THOUGHT FOR THE DAY: He was like a rooster who thought
the sun had risen to hear him crow.

— GEORGE ELIOT
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UAPA doesn't
override IPC

The Supreme Court has underlined the impor-

tance of following all the legal niceties even in

cases registered under the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act. It was on this basis that a two-mem-
ber Bench ordered the release of NewsClick founder
Prabir Purkayastha. However stringent a law may be,
it does not give the police freedom to bypass provisions
of the Indian Penal Code that protect a citizen from il-
legal arrest. In the instant case, the accused was not
given a copy of the First Information Report (FIR)
based on which he was arrested. When he was present-
ed before a magistrate for remand, his side was not
heard because he was not even duly informed about
why he was arrested. Worse, the remand order was
tampered with by including two sentences from the
FIR which were more refined and well-written than the
previous sentences. The two judges were convinced
that the addition was to make up for the lapse on the
part of the police to give a copy of the FIR to the mag-
istrate.

The citizen enjoys certain fundamental rights guar-
anteed under Articles 20, 21, and 22 of the Constitution.
These rights include the right to enjoy freedom of
movement which can be curtailed only if the person
concerned commits a crime and his arrest is inevitable
while prosecuting him. A person who is arrested is en-
titled to know why he is being arrested. He also enjoys
theright to defend himself when he is presented before
amagistrate within 24 hours of the arrest. On October
3, 2023, the apex court had in a case under the Preven-
tion of Money Laundering Act (PMLA) ordered that
the police must share the FIR with the accused. The
court has merely extended it to UAPA cases also.

Very serious charges have been made against
Purkayastha. While the court took cognisance of the
fact that the police have filed a charge-sheet against
him, they have not framed the charges so that the trial
could be started. Otherwise, he could have been re-
leased without having to provide surety The
conditions for bail in UAPA and PMLA cases are
almost impossible to fulfil. This is all the more reason
that the police follow all the constitutional require-
ments while arresting a person. The police also owe to
the arrested person a responsibility to try him at the
earliest, as underscored by the instant verdict.

Freehies vs freebies

n the battle of freebies, politicians are pulling out

all the stops to win over voters. From K. Kamaraj,

who is remembered more for his “parkalam” (let’s
wait) than for the free education he offered in the state
of Madras in the fifties, to Nitish Kumar's bicycles for
schoolgirls in Bihar, freebies have become as essential
toIndian elections as chai stalls. But in this high-stakes
game of giveaways, who will emerge as the true cham-
pion? In one corner, we have the BJP, offering a modest
5kg of free rice or wheat per person per month. In the
other corner, the Congress is upping the ante with a
promise to double the grain handout to a whopping
10kg. That's enough to feed a small army, or at least a
very hungry family of four for a month.

But hold onto your dhotis and sarees, friends, because
Rahul Gandhi is here to shake things up. Not content
with just grains, he's promising cold, hard cash. Yes,
you heard it right. If the INDIAlliance comes to power
on June 4, one lucky woman from each poor family will
receive a payment of Rs11akh. It's like winning the lot-
tery, but with a political twist. Of course, these freebies
may not seem as extravagant as the promise of Rs 15
lakh per person that the BJP made in the 2014 election.
The money was to be obtained from Swiss banks where
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Oi rose gardens, bell jars and yellow wallpaper

Herstory

XDeepa Gahlot

efore political correctness
B cleaned up our vocabulary,
“mad” was the catchall word
for any kind of mental illness, from
retardation to depression to schizo-
phrenia. Nobody had heard of
bipolar disorder or postpartum blues.
Going to a psychiatrist or ‘shrink’
was considered shameful. If a person
— more often than not, a woman —
became somehow unmanageable,
they were sent to mental asylums, or
loony bins in slang. Women were
termed hysterical, no matter what the
symptoms, and the treatment was
heavy medication, electric shocks
and in extreme cases, hysterectomy.
This is Mental Health Awareness
Week, and time to recall Joanne
Greenberg’s cult novel, I Never Prom-
ised You A Rose Garden (written un-
der the pseudonym Hannah Green),
published 60 years ago, just a year af-
ter another seminal novel exploring a
woman’s depression, Sylvia Plath’s
The Bell Jar, about debilitating de-
pression. Teenagers down the ages
have, and still would, relate to the sto-
ry of a 16-year-old girl, who retreats
from ugly reality into a fantasy world.
Greenberg said of the novel, “I
wrote this novel, which is a fiction-
alised autobiography, to give a picture
of what being schizophrenic feels like
and what can be accomplished with a

trusting relationship between a gifted
therapist and a willing patient. It is
not a case history or study. I like to
think it is a hymn to reality.”

The book became a bestseller, was
turned into a film in 1977 and a play in
2004, its impact and influence remain-
ing strong as ever. Greenberg’s fic-
tional alter ego was the mentally tor-
mented Deborah Blau, whose imagi-
nation created alternative realties of
The Kingdom of Yr, with a language
of its own.

Her parents Esther and Jacob love
their daughter but are affected by the
stigma of Deborah’s mental illness,
and her younger sister Suzy has to
cope with all the attention her sister’s
condition demands. An excerpt from
the book conveys the terror and con-
fusion of the parents.

“They decided to go into the diner,
being very careful and obviously usu-
al about their movements. When they
had seated themselves in a booth by
the windows, they could see her com-
ing back around the corner of the
building and moving toward them,;
they tried to look at her as if she were
a stranger, someone else's daughter to
whom they had only now been intro-
duced, a Deborah not their own. They
studied the graceless adolescent body
and found it good, the face intelligent
and alive, but the expression some-
how too young for sixteen.

“They were used to a certain bitter
precocity in their child, but they
could not see it now in the familiar
face that they were trying to convince
themselves they could estrange. The
father kept thinking: How could
strangers be right? She's ours... all
her life. They don't know her. It's a

mistake —a mistake!

“The mother was watching herself
watching her daughter. ‘On my sur-
face... there must be no sign showing,
no seam-a perfect surface.” And she
smiled.”

While the Blaus are tackling their
own mixed emotions, Deborah goes
into a different world. As Greenberg
writes, “Into the vacuum of the Mid-
world where she stood between Yr
and Now, the Collect was beginning to
come to life. Soon they would be
shouting curses and taunts at her,
deafening her for both worlds. She
was fighting against their coming the
way a child, expecting punishment,

battle and makes efforts to rejoin nor-
mal life. The novel has been criticised
for misinterpreting the signs of schiz-
ophrenia, but Greenberg wrote of her
own struggles in a society that either
romanticised or feared mental
illness, but seldom understood it. In
the late 1960s, when Greenberg's
novel was published, mental illness
was even more baffling to the layper-
son, because of the ignorance sur-
rounding it. That led to insensitive
trolling of mentally unstable people
and poor treatment procedures in in-
stitutions. Very few doctors or carers
had the patience to deal with the men-
tally ill, or even the training to recog-

This is Mental Health Awareness Week, and time to
recall Joanne Greenberg's cult novel, ‘I Never Promised
You A Rose Garden’, published 60 years ago

anticipates it by striking out wildly.
She began to tell the doctor the truth
about some of the questions he was
asking. Let them call her lazy and a
liar now. The roar mounted a little
and she could hear some of the words
in it. The room offered no distraction.
To escape engulfment there was only
the Here, with its ice-cold doctor and
his notebook, or Yr with its golden
meadows and gods. But Yr also held
its regions of horror and lostness,
and she no longer knew to which
kingdom in Yr there was passage.
Doctors were supposed to help in
this.”

It is with the help of a sympathetic
therapist, Dr Clara Fried, that Debo-
rah slowly recovers after a three-year

nise and differentiate between the
symptoms. Quacks and charlatans
filled in the gaps of information with
superstition and bizarre rituals of ex-
orcism or branding.

Much before Greenberg’s and
Plath’s novels were published, in
1892, a story called The Yellow Wall
Paper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
was published in The New England
Magazine, in which, after childbirth,
a woman is diagnosed by her physi-
cian husband with a “temporary
nervous depression — a slight hyster-
ical tendency” and sent to an asylum.
It is supposedly to rest, but she is ac-
tually imprisoned in the former nurs-
ery of an old colonial mansion, with
barred windows, and peeling yellow

wallpaper. Her isolation eventually
drives the woman to despair and the
frightening depths of madness.

Several books about mental illness
— particularly those concerning
women — are also about this kind of
oppression that the woman is unable
to escape from or find the tools to
fight against. The word “gaslighting”,
popular today in internet lingo, was
originally used to denote the manipu-
lation of a person into doubting their
own perceptions, eventually leading
to mental instability. (Gaslight was
Patrick Hamilton's 1938 play in which
aman tries to drive his wife to insan-
ity to usurp her wealth, and has been
adapted for the screen twice.)

Since I Never Promised You a Rose
Garden was published, there have
been major advances in the treatment
of mental issue, and at least some of
the stigma has reduced. Genetic as
well as environmental factors are tak-
en into account when, in many cases,
a cause of the illness cannot be pin-
pointed; a combination of drugs,
therapy and constant support is used
to help patients. Celebrities coming
out and talking about their struggles
have encouraged others to cope with
their problems too.

As the lyrics of Joe South’s 1967
song Rose Garden, sung by several
performers, go:

I never promised you a rose garden

Along with the sunshine

There's gotta be a little rain some-
time

When you take you gotta give so live
and let live or let go.

Deepa Gahlot is a Mumbai-based
columnist, critic and author

Lawyer-nun’s futile bid to contest SC bar poll

Legal ﬂ
Eagle P
X Olav Albuquerque

hose who profess to represent
I God in human affairs must
not always be taken seriously
because their wisdom is based upon
tradition and custom which is man-
made. This is true of all religions,
because whether it is Hinduism, Is-
lam, Christianity or Shintoism,
people blindly worship men or
women who profess to represent
God — with disastrous conse-
quences.

This has emerged when a nun,
who is practicing in the Supreme
Court, wanted to contest the presti-
gious Supreme Court Bar Associa-
tion (SCBA) elections, which is apo-
litical, but was refused permission
by her congregation to do so. Her
congregation has not understood
that if this nun wins the election,
she will be able to influence policies
to benefit destitute women. Many
senior advocates do have political
affiliations but by-and-large, it is in-
dividual advocates who contest
these elections because of the pres-
tige it brings them which in turn
may help them garner more clients.

The contrarian point of view is
that a nun renews her vows of
chastity, poverty, and obedience to
the head of her congregation whom
she can never disobey. These nuns

and priests cannot reason why but
must do and die. Unlike other mem-
bers of the SCBA, a nun who is
elected to the managing committee
will truly work for the people and
not for money because they are not
allowed to have bank accounts. The
sisters of Saint Ann of Providence,
to which Sr Jessy Kurien belongs, is
an Italy-based congregation that
has been active in India since 1871.

Rather than see the enormous
benefit of allowing a member of
their congregation to contest the
elections, the Mother Superior and
managing council of her congrega-
tion refused permission to Sister
Jessy Kurien to contest the SCBA
elections, thereby bringing to an ig-
nominious end what would have
been a first in these elections — a
nun who is wedded to Lord Jesus
Christ, being elected to the most
powerful Bar Association in the
country. Her victory would create a
first for all time to come — a nun
contesting and being elected as a
member of the managing commit-
tee of the SCBA.

Jessy Kurien, the only nun prac-
ticing law from Saint Ann of Provi-
dence, says the Church allowed her
to become a member of the
National Commission for Minority
Educational Institutions in
2008.This is a government of India
body and each member has powers
akin to that of a district civil judge.
The protocol offered was similar to
that of a secretary to the govern-
ment of India.

She began to practice law despite
being a nun, 19 years ago soon after

the Supreme Court ruled that nuns
and priests who had passed their
LL.B degree, could practice any-
where in the country because be-
coming a nun or a priest was not a
profession but a calling from God.
The case arose after the Kerala
Bar Council (KBC) refused to give a
Sanad (= license to practice law) to
some priests and nuns who had
passed their LL.B. These nuns chal-
lenged this erroneous decision in
the Kerala High Court but the KBC
appealed against this decision in
the Supreme Court which upheld

testing these prestigious elections
which would have boosted her work
for women’s rights.

But now she messaged all the
SCBA voters saying she has with-
drawn from the fray owing to objec-
tions from her congregation. She
told another newspaper: “I was sur-
prised to learn that the authorities
of my congregation in Rome re-
fused to permit me to contest the
SCBA elections. The SCBA is not a
political platform or a body from
where I can derive monetary bene-
fits. Canon law does not prohibit a

A nun elected to the SCBA managing committee will
truly work for the people and not for money because
they are not allowed to have bank accounts

the decision of the Kerala high
court so that nuns and priests
throughout the country could start
practicing law after they passed the
LL.B degree. There are a few priests
who have secured their Ph.D in law
but are wary of entering the dog-
eat-dog competition within the
courts.

Jessy Kurien held training ses-
sions for Supreme Court employees
on gender sensitization which is
why she wrote over 400 books and
articles on various laws, mainly
those affecting women’s rights. This
was why she decided to contest the
SCBA elections for the post of mem-
ber-executive so that she could
serve women better. Tragically, her
congregation objected to her con-

nun or a priest to contest an election
for an association of advocates.”
Hence, the decision of her congre-
gation violates the very law which
empowers them to become nuns
and priests. Interestingly, some
nuns hold the MBBS degree and
some of them have even pursued
the MD degree so that they are al-
lowed to practice medicine. A few
are products of St John’s Medical
College in Bangalore. Sister Jessy
wanted to contest the Lok Sabha
elections on a ticket of a certain po-
litical party. Understandably, her
congregation refused her permis-
sion on that occasion but the SCBA
election is altogether different.
Jessy explained she received the
message refusing her permission to

contest the SCBA elections on May
5, three days after she informed the
president of her congregation in In-
dia that she would be contesting.
“Though I began to canvass a
month ago, I officially sent an email
to the president on May 2. I was
present in Hyderabad that day and
as per convention, before I left that
city, I told the president about my
travel plans to Delhi as well as about
the election.”

Strangely, until May 4, she did not
get any response until she returned
to Delhi. Only one day later, she re-
ceived a message from her congre-
gation that said the:” Mother Gen-
eral and the council” were not in
favour of her contesting the SCBA
elections. This message devasted Sr
Jessy Kurien who thought that con-
testing elections was part of her le-
gal profession.

Thursday was the last day to file
nominations to contest the SCBA
elections. This was why this nun
could not send an email requesting
the Church to hear her out before
making an informed decision with
reasons. However due to the mes-
sage she got at the last moment, she
was unable to send an email to ask
the managing council and the
Mother Superior of her congrega-
tion to reconsider their decision.

So, her resolve to help women in
distress by influencing policy deci-
sions of the government of India
has been brought to nought.

Olav Albuquerque holds a PhD in law
and is a senior journalist and advocate
at the Bombay High Court

Voters POKed in the eye

ajnath Singh’s raking up POK's merger

with India is just a diversionary tactic to
show the BJP’s muscular approach vis-a-vis
Pakistan. A clever ploy to demonstrate
India’s military capability under the
leadership of PM Modi. It is hard to explain
how POK can even become an election
issue when there are more pressing
problems back home. Instead, the
leadership in Delhi must think of making
Manipuris feel they are a part of India. The
state has been left to stew in its own juices
for over 15 months and counting. How to
bring about a reconciliation between the
warring communities in Manipur and
establish a semblance of normalcy in the
state ought to give sleepless nights to the
Central government. However, Manipur has
not figured even once in the election
campaign so far. Instead, POK has been
pulled out of the BJP’s hat just to impress
the voters. Whether they are able to see it
as a red herring or fall for the show of

remove them all before such unpredicted
storm to save lives? | understand that
policies are in place but implementation is
equally needed. Can we expect
implementation, Sir? Awaiting a response.
Ramita, Mumbai

Nation First

— Swami Brahmavidananda Saraswati
In this election season,

LETTERS

TO THE EDITOR
Every citizen including the

An open letter and a plea
king himself came under

this rule of law. H onourable Chief Minister (Maharashtra)
This was Rama Rajya. It did and Commissioner BMC, the objective
not mean that everything  of this writeup is to bring your attention to
was perfect. There wasequal-  the billboard falling incident on May 13,
ity in the sense of equal op- 2024, which you are surely aware of. Sadly,
portunities to develop their the incident proves that we pay attention
own talents, opportunities  to anything only when some lives are lost.
for education, which was free What was the fault of those who died
and state-sponsored. People  because of that huge illegal hoarding? So
were free to follow their cho- many families are destroyed. Their dreams
sen profession and even  are shattered. So many of them lost their
change the profession if nec- husbands, wives, sons, daughters, friends,
essary. sisters and brothers. Their lives will not be
Was it Utopia? No. There same without those lost for ever. We
were limitations but the com- request you to bring those guilty of
mitment of the govern-  carelessness to book. It is important that
ment was to develop- they must bear the consequence of their
ment. Everyone kept insensitive attitude. Let us see heads roll

it was stashed away. By the way, can anyone really eat
10kg of rice in a month? And will handing out cash to
select families really solve poverty? Who knows, but
one thing's for sure: Indian politics has never been
more entertaining. So grab your roasted groundnuts
and settle in for the ultimate showdown of freebies vs

freebies.
INDIA 75 YEARS AGO

mm Pri&&alournaL ﬁ

politicians are freely

promising freebies, with-
out the thought of where the
resources will come from.

If indeed all the resources
are going to be used for free-
bies, then will there be any
left for the development of
the country? This is not what
the Indian Sanaatana tradi-
tion is about.

Ancient India had a monar-
chy but the king did not have
absolute power. He had an ad-
visory Council of Ministers
including a spiritual advisor.

It was not always the
eldest that became the
king. The most fit per-

Wrong message

his refers to the news item ‘Cancelling

doc’s admission would be nation’s loss’
(May 15). The logic given by the court in
the instant case is not convincing. To obtain
a certificate of non-creamy layer based on
false information itself is a crime. Actually
the student who has committed this crime
should be punished. But instead she has
been rewarded by allowing her to retain
her MBBS degree by paying Rs 50,000
towards fine. This sends a message to
society that the crime of submitting a false
certificate to get admission to a medical
course can be condoned by paying a
penalty amount. Another point is that this

Emsrm e

BACK TO CHUNGKING AGAIN jume s

son was chosen to ., 4 the nation first. Un-  for the death of common people. Secondly, ~ case may be cited as precedent in future to ~ “BJP's biceps” remains to be seen.
be the king. If none like now where  we would like to know what get relief from the court in such similar Avinash Godboley, Dewas
=l | e Bl e of the sons of the vested interests try-  compensations are given. Will it help them  cases. It is a well-known fact that in our
5 et Sl A BARTER PACT King qualified, ing to pull the  to afford a normal education, secure home  country ratio of doctors to population is Dear reader, ) . §
T mm e | ey v any  promi- country and food? Or do they have to go through very low, but many MBBS doctors prefer to !\ e eager toknow you opiions, commentsand
Fanum o nent citizen M apart. emotional as well as financial trauma? work in civil services. Isn't this a national suggestions. Wiite to letters@fpj.co.in with the title of the
1=y 3 " . ¢ . letter in the subject line. Using snail mail? Send your letters
3 could be ap- Will we geta Thirdly, what are we going to do with loss? to The Free Press Journal, Free Press House, Free Press
proached to government many more such hoardings? Will we Ravindra Bhagwat, Kalyan  Marg, 215 Nariman Point, Mumbai 400021.
be the King. that puts the
self  along While there GODDESS LAKSHMI
with - the are  many C IR F‘ﬂ-’”’ ‘.T&q; -2 -SSAGE FOR THE DAY
co_ul_1c11 of ways every- 'r 1 _*_‘.- ’ 1
rvfflcl)rlllifltgl(;sthat 101?\?01\(;::11 gielz T e & iy of croativity, ieamang, fun., plavtuiness
Clearly, thé politics, each oo et Eranet or make Eriveed plans, Yo

4 > need to surendar womy as that ks hewenng
system was has to find voilr vibra g =
very different from what itis their =~ way =~ The bare PR FRREE
today. Leaders did not have to  minimum is voting. Propar vast and sleap can Relp youf misd

and body 1o reuavenats &l hasl Pay

It is not only a responsibili-
ty as a citizen but in ancient
days it was a religious, spiri-
tual duty.

beg for votes with the prom-
ise of freebies. They were
free to work for the develop-
ment of the country.

The most important func-
tion of the king was to see
that there was a rule of law
and that rule of law extended
to every part of the country.

altemtion o yaur Exly, A wuslworn iy
argor will Badvigs you.

BACK TO CHUNGKING AGAIN°
EXODUS FROM CANTON BEGINS

Canton, May 16. Hankow Nationalist Radio announced that
Communist forces entered the City at 5 PM. local time today. The
radio ceased transmitting shortly after making this
announcement.

o : P S Ll o of the newed o oontrol and being
e, SN ] w0 Seriours & e fime, Take it sasy and

The writer is the founder of have - pasdive fuic | loved Bhe st roses

Aarsha Vidya Foundation. You
can write to him at
aarshavidyaf@gmail.com

Tip for the day: Gift -=-'~n1r'" ing snecinl 1o yourselt

L af divire mirachkes your way, Shesiol Sapan Mhoire.
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EDin the dock

Court curbs agency’s powers under PMLA

HE country is in the midst of the General

Flection, but it'sthe ED{Enforcement Direc-

tarate) which is far morein thenewsthanthe

EC (Election Commission). The Supreme

Court ruled on Thursday that the ED could
notarrestan accused under Section 19 of the Prevention
of Money Laundering Act (PMLA) after a special court
had taken cognisance of the complaint of money laun-
dering. The Bench stated that when an accused
appeared before ajudge in pursuance of a summons, the
agency would have to apply to the court concerned to
obtain his ar her custody. According to the court, such an
accused is not required to apply for bail as he ar she
would not be treated as being in custody:

The ruling is another setback to the ED, which has
been under intense judicial scrutiny in recent months
and repeatedly accused by Opposition parties of over-
reach. These parties, especially AAF have claimed that
their leaders are being targeted by Central probe agen-
cies at the behest of the ruling party The ET)'s alleged-
Iy unbridled powers under the PMLA have been the
subject of a heated debate since 2017, when a Division
Bench struck down the Act's Section 45(1), which
imposed additional conditions for grant of bail to the
accused. However, this decision had been overruled by
aJuly 2022 judgment of another SC Bench.

Meanwhile, the SC has asserted that no exception
was made in granting interim bail to Delhi CM Arvind
Eejriwal in a money laundering case. “We said in our
arder what we felt was justified,’ the Bench said, adding
that acritical analysis of the verdict waswelcome, These
observations have come two weeksafter the court ques-
ticned the ED about the timing of Kejriwal's arrest —in
the nm-up to the Lok Sabha elections. Clearly, the ED
has a lot of explaining to do in one case after another.

Deadly oversight

Billboard collapse calls for liability, reform

HE collapse of a massive illegal billboard fol

lowing a storm in Mumbai that claimed the

lives of 16 people and injured 75 — all

passershy — has exposed a troubling nexus

between negligence, corruption and regula-

tory failure, The disaster underscores the human cost of
systemic oversight and dereliction of duty.

The billboard, weighing 250 tonnes and far exceed-

ing permitted dimensions, was erected in blatant viola-

tion of civic guidelines. The Brihanmumbai Municipal
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All is not bright on the BJP front

The news from centres where four rounds of voting are over is not encouragi

TRYSTS AND TURNS

JULIO RIBEIRD

HE Bombay Stock
Exchange (BSE) and
the more recently
established National
Stock Exchange
(NSE} have spoken. The BSE's
sSensex, which began teetering
after the first round of the Lok
=sabha elections, fell with a bang
by a thousand points after the
third phase! Sensex and the
B3E's Nifty are fairly reliable
guides to political situations.

In 2014, the marcet was anx-
iously awaiting the amval of a
right-wing government. Specula-
tors had predicted a victory for the
BJP The party's performance in
the polls was even better than
what theoptimists had visualised.
sensex took off at a very fast dip
initially and then settled down to
asteadier pacetill it reached astro-
nomical heights recently when
Modi declared that he was aiming
for 400 Lok Sabha seats.

The share market is the
biggest single gambling den in
my city, Of course, gambling on
stocks 18 perfectly legal, though
veryrisky all the same. The oper-
ators are not going to venture in
without their dollop of khabar,
Since their moneyisat stake, the
gems of mformation that Dalal
Street operators colleet are more
authentic than what normal
rumour mills produce.

The steep drop in the prices of
gshares like those of Rebance
Industnes, HDFCBank, L&T and
TCS, all market leaders, is nothing
but ominous. The market feels
that the Modi-Shah duo is in trou-
ble. Isuspect (kindly note that rmy
guspicdon is just that — a suspi-
cion) that the voting trends must
have been garnered from the foot
soldiers serving the army of *exdt’

debarred by the Election Commis-
sion of India (ECI) from publicis-
ing their findings till the last vote
15 punched in on thelast day ofthe
mon th-and-ahalf long battle,

The BJP's inability to enthuse
voters this time has been doing
the rounds on the streets of our
aties and towns, That there 13 no
‘wave' 15 also apparent. The use
of unfair, ungentlemanly tactics
like imprisoning a leader of a
national party at election time 15
another clear indication of the
nervousness that has taken hold.
Even the spectacular inaupura-
tion of the Ram Mandir at Ayod-
hyadid not help, as we now note
with the benefit of hindsight.

T add what we desis call
masala to the narrative, one of
the first accusations Arvind
Rejriwal made onbeing released
on bail to canvas for INDIA can-
didates was that Narendra Modi
would step down at the age of T
in september nead vear and that
he would be succeeded by Amit
shah as the Prime Minister Thas
possihility, which incidentally
the common man had already
predicted, ruffled the feathers of
BJP bipwigs. Four of them —
Shah himself, Rajnath Singh,
Nirmala Sitharaman and JP

The use of unfair
tactics like
imprisoning a leader
ol a national party
is a clear indication of
the nervousness that
has taken hold.

They asserted that Modi would
serve his full term of five vears.
By doing so, they confirmed
two hypotheses that would often
be debated in parlours and mar-
ketplaces and set our doubts at
rest. The first was that Modi's
diktat that leaders should retire
at 75 applies only to his ool
leapues, not to him. The second,
more relevant to us atizens, is
that Shah 15 not the people’s
choice or even the BJP's rank
and file's choice for the top job.
The very mention of that possi-
bality by a swom enemy (Kejriw-
al) set the alarm bells ringing.

Al v oake
ON THE BACK FOOT: It is apparent that there is no election 'wave' this time. Fm

jail on June 2. Before that date,
he should draw some more mb-
hits out of his AAP hat in order to
elicit some more truths from the
BIP's top brass.

When Eejriwal was released on
bail by the Supreme Court, a
BIP leader even suggested that
the honourable judge s were tak-
ing sides in the ongoing Lok
sabha elections. That inference
was in very poor taste. The
judges explaned in detail why
thevy had decided as they did.
What the judges refrained from
saying, but was probably on
their minds, was that 1t was the
Enforcement Directorate (ED)
which was taking sides in the
elections by waiting for nearly
two vears to arrest the leader of
an up-and-coming party hke
AAP The ED had issued sum-
mons to Kejnwal nine times
before the arrest. It could have
applied the guillotine after the
third summons was dishon-
aoured. But, no, the ED obviously
had a grander desipn.

By mleasing Kejriwal for the
period of the elections, the
judges have righted a wrong that
the ED had perpetrated and pro-
vided alevel playing field for the
electoml game. The decision

ng for the ruling party

impartiality of the judiciary
which, unfortunately, was under
question at times of late.
Another well-respected institu-
tion, the ECI, should take a leaf
from the Supreme Court's book
and regain its honour and pres-
tige as anindependent, impartial
body reporting only to the Consti-
tution and its own conscience, It
can regain its pood name and
establish its ereditability 1f it mps
all parties equally when their
speakers indulge in hate speech
or utter inanities without think-
ing. The Prime Minister should
set the standards. His outburst in
Rajasthan about mfiltrators and
those with large families was one
of the worst mstances of hate
spesech heard on the election trail.
In the midst of all this evl, the
BJF's partner in Karnataka, the
Janata Dal (Secular) of former
Pnme Minister Deve Gowda, lent
a thick slice of spice to the dection
scenaro in that cruaal (for the
B.JP) state. When the story of the
patriarch’'s  grandson, Prajwal
BRevanna, broke, Modi's party
immediatel y distanced itself from
the young man's peccadilloes,
But some of the stainwill remain.
If Prapwal’s alleged escapades
were not enough, the cup of
despair was filled to the brim
when allegations of maolestation
were made agamnst a constitution-
al functionary in West Bengal bva
female Ha) Bhavan emplovee.
The Governor's claim that the
charge was fabricated and politi-
cally motrvated may have cut ice
with the public but for his miscon-
celved move to summon the
media and display CCTV footage
to disprove the allegations. The
Governor was not caught in flo-
grante delicto like the late Cone-
gressman from Uttamkhand who
was the Governor of Andhrma
Pradesh when three women wene
pictured purportedly inhis bed.
The news from the centres where
four munds of voting have been
completed 1s nd encouraging for
the party that spoke of a tally of 400
forthe NDA and 37 for itselfalone.
At present, it s squarely on the
back foot, fighting for a marginal

Corporation (BMC) had raised concerns about the
hoarding two years ago, vet no substantial action was
taken to address the hazard. The failure to enforce reg-
ulations or dismantle the illegal structure exemplifies
the dangerous complacency and possible corruption in
municipal circles. Unfortunately, this is not an isolated
mncident. Last June, a hugehoarding on a highway near
Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu collapsed, killing three
workers on the gpot. The police said it had been
installed without authorisation by the civic body. In
2019, a young woman died in Chennai when an illegal
banner fell on her. Such incidents point to a pattern of
negligence and regulatory lapses that put lives at risk.

Culpability extends beyvond the advertising agency
behind the billboard. The BMC, which allowed this vio-
lation to persist despite knowledge and prior warnings,
bears significant responsibility. The fiing of a culpable
homicdde case against the advertising agency owner,
Bhavesh Bhinde, is a necessary but insufficient step.
Accountability must be comprehensive, holding all par-
ties responsible for thizs preventable tragedy. The
announcement of compensation by CM Elmath Shinde
does not suffice to address the underlying regulatory rot,
This mishap should prompt an overhaul of regulationg
governing outdoor advertising and other hazardous
structures. Robust safety audits, stringent enforcement
of guidelines and zero tolerance to violations are need-
ed to ensure citizens’ safety across the country:

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.

LAHORE, SATURDAY, MAY 17, 1924

Anti-India propaganda

JUDGING from the papers received bythe last foreign mail, an
anti-India propaganda of an unprecedented magnitude is just
now being carried on by an influential section of the British
Press under the pretext of educating the bulk of the electorate,
with whom, it should be remembered, rests the ultimate
responsi bility for a good government in the Indian Empire. The
real object underlying this campaign of misrepresentation is
not far to seek. It 1s to rally all the saner elements in the British
political ife, meaning in common lainguage the die-hards and
other professed enemies of legitimate Indian aspirationsinone
big effort to resist the demand put forward by politically artic-
ulate India for an immediate revision of the Government of
India Act with a view to the granting of Dominion Home Rule
at the earhiest possible date. The British voters are being fright -
ened into the beliefthat India 1s in a very senous state, and that
it will be foolish to underestimate the full gravity of the prob-
lems that England has to face in this ‘dependency.’ It may be
that there isenoughinthe political situation in this country that
will be viewed with ‘grave concern’ by British statesmen, but
it s a foul calumny to proclaim, as some of the writers in Eng-
land are doing, that while only 20 vears ago an Enghshmen's
life was “sacred’ to Hindus and Mahomedans alike, nowadays
miurder of an Englishman 15 a ‘common crime’. The Times,
which 15 always guarded inits statements, does not go so far but
does recognise that the entry into the councils of exdremists is
senously impeding their action.

pollsters. They have been  Nadda — protested vodferously.

Kejriwal is set to retum to Tihar

w T THOUGHT FORTHE DAY}

Voting in an election is a skill, not a random intuition. — secrates

'/ security
challenge

BriG SANDEEP THAPAR (RETD)

."} few months after my promotion to a flag rank in the

Army, IT'was allotted the Pune brigade. As it was located

xt to the Southern Command headquarters, I
assumed that this would be a challenging appointment.

Soon, I reached Pune and took over. Knowing the oper-
ational area and the units was the kev to a successful com-
mand. I got on with the job. While one of the units in my
brigade was from the Sikh regiment (my own regiment)
and relatively easy to identify with, the other two were
from the illustrious Maratha and Mahar regiments. The
Mahar battalion was on i1ts way out: the Maratha umt was
midway through its tenure. During my first visit, the
Maratha CO informed me that his unit would be celebrat-
ing its Golden Raising Day the following year Incidental-
ly, the Corps Commander was not only from the same reg-
iment but also the same unit — and this complicated
matters. He was a simple man with few requirements but
would find fault with the most inconsequential things,
Suddenly, the event acquired a bigger stature.

For such oceasions, normally all officers of the unit are
invited, in addition to officers from a local formation. Any
special invitee is approved by the Colonel of the Regiment
(COR, the seniormost officer of the regiment), if senior to
him. One fine day close to the event, the Maratha CO
informed me that Gen KS Brar (retd) had conveved his desire
to attend the Raising Day, and the COR had approved it.

Gen Brar{aka Bulbul Brar) commanded the forces in Oper-
ation Blue Star. He had *Z' security and there were protocols
to be followed during his visits. Soon, I got instructions from
higher HQ that my formation would be responsible for his
security during the visit. Since my Mahar battalion had
maoved out on turnover and its replacement unit was yet to
arrive, and with Maratha battalion involved m its event, I
allotted the task to the Sikh unit.

Preparations commenced till one day I got a call from the
Caolonel {Intelligence) of the Command HGQ). He came straight
to the point. ‘Do you know why Gen Brar has Z-category pro-
tection, sir?’ I wanted to tell him that I was handling the tur-
moil during that turbulent post-Blue Star period at anisolated
postinthe North-East when he was still a kid, but all I said was
‘1 do'. Then, he said: ‘And vet vou have made a 5ikh unit
responsible for his protection’,

In reply, I asked him: ‘Do you know which unit has
been responsible for Gen Brar's security at his Mumbai
residence for the past two years?

‘It 15 the garrison battalion, sit’ he said.

‘And do vou know which is that garrison battalion?

‘No, si.’

It is a Sikh battalion.’ I said. ending the conversation.

restored the people’sfaithinthe

victory in a close battle.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

India must push for ceasefire
With reference to *Gaza tragedy’; the world
sees India as an empathic country, New Del-
hi rushes to the rescue of any country reeling
under a humamtarian crisis. A case in point
15 the extensionof a eredit line by Indiato cn-
sis-hit Sr Lanka. India abways stands up for
human rights. Its lack of action agamnst
Israel’'s excesses in Gaza will hit its global
standing. The war s destroying countless
lives, tearing families apart and rendering
people homeless. The UN probe into the mat-
ter 15 welcome, While India should not get
drawn into the Israel-Hamas war, it must at
least take a firm stand on it. The death of the
UN staffer is yet another reason for India to
call for a ceasefire in Gaza,

ASHA RANI, YAMUNANAGAR

Protection of civil liberties
Apropos of ‘Rule of law prevails'; the protec-
tion of ervil hiberties and ensuring justice ame
of utmost mportance in a democratic coun-
try. Even though the Supreme Court has
repeatedly emphasised that bail should be
the norm and jaill an exception, citizens
often bear the brunt of misuse of anti-terror
laws and a lack of adherence to arrest proce-
dures by investigation agences. Loopholes
and procedural lapses are quite common in
police investigations and arrests. The con-
viction rate in India in such cases remains
very low. However, every case is different.
And in some cases, an accused has to be kept
behind bars to send out a strong message.
The public must not lose faith in the Indian
justice delivery system.

NISHANT PRASHAR, KANGRA

Mere release not enough

Refer to the editorial ‘Rule of law pre-
vails"; the mere release of NewsClick edi-
tor-in-chief Prabir Purkavastha and
human rights activist Gautam Navlakha is
not enough. There has tobe a provision in
place for compensation to an accused in
case he 15 kept in wrongful confinement for
a certain amount of time, The two cases
have once again raised questions about the
functioning of the police and the failure of
the lower judiciary to defend eivil iberties.
Besides, the apex court rightly stressed in

Purkayvastha's case the need to inform an
aceused about the grounds of his arrest.
LALIT EBHARADWAJ, PANCHEULA

MNegligence costs lives
A massive hoarding collapsed n Mumbai's
Ghathkopar area amid a dust storm and unsea-
somal ranfall. The billboard had reportedly been
put upwithout the permission of the BMC (Bri-
hanmumba Municipal Corporation). It is amat-
ter of serious concem that at least 16 lives were
sniufied out in the meident Gross negligence on
the part of the authorities concemed and a bla-
tant disregard for safety regulations are to blame
for the mishap. Officals of Mumbai's avice body
should be held accountable for letting ad agen-
cies set up oversized hoardings inthe aty with-
out any clearance from it

DEVENDRA KHURANA, BHOPAL

Residents’ safety gone to the dogs
Dog bite incidents have become increasingly
common across the country. Padks of stray dogs
can be seen roaming around residential areas,
posing a threat to the safety of the residents,
especially children and the elderly Besides,
street dogs, which often search for food in dust-
bins, can spread diseases. It is imperative that
the local authonties concerned take prompt
action to check the menace by stepping up vac-
cinationdrives and creating shelters for strays.
Joint efforts from the government and the resi-
dents are needed to tackle the problem and
ensure the wellbeing of the people.

SAHIL GARG, RAMPURA PHUL

Double standards of BJP
The BJP workers' protest against the alleged
assault on AAP MP Swati Malrwal by an aide
of Arvind Kejriwal and the quick action taken
by the Delhi Police in the matter reflect the
double standards of the saffron party. Where
were they when female wrestlers were holding
protests against party MP Bnj Bhushan Sha-
ran 3ingh over alleged sexual harassment?
Why did these BJP workers not express any
concern when the grapplers were manhandled
by pobice personnel ? It 1s unfortunate that gov-
emment autharities, nght from those at the
top to the ones at the bottom, remained silent
spectators throughout the episode.
BEHUPINDER KOCHHAR, PANCHKULA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 2004vord limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tibunemal.com
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the film world, we are
used to the phenome-
non of delayed releases.
It seems to be 50 in the
Judicial world as well.
Arvind Eejriwal has been
released after 50 days in cap-
toity, all during peak elec-
tion campaigning. And now
the Supreme Court has set at
liberty Prabir Purkavastha
after he has been inside a
prison for about 2325 days.
While there is relief at the
release, one must question
why ©t takes so long., and
what kind of laws keep men
behind bars so easily.
Purkayastha 15 the head
of NewsClick, an online
journalistic platform
known for its sharp report-
ing, independent views and
for not being particularly
respectful of the powers
that be. People like him are
irritants  to excessively
strong povernments, which
like media outlets to be
supportive by nature or
bought out otherwise. How
dare he focus on the farm-
ers’ agitation, Covid fail-
ures and the like! He was
charged with a rather
unusual offence — of
accepting funds from Chi-
nese sources to influence
the political narrative in

India. A bit surprising,
since one doesn't remem-
ber any pro-Chinese narra-
tive from NewsClick. While
one should be wary of Chi-
na, onewould have thought
that would extend to pre-
venting border incursions
and curbing exressive
dependence on imports.
But no, Purkayastha is the
problem, it seems. An asso-
ciate turned approver —
not much to wonder about
that since this is happening
pretty regularly now, as wit-
nessedin the Kejriwal case.
The flaw in the case was a
gaping one, Purkayastha and
his lawver were not informed
about the grounds for his
arrest and the remand order
was passed before the lawver
had received the remand
application. Now this kind of
non-conformity with the law
15 what lawvers and judpes
call “pomg to the root of the
matter”; t vitiates the entire
proceedings. Notice that this
flaw happened on day one.
¥et, and this 15 what should
disturb us, it has taken the
judicial system more than
half a year to release him.
We need to focusonwhyitis
that invanably the accused
has totravel all the way tothe
apex court to obtain release.
Whoy aren't district courts and
high courts doing their job of
providing legal redress incas-
es of personal liberty? While
the members of the former
may not feel sufficdently pro-
tected, HC judges have as
much constitutional protec-
tion for theirindependence as
the judges of the Supreme
Court have. What prevents

OPED
Stringent laws have made prolon@d detention norm

LAPSE: Prabir Purkayastha (ight)and his lawyer were not informed about the grounds for his arrest and
the remand order was passed before the lawyer had received the emand application. Fm

them from stepping up tothe
plate, especially when the
facts are stark enough? The
gystem works wellwhen each
level of the judicary plays its
part, and an overdependence
on the highest court is not
healthy. Even there, we have
seen the unusual phenome-
non of withdrawal of personal
liberty cases of prominent
mdividuals after a noticeable
change of the moster

One cannot blame our
judges overmuch, however.
The chief problem i the
monstrous nature of the
laws under which these
detentions are made. These
are the Unlawful Activities
Prevention Acrt (UJAPA),
1967, and the Prevention of
Money Laundering Act
(PMLA), 2002, Purkayastha,
Sudha Bharadwaj, Gautam
Navlakha, the late Father

Why aren't district
courts and high
courts doing their
job of providing
legal redressin
cases of personal
liberty?

Stan Swamy and other Bhi-
ma Koregaon accused were
held under the first, and
Eejriwal, Hemant Soren, K
Kavitha, Manish Sisodia and
other politicians under the
latter. These Acts and later
amendments — and here
both the BJP and Congress
governments are toblame —
make it virtually impossible
to get bail, mandating that
the judge first find that the
accused is prima facie inno-
cent; this 15 an inversion of
the time-honoured prindple
of presumption of inno-
cence, This principle is the
first rule of avilised soci
eties, and any departure
from it. unless justified by
extreme risk to society, 1s an
indication that the rule of
law has become a casualty to
politics. There are other
damapging provisions — the

authorities can arrest with-
out much cause; the normal
criminal law restrictions on
the police are absent; confes-
sions obtained m custody
are valid, Above all, there 15
the application of this dra-
conian statute to ordinary
offences. Even the dreaded
Maintenance of Internal
Security Act (MISA), 1976,
had an advisory board of
high court judges to review
detentions during the Emer-
gency; it is noteworthy that
the laws in question have no
siuch provision in free India.
The sad partof the story is
that the SC has upheld the
validity of these laws —
Iock, stock and barrel — for
the State and against citi-
zens. A blot on our judicial
landscape is the judgment
of Justice AM Khanwilkar
in the VM Choudhary case,
equalling the constitutional
and public damapge that was
done in that infamous judg-
ment (ADM Jabalpur wvs
aivkant Shukla, 1976)
where it was held four to
one (the great Justice HR
Ehanna dissented) that
with the proclamation of the
Emergency and suspension
of fundamental rights, citi-
zens were at the mercy of
the State. The SC has
admitted a review of the
Choudhary judpment, but
this is another priority case
lanpuishing without a hear-
ing. Of cheer today, howev-
er, 15 the judgment of Jus-
tices Abhay 5 Oka and Ugal
Bhuvan, curbing the ED's
power to arrest after the
special court takes cogni-
sance of a complaint.

Purkavastha's long
detention 1s particularly
disturbing because courts
worldwide are usually
quick to examine cases of
journalists being held in
preventive custody. The
judiciary and a free press
are pillars of democracy,
and the courts must be
more vigilant in checking
overbearing governments
of whichever hue which
threaten their members.
But recent detentions have
lasted long — journalist
Siddique Kappan, for
example. In  contrast
Arnab Goswami (albeit not
arrested under these laws)
got double-quick release;
these are not good mes-
sapes to send out.

The record of the authori-
ties in proving guill and
securmg convictions under
these laws is abysmal — as
leww as 3 per cent. This
means that citzens were
being held despite being
innocent, and often without
reasonable cause, When will
our laws and courts start
thinking about compensa-
tion for unjust Imprison-
ment and deprival of liber-
tv? And when will we teach
officers of such agencies
and their political masters
that they do not have
immunity for mala fide
and wantonly wrongful
acts? Is the arm of the law
gsufficiently long?

Wath the assistance of

Vikas Mumlidhamn,

lecturer, Sai University, and
Aprameya Manthena,
advocate, Madras High Couwrt

This election is a litmus test of our collective wisdom

ASHWANI KUMAR
FORMER UNION MINISTER FOR
LAW AND JUSTICE

THthecon-
clusion of
the fourth
phase of the
Lok Sabha

elections on May 13, the elec-
toral fate of contestants from
379 of the 543 seats seeking
election to the highest forum
of Indian democracy is
sealed in ballot boxes. The
election, seen as transfor-
mative of the nation's polit-
ical landscape, is witnessing
a spirited pushback to the
Modi regme from the
INDIA bloe, even as the rul-
ing dispensation led by the
PM has had a clear head
gtart in scripting its cam-
paign theme.

The Opposition’s counter
narratve, focused on the
defence of constitutional
democracy and its concomi-
tant values, 15 premised on
the authoritarian impulses
of a muscular state that
negate the first principles of
liberal democracy and
accountability of power
encased in the nation's
republican charter. The

unprecedented arrests
across India of the ruling
regime's key  political

adversaries, a demonstrable
decline of constitutional
mstitutions, a  captive
bureaucracy and a generally
obsequious media, are cited
in support. Ensuring a
national resonance for its
inspirational narrative 1s
the principal challenge for
the Opposition.

Regrettably, the diminish-
mg and debilitating tone of a
cacophonic campaign on
both sides seems to have
drowned out the real issues,
with abuse and calumny
substituting for reason and
contestation. The perver-
sion of democratic dis-
course helmed by leaders
unable to rise above them-
selves attests to a flalhing
democracy. The pursuit of
power for its appellations
alone, with scant regard for
its ends and a cynical
deriding of political ideal-
15m a5 a utopian dream to
be arpgued out of conseious-
ness, presents the electoral
exercise as clothing the
pursuit of personal amhbi-
tions with a semblance of
democratic legitimacy.

If indeed the BJP and the
Opposition  consider  this
election a watershed moment
that will determine the future
of the country, they must con-
tinue to focus public atten-
tion on core national issues,

The INDIA bloc, speaking

PURPOSE: This election isabout reinforcing the liberties of equal citizenship and ensuring that the

power soughtin the name ofthe people is used in furthemnce of their inherent rights. s

in multiple voices, cannot
forget “the plain lesson of
history, that the wants of
men will only secure recog-
mition to the point that they
are forcibly articulate....”
as Harold Laski put it. The
power of a clear statement
15 critical for the success of
the Opposition’s cam-
paign. Apart from an unre-
lenting focus on its core
campaign theme, commu-
nicated and made intelligi-
ble to each wvoter, the
alliance cannot shirk the
critical question of an alter-
native leadership of the
nation. The Congress, as
the principal Opposition
party, has advisedly chosen

[rrespective of who
lorms the
government, victory
must belongto
those whose politics
ill]d voles sustaina
democracytounded
on justice and
human dignity.

not to formally present its
chief campaigner, Rahul
Gandhi, as the prime min-
isterial candidate. Whatev-
er the hmitations and logic
of the situation, the gques-
tion of leadership will be
critical to the outcome of
the campaign, flawed com-
parisons with the past
notwithstanding. As a nec-
essary condition of revital-
1sing itself to serve as the
fulerum of Opposition un-
tv, the grand old party must
recognise the distinetion
between servility and loyal-
ty of its members. Only
then can it reclaim the will-
ing allegiance of its alienat-
ed cadres. In its internal

functioning, it must listen

magnanimously to ‘the
hidden silences’.
Evidently, self-effacing

humility and penerosity of
heart to heal the erasure of
oonscience are critical attrib-
utes of leadership needed for
national renewal

The PM. as the chief cam-
paigner and torchbearer of
his party's ideology. has
demonstrated an exception-
al tenacity of purpose and
will to prevail against the
combined opposition of 26
parties. He has strategically
anchored his party's cam-
paign in an appealing sense
of national glory, hope for
the people in their future
and emotional sensitivities,
and he may well win a third
consecutive term in office.
But he would, in his wis-
dom, know that the ideas of
justice, dignity and freedom
outlive the seduction of
power. As the leader of a
nation defined by its diver-
sity, he must acceptthat his
primary obligation 18 to
nurture a unifying politics
to sustain national unity

and bridge the myriad
socio-political divides.
Electoral wictory  must

mean maore than an arith-
metical majority.
Irrespective of who forms
the government, wictory
must belong to those whose
politics and wvotes sustain
and strengthen a democracy
founded on justice and

human dignity, in which all
ofuscan hold our heads high
as empowered citizens of an
enlightened nation that
aspires to be the mshwaguru.
In this aspirational view of
our eommon future, there 1s
no scope for narrowness of
mind, wilfulness or tran-
sient responses to political
exigencies at the cost of the
nation’s foundational prin-
ciples. In this moment of
test, those who stand on the
side of freedom will find
themselves on the rght side
of history. This election,
seen as a historie milestone
in the life of the nation, will
test our collective wisdom
on how we establish justice
as the first virtue of social
and pohbtieal institutions
and the basis of a just state.
The election 15 about rein-
forcing the liberties of equal
atzenship and ensuring that
the power sought in the name
of the people 15 used in fur
therance of ther inherent
nghts. It will define the land
andits people, who alone must
mediate their future, remem-
bering that the inviolability of
freedom  depends on  the
moaral courage, feadessness
and magnammity of its
defenders. This election can-
not be about one's victime
hood. It must instead heal the
deepening  fissures in our
social fabric so that we can
claim that Indian democracy

15 not a begulling dream.
Views are personal
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25 Leather-processing A} Portent (4)
Factory (7} 23 Wrath (3)
YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION
Across: 1 Caught on, 5 Slim, 9 Ultra, 10 Drifter, 11 Oil the
2 wheels, 13 Indoor, 14 Apogee, 17 In the running, 20 Assured, 1

10 Frusteate (4)
12 Marshy area (8)
14 To an excessive degree

15 Composer of Don
Giovani (6)

17 OF one miind (2.6)

18 Percolate slowly (4)

21 Occasional (3)

22 Ot of bounds (3,6)

24 Perfume (5)

ACROSS DOWN
| Suffer mental breakdown | | Throne (5)
(35,2} 2 'Dl'u.u'u{t effectively (3)
5 Decorative design (5) 1 Shart (4 A
B Under intense strain * p J_ )
(2.3.4) 4 Capital of Ciech Republic
9 Manage frandulently (3) (6)

i B = ]

16 Gain (&)

21 Raise, 22 Then, 23 Prospect.

Down: 1 Clue, 2 Untried, 3 Heart-to-heart, 4 Oodles, 6 Lithe, 7
Marksmen, 8 With open arms, 12 Militant, 15 Genuine, 16
Murder, 18 Taste, 19 Wept.

Substantiate (4.4
Bring 1o an end (%)
A labrication {7)

I Runaway (9)

3 Tempomary loss of
CONSCIONE ess (B

14 Foreboding disaster (7)

19 Troublesome (5)

HARD

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION MRS TMML. . IRILEEM

SUMRISE:  SATURDAY 0527 HRS

T|8|3|2|4|6|1([9|5 CITY MAX  MIN
4 |6|5|9|3|1|8|T|2 Chandigarh 43 26
1/9|2|5|8|7|6|3|4 NewDelhi 43 25
3|7|9|112]/4|5(6 |8 Amritsar 43 26
2 |1|8|7T|6]5|9(4(3 Bathinda 45 29
S5|4|6|a|9]|8|2[1(7 Jalandhar 43 27
9|2|7|6 5|3|4|8[1 Ludhiana 43 27
6 |3|4|8|1|2]|T7|5|9 Bhiwani 45 29
8|5|1|4 |7|9|3|2|86 Hizar 45 26
3 i e el Sirsa 45 30
8 Dharamszala |33 22
MAY 17TH 2024, FRIDAY Manali prirg 06
W Zhaka Samwat 1546 Shimla 29 1B
3 M ‘aishakh Shaka 27 Srinagar 27 13
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Celebration of
democracy

he polling day in Jammu and Kashmir, par-

ticularly in the Valley, sent out several pos-

itive signals. First, unlike in the past, there

were no election boycott calls from mili-
tant groups nor was there any attempt to disrupt
voting. Second, there was a heartening voter turnout
of 38% in Srinagar, a massive jump from 14.4% in the
2019 elections. Third, the peaceful atmosphere al-
lowed a large number of enthusiastic voters to queue
up at the polling booths in the region to exercise
their franchise. All these indicate a significant step
towards democratic renewal in the region after the
abrogation of Article 370 and the reorganisation of
Jammu & Kashmir in 2019, The incident-free voting
signals public faith in the electoral process. This is
despite considerable anger over the Centre’s deci-
sion to convert the State into a union Territory.
There is a growing desire among the people to ac-
tively engage in shaping their future. The impressive
voter turnout this time assumes significance when
seen against the backdrop of a steadily declining poll
percentage in Srinagar since 1996 when the first elec-
tions were held in the region
following the beginning of
the insurgency. It was just
14.4% in the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections, 25.8% in 2014,
25.5% in 2009 and 18.5% in
2004. No untoward incident
was recorded from any of
the 2,135 polling stations of
the Srinagar constituency
spread across five districts.

The successful conduct of

elections should now serve as a catalyst for the
restoration of statehood, as promised by Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi during his poll rally in Udham-
pur last month. All stakeholders in the region must
seize the momentum and work towards building a
more inclusive and representative governance
framework that addresses people’s aspirations.
There is an urgent need to bridge the trust deficit be-
tween the government and the people. By choosing
not to contest elections in the Valley and limiting it-
self to Ladakh and Jammu, the BJ* has made a strate-
gic retreat as the party is aware of the simmering
public discontent. Despite claims of ushering in de-
velopment and peace after the abrogation of Article
370, there have been no credible follow-up measures
to boost development and create jobs in the trouble-
torn region. Restoring the statehood and holding As-
sembly elections are the twin issues that remain un-
addressed. Nearly five years after the abrogation of
Article 370, ending special status to Jammu & Kash-
mir, the promised developmental push still remains
elusive while the NDA government is unable to give
a specific time frame for restoration of statehood.
The Supreme Court had, in December last year, di-
rected the Election Commission to hold J&K Assem-
bly polls by September 30, 2024. The union Terri-
tory has been without any elected government since
June 2018 when the B]I* withdrew support to the
Mehbooba Mufti-led government.

The enthusiastic
voter turnout
should now
Serve as a

catalyst for the
restoration of
statehood as
promised by PM

VIEWPOINT

HYDERABAD, Friday, Mav 17, 2024

“ He (Shah) says I'm highly, highly
'if we win 400 fortunate and privileged
seats, we will take back to be a part of national
PoK'. What if you don't team for 19 years. It's
get that many seats? outstanding to be able
We wantyou to take it to participate and play
back. Firstly, you should for the country. This is
take back 4,000 km that something no one can
China has taken away take away from me
KAPIL SIBAL SUNIL CHHETRI
Rajya Sabha member Inchia foathall skipper

aradox of

We must look
beyond the
utilitarian view of
education to help
women reclaim
their voices and
roles in society

GEETHIKA
JAMMULA

hrough the decades, women

have been at the centre of so-

cietal progress and are cru-

cial for the development of
our country. Yet, discussions about
their role in society often refer to re-
gressive social norms originating in the
early 19th century. Early debates
started in the Bengal region where edu-
cation was used as a means to enforce
the traditional role of motherhood and
domesticity, overshadowing their true
empowerment. The debate was essen-
tially centred around tradition versus
modernity rather than the actual uplift
of women (Andiappan, 1979).

Pain Points

MNevertheless, attitudes towards
women's education have shifted over
the last few decades, with an evident
peak in the South Asian communities.
Women actively started seeking higher
education and creating a professional
path to employment. Over the past
decade, they have sought opportuni-
ties beyond caregiving and ventured
into other arenas of the labour market,
MNonetheless, there still exist pain
points regarding the education and
employment of women which need
our attention.

Even in today's modern age, deep-
rooted gender stereotypes and age-old
social barriers pose obstacles to
women's progress. This issue worsens
due to inadequate policies, infrastruc-
ture and resources allocated to
women's education and employment,
Additionally, the lack of representation
in decision-making roles compounds
the problem, leading to ineffective pol-
icy formulation and execution {(Andi-
appan, 1979).

One policy in the education sector
that aims to address this inadequacy is
the Right of Children to Free and Com-

pulsory Education Act, which was a
novel policy enacted in India in 2009,
This policy was designed to ensure that
every child aged 6-14 years has access to
free education till the secondary level
{Ministry of Education, nd). While the
Right to Education Act changed the
landscape of education in India and
made significant strides in addressing
the educational disparities in the coun-
try, the policy has its shortcomings.

Major Challenge

A major challenge internalised by the
policy is that it provides free education
to children from age six to 14 till an ele-
mentary level, With a limited scope of
job opportunities in the organised sec-
tor, without a college degree, most of
these students end up in the unorgan-
ised sector and fall prey to the vicious
cycle of poverty and bad working con-
ditions (Ministry of Labour & Employ-
ment, nd). This is saddening as it de-
teats the purpose of establishing the
Right of Children to Free and Compul-
sory Education Act. While the policy is
uniform for everyone regardless of
one's gender, once again, women are at
the disadvantaged end of the spectrum
given the structure of the Indian soci-
ety and labour market.

As aresult, young students who ben-
efited from free primary and secondary
education under the RTE Act now face
financial barriers when they are on the

cusp of enrolling for a professional de-
gree. These inancial barriers are fur-
ther painfully enhanced by the regres-
sive mindsets regarding the education
of women, especially in the rural re-
rions of India. These factors together
put women on an economic backioot
trom a very early stage in their careers.
Dwe to this, women either return toa
life of domesticity or are forced into
the unorganised job sector out of ne-
cessity to earn a livelihood. (Ministry
of Labour & Employment, nd)
Especially in the case of South Asian
communities, though women are
equipped with the right to choose their
preferred sector, their choice is often
influenced by several temporal factors
in the socio-political scenario of the
country. Through the decades, though
the labour force participation rate of
women has declined from 30% in 1983
to 22.5% in 2012, the concentration of
females in the informal sector has

While the Right of Children

to Free and Compulsory
Education Act is uniform

for everyone, women are at

a disadvantage given the
structure of our labour market

Seven months ago
South Africa could not
have imagined that
Gaza would be largely
wiped off the map.
lsrael’'s genocide has
continued at pace and

has reached a
9%

=29 horrific stage

VUSIMUZI MADONSELA

South Africa's Ambassador to MNetherands

empowerment

seen a sharp increase to their male
counterparts. This situation demon-
strates the unequal distribution of the
benefits of economic growth across
the gender spectrum.

Informal Sector

However, Nobel laureate Claudia
Goldins “U" hypothesis argues that in
the initial stages of development, there
exists a greater demand for labour in
the industrial sector, especially in the
intormal sector. Household, socioeco-
nomics, demographic and cultural fac-
tors dictating the supply of labour play
a critical role in the preference of their
economic sector (Goldin, 1994). How-
ever, the increasing informalisation of
employment and failure of the econ-
omy to create full and productive work
for everyone with decent pay poses
major challenges in the context of rais-
ing the educational levels of women in
South Asian countries, leading to
women in the informal sector becom-
ing invisible to society.

Today, women continue to comprise
the majority of workers (71.63%) in the
informal sector, exceeding their male
counterparts (ILOSTAT Data Explorer,
nd). At any given year, there has al-
ways been a higher percentage of
women in the informal sector as com-
pared to men, especially in 2019. While
the percentage of women in the infor-
mal sector decreased in the Covid-19
pandemic period, there was a notice-
able increase as the economy recov-
ered in 2023, This stark disparity in the
composition of the informal sector
calls for an effort towards creating a
sustainable environment for women to
operate in the formal labour market,
and transition into secure jobs. They
also face discrimination in terms of
wages, as their work is often underval-
ued and not compensated equally de-
spite performing the same task.

In this circumstance, the intrinsic
connection between education and em-
ployment is glaringly evident. It's time
to move bevond this dichotomy, recog-
nising education as a tool for liberation
rather than tying women down. It is
also imperative that we look beyond
the utilitarian view of education. We
are woven into society by patriarchal
threads, which demand that we recog-
nise the agency of women as para-
mount. Education, therefore, must
serve not only as a means of livelihood
but also as a catalyst for women to re-
claim their voices and roles in society.
As we navigate these complexities, pol-
icy formulations must prioritise not
just the development of tangible skills
but also the empowerment of women.
By nurturing their education, we not
only equip them with tools for eco-
nomic independence but also pave the
way for their rightful place in shaping
our collective future.

(Geethika Jammula is an Economics
Graduate and Dr Moitrayee Das is
Assistant Professor of Psychology,

at FLAME University, Pune)

Letters to the

| Editor

Fulfil promises

This refers to the cartoon on the
Editorial page where the lady
alerts her husband to get up and
get into the routine work. (May
16). It is natural that political
leaders become active during
elections. They deliver impres-
sive and affectionate speeches.
The leaders divide their
speeches into two parts — one
is exclusively to promise their
guarantees to the people and the
second to indulge in the blame
game. The people are keen to
capture only the promises they
make and dream of those guar-
antees. Political leaders must
fulfil the promises they make to
the people to get their votes.

G MURALI MOHAN RAO,

Sncuandoratud

Eat well for a healthy life

Diet and nutrition play a huge role in shaping an individual’s health. In-
triguingly, foods that are quite palatable are generally unhealthy with a
few exceptions. What to eat and, more importantly, what not to eat have
been intensely debated. India's principal body on formulation and pro-
motion of biomedical research, the Indian Council of Medical Education
(ICMR), after a gap of 13 years has come out with a comprehensive ra-
port outlining 17 “guidelines” on diet. As expected, excessive consump-
tion of salt, sugar and cooking oil has been decried by the body. Accord-
ing to the research body, the presence of sugar, artificial flavour and
non-caloric sweeteners in protein powder preparations are reasons for
worry. One salient feature of the ICMR report is its suggestion to exclu-
sively breastfeed infants up to six months of age and continue breast-
feeding till the age of two years.

GANAPATHI BHAT, aes

Booth guidelines

In the absence of notification of poll booth guidelines, voters face prob-
lems. Some of them are disappointed as they miss the opportunity to
cast their votes despite coming to the booth. Voters are not allowed to
carry mobile phones (there is no counter to keep phone). Voters should
carry original |D cards (photocopies are not accepted). There is no secu-
rity check, Booth officers are notified about the guidelines but not the
voters. This is one of the reasons for the low percentage of voting, apart
from summer heat and voters being away from their village or town.
KANTAMSETTI LAKSHMAN RAD, visakhapatram

Write to us at lettersi@telanganatoday.com

Questions remain

The BIP leaders questioning Rahul
Gandhi if he is the Congrass nominea for
the post of Prime Minister in response to
a public debate involving him and Naren-
dra Maodi is extraneous. The participation
of both leaders in a non-partisan plat-
form will only benefit the people of the
country and will help strengthen democ-
racy. Rahul Gandhi may not have been
projected as the prime ministerial candi-
date of the LN.D.LA bloc but there is little
doubt that he is the primary face and a
leading voice of the Congress and the
Opposition in the 2024 general elections.
He has been relentlessly raising ques-
tions to PM Modi in Parliament on vari-
ous key issues like rising prices, poverty
and unemployment, for which neither
Modi nor his party has answered till date.
It is clear that the PM will find the debate
guite embarrassing and it will put him in
a spot of bother as he will not have any
convincing answers to key questions
concerning the people of the country.
RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMAR,

Chaeia

__Indiainthe |
| hotspot |

B Khaleej Times

Dance videos of Modi, rival turn up Al heat in poll

An Al video shows an ecstatic Marendra Modi sporting a trendy jacket and
trousers, grooving on a stage to a Bollywood song as the crowd cheers. The In-
dian prime minister reshared the video on X, saying “such creativity in peak poll

season is truly a delight.”

B CHM

Millions of migrants are unable to vote

Under India's election rules, eligible voters can only cast ballots in their con-
stituencies. That's all but impossible for many out-of-state workers, especially
underprivileged daily-wage workers. And it's a huge group - one study estimates
there were about 600 million internal migrants in 2020

B The Economisk

Modi’s growth scheme off to sluggish start

In the early 1990s India abandoned the principles of swadeshi, or self-suffi-
ciency. Subsidies were scrapped, import levies tumbled. By 2014 the average
tariff had fallen to 13%, from 125% in 1991. Over the same period, exports soared.
Yet the country's exports remain a little lopsided for the tastes of Narendra Modi.
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US apathy

s the 2024 US Presidential election draws near-

er, the American electorate finds itself caught

in uncertainty and disbelief. The prospect of a
Biden-Trump rematch has left many voters grappling
with denial, struggling to come to terms with the real-
ity that these two familiar faces could once again dom-
inate the political arena. It is evident that both Presi-
dent Joe Biden and former President Donald Trump
face significant challenges in securing the trust and
support of the American people. Mr Biden’s coalition
is perceived as lacking energy, with concerns lingering
about the President’s political standing and health.
On the other hand, Mr Trump is no spring chicken,
and legal battles cast a shadow over his campaign,
forcing him to navigate the delicate balance between
rallying his base and defending himself in court.
Despite these obstacles, both campaigns are gearing
up for what promises to be a fiercely contested battle
for the White House. Mr Biden's strategy appears to
hinge on reminding voters of the tumultuous era of
Mr Trump’s presidency, hoping to capitalise on mem-
ories of divisiveness and chaos. Meanwhile, Mr Trump
seeks to leverage his legal woes to his advantage,
painting himself as a victim of partisan persecution
and rallying his supporters around the narrative of a
political witch hunt.

Yet, beneath the surface of these familiar tactics
lies a deeper truth: neither candidate has fully cap-
tured the imagination or enthusiasm of the American
people. Polling data reveals a widespread dissatisfac-
tion with the choices presented, with only a fraction of
voters expressing excitement or satisfaction about
either Mr Biden or Mr Trump. This dissatisfaction
underscores a broader problem facing American
democracy ~ a growing sense of disillusionment and
apathy among the electorate. With each passing elec-
tion cycle, it seems that the pool of viable candidates
shrinks, leaving voters to choose between the lesser of
two perceived evils. The result is a political landscape
defined by polarisation and gridlock, where meaning-
ful change feels increasingly out of reach. In the face of
this daunting reality, it is easy to succumb to despair
and resignation. But perhaps there is a glimmer of
hope to be found in the uncertainty of the moment. As
the dynamics of the race continue to shift and evolve,
there is an opportunity for new voices and ideas to
emerge ~ voices that speak to the aspirations and con-
cerns of ordinary Americans, rather than the
entrenched interests of the political establishment.
Ultimately, the fate of the 2024 election rests in the
hands of the American people. It is up to them to
demand more from their leaders, to reject the poli-
tics of division and cynicism, and to embrace a vision
of democracy that reflects their ideals. Only then can
they hope to break free from the cycle of disillusion-
ment and forge a path toward a brighter and more
inclusive future. Of course, they will need better can-
didates to choose from.

Argentine turmoil

rgentina grapples with the relentless grip of infla-
tion amid glimpses of a potential slowdown. The

atest data indicates an annual inflation rate
nearing a staggering 300 per cent, painting a bleak pic-
ture for both consumers and businesses alike. Despite
efforts by the government to curb this economic blight,
the impact on the ground remains palpable, with prices
refusing to relent in their upward trajectory. The gov-
ernment, under the leadership of President Javier Milei,
has embarked on a path of austerity, heralding it as the
antidote to the country's economic woes. Sharp deval-
uations of the local currency and stringent cost-cut-
ting measures have been deployed to stem the tide of
inflation. While these actions have garnered favour
among investors and propelled a rally in equities and
bonds, the true test lies in their efficacy in alleviating the
burden on ordinary citizens. No one can deny the harsh
realities faced by the Argentine populace, particularly
the vulnerable segments of society such as retirees and
public sector workers. The austerity measures, while
touted as necessary for fiscal stability, have inflicted
significant hardships, leading to a sharp decline in real
wages and purchasing power. For individuals, retirees
in particular, the purported slowdown in inflation is
yet to materialise, underscoring the disconnect
between macroeconomic policies and their impact on
everyday lives. The plight of small businesses further
highlights the complexity of Argentina’s economic
predicament. As input costs continue to soar, bottom
lines of businesses erode, making them unviable.
Despite the government's claims of success in lowering
monthly inflation, the ground reality paints a starkly
different picture, with shopkeepers struggling to stay
afloat amid the relentless onslaught of rising prices.
Moreover, the austerity measures, while neces-
sary from a fiscal standpoint, risk deepening social
inequalities. Careful calibration is required to ensure
these policies do not disproportionately impact those
already struggling. However, amid the gloom, there
is a glimmer of hope. Economists suggest that a small
recent drop in the inflation rate could pave the way for
a gradual recovery, with the potential for real wages to
rebound. This optimism, though cautious, offers a ray
of light in an otherwise tumultuous economic land-
scape. As Argentina navigates these turbulent waters,
it is imperative for policymakers to strike a delicate
balance between austerity and recovery. While fiscal
discipline is essential for long-term stability, it must
not come at the expense of social welfare and eco-
nomic prosperity. A holistic approach, encompassing
targeted interventions to support the most vulnerable
segments of society, coupled with prudent macroeco-
nomic policies, holds the key to charting a path
towards sustainable growth and shared prosperity.
In the face of adversity, Argentina must draw
upon its resilience and ingenuity to forge a brighter
future for its citizens. It is only through collective effort
and unwavering resolve that the country can over-
come its economic challenges and emerge stronger
on the other side.

| ]
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Polities and morality

The excessiveness of Israeli actions has pricked the conscience of the youth and the
recent uproars, protests, and disruptions on Western university campuses are a testimony
to a contra-reaction after the genuine condemnation of the Hamas attack. Even many
of the younger Jewish voters don't see unequivocal or blind support for Israel as a
litmus test for their personal identity, anymore. Many Jews recognise the direct contribution
of Israeli actions on the sudden rise of anti-Semitic incidents and many are concerned
about the economic consequences to their livelihoods
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oral righteousness
has been the pre-
sented face of the
foreign policy of the
United States of America since
time immemorial. But beyond
this thin and untenable veneer
lurks the dark reality of realpoli-
tik, power play, and even naked
ambition at work. Such practi-
cality driving sovereign behav-
iour is not unusual to any other
country, except that the pos-
tured pretense of altruism driv-
ing American actions, when it
isn’t, annoys other countries.

Americans often don’t prac-
tice what they preach, or pos-
ture. However political correct-
ness couched with deft word-
smithing hides the real impulses
and instincts that have legit-
imised America’s dalliances with
dictators, illiberal monarchs, or
other unsavoury alliances. The
relationship of Washington DC
with the largest cumulative
recipient of US foreign aid i.e.,
Israel, is one such glaring con-
tradiction, even though Israel
remains the most sanctioned
country in the world, by the
United Nations.

Beyond the stakes and un-
derstandable impact of roughly
8-9 million Jews in the United
States (with imagined emotions
attached to Israel) and their
accompanying heft of economic
value in terms of ‘controlling’
Wall Street, media houses and
the US economy is general, the
state of Israel affords incalcula-
ble strategic leverage to the US
in global affairs.

Put simply, many of the
most powerful and decisive
positions in the US administra-
tion and the larger socio-eco-
nomic realm are populated by
Jews, who bear their own
impulses.

Israel has been called ‘Ame-
rica’s aircraft carrier in the Mid-
dle East’ for its ability to flex
itself militarily and act as a bul-
wark against traditional foes
such as Russia.

The Americans have used
the Israelis to keep many ene-
mies like Iran or terror groups
(even so-called ‘allies’ in the

.

Apolymathicbeacon

SIR, The lamentation echoed ac-
ross the globe upon the passing
of Dr. James Simons in May 2024.
His departure marked not merely
the loss of a luminary, but the ex-
tinguishing of a polymathic bea-
con whose radiance illuminated
the realms of mathematics, finan-
ce, and benevolence alike.
Simons’ genesis was marked
by an insatiable thirst for intellec-
tual inquiry. With an erudition
unparalleled, he plumbed the de-
pths of mathematics, particularly
the esoteric realms of geometry
and topology, unearthing profou-
nd revelations that reverberate
across myriad scientific discipli-
nes. His seminal contributions,
notably in the labyrinthine dom-
ain of string theory and the arca-
ne recesses of condensed matter
physics, bespoke a mind unfetter-
ed by convention, charting new
constellations in the firmament
of human understanding. Yet,
Simons’ magisterial intellect
knew no bounds, transcending
the ivory towers of academia to
embrace the tumultuous seas of

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Arab Sheikhdoms) in check,
with Tel Aviv’s overbearing and
lurking presence in the region.

Israelis have managed to
extract a price for their relation-
ship with the US, which has rou-
tinely exposed the hollowness of
American morality in foreign
policy.

The most obvious mismat-
ch has been the unprecedented
invocation of the ‘veto’ power in
the United Nations Security
Council (often, as the lone sup-
portive voice) to

r

even the Hamas earlier, there
would not have been a global
uproar. But the Israelis opted for
the brutal ‘scorched earth’
approach.

Today, there are over 35,000
Palestinians (not necessarily
Hamas operatives) who have
been killed in the disproportion-
ate revenge, besides the com-
plete flattening of the Gaza Strip.

Whatever be the mealy-
mouthed and flipflopping state-
ments by the Joe Biden adminis-

tration since 7 Oct-

rescue Israel from
formal condemna-
tions and sanc-
tions. Over half of
the ‘veto’ votes
used by the US in
its history have
involved Israel.
Additionally,

Washington DC
has been the only

ober 2023, when
the Hamas attack
took place, the US
has had a direct
hand in the mas-
sacre of the hap-
less Gazans.

So, what guid-
ed the invaluable
and questionable
US support to

permanent mem- BHOPINDER Israeli revenge? A
ber of the UNSC to ~ SINGH potent combina-
recognise Golan The writer is Lt Gen PYSW, tion of history,
Heights (taken Lo (Retd), and former. realpolitik, invari-

from Syria in the
Six-Day War in
1967) as legitimate
Israeli territory, recognised the
provocative move of recognising
Jerusalem as the official capital
and shifted its embassy there
(thus diluting Palestinian claims),
amongst many other symbolic
moves that embolden the unilat-
eral approach of the Israelis.

Such underlying equations
and compulsions have defined
the foreign policy of the US tow-
ards Israeli reprisals to the ter-
ror attack by the Hamas from
Gaza.

While the world had rightly
condemned the Hamas terror
attack, it had differentiated bet-
ween the Hamas and the larger
comity of Gazans or Palestini-
ans. Israel didn'’t, and it lumped
the Hamas identity onto the
entirety of Gazans/Palestinians
and conducted its revenge
accordingly.

If only the Israelis had con-
ducted ‘targeted’ attacks against
the Hamas ~ as Israel had his-
torically conducted against mili-
tias like the PLO, Hezbollah or

Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry

able pressures
from the ‘Jewish
lobby’, and above
all, electoral considerations in
an election year!

Initially, the reaction was
wrapped in ‘justness’ and noble
outrage. But the fact is that Pres-
ident Biden would have seen the
benefit in tilting towards Israel
(beyond reasonableness) to ar-
rest the recent drift of Jews tow-
ards Republicans, especially
towards Trump personally, who
had pivoted completely in fav-
our of Netanyahu's Israel during
his term with the Abrahamic
Accords, scraping the Iran Nuc-
lear Deal, ‘Muslim-Ban’ et al.
Biden may have punted on the
moment to assert his own posi-
tives with the ‘Jewish Lobby’,
who are also sizeable contribu-
tors to political funding.

But over time as the Israeli
onslaught in Gaza continued
with no restraint or heed, Biden
was seen as a willful accomplice
to the disproportionate retalia-
tion and bloodshed.

The excessiveness of Israeli
actions has pricked the con-

editor@thestatesman.com

science of the youth and the
recent uproars, protests, and
disruptions on Western univer-
sity campuses are a testimony to
a contra-reaction after the gen-
uine condemnation of the
Hamas attack.

Even many of the younger
Jewish voters don’t see unequiv-
ocal or blind support for Israel
as a litmus test for their personal
identity, anymore. Many Jews
recognise the direct contribu-
tion of Israeli actions on the
sudden rise of anti-Semitic inci-
dents and many are concerned
about the economic conse-
quences to their livelihoods ~
suddenly supporting Israel
blindly does not make sense,
even to them.

Secondly the youth, ethnic
diversities, and other progres-
sive communities who make the
bulk of the Democrat ranks are
equally alarmed at Biden’s blank
cheque to Israel.

These tectonic undercur-
rents in Democrat constituen-
cies and the Jewish lobby have
forced a rethink on Biden’s
approach towards Israel. It is
sheer electoral politics and not
morality that is driving Biden’s
U-turn, after a painfully long
time. The optics of ‘encourag-
ing’ Israel are detrimental to
Biden’s campaign.

The irrelevance of morality
also numbs the American elec-
torate in another way, when
they see American ‘support’ to
Israel or Ukraine as prohibitive-
ly unnecessary, especially as the
US economy itself is struggling.
After two ‘vetoes’ to support
Israel, the US finally supported a
resolution condemning Israeli
overdrive.

The narrative and discourse
will now further change beyond
stopping arms supplies and
investigations into Israeli
excesses and an ostensible
‘blockade’ to humanitarian sup-
plies.

But again, it validates the
age-old truism that it is electoral
stakes and not morality that
drives US foreign policy, what-
ever be the purported diplomat-
ic line or posturing.

S ASIAN VOICES

Visit to shape
direction of
China-Europe
future

resident Xi Jinping’s just-con-

cluded visit to Europe could

not have been more timely ~ it

came at a pivotal moment and
underscored the profound significance
of China-Europe relations amid global
uncertainties. His first overseas visit in
2024 and third state visit to France not
only emphasized the strategic impor-
tance of China’s relations with Europe,
the European Union in particular, but
also highlights the symbolic power
inherent in such diplomatic engage-
ments. Against the backdrop of evolv-
ing global dynamics, his visit to Europe
will help deepen the strategic partner-
ship, deepen economic cooperation,
and boost people-to-people exchanges
between China and Europe.

His visit also underscored the
strategic significance of Europe for
China on multiple fronts. First, Europe
remains a crucial economic partner of
China, with the EU being one of
China's largest trading partners and the
investment flow between the two sides
being substantial. Strengthening ties
with key EU member states such as
France and Hungary, and other Euro-
pean states such as Serbia, enhances
mutual access to two of the world's
largest markets and high-tech power-
houses, fostering mutual economic
development. Second, amid the
increasing geopolitical uncertainties,
China and the EU both seek to deepen
mutual understanding in order to safe-

CHINADAILY

guard their respective interests and
promote peace-building efforts.
China’s support for the EU's efforts to
maintain its strategic autonomy shows
it views the bloc as a strong upholder of
multilateralism and an indispensable
partner in mitigating geopolitical risks.
For China, its engagement with Europe
is integral to its broader foreign policy
objectives, which include the Belt and
Road Initiative, and the advocacy for
improved connectivity and multilater-
alism. Beyond its strategic implications,
President Xi’s visit showcased China’s
maturing diplomatic prowess and
international standing through its
unwavering commitment to construc-
tive engagement in the post-pandemic
world. The Chinese leader’s well-cali-
brated choice of destinations ~ France,
Serbia and Hungary ~ reflects China’s
desire to cultivate partnerships and
promote cooperation with Europe as a
whole. France, under Charles de
Gaulle’s leadership, established diplo-
matic relations with China 60 years ago,
much before most other Western coun-
tries. The Gaullist idea of independ-
ence, from which the concept of strate-
gic autonomy derives its vision and
ambition, has directly or indirectly
guided France’s approach to Sino-Fre-
nch relations. The approach is under-
pinned by a mutual recognition of each
other’s status as major players in a mul-
tipolar world. This strategic consensus
has steered their foreign policies and
facilitated high-level dialogue, ensur-
ing the Sino-French partnership
remains resilient even during challeng-
ing times. France has constantly played
a key role in shaping overall EU-China
ties and partnered China in addressing
global challenges, from climate change
to the application of Al. Serbia and
Hungary are widely considered China’s
closest economic partners in Europe.
They are also among the first group of
countries to join the China-proposed
Belt and Road Initiative, and they host a
substantial number of Chinese-invest-
ed projects, from large-scale railway
infrastructure projects to electric vehi-
cle battery plants.

finance. Co-founding Renaissan-
ce Technologies in 1978, he emb-
arked upon a voyage of audacious
innovation, harnessing the
arcane arts of quantitative analy-
sis to divine the hidden rhythms
of financial markets. RenTech’s
ascendance to eminence, pro-
pelled by Simons’ visionary stew-
ardship, heralded a paradigm
shift in investment philosophy,
ushering forth an era wherein
algorithms supplanted intuition
and data reigned supreme.
However, Simons’ luminosi-
ty extended beyond the rarefied
atmospheres of academia and the
frenetic milieu of finance, radiat-
ing also in the domain of phi-
lanthropy. Alongside his esteem-
ed consort Marilyn, he assumed
the mantle of beneficence, en-
dowing the Simons Foundation
with prodigious largesse.
Through this august institu-
tion, they dispensed patronage to
the cause of scientific inquiry and
educational advancement, nur-
turing the saplings of intellect
that might blossom into arbors of
enlightenment. In the annals of
human endeavour, the saga of Dr.

James Simons stands as a testa-
ment to the boundless potential
of the human intellect. His was a
life suffused with the incandes-
cent glow of curiosity and the
indefatigable pursuit of truth.
Beyond the mortal coil, his legacy
endures, an eternal testament to
the transformative power of
knowledge and the indomitable

spirit of inquiry.
Yours, etc., Amarjeet kumar,
Hazaribagh.

HOPE IN J&K

SIR, This refers to the editorial,
“Srinagar’s way” (15 May). The
high voter turnout and peaceful
conduct of the ongoing elections
in J&K, particularly in the Valley,
signify a significant step towards
democratic renewal in the region
after the abrogation of Article 370
and the reorganisation of J&K in
2019. The heartening turnout of
38 per cent in Srinagar ~ a leap
from 14.43 per cent in 2019 ~ sig-
nals faith in the electoral process
despite the socio-political com-
plexities of the state-turned-UT.
That the 2024 General Election is
being held here without any call

DANGEROUS

SIR, In April, the first batch of 64 Indian workers was sent to Israel
as part of a bilateral plan that began last year between Prime Min-
isters Netanyahu and Modi. After Hamas’s attacks on Israel on
October 7, some 150,000 Palestinian workers from the West Bank
and another 18,500 from the Gaza Strip, who were working in
Israel lost their work permits. High salaries attract Indian workers
to sign such contracts. Surprisingly, on the one side, following
Iranian missile strikes on Israel on April 13, the Indian government
issued a travel advisory for Indian citizens in Israel, to “restrict
their movements to the minimum” yet the agreement remained in
operation and Indian workers are treated as disposable casualties
of war. In fact, Israel is not the only country where Indian workers
face dangerous conditions. On March 5, a 31-year-old worker
named Pat Nibin Maxwell was killed instantly in a Hezbollah mis-
sile attack. Under this extenuating situation, the Union govern-
ment should cancel the agreement with Israel.

Yours, etc., S K Khosla, Chandigarh, 14 May.

for boycott after decades is reflec-
tive of a growing desire among
the people to actively engage in
shaping their future.

However, challenges persist,
especially in bridging the trust
deficit between the Kashmiri poli-
ty and the Central Government.

The successful conduct of
elections should serve as a cata-
lyst for the restoration of state-

epaper.thestatesman.com

hood, as promised by Prime Min-
ister Modi during his poll rally in
Udhampur last month.

All stakeholders must seize
the momentum and work towar-
ds building a more inclusive and
representative governance frame-
work that addresses the aspira-
tions of the people.

Yours, etc., S S Paul,
Nadia, 15 May.
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More heat than light

in wealth tax debate

SABYASACHEE DASH
AND CHETAN CHANDGOTHIA

ately, the debate over wealth

taxation has intensified, with

proponents arguing for its role

in addressing income inequal-
ity and funding social programmes.
However, implementing a wealth tax
is not without its challenges and
drawbacks.

The “Proponents” and “Detrac-
tors” were sharply divided even when
the debate of retention and abolition
of Wealth Tax was at its peak till one
fine day when the tax under reference
was repealed, through Budget 2016-
17 to be precise.

Dating back centuries, a tax on
accumulated wealth has roots in
ancient civilizations such as
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and
Rome which imposed taxes on prop-
erty acquired and inherited. Rome
used to levy the Patrimonium tax on
the total wealth of its citizens. Feudal
societies in medieval Europe relied on
wealth taxes to fund wars and support
monarchies. France, as a European
monarchy, collected ‘the taille,” a
direct tax on households based on the
amount of land held.

In the UK, estate duties were
introduced to combat rising wealth
inequality during the industrializa-
tion of the 18th and 19th centuries.
However, it is in the aftermath of
World Wars I and II that wealth tax
grew to prominence with the intro-
duction of federal estate and gift
taxes by the United States in the early
20th century.

With the advent of the 21st cen-
tury, countries scaled back owing to
the insignificant contribution to the
overall tax revenues, administrative

challenges and concerns about the
economic impact.

“King must collect tax like honey-
bee, enough to sustain but not too
much to destroy’, said Chanakya

India introduced wealth tax in
1957. Over time, the tax base eroded,
compliance became challenging,
and inefficient collection led to the
abolition of the wealth tax in 2015.
The consequential loss to the
exchequer was sought to be subro-
gated through levy of additional sur-
charge on the “super rich” under the
existing tax regime.

Taxing property unfairly penal-
izes only a select few. This form of
tax often leads to double taxation,
first when the money is earned and
second on the asset acquired with
the tax suffered earning. The State
should not dictate the virtuous usage
of one’s own money.

India aims to become a $5 tril-
lion economy in the next three

TAX APPLICABLE

years with a vision to be an ‘eco-
nomic powerhouse’ by 2047. The
fact that this aspiration can never
be translated to reality without the
active support of the so called
‘ultra-rich’ i.e., the businesspeople,
industrialists and the like, can
hardly be overstated. High-net-
worth individuals may alter their
investment strategies, asset alloca-
tion, or even residency to avoid
taxes and protect their assets. It
could distort economic behavior by
disincentivizing investment, entre-
preneurship, and wealth accumu-
lation. Such taxes could lead to
reduced investment potential, fur-
ther undermining economic com-
petitiveness and distorting eco-
nomic decision-making.

A policy flip-flop environment
takes a toll on the trust and confi-
dence with enduring economic devel-
opment being the casualty. It discour-
ages work, savings, capital formation,

potentially hindering innovation and
productivity.

Advocates push forward the
need to redistribute resources to
reduce poverty and promote inclu-
sive growth under the cover of the
ability-to-pay principle but with
alternative options available and
working, taxing the wealthy may be
counter intuitive.

Normatively, the tax policies
across jurisdictions are guided by Tax-
ation Doctrines in relation to source,
residency, holding, recipient etc.
However the essential features pecu-
liar to a State are influenced by the
economic model of the day. Tax as an
instrument is used by the state
depending on the chosen governance
model, which brings the conversation
of Capitalism v/s. Socialism to the fore.

Capitalism emphasises on
‘Increased Production’ whereas
Socialism focuses on ‘Fairer Distrib-
ution.’” It is a matter of fact that India
embraced the socialist model for its
economic governance till the begin-
ning of the last decade of the 20th
century when LPG reforms were
rolled out and empirical evidence
suggests that in the first four decades
after independence more poverty
was created than wealth.

The shift from the Socialist
model to a near Capitalist model
(Hybrid system) continues to exert
its profound implications on almost
all segments of the economy includ-
ing taxation.

When we adopted a new eco-
nomic belief as a nation that rejects
most of the old model's principles and
favors the opposite framework, it is
fair and wise to create policies that
align with the new programme.
Specifically, under this renewed

model, solely using tactics to
discourage or single out the wealthy
as a primary fiscal tool to pursue a
socialist agenda could disrupt the cur-
rent situation and also be subject to
ethical and moral objections. Any
deviation even if an aberration would
be a negation of the model-in-vogue.

As a corollary, holding a few
responsible for the inequalities that
exist could legitimize Marxism's asser-
tion that Capitalism inherently breeds
severe economic disparities, justify-
ing the criminal actions of the disad-
vantaged as a response. Small won-
der, such ideologies have failed to
elicit acceptance even in jurisdictions
where welfarism remains a formida-
ble article of faith.

Besides these two universally
acknowledged models, there exists a
third model by the name of
“Restrained Consumption” that was
introduced by late Pt. Deendayal
Upadhyaya as part of his seminal
treatise titled "Integral Humanism".
The text opposes Unbridled Con-
sumerism by drawing inspiration
from Indian culture. In hindsight the
concept resonates well with all the
aspects that are actively debated
under the overarching Climate/Envi-
ronment Protection.

While the goals of wealth taxation
are laudable, its re-entry is likely to
bring significant challenges and risks.
It could undermine economic effi-
ciency, exacerbate capital flight, and
tax evasion. Policymakers must care-
fully weigh these considerations and
explore alternative approaches to
address income inequality and pro-
mote fiscal sustainability.

(The writers are practising chartered
accountants.)

ANURAG ACHARYA

n June 2020, Nepal’s Parliament

ratified a new political map of the

country, including geographical

territories that were and still
remain under the control of India.
While some areas in the new map,
especially the Kalapani region, were
already a subject of dispute between
the two countries, the communist gov-
ernment under Khadga Prasad Oli
used its two-third parliamentary
majority to include areas as far as
Limpiyadhura unilaterally. For those
who care to look at historical evidence,
Nepal had never asserted its claim over
Limpiyadhura, which was a territory
lost after the Sugauli treaty of 1816. It
was only in context to the existing dis-
pute over the origin of the Kali river,
which forms an international bound-
ary in the treaty, that Nepal has
claimed the Kalapani region and Lip-
ulekh as its territory. India is cognisant
of Nepal’s claim, and there is a joint
committee looking at these boundary
claims, with dialogue also happening
at the Foreign Ministry level.

Oli’s move in 2020 was not sud-
den. He had advisors who clearly
understood that Nepal did not fulfil
the prerequisites for a sovereign claim
over most of those territories under
international law, which mandates
physical control of the territory with a
resident population under active gov-
ernance. In fact, the only claim that
merits a mention, and which Nepal
has strongly put across to India, is the
credible evidence regarding Nepal
governing the villages in the Kalapani
region until a few decades back. Spec-
ifications of the evidence aside, what
is clear is Nepal’s claims in the Kala-
pani region have been acknowledged
by India and well-documented by the
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joint committee.

When Oli came to power after the
2017 elections, he was riding on the
wave of hyper-nationalism he had
managed to stoke in the aftermath of
the 2015 Indian blockade. While the
Madhesh-based parties had indeed
initiated the border obstruction to
pressure Kathmandu’s political centre
into conceding to their demands on
the new constitution, the Narendra
Modi government that had just come
to power in New Delhi was blamed for
actively enforcing the blockade. This is
a claim India continues to deny. What-
ever the truth, the blockade provided
an opportune moment for Oli, whose
political career was ailing at the time.
He not only managed to sideline his
béte noire, Madhav Kumar Nepal,
inside the party but he also struck a
deal with politically insecure Pushpa
Kamal Dahal to cobble up a two-thirds
majority in the 2017 elections. What
happened next has continued to haunt
Nepal’s relationship with India.

Olj, of all the communist leaders
of his generation, best understands
that if there is one issue that could

mobilise the population across the
country, it is the collective sense of
insecurity against what people per-
ceive to be India’s over-reach and
micro-management of Nepali politics.
An average Nepali consumes Indian
products, watches Bollywood movies,
and supports an IPL team, all the
while disdaining what they consider
Indian interference in Nepali affairs.
To be fair, such a mindset is not
uncommon in a relationship between
two countries that are disproportion-
ate in geography, demography, econ-
omy, or military capability. The ten-
dency of the political class to
weaponise public sentiments and
insecurity against a larger neighbour
for domestic electoral politics is not
uncommon either. Autocratic and
populist regimes across the world
have consolidated their hold over
power by stoking hate or fear against a
perceived enemy state, painting their
domestic opposition as weak and
incapable of defending national inter-
ests. The definition of the enemy state
and the national interests, in such
cases, are often dictated by those in

power to suit their divisive politics.

When Oli refused to concede
party or government leadership,
Pushpa Kamal Dahal wrecked the
mighty two-thirds government with
the help of the disgruntled Madhav
Kumar Nepal faction. Nepali Congress
had no issues cashing in on this divi-
sion, allowing the party’s president,
Sher Bahadur Deuba, to become the
Prime Minister in July 2021. Upon
becoming premier, Deuba and his
coalition partner Dahal did all they
could to normalise the relationship
with New Delhi.

There was little talk about the con-
troversial map or the Eminent Persons’
Group (EPG) report, which had both
become irritants in the bilateral rela-
tionship. After the 2022 elections, when
Dahal became prime minister, New
Delhi reciprocated by supporting
Nepal’s ambitions to invest in large
infrastructures and export power in the
Indian market and potentially to
Bangladesh. In doing so, New Delhi
expected to regain some of the trust it
had lost after the 2015 blockade.

But Oli is a seasoned politician, a
political maverick who can see two
steps ahead of his competitors. He
sensed Dahal’s distrust of his coali-
tion partners, his personal anxieties
and insecurity about the future of his
party, which he felt was dealt an
under-hand during the division of
electoral seats. China, which had
openly helped in cobbling up the pre-
vious left unity, has been more cau-
tious this time.

But there is plenty to read
between frequent delegations shut-
tling between Kathmandu and Beijing
over the past year. In any case, Oli
convinced Dahal to leave the Nepali
Congress coalition and continue in
power with UML’s support, with a
vague promise of a long-term (elec-

Brinkmanship with India won’t help Nepal

toral) partnership. Upendra Yadav’s
Janata Samajwadi Party and the newly
established Rastriya Swatantra Party
were offered attractive cabinet posi-
tions in exchange for their support as
well. Yadav, though, has left the coali-
tion after the split of his party.

If Pushpa Kamal Dahal believes
that the UML chairman took all the
trouble of bringing down the NC-led
coalition just to watch the game from
the sidelines, he needs to change his
advisors. Oli may have generously
allowed Dahal to continue on the
throne, but it is clear who is setting the
rules of the game. The recent decision
by the current government to include
Nepal’s new map in its currency note
has Oli’s footprints all over it. Howev-
er, his brinkmanship with India could
have serious ramifications for the
country. Not only will such misadven-
tures jeopardise Nepal’s crucial eco-
nomic interests, especially in the
cross-border energy market where the
private sector has invested billions of
dollars, the ambition to access the
trade route to Bangladesh and further
east will not see the light of the day.

As the war in Ukraine drags on and
the conflict in Gaza worsens, Washing-
ton is already zooming out from the
Indo-Pacific region. This could provide a
much-needed conducive environment
for a rapprochement between New
Delhi and Beijing, something Indian
Prime Minister Modi has hinted at
recently. Nepali communists must read
the changing geopolitical horizon and
understand the days of playing one
neighbour against the other may not last
for long. Nepal is better off drawing
complementarities in its relationship
with the two neighbours, allowing them
to compete for economic interests on its
own terms.

The Kathmandu Post/ANN.
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ACROSS 13 Teacher’s favourites covering 26 Doctor given advantage in 7 Germanic siren featuring in
clear iodine with hot piece of search for oysters? folklore leitmotif (7)
lab equipment (6) 8 Dancing bears seemiill
1 Surprisingly mobile blood (5,4) 27 Police officers let suspect get prepared at beginning of
clots 15 Fictional bear’s an adherent spirit (6) scene in musical
(6) of Hindu philosophical system (3,10)
4 Statement about rule applied 4) DOWN 14 Doctor and old lady taking
to eggos 16 Soldiers returned with new part in tiresome process
(6) evidence (4) (9)
9 Cover old swimming pool 17 Unionist line adopted by Arab 1 Remove hair from pie cooked 16 Notice allegedly found next
4) nation (9) near the end of the night to small opening in dense
10 Pad in which Frenchman 21 A short stick found during (7) vegetation (7)
entertains partner for the search of burial site (8) 2 Pound returned by fair 18 Sleepwear’s close to
evening 22 Animal coming back with English fellow (5) neckwear (7)
(4-1-5) tailless bird (6) 3 Boy clutching map of North 19 It s set in stone to cause
11 Swimming race interrupted 24 Temporary transfer for Next European region (7) trouble (7)
by American with recording employees close to 5 Good artist following through 20 Greedy type welcoming time
equipment retirement (10) with drug (6) to prepare shack (3,3)
(6) 25 Spend money to secure 6 Octopus originally caught in 23 Extremely destructive drug
12 Damage ring at a Spanish Lessing’s first dramatic work net close to of sea left with a found in storage facility
resort (8) 4) sad expression (9) (5)
NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

EVERY effort to combat malaria is to
be welcomed, and a little pamphlet by
Mr. Girindrakrishna Mitra, of 5, Nur
Mahammad Lane, Calcutta, which has
just appeared with a commendatory fore-
word by Sir Kailash Chandra Bose, merits
attention if only because it indicates a
desire to pass from vague generalities to
constructive proposals. Taking one point
only, Mr. Mitra submits a plan for the
establishment of village dispensaries,
with practitioners attached to them,
which might, perhaps, help to meet the
demand for rural medical aid. He sug-
gests that with Rs. 500 it might be possi-
ble to start a small dispensary for, a group
of four or five villages and provide a
monthly allowance of Rs. 25 for a "quali-
fied or half-qualified" doctor during a
period of six months, after which, the dis-
pensary would be expected to contribute
to his maintenance. Mr. Mitra thinks the
doctor might obtain board and lodging
in the house of some well-to-do resident
in return for his services, and that, with
private practice together with a commis-
sion on dispensary sales, he might make
his living. Other points touched upon by
Mr. Mitra-the work of local authorities,
co-operative societies, anti-malaria
measures, popular education in sanitary
matters-are all of obvious importance;
and there will be general agreement with
his plea for getting something definite
accomplished without waiting for ideals.
He claims that his proposals have at least
the merit of being practicable without
entailing heavy expenditure.
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BENGAL COUNCIL
VACANCY

TO THE EDITOR OF “THE STATESMAN"

SIR,-In reference to the letter pub-
lished by you on Wednesday over the sig-
nature STRANDED JELLYFISH I also came
away from the European Association
meeting on Tuesday evening last feeling
that one of the candidates, Mr. James,
found himself in a peculiar quandary.

With the political atmosphere as it is
at present the European Constituency
must select as their representatives on the
Council gentlemen who will keep before
them, and protect to the best of their abili-
ty, the interests of the European section of
the community which are, and will possi-
bly in the future be, subject to a good deal
of direct attack.

Mr. James’ replies to his hecklers as
to his position in the event of his views as a
member of Council clashing with those of
his directors in the Y. M. C. A. were uncon-
vincing and not at all satisfactory. Mr.
James stated that, in the event of a differ-
ence of opinion arising between himself
and his Directors on this other. Which is it
to be?

There does not seem to be any
object in the European constituency
returning a member who may be called
upon by his employers to resign from
the Council at any moment unless the
European group in the Councils who are
openly supporting his candidature
would be prepared to take him over as a
full time secretary, in which case he
would not be a free agent and would
find it difficult to express the views of
his constituents if these were not
approved of by this group.

I should like to ask Mr. James whether
his views hitherto have accorded with
those expressed by the European Associa-
tion, and for how long he has been a mem-
ber of that body.

Canny Shoot
Calcutta, May 9.

VANDALISM IN THE
DARJEELING
DISTRICT

TOTHE EDITOR OF “THE STATESMAN"

SIR,-- I first visited the Darjeeling Dis-
trict in the year 1889, when things were
very different to what they now are. The
town itself was a very different one and
beautifully wooded. As time went along
naturally the builder was busy, and the
present town took the place of the wooded
and beautiful slopes. That, of course, had
to be, but at the same time a lot was done
to make the place attractive in appearance
so as to attract sightseers and others. The
surrounding district remained in a state of
nature, and everyone who visited the dis-
trict was enchanted with the beauty of the
forests full of orchids, ferns, etc., and the
varied colouring. The giant trees, hundreds
of years old, covered with moss, coloured
ferns and orchids were a glorious sight and
particularly so in spring and autumn. Now,
however, all this is changing. The axe rings
all round. The giants of the forest come
crashing down and a general clearance is
taking place. These glorious trees are
turned into charcoal and fire wood for the
most part, and nobody seems to care that
the face of the country is changing. The
Forest Department, who presumably care
for nothing but money getting, are ruin-
ing these beauty spots, and I am led to
understand the woods are to be replanted
with one tree only, namely, the sombre
cryptomeria. All the glory of the forest will
have departed. Birds, beasts and flowers
all have to go. Surely someone can put a
stop to this before the whole landscape is
ruined. Can nothing be done to stop this
sort of vandalism?

Settler
Darjeeling, May 10
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Unifying Paradise

Pointing to people’s anger and civil unrest in PoK,
Amit Shah says it will be reclaimed as part of India

harmony but civil unrest recoils with its squirming populace across the LoC

As peace and tranquility envelop the sylvan slopes of Kashmir Valley in perfect

in Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir (PoK), India’s Home Minister Amit Shah has iter-
ated that the region “belongs to India and we will reclaim it”. Nothing new there, but
the comment has reignited discussions on the disputed region and its intricate his-
tory, fraught as it is with serious ramifications. Following Partition, the princely State
of Jammu and Kashmir, like other such States, had the option to accede to either
India or Pakistan. Maharaja Hari Singh, then ruler of Jammu and Kashmir, initially
sought to remain independent but, amid invasion by tribal militias supported by Pakistan,
opted to accede to India in October 1947. It led to the first India-Pakistan War, which
saw a United Nations-brokered ceasefire and establishment of the LoC, which divid-
ed the region into the Indian J&K and PoK. While India gained control over most of

sy

lic rallies.

.

of ideas.

the territory, Pakistan retained approximately its one-
third, which it named Azad Jammu and Kashmir
(AJK) and Gilgit-Baltistan. Therefore, from an Indian
perspective, PoK is an integral part of J&K and its
inclusion in India’s territorial claims is based on his-
torical, legal and moral grounds. However, the tim-
ing and practicality of the Home Minister’s claim are
debatable: Bringing up such critical matters in pub-
lic sphere, especially during elections and when they
involve a neighbouring nuclear power, is not the best

For its part, Pakistan considers PoK as a “liberated

territory” pending a plebiscite promised by the UN.
In this given situation, the status quo maintained for over seven decades keeps the
two countries from going to war. The larger question is, do we want to go to war
with Pakistan and can we afford it when we have so much to sort out domestical-
ly? Should not the Home Minister be more cautious in raking up such contentious
issues during elections? It is true that despite Pakistan’s hollow assertions, PoK has
witnessed internal dissent and unrest over the years. The region has been marred
by allegations of human rights abuses, lack of democratic freedoms and marginal-
isation of local voices by the Pakistani establishment. Civil society movements, such
as the Gilgit-Baltistan Movement, have been advocating for the recognition of their
rights and the restoration of genuine autonomy. If Amit Shah’s recent declaration reaf-
firming India’s claim over PoK is not a standalone Statement but reflects a broader
strategic shift in India’s approach, it must be well articulated and a clear roadmap
must be laid to approach the matter diplomatically or otherwise. If that is not the
case, then it would pass off as another poll rhetoric or ‘jumla’. Indeed, diplomatic
endeavours are most effectively conducted behind closed doors rather than at pub-

Devotees at the Kedarnath temple during the ‘Char Dham Yatra, in Rudraprayag

'The rising significance
of skills in learning

VINAYSHIL GAUTAM

The new educational landscape must integrate skill-based learning into formal
education systems, fostering a holistic approach to learning and livelihood

ach generation does
make its contribution to
the vocabulary of the
language it uses. The
vocabulary represents
its understanding of the current
emotions and fancied expres-
sions of sentiments, which are at
times as old as the human race.
This may be of joy, glee, or sheer
‘inaction.
At times serious sentiments are
involved and led by a prominent
person of the time; they acquire
fancied importance. Many will
recall the time when the
Department of Education in the
Government of India was
declared the ‘Department of
HRD’ during the time of the
Prime Ministership of Rajiv
Gandhi and overnight many
departments of personnel of cor-
porate enterprises declared them-
selves to be the departments of
human resource development.
Nothing in the content had
changed nor had even the
approach, but still the fashion had
got its new draping.
Each time somebody important
in a current scenario projects a
concept, there are a lot of people
who follow the trail. Nothing
wrong with that, The important
thing is to understand how
human nature moves and what
the significance of words is in the
larger context of those particular
times. It is best to do an analysis
without making a value judge-
ment. Having said that, one can
come to the present times and
notice how the emphasis of the
present dispensation in the
national arena on ‘skill’ has
brought the word skill to the cen-
ter of the focus in learning.
There are attempts to offer
degrees for certain types of skill
formation. Some decades ago,
skill was not such a happy word.
No vice canceller of a university
would have talked of a degree in
‘skills: Education was supposed to
be a ‘grand concept, which indeed
it is. The confusion with skill was,
albeit, reducing its significance of
the grandeur of the process of
education. To enter that debate
may not be helpful at this stage.
The fact of the matter is that times
have now changed and skills
have acquired the level of an ele-
vated pursuit. As mentioned ear-
lier, there are attempts to offer

degrees in skill formation.
Perhaps this is a recognition of
the emphasis on doable learn-
ing. Anything which can be
performed in action is now
getting more valued.

By itself, it may or may not be
a good thing, but it does show
a tendency to reducing action
largely to an operational front.
The neglect, therefore, of con-
cepts and ideas is proportion-
al. By itself, the subject matter
may be debated, but that
remains, as the expression
goes, ‘another matter. This is
inevitable and leads to some
reflections. Skill by itself is
important and perhaps far
more important than the value
attached to it in everyday par-
leys.

Skill is the foundation of all
relationships. If one is attract-
ed towards anyone else, it is
only on the basis of that per-
sons skills. That skill may be
in singing, cooking, speaking
or dancing and the list can be
endless. The truth is, nobody
was drawn to anybody else, if
that other person had no skills.
Even a parent is drawn to a
child, only at some action of
the child, even if it was just a
smile. That is how important
a skill is. Without a smile, the
child would draw no attention.
Any adult sees a child seeks to
establish some communication
with that child and that child’s
response is the core of the
attention it gets from anyone
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LIKE ANY OTHER
DEGREE, A DEGREE
IN SKILLS CAN LEAD
TO EARNINGS AND A
LIVELIHOOD. THIS IS
NEW TO THE
LANDSCAPE. THERE
IS MORE TO EARN
AND MORE WAYS TO
EARN WITH IT THAN
BEFORE. THIS HAS
WIDENED AND
DEEPENED THE
NATURE OF
LEARNING, WHICH
BY POPULAR
PARLEYS HAS BEEN
ADDRESSED AS
‘EDUCATION’
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around him. Later, that kind of
interaction becomes the root
of learning communication
and more.

This seminal position of skill
in human relationships has not
often been noticed, either with
analytical fervor or poetic exu-
berance. If that had been done,
there would have been greater
recognition that nothing, not
even emotional bonding, takes
place without some skill being
the foundation of it. Be that as
it may, it is an additional
dimension of playfulness,
friendship and relationships
and from there it goes on to
earning and livelihood.

What is happening today is the
induction of this skill forma-
tion into a standardised format
like education leading to a
degree. Today even skill in lay-
ing bricks in construction can
get the status of a degree. A
degree is indeed nothing but
the benchmarking of stan-
dards. Similarly, there is even
a proposition on degree in act-
ing and more.

In other words, like any other
degree, a degree in skills can
lead to earnings and a liveli-
hood. This is new on the land-
scape. There is more to earn
and more ways to earn with
it than before. This has
widened and deepened the
nature of learning, which by
popular parleys has been
addressed as ‘education. The
industry, if one might say so,
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of education has its own com-
ponents, which are widely
understood but not equally
commonly categorised in our
operational terms. Such being
the case, a time may have
come to categorise different
types of learning and differ-
ent types of skills. It is this
component of education
which needs greater thought
and analysis than has been
done so far for ‘education’
leading to a degree.
It may, therefore, be a fit
proposition to submit that to
understand ‘skills’ as a part of
learning, one needs to begin
the overhaul of the learning
process with an overhaul of
the learning process of degree
in ‘education’ itself.
Operationally this could
mean, to begin with, the
review of the curriculum of
the B.Ed. and M.Ed degree. It
is generally agreed that con-
ceptual retflection to be con-
verted into operational reali-
ty requires a fulcrum point of
intervention. In the text
above, the philosophical
reflection on skill has been
sought to be combined with
the world of action and
research. This could be a
point to be seriously taken on
board for further discussion
and action.
(The writer is a well-known
management consultant of
international repute. The
views expressed are personal)

Modi filing nomination
boosts BJP morale

Varanasi electrified as Narendra Modi filed papers, underscoring UP’s
centrality and Modi-Yogi alliance’s lasting impact on national politics

aranasi recently wit-
nessed a surge of
excitement as Prime

Minister Modi filed his nom-
ination papers for the upcom-
ing Lok Sabha elections. This
event not only underscored
the significance of Uttar
Pradesh in shaping national
politics but also highlighted
the enduring influence of the
Modi-Yogi partnership in the
State’s political landscape.

The ancient city of Varanasi
buzzed with excitement as
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi submitted his nomina-
tion papers for the Lok Sabha
polls once again last Tuesday.
Accompanied by his trusted
ally, UP Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath and a host of
supporters, Modi’s presence
electrified the streets during
a massive roadshow prior to
filing his papers. The atmos-
phere in the holy city exuded
confidence among leaders
and workers of the saffron
party, indicating a strong
belief in their impending tri-
umph in the Lok Sabha polls.
The significance of Uttar
Pradesh (UP) in determining
the fate of the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA),
led by the BJP, cannot be
overStated, especially as they
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strive for a third consecutive
term in power. With 80 Lok
Sabha seats at stake, UP holds
considerable sway over Indian
politics, both present and
future. The adage that the
road to Delhi’s throne runs
through UP rings true,
emphasising the pivotal role
the State plays in shaping the
country’s political landscape.
Consequently, political parties
are sparing no effort in vying
for victory in UP in the
upcoming 2024 Lok Sabha
elections.

Despite political manoeu-
vres, analysts predict a famil-
iar outcome in UP this time
around, with the BJP poised
to replicate its 2019 electoral
success. The formidable duo
of Modi and Yogi is expected
to deliver another command-
ing performance, cementing
their status as unbeatable
political forces. The Modi-
Yogi partnership has become
synonymous with victory,
casting a shadow of doubt

over the
prospects.
The BJP’s ambitious goal of
securing all 80 Lok Sabha
seats in UP is buoyed by the
confidence placed in this
dynamic duo. Modi has laud-
ed Yogi’s development initia-
tives on numerous occasions,
underscoring their collective
vision for UP’s progress. This
sentiment was echoed during
Modi’s recent rally in
Amroha, where he expressed
optimism about surpassing
previous electoral records
under Yogi’s leadership, there-
by making history in UP.
The 2014 Lok Sabha elections
marked a turning point in
UP’s political landscape, end-
ing the BJP’s electoral drought
in the State. Securing a stag-
gering 71 out of 80 seats, the
BJP emerged victorious with-
out any significant opposition
alliance.

The subsequent 2019 elec-
tions saw the BJP leverage the
Modi wave and Yogi’s gover-
nance to further consolidate
its position, despite facing a
united opposition front. Yogi's
proactive stance on law and
order issues resonated with
voters, contributing to the
BJP’s resounding victory.
Yogs tenure as Chief Minister

opposition’s

A
VIVEK SHUKLA

has been characterised by a
crackdown on criminal ele-
ments, instilling a sense of
security among the populace.
Under his leadership, UP has
witnessed a significant decline
in crime rates, marking a
departure from the lawless-
ness of the past. Central
Government support for
development initiatives has
further bolstered UP’s econ-
omy, with the Gross State
Domestic Product witnessing
substantial growth.

As the 2024 elections unfold,
the BJP finds itself in a
favourable position in UP,
owing to the combined suc-
cesses of the Modi
Government at the centre
and Yogi’s governance model.
The tangible improvements in
governance and economic
indicators serve as testaments
to their administration’s effi-
cacy, instilling confidence
among voters. While the out-
come of the elections remains
uncertain, one thing is clear:
the Modi-Yogi alliance con-
tinues to enjoy unwavering
support from the people of
UP.

(The writer is a senior
journalist and author
of two books; his
views are personal)
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AAP’S CANDID ADMISSION
Madam — This relates to the news story
“AAP admits to assault,” which was pub-
lished on May 15. While the action of the
CM’s PS Bibhav Kumar is condemnable,
to say the least, the very admission of the
act by the AAP’ leader Sanjay Singh is a
rare instance of admission of guilt. It is reas-
suring to note that the party has promised
to take strict action against its own.
Contrast this with how a well-entrenched
party (the BJP), which hopes for a “chaar
so paar” score in the LS polls, stood by Brij
Bhushan Saran Singh, despite a barrage of
sexual allegations against him, only to give
the LS sabha ticket to his son, as some kind
of saving grace.
Though AAP has not yet acted on its
promise, the admission of wrongdoing has,
by itself, lessons for all other parties that
choose to look the other way when such
incidents involve their party folk. For now,
at least, it is the AAP and not the BJP, which
is walking the talk on “Beti bachao’.
Avinash Godboley | Dewas

DIGNIFIED CAMPAIGNING

Madam — Apropos the editorial “Bitter
ballot battle,” published on May 15. the
ongoing Lok Sabha elections may go
down as the most bitterly fought yet, in the
history of independent India. Senior citi-
zens like this writer cannot help but recall
a time when politicians were dignified in
tighting opponents during election cam-
paigning. For instance, during the 1969,
assembly elections in Tamil Nadu, when
the Congress stalwart Kamaraj thundered
that he would win from Virudhunagar con-
stituency ‘lying down, Rajaji retorted,
“His lying down is a certainty, but winning
is difficult’ Rajaji’s Swatantra party and the
DMK fought that election in alliance,
resulting in the Congress defeat and the
DMK forming Government.

Differences cropped up between Rajaji and
Anna. Said a disillusioned Rajaji in a press
meet — “The honeymoon between the
Swatantra party and the DMK is over”!
When Annadurai heard this, he quipped
— “Yes, the honeymoon is over and fam-

E EDITOR

Ageing gracefully

propos the news article “Embracing the joys
Aand wisdom of age,” published on 16 May,

this is my response. Reflecting on the pas-
sage of time and the shifting perspectives it
brings, one can’t help but marvel at the journey
of life. The writer’s experience in the mountains,
juxtaposed with encounters that touch upon age,
paints a poignant picture of acceptance and

ily life has begun”! Again, in 1976,
Loknayak ] P Narayan, who was arrested
during the emergency, campaigned relent-
lessly for the Janata Party. But soon there-
after, one of the first persons to call on the
vanquished Mrs Gandhi was JP. After the
meeting, when press reporters sought a
Statement from him, JP said “I wish Mrs.
Indira Gandhi, a brighter future than her
bright past!” We have had leaders like
Rajaji, Kamaraj and JP, who fought their
political opponents with might, but with-
out ever hating them, indulging in person-
al vilification or mudslinging. Will we ever
see their likes again?

V Jayaraman | Chennai

NEPAL’S CURRENCY NOTE ISSUE

Madam — India-Nepal relationship has
had its highs and lows. Being a demograph-
ically close neighbour, the tiny Himalayan
country has always been wary about
India’s might. Though India has been quick
to respond to the devastating earthquakes
that rock Nepal with frightening frequen-
cies, Kathmandu was sore with the insen-
sitive reporting of ground realities by some

growth. The narrative resonates with the univer-
sal theme of ageing, gracefully navigating the
transition from youth to seniority. Initially resis-
tant to notions of age, the writer's attitude
evolves, finding solace and even pride in the title
of ‘old’. The seismic impact of the pandemic
serves as a sobering reminder of life’s fragility,
prompting a deeper appreciation for each pass-
ing year.
Amidst reflections on personal experiences,
there’s a poignant call to action - a reminder of
the responsibilities that accompany ageing. It's
a testament to the profound impact one can have
on others, echoing Frank Lloyd Wright's senti-
ment that life’s beauty amplifies with age. In a
world often fixated on youth, this narrative serves
as a gentle reminder of the richness that comes
with embracing the journey of ageing, with all
its complexities and rewards.

Khirabdi | Noida

television channels during a major earth-
quake.
The Madhesi agitation had further strained
bilateral relations resulting in Nepal’s out-
reach to China. Overall, New Delhi’s
inability to keep up the tempo of goodwill
has irked Kathmandu. The recent decision
of the Pushpa Kamal Dahal Government
to depict the controversial India- Nepal-
China tri-junction on its currency notes has
raised eyebrows in Indian diplomatic cir-
cles. It is widely felt that apart from tradi-
tional issues, Kathmandu’s unhappiness
with New Delhi over a few crucial projects
not taking off, or not being maintained
after being inked, could be among the few
triggers for its currency notes step. Both
countries should display maturity to
ensure that the negative influence of
Beijing does not cast a shadow on mutu-
al friendship. The currency note issue
should be resolved soon after the elections
for peace and stability in the region.
Ganapathi Bhat | Akola
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INDIA AND IRAN SIGN
CHABAHAR PORT PACT

A significant step for connecting the
Indian Ocean to Europe and beyond

KUMARDEEP BANERJEE

ndia and Iran finally managed to put a long-term contract closure for
|0ne of the most stretched flagship projects in the bilateral relation-

ship between the countries. India managed to sign a ten-year Long-
term Contract for the development of Shahid Beheshti Port Terminal,
Chabahar. It was no surprise that, despite being in the middle of elec-
tions, Union Minister of Ports Shipping and Waterways Sarabananda
Sonowal visited Chabahar port to witness the signing of this crucial bilat-
eral agreement.
Chabahar is a deep water port, located nearest to India, which is cru-
cial for India’s access to central Asia and vice versa for the States in
the region into the Indian Ocean. The Chabahar project first came up as
a crucial bilateral platform for Iran and India in 2003 when PM Vajpayee
and Iranian counterpart Hassan Roubani, unveiled a transformational strate-
gic cooperation blueprint between the two nations. Iran and India while
getting closer on the bilateral, were focussed on securing Afghanistan
and making it an important transit destination further into Central Asia.
The Delhi Declaration of 2003 , signed between Iran and India reiterates
“The recent trilateral agreement between the Governments of India, Iran
and Afghanistan to develop the Chahbahar route through Melak, Zaranj
and Delaram would facilitate regional trade and transit, including to
Afghanistan and Central Asia, contributing thus to enhanced regional eco-
nomic prosperity.”

However, post the Vajpayee Government, India’s focus on the crucial
infrastructure project shifted, partially impacted by domestic politics and
anew world order. It wasn’t until Prime Minister Modi became the prime
minister that this integrated multi-modal Chabahar project found promi-
nence. Hectic backroom negotiations, including the visit of the Afghani
President to India in 2015, followed by PM Modi’s visit to Iran in 2016,
the signing of the trilateral agreement provided the much-needed impe-
tus to the project. It also involved close coordination with the US ( which
wasn't too keen on India’s enthusiasm, with Chabahar), but the inde-
pendent access to Afghanistan served as the crucial lynchpin to unblock
the hesitancy.

In 2017 India, Iran and Afghanistan held the second ministerial-level
trilateral meeting to get an update on the establishment of a transport
and transit corridor in Chabahar. The Statement released after the trilat-
eral Stated “Reiterating the importance of Chabahar as a hub for region-
al economic connectivity and their commitment to work towards this
objective, the Ministers commended the joint efforts of the three coun-
tries in the recent successful transit of wheat from India to Afghanistan
through Chabahar.”

[t was nearly seven years later that India got complete access to the
Chabahar port for handling the crucial operations. It is important to be
reminded that China has made significant progress in Gentral Asia by
aggressively pursuing its Belt and Road initiative. Iranian President led
a high-level economic delegation to China in February this year, while
reiterating that China continues to be its largest trading partner. India’s
relations with Central Asian countries and further into Russia have been
stable for decades. China has been a new entrant in the region which
has first managed to acquire critical infrastructure projects in India’s imme-
diate neighbourhoods like Pakistan, Sri Lanka etc and is now in weath-
er with Russia.
Iran has traditionally been a key influencer in the West Asian and Central
Asian regions, however, the ongoing war in Gaza has revived old fault
lines in the region. The US which withdrew from Afghanistan used to
be a key decision-maker in the region and is keen to.

(The writer is a policy analyst; views are personal)
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RBI fortifies the nation’s

economy with gold

"Taking a cue from prudent household savers, the Reserve Bank of India has
significantly increased its gold reserves to 817 metric tonnes to hedge the ecconomy

n a strategic move reminiscent of
Indian households safeguarding :
their wealth, the Reserve Bank of :
India (RBI) is fortifying the nation’s
economic resilience by actively :
acquiring gold reserves. This bold initia- :
tive mirrors the prudence of household :
savers, as the central bank positions itself :
to shield itself against potential econom- :
ic turmoil and bolster the country’s :
financial stability.
The RBI now has accumulated gold :
reserves of 817 tonnes.
This surge can be attributed to a combi- :

¢ holding further raises given the US
i elections.

¢ The price of gold has surged over
© 10 per cent since the start of the
i year, cementing its status as a pre-
i ferred hedge against inflation and
i a sanctuary amid political and
i economic uncertainty. This signif-
¢ icant uptick is largely due to con-
¢ siderable purchases by central
i banks and a rising demand for
: safe-haven assets.

i Gold prices, in India, have been

experiencing a significant surge in
2024, with a remarkable rally that
has propelled them to an unprece-
dented all-time high of over Rs
73,000 per 10 gm two days before
Akshay Tritiya, when customary
gold purchases reach a peak. This
surge represents an impressive
increase of approximately 21.1 per
cent within just one year. On the
day of Akshaya Tritiya on May 10,
it has slightly dipped to Rs 72,788.
Over six months, domestic gold
prices surged from Rs 54000 per
10 grams to a record high of Rs

One can realise that nothing can
appreciate faster than gold and
can’t question the RBI’s sagacity.
One dollar is at Rs 83.88. Rupee
is expected to rise to Rs 82.50 in
six months, a gain of about 1.1 per
cent and in a year it could rise to
Rs 82 - a gain of 1.7 per cent. It
means the RBI dollar reserves

nation of factors including escalating ten- : THE WORI—D
sions in West Asia, Israel’s assault on :
Palestine, the Russia -Ukraine war and : GOLD COUNC”‘
Ee.rsi}fttentdi?}flation, ellll fof 1V(\irhich have SAYS THAT RBI
eightened the appeal of gold.
Central banks worldwide are actively : GOLD PURC HASES
accumulating gold to diversify reserves :
and reduce dependency on the US dol- : TOUCHED
lar. China, in particular, has been on a : 19 METRIC:
gold-buying spree for the 17th consecu- : :
tive month, aiming to hedge against cur- : TONN ES
rency depreciation and geopolitical risks. DURING
The world is unofficially going back to the :
gold standards it abandoned in 1971.  : JANUARY-MARCH.:
India is also hit by a continuous six-day : : 73,958.
fall in the stock market. It wipes out a sig- THIS DWARFS
nificant investment. The loss is estimat- §
ed at Rs 7 lakh crore. THE 16 TONNES
The household savers, of course, got their : OF GOLD IT:
savings dipped as unemployment and ris- :
ing prices hit them. The RBI in a clarifi- : BOUGHT |N
catory note on May 9, mentions that “they : :
are putting their savings into real eState : THE WHOLE
and the central bank is not worried of the : OF 2023:

phenomenon”. :
The bank itself has stepped up gold pur- :
chases to “help diversify its foreign :
exchange reserves base amid US dollar :
volatility”. The US inflation rate in :
February hit 3.2 per cent year over year. :
Since the Federal Reserve began raising
rates in 2022, it has raised rates from 5.25 :
per cent to 5.5 per cent in July 2023. It’s :

: would lose about 2 per cent value
i in ayear. So, the RBI has decided
¢ to buy more gold than dollars. Its
i investment would be less at even
i Rs 73000 for 10 gm and gains over
i 20 per cent. That’s an intelligent
i economy.

i The RBI has increased gold pur-
¢ chases to diversify reserves, with

gold value contributing to a $3 bil-
lion rise in forex reserves to
$648.5 billion. RBI acquiring more
gold in early 2024, aiming for
diversification and inflation hedg-
ing.

T}%e World Gold Council (WGC)
says that RBI gold purchases
touched 19 tonnes during
January-March. This dwarfs the 16
tonnes of gold it bought in the
whole of 2023.

In terms of countries with the
highest gold reserves, the USA
leads with 8,133 tonnes, followed
by Germany, Italy, France and the
Russian Federation with 3,366.49,
2,451.84, 2,436.01 and 2,271.16
tonnes of gold, respectively,
according to WGC.

The surge in central banks’ gold
acquisitions stemmed from the
aftermath of the US imposition of
sanctions on Russia. These sanc-
tions, triggered by Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, included freezing
Russian reserve dollars and impos-
ing restrictions on crucial com-
modity trades such as crude oil.
The global repercussions of these
measures were profound, expos-
ing vulnerabilities within Western
financial institutions.

The option of investments in the
stocks has become riskier.

In February, China divested an
additional $22.7 billion in U.S.
Treasury securities, as per the lat-
est Federal Reserve data, reducing
its total holdings to $775 billion.
Despite this decrease, China
retains its position as the second-
largest foreign holder of U.S. debt.
China is reducing its dependence
on the dollar, as per US Federal
Reserve data.

According to ICICIdirect study,
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The RBI wants to diversify its for-
eign exchange reserves and reduce
dependence on the US dollar.
Gold offers stability and isn’t
directly tied to the performance of
any one currency. It can be espe-
cially valuable during times of eco-
nomic uncertainty or fluctuations
in the dollar’s value.
Gold is considered as a hedge
against inflation. When the value
of currencies weakens due to
inflation, gold tends to hold its
value or even increase. It protects
the purchasing power of India’s
foreign reserves.
The diversification of the portfo-
lio to gold reserve, RBI says, can
inspire confidence in the Indian
economy from foreign investors.
It signals a strong financial posi-
tion and stability, potentially
attracting more foreign invest-
ment.
While less common today, gold
can still be used for international
transactions. Holding a gold
reserve allows India to settle debts
with other countries if needed, or
if those countries aren’t willing to
accept rupee.
The next few years can be times
of turmoil and gold can be a sta-
bilising factor in the internation-
al economy. It is particularly so as
the IT sector, industry, markets are
in a destabilised condition and
would take time to calm. At such
volatile times gold is likely to be
more in demand than paper cur-
rencies. The RBI has resorted to
the right move and lead the India
economy, which has been striving
to become one of the major world
economies.

(The author is a senior journal-

ist; views are personal)

Reflections of an oncologist navigating imperfections in cancer care

Doctors aren't infallible gods but compassionate humans dedicated to easing human suffering, even in the face of formidable medical challenges

s an Oncologist, my
Adays are filled with

facing the most
dreaded and life-threatening
cancers head-on, armed with
an arsenal of anti-cancer
treatments that range from
mild to equally dreadful.
But amidst the battle against
this relentless disease, I've
come to understand that
medical science is far from
perfect.
Every time I sit down with a
patient and their family to
discuss treatment options, I
embark on a delicate balanc-
ing act. Yes, I outline the
potential benefits of the
treatment, but I also dedicate
ample time to explaining its
imperfections and the asso-
ciated risks - risks that can
sometimes be massive,
impacting not only the

-
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patient’s life but also their
quality of life.

These discussions are rarely
brief; on average, I find
myself engaging with 2 to 8
family members, ensuring
that everyone understands
the complexities involved.
And in these conversations,
I make it a point to acknowl-
edge that success is not guar-
anteed. I've had my fair
share of failures and I recog-
nise that my clinical judg-

ments aren’t infallible.

In the realm of oncology, the
weight of responsibility is
immense. The human toll of
the disease, coupled with the
emotional turmoil experi-
enced by families, weighs
heavily on me every single
day. There are moments
when the sheer gravity of it
all threatens to overwhelm
me, but I gather my strength,
reminding myself of the dig-
nity, composure and com-
passion required to navigate
through these turbulent
waters.

Recently, I stumbled upon
an opinion piece penned by
Mr. CY Gopinath, recount-
ing the journey of a patient
grappling with suspected
pancreatic cancer. The
patient felt as though his
oncologist was pushing a

cancer diagnosis onto him.
Such situations are not
uncommon, especially when
dealing with cancers that
are notoriously difficult to
biopsy. Misdiagnoses and
the fear of missing a fatal
diagnosis loom large in the
minds of oncologists.

The widening trust gap
between patients and health-
care providers is a cause for
concern. Patients and their
families may perceive our
actions and recommenda-
tions in various ways, some-
times attributing them to
ulterior motives. But the
reality is often far more
nuanced than it appears.
Having worked extensively
in both private and
Government healthcare set-
tings, I've witnessed my fair
share of diagnostic and ther-

apeutic errors. These errors
stem from the inherent
imperfections of medicine
and the challenges of navi-
gating a complex healthcare
landscape.

In the modern era, doctors
are acutely aware of the trust

—

deficit that exists between us
and our patients. The notion
of a ‘God complex’ is a
myth; instead, we recognise
our limitations and strive to
bridge the gap through open
communication and trans-
parency.

While drugs and surgeries
aren’t panaceas, alternative
treatments aren’t always the
answer either. It's imperative
to base our decisions on
evidence-backed practices
rather than succumbing to
anecdotal allure.

In the realm of healthcare,
there’s no one-size-fits-all
solution. Each patient’s jour-
ney is unique, shaped by
their individual preferences
and circumstances. As doc-
tors, we must personalise
our approach, empowering
patients to be active partic-
ipants in their healing
process.

It’s crucial to foster an envi-
ronment where patients feel
empowered to question,
learn and seek second opin-
ions. After all, informed
decision-making is the cor-

nerstone of effective health-
care delivery. In conclusion,
amidst the cacophony of
controversy and misinfor-
mation, the voice of exper-
tise must prevail. Medicine
is a science guided by evi-
dence, not conjecture.
Despite the challenges and
uncertainties that lie ahead,
I remain steadfast in my
commitment to serve, echo-
ing the words of my mentor:
“Someone has to do this
work and you’ve been cho-
sen. Do it well”
-The writer is a s Senior
Consultant and Program
Director ( Lymphoid
Neoplasms and Cellular
therapy ) Department of
Medical Oncology Amrita
Institute of Medical sci-
ences, Faridabad.
Views are personal.
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Spurt in post-poll violence in AP raises eyebrows

NDHRA Pradesh has become
the only state in the country
to witness worst kind of post poll
violence in the country. So far four
phases of polls are over across the
country and the remaining phases
are going to take place soon. No-
where have there been such kind of
violent incidents. There is a grow-
ing feeling among the people that
the state is turning into another
old Bihar where gun and bomb
culture was rampant. In fact, it is
even proving to be litmus test for
the Election Commission of India
which had successfully conducted
four phases of elections across the
country in a peaceful manner.
Why is it that Andhra Pradesh is
witnessing uncontrollable violence
in Palnadu, Anantapur, Chittoor

districts? Why is it that the state
police has not been able to control
it? How come it started towards
the end of polling time on May
137 Since there were no assembly
elections in any other state, ad-
equate central forces were also sent
to Andhra Pradesh. The Election
Commission of India had changed
many police officials including the
DGP on the eve of the elections.
But still the violence has been una-
bated for three days. Then why did
this happen? Why three days later,
police started raiding houses and
seized bombs? What happened to
the intelligence? Was there any po-
litical motive behind all this? These
are the issues the people would like
to know.

What is surprising is that this

situation has been reportedly dis-
missed by the top officials includ-
ing the Chief Secretary and the
DGP that it was old and personal
rivalry that resulted in such vio-
lent attacks. Well, I am reminded
of three monkeys of Mahatma
Gandhi. One monkey closes its
eves, another closes its ears and
the third one closes its mouth.
There are clear visuals to show that
the violence was not personal en-
mity but politically motivated and
clashes between political parties,
namely, the YSRCP and the TDP.
There are visuals where the groups
were seen with the party flags set-
ting fire to tyres and beating rivals
with iron rods, hammers, knives
and sickles etc. There are reports
that some police officials left

their place of posting and went to
Tadipatri.

No sane person can believe that
there were so many personal rival-
ries that attacks took place simul-
taneously in Tadipatri, Macherla,
Tirupati, Anantapur and other
places where party offices were at-
tacked and damaged and cars and
two wheelers were set on fire.

This raises several questions as
to why the administration was so
slack. Of course, these questions
were reportedly raised by the Elec-
tion Commission of India when
the full commission sought the
explanation of the Chief Secretary
and the DGP; certainly they would
not have accepted that it was their
failure.

But then in administration ac-

countability is must and no one
can just brush aside such incidents
saying it could be group or family
rivalries. In fact, anticipating such
incidents, the opposition had been
demanding that the CS also be
changed along with the DGP but
somehow, the ECI felt that change
in DGP would be enough but after
the latest developments and hear-
ing their arguments, the ECI has
started cracking its whip.

A good development because
law and order is must for any state
if its brand image has to remain
intact. Elections may come and go,
parties may win and lose but brand
image should not be allowed to get
damaged. Let’'s hope peace will be
restored now and officials will un-
derstand their responsibility.

Dr R Ravi KuMARr

largest democracy, India,

lies a mammoth politi-
cal ecosystem pulsating with
energy and anticipation dur-
ing election seasons. With
an estimated population of
1.44 billion, approximately
968 million eligible voters,
and a Lok Sabha comprising
545 seats, the stakes could
not be higher. As per the lat-
est figures from the Election
Commission of India, the
political landscape boasts 8
national parties, 57 state par-
ties, and a staggering 2,764
unrecognized parties. As the
nation heads into the final
phase of polls, the scope for
young professionals in po-
litical communication is un-
precedented, necessitating a
shift towards specialised skill
sets and emerging technolo-
gies like Artificial Intelligence
(AI) this kind of specialised
skill sets courses should be
clubbed in all academic dis-
ciplines, not limited to media
studies. Government agencies
should take active role in in-
troducing new courses and
programs for younger gen-
erations.

IN the heart of the world’s

Relevance of Al

in Indian polls

With the monumental task
of reaching nearly a billion
voters, Al offers novel solu-
tions, enabling the automatic
generation of video messages
tailored to Indias linguistic
diversity. These messages
can be seamlessly shared via
phone messages and Al-pow-
ered chatbots, amplifying the
voices of political leaders
and garnering support in
real-time.  Elections, once
confined to traditional strat-
egies, have become a testing
ground for the ATboom, with
generative Al transcending
language barriers in a linguis-
tically diverse country like
India. The one-time invest-
ment in Al technology offers
an enormous reach, penetrat-
ing every nook and corner
of the country with unprec-

edented efficiency.

The integration of Al into
election campaigns marks
a paradigm shift in political
strategy. Al-powered tools
enable parties to analyse vast
amounts of data, predict voter
behaviour, and tailor messag-
es to specific demographics,
thereby enhancing campaign
efficacy and outreach.

Al-generated version of
politicians shared on What-
sApp: The emergence of
Al-generated versions of
politicians disseminated via
platforms like WhatsApp un-
derscores the pervasive influ-
ence of Al in political com-
munication. These virtual
avatars engage with voters,
disseminate party messages,
and personalize interactions,
amplifying campaign reach
and engagement.

Political ~parties’ wide-
spread use of AL In recent
election campaigns, almost
all political parties have lever-
aged Al to gain a competitive
edge. From data analytics to
targeted advertising, Al tech-
nologies are employed across
the spectrum of campaign
activities, reshaping the elec-
toral landscape and redefin-
ing conventional campaign
strategies.

Reaching a country with
nearly a billion voters: Witha
staggering electorate of nearly
a billion voters, the challenge
of reaching every corner of
the country necessitates inno-
vative solutions. Al facilitates
micro-targeting,  enabling
parties to tailor messages and
engage with voters at scale,
transcending geographi-
cal barriers and maximizing
campaign impact.

Automatic generation of
video messages: Al-driven
technologies enable the au-
tomatic generation of video
messages,  revolutionizing
campaign  communication.
These personalized videos
resonate with voters, con-
vey key messages, and evoke
emotional responses, enhanc-
ing voter engagement and
mobilization.

Addressing linguistic di-

Exploring Career Opportunities Beyond Voting

versity: Indias linguistic di-
versity poses a unique chal-
lenge in election campaigns.
Al-powered chatbots and lan-
guage processing algorithms
facilitate communication in
multiple languages, enabling
parties to engage with voters
in their native tongue and
bridge linguistic barriers.
Sharing via phone messag-
es and A.L-powered chatbots:
Al-powered chatbots facili-
tate real-time communication
with voters via phone mes-
sages and social media plat-
forms. These chatbots provide
instant responses, dissemi-
nate information, and solicit
feedback, fostering interac-
tive engagement and bolster-
ing campaign outreach.
Engaging political leaders
and seeking their support: Al
technologies enable parties to
analyse social media data to
identify influencers and opin-
ion leaders. By engaging with
political leaders and seeking
their support, parties can lev-
erage their influence to sway
public opinion and mobilize
support, amplifying the im-
pact of their campaigns,
Elections as a testing
ground for the A.L. boom:
The electoral arena serves as
a testing ground for the bur-
geoning Al boom. Innova-
tions in Al-driven campaign
strategies, from predictive
modelling to sentiment anal-
ysis, are refined and perfected
in the crucible of electoral
politics, driving the evolution
of Al technologies and their
applications.
Generative Al removing
language barriers: Genera-
tive Al technologies, such as

Wlh

natural language processing
and machine translation, re-
move language barriers in a
linguistically diverse country
like India. These technologies
facilitate seamless commu-
nication, enabling parties to
convey their message effec-
tively and connect with voters
across linguistic divides.
One-time investment and
enormous reach: Al repre-
sents a one-time investment
with the potential for enor-
mous reach. By leveraging Al
technologies, parties can pen-
etrate every nook and corner
of the country, maximizing
campaign impact and mobi-
lizing support on an unprec-

edented scale.

Shaping future

careers

Communication skills are
paramount in conveying the
impact of Al solutions to
diverse stakeholders, while
an understanding of voter
behaviour is instrumental in
crafting effective campaign
strategies. Predictive model-
ling, interdisciplinary col-
laboration, and real-time data
processing are indispensable
tools for staying ahead in this
competitive arena. Above all,
a commitment to continuous
learning is essential, given the
rapid evolution of Al technol-
ogies and their applications in
election campaigns.

Varsity offerings,
student learning
Understanding Political Dy-
namics: Universities should
offer courses that provide
students with a deep under-

standing of political dynam-

ics, including electoral sys-
tems, political ideologies, and
campaign strategies. Students
should learn to analyse politi-
cal trends, anticipate shifts in
public opinion, and navigate
the complexities of the politi-
cal landscape.

Data  Analysis  Skills:
Courses in data analysis
equip students with the skills
to analyse large datasets, ex-
tract meaningful insights, and
make data-driven decisions.
Students should learn statis-
tical techniques, data visu-
alization tools, and machine
learning algorithms relevant
to political analysis and cam-
paign strategy.

Programming Proficiency:
Programming courses should
focus on languages commonly
used in AT development, such
as Python and R. Students
should learn to write code, de-
velop AT algorithms, and de-
ploy Al-powered applications
for political communication
and voter engagement.

Ethical ~ Considerations:
Students should learn to eval-
uate the ethical dimensions of
Al technologies and develop
responsible Al solutions that
uphold democratic principles
and values.

Communication  Skills:
Students should learn to craft
persuasive messages, engage
with diverse audiences, and
effectively communicate po-
litical ideas and policies.

Understanding Voter Be-
haviour: Courses in psychol-
ogy and sociology provide
students with insights into
voter behaviour, attitudes,
and preferences.  Students
should learn to conduct voter
surveys, analyse voter demo-
graphics, and interpret elec-
toral data to inform campaign
strategies.

Predictive Modelling:
Courses in predictive mod-
elling teach students how to
develop predictive models
using statistical techniques
and machine learning algo-
rithms. Students should learn
to forecast election outcomes,
identify key drivers of voter
behaviour, and optimize cam-

Al impact on Indian elections

paign resources for maxi-
mum impact.

Interdisciplinary Col-
laboration: Interdisciplinary
courses promote collabora-
tion across disciplines, foster-
ing creativity and innovation
in Al-driven campaign strat-
egies. Students should learn
to work effectively in inter-
disciplinary teams, integrate
diverse perspectives, and lev-
erage complementary skills to
solve complex problems.

Real-time Data Processing:
Courses in real-time data pro-
cessing focus on technologies
and techniques for handling
streaming data in real-time.
Students should learn to de-
velop Al-powered applica-
tions that analyse and respond
to real-time data streams, ena-
bling dynamic and adaptive
campaign strategies.

Continuous Learning:
Lifelong learning is essential
in a rapidly evolving field like
Al in election campaigns.
Universities should offer op-
portunities for continuous
learning through workshops,
seminars, and online courses.
Students should cultivate
a mindset of curiosity and
adaptability, staying abreast of
the latest developments and
innovations in Al technolo-
gies and their applications
in politics.

Conclusion
The convergence of Al and
election campaigns presents
a wealth of opportunities for
young professionals in India.
By embracing specialized skill
sets and leveraging emerging
technologies, they can play
a pivotal role in shaping the
future of Indian democracy.
As universities remould their
curricula to meet the de-
mands of this evolving land-
scape, the onus is on students
to seize the moment and em-
bark on a journey towards
pioneering change in the
realm of Al-driven election
campaigns.
(Writer is Professor ¢ Head of
Department, School of Media
Studies, Presidency University,
Bangalore)

urden

The rising

[SING temperatures, un-

precedented floods, and
challenges in public health
infrastructure are all contrib-
uting to the rising burden of
dengue in India, said experts
on Wednesday, ahead of Na-
tional Dengue Day. National
Dengue Day is observed eve-
ry year on May 16.

The theme this year is
‘Dengue Prevention: Our
Responsibility for a Safer To-
morrow. Dengue is a vector-
borne disease transmitted
through the bite of an infect-
ed mosquito and is endemic
to more than 100 countries.

“Dengue fevers wide-
spread presence in India can
be attributed primarily to the
regions climate, which cre-
ates an ideal environment for
Aedes mosquitoes, the pri-
mary vector for dengue virus
transmission. These mosqui-
toes thrive in warm, humid
conditions prevalent across
many parts of India, particu-
larly during the monsoon
season,” said Dr Rohit Kumar
Garg, Consultant, Depart-

ment of Infectious Diseases,
Amrita Hospital, Faridabad.

Urbanisation and the den-
sity of the human popula-
tion also facilitate the rapid
spread of the virus. “The ris-
ing burden of dengue in In-
dia reflects these conditions,
alongside challenges in pub-
lic health infrastructure to
control the spread and man-
age outbreaks effectively,” Dr
Rohit said.

According to the experts,
the transmission of dengue is
closely associated with three
key factors: Rainfall, humid-
ity, and temperature which
dictate the geographies in
which it spreads and the trans-
mission rate. “Unpredictable
rains, coupled with rampant
construction and inadequate
drainage systems, create stag-
nant water pockets that are
ideal breeding grounds for
mosquitoes, Dr. Divya Gopal,
Internal Medicine, Sir HN Re-
liance Hospital and Research
Centre, told TANS.

“Rising temperatures and
unprecedented flooding have

also encouraged the spread of
mosquitoes well beyond their
traditional breeding grounds,
bringing dengue fever to ar-
eas never before threatened
by these debilitating illness-
es, she added. Despite the
challenges, progress has been
made, particularly in the de-
velopment and implementa-
tion of strategies for vector
control in India, which can
be seen in the declining cases
and death rates.

As per the data from the
Health Ministry’s National
Vector Borne Disease Con-
trol Programme (NVBDCP),
dengue claimed 91 lives and
affected 94,198 people in
the country in India in 2023

-- a marked decline from
1,93,245 cases and 346 deaths
in 2021.However, in 2022,
the cases declined (23,3251)
but deaths rose (303).

Meanwhile, the World
Health Organisation (WHO)
has prequalified two dengue
vaccines -- Japanese drug
maker Takeda’ live-attenuat-
ed TAK-003 and Sanofi Pas-
teur's CYD-TDV.

“These vaccines offer hope
for reducing the incidence of
dengue, although their effec-
tiveness depends on broader
strategies including vector
control, public awareness,
and robust surveillance sys-
tems to monitor and respond
to outbreaks efficiently,” Dr

Rohit told TANS.

The World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) on Wednes-
day announced that it has
prequalified Japanese drug
maker Takedas dengue vac-
cine.  The live-attenuated
TAK-003 vaccine is the sec-
ond dengue jab to be pre-
qualified by the WHO. It
contains weakened versions
of the four serotypes of the
virus that cause dengue, the
WHO said. Previously, the
WHO prequalified the CYD-
TDV  vaccine for dengue
developed by Sanofi Pasteur.
The UN health body recom-
mended the use of TAK-003
in children aged 6-16 years
in areas with high dengue
burden and transmission in-
tensity. The vaccine should
be administered in a 2-dose
schedule with a 3-month
interval between doses, it
noted.

“The prequalification of
TAK-003 is an important
step in the expansion of
global access to dengue vac-
cines, as it is now eligible for

procurement by UN agen-
cies including UNICEF and
PAHO,” said Dr Rogerio Gas-
par, WHO Director for Reg-
ulation and Prequalification,
in a statement. He called for
more vaccine developers to
come forward for assessment
to “ensure vaccines reach all
communities who need it

of dengue in India

What the country

urgently needs

“Diseases both infective like
tuberculosis, malaria, hepati-
tis etc are in abundance and
non-infective like diabetes
with its complications, heart
diseases, lung diseases like
Chronic obstructive pulmo-
nary disease (COPD), and
bronchial asthma are on an-
other spectrum,” added Ajay
Agarwal, Director-Internal
Medicine, Fortis Hospital,
Noida. Common risk factors
contributing to many of these
include poor diet, physical
inactivity, smoking, alcohol
consumption, environmental
pollution and economic dis-
parities. aans

Jagan’s win will trigger migration to TS

LL parties after election in Telangana and Andhra

Pradesh are guaranteeing their win with maximum
number of seats. Particularly, in AP the fight is between
YSRCP and BJP-NDA alliance. It can also be said that it
is exactly between Jagan Mohan Reddy and Chandrababu
Naidu. People are desirous of a change of guard. But some
political astrologers say Jagan may retain power. In that
case, most of Andhraites will further migrate to Telangana
districts, mainly to Hyderabad seeking avenues for em-
ployment. Right now more than one-third population in
Telangana hails from AP. More than 80 per cent recorded
voting in AP will play a vital role in deciding the fate of
any party. Buying of votes by parties concerned is another

piece of devaluing and demolition of our big democracy.
Dr NSR Murthy, Secunderabad

Ease burden on schoolchildren

O address students’ health problems caused due to more

weight of their school bags, the school education depart-
ment reduced thickness of papers in the text books recently.
Heavy school bags can have negative effects on children’s
health. Carrying a heavy bag can lead to pain and discom-
fort in the neck, shoulders, and back, as well as strain on
the spine and posture problems. Additionally, it can cause
muscle imbalances, headaches, and fatigue. So, the reduction
in paper thickness would significantly reduce students’ bags

but not affect the content meant for the vested interest at all.
Raju Kolluru, Kakinada

Modi should shun religious politics

N a rare moment and mood, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi candidly stated that if he does Hindu-Muslim (di-
vide) politics he won't be fit for politics. It is hard to believe
his clarification that he never meant Muslims by his refer-
ence to 'infiltrators’ and ‘those with more children: Ideally, he
should graciously admit his ‘mistake’ and retract his words.
He should openly state that he will no more use anti-Muslim
terminology and tropes. It was interesting to hear from him
that he grew up in a multi-religious milieu. He reminisced
about Eid and Muharram. We hope and expect that he keeps

his present vow not to play the ‘Hindu-Muslim’ card.
G David Milton, Maruthancode, TN

Congress making it easy for Modi

OME serious mistakes by the Congress alliance during
the 2024 election period are very glaring. Talking of X-
ray machines and wealth redistribution is a major mistake.
Talking of inheritance tax is outdated and out modelled.
Talking of Pakistan and the atom bomb and talking of
Pulwama can be fodder for our old enemy. The talk of not
allowing CAA is only on paper. Talking of religion-based
reservation is just a stunt. Talking of eradicating Sanatana
Dharma is only a daydream. Talking of reinstating Arti-
cle 370 is not fun. Narendra Modi is milking these in his

Hindi heartland speeches.
Dorai Ramani Suresh, Ghaziabad

EC fails miserably in Andhra Pradesh

T appears that the Election Commission both failed
miserably in conducting Lok Sabha and Assembly elec-
tions in Andhra Pradesh in a smooth way. Changing of
21 officers just a week in advance of the elections created
the problem because these officers do not know anything
about the AP situation. They did not behave in an impar-
tial way. Both the Chief Election Commissioner & EC are
responsible for the situation in AP. There was no law and
order problem from 2019 till the day of election. At least
now they should open their eyes and ensure that counting
takes place in a fair way and prevent any untoward inci-

dents during the counting process.
Sambasiva Rao Choda, Hyderabad

W

NDHRA Pradesh has recorded highest voter turnout i.e.,
81 per cent in ongoing General elections. It's good for de-
mocracy to have a majority of voters voice their choice. The
active participation of people especially women and youth
showing interest in the key democratic excercise, bearing the
brunt of long queues and scorching heat, is itself a good sign
for country. The only cause of concern is post poll violence.
The EC and authorities concerned could have dealt it with
sternly. It's also a moment to cherish to learn that Srinagar too
witnessed higher polling percentage than ever before.
Dr DVG Sankara Rao, Vizianagaram

L

HIS time AP registered 81.86% polling that included

both postal ballot and home voting (1.2%). On the whole
26 lakh more voters exercised their franchise than 2019 elec-
tions. The fate of contestents will be out on June 4. Mean-
while, each party is claiming better chances of winning. In
fact, this type of huge turn out is restricted only to local body
elections. But registering high turnout is very rare in general

elections. However it is a good omen for the democracy.
Pratapa Reddy Y, Tiruvuru, NTR dt, AP

thehansreader@gmail.com

Can’t sit idly if govt falls on its own: BJP leader

BENGALURU: Karnataka BJP General Secretary V Sunil
Kumar has said that his party will not be making any at-
tempts to destabilise the Congress government in the state
and will only come into the picture only when the govern-
ment falls on its own.

Kumar made the remarks on Wednesday reacting to
developments surrounding Maharashtra Chief Minister
Eknath Shinde’s statement that the Congress government in
Karnataka will collapse after the Lok Sabha election results.

“Many legislators are speaking against CM Siddaramai-
ah. Congress MLAs are openly claiming that Deputy CM
D.K. Shivakumar should become the CM. Let us see how
the government will collapse. We will wait and see whether

it will collapse due to CM Siddaramaiah or Deputy CM Shi-
vakumar, he said.

“Should we sit idly if the Congress government collapses
on its own? We can't remain passive in that situation as an
opposition party,” Kumar said.

| Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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Beyond June 4

Concerns over impact of election results seem overblown
as the long-term prospects for Indian stocks look good

HE VOLATILITY IN the stock markets has prompted top minis-

ters of the ruling government to tryand calm investors by reas-

suring them that the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) will return

with a strong majority. Thiswas in response to apprehensionsin
some circles that the BJP may win the ongoing general elections by only
aslim margin because of the relatively subdued voter turnouts.That may
have prompted some investors to takealittle risk off the table in the belief
that a not-so-comfortable majority might slow down the speed of
reforms, which in turn could impact the economy’s growth trajectory.
Attempting todispel theirfears,Union home minister Amit Shah advised
investors to “buy before June 4”when the results will be declared, saying
stock priceswould shoot up aftera dominant victory for the BJP. External
affairs minister S Jaishankar expressed confidence the markets would
stabilise after the election results are announced. Finance minister Nir-
mala Sitharaman has promised more efficiency, stability, and pre-
dictabilityin the market after Prime Minister Narendra Modi returns for
a third term, assuring investors of a “soft-touch” regulatory framework
along with more governance and less government.

Whether foreign portfolio investors (FPI), who have offloaded stocks
worth some $4 billion since April and $3.2 billion in May alone, do a U-
turn remains to be seen. They also hold bearish positions in the deriva-
tives markets. But it’s not just the uncertainty over the outcome of the
elections that is seeing FPI fund flow out. The risk-reward ratio is less
favourable now in India than in other markets where the returns look
more promising. Many have taken their money to China; the MSCI China
indexhas gone up 20% in the last three monthsand 12% in the last one
month.The Hong Kong and Taiwan markets have also done well. Indeed,
while India’s weight in the MSCI EM Index may have increased steadily,
active global emerging market funds have remained underweight.

Itisafact thatvaluations are rich at a time when corporate earnings
for the fourth quarter of FY24 have been a bit of a mixed bag. Revenues
for the universe of companies (excluding banks and financials), which
have announced numbers for the March quarter, have grown only at
about 7-8%.The growth in the bottom line has been muted.As such the
upgrades to earnings have been few with many more downgrades. The
Nifty 50 is now trading at around 21 times one-year forward earnings,
and a fairly big premium to the MSCI EM, leaving only a small cushion
for any disappointments.

While the macro-environmentlooks good going by headline numbers,
there are some pressure points. For one, it is now clear interest rates are
going toremain higher forlonger.Again,while there is optimism on rural
recovery,spending is understood to have contracted. In fact private con-
sumption expenditure data reveals slow growth in the past several quar-
ters. Again, the global slowdown could hurt the country’s exports. But
there are enough businesses that are faringwell and the outlook for many
companies is promising. Domestic savings are being channelled into
equities as is evident from the huge collections in SIP (systematic invest-
ment plans),which now average some 316,000 crorea month.Should the
BJPnot fareaswell as expected, the markets might pare some of its gains.
But the long-term prospects for Indian stocks look good.

Why Mercedes' $100,000
electric jellybean flopped

WHEN MERCEDES-BENZ GROUP AG unveiled aluxuryelectricsedan called the
EQSin 2021, managers boasted about the radical aerodynamic design, billing it
asthe German automaker’s most significantlaunch in decades.Threeyearslater,
the electricversion of the flagship S-Class risks becoming one of the biggest flops
in Mercedes’storied history,and its shortcomings have contributed to the com-
pany’s decision to ditch a goal of selling only electric vehicles by 2030.

The German automaker’s stumble shows the dangers premium carmakers
face as they try to take on Tesla Inc.and persuade their conservative clientele to
geta plug.Italso underscores the need to better protect EV resale values.

Capacious S-Class limousines have chauffeured political and business lead-
ers fordecades,and are especially popularwith Chinese elites. However, Mercedes
opted for a less boxy design for the EQS, which was built on technical underpin-
nings developed specifically for EVs. Not only would the curved silhouette —
which the company immodestly compared to a bullet train and critics dubbed a
jellybean — reduceair resistance and thus boost efficiencyand driving range, the
EQSwould also be clearly distinguishable from vehicles that have a combustion
engine. Mercedes even sacrificed the traditional standing three-point staron the
hood, instead integrating the badge into a sleek black radiator panel.

Sales of the luxuryelectric sedan declined 40% to just 14,100 units last year,
according to Mercedes’annual report. Price cuts in China and heavily discounted
US lease deals failed to revive demand while undermining the company’s strat-
egy of prioritising high values over sales volumes. Combustion engine S-Class
deliveries were more than six times higher.

Chief executive officer Ola Kallenius has put on a brave
face, tellinginvestors in February that customerswere very
happy with their purchase. But the company’s recent
announcement of extensive upgrades to the vehicle speaks
volumes. Along with a larger battery, these “status-con-
scious”improvements include a more traditional radiator
grille featuring chrome-plated slats,a standing staron the
hood, plus new seating options so rear passengers feel less
impinged. Costs associated with these updates contributed
to a steep decline in the Mercedes’ car unit’s profitability
inthe first quarter,whenits fullyelectric car sales declined
8% compared with the prioryear.

The tweaks mayhelp abit,but there’slittle the company
candoabout the sedan’s much-criticised shape — while not
to my taste,a bulbous seven-seat EQS SUVis proving more popular.And the EQS
still doesn’t comewith the 800-volt fast-charging system available on EVs atlower
price points.

Sensibly, Mercedes chose not to market the electric G-Class as the “EQG”
when it was unveiled last month, and its classic off-road silhouette remains
instantly recognisable.]Jaguar Land Rover Automotive Plcappears to be taking
a similarly conservative approach with the forthcoming electric Range Rover
which will include only “subtle” hints that it comes with a plug. Meanwhile,
Ferrari NV has emphasised that its first EV, expected next year, will sound like
a true Ferrari.

Automakersalso need toremain as flexible as possible to adapt to fluctuating
demand for EVs. BMW AG’s electric vehicles not only look much like its gasoline
ones, they’re built on the same platform. So far, its cautious approach is paying
off, with its EV sales outstripping those of Mercedes.

However, premium carmakerswon’t persuade more consumers to go electric
unless they also fix their horrible residual values. The cost of purchasing a one-
year old EQS is almost 48% lower than the average new price,according toa study
by US auto search portaliSeeCars.That’s the worst of any vehicle it analysed.

Consumer worries about technological obsolescence, high repair and insur-
ance costs and establishing the condition of the battery are part of the problem.
Another issue is pushing polarising, expensive EVs to early adopters. Mercedes
isnow feeling the impact with the full force of a bullet-train.

CHRIS
BRYANT

Bloomberg
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AST AUGUST, WE high-

lighted that India discloses a

large repository of data on

digital  toll  collection

(bit.ly/3x]JBKW?7). For a brief
period around that time, the data dis-
semination stopped.Thankfully,the data
setsare nowbeingreleased again,though
some granularity is missing. Almost all
toll collection across the ~950 plazas is
now digitised. With data now available
for many months, we build various time
series to uncover patterns.

Average tolls and inflation

Difference betweenyear-on-year (y-o-
y) value and volume growth approxi-
matelyequalsinflation-linked formula of
tolls.Tolls in India annually rise by “3% +
40% of WPI (wholesale price index)
increaseason December 31”.Inourcalcu-
lationsacrossall plazas, the average value
growth in FY24 was 11.9% while the vol-
ume growthwas 6.8%,a ~5% difference.
This roughly equals 3% + 40% of 5.02%,
or ~5%.Over time, the average “swipe”at
a FASTag has grown from X155 in March
2022103181 in March 2024.

Importance of freight

The break-up between passenger
vehicles (PV) and commercial vehicles
(CV) was available till August 2023.We
calculated that PVsaccount for ~60% of
the trafficon Indian tolled roads gener-
ating ~30% of tolls. As a corollary, CVs
with ~40% of volume generated ~70%
of tolls.In August 202 3, the average toll
collected from a PVwas ¥80 and from a
CVwas X¥308.Alarge part of the value of
tolling roads,hence,comes from freight
and goods movement.

Overtimeasthededicated freight cor-
ridors of the Indian Railways come up,
theseheat maps generating datafromthe
toll collected could give a near real-time
indication of how the relative modal shift
between roads and Railways evolves.

Monsoons and festivals

There are two peaks: one in May
before the monsoon dip comes through
and another in September/October just

different scale

THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS
TRACKING MOVEMENT ON ROADS CAN GIVE A GOOD VIEW OF DEMAND AND SUPPLY PATTERNS

On the toll plaza trail

AKHILESH TILOTIA
AKSHATA KALLOOR
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Infrastructure Fund Ltd. Views are personal

before the festival season. When calcu-

lating y-o-y growth, one needs to con-
sider the lunar calendar for festival sea-
sons. Since the road traffic typically
precedes expected demand, tracking
movement on Indian roads can give
market participants a good view of
underlying demand and supply patterns.

Linking freight to trade

While analysing data of June 2023 in
ourheat maps,we had noted that toll plaza
points on the map to and from ports
started to turn yellow (lower yoy growth)
and, in some cases, red (reflecting a drop
over last year),indicating an overall slow-
downintrafficmovements.Overthe next
few months, we could see the changes in
India’s goods exim trade broadly reflect-
ing this slowdown. Again, over the next
few months since June,as India’s exports
and imports picked up, the toll plazas

turned green. Data from toll plazas, espe-
cially those connecting to ports, can be
used toactasan indicator for trade. Simi-
larly, we found that the overall volume
growth onroadstracksreasonably closely
(with a one-month lag) with growth in e-
way bills generated on the goods and ser-
vices tax network.

Understanding state growth

We pull together data on all toll plazas
inrespective states (see graphic).Amosaic
of state-wise growthin tolls overtime can
depictaone-shot comprehensive picture
of growth over time and space.

Top 10 plazas

Mapping the top 10 toll plazas high-
lights the key revenue and traffic points:
nosurprise thatthehighestvaluetollsare
ontheroads connecting thenorthernhin-
terland to the western and eastern ports;

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

@ INDIA'S 5G ROLLOUT

Union electronics & IT minister Ashwini Vaishnaw

The world's fastest rollout of 5G has

happened in India. And the whole world is
surprised by this. Now in the world, everyone
says that if it happens in India, it will be of a

and the highest volume ones are around
cities.Atypical top 10toll plazaseesadaily
toll collection of around ~1 crore.

Some caveats

FASTag is now used not just for pay-
ingtollsbutalso for parking chargesand,
in some cases,fuel. Overtime,as usage of
FASTag widened, we noted divergence
between total value of swipes at plazas
and FASTag spends. Many high-fre-
quency indicator charts still make use of
the overall FASTag numberto getasense
of the road activity — they may want to
consider making this adjustment.

As with any new data sets and analy-
ses, they will evolve and refine. While we
nowgetagood grasp on many trends, pol-
ishing of analyses will be required. There
aresome data gapsacross timeand plazas.
Some data sets have been discontinued,
making some comparisons trickier.

Digital data disseminated widely and
consistently can create a vocabulary to
understand and analyse these changes.We
arelimited byonly ourimagination ofhow
tothinkaboutanalyses,visualisations,and
implications. Over time, as varied digital
public metadata is collected and dissemi-
nated, analyses will get refined and serve
asagood indicator of economicactivity.

TOLL HEAT MAP: A SNAPSHOT OF INDIA'S ECONOMIC GROWTH
Growth in toll traffic (volume) across top 10 states, Mar 2023 to Mar 2024

Toll traftic Mar "23 Apr
Uttar Pradesh 6.0 | 5.7
Rajasthan 11 | 47
Maharashtra 4.8 | 6.7
Tamil Nadu 2.2 8.7
Karnataka 8.7 | 11.3
Andhra Pradesh 1.0 | (0.2)
Madhya Pradesh 50 | 3.2
Gujarat 13 | 9.0
West Bengal (2.1) |(2.0)
Telangana 37 | 08 |
India 65 @ 6.0 |

May Jun m ep Oct Y% Dec Jan'24 Feb Mar
8.7 | 7.8 8.7| 8.5 | 8.1 ] 9.0 0.7 3.9| 8.1
7.5 | 6.4 ; 9.3| 5.4 1.0 : 4.8 1.9 1.7 51
10.8 | 10.3 8.2| (1.2) 7.3 | 6.7 5.6 33| 41
14.2 | 1.7 7.2i 5.9  10.0 | (0.7): 5.2 L3 4.9
12.8 | 10.3 _ 15.9| 71 11.6 | 10'8. e | 8.4 10.0
7.6 | 2.5 7'2. 11.5 | 6.0 3.6| 6.8 | 5.7| 8.6
10.7 | 10.0 8.6/ 12.8 | 0.8 6.7: 2.4 2.9_ 7.9
9.0 | (2.4) 15.4! 7.5 | 13.5 | 11.0: 6.3 9.0| 11.8
3.4 | (1.1) (0.1)_ 4.0 (0.8) : 3.0| 4.2 | 3.0| l;.7_
8.0 | 3.0 ' 9.9'| 10.1 | 6.4 | 6.6 6.3 9.0; 8.3
9.9 | 7.5 9.h| 7.3 7.1 | 7.0 4.9 29 6.1

Note: For more details on the calculations, please see the presentation on NIIF website

Source: Thurro, IHMCL, NIIF Research

Carbon credits: A flawed tool

JUSTAS Astable currency underpins eco-
nomictransactions,a credible mechanism
forvaluing and trading carbon emissions
is needed for propelling substantive
progress towards net zero. Each time a
new corporate scandal involving carbon
credits emerges,suchastherecentrevela-
tion of Shell’s involvement in fake carbon
credits reported by the Financial Times,
theworld’s trustin the mechanism of car-
bon credits diminishes further. The crux
of thechallengeliesin theapparentalign-
mentbetween governmentsand industry
lobbies,which prioritise their interests.

Voluntary carbon markets,where buy-
ersvoluntarily purchase and trade offsets
derived from emissionsreduction orrem-
oval projects, have ignited a contentious
debate. Advocates champion these mar-
kets as indispensable channels for bol-
stering climate finance and facilitating
companies in achieving net-zero ambi-
tions. Conversely, detractors assail volun-
tary schemes as elaborate greenwashing
mechanisms, yielding scant impact on
emissions reduction endeavours.

Carbon offsets epitomise the fusion of
lofty ideals with the harsh realities of im-
plementation. While theoretically com-
pelling, they present inherent flaws.They
engender a precarious equilibrium, con-
tending with the stark verities of human
nature, market dynamics,and regulatory
maze and measurement inertia. Carbon
credits are generated through activities
aimed at storing, reducing, or preventing
greenhouse gas emissions. However, rely-

SRINATH SRIDHARAN

Policy researcher and corporate advisor
X : @ssmumbai

ing solely on offsets to achieve emission
reduction targetsisinherentlyflawed and
posesasignificantrisk of exacerbating the
climate crisis.Analogous to a depreciated
currency,carbon offsets grapplewitha cri-
sisof trust precipitated byinconsistencies
in standards, verification processes,and
project quality. This undermines the in-
tegrity of the carbon offset market, im-
peding its capacity to effectuate substan-
tial emissions reductions.

Carbon credits, though
touted as a mechanism to
combat climate change by
incentivising  emission
reductions among compa-
nies, perpetuate the mis-
conception that emissions
can merely be offset and
temporarily, rather than
fundamentally, reduced.
This engenders a perilous
complacency among corporations,
enabling them to perpetuate pollution
under the veneer of purchasing credits to
“neutralise” their emissions.

Genuine progress in combatting cli-
mate change necessitates concerted
effortsto curtailemissionsat theirsource.
Moreover, the concept of carbon credits
presentsasignificant ethical dilemma.By
commodifying the privilege to pollute,
carbon credits establish a system where
affluent entities can continue emitting
greenhouse gases without consequence,
while marginalised communities bearthe
environmental burdensand fallout of cli-

THE EDITOR

Rethink election

schedule

When the fifth phase of Lok Sabha
elections is round the corner, there are
serious concerns about the prevailing
campaign scenario. Several reports
and analysis have been published in
the media on the low voter turnout.
The internally displaced persons (IDP),
because of the nature of jobs, are
away from their constituencies in

large numbers. Too many phases and
a prolonged election period are
causing fatigue and voter apathy. Too
much focus on mobilising minorities
on the fear factor is also a big concern.
In a digitised society, the Election
Commission of India should consider a
new election strategy that conducts
the polling n a shorter duration,
besides allowing voting from

remote locations for IDPs.

—Vinod Johri, Delhi

The undue
influence of
wealthy global
corporations within
the framework of
carbon credits is a
glaring issue

Carbon credits perpetuate the misconception that
emissions can merely be offset and temporarily,
rather than fundamentally, reduced

mate-related catastrophes.

Furthermore, the carbon credit mar-
ket is rampant with loopholes and incon-
sistencies. The absence of standardised
regulations and oversight results in dis-
paritiesin the qualityand reliability of car-
bon credits. In some instances, projects
purportedly reducing emissions fail to
deliver on their promises, engendering a
false sense of achievementand squander-
ingvaluable resources.

The phenomenon of car-
bon-washing increases
these challenges, as entities
procure ineligible or subpar
carbon credits to offset their
emissions. This practice
undermines theintegrity of
carbon marketsand the effi-
cacy of climate change mit-
igation endeavours.Besides,
carbon-washing threatens
todivert investments away from genuine
emission reduction projects,impeding
progress in achieving net-zero emissions
and exacerbating the climate crisis.

The undueinfluence of wealthyglobal
corporationswithin the framework of car-
bon credits is a glaring issue that under-
mines genuine action. These influential
entities wield significant political power
and often exploit regulatory loopholes to
their advantage. Holding these corpora-
tionsaccountableand ensuring theybear
thetruecost of their pollutionis essential.
However, this task is complicated by the
fact that many of these corporations are

Chabahar and India

India's recent decade-long
agreement with Iran regarding the
Chabahar Port signifies a pivotal step
in the country's regional strategy. The
port offers India a crucial foothold in
the region, allowing it to diversify
trade routes and bypass Pakistan to
establish direct access to Afghanistan
and Central Asia. The integration of
Chabahar Port into the International

headquartered in affluent nations,which
themselves have failed to fulfill their com-
mitments to fund climate initiatives.

While advocating for setting up a uni-
versallyrecognised framework for carbon
pricing and offsetting is crucial, scepti-
cism persists regarding its feasibility and
effectiveness. Despiteacknowledging the
importance of governmental support,
industrial strategies,and regulatorymea-
sures, the historical implementation of
such frameworks has been inconsistent.
Thereluctance of some nations tocommit
to meaningful climate action adds to
these concerns.

While a robust carbon pricing mecha-
nism holds promise, practical challenges
and a lack of concrete actions to address
systemicissues cast doubt onitsability to
deliver transformative change.

While carbon credits may be an app-
roach to reducing overall emissions, they
ultimately fall short of delivering substa-
ntiveresults.Carbon credits can belikened
to outsourcing physical fitness by paying
someone else to work out on your behalf.
While it may seem convenient, this app-
roachfailstoaddress theroot causes of the
problem. Purchasing carbon offsets does-
n’t fundamentally reduce carbon foot-
prints,but it creates afalse sense of accom-
plishment while allowing the underlying
issue of emissions to persist.In order to
truly combat climate change,we must pri-
oritise genuine emission reductions rat-
her than relying on offsetting measures
that merelyshift responsibility elsewhere.

North-South Transport Corridor
further enhances India's connectivity
with key partners. By assuming
operational control of the Shahid
Behesti terminal, India not only
showcases its growing maritime
capabilities but also demonstrates its
commitment to fostering regional
stability and prosperity.

—Amarjeet Kumar, Hazaribagh
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Lower courts need to keep a
better vigil on citizen’s rights

he order of the Supreme Court holding the arrest and remand of

founder editor of online portal newsclick.com Prabir Purkayastha

“invalid in the eyes of law” and directing his release from jail not

only restores his fundamental rights as a citizen but also exposes

a ploy of the government at the Centre that it has been success-
fully employing to intimidate critics and incarcerate enemies.

The court had, in a judgment in October, ruled that the investigating
agency is bound to apprise a suspect upon his arrest of the grounds of his
arrest as that is his only means to defend himself in a court of law. It insist-
ed that its order in the Pankaj Bansal case, which underlined the right of
a citizen guaranteed under Article 22(1) of the Constitution mandating that
“no person who is arrested shall be detained in custody without being
informed, as soon as may be, of the grounds for such arrest nor shall he be
denied the right to consult, and to be defended by, a legal practitioner of his
choice”, held good in this case as well. It rejected the argument of the Delhi
police which carried out his arrest that the he was informed of the “rea-
sons for arrest” and insisted that the “grounds of arrest” are specific to the
case which alone can be of any help to the accused.

It is to the credit of the court that it rejected the police’s argument that
the order in the Pankaj Bansal case, which was delivered on October 3,
does not cover Mr Purkayastha’s arrest a day later. It is unbecoming on the
part of the government and the investigating agencies to cling to techni-
calities, if they exist, to deny citizens their constitutional rights.

Unfortunately, the same has been the pattern of the Central investigating
agencies for some time now. They have been observed to be routinely
abusing various laws, including the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
(UAPA) and the Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA), to arrest
and incarcerate people who do not agree with the policies or functioning of
the government. That’s because these laws impose very stringent, practi-
cally impossible conditions, on the defendant when it comes to obtaining
bail. At the same time, the agencies, themselves, hardly follow the rigours
of the law while conducting arrests.

It is also regrettable that the magistrate and special courts which deal
with cases filed by such agencies do not look at the facts to see if the safe-
guards the lawmakers have welded into the laws have been available to the
accused citizens or not. It may be remembered that the Nagpur bench of
the Bombay high court found twice that the NIA had failed to uphold the
provisions of the UAPA when it prosecuted Prof. G.N. Saibaba in the
Bhima Koregaon Naxal link case. Also notably, Delhi chief minister
Arvind Kejriwal’s petition challenging his arrest is lying with the
Supreme Court. In the instant case, it was the job of the additional sessions
judge who remanded Mr Purkayastha in police custody to verify if his fun-
damental rights had been violated, instead of leaving it to the highest court
of the land. The defendant was thus made to spend months behind bars. It
is in the interest of the top courts, which have been burdened with cases
piling up there, the citizen and the rule of law that the lower courts are
alerted to keep a better vigil.

How necessary is CAA?

he Citizenship (Amendment) Act has just been operationalised with

I the granting of citizenship to 300 persons many of whom have faced

religious persecution in their country of domicile and so sought out
India as a haven.

To say such naturalised citizens of India are elated may be an under-
statement, but the implementation of the law — it has been on the statute
for close to five years — during the elections to the Lok Sabha is bound to
make it continuously contentious in a country of religious diversity.

The CAA grants citizenship to Hindus, Jains, Christians, Sikhs,
Buddhists, and Parsis who arrived in India from Bangladesh, Pakistan,
and Afghanistan on or before December 31, 2014, but not to, say, Sri
Lankan Tamils even if they belong to any of those religions and certainly
not to Rohingyas. It does not snatch citizenship from Indian residents of
any religion, and it has nothing to do with the proposed National Register
of Citizens, according to the ruling party’s major leaders now. But the fear
is the two may be used in conjunction at some point of time in the future
and put in peril the many illegal Muslim refugees who may be in the coun-
try.

Considering the Union government has the right any way to grant citi-
zenship to those who seek it even if they are illegal refugees, the need for
a CAA was always more political than practical. It is so fraught with reli-
gious discrimination that India’s 18 crore Muslims must feel alienated.

The legal challenges to the CAA lies in hundreds of fresh petitions
besides the 200 or so lying before the Supreme Court since December 2019.
A basic and significant challenge is that the CAA discriminates against
Muslims based on religion and so violates the right to equality under
Article 14 and, perhaps, Article 25 as well.

The opinions on the CAA, in itself a benevolent legislation that takes into
account religious discrimination against non-Muslims in some neigh-
bouring countries, are so divided on partisan lines that it is difficult to see
it in isolation save as politically driven by one party with an agenda. The
introduction of religion as a criterion for citizenship makes this a depar-
ture from the country’s secular values. Does India need more layers of
divisiveness?

DECCAN CHRONICLE

KAUSHIK MITTER K. SUDHAKAR
Editor Printer & Publisher
R. MOHAN
Resident Editor
DeccaN CHRoNICLE offices are located at:
Chennai: SP 3 Developed Plot, Industria Estate, Guindy, Chennai 600032. Phones: (044) 22254750,
222547451
Coimbatore: No. 2/22 Sengdipaayam Road, N.G.G.O. Colony Post, Kurudampaayam Village,
Coimbatore-641022. Phone: (0422) 2231255, 2231256
Hyderabad: 36, Sargjini Devi Road, Secunderabad 500 003. Phone: (040) 27803930-4. Fax: (040)
27805256.
Visakhapatnam: Survey No. 1/3A Beach Road, Near Kailasagiri Ropeway, Sector-9 MV P Colony,
Visakhapatnam - 530 017. Phones: (0891) 2552333/2552334, Fax (0891) 2755285
Vijayawada: No. C 3 & 4, Patamata, Industrial Estate, Auto Nagar, Vijayawada (A.P.). Phones: (0866)
2555284/ 2555287, Fax (0866) 2555234
Rajahmundry: Vemagiri, Dhawleswaram Rd, Rgjahmundry 533125. Phones: (0883) 2417208, 2417618
Anantapur: Thapovan Colony, Bangaore Bye-Pass Road, Anantapur 515004. Phones: (08554) 276903,
Fax: 08554-276904
Nellore: Survey No. 527/2, Burranpur Village, Venkatachdam (M), Chemudugunta Panchayat, Nellore.
Phone; (0861) 2348581/ 82, Telefax (0861) 2348580
Karimnagar: H .No. 1-21-12/1, Cheralabhutkur Road, Mugudhumpur Village, Karim Nagar - 505186
Phone : 9121181123

PLEASE VOTE
FOR ME.. My dUTOUT

I® GIVING SHELTER,
TO YOuR FAMILY

- - -

e - L
£3 )
o 3

™~

%

] o
RIS
= y

D ™

- :

e

T . . .
o RS N A N\ T W

H

Chabahar deal: Unreal

hopes amid twin wars

K.C. Singh

he Indian

Ocean-facing

Iranian port of

Chabahar, the

only Iranian
port outside the Straits of
Hormuz, is back in the
news. A 10-year agree-
ment between India and
Iran to further develop it,
worth $370 million, was
signed earlier this week,
on May 13.

The basic concept for
the joint development of
Chabahar was first moot-
ed during the 2003 state
visit to India by then
Iranian President
Muhammad Khatami.
There was then close
strategic = convergence
between India and Iran.
Both saw Pakistan’s
active political interfer-
ence in Afghanistan as
detrimental to their inter-
ests. Consequently, both
backed the Northern
Alliance led by Ahmad
Shah Massoud, who
opposed Pakistan-backed
Pashtun elements seizing
control of much of the
country. Thus, the joint
development of
Chabahar, located strate-
gically on Iran’s Indian
Ocean coast, was a natur-
al corollary to the Indo-
Iranian partnership.

With India’s preoccupa-
tion with the nuclear deal
with the United States,
while Iran was being
sanctioned after its clan-
destine nuclear activities
were discovered in 2003,
Chabahar fell off the
main agenda. In fact, Iran
resented India, a non-sig-
natory to the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty,
being mollycoddled,
while Iran was singled
out for harsh treatment
for its clandestine
nuclear programme. It
ignored the distinction
between a signatory, that
is Iran, breaching the
treaty’s terms, compared
to a conscientious objec-
tor like India, which
rejected it as a discrimi-
natory convention.
Eventually in 2015, a
bilateral agreement was
signed to develop the
port. During Prime
Minister Narendra
Modi’s Iran visit in 2016,

a trilateral agreement
was also signed between
Afghanistan, Iran and
India to establish an
International Transport
and Transit Corridor.
Chabahar was seen as
providing a safe route to
Afghanistan and the
Central Asian nations,
bypassing the existing
link via Pakistan’s ports.

In 2018, the Indian com-
pany India Ports Global
Limited set up a sub-
sidiary to run Shahid
Beheshti Port, one of the
two terminals at
Chabahar. The present
agreement is part of the
Iranian scheme for its
four-phase development,
lifting its annual cargo-
handling capacity from
the existing 2.5 million
tonnes to 82 million
tonnes. At  present,
Bandar Abbas, Iran’s
main port on the Gulf,
handles 85 per cent of
Iran’s maritime trade.
This has caused serious
congestion and time
delays.

In principle, this sounds
logical and achievable.
But nothing involving
Iran is ever that simple or
straightforward. Iran is
ranged against Israel and
the United States, and is
seen as stoking the Gaza
hostilities. Iran, for the
first time ever, directly
launched a massive mis-
sile and drone attack on
Israel in retaliation for
the Israeli bombing of
Iranian diplomatic
premises in Damascus.
Israel also symbolically
responded by a calibrated
attack on Iranian anti-
missile sites near its
nuclear facilities. With
Israel’s Rafah operation
now underway, despite
repeated American objec-
tions, the US obviously
was unlikely to be
pleased by any India-
Iranian hand-holding.

Vedant Patel, the
deputy spokesman of the
US state department,
warned that India “needs
to be aware of potential
risk of sanctions”. The US
has already imposed
sanctions on 600 Iranian
entities or individuals. So
far, India has been able to

Interest in the
North-South
Corridor has now
revived due to the
regional impact of
the Gaza conflict.
But this ignores
the Ukraine war
and the Western
sanctions against
Russia.

obtain a US exemption
regarding Indian activi-
ties in Chabahar, arguing
that the port was critical
to keep humanitarian
assistance flowing to
Afghanistan, especially
when it came under
Taliban control, after the
US withdrawal in August
2021. Now, however, the
port is being advertised
as also a transit corridor
running via the Caspian
Sea to St. Petersburg.
This underscores the
Iran-Russia  bonhomie
and cooperation, both
nations seen to be joining
the Chinese attempt to
reconfigure the global
order.

The North-South
Corridor via the Caspian
is not a new idea. It was
seriously in play when
this writer was the
Indian ambassador to
Iran (2003-05). However, it
faced a number of hur-
dles. One was the
extremely high Iranian
charges for transship-
ment of containers from
the Gulf to the Caspian
Sea. That covered unload-
ing at Bandar Abbas port,
transportation overland
and reloading on ships at
the Caspian. Next came
the money demanded by
the Russian mafia on the
arrival of the cargo at
Russia’s Caspian ports.
Finally, because of an
imbalance of trade, the
containers got stuck in
Russia as there were not
enough products to send
back to Asia from the
Russian end.

The China factor is also
significant in any deal
with Iran. The India-Iran
deal is being justified as a
strategic counter to Chi-
na’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI). China has
invested heavily in the
China Pakistan Econo-
mic Corridor (CPEC), ter-
minating at Gwadar,
which is barely 200 km
from Chabahar. China is
thus keen to keep a foot in
the door at Chabahar, to
remain informed about

its development and pos-
sible challenge to Chinese
interests in Pakistan.
China had earlier signed
a 25-year cooperation
agreement with Iran
worth $400 billion. It is
unclear what if any of
that China proposes to
invest in Chabahar. In
any case, China’s first
priority would be to safe-
guard its investment in
Gwadar as the entrepot
for Central Asia. Chaba-
har having an identical
purpose, in addition to
feeding the North-South
Corridor leading to
Russia, creates for China
conflicts of interest.

Interest in the North-
South Corridor has now
revived due to the region-
al impact of the Gaza con-
flict. The US-envisioned
India-Middle East-Eu-
rope Economic Corridor
(IMEC), planned to run
from India to Europe via
the United Arab Emirat-
es, Saudi Arabia and Is-
rael, is now defunct in the
immediate future due to
the Gaza hostilities. The
Suez Canal transit route
has the Houthi threat dis-
rupting it. Thus, an alter-
native route via the
Caspian and Russia
seems plausible. But this
ignores the Ukraine war
and the Western sanc-
tions against Russia. How
can St Petersburg be a
practicable European end
of the corridor with the
hostilities in Ukraine
persisting?

Iran shall always be a
difficult partner for fash-
ioning a new security and
trade paradigm in West
Asia. It values strategic
independence like India.
As a Shia power it vies
with Saudi Arabia for the
leadership of the Islamic
world, with major influ-
ence over the Shia cres-
cent of nations running
from Iran to the
Mediterranean. It is also
seen as a prominent
member of the Russia-

China-led group of
nations defying US hege-
mony.

Until the two wars in
Gaza and Ukraine come
to an end, India’s Cha-
bahar plans will see
incremental growth ra-
ther than strategic leaps.
Balancing interests in a
conflict-laden world shall
remain a challenge for
Indian diplomacy.

The writer is a former
secretary in the external
affairs ministry. He
tweets at @ambkcsingh.
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BAN LTTE PERMANENTLY

The ban on LTTE being extended for a
further 5 years by Home Ministry is
commendable. There is no doubt that
the LTTE which has lost its fangs how-
ever continues to be a threat to India's
sovereignty, territorial integrity and
safety of its citizens. The LTTE and its
supporters, especially Sri Lankan
Tamils settled in countries like
Canada, US, Germany and UK support-
ing it by funding them and trying to
regroup the outfit and give a new and
dangerous life is condemnable. The
MHA should ban the LTTE permanent-
ly and take severe action against those
supporting and funding them. The bru-
tal assassination of our former Prime
Minister Rajiv Gandhi by the
unscrupulous LTTE cadres cannot be
easily forgotten. Supporters of the out-
fit need to wake up and stop their blind
support to a banned terrorist
Organisation.

M.C.Vijay Shankar
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Mahir Ali

Storm in Malmo:
Controversy was

much more at
Eurovision 2024

eldom before has the annual festival of

schmaltz and schlock known as the

Eurovision Song Contest been subject to so

much controversy as it was in the run-up to
this year’s edition in Sweden last weekend. Not sur-
prisingly, it revolved around the glo-bal issue du
jour: Israel’s genocide in Gaza.

Russia was excluded after its invasion of Ukraine
— the latter won the 2022 contest. It needs to be no-
ted, though, that the complex voting rules, which
have evolved since Eurovision’s inception in 1956,
allow room for manipulation, which is invariably
guided by political concerns. As far back as 1968,
Spain’s fascist Franco regime reportedly lobbied for
vote rigging to score a victory that relegated Cliff Ri-
chard’s popular ‘Congratulations’ to second place.

The Iberian Peninsula was Europe’s last fascist
stronghold, but Portugal has a somewhat different
relationship with Eurovision: its 1974 entry, E
Depois Do Aeus by Paulo de Carvalho, was deployed
to serve as a signal for a coup by younger officers
that presaged Portuguese democracy and the liber-
ation of Lisbon’s colonies — from Angola,
Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau to East Timor.

Fifty years after Sweden’s Abba became the first
Eurovision victor to transform its win (Waterloo)

into global acclaim, few other acts have scored the
same level of global success, including the four
Israeli performers since 1973, when members of the
European Broadcasting Union were admitted,
regardless of their geographical standing.

Controversy, however, has often reared its head.
In 2019, Ukraine withdrew from Eurovision after its
shortlisted acts refused to commit to not touring
Russia. Ten years earlier, Georgia’s entry, I Don’t
Wanna Put In, was rejected on the grounds that it
could be construed as a derogatory reference to
Russia’s ruler.

Much of that fades into relative insignificance
after Israel’s initial entry this year, October Rain,
was deemed problematic because of its references to
last year’s Hamas-led outrage (but none to the ensu-
ing atrocities in Gaza). Israel was miffed, but it mod-
ified the lyrics and came up with Hurricane — not
to be confused with Bob Dylan’s anti-racist song of
the same name.

The Israeli performer, Eden Golan, was surround-
ed by Shin Bet-sponsored armed guards throughout
her stay in Malmo, and not allowed to mingle with
fellow artists, who might have enlightened her with
their views on Israel’s military excesses. Ironically,
Golan was until recently a pop star in Russia who

performed for its troops in Crimea.

None of that seemed to matter once her family
moved back to Israel and she shifted her allegiance
to the equally deplorable Benjamin Netanyahu.
According to the Washington Post, she faced “loud
boos throughout her performance [on Saturday]
and finished fifth” — despite considerable efforts by
countries such as the UK to manipulate yet another
win for Israel.

The popular mood in Sweden was reflected in
huge pro-Palestinian mobilisations and impromptu
concerts in Malmo that dwarfed the tiny Zionist
gatherings in the run-up to the extravaganza.

Among the performers, antagonists of Israeli fas-
cism stretched from the unfairly disqualified Dutch
singer Joost Klein to Ireland’s Bambie Thug, whose
dress rehearsal included facial make-up that spelt
out “ceasefire” and “freedom for Palestine”, which
they were obliged to remove before the rehearsal.

The latter’s home nation, meanwhile, staged
Shine on Palestine: An Alternative Eurovision in
Galway on the eve of the finals in Malmo.

I confess I have never taken Eurovision seriously
as a musical proposition, and on the few occasions I
have been obliged to witness parts of it — the first
time was in 1981, when I was a baby-sitting a niece

who was thrilled by Bucks Fizz gaining the top slot
on the basis of an execrable tune — I held back my
opinion. Years later, I watched segments to placate
my own kids, but my impression was always the
same: with occasional exceptions, it was a load of
codswallop — expertly choreographed bilge. That
impression only deepened when all too many of the
acts began performing mostly in English rather
than in their native tongues. Back in 1982, France
described it a “monument to drivel” and refused to
send an entrant that year.

This year’s French contestant, Slimane, declared:
“We need to be united by music, yes, but with love
for peace.” Many of the contestants appeared to
share his view, even if they didn’t withdraw from
Eurovision. Music has for millennia provided a
soundtrack to distress, disillusion, revolt and revo-
lution. Eurovision was never intended to be a part
of that — and, by and large, that reactionary
impulse has been sustained. But in recent days one
is reminded yet again that the real world can’t be
excluded, with the drivelfest’s “united by music”
signposts in Malmo being graffitied over to spell
“united by genocide”.

— By arrangement with Dawn
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Malign motive

Court order quashing arrest lays bare

police design to circumvent due process
T he Supreme Court of India’s order invali-

dating the arrest and remand of New-
sClick founder Prabir Purkayastha is
much more than a technical outcome based on
the failure of the Delhi police to furnish the
grounds for his arrest in writing. It is also an in-
dictment of the clandestine manner in which the
police sought to obtain his custody. As if invoking
the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act against
the web portal was not malign enough — the case
seems fictional in its entirety, and establishes no
overt act that can even be described as unlawful,
much less a terrorist act — the police seemed to
have resorted to what the Court called a “blatant
attempt to circumvent the due process of law”.
The Court did not go into the merits of the case at
this stage, but said enough to warrant an adverse
inference about the absence of bona fides. Mr.
Purkayastha was produced before a remand
judge before dawn and his police custody ob-
tained at 6 a.m., even though the police had the
entire day to comply with the statutory require-
ment of producing him before a court within 24
hours. The police kept his lawyer in the dark
about the early morning proceedings, and in-
stead had a ‘remand advocate’ readily present
during the proceedings. The idea was “to confine
the accused to police custody without informing
him the grounds on which he has been arrested;
deprive the accused of the opportunity to avail
the services of the legal practitioner of his choice
so as to oppose the prayer for police custody re-
mand, seek bail and also to mislead the court”.
The judgment is also notable for extending, to
the UAPA, the principle laid down in Pankaj Ban-
sal (2023) that those arrested under the Preven-
tion of Money Laundering Act should be given
the grounds of their arrest in writing. In fact, in-
terpreting the relevant constitutional provisions,
the Court says this may be required as a matter of
course and without any exception for the arrest
of any person under the UAPA or any other of-
fences. The police recently filed a charge sheet in
this case, which makes the outlandish claim that
Mr. Purkayastha was funded by the Chinese go-
vernment and that he and American millionaire
Neville Roy Singham were involved in an alleged
conspiracy to replace Indian democracy with a
party-state system as in China. It speaks of their
support to fomenting riots and protests in India
and even funding terrorists. Given the grave,
even if far-fetched, nature of the allegations
against him, regular bail would have been diffi-
cult to come by. Therefore, it is salutary that the
Court has treated the level of adherence to proce-
dure — the need to furnish the grounds of arrest
in this case — as sacrosanct.

Trade imbalance

A sharp spike in the import bill blights
April's mild uptick in exports
l ndia’s merchandise exports, which shrank

over 3% in 2023-24 — a year marred by mul-
tiple geopolitical and logistical disruptions
to global trade — are off to a positive start this
year, but only just. This April recorded outbound
shipments worth $34.99 billion, reflecting a
meagre uptick of 1.07% or $370 million from a
year ago. As many as 17 of India’s top 30 export
items reported year-on-year contractions, com-
pared with 13 in the previous month. Significant-
ly, these declines are over a weak base — in April
2023, goods exports had tanked 12.7% and 20 of
the top 30 items had reported a fall in export va-
lues. The minor growth last month was largely
driven by just four items, pharma, chemicals,
electronics and, most importantly, petroleum
products, which recovered from a 35% contrac-
tion in March, aided by the rise in global oil pric-
es. On the flip side, the surge in oil and gold pric-
es through April lifted the country’s goods import
bill by 10.25% to over $54 billion. As a result, last
month’s trade deficit was the highest in four
months at $19.1 billion, and nearly 22.5% over
March’s gap. If the OPEC+ club, which meets in
early June, decides to extend output cuts, oil pric-
es could well hit $100 a barrel. Moreover, a per-
sistent global savings rush to gold as a safe haven,
could keep pushing India’s favourite yellow me-
tal’s prices higher. Apart from the deleterious ef-
fects of such a scenario on the domestic front
(through higher fuel prices, for one), the trade
balance and the rupee would be under pressure.
Global trade volumes, after tanking 1.2% in
2023, are expected to rise 2.6% this year, as per
the World Trade Organization. The government
is hopeful that India’s key markets in the western
world clock lower inflation and improved growth
rates, spurring a demand bounce. However, In-
dia needs to sharpen its approach to capitalise on
such a bounce and ensure that any gains that may
accrue will create wealth across the domestic
economy. This requires addressing the challeng-
es facing labour-intensive sectors such as gar-
ments and footwear, where the country has been
losing out to rivals, including Bangladesh and
Vietnam, in recent years. The downward trend
for these sectors, as well as gems and jewellery,
continued in April. Tackling concerns about pro-
duct quality (in spices or drugs, for example) or
allegations about labour or environmental con-
cerns (aimed at booming shrimp exports) with
greater vigour, is also critical. Moreover, agricul-
tural exports, curbed in the battle against infla-
tion, must be reinvigorated soon, given the
healthy monsoon prospects. The next govern-
ment must roll up its sleeves quickly to rev up the
export growth engine and ensure trade balances
do not turn unwieldy.

CM
K

Health advice to take with no pinch of salt

n the last three years, the COVID-19 vaccine

has generated a lot of public interest as a

possible risk factor for blood clot

formation, resulting in sudden cardiac
arrest. However, a proven, bigger, and
preventable risk factor for heart attack and brain
stroke, i.e., hypertension, rarely gets due public
attention. Let us dive deep into high blood
pressure and its public health relevance.

In 2023, the World Health Organization (WHO)
released a report, the first ever on hypertension,
titled “Global report on hypertension: the race
against a silent killer”. Hypertension was
considered a silent killer as people often are not
aware about high blood pressure till they develop
complications. High blood pressure is the
singlemost important risk factor for early deaths,
leading to an estimated 10.8 million preventable
deaths every year, globally. High blood pressure
causes more deaths than other leading risk
factors, such as tobacco use and high blood sugar.
The number of adults with hypertension nearly
doubled in the last three decades (since 1990) to
reach 1.3 billion. Globally, an estimated 46% of
adults with hypertension are unaware that they
have the condition, and less than half (42%) with
hypertension are diagnosed and treated. Only
one in five adults (21%) with hypertension has it
under control.

The Indian Council of Medical Research-INdia
DIABetes (ICMR-INDIAB) study has estimated that
in India, 311 million people (or one in every three
adults) have hypertension. In the country, adults
with hypertension are threefold of the estimated
101 million people living with diabetes.

Cut the salt

Excess dietary salt intake (five grams or more per
day), one of the key risk factors to hypertension,
contributed to two million cardiovascular disease
deaths in 2019. Research studies have shown that
by reducing salt, cardiovascular disease risks can
be reduced by 30% and mortality by 20%. Indian
adults consume on average eight to 11 grams of
salt per day, which is approximately twice that of
the WHO recommended daily salt intake. High
salt intake is responsible for an estimated
1,75,000 deaths in India.

Hypertension is not an issue for any one
socio-economic group. A Delhi-based
non-governmental organisation, Foundation for
People-centric Health Systems, conducted 50
health camps in five localities of Delhi and
Gurugram, from October 2023 to March 2024,
and screened and treated around 12,000 people.
Most of the people were women, migrant
workers, and rickshaw and taxi drivers, nearly all
from low income groups. A large number of them
were found to have diabetes and hypertension, a
majority of cases detected for the first time in
these camps, indicating the gaps in terms of
awareness, detection and treatment.

In India, the government has set a target of
putting 75 million people with hypertension
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and/or diabetes on standard care by 2025. The
India Hypertension Control Initiative (IHCI), a
collaborative project of the ICMR, Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare/Directorate General of
Health Services, WHO India and other partners,
was initiated in November 2017 in 25 districts in
five States of India.

Simple and scalable

The IHCI follows five simple and scalable
strategies, implemented through primary health
care. The IHCI rolled out simplified drug and
dose-specific treatment protocols for
primary-care settings. It also focused on
strengthening the drug supply chain by including
protocol-based drugs in the State essential drug
list; the forecasting of drugs based on morbidity,
and ensuring adequate budget allocation in
annual plans to purchase hypertension
medication. The IHCI has also followed
team-based and decentralised care. In addition,
components to make health services
patient-centric by measures such as the
dispensing of 30 days of medicine in every
patient visit are part of the initiative. It has also
used information systems for programme
monitoring.

Nearly six years of [HCI implementation has
resulted in two major programmatic learnings.
First, the development of simple treatment
protocols with fewer drugs, ensuring reliable
drug supply, linking patients to facilities closer to
home for follow-up and engaging teams increases
access and utilisation of health services from
government facilities, by bringing people to
health services. Second, simplified programme
monitoring makes programme performance
assessment both quantifiable and actionable. The
THCI won the ‘2022 UN Interagency Task Force,
and WHO Special Programme on Primary Health
Care Award’. The IHCI was expanded to 140-plus
districts of India, in 2023.

Seventy-six million cardiovascular deaths and
450 million disability adjusted life years (DALYs)
would be avoided, if countries, with proven
interventions, mobilise to achieve the goal of 50%
population hypertension control by 2050. An
estimated 4.6 million deaths can be prevented in
India by 2040 if half the hypertensive population
has its blood pressure under control. This will
help countries achieving the targets under their
National Health Policy along with global targets
and commitments such as universal health
coverage.

What should be done? First, raise awareness
about the risk of and long-term adverse impact of
untreated hypertension. High blood pressure can
affect the entire vascular system (multiple organs
including the heart, kidneys, brain and eyes).

Second, scale up evidence-based public health
interventions such as the IHCI. Strategies and
lessons from such experiences should be used to
design and implement interventions to prevent
and control other lifestyle diseases such as

diabetes mellitus and chronic kidney diseases.

Third, the interventions in health programmes
are often targeted on modifiable risk factors.
However, there are non-modifiable risk factors
such as family history, an age of over 65 years and
pre-existing comorbidities such as diabetes
and/or kidney disease, all of which make a
person at higher risk of hypertension. India
already has a high burden of each of these
non-modifiable risk factors: high burden of
hypertension (a family risk factor for future
generation); high burden of comorbidities and a
rapidly rising elderly population. Therefore,
hypertension control initiatives in India need to
focus on the healthy adults as well, who may have
known non-modifiable risk factors.

Fourth, intensify efforts to reduce dietary salt
consumption using strategies such as ‘SHAKE the
salt habit’ under the WHO’s HEARTS strategy.
Under SHAKE, there are five approaches: of
Surveillance to measure and monitor salt use;
Harness industry to promote and reformulate
foods and meals that contain less salt; A adopt to
standard labelling and marketing; Knowledge,
educate and communicate to empower
individuals to eat less salt; Environment —
support settings that promote healthy eating.

Fifth, lifestyle diseases demand multi-sectoral
actions. In 2017, India developed and approved a
multi-sectoral plan for the prevention and the
control of non-communicable diseases. These
plans must be revisited and more concrete
actions done by key sectors. We need to leapfrog
to this as soon as possible.

Sixth, having informed citizens is the key to
control hypertension at the population level.
Raise awareness about salt in food. There is
invisible salt in the form of pickles, breads,
namkeen and papad. Food packages need to have
better labelling of items/packets in terms of low,
medium and high salt content. People also need
to be sensitised to read food package labels and
make informed decisions.

Seventh, stronger enforcement of food
regulation in India has the potential to prevent
many diseases and reduce the burden on health
services. There needs to be higher taxation on
high salt (and also high sugar, high fat) food and
other packaged products.

Regular BP checks

Take Control. Regular checking of one’s blood
pressure should become an integral part of
lifestyle. Access to BP apparatus needs to be
increased in public places such as malls, shops
and pharmacies, where people can have their BP
measured either free or at nominal and
affordable charges. Every office and workplace
needs to have a functional BP apparatus and
employees should be encouraged to check their
BP regularly. Every single visit to health-care
providers should be used to measure one’s BP.
Physicians should advise/sensitise people to
measure and monitor their BP.

Politics served with concise social media content

changing rapidly and India is not immune

to these sweeping changes. Traditional
analyses of information consumption, which
focus on the medium, often overlook the
profound shifts in human psychology, driven by
the rise of social media. This shift has led to
instant gratification becoming the norm,
impacting political narratives, with the potential
to alter election outcomes. In India, growing
social media use in the vernacular languages,
combined with a largely unregulated digital space
and a highly competitive, polarised political
environment, necessitates vigilance to manage
disruptive misinformation.

T he nature of information dissemination is

‘Going viral’ as objective
Recent studies such as “Accelerating Dynamics of
Collective Attention” which was published in
Nature, highlight a dramatic decline in human
attention spans — from 2.5 minutes two decades
ago to just 45 seconds today. This decline is
mirrored in the popularity of concise social
media content, i.e., short videos of less than a
minute and ‘articles’ that span less than 200
characters. Short and snappy content is easier to
produce. The focus is on the potential of the
content to go viral rather than the content itself.
Such content, which is much easier to produce
and designed for ‘viral spread’ rather than depth,
enables previously obscure figures to become
influential by catering to short attention spans.
Social media algorithms exacerbate this by
promoting viral content, which often drowns out
more substantial, factual narratives. Thus, it is
entirely possible that factually unsound content
travels around the world several times faster
before rebuttals can even be thought of.

This new reality is not lost on political parties.
The potential for this new paradigm to
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significantly reduce the asymmetry in social
media power among political outfits is immense.
In India, it is assumed that the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has a much higher and more effective
social media presence than the Congress. In fact,
many analysts on both sides of the political
spectrum attribute the BJP’s political dominance
since 2014 to a significant first mover advantage.
While the Congress relied on rallies and
long-winding speeches, the BJP switched to new
age media, dominating Facebook, Twitter (now
X) and WhatsApp. It is only since the 2019 general
election that the Congress has invested
significantly in social media. Analysis of follower
counts and engagement statistics across
platforms prove that the BJP still has the edge. But
there is significant churn underway.

An inversion of roles
Viral political content is a strong indicator of how
quickly political narratives can be set and
propagated. As an example, a recent video by
vlogger Dhruv Rathee, titled “Is India Becoming a
Dictatorship”, went viral, becoming a topic of
discussion on several forums. This is significantly
larger than any video posted by the political
Opposition. An analysis of the video reveals that
the information presented is not new — these are
commonly traded political accusations often
treated as par for the course in political debates.
But the content was designed to go viral —
different parts of the 30-minute video can be
easily edited into simple one-minute sections and
tailored to appeal to shortening attention spans.
Such context free splicing of content did
happen — arguments were shortened, facts were
pushed aside and context was ignored. Hundreds
of ‘shorts’ spawned from the main video resulting
in a narrative firestorm that BJP sympathisers
struggled to keep up with. This article is an

illustration of how algorithms and low attention
spans allow specific types of content to
organically propagate at an astounding rate.

The political Opposition was quick to latch on
and the video remained in popular consciousness
for well over two weeks. For the first time in
many months the BJP seemed to be on the back
foot. What is unique about this case is that the
narrative was set by an apparently independent
content creator and then amplified by political
parties. This is a marked inversion from earlier
when politicians delivered the talking points and
other agents took on the role of amplification.
This ‘inversion’ of roles is becoming more
apparent in the social media strategies of the
Opposition - a marked reliance on supposedly
independent social media influencers to generate
‘viral’ content followed by an amplification
powered by political leaders.

Analysis is more difficult now

This ‘inversion’ of roles is bound to have a
significant impact. The checks and balances in
the media, which have already eroded
significantly, will continue on their path to
irrelevance. Democratisation of content creation
and algorithms that seek to capitalise on
shrinking attention spans has resulted in a truly
level playing field, where large pockets for social
media spends matter less than having content
that is tailored to gratify instantly. This makes
analysis of the political headwinds more difficult.
Merely analysing election time utterances is no
longer sufficient. Conventional messaging is now
under-girded by social media where narratives
are generated on a whim, influencing millions in
their wake. The party that can bring a semblance
of control over this tumult will reap the benefits
and it is not clear who is winning this battle for
attention.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Court on arrest

Man-animal conflict

The Supreme Court of India
invalidating the arrest of
Prabir Purkayastha, a
journalist and an online
portal founder, on account
of the total disregard by the
Delhi police for the
established procedure to be
followed in such arrest,
should be a lesson for the
investigating agencies
concerned (Page 1, May 16).
The Court’s ruling is

significant as it has
emphasised that proper
procedure and due process
are “guardrails” against
arbitrary actions, even in
stringent terror cases. Will
the police authorities
concerned be brought to
justice for keeping a citizen
behind bars for over seven
months following his illegal
arrest? Unless exemplary
punishment is awarded for
such illegal acts by the

police, there will be many
more instances of this kind
in future.

S.K. Choudhury,
Bengaluru

The UAPA was designed to
combat terrorism but its
misuse threatens free
speech and dissent, eroding
the very foundations of
democracy. When
journalists fear reprisals for
reporting on sensitive

issues, investigative
journalism suffers, denying
citizens access to critical
information.

The top court’s intervention
highlights the need for
robust safeguards against
arbitrary arrests. Our
judiciary must continue to
play a vigilant role in
upholding constitutional
rights.

Kurian Mathew,

Kochi

India’s high rate of
urbanisation has caused the
hasty expansion of human
settlements into areas that
were once exclusively
wildlife habitats (‘State of
Play’, Opinion page, May
16). With vaguely defined
boundaries for fauna,
human-occupied areas have
increasingly become zones
for wandering wild animals.
Conflict with wildlife has

reached unprecedented
levels, leading to retaliatory
animal killings. Population
increase and the demand
for natural resources have
led to the fragmentation of
natural habitats. Mitigation
of human-wildlife conflict is
thus becoming one of the
major concerns for wildlife
managers and the scientific
community.

R. Sivakumar,

Chennai
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Should reservation in jobs only be in proportion to the population?
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Sudheendra Kulkarni: This slogan did not
start with Kanshi Ram. In some ways, it has its
origins in the debates and even policies of the
colonial government. It is the British who
introduced proportionate representation to
certain sections of society. It was also supported

uring his election campaign,
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi has
often used the slogan ‘Jitni abadi,
utna haq’ (the rights of a group are
proportionate to the group’s share in the total
population). The Prime Minister has lashed out
at him for the slogan and others have argued
that it is against the spirit of the Constitution.
Should reservation in jobs only be in proportion
to the population? Sukhadeo Thorat and
Sudheendra Kulkarni discuss the question in a
conversation moderated by Abhinay
Lakshman. Edited excerpts:

This slogan is not new. It has a unique place
in the history of India’s social justice politics.
What is the salient difference in how it was
used in Kanshi Ram’s time and how it is
being used now? What does it really mean?
Whose population and what right is the

Sukhdeo Thorat: One of the justifications for a
caste census is that Indian society is highly
diversified and exclusionary. Very few countries
have a group-specific policy like we have. We
combine policies that are focused on individuals
and at the same time we focus on groups as a
whole. Over the last 20 years, you will see that
there has been an increase in demand for
group-specific policies: for certain SCs
(Scheduled Castes), STs (Scheduled Tribes),
Other Backward Classes (OBCs), those above
OBCs such as the Patels and Marathas, and now
low-income groups, and women. That is simply
because of the character of our society where
certain groups face discrimination from having
an equal access to opportunity and equal rights.

Increasingly, the issue is that the government
is surrendering to some groups due to pressure
and providing group-specific policies without
sufficient information. That is why we find
arguments for caste-wise data, sub-caste-wise
data — so that we can study it and the
government can take a position based on that.
When I was chairman of ICSSR (Indian Council
of Social Science and Research), I was asked to
justify reservation at the Centre for the Jat
community. We were not given caste census
data for the Jats. But we were given five reports
of five States and those reports were very poor.
This is an example to say that if we want to have
group-specific policies, we should have
group-specific information about human
development indicators, poverty, income,
malnutrition, education, and ownership of
means of production. That, I think, is the
justification of the Congress.

Manda Krishna Madiga during a public rally in Hyderabad. THE HINDU

by B.R. Ambedkar in States and Minorities: he
made a strong case for representation
proportionate to the population. In fact, he
wanted erstwhile depressed classes to also be
categorised as minorities. And depending on the
proportion of population, he demanded
representation. That was strongly opposed by
the Congress and was not adopted in the
Constitution. Instead, a principle of affirmative
action was introduced for certain sections of
society, for certain needs, that is, education and
employment, which would ensure their justice
and development. This was done unanimously.
But in this principle, there is no concept of jitni
abadi utna haq. This concept is patently
unconstitutional. It goes against the letter and
spirit of the Constitution. India is a Republic
which recognises equality among citizens. Caste
is not recognised as a unit in the Constitution. If
it is recognised, it is only to the extent of certain
policies for affirmative action.

Jitni abadi utna haq is also unimplementable.
Let me give an example. We are already
encountering enormous difficulties in ensuring
reservation even for groups such as SCs. You
know there is a strong demand for
sub-categorisation among Dalits, tribal groups,
and OBCs. This is because there is a strong
feeling among beneficiary categories that some
sub-category is taking a much larger share of the
benefits and depriving others. For instance, the
Madigas in Telangana are demanding
sub-categorisation because they believe that the
Malas, who are fewer in number, are getting
more benefits. The Rohini Commission’s initial
findings also show that there is a tremendous
imbalance even among the beneficiary groups.
Affirmative action has some justification within
certain frameworks. But jitni abadi utna haq is a
divisive and unconstitutional concept. If anyone
tried to implement it, it can create social chaos.

Are you saying we must find larger groups to
ensure accurate representation, or should
we move away from representation in
totality?

e

Affirmative action has some justification
within certain frameworks. But jitni abadi
utna haq is a divisive and unconstitutional
concept. If anyone tried to implement it, it
can create social chaos.

SUDHEENDRA KULKARNI

SK: The fundamental moral underpinning of the
Constitution is nyay (justice). We are far from
approaching the ideal. The question is how we
move towards it. There is a tendency to focus
only on the government or the formal sector of
the economy. These provide employment only
to a small section. So, we need to think of
economic and social justice and equality in
totally different terms. This means we need to
think of wealth and livelihood creation at the
bottom of the socioeconomic pyramid.

ST: Dr. Ambedkar’s position was that if the
reservation share of the SCs, STs (Scheduled
Tribes) has to be defined, it should be in
proportion to the social, economic, and
educational standing of the group. He was not
strictly in support of the population as an
indicator for representation. He dealt with
reservation in the legislature and said that it
should be in proportion to the socioeconomic
standing of the group. He said that the majority
seats in the legislature should be reduced to a
certain extent and redistributed among the
social and religious minorities. And the
redistribution of seats, which will also apply to
jobs, should be in proportion to the economic
and social standing. Nevertheless, population
comes in. Because in the absence of the other
indicators, at that time, population was
considered to be a tentative indicator of a fair
representation of a group. But that doesn’t mean
that it should be the ultimate indicator.

The second point is the reservation issue by
social group. There is a distinction between
pro-poor policies, irrespective of caste, religion,
ethnicity, gender, and policies for those who are
discriminated against. Affirmative action policies
are necessary in addition to general policies,
which are applicable to all, only for those groups
which have suffered from discrimination. So, as
far as reservation is concerned, in India you will
have to have a policy that is for economic and
educational empowerment for all, irrespective
of caste and religion, and an additional policy
for the group that is discriminated against.
Ambedkar did not ask for reservation only in the
public sector. He also asked for it in the private
sector because discrimination is more rampant
in the private sector than the public sector.

But the question here is, how do we
determine what qualifies as a fair share?

ST: Ambedkar was clear that the fair share
should be based on the socioeconomic and

education standing of the group, which can be
supplemented by the population. Take, for
example, Parsis or Christians. They are
minorities, but they are advanced in terms of
education. Their share is much, much higher
than their population share. Brahmins
constitute only 3.5% or 5%, but their share is
several times higher than the low castes.

What should be the aim of a caste census in
India?

SK: A caste census is welcome because it will
reveal how many people belong to which caste
or sub caste and their relative backwardness or
progression. It will then show government and
society what actions are needed for us to move
towards greater equality. The question is, what
are you going to do then with the data of the
caste census? The caste census will also, among
other things, reveal how certain castes who
were earlier deprived and discriminated against
have moved on. This will be important new
information that will come out. Let us not be
under the illusion or misconception that all the
SCs are as discriminated against as they were 70
years ago. There is a certain section of SCs
which has moved on, a section of OBCs that has
moved on. Many of them are crorepatis. Should
their children get reservation? The concept of a
creamy layer should also now be applied to the
SCs. So, these are the larger issues that will be
revealed by the caste census. Similarly, there are
other so-called non-OBCs or upper castes who
are poor. So, we need to therefore take a holistic
view and not go in the direction that divides our
society, that is, jitni abadi, utna haq.

ST: The purpose of a caste census is quite clear.
It is not a census only to gain demographic data
and family data. The first is that you go down
from broader caste categories like SCs to sub
castes. So, have a population estimate of these
sub castes or even religious groups for that
matter and social groups within the religion. But
that certainly is not the purpose. The purpose is
to know about the economic, educational, and
social standing of these groups. What is their
access to ownership of means of production like
land, business, employment? What are their
educational levels? Do they face discrimination?
What is the nature of such discrimination? So a
caste census will generate all this information
and bring transparency. There will be shocks.
The people who are opposed to a caste census
are worried simply because they think that the
5% Brahmins will have a 60% share. But my
point is government policy is based on evidence
and data and it is a fair policy. But at the
moment policies are not based on data. Policies
are based on political pressures.
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The challenge of
reporting propaganda

A mischievous and selective presentation of facts can sometimes be

more dangerous for democracy than pure lies

Varghese K. George

are not about facts and truths, but

about turning public opinion.
Election campaigns often bring out the
worst in our political leaders and create a
particularly challenging situation for
journalists who consider facts sacred.
What leaders say during elections are lar-
gely kernels of truth that are puffed up so
that they can claim superhuman quali-
ties, or engage in scaremongering, or
slander their opponents. When these
statements are abstractions, such as so-
meone is communal or good or bad for
the country, there is nothing a journalist
can do or perhaps needs to do, other
than merely reporting it.

In the pre-digital era, falsehoods and
misinformation had a short, localised life.
Now, technology enables falsehoods to
travel across continents, and remain eter-
nally alive. What can journalism do in
this scenario? How can journalists report
a speech that contains falsehoods? Is it
okay to merely reproduce what has been
said? Is it okay to ignore the leader who is
making the false statement? Can a lead-
er’s speech be fact-checked real time?

When statements are distortions, not
white lies, what can reporters do? If a
leader who is about to assume power
spouts lies, is it responsible journalism to
black out those statements? Is it sufficient
to counter-pose one statement to the oth-
er — for instance, leader X said the ‘sun
rises in the east’ and leader Y said the
‘sun rises in the west?’

When a statement which must be re-
ported is factually wrong, the reporting
must explain it, ideally by quoting sourc-
es. For instance, what the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party says about the Congress manifes-
to can be easily verified. But when it says
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C ampaigns by parties or companies

India would have been a superpower if
Sardar Patel and not Jawaharlal Nehru
had become the first Prime Minister,
there is nothing a journalist can do apart
from reporting that statement.

But more than lies, misinformation
and misinterpretation are greater threats
as fact-checking may not help in such cas-
es; providing context and explaining the
background of the piece of information is
more valuable. A case in point is the re-
cent cacophony over Muslim population
growth. A mischievous and selective pre-
sentation of facts can sometimes be more
dangerous for democracy than pure lies
because the claim of factual accuracy is
also made along with it.

This also leads us to the point of num-
bers never lying. Diametrically opposite
arguments about the economy prolifer-
ate, all of them using numbers, tables,
and graphs. Taking surveys and data as
unquestionable containers of truth or
facts is not entirely free of problems, as
Rukmini S. explains in her book Whole
Numbers and Half Truths. For instance,
surveys that attempt to quantify qualita-
tive attributes such as communalism or
pluralism may not necessarily capture
the reality. Will any communal bigot ad-
mit to being one, to a surveyor? Numbers
and data can help a journalist arrive at a
fuller picture, but not the full picture. All
this makes the reporting of election cam-
paigns both challenging and fascinating.

To bring the best factual and unbiased
picture to the audience, a journalist will
have to use data, context, and back-
ground information in a skillful manner.
Counter propaganda masquerading as
journalism is as dangerous to journalism
as propaganda which, by definition, is
not bound by facts.

varghese.g@thehindu.co.in

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

A display of patriotic pageantry
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Russian President Vladimir Putin and the heads of foreign states lay flowers at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier after the Victory Day military parade in central Moscow on May
9. Russia is celebrating the 79th anniversary of the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany in World War I1. AFp
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1974

New wall proposed to protect
shore temple

Madras: In a major effort to protect the temple
complex on the shore of Mahabalipuram from
the ravages of waves, a groyne wall is to be
built, pushing back the waterfront by a further
125 feet away from the existing protection
walls, constructed over three decades ago.
Estimated to cost over Rs. 26 lakhs, the

proposed wall will not strike a full semi-circle,
but leave a gap on the southern side. The
construction work, to be entrusted to the
Madras Port Trust engineers, is expected to be
completed in 18 months.

The temple complex, consisting of two
temples dedicated to Lord Siva — one facing
east and the other west — with a rock-cut
figure of Lord Vishnu between them, is one of
the outstanding monuments of
Mahabalipuram. The twin shore temples, built
by Rajasimha (700-725 A.D.) are among the
earliest structural temples of the Pallava
period in the stone medium.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1924
A radio club for Madras

A meeting was held last evening in the
Dadabhoy Munzil (Ripon Buildings) by those
interested in broadcasting by wireless with a
view to form a radio club for Madras. There was
a large gathering of Europeans and Indians
present and Mr. Y. Tirumalai Pillai, the President
of the Municipal Corporation, was voted to the
chair.

Mr. A.O. Coningsby, a representative of the
Marconi Company, addressed the meeting on
the working and progress of the radio clubs in
England and some of those recently organised in
Bombay and Calcutta.
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The use of Al in drug development

What are target proteins and how are they identified? How do Al-based tools AlphaFold 3 and RoseTTAFold All-Atom help in predicting the correct target protein

and its interactions with drugs? Where does India stand in the field of computational drug development?

EXPLAINER What are the dr'flwbacks? o THE GIST
With all the promise and potential in drug
development, Al tools have limitations.
v

Binay Panda

rug development is an
expensive and
time-consuming process.
However, the advent of
Artificial Intelligence (AI) has opened up a
world of possibilities with respect to
fast-tracking drug development.

How does the process start?
The process of developing a drug starts
with identifying and validating a target. A
target is a biological molecule (usually a
gene or a protein) to which a drug directly
binds in order to work. The
overwhelming majority of targets are
proteins. Only those proteins with ideal
sites where drugs can go and dock to do
their business are druggable proteins.
Target proteins are identified in the
discovery phase, wherein a target protein
sequence is fed into a computer which
looks for the best-fitting drug out of
millions in the library of small molecules
for which the structures are stored in the
computer. The process assumes that the
structures of the target protein and drug
are known. If not, the computer uses
models to understand the sites where a
drug can bind. This discovery process
avoids time-consuming laboratory
experiments that require expensive
chemicals and reagents and have a high
failure rate. Once the suitable protein
target and its drug are identified, the
research moves to the pre-clinical phase,
where the potential drug candidates are
tested outside a biological system, using
cells and animals for the drug’s safety and
toxicity. After this, as part of the clinical
phase, the drug is tested on a small
number of human patients before being
used on more patients for efficacy and
safety. Finally, the drug undergoes
regulatory approval and marketing and
post-market survey phases. Due to a high
failure rate, the discovery phase limits the
number of drugs that pass and carry on to

the pre-clinical and clinical phases.

How can AI help this process?

AT has the potential to revolutionise target
discovery and understand drug-target
interaction by drastically cutting down
time, increasing the accuracy of
prediction of interaction between a drug
and its target, and saving money. The
development of two Al-based prediction
tools, AlphaFold and RoseTTAFold,
developed by researchers at DeepMind, a
Google company, and the University of
Washington, U.S., respectively, has
provided a major scientific breakthrough
in the last four years in the area of
computational drug development. Both
tools are based on deep neural networks.
The tools’ neural networks use massive
amounts of input data to produce the
desired output — the three-dimensional
structures of proteins. Published recently,
the new avatars of AlphaFold and
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RoseTTAFold, called AlphaFold 3
(developed jointly by Isomorphic Labs, a
DeepMind spinoff) and RoseTTAFold
All-Atom, respectively, take the capability
of these tools to an entirely new level. The
significant difference between the
upgraded versions and their previous
forms is their capability to predict not just
static structures of proteins and
protein-protein interactions but also their
ability to predict structures and
interactions for any combination of
protein, DNA, and RNA, including
modifications, small molecules and ions.
Additionally, the new versions use
generative diffusion-based architectures
(one kind of Al model) to predict
structural complexes. In a test with 400
interactions between targets and their
small molecule drugs, AlphaFold 3
accurately predicted their interactions
76% of the time versus 40% by
RoseTTAFold All-Atom.

For example, the tools can, at best,
provide up to 80% accuracy in predicting
interactions (the accuracy comes down
drastically for protein-RNA interaction
predictions). Second, the tools can only
aid a single phase of drug development,
target discovery and drug-target
interaction. It will still have to go through
the pre-clinical and clinical development
phases, and there is no guarantee that the
Al-derived molecules will result in success
in those phases. Third, one of the
challenges with diffusion-based
architecture is model hallucinations,
where insufficient training data causes the
tool to produce incorrect or non-existent
predictions. Finally, unlike the previous
versions of AlphaFold, DeepMind has not
released the code for AlphaFold 3,
restricting its independent verification,
broad utilisation and use for protein-small
molecule interaction studies.

What about India?
Developing new Al tools for drug
development requires large-scale
computing infrastructure, especially ones
with fast Graphics Processing Units
(GPUs) to run multiple tasks with longer
sequences. GPU chips are expensive, and
with newer and faster ones being
produced by hardware makers every year,
they have a quick expiration date. India
needs such large-scale computing
infrastructure. That, along with a lack of
skilled AI scientists, unlike in the U.S. and
China, is the second reason why
researchers in India could not establish a
first-mover advantage in developing Al
tools for drug development despite the
country having a rich history in protein
X-ray crystallography, modelling and
other fields of structural biology.
However, with a growing number of
pharmaceutical organisations, India can
lead the way in applying Al tools in target
discovery, identification, and drug testing.
Binay Panda is Professor at JNU, New
Delhi and posts at @ganitlabs.

The process of developing a
drug starts with identifying and
validating a target. A targetis a
biological molecule (usually a
gene or a protein) to which a
drug directly binds in order to
work.
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Al has the potential to
revolutionise target discovery
and understand drug-target
interaction by drastically
cutting down time, increasing
the accuracy of prediction of
interaction between a drug and
its target, and saving money.
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The development of two
Al-based prediction tools,
AlphaFold and RoseTTAFold,
developed by researchers at
DeepMind, a Google company,
and the University of
Washington, U.S., respectively,
has provided a major scientific
breakthrough in the area of
computational drug
development.
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n artles e e -rec O lS e communal feelings to secure votes, and
a p bribing or intimidation of voters.
Recognised political parties are guilty of v
violating the MCC on various occasions. Section 29A of the

or de-registered?

Does the Election Commission have the power to de-recognise a political party for violation of the MCC?

Rangarajan. R

The story so far:
he Election Commission of
India (ECI) in its report on
enforcement of Model Code of
Conduct (MCC) has stated that
it expects star campaigners to lead by
example and not vitiate the fabric of
society. This has raised a debate about
ECI powers to rein in MCC violations.

What are registered parties?

Section 29A of the Representation of the
People Act, 1951 (RP Act) lays down the
requirements for registration of a political
party with the ECI. Any political party
that seeks registration should submit a
copy of its memorandum/constitution.
Such document should declare that the
party shall bear true faith and allegiance
to the Constitution of India. It should also
bear allegiance to the principles of
socialism, secularism and democracy, and
uphold the sovereignty, unity and
integrity of India. Registered political

M »

parties enjoy the following legal benefits -
(a) tax exemption for donations received
under Section 13A of the Income Tax Act,
1961, (b) common symbol for contesting
general elections to the Lok Sabha/State
Assemblies, and (c) twenty ‘star
campaigners’ during election campaign.
As per the ECI, there are 2,790 active
registered political parties in India.

What are recognised parties?

A registered party is referred to as a
Registered Unrecognised Political Party
(RUPP). Political parties are recognised as
a ‘national’ or ‘State’ party under the
provisions of The Election Symbols
(Reservation and Allotment) Order, 1968
(Symbols Order) by the ECI. The criteria
for recognition at the ‘national’ or ‘State’
level consists of winning requisite number
of seats and/or obtaining required
percentage of votes in a general election
to Lok Sabha or State Assembly. At
present, there are six ‘national’ parties,
and sixty-one ‘State’ parties that have
been recognised. These recognised

parties enjoy additional concessions of
having a reserved symbol during elections
and forty ‘star campaigners’.

What are the issues?

It has been noticed that less than a third
of RUPPs contest elections. The RP Act
does not confer explicit powers on the
ECI to de-register any political party if it
fails to contest elections, conduct
inner-party elections or lodge requisite
returns. The Supreme Court in Indian
National Congress versus Institute of Social
Welfare & Ors (2002) had held that the ECI
does not have power to de-register any
political party under the RP Act. It may
de-register only under exceptional
circumstances like registration being
obtained by fraud or the political party
ceasing to have allegiance to the
Constitution or if it is declared unlawful
by the Government. The RUPPs that don’t
contest elections raise concerns over the
possible misuse of income tax exemption
and donations collected being used for
money laundering.

However, it has been observed that the
ECI on such occasions at best bars leaders
from campaigning for a short period of
two to three days.

What needs to be done?

The ECI in its memorandum for electoral
reforms (2016) has suggested amendment
to the law that would empower the ECI to
deregister a party. The Law Commission
in its 255th report (2015) on ‘Electoral
reforms’ has also recommended
amendments for de-registration of a
political party if it fails to contest elections
for 10 consecutive years. These
recommendations should be
implemented. Under Paragraph 16A of
the Symbols order, the ECI has the power
to suspend or withdraw recognition of a
recognised political party for its failure to
observe MCC or follow lawful directions
of the Commission. It has probably been
used only once for three weeks in 2015
when the recognition of National People’s
Party was suspended for failure to follow
the directions of the ECI. Strict action
under this provision would have a
salutary effect in ensuring adherence to
the MCC.

Rangarajan R is a former IAS officer and
author of ‘Polity Simplified’. He trains
civil-service aspirants at ‘Officers IAS
Academy’. Views expressed are personal.
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suggested amendment to the
law that would empower the
ECI to deregister a party.
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Astill from Aattam.

Invisible and forgettable: the missing
women of Malayalam cinema

This recent trend of women being invisibilised in Malayalam cinema is seen as a kind of reversal after a decade of several films having strong women

characters. This happened with the shift from star-driven films of the early 2000s to more character-driven dramas in the 2010s

S. R. Praveen

erala has a sex ratio of 1,084

as per the last recorded

Census of 2011, indicating a

population of 1,084 females to
every 1,000 males. However, looking at
some of the more popular films in
Malayalam today, one cannot be blamed
for thinking there is a serious dearth in
the female population in the State.

Even as Malayalam cinema is arguably
going through one of its best phases ever
as far as box office performance is
concerned, some of the recent hits have
faced criticism for either their complete
absence of women or the lack of
substantial characters for the few women
who get some screen space.

A worrying trend

Take the case of Aavesham, Jithu
Madhavan’s roaring hit carried mostly by
Fahadh Faasil’s uninhibited act, that has
raked in over 150 crore at the box office.
Parts of the film are set in a college
campus, but not even a single girl from
the campus gets a prominent presence or
even a line of dialogue. The only women
characters are stereotypes; that of the
mother of one of the youngsters, who is
present mostly as a voice asking “Are you
happy?” to anyone who talks to her on
the phone, and that of a sex worker. In
the case of Malayalee From India, another
recent release, Anaswara Rajan, one of
the more promising young actors in the
industry, occupies prominent space in the
posters, but all that she gets in the film is
a cameo role stretching barely 10 minutes.
That too, a role without any consequence
to the film’s narrative. The only other

woman to get even a noticeable role is
Manju Pillai, as the protagonist’s mother.

Kalyani Priyadarshan and Neeta Pillai
get similarly inconsequential roles in
Vineeth Sreenivasan’s Varshangalkku
Shesham. Infact, they barely get a few
more scenes than what is shown of them
in the film’s trailer. The role of Bhavana in
the recent Tovino Thomas-starrer Nadikar
is no better. Manjummel Boys, the highest
grosser in the history of Malayalam
cinema, as well as Aadujeevitham have
also faced criticism for not providing roles
with any scope for performance for
women, but these can be excused as films
based on real stories.

Even though short, Manjummel Boys
did paint a moving portrait of a woman
suffering with her son who had got back
home after surviving an ordeal, the true
horror of which gets revealed to her only
later. The only exception among the
recent crop of box office or OTT successes
are Premalu, in which Mamitha Baiju gets
to play a confident and successful
woman, who is at the centre of the
narrative, Aattam, one of the best films of
the year in which Zarin Shihab gets a role
of a lifetime and Neru, in which Anaswara
has a role equivalent to Mohanlal’s.

A sudden invisibilisation

This recent trend of women being
invisibilised from Malayalam cinema is
seen as a kind of reversal after a decade of
several films having strong women
characters. This happened with the shift
from predominantly star-driven films of
the early 2000s to more screenplay and
character-driven dramas in the 2010s,
with films ranging from Ozhimuri and 22
Female Kottayam to The Great Indian

Kitchen, Thondimuthalum Driksakshiyum
and Take Off.

Even in films where women were not
the protagonists, they did have
memorable roles, like in Maheshinte
Prathikaram or Kammatipadam. While
women characters in Malayalam cinema
till 2010, with a few exceptions like the
films of K. G. George, were seen through
the eyes of patriarchy, and were expected
to be submissive and chaste, the films that
came in the 2010s broke these unwritten,
but widely followed, norms. Seen in this
context, the arrival of such a large
number of mainstream films, one after
the other, with not even a single woman
character who would leave an
impression, is bound to raise eyebrows.
Although, it is clear that there is no evil
machine working in the background to
ensure such a scenario, the fact that so
many filmmakers would think that
women characters are dispensable points
to a problem.

However, a celebratory atmosphere,
when everyone is talking about the
unprecedented box office success of film
after film, is not really conducive for this
debate, as evident in the reactions to a
few social media posts from women
raising this point. The majority of the
comments under these posts were
dismissive of such arguments questioning
the absence of women characters, while
some were downright abusive. Some
actors like Nikhila Vimal have argued that
it is better to have a few films with
well-written women characters than
women being included in films for the
sake of representation. The demand
certainly is not for virtuous women
characters, but roles with positive,

negative or grey shades that would atleast
leave some kind of an impression.

The role of institutions
It might be a coincidence that this
invisibilisation of women from cinema is
happening at the same time that the
Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) is
away from the spotlight. The WCC,
formed in 2017 in the aftermath of an
actor’s complaint of sexual assault
allegedly masterminded by actor Dileep,
was in its initial days highly vocal about
changing the status quo in the industry
and taking on the powers that be, but has
been relatively silent of late. The report by
the Justice Hema Committee, formed after
the actor assault to look at ways to
improve women’s safety and security in
Malayalam cinema, salary packages and
service conditions, and to create a
conducive working environment, has also
been gathering dust, four years after it
was submitted to the State government.
However, the Kerala State Film
Development Corporation (KSFDC),
under the government, has over the past
four years been funding a project to
promote women filmmakers. Most of the
films under the project including B 32
Muthal 44 Vare, Nisshidho, Nila and
Divorce have garnered appreciation at film
festivals. Despite such attempts,
representation for women in mainstream
cinema often depends on the whims and
fancies of men, who form a majority of
the writers and filmmakers in Malayalam
cinema. We are in the middle of a season
of scant representation, a state of affairs
not very encouraging for the many
women waiting to break into the industry,
in front of and behind the camera.

THE DAILY QUIZ

Please send in your answers to
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

The 94th edition of the French Open starts on May 20. Here is a quiz
to test your knowledge on its history

Soorya Prakash. N title.

A
A QUESTION 5
QUESTION 1 How many doubles titles

Who are all the singles
winners who have won both
in amateur and open eras?
A

QUESTION 2

What is the name of the cup
presented to the men’s and
women’s singles winners?

A

QUESTION 3

Name the only brother-sister
duo in the open era to have
won the mixed doubles
crown but with different
partners.

A

QUESTION 4

Name the twin brothers who
have won the men’s doubles

CM
K

have the Indian pair of
Leander Paes and Mahesh
Bhupathi won together?

A

QUESTION 6

Two players have won four
men’s doubles titles each
which is the most in the
open era. In fact, they have
won two titles playing
together too. Who are
they?

A

QUESTION 7

Who is the only player to
have won all three types of
titles in the open era, that
is in singles, doubles and

mixed doubles?

Visual question:

Identify the players. What is common about their achievement? arp

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s
daily quiz: 1. This aviator attempted the world’s
first transatlantic flight by flying from Long Island,
New York, to Plymouth, England. Ans: Albert
Read

2. Gago Coutinho and Sacadura Cabral flew on
three Fairey Il planes from this location to Rio de
Janeiro. Ans: Lisbon

3. In April 1913, this newspaper offered GBP
10,000 to the first aviator to undertake a
transatlantic flight. Ans: Daily Mail

4. These two aviators took off from Newfoundland
on June 14, 1919, and landed in Galway, Ireland,
roughly 15 hours later. Ans: John Alcock, Arthur
Brown

5. The American aviator who became famous for
undertaking the first solo transatlantic flight in
May 1927, flying from New York to Paris. Ans:
Charles Lindbergh

Visual: Name this airship. Ans: Graf Zeppelin
Early Birds: Prashant Nain| Rajmohan. V| M.
Suresh Kumar| Sadhan Kumar Panda|
Mohd.Amaan

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

K. Subrahmaniam

“Compose, compile (S. Bhavani,
Calcutta).”

“To compose’ means ‘to create or
construct’.

You must compose a poem on Kalidasa.

He composed a beautiful sonnet on
Nature.

“To compile’ is ‘to collect (material)
into a list, volume, etc’.

He compiled an anthology of short
stories.

It is not an easy thing to compile a
dictionary.

When you compose, you do something
original. When you compile, you put
together what is already available.”

“Lengthy (S. Aluwalia, Nagpur)”

‘Lengthy’ does not mean just ‘long’. It
means ‘too long, tedious’.

It was a lengthy speech.

It was a lengthy explanation.

It is a lengthy process.”

“Nicety (K. K. Rajender, Kozhikode)”

“ ‘Nicety’ means ‘subtlety, accuracy,
fine details’.

I dor’t understand the niceties of his
arguments.”

“Passed, past (Rama Bai, Tirupati)”

‘Passed’ is the past tense and past
participate of ‘pass’.

He passed the information to her.

He passed the examination creditably.

‘Past’ can be used as an adjective.

During the past one week, there has
been at least one murder a day in the city.

It is also used as a preposition.

He went past my house yesterday.

She drove past the school.

‘Past’ is used as a noun also. When it is
used as a noun, it is generally preceded by
‘the’.

He is still living in the past.

Here it means ‘past time’.

He is a man with a past.

‘A man with a past’ means ‘a man
whose past life or career is discreditable.
It is also used as an adverb.

He has just gone past.

Use ‘passed’ when it is a verb. In other
cases, use ‘past’.”

“Ghost-writer (S. A. Afzulpurkar,
Bombay)”

A ghost-writer is one who writes a
book, articles or speeches for another.
The ghost-writer remains in the
background and the person for whom he
writes gets all the credit. A ghost ‘is an
unseen person, a disembodied spirit’. The
ghost-writer is one whose name is not
‘seen’ by the public. ‘Ghost-write’ or
‘shost’ are used as verb.

He ghost-writes (or ghosts) for the
minister.

His autobiography was ghost-written by
her?”

“Nullipara (K. A. Albert, Nagerkoil)”

“ ‘Nullipara’ means ‘a woman who has
never borne a child. The ‘v’ is
pronounced like the ‘u’ in ‘much’ and the
two ‘a’ s are pronounced like the ‘a’ in
‘India’ The stress is on the second
syllable.”

Published in The Hindu on December
24, 1991.

Word of the day

Rancorous:

showing deep-seated resentment

Syno NYMS? gall, bitterness, resentment

Usa g€ I could hear their terrible and
rancorous argument.

Pronunciation: bit.ly/rancorouspro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /azen.kas.as/

Yy

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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Needless jitters

Don’t read too much into India VIX movement

ndia VIX, which captures the expectation of

market participants regarding future volatility,

has been receiving undue attention of late. The
index has an inverse relation with the stock prices
with an increase in the VIX denoting expectation of a
market fall and a decline in VIX implying a future
rally. With the Lok Sabha election and its results
being the overarching theme these days, analysts
have begun using the India VIX to predict the

outcome of the ongoing polls.

The intense volatility in the market in
recent weeks, with the India VIX moving

AA

close to 20 this week, the highest level in
the last 22 months, is seen by many as an

indication of a market crash soon, triggered
by a possible adverse result at the hustings
for the BJP. Such inferences are, however,
stretched. The India VIX, modelled on the
CBOE VIX, uses the prices that traders
quote for Nifty50 option contracts to
calculate the extent of annualised
percentage change possible in the next 30
days. As the traders’ perception of risks in
the market increases, they quote higher
prices, thus making the index spike. The
CBOE VIXis called the market’s fear gauge
because of its tendency to spike sharply
higher as market mood swings towards

panic.

There are two reasons why the India VIX
need not be taken too seriously. One, it is
only a sentiment gauge and is not an
indicator of any outcome. Two, the
expectations of traders do not always come
true. A SEBI study showed that 89 per cent
of individual traders lose money on their
trading calls. The share of the more
sophisticated institutional investors who
can take better informed decisions has
been coming down in the equity derivatives
section since the pandemic, with the share
of retail investors currently around 35 per
cent. Further, the movement of the India
VIX since its launch shows that the index is
not at an alarming level yet. The current
level of 20 is far lower than the peak of over
80 touched in March 2020 and in November
2008. The index has typically traded
between 10 and 20 over the past decade,
and it continues to be within this range.

Spikes of similar magnitude were
observed in the India VIX in 2014 and 2019
too, prior to the Lok Sabha election results.
But the Nifty50 managed to notch strong
gains in the subsequent months in both
instances. The uncertainty around the
election results appears to be leading to
nervousness among traders this time, too.
The sharp swings in stock market indices in
recent weeks are also drawing a lot of
attention. But such gyrations are par for the
course as the stock market has been ona
strong upward move since June 2022,
making the Nifty50 gain 42 per cent in this
period. With the relative valuations of
Indian stocks appearing good, it is not
surprising that domestic and foreign
investors are taking some profit off the

table.

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.

Using nationalism to market products

|
Sindhu Hariharan

astweek, X, formerly

Twitter, was abuzz with

polarised opinionsasan
Indian technology company CEO,
irked by diversityand inclusion
policies of a global tech major,
decided tohit the American
company where it hurts. He took
toXand announced to the world
thathis companywould stop
hostingits cloud servers on the
tech giant’sinfrastructure and
instead build their own cloud
computing systems.

The Indian companyin question
dabblesinvarious businesses, and
the entrepreneur has a history of
leaning on nationalism to market
his products. While the company’s
products and services have often
let down customers, who have
taken toall social channels to get
their queries answered, the CEO
continues to urge people to ‘be
Indianand buy Indian’. He’s not
the only one. Increasingly, Indian
businesses are taking a leaf out of
China’s playbook and trying to
appeal to consumers’ nationalism
and patriotism to market their
products. While there isnodoubt

thatmorelocalisation canlift the
economyin terms of job creation
and value accretion, one wishes
companiesand CXOs spentas
much time strengthening
products rather than painting
global competitorsinbad light.
Itisaninsultto the Indian
customer’s intelligence if they
believe that dramatic
pronouncementsabout
competition or Swadeshi can
actually translate to sales. Why

must I, asa consumer, not seek out

bestvalue for my money, but only

pickaproduct for its roots? Would

the business owner compromise
oninput quality for his business
justbecause theyare madein
India?

Focus on making the product

stand on its own legs, market it for

its strengths,and then see

adoption soar. And let’s not forget,

big tech majors, despite all their
commercial and cultural flaws,

have helped script India’s start-up

storyas venture investors,
infrastructure and service
providers. Finally, CEOs must
leave the political mudslinging to
politicians,and put their heads
down to build world-class
products.

AMARJEET SINHA

have often been asked how I rate
the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA).
Being part of the team that
designed SSA, it is always
difficult to be fully objective.

The most convincing indictment of
our failure in primary education in the
first four decades as an independent
nation is the 42nd Round National
Sample Survey (NSS) findings of
1986-87. It had estimated that 69.23 per
cent six plus females in rural India had
never been enrolled in a primary school.
Kothari Commission’s “The destiny of
India being shaped in its classrooms’
remained merely an intent without
resources.

Rumblings followed the 42nd Round
NSSindictment, leading ultimately to
the 1993 Unnikrishnan judgment
declaring education up to the age of 14
to be afundamental right of India’s
children. Myron Weiner indicted Indian
policymakers for not being serious
about elementary education for all.
Satyapal Anand’s follow-up case brought
the judicial pronouncement to
centre-stage with Chief Secretaries
having to swear affidavits on the eight
areas of energisation of Universal
Elementary Education (UEE).

COMMITTEES GALORE

When the judicial heat grew stronger,
the Muhiram Saikia National
Committee of Education Ministers
(1997) was set up to assess the financial
resources needed to secure UEE. The
assessment of out-of-school children
was 80 million and ¥40,000 crore was the
additional resource need, assessed as a
ballpark figure over five years.

The Tapas Majumdar Committee
(1999) thereafter made the normative
assessment for UEE as an additional
1,36,823 crore over 10 years! With
Finance Ministry’s reservations on
resources, another committee of nine
Education Ministers under Murli
Manohar Joshi was set up to re-work the
additional financial need to bring itin
the ‘pragmatic realm of the possible’.

An additional 60,000 crore over a
10-year period was the result, which is
what became the basis for Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan. The Constitution was
amended in 2002 to make elementary
education a fundamental right of
children aged 6-14. Subsequently, the
Right to Education (RTE) Act 2009 was
passed, albeit without a very specific
financial memorandum.

The influential Public Report on Basic
Education (PROBE) report 1999,
carried out its field work in 1996 in
States like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan, said there were
not enough schools, teachers and
classrooms for children. The state of

- notlearning?

LEARNING BLUES. Besides Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan,
afocus on learnj

schools was abysmal, the infrastructure
inadequate and the learning outcomes
deplorable. The PROBE report
celebrated Himachal Pradesh for
actually doing a ‘schooling revolution’
where all children were in schools.

It was in these tumultuous times that
SSA brought hope for UEE at the turn of
the century. There was a confidence that
ascheme for UEE comprehensively
providing for bridging all gaps, will settle
the supply-side constraints.

In 2006, the same researchers carried
out a PROBE Revisit Survey after a
decade of efforts for UEE. The Revisit
Study recorded major improvement in
school participation, decline in social
disparities, and improvement in
schooling infrastructure, school
incentives, but learning outcomes
remained a challenge.

In 2014-15, the 71st Round NSS
survey found the net attendance rates of
boys and girls to be identical, bothin
rural and urban areas. Surely, the girls
had voted with their feet for quality
public education. It was the State that
had failed to provide learning outcomes
forall.

The Annual State of Education Report
(ASER) 2023 on adolescents brings out

The number of schools
has increased
exponentially and the
gender gap in enrolments
has been eliminated.
Improving learning outcomes
is the next challenge.

how the gender gap in enrolment has
nearly disappeared even at secondary
school level across the country.
However, the learning outcome
challenges persist even in their
adolescence. The National Achievement
Studies of NCERT and the World Bank
studies have also found unsatisfactory
learning outcomes as the biggest
challenge, in spite of improvement in
schooling provision. Covid made the
learning challenges worse.

What has not worked? Where has the
failure been? Clearly, teacher
recruitment and development,
dysfunctional school organisation,
governance and financing deficits,
unsatisfactory
parent-community-school partnerships
for school effectiveness, need top-most
attention.

QUALITY OF LEARNING

Itis not enough to bridge the supply
side; we need to address the quality of
learning outcomes. Should schools be
seen merely as polling booths and
teachers as afield cadre with large
non-academic responsibilities? It is time
quality of learning and its measurement
became central to schools.

Technology offers an opportunity to
work with a diligent and dedicated
teacher (not necessarily outstanding)
who opens the world of knowledge and
skills to children through an equitable
access to e-learning supplementation of
books and peer group learning.

Decentralised management of schools
with funds, functions and functionaries
under the charge of local governments
and women’s collectives is likely to

improve learning outcomes. This will
also address inter-sectoral challenges,
provision of gadgets for learning, and
wider social determinants of school
effectiveness. Reserve Bank of India’s
recent study on panchayats (2023)
brings out the positive consequences of
decentralisation in socio-economic
achievements of States.

SSA provided for a 6 per cent
management cost to bring in the finest
professional skills of programme
managers, pedagogy experts, finance
managers, planners, etc., to strengthen
the educational administration at the
field level. We need to subject teachers
to competency tests. We cannot let
certificate holders masquerade as
teachers. We have to be ruthless in
developing a performance-based system
for schools and teachers.

Teacher development needs vibrant
institutions at all levels. Uninspiring
State, district, block and cluster level
institutions completely beats the
objective of learning outcomes.
Unfortunately, we focused more on all
children in school and much less on all
learning. Measurement does matter.
Incentives alone can secure
participation; learning outcomes require
more than simply the supply side.

The challenge of UEE is to transform
the classroom process. Measuring
outcomes in a non-threatening way is
the way forward. It is community
owned, accountable public systems that
will deliver universal quality elementary
education.

The writer is aretired civil servant. Views expressed are

personal

Biden and Trump game for early debates

Both realise it is going to be a tight race like in 2020, and both want to keep Robert Kennedy Jr off the track

—
Sridhar Krishnaswami

somethingbigtoreport: that

President Joe Biden and former
President Donald Trump actually
concurred on something! The two have
agreed to debate much ahead of the
traditional election time frame. The first
willbe hosted by CNN on June 27
followed by ABC on September 10. And
for someone whoisseenasan
institutionalist, President Biden was the
first to propose the ideabut minus the
involvement of the Commission on
Presidential Debates (CPD) which has
been running the show since 1988.

The Bideninitiative, pushed through
reporters of two media outlets covering
the Trump campaign, saw CNN agreeing
tohold adebate on June 27 which
prompted the President to postonX:
“Over toyou, Donald. Asyou said:
anywhere, anytime, any place”.
According to the new format, the two
debates will take place inastudiowitha
moderator and nolive audiences. One
grouse of the Biden team has been that
the CPD was either “unable or
unwilling” to enforce rules during the
2020 debates that included the inability

F inally American media outlets had

or helplessness of the moderators to cut
off rambling discourses or reinin the
boisterous crowd, especiallyin town hall
settings. Reluctantly the Trump
campaign had to agree to the new ground
rules but the former President did sayin
his Truth Social post that he would
rather see “more than two debates and,
for excitement purposes, averylarge
venue”.

REASON FOR CHANGE

Initsletter to the Commission the Biden
campaign had apparently made the point
that debates in late Fall take place when
earlyvotingisalreadyin progress,and
that the existing model was geared more
towards “huge spectacles” instead of
“good debates”. Not all have forgotten
Biden’s angryretort to constant
interruptions from President Trumpin
Cleveland on September 29, 2020: “Will
you shut up, man.”

Whathas raised eyebrowsis that the
present format leaves out college
campuses the CPD had been havingin
mind —in Utah, Virginiaand Texas —
and in the impact this could have on
President Biden keeping the young
college-goingkids on his side. Granted
that the rumblings in educational
institutions from California to New York

FACE-OFF. Biden and Trump are
dead-even in polls

and beyond on the goings-on in the Gaza
may have dented this support group, one
of Biden’s strong base of support comes
from college goers.

The campaigns may insist otherwise,
butboth Biden and Trump have good
reasons to have offered and accepted
earlydebates. Bothrealise that thisis
goingtobe one of those tight races with
prospects of are-run of 2020 written all
over it. Nationally, Biden and Trump are
dead-even in polls, but the 45th
Presidenthasaslimlead over the
incumbentin most of the six
battleground states with perhaps the
exception of Wisconsin. And much as
Trump loudly claims that he is being

kept away from the campaign trail by
“politicallyfixed” court trialsin
Manhattan, he would rather debate
President Biden on domesticissues.

Biden and Trump would seem to have
acommon objective as well: keeping
Robert Kennedy Jr off the track. Thelast
word on who Kennedy Jr will hurt more
isyettobe said, butitisaknown fact that
since 1980 third party candidates have
had animpact on Presidential races. And
what is a better way of keeping Kennedy
Jraway from the debate format when he
isyettohave his name on theballotinall
states? Kennedy Jr is obviously crying
foul.

Itisalongwayto goto June 27. The
first showdown in the CNN studios at
Atlanta might not even take place. But
the million dollar question has been
posed toformer President Trump during
thelast Presidential election and during
the course of this election season: will
youaccept the result? The responsein
2020was quite chilling: “Thisis not
goingtoendwell. Thisisgoingtobea
fraud like you've never seen”. Any guess
onwhat the formal stance will bein
20242

Thewriter isasenior journalist who has reported from
Washington DC on North Americaand United Nations.
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Election strategy

With the fifth phase of Lok Sabha
elections is round the corner, there
are concerns about the direction of
election campaigns, cooked-up
narratives and controversies, toxic
debates and, of course, the hostile
summer. Several reports and
analyses have been published about
the low voter turnout.

The internally displaced persons
(IDPs), due to jobs and business, are
absent from their constituencies in
large numbers.

Too many phases and a prolonged
election period are causing fatigue
and voter apathy. In a digitised
society,a new election strategy with
ashorter election period, fewer
phases and voting facility from
remote locations for IDPs should be

considered by the Election
Commission.

Vinod Johri

Delhi

Surge in F&O trading

The fact that stock market
participation in India has been
gathering steam, with the number of
demat accounts jumping from 3.59
crorein 2018-19to 7.38 crore by
October 2021, is nothing but a clear
testament to the growing equity
culture.

However, the sharp surge in trading
in futures and options (F&O) by
retail investors has evoked concerns
about its possible deleterious impact
on investor sentiments and
household finances.

The fact that more than 80 per cent

of traders incur losses while trading
in the F&O segment calls for more
concerted protection measures for
investors.

M Jeyaram

Sholavandan, TN

IPL on adifferent track
‘IPLUs identity crisis’ (May 16) has
really hit the nail on the head. The
Indian Premier League, which values
commerce above the spirit of the
gentleman’s game, will lose traction
inthe course of time as it is money —
adangerous master — that rules the
roost in the competition. Players go
for the kill to bag the coveted trophy.
This is not, however, wrong. But what
is worrying is that the sheen of
sportsmanship is rubbed off
sometimes in the bargain.

When that happens, the game
becomes the biggest loser.
S Ramakrishnasayee

Chennai

Health insurance

The editorial ‘Unaffordable cover’
(May 16) rightly highlights the plight
of individual health insurance buyers:
they “may be footing the bill for
losses in other segments,” per data
analysis of Incurred Claims Ratio.
With hardly any good option for
reducing premiums, the elderly
especially silently pay up.

The lesser than business like
approachinsourcing
group/company health business
adds to the woes of individual
insurance buyers by jacking up
premiums for them.

Thisisasort of cross-subsidy: the
poor forced to feed the better-off.
The bargaining power and prowess
of large companies/groups and
brokers vitiate the situation. Itis a
fact that at critical stages like
underwritingand claims settlement,
big corporates get favoured
treatment or use their clout to get it.
Hope a better way of incentivising
the elderly with discounts in renewal
premium based on claim-free years
orthelike is formulated. The
government can think of doing away
with the tax on health insurance
premiums altogether (at least for
those above 45 years, where
premiums start shooting up), so that
more can avail of affordable cover.
Jose Abraham

Vaikom, Kerala
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Boardroom blues

Fostering diversity is key to robust governance

Srinath Sridharan

oardroom culture, shaped
B byvarious variables, plays a
pivotal role in determining
the ethical compassand overall
effectiveness ofacompany’s
governance structure. However,
achieving sucha culture requires
anunderstanding of the dynamics
at play, including biases and
divides within boards.

Indeed, boards are dynamic
structures shaped by the
individuals who comprise them
and the environments in which
theyoperate.

One of the primaryvariables
influencingboardroom culture is
the composition of the board
itself. Diversity, bothin terms of
demographics and expertise, is
oftenassumed tobe start of
effective governance. Boards
comprising individuals from
diverse backgrounds bringarange
of perspectives to the table,
fostering robust discussions and
informed decision-making
processes.

However, achieving true
diversityremainsachallenge in
manyboardrooms, with issues
suchas genderimbalance, lack of
representation from minority
groups,and more soageism
persisting.

Furthermore, cognitive biases
cansignificantlyimpact
boardroom dynamics and
decision-making processes.

Similarly, groupthink, a
phenomenon characterised by the
desire for consensus at the
expense of critical evaluation, can
stifle dissenting voices and
impede effective decision-making
withinboards.

Moreover, the existence of
divides within boards, whether
stemming from ideological
differences, conflicting priorities,
or interpersonal tensions, can
further complicate matters. Left
unchecked, such divides can
undermine board cohesionand
diminish the effectiveness of
governance mechanisms.

Skills bias within boardsis a
pressingissue that often results
fromanarrow focus on traditional
qualifications and industry
expertise. Thisbias canlead to the
underrepresentation of
individuals with diverse skill sets,
suchas those with backgroundsin
technology, innovation, or social
impact.

Ageismremains a pervasive
issue within boardrooms, where
older individuals maybe favoured
over younger candidates. This bias
not onlyoverlooks the potential
contributions of younger
generations but also perpetuates

————————

GOVERNANCE. Diverse
Boardrooms are vital sistockpHoTo

an environment of exclusion and
stagnation. Embracingage
diversitywithin boards, byactively
seeking out perspectives from
individuals of all age groups and
fostering intergenerational
collaboration, can enrich
boardroom discussionsand
promote innovation.

Addressingthese challenges
requires a multifaceted approach
that prioritises transparency,
accountability,and proactive
measures to mitigate biases and
bridge divides within boards.
Firstly, fosteringan openand
inclusive boardroom culture,
where all voices are valued and
respected, is paramount.
Encouraging constructive debate
and dissent, while ensuring that
decisions are grounded in rigorous
analysis and ethical
considerations, can help mitigate
the impact of biases and promote
sound decision-making.

Additionally,implementing
measures to enhance board
diversityand inclusion can help
broaden perspectives and mitigate
the influence of cognitive biases.
This mayinvolve adopting formal
diversityinitiatives, such as
targeted recruitment strategies
and board diversity quotas, aswell
asfosteringa culture of
mentorship and sponsorship to
support underrepresented
individuals in ascending to board
positions.

Furthermore, promotinga
culture of transparency and
accountability, where board
membersare held accountable for
theiractions and decisions, can
help mitigate the risks associated
with conflicts of interestand
unethical behaviour.

Within the corridors of
governance, diversityis the
compass guiding ethical
navigation, integrity the
foundation for anchoring
decisions, and accountability the
beacon illuminating the pathto
trust.

The writer isa Policy Researcher & Corporate
Advisor

thehindubusinessline.
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Alliance endorses Sonia for PM
It’s official now. The allies of the Congress-led front on Sunday backed the
Congress Parliamentary Party’s decision of appointing Ms Sonia Gandhi as the
Prime Minister of the country. Addressing newspersons after a
two-and-a-half-hour meeting, the Congress leader, Dr Manmohan Singh, said that
Ms Gandhi’s name for Prime Ministership was proposed by the DMK chief, Mr M.
Karunanidhi, and was seconded by the RJD President, Mr Laloo Prasad Yadav, the
NCP chief, Mr Sharad Pawar, along with the other leaders present at the meeting.

PARTHA RAY PARTHAPRATIM PAL

s there something wrong with

trends in Indian saving? For a

country that isamong one of the

fastest growing big economies in

the world, can the trend in
savings rate (i.e., the ratio of savings to
GDP at current market prices) be
non-increasing?

Lately, there have been opinions and
counter-opinions on the underlying
numbers. While we do not believe in the
dictum of Ronald H. Coase, the Nobel
Laureate economist, who reportedly
said, “If you torture the datalong
enough, it will confess to anything”, we
start with an eyeballing of the relevant
data.

RECENT TRENDS

The official National Accounts Statistics
(NAS) data show that India’s Gross
Domestic Saving as a percentage of GDP
at current market prices came down
from around 34 per centin 2011-12to
little above 30 per cent in 2022-23.

A similar downward trend is also
noticeable in the household sector
(Figures 1a & 1b). The household saving
rate decreased from 23.6 per cent of
GDPin2011-12to 18.42 per cent of
GDPin 2022-23.If instead of GDP, the
saving rates are expressedasa
percentage of Gross National
Disposable Income (GNDI), the trend
looks very similar. The two series are
highly correlated; hence, we use GDP to
calculate savingrates.

Because India is one of the leading
high-growth economies in the world, do
such downward trends in savings ratios
pose ariddle? How does a declining
trend in the savings ratio coexist with an
increasing trend in the growth rate? Or,
since the key to understanding the
relationship between growth rate and
savings ratio is the productivity of
capital, does it mean the economy is
becoming more and more efficient over
the years so that it can grow higher with
alower savings rate?

Or, have we, as a nation, finally
become believers of the philosophy of
the ancient sage Charvaka, who
reportedly said, Rinam kritva ghritam
pibet’, literally meaning, “Drink ghee
even by borrowing money”? Such
questions tend to haunt the common
man and policy makers alike.

Since the household sector
constitutes the lion’s share of household
savings (figure 2), it may be worthwhile
tolook into further details of household
saving. Some of the inferences that can
be drawn from the NAS data are as
follows. It should be noted that here we
are discussing saving rates (components
of household savings expressed asa
percentage of GDP):

(a) The net household financial
savings (i.e., change in financial assets
minus financial liabilities) declined to
5.26 per cent of GDP in 2022-23 from
7.26 per centin 2021-22. This has
happened partly because the financial
liabilities of the household sector
increased dramaticallyfrom 3.81 per
centto 5.78 per cent in 2023-23. RBI
Monetary Policy Report of April 2024
suggests that this increase is “for
financing fixed assets/investment”.

(b) This increase in financial liabilities
of the household sector has happened in
aregime of high inflation and high
interest rates.

(c) The decline in net financial
savings of the household sector is,
however, associated with an increase in
saving in physical assets plus gold.
However, the increase in savings in
physical assets has not been significant
enough to offset the decline in net
financial savings. To illustrate, saving in
physical assets went up from 10.76 per
cent of GDP in 2020-21 to 12.93 per cent

of GDP in 2022-23. Saving in gold and
silver went up from 0.2 per cent in
2020-21t00.24 per centin 2022-23. But
net financial saving of the household
sector (as a percent of GDP) declined
from 11.73 per centin 2020-21t0 5.26
per centin 2022-23 (Figure 3).

(d) Households are holding alower
percentage of their savings in
currencies, while the share of bank
deposits has gone up significantlyin

SEBI on high alert; warns of stern steps

In the backdrop of the Sensex nosedive on Friday, SEBI has asked stock exchanges
to remain “extraordinarily watchful” of any unusual movements in the market. It
has threatened to take stern action against any individual or entity found
indulging in market misconduct and breaching rules.

BSNL set to launch broadband services

Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd is in the process of developing the second phase of the
National Information Backbone and expects to roll out its broadband services to
both corporate and home segments in the third quarter this year.
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MIXED TREND. Household savings in physical assets have gone up. But
these have not offset the dip in household financial savings

Gross domestic savings

Some other authors have used the
aggregate number to suggest that

Savings of the household sector ! ;
household savings have increased. Here

GDSasa%of GDP —GDSasa % of GONI  —HHS asa %of GDP  —HHS as a % of GDNI itis important to remember the
% distinction between the gross numbers
%i and the rates. Especially because the
34 23 data on savings are reported on a
N A g P
\\ 33 \{ AN %2 nominal basis by the NAS. And there are
\ N R \L / '\ 2[1) multiple conceptual/statistical notions
N\ A 31 \ /\/ \ 19 of saving used — like stocks of wealth
o/ 30 N %*73 vis-a-vis flows of saving, absolute
</ 29 16 amount of saving vis-a-vis ratio of
28 15 savings with respect to GDP at current
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T N A T R Y A R A e R e market price/gross disposable income.
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HOW MUCH SAVINGS DO WE NEED?
There are multiple views of the necessity

Household saving as a share of gross saving (in %) P FiGure? | of savings in an economy. Particularly, it
77.86 80 varies between the short- and long-run
68.24 erspectives. In the short run, typically,
*e3% 6334 g0 67 5779 5776 6015 o207 6472 5441 60.90 ;g Eavirrl)gs is often seen as aleakage}elrf)romy
the aggregate effective demand.
50 Thus,anincrease in savingina
40 demand-constraint economy in the
30 short run could lead to a paradoxical
20 result of lower GDP. On the other hand,
10 in the long run, saving provides surplus
0 funds for investment, which can push up
R N R S M the growth rate. +
,\9\} ,\9\')’ .\9\6’ ,@\?‘ ,\9\5’ .\9\‘9 ,@\3 ,\9\% .\9\?’ ,\,@9 ,\9'9 .\g'.\')’ Especiallyin a capital-scare labour
surplus country like India, a higher rate
Household saving as a percentage of GDP (%) PP FIGURE S | :i:?a?r?egg E)nrlllgt_)teelrrrr;lpgerrggxtz}el‘for
2018-19  2019-20 2020-21  2021-22  2022-23
Household saving (1+2+3-4)  20.34 19.13 22.69 20.10 18.42 WAY AHEAD
1 Gross financial saving 11.98 11.56 15.45 11.07 11.03 Legitimately, India aspires tobecome a
2 saving in physical assets 12.22 112 1076 1258 1293 large and fast-growing economy. To
3 saving in form of gold & 023 021 020 026 024 achieve this, the country’s savings rate
silver ornaments ne{eds_to be furtl_ler higher. Going ahead,
4 Financial liabilities 4.08 3.85 371 3.81 5.18 this will bea major concern for
. . ; policymakers.
5 Net financial saving of 7.9 7.71 11.73 7.26 5.26

household sector (1-4)

Given the data, we are not entirely

Source: National Accounts Statistics. CSO

2022-23. (e) Household savings in the
form of shares and debentures,
including mutual funds, account for less
than 1 per cent of GDP. There does not
seem to be any upward trend in this
pattern.

(f) The data also shows that 2020-21
isa stand-out year for financial saving.
Gross and net financial savings
increased to 15.45 per centand 11.73 per

Though there is an
overall negative trend in
savings rate, it appears
that the pandemic has
influenced the behaviour of
economic agents in India.

sure about the trend and trajectory of
the Indian saving rate. Though there is
an overall negative trend, it appears that
the pandemic hasinfluenced the
behaviour of economic agents in India.
This has also been seen in other
countries where households have
rebalanced their saving portfolios or
have engaged in pent-up spending.

As macroeconomic data on savings
are available for onlya short period after
the pandemic, we are yet not entirely
sure if the data on household savings

cent, respectively. These numbers are
around four percentage points higher
than in previous years. Conversely,
savings in physical assets declined toa
low 0f 10.76 per cent of GDP. Possibly,
this has something to do with the
pandemic and associated behavioural
changes among economic agents.

PLURALITY OF OPINION

This topsy-turvy pattern of saving rates
inIndia has generated a debate among
economists and policymakers. While on
one hand, there are views that this sharp
decline in saving rate is a matter of grave
concern, some others have pointed out
that there has been a substitution
between financial saving and physical
saving, and the aggregate change in
household saving rate is relatively
benign.

reflects a post-pandemic shift of
economic behaviour or it reflects a
genuine downward trend in the
household saving rates. Policymakers
should keep a close eye on this, as a high
domestic saving rate will be an essential
ingredient for high economic growth.

Palis a Professor of Economics at IM-Calcutta; and Ray is
Director of the National Institute of Bank Management
Pune. Views expressed are personal.
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11. Examined how am replaced by awkward friend and made clear (9)

13. In Berlin, it’s the wife who’s responsible for a fur turn-out (4)

01. Drying frame right in the centre of the non-u home (5)

08. What may give one some purchase? The pound - always | (5)
09. Go and look for former spouse: study around London first (7)

DOWN

01. Was not served, so took what one wanted (6,7)

02. Newspaper pieces concerned with prospects (7)

03. With justification got scholarly,

having abandoned start (6)

04. Radio signals, having begun badly,

disrupted sleep (6)

05. Seem to have a fruit quietly consumed (6)

06. Do some dental work off the top of one’s head? (5)
07. Sweets produced by those who use their loaf,

no doubt (5,8)

14. Come to see what’s genuine is energy (7)

15. When it’s cold between, the West will initiate it (6)
16. Struck the ball when one was at the top (6)

17. Tries such things as Lamb wrote (6)

19. A sound from a timer is being imitative (5)

- 5 5 " 2 5 > ASY NOT SO EASY
ACROSS DOWN ACROSS
01. Steed (5) 01. Took what one

8 8 04. Ursine offspring (4-3) wanted (6,7) 04. Ursa Minor? (4-3)
08. Control (5) 02. Criticisms (7)

. . . 09. Search new ground (7) 03. Gained money

0 E 10. Day preceding festival (3) through labour (6) 10. One of the first gardeners eternally curtailed (3)
11. Said how it was (9) 04. Electronic
12. Hop-drying kiln (4) signals (6) 12. In which to dry malt, as in first part of Bible (4)
13. German housewife (4) 05. Seem (6)

12 13[4 18. Testers (9) 06. Top of head (5) 18. They test a collier involved in sex-change (9)

15 16 17 20. Help (3) 07. Dessert dishes (5,8) 20. Rewarded monetarily but, having lost head,

21. Had actual being (7) 14. Turn into cash (7) required assistance (3)

18 19 20 22. Of oriental continent (5) 15. Season (6) 21. Were there ten I'd tees for? (7)
23. Marked with geometrical 16. Made for (6) 22. Easterner and Southerner in all neutral leaders (5)

. . forms (7) 17. Compositions (6) 23.Imagined it was expected to be in numbers (7)

24.Sloughs (5) 19. Mimicking (5) 24. Casts off the engine-works (5)

21 22

. - . SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2440
23 24 ACROSS 1. Picturesque 8. Leech 9. Precede 10. Veteran 11. Lover 12. Resign 14. Edible 18. Delta 19. Situate 21. Rossini 23. Omaha 24. Darning-wool

DOWN 1. Palaver 2. Creates 3. Usher 4. Expend 5. Quelled 6. Ewe 7. Cheer 13. Glazier 15. Bravado 16. Eyeball 17. Assisi 18. Dirge 20. Thong 22. Sad
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Rules of the game

Exceptions for PSEs should be avoided

ife Insurance Corporation (LIC) of India on Wednesday informed stock
exchanges the Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) had given
it a three-year extension to comply with the mandatory 10 per cent
public-shareholding norm. It can now attain the mandatory 10 per cent
public float by May 16, 2027. Firms with a market capitalisation above X1 trillion
are expected to attain 25 per cent public shareholding in five years. However, in
the case of LIC, it has already been extended to 10 years. While the LIC stock
reacted positively to the extension announcement, it should have been avoided.
Such regulatory forbearance affects the credibility of institutions in the market

One of the big weaknesses of the Indian policy establishment in the post-
reform period has been its inability to sustain even good initiatives. The disin-
vestment programme is one such example. The basic idea was stake sale or out-
right privatisation of public-sector enterprises (PSEs) would improve the
performance of such entities and also help the government raise resources. The
public-shareholding norms of Sebi were intended to increase the public float of
listed companies to enable market liquidity and better price discovery. However,
in the case of LIC both the principles of disinvestment and public shareholding
have been diluted. LIC was listed two years ago in May 2022 with a public float
of just 3.5 per cent. The government was expected to sell its stake subsequently
to achieve the stated listing norms. However, it has not happened thus far.

One reason for the government’s reluctance could be the performance of
the LIC stock. After being issued at ¥949, the share price slipped below ¥540 in
March 2023. Thus, a follow-on public offer would have fetched a much lower
price. In fact, the stock price could have corrected further in anticipation of an
increased supply of shares in the market. But this may also mean that the initial
issue got more favourable pricing. Since the stock price recovered after the
shock, the government could have sold its stake to comply with the public-
shareholding norms. Given the LIC’s full market capitalisation of over 6 trillion,
the government would have raised a significant amount to push its capital
expenditure programme and reduce the fiscal deficit. But this was not done.

However, irrespective of the price correction and possible political com-
pulsion, events like these set avoidable precedents. It is worth noting that LIC is
not an isolated case. The market data shows that there are more than 20 listed
entities, including public-sector banks, where the government shareholding is
above 75 per cent. In fact, it is 90 per cent or more in 12 companies. From a
purely economic standpoint, it is puzzling that when the government is running
a high fiscal deficit and aims to boost capital expenditure, it is not enthusiastically
pursuing disinvestment. Since stock markets have also been supportive in recent
times, selling stakes in PSEs to just comply with public shareholding norms
would have given the government a significant amount of resources. More
importantly, it would have avoided the need to make exceptions for PSEs.

Rapid Al transition

ChatGPT's new version raises old questions

early 18 months after OpenAl launched its artificial intelligence

(AI) chatbot, ChatGPT, the Microsoft-backed company has launched

its latest large language model (LLM) called GPT- 4 Omni or GPT-

40. In doing so, OpenAl reaffirms its dominant position globally
in the Al space. However, other tech giants like Meta and Google are not far
behind. Google, for example, has started powering its search engine with Al
Overviews. The main point of departure between GPT- 40 and previous versions
of ChatGPT lies in its ease of interaction. ChatGPT was primarily a text-based
LLM interface where users could type text-based questions and wait for text-
based responses. Besides, ChatGPT - 4 was only available to paid subscribers.
GPT- 4o, in contrast, is free, easier to use, and is able to mimic human interaction
in real time. It is also a multimodal AI model — integrating audio, speech,
vision, and text with minimal time lag, enabling verbal communications with
a chatbot that convincingly speaks like a human.

Further, it is capable of translating text, identifying emotion and tone in users’
speech, solving mathematical equations and much more, making it uncannily
human-like. The latest technological development augurs well for both OpenAl
and its investors like Microsoft. Currently valued at more than $80 billion, OpenAI’s
valuation has tripled in less than 10 months. Even though Al-led disruption is
already evident in labour markets across the world, it remains to be seen whether
generative Al models and LLM interface adoption will have a net positive effect
on labour market outcomes in the medium term. Al-induced automation not
only promises higher productivity and standard of living, it evokes fear of job dis-
location, increasing unemployment, and deepening poverty. The impact of Al is
also likely to differ significantly across countries. Developing countries like India,
relying on labour-intensive employment, are expected to face less Al-led disruption.
At the same time, they may find it difficult to catch up with early Al-driven pro-
ductivity gains, given their infrastructure deficit and lack of a skilled workforce.
The 2024 Work Trend Index Annual Report, recently released by Microsoft and
LinkedIn, reveals a striking increase in Al utilisation in the workplace globally,
with its use nearly doubling in the past six months. Around 75 per cent of respon-
dents reported that Al performed most of the mundane tasks, thereby saving
time, boosting creativity, and allowing them to focus on more important work.

At the same time, concerns regarding the skills gap in terms of Al literacy,
the possibility of occupational layoffs, inadequate resources for the reskilling
and upskilling of workers, the spread of misinformation, algorithmic bias, and
cybersecurity risks remain critical from a policy standpoint. The rapid pace of
Al evolution can result in disruption at many levels. While firms and individuals
are adopting Al at a rapid pace, the productivity boost could be at the cost of
human employment, at least in the initial stage. It’s not clear at this stage how
the policy establishment in India and around the world will deal with such
potential challenges. But that’s not the only challenge. The creation and dis-
semination of information and opinions are evolving in ways that were not
known until recently and will have far-reaching consequences. Therefore,
given the backdrop, while India must actively pursue productivity gains, it’s
vital for the policy establishment to remain vigilant.

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Regulatoryfeeor

unjustenrichment?

Regulators are empowered to levy fees for services rendered, not
to impose tax-like levies to create surpluses for themselves

Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) has

asked it to pay the regulatory fee on the annual
turnover, considering the “notional value” in the case
of options contracts. The communication from Sebi
further advised BSE to pay this amount retrospec-
tively, i.e., from the financial year (FY) 2006-07, with
15 per cent interest per annum. The amount is expect-
ed to be close toX70 crore. Financial and fiscal experts
find this odd and wrong.

How does a regulator get resourced? One of the
reasons why we have regulators is
the desire to distance them from the
fray of politics and the elected gov-
ernment. This domain autonomy, in
turn, requires financial autonomy.
Arm’s length regulators should not
be dependent on the government for
their spending, as this could under-
mine their independence. The reg-
ulator may feel pressured to align its
decisions with the interests of the

In an exchange filing recently, BSE stated that the

people controlling its purse strings. AARTHI KAM
CHINTANAM

Even if the regulator maintains for-
mal independence in its decision-

regulators have had the power to impose fees without
commensurate checks and balances. As a consequence,
we have seen episodes of self-aggrandising behaviour.
There is a propensity to levy high fees, support expan-
sive expenditure programmes, and amass pools of
assets. The inexplicable events around the charges
placed upon BSE are part of this larger pattern.

As an example, in the last five financial years, Sebi
has reported a large and growing surplus of income
over expenditure (including capital expenditure). Of
its total income of 1,404 crore in 2022-23, around 86
per cent was generated through the
fees/subscriptions it charges from enti-
ties. It generated an income not only
sufficient to perform and fulfil its reg-
ulatory duties but also large enough
tobe in surplus of more than3500 crore
in thisFY. In fact, it ended the FY with
a closing balance of 34,508 crore. The
surplus has been approximately ¥484
crore in FY22, %158 crore in FY21, 3225
crore in FY20, and 3471 crore in FY19.
Sebi’s income and profits are now larg-
er than those of many financial firms.

How can we do things better? What

making processes, financial depen-
dence can create a perception of bias
in the eyes of stakeholders. One of
the reasons to have an independent regulator is to
persuade private investors that there is a predictable
rule-of-law environment. Hence, it is essential to
establish mechanisms that achieve adequate and
secure funding for regulators. This has been done
through the power to charge fees.

The single big idea of public policy is that every
power of a state organisation must be surrounded by
an elaborate system of checks and balances. In India,

K P KRISHNAN

isthe design to ensure autonomy with-

out empire building by regulators?

1. Indian courts have repeatedly ruled
on the distinction between taxes and fees levied by
public authorities. A tax is a compulsory extraction of
money by a public authority for public purposes
enforceable by law, whereas fees are payment for ser-
vices rendered. In fees, there is an element of quid pro
quo between the individual payer and the public
authority, which is absent in a tax. Bodies like Sebi are
authorised to only levy fees which have relation to the
service rendered. This implies that ad valorem charges
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are inappropriate: The fees charged by Sebi to any
one organisation (such as BSE) should be connected
to the cost incurred at Sebi in regulating BSE.

This is not a new issue. Many years ago, Sebi pro-
posed increasing the ad valorem fee for renewal of
the annual registration of some regulated entities.
Questions were raised in the Sebi Board on this and
the nexus between the fee and the service rendered
by Sebi. Sebi was forced to reduce the fee, and since
then, Sebi has moved away from an ad valorem fee
to a fixed fee for most such registrations and renewals.
2. A government organisation that charges high fees
and amasses a large corpus is probably also a gov-
ernment organisation that spends too much. Greater
care needs to be taken in establishing the spending
envelope of these organisations. A Sebi that has a
lower resource envelope will be more selective in
choosing important regulation making and super-
vision projects.

3. The place where all these issues come together is
the board of the organisation. Modern thinking on
regulation has emphasised the importance of the
role and composition of the board. The board of every
organisation is about protecting the interests of the
ultimate stakeholders against the self-interest of the
full time staff of the organisation. The board must
apply constitutional principles and block ad-valorem
fees. The board must push asset pools out of the
organisation up to the Ministry of Finance. The board
must run a budget process each year, where cost con-
trol is implemented, and where the managers are
held accountable to deliver improvements in the
working of the organisation in return for increases
in the budget.

4. Itisunwise for Indian public finance to have mul-
tiple treasuries all over the Indian government land-
scape. Hence,the parliament amended the Sebi Act
through the Finance Act, 2019, for transfer of the sur-
plus. Oddly, after this amendment was passed by
Parliament and approved by the President, it has not
been notified. Sebi has remitted about 1,000 crore
to the Consolidated Fund of India, but the Sebi Act
amendment has been put into cold storage.

5. The energy and human talent available to engage
in these questions is limited. It is difficult to solve
these problems separately for the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI), Sebi, or others. Ensuring financial pro-
priety and extracting pools of cash that have built
up at the Insurance Regulatory and Development
Authority, RBI, Sebi, and other such regulators has
consumed many years of effort by India’s scarce pub-
lic policy resources. It is better to use the approach
of the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms
Commission, where the idea is to have a single par-
liamentary law that sets forth the correct framework
to shape the workings of all financial agencies.

Thewriter is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centre for
Public Policy, and a former civil servant

Measuring up to the standard

fuels economic growth, the landscape of stan-

dards-making and governance has undergone a
significant transformation. Each new technological
innovation necessitates standardisation for
widespread global adoption. However, the pace of
adoption, particularly in innovative digital tech-
nologies, often outstrips the traditional standard
development processes, leading to emergence of de
facto standards, such as the Windows operating sys-
tem or the Intel CPU architecture.

The rapid technological evolution has reshaped the
landscape of global standardisation bodies. Traditional
entities like the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO), International Electrotechnical
Commission (IEC), and the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU), which were heavily
influenced by national governments,

In an era when rapid technological advancement

have been supplanted by industry-led | —
organisations tailored for specific sec- /

tors. For example, internet-related stan-

dards are now primarily shaped by the P .a
industry-led Internet Engineering Task " Y

Force (IETF), the World Wide Web

Consortium (W3C), and non-profit 1
ICANN, among others. Similarly, the
3rd Generation Partnership Project
(3GPP) has become the key arbiter of

OFF THE GRID

telecommunications standards. This
shift towards specialised bodies allows

India’s track record in standards management has
been mixed. The Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) Act,
1986, was expected to create a world-class standards
governance in the country by providing a centralised
statutory framework for formulating and enforcing
standards across all sectors. However, shortcomings
emerged in both standard formulation and standard
enforcement. India struggled to create an ecosystem
where domestic innovations could lead to the devel-
opment of national, let alone global, standards. Though
BIS formulated over 20,000 Indian standards, these
were largely adaptations of global standards.

It failed to formulate standards for technological
innovations like laminate poly-packs pioneered by Tata
Tea, software products like Tally or Finacle, or tradi-
tional Indian practices like water-harvesting and below-
sea-level farming. These highlight a missed opportunity
to incentivise Indian innovation
through standardisation. BIS also
struggled to get Indian standards
adopted within industry and govern-
ments. Despite their availability, many
government tenders still referenced
global standards, as Indian standards
weren't obligatory. Under the BIS Act,
mandating an Indian standard
required obtaining a licence, bur-
dened with regulatory control and
inspector-raj issues, leading to resis-
tance from industry. Consequently,

for more agile responses tothe unique  AJAY KUMAR
demands of the rapidly evolving indus-

tries. Companies at the forefront of

technology development dominate these standard-
making bodies, standardising patented innovations
into standard essential patents (SEPs), generating sub-
stantial wealth. For example, the 3G technology alone
resulted in over 23,000 SEPs, yielding hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars in revenue.

Standards have become critical in international
trade after import tariffs were reduced following the
Uruguay Round of World Trade Organization (WTO)
negotiations. Some governments employ standards,
or technical regulations, to control imports, man-
dating local testing and certification, or using other
ways of raising costs, thus hindering market access.
Despite WTQO’s Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT)
Agreement aiming to mitigate such barriers, weak
enforcement limits its efficacy. Consequently, stan-
dards now hold not only technical relevance but also
geopolitical and strategic value, prompting nations
tovie for influence in global standard-making bodies.

by 2013, only a few Indian standards

were mandated, while global stan-

dards remained popular in the Indian

market, disadvantaging Indian manufacturers, while
foreign companies easily accessed the Indian market.
In 2013, India witnessed a ground-breaking break-
through. Faced with the surge of sub-standard and
unsafe Chinese electronic goods, the Ministry of
Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY)
issued a compulsory registration order, mandating
safety standards for laptops, desktops, mobile phones,
microwave ovens, and other electronic goods. This
marked the first occasion when a technical regulation
under the BIS Act got widespread adoption in India
since it introduced a self-registration scheme that
replaced the burdensome licence-based system.
Manufacturers underwent testing and certification
by accredited labs, after which BIS granted them reg-
istration for sales in India. Remarkably, within
months, the scheme garnered over 90 per cent adop-
tion. The introduction of the scheme itself was incred-
ible to most because the extant BIS Act only provided

for licence-based technical regulation, yet MeitY
devised a self-registration scheme under the same
Act, invoking the residual powers of the government.
Beyond enhancing product safety, the scheme spurred
investment in testing infrastructure and attracted
world-class testing to meet industry demands.

The scheme represented a turning point in India’s
standards of governance. Capitalising on its success,
the BIS amended the Act in 2016 to mainstream self-
registration and self-certification, fostering greater
adoption of Indian standards across industries.
Consequently, the number of products complying with
mandatory standards surged from a handful to over
500 by 2023, with expectations of adding 1,500 to 2,000
more in the near future. Moving ahead, benchmarking
India’s schemes with global compliance costs should
be done as a measure to facilitate even greater adoption
of Indian standards. BIS should aim for simplified
standard adoption, supported by effective monitoring
and stringent penalties for non-compliance. This rep-
resents a departure from the conventional approach,
which emphasised rigorous, complex, and costly adop-
tion with lenient monitoring.

BIS needs to extend reforms to standards formula-
tion. India’s innovation landscape has transformed
dramatically in the past decade, with over 2,00,000
registered startups and a four-fold increase in patent
applications between 2013-14 and 2022-23. India should
embrace a culture of developing indigenous standards,
harnessing the power of 1.4 billion users and a multi-
trillion-dollar-market to elevate Indian standards to
the global stage. To achieve this, firstly, we need indus-
try-led agile and responsive standard formulation bod-
ies, empowered through amendments to the BIS Act,
with BIS transitioning into a regulator overseeing these
industry-led entities. Secondly, the government should
incentivise Indian participation in global standard-
making bodies by subsidising startups and industry
professionals. Thirdly, the Ministry of External Affairs
could support Indian experts in securing a seat on the
high-table of the global standard-making bodies, espe-
cially in sectors like software and fintech, among oth-
ers, in which Indian industry and startups have
demonstrated great prowess.

In 2014, Prime Minister Narendra Modi gave the
clarion call of “zero defect zero effect” . Could India
not reference its “Make-in-India” initiative with this
new standard and socialise it to make it a global
standard? All that is needed is a change in mindset.

Thewriter is distinguished visiting professor, IIT Kanpur,
and a former defence secretary

Love and loss in Palestine

BOOK REVIEW

SAURABH SHARMA

Palestinian land foraeons. Since

October7,2023,inwhich Hamas—a
Palestinian Sunni Islamist group, which
isalso considered a terrorist group —
attacked Israelicommunities along
Israel’ssouthern fence with Gaza, killing
atleast1,139 people and taking 252
hostages, Israel’s counter reaction has
beendisproportionate. Asof May 14,
2024, more than 35,000 people have been
killed, the United Nations (UN) says halfa
million Gazans have been forced to flee
and 80 per cent of healthcare centresin
Gazahavebeendestroyed.

Yet when student organisationsin

I srael hasbeen plundering

the US and Europe are organising
protests and raising slogans to “Free
Palestine”, they are labelled “anti-
Semitic”, particularly by allies of the
Israeli state. Thisugly aspect is reflected
intwo confusingliterary occurrences.
First, agiantliterary figure’sloosely
argued, unconvincing two-sideism. Yes,
I'mreferringtoZadie Smith’s New
Yorkeressay “War in Gaza, Shibboleths
on Campus” (May 5).Second, the
Pulitzer Prize for International
Reporting was awarded to the staff of
The New York Times for their “wide-
ranging and revelatory coverage of
Hamas’ lethal attack in southern Israel
on October 7, Israel’'sintelligence
failures and the Israeli military’s
sweeping, deadly responsein Gaza.”
Since MrSmithand NYTrefusetocall
agenocideagenocide,it’sbesttoturnto
theinteresting choice on the partofthe
Pulitzer Prize committee toaward inthe
General Non-Fiction category Jerusalem-
based Jewish journalist Nathan Thrall,
authorof A Dayin the Lifeof Abed Salama:

APalestineStory.Inthe USedition,
published by Metropolitan Books, the
subtitle was different though: Anatomy of
aJerusalem Tragedy, making one wonder
ifthe mention of Palestinein the subtitle
would have invited resistance.

Mr Thrall writes that thisbook was
bornoutofanarticle he wrote for The
New York Review of Books with the same
title. Itwas areport on Dahiyata-Salaam-
based Abed Salama’s search for his five-
year-old son whowas on a picnic-bound
busthat metwith anaccident. Had Israel
not created obscure entry-exit rules for
Palestiniansin the region and had their
rescue teams been deployed in a timely
mannet, the children who died in the bus
that caught fire could have been saved.

Mr Thrall’sreporting reads like
fiction, forit hasall the elements of an
intergenerational saga set against the
backdrop of the Palestinian people’s
struggle to claim theirland. The book
effectively draws a parallel between
Salama’slife and the shifting political
gearsin political history.

Inthe Prologue, for instance, the
author notes that when Salama heard of
theaccidentand that children’sburned
bodies were beingidentified, he,
shockingly, first thought of his ex-wife:
“AmIbeing punished for whatIdidto
Asmahan?” Salamahad married
Asmahanin1993 afterafallout with the
love ofhislife, Ghazl. Thatwasthe year

coded Israeli ID system that divides
Palestinians. It came in response tothe
Second Intifada and the creation ofa
separation barrier —awall, the
construction of which was the largest
infrastructure project in Israel’s history.
Itsarchitect, Dany Tirza’sstory is
featured in the book. The wall isolates
East Jerusalem from the West, making it

“Israeland the PLO impossible for
signed the Oslo "'/I ADAYINTHELIFE  pajestiniansto
Accords, which , . OF ABED.SALAMA: access certain parts
brought anendtothe 3’ " APalestineStory  ofthe geography
intifadaandledtothe | 4 Author: Nathan  withouta permit.
formation of the A Thrall These
Palestinian Authority, Publisher:Allen  connectionswith
the sulta, withits Lane,animprint  howIsraeli

limited self-governing of PenguinBooks  occupationimpacts
powersinthe most Pages: 255 everydaylives helps
heavily populated T o Price: 31,599 Mr Thrall’sreportage
pocketsof Gazaand gobeyondthe

the West Bank.” personal story. Huda

Compromiserarely leadstoan
assured future, however. Salama couldn’t
find happinessin his marital life and the
coupleeventually separated. Later,
Salama married Haifa. It was their son,
Milad Salama, whodied in theaccident.

How isall thislinked to Israeli
control, you may ask? There’s a colour-

Dahbour, the UN Reliefand Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near
East (UNRWA) doctor, whoisintroduced
tothereaderinthesecond part,
exemplifies this. Ms Dahbour worked for
UNRWA's “Jerusalem headquartersin
Sheikh Jarrah until Israel made it
impossible for herto enter the city. Now

shetreats patientsinamobileclinicinthe
West Bank.” Herteam helped rescue a
dozenchildrenintheaccident.

Engrossing and thought-provoking,
thisbook was a result of Mr Thrall’s
engagement with the story for over three
years. But one doesn’t need that much
time torealise what’s happeningin
Palestine. AsIsraeli historian Ilan Pappé
notesin “The Futility and Immorality of
Partition in Palestine” in On Palestine
(Penguin, 2015), co-authored with Noam
Chomsky, “Zionism hasdone, and
continues todo, whatever it cantodivide
the Palestinian people and guide all of
themtoadeadend.”

Willstakeholdersin thislong-running
tragedy rely on Mr Smith’s unscrupulous
use of language that transfers power tothe
oppressor? Orwill they acknowledge
Palestinian’s resilience and mobilisation
inthefaceof unrelentingtragedy — of
which MrThrall’sbookisbutasneak
peek? The answer will certainly
determinethetrajectory of humanrights
inthedecadestocome.

The reviewer is a Delhi-based writer and
freelancejournalist. On Instagram/X:
@writerly_life
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The consensus
in US on China

By raising the tariffs on Chinese products, the
Biden regime builds on the Trump legacy

n a starkly divided America, Democrats and

Republicans agree and act together on one subject

— the need to compete with China. Their political

argument is not about the desirability of this
competition but projecting one’s own party as
stronger and more effective against China. And few
issues illustrate it more clearly than trade.

As President, Donald Trump made the trade deficit
with China a way of aggregating the discontent of the
American working class that had lost out due to the
shift in manufacturing to China. He then initiated
what was billed as a trade war with China by imposing
stiff tariffs, even as the intricate and deep economic
interdependencies between the two countries have
remained. This week, President Joe Biden doubled
down on that approach, imposing and increasing
tariffs on the import of steel and aluminium, electric
vehicles and batteries, solar cells and semiconductors,
medical devices and more from China. The move is
both an electoral signal to American businesses and
workers that the Biden administration is committed to
its interests and a strategic and commercial signal that
the US will do what it can to prevent China from
controlling the critical green sectors of the future.
Trump, meanwhile, has promised that if re-elected, he
will impose a 10% tariff across the board, with a higher
tariff on Chinese imports and a four-year plan to
eliminate them altogether in essential goods.

Both leaders differ on the nature, scale and pace of
the tariffs and see the other as weak or reckless. The
Democrats and the Republicans differ on the endgame
of the broader US-China competition or even the
definition of victory. But the competitiveness over who
is more of a hawk on China on trade reveals a
fundamental political consensus around the idea that
the US must urgently reduce its dependence on China
across sectors; it must bring back industry to America
through higher tariffs; and it must have its own
industrial policy in critical tech and green sectors.

The US and China talk, as they should. Indeed, just as
Biden was announcing his tariffs, top tech policy
officials from both sides were meeting in Geneva to
discuss Artificial Intelligence safety. And the two
countries will have moments of enhanced
engagement and efforts to prevent an outright conflict.
But they are competing vigorously in domains as
varied as defence and strategy and economy and trade
and cyber and space. This mix of continued
adversarial US-China ties, with a degree of
engagement, suits India just fine as Delhi leverages
global fault lines to build its own capabilities.

What high turnoutin
Srinagar polls means

he high turnout in Jammu and Kashmir’s
TSrinagar constituency is significant and carries a

message for the Centre. The 36% turnout in J&K’s
capital for the Lok Sabha elections is the highest since
1996, when 41% polling was reported: In the 2019
general elections, polling was as low as 14.4%. With
similar turnout expected in Anantnag-Rajouri and
Baramulla constituencies, scheduled to vote in the
coming phases, expectations are that the turnout in the
six constituencies of J&K will cross 50%. Significantly,
no outfit had called for a poll boycott and no untoward
incident was reported from Srinagar on polling day.

The message in the peaceful polling and high turnout
point to a groundswell for representative democracy.
J&K has been under central rule since the abrogation of
Article 370 in August 2019. Normal political activities
were suspended following a large number of arrests of
leaders and cadres of various parties.

However, elections to the District Development
Councils in 2020 saw a revival of politics at the
grassroots. The recent statement from Jamaat-e-Islami,
an influential voice in electoral politics until the 1990s
insurgency, that it would contest polls if the ban on the
outfit was lifted — the pro-Pakistan group was
proscribed in August 2019 — points to a churn even in
the separatist quarter.

The Centre must build on this sentiment for political
agency and pursue restoration of statehood for the
region and subsequently hold elections to the
legislative assembly. A return to politics at the
grassroots is likely to be a raucous affair, but that noise
is born out of a democratic impulse to engage in public
affairs, which is welcome. It is also essential to address
bread-and-butter issues and will augment the gains
made in sectors such as tourism.

{ BEYOND THE BYTE }
Rajdeep Sardesai

M factor in the polls
is the mahila voter

This general elections is
likely to be won and lost
by the biggest vote bank
of them all, women, who
constitute nearly half of

the electorate

n the battle for 2024, the M fac-

tor has taken centre stage. Modi,

Muslims, Mangalsutra (Hindu

marital marker), and even mut-

ton and machhli (fish) have

become part of the election lexi-
con. While the Opposition may blame
media, marketing and money (three
more Ms) for their predicament, the
truth is only one M may prove deci-
sive this time: Never before in Indian
electoral history has the mahila
(woman) vote mattered more. It is
this crucial “power of 49” vote bank
that gives Prime Minister (PM) Naren-
dra Modi and the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) a big advantage in a seem-
ingly “wave-less” election that is still
heavily weighted in favour of the
incumbent.

Let’s do the maths first. It was in
2019 that the women voter turnout
exceeded that of men for the first
time, albeit by a small fraction: 67.18%
to 67.02%. This election, there is a
7.5% increase in registered women
voters, higher than the five per cent
for men. As many as 471 million

women are registered voters now and
in 12 states the gender ratio is in
favour of women compared to eight in
2019. An Axis My India poll survey in
2019 shows that 46% of women voted
for the BJP compared to 44% of men.
Significantly, a 2019 study by Lokniti-
CSDS showed that 59% of women are
now making their own voting deci-
sions, independent of male members
in the family, a sure sign of female
emancipation.

The ascent of the “she” voter is not
justa post-2014 phenomenon. Jayala-
lithaa, for example, was able to buck
anti-incumbency in Tamil Nadu by
consciously focusing on the woman
voter with an array of welfare meas-
ures targeted towards them. Nitish
Kumar in Bihar conquered Lalu
Prasad’s caste arithmetic by not just
wooing the Extremely Backward
Castes but also by creating a distinct
vote bank among women: Bihar in
2006 became the first state in the
country where women were given
50% reservations in local bodies and
panchayats. In West Bengal, if
Mamata Banerjee was able to keep the
BJP at bay in 2021, it was largely
because of her successful women-
centric schemes like Kanyashree. If
the BJP retained Madhya Pradesh and
won back Chhattisgarh last year, Ladli
Behna and Mahtari Vandana — both
aimed at ensuring direct cash benefits
to women — were a key factor. And if
the Congress won Karnataka last year,

its “guarantees” including Gruha
Lakshmi, which provides 2,000 per
month to women heads of family and
Shakti, which provides free travel to
women in state-run buses, had a
major role to play.

Narendra Modi too has embraced
the woman voter but only scaled up
the outreach. Be it Ujwala Yojana, Jan
Dhan Yojana, Aawas Yojana or the
more recent Lakhpati Didi Yojana, the
schemes are designed to give women
a sense of social and economic
empowerment. Not all the projects
have been uniformly successful: the
Ujwala scheme, which aims to make
LPG gas cylinders available to rural
and poor households, has seen a poor
refill rate largely because of a spike in
LPG prices. But the intent is clear:
‘Women must see themselves as prime
labharthis or beneficiaries of the Modi
government’s welfare interventions.

Which raises the question: Who
really is the woman voter and what
motivates her to vote for a specific
party or leader? While broad generali-
sations in a diverse country are
fraught with risk, a definite pattern is
emerging where low-income women
voters in particular appear squarely
focused on twin challenges — liveli-
hood and security. An aspirational
urban woman is fighting for identity
and equality, her rural counterpart’s
needs are more basic.

In our travels across the country,
we heard many poor women com-

The ascent of the “she” voter is not just a post-2014 phenomenon ANI

plain of the other big M, mehngai
(inflation). But they cushion their
anger by admitting that five kilos of
free food grains per month is a huge
relief. It is almost as if free rashan
(ration) is offsetting growing disillu-
sionment with their economic condi-
tion. In Maharashtra, for example,
where agrarian distress is acute, free
ration is seen as a saviour in rural
households. In Uttar Pradesh, an
improved law and order situation is
the chief reason for Yogi Adityanath’s
popularity among women voters. In
Bengal, Sandeshkhali has pushed the
Mamta government onto the backfoot
but the Lakshmi Bhandar scheme of
financial independence for women
might soften the blow. In Andhra Pra-
desh, Jagan Mohan Reddy’s cash
transfer programmes for women are
his best hope to combat anti-incum-
bency against his government.

On a pan-India level though, Modi
still is ahead on gender ratings. While
the Prajwal Revanna and Brij
Bhushan Sharan Singh episodes have
exposed the hollowness of Nari Shakti
and Beti Padhao, Beti Bachao slogan-
eering, they have not dented Brand
Modi yet. The “alpha male” image of a
self-styled macho leader who embod-
ies the idea of a strong government is
appealing to many women voters. By

contrast, Rahul Gandhi’s compara-
tively softer image and more compas-
sionate “mohabbat-ki-dukan” vocabu-
lary need to be shored up by visible
action on the ground. The Congress’s
Mahalakshmi scheme that promises
1 lakh every year to a woman from a
poor family is a potential game
changer if backed by effective com-
munication and delivery. In most pla-
ces we travelled to, everyone had
heard of Modi ki Guarantee, but very
few were aware of the Congress’s
promises to women voters.

Which is why when votes are
finally counted on June 4 and televi-
sion studios furiously debate caste
and community equations, remember
the elections will actually be won and
lost by the biggest vote bank of them
all — the Indian mahila voter.

Post-script: In a village near Ayo-
dhya, we met a group of devout
women. They were delighted with the
inauguration of the Ram Mandir but
when asked what issue they would
vote on, they replied pointedly, “Ram
se pet to nahi bharta. Pehle rashan,
phir Ram.” (Ram does not fill stom-
achs. First ration, then Ram)

Rajdeep Sardesai is a senior
Jjournalist and author.
The views expressed are personal

Why Chabahar port s
a big deal for India, Iran

he borders of undivided India touched
Afghanistan and Central Asia. This
contiguity was lost with Partition.
While it is difficult to redraw the map,
Chabahar port could provide access to our
hinterland. On Monday, the minister for ship-
ping, inland waterways Sarbananda Sonowal
was in Chabahar to witness the signing of a
10-year long-term contract, which renewed
India’s commitment to developing the port in
Iran. It may be recalled that the first 10-year
contract was signed during Prime Minister
(PM) Narendra Modi’s visit to Iran in 2016.

Chabahar port has a chequered history.
During the Shah'’s time, Iran had offered this
port to the Americans. The Shah also planned
to build a submarine base in Chabahar. The
port is outside the Hormuz Strait and could
provide a safe alternative in case of a
conflagration in the Gulf. This is a
major advantage from Iran’s per-
spective. From India’s point of view,
Chabahar is an attractive proposi-
tion as it is closer to home than Ban-
dar Abbas.

Chabahar has two ports — Shahid
Kalantari and Shahid Beheshti. The
Indian project scope involves the
development of the latter. During
my first visit to Chabahar,  was struck to see
how developed the city was. The Iranian gov-
ernment had lavished expenditure on infra-
structure in and around Chabahar. The port
town is linked by road to Zahedan and
Mashad in the north as well as Bandar Abbas
in the west. It lacks rail connectivity, though
reportedly the Iranian side has made progress
in doing the groundwork.

Chabahar port was offered to the Indian
side during Iranian President Muahmmed
Khatami’s visit to India in 2002. The project,
however, remained on the back burner for
almost a decade. I had the privilege of starting
negotiations with Tehran in 2012 as then
Indian ambassador to Iran. This culminated
in an MoU signed during the visit of then min-
ister for shipping, Nitin Gadkari, in May 2015.
This was followed by the contract signed in
the presence of PM Modi the next year. As
that agreement could not be operationalised
for various reasons, the project was so far
being run on the basis of an annually renewed
interim contract. This will now be replaced by
anew 10-year agreement.

The geopolitical situation in the region has
changed from what it was in 2015. The United
States (US) has exited Afghanistan. Kabul has
a Taliban regime. Islamabad has had four gov-
ernments since 2021 — Imran Khan, Shahbaz
Sharif, interim government and now, Shah-
baz Sharif again. Does this change the rele-
vance of Chabahar for India? Regardless of
change in governments, geography remains
an immutable factor. Pakistan extracted a
rent for allowing transit to Afghanistan
through Karachi port. In the case of America,
this was in the form of a coalition support

CHABAHAR PORT WAS
OFFERED TO THE INDIAN
SIDE DURING IRANIAN
PRESIDENT MUAHMMED
KHATAMI'S VISIT TO
INDIA IN 2002.

DP
Srivastava

fund and various aid packages. Afghanistan
suffered long delays and pilferage of goods
during transit. India was allowed transit spo-
radically. If Pakistan did not allow transit
rights in the past, it is unlikely to do it now
when it has a deeply fractured polity and a
sinking economy. There will be no appetite for
making a major political gesture to India by
allowing transit rights. India needs Chabahar
regardless of changes in regimes in the neigh-
bourhood.

India’s engagement with the Central Asian
republics has increased. Trade with Central
Asia also requires a transit route. While Cha-
bahar is important for India, it also broadens
the options of Afghanistan and the Central
Asian republics. At present, Afghanistan trade
depends on Karachi or Bandar Abbas port.
The former option does not exist
with strained relations between the
Taliban and Islamabad. The situation
has worsened especially after Paki-
stani strikes on targets within
Afghanistan. Bandar Abbas, Iran’s
main port, is congested.

The Chabahar port will need a
railway link to connect it to Zahedan
and Sarakhs in the north. Sarakhs in
the northeast corner of Iran is
located at the tri-junction of Turkmenistan,
Afghanistan, and Iran. It is connected by rail
to Turkmenistan, which has connectivity with
other Central Asian republics. Once a railway
line is built to Sarakhs, Chabahar will be con-
nected to Central Asia.

Chabahar port could also be a hub for
trans-shipment to Africa. At present, Indian
exports are trans-shipped via Jebel Ali. But
this will require improving the port infra-
structure. An immediate requirement would
be establishing a direct shipping line between
Indian ports and Chabahar. Without a regular
shipping service, it is difficult to attract traffic
to the port. Chabahar is often compared with
Gwadar. There is a fundamental difference
between the two. Gwadar has been developed
by China as a naval base. The Indian project in
Chabahar is a civilian project. The port will be
open for business with third countries also.
There are already Chinese companies present
in the Chabahar Free Trade Zone. Pakistan
and China do not look kindly at India’s Chaba-
har presence.

A new factor in the equation is tensions in
West Asia, though the Indian project scope in
Chabahar is limited to connectivity with
Afghanistan. After the recent exchanges
between Iran and Israel, US sanctions against
Iran have deepened. There was a sharp warn-
ing by the US State Department following
President Ebrahim Raisi’s visit to Pakistan in
April. The US spokesman said that anybody
doing business with Iran will be sanctioned
after the decision by Tehran and Islamabad to
increase bilateral trade to $10 billion and
resume work on the Iran-Pakistan gas pipe-
line. The State Department spokesperson reit-
erated the same line on Monday when asked
about the Chabahar agreement. He added
there was no exemption from sanctions for
Chabahar. External affairs minister S Jais-
hankar described it as a bilateral matter
between India and Iran.

DP Srivastava, a former ambassador to Iran, served
on the board of India Ports Global Ltd. for five
years. The views expressed are personal

VLADIMIR PUTIN
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Relations between Russia and
China are not opportunistic and not ?

directed against anyone. Together,
we uphold the principles of justice
and a democratic world order

Missing in manifestos,
campaigns: Land rights

ver the past few months, as election

fever gripped the nation, there have

been two significant movements to

highlight land issues. One has been
that of the massive and well-organised protest
followed by a relay hunger strike, led by
Sonam Wangchuk, for Ladakh to have eco-sen-
sitive land policies and for its Sixth Schedule
status to be restored. The other has been the
less visible but persistent and peaceful protest,
including a threat to boycott the elections, by
farmers of 13 villages around Devanahalli near
the Bengaluru International Airport, for the
government to rescind the notification to
acquire 1,777 acres of land to set up a new SEZ.
In these and many other contexts, land, its allo-
cation, rights of communities, and rights of
farmers have become central issues.
Yet, in the manifestos of the major
political parties — or campaigns —
there is little mention of these issues
or an attempt to address policies
related to land.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s
manifesto makes no mention of the
Land Acquisition Rehabilitation and
Resettlement (LARR) Act but states
that the party will facilitate real estate
growth by assuring speed and ease of comple-
tion under the Real Estate Regulation Act
(RERA) if it comes to power. The Congress
manifesto flags concern over the rise of the
“billionaire raj”, but reduces land issues to
merely establishing “an authority to monitor
the distribution to the poor of government
land and surplus land under the land ceiling
Acts” and indicates that it will retain the rights
of gram panchayats to have veto power in
deciding land issues under the LARR Act.

The manifesto of the Communist Party of
India-Marxist, or CPI(M) claims to ensure the
reversal or the dilution of land ceiling laws,
implement land reform, provide joint titles to
women, retain the original definition of “public
purpose” in the LARR Act, and to establish
land tribunals to expedite resolutions to land
related legal issues. But, the CPI(M)’s recent
record on land rights and issues is far from
heartening as its actions in Singur and Nandi-
gram in West Bengal and its backing for the
Adani-built Vizhinjam port near Thiruvanan-
thapuram, Kerala, reveal.

Issues of access to land, rights of communi-
ties, region-specific policies, use of land, etc,
have marked the political economy of central
India, especially in the adivasi belts of Chhattis-
garh and Jharkhand, and in Kashmir, Ladakh,

Vasavi

and much of the North East, including Mani-
pur. Since 2014, there has been a dilution of the
LARR Actand the subsequent unleashing of a
violent extractive economy in much of India.
Similarly, facilitating dilution and abrogating
land ceiling laws, especially in the context of
agricultural land has enabled the growth of a
speculative economy in land which as a source
of accumulation and a form of real estate has
become the bedrock of unplanned and iniqui-
tous urban growth. Since the past decade,
there has been the twining of this speculative
economy in land with political positions so
much so that regional politicians draw not
only on their caste positions but deploy politi-
cal power to acquire and accumulate large
tracts of land and then foray into interlinked
businesses of real estate, construc-
tion, hospitality and education insti-
tutions, including universities, to
emerge as formidable regional
satraps. This combining of political
prowess and business interests also
enables politicians to retain political
power over several years and elec-
tions and to pass on their business
and political interests to their fami-
lies.

Since land has become the key source of
assets and capital accumulation, issues related
to regulating its use, access and distribution
are not key to the orientation of most political
parties and elected representatives. The politi-
cal-economic dispensation across the board is
now one in which citizens’ rights to land, liveli-
hood and life worlds get compromised for pur-
poses of investment, profits, and employment
generation. All political parties seek to avoid
responding to or engaging with the key
demands of the movements in Ladakh or in
Karnataka’s Devanahalli regions. How should
political parties stand by their promises of ena-
bling the rights of citizens over pressures
exerted by corporate groups? How can the
administration of land ensure ecological sus-
tainability while also facilitating economic
growth and social justice? None of these ques-
tions are sought to be answered in the election
manifestos or campaigns.

Instead, the platitudes in these manifestos
are mere statements that ring hollow. They sig-
nal neither concern nor commitment to any
agenda that can address the dire need to make
land and its use sustainable, just and viable.

AR Vasavi is a social anthropologist based in
Karnataka. The views expressed are personal
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Spoof on Kellogg: Brand
theft or publicity stunt?

Jerry Seinfeld’s new comedy film makes brazen fun of a corporate rivalry even as he dares

brand owners to sue. But the latter would rather join the joke. What's going on? Don't ask Al

minor buzz arose this week over
the major issue of whether Al
chatbots had evolved a sense of
humour. Maybe we’ll know once
Al bots get to have the last laugh.
For now, another vital question
should strike us: Have corporations evolved
one? Theribs they tickle are usually by the ad
agencies they hire. A test case popped into view
this month with the Netflix release of comedian
Jerry Seinfeld’s Unfrosted, a spoof on Kellogg-
versus-Post rivalry over breakfast cereals and
other satisfiers of taste-buds in America. In
telling its tale—as told to a kid, cleverly—of the
amazing success of Kellogg’s Pop-Tarts, this
movie gleefully uses the company’s brands and
mascots to make bellies wobble with laughter
for achange. It tells us about this hot innovation
of aflat pastry that pops out of a toaster with
such wry distortion that one would have to be
an Al bot to take it for real. Still, such creative
liberty is rarely taken by filmmakers in India.
Rajesh Krishnan’s comedy Crew, for example,
tactfully uses Kohinoor Airlines as a stand-in
for Kingfisher, though with winks and nudges
thrown in (like a fictional owner called Vijay
Walia). Spoofing a company haslong been
taboo in showbiz for an obvious reason: There
may be legal hell to pay for brand theft, etc. But
what’s going on in America? Have businesses
begun to see the funny side of what they do?
Seinfeld’s latest film did not pioneer this new
genre of brand parodies. Just last year, movie
halls were left in splits by Greta Gerwig’s Barbie,
which got laughs at this doll’s expense. This film
had the approval of the brand’s owner Mattel,
though, and might even have served as a subtle
ad. According to Seinfeld, Unfrosted is “the
opposite.” In his words from a recent interview:

“Barbieis made by Mattel. Kellogg had no idea
and would never allow us to do anything like
this. And if we don’t get sued, it'll be amiracle.
We thought that’d be phenomenal publicity, if
we do get sued. I mean, walking in court with
lawyers to defend myself that I made fun of the
Pop-Tartin away that’s inappropriate... I'd love
that trial.” Adding a dash of intrigue to the film’s
context, Kellogg in the US split last October into
Kellanova and W.K. Kellogg Company. The
former put out a statement calling the movie
“farce not fact,” adding for good measure that
it’s “afictional account of Pop-Tarts’ history and
is meant for entertainment purposes.” Seinfeld
would probably be disposed to agree. Asked
about the research that went into the movie, he
replied, “There was no desire to get anything
right, we just wanted to make it.”

So, did Seinfeld get away with brand infringe-
ment? This is where the plot thickens. Pleased
by the buzz, perhaps, Pop-Tarts’ owner Kella-
novaleapt to join the joke. It ran a spoofy two-
minute video of its own to wag a finger at Sein-
feld for brand theft as funnily as it could. It even
launched limited-pack Tart-Pops, picking up
the movie’s version of why it sold like hot cakes:
The clunky name Trat-Pop was mistakenly read
out backwards on TV as “Pop-Tart,” which
proved far catchier than its archrival’s fuddy-
duddy Country Squares. So, as it turns out in the
movie, all the mutual espionage over the recipe,
mounted merrily on the scale of a space race,
amounts to zilch in the face of an ultimate
arbiter: Human error. It’s a fun watch. So, are
“grrr-reat” brands developing a funny bone?
Are they being advised by image managers to
laugh along if the joke’s on them? Or is there
something else to be read in the goofy grin of
Seinfeld’s open dare? Don’t ask a chatbot.
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End erratic intervention: Adopt
arulebook to tame food prices

Let’s replace a policy that distorts markets and worsens scarcities with a pre-set framework of rules

is associate professor at Jawaharlal Nehru
University and visiting fellow at the Centre
de Sciences Humaines, New Delhi

atest datareleased by the govern-

ment confirms fears of India’s

economy being in the grip of stub-
born inflation, driven primarily by food.
While overall inflation has stayed above
49 for more than two years, with the
April 2024 reading at 4.83%, data also
showed a widening gap between rural
and urban inflation. Food inflation has
been more than 8% since November,
with cereal inflation witnessing a secu-
lar rise since January. For April, cereal
inflation was at 8.63%. Within cereals,
rice inflation was high at 12.5%, with
April marking the 19th consecutive
month of above-10% inflation. Even
wheat has shown arising trend since
January, with the April reading at 6%.
Inflation in pulses has been above 10%
since June. But the sharpest increase
has been for vegetables, with inflation at
more than 25% for the last six months.

The stubbornness of food inflation

is surprising, since international prices
began easing long back. According to
the Food and Agriculture Organisation,
cereal prices globally fell by 18% in April
on an year-on-year basis. Even domes-
tic supply seems to have increased, with
claims by the ministry of agriculture of
record production in almost every crop
group. Given that India’s economic
recovery has been muted, ademand
push isanunlikely driving force. If any-
thing, core sector inflation (excluding
food and fuel) at 3% confirms a demand

deficit in the economy. Several other
indicators, such as rural real wages and
earnings data from Periodic Labour
Force Surveys, suggest either declining
or stagnant incomes in the country.

Estimates from the ministry of
agriculture have largely been robust,
although recent years have seen market
associations, traders and farmers ques-
tioning them. Unseasonal rains, heat
waves and other climatic factors have
affected production, even though offi-
cial data does not report any sharp
decline. While production estimates
and the fall in cereal availability may be
afactor, it isnot the only one.

The problem includes knee-jerk and
ad-hoc decisions taken by the govern-
ment on stock holding limits, apart
from export and import rules covering
quantitative restrictions on trade, the
unintended effect of which has been
artificial scarcity.

Despite the government’s intention
of deregulating agricultural markets by
bringing in three contentious farm laws,
it has continued its policy of excessive
regulation. While the trio of laws was
withdrawn, the government’s reliance
on arbitrary export curbs, price controls
and domestic restrictions under the
Essential Commodities Act (ECA) has
raised uncertainty in farm markets, with
price stability taking a resultant hit.
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The government's approach to
taming food inflation has been
flawed. Ad-hoc export and other
trade restrictions appear to
have raised supplier anxiety and
worsened agricultural shortages.

What India needs s a clearly
defined framework of rules so
that nobody gets nasty surprises,
outputincentives don'tget hurt
and both consumers and farmers
are served well by its design.
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Exports of wheat were banned in May
2022, followed by a similar ban on bro-
kenrice in August, aregime expanded
toinclude all non-basmati exports in
July 2023. The ECA was invoked in
June 2023 on wheat, limiting stocks
held by traders, with further restrictions
imposed in February 2024 The same
month, the government asked traders
to disclose theirrice stocks every week.
This was extended to pulses this April.
Onions were subject to similar interven-
tion aimed at price control.

Most of these calls seem to have been
taken without adequate scrutiny of why
these commodity prices were unstable
and without any ground assessment of
crop availability, demand and supply.
These were also used as a scare tactic to
push prices down.

These measures, however, have not
led to any significant price reduction.
On the contrary, they have stoked fear
among traders. The very signal of a
panicreaction from the Centre appears
to have fuelled speculative price
inclines in many commodities.

Excessive use of controls and other
hard tactics to tame inflation is also det-
rimental to the interests of farmers, who
end up punished forrising prices. Their
lost opportunity to earn more from the
market has acted as a crop disincentive.
India’s decline in pulse production is an
example of a supply response to the
financial rewards of suppliers being
reduced by erratic government policy.

Farmers were deprived of remunera-
tive earnings not just because of export
curbs, but also bulk imports, resulting
in lower price realizations for them.
While inflation control is necessary to
protect India’s most vulnerable people,
it must not be at the cost of farmers and
their incentives to raise output. We
need a price policy that protects the
interests of farmers and consumers
both, without using unnecessary stric-
tures. Let’'sadopt a comprehensive rule-
based framework to stabilize agricul-
tural prices. Let us replace ad-hoc tools
with arational approach.

JUST A TROTQAT

It’'s amazing that
the amount of news that
happens in the world every
day always just exactly fits

the newspaper.

JERRY SEINFELD

India can’t risk slackeningin the Indian Ocean Region

PARUL CHANDRA

is a senior New Delhi-based

journalist.

t’sameasure of the strategic importance

of the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) archi-

pelago of the Maldives that India recently
chose to host its new foreign minister,
Moosa Zameer, despite the hurly-burly of
Lok Sabha elections. With the Maldives’
President Mohamed Muizzu-led govern-
ment already in China’stight embrace, and
the consequent turbulence in bilateral ties,
India canill-afford to cede further space to
Beijing. External affairs minister S. Jais-
hankar clearly spelt out India’s strategic
concerns to Zameer, telling him that being
close neighbours, the development of bilat-
eral tiesisbased on “reciprocal sensitivity.”

Such straight talk was required, as the
pro-China Muizzu has already given New
Delhi much grief, not just with his anti-India
rhetoric, butalso hisadministration’s deci-
sion to ask India toreplace with civilians its
77 military personnel posted there, in charge
of two helicopters and a Dornier aircraft,
even though these operated under the Mal-
divian flag and with directions from the Mal-

dives National Defence Forces (MNDF).

Muizzu rode to power as Maldivian presi-
dent by running an “India Out” campaign,
citing the issue of sovereignty, which found
traction in the country, especially among
conservative voters. Muizzu has, however,
not yet repealed a presidential decree issued
during the tenure of his predecessor Ibu
Solih banning that campaign. Perhaps
becauseitis clear that he will need to deliver
growth and development, for which India
remains an important partner, regardless of
all the tall promises China might make.

New Delhi would have also conveyed to
Malé its displeasure overits decision to not
renew a hydrography agreement with India,
while signing a defence pact with China that
involves training the MNDF and supplying
non-lethal defence equipment. For New
Delhi, both arered lines, much like Chinese
involvement in the Indian telecommunica-
tions sector and digital identity projects in
India’s neighbourhood.

In seeking to protect its own strategic
interests in the vast IOR, New Delhi has to
constantly walk on eggshells. For, political
leaders in the region’s island states have
learnt to play the two Asian giants against
each other. In Sri Lanka, for instance, India
was cold-shouldered, while China thrived

during Mahinda Rajapaksa’s presidential
tenure. They also know how to whip up anti-
India sentiment by playing the sovereignty
and nationalism cards to win elections.
While New Delhi-Malé relations are cur-
rently strained, the New Delhi-Colombo
relationship is currently thriving. Having
provided financial assistance to Sri Lanka as
it battled an economic collapse after the
covid pandemic, India has been quietly
working to contain China by bolstering its
strategic foothold in the island nation.
Colombo recently gave its nod for India to
develop the strategically-
located Kankesanthurai
port in northern Sri
Lanka. Barely 100km
away from the deep sea
port of Karaikal in Pud-
ucherry, it will provide
vital connectivity
between the two nations.
Inaddition, an Indo-Rus-
sian joint venture
recently won the con-
tract to operate the Mat-
tala airport built with
Chinese loans in Ham-
bantota. Sri Lankais still
trying to negotiate a
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New Delhi's hosting of the
Maldivian foreign minister amid
domestic elections and despite

strained ties is evidence of the
strategic importance of nations
inthe Indian Ocean Region

With China making diplomatic
inroads and IOR countries
playing India and China against
each other, New Delhihas had
towork on strengthening its
influencein theregion.

restructured loan with China’s Exim Bank
for the airport, which hasbeen acommercial
failure. Both these projects will give India a
vital foothold in the region where both Sri
Lankaand the Maldives are on board China’s
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

Unlike China, loans extended by India do
not leave their beneficiaries in debt traps.
The Maldives, for instance, is still reeling
under the $1.3 billion loan it took from China
during Abdulla Yameen’s presidential ten-
ure from 2013 to 2018. At present, nearly
30% of Maldives’ external debt is owed to
China, while it’s only 10%
in the case of India.

The inflated cost of
Chinese-executed pro-
jectsand the opacity that
marks them, however,
has not deterred IOR
nations from availing
them to build infrastruc-
ture. Sri Lanka, for
instance, found itself
unable torepay the com-
mercial loan it took to
develop the Hambantota
port. The island nation’s
biggest bilateral debtisto
China, placed at $7 bil-
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lion, while it stands at $1 billion to India.
Unable to match Beijing’s financial resour-
ces, New Delhi has chosen to woo IOR
nations through its policy of Security and
Growth for All (SAGAR), warning them not
to fall prey to Chinese debt-trap policies.

Atatime when naval forays by China are
rapidly increasing in the region, the day is
not too far when a Chinese aircraft carrier
will sail into the IOR, given that Beijing has
beenregularly deploying warships, subma-
rines and ‘spy’ vessels to the region for well
over a decade.

India too has increased deployments to
countries in the region. It regularly sends
warships to conduct joint patrols and sur-
veillance of the vast exclusive economic
zones (EEZ) of countries like the Maldives
and Seychelles. India’s commissioning of a
naval base, INS Jatayu, in the Lakshadweep
islands in March this year will also add to the
country’s strategic heft in the IOR.

With the joint inauguration of an
upgraded jetty and airstrip on the Agaléga
islands of Mauritius earlier this year, India
now also has an outpost in the western
Indian Ocean, a crucial addition to its China
containment strategy. Even so, New Delhi
cannot afford any let up in its battle for influ-
ence in the IOR.
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Industry links with academia are
critical to success in biopharma

India can grab opportunities in the biopharmaceutical sector by combining academic and business skills to boost innovation

are, respectively, former vice chairman of Niti
Aayog and chairman of Pahle India Foundation,
and research associate at Pahle India
Foundation.

he biopharmaceutical industry has

been evolving rapidly. During the tur-

bulent period spanning 2019 to 2021,

amid the upheaval caused by the covid

pandemic, it emerged as a focal point of

global discourse. Biopharmaceuticals
are drugs and therapies synthesized from living
organisms, which includes vaccines, biologics,
biosimilars and evolving therapies like cell and
gene therapies.

The global biopharmaceutical industry has
grown significantly since 1982. Estimated at $528
billion, itis expected to a grow at acompounded
annual growth rate in double-digits for years. India
hasreplicated this growth, ranking among the top
12 biotechnology destinations globally. In 2023,
the Indian biopharma industry surpassed $92 bil-
lion, reflecting 15% growth from the previous year.
This growth is driven by arise in chronic diseases,
higherincome levels, demand for better treat-
ments and the advantages of biopharma over tradi-
tional medicine (such as fewer side effects and
greater effectiveness in treating chronic illnesses).

However, as the industry continues to expand,
werealize that in an era of continued innovation, it
becomes even more important for the industry to
adapt to a fast-evolving curve. In this context,
while the industry has witnessed tremendous
growth over the past decade, further research and
innovation in the biopharmaceutical sector neces-
sitate collaborative efforts between the industry
and academia.

Collaboration between industry and academia is a
strategic imperative: The development and com-
mercialization of bio-therapeutic products not
only require extensive research, but also clinical
and non-clinical trials that adhere to regulatory
norms, necessitating academia and industry col-
laboration. While academia possesses skills in the
research domain, industry must play its expected
role in the commercialization of research:i.e.,
manufacturing, testing, approval and marketing.

While the large international pharmaceutical
and biotechnology sectors have historically been
recognized as drivers of the discovery and develop-
ment of new drugs, academia has also made signifi-
cant contributions, laying foundations for the
development of several drugs. Drugs such as Pacli-
taxel, Vorinostat, Prezista, Viread and Dexrazox-
ane have their discovery origins in academia.
Despite this, academia’s role has often been per-
ceived as secondary—supporting drug discovery
by providing an extended research base to the
industry through peer-reviewed publications and
strategic partnerships.

Academic drug discovery offers the promise of
pioneering new approaches to drug development,
leveraging academic innovation and thought pro-
cesses, to cater to evolving needs and demands. In
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this context, it is crucial to emphasize that while
pharmaceutical and biotechnology firms shall con-
tinue to be the major source of new drug develop-
ment, there is a compelling argument for academia
to play amore direct role in translating fundamen-
tal science into therapeutics.

Collaborations between industry and academia
offer numerous benefits. The covid pandemic
demonstrated the success of such collaborations in
swiftly developing life-saving vaccines and thera-
pies. India’s first home-grown gene therapy for
cancer, developed by IIT Bombay, Tata Memorial
Centre, and ImmunoACT, is another example.
Programmes like the Pfizer-1IT Delhi Innovation
and IP Programme and INDovation are good
examples of the larger pharmaceutical industry’s
efforts to boost the domestic innovation ecosys-
tem. These collaborations foster
innovation, as shown by the
incubation of 34- healthcare
innovators and 19 intellectual
property filings in diagnostics,
drug delivery, medical devices,
and healthcare training.

Additionally, industry-acade-
mia linkages also enable setting
up a framework for nurturing
talent with the skill-sets needed
to meet the current demands of
industry and prepare them for
the biopharma sector’s innova-
tion-driven future.

It hasbeen heartening to note
that several pharma and bio-
pharma companies have estab-
lished global capability centres in India, employing
nearly halfa million professionals. These centres
engage talent in a diverse range of functions across
the entire research and development (R&D) value
chain, drug commercialization, manufacturing
and supply-chain management, physician and
patient engagement, business strategy and digital
operations.

Inrecognizing the benefits of strong industry-
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While academia possesses skills
inthe research domain, industry
must play its expected rolein the
commercialization of findings
through manufacturing, testing,
approval and marketing,

Anincentive schemelike
China’s talent programme could
be used torecruit overseas
Indians from top global institutes
while domestic institutions gear
up for the future of biotech.

ISTOCKPHOTO

academia linkages, it is essential to highlight the
establishment of the Biotechnology Industry
Research Assistance Council (BIRAC) and National
Biopharma Mission (NBM). Both these initiatives
enhance India’s biopharmaceutical capabilities,
aiming for global competitiveness and improved
healthcare standards through innovative product
development.

Academic institutions in focus: While celebrating
our nation’s advancements in biotechnology,
including the establishment of a department of
biotechnology in 1986 and becoming the third-
largest hub for biotech in the Asia Pacific region,
there’s aneed to encourage further research, inno-
vate and expedite drug development in the bio-
pharma sector.

Empowering academic institutions, particularly
through the establishment of
technology transfer offices
(TTOs), can enhance technology
transfer capabilities, ensuring
the translation of research into
practical solutions. This will
accelerate the transformation of
scientific discoveries into prod-
ucts that benefit society.

Funding for schemes like
India’s Ucchatar Avishkar
Yojana should be increased to
foster innovation among stu-
dents and faculty in premier
technological institutes. To
address the shortage of qualified
faculty and researchers, a pro-
gramme similar to China’s
Thousand Talent Programme could be used to
recruit overseas Indians from top global institutes
with attractive incentives. Additionally, universi-
ties should implement specialized training on legal
and regulatory frameworks for new biotech inter-
ventions. Integrating these into the curriculum
will better prepare students for the complexities of
the biotech landscape and help nurture a skilled
workforce to drive innovation and research.

Making ChatGPT ‘sexy’ is not
the best way to make it better

Customer engagement must not be at the cost of our mental health

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
technology.

er.” That was the single tweet that

OpenAl chief executive officer Sam

Altman posted as his lieutenants
demonstrated a new ChatGPT with the
same alluring vocal flourishes Scarlett
Johansson used in the movie by that name
about a man who falls in love with his Al
bot. The most impressive thing about the
new GPT-4o0 (the ‘o’ stands for omni) is that
it can discuss what it ‘sees’ through your
phone camerainreal time, a skill that Goo-
gle faked in a demo for its Al model last
December. More startling was that it didn’t
justsound human but strangely seductive.
“Hey there,” the new version of ChatGPT
said ina coy woman’s voice to a young man
in the company’s main video demonstra-
tion. “I see you're rocking an OpenAl
hoodie. Nice choice.”

Inalive demo at OpenAl’s headquarters
in San Francisco, the Al system surprised
the audience when it said, “Wow, that’s
quite the outfit you’ve got on,” to someone
it was helping with an algebra problem.
Bloomberg News, which was at the event,
referred to its tone as “flirtatious.”

In another video demo, the Al, once
again with afemale voice, laughed coquet-
tishly as an OpenAl staffer pretended to
ask it for advice on what to wear for an
interview. “Oh, Rocky!” it said giggling
after he put on a silly hat. “That’s quite a
statement piece!”

If OpenATI's mostly male engineers are
trying to build the perfect girlfriend, they
seem to be on the right track. If the com-
pany istrying to build amore accurate and
reliable Al model, however, they still have
a long way to go. GPT-4o is still only
slightly ahead on key Al benchmarks and
early tests show it continues to make mis-
takes on key tasks.

The company has instead focused on
leaping ahead with user experience, making
GPT-40 more of aconsumer play than one
for enterprise customers. Itsnew model can
infer emotions and respond to audio as
quickly asa human would in conversation.
That could fulfilalong-time goal in tech of
‘ambient computing,’ which eschews hav-
ing to stare into tiny screen and type with
your thumbs for just talking and showing
things to a computer.

There’s plenty of potential in that, from
live tutoring to having a clever digital
assistant analyse your computer screen as
youwork. But OpenAl’s efforts to make its
Al so engaging are disconcerting.

What are the social and psychological
consequences of regularly speaking to a
flirty, fun and ultimately agreeable artifi-
cial voice on your phone, and then encoun-

OpenAl's Sam Altman referred to the film
Her, an Alromance AP

tering a different dynamic with men and
women in real life? What happens when
emotionally vulnerable people develop an
unhealthy attachment to GPT-40?

OpenAl did not respond to these ques-
tionsat the time of writing, or explain why
ithad given GPT-40 so much more person-
ality. Ifits objective was to make its product
more engaging for consumers—as it has
already tried to do with developers—that
could openup a can of worms, threatening
insidious effects on our collective mental
health. Remember those priorities are
what led Facebook to design algorithms
that promoted the most outrageous posts
onitssite to keep people scrolling, helping
sow greater political division.

Yet, you can see why Altman may be
pushing to make his chatbot more sticky.
User growth for ChatGPT has been stag-
nating, as competing bots like Anthropic’s
Claude and Google’s Gemini race for mar-
ket share. It’s likely why he’s also making
GPT-4, OpenAI'smost advanced model on
the market, free for all.

OpenAl didn’t describe GPT-40 as a
“personal assistant” but that seems to be
what the company and its rivals are now
chasing. Google [has announced a similar
Alagent called Project Astra].

Elon Musk’s AI company x.Al is also
working on an app that will act as a per-
sonal assistant, according to an April 2024
funding pitch deck seen by Bloomberg
Opinion. The $20-a-month app, which will
also have a free tier, aims to show an
Al-generated feed of suggested news arti-
cles and reminders to, for instance, buy
flowers at a nearby store for a friend’s
birthday, or to buy concert tickets for a
favourite band that is on tour, according to
oneslide. The deck adds that by integrat-
ing with personal data from X, it can create
a “supercharged social experience.” Musk
tweeted on Tuesday that a “majorupgrade
to Grok” was on its way. Meta is also explor-
ing Al-assisted earphones with cameras and
its Ray-Ban smart glasses already include an
Al assistant.

Astech giants converge on digital assist-
ants, they may see personality as the new Al
battleground. But racing to make chatbots
more sexy could have bizarre side effects.
Pointing to Her was perhaps a fitting meta-
phor for Sam Altman: The movie doesn’t
end well for humans. ©BLOOMBERG

Ponder what Al does for us versus what it's doing io us

UNNY RADHAKRISHNAN

is chief executive officer at
Digitas India.

o erase the line between man and

machineisto obscure the line between

men and gods,” says the tagline in the
teaser of the 2015 movie Ex-Machina. What
technology does for us has long been evi-
dent. But, in the last decade or so, ever since
social media became central to our lives,
what technology does o us has become a
matter of profound interest. Even more so
now, as conversations on artificial intelli-
gence (Al) go mainstream.

Making machines that behave like or
resemble human beings hasbeen a pursuit
for about two centuries. As early as the
1800s, Austro-Hungarian inventor Wolf-
gang von Kempelen tried making a speaking
machine using bellows and reeds to model
the human voice box. This was later
improved by Charles Wheatstone, which in
turn influenced Alexander Graham Bell,
who tried creating his own device. While
Bell’s speaking machine didn’t materialize,
ithelped him invent the telephone. The first
electronic talking machine, Voder, was cre-

ated by Bell Labs and exhibited at the 1939
World's Fairin New York. In the 1950s, early
Al pioneers began working on speech recog-
nition (as distinct from understanding). Dec-
ades and many breakthroughs later, we are
inthe throes of aman-machine interaction
revolution. But what doesit do to us?

Human interactions with ‘intelligent’
machines are not just about machines. They
are also about us. When we interact with
machines that respond like humans, what
does it do to us, our perceptions, emotions
and neural wirings?

Much isunknown, except that it changes
us. Just as human-to-human interactions
trigger our neurons, make biochemical
changes and alter our bodies, so do human
interactions with machines. Even as we get
into these interactions with the full aware-
ness that they are only machines, we may
slowly reach a point where we are ‘in com-
munion’ with them.

The first chatbot came much before the
internet went global. An MIT professor and
computer scientist, Joseph Weizenbaum,
built Eliza in 1966 as a conversational inter-
face between humans and machines. Eliza
engaged with users like a psychotherapist
and many people started attributing human-
like feelings to the programme, wanting to

share intimate matters and spending time
alone with the machine. Al bots are now
being touted as a solution for loneliness, as
digital companions. This assumes a chasm
crossed from ATI’s ability to ‘understand’
what we are saying to an ability to ‘care.’

Isthere a Turing Test for empathy? That
isthe question.

Arecent study by Sherry Turkle at MIT,
‘Who Do We Become When We Talk to
Machines?’ delves deep into the impact of
human-machine conversations. Turkle, a
sociologist and trained psychologist, is the
author of acclaimed
books like The Second
Self: Computers and the
Human Spirit and Alone
Together: Why We Expect
More from Technology
and Less from Each Other.
She has taught at MIT
alongwith Joseph Weiz-
enbaum and also studied
people’sinteraction with
Eliza, terming our emo-
tional engagement the
‘Eliza Effect.” Her new
MIT study explores how
our digital relationships
affect ourunderstanding
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Just as human-to-human
interactions make our neurons
fire and create biochemical
changes that alter us, human
interactions with‘intelligent’
machines make animprinton us.

Chatting with chatbots can
make people feel less vulnerable,
as thereis neither friction nor
second-guessing, but mightan
emotional vacuum created by
this leave us emotionally fragile?

of human connections and is also an attempt
to develop methodologies that study how
artificial empathy changes our relational
capacity. Turkle coins an interesting term,
‘artificial intimacy.’ The study had partici-
pants from a wide range of backgrounds and
demographic groups. As either new orregu-
lar users of Al-based conversational tools
such as Replika, Pi, Woebot and ChatGPT,
they were found to experience an emotional
bond with the technologies they were
engaging with. The result of this study raises
some points that might have a far-reaching
impact on society and
perhapseven onthe evo-
lution of our species.
First, all or the majority
of participants found it
easier to deal with
machines than humans,
because it replaces
“stressful human connec-
tions.” Real relationships
have more friction and
are relatively difficult to
deal with. Talking to
machines make people
feel less vulnerable, as
there is no friction, no
second-guessing and no

fear of being left behind. A machine friend
(or companion) can offer legitimacy and vali-
dation. But wouldn’t a withdrawal from
dealing with real people and having real
experiences make us more emotionally frag-
ile? As Turkle notes, “If we live in a culture
where significant numbers of people say
they should never have to be made uncom-
fortable, and since discomfort, disappoint-
ment and challenges are part of most human
relationships, that isa dilemma.”

Second, consider the argument that Al
built on the collective intelligence of many
expertsisbetter than any single expert. Eric
Schmidt, former chairperson of Google, has
been quoted as saying that Generative Al
will make “much of human conversations
unnecessary.” But Turkle asks the most
important question: “When we are in human
conversation, we often care less about the
information an utterance transfers than its
tone and emotional intent. In a world that
dealsin averages, what happens to our sensi-
tivity to all this?”

What doesall this mean to us? What does
itmean to be human? Isbeing human nowa
relative term? Are we being shaped by past
data or the law of averages? Will we get more
standardized and homogenized?

More questions. Few answers.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

A WELCOME MESSAGE

SCorder in Newsclick case is heartening, reinforces
importance of due process, regardless of the offence

WO FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES of jurisprudence — “bail not jail” and “inno-

cent until proven guilty” — are diluted in cases brought under “special” laws

like the Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA), Narcotic Drugs and

Psychotropic Substances Act and the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
(UAPA). In these, investigating agencies and the prosecution are granted extraordinary
powers of arrest and detention. In essence, such laws shift the burden of proof on the ac-
cused. Stringent provisions also place a high threshold for the grant of bail. By invalidat-
ing the arrest of Prabir Purkayastha, founder-editor of the portal Newsclick, the Supreme
Court has upheld in principle and practice the constitutional protection offered to citizens
under Article 22(1). The state argued that since Purkayastha is accused of serious offences
such as “terrorist acts” and “raising funds for terrorist acts”, he should not be released on
a “technicality”. The Bench of Justices B R Gavai and Sandeep Mehta said that every ac-
cused “has a fundamental and a statutory right to be informed about the grounds of ar-
rest in writing and a copy of such written grounds of arrest have to be furnished to the ar-
rested person as a matter of course and without exception at the earliest”.

In alegal system where the process can often be a form of punishment, the integrity
of so-called technical procedures must be unimpeachable. Article 22(1) states that “No
person who is arrested shall be detained in custody without being informed, as soon as
may be, of the grounds for such arrest nor shall he be denied the right to consult, and to
be defended by, a legal practitioner of his choice.” In Pankaj Bansal vs Union of India (2023),
the SCheld that furnishing “a written copy of the grounds for arrest” was mandated un-
der the PMLA. In Purkayastha's case, it found that since a similar provision exists in the
UAPA, the accused should have been provided with the grounds of arrest before his de-
tention. He was not. Essentially, and significantly, the Court has said that a fundamental
right is not watered down in UAPA cases.

The Court made it clear that Purkayastha's release — he was granted bail by the trial
court hours after the SC order — was not a comment on the merits of the case or the
charges against Newsclick. The order does, however, underline the perils of what has be-
come in practice an alternate justice system, meant to deal with “heinous” crimes. The pro-
visions in such laws are, arguably, justifiable in exceptional circumstances, especially with
respect to national security. However, their use has surged: NCRB data showed a 23 per
centrise in UAPA cases in 2022 compared to previous years, while the PMLA cases grew
by 450 per cent in the first three years of the current government's second term, compared
to the same period in its first term. This context makes the SC's order all the more welcome.
It affirms once again the Court's role as the guardian of individual rights. It is also a mes-
sage to investigating agencies: Due process, and the “technical” procedures that com-
prise it, cannot be circumvented.

MY SCHEME, YOUR SCHEME

Congress's promised grain ration of 10 kg/person/month
speaks about a competitive politics of welfare and its limits

N 2019, PRIME Minister Narendra Modi swept the Lok Sabha polls on the back of

his government’s welfare schemes for building rural homes, toilets and roads, pro-

viding access to banking, electricity and LPG connections, and the Rs 6,000 annual

cash transfer to landholding farmers. In 2024, the scheme that is seemingly a big
draw among voters is the one giving 5 kg of free rice or wheat to about 813.5 million per-
sons. Proof of its impact on the ground is the Congress, more than midway through the
ongoing elections, promising to double the free ration quota for the “poor” among the
scheme’s beneficiaries.

But schemes are only as good as their implementation. Just as the focused execution
and near saturation coverage of the earlier flagship programmes helped cultivate a pro-
poor image for Modi nationally during his first term, the free grain scheme delivered dur-
ing the Covid crisis. Till the early 2000s, the southern states were largely the ones with rea-
sonably well-functioning public distribution systems (PDS). By around 2015-16, they
were joined by the likes of Chhattisgarh, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh and West Bengal. But
the Covid period saw NFSA beneficiaries even in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Jharkhand ac-
tually receiving free grain. The ruling party's victory in the 2022 Assembly elections in
UP was widely attributed to the Modi-Yogi Adityanath “double-engine” government's
efforts at not just expanding the reach of the PDS, but also ensuring last-mile delivery of
grain to eligible households.

The Congress's promised grain ration of 10 kg/person/month is notable not only for
the additional fiscal cost it would entail (even if restricted to the “poor”). It goes contrary
to party general secretary Priyanka Gandhi's recent pronouncement that government
policies should aim at making people “atmanirbhar” (self-reliant), not “nirbhar” (de-
pendent). At a public rally, she asked the crowd to choose between free 5-kg ration and
employment that will earn them an independent income. The apparent about-turn and
competitive free grain offer is, perhaps, also reflective of a deeper political economy
malaise. Governments find it more expedient to deliver freebies, whether in kind or as di-
rect cash transfers, than investing in public education, healthcare, irrigation or agricultural
research and extension that take time to yield results. It doesn't help that voters are also
sceptical about state capacity and hence increasingly transactional and short-termist.

ONE-MAN ARMY

Carrying the baton through turbulent times, now hanging up
his boots, Sunil Chhetri represents best of Indian football

OT ALWAYS AMONG the best in the world, the skills of India's football he-

roes haven't gone unnoticed. There was the blistering pace of Chuni

Goswami, inventiveness of Tulsidas Balaram, aura of PK Banerjee, grace of

Jo-Paul Ancheri, flair of IM Vijayan and flamboyance of Bhaichung Bhutia.
Then, there’s Sunil Chhetri, the one-man army who kept reinventing himself, acted as a
bridge between generations, made sure Indian football didn’t sink in the last decade. A star
of his generation, the India captain announced on Thursday that he will hang up his boots
after the 2026 World Cup and 2027 Asian Cup joint qualifier against Kuwait on June 6.

Chhetri’s greatness is often lost in the numbers: 150 national team matches and 94
goals. But statistics do not reveal his actual impact on Indian football. When he made his
international debut as a 20-year-old, Chhetri had teammates who were born in the 1970s.
When he quits as a 39-year-old, Chhetri will be surrounded by those born in 2002 and
2003. Carrying the baton diligently through turbulent times, he survived several churns.
Bhutia’s era was of semi-professionals where the players held day-jobs to support their
football dreams. Chhetri ushered in an age of full-blown professionalism in Indian foot-
ball, right from the way the players played and what they ate. They had the enterprise to
go the extra mile to fine-tune their skills and the daring to dream of a career abroad.
Chhetri’'s emergence in the mid-noughties never allowed Indian fans to miss the leg-
endary Bhutia. That might not be the case in the post-Chhetri era. He scored many goals
and created some. He was a striker who could double up as a winger. A forward who
would rush back to defend corners. A 5-foot-6-inch tall player who leapt over towering
defenders and scored from headers. Who next after Chhetri is a question that has lin-
gered for almost a decade. It continues to trouble football fans.
N
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WORDLY WISE
THE WELFARE OF THE PEOPLE IN PARTICULAR HAS
ALWAYS BEEN THE ALIBI OF TYRANTS.
— ALBERT CAMUS

A right to fairness

SC verdict in Newsclick case affirms that adherence to

due process is more than a procedural requirement

FA1ZAN M USTAFA

DESCRIBED AS AN “executive’s court” in some
quarters in recent times, the Supreme Court
has proved its critics wrong yet again. A 41-
page judgment of Justice Sandeep Mehtaand
Justice BR Gavai, authored by the former, has
highlighted the importance of due process.

Due process of law is not only an impor-
tant fundamental right but a time-tested yard-
stick to judge the maturity of a civilisation. But,
isit justa procedural requirement? Or does it
offer substantive protection against the state's
arbitrary exercise of power?

Justices Mehta and Gavai delivered their
verdict in Newsclick founder-editor Prabir
Purkayastha’s case. Purkayastha was not in-
formed of the “grounds of arrest” as required
by the Constitution’s Article 22 before his pro-
duction before the Additional Sessions Judge
(AS]). However, the AS] mechanically passed
the remand order at 6 am on October 4, 2023.

The SCverdict has rightly drawn afine line
between the “reasons of arrest,” which are for-
mal and common to all arrested persons, and
the “grounds of arrest,” which have to be pe-
culiar to an individual arrested person. If the
“grounds of arrest” are not communicated in
writing, the right to life and personal liberty
is violated making the arrest and detentionil-
legal, despite repeated remand orders.

Even the first major human rights instru-
ment, the Magna Carta (1215), talked of only
procedural rights — of course, only of nobles
or barons. Yet, it too was categorical that “no
freeman shall be seized or imprisoned or
stripped of his rights...except by the lawful
judgment of his co-equals or by the law of the
land.” The expression “due process” was used
for the first time two centuries later in the
statute of British King Edward III. But it was the
Fifth Amendment to the American
Constitution (1791) that introduced the con-
cept of “due process” in a constitution.
Subsequently, the Fourteenth Amendment
guaranteed, in addition to the right to equal-
ity, the right to life and liberty. It prohibited their
curtailment without the due process of law.

However, it would be wrong to view due
process as just a procedural safeguard. It in-
volves the right to fairness, reasonableness,
justness, non-arbitrariness. Several American
laws have been struck down on criteria set by
the Due Process Doctrine. New rights have also

The SC verdict has rightly
drawn a fine line between the
‘reasons of arrest,” which are
formal and common to all
arrested persons, and the
‘grounds of arrest,’ which
have to be peculiar to an
individual arrested person. If
the ‘grounds of arrest’ are
not communicated in
writing, the right to life and
personal liberty is violated
making the arrest and
detention illegal, despite
repeated remand orders.

been recognised under this doctrine.

The history of “due process” in India is
equally fascinating, but deeply frustrating. In
1918, the Indian National Congress asked the
colonial government to revoke all laws that
allowed state authorities to arrest or detain
people without due process. Balgangadhar
Tilak and M K Gandhi invoked due process in
their defence against unjust laws. But the
framers of the Indian Constitution who had
initially shown keen interest in the Due
Process Doctrine abandoned it.

Constituent Assembly deliberations show
how we went back on due process. On March
17,1947, the Assembly received a note from K
M Munshi,a member of the fundamental rig-
hts sub-committee. It included a draft provis-
ion: “No person shall be deprived of his life, li-
berty or property without due process of law”.
Ambedkar’s own draft too included the ex-
pression, “due process of law”. The Funda-
mental Rights Sub-Committee approved the
due process clause on April 15, 1947.

In subsequent deliberations of the
Advisory Committee headed by Sardar Patel,
few members such as C Rajagopalachari and
Govind Ballabh Pant expressed reservations
— they felt the clause could limit the legislative
powers of the state. It was however B N Rau,
not even a member of the Constituent
Assembly but its adviser, who can be blamed
for restricting the scope of Article 21.
Borrowing from Irish(Article 40(4)) and
Japanese(Article 31) constitutions, he pro-
posed the insertion of “personal” before lib-
erty and replaced due process with the nar-
rower expression “procedure established by
law”. Surprisingly, this major dilution was ap-
proved on January 18, 1948, by the drafting
committee headed by Ambedkar, which met
without quorum.

Several members were disappointed to
see the due process clause being dropped. HV
Pataskar talked about the danger of routine
detentions for indefinite periods without this
guarantee. K C Sharma maintained that due
process provided minimum standards of fair-
ness and without it, Article 21 cannot be
termed a Fundamental Right. Kazi
Karimuddin called it a sad chapter of our con-
stitutional history. On December 7, 1948,
Article 21 was adopted as Ambedkar failed to

take an unequivocal position in favour of due
process. Bakshi Tek Chand termed
Ambedkar’s act as “one of great mysteries”. K
T Shah feared that people would be detained
without trial on false pretences. The last 70
years have proved these Constituent
Assembly members right.

Ambedkar tried to salvage the situation in
September 1949 when he introduced Article
22 and termed it as a “compensation” for the
omission of due process in theright tolifeand
personal liberty. But then Article 22(1)and (2)
incorporated the guarantees — right to coun-
sel of choice and production -- before the mag-
istrate within 24 hours that were already part
of the colonial government’s Code of Criminal
Procedure,1898.

After independence, starting from its re-
gressive judgment in A K Gopalan (1950) to
ADM Jabalpur (1976), the SC contributed to
undermining the due process by overempha-
sising the literal meaning of procedure estab-
lished by law. The court did changeits stand in
the Bank Nationalisation case (1970) and ex-
tended the due process to the right to prop-
erty. Subsequently, Justice Fazal Ali’s dissent
in Maneka Gandhi (1978) became a majority
opinion and due process was judicially recog-
nised as part of the right to life and personal
liberty. Every law must now be reasonable,
just, fair and non-arbitrary. Moreover, the 44th
Amendment (1978) made the right to life and
personal liberty a non-derogable right that
can no longer be suspended, even during an
emergency.

In Pramod Singla(2023), the SCtermed pre-
ventive detentionlaws as a colonial legacy with
great potential of abuse. It said that every pro-
cedural requirement must be rigidly followed.
India, however, continues to have several strin-
gent preventive detention laws, both at the
Centre and state levels. As per the National
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) over 12,000
people werein prisonsin 2021 under suchlaws
and 76 per cent of prison inmates were under
trialin 2022. Unfortunately, the part of the 44th
amendment on preventive detention has not
been notified even after 46 years.

The writer is Vice Chancellor, Chanakya
National University Patna.
Views expressed are personal

PAROMITA CHAKRABARTI

CONVERSATIONS WITH FRIENDS

Alice Munro’s short stories traced the unpredictable archaeologies of human hearts

THE DEATH OF a celebrated writer is an
occasion to mourn losses — of her genius, the
excellence of her craft, her prodigious
intellect, the accolades that she had won over
her lifetime, the circumstances of her writing
life. But itis also amoment to remember how
her words made one feel — a sense of being
seen, heard, or perhaps, simply reassured
about the universality of emotions, whose
surfeit or absence forms the leitmotif of
everyday life.

In ‘Family Furnishings’, a story from her
collection Hateship, Friendship, Courtship,
Loveship, Marriage (2001 ), the Canadian writer
and Nobel laureate Alice Munro, who died this
week, wrote, “There was a danger whenever
I was on home ground. It was the danger of
seeing my life through eyes other than my
own.” Munro’s gaze was anything but the
other's: There was both comprehension of and
empathy for the individual battles one fought
in the privacy of one's mind. What Munro held
back from — most of the time — was omnis-
cience, the writerly, almost patriarchal, ten-
dency to explain the lives of protagonists back
to them. Like her friend, the writer Margaret
Atwood, she made female gaze a thing long
before it gained currency.

What coulditbe about the lives of girls and
women that Munro could get to the heart of,
that set her apart? That despite their setting
in rural Canada, their stories resonated with
readers across the world? In the story "Too
Much Happiness' about the mathematician

In the story “Too Much
Happiness’, Munro writes,
‘..when a man goes out of the
room, he leaves everythingin
it behind... When a woman
goes out she carries
everything that happened in
the room along with her’
Munro mapped this storied
baggage without critique —
she wrote not so much about
her characters but as them,
sharing the bitter taste of
their disappointments, the
sudden flares of resentment,

and the illicit thrill of hope.

and writer Sophia Kovalevsky, from the epon-
ymous anthology, Munro writes, “Always re-
member that when a man goes out of the
room, he leaves everything in it behind...
When a woman goes out she carries every-
thing that happened in the room along with
her.” Munro mapped this storied baggage
without critique — she wrote not so much
about her characters but as them, sharing the
bitter taste of their disappointments, the sud-
den flares of resentment, and the illicit thrill
of hope. Like her readers, she both discovers
and feels her way through relationships —
marriage and infidelity, motherhood and
daughterhood — but also through loneliness
and grief, love and longing, desire and aban-
donment. It makes reading Munro a visceral
experience, like a conversation with an old
friend who knows the many versions of the
person one has been.

In her Nobel Prize interview in 2013,
Munro spoke of her affinity to happy end-
ings. One of the first stories she heard as a
child was Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little
Mermaid. Its sobering coda had made such
an impression on her young mind that she
was determined to rework its course to give
the mermaid the happily ever after she de-
served. By the time she began writing
though, the spell had broken. Munro realised
that happy endings were not the stuff of real
life. They belonged in the realm of fantasies,
in the hoariness of once-upon-a-times and
relied on larger-than-life characters to prop

them up. Real life was the work of ordinari-
ness, its tedium broken by the passage of
time and messy;, erratic chance.

There is an interiority to Munro's stories
that comes from being an insider. The writer
spoke often of drawing from her own life —
her troubled relationship with her school-
teacher mother who developed Parkinson's
when Munro was in her early 40s, the ennui
of her first marriage, the solace that books
offered, and learning to write amid domes-
tic chores and childcare duties. The sparse
economy of her short stories owed a debt to
these roles she played in family life, the con-
straint of time that she battled against like
every woman. In the unchanging routine of
daily living, as men and women worked and
sparred, lived and lost, she traced the unpre-
dictable archaeologies of the human heart.

Unlike most of her counterparts, Munro
consciously stayed away from an overtly pub-
lic life, an achievement in itself, given the
range of accolades that she garnered, from
the Man Booker International Prize to the
Nobel Prize. It could have been her character-
istic diffidence but for her readers, it spelled
confidence: Munro knew the vagaries of hu-
man nature like few others. Formal valida-
tions are necessary accoutrements of success,
but beyond their endorsement, what re-
mained was how Munro made her readers
feel — seen and heard.

paromita.chakrabarti@expressindia.com
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TRIPURA FLOODS

THE DEATH TOLL has mounted to 27 in rain-
battered Tripura where the Army has been
alerted about further worsening of the situa-
tion in the wake of incessant cloudburstsand
freshlandslides. About 1.25 lakh people were
rendered homeless in the last four days. Chief
Minister Nripen Chakravorty who reviewed
the situation with officials, urged the Centre
forRs 1 crore grant as assistance for providing
relief to the flood victims.

PunjAB COPS ATTACKED
TERRORISTS AMBUSHED A police party, shot

epaper.tndianexpress.mm.. .

at and injured a head constable in Amritsar
district, looted a bankin Ferozepur districtand
set the employment exchange building on fire
at Batala in Gurdaspur district in the last 24
hours in Punjab. The accused snatched a re-
volver from a sub-inspector and two rifles
from constables in Amritsar district.

NO EVEREST CLIMB

ASECOND SUMMIT attempt by India’s Everest
expedition was called off after an avalanche
hit the expedition’s third high-altitude camp
(7,320 mt), injuring one member and three
Sherpa guides. The attempt was to have been
made by Rekha Sharma and three other mem-

bers. N D Sherpa of the 5/3 Gorkha Rifles and
three Nepalese Sherpas who were in the camp
were seriously injured in the accident.

CBSE CrLASs 12 RESULTS

O N BABUNARAYAN of Kendriya Vidyalaya,
Kalpakkam (Tamil Nadu), has obtained the
highest aggregate marks (378 out 0of 400)in
the All-India Senior Secondary Certificate
(Class 12) examination. M Sriram of Delhi
School R K Puram New Delhi is second with
375 marks. Amongst girls, Madhu Anand of
Manav Sthali Public School, New Delhi, has
obtained the highest aggregate marks, 368
out of 400.
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“In order to uphold its image as a neutral interpreter of the constitution and
other laws, the judiciary could do its bit by declining to hear cases of certain
nature that are best decided through political dialogue, or through healthy

discussions in the sovereign parliament.”

— THE KATHMANDU POST

Thank you, Papa, our hero

My father, Sushil Modi, was a doer, proud of his actions, never scared to fail, but quiet, observant,
thoughtful, patiently listening to criticism, self-correcting and seeking ways to help Bihar

AKSHAY AMRITANSHU

WHILE TRIBUTES POUR in for my father and
we as a family deal with our emotions, it is
overwhelming to be reminded of what a
great man he was. My Life’s Umbrella is the
best phrase to describe him — when there
was too much heat and pressure, he was the
cover, when there was an emotional out-
pour, he was the protector, when I fumbled,
he was my walking stick.

While he was a “Modi”, he surnamed us
Tathagath and Amritanshu so that we find
our own independent identities in life.
While he was a science graduate, he regret-
ted that he could not study further. He knew
that providing us a good education would
be his best investment. When I made it to
Oxford to study law, he asked me to check
if it was spam mail. Such was his grounded
and practical approach in life.

Sending us to a boarding school in Ajmer,
making sure he visited us every two months,
dutifully traveling for our annual functions,
celebrating every achievement, reminding us
of verses from the Bhagavad Gita, was his way
of telling us that we meant the world to him.

His day would be long, but he made sure
the family ate dinner together. He would
ask us about our day and guide us, making
sure he was not spoon feeding us. When we
went to study/work away from him, he
spoke on the telephone every day, always
concerned, listening patiently.

He reminded us that one inherits the fam-
ily name, but life’s experiences have to be
learned and earned, through toil, dedication,
patience, sacrifice and failure and there were
no shortcuts.

He was a hard worker, disciplined to the
core and a stickler for good habits. Party
leaders used to complain that he would es-
cape backstage before a meeting, open his
dabba, finish two rolls and come back qui-
etly. A rumour once spread that he loved
karelas. For an entire month, wherever he
went, he was served karela!

He was soft but blunt, sharp but not im-
pulsive. My mother often wondered why he
was a politician, soft spoken as he was, nice
and unassuming. I often wondered if there
was a better field for his talent. But he was
never in doubt. He was a doer, proud of his
actions, never scared to fail, but quiet, obser-
vant, thoughtful, patiently listening to criti-
cism, self-correcting and seeking ways to
help Bihar.

As a politician, he often annoyed people
with his straight-forward approach. He
ended up saying “no” to things he could not
deliver, and never gave false assurances,
even if it meant facing people’s ire.

He had no tax background, in fact he was
one of those who feared mathematics. But
when the opportunity knocked to be the fi-
nance minister of the state or head the GST
Empowered Committee, he took up the chal-
lenge head on. One had to “get a knack of the
subject, then nothing was impossible”, he
would say. Seeking recommendations toread

on a subject, ordering school books, speaking
to experts (onwhichever side of the spectrum),
questioning them with child-like curiosity;,
cross questioning, redialing, at times apologis-
ing for calling again — till he was convinced.
While serving the government, he often
returned home with an excited smile to tell
us about a new scheme or project for the
people, be it school-dress for girls, bicycles
for school-children, roads being built. His
conversations with us reflected his love for
Bihar, its culture and its people and how be-
ing in the government was a way to give back
to society, which had given him everything.
Once in late 2000, he came back home
agitated and said, my life is for my party and
my state. [ don’t love posts and I carry my
resignation letter with me. [ will serve my
party and country till my last breath. That
was his commitment and dedication to his
party and to the values he was trained in.
As herealised that he was suffering from
cancer, he was shaken but didn’t give up.
While he won the first round after surgery,
the second round came as a shock. He realised
that life had been shortened, but he made
sure it didn’t affect his work or party. Quietly
and in pain after every chemotherapy ses-
sion, he took the first flight to Nagpur to re-
main in Chhindwara for the state elections,
or was up till late night for party meetings.
When time seemed to shrink even more,
Papa was sad, but assured us that he would
fight.l once asked him what he wished for and
he said he had got everything in life; love, af-
fection and, most of all, respect. His life was
complete, with no regrets.
[ think destiny’s timeline was on his side.
On April 3 he tweeted about his cancer and

His day would be long, but
he made sure the family ate
dinner together. He would
ask us about our day and
guide us, making sure he was
not spoon feeding us. When
we went to study/work away
from him, he spoke on
telephone every day, always
concerned, listening
patiently. He reminded us
that one inherits the family
name, but life’s experiences
have to be learned and
earned, through toil,
dedication, patience, sacrifice
and failure and there were
no shortcuts.

CR Sasikumar

returned to Patna one final time. Over the
next three days, every person who was as-
sociated with him for over half a century,
paid him their respects. By the fourth day,
his condition deteriorated and we flew him
back to Delhi and admitted him to AIIMS,
where he remained till his last breath.

Before passing away, he asked us for
chocolate and ice cream, his favourites in an
otherwise disciplined life.

On the 12th evening, he got up suddenly
and asked to switch on the news to see the
PM'’s rally in Patna, his karmabhoomi. That
was the last that he saw, perhaps satisfied for
all that he had done and achieved.

Thereafter, he slept and quietly passed
away.

Through all the upheavals in life, his faith
inthe Sangh, belief in his party’s ideals, excite-
ment in nurturing young talent, and hope for
a bright future for Bihar remained intact. He
was a shy, soft, dedicated and courteous man.
His gentleness was his strength, which was
sometimes perceived as his weakness.

Now when I see the overflow of emo-
tions, tributes, stories from across the polit-
ical spectrum of how he influenced people
and how he was a part of so many lives, I re-
alise that it is Bihar that fueled him, shaped
his character, gave him his sense of purpose.

While his journey continues, in this
world and another, I am sure he will con-
tinue to do what he loved the most, serving
his beloved country and its people.

Thank you, Papa. You were our hero. We
will cherish you, always.

The writer is an Advocate on Record in
the Supreme Court of India

The age of stupid

We are witnessing a crisis of values, not of intellect

WELIVE N the age of the stupid. It’s not that
people were not stupid before, or that we
don’t have brilliant people in our midst any-
more. The difference is that stupidity is now
mainstream and legitimate. There’s not
only a palpable sense of intellectual stag-
nation but non-serious individuals who
would have earlier remained on the fringes
of societal decision-making are now setting
the agenda and exercising power. It is im-
portant to explore how this has happened.

Institutions of knowledge have been
traditional sources of intellectual authority
in society. Such institutions attracted the
best and the brightest and provided a plat-
form for collaboration and intellectual ad-
vancement. However, there has been a de-
cline in the quality of institutional
leadership across sectors and geographies.
This decline has more to do with lack of in-
tegrity and moral courage than deficits in
intellectual ability — but the resultant com-
promises have had an inevitable impact on
the intellectual output of these institutions.

Moreover, institutions as a whole have
struggled to keep pace with the rapid
changes in society, in part due torigid hier-
archies and bureaucratic processes that
have made them appear insular and unrep-
resentative. These factors have led to a
widespread erosion of trust in institutions
and loss of institutional credibility.

In this vacuum of intellectual authority,
social media — with its global reach and as-
siduously value-blind approach to content
— has powered the rise of a new class of in-

dividuals who are able to shape public opin-
ion without necessarily having the depth of
knowledge or experience expected fromin-
tellectual leaders. Serious engagement with
the world and its constraints pushes think-
ing forward; however, the discrete, ad-hoc,
and transient nature of social media re-
quires not deep thinking but constant visi-
bility. In any case, most of these individuals
are not renegades looking to stand up to in-
stitutions or create a counter culture but so-
cial media influencers telling people what
to buy, do and think. This modern-day
evangelism has suffused our discourse with
the gospel of stupid.

While this may describe our world right
now, the question is what about our society
has led to such a precipitous decline in the
quality of institutional leadership. One as-
pect of this is the erosion of shared values
which has created a pervasive atmosphere
of moral relativism in which there is no clear
demarcation between what is right and
wrong. This moral relativism has been ac-
companied by the concomitant veneration
of an ends-justify-means culture, in which
wrongdoing is not only free from societal re-
pudiation but is actually admired as long as
it leads to success. Closely related to this is
the sense that leadership positions are
merely a vehicle for personal prestige and
enrichment instead of imposing any respon-
sibility for maintaining standards or for the
greater collective good. These shifting socie-
tal mores have made opportunism, insular-
ity and spinelessness virtually cost-free. The

rise of partisanship has further dealt a blow
to the intellectual foundations of our society.
In a world where everything is viewed
through the lens of “us vs them”, the aim of
winning power takes precedence over intel-
lectual honesty. This has led to a decline in
the quality of discourse and a lack of inter-
nal questioning within partisan groups.

Given this context of moral relativism
and partisanship, the way institutions se-
lect and promote leaders almost always
leads to sub-par leadership. Institutional
leaders are not chosen for their brilliance or
moral courage but are selected through a
process or nominated in an exercise of del-
egated power. In the first instance, those
who excel at navigating internal power
structures or manipulating institutional
processes are often deal-makers not big
thinkers. Those who get picked for leader-
ship in a form of delegated power must nec-
essarily stay within the confines of that
power structure and are thus de-facto sta-
tus quoists. Power factions necessarily
choose leaders who are focused on propa-
gating a particular point of view instead of
engaging with multiple perspectives, thus
lowering the intellectual bar. This has led to
the rise of illiberalism, the suppression of
dissent, and has contributed to intellectual
stagnation in our society.

The second question is what has en-
abled the entry of opportunists, charlatans
and hucksters into our public discourse. Itis
true that the rise of infotainment, the frag-
mentation of media, and the increasing po-

larisation of our politics have all contributed
to a situation where stupid ideas by gen-
uinely or wilfully stupid people can quickly
gain traction and influence. However, this
is not just an organic process. Real money
and power is backing this through creator
funds and delegated power in a bid to con-
solidate their own money and power. In
each of these instances, there is no value
judgement on the quality of what is being
said or done as long as it is serving the in-
strumental purpose — increased engage-
ment or partisanship — of the backing au-
thority. Moreover, traditional sources of
intellectual authority have lost credibility
and gatekeeping power. This has made it
possible to have real careers on the back of
nonsense while also giving nonsense main-
stream legitimacy in society.

These issues are not insurmountable,
yet we do not see a concerted effort from
the powers-that-be to fix them. This is be-
cause there is a feeling among some politi-
cal and corporate powers that the age of
stupid can be instrumentally harnessed for
their own agenda. They believe that as long
as the world at large is engrossed in stupid-
ity, their own endeavours can continue
without interference; others believe they
can ride the wave of stupidity to shore up
their own interests. This tells us that ulti-
mately, this surfeit of stupidity is not a cri-
sis of intellect but a crisis of values.

The writer is the executive director of
Future of India Foundation
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The no-contest in
Surat and Indore

Winning unopposed may
boost the BJP’s strength, but
diminishes democracy

K K KAILASH

WHEN THE DISTRICT election officer de-
clared Mukesh Dalal as the winner of the
Surat Lok Sabha constituency, he became
the first representative to be elected to the
yet-to-be-inaugurated 18th Lok Sabha. Dalal
won unopposed. In competitive multiparty
systems, this is a rare event, and unsurpris-
ingly, it raised a lot of eyebrows. It was then
revealed that the nomination papers of the
primary challenger, the Congress candidate,
were rejected. The papers of the Congress
substitute candidate had been rejected ear-
lier,and others in the fray, including the BSP
nominee, withdrew their names.

A couple of days later, in Madhya
Pradesh, the Congress candidate for the
Indore Lok Sabha seat withdrew his candi-
dature on the last day. However, the Surat
incident couldn’t be replicated as the
Socialist Unity Centre of India (Communist)
dugits heels in by refusing to withdraw.

This travesty of electoral democracy
raises twoissues. The BJP has been winning
Suratand Indore handsomely over nine Lok
Sabha elections since 1989, and more often
than not, the party has received more than
50 per cent of the votes. Comparative stud-
ies show that parties tamper with electoral
processes when they want to win/maintain
power at any cost or when the race is too
close to call. However, this does not help us
understand why the party attempts todo so
in states like Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh,
where its standing is undisputed.

The firstissue then is why does the party
need toinfluence the process? What doesit
seek to achieve? Is there anything beyond
winning elections that matters?

The BJP is, in many ways, a victim of its
own success. It has had to invent ways to bet-
terits own attempts to stay in the front, and
these manoeuvres have often pushed ethi-
calboundaries. The Suratincident may serve
the ends of the party but is not necessarily in
the spirit of democracy. Travesties such as
Suratare a signalling device and we need to
look beyond elections to make sense of
them. The party has two audiences, one in-
ternal, which includes party cadre and sup-
porters and the other is external, which in-
cludes other political parties, their
supporters, and the general public.

Various commentators have underlined
over the last couple of months that the BJP
has maxed outinits traditional strongholds.
Consequently, the party has been setting tar-
gets like obtaining 50 per cent of votes and
winning400 seats. These goals are intended
to enthuse the cadre in the states where the
party faces feeble challengers, and there is
nothing left to win in terms of seats. What
happens in states like Gujarat, where the
party has already been hitting these targets?

The thrill of dismantling a competitor
withouta contest can give the cadre a heady
feeling. It makes the party appear com-
manding, forceful, and uncompromising.
Being part of an organisation that is contin-
ually focused on achieving its goals gives
workers a sense of purpose. This also serves
to maintain the leadership status-quo asno
one wants to break a winning run.

Such instances also send a message to
those outside, including allies and compet-
ing parties. They help in muscle flexing, be-
sides acting as a distracting mechanism. For
the public, Congress appears weak, a party
that cannot keepits flock together. Internally,
the effects can be devastating; while the
party is forced to spend resources on fire-
fighting, it also sows seeds of distrust. It in-
creases suspicion, as the gel that binds the
party — trust — is thrown out of the window.

On the face of it, candidates voluntarily
withdrawing nominations and papers be-
ing rejected on technical grounds is not an
infraction of the law, especially when there
are no formal complaints of wrongdoing.
Itis not necessarily an electoral fraud in the
league of booth-capturing, intimidating
voters, stuffing of ballot boxes, and imper-
sonation. Unlike these blatant violations,
where there is a clear party linkage, here
there is no direct connection with the party.
It can’t be blamed as it has not violated
any procedures.

This brings us to the second lesson. As
Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, in their
magisterial How Democracies Die (2018),
note, the contemporary weakening of
democracy does not take place through
overt, bold, and theatrical subversion tactics
like coups but by turning democracy against
itself by using the rules and institutions in
place. The undermining occurs at the mar-
gins, where regulations are breached but not
necessarily overthrown. There is no cross-
ing the line; instead, there is an attempt to
pay constant homage to the law.

The Surat incident extends the ongoing
“lawfare” — the use of legal instruments to
check political opponents. Since this battle is
couched intechnical language and relies on
the letter of the law, it appears innocuous to
most people. Moreover, the party can claim
high moral ground — that it sticks to proce-
dural correctness. However, in practice, the
supposed respect for the law often violates
its spirit and thus contributes to the gradual
erosion of democratic norms.

For a party that has defeating the
Opposition at any cost as its primary goal,
any slip is a loss. A victory, without crush-
ing the opposition and with lower numbers,
will be read as a deficit. How a person is
elected, unopposed or not, does not make
any difference to the seats won. However,
winning unopposed demonstrates the abil-
ity to utilise power without scruples. It may
boost the party’s strength, but diminishes
democracy in the process leading to the ero-
sion of a shared understanding of what
makes institutions work.

The writer is with the Department of
Political Science, University of Hyderabad.
Views expressed are personal.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

MARKET, NOT CASINO

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Froth and
risk’ (IE, May 16). New entrants in the
market look at Futures and Options as an
easy way to stockpile money. This is a
misconception. Financial influencers, of-
ten not registered with SEBI, spread mis-
information and thus confuse gullible
traders, who blindly follow the advice to
end up in heavy losses. SEBI should take
all necessary measures to encourage
long term investment practices so that
the stock market is not seen as a casino
but a place where informed financial de-
cisions would help in wealth creation
while supporting fundamentally strong
companies by new-generation investors.

Devendra Awasthi, Lucknow

FOLLOW DUE PROCESS

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘NewsClick’s
founder steps out of Tihar after SC says
arrestinvalid’ (IE, May 16). The Supreme
Courtreaffirmed the importance of pro-
cedural safeguards in the Constitution to
ensure arrests are not arbitrary. The pur-
pose of ensuring that the details are com-
municated in writing, is to allow the ac-
cused an opportunity to oppose remand
and seek bail. In the absence of formal
communication, the accused is at a dis-
advantage. Both the remand and a sup-
porting HC judgment were quashed only
because of the sanctity attached to due
process. It's unfortunate that it took the
accused almost eight months to get his
arrest declared illegal. The delay is a
telling statement on lower judiciary.
Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

ADVICE FOR PARENTS

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Failure be-
hind success’ (IE, May 14). Today, ca-
reer choices are based not on individ-
ual interest, but on cultivating interest
in the same areas for all students.
Where do students’ genuine areas of
interest go? They live in fear that if they
don’t fulfil expectations, they will up-
set those they love. Any expression of
interests that deviate from the status
quo face the danger of being met with
laughter and scorn. Menaka
Guruswamy with her work in the re-
peal of Section 377, Birubala Rambha
with her work against witch hunting
are poignant examples that show one
needs to be in the bureaucracy to af-
fect change. Parents must change their
approach and guide children as they
find their own path would.

Kanika Lakhara, Bhilwara

VOTERS AND BJP

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Four
phases, six takeaways’ (IE, May 16). The
detailed comparative analysis of voter
turnout in the four phases of 2024 Lok
Sabha Election has concluded that there
is no national pattern. However, the
conclusion attributed high turnout in
Karnataka and Telangana to the INC’s
guarantee. In that case, how does one
explain the low turnout in the face of
“Modi ki guarantee” across India and
particularly the states where BJP is in
power like UP and MP? Is it a case of
anti-incumbency?

L R Murmu, New Delhi
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Draft Digital Competition Bill, and why Big Tech opposes it

SOUMYARENDRA BARIK
NEW DELHI,MAY 16

THE LAST date for public comments on the
draft Digital Competition Bill, 2024 passed
on Wednesday.

Taking a leaf out of the European regula-
tory handbook, the Bill contains provisions
which could stop tech giants from self-pref-
erencing their own services and using data
gathered from one company to benefit an-
other group company. It also sets presump-
tive norms to curb anti-competitive practices
before they actually take place, with heavy
penalties — to the tune of billions of dollars
— for violations.

Key provisions

Predictive regulation

Currently, India follows an ex post facto
antitrust framework, regulating for market
abuse after it takes place, under the
Competition Act, 2002. One of the biggest
criticisms of this has been that regulating af-
ter the incidence of market abuse is simply
too delayed — by the time the offending
company has been penalised, market dy-
namics change to the detriment of smaller
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competitors. The draft Bill contains provi-
sions to change this with an ex ante frame-
work instead, which foresees potential
harms that can arise out of antitrust issues
and prescribes pre-determined no-go areas.
Due to the complex world of digital markets,
which are ever-growing with increasing in-
terlinkages between various offerings made
by a single company, a forward-looking, pre-
ventive, and presumptive law is crucial to
curb anti-competitive practices in the space.

Significant entities

The Bill proposes that for certain “core dig-
ital services” like search engines and social
media sites, the Competition Commission of
India (CCI) should designate companies as
“Systematically Significant Digital Enterprise
(SSDE)” depending on various quantitative
and qualitative parameters. These include:

M If in the last three financial years, its
turnover in India is not less than Rs 4,000
crore; or its global turnover is not less than
$30 billion; or,

M Its gross merchandise value in India is
not less than Rs 16,000 crore; or,

M Its global market capitalisation is not
less than $75 billion; or,

M The core digital service provided by
these companies should also have at least 1

WHAT THENEW RIGHT-WING DUTCH
GOVERNMENTPLANS TODO

AFTER MONTHS of negotiations, Dutch ul-
tranationalist Geert Wilders and his coali-
tion partners have struck adeal to form the
government. Here is what they plan to do.

On immigration

The coalition aims to have the strictest
admittance policy for asylum seekersin EU,
and will request an opt-out of common EU
rules for migration. Foreigners who have
already been denied asyluminanother EU
country will be sent away immediately,
family reunifications will be limited, and

Geert Wilders will not become
prime minister himself. Reuters

refugees and asylum seekers will nolonger
be prioritised for housing. Within EU, the
government will strive for stricter border
controls and deals with non-EU countries
to take in migrants. Labour migration will
be curbed, as will the flow of foreign stu-
dents to Dutch universities. Workers from
outside the EU who do not have specificex-
pertise will need work permits, and recruit-
ing agencies will face stricter regulation.

speed on highways will be increased to 130
kmph after being reduced to 100 kmphin
2020 to fight nitrogen pollution.

On taxes, spending cuts

Energy and income taxes will be low-

ered, while levies on share buybacks by
listed companies,announced late last year;,

will be scrapped. Amandatory user contri-

On energy

The coalition aims to expand offshore
natural gas extraction and nuclear energy
production as part of plans to reduce the
Netherlands’ dependence on “unreliable
countries”. It will stick to internationally
agreed climate goals, but will not add any

bution for healthcare procedures will be
halved by 2027, and childcare subsidies will
be increased. Day care will be made nearly
free. Plans will be financed with14 billion
euros in spending cuts through 2028, in-
cluding through a freeze of government
salaries. Unemployment welfare will be

national restrictions on top of them. Plans  limited to 18 months.
under the previous government for an ad- .
ditional national carbon emissions taxfor  International stance

industry will be scrapped.

Political and military support to

Ukraine will be sustained, and the coalition

On agriculture, environment

Farmers won'’t be forced to reduce their
livestock, a move by the previous regime
to cut back nitrogen oxide emissions. The
coalition will strive to ease EU environmen-
tal regulations for farmers, and domestic
regulations will not be made stricter than
what EU laws prescribe. Diesel for farmers
will become cheaper, and the maximum

willmakeitlegally binding to spend at least
2% of Dutch gross domestic product onde-
fence, in line with NATO agreements.
Spending on foreign development aid will
be cutby 2.4 bln euros. EU enlargement will
not be supported unless all relevant crite-
ria are fulfilled. The coalition aims to move
the Dutch embassy in Israel to Jerusalem.

REUTERS
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crore end users, or 10,000 business users.

The CCl also has discretionary powers to
designate entities not falling under these pa-
rameters as SSDEs, if it believes that they
have a significant presence in any given core
digital service. SSDES will be prohibited from
engaging in practices such as self-preferenc-
ing, anti-steering, and restricting third party
applications. If they violate these require-
ments, they can be fined up to
10% of their global turnover.

Associate Digital
Enterprises

Understanding the role that

POLICY

sistance to this Bill in its current form, from
big tech companies, industry bodies funded
by tech companies, and boutique consultan-
cies hoping to onboard tech clients.

For Big Tech, an ex ante framework with
strict prescriptive norms could lead to a sig-
nificant compliance burden, and shift focus
from innovation and research to ensuring
that companies do not presumptively engage
in any anti-competitive prac-
tice. As aresult, the tech giants
are calling for the current com-
petition law to be strengthened
rather than moving towards an

data collected by one company

of amajor technology group can play in ben-
efitting other group companies, the Bill pro-
poses to designate associate digital enter-
prises (ADEs). ADEs would have the same
obligations as SSDEs, depending on the level
of their involvement with the core digital
service offered by the main company. For in-
stance, Google Maps or YouTube can be, in
theory, designated as ADEs of Google Search
depending on the level of data-sharing be-
tween these entities and Google Search.

Criticism from Big Tech
Naturally, there has been significant re-

ex ante framework.

An industry executive told The Indian
Express that because of the stringent require-
ments of the European Union’s Digital
Markets Act, which came into force fully ear-
lier this year, there has been an increase of
4,000% in the time it takes to find things via
Google search. India’s new regulatory frame-
work can lead to similar outcomes, tech ex-
ecutives fear.

Moreover, if the law were to go into effect
asis,acompany like Apple would have to al-
low iPhone users to download apps from a
third-party app store, over Apple’s own store
— something that the company has lobbied

against vehemently. While Android has arel-
atively open nature ‘sideloading’ of apps,
Google too has advocated against this, pri-
marily citing potential security ramifications
of allowing third party downloads.

Companies are also understood to be
concerned about the broad definition — both
quantitative and qualitative — of who an
SSDE could be. Unlike the EU’s DMA which
specifically names the ‘gatekeeper’ entities,
in India’s case, CCI's discretion will prevail,
something that companies believe could
lead to arbitrary decision making that could
also potentially impact start-ups. Big Tech
companies are claiming that cutting down
on data-sharing could also impact smaller
businesses who rely on their platforms to
reach a big target audience.

Need for digital competition

The law comes on the back of Big Tech’s
long history of anti-competitive offences.
Only last year, Google was fined Rs 1,337
crore by the CCl for its anti-competitive con-
ductin the Android ecosystem. Moreover, in
the last decade or so, most tech-related in-
novation has come from within the stables
of a handful of American Big Tech giants like
Google, Apple, Amazon, and Meta.

DAL WA SNGEOPOLITICS & STRATEGY

Officials believe that this is due to the high
market barriers for new entrants in the sec-
tor. In the online space, once a company cor-
ners a significant portion of the market, their
product becomes the default way to access
that particular service, with rivals finding it
increasingly difficult to challenge their dom-
inance.

Take, for instance WhatsApp, which is
owned by Meta, Facebook’s parent company.
In India, it has a market share of more than
97% among messaging app users — it is
pretty much the default messaging app
everyone is expected to use. While there is
always space for niche online products —
users who care about their privacy may
choose Signal over WhatsApp, and a search
engine like DuckDuckGo over Google Search
— they do not become the norm.

While smaller companies did benefit
from the cheap advertising that Google and
Facebook provided them when compared to
traditional media, this has also fuelled a sur-
veillance-based digital advertising industry,
which is always making inferences about
users behind the scenes and across platforms
they access. Government officials believe all
these cons will be better addressed via the
ex ante framework proposed by the draft Bill.

X1, Putin, and the world

Putin is on his 19th visit to China since becoming Russia’s leader. The West expects Xi to nudge Putin to
end the war in Ukraine. India is watching the bonhomie between Moscow and Beijing closely

SHUBHAJIT ROY

PRESIDENTS VLADIMIR Putin and Xi Jinping
met at the historic Great Hall of the People,
seat of power of the Chinese Communist
Party, on Thursday, where a welcome cere-
mony for Russia’s leader included a guard
of honour by China’s People’s Liberation
Army (PLA).

Calling Xi “my dear friend”, Putin said it is
of fundamental importance that relations
between Russia and China are “not oppor-
tunistic”, and “are not directed against any-
one”. Xi said the China-Russia friendship was
“everlasting”, and had “become a model for
a new type of international relations”. The
two leaders later attended a concert to cele-
brate 75 years of diplomatic ties.

Putin’s two-day visit to China comes
when Russia has taken a firm grip on the
course of the war in Ukraine. Xi has just re-
turned from a tour of Europe where he met
with the President of France, as well as the
leaders of Hungary and Serbia, both of whom
are friends with Putin.

China, Russia, and the war

China and Russia signed a “no-limits”
strategic partnership only days before Russia
invaded Ukraine on February 24,2022. More
than two years later, Russia controls large
swathes of Ukrainian territory, and is cur-
rently in the midst of a successful push both
in the northeastern Kharkiv region as well as
in the south of the country.

The Chinese role in the war has been a
major concern for the West, led by the United
States. This was forcefully flagged by
Secretary of State Antony ] Blinken and
Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen during sepa-
rate visits to China last month.

Blinken said China was the “top supplier”
of dual-use items, which have both civilian
and military applications — Russia, he said,
“would struggle to sustain its assault on

China’s President Xi Jinping (right) and Russia’s President Vladimir Putin
exchange documents after a signing ceremony in Beijing on Thursday. AP/PTI

Ukraine without China’s support”. The US
believes China is supplying tech that Russia
is using to build missiles, tanks, and other
battlefield weapons.

Russian imports of machine tools, com-
puter chips, and other dual-use items from
China have increased significantly. The sales
of Chinese logistics equipment like lorries (to
transport troops) and excavators (to dig
trenches) to Russia have increased by four to
seven times since the war began.

In his talks with both France’s President
Emmanuel Macron and EU Commission
chief Ursula von der Leyen, Xi pledged that
China would not sell arms to Russia, and
would control the flow of dual-use goods to
its military.

Hosting Putin a week later in Beijing, Xi
reaffirmed the friendship between their two
countries. He said he had met with Putin
“more than 40 times”, and they had stayed
in close touch, ensuring sound, steady, and
smooth development of the relationship.
This visit is Putin’s 19th trip to China since
2000, when he became Russia’s leader, and
his first overseas visit since he began a new
six-year term that will keep him in power

This Word Means | Sickout (in Aviation & Other Sectors)

until at least 2030.

The West expects Xi to use his leverage
with Putin to end the war. While signing a
statement deepening the strategic relation-
ship with Russia, Xi said on Thursday that
both sides agreed that a political settlement
to the Ukraine crisis was the “right direction”.

Putin, who would want to end the war
when the momentum is with him, said he
was grateful to China for trying to solve the
crisis, and added that he would brief Xi on
the situation in Ukraine, where Russian
forces were advancing on several fronts.

Sino-Russian relationship

Last year, a White House spokesperson
had said that the China-Russia relationship
was a “marriage of convenience”, and the
American National Security Advisor Jake
Sullivan had referred to a “cartoonish notion
that these two countries have become un-
breakable allies”.

There is a history to the development of
Sino-Russian ties, and the US has had a role
to play in its evolution.

The relationship between China and the
Soviet Union did not begin well. When

Chairman Mao Zedong visited Moscow after
the founding of the People’s Republic of
China in 1949, he was made to wait for
weeks for a meeting with Joseph Stalin. Mao
is said to have been put in a remote dacha
outside the capital where, according to an
article in the Smithsonian magazine, “the
sole recreational facility was a broken table
tennis table”.

During the Cold War, China and the USSR
were rivals, competing for control of the
global communist movement. Tensions be-
tween the countries rose dangerously in the
early 1960s, and they fought a brief border
war in 1969. The relationship began to im-
prove after the death of Mao in 1976, but re-
mained frosty right until the collapse of the
Soviet Union in 1991.

In the post Cold War-era, economic rela-
tions have formed the “new strategic basis”
for Sino-Russian relations. China became
Russia’s biggest trading partner, and the
largest Asian investor in Russia. China views
Russia as a powerhouse of raw material and
a valuable market for its consumer goods.

The West's hostile approach towards
Russia after the annexation of Crimeain 2014
brought Moscow closer to Beijing. India has
always felt it was the West that pushed
Russia into a tighter embrace of China.

Critical concerns for India

For New Delhi, the Russia-China defence
axis throws up critical questions.

About 60-70% of Indian defence supplies
come from Russia, and New Delhi needs reg-
ular and reliable supplies especially at a time
whenIndianand Chinese soldiers are locked in
a standoff at the border for the last four years.

Many western analysts have cautioned
India about a scenario in which Russia be-
comes a “junior partner” of China. At the
same time, India would not want the Russian
defence industry to suffer as a result of west-
ern sanctions — at least in the short-to-
medium term.

What would Russia do if war were to
break out between India and China? The
Soviet Union’s position during the 1962 war
was not particularly supportive of India.
Moscow did extend its support during the
1971 war — however, this is neither 1962 or
1971, and Vladimir Putin’s Russia is not the
old Soviet Union.

Reporting sick en masse has emerged as a potent tool of industrial action

SUKALP SHARMA
NEW DELHI, MAY 16

IN RECENT weeks, operations of two Indian
airlines, Vistara and Air India Express, suf-
fered disruptions after pilots and senior
cabin crew called in sick en masse. Over the
years, “sickouts” — employees in key oper-
ations roles reporting sick en masse or in a
coordinated manner, giving very little time
to managements to take mitigation meas-
ures — have emerged as a potent instru-
ment of industrial action to disrupt busi-

nesses without formally going on strike.

The aviation industry has been espe-
cially vulnerable to this collective bargain-
ing tool employed by critical staff, but other

sectors too have been impacted.

Weaker unions, fewer strikes

Strikes and sickouts both involve em-

ployees refusing to work in order to force
managements to address their grievances
and consider their demands. However, a
strike is a formal and legal action involving
notices, procedures, and recognised em-
ployees' unions and associations, while a
sickout is a seemingly unconstrained, swift,
and usually eleventh-hour action.

For a number of reasons, trade unions
in many parts of the world have lost the
sympathy of regulators, the public,and even
some sections of workers. Governments
have sometimes actively restricted the
space for their operation, bringing laws and
regulations to weaken labour unions and
their collective bargaining potential.

In the absence of supportive legislation
in many countries, workers in the private
sector are unable to organise themselves
into formal unions. In organisations that do
have unions, some categories of employees
may not be allowed to join them or to par-

ticipate in strikes, and the management
and/ or government may refuse to recog-
nise, or may derecognise a union.

Unions may get excessively politicised,
and rival unions may squabble among
themselves. Leaders of unions may be vic-
timised, and distrust among workers,
unions, and the management may make
the industrial environment toxic.

The upshot of this situation has been a
reduction in the number of formal strikes
and labour agitations across sectors in many
parts of the world.

Growing trend of sickouts

Sickouts are not new. But with formal
strikes becoming infrequent orimpossible,
they have become a more frequently exer-
cised option in recent years.

Like strikes, sickout are usually the most
effective when the participants are in key
operational roles, and their absence can

cripple the company’s working. In aviation,
therefore, sickouts are mostly used by pi-
lots, cabin crew, and engineering staff, with-
out whom aircraft can’t get off the ground.

It follows that sickouts are most often a
tool of protest by specific sections of em-
ployees who have their own grievances and
demands. It may be difficult for the disgrun-
tled group torally the support of other em-
ployees — the agitation by Vistara pilots for
better pay for example, did not elicit much
sympathy from their colleagues in other
roles who were making far less money.

In some cases though, it is possible that
the grievances may be widespread enough
for wider sickout action by employees in
multiple departments.

Sickouts make it difficult for manage-
ments to take punitive action against agi-
tating employees because it may be diffi-
cult to legally establish that all those who
called in sick did so with malicious intent
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and without reasonable cause. Also, sick-
outs are organised informally, making it dif-
ficult to pinpoint their leaders.

Sickouts beyond aviation

Mass sick leave is not unheard of in
Indian aviation. Before the recent actions, a
sizable number of aircraft technicians and
cabin crew at IndiGo went on mass sick
leave in 2022.1n 2013, engineers of the now
defunct Kingfisher Airlines went on mass
sick leave. In 2012, Air India and Kingfisher
pilots had called in sick en masse over dif-
ferent sets of demands. In 2009, over 300
pilots of Jet Airways went on mass sick leave
to protest against the airline’s management.

But sickouts have been used as a tool of
collective bargaining by workers in other
sectors and other countries as well. In many
instances, the workers seemingly resorted
to sickouts because they were not allowed
to strike work legally — which would be the

case for workers in sectors classified as es-
sential services.

In April 2020, scores of Amazon workers
in key departments like warehousing and
technology in the United States called in sick
over the company’s allegedly inadequate re-
sponse to the Covid-19 pandemicand its al-
leged punitive action against workers who
spoke out. Similar action by workers was
witnessed at other retail majors like Target
and Whole Foods around the same time.

There have also been a number of in-
stances of sickouts by teachers, healthcare
workers, and other essential services work-
ers in various countries over the past few
years. Sickouts in 2016 by a large number
of public school teachers in Detroit to
protest against poor working conditions led
to nearly all schools in the city being shut.
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

PRIORITISE STRATEGIC
INTEREST AND HOLD
GROUND ON CHABAHAR

NDIA'S pact with Iran and Afghanistan to facilitate transit
of passengers and goods through the Chabahar port in Iran
has triggered a threat of US sanctions against India. A US
state department spokesperson said the countries doing
business with Iran were opening themselves to the risk of
sanctions. The warning came despite the fact that the Trump
administration had exempted the Chabahar port’s operations
from sanctions in 2018. India’s external affairs minister S Jais-
hankar rightly pointed out that the pact benefits not only the
three contracting parties, but serves a much wider strategic
purpose. He said India will communicate with and convince
others on how the project benefits everyone. India, Iran and
Afghanistan have been working on the Chabahar port since
2003, when the three countries signed a memorandum.

India needs to stand its ground on the pact, as it offers sig-
nificant strategic advantages by providing a new trade route
to western and central Asia and beyond via Iran and Afghani-
stan, bypassing Pakistan and countering China’s plan to de-
velop Pakistan’s Gwadar port as a major regional hub. The
worsening relations between India and Pakistan have seen
projects such as the Iran-Pakistan-India and Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India gas pipelines go into cold stor-
age. Pakistan has obstructed India’s trade with central Asia
using its land routes. It is, therefore, imperative that India
develops an alternative trade route to the energy-rich central
Asia by going around, notwithstanding the US warning.

India has shown strategic independence in its foreign policy.
It had disregarded US sanctions on Russia and imported huge
amounts of Russian oil, so much so that Russia surpassed
Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Iran to become India’s largest crude
supplier. India also continues to import arms and ammuni-
tion from Russia while the US sanctions are in place. It has
been boldly pursuing its interests. It knows well that the US
would not take any step that would push India into a corner
and force it to work with greater intensity towards realising
the BRICS goals of developing a common currency and easing
trade among the five partners of the formation—Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China and South Africa. India’s Chabahar decision
isa calculated move to counter China and register its presence
in western and central Asia. It should stick to it.

ANDHRA PARTIES SHOULD
DOUSE FIRES THEY LIT

— HE post-poll violence in Andhra Pradesh appears to
have caught the police off-guard. Though security ar-
rangements were made keeping in view the highly
inflammable political environment, the fact that vio-
lence erupted in several places not only on polling day

but also continued the next day points at a clear failure. Thus

far, at least 300 people have been detained and dozens ar-
rested in connection with the ugly incidents that unfolded in
the Palnadu region, Tirupati, Tadipatri and other places.

The confrontation between activists of the opposition TDP
and the ruling YSRC was waiting to happen. We have earlier
highlighted how leaders from both the sides have been using
provocative language and warned it could lead to fights. Take
the series of incidents in Palnadu. It is well-known that the
region has a history of factional feuds. With warring leaders
fighting for political power, the elections served as a flash-
point. It is obvious the factions were well-prepared, going by
how they fought pitched battles with Molotov cocktails. The
police unearthed knives, petrol bombs and country-made
bombs in Macherla mandal, indicating that everything was
pre-planned. The assault on the TDP candidate in Tirupati
also does not look like a spur-of-the-moment act. Fortunately,
no one has died. One wonders how mobs could gain control
of areas in the presence of police personnel.

The ECI hasrightly taken a serious view of the incidents and
summoned the state chief secretary and the DGP to personally
explain the situation. After hearing their versions, it suspended
the SPs of Palnadu and Anantapur, and transferred the district
collector of Palnadu and the SP of Tirupati. Besides ordering
departmental enquires, it directed that a special investigation
team probe the violence and submit a report. On the state’s
request, the commission further instructed the home ministry
to retain 25 Central Armed Police Force companies in the state
for a fortnight after the counting of votes.

It is a welcome intervention. Political parties, on their part,
need to appeal to their followers to exercise restraint. It is
tragic that they have not yet come forward to actively douse
the fires, and instead seem busy pointing fingers at each
other. Stringent action must be taken against the perpetra-
tors, not just the officials, and an example be made of them.

QUICK TAKE

IMPROVE HUMAN RIGHTS PANEL
_|'HE UN-affiliated Global Alliance of National Human Rights

Institutions has deferred the accreditation of India’s Nation-

al Human Rights Commission for the second year on the trot.
The global body’s previous report had cited the lack of transpar-
ency in appointing NHRC members, the appointment of police
officers to oversee human rights probes, and the lack of gender
and minority representation on the panel as reasons for recom-
mending the deferral. The NHRC, a statutory body, has been
enfeebled by successive administrations. But it is essential in a
developing, diverse country like ours. It must be beyond re-
proach and given the muscle to pursue rights cases unfettered.
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EDITORIAL
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ILITARY diplomacy has been an
integral part of a country’s over-
all diplomacy for around 170
years—since Britain sent a gen-
eral to its embassy in Paris in
1856. He was later attached to the
French army’s higher command
during the Crimean War of 1853-56 and
other military campaigns.

In recent times, a military or defence at-
taché, also called a defence advisor; has be-
come a permanent feature at embassies in
most countries. The position is always held
by a serving military officer supported by
other officers, depending on bilateral rela-
tions and strategic requirements. India
maintains separate Army, Navy and Air
Force attachés in big countries with which
it maintains defence ties. The officer and
his deputies are given diplomatic status.

Primarily, military diplomacy uses mili-
tary assets and engagements to achieve
strategic objectives in foreign policy. For a
country like India, with along military his-
tory and growing geopolitical interests, it
is imperative to calibrate its military en-
gagements and develop leverages for pro-
moting national interest, in a rapidly evolv-
ing international multipolar global order.

The main functions of a defence attaché
is to gather information, report on develop-
ments in the defence sector, liaison with the
defence forces of the host country, handle
defence-related exchanges, coordinate de-
fence procurement for India’s armed forces,
and keep track of advances in military tech-
nologies. India also provides training to
military officers from many countries who
attend courses at the Indian Military Acad-
emy, Dehradun, the National Defence Col-
lege, Delhi, and the Defence Services Staff
College, Wellington. The defence attaché
coordinates such training programmes.

It is said they also are a part of a coun-
try’s espionage network to gather intelli-
gence. These functions are part of the in-
ternational legal framework of diplomatic
relations. During the Cold War, there were
instances of defence attachés being ex-
pelled by the US and the Soviet Union.
There was an incident of an American
military attaché who was shot and killed in
East Germany. He was photographing a
military installation, which led to tit-for-tat
expulsions of military attachés.

Assisting the ambassador with crucial
inputs on developments in his domain of
work and file reports to the Ministry of De-
fence in Delhi are also integral parts of the
defence attaché’s role. The attaché also
plays a crucial role in coordinating Hu-
manitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief,
whose primary actors overseas are the
Navy and Air Force. The other overseas re-

-
-

-

India’s renewed thrust on military diplomacy is significant. Given
our growing geopolitical interests, it is imperative to calibrate
engagements and develop leverages to promote national interest

SAFEGUARDING
INDIAN INTERESTS
IN FOREIGN LANDS

PINAK RANJAN
CHAKRAVARTY

sponsibility is deployment for the UN
Peacekeeping Operations, for which de-
ployment is from the Indian Army:

India will be sending new defence at-
tachés to Ethiopia, Ivory Coast, Mozam-
bique and Djibouti, the last a strategically
located country in the Horn of Africa that
overlooks the crucial maritime route
through the Gulf of Aden. Djibouti also
hosts China’s first overseas military base.
India’s defence attaché will be the second
one after China. With limited resources to
deploy, it would be necessary to trim some
defence attaché’s offices in select missions
and divert these posts to Africa.

India’s engagement with African nations
is growing. China made substantive invest-
ments under its BRI in Africa, enlarging its
influence in the continent. India has cham-
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pioned the cause of the Global South and
ensured the entry of the African Union in
the G20 at the Delhi Summit, bringing in
this 55-member nation pan-African organi-
sation as a permanent member. India’s in-
vestment in Africa has reached $98 billion
and trade turnover is around $100 billion.
Apart from African nations, Armenia in
Central Asia will get a new Indian defence
attaché. Armenia has emerged as an im-
portant buyer of military equipment from
India. Yerevan has acquired the PINAKA
multi barrel rocket launchers , anti-tank
missiles, rockets and anti-drone systems
from India. These acquisitions have oc-
curred because of the Armenia-Azerbaijan
conflict over the enclave of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. The Philippines has bought the Brah-
mos missiles from India under a $375-mil-

There are few ironclad rules of diplomacy, but |

to one there is no exception. When an official

reports that talks were useful, it can safelybe | John
concluded that nothing was accomplished

Kenneth
| Galbraith

lion agreement and the defence attaché’s
office in Manila will be strengthened. Po-
land is the only European country to have
anew Indian defence attaché, bringing the
total number of such new attachés to 16.
The export of military hardware is an im-
portant part of this initiative.

The global geopolitical situation has
been rocked by the wars in Ukraine and
Gaza. Oil and food prices have risen,
putting pressure on all countries, particu-
larly those in the global south. Foreign re-
serves have fallen, forcing them to seek
bailouts from the IMF. The fallout of the
Gaza war has impacted shipping in the Red
Sea and the Gulf of Aden. Somali pirates
have been poaching on shipping for quite
some time. The Indian Navy’s deployment
in the maritime zone has increased, with
several interdictions of ships captured by
pirates who were disarmed and arrested.

Defence diplomacy is critical for India’s
relations in West Asia. India conducts joint
exercises with countries like the UAE, Bah-
rain, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Israel and Oman.
From the traditional domain of energy, In-
dia has steadily upped its military-security
cooperation with countries in this region.
India’s ties with West Asia have broken re-
strictions of the old paradigm and branched
out into defence and security sectors like
counterterrorism and cybersecurity.

These developments necessitate India’s
defence attachés are placed where they can
keep their eyes on developments that have
a bearing on India’s maritime and national
security, which is now looking also at Fran-
cophone African countries like Ivory Coast.
France has been the traditional power in
these countries because of its role as the
former colonial power. France and India
have a robust military relationship.

India’s foreign policy trajectory has
evolved since the end of Cold War—from
non-alignment to multi-alignment and
strategic autonomy—in its quest to be a
leading power. In an era wherein the global
geopolitical and geoeconomic landscape is
changing rapidly, India’s foreign policy has
adapted with major and subtle changes un-
der PM Narendra Modi’s leadership. In-
dia’s decision to open new defence attaché
offices, the majority of them in African na-
tions, is a significant policy initiative.

AsIndia advances on its path of econom-
ic development and cooperation with Afri-
can countries, military diplomacy will be
an essential tool of India’s foreign policy as
a leading power to safeguard its national
interest, balance competing powers, re-
solve conflicts peacefully and enhance In-
dia’s capabilities as a responsible stake-
holder in the emerging global order.

(Views are personal)

SUMMER OF DISCONTENT
IN THE HINDI HEARTLAND

F there is one striking difference
between the 2019 and 2024 Lok
Sabha elections, it’s thelack of a
wave—be it a Modi wave, NDA
wave, INDIA wave or even a
Mandir wave. With the absence
of a national narrative, local
candidates and local issues are determin-
ing choices in Uttar Pradesh this time.

So far, we have travelled to 14 Lok Sab-
ha constituencies that voted in the first
four phases—from west UP’s Ghaziabad,
Meerut, Bijnor, Nagina, Saharanpur,
Kairana and Muzaffarnagar towards
Etawah, Kheri, Dhaurahra, Kannauj, Ba-
dayun, Mainpuri and Hathras. On aver-
age, we covered two Vidhan Sabha areas
in each parliamentary constituency.

One of the most prominent issues across
castes was the agrarian crisis. Even those
of the Brahmin community who support-
ed the BJP consistently spoke about their
struggles as farmers. One of the specific
issues all farmers faced was the menace of
stray cattle that destroyed crops in fields.

Many farmers are clueless about how
to deal with their male cattle, essentially
an economic burden on farmers who are
dealing with growing financial distress.
The state government has unsuccessfully
attempted to build cow sheds to address
the issue. The losses are substantially
higher than the quarterly cash transfer
of ¥500 a month from the central govern-
ment under the Kisan Samman Nidhi.

Add to this the shrinkflation in urea—
sacks have become smaller while the
price hasremained constant. Meanwhile,
the state-mandated price for sugarcane
has grown by only about %45 a quintal in
the last seven years, lower than under
previous regimes. This has resulted in
the drifting away of several non-Yadav,
non-Jat agrarian OBCs from the BJP in
west UP. This includes castes like Lodhi
Rajputs, Kurmis, Kushwahas and Sainis,
who are mostly marginal farmers.

Despite the Rashtriya Lok Dal’s entry
intothe NDA, in seats like Kairana, Muzaf-
farnagar, Aligarh and Agra, Jat voters
haven’t shifted to the BJP-led bloc to the
extent hoped for. The ripples from the his-
toric 13-month-long farmers’ movement of
2020-21 continue to impact Jat voters, who
remain suspicious of the alliance. In many
places, the lower turnout is a result of core
BJP supporters voting in fewer numbers.

Another factor is the massive Rajput
panchayats held in Meerut, Kairana and
Muzaffarnagar against the BJP. This was

NAKUL SINGH
SAWHNEY

Iinresponse to a couple of speeches made
allegedly against the community by BJP
leaders. Many also accused the BJP of
“keeping silent” when the caste name
Gurjar was inscribed on the statue of Mi-
hir Bhoj, who they claim was a Rajput.

While there is some disillusionment
with the ruling party, the opposition IN-
DIA bloc has not been able to win over
these communities. As a result, voter en-
thusiasm has been minimal.

Many communities in UP are
disgruntled with the BJP this time.
Some Dalits and Muslims are voting
tactically against the party, whereas
some other communities are

opting to sit it out. One shouldn’t
underestimate the BJP’s strong
cadre base among all communities

What is also evident is a simmering an-
ger over inflation and unemployment. The
anger was further fuelled when the UP
Constable Recruitment and Promotion
2024 examination, for which over 48 lakh
aspirants vied, was postponed after paper
leaks. Repeated incidents of paper leaks
under the Yogi government have increased
despondency among young voters. The re-
cently unveiled Agniveer scheme has
proven to be another wet blanket.

There is another concern among Dalits
and Scheduled Castes. This March 25, BJP
MP Anant Kumar Hegde from Karnataka
called for ‘rewriting’ the Indian Constitu-
tion, which would not be possible without
winning 400 of the 543 seats. Atleast three
other BJP candidates have openly stated
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Independent documentary filmmaker
and founder of Chalchitra Abhiyaan

the same intention. The videos of their
statements have gone viral. So the BJP’s
slogan of ‘Abki baar, 400 paar’ is causing
a growing insecurity about reservation.
This includes non-Jatav SC communities,
large sections of which have been voting
for the BJP in the past few years.

Another factor that is proving to be a
dampener is that BSP and SP couldn’t ally
this time. In 2019, because of the SP-BSP
alliance, on many seats that didn’t have a
BSP candidate there was a shift of Dalit
votes to the BJP. This time, there is a vis-
ible shift of some of these voters to the
INDIA bloc, essentially looking to vote for
the strongest candidate against the BJP.

Even Muslims are looking to consoli-
date in favour of the strongest candidate
against the BJP. In Nagina, there is a
strong consolidation of both Muslims
and Dalits in favour of Chandrashekhar
Azad from the Azad Samaj Party. This is
because the Muslims here were looking
for an alternative to the SP, owing to its
silence on the community’s issues.

As one moves away from west UP, it
seems Akhilesh Yadav’s PDA slogan—P
for pichhde or backward classes, D for Dal-
its, and A for alpsankhyak or minorities—
has rung a bell. Many voters are also call-
ing it ‘Pandit harao abhiyan’(Defeat the
Brahmins campaign).

Women in rural areas are upset with the
lack of allocation under the PM Awaas Yo-
jana. Village after village, they were keen
to show their abysmal living conditions.
Many who got gas cylinders for the first
time because of the much-touted Ujjwala
Yojana are back to using clay stoves as
they can’t afford to refill their cylinders.

Yet, despite the growing discontent
among various communities, it would be
wrong to underestimate the BJP. Numer-
ically significant castes like Brahmins
and Baniyas have consolidated behind
the BJP across UP. The Rajput anger
doesn’t seem to have much of an impact
in central and eastern UP. The BJP still
has a strong cadre base across castes.

As one voter in Kairana said, “The vot-
ers are silent; that could mean anything.”

(Views are personal)
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Preventive measures

Ref: Let’s be prepared to face extreme weather
events (May 16). The editorial has aptly
pointed out the need for periodical inspection
of high rise buildings and hoardings that
prove deadly during nature’s fury. Taking the
recent death toll in Mumbai as a lesson, ruling
establishments in other cities should take
preventive measures.

R Sridharan, Chennai

Healthy living

Ref: Can nurture trump nature on genetic
risks (May 16). It is known to all that
genetic factors are as responsible for

early deaths as the modern lifestyle. We
should try to mitigate the high genetic risk
factor of shorter life expectancy with
healthy living habits.

Jaydeb Das, email

Invalid arrest

Ref: NewsClick editor gets bail at last

(May 16). The observation of the Supreme
Court, by quashing the arrest, achieved

the final hope of Prabir Purkayastha. The
enforcing authority knows very well that a
detainee must be told the grounds for being
jailed, failing which the arrest would be
invalid. Yet, this happens often. The process
of arrest may just be an assignment to
authorities, but this is a heavy blow to the
detainee until he is proven innocent.
Kaliappan Palaniswami, Salem

Proudly Indian

Ref: Centre grants first set of citizenship to 14
people (May 16). It is heartening that India has
lived up to the promise it took in 2019. The 14
individuals that have been granted citizenship
can now proudly proclaim they are Indians.

K R Venkata Narasimhan, Madurai

No support?

Ref: Will give outside support to INDIA

bloc, says Mamata (May 16). Indian political
history over the years has made one strongly
believe that the assurance of outside support
to a government by any party is as good as
no support. The INDIA bloc seems to be on a
shaky wicket.

S Ramakrishnasayee, Chennai

Growth neglected

Ref: Govts need to balance welfare with
growth (May 16). With many welfare schemes,
many taxpayers feel the budget is not

used properly as growth seems to be
neglected. It is true that every government
should fulfill basic amenities of food, housing,
healthcare and quality education. But it
shouldn’t be based on religion, caste and
community for vote bank.

Jayaprakash Reddy, Nalgonda
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Singapore Slings
Into a Wong Future

The new PM has ‘China challenges’ to heed

Singapore’s new prime minister Lawrence Wong has
had a lengthy run-up to his current job as the Lee family
continues its stewardship of the island nation. The im-
probable star of the developing world has reached dizzy-
ing heights of mass affluence because of its open econo-
my, committed bureaucracy and clean politics. In this, it
is a veritable poster boy for both developing and develo-
ped economies. Wong inherits these strengths, but he al-
sofaces China-US decoupling that could become a hurdle
to future growth. Singapore’s dominant ethnic group is
Chinese, while the US is the biggest investor in the count-
ry. The city built itself as a global financial powerhouse
while China put the squeeze on Hong Kong. Now, China
is a bigger force in the region, with deeper economic in-
tegration and political interests in all of its neighbours.
Wong will have to charta course clearly distinet from his
predecessor Lee Hsien Loong who co-
§ urted US capital and the technology
that accompanied it.

Another shift in outlook is the natu-
re of politics, tightly controlled by
three generations of the family of Lee
Kuan Yew, the founding father of the
modern Singaporean state. [ts unique
politics was forged by an effort to keepracial power dyna-
mics at bay. But with an ageing population, the city will
have toreview its immigration policy and cannot keep it-
self permanently insulated from alternate claims on po-
wer. Here, too, Chinese businessmen, seeking a freer bu-
siness environment than at home, are gaining in voice.
Since Singapore cannot reasonably turn down TikTok's
request to set up its regional headquarters in the city,
Wong is moving towards the geopolitical fault line.

Wongmust alsogetahandleon Singapore’slack of sca-
le. The city of 6 mn has to push the frontiers of technolo-
gy and finance to stay ahead in the standard-of-living ga-
me. This will become more difficult as the rest of Asia,
with incredibly bigger economic heft, applies some of
the tools that propelled Singapore to becoming one of the
costliest cities to live in.

Make Pilgrimages
Blessed Experiences

The Char Dham Yatra — comprising Purl, Rameswaram,
Dwarka and Badrinath — which began on May 10, broke a re-
cord on Day 1. More than 29,000 pilgrims visited Kedarnath,
part of the Chota Char Dham Yatra circuit, clogging the mo-
untain roads for hours, Many pilgrims were forced to return
to base even before starting their journey. Reacting to angry
crowds, the Uttarakhand government said it’s looking at solu-
tions and is planning to create a Dharmik Yatra Authority to
regulate the yatra, which includes three other shrines, and
other pilgrimages such as those in the Kanwar Yatra circuit.

While the government’s proposal is welcome, its past actions
— or rather, inactions — raise concerns about its intentions.
g 112023, CM Pushkar Singh Dhami, under
pressure from priests and tour operators,
rescinded his decision to impose a daily
limitonthe numberof pilgrimsjustaday
before it was to be operationalised. How
Dhami plans to resist such lobbying aga-
in remains to be seen. Last year, the state
constituted a committee to determine the
carrying capacity of tourist towns (Kedarnath is not one of
them). This study needs to be done in a time-bound manner:

Uttarakhand, like many other states, depends on tourism,
providing options from trekKing to religious tourism. To ma-
ke the best use of its natural wealth, it must embark on long-
term planning, including building climate-resilient infra, to-
urist management that takes into account the state’s fragile
ecology and employment needs, and provide high-end tourist
needs, especially for HNIs. States such as Kerala and Rajast-
han have cracked the code somewhat by focusing on quality
rather than quantity, Uttarakhand and others must follow su-
it. States will benefit from this pivot, as will India.

& JUST IN JEST

J Election-timeistherighttimetothink
of India’s world domination plans

Why Stop at POK?
We Can Get More

Whosaysthat Indian elections are a giant exercise in navel-
gazing that doesn’t look beyvond communities and cabals,
and cares about the world the way a bugcares about inequity
of wealth? Thankstoexcellentchest-thumping rhetoricand
the ‘never perishable-alwayvs microwaveable’ pizzazz of ‘Akh-
and Bharat’, Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir has entered the
pile of election ‘issues’. While any plans to ‘recover’ POK
may take voters who haven't already voted a while to warm
to, being mentally occupied by the notion of merging adis-
puted territory may well be the perfect opportunity formost
Indianstofinally locate where POK isonthe (disputed) map.

Some enthusiastic voters—or, atleast, politicians —could
even go the extra mile and have other territories, disputed
or otherwise, on their hivemind. Myanmar, Bangladeshand
SriLanka are obvious takeover terrains on the menu. But
why stopat India’s current borders? There’s picturesque and
non-controversial Liechtenstein in Europe (thatlasthadan
army, of 80soldiers, in1868). There’salso Walesto consider
asanacquisition. Since partsof Chinaare tougher toincor-
porate into India, why not go beyond POK and get POP —
Pakistani-Occupied Pakistan — on our side of the fenee?
some would consider also tony parts of SoBo and South
Delhi worth bringing into the (Alkkhand) Bharat fold.

l MORE THE MERRIER ¢4 Empower the opposition to become active political participants

NotJusta One Horse Town

3 he adjective ‘competitive’ in
f ' the context of a personality
trait, may not always have a
positive connotation. How-
ever, it almost always is tak-
en to be a positive mark for economies.
Why so?

In economic theory, it is a truism
that when enterprises seek customers
in a competitive economy, they result
in higher value for consumers, impro-
ved quality of goods and services, a
bigeer basket of choices, and more in-
novation. Economic growth and pros-
perity therefore, become intimately
linked to this fundamental axiom of
healthy competition.

India aims to be a 85 tn economy. So,
there’s much talk about accelerating
erowth and enhancing economic coms-
petitiveness, But are we through talk-
ing about political competition?

The 2014 Lok Sabha elections left the
impression of radically reshaping In-
dia’s political canvas, with BJP disrup-
ting the trend of coalition politics and
shifting focus to state-level dvnamics.
Hidden in the shadows of thisfeat was
theflightof competitionfrom the deve-
lopment debate, and dwindling politi-
cal dyvnamism. One of the major rea-
sons behind this 1s ideologi-
cal divergences, Often, the-
seare inversely proporti-
onal to convergences in
development policies.

In India's diverse vo-
ter base, aligning politics
with divisions like religi-
on, caste or class leads to
inefficientredistribution
and prioritises narrow
interests over broader

y -

signed to serve a select
segment of voterslead to
customer power being
skewed against the av-

A rather lonely race course road

erage citizen by distorting the market.
For example, GST was a fiscal reform
forenhancing efficiency. Bigger corpo-
rations adhered to it. But the admini-
stration raised the cost of compliance
for smaller and emerging enterprises.

Another continuing failure of deve-
lopment policies has been their inabi-
lity to include the provision of public
ooods. Even with theriseof ‘basicneeds
welfarism’ and measures to expand
the delivery of essential private goods
by ramping up state capacity through
the JAM trinity;, access and delivery of
basic public goods remain a challenge.
This challenge will continue until we
restoredynamic political competition.

In 2017, Katherine M Gehl and Mi-
chael Porter; in their Harvard Busi-
ness School study, “Why Competition

gh this analytical lens,
where will it lead us?
From 2017 onwards,
there has been a gro-
wing focus on ‘com-
petitive federalism’,
which has yielded
good results.

b Gol's Aspiratio-
nal District Prog-
ramme in 2018 pro-

In a duopolistic competition,
the rivalry appears to be
intense, but rivals actually
compete to reinforce their
differentiated service to
limited segments of voters

P In the late 1980s, Congress’ downfall
and the era of coalitions were surpris-
ingly marked by steady economic gro-
wth. PMs had to recruit other parties
into government and assign ministri-
es to them, leading to a more inclusive
and collaborative governingapproach.
P The 1991 reforms were passed by a
coalition government. Political dyna-
mism inaparliamentary democracy is
good for public interest and doesn't al-
waysspawn instability The aim should
betofacilitate the opposition tobecome
aplayer, rather than a literal opponent.
S0, has this political system broken
down in 20247 No. What we see is collu-
sion among major parties to guard the
current state of play This leads to duo-
polistic competition, wherethe rivalry
appears to be intense for a casual ob-
server, but rivals actually com-
pete to reinforce their differ-
entiated service to limit-
ed segments of voters,
Inthisscenario, there
is a default tendency
to label new competi-
tors as ‘spoilers’ who
can't win but only
split the vote and be-
nefit the other side, It
also becomes a gruel-
ling task for new ent-

mpted districts to
work towards improving their ranks
while achieving a common develop-
ment goal.

b Swachh Bharat Mission The spe-
ed and scale at which the programme
was implemented is a testament to
how competition produces effective
outcomes. The strategy is spot on, but

rants to amass social,
political and infrastructural capital to
build a presence. Surmounting these
entry barriers stifles new ideas and in-
novation at the Centre, and the collate-
ral damage of this collusion is public
welfare and development. Reinstating
this vibrant political landscape is now
imperative for fostering furtherecono-

A continuing fallure of
development policies
has been their inability

public goods. Policiesde- 10 include the provision  yral components and

of public goods. This

will continue until we
restore dynamic

political competition

in the Politics Industry 1s
Failing America’, used
b, fools of competition
by and industry to under-
el stand bipartisanship
in the US, and how it
impedes the political
system from serving
public interest. They
studied the business of
politics like anyv other
sector; looking at struce-

the threat of new ent-

rants into the market.
If we look at Indian

politics in 2024 throu-

conditions and capacity for healthy
competition remain limited.

In the long run, India’s regional dis-
parities will lock out certain regions
and sections from policy outcomes,
market access, and means to acquire
capital and skills for resilient growth.
Closing these gaps in social and spatial
inequalities becomes more achievable
with governance models, policies and
competition that serve public interest
over segmented interests,

Looking at India’s political history;
we have seen multiple scenarios whe-
re the coming together of parties has
only helped the country’s governance
apparatus.

mic growth and development.

Enhancing transparency and accou-
ntability in the electoral process is cru-
cial to safeguardagainst the erosion of
inherent checks and balances, We sho-
uld strive to eliminate entry barriers
for new parties and candidates, foster-
ing a more inclusive political environ-
ment. Empowering the opposition to
become active political participants
rather than mere adversaries would
mark a significant breakthrough for
effective governance in India.

The writer is chuair, Institute for Competifive-
ness, Gurpaon, and faculty, Stanford
University. Inputs by Meenakshi Ajith
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Pradeep S Mehta &
Amit Dasgupta

On May 11, Australia announced that it
plans to introduce legislation tosetan
allocation for the maximum number of
new international student enrolments
education providers can offer. Universi-
ties and colleges will have until the
beginning of 2025t0 prepare themselves
for a cut in foreign student numbers.

This decision has caused consterna-
tion not only among leading universiti-
es in Australia but also among potential
international students. The overseas
student population in Australia reached
anall-time high of 671,000 in March, a
15% increase on the previous year A
section of Australian media has refer-
red to this developmentasa ‘soft cap’.
Soft or hard, it'sa cap.

The rationale behind the proposed
legislation is unclear, though the An-
thony Albanese government saysitisto
maintain integrity and sustainability
of the sector. What can be inferred is
that the government would like to crack
down on dodgy education providers,
agents and students. Nobody disputes
the need to do this. But limiting the
number of aspiring and qualified
international students defies logic,
Indeed, it is also unfair, as it suggests
that one sizefitsall.

The argument that unprecedented
orowth in the number of international
students has put the housingmarket in
Anstralia’s big cities under strain and
raised rental prices is also unfounded,
according to Property Council of Aust-
ralia, which debunked the govern-
ment’s reasoning. It bears mentioning
that minister of education, Jason Clare,
acknowledged the importance of
international students when the pro-
posed legislation was announced.

International education reflects

0Oz One Out for Students:;

extraordinary soft power because:

B It creates Australia champions am-
ong non-Australians, Students become
goodwill ambassadors for life. Tt also
enhances the quality of international
education through a truly global learn-
ing experience.

P International students are a major
source of revenue for education pro-
viders and the economy Universities
Aunstralia, the representative body for
the tertiary sector, said ‘certainty;
stability and growth’ were needed in
future policy, It said international
education contributed $48 bn to the
economy last year. That's more than
half of Australia’s economic growth.

While there was a slump during the
pandemic years, international student
enrolments are back to pre-pandemic
levels, with promise of further growth
that could establish Australia among
the top three preferred choices for
higher education.

Reachingthis status has takenovera
decade of hard work and extraordinary
outreach. Why would the government
wish to throttle the goose that lavs the
golden eges? The motives are confusing
and unclear; Implications for the market
and signals that it sends are, however,
clear:

Perceptions matter greatly. Indian stu-
dents are undoubtedly worried because:
P Australia has rapidly become a sou-
ght-after higher-education destination.

i |

Brand Australia mustn't go down under

ALGO OF
BLISSTECH

Watching Birds

Despite high cost of living, some Aus-
tralian universities offer top-quality

education.

P Work-study rights enhance the living Remrn HﬂmE
experience in amualticultural environ- Asthesun begins its late des-
ment. This vear also saw a significant cent, a tranquil anticipation
diversion of Indian students to Austra- fills the air. It's that magical

lia from Canada.

In fact, 2024 would have seen a record
outflow of Indian students to Australia,
The proposed legislation will undoub-
tedly impact this negatively, as students

time of day when the world
holds its breath, awaiting the
arrival of itsavian inhabi-
tants. Watching birds return
home at dusk isa joyv of watch-

arenot starved of choice. The Australia- ing creatures in nature.
India Economic Strategy would alsobe As the first fluttering wings
adversely impacted, as it places a high appear overhead, a sense of
premium on collaboration in the inter- wonder washes over vou. Sil-
national education sector, houetted against the fading
Onecanonly speculateon thethinking  light, these travellers painta
that prompted this extraordinary mesmerising tableau, their
announcement. The messaging has graceful flight weaving intri-
gone wrong because it has triggered cate patterns in the sky like
fear and confusion. That the govern- an Escher print. Each species
ment has said that it isopentoconsulta-  brings its own unique charm

tions is a welcome development.

There is a simple maxim in manage-
ment — it takes years to build a brand
and only minutes to destroy it. Rebuil-
ding the brand takes much longer:
Brand Australia on the international
education front is certainly facinga
grave self-goal from this proposed
legislation.

Purely going by speculation until and

unless Canberra clarifies, the proposed — firom the elegant swoop of
legislation appears to be aimed at curb- swallows to the majestic glide
ing migration. For the government to of Kites.
introduce such legislation is unthink- But it's not just the visual
able considering that Australiaisaland spectacle that enchants. It's
of migrants and multiculturalismisa also the eruption of chirps,
partof its DNA. trills and calls that truly trans-
On the international education front, ports one toanother realm
it will kill Brand Australian. For aspir- that becomes heavy with the
ing Indian or other international stu- lighiness of air. Evervthing
dents, thereare otherdestinationsavail-  becomes alive with the melo-
able where they would not be seenas a dicchaos of birdsong.
liability Furthermore, a few Australian Asthelastof thestragglers
universities are opening campuses in find their nests, a profound
India, which would undoubtedly gain in sense of peace settles over
the process, but not if the proposed the landscape. In this fleeting

moment, as day gives way fo
night, you feel a deep connec-

legislation goes through without cave-
ats. The Aussie government needs to

rethink this decision. tion toeverything. Watching
birds return home is a rem-
Mehta is secretary-general, CUTS Inter-  inderof the enduring magic
national and Dasgupta isformer  that surrounds us.

consud geneval of India to Australia

THE SPEAKING TREE

Be More
Creative

Nobody in this world is a sinner
and nobody is asaint. These are
just pathways forenergy There
is much energy stored inside our
bodies, and this energy hastobe
used creatively, When an emotion
arises, release it through your
body in the form of any exercise.

Second, learn to be creative. You
are all without creativity Creati-
vity means that you do something
solely for the jov it gives vou. You
can sculpt, write a song, singa
song, play the sitar — it does not
matter what voudo, but do it only
for pleasure and not as a profes-
sion. Do something in life for the
sheer joy, something that is not
yvour business. Then, all the des-
tructive energy will be transfor-
med and will become creative,

Redirect your emotions and
give this ordinary life a creative
direction. You can justmakea
garden around yvour house and
love the plants and rejoice In
them. Every intellicent man
needs to do something creative,
Someone who gives no time to
creativity will be disturbed....

Direct all your energy towards
it, and then there will be no des-
tructive energy left. The more
creative you are, the more vour
anger will disappear. Anger is the
sign of an uncreative person. Yon
carry somuch energy within
yvourself — where will it go? It will
come out through sex, through
sexual desire. It has to come out
somehow,

Abrideged from The Path of Medita-
tion, courtesy: Osho International
Foundation, www.osho.com

_ Chat Room |

Second-Class
Cityzens, All

Apropos the Edit, ‘Fix Our Juga-
ad Cities First, Then Get Viksit’
(May 16), India’s cities are unlive-
able and unprepared for the futu-
re. Three core issues, viz, finan-
cial constraints, severe shortage
of skilled urban planners and
limited powers of local govern-
ments, contribute tothe looming
crisis. Urbanisation is intrinsic
to development and economic
growth. Since there are constrai-
ntson the capacity of the gov-
ernments tofinance urban infra-
structure, the need to channelise
private capital is critical. Susta-
inable practices and technolo-
gical innovations would be key
for creating liveable, climate-
resilient and inclusive cities.

PRADEEP KUMAR
Surat

Interests Ported
To West Asia

This refers to ‘Chabahar, Portof
aSmart Call’ by Harsh V Pant
and Prithvi Gupta (May 16). The
India-Iran agreement for long-
term operations at the strategic
Chabahar port is a significant de-
velopment, given the disruptio-
ns affecting global trade due to
the instability in West Asia. The
strategic shift
will amplify In-
dia’s cargo traf-
fic to Central
Asia tenfold.
With China eve-
ing Indian Oce-
andominance
via ports like
Gwadar in Pakistan and Ham-
bantota in Sri Lanka, Chaba-
har's development is expected to
strengthen India’s position and
prompt robust responses to po-
tential threats. India has taken
bold steps in pursuit of its inter-
est and that of the region.

GREGORY FERNANDES
Mumbai

Hauled Over
The Coalition

Apropos ‘It's the Polities, Stupid’
by T K Arun{May 15), we've seen
the growth-focused coalitions
of PV Narasimha Rao(1991-96)
and Atal Bihari Vajpayee (1996),
and the disastrous coalitions led
by Chandra Shekhar (1990-91) and
H D Deve Gowda (1996-97), along
with the corruption-associated
UPA (2004-14). We have also wit-
nessed the majority rule of Lal
Bahadur Shastri (1964-66), Indira
Gandhi-led Congress (1966-77)
and Narendra Modi (2014-24).
People don't vote to see a single-
party majority or a coalition in
powet; but for the person who will
lead the nation. So, what matters
is a competent leader at the helm.

ABHYUDITA GUPTA
Uiiain

L#i‘.!{n to the editor may be addressed m
editet@timesgroup.com




CONTRAPUNTO

Fear has always been a very
important whistleblower

-Erik Pevernagie

Metropolitics

In Mumbai and Delhi, poll battles are
about reaffirming party identity

The vote infinancial capital Mumbai’s six Lok Sabha constituen-

cies is on May 20. Capital Delhi’s seven LS seats vote on May 25.

Mumbai barely stayved off the headlines - selecting candidates
was messy for the four regional parties, and for BJP and Congress.
Some negotiations were downright peculiar with bigwigs unwilling to
contest. In Delhi, though, one can barely tell sofar thatelectionsareon,
despite three national parties in the fray - BJE Congress, and AAP.

The Delhi fights of course were being fought elsewhere, with
Kejriwal arrested on March 21. On interim bail till June 1, the AAP chief
has hit the campaign trail. He and Shah are shooting barb-tipped
rhetorical arrows at each other. It's almost like campaign scenes are
playing out without the voter’s involvement, who's watching it like
some reality show. Those with votes are supposed to play the role of
‘audience’—and, suitably entertained, expected to go out and vote.

A closer look at Delhi shows a silent churn within parties. In BJE,
which won all 7 in 2014 and 2019,
a single MP is re-contesting -
Manoj Tiwari. Singer Hans Raj
Hans is more visible in Punjab’s
campaign; ex-Union health
minister Harsh Vardhan, who
posed with Ramdev’s Coronil,
exited politics; Gautam Gambhir opted out; BJP dropped Meenakshi
Lekhi and, rightly, two MPs with little understanding of parliamentary
language. Congress’s Sheila Dikshit is no more; Ajay Maken took the
RS route; its state chief Lovely joined BJP. Congress veteran JP
Agarwal, BJP-import Udit Raj and CPI-import Kanhaiva Kumar are
its hopes. AAP’s banking on Somnath Bharti to defeat BJP's Bansuri
Swaraj, who's banking on her mother’s goodwill to win New Delhi.
On every seat, it's a lowkey but high stakes battle, without the din.

Mumbai’s the potboiler, with Sena vs Sena on three seats, BJP vs
Congress on two — BJP's Pivush Goyal (Mumbai North), and Ujjwal
Nikam (Mumbai North Central) are among contestants. But as in
rest of Maharashtra, contests centre on parties’ existential dilemmas,
the many switches too confusing for voters to go only by the candidate.
In both metros, the fights are different but every contest seeks to
re-establish party identity.

It's Courage, Not Crime

Whistleblowers strengthen democracy but face
dangers. Give them strong legal protection

istleblowers have it tough across the world. The Supreme
i ;i ,J Court in Canberra, Australia, recently sentenced former
Australian army lawyer David McBride for revealing
information about alleged Australian war crimes in Afghanistan.
This comes seven years after Australian public broadcaster ABC
published a series of articles based on information provided
by McBride. That information was separately confirmed by an
Australian govt inguiry However, it was McBride the whistleblower
who was prosecuted.

From false claims to national security | Whistleblowing has a
chequered historv During the American Civil War Abraham Lincoln'’s

1 govt enacted the False Claims Act (FCA) to incen-
tivise reporting corruption in military supplies.
Interestingly, FCA remains on US statute books in
an amended form and has been used over the
yvears in cases related to fraud in military cont-

racts and corruption in the pharma industry

But things get murky when it comes tomatters of
national security and wrongdoings in militaries.
State interests and discipline are privileged over
those seeking to spotlight internal wrongs.

Risky business | Perhaps the most high-

s voltage case of whistleblowing related to war crimes
this century was the highlighting of atrocities committed by US
soldiers in Irag’s Abu Ghraib prison. The horrific torture was expo-
sed by Sergeant Joseph Darby. Once identified as the whistleblower,
he and his family faced harassment and even death threats. Similarly,
US’s NSA contractor Edward Snowden had to flee to Russia for
exposing illegal mass surveillance programmes.

India’s paper tiger | India passed a Whistle Blowers Protection
Actin2014. Ironically, it hasn’t been notified to date. Inany case, the Act
has multiple exemptions - it doesn’t cover armed forces and is not
applicable to the private sector: Nor does it provide financial incentives
for whistleblowing like the American FCA. Civil society groups have
argued that attacks against RTI activists and whistleblowers have
increased in the absence of alegal framework. True, state secrets need
to be protected for national security But this can’t be a blanket coverto
hide corruption and criminal wrongs. Democracy is strengthened by
courageous whistleblowers speaking up for justice.

Climate of fashion

A season of extreme weather events in quick
succession requires an addition to many a wardrobe
Jug Suraiya

The CEO of the Indian offshoot of the international garment
maker, Uniglow, noted for its all-weather fashion wear, held a
special staff meetingof all the company’s emplovees.

Thanks to alocalised version of man-made climate change

marked by totally unpredictable extreme weather events
occurring in rapid succession, our company has been presented
with a great opportunity to break all our previous salesrecords, said the CEQ.

Everyone present knew what he was talking about. This variant of climate
change had all the media, both mainstream and social, abuzz with excited
speculation as to what would happen next, or when, or why,

Even the experts on the subject admitted that the only thing that could with
any degree of probability be predicted about this aspect of climate change was

_that it was totally unpredictable.
[;\_ﬂ] Some attributed the volatility of the weather to that usual
S suspect in such matters, ‘western disturbances’.

\ However, in this season the weather seemed to veer, not only
% from day to day, but from hour to hour, not just because of
western disturbances, but also disturbances emanating
jl.lg ularvein fromtne east, as well as the north, and the south, leading
tothesurmisethat had there been more than these points

in the compass, those too would have pitched in to do their disturbing duty:

Others attributed the mercurial changeability of the climate to the sharp
rise in emissions that created heat island effects of hot air and other gaseous
emanations.

Whatever the reasons behind the uncertainty of what the climate could
get up to, from moment to moment, said the CEO, the situation calls for a very
special tvpe of garment that makes the wearer adapt to any and all weather
conditions, no matter how swiftly and randomly they may change.

What made this item of clothing so topically popular was the unigue
material it was made of which, chameleon-like, could change colour soasto be
mostadvantageous to the wearer in any given environment.,

It was this remarkable eapability that inspired the name given to this
addition to the wardrobe: Turncoat.
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Courtlng The Cops, Always

SC order in the NewsClick case shows trial court judges are authorising detentions casually. With around
50 lakh arrests a year and thousands of remund applications a day they must apply judicial scrutiny

Naveed Mehmood Ahmad

On Wednesday, Supreme Court declared
the arrest of Prabir Purkavastha,
founder of NewsClick, illegal and
ordered his release from custody
Purkavastha had been in police and
judicial ecustody since October last
year, in connection with a case under provisions of the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 and the
Indian Penal Code, 1860.

Issue | Individual rights and national security

SC declared Purkayastha’s arrest and subsequent
police remand illegal on the basis that grounds of his
arrest were not communicated to him in writing. The
court further held that mere filing of the chargesheet
would not rectify the illegality and unconstitutionality
of the arrest and grant of police custody.

The court’s order is significant as it recognises the
need for procedural propriety to protect individual
liberties, even in cases involving national security
CONCerns.

It is, however, even more crucial for bringing
attention to how remand applications are processed by
magistrates and law enforcement agencies, effectively
obstructing the realisation of the fundamental rights
guaranteed under Articles 21 and 22.

Article 22 | Provide grounds of arrestin writing

Article 22 of the Constitution enshrines the right to
be informed of the grounds of arrest, and to consult
and be defended by a legal practitioner of choice.
Clause (5) of Article 22 extends this protection to cases
of preventive detention.

Drawing from the protection that Article 22 offers,
the Code of Criminal Procedure, 1973, UAPA, 1967 and
other special laws require the arresting officers to
inform the arrestee of the grounds of arrest. This is
critical to ensure that the arrestee is able to mount a
defence, protect their personal liberty and avoid
unnecessary pre-trial detention.

Interestingly, these provisions do not mandate the
communication of grounds of arrest to be in written
form. This, in fact, was one of the grounds on which the
state opposed Purkayastha's release. A contention that
SC held was “untenable in the eyes of law™.

Relying on SC's judgments in Harikisan vs State of
Maharashtra (1962) and Lallubhai vs UOI (1982), the

——

bench underlined that communication of the grounds

of arrest in writing “is sacrosanct and cannot be
breached under any situation”. In essence, a detailed
and written communication of the grounds of arrest is
critical for a fair remand hearing and to realise the
purpose of Article 22.

Issue | Remand and due process

SC's scrutiny of theevents surrounding Purkayastha's
arrest and his remand hearing, however, reveals a
far more concerning fact about the workings of the
criminal justice system. The court noted that the entire
processof securing police remand for Purkavastha was
carried out in a clandestine manner, suggesting an
attempt to circumvent due process of law.

In fact, the failure on the part of the police to
inform Purkayastha and his advocate of choice the
grounds of arrest and the proposed remand applica-
tion, as well as the timing of the remand proceedings
— as early as 6 in the morning at the residence of the
remand judge - suggest how investigative agencies
may sidestep due process requirements to retain
custody of the accused.

Trial courts | Firstline of defence

The remand judge, perhaps the onlv line of defence
in such a situation, failed to acknowledge these concerns
and to apply judicial scrutiny, instead mechanically
granting police custody for seven days.

Interestingly, this is not the only case in which
remand proceedings have been called into question. In
fact, 8C itself in Arnesh Kumar vs State of Bihar (2014)
categorically stated that in many cases detention is
authorised in a “routine, casual and cavalier manner”,
grossly affecting the liberty of citizens.

Tocheck this practice, SC in Manubhai Ratilal Patel
vs State of Gujarat And Others (2013) underscored that
the act of directing remand of an accused is a judicial
function and that it is “obligatory on the part of the
Magistrate toapply his mind and not to passan order of
remand automatically or in a mechanical manner”.

Issue | Accountability for arrest procedures

With around 50 lakh arrests recorded every vear,
and thousands of remand applications heard by judges
every day, the critical nature of this function cannot be
overlooked, especially given the overcrowding in prisons
nationwide and the minimal protections provided
when an accused is in police custody,

The Wednesday order of SC must prompt greater
scrutiny of arrest procedures and remand proceedings.
It should also foster a renewed emphasis on procedural
fairness and accountability within the criminal justice
system.

The writer is a Senior Resident Fellow at Vidhi Centre
Jor Legal Policy

Didigiri In A Bengal Divided By Class

Trinamool has fostered a strong regionalism that equates Bengaliness with bhadralok high
culture. But other Bengalis, like marginalised Matuas, are drawn towards BJP’s Hindu canopy

Uday Chandra and Rounak Bose

Once again, Mamata
Banerjee is in a fierce
fight to defend her
turf from BJP. And
once again, Didi is

%, fighting alone as her
INDIA coalition partners contest separately.

In 2011, Trinamool Congress formed the govt after
34 vears of Left Front govt in Bengal. Its popular
slogan Maa Maati Maanush (mother, land, people)
overrode the Left's abstractions. But much like its
communist predecessors, Trinamool has fostered a
strong regionalism that equates Bengaliness with
bhadralok high culture.

It is unsurprising, then, that those who are Bengali but
not bhadralok (genteel folk) have been BJP's principal
targets since 2019. Treated contemptuously as nimnoborgo
(lower strata) or, worse, chhofolok (small fry), the
bottom half of

POLLITIcs society in Bengal
3 - has shown its
Special Series on Elections | opennesstoanew

politics of dignity
that promises toovercome the lottery of birth.

Matuas are a reformist sect of formerly untouchable
and marginalised castes that have negotiated for loaves
andfishes with the Modi sarkar. Seeking respectability
within an all-India Hinduism, they have embraced
festivals such as Ram Navami and Janmashtami,
characterised by Trinamool as impositions on Bengalis
by North Indian outsiders.

Stigmatised by casteas muchasby forced migration
from present-day Bangladesh, Matuas are now divided.
The first family of the sect, descended from founder
Harichand Thakur, split into pro-BJP and pro-Trina-
mool factions. The pro-BJP faction led by Shantanu
Thakur, aminister in Modi govt and MP from Bongaon,
has assured Matuas with refugee histories that their
salvation liesin CAA.

But the pro-Trinamool faction, led by his aunt
Mamata Bala Thakur, a Trinamool Rajva Sabha nominee,

insists that CAA requires disenfranchising oneself in
order to apply for new citizenship claims. As Mamata
put it, Matuas are already Indian citizens, and new
citizenship claims may come with fresh uncertainty.

Matuas are salient in at least 10 Lok Sabha constitu-
encies, mainly Ranaghat and Bongaon and to a lesser
extent, Cooch Behar and Jalpaiguri. Outreach to them
seeks to redefine what it means to be Hindu in Bengal,
where ‘Hindu’ had long meant bhadralok. Successive
attempts by political parties to consolidate heterodox
sects and subordinated castes came to naught.

The Left Front, claiming caste-
blindness, attempted to stitch |
togethera ‘socialist’ polity in which ‘\‘ R
all could claim a stake. But it did not
politicise Hindu-Muslim dﬂference,
ashad happened inundivided Bengal,
a Muslim-majority province in
British India.

Today, in a state where Muslims
are close to 30% of the pnpu]atmn
BJP has pitted 5C and ST groups in
the state as demographic counter-
weights. Adivasis in the Jungle Mahals
and the sub-Himalayan foothills
or Rajbongshis, Namashudras, and
Bagdis, together roughly half of
all SCs in the state, can proclaim
their Hinduness to vote for BJP
now without giving up meat,
alcohol and other ‘polluting’
substances. Hindu identity
is now, seemingly, a wholly
electoral affair.

In 2019, BJP won 18 out of 42
seats and 40.6% of votes In
Bengal, winning handsomely
in the ST-dominated seats in
North Bengal and the Jungle
Mahals. [t wasa close runner-up
to Trinamool’s 22 seats and
43.7% of votes,

But in the 2021 assembly
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elections, a drop in votes by 2.6% led to a massive loss
for BJP, which won only 77 out of 292 seats. We may
sense a triumphant regionalism at work here, butin a
short span of time, BJP has cobbled the support of
roughly two in five voters in the state. Despite embar-
rassing reports of fake rape cases in Sandeshkhali and
sexual harrassment charges against the state governor
CV Ananda Bose, it remains a formidable rival to
Trinamool.

Yet, unless it makes deeper inroads into the middle
and top of Bengali society, it is unlikely to become the
first governing party in Delhi since 1971 to win a majority
of Bengal's 42 parliamentary seats.

Onthefringes, Congressand Left willfight together
against both Trinamool and BJE. The INDIA coalition
is missing in action. A tripartite contest is likely
to favour BJP in Muslim-dominated seats by
reducing Trinamool’s vote share among
Muslims. Vote-cutters in 2024, these parties
aim to regain lost ground in the state for

the next assembly elections. It may be
best to see these ferociously-contested
elections as one of the final episodes of
the bahubalis of Trinamool taking
on everyvone else,

For now, Mamata’s bhadralok
identity, shared with every chief
minister of the state since Indepen-
dence, holds sway After this election,

though, the question on everyone's

lips is: how much
longer will didigiri
last?

Chandra teaches
politics and history at
Georgetown University,
Ghitar Bose is his research
assistant

Bengal votes on
May 20 (7 seats)in
the fifth of its
T-phase polls
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Democracy is not
merely a formof
Government. Itis
primarily a mode
of associated
living, of conjoint communicated
experience. It is essentially an
attitude of respect and reverence
towards our fellow men

BR Ambedkar

Time To Enlighten, Educate And Express

Radhanath Swami

eaders are the most important
people in society. They define the

goals, prioritiesand progressof a
nation. They represent the nation on the
world stage through conduct, character,
and personality, They influence the
aspirations, attitudes and mindsets of
the people. Thev look towards their

leaders for inspiration and motivation. bereft of thisprivilege. AL /a < S situation where he had to
History shows that great and good Vibhishan wanted tolivea SSffenelale s @0= choosebetween Ravanand
leaders make anation, whereasbadand  lifeof righteousness, by Ram. He boldly made the
wicked leaders break anation. Themost devotion and compassion. right choice tobe with Ram as

significant mishaps and catastrophes
the world has gone through and is going
through are a result of the mistakes of
its leaders. The better leaders we have,
the world will be a better place tolive
and thrivefor all. Bhagwad Gita (3.21)
stresses therole of leaders asrole
maodels for the public and the need to
educate those leaders(4.2).

It is essential to have leaders with

character and competence for the holis-
tic growth of individuals and nations.
Holistic growth involves dharma,
social, artha, economic, kama, personal,
and moksha, spiritual growth. Being in
ademocracy is a great privilege wherein
we have the right to choose our leaders
inafreeandfair way Accordingtoa
Pew survey, around half of the
nations in the world are

But he was caught up
under the tyrannical rule
of Ravan, the leader of
Lanka. Ravan propagated materialism,
self-centredness and irreligion.
Vibhishan realised that Ravan’s
leadershipwas detrimental to his
growth and the growth of Lanka. He
tried his best to counsel Ravan and
inspire him to mend his ways but to no

kindness.

avail. Then, he came across Hanuman
and heard about Ram, his exemplary
leadership, glorious virtues and

Vibhishan found out more about
Ram’s leadership. He contrasted Ravan's
leadership with Ram’s leadership.

He felt Ram’s leadership would be
congenial for his growth and that
of Lanka. Then. hewasina

Ram provided him withan
uppnrtu nity toassistinfigh-

THE SPEAKING TREE fing dgainat Ravan Eventistiy:
Ravan was defeated, and Vibhishan was
installed asthe king of Lanka. By
choosing the right leader, Vibhishan did
good for the people of Lanka.

First, we need torealise how the
guality of ourlives and progress
depends on the type of government that

gets elected. It affects not just our lives
but also lives of our fellow citizens and
future citizens of the nation. The symp-
tomof anevolved human being is that
he thinks about others’ welfare. Once
we enlighten ourselves with the
importance and significance of casting
our vote, we can evaluate our choices.

Once we grasp the gravity of our
duty, we must meticulously consider the
choices before us. We must stay focused
on our purpaose, resisting the allure of
superficial temptations. It is crucial to
consult reliable sources and thoroughlv
assess candidates’ character, values,
and competence, Their past actions and
future goals should be scrutinised. This
careful evaluation will guide us in
making informed decisions thatalign
with our values and aspirations.

Once we educate ourselves about the
different choices, then we should select
the best option with confidence and
clarity.
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