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Why is China
probing the far
side of the moon?

What is the latest in its ambitious space
odyssey? How did China’s other moon
missions fare?

Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far:

n the pre-dawn hours (IST) of June 4, a
l small spacecraft bearing lunar samples took

off from the moon’s far side, headed for an
orbit that would bring it in contact with an
orbiter waiting for it. There, the spacecraft
‘handed over’ the samples to a capsule on the
returner, which will bring the samples back to
the earth in a two-week journey. Scientists will
thus finally have access to pieces of moon soil
and rocks from its far side. This is China’s
ambitious and ongoing Chang’e 6 mission.

What are the Chang’e missions?
China’s moon missions are called Chang’e,
named for the goddess of the moon in Chinese
mythology. The Chinese National Space
Administration (CNSA) launched the Chinese
Lunar Exploration Programme (CLEP) in 2003,
and the first Chang’e mission happened in 2007.
Chang’e 1 created a map of the moon’s surface.

With Chang’e 2, CLEP launched phase I of its
moon missions, and equipped the orbiter with a
better camera. Its images were used to prepare
the Chang’e 3 mission’s lander and rover for
their descent on the moon, which they
successfully achieved on December 14, 2013,
starting CLEP’s phase II missions.

In 2019, Chang’e 4 carried the first lander and
the rover to descend on the moon’s far side and
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scientific goal is to moon’s near side.
understand why the far 1t included a
side is so different mission
from the near side component called
an ascender,
which, after collecting and stowing some lunar
soil samples, launched itself into orbit. There, an
orbiter collected the samples, transferred them
to a returner, which brought them to the earth.
Chang’e 6 is attempting to replicate its
predecessor’s feat but from the moon’s far side.
The scientific goal here is to understand why the
far side is so different from the near side.

What is the far side?

The moon is tidally locked to the earth: the
lunar hemisphere facing the earth will always
face the earth, and the hemisphere facing away
(far side) will always face away. The far side has
rockier terrain and fewer smooth plains.

Thus, it’s harder to land a spacecraft on the
far side — more so since it’s impossible to
communicate directly from the earth with a
spacecraft here: there’s no line of sight. A
workaround is to have a second spacecraft in
space that relays signals between ground
stations on the earth and the surface spacecraft.
This makes the mission more complex.

The far side is expected to be a good place to
install large telescopes, which would have a view
of the universe unobstructed by the earth. ISRO
and scientists at the Raman Research Institute,
Bengaluru, are currently working on such a
device, called PRATUSH.

What is the status of Chang’e 6?

CNSA launched the 8.3-tonne Chang’e 6
orbiter-lander assembly on May 3 and it entered
a lunar orbit on May 8. On May 30, the lander
complex split from the orbiter and descended
over a large crater called Apollo on June 1.

CLEP scientists coordinated this part of the
mission with help from the Quegiao 2 relay
satellite, which the CNSA launched in February
this year into an elliptical orbit around the
moon. Once within Apollo, a drill plunged into
the soil, and with help from a scoop extracted
about 2 kg of material, and transferred it to the
ascender. On June 4, the ascender took off for
moon orbit. There, it rendezvoused with the
orbiter and transferred the samples to a capsule
in the returner on June 6.

The returner is expected to bring them to the
earth on June 25.

What might the samples reveal?

Since Chang’e 6 is a Chinese mission, the ‘what’
depends on the samples as much as ‘by whom’
and ‘when’.

CNSA hasn’t been sharing periodic and
detailed updates, as has been expected from
other moon missions.

Once CNSA retrieves the sample-bearing
capsule, Chinese scientists will have first crack at
it before sharing access with foreign research
groups based on their proposals. It’s unknown
whether any Indian research groups have
applied for access.

Scientifically, the far-side samples are
expected to inform insights about why the moon
is the way it is and the formation of planets. For
example, scientists believe the terrain
asymmetry between the two lunar hemispheres
is because of heat released by the earth when
the moon was forming and thermochemical
characteristics near the moon’s surface.

(The details in this article are as of 4 pm on
June 8, 2024.)
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Why did several exit polls go off the mark?

What methodology should be followed for accuracy? How do we know that a survey has done its

homework? What are the red flags? When are exit polls conducted? Do respondents open up on

their choice? In a close election, is it more difficult to get seats and voter shares right?

Srinivasan Ramani

The story so far:
everal exit polls predicted the return of
the Bharatiya Janata Party-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) to power,
with a tally of more than 300 seats for
the BJP alone. One pollster, Today’s Chanakya,
predicted 400 seats (plus or minus 15) for the
NDA, and another, Axis MyIndia, said the NDA
would win an average of 381 seats. All these polls
were way off the mark, as results showed.

What were the vote share projections?

The CSDS-Lokniti post-poll predicted that the
NDA would receive a vote share of 46% while
that of the INDIA bloc (excluding the Left,
Trinamool Congress in West Bengal and AAP in
Punjab) would be 35%. The error margin was
3.08% points. The results show that the NDA had
bagged 292 seats (43.63% vote share) and the
INDIA bloc 205 seats (excluding the Trinamool
Congress which won 29 seats) with a vote share
of 37%. CSDS-Lokniti did not project seats for
the alliances but predicted that the NDA would
return with a majority. Its vote share figures
were within the error margins but were 2.5
points higher for the NDA. Axis My India
projected 47% for the NDA and 39% for the
INDIA bloc and the results showed that the
projections overestimated the NDA vote share
beyond error margins. C-Voter projected a seat
tally of 353 to 383 seats for the NDA, with a vote
share of 45.3% and 38.9% for the BJP alone,
which was 2.3 points higher than the actual vote
share for the party — 36.56%. Its figures for the
INDIA bloc were also roughly 2.4 points lower
than the actual mark. While the vote shares
were within error margins nationally, its seat
tallies were way off across several States.

What are exit polls?
Opinion polls are sample surveys where a cross

Whether a
polling
agency has
done a good
survey is
clear from
what it
reveals in its
methodology

Close contest: A man watching television waits for the release

appliance store in Ajmer on June 1. AFP
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section of the electorate is randomly chosen and
interviewed about their choice of party or
candidates. These polls could either be
conducted in-person or over devices as is the
case with telephonic surveys. Exit polls ask
voters about their choice right after they have
exercised their mandate, sometimes outside the
polling booth. Some pollsters prefer to do
“post-poll surveys” which are conducted at the
residence of the voters after voting.
CSDS-Lokniti’s poll is a “post-poll survey”. Other
surveys such as Axis MyIndia’s were “exit polls”.

Did methodology matter in the way exit polls
got the numbers wrong?

For exit polls to be accurate, certain factors have
to be kept in mind like the sample size of the
survey, the selection process of the sample, the
manner in which the survey is conducted, and
the weighting of the sample according to
estimates of the population.

The size of the sample has to be
representative and the largeness of the sample is
immaterial as long as it is significant enough to
statistically predict the winner. If the sample is
randomly chosen and the size of the sample is
enough to accurately predict the possibility of a
certain candidate winning more than 40-45% of
the vote — which is generally the case with
Indian elections — then even a representative
sample of around 20,000-odd respondents is
enough to predict winners in a country of a
voting population of close to 100 crore. One can
conduct larger surveys with more than 20,000
respondents or even with lakhs of respondents
but the key is to get good representation. CSDS
Lokniti’s total sample size was 19,663 across 23
States and 193 parliamentary constituencies
while that of Axis MyIndia’s was 5,82,574 across
all the 543 constituencies. But the former got its
vote share predictions within the error margins
while the latter didn’t.

For good representation, the samples have to
be chosen randomly (so as to avoid bias) and
also be chosen in a stratified manner (so as to
avoid missing out on any section of the
population). The most ideal way of choosing a
random, but stratified sample, is to use electoral
rolls for identifying respondents. Once sampling
is done and the list of respondents are
identified, they need to be weighted on the basis
of the representation of sections in the
population — the percentage of women, Dalits,
minorities, majority population, and urban vs
rural voters. After a representative sample has
been prepared, interviews are conducted.
Ideally, a face-to-face interview works better,
and in the same language as the respondent.

Do respondents reveal their choice?
There is a high probability that many
respondents, especially those from marginalised

sections, either do not reveal their voting
preferences or require a measure of trust with
the surveyor before opening up on their choices.
There is a possibility that the pollsters who got
this election wrong either under-sampled
marginalised voters or their surveyors were not
trusted by the respondents to reveal the right
answer or were misled by them.

What happens after the surveys?
Once the survey is done, the results should be
matched with the estimated demographic
information. If there are 12 respondents among
Dalits whose choices are recorded in a
population of 100 and the actual proportion of
Dalits in that population is 15, then the weighting
can be uniformly done for the 15 based on the 12
respondents. But if only 39 women in a
population of 100 are interviewed, extrapolating
the views of the 39 to that of 48 women (the
possible actual estimate of the women
population) would be problematic as women do
not vote as a single category. This could be one
reason why the Axis MyIndia poll got its
estimates wrong. The men-women
representation in the poll’s sample was 69 to 31.
Most of the pollsters, who had tied up with TV
channels, used their surveys to predict seat
shares — CSDS Lokniti didn’t. Vote share to seat
share conversions can be done in different ways.
The most commonly used method is by
assessing the swing in vote share for a particular
party from previous elections, either in a State
or to be more accurate, in a particular region
and to be more precise, if the sampling allows
the pollster to do so, in a particular
constituency. The swing for or against a party as
against the same for its opponent(s) can provide
the basis for whether an incumbent will be
returned from a particular constituency or
whether a party can retain a certain number of
seats in a region of a State or a State as a whole.
As veteran psephologist and media
personality Prannoy Roy points out in his book,
The Verdict, written with Dorab R. Sopariwala,
some pollsters look at swings from previous
polls and the “index of opposition unity” to
determine the margin of victory for a particular
candidate and predict seat share from vote
shares. None of the pollsters who tied up with
major television channels got their vote to seat
shares right. Since none of them have revealed
what they consider their “secret sauce” — the
conversion process — it is difficult to ascertain
why they got it wrong.

Is a close election difficult to predict?

It is evident that pollsters in India mostly get the
winner of an election and the seat shares closer
to reality when the outcome is decisive. When
elections are this close, pollsters rarely tend to
be accurate on vote and seat shares. Whether a
polling agency has done a good survey is clear
from what it reveals in its methodology — the
sample size, the mode of survey, the
representation of the sample, and inbuilt error
margins. If a survey doesn’t reveal these, it
should not be considered serious enough.

What is the National Health Claim Exchange?

Will the platform help patients access healthcare easily? Will it bring about transparency in the

healthcare claims ecosystem? What are the hurdles to the Insurance Regulatory and Development

Authority of India’s objective of achieving ‘Insurance for All by 20477?

Bindu Shajan Perappadan

The story so far:
he Health Ministry along with the
Insurance Regulatory and
Development Authority of India
(IRDAI) are working on measures
aimed at allowing patients to access quality
healthcare swiftly and with reduced
out-of-pocket expenditure. The Ministry and
IRDAI are launching the National Health Claim
Exchange (NHCX), a digital platform which will
bring together insurance companies, healthcare
sector service providers and government
insurance scheme administrators.

How is the NHCX expected to work?

The NHCX will serve as a gateway for
exchanging claims-related information among
various stakeholders in the healthcare and
health insurance ecosystem. The integration
with NHCX is expected to enable seamless
interoperability of health claims processing,
enhancing efficiency and transparency in the
insurance industry, benefiting policyholders and
patients, said the Health Ministry.
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‘The primary
challenge in
health
insurance
lies in
improving
the
relationship
between
hospitals
and
insurance
companies’
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Asked if the system will help to accommodate
the dynamic and diverse healthcare system of
India, S. Prakash, MD & CEO designate, Galaxy
Health and Allied Insurance Company Limited,
said the healthcare landscape has been evolving
to align with IRDAT’s objective of achieving
‘Insurance for All by 2047°. “The insurance
industry is poised to support the
implementation of this system by facilitating
streamlined interactions between hospitals and
insurers, establishing a seamless, paperless, and
secure contractual framework. Acting as a
centralised hub for all health claims, the NHCX
will significantly alleviate the administrative
burden on hospitals, which currently contend
with multiple portals for various insurers,” he
explained. Twelve insurance companies and one
TPA (Third Party Administrator) have completed
the NHCX integration.

What about cashless claims?

A timeline has been fixed for insurance claims of
cashless claims. The insurance authority has
said that all cashless claims have to be processed
within three hours of the receipt of discharge
authorisation from the hospital. The insurance
regulator has set the insurance provider a
deadline of July 31 to put systems and processes
in place to ensure the smooth facilitation of this
latest directive.

What are some other incentives on offer?
To encourage adoption of digital health
transactions and digitisation of patient health
records in the country, the National Health
Authority had announced financial incentives
under the Digital Health Incentive Scheme
(DHIS) from January 2023. Under the DHIS,
there is a provision that for every insurance
claim transaction through NHCX, financial
incentives of I500 per claim or 10% of the claim
amount, whichever is lower, would be given to
hospitals, according to a Health Ministry note.

Why is NHCX being brought in?
A paper titled, ‘Health Insurance Coverage in

India: Insights for National Health Protection
Scheme’, noted that health insurance is an
important policy strategy to provide health care
services as well as reduce high out-of-pocket
expenditure which burden individuals. It points
out that for all India, the hospitalisation cases
are highest when insured from private purchase
(54.4 per 1,00,000 persons). In urban areas,
cases for inpatient care are observed to be
highest for those covered by government-funded
schemes (60.4 cases per 1,00,000 persons). On
the contrary, in rural areas, in-patient cases are
substantially higher for those purchasing private
insurance (73.5 cases per 1,00,000 persons).
Also, overall in-patient cases are higher for
urban areas compared to rural areas.

Arguing for the NHCX, the Health Ministry
states that the platform will help in
standardisation and interoperability of health
claims and will bring in seamless exchange of
data, documents and images between payer
(insurance company/TPA/government scheme
administrator) and provider (hospital/lab/poly
clinic). Industry experts also note that the
platform, through uniform data presentation
and centralised validation of claims data, could
bring in a more standardised approach to
healthcare pricing.

What are the challenges?

Health insurance contributes to approximately
29% of the total general insurance premium
income in India. The primary hurdle in health
insurance today lies in improving the
relationship between hospitals and insurance
companies, said Dr. Prakash, adding that the
push towards digitisation requires active
involvement from both parties, necessitating
upgrades to current IT systems and enhanced
workforce training. “Issues such as discharge
delays and miscommunication between
hospitals and insurers further complicate
matters. Building trust among policyholders
hinges on delivering efficient services. The
NHCX portal aims to streamline the claims
process by bringing all stakeholders onto one
platform, reducing claim times and
standardising procedures. While challenges like
data breaches are being effectively tackled, the
NHCX stands as an ongoing benefit for all
involved, facilitating smoother operations within
the healthcare space,” he said.
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Appaji Reddem

or Nara Chandrababu Naidu,
the 74-year-old Telugu Desam
Party (TDP) supremo, the
2024 elections brought a
double victory. His party captured
power in Andhra Pradesh by winning
135 seats in the 175-member Assembly,
and emerged as the second largest
party in the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) by securing 16 Lok
Sabha seats (out of the 25 in the State).

With the Narendra Modi-led
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) falling
short of the halfway mark in
Parliament by 32 seats, Mr. Naidu has
emerged as a kingmaker. The BJP is
also banking on the Janata Dal
(United), led by Bihar Chief Minister
Nitish Kumar, which won 12 Lok Sabha
seats, and other smaller NDA partners,
to form the next government at the
Centre.

Post elections, there were rumours
that the Congress and the INDIA
alliance had offered the special
category status to Andhra Pradesh and
key portfolios to the TDP in return for
the party’s support, but Mr. Naidu,
who flew to Delhi to join an NDA
meeting after the results were
announced, made it clear that he
would stay with the BJP-led alliance.

Prime Minister Modi thanked Mr.
Naidu for extending the TDP’s support
for the NDA. And Mr. Naidu said Mr.
Modi is the right leader for India at the
right time, adding that balancing
regional aspirations with national
interests is a must for India, while
ensuring the holistic development for
all sections of society.

For record, Mr. Naidu played a key
role in national politics in 1996 and
2014 when he was the Chief Minister of
Andhra Pradesh. He extended his
support from outside to the Atal Bihari
Vajpayee government. In 2014, when
Mr. Modi came to power at the Centre,
he was part of the NDA, but the
alliance fell apart in 2018 as the
demand for the special category status
(SCS) for the bifurcated Andhra
Pradesh was not met. The TDP high
command then asked its Ministers in
the Union Cabinet — Ashok Gajapathi
Raju and Sujana Chowdary — to quit.

Return of the kingmalker

N. Chandrababu Naidu

The ‘CEO of Andhra Pradesh’ is back in power in the State with a resounding mandate and emerged as a key player at the Centre as his Telugu Desam Party is the second
largest constituent in the BJP-led National Democratic Alliance

Cut to 2024: Mr. Naidu has extended
“unconditional” support to the NDA.

The TDP’s emergence as a key ally
of the BJP in a coalition government is
a timely opportunity for Mr. Naidu. He
has already made it clear that the TDP
will be a part of the Union Cabinet and
he may bargain for plum portfolios.

His immediate goal is to finish the
incomplete task of rebuilding the
bifurcated A.P. and, especially,
Amaravati as the capital city — his
brain child.

He fought the 2024 polls in an
alliance with the BJP and Pawan
Kalyan’s Jana Sena Party (JSP).
Explaining the logic behind the
alliance, he stated that ‘without the
Centre’s support, it is not possible to
rebuild the bifurcated A.P.”

Mr. Naidu may also revive his
demand for the SCS for the State,
which was promised by the former
Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh, in
the Rajya Sabha, in 2014 when A.P. was
bifurcated to carve out Telangana.
While the then ruling Congress offered
the SCS to AP for five years, the BJP
had endorsed the same to be extended
for 10 years. This apart, Mr. Naidu is
expected to seek the Centre’s support
for completing the long-pending
Polavaram Multipurpose Irrigation
Project, say TDP leaders.

Grandiose plan

As the first CM of bifurcated A.P. in
2014, Mr. Naidu came up with a
grandiose plan to build Amaravati with
the help of a Singapore consortium,
which submitted a master plan. He
could gather over 34,000 acres from
thousands of farmers in 29 villages
through a land pooling plan for
Amaravati.

But he could not complete the
project as he was voted out in 2019
and Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy’s YSR
Congress party came to power.

The YSR Congress government
came up with a three-capital plan:
Amaravati as legislative capital;
Visakhapatnam as executive capital
and Kurnool as judiciary capital, to
ensure decentralised development of
the State. But the plan did not take off
either within the five-year term of Mr.
Jagan’s government.

Mr. Naidu started his political career
right from his student years in Sri
Venkateswara University, Tirupati,
where he did MA in Economics.
Hailing from Naravari Palli in Chittoor
district, he joined the Congress party.
He became an MLA at the age of 28
and a Minister at the age of 30. Mr.
Naidu served as the Minister for
Cinematography, Technical Education,
Irrigation and Archives during T.
Anjaiah’s government between 1980
and 1983.

Later he married Bhuvaneswari,
daughter of the late N.T. Rama Rao, the
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founder of the TDP and a doyen of
Telugu cinema. Later Mr. Naidu
switched to the TDP and became Chief
Minister in 1995 in united A.P. after a
revolt against his father-in-law and
Chief Minister NTR. During his 10-year
tenure, Mr. Naidu created a space for
Hyderabad in the global map as a
favourite IT destination.

During this time, Mr. Naidu was
termed the CEO of A.P. as he
promoted high-tech and transparent
governance. He convinced Bill Gates to
set up the Microsoft India
Development Centre in Hyderabad,

which at that time was the biggest
Microsoft facility outside the U.S.
Later, several global corporations,
mostly IT firms made a beeline to set
up shop in Hyderabad.

However, in the 2004 polls, Mr.
Naidu lost power to the Congress
party. There were criticisms that his
high-tech governance overlooked the
economic conditions in the rural areas.

Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy of the
Congress won two consecutive terms
and remained the CM till he died in a
helicopter accident in 2009. Mr. Naidu
was back as CM post bifurcation of the
State in 2014. During this term, he
promised to build Amaravati like he
once transformed Hyderabad. Now
that he is back in power, his pet
project is in the limelight again.

Jail term

After his 2019 defeat, Mr. Naidu faced
multiple cases and was arrested in
September 2023 in a multicrore scam
related to the Skill Development
Corporation. He spent 53 days in jail. It
was a low point in his political career.
But it was at this time,
actor-turned-politician and Jana Sena
Party leader Pawan Kalyan announced
his support for the TDP after meeting
Mr. Naidu in Rajahmundry jail. Mr.
Kalyan also said he would work
towards bringing the JSP, the TDP and
the BJP together to form an alliance.
The trio fought the 2024 election
together, and the rest is history.

“It’s a wonderful result and such
huge majorities became possible only
due to the combined efforts of the
TDP, the Jana Sena and the BJP,” said
TDP State president K. Atchannaidu.

“The victory has enhanced our
responsibility multifold. The State is
sabotaged, systems failed and the
YSRCP has thrown the State into a
financial crisis. But still, I'm very
confident that the State is under the
able and experienced leadership of
Nara Chandrababu Naidu and a
stalwart like Narendra Modiji is the
PM; we will bring the State back on the
right track. And we will live up to the
responsibility given to us by people,”
he said. “I bow to the five crore Telugu
people in the State who gave us such a
great victory.”
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became Chief Minister of
Andhra Pradesh for the
first time in 1995 after a
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father-in-law and the then
Chief Minister, N.T. Rama
Rao
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The Dalit commander

Chandrashelkhar Azad

The leader of the Azad Samaj Party, who won from UP’s Nagina, says his work will be for Dalits,
tribals, Muslims, youth and women, and it will always be against injustice

Abhinay Lakshman

itting in his room at
s the Western Court
MP Hostel along Jan-
path, Chandrashekhar
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CAA protests that had
erupted across the country
in December 2019. His
protests in front of the Del-
hi Police headquarters and
at Jama Masjid won him an

Mahesh Langa
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member in the Lok Sabha

The giant killer

Geniben Thakor

The Congress leader denied the BJP a hat-trick clean sweep of Gujarat by winning the
Banaskantha constituency

or the first time in a
decade, the Con-
gress will have a

Azad fields calls on a
phone that does not stop
ringing. Two Uttar Pradesh
Police personnel are sitting
on the couch next to him.
There is a beeline of jour-
nalists, fellow MPs, politi-
cians, and political work-
ers waiting to meet him.

Among them is Manoj
Kumar, the newly-elected
Congress MP from Bihar’s
Sasaram — one of the 19 SC
seats the INDIA bloc
flipped from the BJP dur-
ing this Lok Sabha elec-
tion. After an endearing
embrace, Mr. Azad intro-
duces him to the room:
“He used to be a state unit
president of Azad Samaj
Party (the party Mr. Azad
founded) — a Majboot Cha-
mar.” Then he turns to Mr.
Kumar, “This is our mo-
ment. So what if we are
from different parties, we
are stepping into Parlia-
ment together now.”

Mr. Kumar replies,
“What can I say? Iss baar
Chamaron ne Samvidhaan
bacha diya hai bhai saab
(This time the Chamar peo-
ple have rescued the
Constitution).”

“This is what has hap-
pened in this election,” Mr.
Chandrashekhar, 37, tells
The Hindu as he tries to
prepare his schedule for
the next few weeks after
having won a decisive vic-
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tory in Uttar Pradesh’s Na-
gina constituency — a tradi-

tional bastion of the
Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP).

Mr. Chandrashekhar’s
victory by a margin of over
1.5 lakh votes on a seat like
Nagina, put together with
the BSP’s abysmal perfor-
mance this year (the party
drew a blank), is now giv-
ing more credence to the
argument that the fire-
brand leader has occupied
a special place among Dalit
voters in the region.

An Ambedkarite activist
and lawyer by education,
Mr. Chandrashekhar’s pol-
itics is built on a visible as-
sertion of his Dalit, specifi-
cally Chamar, identity. As
an activist, his initial focus
was on bringing volunteer-
run schools to the people
of his community.

One of the early instanc-
es that catapulted Mr.
Chandrashekhar and his
organisation, the Bhim Ar-
my, into the spotlight was
the installation of a board
in 2015 on a private land in
Gharkauli, proclaiming,

“The Great Chamar: Dr.
Bhimrao Ambedkar Vil-

lage, Gharkauli welcomes
you”, which triggered ob-
jection from Thakurs.

Ever since, the Bhim Ar-
my and its members have
worked hard to become
the first port of call for the
people of their community
— whether it is about atroc-
ities by upper caste folk or
police brutality or about
protecting Ambedkar sta-
tues from bulldozers.

The Bhim Army has also
organised protests de-
manding government ac-
tion against atrocities on
Dalits and arranged legal
help to the victims.

As the conversation in
Mr. Azad’s Western Court
quarters continues, he
says, “Now you see what
they are doing with the
Ambedkar statue’s reloca-
tion in Parliament com-
plex. I am not going to let
that go.”

Dalit-Muslim unity

A significant part of Mr.
Azad’s politics over the
years has also been to
build Dalit-Muslim unity,
which was buoyed by his
participation in the anti-

almost cult-like status.

Following the promi-
nence his politics gained
after this, Mr. Azad regis-
tered his party — the Azad
Samaj Party (Kanshi Ram)
— and immediately started
preparing to build his polit-
ical organisation. In 2021,
TIME magazine put him on
a list of 100 “emerging
leaders who are shaping
the future”.

Now, as he prepares to
take oath as a member of
the 18th Lok Sabha, Mr.
Azad is clear about his
priorities — “My work will
be for the Scheduled Caste,
Scheduled Tribe, back-
ward classes, Muslims,
youth and women and it
will always be against injus-
tice,” he says, without get-
ting into the specifics ex-
cept one thing — the need
for a Caste Census.

At the same time, when
asked if he thought the
vote for his politics was
one rejecting Hindutva,
Mr. Azad was cautious in
his response. “Religion is a
personal thing. It should
not be brought into polit-
ics. So I won’t say this was
arejection of anything, but
I will say this: BJP leaders
repeatedly talking about
making a theocratic nation
and their arrogance has
upset the people and they
have spoken accordingly.”

from Gujarat. In the 2014
and 2019 elections, the BJP
had swept the home State
of Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi, winning all 26
Lok Sabha seats.

However, in the just
concluded national polls,
Geniben Thakor, the 49-
year-old Congress candi-
date from Banaskantha in
North Gujarat denied a hat-
trick sweep to the BJP, by
defeating the ruling party’s
Rekha Chaudhary.

“Geniben has become a
giant killer not just for de-
feating the BJP candidate
but also for smashing the
BJP’s giant ego that Gujarat
was theirs,” said Gulabsinh
Rajput, a former Congress
legislator who played a key
role in Ms. Thakor’s victory
from Banaskantha, a rural
district where large num-
ber of residents are depen-
dent on dairy farming and
animal husbandry. The lo-
cal Banas Dairy is the lar-
gest among over a dozen
district milk unions that
make up the Gujarat Coop-
erative Milk Marketing Fed-
eration, which markets
dairy products under the
Amul brand. It was in Ba-
naskantha, where, during
the campaign, Prime Mi-
nister Modi said, “if you
had two buffaloes, the
Congress would take away
one if it is voted to power.”

Ms. Thakor comes from
a lower middle-class family
in Banaskantha. Thakors in
Gujarat are spread in the
North and Central regions
and are called OBC Kshatri-
ya. They are mainly en-
gaged in agriculture with
small holdings or are la-
bourers in the farms.

A student of the Jain
Vishwa Bharti Institute in
neighbouring Rajasthan,
Ms. Thakor joined the Con-
gress as a grassroots work-
er. In 2012, she contested
the Assembly elections
from Vav constituency but
lost. Five years later, she
defeated the BJP’s strong-
man Shankarbhai Chaud-
hary, who was a Minister
and chairman of the Banas
Dairy and Banaskantha
District Cooperative Bank.
In December 2022, she
won again even when the
Congress suffered a huge
defeat in the State, winning
only 17 out of 182.

In the parliamentary
polls, the Congress decid-
ed to field her from Banas-
kantha, a seat the party
last won in 2009, given her
popularity and fighting spi-

rit. Known for her rustic
speech and aggressive
style and seen as an ap-
proachable leader who at-
tends social gatherings fre-
quently, Ms. Thakor caught
the fancy of her communi-

ty.

Daunting challenge
Notwithstanding her pop-
ularity and the community
support she enjoyed, the
challenge of fighting a Lok
Sabha poll was daunting
on several counts. First,
she hardly had any finan-
cial support to take on the
BJP’s resources. Second,
neither she nor the Con-
gress party had a network
of workers and leaders to
match the BJP’s well-oiled
election machinery.

“It was a fight between
Banas Ni Ben (Sister of Ba-
nas) vs Banas Bank & Dairy.
Everyone in the district
knows how the BJP mis-
used the two institutes [the
diary and bank coopera-
tives] to win the polls and
yet, the people of Banas
have blessed their sister,”
Ms. Thakor said.

Though

Rekhaben

Chaudhary was her rival,
for all practical purposes,
the election was between
Ms. Thakor and local
strongman Shankar
Chaudhary, who is now the
Gujarat Assembly Speaker
and the head of the Banas
Dairy, which has an annual
turnover of over 15,000,
and vice chairman of the
Gujarat State Cooperative
Bank. In Gujarat, Chaud-
harys are a dominant caste
spread in the northern dis-
tricts such as Banaskantha,
Mehsana and Sabarkantha
and wield considerable
clout in local dairies.

To garner financial re-
sources, Ms. Thakor
crowdfunded her election,
urging the public to contri-
bute to her campaign,
which she said would de-
mocratise her contest and
make it participatory. “Ob-
viously, I had to ask people
to support me not only
with their votes but also
with their monetary con-
tribution because the sky
was the limit on the other
side with the bank and dai-
ry coffers,” she said, ad-
ding that she had urged pe-
ople to make small
contributions like 111.

“Her victory is huge
considering that she was
fighting not only against
the BJP, but also against the
state machinery, bootleg-
gers supported by the pol-
ice and cooperative institu-
tions,” said Congress
leader Jignesh Mevani,
who is also a legislator
from Banaskantha district.
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Gopalkrishna Gandhi

In a tale of two nations,
a case of shared values

Legacy and contemporary
pragmatism can and must
combine in South Africa.
There are lessons for
India as well

66

ndia-South Africa: Two strug-
gles, one freedom.”

This was a slogan about India
and South Africa I heard with
joy and repeated with zeal dur-
ing the little under two years
thatI'was privileged to work in India’s High
Commission in Pretoria (1996-1997). Those
were Mandela years. The great man, freshly
released from his 27-year-long captivity
under the apartheid regime, had won for his
party, the African National Congress (ANC),
a spectacular majority in the first multi-ra-
cial general elections of April 27,1994. Hav-
ing got to my new station just after one of our
general elections, I augmented the magnetic
slogan to say “India-South Africa: Two
nations, one democracy”.

Though in the election his ANC had
obtained a majority of seats in the National
Assembly and was fully within its rights to
form the government on its own, Nelson
Mandela set up a government of national
unity. He asked the party of the apartheid
era, the National Party (NP) and the ANC’s

rival in KwaZulu Natal, the Inkatha Freedom
Party (IFP), to join the cabinet, disregarding
their poor numbers in the National Assem-
bly.

One of Mandela’s legacies was trust. He
wanted to start off the republic trusting peo-
ple, especially those on “the other side”. He
reposed in politicians of ideologies different
from his own, like his apartheid NP prede-
cessor FW de Klerk, whom he made deputy
president and Inkatha chief Buthelezi to
whom he gave the ministry of home affairs.

From among those on his “own” side,
notable was the presence of many Indian
South Africans in the Parliament elected on
ANC tickets and many cabinet ministers. Not
surprisingly, Mandela was told by African
colleagues in his party, “There are so many
Indians holding high positions in the new
South Africa ...More than proportionate to
their numbers...” The response was classic
Mandela: “The number of Indians in high
positions (in the new South Africa) is not
proportionate to their population but pro-
portionate to their contribution to the strug-
gle (for our liberation).” Valuational politics
cannot go further than that.

And so Mandela’s government was a coali-
tion but much more than one. It was a con-
fluence of colours but also a reservoir of val-
ues, the principles coming out of a passion
for inclusivity and for the sake of his ethical
satisfaction.

Time does not stand still. In the three dec-

ades since the 1994 elections, with senior
leadership fading away, the ANC’s sway with
its deliriously loyal mass base changed, its
vote share dropping from 70% in 2004 to
59% in 2019 to 40.18% now. Thirty years after
Mandela’s first election victory, nearly two-
thirds of black South Africans steeped in
poverty and reeling under a 32% unemploy-
ment rate have made the role of President
Cyril Ramaphosa unenviable. In the just con-
cluded elections, the people of South Africa
have not voted the ANC out but have said to
it: “The struggle that brought you to office
answered the hunger of our souls, what we
now need is something that answers the
hunger in our stomachs.”

Lubna Nadvi, senior lecturer at the School
of Social Sciences, University of KwaZulu
Natal, in a communication to this writer,
says tellingly: “While some may have man-
aged to improve their lives due to access to a
good education, decent employment, good
healthcare and other social benefits, it has
become abundantly clear that the majority of
citizens have not benefited from the transi-
tion to democracy. They still languish in pov-
erty and continue to face many of the same
struggles they did during the years of apart-
heid. In addition, various other social ills
such as crime, gender based violence, cor-
ruption and state capture have reached
almost epidemic proportions in the last three
decades.” And she adds: “The rainbow nation
is now more of a distant memory than a cur-
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government on its own, Nelson Mandela set up a government of national unity

rent reality.”

The current electoral reality will require
Ramaphosa to form a coalition that will not
appear like a rainbow on an applauding sky
and come, in fact, not from any firmament at
all but from terra firma. Finding coalition
partners from either the Right-wing Demo-
cratic Alliance, which is now the second larg-
est party after the ANC or from the
uMkhonto weSizwe or MK Party, the Left-
wing outfit formed last year by former Presi-
dent Jacob Zuma, whom Ramaphosa
replaced, will be an exacting operation for
him. Elinor Sisulu. author and daughter-in-
law of the great anti-apartheid leader Walter
Sisulu, in an assessment of the post-election
scene, says: “The ANC has to rely on coalition
partners, yet to be identified. For coalitions to
work, leaders must transcend political
divides in the interest of the nation. There is
no indication so far that this will be the case.
“So, does that mean goodbye for the politics

that made Mandela opt for a coalition and
later, leave office when he need not have,
Walter Sisulu to stay off it when he need not
have, Desmond Tutu embark on a Truth and
Reconciliation Commission and Judge Chas-
kalson head a constitutional court when that
was supremely problematic? Does that mean
that golden moments like Mandela’s rollback
of South Africa’s nuclear weapons pro-
gramme and of the death penalty may never
again be expected of post-2024 South Africa?

The genocide case brought before the
International Court of Justice (ICJ) on
December 29, 2023 by Ramaphosa’s South
Africa against Israel regarding its conduct in
the Gaza Strip as part of the Israel-Hamas
war tells me no, South Africa will find a way
to do right by its people’s quotidian entitle-
ments and its legacy of principled politics.
South Africa’s voters can never want their
leaders to bid goodbye to the personal attrib-
utes of Albert Luthuli, Oliver Tambo, Man-
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dela and Sisulu.

Let no drums be sounded for the funeral
of something that has not died. Valuational
politics will not die in South Africa. It is one
thing to concede that the era of idealism in
South Africa has given way to realism, but
quite another to say that South Africa has
orbited out of the cosmos of values.

Legacy and contemporary pragmatism
can and must combine in South Africa. And
perhaps Ramaphosa, who stayed off power
for decades after liberation, may startle the
world by saying his people, not he, wield
power. If he were to form a composite minis-
try of national unity with the self-denying
legacy of trust Mandela showed in 1994, he
will coin a new slogan valid for both South
Africa and India post their elections: India-
South Africa: Two republics, one ethics.

Gopalkrishna Gandhi is a former administrator
and diplomat. The views expressed are personal
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The old order changeth,
yielding place to new?

o doubt you've heard this apho-

rism before but that’s because it’s

undeniably true. The marvel of

democracy is that the collective
wisdom of the voters can resolve seem-
ingly intractable situations. It happened
in 1977. It's happened again on June 4.
And although many were hoping for the
outcome, few actually thought it would
materialise.

No doubt Narendra Modi has been
restored to office but in circumstances
that are dramatically different to what he
envisaged. The BJP has ended up with its
worst election result in a decade. It is 32
short of a majority. To form a government
it needs support from allies whose loyalty
will always be questionable. They've
deserted the BJP on earlier occasions and

you cannot rule out their doing so again.

This raises several questions about
Modi’s third spell as Prime Minister (PM).
As yet we don’t have the answers. Very
possibly, even Modi doesn’t know them.
But the questions delineate the challenge
he faces. Their answers will reveal a lot
about him. They also spell out the risks or,
at least, the issues awaiting India.

Modi began by predicting the BJP
would win 370 seats. After the fifth round
of polling, he said the party had already
crossed 272. It ended up with just 240,
way short of a majority. So, today, is he an
embarrassed man or thick-skinned
enough to brush it off? What about his
personal performance in Varanasi? In
2019, he had a 4.8 lakh majority. It's been
slashed to just 1.5 lakh. How will a man

who last month claimed “Ma Ganga ne
mugjhe god le liya hai” (My mother Ganga
has adopted me) handle this very per-
sonal reversal?

However, the key question is can Modi,
temperamentally and psychologically,
adjust to the very different circumstances
he now faces as PM? Or is he ill-equipped
to handle a coalition government, where
he needs to reach out to his allies, often
give in to them and always keep them
content and satisfied?

Remember, for 13 years as chief minis-
ter of Gujarat and 10 more as Prime Min-
ister of India he did not need to do this.
Instead, his wish was everyone’s com-
mand. He ran a centralised government
where ministers did what the Prime Min-
ister’s office required. None dared to
demur.

What about his attitude to autonomous
institutions like Parliament, the judiciary
and the media? The old Modi often
ignored Parliament, was dismissive of the
media, and his government held up judi-
cial appointments. But now the weaker
Modi will need to adopt a more consen-
sual approach. Or he could annoy his
allies and endanger his alliance. Is he will-
ing to do that?

And then there’s his attitude to criti-
cism and dissent. It's no secret the old
Modi disliked both. The new Modi must

learn not just to tolerate and accept but to
live with both. How easy will that be?

The questions, of course, go further.
Some have to do with his recent pro-
nouncements. He may hope they’re for-
gotten but I doubt they will be. Not in the
political climate that prevails.

For a start, there are things he said dur-
ing the campaign that could haunt him
unless he learns to smile and deflect. But
is that what he’ll do when claims of his
non-biological birth are thrown at him as
taunts? And mark my words, they will be.
When that happens will he bristle?

More importantly, can he resist the
temptation to demonise Muslims? His
allies are unlikely to accept further occa-
sions when Muslims are called infiltrators
or accused of benefiting from reserva-
tions snatched from OBCs, SCs and STs.
But if such language comes to him
instinctively can he resist it? Remember,
it’s been part of his rhetoric since 2001.

The truth is everything I've raised can
be reduced to one simple question: can
old Mr Modi become new Mr Modi? His
government depends on it. Our govern-
ance depends on it. So, too, does his politi-
cal future. But what's the answer?

Karan Thapar is the author of
Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story.
The views expressed are personal

Why Big Cats matter for
biodiversity and climate

magine having the ability to sleep outin

the open at minus 40 degrees and jump

50 feet over steep cliffs, or run at 120 kilo-

metres per hour in searing heat across
open grasslands. Meet the snow leopard,
inhabiting the mountains in some of the
harshest conditions on the planet, and the
cheetah, the fastest animal on land. Big cats
are known for their formidable presence in
a wide range of ecosystems. This group
includes seven species: the tiger, lion, leop-
ard, snow leopard, puma, jaguar,
and cheetah, spread across 95
countries. They inhabit a diverse
range of landscapes including
grasslands, savannas, rainforests,

direct extraction of natural resources or the
provision of ecosystem services such as
healthy soils, clean water and pollination
need thriving biodiversity, which depends on
big cats, “keystone species” whose popula-
tions are an important indicator of the health
of their entire habitats.

Local communities around the world
have a close relationship with big cat habi-
tats and species themselves. Tourism is a
major draw, with big cat safaris generating
revenue through park fees, accom-
modation, guides and other ancil-
lary activities. Artisans benefit by
selling souvenirs featuring these
animals. Beyond tourism, big cat

mangroves, mountains and presence can indirectly support
deserts. s livelihoods through non-timber

As “apex predators”, their hunt- Ci?lﬂ in forest products. Healthy ecosys-
ing keeps herbivore populations in Wiesen tems, maintained by big cats, can

check, keeping ecosystems healthy.
Tigers prey on deer and wild boar,
preventing them from overeating
fruits and nuts, which are crucial
for seed dispersal and forest regen-
eration. Lions, cheetahs and snow
leopards hunt in landscapes with

sparse vegetation, ensuring the sur- Sp
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vival of the limited plant and
smaller animal species that can
survive in harsh environments.

Big cats also play a vital role in
fighting the climate crisis. Ecosystems like
forests, grasslands and mangroves are impor-
tant carbon sinks. These areas store carbon in
the form of biomass and also absorb carbon
dioxide from the atmosphere, which helps
control global warming. By keeping these eco-
systems healthy, big cats ensure their opti-
mum capacity to store carbon.

Their roar and purr reverberates across
our economies as well. It is estimated that
nearly half of the global Gross Domestic
Product (GDP), or $44 trillion, depends on
nature. Sectors like agriculture, food and
beverages, and construction that rely on

provide communities with essen-
tial resources like medicinal plants
besides benefits from carbon
sequestration.

Today, their survival creatures
are threatened by habitat loss,
poaching, illegal trade in wildlife
and human-wildlife conflict, lead-
ing to a significant decline in big cat
populations, with many species on
the brink of extinction. Six out of
the seven big cat species are classi-
fied as either endangered, near endangered
or vulnerable in the [IUCN Red List.

Global cooperation is imperative to
reverse this alarming trend. It allows for the
creation of transboundary conservation
zones, ensuring safe corridors for big cat
movement and minimising habitat fragmen-
tation. Sharing knowledge and expertise is
another crucial aspect. Countries with suc-
cessful conservation programmes can guide
others, sharing best practices in areas like
monitoring, habitat restoration, community
engagement and resource mobilisation
among others.

Meet the snow leopard, inhabiting the mountains in some of the harshest conditions

on the planet

India, home to five of the seven big cat spe-
cies, has been continually setting new bench-
marks in their conservation. Project Tiger,
which completed 50 years in 2023, revived
the population of the Royal Bengal Tiger
from around 1,411 in 2006 to more than 3,600
today. The success of the initiative is reflected
in the fact that India is now home to more
than 70% of the total wild tiger population in
the world. Through Project Cheetah, India
set another milestone with the world’s first
inter-continental carnivore translocation,
working to revive the population of cheetahs
which went extinct in the country in 1952. In
two years, the project has achieved four out
of its six short-term success criteria includ-
ing survival of translocated animals, estab-
lishment of home ranges and contribution to
community livelihoods.

Building on the success of such initiatives,
India has launched the International Big Cat
Alliance (IBCA) to create a global network on
big cat conservation, bringing together the
96 range countries as well as non-range
countries, conservation organisations,
research institutions, private sector, civil
society and local communities.

The forum will serve as a platform to cata-
lyse technical and financial cooperation,
resource mobilisation and project imple-
mentation across borders. As the majority of
the big cat countries belong to the Global
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South, it will add an important facet to the
South-South Cooperation agenda, especially
in areas like research and technology trans-
fer, capacity building, joint patrolling and
trans-boundary conservation areas.

UNDP has been actively working with the
government towards big cat conservation,
leveraging community participation, nature-
based livelihoods and technology to demon-
strate innovative pilots that can be adapted
and scaled within the country and globally.
The SECURE Himalaya initiative in partner-
ship with the Global Environment Facility
supported the first-ever scientific estimation
of snow leopard population in the country,
training scientists and community volun-
teers to undertake this exercise. Models for
habitat restoration and community-driven
ecotourism are being implemented in tiger
and leopard landscapes that can be repli-
cated across other big cat landscapes.

By protecting big cats, we don't just save
these predators but also safeguard the intri-
cate web of biodiversity within their ecosys-
tems, ensuring the survival of countless
other species and maintaining a healthy bal-
ance in the natural world.

Caitlin Wiesen is former resident representative
a.i., UNDP India, and SP Yadav is director general
(Interim), International Big Cat Alliance.

The views expressed are personal.
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Mediation matters: A
need for more women

ow that the elections are behind us,

it’s time for political parties that

relied heavily on the women’s vote

to find ways to involve women in
decision-making, not just as recipients of
welfare schemes. Recently, Indian Army
Major Radhika Sen received the United
Nations Military Gender Advocate of the
Year award from the UN Secretary-General.
“A gender perspective in UN peacekeeping is
essential for an effective, inclusive, and sus-
tained peace process. Women and girls are
disproportionately affected by conflict, fac-
ing increased risk and abuse. The need is to
mainstream women in nation-building, par-
ticularly in security and governance,” Sen
said on receiving the award.

Against the backdrop of conflicts abroad
(Ukraine, Gaza) and at home (Manipur), we
need to look at the role women can play in
peacemaking, not just peacekeeping, given
outsized adverse impact conflicts have on
women. In this context, UNSCR 1325 has
been instrumental in providing a platform to
nurture peace, emphasising the crucial role
of women in peace-making. This resolution
underscores the importance of women'’s
participation in all aspects of peace-building
and conflict resolution. India, given its
efforts to integrate women into peacekeep-
ing, has the potential to bring more women
into peacemaking. There has been a noticea-
ble absence of women in peace talks in Gaza,
Ukraine, and Manipur. India should create a
cadre of mediators with strong women’s rep-
resentation to address the complexities of
today’s conflicts, and promote collaborative
and proactive conflict resolution.

Meenakshi Gopinath, director of Women
in Security, Conflict Management, and Peace
(WISCOMP), said, “While the discussion
around mediation has gained momentum in
India, around the globe several women’s net-
works for mediation have created new
bonds of solidarity and opportunities for
co-learning. Of the 24 members of the Medi-
ation Support Network, one of the most
active global networks of NGOs supporting
mediation, only eight are located outside

Western Europe and North America. There
is a need to reinforce the idea based on the
perspectives and experiences of the Global
South, which offers a rich canvas of tradi-
tional and contemporary practices in media-
tion.” Susan Ferguson, country representa-
tive, UN Women, India, adds, “Women are
often instrumental in bringing about peace
at the grassroots level during conflicts, but
then not involved in formal peace negotia-
tions. We need women in both these tracks,
as men alone cannot find durable peace
solutions.”

At a recent WISCOMP-IIC dialogue on
Conversations in Mediation, Neha Sang-
hrajka, senior conflict sensitivity advisor at
the United Nations and senior advisor at the
Geneva Centre for Security, said, “Women
have played a significant role in mediation
through networks. Wherever they have par-
ticipated, they have utilised these networks
to foster collaboration and support among
women mediators. These networks are cru-
cial in creating an environment conducive to
peace and conflict resolution.”

Mediation can only work if it is aligned
with the local environment and must involve
a risk mitigation strategy. To its credit, the
UN has made several efforts to get more
women to the negotiation table. India’s new
government can learn from global best prac-
tices, particularly from Africa, where the
number of women in peace-making talks
has risen substantially.

The new government must eliminate
institutional barriers for women mediators.
AXkey step is ensuring adequate funding and
training. If India can raise an effective cadre
of women mediators, it would not only bene-
fit the country but also serve as a resource
for other nations facing conflicts. Using the
NGO and grassroots network of women’s
groups, the government should strengthen
women mediators’ capacities and areas of
expertise. This would be the next step fol-
lowing the accolades Indian women peace-
keepers have earned worldwide.

The views expressed are personal

Covaxin and the resulting
reportage by the media
should be a cause of
concern. Responsible
media reporting is
crucial to avoid
unnecessary alarm.

HE

Spies who came in from the cold

This is with reference to ‘Brotherhood of lapsed spies
turned chroniclers’ by Karan Thapar (June 2). The book,
Covert, shines a spotlight on the lives of spies. In an era
of frosty India-Pakistan ties, the book is a reassuring
reminder of continuing dialogue between the nations.

{ SUNDAY LETTERS }

Responsible
reportage is key

This is with reference to
‘Forget those vaccine
fears, time to move on’ by
Anand Krishnan (June 2).
The study by BHU on

the adverse effects of

Atul Kislay

Kiran Sharma

Class hypocrisies should be examined

This is with reference to ‘In Pune crash, a mirror to our
class hypocrisies’ by Pavan K Varma (June 2). While
nobody can condone the family’s behaviour to get their
ladla out of trouble, it is the economical status of the
culprit that gets our goat.

Anthony Hendriques

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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The people have spoken. They
value freedom, right to speech
and expression, right to
privacy, and right to protest.
The government must give up
its penchant for filing
spurious cases for ‘sedition’
and ‘defamation’. ‘Encounter’
and ‘bulldozer justice’ must
be abandoned (a lesson
especially to Mr Adityanath,
chief minister of U.P.). The
Ram Temple is beyond
politics and should never
again be invoked for political
purposes...

“All the wor

and all the men and women merely
players.

They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many
parts.”

— William Shakespeare

WHEN YOU read this column on June 9,
2024, Mr Narendra Modi would be the
Hon’ble Prime Minister of India for the
third time — but it will not be the same
Mr Modi. It will be Exit, Mr Modi, the au-
thoritarian prime minister of a single-
party government and Enter, Mr Modi,
the prime minister of a coalition of many
parties with barely a 20-seat majority (of
which TDP has 16 MPs and JDU 12 MPs).
It will be a wholly new experience for
him. Mr Modi did not prepare for this
role in his nearly 55 years of publiclife as
apracharak, general secretary of BJP, chief
minister of Gujarat and prime minister
of India. He will play in a game with
which he is unfamiliar.

DEMOCRACY
PARTIALLY RESTORED

In the just concluded Lok Sabha elec-
tions, the people of India achieved many
things that were considered nearly im-
possible until a few weeks ago:

M the two Houses will be run accord-
ing to the Rules and the consensus of the
House, and not at the discretion of the
Presiding Officer and the Leader of the
House;

M the composition of the various
House Committees will be more bal-
anced and the Chairs more evenly dis-
tributed among the political parties;

M there will be a recognized Leader
of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha with
a sufficient number of MPs in the
Opposition;

M the Constitution of India cannot be
amended unless there is a consensus
among the Treasury benches and the
Opposition benches in Parliament;

Emeetings of the Cabinet or the
Council of Ministers will no longer be a
formal endorsement of decisions taken
by the prime minister and, in many cases,
already implemented — for example, the
Cabinet will no more be only ‘informed’
of a drastic step like demonetization;

M the rights of states will be acknowl-
edged and better safeguarded;

M devolution of funds to the states
and allocation of funds to ministries/de-
partments and schemes will be less arbi-
trary and to the satisfaction of the con-
stituent parties of the coalition;

M the prime minister may be obliged
to be present in the Houses more often,
answer questions and participate inim-
portant debates.

LEARNING FROM
MANDATE
The people have spoken. They value

freedom, right to speech and expression,
right to privacy, and right to protest. The

government must give up its penchant
for filing spurious cases for ‘sedition’ and
‘defamation’. ‘Encounter’ and ‘bulldozer
justice’ must be abandoned (alesson es-
pecially to Mr Adityanath, chief minister
of U.P.). The Ram Temple is beyond poli-
tics and should never again be invoked
for political purposes (ask 77-year old Mr
Awadhesh Prasad of Samajwadi Party
elected from Faizabad constituency and
Mr Saket Misra, son of Mr Nripendra
Misra, former principal secretary to
prime minister and Head of the Temple
Construction Trust, defeated in Shravasti
constituency). The people want a truly
free media: no more manufactured exit
polls; no more doting (and boring) cov-
erage of every twitch of the eyebrow of
the prime minister; no more questions
tailored to pre-scripted answers; and no
more obedient reading from the hand-
outs of ED and CBI. The people want re-
gional parties to be true to their core be-
liefs and not show one face in Delhi and
another face in the state capital. Such
parties will be punished as in the cases
of AGP,SAD, JJP, BRS and JD(S) or severely
warned as in the cases of BJD and YSRCP.
There is a lesson for TDP and JDU.

OPPOSITION MUST
PRESS AGENDA

The Opposition has an opportunity,
after 10 years, to behave like a parliamen-
tary opposition. It must press its agenda
inside Parliament and outside. Here are

/d’sastage..

some ideas that captured the imagina-
tion of the people and elected a number
of LN.D.I.A. bloc candidates:

B conduct a socio-economic and
caste survey.

B implement forthwith the
Constitution (106th Amendment) Actand
provide one-third reservation forwomen
in elected legislatures beginning 2025.

M implement a minimum wage of Rs
400 per day for every kind of employ-
ment, including under MGNREGS.

M appoint a permanent commission
on agricultural indebtedness and waive
agricultural debt according to its recom-
mendations.

M fill the 301lakh vacancies in the gov-
ernment and government-controlled
bodies.

M modify, if necessary, and imple-
ment forthwith the Apprentices Act to
compel every qualified business estab-
lishment to appoint apprentices and
share the burden of stipends.

M scrap the Agniveer scheme.

M suspend the implementation of the
Citizenship Amendment Act until its
constitutionality is decided by the
Supreme Court.

M bring the investigation agencies (CBI,
ED, NIA, SFIO, NCB, etc.) under the over-
sight of a joint parliamentary committee.

A NEW GAME

A new game will begin on June 9.
New players will be in the forefront.
Wiatch the exits and entrances.

INDIA must now safeguard
the Constitution for Bahujans

INTHE recently concluded Lok Sabha elec-
tions, the world witnessed BJP’s victory. The
party relied on well-organised strategies,
electoral bonds and a “Godi” media cam-
paign to cross the 400-seat mark. The “400
Paar” slogan was overloaded by the aggres-
sive Hindutva nationalism demolishing the
fabric of secular India. In contrast, when it
announced “Save Constitution, Save
Democracy”, INDIA bloc went back to Dr
Ambedkar’s socio-political discourse,
which includes redistribution of national
resources. INDIA bloc parties also carried
copies of the Constitution.

Alsoraised was the slogan of “Jitni abadi
utna haq (rights should be proportionate to
communities’ population)”. It was first
coined by Kanshi Ram, the man who rede-
fined Ambedkarite-Bahujan politics nation-
ally. This was a well-designed plan by the
INDIA bloc for two reasons: To safeguard
India’s Constitutionalism and democracy;,
and toregain the lost political space among
the Bahujans since upper caste votes had
been completely monopolised by the BJP.

Apart from burning issues like unem-
ployment, inflation, agrarian crisis, rural dis-
tress, etc., the slogan of ‘Save Constitution,
Save Democracy’ had a nationwide impact
on non-Hindutva Bahujan voters. At the
cost of the marginalisation of their political
voices, like the BSP, it resulted in their en
masse voting for the INDIA bloc. In fact, IN-
DIA bloc’s campaign reminded us that the
Bahujan agenda was missing since
Ambedkar’s death in 1956 and Kanshi
Ram’sill healthin 2003.1n 2000, when the
Vajpayee government proposed a review of
the Constitution, Kanshi Ram asked the
government to clarify which parts required
areview and the reasons behind it.

Sensing an “anti-Constitutional” intent,
he took to the streets, arranged nationwide
jeep marches, directed his IMPs to stall the
functioning of Parliament, and also con-
ducted seminars and people’s parliaments
across India. His efforts led to the closure of
the Constitution review project. His mes-
sage 24 years ago was clear: save the
Constitution, which is “Ambedkar’s her-
itage”.He also never relied on other parties

to defend or protect the Constitution.
Infact, Bahujans voting for INDIA blocis
in contrast to the radical discourse of
Jyotirao Phule, Ambedkar, KanshiRamand
others. Ambedkar’s first political move be-
fore the Southborough Commissionin 1919
was the demand for the right to vote and a
separate representation electorate. His
warning in the Constituent Assembly on
November 25, 1949 — that “the downtrod-
den classes are tired of being governed” —
speaks volumes about the strength of po-
litical power. Against this backdrop, how
the Bahujans will secure their share in the
national wealthis a million-dollar question.
The track record of governments is not
encouraging. Then there are some political
parties in the INDIA bloc with feudal-
casteist mindsets and a history of anti-
Constitutional culture. These parties have
refused to acknowledge Ambedkar’s con-
tribution to the constitutional revolution.
Still, putting national needs above all and
keeping their agenda of acquiring political
power in cold storage for the time being, the
Bahujans wholeheartedly voted to save
democracy. Now, it is now the duty of the
INDIA bloc torise to the challenge.
Missionary activists and Bahujan youth
now have a few choices. They should heed
Ambedkar's warnings — that “you need a
power to destroy the power on the other
side” and “political power is the master key”
— to resolve the manifold structural prob-
lems of the Bahujans. This was taken fur-
ther by Kanshi Ram’s slogan of “Vote
hamara, raj tumhara? Nahi chalega, nahi
chalega (Our vote, your rule? This will not
do)”. Both Ambedkar and Kanshi Ram ad-
vised people to wage a relentless struggle
to regain lost rights and to not depend on
others for their rights, share and welfare.
Nearly all Bahujan revolts in India were
toreconstruct Indian society. Therefore, po-
litical power was a weapon to achieve that
and not the ultimate goal. If we have to
achieve a complete transformation of soci-
ety by establishing liberty, equality, frater-
nity and justice, how long is the movement
going to depend on other political parties?
The Bahujans love the Constitutionand are
proud of it. They consider it the only protec-
tive umbrella after Ambedkar. However,
they hardly make any consistent efforts to
become the executives of the Constitution.
Suresh Mane is the president of the
Bahujan Republican Socialist Party and the
former BSP general secretary
Suraj Yengde, author of 'Caste Matters',
curates Dalitality, has returned to
Harvard University

history

HEADLINE
CHAKSHUROY

IN THE recently concluded general elec-
tions, voters did not give the Bharatiya
Janata Party a complete majority. The BJP,
withits 240 Lok Sabha seats, is forming the
government along with its coalition part-
ners of the National Democratic Alliance.

Coalitions at the national level came to
public attention in 1977 when Morarji
Desai formed the first non-Congress coali-
tion government. His government, a testa-
ment to the evolving political landscape,
included ministers like Charan Singh, L K
Advani, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Biju Patnaik,
Parkash Singh Badal, George Fernandes
and Shanti Bhushan.

Unbridled ambition, political machina-
tions and factionalism marred the tenure of
the Morarji government. Law minister
Bhushan recounted how bad things had
become by 1978. He wrote, “I was con-
vinced thatif the prime minister was wait-
ing for the death of his two senior most col-
leagues and one of them in turn was
waiting for the death of the prime minis-
ter, it was impossible for such a govern-
ment to last.” The Morarji government fell
in 1979, having lasted over two years.

A coalition government involves more
than one political party or individuals work-
ing together, sometimes with differing
viewpoints. Looking back, we find that 1977
was not the country’s first brush with a na-
tional coalition. The 1946 interim govern-
mentjust before Independence and the first
government formed after Independencein
1947 were both coalitions.

The 1946 interim government was re-
sponsible for steering India to independ-
ence. Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru was at the
helm of this government. It had Congress
stalwarts Vallabhbhai Patel (Home),
RajendraPrasad (Food and Agriculture)and
Jagjivan Ram (Labour). The government also
had Sardar Baldev Singh (Defence) from the
Akali Dal and experts like John Matthai
(Finance), a well-regarded economist.
Cooverji Hormusji Bhabha (Commerce), a
Parsi businessman with interests in banking
and insurance companies, enriched the
government with his insights.

However, selecting these ministers
(known as members)was sometimes con-
troversial. For example, Maulana Azad and
Vallabhbhai Patel disagreed on including
Bhabha. Azad felt that Bhabha was not a
leader or a true representative of the Parsi
community. When the Muslim League de-
cided tojoin the interim government, Patel

When Nehru headed a

national coalition govt

Jawaharlal Nehru with members of the interim government in 1946. Wikipedia

and Azad differed on Congress’s offering of
the Finance portfolio to the League.

Azad believed that losing control of a
critical portfolio would create difficulties
for the government. The League accepted
the offer, and Liaquat Ali Khan took charge
of the Finance portfolio from Matthai.
According to Azad, when Liaquat became
the Finance Member, he obtained the keys
to the Government and not even a chaprasi
could be appointed without his approval.

BEYOND POLITICAL
AFFILIATIONS

Nehru followed the coalition template
inindependent India’s first council of min-
isters. He repeated over half of the interim
government ministers and broughtin new
ministers such as Rajkumari Amrit Kaur
(Health)and NV Gadgil (Works, Mines and
Power). Nehru became the Prime Minister
and Patel the Deputy PM. Historian
Ramachandra Guha wrote that in putting
together this Cabinet, Nehru followed the
advice of Mahatma Gandhi and reached
beyond Congress toinclude the best minds,
regardless of political affiliations. As a re-
sult, not being a Congressman was not a
bar to joining the Cabinet. It led to additions
like Dr BR Ambedkar (Law), businessman
RKShanmukham Chetty (Finance),and Dr
Syama Prasad Mukherjee (Industry and
Supply) of the Jan Sangh.

In his book The Government and Politics
of India, Prof Morris Jones highlighted, “The
chosen fortress-holders of 1947 included
many with little or no connection with
Congress. It was a coalition government in

two senses. Firstand foremost, it contained
a strikingly careful selection of representa-
tives of communities and regions ...
Secondly, it was a policy coalition also,
though not by virtue of containing a balance
of opinions: on the contrary, the non-
Congress opinions represented was all
(with the possible exception of Ambedkar)
in some sense markedly conservative.”
This first Cabinet faced overwhelming
challenges. Lesser-known Cabinet mem-
bers like Bhabha contributed extensively to
pressing issues like the refugee crisis and
technical ones like the framing of the com-
pany law. Matthai, who lost two opportuni-
ties to handle the Finance portfolio, finally
took charge of the ministry in 1948 and
guided the nation through a difficult period.
The coalition government also under-
went a churn. In 1948, Chetty, the first fi-
nance minister, resigned under a cloud af-
ter his ministry dropped the names of
some individuals who had to be investi-
gated by Income Tax authorities. Later,
Mukherjee (1950) and Ambedkar (1951)
resigned due to policy differences.
Mukherjee resigned because he dis-
agreed with the government’s approach to
the treatment of Hindus in Pakistan, espe-
cially in East Bengal. Explaining his resig-
nation (in this context), he said, “Itis a
mighty task ... and between the
Government and its critics there will al-
ways be ample room for co-operation in
facing a problem which concerns the peace
and happiness of millions of people and of
the advancement of the entire nation.”
The writer looks at issues
through a legislative lens and works at
PRS Legislative Research
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WE WERE nearing the end of semester for
my third-year undergraduate students of
economics. One lecture on gender inequal-
ity inIndia was pendinginan elective course
[ teach, titled ‘Economics of Poverty and
Inequality’. I began my preparation by col-
lecting various statistics on the usual met-
rics on women: low workforce participa-
tion, gender wage gap, etc.

Since these were well-known issues, |
realised thatIwas cooking a boring lecture.
While researching for new dimensions of
gender inequality, I found abook titled Data
feminism. The book provided thought-pro-
voking examples of how data science has
beenused to “discriminate, police, and sur-
veil”. The few pages I read changed the di-

Al is sexist. Here’s how

rection of my lecture completely.

[ remember an article published long
back on how large language models, aka a
type of Artificial Intelligence (Al), can be sex-
ist. However, since this information was
publicly available, I assumed that this sex-
ismwould not be easy to capture and would
have been corrected in updated versions of
these Al tools. Boy, was | wrong.

In front of my students, I gave a prompt
to ChatGPT to generate letters of recom-
mendation for two students, one maleand
one female, but both with equal marks (35
out of 40) in my class on poverty and in-
equality. When I got the two letters, I re-
alised why a recruiter would pick the male
candidate over the female one. The male
student was described using adjectives like
“confident”, “outstanding”, “technical”,
whereas the female student was described

"«

as “good for collaborative activities”, “cor-

AN

dial”, “good asset to the company”, “empa-
thetic” and “compassionate”. This demon-
stration generated a furious reaction from
the class. Their very own trusted Al, whose
help they very often took to draft emails,
polish their assignments or resumes or ap-
plications for jobs or college was biased.
After the lecture, | generated a couple
more prompts that evening. I asked
ChatGPT to recommend jobs for my stu-
dents. While posts recommended for male
studentsincluded financial analyst, invest-
ment banker, data analyst, market research
analyst and policy analyst, women students
were seen as a better fit as financial plan-
ners, development consultants and envi-
ronment economists. Multiple experiments
showed that ChatGPT thought the men
were overwhelmingly suited for jobs that
require rigour in quantitative subjects,
mathematics, finance and the like but in-

vestment banking or financial analysis did
not figure in the top-five jobs for a female
graduate in economics.

These results give us food for thought:
start writing your own emails, resumes and
assignments. Your friend, Al, might gener-
ate a bias and make your drafts less profi-
cient. Al-assisted writing takes away the
personal relationships we have with our
words, vocabulary and language. It makes
every piece of writing formal, simpler and
standard. The “craft” in the craft of writing,
which comes from the hands of craftsmen
(or women) is completely lost in the
process. Encouraging students to read and
writeis critical these days, when all writing
can be mass-produced.

We, the teachers, can start small.
Discourage each email written using Al
Back in the 2000s, when I was in school,
SMS language had become popular. “Pls”

epaper.indianexpress:com .- .

replaced “please”,and every other term be-
came abbreviated. It was caught easily and
corrected by our teachers. While universi-
tiesare deploying plagiarism tools to check
the use of Al in writing and docking stu-
dents’ grades, itisimportant to understand
that the bias generated by Al goes
unchecked despite this exercise. We need
to embrace the imperfection in written
drafts and applications so that a student is
not forced to make their work look more
“formal” with the help of these Al tools.
Looks like it’s time to shift gears and make
sure we don'tlose the craft of writing, as we
have lost the habit of reading with time.
Prachi Bansal is an assistant professor,
Jindal School of Government and
Public Policy, O PJindal Global
University, Sonipat
National Editor Shalini Langer curates
the ‘She Said’ column
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We deserve
better leaders

THE REAL winner in this Lok Sabha elec-
tion was democracy. And, personally I
could not be more delighted. On both
sides of the divide was a campaign that
sought to diminish democracy. From the
INDIA lot we never heard the end of how
unfair the election was and how the
Election Commission and the EVMs were
going to ensure another spectacular vic-
tory for Narendra Modi. He for his part
campaigned as if he was no ordinary
politician seeking a mandate, but a man
sent by God to save India. The choice be-
fore voters was to choose between bad
and worse.

On the evening of the results when
the Prime Minister appeared, as he usu-
ally does, to address his party workers at
BJP headquarters, they went through the
usual motions of garlanding him in a
massive garland of orchids. And, shower-
ing him with rose petals as he walked to
the stage and he himself tried to pretend
that he had made history by becoming
only the second man to win a third con-
secutive term. But there was something
in his body language that had changed.
He seemed diminished as did Amit Shah
and ] P Nadda as they sat behind him on
the stage trying to look cheerful.

The shock of what happened was so
great that the BJP’s vicious social media
trolls were momentarily speechless. And
party spokesmen who appeared on TV
seemed chastened and humbled. This is
good. The BJP was flying too high and
there was too much talk of one nation,
one leader, one people from Modi who
should know that this kind of talk is al-
right in an autocracy but notin a democ-
racy. Hopefully, when he gets sworn in
for the third time this evening, he will re-
member that he did not really win.

If, on the other side, we had a choice
between real leaders, it would have been
heartening. But what we have is a collec-
tion of what Prashant Kishor calls ‘pot-
ted plants’ because they have all inher-
ited their political careers from Daddy or
Mummy. They are an uninspiring bunch.
And, too filled with grievances that seek
always to demean Indian democracy.
Rahul Gandhi has been saying for
months on international public plat-
forms that democracy is dead in India.
And there has been that endless whin-
ing about EVM manipulation which
ended as soon as they discovered that
they had done better than expected.

What this election has proved is that
the voters of India are wiser than our
leaders. They deserve better. They de-
serve leaders who do not try to divide
them into categories of caste, and they
deserve better than being told by BJP
leaders that Muslims are a plague that
must be eradicated. In his second term
in office Modi showed that he was more
interested in projecting himself as India’s
saviour than in saving India. Somehow
everything that he did was always about
him. It was because of him that 80 crore
Indians were being given free rations
every month. It was because of him that
people were being given houses and
clean drinking water (not quite true yet)
and because of him that rural Indians
now had toilets in their homes.

His problem was that he surrounded
himself with sycophantic ministers who
lied to him about what was really being
done. They did not tell him that at the bot-
tom of the pyramid were millions of des-
perately poor Indians who struggled to
find two meals a day and did not under-
stand why instead of someone bothering
to help them there were huge amounts
of money being spent on roads, airports
and the mighty temple in Ayodhya. These
are things that appeal to middle class
Indians and rich Indians, but the problem
is that to win an election with a full ma-
jority you need the support of those at
the bottom who have nothing.

In the many analyses I have read of
the election results I have not heard any-
one mention the migrants who were
forced to walk home for hundreds of
kilometres because of Modi’s sudden
and brutal lockdown. I have not heard
anyone mention that horrible COVID
summer when people were dying in
hospitals because there was not enough
oxygen. Or that the Government of India
had failed to order the vaccinations that
were needed for us to protect us from the
pandemic. Modi is a skilled politician, so
he managed to turn this to his advantage
by offering free vaccinations on a mas-
sive scale with his photo on the certifi-
cates. Polls done by powerful magazines
all report that people believe that the
vaccination programme was the best
thing that the Modi government did.

Which people? That really is the
question. If those people had been
polled who had to bury their dead in the
sands of the Ganga, they may not have
said that dealing with COVID was a huge
success. When he gets sworn in for the
third time as prime minister Modi
would do well to remember the real
people of this country. He would do well
to remember a few other things. He
must stop making everything into a
Hindu-Muslim issue — it has not
worked. And he must step out of the cir-
cle of sycophants that surrounds him
and remember that he is not a Messiah
but an ordinary politician. If he does, he
could be a better prime minister this
time than he has been.
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Mihir Vasavda: Is there a nice way of
breaking the news to a player that he
won’t be in the team for the Olympics?
How doyou handle emotions?

It’s the worst part of the job.When you
have a group of guys, you create synergy
and trust within your squad. We started
with 39 players (in the camp). Then
(reduceditto) 29,27, nowit’s 24,soon it’ll
be 19 and then it’ll be 16. So it’s not easy.
That’s why the Olympics are the pinnacle
of our sport. Not everyone gets to go.It’sa
bonus if you do well. There are so many
variables that can happen. You try to pre-
pare for every single eventuality; injury-
wise, tactics-wise, players that get injured
in the game, then who can cover and how
you can still playyour same rhythm, tactics
and style even if youlosea player or two.So
yeah, it’s difficult.

Forthe World Cup, the selectionisof 18
players including two goalkeepers. At the
Olympics,it’s 15 and one goalkeeper,so 16.
Then there are two non-travelling players
and one goalkeeper that stay outside the
villagebutyoustillneed to create that fam-
ily environment. I think 20-30% of the
time, players get injured and you need to
use either the 17th or 18th player. Seldom
does the goalkeeper get used but the other
players,definitely.Youdon’t knowwhenit’s
going to happen but it’s possible, so you
need them in the right frame of mind to
ensure they haven’t shut off.

That 17th or 18th player could be the
key for a team to be very successful. That
happened with Belgium. We were in the
World Cup and two players got injured.The
stand-bys came in and went all the way
and won the tournament. It’s a massive
part of the success if you can do it right.

Mihir Vasavda: Everyone has their
insecurities and ambitions, especially
atatimelike thiswhen the teamis get-
ting selected. So how is the mood in
the camp?

Weare humans,notrobots.It’snotjust
about equipping each otherwith the right
tools but also about having a platform
whereyou can open up and say‘lam strug-
gling with this’ We have a circle of trust
going around pre-match, and post-com-
petition. If you are struggling with some-
thing, speak. From a staff point of view,
from a player-to-player point of view, there
reallyneedstobeabridge of trust. It works
well. The tour to Australia (in April) was
tough and there was feedback post-games
there. Paddy (Upton, the sports psycholo-
gist)was there and we did some good work
in that space.The mood is exciting.

Sriram Veera: In your first team meet-
ing, you drew an India map, asked the
players where they are from, and you
populated that graph accordingly.What
was the reasoning beyond the obvious?

(Shows hislaptop wallpaperwhere that
graphis).Players come from all over; from
Punjab, Manipur, Kerala,and South; itwas
interesting to work out what was their
story,how they got into hockey,who went
to the same academy, who has played
junior-level hockey together,who hasn’t.
How did they come into hockey — was it
family-based orare you an outlier spotted
foryour talent?

With that kind of deep information, I
can know who connects with whom, the
common grounds, the language challenge
— who has had to learn Hindi, who speaks
naturally. India’s strengths are its various
cultures, dialects and diversity. If I don’t
understand that melting pot,Iamlesser of
acoach.Ittook timebut it was fascinating.

I also had alanguage challenge with
some but we did a value-based exercise —
how theywanted to play,how theywanted
to be viewed, how they wanted to act in
achieving that — it was done in three dif-
ferent languages. Everyone connected
with that.

So it was fruitful and interesting not
just for me but for them. Someone like
Sreejesh was impressive; he comes from
Kerala,downinthe south —isolated ifyou
consider the regular pockets of hockey in
the country. It’s interesting how he had to
movearound,adapt,and be soinspiring to
the group.

Sriram Veera: You also delved into the
castesinvolved and were curious about
learning that early on. What is the rea-
son behind that?

Coming from South Africa, it’s a rain-
bownationandyoucansaythe samething
about India. I grew up in Apartheid and I
didn’t even know the details.In’84,when I
moved from Zimbabwe to South Africa, I
wasn’t any wiser about this stuff. When
Nelson Mandelawasreleased,Iwasin high
school and played in a tournament when
he was released. Growing up in the politi-
cal system, you learn. We played the 1996
Olympics in Athens and our team was
pulled outin 2000 due to political reasons.
We had qualified, we were going, and we
kept the same team from’96 but we got
pulled outaswe didn’t have enough players
of colour. How is that normal? It brought
big changes in the country — right or
wrong. I was too young to understand. I
look at it now: India’s caste, South Africa’s
white-black —it’sallhuman. Itwasimpor-
tant to understand all this.

But one of the bigger problemsin India
(hockey) is that of hierarchy. The more
junior you are as a player, the less say you
have.Idon’t subscribe to that.If that’s the
case,youareina flawed system.I have tried
to crack that wide open: of course, you
need seniors but you want a safe space
where players can share without any wor-

ON HIERARCHY

The more junior you are

as a player, the less say

you have. | have tried to

crack that wide open:
of course, you need
seniors but you want a
safe space where
players can share
without any worries
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CRAIG FULTON
HOCKEY COACH, INDIA

WHY CRAIG FULTON

The former South African hockey player came to India after turning an almost unknown world hockey
team like Ireland into a side that routinely punches above its weight. After being an assistant

coach for Belgium, arguably the best team of the last decade, he’s taken over an Indian team that
returned to the Olympic podium after over four decades. He will now take the team to Paris Olympics,
with the hope of repeating — or even improving — the Tokyo Games show
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‘One of the bigger problems
in India is hierarchy.I don’t
subscribe to that’
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ON FUTURE PLANS

We are looking to
connect how the U-21s
play compared to how
the seniors play. The
same terminology,
training, drills and then
you allow the new U-21
head coach to put his
own spin on it. That's the
succession plan

ILLUSTRATION: SUVAJIT DEY

The India hockey coach on preparations for the Paris Olympics, getting the players to share their storiesas a
part of team-building process and understanding the country’s caste system and its impact on individual
performances. The session was moderated by Mihir Vasavda, Senior Assistant Editor, The Indian Express

ON INDIA'S DIVERSITY

India's strengths are
various cultures,
dialects and
diversity. If | don't
understand that
melting pot, | am
lesser of a coach. It
took time but
it was fascinating

ries. That we have achieved from my side
and also from seniors,which is great.

Amit Kamath: When you first joined
Hockey India as coach, what were the
things thatstood outin contrast toBel-
gium. Did you spot a difference in the
team culture orthe way things are done
in the two countries? Were there
any similarities?

The number one thing that stands out
is that there is no league in India. From a
collective point of view, Europe is fuelled
from a family club environment where
clubs are well supported from juniors to

whoever plays in the fifth, sixth, seventh
or 20th team orwhateveritis.In India, it’s
quite isolated as the senior squad and the
U-21team trainallyear round for compe-
titions. There are the National Games or
the National Championships. That would
be the league environment.

What happened in the past was that
Hockey India League came in and helped
get that youth into competitions with
international players from the rest of the
world.I'm glad that’s coming back,as it will
be helpful for Indian hockey to have more
competition outside of just international
competition.Thelegacythat Indian hockey
has is very different from the legacy that
Belgium hockey has. It’s just a different
story.Forthelast 10-12 years,Belgium has
put a lot of emphasis on... from not quali-
fying to being consistent in qualifying for
allthe Olympics and then going from Lon-
don 2012 to Rio 2016 and from there to
Tokyo 2020. So that was a big improve-
ment. But at the same time, if you look at
India’s track record, from finishing last in
London 2012 to eighth in Rio de Janeiro to
medalling in Tokyo 2020, it’s been a very
impactful period and the investment’s
been in the right place. The coaching has
been donewell. Theinvestment in strength
and conditioning and training facilities in
SAI Bengaluruwas done well. That showed
on the pitch. We’re in that same space.
Although India is really fanatical about its
hockey, it’s taken a while for them to be

financialexp.epaptin

competitive in the modern era again
because of astroturf and sports science. It
takes time to create consistency in any
high-performance programme.Andyou’re
stillnot guaranteed awin. Look at Australia.
Thelast time theywon a gold medal at the
Olympics was in Athens in 2004.Theywin
all the World Cups or they come close to it
orthey’re competing.But they’ve had adip.
Atthe sametime,they’re still very compet-

itive.If you meet them in the quarters of

semis, it’s still not an easy game. It’s tough
to be consistent and tough to peak for the
Olympics and the World Cups.

Vinayakk Mohanarangan: Howdidyou
see the 0-5 series defeatin Australia? In
four matches, you had your chances to
win or draw, but ultimately India did-
n’twinany.Doyoudetach fromresults
insuch cases?

Wewanted a tough competition before
the Pro League because, otherwise, we’re
justgoingtotrainand play ourselves.That’s
not going to be helpful. The other thing is
we need tobuild the depth of oursquad.So,
if we lost a key player in every line, how
would we perform? Whowould be ready to
play and how? We had a squad of 27 over
five games. We played everyone and also
handed a debut to Boby (Singh Dhami).

It was more of a focus on squad depth
through good competition. And then we
would find out more about ourselves,and
what we needed to do well while playing

ON THE MOOD
IN THE TEAM

We are humans, not
robots. It's not just
about equipping each
other with the right
tools, it's also about
having a platform and
saying, 'l am struggling
with this'. We have a
circle of trust

against Australia. But if we played Aus-
tralia, it would help expose some parts of
our game that were really good orweren't.
I think we got the benefit of both.

Ourdeep defencewasverygood.Some-
times,Australia can get thebetter of you by
five,six,seven goals.In thefirst game,likeI
said,we weren’t there.It was a little bit of a
mismatch on the day from our point of
view. The other games were good but
unfortunately,we couldn’t get over theline.

We learned a lot. I was pleased about
the competition, but even more pleased
about the depth in the squad and covering
different positions.

New Delhi

Vinayakk Mohanarangan: When India
is playing, there seems to be a crucial
match-costing mistakearound the cor-
ner.How doyou address that?

You are always one mistake away from
conceding a goal? At the same time, you
hopefully don’t make the last mistake,
hopefully creating enough pressure to put
the opposition into that situation where
they make the last mistake.

And the beauty of it is if we can learn
those lessons. And I know that the coach
and coaching staff know how to fix it. It’s
not like it’s an impossible fix. The
morewe canlearn thatlesson,the morewe
put it into practice. Once the selection is
done and we are playing the chosen team
in those different positions, we are really
prepared for that situation. Once we’ve
gone through all of this, made a few mis-
takes, really gone down to our final selec-
tion,thenwe have the playerswho can deal
with those situations. You need good
players to win, but you can also lose with
good players.

Tushar Bhaduri: Does India’s hockey
medal at the Tokyo Olympics, which
came after such along time, increase
the pressure onyou?

To be perfectly honest, for any team to
win a medal in Covid is an exceptional
achievement. It’s not normal what every-
onewent throughatthat time — preparing
for Olympics, the delay of ayear,and every-
thing else theywent through.So,Iwon’t say
it’s pressure,it’s more about the focus.Real-
istically, every time we play in a competi-
tion, we want to win. That’s
my philosophy.

But there’s also a realistic goal and an
ideal goal. The ideal goal is to win gold in
everytournamentwe play.Realistically,it’s
whereyouareranked now,and howyouare
performing.That’swhere the next block of
Pro League games comes in. We took a
knock with the Australia results (India lost
the five-match series in Perth 5-0), but
that’s a different scenario because that
wasn’t on tournament basis, it was a one-
off series.

In this tournament environment that
we have now, we have video referrals, we
have everything that we would be accus-
tomed to in the Pro League. At the same
time, we want to win a medal, we want to
play up... We are, I think, ranked fifth or
sixth at the moment, so there’s a bit of
room in getting into the top 3,and we are
looking at the next seven weeks and obvi-
ously,afterthis Pro League,to know exactly
where we stand and what we need to
improve tobe very competitive in our pool.
So,the bottom line is that we want to do as
well as we can,we want towin this compe-
tition. But realistically, where are we now?
Wearealittle bit behind,but we have eight
games in the Pro League to understand
where exactly we stand, and from that
point of view, I can answer this question
post these eight games.

Pratyush Raj: In recent times we
have seen our forwards struggling
to score goals. Where do you think
they canimprove?

That’s difficult because a lot of the
teams are playing lower (block) now. They
are putting nine and 10 players in and
around the 25 (metre,defensive third).You
have less time in the D to turn and shoot
because of the zonal elements but that’s
been there for the past maybe five or six
years. The Indian teams have scored goals
in those periods.It is just about the chem-
istry between the players and also the
mindset of the players when they are get-
ting into the D, theyare full of confidence.

Everyone tries to shoot, everyone tries
to connect in the nine-yard area.Thereisa
lot going on in the final third. There are
challenges if you are making mistakes at
the back in the penalty corner and then
upfront if you are making a mistake, it
changes the dynamic of the game.
The forwards are connected and trying to
get as many outcomes as possible and
enjoydoingit.Weare trying to convert field
chances to goals and certain teams
playlow,certain teams don’t. Weare trying
to get the right combinations that suit all
the strikers.

Nitin Sharma: What are your
thoughts on junior hockey in India?
Does the junior hockey system in India
need to be in sync with what the head
coach thinks?

Ithinkthereisagapbetweenthe U-21s
and the seniors. We are looking to work
with the Indian A team and the reason for
that is we have a very strong U-21 group.
And if some of those key players cannot
cometothesenior group,where do theygo?
They have had three-fouryears of training
with the U-21s.They played in the World
Cupandall of these competitionsand sud-
denly there was no space for them.I think
they are the next best thing to come into
the Indian squad and we don’t have that
spaceyet forthemwith a full coach and sys-
tem. That’s in the plans. We are looking to
do that.

And then from the U-16s and U-18s,
Indian hockey has done a good job of try-
ing to get them to play the same way. It’s
beenayearsinceljoined and wearelooking
out foranewU-21 coach.Wearelooking to
connect how the U-21s play compared to
how the seniors play. The same terminol-
ogy, same training, same drills and then
you allow the new U-21 head coach to put
his own spin on it in the principle of how
we need to play. That'swhat we are looking
todo.AndIthinkthat’s the succession plan.
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PLACING THREE BIG
REFORMS ON
NEW GOVT’S TABLE

HILE political analysts are frothing at the mouth try-

ing to decode the unexpected verdict of the Lok Sabha

elections that’s a tight slap for the BJP, economic and

business analysts are spending sleepless nights worry-

ing about the future of “reforms”. The problem is,
what reforms are we talking and worrying about? It depends
on what your income and educational status is. A poorly-edu-
cated-yet-rich trader will be more worried about reforms in an
extortionate local machinery. An educated-and-rich corporate
professional will be worried about taxes. A poorly educated and
poor Indian will wonder what the fuss is all about.

Yet, beyond the rhetoric and polemics, economic reforms
matter. It is the much-maligned economic reforms since 1991
that have lifted more than 500 million Indians out of degrading
poverty under regimes of various hues. But the task and the
process, as almost all sensible economists agree, is far from
over. Forget the coalition jostling. The more important question
is: what are the most important reforms that need the attention
of Modi3.0?Iwant to highlight three
‘pro-poor’ reforms that could fur-
ther transform India.

One of the biggest failures of
Modi 2.0 was its dismal letdown in
effectively communicating how
farm reform laws would actually
help the poor. It first rammed down

OPINION the farm laws and then abjectly sur-
rendered to street power. I am still
SUTANU GURU convinced the farm laws would im-

Journalist and author;
Executive Director,
C Voter Foundation
(sutanuguru@gmail.com)

mensely benefit small farmers and
landless labourers. The fact is that
more than 85 percent of farmers in
India own less than two hectares.
Contract farming, freedom to sell
anywhere in the world via digital platforms instead of being
hostage to mandi middlemen and pooling land to form coopera-
tives (it has been a huge success in pockets where attempted, a
la Amul) may not help rich farmers. But they will be a boon for
farmers who are described as marginal.

More important, contract farming et al will incentivise large
private investors with deep pockets to set up massive cold stor-
age facilities across India that will provide hundreds of thou-
sands of jobs, if not millions. Of course, cold storage investors
will make tonnes of money. But so will marginal farmers and
landless labourers, who will get jobs they cannot dream of even
now. Barely a quarter of the fruits and vegetables produced are
processed now. Imagine the spectacular impact on rural in-
comes when three-fourths are stored and processed. As for the
fear that the likes of Adanis will grab the land of poor farmers,
it is just hogwash.

Even with this, too many will still depend on agriculture and
allied activities for a livelihood (about 50 percent do now). The
only solution is for tens of millions of them to move to other
sources of livelihood. The only available option is large-scale
factories. The solution is in even more emphasis on schemes like
production-linked incentive (PLI) that encourage domestic man-
ufacturing. A lot of economists argue that PLI is not just a waste
of money, but also fails to create a genuine value-added manu-
facturing ecosystem. That’s a flawed argument at best, if not
inspired by Modi Derangement Syndrome. Every country in East
and Southeast Asia has created successful manufacturing eco-
systems by ruthlessly implementing schemes like PLI that ef-
fectively provided massive subsidies to domestic entrepreneurs.
You can call it crony capitalism. But fewer citizens in these coun-
tries are poor since such schemes kicked in. It is only massive
factories that will enable citizens dependent on agriculture to
permanently escape the low-productivity-low-income trap.

That brings us to the third critical reform: labour laws. Some-
how, many Indians reflexively oppose labour law reforms as
being anti-labour and a licence to industrialists to exploit work-
ers even more. Once again, that is hogwash. About 90 percent
of workers are in the unorganised sector, and they are being
ruthlessly exploited anyway. Labour law reforms can do two
things. First, they will enable workers to work longer hours and
earn more. Second, massive factories will come up only when
entrepreneurs have the flexibility to hire based on orders and
not be stuck with so-called ‘permanent’ employees.

I wrote in this paper about the DMK-led government in Tamil
Nadu tweaking the law to enable 12-hour work shifts. Workers
welcomed this move. But so fierce was the opposition from ‘pro-
worker’ vested interests that the move was abandoned. Massive
manufacturing investments will come only when both PLI-like
schemes and labour reforms are brought in. Sure, it will enable
tycoons to earn billions. But it will also ensure tens of millions
of workers to see their family incomes skyrocket. We can argue
about income and wealth inequality. But I am convinced the
worker whose income goes up from 10,000 a month to 30,000
doesn’t give a damn about inequality.

Can a coalition deliver reforms? One example from the Vaj-
payee era shows it is possible. The most transformational reform
measure of the coalition Vajpayee regime was dropping fixed
annual licence fees for mobile telephone operators and moving
to a revenue-sharing model. In just about six years, the number
of mobile phone subscribers zoomed from about 2 million to
more than 100 million. Today, the more-than-a-billion active mo-
bile phone subscriptions are the backbone of the JAM revolu-
tion. Back then, the regime was slammed for crony capitalism.
If that was crony capitalism, let’s have more of it in Modi 3.0.
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OME are destroyed by defeat, and
some are made small and mean
by victory. Greatness lives in one
who triumphs equally over de-
feat and victory. The great Amer-
ican writer John Steinbeck
couldn’t have imagined how ac-
curate he would be in describing the re-
sult of the latest general election in In-
dia. Prime Minister Narendra Modi
created history by becoming the second
political leader after Jawaharlal Nehru
to be sworn in as prime minister of the
world’s largest democracy for a third
consecutive term. He is the first genu-
inely non-Congress leader to the envia-
ble feat. He is also the second RSS
swayamsevak after Atal Bihari Vajpayee
to lead the nation since independence.

Yet, there is an arithmetical distinc-
tion between Nehru and Modi. While the
Congress under Nehru won the three
Lok Sabha elections in 1952, 1957 and
1962 with almost two-thirds majorities,
the BJP captured power with the help of
its allies—alone, it couldn’t conjure up
the majority figure of 272 seats on the
third attempt. Nevertheless, the hur-
riedly-stitched pre-poll National Demo-
cratic Alliance (NDA) triumphantly re-
turned to Raisina Hill under Modi’s
leadership with just under 300 seats. Mo-
di’s idea of political India has survived,
slightly modified by voters. For now. For
thriving in the future, he bowed before
the Constitution before getting formally
elected as the leader of the NDA.

The verdict has, however, delivered
an ominous blow to the concept of a
single-party majority government,
which is seen as essential for political

and economic stability. The electorate
has denied a majority to any one party
after a decade. India is back to the coali-
tion era that began after Rajiv Gandhi’s
defeat in 1989 and ended after almost 25
years in 2014 when Modi ensured full
majority for the BJP. The BJP won 282
seats in 2014 and 303 in 2019. A decade
later, the BJP could secure only 240
seats out of the total of around 430 it
contested. It lost 63 seats mostly to its
traditional rival Congress. This time
it’s not Modi 3.0 but NDA 3.0 led by
Modi, with the earlier two editions of
NDA helmed by Vajpayee. Even in de-
feat, though, the BJP scored more seats
than any ruling party has done in the
recent past. The Congress under Rajiv
won 404 seats after Indira Gandhi’s
tragic assassina-
tion but was re-
duced to just 197
five years later. In
2009, the Congress
won 206 seats.

For both the
prime minister
and the ruling par-
ty, the electoral
outcome has
thrown up many
guestions and has
also set the direc-
tion for the future
model of govern-
ance. The party is
yet to reconcile to
the idea of not
achieving its unrealistic target of 370
seats and crossing the 400 mark for the
NDA. Party cadres blame the excessive
exposure of the prime minister for los-
ing seats in crucial states like UP, Rajas-
than and West Bengal. It also didn’t gain
much in the southern states as the gains
made in Telangana and Andhra were off-
set by losses in Karnataka.

During the two-month-long campaign,
the prime minister addressed over 200
meetings and gave around 80 interviews
to various media outlets as part of his
outreach strategy. But these choreo-
graphed interactions didn’t erase the
opposition-sponsored narrative about
the danger to the Constitution and ris-

ing unemployment. In addition, exces-
sive dependence on outside agencies for
micro poll management created confu-
sion. It led to a disconnect between the
committed workers and the profession-
als who were hired to design the con-
tours of the campaign. Above all, the
minimal involvement of BJP veterans
and workers also contributed to the de-
cline in votes. Soon after the 2004 deba-
cle, the then Deputy Prime Minister L K
Advani had stated that the BJP lost be-
cause it ignored its core constituents.

Skewed economic policies are also
partially responsible for BJP’s losses.
During the past decade, the BJP govern-
ment has spoken proudly of its pro-busi-
ness ideology. Modi has promised to
make India into the world’s third largest
economy. He had
earlier stated that
India would be a
$5-trillion econo-
my soon. The man-
date is to deliver
good politics and
judicious econom-
ics. Excessive ex-
position of market
models haven’t
gone down well
with the masses. It
is rare that heads
of state or senior
ministers goad the
people to invest in
the markets just
before the results
are announced. Linking the comprehen-
sive health of the nation with artificially
inflated market capitalisation is a decep-
tive narrative for seeking endorsement
of policies. It may, at the most, boost big
business behemoths, but rarely brings
extra smiles to the masses.

Moreover, leaders must learn from the
past to plan for the future. If mesmeris-
ing markets could alter political for-
tunes, then both P V Narasimha Rao and
Manmohan Singh wouldn’t have faced
humiliating shellacking at elections.
Rao, who formed the first minority gov-
ernment in 1991, was responsible for in-
troducing massive economic reforms.
The Sensex registered an elephantine
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escalation of over 180 percent during his
five-year tenure. The Congress was
mauled and Rao was politically mar-
tyred after the party was humbled in
1996 because it was perceived as being
pro-rich. During Manmohan Singh’s
tenure from 2004 to 2014, the Sensex end-
ed with a Brobdingnagian 400 percent
escalation. Despite that market medal,
the Congress lost even the status of the
main opposition party in the Lok Sabha.
It is evident that the Western capitalist
models of top-down or trickle-down
principles don’t work in a democratic
country like in India where over 800 mil-
lion people are still dependent on free-
bies from the government. Modinomics
will have to change to include the Naidu-
Nitish social equity model.

Good economics isn’t necessarily bet-
ter politics. It’s not the amount of foreign
exchange or the number of extra billion-
aires created by a regime which gives it
durability, credibility and acceptability.
The success of any coalition government
is tenuously linked with the prime min-
ister’s prowess to mould him to handle
new arithmetical realities. For the past
22 years, Modi has evolved an adminis-
trative model in which he alone plays a
decisive role. He collects inputs, yet he
isn’t used to the concept of collective re-
sponsibility. It has helped in taking quick
decisions and getting them implemented
in a record time. He is a master slogan-
smith. From Swachh Bharat to Digital
India, he has mesmerised the nation
with his generous guarantees.

He has been leading a cabinet in which
he has been the first among unequals.
But the new numbers would also alter
the administrative algorithm which
would guide policy formation. Modi still
remains the most powerful leader. His
invincibility may have taken a hit, but he
enjoys the title of the Maximum Leader.
For his long-term success and for possi-
bly creating history by completing a full
third term, the nation is looking forward
to a renewed politics of consensus, and
not confrontation. That alone will ensure
his greatness. NDA 3.0 needs to follow
kindness, and not brute numbers, the
commoner’s touch, not billionaire hand-
shakes, and delegation, not dictation.

KAUTILYA’S ADVICE ON GOOD GOVERNANCE

OPINION
NANDITHA KRISHNA

Historian, environmentalist
and writer based in Chennai

AR is a state of extreme vio-
lence, destruction and mor-
tality. Several countries have
in recent times been ravaged
and destroyed by war: Iraq,
Syria, Afghanistan, South
Sudan, Yemen, and now
Ukraine and Gaza. The toll on the peo-
ple, especially women and children, is
immense: displacement, economic dev-
astation, food shortages and insecurity.

Wars in ancient India were conducted
under strict rules. Fighting from sun-
rise to sunset only; no hitting below the
belt. I am bemused by the Kurukshetra
war, where, after fighting each other all
day, the Pandavas and senior Kurus
would fraternise in the evenings. Ar-
juna stopped the war to discuss the eth-
ics of fighting with Krishna, who gave
us the immortal Bhagavad Gita as a re-
sult. Bhishma lay on a bed of arrows
for 41 nights, at times lecturing Yu-
dhishthira on raj dharma.

Sun Tzu of China saw war as an art.
His The Art of War is a military work
dating back to 500 BCE. For almost 1,500

years, it was the most influential strat-
egy text influencing both East Asian and
Western military thinking. The book
contains a detailed explanation and
analysis of the Chinese military, from
weapons, environmental conditions and
strategy to rank and discipline, the im-
portance of intelligence operatives and
espionage to the war effort. His strate-
gies formed the basis of advanced mili-
tary training throughout the world.

But Kautilya saw war as a science,
adding that “a war should be avoided, for
it can be lost as easily as it can be won,
and is basically unpredictable and ex-
pensive”. Dharma, he said, is the root of
all happiness, and the root of dharma is
good economy and governance, self-re-
straint, humility and serving the aged.
Excellent advice for any ruler to follow.

Kautilya is said to have been Chan-
dragupta Maurya’s advisor and mentor,
and the genius behind Chandragupta’s
strategies in politics and war. Kautilya’s
Arthashastra is an amazing doctrine on
politics and the art of governance, war
and diplomacy. He wanted his king to be-
come a world conqueror and analysed
which kingdoms were natural allies and
which were inevitable enemies. He made
treaties he would break, his secret agents
killed enemy leaders and sowed discord
among them. “Of war, there is open war,
concealed war and silent war,” wrote
Kautilya. He used religion and supersti-
tion to bolster his troops, demoralise en-
emy soldiers, and spread disinforma-
tion. But Kautilya’s harsh measures
were necessary in that situation. Kauti-
lya believed that trusting in fate or rely-
ing on superstition was unacceptable.

Kautilya separated politics from reli-
gion and claimed that knowledge of the
science of politics can conquer the
world. A dutiful king who rules accord-
ing to the law, metes out just punish-
ment, applies the law equally and pro-
tects his people could conquer the earth,
he said. Greatness, he believed, would
come only with dharmic order. Nations
act in their political, economic and mil-
itary self-interest.

Artha, meaning prosperity or eco-
nomic security, is one of the four aims

Unlike Sun Tzu or Machiavelli, Kautilya
saw the security and prosperity of the
people as the source of a ruler’s wealth.
His Arthashastra describes a welfare
state governed by a wise monarch.
With good governance, the weak will
resist the strong, said Kautilya

of human life in Hinduism. The
Arthasahastra says there are four nec-
essary fields of knowledge: the Vedas,
and the sciences of reasoning, govern-
ment and economics—all other knowl-
edge and wealth is derived from these.
The duties of a king, selection of offi-
cials and advisors, checks on the gov-
ernment, the cause of poverty and pub-
lic dissatisfaction, civil and criminal
law and the courts, laws governing tax-
ation, marriage, wildlife and forests,

establishment of mines and factories,
secret service and information collec-
tion, war and foreign policy are all dis-
cussed at length in Kautilya’s oeuvre.

He has been described as Machiavel-
lian but, unlike the Florentine, Kauti-
lya maintained that the security and
prosperity of the people are the source
of akingdom’s wealth. He advocates the
distribution of land belonging to land-
owners who do not cultivate and giving
it to poor farmers who want to cultivate
but do not own land, and the execution
of public projects like the construction
of waterways and forts to mitigate ar-
eas devastated by calamities.

His description is of a welfare state
governed by a wise monarch, a raja-ri-
shi or sage-king. Without governance,
the strong will swallow the weak; but
with good governance, the weak will re-
sist the strong, said Kautilya. The book
1s a manual on statecraft and govern-
ance developed by a man who had expe-
rience to share.

Kautilya gives detailed descriptions
on maintaining forests and afforesta-
tion. Arthashastra contains references
to the collection of revenue from timber
and non-timber forest products andde-
scribes different forest types. Deforesta-
tion and illicit tree felling were punished
by deya (levy) and atyaya (fine). The
Mauryan emperors had a large forest de-
partment to maintain and exploit forests
and a superintendent for each zone. The
state even supported afforestation.

The Guptas were probably the last stu-
dents of Kautilya. Later Indian kings
forgot Kautilya and his advice on good
governance. The rest is history.
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| have a 9-to-5 job. There is an indoor facility (nets) |"
about one hour’s drive from the office. On weekdays, |
go there twice or thrice. | practice 7-9 at night. The b
remaining two days, | hit the gym. We have a fitness app

for the 30 probables of the national team... We are
supposed to follow it wherever we are.

Saurabh Netravalkar, Indian-origin bowler for the US T20 team and
software engineer at Oracle who bowled the winning Super Over
against Pakistan in the World Cup

The godfathers of climate chaos—the fossil fuel industry—rake in record profits
and feast off trillions in taxpayer-funded subsidies.

Antonio Guterres, UN secretary general, calling for a global ban on ads by fossil fuel firms

We imagine a plural, diverse and democratic Mexico. Our duty is and will always
be to look after each and every Mexican, without distinction.

Claudia Sheinbaum, after a landslide victory to become Mexico’s first female president
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Balanced growth

Narendra Modi has said we would make India the
third largest economy. But India is still struggling
toremove income disparities between the rich mid-
dle class and the poor. In rural areas, families who
depend on farming are struggling to get two meals
a day. Highinflation is affecting middle-income and
poor families. Without removing income disparities
and high inflation, no government should claim we
have grown economically.

B Sundar, Chennai

Lower margin

In 2019, Narendra Modi won Varanasi by a margin of
over 4 lakh votes. In 2024, he could win only by
about 1.5 lakh votes. In normal circumstances, this
should be considered a reasonably good margin. But
for Modi this is very ordinary, as he was hoping to
win by a record margin. If Modi is contemplating
contesting in 2029, he should seriously consider a

constituency in his home state of Gujarat.
K R Jayaprakash Rao, Mysuru

NOTA note

The 2024 Lok Sabha election will be remembered for
a ‘silent’ feature—for NOTA’s victory. The rate of
voters opting for ‘None of the above’ has increased.
[t shows their dissatisfaction with candidates and
parties. The Election Commission has to take mea-
sures to decrease the NOTA rate.

Ahmad Bilal, Mangaluru

Doctors’ duty

The action taken by the vigilance department
against private practice by government doctors is a
welcome step. This s illegal and strict action should
be taken. The second case is of doctors working in
public health clinics which come under the director-
ate of health services. They are not prohibited from
private practice outside government premises and
beyond duty hours. But these boundaries are
crossed too. The association of government doctors
is a powerful lobby. Let’s hope the government can

make doctors work at hospitals as per duty norms.
Sarit Kumar, email

Rough ride

The proposal to increase bus fares in Karnatakais a
rude shock. While admitting that the operating cost
has gone up in the last few years, one wonders why
the government offered free travel to women amid
the burdened financial position of the state-run
transport company. If it was done to appease wom-
en voters following the precedent set by Tamil
Nadu, the crisis becomes deeper. These freebies
eventually result in dissatisfaction among others.
Sekar, email

Trekkers’ bravery

My deepest condolences to the families and friends
of the nine precious lives lost to a blizzard while
trekking in Uttarkashi. It is heartening to know that
senior citizen S Sudhakar survived the nature’s fury.
The governments of Uttarakhand and Karnataka
did a commendable job in rescuing 13 others and
bringing back home the bodies of the nine deceased.

| request the Karnataka government to honour the
bravery of these trekkers.
H S Gopalakrishnacharya, Bengaluru

Football legend

Sunil Chhetri retiring from the national team leaves
the football fraternity with a ot of emotions. The
39-year-old maestro’s journey has reshaped percep-
tions of this beautiful game in the nation. Since his
debut, Chhetri has amassed a multitude of acco-
lades including records for the most appearances
and goals for India. No wonder even Croatia’s Luka
Modric hailed Chhetri as a “legend of the game”.

R Sivakumar, Chennai

Afghan pride
Afghanistan’s remarkable triumph over New Zea-
land in the T20 World Cup is a testament to their
rising prowess. Their outstanding net run rate has
put them on the cusp of the playoffs. Their story
adds an exciting chapter to the tournament, show-
casing the exhilarating nature of T20 cricket.
Mohammad Taukir Rahmani, Mumbai
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“If you can reach out and
touch and love and be
with wildlife, you will
forever be changed, and
you will want to make the
world a better place.”
— Terri Irwin

Senna spectabilis planted with good intentions has become an ecological nightmare, swiftly overtaking large
areas of the sanctuary. Its unchecked growth not only threatens biodiversity but also triggers a chain of
ecological and economic repercussions, affecting both wildlife and local communities

pproximately one-fifth of the
Earth's surface is threatened
by invasive species. These
biotic invaders, benefiting
from rapid reproduction and
a lack of natural predators, outcompete
native species for vital resources like
food, water, and habitat, posing a
significant threat to biodiversity and
ecosystem stability.
The Wayanad Wildlife Sanctuary
(WWS), nestled in the heart of the
Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve (NBR), is a
biodiversity hotspot, brimming with a
rich variety of flora and fauna. The
sanctuary serves as a habitat for a
substantial population of Asian
elephants, along with over 3,700
documented species of plants and

animals. Spanning an area of 344.44 km ,

the sanctuary is comprised of four
distinct ranges: Sulthan Bathery,
Muthanga, Kurichiat, and Tholpetty.
Each range, with its distinct
characteristics, adds to the rich tapestry
of the WWS, making it a vital and
vibrant hub of ecological diversity.
However, this ecological paradise is
under severe threat from several invasive
species, including Senna spectabilis,

BKP SINHA

ARVIND K JHA

Lantana camara, and Acacia species. This

is particularly noticeable in the case of
Senna spectabilis, which has proliferated
aggressively throughout the WWS and
beyond, affecting the NBR and the
corresponding ecological continuum of
three southern Indian states of Kerala,
Tamil Nadu, and Karnataka.

A decision made in good faith by the
forest department in 1986 to plant Senna
spectabilis, an ornamental tree with

striking yellow flowers, has morphed into

an ecological disaster. Little did one
know, that this tropical American tree
had a notorious history of invading
continents, including parts of Asia,
Africa, and Australia. By the time the
mistake was realized, Senna had
stealthily spread into many parts of the

sanctuary. It expanded from covering less

than 16 km in 2013-2014 to 89 km in
2019 and now stands at a staggering

123.86 km . Considering the total area of

the sanctuary is 344.44 km , Senna has

already engulfed 35% of it. If this trend is
not curbed, the entire sanctuary could be :
swamped within a decade, turning it into

a dense Senna forest.

A 2021 study has revealed that the Asian
elephant, a significant inhabitant of the
sanctuary, is aiding the spread of the

invasive Senna spectabilis. The elephant’s

dung provides a fertile environment for
the Senna seeds to sprout, with a single
pile of dung found to contain

- A SINGLE SENNA POD
. HARBOURS OVER A
HUNDRED SEEDS,
AND A MEDIUM-
SIZED TREE CAN
YIELD AT LEAST ONE
LAKH SEEDS. THE
INVASIVE NATURE OF
THE SENNA SPECIES
HAS HAD A
SIGNIFICANT IMPACT
ON THE LOCAL
ECOSYSTEM. IT HAS
DISPLACED NATIVE
VEGETATION BY
MONOPOLIZING THE
AREA AND
INHIBITING THE
GROWTH OF SPECIES
LIKE GRASS,
BAMBOO AND
SEVERAL OTHER
MINOR FOREST
PRODUCE
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: approximately 2000 seeds. The study also
: found other mammals, such as the chital
i and the Indian crested porcupine,

i contributing to the spread of Senna. The
i researchers observed that the fruiting

i period of Senna trees in the summer

¢ coincides with a high concentration of

: elephants in Wayanad due to their

i seasonal migration. This synchronicity

i could potentially expedite the plants

i dispersal across the landscape,

¢ particularly in micro-habitats commonly
¢ inhabited by elephants.

i A single Senna pod harbours over a

: hundred seeds, and a medium-sized tree
i can yield at least one lakh seeds. The

i invasive nature of the Senna species has

¢ had a significant impact on the local

i ecosystem. It has displaced native

¢ vegetation by monopolizing the area and
¢ inhibiting the growth of species like

i grass, bamboo and several other minor

¢ forest produce.

i The Senna tree employs a unique

: method of colonizing its surroundings. It
i releases specific substances, known as

i allelochemicals, either directly onto the

¢ target plants or indirectly into the

¢ surrounding soil. These allelochemicals

. interfere with the normal growth

i processes of other plants, providing the

i Senna tree with a competitive advantage.
: The dominance of the Senna tree has

¢ significant implications for the

¢ livelihoods of rural and tribal people

¢ who rely on non-timber forest produce,

i like amla or gooseberry, for sustenance.

i Many edible items like berries,

¢ mushrooms, and wild tubers, which were
¢ once a significant part of the tribal diet,

¢ are gradually disappearing from the

i forest.

. The bitter leaves and irritating bark of

i Senna do not find favour with herbivores
¢ resulting in a decline in their numbers in
© the area. This has had a cascading effect
i on the region’s tiger population, which

: has decreased from 120 in 2018 to 84 in
i 2023. The scarcity of prey in the Senna-

i dominated areas is believed to be driving
i tigers to migrate in search of richer

i hunting grounds. Similarly, elephants are
: moving into areas outside the forests in

¢ their quest for food and water.
Unfortunately, this has led to increased

i human-elephant conflicts, resulting in a
i backlash against the preservation efforts
: of elephants. The ecological disruption

¢ has had an unexpected benefit for local

i communities. With fewer wildlife

¢ incursions, settlements near the jungle

i have seen a significant drop in crop

: damage and cattle lifting incidents. The

¢ data from the past three years shows a

i downward trend in compensation claims

&
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by farmers for crop raids. In the fiscal
year 2021-22, there were 734 cases of
crop damage reported in the border
agrarian hamlets of WWS. This figure
fell to 475 in 2022-23, and in 2023-24,
the number has further decreased to just
93 cases. Similarly, cattle lifting cases
have also seen a decline, from 83 cases in
2021-22 to a mere 19 in 2023-24.

While the decrease in human-wildlife
conflict might be viewed as a positive
development by those seeking to address
this issue, the underlying causes warrant
serious concern. Locals like Mr. Stanley
Augustine, a member of the Biodiversity
Management Committee of Poothadi
village, find these changes deeply
troubling, particularly from the
standpoint of the rural economy. The
area is witnessing a worrying decline in
agricultural productivity and an
increasing trend of farmers abandoning
their paddy fields. The forests too are
under mounting pressure. The real
challenge, therefore, lies in re-
establishing equilibrium in the WWS
while simultaneously securing the future
of the human communities in the area.
In response to these challenges, the
Forest Department has launched an
initiative known as the ‘Senna
Eradication and Forest Regeneration

Project. The project, supported by the
National Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development, has a budget of Rs 5.31
crore. The initiative is currently being
implemented in the Kurichiat and
Muthanga forest ranges, to eradicate
Senna from 1,672 hectares. To further
support this initiative, the sanctuary
authorities are exploring partnerships
with the newsprint industry, taking
inspiration from Tamil Nadu. The state
government there has allowed the Tamil
Nadu Newsprint and Papers Ltd (TNPL)
to extract invasive trees like Wattles and
Senna for paper production. In return,
TNPL compensates the Forest
Department and employs various
extraction techniques, attempting to turn
an ecological challenge into an
opportunity for resource utilization.

In some areas, invasive plants, including
Senna, are being repurposed to
manufacture furniture. Senna, in
particular, is valued as a timber source
for making lightweight furniture and
other wooden products. There is hope
that policy changes could permit the
extraction of Senna from forest areas and
its subsequent sale outside. Such changes
could potentially motivate the local
community to actively participate in
clearing the forest of this invasive plant.

The process of removing the Senna tree,
however, is fraught with challenges.
Traditional methods such as uprooting,
girdling, and herbicide application for
eliminating Senna from the area are
labour-intensive, costly, and
environmentally damaging. Uprooting
large Senna trees could disturb the soil,
leading to erosion, especially in hilly
areas that receive high rainfall.
Techniques like girdling and felling can
inadvertently harm non-target species.
Moreover, the use of herbicides may
contaminate water sources and
negatively impact the area’s biodiversity.
Additionally, the resilience of the Senna
tree is evident in its ability to regenerate
from lateral roots, which complicates its
eradication. Given these challenges, it is
clear that innovative and sustainable
strategies are needed to manage and
ultimately remove the Senna species
while simultaneously assisting the re-
establishment of local species.

As we forge ahead, conservation
measures must be holistic, encompassing
not only the immediate environs of the
sanctuary but also the larger watersheds
and catchment areas that feed into the
rivers. This holistic approach is
particularly significant for Wayanad, the
source of the Kabini River. The health of
this river is essential for sustaining the
lives and livelihoods of communities
across Kerala, Karnataka, and Tamil
Nadu. Notably, initiatives are in progress
to increase the flow of the Kabini River—
a major tributary of the Kaveri River—to
address the issue of water scarcity in
Bengaluru.

The situation in Wayanad is a stark
reminder of the domino effect triggered
by the introduction of invasive species.
The ecological and economic
ramifications are far-reaching, impacting
not just the wildlife within the sanctuary
but also the lives and livelihoods of
communities dwelling in its vicinity and
beyond. The fight to save Wayanad is a
race against time. If immediate and
decisive action is not taken, the future of
this biodiversity hotspot and the well-
being of the millions who depend on it
hang in the balance. Wayanad's plight
serves as a cautionary tale, urging us to
prioritize rigorous scientific evaluation
before introducing any new species in an
area and to act swiftly and collaboratively
in the face of ecological threats posed by
invasive species.

(The writers are Former Principal
Chief Conservator of Forests,

UP and Maharashtra; views
expressed are personal)
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THE REAL VOYAGE OF DISCOVERY CONSISTS
NOT IN SEEKING NEW LANDSCAPES, BUT IN
HAVING NEW EYES
— MARCEL PROUST
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COVER SERENGETI

AND ENCHANTING ISLAND OF BUTTERFLIES

Sharjah creates a ’'la African Safari’ in the Desert and its commitment to nature shines at Al

United Arab Emirates, boasts a

captivating terrain that marries the
charm of golden deserts with the allure
of pristine coastlines along the Arabian
Gulf. The landscape is punctuated by
rolling sand dunes, tranquil oases, and
rugged mountains that rise in the
eastern region, creating a picturesque
backdrop to its vibrant cityscape.
Sharjah's climate is characterized by its
arid nature, with hot summers that see
temperatures soar, and mild, pleasant
winters that offer a refreshing respite.
The gentle coastal breeze, coupled with
the serene desert air, weaves a unique
atmospheric tapestry, making Sharjah a
place of both stark beauty and subtle
elegance. However, it lacks the lush
green vegetation and abundance found
in tropical climates. Yet, this absence is
masterfully compensated by human
ingenuity, as nature is carefully crafted
and enhanced through thoughtful
intervention.
Sharjah has been a beacon of cultural
heritage in the region. However, not
many people know its commitment
towards nature. In fact, it has one of the
rarest treats around the world to
showcase which has never tried
elsewhere on the large scale. Sharjah's
commitment to preserving nature and
promoting biodiversity is exemplified
through its innovative projects, notably
creating Serengeti and Sawana in the
heart of the desert and organising the
African Safari in the desert. As if that
was not enough it also has a full-on
nature conservation project at in Al
Noor Island which hosts thousands of
species of plants and birds and has a
unique Butterfly House. These
initiatives reflect Sharjah's dedication to
balancing development with
sustainability and fostering a deep
respect for the natural world.

A LA AFRICAN SAFARF

IN THE DESERT

Sharjah's African Safari, set against the
backdrop of the Arabian Desert, is a
testament to the emirate's vision of
creating unique and sustainable tourism
experiences. This ambitious project
recreates the diverse ecosystems of
Africa, providing a sanctuary for a wide
range of species in an environment that
mirrors their natural habitats.

The African Safari in Sharjah is not just
a tourist attraction; it is a conservation
effort aimed at protecting endangered

Sharjah, a jewel in the crown of the

species and educating the public about
wildlife and ecosystems. The park hosts
animals such as giraffes, zebras,
elephants and various species of
antelope, living in conditions that
closely resemble their native habitats.
This approach ensures that the animals
can exhibit natural behaviours,
contributing to their well-being and
offering visitors an authentic experience.
Sharjah's  African Safari employs
sustainable practices to minimise its
environmental footprint. This includes
the use of renewable energy sources,
water conservation techniques, and eco-
friendly infrastructure. The park also
engages in breeding programs for

endangered species, playing a crucial
role in global conservation efforts. By
fostering a connection between visitors
and wildlife, the safari park encourages a
greater appreciation for the natural
world and the importance of its
preservation.

AL NOOR ISLAND: WHERE SERENITY
AND ART COME TOGETHER

Nestled in the heart of Khalid Lagoon,
Al Noor Island is a testament to
Sharjah's vision of blending nature, art,
and culture. Since its opening in 2015,
this picturesque island has become a
beloved destination for both locals and

B L i

tourists, offering a serene escape and a
feast for the senses. Al Noor Island is
more than just a park; it is an
embodiment of Sharjah's commitment
to enhancing the quality of life through
innovative public spaces that foster a
connection with nature and the arts.

Al Noor Island spans 45,470 square
meters and is adorned with a
rich variety of flora, creating
a verdant oasis in the
middle of the city. The
island's landscaping
features over 70,000
plants and trees from

around the world,
carefully curated to
thrive in the local

climate. This lush greenery provides a
habitat for diverse wildlife, including
numerous bird species that find
sanctuary on the island. The
meticulously maintained gardens offer
visitors a tranquil environment to
unwind and connect with nature.

4

The Butterfly House

One of the island's crown jewels is the
Butterfly House, an architectural marvel
that houses over 500 exotic butterflies.
The structure itself, designed with
intricate latticework inspired by Islamic
art, is a sight to behold. Inside, the
climate-controlled environment mimics
tropical conditions, allowing
butterflies to flourish year-round.
Visitors can walk among the
butterflies, witnessing their
delicate beauty up close and
learning about their life
cycles and ecological
importance. The
Butterfly House is not
only a visual delight but also an
educational experience, emphasizing the
significance of conservation.

Art Installations and Sculptures

Al Noor Island is dotted with stunning art
installations and sculptures, seamlessly
integrating art with nature. These pieces,

Noor Island, writes GYANESHWAR DAYAL

created by renowned artists from around
the world, add a layer of cultural richness
to the island. Notable installations include
the "OVO" art sculpture, a glowing egg-
shaped structure that symbolizes rebirth
and renewal, and the "Torus" sculpture by
David Harber, which captures the
interplay of light and shadow.

The island caters to visitors of all ages with
its well-designed children's playground
and exercise facilities. The playground is
equipped with safe, modern equipment
that encourages imaginative play, while
the exercise stations offer adults a chance
to stay active in a scenic setting.

Night Ilumination

As the sun sets, Al Noor Island transforms
into a magical landscape illuminated by
artistic lighting. The island's pathways
and installations glow with soft, colourful

lights,  creating an  enchanting
atmosphere. This nighttime
transformation  offers a  unique

experience, making evening visits to the
island particularly memorable.

Al Noor Island exemplifies Sharjah's
dedication to  sustainability and
environmental preservation. The island
employs eco-friendly practices, such as
using solar energy for lighting and
maintaining a commitment to water
conservation. These efforts ensure that
the island remains a green and sustainable
haven for future generations.

Al Noor Island also plays a vital role in
community engagement and education. It
regularly hosts workshops, guided tours,
and cultural events that promote
environmental awareness and
appreciation for the arts. These programs
aim to foster a sense of responsibility and
connection to the natural world among
visitors.

Al Noor Island as its African safari is a
shining  example of  Sharjah's
innovative approach to nature
conservation with cultural enrichment.
This serene oasis offers a retreat from
the hustle and bustle of city life,
inviting visitors to explore its lush
landscapes, admire its art installations,
and engage with its diverse flora and
fauna. Through Al Noor Island,
Sharjah demonstrates its commitment
to creating spaces that nurture the soul,
inspire the mind, and promote a
sustainable future. Whether you're a
nature lover, art enthusiast, or simply
seeking peace and tranquillity, Al Noor
Island is a destination that promises to
captivate and inspire.

BY RUPALI DEAN

STERLING PARK,

KALIMPONG
Where? Ringkingpong Rd,
Kalimpong Khasmabhal,

Kalimpong, West Bengal.

Nestled in the scenic mid-range of
the Himalayas, at a lofty 4,100 feet
above sea level lies Kalimpong-a
perfect fusion of serene mountain
vistas and vibrant cultural
encounters, offering an
enchanting getaway for those in
search of an unforgettable holiday
experience. This cultural hub,
blending influences from Indian,
Chinese, Nepalese, and Tibetan
traditions, provides a captivating
and immersive retreat.

Perched atop a hill with a
panoramic view of the snow-

Bookmark these boutique destinations for a summer getaway

As the Ganges flows below,
resonating with the sacred energy
of Devprayag, spirituality becomes
intricately woven into the fabric of
Oneness. Guests can luxuriate in
unparalleled comfort within the
Luxury Cottages, each intricately
designed to provide a unique and
immersive stay. From the spacious
and finely appointed rooms to the
breath-taking views of the gardens
and mountains, every aspect has
been thoughtfully curated to offer
an unforgettable escape. Beyond
being just a resort, on offer is an
immersive journey.

Engage in a variety of inclusive
activities, ranging from leisurely
beach moments to captivating
stargazing sessions. For our
younger guests, an array of kid's
activities awaits. Furthermore,
optional activities such as Fun

capped Himalayan peaks, Sterling
Park Kalimpong resides in a
historic edifice once owned by the
Maharaja of Dinajpur, allowing
guests a peek into a majestic
bygone era. The vistas of Mt
Kanchenjunga and other majestic
peaks like Pandim and Narsingh,
alongside the historic Jelep-la and
Nathu-la Passes, resonate with old
tales of the Silk Trade Route
winding through Lhasa to Tibet.
This mountain retreat, situated
away from the urban hustle of
downtown Kalimpong, exudes an
aura of old-world charm with its
colonial-era architecture adorned
with intricate woodwork, vintage
furnishings, and  spacious
verandahs, transporting guests

back to a nostalgic age.

The lavishly appointed rooms and
suites boast breath-taking views of
the majestic Himalayas, creating a
perfect sanctuary for relaxation.
Guests can unwind on the cosy

patio, indulge in the finest
Darjeeling tea, or revel in the
tranquillity of the lush courtyard
surroundings. The signature
restaurant, Kokomendo, beckons
visitors with a diverse array of
Indian, Continental, Chinese,
Nepalese, and Tibetan delicacies.
Together with Sterling Park
Kalimpong, Darjeeling, and
Gangtok Orange Village, they
form a delightful mountain circuit
in the Eastern Himalayan
foothills, promising an

unforgettable journey for nature
and culture enthusiasts alike.

BAREFOOT
BUNGALOW, CHAMBA

Where? Buranskhanda, Chamba-
Mussoorie Road, Buranskhnda,
Dehradun, Uttarakhand.

Set amidst the enchanting
Himalayan landscape, Barefoot
Bungalow, a luxurious 3-bedroom
homestay in Buranskhanda, offers
a sublime escape from the routine
of daily life. Located just 25
kilometres from the renowned hill
station of Mussoorie, this serene
refuge captures the essence of
tranquillity and natural beauty in
the Garhwal Himalayas.

At the heart of Barefoot Bungalow
lies a deep commitment to
hospitality, where a dedicated team
of professionals ensures that guests
are pampered and well looked
after. This pet-friendly haven
features a personal butler and a
talented in-house chef named
Arjun, who delights guests with
delicious home-cooked meals. The
cosy wooden interiors create a
warm hill station ambiance,
perfect for creating memorable
evenings by the Dbonfire,
accompanied by live music
performances or the inviting glow
of an indoor fireplace.

Guests at Barefoot Bungalow can
indulge in a culinary delight at the
glasshouse restaurant, where they

can watch their meals being freshly
prepared in a live kitchen setting.
The expansive 14,000-square-foot
private garden, embellished with
ponds and meticulously
landscaped, provides a lush
sanctuary for relaxation and
reflection. And to top it all off,
sweeping views of the majestic
snow-capped Himalayan range
serve as a breath-taking backdrop
to this picturesque retreat.

ONENESS, RISHIKESH

Where? Rishikesh, Badrinath
Highway, Byasi, Uttarakhand.

Cocooned within a Lower Shivalik
mountain valley, 30 kilometres
away from Rishikesh, this resort is

a harmonious blend of river, flora,
and fauna, inviting guests to
embark on a mesmerizing journey
where nature's wild beauty takes
centre stage and showcases a
diverse array of Sal, Haldu, Figs,
and Mulberry trees, forming a
biodiverse sanctuary.

This lively mountain retreat
encourages visitors to immerse
themselves in the wilderness,
surrounded by monkeys, langurs,
wild cats, the elusive Black Bear,
and the captivating Scarlet Minivet.
It's commitment to ecology shines
through in the careful planting of
30,000 saplings of over 50
medicinal plants, fostering a
flourishing ~ ecosystem  that
embodies the ethos of the resort.

Family Float and Memory
Plantation present distinctive and
memorable experiences.

Go for an adventure intertwined
with the allure of unspoiled
wilderness.  Your expedition
commences with experienced
guides guiding you through a brief
hike, unveiling the untouched
beauty of the Lower Shivalik
mountains. The path then
seamlessly transitions to a unique
river crossing experience via a raft,
adding a touch of thrill to your
sojourn.

(Awarded the 'Best food writer in
the country' by the Indian culinary
forum, WACS and the Ministry of

Tourism, Rupali Dean writes on
food and travel)
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| THINK CINEMA, MOVIES, AND MAGIC HAVE
ALWAYS BEEN CLOSELY ASSOCIATED. THE
VERY EARLIEST PEOPLE WHO MADE FILM
WERE MAGICIANS
— FRANCIS FORD COPPOLA

cinema (H1

New Delhi, June 9, 2024

GAJRAJ RAO, the Newgen method actor, redefines the cinematic experience by
performing even non-descript roles with élan. This journey explores the nuances
of his method acting, writes GYANESHWAR DAYAL

ajraj Rao, a name that
Gresonates with authenticity

and a deep understanding of

character portrayal, has carved a

niche for himself in the Indian film

industry through a blend of

meticulous method acting and a rich

repertoire of roles. Rao’s journey

from the sidelines to the spotlight is

a testament to his dedication,

perseverance, and exceptional talent.

Gajraj Rao’s foray into acting was
marked by a series of small but

significant roles that gradually built
his reputation as a reliable character

actor. Born in Dungarpur,
Rajasthan, Rao’s initial years in the
industry were filled with struggles
and uncredited roles. His career

began in the late 1990s, with minor

roles in films and television.
However, his ability to imbue even
the smallest roles with depth and
realism did not go unnoticed.Rao’s
breakthrough came with the 2018
film Badhaai Ho, where he played
Jeetender Kaushik, a middle-aged
man who discovers his wife’s
unexpected pregnancy. The film’s
success catapulted Rao into the
limelight, earning him critical
acclaim and several awards. His
portrayal of Jeetender Kaushik was

lauded for its warmth, subtlety, and

of this technique involves drawing

from his own experiences and

emotions to bring a character to life.

His preparation often includes

detailed research, observing people
with similar backgrounds to his
characters, and even adopting their
mannerisms and speech patterns.
Rao’s impact on modern Indian

cinema extends beyond his

Lootcase further showcase his
versatility, moving away from

stereotypical depictions to more
layered and authentic characters.

In contemporary cinema, method
actors like Gajraj Rao are redefining
the narrative. They are moving away
from the star-centric approach to
one that values story and character
depth. This trend is visible in the
rise of content-driven films and web
series that focus on everyday stories
and real-life issues. And the time is
ripe for such experiments. “Twenty

years back I, Pankaj Tripathi,

Nawazuddin Siddiqui and many
others could not imagine of getting a
significant role. Hindi cinema is
more democratic and character

humor, marking a significant shift in

the perception of middle-aged
characters in Indian cinema.
What sets Gajraj Rao apart is his
approach to method acting. Rao’s

dedication to his craft involves deep

immersion into his characters. He
often spends extensive time
understanding the background,
motivations, and nuances of the
roles he portrays. This approach

allows him to deliver performances
that are both authentic and relatable.

Method acting, a technique

pioneered by Konstantin Stanislavski

and later popularized by Lee
Strasberg, emphasizes the

psychological and emotional aspects
of character development. Rao’s use

WHAT SETS GAJRAJ RAO APART IS HIS
APPROACH TO METHOD ACTING. RAQ’S
DEDICATION TO HIS CRAFT INVOLVES DEEP
IMMERSION INTO HIS CHARACTERS. HE OFTEN
SPENDS EXTENSIVE TIME UNDERSTANDING
THE BACKGROUND, MOTIVATIONS, AND
NUANCES OF THE ROLES HE PORTRAYS. THIS
APPROACH ALLOWS HIM TO DELIVER
PERFORMANCES THAT ARE BOTH AUTHENTIC
AND RELATABLE

performances. He represents a shift
towards more realistic and nuanced
storytelling in Bollywood. Films like
Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan and

audience for nuanced
storytelling, actors like Rao
are likely to find even more
opportunities to showcase
their talent. His upcoming
projects are eagerly

awaited by fans and critics
alike, who expect nothing
short of brilliance from

this seasoned actor.

Gajraj Rao’s journey as an
actor is an inspiring tale of
perseverance, talent, and the
power of method acting. His
contributions to Indian cinema
have paved the way for more
realistic and relatable
storytelling. As he continues to
explore new horizons, Rao
remains a beacon of
authenticity and excellence in
the world of acting, embodying
the transformative power of
method acting in modern

cinema.

In the film Maidaan, Gajraj Rao
excels in his role by bringing a
nuanced depth and authenticity
that enhances the movie’s
historical and emotional
landscape. The film, directed by
Amit Ravindernath Sharma,
chronicles the golden era of Indian
football from 1952 to 1962,
focusing on the life of Syed Abdul
Rahim, the coach who led the
Indian team to remarkable
victories. Rao portrays a
pivotal character whose
support and conflict with
the protagonist add layers
to the narrative,
showcasing his ability to
seamlessly blend into the
historical setting while delivering a
performance that is both compelling
and resonant. His meticulous
approach to embodying his
character contributes significantly to
the film’s overall impact, making
Maidaan a captivating tribute to a
lesser-known yet glorious chapter of
Indian sports history.

driven and gives chance to
everyone,” says Rao.

Method actors today are
increasingly collaborating with
directors and writers to develop
well-rounded characters. They are
involved in the creative process from
the early stages, contributing to
script development and character
arcs. This collaborative approach
results in performances that are not
just believable but also deeply
engaging.

While method acting is rewarding, it
is also challenging. The emotional
toll of deeply immersing oneself in a
character can be significant. For
Rao, balancing the intense
preparation required for his roles
with his personal life is a constant
challenge. However, his passion for
acting and his commitment to his
craft continue to drive him forward.
“I have theatre background where
script is very important which all of
us cherish. Then we prepare for the
role meticulously. What viewers see
on the screen is culmination of that
preparation,”

Looking ahead, Gajraj Rao’s journey
seems poised for further success.
With the increasing popularity of
OTT platforms and a growing
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Reflections on Acting, Challenges and Audience Influence

MAHESH THAKUR shares insights into his illustrious acting career, spanning television and cinema. From memorable roles to industry evolution, he
reflects on the challenges and successes that have shaped him as an artist. In a conversation with SAKSHI PRIYA, he also opens up about his recent show
Aangan Aapno Kaa, shedding light on his experience playing a father’s role in this heartwarming project

What motivates you to continue
acting and how do you view the
role of the audience in your
career?

I get the audience’s love and
reaction. Being an actor means
experiencing the audience’s
reactions, which keep me going.
They encourage me to do better.
I would say it is the audience that
inspires me to act.

Among the numerous
characters you’ve portrayed,
which role has been the most
memorable for you and why?

I think a role that is very
different from my personality
would be Tej Singh Oberoi from
Ishgbaaz. That character is
nothing like me and I had to
create a persona that was really
nasty, cunning and thought
differently. It’s a really interesting
character that I played, so I
would definitely give credit to
that role. Generally, the roles I
play are similar to my
personality and I feel that’s not
very challenging but the role in
Ishqbaaz ~ was  challenging.
Playing the honorable Prime
Minister Narendra Modi was
also challenging because it is
difficult to embody a character
who is very much in the public
eye. Another challenging role
was playing Sadhu Vaswani. All
these characters are memorable
because they are different from
who I am.

You’ve often played positive
characters. Did you relish the
opportunity to portray a villain
in Ishqbaaz, and how did you
approach that transformation?
First of all, in television, we have
very different ways of working.
The episodes and scripts come
on set, so we don’'t have time to

do much homework. My basic
approach in the initial days when
I worked on any television
character, which is very different
from the rest, is to do a lot of
reading. I read one to six
episodes, and once I am done
with reading, I try to get into the
character and experiment with
different voice modulations in
my own space. I try taking
pauses when delivering
dialogues and ensure that I don't
repeat certain expressions. In
Ishgbaaz, my character was so
negative that I didn’t want my
kids to watch it, as they were
very young at that time.

What have been some of the
biggest challenges and
successes in your acting career
and how have they shaped you
as an artist?

One of the biggest challenges in
my  acting career  was
transitioning to television. When
I started doing daily soaps, I
realised that you put in just as
much hard work as you do in
films but it’s for one telecast.
After that, it's gone and often
forgotten. As actors, we used to
be very particular about giving a
fantastic shot, striving for
perfection. However, in
television, you don’t have much
time. You get only a few minutes
and maybe 4 to 5 takes to get the
shot right. No matter how
perfect a shot I gave, there was
always room for improvement,
but in television, it often goes
unnoticed because it airs only
once and then it’s long gone. This
was a learning experience for me,
helping me understand that, at
the end of the day, actors are a
product of the writing and
direction. It’s not just about the
actor. Many actors in the

industry think it’s all about them, " ]
believing that their performance
alone makes a movie or show a
hit. But that’s not true. It’s
teamwork that makes a project
successful. TV has taught me
humility as an actor. It made me
realise that while an actor might
attract the audience for the
initial viewing, it’s the combined
effort of the entire team that
makes a lasting impact.

You’ve seen the television
industry evolve over the years.
How do you think it has
changed, and what are your
thoughts on the current trends
in TV shows and content?

Yes, definitely. The sensibility
has changed. Audiences are now
more open to rich subjects and
they have a say in what they want
to see. You can't disregard the
audience today. You have to be
very careful. People always try to
bifurcate between whether a film
is for villagers, town people or
two-tier towns. I think that
divide is disappearing. We have
to ensure that the content
generated is not just to cater to
one segment, as the divide is
reducing between these three

categories, thanks to the
internet. Everyone now has
access to all sorts of content. So,
as a content creator, you have to
keep everyone in mind, not just a
single type of audience.

Looking back on your time
working with Sridevi, is there a
specific scene or moment from
filming Malini Iyer that stands
out in your memory?

Sridevi Maam was and will
always be a legend because she
was one of the first heroines
where movies were made if she
said yes to a project, like

Chandni, Lamhe, and all these
beautiful films she was a part of.
No matter how much I say about
her or praise her, it will always be
less.

Recently, you are working on a
project, Aangan Aapno Kaa.
How has your experience been
playing the father’s role in this
project?

I am playing the character of a
dad, and it’s great. As I said, you
need a good team of actors, and
we have a very good team here,

especially my daughter, with
whom I am very close and
interact with often. There are
always lots of hugging scenes,
giving love, and treating them
like babies, so we have to get into
a very comfortable zone. Even on
the set, they call me Papa instead
of Mahesh Ji, and I am good with
that. They are very sweet co-
actors.

What was your experience like
working on Dil, Dosti Dilemma,
especially considering the

fantastic team of women
involved, from the director to
the producer?

Dil, Dosti Dilemma was great fun
because we had a fantastic team
filled with women, from the
director to the producer. It was
nice seeing all the women
coming into action and working
so brilliantly as a team. I enjoyed
my time in Dil, Dosti Dilemma,
and it was shot beautifully. The
story was one of the simplest out
there on the streaming platform.
You can watch it and have a great
time with your loved ones. It was
an extremely sweet story, and I
just loved working on the
project.

How do you approach acting in
different mediums like films,
television and web series? Do
you have a preference among
these mediums?

An actor is always an actor; they
should not choose any medium.
The only difference between TV
and film is not that much. The
major  difference  between
working in front of the camera
and on stage is significant. When
you go on stage, there is a
difference in working in front of
the camera. In front of the
camera, you have to take care of
lights, know which dialogue to
say and when and work with the
cameraman, co-actors and
director, so there are lots of
things happening in one shot. It’s
pretty complicated for a person
who starts straight in TV and
film because lots are happening
on sets. When you do a stage, it’s
all about you. You forget your
line, youre supposed to carry on;
you are not supposed to stand
blank on the stage because you
have a live audience watching
you. So, that’s more challenging,

I feel, for actors working on stage
because it’s all about dialogue
delivery, trying to work on body
language, so much is happening
on stage that it’s more of a
challenge rather than working in
the medium of TV and film.
Acting on TV and film is also
challenging  but not as
challenging as the stage. Also, if
youre good on stage, it doesn’t
mean you can be good in front of
the TV and camera because you
have to control your expression
and not go too loud because TV
is a subtle medium. One thing I
learned about the theatre is that
in theatre, you have to
pronounce your words; you
cannot speak loudly. The last
person sitting on the back bench
in the auditorium should be able
to listen to you. It’s not about
raising your voice; it’s literally
pronunciation which goes right
up to the end.

Many actors look up to your
career. What piece of advice
would you give to someone just
starting out in television
acting?

To all the new actors, hang in
there. Hanging in doesn’t mean
losing your patience, balance or
giving up. This is one of the most
difficult professions you could
choose. If you have multiple
choices, I would say let acting be
the last one you go for. But if you
are going for it, then be resilient.
You have to be there because you
never know when the right break
will happen for you and when
things will start working in your
favor. Don’t give up. If you are an
actor, you should think about it
as always being an actor;
otherwise, you will never get
anywhere. So, choose your
profession wisely.
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IRA PANDE

ABIR, the popular folk poet, will
always remain the original wise
man of Benaras. He wrote thou-
sands of couplets (dohas) that are
emorised by generations of
schoolchildren, though quickly forgotten.
However, they have an uncanny ability to
burrow themselves in one's bmin and rise
unbidden toopen a window of wisdom at odd
moments, The doha that has haunted me
after the June 4 poll verdiet is: "Durbal ko na
setayiye, jockt mott haat’. Roughly translat-
ed, t means, don't torture the weak for he
has a potent curse. If there are lessons to be
learnt from this doha, then all political par-
ties had better heed them. This election was
a stunning revelation of the pain and misery
the hapless poor of this country have suf-
fered in the last few vears, The triumphant
slogansofthe ruling parties about the boom-
ing economy, India’s rising worth worddwide
and how many millions have been lifted out
of poverty — all these meant nothing to those
who were doomed to subsist on dole, charity
and State neglect.

Why blame the ruling government alone?
Arewe, the well-fed, the snu g middle dass b-
ing in comfortable condos with uninternipted
power and water supply, any less puilty? We
write long articles on how this country's poor
are suffenng, but have even a small number
among us ever hifted a finger to allevaate their
misery? I know of neighbours who deduct
wages for the days their helper is unable to
come for work, Remember the Shylock
speech from "The Merchant of Venice’ where he
asks whether Jews are any different from the
rest of Venetians — ‘If yow cut us, do we not
bleed ' he asks the Rialto's smu g burghers. Do

these workers not have days when they are
umwell or have an urgent task to attend to at
home? But no, ‘these people are shitkers’ is
the response most employers have, The other-
ing of ‘these people’ will come one day to bite
15 all T can predict.

Let us now turn to Punjab, the state that
concerns me most deeply. When we left it in
1990, it was just emerging from a frightening
decade of separatism, terrorism and social
turmoil. It took vears of work and political

Overlooked, despised
and dismissed as foolish
and illiterate, the aam
aadmi has more wisdom
in his little finger than
all those psephologists
and reporters

compromises to bring it to a level of normal-
oy that 1t enjoved for a bnef while, However,
in the last few vears, some unhappy develop-
ments threaten to take it back to those grim
days when rehigious fundamentalism, agri-
cultural backsliding and a comatose industry
have risen simultaneously to derail the state.
Add to this its fragile political atmosphere
and you have a state that may erupt into
flames before we realise it. The old genera-
tion of politicdans — Badal Senior, Amarinder
=ingh, who wielded political power by tums
— aswell as those bureaucrats and atizens
who understood Punjab so well and never
left it despite the challenges they often faced
— sadly, all have vanished. Rampant cornip-
tion, the open meddhing by Pakistan and the
drug dealers from as far away as Afghanistan

REFLECTIONS
Real hero of the verdict

and Canada have filled that vacuum.

Evervone talks of thewr rights but lead me to
the person who points out our duties. Rights
and duties o hand in hand and unless the cit-
zens themselves step in and help those who
need help, we will abvays be diss atisfied with
the State. Perhaps it is the eternal legacy of
colonialism that we do not regard our land as
our ovwn, We wait for the sorkor{an amorphous
concept) to resolve problems because they
have the power Intruth, asthe recent election
results show, we the people have the power but
we don't know it. Onee in five vears, we let the
moumbent government know it has faled us,
but we elect instead the same set of mgues.

I maynot be around five vears later to see or
comment on the next General Election, but
what I have learnt from this one disturbs me
deeply. Those of you who pride themselves on
their Punjabivat or Bharativata stand up and
take contml of vour fate.

Finally, a salute to the aom andmi, the com-
maon Indian, who is really the her of this ver-
dict. Overdooked, despised and dismissed as
foolish and illiterate, he has more wisdom in
his litthe finger than all those psephologists
who only crunched numbers, and those
reporters who thought they had the elections
on their plate as they ate and chatted with ati-
zens who spoke fluent English or Hindi. They
picked their way, hanky to nose, through the
overfloming gutters and filth of a tiny village
that had not seen a politidan or reporter ever
before, and who held the mike in a death gnp
to curse the ne tos who never bothered to come
their way. Boken, nutted village roads, unem-
ploved youth sitting 1dly mak ing reels, women
working in a brick-kiln in the pruelling heat of
the afternoon were brushed aside even as
paeans of praise were read out on the shimng
hi phweays, or the nfrastructure of our aties by
the sleek neta who basked inhis huge bunga-
low; smug in the behef that ‘Modi ki puaran-
tee’ will bail him out once again.

As we now enter an era when the Opposition
benches will be as strong as the ruling coals-
tion, let us hope they use Parlament asit was
meant to be. A placetouphold the nghts of the
commaon Indian,

As Beas Dam completes 50 years

NARINDER SHARMA

= per the Indus Water Treaty

signed in 1960, the waters of the

three eastern rivers — Sutleq,

Beas and Ravi—were allotted for

use to India. Multipurpose river
valley projects were planned for harnessing
their waters, The massive Bhakra Dam (Sut-
led)was taken up first, follewed by Beas Dam
and Ranjit Sagar Dam (Havi).

The Bhakra-Nangal complex was accom-
plished by 1963. The workers and engineers
gained experience and confidence in dam
building and this trained foree went on to
undertake the Beas, Rangit Sagar and many
other dam projects m the region.

Beas Dam at Pong (Kangra district) is an
earthen dam. Work on this flood control and
storage dam wastaken upin 1961 and complet-
ed in 1974, Its waters are the lifeline of parched
lands inRajasthan anditisalsohome to mogra-
tory birds and vanous fish speaes. The Pong
power plant has a capacity of 396 MW and 1,600
million units annually, Beas Damis cedebrating
its golden jubilee on June 30.

The highest dam in Asia of its time was
completed by the sweat and toil of a dedieat-
ed band of 15,000 workers and 1,000 engi-
neers and technicians. Over 130 workers and
other assoaates died dunng the construe-
tion. We salute them!

[ started my career here as a Sub-Division-

al Officer in 1969 and after almost 33 vears,
Joined the project as Chief Engineer. Those
days are still fresh in memaory.

A concrete spillway had been provided on
the left side of the dam. During the excava-
tion, a swarm of fearful reptiles was encoun-
tered They would come out inlarFe numbers
and attack the dozer and its operator The
work had to be stopped as crushing of reptiles
was considered inhuman., We soupght the
advice of the area’s famous ‘Ghati Wale
Babaji'. He advised to build a ‘Shivii’ tem-
ple. A makeshift temple was built. After a few
days, work was resumed after a slight adjust-
ment in alignment of the structure, A full-
fledged temple was constructed later at a
hillock as an observatory for spilbvay opera-
tions, The temple remains a vibrant site.

The wars of 1985 and 1971 with Pakistan
affected the construction schedule of the dam
as allocation of funds was slashed. In 1971, con-
struction was in full swing but Army officers
msisted on taking away some equipment to
strengthen theirwar strategy. They loaded doz-
ers and allied machineson therr trailers and left
for the borders, saving, First war, later wall',

The financal erunch and import restre-
tions came as a blessing in disguise. Many
equpment and machine mnovations were
achieved by technicians and engineers.

During 1974-T5, the dam work was nearing
completion and the retrenchment of surplus
labourers was on cands. Work on the Thein
(Ranjit Sagar) Dam couldn't start due to lack

of funds. This generated a fear of unemploy-
ment. There were protests and some labour-
ers even devised ways to slow down worde, It
was then that many skilled workers and
trained opemtors were sent by the govern-
ment to Gulf countries and neighbouring
regions, Simidarly, some engmneers wene
deputed as experts to foreign locations.

Also unforgettable is a down-to-earth senior
officer, humble and disciplined tothe core. He
would ablways stand in a queue in any public
place. Hewould neverjump the queue, even if
reqjuested. One day, he went to a Junior Engi-
neer's house dispuised as a helperand told his
familythat he was sent by ‘Sir'. He obeyed all
orders of ‘Bibiji" throughout the day, be it
sweeping, watenng the plants orbnnging their
children from school. He had brought his own
tiffin and declined all hospitality of the family.

At 4 pm_ he told ‘Bibyji' that has duty was
over. While leaving, he took all the pilfered
items — hose pipe, buckets, table and chairs
— and got these deposited in the government
store as ‘lost and found’. Word spread fast
and pilferage stopped almost at once,

Then therewss a Chief Engineerwho was sur-
pnsed to find that he was not the only ‘Chief’.
The Chief Fire Officer, the Chief Purchase Offi-
cer — they were addressed as ‘Chief too.

The swadeshi Beas Dam — planned,
designed and constructed by Indian workers
and engineers — has completed 50 years of
life. Tt's a modern temple of a resurgent India
inservice of mankind,
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Thesilent sentlnels of
mountain landscape

PARTH JOSHI

T was a doudy morning as we
negotiated the moraines and
seree leading up o Phangha
Galu, a 4.500-metre pass in the
Creat Himalayan National Park
in Himachal Pmadesh connecting the
rermote Jiva Nal and Parvati valleys, As
we walked amidst the mapnificent
stenery in pin-drop silence, a mockiall
on adistant slope broke the revene, and
we spotted a proup of Tbex at the top of
aslope, scampering away out of sight.

As we stood a bit perplesed. being
quite far awayto be the instigators ofthis
panic among the ungulates, one of the
porters surmised casually, T saw a long
tail, must have been a snow leopard.”
Such are the sightings of this enigmatic
species — hardly a fleeting plimpse,
eaming it the momker the ghost of the
mountaing’. Most of the times, one has
to contend with subfle signs of its pres-
ence, a pugmark here or there, the car-
cass of a devoured prey, or sorme scat.

The snow leopard is one of the seven
big cat species found globally, and per-
haps one of the most fasanating.
Inhabiting  high-altitude mountain
landscapes n 12 countries across Cen-
tral and South Asia, they are highly spe-
calised predators that can survive in
extremnely cold temperatures and
rnuggedterrmin, Theirtotal population is
estimated to be between 4,000-7,000, of
which armound 700 are found in India
across Jammu and Kashmir, Ladakh,
Himachal Prdesh, Uttarakhand,
Sikkim and Arunachal Pradesh.

By preving on herbivores like sheep
and poats, they prevent them from
overgranang, which leaves enough food
for smaller animals, and also maintains
ecnsystemn fictors like water retention
capacity and nutrition of the soil, there-
by ensuring ahealthy ecosystem forall.
The food chan they manage helps
maintan a complex network of wet-
lands and meadows that provide a
buffer zone between placiers and rivers,
absorbing excess water during wet sea-
sons, which prevents floods and also
provides water dunng dry seasons,
while allowin g plant life to flourish.

In India, sniw leopard habitats are
estimated to provide ecosystermn servie-
es worth US $4 hilhon annually, which
mclude fresh water minerals, and
medicinal and aromatic plants, The
Himalayas are often referred to as the
‘Third Pole’, holding the thind highest
amount of freshwater after the polar
region. It is no understatement o say
that the snow leopards are the
ruardians of these water sournces,

Thday, the snow leopard 15 dassified
as ‘vulnerable’ by the International
Union for Conservation of Nature
(TUCN), just one step away from becom-
mg ‘endangered’. There are multiple
reasons for this, Due to cimate change,
their natural habitat is shrinking as
global temperatures increase. Uncon-

trolled grazing in wild areas by domes-
tic Ivestock leaves less food for wild
herbivores, leading to a decline in their
population and consequently, less prey
for snow leopards. This brings them to
human settlements in search of live-
stock as prey, resulting in retaliatory
killings by villagers. Wild sheep and
goat are also susceptible to poaching,
another reason for a decline in snow
leopard populations.

Protecting snow leopards requires
protecting their habitat, where humans
have peacefilly co-esasted with them
for centuries, many of them nomadic
and pastoral settlements. These com-
munities are thelastbastions of unique
traditional knowledge and cultural sys-
tems, finding ingenious ways to survive
the harsh conditions. Such communi-
ties, and their way of iving in harmony
with nature, need as much protection
as the snow leopands themsehves.

One of the major challenges is track-
ing the movement of snow leopards

The food chain snow
leopards manage
helps maintain a

complex network of

wetlands & meadows

and the knowledge of local communi-
ties becomes extremely useful In
Uttarakhand, the povenmment has
involved vouth from villages toassist in
conducting snow leopand population
census. In Sikkim, community volun-
teers frequently patrol forests to dis-
courage poaching,

Providing alternative livelihoods to
communities can reduce ther depend-
ency on snow leopard habitats for natu-
ral resources, In Ladakh, cottage indus-
tries like community-based tourism,
handlooms and food processing are
providing a stable source of income for
villagers., This reduces the need for
them to increase the size of their live-
stock amd allows for regeneration of
pasturelands for wild herbivores.

Infra-red alarm sensors are reducing
instances of snow leopards wandering
into human settlements, while frupal
innovation like wire meshes to cover
cotrals or sheep pens 15 reducing dam-
age to ivestock if they enter villages,

It 1s bright and sunny in Tarchit, a vil-
lage in Bong valley in Ladakh, which is
bemngdeveloped as awinter tounsm des-
tination for people to come and spot
anow leopards when they descend to
lower altitudes during the colder
months, Bor villagers i Tarchit and
thousands of people Ining in the high-
altitude Himalayas, the snow leoparnd is
a beaconof hope for a sustainable future

— The wriler is a dimale expert
working with the Uniled Nations

Patronise only those buildings that are fire safe

| CONSUME

PUSHPA GIRIMAJI

HE Guarat High Court's

recent outburst over the state

govemnment's faihire to follow

its earber orders on fire audits

and fire prevention reflects the

collective anger and frustration felt by ati-

zens over the continuing neglect of fire

safety in public buildings around the coun-

try. The series of devast ating fires that took

a heavy toll last month has, in fact, brought

into question the state admmnistrations'

ability to enforce fire safety laws and pro-
tect consumers.

Be it the amusement facility at Hajkot,

where 28 persons were charred to death
because the administrmation allowed it to
make money at the cost of consumers' safe-
ty, or the private neonatal care hospital in
Dethi, that fleeced even the poorest of the
poor, no one paid attention to their safety.
What is apparent is the complete disregard
for fire safety laws by those who are sup-
posed to comply and those who are sup-
posed to enforce them. The victims are, of
oourse, the consumers of these services.

In a desperate bid to rectify such enforce-
ment fatlures, consumers often seek judicial
intervention or sometimes, the court itself
takes up thematter suo motu, asthe Gujarat
High Court did following the gaming centre
tragedy. What really irked the court was that
in response to a PIL filed in 2020 following a
series of hospital fires in the state, it had giv-
en detailed directions on ensuring fire pre-
vention .J.ndpr{"ltectmn of life and property.

¥et, the Rajkot avie authonties had
ignored the court’s directions and allowed
the amusement centre to function and flour-
1sh without a fire safety certificate. Gomg by

preliminary reports, the fire was mevitable,
and so also the deaths, because the tempo-
rary tin walls were covered with highly
inflammable plastic foam sheets as shadow
walls, More combustible matenal, induding
petrol and diesel, was stored on the premis-
es5, but there were no fire alarms, fire extin-
puishing systems and escape moutes!

As usual, the government woke up after
the fire and the resultant checks of gaming
centres in Ahmedabad. Vadodam, Rajkot
and Surat showed the extent of lawles sness
— gs many as 19 recreational faclities were
shut down after inspections for not having
the required permissions and fire NOCs!
But thisisthe usual practice everywhere in
the country — following a major fire, the
authorities suddenly spring into action and,
nudged by courts, they start hauling up
offenders. But ance the tragedy moves away
from the media glare and the courts’ scruty-
ny, everything is forgotten and violations
continue, till the nead tragedy!

Billowing the devastating Kumbakonam
{Tamil Nadu)school fire, the Supreme Court

had in 2000 directed all states and UTs to
ensure that all schools strictly complied with
the National Building Code of India, partic-
ulady Part IV— Fire & Life Safety, and the
Code of Practice of Fire Safety in Education-

al Institutions, formulated by the Bureau of

Indian Standards. But, even today, PILs are
being filed in state high courts to ensure
compliance with the apex court's order

Now, inthe aftermath of the deadly fire at
the Baby Care Newborn Hospital in East
Delhi, that mbbed six couples of thear
babies, the Delhi High Court has taken up
two petitions seeking directions to the gow-
ernment toconduct regular, comprehensie
fire safety audits of small and medium-sized
nursing homes and ensure that they have
adequate facilities for fire prevention, life
safety and fire protection measures. There
were a8 many as M0 nursing homes with
expired registration, a petition said.

One can imagine the quality of registra-
tion from the fact that the neonatal hospital
had no clearance from the Fire Department,
no smoke detectors or sprinklers, no fire

exit, nor any provision for safe storage of
highly combustible oxygen cylinders!

Since corruption in the enforcement
process and administrativeapathy and sloth
are the major hurdles to fire safety, con-
sumers'oitizens mustdemand transparency
and accountahility in the enforcement
process through Citizens’ Monitonng Com
mittees that would regularly evaluate and
assess the mplementation of the law. In
addition, it should become mandatory for
every distnet administration to publish on
their websites the complete Lhist of public
buildings in their area and whether they
have fire NOCs or not, Establishments that
do not have fire dearance or do not renew
their certificate should be shut down,

[t should also become mandatory forevery
public/foommencial building todisplay prom-
nently at the entriance. the fire safety certifi-
cate and the fire eadts. This way, consumers
can patronise only those bulldings that are
fire safe. Residents' assocations would also
dowell to check on schools, hospitals, restau
rants, malls, ete, in their area for fire safety.




