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R
evenues from the Goods and Services
Tax (GST), which completes seven years
at the end of this month, hit a record

high of ₹2.1 lakh crore in April that typically sees
higher in�ows due to a year-end compliance
rush. Receipts in May, for transactions underta-
ken in April, were the �fth highest ever at
₹1,72,739 crore, rising almost 10% from a year
ago, compared with a 12.4% uptick in the pre-
vious month. This was the slowest rise since July
2021 when the second COVID-19 wave had dented
economic activity. In the nearly three years since
then, GST revenues have generally grown at least
11%. Compared with the average monthly re-
ceipts of ₹1.68 lakh crore in 2023-24, taxes per-
taining to the �rst month of this �scal are 3%
higher. Although gross revenues from domestic
transactions grew 15.3%, accelerating from a
13.4% rise a month earlier, revenues from goods
imports dipped for the second time in three
months. Domestic revenue growth has also been
uneven across States, with �ve recording a de-
cline in May, and eight growing far slower than
the national average. However, broader worries
about GST revenues being underwhelming,
voiced by the Union Finance Minister at a GST
Council meeting in late 2021, have now receded.

This is, therefore, an opportune time for the
Council, which is meeting this Saturday, to press
the pedal on its pending reform agenda to make it
a truly Good and Simple Tax as originally envis-
aged. Meeting for the �rst time since last October,
the Council may have much routine work on its
plate, including clari�cations related to, and re-
views of, past decisions such as the 28% levy on
online games and casinos. However, it is hoped
the Council will also �nd time for bigger things
such as reviving the plan to rationalise GST’s
complex, multiple-rate structure. A ministerial
group, tasked with this agenda since 2021, must
be asked to restart its work expeditiously. A new
rate structure might also entail lower levies on
items such as cement and insurance, for in-
stance. A road map is also needed to bring ex-
cluded items such as electricity, natural gas, and
petroleum products into the GST net to ensure
businesses can avail credits for these inputs.
Along with easing compliances for smaller �rms
as promised in the Bharatiya Janata Party’s elec-
tion manifesto, there is room for simplifying the
system for all businesses, including large ones
which are compelled to register in each State and
face varying compliance diktats. Not all of this
can be discussed in one go. So, it is most critical
that the Council, which is usually expected to
meet every quarter but has been convened just
six times since 2022, resolves to meet more often.

Move ahead  
The GST Council must not dither 
any further on pending reforms 

G
ood governance is not only about keeping
the routine going but also about anticipat-
ing obstacles and smoking out fault lines,

preventing the loss of human life, at the very
least. Over the last couple of days in Kallakurichi,
in north Tamil Nadu, 39 people have died after
consuming hooch laced with methanol. With
others admitted in hospital in a critical condition,
the toll might go up even further, rendering this
one of the most devastating hooch tragedies in
recent times. It is not as if the signs were not ob-
vious, particularly after the hooch tragedy which
claimed several lives in 2023 in Marakkanam and
Madhuranthakam, also in north Tamil Nadu,
where it was clear that industrial methanol was
being diverted to the illicit brewing cottage indus-
try. The relatives of those dead have spoken
about the easy availability of cheap hooch in the
region regularly, and that the cost of the local
moonshine is much lower than the price of alco-
hol in the Tamil Nadu State Marketing Corpora-
tion Limited (TASMAC) shops. With irregular in-
comes as daily wage, fuelled by an aggressive
price rise in liquor and �eecing at the TASMAC
shops, regular drinkers gravitated towards the lo-
cal brew. This trend is something that the Prohi-
bition Enforcement Wing of the Tamil Nadu pol-
ice is mandated to pick up, and act on. The State
government has now taken action against district
o�cials and instituted a one-man committee to
inquire into the tragedy. The Chief Minister has
also announced a solatium of ₹10 lakh each for
the families of those who died, and a sum of
₹50,000 for those in hospital. The CB-CID has
commenced investigation into the case. 

Whatever is being done post-facto, is ultimate-
ly too little, too late. Methanol, also a form of al-
cohol, is added to moonshine to increase its
strength. It is a potent poison, and even in very
small quantities, can cause liver failure, blind-
ness, and death. While various governments
have shifted the State’s position on allowing or
banning the brewing of arrack, one measure that
seemed to have controlled deaths due to hooch
after its introduction was selling low-cost liquor
through TASMAC in 2002. That year, methanol
was brought under the ambit of the Tamil Nadu
Prohibition Act, and rules were amended to con-
trol methanol supply. However, in the light of Kal-
lakurichi, it seems methanol �ows freely. There
can be no complacence about bringing the cul-
prits to book. The government needs to shut
down the small-scale industry of illicit brewing in
the State, and should also expressly work to-
wards increasing public health awareness on the
inherent dangers of drinking hooch.

Killer moonshine  
The hooch tragedy in T.N. points to
failures in policy and enforcement  

O
ver eight decades of eventful ties
between the United States and the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia have had
their ups and downs — from the oil

embargo of 1973 to the Jamal Khashoggi
assassination in 2018. However, two images of
this relationship remain iconic: the �rst is of the
meeting between the U.S. President Franklin D.
Roosevelt and the King of Saudi Arabia, Abdul
Aziz Al-Saud on Valentine’s Day 1945 aboard a
U.S. cruiser beginning seven decades of an
unbroken bilateral bromance. It was
underpinned by an understated but seminal
“oil-for-security” symbiosis. The second iconic
frame is the �st-bump of July 15, 2022 in Riyadh
between U.S. President Joe Biden and Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MbS),
symbolising a more equal and largely
transactional partnership.

If the buzz around is to be believed, Riyadh
and Washington are on the verge of a new and
enhanced relationship, tentatively titled Strategic
Alliance Agreement (SAA). This ‘Grand Bargain”
between them being negotiated for the past year
is designed to match the domestic and regional
ambitions of Al-Saud under MbS with the
keenness of the White House to score a
diplomatic success big enough to ensure Mr.
Biden’s re-election.

The layers to the agreement
Reading between the lines of the U.S. media’s
episodic coverage, the SAA could have three
interlinked components: bilateral, regional and
global. At a bilateral level, it would codify the
current implicit bilateral alliance into a strategic
defence pact modelled on the U.S.-Japan treaty
committing the Pentagon to come to the
Kingdom’s rescue in case of an attack. The U.S.
would also equip Riyadh with means to defend
itself which would include the state-of-art F-35
stealth �ghters. More surprisingly, Washington, a
non-proliferation hawk, seems to be agreeable to
providing Saudi Arabia with nuclear technology
for peaceful use. At a regional level, Riyadh wants
a cease�re in Gaza and some movement towards
a two-state solution to the Israel-Palestine
problem. As a quid pro quo for Riyadh’s
maximalist demands, Washington reportedly has
put forth a daunting wish list of its own. It wants
Riyadh to recognise Israel and have full normal
diplomatic relations. It also wants the Kingdom to
ring-fence its foreign policy to avoid getting too
close to Washington’s rivals, speci�cally, Beijing
and Moscow.

While the precise economic underpinnings of
the incipient SAA are not known, they are likely
to be quite substantive. Although the U.S. is no
longer dependent on Saudi oil supplies, the two
sides are unlikely to abandon their long-standing
coordination to balance the global market
between the U.S. need for cheaper energy with a
Saudi quest for higher oil revenue. The SAA is

likely to ensure that the lion’s share of the
projects under MbS’s Vision 2030 goes to
American companies.

It was apparently China’s President Xi Jinping’s
epochal State visit to Riyadh in December 2022,
with triple summits, which forced Washington to
revamp its ties with Saudi Arabia. Slowly, a U.S.
diplomatic counter-o�ensive to forestall “losing
Saudi Arabia” began to take shape. To U.S.
strategists, a decline in the oil-for-security
paradigm notwithstanding, Saudi Arabia retains
much of its importance. As the custodian of
Islam’s two holy shrines, the Kingdom has been
the most important determinant of the Ummah,
the 1.4 billion Muslims all over the world. So, if
Saudi Arabia agrees to become the �fth Abraham
Accord Arab state to recognise Israel’s right to
exist, this could geopolitically recon�gure not
only West Asia but also push much of the Islamic
world to follow Riyadh’s lead. Second, Saudi
Arabia remains the largest economy in both the
Arab and Islamic world and an ambitious Vision
2030 o�ered very lucrative pickings. Last but not
least, during his decade at the helm, MbS has not
only consolidated power but also taken bold and
often controversial reforms. If any Grand Bargain
is to be implemented, young and dynamic MbS
would be the right person to carry it through.

The hurdles
The SAA project faces two formidable odds on its
way to realisation. First, the past decade has seen
a rise in the bilateral trust de�cit. In 1990-91, the
U.S. deployed troops to evict Saddam Hussein’s
forces from Kuwait poised to threaten Saudi
Arabia. However, when Saudi Arabia’s largest oil
processing facility at Abqaiq and Khurais was
attacked in 2019, the U.S. did practically nothing.
Moreover, the U.S. banned the supply of some
weapons during the Yemeni war, citing their
possible misuse. The U.S. perceived ambivalence
towards Iran in general and the signing of the
nuclear agreement (the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action) in particular, was also seen as a sign of
U.S. unreliability. On the other hand, the decline
of the bilateral oil underpinning emboldened
many U.S. politicians and opinion makers to
criticise Saudi Arabia, which in turn, drifted
closer to China and Russia over the last decade
and even reconciled with Iran. Beijing became
Riyadh’s top trading partner and Mr. Xi visited
Riyadh. Saudi Arabia has been collaborating with
Russia under the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries Plus (OPEC+) rubric to steer
the global crude market.

The second major obstacle that the SAA faces
is the ongoing Gaza con�ict which has made it
politically inopportune for Riyadh to agree to any
reconciliation with Israel. This is also important
from the Biden administration’s perspective as
the SAA would require the U.S. Senate approval
by two-thirds which can only follow a Riyadh-Tel
Aviv détente. But if any progress is to be made in

this direction, the wanton bloodletting of
Palestinian Arabs and destruction in Gaza need to
be stopped, and a two-state solution to the
Israel-Palestine problem put back on the table.
However, persistent U.S. e�orts to end this
con�ict and move towards a semblance of
normalcy in the region have been hitherto
unsuccessful. Meanwhile, the clock ticks away
towards the U.S. Presidential elections in
November when ascendant Donald Trump faces
Mr. Biden.

Incidentally, many of the recent regional
events can be explained by looking through the
SAA prism: Some analysts even believe that the
October 7 surprise attack on Israel by Hamas was
to forestall the SAA. Other signs include Saudi
demurral in joining BRICS, MbS not going to the
China-Arab Forum last month despite a prior
commitment, the Saudi Foreign Minister
participating in Ukraine Peace Conference, Mr.
Biden personally unveiling a Gaza Peace Plan and
his administration’s piloting the UN Security
Council resolution, increasingly strident
American disapproval of Israeli attack on Rafah,
�ssures in Israeli war cabinet, a
Republican-inspired invitation to Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, a hardliner, to
address a joint session of the U.S. Congress,
looming Israel-Hezbollah con�ict and Israeli
national security adviser’s statement that the
Gaza war could last till the end of 2024.

The quest for the SAA has become a
time-bound contest between an irresistible force
and an immovable object. We can only speculate
on the likely impact of the likely scenarios. In
case a fully formatted SAA is signed, it would
reimpose unipolarity (Pax Americana) onto the
Gulf and much of West Asia. Pro-West regimes
will gain more con�dence and the Palestinian
cause would be given a facile burial. If the quest
for the SAA fails, the region will stay in turmoil
and the non-state actors promoted by Iran will
keep disrupting the regional equilibrium. The
region would remain a chessboard for outside
powers. There is also a possibility that if Gaza
peace remains elusive, having come this far,
Riyadh and Washington may reluctantly agree to
a truncated piecemeal agreement, bringing in
other friendly countries to �ll it up.

India’s stakes
India, a large neighbour of the region with
well-known stakes in the region, needs to watch
the emerging Grand Bargain carefully. An SAA
would be in India’s overall interest as it would
hopefully enhance regional stability, create
economic opportunities, promote the
India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor and
free the U.S. to follow its Indo-Paci�c Strategy
more vigorously. At the same time, India needs to
pursue its own “Act West” policy without waiting
for a third iconic image of Israeli and Saudi
leaders shaking hands at Camp David.

The U.S.-Saudi agreement, from �st-bump to embrace 

Mahesh Sachdev 

a former Indian
Ambassador

The proposed
Strategic
Alliance
Agreement may
have been
forced by
Washington’s
fear of 
losing Riyadh

T
here has been a constant erosion in the
political fortunes of the parties that have
aligned with the Bharatiya Janata Party

(BJP) over the last three decades. There has been
a discernible transfer of dividends to the BJP and
losses for those which have provided support.

A historical look documents the inherent
one-way tra�c in this political relationship. Let us
look at the status of the two of the earliest
alliance partners of the BJP, i.e., the Shiv Sena
(SS) in Maharashtra and the Shiromani Akali Dal
(SAD) in Punjab. The Sena with 15 Lok Sabha
seats, and the SAD with eight were the only
partners to back the BJP when it staked claim to
form the government under the leadership of Atal
Bihari Vajpayee in 1996. Despite ruling for 13 days
the BJP could not attract any new political
alliances, which led to the formation of the
United Front government, led by H.D. Deve
Gowda. The Sena and the BJP came together in
the 1984 Lok Sabha election. The alliance was
cemented on the Hindutva fulcrum in 1989.

In Maharashtra, Punjab and Assam
The demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992 and
the ruinous Mumbai riots in 1992-93 paved the
way for the �rst Sena-BJP government in
Maharashtra in 1995, with Manohar Joshi of the
Sena as Chief Minister. The accepted formula was
that the Sena would call the shots in Maharashtra
and that the BJP could determine the political
trajectory on the national turf. But soon, the BJP
grew ambitious. It jettisoned the equation and
demanded more seats for itself in the 2014
Assembly elections.

When the Sena refused to concede the
primacy in the State, the alliance broke. The BJP
formed the government in Maharashtra, with
Devendra Fadnavis as Chief Minister, which
accelerated the downward slide. When the Sena
managed to gain power by forming a post-poll
alliance with the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP)
and the Indian National Congress in 2019, the BJP
ensured a split in both the regional parties,
namely the NCP and the Sena, and had their

symbols frozen. The popular term ‘Operation
Lotus’ used by television channels, really meant
the one way shift of strengths from other parties
to the BJP.

The SAD had been a member of the BJP-led
National Democratic Alliance since 1996. The
alliance came to power in Punjab in 2007. It
created history in the State in 2012 when the
combine could buck anti-incumbency, to get a
consecutive term. But the SAD which prides itself
as the spokesperson of farmers was not consulted
by the BJP before the introduction of the
controversial farm laws. The alliance broke in
2020, and in the 2022 State Assembly elections,
the SAD got just three seats in a legislature of 117
seats, paving the way for the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) to form the government. In order to revive
its fortunes, the SAD decided to �ght on its own
in the 2024 Lok Sabha elections, and has won
one seat. The SAD, due to its ill-fated alliance with
the BJP, was forced to concede political space to
new entrant AAP, and also help the Congress in a
revival of its political fortunes.

The story of the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) is
illustrative as the Assam party has been in
on-alliance-o�-alliance mode with the BJP since
2001. The AGP was forced to witness one of its
important leaders, Sarbananda Sonowal, being
absorbed into the BJP and being anointed as the
Chief Minister. He is now a part of the BJP-led
NDA’s Union Cabinet. The AGP was the dominant
player when the alliance was established, but
within two decades, the BJP has become the key
player. In the just concluded Lok Sabha election,
the BJP has won nine seats while the AGP won
just one, out of the 14 seats in Assam.

The case of other regional parties
This story has regional variations when it comes
to the fortune of four other regional political
parties: the Biju Janata Dal (BJD), YSR Congress
Party (YSRCP), the Bharat Rashtra Samithi (BRS),
and the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra
Kazagam (AIADMK). These parties extended vital
numerical support to the BJP in its push to

implement several laws that were widely
perceived as partisan in character. Most of these
Bills undermined the federal balance. It is vital to
remember the BJP was able to pass many Bills in
Lok Sabha on account of its own majority.
However, in the Rajya Sabha, these regional
parties played the key role to pass the Bills as the
BJP did not have adequate numbers.

What is the status of these parties now? How
did the BJP treat them? Barring the Janata Dal
(United), or JD(U), which has mastered the
trapeze act with aplomb, all the others are now
non-entities.

In Odisha, out of the 21 seats, the BJP has won
20 seats while the BJD has no representation.

In Telangana, out of the 17 seats, the BJP has
eight seats and the BRS has zero. In Andhra
Pradesh, out of the 25 seats, the BJP-led NDA (the
Telugu Desam Party 16, BJP 3 and the Janasena
Party, 2) has won 21 while the YSRCP has been
reduced to four seats.

In Tamil Nadu, the AIADMK is splintered into
three factions. While the Edappadi K.
Palaniswami faction has the o�cial recognition
and the poll symbol, the other two factions led by
O. Panneerselvam and T.T.V. Dhinakaran are
posing a sti� challenge to the o�cial faction of
the AIADMK in southern Tamil Nadu. The reality
is that all these three factions have drawn a blank
despite their blind support to the BJP’s
centralisation spree undertaken through hurried
legislative moves in Parliament. The BJD, the BRS,
the YSRCP and the AIADMK have lost their
respective States in the bargain.

And, the fate of Jammu and Kashmir Peoples
Democratic Party (PDP) is a poignant story. It
shared power with the BJP a few months before
the dramatic watering down of Article 370. Now it
is without representation in Parliament.

It is evident that the BJP takes over the
strengths of the parties it allies with and transfers
its own weakness onto them. Its embrace is often
seen as a fatal embrace. One is only left with a
question. Can the JD(U) and the TDP now escape
the deadly embrace?

This political relationship is just one-way tra�c 

A.S. Panneerselvan

a fellow of the Roja
Muthiah Research
Library, Chennai

In its political
alignments, the
Bharatiya Janata
Party reaps a
political fortune
while its alliance
partners stare 
at losses

Examination integrity
Even as the storm caused
by irregularities in this
year’s NEET has still to
settle, comes another
bombshell (Page 1,
“UGC-NET cancelled, CBI
probe ordered”, June 20).
While fairness, integrity and
transparency should be the

where to tap for
information. The
government needs to
protect the lives of the
ordinary man, who is
usually the most a�ected in
such incidents and who has
no social or safety nets.

A. Thirugnanasambantham,
Coimbatore

are a black spot.
A. Jainulabdeen,
Chennai

It does not require rocket
science to unearth who is
behind the spurious liquor
trade and the vending
points. Every police o�icer
would know what and

Tamil Nadu is shocking.
There needs to be a proper
investigation. The DMK
government is quick to talk
about its ‘Dravidian model’
as having helped it achieve
top spot in social
development/welfare
programmes. But the toxic
liquor deaths in the State

qualifying examinations
should be undertaken.
Standard operating
procedures must be
evolved.
V. Johan Dhanakumar,

Chennai

Hooch tragedy
The toxic liquor tragedy in

guiding factors in such
high-profile tests, it is
unfortunate that gaps are
being discovered much
after these tests are held. It
is deeply disheartening for
lakhs of genuine aspirants.
An overhaul of the
organisations which are
mandated to conduct such
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Rangoon, June 20: The Burma Chamber of
Commerce received a letter from the Secretary
to the Financial Commissioner. Burma, from
which it appeared that the Government of
Bengal are supporting the suggestion of the
Bengal Chamber of Commerce that the
Workmen’s Compensation Insurance Policies
should be stamped eight annas and the renewals
four annas, and the receipts for compensation
paid to the workers and that the agreements for
lodgment with Commissioners should be
exempted from Stamp duty, but the
Government of India, holding the suggestion not
suitable, for adoption, suggested that the duty of
such policies should be regulated according to
the amount of premium.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 21, 1924

Burma Chamber’s view.

I
ndia’s road transport sector contributes
about 12% to the country’s CO2 emissions,
according to the International Energy
Agency, making it the third most

greenhouse gas emitting sector after energy and
agriculture. The Union government has been
attempting to fast track decarbonising transport
for almost a decade with the introduction of the
Faster Adoption and Manufacture of Hybrid and
Electric Vehicles, or FAME in 2015. The third
iteration of this policy is likely to be announced
in this year’s Union Budget. FAME attempts to
generate demand for electric vehicles (EVs) and
hybrids by subsidising retail sales, encouraging
the manufacture of components and creating
and nurturing an EV ecosystem nationwide. But
the policy has changed from when it was
introduced, with a steady removal of subsidies
for hybrids. Some have welcomed this move,
while others point to the lack of charging
infrastructure, import dependence on advanced
battery components and technology, and a grid
still dominated by coal-based power, leading to
an increase in EVs overall carbon footprint from
mining rare earth elements to charging.
Professor Avinash Kumar Agarwal and Sharvari
Patki discuss the question in a conversation
moderated by Kunal Shankar. Edited excerpts:

The government in 2017, withdrew the
subsidy support for “mild hybrids” a�ecting
popular car models. Moreover, this segment
took advantage of about 65% of the subsidy
component at the time. How do you view this
decision by the Centre?

Sharvari Patki: About 90% of emissions in
transport are from road transport and 20% of
this from passenger cars. Now put hybrids in
perspective. Currently, two-wheelers constitute
75% of our vehicle sales and three-wheelers
another 4%, so together they are almost 80% of
vehicle sales. The EV market has already solved
major operational issues in these segments. The
majority of success in EV transition is seen in
these two categories. When we look at
commercial vehicles —primarily freight vehicles
— they are just 5% of the overall vehicle
population, but they alone contribute 34% of
emissions, yet we do not have the hybrid truck
discussion on the table. If we remove this major
chunk and then we come to passenger cars,
hybrids are a small portion of this. I am counting
strong hybrids because they o�er almost 25-30%
fuel e�ciency compared with internal
combustion engines (ICE). But the models cost
approximately ₹30 lakh apiece, making them fall
under the luxury car segment. We don’t need to
provide incentives for people who are buying

cars worth ₹30-40 lakh. If we go back to the
genesis of FAME, it was to move towards
emissions-free energy e�cient India. We
understand that in the policy space, there is no
silver bullet. You have to keep evolving as the
ecosystem evolves. If I go back to 2015 when
early electric cars were launched in India, we
had a range of around 120 kilometres, but in the
past years, we have indigenous cars, o�ering
350 to 400 kilometers on a single charge and
with zero emissions. We don’t have an in�nite
amount of taxpayers’ money. The limited pot
has to be given to help transition towards
energy-e�cient and emissions-free India. That
means we have to understand where we are
getting maximum value for our incentives. I
think the government is cognisant of this and
has accordingly changed the incentive patterns.

Avinash Kumar Agarwal: I think Sharvari has
made very nice points. I would slightly di�er
with her on certain aspects. I would like to
question the idea of a zero-emissions vehicle
anywhere in the world. You need some primary
source of energy and in India, more than 75% of
electricity is produced from coal. And if you
look at the average per kWh that you are
charging, there is a certain emission that you are
emitting into the environment. So when you
evaluate and make policies on ICE versus
hybrids versus electric, I must ask, am I getting
the kind of emission reductions that I am
looking for? To assess this, we looked at the car
segment in a recently published report. We had
looked at two-wheelers earlier. This report is
available freely on the website of IIT Kanpur.
When you talk about the sustainability of any
technology, you have three aspects — the life
cycle emission analysis, or LCA, per kilometer
usage of a vehicle right from production, mining
and recycling and how much emission you are
emitting into the environment, and �nally, an

important aspect especially in the Indian
context is the total cost of ownership or TCO.
This gives us total emissions, cost per kilometer
and then of course there is a social sustainability
aspect, which is more of a qualitative number.
So let’s just focus on LCA and TCO. When we did
this analysis for many of the cars which are
being sold in India, from the Indian players and
players with foreign origin, our estimates
suggest, in most cases, emissions from electric
are higher than ICE vehicles, and certainly more
than hybrid vehicles. The tendency we have in
India is to consider emissions and cost only from
the charging phase. So we say ₹1 per kilometer
and give these numbers only for the usage
phase. But you don’t put the cost of, say, for
example, battery change. So we did this total
cost of ownership for all these two power trains
and then we �gured in most cases, hybrids
emerged to be best in terms of environmental
impact, which means they were the least
polluting of all the three power trains. And EVs
were actually in some cases, even more
polluting than ICE vehicles. This is a limited case
that I’m making in the context of India, where
75% of the power is from carbon. So we �nd it
di�cult to digest when my EV enthusiast friends
say that it is CO2 free, it is not. We also don’t
have the basic raw materials for making battery
electric vehicles. You need large amounts of
metals like cobalt, nickel and lithium. And so in
hybrids, the advantage is that you can manage
with a very small battery pack and their total
cost of ownership is slightly higher because of
the di�erential tax rate. Hybrids today are taxed
even more than ICE vehicles.

Although the GST on them has been
proposed to be signi�cantly reduced…

AKA: Absolutely, but the government should
look at the overall objective. They should not get
into the business of choosing technology. You
must specify life cycle emission and GHG norms,
but when you start subsidising and start
choosing, then technology development and
progression actually stop. For a country like
India, the subsidy is not sustainable because of
the sheer numbers.

We must contextualise this conversation in

the backdrop of the rapid deployment of
renewables across India and the country’s
COP26 commitment to generate half of our
power from non-fossil based sources and
ramping up renewables capacity to 500 GW
by 2030. What do you think?

SP: As the professor rightly pointed out, today
we don’t have a completely clean grid, but this is
going to change. We are striving to ensure our
grid becomes greener and cleaner. But if we wait
for our grid to become green and then start our
transport transition, it might be too late. So
there would be some overlap where both
sectors’ transition must go hand in hand. We will
keep electrifying our transport, while we green
our grid. And when we say zero emission, we
completely understand we are talking about
zero tail pipe emission. So in the interim
scenario, when we are charging everything with
coal, we can say that hybrid makes better sense.
But again this depends on how many kilometers
you are running, which is the use case, the
vehicle class, etc. And when we consider energy
e�ciency, 100 units of energy in ICE versus 100
units of energy in EV, the majority of the energy
we apply in ICE is not utilised for actual
movement. Whereas, in EVs, the majority of
energy is used in traction, so by default, I think
EVs are more e�cient. We must also understand
when we do a TCO analysis, we don’t consider
the cost before tax. We consider what a user
pays. So again, TCO calculations have many
assumptions. How much fuel is used? How the
charging is done and at what rate? For example,
I come from Maharashtra. We have electric
meters which o�er us EV tari� at ₹5 and then
the TCO changes drastically. So these are
multiple things at play and I understand that we
must ensure to push technologies which are
e�ective overall and not in silos. 

As the government frames FAME 3, should it
consider hybrids on an equal footing for
subsidies?

AKA: I think they should be at an equal footing.
There should be no discrimination. 

SP: I think we must consider multiple
calculations and factors. Policies must evolve
with the changing sectoral landscape. We must
aim towards zero-emissions vehicles because
that will help us reach our climate and energy
security goals.

Should not EVs and Hybrids be treated equally for govt. subsidies? 

PARLEY

An electric car. GETTY IMAGES
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Policies must evolve with the changing
sectoral landscape. We must aim towards
zero-emissions vehicles because that will
help us reach our climate and energy security
goals
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A
t the end of each election season,
there is always a closing parade of
political experts and journalists

blowing their trumpets and waving their
“told you so” �ags. Then there are those
who have to eat crow. Some have the privi-
lege to do so in private and some others,
like the well respected pollster, end up
weeping on national television. 

Let’s set the trumpets and tears aside
for the moment to probe the very basic
question — why do voters mislead? It is
preposterous to assume that the voters
owe the truth to pollsters or journalists.
But more often than not, especially in the
rural parts of the country, the voters open
their hearts out, wearing their political
preferences on their sleeves. And we need
to be grateful for that. Many of us, wading
into the treacherous waters of election
predictions, have been victims of the “Bra-
dley E�ect.” 

In 1982, Tom Bradley, an African-Amer-
ican long-time mayor of Los Angeles, ran
as the Democratic Party’s candidate for
Governor of California against Republican
candidate George Deukmejian, a white
man of Armenian descent. Most polls in
the �nal days before the election showed
Bradley with a signi�cant lead. Stunning
the pollsters, Bradley lost the polls. A post-
poll investigation found that many white
voters who claimed they would vote for
Bradley actually voted for Deukmejian.
They told the surveyors the answer that
they felt would be deemed to be more pu-
blicly acceptable and in this case, racially
correct.

This election season, we saw our own
“Bradley E�ect” thanks to the fact that the
media stands widely discredited. I have
forgotten the number of times I had to
�eld accusations that I was working on the
payroll of the ruling party during this elec-
tion season. The voters often assume the
journalist or survey agency’s political po-
sitions align with that of the ruling regime.

One group of voters who particularly

confounded the surveyors and journalists
were the Dalits. Several post-poll analysis
have shown that Dalit voters, especially
the non-Jatav sections beholden to the
Bharatiya Janata Party in the last ten
years, shifted their loyalties. The BJP’s tal-
ly has been reduced to 55 seats (from 77 it
won in 2019) out of the total 131 seats re-
served for Scheduled Castes.

To lump all Dalit voters together is an
oversimpli�cation bordering on disres-
pect and a crime that we regularly indulge
in the name of political analysis. Being at
the bottom of the social pyramid, especial-
ly more so in villages, where caste hierar-
chies remain more or less intact, the Dalit
voters usually remain reticent about their
choices. At Belwara Chauraha, in Gorakh-
pur, ahead of the Lok Sabha polls, I met
Awdesh Paswan, a local contractor. He
and his friend had stopped by for a snack
at the tea stall. As I prodded & probed Mr.
Paswan and others sitting around, trying
to steer the conversation toward their pol-
itical preferences, several held forth on
dissecting the pros and cons of the two
main candidates in the fray. But Mr. Pas-
wan remained silent. His parting words to
me were, “Can’t speak here, madam, at
the chowk.” Instead, he chose to give me
his phone number, so that he could speak
his mind without fear of possible back-
lash. There are many like Mr. Paswan,
who don’t feel comfortable advertising
their political picks. And, more often than
not, the silent voters like him don’t get
counted, which leads to skewed predic-
tions. 

Though not an excuse, neither journal-
ists nor survey agencies can a�ord to
spend more time with voters like Mr. Pas-
wan and be patient enough till they decide
to open up. 

The reason journalists had a better run
than the pollsters in this season is because
unlike the pollsters, whose straitjacket res-
ponse forms run on data, we could spare a
thought for intangibles such as silence. 

sobhanak.nair@thehindu.co.in

NOTEBOOK

Trumpets, tears and 
elections: why do voters mislead 

Voters sometimes deceive pollsters due to social pressures or mistrust,
which can result in inaccurate election predictions

Sobhana K. Nair

In the aftermath

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X
Locals gather after a collision between the Kanchanjungha Express and a goods train, near Rangapani railway station, on June 17. At least 10 people were killed and 32 others

su�ered injuries, according to o�icials. PTI

Tokyo, June 20: An abnormally high level of
radio-active fall-out believed to be from
China’s nuclear test this week was detected
yesterday above Southern Japan, a
Government spokesman said.

Eighteen Soviet TU 16 badger
reconnaissance planes were spotted nine
times �ying over the Japan Sea o� Japan from
last evening to this morning apparently to
check on the latest Chinese nuclear test,

Japan’s Defence Agency o�cials said. 
The o�cials said the Soviet aircraft �ew at

an altitude of 9,600 metres to indicate that
they were engaged in collecting radio-active
fall-out.

China’s latest nuclear explosion is aimed at
“terrorising the weaker Asian countries and
bringing them under its in�uence” according
to the military observer of the Novosti Press
Agency of the Soviet Union.

Outer Mongolia has lodged a strong protest
against the nuclear test conducted by China, a
broadcast by Ulan Bator Radio said today. The
broadcast from the Outer Mongolia capital
monitored in Tokyo said the atmospheric
nuclear blast has caused “severe apprehension
and anger” among the people of the country.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 21, 1974

Radio-Active fall out ever
South Japan from China’s test
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Government permits
non-basmati rice
exports to Africa

2,000
tonnes. The

government,

through the

National Cooperative Exports Limited, has

permitted the export of 1,000 tonnes of

non-basmati white rice to Malawi and

Zimbabwe each. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of members
added to the EPFO in
the month of April

18.92
in lakh.

Retirement fund

body Employees’

Provident Fund Organisation added record

high net members in April, the highest

since the first payroll data was published in

2018, the Labour Ministry said. PTI

Heatwave deaths
between March 1 and
June 18 this year

114
deaths. The unrelenting

heatwave sweeping large

parts of the country has left

more than 40,984 people grappling with

suspected heatstroke, as per the Health

Ministry. Uttar Pradesh is the worst-

affected State reporting 37 deaths. PTI

The number of coal
mines being auctioned
by the MoC

161
The Union Ministry of Coal

and Mines (MoC), following

Minister G. Krishan Reddy’s

directive, will expedite mining block

exploration. The 10th round of auctions

begins June 21. So far, 161 coal mines have

been auctioned. PTI

The share of Indians
who want stronger
climate action

77
in per cent. With 33% having

recently experienced extreme

weather events, a majority of

Indians demand stronger climate action,

according to The Peoples’ Climate Vote

2024 survey. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

A
s of 9.30 p.m. on June 20, at
least 38 people had died after
consuming spurious liquor in
the Kallakurichi district of

Tamil Nadu while as many as 82 others
were receiving treatment in hospitals.
Immediately after news of the deaths
broke, Chief Minister M.K. Stalin had the
Collector transferred and the district
superintendent of police suspended. The
State has also deployed 2,000 police
personnel around the district. The
tragedy echoes a similar incident a year
ago in the State’s Chengalpattu and
Villupuram districts, in which more than
20 people died after consuming spurious
liquor. Liquor sales in Tamil Nadu are
controlled by the State, through around
5,000 outlets.

What is the alcohol in liquor?
Liquor is di�erentiated by its alcohol
content — from the 5% or so of beer to the
12% or so of wine to the 40% or so of
distilled spirits (all by volume). In the
beverages consumed for recreational
purposes, the alcohol in question is
almost always ethanol. In this context,
ethanol is technically a psychoactive drug
that, in low doses, reduces the level of
neurotransmission in the body, leading to
its typical intoxicating e�ects.

Contrary to popular belief, the World
Health Organisation has found “no level
of [its] consumption is safe for our
health”. Long-term use leads to
dependence, heightens the risk of some
cancers and heart disease, and may
eventually cause death.

Ethanol (C2H5OH) is one carbon atom
bonded to three hydrogen atoms and one
more carbon atom; the second carbon
atom is also bonded to two hydrogen
atoms and the hydroxyl group, also
known as the ion OH–. Inside the body,
ethanol is metabolised in the liver and the
stomach by alcohol dehydrogenase (ADH)
enzymes to acetaldehyde. Then,
acetaldehyde is transformed into acetate
by aldehyde dehydrogenase (ALDH)
enzymes. The adverse e�ects of alcohol
consumption, from the hangover to a
cancer, are due to acetaldehyde.

What is spurious liquor?
Spurious liquor is characterised by the
liquid mixture containing methanol as
well. The police were able to determine
last year that the spurious liquor in both
the Chengalpattu and Villupuram
incidents arose from the same source,
and that arrack sellers had purchased
methanol from factories and sold it to the
victims (Arrack is distilled from the
fermented sap of the palm tree).
Following the Kallakurichi incident, Mr.
Stalin constituted a one-man commission
headed by former High Court judge B.
Gokuldas to inquire into the tragedy. 

In many older cases, spurious liquor
has typically been a homemade liquor to
which methanol was added to strengthen
the intoxicating e�ects (in colloquial
parlance, its ‘kick’) and/or to increase its
bulk volume. The Food Safety and
Standards (Alcoholic Beverages)
Regulations 2018 stipulate the maximum
permissible quantity of methanol in
di�erent liquors. These values span a
wide range, including “absent” in coconut
fenny, 50 grams per 100 litres of country
liquor, and 300 grams per 100 litres of
pot-distilled spirits.

What is methanol?
The methanol molecule (CH3OH) consists

of one carbon atom bonded with three
hydrogen atoms and one hydroxyl group.

Schedule I of the Manufacture, Storage
and Import of Hazardous Chemical Rules,
1989 includes methanol. The Indian
Standard IS 517 applies to how the quality
of methanol is to be ascertained and,
together with the Tamil Nadu Denatured
Spirit, Methyl Alcohol, and Varnish
(French Polish) Rules 1959, what signage
methanol packaging should carry.

The most common way to produce
methanol is to combine carbon monoxide
and hydrogen in the presence of copper
and zinc oxides as catalysts at 50-100 atm
of pressure and 250° C. In the
pre-industrial era, going back to ancient
Egypt, people made methanol (together
with several other byproducts) by heating
wood to a very high temperature. 

Methanol has several industrial
applications, including as a precursor to
acetic acid, formaldehyde, and aromatic
hydrocarbons. It is also used as a solvent
and as antifreeze. In Tamil Nadu, the
manufacture, trade, storage, and sale of
methanol requires licences under the
1959 Rules.

How does spurious liquor kill?
The deadliness of spurious liquor arises
from methanol. James Manor, emeritus
professor of Commonwealth Studies at
the University of London, wrote in
December 2022, “In every hooch tragedy
in the history of India – and of the world
since 1945 – the poison has been
methanol.” The human body contains
in�nitesimal quantities of methanol (4.5
ppm in the breath of healthy individuals,
per a 2006 study) as a result of eating
some fruits. But even for an adult, more
than 0.1 ml of pure methanol per
kilogram of body-weight can be
devastating.

Once ingested, ADH enzymes
metabolise methanol in the liver to form
formaldehyde (H-CHO). Then ALDH
enzymes convert formaldehyde to formic
acid (HCOOH). The accumulation of
formic acid over time leads to a condition
called metabolic acidosis, which can lead
to acidaemia: when the blood’s pH drops
below its normal value of 7.35, becoming
increasingly acidic. The blood’s pH is
normally maintained by a balance
between an acid, like carbon dioxide
(CO2), and a base, like the bicarbonate
ion (HCO3–). The ‘metabolic’ in
‘metabolic acidosis’ means the
concentration of the bicarbonate ion is
dropping, leading to the acid gaining the
upper hand. Formic acid also interferes
with an enzyme called cytochrome
oxidase, disrupting cells’ ability to use
oxygen and leading to the build-up of
lactic acid and contributing to acidosis.

According to a paper published by the
journal Archives of Toxicology in January
2022, consuming methanol also leads to
“methanol-induced optic neuropathy …, a
serious condition that may result in
long-term or irreversible visual
impairment or even blindness [due to]
damage and loss of function of the optic
nerve and retina”. This consequence
“shows a tendency to occur as mass
poisonings around the world with a clear
predilection for poor societies in
developing countries,” it added.
Methanol-poisoning can also cause
cerebral edema, haemorrhage, and death.

How can methanol-poisoning be
treated?
Once methanol is ingested, the body takes
some time to completely eliminate it. One
estimate suggests as much as 33% is still
left behind after 48 hours. It is completely
absorbed via the gastrointestinal tract.

And blood methanol level can reach its
maximum value within 90 minutes.

There are two immediate ways to treat
methanol poisoning. One is to administer
pharmaceutical-grade ethanol. This may
sound counter-intuitive but ethanol
competes very well with methanol for the
ADH enzymes, which metabolise ethanol
around 10x faster. As a result, the
methanol is kept from being metabolised
to formaldehyde.

The other option is to administer an
antidote called fomepizole, which has a
similar mechanism: it slows the action of
the ADH enzymes, causing the body to
produce formaldehyde at a rate the body
can quickly excrete, preventing the
deadlier e�ects from kicking in.

Both courses of action are limited by
availability: fomepizole is expensive
whereas pharmaceutical-grade ethanol
needs to be administered under expert
supervision. Healthcare workers may also
have the individual undergo a dialysis to
remove methanol and formic acid salts
from the blood, and mitigate damage to
the kidneys and the retina.

They may also administer folinic acid,
which encourages the formic acid to
break up into carbon dioxide and water.
Both fomepizole and folinic acid are in
the WHO’s list of essential medicines.

The formic acid would have begun
accumulating in dangerous amounts
around 18-24 hours after ingestion,
a�ecting the optic nerve, kidneys, the
heart, and the brain. Ophthalmic e�ects
have been observed in 50% of those who
have consumed methanol, and they
become apparent within 24 hours.

If the individual consumed ethanol
along with the methanol, the damage may
not be evident until after a few days,
further delaying treatment and increasing
mortality.

How dangerous is methanol poisoning? 
What happened in the Kallakurichi district of Tamil Nadu? How is spurious liquor made and why does it have deadly e�ects? Why is methanol added to liquor

and how is it processed by the body if ingested? Is treatment e�ective? 

Tragic event: The bodies of victims who died after consuming spurious liquor being cremated at Karunapuram in Kallakurichi on June 20. KUMAR S.S.

Vasudevan Mukunth

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

At least 38 people had died
after consuming spurious
liquor in the Kallakurichi
district of Tamil Nadu. 

�

The deadliness of spurious
liquor arises from methanol.
James Manor, emeritus
professor of Commonwealth
Studies at the University of
London, wrote in December
2022, “In every hooch tragedy
in the history of India – and of
the world since 1945 – the
poison has been methanol.”

�

More than 0.1 ml of pure
methanol per kilogram of
body-weight can be
devastating.
Methanol-poisoning can also
cause cerebral edema,
haemorrhage, and death.
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021 marked the 25th year of
Indian — Kamal Haasan and
director Shankar’s �rst
collaboration — about which V.T.

Vijayan, one of the editors of the cult
classic, once shared an interesting
anecdote. In the now iconic ‘Telephone
Manipol’ song, Shankar wanted Manisha
Koirala and Kamal’s faces to be
transposed on the dancing penguins, but
due to time constraints, they could not
pull it o�. Shankar, who seemed to be
aware of the challenges that came with
VFX back in the late 90s — given that the
�lm depended on a lot of visual e�ects to
pull o� the two characters played by
Kamal — had also shot scenes of the lead
characters playing with penguins which
ended up in the �lm. Three years later,
Shankar’s imagination took shape in
Mudhalvan’s ‘Mudhalvanae’ song in which
the �lm’s characters appear as snakes. 

Pushing boundaries
Past the brahmandam (grandeur) his �lms
have become synonymous with, there’s
more to Shankar’s �lms than lavish sets,
exotic locations and idealist tropes. With
a career spanning more than 30 years,
after assisting �lmmakers like Pavithran
and S. A. Chandrasekhar, Shankar made
his directorial debut with Gentleman in
1993. Though Gentleman is not a �lm one
would often associate with the
magni�cence Shankar later became
known for, even in his debut �ick, the
young �lmmaker wanted to push the
boundaries of �lmmaking and
incorporate technology. The iconic A.R.
Rahman song ‘Chikku Bukku Rayile’ was
initially supposed to be a bus song, but
ended up being a train song; what often
goes unnoticed is how di�cult it would
have been to shoot in an actual moving
train at night. And who can forget the
animated tears and arrows from the song?

If Shankar’s technical prowess and
command over technology rose in
Gentleman, it began taking baby steps in
his sophomore Kadhalan. Prabhu Deva
shooting arrows in ‘Chikku Bukku Rayile’
was a precursor for what we had in store
with ‘Mukkala Mukkabla’, in which he
turns into an ‘invisible man’ and in
‘Ennavale Adi Ennavale’ where his
2-dimensional ‘soul’ picks up his lady
love’s equivalent and the two �y from an
auditorium in Chennai to the hills of Kulu
Manali! The grandeur, like the glass
framed bus for ‘Urvasi Urvasi’, spilled
over to the �lm as well with Mysore’s
famous Lalitha Mahal being shown as the
female lead’s house. Also, Kadhalan was
the last �lm to be given access to shoot
inside the Chidambaram Nataraja Temple. 

But it was with his third �lm Indian
that Shankar’s imagination and quest for
resplendence really took wings. The
biggest �lm of his career at that moment
with one of the biggest stars of the Indian
�lm industry, Shankar not only upped the
ante with songs (‘Akadanu Naanga’ and
‘Maya Machindra’) but also with the
feature �lm itself. Starring Kamal in dual
roles, the �lm had several scenes
featuring both characters on screen — and
at times even overlapping each other —
and complex editing patterns like
composing multiple layers. Hollywood
make-up artists Michael Westmore and

Michael Jones were brought in to design
the now-famous “Indian thatha” look. 

Going over and above
In his next four �lms — Jeans, Mudhalvan,
its Hindi remake Nayak, and Boys —
Shankar continued with his share of
slice-of-life movies and �lms on
co-occurring social issues with vigilante
themes. Unsurprisingly, his use of VFX
and shooting at exotic locales took a new
leap. The ‘Poovukkul’ song in Jeans
showed us several wonders of the world,
while ‘Kannodu Kaanbadhellam’ featured
two Aishwarya Rais simultaneously
dancing on screen with visual e�ects. A
favourite trivia is how the dinosaur that
magically appears to wish the lead couple
in the last scene, is a reused clip from
Jurassic Park’s iconic shot! 

In Mudhalvan, Shankar kept the visual
e�ects magic to the songs and opted for
realism; however, its cinematographer
(and late director) K.V. Anand called the
Anna Salai riot sequence as one of the
most challenging shots of his career. Even
a coming-of-age �lm like Boys had a song,
‘Ale Ale’ which featured the time freeze
technology, made famous by �lms like
The Matrix, that was achieved by linking
62 cameras to create one seamless shot. 

The �lmmaker would go on to push the
boundaries of the time freeze technology
for an action sequence in Anniyan. If that
did not make the shot challenging
enough, it also had 127 professionally
trained �ghters from Vietnam and
involved extensive rope work. If the Boys’

bullet time shot had 62 cameras achieving
a 180° rotation, in Anniyan, Shankar used
122 cameras for a 270° rotation which
were rendered by the VFX studio Big
Freeze in London. 

As for the songs, ‘Kumari’ was shot at a
large tulip garden in Vijfhuizen near
Amsterdam, while ‘Kannum Kannum
Nokia’ was shot at the Nokia
Headquarters in Espoo, Finland, the
Kuala Lumpur International Airport and
Petronas Towers. 

Sivaji: The Boss, Shankar’s �rst
collaboration with Rajinikanth, became
the �rst Tamil �lm to enter the 100-crore
box o�ce collection club. Technically,
Sivaji was the �rst Indian �lm to use Dolby
Atmos surround sound technology;
similarly, K.V. Anand used balloon lights
brought from the French company Airstar
Space Lighting to shoot an action
sequence in an open-air theatre at night.
But once again, it was the songs where
the visionary in Shankar sparkled the
most. For ‘Vaaji Vaaji’, art director Thota
Tharani made a Babylonian palace, and
for ‘Sahana’, he created a glass house.
Keeping with shooting at exotic locations
abroad for songs, the ‘Style’ song was
shot at the Guggenheim Museum in
Bilbao, Spain. However, the location was
not the highlight as Shankar had another
trick up his sleeve. The song featured a
fair-skinned version of Rajinikanth, which
was achieved with CGI. Every single
movement of Rajinikanth had to be shot
again with a British woman and her skin
colour was digitally implemented onto

that of Rajinikanth’s.
What started in the early 2000s as

Robot, a techno-thriller set in a future
Chennai starring Kamal and Preity Zinta,
turned into Enthiran in 2010 with
Rajinikanth and Aishwarya Rai. Shankar,
who loved toying with technology, aided
by the �lm’s genre, went to town creating
a benchmark for Indian sci-� �lms.
U.S.-based special e�ects studio Legacy
E�ects, the company behind practical
e�ects for �lms like Avatar, Iron Man 2,
The Avengers, Life of Pi and Paci�c Rim,
took Enthiran as their �rst international
project. Previsualisation technique was
used in 40 out of the 60 visual e�ects
scenes and it consisted of 2,000 takes
with the pre-production work alone
taking one and a half years. For creating
robots with Rajini’s appearance, Doom
Light Stage systems were used to scan his
face in 3D digital format. A mannequin
made by a Legacy E�ects team of 100
technicians in Los Angeles was used as
Chitti the robot, and six puppeteers were
brought in to control its movements.
Once again, for the songs, it was the ruins
of the Incan city of Machu Picchu in Peru
for ‘Kilimanjaro’ and Lençóis
Maranhenses National Park in
northeastern Brazil for ‘Kadhal Anukkal’. 

After a tryst with a remake in the form
of Nanban, Shankar returned to making a
big-screen extravaganza with I starring
Vikram. This time, he worked with the
New Zealand-based special e�ects studio
Wētā Workshop and even met director
Peter Jackson. Hong Kong martial arts
choreographer and director of classics
like Drunken Master starring Jackie Chan,
Yuen Woo-ping, was brought in as a stunt
co-ordinator. Here, Shankar chose Red
Seabeach in Panjin and Li River in Guilin,
China to shoot the ‘Pookkalae’ song. 

Shankar then opted for sci-� once
again and did his �rst standalone sequel,
2.0, reuniting with Rajinikanth. The
�lmmaker teamed up with Legacy E�ects
and 2.0 became the �rst Indian �lm to be
natively shot in 3D. Crazy Rich Asians and
Batman Returns costume designer Mary
E. Vogt, stunt choreographer Kenny Bates
and visual e�ects specialists John Hughes
and Walt Jones of Tau Films were also
brought in. The �lm reportedly had 1,000
visual e�ects shots making it the most
expensive Indian �lm during its release. 

Real life inspirations
Past the grandeur and impeccable visual
imagery, Shankar’s �lms have majorly
stuck to contemporary issues with
real-life incidents adding inspirations to
his tropes. If it was the cold war between
the then-Tamil Nadu Chief Minister J.
Jayalalithaa and Marri Chenna Reddy in
Kadhalan, the botched brain surgery in
Jeans is said to be inspired by a true
incident involving late-actor Sridevi’s
mother. Mudhalvan’s idea was inspired by
the Nixon-Frost interviews as well as actor
Sivaji Ganesan being named the honorary
mayor of Niagara Falls, New York for one
day. His Enthiran’s Chitti is often
compared with the titular character of
Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel Frankenstein
while I had similarities to The Hunchback
of Notre Dame and Beauty and the Beast. 

The �lmmaker also worked extensively
with writers like Balakumaran, Sujatha,
Subha, B. Jeyamohan, Lakshmi
Saravanakumar, Kabilan Vairamuthu and
Madhan Karky, and his upcoming �lm is
written by director Karthik Subbaraj. 

It’s been 31 years since Shankar made
his debut and each one of his �lms stands
as a testimony to his impeccable and
audacious vision. Some of his �lms might
have not aged well — predominantly
because of their underlying themes and
authoritarian tone — but that does not
take away the impact of his attention
towards making a �lm which has inspired
a whole new generation of �lmmakers to
dream big.

Why Shankar’s legacy goes
beyond mere grandeur 
With Shankar’s ‘Indian 2’ all set for release in less than a month, we look at the pioneering e�orts that make the

veteran �lmmaker’s work not just distinguishable, but also a benchmark yet to be surpassed 

A still from Sivaji: The Boss. 

Gopinath Rajendran

X

QUESTION 1

A book which is part of a popular
best-selling series was released
on this date in 2003. The book
prominently features one of the
most hated characters from the
series. Black quill, educational
decree no 27 and a prophecy are
some of the interesting elements
from the book. Identify the series
and the book. 
X

QUESTION 2 

This Prime Minister, who was
sworn in on June 21, 1991, was
the first Congress PM outside the
Gandhi-Nehru family. He was
also posthumously awarded the
Bharat Ratna, India's highest
civilian award recently. Name the

Prime Minister.
X

QUESTION 3 

June 21 is celebrated as the
International Day of Yoga. When did
the United Nations General
Assembly adopt a resolution to this
e�ect?
X

QUESTION 4 

India will experience the summer
solstice on June 21. The summer
solstice marks the event when the
Sun is at its southernmost position
to Earth’s equator. Is the statement
true?
X

QUESTION 5 

This American whistleblower, who
was born on this day, became a
naturalised Russian citizen in 2022.
His book is called Permanent

Record. Identify the person.

Questions and Answers to the

previous day’s daily quiz: 1. This
player played 193 games without winning
a championship. Ans: Karl Malone

2. This player holds the record for
winning the most rings in the NBA. Ans:

Bill Russell

3. Name the former Los Angeles Lakers
and Miami Heat coach whose record
Mazzula broke. Ans: Pat Riley

4. The common link between Indiana
Pacers, Memphis Grizzlies, Los Angeles
Clippers, Phoenix Suns etc. Ans: These

are the teams that have never won

the NBA championship

5. The last NBA team to win a repeat
championship. Ans: The Golden State

Warriors in 2017 and 2018

Visual: Identify this player. Ans: Robert

Horry

Early Birds: K. N. Viswanathan|
Niharbala Behera| Abhinav Raj| Sadhan
Kumar Panda| Ayushman

THE DAILY QUIZ

Some signi�cant events occurred on June 21. Here is a quiz on observances,
birthdays and everything else that happened on the day

X

Visual question:

The Ferris wheel was launched on June 21, 1893 to great success. Name the event
it debuted in and the place. EMMANUAL YOGINI

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Abhinaya. K

“Origin of the word O.K. (Sheila Jacob,
New Delhi)”

“O.K. is American in origin. Although it
is a commonly used word, nobody is
really sure how the word came into being.
Several theories have been put forward;
each more colourful than the other. One
of the claims made is that O.K. has been
borrowed from an Indian language — not
Bharatia Indian, but American Indian.
Some feel that the word has been
borrowed from the Choctaw tribe who
used the word ‘okeh’ to mean ‘it is so.’
President Woodrow Wilson believed in
this theory and he always spelt the word
‘okeh.’ 

Another view is that it dates back to the
U.S. Presidential race of 1840. The
Democrats wanted their candidate,
Martin Van Buren, to be re-elected for a
second term. So they formed the
‘Democratic O.K. Club.’ The O.K. stood for
Old Kinderhook, a village in New York
State where Van Buren was born. The
members of this club were called O.K.’s.
The O.K.s were merely a bunch of rowdies
and their job was to break up the
meetings of the rival party — the Whigs.
They did such a good job disrupting
meetings that their activities were
constantly reported in the newspapers.
This constant reference helped to keep
the word O.K. alive. 

The names of Andrew Jackson, the
seventh President of the United States and
Obadiah Kelly have been linked with this
word. The story goes that when Jackson
was a court clerk in Tennessee, he used to
write ‘O.K.’ on the legal documents he
had gone through. The O.K. was merely
an abbreviation for ‘orl korrect’ which
was Jackson’s spelling of ‘all correct’. The
story about Jackson’s misspelling has
been written about so often that many
people believe it. 

Obadiah Kelly, whose name has also
been associated with this word, was a
clerk in the railways. Whenever he
received a parcel for shipment, he always
wrote ‘O.K.’ on it. There are di�erent
interpretations of the initials. Some say, it
stood for his name, while others maintain
that like Andrew Jackson, the railway
clerk used the initials to mean ‘orl
korrect.’ 

During the mid 19th century, American
humourists deliberately started to
misspell words. This was because these
authors made illiterates heroes of their
stories. So words like ‘all correct’ were
spelt ‘orl korrect.’ It was also fashionable
during this time to reduce words and
phrases to their initials. A boy might say
to a girl ‘O.K.K.B.W.P.’ to mean ‘one kind
kiss before we part.’ So it is quite possible
that the misspelt ‘orl korrect’ was reduced
to ‘O.K.’ Though American in origin, O.K.
is used by speakers of English all over the
world. There was a time when the English
people used to look down on anyone who
said O.K. In other words, it was ‘nokay’
with them. Now, O.K. is O.K. with all. O.K.
is also spelt okay and okey. It can be used
as a verb also. His proposal was not
okayed. Is my explanation of o.k., okey or
is it ‘nokay’? ‘No-Kay’ meaning ‘not o.k.’ is
used by some jocularly. You will not �nd
the word in dictionaries.”

Published in The Hindu on June 16,
1992.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian
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T
he GFCJ Container train
moving at around 45 kmph
collided with the 13174
Kanchenjunga Express from
behind after passing

Rangapani station near New Jalpaiguri,
resulting in 10 fatalities and
approximately 40 other casualties. 

Another major rail accident has
triggered the usual clamour, with
various narratives and theories
circulating and calls for the Railway
Minister’s resignation. Let me steer
away from this cacophony and
counterblast to present what is not so
obvious.

Within hours of the accident, the
CEO of Indian Railways (IR) addressed
the media, making the standard
statements about ongoing rescue and
restoration e�orts. However, in a
departure from the usual
non-committal stance regarding the
prima facie cause, the CEO stated that
the loco pilot of the goods train had
disregarded signals. 

She mentioned that both crew
members had perished and indicated
that the rollout of Kavach, the train
signalling and protection system, was
progressing slowly due to lack of
capacity with the allied industry.

INFORMATION GAPS

Shortly thereafter, IR appeared to
retract the initial claim, indicating that it

was not solely an error on the part of the
goods train's loco pilot. 

They introduced the possibility of
multiple signal failures and revealed that
the station master had issued a memo
allowing the loco pilot to pass failed
signals. 

Additionally, it was clarified that the
assistant loco pilot was alive and
recovering in the hospital. This level of
misinformation at the highest level is
not a trivial matter. It highlights serious
discrepancies in how IR handles
accidents and disseminates related
information.

The statutory inquiry by the
Commissioner of Railway Safety (CRS)
has already begun, and we will soon
know the cause and responsibility for
the mishap. 

However, it is clear that the loco pilot
of the goods train failed to take
necessary precautions regarding
restricted speed, and an ambiguous
memo was indeed issued by the station
master. While they are likely to be held
accountable, the question remains:
should the responsibility end there? 

It is quite likely that this was not an
isolated case of human error and similar
instances of negligence or careless
operation occur frequently, going

unquestioned as they result in no
accidents or, at worst, near misses. It is
hoped that the CRS will thoroughly
examine this aspect, and if managerial
apathy is established, accountability
should extend much higher up the
hierarchy.

The issue of managerial indi�erence
brings us to the aspect of utilising
modern tools to improve safety. Despite
the availability of extensive digital data
related to train operations —such as
station data loggers, axle counters, and
advanced microprocessors on
locomotives and trains — there is a
glaring absence of meaningful,
day-to-day alerts generated from this
data. Currently, the data is only used for
delayed post-mortem analyses. Given
that manual analysis is too cumbersome
and time-consuming, AI-enabled
applications must be implemented. 

These tools would not only ensure
quick post-mortem analyses but also
generate real-time critical alerts for top
management. 

This, in turn, would enable focused
attention on root causes, fostering a
culture of enhanced monitoring and
overall safety consciousness. 

Despite recommendations in this
direction for several years, and a strong
push for it following the massively fatal
Balasore tragedy, little progress has
been made in this area. Implementing
AI-driven solutions is essential to
transform the approach to safety in
railway operations.

COSTLY DELAY

Had Kavach, an indigenous signalling
system designed to enhance capacity
and safety, been installed in the area, it

would have prevented the accident by
stopping the train at every red signal and
controlling its speed to the stipulated
level. IR has clearly favoured Kavach
over the established imported signalling
system, ETCS Level II, since nearly last
three years, indicating their full
confidence in it. 

Given that IR is receiving
unprecedented investment,
approximately ₹2.6-lakh crore annually,
why is the rollout of Kavach so slow? The
system has not advanced even by a
kilometre in the last three years beyond
the 1,400 kilometres covered on South
Central Railway. The argument of lack of
capacity in the industry does not hold, as
it is IR's responsibility to create
capacities through progressive policies.
This appears to be a case of lack of focus,
resulting in sluggish execution.

IR’s safety record, in terms of
fatalities per year, has definitely
improved over the years due to
measures such as enhanced track
maintenance and the elimination of
unmanned level crossings, part of a
continuous e�ort by successive
governments. 

However, it is no longer su�cient to
compare with the past and hide behind
data. Investments in safety works over
the years, albeit inadequate, mean that
not only must the number of accidents
continue to decrease, but with the
availability of modern tools, the aim
should be to move towards a
zero-fatality record. The time for IR to
wake up is now.

The writer is Retd. General Manager/Indian Railways,
Leader of Train 18/Vande Bharat project and
Independent Rail Consultant

Railways safety going off-track?

PTI

Had Kavach been installed
in the area, it would have
prevented the accident by
stopping the train at
every red signal and
controlling its speed to 
the stipulated level.

TRAGIC MESS. The Rangapani accident raises the same old questions. The roll out of the indigenous 
Kavach safety system must be speeded up along with AI solutions for safety
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I
ndustry associations have been coming up
with their usual wish-lists ahead of the
upcoming Budget for 2024-25. Most

suggestions are on expected lines, with plugs for
rural infrastructure and consumption boost, job
creation, PSU privatisation, GST rationalisation,
anti-dumping action and so on. However, it is
surprising to see some demands for the Centre to
further ratchet up its capital spending. One 
demand, for instance, has been for the Centre to
raise its capital outlays by 25 per cent in the FY25
budget compared to the 17 per cent increase in the
interim Budget.

The expectation that the Central
government will continue to do the heavy
lifting on fixed capital investments, while
the private sector waits for utopian
conditions, seems unreasonable. With the
government handing out significant tax
breaks to private corporations just before
Covid, India Inc exited the pandemic in
better shape than households. National
Accounts data show that, with the Centre
tightening its belt on revenue spending and
shifting its expenditure mix in favour of
capital spending, government-driven Gross
Fixed Capital Formation (GFCF) shot up
by 64 per cent between FY19 and FY23,
while private sector GFCF rose only 52 per
cent. The private sector’s share in capital
formation has fallen in the last five years
while the government’s has climbed. It is
about time India Inc picks up the baton on
capital investments, while the government
focuses on fiscal consolidation.

The usual excuses that industry captains
trot out for dragging their feet on capex are
wearing thin. Trends in the sales of FMCGs,
white goods, e-commerce, two-wheelers
and cars, air tra�c, hotel bookings et al in
recent quarters, belie the claim that
domestic demand remains uncertain.
Besides the optimism exuded by consumers
in the RBI’s forward-looking surveys, bank
retail credit o�take has been growing at
over 20 per cent. In recent months, real
GDP numbers have overshot estimates
while Purchasing Managers Indices (PMIs)
for both manufacturing and services have
stayed in expansion mode. Industrial
capacity utilisation nudging 74.7 per cent in
the RBI’s latest OBICUS survey (Q3 FY24)
also o�ers little hint of factories idling or
struggling for new orders. Helped by tax
cuts and benign commodity prices, India
Inc has seen a manifold expansion in its
profitability and cash flows in the last five
years, with net-debt-to-EBIDTA halving in
this period. As a result, rising interest rates
have not made much of a dent in corporate
debt servicing ability.

It is not clear what cues India Inc is
waiting for, to embark on capital expansion.
The time is ripe for it to get going, while
allowing the Centre to prioritise fiscal
consolidation over a continued capex
boost. The government needs to scale back
its market borrowings to create room for
the private sector to fund its capex, and for
the Monetary Policy Committee to
consider easing up on rates.

Capital priority
India Inc’s excuses for slow capex pace wear thin 
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Global partnership
This is with reference to “G7 action
plan to use AI in work arena holds
promise”, (June 20). 
An action plan for the use of AI in the
workplace was announced, together
with the creation of a brand to
promote the implementation and
use of the International Code of
Conduct for advanced AI systems, in
cooperation with OECD. G7 leaders
stressed the importance of global
partnership to bridge the digital
divide. 
To do so, they must move beyond
the flash and noise of large language

models to tackle the AI systems
already doing harm today. This will
involve looking beyond just the
technical aspects of AI, and focussing
on the social aspects as well. 
P Sundara Pandian
Virudhunagar

Driving formulations
With reference to the news report
“Indian domestic formulations
market to cross ₹5.5-lakh crore in 10
years: Avendus Capital” (June 20),
Indian pharmaceutical formulations
market has seen robust growth in
the last 20 years.

The overall growth has been
powered by the domestic as well as
export growth of generic
formulations. For the domestic
formulations market, the the next
decade is poised to have a high
growth trajectory. 
However, for the sector to achieve
the ambitious target growth of
almost doubling the Indian
pharmaceutical formulation market
size by 2030, India needs to
aggressively enhance its embedded
strengths in innovation, R&D and
manufacturing and scale up the
quality standards. 

Lessons needs to be learnt from
the few quality embarrassments
faced by the Indian pharma
industry in the international market
in recent years and quality and
compliance standards should be
improved. 
Kosaraju Chandramouli 
Hyderabad

Monsoon worries
This refers to the Editorial your
‘Rural revival’, the optimism
generated by the revival in rural
demand must be tempered with
the reality of a less than normal

monsoon this year. 
The government’s over emphasis on
capital expenditure has led to a
decrease in consumption
expenditure leading to a destruction
of demand in the discretionary
spending. 
The government must think of
putting more money in the hands of
the people to stimulate demand.
With the change in climatic
agricultural operations are bound to
be a�ected. A lesser dependence on
agriculture is the way forward.
Anthony Henriques
Mumbai

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

C
lear vision is crucial for
performing one’s job e�ectively,
especially in professions

requiring sharp eyesight. From artisans
and garment factory workers to tailors
and tea plantation labourers, clear
eyesight enhances productivity,
increases income, and prolongs
employability.

Research across various sectors has
demonstrated that correcting vision
significantly boosts worker productivity.
A randomised controlled trial by
VisionSpring found that tea garden
workers in Assam increased their
productivity by more than 20 per cent
following presbyopia correction. The
Indian Journal of Ophthalmology
estimates that visual impairments could
reduce India's GDP by 0.47-0.7 per cent,
equating to ₹1,158 billion.

Our eye’s natural lens focuses light on
the retina, enabling clear vision. In
youth, this lens is soft and flexible,
adjusting to focus on objects both near
and far. By age 40 — sometimes as early
as 35 — the lens hardens and loses
flexibility, leading to presbyopia.
Correcting presbyopia is simple with
prescription glasses. 

Screening for presbyopia doesn’t
require extensive optometric expertise;
it can be done by vision technicians with
basic training. The World Health
Organization (WHO) successfully

implemented a model partnering with
civil society organisations in
Bangladesh, Kenya, Malawi, Uganda, and
Zambia to facilitate the screening and
distribution of reading glasses through
community health workers. Many
developed nations now allow
over-the-counter purchase of reading
glasses, streamlining access.

In India, the Medical Devices Rules,
2017 (MD Rules), set under the Drugs
and Cosmetics Act of 1940, govern the
sale and distribution of medical devices. 

In September 2020, the Drug
Controller General of India (DCGI)
proposed classifying spectacles and
spectacle lenses as medical devices.
After public consultation, these items
were excluded from the final list,
allowing eyeglasses to be sold on
e-commerce platforms and in physical
stores without a prescription. 

A�ordable eyeglasses are available
online for ₹150 and even cheaper in
markets like Chandni Chowk in Delhi
for under ₹20.

GOVT INITIATIVES

The Central and various State
governments have launched initiatives
to make eyeglasses more accessible and
a�ordable. The National Programme for
Control of Blindness and Visual
Impairment o�ers free screenings and
provides reading glasses worth up to
₹350 for individuals aged 45 and older. 

In Telangana, the Kanti Velugu
scheme aims for universal eye screening,
having screened 15 million people and

distributed five million eyeglasses in its
first phase. 

The second phase, with a ₹200-crore
budget, targets another 15 million
screenings and the distribution of 5.5
million eyeglasses. Andhra Pradesh’s
YSR Kanti Velugu programme, launched
in 2019, aimed screening 50 million
people over three years at a cost of ₹561
crore, distributing about 2,500 pairs of
eyeglasses daily. By the end of its third
phase, nearly 18 million individuals had
been screened.

Despite these e�orts, millions of
Indians — totalling approximately 300
million people according to the Indian
Journal of Ophthalmology — still su�er
from uncorrected presbyopia. 

India has one optometrist for every
180,000 people, compared to one per
10,000 in developed countries. This
shortage is even more severe in rural
areas where deploying optometrists is
not economically feasible. Organising
screening camps requiring
ophthalmologists and optometrists can

increase costs tenfold. Many are
unaware that optometrist screenings are
not required for reading glasses, which
can be provided through WHO’s model
using health workers or community
groups.

Government programmes o�er free
or subsidised eyeglasses but often
require a prescription from a
government eye specialist, negating the
benefit of easier access. 

Eyeglasses must be procured through
State or district bodies, delaying
distribution. 

For instance, ASHA workers in one
government initiative conduct initial
screenings and direct those with vision
issues to a camp or district hospital for
further examination. 

However, 20 per cent of people do not
attend this second screening, and those
who do may wait up to six months to
receive eyeglasses through the
government scheme.

These initiatives can be improved by
removing the requirement for
prescriptions from government eye
specialists, allowing ASHA workers and
community cadres to conduct
screenings and distribute glasses. This
would extend reach and reduce costs. 

By providing accessible, a�ordable,
and appropriate vision correction, we
can unlock significant productivity
gains, increase income, and improve the
quality of life for millions. 

Gupta is COO, The/Nudge Institute, and Bhushan is
Founding-CEO, Ayushman Bharat

Clear vision can transform lives and livelihoods

Amit Gupta
Indu Bhushan

IMPROVED VISION. Social and
economic benefits

Access to a�ordable reading glasses through community health workers can enhance productivity and employability
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T
he evolution of Nvidia from game-chip designer to the world’s most 
valuable company is not accidental. It is directly connected to its expertise 
in designing semiconductors that are good at intensive number-crunch-
ing. The timeline is straightforward. ChatGPT was publicly released in 

November 2022, sparking a frenzy of artificial intelligence (AI) development. In 
2023, Nvidia more than doubled revenues to $60.9 billion as its chips became the 
hottest commodity in the world. Nvidia’s net profits expanded six times to $29.7 
billion. The company’s market capitalisation crossed $1 trillion for the first time in 
May 2023 and it has tripled in the next 13 months. Nvidia is unusual in that it is a 
chip-maker that doesn’t make chips. It designs specialised semiconductors, which 
are manufactured to specification by contract fabricators. It is even open to having 
its chips manufactured by foundries owned by rivals like Intel. 

Nvidia’s initial focus was the gaming market and it remains the dominant 
player with around an 80 per cent market share in gaming. Gaming created a 
demand for co-processors (also called graphics processing units or GPUs) to handle 
complex calculations for image-rendering, while leaving the central processing 
unit (CPU) free to handle less calculation-heavy tasks. AI requires similar but even 
more intensive processing by GPUs and Nvidia’s expertise has helped it become a 
leader in AI. Apart from expertise in chip design, the company has unusual char-
acteristics in terms of corporate culture. It has a small workforce for a trillion-
dollar corporation with fewer than 30,000 employees. Among other trillion-dollar 
concerns, Microsoft has more than 220,000 employees, while Apple has a headcount 
of over 160,000 and Google more than 180,000. 

Its name derives from wordplay on “Next Version” and “Invidia”, which is 
the Latin word for envy. For many years, internal messaging from its President 
and Chief Executive Officer Jensen Huang always started with a warning: “Our 
company is thirty days from going out of business.” This was actually the case 
in 1997, when Nvidia was on the brink of folding up. The messaging embodies 
the sense of frenetic desperation that continues to drive Nvidia. It is now involved 
in a number of partnerships for research and deployment, including many part-
nerships in India, notably with Tata and Reliance Groups, as well as several of 
the Indian Institutes of Technology. 

The US has blocked the export of certain Nvidia chips to China because of 
possible military applications. Some of its top-end GPUs, which cost $100,000-
plus, are in such short supply that they are delivered under armed guards, and 
can be resold at significant premiums. The company has also been criticised by 
Linux developers (including Linus Torvalds) and by the gamer community for 
not open-sourcing drivers — the codes that run its chips. This makes it hard for 
developers and game designers to optimise Nvidia performance. However, 
Nvidia has bowed to community and peer pressure and started to open-source 
because its rivals Intel and AMD do so. Management theorists might cite one 
significant concern. Nvidia has risen to monopoly status, which is why it is 
valued so highly. It is such a critical component of the AI supply chain that a 
slight blip in its performance could derail the entire industry. Until such time as 
its rivals develop credible competencies, this would remain cause for worry.

Demanding questions
All India exam protocols need a rethink

C
ontroversies over the National Eligibility Cum Entrance Test (NEET) and 
the University Grants Commission-National Eligibility Test (UGC-NET) 
focus the spotlight squarely on the capabilities of the National Testing 
Agency (NTA) to conduct such nation-wide examinations for admission 

to institutes of higher education. The NTA was set up in 2017 as an autonomous 
institution to create a scientific exam system on a par with global standards, super-
seding bodies such as the All India Council of Technical Education and the Central 
Board of Secondary Education and colleges and institutions that conducted these 
exams before. It is one of the world’s largest competitive testing agencies, con-
ducting, among others, such exams as the Joint Entrance Exam for engineering 
colleges, the Common Management Admission Test and so on. Ironically, the 
NTA appears to be facing the same problems that it was set up to counter — of 
questionable practices in conducting exams by a myriad of institutions. 

Problems have been showing up in piecemeal fashion since the NTA started 
functioning in 2018, such as substitute candidates appearing to write an exam (and 
topping it), incorrect scores, papers distributed in the wrong medium, and so on. 
Many of these problems converged on the current controversy over the NEET, for 
admission to undergraduate medical, dental, Ayush, and other courses, and the 
matter has reached the Supreme Court. Among the complaints were irregularities 
and discrepancies in the results, which were declared on June 4, the same day as 
the results of the Lok Sabha elections. Chief among them was the unusually high 
number of perfect scores, many of them reportedly from students in one centre in 
Haryana. Additionally, it emerged several students were granted “grace marks” for 
candidates facing paper-related issues, raising questions of transparency. There 
were also allegations of paper leaks in Bihar and Godhra (Gujarat). The Union gov-
ernment has since rescinded the grace marks and ordered a re-examination later 
this month. The latest UGC-NET, for entry-level teaching jobs and admission to 
PhD programmes, was cancelled by the Ministry of Education following reports 
from the Ministry of Home Affairs that the integrity of the exam might have been 
compromised. Interestingly, both allegations of paper leaks have emerged just 
months after Parliament passed a law to curb this India-wide menace. 

The NTA’s shortcomings are one aspect of the problem. But the current con-
troversies also point to larger questions about the structure of the education system. 
The immediate one is whether centralising exams, involving enormous numbers 
spread across wide geographies, is a practical option. For instance, some 2.4 million 
students sat for the NEET and 900,000 for the UGC-NET in over 300 cities. The 
broader problem lies in the shortcomings of India’s schooling system and the inad-
equate number of quality institutes of higher education. Students sitting for the 
NEET compete for 109,000 MBBS seats, for example. As a result, middle-class and 
lower-middle-class parents tend to invest their life savings on enrolling their 
children in expensive coaching classes to crack these exams. The high number of 
suicides by students who fail to make the cut is a direct result of these pressures. 
All told, the stakes for Indian students are unconscionably high. At the very least, 
the NTA urgently needs to address its own inefficacies so as not to add to them.
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R
egulation impacts our lives much more than 
we realise. From the coffee we have at breakfast, 
the e-platform-based taxi we use to go out, the 

e-payment we make for that journey, and our 
medicines and nutritional supplements — all these 
activities take place in regulated markets. The per-
formance and soundness of each of these sectors is 
undergirded by the level of state capability of one or 
more regulators. 

Today, there are over 20 Statutory Regulatory 
Authorities (SRAs) at the Union level, spanning sectors 
such as finance, telecommunications, electricity, 
water, food safety, competition, warehousing, airports, 
major ports, insolvency, medical 
professionals, dentists, nurses, 
auditors, and valuers, among oth-
ers. Many SRAs also operate at the 
state level. Collectively, these direct-
ly regulate over 75 per cent of India’s 
gross domestic product (GDP). The 
performance of these organisations, 
or the lack thereof, is now of strate-
gic import for the future of the 
Indian development project. 

In many respects, regulation has 
yielded good outcomes for con-
sumers and society at large. Most 
regulators have been successful in 
maintaining a certain level of safety 
and quality in the goods and ser-
vices that are delivered by regulated entities. However, 
this has not been an unmixed blessing. Alongside 
these triumphs, there are many problems that have 
arisen. The initial optimism about setting up spe-
cialised regulators has given way to concerns about 
their working. The concerns can be classified under 
the buckets of the rule of law, competition, consumer 
protection, and economic dynamism. 

Many equate the performance of a complex organ-
isation with the individuals at the top and thus place 
an emphasis on recruiting the best people as the path 
to performance. Recruitment decisions do matter: 

The character of the persons at the top has a substan-
tial impact upon the skill, strategy, morale and ethics 
of the team. But sustained high performance by organ-
isations cannot emerge only from bringing in the best 
people. Organisational performance is shaped by 
organisational design that creates checks and bal-
ances, which shape the incentives of the personnel 
(including the best people). 

Regulators are very unusual public organisations 
in that they fuse the powers of the legislature (e.g. the 
parliament drafts the IPC), the executive (e.g. the role 
of the police and the public prosecutor), and the judi-
ciary (the judge who writes the order). This gives them 

sweeping power over one sector at a time, 
the likes of which has not previously 
been witnessed in the Indian state. 
Regulators such as the Securities and 
Exchange Board of India or the Reserve 
Bank of India have detailed and intrusive 
control over their regulated entities in a 
manner that was not present anywhere 
in pre-reform India of 1991, and is not 
present in any advanced economy. 
While regulation by such bodies has 
helped in market development and 
deepening, this level of power has now 
begun to hamper private sector confi-
dence, hinder innovation, and poten-
tially hold back India’s emergence as a 
successful economy. 

Such immense power needs to go with immense 
care in designing checks and balances in the formal 
processes that must be followed at the SRA. This 
takes us to the organising principles of people, auton-
omy, process, and accountability. Such a reforms 
agenda will create conditions that are good for eco-
nomic development and beneficial for the people. 

People: Technical expertise and subject matter 
knowledge of the regulated domain are supposed to 
be the reasons why regulators are created. At present, 
the senior level people in almost all SRAs are largely 
former/serving government officials. In part, this is 

because the appointment process is dominated by the 
executive government with nominal external expert 
participation. The tenures of these appointees are also 
varying and unpredictable. The idea of a diverse group 
of subject matter experts with predictable and fixed 
long tenures to go about regulation in an essentially 
technical manner, with minimal political consideration 
at play, is still some distance away. 

Autonomy: Operational autonomy, a distance from 
the department of government, is a foundational argu-
ment for SRAs. We need to harmonise different leg-
islative provisions to empower all SRAs to make regu-
lations without government approval. This domain 
autonomy, in turn, requires a degree of human resource 
and financial autonomy. But these legislative provisions 
need to combine resource autonomy with checks-and-
balances to protect against mission creep, self-aggran-
disement and other abuses. 

Process: The regulations written by regulators are 
law. In democratic societies, the power to make laws is 
with elected bodies that are formally accountable to 
the people. One would therefore expect elaborate safe-
guards on the exercise of this power when it is delegated 
to non-elected bodies. Most Indian statutes do not write 
down the processes through which regulators will exer-
cise this power. There is thus a “democratic and legiti-
macy deficit” in regulation-making, where the task of 
writing laws has shifted from the hands of the elected 
representatives of the people to the hands of unelected 
officials. Similarly, formal processes need to be written 
down by the legislature on how the executive and judi-
cial functions of regulators should be carried out. 

Accountability: All public agencies have to be 
accountable for their operations and outcomes through 
the parliament to the people. This is a standard principle 
of constitutional democracies. The primary account-
ability designed in most Indian SRA statutes is a par-
liamentary oversight of the working of these authorities, 
secured through open discussions on the annual per-
formance and financial report of the SRA. This sort of 
discussion has not happened even once in the Indian 
Parliament for any SRA. Accountability requires three 
reforms: A correctly structured board with clarity of 
functions and role, appeals at a tribunal, and audit by 
the Comptroller and Auditor General of India. 

Over a decade ago, a comprehensive report on the 
reform of SRAs was written in the context of financial 
sector SRAs by the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms 
Commission. Headed by a former Supreme Court judge 
with subject matter experts drawn from different back-
grounds, the Commission presented a detailed report 
on sector-agnostic governance reforms for all SRAs in 
India. It is time to take this report out of the proverbial 
closet, update it to meet current-day needs, and swiftly 
act upon its recommendations.  

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centre for 

Public Policy, and a former civil servant

I
n June 2014, shortly after Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi commenced his first term, a pivotal meeting 
took place. The Ministry of Electronics and 

Information Technology was tasked with presenting 
its action plan for the next five years, later branded as 
Digital India. The presentation outlined various initia-
tives, including  those that became popular as Jandhan, 
Aadhaar and Mobile (JAM), direct benefit transfer 
(DBT), as well as the promotion of electronics manu-
facturing. Towards its conclusion, a significant financial 
requirement was detailed to implement these initia-
tives. Anticipation filled the room, with many expecting 
concerns to be raised over the substantial funding 
request. Mr Modi, who attentively fol-
lowed the presentation, noted that 
investing in technology was inher-
ently beneficial. He asserted that the 
returns from these investments 
would significantly surpass the initial 
costs. The Prime Minister was 
arguably the first to fully grasp the 
transformative power of technology 
in a way that eluded many in the 
room and some of his predecessors. 

Throughout history, technologi-
cal advancement has reshaped 
human existence, marking distinct 
trends that underscore its evolving 
influence across four dimensions: Social progress 
and development, military power, economic 
strength, and geopolitical leverage.  Initially, tech-
nological progress primarily symbolised progress 
and development, enhancing living standards: The 
discovery of fire, the advent of agriculture, and the 
invention of the wheel, for example. These break-
throughs marked the dawn of human progress, set-
ting the foundation for subsequent advancements 
and laying the groundwork for societies. 

As  human societies grew and formed nation-
states, the role of technology evolved beyond mere 
progress. It became a source of military power, with 
advancements used to develop superior weaponry 
and tools, conferring significant advantages to those 
who possessed them. The use of metal in weapons 
and armour revolutionised warfare, making armies 

more powerful. During the industrial revolution, tech-
nological advancements further transformed military 
capabilities, shaping global power dynamics. The era 
of colonisation and the World Wars in the 20th century 
epitomised the critical role of technology in military 
capabilities. Nations with advanced technology, such 
as tanks, airplanes, and nuclear weapons, held sig-
nificant power on the global stage.  

Beyond the developmental and military dimen-
sions, technological advancement also became the 
cornerstone of economic strength. The trend for-
malised through the increasing importance of intel-
lectual property (IP) over physical assets. The rise of 

digital technologies accelerated this 
shift, with the information age giving 
rise to multiple trillion-dollar com-
panies whose physical assets are only 
a small fraction of their economic val-
ue. The IP assets of these companies, 
a consequence of technological 
prowess, surpass the physical assets 
of many nations, becoming a pivotal 
driver of economic growth.   

In the contemporary global land-
scape, technological advancements 
have transcended their initial roles of 
driving development, enhancing mil-
itary capabilities, and boosting eco-

nomic strength. Today, technology serves as a critical 
instrument of geopolitical leverage, shaping interna-
tional relations and global power dynamics. Nations 
with technological supremacy wield significant influ-
ence, using their technological advantage to assert 
dominance and protect their strategic interests.  

One prominent method of leveraging technological 
advancement for geopolitical gain is through trade 
restrictions and export controls. By limiting access to 
critical technologies, nations can hinder the progress 
of their rivals.  A recent example is the US restrictions 
on the sale of advanced semiconductor and artificial 
intelligence (AI) technologies to China, aimed at curbing 
China’s technological advancements in areas critical 
to national security and economic competitiveness. In 
retaliation, China has imposed export restrictions on 
rare earth elements essential for advanced materials 

used in electronics, space, and nuclear technologies.  
China’s dominance in rare earth production provides 
it with significant geopolitical leverage, as seen when 
it restricted exports to Japan in 2010 amid a territorial 
dispute. The pandemic showcased another arena where 
technological advantage was used for geopolitical lever-
age through vaccine diplomacy. Additionally, control 
over  international standard-setting bodies allows cer-
tain nations to dominate emerging technologies and 
block competitors’ technologies from the global market.  

Due to the increasing importance of geopolitical 
leverage through technology, discussions on technol-
ogy are becoming increasingly central in international 
engagements, whether multilateral or bilateral. 
Critical topics such as cybersecurity, AI, semiconduc-
tors, electric vehicles,  deep ocean exploration, space 
technology, biotechnology, 6G and beyond, and quan-
tum computing are important parts of international 
discussions and negotiations. 

What makes geopolitical leverage so crucial? It acts 
as a force multiplier across other dimensions. When a 
nation secures a trade concession by offering advanced 
technology, its benefit is twofold: It gains economically 
from the value of the technology and additionally from 
the trade concession. Similarly, supply of advanced 
military equipment helps forge strategic alliances that 
enhance military might as well as economic return.   

While technology’s influence across dimensions 
has not unfolded sequentially or uniformly across the 
four dimensions, its impact has undeniably grown over 
time. Today, the geopolitical leverage of technology is 
particularly evident. Overall, technology’s influence 
has broadened, expanding its footprint on human exis-
tence.  Moreover, history indicates that technology will 
continue to expand its impact, not only in known 
dimensions but also in new and unforeseen ways.  

As Prime Minister Modi embarks on his third term, 
his vision to propel India to the forefront of techno-
logical advancements through strategic policy initia-
tives will be crucial. As the head of a coalition, he 
must bring his partners along on India’s journey of 
technological advancement. 

The writer is distinguished visiting professor, IIT Kanpur, and a 

former defence secretary

The rise and rise of technology

AI is fuelling Nvidia’s rise

Ruling the charts

W
hen the past illuminates the 
present, it is truly a moment 
of epiphany. Shyamlal Yadav 

records in his book: The year was 1999 
and Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s government 
had been defeated by one vote. 
Elections were held in September-
October and after counting was com-
plete, the BJP’s Lok Sabha seats from 
Uttar Pradesh (UP) had fallen to 30 out 
of 85. However, Vajpayee had managed 
to retain the parliamentary tally of his 
party at 182 and had taken oath again 
as Prime Minister, at the mercy of a 
complicated system of alliances. 

Sound familiar? Kalyan Singh was UP 
chief minister (CM) at the time. Relations 
with Vajpayee were not cordial. So when 
he was summoned to Delhi for a review 
meeting along with Rajnath Singh, Lalji 
Tandon and Kalraj Mishra, he decided 
not to attend and went to Ayodhya 
instead where he criticised Vajpayee 
publicly for not fulfilling the Ram Mandir 
promise. He was stripped of the chief 
ministership and the Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) leadership (that wanted to 
strike but not wound him for fear he 
might leave the party) replaced him with 
the venerable Ram Prakash Gupta as CM. 

Kalyan Singh resigned in November, 
1999. Days after that he attacked Vajpayee 
terming him a “conspirator, liar and a 
mask of the BJP”. He followed this up 
with another charge: That for the past 
year, Vajpayee and other upper caste 
leaders had been conspiring to dethrone 
him from the CM’s post because he 
belonged to the backward class. He was 
expelled from the BJP, formed his own 
party and in the 2002 Assembly elections 

performed below par but damaged the 
BJP so much that the Samajwadi Party 
came to power  — which he supported, 
becoming a minister in the Mulayam 
Singh-led state government, along with 
his son, and associate Kusum Rai. 

The parallel to the political 
conditions today is admittedly not 
exact. But electoral setbacks and 
thwarted ambition can have an 
unpredictable effect on leaders.   

Just saying. It is for meticulous 
recounting of incidents like this that 
this book is so valuable. The author has 
laid out the volume as a political history 
of UP’s CMs beginning with G B Pant. He 
explains the importance of UP in 
national politics — not just for its 
centrality in the Lok Sabha but also for 
the role the state plays in the rise and fall 
of political parties. It can’t have been 
easy to write the story, as it traverses by-
lanes of history with unexpected twists 
and turns and a wrong turn in narration 
can end up in a blind alley. But Mr Yadav 
has pared it of all but the essential facts 
and has relied only on sources that can 
be accurately documented — such as 
the proceedings of the UP Legislative 
Assembly, authorised biographies of 

CMs, published interviews, and his own 
reporting on the state. 

Multiple terms of individual CMs 
have been analysed in the context of 
extant political conditions. For instance, 
Chandra Bhanu Gupta’s tenure is 
marked by upheavals in the Congress, 
the problems of succession, resentment 
and suspicion at Nehru’s plans to hand 
over the party’s leadership to his 
daughter Indira Gandhi, and the rise of 
the Syndicate that asked CMs to decide 
whether they were in 
the tent or out of it. 
This theme recurs 
through UP’s history. 
Even the longest-
serving CMs of the 
state — Mulayam 
Singh Yadav, in office 
for more than six 
years, and Mayawati 
for seven — had to 
juggle foes in their 
party with the help of allies from the 
Opposition. It makes you wonder: How 
could CMs have the authority to rule and 
govern when they were so unsure of their 
tenure? Amazingly, CMs did more than 
just fend off challenges to their position. 

The book notes Sucheta Kripalani’s 
contribution to UP’s version of the Green 
Revolution; Charan Singh’s 
encouragement of Urdu as a language in 
state administration; Kalyan Singh, Vir 
Bahadur Singh and VP Singh’s initiatives 
to curb gangs and gangsters in politics 
and the way the dark empire hit back 
when Rajnath Singh’s move to end 
copying in examinations led to a perverse 
backlash, with the pass percentage in 
examinations dropping so precipitously 

that students and 
parents just wanted 
him out! 

The sterling 
quality of this book is 
that it is factual. It 
passes no judgement 
on CMs except by the 
parameters they may 
have set for 
themselves. For 
instance, it notes 

their handling of communal riots while 
describing the role played by the 
Provincial Armed Constabulary (PAC), 
possibly the only law and order force in 
an Indian state that has seen mutiny. 
The PAC’s part in the killings of Muslims 

in Meerut and Maliana is discussed 
without editorialisation. This is 
important because law and order is the 
responsibility of a state government and 
the buck stops with the CM. The book 
discusses the changes in the handling of 
law and order by Mayawati, Akhilesh 
Yadav and briefly the “bulldozer” 
politics of current UP CM Yogi 
Adityanath. 

UP has seen other phenomena as 
well: Such as having a CM for just one 
day, (31 hours to be precise) and 
therefore being stripped of the privilege 
of calling himself “former” chief 
minister. Jagdambika Pal’s “tenure” in 
1998 was a result of gubernatorial 
overreach and instability at the Centre. 
The author has tagged on Pal’s 31-hour 
stint as CM to the account of Kalyan 
Singh’s chief ministership. 

This is an extraordinary book for its 
insights into the way UP’s CMs 
addressed challenges of governance, 
faction-management, and 
administration in such a vast state. The 
2024 Lok Sabha election has proved that 
UP continues to hold the key to politics 
at the Centre. The coming days will tell 
us the exact trajectory.

UP’s power dynamics
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H
istorians use different constructs to
retell history’s many platitudes:
Nowhere in the world has one par-
ticular “history” ruled absolute. The

same can be said about Calcutta (now Kolk-
ata) too, as recorded by the self-trained histo-
rian, P Thankappan Nair, who published
over 60 volumes on the different aspects of
the city’s history. With Nair’s passing on
June 18, at the age of 91, an era ended.

Born in 1933 in Manjapra, a village in Ker-
ala, Nair arrived in Calcutta in 1955 after
completing his matriculation. The city was
still to shed the colonial hues. It was also
teeming with post-Partition refugees. It was
not easy for an outsider like Nair to get a
hang of the city. After graduation, while
working as a typist, Nair became an amateur
historian of the city. Equally, his life as a
flaneur took him to the inner hearts
of Bengal, to the riversides, dense
forests and to the tangled populated
spaces.

His job as a typist in a city journal
introduced him to a lot of regulars
in many publications at that time.
All of them had different stories
about Calcutta and its many inner
lives. This prompted Nair to delve
deep into the history of Bengal. He
read for long hours at the city’s public librar-
ies. “He is sent from Kerala to Bengal to nar-
rate our lives more than what we know,”
popular singer Suchitra Mitra once said
about Nair. 

His reading was not just limited to history.
His training in anthropology helped him to
view and construct anthro-social histories of
the people around him. For him, history
meant people, not rulers and pundits. He
defied the historical methods of colonial his-
toriographers and those trained by them. In
some sense, it won’t be out of context to
claim that Nair was one of the foremost
material cultural historians of India.

Of his many remarkable books, British
Beginnings in Bengal 1600-1660 and A History
of Calcutta’s Streets stand apart due to their
intense scholarship and archival acumen.
Calcutta’s streets, familiar and unfamiliar,
turn out to be veritable jewels of information
in the latter book. Nair observes with the
verve of Walter Benjamin; he does not leave
a street, a shop or a brothel. When one walks
in the streets, one really understands the
city, its “subterranean” spaces where people
are condemned to live like rats, the fringes
where refugees and other marginalised sec-
tions struggle to make a living.

I was taken to his house by friends while

I was in the city for an academic lecture. He
lived amidst piles of papers, books, ledgers
and other things that were arranged in an
order that only he could figure. Books sat on
his bed and on the ridge of the big windows,
and writing material sprawled on the
unwashed floors. He asked me about my
talk. When I mentioned how history is sub-
verted, he turned serious and asked:
“Wasn’t it always like that, for the benefit of
a few?” 

Nair did not lead a cosy life as a historian.
In the late 1990s, he was seeking support for
his various forms of research. He requested
Jyoti Basu, the then chief minister of Bengal,
to provide him with a monthly stipend of
₹3,000, which the government declined.
However, his indomitable willpower did not
deter him. As a tireless researcher and

writer, he kept working. He wrote
about the history of the National
Library in Kolkata and later, BS
Kesavan, the national librarian.

Nair’s personal tragedies were
immense. Yet he withstood all of
that, including the untimely death
of his son. For him, the public was
everything; the private was a space
where one constructs the future. He
declined to sell his collection of

books, paper, and other materials. He report-
edly declined an offer from a foreign library
to buy his books for a large sum; he pre-
ferred to donate them to the Kolkata Town
Hall Society.

Nair relocated to Chendamangalam, Ker-
ala in 2018, the native place of his partner,
Seethadevi, who is also a poet. On the day of
leaving Calcutta, many wondered, how could
he have said adieu to the beloved streets, the
people, and the cultural ethos. After the
packing was done, Seetha told the media.
“Even today, at this moment also, he doesn’t
want to leave Calcutta.” 

What will be the legacy of Nair? As a
writer who employed many methods to con-
struct the history of the common man? He
defied all established canons and power cen-
tres and his work will, surely, be appreciated
for not reflecting the structures of hegem-
ony. He will be remembered by all those who
consult his tremendous body of work, of
course, and by those who knew him well as
a common man walking the streets of Kolk-
ata. 

Krishnan Unni P is professor of English at

Deshbandhu College, Delhi University.

He is a bilingual creative writer and critic.

The views expressed are personal

The barefoot historian who 
saw Kolkata from its streets

Krishnan 
Unni P

has chaired the Global Partnership on AI,
remains a particularly fruitful area.

Third, India is well-positioned to be a
global leader in renewable energy shaping
the direction of the current green power rev-
olution. From green hydrogen to electric
vehicles, India is already a strong clean
energy leader with significant potential for
further leadership. Critical mineral supply
chains, especially refining and recycling,
remain a priority area for both the US and
India. The private-public partnerships and
the vibrant green energy sector are eager to
work more with the new Indian government
to support environmental, anti-pollution,
and commercial targets. Initiatives such as
establishing innovation hubs and centres of
excellence in emerging fields such as AI, bio-
technology, and clean energy can signifi-
cantly boost India’s innovation landscape
and help reduce reliance on hydrocarbons.

Fourth, the current momentum in the
defence technology and security relationship

should be expanded. This includes
reaffirming the iCET and INDUS-X
initiatives and considering practical
expansions to encompass secure
fibre, biotechnology, and more.
Quad efforts could be amplified by
inviting South Korea, Taiwan, and
Singapore to coordinate their
efforts, while the co-development of
defence technologies, such as UAVs
and cybersecurity solutions, will

bolster defence capabilities and foster inno-
vation. Joint naval patrols in the Indo-Pacific
can ensure maritime security and stability.

Moreover, with a burgeoning commercial
space sector, there is ample opportunity for
collaborative innovation between the two
countries. NASA is poised to offer advanced
training to Indian astronauts, and the
planned launch of the NISAR satellite from
Isro’s Satish Dhawan Space Centre marks a
significant step. As India liberalises its space
and satcom sector, tremendous synergies in
critical technology development, access to
American capital and expertise, and entry
into a sizable space and satcom marketplace
can be realised. 

Finally, it is most important to facilitate
the ease of doing business and reinforce con-
fidence within the global investment com-
munity as India stakes its claim in uncertain
times. Actions like simplifying regulations,
reducing duplicative paperwork and report-
ing requirements, and expanding mecha-
nisms to cut red tape are all welcome. Fur-
thermore, enhancing foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) flows by levelling the playing field
and reducing capital flow friction will spur
economic growth and attract more interna-
tional businesses to India.

Amid the complexities of the global land-
scape, the US-India partnership remains a
beacon of hope and progress for all of
humanity, including those who can only
dream of democratic freedoms. The potential
for growth in the bilateral relationship is
immense. The path ahead is bright, and with
unwavering commitment and collaboration,
the US-India partnership will continue to
flourish, setting a remarkable example of
what two great democracies can achieve
together. Free elections are the jet fuel that
powers the relationship to new heights of
happiness and prosperity.

Atul Keshap, a retired American diplomat,

is president, US-India Business Council and 

senior vice president, South Asia, US Chamber of 

Commerce. The views expressed are personal

amendment. In the case that the
company does not make the pay-
ment to the MSME in March, they
would have to make the Income Tax
payment as applicable. Even in that
case, once they pay the MSME in the
following year, they could claim a
refund. This gives both large corpo-
rations as well as MSMEs enough
leeway to work in a way that is
favourable to both parties. 

Unfortunately, large corporations
see delayed payments to MSMEs as
the latter’s cost of doing business.
The prospect of future contracts is
used as leverage with aggrieved
MSMEs, an almost coercive tactic.
While legislation is a work in
progress, what cannot be legislated
is good behaviour by corporations.
What is needed is a shift in corpo-

rate values where MSMEs are
treated fairly. Good governance in
large corporations must include
prompt payments to vendors and
partners. 

Realising receivables at the right
time can enable MSMEs to thrive,
expand their operations and in fact,
have a better quality of output, lead-
ing to the betterment of the sector as
a whole. The ripple effect of prompt
payments can lead to a movement of
mass entrepreneurship, which in
turn will lead to further job-creation
and the strengthening of our coun-
try’s economy.

Ravi Venkatesan is founder,

Global Alliance for Mass

Entrepreneurship (GAME).
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The ripple effect of prompt payments can lead to a movement of mass 
entrepreneurship, which in turn will lead to further job-creation and the 
strengthening of our country’s economy BLOOMBERG

W
hat a triumph for all Indians the
general elections have been. This
vote was a giant point of pride
for democracy-loving people

everywhere, especially in these turbulent
geostrategic times. The polls will stand as a
testament to the democratic spirit of the
Indian people, whose voices have been heard
from the furthest villages in the Himalayas to
the giant cities of the plains to the hamlets in
the Nicobar Islands. As the world’s two larg-
est democracies, the free-spirited people of
India and the US foster a deepening trust and
mutual admiration, inspiring optimism
about the promising future of India and its
relations with America and the world.

Embracing the philosophy of “kaizen”
(constant improvement) from Japan, a Quad
partner, there are several areas where the
collective efforts of India and the US can be
intensified to continue growth and achieve-
ments.

First, India’s appeal as a destination for
foreign investment that yields
know-how, jobs, and vital tax reve-
nue can be significantly boosted by
simplifying regulatory require-
ments and improving market
access. Expanding US-India bilat-
eral trade to $500 billion remains a
crucial benchmark for success.
Reducing friction in the flow of cap-
ital will help attract trillions of
available American investment dol-
lars that are seeking safe harbours. A formal
Mutual Recognition Agreement (MRA) is an
example of how the two countries can opera-
tionalise trusted supply chains, further bol-
stering the collective endeavour to build a
resilient and secure global tech business eco-
system free from malign interference. This
framework, supported by other like-minded
countries, promotes economic growth, inno-
vation, and a favourable business environ-
ment while safeguarding against geopolitical
risks. Simplifying tax codes will further
boost investor confidence and draw much-
needed FDI. 

Second, India and the US should broaden
the scope of their digital partnership while
enhancing the protection of intellectual
property rights. These nations lead the world
in digital innovation and must remain lead-
ers in this new frontier of geostrategic com-
petition. The United States–India Initiative
on Critical and Emerging Technology (iCET),
which USIBC helped launch, and the achieve-
ments in areas ranging from aerospace to
semiconductors show the promise of what
can be achieved together. Expanding the
iCET framework and institutionalising
US-Indian digital cooperation in a digital
roadmap could unleash the incredible col-
laborative economic and social potential in
areas like 5G deployment, data privacy, gen-
erative AI, and cybersecurity cooperation.
Artificial intelligence (AI), especially as India
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Restore credibility 
of national tests

Yoga isn’t just a lifestyle 
choice, it is soft power

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi is participating in
the International Yoga celebrations in Srinagar
today. Last year, he led a public session at the 

United Nations headquarters in New York with 
participants from 180 countries joining him. Since he 
mooted the idea of a day to mark this ancient Indian 
practice that has in its core the idea of a holistic 
wellness of the body and mind at his address to the UN 
General Assembly in 2014, Yoga has found a new wind 
as a collective global action, and as a lifestyle choice: 
This year, the motto is Yoga for Self and Society. 

Since 2015, when the UN proclaimed June 21 as 
International Yoga Day, the already-popular practice 
has found more followers in multiple countries. As for 
Delhi, the global acceptance of Yoga marks its soft 
power influence, useful as the country seeks to discover 
a greater and more influential role in global affairs. In 
fact, soft power was also New Delhi’s calling card in 
international affairs when the newly independent 
nation, emerging from colonial exploitation, sought to 
engage with the world on its terms. Classical music, 
dance, textiles, craft that barely survived the onslaught 
of colonialism, and popular cinema, the outcome of a 
Western cultural idiom engaging with the indigenous 
theatre traditions, won India friends in its extended 
neighbourhood and beyond. 

The US had mastered this art and American soft 
power played an influential role in Washington 
winning the Cold War. Today, Korean soft power 
through K-Pop and K-Drama has created a new global 
paradigm for the country. The championing of Yoga, in 
a similar vein, underlines the value of soft power in 
embellishing India’s position as a “friend of the world”.

E
ven as questions swirled about the efficacy of this
year’s National Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test
(NEET) for medical education, the Centre 
cancelled the University Grants Commission-

National Eligibility Test (UGC-NET) a day after it was 
conducted, saying that the “integrity” of the process may 
have been compromised. A little over 900,000 aspirants 
will have to take the test again, while the NEET 
imbroglio has left around 2.4 million aspirants in a flux 
even as counselling is set to begin. Central to both 
episodes is the competence of the National Testing 
Agency (NTA) which conducts both the tests, and, as a 
corollary, the impact on aspirants’ trust in a clean, fair 
testing process. The government needs to act quickly to 
restore this trust, given national entrance exams remain 
a key ladder for millions of students to ensure a decent 
future for themselves and their families, and therefore, 
carry enormous burdens of aspiration. As exams that 
select the country’s future doctors and professors, they 
also remain key to shaping the country’s future.

Unfortunately, that trust has now been sullied. Despite
the government’s assurances, questions linger about the 
processes followed by NTA and the safeguards built into 
the system. This calls for transparent investigations and 
a public acknowledgement of the missteps. NTA and 
other stakeholders can then attempt to fix the gaps. 
Beyond this, there is a need to make the testing 
framework foolproof to leaks and other malpractice. 
To start with, effort should be made to ensure that the 
paper-and-pen format involving physical question 
papers and OMR sheets yields to computer-based tests 
(CBTs), as is the global practice. This takes care of 
question paper leaks from printing presses and test 
centres. 

Coupled with measures such as real-time tracking and
limited connection time with the internet — to address 
the vulnerabilities of CBTs — this can also minimise 
chances of manipulation or subversion of the testing 
process. At the same time, shifting to multiple-choice 
questions that test a deep conceptual understanding of a 
subject can also negate subjectivity that is typical of 
manual assessment, at least at the preliminary level of 
screening. Then there are secondary ways in which the 
eroded trust can be repaired — from greater sharing of 
anonymised performance data, detailed analyses of 
scoring, and using technology and psychometric 
analysis to reduce cheating.

The government and NTA must also engage with this
year’s aspirants, ensure that the disruption to their 
careers is minimal, and be as open in fixing lacunae as 
possible. The imperative to do this quickly cannot be 
overstated. At stake is the future of India’s young 
people, and what can be more important than that?

I
ndia’s 65 million MSMEs
employ around 25% of the
country’s workforce. This sec-
tor is a vital job creator and
crucial to the health of the
economy. However, for micro-

enterprises to grow to small enter-
prises and then medium enterprises
and beyond, the cost is almost pro-
hibitive. One of the key factors that
is crushing the growth prospects of
MSMEs is access to finance.

Delayed payments remain a
major impediment to the potential
and growth of MSMEs. Unfortu-
nately, this issue has become too
normalised, driven by lack of con-
cern by large organisations that
engage these MSMEs as contracted
partners. Delayed payments to
MSMEs leave them severely mal-
nourished, as their revenue from
contracts gets deferred by months
and sometimes even years.

Large corporations routinely rely
on MSMEs to supply components,
intermediates and services of a pre-
defined quality, as it can be cheaper
to buy from a third party rather than
to invest working capital and build
capacity in-house. Credit periods or

terms are generally stipulated by the
buyer. MSMEs, due to their size and
lack of negotiation power, get stuck
when it comes to realising pay-
ments. The amount of working capi-
tal to be invested by MSMEs
becomes disproportionate to the
size of their operations. This signifi-
cantly stunts their growth.

Challenges in receiving payments
from large corporations hamper the
growth potential of MSMEs who do
not have the capital they need to fur-
ther expand their operations. This is
not only bad for these small enter-
prises but also if the MSME sector
weakens, it will directly
affect the Indian economy.

According to the Global
Alliance for Mass Entre-
preneurship’s (GAME)
Delayed Payments 2.0
report, a massive amount
of ₹10.7 lakh crore in pay-
ments was due to MSMEs
in 2021. This amounts to
7.8% of India’s GDP. With
the growth in the economy since
then, this number would have gone
up further today. 

While the government has been
proactively addressing the challen-
ges of delayed payments to MSMEs,
there have been steady and consist-
ent measures taken to track, moni-
tor and address this issue. The Sam-
adhaan portal was launched in 2017
to monitor the outstanding dues to
MSMEs. State governments have
also set up mechanisms to resolve

disputes. However, in many cases,
MSMEs have to approach the courts
for the execution of the decisions of
the council.

In 2023, India’s finance ministry
added 43B(h) to the Income Tax Act,
1961. Intending to effectively tackle
delayed payment issues, this amend-
ment penalises companies that have
not cleared dues to MSMEs within a
maximum of 45 days from the deliv-
ery date of goods and services.
“45-day-rule” as it is commonly
referred to has seen some resistance
from certain sections of MSMEs.
They see this legislation as hinder-

ing their ability to do
business, taking a short-
term view that the com-
panies that use them as
vendors would be nega-
tively affected. 

Organisations such as
the Federation of Indian
Micro and Small and
Medium Enterprises
(FISME) have found that

the fear that the 45-day rule ham-
pers business is unwarranted. This
amendment simply requires that
MSMEs receive payments within 15
days without any agreement and
within 45 days with agreement. This
provision gets triggered on a com-
pany’s balance sheet date at the end
of the financial year, i.e. March 31.
Only those invoices that are pending
payment on that day are covered.
Transactions made during the rest
of the year are not affected by the

Transform MSMEs to 
address the jobs gap
Better access to finance 
can boost growth and 
unlock the true potential 
of the sector, a key 
employment provider
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Under the Sri Lankan President’s 
guidance, we discussed the way 
forward for India-Sri Lanka 
cooperation, especially in power, 
energy, port infrastructure... We are 
committed to working for the steady 

development of our traditionally
close and friendly ties

Building India-US ties 
with shared priorities
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Government must step in and assure students 
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Although rural-urban migration trends 
are captured by the population census that 
takes place once every 10 years, there are 
other indicators that can offer a picture. For 
instance, the post-pandemic recovery in 
railway journeys has been lacklustre. As of 
September 2023, monthly journeys were 
lower by almost 100 million from the 700 
million pre-pandemic level. For the year 
ended 31 March 2024, the number of railway 
journeys was  20% lower than the pre-covid 
count. However, the Indian Railways 
recorded a healthy revenue growth of 7%, 
reflecting a crowding out of low-value ticket 
journeys, as tariffs for upper-class railway 
travel have been hiked. This seems like one 
among other markers of a weakened steady-
state migration dynamic for now. 

A persistent post-pandemic contraction 
in inflation-adjusted rural wage growth also 
supports the ‘surplus labour’ argument.

High rural inflation beyond the influence 
of RBI is impeding price stability in India. 
Balancing a hawkish stance with financial 
conditions, so that monetary policy does not 
overly tighten and hurt economic growth, 
will become increasingly important. For 
that, liquidity management will remain 
RBI’s playground. On policy rates of interest, 
patience will need to be exercised.

overall inflation would be lower by 30-40 
basis points in May, falling below 4.5%.

A difference in energy consumption pat-
terns between rural and urban households 
holds the key. While urban households 
depend on electricity and liquified petro-
leum gas (LPG), the rural energy basket is 
quite diversified, including unregulated, 
locally available and low-calorific value fuels 
such as coal, coke, charcoal, firewood and 
dung cakes. Inflation has been quite stub-
born for these unregulated items.

According to the National Sample Survey, 
in 2020-21, less than half of all rural house-
holds had access to LPG, compared to over 
90% in urban areas. Rural LPG penetration 
has increased since 2021, but it has not trans-
lated into a strong rise in LPG consumption. 
As gas prices shot up on the back of the 
global energy price shock in 2022, LPG con-
sumption growth weakened in India, 
reflecting the price sensitivity of demand.

In response to a Right-to-Information 
query in August 2023, India’s government 
stated that one in four beneficiaries of the 
PM Ujjwala Yojana (a scheme for providing 
clean cooking fuel to rural and poor house-
holds) either did not buy any LPG cylinder 
or took just one refill. Households can take 
a maximum of 12 refills a year, but that limit 

I
ndia’s inflation data has shown two 
‘divides’ in recent times. The gap between 
food and core inflation has got most atten-

tion. The unanimous opinion is that ade-
quate rain will support agricultural output 
and cool food inflation, paving the way for 
rate cuts by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI).

The most puzzling divide, however, is 
India’s widening rural-urban inflation gap. 
Consumer price index (CPI) data for May 
confirmed that high rural inflation is keep-
ing the 4% inflation target elusive. At 4.2% in 
May, urban inflation was relatively benign, 
but the rural-urban gap has widened to an 
average 1.3 percentage points in the last 
three months. Why is rural inflation high 
when rural demand is weak?

High rural inflation has deeper roots. The 
component-wise CPI details show that ‘fuel 
and light’ can explain a large part of the 
rural-urban inflation gap. Rural ‘fuel and 
light’ inflation has averaged 7.5 percentage 
points above urban inflation in the last three 
months. In fact, if it matched the urban print, 

G7 summit, where the Hiroshima AI 
process gave a clarion call for exploring 
various frameworks to regulate AI. It 
was no coincidence that the summit was 
in Hiroshima, with its stark reminder on 
what could happen if technology is mis-
used. Two basic approaches emerged: a 
‘hard law-based’ approach with strict 
obligations, as evidenced by the EU’s AI 
Act and Chinese regulation, and a ‘soft 
law-based’ one, which emphasizes non-
binding guidance and principles. Japan 
leans towards the latter.

Inge Odendaal of Stellenbosch Uni-
versity describes the principles very 
well in her paper (bit.ly/3Volng1):

The government acts as a facilitator: AI 
is a complex ecosystem of technologies, 
and the Japanese government prefers to 
be a facilitator rather than sole creator 
of innovation. It acknowledges the pri-
vate sector as the primary driver and 
activates its governance institutions to 
help them. Japan’s foreign affairs minis-
try coordinated the Hiroshima process, 
for example, and its cultural affairs min-
istry is looking at copyright issues. This 
is a perfect template for India to adopt. 
The government should place the pri-
vate technology sector at the centre of 
Indian efforts, with enabling roles to be 
played by its ministries of electronics 
and information technology, law, and 
information and broadcasting.

Focused funding and investment: 
Japan has created a large fund for Gen-
erative AI, domestic data centres and 
local chip production. It offers incen-
tives and subsidies in partnership with 
cloud computing providers and tech 
companies. India has a similar fund, set 
up as part of the India AI Mission. But 
the difference is that much of the Indian 
funding is being used to procure pro-
cessing units centrally rather than 
decentralize innovation (like in Japan).

Effective government-academia-in-
dustry collaboration: The AI Japan R&D 
Network works across universities, 
research institutes, private sector and 
global tech companies to recommend 
policies on AI research and companies. 
India is doing something similar; we 
already have the constituents, with our 
IITs and IISc, a robust private sector and 
a strong global tech presence.

Building domestic competence: Japan 
is looking to build its own large lan-
guage model (LLM); India has a raft of 
them being built and they would benefit 
greatly from government support. We 
also have expertise in building citizen-
centric technology with initiatives like 
Aadhaar and UPI. A similar model can 
help build GenAI as a public good.

Philosophical argument: Western and 
Eastern societies differ considerably in 
their approach to fundamental societal 
issues like privacy and data usage. In my 
research at Cambridge University, I 
realized that the Western idea of pri-
vacy as being the ‘right to be left alone’ 
was quite different from the Eastern 
notion of ‘collective or societal privacy.’

AI is both transformational and inevi-
table. As it shapes industry, society, 
humanity and the global order, the 
world’s most populous country cannot 
afford to be left behind. Other countries 
are racing to set up frameworks, and 
Indian policymakers need to step up the 
urgency. As they do so, they would be 
well served by looking at Japan, which 
has similar cultural traits, and taking a 
hard-nosed approach that balances 
innovation and regulation.

I
n 1991, the Indian government articu-
lated a ‘Look East’ policy to build 
extensive economic and strategic 

relations with its eastern neighbours 
and Southeast Asia. This was different 
from the traditional ‘West facing’ out-
look, in which we looked to learn from 
Europe and North America. With the 
age of AI upon us, India is considering 
how it should both foster and regulate 
this powerful new technology which 
can reshape industry, society and geo-
politics. AI promises huge economic 
and social benefits, but there are con-
cerns around copyright, human rights 
violations, privacy and fairness. For 
instance, the issue of deepfakes clouded 
the recent elections, with fears of 
democracy being subverted. For regu-
lating AI, should India look West 
towards the EU and its AI Act, or at the 
US and UK, which are considering more 
Big Tech-friendly regimes?

I believe that India should bring back 
its Look East philosophy and learn from 
another large democracy, Japan, which 
has been quietly building an AI regula-
tory regime that balances the need for 
integrating AI safely in society with 
building an environment for innova-
tion. It sees AI as a lever with which it 
can leapfrog decades of stagnation in its 
innovation and tech ecosystem. Simi-
larly, AI can offer India a strong impetus 
to become Viksit Bharat by 2047.

Japan effectively leveraged the 2023 

The Japanese approach aims for balanced AI development and could suit our societal orientation

JASPREET BINDRA
is a technology expert, author of ‘The Tech 

Whisperer’, and a Masters in AI and Ethics 

from Cambridge University.

Rural-urban inflation gap: Can this puzzle be solved?
DHIRAJ NIM

T
he market for HR professionals is 
teeming with trainers, coaches, 
life hack experts and motivational 
gurus. Companies are keen to 
imbue employees with diverse 
skills, both hard and soft. Among 

the capabilities that businesses want their staff 
to acquire, a particularly hard-fought one is 
team spirit. Crucial as teams are for enhancing 
productivity, or accelerating learning, they also 
play a pivotal role in achieving other corporate 
aims, like better communication and coordina-
tion, crunched delivery timelines and reduced 
errors. Companies often engage external 
experts to conduct team-building workshops 
who then deploy a various exercises to test and 
expand people’s capacity for problem-solving. 
Trainers borrow heavily from a variety of real-
life sources to enliven these sessions. This sum-
mer, managers and trainers would do well to 
observe the Euro 2024 football tournament 
being played in Germany for some key lessons 
in team creation and goal orientation.

Euro 2024 showcases, even if involuntarily, 
the willingness of national football associations 
to shed stale ideas on eligibility. One of the most 
amazing aspects of it is their inclination to dis-
card the illogical practice of ageism. The com-
petition highlights how various national teams 
are relying on a clutch of ageing players who, 
through their skills and gameplay, defy the 
notion that age can be a handicap. Defender 
Pepe, for example, is a regular in Portugal’s 
team, even though he turned 41 a few months 
ago, an age considered fit for retirement not 
only from national teams, but also from club 
football. His compatriot Cristiano Ronaldo, 
aged over 39, is not only supremely athletic and 
in possession of a fantastic footballing brain, but 

also acts as a source of inspiration for younger 
players. Croatia has Luka Modric, also 39, who 
helped Real Madrid win this year’s Champions 
League. Corporate boardrooms also need to 
appreciate how age can encapsulate multiple 
facets needed for better performance: institu-
tional memory, an ability to deal with crises 
and the experience of having withstood the 
vicissitudes of varied business cycles.

There is another aspect of international foot-
ball—and Euro 2024 in particular—that should 
guide corporate recruitment for leadership 
teams, especially those swearing allegiance to 
the credo of diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI). The teams of Europe’s top footballing 
countries today look very different from their 
earlier configurations. Germany has selected 
Ilkay Gundoğan, son of Turkish migrants, to 
lead its quest for the Euro 2024 trophy. France 
has the gifted winger Kylian Mbappé, a first-
generation French national born to Algerian 
and Cameroonian immigrants, as its captain. 
Selectors have gone a step ahead and even 
appointed foreigners as team coaches: Albania 
has Sylvinho, a Spaniard, while Hungary hired 
Marco Rossi, an Italian. The idea is simple: Get 
the best professionals for the job, nationality 
and other factors be damned. Predictably, 
voices of resistance have arisen within Europe’s 
growing right-wing politics. Some have even 
suggested that a referendum be held to deter-
mine who should play for the national team, 
mindless of the irony of hard nationalism 
within soft European borders. In the end, DEI 
should be put into practice and not remain just 
a buzzword, like how infotech firms seem to 
reflexively use the term “scrum” for meetings 
with little appreciation for why it was borrowed 
from rugby in the first place.

Euro 2024: Boardrooms 

must tune into football

The Euro 2024 football competition holds lessons for companies on team creation and goal 

orientation. Hint: Look at the age profile of key players and diversity of Europe’s top teams
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A long
battle
Inflation worries have re-

surfaced in the bond
markets. The yields on
benchmark government
securities have been hard-
ening over the past two
weeks after gradually de-
clining once it became
clear on 16 May that India
would have a stable gov-
ernment. The optimism
was also based on hopes
that consumer price infla-
tion is on the downward
glide path charted by the
Reserve Bank of India. The
credit default swaps market
is also hinting at rising
bond yields.

The main concerns are
well-known: higher food
prices because of the risk
of a weak monsoon and
higher oil prices following
the Iraq crisis. This is not
the first time since inflation
peaked in 2011 that reality
has mugged such hopes.
India continues to have
one of the highest rates of
inflation among not just
developed countries but
also its emerging market
peers.

The battle against infla-
tion is a long one, and the
sort of temporary reverses
we have seen in the past
few days are only to be ex-
pected.

IMPROVING FINANCES

Rail fares hiked
asModirollsout
tough decisions

BY RAGINI VERMA &

A SIT RANJAN M ISHRA

·························
NEW DELHI

In power for less than a
month, the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party (BJP)-led govern-

ment on Friday raised railway
passenger fares and freight
rates in a move that’s in line
with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s warning of tough deci-
sions to improve the nation’s
financial health, but risks up-
setting consumers and stoking
inflation.

State-run Indian Railways
increased passenger fares by
14.3% and freight rates by 6.5%
with effect from 25 June. D. V.
Sadananda Gowda, the new
railway minister, approved the
hike that was put on hold by
the previous United Progres-
sive Alliance (UPA) govern-
ment on 16 May, the day elec-
tion results showed the BJP-
led National Democratic Alli-
ance (NDA) had unseated the
UPA.

Both Modi and finance min-
ister Arun Jaitley have warned
that tough measures are nec-
essary to improve government
finances and lift economic
growth that slumped to sub-5%
levels in the past two financial
years.

“It’s necessary to take steps
to improve financial discipline
and improve the economic
health of the country,” Modi
said on 14 June in a speech in
Goa. “I know my popularity
might go down due to these
hard decisions, people might
be annoyed with me, but they
will appreciate it later.”

In the short term, the in-
crease in passenger fares and
freight rates, which precedes
the presentation of the Union
budget next month, risks fuel-
ling inflation and burdening
households as companies pass
on higher transport costs to
consumers by raising prices.

Inflation measured by the
Wholesale Price Index (WPI)
accelerated 6.01% in May, the
quickest pace since December.
Consumer price index-based
(CPI-based) inflation slowed
to 8.28% in the month from

8.59% in April, but it is still far
above the comfort zone of the
Reserve Bank of India, and
there are concerns that the
sharp escalation in the Iraq
civil war will further stoke oil
prices.

Japanese securities house
Nomura said in a research
note that the railway fare hikes
will add slightly to inflation in
the near term.

“The rise in passenger fares
will add around 10 basis points
to CPI inflation, while there
will be a limited indirect im-
pact on the CPI from the
freight hike. WPI inflation is
likely to see a marginally larger
impact as the cost of transport-
ing goods such as coal, ce-
ment, oil, steel and food grains
will rise. However, the hikes
will improve the profitability of
the railways and hence they
are a move in the right direc-
tion,” it said.

One basis point is one-hun-
dredth of a percentage point.

The UPA government in-
creased passenger fares across
the board for the first time in
10 years effective 21 January
2013. It also introduced a fuel
adjustment component (FAC)
in railway fares as a reform
measure in the railway budget
it presented on 26 February
2013. Since the adoption of
FAC, which indexes rates to
the price of fuel, railway fares
for passengers and freight have
seen six-monthly revisions.

The passenger fare hike an-
nounced on Friday, applicable
across all classes, was made up
of a flat 10% increase in fares
and 4.2% increase in FAC.

Freight rates saw a flat 5%
upward revision with 1.4%
added on account of an in-
crease in FAC for all major
commodities.

Additionally, the railways
withdrew a concession on
short lead freight traffic (for
short distances) upto 100 km
while increasing the minimum
distance for charge from
100km to 125 km.

“The passenger fare increase
over last 7-8 years has not even
covered up for the inflationary
increase in expenditure,” said
Abhaya Agarwal, a partner at
EY Llp who oversees the infra-
structure practice at the con-
sultancy previously known as
Ernst and Young.

“There is an accumulated
deficit of the past years which
was only partially offset by fare
increase last year. So I would
call this hike modest given the
investments required in rail-
ways for improving passenger
amenities and safety. On the
freight front, the railways can-
not hold on to fare increase

TURN TO PAGE 2®

BJP-led govt approves
hikes put on hold by
UPA; analysts say slight
inflationary impact
seen in near term

Jaypee-Taqa
deal hits state
government
roadblock
BY MALVIKA JOSHI &

MADHURA KARNIK

·························
MUMBAI

The `10,320 crore deal be-
tween Jaypee Group and a

consortium led by Abu Dhabi
National Energy Co. PJSC, or
Taqa, on the sale of two hydro-
power plants owned by Jaypee
in Himachal Pradesh, appears
to have run into a snag.

The Himachal Pradesh state
government will not allow the
sale because of “some local is-
sues”, a top government offi-
cial said.

“There were some devia-
tions in the plant and certain
conditions under the memo-
randum of understanding
(MoU) have not been met.
Hence, the state government
has not given its approval for
the deal,” said S.K.B.S. Negi,
principal secretary (power) to
the Himachal Pradesh govern-
ment.

The MoU is the in-principle
agreement Jaypee Group
signed with the Himachal
Pradesh government to devel-
op the two hydropower
projects. Negi did not say what
specific issues had been raised
by the state government.

TURN TO PAGE 2®Source: Capgemini Financial Services Analysis, 2014
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ASIA PACIFIC SET TO OUTPACE NORTH 
AMERICA IN WEALTH CREATION
Asia Pacific has narrowed North America’s lead in the population of high net worth individuals 
(HNIs) and is set to overtake it this year, according to the World Wealth Report 2014 from 
Capgemini SA and RBC Wealth Management.  Globally, the number of HNIs expanded by 
14.7%, but fell in India due to the economic slowdown. 
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Think of wolves. Chances
are you’d be hard-pressed

to come up with an image that
is positive, pleasing or happy.

You won’t be alone. In Eu-
rope, there’s the medieval leg-
end of the werewolf, the man
who turns into a wolf-like crea-
ture at night, with fangs and
claws.

In India, wolves are sup-
posed to steal unguarded ba-
bies, who then grow up to be-
come wolf-boys.

In the US, former stockbro-
ker Jordan Belfort chose to title
his memoir chronicling his
dark financial raids The Wolf of
Wall Street.

Not to forget that cliché of
horror movies—a wolf in sil-
houette, neck tilted up, howl-
ing away at the full moon.

For all we know, the howling
wolf could well be a mythical
creature from a dark and dan-
gerous world.

But why does a wolf howl?
“A wolf will be wasting its

time howling at the moon. It
does so only to communicate
with its pack. Every wolf howl
is unique, just like every tiger
has a unique stripe pattern on
its body,” says Bilal Habib, a
scientist at the Wildlife Insti-

tute of India and an expert on
wolves.

This fact—about howling—is
now set to aid Habib and his
team conduct a ‘sound capture
and recapture’ experiment, the
first of its kind in India to
count the number of wolves. At
present, there is no population
estimate for wolves anywhere
in the Indian subcontinent.
‘Capture and recapture’ is a
method commonly used to es-
timate the size of a species’
population.

In this case, scientists will
record samples of wolf howls
in a habitat in one season. Say

they record 100 different
howls. Later, in the next sea-
son, another sample is record-
ed, say now, the scientist gets
150 wolf howls and among
these, 50 are found to have
been previously recorded—
then the total population size
is 300, using the following for-
mula: Total = original number
tagged x total recaptured ÷
number tagged on recapture.

In 2003, genetic studies es-
tablished that the Indian sub-
continent supports three dis-
tinct wolf lineages. Two are an-
cient and unique to the sub-
continent. The peninsular
Indian wolf lineage (Canis lu-
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Wolves of the wasteland

Conservation hurdle: At present, there is no population estimate for
wolves anywhere in the Indian subcontinent.
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A panel headed by finance
secretary Arvind Mayaram

has suggested treating non-re-
patriable investments by non-
resident Indians (NRIs) as do-
mestic investment, exempting it
from foreign direct investment
(FDI)-related conditions, in an
attempt to boost inflows of
funds.

If accepted, the recommenda-
tion would mean NRIs making
investments of non-repatriable
nature would not have to worry
about sectoral restrictions and
caps as well as government ap-
provals needed for foreign inves-
tors if they wish to invest in Indi-
an companies.

The committee was set up last
year by then finance minister P.
Chidambaram to rationalize the
definition of FDI and foreign in-
stitutional investment (FII). The
panel’s report was made public
on Friday evening.

Unlike an earlier draft version
reviewed by Mint, the report
does not talk about increasing

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Panel suggests
exempting NRIs’
non-repatriable
investments
from FDI limits
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Football is played with 
your head. Your feet are 

just the tools.

ANDREA PIRLO

is an economist at ANZ 

Research.

The Japanese model of regulating 
AI places the tech industry at the 

centre, with the government 
acting an enabler and Generative 
AI treated as a public good that 
can serve collective interests.

The Eastern idea of collective 
privacy, which differs from the 
Western notion of individual 

privacy, is another reason why 
India may be served well by a 
‘look east’ stance on AI rules.

Q U I C K  R E A D

labour supply at farms in the pandemic’s 
aftermath, accompanied by a persistent 
shortage of unskilled labour in urban cen-
tres. There has been anecdotal evidence of 
rural labour being reluctant to relocate to 
cities on account of lower opportunity costs 
than before.

There could be several reasons for this. 
For instance, a slow recovery in low-end 
manufacturing. Industrial production data 
show that sectors such as textiles, garments, 
tobacco and leather have not yet reclaimed 
their pre-pandemic output levels, which 

typically form about 15% 
of manufacturing. These 
sectors together employ 
about one-third of India’s 
industrial workforce, 
which has had a large 
number of  migrants.

Other reasons include 
rising housing costs in 
cities and the govern-
ment’s free-food scheme 
for the poor in rural areas, 
which has eased the bur-
den on rural household 
budgets and reduced the 
incentive to seek higher 
‘city wages.’

is rarely exhausted by rural households. This 
is despite two LPG price cuts by the govern-
ment: ₹200 per cylinder in August 2023 and 
₹100 in March 2024. Despite the cuts, it is 
likely the LPG price shock induced by the 
global energy price rise in 2022 made it 
unaffordable for rural households. This led 
them to partially revert to cheaper locally 
available fuels, driving up their prices on the 
back of surging substitution demand. So, 
while the LPG price cuts helped lower urban 
‘fuel and light’ inflation materially, their 
impact on rural energy inflation has been 
underwhelming.

The rural-urban infla-
tion gap is also wide for 
other retail items such as 
vegetables, recreation 
and cereals. A probable 
reason could be an 
expanded rural con-
sumer base that is bur-
dening supply chains. It 
is likely that the large-
scale urban-to-rural 
migration that took place 
during the pandemic has 
not reversed yet. The 
media has intermittently 
reported increased 

Rural inflation has been higher 
than urban price escalation. This 
may be due to high ‘fuel and light’ 

prices in rural areas where LPG 
affordability was hit by the global 

energy price shock of 2022.

Also, migration to rural India 
during the pandemic may not 

have reversed yet.Opportunities 
in cities haven’t fully recovered 

even as free food handouts have 
eased the rural cost of living.

Q U I C K  R E A D

AFP

India should look towards Japan 
for an AI regulation framework
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I
ndia’s economy has exhibited consistent 
strength since the pandemic, and there is 
growing optimism over its future growth path. 
Despite a coalition government at the Centre, 
compared with a single-party majority gov-
ernment in the previous two Lok Sabha terms, 

we expect the policy direction to remain the same. 
We maintain our constructive view on the econ-
omy and believe that this cycle has more years of 
expansion. India is on track to become the world’s 
third-largest economy by 2027, maintaining the 
tag of ‘fastest-growing large economy’ for a few 
more years. In this article, we delve into our frame-
work in some detail and answer four questions on 
the country’s economic cycle.

Where are we in the growth cycle?: GDP growth 
has surprised on the upside in the past five quar-
ters, with upgrades to growth forecasts. In other 
words, the growth trajectory is moving higher 
at a faster-than-expected pace. This is more com-
pelling if we consider that the recovery is rather 
young when measured in number of years—two 
years from March 2022, when the economy 
opened completely after pandemic restrictions. 
This robustness is reflected in high-frequency 
data.  Manufacturing and services PMI readings 
have been tracking levels close to their 14-year 
highs, credit growth has been at or above 15% for 
the past nine months, and GST collections have 
been above ₹1.5 trillion for the past 15 months. 
However, there are concerns around a sluggish 
trend in consumption, particularly in the low-in-
come segment, and a slow pick-up in private capex. 
In our view, these are symptoms of an early-stage 
expansion cycle, and growth will become broader 
based as the economic expansion continues. 
Indeed, incoming data suggests a pick-up in rural 
demand in the March quarter of 2024, as reflected 
in consumer products’ volume growth and an 
improving trend in private investment, as reflected 
in the order books of engineering companies.

How is this cycle different?: India has seen a rapid 
transformation from a macro perspective in the 
past ten years, driven by policy reforms. The 
reforms implemented in this period addressed 
three broad challenges: improving the supply-side 
responsiveness of the economy, fostering macro 
stability and improving India’s integration with the 
rest of the world. These policy measures have 
helped fortify the Indian economy, making the 
growth cycle self-sustaining and less vulnerable to 
global shocks than in the past. This is reflected in a 
higher investment rate, systematically lower infla-
tion and a stronger external balance sheet. Indeed, 
capex has risen to around 34% of GDP in 2023-24 
from the trough of 28% of GDP in 2020-21, infla-
tion has tracked below 6% in seven of the past nine 
years, the current account deficit has tracked 
around or below 2% of GDP since 2013-14, and 

This remains India’s decade as its 
economic cycle promises growth
The economy’s expansion has more years to run and GDP growth could average 6.5% until 2030 on current policy trends
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M
ark Twain’s aphorism that “his-
tory doesn’t repeat itself, but it 
often rhymes” may be overused. 

But the market reaction to the political tur-
moil gripping France has distinct echoes of 
the euro crisis more than a decade ago. As 
talk of ‘Frexit’ surfaces, it’s important to 
note that there are significant differences 
between the current situation and the tra-
vails suffered by the ‘PIGS’—Portugal, 
Italy, Greece and Spain—back in the day.

France is part of the bedrock of the Euro-
pean Union (EU), not just a peripheral 
nation. Its economy is nowhere near as 
weak as Greece’s was in 2012. While both 
its budget deficit and debt burden are dete-
riorating, neither is as bad as those of Italy. 
Moreover, the European Central Bank is 
now much more proficient at coming up 
with new tools to defend the common cur-
rency project. The EU’s collective ability to 
set aside differences, displayed during the 
euro crisis and repeated in its €800 billion 
($850 billion) NextGeneration pandemic 
fiscal programme, is its greatest strength. 
Its willingness to compromise on even the 
thorniest of political and economic issues 
means the risk of a ‘Frexit’ can be firmly 
discounted at this juncture.

That said, fixing France’s finances also 
looks unlikely. The political jockeying fol-
lowing President Emmanuel Macron’s 
decision to call a snap election has high-
lighted the country’s intractable debt 
problem; French bond spreads won’t magi-
cally return to the previous narrow levels 
compared with benchmark German yields 
even after the political picture becomes 
clearer by the second-round results on 7 
July. A change in the rating outlook or a 
downgrade from Moody’s Investors Ser-
vice, which ranks French government debt 
at Aa2 with a stable outlook, is probably 
already priced in. But further action from 
either Fitch Ratings or S&P Global Ratings, 
which have the nation one notch lower at 
AA-, would be unsettling.

In recent trading days, French 10-year 
yields have barely budged, while German 
bonds have tracked a sharp decline in US 
Treasury yields. The French Treasury has 
completed more than half of its €310 bil-
lion gross funding requirement this year, 
with sales going smoothly. Yields across 
the curve are in the 3% to 3.5% range, only 
modestly above this year’s average levels. 
In 2012, the French yield premium to Ger-
many reached 128 basis points. This cur-
rent wobble, which has seen the spread 
surpass 80 basis points, is more reminis-
cent of the market move in the approach to 
Macron first taking office in 2017. 

So-called cohabitation between oppos-
ing parties holding the offices of president 
and prime minister has happened three 
times before in the 66-year history of the 
Fifth Republic. If Marine Le Pen’s National 
Rally gets to lead the next government, it’s 
worth noting that her party has carefully 
moderated its eurosceptic stance in recent 
years, pushing instead for reform from 
within. Nonetheless, European Commis-
sion concern about the increasing French 
budget deficit, which rose to 5.5% of GDP 
last year, won’t be assuaged by a tense 
domestic political scene.

During the euro debt crisis, it took then-
ECB President Mario Draghi promising to 
do “whatever it takes” in July 2012 to steady 
the ship. Current incumbent Christine 
Lagarde doesn’t need to worry her speech-
writers yet, but it would be wise to have 
internal consultations on which tools from 
its expanded arsenal the ECB might bring 
to bear if the current market moves 
threaten to become dysfunctional.

The ECB’s Transmission Protection 
Instrument (TPI), for example, was 
approved in July 2022. It helped to quell an 
Italian political wobble, but it remains 
more of a conceptual tool than a real-life 
bazooka, with an explicit aim to “counter 
unwarranted, disorderly market dynam-
ics.” We are far from that definition; “What 
we’re seeing is a repricing,” ECB Chief 
Economist Philip Lane pointed out earlier 
this week. Still, policymakers in Europe 
might want to remind market participants 
that the TPI exists.

The central bank announced at its 6 
June meeting that it will commence run-
ning down its Pandemic Emergency Pur-
chasing Programme by €7.5 billion per 
month from July, by no longer fully rein-
vesting maturing holdings. Pressing pause 
might be taken as a sign of panic; but 
there’s plenty of inbuilt flexibility that 
would allow redemptions from other mar-
kets to be skewed toward reinvestment in 
French debt—a chunky €18 billion matures 
in July, for example.

President Macron’s electoral gamble has 
focused investor attention on the parlous 
state of French finances and opened the 
door to a new administration that may be 
even less fiscally responsible. But still, we 
are a long, long way from the turbulent 
markets of 2012. ©BLOOMBERG

Political turmoil in France isn’t 
a prelude to another EU crisis

Macron’s electoral gamble is a worry but this isn’t a 2012 redux

France’s basic commitment to the EU 

project is unlikely to weaken BLOOMBERG

India’s export market share for goods and services 
has risen by 40 basis points to 2.5% since 2019.

What about policy direction in the next five years?: 
We expect political stability and believe a stable 
government will maintain the policy momentum 
of the past few years. We expect policy measures to 
continue under two broad segments: job creation 
and ensuring macro stability. On job creation, we 
believe that the playbook of focusing on expanding 
infrastructure investment and 
pushing the manufacturing base 
higher are key to ensuring the 
country’s demographic divi-
dend contributes positively to 
growth. Indeed, with an annual 
average increase of nearly 9.5 
million in the working age popu-
lation, India needs a broad-
based strategy for creating non-
farm jobs. Since 2014, the gov-
ernment has expanded physical 
infrastructure at a fast pace, with 
a 1.5x increase in roads (national 
highways, i.e., measured in kilo-
metres) and a doubling of air-
ports as well as railway routes 
electrified. This will help to 
improve domestic competitiveness and create a 
basis for the manufacturing base to expand. To 
ensure macro stability, we expect policymakers to 
maintain a policy framework favouring fiscal pru-
dence, an efficient expenditure mix in the form of 
higher capex, and improvements in the targeting 
of welfare spending. It is likely that the upcoming 

Budget in July will indicate that the government 
remains committed to its path of fiscal consolida-
tion, improving job creation and sustaining capex 
growth. In our view, these areas will help the econ-
omy cruise at 6.5-7% growth with macro stability 
maintained. For growth to average 8-10%, decisive 
and concrete steps will be needed to address factor 
markets (land and labour) and improve the pro-
ductivity of the agriculture sector.

What are the risks?: From a 
cyclical perspective, risks stem 
from global factors, such as a 
sharp deterioration in world-
wide growth, a rise in risk aver-
sion that impacts capital flows, or 
a sharp and sustained rise in 
commodity prices, particularly 
oil. While India is less vulnerable 
to such shocks, it isn’t com-
pletely immune, especially to 
sharp and sustained moves. On 
the structural side, the main risk 
is a change in policy mix that 
focuses on aggressive redistribu-
tion, which could weigh on 
macro stability and thus the 
growth outlook.

Bottom-line: We believe that India’s expansion 
cycle has more years to run, and we estimate that 
GDP growth will average 6.5% until 2030. With its 
economy compounding at a fast pace, India’s GDP 
is expected to expand to $8 trillion by 2032 from 
$3.8 trillion in 2024, accounting for nearly a fifth of 
global growth over the course of this decade.

Policy continuity is expected 
under India’s new coalition 

government and its emphasis 
on job creation, macro stability, 

infrastructure and manufacturing  
is not expected to weaken.

Achieving 8-10% GDP growth, 
though, may require land and 

labour reforms as well as raised 
farm productivity. External 

shocks pose risks, although India 
is less vulnerable to them now.

Q U I C K  R E A D

DEVINA SENGUPTA their fairness yardstick. DEI standards are 
rising. Simply installing a gender-neutral 
washroom doesn’t make the cut.

Whether people protest what they iden-
tify as  DEI violations, especially if someone 
is victimized in office for orientation, can 
depend on how badly they need their jobs. 
For many, calling out the bigotry displayed 
by a senior, like opening up to colleagues, 
can be a tricky decision if it risks being sin-
gled out and ridiculed. Yet, from insider 
accounts, company cultures are changing as 
younger generations move in.  According to 
a prominent DEI activist, there seems to be 
more acceptance of diverse orientations 
among general workers than their higher-
ups: “A transgender working in a plant is 
more easily accepted by workmen on the 
floor, while MBA-degree holders in cabins 
create more resistance.”

So, are DEI training investments turning 
out to be mere lip service in India Inc? Is 
June celebrated as Pride Month mostly for 
brand projection purposes? I would like to 
think that even if a single candidate opens 
up about one’s sexuality in a job interview 
and the panel waves the candidate in as if 
nothing extraordinary happened, then 
India Inc should feel relieved. 

company’s insurance policy, then so should 
the gender-related medical expenses of 
employees who are transitioning but may 
not require surgery.

But can these measures stop the slurs? A 
business house had to look into a harassment 
case where an employee felt “threatened” by 
a colleague who had come out of the closet. 
“Slurs, abusive words, snide remarks are 
common, but rarely are they reported by 
anyone, not even the person who was the tar-
get. Sometimes, senior executives are bored 

in these sessions, but the 
hope is that with every 
step, the office becomes a 
safer place,” says a senior 
executive.

Unfortunately, as con-
versations with office-
goers suggest, leaders in 
many places are still get-
ting used to the new 
dynamics brought about 
by out-of-the-closet ori-
entations. In the mean-
time, the younger lot are 
scanning their employ-
ment contracts to con-
firm if the firm meets 

employees could lead to questions on reli-
gious beliefs on orientation, with morality 
cropping up as a subject.

There is curiosity about whether sexual 
and other forms of diversity can influence 
decision-making processes, while there is 
also rejection of anything beyond hetero-
normative archetypes. People often ask if all 
employees  must attend these programmes 
if the likelihood of having LGBTQIA+ col-
leagues is low. Some firms insist that all 
need to be sensitized, while others want 
their senior leadership 
to be trained every few 
months in the hope that 
their understanding will 
seep through the layers.

The worry that they 
may not be considered 
inclusive has pushed 
firms across sectors to 
look at benefit packages. 
While concepts like 
adoption and paternity 
leave are available in a 
few firms, DEI teams are 
working to ensure that if 
gender-affirming sur-
gery is covered by the 

A single protest from the young and disil-
lusioned on social media could hurt a com-
pany’s brand image, impacting its employee 
attraction ability and more. “It has taken 
more than 50 years for society and thereby 
companies to notice the impact women 
leaders bring to an organization. Getting 
them to accept different orientations, which 
are also evolving, will take a lot more years,” 
observes a senior HR executive who con-
ducts DEI (Diversity, Equity and Inclusion) 
training sessions for business leaders of a 
conglomerate. “We have to start now.”

The HR executive recounts how leaders 
are getting trained not to react or form any 
judgement, and also be acutely aware of 
any subconscious bias kicking in when a 
job seeking candidate discloses more about 
oneself. “‘I am asexual’ cannot be met with 
‘What does that mean?’ or ‘How will the 
employee fit in,’ etc. No one asks personal 
questions, but candidates in interviews 
have opened up about their orientations 
sometimes just to check if they and the firm 
are a match.”

What does DEI training involve? Is it 
taken seriously across all levels in India Inc, 
or is it just a perfunctory checklist tick-off? 
A consultant told me that explaining it to 

A
 born-male hotel executive who 
identified as a woman had a request 
of her HR head. She wanted to work 

in the reception desk of the hotel in a sari. 
The senior approved. Next morning, the 
executive in a sari drew attention from 
many guests, but the decision worked in the 
hotel’s favour. That one nod upped ratings 
from many guests and bolstered its brand 
image of being an inclusive company.

Now, in an ideal world, an employee 
being denied a role because of any orienta-
tion is unacceptable. But since we do not 
reside in such a world, the letters 
LGBTQIA+ (abbreviation for Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, 
Asexual and any other identities) could take 
time to percolate through the layers of most 
organizations. But time is not a luxury that 
India Inc has. Today, different generations 
huddled in the same office want the voices 
of all genders and orientation, with any kind 
of fluidity, to be heard pronto.

Is LGBTQIA+ acceptance just lip service in India Inc?

writes on workplaces and 

education at Mint. Today, various generations 
huddled in the same office want 

the voices of all genders and 
orientation with any kind of 

fluidity to be heard as equals 
no different from anybody else.

Businesses that care about 
their brand image and reputation 
as employers have adopted DEI 
measures, but there still seems a 
long way to go for ideal levels of 
diversity, equity and inclusion.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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N June 9, there was a rash of  
reports that Saudi Arabia 
would not be renewing its 50-
year-old petrodollar agreement 
with the US. Thus ended an ex-
tended period when the US dol-
lar pretty much had a free run 

of  one of  the most valuable traded items 
in the world. This is how it all began.

“It was July 1974. … An embargo by 
OPEC’s Arab nations—payback for US 
military aid to the Israelis during the 
Yom Kippur War—quadrupled oil prices. 
Inflation soared, the stock market 
crashed, and the US economy was in a 
tailspin,” wrote Andrea Wong in  
The New York Times decades later.

Just three years earlier, in August 1971, 
US President Richard Nixon had unilater-
ally torpedoed the gold standard. By 1973, 
free-floating fiat currencies had replaced 
the Bretton Woods system, to set up which 
Roosevelt had got 44 Allied countries to 
install the US dollar as the new ‘good as 
gold’ standard in 1945. In June 1974, Nixon 
brought into existence the US-Saudi Ara-
bian Joint Commission on Economic Co-
operation, which would denominate oil 
sales in dollars in exchange for US weap-
ons and protection to the Saudi kingdom.

The week after the agreement, Nixon 
went on a trip of  the Middle East, includ-
ing Saudi Arabia. In July, the US Treas-
ury secretary took a two-week tour of  
“economic diplomacy” to the Middle 
East. The idea, wrote Wong, was to “neu-
tralise crude oil as an economic weapon 
and find a way to persuade a hostile king-
dom to finance America’s widening defi-
cit with its newfound petrodollar wealth”. 
In July, Saudi Arabia decided to invest its 
oil dollars in US Treasuries—a fact that 
was kept confidential until 2016.

This was pure econopolitik. The fourth 
Arab-Israeli conflict had broken out in Oc-
tober 1973. By December 1973, oil prices 
shot up 300 percent. The Organization of  
Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries, a 
part of  OPEC, declared an embargo 
against the US for overfriendliness with 
Israel. The effects of  this were felt Ameri-
cawide: in 1974, daylight savings time went 
into effect and the national speed limit 
was lowered to 55 mph to conserve fuel.

The US-Saudi understanding snow-
balled. By 1975, all of  OPEC agreed to sell 
oil in dollars in exchange for weapons and 
military assistance. The agreement was 
for five years, but was reiterated down the 
years. The petrodollar has ruled mightily 

since, despite the dollar itself  suffering 537 
percent inflation between 1974 and 2024.

“The international monetary system is 
facing its most difficult period since the 
1930s,” wrote H Johannes Witteveen, IMF 
managing director, in January 1974. It was 
in the light of  these developments that the 
US-Saudi agreement came to pass.

The dollar’s perkiness was paralleled by 
massive payment imbalances, especially 
in the debts of  oil-importing nations. In 

1973-77, the foreign debt of  100 developing 
countries increased 150 percent. The Eu-
ropean countries instituted their own sta-
bilising strategy. In 1972, the European 
Economic Community introduced the hy-
perconnected ‘European snake’, with 
countries controlling their currencies 
from fluctuating more than a percent from 
an agreed exchange rate. The ‘snake’ pres-
aged the 1979 European Monetary System, 
and was ranged against the dollar.

The value of  the dollar has never not 
sunk despite attempts by the US, Ger-
man, Japanese and even OPEC to main-
tain a holding pattern. In 1979, many in-
vestors, including Saudi Arabia, began 
disholding US dollars as reserves, park-
ing their surplus in alternative reserve 

currencies like the Deutschemark, the 
Japanese yen, and the Swiss franc.

Indeed, the very day after the anniver-
sary of  the agreement passed without 
the two sides renewing it, the dollar’s de-
fenders were out in force trying to argue, 
first, that there had never been a US-Sau-
di petrodollar deal; second, that if  there 
had been, it had not been comprehensive; 
and, third, that the dollar-denying news 
was a product of  ‘crypto speculators’. It 
hadn’t, of  course: the agreement has 
clearly not been renewed.

Saudi Arabia’s move to unclip its oil 
revenues from the dollar might have been 
sudden, but it wasn’t without warning. In 
March 2022, The Wall Street Journal re-
ported: “Saudi Arabia is in active talks 
with Beijing to price some of  its oil sales 
to China in yuan, people familiar with the 
matter said, a move that would dent the 
US dollar’s dominance of  the global petro-
leum market….” In January 2023, Saudi 
Arabia indicated that it would explore 
payment in other currencies. In April 
2023, Nigel Green, founder and CEO of  the 
deVere Group, one of  the world’s largest 
financial advisory and asset management 
companies, said, “Separately, two deals… 
would see Saudi Arabia’s Aramco supply-
ing two Chinese companies with a com-
bined 690,000 barrels a day of  crude oil, 
bolstering its rank as China’s top provid-
er of  the commodity. It has been reported 
that Saudi Arabia is also in talks with Bei-
jing to settle with the yuan instead of  the 
dollar.” Last year, China and Saudi Arabia 
signed a $7-billion local currency swap 
agreement in efforts to boost trade reduc-
ing their dollar reliance.

The dollar’s share in the world’s for-
eign exchange reserves has decreased 
from more than 70 percent in 2000 to 
about 55 per cent in the last quarter of  
2023, after exchange-rate and interest-
rate adjustments. As of  November 2023, 
the dollar’s share in global payments was 
47.08 percent. Its anticipated drop further 
into this year is expected to be led by the 
Saudi de-petrodollarisation.

(Views are personal)
(kajalrbasu@gmail.com)
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Part of the reason for the more or less 
reflexive sympathy for Israel in the US is the 
recognition that Israel is pretty much reliving 
our history as a settler-colonial society

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

— Ramnath Goenka

HE recently held Lok Sabha 
elections were an eloquent tes-
timony to the unwavering wis-
dom of  the Indian electorate. 
Defying predictions and pun-
dits alike and notwithstanding 
a repeat of  government, the 

mandate of  the sovereign has delivered a 
resounding message: we, the sovereign, 
will not tolerate the erosion of  our civil 
liberties. We will raise our voice, loud and 
clear, against any law passed in defiance 
of  this cardinal democratic principle that 
forms the bedrock of  our nation. 

Given this unequivocal fiat by the peo-
ple, it is imperative that the latest itera-
tion of  the ‘old establishment’ must act 
accordingly. It therefore is necessary to 
have an immediate cessation on the im-
plementation of  the three controversial 
criminal law bills that are scheduled to 
come into effect from July 1, 2024. 

For these bills, shrouded in contention 
and passed in undue haste after suspend-
ing a record 146 members of  parliament, 
must be re-subjected to rigorous legisla-
tive scrutiny and informed debate in the 
newly constituted Lok Sabha and Rajya 
Sabha. This is fundamental to respecting 
the democratic processes and ensuring 
that the laws of  our nation reflect the will 
of  its citizens through the informed par-
ticipation of  its political representatives.

Before addressing the three contentious 
bills in detail, it is imperative to provide 
some historical context. On August 11, 
2023, the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS) 
Bill, Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita 
(BNSS) Bill, and Bharatiya Sakshya Bill 
(BSB) were introduced in the monsoon 
session of  parliament without adequate 
notice, denying the opposition the oppor-
tunity to object to their introduction.

Though the bills were referred to the 
parliamentary standing committee on 
home affairs, the informed dissent of  
many eminent members of  the commit-
tee was not taken into consideration.

Finally, while the House was grappling 
with an unprecedented attack on its 
chambers and the opposition was raising 
concerns regarding the incident, 146 
members of  parliament were arbitrarily 
suspended, allowing the bills to be passed 
without opposition or even a semblance 
of  an informed critique of  its provisions. 
Currently, the Ministry of  Home Affairs 
has notified that the three criminal law 
bills will be implemented on July 1, 2024.

These three criminal laws lack any sub-
stantial merit or any modicum of  original-
ity. Out of  the 511 provisions in the IPC, 
only 24 sections have been deleted and 23 
added. The rest have been merely renum-

bered in the new BNS. All 170 sections of  
the Evidence Act have been retained in the 
new BSB. Some 95 percent of  the CrPC has 
been cut, copied and pasted as the new 
BNSS. As a result, it systematically over-
hauls the foundational laws of  the crimi-
nal justice system without offering any-
thing substantial by way of  reform.

Second, Section 173(3) of  the BNSS shall 
make the registration of  an FIR discretion-
ary for an offence where the punishment 
ranges from 3 to 7 years. This dispropor-
tionately harms marginalised groups, who 
may be unable to get even FIRs registered. 

Third, Section 187(3) of  the BNSS intro-
duces the troubling provision that allows 
the police to request custody for up to 15 
days at any point during a 60-90 day cus-
tody period, even if  the accused has cleared 

the triple test for bail. This effectively hin-
ders the accused’s ability to secure bail and 
can prolong their detention significantly. 
The provision raises concerns about arbi-
trary detention, potential abuse of  power, 
and the undue burden placed on those fac-
ing charges under the new law.

Fourth, Section 43(3) of  the BNSS brings 
back handcuffs. Despite the Supreme 
Court rulings in Sunil Batra vs Delhi Ad-
ministration and the Prem Shukla case, 
which restrict the use of  handcuffs, the 
new law expands police power in this re-
gard, potentially violating the right to hu-
man dignity for accused individuals.

Fifth, the new law rebrands sedition 
through Section 152 of  the BNS. This 
criminalises four kinds of  activities: sub-
versive activities, secession, separatist 

activity endangering the sovereignty, uni-
ty and integrity of  India, and armed re-
bellion. There is, however, no finely-honed 
legal definition of  these terms. It would 
provide wide latitude to the police and po-
litical establishment to persecute anyone 
without restraint and accountability.

Sixth, Section 113 of  the BNS incorpo-
rates terrorism, which was already de-
fined under the Unlawful Activities (Pre-
vention) Act . This duplication creates 
two laws addressing the same offence, 
raising concerns about potential misuse 
of  the BNS as a tool for intimidation.

Seventh, the new laws add three more 
capital punishments and six life sentenc-
es despite the Law Commission’s recom-
mendations to abolish capital punish-
ment and the Supreme Court’s guidelines 
to hand down capital punishment in only 
the ‘rarest of  rare cases’.

Finally, if  implemented, these three laws 
will create two parallel legal regimes. This 
will not only cause ambiguity but also ex-
acerbate the existing backlog of  cases. Ac-
cording to the National Judicial Data Grid, 
approximately 3.4 crore cases are pending 
in India’s criminal justice system, already 
overburdening the existing infrastructure. 
The implementation of  the new bills would 
further strain the nation’s already creaky 
judicial system that is underpinned by an 
extremely tardy physical infrastructure.

For over a century and a half, thou-
sands of  judges from the subordinate ju-
diciary to the Supreme Court have ap-
plied the existing laws assisted by over 15 
lakh lawyers, a bulk of  whom practice on 
the criminal side. This has created a vast 
body of  criminal jurisprudence well 
known to common citizens in the remot-
est part of  the country. The new laws are 
therefore unnecessarily and deleteriously 
disruptionist in their very conception.

There is no denying that India’s crimi-
nal justice infrastructure is in dire need of  
reform. However, the proposed bills, rather 
than addressing the existing lacuna, only 
serve to exacerbate them. The creation of  
parallel legal regimes, increased ambigu-
ity, and a potential surge in case backlog 
are just a few concerns of  the new bills.

It is imperative for the government to 
suspend the implementation of  these bills 
and reintroduce them in parliament for a 
thorough discussion and deliberations in 
a truly democratic manner. Only through 
such a process can we ensure that reforms 
to our criminal justice system are com-
prehensive, effective and uphold the car-
dinal principles of  natural justice, equity, 
fairness and transparency. 

(Views are personal)
(manishtewari01@gmail.com)
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IS THIS THE BEGINNING
OF PETRODOLLAR’S END?

NEW CRIMINAL LAWS 
MUST GO THROUGH 
PARLIAMENT AGAIN

MANISH TEWARI Lawyer, MP and former Union minister

In 1974, Richard Nixon agreed with 
Saudi king Faisal that in return for 
denominating the kingdom’s oil 
sales in dollars, the US would provide 
weapons and protection. That deal 
was not officially renewed earlier 
this month. The effect on the dollar’s 
dominance could be immense

The three bills were rushed through parliament without  
an informed debate. The new Lok Sabha must be  

allowed to scrutinise them before they come into force

SOURAV ROY

KAJAL BASU Veteran journalist

Chinese net
Ref: The Jammu jihad: Is Pak marching to 
Beijing’s beat? (Jun 20). The aims of both 
China and Pakistan with respect to India are 
nearly the same. Pakistan is entangled in 
the Chinese net and the result was the recent 
terror attacks—whether it was done willingly 
is another story. 
Ravi Nair, Palakkad 

Immediate action
Due to the inefficiency of the National  
Testing Agency, NEET exam deviation, NCET 
exam postponement, NET exam cancellation, 
etc, the future of students is being pushed 
into darkness. Immediate  
action should be taken against the guilty, and 
the future of students should be secured.  
The authorities must ensure such incidents  
do not recur in the future.
Nabnit Panigrahi, Rayagada

Ruining futures
It is unfortunate the NTA, the organiser and 
conductor of NEET, is ruining the future of 
students in so many ways, right from the 
beginning to the timing of declaring the 
results. It  is alarming that the authorities are 
lethargic on the issue. The culprits should be 
served with severe punishments to prevent 
recurrence of such cruelties in the future. 
S N Anil, Ernakulam

Full-time minister 
Leakage of question papers of different 
competitive examinations are becoming 
common in some states and even in the 
Centre. Playing with the life of aspirants 
is horrible. A full-time minister for higher 
education is required now to tighten the 
strings of the examination processes.
B Chandra Sekhar Achary, Kesinga 
         
Planning problem
Ref: Improve crowd control at Jagannath Temple 
(Jun 20). The opening of all  four doors in the 
Jagannath temple is a blessing to devotees. 
But people are still  facing lots of problems. 
One wonders why the government did not plan 
properly before executing such a decision. 
S Chockalingam, Kottaram

Global apathy
Ref: 80 Indian Haj pilgrims die of extreme 
heat (Jun 20).  It  is disgusting to see world 
communities remaining apathetic towards the 
death of about 1,000 Haj pilgrims over five 
days primarily due to the scorching conditions 
during their pilgrimage to Mecca. No nation 
bothered with even words of sympathy to the 
families of the deceased. One thing seems 
to be clear: no country is bothered if Earth is 
destroyed by climate change.
Manoharan Muthuswamy, Ramanathapuram
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GOVT MUST UPGRADE 
NTA INFRA, ACT SWIFTLY 
AGAINST DELINQUENTS

T
HE controversy surrounding the conduct of  the Na-
tional Eligibility Cum Entrance Test-Undergraduate 
(NEET-UG) examination by the government-control-
led National Testing Agency (NTA) and the cancella-
tion of  University Grants Commission’s National Eli-

gibility Test have brought into focus grave systemic flaws 
and threatens to undermine the credibility of  the education 
system. After initially denying any wrongdoing, the govern-
ment has admitted the lapses brought to light by the aspir-
ants. Union education minister Dharmendra Pradhan has 
said that “some irregularities” have been found and has 
promised strict action against those responsible.

The NTA is responsible for conducting crucial examina-
tions such as the JEE, NEET, UGC-NET and CMAT. There 
have been problems galore in the way they have been con-
ducted over the last few years. At the 2019 NEET exams, 
students complained of  ambiguous and erroneous ques-
tions. The NTA had to release a revised answer key after 
admitting to some mistakes. At the 2020 JEE Main  
exams, the NTA faced technical glitches. In 2020, the UGC-
NET aspirants found errors in the question papers and an-
swer keys. The NTA admitted to the mistakes and revised 
the answer keys. Similar problems were faced at the CUET 
2022 exams. There have also been allegations of  leaks of  
questions and answer keys, and incorrect translation of  
questions from English to regional languages. Students 
have also faced the issues of  last-minute changes in exam 
centres, delays in the release of  admit cards and technical 
glitches. The harried student community has time  
and again demanded re-evaluation and re-tests and resorted 
to legal action. However, they have continued to face prob-
lems in these high-stakes exams.

The government needs to urgently step in to ensure prop-
er functioning of  the NTA. It needs to undertake a massive 
upgrade of  the NTA’s technological infrastructure and put 
in place robust security measures to avoid paper leaks. 
There is also a need for regular stakeholder engagement to 
identify areas of  improvement in order to restore the cred-
ibility of  the NTA examination system, which affects mil-
lions of  students. Swift and strict action against those in-
volved in indiscretions and paper leaks should precede the 
structural upgrade. The Supreme Court has rightly said 
that even if  there is “0.001 percent negligence” on part of  
the NTA, it should be thoroughly dealt with.

KANNUR SHOULD NOT BE 
ALLOWED TO BLEED AGAIN

A 
90-year-old man was recently killed in a blast in Kera-
la’s Kannur district when he unwittingly tried to open 
a bomb he found in his neighbour’s uninhabited plot. 
He had apparently gone there to collect coconuts when 
his eyes fell on the steel container. He suffered fatal 

injuries to his head and his hands were shattered by the 
blast. The police, who have started an investigation, say the 
blast was accidental. Though the bomb squad, which con-
ducted a thorough inspection of  the site, could not find any 
other bomb there, a few neighbours have alleged that the 
uninhabited plot has been used for criminal activities by 
political parties. They alleged that the police usually arrive 
at the scene of  an explosion only after party workers have 
erased evidence and removed the crude bombs. Similar al-
legations have been raised by the Congress-led opposition—
they staged a walkout in the assembly condemning the “cult 
of  crude bomb violence” in Kannur.

It’s not the first time that innocent people are getting caught 
in the state’s political bomb culture. Amavasi, a rag-picker 
from Tamil Nadu, was injured in an accidental blast in Kannur 
in October 1998; he lost sight in one eye as a result. In Septem-
ber 2000, Asna, a girl who was playing in her house compound, 
lost a leg to a bomb blast. In all such incidents, innocents have 
lost life or limb without having anything to do with politics.

Violence is embedded in Kannur politics and no party is 
free of  it—with the CPI(M) on one side, and the RSS, Congress 
and the IUML on the other. All parties have had ‘martyrs’ who 
are celebrated at political functions. The culture of  violence 
can be brought down only if  this political narrative is re-
phrased. And for this, all parties must come together. They 
should decide not to let Kannur bleed again. The CPI(M), be-
ing the ruling party, has more responsibility to ensure it. The 
government must ensure a detailed probe into the matter and 
the culprits must be brought to book for killing an elderly 
person in such a brutal manner. Kannur has been bleeding 
for quite a long time—it is time to put an end to it.

Q U I C K  TA K E

MANGROVES AS BIO-SHIELDS

HURRICANES along our eastern coast are likely to be 
more frequent and, at times, more intense than earlier. 
We also know that the oceans around India are rising—

almost imperceptibly, but to devastating consequences. So 
it’s reason to be thankful when a plan to restore mangroves—
which is one of  the most effective ways of  minimising the 
impact of  these changes—comes to fruition. As a recent post 
by a bureaucrat showed, mangroves planted over 25 hectares 
at Kudikadu village in Tamil Nadu’s Cuddalore district have 
come to life. The Pichavaram mangroves support 840 species 
of  flora and fauna. It’s a project worth emulating all along 
the coast, right up to the Sundarbans.
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Expertise in channel
management-as indeed
in other fields-can often

be self-referential. The con-
versations on universal prin-
ciples for the management of
the offline channel typically
have little or no intersection
with those for the online
channel. While a number of
these principles-developed in
their silos-are indeed
extremely useful, the con-
sumer is (still) a person. Even
in B2B businesses, the key
decision-maker is a person or
a group of persons.
It is the ‘people-ness’ of these
people (consumers, cus-
tomers) that creates a case for
integrated thinking.
Consistency of what a brand
is saying is important essen-
tially because of the much-
cited phenomenon of short
attention spans. However,
consistency is not sufficient-
condition to get some of the
scarce attention that’s essen-
tial at the very top of the fun-
nel (attention-> interest->
decision-> action, or AIDA,
the old marketing reliable).
For instance, the individual
seeking a new smartphone is
probably going to visit a big
retail outlet, where they might
interact with a brand repre-

sentative and try out a demo
unit. They might come across
an Instagram post highlight-
ing a new model. If this per-
son is inclined towards gath-
ering information and may
have also read some reviews
online and watched a
YouTube influencer compar-
ing different models. A few
years ago, the number of
people who have both offline
and online dimensions in
their purchase decision might
have been very small, but this
cohort is quite salient now.
The challenging aspect in
this customer journey is that
the last A in AIDA, ‘action’
(purchase) might happen
offline or online. Therefore,
segregated structures for
offline and online channels
are not sustainable in the
long term. It is clearly in the
brand’s interest that offline
and online channels are,

“telling the same story.”
Whether this story is of a new
feature or a new colour,
whether it be a story told in
a YouTube video or by an in-
store demonstrator.
Integration of offline and
online channels is, therefore,
essential for a coherent con-
versation with the consumer.
No smart manager starts with
making a case for unintegrat-
ed offline and online chan-
nels. This situation arises
because of some recurring,
largely structural issues.
The offline channel is often
managed through a com-
mand-and-control structure
that has evolved over decades,
while the online channel is
relatively more nascent.
Companies taking the latter
lightly is of course rarely the
case now but there’s still much
to learn about its dynamics.
The narrative of D2C (direct-
to-consumer) models being
unviable that has set in among
many minds after the boom
and bust in the fortunes of
D2C startups may delay inte-
gration efforts, but will not
stop the growth in the salience
of online channels.
Managerial specialisation is
another reason for offline
and online channels not being

integrated. Individuals who
have acquired expertise
through experience on offline
channels are not necessarily
the ones best suited to build
or develop online channels,
but with time this will change.
Online and offline channels
sometimes end up being
unintegrated because of the
list (or checklist) approach to
channel execution. In this
approach channel manage-
ment is essentially a set of
activities to be completed in
a particular order. While the
list approach is a hallmark of
the manager who is strong at
execution, it is not ideal for
capturing strategic thinking.
The choice of a metaphor that
represents strategic thinking
is essential for the integration
of offline and online channels.
Interconnected funnels might
be a good, safe choice of
metaphor in case a manager
is struggling to find the ideal
one for her context.
Structural adjustments and
readjustments will continue to
happen, but integrated chan-
nel thinking is inevitable,
because of its direct impact on
customer experience.

(The writer is Co-Founder 
of Channelplay; views 

are personal)
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Additionally, the Jammu and Kashmir
Police have made progress in combating
terrorism by arresting an accomplice
involved in a recent attack on a pilgrim
bus. This demonstrates a proactive
approach to addressing security threats.
The Prime Minister’s schedule includes
inaugurating development projects and
participating in International Yoga Day,
reflecting his commitment to promoting
health and unity. The event promises to
bring together thousands, emphasising the
global impact of yoga.

Reyansh Tiwari | Tirupati
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Madam — Apropos the news story “NAM
faces challenges of neo-colonialism,” pub-
lished on June 20, this is my response.
Churchill’s warning that “those who for-
get history are condemned to repeat it”
remains relevant. Reflecting on his 1948
speech, it’s evident he criticised the colo-
nial past while paradoxically supporting
its continuation in Asia and Africa post-
World War II. This paradox underlines the
complex legacy of colonialism, still echoed

today. The Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM), founded in 1955 with India as a
key player, sought to protect nations’ sov-
ereignty from colonial influences. NAM
became a significant force, advocating for
neutrality and independence during the
Cold War. 
However, its relevance has waned post-
Cold War as new forms of neo-colonial-
ism—via economic and media con-
trol—emerge. Recent actions by France,
maintaining economic dominance in
African countries and interfering in
geopolitical issues like Nagorno-
Karabakh, highlight ongoing neo-colo-
nialism. NAM’s resurgence under
Azerbaijan’s leadership signals a renewed
commitment to combating these mod-
ern threats. With Uganda set to lead
NAM, it’s crucial for member nations,
including India, to unite against neo-
colonialist pressures and uphold the
movement’s founding principles to
ensure global sovereignty and peace.

Dhruv Patel | Rourkela
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Madam — Apropos the news story “Sharp
rise in heatstroke cases, casualties in hos-
pitals as heat wave batters Delhi,” published
on June 20, this is my response. Delhi is
grappling with a severe heat wave, lead-
ing to a surge in heatstroke cases and casu-
alties. Hospitals like RML and Safdarjung
are overwhelmed, with numerous patients
on ventilators and several fatalities report-
ed. The victims, mostly labourers without
prior health conditions, are succumbing
to extremely high body temperatures. The
newly established heatstroke unit at RML
utilises innovative cooling methods, high-
lighting the critical need for immediate
treatment.
Daily life is further strained as the city faces
record-breaking temperatures, with the
warmest night in over a decade. Medical
professionals emphasise public awareness
about heat safety, urging hydration and
avoiding peak sun hours. Moreover, the
prolonged heat is exacerbating conditions
like lupus, affecting vulnerable popula-
tions. This alarming situation under-
scores the urgent need for climate adap-
tation measures and robust public health
responses to mitigate the deadly impact of
rising temperatures in Delhi.

Anvi Singh | Jodhpur
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Madam — Apropos the news story “Two
terrorists killed ahead of Modi’s Srinagar
visit,” published on June 20, this is my
response. As a regular reader of the
newspaper, the recent developments in
Jammu and Kashmir ahead of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit are note-
worthy. Security forces have intensified
their efforts, resulting in the elimination
of two terrorists in Baramulla’s Hadipora
area. Despite the success, the operation
also saw two security personnel injured,
highlighting the ongoing risks. In a move
to ensure utmost security, Srinagar has
been declared a “red zone” with a ban on
drone operations. Modi’s visit marks his
first to the region since his third term
began, underscoring its significance.
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Uttarakhand has a vast belt of
pollution causing the phar-
maceutical industry of the
modern allopathic school
which makes extensive use of
chemical raw materials. The
other cause is mischief-mon-
gering by delinquent young-
sters as evident from the
news that 3 persons hailing
from Bihar were arrested for
setting forest tracts in
Uttarakhand’s Chamoli dis-
trict on fire to get more social
media views. Finally, flagrant
violation of environmental
protection laws of the land
through illegal tree felling and
construction practices consti-
tutes the third reason.
The sorry fact is that the
media provides detailed cov-
erage of such incidents but
gives very empirical and glib
explanations as to the causes
of incidents. It doesn’t provide
any in-depth analytical
reports on such incidents
which will throw light holis-
tically on their occurrence
and prevention. 
Wildfires are a regular phe-
nomenon in Australia and the
USA as well as in some
European countries. And
they are intriguing.
Geologists and
Meteorologists in those sup-
posedly developed and well-

administered countries have
neither complete nor correct
explanations for these phe-
nomena. 
But it is not difficult or
impossible to arrive at the
actual complete, scientific
explanations. And that is
possible only through the
application of the scientific
principles expounded in
Vedic Physics. Through Vedic
Physics, we can understand
and explain all phenomena in
nature precisely and perfect-
ly. This is because; Vedic
Physics provides a holistic
exposition of natural phe-
nomena. Its ambit covers the
five primordial elements-
earth, water, fire, air and
ether. This exposition goes
from outwardly perceptible
physical events to the inner-
most levels of subtlest mate-
rial existence. The Modern
Physics of Western academia
explains physical phenomena
only to the extent of measure-
ment of visible, audible or
otherwise measurable physi-
cal phenomena. It has no
concept of sub-nano materi-
al entities- mind (Anastasia)
intellect (mahatatva) and
divinely originating rays
(rashmiyan). Also, it has very
little or virtually no under-
standing of ether. 

Discourse of our Sanatan sci-
entific literature dating back
to 15000 years ago unfolds
the mysteries of material
nature comprehensively.
Some of these texts are
Aitreya Brahman and
Shathpath Brahman. Picking
out threads of core scientific
precepts from these texts will
enable us to refine our living
paradigms and technologies
in line with Vedic sciences. It
will enable us to make envi-
ronment-friendly construc-
tion practices and prevent
natural disasters and cata-
strophic events like wildfires. 
The main reason behind the
occurrence of wildfires is the
production of excessive heat
and disturbance of water bal-
ance in the environment due
to excessive hydrocarbon
burning. The primordial
water element is the antidote
to the primordial fire element.
Vedic sciences provide all
the solutions. Scientists of the
Western, modern school have
none. We must turn to our
rich traditional Sanatan scien-
tific literature of the yore to
bring safety, stability and sus-
tainability to the world before
it is too late.

(The author is a manage-
ment consultant; views

are personal)
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Raging wildlife fires in
Uttarakhand have
made headlines dur-
ing the last month.
These forest fires are

a grim environmental reality and
also a reflection of human faults
in a society riddled with roman-
ticism and unbridled freedom.
Adding to this the situation of
indiscipline and scant respect for
the law, the disconcerting picture
is complete. The incidents of
resource-destroying wildlife for-
est fires in the green hilly State
of Uttarakhand are due to three
factors as obliquely indicated
above. These are — faulty living
paradigms resulting in environ-
mental pollution, a growing cul-
ture of unrestrained freedom
among the youth and a weak
administrative system that is
unable to enforce existing laws. 
Global warming due mainly to
the huge use of hydrocarbon avi-
ation fuels is the big reason for
wild forest fires the likes of
which are regularly observed in
Australia and the USA. The
forest fires of Uttarakhand were
quite similar to the fires in
these countries. The naturally
growing Chir Pine trees in this
State are stated to be susceptible
to fires. However, the triggering
cause of the fire is atmospheric
warming due to vehicular and
industrial pollution.
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Aarohi Sharma | Jammu
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The University Grants
Commission (UGC) in
its recent decision has

allowed Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs), which
offer programs in regular
mode, to admit students twice
a year, from the coming aca-
demic year. This option would
be made available only in
those HEIs that intend to
increase their student intake
and offer new programmes in
emerging areas. Earlier, the
UGC had decided in its 571st
commission held on 25 July
2023 to permit biannual
admissions under Open and
Distance Learning (ODL) and
Online modes in January and
July during an academic year.
Last year, after the UGC had
permitted two cycle admis-
sions in a year for ODL and
Online modes, in addition to

a total of 19,73,056 students
who were enrolled in July
2022, an additional 4,28,854
students joined in January
2023 in these programs. That
means, nearly half a million
students benefited from this
decision. It also shows the
dearth of seats and the craving
for Degrees.
This policy decision will ben-
efit several students who espe-
cially intend to go abroad for
their higher studies, as in most

countries this biannual mode
of admissions exists for the
diploma, degree and post-
graduation courses after the
senior secondary education. It
will enhance international col-
laborations and student
exchanges from foreign coun-
tries. As a result, the global
competitiveness will improve
and will be in alignment with
the global educational stan-
dards. The biannual universi-
ty admissions will help stu-
dents who missed an entrance
owing to a delayed result or
health reasons, as they do not
have to wait for one another
full year.
Most of the institution heads
have welcomed the step, owing
to the official directive and sec-
ondly as the intake will bring
in extra revenue to their insti-
tutes. Some of them want to

test the water by introducing
it in some selected courses. On
the other side, some of them
expressed concern over the
additional space, infrastructure
and faculty required to handle
this extra burden of students.
Enhancing the quantity is
good, but the cost of the qual-
ity is what some educational
experts fear. 
Recently, a German IT profes-
sional was travelling from
Delhi to Dehradun on a
Shatabdi train. He was on his
vacation trip to India after a
six-month long professional
hard work. He narrated how
the Germans work, “When
they work, they work and
then spare a few months to
upgrade their skills and also go
in a hibernation mode of rest
for reviving themselves.”
Whereas, we Indians, either

work throughout the 12
months of spring, winter, rainy
and summer seasons; or follow
a lacklustre attitude and take a
back seat.
In India, many scholars pursue
a doctorate for the sake of
procuring a PhD degree after
their post-graduation.
Whereas, in European coun-
tries like Germany, students
while pursuing their secondary
education develop the flare for
a particular vocational course
and practice it on grounds.
After a while, they return to
learn more about that partic-
ular profession through high-
er studies. No doubt, many of
them do their PhD in plumb-
ing or automobiles and add
value to their profession.
In countries like Germany,
education is a lifelong learning
process and addresses the

ever-changing demands of the
labour market. The learning is
procured through adult edu-
cation, professional develop-
ment, recognising prior expe-
rience, flexible learning path-
ways and providing opportu-
nities for seniors to pursue per-
sonal interests. The ongoing
learning and training is
imparted through Evening
classes, Workshops, Vocational
courses and Non-formal edu-
cational programs tailored to
adults seeking to acquire new
skills or qualifications. 
These educational opportuni-
ties are provided by diverse
entities, including municipal
and private institutions, reli-
gious organisations, trade
unions, industry and com-
merce chambers, associations,
political parties, businesses,
Government agencies, acade-

mies, family education centres,
vocational schools, as well as
media outlets like radio and
television. 
In India, the recently intro-
duced vocational degree cours-
es like BVoc and MVoc have
failed to take off and get the
desired results as expected. The
adult mindset is different here,
as they prefer a white-collar
job. But the reality is different.
One of the ITI pass out in the
AC stream, Mr Khatri, an
entrepreneur was recently
awarded for his turnover of
over Rs 10 crore per year. It is
not the Degrees, but the deter-
mination and expertise in
their profession, that makes a
person successful.
In most of the developed
countries like the USA,
Canada, Australia, the UK
and Germany, college stu-

dents while pursuing their
higher studies work and earn. 
The literacy campaign and the
efforts to bring back the school
dropouts in India have yield-
ed good results. The missing
link is the flare for a particu-
lar vocational course, hands-
on training, experience in the
respective field and the confi-
dence to be of their own. A
change in the mindset of
senior secondary-level stu-
dents towards their career per-
spective can make a difference.
Adopting the worldwide
model of universities is good,
but engaging them after this
biannual mode of education is
what the policymakers need to
ponder upon.
(The writer is a former editor
and former media advisor to

the Delhi Government; 
views are personal)
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even if they out-earn their hus-
bands’ ( Pew Research Centre).
While, the ‘motherhood penalty’
is very much persistent in the
USA (Harvard, 23). ‘Moms were
six times less likely than non-
mothers and 3.35 times less like-
ly than child-free men to be rec-
ommended for a hire…and are
114 per cent more likely than
dads to take a career pause(Mom
Project, US, a career-resource
platform for working mothers). ‘If
a kid is sick,….. it’s going to be the
woman to take time off, because
they are paid less, which makes
more economic sense’ (PNAS,
2023). 
While, a report by the British
trade union association TUC,
said that ‘men do not face a
penalty as parents at all, rather,
fathers who work full time, expe-
rience a wage bonus, when they
have children, earning 22 per cent
more’. ‘The disparity arises not
because mothers actually become
less productive employees, or
fathers work harder becoming
parents, but, because employers
expect them to be so, indicating
a clear-cut culture bias about gen-
der and work’, said Michelle
Budig, a sociology professor,
University of Massachusetts,
Amherst. 
Her research further revealed
that on average, men’s earnings
increased by more than 6 per cent
when they had children, if they
lived with them, while, women’s
decreased by 4 per cent for each
child they had (National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
US, 1979 to 2006).
In India, childbirth impacts
women’s entry into the labour
market, but, differently, in the
context of urban and rural. A
study, collecting the Life History
Calendar(LHC) data from the

States of Karnataka and
Rajasthan, suggested that moth-
erhood may not be accompanied
by a penalty in terms of labour
market participation for rural
women because of the predomi-
nance of informal and flexible
employment, which are more
conducive for childcare respon-
sibilities than work in an urban
or more formalised
setting(Gautham 2021). The
analysis  of  data from the
Employment-Unemployment
Schedule (EUS) of the NSS from
2004 to 2012 revealed that rural
motherhood wage penalties are
close to zero, whereas, urban
women pay a large penalty of
about 18 per cent of total wages
and highly educated women, or
women in regular or salaried
wage work, incur a larger wage
penalty after motherhood than
their less educated or casual wage
counterparts(Wilde et al. 2010).
However, first-time fathers, both
rural and urban, experience no
negative wage effects following
the birth of children.
The lack of childcare facilities is
one of the most significant
impediments to gender equality
in job markets (UNWomen). A
macro-econometric analysis of
childcare policies in 18 OECD
countries (1980-2007) comment-
ed that measures like high levels
of employment protection and
longer paid leave are crucial for
the survival of working mothers
(Thévenon, 2013). In 2016, an
analytical study (ITUC) in seven
high-income OECD countries,
appraised that an investment of
two per cent of GDP in the care
industry, could create nearly 13
million new jobs in the US, 3.5
million in Japan, nearly 2 million
in Germany, 1.5 million in the
UK, 1 million in Italy, 600,000 in

Australia and nearly 120,000 in
Denmark and boost women’s
employment rate by 3.3 to 8.2
percentage points, as against
men’s 1.4 to 4.0 percentage points. 
Subsequently, similar research
(ITUC) in emerging economies
such as Brazil, Costa Rica, China
(People’s  Republic),  India,
Indonesia and South Africa, also
substantiated that the same
amount of investment in the
health and care sector would
bolster nearly 24 million new jobs
would in China, 11 million in
India, nearly 2.8 million in
Indonesia, 4.2 million in Brazil
and over 400,000 in South Africa
and 63,000 in Costa Rica.
While, the ILO’s recent global
‘Care at Work’ report exhorted
that to reducing the gender gap
in employment by 7 percentage
points and the monthly earnings
gap to 1.8 per cent by 2035, a sus-
tainable annual investment of
over $204 billion, an average of
5.8 per cent of GDP per country,
should be invested for universal
childcare and long-term care ser-
vices. While, feminist econo-
mists (Elson et al.) and propo-
nents of the Purple Economy
(Ilkkaracan), vouched for recog-
nising care as ‘an indispensable
component of human well-being’
and called for a ‘caring and gen-
der equal economic and social
order’, by sharing caregiving
responsibilities between the State
and households and women and
men. 
It is high time now that the
world fulfils its SDG 2030 com-
mitments and ensures women’s
economic justice and equality,
with appropriate policy formula-
tions and resource allocations.

(The author is former Director
General, Doordarshan & All

India Radio, views are personal)

In the early 60s when Canadian
short story writer, Alice Munro,
who died recently, earned some
success, a newspaper ran a piece on
her, which had a condescending

headline the ‘housewife who finds time
to write short stories’. The banter fell
through Alice and she went on to win a
Nobel in literature in 2013. While
another Nobel winner in Economics in
2023, Claudia Goldin, explained in her
research that a woman’s vocation is not
always guided by her choice, but, more
often by the ‘long-standing societal
trends’, which build a ‘cult of domestic-
ity’ around her, idealising her role as an
unpaid caregiver.
Not surprising that women spend almost
76.2 per cent of total hours, three times
more than men, on unpaid care work
(ILO). Of all regions, the Pacific and Asia
present the worst scenario, with men
performing the lowest share of unpaid
care work (1 hour and 4 minutes). In
2018, 606 million working-age women
expressed disappointment that they
failed to enter the labour market because
of the burden of unpaid care work, which
was the case for only 41 million men. 
In terms of monetary value, women’s
unpaid work may exceed up to 40 per
cent of GDP in some countries
(ILO).Social scientists contend that
child-bearing, as well as the age and
number of children, more than marriage,
impede women’s entry into the labour
market. 
Women (aged 25-54) face a wide dispar-
ity in labour force participation rate
(LFPR), which remains only 61.4 per
cent, as against men’s 90.6 per cent
(World Bank, 2022). While, in the lone
women households, with at least one
child under 6, economic compulsion lifts
women’s LFPR to about 65.8 per cent,
but, it goes down to 48.7 per cent, when
mothers live with a partner and a young
child, as the ‘male breadwinner’ syn-
drome prevails (UNWomen).
Notwithstanding, the ‘breadwinner
moms’ also bear a heavier load at home,
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