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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi has
pledged to govern by consensus even as
the 18th Lok Sabha began its �rst session.

The ruling National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
and the Opposition INDIA bloc have both reiterat-
ed their rhetoric on protecting the Constitution,
which was one of the central themes of the recent
campaign during the 2024 general election.
While both sides say they seek consensus, and
are loyal to the Constitution, a demonstration of
any convergence between them on any key ques-
tion of governance or politics, unfortunately, re-
mains elusive. The �rst session was in fact
marked by mutual hostility that carried over
from the campaign. The NDA and the INDIA bloc
sparred over the selection of the pro tem Speaker
and now appear set for a face-o� over the Speak-
er’s post. The Opposition has expressed willing-
ness to support the NDA’s candidate in return for
the post of Deputy Speaker. In the past, the De-
puty Speaker’s post has mostly gone to a member
of the Opposition. In the 16th Lok Sabha, the post
went to the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kaz-
hagam; and in the 17th Lok Sabha, the post re-
mained vacant for its entire term, unprecedented
in the history of Indian Parliament. The BJP re-
mains non-committal on supporting an Opposi-
tion candidate for Deputy Speaker.

Mr. Modi’s call for consensus and parliamen-
tary debates can be a reassuring sign of a healthy
democracy, but only if that statement is translat-
ed into tangible action. Union Minister Rajnath
Singh, who has emerged as the government’s key
interlocutor, has reached out to Opposition lead-
ers, and such interactions should become fre-
quent. Consensus may be unachievable in many
instances, and may not even be necessary in
some cases. By demonstrating a commitment to
sharing power within the ruling alliance and with
the Opposition, Mr. Modi could expand his polit-
ical authority and legitimacy. Beyond the limited
tactical question of the stability of the govern-
ment, in which the BJP is shy of a majority by 32
seats, the building of coalitions should be treated
as a cornerstone of India’s progress and prosper-
ity. The �rst session of the new Lok Sabha should
set the tone for extended debates, more room for
disagreements and the pursuit of common
ground across parties. The proceedings of the
House and of Committees fell short on these
counts during the last two terms of the Lok Sab-
ha. As the leader of the ruling coalition, the BJP
should demonstrate a renewed commitment to
the norms and substance of Parliament and the
Opposition should respond constructively. 

Call for consensus 
Parliament should give room for

extended debates and disagreements  

J
ulian Assange did what journalists do in
free societies. He published troves of se-
cret documents exposing the conduct of

America’s wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and of its
diplomacy. And for that, he was denied his free-
dom for more than 14 years. The hounding of Mr.
Assange is a rare modern story of western de-
mocracies across the Atlantic, which take pride
in their freedoms, working hand in hand to pun-
ish a journalist, publisher and whistle-blower.
The WikiLeaks founder was �rst arrested in Bri-
tain in 2010 on a European warrant over sex
crime allegations reported in Sweden — those
charges were later dropped. While on bail, he
took asylum in the Ecuador embassy in London,
where he was holed up until 2019. He was kicked
out of the embassy, and Britain rearrested him
and put him in the high-security Belmarsh pri-
son. After �ve years of life in jail, where he was
largely con�ned to a solitary cell, the U.S. entered
into a plea deal with Mr. Assange, that would set
him free. The 52-year-old will plead guilty in the
espionage case before a U.S. federal judge in Sai-
pan, the capital of the Northern Mariana Islands,
a U.S. Commonwealth territory in the western
Paci�c. According to U.S. and British media, Mr.
Assange is expected to be sentenced for about
�ve years, the time he has already served in Bri-
tain. He will then go to Australia, his native
country.

While Mr. Assange’s release, which brings his
years-long ordeal to an end and is a reprieve for
those who have been �ghting for him, is welcome
news, the road towards this day was not smooth.
The way he is being released still raises concerns.
The classi�ed documents WikiLeaks published
were handed to Mr. Assange by Chelsea Manning,
a U.S. military analyst. Ms. Manning was sen-
tenced to 35 years in prison after being convicted
of violating the Espionage Act. U.S. President Ba-
rack Obama commuted her sentence, allowing
her to go free in 2017, but Mr. Assange remained
unfree. The Trump Justice Department indicted
him in 2019 on 18 counts. And the Biden adminis-
tration continued to push for his extradition,
which he fought doggedly. Last year, Australia’s
Labor Prime Minister Anthony Albanese urged
the U.S. to conclude the case, while lawmakers
there passed a resolution this year calling for Mr.
Assange to be allowed to return home. In recent
years, the case has also become a public relations
disaster for Joe Biden’s Democratic administra-
tion. So when Mr. Assange agreed to plead guilty,
all sides found a deal to conclude the case that
would get the U.S. a conviction which it had been
seeking and Mr. Assange his freedom. Yet, the
fact that Mr. Assange would be convicted for pu-
blishing state secrets is a setback for free speech.
And the pursuit of a whistle-blower for over 14
years would remain a blot on western democra-
cies, especially the U.K. and the U.S., forever.

Free man 
Assange deserves his freedom, but his
conviction is a setback for free speech  

T
he high-level security meet on Manipur
convened by the Union Home Minister,
Amit Shah, in New Delhi on June 17,
2024, was loudly conspicuous by its

exclusion of the Manipur Chief Minister, N. Biren
Singh. It also threw light on the way the Centre
has been handling the violent ethnic clashes in
Manipur between two of its major communities,
the Meitei and Kuki-Zo tribes. There seem to be
no signs of respite even after a year of
bloodletting. It seems to con�rm the long-held
suspicion that there has been undeclared
President’s Rule in the State, with the Manipur
government having been placed in virtual
animated suspension.

Those invited for the meeting included Indian
Army Chief Manoj Pande, Army Chief-designate
Lieutenant GeneralUpendra Dwivedi, Union
Home Secretary Ajay Kumar Bhalla and
Intelligence Bureau director Tapan Kumar Deka.
From the State were the Director General of
Police Manipur, Rajiv Singh, and the Security
Adviser, Kuldeip Singh — both brought in from
outside the State and appointed to these posts in
the wake of the outbreak of violence on May 3,
2023. As a media columnist pointed, also
conspicuously absent were o�cers from
Manipur’s stakeholder communities.

Considering that this meeting had quickly
followed another one Mr. Shah had had in New
Delhi with the Manipur Governor, Anusuiya
Uikey, speculations were rife that this was a
prelude to a formal invocation of Article 365 to
impose a spell of President’s Rule in the State.
This anticipation, however, proved premature, as
it is now clear that the meeting merely chalked
out a strategy to contain the violence so that a
dialogue process between the two warring
communities can be initiated.

The messaging about the State government
Not long after the ethnic violence broke out, it
had become clear that the State government was
no longer in charge. First, there was a viral news
that Article 355 had been imposed in the State,
passing on the State government’s responsibility
of law-and-order upkeep to the Centre. This was
later o�cially denied. Still, from the patterns of
security deployments and operations henceforth,
it was more than apparent that the State
government had been almost sidelined. For
instance, Mr. Biren Singh was unceremoniously
removed from the customary chairmanship of the
uni�ed command of the di�erent security
establishments in the State by an order of the
Governor on May 31, 2023. Only his power to
summon meetings of this body was retained.

It was probably unintentional, but in noisy

cross-questioning in the Lok Sabha on August 9,
2023, during the no-con�dence motion faced by
the then National Democratic Alliance
government, Mr. Shah when asked why the
Manipur Chief Minister had still not been
removed, again gave a glimpse of ‘this uno�cial
Central rule’. In a Freudian slip, he said that there
was no need for this as the Chief Minister was
“cooperating” with the Centre.

Earlier, when Mr. Shah made his �rst trip to
Manipur on May 29, 2023, after a fortnight of lull
punctuating the outbreak of mayhem in the State,
violence again exploded in several places along
the foothills. Mr. Shah made another declaration.
There was to be a bu�er zone along the foothills
where the Imphal valley meets the surrounding
hills. And, the hills were to be looked after by
central forces while the State police were for the
valley.

This may have been well-intentioned, but it
proved to be ill-conceived. Probably, the
assumption was that separating the warring
communities would freeze the feud, and that
normalcy would return. But when the con�ict
dragged on longer than anticipated, several
unanticipated consequences became obvious.
For one, the Meiteis, now con�ned in the valley,
began to suspect the central forces, especially the
Assam Ri�es, of siding with the Kuki-Zos in the
hills. And, conversely, the Kuki-Zos began viewing
the State police as partisan to the Meiteis. This is
despite the fact that the Assam Ri�es has several
Meitei o�cers and troopers, just as the Manipur
police constabularies draw their recruits from the
many communities in the State. These forces may
just have been doing their brief, but amidst the
dangerous and hateful passions, they ended up
being coloured with communal hues.

The drift
The wisdom in the cliched adage that peace is not
merely the absence of violence seems to have
been completely missed. The absence of violence
does give a semblance of normalcy, but when no
e�orts are made alongside to identify the
underlying causes of discord and put them to
rest, a single spark — intentional or accidental —
can cause an inferno. This has been the pattern of
clashes in Manipur’s year of mayhem so far.

Today, the number of central and State forces
in Manipur is estimated to be about 70,000
personnel. Yet, the outlook of uno�cial
President’s Rule in Manipur has been to manage
and moderate the feud, so as to keep the damage
minimal and not resolve it. It is bewildering to
wonder why no move has been made yet to
clamp down on both sides of the fence, using
proportionate and legitimate force, to establish

the law �rmly and to strengthen the hands of the
law. Maybe it was the forthcoming general
election then, and the issue of optics being the
inhibitor — to have a Bharatiya Janata Party-ruled
State under President’s Rule would have been
damaging. That the public resented this approach
was demonstrated empathetically. In the 2024
general election, voters across the con�ict bu�er
rejected the BJP in Manipur’s two seats.

Reminiscent in this is also what Jolle Demmers
writes in her book, Theories of Violent Con�ict: An
Introduction. In 1993, the United States-led North
Atlantic Treaty Organization was set to strike
Bosnia when genocidal clashes between Serb and
Albanian Muslims broke out. The Albanians bore
the brunt of it. But U.S. President Bill Clinton is
said to have been gifted Robert D. Kaplan’s
best-selling Balkan Ghosts, which portrays the
antagonism between the two communities as
primordial. There was nothing much anybody
could do to change the situation but to wait “until
those folks got tired of killing each other”. The
intervention was delayed and peace could be
restored only in 1995, after much preventable
damage.

It is true that the roots of some con�icts are
deeper than others but there can be nothing as
primordial. Scholars agree that the objective must
be to trace the roots of the problem, at whatever
depth, and address them. There are too many,
however, who are too eager to oversimplify and
caricaturise con�icts, �tting them into set
categories they are familiar with. Thus, Hindus,
Muslims or hillmen and plainsmen are portrayed
as preconditioned to hate each other.

The ground reality
The latest and o�cially con�rmed body count in
Manipur’s tragic con�ict is 225, of whom, 115 are
Kuki-Zos, 102 are Meiteis and eight are from other
communities. The picture is not very di�erent
when it comes to the numbers a�ected in
displacement as well, for there has been mutual
ethnic cleansing on either side of the
newly-created con�ict bu�er. A year after the
outbreak of violence, even the idea of victim and
perpetrator, so readily lapped up by many, has
become blurred.

With so many lives and properties having been
lost already, asking people who have su�ered
these losses to come to terms with their losses
and move on, especially when it involves loved
ones, is never going to be easy. But there is no
other way than for those who have su�ered to see
their trauma being shared by their adversaries.
And in the acknowledgment of this shared
su�ering, �nd the empathy bond and, ultimately,
common redemption in tragedy.

Agony still in Manipur, a year later 

Pradip
Phanjoubam 

Editor, Imphal Review
of Arts and Politics

With the
con�ict
dragging on,
even the idea
of victim and
perpetrator has
become blurred
amidst an
elusive peace

T
he new National Democratic Alliance
government faces some thorny old
problems in national security. It will have

to make decisions — or else continue to defer
them — on everything from whether to build
another aircraft carrier, to the process of
implementing theaterisation, to managing
strategic relations with the United States and
competition with China. How will the coalition
government, with competing demands on its
resources and attention, make those decisions?

Its best option is to step back and consider
national security holistically, from �rst principles.
It should not consider this reform or that
relationship in a piecemeal, haphazard way; that
would risk wasting scarce resources and
undermining national goals. It should, instead,
commit to a new rubric for making these
decisions — it should commit to writing a National
Security Strategy (NSS).

Most powerful states publish some form of
national security strategy. India does not.
Consequently, its capability investment decisions
are made by haggling between the military
services. Plans and priorities get stuck in
well-worn grooves, and are never systematically
re-evaluated. Grand strategic vision becomes
concentrated in the hands of a few individuals at
the apex of government, where it gets hidden
behind closed doors, or crowded out by other
political whims.

Many strategic risks
India cannot a�ord to be so reactive. The world is
throwing up a slew of strategic risks, from climate
change to pandemics, which require decades of
coordinated policy e�ort to address. China alone
represents an unprecedented array of
interconnected challenges, from an explosive
naval build-up, to geoeconomic clout in South
Asia, to leverage in global supply chains. And
even distant con�icts, from Ukraine to Gaza, are
revealing new technologies and tactics of war that
will invariably spread to India’s neighbourhood.

India needs a regular process to make sense of
this tumult and plan for it.

A blueprint for expanding power
A regular and well-crafted NSS would give India
�ve critical bene�ts that it currently lacks. First
and logically foremost, it would force the
government to undertake a comprehensive
strategic assessment — a review of the country’s
threats and opportunities, and a stocktake of
global security trends. Such a periodic review
would force New Delhi to spotlight evolving
challenges, such as the growth of the Chinese
navy, even though it does not pose an urgent and
lethal threat today. In the absence of an NSS,
long-term threats will be neglected until they
pose an immediate and grave threat — when they
will be much harder to manage.

Second, an NSS would provide a coherent
framework for long-term planning. Strategic
competition requires intense work in peacetime,
to conceptualise how best to secure India’s
expanding interests and deter its adversaries, and
then to develop the requisite military capabilities
and international partnerships. An NSS, done
rigorously, would give the government an
overarching strategic blueprint to adjudicate, for
example, between the Indian Navy demanding a
new aircraft carrier, or the Indian Army seeking
to raise a new infantry division. In the absence of
such a process, scarce resources may get wasted
on vanity projects with comparatively little
strategic value, and the military services left
scrambling to �ll capability gaps with emergency
procurements.

Third, an NSS would provide an instrument for
signalling to friend and foe alike. It would help to
clarify India’s strategic intent — declaring that, for
example, India takes seriously its role as a net
security provider in the Indian Ocean, so that it
will counter armed coercion against other,
smaller countries. 

Equally valuable, an NSS would also clarify
India’s policy for its partners, highlighting areas

of converging interests, or explaining the limits
on cooperation — to help mitigate instances of
mismatched expectations.

Fourth, an NSS would create a mechanism to
force various arms of the government to
synchronise their e�orts. Within the military, an
NSS would give the Integrated Defence Sta� and
future joint organisations a clearer top-down
mandate to better align the work of the Indian
Army, Indian Air Force, and Indian Navy. Beyond
the military, an NSS would provide common goals
and plans so that various national security
agencies, including the Ministries of Defence,
External A�airs, and Home A�airs, and the
intelligence agencies, could better coordinate
daily at the working level, rather than
episodically at the Cabinet level.

Issue of accountability
Finally, an NSS would introduce a novel
accountability tool, to ensure that the
bureaucracy adheres to the political leadership’s
intent, and that the government’s policies are as
transparent as possible to Parliament and the
people. The citizens of India have a legitimate
need to know how their government is planning
to safeguard their national security, and how well
it is performing.

Some national security strategies are better
than others. A fully e�ective strategy should be a
public document issued with the imprimatur of
the Prime Minister, because its purpose is to
synchronise e�orts widely across government,
and credibly signal the government’s political
intent throughout the country and the world. A
strong NSS would not automatically resolve
con�icts between various arms of the
government, but it should at least identify
trade-o�s and opportunity costs, so that political
leaders can make rational decisions for long-term
growth. In that way, an NSS would o�er the
intellectual sca�olding that is absolutely
necessary for India to become one of the world’s
leading powers.

India needs the anchor of a national security strategy 

Arzan Tarapore

a research scholar at
the Center for
International Security
and Cooperation at
Stanford University,
U.S., and a senior
non-resident fellow at
the Australian
Strategic Policy
Institute

The country
must have a
regular process
to make sense
of growing
global tumult
and plan for it

‘Will work for consensus’
The Prime Minister’s
“aggressive note”, that his
government “Will work for
consensus in Parliament,
says Modi” (Page 1, June
25), is befuddling. Has the
top leader forgotten that he
needs to shun “double
speak”? Right now, Modi
phraseology is about
one-way tra�ic. In the
coalition government that
he runs, the most important
portfolios are with the BJP.
The pro tem Speaker

Food packaging
Unwrapping a biscuit pack
in today’s world is about
getting past layers of plastic
laminates. In my younger
days, biscuits came
wrapped in biodegradable,
environment-friendly butter
paper or paper flute board
and were crispy with a good
shelf-life. The Pollution
Control boards must focus
on the use of plastics in
food wrappers.

Dinar L. Barros,
Betalbatim, Goa

Does anyone care?
Mohan Das,
Bengaluru

Nothing seems to be going
right for the government,
from competitive entrance
examinations to the quality
of temple construction.
Ancient Indian temples
have stood for hundreds of
years without any issue
because that were built out
of devotion. Not for votes.
Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee,
Faridabad, Haryana

constructed a house some
years ago and the structure
was one of unmatched
extravagance. Soon, the
problems emerged. The
expensive ornate windows
and doors would not close
properly. The drainage had
many issues. The list can go
on. We in India pay more
attention to creating an
impression, with needless
extravagance, when close
attention ought to be paid
to the minute details. Only
then can there be quality.

Alas, the gigantic structure
now has flaws (Inside
pages, “Chief priest
complains of water seepage
in Ayodhya Ram Temple”,
June 25). The traditional
Agama Shastra does not
seem to have been followed
in the temple’s construction 
D. Sethuraman,
Chennai

The report reminded me of
something that is
fundamental to the Indian
way of life. My friend

selection too has been
his/the party’s choice. Mr.
Modi has already enjoyed
two stints as Prime Minister.
In his third term, he could
accommodate fine gestures
and democratic values.
P.K. Sharma,

Barnala, Punjab

Water seepage
The Prime Minister took a
personal interest in the
construction of the Ram
Temple in Ayodhya, and the
inauguration was grand.

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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New Delhi, June 25: The Chogyal of Sikkim
arrived here to-night for discussion with the
Government of India on the new Constitution
for the Himalayan Kingdom. The Chogyal left
Gangtok early this morning with some senior
o�cials in the wake of the State-wide protest,
launched by the supporters of the Sikkim
Congress against his reluctance to give assent to
the new Constitution Bill.

The draft Constitution sought to usher in a
democratic set-up which implied considerable
curtailment of the Chogyal’s powers and
position. The Sikkim ruler is reported to have
felt that some of the provisions went against the
Indo-Sikkimese Treaty of 1950. 

The Chogyal is expected to put forward his
case in detail when he meets the Prime Minister
and the External A�airs Minister here tomorrow.

From the observations he made to pressmen
soon after his arrival here it was clear that he
had strong reservations on the draft
Constitution. He contended that the Assembly
had not yet passed the resolution containing its
recommendations on the Bill, he added. He also
denied that during his last visit to Delhi he had
indicated his consent to the clauses in the draft
Constitution. According to him, he had told the
Indian authorities that he would study the draft
and convey his comments to the Prime Minister. 

The Sikkim Ruler denied that he was holding
back from signing the draft Constitution Bill.
Asked about the delay in giving his assent to it,
he replied that the Bill went before the Assembly
on June 20 for consideration and its
recommendations had now come to him in the
form of a resolution. “It has not been discussed
as a Bill yet. These recommendations are
receiving my consideration. It will take a little
time as you will appreciate that it is a
constitutional matter,” he added.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 26, 1974

Sikkim ruler in Delhi for
talks on new Constitution 

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

Bombay, June 25: The “Advocate of India”, an
oldest English evening daily paper of Bombay,
the property of Messrs. F.F. Gordon Ltd. in
liquidation, was sold by auction this evening.
Bidding opened at Rs. 70,000 and closed at a
lakh and a quarter at which price the property
was secured jointly by Messrs. D.R. Vaidya,
Architect and R.F. Munshi, Barrister. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 26, 1924

The “Advocate of India” 

D
uring the National
Eligibility Cum
Entrance Test (NEET)
this year, scores and

ranks were in�ated. As a
consequence, many candidates
may not get admission to their
desired college as predicted based
on previous years’ scores.

Coaching and admission
counselling centres, typically run
by business tycoons, have realised
that clients, the NEET aspirants,
have failed to secure preferred
seats despite their advice.
However, despite this �asco, the
industry has found a way to
enhance their brand value
through media and social media
coverage. The owners of this
trillion-rupee industry, along with
the 23 lakh NEET aspirants this
year, are up in arms. Their
hypothesis is that mapping scores
to ranks cannot vary very widely
from previous years. In this
conundrum, various allegations of
cheating and paper leakage,
amongst others, have been raised.
Despite numerous crackdowns
and investigations, paper leakage
in medical admission exams
remains a persistent issue.

No room for weak links
Since its inception, NEET has
emerged as the largest exam in the
‘One Exam, One Nation’ model
because of the number of
candidates taking the exam, the
number of languages the exam is
conducted in, and the diversity of
various other factors. The quality
of education and the college fees
payable are critical factors that
vary widely. A seat in a top
government college with good
quality education could cost a few
lakhs, whereas a seat in a private
college could cost a few crores.
Moreover, parents are willing to go
beyond their means to secure
higher ranks for their children in
these competitive exams, as the
family’s reputation is considered
to hinge on this.

Thus, the stakes in NEET are
incredibly high, making it
vulnerable to irregularities,
accidental or intentional.
Therefore, we need strong

governance in the form of
foolproof and complete Standard
Operating Procedures (SOPs) and
their compliance. There cannot be
any weak link in the chain of
operations from setting question
papers to conducting the exam to
admissions.

However, there are many weak
links, as seen from the distribution
of the wrong question paper at
some centres, for example.
Reportedly, some centres
distributed the back-up question
paper instead of the primary
paper. How were both sets — the
primary and the secondary/back-
up question papers — accessed
almost simultaneously? Were they
accessed from banks’ strongrooms
or another reserve? How was the
back-up question paper set taken
from the banks’ strongrooms
without any emergency
circumstances or protocols? There
are several unanswered questions
about the authorisation and
attitude of the o�cials concerned.
This seemingly inconsequential
event is actually of enormous
consequence and could give us an
idea of how the exam was
conducted this year.

This one error led to a cascade
of errors. A wrong question paper
was distributed, subsequently
taken back along with the Optical
Mark Recognition (OMR) sheet,
thus creating panic among the
candidates. The correct question
paper was then distributed, and
no additional time was given for
the time lost. Then, exceptionally
huge grace marks were awarded
for the time lost, which was later
scrapped due to a public outcry.

Each of the above demonstrates
the need for critical SOPs for
complete governance of the exam,
which includes several
stakeholders such as those who
set the question paper, translators,
reviewers, the printing press,
o�cials at examination centers,
banks’ strongrooms, and
invigilators. Any loose links in this
chain have the potential for
malpractices. Only proper
investigation may reveal any
substantial wrongdoing.

Despite all the above pitfalls, it

is commendable that the National
Testing Agency (NTA) voluntarily
disclosed most of the information,
as per Section 4 of the Right to
Information (RTI) Act, 2005. Since
the declaration of NEET 2024, the
NTA has disclosed the most
relevant information through its
press releases. In addition, the
NTA has followed SOPs for
disclosure of answer keys,
collecting feedback about wrong
questions and answer keys,
disclosure of the individual OMR
sheet, and self-evaluation of one’s
score, which seem to have worked
with no issues at all.

The way forward
It is on record that these SOPs
were developed and directed
through a decade-long (2006-2015)
protracted legal battle by the
author of this article in the
Supreme Court and High Courts to
ensure transparency and develop
well-de�ned rational SoPs for
admissions to the prestigious
Indian Institutes of Technology
(IITs). In one such judgment, the
Supreme Court observed in 2011,
“In fact the action taken by the
appellants in challenging the
procedure for JEE 2006, their
attempts to bring in transparency
in the procedure by various RTI
applications, and the debate
generated by the several views of
experts during the course of the
writ proceedings, have helped in
making the merit ranking process
more transparent and accurate.”

However, this alone is not
enough for NEET. The NTA should
devise SOPs to get stabilised
cut-o�s, as done by the IITs, avoid
in�ated scores and ranks, and
achieve a long-tail distribution. It
should work to replace ad-hocism
with well-de�ned, sound, and
secure SOPs. It should follow a
professional war-room culture to
facilitate quick and sound
decision-making during the entire
process. As the Supreme Court
said in 2011, “The selection
process requires to be upgraded
and �ne-tuned year after year with
periodic changes..., so that the
selection process and examination
remain relevant and meaningful.”

Preventing another NEET �asco 

Rajeev Kumar

a former Computer

Science professor at

IIT Kharagpur, IIT

Kanpur, BITS Pilani,

and JNU

The stakes in
NEET are
incredibly high.
Therefore, we
need strong
governance in
the form of
foolproof and
complete
Standard
Operating
Procedures and
their compliance

T
he hooch tragedy on
June 18 at Kallakurichi
in Tamil Nadu, which

has claimed 59 lives so far, has
caused major embarrassment
to the Dravida Munnetra Kaz-
hagam (DMK)-led front, which
has been celebrating its super-
lative performance in the Lok
Sabha elections.

This is the second such tra-
gedy in the last two years in
the State. Just last year, 22 peo-
ple died and 45 were hospital-
ised in Viluppuram and Chen-
galpattu districts after
consuming toxic alcohol. This
time, the death toll is much
higher. So is the number of pe-
ople who have been hospital-
ised (more than 150). Ironical-
ly, the government had
informed the Assembly in
2023, before the deaths oc-
curred, that there had been
“no hooch tragedies in the
State” in the last 14 years due
to its “zero tolerance” policy
towards blending units. Signif-
icantly, during 10 of those 14
years in question, the All India
Anna Dravida Munnetra Kaz-
hagam (AIADMK), now the
principal Opposition party in
the Assembly, was in power.

As was the case in 2023, ac-
tion has been taken against
police and other o�cials this
time too. More than half a do-
zen people have been arrested
so far. The victims predomi-
nantly belonged to Scheduled
Castes and other vulnerable
groups in society. Apart from
announcing a solatium of ₹10
lakh each to the families of the
deceased and ₹50,000 for
those undergoing treatment,
Chief Minister M.K. Stalin has
ordered the constitution of a
one-man commission headed
by Justice B. Gokuldas, a form-
er High Court judge, to con-

duct an inquiry into the inci-
dent. The government has
also o�ered to support the
education of children in the
villages a�ected by the trage-
dy. This is a change in ap-
proach by the DMK: in 1996,
when people died after drink-
ing contaminated liquor in Pu-
dukottai, Chief Minister M. Ka-
runanidhi, Mr. Stalin’s father,
ruled out compensation to the
victims and their families ar-
guing that it could be con-
strued as encouragement for
people following the wrong
path.

Methanol has been cited as
the cause of many such inci-
dents, at least since 1990.
When it was found to be the
main reason for hooch trage-
dies in 2002, the liquid chem-
ical was brought within the
ambit of the Tamil Nadu Pro-
hibition Act, 1937. Yet, it was
once again cited as the cause
of the 2023 incident, too.

The residents of Kallakuri-
chi knew well that spurious li-
quor was being sold and con-
sumed. It is hard to believe
that the government was com-
pletely unaware of the preva-
lence and spread of the pro-
blem. It is said that products
sold through the Tamil Nadu
State Marketing Corporation
(TASMAC) are priced higher
than illicit liquor, which is why
people prefer the latter. It is
not yet known whether the In-
telligence Wing of the police
tipped the authorities of the li-
kelihood of the May 2023 epi-
sode recurring. Leading a de-
monstration in Kallakurichi

on June 24, AIADMK general
secretary Edappadi K. Palanis-
wami claimed that his fellow
legislator from the area, M.
Senthilkumar, had not only
tried to move a calling atten-
tion motion in the Assembly
last year on this issue, but
even alerted the police o�cer
concerned, a few days before
the tragedy occurred at
Kallakurichi.

Data of the last three de-
cades show that hooch trage-
dies have invariably occurred
in north Tamil Nadu. In other
words, they have taken place
within a radius of 200-250 km
from Chennai, the capital of
the State. It is also pertinent to
note that in the last 10 years or
so, other southern States have
not reported any comparable
incident of this nature. On
June 21, Mr. Stalin informed
the Assembly that the metha-
nol used at Kallakurichi to pro-
duce the hooch was brought
from Puducherry.

While the whole incident
requires deeper scrutiny, the
Opposition has demanded
that the Chief Minister resign
and the case be transferred to
the Central Bureau of Investi-
gation. While hearing a peti-
tion �led by the AIADMK, the
Madras High Court wondered
whether any lessons had been
learned from the previous in-
cidents and any preventive ac-
tion taken to avert them. The
founder of the Naam Tamilar
Katchi, Seeman, argued that
instead of using the taxpayers’
money, the government
should have made bootleggers
pay the compensation.

The State government does
not seem to have learned les-
sons from the past. Mean-
while, the Opposition parties,
which performed disastrously
in the Lok Sabha elections be-
cause of division within their
ranks, continue to operate in
silos to highlight the govern-
ment’s failure on the Kallakur-
ichi incident.

The persistent problem of toxic liquor 
The State government does not seem to have learned lessons from the past 

T. Ramakrishnan
ramakrishnan.t@thehindu.co.in
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T
he railway accident on
June 17 involving the Seal-
dah-bound Kanchenjunga

Express and a goods train in Dar-
jeeling, West Bengal, has once
brought focus to the absence of
‘Kavach’, India’s Automatic Train
Protection (ATP) system. Ten peo-
ple died in the incident. On aver-
age, 80 people are killed annually
in train collisions in India (Chart
1). 

Railways Minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw reviewed the progress of
an advanced version of the ATP Ka-
vach 4.0 a week after the accident.
He directed the installation to be
taken up in “mission mode”. Data
show that availability of funds is
not the worry for implementing
Kavach; the issue lies with the pace
at which it is being deployed. 

Kavach can warn loco pilots if
the train is at risk of overshooting
the signal at red. It also has the
capability of automatically apply-
ing the brakes if the loco pilot fails
to reduce the speed below a cer-
tain limit. The three systems need-
ed to implement Kavach are Radio
Frequency Identi�cation (RFID)
tags placed in the tracks; the en-
gine setup with RFID readers, a
computer, and brake interface
equipment; and radio towers in-
stalled at railway stations. The cost
of installing Kavach in the tracks,
including station equipment, is
₹50 lakh per kilometre. It costs ₹70
lakh to �t the equipment in one en-
gine. 

The route length of the Indian
Railways is approximately 68,000
km. The cost of equipping Kavach
on this route is about ₹34,000
crore (68,000 km X ₹50 lakh).
There are about 15,200 diesel and
electric engines in the Railways
network. The cost of equipping
the total �eet is ₹10,640 crore

(15,200 engines X ₹70 lakh). In to-
tal, it costs about ₹45,000 crore to
implement the system across all
the tracks and in all the engines.
Given that the job will require
skilled labour, specially designed
equipment, and tra�c diversion
during implementation, assuming
a 10-year window for deployment
would mean that the yearly cost
would be ₹4,500 crore. 

The capital expenditure budget
of the Railways increased substan-
tially in the past few years to peak
at ₹2,52,000 crore in FY25 (Chart
2). Even assuming that there is no
increase in this amount in the next
10 years, the yearly cost of deploy-
ing Kavach is still less than 2% of
the capital expenditure every year
(₹4,500 crore/₹2,52,000 crore).
This shows that covering the entire
Railways network with Kavach
would require only a small fraction
of the Railways’ budget. 

The current rate of progress of
installation of Kavach is sluggish.
Field trials on passenger trains
started in February 2016. Three
�rms were approved to supply the
equipment in 2018-19. Kavach was
adopted as the national ATP sys-
tem in July 2020. As Chart 3 shows,
until February this year, of the
68,000 km of route length (Rkm),
Kavach has only been installed on-
ly in 1,465 Rkm (close to 2% of the
total). Of a total of about 15,200
diesel and electric locos, only 139
are equipped with Kavach (less
than 1% of the total). 

Even if we were to assume that
the government did this in one
year instead of four years (2020 to
2024), it would take another 46
years to deploy this system across
all route km (68,000/1,465) and at
least a hundred years to install Ka-
vach in all engines (15,200/139) at
the current pace. To be able to
complete the installation of Ka-
vach in 10 years, the pace will have
to be increased to 6,800 Rkm/year
for the tracks and 1,500 locos/year.
Table 4 lists the calculations.

Mahima Rao is an intern with The Hindu

Lack of focus, not �nance, behind sluggish Kavach deployment
Under 2% of the Indian Railways’ yearly capital expenditure is enough to implement Kavach across all engines and tracks in 10 years

Mahima Rao, 
Sambavi Parthasarathy, 
Vignesh Radhakrishnan
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Medical evacuations
hindered by Rafah
crossing closure

2,000
The closure

of the Rafah

crossing

between Egypt and Gaza has prevented

medical evacuations, Rik Peeperkorn, the

WHO representative said. REUTERS

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The amount the U.S. is
expected to send to
Ukraine

150
in $ million. The U.S. said

that it will be sending an

additional amount of

critical munitions to Ukraine, while Russia

accuses Ukraine of using U.S.- provided

munitions to strike inside Russia. AP

The number of people
still a�ected by the
Assam �ood

1.7
in lakh. The flood situation in

Assam improved on Tuesday

as the water level of major

rivers receded with declining rainfall and

the number of people reeling under the

deluge decreased to 1.7 lakh. PTI

The benchmark
Sensex hits historic
levels 

78,164
points.

Benchmark

Sensex

soared 823.63 points to breach the historic

78,000 level for the first time on buying in

blue-chip bank stocks. PTI

Kerala urges Centre to
release overdue grant
for NHM

637
in ₹ crore. Kerala urged

the Centre to sanction

the first instalment of

the current financial year for the National

Health Mission (NHM) in the State. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

A
fter the de�cient monsoon last
year, the Maharashtra
government declared many
parts of the State to be

drought-hit. The impact of the de�ciency
manifested across the region this summer
as wells ran dry and o�cials brought
tankers to provide drinking water and
water for irrigation. This situation is in
sharp contrast with the State’s coastal
areas, where rainfall has often been in
excess, leading to severe �ooding.
Marathwada’s predicament is shaped by
its location, topography, soil type,
agricultural practices, and crop choices.

What is the rain-shadow e�ect?
Marathwada lies in the rain-shadow
region of the Western Ghats. When moist
winds from the Arabian Sea encounter
these mountains, they rise and cool,
causing heavy rainfall (2,000-4,000 mm)
on the western side. But by the time these
winds cross the Ghats and descend into
Western Maharashtra and Marathwada,
they lose most of their moisture, leaving
Marathwada much drier (600-800 mm).

A 2016 study by IIT Gandhinagar
researchers said climate change is
worsening the situation in central
Maharashtra. The region has experienced
an increasing trend in drought severity
and frequency of late. As a result,
Marathwada and North Karnataka have
emerged as the second driest regions in
India after Rajasthan.

How does this a�ect crops?
Marathwada’s agricultural practices are
not well suited to its low rainfall. A major
contributor to the region’s water crisis is
sugarcane cultivation. Sugarcane requires
1,500-2,500 mm of water in its growing
season. While pulses and millets require
four or �ve irrigations across their crop

life, sugarcane needs to be irrigated
almost every day. The area under
sugarcane increased steadily between the
1950s and the 2000s, plateauing in the
last decade. Today, the crop occupies 4%
of the total cropped area in the region
and consumes 61% of the irrigation water.
As a result, the average river out�ow in
the upper Bhima basin has almost halved.
Long-standing government support for
sugarcane pricing and sales has expanded
sugarcane irrigation, restricting the
irrigation of more nutritious crops. Since
December 2023, the government has
been promoting sugarcane-juice-based
ethanol production, which may be
unwise for this water-starved area: 82% of
the sugar grown in Maharashtra comes
from low-rainfall areas. The Maharashtra
Water and Irrigation Commission in 1999
recommended that sugarcane should be
banned in areas that receive less than
1,000 mm of rainfall a year, yet
production has increased.

How do soil, topography matter?
Marathwada has predominantly clayey
black soil, locally called “regur”. It is

fertile and retains moisture well.
However, it has a low in�ltration rate:
when it rains, the water is either logged or
runs o�, but doesn’t percolate down to
recharge groundwater. To capture this
high run-o�, Maharashtra has been
building many dams — such that it is today
the State with the most large dams in the
country (1,845). The soil also has low
hydraulic conductivity and holds on to
the water for a long time after rains.
WELL Labs’ work in the region has found
that farmers face crop loss as a result.

Even within Marathwada, water
scarcity is not uniform. The area has
parallel tributaries of the Godavari and
the Krishna �owing southeast. Each
tributary �ows in the valley and is
separated by a gently sloping hill. The
valleys have perennial groundwater while
the uplands have seasonal groundwater.
This is because groundwater slowly
moves underground from upland areas to
the valleys. The wells in upland areas dry
up a few months after the monsoons, and
is where the water scarcity is most acute.
They are at a natural disadvantage and
deserve special support.

Can Marathwada be water-resilient?
Supply-side solutions are about making
the most of available resources. They
include classical watershed management
work (such as building water-conserving
structures like contour trenches, earthen
bunds, gully plugs, etc.). Second,
rainwater that runs o� agricultural �elds
carries the very soil that doesn’t allow the
water to percolate. So many of these
structures accumulate silt. Funds under
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Scheme could be
used to design silt-trapping mechanisms
and organise training programmes for
farmers on periodic desilting.

In a low-rainfall region, managing
water demand includes practising
water-e�cient irrigation, cultivating
drought-resistant crops, and diversifying
livelihoods. Marathwada must also shift to
other high-value, low-water-using crops,
while sugarcane production must move to
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West Bengal. 

Vivek Grewal is managing partner
(technical consulting) at WELL Labs. Veena
Srinivasan is the executive director of
WELL Labs.

Analysing Maharashtra’s water crisis
Why do di�erent regions of Maharashtra experience varied levels of water stress? Why is sugarcane production not suited for regions with less rainfall? What is

meant by the rain-shadow e�ect? How can supply-side solutions help the situation?

Vivek Grewal
Veena Srinivasan
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The Maharashtra government
has declared many parts of the
State to be drought-hit. This
situation is in sharp contrast
with the State’s coastal areas,
where rainfall has often been in
excess.
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Long-standing government
support for sugarcane pricing
and sales has expanded
water-intensive sugarcane
irrigation, restricting the
irrigation of more nutritious
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In a low-rainfall region,
managing water demand
includes practising
water-e�icient irrigation,
cultivating drought-resistant
crops, and diversifying
livelihoods. We must also
control sugarcane production,
if not reduce it.

The story so far: 

T
he recruitment of soldiers into
the armed forces as Agniveers
under the Agnipath scheme
has been a major issue in the

recent general election. After the election
results, NDA allies, the Janata Dal (United)
and Lok Janshakti Party (Ram Vilas),
raised the issue of Agnipath and called for
a discussion on it. The government is
open to changes and discussions are on,
o�cials in the know said.

What is the Agnipath scheme?
The Agnipath scheme for recruitment of
soldiers, sailors and airmen into the three
services was announced on June 14, 2022
doing away with the earlier process of
permanent recruitment. Under the new
scheme, Agniveers are recruited for four
years on the completion of which, up to
25% would be selected into the regular
ranks on a permanent basis. The age

bracket for new recruits was �xed at 17
and a half to 21 years of age and till 2026
the overall intake has been capped at 1.75
lakh. Subsequently, the Army is inducting
40,000 Agniveers per year and the Navy
and Air Force are recruiting around 3,000
Agniveers each. Agniveers during their
tenure can get class 12 certi�cates or a
Bachelor’s degree in addition to other skill
certi�cates and when leaving after four
years will get a lumpsum amount but are
not eligible for pension. Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh had termed it a
transformative initiative and a win-win
situation for all.

The government has stated that the
Agnipath scheme would bring down the
average age of the armed forces from 32
to 26 years in line with the age pro�le of
major armies worldwide. And that when
Agniveers return to society, they will
contribute to nation-building.

What are the concerns?
One of the biggest concerns for the armed

forces, especially the Army, is the
accentuating shortage of personnel in the
‘below the o�cer’s rank’ cadres. There
was no recruitment during the COVID-19
period for over two and half years which
created a de�ciency. For context, around
60,000 soldiers retire from the Army
every year, while 40,000 are being
recruited every year. So e�ectively the
shortage is adding on year by year.
Additionally, the low conversion rate of
25% from Agniveers to regular soldiers is
going to further accentuate the shortfall.
Given the short duration of four years, the
training schedules have also been
compressed accordingly. 

With the huge demand for recruitment
into the Army in some parts of the
country, the scheme became a political
issue as well as a campaign issue during
the election. The country was rocked by
violent protests when the scheme was
announced. Several parties have
demanded that it either be scrapped or
the concerns addressed.

There is anger among “certain
sections” on the Agnipath scheme, said
JD(U) leader K.C. Tyagi amidst talks within
the NDA on government formation. “The
Agnipath scheme should be reviewed
clause by clause,” he said.

What is the current status?
As reported by The Hindu earlier, as the
Agnipath scheme completes two years of
implementation, the Department of
Military A�airs (DMA) in the Defence
Ministry headed by the Chief of Defence
Sta� (CDS) has sought feedback from the
forces on the scheme. This, o�cials said,
is in line with the regular practice in the
armed forces of reviewing any major
scheme introduced or any weapon
platform inducted to make required
changes based on a detailed assessment.

Broadly, recommendation for
enhancing intake numbers, increasing the
permanent recruitment from 25% to at
least 50% are among the suggestions.
Also, there is a proposal to increase the
age limit for entry though the technical
route from 21 to 23 years to attract
enough technically quali�ed individuals.
This is not a new proposal but also
existed in the recruitment process earlier. 

Defence o�cials have stated that Navy
and Air Force have compiled the feedback
to be sent to the DMA. However, the Army
is still in the process of compilation and
will take some more time, multiple
o�cials con�rmed. The DMA will compile
all the recommendations and send it to
the Defence Ministry.

Will the Agnipath scheme be
revamped?
Will the formation of a new government lead to a more detailed discussion on the recruitment of soldiers as

Agniveers? How have the NDA allies reacted? What is the government’s stance?

Dinakar Peri
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implementation, the
Department of Military A�airs
(DMA) in the Defence Ministry
headed by the Chief of Defence
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“J
ulian Assange is free,”
WikiLeaks announced in a
statement on X. “He left
Belmarsh maximum security

prison [in the U.K.] on the morning of 24
June, after having spent 1901 days there”,
it further read. The co-founder of the
whistleblowing website, WikiLeaks, has
agreed to plead guilty to one count of
conspiracy to obtain and disclose
classi�ed U.S. national defence
documents, thus ending his long battle
against extradition to the U.S. He was
�own out of the U.K. to attend the court
hearing at Saipan, a U.S. Paci�c territory,
after which he will return to Australia.

Mr. Assange is wanted in the U.S. for
criminal charges, including breaking the
Espionage Act for WikiLeaks’ actions of
leaking thousands of secret U.S. �les in
2010. He was looking at a punishment
ranging up to 175 years in prison for
violations of the Espionage Act. 

Mr. Assange’s journey to freedom
wasn’t easy, and he had come
dangerously close to extradition. On June
17, 2022, then U.K. Home Secretary Priti
Patel had signed an extradition order for
Mr. Assange to the U.S. (which he was
able to later appeal). On the same day, the
Assange Defense Committee, a U.S.-based
coalition of media rights and human
rights groups, released a statement
through its co-chairs, which include the
renowned linguist and public intellectual
Noam Chomsky and former U.S. military
analyst and whistleblower Daniel
Ellsberg, that said the decision “was a sad
day for western democracy”. It added:
“U.S. government argues that its
venerated Constitution does not protect
journalism the government dislikes and
that publishing truthful information in
public interest is a subversive, criminal
act. This argument is a threat not only to
journalism, but to democracy itself.”

These were strong words in favour of a
man who has been held in the U.K.’s
Belmarsh prison ever since the Ecuador
Embassy revoked his asylum and
citizenship after he stayed for seven years
on its premises in London. Mr. Assange
initially underwent imprisonment for bail
violations during his stay in the Ecuador
Embassy and got a reprieve from a U.K
district judge, Vanessa Baraitser, in
January 2021, when she ruled that he
could not be extradited to the U.S.
because of concerns about his mental
health and the possibility of suicide in a
U.S prison with strict incarceration
conditions.

U.S. prosecutors later �led an appeal,
and the British High Court, this time in
December 2021, ruled in favour of the U.S.
following the Joe Biden administration’s
assurances on the terms of Mr. Assange’s
possible incarceration — that it would not
hold him at the highest security prison
facility (ADX Florence in Colorado, which
houses terrorists, drug tra�ckers, and
high-pro�le criminals) and that if he were
convicted, he could serve his sentence in
his native Australia if he requested it. Mr.
Assange moved the British Supreme
Court against the verdict, but on March
14, the Court refused permission to
appeal.

Mr. Assange’s travails have mirrored
those of the WikiLeaks organisation itself.

In February 2022, on WikiLeaks’ website,
the submission system for �les (by
whistleblowers, ‘hacktivists’, etc.) and its
email server went completely o�ine,
months after the organisation’s secure
chat services had stopped working in
October 2021. This was no surprise.

The organisation has been inevitably
linked to its co-founder, who still remains
a director. Ever since his incarceration,
the release of whistleblower documents
have only been few and far between and
much less in consequence compared to
what the organisation managed to achieve
between 2010 and 2019.

Origins and impact
WikiLeaks’ journey began in 2006 when
the website was �rst established and its
domain name registered by Mr. Assange.
While initially the website began as a
disclosure portal on the lines of the
Wikipedia model, with anonymous
submissions being put up and edited by
volunteers, it soon became a repository of
anonymously sourced material. News and
classi�ed information could be uploaded
on it using the anonymity software Tor,
which protects the uploader’s identity
from being eavesdropped on any network
and even by WikiLeaks itself.

Internal dissension and wrangling
between WikiLeaks employees had
resulted in problems with the submission
system, which resulted in its suspension
in 2010, but WikiLeaks relaunched the
site in 2015.

One of the earliest revelations by
Wikileaks was on how the U.S.
government had been deploying practices
at the Guantanamo Bay facility holding
terror suspects, that were in violation of
the Geneva Convention protocols.

Some of the most consequential leaks
during the period when the site’s

anonymised submission system still
remained active included the millions of
classi�ed �les from the U.S. Defence
Department on the Iraq and the Afghan
invasions, besides lakhs of State
Department communiques — both were
released by former U.S. soldier Chelsea
(then Bradley) Manning. These leaks
began with a 39-minute video released on
April 5, 2010 that showed gun-sight
footage of two U.S. AH-64 Apache
helicopters in action during the Iraqi
insurgency against the U.S. occupation in
2007. The video showed the helicopter
crew �ring indiscriminately and killing
civilians and two Reuters war
correspondents. For nearly three years,
Reuters had sought access to this video via
the U.S. Freedom of Information Act, but
had failed.

WikiLeaks promptly released the war
logs, which were published by a host of
media organisations and exposed human
rights abuses by occupation forces,
besides the increased fatality counts in
Iraq. The war logs’ release was followed
by the publication of several news stories,
including by The Hindu, based on
thousands of leaked diplomatic cables
that were also released by Ms. Manning,
leading to signi�cant public exposure of
the ways, lifestyles and attitudes of the
elite in various countries.

The WikiLeaks model — using
cryptographic tools to protect sources
and allowing for anonymous “leaks” of
sensitive information (that could also be
in public interest) to be published —
suddenly brought forth a new model of
extensive investigative journalism into
areas that were relatively shielded from
the public eye, such as the functioning of
the deep state in democratic societies and
the operation of power agencies in
autocracies.

While initially the cables were released
to �ve newspapers that undertook the
exercise of redacting sensitive
information before reporting on them and
published them over a year from late
2010 to 2011, the leak of the encryption
key of the full cache of �les (of what was
then termed “Cablegate”), resulted in the
release of unredacted material, an action
that was condemned by many media
outlets.

The lack of an anonymised submission
system between 2010 and 2015 did not
deter it from publishing other �les that
were obtained from other hackers such as
the Stratfor email leaks. Later, WikiLeaks
also published then presidential
candidate (and former Secretary of State)
Hillary Clinton’s aide John Podesta’s
emails before the 2016 presidential
elections. This action invited severe
critique of WikiLeaks from activists and
media personnel, who likened these leaks
to an e�ort to intervene in the 2016
elections with Mr. Assange having been
quoted as saying he wanted to “harm”
Hillary Clinton’s chances of winning the
presidency and accusing WikiLeaks of
obtaining this information from Russian
intelligence agency hackers, something
Wikileaks denied.

Later, it emerged that someone from
WikiLeaks had conversed with Clinton’s
presidential opponent, Donald Trump’s
son, Donald Trump Jr., seeking to
promote the leaks and even asking for
favours for Mr. Assange in Twitter DM
conversations.

Probe in the U.S.
Wikileaks’ releases, meanwhile, resulted
in reprisals from the U.S. government.
The Barack Obama administration began
investigation of the Manning leaks, and
Ms. Manning was convicted by court
martial in July 2013 for violating the
Espionage Act and underwent rigorous
imprisonment before her sentence was
commuted in January 2017 by the
President. However, the administration
concluded that it would not pursue
criminal charges against Mr. Assange and
WikiLeaks. The U.S. Justice Department
under former President Donald Trump,
however, charged Mr. Assange with
collaborating in a conspiracy with Ms.
Manning to crack a password on a
Defense Department network to publish
classi�ed documents and
communications on WikiLeaks in a sealed
indictment in April 2017. These charges
were unsealed in 2019.

Later, the Trump administration
further charged Mr. Assange with
violating the Espionage Act of 1917 — he
was indicted on 17 new charges related to
the Act at the U.S. District Court for the
Eastern District of Virginia. In June 2020,
the charges were further expanded for
conspiracy with hacker groups. The Biden
administration had made no attempt to
reverse these charges. Until now.

In April, Mr. Biden said that he was
considering a request from Australia to
drop its prosecution of Mr. Assange,
indicating a change in policy. And now
the U.S. with the plea deal has agreed to
drop all other charges, except one,
against the whistleblower. 

Mr. Assange’s legal case sets a
precedent for the future of investigative
journalism of the kind that WikiLeaks
represents and also serves as a litmus test
for free expression laws that allow for
unhindered journalism in countries like
the U.S.. While the organisation is now a
shell of what it was a decade ago, its
ability to harness the act of
whistleblowing to shine a light on the
inner workings of those in power
transformed investigative journalism,
even as its decisions to intervene in the
U.S. polity complicated its legacy.

The copy, published on June 19, 2022,
has been updated.

WikiLeaks: the enemy of 
the deep state
WikiLeaks’ fortunes have been inextricably tied with the travails of its co-founder Julian Assange, who after a

decade-long legal battle with the U.S., has �nally been let free

Freedom at last: Julian Assange at Bangkok Don Mueang International Airport, on June 25. REUTERS

Srinivasan Ramani
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QUESTION 1 

Let’s start with a simple and fun
question. After the letters failed to
reach Harry, which character
travels to Harry’s house to
personally deliver the Hogwarts
acceptance letter?
X

QUESTION 2 

Which filmmaker had become a
fan of the book series after his
daughter persuaded him to read
the first three books, leading him
to call his agent to arrange a
meeting at Warner Bros. to direct
the film?
X

QUESTION 3 

Another from the book’s plot:
what is the platform number to

board the Hogwarts Express at
King’s Cross railway station?
X

QUESTION 4 

The director of the film (answer
to question 2) wanted Daniel
Radcli�e to be cast for the role
of Harry. Which previous work
of Radcli�e had impressed the
director to cast him for the role?
X

QUESTION 5 

This character is a poltergeist
who causes trouble in
Hogwarts. Rik Mayall was cast
for this character’s role in the
film, but his scenes were cut
from the final film, which
eventually led to the character
being omitted from all the
Harry Potter films that followed.
What is the name of the
character?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily

quiz: 1. The place where India’ s first Test match was held
and its result. Ans: At the iconic Lord’s and India went

down by 158 runs

2. The two ‘royals who stepped down for the Test and the
veteran star who was chosen to lead. Ans: Maharaja of

Porbandar Natwarsinhji Bhavsinhji Sahib Bahadur

and his brother-in-law Ghanshyamsinhji Daulatsinhji

gave way for Cottari Kanakaiya Nayudu to helm the

side

3. The England captain who became ‘infamously’ famous
later that year. Ans: Douglas Jardine of ‘Bodyline’

fame

4. The siblings who donned the India whites in the historic
first Test. Ans: Syed Nazir Ali and Syed Wazir Ali

5. The distinction Bill Bowes shares with the 11 Indians
who played in that match. Ans: He was the lone English

debutant!

6. Lall Singh born in this country. Ans: Malaysia

Visual: Name this tearaway fast bowler. Ans: Mohammad

Nissar

Early Birds: Prashant Nain| Vamsi Mamidala| M. Suresh
Kumar| Tamal Biswas| Abhinav Satwat

THE DAILY QUIZ

J.K. Rowling’s ‘Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone’ was �rst published on this day
in 1997. Quiz yourself on the book, and the subsequent �lm of the same name

X

Visual question:

This actor essayed the role of one of the most famous characters
in the whole series. However, after portraying the role for two
films, he passed away, after which another actor played the role.
Name both actors. Which is the character? AP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Sindhu Nagaraj

“What is the meaning of ‘save’ in the
following sentence? ‘In our country, save
for some big cities, boys and girls cannot
mingle freely.’ (N, Ulaganathan, Madras)”

“It means ‘with the exception of’. What
the writer means is that in our country
boys and girls cannot mix freely except in
some big cities. Here are some examples: 

I know nothing about Sailaja save that
she’s Hari’s wife. 

No one saw the gruesome accident, save
Balagopal. 

In these two sentences, the word ‘save’
is used as a synonym for ‘except’. This use
of ‘save’ is normally found in formal
writing. You hardly ever use the word in
the sense of ‘except’ in conversation. If
you do, you are likely to be thought of as a
snob. What would your friend think if you
told him, “Listen Vasu. I’d like to help you
save I have no money. I’m broke!” In fact,
some grammarians disapprove the use of
‘save’ even in writing. They feel that ‘save’
is old fashioned.” 

“Can we say ‘thank you ever so much’?
(V. R. Moorthi, Thiruvananthapuram)”

“Yes, we can. But this expression is not
used very often. “Thank you ever so
much” cannot be used with everybody.
One has to be careful with the use of this
expression. It should be used only with
the people you are very, very intimate
with — relatives, and close friends. 

Thank you ever so much for the
wonderful pair of earrings, Aunty. 

That was a wonderful meal, Usha.
Thank you ever so much. 

This expression is normally used when
someone has done or given something for
which your are very, very grateful. The
more common ways of thanking people
are: ‘thanks’, ‘thank you’, ‘many thanks’,
‘thank you very much’, ‘thanks a lot’,
‘thanks a million’, and ‘thanks awfully’.
‘Thanks a lot’, ‘thanks a million’ and
‘thanks awfully’ should not be used in
formal situations; they are colloquial
expressions. But don’t say ‘thank you a
lot’ and ‘thank you a million’.”

“Go down with (V. Kulkarni, Nagpur).”
“You ‘go down with’ an illness. 
Her son has gone down with dysentery. 
For a couple of days, she was feeling

awfully tired and �nally went down with a
�u.

“’Drop round’ in ‘She dropped round
last evening’. (S. S. Bhatnagar, New
Delhi)”

“’Drop round’ means to visit someone
without giving notice, without any
appointment. 

She dropped round on her way back
from o�ce. 

‘Drop in’ and ‘drop by’ also mean the
same as ‘drop round’. ‘Drop in’ and ‘drop
by’ are more frequently used.

Published in The Hindu on June 30,
1992.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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F
or the first time since the
Green Revolution era, India is
staring at a contracting
supply of foodgrains and an
uncomfortable reality of food

insecurity. Although the country’s
granaries are brimming and foodgrains
and horticulture production are at record
levels, climate change-induced weather
variability is taking a toll on the country’s
ability to cope with its adverse e�ect on
food production, availability, and
inflation — pushing a large section of
society to government supplied
free-ration and cash aid.

The discourse on imminent food
insecurity is an awkward truth. The
policy actions of restricting stock piling,
imposing export duty, reducing import
tari�s, and banning export of agri
commodities from rice to sugar threaten
the food security of the
country’s140-crore people.

Moreover, the narrowing agriculture
trade surplus, export-import imbalance,
and galloping import of food items from
edible oil to pulses to increased demand
for the import of animal feed such as
maize, Distiller’s Dried Grains with
Soluble (DDGS) — a by-product of maize
based ethanol, soybean grain and meal —
are worrisome. The surprising opening of
the Indian animal feed market to
imported alfalfa hay in 2023 (lucerne, or
commonly known as rizka, as forage
crop) from the US as part of the India-US
Trade Policy Forum shows the paucity of
animal feed for our thriving livestock
sector. 

In addition to feeding Indians with
imported palm oil, soyabean oil, lentils,
pigeon pea, chickpea, Washington apple
and California almonds, the time has
come to feed the Indian cattle and bu�alo
population with imported alfalfa hay.
This is the stark reality of agriculture
today, which is concealed in the laurels of
the past. In fact, agriculture research in
India is stuck in the sloganeering of the
Green Revolution era of the 1960s and
1970s.

Over the last 75 years, the country has
increased its arable area from 97.3 million
hectares in 1950 to 132.2 million hectares
in 2023-24; an increase of 0.47 per cent
per annum. On the other hand, foodgrain
production has risen by a factor of six,
from 50.8 million tonnes in 1950 to 350
million tonnes in 2023-24, an average

annual increase of 7.85 per cent as
compared to an average area increase of
0.47 per cent per annum. Undoubtedly,
the productivity gains were a result of
painstaking research in developing high
yielding varieties of seeds coupled with
expansion of irrigation, mechanisation,
and other technological inputs. The
Green Revolution is a classic example of
technology-led transformation of
agriculture production and a new
paradigm of research based institutional
support.

A recent empirical study by
ICAR-NIAEPR points out that the
pay-o�s to investment in agricultural

research and extension are quite
significant. The study reveals that every
rupee spent on agriculture research paid
back ₹13.85, on extension ₹7.40 and on
livestock sector ₹20.81, which is much
higher than in other sectors of the
economy. A RBI study in 2008 confirmed
a similar outcome with regard to
investment in agri research — a return of
₹13.45 per rupee spending on agriculture
R&D. The RBI also noted that investment
in agriculture research, education and
rural infrastructure is often the most
e�ective in promoting agriculture
growth and poverty reduction.

However, the pace and pattern of
investments in agriculture have been
grossly skewed towards welfare schemes
in the last two decades. Not only has the
magnitude of investment in agriculture
welfare schemes skyrocketed but also the
ratio of investment in welfare to agri
research has increased from 4:1 to 15:1.
The current investment trend in
agriculture has completely ignored
research, education, and extension. Over
the last decade, the investment in

agriculture welfare implemented by
Department of Agriculture and Farmers’
Welfare jumped from ₹21,190 crore in
2013-14 to ₹1,15,532 crore in 2023-24, an
increase of around 450 per cent. The
corresponding increase in agri research
administered by the Department of
Agricultural Research and Education was
from ₹4,881 crore to ₹9,504 crore, a 90
per cent rise (see Chart). 

The current allocation of resource for
agriculture research is barely 8 per cent of
the budget allocated for agriculture
welfare and cash aid. The meagre
resources are for serving a vast national
agriculture research system comprising
103 ICAR institutes and 72 State and
Central Agricultural Universities
housing over 6,000 agriculture scientists,
25,000 academia and around 11,000
extension professionals working in 731
Krishi Vigyan Kendra (KVKs).
Unfortunately, almost 90 per cent of agri
research funds are utilised for salaries, a
chunk of the remaining 10 per cent for
administrative matters and only a
meagre amount for agriculture research.
Several new institutes have been created
without any infrastructure for R&D and
the infra of State Agricultural
Universities are either outdated or not
commensurate with present-day needs.

DRACONIAN LAWS

The piling up of applications for the
approval of pesticides, bio-stimulants
and biotech traits and excessive focus on
traditional production practices would
do more harm than good. In addition,
agriculture needs to be unshackled from
the clutches of two draconian laws,
including the Essential Commodity Act
1955 and the Fertilizer Control Order
1985. Sooner than later, India needs to
revitalise the scientific community and
break the ‘plaque ceremony culture’ of
running R&D institutions. The need of
the hour is to at least double public sector
investment in agriculture research,
education and extension.

Reversing the current trend and
ensuring food security can be achieved
only by designing and developing
projects in mission mode in priority areas
of food, feed, fibre and fuel, in
coordination with multidisciplinary
teams across R&D institutions. A new
paradigm of ‘welfare science’ should take
over from populist welfare schemes and
India should once again embark on the
accelerated path of science based food
self-su�ciency and farmers’ prosperity
amidst pressing and unprecedented new
challenges.

The writers are with South Asia Biotechnology Centre,
Jodhpur. Views are personal

Agriculture needs research focus

Almost 90 per cent of
agri research funds are
utilised for salaries, a chunk
of the remaining 10 per cent
for administrative matters
and only a meagre amount
for agriculture research.

CHANGE TACK. Stepping up investments in agri research, rather than on welfare schemes, is key to ensuring food security
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I
n order to strike down the egregious claims
made by one advertiser, Patanjali Ayurved, and
to prevent further distorted claims by other

advertisers in the future, the Supreme Court in an
order on May 7, 2024, had directed broadcasters, and
print and digital media to file self-declaration
certificates (SDCs) that their ads comply with all
extant rules. While it’s nobody’s case that this
self-declaration would curb misleading ads, the
ham-handed manner of its implementation has
advertisers and media houses fretting.

In order to comply with the SC order, the
I&B Ministry mandated that all advertisers
upload details about their advertisements
— print and digital — on the Press Council
of India site, and TV and radio media on the
Broadcast Seva portal of the I&B Ministry
from June 18. While the self-declaration
certificates sought on the PCI site exceed
28,000 as on date, that on the Seva site is
not clear. This has stirred a hornet’s nest
among advertisers as the sites have been
unable to handle the hundreds of log-ins for
the SDCs. They complain that the sites
hang, the process is cumbersome and takes
ages to upload, resulting in a delay in the
release of the ads to media houses and
consequent financial implications. These
glitches have shades of the earlier launch
and implementation of the income tax
portal and the GST portal which went
through all the same teething troubles. 

This again goes to prove that the digital
backbone needs to be robust before
embarking on such mammoth-scale
endeavours. Other doubts and issues
abound. As the Indian Newspaper Society
in a letter to the Secretary of the I&B
Ministry points out, requiring all ads to
seek SDCs is not advisable. There are ads
that make no claims — the whole kerfuffle
emanated from misleading claims made by
Patanjali ads — so these ads need to be
exempted from such compliance, is its plea.
Then there are government and public
sector ads or statutory ads which may not
need self-declarations. Getting SDCs for
di�erent sizes and versions of the same ad,
as well as in di�erent languages, also adds
to the compliance burden.

Digital media, which is now closely
integrated with the operations of the print
media, has its own set of challenges as well.
Digital ads are often released in tandem
with print ads which means the SDCs need
to be secured simultaneously, a challenge
given that digital ads are more malleable
and can be produced in various formats
ranging from videos to banner ads. There
are other issues of confidentiality as well, if
an advertiser has to reveal the entire media
plan on the portals and lose the edge over
rivals. While the move by the I&B Ministry
is in compliance with the SC order and is a
welcome step to safeguard consumer
interest and curb misleading advertising by
unscrupulous advertisers, the manner of its
implementation needs refinement and fine
tuning. More confabulations with the
advertising industry are certainly called for.

Glitches galore
SDC process for ads needs fine tuning
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Curb ‘front running’
This refers to to ‘Front running in
Quant MF, SEBI’s action can
undermine investor trust’ (June 25).
It is very disappointing that the
o�cials and dealers of Quant MF,
which has been highly rated by the
market and trusted by investors,
have acted unethically by indulging in
“front running”. SEBI’s action may
“undermine investor trust” in the
impugned MF entity, but the
regulator’s action of conducting
search and seizure operations on
finding irregularities is necessary to
initiate corrective measures and to
send a message to the entire MF
industry that violators of rules and
regulations will be dealt with
severely. 

Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Delhi’s water crisis
This refers to ‘Who’s responsible for
Delhi’s water crisis?’ (June 25). Delhi
is in the throes of a severe water
crisis exacerbated by scorching
temperatures nearing 50 degrees
Celsius. Since Delhi relies heavily on
its neighbouring States to meet
almost 90 per cent of its drinking
water needs, unfortunately politics
has taken centre-stage and blame
games are on between the ruling and
opposition parties. Population
growth and economic development
have together put pressure on water
resources. Reports suggest half a
century ago, per capita water

availability in India was 2.5 times
more than the current level —
implying that authorities failed to
keep the water supply apace with the
growing demand.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru 

Deposit insurance
This refers to ‘Bank deposits are
growing, but how well are they
protected?’ (June 25). With the rise
in interest rates, deposits are also on
the increase. However, depositors
need to be assured about the safety
of their money parked with banks.
Statistics reveal that the coverage of
deposits under DICGC insurance is
not commensurate with their
growth.

As per extant norms, if a bank goes
into liquidation, DICGC is liable to
pay to the liquidator the claim
amount of each depositor up to the
limit prescribed within two months
from the date of receipt of claim list
from the liquidator. 
In the recent past, no public sector
bank has gone into liquidation.
Alternatively, the RBI finds a way to
merge weaker banks with the
stronger ones, as has happened
recently. 
RV Baskaran
Chennai

E�ective governance
The Prime Minister’s call for
consensus signals his commitment
to honouring the people’s mandate.

In the previous Lok Sabha, the
government faced minimal
opposition due to the disarray
among opposing parties. The unity
displayed by the INDIA bloc
resonated with voters, who expect
them to act as an e�ective
check-and-balance in Parliament.
Despite di�ering ideologies and
occasional conflicts, their
parliamentary performance must
reflect the electorate’s wishes. The
Prime Minister has rightly
emphasised on the need for decisive
actions, resonating with the public’s
desire for e�ective governance
amidst concerns like unemployment
and inflation. 
Vijaykumar HK
Raichur

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

P
olitical hell broke loose when
President Joe Biden announced an
initiative that would eventually

o�er citizenship to some 500,000
undocumented immigrants and benefit
some 50,000 children from having to be
deported. It was the same Biden who a
few weeks earlier announced measures
to toughen up asylum procedures at the
southern border which seemed to be
uncontrollable.

“The Statue of Liberty is not some relic
of American history. It still stands for
who we are… I also refuse to believe that
for us to continue to be an America that
embraces immigration, we have to give
up securing our border. They’re false
choices”, the President remarked in
announcing his new scheme that would
allow undocumented spouses of
American citizens living in the US for at
least 10 years by June 17 to request for
permanent residency and staying on in
the country during the process. 

In normal times the announcement
would not have received the kind of
attention and reactions it did. But the
November 5 Presidential election is not
too far away and immigration is one of
the top on the charts where both the

incumbent and his challenger, the former
President Donald Trump, are trying to
make inroads not just with their
traditional bases of support that in some
instances are seen wavering in a crucial
election, especially in the six or seven
battleground states.

BALANCING ACT

For President Biden it is imperative to
hold on to the progressives and the Left
in the Democratic party, as well as
making sure that the Hispanics and
Latinos are with him and the Democrats.
In a poll done in March only 3 of 10
Americans approved Biden’s handling of
immigration and border security with
about one half of adults maintaining that
the President is extremely or very
responsible of what is happening on the
US-Mexico border.

The tough-cum-lenient approach of
the administration has also to be seen in
the context of robust polling numbers
wanting to deport all or most
undocumented immigrants but voters in
battleground states weighing in favour of
allowing spouses of Americans who have
lived for over five years without
documents to stay. The dual approach on
immigration issues has earned the wrath
of Republicans and other conservatives
of President Biden wanting it “both

ways”. The Biden approach has taken a
lot of flak even if one were to dismiss the
ridiculous assertion that all those who
stand to benefit would be lining up to
vote for the incumbent President this
November — factoring in the time frame
involved to process the green cards and
naturalisation, many in this group would
be extremely lucky to vote even in the
2028 election.

It is not that the administration has
only factored in one group of
undocumented, but that it has forgotten
the impact this could have on those
legally and legitimately waiting for a
green card or in the impact this move was
going to have on the H-1B numbers. 

In one sense, Indian Americans who

are in the top three of the undocumented
list — in the neighbourhood of 800,000
— could benefit by the White House
order, but the community as a whole
could question the priorities of the
Democratic President especially at a time
when there is a clamour for high skilled
visas and in doing away with the seven per
cent country-wise quotas on permanent
residency. 

For instance, there is apprehension in
some quarters that expediting work visas
for Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) and undocumented
immigrants could make things harder for
Indian professionals to get a H-1B visa. 

In the last two decades or more
Republicans and Democrats in the
Congress have been unable to come
together on a comprehensive
immigration bill; and to a large extent the
di�erences have been on security
measures at the border and the pathway
to a citizenship. And this is precisely
where President Biden finds himself
now: the di�cult reconciliation between
seeing families torn apart and giving a fair
shot to those who have been in the
country legally for years waiting for their
chance. 

The writer is a senior journalist who has reported from
Washington DC on North America and United Nations

Fixing a broken immigration system is not easy

Sridhar Krishnaswami

AT THE BORDER. Families torn apart

Republicans and Democrats haven’t found common ground on security measures at the border and pathway to citizenship
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A
fter the fractured verdict in
the 2024 general elections,
there was a general

impression that the Centre would
adopt an accommodative
approach due to their dependence
on other parties. 

A look at the decisions taken at
the 53rd meeting of the GST
Council would seem to confirm
this impression. Almost six
decisions were proposed at the
meeting which included 14
changes in GST rates, eight
changes in other areas of services,
21 measures and 11 clarifications
to facilitate trade and six other
changes of administrative nature. 

The Council proposed that a
separate entry be created in
Notification No. 12/2017- CTR
28.06.2017 under heading 9963
(Accommodation services) to
exempt accommodation services
having value of supply of
accommodation up to ₹20,000 per
month per person subject to the
condition that the
accommodation service is
supplied for a minimum
continuous period of 90 days. 

A similar benefit would be
extended to past cases. The
Council has proposed five changes
in taxability of
insurance/re-insurance services.
For instance, transaction of ceding
commission/re-insurance
commission between insurer and
re-insurer may be declared as no
supply under Schedule III of
CGST Act, 2017. 

The Council has also stated that
past cases may be regularised on a
“as is where is basis”. 

The GST Council should
instruct the Ministry of Finance to
replace the phrase “may be
regularised” to “should be
regularised”.

A new Section 128A is being
proposed to be introduced in the
CGST Act which would waive
interest and penalties for demand
notices issued under Section 73 of
the CGST Act for the fiscal years
2017-18, 2018-19 and 2019-20, in
cases where the taxpayer pays the
full amount of tax demanded in
the notice till 31.03.2025. 

The waiver does not cover
demand of erroneous refunds. 

The proposed waiver of interest
and penalty is only for cases where
Section 73 has been invoked.
There have been instances of
trigger-happy o�cers invoking
Section 74 even when there has
been no fraud, wilful
misstatement or suppression of
facts. 

The waiver will work well only if
there are clear instructions given

to the assessing o�cers on the
distinction between Section 73
and Section 74.

EASIER APPEALS

Establishment of GST Appellate
Tribunals has been the biggest
let-down to the taxpayer. Some of
these Tribunals are expected to be
up and running this year but are
bound to be flooded with a huge
backlog of cases. 

Sensing this, the GST Council is
proposing that monetary limits
subject to certain exclusions for
filing appeals from the Tribunal to
the Supreme Court. The threshold
limits being proposed are ₹20 lakh
(Tribunal), ₹1 crore (High Court)
and ₹2 crore (Supreme Court). 

While this a welcome move,
CBIC should make sure that the
sentence “subject to certain
exceptions” is not made a rule but
remains an exception. The GST
Council would also do well to list
out a few areas of dispute where
they would not recommend
litigation irrespective of the
amount. For instance, for the
di�erences between input tax
credit as per GSTR 3B and GSTR
2A, there is an existing procedure
that can be further refined. If the
procedure is followed by the
taxpayer, there is no necessity for
the department to go on appeal. 

In a taxpayer-friendly gesture,
the amount of pre-deposit
required to file an appeal is also
being reduced. The proposal to
introduce an amendment to GSTR
1 is also a welcome move. The
Finance Minister has also
announced the establishment of a
fitment committee to recommend
rationalisation of GST rates.

The conciliatory approach of
the GST Council would ensure
that tax laws are reasonable and
will spring no surprises in the
future. If assessing o�cers at the
ground level are trained to be
reasonable and not spring any
surprises, we could actually be
moving towards a good and simple
tax, seven years after the phrase
was coined.

The writer is a chartered accountant

GST: A conciliatory way

Mohan R Lavi

GST COUNCIL. Welcome
decisions /ISTOCKPHOTO

The Council’s accommodative approach is welcome

R
ecently an Indian traveller,
whose connecting flight
from Europe to India was
delayed by 24 hours, decided
to sue the airlines. The

aggrieved traveller sued the airline in
Europe instead of a consumer court in
India.

This option delivered justice to the
consumer sitting in India without the
hassle of visiting the chambers of
advocates or the courts!

Given the complexities and the delays
involved in India’s redressal grievance
system, the traveller found a claims
management company in Europe online
that dealt in such cases. 

Based on an agreement executed
between the air traveller and the
company, the attorneys in Europe took
the case to courts there as the airline did
not agree to settle the case initially. 

The agreement provided that if the
claim succeeded, the compensation
proceeds will be split in the pre-agreed
manner between the consumer and the
claims management company and if it
failed, the consumer did not have to pay
anything to the company.

Finally, when the case was taken to
court, the airline agreed to pay
compensation and the claims
management company transferred the
agreed share out of the compensation
money, to the bank account of the
traveller.

CHAMPERTY AGREEMENTS

This brings into context the role of
Champerty Agreements where third
parties, usually attorneys, agree to
finance a compensation claim in lieu of a
share of awarded compensation by the
courts and this practice has been
prevalent in many foreign jurisdictions
and has been proven to be very
e�cient/cost e�ective making the
justice accessible particularly for class
action suits or small claims.

In India, the status of such
agreements (Champerty Agreements),
is nuanced under the Indian Contract
Act, 1872 and are subjected to a closer
scrutiny by courts of law based on their
fairness, reasonableness and the larger
objectives of public policy. 

Besides, such assessment by the
courts depends upon the specific facts of
each case. So, in India, such agreements

are not per se illegal but their validity is
determined on the principles of public
policy and equity by the courts, which
have held such arrangements to be void if
they are found to be against public policy
or as promoting frivolous or vexatious or
unnecessary litigation or are otherwise
deemed to be extortionate or
unconscionable.

PROS AND CONS

This framework helps claimants who do
not have the financial means to pursue
cases on their own. 

The advocates with a financial stake in
the outcome would be motivated to

pursue cases vigorously, diligently and
e�ciently, leading to a faster resolution.
Consumers, of course, do not bear any
financial risk of litigation if the case is
lost. 

Of course, if the case is won, they will
get the pre-determined and pre-agreed
share out of the compensation allowed
by the courts. 

However, making such agreements
legal also opens up the risk of
exploitative practices by lawyers. They
might even lead to frivolous litigation. 

NEED FOR REFORM

India’s consumer law framework,
though robust and accessible, can also be
complex, time consuming and expensive
for claimants. 

The objective behind the passing of
the Consumer Protection Act was to
provide a simple, speedy and
inexpensive remedy without any
complexities of ordinary civil court. 

But in practice, often cases end up
taking more time than stipulated under
the Consumer Protection Act for

disposal of consumer complaints.
In this scenario, if champertous

agreements are recognised and properly
regulated, they may provide an
alternative mechanism to the consumers
to pursue their claims. The government
can consider various safeguards before
allowing such agreements, establishing
clear guidelines on what will constitute a
fair and balanced agreement. 

To begin with, such arrangements can
be allowed for consumer matters. There
is also a need for a monitoring system for
oversight and regulation of attorney’s
conduct involved in such matters and
the Bar councils need to constantly
monitor lawyers’ profession conduct.
This would require amendments to the
Indian Contract Act, 1872, the
Consumer Protection Act, 2019 and the
Advocates Act, 1961.

It is time to seriously consider
allowing such mechanisms, on a pilot
basis for consumer cases.

Sushila is Associate Professor, and Sarangi is Student of
National Law University, Delhi

The Champerty route
to consumer justice
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Under this system, the
lawyer splits the
compensation amount with
the consumer in an
pre-agreed formula if the case
is won, but if it is lost the
consumer bears no expense.

FAST TRACK. This framework can ensure speedy and cost-e�ective
justice to claimants in consumer cases

SUSHILA 
SHIKHAR SARANGI

E
uropean political groups on
Tuesday agreed a deal on top
European Union posts, selecting

Germany's Ursula von der Leyen for a
second term as head of the European
Commission, the bloc's powerful
executive body, sources told Reuters.

The three main centrist political
groups agreed the package that would
also make Portuguese ex-premier
Antonio Costa European Council
president and Estonian Prime Minister
Kaja Kallas EU foreign policy chief, the
sources said.

The deal, initially reported by
Germany's Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung newspaper and dpa newswire,
was struck by negotiators for the
centre-right, centre-left and liberal
European party alliances.

Von der Leyen, Costa and Kallas had
been widely expected to take the top jobs
but the EU's national leaders did not
agree on the package when they met for a
dinner last week.

With the backing of the three big party
groups, the deal is now likely to be
confirmed swiftly when the national
leaders meet again at a summit in
Brussels on Thursday and Friday.

However, von der Leyen will also need
the backing of the European Parliament
to secure a second term. Diplomats say
that is no foregone conclusion. 

EU: Von der Leyen
lined up for 2nd term 

Reuters

Short take

June 26, 2004

MF scheme mergers leave investors with tax burden 
Mergers of mutual fund schemes are leaving investors with the burden of capital
gains tax. With the industry expected to consolidate further, investors are worried
about the unanticipated tax outflow that they would be forced to pay. Unit
holders who have invested in a scheme that is being merged have two options:
redeem the units and exit the scheme or move to the new scheme.

UB group plans low-cost airline by year-end: Mallya 
The Chairman of the UB Group, Mr Vijay Mallya, said on Friday that the group
would be launching a low-cost airline to be branded ‘Kingfisher’ by the year-end.
“We plan to launch a low-cost no-frills airline. However, it will provide a great
experience to the passengers who travel with us,” Mr Mallya told newspersons
after a meeting with the Minister for Civil Aviation, Mr Praful Patel.

Tatas launch sub-Rs 1000 indiOne hotel
A hundred years after setting up the country’s first luxury hotel, the Indian Hotels
Company launched today ‘indiOne’, India’s first “no attitude” hotel with tari�
under Rs 1,000. The hotel is located at the heart of India’s Silicon Valley, at
Whitefield near Bangalore. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Hairdressing establishment

(5) 

04. Bravery, valour (7) 

08. Topmost point reached by

tide (4,5,4) 

10. Name the letters (5) 

11. Possesses (4) 

12. Omen (4) 

16. Go over the lines (5) 

17. Failure to turn up (3-10) 

19. Doctor who operates (7) 

20. Wooden work-shoe (5) 

DOWN 

01. Day trips for pupils (6,7) 

02. Limb (3) 

03. Fairly recent, modern (6) 

04. To this place (6) 

05. Not frequently (6) 

06. Supposing, forming mental

picture (9) 

07. Manages to balance

budget (5,4,4) 

09. Arms smuggler (3-6) 

13. U-shaped fastening (6) 

14. Deep hollow in the rocks

(6) 

15. Opposes face to face (6) 

18. Pinch, arrest (3)

ACROSS 

01. Where hair is cut one's boy will take a novice

driver in (5) 

04. Bravery of the woman is shown in decoration

(7) 

08. It shows upper reach of spring, perhaps

(4,5,4) 

10. What wizard may cast for a time on watch (5) 

11. Admits to having nothing, three ways (4) 

12. Put one's name to such as The Balance (4) 

16. The merest hint that one will go over (5) 

17. Failure to be there is negative in France with

one's looks (3-10) 

19. He is making cuts in the theatre (7) 

20. Something's afoot, rating being taken in by

drunkard (5) 

DOWN 

01. Forms, dismissed, sing about trips to the museum and such

(6,7) 

02. One side for cricketer for example after Larwood's opening

(3) 

03. When is an adjustment to be made of fairly recent times? (6) 

04. Strike with the woman on this side (6) 

05. How infrequently one might depend on holding a right (6) 

06. Having it in mind one is after a trap in breaking the Ming (9) 

07. What ring-maker does with ends of rod in balancing budget

(5,4,4) 

09. The athlete after Lewis, who smuggles arms (3-6) 

13. Principal commodity will let one fasten leaves together (6) 

14. Crave change of direction where the rock is hollowed out (6) 

15. Confronts the spade and Van Dyke (6) 

18. Apprehend a note to take good care will have a heart (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Sifts 4. Escorts 8. Hourglass 9. Inn 10. Optical 12. Kepi 14. Stirred 17. Lard 18. Compost 20. Old 21. In general 23. Surfeit 24. Sorry DOWN 1. Schoolfellows 2. Fruits 3. Sagacity 4. Era 5. Cash 6.

Raised 7. Sentimentally 11. Lyric 13. Beam-ends 15. Trader 16. Horror 19. File 22. Got

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2469

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2468

NOT SO EASY
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T
he future of the World Trade Organization (WTO) remains deeply uncer-
tain. The possible return of Donald Trump to the White House has con-
centrated attention, particularly in the West. Mr Trump has made no 
secret of the fact that he disapproves of the way international trade is 

currently governed, and that the United States has got a raw deal in it. The change 
brought by a second Trump term might be overstated, as the current Democratic 
administration has hardly been pro-trade either — the WTO remains hobbled by 
the US’ continued veto of new judges to the appellate body that determines trade 
disputes. But, even so, some countries are reportedly seeking to move ahead on 
reviving the WTO in at least two new areas: Control over international fisheries 
and e-commerce. These are issues that were not major concerns when the original 
trade talks were taking place under the auspices of the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade, or GATT. However, they are now of increasing importance. 

The question is how India can and should respond to attempts to codify rules 
for fisheries and e-commerce. Naturally, the national interest must be fairly rep-
resented in Geneva. But the national interest should be defined in terms of the 
interests of consumers as well as producers, and tempered with an understanding 
that well-governed international trade is of vital importance. A previous ministerial 
conference worked hard to come to an agreement about fisheries, but India was 
one of the countries that prevented some clauses of the draft agreement from 
coming into force. Indian officials raised some good points about the need for 
poorer countries to continue to subsidise small and artisanal fishing enterprises. 
Indeed, there is no reason why single-family fishing enterprises should be treated 
the same way as large-scale trawler fleets. India must work harder to draw a dis-
tinction between its own concern for smaller fishermen and the unrestricted sub-
sidies to mechanised deep-sea fishing provided by the People’s Republic of China, 
for instance. It is after all the latter (unrestricted subsidies) that create risks of 
overfishing and naval incidents, which impact India as well as every other coastal 
country — that is the real target of any fisheries agreement. 

When it comes to the e-commerce Joint Statement Initiative, India is not 
part of the negotiations at the moment. The official position — that India would 
like the existing WTO systems to be revived before expanding the body’s scope — 
has some merit to it. But it is also true that every country always benefits from 
being in the room when such agreements are being discussed and hammered 
out. A commitment to multilateralism must not stand in the way of being party to 
beneficial plurilateral agreements. If others go ahead without considering Indian 
priorities, then there is a real risk that the rules of the road will be altered perma-
nently, and India will become a rule-taker rather than rule-maker in this arena. 
India should reconsider its refusal to engage in discussions on e-commerce. The 
broader fact that the WTO has become dysfunctional is beyond New Delhi’s control 
alone. But the fact is that lack of faith in the WTO is spurring various plurilateral 
efforts. Indian officials must recognise that this is reality and figure out how to 
become part of the process, not just bystanders.

Labour reforms
Engagement with states will help

O
ver 40 central and 100 state laws governing labour relations exist in 
India, regulating various aspects of the subject, such as resolution of 
industrial disputes, working conditions, social security, and wages. 
Over the years, the multiplicity of labour laws in the country, with 

several archaic provisions, inconsistent definitions, and ambiguities, made 
compliance difficult and messy. Apart from multiplicity, the complexity of the 
labour laws was hindering industrial growth in India. To address the issue, the 
government took a bold step in terms of simplifying labour laws into four com-
prehensive labour codes. Of the 44 existing central laws, 29 central labour laws 
were consolidated and codified into these four labour codes — Code on Wages 
(2019), Code on Social Security (2020), Industrial Relations Code (2020), and 
Occupational, Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code (2020). 

Notably, the labour codes received approval from both Houses of Parliament 
as well as the President’s assent, and the draft central rules on all four labour 
codes have been pre-published by the Union government. Four years later, how-
ever, the anticipated benefits have yet to materialise owing to delays in imple-
mentation. In this regard, the Ministry of Labour and Employment reportedly 
plans to conduct training workshops for state government officials and familiarise 
them with the labour codes. The initiative must be welcomed, given that the 
codes have the potential to foster ease of doing business and encourage formal 
job creation. The codes will introduce significant changes, including an increase 
in the threshold for layoffs and retrenchment in industrial establishments from 
100 workers to 300 workers. This increased flexibility to employers is likely to 
attract more investment because firms can now scale their workforce in accor-
dance with business needs without facing stringent regulatory hurdles. Changes 
have also been introduced relating to workers’ right to strike. Further, the coverage 
of social-security benefits has been extended to a broader section of the workforce, 
including gig and platform workers. While this may result in higher operational 
costs, it will ensure a more secure and motivated workforce, which will enhance 
productivity and reduce turnover rates. 

Labour is a concurrent subject that enables both Parliament and Assemblies 
to make laws. Implementation has been delayed because some states have yet to 
finalise their rules under the codes. A recent study by the V V Giri National Labour 
Institute suggests that a total of 24 states/Union Territories have made rules under 
all four codes so far. West Bengal, Meghalaya, Nagaland, Lakshadweep, and Dadra 
& Nagar Haveli are yet to formulate rules under any of the codes. Clearly, the 
Centre wants to implement the codes only when all states are on board to avoid 
legal issues after implementation. Additionally, in some states where draft rules 
have been formulated, the state codes differ from the central laws, which will 
make implementation difficult. The Centre has done well to start sensitising state 
government officials about the labour codes. It would need to build on this and 
address differences, if any. India needs modern labour laws to improve the ease of 
doing business, significantly increase its manufacturing base, and improve external 
competitiveness. This will help create much-needed jobs and improve long-term 
growth prospects of the Indian economy.
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I
 n its pre-Budget meetings with finance ministry 
mandarins, India Inc is reported to have asked for 
relief in direct tax rates for those with a taxable 

income of up to ~20 lakh, a reduction in excise duty 
on petrol and diesel, an increase in minimum wages 
to be paid under Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) and an 
increase in the amount paid to farmers under Pradhan 
Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi or PM KISAN. One of the 
industry bodies has also asked for rationalising the 
goods and services tax (GST) into a three-rate system 
and simplifying the complex structure of capital gains 
taxation for all financial assets. 

What are the prospects of the government accept-
ing some of these recommendations and announcing 
them in the Budget in July? Going beyond these rec-
ommendations, it would also be 
instructive to assess the key issues that 
should engage the attention of the 
makers of the Modi government’s first 
Budget in its third term. 

The demand for converting mul-
tiple GST rates into just three, thereby 
raising the revenue-neutral rate and 
improving tax collections, has merit. 
But the Union Budget is not where 
such announcements can be expect-
ed. A committee consisting of repre-
sentatives from the Centre and states 
is examining this issue and a decision 
should ideally arise out of delibera-
tions of the GST Council, based on the 
recommendations made by this committee. Will 
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman reveal the 
Centre’s stance on the question of reducing the number 
of GST rates in the Budget? Quite unlikely. 

The demand for simplifying a complex capital gains 
tax structure for both financial and non-financial assets 
like real estate is also justified. Of particular interest 
will be the industry body’s recommendation that the 
holding period after which financial assets attract long-
term capital gains tax should be made uniform at over 
12 months and the rate rationalised at 10 per cent. 

Similarly, short-term capital gains tax rate should be 
15 per cent for financial assets. The suggestion to make 
the capital gains structure simple and transparent is 
valid. The original idea of reforming it was mooted 
about a few years ago. Surely, it is time for the govern-
ment to take a final decision. 

But will the government make the new structure 
public through the Budget? Over the last many years, 
Union Budget speeches have been disinclined to make 
any announcements that may potentially upset the 
stock market. The apprehension is that any move that 
might be unpopular for any segment of the stock mar-
ket should not be allowed to neutralise the overall 
positive impact of the Budget or its tax relief proposals. 
Thus, the Budget’s temptation could be to include 
only those moves which positively impact the stock 

market and steer clear of a step like 
restructuring the capital gains taxation 
regime, which will please some but 
could upset many more. The 2024-25 
Budget, therefore, could reiterate the 
necessity of simplifying the capital 
gains taxation for assets of different 
types, but entrust the task of imple-
menting the actual steps with an 
empowered committee later during 
the year. 

The idea of increasing wages under 
MGNREGS and the amount paid to 
farmers under PM KISAN should prove 
to be attractive for the Modi govern-
ment in the current political environ-

ment. Given the recent results of post-poll surveys 
showing rural India’s preference for the ruling party 
on the wane, the Budget for 2024-25 will be seriously 
inclined to raise both MGNREGS wages and the PM 
KISAN amount. The wages should reflect the actual 
rural inflation index in recent years, just as the PM 
KISAN amount of ~6,000 to a farming household dur-
ing a year, announced in 2019, should be raised appro-
priately to reflect at least the impact of inflation. This 
should not cause a big concern to the government’s 
fiscal consolidation drive as the tax-revenue buoyancy 

and the surplus transfer it has received from the 
Reserve Bank of India should be adequate to meet 
such increased costs. 

The big debate will be on whether the suggested 
income-tax relief for a large number of middle-class 
Indians will be accepted by the government. For 2021-
22, an estimated 68 million individuals filed their 
income-tax returns. Of them, however, over 58 million 
reported a gross total annual income of between ~2.5 
lakh and ~20 lakh. The number of individuals in this 
income range would have increased significantly since 
then. Any tax relief for this category of taxpayers 
would benefit a huge number of Indians. But if the 
Budget offers such a relief, it would also mean a rev-
enue loss. India Inc’s argument is that the tax relief, 
in addition to increased wages under MGNREGS and 
higher amount for PM KISAN, would help boost con-
sumption demand. 

But the Modi government has so far relied less 
on such tax relief to boost demand and has preferred 
to increase investment to revive the economy. A tax 
relief before the elections could have had some polit-
ical logic. Now that elections are over and the Modi 
government’s promise on direct-tax restructuring 
is to be fulfilled in any case, it would make sense to 
complete the direct tax reforms that were started a 
couple of years ago. Evaluating the Budget on 
whether it cuts tax rates for the Indian middle class 
would be a wrong yardstick. Reducing tax on petrol 
and diesel could be risky for the same reasons and 
in view of the uncertain environment in the inter-
national crude oil market. 

Instead of evaluating the Budget on the basis of 
fulfilling such demands, the forthcoming Budget 
should perhaps be judged by whether it manages to 
avoid at least four policy flaws or pitfalls. One, it should 
not deviate from the path of fiscal consolidation that 
the Budgets of post-Covid years have outlined. Indeed, 
it would make sense if the goalposts are advanced by 
a year. Two, the Budget should reverse the process of 
raising import tariffs that began a few years ago. If 
the export growth of India, whose import intensity is 
not insignificant, has to be placed on the fast track, 
the process of reducing import tariffs must begin once 
again. Three, the government should not slow the 
pace of its investment in creating infrastructure. In 
the last few years, the government’s capital expendi-
ture has helped grow the Indian economy and there 
are no clear signs as yet if the private sector’s invest-
ments have revived. And finally, the rush to expand 
the list of sectors to be covered under the production-
linked incentive (PLI) scheme should be contained. 
The PLI scheme has many costs that are incurred not 
just by the central exchequer but also by the manu-
facturing sector, whose dependence on subsidies rises 
without worrying too much about the need to improve 
its competitiveness. 

The Budget for 2024-25 may not fulfil the entire 
wish list of India Inc on direct-tax relief, a cut in duty 
on petrol and diesel, capital gains tax restructuring 
and higher allocation for schemes for MGNREGS and 
PM KISAN. But it is reasonable to argue that the Indian 
industry will benefit more if the Budget avoids the 
four pitfalls cited above.

I
n the early 1990s, to explain India to foreign 
investors, ad guru Alyque Padamsee created an 
evocative presentation called “Two Indias”, where 

he described a “strong India” that was urban, educated 
and well-off, and a “weak Bharat” that was rural and 
abjectly poor, both in income and education. 

Thirty years later, as witnessed in the recent elec-
tion, the narrative of two Indias, one strong and one 
weak, continues to prevail. The Modi India narrative 
is about the spring of hope, economically and aspira-
tionally upwardly mobile, with continuous improve-
ment in living conditions, and the Rahul India nar-
rative is about the winter of despair, economically 
and aspirationally stagnant, with the majority being 
left out or left behind, with the ground they had slip-
ping from under them. And, as is true of India, evi-
dence of both narratives exists.   

But India changes in sneaky little 
ways, and so while apparently nothing 
seems to have changed, many things 
have changed quite dramatically. 

Since 1991, the kaleidoscope com-
prising the many segments of India 
has turned many times, and new pat-
terns have emerged. Interestingly, 
even the old labels have taken on new 
meanings.  Today, “INDIA” is the label 
of the political alliance that stands 
for the poor and disadvantaged. The 
term Bharat, in S Jaishankar’s recent 
book, Why Bharat Matters, stands for the totality 
of the country’s culture and traditions. And in cor-
porate India, the label “Bharat” stands for tier 2 and 
3, rural, less affluent and less sophisticated, mass 
markets that it believes is the new frontier for con-
sumption growth. 

In the 1990s, the concern was that the strong India 
might be too small to drag the larger weak India 
upwards, and could itself collapse from the weight 
of trying. However, thankfully, after many years and 
various governments, the strong India is now com-
fortably large to inspire and propel the other India, 

as data on household income and living conditions 
shows. The data also shows that “top half” and “bot-
tom half” is a good way to socio-economically 
describe the strong India and the weak India. The 
top half is now well spread regionally and across 
urban and rural areas. The bottom half, though also 
spread out, has greater pockets of geographic and 
rural concentration.   

Within the “bottom half”, there is a distinct and 
growing segment who, with some combination of 
access to networks, information, government sup-
port, and personal circumstances, find the agency 
and energy to try and strive for opportunities for a 
better life. Kishore Biyani has called this “India 2”. 
While anecdotes are not data, most readers will con-
nect these with their own experience. A young girl 

from a modest family in small 
town Madhya Pradesh (MP) joined 
a caregiver agency, which sent her 
to a nonagenarian in an unfamiliar 
city in Tamil Nadu. She hopes to 
save enough money and appear for 
the pre-nursing selection test in 
MP, which will get her admission 
into an affordable government 
nursing college. Another young 
woman in a village in Uttar 
Pradesh aspired to be a teacher. 
She interviewed with her (illiterate) 
migrant father’s employer, 

impressed him with her spark, and he decided to 
fund her education. A young man from Uttar Pradesh 
doing odd jobs in Mumbai found out about and sat 
for the Indo-Tibetan Border Police exam because 
army’s “bharti” has not been happening in his village. 
A vegetable seller who knows exactly how to go up 
the value chain (take orders on WhatsApp for high-
value vegetables and don’t carry inventory) aspires 
to open a small legit shop while building a home 
delivery service. WhatsApp and UPI-powered own-
account workers or micro-entrepreneurs of all kinds 
exist in large numbers in the breadth and depth of 

India, with amazing learnability, abreast of the latest 
trends in whatever field they work in. This top half 
and the aspiring segment of the bottom half is the 
narrative of Modi’s India. Nowhere near “India shin-
ing” but not India stuck-in-a-rut either. No longer 
the India where you have no chance of getting food 
if you are down and out. 

The narrative of Rahul’s India is of people with 
no hope, no jobs, fear, poverty, and wanting social 
justice not economic opportunity. Even the concep-
tualisation of the welfare state in the two narratives 
is different — one claims to help build capacity in 
various ways so that beneficiaries can look towards 
economic opportunity, while the other commits to 
increasing reservations in many more ways and redis-
tribution of wealth. If one claims we “help you to 
make a fishing rod”, the other promises to deliver 
fish for life. 

Each narrative resonates with one segment of 
India. Which narrative’s resonance is larger? To draw 
conclusions based on election results requires pun-
ditry beyond the ken of this columnist and assumes 
a simplistic number of variables at play. Based on 
the speed and scale of adoption of digital utilities 
and the data on access to amenities and enrolment 
in higher education as well as primary schools, the 
“aspiring India” does seem to be larger than the 
“hopeless India”, with “economic opportunity” being 
a proposition with more pull than “social justice”. 
But custodians of both narratives have their work 
cut out for them — one rides a tiger of unleashed 
aspirations that must be fulfilled, requiring new 
policies actions on steroids to feed the opportunity 
hungry millions and build a bridge from aspiration 
to possibility. The other needs to truly want to 
empower the disadvantaged to find their way to be 
a part of the new India rather than go back to the 
old days, and to build a bridge of inclusion through 
enablement. 

The writer is the author of Lilliput Land : How Small is 

Driving India's Mega Consumption Story 

The new tale of two Indias

India should prepare for changing dynamics

Shaping future trade

C
hina is a civilisational state with a 
long, contested and layered histo-
ry. It encompasses within itself 

the history of the empires, kingdoms, 
warlords and the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP). But the history of China to 
which the Chinese people and the world 
is exposed today is sanitised and 
approved by the CCP. Since 1949, the 
CCP has taken a lead role in writing and 
rewriting Chinese history with the sole 
aim of pushing its own narrative and 
agenda. This effort is also a crucial exer-
cise through which the CCP advances its 
identity-building project. Thus, Chinese 

history has to be uniform and unilateral. 
No surprise that, as Ian Johnson writes 
in Sparks: China’s Underground 
Historians and Their Battle for the 
Future, “Xi Jinping has made control of 
history one of his signature policies — 
because he recognises counter-history 
as an existential threat.” 

But history is not unidimensional; 
memories cannot be erased or rewritten 
because every event, incident and change 
in China impacted the people and the 
Party differently. This is a major challenge 
for the CCP. A party that has been in power 
for more than seven decades is 
uncomfortable with criticism and 
alternative narratives. In China today, 
history is the same for everyone, because 
the CCP and Xi Jinping say so. The author 
argues that “these acts of disremembering 
warp the country’s collective memory and 
have succeeded in convincing most 
Chinese people that even if the Party is 
flawed, it is doing a good job and its 
opponents are at best unrealistic, and at 
worst traitors” Under Xi Jinping, 

nationalism is directly proportional to 
complete acceptance of the CCP’s version 
of history and timeline. 

Sparks (the title is the same as that of a 
1960s student-run journal) challenges the 
most common assumptions towards 
Chinese history. The world is fed with one-
dimensional narratives on Chinese 
history. The CCP can do this because it has 
managed to hold on to power 
uninterrupted and to choke alternative 
versions from gaining popularity. The 
party decides what is taught in school and 
what is allowed to be showcased via 
television, films and online platforms. 
Every effort to challenge the mainstream 
narrative has been crushed by force. 

As an eye-opener, the book brings to 
the surface the underground historians 
who have been braving every form of 
state persecution to preserve the history 
and memories of the common people. 
This common man’s history is becoming 
a challenge for the CCP. “The rise of 
China’s counter-historians is significant 
because it is taking place in a tightly 

controlled political environment and 
challenges Communist Party 
legitimacy,” the author says. 

The book vividly juxtaposes 
outcomes of various events in Chinese 
history and highlights their impact on 
the CCP and the common people. Heart-
wrenching descriptions and 
explanations of how people suffered 
under CCP rule or have been victims of 
party infighting are hard to forget. The 
violence the CCP unleashed on its own 
people (Great Leap 
Forward, Cultural 
Revolution, the 
Tiananmen Square 
massacre) all 
contradict its 
narrative of being the 
party of the Chinese 
people. Worse, the 
party never 
apologised, and the 
victims of its  violence 
were never 
compensated; most were just numbers, 
their existence wiped out. 

The CCP promoted the idea that it can 
do no wrong, Mao could do no wrong and 
everyone who was the victim of the 

violence deserved their fate. Since it is still 
in power, it limits people’s space to talk 
about the past. They have to carry the 
party’s memories if they have to still 
survive and thrive. Xi Jinping even 
approved his own resolution on party 
history. He has argued that the resolution 
was, to “relive the glories of the Party and 
appreciate how the Party has rallied and 
led the Chinese people in making 
magnificent achievements”. 

One major effort by Xi Jinping to 
cement control on 
China’s history has 
been the re-building 
of the National 
Museum of China. 
Though this was 
originally built in 1959, 
it is, according to the 
author “the best place 
to witness the party’s 
endless fiddling with 
the past”. Recently, it 
was renovated with an 

investment of $ 400 million and now 
seems to be the place “best known for Xi 
Jinping’s coming out party in 2012”. No 
surprise that “Xi’s supremacy can be seen 
on the museum’s homepage”. 

The power of history and memory is 
beautifully laid out in the book and the 
major purpose that drives the 
underground historians is that this is a 
process “by people trying to understand 
and describe their own lives”. It clearly 
explains why the Chinese state has 
snatched people’s history and experiences 
and altered them with its own versions. 
The primary answer being to stay in 
power. “The government under Xi Jinping 
is nostalgic about the past. ... The system is 
rotten, the government knows it  —hence 
the endless, pointless campaigns to 
whitewash the past.” 

The book offers a lens to view China 
through the gaze of its people and not the 
party. It pushes you to think about your 
own understanding and question what 
exactly history is all about. Is it what is 
repeated again and again or is it a sum total 
of what is never talked about and what is 
politically correct? China’s history is not 
just the history of the CCP, it is a sum total 
of everyone who was there before the 
party, are there today, and those who will 
be there in the years to come. 

 The reviewer is associate professor, O P Jindal 

Global University
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E
very organisation of repute has a
macro plan to guide and synchronise
the activities of its sub-elements to
achieve organisational goals. There

are two parts to this endeavour — the deter-
mination of the organisational aim and gui-
dance for each sub-group to work in unison to
achieve it. This becomes an inescapable
imperative when considering something as
vital as a nation’s security, with each element
of national power — economy, industry, com-
merce, taxation, justice, foreign policy, inter-
nal security, and defence — working in unison
for ensuring an inviolate security cocoon. To
ensure the required unison from each ele-
ment, a National Security Strategy (NSS) is
necessary to guide policy- and strat-
egy-making. Unfortunately, India
lacks one and a recent statement of
the chief of defence staff suggests
that New Delhi doesn’t require one.
The new government needs to
urgently address this issue. 

How do nations that wield power
of consequence plan their security?
The American NSS states that, “We
will... galvanise collective action on
global challenges, and shape the rules of the
road for technology, cybersecurity, and trade
and economics…. Our approach encompasses
all elements of national power — diplomacy,
development cooperation, industrial strategy,
economic statecraft, intelligence, and
defence”. The road map is, thus, clearly spelt
out for all arms of the government.

The French NSS lists out 10 priority areas
that include Euro-Atlantic relationship and
capacity to defend and act in hybrid fields.
The NSS of the United Kingdom states that,
“the stability and resilience of our economy
and society is a precondition of our security…
we must preserve the huge benefits that stem
from our openness while ensuring that we are
protected from the worst effects of global dis-
ruption, transnational challenges, or to hos-
tile interference. That means improving our
economic, health and energy security” The
Russian NSS, similarly, reinforces the com-
mon theme of every NSS that, “the strategy is
founded on the inseparable interconnection
and mutual dependence of the national secu-
rity of the Russian Federation and the socio-
economic development of the country.”

All NSSs are signed by the executive heads
of government, ensuring that all arms of the
government are, by law, on the same page on
national security. The rationale behind the
endorsement at the highest level is pertinent:

National security is just not about defence but
is a whole-of-government approach that
needs orchestration by the political executive
head, not by the defence minister.

What has been happening in India?
“The defence minister’s op directive con-

veys the government’s intention, and that suf-
fices”, goes a refrain. “We have won four wars
without a written NSS, so what’s the need for
one,” goes another. One has lately heard that
“Israel doesn’t have one, despite its challeng-
ing security environment,” missing the point
that Israeli society and institutions are milita-
rised whereas all Indian institutions, other
than the armed forces, are civilianised.

A decade ago, I was looking after procure-
ment plans in HQ Integrated
Defence Staff. The 15-year tri-servi-
ces long-term integrated perspec-
tive plan (LTIPP) for the acquisition
of capital equipment, duly passed
by the Defence Acquisition Council
(headed by the defence minister),
was forwarded to the finance min-
istry; it also carried an estimated
costing, and hence the budgeting
that was required. The LTIPP, how-

ever, lacked a macro-level government policy
statement to support it and hence was just a
defence ministry wish list flying on hope. One
wonders whether this has changed for the
better with some surety of the defence acqui-
sition plan having “government” acceptance.
However, the despatch of empowered teams
abroad for emergency armament purchases
after recent border crises makes one wonder
whether a duly published NSS would have
avoided the haphazard costly purchases — as
the output of other relevant government arms
would have been synchronised with the
duties of the defence ministry.

So, while there is a huge furore about the
delay in establishing theatre commands, the
Agnipath scheme and whether the Navy
needs another aircraft carrier, what’s holding
New Delhi back from promulgating an NSS
that would streamline such decision-making
and help its aatmanirbharta campaign in
defence? Is it that, being a formal written
commitment of resources and political will to
national security, the executive would be held
accountable? It is time the new government
grabs the proverbial bull by the horns and
promulgates its NSS.

Air Vice Marshal Manmohan Bahadur (retd) is the

former addl director general, Centre for Air Power

Studies. The views expressed are personal

Why New Delhi needs a 
national security strategy

Manmohan 
Bahadur

formance, b) where the BJP and its allies
more or less held on to the 2019 tally, and c)
where the BJP and its allies have greatly
improved their 2019 performance. A closer
look at the results data suggests that the Dal-
its voted differently in each of these three cat-
egories of states.

The first category comprises six major
states: Maharashtra, Haryana, UP, Rajasthan,
West Bengal and Karnataka with BJP’s seat
loss percentage being as high as 60.87%, 50%,
46.77%, 41.67%, 33.33% and 32% respectively.
In almost all these states, the BJP seems to
have lost substantial Dalit votes. Compared
to 2019, this time, its tally of SC constituen-
cies has dropped to one from four in Rajast-
han, to zero from two in Maharashtra, to
zero from two in Haryana, to eight from 14 in
UP, and to two from five in Karnataka. In

West Bengal, the loss of Dalit sup-
port seems to be minimal as the
party has been able to retain four
out of five SC seats it won in 2019,
though the winning margin in all
these seats has come down signifi-
cantly.

The second category includes
Assam, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Delhi,
Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Jhark-
hand, Madhya Pradesh and Uttara-

khand. The BJP’s combined tally of SC seats
in all these states together stands at 12, down
from 13 in 2019. Hence, in these states, its
Dalit support base seems intact.

Among the third category states of Odisha,
Telangana, and Andhra Pradesh, the party’s
tally has gone up from eight to 20 in Odisha,
from four to eight in Telangana, and zero to
21 in Andhra Pradesh (for the NDA, where
the BJP is the junior partner in the alliance
with the Telugu Desam Party, or TDP). Signif-
icantly, in these states, the Dalit support for
the party seems to have also gone up. In Odi-
sha, where the BJP failed to win any SC con-
stituency in 2019, it has managed to win all
three such seats this time. In Andhra Pra-
desh, too, the TDP has managed to win three
out of four SC seats. Only Telangana seems
an outlier to this pattern, as the Congress has
managed to win all three SC seats.

Therefore, the Dalit anxiety about the abo-
lition of reservation seems to have impacted
electoral outcomes in those states where the
BJP has suffered major losses. In other states,
such concerns have not received similar trac-
tion. The BJP’s declining popularity in states
like UP, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Haryana,
and Karnataka may be because of a host of
other state-specific reasons, which also may
have amplified such apprehension. In 2019,
the BJP won a total of eight ST constituencies
in Rajasthan, Maharashtra, and Karnataka
combined (UP and Haryana do not have any
ST seats). This time, it has lost six of these
seats. Therefore, it might be reasonable to
presume that in these states, the Opposition’s
narrative of “Constitution in danger” did
have some impact, both on the SCs and STs.
But, in all likelihood, in other parts of the
country, it did not raise much alarm. This
also suggests that the electoral behaviour of
the Dalits was far from being uniform across
the country.

Ayan Guha is a British Academy international 

fellow at the School of Global Studies, 

University of Sussex, UK. 
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Biden is old. But, contrary to what
edited clips of occasional physical
fumbles, repetitions and tangents
during his speeches suggest, he is
mentally sharp. All those who have
interacted with him, including
Indian interlocutors, have come back
with the impression of a clear and
coherent leader capable of exercising
sober judgment. He has deep politi-
cal experience and an unerring
instinct which first made him a Sena-
tor back in 1973 and has ensured he
hasn’t lost a national election since.
Biden wanted this debate early in the
race. On style, he is prone to repeti-
tions and gaffes, but he will aim to
project sharpness; on substance, he
will aim to expose Trump’s hollow-
ness and showcase his reasonably
good record. But Biden’s primary aim
is to show he knows what he is doing,
an admittedly low bar but that’s a
result of the Republican messaging
around his age. If he succeeds, Biden
will kick off campaign season
addressing a big perceptional disad-
vantage.

Then there is the actual agenda.
Biden’s message is three-fold.

One, Trump is a threat to democ-
racy and he will be worse in term two
than he was the first time around. In
a close election, where a very limited
set of voters in six to seven states will
determine the outcome, this message
can be persuasive. Trump’s personal

conduct and political behaviour
appeal to some, but not to many oth-
ers.

Two, Biden will point out that
Trump’s judicial appointees took
away national protection to abortion
and his return will lead to more con-
trol over women’s bodies, assault on
personal and sexual freedom, and an
even more conservative judiciary
that may attack minority rights.
Don’t underestimate the power of the
women’s vote or the fear among peo-
ple of colour about what’s at stake.

And finally, Biden will showcase
an impressive set of accomplish-
ments on infrastructure, health care
costs, jobs, domestic manufacturing,
climate, and personal freedoms. He
will tailor it for the Democratic base
and moderate Republicans. And over
the next few months, he will relent-
lessly focus on Arizona, Nevada,
Michigan, Wisconsin, Georgia, North
Carolina and Pennsylvania, with a
well-oiled campaign machinery
down to the grassroots.

None of this means one or the
other candidate will win. It only
means that like the elections in India,
the final three to four months, and
the final lap of the political cam-
paign, will determine the outcome.
Watch the debate, but don’t bet on a
winner just yet.

The views expressed are personal

This election isn’t over. It remains competitive and close AP

T
he 2024 general election results point
to the significant erosion of Dalit sup-
port for the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP). According to the recently pub-

lished CSDS-Lokniti post-poll survey data,
the BJP’s vote share among Dalits has
slipped to 31% from 34% in 2019 and that of
the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
allies to 5% from 7%. 

This loss of support for the BJP is attrib-
uted to its slogan, “Ab ki baar, 400 paar” (this
time, more than 400 seats). This slogan,
many posit, created apprehension among the
Dalits about the BJP’s intention to abolish
reservation through major constitutional
changes. This fear, as per various ground
reports, has hurt the party immensely in
Uttar Pradesh (UP). But how far has this fear
resonated in other parts of the country? In
Bihar, which has historically been a
fertile laboratory for Mandal poli-
tics quite like UP, the BJP-led NDA
grabbed five out of six Scheduled
Caste (SC) constituencies. One rea-
son for the different outcomes in UP
and Bihar could be the deft social
engineering strategy of the Samaj-
wadi Party (SP), the BJP’s main rival
in UP. Going beyond its traditional
Yadav-Muslim combine, the SP
stitched together a more inclusive social coa-
lition that accommodated more candidates
belonging to non-Yadav, Other Backward
Classes, and other social groups. In contrast,
in Bihar, the NDA’s main rival, the Rashtriya
Janata Dal (RJD) stuck to its Yadav constitu-
ency while fielding candidates. 

Another pertinent question arises in this
context: Did the fear of abolition of reserva-
tion also impact the Scheduled Tribes (STs)?
While the BJP’s tally of ST seats fell to 25
from 31 in 2019, its Adivasi vote share has
increased from 43% in 2019 to 48% according
to the CSDS-Lokniti survey. This apparently
suggests an absence of anxiety among the
STs on the abolition of reservation. Then,
why has this fear impacted only the Dalits?
The results shed some insights.

Based on the performance of the BJP and
its allies, it is possible to group the states into
three categories: a) where the BJP has suf-
fered major losses compared to its 2019 per-

{ OUR TAKE }

Friends turn foes 
in the new House

Learning to live with 
new monsoon cycles

T
he monsoon this year has been deceptive —
after arriving two days early on May 30 in 
Kerala, it progressed slowly to reach 

Maharashtra on June 11, about nine days late. 
Since then, it has picked up momentum, but remains 
seven days behind schedule. So far, its performance 
is in keeping with the trend of below-normal rainfall 
in June, proper onset only in July, and prolonged, 
heavy rainfall in September. While the exact causes 
remain unclear, one explanation for the shift in 
monsoon patterns is delayed western disturbances 
and Arctic Sea Ice melting as a result of the climate 
crisis. What is clear is that the country should 
prepare for the new character of the weather system, 
which brings with it erratic rainfall distribution, an 
increasing number of dry days, and abnormally 
high night temperatures. 

A dry June hurts the kharif crop, heavy rainfall 
days in July hurt vegetable output, and the season 
continuing well beyond September means a delay in 
the rabi crop. What may act as a double whammy for 
Indian farmers, are some key reservoirs running dry 
after an exceptionally dry winter. The situation, 
though far from a drought, calls for both mitigation 
measures for farmers to stave off economic losses, 
and adaptation for how India manages its water, 
particularly reservoirs that cater to drinking water 
needs for most of the plains in the summer months. 
HT reported on Tuesday that nine years since 2008 
have seen below-normal rain in June.

The climate crisis calls for focus on devising 
policies that can deal with these threats adequately 
and puts the onus on even local governments to 
ensure proper implementation. 

N
aveen Patnaik’s call to the MPs of his party, the
Biju Janata Dal (BJD), to act as an effective
Opposition in the Rajya Sabha marks a 
moment of reckoning. In the recently 

concluded general and state elections in Odisha, the 
BJD lost office in Bhubaneswar to the Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) and failed to win a single Lok Sabha 
constituency. The BJD, though not a constituent of the 
NDA, backed many of the BJP’s contentious laws in 
Parliament during 2014-24, and recently, facilitated the 
re-election of the railway minister, Ashwini Vaishnaw, 
to the Rajya Sabha from Odisha. This closeness seems 
to have undermined the BJD’s independent standing as 
a political outfit and hurt its prospects in what was 
mostly a direct contest with the BJP. That and anti-
incumbency over a quarter century pulled down the 
BJD and the electorate chose to back the BJP directly 
rather than route support through the regional outfit. 
It will not be easy for the BJD to now establish its 
credentials as an Opposition voice. 

The BJD’s predicament is not unique. Many regional
parties that aligned with the BJP have seen their bases 
eroded or lost electoral primacy to the latter in their 
strongholds. The experiences of the Shiv Sena, Asom 
Gana Parishad (AGP), Janata Dal (Secular), Akali Dal, 
and AIADMK illustrate this trajectory. The AGP, for 
instance, has lost not just its electoral base but also its 
plank of Assamese exceptionalism to the BJP, once its 
junior ally. Similarly, the regionalist BJD could not offer 
a counter to the BJP’s campaign over Odia asmita 
(pride) that focussed on the Tamil origins of VK 
Pandian, the bureaucrat-turned-advisor to Patnaik. 
The Sena faced the threat of its base being subsumed 
within the larger rubric of Hindutva, once its ethnic 
identity plank lost traction. The AIADMK and the Akali 
Dal broke ranks with the BJP after they realised that the
alliance benefited the latter and cost them their social 
base, but both remain in political wilderness.

This, interestingly, is in contrast to the parties that 
have allied with the Congress: The Congress’s allies 
tend to retain their base or expand under the umbrella 
provided by the former. This may well be because the 
political character of the BJP and the Congress are 
very different: The former is a unitarian outfit with a 
powerful ideological core whereas the latter’s federalist 
character allowed multiple groups and voices to 
flourish. More importantly, the BJP has been on the 
ascent whereas the 140-year-old Grand Old Party is 
past its peak. However, the fractured verdict of the 
2024 general elections may force many parties to reset 
their political preferences. The BJD decision may well 
be a harbinger of things to come.

I
n January, this column sug-
gested that there was a hawa in
favour of Donald Trump in the
American presidential election.
Since then, Trump has swept
aside all his rivals in the

Republican presidential primaries
and become the unchallenged leader
of the party that had come close to
disowning him after the January 6
attack on the United States (US) Capi-
tol. Trump’s daughter-in-law, Lara
Trump, is the co-chair of the Republi-
can National Committee. Mike John-
son, the House Speaker, owes his job
to Trump. Mitch McConnell, the last
remaining pillar of the old anti-
Trump Republican establishment,
has decided to retire. And Nikki
Haley, the last woman standing
against Trump, will now vote for
him.

Having consolidated his own posi-
tion, Trump has maintained an edge
over Joe Biden in the polls, including
in swing states and made inroads
among Black and Hispanic voters.
Despite being a convicted felon —
Trump was held guilty in a New York

business fraud-campaign finance
case and will be sentenced four days
before the Republican convention; he
also faces three other criminal cases
— his approval ratings haven’t been
affected. In fact, the charges have
allowed him to play the victim of an
establishment widely viewed with
suspicion.

Till last month, Biden was raising
more money than Trump. But the
criminal conviction helped Trump
race ahead even on that metric.
There is a discernible shift of Ameri-
can capital towards Trump, with
both the Wall Street finance types
and Silicon Valley tech
types lining up to applaud
him. The Economist’s poll-
ing model now suggests
that Trump has a two-
thirds chance of winning
the November elections.

Five factors are helping
him. One, there is a surge in
illegal immigration, which
Trump has, often in racist
terms, depicted as an invasion. But
the issue resonates widely, including
among legal migrants and in blue cit-
ies that have seen an increase in
migrant presence. Two, inflation per-
sists. And America’s robust job crea-
tion record, which Biden takes credit
for, doesn’t take away from the lived
reality of voters experiencing this
gap between wages and expenses
every day in grocery stores.

Three, voters are exasperated with
America’s entanglement with wars.
Biden withdrew from Afghanistan.
Those who wanted the US to get out
rightly slammed Biden for doing so
badly; those who didn’t want the US

to withdraw never forgave him for it.
Biden backed Ukraine against Rus-
sia. Those who wanted US involve-
ment believe Biden didn’t do enough,
early on, to support Kyiv and that’s
why Russia has an advantage; those
who didn’t want US involvement
blame Biden for doing anything at
all, see it as a waste of resources, and
believe the partition of Ukraine is
worth the price of peace with Russia.
Biden backed Israel’s invasion of
Gaza after Hamas’s terror attacks.
Israel’s champions in the US think
Biden isn’t backing Benjamin Netan-
yahu enough; those who are horri-

fied at Israel’s crimes in
Gaza hold Biden complicit.
And then there are voters
who see both Ukraine and
Israel as proof that Biden is
too externally involved at a
time of internal distress.

Four, a strong White,
Christian, ultra-conservative
agenda finds home in
Trump’s rhetoric and policy

world on abortion, rights of sexual
minorities, pedagogy around race
and sexuality and immigration. And
finally, there are those who believe
that Biden is too frail, including
within his own support base that’s
low on morale even as Trump’s team
is emotionally charged.

And yet, at a juncture when the
Trump hawa is arguably stronger
than it has ever been, while Biden’s
base appears fragmented, here is a
proposition: This election isn’t over.
It remains competitive and close.
And Biden will defy expectations at
the first presidential debate on
Thursday. Here is why.

Pulpit offers Biden his 
comeback opportunity
Donald Trump has 
the clear edge but the 
presidential debate 
offers Joe Biden a big 
chance to address an 
image deficit. Like in 
India, the final lap of 
the campaign will shape 
the outcome in the US
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Regardless of the views that people 
have about Assange’s activities, the 
case has dragged on for too long... 

we want him brought home to
Australia

BJP’s performance reveals 
Dalit anxiety on reservation
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The BJD has reset its relations with the BJP. 
Its predicament is not exceptional
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India, the concept of ‘virtual courts challans’ 
has enabled a majority of cases to be settled 
at the summons stage without litigants hav-
ing to go to court.

The online dispute resolution (ODR) 
movement also gained momentum when it 
used ‘dispute type’ as its unit of change. In 
the US, ODR providers first focused on 
e-commerce disputes before extending it to 
family and other disputes. In India, the early 
providers of ODR focused on unsecured loan 
disputes (involving personal loans and credit 
cards), as a result of which over 110,000 
unsecured loan disputes with a total claim 
amount of more than ₹2,000 crore have 
been referred to ODR in the past two-three 
years. Over 65,000 awards have been passed 
via online arbitration and 10,000 plus settle-
ments have been made in online mediation, 
with an average resolution time of 60 days.

We don’t need a faster caterpillar, we need 
a butterfly—a complete transformation of 
our dispute resolution ecosystem. This is not 
just desirable, but essential to tackle the 
mounting backlog of cases in Indian courts. 
More importantly, this transformation is 
necessary to ensure that the formal dispute 
resolution systems that we currently rely on 
continue to remain relevant in a rapidly 
changing world.

ing the dispute resolution experience?
For a citizen, a ‘dispute’—from the 

moment it is triggered until it is resolved—is 
a single experience that is not segmented by 
different institutions or processes. The 
objective is to resolve the dispute effectively 
without worrying about engaging with vari-
ous other institutions, actors or processes. If 
our goal is to transform citizens’ dispute res-
olution experience, then the obvious unit of 
change to focus on would be ‘dispute type.’

The first step would be to map out the 
entire journey of the parties in a dispute. 
With this understanding, we will be able to 
adapt the justice system to the user, using 
technology to the maximum extent possible. 
Let’s see how this might work in cheque-
bouncing disputes, which comprise 10-15% 
of criminal cases in the country. How might 
we re-imagine these disputes from the per-
spective of citizens?

Could we, for instance, design a system 
where banks proactively send alerts to the 
parties, providing them information needed 
to take necessary action? Can ensure that 
citizens get reliable information on their 
rights, obligations and choices from AI chat-
bots? Can we help them easily discover 
mediators and lawyers through a portal? 
Can we use existing digital ecosystems like 

T
he Unified Payments Interface (UPI) 
transformed payments. In the process, 
it streamlined transactions, connected 

banks and enabled ecosystem players to 
build citizen-centric solutions. In 20 years, 
credit card companies got just 9 million 
point-of-sale terminals to merchants, 
whereas, just eight years after its launch, 
India already has 350 million UPI QR codes. 

The UPI journey didn’t start by merely 
digitizing the existing payment system. 
Instead, it focused on the outcomes it was 
looking to achieve. All the steps required to 
enable that—the actors that had to be 
aligned, the technology that needed to be 
built, the incentives that had to be created, 
and the governance that was required—were 
conceptualized with that in mind. 

We need a similar transformation of dis-
pute resolution in the country. But, where 
do we start? In an earlier article, we dis-
cussed the idea of selecting an appropriate 
‘unit of change’ for reform. What then is the 
most effective unit of change for transform-

financial assets. Second, conspicuous 
consumption is at work when it comes 
to buying real estate for investment. The 
wealthy need to look wealthy. One can-
not show off a financial investment. 
Also, those who have more money than 
they know what to do with end up 
investing in new homes that they keep 
locked, in the process ensuring that the 
demand-supply dynamic which is at the 
heart of any market, does not work 
properly in this case. 

Third, investment of black money in 
real estate is always a reason. Fourth, 
favourable tax treatment of income 
from real estate incentivizes people to 
invest in it. Fifth, with the stock market 
having gone from strength to strength, 
high net-worth individuals are diversi-
fying some of the gains made from 
stocks by buying homes.

Sixth, the rental yield—a flat’s annual 
rent divided by its market price—is only 
around 1.5-2%, which disincentivizes 
renting out property. Seventh, some 
investors fail to calculate real returns 
from investing in real estate. Typically, 
they tend to look at ‘returns’ as the dif-
ference between one large number, the 
price at which they buy, and another 
large number, the price at which they 
can sell, without taking into account the 
time value of money, maintenance 
expenses, property tax and the general 
risk of owning real estate.

So, how do these locked homes hurt 
the overall economy? First, they turn a 
physical asset into a financial one. 
Investors are not buying a home to live 
in, but buying to flip it. Second, locking 
up homes for the purpose of flipping 
drives up prices and makes things diffi-
cult for those who want to buy homes to 
live in. Look at the joke that “affordable 
housing” has become.

Third, high home prices impact the 
other spending decisions of those who 
buy homes to live in. It also leads to 
lower financial savings. Fourth, it leads 
to cities over-expanding, requiring 
longer commute times and delivering a 
lower quality of life. Fifth, it raises the 

question of whether a capital-deficient 
country like India should incentivize 
the building of locked homes. Sixth, the 
making of things like cement, glass, 
plastic, steel, ceramics, etc, which go 
into the building of homes, involves the 
emission of greenhouse gases. There is 
also construction dust. If no one is living 
in these homes, then what’s the point?

So, what’s the way out? First, capital 
gains from real estate need to be taxed at 
the marginal rate of tax, the same way as 
salary income or interest on fixed 
deposits. If that’s too radical a proposal, 
then at least the period of holding for 
long-term capital gains—which allows 
inflation to be taken into account while 
calculating them—should be signifi-
cantly more than 24 months.

Second, as Babu of Naredco suggests, 
those who keep flats locked should be 
charged a higher property tax. Simi-
larly, locked flats can be assigned a 
notional rent that would make the 
owner pay income tax on it. This would 
incentivize a few owners to rent out or 
sell their locked apartments.

Of course, such moves are not easily 
executable, but with the government 
collecting more data, things can only 
get better. Earlier this year, income tax 
notices were sent out to salaried 
employees claiming to pay a higher rent 
than they actually did.

Third, the government needs to get a 
proper real estate index constructed, 
detailed data for which should be availa-
ble in the public domain a few weeks 
after the end of a month. The Reserve 
Bank of India’s House Price Index is a 
quarterly index. Plus, it’s a 10-city index 
with cities like Hyderabad and Pune not 
forming a part of it. Fourth, renting out 
homes needs to be encouraged.

Of course, all this will only start the 
process of taming real estate prices in 
Indian cities and not immediately make 
homes more affordable. It’s important 
to understand that this is a complex 
socio-economic problem and such 
problems do not have simple solutions 
that deliver instant results.

I
n a recent interview to The Indian 
Express, G. Hari Babu, national presi-
dent of National Real Estate Develop-

ment Council (Naredco)—a real estate 
industry association—shared some 
interesting data: “There are 1.14 crore 
flats lying vacant in India. These are 
being bought as investment opportuni-
ties.” This is not the first time such a 
comment has been made. In 2015, Ans-
human Magazine, then chairman and 
managing director of CBRE South Asia, 
a real estate consultant, had said: 
“Despite a housing shortage, around 
1.02 crore completed houses are also 
lying vacant across urban India.”

Now, contrast this with other data 
points. Recently, Kotak Institutional 
Equities, a stock brokerage, said that in 
2023-24 residential real estate sales 
stood at 1.1 billion sq ft, 20% higher than 
2022-23. Further, property consultant 
Anarock pointed out that home prices 
in the top seven cities have gone up 13% 
per year in the last two financial years.

So, what explains the dichotomy of so 
many locked flats along with robust 
growth in home sales and prices? More 
than 10 million locked flats signals a 
glut. But a 13% price rise signals good 
demand and thus a shortage of homes. 
How do a glut and a shortage co-exist?

First, many individuals like the idea of 
investing in real estate because it’s a 
physical asset, which they can touch, see 
and feel. The same cannot be said about 

A distorted market full of locked homes is largely to blame but policy changes can ease this problem 

VIVEK KAUL
is the author of Bad Money. 

Target a ‘unit of change’ to transform our justice system
SUPRIYA SANKARAN & RAHUL MATTHAN

H
ow strictly should the Indian 
stock market’s 25% free-float 
rule be enforced? Under this 
basic norm, meant to assure 
every traded stock sufficient 
liquidity for trading, at least a 

quarter of every listed company’s equity must 
qualify as its ‘free float’ portion, as distinct 
from the stake held by its promoters. It’s back 
in the news because five state-run banks—Uco 
Bank, Central Bank of India, Punjab & Sind 
Bank, Bank of Maharashtra and Indian Over-
seas Bank—still have public shareholding 
levels of only 1.8% to 13.5% and must raise it to 
25% by 1 August. As Mint reported, while 
the Centre plans institutional placements to 
comply, these banks have sought another two 
years for it from the regulator, Securities and 
Exchange Board of India (Sebi). If the odds 
seem to favour their wish being granted, pin it 
on a trend of rule relaxations. An exception 
was made for companies holding a public issue 
that would lead their market value to exceed ₹1 
trillion, with such cases given two years more 
than the usual three to touch the quarter mark. 
This had suited Life Insurance Corporation of 
India (LIC), in which the government wanted 
to offload a 10% stake in parts without sub-
scribers falling short. In 2022, LIC raised over 
₹20,500 crore from 3.5% of its equity and has 
since been granted leeway till 2032 to comply 
fully. Private lobbying for relief has been active 
too. Last year, Sebi eased its policy, letting 
stock options be counted as free float, for 
example, within a 2% limit. Institutional 
ownership always qualified as free float, even 
though such shares aren’t always traded 
actively, a point that came up in a controversy 
over the Adani Group’s free-float adequacy.

The burden of rule-making includes the need 
to review rules from time to time. However, the 
question to ask today is not how doing business 
is getting easier, but also whether the rule is 
meeting its aims. Let’s turn to first principles. 
The basic rationale of a 25% float is to ensure 
every listed stock sees enough trading for apt 
price discovery. Plentiful shares available on 
stock exchanges usually means one-off deals 
can’t distort its market value, thus also making 
the stock price harder to manipulate. It’s an 
ideal that stems from the very idea of an open 
market, its efficiency driven by a blend of 
diverse views held by a disparate crowd on what 
listed assets are worth. The prices of widely 
traded stocks tend to reflect their true value 
better, which in turn helps sustain investor con-
fidence. To satisfy this aim, though, equity held 
by financial institutions should ideally not 
count as free float. Back in 2010, when this rule 
kicked in for all listed firms, markets had sparse 
retail participation, so its definition was kept 
broad. Today, the post-pandemic retail boom 
has weakened that logic. To uphold the 25% 
rule in its best spirit, it may well be time to 
exclude equity that’s not widely dispersed.

Corporate governance is another reason why 
markets prefer wide dispersal of ownership. It 
invites wider public scrutiny, after all, reducing 
scope for the whim of promoters to trump the 
will of other investors. Since it takes a quarter-
plus of all corporate votes to block a special res-
olution, 25% may sound like the right slice to 
pry out of promoter hands. Yet, this cuts it so 
close that 75%-stake owners may still exercise 
their whims. For public shareholders to register 
dissent in defence of their interests, they would 
together need over 25%. A policy reset to 28%, 
say, might help. Tighter rules aren’t always bad.

Free-float shares rule: 
Tighten it for a change

The time seems ripe to reverse a softening of Sebi’s rule that at least 25% of a listed company’s 

shares must qualify as free float. Both market efficiency and corporate governance could win
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One of the key claims
made by Narendra

Modi on the election trail
was that he would offer the
country decisive leadership
after several years of drift.
He now has the strongest
electoral mandate to a
single political party since
1984. He also said after
getting the top job that he
was prepared to sacrifice
personal popularity to take
the hard decisions that
India needs.

The decision to partly
roll back the overdue
increase in suburban train
tickets should be seen
against this backdrop. It
puts a question mark on
whether the new
government can indeed
slash subsidies that usually
go to the politically vocal
rather than the poor. It is
early days yet but there can
be no doubt that this has
sent a bad signal on the
ability of the Modi regime
to bite the bullet.

This newspaper has
often called for replacing
political discretion in
pricing decisions with a set
of transparent rules. What
happened this week
strengthens the case for
such reform.

QUICK EDIT

A bad
signal
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POLICY SHIFT

NDA signals regime
change in gas pricing

BY UTPAL BHASKAR &

ELIZABETH ROCHE

·························
NEW DELHI

The government on
Wednesday signalled a
rethink on the domestic

gas-pricing formula approved
by the previous Congress-led
United Progressive Alliance, in
a move that will affect gas pro-
ducers, including Mukesh Am-
bani’s Reliance Industries Ltd
(RIL) and state-owned Oil and
Natural Gas Corp. Ltd (ONGC).

The cabinet committee on
economic affairs (CCEA) de-
ferred by three months the
price increase due from 1 July.
Announcing the decision, pe-
troleum minister Dharmendra
Pradhan said that this period
would be utilized to obtain
comments of all stakeholders,
particularly the “general pub-
lic”.

Mint reported last week that
the government was likely to
rework the incentive regime
for hydro-carbon explora-
tion—moving from the existing
cost-recovery model to a reve-
nue-share model.

Taken together, the Bharati-
ya Janata Party-led National
Democratic Alliance (BJP-led
NDA) has reordered the coun-
try’s hydrocarbons policy.

On Wednesday, the CCEA
was convened to discuss the
proposal to revise prices of do-
mestic gas, currently priced at
$4.2 per million metric British
thermal unit (mmBtu). The de-
cision to put on hold the price
revision will bring some relief
to fertilizer and gas-based
electricity companies.

Both RIL and ONGC spokes-
persons did not offer an imme-
diate comment.

Addressing a press confer-
ence to announce the decision
of the CCEA, Pradhan said:
“The gas pricing guideline was
notified on 10 January 2014.
On account of the model code
of conduct, it was deferred at
that time. The CCEA has de-
cided that comprehensive dis-
cussion is required on this is-
sue, consultation with all the
stakeholders keeping in mind
the interest of the common
man, we have deferred this is-
sue for three months.”

Explaining the status quo
Ravi Shankar Prasad, minister
for law and telecom, said, “the
matter requires extensive con-
sultation”, and “the new gov-
ernment of India should be
given the time to take a call”.
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Govt committee defers
price increase due from
1 July, a move that will
affect companies such
as RIL and ONGC

POLICY DECISIONS

28 May: Announces new urban renewal mission

4 June: Orders audit of clean Ganga mission 

5 June: Announces online submission of 
forms for environment clearances  

6 June: Labour ministry initiates 
discussion on labour market reforms

13 June: Telecom Commission gives 
in-principle approval for national mobile number 
portability, pushes for telecom connectivity in nine 
Naxal-hit states

19 June: Flags jobless growth, promises to put 
in place a national employment policy

20 June: Indian Railways increases 
passenger fares by 14.3% and freight rates 
by 6.5% 

22 June: Moots single-window labour 
compliance process

24 June: Announces a single-window 
clearance system for capital-intensive steel, coal 
and power projects

ECONOMY MANAGEMENT
17 June: Moves to diffuse tensions with 
telecom firms on retrospective tax. 
Appoints arbitrator in Vodafone tax dispute

17 June: Unveils anti-inflationary 
measures, asks state governments to crack 

down on hoarders and fix minimum export 
prices for onions and potatoes

20 June: Accepts Mayaram Committee 
report on classification of foreign 

investment

DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS
26 May: Declares foreign policy begins at India's 
borders. Invites Saarc leaders to attend 
government's swearing-in ceremony

15-16 June: Reiterates new focus on 
foreign policy; Modi makes his first overseas 
visit to Bhutan

25-27 June: Keeping with government's 
‘neighbourhood first’ foreign policy approach, 

foreign minister follows up with a 3-day 
Bangladesh visit 

POLITICAL
27 May: Cabinet clears appointment 
of a Special Investigation Team to track 
black money 

10 June: Signals consolidation of power 

under the Prime Minister's Office; disbands 
cabinet committees

19 June: Prime Minister streamlines the 
cabinet, reconstitutes six committees 

Source: Mint research

BY SWARAJ S INGH DHANJAL &

P .R . SANJAI

·························
MUMBAI

The Tata group’s no-frills
budget hotel chain Ginger

is looking to add 30-35 small
family-run hotels to its net-
work via franchise agreements
or management contracts, as it
seeks to accelerate its expan-
sion in key markets such as
Mumbai and Delhi while keep-
ing a close watch on profitabil-
ity.

The company made profits
on a pre-tax basis for the first
time in 2013-14.

Ginger, a unit of Tata group-
controlled Indian Hotels Co.
Ltd, runs 30 properties across
India and has plans to expand
to 80 -90 properties by 2018,
said P. K. Mohankumar, man-
aging director and chief execu-
tive officer of Ginger’s parent
Roots Corp. Ltd, in an inter-
view on Tuesday.

“We are looking at family-
run hotels under the franchise
agreement. Our plan is to ac-
quire 30-35 properties in busi-
ness clusters in Mumbai and
Delhi through this pro-
gramme,” said Mohankumar.

Family-run hotels are find-
ing it hard to market them-
selves in the current scenario
and the next generation of
such families is often not keen
on the hospitality sector, ex-
plained Mohankumar.

Ginger is looking for 10-12
such hotels in Delhi and 20-25
in Mumbai. Last week, Ginger
tied up with its first partner
under the franchise pro-
gramme, a hotel in Thane near
Mumbai.

This is in addition to the
nine properties the company
plans to open this year, adding
900 rooms to its existing inven-
tory of 2,700 rooms. Another
15-16 hotels will be added next
fiscal.

Ginger plans to raise funds
for this expansion from its pri-
vate equity (PE) partner Tata
Capital Ltd.

“It’s not just Ginger, but sev-
eral hotel chains—budget to
upscale—globally are shifting
to an “asset light” model
through franchisee and man-
agement contracts. This
shields them from higher capi-
tal expenditure,” said Chetan
Kapoor, research analyst (Asia
Pacific) at travel consultancy
firm PhoCusWright Inc. Ka-
poor added that in the case of
a management contract, a
brand’s liability is limited to
running day-to-day opera-
tions, sales and distribution of
the hotel. “It also allows them
to have a nimble expansion—
brands like Best Western Inter-
national Inc. can be consid-
ered as prime examples in this
category,” Kapoor said.

Ginger’s plans come at a
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Ginger to add
family-owned
hotels to its
network

Excise duty cuts
for auto, capital,
consumer goods
sectors extended
BY REMYA NAIR, AMRIT RAJ

& V IDHI CHOUDHARY

····························
NEW DELHI

The National Democratic Alli-
ance government on

Wednesday extended the excise
duty cuts for automobiles, capi-
tal goods and consumer dura-
bles until 31 December in an at-
tempt to revive a flagging econo-
my.

In the interim budget present-
ed in February, former finance
minister P. Chidambaram re-
duced the excise duty on auto-
mobiles, some heavy machinery
(aka capital goods) and consum-
er durables to spur demand. The
reduction was effective only till
30 June.

The extension given by the fi-
nance ministry, valid till Decem-
ber, indicates that the central
government is hoping that eco-
nomic recovery will kick off in
the next few months. Though In-
dia’s gross domestic product
grew at a lower than expected
4.7% in 2013-14, recent factory

TURN TO BACK PAGE ®

EVENTFUL MONTH

30 down, 1,796 to go
BY GYAN VARMA & ANUJA

·······················
NEW DELHI

The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-led National Dem-

ocratic Alliance (NDA) gov-
ernment’s first milestone, 30
days in office, was marred by
an early morning train acci-
dent involving the Dibru-
garh-bound Rajdhani Ex-
press in which four passen-
gers were killed and 23 in-
jured, and an unseemly
controversy over the selec-
tion of former Solicitor Gen-
eral Gopal Subramanium as
a Supreme Court judge.

The immediate casualty of
the accident was the dinner
engagement that Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi and his 40
cabinet member belonging to
the BJP were to attend at the
party office. The dinner was in-
tended to bring better coordi-
nation between the govern-
ment and the party cadres.

The two discordant notes
apart, political analysts and at
least some members of the
general public believe the NDA
is off to a good start.

Analysts point to clear lines
of authority and some smart
opening moves as far as for-

eign policy is concerned.
The BJP was voted into of-

fice on 16 May with a major-
ity of 282 seats. The NDA
has 335. In its first month in
office, the NDA has stream-
lined the government, re-
constituted cabinet com-
mittees, and signalled a
consolidation of powers un-
der the Prime Minister’s Of-
fice (PMO).

“It is too early to judge the
performance of the govern-
ment. But the larger trend
that is visible in the first 30
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Study after study, 
not only here but in other 
countries, show that the 

most affordable housing is 
where there has been the 

least government 
interference with the market

—contrary to rhetoric.

THOMAS SOWELL

ISTOCKPHOTO

A dispute-type approach would also give 
us the most bang for the buck. Many of the 
‘people’ (lawyers, litigants, judges) and 
‘actions’ (user authentication, issuance of 
summons, scheduling of hearings) that make 
up the user journey are common across mul-
tiple dispute types. If we can design each of 

them to be extendable and 
interoperable modules, it 
should be possible for us to 
adapt and deploy them 
across a wide range of dif-
ferent dispute types as 
needed. 

Taking ‘dispute type’ as a 
unit of change has worked 
well for transforming the 
justice system in the past. 
Efforts in the UK and India 
to transform ‘traffic penalty 
disputes’ have been suc-
cessful. The Traffic Penalty 
Tribunal in the UK serves as 

a global benchmark for transformed resolu-
tion processes, allowing parties to upload 
digital evidence and asynchronously com-
municate. Since it sets time limits for each 
process, 90% of all its appeals progress to a 
decision without the need for a hearing, and 
57% of its cases are closed within 15 days. In 

the GST information network and that of 
the National Payments Corporation of India 
to offer credentialled digital evidence for 
them to use? Can we build digital ecosys-
tems that reliably deliver notices to relevant 
parties? Can we offer them ways to asyn-
chronously submit documents or digitally 
request the rescheduling 
of hearings? Can all the 
systems that a citizen 
interacts with operate 
seamlessly with each 
other?

We can set up special 
courts to resolve distinct 
‘dispute types.’ This will let 
us carry out the changes 
we are proposing within a 
sand-boxed environment 
that would allow us to iter-
ate and validate the rei-
magined process within 
the confines of a single 
‘dispute type.’ It will allow us to narrowly 
focus the change management efforts that 
are needed in a manner that will make out-
comes easily measurable. These special 
courts can be used to demonstrate proofs-of-
concept for the integration of other dispute 
types with the larger judicial system. 

We can adapt 

the judiciary to 

the digital world 

by aiming much 

needed reforms 

at cases carved 

apart by type

Why do we have a housing glut 
and shortage at the same time?

are, respectively, co-founder of 

Agami and Public Collective for 

Avoidance and Resolution of 

Disputes (PUCAR), and a 

partner at Trilegal and author of 

‘The Third Way: India’s 

Revolutionary Approach to 

Data Governance’. 
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T
he future of developing countries is in 
services. This may sound odd in view of 
the fact that industrialization has been 
the traditional road to growth and 
eventual prosperity, one travelled by 
all of today’s rich economies and by 

more recent successes such as South Korea, Tai-
wan and China. Manufacturing seems even more 
essential given that industrial policies to revive it 
are back in fashion in the US and Europe.

But today’s manufacturing is different. Innova-
tion in manufacturing has taken a predominantly 
skill-biased form, reducing demand for workers 
with relatively low levels of education. New tech-
nologies such as automation, robots and 3D print-
ing directly substitute physical capital for labour. 
While firms in developing countries have an 
incentive to use more labour-intensive techniques, 
competing in the global marketplace requires 
employing production techniques that cannot 
differ significantly from those used in the frontier 
economies, because the productivity penalty 
otherwise would be too high. The need to produce 
according to the exacting quality standards set by 
global value chains restricts how much unskilled 
labour can substitute for physical capital and 
skilled labour.

Thus, the rising skill- and capital-intensity of 
manufacturing in turn means that globally com-
petitive, formal segments of manufacturing in 
developing countries have lost the ability to absorb 
significant amounts of labour. They have effec-
tively become ‘enclave sectors,’ not too different 
from mining, with limited growth potential and 
few positive effects on the supply side of the rest of 
the economy.

This means that enhancing productivity in 
labour-absorbing services has become an essential 
priority, for reasons of both growth and equity. 
Since the bulk of jobs will be in services, these jobs 
need to be productive enough to support income 
growth. The conundrum is that we do not know 
much about how to raise productivity in labour-
absorbing services.

While some services, such as banking, infotech 
and business-process outsourcing (BPO) are both 
productively dynamic and tradable, they will not 
be labour-absorbing for the same reason that 
manufacturing is not. Even under the best circum-
stances, these relatively skill-intensive services 
will not provide the answer to the challenge of 
productive job creation. The challenge is to 
increase productivity in labour-absorbing services 
such as retail, care and personal and public servi-
ces, where we have had limited success, in part 
because such services have never been an explicit 
target of productive development policies.

In a new paper, we describe four strategies for 
expanding productive employment in services that 

create the most jobs in developing countries. 
The first focuses on established, large and rela-

tively productive incumbent firms, and it entails 
incentivizing them to expand their employment, 
either directly or through their local supply chains. 
These firms could be large retailers, platforms such 
as ride-sharing services, or even manufacturing 
exporters (with potential to generate upstream 
linkages with service providers).

The second strategy focuses on small enter-
prises (which constitute the bulk of firms in most 
developing countries) and aims to enhance their 
productive capabilities through the provision of 
specific public inputs. These inputs could be 
management training, loans or grants, customized 
worker skills, specific infrastructure or technology 
assistance. Given the heterogeneity of such firms, 
ranging from micro-enterprises and self-owned 
proprietorships to mid-size companies, policies in 
this domain require a differentiated approach that 
respond to their distinct needs. Moreover, given 
the numbers involved, policies often also require a 
suitable mechanism for selecting among the most 
promising firms, since most are unlikely to become 
dynamic and successful.

The third strategy focuses on the provision, to 
workers directly or to firms, of digital tools or other 
forms of new technologies that explicitly comple-
ment low-skill labour. The objective here is to 
enable less educated workers to do (some of) 
the jobs traditionally reserved for more skilled 
professionals and to increase the range of tasks 
they can perform.

The fourth strategy also focuses on less-edu-
cated workers and combines vocational training 
with ‘wrap-around’ services, a range of additional 
assistance programmes for job seekers to enhance 
their employability, retention and eventual pro-
motion. Modelled after Project Quest, a US-based 
initiative, and other similar sectoral workforce 
development schemes, these training programmes 
typically work closely with employers, both to 
understand their needs and to reshape their 
human-resource practices to maximize employ-
ment potential.

There are examples of these kinds of initiatives 
around the world, many of which have been rigor-
ously evaluated and which we summarize in our 
paper. There is already a foundation of practice 
on what might be called “industrial policies for 
services” on which future efforts can build.

Regardless of the success of individual pro-
grammes, it is important to bear in mind the scale 
of the challenge a services-oriented development 
strategy faces. A randomized policy intervention 
that increased earnings of low-income workers by, 
say, 20% would normally be judged a great success, 
assuming reasonable programme costs. 

But even if it were successfully scaled up to the 
economy at large, this gain would not make up 
even 1% of the income gap that currently exists 
between a country like Ethiopia and the US. 

Real success will require greater ambition, con-
tinuous experimentation and the implementation 
of a very wide range of programmes.
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Economic development could be 
led by policy-supported services
The big challenge has been to raise productivity in labour-absorbing services and here are four strategies that aim to do so

THEIR VIEW M I N T  C U R A T O R

ANDY MUKHERJEE
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering 

industrial companies and financial services 

in Asia

I
n the early 2000s, Alok Nanda’s new col-
leagues called him the “bumper guy.” 
His new job at General Electric back 

then was putting some plastic between the 
bumper and the beam of a Suzuki Swift. 
The plastics division  had hired the young 
engineer from India’s state-run DRDO, 
placed him at a GE facility near Bengaluru, 
and asked him to find a cost-efficient way 
to reduce the impact on pedestrians in auto 
accidents. Two decades later, the former 
bumper guy and the John F. Welch Tech-
nology Centre he now heads in Bengaluru 
are executing far more complex projects. In 
the process, they’re writing a template for 
MNCs on how to use India’s engineering 
talent to create intellectual property, not 
just cut costs.

This is different from the code-writing 
work that gave India global recognition. 
While software outsourcing will face an 
existential challenge from GenAI, India’s 
engineering prowess, if harnessed well, 
will launch the next wave of productive and 
lucrative jobs. Policymakers have their 
sights on China’s factory-to-the-world 
crown, and are spending $24 billion over 
five years on production-linked incentives. 
Trouble is, the rivalry is not limited to other 
Asian countries like Vietnam that are 
ahead in the game. The US, too, is running 
a very generous industrial policy to revive 
its manufacturing. 

While India’s factory ambitions are hob-
bled by its stifling bureaucracy and protec-
tionist attitude to trade, it’s still possible for 
it to make a play as a global engineering 
workshop and research lab. The knowhow 
it exports will be embedded in products 
made elsewhere. As Frederic Neumann, 
HSBC’s chief Asia economist, says: “India’s 
services connectivity to the world econ-
omy is so large nowadays that it ‘compen-
sates’ for the lack of goods trade connectiv-
ity.” It’s time to use those links to target 
commercial services, whose cross-border 
demand grew 9% to $7.5 trillion last year. 
World goods trade is three times larger, but 
it shrank by 5%.

Take Nanda’s next big mission. As CTO 
for India at GE Aerospace, he and his team 
are working with colleagues in Niskayuna, 
New York, on a novel platform that would 
offer 20% efficiency gains in future jet 
engines. “I feel really privileged,” Nanda 
told me. “For an engineer, it’s like being a 
kid in a candy store.”

When CEO Larry Culp rang the opening 
bell on the New York Stock Exchange on 2 
April, launching GE Aerospace as an inde-
pendent public company, joining the party 
on the podium was Ravindra Shankar Gan-

iger. With 100-plus patents, Ganiger has 
one of the richest hauls of all scientists and 
engineers at the Bengaluru centre. The 
team’s intellectual inputs, already at the 
heart of newer jet engines like GE9X, is 
crucial to Culp’s vision of “defining the 
future of flight.”

GE woke up to India’s potential early. 
Others are doing it now. Nearly 1,600 
MNCs have set up captive units, employing 
1.7 million professionals. By lifting the 
quantity and quality of the graduates and 
Ph.Ds India mints in science, technology, 
engineering and medicine, it can conceiva-
bly expand its relevant talent pool. A little 
less red tape and some improvement in 
civic amenities will keep more of them at 
home with good jobs.

As these highly paid individuals will sup-
port other Indians, and not just as drivers 
and housemaids but by generating tax 
resources for publicly funded employment 
in urban infrastructure, the narrow top of 
the employment pyramid would start fill-
ing its own middle. Stronger mass con-
sumption will create demand for locally 
manufactured factory goods. 

Consider the 360 Foam Wash. Vidya 
Venkataramani and her team wanted to 
test a portable washer to clean jet engines 
between flights. To simulate Middle East 
conditions, she created her own dust in the 
lab. The wash is already in use, saving 
global airlines fuel.  Sanjeev Jha, mean-
while, uses machine-learning models to 
predict a maintenance schedule so carriers 
get the most out of engines. 

In September 2000, I was present when 
GE’s then-boss Jack Welch came to open 
the Bengaluru centre. At the time, the 
global behemoth had 12,000 employees in 
a market that barely generated $1 billion in 
sales, not even 1% of its global revenue. 
“Market growth will come,” he told us. 
“The real opportunity in India is its incredi-
bly skilled workforce. We have used the 
software generated by our India business 
to change the company. That’s great.” 

In the past 25 years, the appeal of India’s 
talent has transformed. One idea for GE’s 
upcoming engine platform is a hybrid-pow-
ered jet: a Toyota Prius of the skies. Suma 
MN is trying to crack that puzzle. I asked her 
if she is the first woman PhD from her vil-
lage in Kerala. “I’m the first human,” she 
corrected me. ©BLOOMBERG

Global talent centres present 
India with a great opportunity

GE’s Welch tech centre in Bengaluru offers a peek at possibilities

The late Jack Welch, as GE’s chief, was an 

early identifier of India’s potential BLOOMBERG
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ability of algorithmic decisions. This is not a 
task for the government and tech companies 
to bilaterally address, as has often been 
done. The inclusion of technical experts, 
civil society and those impacted by these 
decisions can be a game-changer. Consulta-
tions on the upcoming Digital India Bill and 
data protection rules could help institute an 
inclusive-governance approach that  fosters 
democratic engagement.

With newly elected representatives, a 
burgeoning tech sector and several immi-
nent digital-regulation frameworks, India 
has an opportunity to lead with workable 
solutions for the repercussions of Big Tech 
dominance and modes of governance that 
involve those who are impacted the most: 
the end users of social media platforms.

India’s elevation of digital initiatives 
should be backed by leadership moves that 
focus on inclusive governance, compelling 
technology to be shaped in a way that 
empowers people. The country should send 
a clear message that platforms cannot have 
heightened accountability measures for the 
West and lax enforcement for the rest. A 
governance model which puts fundamental 
rights and collective deliberation up front 
would demonstrate a will to ensure that 
technology strengthens democracy.

ing sign for other countries, and an issue for 
India’s new government to prioritize.

Experts labelled this year’s election as the 
“YouTube election.” Both YouTube and 
Facebook became prime venues for political 
content, used extensively by parties, candi-
dates, content creators and the public. 
WhatsApp, which was pivotal in the 2019 
election, was also used for campaigning this 
year. But YouTube’s trump card was its 
virality potential with over 462 million 
users, and its ability to hyper-target audien-
ces based on demographic and behavioural 
profiles. The platform became an alternative 
to traditional TV news, with opportunities 
for independent news media output and 
diverse content to thrive.

As for the influence of social media on 
elections, a 2021 Oxford Economics report 
found that 87% of Indian YouTube users 
turn to the platform during national news 
events. A news daily reported a two-fold 
increase in YouTube subscribers of digital 
news channels and political leaders as the 
election approached. According to a Hindu-
stan Times report, the official page of the BJP 
spent at least ₹19.38 crore on Facebook and 
Instagram, and the Congress spent at least 
₹10.88 crore.  Similarly, the BJP spent at 
least ₹85.8 crore, and the Congress at least 

T
he 2024 Indian general election high-
lighted the failures of major social 
media platforms, Google’s YouTube 

and Meta’s Facebook. Despite election pre-
paredness promises, both fell visibly short 
on curbing disinformation and hate speech, 
while apparently profiting from opaque 
political advertising practices.

Before the election, much of the focus was 
on the creation of content, especially the 
blows that artificial intelligence and deep-
fakes could deal to democracy. But the dis-
semination of content—political ads, disin-
formation and AI-generated material—was 
a relatively overshadowed issue. Fake 
images or videos lack impact without wide 
reach, which is ultimately controlled by the 
platforms’ algorithms for ads and posts.

The election underscored the platforms’ 
failure to enforce their own policies. There 
continues to be opacity around how algo-
rithms moderate content, and the data used 
for such algorithmic decision-making. This 
overarching lack of accountability is a warn-

Big Social Media let India down during election season
NAMRATA MAHESHWARI

is senior policy counsel and 

encryption policy lead at 

Access Now, an international 

digital rights organization.

Meta also seems to have failed its self-reg-
ulation test. Civil society organizations 
found that Meta approved 14 out of 22 ads 
with inflammatory content within 24 hours, 
despite public commitments to detect and 
remove violative AI-generated content. 
Most users seeking to upload such content 

are not researchers, and do 
not withdraw before publi-
cation. The potential harm 
from such content reach-
ing millions is significant.

These examples are part 
of a broader pattern of large 
platforms placing profits 
over other concerns.

The writing is on the wall  
for India’s new government 
and other democracies: Self-
regulation by social media 
companies is inadequate. 
Platforms wield immense 
influence over elections, 

and their policy enforcement (or lack 
thereof) has real-world consequences.

However, the regulatory efforts so far 
have mainly been aimed at shifting power 
from companies to the government. The 
need of the hour are policies that balance 
free expression, privacy and public account-

₹45.4 crore on Google, including YouTube. 
The ad repositories of Google and Meta, 
which are not as transparent as they should 
be, and only tell part of the story, show that 
the two companies earned 9-10 digit figures 
from just two major political parties between 
February and May 2024.

In the lead-up to the 
election, Google pledged 
to support the democratic 
process by enforcing poli-
cies against false claims. 
However, an investigation 
by Global Witness and 
Access Now shows that 
YouTube approved 100% 
of submitted ads contain-
ing election disinforma-
tion—including content 
that could result in vote 
suppression or plausibly 
even incite violence—in 
English, Hindi and Telugu, 
violating its content policies. In contrast, 
YouTube had rejected such ads before the 
2022 US midterm elections, pointing to a 
disparity in policy enforcement between 
regions and potentially reflecting internal 
choices on resource allocation to pre-poll 
supervision in the US over that in India.

India’s new 

government has 

an opportunity 

to set a global 

precedent on 

good digital 

governance

DANI RODRIK & ROHAN SANDHU
are, respectively, professor of international 

political economy, and co-founder and co-

director of the Reimagining the Economy 

initiative, at Harvard Kennedy School.
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N interview began with the ques-
tion, “What is your name?” Pat 
came the reply, “Give me four 
choices.” Welcome to the world 
of  multiple-choice question-
based competitive exams, in 
which you are either trained to 

eliminate the wrong choices, find the right 
one in the shortest possible time, or ignore 
the question fearing negative marks.

The coaching class hubs of  Kota, Sikar, 
Noida and other scattered factory models 
have collectively created a craze unparal-
leled in the history of  competitive exams 
in India, which is a gateway to millions of  
young people wanting to become doctors 
and engineers. This gateway, unfortunately, 
has also given way to ‘secret keys’ in the 
form of  question paper leaks, ‘solver gangs’ 
as a service, and other questionable bub-
bles that burst shockingly to put 2024’s col-
lege admissions in a quandary.

With the stakes and tempers soaring 
high, the Union Ministry of  Education 
(MoE) swung into action—it called for a 
CBI investigation and formed a high-level 
committee to reform the National Testing 
Agency (NTA), responsible for conducting 
massive exams such as the JEE, CUET and 
NEET. Most importantly, it assured stu-
dents of  a secure and uncompromised fu-
ture. As it begins to chart the NTA’s future, 
the task before the committee is manifold.

Globally, admission to undergraduate or 
graduate professional degree programmes 
is a streamlined affair. In two of  the world’s 
largest higher education systems—in the 
US and China—the role of  exam agencies 
is noteworthy. The College Entrance Ex-
amination Board in the US was conceptu-
alised in Columbia University in 1900 with 
help from the legendary Harvard Univer-
sity president, Charles Eliot. Its pre-World 
War admission test was initially termed 
elitist and many post-war reforms made it 
one of  the best managed standardised test-
ing agencies. The ‘education anarchy’, 
where each post-secondary institution had 
its own entrance exam, was demolished by 
the College Board, which conducted the 
SAT, AP and BigFuture exams. It out-
sourced exams such as GRE and TOEFL to 
another non-profit, Education Testing 
Services. Started in 1947, this too is one of  
the largest private non-profit exam agen-
cies. These twin agencies, which are profes-
sionally governed with an inclusive leader-
ship, serve the education community 
through research and advocacy on behalf  
of  students, educators and institutions. 

Their major initiatives—Equity 2000, Pace-
setter and Transition 2000—create innova-
tive assessments that not only align with 
equitable policy change in governments 
and institutions around the world, but also 
ensure diversity at all levels. 

Gaokao, the Nationwide Unified Exami-
nation for Admissions to General Universi-
ties and Colleges in China, is the world’s 
largest assessment for undergraduate ad-
missions. Started in 1954, this is adminis-

tered by the Chinese education ministry in 
collaboration with local governments. The 
entire nation works in unison to ensure the 
Gaokao is conducted in a student-friendly 
manner. Year 2024 saw about 13.4 million 
students cramming for Gaokao to make 
this spectacle of  meritocracy a working re-
ality. Drones swarming in the air, police 
personnel stationed to prevent untoward 
incidents, public transport and taxis priori-
tising test-takers, popular icons sharing 
wishes—all this can be seen around Gaokao 
time every June. China Post ensures the 
safe transport of  exam papers with police 
protection. A satellite system is used to 
track real-time feedback, ensuring that the 
integrity of  the exam is not compromised 
and porous vulnerabilities are plugged. 

Other global examples include the Univer-
sity Clinical Aptitude Test in the UK and 
the Medical College Admission Test in the 
US. All of  them are conducted on a massive 
scale and in a student-friendly manner.

The Indian experience calls for certain 
reforms aligned with global best practises. 

The NTA’s three big responsibilities—
the JEE, NEET and CUET—apart from 
UGC-NET, CMAT, GPAT, SWAYAM  and 
others, make it one of  the world’s largest 
testing agencies with a capacity to mark 
three lakh tests per day. Year 2023 saw al-
most 13 million student registrations, 
reaching close to the gargantuan peak of  
the Gaokao. The NTA is comparable with 
global peers like the College Board, Educa-
tion Testing Services and Gaokao. Such a 
big role means bigger responsibilities, as 
the NTA shapes the life and career of  mil-
lions. Sensing this, the MoE has rightly em-
barked on an honest exercise to reform the 
NTA into a vehicle that would transport 
students to their aspired futures.

There are certain global best practices 
and local customisations that the high-level 
committee headed by former ISRO chief  K 
Radhakrishnan will definitely consider. 
The committee needs to cover the key suc-
cess factors for entrance exams conducted 
on the NTA’s scale and the speed needed to 
meet student aspirations. Some of  them 
are related to governance and leadership, 
technology adoption, disruptive influenc-
ers, frequency of  attempts, assessment 
scope, blending school and competitive 
exam scores for admissions, reducing the 
coaching factory model to address learning 
differences and creative testing models.

A quiver full of  such triggering concerns 
awaits the committee’s calibrated pathway 
for students to navigate the entrance exam 
maze. The future of  India lies in the critical 
and creative capabilities of  its youth, and 
not in the exam-cracking capabilities of  
tactful humanoids that the existing system 
has been generating. Chartering into unex-
plored territories is not going to be new for 
this committee headed by a spaceman. We 
hope NTA 2.0 will be a countdown to launch 
countless students’ hopes.

(Views are personal)
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Julian 
Assange

Every time we witness an injustice and do 
not act, we train our character to be passive 
in its presence and thereby eventually lose all 
ability to defend ourselves and those we love

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

HE purpose of  this article  
is to drive home the great 
need to create institutions of  
self-government and local de-
mocracy, as mandated by  
two constitutional amend-
ments—one for panchayats 

(73rd) and the other for municipalities 
(74th)—initiated as part of  the  
momentous decentralisation reforms. 
I wish to raise some issues relating  
to the third tier of  government  
and the terms of  reference for the  
16th Finance Commission. 

Given the two amendments as well as 
the two separate clauses, Articles 280(3)
(bb) and 280(3)(c) added for the pancha-
yats and municipalities, it is desirable 
to do away with the practice of  Finance 
Commissions treating both under the 
rubric of  ‘local bodies’. The problems 
of  the two are different. FC-16 would do 
well to consider them separately. 

That even after 30 years we cannot 
figure out the fiscal size of  our pancha-
yats and their place in the Indian pub-
lic finance in terms of  revenue or ex-
penditure is a poor reflection of  the 
progress made. Unlike western theo-
ries of  federalism that do not recognise 
the institution of  panchayats, the man-
date of  the decentralisation reforms 
for a gram sabha, an assembly of  vot-
ers, to determine development priori-
ties. The task of  panchayats to plan for 
economic development and social jus-
tice and innumerable other building 
blocks of  a local democracy are unique 
and challenging. A critical question to 
ask is why panchayats do not function 
as ‘institutions of  self-government’, 
but work as agents for the Union and 
state governments. Panchayati Raj In-
stitutions are still not an integral com-
ponent of  the federal fiscal system.

The basic message of  the twin 
amendments, that the Union Finance 
Commission and state Finance Com-
mission are organically linked in fed-
eral public finance, is not well recog-
nised. The State Finance Commission  
is a counterpart of  the Union Finance 
Commission created to rationalise the 
vertical and horizontal imbalances at 
the sub-state level. Ideally, if  the Union 
Finance Commission takes care of  in-
ter-state equity (now that the Planning 
Commission is abolished, a large part 
of  inter-governmental transfer respon-
sibility falls squarely on it) and  
the State Finance Commission the in-
tra-state equity, India has the best insti-
tutional mechanism to deliver territo-
rial equity and basic services. To be 

sure, the Union Finance Commission 
acting in tandem with State Finance 
Commissions can promote the golden 
rule of  cooperative federalism— 
that no citizen should be denied basic 
services, from drinking water to pri-
mary education, because of  the choice 
of  their residential location.

Continuity and change are impor-
tant to take the decentralisation re-
forms forward. FC-11 and FC-12, de-
spite clear mandates to “restructure 
public finance”, did not find it impor-
tant to include local governments in 
their scheme of  restructuring. The ef-
forts of  FC-13 to take the lagging decen-
tralisation reforms forward and link 

local grants to the divisible pool and 
introduce a performance grant system, 
stipulating conditionalities like putting 
in place an audit system, an ombuds-
man, and enabling property tax collec-
tion were not continued later. Some 
Union Finance Commissions dismissed 
State Finance Commission findings as 
“sketchy” and “patchy” without a close 
reading of  the reports and offering spe-
cific suggestions.

Again, the Union and states failed to 
implement the decentralisation re-
forms in a coordinated and consistent 
fashion. Most states did not part  
with power and authority, and did not 
exercise the simultaneous transfer of  

functions, funds and functionaries. 
Kerala was probably an exception—it 
led the country in activity mapping to 
ensure role clarity between the tiers. 
Kerala also tried to implement the 
mandatory function of  bottom- 
up planning, and even attempted dis-
trict plan formulation (Article 243ZD). 
Kerala’s people’s plan campaign initi-
ated a multi-stage process of  participa-
tory planning, from identifying the  
felt needs of  the people at gram  
sabha meetings to the final vetting and 
sanction by the district planning  
committee. In a way, it demonstrated  
the feasibility of  the reforms. 

The Union and states, avowedly com-
mitted to fostering the decentralisation 
process, have promoted parallel insti-
tutions that work counter to local gov-
ernments and local democracy. The  
Local Area Development Project for 
each Member of  Parliament and its 
counterpart for MLAs are classic ex-
amples. The Union and states have cre-
ated several agencies that perform 
tasks meant to be done by local govern-
ments. It will be a great service if   
FC-16 institutes a Functions Fund Ma-
trix study and estimates the parallel 
flow of  resources during the last 30 
years. That will reveal the nature and 
magnitude of  the forces that have 
weakened local governance.

As per its terms of  reference, 
FC-16 has to recommend measures 
needed to strengthen the consolidated 
funds of  a state to supplement the re-
sources of  panchayats and municipali-
ties. By and large, municipalities have 
strong revenue bases. The revenue-
raising capacity of  panchayats  
needs to be enhanced. There are pan-
chayats that do not collect any tax. Al-
though property tax is a universal local 
tax, states such as Rajasthan, Haryana 
and Punjab do not collect property tax. 
The Economic Survey of  2017-18 
showed that rural local governments 
collect less than 10 percent of  their to-
tal potential for local finance. A de-
pendency regime, artificially created, 
cannot ensure transparency, account-
ability and self-government. 

A full-fledged financial reporting 
system including the local govern-
ments is still a far cry. If  FC-16 could 
initiate the steps and the Reserve  
Bank of  India could come up with a 
federal financial reporting system  
that includes the Union, states and  
local governments, it would be a  
great achievement indeed. 

(Views are personal)
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NTA 2.0: SPACEMAN’S COUNTDOWN
TO LAUNCH COUNTLESS CAREERS

THE NEED TO 
EMPOWER  

THE THIRD TIER

M A OOMMEN Former Chairman, Fourth State Finance Commission, 
Kerala, and Distinguished Fellow, Gulati Institute of 
Finance and Taxation, Thiruvananthapuram

China’s Gaokao is the world’s biggest 
college admission test. The police, 
postal system, cabbies and icons 
contribute to keep it safe and student-
friendly. Even satellites are used to 
track real-time feedback. NTA, whose 
scale of operation is comparable, can 
learn from such exam systems

Panchayats don’t function as self-governing institutions, as 
envisaged, but as agents of the Union and state govts. The 16th 

Finance Commission should give more voice to local govts 

MANDAR PARDIKAR

S VAIDHYASUBRAMANIAM Vice-Chancellor & Tata Sons Chair Professor 
of management, SASTRA University

Kosher cannibalism?
Ref: Debating empathy at the dining table 
(Jun 25). The author is right that pain  
has to be considered across every living 
being instead of just humans. If  slaughter for 
food is justifiable per se, and if any animal  
can be slaughtered with no second thought, 
then cannibalism can also be kosher. Of  
course it’s a sensitive issue, but don’t we  
need to be different from our primitive 
carnivorous habits?
U Atreya Sarma, Hyderabad

Fewer justifications
The author has a great argument in favour 
of vegetarianism. In the near future, non-
vegetarians will  have fewer justifications 
for their food choices and eventually such 
writers will  prove the old adage that the pen 
is mightier than the sword right.   
S Raman Iyer, email

Title opportunity
The Indian cricket team has reserved a berth 
at the T20 World Cup semi-finals through their 
stupendous performance against Australia. 
With the knockouts on the cards, it  would be 
a great opportunity for the Indian team to put 
an end to a decade-long ICC title drought. 
M Rishidev, Dindigul

Form redemption 
Virat Kohli  was expected to be the mainstay of 
the Indian cricket team but the dashing batter 
has not even shown a semblance of form so 
far at the World Cup. The team management 
lacks the gumption to drop him and the likes of 
Yashashvi Jaiswal and Sanju Samson have been 
left to twiddle their thumbs. Whether Kohli  will 
redeem himself in the semi-finals is the million-
dollar question now.
C V Aravind, Bengaluru 
         
Personal liberty
A special CBI court in Tamil Nadu denying  
bail  on the grounds that bail  can’t be  
granted simply due to prolonged imprisonment 
is not right. Bail  is a right whereas jail  is a 
punishment. Until  the accused is proved  
guilty beyond reasonable doubts, he  
can’t be kept behind bars for so long. This  
is personal liberty, guaranteed in Article 21  
of the Constitution. 
Kaliappan Palaniswami, Salem

Cycling exemplar
It was quite interesting to see Appalanaidu, 
an MP from Andhra Pradesh, cycling his way to 
parliament for the oath-taking ceremony. If 
this act was not for mere pomp and show, he 
would be setting a great example to continue 
to go to parliament by bicycle everyday in a 
pollution-ravaged city like Delhi.
I V Venugopala Rao, Bobbili
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BUDGET MUST ADDRESS 
RURAL DISTRESS,  

HIGH FOOD INFLATION

A
S it nears the presentation of  its first budget in about 
a month, the new Union government must lend an ear 
to the mounting rural distress and continuing high 
food prices plaguing the economy. Rural voters have 
made it amply clear they are not happy with the state 

of  the farm sector. The BJP-led NDA’s seat count in rural 
constituencies went down by 44, while the INDIA bloc gained 
77 seats at the recent hustings. The distress is evident in the 
sluggish consumption figures and has been underlined by 
consumer goods companies. Rural consumption declined 
for six quarters from the beginning of  2021 before turning 
positive at the start of  2023, according to NielsenIQ data. 

Higher fuel and food prices have driven up inflation in ru-
ral markets more than in urban areas over the last 18 months. 
Agricultural production, which grew steadily during 2021-23, 
has tapered to just 1.4 percent in 2023-24. The last two quar-
ters’ growth has slumped below 1 percent due to unseasonal 
rains and damaged crops. These trends show there is a sharp 
fall in rural earnings over the last two years and a consequent 
erosion in purchasing power. Among the first steps the gov-
ernment must take is easing food inflation, which is creating 
havoc among millions of  families struggling on tight budgets. 
Basic vegetables and pulses, as well as onions and potatoes—
the country’s staple diet—have gone out of  reach for many. 

The immediate form of  intervention, via the budget and oth-
erwise, would be to allocate more resources to build supply 
lines and beef  up distribution so that optimal supplies cool 
prices. The longer and bigger battle, however, is against climate 
change that is causing unseasonal rains and long droughts, and 
is resulting in destroyed crops. This involves more scientific 
agricultural methods and a greater investment in R&D—some 
economists have suggested an outlay of  1 percent of  the farm 
sector’s output—so that more resilient and diverse crops are 
sown. Providing relief  by raising the subsidy on costly inputs 
such as fertilisers would also be welcome. Above all, a lasting 
solution to the government’s narrow interpretation of  mini-
mum support prices needs to be found. The demand has stirred 
thousands of  farmers in recent days in Punjab and the North. 
Suppressing these movements would not be the answer.

INNER-PARTY CRITICISM 
CAN HELP CPM RECOVER

C
RITICAL voices within the CPI(M) in Kerala are growing 
bolder. It is a welcome sign for a party that is trying to 
chart a way forward after the rout in the parliamentary 
elections that underscored a potentially debilitating ero-
sion of  support. While the party publicly admitted only to 

failing to gauge the people’s sentiments, what transpired in the
recent meeting of  its state committee underlined a serious in-
trospection and pointed towards a much-needed course correc-
tion. Several members are said to have accused Chief  Minister 
Pinarayi Vijayan’s style of  functioning and his government’s 
lapses. That not all in the CPI(M) were happy with the govern-
ment’s performance or happenings in the party was known; but 
it is only now that some have gathered the courage to speak out. 
It’s a sign that Vijayan’s long-standing grip over the party could 
be weakening and inner-party democracy is getting a chance.

The home (handled by the CM himself) and finance depart-
ments were singled out for admonition. Some members were 
surprisingly direct in their attack of  the CM, pointing out his 
body language and hostile disposition, and even listed out in-
stances that contributed to his “arrogant” image. Some sought 
to bring out the contrast between the first and second Pinarayi 
cabinets, emphasising how his first term had a ministry 
packed with experience and efficiency. “One chief  minister 
and 19 shadows” is how one of  them described the present 
cabinet. LDF’s apparent minority appeasement attempts and 
corruption allegations were also loudly talked about.

Dissent can prompt correction and lead to more effective 
administration. But for the party to take effective corrective 
steps, it must admit to mistakes that go far beyond merely 
miscalculating the situation. The performance of  the second 
Pinarayi government has been uninspiring, to say the least. 
The CM’s image has taken a severe beating and has become 
a burden for the party. The anti-government and anti-CPI(M) 
sentiments are real. The party has yet to admit these. Instead, 
it has chosen to blame communities and groups for not vot-
ing for the party and political rivals for making inroads into 
its vote bank. This smacks of  a defeatist mentality. While the 
decision to listen to people is constructive, the party must see 
the re-emergence of  inner-party criticism as a positive fall-
out of  the defeat and grab the opportunity to correct lapses.

Q U I C K  TA K E

URGENCY NEEDED ON MANIPUR

MANIPUR’S strife refuses to abate even after 14 months. 
On Monday, Kuki-Zo groups took out huge rallies in five 
districts to press their demand for a separate Union 

territory—different from their earlier call for a territorial 
council within Manipur. Tensions rose again in Jiribam dis-
trict after bodies of  a Kuki-Zo member and a Meitei were 
discovered. The governments’ efforts are not working. In 
May, the Supreme Court refused to act against those who had 
not carried out its order on protecting displaced families’ 
properties. The new Lok Sabha must take up the issues in 
earnest. And national leaders need to visit the state to assure 
its anxious communities.
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Our experiences, and
even the stories nar-
rated by our elders or

those read by us, impart a cer-
tain wisdom. Many of these
get so deeply ingrained in our
minds that often we develop
characteristics unknown to
our conscious self. My moth-
er always kept a copy of
Ramcharitmanas in her
prayer corner. We would lis-
ten wide-eyed to her recita-
tion of the chaupais (a qua-
train verse of Indian poetry),
my imagination running wild
with the story of Lord Rama,
and his victory over evil. It
remained a story to me in my
growing up years, till I joined
my railway job.
I was the head of my depart-
ment in a division, sand-
wiched between two other
divisions. My location
required me to have smooth
coordination with my neigh-
bours. One day I complained
to our mutual boss in the
headquarters about the non-
cooperation of my colleagues
from the adjoining divisions,
to be snubbed by him, "You
are now a senior officer. You
should handle these minor
issues at your level." I was 29,
with a working experience of
only 5 years. It did not mat-

ter that I did not consider
myself senior enough. It was
the position that I held that
imparted me the authority
and consequently responsibil-
ity. The observation had gone
home. I was a leader and had
to act like one taking every-
one with me to attain my
goals.
As a branch head, I was also
responsible for allotting gov-
ernment accommodation to
the staff under my control. It
was a routine exercise follow-
ing the waitlist; however, the
branch head had the discre-
tionary authority to make an
out-of-turn allotment. A few
days into my posting, I was
approached by the widow of

one staff, supported by a few
union leaders, for an out-of-
turn allotment on compas-
sionate grounds. I passed the
orders. Then I started having
doubts, knowing, that I would
now also be approached by
the rival union for favour. I
refused the approach several
weeks later despite their polite
requests to follow the prece-
dence I had set. I learned that
it was important to be fair
while making decisions.
One day a few union leaders
came to me quite agitated.
They complained about the
disrespectful communication
by one of my junior officers.
The officer had used the
Hindi tum (you), instead of
the more respectable aap
(you), when addressing a
staff. I tried to assuage their
hurt sentiments by pointing
out the north Indian origins
of the junior officer, where, in
some regions, even the par-
ents are addressed as tum. I
learned to respect the local
sentiments.
I also learned the impor-
tance of nurturing relations.
Armed with bookish knowl-
edge, I was a novice in the
practical professional life. The
staff had been dealing with
these issues far before I had

joined the engineering college
and many even from before I
was born. I had no hesitation
to sit with them without any
biases and learn. I took
strength from the stories of
Nishad, Shabri, Sugriva, and
many others.
It was only after I faced diffi-
cult situations in my profes-
sional life, I understood that
the life of Lord Rama as a
prince and then king was
tough. He had to uphold
integrity in his public life
even at the cost of personal
suffering. He also had to
build and nurture new rela-
tionships without pre-con-
ceived notions to fight for the
good.
I had learned important
lessons from the stories nar-
rated by my mother.
Ramcharitmanas was not just
a story, it was a way of life!
Following the principles that
He lived and fought for on
this earth was the true devo-
tion that I could offer. I did
not need the sanctuary of a
temple to pray!

(The author is an electrical
engineer with the Indian

Railways and conducts class-
es in creative writing; views

are personal)
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bers of Parliament will take the oath of
secrecy, overseen by temporary speaker
Bhartrihari Mehtab. The National
Democratic Alliance (NDA), including
the BJP's 240 members, now totals 294
members, highlighting a shift in the
political landscape.
The Congress party, with 100 seats,
alongside its allies totaling 234 seats, will
have a strengthened position, allowing
it to assume the role of Leader of the
Opposition in the Lok Sabha for the first
time in ten years. This change amplifies
the opposition's ability to hold the gov-
ernment accountable on issues like
inflation, unemployment, and the ongo-
ing violence in Manipur.  This 18th Lok
Sabha stands out for its strong opposi-
tion, and how the ruling party navigates
this dynamic will be closely observed in
the coming days.

Shantaram Wagh | Pune
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Madam — This has with reference to
your editorial " Friend in need" published
on June 24. Bangladesh Prime Minister

Sheikh Hasina's two-day visit to India
highlighted the tight relationship
between the two countries. The two
countries signed ten agreements and
memoranda of understanding, but the
agreement struck on India's plan to send
a technical team to conserve and man-
age the Teesta River garnered special
notice. 
The distribution of Teesta River water has
been viewed as a problematic issue
between the two countries. Considering
this, China began to express interest in
the management and conservation of the
Teesta River in 2020. All parties were
aware of the sensitivity of the situation,
given India's reservations about
it.Looking at countries like Sri Lanka,
Nepal, and the Maldives, we can see that
China's approach was not new. However,
given India's good relations with
Bangladesh, the issue over Teesta water
sharing did not raise suspicions and ani-
mosity between the two countries. 

Abhijit Roy | Jamshedpur

#�$��"������������  
Madam — The World Health
Organization (WHO) declared loneliness
a “global health threat” in November
2023 and should be commended for
launching the WHO Commission on
Social Connection to address this issue.
Connecting with others has become eas-
ier in our modern era of smartphones
and the internet.Here are a few practi-
cal suggestions to help older individuals
combat loneliness:Each apartment com-
plex or neighborhood should have a
common room for social gatherings
and reading, where people can read
newspapers and magazines, chat, discuss
general topics, and stay until family
members return home from work.
Employ a coordinator for the social room
to attend to the needs of the elderly, such
as running errands, engaging in conver-
sations, and providing a cheerful atmos-
phere. 
A written understanding should be
established that discussions in the com-
mon room remain private to prevent
controversies. Allow lonely individuals
from nearby homes to join. Provide cots
for naps and encourage bringing lunch
boxes.Encourage keeping pets.Promote
hobbies such as gardening, puzzle-solv-
ing, and reading.Participate in social plat-
forms.Create quiz groups on WhatsApp
and other social platforms for daily
quizzes, with participants taking turns to
pose questions and answers.Make humor
and laughter sessions mandatory in
every apartment complex, educational
institution, and workplace, at least for 10
minutes each morning and evening. The
internet offers an endless supply of
jokes that are considerate of others' feel-
ings.

PVS Sreelekha | Secundarabad

�%%� �"����"��� ������&"�
Madam — The parliamentary session
starting on June 24 promises to be sig-
nificant, as it marks the first time in a
decade that the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) will not govern alone. New mem-
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a bouquet. A soldier's salute is
the highest tribute.
A month's extension in the
armed forces is a first, though
in one case, extension was
given for one day.   The exten-
sion will affect the line of suc-
cession beyond the present
contenders. VCOAS Lt Gen
Dwivedi was the seniormost
followed by Lt Gen Ajai Singh
GoC-in-C Southern
Command. Both were batch-
mates but the tyranny of 'order
of merit' while graduating
from IMA dictates seniority.
Both were to retire on 30
June. 
Next senior was Northern
Army Commander. Lt Gen
Suchindra Kumar followed by
Lt Gen Raja Subramani of
Central Command.
Interestingly all the Generals
named except the outgoing
COAS who  is an Engineer
officer  are Infanteers. Pande
is the first Sapper officer to
break the glass ceiling. On 1
July the new Army
Commanders will be Lt Gens
Raja Subramani  VCOAS,
Devu Sharma AARTRAC,
Dhiraj Seth Southern,
Sengupta South Western and
Manjinder Singh Central. 
Traditionalists hold  that exten-
sions in the military are not par
for the course as they disrupt
the line of succession and
officers should refuse to accept
extension. It is the govern-
ment's prerogative   to choose
a Service Chief by seniority,
merit and  deep selection

superseding officers or even
recalling the selected from
retirement.  But service rules
should not be tweaked whim-
sically .
In 2014 after BJP won the elec-
tions it tried to prevent the rul-
ing UPA from appointing the
senior most Gen Dalbir Suhag
as COAS. 
The thing is, Governments
must not be seen  breaching
the sacrosanct service rule
book or inventing new rules .
Instances of supersession are
rare: the most recent being the
appointment of late Gen Bipin
Rawat as COAS who overtook
two senior Generals.
Supersessions have happened
in the Navy and Air Force also.
Admiral Robin Dhawan in
2014 and Admiral Karambir
Singh in 2019 superseded their
senior  VADM's Shehkar Sinha
and Bimal Verma. Superseded
officers have generally resigned
but some continued to serve. 
So why the one-month exten-
sion to Gen Pande. 
The  government  wanted to be
back in power (as it was on 9
June) before taking  any
unusual step like deviating
from seniority principle .
Remember all three -
Incumbent  Pande, next senior
Dwivedi followed by  Singh -
were  all to retire on 30 June.
If government had  wanted to
appoint seniormost Lt Gen
Dwivedi as COAS, his name
could have been announced
on 26 May as it had
announced appointment of

VAdm Tripathi as CNS on 19
April while moral code of
conduct was on . Instead, the
government preoccupied with
election extended service of
Gen Pande giving itself more
leeway  in naming new COAS.
Choices were  A) appoint the
seniormost Dwivedi. B) retire
both Dwivedi and Singh and
appoint either Suchindra
Kumar or Raja Subramani or
….  And C) Supersede
Dwivedi and appoint Singh by
tweaking the rulebook (one
day extension for Singh )  or
deep-select from other  eligi-
ble Army Commanders.
In the Air Force, service rules
were tweaked by MoD in
1988. Air Chief Marshal Polly
Mehra retired on 31 July. Air
Marshal Nimmi Suri who was
to retire on 31 July was given
one day extension and
appointed Air Chief Marshal
and Chief of Air Staff, super-
seding Air Marshal MM
Singh. In another case I believe
the forenoon/ afternoon tweak
was applied which is being
replicated now - retiring Gen
Pande  F/N and appointing
Gen Dwivedi in A/N. The
extension merely created a
storm in a tea cup, the El Nino
effect! 

(The writer, a retired Major
General, was Commander,

IPKF South, Sri Lanka, and
founder member of the

Defence Planning Staff, cur-
rently the Integrated Defence

Staff. The views expressed
are personal)
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It is intriguing why the
appointment of Lt Gen
Upendra  Dwivedi was not

announced on 26 May but  on 11
June  which would have obviat-
ed a 30-day extension to COAS
Gen Manoj Pande and the unnec-
essary speculation that followed.
Government would not have
been   deterred by Model Code
of Conduct for election as it had
already appointed  VAdm Dinesh
Tripathi as Chief of Naval Staff on
19 April. That a supersession was
contemplated  but not imple-
mented as the '400 paar' goal ,
even 272 mark  were missed
probably led to  discretion super-
seding valour . Further  NDA
allies had already flagged the
Agniveer issue!
Strange are the ways of the gov-
ernment. Just six days before
Pande's superannuation- bringing
the appointment down to wire- it
ordered an extension  after he had
been feted out by his successor on
21 May. The extension was quite
baffling. Government officials
like Cabinet Secretary, Home
Secretary and others (including
Director ED) who run  govern-
ment for politicians get extensions
as a matter of routine. In the case
of ED's Sanjay Mishra, Supreme
Court had to intervene to issue a
deadline. But bureaucrats have
made themselves indispensable
like the repetition of NSA shows.
The  extension to COAS triggered
extensive speculation:  
The last extension was given to
COAS Gen Gopal Bewoor who
succeeded Field Marshal
Manekshaw. This extension
ensured that Lt Gen PS Bhagat, a
Victoria Cross winner was denied
the post of COAS, opening  the
path for Lt Gen Tappy Raina, a
Kashmiri, to get the coveted job.
Incidentally, both Bewoor and
Bhagat were Rimcollians (studied
at RIMC Dehradun) and good
friends.  Appointments of CDS
and COAS have got  highly
politicised but  their stature
diminishing- as their most con-
spicuous relegation  in the seat-
ing plan during PM's oath taking
ceremony demonstrated. 
No one but they are to blame.
Equally unusual was Defence
Minister Minister Rajnath Singh
being welcomed back to MOD by
CDS Gen Anil Chauhan holding
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Ranganathan Sivakumar | Chennai
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Annually observed on
June 26, ‘The
International Day

Against Drug Abuse and Illicit
Trafficking’ was established
by the United Nations General
Assembly in 1987 to combat
drug abuse globally. The day
serves to highlight the chal-
lenges posed by drug abuse
and illicit trafficking, stressing
the need for international
cooperation. The 2024 cam-
paign, "The evidence is clear:
invest in prevention", focuses
on raising awareness about the
importance of providing help
and treatment to individuals
struggling with drug use. It
advocates for a compassionate
approach, emphasizing empa-
thy and care over punitive
measures. This shift, aims to
promote understanding of the
negative impacts of drugs on

personal, social, and spiritual
well-being. 
The campaign also calls for
treating people who use drugs
with respect and without judg-
ment, aiming to change soci-
etal attitudes. The United
Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) underscores
the significance of eliminating
stigma and adopting a people-
centered approach based on
human rights and evidence-
based practices to effectively

combat drug abuse globally.
Besides, the primary objective
is to address the multifaceted
issues of drug abuse and traf-
ficking by raising public aware-
ness, promoting preventive
measures, and advocating for
robust policies and programs.
Educating communities about
the severe dangers and conse-
quences of drug abuse and
illicit trafficking is essential. 
Fostering international coop-
eration is crucial for a compre-
hensive approach, emphasiz-
ing global partnerships and
collaboration among law
enforcement agencies to dis-
mantle drug trafficking net-
works. Addressing these objec-
tives will create a more
informed, prepared, and unit-
ed front against the global drug
crisis.
Going by the 2024 theme -

"The evidence is clear: invest
in prevention", the message of
the Secretary General of the
United Nations António
Guterres is pertinent in which
he reiterated that drugs inflict
profound suffering, deteriorat-
ing health and wellbeing, with
overdoses claiming countless
lives annually. To him, the rise
of more lethal synthetic drugs
and record-breaking illicit
drug production fuels crime
and violence globally, impact-
ing the most vulnerable, espe-
cially youth. 
Those struggling with sub-
stance abuse face repeated
victimization from the drugs,
societal stigma, and harsh
responses. To break this cycle,
'we must invest in evidence-
based prevention programs
that safeguard individuals and
communities, disrupt illicit

economies, and prioritize reha-
bilitation, education, and harm
reduction'. He cited the exam-
ple of Portugal saying that pre-
vention is effective. António
Guterres said, "As this year's
theme reminds us, breaking
the cycle of suffering means
starting at the beginning,
before drugs take hold, by
investing in prevention."
But what does ‘Drug Abuse’
actually mean? Drug abuse can
be defined as the improper or
excessive consumption of ille-
gal drugs or prescription med-
ications for non-therapeutic
purposes. 
Drug abuse severely impacts
physical health, manifesting in
serious conditions. Reports
point that chronic cocaine or
methamphetamine abuse leads
to cardiovascular issues,
including heart disease and

stroke. Smoking drugs like
crack cocaine can cause lung
cancer, while intravenous drug
use increases HIV risk. Other
risks, as medical reports point,
include nasal damage from
snorting, liver and kidney dis-
ease from prolonged substance
use, and oral cancer from
smokeless tobacco.
Contaminants in illicit drugs
are linked to leukemia, and
severe weight loss is common
among stimulant addicts.
Besides, mental health issues
include depression, anxiety,
memory and learning prob-
lems, insomnia, violent behav-
iour, delusions, paranoia, con-
fusion, extreme mood swings,
and substance dependence.
Some report also suggests that
the relationships between
drug-related crime, crimes
that affect the environment,

and convergent crime are com-
plex and evolving. 
Drug cultivation and traffick-
ing and crimes that affect the
environment are surging in the
Amazon Basin.
Also, the 'UNODC World
Drug Report 2023'  highlights
social and economic inequal-
ities driving drug problems
and their environmental and
human rights impacts and
rising conflicts. Treatment cov-
erage remains low, with only
one in five affected receiving
help, notably lacking in some
regions. Recent data from the
Government of India reveals
alarming statistics: more than
10% of the population grapples
with psychiatric disorders such
as depression, neurosis, and
psychosis. A substantial seg-
ment, comprising 15 individ-
uals per 1000, engages in drug

use, while chronic alcohol
addiction affects 25 per 1000
people. The availability of psy-
chiatric and de-addiction beds
starkly contrasts with demand,
with only 20% of the required
facilities accessible nationwide,
leaving an alarming 80%
shortfall in inpatient care
capacity.
Following a tailored treatment
plan involving detoxification,
counseling, and possibly med-
ication is crucial. Lifestyle
adjustments such as adopting
healthy habits and avoiding
triggers support recovery. The
way out is, facing the problem,
discussing and treating it with
experts' guidance, but not
being the escapist.

(The writer is Programme
Executive, Gandhi Smriti and

Darshan Samiti; views are
personal)
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(assuming that 52 per cent pilfer-
age has continued in the current
year). Minus this, the requirement
of households was 770 MGD. This
being higher than the net avail-
ability of 480 MGD, Delhiites are
feeling the stress.       
Unambiguously, plunder of water
by tanker mafia is at the root of
Delhi's water woes (last year,
Delhiites were spared as the HH
demand being muted, the net sup-
ply after accounting for the greed
of the tanker mafia was sufficient
to meet it). But, for this, the entire
production of 1000 MCD would
have been available for HH con-
sumption resulting in a surplus of
230 MCD (1000-770) forget any
shortage that we are experiencing
today.  
A sustainable solution to Delhi
water woes requires that the State
government addresses pilferage
on a war footing. Yet, its over-
whelming focus has been on get-
ting more raw water from
Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, HP etc.
While, making the demand it is
oblivious of the fact that all its
nine WTPs are already operating
above their installed capacities
(yielding a total of around 1000
MGD which is around 47 MGD
more than the combined capaci-
ty of all nine WTPs) and that the
DJB won't be able to deliver more
even if it gets more raw water
from the neighboring states.   
As for addition to the processing
capacity, last year, the Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal had
approved an action plan to
increase water production by 131
MGD in the short-term and by
380 MGD in the long-term. It

involved construction of a new
plant at Chandrawal, with a
capacity of 105 MGD and comple-
tion of another plant at Dwarka,
which has the potential to
increase production by 50 MGD.
That plan hasn't made much
headway. While, work on
Chandrawal plant is yet to start,
even the Dwarka project which
was to come up by March 2024 is
running behind schedule.  
Unable to manage water supplies
from the rivers viz. Yamuna,
Ravi-Beas, Ganga and so on, the
Delhi government is now increas-
ing its dependence on groundwa-
ter which currently contributes a
little more than 10 percent -
almost 100 percent increase over
the level five years ago. According
to the Central Ground Water
Board (CGWD), over 41 percent
of Delhi's total area is overexploit-
ed even as it has been drawing
more groundwater than it
recharges. The total annual
groundwater recharge decreased
from 0.41 billion cubic meters
(bcm) in 2022 to 0.38 bcm in
2023, while the annual extractable
groundwater resource available
decreased from 0.37 bcm to 0.34
bcm. 
This is not a healthy trend. The
ruthless exploitation of natural
endowments and that too when
resources are being put to misuse
(read: diversion of water meant
for HH consumption to industri-
al use) is unconscionable.  
Apart from the huge imbalance
between the demand and supply,
the gross mismanagement and
irregularities in running Delhi's
water supply systems is also push-

ing DJB to the brink of financial
bankruptcy. Pilferage of more
than half of water supply means
the Board doesn't get any revenue
on that much quantity. Then,
you have Kejriwal's free scheme
that involves no payment for
consumption up to 20,000 litres a
month per household. 
Even for HHs who get the bills
and haven't paid for years, the
Chief Minister has been trying to
get a one time settlement package
cleared by the Lieutenant
Governor which will tantamount
to the State exchequer foregoing
thousands of crore. Finally, there
are reports of payments having
been made by the households
albeit to private entities (autho-
rized to collect the money) but
never reached the revenue depart-
ment.          
All this has led to a pathetic sit-
uation whereby DJB which until
a decade back was making prof-
it today has an accumulated debt
of over Rs 70,000 crore. The
Board is able to run its operations
solely because it can borrow
money from banks and other
financial institutions (FIs) backed
by sovereign State guarantee. Left
to fend for itself, it would have
collapsed long ago. One shudders
to think of what this would entail
for water supply to the capital city.   
The water crisis as also serious-
ness of problems on other infra-
structure fronts such as electric-
ity etc and overall governance
issues in Delhi calls for some dras-
tic action by the Centre. 

(The writer is a policy analyst;
views are personal)  

The gravity of water crisis facing
Delhiites has forced the Delhi gov-
ernment to approach the Supreme

Court (SC) seeking its intervention to
direct neighboring states Haryana, Uttar
Pradesh, and Himachal Pradesh (HP) to
provide additional raw water supply to
the national capital. Initially, the SC
directed HP to release 137 cusecs of raw
water which translates to 70 million gal-
lons per day (MGD) of more water for
the city. It also asked Haryana to make
arrangements for ensuring its free flow
to Delhi.  
But, now with HP claiming that it can't
release more than what it is already giv-
ing (70 MGD), the top court has direct-
ed 'the Upper Yamuna River Board
(UYRB) to convene a meeting with all
parties and take a decision expeditious-
ly'. The mandate of UYRB is to inter alia
regulate the allocation of available water
flows amongst the beneficiary States and
also monitoring the return flows.
Is Delhi really short of water?
According to Delhi's Economic Survey
Report 2023, the overall water require-
ment of the city is 1,290 MGD, with an
increase in the summer months. Against
this, the Delhi Jal Board (DJB) which has
the mandate to manage the water supply
in the city (including procurement of raw
water from various sources, its process-
ing in water treatment plants or WTPs
and its distribution) had said on April 3,
2024 in a written statement that water
production in the capital stood at around
990 MGD on average between March end
and start of April. The DJB actually pro-
duced 1,002 MGD on June 7, 2024. 
Further, the Economic Survey of Delhi,
2023-24, says, "As per Outcome Budget
(Q2 of 2023-24) of DJB, the total distri-
bution losses are at about 52.35 percent".
Distribution losses is a sophisticated
nomenclature for  pilferage of water sup-
plies by tanker mafia and industries. 
The pilferage is happening at all stages
of the water supply chain viz. the WTPs,
conveyance systems and distribution
systems. This couldn't have happened
without the connivance of the authori-
ties.
Deduct 52 percent pilferage or 520
MGD from production of around 1000
MGD, the quantity available for con-
sumption by households in Delhi would
be 480 MGD. This is barely 37 percent
of the demand estimated at 1290 MGD.
It sounds bizarre! If, that were the case,
nearly 2/3rd of Delhiites would have been
without drinking water; a complete dis-
aster. That hasn't happened even as we
see people chasing water tankers in sev-
eral parts of Delhi.
So, what are we missing?
There is something fundamentally wrong
with the way mandarins in the govern-
ment estimate the requirement. Ideally,
this should be done from the demand
side which involves conducting house-
hold survey, collecting data on how much
each unit needs, aggregating and so on.
Instead, they look at the total supply in
the past say 2023-24, presume that that
much quantity was consumed and apply
an incremental factor/percentage
increase to arrive at the requirement for
2024-25.
In this process, they end up including
even the pilfered quantity in the require-
ment. It means that 1290 MGD also
includes 520 MGD of water plundered by
dubious operators from the system
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