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13 SUNDAY STORY
Why everybody loves UBI

The Budget has promised an assured income to farmers, Rahul Gandhi a minimum income guarantee, and Sikkim a universal basic income by 2022.
Backin 2016-2017, the Economic Survey said UBI was an idea whose time was ripe for discussion. As that talk picks up
in the run-up to the Lok Sabha elections, ANKITA DWIVEDI JOHRI parses the debate, starting from India’s only two pilot projects

INANCE Minister Piyush Goyal on
Friday unveiled the Pradhan
Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi
promising “assured supplemental
income” to disadvantaged farm-
ers. On January 28, Rahul Gandhi said a
B O AR AR RAEE SR
SDF government has assured universal
basic
income toits 6.10lakh people by 2022.In more
constrained terms, the Telangana
govern- ment’s Rythu Bandhu scheme
and Odisha’s KALIA also assure a fixed
amount to farmers. Months to go for
what would be a bitterly fought general
election, basic income, which once
seemed likely to remain amatter of de-
bate — and stay in the pages of an
Economic Survey —nowappears a real
possibility.

Eight winters ago, the first ever pilot
in India to test the feasibility of a basic
income programme was carried out in a
West Delhi slum — prompted by
complaints over a “clogged” PDS
scheme. The participants had Rs 1,000
transferred to their accounts per month
for 2011, to spend anyhow they liked.
Soon, nine villages in Madhya Pradesh
were
picked for the Madhya Pradesh Unconditional
CashTransfersProject,the 18-monthtrial
the only large-scale basic income
programme conducted inIndia.

In the first, recipients were given
money
inexchange for PDS.Inthesecond, 6,000 p
eo- ple (all members of a household) got
money over and above the schemes. The
results, in
both cases, the organisers say, were “positive”.

Sitting outside her two-room shanty
in West Delhi’s Raghubir Nagar slum,
Leelaben says when she was first told
she would be
givenRs 1,000 permonthinexchange forh
er ration, she was apprehensive. “But the
qual- ityof
thegrainsattheP PDSshopswassopoor, |
decided to go ahead,” says the
67-year-old.

Leela, awidow, was one of the 100 women
in the area who voluntarily opted for the ‘Delhi
Cash Transfer’ pilot study, organised by
the NGO Self Employed Women’s
Association (SEWA). “I earn about Rs
2,500 per month. Apart from the wheat
from PDS shops, with
the extraRs 1,000, 1 could buy sugar, oil, spices.
[ didn’t have to stand in queues outside
PDS shops or government hospitals,”
says the mother of 10, all of
whom are married.

Also, says Leela, who now stays with one of
hersons, “forthefirsttime,l could save so
me money”. “I got my grandchildren
enrolled in tuition classes,” she beams.

SEWA Bharat Chairperson Renana
Jhabvala says they approached then
deputy chairman of the erstwhile
Planning
Commission, Montek Singh Ahluwalia, some-
time in 2009. “We told him about a basic
in- come pilot in exchange for PDS. He
liked the
ideaand said why don’t we start from Del
hi.”

One of the charges against the
universal basic income (UBI) idea is that
people would
waste themoney.Jhabvalasays theirfindin
gs
were opposite —“Mosthouseholdsspentt
he money well.” The pilot study also
found that *“cash transfers did not
adversely affect food security”, and the
basic income allowed households to
“spend more on healthcare”.

The Economic Survey 2016-17 that
first stirred a serious UBI debate in India
cited the
MP study, which was also run by SEWA, wi
th funding from UNICEF, and in
coordination
withthestategovernment.“Oneofthema
jor findings of the study is a shift from
wage labour to own cultivation... the
study also
shows thatif the right amountis given as a ba-
sic income, the positive effect is
dispropor- tionately higher than what
the monetary value is. In other words,
the emancipatory value of
basicincomeis several times greater than
itsmonetary value,” the Survey said.

The 40-page chapter in the Survey
that
dealtwiththeissuewastitled ‘UniversalB
asic
Income: AConversation Withand Within
the Mahatma’ — the discussion centring
around whether Mahatma Gandhi

would have en-
dorsed UBIl.Itcalledit“apowerfulideawh
ose time even if not ripe for

implementation is ripe for serious
discussion...It could be to the twenty first
century what civil and political
rights were to the twentieth.”

What works

Over the years, in the face of poor
alloca- tion, leakages and corruption in
government
schemes, the idea of a UBI has found resonance
with political parties and economists. The fail-
ure to tackle poverty and unemployment
has

added et pro-UBlargumen
added HoN-< I

o

Ramkanya (left), family in Mali Badodia village. Many villagers bought goats with what they saved from the money received. These have multiplied. Gopal Verma

MIILINDGHATWAI

IN 2011, when villagers of Mali Badodia in
Indore district of Madhya Pradesh were
asked if they were ready to be part of a pilot
project on unconditional transfer of money;,
Ramkanya Kevat refused to sign the papers.
“Many of us ran away from the surveyors.
We thought after giving us money, they
would either take away our homes orland,”
recalls the 60-year-old, petting her goats.

Her village was part of the Madhya
Pradesh Unconditional Cash Transfers
Project, a pilot project by SEWA, with fund-
ing from UNICEE.

The only such large-scale basic income
project to be conducted in India, the Madhya
Pradesh pilot was organised in nine villages
over nearly 18 months. Twelve villages, sim-
ilar in demography and income to the nine
villages under the pilot study, were selected
as ‘control villages’ — they did not receive
the basicincome. At the end of the pilot, the
‘outcomes’ of the nine villages were com-
pared to the control villages, and the results
were seen as “positive”.

Back thenin Mali Badodia village,aday’s
wage was a little more than Rs 100. Under
the pilot, every adult member was given
Rs 200 a month and children Rs 100 each for
a year, between June 2011 and May 2012.
Between July 2012 and November 2012, the
amountwas hiked toRs 300 for anadultand
Rs 150 for every child.

Amid the debate over Universal Basic
Income, the Kevats are among the few
Indians who know what an assured mini-
mum income entails. “Paisa mila tha(we got
the money,” they all say.

Annapurna Prajapati, a volunteer from
Indore, recalls that only when villagers got
money regularly, were they convinced that
their belongings would not be taken away.

While Kevat likes the idea of an assured
income, she says she would not want UBI to

at schemes that are targeted at weaker sec-
tions. What Rahul Gandhi is proposing would
involve withdrawing several subsidies, and
thatis not conducive. In the future too, we will
notlook at universal schemes, but those which
help uplift the poor. The rest are already ben-
efiting from the growing economy,” he says.

Praveen Chakravarty, chairman of thedata
analytics department of the Congress, coun-
ters that the party has a plan in place to im-
plement Rahul’s promise. “UBI as an idea is
not new. The Right likes it forits efficiency and
the Left for its egalitarianism. What Rahul
Gandhi proposed is not UBI, but its adapta-
tion. We will have a structured way of deter-
mining who falls within the minimum in-
come threshold, and what that income will
be,” says Chakravarty, adding that the exact
details will be in the Congress manifesto.

But several experts argue that UBlisin fact
an affordable option for India, if accompanied
with smart “budgetary and taxation choices”.
“Certainly a country that grows 7 per cent a
year could afford 3-4 per cent increase in gov-
ernment spending,” says Abhijit Banerjee, the
Ford Foundation International Professor of
Economics at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology. “UBIis universal. We don’t decide
(who gets the money), other than maybe
based on age or gender. Also, the amount can-
not be trivial. But whether it is Rs 1,500 or
2,000 (per month) will have to be based on
budget priorities and how much revenue we

‘We thought this
project would
last forever’

In 2011, nine villages in Madhya Pradesh were made part
of a pilot study, where villagers were given a basic,
assured sum for close to 18 months. While some say it
changed their lives forever, others say they worried a
little less over basic needs, even if briefly

replace subsidies such as ration.

“Who will give us wheat and rice at
Re 1? Even now, we have to buy grains from
the market because the subsidised ration
doesn’tlasta month. We pay Rs 125 for 5 kg
of wheat from the market,” she says.

For Mangubali, 45, the “scheme” meant
that at least during those 18 months, the
family did not have to go to moneylenders,
wholend at exorbitant rates — 5 per cent per
month, sometimes even 10.

Bavsingh Kevat, 58, says the money
helped him get treatment for his wife Lilabai,
who had suffered a paralytic stroke. He had
to take her to Mhow for treatment regularly.
Given that the family owned less than two
bigha, daily wages were the main source of
income. “I don’t know what I would have
done if not for this extra money,” he says.

Most people in Mali Badodia goin search
of work to nearby places because they are
eitherlandless labourers or own small plots
of land. Many of them say they used the
money to buy goats, whose numbers have
now multiplied. Also, it helped them over-

can generate,” says Banerjee, who is also the
director of the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty
Action Lab, that is part of a 12-year study to
examine the effects of UBIin Kenya.

The programme aims to evaluate both the
short- and long-term effects of UBI on recipi-
ents’ economic status, time use, risk-taking,
gender relations, and broader outlook on life.
The results are expected later this year.

Most economists propose scrapping wel-
fare schemes that have run their course. “UBI
is fiscally affordable. There are literally thou-
sands of so-called welfare schemes across
India, most of which are a complete waste of
money and foster corruption,” says Dr Guy
Standing, professorial research associate,
School of Oriental & African Studies, and co-
president of the Basic Income Earth Network
(BIEN), who was associated with the MP study.

Standing recommends that parties con-
templating a basic income should take note
of the lessons from MP. “Contrary to what
many presume, a universal scheme would be
much more efficient and cost much less than
ascheme targeted at only half the population,”
he says, adding that targeting of a certain sec-
tion only leads to more corruption.

More recently, Subramanian, who as then
CEA proposed UBI in the Economic Survey
2016-2017, suggested a Quasi-universal basic
ruralincome (QUBRI) scheme to tackle agrar-
iandistress. In a paper titled ‘Quasi-Universal
Basic Rural Income: The Way Forward’,

come theirinhibitions about visiting banks.

Further away, Ghodakhurd, a tribal ham-
let with 120 houses that's about 50 km from
Indore in Mhow tehsil, has only recently got
a road. Here, between January and
December 2012, each adult got Rs 300 a
month and the children Rs 150.

Tulsabai Dawar gushes about the
scheme, saying it changed everything for her
—ithelped her buy goats and then buffaloes
and cows. In her backyard are nearly adozen
cattle. She not only sells milk but also the
mawa she makes at home. Her husband
Bhavarsingh, who worked as a daily wager
earlier, now takes care of their cattle.

Though almost self-sufficient now,
Dawar thinks the scheme, if started again,
would bring more stability to her family. She
claims her two sons, guest teachers in a
nearby school, have not received any pay-
ments over the last few months. The family
owns a television and a sewing machine.

Some months, Radhabai Dawar, in her
40s, works at a potato wafer factory nearby.
“We get work only for a few months in the

EXPLAINED

Good in theory,
but will it work
on the ground?

AT ONE level, the idea of UBI is sim-
ple: an unconditional, regular, peri-
odic cash payment to all citizens,
without any requirement of work,
with ‘universality’ and ‘uncondition-
ality’. But it is these factors itself that
complicate the UBI discussion, rang-
ing from how much to give and to
who all, to who will pay for it and
what to take away.

Subramanian and his co-authors suggested
transfer of about Rs 18,000 annually (Rs 1,500
per month) per household to cover 75 per cent
of the rural population, at a total fiscal cost of
about 1.3 per cent of GDP or about Rs 2.64 lakh

factory. And when we do, there is always the
fear thatif we don’t report to work because
of illness, we will be replaced. So we go even
when we areill,” she says.

The family owns a couple of cattleand a
few goats, and a two-bigha land on which
they grow maize. While they earn Rs 6,000
a month, their monthly expenditure is
around Rs 4,000, and she feels a regular ex-
tra income would be a boon. “But the PDS
ration should continue. We can then use this
money elsewhere,” she says.

“When the scheme started we thought it
would continue forever,” says Shardabai
Dawar, another villager.

While both Mali Badodia and
Ghodakhurd are villages where SEWA
works actively on projects for women,
Shahawada village in Depalpur tehsil of
Indore, which was also part of the pilot,
knew nothing of SEWA or assured income
until their volunteers approached them.

“Everyone thought something would be
taken away. But once they were convinced
they could only benefit from it, there was a
scramble for opening bank accounts,” says
Ranjit Chaudhary, one of the first persons to
sign up for the project.

Talking of how they were happy to get
the cash, Mansingh Keshav Chaudhary, 50,
says, “Farmers are always short of money, so
we welcomed the money.”

Unlike in Mali Badodia and Ghodakhurd,
here in Shahawada, there are few claims of
how the scheme “transformed” lives, yet
many acknowledge that the pilot left them
with some extra money to supplement their
meagre income.

“Ithelped us pay school fees on time, buy
medicines,” says Radheshyam Chandel.

“The first thing farmers or the poor do
when they are short of money is put off buy-
ing new clothes. That's why you see so many
of usintorn clothes. That changed when we
had extra money,” says Narayan Chandel,
another villager.

crore, except the “demonstrably well off”.

QUBRI, the paper said, would bank on the
2011 Socio-Economic Caste Census (SECC) to
identify the rural poor.

On how they arrived at the Rs 1,500 per
month figure, Subramanian says, “Thereis no
magic number that will appeal to all. Plus,
there are trade-offs because of budget con-
straints. We looked at various combinations
of coverage, benefit per household, and fiscal
costs.Itseemed thata 75 per cent coverage of
rural households with a transfer amounting
toabout 1/3rd of the current consumption of
the poorest could be affordable. To qualify as
‘basic’ it must be a reasonable enough amount,
and the 1/3rd number (higher for the poorest
households) was reasonable.”

Arguing that QUBRI would be better than
RythuBandhu and KALIA, he notes thatitalso
includes non-farm rural households. “Rythu
Bandhu and KALIA, while laudable, require
onerous identification requirements, land ti-
tling, proof of tenancy etc. Our proposal aims
to simplify it, to identify only the relatively
small portion who will not be eligible.”

But, while alarge part of the debate is cen-
tered around ‘who gets the money’ and ‘how
much’, it has also been about who bearsits fis-
cal burden. Subramanian’s QUBRI paper pro-
poses that the amount be shared between the
Centre and states.

For QUBRI, Subramanian suggests cutting
down farm subsidies and pruning Centrally
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sponsored schemes. “QUBRI should not be fi-
nanced from RBI resources, not least because
they are one-time and cannot finance a per-
manent QUBRI entitlement, and by the states
or Centre breaching their existing fiscal com-
mitments,” the QUBRI paper says.

Subramanian adds that as per their pro-
posal, MNREGS and PDS would stay, as would
old age pensions and maternity benefits. “We
have identified other schemes that might be
removed, such as interest rate subsidies, price
deficiency, and fertiliser subsidies.”

Milan Vaishnav, Director and Senior
Fellow, South Asia Program, Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, says that
instead of scrapping schemes, states could be
given “greater untied funds from the Centre”.
“Scrapping a flagship social scheme like MN-
REGS is abluntinstrument, when not all states
will face the same requirements,” he says.

But Vaishnav also points out that a “truly
universal UBI” would mean “an income top-
off to all households, which would do noth-
ing to reduce inequality”. “If, on the other
hand, India pursues a quasi-UBI (which only
targets poor households), this would have a
salutary impact on inequality.”

Economist Banerjee, however, says that “in
the medium run, the idea would be to scrap
PDS and MNREGS, but not before UBlis up and
running. For that reason and others, the
amount paid should probably go up over time.”

Both Banerjee and Vaishnav also dismiss
the argument that a guaranteed income will
impact labour participation. “Our research
suggests that making poor people richer does
not make them lazier, if anything the oppo-
site,” says Banerjee. “And, if they refuse to
clean the sewers manually because they are
notsodesperate, great. The government needs
to be forced to upgrade these services.”

The concerns

Over the years, various basic income pilots
have been conducted across the US, Europe,
Asia and Africa. In 2017, battling high unem-
ployment, Finland handed out €560
(Rs 48,835) per month to 2,000 jobless peo-
ple as a trial, without requiring them to work
or seek employment. Last month, the govern-
ment stopped it, against opposition, saying it
wanted to explore alternative welfare meas-
ures, and without revealing the trial’s results.

Brazil has an ‘anti-poverty’ programme
called ‘Bolsa Familia’,involving a cash grant to
families below a certain income level, pro-
vided they meet conditions such as oversee-
ing their children’s school attendance.

“Basicincome programmes have been pi-
loted in Canada, Finland, southern Africa,
Kenya. Alaska has a great scheme in which
royalties from oil are deposited in an invest-
ment fund, and every citizen receives an an-
nual dividend. As far as [ am aware, all these
have been successful,” says Standing.

However, Jayati Ghosh, professor of eco-
nomics at the Centre for Economic Studies and
Planning, School of Social Sciences, at
Jawaharlal Nehru University, cites the exam-
ple of Iran, where the government is strug-
gling with its ‘targeted subsidy plan’ because
of inflation. Arguing against UBI, she says,
“Nobody has clarity on who will get what
amount, and what happens when prices go
up. Any form of UBI will only be useful when
itcomes on top of guaranteed Universal Basic
Services (UBS), whichincludes health, educa-
tion. InIndia, we are looking at UBI as a substi-
tute to UBS. It is problematic and obscene.”

Ghosh also questions Subramanian’s plan
of using the SECC to choose beneficiaries. “The
SECC says nothing about a person’s income.
Also, no one has given any information on the
schemes that will be scrapped for UBL.”

Following the release of the Economic
Survey 2016-17, former Planning Commission
member Bhalchandra Mungekar wondered
whether “dismantling the existing schemes
would compensate for their present benefits,
once these are converted into direct cash
transfers”. “The MDM offers hot, cooked meals
tomore than 150 million school children... The
MNREGS gives 60 to 70 days employment an-
nually to about 200 million unskilled persons...
The dismantling of the PDS will adversely af-
fect the bottom 50 to 60 per cent of poor con-
sumers,” he wrote in The Indian Express.

SEWA'’s Jhabvala also stresses that UBI
should not depend on ‘poverty-testing’ forits
implementation. “The core idea of UBI is uni-
versality. If we getintowhois poorand whois
not, the the idea will crumble,” she says.

There are also concerns that the very na-
ture of Indian politics could muddy the UBI
waters. Experts argue that ahead of polls, par-
ties might want to increase the basic income
amount or re-introduce certain subsidies. “On
the one side I think it would be great if the po-
litical competition focuses on giving away
money rather than towards reservations and
creating jobs in the Railways. On the other
hand Iworry that opening an efficient pipeline
would encourage irresponsible promises,
which will now be more credible, which will
then cause problems for those who manage
to over-promise and win,” says Banerjee.

Standing suggests the government should
begin onasmall scale. “Iwould start with low-
income rural communities, perhaps all tribal
communities, and gradually roll it out further.”

The UBI chapter in Economic Survey 2016-
17 concluded by saying the scheme would
have Gandhi’s approval. “The Mahatma as as-
tute political observer would have anxieties
about UBI as being just another add-on gov-
ernment programme. But on balance he may
have given the go-ahead to UBL”
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Despite Mr Gadkari’s
utterances, the BJP
leadership has not said a
word in public. The RSS also
has not rebuked him.
Presumably, no one is clear
how the situation should be
handled. I suspect the
hesitation to act is because
the party leadership knows
there are many more leaders
— especially MPs from
Chhattisgarh, MP, Rajasthan
and UP — who are
apprehensive about the
outcome of the Lok Sabha
polls and own political future

The importance of being Mr Gadkari

MR NITIN Gadkari is an uncommon
politician. By his own admission he is a
foodie, he wears chic clothes and seems
to enjoy life. He enjoys speaking at pub-
lic functions and he speaks as if he does
not have a care in the world.

At the same time, he is a swayamse-
vak. He is believed to be a favourite of
the RSS. He nurses his constituency,
Nagpur (Maharashtra), and keeps the
RSS, his party leaders and his party
workers in good humour.

Mr Gadkari and Mr Devendra
Fadnavis belong to Nagpur and draw
their support from the same region and
the same political base of leaders and
workers. The talk in Maharashtrais that
Mr Gadkari wanted to be chief minister
of Maharashtra but Mr Narendra Modi
scuppered the plan. Mr Modi chose
Mr Devendra Fadnavis, a loyalist. It was
supposed to be a smart move to check
Mr Gadkari’s ambitions, if any. However,
the irrepressible Mr Gadkari has cut
loose and carved out a path for himself.

GADKARI GEMS

Mr Gadkari is known for his focused
attention to his portfolios — highways
and road transport, water resources,
river development and Ganga rejuvena-
tion. He has a mixed record of perform-
ance as a minister. Good in highway con-
struction, hype about Ganga
rejuvenation, underperformance in wa-
ter resource development and woefully
behind on irrigation projects.

Outside his office, he is blunt and
forthright in his utterances. In March
2018, at amedia-organised conclave, he
said, “Media has in the past trapped us
over the question of achche din. Please
don’t misinterpret what I say. There is
no such achche din... Achche din is a belief,
if youbelieve, itis there.” Again in August
2018, when the agitations for reserva-
tion were gathering strength, he said,
“Evenifreservationis given, there are no
jobs. Jobs in banks have shrunk because
of technology. Government recruitment
is frozen.” Many people suspected that
Mr Gadkari’s target was not the agita-
tors (for demanding reservation) but the
Modi government (for its failure to cre-
ate jobs).

In recent times, he has been creating
minor storms by his cleverly crafted
statements. The election results of
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan gave Mr Gadkari a great op-
portunity. He didn’t mince words. He
said, “Success has many fathers but fail-
ure is an orphan as, when there is suc-
cess, there will be a race to take credit,
but, in case of failure, everybody will start
pointing fingers at each other. Leadership
should have the vrutti (inclination) to
own up defeat and failures. Loyalty of the
leadership towards the organisation will
not be proven till the time it owns up re-
sponsibility for defeat.”

On Republic Day, 2019, he was more
outspoken: “People like political lead-
ers who show them dreams. But if those
dreams are not fulfilled, the people will

thrash these leaders.”

PREPARING TO
CHALLENGE

There was no doubt in anyone’s
mind that the target was Mr Narendra
Modi. If the BJP does not win an absolute
majority or finds itself unable to form
the government, it is believed that
Mr Gadkari will challenge Mr Modi for
the leadership of the party.

Earlier, Mr Gadkari had obliquely
targeted Mr Amit Shah, the president of
the BJP. Delivering the annual IB
Endowment lecture on December 24,
2018, Mr Gadkari said, “If 1 am the party
president and my MPs and MLAs are not
doing well, then who is responsible? |
am.” At the same event, he threw a chal-
lenge to the prime minister as well:
“Tolerance is the biggest asset of the
Indian system. You can’t win elections
only because you speak well... you
might be a vidwan (learned person) but
people may not vote for you. One who
thinks he knows everything is mistaken
— people should refrain from artificial
marketing.”

Mr Gadkari has said all that a dissi-
dent in the BJP could say or all that an
Opposition politician would say. He has
virtually called the prime minister a
failed dream merchant and chided him
for lacking in vrutti to own responsibil-
ity for defeat; he has accused the prime
minister of being intolerant and one who
indulges in artificial marketing. Strong

words indeed from a Cabinet colleague!

LEADERSHIP
FLUMMOXED

Despite these utterances, the BJP
leadership has not said a word in pub-
lic. The RSS also has not rebuked
Mr Gadkari. Presumably, everyone is
baffled and not clear about how the sit-
uation should be handled. I suspect the
hesitation to act is because the party
leadership knows that there are many
more leaders — especially MPs from
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh — who are
apprehensive about the outcome of the
Lok Sabha elections and their own po-
litical future. In 2014, the BJP and its ally
in UP (Apna Dal) won 135 of the 145
seats at stake in these four states. By any
calculation, the BJP is poised to lose at
least 80 of those 135 seats. That is the
outcome that Mr Gadkari and his sup-
porters would devoutly wish for. The
murmurs are growing louder every day
and that should be music to Mr Gadkari
and his merry band of followers!

More and more voices (the latest is
Mr Ram Vilas Paswan) are predicting
that the BJP’s individual tally in the elec-
tions may slide from the 2014-high of
282. As the slide continues, you can be
certain that the frequency of Gadkari
gems will rise!

Website: pchidambaram.in
O @Pchidambaram_IN
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COOMI KAPOOR

HOLES IN THE NET

Despite gloomy reports of its prospects in
the 2019 elections, the BJP puts up a brave
face. The party brains trust assumes that
even if the NDA is well short of the half-
way mark, there is a safety net because
neutral parties in four states, Odisha,
Andhra Pradesh, Telangana and Tamil
Nadu, will eventually back the single-
largest party. But, by unnecessarily pok-
ing its nose in Tamil Nadu politics, the BJP
may have lost the support of the two main
political contenders in a state which con-
tributes 39 Lok Sabha seats. True, the DMK
is now with the Congress, but by propping
up the weak AIADMK government led by
E K Palaniswami and O Paneerselvam,
the BJP has alienated the main inheritor
of Jayalalithaa’s mantle, TTV Dhinakaran,
who has popular support evenif he does-
n’t have the party symbol.

AAP KI PASAND

The Congress high command has a prob-
lem convincing its party state units in
Haryana, Delhi and Punjab regarding a tie-
up with AAP for 2019. It fears that if it does-
n’t tie up, the BJP stands to benefit. This
happened in the Jind Assembly by-elec-
tion last week, when the Congress’s
Randeep Surjewala came third, behind
Digvijay Chautala’s new party that
teamed up with AAP. The Congress’s local
units are reluctant for the tie-up since they
fear that their clout will diminish in seat
distribution. The high command, on the
other hand, fears that the BJP could winall
seven Lok Sabha seats in Delhi, for exam-
ple, if there is no alliance with AAP.
Incidentally, in talks with potential allies
in states, the Congress’s position is that
seat-sharing agreements cannot be based
only on the party’s performance in the last
parliamentary polls, when its popularity
was atits nadir, and that its performance in
the last three parliamentary elections
must be taken into account.

PROXIMITY PAYS

Many high-flyers in the Congress were eye-
ing the key post of general secretary in
charge of organisation after Ashok Gehlot’s
departure to Rajasthan. But to everyone’s
surprise, Rahul Gandhi picked the relatively
unknown K C Venugopal, an MP from
Kerala, who carries some baggage.

OUT OF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

RAHUL GANDHI has proposed a
Minimum Income Guarantee (MIG). It is
the first serious economic proposal he has
made since he became president of the
party. Until now, he has only made per-
sonal attacks on the Prime Minister. But
MIG is not new. The Congress has always
proposed some scheme to make poverty
tolerable rather than removeit. Thereisa
saying: “Don't give a hungry man fish.

Venugopal’s performance as in-charge of
the Karnataka Assembly polls was lacklus-
tre and he has faced allegations of sexual
misconduct in his home state.
Venugopal's strengthis that he does not be-
long to the old-guard faction, noris he one
of the high-profile young heirs of political
dynasties. But Venugopal’s biggest plus
point is that he was allotted a seat in the
Lok Sabha right next to Rahul. Venugopal
used this proximity to his advantage. He
makes it a point to attend Parliament reg-
ularly and stands unobtrusively beside his
party chief whenever possible.

BELATED AWARD

When the late journalist Kuldip Nayar
met Manmohan Singh for the first time,
Singh, then economic adviser to the gov-
ernment, told him: “You deserve the
BharatRatna”. His remark was in appreci-
ation for Nayar’s work in trying to bridge
the gulf between Hindus and Sikhs post-
1984. However, when Singh became
Prime Minister, far from recommending
an award for Nayar, he never even invited
him for a cup of tea during his 10-year
tenure. Nayar felt that he probably did not
want to risk annoying Sonia Gandhi.
[ronically, Nayar was posthumously
awarded the Padma Bhushan last month,
though the well-known journalist had of-
ten written critically of Modi. Nayar’s rec-
ollections of his meetings with Singh and
other key figures of India’s political history
— Gandhi and Jinnah to Indira Gandhi,
Vajpayee and Modi — are featured in his
latest book, On Leaders and Icons, which
will be released posthumously this week.
Among the many interesting anecdotes,
Nayar recounts that Sanjay Gandhi in-
formed him after the Emergency that he
had assumed his mother would not call
elections for three to four decades.

KICKED UPSTAIRS

While Priyanka Gandhi’s induction as
AICC general secretary in charge of eastern
Uttar Pradesh was greeted with euphoria,
many are puzzled by Jyotiraditya Scindia’s
appointment as general secretary of
western UP. The Madhya Pradesh royal
has little association with the region. In
this strange work allotment, Congress
workers are also curious to know who
gets control of Awadh in central UP.
Scindia’s selection was perhaps an at-
tempt to mollify him since the party could
not make him president of the Madhya
Pradesh unit, although he had earlier been
denied the chief minister’s post. The sea-
soned Kamal Nath, backed by the shrewd
Digvijaya Singh, ensured that Scindia was
totally cut off from state politics. Nath con-
tinues as MPCC chief, at least till the polls.
By elevating Scindia to the same status as
Priyanka, the Congress felt it could smooth
Scindia’s ruffled feathers.

Income guarantees

Give him a fishing rod.” The Congress has
never subscribed to that. The idea of giv-
ing a bit more to the poor has been the
perennial policy of the Congress. It
amounts not to Garibi Hatao but Garibi
Nibhao. It also gives the recipients per-
verse incentive to stay poor. In this, it is
similar to loan waivers to farmers, which
give them an incentive not to repay loans.
In 2018, loan waivers cost Rs 2,23,638
crore for 34 lakh farmers, or Rs 77,000 per
farmer, most of them rich. To remove,
rather than alleviate, poverty, spending
on education and health would have been
more effective than food subsidies.
Universal Basic Income (UBI) was part
of the Economic Report of then Chief
Economic Advisor Arvind Subramanian.

HISTORY HEADLINE

India’s story, through its Budgets
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SHAJI VIKRAMAN

IN the opening note of his book A View
From the Outside: Why Good Economics
Works For Everyone (2007), a collection of
columns he wrote for The Indian Express be-
tween August 2002 and March 2004, for-
mer finance minister P Chidambaram
noted that Budgets, which once had invio-
lable sanctity, had over time become abag
of tricks for governments, and the figures
they contained had lost much of their
meaning. And interim budgets now go be-
yond just spending allocations for the first
four months of the new fiscal before anew
government takes over.

Over the seven decades of the Republic,
the presentation of the Budget has re-
mained one of the mostimportant events
inthe country’s economic calendar. Unlike
in Western countries that have shrunk the
Budget to just a statement of annual rev-
enues and expenditure, India, with its fed-
eral structure and wide disparities, has
abided with a lengthy and complex pro-
cedure that offers a broad indication of the
policy direction of the government.

Besides the expenditure and revenue
budget — which is among the earliest to
be printed in the captive press in the base-
ment of North Block that houses the
Finance Ministry — there is the speech of
the Finance Minister, a receipts budget, and
a medium-term fiscal policy statement.

Because much s at stake in the Budget,
both politically and in terms of the econ-
omy, finance ministers have a series of
meetings with the Prime Minister to first
get a broad direction and to then discuss
the major proposals, especially the ones
that can be politically sensitive.

The breadth and depth of intervention
differs from PM to PM. Ahead of the so-
called ‘Dream Budget’ of February 1997,
when finance minister Chidambaram
went to the United Front prime minister H
D Deve Gowda with his radical proposal for
three tax rates — 10 per cent, 20 per cent
and 30 per cent — Gowda just said, “Let’s
doit. Don’t (be) afraid!” As Chidambaram
putitlater, it was a policy equivalent of slog
overs in cricket — going for broke.

With the country teetering on the
brink of an economic precipice, prime
minister PV Narasimha Rao threw his po-
litical backing behind his finance minis-

UBI has the advantage of being universal
like the franchise. Everyone gets it. MIG
is selective. The issue with either UBI or
MIG is the affordability. There already are
subsidies and entitlements for BPL
households.

The Indian government collects less
than 20 per cent of GDP in tax. It has a
deficit of 3 per cent plus. We have to ask,
what proportion of the population re-
ceives the benefit and what proportion of
the per capita income will the beneficiary
receive? UBI would go to all adults, who
are two-thirds of the population. Per
capitaincomeis aboutRs 1.5 lakh, just un-
der Rs 3,000 per week per person or
Rs 4,500 per adult. What fraction of
Rs 4,500 can you afford to give to each? If

Dr Manmohan Singh giving finishing touches to the 1991 Union Budget. Express

ter’s historic July 24, 1991, Budget.
Manmohan Singh famously invoked
Victor Hugo — “No power on Earth can
stop an idea whose time has come... Let
the whole world hear it loud and clear.
India is now wide awake" — and an-
nounced proposals that began the un-
shackling of the Indian economy.

As the Budget proposals for 1999-
2000 were being finalised, prime minis-
ter Atal Bihari Vajpayee underlined to fi-
nance minister Yashwant Sinha the
importance of following the principles of
a rule-based, non-discretionary tax sys-
tem — “siddhant se kariye”.

Avyear earlier, he had advised Sinha to
give priority to the rural sector and farm-
ers,and to ensure that the Budget propos-
als were non-inflationary.

The ideas of the finance minister and
prime minister have not always been
aligned. In the Budget of 2011-12, for ex-
ample, finance minister Pranab
Mukherjee announced a retrospective
capital gains tax on Vodafone despite se-
rious resistance from most top govern-
ment functionaries. The damage this in-
flicted forced Finance Minister Arun
Jaitley to provide an assurance in his first
Budget in July 2014 that the NDA govern-
ment would not in ordinary course bring
any change retrospectively, which would
create a fresh liability for companies.

Budget proposals have sometimes put
finance ministers in a spot.In 1998, excise
duty on petrol was proposed to be raised
by Re 1 in the Budget, but a miscalcula-
tion by another arm of the government
led to the levying of a higher duty at the
stroke of midnight when the new rates
became effective. Finance minister Sinha
was forced to scramble to undo the dam-
age in Parliament.

Jaswant Singh, who succeeded Sinha

the government collects only 20 per cent,
then you have to ask how much of Rs 900
can you spare from all other expenses to
give as basicincome? One per cent will be
Rs 45 per person per week, around 5 per
cent of the GDP. That is unaffordable.

Rahul Gandhi’s scheme may cover
only 20 per cent of the population. If it
givesRs 1,000 per household — two adults
and three children — per week, the cost
for five crore households is about Rs 2.1
lakh crore. It comes to around 1 per cent of
GDP. But the problem of perverse incen-
tives, avoided by universal payments, re-
mains. But UBI is expensive.

Arvind Subramanian has proposed a
quasi-universal scheme for rural India,
which covers 75 per cent of the rural pop-

as Vajpayee’s finance minister, had to beat
a hasty retreat after proposing a modest
increase in the price of urea in his Budget
proposals for 2003-04.

Sinha piloted a significant change in
Budget conventions. Until 1999, the Union
Budget was presented at 5 pm — a carry-
over of tradition from the Raj. Sinha and his
top officials felt it would be sensible to
move to a morning timing, which would
lead to a far more rational and informed
debate on the Budget, and better analysis.
Also, Sinha has said, the countless inter-
views that followed the presentation of the
Budget would leave him exhausted late in
the night. Prime minister Vajpayee, the Lok
Sabha Speaker and Rajya Sabha Chairman,
and all political parties quickly came on
board, and on February 27,1999, Sinha rose
to present the Union Budget for 1999-2000
at 11am.

Over the last three decades, starting
with 1991-92, federal Budgets inIndia have
reflected the rising graph of the economy.
By 1997, Chidambaram could say that “Our
beloved Indiais far stronger today than she
was six years ago”, and then predicting in
2004 that “this century will be India’s cen-
tury”.In 1998, Sinha said a strong, prosper-
ous India that was keen to deal with the
world as equal partners was in the process
of being built; in 2003, Jaswant Singh said
there was palpable impatience in the coun-
try for progress and growth; not respond-
ing swiftly ran the risk of the world “pass-
ing us by”. Last year, Arun Jaitley said India
stood out among the fastest growing
economies of the world, and that he was
sure that “the New India which we aspire
to create now will emerge”.

All these pronouncements by
successive finance ministers in their
Budget speeches will be put to test in the
years to come.

ulation. It gives Rs 1,500 per month per
household and at 1.3 per cent of the GDP,
he has worked it out to Rs 2.64 lakh crore.
The advantages of the scheme are greater
coverage and no disincentive effects.

The Budget has proposed a relief
scheme for subsistence farmers at
Rs 6,000 per year. This isamodest sum to
begin with, but will be increased in the fu-
ture. The problem is that it keeps the sub-
sistence farmer on the land rather than
giving him a chance to move out of a pre-
carious existence.

Itlooks like India will not have UBI but
a patchwork quilt of partial income sup-
port schemes. The problem is of improv-
ing the incentives from consumption to
productive growth.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

Confusion
better than
certaimties

THERE WAS a time when Rahul Gandhi’s
political and economic ideas were so mys-
terious that they confused our finest pun-
dits. When he spoke of the “velocity of
Jupiter” to solve the Dalit question, most
political pundits were bemused. When he
said India was a beehive and not a coun-
try, it left us even more mystified. And, he
handed Narendra Modi his trump card in
the 2014 general election. Beehive is a
word that translates badly into Hindi and
Modi had much fun mocking him for call-
ing “our beloved Mother India” a beehive.
Recently, things have changed.

The man who the Congress party
hopes will replace Narendra Modi has
started articulating his economic and po-
litical ideas with startling clarity.
Politically, he sees India as divided be-
tween “the rich and the poor” and charges
Modi with being interested only in pleas-
ing “15” rich Indians. It has never been
clear which 15 Indians he is talking about,
but this is a charge he has been making
for the past four years, most memorably
when he made that sneery comment
about Modi’s government being a “suit-
boot ki sarkar”. A government of the suited
and booted.

What is now very clear is that the
Congress president sees himself asaman
whois againstrich Indians and on the side
of those who are poor. Even so, his an-
nouncement before last week’s Budget,
that if the Congress won in 2019, it would
ensure that India implemented an eco-
nomic policy that guaranteed every poor
Indian a basic minimum income, was over
the top. His India, he declared grandly,
would become a country in which “not
one person would be hungry and not one
person would be poor”.

As I watched him make this speech,
against an opulent backdrop of marigold
and jasmine streamers, memories of his
grandmother’s “Garibi Hatao” election
came back. It was Indira Gandhi’s defin-
ing election. She became in the popular
mind the prime minister who would
eradicate poverty. Other memories came
back. Of elections, much after that one in
1971, in which she would assure the bare-
foot, hungry, desperate people who
flocked to her rallies that she was their
saviour. Standing among them, l would
gaze with their eyes at the chopper that
brought her and see that they saw her as
not just their champion but as a goddess.

She never managed to “eradicate
poverty” but she succeeded very well in set-
ting up a vast infrastructure to redistribute
it. There was nothing else she could have
done because she despised private enter-
prise so much that she created alicence raj
that entrusted the job of creating wealth to
officials, while fining entrepreneurs who
dared produce more than their quotas. With
the exception of China, there is no country
where officials have succeeded in creating
wealth. So it was only after a prime minis-
ter who did not belong to our imperial dy-
nasty took charge, that India stopped being
a country of starving millions.

As soon as Mrs Gandhi’s daughter-in-
law became India’s de facto prime minister,
she returned to economic policies that
served once more to redistribute poverty.
Modi did not reverse these ‘poverty allevi-
ation’ schemes, so the price Indian taxpay-
ers pay for food security and job guarantee
schemesis already beyond calculation. Add
on to this astronomical bill the cost of a pro-
gramme to guarantee income to the poor-
estIndians,and there will not be any money
left to build the infrastructure that could ac-
tually make India rich. Taxpayers’ money
will be spent entirely on the infrastructure
to redistribute poverty.

In keeping with Rahul Gandhi’s eco-
nomic vision, his Chief Minister in
Rajasthan has already announced plans
to provide a generous dole to the unem-
ployed. Would it not be better to try and
create the jobs they need? Would it not
be better to build roads to villages that
have none? And drinking water facilities
and schools and hospitals. In the process
of building this desperately needed rural
infrastructure, would there not inevitably
come jobs? I believe so, but thenIam not
only not a socialist, I take a very dismal
view of socialism. I believe that it serves
only to redistribute poverty while demon-
ising those who create the wealth to make
this redistribution possible.

Perhaps the Congress president would
have done better not to begin articulating
his economic and political ideas so clearly
just before a general election. Perhaps he
would have done better to just bang on
about the “chowkidar” being a “chor”, be-
cause then we would not have discovered
that his ideas are so obsolete and unfea-
sible that his own party was forced to
abandon them. In that brief period in
which they were abandoned, India began
to take baby steps towards becoming a
country with the hope of prosperity, in-
stead of being an economic basket case.
What we do not need is another leader
who believes in redistributing poverty.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
) @tavieen_singh
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Upinarms

Has anyone noticed that Union Minister Harsimrat Kaur Badal, Shiromani Akali Dal
(SAD) chief Parkash Singh Badal and party leader Sukhbir Badal... none of them have
expressed any opinion on the Union Budget 2019-20 ? This is the first time that SAD,
which praised the Budget last year, hasn’t quite been eloquent about the Budget this
time. Last week, on Friday, the general secretary of the party, Manjinder Sirsa had
issued a general statement that if the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) did not stop med-
dling in the affairs of gurudwaras, the SAD could consider breaking the alliance and
walking out of the coalition. This might be too extreme, but the provocation seems to
be the moves made by the BJP to install Sikh members from its party to lead the
bodies that run gurudwaras across the country — including in Nanded, Patna and
Delhi. There are also reports that the Centre is mulling significant amendments in
the Gurudwara Management Act. This has provoked SAD leaders to say that if this
happens, the Sikhs will rise to defend their religion which is more important to them

CHECKLIST
EDUCATION: WHAT THE GOVERNMENT HAS ACHIEVED IN FOUR YEARS

mGovernmentspending (Centre and States):
Total expenditure on education as a percentage
of GDP has declined from 3.1 per cent in 2013-14
t0 2.7 per centin 2017-18

mThe Higher Education Funding Agency (HEFA)
was set up to promote the creation of high
quality infrastructure in premier educational
institutions. The HEFA has been tasked to
mobilise 31,00,000 crore to meet the
infrastructure needs of higher educational
institutions by 2022.

submitted its report on May 7, 2016. The report
proposed a New Education Policy to improve the
quality and credibility of education by
addressing implementation gaps.

mThe Ministry of Human Resource Development
launched a scheme 'Samagra Shiksha', which
seeks to provide holistic education from
preschool to senior secondary levels. It
subsumes three existing schemes, namely: (i)
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, (i) Rashtriya
Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan, and (iii) Teacher

CHATTERBOX

than anything else. N\ b, . mA draft Bill, Higher Education Commission of Education. The budget allocation for the
. Y . ‘ India (Repeal of University Grants Commission scheme is¥34,000 crore for 2018-19, and
Makingamove . ” . Act) Bill 2018, was released on June 27, 2018. The 41,000 crore for2019-20 in July 2018.
“The demonetisation year was the best year of

mGovernment declared six institutions as
'Institutions of Eminence’ on the
recommendations of an expert committee.These
included three finstitutions from private sector,

A member of the Janata Dal United (JDU) and legislator of the Bihar council, Rishi
Mishra has quit the JDU and joined the Congress. Mishra said he contested the election
against the BJP. How could he now continue to justify his presence in the JDU when it
had become an ally of the BJP ? He made it clear that he has no problems with Chief

Bill seeks to repeal the University Grants
Commission and sets up the Higher Education
Commission of India.

mThe Committee for Evolution of the New

growth (8.2%) under Mr Modi. So, let's have
another round of demonetisation.This time
let's demonetise 100 rupee notes.”

Former Finance Minister P Chidambaram in New Delhi,

Minister Nitish Kumar but could not stay as an alliance partner of the BJP.
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Letusshapea
new India that
Gandhidreamt of

am indeed pleased to be here to unveil the 150-square-
I metre wall mural of the Father of the Nation, Mahatma
Gandhi, which is made of terracotta kullads.

It is also a matter of great pride for us that at a time when
the nation is celebrating Mahatma’s 150th birth anniversary,
the Khadi and Village Industries Commission (KVIC) has
decided to mark the occasion with a unique display of
Gandhi’s image made by the potters.

The image is a true reflection of Gandhi’s belief in the
potential of craftsmanship and village industries.

Iam told that 150 potters from different parts of the coun-
try had gathered at Morbi in Gujarat - the birthplace of
Rashtrapita — to produce this mural.

It is certainly a “Tribute with difference’. It is an external
manifestation of a deep reverence we have for the man who
gave a timeless message through his life. It is a worthy tribute
to the man who restored dignity to the manual labour. It is
an artistic hymn created by village potters across the nation
—from Leh to Maharashtra and from Chhattisgarh to Varanasi.

I would like to compliment KVIC for promoting village
industries and the highly skilled potters because this mural
is also a tribute to the exquisite craftsmanship of the potters.

I came to know that the concept of making this grand wall
mural came after the huge success of KVIC’s ‘Kumhaar
Sashaktikaran Yojana’ in Varanasi, where Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had distributed 280 electric potter wheels
along with blungers, pug-mills and kilns to 300 potter families
on September 18, 2018. It not only increased the income of
village potters by four to five times, but also enhanced their
output in the same ratio. This is an example of how up grada-
tion of skills and technological advancement can transform
rural economy.

As per the Indian world view, the entire world is one large
family. The following verse from the Ramayana encapsulates
this universal vision. “Only the narrow minded categorise
people as ‘our own’ and ‘others’. For those who have a large
heart, the entire world is just a large family”

One corollary of this view, which follows from the concept
of the whole world being seen as one family, is the attitude of
empathy, of sharing and caring, of a sharp focus on alleviating
the agony of fellow human beings. His deep sense of com-
passion and inclusiveness permeated his outlook on human-
ity. Mahatma Gandhi’s life
embodied this attitude and
value system.

It was he who said, “I am
endeavouring to see God
through service of humanity;
for I know that God is neither
in heaven, nor down below,
but in everyone”.

He specially cared for the
marginalised. He was a strong
proponent of Gram Swaraj
and truly believed that devel-
opment of villages was vital
for the development of the

Gandhi experimented
with himself a great deal
and never suggested
anything to anybody in
which either he did not
believe himself or did
not follow himself. That
is how he had acquired
the moral authority to
suggest that “Be the
change you want to be"”

country.

This message of Gandhiji is vital at this juncture as India
is at the cusp of transforming into a major economy. With a
consistent growth rate of over 7 per cent, India is expected to
become the third largest economy in the world in the coming
years.

However, the fruits of development and prosperity must
reach every section and every corner, particularly the rural
areas. Efforts must be made on a war-footing by all stake-
holders to end the urban-rural divide. Here, I would like to
remind all of you that Gandhi ji had established the "All India
Village Industries Association" at Wardha and devoted most
of his time towards reorganization of Indian villages. He
worked relentlessly towards revival of village crafts, agro pro-
cessing industries, and promoted village cleanliness and san-
itation.

Rural crafts do play a remarkable role in village develop-
ment. Also, pottery plays an important role in studying culture
and reconstructing the past. Recently, the Ministry of
Railways has decided to use locally produced, environment-
savvy terracotta products like Kullads, glasses and plates for
serving catering items to passengers. This will certainly enable
the local Kumhar community to earn higher income.

The life of Mahatma is all about internal reflection, self
purification and harmonisation of individual and universal
objectives. The principle of ‘Ahimsa’ so eloquently propound-
ed by Mahatma encompasses all aspects of our personality
ranging from our thoughts to our deeds. If every human being
is at peace with himself or herself, there will be peace all
around in the outer world.

Gandhi experimented with himself a great deal and never
suggested anything to anybody in which either he did not
believe himself or did not follow himself. That is how he had
acquired the moral authority to suggest that “Be the change
you want to be”.

We are celebrating the 150th Birth Anniversary of that
great soul this year. The best way of paying a genuine tribute
to Mahatma is to sincerely introspect as to whether we are
living the values of this great son of our country.

Let us practice some of the essential values he stood for
like ‘empathy’ and ‘service’, ‘truth’ and ‘non-violence’, ‘inclu-
sion’ and ‘sustainable development’. Let each one of us shape
anew India that Gandhi and other leaders had dreamt of just
as the potters have given shape to a dream creation through
their deft hands.

Speech by Vice President M Venkaiah Naidu, after unveiling the 150-
square-metre wall mural of Mahatma Gandhi made of terracotta
kullads, in New Delhion January 31.

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

About 56 per cent of people surveyed in rural MP, Rajasthan, Bihar and Uttar Pradesh by research
advocacy group Research Institute For Compassionate Economics (RICE) reported being aware of at least
one of the three coercive practices — being stopped from open defecation, threats of withholding
government benefits and threats of fines — deployed by the government staff or members of community
vigilance groups, if they failed to build latrines or continued with open defecation. Nikhil Srivastav,
director of research and sanitation at RICE, a graduate student of the Lyndon B Johnson School of Public
Affairs, University of Texas, and one of the co-authors of the paper explains to Swagata Yadavar.

‘People will learn
from examples'

After thelaunch of RICE and AT’s working
paper, some people asked why not talk
about theimprovements in reducing open
defecation achieved by Swachh Bharat
Mission (SBM) post-2014, rather than
about people who still practice open
defecation. Your comment.

Our study finds that there is a 26 per cent reduc-
tion in open defecation in rural Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, but 44
per cent of rural residents in these states con-
tinue to defecate in the open. These are the facts.

We are also concerned about what happens
after a region is declared open defecation free
(ODF). Good examples of this are Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan [by October 2, 2018, 25
states and union territories had declared them-
selves ODF, IndiaSpend reported, but SBM

claims and data were questionable]. These
states have been declared ODF, and now they
lack resources for tackling open defecation
where it is still going on. By talking about open
defecation continuing in these ‘ODF’ regions,
we want people to focus on the problem. Unless
everyone accepts that the task is incomplete,
we cannot hope the government will continue
working on convincing rural Indians to use
latrines.

Do youthink that the challenges to
achieving sanitation goals associated
with social beliefs around caste and purity
havereduced?

India, even before the SBM was launched, was
seeing a decrease in open defecation at a rate
of 1 per cent per annum. Now, under the SBM,

Education Policy (Chair: TS R Subramanian)

the rate is a little over 6 per cent per annum.
Some people switched to using latrines because
they wanted to; others switched because they
were coerced to. Our data shows that large [sin-
gle] pit latrines remain more likely to be used,
and small pit [including twin pit] latrines con-
tinue to be looked down upon. Rural Indians
still worry about emptying pits, which they
associate with manual scavenging, and thus
continue to be averse to using smaller latrines
like twin-pits, though these are inexpensive.
People want large pits that don’t have to be
emptied for generations. They want a 10x10x10
feet pit [1,000 cubic feet capacity].

The ministry of drinking water and
sanitation, responding to our reporton
the working paper’s findings, said
researchers failed to

distinguish between coercion
and affirmative community
action. So they don’tconsider
actions like we have seenin

many videos —of people being
humiliated, punished and

beaten up for defecating in the

NIKHIL SRIVASTAVA

and three from publicsector.

you know how many of them had tobuild
their own latrines and how many of these
were twin-pits? Are they continuing to
defecate outside because they are not
happy with their twin-pitlatrines?

People with twin-pit latrines are more likely
to defecate in the open than people with large,
single pit latrines that are normally emptied
mechanically. Many people believe that a twin-
pit latrine will fill up in a year or less, and are
disgusted by the prospect of emptying it man-
ually, even after the faeces has decomposed. I
remember talking to a woman in MP. She was
talking about a television advertisement [pro-
moting twin-pit latrines issued by the SBM-
Rural] featuring [Bollywood actor] Akshay
Kumar, where he says that the faecal sludge
becomes son khad [fertiliser]. She looked at me
and said, “Unhe karna hai to
karne do, humse nahi hoga” (let
them empty the pit if they want, I
can’t doit].

The kind of social ostracisation
that Dalits [scheduled castes], espe-
cially Valmikis [a Dalit community
who form the majority of manual

open —coercive?

There are publicly available
videos on the internet that show
some of the worst instances of
coercion — poor villagers being beaten up by
government officials, a woman being dragged
out of fields by government workers, etc. Also,
every now and then reports covering such coer-
cive activities in rural areas surface in the
national media. Local media covers these
instances more frequently. Photos abound of
government buildings bearing threatening
messages that households without toilets will
be fined and lose government benefits. One
such poster, published by Dainik Bhaskar, said
“Shasan ke aadesh anusaar: [toilet na banane
par) 500 rupay ka jurmana aur ration bhi nahi
diya jayega aur sarkari suvidha se vanchit kiya
Jjayega” [By government orders: X500 fine,
ration and government services will be with-
drawn for not building toilets].

One out of every four households we sur-
veyed told us that they had heard of threats to
withhold government benefits like rations in
their village. In India, people have a right to
benefits like food.

There are two broader problems with such
sanctions and coercive activities: one that many
rural households depend on government
rations and pensions, and taking these away
means starvation for some families. The other
is that such sanctions often reinforce the exist-
ing caste hierarchy in villages. A block level
official, while explaining the process of forming
Nigrani Samitis, told us that samiti members
usually include the sarpanch, the MLA, a ward
member and other respected people who the
villagers listen to or even fear, such as lambar-
dars [powerful zamindars]. The official said
those are the people they ask for help in per-
suading villagers.

Ofthe 23 per cent people who own alatrine
but continue to defecate in the open,do

director, research and
sanitation, RICE

scavengers who empty latrine pits]
face is inhuman. “Hookah-pani
band hoga” is one phrase we heard
over and over again. It means that
people will face similar ostracisation and social
repercussions if they empty the pits themselves.

So people underestimate the time it will
taketofill a twin-pitlatrine?

Accountability Initiative’s own study showed
that 61 per cent of people underestimate the
time it will take for their latrine pits to fill. The
World Health Organisation says that a pit of 50
cubic feet will take around five years for a family
of five members to fill. The government is push-
ing twin-pit latrines under the SBM, that add
up to about that much volume, but what people
really want is an even larger pit.

When we are talking about pits, we have to
talk about two different sets of people--people
who can afford to build large, expensive pits and
those who cannot. The former are building
expensive pits. Twin-pits are only being con-
structed under the SBM where people cannot
afford to build latrines, and have faced pressure
to build it.

The government cannot build 10x10x10 feet
pits for everyone, or even 7x4x6 feet pits for
everyone. But everywhere in the world, includ-
ing in Bangladesh and the west, there is the
concept of out-houses which are inexpensive
latrines with single pits of about 50 cubic feet.
The government hasn’t promoted such inex-
pensive latrines here. We have missed the
opportunity to make people understand the
benefits of inexpensive latrines.

Remember when the MDWS secretary emp-
tied latrine pits? Those are the kind of actions
that should happen. I hope one day the prime
minister will set an example by emptying a
latrine pit, and show that there is no shame in
doing so. Everyone can and should do it.

Source: IndiaSpend

The house that nature built

From collecting rainwater to recycling used water, a
startup in Bengaluru is changing the way people live,

writes Sneha Bhattacharjee

arnessing natural light, wind and rain-
H drops to make houses. This was the

concept Abijith Priyam focussed on
for his debut venture of building eco-friendly
houses. His company, buildAhome.com, cre-
ates sustainable houses from naturally available
resources.

An engineer by profession, Priyam, along
with his team of 50 people, takes into
account simple concepts of everyday
science to construct eco-friendly
houses that can leave you
impressed. The venture was started
in 2016 and so far it has built 45
houses across the country.

The team recently worked on a
house in Mangalore that is fittingly
named “urvi”, which means earth.
It focuses on the principles of sus-
tainable architecture and leaving
minimal carbon impact on the envi-
ronment. This seemingly simple
idea, however, was hard to implement in a city
like Mangalore where there are two seasons of
extreme weather — hot summers and incessant
rains. “We wanted to build a home that did not
need any additional cooling. That is, it will cool
on its own and not with the help of air-condi-
tioning,” says Priyam.

The company designed the concept of the
house keeping the city's weather as the central
theme. Hot summers meant long sunny days
and so solar panels were installed on the roof
that generate the entire electricity requirement
for the house — from lighting bulbs to heating
water. “We gave used solar roof tiles as well
that not only generate heat, but act as a sub-
stitute for Mangalore tile. The PV (photo volta-
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ic) panels too are used as a material for roofs,”
he adds.

The second defining feature of this house is
the way it uses water. Most of the requirement
is met by rainwater. A borewell is provided only
as a backup for the dry months.The house has
an underground tank, with a capacity of over
50,000 litres, and recharge pits to tap rain water
to replenish the ground water. The
water used for everyday chores is
alsoreused. “The house recycles and
reuses its water through what is
called a grey water filtration tech-
nique. In this, the water from the
sinks, the kitchens and the showers
getrecycled, and is used for flushing
and landscaping purposes,” says
Priyam.

The recycling is done using an oil
and grease trap, a rain water filter
and a water filter with chambers that
purifies the water. The house also
has a natural cooling system. Cool air comes
from two water bodies within the vicinity and
the draft enters the house via a 12-feet jaail wall
and roof ventilators that have been incorporat-
ed in the design.

The eco-friendly concepts extends to every
aspect of the house. The exterior of the house
is made of clay products and locally-sourced
materials. Although concrete is used in the core
structure, the amount is half of the requirement
of conventional houses. “We have used earth-
ern pots and filler slabs for the concrete struc-
ture. This helps in cooling as well as reduces
the use of cement and steel,” says Priyam.

The flooring of the house, on the other hand,
is made of athamagudi tiles that are handmade

The Mangalore house that was built by Abhijith Priyam and his team focuses on the principles
of sustainable architecture and leaving minimal carbon impact on the environment

and thus more eco-friendly because factory-
made tiles emit a large amount of greenhouse
gas. For the stairs, the pond and master bed-
room, hardwood flooring is used. The chipped
off and leftover tiles from inside flooring and
granite are used in the terrace. The terrace has
a high-performing thermally-insulated and
water-proof membrane that is protected by
these broken tiles which prevent the roof from
heating at all.

The wooden doors and windows are
reclaimed from demolished homes. No new
tree was cut for the doors or windows of the
home. The glass window panes allows light to
enter the house but not heat. The two skylights
of the home too have the same high-performing
glass and the false ceiling in the living room is
made from locally available bamboo. The house

has an abundance of greenery inside as well as
outside. Instead of a brick compound, the
house is fenced by plants. There are plenty of
plants inside too. Besides keeping the air fresh,
these plants have properties that repel mos-
quitoes and reptiles away.

The company is now working on a project
in Bengaluru and Mysuru each. "More and
more people now are willing to go for an eco-
friendly house," says Priyam. The only reason
people do not want a green house, he says, is
lack of awareness and misconceptions about
costs. “This entire Mangalore house, including
the fittings, costI57 lakh. So, it is not that build-
ing a green house will cost you more. The dif-
ference is only in the products that go into
building the house, and how you procure
them,” says Priyam.
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Behind the speech

Budget speeches conceal more than they reveal

here is one thing that all Budget

speeches have in common. The

finance minister delivering the

speech may be interim or perma-
nent; the poet quoted may be Tamil,
Bengali, or North Indian; the emphasis may
be on farmers, or on the middle class, or on
government employees — but all Budget
speeches conceal more than they reveal. It
is not the purpose of a Budget speech to
reveal and explain the details of the Union
Budget, but in fact to conceal them. This is
not because of a search for cheap applause
lines — multiple such applause lines might
exist in a speech, but unlike an American
president’s State of the Union address, they
are not the point of the Budget speech. The

point of a Budget speech is in fact to guide
the interpretation of the Budget, and specif-
ically to guide the eye away from those
clauses of the Finance Bill or entries in the
Demands for Grants that actually matter.

In the interpretation of Budget pro-
posals, what matters is understanding the
trade-off that is made. As even a first-year
economics student knows, budgeting is by
definition an exercise in trading off one
need against another, subject to a con-
straint. For governments, the macro trade-
off is between fiscal rectitude, expenditure,
investment, and taxation. Within this, there
are multiple smaller trade-offs to make —
who bears the brunt of taxation, who will
benefit from extra spending, which social

and economic priorities will receive fund-
ing. Yet it is rare to discover a Budget
speech that makes this trade-off explicit.
Parliamentarians expect to hear a long list
of things that are being funded, and not
those that are being defunded or taxed.
The sole exception was, perhaps, taxes on
cigarettes, which multiple finance minis-
ters in the past have been happy to specif-
ically name. It is remarkably easy, on lis-
tening to a Budget speech, to be lost in
admiration of the genius of the finance
minister in question — any finance minis-
ter — who has somehow managed to pro-
vide something to everyone without appar-
ently straining the finances of the
government unduly.

It is only when the Budget papers are
carefully scrutinised that the true picture
emerges. The observer will discover then,
for example, that defence expenditure
might have been squeezed — even if a
finance minister has pointed out in his

speech that the allocation is “the highest
ever”. For example, the latest speech has
told you the defence budget has crossed I3
trillion for the first time. But the actual
allocation will show that the outlay
has barely kept pace with inflation — as
has been the case over and over again
across governments.

When ministers have significantly
increased the allocation to a department or
a scheme, they are happy to tell the world
how much higher the allocation is than the
previous Budget estimates in percentage
terms. If the increase is not significant, they
will instead mention the difference in
rupee terms. But when they have squeezed
it, they will likely instead state in their
speech just the allocation without men-
tioning the previous year's outlay. If, during
the course of a financial year, the allocation
for a scheme has been increased — as hap-
pens with NREGS frequently — then the
minister will mention how much higher

the new allocation for the coming year is
than the previous Budget estimates, and
not how much higher it is than the Revised
Estimates. If instead that ministry, depart-
ment or scheme found that the finance
ministry had not disbursed money over the
year, then the speech will highlight how
much higher the new outlay is than the
Revised Estimates.

Sometimes, the most crucial aspect of
the Budget — and the one that determines
how the Budget is remembered or written
about — is only discovered hours or days
after the speech, because it is hidden
somewhere in the Finance Bill. Such
was the case, for example, with the famous
Vodafone retrospective tax amendment —
which startled observers noticed only sev-
eral hours after then finance minister
Pranab Mukherjee had stopped speaking.
The truth is that a Budget speech is
often terrific entertainment — but it is
rarely useful.

How to build defence capabilities

India needs to move beyond being a licensed weapons producer, and acquire the capability of developing
globally competitive weapons systems that meet its requirements

KHUTUB HAI

India’s defence industry, including the ongoing

debate in Parliament over the purchase of Rafale
aircraft, connected offsets and the technical capability of
our leading defence PSUs. It is a sad commentary that
even 70 years after attaining independence, India is inca-
pable of designing and developing its own MMRCA, and
there are doubts whether its premier aerospace compa-
ny — HAL — is capable of manufacturing these aircraft
under transfer of technology. This holds good for most
other defence PSUs which may be required to manufac-
ture other complex weapon systems.

Clearly, over the past seven decades, India has failed
to put in place a robust defence industrial base capable
of meeting the challenges of the 21st century. With the
cost of imported weapon systems increasing prohibi-
tively, we can no longer afford to acquire such systems
from foreign states/companies that require a steady
increase in defence budgets. The country has to move
beyond being a licensed weapons producer and must rap-
idly acquire the capabilities and capacities to design and
develop weapon systems that meet its requirement and
are globally competitive.

Amongthe challenges that arise in setting up a mod-
ern defence industrial base, three factors stand out. First
and foremost is the requirement to have a large reservoir
of research talent in advanced technology disciplines.
Without sustained availability of a quality technology
base, no country can be globally competitive in the
defence sector. Sadly, India lacks advanced technology
human resources capable of quality research work. A
recent report by Clarivate Analytics that lists 4000 of
the world’s most influential researches is most depress-
ing. Only 10 Indians are mentioned in the list (the US tops
with 2639, UK has 546 and China 482).

While there are many reasons for this poor perform-
ance, one of the most important aspects that promote a
deeper understanding of the research work required for
complex weapon systems is systems sciences, or sys-
tems engineering. This crucial aspect of technological
competence is missing from the syllabi of our IITs and
engineering colleges. Most leaders and programme man-
agers of high-end technology projects are graduates of

There has been considerable discussion about
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systems engineering (MSc/equivalent), while in India, our
scientists tend to learn on the job, leading to time and cost
over-runs and poor quality. The country needs tens of
thousands of systems engineers if we aspire to be self-
contained in our research for design and development of
weapon systems.

The second attribute of a defence industrial base is a
high-end technology infrastructure that enables research
work for design and development. To be fair, at the time
of Independence, India had no defence infrastructure in
place, strange for a country that had a robust defence
manufacturing capability even in the 16th century. The
Mughals developed advanced capabilities for manufac-
ture of heavy and light cannon, and the Marathas set up
a thriving ship-building industry towards the end of the
17th century. During British rule, this manufacturing
capability was suppressed and later demolished.

A concerted effort was put in place in the 1950s and
1960s to set up capacities for research and manufacturing

through the creation of the DRDO,

Capacities for  Ordnance Factories and Defence PSUs.

defence Crucially, the private sector was
research and  ignored, a grave mistake that even 70
manufacture  yearslater the country is struggling to
were set up in rectify. In later years, no effort was
the 1950s and made tomodernise thisinfrastructure
1960s but the torespond to the challenge of the 21st
private sector century. The result: The weapon sys-
was ignored tems produced in the country have

failed to satisfy our own armed forces,
leave alone attracting global attention for exports.

The third and most important requisite for a defence
industrial base is the presence of an R&D system that is
self-sustaining and economically rewarding. The cur-
rent system of a state-controlled and monopolistic R&D
stifles motivation and is a constant drag on the need for
innovation and modernisation of systems and proce-
dures. Up to the end of the Second World War, most
defence R&D was state-funded and high-end defence
technologies enabled a wide variety of civilian tech-
nologies to ride piggyback, especially in the fields of
aerospace, electronics and telecommunication. Today
the roles have been reversed, with defence technologies
borrowing heavily from advances made in the industri-
al sector. The technologies of today contained in a cell

phone may well be used to provide a vital function in a
missile system.

By definition, a defence industrial and technological
base incorporates the industrial and technological assets
of a country that are of direct or indirect importance for
the production of defence equipment and war-fighting
capability. It is obvious therefore that the defence sec-
tor's needs should be coordinated with other technology-
intensive fields such as space, civil aviation, telecommuni-
cation, electronics, atomic energy and ship-building. The
Indian defence industry must shift its current R&D, which
is focused on a “product strategy”, to a broader inve-
stment and focus on a “capability strategy” around the var-
ious disciplines that comprise the defence industrial base.

At a conservative estimate, India imports over $50 bil-
lion worth of telecom and electronics products every
year. A broader engagement and investment in R&D
projects will enable economies of scale, reduce financial
risk in R&D and incentivise private sector participation
in the design and development of weapon systems
required by our armed forces. This R&D model, also
known as “convergence strategy” for its union of tech-
nology in defence and industry, is a vital requirement to
respond to the wide range of technology applications in
the 21st century.

The three attributes of a defence industrial base are
connected and heavily dependent on each other. A sus-
tained availability of skilled researchers with access to
modern and high-end infrastructure can be harnessed
to work on a convergence strategy of R&D that is glob-
ally competitive. To achieve this, India needs to lay out
a roadmap with clear-cut executive action plans for
implementation, to ensure that in 10 years we have an
adequate pool of quality research scientists and systems
engineers, modernised infrastructure through the set-
ting up of research institutes in collaboration with the
private sector, and an entrepreneurial system of R&D in
place based on a convergence strategy. A frank and
open debate in Parliament is needed and a political
consensus arrived at to provide continuity to the imple-
mentation of the programme of modernising our
defence industrial and technology base.

The writer is Managing Director, Firmbase Consulting, a
defence consulting company

Right toinheritland a
myth for Indian women

AKANSHA DUBEY

e World Economic Forum’s Global

I Gender Gap Report 2018 ranks

India 108th out of 142 countries,
with no improvement over 2017. India
ranks lower on all pillars of the gender
gap — economic participation and oppor-
tunity, educational attainment, health
and survival ranking, and political
empowerment. We see significant eco-
nomic disparity between genders in India.

There is a drastic difference between
genders in the right to inherit land. More
than a decade has passed since Hindu
laws that govern succession were amend-
ed. Termed as a moment of triumph in
2005, daughters were recognised as co-
partners in a joint Hindu family and were
made joint holders of family property.
Until 2005 only Hindu males could right-
fully hold a share in family property. Now
daughters are entitled to a share in ances-
tral family property after their father’s
death under section 6 of the Hindu
Succession Act, 1956 (Act). However, in a
2013 study Landesa found that even eight
years after the 2005 amendment only one
inten women inherited agricultural land.

State-specific laws governing devolu-
tion of rights in agricultural land present
a grim picture. Personal laws like the
Hindu Succession Act, 1956
apply to devolution of rights
in agricultural land only in a
few states such as Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and
Rajasthan. In  Punjab,
Haryana, Himachal Pradesh
and Jammu and Kashmir,
daughters and sisters do not
inherit agricultural land.
These states give limited
rights to widows and wid-
owed mothers where, in case
of remarriage, their right of inheritance is
lost. Local laws in these four states prefer
male relations (through the male line) in
the order of succession to agricultural
land. Only male descendants primarily
inherit family agricultural land.

Widows of male lineal descendants are
preferred in Jammu and Kashmir but are
given low preference in the order of suc-
cession. Low preference leads to very low
chances of inheritance for women in the
family. Delhi gives inheritance rights to
widows over agricultural land, but not
daughters. In Uttar Pradesh and
Uttarakhand, daughters and sisters do
inherit agricultural land, though married
daughters have a lower preference. At least
UP gives an unmarried daughter a pri-
mary right of inheritance to a male
Hindu’s property, but in Uttarakhand an
unmarried daughter is quite low in the
order of succession. Besides, many states
are silent on whether personal religious
laws apply to agricultural property. This
silence can be interpreted to mean either
recognition or thwarting of women’s
inheritance rights.

The Indian Constitution demarcates

There is a drastic
difference
between genders
in the right to
inherit land. Over
a decade after the
Hindu Succession
Act was amended,
only one in ten
women inherit
agricultural land

the legislative domain of the Centre and
states. “Wills, intestacy and succession”
and “transfer of property other than agri-
cultural land” (entries 5 and 6) are part of
the Concurrent List and can be legislated
upon by Parliament and state legislatures.
“Rights in or over land” and “transfer and
alienation of agricultural land” (entry 18)
are state subjects and cannot be legislated
upon by Parliament. Under the Indian
Constitution these subjects are the exclu-
sive domain of states. Following this most
states in independent India enacted local
laws that govern devolution of tenancy
and succession rights in agricultural land.

Here the 2005 amendment creates a
strange scenario. Under the Hindu
Succession Act, 1956, Parliament recog-
nised a daughter’s share in family prop-
erty along with another controversial and
less noted change. Prior to 2005 the Act
did not apply to any law related to frag-
mentation of agricultural land, fixation
of land ceilings and devolution of tenan-
cy rights in agricultural land. The 2005
Amendment repealed this provision in
section 4(2) of the Act with the aim of
encouraging women’s rights to agricul-
tural land. Since matters relating to agri-
cultural land were considered a state sub-
jectunder entry 18, repealing section 4(2)
of the Act creates confusion among states.
Does this removal extend the
Act to all aspects of agricul-
tural land? Or does it throw
the ball back to the states?

Recently, in Archna vs
Deputy Director of
Consolidation and Others, the
Allahabad High Court upheld
that the Hindu Succession
Act, 1956 does not apply to
agricultural land in UP.
Agricultural land was con-
sidered an exclusive domain
of the state legislature, where Parliament
has no power to legislate. The court assert-
ed that repealing section 4(2) cannot lead
to an automatic application of the Act to
agricultural land. Existing state laws and
Parliament's lack of clarity on repealing
section 4(2) of the Act create an avoidable
gap.

This gap creates a lack of uniformity in
inheritance rights even within a religious
sect (Hindus). Varying interpretations by
state high courts limit the reach of this
welfare amendment. Such loopholes fuel
orthodox mindsets of a male-dominated
agricultural sphere. Right of inheritance
and subsequent ownership of agricultur-
al land further women’s empowerment
and financial independence. Inheritance
rights to agricultural land are instrumen-
tal in elevating women in rural areas.
There is a dire need to push for state
amendments to local laws. Women are
equal representatives of the family legacy.
No primitive law or customary interpre-
tation can take this away.

Thewriteris a Stanford Fellow, Landesa. These
views are personal
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Chanda Kochhar case raises
systemic governance issues

Obfuscation solves nothing
Sanctity of data should be respected

BJP falls back on mandir
It's a bid for electoral victory

The bank’s board first gave her a clean
chit, so regulators must up their game

The inquiry by former Supreme Court judge Justice BN
Srikrishna into the allegations against former ICICI Bank CEO
Chanda Kochhar has taken eight long months to confirm
what seems apparent - that she did not conduct herself as she
should have in relation to conflict-of-interest issues. It was
only last week that the Central Bureau of Investigation filed
an FIR against Ms Kochhar, her husband Deepak Kochhar,
head of the Videocon group Venugopal Dhoot and ICICI Bank
executives for sanction of credit facilities in violation of rules,
that caused a loss of 1,730 crore to the bank. But clearly, Ms
Kochhar erred, and badly at that, in not disclosing to the
bank’s board her husband’s business connections with the

Videocon group, which was a client of the bank.

The inquiry report holds her guilty of violation of the
bank’s “code of conduct, its framework for dealing with con-

flict of interest and fiduciary duties, and in terms of applica-

ble Indian laws, rules and regulations.” The bank’s board has
accepted the report and decided to treat her voluntary resig-
nation from the bank in October as “termination for cause”,

also deciding to claw back all bonuses paid to her since April
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option entitlements. These are strong penalties, but the ques-
tion is: How did the board give her a clean chit as recently as
March last year? Clearly, regulators need to up their game.

The resignation of two non-
governmental experts of the
National Statistical Comm-
ission, including its acting
chief, in protest against the
National Sample Survey
Organisation (NSSO) with-
holding or delaying the release
of its jobs data, report points to
blatant political intervention
in the work of autonomous
bodies that do crucial data-
gathering tasks. Leaked data
from the Periodic Labour
Force Survey 2017-18 suggests
a major crisis over unemploy-
ment, much of which can be
traced back to the disruptive
force of the November 2016
demonetisation exercise. The
stalled report is said to have
revealed that unemployment
— at 6.1 per cent in 2017-18 —
has been at its highest in the
past 45 years, according to

NSSO figures. The compara-
tive figures for 2012 are 2.2 per
cent. The youth unemploy-
ment rate, which is probably
more relevant to today’s trou-
bled times, is now at “astro-
nomically high levels” of
between 13 to 27 per cent.
There is something sacro-
sanct about gathering data,
which loses credibility if there
is government intervention.
Data helps not only gover-
nance but also private enter-
prise in a country with a bur-
geoning population. An
ostrich-in-the-sand act is
obviously not goingto help in
the face of what is a huge
national challenge of finding
jobs for hundreds of millions,
even as millions more youth
join the workforce every year.

The Asian Age, February 1

The leopard never changes its
spots. The Bharatiya Janata
Party-led government at the
Centre, headed by Narendra
Modi, has proved that old
adage all over again. It is back
to the Ram mandir construc-
tion issue. Building the Ram
mandir is one sure way of sat-
isfying the devotees of Ram,
as well as the restive Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad and
its ideological siblings. The
BJP-led government has
asked the Supreme Court’s
permission to return the
“non-disputed” part of the
government-acquired land to
its original owners, a claim
that is being contested. These
include a trust formed to
monitor the construction of
the temple. The BJP’s request
is being cheered by members

of its government as well as
its sibling outfits as a step
towards temple-building.

The government is going
by the measurements sug-
gested by the Allahabad High
Court’s 2010 verdict and the
earlier 1994 Supreme Court
ruling that restrictions would
only apply to the “disputed”
area. It is the 2003 Supreme
Court verdict that status quo
be maintained in the whole
area that the government is
politely pretending not to
have noticed. The govern-
ment’s request seems to be a
nudge in that direction as
well as a reassurance to the
mandir’s champions. The
BJP has fallen back on its old-
est theme in its bid for elec-
toral victory.

The Telegraph, February 1
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A poll-centric Budget

Dole for farm sector, some cheer for the salaried

ulist push with its interim Budget weeks before the Gener-

al Election. It’s undoubtedly a now-or-never attempt to win
over various disgruntled sections, particularly the farming com-
munity, the salaried class and the pensioners. Agrarian distress
was a crucial factor that led to the BJP losing out to the Congress
in the Hindi heartland states of Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh and
Madhya Pradesh. The Congress stole a march on the saffron par-
ty by promising and then duly implementing the loan waiver
scheme. With its distant dream of doubling farmers’ income by
2022 finding few takers, the government has come up with Prad-
han Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi, a scheme for direct benefit
transfer of Rs 6,000 to small and marginal farmers. It’s not only
too little, but also too late in the day. Instead of conceptualising
sustainable solutions, the government has succumbed to the
temptation of dishing out a band-aid dole that won’t do much to
keep the farmer out of the debt trap.

The BJP has also tried to placate the lower middle class, one of its
major sinews of support, by doubling the threshold income tax rebate
limit to Rs 5 lakh. Public memory is short, but not short enough to
forget the disruptions caused in the recent years — the crippling
effect of demonetisation and the chaotic rollout of the GST regime.
A mega pension scheme has been announced for the unorganised
sector, which had borne the brunt of the note ban and is being wooed
by the Congress with its ‘guaranteed minimum income’ promise.

In all, these exchequer-draining initiatives are expected to cover at
least 25 crore people. The ruling party is banking on them to lap it all
up. However, it would be tough for the BJP to convince the electorate
why it had taken the government so long to announce these welfare
measures. ‘Why now?’will be the restless voter’s obvious question.
Desperately eyeing another term, the BJP needs credible answers.

Q S expected, the Modi government has made an all-out pop-

Fatal highways
Road safety a casualty in Haryana

HESE figures hurt: as per the Traffic and Highways Department of

Haryana, 5,118 persons were killed in road accidents in the state in

2018;1n 2017, the number of precious lives lost on the road was 5,120;
and in 2016, the fatalities touched 5,024. Those injured in the mishaps in
each of these three years were nearly double the death casualty. What is
more hurtful is the story revealed by these statistics: with the death toll
hovering around 5,100 each year, the state and national highways criss-
crossing Haryana continue to be unsafe, snuffing out a shocking 14 lives
per day in 31 accidents, on an average. Commuters must reach their des-
tinations safe and sound rather than fall prey to death traps.

There is hardly any traveller who can claim to have not felt his heart
in his mouth as he had a close shave with another vehicle on an Indi-
an highway. Rashly driven vehicles, overloaded trucks and buses, driv-
ers speeding past, caring two hoots for traffic rules, are all too common-
ly witnessed both inside towns and cities and on highways. Not only do
such drivers put their own lives at risk with reckless and irresponsible
behaviour, but even innocent passersby going about their business in
right earnest many a time have to pay with their limbs or lives. A little
carelessness by one person behind the wheel can ruin another, both
physically and financially. It is no surprise that the main causes of acci-
dents have been identified as rash driving, wrong parking, poor road
engineering, drunken driving, overloading and speeding.

As the road safety week begins on February 4, the authorities and
people of Haryana need to resolve to abide by traffic rules and not just
indulge in empty sloganeering. Accidents are very much avoidable.
Education about road safety and rules must begin in schools. Only if
every road user drives carefully and those violating rules are fined heav-
ily will the mishap rate drop. The authorities must review accident-
prone spots, width of roads and lanes as also weed out incompetent driv-
ers obtaining licences fraudulently and unroadworthy vehicles. We
have tolerated far too much death and mayhem on our roads.

Creativity starts when you cut a zero from your budget.
— Jaime Lerner

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

CBhe Tribune.

LAHORE, SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 2,1919

Social Welfare Work.

AS a sequel to the labour strikes in Bombay one should welcome the interest
shown by Sir George Lloyd in the activities of the social service societies in that
city and the encouragement he gave by his inspection and advice. His
Excellency visited the Servants of India Society, a hospital for the poor, the
Fazlbhoy Ibrahim Homes and other institutions established for the benefit of the
working classes. These by no means satisfy all the present demands and His
Excellency was right in saying that there was great room for extension of the
work all round, especially in the form of housing and sanitary improvements.
Every working class family should be housed properly and its sanitation should
be guaranteed by some responsible authority. Charitable work cannot go long in
meeting the requirements. What is required is that proper housing and sanitary
conditions should be ensured on a business basis or as part of an agreement
between the employer and employees, the State also sharing a part of the cost.

The Proposed Section 510 A.

IN our leading article, we have referred at some length to some of the provisions
of the new Bills in their legal aspect. One provision of Bill No. 1, viz., section
510A., Cr.PC,, introduces some new matter which requires examination. It
provides that in the trail of offences against the State, the fact of the previous
conviction of the accused as well as the fact of his habitual and voluntary
association with a person, convicted of an offence against the State, shall be
relevant. Under the Indian Evidence Act, a previous conviction is relevant as
evidence of bad character, but not the fact of his association, albeit habitual and
voluntary, with any person, convicted of an offence against the State.
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‘Dream State’ comes alive

The NDA's interim Budget ticks all the boxes, but issues remain

JAYSHREE SENGUPTA

SENIOR FELLOW, OBSERVER
RESEARCH FOUNDATION

T was hardly an ‘interim Bud-

get’ but rather a grandiose one

— if not in scale but in content.

Finance Minister Piyush Goyal
unfurled it with great flair and con-
fidence. He made sure that no vot-
er’'s welfare was perceived to be
excluded. There were expectations
over the past few weeks that the
NDA government would spare no
efforts to make all the right political
moves through its sixth and last
Budget to win the elections. But no
one would have anticipated that it
would go the whole hog to appease
farmers, workers from the unorgan-
ised sector, the middle class,
women and senior citizens. It was
no doubt an unprecedented coup
on the part of the NDA government
which left Rahul Gandhi’s eyes
glazed in wonder.

Listening to the list of achieve-
ments of the government in the past
four years from the newly appoint-
ed Finance Minister, one would
have thought India is not only the
fastest growing, but also the best
governed country. ‘India is march-
ing towards prosperity to a New
India 2022... It will be clean,
healthy, with access to water and
farmers would have doubled their
incomes.’” India has also achieved
inflation control and experienced
increased FDI inflow. He promised
that India will be without corrup-
tion and free of communalism. It
seemed like a ‘dream State’ that he
was talking about rather than the
real India with millions of problems.

The reality is that the state of agri-
culture needs immediate attention
and the youth needs jobs. Out of his
kitty came a big dollop of dole for
farmers. The small and marginal

SOMETHING FOR ALL: A small farmer can hope to get a basic annual income of 6,000.

The job front, however, remains unaddressed. The youth,
whose votes will matter, may not be easily convinced by
the varnishing of real problems in the interim Budget.

farmer will get a basic income of Rs
6,000 annually, which he will be
thankful for because it would come
from the government and not the
moneylender, to whom he would
have to pay high interest. The gov-
ernment has turned Keynesian in
believing that an increase in purchas-
ing power in the hands of the people
will create demand that will create
jobs and make the economy grow.

In the same vein, the government
has reduced the income tax for the
middle class. The standard deduc-
tion has been raised to Rs 50,000
from Rs 40,000. The basic income
tax slab has been raised to Rs 5
lakh from Rs 2.5 lakh. Expenditure
on medicines and medical insur-
ance are subject to exemption. This
will be highly appreciated by sen-
ior citizens. This generous act of
the government will benefit 3 crore
employees and win the hearts of
the middle class.

Regarding capital gains in real
estate, the rollover benefit of capital
gains from property has been
increased from one residential house
to two. This rollover on capital gains,
up to Rs 2 crore, can only be exercised

A wile to win

GEORGE N NETTO

nied my British planter-boss

during his inspection of
Munnar’s sprawling tea estates.
His driver would take me to his
bungalow, from where we would
set out together. While waiting
for him, I invariably faced a prob-
lem quite literally — his big and
ferocious Alsatian.

Winston was seldom leashed. The
apple of the Brit’s eye, he had a free
run of the bungalow and I was nev-
er comfortable with him snooping
around. He regarded every visitor
with suspicion, usually greeting
them with a low, menacing growl

IN the 1970s, I often accompa-

Medical fee cap
Reference to ‘No regulation on MBBS
fee for now’ (Feb 1); it is clear from the
actions of the government that it lacks
the intent and will to implement the
amendment to cap the fee. It will have
an adverse impact on the medical pro-
fession, as the present situation facili-
tates the issuance of licence to incom-
petent professionals to play with the
lives of helpless patients. They will also
charge exorbitantly for their service to
get a full return of their hefty invest-
ment. Brilliant and able students will
be deprived of medical education due
to lack of money. The government
should reconsider its decision.
SANDEEP, PATIALA

All-out temple politics

Refer to the article ‘“The unfair Ayod-
hya move’ (Feb 1); murky politics is
being played by the BJP at the
eleventh hour of the general election.
Those who were shouting from the
rooftop that the corrupt Congress
should be thrown out of power, are
now themselves indulging in dirty
vote-bank politics, using corrupt
ways, even by amending the Consti-
tution, for their selfish interests.
Making people fight with one anoth-
er for power, by diverting the atten-
tion of the masses from the govern-
ment’s failures to wuplift the

that gave one the creeps.

I earnestly wished the boss would-
n’t leave me alone with Winston,
who I often felt would love nothing
better than to annex a part of my
fundament without further ado.
When I mentioned my fears, my
boss brushed them aside. Winston
had never been known to be
vicious, he reassured me. Yet, my
unease persisted.

Strangely enough, though I was a
fairly regular visitor, familiarity
didn’t seem to breed any trust in
Winston as far as I could see.
Rather, it appeared to generate ani-
mosity in him, quite inexplicably. I
decided I had to earn the dog’s
trust and goodwill somehow.

standards of living, providing jobs as
promised, giving world-class educa-
tion and healthcare facilities, only for
votes is condemnable.

RK KAPOOR, CHANDIGARH

Sops count?

The interim Budget has been careful-
ly drafted for the election year, touch-
ing upon almost every possible bene-
fit, for all sections of society. Should
the performance of a government be
judged by the sops it offers, or the real-
ities of its performance over the past
five years at the ground level?

VIR PARTAP SINGH, HOSHIARPUR

Probe ICICI board role

Apropos the editorial ‘Chanda
Kochhar indicted’ (Feb 1), some time
ago, the ICICI Bank board had given
a clean chit to its CEO Kochhar, sup-
porting her actions. A probe was con-
ducted by the board itself, which
should have been conducted by an
independent economist appointed
by the Finance Ministry or the RBI.
Kochhar’s indictment is justified
but the board’s role must be
reviewed. It had the opportunity to
set things right, but it did not have
the intent in pursuing the matter
honestly and to its logical end. The
board was interested only in protect-

once in a lifetime.

Workers in the unorganised sector
have also received due and much-
needed attention and a scheme has
been devised, which will give them a
monthly pension of Rs 3,000 after the
age of 60. The contribution of Rs 100 a
month will be matched by the govern-
ment contributing an equal share.
The government is already providing
Rs 500 crore for the scheme. This
measure will benefit 10 crore workers.
It is no doubt a big and unprecedent-
ed step by any government at the Cen-
tre and will offer some amount of
social security to the 42 crore informal
sector workers who are otherwise
without any social protection. They
are vulnerable to being fired and
remain jobless for months and also
have no means of support in case of an
illness or accident. It will be a boon for
many and they will thank the govern-
ment with their votes.

For the MSMEs, the government
has already done quite a lot, especial-
ly after their productivity and
employment was adversely affected
by demonetisation. They are of spe-
cial importance because of the large
numbers involved in the sector. The

Usually the Brit’s butler would
serve me biscuits and tea while I
waited for him in the sitting room
with Winston lurking around. I had
noticed that the dog always eyed
the biscuits wistfully but never
came anywhere near them, thanks
to its strict upbringing.

One day on an impulse, I quietly
tossed Winston a biscuit. He
lunged forward and gulped it. I
flipped him another and he
snapped it up in midair. Lo and
behold, several biscuits later, Win-
ston’s tail was wagging furiously
in the friendliest manner for the
first time ever, his smouldering
eyes expressively asking for
more. What a dramatic change in

ing its CEO. This raises serious ques-
tions on the management culture of
the so-called best private bank.

LAL SINGH, BY MAIL

Congress misstep

After the 2017 Assembly polls in Pun-
jab, it was expected that in the Assem-
bly elections in adjacent Haryana, the
Congress would come back to power.
However, the Jind result is contrary to
anticipation. Opposition parties in
Haryana need to revise their strategy.
The Chautalas must unite and give the
command to their younger generation.
The Congress committed a blunder by
fielding MLLA Randeep Surjewala. The
Congress took its voters for granted. It
reflects the arrogance and high-hand-
edness of the high command. It has
not only damaged the reputation of its
national spokesperson, but also
earned the displeasure of Congress
voters in Kaithal as well as Jind.
GURDEYV SINGH, MOHALI

Lesson in defeat

Apropos the editorial ‘Jind jolt for
INLD, Congress’ (Feb 1), the Con-
gress’ loss is a report card on its
progress, which is not up to the mark.
The Congress thinktank needs to pon-
der over it. Its candidate lost, though
he was the party spokesman. This

Budget has granted 2 per cent inter-
est subvention for MSMEs with
Rs 1 crore loan, which will provide
relief to their strained finances.

Many economists would think that
by not being able to meet the fiscal
deficit, the government has made a
big mistake. But having a fiscal
deficit of 3.4 per cent of the GDP,
instead of 3.3 per cent for 2018-19, is
no great sin, especially when the slip-
page was due to a good cause and was
aimed at giving the farmers income
support in difficult times. A sum of
Rs 75,000 crore has been allocated for
the scheme. The Budget also
announced an allocation of Rs 19,000
crore for the construction of rural
roads and Rs 60,000 crore for MNRE-
GA scheme that will guarantee
incomes to the rural population for
100 days of work.

The Finance Minister also
announced that the debt-GDP ratio,
which is high at 70 per cent, will be
reduced to 40 per cent by 2024/25.
This would, however, be difficult
when the mega schemes pan out as
states would run into deficits. A high
debt-GDP ratio indicates a huge out-
go towards interest payments by the
government which could have been
used for supporting social schemes.

The government has also pleased
the defence services sector by
enhancing the allocation to it by
over Rs 3 lakh crore. The minister
also pledged to have clean energy,
with more electric vehicles on the
roads which would mean less pollu-
tion in the future.

On the job front, the minister did
not disclose any specific plans. The
expectation seems to be that the econ-
omy will keep growing at a fast rate
and jobs will be created alongside.
The government seems to be reluc-
tant to accept the latest jobless data
produced by NSSO, which clearly
says that unemployment is at a high
rate of 6.1 per cent. Jobless youth are
to be found in both rural and urban
areas in large numbers. Many of them
would be first-time voters. They may
not be so easily convinced by the var-
nishing of real problems provided by
the government in the interim Bud-
get and their votes will matter.

over Winston

his behaviour!

Thereafter, we got along famous-
ly. Gone were the nasty growls.
Instead, I was greeted with exuber-
ant tail-wagging whenever I visit-
ed the bungalow. The butler, how-
ever, was quite baffled by my
sudden preference for Britannia
cream crackers. The plateful
placed before me was now invari-
ably empty when he came to
remove it, whereas earlier I used to
leave the biscuits untouched,
drinking only the tea.

It was a well-guarded secret
known only to Winston and me. As
with humans, the way to a dog’s
heart is through his stomach.

Thank God for it.

defeat at the threshold of the coming
General Election does not portend
well. The party president is busy in
exposing the BJP and consolidating
his base in the electorally largest state
of Uttar Pradesh, where the political
atmosphere is hotter, but he needs to
know that a defeat — even in a bypoll
in any other state — may affect peo-
ple’s mood and opinion.

RAJENDRA PRASAD SINGH, NEW DELHI

Why blame AOC?

Refer to ‘TAF moots action against
two officers over Pathankot attack’
(Jan 31); the proposed action seems ill-
conceived. Protection of a vast
perimeter of an air base is not easy.
There are several vulnerable points,
which need periodic checks and regu-
lar maintenance. Adequate number of
watchtowers is needed; perimeter
lighting must be optimum; and night
patrol adequate to ward off terrorist
attacks. The Air Officer Commanding
(AOC) of an air base, despite his best
efforts, cannot plug all loopholes. DSC
personnel comprising former soldiers
posted at the stations are deployed to
man security gates and sentry posts.
They are not equipped to meet terror
challenge. It is unfair to take action
against the AOC or the Station Com-
mander for their perceived failure.

WG CDR CL SEHGAL (RETD), JALANDHAR

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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YOGESH PRATAP SINGH
REGISTRAR, NATIONAL LAW UNIVERSITY, ODISHA

O organ of the State is expect-

ed to exercise power beyond

what is granted by the Consti-

tution. This has been high-
lighted by the Supreme Court in many
cases, particularly in ‘Golak Nath vs
State of Punjab’ (1967). The Constitu-
tion is supreme and all authorities,
including the judiciary, shall conform to
this supreme law of the land which man-
ifests the will of the people. Traditional-
ly, the judiciary was understood to be the
least ‘dangerous’ branch of the State,
but this is no longer true. Now, judiciary
wields more powers than those con-
ferred upon it by the Constitution. The
power of the courts has increased world-
wide at an exceptional pace in the past
few decades and Indian judiciary has
been a frontrunner.

In exercise of its power of judicial
review, the judiciary has not only reg-
ulated the administrative powers of
the Union and the State executive, but
also significantly controlled the pre-
rogative powers of the head of the
State (President and the Governor)i.e.
power to grant pardon, power to prom-
ulgate ordinance etc. It has effective-
ly endeavoured to control the powers
of various other instrumentalities of
the State and independent constitu-
tional and legal functionaries, such as
the Election Commission of India,
Union Public Service Commission,
Finance Commission and the Central

PUKHRAJ SINGH
CYBER-INTELLIGENCE SPECIALIST

We have seen how political
polarisation amplified by
the internet led to mob
lynchings and communal
riots. A perpetual tension
has seeped into our living
rooms. Our pluralism offers
a natural defence against
foreign interference,
something which
should be fostered rather

Vigilance Commission.

Appropriation or misappropriation
of due process and its further exten-
sion into a substantive due process
has empowered the judiciary to
declare a law made by the legislature
unconstitutional, unjust and even
arbitrary. Gradually, the judiciary also
brought under its purview the consti-
tutional amendment Acts. The judici-
ary has also extended its jurisdiction
and powers to the subjects of legisla-
tive privileges. While Parliament has
been claiming absolute sovereignty in
matters of its privileges, the judiciary
has staked its claim as a custodian of
the Constitution. As a result, the judi-
ciary and the legislature have been at
loggerheads on the justifiability of
legislative privileges.

The Constitution made certain mat-
ters non-justiciable i.e. kept them out-
side the realm of the judiciary, for
instance the non-enforceability of the
Directive Principles of State Policy
(Article 37). Later, the Ninth Schedule
(Article 31-B) was introduced as anoth-
er forbidden territory for the judiciary
to keep certain laws, particularly those
relating to land reforms, beyond the
scope of judicial review.

However, disproportionate use of
judicial review has debilitated even
these express limitations. In the
Jagadambika Pal case (1998) and the
Jharkhand Assembly case (2005), the
Supreme Court meddled with the pow-
ers and privileges of the legislature
and diluted the essence of Article 212.
Directing the presiding officers of the
legislatures to discharge their func-
tions in a given manner was unwork-
able and unacceptable. How could the
executive authorities like the Chief
Secretary of the state government or
police officials be able to maintain
order, arrange for the presence of the

OBPYBN
Let collegium’s decisions be transparent

OVERREACH: The courts’ power has increased worldwide at an exceptional pace. Indian judiciary has been a frontrunner.

Why can'’t the standards of
judicial review which the
Supreme Court applied to
others be applicable to the
collegium’s decisions, which
are administrative in nature?
The collegium is perhaps
the only institution in our
constitutional framework that
has become an imperium in
imperio — an empire within
an empire without any
limitation on its powers.

legislators and for their entry inside
the House? If this was allowed, they
would have been substituting the pre-
siding officers in the matter of mainte-
nance of discipline.

In a significant judgment (‘IR Coel-
ho vs State of Tamil Nadu’), a nine-
judge Bench of the Supreme Court
held that there could not be any blan-
ket immunity from judicial review of
laws inserted in the Ninth Schedule.

The apex court held that though the
appointment is ultimately an executive
act, the doctrine of judicial review did
not justify the primacy of the executive.
In the ‘Second Judges’ case, it held
that ‘consultation’ really meant ‘con-
currence’, and that the CJI's view
enjoys primacy since he is “best
equipped to know and assess the worth”
of candidates. The CJI, in turn, was to
formulate his opinion through a body of

senior judges that the court described
as the collegium. In the ‘Third Judges’
Transfer’ case, the Supreme Court fur-
ther held that the collegium will com-
prise, in the case of appointments to the
apex court, the CJI and his four senior-
most colleagues — and, in the case of
appointments to the High Courts, the
CJI and his two senior-most col-
leagues. Additionally, for appoint-
ments to the High Courts, the col-
legium must consult such other senior
judges serving in the Supreme Court
who had previously served as judges
of the High Court concerned. The SC
later discarded the idea of the Nation-
al Judicial Appointments Commission
Bill, terming it unconstitutional.
Paradoxically, the Supreme Court
which tried to keep a constant check
over every other organ/institution/body
under the Constitution failed to apply a
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similar method of disciplining to its
own functions. How is a judge appoint-
ed to the High Court or elevated to the
Supreme Court, how is a judge appoint-
ed as the Chief Justice of a High Court
and how and when is a judge trans-
ferred from one High Court to another?
Are the views of the consultee judges
given due weight by the collegium?
The simple answer is: the public does
not know anything about it even after
25 years of such a mechanism in prac-
tice. The reason has been the Supreme
Court’s attitude towards the Right to
Information Act despite preaching how
vital is the citizen’s right to know how
its public institutions are functioning.

The recent recommendation of the
collegium to elevate two High Court
judges to the apex court by superseding
32 judges with greater seniority and
more shockingly after negating its own
recommendation to elevate P Nandra-
jog, Chief Justice of the Rajasthan High
Court, is an obvious outcome of this
mysterious system.

Why can’t the standards of judicial
review which the Supreme Court
applied to others be applicable to the
collegium’s decisions, which are
administrative in nature? The col-
legium is perhaps the only institution
in our constitutional framework which
has become an imperium in imperio
l.e. an empire within an empire with-
out any limitation on its powers.

The powers to appoint judges were
appropriated by the Supreme Court
under the guise of judicial independ-
ence, i.e. independence from execu-
tive and legislature but not independ-
ence from accountability. If serious
thought is not given, the whole
process will remain “a sacred ritual
whose mystery is confined only to a
handful of high priests,” as Justice PN
Bhagwati once described it.

Nations should strive for cognitive security

NE of the things which social

media has taught us is how

insidiously it can alter our

behaviour and even the
nature of reality perceived by us. Richard
Burr, Chair of the Senate Intelligence
Committee, commented that the barrage
of Russian disinformation which influ-
enced the 2016 US elections sowed such
divisions that it literally nudged Ameri-
cans to fight on the streets.

Closer home, we have seen how politi-
cal polarisation amplified by the inter-
net led to mob lynchings and commu-
nal riots. A perpetual tension has
seeped into our living rooms — ideolog-
ical disagreements are often leading to
the souring of relationships.

While the playbook of manipulation
of human behaviour could be traced to
the information warfare doctrines of
the 19th century, technology allows
malicious actors to perpetuate it on a
scale that is difficult to fathom.

By hoovering up personal data from
Facebook, Cambridge Analytica psy-
chologically profiled the British popu-
lace so accurately that it was able to
change the outcome of Brexit.

By weaponising psychometrics — a
branch of psychology leveraging data

tha niam pered W|th . sciences to deduce personality traits — Dr David Perlman, who studied
it sent tailored messages to individuals  applied physics at Caltech and electri-
over social media, using a strategy cal engineering at the University of
called micro-targeting, exacerbating Washington, now pursues his interest
their biases. Like a parasite, it bur- in cognitive science through a doctor-
rowed deep into the minds of people to  ate at University of Wisconsin-Madison.
trigger cognitive dissonance. It is a As one of the speakers, he asserted that
mental conflict which occurs when our  the psycho-social biases underpinning
beliefs are challenged by new informa-  information warfare are so consistent that
ACROSS
1 2 J 4 5 B 1 Pre-emptive attack (5,6) 5
9 Elucidate (7)
10 North American
ﬁ cattle farm ()

8]

INSIDIOUS: Technology allows malicious actors to perpetuate manipulation
of human behaviour on a scale that is difficult to fathom.

tion, thus suppressing rational behav-
iour with an emotional response.
SOFWERX, a think tank of the US
Special Operations Command, recent-
ly held an event to debate radical ideas
on ‘Countering Weaponised Informa-
tion’. One of the takeaways was that
we are merely scratching the surface
when it comes to mass behavioural
modelling. The Russian influence
operations and Cambridge Analytica’s
machinations were just trailers.

they affect everyone — even those who
strive to be most objective or rational.

He advised us to inculcate a ‘bias
hygiene’ by beginning with the
assumption that we are already
biased. Perlman recommended that
we ‘red-team’ our brain, borrowing a
methodology from hacking which
tests cyber defences using offence.

There is indeed some method to the
madness of trolls and other fringe ele-
ments which poison social media, as
Perlman explained. Using vicious and
divisive propaganda, they aim to
stretch the Overton Window — which
defines the informal boundaries of
acceptable public discourse.

With a ‘door in the face’ instead of a
‘foot in the door’ — that is, by directly
jumping to extreme positions instead of
gradual escalation — trolls trick people

and the mainstream media into legit-
imising issues which were earlier
deemed inappropriate. A perfect exam-
ple would be when terms like ‘anti-
national’, ghar wapst and ‘love jihad’
gained wide visibility and amplification
as the mainstream media tried to scruti-
nise them. It walked into a well-laid trap.
Unfortunately, any government effort
to debunk misinformation may fall flat
as counter-propaganda is in itself a form
of propaganda. And no amount of fact-
checking may come to our rescue, as a
study by the MIT’s Media Laboratory
on Social Machines shows that, on Twit-
ter, lies travel much faster than the truth.
Perlman summated, “This multidi-
mensional space [of data-driven behav-
ioural modelling] is the battlefield...
this abstract space of ideas. Adversaries
are now able to visualise at that level.”
Sara-Jayne Terp, a ‘data nerd’
exhibiting savant-like brilliance, was
earlier the chief of the United Nations’
big data division. She is working on the
Global Disinformation Index. Speaking
at the event, she pointed out that of the
20 or so ‘attack surfaces’ of the brain,
malicious actors have just weaponised
a few. Terp remarked on our obsession
with fake news, an imprecise parameter
for the validation of online content.
‘Fake-ness’ is contextual, topical and
time-dependent. She concluded on a
positive note that when it comes to cyber-
enabled information warfare, we have
just started to give a structure to the
attackers’ Tactics, Techniques and Proce-
dures. Terp hinted that the time-tested
frameworks of cyber defence could hold

.
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YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

Across: 1 Guffaw, 4 Opponent, 9 Openly, 10 Hallmark, 12 Down, 13 Clown, 14 Plan, 17 Allimportant,
20 White feather, 23 Haul, 24 Diary, 25 Swan, 28 Perverse, 29 Bogota, 30 Nowadays, 31 Pained.
Down: 1 Good deal, 2 Free will, 3 Ally, 5 Play with fire, 6 Only, 7 Enable, 8 Taking, 11 Bloodthirsty,
15 Omaha, 16 Sneak, 18 Showdown, 19 Drunkard, 21 Chopin, 22 Burrow, 26 Send, 27 lota.

11 Variety of chalcedony (4)
12 Traveller on foot (8)

14 Formal discussion (6)
16 Was inclined (6)

18 Unexpectedly (8)

19 Hard persistent toil (4)
22 Colloquial language (5)
23 Confront boldly (7)

24 Ready when needed (11)

DOWN

2 Suggest (D)

3 Influence (4)

4 Elaborate ice cream
dish (6)

Refined (8)

Related (7)

Seek to predict (6-5)
Ruthless
interrogation (5,6)
13 Direct (8)

15 Boastful threats (7)
17 Larger than life (6)
20 Get to know (5)

21 To staunch (4)

oo ~N O O

promise for this domain as well.

The concluding speaker was Wing Com-
mander Keith Dear, a DPhil candidate at
Oxford University’s Department of
Experimental Psychology and a research
fellow at Oxford’s Changing Character of
War Programme. Dear stressed that war-
fare is fundamentally persuasive. So, it
always had a cognitive premise. And as
such, psychology must play a much
greater role in the military’s operational,
tactical and strategic planning.

Dear divulged that Cambridge Analyt-
ica-like profiling is now possible not just
with social media, but also with passive
indicators like how you type, speak and
even your eyeball movements.

Quoting latest research, he exposited
that human minds make probabilistic,
predictable and replicable errors that
are fully exploitable. By 2020, even
commercial data brokers would hold
5,200 gigabytes of data for every per-
son on earth — equalling 18.5 million
books. Using Artificial Intelligence,
adversaries could induce mass psy-
chosis, breaking societies and nations.

Dear strongly recommended that
nations should strive for cognitive
security, which may become more
important than guarding borders or
modernising armies.

For India, a lesson from the former
deputy director, National Security
Agency, Chris Inglis, holds true,
“Diversity beats audacity.” Like the
Himalayas, our pluralism offers a nat-
ural defence against foreign interfer-
ence, something which should be fos-
tered rather than tampered with.
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Kamala Harris,
Democratic
hopetul

Kamala Devi Harris is a 54-year-old
American senator from California, of In-
dian and African descent, and candi-
date for President of the United States in
2020. Ms. Harris announced her candi-
dacy on Martin Luther King Jr. Day (Ja-
nuary 21) and launched her campaign in
Oakland, California, a week ago. She is
the second African-American woman
(and the first Indian-American) in the
Senate and first Indian and African (Ja-
maican) woman to have been Califor-
nia’s Attorney-General. Ms. Harris,
when asked about her firsts, often qu-
otes her mother as saying, “You may be
the first to do many things, but make
sure you’re not the last.”

Where did she grow up?

Ms. Harris was born in Oakland, Califor-
nia, to two Ph.D students at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley — Shyamala
Gopalan from Chennai, who was study-
ing nutrition and endocrinology and
eventually became a breast cancer re-
searcher, and Donald Harris from Jamai-

ca, who was studying economics and
went on to become a professor at Stan-
ford. The two met during the civil rights
movement and would take Kamala and
her sister Maya on marches. They di-
vorced when Harris was seven. Harris’s
Indian grandfather, P.V. Gopalan, was a
diplomat with the Government of India
and a former freedom

fighter and her grand-
mother was an acti-
vist for birth control
in India. “She was
the purest form of
the Harris women-
..we’re all diluted
versions of my
grandmother,” Ms.
Harris told Vogue
last year. “My
mother, grandpa-
rents, aunts and un-
cle instilled in us
the pride in our
South Asian
roots,” Ms. Harris

writes in her memoir The Truths We
Hold, released this January, adding,
“My mother understood very well that
she was raising two black daughters...
and she was determined to make sure
we would grow into confident, proud,
black women.” Ms. Harris attended a
prominent black college, Howard Un-
iversity, and is a member of the coun-
try’s largest black sorority, Alpha Kap-
pa Alpha.

Where does she stand?
In 2004, Ms. Harris became San
Francisco’s District Attorney, and
in 2011, California’s Attor-
ney-General. Ms. Har-
ris’s contradictory
stances as a public
prosecutor have
drawn criticism
from many on
the left. She has
been praised
for her efforts
to reduce re-

cidivism through education and train-
ing, introducing racial bias training for
police officers and for not backing Cali-
fornia’s Proposition 8 (a ban on same
sex marriage). She has been criticised
for her hardline positions on crime.
Most notably, while Ms. Harris is perso-
nally against the death penalty — in
2004 she did not seek the death penalty
for a man who had killed a police officer
— she defended the death penalty’s pre-
sence on the statute book in California
in 2014, when she was Attorney-Gener-
al.

What is her platform?

Ms. Harris’s campaign slogan is ‘Kamala
Harris, for the people, the words she
first said as a public prosecutor, intro-
ducing herself in court. Ms. Harris has
said she is an advocate of Medicaid for
All (her proposal to get rid of private
health insurance was controversial and
her campaign staff later presented a sof-
ter position on this) and will provide the
largest middle-class tax cut in history.

She also spoke out against big banks and
corporations, alluded to the unfairness
of tax giveaways for the rich, spoke of
uniting Americans and making educa-
tion a fundamental right at her cam-
paign launch.

What is in store?

It is hard to tell at the moment how Ka-
mala Ms. Harris will fare in the 2020
race. Harris has to first win the Demo-
cratic nomination — no mean feat as the
field is diverse and crowded and new
candidates continue to declare their in-
terest (Cory Booker, an African-Ameri-
can Senator from New Jersey, declared
on Friday that he would run). A Politico/
Morning Consult poll conducted on Ja-
nuary 25-27, before Mr. Booker an-
nounced his candidacy, ranked Ms. Har-
ris as the third favourite candidate of
Democratic voters, below former Vice-
President Joe Biden and Independent
Senator from Vermont Bernie Sanders.

SRIRAM LAKSHMAN

The lowdown
on MGNREGA
funding

WHAT IS IT? The Mahatma Gandhi Na-

tional Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) scheme has
been allocated 360,000 crore in the
Budget for 2019-20. It is less than what
was spent on the scheme in the current
year, that is, the revised estimate for
2018-19, which stands at ¥61,084 crore.
In his Budget speech, Finance Minister
Piyush Goyal noted: “Additional
amount would be provided, if needed.”
The original 2018-19 Budget allocation
for the scheme, a lifeline for landless la-

bourers and rural workers, was 355,000
crore. However, by the end of 2018, 99%
of the funds had been exhausted. A
number of States already had a negative
net balance. The activists protested that
people were being denied work in sev-
eral States. The Rural Development Mi-
nistry, which administers the scheme,
asked for a supplementary allocation
and was granted 36,084 crore in early
January, taking the revised estimate for
the year to 361,084 crore.

HOW DID THIS A look at the fund-
COME ABOUT? ing patterns over the

last decade shows this
is not the first time allocations for the
scheme are lower than what was spent
in the previous year. In most years, sup-
plementary allocations later in the year
have ensured that the final amount
spent has risen at least incrementally
each year. However, the revised esti-
mates for 2012-13 were actually lower
than the previous year, while the

amount spent in 2014-15 was exactly the
same as in the previous year. When
MGNREGA funding is adjusted for infla-
tion, a bleaker picture appears, making
it clear that both the UPA and NDA go-
vernments have short-changed the
scheme for several years now. In 2011-
12, the revised estimate was 31,000
crore. For the next four years, the infla-
tion-adjusted amount spent on the
scheme was lower than 30,000 crore
in 2011 terms. The current allocation of
61,084 crore drops to just ¥41,013 crore
in 2011 terms, when adjusted for infla-
tion using the Consumer Price Index for
rural labourers.

Rural workers are
being discouraged from
registering with the
scheme, being denied work even when
they do register, and are facing long de-
lays in payment of wages even when
they do get work. Researchers, activists
and elected representatives blame this

WHY DOESIT
MATTER?

on the lack of sufficient funding. The
promise of the MGNREGA is to enhance
livelihood security by providing at least
100 days of wage employment a year to
households that want it. If work is not
provided within 15 days, applicants are
entitled to an employment allowance.
Thus, work is a legal entitlement under
the scheme and funding should be de-
mand-driven.

However, researchers have found a
widening gap between demand and
supply of work. A study of 3,500 pan-
chayats in 2017-18 found that the em-
ployment provided was 32% lower than
the work demand generated. Research-
ers calculated that in order to meet the
registered work demand last year, the
scheme should have had an allocation
of ¥76,131 crore. Workers are also facing
weeks- and months-long delays in pay-
ment of wages, often without compen-
sation. Finance Ministry documents ad-
mit that one of the causes is the
non-availability of funds.

The future funding sit-
uation is bleak, given that
the government’s “highest
ever allocation” tag disguises the pend-
ing liabilities. If the total allocation of
¥61,084 crore had come through on the
budget day, the scheme would still have
a negative net balance of 3,270 crore,
according to its financial statement on
February 1. The next two months are
the peak season, and workers have
been promised an additional 50 days of
work in drought-hit areas. Researchers
predict that the deficit could grow as
high as 12,000 crore by the end of this
financial year. With Central money run-
ning out, States have also been asked to
use their own funds to pay workers over
the next two months, with the promise
of an April refund. These deficits and
liabilities will eat into the allocation for
next year, slashing the amount available
for new works in 2019-20.

WHAT LIES
AHEAD?

PRISCILLA JEBARA]

parties in Tamil
Nadu are against
10% quota

Q\“

What is their stand?

The 103rd Constitution Amendment,
through which the Centre has intro-
duced a 10% quota for the economically

weaker sections among communities
that do not enjoy any other form of re-
servation, has drawn near universal op-
position from almost all major parties in
Tamil Nadu. When it was introduced as
the 124th Constitution (Amendment)
Bill in Parliament, the AIADMK, the rul-
ing party in the State, and considered to
be friendly towards the BJP, spoke out
against it in both Houses of Parliament.
Its MPs walked out during the vote. Ka-
nimozhi, DMK MP, moved a motion to
refer the Bill to a select committee, but
it was defeated. R.S. Bharathi, organis-
ing secretary of the DMK, has chal-
lenged the amendment in the Madras
High Court. The Viduthulai Chiruthaigal
Katchi (VCK), an ally of the DMK, has
moved the Supreme Court against it. D.
Veerasekaran, an advocate who belongs
to the Dravidar Kazhagam, has also ap-
proached the High Court.

Why is there such opposition?
Tamil Nadu is a pioneer in providing re-
servation in employment and education

as a social justice measure. Its backward
classes reservation history goes back to
1921. For historical and ideological rea-
sons, therefore, the concept of social
justice in the State is anchored firmly in
the belief that reservation is a tool to
ameliorate the conditions of sections of
society that had been discriminated
against in the past and that had suffered
deprivation of employment and educa-
tional opportunities on account of their
social backwardness. Here, reservation
is seen not merely as an exception to the
equality clause in the Constitution, but
is considered an important and essen-
tial component of equality. In other
words, equality acquires deeper mean-
ing only if social injustices of the past
are undone through preferential treat-
ment for backward classes and other af-
firmative action programmes.

What are their principal objections?

The first and foremost objection to the
10% reservation for the economically
poor in other classes is that it cannot be

used as a poverty alleviation measure.
The amendment to the Constitution to
add an enabling provision for extending
quotas on economic grounds is seen as
a perversion of the idea of social justice.
So far, only social and backwardness
and educational backwardness were va-
lid grounds for reservation. Many in Ta-
mil Nadu believe economic disadvan-
tage among sections of the advanced
castes can be addressed through other
measures such as job creation, provi-
sion of scholarships and financial con-
cessions. However, carving out a quota
among government jobs and education-
al opportunities cannot be a just solu-
tion. One principal reason is that a fami-
ly’s economic condition is variable,
whereas social status based on caste or
community cannot change. Someone
getting a new job, a promotion or an ad-
ditional breadwinner in the family may
result in a change in a person’s econom-
ic status. On the other hand, the social
disability caused by being born in a par-
ticular caste cannot be easily undone.

Are there any other apprehensions?
Yes, there are fears that this will lead to
shrinking of opportunities for those al-
ready enjoying reservation. A signifi-
cant section of the population is already
covered by the State’s total reservation
of 69% for the Scheduled Castes, the
Scheduled Tribes, the backward class-
es, the most backward classes and de-
notified communities.

The backward class quota has a sub-
quota for backward class Muslims and
the Scheduled Caste reservation has a
sub-quota for Arundhatiyars, consi-
dered the worst-off among the Sche-
duled Caste. All of them are eligible to
contest on merit under open competi-
tion too. The open quota may now
come down by 10%. Further, there are
fears the courts may insist on the 50%
judicial cap on total reservation, and
may order a cut in the caste-based quo-
tas to accommodate the economic
quota.

K. VENKATARAMANAN
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Deep freeze: Tens of millions of
Americans braved Arctic-like
temperatures on Thursday as low as
minus 49 degrees Celsius that paralysed
the U.S. Midwest and were blamed for
21 deaths. News agencies said warmer-
than-normal weather was on the way,
but that offered little comfort to the
homeless enduring a chill that caused
frostbite in minutes. The cold has been
blamed on a phenomenon called the
'polar vortex'. Meteorologist Mark
Chenard said a polar vortex refers to the
upper level jet stream that circulates
around both the North and South Poles,
keeping the coldest air there. When that
jet stream occasionally weakens and
buckles, he told Reuters, it disrupts
weather patterns — bumping warmer air
into Alaska and pushing cold winds
down into the U.S. Midwest and East
Coast. Pictures show ice flowing in the
Merrimack River as it heads to the
Atlantic Ocean in Newburyport,
Massachusetts, and the impact of
freezing temperatures on the Horseshoe
Falls in Niagarain Canada. =arp, ap

Maharashtra
struggles to
amend
APMC Act

Maharashtra

The Maharashtra government’s attempt
to amend the Maharashtra Agriculture
Produce Marketing (Development and
Regulation) Act, 1963, has hit a road-
block again. It had to withdraw the Bill
from the Legislative Council even after it
was passed by the Assembly. The
amendment Bill has been in the works
for over 14 years and owing to its politi-
cally and economically important stake-

holders, who are farmers, traders and
‘mathadi’ workers (head loaders), the
government has struggled to push
through the changes.

What is the problem?

After it was passed in the Assembly last
November, the Mumbai and Pune
APMCs called a strike, alleging that the
proposed amendment severely limited
their powers. One of the important
amendments the Bill seeks to bring
about is to free essential items from the
purview of APMCs and allow them to be
sold outside.

Farmer organisations such as the
Shetkari Sanghatana, formerly led by
Sharad Joshi, support this amendment.
“Sharad Joshi always said that the APMC
Act is one of the main reasons why
farmers are prey to the monopoly of
traders,” said Anil Ghanvat, president of
Shetkari Sanghatana.

What are the changes?
The Bill also has a provision that the

APMCs can continue to levy cess/mar-
ket fee on the produce brought and
traded in their mandis, but cannot
charge anything on goods traded out-
side. The traders’ lobby had said no levy
should be charged if the produce was
sold outside. Following the meeting bet-
ween the stakeholders and the govern-
ment, sources said a compromise was
reached to abolish this levy altogether.
One of the amendments that was op-
posed by traders and farmer organisa-
tions was the direct payment to farmers
from traders for purchase of more than
22 lakh, bypassing the Adta (the middle-
man). According to both, the Adta plays
an important part as an assurer to both
parties, and eliminating his role would
be harmful to traders as well as to farm-
ers.

Maharashtra is the second State after
Bihar to attempt such amendments.
While Bihar scrapped it altogether,
Maharashtra is trying to do the same, by
first allowing traders or processors to
deal directly with farmers. Neither they

nor the farmers will have to go to the
APMC yards to buy and sell their pro-
duce. The buyers can directly buy from
farmers based on the price quoted by
them. Unable to get the Bill cleared in
both Houses of the Legislature, the go-
vernment in August 2016 de-listed fruits
and vegetables from the purview of the
APMC through a resolution. Further, it
was expanded to all farm products.
Apart from the government claim that
farmers will get a better price after the
amendment, it believes that the com-
petitive environment will help the
APMCs improve their infrastructure as
well as their quality of service to attract
farmers. According to Mr. Ghanavat,
farmers will go to the market which
gives them a better price, be it private
buyers or the APMCs.

How many APMCs are there?

Maharashtra has 306 APMCs. The
APMC Act had made it mandatory for
farmers to sell all their crops in the man-
di within a geographically delineated

market area under a particular commit-
tee’s jurisdiction. A few lakh traders and
head loaders survive on these commit-
tees. It is alleged that local political in-
terests drive all the decisions taken by
the APMCs. The supporters of the Bill
claim that political compulsions have
forced successive governments not to
push for the amendments.

Shashikant Shinde, leader of the
head loaders and one of the MLAs op-
posing the Bill, said it is being intro-
duced to serve the interests of multina-
tional companies. According to him, the
APMCs provide a mechanism which en-
sures at least a minimum support price
for the farmers’ produce, and outside
the APMCs, farmers will be forced to sell
at a price quoted by companies.

The State government will continue
to hold meetings with the stakeholders,
and is likely to present the Bill, ap-
proved by all, in the budget session
from February 24.

ALOK DESHPANDE
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What about some human intelligence first?

To consider Al as a replacement for human intelligence is to repeat the age-old mistake of expecting god to solve problems without humans making any effort

TABISH KHAIR
is an Indian novelist and academic
who works in Denmark

Artificial intelligence (Al) is all the rage
these days. A recent article noted that
‘robots’ — shorthand for Al in the ta-
bloids — will be able to write a fiction
bestseller within 50 years. I suppose
that would be shocking to me as a nove-
list if most fiction bestsellers were not
already being written by ‘robots’. Or so
one feels, keeping publishing and other
vogues in mind: a bit of this, a bit of
that, a dash of something else, and voi-
la, you have a bestseller!

Intelligence and skills

In that sense, perhaps the rise of Al will
make us reconsider what we mean by
human intelligence. This discussion has
been neglected for far too long. Take my
field: literature. The Chinese company,

Cheers Publishing, lately offered a col-
lection of poems written by a computer
program. So, are poets, generally consi-
dered to be suicidal in any case, jump-
ing off cliffs in droves as a consequence?
Well, this is a selection from one of the
Al poems I found online: “The rain is
blowing through the sea / A bird in the
sky / A night of light and calm / Sunlight
/ Now in the sky / Cool heart / The sav-
age north wind / When I found a new
world.”

Yes, there are aspiring poets — and
sometimes established ones — who
write like this, connecting words centri-
petally or centrifugally to create an ef-
fect. T think they should have been
pushed off literary cliffs a long time ago.
Because this is not poetry; this is just the
technique of assembling words like poe-
try. There is a difference between the in-
telligence required to write poetry and
the skills required to write it. That poet-
ic intelligence is lost without the re-
quired poetic skills, but the skills on
their own do not suffice either.

The fact that lines like this, written by
Al can be considered poetry does not
reflect on the intelligence of Al It re-
flects on the intelligence of those read-
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ers, writers, critics, editors, publishers
and academics who have not yet distin-
guished between gimmickry and mimi-
cry on the one side and the actual fresh-
ness of a chiselled line on the other.

But this is a small example. Surely, Al
might also make us discover our basic
lack of intelligence in other areas, in-
cluding that of considering something
like IQ to be a sufficient index of human
mental capacity! Because if we think
that AI can replace human intelligence,

then we are simply not thinking hard
enough.

Work and leisure

One of the major failures here is that of
considering intelligence to be someth-
ing different from and raised above the
activity of living. This leads to the mis-
conception that intelligence can be rele-
gated to something else — say, a robot —
without becoming something else. Hu-
man intelligence cannot be passed on to

something else: What is “passed on” is
always a different kind of ‘intelligence’.
(I would call it cleverness, until further
evidence to the contrary.)

Even the arguments that Al — or, as in
the past, robots — can enable human be-
ings to lead a gloriously workless exis-
tence is based on a similar misconcep-
tion. Because human intelligence is
embedded in human existence, ‘work’
as human activity in the world is not so-
mething human beings can do without.
The fact that we resent ‘work’ at times —
and in hard and boring jobs, often all
the time — does not change this. What
we resent is not acting in the world
(‘work’) but being made to act in the
world against our better and natural in-
clinations (‘salaried work, mostly). To
think that AT and robots can just create a
lifetime of ‘leisure’ for human beings is
to not know what human beings are. It
shows a lack of intelligence.

It is because human intelligence is
embedded in human living and acting
that human beings have the ability to
adopt contradictory positions, or no po-
sition at all. From the perspective of
‘pure’ intelligence, this seems to be a
flaw. But it is only a flaw if one divorces

A Non-Defamation Agreement

How to protect oneself legally, logically and semantically against a defamation suit

G. SAMPATH
is Social Affairs Editor, The Hindu

For some time now I’ve been meaning
to write a candid, courageous, no-
holds-barred article naming every
name and exposing every sordid detail
about a defence deal involving flying
objects that shall, for the moment, re-
main unnamed. Please don’t think 'm
spineless. In any case, when was the
last time anyone saw a spine on Indian
soil? In 1857? It’s just that my lawyer
keeps warning me that in India, speak-
ing the truth can bankrupt you and
land you in jail. Frankly, I don’t get it.

Firing defamation suits

Like you, I also keep reading in the
papers about this crony capitalist
whose full-time hobby is filing defama-
tion suits. Again, I’'m not naming him
only because my lawyer insists that I
don’t. He says I may end up attracting
a 356,000 crore defamation suit
against me and the IT guy who helped
me write this column by fixing my lap-
top when it crashed in terror after the
opening sentence.

But tell me something. If your cha-
racter is truly without blemish — it has
to be, in order to be eligible for defa-
mation, since you can’t defame some-
one whose reputation is already faecal
matter — how will binge-filing defama-
tion suits help? In fact, if someone uses
defamation suits like an AK-47 — going
dhar-dhar-dhar-dhar against anyone
and everyone — it would be counter-
productive. This person would end up
with the reputation of being a defama-
tion maniac, which, if you ask me, is
not something you’d expect from a pa-
ragon of virtue. As Shakespeare said,
reliance on defamation suits provokes
suspicion.

Personally, I am not a judgmental
person. If you want to make money by

GETTY IMAGES/ ISTOCK PHOTO

compromising India’s defence inter-
ests, who am I to judge? As a patriotic
taxpayer, I do not mind it in the least if
my income tax helps a fellow Indian to
pay off his debts.

But as my lawyer explained to me,
with criminal defamation, the process
IS the punishment. I finally under-
stood why my favourite novel, Franz
Kafka’s The Trial, is called “Der Pro-
cess” in German. Because it’s the pro-
cess, stupid!

So before I speak my mind on this
defence deal, I wish to protect myself
legally, logically and semantically
against the faintest possibility of a de-
famation suit. Also, the way things are
with the Mongolian judiciary (just to
be clear, when I say Mongolian, I mean
Mongolian), I don’t want my fate
sealed in an envelope.

Terms and conditions

Therefore I’'m not taking any chances.
I want you to read carefully the terms
and conditions under which you are
consuming this column. I am grateful
to my lawyer for drawing up this
Agreement at such short notice and
without even charging GST. Here goes:

1. This column that you are reading
is a de facto Non-Defamation Agree-
ment (NDA) between you (hereinafter
referred to as ‘you’) and the column’s
author (hereinafter called ‘me’).

2. All the provisions of this Agree-
ment are effective as of the date of pu-
blication of this column or your date of
birth, whichever is earlier, and shall
remain in force until you and/or your

reputation die(s), whichever is later.

3. Pursuant to (1) above, through the
act of reading this column, you have
entered into a legally binding Agree-
ment with me, whereby you are
deemed to have sworn on your mother
and/or father/guardian, as applicable,
that you will never, ever, either direct-
ly or through a proxy, file a defamation
suit against me or any of my friends, fa-
mily members, ex-girlfriend(s), or any
other individual, organisation, mam-
mal or reptile, pliable or otherwise,
who claims to be, or has ever been, a
journalist.

4. You acknowledge that Indian de-
famation laws are nonsense and that
anyone who thinks of using them
against anyone should pre-emptively
drown himself or herself in a vat of
double-toned cow urine.

5. If ever you feel an irrepressible
urge to file a defamation suit, you will
do so only after fulfilling two condi-
tions: (a) Watch The Accidental Prime
Minister and Toilet: Ek Prem Katha
back-to-back five times without a sin-
gle toilet break; (b) sing the first 18
lines of ‘Vande Mataram’ without any
mistakes and without using words like
‘Pulkistan’ and ‘Sumantra Bhusmani’.

6. You undertake to indemnify, in
perpetuity, the author of this column
and his progeny, both current and fu-
ture ones, if any, from any damage
(real or imagined) that may accrue to
your reputation (real or imagined)
from anything that this author may
have ever written or may ever write in
the future.

7. All disputes arising from this
Agreement will be settled by a five-
judge bench of a Kangaroo Court
where the Chief Kangaroo will be my-
self, and the other four kangaroos will
be picked by a one-member collegium
headed by myself.

8. You biometrically signed this
Agreement and accepted all its provi-
sions the moment your eyes fell on the
headline or any other line(s) of this co-
lumn, including the defamatory lines
in the visual misrepresentation of the
author’s winsome visage at the top of
this column.

intelligence from living and acting in the
world, for the latter often throws up sit-
uations of unresolvable ambiguity and
ambivalence. In different ways, both re-
ligion and literature know this — and
that is the reason why they retain a cen-
tral role in human consciousness.

There is much that we can do with Al
just as there is much that we have done
with the wheel. But to consider Al a re-
placement for human intelligence — or
humanity — is to repeat an age-old mis-
take. This mistake relates to god. No
matter whether god exists or not, it has
always been a mistake to expect him to
‘solve’ problems without human effort.
The Prophet of Islam is said to have
once told a man who claimed that he be-
lieved in Allah so much that he never
tied up his camel: “First tie up your ca-
mel and then believe in Allah.” Buddha,
pressed to answer if there was a god,
supposedly replied: “It would make no
difference to mankind in the world.”

It is ironic that the often atheistic fans
of Al who believe that it is “The solution’
are making the same mistake that some
of the religious made in assuming that
god can be ‘The solution” — without on-
going and intelligent human effort.

Stupa-hopping in Sarnath

In the land where Buddha gave his first sermon and the Ashoka Pillar was found
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In the 6th century BCE, a young man
left the comforts of his royal home in
search of truth. For six years, he fol-
lowed extreme ascetic practices and
became totally emaciated. It was then
that he realised that this was not the
way to nirvana. He eventually found
enlightenment under a tree in Bodh
Gaya. Prince Siddhartha became
Buddha, or the Enlightened One.

Teachings of Buddha

From Bodh Gaya, Buddha went to the
Deer Park (Mrigadava) in Sarnath,
where the five monks who had been
with him during his ascetic phase were
staying. It was there that he gave his
first sermon, an event known as the
Dharma Chakra Pravarttana, or turn-
ing of the wheel of law. In ancient
times, this place was known by many
names — Rishipatana, Mrigadava and
Mrigadaya. The word Sarnath comes
from a corruption of the name Saran-
ganatha (lord of deer).

In his first sermon to these five com-
panions, Buddha spoke of the Four
Noble Truths and the eightfold path
that frees people from suffering. He
said that there are two ways of life: one
is to indulge in all the pleasures of the
world and the other is to deny oneself
these pleasures. The middle path is
the way to achieve nirvana, he said.

It is in Sarnath that Buddha laid the
foundation of his sangha, or organisa-
tion of monks. He had 60 disciples,
who he sent to different parts of the
country to spread his teachings. He al-
so established an order of female
monks, which was joined by his wife.

Two hundred years after Buddha,
the Mauryan emperor, Ashoka, fought
the Battle of Kalinga and, disgusted by
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the bloodshed, became a Buddhist. It
is to him that we owe many of the
beautiful stupas and monasteries in
Sarnath. We also owe a huge debt to Sir
Alexander Cunningham, who excavat-
ed the Dhamekh, Dharmarajika, and
Chaukhandi stupas along with a mo-
nastery and temple between 1834 and
1836. Many excavations followed
these, the most famous among them
being the 1904-05 excavation by Frie-
drich Oscar Oertel of the Ashoka Pillar,
including the Lion Capital.

Invasions and restorations

I have visited Sarnath many times, and
each visit is as magical than the pre-
vious one. Entering the gate the first
thing one sees are the remains of exca-
vated monasteries. As I walked beyond
that, I saw a huge group of devotees sit-
ting around in prayer at the Dharmara-
jika stupa. It was an enchanting sight,
for they were oblivious to the sun beat-
ing down on them and chanted their
sacred texts.

This stupa is the one said to have
been built by Ashoka to commemorate
Buddha’s first sermon. Today it is just a
low and flat platform as it “was pulled
down in 1794 by one Jagat Singh of
Banaras,” says B.R. Mani in Sarnath:
Archaeology, Art and Architecture. He
says, “Jagat Singh, the Diwan of Raja
Chet Singh of Banaras, dug the stupa
mound in 1793-94 for the purpose of
obtaining building material, both
stones and bricks, for the erection of a
market place in the city after his
name.”

On top of the Ashoka pillar in Sar-

What qualities should we expect from our leaders?

Our political leaders must owe supreme loyalty to nothing but the country’s constitutional values.
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We expect individuals to be their own
leaders, to take charge of their lives, to
assume responsibility for their deci-
sions. But when individuals group to-
gether, a problem arises. Groups can’t
take charge of themselves, nor can ev-
ery member simultaneously take charge
of the entire group. Someone from the
group is invariably asked to show the
way, to become the primary agent, to
lead. This is simply a fact: groups can’t
do without leaders. Every sporting team
has a captain, a school or college has a
principal, a company has its CEO, insti-
tutions have their directors, and govern-
ments their presidents, chief or prime
ministers.

Yet, not everyone who occupies high
office is a leader. A person who merely
coordinates the actions of others or has
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management skills is not a leader. More-
over, not everyone who assumes the
role of a leader is able to play it well.
What qualities then make for a leader?
Which virtues are required to provide
ethical leadership? I suppose there is lit-
tle new one can say on this matter. But
let me still give it a shot in the hope that
it serves as a good reminder. And in the
election year, why not focus on qualities
necessary for political leadership? Here
I can identify four.

Being inclusive
First, if a person is chosen to lead the
group, it is her responsibility to take
care of the interest of each person of the
entire group. This often entails putting
collective interest before her own inter-
est or that of her preferred group. For
this to happen, she must first be able to
identify the common good, to have a
grasp of what is acceptable to all, to
have an inclusive vision. This requires
an infinite capacity to listen to others, to
learn from them, to have the intellec-
tual ability to critically examine and
evaluate what everyone wants and
needs, and then put them all together.
Second, since this intellectual formu-
lation can only be the first step, an esti-
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mate of the real quality of a decision is
not known until it is implemented; its
deficiencies begin to show up only
when put into practice. This requires
him to keep his ear to the ground, listen
patiently to criticism to judge if his pol-
icies are working. He must not be defen-
sive when criticised, or evade uncom-
fortable questions, but face criticism
head on and be able to sift the wheat
from the chaft. It also necessitates that a
leader show flexibility and an ability for
course correction by admitting mis-
takes. He should know that one’s stature
is not diminished by accepting fallibili-
ty.
Third, a leader must be a good com-

municator, and that is greatly helped if
he has a way with words. But all the rhe-
torical flourish is of no avail if the
speech lacks sincerity and conviction. A
conviction with no relation to truth or
actual outcomes is dishonest. Elo-
quence, though a good quality, is hol-
low without truth. Isn’t it better to
quietly do the job at hand rather than
make grandiose claims or promises that
can’t be kept?

Finally, a good leader knows that
nothing can be achieved without the
collective expertise and wisdom of a
support team. And when it comes to the
entire country, such a team consists of a
battalion of groups and institutions.

How should members of such teams be
picked? It is tempting to induct people
who belong to a common caste, region
or religion. But such people are prejud-
iced in their thinking, serve their own
particular group or merely themselves.
They can’t be good for the country as a
whole. A good leader must rise above
narrow, irrelevant considerations to se-
lect his team.

Unafraid of rivals

It is equally tempting to pick those one
has taken a fancy to, who are personally
loyal. But such people often lack spine.
Fearful people with poor ability can
never offer good advice to their leader
and could allow bad decisions to prevail
that push the country down a ruinous
path. Besides, they are often among the
first to backstab the leader once out of
power. Thus, personal likes and dislikes
too must be set aside. I doubt if younger
readers know that Nehru inducted into
his cabinet Dr. Ambedkar, his long-
standing, pre-eminent critic, as also the
founder of the Jan Sangh, Syama Prasad
Mookerjee. Abraham Lincoln, the 19th
century American President, was also
exemplary in this matter. The man he
appointed as his Secretary of War was

nath was the the Lion Capital and the
Dharmachakra, but the Lion Capital is
now housed in Sarnath museum,
while the pillar remains where it was
originally. The Lion Capital was adopt-
ed as the national emblem of India in
1950.

With remains of excavated monas-
teries on both sides, I walked up to the
Dharmekh stupa, which is synony-
mous with Sarnath. After Ashoka, the
other rulers who added to Sarnath’s
glory were the Kushans, the Guptas
and Harshavardhana. Under the Gup-
tas, the Dharmekh stupa was encased
with stone-carved floral designs. Sar-
nath suffered from the Huna invasions,
but Harshavardhana later restored
some of the earlier buildings. The Chi-
nese pilgrim Hiuen-Tsang (602-664)
left detailed accounts of the Dharmara-
jika stupa and Ashoka’s lion pillar. He
found 1,500 monks living there.

Sarnath also suffered when it was at-
tacked by Mahmud of Ghazni. Mahipa-
la, the Pala king, restored the monu-
ments. Architect James Fergusson, in
History of Indian and Eastern Archi-
tecture, remarks on the similarity bet-
ween the sculptured band on the cen-
tral part of the Dharmekh stupa, which
has “geometric patterns of great intri-
cacy”, and the carvings done on the
two earliest mosques in Delhi and Ajm-
er. The calligraphy on the screen of
Quwwat-ul-Islam mosque, built by
Qutbuddin Aibak in the Qutub com-
plex in Delhi, does bear resemblance
to the stupa. I have often wondered at
the presence of the eternal knot asso-
ciated with Buddhism in this complex.

The last great monument of Sar-
nath, a monastery named Dharma-
chakra Jina Vihara, was built in the 11th
century by Kumaradevi, wife of Govin-
dachanda of the Gahadavala dynasty.

Sarnath’s importance as a Buddhist
centre diminished with time. But there
are many other interconnections bet-
ween historical characters which nev-
er cease to amaze me. According to an
inscription at Chaukhandi stupa, Hu-
mayun sought refuge in Sarnath when
he was escaping from the Battle of
Chausa.

earlier his superior in legal practice and
had on occasion even humiliated him.
But over time Lincoln was convinced
that the interest of the nation during
war would be best served by bringing
this rather arrogant man into the cabi-
net. This led him to set aside personal
resentment, forgive him and appoint
him to a very crucial job in his cabinet.
Great leaders don’t hold grudges, are
not vindictive and do not care if they
have been wronged in the past by
anyone so long as they are convinced
that he will do no wrong in the future.
Magnanimity isn’t just a personal moral
quality but a necessary political virtue.

Clearly then, a leader must have a
knack of appointing persons best suited
to his team who have proven ability, un-
derstand the purpose of the job, can
speak their mind, and are able, without
fear, to disagree with the leader if need
be. Above all, they must understand the
inclusive public philosophy that guides
the nation. But such persons can be
identified only by one who possesses
these qualities and is himself devoted to
this public philosophy. In India, this
means that our leaders must owe su-
preme loyalty to nothing but our consti-
tutional values.
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