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The shape of the jobs crisis

India has no industrial policy or employment strategy to ride the wave of its demographic dividend
2017-18. This was expected. In the

workers in agriculture (of 20 mil- creased by 2 million per annum

A multi-pronged plan is needed to prevent
the sale and consumption of toxic alcohol

in Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand has exposed

the thriving sale of illicit liquor in the region. In-
dia remains among the countries with a high number of
alcohol-related deaths, with poor governance, corrup-
tion and distorted policies contributing to such period-
ic tragedies. The governments in U.P. and Uttarakhand
cannot evade responsibility for the death of so many
people, the majority of them in Saharanpur district of
U.P. Preliminary investigation has confirmed the well-
entrenched system of illicit liquor vends that are known
to exist in the region; several factories producing hooch
in U.P. were unearthed within a couple of days of the
episode. Moreover, although several liquor-related
deaths have been taking place, it took this staggering
number of casualties for the authorities to acknowledge
the presence of free-flowing illicit liquor. The Yogi Adi-
tyanath government prides itself on its law and order
measures but its failure to crack down on these dens ex-
poses the hollow claims. It has tried to put the blame
for previous incidents on political opponents hatching
conspiracies.

Several instances of toxic alcohol poisoning in India,
including the Malvani hooch tragedy in Mumbai in 2015
that killed 106 people, have been attributed to the lack
of affordable liquor for the poor. High taxes and excise
raise prices, and cheap brews are peddled by criminal
organisations, often in collusion with law enforcement
personnel. In U.P., many communities have protested
the sale of cheap liquor in pouches that are freely distri-
buted during social events. What seems to have hap-
pened in Saharanpur follows the trend, with toxic alco-
hol originating in Haridwar in Uttarakhand being
supplied at a family ritual. While it is no one’s case that
consumption of cheap liquor needs to be encouraged
or promoted, severe bottlenecks are proving counter-
productive. An enlightened policy is needed to strike a
balance, curbing illicit flows with zero tolerance, dis-
couraging consumption through social campaigns and
reviewing levies on less harmful beverages. At the mo-
ment, it is essential to make an example of those who
participated in the sale of the lethal brew, and investi-
gate any nexus with the authorities. If it is true that the
suspects had a history of dealing in hooch, the Special
Investigation Team constituted by the U.P. government
should find out how they continued to operate their
trade. In parallel, it is vital that the capacities of the
health system be upgraded to handle victims of toxic al-
cohol. Toxicity often comes from drinking methanol,
which results in blindness, tissue damage or death.
Timely treatment through haemodialysis, infusion of
sodium bicarbonate and ethyl alcohol can save lives.

Ageing revolution
The Iranian regime must rethink its approach

to dissent and personal freedoms
Iran has concluded the formal celebrations of the

The death of more than 100 people to toxic alcohol

40th anniversary of the Islamic revolution at a time

when the regime is under serious global, regional
and domestic pressure. The theocratic regime, esta-
blished by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in 1979, struck
a defiant note by mobilising a huge rally in Tehran and
repeating its familiar anti-West rhetoric. But Iran’s lead-
ers are under pressure with a weak economy and social
tensions rising at a time when U.S. President Donald
Trump is becoming increasingly hostile towards Teh-
ran. The fact that the Islamic Republic has survived four
decades is telling. Over these years, Iran saw an eight-
year-long war with Irag, near-total isolation in West
Asia, and economic hardships. The Iranian regime
turned some of these challenges into opportunities — as
in the case of the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war — and made
substantial changes in certain sectors. For example, the
investments made in education and health care have
seen positive results. As of 2015, the literacy rate among
Iran’s adult population was 93%. More than 60% of un-
iversity students in Iran are women. Access to health
care has also improved for large sections of society.

But even as the Islamic Republic holds strong, dis-
content has risen. When Iran signed the multilateral nu-
clear deal in 2015, the Tehran elite hoped it would allow
the country to join the global economic and diplomatic
mainstream. President Hassan Rouhani banked on in-
creased investments to bolster the economy. But the
détente between the U.S. and Iran ended as soon as Mr.
Trump became U.S. President. The Trump administra-
tion pulled the U.S. out of the nuclear deal and reim-
posed sanctions on Tehran. The U.S. has also joined
hands with Iran’s rivals, such as Saudi Arabia, to scuttle
the country’s regional ambitions, while Israel is repeat-
edly bombing Iranian positions within Syria. Within
Iran, the regime is facing repeated protests as economic
hardships mount. After the 2009 Green Movement,
which was suppressed brutally, there were widespread
anti-government demonstrations in 2017-18. Women
came out against the mandatory headscarf in recent
months, challenging religious orthodoxy. The Iranian
state responded typically — an Amnesty report says “a
shameless campaign of repression” was unleashed in
2018, resulting in the arrest of more than 7,000 protes-
ters. Tehran’s criticism of foreign intervention has
some merit. American sanctions will only multiply
Iran’s economic woes. Tehran will have to deal with the
U.S.s unilateral and hostile policies with help from oth-
er countries. But it should also fix its system, tackle cor-
ruption and hold government departments accounta-
ble for the decisions they take. It is also time for the
government, which is celebrating the anniversary of the
fall of a despotic monarch, to rethink its approach to-
wards dissent and personal freedoms.

SANTOSH MEHROTRA

2011-12, the year of the last pu-

blished National Sample Sur-
vey Office (NSSO) labour force sur-
vey. I used Labour Bureau annual
survey (2015-16) data and Centre
for Monitoring Indian Economy
Pvt. Ltd. (CMIE) data (post-2016),
which has a sample size larger
than the NSSO labour force sur-
veys, to reach this conclusion.
Both surveys cover rural and ur-
ban, and organised and unorgan-
ised sector employment; in other
words, they capture both the Em-
ployees’ Provident Fund Organisa-
tion/National Pension Scheme (or-
ganised) as well as such
employment as might be generat-
ed by Micro Units Development &
Refinance Agency Ltd (MUDRA)
loans or platform economy jobs.
The latter two job sources are pre-
cisely what the government claims
were not being captured by jobs
data available. We have repeatedly
stated that government claims on
absence of ‘good’ data on jobs are
simply untenable.

My analysis prior to the leak of
NSSO 2017-18 data had shown that
the jobs situation has turned grim
since 2012.

' ob creation has slowed since

A jump now

What the leaked NSSO 2017-18 data
have shown is that while the open
unemployment rate (which does
not measure disguised unemploy-
ment and informal poor quality
jobs that abound in the economy)
by the usual status never went ov-
er 2.6% between 197778 and 2011-
12, it has now jumped to 6.1% in

last 10-12 years, more young peo-
ple have become educated. The
tertiary education enrolment rate
(for those in the 18-23 age group)
rose from 11% in 2006 to 26% in
2016. The gross secondary (classes
9-10) enrolment rate for those in
the 15-16 age groupshot up from
58% in 2010 to 90% in 2016. The
expectation of such youth is for a
urban, regular job in either indus-
try or services, not in agriculture.
If they have the financial where-
withal to obtain education up to
such levels, they can also “afford”
to remain unemployed. Poor peo-
ple, who are also much more poor-
ly educated, have a much lower ca-
pacity to withstand open
unemployment, and hence have
lower open unemployment rates.

What NSSO 2017-18 also shows is
that as open unemployment rates
increased, more and more people
got disheartened and fell out of the
labour force; in other words, they
stopped looking for work. The re-
sult is that labour force participa-
tion rates (LFPR, i.e. those looking
for work) for all ages, fell sharply
from 43% in 2004-5 to 39.5% in
2011-12, to 36.9% in 2017-18 (a re-
flection mainly though not only of
the falling female LFPR). This
shows up in the growing numbers
of youth who are NEETs: not in
education, employment or train-
ing. They are a potential source of
both our demographic dividend
but also what is looking to be a
mounting demographic disaster.

Meanwhile, government econo-
mists have repeatedly told us that
there is no jobs crisis.

Between 2004-05 and 2011-12,
as many as 7.5 million new non-
agricultural jobs were being creat-
ed every year. The unemployment
rate was only 2.2%. The volume of
open unemployment was almost
constant (at around 10 million) un-
til 2011-12, but it increased to 16.5

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

million by 2015-16. Increased open
unemployment, post 2011-12, sug-
gests that those in education prior
to 2011-12 would start searching for
non-agricultural jobs but did not
find them. The latest NSSO data
suggest that this situation had wor-
sened further by 2017-18.

Across education categories

A sharp increase in the unemploy-
ment rate of the educated (based
on our estimates of the Annual
Survey, Labour Bureau) should
have worried the government. My
estimate is that the unemploy-
ment rate rose over 2011-12 to 2016
from 0.6% to 2.4% for those with
middle education (class 8); 1.3% to
3.2% for those who had passed
class 10; 2% to 4.4% for those who
had passed class 12; 4.1% to 8.4%
for graduates; and 5.3% to 8.5% for
post-graduates. Even more worry-
ing, for those with technical edu-
cation, the unemployment rate
rose for graduates from 6.9% to
11%, for post-graduates from 5.7%
to 7.7%, and for the vocationally
trained from 4.9% to 7.9%.

While NSSO 2017-18 data show
the share of regular wage jobs ris-
ing, especially in urban areas (and
the share of self-employed and ca-
sual wage work falling), this rise in
nowhere close to the number of
educated youth entering the la-
bour force.

For an economy at India’s stage
of development, an increase of

A case for Commons sense

There needs to be a review of how biodiversity and natural resources are governed

BALAKRISHNA PISUPATI

en 196 countries met at
Sharm el-Sheik, Egypt,
last November for the

14th meeting of the Conference of
Parties to the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity (CBD), a key ques-
tion on top of the agenda was how
to govern biological resources (or
biodiversity) at different levels for
the world’s sustainable future.

The meeting had come at a sig-
nificant time: it was the CBD’s 25th
year of implementation, countries
had approximately 350 days to
meet global biodiversity targets,
and there was the backdrop of a
damning report that humans have
mismanaged biodiversity so badly
that we have lost 60% of resources
(which can never be recouped). Fi-
nally, there was growing concern
on how the Convention’s objec-
tives of conservation, sustainable
use and equitable sharing of bene-
fits were being compromised, in-
cluding by the parties themselves.

For thousands of years, humans
have considered natural resources
and the environment as a global
public good, with communities
having diligently managed these
resources using the principle of
‘Commons’.

In simple terms, these are a set
of resources such as air, land, wa-

ter and biodiversity that do not be-
long to one community or indivi-
dual, but to humanity. All
developments we see in the esta-
blishment of civilisations across
the world as well as agricultural
development feeding the world to-
day are aresult of such ‘Commons’
being managed by communities
for centuries.

Then came the urge of those
with money and power to privatise
these resources for individual
prosperity in the form of property
management principles, intellec-
tual property rights and others. In
one form the CBD — a multi-lateral
environmental agreement that has
provided legal certainty to coun-
tries through the principle of sove-
reign rights over biodiversity — al-
so contributed to states now
owning the resources, including
their rights on use and manage-
ment.

Today, states control and man-
age biodiversity with strict over-
sight of who can use what and
how. The intent of the CBD and
having sovereign rights was to
manage resources better. But the
results of such management have
been questionable. A key reason
cited is that ‘Commons’ and com-
mon property resource manage-
ment principles and approaches
are ignored and compromised.

Why ‘Commons’?

According to estimates, a third of
the global population depends on
‘Commons’ for their survival; 65%
of global land area is under ‘Com-
mons’, in different forms. At least
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293,061 million metric tonnes of
carbon (MtC) are stored in the col-
lective forestlands of indigenous
peoples and local communities.
This is 33 times the global energy
emissions in 2017. The significance
of ‘Commons’ in supporting polli-
nation (the cost estimated to be
worth $224 billion annually at glo-
bal levels) cannot be overlooked.

In India, the extent of ‘Com-
mon’ land ranges between 48.69
million and 84.2 million hectares,
constituting 15-25% of its total geo-
graphical area. ‘Common’-pool re-
sources contribute $5 billion a
year to the incomes of poor Indian
households. Around 77% of India’s
livestock is kept in grazing-based
or extensive systems and depen-
dent on ‘Commons’ pool resourc-
es. And 53% of India’s milk and
74% of its meat requirements are
met from livestock kept in exten-
sive ‘Common’ systems.

Despite their significance,
‘Commons’ in India have suffered
continued decline and degrada-
tion. National Sample Survey Of-
fice data show a 1.9% quinquennial
rate of decline in the area of ‘Com-
mon’ lands, though microstudies

lion that took place over 1999-
2004) is a structural retrogression,
in a direction opposite to the de-
sired one. Between 2004-5 and
2011-12, the number of workers in
agriculture fell sharply, which is
good, for the first time in India’s
economic history. Similarly, the
number of youth (15-29 years) em-
ployed in agriculture fell from 86.8
million to 60.9 million (or at the
rate of 3 million per annum) bet-
ween 2004-5 and 2011-12. Howev-
er, after 2012, as non-agricultural
job growth slowed, the number of
youth in agriculture actually in-
creased to 84.8 million till 2015-16
and even more since then (as the
CMIE data would attest). These
youth were better educated than
the earlier cohort, but were forced
to be in agriculture.

Drop in manufacturing jobs
Even worse, manufacturing jobs
actually fell in absolute terms,
from 58.9 million in 2011-12 to 48.3
million in 2015-16, a whopping 10.6
million over a four-year period.
This is consistent with slowing
growth in the Index of Industrial
Production (ITIP), which consists of
manufacturing, mining, and elec-
tricity. The IIP had sharply risen
from 100 in 2004-5 to 172 by 2013-
14 (in the 2004-5 series), but only
rose from a base of 100 in 2011-12
in the later series to 107 in 2013-14,
and to 125.3 in 2017-18. This is also
consistent with exports first falling
after 2013, then barely recovering
to levels still lower than 2013. It is
also consistent with investment-
to-GDP ratio falling sharply since
2013, and still remaining well be-
low 2013 levels. This holds for
both  private and  public
investment.

What is tragic is the growing
number of educated youth (15-29
years) who are “NEET”. This num-
ber (70 million in 2004-5) in-

show a much more rapid decline
of 31-55% over 50 years, jeopardis-
ing the health of systemic drivers
such as soil, moisture, nutrient,
biomass and biodiversity, in turn
aggravating food, fodder and wa-
ter crises. As of 2013, India’s an-
nual cost of environmental degra-
dation has been estimated to be
%3.75 trillion per year, i.e. 5.7% of
GDP according to the World Bank.

Why the concern?

‘Commons’ becoming uncommon
is a major socio-political, econom-
ic and environmental problem.
While the state can have oversight
over resource management, keep-
ing people away from using and
managing ‘Commons’ is against ef-
fective governance of ‘Commons’.

The sovereign rights provided
for, legally, under the CBD should
not be misunderstood by the state
as a handle to do away with ‘Com-
mons’-based approaches to ma-
naging biodiversity, land, water
and other resources.

Current discussions under the
United Nations should focus on
how and why ‘Commons’ have
been negatively impacted by pro-
gressive pronouncements to save
the earth and people.

Another key concern is the
changing socio-political impact of
migration. Gone are the days
when we can consider ‘Commons’
as resources relevant only for rural
communities. ‘Commons’ are now
a major provider of livelihood op-
tions for both urban and peri-ur-
ban populations. The relevance of
‘Commons’ impacting urban

during 2004-5 and 2011-12, but
grew by about 5 million per an-
num (2011-12 to 2015-16). If that la-
ter trend continued (as there is evi-
dence it has) we estimate it would
have increased to 115.6 million in
2017-18. That is a 32 million in-
crease in “NEETs” in our society
over 2011-12 to 2017-18 — potential
lumpen fodder.

These youth (“NEET” and un-
employed) together constitute the
potential labour force, which can
be utilised to realise the demo-
graphic dividend in India. Will a
new government at least recognise
there is a crisis?

I estimate that the number of
new entrants into the labour force
(currently at least 5 million per an-
num), and especially educated en-
trants into the labour force will go
on increasing until 2030. It will
thereafter still increase, though at
a decelerating pace. By 2040 our
demographic dividend — which
comes but once in the lifetime of a
nation — will be over. China man-
aged to reduce poverty sharply by
designing an employment strategy
(underpinned by an education
and skills policy) aligned to its in-
dustrial strategy. That is why it
rode the wave of its demographic
dividend. Unfortunately, India has
neither an industrial policy nor an
employment strategy, let alone the
two being aligned.

Is our political class listening?
Or are our educated unemployed
and NEETs meant to be merely
used as political fodder? That is
the trillion rupee question for the
fastest growing large economy in
the world, about to become the
fifth largest in the world.

Santosh Mehrotra is Professor of
Economics and Chairperson, Centre for
Informal Sector and Labour Studies,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi.
Twitter:@smehrotral

dwellers cannot be overlooked
with more urbanisation
happening.

Approaches for the future
There needs to be a review of cur-
rent governance of biodiversity
and natural resources. After 18
years of action to reduce the rate
of loss of biodiversity, it is very
likely that the same 196 countries
will meet in 2020 to apologise to
the world for having failed to meet
the objectives of the convention.

In addition to seeking more mo-
ney, time and capacities to deal
with biodiversity and natural re-
source management, we need to
focus on three specific approach-
es: one, to re-introduce more
strongly, the management and go-
vernance principles of ‘Commons’
approaches into decision-making
and implementation of conserva-
tion, use and benefit sharing ac-
tion; two, to use Joseph Schumpe-
ter’s approach of creative
destruction to put resource man-
agement in the hands of the peo-
ple; and three, to re-look at Elinor
Ostrom’s Nobel Prize winning
principles of dealing with ‘Com-
mons’.

The time for corrective ap-
proaches and action is now.

Balakrishna Pisupati, currently working
on the promise of ‘Commons’, is
Chairperson, Forum for Law,
Environment, Development and
Governance (FLEDGE) and former Chief
of Biodiversity, Land Law and
Governance at the United Nations
Environment Programme
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Post-retirement posts

It is not clear how the
writer’s suggestion that a
committee made up of
retired judges decide the
question of who among
retired judges should be
chosen for post-retirement
government appointments,
which in turn would secure
the independence of the
judiciary, will work
(Editorial page, “Time to
raise the bar”, February 12).
In such a scenario, the
discretion of the
government and the
discretion of the retired
judge would be substituted
for the discretion of the
committee which could be
equally faulty. The best way
would be to marginally
increase the retirement age
of judges and see that there
are no post-retirement
appointments. When the

seniority of Supreme Court
judges was overlooked in
the appointment of the
Chief Justice of India, Nani
Palkhivala had said,
“Hereafter we will have
only looking forward judges
and not forward looking
judges.” That will equally
apply when retired judges
seek office or are appointed
to office after retirement.
N.G.R. PRASAD,

K.K. RAM SIDDHARTHA,
Chennai

= If judges are offered gainful
employment post-
retirement, they are bound
to bend before the
government. A way out could
be to fashion a panel of
experienced judges who
shall render advice to the
government whenever
needed and be paid for their
services. This methodology

would harness their valuable
experience and insights. This
is the era of the gig economy.

DEEPAK SINGHAL,
Noida

= While post-retirement jobs
must neither be offered nor
sought by retired judges of
all grades, the accompanying
question is whether retired
judges can aspire for high
positions. Two very
respected judges of the
Supreme Court of India,
contested, after retirement,
for the post of President of
India, and both lost. Though
one may argue that they
deserved the post, they
could have been more
judicious in turning down
the offer. Judges must remain
aloof, both during and after
their tenure.

V. LAKSHMANAN,
Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

Checking radicalisation
The writer has highlighted
how rising nationalism can
result in the radicalisation of
a community (Editorial page,
“Caught between two
extremisms”, February 11).
But I fail to understand what
the threat was in the 1970s
when an organisation such
as the Students’ Islamic
Movement of India made an
appearance. All
fundamentalists try to usurp
power, engage in
destabilising established
institutions and try to
impose their own ideology
using fear.

But it is to our great
advantage that the social
fabric in India is secular by
nature, which is why any
seed of fundamentalism may
find it hard to germinate and
take root. Intellectuals need
to play a major role in

encouraging secular
thoughts.

GAURAV CHANDRA,
New Delhi

An ideal medium

By its very nature, radio
shapes our lives, informing
and even uniting us. By
bringing together people and
communities it can help
usher in positive change.
World Radio Day falls on
February 13 and the theme
this year is “Dialogue,
tolerance and peace”.

One hopes that in a world
with alternative mediums of

communication, radio can
still find the valuable space
to help serve as a platform
for dialogue and democratic
debate and encourage
listeners to think of forward-
looking action. Perhaps All
India Radio, which has been
serving the masses in the
fields of education,
information and
entertainment with
distinction, can take the lead
in this.

T.S. KARTHIK,

Chennai

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

The report headlined “Commemorative volume on Sri
Raghavendra Swamy” (Feb 11, 2019) erroneously mentioned Sri
Sujayeendra Theertha as the previous Peetathipathi of the Sri
Raghavendra Swamy Math and as the architect of the modern Man-
tralayam which was devastated by the floods in 2009. Sri
Sujayeendra Theertha had passed away much earlier.

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;

E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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THE WEDNESDAY INTERVIEW | HELEN HOBBS

‘Cholesterol-lowering interventions, whether diet or statins, should start early’

The geneticist on her work on coronary heart disease, and why studying different races is critical

PRIYANKA PULLA

Geneticist Helen Hobbs’ work on coronary heart disease
(CAD) led to the development of PCSK9 inhibitors - the most
powerful cholesterol-lowering drugs to hit the market since
statins. These drugs fight the PCSK9 protein, which prevents
“bad” low density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol from being re-
moved from blood. In the mid-2000s, Dr. Hobbs, director of
the Eugene McDermott Center for Human Growth and Deve-
lopment at Dallas’ UT Southwestern Medical Center, found
that a mutation in the PCSK9 gene, present mainly in African
Americans, suppressed LDL levels. Consequently, it protected
carriers from CAD. Importantly, people with two copies of
this mutation had no side-effects of very low LDL, such as loss
of adrenal function. A key innovation in Dr. Hobbs’ approach
was to look for a rare gene variation with a large impact on
cholesterol. Most scientists then were carrying out genome-
wide association studies (GWAS), which look for common
gene variants. Unfortunately, this strategy had mainly identi-
fied gene variants with a small impact on CAD risk. Dr. Hobbs’
approach bore fruit. Through research on the 3500-strong
Dallas Heart Study cohort, she and colleague Jonathan Cohen
discovered rare mutations in the PCSK9 gene. Eventually,
drugmakers Amgen and Regeneron developed the PCSK9 in-
hibitors Evolocumab and Alirocumab, respectively, which
mimic this mutation’s effects. In an interview in Hyderabad,
where she spoke at the TNQ Distinguished Lectures in the Life
Sciences, Dr. Hobbs discussed the way ahead. Excerpts:

How did the Dallas Heart
Study begin?

lation, are the most geneti-
cally diverse. Our approach
of looking for rare variations

m The question we were try-
ing to answer was if elevated
LDL is necessary for heart
disease. You can’t ask that
question by looking at Men-
delian disorders (in which
defects in a single gene trig-
ger heart disease), because
everyone who has these dis-
orders is sick. We were look-
ing for mutations that would
protect people from heart
disease. Such healthy people
wouldn’t be in the clinic. So,
we developed the Dallas
Heart Study. One of the pre-
mises was that there were go-
ing to be low-frequency or
rare variations associated
with major changes in lipids.

Our population was de-
signed to maximise the prob-
ability of finding such rare
variations. It was a multi-eth-
nic cohort, in which half the
individuals were of African
descent, while 15% were His-
panic, and the rest were of

was really key to our find-
ings. As a scientist, you are
always looking for things that
have large effects, since they
are easier to study.

If looking for rare gene
variants with large effects
could be such a powerful
approach, why was
everyone else doing the
opposite at that time?

m Honestly, I couldn’t figure
it out. Maybe my approach
had something to do with my
medical background. Maybe
it was because I had worked
on Mendelian disorders. In
some ways, I benefited from
being in Texas, away from
the epicentre where eve-
ryone was doing the same
thing. With our approach,
everywhere we went, we
found things. PCSK9 is the
biggest story. But that’s not
the only one. We also found

European ancestry. Africans,
being the most ancient popu-

variants in a gene called
ANGPTL4, which lowered

SINGLE FILE

Lessons of 1979

Post the revolution, Iran’s staying power
as a state in the face of a very hostile
international milieu has been remarkable

MOHAMMED AYOOB

_a This month marks the 40th anniver-
4 sary of the Iranian revolution. It is

time, therefore, to evaluate the fun-
damental lessons of the revolution.
It is true that the takeover of the
broad-based revolution against Mo-
hammad Reza Shah Pahlavi by hard-
line mullahs distorted the original trajectory of the revolu-
tion and stifled the democratic aspirations of the people. At
the same time, one should not overlook the fact that the an-
ti-Western thrust of the revolution that played into the
hands of the hard-line clergy was in large part a delayed
reaction to the British and American role in the coup that
overthrew Iran’s first elected government in 1953.

The American support to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of
Iran in 1980 augmented anti-Western sentiments and furth-
er helped the clergy-dominated regime to consolidate its
power in the country. The bankrolling of Hussein’s war to
the tune of billions of dollars by Saudi Arabia and allied Gulf
regimes solidified the antagonism between revolutionary
Iran and the Arab monarchies of the Gulf. It also hardened
the division between Shias and Sunnis in West Asia. The Ira-
nian-Saudi rivalry is being played out to this day in Yemen,
Syria, Lebanon and other parts of West Asia.

However, the most important lesson of the revolution and
its aftermath is the demonstration of Iran’s remarkable stay-
ing power as a state and a nation in the face of a very hostile
international milieu. Iran has confronted unprecedented
economic sanctions since the revolution, a process that in-
tensified in the past decade and a half to force Tehran to give
up its presumed nuclear aspirations. The Iranian people put
up with grave hardship for four decades but did not surren-
der their national sovereignty. This is because the state of
Iran/Persia has been in existence since time immemorial,
and in its present contours from the early 16th century, its ci-
tizens have developed a sense of innate pride and confi-
dence in the state’s staying power against the heaviest odds.
The development of Persian nationalism has been a gradual
process that, one can argue, culminated in the underlying
thrust of the revolution.

Persian nationalism draws upon its glorious pre-Islamic
heritage, as described in the Shahnameh, Iran’s epic par ex-
cellence. It is also engendered by the twin marks of distinc-
tion that Iranians are very proud of: their ability to preserve
their Persian character and language despite their accep-
tance of Islam, a religion of Arab origin; and the distinctive
character of Persian Islam embodied in Shia doctrines that
distinguishes it from its predominantly Sunni neighbours.
Regardless of the nature of a particular regime, longevity of
national memories and people’s pride in them can work
great miracles when faced by hostile forces bent on emascu-
lating the nation’s sovereignty.

Mohammed Ayoob is University Distinguished Professor Emeritus of
International Relations, Michigan State University and Non-Resident
Senior Fellow, Center for Global Policy, Washington DC
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plasma triglycerides. Muta-
tions in ANGPTL3 were
found to lower levels of both
cholesterol and triglycerides,
and antibodies to this pro-
tein are now being deve-
loped into a drug as well.
What people hadn't known
until then was how riddled
healthy individuals are with
rare mutations that have ma-
jor effects. What we did then
has now become routine.
Companies do it all the time
today.

One of the problems in
genetics is “missing
heritability”. GWAS that
look for common gene
variants to explain disease
risk have only been able to
explain a small part of
disease inheritance. Do you
think rare-gene variants
explain this gap in
heritability?

m There are definitely many
more common variants than
there are rare. But for an in-
dividual who has a rare var-
iant, the rare variant can
mean everything. That’s the
problem.

In our first experiment,
we found that people with
low HDL (“good” choleste-

Statins are not a
cure; it’s not like
giving antibiotics for
an infection. You
have to start young.

C

rol) have a major gene defect
which is contributing to it.
While this was going on, a
woman in France had identi-
fied families that had very
high cholesterol due to a new
gene PCSK9. She found two
missense mutations in this
gene (missense mutations al-
ter the make-up of a protein
coded for by a gene; in con-
trast, nonsense mutations
stop the production of the
protein). Individuals with the
missense mutations had high
plasma levels of LDL. To fi-
gure out what the PCSK9 mu-
tations did, three groups ov-
er-expressed the mutant
forms of the PCSK9 gene in
the livers of mice. And in
those mice, the LDL recep-
tor, which removes LDL from
the blood, disappeared. The
mice became hypercholeste-
rolemic (developed high
cholesterol). We thought, if
you didn’t have PCSK9, you
would have a lot of LDL re-
ceptors on the cell’s surface,
and low LDL. So, we went to

¥3

the blacks and the whites in
the Dallas Heart Study, and
we sequenced the indivi-
duals who had LDL less than
the 5th percentile. We found
three sequence variations.
One missense mutation was
in whites, associated with a
modest reduction in LDL.
But there were two nonsense
mutations, which introduced
stop codons in individuals of
African descent. Those stop
codons are a gift to geneti-
cists, because they are al-
most invariably a loss-of-
function mutation. This
means that they kill the
(PCSKO9) protein.

These two nonsense mu-
tations were only seen in
black people. And they were
associated with about a 40%
reduction in LDL choleste-
rol. We wanted to know what
it meant to be born with such
a mutation, and to have low
LDL throughout one’s life. If
LDL is an important factor in
heart disease, this mutation
should really change one’s
risk of developing heart dis-
ease. So, we went to the only
biracial study in the world —
the ARIC (Atherosclerosis
Risk in Communities) Study
— and asked a simple ques-
tion. Did people who hadn’t

had a heart attack and were
not on lipid-lowering agents
have the mutations we
found? Among black people
in this study, we found that
the mutation lowered the
risk of heart disease by al-
most 90% — higher than
what we had found in the
Dallas Heart Study.

We knew that we had
made a significant observa-
tion. If you have low LDL for
years, you are not going to
get heart disease. Atheroscle-
rosis starts early and deve-
lops gradually.

You have talked previously
about the need to lower
cholesterol earlier in life.
Should people start taking
statins earlier then?

m The best way to lower chol-
esterol is through diet, but it
must start at an early age.

In 2015, the U.S.’s Dietary
Guidelines Advisory
Committee said dietary
cholesterol may not be a
“nutrient of concern for
overconsumption”, given
that there wasn’t enough
evidence to show its impact
on LDL. What did you think
of this?

m [ don’t believe it. Of course,
cholesterol is a nutrient of
concern, and its effects are
compounded by saturated
fat. The benefits of lowering
your cholesterol are indis-
putable now. We have so ma-
ny studies. But the problem
is that you cannot take 50-
year-olds, who have had high
cholesterol their whole life,
lower it, and eliminate risk of
heart disease. Atherosclero-
sis is already in their arteries.

If you look at the statin
trials, a large percentage of
those who get treated still
have a cardiac event. Statins
are not a cure; it’s not like
giving antibiotics for an in-
fection. You have to start
young. Either you have to
consume a different diet,

ARE WE THERE YET,
YEDDYURAPPA?
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which gets you on a different
trajectory, or you have to
start statins at a younger age.
What age that should be is
still disputed, because there
haven’t been clinical trials.
It’s hard to start people on a
drug and follow them for 30-
40 years.

PCSK9 inhibitors are very
promising, but their use is
greatly limited by their high
cost. Do you think the cost
will come down in the
future?

m It can only come down. It
already has. When they first
came out in the market, they
were priced too high at
$14,000 per year. It really
was a mistake. Then they did
a cost benefit analysis, and
brought the price down to
about $5,000 a year. Now, a
lot more people are getting
the drugs. The hope is that
competition will eventually
bring down the price even
further.

One reason for the high cost
of Evolocumab and
Alirocumab is that they are
monoclonal antibodies. Are
there any alternative
strategies that target the
PCSK?9 protein, but are less
expensive or easier to use?

m There is Inclisiran, a small
interfering RNA, which is be-
ing tested in humans. Be-
cause PCSK9 is made in the
liver, you can inhibit it at the
level of messenger RNA. In-
clisiran, which does this, re-
quires an injection every six
months. This is terrific be-
cause one of the major pro-
blems with statins is com-
pliance; people stop taking
them. An injection every six
months is much easier to
adhere to. People are also
thinking about CRISPR-Cas9
strategies, but as everyone
knows, that’s not going to
happen tomorrow.

have identified genetic
mutations (in PNPLA3 and
TM6SF2) for fatty liver
disease (FLD). Is there scope
for therapeutics here?

m I think it’s pretty clear that
there is.

Again, this disease is bur-
geoning in frequency, and is
huge in India. When we start-
ed, almost nothing was
known about its pathogene-
sis, except that when people
are obese or have diabetes,
they have a higher incidence
of fatty liver disease.

However, we saw in the
Dallas Heart Study that 50%
of people who were obese
did not have FLD. This sug-
gests that there might be
genes involved in the pro-
pensity to deposit fat in liver.
In this case, we did a GWAS,
and found that the Hispanics
had a common sequence va-
riation associated with high
triglyceride content.

How big a problem is the
under-representation of
certain ethnicities in genetic
research? Most genome-
wide association studies
have involved Europeans.
What opportunities are we
missing because of this?

m I think the opportunities
are huge. We need to study
more groups, especially In-
dians. It is an incredibly ge-
netically diverse population,
which has poorly under-
stood susceptibilities to co-
ronary heart disease and to
diabetes at a lower body
mass index.

Studying different races is
very critical. In PCSK9’s
case, if we had not had
blacks in our population, we
would never have discovered
the gene mutations that led
to new cholesterol-lowering
therapy. In the FLD study, if
we didn't have Hispanics, we
would never have discovered
PNPLA3, which is currently

the most important risk fac-

In your ongoing work, you tor for fatty liver disease.
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FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 13, 1969
United Front swept back to power in West Bengal

The United Front was swept into power in the mid-term poll in
West Bengal to-day [February 12]. The 12-party combination
registered a series of successes and won an absolute majority
in the 280-member Assembly. No single party has been able to
win an absolute majority in the 425-member U.P. Assembly.
The Congress obtained 208 out of 420 seats for which results
have been declared. The picture emerging from the results of
260 seats declared so far to the 318-member Bihar Assembly
does not hold out easy prospect for any single party to secure
absolute majority though the Congress emerged as the largest
single party with 100 seats. With 241 results announced in
Bengal the U.F. bagged 181 seats and the Congress 50 seats, the
other 10 being shared by other splinter parties and indepen-
dents.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 13, 1919

Reform Committees.

‘The Times’ [of London on January 31] says that the Commit-
tee appointed to enquire into the organisation of the India Of-
fice is strong and representative. Lord Crewe gained intimate
experience of the questions at hand when he was Secretary of
State for India. It is perhaps a little unfortunate that he has al-
ready fathered one scheme for India Office reform, which
threatened to undermine the Secretary of State’s Council and
came to untimely end. Sweeping constitutional changes in In-
dia, however, were not then contemplated, and ‘The Times’
expresses its conviction that the Committee will approach the
new conditions with an entirely open mind. The principle in-
volved is really very simple. We cannot offer India self-govern-
ment progressively and simultaneously keep her bound hand
and foot to the India Office. The Montagu-Chelmsford Report
recognised this very frankly.

CONCEPTUAL
Ancient astronaut hypothesis

ARCHAEOLOGY

This refers to the proposition that human civilisation is the
product of an intelligent alien visiting the earth during prehis-
toric times and establishing contact with human beings. The
origin of various religious beliefs, for instance, has been attri-
buted to alien gods establishing contact with people prior to
the age of recorded history. The ancient astronaut hypothesis
was first proposed by Swiss writer Erich von Déniken in his
1969 book Chariots of the Gods? It has been rejected over-
whelmingly by scientists who consider the idea to be pseudos-
cientific due to the lack of any credible scientific evidence.

MORE ON THE WEB e

Nelson Mandela exhibition, with several unseen artifacts,
opens in London

http://bit.ly/2XOL8UD
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

"T'HE BEST TRIBUTE

To honour Bhupen Hazarika, government must listen to his
son, withdraw the divisive citizenship amendment bill

EW IN INDIA would dispute cultural icon Bhupen Hazarika’s credentials to be

honoured as a Bharat Ratna. His son, Tej Hazarika, however, has questioned the

Narendra Modi government’s decision to bestow the honour while piloting a

divisive legislation in the land of Bhupen Hazarika’s birth. In a statement issued
from New York on Monday, he said: “I believe that my father’s name and words are be-
ing invoked and celebrated publicly while plans are afoot to pass a painfully unpopular
Bill regarding citizenship that is actually undermining his documented position”. The BJP
should heed Tej’s critique of the Citizenship Amendment Bill even if it dismisses the sug-
gestion that the Bharat Ratna to Bhupen Hazarika was a balancing act by its government
to assuage the anger in Assam.

Bhupen Hazarika would never have approved of the citizenship bill, his son has said:
“He would never have endorsed what appears, quite transparently, to be an underhanded
way of pushing a law against the will and benefit of the majority in a manner that also
seems to be grossly un-constitutional, un-democratic and un-Indian”. The Northeast has
been more or less united in its opposition to the proposed amendment to the Citizenship
Act that aims to make it easy for non-Muslims from Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan
to get Indian citizenship. Civil society groups have long held that the amendment is divi-
sive because it privileges religion as a criterion of citizenship and that it will upset the re-
gion’s demographic balance and undermine the 1985 Assam Accord. If Parliament passes
the amendment, the cut-off date for non-Muslim migrants in Assam to qualify for Indian
citizenship would become December 31, 2014 as against 1971 in the Assam Accord.
Political parties and state governments in the Northeast, too, have responded to the street
protests and shutdowns and BJP allies in the region have threatened to quit the NDA if the
Centre stays with the amendment.

Bhupen Hazarika’s artistic vision, while deeply humanistic and cosmopolitan, was
rooted in the cultural landscape of Assam. His invocation of the region’s rhythms made
him a people’s poet. He opposed the Emergency and championed the Assam movement
in the 1980s. Tej Hazarika’s remark that the government is pushing a “painfully unpop-
ular Bill” which undermines his father’s “documented position” should be read in this
context. When he says that “adopting the Bill at this point in the manner in which it is be-
ing proffered, now or in the future, will ultimately have the sad and undesirable effect
of... disrupting the quality of life, language, identity and power balance of the region”, he
echoes the fears and anxieties of many in the Northeast. The government shall continue
to turn a deaf ear to these voices at its own peril. It must recall the amendment Bill is yet
to be passed by Rajya Sabha. That, surely, would be the perfect tribute to Bhupen Hazarika.

JACK IN THE BOX

Parliamentary Committee is skirting core issues of social media
regulation. Peremptory summons to Twitter CEO is a pointer

VER THE LAST four-odd years, the halo around social media has dimmed,

inIndia and the world. With greater recognition of platforms’ function of dis-

seminating information — and issues like bias and the incendiary role prop-

aganda can play — regulators are faced with complex questions: Should
entities like Twitter and Facebook be treated merely as ideologically-agnostic tech plat-
forms or as publishers with algorithmic editors? Unfortunately, rather than attempting
to build a regulatory framework around a considered engagement with such questions,
the Parliamentary Committee on Information Technology appears more concerned with
optics, as its notice to Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey, after he reportedly did not heed its invi-
tation the first time, indicates. To make matters worse for it, the Committee is unlikely to
gain the upper hand even in the perception battle.

While parliamentary committees often call in experts, this kind of posturing is ill-
judged. There is the obvious question of enforcement: Twitter is headquartered in San
Francisco, and Dorsey can refuse to appear. More worrying, however, is the perception that
Twitter and its senior leadership is being singled out for political reasons. Political lead-
ers, across the ideological spectrum, have been losing “followers” over the last year as
Twitter has been cleaning out fake accounts and bots to prevent the spread of fake news.
Earlier this month, members of Youth for Social Media Democracy had protested against
Twitter’s “anti-right wing attitude” and made a written submission to BJP leader and
committee chairman Anurag Thakur. Twitter has refuted the allegations of bias, claim-
ing its “trends” are determined by the velocity and volume of what users are discussing,.

It may well be the case that the Committee wants to enforce some accountability from
those who actually set policy at Twitter inits quest to “safeguard citizens’ rights on social/on-
line news media platforms”. But here, the parliamentary committee would do better to take
a leaf out of the government’s book vis a vis WhatsApp, which was seen to be facilitating
rumours that contributed to lynchings and mob violence. With consistent pressure lead-
ing to self-regulation, WhatsApp has taken steps, including curbs on bulk messages as well
as a public education campaign to alert users to the dangers of rumour. That ongoing en-
deavour was made possible without making an issue of summoning Mark Zuckerberg,.

NO SMALL MATTER

Be warned: Insects of the world are
going extinct

ome years from now, an aspiring Kafka trying to write the destiny of a Gregor

Samsa, may struggle to come up with the “giant insect” Samsa could meta-

morphose into. As a recent global scientific study has revealed, all of the planet’s

insects could go extinct within a century. There would literally be no immedi-
ate frame of reference for insects in the human mind.

The study, ‘Worldwide decline of the entomofauna: A review of its drivers’, has been
published in the journal, Biological Conservation. Researchers discovered that over 40 per
cent of insect species could go extinct in the next few decades — this extinction rate is
eight times faster than that of mammals, birds and reptiles. Lepidoptera, Hymenoptera
and dung beetles (Coleoptera) are the taxa most affected. Intensive agriculture, agro-
chemical pollutants, invasive species and climate change are listed as significant triggers.
Lepidoptera, the order of insects that includes butterflies and moths, seems to have suf-
fered the most. Bees (belonging to the Hymenoptera order) have been equally hard hit.
Incidentally, the EU had last year banned Neonicotinoids — compounds that comprise
the most popular type of insecticides. In 2017, a worldwide study published in the jour-
nal Science showed that 75 per cent of honey samples collected across multiple coun-
tries contained neonicotinoid insecticides. Studues closer to home have substantiated
the grim narrative of bee colonies disappearing.

All insects help to maintain the intricate balance nature has in place. Many inverte-
brates, for example, including a host of insects, are particular about the kind of soil they
inhabit. Their absence can be a serious indicator of soil health. Conservation initiatives
should try to create more visible awareness of such studies and the tangible impact they
will have on human life if such a slide in insect numbers worldwide continues unabated.

Policy is not based on assessments of deprivation — it
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WORDLY WISE
AND ALL THE INSECTS CEASED IN HONOR

OF THE MOON.
— JACK KEROUAC

Pseudo-social justice

merely addresses specific groups

SUHAS PALSHIKAR

THE GU]JJARS OF Rajasthan are back on the
streets. This could be seen as an attempt to
corner the newly-formed Congress govern-
ment in the state. Both Congress and BJP have
had the taste of Gujjar wrath earlier. It could
also be seen as an extension of intra-party fac-
tionalism playing out in the open for the
Congress. Nevertheless, the renewed agita-
tion alerts us to the larger complications fac-
ing policy-making. Reservation appears to be
the only answer to all our socio-economic
complications. Thus, over and above party
competition and internal factionalism, the
Gujjar agitation represents the difficulties and
distortions that have crept into the reserva-
tion regime. And it is not the only agitation of
this type.

Asimilar agitation is waiting to happenin
Maharashtra — by the Dhangar community,
over their demand for inclusion in the ST cat-
egory. Unrest among the Patidars of Gujarat
and Jats of Haryanais simmering and can ex-
plode any time into another round of agita-
tion for reservation. At the same time, the
Bombay High Court is hearing a petition de-
manding that the state’s decision to extend
16 per cent reservation to Marathas be
stayed|/struck down. The apex court, similarly,
is hearing a petition against the constitutional
amendment extending reservations to eco-
nomically weaker sections. Petitions over ex-
pansion of reservation beyond 50 per cent are
already pending before the court. Thus, even
asreservation appears to be the only solution
for demands by many communities, the
reservation regime is becoming more and
more litigation-prone.

For staunch proponents of reservation,
these troubles can be resolved by doing away
with the 50 per cent cap altogether. The latest
amendment giving reservation to the poor has
already opened the doors for such parliamen-
tary adventurism. It has done away with the
constitutionally permitted gatekeeping mech-
anism of social and educational backward-
ness and opened up reservation to everyone
— irrespective of social backwardness.

In other words, the solution is to free the
reservation policy of the chains of constitu-
tional reasonableness as mandated by the ju-
diciary. This overemphasis on the idea of
reservation is marked by four critical aspects
that signify a move away from the constitu-
tional scheme of positive discrimination.

One, as we recently witnessed in
Parliament, there is a complete absence of
genuine debate on the question. No party
could take anuanced position on the issue of
“reservation for poor”. In a sense, this is only
to be expected if one considers the political

‘What is common between
the demands of Jats, Gujjars,
Marathas, Dhangars,
Patidars, etc on the one hand,
and the recently effected
coup against the
Constitution through the
quota-for-poor amendment
is a public admission of the
absence of imagination and
innovation in the field of
policy-making. Post-Mandal,
the first section to ignore the
possibilities of imaginative
policies for social justice
consisted of the intellectuals.
In their haste to brand
parties as pro-social justice
and anti-social justice, they
latched on to reservation as
the only policy tool to
address social injustice.

fallout of such nuance. Post-Mandal, there
has seldom been any serious review or re-ex-
amination in our public political life of the
way in which the reservation policy is mov-
ing. The political arena is much more strongly
affected by this new consensus that quietly
took shape in the post-Mandal era. So much
so that, recently, alawyer arguing on behalf of
the petitioners challenging Maratha reserva-
tion was manhandled outside the court. No
political party or politician can raise questions
about the matter. This is a classic case of con-
sensus as closure. There is a complete closure
of the public debate on reservation.

Two, over the quarter century since
Mandal, the reservation regime has expanded
in many directions. Ironically, most of the
times, expansion has contributed to the de-
legitimation of the original idea behind reser-
vation. When the reservation policy went be-
yond SCs and STs, despite the fact that the
expansion was justified, it effectively diluted
the sharpness of the tool — that it would be
employed for extreme cases of discrimination
and exclusion. Down the line, when different
communities began to claim that they are
backward and deserving of reservation, the
political clout of these communities and their
relatively less deprived conditions meant that
thelogic of discrimination got diluted. Finally,
when the idea of reservations is used to ad-
dress economic infirmity, the entire basis of
the reservation policy gets displaced.

Now, the reservation policy will no more
be seenas anintermediate tool to address in-
grained social injustice in the Indian social or-
der. As aresult, the moral basis of the reserva-
tion policy is almost lost. The enabling
provisionin the Constitution was predicated
on thelogic that the social order is fundamen-
tally unjust and therefore the state should in-
tervene in favour of the most oppressed sec-
tions to enable them to compete in the public
sphere and stake their claims for a share in
public power. This logic is no more applica-
ble. Instead, the logic now is that there are dif-
ferent groups in society and they need to be
accommodated, as far as possible, in a pro-
portionate manner (as I argued earlier too,
‘The New Reservation’, Indian Express, August
1,2018). This new logic implies that reserva-
tion is not a remedy for traditional social ills
but a routine policy tool to arrange political
and administrative power.

Three, and paradoxically, while reserva-
tion for economically weaker sections dele-
gitimises social justice as the basis for reser-
vations, at the same time, the post-Mandal
churning has brought forward caste as the
primary basis for making claims on the state.

Not the injustice perpetrated by the caste sys-
tem, but caste initself has emerged as the pri-
mary social group for which demands are
made, robbing policy-making of the more
justifiable bases of deprivation. Instead of an
expectation that policy should be directed at
and based on some agreed ways of assessing
deprivation and its amelioration, now policy
can be based merely on the fact that it ad-
dresses specific groups. Besides, such public
display of caste claims leads more to strength-
ening identity than ensuring advancement.
The identity excess this has brought about
has been seldom taken into consideration but
effects of this development spill over beyond
the policy realm. India’s entire public dis-
course and political calculus are deeply influ-
enced by single-caste considerations. Caste
and caste identity are not new factors but the
traction they have now received not just in
political calculations but in more routine so-
cial relations and personal identifications is
anew factor in shaping the public sphere.

Finally, the language of pseudo-justice be-
ing popularised by the “quota-for-poor” pol-
icy is symptomatic of a larger failure. It re-
places the principle that welfare should be the
basic raison d’étre of public policy, it hides the
colossal failure of the state in handling ques-
tions of poverty and deprivation and, at the
same time, it indicates a dead end in policy
making.

What is common between the demands
of Jats, Gujjars, Marathas, Dhangars, Patidars,
etcon the one hand, and the recently effected
coup against the Constitution through the
quota-for-poor amendment is a public ad-
mission of the absence of imagination and in-
novation in policy-making. Post-Mandal, the
first section to ignore the possibilities of imag-
inative policies for social justice consisted of
the intellectuals. In their haste to brand par-
ties as pro-social justice and anti-social jus-
tice, they latched on to reservation as the only
policy tool to address social injustice.

The political players were quick to suc-
cumb to the temptation of postponing the
substantive social justice agenda in favour of
decorative policy measures of limited effect.
In the process, the fundamental task of poli-
tics that it throws up alternatives and enables
the imagination, got stunted. We have a con-
sensus on reservation and yet social groups
continue to agitate for reservation — repre-
senting the closure of imagination in public
policy-making.

The writer taught political science at
Savitribai Phule Pune University, Pune and is
chief editor of Studies in Indian Politics

T HE CONFESSION

Government’s resort to populism in budget indicates failure to address critical issues

ABHISHEK MISHRA

AS WE APPROACH the national election, we
face a crucial choice. We have before us a clash
between two ideologies that have been at
odds since our foundation but have intensi-
fied to appalling levels in recent times:
“Inclusive nationalism” founded on social jus-
tice, universal welfare and communal har-
mony, and “divisive nationalism” marked by
the rabid pursuit to create and perpetuate sec-
tarian divisions and fundamentalist
authoritarianism.
The upcoming electionis a grand battle tode-
cide which version of nationalism will prevail.
Itisalso an opportunity to choose. Divisive na-
tionalism prioritises abstract notions, such as
identity, greatness, and honour. Inclusive na-
tionalism is focused on two very simple, and
I believe, achievable goals — prosperity and
equality for all. In order to confirm this, we
need not look further than this budget and the
policies under the BJP government.
Unemployment is at an all-time high,
there is wide-spread agricultural distress and
farmer suicides are on the rise, crime is ram-
pant, the situation of women and childrenis

Why would we need large,
mostly superficial, sops for
farmers if the government
hadn’t failed to double
farmer incomes, as
promised? We wouldn’t need
superficial tax cuts if the
government hadn’t caused
great hardship to the

poor and middle class
through demonetisation

and a botched
implementation of GST.

amajor area of concern, industrial activity is
sluggish, manufacturing has almost stalled,
current account deficit is higher than the
government’s own stated objective, mini-
mum support price remains inaccessible for
farmers, sugarcane farmers continue to fight
for what is their right.

The government is so embarrassed about
its failure on the job creation front that it has
stopped releasing data on employment and
farmer suicide rates. The budget speech did
not even talk about the number of jobs cre-
ated and tried to divert attention by quoting
proxy EPFO numbers, which change with
changes in the criteria for registering. Even
when data is released, it is untrustworthy,
and selective. Why else would the two high-
est placed members of the National
Statistical Organisation resign in protest?

The Samajwadi Party government in Uttar
Pradesh was already giving Rs 6,000 per an-
num to almost 5.5 million women, which we
had planned to increase to 10 million families
and Rs 12,000 per annum. Budget provisions
of Rs 6,000 per annum for each eligible farmer

falls well short of this target. In housing, allo-
cation per house needs to be doubled, at the
very least: Our government was spending al-
most Rs 3.25 lakh per house.

This was an election interim budget, not
a development budget. The government has
resorted to worn-out populist policies, indi-
cating that it has failed to solve, and in fact
worsened, the critical issues that our great
nation faces. Why would we need large,
mostly superficial, sops for farmers if the gov-
ernment hadn’t failed to double farmer in-
comes, as promised? We wouldn’t need su-
perficial tax cuts if the government hadn’t
caused great hardship to the poor and the
middle-class through demonetisation and a
botched implementation of GST.

It’s time to return to ground realities, and
focus on specific deliverables. We will be
great if we are prosperous, we will be hon-
oured if every individual is equal, in terms of
opportunity and access.

The writer is a former Uttar Pradesh minister
and member of the Samajwadi Party
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FEBRUARY 13,1979, FORTY YEARS AGO

IRAN TAILSPIN

IRAN’S NEW REVOLUTIONARY government
reported that resistance by Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s armed forces has
ended, but it was having trouble controlling
its own supporters. Thousands of armed
youths roamed Teheran threatening sym-
bols of the monarchy. Three generals were
reportedly slain. Ayatollah Khomeini ap-
pealed to his followers for order. Khomeini’s
14-year fight to convert Iran to an Islamic re-
public succeeded after two days of bloody
street fighting in Teheran.

JAMMU CHAOS
OVER 90 STUDENTS and teachers were in-

jured, 30 of them seriously, when police en-
tered the Jammu University campus and two
boys’ colleges and beat up all who came in
their way. Thirty students have been ar-
rested. The Kashmir armed police and CRP
men entered the university campus at 11 am,
chasing a group of stone-throwing youths,
who had taken shelter near a college adjoin-
ing the old university campus, after about
200 teargas shells failed to calm them.

BHUTTO ON ZI1A

FROM HIS DEATH cell in the district jail,
Rawalpindi, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto has held out
two olive branches, one to foreign powers,
another to his political opponents at home.

To foreign powers he says: “l am aware of the
importance of global politics” and “I have vi-
sion enough to begin anew without any ran-
cour for the past”. To his opponents at home
he says the hour calls for “a comprehensive
political settlement” and for “quiet and sin-
cere negotiations between brothers”. But
Bhutto remains implacable towards one en-
emy especially, General Zia-ul-Haqg. He
makes the angry demand that “the curse and
stigma of martial law needs to be withdrawn
without delay”. He exposes the misdeeds of
martial law under Ayub, Yahya Khan and Zia,
but against Zia he makes the very serious al-
legation that he is destroying the very basis
of Pakistan.
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oung are talking back

Forty years after the Islamic Revolution, Iran’s regime is increasingly challenged by its people

RAMIN JAHANBEGLOO

FEBRUARY 2019 MARKS the 40th anniver-
sary of the Iranian Revolution, one of the ma-
jorevents of the 20th century and amomen-
tous development in the modern history of
Islam. The revolution opened a new chapter
for political Islam in the late 20th and early
21st centuries and had a deep impact on rev-
olutionary movements across the globe, es-
pecially those that were using the Islamic
frame of reference for political activism. In
fact, the “religious dimension” of the Iranian
Revolution, through its dependence onIslam,
was well-established in the decades leading
up to the uprisings of 1978. We canrefer here
to the notion, popularised in the 1970s, that
Iranians should return to their cultural roots
by resisting the hegemonic influence of the
West.

Hasty or emotionally-motivated under-
standings of the causes of the Iranian
Revolution and the Shah’s downfall gener-
ally tend to focus either on the undemocra-
tic nature of the Shah’s regime or on the eco-
nomic gap between the rich and the poor in
Iranian society of the 1970s. These factors also
existed in some other Islamic countries —
Morocco, for example — but they did not end
up inarevolution and many dictators in these
countries, including Hassan II of Morocco,
died in their beds, without being forced, like
the Shah of Iran, into exile.

Moreover, by the end of 1979, it was be-
coming increasingly apparent that a rigor-
ous interpretation of Shi’ite Islam by
Ayatollah Khomeini and the Iranian clergy
was becoming the text of the law. The im-
mediate consequence of this development
was the establishment of a theocratic state
with the institutionalisation of the power
of the “fagih” (jurist), who was supposed to
possess the necessary charismatic author-

ity and political astuteness to rule the
Islamic Republic. However, the establish-
ment of the Velayat-e-Faqih (the rule of the
jurist) could not put an end to the tensions
between republicanism and authoritarian-
ism, which had existed since the early days
of the Iranian Revolution

Since its inception, the Islamic Republic
was dogged by tensions between two con-
cepts of sovereignty — the divine and pop-
ular. The concept of popular sovereignty —
derived from the indivisible will of the
[ranian nation— is inscribed in Article 6 of
the Islamic Republic’s Constitution. The ar-
ticle mandates popular elections for the
presidency and parliament. But the concept
of divine sovereignty, which is derived from
God’s will through the medium of the
imam, is bestowed on the existing “faqih”
as the rightful ruler of the Shi’ite commu-
nity. However, in the past 40 years in Iran,
the idea of sovereignty of God on Earth has
been less about what Michel Foucault called
“the introduction of a spiritual dimension
into political life” and more about the theol-
ogisation of politics.

As such, the first decade of the Iranian
Revolution was marked by Khomeini’s theo-
logical governance and by the violent elimi-
nation of opposition groups and the enforce-
ment of ideological controls on the Iranian
population. The success of the ayatollahs
against different social, ethnic, religious and
political groups and minorities can be attrib-
uted to several factors. First, the Islamists en-
joyed far greater support among the masses.
Second, extraordinary economic and politi-
cal measures were tolerated by the Iranian
population because of the eight-year war
with Iraq. Last, but not least, the Islamisation
of Iranian society was a way for the ayatol-
lahs to elicit the support of the bazaar and
traditional socio-economic groups for whom
the prospect of a “leftist revolution” was even
more worrying.

Despite the forceful post-revolutionary
imposition of Islamic values and ways of liv-
ing and the insertion of cultural politics into
the everyday lives of young Iranians in the
name of Islamic purity, the Iranian youth —
especially young women — have not identi-
fied with the conservative values of the

In the past 10 years, many
protests in Iran — notably
the Green Movement of
2009 — were products of the
activities of the urban middle
class youth. But more
recently, the turmoil in
Iranian cities has largely
been driven by disaffected
young people in rural areas
and small towns. They see it
as a chance to express their
frustration with the
country’s economic
problems, which are a fall-
out of Iran’s financial and
military involvement in the
conflicts in Syria and Yemen.

Islamic regime. Moreover, the republican
idea of popular sovereignty has found its
place through social networks and is evident
in the political activities of Iranian civil soci-
ety — the women’s rights movements, the
students’ movements, the online networks
of young people and the work of dissident
intellectuals and artists are good examples
of such activism.

Today, more than 60 per cent of the
[ranian populationis under the age of 30. The
image of Iran as a monolith does not reflect
the mindset of those who have been fighting
for change since the past 40 years. For nearly
six million educated youngsters — many of
whom have left Iran for the US, Canada,
Australia and different parts of Europe — lack
of jobs and the absence of social freedoms
and everyday opportunities are the principal
reasons of discontent and rebellion.

In the past 10 years, many protests in Iran
— notably the Green Movement of 2009 —
were products of the activities of the urban
middle-class youth. But more recently, the
turmoil in Iranian cities has largely been
driven by disaffected young people in rural
areas and small towns. They see it as a
chance to express their frustration with the
country’s economic problems, which are a
fallout of Iran’s financial and military in-
volvement in the conflicts in Syria and
Yemen. A young educated population,
whose dreams aren’t fulfilled, and the ab-
sence of a rationally-planned and cohesive
political and economic programme portend
a perilous situation.

Iran today is very much like the Soviet
bloc before the fall of the Berlin Wall. The
ideology of the Iranian Revolution has burnt
out. [ranian youngsters are disenchanted.
The Islamic Reform Movement has failed
to fulfill popular demands and spontaneous
riots occur in major cities of Iran almost
every year. The winds of change have be-
gun to blow but those riding the hungry
tiger of the Iranian Revolution do not dare
dismount it.

The writer is the Executive Director of the
Mahatma Gandhi Centre for Nonviolence
and Peace Studies and the Vice-Dean of the
School of Law at Jindal Global University

VIiEw FROM THE RIGHT

MAMATA’'S STRATEGY

ON THE RECENT stand-off between the CBI
and state police in Kolkata, the editorial in
Organiser declares that in politics, every po-
litical leader or party uses “policies, strate-
gies and perception management” to en-
sure “authoritative allocation of values”
according to their own political interests.
The way Mamata Banerjee chose to target
the CBI, and Chandrababu Naidu becoming
an important ally in this endeavour, needs
further scrutiny, claims the editorial. It adds
that “she (Banerjee) tried to block the in-
vestigation (into the Sharada scam) by cen-
tral agencies even in the earlier stages, and
the reasons are obvious.”

“Rajeev Kumar, the IPS officer who in-
vestigated the scam as the head of SIT and
who allegedly did not hand over all the rel-
evant evidence to the CBI, can be the obvi-
ous ally in the cover-up. Naturally, Mamata
did not want CBI to get into this for which
she effectively staged and used the politi-
cal drama. The optics that Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee wanted to convey are
very obvious. She wants to play the victim

card to invoke Bengali pride by playing
Centre vs State and most importantly, to es-
tablish herself as the most formidable chal-
lenger to the BJP and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi (sic),” says the editorial. It
also claims that the Congress is the biggest
loser in this game, as it cannot afford to sup-
port or oppose Banerjee.

BANGLADESH’S DEBT

AN ARTICLE IN Organiser claims that the stiff
opposition to the Citizenship (Amendment)
Bill 2019 by certain political parties, even af-
ter it went through the scrutiny of a joint par-
liamentary committee and its subsequent
adoption by the Lok Sabha, is surprising. It
asserts that on the whole, “this bill is an im-
portant initiative which would not only ren-
der justice to large number of persecuted
children of Mother India but can also deliver
a body blow to vote-bank politics”.

“The people and parties of Assam have a
special responsibility. History will not for-
give them if they fritter away the advantage
of this momentous initiative because of
their myopic views,” the article counsels. It
adds that the government would do well to
enlist Bangladesh’s support for the effective
implementation of the Bill. From time to
time, the Bangladesh prime minister has
expressed gratitude for India’s help to her
country’s liberation struggle. India has con-
tinued its “good gestures” ever since,
through various measures such as giving

more than its fair share of Ganga waters
through the Farakka barrage, investments
in connectivity projects, lines of credit of a
few billion dollars, conceding larger areas
to Bangladesh in exchange for border en-
claves, etc.

“Inreturn, India can make alegitimate re-
quest to Bangladesh to help with the repa-
triation of her people. Friendship cannot be
a one-way traffic. Moreover, her help would
also be critical to ensure that the outflow of
religious minorities is prevented in future. If
the Bangladeshi government is not confident
of stopping persecution of its minorities by
the extremists, both countries may work to-
gether in finding ‘out-of-the-box’ solutions
to the problem,” reads the article.

The article also asks the “agitating peo-
ple of Assam” to consider the fact that most
political parties who are opposing the Bill
have been opposing the National Register of
Citizens (NRC) as well”. “These parties want
‘status quo’ in the state at any cost. Further,
there is widespread notion of manipulation
of legacy data’ on ground. If it is true, the NRC
may not address their concerns,” the article
claims and adds that “the Centre has a well-
thought out holistic plan to protect the inter-
ests of Assamese people against the “demo-
graphic invasion” from Bangladesh.

CONGRESS CONSPIRACY

THE EDITORIALIN Panchjanya suspects a po-
litical conspiracy behind the recent incident

in Aligarh, where a saffron-clad woman — al-
legedly a leader of the All India Hindu
Mahasabha — on January 30 pumped three
bullets into a poster of Mahatma Gandhi. The
Aligarh police subsequently made arrests in
the matter. The editorial condemns the act
and adds that it might be a political conspir-
acy to discredit on saffron organisations. That
this incident was meant to trigger political
outrage could not be ruled out, given the tim-
ing of the act. It also claims that the Congress
party “tried to blow the matter out of pro-
portion with statements and agitations in
protest to create outrage against the BJP and
Sangh Parivar”.

The editorial says that a provocative and
condemnable act carried by a little-known
Hindu organisation was used “against the
political leadership of the country and its
biggest social organisation”. “This move is
not new for Congress. It has used this move
for generations, slandered Hindu society, di-
vided society and conducted massacres to
stay in power. What had happened after the
assassination of Gandhi? Chitpavan
Brahmins were killed by Congress hooligans
in Maharashtra. Congress leaders and work-
ers were found indulging in the killing of
Sikhs after the assassination of Indira Gandhi
in 1984,” alleges the editorial. It suggests that
there is a need to be wary of such cheap
propaganda at the time of elections.

Compiled by Lalmani Verma
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“France’s decision to withdraw its ambassador from Italy points to the deeper
divisions that threaten a troubled continent.”

— THE GUARDIAN

Who will pay
for sops?

Government’s claim that structural changes to
the economy are paying off, and that is being
used to give back to the people, is problematic

ARUN KUMAR

THE INTERIM UNION Budget 2019 is noless
than a full budget with changes in taxation
and announcement of lucrative schemes
for various sections of the population. The
recent losses in three major assembly elec-
tions rang alarm bells for the ruling dispen-
sation. With the general election around the
corner, it had to act to regain the support of
various segments of the population. The
government’s policies in the last five years
have caused distress to farmers, youth,
small businesses, the cottage industries sec-
tor and minorities.

Small and marginal farmers will get Rs
6,000 per year. Concessions on credit and
crop insurance to farmers have been an-
nounced. There is a pension scheme for un-
organised sector workers. The lower mid-
dle classes have got concessions in income
tax. The upper middle class has got conces-
sion in taxation on a second house. There
are schemes for the SCs, STs, women, no-
madic tribes and senior citizens.

There is no proposal for additional tax-
ation. Given thatin the current year, tax col-
lection was lagging behind and the fiscal
deficit was running way ahead of the target
— 114 per cent in the seventh monthitself —
next year could be worse with additional
expenditures but no proposals for raising
additional revenue. More taxes are not
sought to be raised lest some section feels
hurt and that is undesirable in an election
year. The rich could have been taxed more
through a wealth tax or a cess on corpora-
tion tax. Actually, the corporates were ex-
pecting a reduction in the tax rate from 30
per cent to 2 per cent, announced two years
back, but they would be happy that the tax
rate has not gone up.

The budget shows only amarginal rise in
the fiscal deficit to 3.4 per centin spite of the
planned new expenditures and tax conces-
sions. But if the revenue projections turn
out to be incorrect, the deficit would indeed
be higher.

Is the government now reaping the ben-
efits of the structural reforms that it carried
out in the last five years — demonetisation,
digitisation and GST? In the budget speech,
itwas claimed that demonetisation has ex-
panded the tax base, leading to higher di-
rect tax collection. Digitisation and GST are
also supposed to do the same by expand-
ing the tax base. Itis claimed that the num-
ber of tax filers has doubled in the last few
years, but the direct tax to GDP ratio has
risen by 0.3 per cent last year — hardly much
of arise.

The GST collection this year is short by
aboutRs 1 lakh crore. Thus, tax collection is
not showing high buoyancy. Non-tax rev-
enues are also not very buoyant. There was
pressure on the RBI to announce a special
dividend and pass onrevaluation reserves (a
few lakh crore) to the government. This did
not materialise due to resistance from the
RBI. The government wanted this money to

announce big concessions. The wonder is
that without this, many concessions have
been announced and without the fiscal
deficit rising.

Allbudgets indulge in creative account-
ing and the current one is no exception.
There is no harm in announcing higher rev-
enues and higher expenditures. One canal-
ways correct these figures subsequently.
Public memory is short and few remember
last year's figures.

Given the recent controversy on unem-
ployment, creation of new jobs, GDPand its
growthrate, the data pertaining to the Indian
economy has become highly suspect. Most
are incredulous that the rate of growth has
been shown to be the highest in the year of
demonetisation since, by all accounts, the
economy was badly hit, starting November
2016. It hardly recovered when it was again
hit by a structurally-flawed GST. The unor-
ganised sector has been declining since then.

Unfortunately, the data for the unorgan-
ised sector comes withabiglagand itisim-
plicitly assumed to be growing at the same
rate as the organised sector. So, the govern-
ment can claim that the economy was not
impacted by the shocks. But, as this author
has argued before, if the data from the pri-
vate surveys is taken into account, the rate
of growth of the economy would turn out
tobearound 1 per centand not 7 per cent to
8 per cent. This slow growth is consistent
with the problems relating to employment,
the cottage sector and farmers.

Data also vitiates budgetary calculus. So,
tax revenue growth is sluggish because of
the low rate of growth. But if the rate of
growth is around 1 per cent, shouldn’t the
problem be more acute? Not really, because
most of the taxes are paid by the organised
sector which is growing.

Effective direct taxes are paid by about
1.5 per cent of the population even though
about 6 per cent of the population files tax
returns. Ninety-five per cent of the GST is
paid by 5 per cent of the businesses in the
country, according to the finance minister.
Small businesses are largely exemptand do
not have to register or they are under the
Composition Scheme.

Thus, if tax collection has not suffered
more despite the rate of growth falling to 1
per cent, it is due to the growth of the or-
ganised sector. Clearly, to the government
and the economy, the unorganised sector
matters less and less.

The government claims that the struc-
tural changes it brought about are paying
dividends, which are being used to give back
to the people. But these changes hurt the
vast unorganised sections way beyond
what is now sought to be given back. The
drop in the rate of growth to around 1 per
cent means lakhs of crores of income lost
by these sections. While the increase in in-
equality does help raise some resources,
that is inadequate to fund the various
schemes now announced. It required cre-
ative accounting in the budget.

All this points to the belief among the
rulers that in economic terms, the majority
matters little. However, their votes count. So,
near the elections they have to be appeased
with some sops. The coming elections will
once again be a test of such a hypothesis.

The writer is Malcolm Adiseshiah Chair
Professor, Institute of Social Sciences

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

POPE LEADS THE WAY

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘When
the road darkens’ (IE, February 9). Pope
Francis’s acknowledgment of the sex-
ual offence charges the Churchis facing
is a positive sign for Christianity.
Whenever any wrong happens, the best
way to deal withit is to accept mistakes
and take corrective actions. Cover-ups
doinjustice to victims and the religion.

Nishant Parashar, Chandigarh

POLITICS AND LAW

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Shadow
boxing in Kolkata’ (IE, February 9). The
Centre-state row ensued after the CBI
officers were barred from entering the
Kolkata police commissioner’s resi-
dence by the state’s police. There is lit-
tle doubt that both the CBI and Bengal
police have now become the unfortu-
nate victims of the political needs of the
Centre and state governments. It ap-
pears that for both the issue became a
matter of prestige. Mamata Banerjee is
likely to gain substantial political capi-
tal by calling the acrimonious face-off
with the Centre an assault on Bengal.
Lal Singh, Amritsar

IN-TRANSIT PEACE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Welcome
step back’ (IE, February 7). The VHP’s
decision to defer any Ram Mandir agi-
tation appears to have been arrived at

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD

To encourage quality reader
intervention, The Indian
Express offers the Letter of
the Week award. The letter
adjudged the best for the
week is published every
Saturday. Letters may be
e-mailed to
editpage@expressindia.com
or sent to The Indian
Express, B-1/B, Sector 10,
Noida-UP 201301.
Letter writers should
mention their postal
address and phone number.

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

to avoid politics on the issue. For the last
few years, there has been a concerted
move by hardline Hindu groups to build
pressure for the Ram Mandir. But the
Sangh parivar may have realised that
building a crescendo around the Ram
temple could prove counter-productive
for the Modi government. However the
temple issue will remain relevant.

P LSingh, Amritsar
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The changingface of Indian media

What do the coming ownership changes at Star and Zee mean for the Indian entertainment market?

MEDIASCOPE

VANITA KOHLI KHANDEKAR

he Indian media market will
I look and act different by the end
of this year.

By September this year at least a
fifth, if not more, of the Rs 7,126 crore
Zee Entertainment would have been
bought by a strategic investor. The Rs
13,448 crore Star India would be a fully
operational subsidiary of the $59.5 bil-

lion Walt Disney Co. The Rs 5,207 crore
Networkl8 which owns Viacomi8 is
already part of the rapidly swelling
media portfolio OF Reliance Industries
which owns Jio Infocomm. The group
that rarely responds to queries about
its media business has been buying a
variety of media assets including cable
companies and film studios. The buzz
is that it is along with Comcast and
Tencent a suitor for Zee.

Zee, Sony, Star, Viacom18 and Sun
account for over 74 per cent of all TV
viewing in India. For those of you sneer-
ing because these are TV firms remem-
ber that TV is 45 per cent of the Rs
1,47,300 crore Indian media and enter-
tainment industry. Of the top five, Zee
and Star are by far the largest. Zee sits
on a gargantuan 20 per cent of audi-
ence share across its 37 channels and
is a cash machine running smoothly.
Star, though not as profitable, is jug-
gling a lot of balls with promise - Indian
Premier League, kabaddi, cricket rights
and Hotstar.

The two largest media companies in
India are undergoing some radical own-
ership changes. What could it mean?

One, “By 2020, the landscape will
change. There will be consolidation.
But it will still be within the four play-
ers (Star, Zee, Sony, Viacom). Today
nobody can do an electronic media
firm of scale enough with 20 per cent
market share,” reckons Punit Goenka,
managing director and CEO, Zee
Entertainment Enterprises. Watch out
then for some jostling from the ¥6,500
crore Sony and the 3,105 crore Sun.
There was talk of a merger between
the two ages back but nothing came of
it. The buzz is that Sony is in the mar-
ket looking to scale up. It has even
been mentioned as a potential investor
in Zee.

Two, it will accelerate the race to
build online video assets. Remember
that the growth of Netflix, Amazon
Prime Video and others in the United
States has shaken up the world’s largest
media industry. Netflix alone spent $8

billion on content last year. Sitting at
the negotiating table to buy content
against Comcast, Netflix, Amazon or
Apple will get increasingly difficult for
the traditional media firms. That,
apparently, is one of the big reasons
Rupert Murdoch chose to sell a bulk of
his $30 billion Twenty First Century
Fox to Disney last year.

India is far from that scenario.
Television viewership rose by 13 per
cent in 2018 over 2017. So did total
number of viewers — 836 million from
790 million in 2016 going by Broadcast
Audience Research Council data. The
447 million Indians with broadband
connections spend about 50 minutes
a day watching online video lower
than the average 3 hours and 45 min-
utes (and growing) on TV. Films too
have done well in 2018 the year when
OTT (over-the-top video apps) took off.
The growth of online then has been
supplementary not cannibalistic.

Add in another fact. Netflix came in
at $8-12 in the US where average prices

Data in a narrative-driven debate

In the first of a two-part series, the authors
dispel misgivings about the methodology used
by NSSO in its Periodic Labour Force Survey

P C MOHANAN & ALOKE KAR

he two-part article authored by

I the CEO of NITI Aayog (Business
Standard February 6 and 7) rais-

ing questions on the report of the
National Sample Survey Organization
(NSSO) on employment-unemployment
strikes at the fundamentals of this widely
respected institution and the well-estab-
lished process followed by it. The provo-
cation for discrediting the NSSO arose
because the data collected by NSSO in
its latest labour force survey purportedly
contradicted certain carefully cultivated
narratives. Unfortunately, this has raised
questions on the independence of sta-
tistical agencies. This short note covers
two broad issues. The first concerns the
questions raised on the methodology
used by NSSO in its newly introduced
Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) and
the second is about how the objectivity
of the official statistical system nurtured
over the years itself is questioned in this
effort to protect the dominant narrative.
Labelling the PLFS estimates in ques-
tion “half-baked” not only reflects a lack
of confidence in the large section of
Indian Statistical Service officials
engaged in designing, conducting and
data processing of the survey, but also a

sheer disregard for the Standing
Committee entrusted with the task of
overseeing the statistical and operational
aspects of the survey. The Standing
Committee consists of reputed survey
statisticians and other experts and is
headed by Prof SP Mukherjee, one
among the few senior statisticians of
eminence with long experience in the
country at present. The article in effect
casts aspersions on the large-scale sam-
ple survey procedures followed by the
NSSO. These procedures have evolved
gradually over more than six decades
and are held in high esteem internation-
ally. The procedures followed are rigor-
ous, set in the institutional setup of the
organisation. These are, in fact, applica-
tions of sampling theory designed to suit
the specific objectives of the survey. The
theory dictates the estimation proce-
dure, that is, the algebraic formulas for
deriving the estimates from the collected
data to be adopted for a survey and the
procedure itself is invariably drawn up
much before completion of the fieldwork
for data collection. This leaves no room
for the external experts — even those in
the NSC — to modify the estimates
derived from the collected data.
Modification, if any, is permitted only
on the commentaries on the estimates
made in the survey report. Thus, the
question of approving or disapproving a
report because the estimates do not con-
form to expectations, hunches or gut
feelings of individuals, groups or insti-
tutions does not arise.

On comparability

A survey is conducted to produce hun-
dreds of estimates on different aspects of
the study population. Whether or not the
main results of two large-scale sample
surveys on a given subject are comparable
depends mainly on (i) the concepts, defi-
nitions and reference periods adopted for
the surveys; (ii) how the sample of house-

holds are drawn; and (iii) how
closely the set procedures are
followed in fieldwork.

As for the factor (i), there is
virtually no difference between
the last employment and
unemployment survey con-

The question of
approving or
disapproving an NSSO
report because the
estimates does not
conform to expectations,
hunches or gut feelings

1

Onreliability and
samplesize

Here the author
falls into the error,
common among
non-statisticians, of
believing that the

ducted in2011-12and the PLFS. of individuals, groups accuracy of the esti-
The factor (ii) also can be disre-  or institutions does mates is deter-
garded for the surveys in ques- not arise mined by the sam-
tion. For its household surveys, pling fraction,

the NSSO has been using basically the
same sampling design over the years,
with some fine tuning made every year
with the objective of improving accuracy
of important estimates. In the PLFS the
main departure from the usual practice
was that of repeated visits to urban
households in the sample, with no basic
change in the sampling procedure. The
finetunings are not known to have
brought about any significant change in
accuracy of the estimates and thus do
not make the results of two surveys “not
comparable”. The main outcome of a
labour force surveys is undeniably the
estimates of employment and unem-
ployment rates. Whether these estimates
are comparable depends mainly on the
bias caused by the factor (iii), particularly
in field operations. The issues relating
to the existing field conditions raised in
the article are indeed most pertinent, but
the answers provided unfortunately can
at best be said to be presumptuous.

which is the ratio of sample size to pop-
ulation size, such as “3 out 0f 1,000” cit-
ed in the article. Though counter intu-
itive, the theoretically established fact
is that the accuracy actually depends on
the sample size, with the sampling frac-
tion having virtually no role to play, as
long as it is small, say, under 1 per cent.
This implies that a sample of 55,000
households drawn from a population of
200 million households produces results
as reliable as a sample of the same size
drawn from a population of only 2 mil-
lion households. Like the other house-
hold surveys of NSSO, the PLFS is
designed to provide reliable estimates
at the state-level. The minimum sample
size worked out for estimating a ratio
reliably applies to all the states —
whether as large as Uttar Pradesh or as
small as Goa. The sample size on which
national-level estimates of the PLFS are
based are, in fact, much much larger
than the minimum sample size required
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were $40-$80 a month. India is still a
$2-5 a month pay TV market. There is
no price arbitrage that a video app has.
That may change with the Telecom
Regulatory Authority of India’s new tar-
iff order that forces consumers to buy
ala carte and therefore pushes up PAY
TV prices.

While pay revenues may take time
to come in, advertising on online apps
is perking up. “On an average OTT gives
4-5 times more in CPMs (cost per mille
or thousand),” says Goenka. Now mul-
tiply that with the numbers that the big
apps are hitting and you have a nice,
new parallel business shaping up here.
According to comScore data, YouTube
reached 254 million unique users a
month and Hotstar 79 million in July
2018. Zee5 claims 56 million monthly
active users in December 2018.

There are about 35, largely well-
funded, video apps from tech, media
or telecom companies in India. It will
be a long time before clear winners
emerge, a la TV. This business will,
therefore, soak a lot of money in the
coming years. That means raising debt
or equity and therefore more consoli-
dation. There we go again.

http://twitter.com/vanitakohlik

to produce reliable estimates of unem-
ployment rate.

Further, the author, noticing the high-
er-than-proportionate allocation made
in the sample for households with mem-
bers educated above a certain level,
jumps to the conclusion that the data
reported by these households will have a
disproportionately large effect on the
estimates. This is a common misappre-
hension among those unfamiliar with
survey sampling methods — actually this
does not happen because when some
population groups are over-represented
in the sample, correspondingly low blow-
up factors are used in the estimation for-
mula for households from these groups.

The issue of survey estimates of the
population being lower than the known
population figures have been examined
by experts in the past and are well
known to NSSO data users. It is one of
the reason why the NSSO provides only
estimates of rates and ratios that are
known to be free from this problem. In
fact, experts in the Indian Statistical
Institute Kolkata have already devel-
oped a procedure to calibrate the survey
estimates with the population data that
will address this problem.

Having said this, the need for increas-
ing sample sizes to produce estimates at
lower levels of aggregation like regions,
districts, population groups etc cannot
be over emphasised. The manpower
resources of the entire national statistical
system including the NSSO has
remained the same since the eighties.
Commensurate with the increase in pop-
ulation and expansion of the economic
activities this requires to be urgently aug-
mented and the reliance on temporary
investigators minimised. While technol-
ogy can address the question of data
recording, transmission and processing,
the actual survey data collection remains
a task best performed through personal
interviews with the respondents.

Tomorrow: Autonomy of
statistical agencies

Mohanan was a member of the National
Statistical Commission and resigned his
position recently. Kar is a survey statistician
and member of the Standing Committee for
Labour Force surveys that guided the
Periodic Labour Force Survey. He is currently
associated with the ISI Kolkata.
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he expert committee for cross
I listing submitted its report to
Securities and Exchange Board
of India (Sebi) in December. Cross-listing
is when equity shares of companies
incorporated in a country (India) are list-
ed directly on foreign stock exchanges
or of companies incorporated outside
India, on Indian stock exchanges. For
the record, a direct listing is legally and
technically different from depository
receipts that are currently listed.

This is less straightforward than it
appears. First, which are the jurisdic-
tions that Indian shares can be listed?
Given the reciprocity involved, that
is, you need to allow companies in
countries where regulators want
Indian shares listed, to list in the
Indian exchanges, and I will come
back to this, it implies Cote d'Ivoire is
out. For that matter most countries
won’t make the grade. Put this the
other way, there are very few coun-
tries that make the cut.

How to then go about building this
list? The committee has used a ‘prin-
ciples-based approach’ for identifying
these jurisdictions and exchanges. In

OCCASIONAL ASIDE

How to benefit from cross-border listing

this they have weighed in favour of
jurisdictions where there is a "treaty
obligation to share information and
cooperate with Indian authorities in
the event of an investigation". It has
then filtered for members and signa-
tories to the Board of International
Organization of Securities
Commissions (I0SCO) and member-
ship of the Financial Action Task
Force (FATF), with focus on anti-
money laundering and combating the
financing of terror.

Based on this the committee has
identified USA, China, Japan, South
Korea, United Kingdom, Hong Kong,

intractable, and the committee sug-
gests a dialogue with the department
of revenue. Three that companies will
report accounts based on both juris-
dictions. For offshore companies listed
in India, the requirements of a mini-
mum issue size (X1,000 crore) and
investors (200) and removal of the
requirement of an identified promoter
or a promoter group.

The acceptance of these recom-
mendations, as well as the ability to
pragmatically deal with regulatory and
tax issues as they surface will only
partly determine whether the objec-
tive is met. For it to be a success, the

France Germany, Canada and user case too needs to be compelling.
Switzerland. If a company This is where the big-
is good enough to be list- ger challenges are.

ed in these markets, Whilelndian For Indian com-
Indian bourse will accept companies want to list  panies wanting to list
them. Surprisingly nei- off-shore, the overseas, the argu-

ther  Australia  nor
Singapore find their way
in this list.

To achieve this, there
are changes needed to
local regulations and tax
laws. The committee has
identified changes needed
to both the Foreign Exchange
Management Act, the Companies Act
and Sebi regulations, and this is the
meat of the report. The report makes
clear that even as the listing frame-
work of the foreign jurisdiction will
apply, the Companies Act too will
apply. Some other recommendations
relate to the permissible jurisdictions
KYC requirements and records of ben-
eficial ownership — that have tangled
Indian companies — will prevail. Two,
that tax issues have always been

country's strategic
interests are better
served if it encourages
companies
incorporated outside
India to list on Indian
exchanges

ment for tapping
‘pools of liquidity’
exists but is weak:
any institutional
investor that wants
to invest in Indian
equities, is registered
as an FIl and can buy
their shares. Moreover, the large
global brokerages are present in
India, and have coverage on stocks
that investors track. A tangential ben-
efit that these companies have more
robust governance standards hence
might enjoy premium valuations, is
also not true. As governance focussed
regulations have tightened in India,
there is very little evidence to support
this argument today. Today, compa-
ny practices are also more closely
aligned with regard to disclosures

and more frequent interaction with
investors. Companies then need to
ask themselves if the marginal bene-
fit they hope to get is worth the (com-
pliance) and other costs associated
with cross-listing.

India’s domestic market is open to
foreign investors, the reverse is not true.
Today the more compelling need is of
foreign companies listing in India. All
this while the global investors have rid-
den the Indian equity upside. True the
Indian investors have done so as well,
but there is a need to start to diversify
their holdings. Such listings will help
internationalise our currency, give us
economic heft, compel best in class reg-
ulations and further develop the pro-
fessional-services ecosystem. All this
has a positive impact on the local mar-
ket — in which case it is worth extend-
ing the list of jurisdictions to include
emerging markets as well. And they are,
initially, more likely to turn to India,
than companies in the US or the UK.
Having said so, as India starts to
account for a greater share of an MNC’s
business and as Indian savings and
pension funds accumulate, there is
more compelling case for foreign com-
panies even in these countries to seek
Indian listings — even if it is through
depository receipts. True India cannot
replace New York, London, Tokyo or
Hong Kong as a financial centre, but
only if we start to export capital to a
broader swathe of countries, will India
stand and be counted as a significant
financial power.

The author is with Institutional Investor
Advisory Services India Ltd.
Twitter : @amittandon_in

A portrait

President Ram
Nath Kovind
(pictured) on
Tuesday unveiled
a life-size portrait
of former prime
minister Atal
Bihari Vajpayee in
the Central Hall of
Parliament House. It became an
occasion for political point scoring.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said
while people recalled the oratory skills
of Vajpayee, his silence had more power
than his words. The leader of the
Opposition in the Rajya Sabha, Ghulam
Nabi Azad, recalled Vajpayee's words
that if India was not secular, it was not
India. Vajpayee, Azad said, never had a
bitter word for political rivals. Other
former prime ministers who have a
portrait in the Central Hall are
Jawaharlal Nehru, Lal Bahadur Shastri,
Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi. The
last addition to the galaxy of portraits at
the Central Hall was in 2003, when
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar's portrait
was added. Eminent painters such as S
Roerich, NS Subhakrishna, Bikash
Bhattacharjee and Chintamani Kar have
made some of the portraits.

Feasting after fasting

3 Andhra Pradesh
Chief Minister N
Chandrababu
Naidu (pictured),
along with his
Telugu Desam Party
Members of
Parliament and
legislators, marched from Andhra
Pradesh Bhavan to Rashtrapati Bhavan
in New Delhi on Tuesday afternoon.
Naidu and others met President Ram
Nath Kovind and reiterated their
demand for special status for their
state. Just the day before, Naidu had
observed a daylong fast at Andhra
Bhavan. Not just Naidu, most of his
party colleagues had also observed fast
that day. On Tuesday, he and his party
colleagues were served sumptuous
food from Andhra as they prepared for
their march.

For Indian entreprenuers

The Republic of Estonia believes it has
the perfect solution for budding Indian
entrepreneurs. Estonia is the world's
first country to introduce an e-
residency programme that offers start-
ups access to a government-issued
digital identity, facilitating the opening
of a global European Union-based
company completely online, while
working from India. E-residents have
access to the EU business environment
and can use public e-services with their
digital identity. Estonia will launch an
awareness drive on Wednesday in New
Delhi. Firms set up through e-residency
can be run remotely from across the
world. The programme was launched
in December 2014 and has over 50,000
e-residents from over 140 countries.
According to the Estonian embassy,
India will have the largest young
workforce by 2020 with the average age
of 29. Already more than 2,174 Indian
citizens are e-residents and the Baltic
nation expects this figure to grow in the
coming years.

Foolproof system needed

Apropos “Genuine start-ups can breathe
easy” by Arup Roychoudhury and Indivjal
Dhasmana (February 12), Finance
Minister Piyush Goyal’s assurance certain-
ly comes as a breather for our “genuine”
start-ups. Here’s hoping that verification
powers for proving themselves being gen-
uine would not lie with the infamous
income tax inspector. We are surely not
seeking a return to the dreaded “inspector
raj” with all its associated ills of rent seek-
ing and hush money. Our start-ups are not
only almost always short of funds, they
also don’t have the manpower to deal with
inspectors. The finance ministry will have
to put in place a foolproof system, over-
seen by honest senior officials, to decide
the genuine status of struggling start-ups.
The department must separate those
indulging in wrongdoings like laundering
money through fake companies and deal
with them in the strictest possible manner
but they must allow the genuine ones to
work peacefully.

Krishan Kalra Gurugram

Changing with the times

This refers to Anup Roy’s report, “Central
bank moots Re intervention overseas”
(February 11). It is heartening to see that
media and analysts have started taking
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cognisance of the multiple ingredients of
the bi-monthly policy review exercise the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has been
doing ritualistically as part of its mandat-
ed responsibility. Usually, the post-review
debates hover around the repo rate and
inflation. This change is a welcome by-
product of the forced exit of Urjit Patel
which made stakeholders think about the
effectiveness of the RBI in taking forward
economic reforms.

The 25 basis point reduction in the
repo rate works out to just 4 per cent
reduction in the rate. The banking system,
at present, is availing of a negligible per-
centage of their resources from the RBI.
The myth that the monetary policy com-
mittee has two teams representing the
government and the RBI has also been
broken this time, as one GOl nominee and
one RBI deputy governor on the monetary
policy committee did not go with the
majority decision to cut rates. The RBI’s
efforts to get external professional advice
toimprove its functioning should become
aguidance for other supervisory and reg-
ulatory bodies in India.

M G Warrier Mumbai
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Effective regulation

Rules for social media platforms must be thought through

draft of The Information Technology Intermediaries Guidelines

Amendment Rules, 2018, was issued in December last year by the Ministry

of Electronics and Information Technology and put up for public con-

sultation till January 31, 2019. The draft sought to replace the existing
rules, framed in 2011, for governing “intermediaries” — a term that includes all infor-
mation technology (IT) and IT-enabled services (ITeS) platforms and content aggre-
gators including network service providers, internet service providers, search
engines, online payment sites, and social media platforms. The draft amendment
was formulated to increase the accountability of social media platforms. The new
guidelines ensure that major global social media platforms comply with local laws.
Any platform with over 5 million users in India, or any platform specifically noti-
fied by the government, must be incorporated under Indian law and have a regis-
tered office in India. Such an entity must appoint a nodal compliance officer in India
for coordination with law enforcement agencies and monitoring compliance under
Indian law. In short, big technology companies must be regulated properly and effec-
tively, given the tendency to misuse social media to spread fake news and rumours.

But the draft has some disquieting aspects that may make things difficult. It
tightens the web of surveillance and censorship, bringing private parties into the Act.
This implies aloss of privacy and anonymity for social media users. It also uses very
broad, undefined terms to describe content that is to be taken down. It may be not-
ed that India still has no privacy laws and no explicit protection for digital speech
and privacy. The amended guidelines have asked intermediaries to “trace” content
creators within 24 hours upon receipt of such a demand from the authorities. This
is technically difficult to do without breaking encryption, which, in turn, implies a
complete loss of both privacy of content and anonymity. Secondly, the amendments
also require intermediaries to set up technology to proactively identify and remove
content of various kinds. This could usher in private sector censorship along with
private sector surveillance. Such content is described, using highly subjective,
undefined terms such as “disparaging” and “harmful”. Moreover, “blasphemy”,
which is not a crime, is cited as a cause for a takedown.

Therole of IT intermediaries is contentious in most jurisdictions. Social media
platforms which allow commentary will receive anonymous content. Enlightened
democracies, which have both privacy laws and free speech protections, treat that
content on the basis of two broad provisions. One is a “safe harbour” provision, where
the intermediary itself is not blamed if the content created by some anonymous
poster turns out to be unlawful or slanderous. The intermediary is required to take
down such content within a certain time frame once notified by authorities.
Secondly, content created by anonymous persons is treated on the same basis as
offline content (in printed media and books), and online content generated by
known parties. If the content is lawful, it should not be taken down even if it’s cre-
ated by anonymous posters. These common sense guidelines are missing in the
draft. Private sector intermediaries should not be asked to perform censorship
and surveillance. Any takedowns should be on the basis of court orders, or orders
by senior officials in the government departments concerned. Moreovet, there
should be a provision for appealing against a takedown.

Reduce trade tensions

Govt should not let the US crack down on Indian exporters

nited States Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross will be in India this week

amid growing tensions that threaten to destabilise trade relations

between the two countries. Many are concerned that India will have to

go the extra mile to placate an increasingly protectionist US if it is to
retain its privileges as a developing country. Mr Ross’ visit comes amid reports —
not yet confirmed officially by the Indian commerce ministry — that the US is con-
sidering removing India from its “Generalised System of Preferences” trading
plan. Under the GSP, India — as a developing country — gets the opportunity to
export several kinds of goods tariff-free to the US. The system was put into place
in the 1970s, and India is one of the biggest beneficiaries of it as it now stands —
by some estimates, about a quarter of the revenue foregone under the scheme is
on account of Indian exporters. The importance of zero-tariff lines can be judged
from the fact that Indian apparel exporters, for example, struggle to export to the
European Union, where they receive no such benefits, in comparison to countries,
such as Bangladesh, that do.

The United States’ concerns about Indian trade practices may be somewhat
overstated because of the political climate in that country, given that its trade
deficit with India is relatively small in absolute terms. The trade deficit is barely $22
billion, as compared to the $566 billion deficit with the People’s Republic of China.
But India’s clumsy trade practices have made the situation worse. Restrictions on
stents, for example, have led to complaints in the US about the medical devices sec-
tor becoming closed. The dairy industry in the US has also complained — and
President Donald Trump has specifically referenced Harley Davidson motorcycles,
which are made in an electorally significant state. These irritants had led to 50 trad-
ing lines being taken out of the zero-tariff GSP mechanism last year.

However, since then the disagreements have intensified. Recent policy changes
in the digital space have reportedly been particularly problematic in the US’ eyes.
For example, the Indian government and regulators have come down hard on the
side of data localisation, forcing international companies in the digital space to store
some data within India, which they see as a commercial disadvantage. In addition,
recent moves in the e-commerce sector have been widely seen as protectionist. E-
commerce marketplaces that depend on foreign direct investment have been told
they cannot even run specific promotions or hold inventory or invest heavily in sell-
ers on their platforms.

These changes are seen as favouring Indian firms and removing a level play-
ing field. It would be unfortunate if such changes were taken without the larger pic-
ture in mind. The US-China trade war was supposed to open up opportunities to
increase Indian exports. Creating a robust exports ecosystem has been priority for
the government, and removal of the GSP would be a severe blow to attempts to cre-
ate jobs in export-sensitive sectors. The government will have to give Mr Ross a
patient hearing and see if there are compromises that can be worked out that serve
the Indian national interest. Protectionism is not in anyone’s interests — but cer-
tainly not in India’s.

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

Losing steam: The
coming China shock

Its internal debts are mounting to unsustainable heights, and domestic
investment levels have passed the point of diminishing returns

nomic and foreign policies were defying the

“laws” of economics and geopolitics, and warned
that the situation could not last. Since then, our
assessment has been borne out, and our concerns
have deepened.

Until recently, China had been able to pursue a
unique development path,
owing to the government’s far-
reaching control over the econ-
omy (and society more gener-
ally). But those days are over.
The country’s internal debts are
mounting to unsustainable
heights, and domestic invest-
ment levels have passed the
point of diminishing returns
and are veering toward negative
territory.

Moreover, China’s strategy
of fostering exports, promoting
industrial “national champi-
ons,” and expropriating foreign technology has
crossed the threshold of what the West, especially
the United States, is willing to tolerate. Chinese
President Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative is
showing all the signs of imperial overreach. Not
only does the BRI’s lending far exceed participating
governments’ borrowing capacity, but its loan
terms have become increasingly onerous — indeed,
usurious — as Harvard University’s Ricardo
Hausmann recently observed.

Backin September, we saw some discontinuity in
China’s economic performance as inevitable. Even if
the country was not heading for a full-blown crisis,
we believed it would almost certainly experience
some combination of rapidly decelerating growth
and a sharply depreciating exchange rate.

That prognosis has since become even more
likely. With global economic growth and exports
declining, China’s economy is on track to slow fur-
ther relative to the 6.4 per cent growth recorded in
the fourth quarter of 2018. The double-digit average

In September 2018, we argued that China’s eco-
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achieved from the 1980s until recently has never
seemed more distant.

In response to the current global slowdown, the
Chinese government has decided to loosen restric-
tions on private and public borrowing. But this will
merely aggravate the country’s debt and overin-
vestment problems. Or, as a famous Chinese saying

goes, it is akin to “drinking poi-
son to quench one’s thirst.”

Even without these macro
developments, China’s defiance
of well-established findings in
development economics was
¥ never going to last forever. The
economists Douglass North,
Daron Acemoglu, and James A
Robinson have shown that long-
run economic development
tends to rely on strong state
institutions and open political
systems, because these are nec-
essary to foster competition,

investor confidence, dynamism, and innovation.

In the chart above, the upward sloping line rep-
resents the positive relationship between political
and economic development. As the notable excep-
tion to an otherwise robust relationship, China has
long posed a problem for this theory. With its closed
political system, it should not be anywhere near as
rich asitis.

In the 1990s and 2000s, the West made a gamble
that China would cease to be an exception and would
veer toward normalcy by adopting more open and
democratic political institutions (as indicated by the
dotted blue arrow). As a practical matter, that bet
translated into Western policies to facilitate China’s
rise, and decisions by US firms to transfer manufac-
turing capacity there.

But under Xi’s leadership, China has instead
become less open (as shown by the red arrow). And,
as Nicholas Lardy of the Peterson Institute for
International Economics shows in a new book, its
economy has also shifted back from a private-sector-

.
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PSU resources: Future tense

managed the financial and investment
needs of India’s public sector undertakings
(PSUs)? The Union Budgets for the last five years
tell us an interesting story. The popular narrative so
far has been that the Modi government has squeezed
public sector outlays and the total investments of
PSUs grew at a tardy pace in this period. But take a
look at the five years of the Modi government, the
story looks a little different.
Total capital outlay for PSUs
in 2013-14, the last year of the
Manmohan Singh government,
was estimated at %3.32 trillion.
This was about 21 per cent of
the Union government’s total
expenditure that year and a lit-
tle less than 3 per cent of gross
domestic product (GDP). In
2018-19, the last year of the
Modi government, the total

How has the Narendra Modi government

NEW DELHI DIARY

The government’s Budgetary support to PSUs,
also, has increased significantly in these five years.
It has gone up from0.69 trillion in 2013-14 t0 ¥2.29
trillion in 2018-19. Its share in the total Budget
expenditure has doubled from 4.43 per cent to 9.34
per cent. Similarly, the share of Budgetary support
in GDP has risen from 0.62 per cent to 1.22 per cent
in this period.

Budgetary support for the PSUs includes the gov-
ernment’s equity contribution
and loans. It is important to
note that even by way of equity
contribution, the government’s
allocation for PSUs has gone up
from %0.64 trillion (4 per cent of
total government spending) in
2013-14 toX2.12 trillion (8.64 per
cent of total government
spending). Even loans have
risen at a similar pace from
%5,497 crore to 17,100 crore in

capital outlay for PSUs has
risen by over 163 per cent to
%8.74 trillion, accounting for
about 36 per cent of the total government expendi-
ture this year. Even as a share of GDP, PSU outlay has
gone up to 4.64 per cent. The number of PSUs cov-
ered by these outlays has not declined significantly
— their numbers have gone down from 146 in 2013-
14 t0139 in 2018-19.

A similar trend is noticeable for the total
resources that have been made available for PSUs
during these five years. From 2.58 trillion in 2013-14,
these have increased to ¥6.44 trillion in 2018-19.
Thus, PSU resources have gone up from being about
a sixth of the Union government’s total Budget
expenditure in 2013-14 to a little more than a fourth
of the Union government’s total expenditure in 2018-
19. Their share in GDP has gone up from 2.29 per cent
to 3.42 per cent in the same period.

A K BHATTACHARYA

this period.

While the government has
kept raising its allocations for
PSUs through higher overall investment and
Budgetary support, PSUs’ internal ability to raise
their own resources have taken a hit. This is a dis-
turbing trend that could have adverse long-term
implications for the PSUs. Internal resources of
PSUs, which are generated from their profits and
retained earnings, have grown at a much slower
pace, from1.72 trillion in 2013-14 toI1.98 trillion in
2018-19. Worse, as per cent of the government’s total
expenditure, the internal resources generated by
PSUs have fallen from 11 per cent to 8 per cent in this
period. Even as per cent of GDP, they have declined

from 1.53 per cent in 2013-14 to 1.05 per cent.
A lower pace of increase in PSUs’ internal
resource generation would suggest a decline in
their overall financial performance. However, the
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West's gamble: China
returns to normalcy,

TheXiturn
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China
: Returnto normalcy
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¥ correction

Long-run causal relationship
from politics to economics

Long-Run Economic Development

Political Institutions

driven growth model to state capitalism.

In other words, systemic political and economic
changes are making China even more of an excep-
tion, thereby increasing the odds that its return to
normalcy will come in the form of a sharp deterio-
ration in economic performance (the downward dot-
ted black arrow). There is no telling precisely when
that correction will happen. But the more China
defies the rules of economic development, the more
likely it becomes.

Unfortunately, any discontinuity in China’s eco-
nomic performance would have a seismic effect on
the rest of the world, because it would lead to a sig-
nificant weakening of the renminbi. In fact, China
itself might engineer a depreciation of its currency
in order to promote its exports and cushion the
inevitable fall in domestic demand, particularly its
investment component.

Such a scenario would have a tsunami-like impact
on global currencies. Other major Asian countries
would respond by pursuing their own devaluations to
maintain their competitiveness, and Europe and the
United States would experience sharp deflation as
their currencies strengthened in kind.

For a historical comparison, consider that in the
1930s, the US dollar and British sterling depreciated
by about 40 per cent over four years, while the
French and German currencies remained broadly
stable (measured against gold). Like the US and
Britain in 1929, just before the Great Depression,
today the major Asian economies that would be
affected by a Chinese currency shock account for
around 30 per cent of world trade.

Making matters worse, trade is much more
important to the global economy today than it was
90 years ago. In 2017, merchandise exports account-
ed for 20-25 per cent of global GDP, compared to
just 8 per cent in 1929. That means a depreciation in
Asian currencies would have a significantly greater
global impact than the dollar/sterling devaluation of
the 1930s. Thus, a China shock could potentially
dwarf the competitive currency depreciations of the
early 1930s — one of the darkest economic periods
in recorded history.

One way or another, China’s continued defiance
of the “laws” of macroeconomics, geopolitics, and
economic development will hasten its inevitable
return to normalcy. When that happens, the world
had better brace itself.

Subramanian, a former chief economic adviser to the
government of India, is a senior fellow at the Peterson
Institute for International Economics and a visiting
lecturer at Harvard'’s Kennedy School of Government. He is
the author of Eclipse: Living in the Shadow of China’s
Economic Dominance. Felman is director of JH
Consulting. © Project Syndicate, 2019.

government has continued to secure for itself a
decent increase in its dividend income from these
PSUs in this period. This is yet another disturbing
trend as far as the prospects of PSUs’ long-term
financial health are concerned. Dividends income
for the government from PSUs (excluding financial
sector companies like the public-sector banks) has
risen from 325,921 crore in 2013-14 to 345,124 crore
in 2018-19.

A bigger cause for concern emanates from the
interim Budget’s projections on the PSUs’ finances
for 2019-20. The total capital outlay for PSUs for
the coming year will go down by 14 per cent to37.48
trillion, compared to %¥8.74 trillion in 2018-19.
Similarly, the government’s Budgetary support for
the PSUs would decline by a bigger margin of 43 per
cent to 1.3 trillion in 2019-20, compared to
%2.29 trillion in 2018-19. Not surprisingly, the gov-
ernment’s equity contribution to PSUs will also
drop by 47 per cent to X1.13 trillion in 2019-20.

But the PSUSs’ internal resources generation is
expected to go up to 2.2 trillion, an increase of 11 per
cent over the amount in 2018-19. And the govern-
ment expects the PSUs to pay up a much higher
dividend amount of 353,160 crore in 2019-20, an
increase of about 18 per cent over the previous year.

In sum, while the five years of the Modi govern-
ment have indeed seen a healthy increase in PSUS’
outlay and the Budgetary support for them, the
next year’s numbers for PSUs reveal the squeeze in
the government’s own resources. Thus, total capital
outlay for the PSUs has seen a drop, for the first
time in the last four years. And even as the govern-
ment has allocated less amount by way of equity
support to the PSUs, it is expecting a much higher
dividend income from them. These do not augur
well for the PSUs in 2019-20 and the years ahead,
unless these numbers are revisited and, hopefully,
revised in the full Budget that will be presented lat-
er in July this year.

Whose goddessisit,anyway?
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BOOK REVIEW

ARUNDHUTI DASGUPTA

The age-old annual autumnal worship of
the Devi (Durga, Amba and other forms)
has grown from strength to strength and in
recent years, even turned into a colour-
coordinated celebration of ethnic wear in
workplaces, housing societies, puja pan-
dals and other public spaces with each of
the nine days of the festival assigned a
unique and auspicious colour.

The Navaratra/Navaratri festival is riding
the highs of a popularity wave. And while
such forms of celebration and worship are
far removed from the practices set out in

the original texts and purists may frown,
what is striking is that Devi worship is thriv-
ing. Even as the goddess disappears from
the public altar in other cultures, both her
form and her followers are expanding and
evolving in the region.

In this context, a deep dive of the kind
that this book provides, is invaluable.
Structured as a collection of 15 essays that
look at Navaratri through the ages and
across the social spectrum, it traces the
emergence of the festival in early Sanskrit
texts, to the engagement with the goddess
in popular culture, to her present-day politi-
cisation. And thus opens a window into
the socio-political and cultural evolution of
people in the region.

The book also shows just how diverse
goddess worship has always been in the
region, from the Navaratra celebrations in
parts of Uttar Pradesh to her invocation as
part of Ramlila and to the Durga Puja in

Bengal—the goddess undergoes many
changes.

One of the essays (“Which Durga?
Which Navaratra?”) digs into the stark dif-
ferences in ritual practices between two
groups of followers in Nepal where the fes-
tival is celebrated as Dasain. The Newars
and the Parbatiyas, who derive their tradi-
tions from the Malla and Shah dynasties
that ruled over the Kathmandu region in
the 18th century, worship the same god-
dess, but in very different ways. This is
despite the fact that both the royal dynas-
ties conflated political power with the god-
dess and followed the same Vedic text.

Such diversity is a sign of the flexibility
that the worship of the goddess afforded
her followers. To an extent, that is also prob-
ably why the goddess has continued to hold
her place in the large and increasingly dom-
inant pantheon of male gods in the region.

The Navratra/ratri (nine nights) festival

has been co-opted by both the epics where
the worship of the Devi heralds victory. In
the Ramayana, Rama turns to Durga
when he finds himself weakened against
Ravana’s might. This story is not part of
the Valmiki Ramayan, but in later texts,
especially the vernacular versions. In the
Valmiki Ramayana, Surya, the sun god, is
worshipped. When he is replaced by
Durga, the prayers and rituals remain the
same even as the presiding deity changes.
Recycle and reuse has been an ancient
Vedic mantra.

In the Mahabharata, the Pandavas wor-
ship the goddess before going incognito
during their exile. They hide their weapons
on a Sami tree (Prosopis Cineraria) and then
sing praises of the goddess—the Sami tree
has cult status in ancient Indian texts and
was a part of the royal celebrations during
Navaratri and Vijayadasami. Closely linked
to the goddess, it follows her wherever she
is worshipped.

The clout of the goddess is consider-
able even today, even if it has been modified
to suit the growing influence and grip of

Brahminical patriarchy and political needs.
One of the essays (“Politics, religion and
art in the Durga Puja of West Bengal”)
shows how the goddess and her worship
has been appropriated and transformed
within the political space in Bengal. From
the artistry that marks the designing of the
pandals, to the nature of the clubs that
organise the festival and the invitation
cards that go out at the start of the festival
and to the deification of Mamata Banerjee,
chief minister of the state, as Sakti—the
Durga Puja has lent itself to the political
theatre of the times.

The essay weaves the narrative around
three case studies in the state to show how
the image of the goddess has been used.
First, there was a metaphorical represen-
tation of Ms Banerjee as goddess demol-
ishing the demonic figures that symbolise
the CPM (her opposition). In the second
phase she turned into an artist who gives
form to the goddess, painting an artistic
Durga for a Puja organised by one of the
influential clubs. And, finally, she
becomes the one to breathe life into the

idol, by painting her eyes.

Just as political exigencies have cre-
ated a new idiom for the goddess, so has
the changing economic profile of wor-
shippers. In Benares, for instance, the
Ram Lila that was once the most impor-
tant and spectacular festival of the region
has seen its allure dim as the economi-
cally powerful community of Bengalis
has grown. There has been a more than
200 per cent increase in Durga Puja cele-
brations in the city, the essays (“Navaratri
in Benares”) records. It also documents
the changing views about the festival
among the people in the city. For those
familiar with the loud rhetoric and shrill
narrative of a militant urban class, the
essay is a must read as it may well open
the door to a new world.

NINE NIGHTS OF THE GODDESS:
The Navaratri Festival in South Asia
Caleb Simmons, Moumita Sen and
Hillary Rodrigues (Editors)

Aleph

799, 374 pages
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Modi-Naidu slugtest

Leaders stoop low in the run-up to polls

ITH the Lok Sabha elections just a couple of months away,
Wpolitical histrionics have become the (dis)order of the day.
The grander the scale and the stage, the better it is for the
protagonists to make their presence felt. A week after West Bengal
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee upped the ante against the Modi
government with the Kolkata sit-in, her Andhra Pradesh counterpart,
N Chandrababu Naidu, observed a fast in New Delhi on Monday in
protest against his ally-turned-enemy. Naidu’s Telugu Desam Party
(TDP) had pulled out of the BJP-led NDA in March last year over the
latter’s failure to grant special status to AP. With 16 Lok Sabha seats,
the TDP had been the third largest constituent of the alliance (after
the BJP and the Shiv Sena). However, the immediate provocation for
the CM’s Dharma Porata Deeksha (day-long protest for justice) was
the PM’s outburst during the Guntur rally on Sunday. Modi had
admitted that Naidu was ‘senior’ to him, but only in losing elections,
switching loyalties and back-stabbing father-in-law NT Rama Rao.
The offended CM, in turn, accused the PM of violating ‘raj dhar-
ma’ by denying Andhra Pradesh special status, a promise that the
Centre had made during the state’s bifurcation in 2014. He even raked
up the 2002 Gujarat riots and quoted then Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee on the mayhem that had rocked the state then ruled by
Modi. If the PM called Naidu ‘son Lokesh’s (doting) father’, the CM
taunted him by referring to his wife Jashodaben, a private individual.
Elections or no elections, such below-the-belt remarks not only dis-
credit the politicians, but also undermine the constitutional posts that
they occupy. By throwing restraint and decorum to the winds, these lead-
ers are demonstrating that they can stoop to any level just to run down
their rivals in the hot pursuit of power. The cacophonous barbs are likely
to become sharper and more personal as the campaigning hots up in the
forthcoming weeks. Sorely being missed are the statesmen who can rise
above the theatrics and raise issues of public and national concern.

Farmers suicide a shame

Reforms to end farm crisis needed

past few days. Predictably, they all had been struggling to make

ends meet from just a couple of acres of land and were reeling
under debt. It once again puts a question mark on the viability of the
various doles and loan waivers announced over the years by different
governments to woo the farmers. Other than temporarily pacifying
the peasants, these measures have proved to be mere band aids.
Though, undoubtedly, the sops have reaped votes for political parties.
Once the dust of the much-touted grandiose plans, purported to uplift
their condition, settles down, another sad reality sinks in. A huge
majority of the toiling tillers with small or no landholdings finds itself
filtered out. In a rude jolt to this most needy section, the fine print
detailing the financial benefits of insurance schemes or loan waivers
more often than not leaves it devoid of any benefit.

Perhaps, in doing so, the government’s money calculations make
prudent economic sense. But they can be called only miscalculations
if they fail to prevent the farmers from gulping down pesticides or
tightening the noose around their necks; if they fail to give him a life
of dignity, with his families enjoying a good life. The policy-makers
must address the agrarian crisis. It is indeed shameful if the feeders
of the nation do not have enough on their plate.

For the farm sector to become productive, it is essential that the crop
schemes are designed in such a way that agriculture, like business,
becomes remunerative. In addition to M\SPs, subsidies and direct money
transfers in the beneficiaries’ accounts, an imaginative plan enabling the
cultivator to have some control on the pricing mechanism of his product
1s the need of the hour. Easy access to credit from banks for farmers will
counter the rising input costs and make cultivation viable. The spectre of
farmers committing suicide is a blatant instance of the state failing to do
its duty. A permanent solution to farm distress would come from compre-
hensive land and agriculture reforms rather than short-term lollipops.

r I {HREE more farmers have committed suicide in Punjab in the

I hate banks. They’re first in with their fees and first
out when there’s trouble. — Earl Warren

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO
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Revolutionaries and Self-Government.
ALTHOUGH it is not in any one’s power to predict that with the grant of
substantial reforms the last of the revolutionaries will have turned over a new
leaf, there is reason to hope for the best. This is shown by an extract from a letter
received in Bengal from a prisoner in the Andamans, which Mr. Chanda read in
the course of the discussion on the 1st Sedition Bill, and which ran as follows:-
“Now that the Government of India have promises substantial Self-Government
the work of the revolutionaries is finished.” We do not know who this prisoner is,
but we remember having read sometime ago in the Bengal papers that Barindra
Ghose, the leader of the first batch of revolutionaries in Bengal, perhaps in all
India, had expressed similar sentiments. It is difficult to believe that men who,
on their own admission took to revolutionary methods to work out what they
conceived to be the political salvation out of despair of constitutional methods,
would remain unaffected by so great, so undisputed a triumph of constitutional
agitation as the grant of reforms that have now been promised to us.

Not amendment, but abandonment.

THIS leads us to remark that no mere policy of tinkering can meet the
requirements of the case. Mr. Banerjea, indeed, seemed to think that it
was possible so to modify the Bill in the Select Committee as to make it
comparatively innocuous. We doubt if such purification of the measures is
possible. It is the principles of the Bills, the essential, fundamental
principles of them, which the public cannot accept, and Sir William
Vincent had these principles and no mere detail in view when he declared
that the machinery of the Bills must not be destroyed.

OPINION
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For now, feels like good times

Under the new Governor, the RBI has fallen in line
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SUBIR ROY

SENIOR ECONOMIC ANALYST

FTER the interim Budget

which had goodies for all,

the government has sent

another signal that it
wants the electorate to feel as good
as possible. The interesting part of
this second signal is that it has had
to follow a slightly indirect route. It
comes from the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI), which 1is an
autonomous regulator and, on the
face of it, the twin decisions that its
monetary policy committee took on
Thursday are its own.

But the recent history is that
there was a huge face-off between
the then RBI Governor, Urjit Patel,
and the government after which he
resigned. His replacement, Shak-
tikanta Das, a former civil servant
who oversaw the demonetisation
exercise from the Finance Ministry,
has a record of pursuing the gov-
ernment’s line with alacrity (which
he must, of course, as a civil ser-
vant). So, rid of euphemism, the
government now has its own man at
the head of the RBI and he has
delivered to order.

The twin decisions are: cutting the
policy rate by 0.25 per cent to 6.25
per cent and changing the mone-
tary policy stance (the way it sees
the future) from ‘calibrated tighten-
ing’ to ‘neutral’. What this means
is that the RBI no longer expects to
slowly tighten monetary policy
(making money dearer) looking
ahead but has an odds-even view. As
for the cut in the policy rate, this is
the first time that it is being done
since nearly one and a half years
ago. It means that the RBI will now
lend money to banks against gov-
ernment securities at 0.25 per cent,
less than what it was doing earlier.

IT HELPS: The government now has its own man heading the regulator.

RBI has given reasons for doing what it has. But what'’s
left unsaid is the pressure from the government to make
money easy to come by ahead of the polls.

The ‘repo’ in the policy repo rate
stands for ‘repurchase obligation’.
When a Central bank issues gov-
ernment securities, it, in fact, bor-
rows money from the market on
behalf of the government. The
repo rate is the rate at which the
bank says it is obliged to repur-
chase those securities from the
market which are offered to it, thus
adding to liquidity.

A lowering of the repo rate means
that money will get cheaper and the
change in stance to ‘neutral’ means
the market can expect another rate
cut before the end of the financial
year, that is before April.

Now before the excitement that
the floating rate of interest for bor-
rowing, say housing loan, will fall
slightly and have a downward
impact on EMI, it is important to
note that such is the mechanical
process, banks will not be able to,
even if they want to, pass on the
rate cut immediately, that is not
before April.

Besides, bank lending is growing
faster than deposit mobilisation.
So, if anything, banks should want

to raise their deposit rates to attract
more deposits, not lower them.
Additionally, private sector banks
are already paying more for
deposits, so the scope for public
sector banks (they account for the
bulk of the market) to lower their
deposit rates will be limited. If
deposit rates are sticky downward,
can lending rates go down in any
meaningful way?

Lastly, a particular bank may
decide that it has a whole lot of pro-
visioning to do for non-performing
assets and so needs to earn more. It
can do this by increasing the mar-
gin between its borrowing and
lending rates. It will, say, cut the
interest rate it pays its depositors
but not the rate it charges its bor-
rowers. So, no relief on housing
loan! It is all right to remain opti-
mistic, but don’t think of it as a
done deal (interest rate cut on bor-
rowing). The government will, how-
ever, keep nudging the public sec-
tor banks to lower lending rates.

The RBI has given several rea-
sons for its change of outlook. First,
the global ones. One, the growth

prospect of the advanced
economies is looking none too good
and any growth impetus has to
come from within and not without.
Two, emerging economies, overall,
are clearly in a slowdown phase, the
sentiment being created foremost
by the big boy who is a youngster in
name only, China. Three, commod-
ity prices — many emerging
economies live by selling them —
have recovered from their immedi-
ately low level, but are not yet at the
past peak. Four, global financial
markets are calmer now.

Domestically, there is a need to give
a push to investment demand and
also to industrial activity, which has
slowed after October. There is a down-
ward revision of inflationary projec-
tions. The Central Statistics Office
(CSO) has brought down the growth
projection for the current year by 200
basis points, compared to the mone-
tary policy outlook in December.
Slightly at the margin, there is a need
and scope to give a gentle push to
growth as inflation is not an issue.

These are the official reasons
given by the RBI for doing what it
has done. What has been left
unsaid is that there is pressure
from the government to make
money easy to come by in the run-
up to the elections.

The focus of official thinking is
revealed in two other decisions
announced. The RBI has eased
bank lending rules for non-bank-
ing finance companies which have
been shaken ever since IL&FS
defaulted. NBFCs running out of
money means the tap being
turned off for, among other things,
affordable housing loans and mon-
ey for small businesses via micro-
finance institutions. A big issue
before Patel’s departure was the
need to address the liquidity
crunch facing NBFCs.

So, the outlook before the voter
and businesses is that there are at
least three months of good times
ahead. What will happen thereafter,
when a new government gets down
to working out the arithmetic that is
has inherited, is another matter.

Pink slip of the other kind

MOHAN SINGH

WENTIETH-century type-

writers, their parts like key

levers, carriage, roller and tab-
ulator, and their functions were
unintelligible to us kids, though my
elder brother, who was a steno in the
DC’s office in the 1950s, had access
to all carriage sizes A to E. Even
when we grew up, we were not sup-
posed to touch, much less try to type
on his personal machine. Hardly 5
per cent college professors owned a
portable model. It was a status sym-
bol among academics those days.
So, when we college teachers got
some arrears, it was a windfall and
the first thing I did was to purchase

Lathicharge on teachers
Refer to the report ‘Punjab teach-

ers’ protest turns violent, 25
injured’ (Feb 11); it is a shameful
incident. A teacher is a country’s
pride. A successful nation depends
on its teachers. What is the future
of a nation whose teachers are
being lathicharged! An agitating
teacher will never be able to fulfil
anyone’s dream. The government
must listen to the protesting teach-
ers as it is their democratic right to
raise their voice if injustice 1is
being done to them. But who is the
greatest loser? They are the thou-
sands of school students who come
from far-away areas to get educa-
tion, but are sent back without any
precious gain.

AMAN CHEEMA, KAPURTHALA

It’s ‘public’ money

Apropos the editorial ‘Maya and
her statues’ (Feb 11), nobody has
the right to drain the state’s
exchequer, which is meant for pub-
lic welfare schemes. Her justifica-
tion that the statues were erected
as a tourist attraction and were a
source of the state’s income is
unconvincing. The ulterior motive
behind building the huge struc-
tures of elephants — Maya’s party
symbol — is obvious. The SC ver-

an American Sears Carriage A pro-
fessional for Rs 3,000. I was on cloud
nine and flaunted my purchase
before whoever visited our place,
whether they were interested or not.
I could be seen tapping and ‘tick-
ticking’, making address labels for
friends or stickers for school note-
books. I hardly felt any other use, till
I had a brainwave. Why not type a
bombastic letter to the SP Traffic!

I purchased a ream of special
paper, a conspicuous pink shade, a
brand-new ink ribbon and a pack of
carbon sheets. I typed the flawless
draft, slipped it into an envelope and
posted it.  had done the most impor-
tant social duty, I thought.

After a couple of days, I was chal-

dict will go a long way in deterring
astute politicians from grinding
their own axe by wasting public
money mindlessly.

VIMAL SETHI, KAPURTHALA

Go for education instead

If all so-called Dalit legislators
and government employees,
whether in state government or
the Centre, together set up educa-
tional trusts to make available
quality education for Dalit chil-
dren, the entire social scenario
will see a transformation. Instead
of wasting money on publicity and
other trivial activities, they
should focus on arranging educa-
tional facilities for their commu-
nity. This would be the only effec-
tive step to bring them on a par
with others, since good education
is the chief weapon to bring about
desired changes. Playing vote-
bank politics by erecting statues
and misinterpreting history will
not serve any purpose.

RAVI BHUSHAN, KURUKSHETRA

Come clean on Rafale

Refer to the report ‘CAG ineligi-
ble to conduct Rafale deal audit:
Congress’ (Feb 11); Congress
president Rahul Gandhi has been

laned for ‘wrong parking in Hall
Bazaar’, even though I had not even
parked my scooter nor had I any
intention to. I was sitting on my sta-
tionary two-wheeler and conversing
with a friend, but the cop would not
relent. He said his new boss, who was
strict, had just driven past to his office
and had gestured to challan me.

I had to surrender my Registration
Certificate (RC) and received the
ticket for appearing before the DTO.
I tried to retrieve the RC through
other means, fair or foul, but in vain.
The South Indian IPS officer had
earned ‘notoriety’ for being strict
about traffic violations. As a last-
ditch effort, an influential colleague
offered to take me to the SP’s office.

asking some tough questions,
directed at Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi on the Rafale deal.
Since the deal costs a bomb, it is
essential that some important
facts come into the public
domain, as to how this deal came
through even though financial,
legal and technical experts were
not consulted before inking it.
The PM should present the facts
before the nation, or be prepared
to face more accusations from the
Congress chief. The elections are
inching closer and it appears that
this issue will also play in the
minds of people when they cast
their vote.

DEVENDRA KHURANA, BHOPAL

Hindi in UAE

It is a historical day for the Indian
community in the UAE, with Hin-
di becoming the third official lan-
guage in its judiciary system. It is
a diplomatic win to get a language
status in a Muslim country. This
would be a boon for the work force
there, as most Indians there are
unskilled labour class and not
conversant in Arabic or English.
This will facilitate them in under-
standing the rights and duties and
they will not fall prey to immi-
grant agencies. This is certainly a

The officer was busy with a group of
well-dressed young men, who per-
haps had been hauled up for some
minor infringements and were get-
ting a dressing-down.

On a closer view, I saw that he had
a pink paper in his right hand, which
I understood was the letter written
by me, asking, among other things,
to be strict on irresponsible parking.

I had no moral courage left to
plead for leniency and meekly
chose to appear before the DTO
and pay the penalty.

Later, it was discovered that the
two-wheeler that the officer had
ordered to be challaned was some
other number because the officer
kept a private record of his orders!

recognition of the contribution
made by the Indian community to
the UAE’s social and economic
development.

ANIL VINAYAK, AMRITSAR

All want quota

The Gurjar protest is not shocking
because after the recent economical-
ly weak section quota introduced by
the government, every community
wants reservation for the betterment
of its members. However, it is not pos-
sible to give reservation to every sin-
gle community in the country. So, the
government should shun vote-bank
politics, and instead, prepare work-
able schemes to generate employ-
ment. That is the only way out.

ISHA, BATHINDA

CBI-CM face-off

Apropos the editorial ‘Centre-
state showdown’, it appears that
for both the Centre and the state,
it became a matter of prestige, as
neither wanted to give an impres-
sion of yielding any ground for
political considerations. Mamata
Banerjee is likely to make sub-
stantial political capital by calling
the acrimonious face-off as an
assault on Bengal’s dignity.

LJS PANESAR, BY MAIL

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit. These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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Chinass strategic shift mirrors Xi's grand plans

-
.

MAJ GEN GG DWIVEDI (RETD)
FORMER DEFENCE ATTACHE IN CHINA

recent Pentagon report has
raised the alarm on China’s
relentless drive for global
expansion, both by military
and non-military means. As per Dan Tay-
lor, a senior US defence intelligence ana-
lyst, People’s Republic of China is rapid-
ly building a robust and lethal force with
capabilities spanning the ground, air,
maritime, space and information
domains, designed to enable Beijing to
impose its will on the region and beyond.
By undertaking counter-piracy opera-
tions in the Gulf of Aden over the past
decade and expanding its military pres-
ence in the East and South China Seas,
as per Taylor, China has demonstrated its
willingness to employ the People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA) as an instrument of
national power in the execution of a ‘his-
toric mission in the new century’. The
Chinese leadership considers a well-con-
ceived military modernisation pro-
gramme essential for the country to
achieve the status of a ‘great power’ .
The thought process of the commu-
nist leadership continues to be influ-
enced by China’s ancient wisdom. Chi-
nese strategists firmly believe that
their country was secure and prosper-
ous when internally strong with a sub-
dued neighbourhood, ensuring a
peaceful periphery. Traditional Chi-
nese thinking professed that the best
way to respond to a threat was to elim-
inate it. This is vindicated by the fact
that China used force eight times dur-
ing the first three decades following

Dr R KUMAR

PRESIDENT, SOCIETY FOR PROMOTION OF
ETHICAL AND AFFORDABLE HEALTHCARE

Once established, the
health and wellness
centres will provide primary
medical care, free drugs
and diagnostic services,
handling more than 70 per
cent of the outpatient load.
These will also ensure
medication compliance
and follow-up care,
saving people from the
exploitative and unethical
practices that are allegedly
rampant during
hospitalisation.
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the 1949 Revolution. The Chinese
attribute the loss of their prime posi-
tion to the weakness of the Qing
Dynasty (1636-1912) and a continental
mindset. ‘Shi’ (strategic configuration
by gaining position of advantage) is an
essential facet of strategic thinking.

Given the authoritarian character of
the Chinese system, generational lead-
ership change significantly impacted
the nation’s policies, particularly dur-
ing the times of Mao Zedong and Deng
Xiaoping. President Xi Jinping, on
assuming power, moved fast. He went
on to initiate transformational reforms
aimed to change the traditional strate-
gic framework, advocating a greater
Chinese role in world affairs.

Xi took on the mantle of the Fifth
Generation leadership in 2012. He was
expected to abide by the constitutional
rules adhered to by his immediate
predecessors. However, he chose to
play differently. While commencing his
first term as the President in 2013, Xi
had stated, “To forge iron, you ought to
be strong.” Accordingly, he set about
systematically to strengthen his hold
on the twin levers of power — the Com-
munist Party of China (CPC) and the
PLA. Xi unleashed an unbridled anti-
corruption campaign which proved
handy to purge political rivals. Concur-
rently, radical military reforms were
initiated with a dual aim: to prepare the
defence forces for the enlarged role
and reinforce the party’s hold over the
PLA. To the three most important titles
— General Secretary of the CPC, Chair-
man of the Central Military Commis-
sion and the President — that Xi was
already holding, he added half a dozen
over a short period. In a lighter vein, Xi
began to be referred to as the CEO
(Chairman of Everything).

During the 19th Party Congress held in
2017, Xi unveiled his concept of ‘China
Dream’ (Zhong Guo Meng). It envisaged
China’s road to rejuvenation — entering
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TARGET: Reforms are afoot to transform the PLA into a modern fighting force on a par with Western armies by the next two decades.

China is rapidly building a
robust and lethal force with
capabilities spanning the
ground, air, maritime, space
and information domains,
designed to enable Beijing
to impose its will on the
region and beyond. India
finds itself in a catch-22
situation. While not in
a position to effectively
counter China’s
expansionist design, it is
constrained to join regional
grouping ‘Quad’ with US,
Japan and Australia.

the ‘new era’, emerging as a ‘prosper-
ous and powerful’ nation and the
restoration of its legacy. He outlined twin
centenary objectives: China to emerge as
a fully modern socialist economy by 2035
and to acquire the status of a ‘great mod-
ern socialist country’ by 2049. Xi’s
‘Thought for New Era Socialism with
Special Chinese Characteristics’ stand
enshrined in the party constitution. With
the abolishment of the limit set on the
presidential term through a constitution-
al amendment, the path was cleared for
Xi to continue in power for life.
Xipropounded the policy of ‘striving
for achievement’ (fanfa youwei) dur-
ing the 2017 party congress, advocat-
ing a greater Chinese role to shape the
new international order. This marked
the abandonment of the three-decade-
old strategy enunciated by Deng — to
“conceal one’s strength, never take a
leadership role, and bide one’s time”
till China completed its peaceful rise.
In keeping with the changed foreign
policy, Xi has initiated major strategic
initiatives since 2014. There was an
overdrive to expand China’s military

position in South China Sea with a
rapid programme of island reclama-
tion to ensure diminution of US influ-
ence in the region. As part of its glob-
al outreach, China is in the process of
acquiring a string of naval bases in
Myanmar (Kyaukpyu), Sri Lanka
(Hambantota), Pakistan (Gwadar) and
Djibouti to emerge as a major player
in the Indo-Pacific, besides the west-
ward expansion into Eurasia region.

The path-breaking military reforms
that are underway aim to transform the
PLA into a modern fighting force on a
par with the Western armies by the next
two decades. The focus is on building a
strong national defence and powerful
armed forces as a security guarantee for
China’s peaceful development.

Xihas combined geo-political and geo-
strategic dimensions to launch ‘Belt-
Road’ and ‘Maritime Silk Route’ initia-
tives across Eurasia, Africa and beyond,
engaging more than 70 countries and
entailing multi-trillion-dollar invest-
ment. Playing a lead role in regional
groupings like the Shanghai Coopora-
tion Organisation and BRICS, and

establishing financial institutions such
as the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank are consistent actions to further
China’s policy of resisting the West-driv-
en international order.

Xi’s foreign policy is unapologetical-
ly nationalist, in pursuit of its core
interests — sovereignty, stability, secu-
rity and economic development. His
new ideology seeks to promote an alter-
native model characterised by ‘author-
itarian capitalism’. Today, the US is
conflicted about its global role with
Trump in relentless pursuit of the
‘America First’ policy. Russia under
Putin continues to be under the delu-
sion of the ‘Cold War’ symmetry. Xi has
scripted a clearer strategic road map for
China. He is expected to pursue aggres-
sive diplomacy to restructure the inter-
national order, whose underlying rules
will be increasingly framed by Beijing.

Given India’s complex relations with
China, the emerging scenario has far-
reaching implications. While not in a
position to effectively counter China’s
expansionist design and at the same
time seriously constrained to join the
regional grouping such as ‘Quad’ with
US, Japan and Australia, India finds
itself in a catch-22 situation. Ironically,
Delhi has no option but to revamp its
capability to engage Beijing on equal
terms. It is time India formulates a
long-term policy to emerge as an impor-
tant stakeholder in the Indo-Pacific.

China’s strategic shift is in sync with
Xi’s grand design — China acquiring
superpower status by the middle of
this century. Given the opaque system,
past legacy and growing assertiveness,
the communist leadership’s claim
about their nation’s rise to be peaceful
has inherent contradictions. It is vital
for the global polity to effectively
engage with the communist leader-
ship to avoid what US political scien-
tist Graham Allison called the
‘Thucydides trap’.

Wellness centres key to success of Ayushman Bharat

ETTING up 1.5 lakh health and

wellness centres (HWCs) across

the country can be a game-chang-

er to realise the goal of healthcare
for the teeming millions of India. Health
insurance and Mission Indradhanush
have hogged the limelight, but the HWC
component has got sidelined. The latter
is a vital part of Prime Minister’s Jan
Arogya Yojana (PM-JAY), also called
Ayushman Bharat.

India cannot afford the luxury of
ensuring patient care to all or even 40
per cent poor citizens under Ayush-
man Bharat. Health preservation for
all i1s a more practical proposition.
Emphasis on prevention is a prerequi-
site for the programme’s success.

Wellness means that a person is free
of risk factors for disease and does not
practise adverse behaviour, such as
smoking, drinking and taking drugs,
that could jeopardise health. The
terms ‘wellness’ and ‘health’ are not
synonymous. Wellness is the “active
process of becoming aware of and
making choices toward a healthy
lifestyle, fitness and well-being.”

Essentially, if health is the goal, well-
ness is the way to achieve it. Wellness
i1s the action, while health is the
desired outcome. If wellness is prac-
tised, diseases can be kept at bay.

A conscious effort to improve well-
ness can ultimately reduce treatment
costs. If 80 per cent of the people who
throng hospitals as patients do not fall
sick, it will be easier to give health
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YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

Across: 1 Several, 5 Tulip, 8 In consequence, 9 Flora, 10 Artiste, 11 Frisky, 12 Trifle, 15
Referee, 17 Scent, 19 All in good time, 20 Musty, 21 Freight.

Down: 1 Stiff, 2 Victoria Falls, 3 Ransack, 4 Leeway, 5 Taunt, 6 Long-suffering, 7
Precede, 11 Firearm, 13 Residue, 14 Set off, 16 Rangy, 18 Treat.

23

00O N O1LWwWwN -

ACROSS

1 Actually (2,4)

=1 4 Calm(6)

9 Move abruptly in anger (7)
T -] 10 Outspoken (5)

11 Amalgamate (5)

12 Fastest land animal (7)

13 Poor consolation (4,7)

18 Provisional (7)

20 Easy elegance (5)

22 Express succinctly (3,2)
23 Interconnected system (7)
1 24 Unpretentious (6)

7 25 Source (6)

Wickedness (6)

Reduce to silence (5) 1
Maintain in argument (7)
Become void (5)

Hire on contract (7) 1
Small sailing boat (6)
Freedom from worry
(5,2,4)

14 Best (7)

15 Combat aircraft (7)
16 A cherry brandy (6)
17 To estimate (6)

19 Drive back (5)

21 As a companion (5)
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insurance cover or provide treatment to
the remaining 20 per cent in hospitals.

Viewed on a larger canvas, the set-
ting up of HWCs will be of great ben-
efit to the employers of corporate
houses for enhancing productivity.
Educating the workforce about well-
ness and lifestyle changes, such as
drinking plenty of water instead of
tea; walking to office instead of using
a vehicle; taking a walk during
breaks instead of sitting; spending
less time on the mobile phone; and
packing fruits and vegetables or

L

BENEFIT: Efforts to improve wellness can ultimately reduce treatment costs.
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home-made lunch instead of order-
ing junk food can help people achieve
their wellness goals. The government
can intervene to reduce the content
of excessive salt, sugar and trans-fats
in packaged food. Setting up gyms or
making a provision for outdoor sports
on corporate or institution premises
can boost wellness and increase pro-
ductivity. This will be of great impor-
tance for health insurance companies
also. If they administer wellness to
their policy-holders rather than wait
for them to fall sick and then reim-

burse medical treatment costs, their
own profitability will increase. This
will also promote the penetration of
universal health insurance.

Health insurance under Ayushman
Bharat, which offers to meet the cost of
hospitalisation up to Rs 5 lakh per fam-
ily, has made a good beginning. Dr Indu
Bhushan, CEO of Ayushman Bharat
and the National Health Agency, vouch-
es for its initial success with 7 lakh hos-
pitalisation cases, Rs 900-crore disbur-
sal and 45 lakh registrations under the
programme in the first 100 days.

However, insurance is only a pallia-
tive for 40 per cent poor population,
leaving aside the remaining 60 per
cent. Do we have the resources and
infrastructure to spend Rs 5 lakh per
family for over 10 crore poor house-
holds? How to ensure that it will be
implemented ethically? The HWCs,
when set up, will provide primary
medical care, free drugs and diagnos-
tic services. These will handle more
than 70 per cent of the outpatient load.
These will also ensure medication
compliance and follow-up care, saving
people from the exploitative and
unethical practices that are allegedly
rampant during hospitalisation.

Estimates show that it will cost about
Rs 20 lakh to set up and run an HWC.
Thus, the annual spend on HWCs will
be Rs 30,000 crore. The Union Health
Ministry has neither allocated the
resources nor has the national health
budget been raised from about 1 per

cent of the GDP to the promised 2.5
per cent. However, it will be unfair to
condemn Ayushman Bharat as a utopi-
an or election stunt. If a nationwide
network of HWCs is set up and
resources are provided, it can achieve
the objective of a healthy India.

Studies in countries such as Brazil
show that good health can be attained
through preventive and primary
healthcare. Closer home, a study
from Tamil Nadu of 67 HWCs shows
that out-of-pocket expenditure on
medical treatment has reduced dra-
matically, while people’s access to
medical treatment and its utilisation
have improved considerably.

In the Indian context, where there
1s a perennial shortage of doctors, an
institution of ‘wellness and well-
being coach’ (WWC) needs to be cre-
ated. You don’t need a doctor for
remaining healthy. For the training
of WWCs, you don’t require a medical
college. It can be a four-year BSc
course in wellness and well-being in
colleges. The WWCs can take charge
of wellness practices and preventive
health of the entire population, and
administer health education on their
doorstep. In case of illness, the WWC
can refer the patient for primary, sec-
ondary or tertiary care under Ayush-
man Bharat. The institution of WWCs
has the potential to create millions of
jobs and reduce expenditure on open-
ing medical institutes as well as terti-
ary patient care.

V. HARD
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Opinion

What do we really want
from Twitter, WhatsApp?

Apart from legal and ethical issues, govt wants WhatsApp to be
proactive in removing content but objects to Twitter doing this!

PARLIAMENTARY PANEL wanting to question Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey isn’t

quiteas outrageousas many have madeit out tobe.If anything affects thelife

of Indian citizens, Parliament has not just a right, but a duty, to keep itself

abreast of the issue,and a good way to do this is to depose individuals/offi-
cials;and it is onlywhen Parliament is fully abreast of issues that it can effectively either
control government or guide it to do the right thing.Apart from the fact that Indian offi-
cials like the RBI Governor are routinely called to depose before Parliament, social media
headslike Dorsey and Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg have deposed before the US Congress;
given how much of their business comes from India, it is not unreasonable for such a
request tobe made by India’s Parliament. Just asking a Dorsey to depose doesn’t mean Par-
liament is giving him any directives; both sides need to understand one another’s per-
spective and this meeting should help. And just as it is possible that India’s lawmakers
don’t fullyunderstand how Twitter functions orits legal and other compulsions, Twitter
probably doesn’t fully understand Indian sensitivities—burning the American flag may
be considered okay by many Americans,but itis difficult to find an Indian whowould feel
the same about her flag.

While that process of understanding each other’s point of view goes on,both the gov-
ernment—including Parliament—and civil society need to understand the implications
of what is being demanded of these social media firms. The BJP and its followers, for
instance, are upset over various right-wing handles being suspended by Twitter; that
presumably means BJP MPs will try and impress upon Dorsey the need to relook his
guidelines/algorithm/process for suspending/blocking.And yet, clause 9 of the recently
issued ‘intermediaries guidelines’under the Information Technology Act wants an ‘inter-
mediary’—like aWhatsApp or a Twitter—to remove any information/data the moment
it getstoknowtheinformation is unlawful in any sense; the parliamentary panel,in fact,
wants to know whether social media firms are merely platforms that are not responsi-
ble for what is on them or whether they are media firms with a right to edit and curate
content.Indeed, clause 9 of the ‘intermediaries guidelines’wants a Twitter/WhatsApp
to“deploy technology-based automated tools or appropriate mechanisms, with appro-
priate controls, for proactively identifying and removing or disabling public access to
unlawful information or content”.So does the government want Twitter to remove con-
tentonits own ornot? It can’targue that Twitter cannot remove various right-wing han-
dles if they are guilty of making incendiary posts while, at the same time, wanting a
WhatsApp, for instance, to proactively remove content or disable accounts.

Anotherset of issues that need to be debated, with even the Supreme Court weighing in
eventually,is the issue of privacy.If aWhatsApp is to help the government in tracing where
amessage originated from—that is part of the ‘intermediaries guidelines™—is this a breach
of privacy or not? And while the government says it has a process to ensure only genuine
requests for tracing messages are sent to a WhatsApp, it is not clear whether this is good
enough.Afterall,therewere supposed tobe safeguards for Section 66 Aof the ITActalso,yet
twogirlsin Mumbaiwerearrested formerely criticising the shutting down of Mumbai after
Shiv Sena chief Bal Thackeray died; hardly surprising, then, that the Supreme Court struck
down Section 66A.Also,as per the ‘intermediaries guidelines’, social media platforms have
toremove/block content/usersassoonasthereisacourt order—but what happensifthis gets
struckdownbyahigher court? Getting Dorsey to Parliamentwill be relatively easy,but once
that is done,what are MPs to tell him to do in unambiguous terms, even if you assume he is
willing to do exactlywhat theywant? With a dialogue startingwith Twitter,a larger conver-
sation is needed within the country on what can and should be expected of social media
platforms since clamping down too hard maybe throwing the baby out with the bathwater,
more soina country that boasts of a healthy tradition of dissent and openness.

SC must uphold transparency

Prashant Bhushan contempt case puts India at a crossroads

HE SUPREME COURT'S notice tolawyer Prashant Bhushan,on separate contempt

of court petitions filed by attorney general (AG) KK Venugopal and the Union gov-

ernment, through solicitor general (SG) Tushar Mehta, puts India at a crossroads.

The petitionswere filed against Bhushan overhisallegations on Twitter that,in the
matteroftheappointment of M Nageswara Raoas theinterim chief of the CBI, the Centre may
have misled theapex court.Itisn’t clear howthe contents of Bhushan qualifyas contempt of
court. But the AG asking the SC to set guidelines that determine the contours within which
lawyers and media discuss and opine on a case pending in court,and the bench of Justice
Arun Mishra and Navin Sinha that issued the contempt notice observing that such discus-
sion/analysis affects both public opinion and the judiciary/judges—and that the public has
aright to know, but only “what transpired in court”—makes the eventual judgment in this
matter quite far-reaching. Incidentally, the SG favoured strict punishment for Bhushan—
andifthisisthe precedent theapex court finally sets in the matter,all such discussion of sub-
judice cases by media and lawyers, whether activism-driven or not, could become punish-
able.Thus,the apex court needs to take a considered view on the matter.

Justice Mishra is right in saying that the discussion of the particulars of a sub-judice case
colour public opinion in the case and also sometimes,as collateral damage, of the individual
judgeshearing the case.But, the factisthatjudges dohavearecoursein obiter dictum,where
they can set the record straight even while the case is going on. Besides, the judgment,when
it does come, presents the studied opinion of the judge(s). What has, in the process of setting
therecord right in the Bhushan matter, got unexpectedly endangered is the transparencyin
delivery of justice, especially in matters of public interest.

Bhushan’s tweet was based on a letter written to the PM by Leader of Opposition (LoP)
Mallikarjuna Kharge, alleging that, contrary to what the AG submitted in SC, the matter of
appointingan interim director of CBIwas never placed before the meeting of the High Power
Committee comprising the PM, the LoP and CJI Ranjan Gogoi’s nominee Justice AK Sikri.
However,sealed documents submitted to theapex court by the government seem to suggest
Kharge misled Bhushan.Even if Bhushan’s tweet was incorrect, thiswas easily fixed by mak-
ing public the contents of the sealed envelope—in which case, the SCaccepting the contents
inasealed envelop helped perpetuate Bhushan’s misinformation.Apart from the fact thatit
isnot clearhowBhushan’s uninformed critique of the AG and the Centre is contempt of court,
the SC has to keep in mind that the greater the level of information that the public has, the
lesserthe chances of amiscarriage of justice.In celebrated caseslike Jessica Lal,itwas the pub-
lic opinion that was generated—through involved people speaking to the press, on- or off-
record—that forced retrial and ensured justice was served. Courts can’t havea thin skin, they
have to keep in mind the larger good, which is more transparency.

InsectWarning

Insects are fundamental to ecological balance, so their
dying out spells grim news for us humans

HE UBIQUITY OF insects means they are a foundational link in food webs and

ecosystems. Published in the journal Biological Conservation,a literature review,

that has compiled and analysed 73 existing studies from around the world pub-

lished over the past 40 years,found that over 40% of insect species could go extinct
in the next few decades, with butterflies, bees and dung beetles most affected. Insects’ col-
lective mass—the estimated weight of all insects on Earth combined—is dropping byan esti-
mated 2.5% everyyear.Insect population collapseshave recentlybeen reported in Germany
and Puerto Rico, but the review strongly indicates the crisis is global.

The study may be limited in revealing the full scope of the crisis: scientists aren’t quite
sure howmany species of insect exist,and the data in this study comes from only developed
countries like the US.But,it makes clearthat the problemisn’t confined to certain regions,or
eventoanarrowband of insects.Theresearchersin the paperoutline fourbroad,global prob-
lems leading to insect loss: Habitat destruction; expansion of agricultural pollution, partic-
ularly via pesticides, fertilisers, and industrial waste; parasites and pathogens; and climate
change.There definitelydoes need tobea concerted and quick change in thewaywe goabout
safeguarding wildlife populations,such as shifting to more ecologically sound food produc-
tion.Butitis clearthat, if nothingis done fast enough, the very foundations of our planet’s ecol-
ogywill be threatened,and with that,humans, too.

RBAN INDIA CUR-

RENTLY produces

around 1.5 lakh tonnes

of municipal solid waste

(MSW) every day. Of this,
onlyabout 25% is processed, i.e, recy-
cled,composted or converted into bio-
gasor electricity. The remainder finds
itsway into dump sites or is burned in
open areas. Because of increasing pop-
ulation and affluence, MSW genera-
tionis estimated toreach a staggering
4.5 lakh tonnes per day by 2030. How
will our cities manage this gargantuan
amount of waste, considering that
they struggle to manage even the cur-
rent quantities?

The go-to answer for city planners
and policymakers is to burn MSW in
waste-to-energy (WTE) plants. The
logic put forth to support this technol-
ogy is that instead of spending time
and resources in segregatingwaste, the
best way is to collect unsegregated
waste and process them in WTE plants
using incineration, pyrolysis or plasma
heating to produce electricity or oil.
Companies are offering this as a mira-
cle solution to cities across the country.
The government seems to have bought
thislogicaswelland has big plans to set
up WTE plants. Forinstance, Niti Aayog
has, under the Swachh Bharat Mission,
set a target of constructing 800
megawatt (MW) of WTE plants by
2018-19,whichistentimesthe capac-
ity of all the existing WTE plants put
together. It also proposes setting up a
Waste-to-Energy Corporation of India,
which would construct incineration
plants through PPP models. Currently,
thereare 40-odd WTE plants at various
stages of construction.

Tomeet these targets, several subsi-
dies are given to WTE plants. The min-
istry of new and renewable energy
(MNRE) offers financial incentives by
way of interest subsidy to reduce the
rate of interest to 7.5%. In addition,
financial incentives are provided to
urban local bodies (ULBs) for supplying
garbage free of cost at the project site
and for providing land at a nominal

THE REAL MAINSTREAM

COMPANIES ARE SELLINGWASTE-TO-ENERGY PLANTS AS ACOMPLETE SOLUTION
FOR GARBAGE MANAGEMENT. BUT HOW FEASIBLE IS THIS OPTION?

To burn or
not to burn

BHUSHAN

Deputy director general of Centre of Science and
Environment. Twitter: Bh_Chandra

rent. There are also incentives for
preparing feasibility reports and for
promotion,coordination and monitor-
ing of projects. Concessional custom
duty is imposed on imported parts. All
put together, these subsidies/incen-
tives take care of about 40% of the pro-
ject cost.

Despiteall these plans and subsidies,
the big questions for the country are:
How feasible are these plants and will
they solve our waste problems?

WTE is not a new technology. The
first WTE plant came up in Timarpurin
Delhi in 1987. It was
designed to incinerate

waste from other European countries to
burn it in its WTE plants. The funda-
mental factoris the qualityand compo-
sition of waste. MSW in India has low
calorific value and high moisture con-
tent. As most of the waste is unsegre-
gated, it also has high content of inert
materials like soil, sand, grit, etc. This
wasteis not suitable forburningin WTE
plants. To burn it, additional fuel is
required, which increases the cost of
operations aswell as pollution. This has
been the main reason why WTE plants
in Kanpur, Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Luc-
know, Vijayawada, Karim-
nagar, etc.,, had to be

300 tonnes of waste per  |ow calorific value closed down.

day (TPD).But it failedand . . The second reason for
was shut down soon after. and high moisture WTE plants not working
Since then, 14 more WTE content waste, well in India is the eco-
plants of 130 MW capac- which makes up  nomics of these plants.
ity have been installedin  the bulk of MSW in  Despite all the subsidies,

the country. Out of these,
seven plantswith capacity
of 66 MW are closed and
the remaining seven
plants are operational. So,
half of all the WTE plants
constructed have closed
down. The remaining plants are also
under scrutiny forenvironmental viola-
tions. In fact, citizen movements
against WTE plantsarerising. For exam-
ple, there have been continual protests
against the OkhlaWTE plant in Delhi for
polluting the environment.In 2016,the
National Green Tribunal (NGT) slapped
anenvironmental compensation fine of
%25 lakh on this plant.

So,why are WTE plants not working
in Indiawhen theyare doing reasonably
well in developed countries like Ger-
many and Sweden? In fact, Sweden buys

India, is unsuitable
for burning in
WTE plants

the electricity produced
from WTE plants is the
most expensive. Com-
pared to I3-4 per kWh
from coal and solar
plants, WTE plants sell
electricity at about
%7/kWh. Discoms are not interested in
buying such expensive electricitywhen
cheaperelectricityisavailable.In fact, if
subsidies are removed, the electricity
produced from these plants will simply
not be affordable.

The third reason is the environ-
mental and health impacts of WTE
plants. Experiences across the country
indicate that these plants are not able
to meet environmental norms. The
reason again seems to be the highly
variable and poor quality of waste
which the plants are not able to burn

SAARC nations must cooperate on energy

Geopolitical roadblocks and

disagreements between partner countries

have stifled the progress of the SAARC

framework agreement for energy

cooperation (electricity), signed in 2014

TODAY, HOUSEHOLDS ACROSS south
Asia are increasingly gaining access to
energy in the form of electricity connec-
tions.In thisbackdrop,the governments of
these nations are facing an uphill task of
ensuring long-term energy security in
electricity (the uninterrupted availability
of electricity at an affordable price) to its
citizens. The challenge manifests itself in
fourways.

Firstly,even though access to electric-
ityhasimproved in the south Asianregion,
the quality of supply remains poor with
long hours of power outage. Secondly, the
distribution of electricity is controlled
mainly by public sector units, leading to
heavy financial losses for the exchequer.
Thirdly, subsidisation of electricity in the
form of cross subventions for different
consumer groups has led to the creation
of multiple prices of electricity, in turn
leading to inefficiencies. Lastly, the elec-
tricity markets of all SAARC nations are
undergoing structural transitions,caused
by both exogenous (climate change) and
endogenous (political economic) factors
in their respective countries.

Despite the improvement in access,
theusage of electricity (per capita) in south
Asia is amongst the lowest in the world.
While theworld per capitaelectricity con-
sumption stands at 3105 kWh/year, the
SAARCregion’s electricity consumptionis
amere 726 kWh/year.Accordingtoa NITI
Aayog report in 2017, even with huge
investments going towards the electricity
sector, India would have to quadruple its
electricity generation in the next twenty
years to meet its projected electricity
demand of 4712 kWh/yearin 2047.0One
way to address this spike in electricity
demand is toengagein cross-border elec-
tricity cooperation within the SAARC
region. Even though the feasibility of this
approach is crucially dependent on polit-
icalwilland consensus, the potential ben-
efits of the same make it worthy of a trial.

The south Asian region is blessed with

abundant renewables resources, specifi-
cally those which can be used for energy
generation. The major challenge with
renewable energy generation is that of
economic viability which hinges on the
scalability aspect. Currently, while the
entire electricity generation in the south
Asian region is about 400 GW, unused
hydro potential accounts for nearly 350
GW. Similarly, the potential for wind and
solar energy generation is also consider-
ablyhighacrosstheregion.But,unlessthe
demand for energy is increased or inte-
grated across nations within the region,
the unused potential will remain high,
making the scalability of renewable
energy generation a massive hurdle.

The technological advancements in
renewable energy generation have made
electricity generation economically
cheaper than conventional sources of
electricity.Lastyear,in India,auctions con-
ducted for procuring electricity through
solar and wind energy saw prices falling
below ¥2.4 per unit even while the aver-
age cost of producing electricity through
coal was around 3.2 per unit. Aworking
paper by the Asian Development Bank
(ADB)hasestimated that the entire SAARC
region could potentiallygain nearly $100
billion (gross profits) for a period of 25
years (2015-2040) through enhanced
electricity trade.

Amajorgrowth dampenerfortheelec-
tricity sectoris theweakened institutional
setupin the SAARCregion.Forexample,in
India, both the Central and state govern-
ments have the powertoregulate this eco-
nomically crucial sector. Unfortunately,
duetovarious political factors, state-level
electricity reforms have failed to leave an
impact on the sector. Increased coopera-
tionamongst SAARCnationswould allow
for the building of macro institutions
housingavariety of stakeholders to bring
inmore efficient market-based solutions
by pooling electricity sources into a com-
mon market. The market mechanism
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could potentially provide clearer price sig-
nals for electricity, allowing for effective
spotmarketsand increased private sector
participation in distribution.

The looming concern of climate
changehasrenewed thevigourregarding
control of greenhouse gas emissionsin the
international arena.Increasing sealevels,
because of global warming and changing
weather patterns, has made the entire
southAsianregion’sagricultural economy
and coastal areas highly susceptible.
Despite these growing concerns, theelec-
tricity sector in most of the SAARC coun-
tries are highly dependent on conven-
tional non-renewable sources of
generation such as coal, gas, and oil
Though there has been a shift in focus
towards renewable energy, except for
Bhutan, the energy mix of most SAARC
nations is predominantly composed of
conventional energy sources.Theadverse
environmental consequences, coupled
with the fiscal strain of thisimport-heavy
choice, make it an unsustainable option.
On the other hand, according to a study
published in the Journal of Energy Policy,
replacing coal as a source of electricity
with renewables could lead to a 45%
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.

Despite these benefits of cross-border
electricity cooperation,the countriesin the
SAARCregion havebeen unable totake for-
ward the initiative that started in 2000 to
its formal ending. Fourteen years of nego-
tiations finally led to the signing of the
SAARC framework agreement for energy
cooperation (electricity) in 2014.However,
geopolitical roadblocks and disagree-
ments between partner countries have sti-
fled the progressof thisinitiative.The need
ofthehouristostartacommon policydia-
logue fordeveloping institutional mecha-
nisms for electricity cooperation in the
south Asian region. The establishment of
institutions for cross-border electricity
trade could helpbringabout environmen-
tal and economicbenefits forall nations.

(2 DIP IN INFLATION

Shubhada Rao, chief economist at YES Bank

At 2.05%, CPI for January is at a 19-month low.
Extended winter remains supportive of decelerating
food prices. The fuel component, too, has surprised on
the downside. This, along with core inflation at 5.36%,
raises the probability of rate cuts in April and beyond

properly. As they have to handle vast
quantities of mixed waste, the house-
keeping is extremely challenging,lead-
ing to odour and visual pollution. This
has led to the NIMBY (not in my back-
yard) syndrome. People do not want
smelly and polluting plants near their
homes.Inaddition, WTE plants have to
reject about 30-40% of the waste—
which they dump into landfills—
because it is either inert or of too poor
quality to be combustible. So, WTE
plants do not eliminate the need for
landfills, though they reduce the quan-
tity of waste sent there.

In sum, the reason why WTE plants
don’t work in India is because the type
of wastewe are planning to feed—mixed
waste—is unsuitable for this technol-
ogy.But this doesn’t mean that there is
no case forWTE plantsin India.Thereis,
but it is not for burning mixed waste.
The Solid Waste Management Rules,
2016, spell out clearly that only segre-
gated non-recyclable high-calorific
fractions like used rubber tyres, multi-
layer plastics, discarded textile and
paper,etc.,are sent toWTE plants.Of the
1.5 lakh tonnes of MSW generated every
day,onlyabout 15% can be classified as
non-biodegradable, non-recyclable,
high-calorific-value waste. This trans-
lates into about 25,000 TPD of waste
which can be fed to the WTE plant. But
the total waste treatment capacity for
40-o0dd under-construction and pro-
posed WTE plants is over 30,000 TPD.
The question we need to ask policymak-
ers and planners is: Where is the waste
toburn in WTE plants?

As our population and economy
grows, so will our waste. There is clearly
a need for different technologies to
manage different fractions of waste.
WTE plants have a role, but not in the
way our planners are envisaging. They
should be the last resort to manage
high-calorific-value waste that cannot
be managed by other technologies.They
must, in addition, be operated with the
mostadvanced technologies to contain
pollution. Otherwise,we will be creating
landfills in the sky instead of on land.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Women steal the
thunder

Hearty congratulations to the
women artists for stealing the
thunder at the star-studded
Grammys ceremony in Los Angeles.
A year after being snubbed in major
categories and the head of the
Recording Academy sparked
outrage for telling them to "step
up" the ladies proved their mettle
in convincing fashion. Country
singer Kacey Musgraves stood out,
bagging four awards including the
top Album of the Year honours for
Golden Hour. Brandi Carlile and
pop diva Lady Gaga were not far
behind claiming three Grammys
each. Rapper Childish Gambino
redeemed pride by posting four
big wins for his provocative hit,
This is America

— Ravi Chander, Bengaluru

Lower interest rate,
interesting...

At a time when potential
impediments of the trade war, tariff
escalation, financial tightening,
Brexit-driven geopolitical
turbulence and slowdown in
emerging economies post major
risks, it is important to attract long-
term influx of funds by enforcing a
flexible trade policy. The interest
rate cut can reduce the income
and widen the fiscal deficit,
especially when the agenda of
public welfare has been prioritised
over austerity measures. While a
lower rate is unlikely to render a
fillip to retail deposits and FPI
investments, it is indispensable
towards generating quality job
growth in the economy. With
broad-based investments and
increased market participation
being the need of the hour, it is
important that interest rates follow
the global cues to boost economic
growth, curb inflation and hedge
risks/uncertainty

— Girish Lalwani, Delhi
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NDIA'S SUBSTANTIAL DEPEN-
DENCE on crude oil imports to
meet the growing domesticenergy
demand is making the economy
vulnerable to volatilities in inter-
national crude oil prices. The steep
increase in crude oil prices during the
first half of the current financial year has
not only drove the trade and current
account deficits (CAD) significantly
wide,butalso turned on the rupee highly
volatile. Indian basket crude oil prices
have witnessed a steep 25% increase
between April 2018 and October 2018.
Consequently, the rupee depreciated by
13% from about 65 levels in March
2018 toahigh of 74 perdollarin October
2018.Thedepreciating rupee makes the
imports more costly, pushing the CAD
into a ‘spiralling effect’.

At an average price from $71.7 per
barrel, the import bill of crude oil dur-
ing the first three quarters of this finan-
cial year (April-December 2018) has
risen by about 65%, compared with the
same period a year ago. At the same
time, the crude oil imports in quantity
terms have increased only by about 4%.
With crude oil being the single largest
commodity import bill, it had resulted
intoasignificantincrease in the CAD to
2.7% of GDP during the firsthalf FY19,
from about 1.8% a year ago.

In addition to the currency effect,
the steeprisein crude oil pricesis likely
to have a considerable impact on the
fiscal deficit through increase in petro-
leum subsidy for LPG and kerosene,
which isbudgeted at 0.14% of GDP for
FY19.The rise in crude oil prices can
increase this subsidyburden and hence
impact the fiscal discipline as well. The
central bank publication, Mint Street
Memo #17 of December 2018, esti-
mates that fora $10 perbarrel increase
in crude oil prices, it will increase the
fiscal deficit by 0.4 3%.

Apart from the direct impact, therise
in crude oil prices also has an indirect
impact on a number of sectors of the
economy through increase in input
costs, as petroleum products are major
raw materials for all the stakeholders of
the economy, including agriculture.
Further,as the prices of petroleum prod-
ucts such as diesel, petrol and aviation
turbine fuel (ATF)—a major cost to the
transportation sector—are passed on a
daily/monthly basis, it will add to infla-
tion. Petroleum products such as naph-
tha and petcoke, which are important
feedstocks for fertiliser and cement
industries, add to the cost increase and
hence indirectly nudging inflation.

With the pass-on of more than 75%
of the product burden, in terms of daily
petrol, diesel, ATF, fuel oil, etc, oil mar-
keting companies (OMC) do not run the
risk with the global market volatility.
There are twoways we can think of insu-
lating us from the global crude market
volatility; one way is through OMCs sta-
bilising their import costs and pass on
those benefits to the economy by way of
stable and low prices in a rising market.
The other way is to make daily price
benchmarking—as is done by OMCs
currently—as transparent and tenable
as possible so that derivative products
onit canbelaunched to help customers
manage their risks in those products.

For the risks to be mopped off the
economy, markets with crude distillate
derivatives should have foreign port-
folio investors as well. As the domestic
derivatives markets develop and dis-
cover the product prices in advance, it
will provide purchasing price indica-
tions to OMCs, thereby strengthening
the market linkages between con-
sumer expectations and raw material
pricing, which otherwise literally does
not existin the current markets. While
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Crude oil and
currency in
locksteps—

what

Is the

way out?

There is an urgent need to develop a derivatives
market for petroleum products, and in order to
do so, the underlying physical market would have
to move towards daily transparent pricing

China had attempted to provide a
derivatives market to manage its
import price risks with foreign
investors being allowed,a betterwayin
a large importing economy such as
Indiawould be to have thriving deriva-
tives markets for most widely used
crude distillates, and as these markets
develop, an India crude basket deriva-
tive could also be examined. The major
advantage of rupee-denominated con-
tract in Indian commodity exchanges
is that it discovers pricing including
exchange rate expectations of the mar-
ket participants as well.

It is worth noting here that a num-
ber of other countries have also been
indulging in hedging to safeguard
against crude oil volatility, but a lot of
them are crude oil exporting countries.
With more than two-thirds of price
pass-on happening except for LPG and
kerosene, sovereign or OMCs may
hedge only for the purpose of stabilis-
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It's an effective way out for
economic stakeholders to
protect themselves against
volatility that arrives on
the shore along with the
imported crude

ing their purchases to pass on the ben-
efits. Under such a scenario, a suitable
way, as discussed above, would be to
protect against the crude market
volatility through active hedging by
consumers using suitable derivatives
instruments such as futures and
options on petroleum products, to
which they have exposure, rather than
OMCs or sovereign to hedge and pass
on the benefits.

In this regard, there is an urgent
need to develop a derivatives market for
petroleum products,and in order to do
so, the underlying physical market
would have to move towards daily
transparent pricing, if not to an ideal
requirement of these products traded
in an organised/regulated spot
exchange platform. While these mar-
kets develop as and when they are
allowed and benchmark spot prices for
crude products emerge out of them,
exchange traded of futures and options
contracts on petroleum products such
asdiesel, petroland ATF may provide an
opportunity for consumers to effec-
tively hedge and protect themselves
against the risk arising out of adverse
volatility in international crude oil
prices. It’s an effective way out for the
economic stakeholders to protect
themselves against volatility that
arrives on the shore along with the
imported crude.

Onus on banks
to deliver benefit
of rate cut

RAO

Director, National Institute of Banking
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ROMPTED BY LOW inflation sentiments and
evolving macroeconomic configuration, RBI in
its sixth bimonthly monetary policy had cut repo
rateby 25bps,bringing it down to 6.25%.A quick
reversal of interest rate cycle in just 18 months
comes at atime when the economy needs pump priming.A
more important and widely expected move is the unani-
mous change in its monetary policy stance from ‘calibrated
tightening’ to ‘neutral’ to bring about flexibility in interest
rate movement. It paves way fora crucial change of mindset
of market players that can accelerate growth.It can also trig-
gera positive outlookwith furtherrate cuts in the near term.
Despite continued volatility in external sectorand upside
risk to crude oil prices, inflation is expected to be within the
comfortlevel of RBI’s glide path of 4% with aband of +/-2%.
Though food prices may see an uptick in the coming season,
inflation may not touch threatening levels. Retail inflation
having gone down to 2.8% in March, the RBI outlook is now
recast to a range of 3.2-3.4% in the first half of FY20 and
3.9% in its third quarter with risks evenly balanced.
Macroeconomic indicators show early signs of growth
that can be capitalised with appropriate policy action. The
annualised ITPis down to 2.6%,while capacity utilisation in
the manufacturing sector is showing a shade higher at
74.8%in Q2,up from 73.8% in Q1.The GVAduring theyear
is expected to be 7% in FY19
compared to 6.9% in FY18. e ——

Productivity inagriculture can With three PSBs
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‘rabi’ sowing is to be offset by ~ out of PCA and the
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The RBI Industrial Outlook flow of cr: dit to P

Survey for Q3 indicates weak- .
trade and industry

ening demand conditions in
manufacturing,whiletheBusi-  to support growth
L

ness Expectations Index points
towards improvement in Q4.
Similarly, the uptick in manufacturing PMI for January 2019
isstacked with increased output supported with new orders.
Investment activity is on a recovering edge mainly with the
surge in public spending on infrastructure.

Trade deficit from April-November has been struggling,
but net FDI inflows during the period inched up compared
to corresponding period of the previous year. Foreign port-
folio inflows, too, rebounded in November-December. The
combinedimpacthelped foreign exchange reserves to cross
the psychological mark of $400 billion. Based on such read-
ings,RBI has projected GDP growthin FY20tobeat 7.4%.1It
should range between 7.2-7.4%in H1 and 7.5% in Q3.

When RBI policy reviewis seen together with the Interim
Budgetleaving more cash with the farm sectorin Q4 and the
revival in demand for credit,banks can tap business oppor-
tunities to post a better turnaround. The year-on-year
growth of depositsup toJanuary 18,2019,is9.7% as against
4.6% during the corresponding period of the previousyear.

With three state-owned banks out of the Prompt Correc-
tive Action and the recent spate of capital infusion, banks
canaccelerate flow of credit to trade and industryto support
growth. The increase in the collateral-free loan to the farm
sector from X1 lakh to ¥1.6 lakh can benefit smalland mar-
ginal farmers. More than passing on the benefit of lower
interest rates, accelerating bank credit will be significant.

The relaxation in the end-use of ECBs will enable repay-
ment of rupee-term loans of target company by resolution
applicants in the Corporate Insolvency Resolution Process
under the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code. It can hasten
stressed asset resolution to recycle such funds to stimulate
credit.The onus is nowwith banks to deliver benefits of RBI
policy move to stimulate growth.

The language of shapes

Do straight lines belong to men, curved ones to God?

SARIN
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TALLSTARTED WITH the long drive
on arainy day.I was engrossed in my
favourite pastime—a meditation of
sorts, if you may call it. With my face
extendedly fixed on the window sill
and the wind hitting it, I indulged myself
in the beauty of greens melting into the
blue sky. There was suddenly a feeling of
those rooted steadily in the earth, having
theirmoment of glory interminglingwith
the heavenly counterparts.
Andin this period of rumination,came
a fresh ‘whiff of thought’—why do most
things in nature come sans corners? Why
do we see God’s creations being oval,
round,curved,but seldom perfect squares
or triangles? Perhaps a spiritual message
that imperfection can also be beautiful.
But maybe something more and let’s keep
that for my next rumination session.
WhileIlater found that therewasasci-
entificlogicbehind the ovalsand spiralsin
nature, there are certain messages in the
‘language of shapes’ Most of the curvesare
feminine in nature and signify harmony,
commitment,safety,continuityand com-
pleteness, while squares, rectangles and
triangles give a more ‘mathematics’ feel
and hencearelinked to balance, practical-
ity, purpose and rationality.
So,do marketing rules follow this ‘lan-
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guage of shapes’? Looks like the answer is
affirmative,with alot of psychological the-
ories such as the Gestalt theory governing
the design elementsandahuge amount of
research going into ‘sensory priming’ or
the technique by which exposure to one
stimulus subconsciously triggers subse-
quent stimulus and associations in mem-
ory.To explain,Iwill take an example from
my life—dark clouds and rains prime me
to go into a ‘happy thinking mode’. They
clearly take me back to my childhood days
when I use to write poetry, especially dur-
ing rains. I know most people are primed
tosleepwhenit’s cloudyand that’s the dif-
ferencein how each individual reacts basis
multiple associations in the brain.

Let’s link this ‘language of shapes’to
logos. Logos of financial and insurance
companies such as Deutsche Bank,Amer-
ican Express, Visa, Citibank, Wells Fargo
use squares to depict trust, stability and
safety.Also,in a few cases,squares are used

to convey powerand confidence—asin the
case of BBCand Microsoft.Butat the same
instance,squares can be perceived as stan-
dard, boring and those that lack innova-
tion. In order to beat that feel, Microsoft
makes good use of colours, which depicts
diversity and freshness.

While square and rectangles depict
humanness, triangles break the barrier of
boring and provide a unique combination
of focus,powerand innovation. Construc-
tion, technology, law, finance and a few
banking companies use it. A few notable
examples being DLF, Caterpillar, Delta,
Axisbank,Reliance Communications,and
Google Drive and Google Play.

Aquick scan through your memorywill
indicate that thelogos of Body Shop,John-
son & Johnson, and Forest Essentials are
ovalsor circles—best used to indicate com-
pleteness. While beauty product brands
such as Lakme, MAC,’Oréal,Estee Lauder
all use rectangles and squares to depict the
safety associated with the brands.

Not only logos, but shapes play an
important part of your product and pack-
aging shape as well. If you revisit the
gameswe played as children—chess, Lego,
Chinese checkers,gallery probed the mind
towards rationality, unstructured games
suchasring-a-ring o’roses,darkroomand
others involved continuity. Before I end
this article,Iwould want to leave you with
a thought—why are TV, mobile screens,
furniture, shampoo bottles, as well as
video game visualisations moving towards
curvilinear and softer shapes?

Maybe as Antoni Gaudi, the great archi-
tect, said, “The straight line belongs to
men, the curved one to God.”

What happens when your
bitcoin banker dies?

Apparently you can take it with you after all

ITCOINWAS INTRODUCED to

the world in August 2008, in

the aftermath of the financial

crisis. According to its techno-

libertarian fan-base, one of its
main attractions was the promise that
users could avoid dealing with the hated
banks. But after a decade of amateurism,
scams and billions of dollars of lost or
stolen moneyj, it is clear that many of the
ramshackle institutions that play the role
of banksin the cryptocurrencyworld make
even their most reckless conventional
counterparts look like paragons of good
management.

The latest example is QuadrigaCX, a
Canadian cryptocurrency exchange that
was granted protection from its creditors
on February 5. The problem, according to
the firm, is not that it has lost its cus-
tomers’money,but thatit cannot get toit.
It says that Gerald Cotten, its boss, died
unexpectedly in India in December.

Few bankswould be brought to ruin by
the death of a single member of staff. But
QuadrigaCX says that Mr Cotten was in
sole charge of handling deposits and pay-
outs, running everything from an
encrypted laptop to which only he knew
the password. In court documents, Mr Cot-
ten’s widow says that “despite repeated
and diligent searches,I have not been able
to find (the passwords) written down any-
where.” QuadrigaCX’s 90,000 customers
cannot get toaround C$180 million ($136
million) of bitcoin, Litecoin, Ethereum and

various other cryptocurrencies stored on
the exchange. One is thought to have lost
access to C$70 million worth of cryp-
tocurrency.

Discussion of QuadrigaCX online is a
swamp of anger, amateur detective work
and conspiracy theories.The firm seems to
havebeenintrouble forawhile; in January
2018, the Canadian Imperial Bank of
Commerce froze C$28 million held by
Costodian, QuadrigaCX’s payment proces-
sor.The bank tried repeatedly to contact
Mr Cotten, to no avail. There are other
curiosities.Ascreenshot supposedly show-
ing a death certificate issued by the gov-
ernment of Rajasthan misspells Mr Cot-
ten’s name. Experts consulting bitcoin’s
public transaction register have struggled
to identify the inaccessible deposits. Jesse

Powell, the boss of Kraken, another cryp-
tocurrency exchange, said on Twitter that
QuadrigaCX’s story was “bizarre and,
frankly, unbelievable.”

This is not the first time that large
amounts of cryptocurrency have been
inadvertently removed from circulation.
James Howells, a British cryptocurrency
enthusiast, amassed 7,500 bitcoins in
2009, when they were nearly worthless,
before throwing away the hard drive on
which theywere stored.By 2013, theywere
worth millions of dollars. Mr Howells’s
attempts to recover his hard drive from a
Welsh landfill failed. Chainalysis,a firm of
cryptocurrency-watchers, reckons access
to 2.78 million to 3.79 million bitcoins has
been lost in similar circumstances. Since
thewaybitcoin is designed caps the num-
ber of coins at 21 million, that is 13-18%
of all bitcoins that will ever exist.

The cryptocurrencyworld has seen big-
ger collapses than QuadrigaCX’s. The
biggest was MtGox,which was responsible
foraround 70% of all bitcoin transactions
whenitwentbustin 2014 afterthe theft of
850,000 bitcoins, then worth $450 mil-
lion.Like QuadrigaCX,ithad beenrunona
wingand a prayer.Some exchangesare bet-
ter than others, says David Gerard, a cryp-
tocurrency-watcher and sceptic. But too
often storing cryptocurrency on an
exchangeislittle better than “keeping your
moneyinasockundersomeoneelse’sbed.”
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