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A
s their third term in o�ce gathers pace,
the Narendra Modi government and the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) are eager to

claim a seamless continuity with the �rst two
terms, as a mark of e�ective governance and lea-
dership. The government and the party have
used the arbitrary 100-day milestone to show-
case their achievements in various sectors, from
renewable energy to infrastructure, and the suc-
cesses of welfare schemes. They have also used
the opportunity to pronounce that nothing has
changed, despite the dependence of the govern-
ment on a coalition in the 18th Lok Sabha. As if to
prove the point that there is no rethink on any of
its controversial agendas from the previous
terms, the Union Cabinet, on Wednesday, ap-
proved a report by a committee headed by the
former President of India, Ram Nath Kovind, that
has endorsed a partisan BJP proposal for simulta-
neous elections to all State Assemblies and the
Lok Sabha. The government has also made it
clear that it will work towards a Uniform Civil
Code, and continue to push for the expansion of
Hindi over English. BJP functionaries are putting
on a brave face but cannot wish away the new
reality of coalition politics, and the changed dy-
namics in the party and the larger Sangh Parivar
since the results of the 2024 general election. 

Stability and continuity at policy and political
levels are signs of good governance, but so are ne-
gotiations, compromises and consensus in a di-
verse democracy. In governance, as in driving,
proactive and defensive approaches go together,
and U-turns are wise when racing ahead can lead
to a collision. The BJP has quietly learnt this les-
son, though it is unwilling to own up its own new
�exibility. Rigidity has been talked up as a sign of
virtuous politics by strong man populism around
the world, and the BJP is now haunted by the
ghost of its own past bombast. On some major
policy issues, the BJP has made course correc-
tions after resistance from allies and the Opposi-
tion. It has extended the consultation on the pro-
posed amendments to the Waqf Act, abandoned
the new pension scheme and the proposed later-
al entry scheme in the high bureaucracy. These
are areas in need of reforms, but they can be best
achieved by openness and �exibility. The BJP’s ri-
gidity on issues has also begotten equally rigid re-
sistance from the Opposition, which is no good
for governance. Similarly, the BJP itself is increas-
ingly becoming a coalition rather than an ideo-
logical monolith. It is good that the leadership
has realised this. It will be better if it also articu-
lates this more honestly. 

Milestones and U-turns 
The optics of the 100-day mark cannot
conceal changed dynamics for the BJP

N
otwithstanding the opposition from polit-
ical parties and many in civil society to
the idea of simultaneous elections, the

Union government has decided to accept the re-
commendations of a high-level committee head-
ed by former President Ram Nath Kovind to go
ahead with the scheme. The committee envis-
aged simultaneous Lok Sabha and State Assemb-
ly elections as the �rst step, followed by munici-
pal and panchayat polls within 100 days of the
general election. In order to do so, the govern-
ment would need to get constitutional amend-
ments to be passed, in Parliament and in the
State Assemblies. Two key reasons have been
evinced for the proposal — �rst, the costs of con-
ducting these elections would be signi�cantly re-
duced if held together, and, second, not having
simultaneous elections has kept political parties
in prolonged campaign mode, impacting gover-
nance and legislative work. There has been little
to no empirical data to support the �rst reason.
Already, general elections take an inordinately
long time, with some State polls being held in
phases. Simultaneous elections could prolong
this process. One of the committee’s recommen-
dations is that if a State Assembly gets dissolved
before �ve years of its term, after the “appointed
date” — the date for synchronising Lok Sabha and
Assembly elections — fresh “midterm” elections
will be held but the new Assembly’s will not have
a full �ve-year tenure. Its tenure will end �ve
years from the “appointed date”. This provision
militates against the original idea of cost cutting
through simultaneous elections. It is also an anti-
federal idea. 

In a multi-tiered governance system, people
choose their representatives based on their per-
ception of who is best suited. The power being
demarcated for di�erent levels of government al-
lows for distinct roles for each representative and
suggests varied voter choices that could be based
on party a�liation, candidate strength, ideologi-
cal positions or socio-economic reasons that are
constituency-speci�c. Each tier has its exclusive
importance and so does the related election. The
second reason, that representatives are in peren-
nial campaign mode and, therefore, polls to ev-
ery tier should all be held during the same pe-
riod, is problematic. For one, that national
representatives of parties are forever in cam-
paign mode is a consequence of the centralising
tendencies of parties that are in power today and
is not a re�ection of the extant electoral demo-
cratic system. Second, subsuming multi-tier elec-
tions into simultaneous mode has the potential to
reduce the importance of each tier, especially the
Assembly and municipal/panchayat levels, and is
anti-federal. Lastly, to e�ect this proposal, the te-
nures of quite a few State governments will have
to be cut short. Parties and civil society actors
committed to federalism must squarely reject
this proposal by the Union government. 

Wrong notion 
The idea of simultaneous elections 

is inherently anti-federal 

T
wo years after the Government of India
held that “Europe’s problems are not
the world’s problems” to distance New
Delhi from the theatre of the

Russia-Ukraine war, speculation about its
determination to help resolve the war has gained
traction. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visits to
Moscow and Kyiv, a possible meeting with
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy at the
United Nations next week and with Russian
President Vladimir Putin at the BRICS Summit
next month, as well as the travels of National
Security Adviser Ajit Doval and External A�airs
Minister S. Jaishankar all point in this direction.

The fact that Mr. Modi “briefed” United States
President Joseph Biden in a phone call after the
Ukraine visit, and Mr. Doval told Mr. Putin that he
had been tasked to “brief” him about the visit as
well when he met him in St. Petersburg last week
indicate that India is engaging with all parties and
developing its role as an interlocutor.

The question then is how far does Mr. Modi’s
plan to play peacemaker stretch? And where can
India’s role be most e�ective?

India’s role, the full picture
India’s advantages and reasons for playing such a
role are many — it is one of the few countries that
is engaging both sides of the geopolitical schism
over Ukraine, i.e., the West as well as the
Eurasian leadership. India’s long-held beliefs on
non-alignment and strategic autonomy, which the
Modi government has largely carried forward
during the war with its abstention votes at the UN
and refusal to accept western sanctions, help its
image as an “honest broker” or mediator.

India is an important voice for the Global
South and it succeeded in ensuring its G-20
presidency focused on war outcomes such as
energy and food security that matter to the
developing world rather than the war itself. As a
result, the increase in India’s intake of Russian oil,
leading to a six-fold increase in bilateral trade, has
been projected as an assertion of its principles
rather than pro�teering.

In his third term, Mr. Modi would no doubt like
to build a global legacy, much like India’s �rst
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was able to do
by mediating between the USSR and Austria for
the withdrawal of Soviet troops in exchange for a
policy of neutrality, or by India leading
international e�orts and UN commissions on
wars in Korea, Vietnam and Cambodia.

If it does essay such a role, the government
would need a thorough assessment of the
situation, beginning with a study of the state of
war in Ukraine. Russian troops remain
entrenched in about a sixth of territory of the
country for more than two years now, while

Ukrainian forces are successfully holding the line
outside of these areas. This indicates that any
change in the status quo could come only from a
massive escalation in the war. Mr. Zelenskyy’s
move to occupy Russian territory in Kursk was a
novel tactic, but was perhaps only meant to be
used as a bargaining chip or “leverage” as the
Ukrainian President put it, in future negotiations.
As he heads to New York next week, Mr.
Zelenskyy will be seeking a further escalation:
western permissions for the long-range Storm
Shadow missiles, and Army Tactical Missile
Systems (ATACM) for airstrikes deep inside
Russia, which he believes is receiving lethal
weaponry from Iran and North Korea. Mr. Putin
has said in no uncertain terms that if the West
clears the request, it would be a declaration of
direct war between the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization and Russia. An alternative outcome
could also arise from the U.S. elections on
November 5 — a win for former U.S. President
Donald Trump may mean the U.S. curtails its
expenditure in support of Ukraine, seen
positively by Mr. Putin, and more sobering for
Ukraine and Europe, while a win for U.S.
Vice-President Kamala Harris will indicate
continuity in the U.S.’s support.

An o�ering that would have to stand out
Second, New Delhi would need to o�er its own
proposal for con�ict resolution or de-escalation
taking into account that there are already a
number of proposals in the arena, all of which
have been rejected by one side or the other. Mr.
Putin and Mr. Zelenskyy have rejected each
other’s proposals, that involve giving up territory
on the ground. Mr. Putin rejected the
Bürgenstock Communiqué, that India also
disassociated from, which dwelt on the issues of
nuclear safety, humanitarian access and the
exchange of prisoners.

Mr. Zelenskyy recently rejected the six-point
Brazil-China joint proposal that proposed the
same measures towards a path of “de-escalation”.
China has, in the past year successfully brokered
agreements between Iran and Saudi Arabia and
Hamas and Fatah. Hungary too, a country with
access to both sides, made a cease�re proposal
which has been rejected by Ukraine.

Summing up India’s position in Berlin last
week, Mr. Jaishankar listed a four-point principle:
This is not the era of war; there are no solutions
on the battle�eld; Russia must be at the table for
talks; and India is concerned and engaged to �nd
a resolution to the con�ict. While these principles
are incontrovertible, they are by no means a
concrete proposal, and India will need to work on
a more comprehensive vision of its path to peace.

The next step would be to study what India’s

role would be. During their conversation, Mr.
Zelenskyy told Mr. Modi that India is simply too
large and important a country to seek a role as
“messenger” between Moscow and Kyiv. In any
case, recent rounds of prisoner exchanges
between the two countries make it amply clear
that there are enough channels to relay
information between them.

A larger role would imply India serving as a
mediator or even the host for a summit between
the two sides, although given India’s recusal from
the Swiss Peace Summit outcome, may be a task
left to one of the Gulf Cooperation Council
countries that have been a part of the process
thus far. Whatever the decision, this is an exercise
that will require India to use its heft, diplomatic
goodwill and other resources apart from
intensi�ed travel by o�cials, Ministers and the
Prime Minister focused on discussing solutions to
the Russia-Ukraine war.

Consistency would be the key word
At a time when the government is dealing with
internal con�icts including Manipur, revving up
the economy through international engagement,
regional turbulence and a host of other important
issues, it could justi�ably question the need to
spend its resources on this con�ict. Externally,
when civilian casualties from Israel’s
bombardment of Gaza or from the civil war in
Sudan are far more than those estimated to be
non-military casualties in the Russia-Ukraine
con�ict, the question over which con�ict India
chooses to intervene in poses a challenge. In
addition, India will be judged on the consistency
of its message- if “dialogue and diplomacy” are
indeed the “only way forward”, then it is di�cult
to account for the Modi government’s refusal to
consider an opening with Pakistan, for example.

Eventually, the balance of the pull and push
factors will decide how far New Delhi will go as a
peace-maker in the war that has consumed
Europe and the U.S. for more than 30 months. As
a country of considerable consequence in the
world, one that straddles the West and the east,
the Global North and South, and as the only
country that is member of both the Quad
(Australia, India, Japan, United States) and BRICS,
India is uniquely positioned. The critical element
is the timing of its foray into a �eld that has, thus
far, only seen failure. As the late Israeli
interlocutor Abba Eban once said in words that
are as true for the con�ict he attempted to resolve
as they are for the Russia-Ukraine war: “History
teaches us that men and nations only behave
wisely once they have exhausted all other
alternatives.”
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India’s place in Russia-Ukraine peace-making 

Suhasini Haidar

There are
indications that
New Delhi is
engaging with
all parties and
developing its
role as an
interlocutor but
there are the
‘ifs, ands, 
or buts’

D
uring his state visit to India last month
(August 19-21, 2024), Malaysian Prime
Minister Anwar Ibrahim delivered a

lecture at the Indian Council of World A�airs on
August 20. Its subject was “Towards a Rising
Global South: Leveraging on Malaysia-India Ties”.
Mr. Anwar dwelt on his vision of the Global South
— its unity amidst “all our diversity, di�erences
and discretions”. More importantly, he said that
the rise of the Global South is not “meant to
exclude the Global North” but to “work together
as equals within our complex strategic contexts”.

High praise
He praised India’s role in imparting energy to the
evolution of the positions of the Global South
which, he said, were in keeping with the
principle of cooperating with the Global North.
As he put it, “And to me, India has welcomed this
reality with grace, fore-vision, and most
importantly, a plan. India’s excellent G20
Chairmanship last year and the inaugural Voice of
Global South Summits made it amply clear that
India is prepared to shape the Global South
agenda with its partners, hand in hand”.

This high praise came from a leader whose
scholarship and intellectualism, is acknowledged
worldwide. This is a scholarship and
intellectualism that has been honed through
years of political experience, su�ering and study,
which has seen Mr. Anwar’s evolution from
Islamism to a commitment to inclusivism. This
would have been music to the ears of the
Narendra Modi government but not so his
references to India’s leadership that emerged
from the freedom movement and the leader who
gave shape to the Republic in its formative years
— Jawaharlal Nehru. Mr. Anwar’s words about
Nehru illustrate that despite all the e�orts of the
Sangh Parivar, Nehru’s reputation abroad has not
been tarnished. The Bharatiya Janata Party and
the Sangh have left no stone unturned in going
after Nehru. Indeed, he is held responsible for

almost all of the current national ills. But what
Mr. Anwar says on Nehru is indicative of how
large numbers globally continue to view him.

Mr. Anwar recalled Nehru’s association with
Malaysia’s �rst Prime Minister Tunku Abdul
Rahman and thereafter spoke evocatively about
Nehru. It is only if his words are quoted fully that
their meaning comes through. He said, “Whither
do we go and what shall be our endeavour?” As
we all know, that is the question that Pandit
Nehru posed in his ‘A Tryst With Destiny’ speech,
and so succinctly answered: “To bring freedom
and opportunity to the common man, to the
peasants and workers of India; to �ght and end
poverty and ignorance and disease; to build up a
prosperous, democratic and progressive nation,
and to create social, economic and political
institutions which will ensure justice and fullness
of life to every man and woman”.

Mr. Anwar thereafter said, “In a world fraught
with challenges and uncertainties, it is the
unwavering commitment to these principles that
will guide us towards a brighter, more just
tomorrow. The legacy of the founding fathers is
not merely a testament to their time, but a
timeless beacon, urging us to dream, to strive,
and to forge ahead with undaunted courage and
unshakeable resolve”.

Still relevant
Signi�cantly, Mr. Anwar began his address by
quoting Swami Vivekananda on the ‘march’ of
ideas from this land accompanied by words
which had “blessings” behind them and “peace”
before them. Remarkably, he noted that
Vivekananda was the chief disciple of
Ramakrishna — perhaps no other foreign leader
has done so. Pleading for multiculturism and
inclusivity, Mr. Anwar recalled what Gandhiji had
said, “‘Hate the sin and not the sinner’ is a
precept which, though easy enough to
understand, is rarely practi[s]ed, and that is why
the poison of hatred spreads in the world.” And,

he concluded his address by quoting Tagore
whose words he said “echo through the corridors
of time, urging us to embrace not the comforts of
safety, but the unyielding courage to confront
adversity head long: “Let me not pray to be
sheltered from dangers, but to be fearless in
facing them”.

Mr. Anwar’s reference to Swami Vivekananda,
Gandhiji, Tagore and Nehru point to the
agonising di�culty of the Sangh Parivar. While it
has denigrated Nehru and sought to co-opt some
great personalities of the freedom movement and
the Indian Renaissance, its own venerated
ideologues and leaders are respected in many
quarters in India but they continue to be known
only in niche circles abroad.

Right-wing ideologues may assert that this is
because they belonged to indigenous cultural
traditions which were ignored by the colonialists
and that that tendency continues. The fact is that
the timeless message of spiritual unity of
Vivekananda, the universalism of Tagore and
Gandhiji’s emphasis on non-violence also derived
from indigenous Indian traditions but eschewed
muscular exclusivism. And, Nehru’s ideal of an
inclusive, modern society animated by the
scienti�c spirit was a beacon light for many newly
decolonised countries as it should be to India
today.

The broad view
India’s present policies to ensure that the power
of digital technologies are harnessed for popular
welfare are gaining the positive attention of the
Global South. These are practical measures which
have great importance in the lives of the
impoverished everywhere and are important for
governance. They evoke foreign admiration but in
the realm of political and social philosophies, the
ideologues of the Parivar do not inspire as do
Gandhiji and Nehru and others who Mr. Anwar
mentioned. And, this can hardly be attributed to
the conspiracies of left liberals.

Acclamation for an Indian leadership that still endures 

Vivek Katju

a retired Indian
Foreign Service o�icer

The Malaysian
Prime Minister’s
speech in India,
with its
references to
Vivekananda,
the Mahatma,
Tagore and
Nehru, is a
pointer to how
the world still
holds them in
high esteem

Simultaneous elections

India is diverse, plural,
participative, federal,
accommodative and, most
importantly, united. Instead
of strengthening it, we are
introducing the prefix ‘One
Nation’ that attempts to
erase India’s ethos in the
name of democracy and
national welfare (Page 1,
“Simultaneous polls plan
gets Union Cabinet nod”,
September 19). It is high
time that we re-read the
Constitution of India, listen

benefits. Imagine the time,
energy, money and man
days saved. The resources
can be utilised for other
productive projects. I am
unable to understand how
simultaneous polls are
against the Constitution,
democracy, federalism and
practicality.

A.K. Rajan,
Ayyanthole, Thrissur, Kerala

Opposition parties seem to
be based more out of their
fear of being kept away
from power. Though the
government has talked
about consultations, past
actions indicate that the
party in power for a third
term may still try to
bulldoze its way. I hope
better sense prevails.
Unnikrishnan Nair B.C.,
Kuthiathode, Alappuzha, Kerala

The recommendation will
definitely lead to several

various States. Under the
new poll plan, there could
be more political meddling.
How e�ective will oversight
by the Election Commission
of India be?
P. Paramasivan,
Chennai

It is unfortunate that the
ruling party has not
considered the pros and
cons of its plan. I am afraid
that such a proposal will
only create chaos. The
objections by the

such a system may lead to
superficial governance,
prioritising national needs
over local ones, ultimately
diminishing democratic
representation and
accountability at the
grassroot-level.
Sakshi Gawhadem,
Indore, Madhya Pradesh

Coalitions and the
subsequent collapse of
governments in a
multi-party system in India
are not uncommon in

to the Opposition and
understand the pulse of the
public to know what should
guide democracy and
national welfare.
R. Srivatsan,
Chennai

Simultaneous elections in a
diverse and populous
country such as India raise
significant concerns.
Logistics, security concerns,
and the risk of undermining
regional issues are critical
challenges. Implementing
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T
he Australian Prime Minister,
Anthony Albanese, has announced a
plan to set a minimum age to use
social media platforms. Should

children be barred from social media? Amanda
Third and Aparajita Bharti discuss the question
with Mandira Moddie. Edited excerpts:

Amanda, could you tell us about the ongoing
debate in Australia? 

Amanda Third: This policy decision has come
out of the blue. It is not a debate that we have
been having for a long time. O� the back of the
pandemic and the large increases in time spent
online by children, along with a recognition that
some children are exposed to harm via social
media, the debate has heated up. 

The debate in favour of a ban has largely been
driven by parent groups. The government is
under pressure to demand that technology
platforms step up and assume responsibility for
keeping children safe online. However, there is a
political dimension to this too: Australia is in the
lead up to a federal election (in 2025) and Meta
has declared that it will no longer pay money to
news agencies in order to distribute news
content. So, the government is keen to keep the
Murdoch empire happy. The way to do that is to
go along with this impetus for a ban. 

While a ban looks seductive, it may not give
parents what they are looking for, which is safer
spaces for their children and for technology
companies to take responsibility. If children are
banned from these spaces, companies will have
even less of an imperative to design platforms
for them and for young people. We need to put
more pressure on tech platforms to deliver
better spaces for children and young people. 

Aparajita, what are your views on age limits?

Aparajita Bharti: When we talk about
enforcing age limits, the devil lies in the details.
In India, the Digital Personal Data Protection
Act, 2023, says children can access any platform
which collects their personal data only after
getting veri�able parental consent. How do we
implement this? In Australia, when the Prime
Minister says there should be a social media ban
until the age of 16, how would such a ban be
implemented? It is unclear.

Bans are hard to enforce in a digital
environment. Apart from what Amanda said,
children are good at circumventing [barriers].
South Korea’s Cinderella Law had banned
gaming from midnight to 6:00 a.m. After the law
came in, there was identity theft so that children
would be able to access the gaming platforms. 

Age limits seem to put the burden of
compliance on parents. Is that reasonable?

AB: You are right. This is speci�cally ampli�ed
in India, where digital literacy is quite low,

where there are many di�erent languages, and
where platforms don’t always lend themselves
the same way in all these languages. There is
also a lot of shared device usage. We conducted
a survey of 10,000 children in Tier 2 and Tier 3
cities and in government schools in Delhi and
found out that 80% of children helped their
parents navigate online platforms. So, to expect
parents to guide children on safe online usage is
not sensible. Similarly, if you look at the NSSO
(National Sample Survey O�ce) data, only 40%
Indians knew how to copy or move �les on a
computer (2021). This number may have
increased, but if we use ID-based veri�cation,
for example, which has been proposed time and
again as a means to verify age, it would be hard
for people who are less literate to do that.
Therefore, we also need to think about what
responsibility platforms need to take and what
kind of design changes they need to make to
ensure the safety of children online.

Amanda, what is the conversation at home? 

AT: Parents feel overwhelmed by the task of
managing their children’s digital engagements
and that is made di�cult by the fact that we
have a highly in�ammatory media environment
where only the extreme cases of children
experiencing signi�cant harm get reported. It is
a very one-sided conversation. It does not
include the positives that come out of the digital
engagements of children and young people. We
have some wonderful organisations here
generating high-quality online safety materials.
But even so, the availability and distribution of
those resources pales in comparison with the
panic narrative that parents are exposed to. We
need to moderate the media debate and make
sure that we give parents good, strong advice
about the things that they can do to keep their
kids safe online, but also on how to maximise
the value of being online. Research shows that
when a parent is able to support their child to
really maximise the bene�ts of being online, this
also works to mitigate the harms. 

AB: The education system also has a huge role

to play, especially in India. On the one hand, we
are making our school curricula more and more
digital because there is an understanding that
this is a skill that is required for a person to be
employable. On the other, we are always
discussing screen time. So, what are we doing to
our education curriculum? What is that �ne
balance between going tech and also
emphasising physical sport, writing, etc.? 

Second, as part of their core curriculum,
children should be taught how to be resilient
online. We teach our children about good touch,
bad touch, and how to be safe in the physical
world. But unfortunately, while there have been
many scattered initiatives, the core curriculum
in India does not include lessons on how to
conduct yourself online, on how to know you
are in danger, what is unsafe, etc. 

Parents share their children’s personal data
online at the cost of the privacy of children.
How do we tackle this? 

AT: Spot on. Children have been telling us that
they perceive double standards in the use of
technology. That is, the parents have one set of
rules for their children and a di�erent set for
themselves. Parenting is about role modelling.
The kinds of habits that you demonstrate in
front of your child in�uences them deeply. One
of the most powerful things that parents can do
is to regulate their own use (of platforms). 

AB: In India, we have not really had a discussion
around law on ‘sharenting’ (the practice of
parents publicising a large amount of potentially
sensitive content about their children on
Internet platforms). But quite a few
law-enforcement agencies, such as the Assam
Police, have been using their social media to
warn parents against ‘sharenting’. Under the
data protection law, every citizen has the right to
correction and erasure of personal data. It will
be interesting to see how children, when they
grow up, will use this law to remove certain
things that their parents put out when they (the
children) were minors without their consent.

There are a lot of child in�uencers on social
media, who enter into marketing contracts.
What is being done to address the issue?

AB: The National Commission for Protection of
Child Rights came out with some guidelines for

child and adolescent participation in the
entertainment industry in 2023. These require
producers to obtain permission from district
magistrates before a child can perform in any
audio visual content. It is interesting that they
don’t put the onus on parents. However, if you
look at social media now, certain accounts get
�agged because the audience feels that the child
is being exploited by their parents to market
products. In France, the law says if a child under
the age of 16 is an in�uencer and earns an
income, their parents cannot access that income
until the child turns 16. We should also consider
certain regulations around this in India. 

What are the responsibilities of social media
platforms and tech companies in ensuring
the safety of children online? 

AT: We have been too focused on protecting
children from possible harms and not focused
enough on thinking about the kinds of
environments in which we would like our
children to roam around online. We have a lot of
work to do in moving companies and
governments away from a compliance mode into
a mode of designing optimal environments for
children. One of the big upcoming dilemmas is,
what are we going to decide is acceptable in
terms of age assurance technologies or age
veri�cation? What is our threshold of tolerance
for identity veri�cation, particularly where that
identi�cation requires private companies to
collect yet more data about us? 

AB: The same technology that can be used for
harm is also used to keep children safe online.
For example, if the child is doing something that
indicates that they are close to self-harm, the
companies cannot do anything about it without
tracking. So, every technology can be used both
for good and bad. Therefore, banning something
in the digital space is di�cult. 

If banning is not the right way to go, what is
the way to get platforms to do better? We have
models from around the world. The
Age-Appropriate Design Code in the U.K., 2020,
has had a real impact on platforms. They have
made changes, so that children have better
default settings when they join the platform and
are exposed to minimum risk. A recent study
found that platforms such as Meta, Google,
TikTok, and Snapchat have made 128 changes
related to child safety and privacy. Sadly, we
don’t have anything like that in India yet. 

There also needs to be more transparency
around these design changes. It is not enough
for platforms to say we have made design
changes; it is also important for platforms to
report the changes they see in children’s
behaviour after making those changes. 

Should children be barred from social media? 

PARLEY

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese attends question time at

Parliament House in Canberra. AP
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Children have been telling us that they
perceive double standards in the use of
technology: parents have one set of rules for
their kids and a di�erent set for themselves.
Parenting is about role modelling. One of the
most powerful things that parents can do is
to regulate their own use (of platforms).
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O
n a recent work trip, I made my-
self useful. I assisted a fellow en-
tertainment journalist with the

most critical aspect of this profession:
making reels. I write this in jest, just
about. Shooting quirky, short-format vi-
deos has become a nagging, almost un-
avoidable feature of our beat. Hang back
at any �lm event and you will observe
journalists queuing up — after conducting
their formal interviews — for some extra
minutes with the stars. This is reel time.

There are di�erent kinds of reels, of
course. But I am referring to a particular
variety: spi�ly dressed reporters hob-
nobbing with celebrities, doing a little jig,
or posing inanities: “Tell us three things
we will �nd on your phone...” 

This is not a new phenomenon. In re-
cent years, if the lines have somewhat
blurred between content creation and
formal reportage, in the realm of �lm cov-
erage they are practically mush. Reels en-
sure instant virality. They are quick and
catchy. As some may argue, they are the
“fun stu�”, the equivalent of pull quotes
in a magazine. But while the point of pull
quotes is to snag a reader’s attention and
direct it to the substance (I use this word
loosely) of the piece, reels are their own
autonomous things.

It is true that movie journalism, from
its beginning, has swayed to its own
rhythm. Its ethical and aesthetic boun-
daries are not as sharply drawn as they
are — or ought to be — for, say, political re-
portage. A certain closeness with celebri-
ties, an animated speaking style, a witty
and likeable persona are all fair rules of
the game. Often, the anchor on a talk
show is the audience’s surrogate, convey-
ing the same wonder and awe that ordin-
ary people feel for actors. 

While all �lm journalists are now con-
tent creators, are all content creators �lm

journalists? It is a tough knot to untangle.
The PR machinery that controls movie
promotions certainly sees it their way. In-
creasingly, in�uencers, vloggers, and in-
dependent podcasters are being priori-
tised over traditional news outlets. They
are considered pliant and less trouble-
some; they are willing to forgo a di�cult
line of inquiry if it means extended access
to a star. They also bring legions of follow-
ers. The establishment media, caught in a
game of hits and likes, is left playing catch
up. It is sometimes humbling to see se-
nior (and well-regarded) journalists try-
ing to get down with the kids, recreating
‘hook steps’ or posting awkwardly
framed sel�es.

I am not writing this to vent or to as-
sume a moral high ground. I have often
clicked pictures with actors and �lmmak-
ers and travelled on junkets. In any pro-
fession, people take the perks they can
get. In a 1995 piece about The Wild Bunch,
the late �lm critic, Roger Ebert, wrote
about �rst viewing the �lm in The Baha-
mas in the late 1960s, in what he termed
“the golden age of the junket”. He said:
“It was party time, and not the right ve-
nue for what became one of the most
controversial �lms of its time.” 

In the end, �lm journalism takes all
kinds. There are anchors and creators
who make genuinely funny reels — you
can see their love for trivia and pop cul-
ture inform the content they create. Fur-
thermore, no technology or format is in-
herently insidious or corrupting. My only
concern, therefore, is with scripted en-
tertainment thoroughly supplanting free
and fair reporting. We have seen the tem-
pers that rise whenever �lm celebrities
are asked incisive questions, or when
their �lms are criticised. It is not what
they have come to expect from our tribe
any longer. They are used to the fun stu�.

shilajit.mitra@thehindu.co.in

NOTEBOOK

The real, the reel, and the reels

Scripted entertainment often supplants free and fair reporting 
in �lm journalism in India

Shilajit Mitra

Putting out �res everywhere

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X

An airplane drops water on a wildfire near Freixiosa, Portugal. The country in south western Europe is fighting multiple wildfires and has mobilised more than 5,000 firefighters

to contain them. At least six people have died so far and a number of residents have been forced to flee their homes. The fires have been caused by hot, dry conditions.

Meanwhile, central Europe is trying to contain floods caused by heavy downpours. REUTERS

Bombay, Sept. 18: Nine persons including
Sukur Naran Bakhia and Haji Mastan,
described to be smuggling kingpins, were
arrested and detained to-day under the
Maintenance of Internal Security Act (MISA)
within hours after it was amended by a

Presidential Ordinance late last night.
The Police, the Customs and the Directorate

of Revenue intelligence are combing the
Bombay underworld to catch more suspected
smugglers in their net.

The tightlipped o�cials declined to divulge
the number of smugglers they are hunting for,
but authoritative sources indicated that the
net had been spread for a score of notorious
smugglers. 

Five of the suspected smugglers — Nainmal
Punjaji, Shah Champalal Shah, Rajaballi Hirjee
Meghani, Nathalal Rupsi Shah and Kantilal
Nanchand Shah — were arrested in Bombay
and taken to Yeravada jail. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO FROM THE SEPTEMBER

19, 1974 EDITION AS THERE WAS NO EDITION

ON SEPTEMBER 20, 1974

Bakhia, Mastan & 7 others
detained in swoop on
smugglers 

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

Simla, Sept. 19: It is understood that an
agreement has almost been reached between
the Government and the Nationalist Party on the
question of the separation of railway �nance: “In
view of the fact that the Assembly agrees to the
resolution passed in February 1923 in favour of
State management of Railways, these
arrangements shall hold good only so long as the
East Indian Railway and G.I.P. Railway and the
existing State managed railways remain under
State management.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 20, 1924

Separation issue 
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The military aid to be
provided by Germany
to war-torn Ukraine

397
In million euros.

Germany is set to

approve close to 400

million euros in view of the continuously

deteriorating military situation in Ukraine.

German aid to Ukraine was budgeted for

around 8 billion euros in 2024. REUTERS

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The increase in India’s
exports of ready-made
garments

12
In per cent. The country's

ready-made garment exports

(RMG) in August rose to $1.26

billion despite challenges such as high

logistic cost. Cumulatively, RMG exports

during the April-August period of 2024-25

grew by 7.12% to $6.39 billion. PTI

Number of
bene�ciaries under
Assam’s Orunodoi 3.0

37.2
In lakh. The State

government rolled out

the third edition of its

flagship ₹5,604 crore poverty alleviation

scheme ‘Orunodoi’. It has upped the

number of beneficiaries by around 12.6

lakh people across the State. PTI

Number of tourists
who visited Tripura in
2023-24

5
In lakh. Tripura Chief Minister Manik

Saha said the tourism sector in the

northeastern State has experienced

significant growth in recent years. Around

4.7 lakh tourists who visited the State in

2023-24 were domestic while remaining

75,000 were from foreign countries. PTI

Funds to Ukraine
directed by EU from
frozen Russian assets

160
In million euros.

European Commission

President Ursula von der

Leyen said that proceeds of frozen Russian

assets will be allocated to meet Ukraine’s

humanitarian needs for this winter. REUTERS

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far:

S
ri Lanka’s presidential election
will be held on September 21.
Since it is the �rst time that
citizens will have a chance to

elect their leader after the unprecedented
�nancial meltdown in 2022, their
economic concerns are the chief poll
issue. This marks a departure from the
island nation’s last few elections that were
dominated by promises of “eradicating
terrorism” (the country’s three
decade-long civil war ended in 2009), and
pledges of delivering “good governance”,
or “national security”. All main
contenders running for president this
time have promised to �x the country’s
broken economy, o�ering mildly di�erent
versions of policy outlines tethered to an
ongoing International Monetary Fund
(IMF) programme.

What happened in 2022?
Sri Lanka’s classic twin de�cit problem
dramatically escalated when President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa resorted to rash
policy decisions, including signi�cant tax
cuts, an abrupt ban on chemical
fertilizers, and a failure to devise a plan to
meet debt repayment deadlines,
especially after foreign reserves dwindled
in the wake of the pandemic and
questionable policy. In April 2022, Sri
Lanka announced it would default on its
foreign loans as the “last resort”. As the
imports-reliant country ran out of dollars,
essential supplies were severely hit.
People were forced to contend with long
queues for fuel and gas, shortage of food
and medicines and prolonged power cuts.
With no solution in sight, citizens took to
the streets. The agitations soon grew into
a formidable mass uprising and evicted
Mr. Gotabaya from presidency. Soon after,
President Ranil Wickremesinghe was
elected to the country’s top o�ce through
a parliamentary vote.

When did the IMF step in?
Although the outgoing government of Mr.
Gotabaya was considering seeking IMF
assistance, it was only in March 2023 that
the agreement for a $3-billion Extended
Fund Facility (EFF) was �nalised by his
successor Mr. Wickremesinghe. The EFF
sought to “restore Sri Lanka’s
macroeconomic stability and debt
sustainability, safeguard �nancial stability,
and step up structural reforms to unlock
the country’s growth potential”. Although
Sri Lanka had obtained IMF assistance 16
times earlier, this was its �rst agreement
after defaulting on its loans. The Fund
underscored the need for a
“comprehensive anti-corruption reform
agenda”. In order to meet the targets set,
the government undertook various policy
measures. 

It restored the taxes that were cut by
the previous administration and
increased the Value Added Tax (VAT) to
18% from January 2024. It went for
market-pricing of fuel and energy, and
agreed to “reform” state-owned
enterprises, best known for their huge
recurrent losses. Detractors read that as
an alarm bell for a �re sale of strategic
assets, but the government’s plans have
yet to transform into actual deals. The
Wickremesinghe government also passed
at least 42 legislations for the country’s
“economic transformation”.

What is the status of Sri Lanka’s debt?
In June this year, Sri Lanka sealed an
agreement with the O�cial Creditor
Committee (OCC), to restructure the debt

owed to its bilateral lenders including
India, and signed a separate agreement
with China for debt treatment. The OCC is
a platform comprising 17 countries
including India and members of the Paris
Club such as Japan, that Sri Lanka has
borrowed from. It was formed in May
2023 to simplify Sri Lanka’s debt
negotiations following its default. With
the OCC, Sri Lanka reached a
restructuring agreement for $5.8 billion of
its bilateral loans. 

Sri Lanka on September 19, 2024 said it
reached agreements in principle to
restructure approximately $14.2 billion of
sovereign debt with the holders of its
International Sovereign Bonds. On the
domestic debt front, Sri Lanka’s e�ort at
restructuring has sought to protect local
banks, while transferring the burden to
superannuation funds, including the
Employees’ Provident Fund. The move,
which diminishes the rate of return on
investments and the �nal value of
workers’ savings, drew huge �ak and has
been challenged in the Supreme Court.

Has the economy recovered?
Over the last year, authorities have been
highlighting incremental gains towards
macroeconomic stability. 

State revenue is up from 8% of the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in the
crisis year to 11%. The staggering 70%
in�ation seen in September 2022 dropped
to 5.9% in February 2024. Sri Lanka’s
economy is expected to grow around 2%
to 3% this year, after the dramatic,
near-8% contraction in 2022 and further
contraction of 2.3 % in 2023.

The IMF has commended the
government for its e�orts and the
government sees reason for promise.
Foreign investment of around $1.5 billion
made its way into Sri Lanka last year. The
crucial tourism industry saw arrivals
double, compared to 2022, and bring in
revenue totalling over $2 billion. In the
�rst half of 2024, Sri Lanka’s tourism
revenue reached over $1.5 billion.
Remittances from workers, mostly
women engaged in domestic work in West
Asian countries, showed an uptick of over
50%, amounting to nearly $6 billion in

2023. According to Central Bank data, Sri
Lanka’s gross o�cial reserves rose to $5.9
billion in August 2024. Export revenue
from tea, rubber and spices increased,
although the apparel and textile industry
saw a drop in earnings. Flagging these
macroeconomic gains President Ranil
Wickremesinghe, who is among the key
contenders this election, is running on
the plank of economic “stability”. 

How do people view the
government’s claim of stability?
Some, especially from a�uent sections,
appreciate the President’s e�orts towards
economic recovery. However, a majority
of Sri Lankans are reeling under the
enduring impact of the crisis, and the
austerity measures introduced as part of
the IMF-led recovery programme.

The electricity tari� hike in 2023 threw
over a million families o� the grid, as they
could not a�ord their bills, the Parliament
was told in January. Sri Lanka has the
highest electricity bills in the region, with
consumers paying nearly three times
more than their South Asian
counterparts, according to local think
tank PublicFinance.lk. Early this year, the
energy regulator reduced the tari� by
around 20%, but those who lost their
connections last year are in no position to
save enough to settle the outstanding
arrears. There are no power outages in Sri
Lanka now, but children studying in
candlelight, women cooking with
�rewood, and refrigerators and fans
falling silent in the scorching heat are not
uncommon in poor households.

What about in�ation?
The reduced rate of in�ation is routinely
cited by the Central Bank to signal respite,
but it has not softened the blow for
consumers. From the time food in�ation
soared to 94% at the height of the crisis,
shoppers have been paying much more
for essentials. According to the Central
Bank of Sri Lanka, food in�ation (Y-o-Y)
accelerated marginally to 1.5% in July
2024 from 1.4% in June 2024. Further,
non-food in�ation (Y-o-Y) also accelerated
to 2.8% in July 2024 from 1.8% in June
2024. In�ation continued to remain below

the targeted level of 5% even after this
acceleration, it noted, implying that
compared to its rocketing in 2022, the
rate of price increase has slowed down.

Meanwhile, higher utility bills, mainly
electricity and water, cooking gas and
transport costs, have only further drained
the stagnant incomes of families. Add to
this the 18% VAT. While some essentials,
including wheat �our, baby food, and
medicines are VAT-exempt, everything,
from a cup of tea at the roadside shop to a
lunch packet, costs three or four times as
much as it did before 2022. The increased
cost of producing, sourcing, and
supplying items in Sri Lanka’s food
ecosystem travels fast to the consumer.

What is the impact on people?
While o�cial numbers appear to scream
relative macroeconomic stability, people
struggle silently to put food on the table
every day. Sri Lanka is recovering, but not
for all. During the crushing economic
crisis, at least half a million jobs were lost,
food insecurity and malnutrition became
widespread, poverty doubled, and
inequality widened, according to the
World Bank. Scores of small and
medium-sized enterprises plunged into
losses and are struggling to bounce back.
A UNDP report published in March 2024
said approximately six in 10 (or 55.7%) of
all people are multi-dimensionally
vulnerable in at least three of the 12
weighted indicators of access to health,
education, employment, and income.

Further, 54.9% of households in Sri
Lanka are indebted, and 60.5 % of
households are grappling with a drop in
household income after the crisis,
estimates the Department of Census and
Statistics. The poor are consuming less,
spending a lot more for a lot less, and
increasingly, borrowing to make ends
meet. The survey showed 91% of
households reporting an increase in their
total household average monthly
expenditure. That too when real wages
and incomes have fallen after the
pandemic, and job losses exceed one
million in the construction sector alone.

Sri Lanka’s election will see stability
and su�ering clash at the ballot box.

Sri Lankan polls: economy takes centre stage 
What caused the unprecedented �nancial meltdown in the island nation in 2022? What does the International Monetary Fund package entail? How have the

government’s austerity measures impacted ordinary people? What is the extent of the economic recovery now?

Meera Srinivasan

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Sri Lanka’s classic twin deficit
problem dramatically
escalated when President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa resorted
to drastic policy decisions,
including significant tax cuts,
an abrupt ban on chemical
fertilizers, and a failure to
device a plan to meet debt
repayment deadlines.

�

The reduced rate of inflation is
routinely cited by the Central
Bank to signal respite, but it
has not softened the blow for
consumers. From the time food
inflation soared to 94% at the
height of the crisis, shoppers
have been paying much more
for essentials.

�

During the crushing economic
crisis, at least half a million
jobs were lost, food insecurity
and malnutrition became
widespread, poverty doubled,
and inequality widened,
according to the World Bank.
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U
nlike Christopher
Nolan’s The Dark Knight
Trilogy, which was set-piece
heavy, Matt Reaves’ The

Batman, the reboot of the popular
franchise, uses action sparingly. During
the screening of the Robert
Pattinson-starrer in a theatre in
Bengaluru, the crowd was left grumbling
when the screen turned blank for the
intermission moments before the �lm’s
�rst big action sequence. Thanks to the
Indian concept of the interval, the theatre
operator had to stop the movie at a point
he deemed correct.

We can’t avoid the feeling of
abruptness when we break for an interval
during a Hollywood �lm. The reason?
Films are made as one single entity.
Hollywood �lmmakers don’t have the
pressure to split �lms into two halves. On
the contrary, Indian directors hate the
burden of writing two endings for a
movie. One arrives at the intermission
point, popularly called the ‘interval
bang‘, and the second is the �lm’s climax.
Commercial �lmmakers alter the
traditional three-act structure by writing
an elaborate interval episode apart from
the setup, confrontation, and resolution.

The pressure of taking a break
Social media has made the midpoint an
indispensable part of a commercial
movie. For highly-anticipated �lms, fans
put out reviews of the �rst and the second
halves, treating the movie as two �lms
clubbed together. However, the post that

garners the most attention on social
media is about the interval. So much so
that a �lm’s quality is measured based on
the excitement you feel at the interval
point, fuelled by a shocking twist in the
plot or an adrenaline-pumping sequence.

The Kannada short �lm Madhyantara,
which recently clinched two National
Awards (Best Debut Director and Best
Editor), is a fascinating take on the two
halves of a �lm. The movie is about two
poor men who are mad about movies in
the 1970s. 

What happens when all they can a�ord
is one movie ticket? One watches the �rst
half, while the other sits for the second
half! Destiny lands them in the �lm
industry, and after years of hard work,
they dream of making a �lm. How will the
director duo split its responsibility? One
decides to direct the �rst half, while the
other takes the onus of shooting the
second half!

The quirky idea works fantastically
inside the �lm’s universe, but the reality is
a di�erent picture. In a bid to pique the
viewers’ curiosity at the halfway mark,
are �lmmakers drifting away from the
�lm’s core idea? Are we seeing �lms that
begin strongly and then lose their way
after the break?

The curse of the second half is an
age-old problem, with even the biggest
Indian �lmmakers across industries
�nding it di�cult to crack the challenge.
In 2024, the issue has been a signi�cant
hurdle for Kannada writer-directors.
Several interesting �lms have fallen short
of being perfect due to uninspiring
second halves.

Post the interval
Pepe, starring Vinay Rajkumar from the
Dr Rajkumar family, was supposed to
o�er the actor a ‘mass’ image. It does, to
an extent, with some high moments. After
setting up his �lm like an epic — involving
two groups divided by caste and
privilege — director Sreelesh Nair throws
his hands up. In the second half,
continuous action sequences kill our
curiosity. What’s the point of seeing the
hero kill a thousand people when you
have already stopped caring for the �lm’s
characters? Pepe forgets one of the basic
elements of writing: to evoke emotions
from the viewers.

The director hesitates to take the story
forward, for he has a sequel planned. The
�rst part is always about setting up the
story. How can you convince the audience
for a sequel after you have lost their trust
in the �rst installment?

Laughing Buddha from Rishab Shetty
�lms portrays the �tness issues of our
police o�cers, ridiculed for having pot
bellies. In the second half, Laughing
Buddha becomes an investigative thriller
from a comedy-drama. The jokes dry up,
and the narrative gets stretched. Many
such �lms start with one idea and end
with another one. To its advantage,
however, the �lm concludes on a high,
and that’s a big plus. As audiences, we
tend to retain visuals of what we see
during the closing portions of a �lm
(Remember Rolex in Vikram?).

The demands of commercial cinema
often push �lmmakers to compromise
with their stories. Bheema, directed by
Dunija Vijay, showcases the harmful

e�ects of drugs in the slums of Bengaluru.
After a breezy �rst half with many
theatre-worthy moments backed by
Charan Raj’s fabulous score, the crime
drama goes downhill. Vijay takes the idea
of a social message too seriously, and the
�lm becomes too explanatory. Moreover,
playing to the gallery, he takes the tried
and tested route of one man saving the
system.

In Family Drama, a quirky comedy
made by newcomers, we see the problem
of one half hurting the �lm, albeit in
reverse. It has one of the best second
halves of Sandalwood this year. An
unconventional middle-class family
attempting to eliminate a feared don
o�ers a hilarious experience. That said,
why leave the best things too late?  It’s as
if the director had a superb interval block
but failed to reach there convincingly,
resulting in an underwhelming �rst half.

Waiting in the queue for our popcorn
tub, we build a perception about a �lm
after watching it till the middle. How do
�lmmakers ensure that viewers remain
invested in the movie throughout the
runtime? Solid writing helps us extract
maximum potential from our unique
ideas. Perhaps an engaging screenplay
can strengthen the overall output. 

According to writer Javed Akhtar from
the great Salim-Javed duo, a good
screenplay increases curiosity at the right
place and knows when to slow down. It
understands when to make the narrative
jump and when to take stress o� the
con�ict. Easier said than done, but when
one of our �nest writers has a lesson, it
would do no harm to practise it.

Post-interval blues: Kannada cinema and

the curse of the second half 
In 2024, several Kannada �lms have su�ered from an underwhelming second half as new �lmmakers continue to face the age-old crisis of �nishing

�lms on a high after a promising start.  How do �lmmakers ensure that viewers remain invested in the movie throughout the runtime? 

From left to right: Stills and posters from Laughing Buddha, Pepe and Family drama.

Vivek M.V.

X

QUESTION 1 

The tournament started
in 1956 as the European
Cup and got a facelift in
1992 to become the
now-replaced version,
the UCl. Name the
inaugural winners of both
versions.
X

QUESTION 2 

What is the most
significant change in the
latest version of the
tournament?
X

QUESTION 3

Real Madrid are regarded
as the ‘kings of Europe’
for their record 15

tournament wins,
along with records
like most goals
scored and most
matches won. Which
team holds both the
record for most
defeats and most
goals conceded in the
tournament? 
X

QUESTION 4

Name the only club
outside the top five
leagues to win the
tournament in the
21st century? 
X

QUESTION 5

Who were the
finalists when the
infamous Heysel
disaster took place? 

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. This U.S. President’s farewell
address was printed in a newspaper, where he
implored his country to maintain neutrality. Ans:

George Washington

2. This English romance novelist wrote Hollywood

Wives. Ans: Jackie Collins

3. This person, known by the moniker the
Unabomber was an American mathematician and
domestic terrorist. Ans: Ted Kaczynski

4. This medical drama stars notable actors like
George Clooney and Juliana Margulies. Ans: ER

5. Jawaharlal Nehru and Pakistani President Ayub
Khan signed this treaty to control the
management of a river and its tributaries. Ans:

Indus Waters Treaty

6. This American astronaut was born on
September 19 in 1965. Ans: Sunita Williams

Visual: Identify this poet. Ans: William Golding

who wrote Lord of the Flies

Early Birds: Tamal Biswas| Siddhartha
Viswanathan| Varghese Joseph| M. Suresh Kumar|
Debarati Kar

THE DAILY QUIZ

The revamped version of the UEFA men’s Champions League kicked o� on September
17. Here is a quiz on the prestigious European men’s club tournament

X

Visual question:

Name this iconic manager and the club he managed to break Real Madrid’s streak of five
wins in 1961 to become the second club to win the tournament. 

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

“I just don’t believe it.”
“Believe what?”
“Here you are, sitting at your desk and

actually browsing through your
dictionary.”

“So what?”
“Why it must be the eighth wonder of

the world!”
“I don’t think it’s very funny.”
“Oh come on, don’t take it so seriously.

It’s only a joke. Anyway, what are you
looking for?”

“I’m trying to �nd out the
pronunciation of
e...x...p...a...t..i...a...t...e.”

“It’s pronounced expatiate. The �rst
syllable ‘ex’ is pronounced like the ‘ix’ in
words like ‘six’ and ‘�x’. The ‘pa’ is
pronounced the same way as the word
‘pay’. The third syllable ‘ti’ sounds like the
‘shi’ in words like ‘ship’ and ‘shin’. And
the �nal ‘ate’ rhymes with ‘date’ and
‘late’.”

“And which syllable has the stress?”
“It’s the second syllable ‘pa’. So the

word is pronounced ‘expatiate.’
“”Expatiate. O.K.?”
“Sounds �ne. Do you know what the

word means?”
“Doesn’t it mean expand or something

like that?”
“Yes, that’s right. When you expatiate

on something, you talk about it in great
detail. The word does not have a good
connotation. It implies ‘long-windedness,
ranging without restraint or wandering at
will over a subject.’ The Vice-Chancellor
expatiated for two hours upon the new
courses at the university.”

“So when you expatiate on something,
you write or speak about it in a long
winded manner.”

“That’s right. But remember,
‘expatiate’ is a formal word. So one has to
be careful while using it”

“I see.”
“But why are you so interested in this

word?”
“Well, I read an article by someone

who wanted to expatiate on his sins.”
“Expatiate on his sins! That’s

interesting.”
“But why would anybody want to

talk/write about his sins in great detail?”
“Maybe he has very interesting sins to

write/talk about”
“But that’s not the impression I got

when I read the article. It seemed as if this
person felt sorry for all the bad things he
had done. He sounded very sad.”

“He wanted to make up for the bad
things he had done, eh? Well in that case
he didn’t want to expatiate on his sins.”

“Then what did he want to do?”
“He wanted to expiate his sins.”
“Ex... what?”
“Expiate. This is also a formal word.

The �rst syllable is pronounced like the
‘ex’ in words like ‘text’ and ‘next’. The ‘pi’
is pronounced like the ‘pi’ in words like
‘pit’, ‘pin’ and ‘pill’. And the �nal syllable
rhymes with ‘date’ and ‘late’.”

“The stress is on...”
“It’s on the �rst syllable. So it’s

pronounced expiate.”
“Expiate. But what does it mean?”
“It means to make amends for some

wrong that you have done. You atone for
it.”

Published in The Hindu on June 8, 1993.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmanian 
Upendran
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T
he recently concluded REINVEST meet at
Gandhinagar was ambition personified; it
raked in a slew of renewable energy

investment proposals, amounting to $386 billion and
a capacity creation of 570 GW in solar power (₹32.45
lakh crore) by 2030. Those lining up to invest include
Reliance Industries (100 GW), ReNew Power Private
Ltd (41 GW), Adani Green Ventures (39GW), NTPC
(41 GW), Tata Power (15 GW), SECI (10 GW) and
several others.

To place this resolve in perspective, India
has a non-fossil fuel capacity of 207 GW
(including hydel and nuclear power) and
over 150 GW essentially comprising solar
and wind power. Going by the recent meet,
achieving the global commitment of 500 GW
of non-fossil fuel capacity by 2030 seems
easy even as current solar capacity stands at
89 GW. However, annual additions of 10-15
GW will have to be ramped up multiple times
to get to India’s estimated solar potential of
749 GW. The investment interest comes at a
time when India’s solar sector is once again
seeing some churn. India’s production linked
incentives for solar cells and modules,
accompanied by a hike in tari�s, have
resulted in a drop in imports from China,
serving India’s strategic interests well.
Besides, a demand impetus has also been
introduced with e�ect from April this year,
which lists out a panel of suppliers for
government sponsored solar projects. These
empanelled producers are likely to be at the
forefront in evincing investment interest.
This list is called Approved List of Models
and Manufacturers (ALMM). 

On imports from China, a reply to Rajya
Sabha (August 8) question on solar imports,
reported in this newspaper, explains the
situation. China’s share in imports of solar
cells and modules has fallen from nearly 90
per cent in FY22 ($4 billion out of $4.5
billion) to 62 per cent ($3.9 billion out of
$6.2 billion) in FY24. The trend has
sustained this fiscal. A September 7
notification by the Ministry of Renewable
Energy says that an ALMM list for solar cells
(the existing one pertains to modules) is
being drawn up. The ALMM push,
abandoned in the Covid years owing to the
supply shock, has been reintroduced at a
time when domestic capacities are
improving. However, the selection of
companies as well as allocation of land must
be done transparently. Finances, be it ‘green’
equity or bonds, including multilateral
credit, must be similarly organised. 

The solar push is perhaps more about
geopolitics than economics. Indeed, India’s
solar protectionism coincides with falling
module and even battery prices worldwide,
which could increase domestic power costs.
Domestic module prices at about ₹22 per
Watt peak, are higher than Chinese prices of
₹15 per Wp. Likewise ‘stationary’ lithium ion
battery prices have fallen from close to $400
per kWh in 2017 to about $150/KWh now.
But a high solar capacity will boost energy
security. India can emerge as a hub for
module and cell production at a time when
the US and others are looking at alternatives
to China. Solar is a long-term bet.

Solar strategies 
Latest investment plans are a long-term bet 
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Flooding concerns
Apropos ‘Why monsoons throw
cities out of gear’ (September 19),
though climate change has
exacerbated the flooding problem,
the root cause lies in unplanned
expansion of cities, extensive
encroachments obliterating the
centuries old water-bodies and and
lack of proper drainage systems and
storm water drains. Political
leadership doesn’t think beyond
their short period of five years in
o�ce and focus only on temporary
solutions and cosmetic changes.
Urban Planning Committees are
constituted, long term master plans
are prepared, but they mostly remain
on paper, as necessary funding is not
provided for implementation. Now
that climate change is a reality and
the floods have become a recurring

problem causing extensive damage
to life and property and
overwhelming the entire
administration, local authorities in
cities must focus their attention on
comprehensive long-term solutions
that would enable the cities to face
natural calamities with greater
preparedness. 
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Probes by regulators
With reference to the editorial
‘Investigation deficit’ (September
19), the investigative skills of
regulators and enforcement
agencies haven’t been good enough
in establishing proper evidence
against culpable o�ences.
Considering the long-winded
procedures involved in forensic

investigation to bring out the
accurate factual position, regulators
may adopt AI and other scientific
techniques, to save costs and the
time involved in deciding trivial
cases.
Sitaram Popuri
Bengaluru

Simultaneous elections
The Cabinet nod for ‘One Nation,
One Election’ displays the misplaced
priority of the government. Except
for the cost factor, there is little else
to back the decision. Election is an
opportunity for the people to
demonstrate their democratic
sanction or resentment over the
policies and programmes of a
government. People exercising this
right should not be curtailed just to
reduce expense. The very idea of

mandating holding elections to
assemblies along with those to
Parliament goes against the very
federal structure of the Constitution.
The proposal to hold elections to
local bodies in 100 days after general
elections is also expensive and it is
aimed at taking advantage of the
outcome of national-level elections. 
AG Rajmohan
Anantapur, AP

Antimicrobial resistance
According to a recent Lancet study,
antimicrobial resistant bacteria kill
five million people every year, with
India bearing the brunt where the
overuse or wrongful use of
antibiotics is rampant. The study has
set the alarm bells ringing, by
pointing out that nearly 10.4 lakh
sepsis deaths in India (deaths occur

when one’s immune system has a
dangerous reaction to a bacterial
infection and without treatment can
lead to organ failure) in 2019 were
linked to AMR (antimicrobial
resistance). 
Though AMR has been recognised as
a major global public health
challenge, much needs to be done to
regulate the use of antibiotics. More
focus has to be turned towards
eliminating indiscriminate use of
antibiotics over the counter.
Improving diagnostics at the local
level to identify disease-causing
bacteria to enable doctors to
prescribe appropriate antibiotics
and not broad-spectrum ones that
do not target the specific bacteria is
the need of the hour.
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan, TN

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.

W
ith the Periodic
Labour Force Survey
(PLFS) data on job
seekers and workers
now available on an

annual basis since 2017-18 as against
their earlier availability on a
quinquennial basis, one key data
constraint has moderated. The Centre
for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE)
has also been providing regular data on
labour participation and employment
rate for rural and urban areas for over a
decade now. 

At the global level, International
Labour Organization provides data on
unemployment on a comparable basis
for all countries including India. The
three sets of data on employment do not
depict a uniform picture, partly due to
coverage and partly due to the definition
of unemployment. We propose to
examine these data here.

An unemployed person as per ILO is
one aged 15 or above, who
simultaneously meets three conditions:
being unemployed for a given week;
being available to take a job within two
weeks; having actively sought a job in the
last four weeks or having found one
starting in less than three months.
Unemployment is when potential
labourers of an economy are neither
working nor actively searching for a job
in the market. 

NSSO’S APPROACH

NSSO defines unemployment either on
the basis of currently weekly status
(CWS) or in terms of principal and
subsidiary activity status (PS+SS). In
CWS, a person is unemployed if he/she is
not working for a day in the preceding
week of the visit but seeking actively a
job. In PS+SS, a person is unemployed if
he/she is not working for a reasonable
part of the year. The basic issue,
however, is the treatment to the unpaid
family workers. 

CMIE estimates the size of the labour
force and the unemployment rate in
India by directly interviewing a large
sample of randomly selected households
and all members therein of over 15 years
of age. 

Face-to-face interviews are conducted
with each household. Responses are
sought to classify each eligible member
of the surveyed households into any one
of the following four statuses with
respect to employment/unemployment
as on the date of the survey: is currently
employed; is not employed but is willing
to work and looking for a job; is not
employed, willing to work but is not

looking for a job; and is not employed,
not willing to work and not looking for a
job. 

The estimate of the labour force in
PS+SS includes: (a) the persons who
either worked or were seeking/or
available for work for a relatively long
part of the 365 days preceding the date
of survey; and (b) those persons from
among the remaining population who
had worked at least for 30 days during
the reference period of 365 days. 

The estimate of labour force
according to the current weekly status
approach is derived by considering those
who worked for at least one hour or were

seeking/or available for work for at least
one hour on any day during the seven
days preceding the date of survey. 

The di�erences in the way the labour
force and the unemployed are defined in
NSSO, CMIE are reflected in annual
labour force rates and the rates of
unemployment as indicated in the Table.

Even in case of NSSO, the labour force
participation rate as per the CWS is
lower than PS+SS and the di�erences
have persisted over the years.
Unemployment rate in CWS approach is
consistently higher. Labour force
participation rate in CMIE has been
significantly lower compared with the
NSSO CWS.

Further, while NSSO data show an
increase in participation rate, CMIE
shows it to be declining. Given the
di�erences in the rates of
unemployment, question may arise
which number is closer to reality. 

Before we make an assessment, it may
be worthwhile to look at four
observations based on PLFS 2022-23.
First, on a current weekly basis, data
show that more than 80 per cent of the
workers were employed on all days.

Workers who were unemployed for
more than five days in a week were just
4.8 per cent of total workers. 

Second, in terms of hours of work, all
categories of workers reported working
more than 42 hours a week and in the
case of salaried persons it was close to 50
hours. 

Thirdly, the family help was
predominantly in agriculture, trade and
eating joints and though they may have
not been paid, they worked for most part
of the week. In the case of self-employed
persons, wages are implicit in operating
surplus. CMIE does not recognise family
help. 

Fourth, PLFS has also ascertained
additional hours of work, if that is
available. The number of workers who
reported for the availability for
additional work was 8.9 per cent of total
workers.

CONTRARY TO OKUN’S LAW

CMIE’s labour force participation rate
(LFPR) has actually moderated, more so
in the post-pandemic period.
Notwithstanding the robustness of
survey methodology, a near static
workforce is contrary to the empirically
tested Okun’s Law which establishes a
relationship between unemployment
and GDP growth. The post Covid period
has witnessed a sharp recovery and
without an increase in the number of
workers, such an upsurge may be rather
di�cult to accept. 

In view of this, PLFS unemployment
data are considered by us as closer to
reality, and actual unemployment may
be close to 4 to 4.5 per cent of LFPR only. 

The writer is former Secretary, Economic A�airs, and
Singhi is former Senior Economic Adviser, Ministry of
Finance. Views are personal

While NSSO data show
an increase in
participation rate, CMIE
shows it to be declining.
Given the differences in
the rates of unemployment,
question may arise which
number is closer to reality

Gauging the
employment scene

NOT UNIFORM. Due to coverage and definitional variations, 
NSSO and CMIE estimates vary. PLFS data is closer to reality
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I
ndia has almost eliminated the
gender gap in access to bank
accounts with the Pradhan Mantri

Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY). More
women have access to bank accounts,
and more women are saving in these
accounts. Women’s accounts hold 20 per
cent of all deposits by amount. In the era
of shrinking bank deposits, women
savers are holding up the bankers. Per
capita, savings by women in bank
accounts are approximately 3 per cent
higher than by men, with an average
bank deposit of ₹42,503 by women.
Women have been good suppliers of
savings to banks; however, they remain
severely unserved and underserved
when it comes to credit.

According to a 2020 study, women in
India receive credit equivalent to only 27
per cent of the deposits they contribute
to the banking system, while men
receive credit equal to 52 per cent of
their deposits. 

IFC estimates an ₹1.37 trillion gap in
the demand and supply of credit for
women-led enterprises in India.
Interestingly, this gender gap in credit
persists despite women demonstrating
lower credit risks across various loan

categories. In 2022, 57 per cent of
women borrowers had a prime (credit
score of nearly 700 and less risky) and
above, compared to 51 per cent of male
borrowers, as per TU CIBIL. 

If figures from CIBIL are any
indication, only 65 million women are
credit active in India as compared to 156
million men. This means financial
providers serve barely 14 per cent of 453
million credit-eligible women in India. 

LIMITED TO SMALL VALUE

The curious case of system-wide credit
allocation to women begins and ends
with small ticket-size loans in India.
Lending to women has become
synonymous with microfinance lending
under “weaker sections” and loans to
individual women up to ₹1 lakh under
PSL (priority sector lending) guidelines.
The average ticket size of microfinance
loans (with 98 per cent female clientele)
in 2023 stood at ₹43,200, per the Bharat
Microfinance Report. 

According to RBI, which classifies
loans under ₹2 lakh as “small borrowal
accounts,” women’s share of the total
outstanding amount, even under this
category, was only 35.5 per cent
compared to 58 per cent for men.
Women constitute 20 per cent of India’s
63 million MSMEs; however, they
constitute only 7 per cent of outstanding

credit to the MSMEs sector.
The poor supply of credit to women is

due to multiple factors. Primary among
them is biases that impact both the
supply side (the lenders) and the
demand side (the women borrowers).
Lenders perceive women borrowers as
riskier and costlier to serve, with limited
data footprint, credit history, and less
formal sector experience.

Many women borrowers (individual
as well as women-led collectives) are not
credit-ready. 

This is because they lack the
documents, guarantors, and collaterals
required for accessing productive credit.
They also lack the time and confidence
to follow through the application
process in many cases.

There is also a hidden segment that is

credit-ready but credit-averse and
decides not to borrow from formal
lenders. 

This self-exclusion is due to various
reasons, ranging from bad user
experience, time-consuming processes,
social norms that discourage debt from
formal lenders, lack of support systems,
fear of backlash on loan default, and lack
of confidence in their ability to repay.

It is time that the sector invests in
gender-intelligent banking and does not
treat women as customer segments
limited to priority sector lending,
government schemes, and the
micro-lending portfolio. Without access
to adequate credit, women
entrepreneurs struggle to tap into
higher-value areas of even the sectors
they dominate, and lenders find it
di�cult to graduate them beyond
microloans. A vicious cycle that needs to
be broken. 

Credit is an important tool to support
women’s growing entrepreneurial
aspirations across India. Research shows
that closing that gap can add as much as
$6 trillion to global GDP. When o�ered
with the right features, in the right
context, and responsibly, it can help
women and India realise their economic
aspirations.

The writers are with MicroSave Consulting

Why women’s savings don’t translate into credit

Sonal Jaitly
Ankita Bhat

LOANS. Women don’t get their due share

Lenders perceive women borrowers as riskier and costlier to serve, and many women themselves are not credit-ready
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I
n the early nineties, crime rate in
the US began to rise. Most of
these crimes were committed by
the teenagers. 

However, starting in the early
2000s, there was a drastic decline in the
crime rate. Experts attributed the
decline in crime rates to strong US
economic performance during the
1990s, more policing activities, and the
proliferation of gun control laws, among
others. 

Apart from these factors, the
landmark Roe vs Wade judgment in 1973
that legalised abortion also played a key
role in reducing crime rates. 

Studies show that children born into a
poor income households are uneducated
and are more likely to take up criminal
activities when they grow up. After Roe v.
Wade, many women from poorer
backgrounds were able to choose
abortion. This significant factor led to a
drastic and indirect e�ect on falling
crime rates. 

This explains a lesser crime rate in the
US during early 2000s, with abortion
arguably playing an important role.

ABORTION AND IMMIGRATION

Fast forward 2024. As the battle for the
next US President intensifies, a key issue
that both candidates are contending
with is their stance on abortion. While
Kamala Harris advocates legalisation of
abortion, Donald Trump is generally
seen as supporting states that have
enacted abortion bans. Harris criticized
Trump for his role in the Dobbs v. Jackson
Women’s Health Organization ruling,
which rolled back abortion rights.
Trump appointed three of the Supreme
Court justices who voted to overturn the
landmark decision. The long-term
impact of abortion curtailment, studies
point out, could be the growth of an
educated workforce. 

A higher uneducated workforce in the
long run can inhibit growth.
Cross-country evidence suggests that
increased investment in education is
associated with higher per capita
income. 

In the early 1960s, China, India, and
South Korea had similar levels of per
capita income. The dramatic rise of
South Korea to high-income status and
China to upper middle-income status is
largely attributed to their significant

investment in primary education as a
proportion of GDP (see graph). 

Out of the 101 middle-income
countries from the early 1970s, only 23
advanced to become developed nations
by 2018. Almost all of these successful
countries placed a strong emphasis on
education.

While the impact of abortion on a
nation's economic well-being can be felt
over a longer period, immigration is the
other contentious issue among the US
presidential candidates. Immigration
can, however, have more immediate

e�ects on economic and social
conditions. 

Trump criticized the Biden-Harris
administration for being lenient on
immigration, claiming that their policies
have allowed “terrorists,” “criminals,”
and “drug dealers” to enter the US.
Additionally, a more liberal approach to
immigration contradicts Trump’s own
“America First” policy.

It is commonly perceived that
immigrants take away local jobs.
However, this may not always be the
case. Whether for high-skilled or
low-skilled positions, the US has
historically e�ectively utilised foreign
migrant labour without significantly
displacing native workers and increasing
the wage. 

A recent analysis by the Brookings
Institution estimated that employers
could add 160,000 to 200,000 jobs per
month this year without significantly
leading to a rise in wage or price

inflation. Without the influx of
immigrants, the job growth would likely
have been closer to 60,000 to 100,000
per month. In fact, the US has plenty of
jobs for the migrant population. 

A study at the Yale University found
that without immigration, the labour
force would have decreased by about 1.2
million people from 2019 to the end of
2023 due to population ageing. The
nation’s ageing population is leading to
labour shortages in some industries and
may result in a smaller workforce paying
taxes to support federal programs like
Social Security and Medicare.

Take for example, the State of Maine
in the East Coast. With a median age of
45.1, Maine has the oldest population of
any US state. Maine is known for its
abundance of lobsters and its large older
population are increasingly unable or
unwilling to catch, clean, and sell these
crustaceans, which constitute a
$1-billion industry for the state. 

As a result, companies are turning to
foreign-born workers to fill the gap. As
the US ages, Maine provides a glimpse
into the potential economic impact and
highlights the crucial role that
low-skilled immigrants are likely to play
in filling the labour market gaps created
by the retirement of native-born
workers. 

While the influx may present
near-term challenges, it is also
enhancing the American economy's
potential. Employers are able to hire
more quickly, thanks in part to the influx
of labour. 

Immigration could help reduce the
federal deficit by stimulating economic
growth and expanding the working-age
tax base. Data suggests that immigration
has contributed to a growth of 2 million
in the labour force, annually. Job growth
has been strongest in leisure, hospitality
and construction. 

Slower growth in Japan and Europe
can be attributed to an ageing
population and historically a restrictive
immigration policy. As populations in
wealthier nations age, GDP growth
tends to slow, support costs rise, and
government budgets come under
increased pressure. 

Many empirical studies have found
that GDP growth slows roughly one to
one with declines in labour force and
population growth. Viewed through this
lens, the US's openness to labour
immigration has helped maintain the US
consumption — a key component of
GDP. 

The writer is Professor, Mahindra University,
Hyderabad

US immigration, abortion decoded

Foreign migrant labour has
led to a significant growth
to the US labour market
and has helped maintain
US consumption, a key
component of GDP

POLL ISSUES. Immigration has been a growth driver. Liberal abortion laws have led to reduced crime rates over time
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I
ndia’s exemplary
performance in the 2024
Financial Action Task Force

(FATF) Mutual Evaluation Report
(MER) underscores the nation’s
robust and multifaceted approach
to addressing the critical issues of
money laundering (ML) and
terrorist financing (TF). As one of
the few countries to be placed in
the “regular follow-up” category
(which is the best outcome
possible), India’s achievement
highlights its strong commitment
to financial integrity.

Authorities in India have a
strong understanding of ML/TF
risks, as documented in the 2022
National Risk Assessment (NRA),
and various sectoral and thematic
risk assessments conducted from
time to time. These assessments
are crucial in identifying new and
emerging threats and
vulnerabilities. For example, the
risk arising from a cash-based
economy has led to enhanced
focus on developing the
infrastructure for seamless digital
transactions. The government’s
policies have been aimed at
promoting digital transactions
and reducing reliance on cash,
which are more di�cult to trace
and more vulnerable to being
used for ML/TF purposes. The Jan
Dhan, Aadhaar and Mobile (JAM)
trinity is as much about
mitigating ML/TF risks as it is
about financial inclusion.

The threat assessment revealed
that major ML threats in the
banking sector stem from loan
frauds and cyber frauds. The MER
acknowledges the e�ectiveness of
many measures taken by India to
address these, such as:
widespread access to Central
Fraud Registry (CFR) to
stakeholders; establishment of
the Indian Cybercrime
Coordination Centre (I4C) in
2020; establishment of a
semi-automated helpline for
cybercrime victims in 2021, which
has helped in recovery of monies
stolen in cyber frauds; and
establishment of a FinTech
Department within RBI in 2022 to
foster innovative initiatives and
to facilitate live testing of
products or services in a
controlled environment.

WHOLE-OF-GOVT APPROACH

In today’s volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous (VUCA)
global environment, it is
important to embrace a strategic,
adaptable, and forward-looking
approach to identifying and
addressing risks. A key strength of

the Indian system is its use of a
whole-of-government approach
to addressing emerging risks.
There is continuous domestic
coordination and co-operation on
Anti-Money Laundering (AML)
and Countering the Financing of
Terrorism (CFT) issues at both
the policy and operational levels
at the central and state levels. 

The Inter-Ministerial
Coordination Committee
(IMCC), headed by the Revenue
Secretary, and the Joint Working
Group (JWG), headed by the
Additional Secretary (Revenue),
are the key bodies ensuring that
all relevant ministries,
departments, and law
enforcement agencies work in a
coordinated manner to tackle
ML/TF threats e�ectively. 

Overall supervision and
monitoring is conducted at the
apex level by the Economic
Intelligence Council (EIC)
chaired by the Finance Minister.
As noted in India’s MER, the goals
and objectives of law enforcement
agencies both at the Central and
State level are in line with the
ML/TF risks identified in the
NRA. 

Greater coordination and
information sharing has also been
possible due to greater
digitalisation, such as through
NCRB’s CCTNS, NATGRID, and
FIU-India’s FINNET 2.0 portal.

The MER also acknowledges
public-private partnership in
developing a nuanced
understanding of risks and in
policymaking. 

One of the key findings of FATF
is that there ‘is a good general
understanding of risks and
obligations as well as application
of mitigating measures in the
financial sector.’ Hence, what we
see evolving in India is a
whole-of-society approach to
financial integrity, fighting
financial crimes, and
policymaking.

Pandey is Secretary (Finance Commission),
and Swain is Director in the Department of
Revenue. They were part of the Central
Coordinating Team for India’s Mutual
Evaluation. Views are personal

Financial skulduggery

Ritvik Pandey
Smarak Swain

ENSURING. Financial integrity
/ISTOCKPHOTO

FATF lauds India’s anti-money laundering e�orts
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BSNL, Reliance bag deal for community phones
BSNL and Reliance Infocomm will share the contract for setting up community
phones in 50,000 villages with support from Universal Services Obligation
(USO) fund. While the two companies had separately bid for most of the
villages, BSNL won the contract for rolling out community phones in
two-thirds of the specified villages. 

FMCG firms plan capacity expansion to prune costs
Steadily increasing input costs have pushed FMCG companies to rethink their
manufacturing strategies. Many of them are moving away from contract
manufacturing to begin investing in capacity expansion. According to research
firm SSKI Securities, the industry could witnesss as much as Rs 600 crore
investment this fiscal in capacity expansion. 

The right ‘FiT’ for textiles, post quota era
With the quota abolition in the global textile trade around the corner, the
Government in collaboration with UNCTAD’s International Trade Centre has
introduced an IT-based benchmarking tool called ‘The FiT’, which would
enable firms to compare their performance with that of competitors. 
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ACROSS

01. Reduce by a tenth (8)

07. Kind of lyric poem (5)

08. Back trouble (7)

09. Sudden inclination 

to act (7)

10. Clothed in (4)

12. General pardon (7)

14. Nuclear-powered

weapon (7)

17. Sound of feline 

content (4)

18. Fetter somebody (7)

21. Arch of the spectrum (7)

22. Possessed (5)

23. Flower of the lily 

family (8)

DOWN

01. Great overflow of water (6)

02. Force into narrower 

space (8)

03. A repast (4)

04. Three-horse Russian 

vehicle (6)

05. Fencing-sword (4)

06. A cure (6)

07. The cost (7)

11. Duped (7)

13. In the outskirts of town (8)

14. Talisman (6)

15. Vim (6)

16. Gradual increase (6)

19. Female relative (4)

20. Record (4)

ACROSS

01. Mice back in a historical occasion reduce it by a

tenth (8)

07. Nothing deep maybe about this sort of poem (5)

08. Start to use balm and back pain may go (7)

09. Sudden desire to get up and smile perhaps (7)

10. Clothed in di�erent rig at end of August (4)

12. Many set out to achieve general pardon (7)

14. Rocket-launched weapon will not hit, but lie 

around (7)

17. Contented sound turns up right, and right again (4)

18. Put one in chains: if slack, he might (7)

21. Arc-en-ciel depicted by artist in East End of 

London (7)

22. Admitted having done wrong to have put 

tungsten in it (5)

23. Flower from China – thy version of it (8)

DOWN

01. River will flood when it comes round the ear (6)

02. Make it smaller cross MEP has to bear (8)

03. It may be lunch made by the mill (4)

04. With a team of three it got nothing the Ark could

provide (6)

05. It will frustrate one if the sword has a button to it (4)

06. My red eczema starts to be shifted by this cure (6)

07. Cost of former penny seen to change (7)

11. Deceived by use of red tick (7)

13. In the outskirts burn a bus for it (8)

14. Mother's bed may bring her good luck (6)

15. Power exerted as men without a leader turn grey (6)

16. Development of acceleration due to gravity worth

adapting (6)

19. She may give her nephew a nut to chew (4)

20. Record is compact, as this shows (4)

EASY

ACROSS 7. Concatenation 8. Penultimate 12. Siphon 14. Taking 16. Strine 18. Ranked 19. Professions 23. Building-block

DOWN 1. Hoop 2. Scan 3. Stolen 4. Insist 5. Stoa 6. Dove 9. Emperor 10. Thicken 11. Aged 12. So-so 13. Own 15. Ala 17. Emetic 18. Resign 19. Pout 20. Owls 21. Oily 22. Sock
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NOT SO EASY

W
hether it is your bank, travel
agency, hospital or appliance
company, you are subjected

to automated voices, or chatbots that
are at times so frustrating. Chatbots
are nothing but AI programmes. The
idea is to use them to answer in the
normal conversational way when the
customers raise frequently asked
questions. It avoids directing people to
information like Google does. 

The global chatbot market is slated
to grow 8-fold in the next decade to $43
billion and Indian market is already
growing at 24 per cent y-o-y. But can
they really replace humans in terms of
handing specific and di�cult queries?
More importantly, will they have
empathy, one of the key parameters to
excel in customer service?

AI algorithms will have a tough
journey in terms of languages and its
nuances to understand and then
suggest solutions. Translation and
recognition will be another challenge.

The complications of AI-based
chatbots will be even more in India
where the diversity in culture, language
and dialects is huge. The
implementation of AI cannot be a
one-size-fits-all model. It will face
unique challenges and may result in
worst-case scenarios that impact
customer satisfaction and business
reputation. What could be some of the
scenarios?

First is potentially the failure to
understand local languages and
dialects. 

Second, AI algorithms have a
limitation to grasp cultural nuances
and sensitivities, which can result in
responses that seem inappropriate or
o�ensive. 

A third case is tech glitches during
high demand periods. As with most
things technological, AI systems can
experience technical failures,
especially during peak periods such as
festivals or sales events. 

Fourth is data privacy and security
concerns. India may not as yet has

stringent data privacy regulations, but
a breach can lead to severe
consequences for businesses. AI
systems that collect and process
customer data can sometimes be
vulnerable to security breaches, and
will cause trust issues. 

Fifth, an over-reliance on
automation can lead to poor human
support. In an attempt to cut costs,
some companies over-rely on AI,
reducing their human support sta� to a
minimum. Disaster strikes when AI
fails to resolve issues and there are no
human agents to take over to resolve

them. Inadequate training data that
leads to poor AI performance is the
sixth scenario. AI requires extensive
training data to function e�ectively.
Our customer service scenarios are
highly varied or inadequate, and this
biased training data will be
problematic.

Instead of blindly joining the AI
bandwagon, consider the following: 

*Train the AI systems to understand
local languages, dialects, and cultural
nuances

* Implement a hybrid approach of AI
e�ciency with human empathy

* Invest in strong data protection
measures to safeguard customer
information. 

*Ensure your AI is scalable and
reliable, especially during high-demand
periods. 

*Regularly update and improve AI
systems

Muneer is a Fortune-500 advisor, start-up investor
and co-founder of the non-profit Medici Institute for
Innovation

Making AI work in customer service 
M Muneer
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T
he US Federal Reserve (Fed) did not want to be wrong again. After mis-
reading the inflation surge following the pandemic, it wants to ensure 
a soft landing for the US economy. The unemployment rate increased 
to 4.2 per cent in August, as against 3.8 per cent a year ago. Consequently, 

the Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC) of the Fed on Wednesday decided 
to reduce the target range for the federal funds rate by 50 basis points to 4.75-5 
per cent. The US central bank raised policy interest rates 11 times, starting early 
2022, to the highest level in decades to contain the inflation rate, which peaked 
at 9.1 per cent in June 2022. Although the markets expected a rate reduction of 
25-50 basis points, stocks in the US ended the day’s trade in the red after the S&P 
500 hit record highs. The stock markets in India remained flat on Thursday. 

While the Fed started the easing cycle with a 50-basis point-rate cut, its 

future action and the scope of rate reduction remain debatable. Fed Chairman 

Jerome Powell was categorical in his post-policy media interaction that the 

markets should not interpret this as the new pace. Projections by Fed officials 

suggest another 50-basis-point policy rate reduction this year, followed by a 1 

percentage-point cut in 2025. However, projections are always subject to revision 

and it remains to be seen how the FOMC moves forward. While the inflation 

rate at 2.5 per cent is close to the Fed’s medium-term target of 2 per cent, a large 

reduction in the policy interest rate will run the risk of inflation getting sticky 

above the target, something the Fed will want to avoid. 

In this context, it is important to note this easing cycle is markedly different 

from the usual. Since the economy is not in any kind of distress, lower interest 

rates could increase spending relatively quickly. Further, Mr Powell termed the 

rate decision a calibrated attempt to take the policy rate to the neutral rate. The 

neutral rate — a policy rate that is neither restrictive nor accommodative — 

was said to be around 2.5 per cent before the pandemic but has arguably 

increased since, partly because of a structural increase in the US Budget deficit. 

According to one estimate, it ranges between 3.5 per cent and 4.8 per cent, 

which could limit the scope of rate reduction. 

Although the Bank of England and the European Central Bank have also 

eased policy rates recently, global financial markets and capital flows are more 

influenced by the Fed’s actions. A lower policy rate will be expected to ease 

financial conditions, which has been happening for a while in anticipation. 

However, again, this easing cycle will be different because the policy rate is 

expected to settle much above the near-zero level, where it remained for a signif-

icant period since the global financial crisis. Global capital flows may also remain 

comparatively constrained because of the structurally higher needs of the US 

government’s deficit financing. India had weathered the Fed-tightening storm 

relatively well because of substantial foreign-exchange reserves and the deft han-

dling of the currency by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI). With the Fed’s easing 

cycle underway, the RBI will need to ensure that capital flows don’t put unnecessary 

upward pressure on the rupee, which would affect the competitiveness of India’s 

tradable sectors. In terms of policy, the RBI will be expected to remain focused on 

aligning the inflation rate with the target of 4 per cent on a durable basis.

Lagging behind
States show no signs of convergence

R
apid economic growth in India has been marked by unbalanced devel-

opment, rising inequality, and spatial concentration of growth in a few 

urban agglomerations. The issue has been closely examined by a new 

working paper titled “Relative Economic Performance of Indian States: 

1960-61 to 2023-24”, published by the Economic Advisory Council to the Prime 

Minister. It does well to closely review the trajectory of Indian states in terms of 

their relative weighting in macroeconomic terms and the economic well-being of 

their people. It focuses on the states’ share in India’s gross domestic product 

(GDP) and their relative per capita income (compared to the national average). 

On both parameters, the western and southern regions of the country have 

outperformed the other regions over six decades. In fact, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, 

Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and Telangana — the five southern states — together account 

for about 30 per cent of India’s GDP. Notably, Maharashtra and Gujarat have dis-

played remarkable growth and a rise in per capita incomes since the 1960s. The 

per capita incomes of both states have remained above the national average since 

the 1960s, with Gujarat’s at 160.7 per cent of the national average and Maharashtra’s 

at 150.7 per cent in 2023-24. Odisha, Sikkim, Haryana, and the states in the south 

have grown significantly since the 1990s. However, at the same time, the relative 

per capita income of states such as West Bengal, Bihar, Assam, and Uttar Pradesh 

have declined since their 1960-61 levels, and are now far below the national average. 

West Bengal, in particular, saw a declining economic share and a drop in relative 

per capita income to 83.7 per cent of the national average in 2023-24 from the third-

highest in 1960-61, when it was 27.5 per cent higher than the national average. 

Further, Bihar has not only had a per capita income below the national 

average since the 1960s, but it has also declined from 70.3 per cent in 1960-61 

to a meagre 32.8 per cent. Other than regional variations, the fortunes of neigh-

bouring states also diverged over time. While Punjab and Haryana experienced 

a steep rise in income levels following the Green Revolution in the 1960s, Punjab 

could not keep pace and its economic trajectory diverged from Haryana’s. 

Punjab’s per capita income was 106.7 per cent of the national average in 2023-

24, down from 119.6 per cent in 1960-61. On the other hand, Haryana’s relative 

per capita income stood at 176.8 per cent in 2023-24, up from 106.9 per cent in 

1960-61. Overall, variances in infrastructure, urbanisation rates, trade and trans-

portation costs, and state-level policy differences can explain some of the dif-

ferences in regional incomes and growth rates. 

The growing divergence among states poses significant policy challenges. 

There are existing tensions in terms of how fiscal resources are distributed 

among states, which is likely to exacerbate as the difference between high- and 

low-income states increases. Nonetheless, there is a need for targeted and 

focused intervention to bring the lagging states up to speed as quickly as possible 

through Finance-Commission devolution or other means. There is also a need 

for greater effort in improving human capital in such states for a more regionally 

balanced growth experience. None of this is easy, but there is no other way.
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P
arliamentary oversight of the workings of 
statutory regulatory authorities (SRAs) is an 
established norm in many democracies. It is 

an essential feature of the checks and balances 
required for SRAs, which work at an arm’s length 
from the executive. 

Indian SRAs like the Securities and Exchange Board 
of India (Sebi) fuse all three branches of the state. They 
have the power to make binding regulations (the leg-
islative function), the ability to enforce these regulations 
(the executive function), and the authority to adjudicate 
and sanction violations of regulations 
by the regulated entities (the judicial 
function). This departure from the 
separation of powers makes Indian 
SRAs unique, both in comparison with 
SRAs abroad, and other Indian gov-
ernment organisations. 

Given this unique design of SRAs 
in India, a sui generis and comprehen-
sive set of accountability mechanisms 
is required. The Sebi Act, 1992, and 
subsequent amendments to it have 
attempted to provide for such an 
accountability mechanism. Over the 
years, we now know that these mech-
anisms have not been very effective. 

Let’s start by summarising the 
existing checks and balances. By its very nature, Sebi’s 
judicial function cannot be supervised by Parliament. 
Parliament, therefore, provided (in Chapter VI B of 
the Sebi Act) for a multi-member Securities Appellate 
Tribunal (SAT) to hear appeals against the quasi-judi-
cial orders of Sebi (and some other financial sector 
SRAs). Though this multi-member SAT mechanism 
took time to evolve, over the years, SAT has been a 
powerful source of checks and balances against Sebi, 
demanding that punishments be backed by proof, 
and striking down Sebi’s excesses. 

For Sebi’s legislative functions, the Act has the stan-
dard Indian mechanism of post-facto parliamentary 
scrutiny of administrative law. All regulations made 

by Sebi are placed before Parliament, which has the 
power to review, modify, or strike them down. This 
important role is assigned to the parliamentary com-
mittees on subordinate legislation. The reality of par-
liamentary scrutiny over regulations made by SRAs, 
however, has been disappointing.  

Over a 23-year period, between 1999 and 2022, the 
Lok Sabha parliamentary committee reviewed 13 reg-
ulations issued by all SRAs, and the Rajya Sabha par-
liamentary committee reviewed four such regulations. 
Sebi alone has issued more than 650 regulations since 

it came into being. There are more 
than 20 SRAs at the level of the Union 
of India, and most of their legislative 
activity is not being subject to par-
liamentary scrutiny. In addition, 
SRAs have also been pushing a lot of 
legislative activity into legal instru-
ments that go by other names, fur-
ther diluting an already weak parlia-
mentary scrutiny. 

A critical part of regulatory design 
is the composition and role of the 
governing board. The board is 
required to oversee the executive 
functions, and also the overall work-
ing of the agency. A well-structured 
board should have a majority of pri-

vate citizens as members, and should approve each 
regulation issued by the regulator. All these features 
are lacking. The composition and functioning of the 
governing boards of all SRAs in India leave much to 
be desired. They are almost entirely composed of inter-
nal persons and serving government functionaries. 
In practice, the board delegates most of the powers to 
the chairperson and provides very little oversight. 
There is a striking gap between the governance stan-
dards that Sebi demands of listed companies or the 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) demands of banks and  
how Sebi and  the RBI themselves are governed. 

The Sebi Act prescribes an annual audit of Sebi to 
be conducted by the Comptroller and Auditor General 

(CAG). This needs to be read with the Indian 
Constitution and the provisions of the CAG Act, 1971. 
The CAG is required to conduct both financial propri-
etary as well as performance audits of SRAs in exactly 
the same manner as it does for the executive govern-
ment. The Sebi Act mandates submission of an annual 
report to Parliament. Sebi’s annual report must be read 
by Parliament alongside the CAG’s report on Sebi. 

In practice, the CAG has seldom gone beyond audit-
ing Sebi’s expenditure and its staff. Its reports bring 
out very little on the performance of Sebi in the dis-
charge of its executive functions. Sebi’s annual reports 
lack the information required for a critical assessment 
of its performance. Over the past 32 years, Parliament 
has not discussed the annual report of Sebi (or any 
other SRA) even once. 

According to newspaper reports, the Public 
Accounts Committee (PAC) plans to discuss the per-
formance of SRAs. This decision needs to be seen in 
the above context. Regulators like Sebi are unique by 
world standards in that they breach the separation of 
powers, and they are simultaneously afflicted with 
weak checks and balances when compared with global 
insights into regulatory theory. Enhancing these 
checks and balances is a part of strategic thinking in 
reform (i.e. modifications to the law as envisaged by 
the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms Commission) 
and also tactical moves (e.g.  PAC oversight). 

The finance committees of Parliament — namely, 
PAC, the Committee on Public Undertakings, and the 
Estimates Committee — are tasked with scrutinising 
various aspects of government finances and expen-
ditures. Their focus is on funds sanctioned by 
Parliament and their utilisation by the executive gov-
ernment. SRAs typically do not receive government 
budgetary support and are thus outside the purview 
of these committees. Another parliament committee 
relevant to this discussion is the Departmentally 
Related Standing Committee (DRSC), which also pri-
marily examines utilisation of funds allocated to a 
ministry. It will hence be interesting to see the pathway 
taken by PAC to obtain the much needed improve-
ments upon the checks and balances over SRAs. 

Nearly 15 years ago, former finance minister 
Yashwant Sinha proposed the creation of a new par-
liamentary committee to review the performance of 
SRAs. SRAs could be grouped into two or three cate-
gories and the committee secretariat could build up 
internal capacity and source external expertise and 
enable Parliament to exercise its oversight on SRAs. 
This work could ideally involve parliamentarians and 
their teams jumping off from (a) better CAG reports 
(b) better SRA annual reports and (c) studies obtained 
from independent research organisations. 

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

Public Policy, and a former civil servant 

T
he European Union led the way in data pro-
tection by introducing the General Data 
Protection Regulation in 2018. Now, it has again 

taken the lead with the AI Act, aimed at preventing 
potential harms from uncontrolled artificial intelli-
gence (AI) use. India, which took nearly five additional 
years to implement its Digital Personal Data 
Protection (DPDP) Act, cannot afford a similar delay 
with its AI regulation. 

The discussion around the need for AI regulation 
is increasingly relevant because AI, in the hands of 
malicious actors, poses significant risks to society. AI 
can easily compromise cybersecurity, jeopardising the 
entire digital landscape. It can invade privacy, enable 
unauthorised surveillance, facilitate cybercrime, auto-
mate attacks, and even create 
autonomous weapons. Moreover, AI 
can blur the distinction between fact 
and fiction through deepfakes and 
misinformation, manipulate public 
opinion, and harm mental health by 
encouraging addictive behaviours and 
distorting social dynamics. 

One of the lesser-discussed but 
potentially most serious long-term 
harms of AI is its impact on human 
learning. In his book Trapped in the 
Net: The Unanticipated Consequences 
of Computerisation, Gene Rochlin 
explains that human learning bene-
fits from the friction experienced in dealing with nat-
ural challenges we face in the real world. Automation 
and technology reduce these challenges, making it 
harder for us to solve problems and handle crises. 
The 2009 crash of Air France Flight 447 over the 
Atlantic Ocean occurred because the aircraft’s fly-by-
wire system encountered a storm, and the pilots, 
accustomed to automation, were unable to manually 
manoeuvre out of the storm. AI could create even 
more reliance on technology, further reducing our 
ability to solve problems and adapt to challenges. 

Yet, technological advancements need to be 
embraced because their benefits often outweigh the 
risks. AI is no different; it offers great potential benefits 
if its risks are properly managed through regulation. 

For a rapidly developing country like India, AI 
could play a crucial role in enhancing agricultural pro-
ductivity, improving education, and advancing health 

care for its underserved populations. AI could be the 
key to accelerating India’s growth and achieving its 
vision of Viksit Bharat. To harness AI’s potential while 
minimising its risks, India needs to create a supportive 
ecosystem for its development and use. Given that a 
large portion of India’s population has recently entered 
the digital world and may lack the awareness and pre-
cautionary measures found in more developed 
economies, careful consideration and proactive mea-
sures are essential. 

India’s AI regulatory framework could be built on 
a 3-3-3 framework. The first 3 relates to three key prin-
ciples: Permissive development ecosystem, which 
encourages a supportive environment for the devel-
opment of AI technologies; risk-based categorisation, 

which classifies AI applications based 
on their potential for harm and 
address them according to their risk 
levels; and effective accountability 
and liability, which, while fostering 
innovation, also establishes a swift 
and effective system for accountabil-
ity and liability to manage any 
adverse effects. 

A permissive development sys-
tem should result in minimal 
restrictions on the development of 
AI for legitimate purposes. It must 
foster an environment where best 
practices and standards can be 

established, focusing on model development, data 
quality, and skill enhancement. The IndiaAI Mission 
approved earlier this year is a step in this direction. 

Risk-based categorisation is crucial in managing 
AI applications based on their potential for harm. The 
apps can be categorised into three risk levels: Limited, 
moderate and high. Before deployment, AI applica-
tions should undergo risk assessment by third-party 
professionals to determine their appropriate risk cat-
egory. Limited risk applications, subject to minimal 
regulation, would involve self-certification by devel-
opers to ensure adherence to established best practices, 
with transparent declarations for users. Moderate risk 
applications would require developers and deployers 
to follow governance practices, ensuring adoption of 
ethical and transparent practices, removal of biases 
in data bases, and such others checks and balances 
required to mitigate the risks in such apps. The norms 

for these would be set by the regulator, which will also 
maintain oversight through periodic third-party audits 
to ensure compliance. High-risk applications, however, 
would undergo detailed regulatory scrutiny pre-
deployment, with stringent oversight mechanisms. 
High-risk apps that could significantly impact human 
life, national sovereignty, or public order may only be 
deployed under government supervision and should 
mandatorily include human-in-the-loop — that is, the 
model must involve human interaction.  

An accountability and liability framework for AI 
should clearly define the responsibilities of all stake-
holders, including developers, deployers, and users. 
Developers should be accountable for ensuring that AI 
systems are free from biases, protect privacy, and under-
go proper risk assessments. Deployers should be respon-
sible for the ongoing oversight and monitoring of AI 
systems, including having mechanisms in place to 
quickly detect and mitigate any potential harm. Users 
should be responsible for understanding the limitations 
and potential consequences of the AI systems they use. 

Additionally, regulators should ensure that every 
AI system maintains an audit trail of its decision-
making processes to facilitate investigations and 
forensics, ensuring transparency and accountability. 
Provisions for compensation should be established 
for any harm caused. 

The proposed AI regulation framework could create 
new roles for risk analysts to assess AI application 
risks, and AI forensics experts to audit and investigate 
AI systems. This will open up new career opportunities 
in AI.  However, no new inspectors should be created 
as part of AI regulation. The government should act 
as a facilitator, setting rules and standards and devel-
oping skilled professionals like risk analysts and AI 
forensic experts. The standards will have to be sector-
specific and should preferably be led by professionals 
and experts from relevant stakeholders. 

In conclusion, India must establish an effective 
regulatory framework for AI to harness its potential 
while minimising risks. This framework should 
encourage innovation and growth while ensuring 
responsible, ethical, and transparent use of AI. The 
time to act is now to ensure that AI serves humanity’s 
best interests and upholds core values. 

 The writer, a former defence secretary, is distinguished 

visiting professor, IIT Kanpur
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This easing cycle will be different

Fed’s balancing act

“H
ow does a German, part-
Jewish man end up in 
India ahead of the Second 

World War and become the ‘kingpin’ of 
an art movement?” asks arts writer and 
researcher Reema Desai in her intro-
duction to The Catalyst: Rudolf Von 
Leyden and India’s Artistic Awakening. 

The entire book is an answer to this 
question. It focuses on political 
cartoonist Rudolf Von Leyden (1908-
1983), aka Rudi, and his role as an art 
critic, championing the work of Krishnaji 
Howlaji Ara, Maqbool Fida Husain, 
Sayed Haider Raza and Francis Newton 

Souza of the Bombay Progressive Artists’ 
Group formed in 1947 — the year of 
India’s independence from British rule—
much before they became legendary 
figures on the international art circuit. 

Instead of jumping straight into Rudi’s 
work as an art critic committed to 
supporting these “audacious pioneers 
who rebelled against academic styles to 
forge a bold, new artistic vision for a 
nation reborn”, the author provides a 
glimpse of the socio-political context in 
Germany. She draws from Rudi’s younger 
brother Wolfgang’s memoir,  Growing Up 
Under the Weimar Republic, 1918-1933: 
Reflections on Personal Identity and the 
Past  (1984). Rudi was a member of the 
German Communist Party. Wolfgang was 
once mistaken for Rudi, and a prominent 
man in the Nazi hierarchy told him, 
“Plans are being made to shoot you.” 

On the advice of older relatives, Rudi 
left for India in 1933 to save himself from 
being persecuted by the Gestapo. Apart 
from the fact that India was considered a 

safe haven for Jews who were in danger 
elsewhere, Bombay (now Mumbai) was 
also a favoured choice because Rudi’s 
elder brother Albrecht had been living in 
India since 1927 and working for a Dutch 
company. Albrecht was well-
established, and offered to host Rudi 
until things got better in Germany. Little 
did they know that India would soon 
occupy a special place in Rudi’s heart. 

Ms Desai notes, “Rudi lived with 
Albrecht in a bungalow at 17 Pali Hill, 
with expansive views of the Arabian sea. 
Albrecht worked in the bustling Fort 
district of Bombay and had selected Pali 
Hill for its cooler climate and tranquillity 
compared to the city centre.” 

Using archival material, especially 
Rudi’s letters to his mother, the book 
paints a vivid picture of those early days 
in India when he went horse-riding, 
socialising with fellow expatriates, and 
swimming at Juhu beach, and also 
soaked in the delights of Kashmir,  
Delhi and Agra. 

Rudi, trained as a geologist, could not 
find a job in that field either in India or in 
South Africa where he had applied. 
Thanks to his artistic skills and his 
brother’s social circle, Rudi began to find 
work designing advertisements, posters, 
invitation cards and menus. Within a 
year of arriving in Bombay, he set up an 
advertising studio and later found a job 
at a reputed 
newspaper’s layout 
department for six 
months because an 
English employee 
was on leave. 

Ms Desai points 
out that Albrecht’s 
high-ranking 
corporate job gave 
Rudi access to an 
affluent group keen 
on “pushing the 
aesthetic dialogue in the city forward”. 
Rudi’s “natural flair for the arts” was 
encouraged and his opinion “held in high 
esteem” before his formal career as an art 
critic began in 1938. This is a telling piece 
of information because, even today, the 
hallowed world of art criticism in India 

remains the domain of the well-heeled. 
Artist Krishen Khanna, a close friend 

of Rudi’s, who has written the foreword to 
Ms Desai’s book, reveals that Rudi was 
also criticised by “some who considered 
that he was violating Indian sensibilities 
and planting foreign views and aesthetic 
theories which were inimical to what was 
considered as specifically Indian”. While 

Krishen Khanna calls 
these views “insular”, 
and believes that they 
“could not 
accommodate Rudi’s 
knowledge of Indian 
aesthetics”, his 
decision to mention 
the critical reception 
that Rudi received is 
worthy of 
appreciation. 

Rudi did not 
merely write about the rising avant-
garde artists in India. He was a talent 
scout and mentor. He also helped some 
of them with financial resources. Ara 
was a Dalit artist. He worked as a car 
cleaner when Rudi first met him. That 
said, the politics of patronage should 

not be brushed under the carpet. In a 
quote that Ms Desai discovered during 
her research, Rudi confesses, “I liked 
the country and its people from the 
word go, but I now realise that my initial 
attitudes were very ‘sahib’, and that 
friendships begin when the ‘sahib’ 
disappears.” 

The book ventures into several other 
aspects of Rudi’s life, including his 
position as the publicity and marketing 
director at Voltas for over two decades, 
his interest in Ganjifa cards, his work 
with stalwarts like Dr Homi Bhabha and 
Verghese Kurien, the women he loved, 
his support for Indian theatre, his 
fondness for the Jamali-Kamali mosque 
and tomb in Delhi, and his life in Paris 
and Vienna after he left India. Ms 
Desai’s commentary documenting the 
story of how she put together this book, 
how serendipity worked its magic and 
led her to various people and places, 
show that it takes a village not only to 
raise a child but also to birth a book. 

The reviewer is a journalist, educator, book 

reviewer and cultural commentator. He is 

@chintanwriting on Instagram and X
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S
wachh Bharat Mission (SBM) is set to
complete 10 years. Under SBM, 120
million families have been provided
access to safe sanitation at their

homes and most of them use the facility.
Beyond some counter data crunching, there
is universal and scientific admission that
India’s toilet revolution brought a range of
benefits for human health and well-being.
This includes a significant reduction in
infant mortality, better school attendance for
girls, fewer crimes against women, higher
employment and earnings, and better
groundwater quality. UNICEF reported in
2018 that, by reducing damage costs, free-
dom from open defecation has saved 5.2% of
the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) a year. 

The massive number of household
latrines will need to be functional
and used, not to fritter away the val-
uable gains. Public and community
toilets to cover the excluded, are
over six-and-a-half lakh, but less
than 4,000 cities are certified to
have kept these clean and hygienic.
Slippages can happen if users and
managers are not alert. 

The celebration of a golden dec-
ade of Indian sanitation set in
motion by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, is
legitimate. But now the mission faces the
more slippery world of solid and liquid waste
management, compared to the provision of
low flush, twin-pit toilets across needy com-
munities. For urban spaces, the task is bigger
and more complex. Only 248 of the cities
have broadly reached the parameters of Gar-
bage Free Cities (GFC) covering aspects of
collection, segregation, storage, scientific
processing, cleaning of surface water, com-
pliance and civic behaviour. Another 500 are
hopefully approaching the goal. Still, most of
the 4,900 urban bodies must do significant
heavy lifting to be fully garbage-free in a
shorter time. 

Processing of waste is true only with the
elimination of waste. It starts not at the proc-
essing plant, but with segregation at the
source. The task needs to be universalised
without compromise. Despite a spirited cam-
paign, the urgency has not yet sunk into the
civic mind. This calls for a full-scale revival
of behaviour change, like in the last phase.
By systematic action, 18% processing of
waste in urban areas in 2014 has moved close
to 80% today. Source segregation at the ward
level moved from about nothing to 91%. This

official data is encouraging. But gaps and
garbage still stare us in the face.

Processing infrastructure, designed to
convert waste to resources, be it compost,
biogas or electricity, has caught the attention
of SBM managers. Plants of all categories are
over 6,000, with the highest capacity under
waste-to-compost units. This is where tech-
nology, innovation and enterprise must
come in. About 5,000 startups are recog-
nised in the Water Sanitation and Hygiene
(WASH) category, spread over 230 districts.
Policymakers and experts know that this has
to grow exponentially. Policy and private
sector response look to be moving in the
direction of a vibrant waste-to-wealth indus-
try. Public funding and budgetary outlays
have never faltered from the inception of

SBM. 
The country has over 220 million

tonnes of waste lying in landfills
bordering many cities — Bhalswa,
Ghazipur, Okhla, and Bandhwari in
the National Capital Region, Deonar
and Mulund dumping sites in
Mumbai, Mittaganahalli in Benga-
luru to name a few. These depress-
ing hillocks, 2,425 of them, occupy
28,500 acres of land. The good news

is that 40% of this waste has already been
remediated and 4,500 acres of land recov-
ered. Cities like Indore and Lucknow have set
examples by converting recovered land to
popular green-scapes. Smaller towns may
find the task arduous in terms of mobilising
the necessary resources for transforming
garbage dumps. Also, legacy dumpsites can
pose a chicken-and-egg situation during the
process of getting dismantled. City waste
must have an end destination. If not segre-
gated and processed, and not allowed in old
dumpsites, it may be dumped in new gar-
bage sites. 

Local communities have taken the respon-
sibility to transform as many as five lakh spe-
cially identified spots of filth as part of a
Swachhata Hi Seva programme in the
run-up to Gandhiji’s birth anniversary. This
is a great demonstration of resolve. But the
Swachh Bharat Mission and the people of
India will be required to do much more to
deliver sampoorn swacchhata (total cleanli-
ness) in the coming years.
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Swachh Bharat Mission
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ing innovation. India must significantly increase
its investment in relevant semiconductor 
research and encourage collaborations between
universities, private companies, and the govern-
ment. Channelling the country’s engineering tal-
ent into semiconductor research and establish-
ing top-tier institutes will be key to driving break-
throughs.

Foster global collaborations: Unlike China’s
inward-looking approach, India must embrace
international partnerships. Collaborations with
global leaders such as TSMC, Intel, and Samsung
will provide India with access to critical IP and 
technological know-how. Joint ventures and 
technology transfer agreements can help accel-
erate India’s learning curve and bolster its posi-
tion in the global value chain.

Encourage private-sector leadership: Innova-
tion thrives in competitive, market-driven envi-
ronments. In addition to the big industry support
that India is providing, it must create a favoura-

ble ecosystem for startups and entre-
preneurs to enter the semiconductor
space by offering incentives such as
investment tax breaks and funding
opportunities.

Expand venture funds with deep tech
expertise: Arun Kumar, managing part-
ner, Celesta Capital, emphasises that
fostering the expansion of venture
funds focused on deep tech expertise is
crucial to advancing India’s semicon-

ductor capabilities. Global Capability Centres of
MNCs in India reportedly already employ over 
200,000 chip designers working on chip design,
verification, and related activities for companies
like Intel, AMD, Qualcomm, and Broadcom. 
With the right venture ecosystem, many of these
engineers could become entrepreneurs.

Develop advanced manufacturing capabilities:
Building state-of-the-art fabrication facilities 
(fabs) is essential for India’s semiconductor aspi-
rations. However, these fabs must focus on cut-
ting-edge technologies. India should aim to pro-
duce chips at smaller nodes, such as seven 
nanometers or below, to stay competitive with 
global leaders.

Prioritise intellectual property creation and
protection: India must invest in homegrown 
technologies and IP creation. Innovation in the 
semiconductor industry is driven by new intel-
lectual property, and countries that lead in IP 
creation will ultimately lead in the market. India
should encourage both domestic and foreign 
firms to invest in R&D within the country.

Build a skilled workforce: India’s large pool of
highly educated workers is a strength, but the 
country must invest in developing specialised 
skills in chip design, fabrication, and semicon-
ductor equipment maintenance. Strengthening
partnerships between academia and industry 
will ensure graduates are ready to meet the 
semiconductor industry’s needs. Scholarships, 
training programmes, and collaborations with 
top universities can develop the talent pool.

It is not going to be easy. As Grimes told me,
“Even though India is benefiting from the recon-
figuring of the technology value chain, China 
continues to have major advantages in the 
sophistication of its supply chains.” But, he 
acknowledges that with its strong background in
software — an important element of the chip 
industry — and by becoming part of trusted col-
laborative networks of shared IP, India can build
its own niche in the global semiconductor land-
scape, capable of meeting domestic needs and 
competing on the global stage.

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix Biosciences.
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established processes, and the cur-
rent state of geopolitics as it is for a
fresh fervour in India to diversify
away, at least as far as possible, from
age-old but necessary dependencies.
Five 2+2 meetings (with respective
defence and foreign ministers) have
taken place. A key supply agreement
was signed last month. C-130Js, C-17s,
P8Is, Apaches, Chinooks, and
MH60R helicopters are changing
capabilities for the Indian military.
The US army has reached out to
Indian defence firms to produce
everything from nuts and bolts to
cartridges and artillery. There are
five sets of ever-more complex bilat-
eral military exercises that include
all three Indian services. In sum, the
commitment to military and security
ties is clear. 

The combination of the ideational
clarity to deepen ties and the mate-

rial benefits of the same has built a
grammar for resilience that may not
be irreversible but can’t be taken for
granted either. Leaders, diplomats,
and national security officials on
both sides work hard — between the
two countries and within their own
systems — to keep the resilience
going. This is also why the Modi-
Biden book is tilted more toward
substance than thrills. Challenges
exist. There is much to be done. But,
for a moment, as the two principals
meet, it is well worth thinking about
both the drivers and effects of this
new book in India-US ties, and how
that might be sustained as the 47th
American president is elected later
this year. 

Rudra Chaudhuri is director,

Carnegie India.
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When Prime Minister Modi meets President Biden in Delaware, they will 
be concluding a new book that underscores the ideational and material 
conversions that have taken place in the past four years  AP

P
rime Minister (PM) Narendra Modi has
made building a globally competitive
semiconductor industry a national prior-
ity. The Covid-19 pandemic and geopoliti-

cal tensions have exposed vulnerabilities in 
global supply chains, underscoring the need for
domestic chip production to ensure both eco-
nomic growth and national security. However,
India’s current investment in low-level assembly
and packaging mirrors China’s missteps, which
limits the country’s ability to move up the value
chain. To truly compete on a global scale, India
must aim higher.

India’s semiconductor industry is in a founda-
tional phase, with a $15 billion initiative under-
way to establish its first advanced fab and pack-
aging facilities. A joint venture between Taiwan’s
Powerchip and Tata Electronics to produce 
28-110 nanometer chips for power management
is a good start. As Silicon Valley entrepreneur 
Govind Kizhepat said, India must “start some-
where” rather than waiting for a tech-
nology transfer of the latest semicon-
ductor fabrication technology. How-
ever, Micron’s packaging plant in 
Gujarat is an example of what not to 
do. Despite being touted as a signifi-
cant milestone, this facility focuses on
low-level assembly and testing, which
provides minimal value in the semi-
conductor ecosystem. Micron contin-
ues to fabricate chips in the United 
States (US) and China, leaving India to handle 
only the final stages of assembly, offering little in
terms of technology transfer or advancement in
high-value areas like chip design and fabrication.
With India subsidising 70% of the $2.75 billion 
cost (around $1.925 billion), the country is effec-
tively investing in low-end jobs rather than fos-
tering the critical advancements needed for long-
term success — much like China’s early efforts.

A recent paper, China’s Interdependent Posi-
tioning in the Semiconductor Global Value Chain,
by Seamus Grimes (University of Galway) and 
Debin Du (East China Normal University), high-
lights the pitfalls China encountered in its quest
to build a competitive semiconductor industry.
Despite significant government investments, 
China remains largely stuck in lower-value seg-
ments such as assembly and packaging while 
lagging in higher-value areas like design, intel-
lectual property (IP) creation, and advanced 
manufacturing. It still relies heavily on foreign 
IP, often acquired through questionable means.

India must avoid repeating these mistakes by
fostering innovation, encouraging private-sector
leadership, and pursuing global collaborations
to access cutting-edge technologies. It needs a 
more comprehensive and forward-thinking 
strategy. The following areas are critical for 
achieving PM Modi’s goals:

Invest in research and development (R&D): A
strong R&D ecosystem is essential for chip 
design, fabrication, and advanced manufactur-
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Message from 
US Fed rate cut

Indus Treaty must 
reflect new realities

I
ndia has finally served a formal notice to Pakistan for
a review and modification of the Indus Waters Treaty
of 1960, largely because of Islamabad’s intransigence

in dealing with disputes related to the management of 
cross-border rivers and other concerns such as the 
support for terrorism. Problems related to the Indus 
Waters Treaty, which has survived several wars 
involving the two South Asian rivals, have been brewing 
for some years now. New Delhi has threatened 
Islamabad several times to have a relook at the treaty 
when ties have hit rough patches, largely because of 
terror attacks carried out by Pakistan-based groups.

India formally informed Pakistan of its intent to 
review the treaty in early 2023 and the notice served 
last month is in line with those efforts. One of the 
triggers for this action was Pakistan’s decision in the 
past decade to refer disputes over the Kishanganga 
and Ratle hydropower projects on the Chenab and 
Neelam rivers in Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) to both 
the “neutral expert” mechanism and the Permanent 
Court of Arbitration under the provisions of the 
agreement. India has argued that this goes against 
the graded mechanisms under the treaty for 
handling disputes and could lead to inconsistent 
and contradictory rulings. India’s contention that the 
treaty also requires a relook because of demographic 
changes and environmental concerns too is important,
given the impact of the climate crisis.

India is contemplating changes to the agreement at a
time when relations with Pakistan are at an all-time low 
and there are genuine concerns about a spurt in terror 
attacks in J&K. New Delhi should proceed with caution 
since the management of cross-border water resources 
is a complex and delicate matter, but genuine efforts to 
update the treaty should be welcomed.

T
hat the United States Federal Reserve would
reduce interest rates in its September meeting
was widely expected even though the jury was
out on whether the reduction would be quarter

or half of a percentage point. By deciding on the latter 
— federal fund rates are now in the range of 4.75%-5% 
— the US central bank has sent a clear signal that it is 
more concerned about cushioning the labour market 
than reining in inflation. Financial markets, both in 
the US and outside have taken the announcement in 
their stride and not shown wild reactions. This 
underlines the claim that the decision was largely on 
anticipated lines. What happens now?

Unlike the Reserve Bank of India, Federal Open 
Market Committee (FOMC) — US equivalent of India’s 
Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) — members give 
dot-plots of interest rate projections going forward. 
The projections indicate that rates could fall by 
another 50 basis points by the end of the year. 
FOMC also sees yesterday’s pivot as the beginning 
of a long phase of monetary easing with interest rates 
expected to be just under 3% by the end of 2026. What 
is the import of this pivot in US monetary policy?

If Fed chairman Jerome Powell manages to ensure a
“soft-landing”, which would mean inflation aligning 
with the target rate without triggering a recession or 
high unemployment, he would go down as one of the 
most successful central bankers in the history of 
modern capitalism. Tailwinds from lower mortgage 
costs could also help the Democratic Party in its bid to 
regain the White House. As a corollary, the decision 
also risks a backlash against the Federal Reserve’s 
independence if Donald Trump were to win the 
November presidential elections. 

Because the US is the largest economy in the world,
and the dollar the dominant currency, its monetary 
policy stance is consequential for the rest of the world 
too. What will it mean for India? Expect MPC to dial 
down its hawkish rhetoric for sure even if there is no 
rate cut in the October meeting. More importantly, a 
return to the days of cheap money could also end the 
ongoing bear phase in long-term investment flows 
such as from the venture capitalist route for start-ups 
in the Indian economy. Both of these are good news 
for medium-term prospects of the Indian economy. 

To be sure, cheap money has its own set of 
complications but that is not something which would 
concern markets and policymakers at the moment. 
The world and US monetary policy has a lot of 
distance to cover before it gets there. 

“W
ill  Biden
continue to
d o u b l e
down on
India?” was
the refrain

amongst experts and officials as
Joseph Biden began his tenure as the
46th President of the United States
(US). Four years later, it is safe to say
that India-US ties have undergone a
second transformation. The first was
roughly between 2001 — when
George W Bush came to power —
and the end of the Donald J Trump
presidency. That period deserves a
book in its own right. Indeed, many
have been written. 

On Saturday, when Prime Minister
(PM) Narendra Modi meets President
Biden for the Quad Leaders Summit
in Delaware, they will be concluding
a new book that underscores the ide-
ational and material conversions that
have taken place in the past four
years. This will be the last in-person
and official meeting between the two
leaders. So, what defines the Modi-

Biden era? 
A well-defined cognitive shift to

unhesitatingly strengthen different
kinds of ties shaped the way both
sides dealt with each other’s impera-
tives. Some of this had to do with
China’s differentiated challenge to
both countries. A lot of this was
driven by re-discovering lost oppor-
tunities of the past and realising the
new and emerging potential of the
present. India’s increasing import of
oil and deep military dependencies
on Russia may have, at best, led to a
quiver between the two
bureaucratic States. It left
the strategic design for
deeper partnerships largely
untouched. 

The manifestations of
this ideational shift were
real and can be counted in
investments and new
industry-led arrangements
alike. In January 2023,
National Security Advisors
(NSA) on both sides inaugurated the
India-US initiative on Critical and
Emerging Technology (iCET). This
was a new way of deepening cooper-
ation. It requires as much from
industry and academia as from dif-
ferent parts of both governments. 

An American semiconductor com-
pany was the first of at least six pro-
jects till date that tapped into India’s
incentive scheme. Bricks and mortar
are being laid to build a new Out-
sourced Assembly and Testing Plant
(OSAT) in Gujarat. Two legacy
defence agreements on the co-inno-
vation of jet engines and the pur-

chase of armed drones were re-invig-
orated. Reportedly, they are close to
conclusion. A chip-making facility
for national security to be built in
India is being negotiated.

Export controllers in the US loos-
ened their grip. The key was to create
a communication bridge between
firms besieged by the enormity and
complexity of controls and control-
lers struggling to understand the
problem at hand. Of course, this
process will need to be sustained. A
Strategic Trade Dialogue (STD) was

created to institutionalise
this channel. 

The third INDUS-X sum-
mit concluded in early Sep-
tember 2023 in Palo Alto.
This new ecosystem con-
nects those creating and
investing in cutting-edge
technologies in both coun-
tries; iCET deliverables have
a long way to go, but much
has been achieved in a rela-

tively short period of time. 
There was every likelihood that

this would not have been the case.
The two sides confront several global
and local challenges. These include
the respective stakes at play regard-
ing the war in Ukraine, differing
views on the meaning of rights, and
the effects of an alleged Indian intel-
ligence-led operation on American
soil. 

But, the two countries have man-
aged to move ahead despite these.
Further, defence ties are deeper than
they have ever been. This is as much
a function of legacy arrangements,

The new grammar 
of India-US relations
The Modi-Biden book 
is tilted more towards 
substance than thrills. 
Leaders, diplomats, and 
security establishments 
in both nations have 
worked towards building 
resilience in the ties

A

{ JEROME POWELL } CHAIR OF THE US FEDERAL RESERVE

P
We’re trying to achieve a situation where 
we restore price stability without the 
painful increase in unemployment 
that comes sometimes with 
disinflation. Investors should take 
the Fed’s rate cut as a sign of its 

strong commitment to 
achieving that goal

On semiconductor mission, 
learn from China’s missteps
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This could nudge MPC to dial down hawkishness, 
and facilitate flow of capital into Indian economy

Vivek 
Wadhwa

Rudra 
Chaudhuri

India can build its own niche in the global 
semiconductor landscape  REUTERS
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include subsidies, farmer payouts and vari-
ous schemes, among other programmes. 
The Centre’s fiscal deficit target for 2024-25 
is set at ₹16.13 trillion, which amounts to a 
ratio of 4.9%. Assuming it reaches 4.5% next 
year and is reduced by half a percentage  
point in every subsequent year, with nomi-
nal GDP growth of 11%, the deficit will come 
down numerically to less than the 2024-25 
level by 2027-28. To sustain inflation-ad-
justed outlays on social welfare, revenue 
growth must accelerate. This may prove 
hard, as optimal levels may already have 
been reached. In such a situation, it could be 
a challenge to rein back expenditure to get 
the country’s fiscal and debt ratios down.

Understandably, improving India’s fiscal 
parameters are a matter of concern. But, 
given the global context, our ratios are not 
out of sync with numbers in other countries. 
While lowering public debt will relieve the 
government of its debt-servicing burden 
and release funds for other developmental 
activities, the path taken should be cogni-
zant of our particular economic conditions, 
with the Centre playing a major role in wel-
fare and infrastructure development. 

All considered, the path we are currently 
on appears appropriate.

These are the author’s personal views. 

It has been observed that the Centre’s debt 
ratio increased sharply from 50.7% in 
2019-20 to 60.7% in covid-year 2020-21, 
mainly on account of its fiscal deficit ratio 
doubling to 9.2% of GDP. A similar rise was 
observed for states, although their combined 
debt ratio rose less steeply, from 26.6% to 
31.1%, with their deficit ratio rising from 2.6% 
to 4.1%. In years when the fiscal deficit ratio 
came down, the debt-to-GDP ratio also 
moved south, and vice-versa. It is certain that 
only when the fiscal deficit is reduced can the 
debt-to-GDP ratio come down. 

What is open to discussion is whether 
India’s fiscal deficit ratio should be 3% or 4%.  
As for debt, if we go by the latest norms set 
under the Fiscal Responsibility and Budget 
Management Act, the debt-to-GDP level 
should be 40% for the Centre and 20% for 
states, taking the combined figure to 60%.

Is a debt level of 60% reasonable? Glo-
bally, countries which issue currencies that 
are accepted for cross-border payments and 
are held as reserves by others have tended to 
sustain higher levels of debt. In 2023, US 
debt was 122% of GDP, while the UK’s was 
101%. Japan had the highest level of 252%. 
For the Eurozone, it was 89%. Within it, Ger-
many was at 64%, while France and Italy had 
debt levels of 110% and 137%, respectively. 

C
onceptually, for the administration 
of any country, targeting its debt-to-
gross domestic product (GDP) ratio is 

tantamount to controlling its fiscal deficit 
ratio. It is not possible to influence the debt 
ratio without a firm grip on the fiscal deficit. 
This issue has been on the discussion table 
of late. The question is whether we should be 
obsessed with attaining a fiscal deficit of 3% 
or should we realistically look at achieving a 
debt-to-GDP ratio of around 60%. A notable 
point is that the fiscal deficit in itself may not 
be significant from the perspective of eco-
nomic sustainability, but it is the most 
important component of future debt.

The fiscal deficit is financed mostly by 
borrowings by the central and state govern-
ments. These get added to the debt of the 
country. In India, typically, the debt ratio of 
the Centre is twice that of the states taken 
together. In 2023-24, for instance, the states 
had a debt-to-GDP ratio of 28.2%, while the 
Centre’s was double that proportion, at 
57.1%, taking the country’s total to 85.3%.

some authority or Act; 7% have contrib-
uted to manufacturing and other servi-
ces through contractual work. They 
employ as many as 110 million people 
and their outstanding loans average 
around ₹50,000. 

Nano businesses represent a large 
chunk of India’s employment base. 
They each employ an average of 1.5 to 2 
people. They are largely informal, using 
cash transactions primarily, and are 
generally not registered on the goods 
and services tax (GST) portal.

Scant data has kept policymakers 
back from studying the challenges that 
hinder their livelihoods and make it 
difficult for them to scale up. Consider 
the local street chaat seller or vegetable 
vendor outside a suburban railway 
station. They are entrepreneurs. They 
work hard, probably harder than many 
of us, to make an honest living.  

Unfortunately, not only do we lack 
data on them, we barely recognize them 
as a separate category of business for 
targeted policy intervention. Nano 
businesses should not be clubbed with 
other MSMEs in this broad category 
because they have very different needs 
and challenges. 

Many studies have examined 
MSMEs, but none that we could find 
has specifically analysed nano enter-
prises over a sustained period to track 

changes in their business performance 
over loan cycles. 

Estimates suggest that nano entre-
preneur credit could add up to a sum as 
large as ₹3.25 trillion, making it the 
biggest potential credit segment 
within the larger MSME category, with 
demand estimated to be growing at a 
compounded rate of over 35% annually. 
However, the supply of finance has not 
kept pace. Only a fraction have access to 
loans through formal sources, while a 
vast majority bootstrap their businesses 
through their savings or rely on finan-
cial support from family and friends.

Operating in the informal economy, 
most of these nano-entrepreneurs work 
with minimal paperwork, thin margins 
and even thinner hopes. Some of them 
depend for earnings on larger enter-
prises, with which they have little to no 
bargaining power. As they do not main-
tain proper financial records, lenders 
find it challenging to assess their credit-
worthiness. Their inability to provide 
collateral for loans also acts as a major 
obstacle. All this is compounded by 
inadequate financial knowledge. 

The new account aggregator net-
work, plus the expected rollout of the 
Unified Lending Interface, which will 
collate data from various sources to 
allow assessments of creditworthiness, 
could conceivably be of help. But the 
need of the hour is for the government 
to classify nano businesses as a separate 
group for policy attention. 

Their potential to drive inclusive 
growth remains untapped, and given 
sufficient credit and other support, they 
could be sources of innovation too.

We need a comprehensive cross-
ministerial approach to nano busi-
nesses, with efforts ranging from finan-
cial inclusion and skill development to 
technology adoption and regulatory 
simplification. If the ministry of MSMEs 
and Department for Promotion of 
Industry and Internal Trade (under the 
commerce ministry) cannot coordinate 
such an agenda, then maybe it is time to 
create a separate ministry altogether.

A
re we looking at the Indian 
micro, small and medium enter-
prise (MSME) sector through the 

wrong lens? According to government 
data, there were over 63 million MSMEs 
in 2015, of which over 60 million were 
micro enterprises. Of these micro enter-
prises, though, how many would be 
‘nano’ businesses?

The Annual Survey of Unincorpo-
rated Sector Enterprises (ASUSE) for 
2023 offers a contemporary indication. 
It puts the total number of unincorpo-
rated enterprises at 65 million, of which 
55.3 million are ‘own account enter-
prises’ (OAEs) and 9.7 million are ‘hired 
worker enterprises’ (HWEs). The survey 
data indicates that 95% of Indian 
MSMEs are not incorporated. 

The term ‘business’ means some-
thing very different to this cohort, and 
so improving their ease of doing busi-
ness demands a dedicated approach. 
Unfortunately, policy biases and mis-
conceptions seem to have resulted in 
this large group of entrepreneurs going 
underserved, perhaps even ignored.

So what characterizes nano busi-
nesses? According to the ASUSE survey, 
unincorporated enterprises are mostly 
sole proprietorships operating from 
their homes or from temporary work 
places. They work long hours and have 
marginal access to credit. Only 6.4% 
have audited accounts, but a little over 
36% have registered themselves under 

Tiny enterprises face distinct challenges and addressing them separately would serve India well

Reducing debt is the same as tightening the fiscal deficit
MADAN SABNAVIS

T
he US Federal Reserve has shifted 
policy with a chunky half-percent-
age point cut in its policy rate on 
Wednesday, joining others like the 
European Central Bank and Bank 
of England in lowering the cost 

of borrowing. This is the US Fed’s first post-
pandemic reduction and marks the start of a 
monetary easing cycle. Also, it pivots the 
American central bank’s focus away from 
inflation-control to ensuring a soft landing for 
the world’s biggest economy. Having faced 
criticism for being late in acting against the 
cost-of-living on its way up, and then effecting 
steep rate hikes (over 2022-23), the Fed seems 
wary of erring on the jobs front as US prices 
have cooled, which may explain the jumbo 
sized cut. Rate changes take time to work their 
way through the economy. So, the Fed, finally 
confident that its 2% inflation target is within 
reach, may have judged it prudent to go for a 
big cut now before other economic indicators 
could turn gloomy. “The US economy is in a 
good place and our decision today is designed 
to keep it there,” Fed chair Jerome Powell said. 
America’s unemployment rate has risen by 
almost a percentage point since early 2023 to 
about 4.2% now. While this is not painfully 
high, it’s at risk of worsening. By encouraging 
consumers to spend more and businesses to 
invest, cheaper credit should act as a cushion 
against the turbulence of a possible slowdown. 

With the Fed funds rate now in a lower range 
of 4.75% to 5%, data on the US economy as we go 
forward will determine the pace and timing of 
the Fed’s future moves. Its rate-setting panel’s 
‘dot-plot’ points to cuts of another 150 basis 
points by 2025-end. What the economy’s ‘neu-
tral’ rate is, the one at which output growth gets 

neither spurred nor squeezed, remains under 
debate. If it is assessed to have gone up, as the 
US bond market fears, then this easing cycle 
may plateau higher than before, leaving the 
US with real rates above pre-covid levels. Still, 
America escaping a recession would be good for 
all its trade partners. As for capital flows, a rise 
in global risk-on sentiment, typical of rate cuts, 
could boost capital flows to emerging markets 
(EMs), strengthening their currencies and 
assets. US equities had a muted response to this 
week’s Fed action, but over time, the Indian 
stock market could gain. Even though high 
valuations may make some overseas investors 
demur, its recent edging out of China’s market 
as the world’s largest EM on a key index reflects 
its growing heft and appeal overall. Indian 
bonds may also draw more inflows if their yield 
gap with US paper gets more attractive (US 
bond yields rose at first, though). Our busi-
nesses may seek more foreign loans, too. While 
inflow volumes may stay moderate at most, they 
could yet prove large enough for the Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI) to step up its rupee vigil. 

A strengthening currency is bad for our 
exports, but can be moderated by RBI with 
dollar purchases, the excess local liquidity 
caused by which need not be mopped up with 
open-market bond sales (‘sterilized’) if it hap-
pens to coincide with a policy pivot of its own. 
Some forecasters expect Indian inflation to 
soften, letting RBI shift stance and effect a repo 
rate cut, but this would only be towards the 
end of 2024. While retail prices may turn 
benign by then, as some trends suggest they 
would, India’s central bank must retain price-
stability as its priority till this goal is securely 
met. This means it will need to either let the 
rupee rise or sterilize its forex-market buys. 

The Fed’s policy pivot 
complicates RBI’s task

The US Federal Reserve’s jumbo rate cut is aimed as a cushion for its economy, but impacts 

others too. Think of capital flows. Unless Indian inflation cools, RBI may face tough calls
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China is no stranger to
outsized equity offers.

Its three large banks took
the global financial mar-
kets by storm a few years
ago when they tapped the
primary markets to raise
capital. Chinese online re-
tail giant Alibaba Group
Holding Ltd has just raised
$21.8 billion in its record
initial public offering (IPO).
The firm will thus be val-
ued at $168 billion. But the
share sale deserves atten-
tion for other reasons too.

Alibaba is a different
company in two important
ways: it is the result of an
emerging entrepreneurial
culture in China as well as
a star of the digital econo-
my rather than a smoke-
stack industry. It also has
global ambitions. In a way,
Alibaba is an example of
the new economic model
that China is trying to
adopt, as its traditional
strategy of manic industrial
investment funded by gov-
ernment banks now shows
signs of fatigue. China now
wants to focus more on do-
mestic consumption to
power its next phase of
growth.

Alibaba’s IPO should be
understood in that context.
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AGRICULTURAL SETBACK

Kharif crop
hit as rains
fail India

BY SAYANTAN BERA

sayantan.b@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The worst fears of fallout
from this year’s deficient
monsoon are coming

true. The government has for
the first time conceded that
there will be a setback to the
kharif, or summer, crop.

The first advance estimates
released by the ministry of ag-
riculture on Friday project this
year’s kharif crop at 120.27
million tonnes (mt)—around
7% lower than the 129.24 mt
harvested last year.

The June-October cropping
season, known as kharif, is the
country’s main agricultural
season and is mostly depend-
ent on the annual southwest
monsoon.

Not only did the monsoon
start late this year, its spread
was uneven. Haryana and Ut-
tar Pradesh (UP) have declared
a drought.

Besides dealing a setback to
the farm sector and putting
pressure on retail food infla-
tion, which in August in-
creased to 9.42% from 9.36% a
month ago, the monsoon defi-
cit could entail a fiscal cost to
the Union and state govern-
ments as they ready bailout
packages for farmers.

The first advance kharif esti-
mate and rabi targets together
are expected to aggregate to
251.5 mt of foodgrain output in
2014-15. That’s 13.2 mt lower
than the record foodgrain pro-
duction of 264.7 mt achieved
last year.

The agriculture ministry ex-
pects kharif production to de-
cline across all crop categories.

The June-September mon-
soon has been the worst for the
country’s bread basket states—
particularly Haryana and
Western UP. While cumulative
rain deficit is 55% for Haryana,
Western UP and Punjab re-
corded a deficit of 54% and
47%, respectively.

On 2 September, Haryana
became the first state to de-
clare a drought in all 21 of its
districts. On 16 September, UP
declared 44 of its 75 districts
drought-hit. Together, Harya-
na and UP have sought central

assistance of `10,891 crore for
drought relief. Last month,
Punjab sought `2,330 crore as
drought relief from the Centre,
but stopped short of declaring
a drought.

Production of rice is set to
dip by 4%—from 91.69 mt in
2013-14 to 88.02 mt this year.
The impact is likely to be worst
on the output of coarse cere-
als, expected to drop by over
14% from 31.53 mt last year to
27.05 mt this season.

While sowing of rice is al-
most the same as last year, the
area under coarse cereals has
dropped by 1.86 million hec-
tares this year due to the de-
layed arrival of monsoon,
which had an impact on the
sowing of jowar, bajra and
maize in states like Andhra
Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka,
Maharashtra and Rajasthan.

Due to a decline in the area
under tur and moong cultiva-
tion, production of kharif puls-
es is expected to be 5.2 mt
against 6.02 mt in 2013-14.

Because of a decline in the
area under groundnut cultiva-
tion and productivity in Gu-
jarat, and lower output of soya
bean, total oilseeds production
is estimated to drop by 12%—
from 22.4 mt in 2013-14 to
19.66 mt this year.

Production of cash crops
cotton and sugar cane is ex-
pected to drop by 5.3% and 2%,
respectively. Interestingly, the
expected dip in the production
of cotton is despite a 10% in-
crease in its acreage in the
kharif season.

One economist said India
may yet weather the decline in
kharif output.

“Despite the estimated drop
in kharif production, the situa-
tion may not be bleak for two
reasons. International food
prices have dipped significant-
ly and this will lead to lower
exports of foodgrains from In-
dia. Secondly, we have ample
stocks—offloading them in the
market will ease supply con-
straints and inflationary pres-
sures,” said Ramesh Chand,
director of the National Centre
for Agricultural Economics
and Policy Research.

Alluding to the deficient
monsoon and its impact on
kharif production, agriculture
minister Radha Mohan Singh
said the estimated output is a
major achievement that had
been made possible by proac-
tive schemes his ministry un-
dertook—like subsidies for
diesel, seeds and fodder pro-
duction—alongside efforts by
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Ministry’s first advance
estimates project this
year’s summer crop at
120.27 million tonnes,
7% below last year’s

United we
stand:
Scotland
BY ALISTAIR SMOUT &

GUY FAULCONBRIDGE

Reuters
·························
EDINBURGH

Scotland spurned independ-
ence in a historic referendum

that threatened to rip the UK
apart, sow financial turmoil and
diminish Britain’s remaining
global clout.

A vote for the 307-year union
is a relief for millions of Britons
including Prime Minister David
Cameron, whose job was on the
line, as well as allies across the
world who were horrified at the
prospect of the UK’s separation.

Unionists cheered, kissed and
drank wine and beer in Glasgow,
Scotland’s biggest city where se-
cessionists won, while national-
ist leader Alex Salmond conced-
ed defeat and hours later told re-
porters he would resign.

Opponents of independence
won 55% of the vote while sepa-
ratists won 45% with all 3.6 mil-
lion votes—a record 85% turn-
out—counted. But leaders from
across the UK said the union
must change if it is to endure.

“For me as leader my time is
nearly over but for Scotland the
campaign continues and the
dream will never die,” Salmond
told reporters in Edinburgh, the
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THE TRUST QUOTIENT
Indians don’t trust China when it 
comes to national security, but have no 
qualms with doing business with the 
neighbour, according to the results of 
an InstaVaani poll, conducted by 
FourthLion Technologies, on 18-19 
September, when Chinese President 
Xi Jinping held talks with Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi on a landmark 
visit to India.

A majority of those surveyed 
(54.3%) were distrustful of the 
Chinese government in light of recent 
military incursions in Ladakh, but a 
larger proportion (66%) said India’s 
economy will benefit if it deepens 
business ties with its larger neighbour. 

People in Bangalore and Kolkata 
were least inclined to trust the Chinese 
government, but a majority in Delhi 
had more confidence in it. Respond-
ents from all the metros, however, 
strongly favoured bilateral trade 
despite national security concerns.

Source: 

Do you trust China despite
Ladakh border violations?

Will partnership with China
benefit India’s economy despite

Ladakh border violations?

45.7%
Yes

54.3%
No

66%
Yes

34%
No

BY PETER RUTHERFORD

Reuters
·························
INCHEON, SOUTH KOREA

The 17th Asian Games
opened in a multi-col-

oured blaze of fireworks and
carefully crafted K-Pop rou-
tines on Friday, as athletes
from the world’s most popu-
lous region came together in
pursuit of gold and glory in
South Korea.

An array of Olympians and
regional sports stars will com-
pete over 15 days of competi-
tion in Incheon where South
Korean President Park Geun-
hye and Olympic chief Thomas
Bach were among the powerful
figures watching a vivid open-
ing ceremony.

Athletes dressed in colourful
national garb, sharp suits and
comfortable tracksuits waved
to a crowd of 60,000, who of-
fered enthusiastic welcomes to
delegations from 45 countries
including the South’s belliger-
ent neighbour, North Korea.

South Korean culture,
known as the “Korean Wave”
or Hallyu, has swept through
Asia in recent years generating
billions of dollars in revenue
from drama and pop music
and Friday’s ceremony drew
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Diversity on
show at Asian
Games opening

OBITUARY: Mandolin maestro
U. Srinivas dies at 45 >5

Q&A: Profits do not have to be at the cost of the
rights of the poor, says Oxfam’s Byanyima >4

ENERGY: BPCL to invest `13,000 crore in
Mozambique, Brazil upstream businesses >3

NATION: Government’s plan of limiting toll
collection faces resistance >5
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Bangalore-based IT profes-
sional Nikesh Gupta has fi-

nally decided to buy a second
car for the family during the
Navaratras—considered an
auspicious time for big-ticket
purchases—next month after
putting it off for two years.

Gupta will buy either Maruti
Suzuki India Ltd’s new mid-
range sedan, Ciaz, which In-
dia’s largest car maker will
launch in October, or Ford In-
dia Pvt. Ltd’s sport utility ve-
hicle (SUV) Ecosport that hit
the roads last year.

“Somehow I am a lot more
confident in buying a new car
this time around,” says Gupta,
38, who has received a bigger
salary hike this year.

As the economy turns
around after two successive
years of sub-5% growth and
consumer sentiment improves,
auto makers are lining up new
launches to attract buyers like
Gupta who are ready to make
the purchases they were post-
poning during the downturn.

A dozen new cars, including
variants of existing models, are
set for launch over the next

two months. And to make sure
customers keep buying after
four consecutive months of
sales growth, auto makers are
retaining the festive discounts
and incentives they offered last
year on existing models.

The Maruti Suzuki Ciaz is
expected to be priced in the
range of `7.25-10 lakh, and
will compete with Honda City,
Hyundai Verna and Volkswa-
gen Vento. The local arm of Ja-
pan’s Suzuki Motor Corp. also
plans to introduce a refreshed
version of its compact car,

Swift, next month.
The Avventura, a crossover

style hatchback based on the
small car Punto, from Fiat
Group Automobiles India Pvt.
Ltd, will be yet another promi-
nent launch this season.

Estimated to be priced in the
range of `5-7 lakh, it will be
the first new model to be intro-
duced by Fiat in India in five
years. The model is likely to go
on sale before Diwali, which
falls this year on 23 October.
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FESTIVE SEASON

Auto makers line up new models,
retain discounts to tap upturn

WOOING CONSUMERS
Auto makers are planning 
new launches to attract 
buyers who are ready to 
make the purchases they 
were postponing during 
the downturn.

Month of launch

October

October

September

September

October

October

October

October

October

October

September

September

Model

Maruti Suzuki Ciaz

Fiat Avventura 

Mahindra Scorpio (facelift)

Duster (all-wheel drive)

Ford Figo (facelift)

Nissan Evalia (limited edition)

Nissan Terrano (limited edition) 

Mahindra Xylo (facelift)

Volkswagen Vento (facelift)

Maruti Suzuki Swift (facelift)

Mercedes GLA

Lamborghini Huracan Source: Mint research
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A U.S. dollar is an IOU 
from the Federal Reserve 

Bank. It’s a promissory 
note that doesn’t actually 
promise anything. It’s not 

backed by gold or silver.

P.  J .  O’ROURKE

is chief economist at Bank of 

Baroda and author of 

‘Corporate Quirks: The Darker 

Side of the Sun’.

Nano businesses are estimated 
to number over 60 million and 

should not be clubbed with other 
MSMEs in this broad category 

because they have very different 
requirements and challenges. 

Dedicated policies aimed at 
driving their growth will boost 
inclusion and generate jobs. 

Perhaps it’s time to consider a 
separate ministry that focuses 

on such entrepreneurs.

Q U I C K  R E A D

ency has been to borrow for maturity peri-
ods of over 10 years. In 2023-24, over half its 
debt was in this bracket. While it helps to 
spread out repayments, these debt securities 
reside on the books for that much longer and 
become sticky elements over time in the 
government’s outstanding debt. 

The third issue relates to the cost of bor-
rowing. Shorter tenures cost less and would 
be beneficial, as interest costs account for 
around 25% of the 2024-25 Union budget’s 
aggregate outlay of ₹48.20 trillion.

 So the debate is not really about targeting 
a 60% or 70% debt-to-
GDP ratio versus a fiscal 
deficit ratio of 3% or 4%. 

The real concern is 
that as we embark on a 
journey to lower the gov-
ernment’s debt and defi-
cit levels, its budget may 
run into a ‘fiscal cliff.’ 
This refers to a massive 
obstacle that confronts a 
government that borrows 
less to keep its deficit and 
debt in check, but also 
has substantial expendi-
ture commitments. In 
our case, these would 

Switzerland had a ratio of just 38%. Among 
emerging markets, India’s ratio is compara-
ble with China’s and Brazil’s, which had 84% 
and 85%, respectively. South Africa’s was 
74%. This global picture makes a target of 
60% appear too aggressive. Instead, a level of 
around 70-75% could be India’s final goal, 
though the glide path towards it must take 
our development aims into account.

The broader issues that need attention 
relate to the attributes of government bor-
rowing. For one, the quality of spending 
(done with partly borrowed money) needs to 
be fine-tuned to ensure 
the desired impact. It is 
true that money is fungi-
ble and it’s hard to sepa-
rate expenditure for eco-
nomic purposes from 
general spending. But we 
need to set a target for 
what portion is deployed 
as capital expenditure, 
which can support fur-
ther income generation 
and thus counts as bet-
ter-quality spending. 

Second, the tenure of 
borrowings is important. 
The government’s tend-

There has been talk of aiming for 
a lower debt level rather than 

obsessing over the fisc. But one is 
not possible without the other. 

The real question is how well 
the borrowed money is spent.

The government should raise 
the quality of its expenditure 

and ease its interest burden by 
shortening the tenure of its debt. 

Its real challenge, though, is to 
avoid running into a ‘fiscal cliff’. 

Q U I C K  R E A D
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Don’t club nano businesses with 
other MSMEs for policy efforts

SRINATH SRIDHARAN & 
NIRUPAMA SOUNDARARAJAN
are, respectively, a policy researcher and 

corporate advisor, and a partner at Policy 

Consensus Centre.
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I
 wrote a speculative article in 2000 on what I 
called “the political trilemma of the world 
economy.” My claim was that advanced forms 
of globalization, the nation-state and mass 
politics could not coexist. Societies would 
eventually settle on (at most) two out of three.

I suggested that it would be the nation-state 
that would give way in the long run. But not with-
out a struggle. In the short term, the more likely 
consequence was that governments would seek 
to reassert national sovereignty, to address the 
distributive and governance challenges posed by 
globalization.

To my surprise, the trilemma proved to have 
long legs. My book The Globalization Paradox, 
published a decade later, developed the idea fur-
ther. The concept of the trilemma has become a 
handy way to understand the backlash against 
hyper-globalization, Britain’s exit from the Euro-
pean Union, the rise of the far right and the future 
of democracy in the EU, among other issues.

Lately, another trilemma has preoccupied me. 
This one is the disturbing possibility that it may be 
impossible simultaneously to combat climate 
change, boost the middle class in advanced econo-
mies and reduce global poverty. Under current 
policy trajectories, any combination of two goals 
appears to come at the expense of the third.

During the early post-war decades, policies 
in the developed and developing world alike 
emphasized economic growth and domestic social 
stability. The advanced economies built extensive 
welfare states, but also progressively opened their 
markets to poorer countries’ exports, so long as the 
distributional and social consequences were man-
ageable. The result was inclusive growth in rich 
countries, as well as significant poverty reduction 
in those developing countries that were pursuing 
the right policies.

Successful as this strategy was, it side-stepped 
the risks of climate change. Over time, the conse-
quences of economic growth powered by fossil 
fuels have become increasingly difficult to ignore.

The post-war Keynesian-social democratic 
bargain in advanced economies was further 
undone by the internal contradictions generated 
by my original trilemma. As hyper-globalization 
replaced the earlier Bretton Woods model, labour 
markets in the advanced economies experienced 
greater disruption, undermining the middle class 
and democracy itself. Both of these developments 
required new strategies.

In the United States, President Joe Biden’s 
administration has tackled these new realities 
head-on. It has broken new ground by promoting 
substantial investment in renewables and green 
industries to combat climate change. And it also 
deliberately aims to restore the middle class by 

The global economy confronts 
yet another ‘impossible trinity’

It may not be possible to simultaneously combat climate change, boost the rich world’s middle class and reduce global poverty
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DANI RODRIK
is a professor of international political economy 

at Harvard Kennedy School, and the author of 

‘Straight Talk on Trade: Ideas for a Sane World 

Economy’.
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P
regnancy brain’ is often treated as a 
punchline, but a new study shows it’s 
a stunning metamorphosis that sci-

entists are just beginning to grasp—poten-
tially unlocking new knowledge about 
pregnancy complications and the amazing 
plasticity of our most complex organ. The 
research, published today in Nature Neuro-
science, offers the first detailed look at the 
incredible transformation of the human 
brain during pregnancy. 

“Pregnancy is like a stress test for the 
body,” says Emily Jacobs, director of Uni-
versity of California, Santa Barbara’s Ann S. 
Bowers Women’s Brain Health Initiative, 
and a co-author on study. The massive 
changes include shifts in hormone levels 
and the immune system, and more work 
for organs like the heart and kidneys. Yet, 
to date little has been known about the 
details of brain changes. Jacobs points out 
that less than 0.5% of the 50,000 brain 
imaging studies published since the 1990s 
specifically focus on women’s health.

The previous studies we have, while 
early steps in this field of maternal brain 
mapping, only captured images of the 
brain before and after childbirth (with one 
recent large study also getting a third tri-
mester peek). The UC researchers went far  
further. MRIs were conducted before con-
ception, every few weeks during gestation, 
and two years after birth for a total of 26 
scans—offering a more comprehensive 
picture of the brain’s transformation dur-
ing and after pregnancy.

“This approach captures subtle neural 
variations that might otherwise go unno-
ticed, enhancing our comprehension of 
brain adaptations during this critical 
period,” Ann-Marie de Lange, head of 
FemiLab at Lausanne University Hospital 
in Switzerland, said in an email. 

Indeed, researchers found what prior 
research would have missed: a metamor-
phosis driven by hormonal fluctuations, 
with some changes in the brain returning to 
baseline by birth and others persisting for 
years after. Most strikingly, nearly all parts 
of the cortex showed a reduction in grey 
matter, the tissue responsible for process-
ing and interpreting information, comman-
deering things like movement and memory. 
It persisted for years after birth.

That might sound alarming. The part of 
the brain responsible for processing is… 
shrinking? Jacobs compares the transfor-
mation to Michelangelo sitting before a 
block of marble. “The underlying beauty is 
revealed through the art of removal, care-
fully honing and fine tuning the material.” 
In other words, this amazing display of 

neuroplasticity could potentially represent 
not a loss of function, but a gain in effi-
ciency as women prepare for parenthood. 
It’s an exercise in cortical refinement that 
the brain undertakes at a few distinct stages 
of a woman’s life—adolescence, matres-
cence and again during menopause. 

They also found transient increases in 
the quality of connections in the brain tis-
sue known as white matter, peaking in the 
second and third trimester before return-
ing to baseline at birth. We’ll need more 
research to tell us what this metamorphosis 
means for human behaviour. Animal scans 
have linked certain brain changes to a 
mother’s sensitivity to smells and sounds 
from her newborns and maternal behav-
iour like nest building and grooming.

“Humans are way more complicated,” 
Jacobs says, and parental behaviour mani-
fests in partners, grandparents, adoptive 
parents and others. The UC team has 
already captured biweekly snapshots of the 
brains of seven more pregnant women and 
plans to recruit up to 20 people. Eventu-
ally, more than 200 first-time mothers will 
be followed monthly. The hope is to illumi-
nate changes in the brain during preg-
nancy across women from many walks of 
life to help scientists better understand the 
underlying mechanisms of and risks for 
conditions like preeclampsia, migraines 
and postpartum depression. Researchers 
will need to look not only at the anatomical 
changes in the brain, but study the vascular 
and functional ones, says Joana Pinto, a 
neuroimaging expert who leads Oxford’s 
Maternal Brian Project.

Preeclampsia is a dangerous condition 
typically marked by soaring blood pres-
sure. All pregnant women experience 
increased blood flow to the brain during 
pregnancy, but something goes awry in 
women with preeclampsia, explains Pinto.   

Women’s health has been understudied 
for far too long. “Thankfully, there’s grow-
ing understanding that these fluctuations 
play a dynamic role in brain structure and 
function, and that findings based on male 
participants do not necessarily apply to 
women—we are not just smaller versions of 
men,” says de Lange.

Studies like this one are critical to clos-
ing the egregious knowledge gap in the 
field of neurobiology—and in medicine 
overall.  ©BLOOMBERG

How pregnancy affects one’s 
brain is finally being studied

A long neglected field of research is yielding startling revelations

The human brain undergoes dramatic 

changes during pregnancy ISTOCKPHOTO

promoting labour’s bargaining power, re-shoring 
manufacturing and creating jobs in regions that 
were badly hit by imports from China.

This new focus on climate and the middle class 
is long overdue. But what US and European policy-
makers see as a necessary response to the failures 
of neoliberalism looks, to poor countries, like an 
assault on their development prospects. The 
recent crop of industrial policies and other 
regulations are often discriminatory and threaten 
to keep out manufactured goods from developing 
countries.

Green subsidies in the US incentivize the use 
of domestic over imported inputs. The EU’s car-
bon-pricing mechanism will soon require ‘dirty’ 
exporters from developing 
countries to pay additional 
tariffs. Governments in poor 
countries believe that such 
measures will sabotage their 
efforts to replicate East Asian 
nations’ export-oriented 
industrialization.

We can imagine an alternative 
combination of policies that 
focus on poor countries and the 
climate. This would entail a large 
transfer of resources—financial 
and technological—from the 
North to the South, to ensure the 
requisite investments in climate 
adaptation and mitigation in 
the latter.

It would also require significantly greater access 
in the North’s markets to goods, services and 
workers from the poor countries of the South, to 
enhance these workers’ economic opportunities. 
This policy configuration is morally appealing; it 
would effectively apply the philosopher John 
Rawls’ principles of justice on a global scale.

But here, too, the trilemma rears its ugly head. 
Such an approach would work at cross purposes 
with the imperative of rebuilding the middle class 
in advanced economies. It would create much 
greater competition for workers without college or 
professional degrees, driving down their wages. It 
would also reduce the fiscal resources available for 

investment in their human capital and physical 
infrastructure.

Fortunately, some of these conflicts are more 
apparent than real. In particular, policymakers 
in advanced economies and poor countries alike 
need to understand that the vast majority of the 
remunerative middle-class jobs of the future will 
have to come from services, not manufacturing. 
And economic growth and poverty reduction 
in developing economies will be fuelled mainly 
by the creation of more productive jobs in their 
service sectors.

Labour-absorbing sectors such as care, retail, 
education and other personal services are non-
traded for the most part. Promoting them does not 

create trade tensions in the same 
way as in manufacturing indus-
tries. This means that the con-
flict between the middle-class 
imperative in rich economies 
and poor countries’ growth 
imperative is less severe than 
meets the eye.

Similarly, it will be virtually 
impossible to address climate 
change without significant 
cooperation from developing 
countries. While emissions from 
the US and Europe have been 
declining, developing-country 
emissions are still rising, in some 
cases rapidly, and their contribu-
tion to global emissions (exclud-

ing China) will soon exceed 50%. Hence it is in rich 
countries’ self-interest to promote green-transi-
tion policies that poor countries regard as part of 
their own growth strategies, not just as pure cost.

Climate change is an existential threat. A large 
and stable middle class is the foundation of liberal 
democracies. And reducing global poverty is a 
moral imperative. It would be alarming if we had to 
abandon any of these three goals. Yet our current 
policy framework imposes, implicitly but force-
fully, a trilemma that appears difficult to over-
come. A successful post-neoliberal transition 
requires us to formulate new policies that put these 
trade-offs behind us. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Can we tackle climate change 
and poverty while shoring up the   
middle-class in rich economies? 
Policy trajectories suggest any 
combination of two goals may 
be at the expense of the third.

It would be alarming, however, 
if any of these three important 

goals had to be abandoned. 
The world needs to formulate 

new policies that will enable us to 
overcome troubling trade-offs.

Q U I C K  R E A D

ARESH SHIRALI Romantic or economic, it is a worthy 
innovation. What goes missing all too often 
is marital equity. With patriarchy a con-
straint across contexts, how realistic is an 
Indian consensus on gender justice? Cus-
toms that vary by faith loom large on Indian 
wedlock, so shifts in outlook could prove to 
be a long haul. The debates we will need to 
broach, as befits a democracy, would need 
to stay civil. Spare the political context a 
thought, and it’s easy to see what’s at stake. 

Essential practices of religion have had 
judicial protection under Article 25 of the 
Constitution. Clarity on what qualifies for 
this status could outline what’s legally open 
to a jurist-level dialogue on gender skews. 
Broadly, though, such a democratic dis-
course will probably need a society that’s 
more open than what we have right now.

This is not to suggest bleak prospects for 
a common civil code that’s truly fair. But for 
even modest odds of success, we must focus 
on everyone being alike as a species (and 
unalike in our passions), so that asymmetry 
can be tackled (and the state doesn’t get too 
intrusive). All in all, it’s a quest that looks 
way beyond the ken of AI. And if some chat-
bot comes along to help us evolve equitable 
family laws, it’ll make me eat my words. 

To mull marriage, does the likely path 
taken by our evolution hold any relevance? 
Christopher Ryan and Cacilda Jetha’s Sex at 
Dawn holds up exhibits of anthropology 
that speak of a ‘wild’ lifestyle, polyamoury 
and all, before the advent of farming. If this 
book has a leftish whiff, given the role it 
assigns private property in curbing female 
agency for the sake of lineage trails (to pass 
assets along), try David Baker’s The Shortest 
History of Sex. Focused on facts, it also notes 
evidence of pre-historic sexual diversity. 

Any unbiased look back 
at sapien sexuality would 
argue it’s far too intimate 
for rigid regulation. 

That’s an argument of 
‘nature.’ But what about 
‘nurture’ and the human 
urge to be better beings? 
Even if our marital codes 
were originally forged by 
the need for asset con-
trol, then as creatures of a 
capitalist zoo today, we’d 
have little or no incentive 
to undo marriage as a 
social institution (sorry, 
Groucho Marx). 

Divorce: Apart from male and female 
agency needing to be at par, it’s not always 
obvious what aligns well with the equality 
that “We the People” pledged to secure. 
Take alimony. Are monthly transfers better 
than, say, pre-nuptial deals that promise a 
lump-sum adjusted for inflation? What 
would a global study of all pre-nups show? 
And when will India acquire the fiscal space 
to offer divorced dependents a safety net? 

Marriage: Even more research will be 
needed before we frame rules for this public 
memo on the most pri-
vate of human relations: 
conjugal. Low levels of 
recourse to India’s Spe-
cial Marriages Act and 
the Supreme Court’s 
recent refusal to widen 
this law’s ambit to cover 
a wider spectrum of sex-
uality reveal the power 
of inherited norms. 

Taken as a sacrament, 
bond or seal of love, the 
typical Indian wedding 
invokes divine blessings. 
For most, it’s a religious 
event. 

and even if bots begin to view humans “like 
we see ants,” to cite a Chinese academic’s 
caution, or start impressing us with flashes 
of ‘wisdom,’ as science-fiction envisions, it 
would let us down on complex matters of 
deep consequence. Like human affairs, in 
general. Or the vexed question of Indian 
family laws in particular. 

Here’s what struck me: One could bet AI 
won’t be able to help India find a consensus 
on a “secular civil code,” no matter how 
comprehensively it is fed with data on mar-
riage, divorce and inheritance. 

Yet, it’s not as if this is a doomed project 
for, say, a legislative bot dreamt up by legal-
eagles to take up. After all, a key challenge 
we face is one of symmetry: Equality as a 
basic right demands that we address gender 
asymmetry—or skews. And to the extent AI 
has some mastery over stuff that uses con-
cepts from axiomatic math, its chances need 
not be negligible. Hence, for whatever it’s 
worth, here’s my GenAI prompt: 

Inheritance: Under succession laws, we 
inherit what’s willed in bequests. This makes 
sense. But should it fall upon the state to split 
assets among inheritors, then even-handed 
justice calls for equity to prevail over various 
forms of man-made asymmetry. 

O
lden days onwards, all the way into 
this Age of AI, symmetry has held us 
under an aesthetic spell. It’s mostly 

about beauty, what poets call truth, but it is 
also a concept in math. In a blurry mix of grief 
and awe after I lost my mathematician father 
recently, I asked OpenAI’s chatbot about the 
big head-spinner he shared credit for: The 
Shirali-Ford Theorem. ChatGPT said some-
thing foxing about what makes a “real linear 
algebra” a “division algebra.” An itchy thumb 
asked MetaAI next. It spoke mysteriously, 
though at least in English without Greek 
squiggles, of a graph and its ability to take on 
all values between two points in its range. My 
addled grasp of college math will not allow 
me to grade chatbots, but what AI-aided 
Google put into a nutshell left me struck. 
“...hermitian implies symmetry.”  That did it.  
The idea of a test for Generative AI began to 
buzz around till the point of haunting me.

Almost every chat with a chatbot whets 
my hunch that no matter how smart AI gets, 

Uniform civil code: What’s symmetry got to do with it? 

is editor, Mint Views. 

One can bet AI won’t be able to 
help India find a consensus on a 

secular civil code, no matter how 
well it’s fed with data on marriage, 

divorce and inheritance. Yet, 
it’s not as if its chances are nil.

Symmetry, as in gender parity, 
sounds like an aim mathematical 
enough to set for an AI bot. Even 

so, it’s hard to quell the hunch 
that such complex human stuff 
is beyond this technology’s ken.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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HE Supreme Court, in the 
Shajan Skariah vs Kerala case 
(2024), while granting antici-
patory bail in an FIR regis-
tered under the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes 
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 

1989, has laid down parameters for 
granting anticipatory bail. 

Anticipatory or pre-arrest bail is sought 
by a person who apprehends arrest in an 
FIR that is registered or likely to be regis-
tered against him in a non-bailable of-
fence. It is presently governed by Section 
482 of  the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha 
Sanhita, 2023 (earlier, Section 438 of  the 
Criminal Procedure Code, 1973).

On the contrary, to curb the historical 
atrocities committed against Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes, parlia-
ment enacted the SC & ST Act in 1989. 
Besides other things, the Act’s Section 
18 contemplates not granting anticipa-
tory bail to non-SC/ST people if  the FIR 
is registered against them for commit-
ting any of  the atrocities prescribed un-
der Section 3, such as different forms of  
untouchability, insult, etc.

Due to the likely misuse of  the SC & 
ST Act, the SC in Subhash Kashinath 
Mahajan vs Maharashtra (2018) held 
that there is no bar against granting an-
ticipatory bail in cases registered under 
the Act if  no prima facie case (based on 
first impression) is made out, and fur-
ther held that the arrest of  a non-SC/ST 
person can be made only after approval 
from the senior superintendent of  po-
lice or appointing authority if  the ac-
cused is a public servant. 

The judgement drew huge resentment 
from the SC/ ST community. To mitigate 
its effect, parliament brought amend-
ments in 2018 to the Act by inserting Sec-
tion 18-A to the SC & ST Act, which 
states that there is no requirement of  
prior approval for arrest and, notwith-
standing a court’s judgement, anticipa-
tory bail cannot be granted. Besides 
bringing amendments, the Union gov-
ernment also filed a review petition for 
SC’s 2018 judgement. In Union of  India 
vs Maharashtra (2019), the SC recalled 
its 2018 judgement, which required ap-
proval before arrest. But nothing was 
discussed about anticipatory bail.

Section 18-A was challenged in Prathvi 
Raj Chauhan vs UoI, (2020), where the SC 
rejected the petition on the grounds that 
it had already recalled its 2018 judgement. 

But it held that anticipatory bail can be 
granted if  a prima facie case is made out.

In the Shajan Skariah case (2024), by 
explaining the prima facie test, the SC 
held that if  the necessary ingredients to 
constitute an offence under the SC & ST 
Act are not made out, anticipatory bail 
can be granted. It also held that where a 
non-SC/ST person takes a defence of  

“malicious prosecution” due to political 
or private vendetta, then anticipatory 
bail cannot be granted.

In simple words, in order to grant an-
ticipatory bail, the courts have to see if  
allegations fall under Section 3 of  the 
Act. It further held that the Sessions or 
High Court can conduct a “preliminary 
inquiry” to determine if essential ingre-
dients are made out.

Though the objective behind laying 
down parameters for determining prima 
facie test was to ensure “personal liberty” 
of  an individual is safeguarded against 
arbitrary arrests, which is welcome, these 
parameters are very stringent. The test 
that allegations should not attract the in-
gredients of  offence was a criterion laid 

down in the State of  Haryana vs Bhajan 
Lal (1990) to quash the entire case against 
the accused. This is now introduced to 
grant anticipatory bail in SC/ST cases. 
Further, the defence of  “malicious prose-
cution” due to vendetta not being allowed 
may defeat the purpose of  laying down the 
parameters, because all that an SC/ST 
person—who, with vengeance, intends to 
get a non-SC/ST person arrested—re-
quires is to draft his complaint by adding 
the necessary ingredients prescribed un-
der Section 3 of  the SC & ST Act. 

As observed by the SC recently in 
Manish Sisodia vs Directorate of  Enforce-
ment (2024), the “trial courts and high 
courts attempt to play safe in matters of  
grant of  bail”. Thus, such stringent con-
ditions will only make the session or 
High Court play it safe by denying an-
ticipatory bail, leading the person to ap-
proach the SC, which requires huge le-
gal expenses, to obtain anticipatory bail. 
Hence, obtaining anticipatory bail in 
SC/ST cases becomes a herculean task.

This article is not intended to harm or 
criticise any SC/ST person, as the fact 
remains that even today SC/ST people 
face atrocities in some form or the other. 
At the same time, there should be checks 
against the people who try to misuse the 
law against non-SC/ST people because 
the Constitution guarantees equani-
mous protection and enjoyment of  right 
to everyone. Therefore, a balanced ap-
proach has to be culled out. 

In Gurbaksh Singh Sibbia vs Punjab 
(1980), a landmark ruling on anticipatory 
bail and the parameters while granting 
it under Section 438 of  CrPC were laid 
thus: seriousness of  allegations, flight-
risk (accused’s presence not being se-
cured at trial), and tampering with evi-
dence or pressuring witnesses. These 
parameters are followed in all cases per-
taining to bail. In SC/ST cases, while ap-
plying these parameters for the prima 
facie test, the seriousness of  allegations 
could be tested in more detail from the 
perspective of  humiliation—that is, for 
untouchability or social stigma.

(Views are personal)
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Alexis de 
Tocqueville

A democratic government is the only 
one in which those who vote for a tax 
can escape the obligation to pay it

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

— Ramnath Goenka

HE GST was to be a ‘good and 
simple tax’ when introduced in 
2017 after a decade in prepara-
tion. After the latest meeting of  
the GST Council, it is difficult 
to perceive it as such. Time was 
spent on reporting on new rev-

enue collection from ‘demerit’ goods 
such as gambling, horse racing and the 
like, while reporting on rate rationalisa-
tion was relegated to an anticipated re-
port from a group of  ministers. 

This reverse prioritisation of  revenue 
over rates revealed that the GST has been 
misunderstood. The GST is not a tax 
whose foundation is revenue collection. 
It is a tax whose first objective is to mini-
mise distortions in the market caused by 
high and multiple tax rates, achieve a 
large and uniform tax base, and guaran-
tee that taxes paid on inputs are refunded 
to suppliers (producers and sellers) in 
the production-distribution process.

This ensures that any tax paid on in-
puts does not get embedded in its outputs, 
that is, there is no hidden ‘tax on tax’ or, 
in tax terminology, no ‘cascading’. With-
out that, productive activity takes place 
through hurdles and obstacles that the 
suppliers of  goods and services suffer.

Once the correct base and rate struc-
ture is set, automatically, the GST should 
become a good revenue generator. That is 
because it should reduce economic distor-
tions as tax cascading is cut down when 
credit is given to any supplier for the tax 
he has paid on his purchases. The smooth 
supply chain thus generated should en-
sure economic growth with minimum 
market hindrances caused by taxes. 

Selected changes in the base and rates 
were announced for an array of  goods 
and services, such as exemptions for elec-
tricity charges and waiver of  interest or 
penalty on tax demands for trade facilita-
tion. While affiliation services by univer-
sities will continue to be taxed at 18 per-
cent, it will be 5 percent on helicopter 
services and flying training services will 
be exempt. While affiliation services by 
CBSE remain taxable, those provided by 
government schools will be exempt. An 
intended reduction in the tax rate on in-
surance premiums was announced.

There was a bundle of  other rate 
changes including that for namkeen and 
savouries to be brought down from 18 
percent to 12 percent. These changes ap-
pear more like revenue collection 
through selective excises under the GST 
rubric. They also reflect micro-manage-
ment and bargaining within the council 
over the minutiae of  the GST’s structure. 
Further, such specifications are usually 

impossible to implement efficiently. For 
one, exempt and non-exempt goods tend 
to overlap in their classifications, as do 
goods and services. They also give rise to 
continued lobbying for lower rates.

Instability in rates is the Plassey of  
GST. Usually, a stable GST regime is set 
before it is introduced, as elaborated in 
the recommendations of  the 2015 Tax 
Administration Reform Commission. A 
simple rate structure with a broad base 
is the crucial anchor of  a GST. It should 
comprise a general rate, a lower rate for 
essential goods, and a higher rate for 
luxuries—that is, three rates, together 
with as broad a base as possible with the 
fewest exemptions. It may be claimed 
that the GST has achieved a structure 
similar to this, but the actual structure 

remains much more complex. Only after 
meaningful simplification can it be 
called a genuine GST. 

For the taxpayer, ease of  payment and 
regularity of  refunds are crucial ele-
ments in their willingness not to avoid 
the tax. The role of  the GST Council 
should be to pore into easing the proc-
esses in GST administration that will 
truly convert it to a tax the taxpayer 
would be willing pay due to its simplic-
ity and customer facilitation.

However, crucial gaps remain. One ex-
ample is the institutional delays in mak-
ing refunds after exports are made. In-
ternational practices of  advanced 
administrations are to make refunds im-
mediately and, at the same time, to mon-
itor and control illegal tax evasion. 

Instead, the Indian tax administration 
requires various proofs before a refund. 
This makes export activity challenging 
and possibly leads to an incidence of  tax 
avoidance, if  not evasion, by a subsec-
tion of  taxpayers. Consequently, the 
population of  taxpayers suffers due to 
the illegal actions of  a few.

Audit can be conducted either by the 
central or state administrations. Thus, 
a taxpayer in Bihar, importing goods 
from Bengaluru, Chennai, Kolkata or 
Mumbai, may be picked up by the ad-
ministration of  any of  those states or by 
the central GST administration. Wheth-
er in practice that is happening or not—
apparently, there is an unwritten divi-
sion of  jurisdictions among the 
administrations—there is a trepidation 
among taxpayers that must be curtailed. 
These are the array of  issues the GST 
Council should address rather than a 
few rate changes and revenue gains. 

There was the promise of  simultane-
ously populating the GST output and 
input return forms. That is, once the 
output forms are filled, the input forms 
would get automatically filled in. This 
way, there would be no possibility of  
overclaiming input tax credit. This is a 
crucial instrument to check evasion and 
is employed in advanced GST and value-
added tax administrations.

In its absence, the central and state 
GST administrations can prevaricate 
GST audit on all sorts of  issues. Until 
successful implementation of  this  
is achieved, the GST will remain with-
out its automatic cross-verification 
characteristic. The council should en-
sure that this happens.

Finally, a reminder on the overall de-
sign of  direct-versus-indirect taxes. The 
latter are based more on consumption 
and, therefore, on a higher portion of  a 
poorer household’s budget than that of  
a richer one. As an economy advances, 
the direct tax share, including all in-
come and income-related taxes, increas-
es in comparison with indirect tax in-
cluding GST, selective excises and 
customs duties. Thus, the progressive 
income tax share surpasses the more re-
gressive indirect taxes.

After steady attempts to expand the 
income tax base, India had achieved a 
50-50 share. But in recent years, due to 
the lack of  emphasis on expanding the 
base and direct tax rates, and the higher 
incidence of  customs duties, the share 
of  indirect taxes has been increasing. 
This moves India away from advanced-
economy tax systems. 

(Views are personal)
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THE OTHER LAW WITH
STRINGENT BAIL RULES

WHY GST IS NO
LONGER A GOOD
AND SIMPLE TAX

PARTHASARATHI SHOME Founder Chairman, International Tax  
Research and Analysis Foundation

The provision on anticipatory bail 
laid down in the 1989 law protecting 
scheduled castes and tribes from 
atrocities has gone through changes 
in the judiciary and legislature. 
These communities continue to face 
abominable cruelty. But there should  
be checks on the law’s misuse

A simple rate structure with a broad base is crucial for  
a tax system. The GST Council must make the structure  

more stable and the administration friendlier to taxpayers

SOURAV ROY

AKASH BAGLEKAR Advocate, High Court of Telangana

Investigate Nipah
Ref: Combined efforts needed to understand 
epidemiology of Nipah (Sep 19). The editorial 
rightly analyses the reason for the consistent 
onslaught of the dreaded Nipah in the 
northern part of Kerala. One cannot tell 
with absolute certainty that the virus would 
not permeate expansively elsewhere if  left 
undetected. A scientific probe into the region’s 
wildlife is the need of the hour.
Sanath Kumar T S, Thrissur

Elite language
Ref: Docs’ stir  puts band-aid on a festering 
wound (Sep 19). The author is guilty of two sins. 
One, the use of the word ‘confabulation’, which 
almost none of the audience would understand. 
Two, the implication that one or both parties 
should be diagnosed as delusional. If  that 
wasn’t the intent, it’s dog-whistling to a tiny 
elite of privately educated English speakers.
Mo Riddiford, email

Ill-suited scheme
Ref: Cabinet stamp on ‘one poll’ scheme (Sep 
19). The one nation, one election proposal, 
while potentially effective in smaller, more 
homogenous countries, is ill-suited for India. 
It would need substantial constitutional 
amendments, potentially undermining the 
nation’s quasi-federal structure. It could 
diminish the regional parties’ ability to voice 
their constituents’ unique concerns. 
Priyanshu Priya, Noida

Herculean tasks
Simultaneous elections is a good concept. But 
how far it  works in practical terms is to be seen.  
It  would save money and time. But deploying 
troops and polling personnel is a herculean 
task.  Dissolving newly-elected state assemblies 
will  have legal hurdles. Opposition parties need 
to be taken into confidence, failing which the 
mission will  be hard to achieve.
N R Ramachandran, Chennai 

Marital rape
Ref: Pleas on immunity to husband on  
marital rape (Sep 19).  It  is unfortunate that 
the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita still  has the 
exception for marital rape that the Indian 
Penal Code did. It is violative of the dignity 
and right of a woman over her body.
Sundaram Govind, Kadungalloor

Compassionate writing
Ref: Days before SL polls, Tamils in North 
couldn’t care less (Sep 18). The author  
seems to be a compassionate journalist  
and her narrative was well-analysed. 
Salutes to all  the contributors to the ‘Bright 
Side’ section too. I  consider TNIE the most 
compassionate newspaper.  
S Anantharaman, Chennai

PT
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TAKE REGIONAL PARTIES 
ON BOARD, ALLAY FEARS 

ON SIMULTANEOUS POLLS

T
HE Union cabinet has accepted the recommendations 
of  the ‘One nation, one election’ report prepared by 
the Ramnath Kovind Committee. A bill for the simul-
taneous holding of  Lok Sabha and state assembly elec-
tions is likely to be introduced in the winter session 

of  parliament. ‘One election’ has been one of  the key poll 
promises of  the ruling BJP. The party has argued against 
the country being in a permanent poll mode, which results 
in a huge financial burden and affects decision-making be-
cause of  long periods under the model code of  conduct.

There is no doubt that by cutting down electioneering, 
simultaneous elections would give governments more time 
to focus on governance. It could also diminish voter fatigue 
and encourage greater participation in the electoral proc-
ess. The idea presents a transformative opportunity for eco-
nomic efficiency and political stability. It could help save the 
billions of  rupees spent on multiple elections. This money 
can be used for development projects and welfare schemes. 
Logistically, a unified election cycle would reduce the strain 
on the government and security machinery that are moved 
away from their primary responsibilities for election duty.

However, a large number of  regional political parties have 
expressed their opposition to the idea, saying it would ad-
versely impact the country’s federal structure and undermine 
democratic diversity. The Union government needs to take the 
regional parties on board and allay their fears of  local issues 
getting drowned in the cacophony of  national campaigns. The 
states also need to be reassured that a unified election would 
not affect their linguistic and cultural identities. The states’ 
criticism of  the idea also underscores deep fears about the 
centralisation of  power and dilution of  their relevance. These 
concerns must be addressed and the doubts about the new 
arrangement being a threat to the delicate balance of  the 
constitutionally-mandated federal system of  power-sharing 
must be removed. The idea is also being opposed by national 
parties such as the Congress, CPI(M) and AAP on similar 
grounds. A wider consultation by the government will go a 
long way in removing the misgivings and demonstrating the 
benefits to the nation. It will also help the government gain 
support for the bill and pass it with a comfortable majority.

NEW KEYS TO UNIVERSE 
IN GALAXY-KILLING FIND

A 
new finding about a galaxy-killer black hole has excited 
astronomers and astrophysicists. An international 
team co-led by University of  Cambridge researchers 
has found that the galaxy GS-10578, nicknamed Pablo’s 
galaxy, has been rendered ‘dead’ by a supermassive 

black hole at its centre. By ‘dead’ it’s meant that the black hole 
has ‘killed’ the galaxy’s star-formation capability by pushing 
out the gases required to make stars. The researchers, who 
used the James Webb space telescope, reported their findings 
in the Nature Astronomy journal this week.

Pablo’s galaxy is 12 billion light-years away. What has baffled 
scientists is how this supermassive black hole’s action could 
have taken place when the universe was so young. The universe 
is 13.8 billion years old now; which means the rendering of  
Pablo’s galaxy ‘sterile’ by a supermassive black hole took place 
just about 1.8 billion years after the formation of  the universe. 
Astronomers are also baffled over this galaxy being so massive 
at such an early age of  the universe—it’s about the size of  our 
Milky Way and 200 billion times the mass of  our Sun.

The supermassive black hole was detected on the James 
Webb telescope expelling huge volumes of  gas out of  Pablo’s 
Galaxy at speeds of  1,000 km per second—fast enough to es-
cape the galaxy’s gravitational pull. The ejected mass was 
also greater than what is required to keep forming new stars, 
starving the galaxy to death in the process. The telescope was 
able to see the dark ejected gas clouds as they blocked the 
stellar lights from the galaxy behind them. Before this find-
ing, theoretical models were only able to predict that black 
holes had this effect on galaxies, but the James Webb tele-
scope delivered the finding with higher sensitivity.

The findings are set to take understanding black holes to the 
next level. The Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Ar-
ray in northern Chile will reveal more about the effect of  this 
supermassive black hole in the region surrounding Pablo’s 
galaxy. The findings also better position research on the su-
permassive black hole in our own Milky Way, called Sagitta-
rius A, which is 4 million times the mass of  the Sun and 26,000 
light years away from us. We hope such exciting findings will 
spur more Indian students towards science and astronomy.

Q U I C K  TA K E

LIMIT DATA CENTRE EMISSIONS

A recent analysis shows that emissions from data centres 
owned by Google, Microsoft, Meta and Apple could be 7.62 
times higher than the officially reported level. Amazon, 

the biggest emitter among tech giants, was kept out of  the 
calculation for difficulty in isolating centre-specific figures. 
This has immense significance after another recent research 
estimated that data centres would globally produce about 2.5 
billion tonnes of  carbon dioxide equivalents by 2030. The AI 
boom has made this industry more power-hungry than ever. 
India, which expects its data centre capacity to double in 
three years, must build environmental obligations into what 
is emerging as one of  the most polluting industries.
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The recent public outcry
in Kolkata, sparked by
the tragic incident at

RG Kar Medical College, has
transformed into a significant
and sustained protest. Junior
doctors gathering in front of
the Health Department,
alongside widespread public
engagement, underscores a
profound frustration with the
pervasive violence against
women in India. Reflecting
on the August 9 incident, it’s
evident that the protest is not
merely about the individual
responsible. Despite the
apprehension of the perpetra-
tor, the continuing move-
ment raises crucial questions
about why such intense out-
rage persists. 
The root problem, as I see it,
lies in the cultural context that
enables such violence. It’s not
just about one person’s actions
but about a broader cultural
environment. The protests
highlight a growing recogni-
tion that the issue is embed-
ded within a culture that
normalizes and perpetuates
violence against women.
The Kolkata demonstrations
have brought to light a criti-
cal aspect of this cultural
problem: the normalization of
rape and the way women are

perceived and treated. In
Indian culture, women are
often valued primarily for
their reproductive roles, link-
ing respect to their capacity as
mothers. This perspective
reduces women to their bio-
logical functions, overlooking
their full humanity.
The “culture of rape” is evi-
dent in societal behaviors
and attitudes that tolerate
and perpetuate violence
against women. This deeply
ingrained culture is reflected
in everyday interactions and
institutional practices, indicat-
ing that the issue goes beyond
individual acts.
The ongoing protests signify
a crucial desire for a profound
cultural shift. The movement
in Bengal represents a broad-
er call for cultural transforma-
tion. To address the problem
effectively, we need to funda-

mentally change societal
norms and practices that con-
tribute to a pervasive culture
of violence and exploitation.
As long as these cultural atti-
tudes persist, incidents of
rape will continue.
The troubling normalization
of sexual violence in Indian
society is evident in various
ways. For instance, the fact
that the name of the doctor
murdered and raped in
Bengal was trending on porn
websites for an extended peri-
od reflects a serious cultural
issue. It shows how sexual vio-
lence is often sensationalized
and dehumanized rather than
addressed with the serious-
ness it deserves.
This critique extends to soci-
etal behaviors and attitudes,
illustrated by the public reac-
tion to the Ujjain incident.
The fact that such a violent act
occurred in a busy area, with
onlookers observing and
recording it, underscores the
disturbing normalization of
sexual violence. Such inci-
dents are met with alarming
indifference.
Examining the cultural foun-
dations of this issue reveals
how cultural norms perpetu-
ate gender inequality and
violence. There are many

subtle signs of rape culture
that are often overlooked,
such as the objectification of
women and the normaliza-
tion of harmful attitudes and
practices.
Addressing this issue requires
a profound cultural transfor-
mation. It’s not just about legal
measures or punishing
offenders; it’s about trans-
forming the norms and val-
ues instilled from a young age.
Culture is nurtured in our
homes, and changing how we
educate and raise our children
is crucial to addressing rape
culture.
In conclusion, the protests in
Kolkata and similar move-
ments across India are not just
reactions to individual cases
of violence but a critical
response to a deep-seated
cultural issue that normalizes
and perpetuates sexual vio-
lence. This situation under-
scores the urgent need for a
fundamental cultural shift.
Until we address the broader
culture of rape, incidents of
sexual violence will continue
to plague our society.

(Acharya Prashant is a
Vedanta teacher and an

advocate of women rights;
views expressed are 

personal)
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Madam—Bamboo is one of the largest
members of the grass family and is the
fastest growing woody plant on the plan-
et. Its growth rate varies according to the
soil and climate, and is best known as a
major food source for pandas. Bamboo is
also used for culinary and medicinal pur-
poses in many parts of the world, as well
for construction materials, furniture, tex-
tiles, musical instruments, bicycles, cloth-
ing and more. 
As a packaging material, bamboo is
strong, durable and sustainable. It is one
of the more remarkable natural materials
available to us. The Economist recently
quoted that bamboo is literally, the green
equivalent of plastics. This is because it is
renewable and low-carbon. It also said
bamboo is now part and parcel of our
packaging material. Furthermore, bamboo
produces up to 35% more oxygen than
trees, thus helping to offset carbon-diox-
ide emissions. It’s easy to see why bamboo
is a favorite when it comes to sustainable
materials.

C.K. Subramani Iyer  | Coimbatore
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Madam — The Congress election mani-
festo in Haryana is a bundle of high cost
freebies not at all feasible financially for
the State to implement. While the politi-
cal parties must examine the impact of
their pre poll announcements over the
health of the State exchequer and present
the detailed outline of available revenue
which would bear the brunt of the free-
bies. 
The poll regulator Election Commission
of India should also draft strict rules for
manifestos and promises which are not
viable. 
The cult of freebies must stop if we real-
ly wish to progress morally, economical-
ly and socially and if Election Commission
fails, the Supreme Court of India must take
cognizance of the matter and direct the
Election Commission to stop this non-
sense. The freebies can become a real lia-
bility for the exchequere.

Jai Prakash Gupta | Ambala
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Madam — The Cabinet nod for 'One
nation - One election' (19-9-24) displays
the misplaced priority of the Union gov-
ernment.  Except the cost factor there is
no other point worth considering to sup-
port the decision of the Cabinet. Election
is an opportunity for the people to
demonstrate their democratic sanction or
resentment over the policies and pro-
grammes of a government. People exer-
cising this right to ventilate their agree-
ment or disagreement over the govern-
ments in the Center or the States should
not be curtailed just to avoid expense. The
expectations of the people being state spe-
cific in assembly elections and nation spe-
cific in the Parliament elections there is
possibility of either of them getting
swayed by the general mood. Possibility
of holding elections in a massive way is not
practically feasible. We are seeing the
inability of the Election Commission to
hold elections to a few States at one stroke. 
The Commission is not able to hold elec-
tions to Maharashtra Assembly along with
elections in J&K and HP. Even elections
to the state assembly are held in multiple
slots. We have also seen the Commission
rendered helpless to deal properly with the
violations reported during the last General
elections. The very idea of mandating
holding elections to assemblies along
with election to the Parliament is against
the very Federal structure of the consti-
tution. Proposal to hold elections to local
bodies in 100 days after the General elec-
tions is also expensive and it is aimed at
swaying the polls taking advantage of the
outcome of national level elections. The
arbitrary decision is undemocratic, anti-
federal and strangulates the right of the
people to decide their choice on local, state
and nation specific needs and demands.
Above all, the move of government is, as
usual, to divert the attention of the peo-
ple from the basic and burning issues of
the nation in many of which the perfor-
mance of the government is definitely not
upto the mark.

A G Rajmohan | Anantapur
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(BJP) as a champion of Hindu
pride and Indian sovereignty.
His government’s initiatives,
such as the Swachh Bharat
Abhiyan and the abrogation of
Article 370 in Jammu and
Kashmir, reflect a blend of cul-
tural and political assertive-
ness, though the latter move
drew international criticism.
Infrastructure Development:
Under Modi’s leadership, infra-
structure has seen significant
growth. Projects like
Bharatmala and Sagarmala
have expanded transportation
networks, while initiatives like
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
and Ujjwala Yojana have
improved housing and provid-
ed cooking gas to millions of
households.
Challenges Before Modi: As
Narendra Modi enters the
later stages of his political
journey, he faces a series of
challenges that will shape his
legacy and influence India's
future. While his tenure has
seen significant achievements,
Modi’s leadership must now
address pressing concerns
across various sectors that
demand urgent attention and
innovative solutions.
Economic Recovery and Job
Creation: India’s economic
recovery post-COVID-19
remains fragile. Despite some
growth, inflation continues to
be a persistent challenge, dri-
ven by rising global oil prices
and domestic supply chain
disruptions. For the average
citizen, higher living costs are

squeezing household budgets,
particularly for the poor and
middle class. Modi’s govern-
ment must balance inflation
control with promoting sus-
tained economic growth.
The issue of unemployment,
especially among the youth,
looms large. Urban and rural
areas continue to experience
high joblessness, and despite
various reforms, the informal
sector, which provides most
jobs, is still recovering from the
effects of demonetization, the
Goods and Services Tax
(GST), and the pandemic.
Modi will need to focus on
bolstering labour-intensive
industries, strengthening small
and medium enterprises
(SMEs), and encouraging
entrepreneurship.
Agriculture and Farmers'
Discontent: Even after repeal-
ing the controversial farm
laws following large-scale
protests, rural distress per-
sists. Indian farmers continue
to face challenges such as low
productivity, insufficient infra-
structure, and limited access to
credit. To address these prob-
lems, Modi will need to prior-
itize rural development and
improve agricultural infra-
structure. However, he must
tread cautiously with new
reforms to avoid reigniting
protests. Farmers will require
sustained support through ini-
tiatives like improving
Minimum Support Prices
(MSP) and introducing tech-
nological innovations to

enhance productivity.
India-China Relations and
Regional Security: 
India’s strained relations with
China, particularly after the
2020 Galwan Valley clashes,
remain a significant foreign
policy challenge. 
The border standoff continues,
and while diplomatic negoti-
ations have curbed escalation,
the potential for conflict still
exists. Managing the delicate
balance between regional secu-
rity and diplomatic efforts
with China is critical. Despite
these successes, Modi’s tenure
has not been without short-
comings. The "Make in India"
initiative has struggled to cre-
ate enough manufacturing
jobs, and his government’s
2016 demonetization policy
disrupted the informal econ-
omy without yielding long-
term benefits. Modi also faced
one of the largest protests in
Indian history over controver-
sial farm laws, which he ulti-
mately had to repeal.
Additionally, his leadership
has been criticized for deepen-
ing communal divisions, with
incidents of religious violence
and the Citizenship
Amendment Act (CAA)
sparking social tensions.As
Modi continues to lead, his
legacy will depend on balanc-
ing development with social
harmony and democratic gov-
ernance.

(The writer is a strategic
affairs columnist and political

analyst; views are personal)
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As Narendra Modi
turns 74, the Prime
Minister of India
stands at a pivotal
point in his political

career. Having transformed from
a grassroots worker in the RSS to
a global leader, Modi’s leadership
has been marked by several tri-
umphs, while also weathering sig-
nificant criticism. A closer look at
his governance reveals a complex
blend of successes and shortcom-
ings, reflecting his unique vision
for India and the challenges of
implementing sweeping reforms
in a diverse, evolving democracy.
Successes; Economic Reforms:
Modi’s tenure has been defined by
key economic reforms aimed at
spurring growth and investment.
The implementation of the Goods
and Services Tax (GST) in 2017
stands as one of India’s most
transformative reforms, simplify-
ing the tax system and promot-
ing ease of business. 
Another flagship initiative is the
"Make in India" program, which
sought to position India as a man-
ufacturing hub, attracting foreign
direct investment (FDI) in sectors
such as defence, electronics, and
pharmaceuticals.
Digital India:Modi’s push for a
digital revolution has reshaped
India’s financial and technologi-
cal landscape. The Digital India
campaign significantly expanded
internet connectivity, especially in
rural areas. Innovations like the
Unified Payments Interface (UPI)
have revolutionized digital trans-
actions, while the Aadhaar system
has streamlined welfare distribu-
tion, reducing inefficiencies in
benefit transfers.
Foreign Policy: On the global
stage, Modi has strengthened
India’s relationships with key
nations like the U.S., Japan, and
Israel. Under his leadership, India
has played a more prominent role
in global forums such as G20 and
BRICS. A major achievement
has been the International Solar
Alliance (ISA), promoting glob-
al cooperation on renewable
energy and showcasing India’s
leadership in sustainable develop-
ment.
Nationalism and Identity
Politics: Modi has adeptly tapped
into nationalist sentiments, rein-
forcing the Bharatiya Janata Party
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Vishesh Shukla | Lucknow

�����!#$�

�� �!"�
��$�"$%�

0��
�	����
����
���
��
!*
4�	
��
����
$������5
4������
��
�	���	��
���
�	����
���

��	
�
�	�����

��������
�����
��
������
��
����	

�����

��$�#�$������1�����#�\(��$�+��,($�Q-(�,(��$�#�+1��$����00�\�$��$�,�
���������-�����������$1�(�+�Q#��$-�#����$���$������,$�#+��$��,��#��



��������	�
���	�
� 
�������������������

�&
���������	�
���
��
� �����������������!"��#��$�% &�(�����!)��#��$�% �#+,�-$�����������!"��#��$�

���
9�

����
�	��

�9�)��	�	;
�
)
��	�01�

����
�0��;��
�9�
��	]

��9�;�	���
�
�01�
������
9���
�	����9

����
��	
�;�0
��	j�������
�5�)��0��
�

	�����0�0�
��
���5

;���0	j�


���
0�

)�0�
0	
�	9	;
��

�	0�0���
����;�
�	;

0�
�	�	�5�

��


�j���
�;�

��
�
	������	������
������������������������
�
�����������
����

�����������
������
	����
�
��
������	&���	����������	 �������	��+
�������
����
�&��������	��������������
�������	�
�
	�������	�+

������
���	��
�����

�����
��		�
����	�

�����������
��	��5����
��	�
�
��
�����

�	����		 �!��������	�
�
	������	�

�
����
�&����������
�	�������
�+
���������
�����
���
���������
����
�
��
�������
	�����������	�����
���	
���&� �
����
����6��	�������4��	�
���
��
����
��������	����	�
�
	���������
���
�	
������������������������	��	�
���&	������������	 �*��
�����
4	��
	�����
����������������
����1����	�
���������

�����
���
�
�
����
���
�	������


����
���������
������
�
������
�&����

�����
������
��	 �����	������
�������	������������
����
�&�����������������
���	����
��
���	
��		�
���������
1��
	��������"���
���
�	
����	 �7�	������������	�����
���	
�
��������&���
����������
��	���������
�������
	�
�����

�
������	��
��	�
+
���&	 �,
����
�����	�
����

�	������������	����
��
�
���
���
����
�
�
��
����
���������	
��

�������� �
�������	��
���������
������
�
��
��
���
�	��"����
�
������
�	��
���
+
���
�������		�
���
��
�����	�
�
��������
�����
��	�
������
���������+

���������	
�
������
����
��	�����	
�������

�
����
������������	 �!


����
�&�������


��	��������
���
���
��	��		��
�����
���

�����	
���
�	�������	�
�����8�
�
����	����		 �9���
���	���
�������		�
��
����
�


������
�&������
�������������

���
���������������

��
�
����"
������� 
��	
��	��
���
�	��
�&�

���������
�����
���������
���������
���

��
����
���	��
�	�	
��
���	��&�
��
�
���
��	�

����������
�������
�
����
�


�
�����
��� �
*����
��&�����
�
�
���)���������	��
��	���
���
�	���
��������
������

	
�����
����	����
�
��������
��
��	�

��
�&��
���	 ���������
�	
��
�
�"���
�
����������
�
�����	���������������	��������:5����
��	�
��
����
�����
�����	���������	�����
��4	�����
����

���
��		�
�������� �������		
�	
����������
��
����������������1
�����	���������
�
������
�
�����
������+

���������	
�
����
�&��
�����
����
����������	�
������	
��������
���"���+
������������������ )�		�
������	����
��
�
����������
���
�����������

�����&+

��
���	�������	��	��
�����������
����
��4	�1
�����
����������
��		�
�+
��	�

���������
���

���

�
������
��	���������������������������	��


����
�&����� �,
�
�����	��	�
��
�
�	
����	�����
�������	
����
����
+
��		�
������������
����
�����
��
��������
�
��������	�	
���� 
���������	���������
��
����	�
�
	������

�
�����		��
�����
���
���
���	��+
��		���
���	
��
����
��		�
������
�
��������
���
���
�����
����
�&����� 
;������������
��	�������	������������	�����
���	������
	
������
�&����+

����
��
���
�

�	��
����
��
�
������	����������������������
���"�������� �
7��
���8������
���		���
���

����
��	����������
���	�
��4	��������
��

���
�
����	�
��������������
����
��	�����

���	���
���
�������&���	�
��
������������

���
�������������8���

��
�
���� �,�	
����
��	����������
��
����������
��	��
�����	
�	���
�����	�
��
�
���
��	�

�������������
� 
*����������������������
����	�
�	
����	���
��
����������
��
����
�
�����	


�����
�����
��
������������	���������������	�������� 
!	�	
�
�����
�������
��
������)����������	������

��
�����
��	������+
���
������	�
������
�����
4	����������

��	������
	
��
��������
�����
�+
��������
��������+��
��������1��� �,��
����
�&�������
��	�����	�
��
�����+
���	����	
�&�	�
����������"���
������������	������

�
���������
���

��
�
���
��

��
��������&�	
�
���� �,��
����
�&���������
�
����������+
	�
�
��
�����
��	����������	���
����
������
������
�����	���&������


�������
�������	
�
����
�&��
��� �,
���	��	���
��		�
���	�

�
�&��
�
��������
�
�	&	���"�����
�������������
��	�������
�������
�����������	 ���
�
	
�����	��
���
������"������
���		
�	�
��
��������
���	�������

�
����
�&+
���������
�

�������	
������
�
���
�����
��	�
������
�������	����		 

�������	
���	���
������
�����	�����������������������
����

FIRSTCOLUMN

������������������

�������������
���

The international com-
munity established the
Financial Action Task

Force (FATF) to combat
money laundering and terror-
ist financing through interna-
tional standards. The FATF’s
40 Recommendations provide
a comprehensive framework
for countries to prevent and
address these financial crimes.
India enacted the Prevention
of Money Laundering Act
(PMLA) in 2002, effective
from July 1, 2005, in alignment
with its international obliga-
tions. The PMLA aims to
combat the laundering of illic-
it funds, including those from
activities such as drug traffick-
ing, thereby safeguarding the
country's financial integrity.
The Role and Importance of
the Case Diary: The case
diary, as mandated under sec-

tion 172 of the Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC),
maintains a chronological
record of the investigation
process conducted by the
police officer. This detailed
documentation includes every
step taken during the investi-
gation, such as the date and
time of receiving information
about the crime, the start and
finish times of the investiga-
tion, locations visited, witness
statements recorded, and evi-

dence collected. 
This comprehensive record
ensures continuity and trans-
parency in the investigation,
serving as a crucial handover
document when different offi-
cers handle the case at various
stages. The case diary is essen-
tial for maintaining continuity
and transparency in the inves-
tigation process, offering a
comprehensive overview of
progress to courts and defence
lawyers. This transparency is
indispensable for maintain-
ing procedural integrity and
accountability in the investiga-
tive process.
Concerns Regarding the
Absence of a Case Diary
under PMLA: In contrast,
the PMLA mandates thor-
ough investigations into
money laundering but does
not specify the need for a

detailed case diary as in the
CrPC. This absence raises
concerns about potential mis-
use by the Enforcement
Directorate. Without a man-
dated case diary, there is no
obligation for investigators to
maintain a comprehensive,
chronological record of their
actions. This lack of documen-
tation could reduce account-
ability and allow for the
manipulation or selective pre-
sentation of evidence without
a transparent trail of how and
when it was obtained, compro-
mising the investigation’s
integrity. 
This can lead to biased or
unjust conclusions, under-
mining the integrity of the
investigation and in cases
where multiple officers are
involved in different stages of
the investigation, the absence

of a detailed case diary can
result in inconsistent han-
dovers. Critical information
might be lost or altered,
impacting the continuity and
coherence of the investiga-
tion. This ultimately leads to
violations of individual rights
and compromise on due
process of law. 
Case Diary Maintenance: It is
important to understand that
the accused under CrPC does
not have an automatic right to

view the case diary. Access to
the case diary is at the discre-
tion of the Court or the police
officer. However, the signifi-
cance of maintaining a case
diary as noted above lies in its
ability to keep investigating
agencies diligent and account-
able throughout the investiga-
tion process. 
Furthermore, under the crim-
inal law procedure, it is consid-
ered a dereliction of duty if the
Magistrate does not request
and review the case diary
before authorizing any form of
custody to the accused which
means the perusal of the case
diary by the magistrate is
essential before any remand,
whether judicial or police cus-
tody and haphazard mainte-
nance of a case diary discred-
its those responsible and
defeats the very purpose for

which it is required.
Therefore, it is suggested that
similar practice needs to be fol-
lowed under the PMLA cases
as well. Mandating ED to
maintain a case diary ensures
that it adheres to the due
process of law during investi-
gations and thereafter, the
court will become entitled to
use the case diary during tri-
als or inquiries as an aid in the
inquiry or trial, thereby hold-
ing the ED accountable for its
investigative procedures, doing
this the magistrate will be get-
ting aid and true picture of the
detailed record of the investi-
gation proceedings conducted
by ED till date in a narrative
form, recorded promptly, with
sufficient detail, and in
chronological order and thus,
will be able to objectivity
decide whether to remand the

accused or not. 
The Supreme Court is set to
review 2 aspects of PMLA in
July 2024, firstly, the FIR which
is akin to ECIR under PMLA
should be supplied to the
accused or not. Secondly, the
reversal of the presumption of
innocence. It is to be noted that
giving a case diary a statutory
requirement under PMLA and
thereby, mandating the ED to
maintain one will be crucial in
shaping the final judgement,
which could fundamentally
impact the legal framework for
money laundering investiga-
tions in India. A ruling in
favour of maintaining a case
diary would enhance the fair-
ness and transparency of
PMLA proceedings, ensuring
the accused’s right to a fair trial. 

(The writer is a law student;
views expressed are personal)
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politics. However, Wickremesinghe
has effectively stabilised the situa-
tion after the social upheaval. In this
context, Wickremesinghe has
emerged as a major candidate, yet
the Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna
has nominated its candidate, Namal
Rajapaksa. 
Reports suggest that Rajapaksa’s
ambitions to secure the prime
ministership were opposed, leading
a faction of his party to break away
from Wickremesinghe. Rajapaksa’s
candidacy appears more focused on
maintaining his family’s political
lineage rather than presenting a
genuine bid for leadership.
Nonetheless, his endorsement of
supporting Sajith Premadasa, where
he appeals to supporters to cast
their second vote for Premadasa,
could be a decisive factor in the
election outcome.Meanwhile, the
NPP, initially opposed to the pub-
lic uprising that led to Rajapaksa’s
removal, has become a significant
political entity. 
Anura Kumara Dissanayake, who
ironically led his political party into
alliances with traditional parties to
secure ministerial positions over the
past few decades, has skilfully cap-
italised on widespread dissatisfac-
tion with corruption and the grow-
ing anger towards conventional
politicians to bolster his standing.
His alliance’s emotionally charged
propaganda has infiltrated every
corner of society, despite its lack of
deep ideological substance.The
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP),
his original party, has skilfully har-
nessed this discontent to challenge
the status quo. 
However, Dissanayake’s path to
victory remains uncertain, especial-
ly with three major candidates in
the race. Voter statistics reveal
additional obstacles: with 17.1 mil-
lion registered voters and an antic-
ipated 80% turnout (13.7 million),
a candidate would need approxi-

mately 7 million votes to secure the
presidency in the first count. 
The NPP’s past performance shows
limited success, receiving 418,553
votes (3.16%) in 2019 and 445,950
votes (3.84%) in parliamentary
elections in 2020. The party faces
challenges in Tamil-majority dis-
tricts like Nuwara-Eliya, Jaffna,
Wanni, Batticaloa, and
Trincomalee, and in areas with
lower voter counts, such as
Polonnaruwa and Matale. To suc-
ceed, the NPP must secure substan-
tial votes from Colombo, Gampaha,
Kalutara, Kandy, and Kurunegala,
requiring an estimated 700,000 to
800,000 additional votes. 
Given these dynamics and the
competition among three candi-
dates, the NPP or JVP may strug-
gle to achieve significant success in
this election. However, the election
remains crucial in determining
the country’s social and gover-
nance structure.
Conversely, Sajith Premadasa
appears to have significant poten-
tial to garner a majority of the votes,
while Wickremesinghe has also
gained substantial ground.
Therefore, it is unlikely that any
candidate will secure over 50% of
the vote in the first round of count-
ing, which may necessitate count-
ing the second votes. 
This uncertainty could trigger a
new wave of political instability if
major alliances and key candi-
dates fail to manage the results
effectively and refuse to accept the
people’s verdict.Despite flashy man-
ifestos and hefty campaign budgets,
none of the candidates have provid-
ed a clear plan to tackle the stagger-
ing $100 billion national debt.
They all parrot the same old IMF
rhetoric, yet almost none offer a
concrete strategy beyond this worn-
out solution. 
The situation in the island nation
is dire, and there’s no straightfor-

ward path for the incoming leader
to steer the country out of its deep-
ening crisis. As of 1 July 2024, about
24.8% of Sri Lanka’s population lives
in poverty, with rates varying dra-
matically between districts—3.5%
in Colombo versus 44.2% in
Nuwara-Eliya. 
Poverty in rural areas has surged
from 15% to 32%, while urban
poverty has tripled from 6% to 18%.
A recent survey revealed that 31%
of the population is impoverished,
with 33% skipping meals and 47%
cutting back on meal sizes.
Malnutrition affects nearly one-
third of children under five, and
over 40% of women aged 18-60 are
overweight or obese, reflecting
severe economic and health issues.
Regardless of the election's out-
come, Sri Lanka's entrenched polit-
ical divisions threaten to entrench
a fragmented legislative body, where
effective governance and decisive
action may become increasingly
elusive. 
Such divisions risk entrenching a
cycle of delays and inefficiencies,
potentially leading to a state of per-
petual gridlock that hampers
national progress. Antonio
Gramsci’s notion of passive revolu-
tion becomes pertinent here, warn-
ing of significant changes that
merely preserve existing power
structures. Hannah Arendt’s insight
that “The most radical revolution-
ary will become a conservative the
day after the revolution” cautions
against decisions driven by emotion
over reason. 
Thus, the question looms: can this
election transcend emotional pol-
itics to instigate genuine reform, or
will it simply entrench the status
quo? Regrettably, the candidates'
manifestos seem to hint at the lat-
ter.

(The writer is a journalist and
author. Views expressed

are personal)

Sri Lanka faces a pivotal moment in
its political history as it prepares for
the presidential election this
Saturday, 21 September. This elec-
tion, the ninth for the executive

presidency, unfolds amid severe political
polarisation, sharply contrasting with the
last election in November 2019. The decline
of traditional political parties and the rise
of various political alliances are prominent
features of this election, with three main
candidates competing in a manner distinct
from the two-horse races of previous pres-
idential contests. The fragmentation of
political parties, the absence of anti-defec-
tion laws, and the formation of new
alliances driven more by personal interests
than by cohesive agendas pose significant
risks to democratic stability and gover-
nance.The 2019 presidential race featured
two main candidates and a notable but rel-
atively minor third-party candidate. It saw
a record voter registration of 15,992,096 and
a turnout of 83.72% (13,387,951), surpass-
ing previous highs of 81.52% in 2015 and
81.06% in 1982. Despite this high turnout,
135,452 votes were invalid, leaving
13,252,499 votes as valid. Gotabaya
Rajapaksa of the Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna won with 52.25% of the valid
votes (6,924,255), while his main opponent,
Sajith Premadasa of the National
Democratic Front, received 41.99%
(5,564,239). Anura Kumara Dissanayake of
the National People’s Power secured a mere
3.16% (418,553 votes). In the subsequent
general election on 5 August 2020,
Premadasa and Dissanayake faced off
again for parliamentary seats. Premadasa
won 305,744 votes, while Dissanayake
received 49,814 votes. 
In the 2015 parliamentary elections,
Premadasa garnered 112,645 votes from
Hambantota, whereas Dissanayake, contest-
ing from Colombo, secured 65,966
votes.Ranil Wickremesinghe, one of main
three main contenders, in this year’s race
but absent from the 2019 presidential
election, leads the United National Party.
His party received 249,435 votes (2.25%) in
the general elections, including 30,875
from Colombo and 28,282 from Gampaha.
Although his party did not win a parliamen-
tary seat, Wickremesinghe was appointed
to a national list position. Amid severe social
upheaval caused by economic mismanage-
ment, which resulted in the resignation of
both the President and Prime Minister,
Wickremesinghe, a seasoned politician
and six-time Prime Minister, capitalised on
the moment to make his comeback. After
Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa was
forced to resign, Wickremesinghe was
appointed as Prime Minister. 
However, protests demanding the resigna-
tion of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa led
to his dramatic escape, first to Trincomalee
by navy ship, then back to Colombo by air
force chopper, and finally to the Maldives
by air force cargo flight. Rajapaksa official-
ly resigned on 14 July 2022. Subsequently,
Prime Minister Wickremesinghe was
appointed as President by the constitution-
al process.Wickremesinghe’s appointment
highlights the complexities of Sri Lanka’s
political system. 
According to the constitution, the President
must appoint a Prime Minister who com-
mands the majority’s confidence in
Parliament, illustrating the considerable
unchecked powers inherent in the execu-
tive role. Rajapaksa’s assumption that
Wickremesinghe, who came to Parliament
through the national list, was the candidate
who earned the majority’s confidence
reflects the intricate dynamics of Sri Lankan
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