic submission of research
documents to ensure the longevity and
impact of scientific work, safeguarding
it from becoming lost to time.

Devika Menon | Mumbai
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Madam — Apropos the news story
“Taiwan tracks dozens of Chinese war-
planes and navy vessels off its coast on
the 2nd day of drills,” published on May
24, this is my response. It’s concerning
to witness the escalation of tensions
between Taiwan and China. Taiwan’s
tracking of Chinese military activity
showcases their vigilance in the face of
increasing pressure from Beijing. Despite
the provocative displays from China’s
People’s Liberation Army, Taiwan
remains steadfast, with President Lai
Ching-te affirming the nation’s commit-
ment to freedom and democracy.
The ongoing dispute in Taiwan’s parlia-
ment underscores the internal chal-
lenges they face, yet life continues in
Taipei uninterrupted. China’s aggressive
stance, citing the one-China principle,
only adds to the volatility of the situation.
The international community must
closely monitor these developments to
ensure stability in the region and uphold
Taiwan’s sovereignty.

Avani Singhania | Kolkata
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Madam — Apropos the news story
“Mitigating the e-waste crisis,” pub-
lished on May 28, this is my response. As
technology advances, our reliance on
electronic devices deepens, yet the con-
sequences of our digital age loom large.
E-waste, a byproduct of our tech obses-
sion, poses a multifaceted threat to both
environment and health. The toxic cock-
tail of substances found in discarded elec-
tronics, if not handled properly, can seep
into soil, water and air, wreaking havoc
on ecosystems and human well-being
alike.
The staggering statistics from the Global
E-Waste Monitor 2020 paint a grim pic-
ture of our unsustainable habits.
However, solutions are within reach.
Governments must enforce stringent reg-
ulations on e-waste management, while
manufacturers bear responsibility for the
entire lifecycle of their products.
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Hindus but people belonging
to another religion.
Nevertheless, the message that
comes out from these recent
episodes of temple vandalism
is of the Hindus as a people
being religious-suicidal.
This is all the more unfortu-
nate for two reasons. The
Ramakrishna Mission is world
famous since it was Swami
Vivekananda who single-
handedly informed the world
of the wonder that Hinduism
is. It is ISKCON that enables
so many countries, with its
magnificent temples, to wor-
ship in the Hindu way of
“Hare Rama, Hare Krishna”.
Secondly, it has been only a few
years since the image of Hindu
India began to shine, after cen-
turies of suppression. We now
have the sordid spectacle of
temple and ashram premises
being attacked by goons with
guns, in West Bengal of all
places. It was just over a cen-
tury ago that Congress leader
Gopal Krishna Gokhale had
said, “What Bengal thinks
today, India thinks tomor-
row”. It signified the province
of Bengal was a leader. Is this
what leaders do and that too
for winning some seats in
four or five constituencies?
Just look back at the
Renaissance, which in many
ways, was comprehensively

led by Bengal. But before that,
let us not forget Chaitanya
Mahaprabhu, who is consid-
ered by many to have been an
avatar of Krishna. Chaitanya
saved at least a part of Bengal
for Bharat; but for him, the
whole of the province would
have been swallowed by
Pakistan and then ruined. He
stood between the conversion
of the poorer Bengalis to Islam
and saving them so that today
they can worship Krishna.
Ramakrishna Paramahansa
was also a divine gift of Bengal,
who himself had a glimpse of
the divine.
One could go on and on about
Bengal’s contributions to the
country. Modern India’s great-
est poet was Rabindranath
Tagore, again, a gift of Bengal.
His lyrics are today are nation-
al anthem. One cannot ever
forget Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay and his stirring
song Vande Mataram, which
became the freedom anthem
of India’s national movement
and inspired countless revolu-
tionaries to armed action for
combating the colonial raj, as
well as to embrace the gallows
in their supremely inspired
quest. Bengal is a virtual ency-
clopaedia of the 19th and
20th-century, greats of India.
It would need an entire volume
to describe how and when the

saga began to sour. From the
climbing of lofty heights of art,
culture, literature and industry,
Bengal began to slip towards
an existence that wouldn’t be
envied in the least. 
The late Nirad Chaudhari,
one of the finest writers the
English language world has
seen, gave vent to this angst by
saying that the people of his are
the “finest virtuosi of factious-
ness”, not a flattering comment,
though this writer, having
being raised in Bengal and able
to speak fluent Bengali, is
wont to take a much more pos-
itive view. 
The sense of being Bengali is
of course very pronounced, but
the unity a common language
can foster cannot stand before
the pull of religion, as has been
the historical experience
throughout most significant
parts of the world. That the
State that led India’s renais-
sance in the 19th century has
fallen into this travesty is a sad
tale, but Bengal has been
known to come back strongly
towards nationalism every
time it is felt that the province
might have gone astray.
Perhaps therein lies the silver
lining.

(The writer is a well-known
columnist, an author and a

former member of the Rajya
Sabha; views are personal)
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West Bengal is
again in the
news and again
for the wrong
reasons. The

premises of the venerable
Ramakrishna Mission at
Jalpaiguri have been vandalised
by the goons of the State’s ruling
Trinamool Congress (TMC).
That hasn’t been the only incident
of attacking a religious or spiritu-
al centre. The ISKCON temple
premises in the State have also
been the target of the TMC
brigade, as the State’s chief min-
ister Mamata Banerjee suspects
the organisation’s monks of being
BJP sympathisers. So too have the
premises of the Bharat Sevashram
Sangh (BSS) at Beldanga in the
district of Murshidabad suffered
the ire of the ruling party’s rough-
necks. One of the BSS monks
Kartik Maharaj has drawn
Mamata Banerjee’s ire as he is
thought to be working towards
influencing voters in favour of the
BJP. Banerjee also believes that the
ISKCON is playing a similar
role.
The Ramakrishna Mission or
RKM, as it is also known, head-
quartered in Kolkata’s Belur Math
was founded in 1897, by the great
spiritual Ramakrishna
Paramahansa’s most renowned
disciple, Swami Vivekananda.
The latter was truly a global icon
of modern Hinduism and plant-
ed the flag of Sanatana Dharma
in the West, beginning with his
spiritual conquest in Chicago in
1893 at a conference of the World
Parliament of Religions. Though
the International Society for
Krishna Consciousness
(ISKCON) was founded in New
York, its founder Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada or Srila
Prabhupada was born in Calcutta
and ventured to the US only in his
old age, at 69, to spread the mes-
sage of Krishna to America and
the rest of the world. To vandalise
such highly regarded institutions
such as the venerable
Ramakrishna Ashram and the
internationally respected
ISKCON, which has over 160
temples across the globe and
that too by some citizens of a
country that is predominantly
Hindu, is unthinkable and unpar-
donable. It is possible that the per-
petrators of these attacks are not
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Artificial Intelligence (AI)
is the ex-novo comput-
er technology that

essentially deals with develop-
ing machines capable of imi-
tating human behaviour. The
Encyclopedia Britannica
defines AI as the “ability of a
computer or robot to per-
form tasks commonly associ-
ated with intelligent beings
such as perception, critical
thinking and decision-mak-
ing”. As far as the human
mind is concerned, first, it
processes the information,
analyses the processed infor-
mation from various angles
and finally arrives at a logical
conclusion. On the contrary,
AI is a software programme
that solely relies on pre-fed
computer data to answer a
query. In the entire process, the
computer system behaves like

a human mind. AI is the order
of the day and admittedly,
holds the potential to bring
about revolutionary changes in
communications, defence,
healthcare and agriculture. In
fact, till recently, the task that
was considered impossible
even for a machine to perform
now AI has turned into a real-
ity. AI has considerably
brought computers very close
to imitating the human mind,
thus, diminishing the gap

between man and machine.
Today AI has found its appli-
cation in a variety of fields such
as education, finance, defence,
agriculture and healthcare.
Leading medical research insti-
tutions use AI for experiment,
diagnosis, treatment and mon-
itoring of deadly diseases. AI
facilitates high-quality tissue
sample analysis that paves the
way for precise prognosis. In
this day and age pharmaceu-
tical companies are using AI
for drug discovery and chem-
ical analysis. With the help of
AI doctors and healthcare
professionals can precisely
diagnose serious medical con-
ditions such as cancer and
stroke. In the education sector
too, AI plays an important role.
AI has proved to be an
extremely handy tool to devel-
op study material, student

evaluation, grading and mon-
itoring. Thus, teachers save
their precious time which they
can utilise in productive aca-
demic pursuits as well as
engage in meaningful discus-
sions with students. AI-pow-
ered virtual educator robots
substantially improve teaching
and learning outcomes.
Now let us see some of the
imminent dangers of AI. The
picture is not as rosy as it
appears for the AI. Widespread
indignant use of AI in almost
every sphere of human activ-
ity is bound to raise some seri-
ous concerns concerning pri-
vacy, data security and trans-
parency. Psychological well-
being and social issues warrant
our immediate attention.
Companies are gradually
replacing humans with AI-
powered robots to perform

specific tasks at the work-
place. This causes anxiety
among employees and
adversely affects their mental
and emotional well-being. The
technical dexterity of comput-
ers also is a major challenge for
humans in the workplace. Of
late AI AI-driven Deepfake
videos and online Bots have
spread at an alarming pace.
Deepfake videos and online
Bots are capable of orchestrat-
ing a fabricated consensus
and manipulating public opin-
ion. Fake news spreads like
wildfire disturbing peace and
leading to social unrest.
Another disadvantage of AI is
that it makes it extremely
tough to distinguish between
the original and the fake. AI-
induced human rights viola-
tions should be stopped at the
earliest. AI-powered changing

technology landscape has jeop-
ardised data security, privacy,
dignity, employment, equality,
political rights and secrecy.
Experts and sociologists have
expressed reservations regard-
ing the detrimental impacts of
over-reliance on AI and
human robots in important
sectors like healthcare, law,
marketing, accounting, educa-
tion, management, technolo-
gy and workplaces. AI’s tech-
nological diligence, incredible
analysis power and the ability
to perform repetitive tasks
may lead to huge layoffs.
Consequently, this gives rise to
a disproportionately high
unemployment rate.
Employees and the labourers
may be subjected to discrim-
ination and disparities and
their professional and social
security may be at stake. To

check the AI misuse a well-
defined and comprehensive
technological-labour policy is
the need of the hour. Some of
the measures that help work-
ers survive in the AI-driven
landscape are regular up-gra-
dation of employee skills
through appropriate training,
honing up of technical skills
and developing Soft skills. 
Lo and behold! Let’s not lose
sight of the fact that AI is com-
pletely devoid of human tem-
perament, comprehension and
creativity. The human mind is
blessed with infinite creative
power and Higher Order
Thinking Skills (HOTS).
These supreme attributes pro-
pel human beings to an elevat-
ed plane and place them on a
higher pedestal than machines.
On the contrary, AI is data-dri-
ven and follows a defined tra-

jectory, thus, fails to capture
human emotions, perception
and the ability to perform
tasks by adapting to a given
environment. Since AI is in its
nascent stage, therefore, it is
too soon to assume that AI can
take over humans shortly as
humans continue to be the fons
et origo of originality and
innovation.
Another threat that scares us
is that if ever in the future tech-
nologically advanced
machines take Man as their
enemy then the entire human
race may face existential crises.
Pre-empting these dangers the
US and the European coun-
tries have taken a locus stan-
di to oppose AI and have taken
stringent legal measures to
curb AI’s capricious use.

(The writer is a professor;
views are personal) 
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delivery speed and overall efficien-
cy in India. Efforts to improve dig-
ital literacy have further accelerat-
ed technology adoption, with 70 per
cent of businesses identifying as
“Digital Businesses” and the coun-
try exhibiting the highest fintech
adoption rate at 87 per cent. The
application of AI in business oper-
ations has markedly improved oper-
ational efficiency, customer satisfac-
tion and decision-making, position-
ing India as a global leader in AI
adoption. However, the rapid digi-
tal transformation necessitates a bal-
ance between creating employment
and providing the relevant skill sets
for technology-demanding jobs for
a new generation is a national
need. 
The service sector unequivocally
offers both abundant opportunities
and formidable challenges.
Addressing challenges demands a
resolute, comprehensive approach
with astute policies and unwavering
implementation. Public-private
partnerships and policies aimed at
bridging the skill gaps must be exe-
cuted with unwavering effectiveness.
Educational institutions must
urgently revamp their curriculum to
directly align with the market’s
skill demands.
Technological advancement, while
propelling economic growth, unde-
niably necessitates relentless skill
development. To fully exploit tech-
nological progress, educational
institutions must steadfastly ensure
their curriculum is consistently
updated and in sync with the latest
innovations.
Skill Gap: In India, the skill gap in
the labour force is a significant chal-
lenge, with only 51 per cent of the
youth deemed employable due to a
lack of necessary skills. This issue is
exacerbated by the country’s diverse
socio-economic conditions, par-
ticularly affecting those in rural
areas and from economically disad-
vantaged backgrounds, who lack

access to quality education and
training. This situation perpetuates
cycles of poverty and aggravates
wage inequality. Moreover, inade-
quate emphasis on developing non-
technical skills such as communi-
cation, critical thinking and leader-
ship, which are increasingly in
demand, further compounds the
problem. The absence of these
skills from the curriculum of most
educational institutes compels
employers to choose candidates
only from a handful of premier
institutes. Additionally, there is a sig-
nificant mismatch between the
skills taught and those required by
employers, leading to unemploy-
ment even among the formally
educated.
Efforts to bridge this gap must
include public-private partnerships
(PPPs), such as the initiative to
upgrade Industrial Training
Institutes (ITIs) and the National
Skill Development Corporation
(NSDC) to train 150 million peo-
ple by 2024. These initiatives are
crucial steps toward aligning edu-
cational outcomes with market
needs, emphasising the vital impor-
tance of both technical and non-
technical skills development to
enhance employability.
Gender Inequality: Female
employability in India has consis-
tently exceeded male employabili-
ty from 2020 to 2023, but there was
a drop in 2024. Furthermore, it has
been higher for seven out of eleven
years of the Wheebiz India Skills
Reports. However, there has been a
persistent gap between female and
male labour force participation,
indicating a clear bias against
employing women over men. This
bias is diminishing as female labour
force participation has risen over the
years, but substantial improvement
is still necessary.
The Indian Government has imple-
mented various initiatives to foster
gender-inclusive employment, aim-

ing to bridge the gender gap in the
workplace, making employing
female labourers more lucrative
while also ensuring it does not come
at the cost of pay disparity.
One significant legislation is the
Equal Remuneration Act of 1976,
designed to eliminate the wage gap
between genders by ensuring equal
pay for equal work. However, the act
faces challenges, such as the narrow
interpretation of the same work or
work of a similar nature and the
onus on employees to prove dis-
crimination, which is difficult due
to workplace power dynamics and
legal complexities.
Additionally, the Government has
launched schemes like Mission
Shakti and the Deendayal
Antyodaya Yojna-National Rural
Livelihoods Mission(DAY-NRLM),
focusing on women’s skill develop-
ment and employability. These ini-
tiatives include exclusive training
institutes for women, industry-ori-
ented courses and partnerships
with private sector bodies and
NGOs. To encourage female partic-
ipation in skill development, 30 per
cent of seats in ITIs and ITCs are
reserved for women. 
These measures represent a compre-
hensive and assertive approach to
promoting gender equality in
employment, highlighting the cru-
cial importance of legislative sup-
port, skill development and finan-
cial empowerment in achieving a
more inclusive workforce. These
unwavering steps will guarantee the
complete realisation of the Indian
economy’s potential and the equi-
table distribution of the benefits of
skills development.

(The writer is Co-Founder and
MD, of Orane International, a

Training Partner with the 
National Skill Development

Corporation(NSDC), Network
Member, of India International

Skill Centres, an initiative of GoI.
Views expressed are personal)

The service sector has undeniably
been the primary driver of India’s
growth since 2000. The excep-
tional performance of certain
modern services has unequivo-

cally contributed to the creation of more
productive and decent employment. The
reliance on services for economic growth
unequivocally demands a fully developed
job market, enabling a free flow of the work-
force. The absence of such mechanisms will
undoubtedly lead to rigidity in the services
sector, curtailing growth against the back-
drop of the increasingly important position
of the services sector. The key focus areas
include the pivotal role of technology in
shaping the services sector and stimulating
job growth in other sectors through mul-
tiplier effects.
The momentous transformation of the
Indian economy is irrefutably being spear-
headed by the service sector, which
unequivocally contributes more than 50 per
cent of the GDP. The sector’s expansion is
not happening in isolation but is deeply
intertwined with global technological
advancements. Technological progress has
undeniably been a catalyst for efficiency,
customer satisfaction, market expansion
and data-driven decision-making within
firms. It has also undeniably given rise to
new service categories, such as e-commerce
and other tech-based services like Artificial
Intelligence (AI) and the Internet of Things
(IoT), revolutionising the sector.
The relationship between the service sec-
tor’s growth and technological innovation
is undeniably mutually beneficial. As the
service sector expands, it undeniably fuels
further innovation in technology-based
solutions. New ventures and their techno-
logical needs undeniably push for contin-
uous technological advancements to gain
the competitiveness needed to maintain
their foothold in the dynamic industry. This
competition and need for differentiation
undeniably lead to increased investments
in research and development (R&D) and
open innovations, benefiting both the
firms involved and the public. 
The introduction of 5G and the ongoing
development of 6G technologies have sig-
nificantly enhanced connectivity, service
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Today ethanol has found
its way into a range of
applications from its ori-
ginal application as a

beverage (wine and beer). It is
used as a fuel, a chemical solvent,
a disinfectant (hand sanitizer), in
pharmaceuticals, cleaning, pro-
duction of renewable hydrogen,
cosmetics, perfumes, and as a
feedstock for the production of
chemicals.

The blending of ethanol into
gasoline got its foothold in both
the United Staes and Brazil, and
both countries are no longer net
importers of crude oil. In Brazil
E100 sells for a lower price than
gasoline and in the United States,
both E15 and E85 sell for less
than E10 and both have higher-
octane numbers than E10. (E10
is the conventional gasoline sold
in the United States.)

In the United States, the
blending of ethanol into gasoline
for use as an automotive fuel
began in the 1970s due to high
petroleum prices, and growing
health and environmental con-
cerns over the use of lead in
gasoline created a need for a new
source of “octane”.  

The value of ethanol as a
“fuel oxygenate”to control car-
bon monoxide emissions was
recognized, which resulted in
increased production in the
1980s and the 1990s.

Ethanol burns cleaner than
gasoline and is currently blended
into fuel in many countries
around the globe, including
India. India started blending
ethanol in a pilot programme in
2001. In the U.S., the majority of
gasoline sold today has a mini-
mum of 10 per cent ethanol. 

Today in Brazil all gasoline
has a mandatory ethanol blend
requirement of 27 per cent (soon
to be 30 per cent). Cars in Brazil
can switch between any gaso-
line-ethanol blend up to 100 per
cent ethanol.

Blending ethanol into fuel
produces a range of benefits. By
displacing hydrocarbons like
aromatics in gasoline, ethanol
reduces toxic air emissions, par-
ticulate matter PM2.5, carbon
monoxide, nitrous oxides, and
exhaust hydrocarbons. In many
countries, including India, using
domestically produced ethanol
will reduce imports of the price
volatile crude oil.  

In addition producing eth-
anol from corn produces low-
cost protein in the form of DDGS.

In general, the cost per unit of
protein in DDGS is only 30 per
cent of the cost per unit of pro-
tein in the grain itself. Lastly, pro-
duction of ethanol creates jobs
in the agricultural and other sec-
tors of the economy. Ethanol
provides the foundation for
decarbonization of a large por-
tion of the chemicals industry.

The benefits obtained by
blending ethanol in fuel are even
greater by using E100, 100 per
cent ethanol, as an automotive
fuel. All of the previously stated
benefits of blending ethanol
would be multiplied several
times over by using E100. 

The history of the use of
E100 in Brazil has proven that it
is an effective and
cost-efficient fuel.
As demonstrated in
Brazil, E100 can be
used with some
design modifica-
tions to the engine
to account for the
higher oxygen con-
tent in the fuel and
the slightly higher
volume of fuel that
must be supplied
to the engine. An
engine that is
properly modified
to capitalize on the
higher octane of
E100, can deliver
high power and
good milage. 

E100 is a clean burning fuel
that does not add any net CO2 to
the atmosphere as it is effectively
recycling the CO2 present in the
atmosphere. Use of clean burn-
ing E100 will reduce pollution,
including OM 2.5 particulates
that choke the lungs of children
living in India’s cities.

Switching to E100 will be
faster and easier than switching
to both hydrogen-fuelled vehi-
cles and EVs. The main reason is
that the current gasoline supply
chain and infrastructure can be
used for E100. 

Brazil serves as a good
example as the path to making
E100 availble in India. However,
it will not happen on its own.
Making E100 available will    only
happen if driven by government
regulations and enforcement.
India must make it mandatory
that all cars sold beginning from
2030 are capable of running on
E100. 

In many area of the world,
traditional biomass fuels like

wood, charcoal, dung and crop
residues are used for cooking.
These fuels generate harmful
smoke particles, especially when
used indoors. 

The World Health Organiza-
tion estimates that approximate-
ly 1.3 million persons annually
die prematurely due to health
conditions that arise from expo-
sure to indoor air pollutants from
traditional fuels.

Ethanol is a proven alterna-
tive to these fuels. Ethanol is an
effective clean-burning cooking
fuel that reduces emissions of
carbon monoxide, particulate
matter, and other pollutants.

Ethanol is safer and easier
to use, store and transport than

biomass fuels. It
does not produce
smoke, sparks, or
ash, and does not
require chopping
or drying of wood
or charcoal.
Bioethanol is one
of the cooking
fuels considered to
be clean based on
the 2014 WHO
guidelines.

The aviation
sector creates 13.9
per cent of the em-
issions from trans-
port, making it the
second largest so-
urce of transport

GHG emissions. Through both
government regulations and vol-
untary commitment, the sector
has set ambitious goals to reduce
its GHG emissions. 

The use of growing propor-
tions of sustainable aviation fuel
(SAF) is absolutely required to
meet the targets. SAF can be pro-
duced from several feedstocks,
some of which including used
cooking oil are in very limited
supply and are insufficient to
meet the growing demand for
SAF in India and globally. 

According to some estim-
ates the global annual demand
for SAF is expected to exceed 18
billion liters by 2030.  Ethanol-
based SAF can meet the growing
demand. Using proven technolo-
gies, ethanol can be converted to
SAF and renewable diesel in a
process referred to as ATJ or alco-
hol-to-jet. In general, it requires
1.7 liters of ethanol to produce 1
liter of SAF. 

The production of SAF via
the ATJ process will be a driving
force in creating new ethanol

demand both in India and glob-
ally. Corn-based ethanol pro-
vides versatility and flexibility
combined with the potential for
nearly unlimited feedstocks at a
cost-effective price.

When it comes to producing
chemicals, ethanol is a founda-
tion chemical for producing a
range of renewable chemicals
having low carbon intensities.
Just as petroleum can be used to
produce ethylene from which a
range of many important chemi-
cals and polymers are produced,
ethanol can be used to produce
ethylenein world-scale plants.
Ethylene is the heart of today’s
trillion-dollar global petrochem-
icals market. 

Petron Scientech’s technol-
ogy for the conversion of ethanol
to ethylene has been in commer-
cial use for over thirty years and
provides very efficientenergy uti-
lization, low CAPEX, and low
OPEX while offering low carbon
intensity.

As a general rule-of-thumb,
each metric ton of ethylene pro-
duced from ethanol saves three
metric tons of GHG emissions.
The ethylene produced from
ethanol is a drop-in replace-
ment for petrochemical ethyl-
ene with no changes to the
downstream process being
required. Renewable ethylene
can also be used as a refrigerant
and as a ripening agent for fruits
and vegetables.

Known to exist for over
10,000 plus years, ethanol is a
molecule whose true value and
growing versatility has only been
demonstrated over past the few
decades.  The versatility of etha-
nol is similar to that of crude oil
except for some significant and
important differences. Ethanol is
sustainable, renewable, and does
not depend on imports from
volatile areas of the world.

Ethanol can be used to pro-
duce vehicle and jet fuels, along
with a range of value-added
chemicals and polymers. Unlike
sugar cane ethanol, corn ethanol
production also produces a valu-
able cost-effective high protein
co-product for use as feed.

Ethanol must be a founda-
tional component of India’s drive
to reduce it GHG emissions with
the need to develop need tech-
nologies. Use of E100 would help
achieve that goal faster. ‘Corn
Ethanol’ will lead to energy secu-
rity, food security and decar-
bonization.

Prime Minister Pham Minh Chính
has issued Directive No. 13/CT-
TTg, to enhance management of
carbon credits in order to imple-

ment the Nationally Determined Con-
tributions (NDC) programme. The car-
bon market in Viet Nam will have sig-
nificant developmental potential. Firstly,
Viet Nam, as a developing country, has
high production demands, resulting in
increased greenhouse gas emissions due
to environmentally-unfriendly tech-
nologies. Thus, there are considerable
opportunities when it comes to reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions in the
country. Additionally, the geographical
location plays a crucial role, as Viet
Nam, a tropical country, has more
potential for diversifying renewable
energy sources such as solar and wind
power, compared to other nations.

Moreover, Viet Nam has ample
opportunities to attract green financial
resources, not only focusing on climate
change adaptation and extreme weath-
er phenomena resistance, but also in
reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
Therefore, the demand and opportun-
ities for establishing a carbon credit
market are closely linked to Directive
13/CT-TTg issued by the Prime Minis-
ter. However, it is crucial for ministries,
sectors, localities and relevant agencies
to evaluate the current status of green-
house gas emissions, allocate green-
house gas emission quotas and operate
the market smoothly and attractively
for investors to engage in carbon cred-
it trading. This is an ambitious goal
requiring the involvement of various

stakeholders, including ministries, sec-
tors, localities, Vietnamese enterpris-
es and support from international
organisations, to channel green
finance into helping domestic enter-
prises transition to green. Green capi-
tal, with many preferential incentives
supporting enterprises, ensures profit
recovery and contributes to reducing
greenhouse gas emissions, moving
towards Viet Nam’s stated goal of
achieving net-zero emissions by 2050.

The most significant challenge
currently for Viet Nam is to accurately
determine the greenhouse gas emis-
sions of major emitting enterprises, be-
cause if we fail in this, it will pose a sig-
nificant obstacle for State management
agencies. Allocation of greenhouse gas
emission quotas to enterprises needs
to be carried out so that enterprises
know and can reduce emissions, cre-
ating surplus quotas for carbon credit
trading. Therefore, the most crucial
task in Viet Nam is to determine the
allocation of greenhouse gas emission
quotas for domestic enterprises cur-
rently in operation and production.

For Vietnamese export enterpris-
es, they must deal with several issues
related to trade and export barriers,
especially after the European Union
introduced the Carbon Border Adjust-
ment Mechanism (CBAM) in 2023.
Therefore, goods in some of the sec-
tors regulated by the European Union,
such as iron, steel, cement, fertilisers,
hydrogen and electricity, exported to
the EU, if they are not taxed in the host
country, will also be taxed at Europe’s
borders, equivalent to nearly US$100
for a tonne of CO2. Vietnamese enter-
prises within the global supply chain,
with customers in Europe, are at risk
of this tax. Apart from the European
Union, other countries worldwide like
the United States, the United Kingdom
and Australia have implemented simi-
lar mechanisms. This means Viet-
namese enterprises need to equip
themselves with knowledge and calcu-
lations of greenhouse gas emission
intensities per product to avoid trade
barriers, thereby enhancing competi-
tiveness and brand recognition. 
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Dalit factor

With the general election on its last leg, the political
landscape is marked by an undercurrent of dis-
content among Dalit voters. This discontent,

emerging starkly in the absence of a concerted opposition
campaign, challenges the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s
narrative of a “Viksit Bharat" (developed India). Despite
the BJP’s portrayal of economic progress, many Dalit vot-
ers express scepticism and frustration over their econom-
ic conditions, revealing significant gaps in the govern-
ment’s development claims. A closer look at the senti-
ments of Dalit voters in key constituencies in Uttar Pra-
desh and Bihar reveals a consistent theme of economic
hardship. Surveys indicate that less than 10 per cent of
Dalit respondents feel their income meets their needs or
that their economic situation has improved. Additionally,
over 60 per cent believe that economic inequality has
worsened, highlighting a critical disconnect between the
development narrative and the lived realities of many Dal-
its. Employment issues underscore the disconnect. With
high rates of daily wage labour among Dalit respondents,
significant numbers still report being unemployed, par-
ticularly among women. This economic strain is com-
pounded by rising prices. Such economic grievances dir-
ectly challenge the government’s claims of inclusive de-
velopment and question the effectiveness of economic
policies. Interestingly, while economic discontent is pre-
valent, it does not translate into a clear voting preference
against the BJP. The concept of “face” or leadership plays
a significant role in voter preferences. Many Dalits conti-
nue to support Prime Minister Narendra Modi, influenced
by his strong national presence and the carefully cultiv-
ated image of a decisive, capable leader. This personal
appeal of Mr Modi often overshadows broader economic
discontent, particularly among Dalit women who are
more likely to support him despite facing higher unempl-
oyment rates. This paradox highlights a complex electoral
dynamic. While economic issues are important, they do
not always determine voting behaviour. Mr Modi’s lea-
dership persona, bolstered by extensive media coverage,
creates a compelling narrative that many voters find app-
ealing. This personal appeal is a crucial factor in the BJP’s
strategy, enabling Mr Modi to maintain substantial supp-
ort despite the economic grievances voiced by many Dal-
its. The role of welfare schemes also adds another layer to
this electoral complexity. While access to schemes like
free rations and health insurance is notable, it does not
uniformly translate into support for the BJP. However,
these schemes contribute to the larger narrative of Mr
Modi as a benefactor, helping sustain his personal appeal
even when economic conditions do not visibly improve.
In the context of the election, the discontent among Dalits
signifies a significant challenge for the BJP. This dissat-
isfaction has surfaced organically, without a concerted
opposition campaign, pointing to deep-seated economic
issues that transcend political narratives. As the election
nears its end, it remains to be seen how this discontent
will shape the voting behaviour of Dalits and whether the
appeal of Mr Modi’s leadership can continue to over-
shadow the pressing economic realities faced by many.

Deficit Dynamics

India's trade data reveals a significant deficit with nine
of its top 10 trading partners, including major econo-
mies like China, Russia, South Korea, and Hong Kong.

While a trade deficit is often viewed through a lens of
economic pessimism, it is crucial to understand the com-
plexities behind these numbers before jumping to con-
clusions about their impact on India’s economy. In the
fiscal year 2023-24, India's trade deficit with China rose to
$85 billion, with Russia to $57.2 billion, South Korea to
$14.71 billion, and Hong Kong to $12.2 billion. Despite
these rising deficits, India’s overall trade deficit has actu-
ally narrowed to $238.3 billion from $264.9 billion in the
previous year. These figures prompt a closer examina-
tion of the underlying factors and the broader economic
implications. A trade deficit can be concerning if it signals
a lack of competitiveness for India’s exports in interna-
tional markets or an over-reliance on imports. However,
not all deficits are created equal. In many cases, espe-
cially for a developing economy like India, a trade deficit
can reflect a strategic investment in future growth. Imp-
orting capital goods, raw materials, and intermediary
products can boost domestic manufacturing and export
capacity in the long run. For instance, India’s deficit with
China is partly due to the import of electronic componen-
ts, machinery, and chemicals, which are critical for In-
dia’s burgeoning tech and pharmaceutical industries. Si-
milarly, imports from Russia predominantly consist of
energy supplies, essential for India’s energy security and
industrial activity. While these deficits indicate a high
volume of imports, they also underscore the integration
of the Indian economy into global supply chains, which
can enhance productivity and growth. However, there
are legitimate concerns regarding sustainability of grow-
ing deficits. A large and persistent deficit can exert press-
ure on the domestic currency, leading to depreciation.
This increases the cost of imports, potentially exacerbat-
ing the deficit further. Moreover, financing a substantial
trade deficit might necessitate borrowing from foreign
lenders, raising external debt and depleting foreign ex-
change reserves. These conditions can signal economic
instability to international investors, reducing foreign
direct investment and potentially slowing economic gro-
wth. To mitigate these risks, India needs a multi-faceted
approach. First, boosting exports is essential. This requi-
res improving the competitiveness of Indian goods and
services in global markets through innovation, quality
enhancement, and better market access. Trade agreem-
ents and partnerships can play a pivotal role here. Sec-
ond, reducing unnecessary imports is crucial. Encourag-
ing the production of high-demand goods domestically
can help balance trade. Policies supporting Make in India
and similar initiatives are steps in the right direction. De-
veloping domestic industries requires robust infrastruc-
ture, ease of doing business, and a favourable regulatory
environment. Managing currency and debt levels prud-
ently is vital to avoid the pitfalls of excessive external bo-
rrowing. Strategic fiscal and monetary policies can help
maintain economic stability while fostering growth. A
balanced approach can transform these challenges into
drivers of long-term economic resilience and prosperity.
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Switching to E100 (100 per cent ethanol) will be faster and easier than switching to

both hydrogen-fuelled vehicles and EVs. The main reason is that the current gasoline

supply chain and infrastructure can be used for E100. Brazil serves as a good example

as the path to making E100 available in India. However, it will not happen on its own.

It must be driven by government regulations and enforcement. India needs to make

it mandatory that all cars sold from 2030 are capable of running on E100
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SIR, This refers to the editorial
'Litmus test' (22May). Given the
lower voter turnout compared to
the previous elections, one can-
not draw the conclusion that the
initial enthusiasm that character-
ized Modi’s campaign has waned. 

Different surveys have clai-
med that Modi is still the top
choice of 52 per cent people. Ker-
ala where BJP is not anywhere in
the primary contest saw a low
voter turnout like North and
West India. There are numerous
explanations for the low voter
turnout. 

The rapid formation and
breaking of coalitions have bro-
ken the morale of party workers
who had until the last election
toiled hard to get voters to the
polling booth. 

The tickets were given to
‘outsiders’ without taking them
into confidence. The opposition
has not been able to forge a work-
ing alliance, with the rebel fac-

tions of parties such as those led
by Sharad Power and Uddhav
Thakery joining NDA, thereby
dampening the enthusiasm of the
voters who could have voted for
the opposition. 

Rahul Gandhi’s yatra has
failed to inspire the passion of the
voters who are disappointed to
see Congress contesting elections
on the shoulders of the regional
satraps. 

Besides, the skyrocketing
corruption of leaders, with huge
amounts of cash recovered from a
Jharkhand minister’s associate,
and alleged sexual misconduct by
former PM HD Deve Gowda’s son
HD Revanna have shaken the
trust of the common people in
democracy. 

Incidents such as the
last-minute withdrawal of the
Congress candidate from Indore
have broken the morale of the
party workers. The turnout does
not determine the outcome of

elections. 
Despite a drop in turnout of

about 6 per cent Indira Gandhi
won the election in 1971 hands
down, while a jump in voter
turnout by 5 per cent in the next
general election in 1977 saw her
being trounced.  

Yours, etc.,  Sudipta Ghosh, 
Jangipur, 27 May.

AIR SCARES
SIR, Recently, air travel has cre-
ated fear such as 39 flamingos
dying in an Emirates plane crash,
turbulence in the Singapore Air-
lines flight due to climate change
and a fire mishap in an Air India
Express plane. Day by day these
incidents are increasing. In most
cases, the plane makes an emer-
gency landing. 

In this context, the Ministry
of Civil Aviation should be cau-
tious. Need of the hour is to check
the mechanical condition of air-
craft thoroughly, application of AI
in weather forecast, review bird
flying zones, etc.

Yours, etc., Nabnit Panigrahi, 
Rayagada, 28 May.

Turnout  irrelevant
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VN's carbon credit
market has significant
development potential

INDIA SHINES

SIR,  Payal Kapadia, 38, has created history
by becoming the first Indian film-maker to
win the Grand Prix award at the Cannes film
festival for All We Imagine as Light. This
moment will certainly be inked in cinema
history. Kapadia, along with three main
women champions of her film, Kani Kusruti,
Divya Prabha and Chhaya Kadam, posing with the prize has
become the shot of the 77th edition of the festival, definitely for
Indians. An Indo-French venture, which throws light on the story
of two Malayali nurses working in Mumbai, is a big win for Indi-
an cinema. The last time an Indian film was in the competition
section was 30 years ago with Shaji N. Karun’s Swaham in 1994.

India really shined at Cannes this year, with Kolkata’s 
Anasuya Sengupta winning the Best Actress in the Un Certain
Regard section for her turn in Konstantin Bojanov’s The 
Shameless; British-Indian Karan Kandhari’s Sister Midnight in
the parallel Director’s Fortnight selection; FTII student 
Chidananda S. Naik’s short Sunflowers Were The First Ones To
Know winning the top prize in the LaCinef section, Cannes Clas-
sics releasing a renewed Manthan, Shyam Benegal’s 1976 film,
and so on. Kapadia had won the best documentary prize in 2021
and with the Grand Prix prize just three years later, she will
inspire young film-makers to come out with their stories, and,
hopefully, get the support they deserve.

Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra, 
Mohali, 28 May.








