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Questions during
crises

t is almost two
I decades since the

World Trade
Centre was brought
down by terrorists, but
the weeks and months
that followed remain
unusually clear in my
memory. Iwasliving in
Boston at the time,
from where the planes
that al-Qaeda hijacked
took off. I remember
gasping when the sec-
ond plane hit; I
remember the stunned
silence when the first
tower fell; and I also remember how the United States
changed in the time that followed. It gave in to anger. Even
in the freest nation in the world, it became politically toxic
to ask questions. Eighteen years on, America is living with
the consequences of that failure: A political class and media
that are thoroughly distrusted, and a continuing crisis in the
Middle East. The forced uniformity of that period, the unwill-
ingness to ask necessary questions of a US government that
declared that patriotism required uniformity and obedience,
has permanently scarred American politics and culture.

This is why we should be appalled that the current gov-
ernment has chosen to claim that questions of its many
failures on the national security front — in controlling ter-
rorism, in deterring Pakistan, and in managing Kashmir
— are “anti-national”. Questioning the choices made by
the government in terms of its response to the Pulwama
terror strike is not “questioning the forces” and thus unpa-
triotic. It is, instead, a necessity — the government, any
government, must constantly be held accountable.

Indeed, if anyone is playing politics over national secu-
rity it is the current ruling party, some prominent leaders
of which have not concealed their hope that it will lead to
an improvement in the Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP’s)
electoral performance. The Prime Minister even addressed
a political rally in Rajasthan in front of photographs of
the CRPF jawans who were Kkilled at Pulwama. The BJP’s
official briefing accused the Congress president of giving
comfort to the Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM). The Prime
Minister even linked counter-terror action to the contro-
versy over the purchase of Rafale aircraft from France.
The chief of the BJP in the national capital chose to cam-
paign in army fatigues to which he was certainly not enti-
tled. Anyone on WhatsApp will have noticed how their
BJP-friendly contacts have sought to transform a national
response to terror into one that is dependent upon the
prime minister’s personality. In Rajasthan, the party is
even selling sarees that have pictures of fighter jets, sol-
diers, and the Prime Minister on them.

But, said Home Minister Rajnath Singh, “It’s politicisa-
tion when someone asks how many terrorists were Killed.
That’s like raising doubts on your security forces.” In other
words, it is not politicisation to say that under this govern-
ment a strong response to terror has become the norm; but
it is politicisation to ask how strong it was. It is not politici-
sation to campaign in military fatigues; but it is politicisa-
tion to wonder who will be held accountable for the intelli-
gence failures that led to the death of young men wearing
the uniform. It is not politicisation to claim that the gov-
ernment’s diplomacy has been so effective that the entire
world stands with New Delhi; but asking why Beijing once
again blocked a UN resolution against the JeM’s founder
counts as giving aid and comfort to terrorists. This incon-
sistency would be amusing were it not so dangerous.

A forced uniformity on matters of national security is the
greatest possible danger to national security. The opposition,
the media and ordinary citizens must feel empowered to
ask whether they are being protected properly. If they are
instead silenced, or voluntarily abandon the right to question
at moments of crisis, then the eventual choices that are made
will go unscrutinised — and, more often than not, will be
the wrong ones. This is the climate of hysteria and silencing
that led to the Iraq War.

The simple truth is that the government does indeed
have a great deal of explaining to do. It needs to explain
why the number of terrorist incidents in Kashmir has grown
enormously under its watch. It needs to explain how the
Pulwama attack came about, given it was one of consider-
able complexity and took place on the highest-security
highway in India. It needs to explain how an airstrike that
Pakistan retaliated to has changed the incentives facing
those in the Pakistan military who have long supported
terror. It needs to explain why it has not in five years built
up the capabilities required to conduct effective, sub-con-
ventional retaliation against cross-border terrorist archi-
tecture in Pakistan. And it has to explain what it got out of
its fabled ‘Wuhan moment’ with Pakistan’s sole remaining
patron, Beijing. These are questions that can and should
be asked of any government, of any party. If these questions
are not asked then we are failing in our duties as citizens.
It is those who seek to silence such questions who will harm
India’s national security.
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Silver lining toimport substitution

India's flourishing crony capitalism guarantees that, as with Rafale fighters,
some favoured tycoon will be licensed to make Tabasco at home

WHERE MONEY TALKS

SUNANDA K DATTA-RAY

ith election approaching, fears are

s " ; being expressed about a return to
the pre-1991 import substitution

regime. “We’ll have to start using Capsico if
they stop importing Tabasco!” is the lament
from Malabar Hill to Alipore, South Extension
to Adyar, referring to the cheaper Indian sub-
stitute for the tangy imported sauce. The seri-
ous threat of going back to autarky is that the
long heralded take-off in manufacturing won’t
happen. Exports will continue to languish,
and the fear of overwhelming imports will

mean higher protectionist taxes and more fric-
tion with Donald Trump’s US.

We’ve been here before. P V Narasimha
Rao’s panicky foodgrains subsidy and whis-
pers of differences with Manmohan Singh fed
fears of reforms being abandoned and prompt-
ed Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew to visit India in
1996. Singaporeans believed Dr Singh felt “Rao
was holding him back”. A worried Goh Chok
Tong, Singapore’s prime minister, asked Lee
to find out. Anxious as ever to see a strong
India balance resurgent China, Lee was con-
cerned that despite liberalisation, only one
Singaporean businessman risked India against
the five or six who went to China. The newly
active Gulf states were also emerging as rivals.
The BJP seemed to be making waves in India.

“I thought Narasimha Rao needed to be
encouraged,” Lee told me afterwards. “So I
went there.” It was eight years since his last
visit when he was prime minister. Prem Singh,
a bluff Jat former army officer who was then
India’s high commissioner in Singapore, recalls
alunch at Hyderabad House where Lee, sitting
between the prime minister and Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, told the latter. “If your party comes
to power, you will also waste four or five years
discovering that socialism doesn’t work.” Not

so, Vajpayee retorted immediately. “He has
stolen our policies,” he said, pointing to
Narasimha Rao. Lee was sceptical. “Vajpayee
and Advani came to see me,” he said. “They
were unreformed. They were not at all con-
vinced that what Manmohan Singh and
Narasimha Rao were doing was right. They
said — wrong policies, giving away the country
on the cheap. So I said, ‘Oh God! This is back
to square one again’. And I warned Goh Chok
Tong. ‘Isaid one step forward, one step ba’."

Actually, there was little difference by then
between the Congress’ and the Bharatiya
Janata Party’s (BJP) economic programmes.
Differences were mainly over emphasis. But
the BJP was never candid about its pragma-
tism, focussing more on culture and identity.
Nor was it keen to stress its origin in the Jana
Sangh, the original free market party. Several
years later I asked Mr Advani about the inac-
curate impression that Lee had been given.
“We strongly opposed the Congress’s licence-
permit-quota raj,” he said. “We were against a
controlled economy, but we also felt that a ful-
ly free economy was not suited to a large coun-
try like India with a strong democratic tradi-
tion and large areas of poverty.”

He knew Lee had got it wrong. But the
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Swadeshi Jagran Manch was a force then. The
role of multinationals was being fiercely debat-
ed, and the media was absorbed in the
Hindutva angle. So, Mr Advani thought it pru-
dent not to commit himself. He couldn’t tell
Lee that India’s electoral style obliges the
Opposition to oppose irrespective of sub-
stance. Or that the easiest way of demolishing
an adversary is to accuse him of colluding with
the Foreign Hand.

That was on the eve of Vajpayee assuming
office. The chorus in 2014 was that not only
was Narendra Modi committed to a dynamic
free market economy but that he would ensure
that the country at large benefited from what
was hailed as the “Gujarat Model”. I don’t
know what the model was or whether it owed
anything to Modi’s endeavours since Gujarat
was a prosperous and progressive state long
before he was a twinkle in Damodardas
Mulchand Modi’s eye. Far from transforming
India into Gujarat, he seems to be doing his
best to make the country another West Bengal.
Just as bright young Bengalis seek jobs in
Maharashtra or Kerala, bright young Indians
lead the global pack of economic migrants.
The “Make in India” campaign seems to have
petered out. Customs duties and import tariffs
have increased. Among the five taxes on cap-
ital the RBI has identified, the long-term cap-
ital gains tax further discourages investment.

The silver lining is that no one will have to
make do with Capsico. India’s flourishing
crony capitalism guarantees that, as with
Rafale fighters, some favoured tycoon will be
licensed to make Tabasco at home.

LUNCH WITH BS » SARYU DOSHI | ARTHISTORIAN

An unplanned tryst with the arts

Doshi tells Anjuli Bhargava how she never envisioned
a career for herself and why even children should be
taught to respect their heritage

art to students at Michigan

and Berkeley, edited one of
India’s best known art magazines for
many years, set up and run the
National Gallery of Modern Art
(NGMA) in Mumbai, chaired the
Lalit Kala Academy for years, is vice-
chairman of INTACH, written over
a dozen books on various aspects of
Indian art and is on innumerable
committees relating to the arts in
the country. She has a Padma Shri
(awarded in 1999) to boot.

None of this happened by design
or plan, she tells me quite categori-
cally. At no point did Saryu Doshi —
wife of late industrialist and founder
of Premier Motors Vinod Doshi —
envision “any kind of career” for
herself. She just stumbled into
things and one thing led to the next.

Why don’t the rest of us rely a bit
more on fortuitousness, I think to
myself. Without much planning and
thought, the 87-year-old lady sitting
before me — a picture of grace — at
Mumbai’s hip eatery, The Table, has
managed to contribute more than
most do in a lifetime.

We’re meeting after a long
exchange of emails. I have, over
email, politely declined her sugges-
tion of her first taking me for lunch
to the Willingdon Sports Club at
Race Course to “get to know each
other”, before we do the actual
“Lunch with BS”, a disarmingly
charming old world proposition
and one that I'm almost tempted to
agree to. A practice lunch before the
actual lunch? Such a lovely
thought! But, of course, my hectic
Mumbai schedule doesn’t permit
such luxuries.

We order a soba salad, an avoca-
do toast and a zucchini spaghetti
and decide to share all. It’s a frugal
lunch with no drinks — we stick to
mineral water.

A product of Mumbai’s
Elphinstone College (a bored eco-
nomics student), Doshi joined the

S he’s taught Indian miniature

Sir JJ School of Art, one of the few
students with a bachelor’s degree
already, and found that the arts were
where her passion lay. Soon after,
she was married and accompanied
her husband to the University of
Michigan where he was doing his
master’s and she decided to pursue
another bachelor’s in art history. At
Michigan, she was a bit of an exotic
creature. Back in 1956, they hadn’t
seen many Indian women — let
alone an Indian woman in a sari,
studying art history.

At Michigan, Doshi tasted blood.
“Itook to it like a duck to water,” she
says. This metamorphosed into
what would be a 60-year love affair
with the arts. She returned to India
and found herself in a remote village
in Maharashtra (one of her hus-
band’s factories was located here)
with more time on her hands than
she knew what to do with. That’s
when she decided to pursue her doc-
torate in Jain miniature art from
Mumbai University with the Prince
of Wales museum as her guide. Jain
miniature art was a relatively unex-
plored subject then so her work
entailed original research.

Soon after, she won the
Rockefeller fellowship and decided
to go for a year to the United States.
Indian miniature art was something
the rest of the world was quite unfa-
miliar with so she was one of the
few authorities on the subject back
then. As a result, she ended up
teaching courses at her alma mater
Michigan, Berkeley and even at
Pune University.

But teaching was not really for
her — she was focused on her hearth
and home and that was proving too
disruptive — so when she was
approached to edit Marg, a maga-
zine set up by writer Mulk Raj
Anand, one of the only publications
on art at the time, she went for it.
The fact that she never considered
herself a career person meant that
she could experiment, and was

unafraid of failure. She thoroughly
enjoyed editing Marg, coming in
close contact with Pupul Jayakar
and working with her on Festival of
India. There was very little that hap-
pened in India’s art scene that she
didn’t touch in some way. As we
chat, I realise this holds true even
now when she’s well past 80. She’s
currently involved with IGNCA,
INTACH, Jawahar Kala Kendra, Lalit
Kala academy, a host of art related
committees... the list is long.

It was in 1995 that she was
asked to set up the NGMA in
Mumbai — again a first for her as
she’d neither run, let alone set up,
agallery or a museum, nor was an
expert on contemporary art. It
was there that Doshi experiment-
ed with many new thoughts and
ideas. To draw in the Mumbai
crowds, she requested Amitabh
Bachchan to come and recite his
father’s poetry — a session that
was so successful that he took it
as a show to many cities subse-
quently. She also used the space
in the gallery innovatively, once
hosting a fashion show by Abu
Jani and Sandeep Khosla there —
again a first as fashion shows were
rarely held at such venues. She
held unique and innovative exhibi-
tions at the NGMA, making it a spot
that art lovers from the rest of the
country and the globe flocked to.

Our food arrives: The soba salad
is excellent as is the bread basket.
The avocado toast is good but the
zucchini spaghetti is a disappoint-
ment (we tell the maitre d'hotel and
Inotice later when I pay the bill that
he hasn’t charged us for it) and effec-
tively wasted.

We are interrupted by the Asia
Society group of ladies, who know her
well. Indeed, Doshi is well known in
Mumbeai for the work done through
the Vinod & Saryu Doshi Foundation.
The foundation funds deserving stu-
dents’ post graduate studies overseas
in arts and humanities, supports
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community projects and works with
emerging talent in the fields of visual
art. The couple and what they stood
for represent a fast disappearing
breed that used its money wisely and
towards good purpose.

I ask her what she thinks of the
Adopt A Heritage scheme. She says
she is totally in favour of it as long
as someone — a body like the
INTACH or even a new body set up
for the purpose — monitors the pri-
vate efforts to ensure that nothing
is lost for lack of awareness. She
doesn’t have the mistrust many peo-

ple seem to have for corporates. She
believes they would not destroy any-
thing intentionally but only due to
lack of knowledge. She goes into
some detail of one site near
Viramgam in Gujarat — the Munsar
lake and the shrines that surround
it, where we are losing invaluable
heritage. “I'd be very happy if the
Lodha’s or some other group takes
charge and revamps the entire
place,” she adds.

A second thing that worries her
is the Indian mindset that if some-
thing is no longer perfect it is worth-
less. She cites the story of a dhobi in

one of the Indian villages who was
apparently using a big black stone
to beat his clothes with; it turned
out to be a discarded but very old
and valuable statue, something
she’s described in one of her books.
Since the statue was no longer com-
plete, it was considered useless. The
same holds true for manuscripts or
even bronze figures. A slight tarnish
and no one wants to pay attention
to them. The rest of the world values
and preserves its heritage and muse-
ums exhibit imperfect pieces with
equal pride.

She argues that love for one’s cul-
ture, monuments and history needs
to be inculcated from the very begin-
ning and that’s why she is strongly in
favour of school trips to such places.
“If we can explain to children why we
need to preserve and take pride in our
history, we will have solved half our
problems,” she says adding that chil-
dren saying no to crackers has led
adults to be more sensitive about their
effect on environment. This resonates
strongly with me since that’s how I
grew up — dragged from monument
to monument.

We’ve moved to coffee as our
meeting is coming to an end. I ask
her how she evaluates the direction
her life has taken, albeit inadvertent-
ly. “If you had asked me when I was
20, what I'd be doing, I would have
said I'd be a fat married gujju lady
with three children like many of my
aunts,” she says jokingly. But the arts
gave her life a delightful and rich
hue that she never imagined,
planned or designed. And the lack
of pressure to perform ensured that
she did.

Phone-savvy workers

PEOPLE LIKE THEM

KEYA SARKAR

from my mother (and she from her

father) is 70 years old. Needless to
say, the maintenance of the house needs
a lot of attention and money. However,
soon after I arrived in Santiniketan, I had
decided to renovate my ancestral home
with all things natural and avoid indus-
trial products.

We have managed to hold on to this
philosophy despite the fact that people
who can do lime wash on the walls, who
can polish cement floors, who can work
with wood and bamboo, are becoming
difficult to find.

Recently, after extensive repairs to the
outside walls, we finished painting them.

I n Santiniketan, the house I inherited

After a few days, we decided to start on
the interior walls. Our interior walls (much
to the horror of my father who worked all
his life for a paint company) have first
been covered in cow dung and then cov-
ered in clay tinted through available
colour strainers. This I have been lucky
enough to get done by the tribal women
who live in and around Santiniketan.
They apply first the dung and then, after
it dries, with their hands on the clay create
a pattern on the wall. Most people who
visit us comment on the walls because the
patterns give our cement wall tranquility
of a mud construction.

So first, I had to get in touch with the
four women who have been doing this for
us at intervals over the last decade. They
gave me a date a fortnight away. This was
because they had to finish harvesting the
potatoes that they had sown. I then got
in touch with the men who could assist
the women in tying up the bamboo plat-
forms that would enable them to reach
our high ceilings. After they too con-
firmed the dates, I started organising the
cow dung and the clay. Compared to the
1,000s, I would spend on an industrial
paint, the bill for the dung and clay
totaled a modest %2,000.

The work started. First, the two men
and the women painstakingly removed

all the small furniture and covered all the
large ones with plastic. After they were
done with a room, it would be thoroughly
cleaned with no traces of the mess creat-
ed by the gobar and the clay. The order
of the rooms being taken up for painting
was planned such that when the kitchen
and the dining room are done, we could
escape to our home in Kolkata.

We left on the appointed day with the
women assuring us that the progress
would be as planned and the whole
house would be freshly painted by the
time we got back. We left feeling truly
blessed for having such dependable peo-
ple work for us and there was no need to
pay handsome fees to paint companies
for do-your-house contracts.

The house was indeed ready by the
time we returned. The walls freshly paint-
ed, all the furniture put back and even the
paintings put back on the walls. We were
impressed to say the least but were also
much amazed at how they had managed
to remember the position of not only the
furniture but the placement of each paint-
ing on the wall. When I asked the men
how they managed the feat, they looked
at us like any youngster today looks at
their technologically-challenged parents.
“We had photographed all the rooms on
the phone before we started,” he said.

Check—in of a different kind

€
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KISHORE SINGH

ordered online, was delivered at
home that it dawned on my wife that
we hadn’t been on a holiday for some
time. “It’s so shameful,” she said to me,
“to be out of toilet paper.” This is usually
easily remedied in most homes by order-
ing a supply from the neighbourhood
kirana, but in my wife’s case it involved
extraordinary logistics that began with
checking into a hotel. On standard
instructions, her assistant packs a small
suitcase with her clothes within a larger
one, which means she checks in with one
bag but checks out with two.
You’d think it might be cheaper to
simply buy one’s toilet paper, but where

I t wasn’t till a packet of toilet rolls,

would be the excitement then? My wife’s
modus operandi is now well established
and simple. Call housekeeping from the
room for additional supplies; remove toi-
let rolls before the staff comes in to clean
the room in the morning, and again
before turndown in the evening; purloin
from the housekeeping cart in the corri-
dors; always making sure to lock the
stash away to avoid being found out. To
add to this supply, she makes frequent
use of the public washrooms from where
extra rolls find their way to the usually
large, empty bag she carries for just such
purpose. The quality of toilet paper in
our house fluctuates depending on the
hotels we have returned from.

Ilearned a long time ago not to curb
my wife’s enthusiasm for such freebies,
but baulked when we had to pay extra
baggage on an international sector for
oversized baggage that was loaded with
— yes, toilet paper. “Really?” I argued,
but she explained that it was hard to
resist the embroidered cloth pouches
in which the spare rolls were stored.
Any audit of such pouch holders in our
bathroom can provide guests with a
reasonably accurate picture of our
recent travels.

Let me hasten to assure you that my
wife isn’t a garden-variety kleptomani-
ac but a specialised one. If you spot any

hotel towels on our premises, they were
probably nicked by me — accidentally,
of course. Occasional ashtrays and
sundry memorabilia has found its way
to the house in mysterious ways since
no one in the family is willing to take
credit for their inexplicable presence.
Shampoos and conditioners are par for
the course, usually as tokens for the
domestic staff. But if there is one thing
I'd like to filch, it is the incredibly soft
pillows most hotels spoil you with, and
which you can never find in any store.
I'd ask my wife to do it, but then she’d
require three bags instead of two, which
might look suspicious should the
concierge remember that she walked
in with only one.

Meanwhile, word is that the toilet
rolls ordered online don’t quite fit the
bill. “I need to go to Mumbai,” my wife
mused to me this morning, asking me
to book her tickets and hotel, ostensibly
for some exhibition, but I heard her
mention to her sister on the phone that
“supplies are running low”. My
suspicions were confirmed when I
heard her tell her Man Friday to be sure
to find the right size of suitcase to place
within a bigger one. She might not
bring me back pillows, but at least the
quality of the toilet paper will be an
improvement.
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WEEKEND RUMINATIONS

TN NINAN

The unmentionables

ne of the major reform initiatives of the outgoing government is the
introduction of an effective bankruptcy process that — so far — has
taken place in only the private sector. Why not subject government-
owned companies to the transparency and clear-cut decision-mak-
ing of the same or a similar bankruptcy process? Handing over the matter to a
judicial body like a tribunal, with all parties getting a fair hearing, can remove
the political sting involved in such sensitive decisions — and also enforce some
rationality. Once we are past this electoral season, during which all promises
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all “take”.

Fivefatalfollies of Modi doctrine

India looks less equal to China than 5 years ago, strategic alliance with US is hobbled by trade,
and Pakistan is looking anything but chastened by Balakot. What's gone wrong?

3) Obsession with personalised foreign policy: Mr Modi
has stature and charisma. But it doesn’t substitute the
preparation and follow-up of professional diplomacy,
and the need to refine policies through internal debate
and discussion. Also, individual styles and approaches
of other leaders vary.

he Saudi Crown Prince might love a copious hug
and take decisions on the spot, but a Xi Jinping

are presented as free lunches, could we bring such non-populist issues into
focus? Like fixing the problems of the public sector? “Fix” as in: Let the good
ones be, salvage the troubled ones with an approved programme that has finite

budget limits, sell those that can’t be salvaged, and shut down the rest.

Among the prime candidates to be looked at is Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd
(BSNL), which says its mission is to be the leading telecom service provider and
the most admired telecom brand. Yet it has been losing revenue, market share,
money and relevance. In five of the last seven years, it has lost 7,000 crore or
more, and will do so again this year. Its twin, Mahanagar Telephone Nigam Ltd
(MTNL), operates in the most attractive markets of Delhi and Mumbai but has
costs that are twice revenue, and lost nearly ¥3,000 crore last year. BSNL last
earned a profit 10 years ago, its revenue today is much less than it was then, and
both companies are now unable to pay salaries. BSNL'’s share of the telecom

marKket is down to 10 per cent.

Consider the issue step by step. Can these companies be salvaged? In the
bitterly competitive telecom market, a turnaround seems impossible. The next
option is to sell both companies. But, like Air India, they might find no buyers.
The only non-economic reason for not moving on to the final option (shutting
down, like many private telecom players already have) is the very human one
that BSNL has about 180,000 employees, and MTNL another 25,000. But a bail-
out for the employees would be cheaper than repeated bail-outs of the compa-
nies, and could take the form of a lump sum plus an annuity. The bill, even if
steep, would be a bargain, considering what the government pumps into these
companies. BSNL got ¥7,500 crore two years ago. The latest proposal is for

another 314,000 crore (which the NITI Aayog sensibly opposes).

Bear in mind that the two companies have spectrum valued at several thou-
sand crore rupees. In addition, BSNL is sitting on freehold land that was re-
valued a couple of years ago at ¥70,000 crore. That is the value that can be
unlocked if the employees are taken care of. Subjecting these companies to
something like the bankruptcy process for the private sector would force the
government to explain why it continues to pour money into these bottomless

pits, in preference to the other options that it should logically consider.

No political party can address such issues at election time, and it is unreal-
istic to expect such hara-Kiri (though the witless Rahul Gandhi seems to be com-
mitting it anyway). But is there any time at all when the elected government
can deal with those issues that can’t be packaged as free lunches? So far Narendra
Modi has carefully ducked all issues that involve trade-offs which may hit voters.
Hence the patchy reform record on labour, trade, agriculture and other issues,
which (you could argue) has resulted in the lack of economic momentum outside
of manufactured statistics. Take the nationalised banks that have got sums
approaching 2 trillion as fresh capital from the government, but have seen
much of that disappear in the market valuation metrics. We have seen
“Recognition” of these banks’ problems, and we have got “Recapitalisation”
(with more to come, doubtless), but what about the forgotten “R”: Reform? And
reform of government-owned entities in their totality? Forget value creation,

can we at least stop large-scale value destruction?

hat is more overpowering, fear or love? You

s " ; should be asking a psychologist. What a

columnist can do is to collect hard facts, sift

them from fantasy and propaganda, and provoke an
important debate. Trolling, we take in our stride.

Earlier this week, China delivered a nasty kick in
India’s shin by blocking Pakistan’s Jaish-e-Mohammed
chief Masood Azhar’s designation as a global terrorist
by the UN Security Council.

Not only did China block it for the fourth time,
much inspired commentary in
Chinese state- or party-controlled
media held out admonitions for
India. The rudest was a commen-
tator in Communist Party-owned
Global Times who, with pictures of
angry BJP workers in the back-
ground, accused Narendra Modi
of exploiting the situation for his
election campaign, and conclud-
ing with a final insult: China is
India’s friend, not a hostage to its
nationalism.

NATIONAL NTEREST

Trump, a wary fatigue has developed about India. It is
tempting to dismiss Mr Trump as a petulant child. But
can you afford to do so? You might laugh at his fixation
with Indian duties on Harley Davidson motorbikes,
but he can also similarly call your Swadeshinomic
approach to trade nutty and insincere. Slashing prices
of imported medications and medical aids is a good
moral and political idea. But must you implement it
with sudden price controls and import restraints? The
Americans must be bemused to see India declaring
war on their Amazon and Walmart
while it heartily welcomes Chinese
Y investments in Indian e-commerce
and digital financial services.
While the way America has
stood by India after Pulwama is
creditable, there are strains in the
relationship and personal chem-
istry between Mr Modi and Mr
Trump. A bilateral hasn’t happened
since November 2017 and attempts
tosetone up at the recent G20 sum-
mit in Buenos Aires in November

With this, China redefined the
“Wuhan Spirit” to mean that if my
troops aren’t squatting on your territory in the run-up
to your elections, I have kept my part of the deal. For
the rest, the old rules apply.

Two reactions to this Chinese arrogance stand out
for their tone and emphasis. India has been ridiculously
guarded, not daring to even name China and express-
ing just “disappointment” with “a nation”. The
Americans, on the contrary, had no such hesitations.
They named China in a statement enormously more
severe than India’s pusillanimous one.

The Modi government hasn’t lost its muscularity.
Itisjust applied more selectively now, though not par-
ticularly with an application of mind. Mr Modi’s India
of March 2019, two months to the elections, treats a
hostile China with nervous deference, but launches an
all-out Swadeshi trade war on Donald Trump’s friendly
America. We suck up to those who harm and humiliate
us because we fear them. We fight on with those who
speak for us because we love them.

SHEKHAR GUPTA

ere are the five follies of what we might call the
“Modi Foreign Policy Doctrine” that got us here.
1) Inability to appreciate that strategic alliances need
a big heart: Strategically, America has been, to use a
familiar Americanism, a stalwart ally. Yet, at the top
levels of the US Administration, beginning with Mr

2018 failed. Mr Trump isn’t the kind

toinvest time in photo-ops and plat-
itudes when his favourite peeves are not addressed. A
little “give” on trade wouldn’t hurt India.

Mr Trump isn’t asking for something as difficult as

troops in Afghanistan or to not buy those Russian S-
400s or to shut the Chabahar port in Iran. All he wants
is a little concession on some tariffs and business as
usual on the rest. Smart leaders pick their fights, espe-
cially with friends, carefully. Mr Modi has erred in open-
ing a swadeshi trade front with Mr Trump, who also
has a domestic political constituency.
2) Miscalculation that unilateral appeasement works
with arrogant big powers: See it this way. India has
locked horns on trade with the US, with which it enjoys
a $60-billion trade surplus, but is giving unfettered
access to China, with which it has an equal, $60-billion
deficit. The idea behind opening up our markets so
widely to Chinese goods and investments may have
been to give them an economic stake to moderate their
strategic policy towards India.

Nothing of the sort has happened. Two years ago,
the Chinese walked into Doklam. Now, the message
from them seems to be, if we are not in Doklam or
Chumar again, as you head for elections, send us a
thank-you note. Likely on a Chinese phone, network,
and operating system. Just as with America, the Modi
government has demanded all “give”, with China it is

may be irritated or misread it as fawning. Besides,
although the most powerful Chinese leader since Deng,
he doesn’t have the personal power in Beijing that a
Mohammad bin Salman or Mr Modi does in Riyadh or
New Delhi. Mr Xi works with a structured and empow-
ered “system” that functions a lot more effectively than
the Modi cabinet. It is now evident that Mr Modi’s first
charm-filled approach with Mr Xi was counter-pro-
ductive, and this continued later through Xian, Wuhan
and elsewhere. The misstep of a Republic Day invite to
Mr Trump and the failed hugging outreach with Nawaz
Sharif showed inadequate homework.

4) The price of predictability: From politics, diplomacy,
to warfare, sport and gambling, predictability is a lia-
bility. Mr Modi has made that error. Foreign leaders
know his personalised style, need for publicity, photo-
ops, praise, all of which they understand he needs for
his domestic audiences. The Chinese know very well
by now that Mr Modi is wary of another intrusion in
the months leading to the polls. The Chinese also would
have known that much as Mr Modi might like a little
skirmish with Pakistan, which he could quickly end
claiming victory, there is noway he could start and end
anything with China like that. Predictability makes it
easy for others to guess your responses. The Chinese
have been the first to do this.

The Pakistanis must have taken note of a few things
too. They know Mr Modi is now publicly committed to
aquick retaliation in the case of major terror attacks. It
gives them the power of orchestrating a crisis and draw-
ing the world to the subcontinent at will. All they need
istotell the ISIto unleash another incident. Great lead-
ers do not allow themselves to be “gamed”.

5) Perils of mixing foreign policy with domestic politics:
Mr Modi has often used his foreign policy initiatives
and summits for domestic image-building. The
Chinese were the first to exploit it. They knew Indian
fears of another intrusion in election season and offered
reassurance at Wuhan but on their terms. Chinese trade
dominance hasincreased, their view on Arunachal and
Pakistan is harder, and India is reduced to protesting
meekly on Masood Azhar, without daring to name
them. Do note that since Wuhan, India has not raised
the issue of Nuclear Suppliers Group membership with
China. IfIndia’s demand is now the banning of Masood
Azhar, it does two things: Diminish India in its bilateral
equation with China, and enable it to hyphenate its
own India policy with Pakistan. China, therefore, has
India just where it wants, triangulated with Pakistan.

To conclude, this isn’t a foreign policy balance sheet
of the five Modi years. It is a listing of what we see as
his most significant flaws and their consequences.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint

PUBG vs the nanny state

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

bunch of parachutists float down
Aonto an island in a war zone. They

pick up weapons cached in hide-
outs and try to kill each other. The last
man standing (or the last team standing)
wins. Then, they do it all over again.

That’s the plot of PlayerUnknown
Battlegrounds (PUBG), a popular online
game. Beyond the banality, this “Battle
Royale Shooter”, which is how this genre
is technically classified, has very intricate,
detailed subplots.

There are several islands with different
geographies and all sorts of ingenious
hideouts and dangerous locales built into
the landscape. As the game progresses,
the map area shrinks, forcing survivors to

Modi and the Liberals

é

LINE AND LENGTH

T CA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

his article makes a point that I have
T made a few times before but which

seems worth repeating: Narendra
Modi has been compared to many heads
of government but there is one man who
he has not been compared to: Richard
Milhous Nixon, the 37th President of the
United States.

Nixon was forced to resign from office
because of the relentless pursuit by the lib-
eral establishment of the eastern side of
America — Nixon was from the West. He is
now regarded as one of the most successful
of the 20th century US Presidents.

Nixon had to quit because he broke
some American law. But that was merely

move into closer proximity with each oth-
er, heightening risks.

PBUG can be played by teams, or single
players, or players who team up tactically.
It requires intellectual cognition to work
out some situations, as well as fast reflexes,
and street-smarts. Players can adopt first-
person points of view (PoV), or third-per-
son PoV, with contrasting pros and cons.

Every replay is different. This is why
PUBG is addictive. Even planes dropping
the parachutists randomly vary flight
paths forcing players to make good deci-
sions about the right places to eject. The
rewards (weaponry, game credits, cosmet-
ics, costumes) increase as players take
more risks.

PBUG was developed in 2017 by
“PlayerUnknown”, a handle used by the
game developer, Brendan Greene. It was
released by PUBG Corporation, a sub-
sidiary of South Korea’s BlueHole. The full-
service versions can be modified to add
more twists.

Game cosmetics have been sold for
real cash. Chinese hackers developed
cheating software. BlueHole then devel-
oped anti-cheating software, which has
been used to ban over 13 million accounts.
It is that popular.

PUBG is free-to-play on mobile, which
isimportant in the Indian context. Lots of

the excuse for the “liberals” to intensify
the pursuit.

The hounding had begun almost as
soon as he was sworn in. The American
liberals had decided long, long ago that
he was unfit to govern the US — as if their
darling, John F Kennedy was. Nixon could
do nothing right, just as for India’s liberals,
Modi can’t.

In the end, if nothing else, that Nixon
episode proved one thing: There is no one
more dangerous than a liberal out on a
fox hunt.

It also showed that the illiberality of the
liberals is one of the greatest paradoxes of
our time. A great deal has been written on
the subject but the depravities of the deeply
devout continue to defy explanation.

In a most disturbing echo of the Nixon
experience, India’s urban liberals decided
long ago that Modi was unfit to govern
India. And ever since May 2014, this lot
has gone after him with absolute single-
mindedness.

So much do they detest Modi that they
are quite prepared to side with fools, villains
charlatans and crooks instead. There are
quite a few of them around.

His own enemy
But the whole “Remove Modi” project

desi kids play it. It is arguably less violent
than many Indian movies with “U” cer-
tificates. However, it has been banned for
“promoting violence” in several places in
Gujarat. At least 10-15 persons have been
arrested across the state for playing PUBG,
under Section 188 of the Indian Penal
Code (Disobedience to order duly prom-
ulgated by public servant).

The ban has serious implications.
There seems to be no scientific data, or
anecdotal evidence, in support of the ban.
There were no news reports of youths
parachuting out of planes, stealing
weapons, and killing each other. Nor were
there any reports of players committing
other crimes, creating disturbances to
public order, spreading hatred against
communities, or any of the other reasons
usually cited for bans.

There have been no psychiatric stud-
ies anywhere under controlled conditions
to indicate PUBG players are more violent
than average. The plot, the player appear-
ances and costumes are removed from
reality, making it pure fantasy. It will not
translate into a gunfight or a riot at
Naroda Patiya.

Game addiction is a real thing, of
course, from long before the Internet.
“The Defence”, a novel about
Grandmaster Luzhin, by Vladimir

seems to be going awry now. Unless there
is a massive change in mood, it looks as if
he will form the next government as well in
a few weeks from now.

Nixon, too, had got re-elected in 1972
until his foolishness led to his downfall. The
question, therefore, is if this could happen
to Modi as well.

By now it is well-known that Modi loves
to exaggerate, at least on public platforms.
In private, however, from what I have gath-
ered, he seems to be completely different.

Now as his second term approaches, he
should ask himself what he can do to pres-
ent the real Modi to the country. His
Roosevelt-like Mann Ki Baat chats have
clearly not done the job.

If he becomes the PM again, Modi may
respond in one of two ways. He may con-
tinue to think that he doesn’t need the lib-
erals — Nixon made the same mistake
because of his inferiority complex — or he
could try and cultivate them.

One simple way of doing so would be
to give Muslims at least 15 per cent of the
tickets in the coming general election.
This will douse many a liberal fire. If they
lose, well, how can anyone blame Modi
for that?

He should also start rewarding the lib-
erals because most of them are anxious

Nabokov, provides a fine literary descrip-
tion of where game addiction can lead.
Serious chess-players, bridge-players, go-
players, etc., can all cite anecdotes of wit-
nessing mental instability amongst those
obsessed by their games of choice.

But chess, bridge and go are also hailed
in academic studies as promoting con-
centration, patience, focus and problem-
solving abilities with apparent links to
better academic performances. Arguably,
PUBG could be the same. It certainly
stretches mental muscles.

Most disturbingly, there was no appar-
ent process followed in this ban. There
are processes for banning a book, or a
movie, even if the very act of banning is
distasteful and those processes are often
abused. There is also a system, however
arduous, for appealing such bans. This
ban seems arbitrary, carried out at the
whim of somebody who decided, without
any hard data, that PUBG was “bad”.
There is no due process for appealing
against it. Does this not set a precedent
for banning other things, in equally arbi-
trary fashion?

If the law treats somebody as an adult,
they are allowed to make their own vot-
ing choices, and also to be arrested for
committing crimes. Surely they are also
adult enough to decide what games they
play? It should not be the concern of the
nanny state.

Twitter: @devangshudatta

for recognition. To be sure, some of them
may reject the rewards but I am willing to
bet that most of them will be glad to be
co-opted.

Even if he doesn’t want to give them
some official post, he can at least invite
them for tea in small groups once a month
on Sundays. If nothing else he will have
the pleasure of ruining their weekend. The
pleasure will be doubled if his guests go
out thinking “Hey, he is not such a bad
sort, after all.”

Softly, gently

Above all, as I had written in October 2017,
Modi will have to show that he can func-
tion effectively in a large coalition, which
requires him to accommodate persons
with different views of India in his council
of ministers.

Indeed, in some ways, this is going to be
his biggest challenge because so far, from
the time he became chief minister till now,
he has never had to do so.

To conclude, let me list three tests for
judging Modi in his second term should
he get one. How he approaches ideas that
differ from his own; how many tickets he
gives to Muslims; and how he distributes
ministerial posts amongst his party col-
leagues and those from the rest of the
National Democratic Alliance.

A good starting point would be to not
give the portfolio of human resource devel-
opment to a BJP MP.

Dadaswag

EYE CULTURE

UTTARAN DAS GUPTA

frail young man ran in a half-
Acircle across the fecund green

in an attempt to catch a mishit
by a South African batsman, and
90,000 people in the stands of Eden
Gardens — lulled into half-sleep by
the mellow November afternoon sun
and the steady batting of Gary Kirsten
and Daryl Cullinan — rose up, roaring
like the Bay of Bengal on a stormy
evening. The young man fumbled and
fell, and dropped the catch in the
process. “Too much gallery show,”
said a wizened cricket lover sitting
beside me on the concrete stairs. In
1996, Eden Gardens still did not have
bucket seats.

The crowds at Eden Gardens are
known to be fickle. They have booed
Sunil Gavaskar and Rahul Dravid,
they have cheered for South Africa
and Sri Lanka in matches against
India. There is something gladiatorial
about those getting on to the pitch —
the crowds are not going to go easy on
you because you are Indian, nor fail
to cheer for you because you are from
the rival team. The match I described
in the previous paragraph was the first
of many I have watched at the stadi-
um. The young fielder was Sourav
Ganguly, who had just returned from
England after scoring a century on his
debut at Lords, and then another one
in his next innings.

In the match against South Africa
— the second in a three-Test series —
Mr Ganguly scored 6 and O in the two
innings. The only Indian batsman to
come out with some pride was cap-
tain Mohammad Azharuddin, who
scored a gritty century in the first
innings, saving India the blushes of a
follow-on. The surprise performance
was that of Anil Kumble, who hit 88
in the first innings before getting run
out. The star of the match, however,
was South African opener Kirsten,
who notched up 102 in the first
innings and 133 in the second. On the
fourth day of the match, when I was
in the stands, he reached his century,
soon followed by teammate Cullinan,
who scored 153. On both occasions,
the crowd that had cheered Mr
Ganguly’s failed attempt also stood
up to applaud the rival batsmen for
their achievements. This was a lesson
learnt: In sports as in life, grace is
more important than futile
aggression.

Currently, however, Eden Gardens
is playing host to a rather graceless
contest — between that frail young
man, Mr Ganguly, who is now the
president of the Cricket Association

of Bengal (CAB), and the Bengal unit
of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
Following the terror attack in
Pulwama on 14 February, where 40
Central Reserve Police Force person-
nel were Kkilled, BJP workers in
Kolkata have been demanding the
removal of a picture of Imran Khan,
former captain of the Pakistan cricket
team and current prime minister.
Khan’s picture — along with that of
his compatriots Wasim Akram and
Ramiz Raza — hangs in the club
house at Eden Gardens, where very
few people are allowed. A regular
spectator, even when overwhelmed
with feelings of outrage and jingoism,
are unlikely to chance upon these and
get offended.

Reporting on a demonstration of
BJP workers in late-February, The
Hindu has speculated that the cur-
rent imbroglio over Khan’s picture
was a sort of proxy war between the
ruling party at the Centre and its rival,
Trinamool Congress, in power in
West Bengal. “Mr Ganguly was
favoured by Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee when he was selected to lead
the CAB, four years ago,” said the
report. Since there is no source cited
for this, one might think of this as
speculation. However, it is a little dif-
ficult to be unsympathetic to Mr
Ganguly’s stance. And, those
demanding such token gestures as
the removal of cricketers’ pictures in
lieu of a more serious engagement
with foreign affairs and defence seem
to be making futile gestures at gain-
ing political mileage.

In fact, for many self-fashioned
Twitter and TV studio nationalists,
the current disturbances across the
India-Pakistan borders seems to be
only alittle more serious than a crick-
et match. The call for “vengeance”
and “teaching Pakistan a lesson”, the
cheering and aggression, and blatant
misreporting is somewhat similar to
Roman crowds calling for the death
of bloody gladiators. In the mean-
while, it seems India will have to play
Pakistan in the World Cup match in
June this year, else forfeit two points.
The International Cricket Council has
turned down the request of the Board
of Control for Cricket in India to sever
ties with nations such as Pakistan that
allegedly harbour terror. Incidentally,
India has won all six times it faced
Pakistan in a World Cup match,
including the one in 1992, when Mr
Khan led his team win in the tourna-
ment. So, our chances this summer
look good.

Everyweek, Eye Culture features writers
with an entertaining critical takeon art,
music, dance, film and sport
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Modi pays price for
politicising data

Official data has always been questioned but, by not releasing jobs
survey, Modi made it appear he was manipulating the system

OU CAN QUESTION the timing of the 108 economists and social scientists

who have put out a note doubting the credibility of India’s official data,and

alleged that the data has been influenced by the government, but most will

accept that the government has hurt its own case. By refusing to release the
latest jobs survey especially, the government has given the impression that it will not
releaseanydatathat goesagainstits narrative of abooming economywith jobsaplenty.
Indeed, while many questions have been raised about the quality of official data in the
pastaswell—even the economists/social scientists acknowledge this—the government
hasneedlessly politicised the process.

So,when the GDP back-series data was presented to the public—this is when the
NDA’s growth numbers first rose above those of both UPA-1 and UPA-2—thiswas done
by Niti Aayog instead of the official statisticians. To quote the press release of the 108
academics, Niti is “an advisory body which had hitherto no expertise in statistical data
collection”. It didn’t help that, while the Sudipto Mundle-panel’s GDP back-series
bumped up the UPA-2 average growth to 8% per year, this got lowered to 6.7% in the
revised back-series versus the Modi government’s average of 7.35%.

If the official statisticians had been handling various briefings instead of Niti
Aayog, the public perception could have possibly been different and the nub of the
allegation, that of political manipulation, could probably have been nipped in the bud
since therebasing exercisewhichled to the change in growth rates—the baseyearwas
changed from 2004-05 to 2011-12—was set in motion by the UPA.The methodology
for this was also approved by the UPA; that the numbers came out when Modiwas in
power is just a coincidence.

It is certainly difficult to understand how GDP  su——
growth of 9.3% in FYO06, for instance, became 7.9% in
therebasing exercise; in overall terms, the rebasing low-
ered UPA-1’s GDP growth from 8.1%to 6.7%.But it can
surely be argued that this exercise also significantly
raised GDPgrowthin FY13 and FY14—fromanaverage
of 4.9% to 6% —which were UPA years. And while the
academics argue the revisions “did not square with
related macro-aggregates”, it is possible to argue that
the fallin WPI in these years boosted growth numbers.
And while the much lower credit growth in the NDA
years as compared to the UPA’s is seen as clinching the
argument that the new GDP numbers are incorrect—if
credit growth slows, how can GDP grow faster?—the
argument isless convincing onceyou factorin the much
lower inflation in the NDA years.As compared to 6.9%
in UPA-2,WPI grew a mere 0.6% in the NDA period.

Asimilarargumentis made by theacademics about
FY17—the demonetisation year—where GDP growth
estimates were raised from 7.1% to 8.2% between January 2018 and January 2019.
This does seem like the statistical system being manipulated since a higher growth—
the highest since FY11—would suggest demonetisation didn’t hit economic growth.
Butkeepin mind that thisisalsoayearinwhich passengervehicle sales grewat 30.5%,
and two-wheelers at 6.9% versus 27.9% and 3% in the previous year; also, demon-
etisation took place onlyin November,so the major part of the yearwas over before its
impact could be felt.Indeed, FY18 GDP growth fell to 7.2%,which is consistent with
the lagged impact of demonetisation.

An example of how getting statisticians to present the data works better is former
chief statistician TCA Anant’s defence of the back-series.Anant argued that one reason
forhighergrowth in more recentyearswas that corporate data from the MCAdatabase—
thisboosted estimates of GDP—was not available for earlieryears; in otherwords,when
better-quality datawasavailable,the government had to use it toimprove the quality of
GDPestimates, never mind if the same series was not available for the past.

But what really cemented the view that the government wouldn’t release data that
didn’t suit it was the refusal to make public the latest jobs survey; this, in fact,led to the
resignation of the head of the National Statistical Commission along with one other
member.Theincreasein unemployment that the survey showed—accordingtoaleaked
version of it in Business Standard—looked plausible since, over time, India’s employ-
ment elasticity has been falling, and, in any case, not much of recent GDP growth has
come from employment-intensive sectors like ready-made garments,and agriculture
growth has also slowed under Modi.

Thisisembarrassingfora government going to polls,anditalso runs contrarytothe
narrative—created by Ghosh & Ghosh using EPFO data, primarily—of healthyjobs cre-
ation, but this doesn’t justify not releasing the latest jobs survey. But, more important,
as Avik Sarkar, Niti Aayog’s data analytics’head wrote in this newspaper (¢oo.gl/Bv 3 Ti),
the latest survey was not comparable with the earlier ones on jobs that the NSS carried
out since it canvassed more educated people than in the past; while less than a fifth of
Indians have studied beyond Class 12, over 75% of those canvassed in the jobs survey
were those who had studied beyond Class 10.As a result, Sarkar argued, it gave lower
estimates of jobs and labour force participation as compared to earlier NSS surveys.
Instead of stressing this vital difference, by refusing to release the survey, Modi’s advi-
sors have let him down,and even though there is no evidence of it,opened him to the
charges of manipulating data.

Latest jobs survey
is not comparable
with earlier NSS
ones as it mostly
canvasses those
who are more
educated. Govt
should have
focussed on this
and released the
survey. By not
doing so, it hurt its
ownh case

LittleKnowledge

The real travesty of the US admissions scandal is the fact that even
Ivy League varsities have holes in their admission procedures

HE US MEDIA isawash with news of 50 parents,including Oscarnominee Felic-
ity Huffman, television star Lori Loughlin,and CEOs of major companies get-
ting chargedbyfederal prosecutors forbribingand cheating theirwaytosecur-
ing seats for their children at prominent American universities, including Ivy
Leagueones.These parentsand their collaborators exhausted everytrick in thebook,from
cheating in entrance tests to pushing non-athletic children into colleges under athletic
scholarships.The travestyisn’t that the privileged bypassed the system norisit the fact that
hallowed American highereducation institutionsaren’t paragons of inclusion they think
themselves to be.It is not even the fact that tiger parents with the means to buya gilded
future setapoorexamplefortheir children.What should rankle themost is that top-billed
universities in the US don’t have the basic due diligence in place to detect such fraud.
Theinvestigations found no evidence of the universities/colleges havingbeen in the
know, and two of the colleges at the centre of the admissions fraud investigation have
decided to consideraction—the parents may themselves facejail-time.But that doesn’t
mean that questionswillnot beasked of thevarsities’selection procedures thatare sup-
posed to bewatertight.If this fraud hasbeen happening for quite some time, there isno
telling how many deserving candidates would have lost.There is alesson here for India,
whichis seeking to expand private sector participation in the top-qualityhighereduca-
tion space—it must have systemsin place toavoid such fraud, else the privilege of the few
will be perpetuated instead of gains being more broad-based.

XACTLY WHEN DID Face-

bookbecomethe Jobof inter-

net companies? Just like the

beleaguered biblical charac-

ter who endured woe after
woe at God’s behest, this social media
giant finds itself repeatedly hit by bad
news.Thedifferenceisthat Jobwasblame-
less while Facebook has brought many of
these disasters upon itself. The biggest
recent blow was a report on Wednesday
that federal prosecutors in the Eastern
District of New York were conducting a
criminalinvestigation into deals Facebook
had madewith other companies thatgave
themaccess todata,allegedlywithout the
consent of users.

Other calamities within the last week
aloneincludeareport from the British gov-
ernment accusing Facebook and other
companies of hindering consumer choice
and stifling innovation and calling for
strong regulation; Facebook managing to
lookasifitwastryingtoblock Senator Eliz-
abeth Warren’s attempt to advertise her
plan to break up big tech companies like
Facebook on Facebook;its services,includ-
ing the popular Instagram app, going
down around the globe,and on Thursday,
the announced departures of Chris Cox,
Facebook’s powerful chief product officer,
and Chris Daniels,the boss of WhatsApp—
a giant neon sign that the company is in
pain. I think we can safely say that only
Aunt Becky from “Full House™—thatwould
be Lori Loughlin, captain of the college
admissions bad parenting squad—is hav-
ingaworse time this week.

The Warren ad mess appears toreflect
sloppiness by Facebook—she useditslogo
without permission in some ads,and the
company typically pulls down those fast.
They have since been restored. And the
breakdown? The company has ruled out
anoutsideattack,soitjustlookslike some

UNFRIENDED

YOU CAN'T CALCULATE TRUST BY CODING OR ALGORITHMS. BUT FACEBOOK IS CLEARLY LOSING IT.
EVERYONE IS BEGINNING TO ASSUME THE WORST, EVEN IFIT IS NOT FAIR

Facebook’s
biblically bad week

SWISHER

NYT

Facebook technical issue.

But the other developments are more
serious for the company. The 150-page
report from the chancellor of the Exche-
quer in Britain calls for giving users the
ability to move data to third parties,mak-
ing that data available to rivals and creat-
ing a code of conduct that
includes fines forviolations.
Senator Warren has gone
furtherby calling forbotha
breakup of business units
and also an unwinding of
acquisitions.

Like Facebook’s pur-
chase of Instagram. Like
Facebook’s purchase of
WhatsApp.Those.Basically,
sheisaimingdirectlyat the
social giant’s future, which

The departure of
the two Facebook
managers is also a

distraction; an
the internal
situation is looking
asunstable asthe it in with the other
external
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as state inquiries and tonnes of lawsuits.
What is more, federal prosecutors in the
Northern District of Californiaarelooking
intowhether Facebookwas,in fact,misled
by Cambridge Analytica orifitknewmore
thanithasacknowledged.But thatinquiry
has been only flirting with the idea of
criminal culpability. The
new one revealed on
Wednesday is a significant
escalation forthe company.

Let’s be clear: This is a
criminal investigation, not
oops-we-made-
another-sloppy-error one.
Which is why Facebook is
trying so mightily to lump

inquiries. “It has already
beenreported that thereare

Mark Zuckerberg, Face- ' -eCGCG—G—=——SS————————  ongoing federal investiga-

book’s founder and chief
executive,prettymuch admitted lastweek
whenhewroteamemoaboutintegrating
those purchasesand shifting the platform
to a focus on privacy rather than public
sharing.

That memo become more interesting
to me after The New York Times reported
on the new criminal investigation in the
Eastern District. Facebook was already
lousy with active investigations led by an
alphabet of federalagenciesincludingthe
Federal Trade Commission and the Secu-
rities and Exchange Commission, as well

tions, including by the
Department of Justice”,a Facebook repre-
sentative said in a statement. “As we have
said before,weare cooperatingwithinves-
tigators and take these probes seriously.
We’ve provided public testimony,
answered questions,and pledged that we
will continue todo so”.

But the Eastern District inquiry is not
the same, and this is new and worrisome
territory for Facebook. Criminal anything
is scary enough, but this news will also
haveanimpact onits management’sabil-
ity to concentrate on creating innovative

India needs a land leasing framework

Ensuring food and
nutrition security and
tackling the looming threat
of climate change makes
land reforms necessary

PM-KISAN (PRADHAN Mantri Kisan
Samman Nidhi) is one of the largest
income support schemes forsmall-holder
farmersin theworld.A targetted support
to the agriculture sector is always a wel-
come move. However, the initiative does
not cover landless agricultural labourers
and the sharecroppers/tenants,thanksto
unavailability of credible records. As per
the Agriculture Census 2010-11, there
are 138.35 million farm-holdings in
India,of which 92.8 million are marginal
(<1ha)and 24.8 millionare small(1-2 ha).
Even though smalland marginal farmers
account for more than 85% of total farm
holdings, their share in operational area
is only 41.29%.About 1.5-2 million new
marginal and small farmers are added
everyyear due to law of inheritance. Pre-
dominance of smallholders demon-
strates their importance in the agricul-
ture policy landscape. Besides,
agricultural landless labourers; pastoral-
ists; fishermen and sharecroppers/ten-
ants/lessee cultivators equally contribute
to agricultural growth and deserve spe-
cial attention.

Land reforms in India have not been
successful across several states, with the
exception of Operation Barga in West
Bengal. The land reform legislations in
post-Independence India consisted of
redistribution of surplus land from the
rich to the poor, abolition of intermedi-
aries, security of tenure to tenants (and
tenancyregulations)and consolidation of
landholdings. Agricultural productivity
and farm-sizeare inverselyrelated; there-
fore,policies must raiseland productivity
through appropriate technologies. It is
equallyimportant tolegaliselandleasing
to enhance farm efficiency.

Many studies have established direct
linkages between tenure security and
income security. Ensuring land leasing
through a legal framework incentivises
tenant cultivators to invest and conserve
agricultural land resources, which, in
turn,leadstoincreased land productivity
and profitability.Recently,the NITIAayog
recognised that land lease should be
viewed as an “economic necessity”, not
mere “feudal agrarian structure”.

Enacting appropriate land leasing
laws should be the highest priority of state
governments. Such pro-farmer moves
(though often viewed with suspicion by

& PK JOSHI

Padhee is country director of the International Crops Research Institute for the
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political executivesand influential groups
within the farming communities) are
expected to benefit Indian agriculture
and, ultimately, raise farmers’incomes.
The committee on Doubling Farmers’
Income (DFI) of the Government of India
has also recommended legislating the
model Agricultural Land Leasing Act
(brought out by NITIAayog) to ensure pri-
vate sector investments in agriculture.
The bottleneck of credit flow to lessee
farmers/sharecroppers/tenants could be
addressed by legalising land leasing, as
land is often used by lending financial
institutions as collateral for farm loans.
The existinglegislations onland revenue
matters are diverse and complex across
the states. The model Land Leasing Act
doesn’t specifytherentonleasedlandand
the period ofleaseand hasrightlyleftit to
the concerned parties in the land lease
market (landowner lessor and lessee cul-
tivators) without any interference from
the government. Few states like Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra and Uttarakhand
have implemented the suggested land
leasing legislation with some modifica-
tions suiting local contexts. States like
Odishaand Uttar Pradesh are considering
amendments to their existing revenue
laws to legalise land leasing. There is no
legal ban on leasing in a few states viz.
Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Ben-
galand Rajasthan.Thereare fewstateslike
Odisha, Karnataka and Uttar Pradesh,
where specific persons/institutions
(armed forces personnel; privileged raiy-
ats) are permitted to lease out their agri-
cultural lands.

Restrictive land leasing legislations
in many parts of the country have led to
informaland concealed tenancieswith-
out security of tenure. This has ulti-
mately resulted in impeding invest-
ments in the agriculture sector and,
thus,impacted agri-productivity. The
fearof agriculturallands falling into the
hands of the sharecroppers after a spe-
cific period (due to restrictive clauses)
has also led to large chunk of lands (as
high as 25 million hectares,as per some
estimates) remaining fallowin the coun-
try. With an enabling framework, legal-
ising land leasing could correct such
anomalies.Withrising levels of income,
the prices of agriculturallands are going
up and, therefore, landless agri-labour-

ers and small/marginal farmers can’t
afford to purchase new parcels of lands.
Land tenure security and collective
farmingarealsointheinterest of small-
holderagriculture.From the evidencein
Indiaand therest of theworld, ensuring
poor people’s access to the land lease
market could prove tobe a gamechanger
for enhancing farmers’ income. How-
ever, such a big-ticket reform needs
strong political will and demands cor-
ruption-free implementation.

Anotherimportantaspectis ensuring
effective modernisation and digitisation
of land records. The computerisation of
land records, land-property transactions
and the registration processes has not
matched the challenges of land revenue
administration so far. The process of
mutation and updating of land records
has been slow in many states. The poor
maintenance of land records and slow
pace of digitisation of land revenue
administration is negatively impacting
agriculture. High resolution satellite
imagery coupled with ground truthing
has also been suggested for the survey
operations. Aadhaar is uniquely posi-
tioned to assist the ongoing process of
modernisinglandrecords tovalidateland
assets.As land ownership in India is pre-
sumptive, moving the existing system to
one of state-guaranteed conclusive titles
isoftenadvocated. However,the proposed
titling would require a massive upgrada-
tion of land records and existing
processes through computerisation,
capacity building of stakeholders and
amendingtheappropriatelandlaws.This
can be carried out in the PPP mode, as
already demonstrated in few states of
India.Police records in many Indian states
show that land disputes are the reason
behind a sizeable chunk of cognisable
offences (as high as 40% in Bihar) and,
therefore,an updated record of owner-
ship would help farmers avoid land-
related litigations.

Ensuring food and nutrition secu-
rity and tackling the looming threat of
climate change makes land reforms
necessary. A land reforms agenda, par-
ticularly the land leasing legislations
and updated land records, should
receive the highest priority to increase
incomes of smallholders, tenant farm-
ers and sharecroppers.

products or buying companies to help it
gettothenext phase of thealways-chang-
ing tech game. That is no small thing. As
the British report pointed out, there have
been 400 acquisitions in tech, none of
which has been rejected by regulators.
That will surely no longer be the case for
Facebook. The departure of the two Face-
book managers is also a distraction; the
internalsituationislookingasunstableas
the external.

All this is a reminder of what hap-
pened almost two decades ago when
Microsoft was under investigation for
anti-competitive behaviourand monop-
oly practices. Back then, the company
was hit by the press and regulators daily,
which drastically slowed its momentum.
As the accusations piled up, Microsoft
lost people’s trust. Of all the conse-
quences that Facebook faces, this would
be the most damaging.

You can’t calculate trust by coding or
algorithms. But Facebook s clearly losing
it. Everyone is beginning to assume the
worst,even ifitis not fair. What isironicis
thatthisisall escalatingwhenitisevident
that the management of the company
does seem to get that it needs to change
and quickly.“Mark knows heis overabar-
rel”,said one person familiarwith Zucker-
berg’s thinking. “That has sunk in very
much now”. Good, because such self-
reflection has been painfully slow for
Zuckerberg and others at Facebook.

This doesn’t mean the situation is
hopeless forthe company. Despite being
seen as the font of all that was bad with
tech way backin 2001, Microsoft recov-
ered nicely and is today considered one
of tech’s most upstanding citizens.
Zuckerberg may be able to pull some-
thing similar off. After all, this is one guy
we can be sure didn’t need to bribe his
way into Harvard.

LETTERSTO
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Deal or no deal?
May be

Uncertainty and public unrest
continue to worsen as the
geopolitical environment in the
UK and EU region remains largely
complicated. Tough opposition by
political entities and rising
speculations over
availability/pricing of goods and
basic necessities, once the
delayed-Brexit happens, have
dampened business sentiment.
While prospects of yet another
review of the deal drafted by the
regime are very much alive, a final
go-ahead to the only available
option that has been challenged
twice, re-negotiation with the EU
and preservation of public
confidence are the key next steps
that ought to be accomplished.
With nearly three years of
administrative time and effort
having been expended towards
the initiative, absence of crystal-
clear exit terms and prevailing
ambiguity over the fulfilment of
the first referendum, are
impacting the sovereign's
goodwill

— Girish Lalwani, Delhi

Tragedy in
Christchurch

The number of people who lost
their lives at the shooting in New
Zealand has risen to 49. The death
toll could still rise. The victims
were those who were gathered for
the Friday prayers. The attacks
have necessitated the closure of
mosques across New Zealand for
safety and the cancellation of the
cricket test match between New
Zealand and Bangladesh. The
purported killer, a white
supremacist extremist from
Australia, is reported to have live-
streamed his mowing down the
victims on social media. Facebook
and Twitter removed his
‘manifesto’ filled with anti-
immigrant, anti-Muslim
sentiments. Islamophobia,
marginalisation of Muslims and the
atmosphere of hate seemed to
have conspired to make the
enormous tragedy come to pass
— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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NDIA HAS AWHOPPING $104 bil-
lion trade deficit with the 16-mem-
ber Regional Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Partnership (RCEP) grouping,
whichwas 64% of India’s total trade
deficit of 2017-18.Nowonder,thereisa
raging debate on opening up a very sig-
nificant portion of the market, given the
sensitivities around agriculture- and
labour-intensive domestic industries.
Several other trade agreements are also
invarious stages of negotiations.

Long-term back-ending of tariffs or
spreading tariff eliminations over a
longer period of time have been our pal-
ladium of trade negotiations in the past.
However,it need not continue to be so for
all lines in which concessions are elimi-
nated. The introduction of tariff-rate
quotas (TRQs) can be a more germane
transitional tool, providing a degree of
safeguard to the future demand growth
in a rapidly expanding market. This is
especially true when negotiating with
countries which have saturated markets
and do not reciprocate such a potential
for growth in their markets.

ATRQallows a set quantity of specific
products to be imported at a low or zero
rate of duty. TRQs are established under
trade agreements between countries.

TRQs do not function as an absolute
limit on the quantity of product that may
be imported. The “TRQ commitment”,
therefore,does notapplyanylimits onthe
quantity per se of import of a product,but
applies a higher rate of duty for that spe-
cific product onceimportsup tothe“TRQ
commitment”have been reached.

For example, the US cotton tariff
quota protects US cotton growers while
allowing textiles manufactures toimport
some cheaper cotton also.

Another aspect of TRQ is that the
quota component works togetherwith a
specified tariff level to provide the
desired degree of import protection.
Essentially,a TRQ is a two-tiered tariff
instrument.Imports enteringwithin the
quota portion of a TRQ are subject to a
lower tariff rate called the tariff quota
rate or TRQ rate. The later Imports that
are unable to make it to quota's quanti-
tative threshold face a much higher tar-
iffrate,which is normally the MFN tariff
(MFN tariffs are what countries promise

® TARIFF RATE QUOTAS

They protect domestic producers from competition from large imports. They also allow consumers and producers in the

importing country to enjoy benefits of lower priced products

Aboon for trade deals

to impose uniformly on imports from
other members of the WTO). In other
words, Tariff Rate Quotais alimit on the
quantity eligible for lower or zero duty.

The use of this instrument is globally
quite prevalent. It is estimated that as
many as 1,200 TRQs are operated each
year by WTO members,including the EU,
Japan, Canada and the US. This ensures
that limited volumes of these sensitive
products can enter their market at alow
tariff, whereas the tariff outside the TRQ
quantity is kept high to offer a degree of
protection to the domestic producers.

Essentially TRQs are a compromise.
On one side, they protect domestic pro-
ducers from having to face competition
from large quantities of imports. While
on the other, they allow consumers and
producers in the importing country to
enjoy benefits, albeit a limited one, of
lower priced products.

Tariff quotasare used onawide range
of products. Most are in the agriculture
sector: cereals,meat, fruitand vegetables,
and dairy products. Sugar is not far

behind. Sugar is protected in most pro-
ducing countries with tariff quotas.
However, not all TRQs are food: And not
all are agricultural.

In fact, most of the current WTO
TRQs arein the agricultural sector.The
idea behind this arrangement was that
even if members were sensitive to low-
ering tariffs in agriculture, they would
be obliged to open up a modicum of
access to some of their domestic mar-
ket demand.

Inthelarger perspective,the compro-
miseininternational trade negotiations,
comes from the need to strike a balance
between the interests of the consumers
and downstream producers and the
competing domestic producers of each
country. How that balance is struck
depends on the country’slobbying forces
of the various interest groups.

The TRQ have found a sweet spot in
the evolving global trade arrange-
ments. While they were born of a need
to ensure that existing market access
was maintained, in recent times, they

have played vital roles in consuming
trade arrangements.

TRQs have now become a way of
reaching a consensus with trading part-
ners to sign up trade deals.The EU-Japan
bilateral deal was finally unblocked with
a TRQ for cheeses including mozzarella,
Brie,Camembertand feta.As for the pro-
posed EU-Mercosur deal, EU TRQs for
beef and ethanol are the main event as
faras Braziland Argentina are concerned,
though they represent a fraction—only
1% for beef—of total EU consumption.

The success notwithstanding, TRQ
have their share of criticism.

Tradeliberalisation proponentsargue
that TRQs are a complex, inefficient and
perhaps even counter-productive way to
conduct trade liberalisation. They go as
far as to say that this will do well to fea-
ture is the trade policy of the 19th cen-
tury,but certainly not the 21st.

They certainly do well to argue that
while TRQs allow imports, they do so in
an inefficient manner. For, they create
newdistortionsand impediments to fur-
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therliberalisation.They argue that TRQs
haveas much to dowith managing trade
asfreeingit.Yet, TRQs nowappeartobea
permanent fixture of global trade.

Thereasonisnotfartosee.Ontheone
hand, TRQs are used as sweeteners to
help reach a consensus in trade negotia-
tions, on the other, TRQs help overcome
traditional domestic opposition to trade
deals—they are a trade-off between the
broader interests of consumers and the
degree of protection afforded to the
competing domestic producers. As a
result, it also puts pressure on them to
improve their efficiency, while abating
the higher production costs on account
of market imperfections.

But more importantly, one can ratio-
cinate its utility as an instrument for
stimulating growth in domestic produc-
tion and investment in manufacturing
that is driven by domestic demand.

The challenge, in this context, lies in
addressing the concerns of domestic
Industry? Their argument cannot be
ignored: If duties are zero,whowill make

in India? Does a reasonable duty wall
bring in investments? For example,
global car majors invested in India on
account of an import dutywall.

Apossible cluein addressing this con-
cern lies in surveying the happenings in
global trade, especiallyin regard to China.
China has built its global leadership in
trade on the strength of its investments.
Aspertherecent Nomurareport on Sino-
US trade war, 43 per cent of China’s
exportsare by Foreign owned companies,
bringing up the pertinacious need for
inducing investments in manufactur-
ing—more so today than ever before, as
industries in China are relocating or
diversifying their production base.

While it can indisputably be argued
that the TRQ administration system
should beas conducive to trade as possi-
ble and must not ‘impair or nullify the
market access commitments negoti-
ated’, it is also argued that a system of
TRQ administration which is ‘transpar-
ent, predictable and minimises transac-
tional costs for traders, is not a unicorn,
and it need not be seen as an insur-
mountable task.

Historically, the quotas are allocated
through a slew of processes. These are:
Auction, where importers bid for shares
orlicences; First-come, first-serve,where
physicalimports charged in-quota tariffs
until the quota is filled; Licence on
demand, where allocation is made in
relation to quantities demanded, often
before the period specified for the
quota—first-come, first-served oralloca-
tions trimmed proportionately; and
finally,import by state trading entities.

While the idealist can propound
manyarguments on the undesirability of
TRQs, the realist must take into account
theimperfectionsin the global tradeand
the salvific effect of TRQs on fast grow-
ing markets where domestic manufac-
ture fills in a sizeable portion of the
domestic demand.

One cannot dispute the fact thatatar-
iffarbitrageisan effective tool forinduc-
inglocal manufacture oratleast domes-
tic value addition in the country. It has
been a basic tool in the country’s Phased
Manufacturing Program policy.Ifweare
to induce investments in manufactur-
ing, then the future growth in domestic
market, perhaps,need notbe committed
entirely to a zero tariff regime, however
back ended.Aquantitylinked tariff elim-
ination could also be considered in the
long run, keeping aside our future
demand growth as an inducement for
investments and expansion of domestic
manufacturing.

DATA DRIVE

Retail credit driving loan growth

HILE THE SHARE of bank
W credit to the commercial sector

remains high, retail credit is
picking up pace.Personal loans
contributed 48.6% to the incremental
credit in March 2018, a sharp rise from
20% in March 2013.

Data from RBI show that industry's
share in credit has remained at a third
over the years, followed by personal loans
and services. Credit to industry that was
growing above 20% until 2011-12
contracted in 2016-17 and recovered
onlyin November 2017.The pick-up in
credit since May 2017 was driven by
private sector banks,while public sector
banks continue to lag because of the
large non-performingloans.

Personal loans have registered above-
average growth, driven by housing and
automobile loans. However, auto loan
growth has moderated of late, clearly
reflected in slowing auto sales growth.
Housing and vehicle loans account for
more than 60% of the personal loan
portfolio,with the former remaining the
main driver of credit growth.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

TERROR, LIVE

Massacre in Christchurch was formatted for viral internet
distribution, intended to polarise communities everywhere

ASS SHOOTINGS HAVE in the past been intended to draw attentiontoa

“cause”, but the attack on two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand,

seemed differently focused. It was done to create a “point of view” video

that, in the terrible aftermath, gamers would instantly recognise, with
aweapon held angled at the bottom of a field of view that is striding jerkily forward. This
is what one sees when one plays a “first person shooter”, a popular category of violent
video games. It was live-streamed on a Facebook page, and a post by the first perpetra-
tor to be identified, Brenton Tarrant, on the notorious American message board 8chan, con-
nected the video to a 73-page “manifesto”, setting out his motives and politics. He ex-
plicitly discounted gaming as his inspiration, but he used every trick in the social media
marketing box to push out his message. And indeed, the video and “manifesto” moved
faster than the internet’s gatekeepers possibly could, and has been shared on an unprece-
dented scale. In the past, after mass killings, content was generally limited to officers of
the law and investigators, while citizens received a filtered account through the media.
But this was murder designed to spread virally, in all its raw horror, and its social and po-
litical impact worldwide remains to be gauged.

New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern has lost no time in distancing New
Zealanders from the shooter, and powerfully indicated her nation’s support for immigrants:
“They have chosen to make this their home. They are us. The person who perpetrated this
is not us.” Tarrant was born in neighbouring Australia, which in 2009 witnessed a wave of
attacks and robberies targeting Indian students, which were described as racially moti-
vated. The Australian Federation of Islamic Councils has labelled the Christchurch shootings
a terrorist attack, and Australia’s first Muslim woman senator, the Lahore-born Mehreen
Farugqi, has warned against the enabling environment that far-right politicians like Pauline
Hanson and Fraser Anning contribute to. The latter is currently under fire for linking Muslims
and immigration with violence. Their rhetoric is all too familiar, promoting Islamophobia,
nebulous anxieties about the other, and the bogey of a majority threatened by a minority.

Tarrant’s “manifesto”, too brutishly elementary to deserve that classification, is neverthe-
less a carefully crafted document which references well-known white supremacist themes,
slogans and conspiracy theories. The rifle magazines and other equipment visible in the
video were inscribed with the names of victims of terrorist crimes in the West. These are
meant to be attention-grabbers, recalling the SEO stratagems used to seduce search engines
into giving better rankings. In the case of this murder made for social media, they will keep
the horrific story in circulation and ensure that it travels widely, seeking new audiences.

"THE SAME TRAGEDY

A footbridge collapse draws attention once again to the
criminal band-aid approach to basic infrastructure in Mumbai

UMBAI'S “LIFELINE”, THE suburban railway system and its attendant in-

frastructure of bridges and footbridges, once again proved to be a death

trap. This time, six lives were lost when a footbridge leading into and

out of the Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus collapsed in the evening
rush hour. The repetitive nature of Mumbai’s urban tragedies rankles sharply, for not
even a year has passed since another footbridge, in suburban Andheri, collapsed on a
rainy morning in July 2018, claiming two lives. In the immediate aftermath of that tragedy,
a handful of bridges across Mumbai were shut for a few days as structural audits were
hastily conducted. Incredibly, the CSMT bridge that collapsed on Thursday evening was
among those audited, and deemed safe for use.

The real urban tragedy in Mumbai is not just these incidents, but also their sameness. The
Andheri bridge that collapsed last year had been due for repairs for over two years. The
Elphinstone Road railway footbridge stampede in 2017 that claimed 22 lives came after re-
peated warnings by passengers that the crush-packed bridge could witness exactly such a
calamity. At present, at least two key road bridges are shut for reconstruction, but others
needing repairs continue to be open. Meanwhile, each time, the task of fixing accountabil-
ity isnot completed to any degree of satisfaction. Perhaps more sensitive in election time to
popular anger, the Mumbai Police were directed to file a case of culpable homicide in the
CSMT bridge collapse case, but in every previous case ranging from the stampede to the
Kamala Mills fire, top officials have remained out of the ambit of investigations amid the blur
of buck-passing and blame-games. Municipal officials indicted in the roads scam and drain
desilting scam were recently promoted. The Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation raised
its budgetary allocation for repairs to, and reconstruction of, bridges to a little over Rs 600
crore in 2019-20. But only minor repairs were scheduled for the bridge that collapsed, a
clear indication of unscientific structural audits and also symptomatic of the band-aid ap-
proach to basic infrastructure in Mumbai. It is a tale of two cities, one that discusses the bul-
let train and an international financial services centre and another that attracts talent and
labour but fails to build robust systems to upgrade its colonial era infrastructure.

The much-vaunted coastal road, sea links and Shivaji statue, their multi-crore price-
tags jarring amid absent basic infrastructure for millions of middle class Mumbaikars,
will not stanch the casualties. To be a more inclusive city, Mumbai needs to realign its
planning priorities.

TOO HOT TO HANDLE

A Swedish schoolgirl and the global movement she
triggered against climate change

ROUND LATE AUGUST in 2018, Greta Thunberg, aged 15 then, was seen out-
side the Swedish Parliament in Stockholm, silently handing out leaflets: “I
am doing this because you adults are s****ing on my future.” Another hand-
painted sign read, “skolstrejk for klimatet (school strike for climate change)”.
She was on strike, refusing to attend school until Sweden’s authorities recognised the
predicament the country faced because of climate change. Subsequently, Thunberg would
skip school every Friday to protest against the lackadaisical attitude of policy makers.

On March 14, Thunberg was nominated for the Nobel peace prize. But perhaps a truer
recognition of her efforts came in the spirited protests on March 15, when school children
across countries organised strikes against climate inaction. One of Thunberg’s primary ob-
jectives was to steer the Swedish government’s attention towards policies that could help
the country stay on course with the Paris climate targets — to keep global temperature
rise below 2°C above pre-industrial levels. This was also when Sweden was getting assailed
by heatwaves, wildfires and drought in what became the hottest summer the country
had seen in more than 260 years.

Crucially, those who are part of the movement recognise that the young are the ones
most at risk in a world that can heat up to more than4°C its current temperature. The es-
calation it would cause on ecosystems globally is a terrifying spectre — for adults. But, for
the school children striking on the streets, it will be a torrid reality to contend with. It is
the ominous possibility of a world wrecked by climate devastation that has resonated
with school children in India, too, as they stand in solidarity with Thunberg.

-
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WORDLY WISE
HATE CANNOT DRIVE OUT HATE;
ONLY LOVE CAN DO THAT.
— MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

At a standstill

US move to withdraw privileges provides opportunity
for India to introspect on the general state of its exports

AMARTYA LAHIRI

THE RECENT DECISION of the US to give no-
tice of its intention to rescind India’s export
privileges under the Generalised System of
Preferences (GSP) has refocused attention
on the state of Indian exports. Under the GSP
programme, the US provides duty-free ac-
cess t0 4,800 different goods from 129 des-
ignated countries. The immediate loss for
India is preferential access at zero or mini-
mal tariffs to the US market for around 1,900
products, which is over half of all Indian
products.

The ministry of commerce has reacted to
the news by asserting that the losses from
the GSP withdrawal are going to be minimal.
This assertion is based on the fact that the ac-
tual tariff advantage that India was getting
from the programme was a meagre USD 190
million, which s just 0.4 per cent of the USD
50 billion over all Indian exports to the US.

The government’s argument unfortu-
nately misses the point that India is compet-
ing for market share in the US with a host of
other low income countries, including
Mexico. In industries where margins are
small, a very small increase in the market
price can cause a large fall in the quantity ex-
ported. A potential fall in quantity exported
will, of course, imply a much larger cost of
losing GSP access. If exporters absorb the tar-
iff increase, then their profit margins will fall,
potentially inducing some of them to exit this
market completely. The tariff benefit that
India currently enjoys is low simply because
average tariffs in the US are low. It cannot be
used as an indicator of the potential cost to
India of losing its GSP privilege.

The GSP development, though, provides
a good opportunity for India to introspect on
the general state of Indian exports. The raw
fact of the matteris that India’s share of world
exports has been stuck at around 2 per cent
for some time now. Essentially, our exports
have been growing at the same rate as the
rest of the world. For a country that has con-
sistently been one of the fastest growing

Despite the overwhelming
attention that Indian service
sector exports receive,
around 63 per cent of total
Indian exports are still of
goods. It is true that the
Indian service sector’s share
of world services exports
rose sharply from 0.5 per
cent in 1990 to 3.7 per cent in
2017. But this performance is
hardly earth shattering. The
much less discussed Chinese
service sector’s share of
world service sector exports
more than tripled from 0.9
per cent in 1992 to 3.8 per
cent in 2017. The big
disparity between China and
India is goods exports.

economies in the world, India’s exports
should be growing much faster. This is what
one saw with China and the other East Asian
economies over the last 30 years, and with
Japan earlier. Clearly, something isn’t work-
ing in India.

Despite the overwhelming attention that
Indian service sector exports receive, around
63 per cent of total Indian exports are still of
goods. It is true that the Indian service sec-
tor’s share of world services exports rose
sharply from 0.5 per cent in 1990 to 3.7 per
cent in 2017. But this performance is hardly
earth shattering. The much less discussed
Chinese service sector’s share of world serv-
ice sector exports more than tripled from 0.9
per cent in 1992 to 3.8 per cent in 2017.

The big disparity between China and
Indiais goods exports. India’s share of world
goods exports rose from 0.5 per centin 1990
to 1.7 per cent in 2017 while China’s rose
from 1.8 per cent to 12.8 per cent during the
same period. Indeed, this has been one of the
key vehicles for the rapid Chinese growth
take-off. Rapid growth of the large-scale,
low-tech, labour intensive merchandise
goods export sector created a simultaneous
increase in demand for relatively unskilled
Chinese labour as well as an increase in de-
mand for the rapid infrastructure rollout that
China invested in. The labour demand
soaked up the labour being released from
agriculture while the infrastructure demand
implied that the infrastructure investment
was cost effective.

The Indian export portrait, however,
looks very different from the Chinese export
landscape. Merchandise exportsin India are
concentrated in eight industries which col-
lectively account for 85 per cent of India’s
merchandise exports. Amongst these top-8
industries are textiles, chemicals, machin-
ery, vehicles and parts etc. Factories in these
industries are mostly small, employing 100
or fewer workers. The productivity levels in
these manufacturing establishments are also

low. Though exporters tend to be larger and
more productive than non-exporters, these
are low by international standards.

The problem with the Indian export sec-
tor appears to be two-fold. The first is the
general malaise afflicting the manufacturing
sector. Existing labour and land laws make
growing in scale a difficult proposition for
firms. In addition, the infrastructure support
thatis needed to sustain production and dis-
tribution at scale is often missing. These in-
clude transport connectivity and reliable
power supply. Firms find it optimal to stay
small and operate with old technologies.
Fixing this requires concerted action on mul-
tiple fronts. Addressing just a subset of these
constraints is unlikely to work.

The second important issue is the trade
regime. India has to send out unequivocal
signals that it is a reliable trade partner that
wants to become part of the global supply
chain. To achieve this, India has to avoid
falling back on discredited policies such as
raising import tariffs under various guises
like furthering the Make In India initiative or
addressing current account imbalances. The
withdrawal of GPS by the US is partly a re-
sponse to these kinds of protectionist moves
that have begun to again rear their heads
over the last few years. Bad ideas, like bad
smells, tend to hang around long enough to
drive away customers. They need to be stren-
uously kept away from the policy levers.

Lastly, the EU is a bigger entity than even
the US. Negotiations on a free trade agree-
ment with the EU have been ongoing since
2007.The textile industry in Bangladesh has
benefited at India’s expense over the last
decade due to the absence of such a trade
agreement. It is high time we conclude an
agreement with the EU.

The writer is Director, Centre for Advanced
Financial Research and Learning, Mumbai
and Professor of Economics at the University
of British Columbia. Views are personal

"THE PERSISTENT GHOST OF MANTO

He described Partition’s ‘morning after’. Pakistan still doesn’t understand

KHALED AHMED

PAKISTAN, PREDICTABLY, BANNED Nandita
Das’s film “Manto” last year because “it does
not subscribe to the correct version of the Par-
tition”. Filmgoers were outraged in Lahore,
Manto’s city, and even the Federal Minister
for Information and Broadcasting, Fawad Cha-
udhry, was forced to make a somewhat inane
defence of the film, saying, “lam trying to per-
suade importers to bring this movie to Paki-
stan.” The Censor Board repeated its determi-
nation to not let the film be shown in Pakistan.

Historian Ayesha Jalal — Manto’s grand-
niece, whose version of Pakistan’s history is
equally indigestible to the state — gave her
own take on Manto’s worldview in “The Pity
of Partition: Manto’s Life, Times, and Work
across the India-Pakistan Divide” (2013),and
spoke at a literary festival in Lahore soon af-
ter the ban, condemning Pakistan’s ingrained
inferiority complex vis-a-vis India and said,
“Whatever decision Manto made at Partition,
he reconciled withit, but his status in his new
country was never clarified.”

Jalal added pointedly: “One day he was
called the best short story writer in the coun-
try and the next day asked to abandon the
only flat he had been given to live in. That's
what Nandita has tried to convey, but since
it's an Indian film made by an Indian film-
maker, I think that's the objection: How dare
an Indian tell us that a Pakistani man who
moved to Pakistan was unhappy”.

Manto had himself tried to understand
what had happened. He was hauled up be-
fore the courts for “obscenity”; but the British
Raj courts didn’t accept that his work was not
literature and let him walk. After 1947, how-

He wrote fiction to express
his alienation from the
violence — expressed
through rape (“Thanda
Gosht”) and sheer mental
collapse (“Toba Tek Singh”),
yet another comparison with
a “madhouse” — by writing
short stories that offended
the communalists from both
sides of the divide. Faiz
Ahmed Faiz stood on the
other side of the ideological
divide from Manto, but his
own “morning after” poem
about the false or “mottled
dawn” of Pakistan actually
expressed Manto’s
disappointment.

ever, his cases came up in courts “trans-
formed” by “new identity” and convicted him
with fines. As he records, one judge in Karachi
actually met him a day before the hearing and
called him the greatest living writer in Urdu
only to convict him the following day.

Strangely, a sketch he had produced inan
Urdu journal described the “morning after”
feeling of a Pakistani man walking the street
in Lahore. As the citizen of a new “ideologi-
cal” utopia, the man felt too judgmental to
forgive the streets follies he had been forced
toignore during the days of “slavery”. He dis-
liked what he had liked before because it was
not in accordance with the precepts of the
new state; and objected even to the way
people dressed.

Manto’s sketch about wall-chalking in-
side a public latrine in Lahore during the ri-
ots explained his “neutral” dislike of the
brawling communities. Pakistan will never
understand his “non-alignment” with,
rather than “rejection” of, what was going
on: The latrine scrawls had two communal-
ists cursing each other while a “third per-
son” in his comment applied their cuss-
words back on them. He wrote fiction to
express his alienation from the violence — ex-
pressed through rape (“Thanda Gosht”) and
sheer mental collapse (“Toba Tek Singh”), yet
another comparison with a “madhouse” —
by writing short stories that offended the
communalists from both sides of the divide.
Faiz Ahmed Faiz stood on the other side of the
ideological divide from Manto, but his own
“morning after” poem about the false or
“mottled dawn” of Pakistan actually ex-

pressed Manto’s disappointment.
Prophetically, the utopia came apart in 1971.

Nandita Das’s film is made with a deep
understanding of what was happening inside
Manto. The film “Manto”, earlier made in
Pakistan by Sarmad Khoosat, was courageous
but had relied more on the externals, thus
avoiding the ideological censor brought on
by Das’s version containing the hidden re-
buke that it was made in “hostile” India.

Ayesha Jalal said Nandita’s film was more
historically accurate but was banned “though
still available online”, “which made no sense”.
She thought social critique had been inter-
preted as criticism of Partition: “If you don’t
have the capacity to bear the critique then the
problem is not with Manto but your own self.
As a historian, I see these attempts to control
the media as a sign of failure. The more des-
perate we get, the crazier our laws are get-
ting.” Nandita’s reaction was: “Pakistanis de-
fending a film from India shows that we are
united in our pursuit of peace and justice.”

In Pakistan, late Khalid Hasan translated
Manto and “globalised” him. In his account,
“Mottled Dawn: Fifty Sketches and Stories of
Partition by Saadat Hasan Manto”, he tells us
that Manto did not want to return to Lahore.
He went to Delhi to work for the radio for a
time only to return to Bombay. Then riots
overtook Bombay and broke his heart. His
wife told Khalid that he was asked by actor
Ashok Kumar’s film company to leave after it
received communalist threats.

The writer is consulting editor, Newsweek
Pakistan
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WITH VIETNAM

INDIA AND THE Soviet Union today de-
manded “an immediate, unconditional and
total withdrawal of Chinese troops from the
territory of Vietnam.” A joint communique
issued at the end of the Soviet Premier, Alexie
Kosygin’s six-day official visit, also stressed
that the “two sides considered it necessary
to exert further efforts in the interest of
strengthening peace in the Asian continent,
of developing cooperation among all Asian
countries on the principles of sovereign
equality and independence, non-use of force,
inviolability of frontiers, territorial integrity
of states, no interference into internal affairs
and on other generally recognised principles

of inter-state relations”. The two sides also
favoured a “comprehensive and just settle-
ment of the West Asian problem on the ba-
sis of the complete withdrawal of Israeli
troops from all Arab territories occupied in
1967, the securing of the legitimate rights of
the Arab people of Palestine, including their
right to establish their own state as well as
the ensuring for all states in the area the right
of independent existence and development”.

CHINESE OCCUPATION

CHINESE OFFICIALS WERE quoted as saying
that their troops would remain “several kilo-
metres” inside Vietnam in some areas.
Vietnam charged that Peking’s soldiers had

left a swath of destruction along the frontier
and were moving boundary markers deep
into its territory. Vietnam’s latest battle re-
port said Chinese forces had shelled areas
south of Cao Bang, 190 km north of Hanoi.

MEERUT COPYING
ADELEGATION OF Meerut citizens called on
Prime Minister Morarji Desai and apprised
him of the facts about the reported mass
copying by students. The six-member dele-
gation was led by Meerut Sarvodaya worker,
Master Sunder Lal. The prime minister, it is
understood, assured the deputation that
stern action would be taken against the in-
stitutions allowing copying.
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‘WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The Christchurch attack marks a grim new age of social media-fueled

terrorism.”

—NEW YORK TIMES

Holding up the Fourth Branch A stunting reality

New report gives constituency-wise data for
malnutrition. High-profile MPs have not paid

The Opposition should put its money where its mouthiis.

An Independent Institutions Bill should feature in their manifestoes

TARUNABH KHAITAN

THE INDEPENDENCE AND credibility of our
(admittedly imperfect) state institutions
have never been so thoroughly in doubt
since the Emergency. Characterised as the
fourth branch of the state — because of their
distinctiveness from the executive, legisla-
ture and judiciary — these institutions are
tasked with the protection of key constitu-
tional values such as democracy, legality, im-
partiality, probity, human rights and price
stability. While Chapter Nine of the South
African Constitution explicitly guarantees
independence to the fourth branch of the
state, the Indian Constitution does so implic-
itly by expecting Parliament to enact a law
prescribing detailed mechanisms for ap-
pointments to and functioning of such insti-
tutions — for example, through Articles
280(2) and 324(2). However, an
Independent Institutions Bill remains a long-
unrealised constitutional aspiration.

In the Indian context, institutions of the
fourth branch include the Election
Commission, Lokpal, Central Bureau of
Investigation, Reserve Bank, National Statistics
Commission, National Human Rights
Commission, Information Commission, com-
missions for various marginalised groups,
Central Vigilance Commission, Comptroller
& Auditor General, Attorney General, Public
Service Commission, University Grants
Commission, Finance Commission, Niti
Aayog, media regulators and many others.
Some of these institutions are constitutional;
others have quasi-constitutional status.

An Independent Institutions Bill should
seek the following objectives: One, multi-
partisan appointments, two, operational in-
dependence and impartiality, and three, ac-
countability to the legislature rather than the
executive. The contours of this bill are out-
lined below.

Key to achieving these purposesis to put
multi-partisan legislative committees —
called Independent Institutions Committees
(IICs) — in the driving seat. Parliamentary
IICs could include two nominees of the rul-
ing party/alliance (including any party pro-
viding support from the outside) and a nom-
inee each from the three largest Opposition
parties in each House. The vidhan sabha IICs
could have one governmental nominee and
one each from the two largest Opposition
parties. These details can be fine-tuned, but
aunited Opposition should be able to defeat
the government, forcing it to compromise
with at least one key Opposition party. Thus
designed, the IICs will include the voice of
the powerful regional parties of the day, and
not just the two national parties.The IICs
should be guaranteed adequate staff and re-
sources to permit the proper discharge
their functions.

The Rajya Sabha’s IIC should issue a pub-
lic advertisement at least three months be-
fore a postin aninstitution is due to become
vacant. Based on applications and consulta-
tions with relevant stakeholders (including
existing members of that institution, MPs
from the relevant state for state-level ap-
pointments, area experts and activists), the
IIC should draw up a shortlist of at least two
— and no more than five — names to fill up
the posts.

From this shortlist, the final selection
should be made by the Lok Sabha’s IIC for cen-
tral institutions, and the relevant vidhan
sabha’s IIC for state institutions. Apart from

fourth-branch institutions, parliamentary IICs
could also deal with the appointments of gov-
ernors while the state-level mechanism (in-
volving the Rajya Sabha and vidhan sabha
IICs) could be used to appoint police chiefs.
All shortlisting and decisions on appoint-
ments must be made by a single-transferable
vote. Appointment decisions should ideally
be made before the post falls vacant — respon-
sibility should be fixed for the failure to do so
within three months of the vacancy arising.

Judicial independence demands that
judges stay out of politically-salient appoint-
ments completely (except to the judiciary
and to administrative tribunals) — thatis the
key lesson one can learn from the contro-
versy linking Justice A K Sikri’s role in Alok
Verma’s removal to his post-retirement ben-
efit as well as the multiple judicial recusals
in the case challenging the appointment of
the CBI's interim director.

The appointments should be for a fixed
term. Removal from office should require at
least four votes in the Rajya Sabha IIC, after a
specially-instituted independent inquiry finds
a breach of a statutorily specified offence. All
institutional decisions should be made by a

An independent institutions
bill should seek the following
objectives: One, multi-
partisan appointments, two,
operational independence
and impartiality, and three,
accountability to the
legislature rather than the
executive.

CR Sasikumar

governing committee rather than the chief of-
ficer acting on her own. Except promotions
within the institution, appointees should not
be eligible for any public office after stepping
down. Salaries, perks and staff provisions
should be statutorily protected. Transfers and
interim appointments may be made only by
amajority vote in the Rajya Sabha IIC. Arobust
guarantee of non-interference by the execu-
tive should be anxiously policed by the courts.

The Bill should require fourth branch in-
stitutions to regularly publish reports about
their functioning. Based on these public re-
ports, the Lok Sabha or vidhan sabha IIC, as
the case may be, should question their sen-
ior staff in annual, televised, hearings. The
Rajya Sabha IIC may, by a majority vote, de-
cide to summon them at any time for ques-
tioning on particular matters.

Yes, we must “Save the Constitution”. But
asloganis notenough. The current Opposition
should putits money where its mouthis,and
make a manifesto commitment to enact the
Independent Institutions Bill.

The author is an associate professorin law at
the universities of Oxford and Melbourne
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‘Because we represent diversity’

The values New Zealand stands for will not be shaken by the Christchurch attack

JACINDA ARDERN

IT IS WITH extreme sadness that I tell you
that as at 7pm tonight (March 15, New
Zealand time), we believe that 40 people
have lost their lives in this act of extreme vi-
olence. There are also more than 20 seri-
ously injured who are currently in
Christchurch A&E.

Itis clear that this can only be described
as a terrorist attack. From what we know, it
does appear to have been well planned.
Two explosive devices attached to suspects’
vehicles have been found and they have
been disarmed.

There are currently four individuals who
have been apprehended, but three are con-
nected to this attack and are currently in
custody, one of whom has publicly stated
that they were Australian born. These are
people who I would describe as having ex-
tremist views that have absolutely no place
in New Zealand and in fact have no place in
the world.

While we do not have any reason to be-
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lieve at this stage that there are other suspects,
we are not assuming that at this stage. The
joint intelligence group has been deployed
and police are putting all of their resources
into this situation. The defence force are cur-
rently transporting additional police staff to
the region. Our national security threat level
has been lifted from low, to high. This | want
to assure people s to ensure that all our agen-
cies are responding in the most appropriate
way. That includes at our borders.

Air New Zealand has cancelled all turbo
prop flights out of Christchurch tonight and
will review the situation in the morning, Jet
services both domestically and internation-
ally are continuing to operate.

There is heightened security, so we can
assure people of their safety and the police
are working hard to ensure people are able to
move around their city safely.

I have spoken this evening to the mayor
of Christchurch and I intend to speak this
evening to the Imam, but I also want to send

amessage to those directly affected.

In fact, I am sure right now New Zealand
would like me to share a message on their
behalf too.

Our thoughts and our prayers are with
those who have been impacted today.
Christchurch was their home. For many, this
may not have been the place they were born,
in fact for many, New Zealand was their
choice. The place they actively came to, and
committed to. The place they were raising
their families. Where they were parts of com-
munities that they loved and who loved
them in return. It was a place that many came
to for its safety. A place where they were free
to practice their culture and their religion.

For those of you who are watching at
home tonight, and questioning how this
could have happened here. We, New
Zealand, we were not a target because we are
a safe harbour for those who hate.

We were not chosen for this act of vio-
lence because we condone racism, because

we are an enclave for extremism. We were
chosen for the very fact that we are none of
those things. Because we represent diversity,
kindness, compassion. A home for those who
share our values. Refuge for those who need
it. And those values will not and cannot be
shaken by this attack.

We are a proud nation of more than 200
ethnicities, 160 languages. And amongst
that diversity we share common values.
And the one that we place the currency on
right now is our compassion and support
for the community of those directly affected
by this tragedy.

And secondly, the strongest possible con-
demnation of the ideology of the people who
did this.

You may have chosen us — we utterly re-
jectand condemn you.

Jacinda Ardern is the prime minister of New
Zealand. This was her message after the
Christchurch terror attack

attention toagraveissue in their backyard

NEERJA CHOWDHURY

AS THINGS STAND, 2019 is likely to be an
election driven by emotion. As Narendra
Modi hit out at the Opposition that they
were trying to “finish Modi” while he
wanted to finish “terrorism, poverty and
malnutrition”, it is probably the first time
that a prime minister had put combating
malnutrition amongst his top three priori-
ties, and that too as an election promise.

As poll talk generates heat, a report has
put out cold figures about child malnutri-
tioninIndia’s 543 Lok Sabha constituencies.
Thisis the first time that constituency-wise
data hasbeenreleased by a Harvard profes-
sor, SV Subramanian, and his team, includ-
ing researchers from the Indian Institute of
Economic Growth, and supported by Tata
Trust. The report ranks every constituency
by five indicators on stunting, wasting, un-
derweight, low birth weight and anaemia
amongst children.

Most surprising, India’s women and child
development minister, who is supposed to
ensure that no child in the country remains
stunted and the scourge of anaemia is re-
moved, is virtually at the bottom of the heap
as far as her own constituency, Pilibhit, goes.
Maneka Gandhi ranks 14 th from the bot-
tom in anaemia. This when the government
has brought huge energy into its social sec-
tor programming, particularly the Poshan
Abhiyan to eliminate malnutrition, which
was launched last year by the prime minis-
ter in Jhunjhunu.

It would be unfair to single out Maneka
Gandhi. For the story of all the big daddies
and equally powerful mummies of Indian
politics is an eye opener. It may surprise the
PM to know that his own constituency of
Varanasiis somewhere in the middle, at 250,
(543 being the best and 1 being the worst),
as far as anaemia goes (59.5 per cent). But it
ranks 124 for child stunting at 43 per cent, 5
per cent more than the national average. In
India, three out of five children are still
anaemic, and 38 per cent are stunted.
“Stunting” can cause irreversible damage to
a child unless treated early.

Rahul Gandhi fares worse. Amethi has
65 per cent anaemia, and ranks 161.1tis 113
in stunting (44 per cent). Mulayam Singh
Yadav’s constituency Azamgarh has 63 per
cent anaemia and 40 per cent stunting.
Home Minister Rajnath Singh also does not
come out smelling of roses. Lucknow is way
down, 58 from the bottom, with almost
three out of four children in his constituency
being anaemic. Amongst the 20 worst con-
stituencies for child stunting, 11 are from UP,
eight from Bihar and one from Jharkhand.

Equally surprising is the record of well-
known women MPs. Sushma Swaraj gave a
matchless performance at the recent meet-
ing of the OIC (Organisation of Islamic
Countries). But her constituency of Vidisha
in Madhya Pradesh has 67 per cent anaemia.
Sumitra Mahajan has presided over the Lok
Sabha for five years, not an easy task, but

Indore, which she has represented for years,
has 73.5 per cent anaemia and is 42 from the
bottom. Kirron Kher has swayed millions
with her incredible film performances, but
her constituency of Chandigarh also has
more than 71 per cent anaemia. Uma Bharti
was chief minister of Madhya Pradesh but
has not been able to tackle 75.7 per cent
anaemia in Jhansi. Neither can Sonia Gandhi,
with 61.7 per cent anaemia in Rae Bareilly
and a 220 ranking,

Itis interesting that some younger MPs
who have raised the issue of child malnutri-
tion from time to time in the last few years,
have fared better, possibly because of a sen-
sitivity to the issue. Jay Panda, who recently
joined the BJP, ranked 525 (for tackling
anaemia), in other words in the top 20.
Supriya Sule, Poonam Mahajan, Sushmita
Dev, Gaurav Gogoi, Anurag Thakur are
among those who have done better than
many of their counterparts.

Interestingly enough, Asaduddin
Owaisi’s constituency of Hyderabad ranks
21 for having only 21 per cent levels of stunt-
ing. It made me recall a conversation in the
constituency during the recent assembly
elections in the state. When asked what was
her dream for her granddaughters, I was
stunned when an old woman — she said she
was 100 — said she wanted “taleem” for
them, and “for them to be able to stand on
their own feet”.

Itis the constituency of Kollam which is
the top of the pops, and its MP, N K
Premachandran of the Revolutionary
Socialist Party (RSP),is the hero of this story.
Hisis the best constituency (rank 543) both
in terms of tackling anaemia (down to less
than 18 per cent) and stunting (15 per cent).

And itis Kerala which hasemerged as the
best-performing state. Surprisingly,and con-
trary to popular perception, it is not Tamil
Nadu, which has over the years been known
forits mid-day meals and social welfare pro-
grammes. Amongst the best 20 constituen-
cies in the country which deserve a medal
for having tackled the difficult problem of
stunting amongst children, 15 are from
Kerala and Shashi Tharoor’s constituency of
Thiruvananthapuram has been ranked as
the 10th best. This may be because Kerala is
known for its almost cent percent literacy
and a high status for women, and child mal-
nutrition has everything to do with women’s
health, education and well-being.

The moral of the story, then, is that men
and women who formulate policy in
Parliament, have not paid enough attention
to those very issues in their own backyards.
For accountability, there is a need now to
consider manifestos for individual Lok Sabha
constituencies. And a report card at the end
of five years, by credible agencies, to enable
the voters to make up their minds.

Polls will come and go. But the harsh fig-
ures about our children will continue to ran-
kle. They are a reminder that the future of
India depends not so much on political rhet-
oric but on how quickly we can eliminate
problems like stunting and anaemia, which
affect a child’s cognitive and brain develop-
ment, and her productivity and potential.
But for that to happen, our parliamentarians
will also have to make an inviolable
commitment to the children in their con-
stituencies.

The writer is a senior journalist

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

VICTORY IN DISGUISE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘After
China’s veto’ (IE, March 15). The edito-
rial notes that China’s veto at the UNSC
on declaring Masood Azhar as a global
terrorist is a defeat for Indian diplo-
macy. It's actually a victory in disguise.
All other UNSC members voted in
favour of India’s resolution. This ex-
poses China. This matters much in
times of soft power-based diplomacy.
Suchak D Patel, Ahmedabad

(GESTURE OF RESPECT

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Cap doesn’t
fit’ (IE, March 14). Have you noticed the
South African team wearing pink jer-
sey? Yes, many of us have noticed the
gesture of the Proteas to raise aware-
ness about breast cancer. Wearing com-
bat caps by the Indian team was just a
way to express respect to soldiers.
Players wearing pink jerseys, black
bands or combat caps during a match
draw the viewer’s attention.

Sanidhya Jain, Ujjain

UNIFORM NEGLECT

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Why edu-
cation doesn’t become a poll issue’ (IE,
March 15). For the electorate, the man-
ifestos of political parties are not gospel
truth and and it is not a matter of sig-
nificance to them whether they talk
about education. Government-run
schools and colleges are on the brink
throughout India except in Delhi. It is
an open secret that right from the
kindergarten to professional colleges, a

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

BEYOND POLITICS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A
time for her story' (IE, March 12).
There are many untold stories of
women who have done amaz-
ing work but we forget the hur-
dles they faced . Why was there
no female Buddha who left her
house, her husband and children
in the search of knowledge? We
talk about political and eco-
nomic empowerment. But
women also require emotional
empowerment.

Jaimini Patel, via e-mail

large number of educational institu-
tions enjoy the patronage of politicians.
One cannot expect government schools
and colleges to be a big draw .

Deepak Singhal, Noida

A SIMPLE MESSAGE

This refers to the editorial, ‘An un-
secular secularism’(IE, March 14). The
message that the detergent commer-
cial was trying to give has been misin-
terpreted. It showcases two children,
untouched by bigoted realities and
standing by the idiom, “a friend in need
is a friend indeed”. Why can’t the ad-
vertisement be perceived as just that?

Harasahej Mann, via e-mail
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A fresh warning

India must recognise the human cost of
poorly enforced environment laws

he sixth edition of the Global Environment Out-
Tlook from the UN Environment Programme has

come as another stark warning: the world is un-
sustainably extracting resources and producing un-
manageable quantities of waste. The linear model of
economic growth depends on the extraction of ever-
higher quantities of materials, leading to chemicals
flowing into air, water and land. This causes ill-health
and premature mortality, and affects the quality of life,
particularly for those unable to insulate themselves
from these effects. The UN report, GEO-6, on the theme
“Healthy Planet, Healthy People,” has some sharp poin-
ters for India. It notes that East and South Asia have the
highest number of deaths due to air pollution; by one
estimate, it killed about 1.24 million in India in 2017. As
India’s population grows, it must worry that agricultu-
ral yields are coming under stress due to increase in av-
erage temperature and erratic monsoons. The implica-
tions of these forecasts for food security and health are
all too evident, more so for the 148 million people living
in severe weather ‘hotspots’. The task before India is to
recognise the human cost of poorly enforced environ-
ment laws and demonstrate the political will necessary
to end business-as-usual policies. That would mean
curbing the use of fossil fuels and toxic chemicals
across the spectrum of economic activity.

There are some targeted interventions that only re-
quire the resolve to reduce air and water pollution, and
which in turn promise early population-level benefits.
Aggressive monitoring of air quality in cities through
scaled-up facilities would bring about a consensus on
cutting emissions of greenhouse gases, and provide the
impetus to shift to cleaner sources of energy. It is signif-
icant that GEO-6 estimates that the top 10% of popula-
tions globally, in terms of wealth, are responsible for
45% of GHG emissions, and the bottom 50% for only
13%. Pollution impacts are, however, borne more by the
poorer citizens. Combating air pollution would, there-
fore, require all older coal-based power plants in India
to conform to emission norms at the earliest, or to be
shut down in favour of renewable energy sources. Tran-
sport emissions are a growing source of urban pollu-
tion, and a quick transition to green mobility is needed.
In the case of water, the imperative is to stop the con-
tamination of surface supplies by chemicals, sewage
and municipal waste. As the leading extractor of
groundwater, India needs to make water part of a circu-
lar economy in which it is treated as a resource that is
recovered, treated and reused. But water protection
gets low priority, and State governments show no ur-
gency in augmenting rainwater harvesting. New storage
areas act as a supply source when monsoons fail, and
help manage floods when there is excess rainfall.

Softer, slower

Parliamentary votes give the British PM hope
that a hard Brexit can be avoided

ith the overwhelming vote on Thursday to
N ; N / seek a delay to the exit from the EU, Britain’s
Parliament might have actually given Prime
Minister Theresa May another chance to push her exist-
ing deal for Brexit. A day earlier, a majority of the MPs
decided to rule out, under all circumstances, Britain’s
crashing out of the EU without an agreement. With the
catastrophic consequences of a hard Brexit option thus
foreclosed, from Britain’s perspective at least, there is
good reason to think that the worst is over, although
there is no clue yet to the direction of the exit. Both
these proposals had been rejected as part of earlier
amendments to the draft withdrawal bill, and the votes
this week reflect a significant shift in Parliament’s
stance. Yet, a delay to the March 29 deadline to leave
the EU can only bring a temporary respite from uncer-
tainty. For one thing, Ms. May’s controversial withdra-
wal agreement was on Tuesday emphatically rejected
by the House of Commons for the second time in as ma-
ny months. But a silver lining for her, despite the set-
back, was the smaller margin of defeat this time. Some
die-hard Brexiters who voted down her deal in January
have since grown increasingly concerned about the
prospect of a delayed Brexit or no Brexit at all, and
chose to endorse it this week. The shift has encouraged
Ms. May to seek a third vote on her deal next week. The
calculation in Downing Street is that with the hardlin-
ers’ preferred option of a ‘no deal’ Brexit virtually elim-
inated and a looming indefinite delay, more Tories will
rally behind her proposals. The group to especially
watch is Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party,
which props up Ms. May’s minority government.
Should Ms. May’s gambit next week succeed, the go-
vernment intends to seek from Brussels an extension,
until June, to complete the exit formalities. Conversely,
another failure would risk a delay in the U.K.’s ultimate
withdrawal by months. The U.K. would then have to
hold polls in May to elect new Members of the Euro-
pean Parliament. For EU leaders, the duration of the ex-
tension is less of a concern than the potential for a con-
crete outcome, given the differences within and
between the main U.K. parties. Donald Tusk, President
of the European Council, is on record that he would re-
commend a longer extension, to the other 27 heads of
EU governments when they meet next week. Develop-
ments this week have dealt a huge blow to hardline eu-
rosceptics in the U.K., whose narrow nationalist delu-
sions have made them impervious to the economic cost
of disengagement from the world’s largest single mar-
ket. The harm they have already inflicted on the polity
and society must be contained. It would be unwise of
them to impede the efforts to avoid a hard Brexit.

The jawan on the border

Can a granular Opposition response be a counter to Prime Minister Modi's overarching nationalist script, post-Pulwama?

VIDYA SUBRAHMANIAM

o0 game, set and match to
SPrime Minister Narendra Mo-

di? With just over two months
left for the general election verdict
to come in, the predominant
sense, whether in the stock mar-
ket, satta bazaar, street conversa-
tions or among pollsters, appears
to be that it is all over, bar the
shouting. What apparently re-
mains to be seen is whether the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) would
breach the majority mark on its
own or with the support of its al-
liance partners.

The difference a month makes
It was not like this a month ago.
The buzz at the time was that a se-
cond term for Mr. Modi was far
from being certain. With the Op-
position giving the impression of
nimble-footed alliances in diffe-
rent States, Mr. Modi and BJP pre-
sident Amit Shah for once looked
beaten in their own ‘always one
step ahead’ department.

And then the Pulwama suicide
terror ambush on Indian soldiers
happened, followed by India’s re-
taliatory bombing of Jaish-e-Mo-
hammad terror base in Balakot in
Pakistan, followed in turn by the
latter capturing and then return-
ing an Indian Air Force (IAF) pilot.
The script changed many times in
the stressful days after Pulwama,
but at the end of it India had two
heroes. One, Abhinandan Vartha-
man, the captured Wing Comman-
der who returned home to rousing
war cries and tales of stellar brav-
ery while in the ‘enemy’ country’s

custody. Two, Prime Minister Mo-
di, who, in the words of his fawn-
ing followers, among them TV
journalists, had done the “unthin-
kable” and “undoable” in order-
ing air strikes deep into Pakistan’s
territory. In this narration, the last
time action had been undertaken
targeting Pakistani territory was
during the 1971 war, after which a
succession of lily-livered Prime Mi-
nisters had allowed Pakistan-spon-
sored terror a free run. A TV an-
chor gushed that it took just “one
man” to shed the pusillanimity of
past regimes and show Pakistan its
place.

Mr. Modi’s daring seemed per-
fectly timed to take advantage of a
slogan the government had coined
to advertise its accomplishments:
Na mumkin ab mumbkin hai (the
impossible is possible now). In the
hands of Mr. Modi’s adoring party,
the slogan transformed into “Modi
hai to mumkin hai (if Modi is there,
it is possible)”. To nobody’s sur-
prise, the slogan found pride of
place on billboards and on the so-
cial media timelines of the Prime
Minister’s flag-waving fans, some
of whom even ensured Twitter
trended #SayYesToWar. Mr. Modi’s
‘56-inch chest’, which had reced-
ed from sight in the days after the
BJP’s defeat in the November 2018
round of State elections, also
made a triumphant return while
the BJP and the Prime Minister
himself blurred the line between
the armed forces and the execu-
tive.

On BJP hoardings, the Prime Mi-
nister was featured alongside IAF
fighter jets and Wing Commander
Varthaman. At a rally in Greater
Noida on March 9, Mr. Modi pillo-
ried the “tukde tukde gang” (eu-
phemism for civil society and lib-
erals) for doubting the Balakot air
attacks when Pakistan was crying
that “Modi aa kar ke maar ke chala

SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

gaya (Modi came here and hit us)”.
The Election Commission of India
has ordered the removal of the of-
fending hoardings, but who will
expunge the Prime Minister’s
words or stop them from being
circulated?

That the Prime Minister has a
plethora of ways to lampoon his
opponents is known, of course. In
one of his jibes, he gave a spin to
the terms BC and AD, saying these
must now be understood as “Be-
fore Congress” and “After Dynas-
ty”. By the same token, the BJP’s
prospects in 2019 can probably be
divided into before and after Pul-
wama. If preceding the Pulwama
attack, the BJP seemed a little lost
in contrast to the Opposition’s
gung-ho form, the reverse has hap-
pened after the terror attack. The
BJP has appropriated the national-
ist plank, all cylinders firing, leav-
ing the Opposition looking con-
fused and unpatriotic.

The BJP has specified the no-go
areas: no doubts on the Balakot air
strikes, no mention of the intelli-
gence failure that led to the Pulwa-
ma massacre, no questions to the
Prime Minister or the government,
even on the Rafale deal. In a much-
publicised interaction with a TV
journalist, senior Cabinet Minister
Piyush Goyal made it clear that the
government, the armed forces and
the country were to be accorded
the same respect and treated as an
indistinguishable whole. And
anyone breaching the red lines

would be treated as a friend of
Pakistan.

Adversity to advantage

Mr. Modi’s record shows an uncan-
ny ability to turn adversity to ad-
vantage. He took charge as Chief
Minister of Gujarat in 2001 to al-
most no indication of the super-
stardom awaiting him. He scraped
through his first ever election held
on February 24, 2002 to Rajkot-II,
while the BJP lost other byelec-
tions held simultaneously. This
was three days before the Godhra
train carnage. The rest, as they
say, is history. All questions on in-
telligence failure were buried as
the State plunged into violence
against Muslims. With that Mr. Mo-
di became Gujarat’s Hindu Hriday
Samrat, and his career scaled
spectacular milestones, paving the
way for his eventual rise to Prime
Minister.

Likewise with the November 8,
2016 demonetisation. The policy
was a disaster in the making. Yet in
Mr. Modi’s mesmerising words, it
became all about sacrifice, valour
and nation-building. The crack-
down on black money would suc-
ceed only with the sacrifice and
cooperation of the people, he said,
even as he drew a parallel with the
“jawan on the border” who took
bullets for the nation. The res-
ponse to this was electric as peo-
ple standing in queues to ex-
change their devalued currency
parroted the “jawan on the bor-
der” line. By the time the severe
downside of demonetisation
kicked in, the BJP had won its big-
gest Assembly victory in U.P.

Today, the “jawan on the bor-
der” is no longer a metaphorical
invocation. He is a flesh and blood
figure who has shown that he will
die for his country. And the BJP is
once again calling upon people to
rise up and support the armed

Partition, freedom and democracy

Roots of the India-Pakistan conflict can be found in a shared attitude of derision towards the past

P4 Y

KRISHNA KUMAR

ad Krishna Sobti, the emi-
Hnent Hindi novelist, not

died this January, she
would have renovated our appre-
ciation of the truth about freedom
and Partition occurring together.
We habitually forget this truth
each time we learn it. An interview
she gave to Partition scholar Alok
Bhalla is one among many reposi-
tories of the insight she brought to
this subject. Through her fiction
too, Sobti tested the strength of
the social fabric that Partition
shook and tried to tear apart. Why
it didn’t tear completely is a ques-
tion she helps us to answer.

Krishna Sobti’s work

Six weeks after her death, a violent
conflict broke out between India
and Pakistan. The immediate, os-
tensible causes of the outbreak are
terrorism and Kashmir. Real sourc-
es lie deeper. Reading Sobti’s
works reminds you that the deep-
er roots of the India-Pakistan con-
flict can be found in a shared atti-
tude of derision towards the past.
Public mood shifts between indif-
ference and disdain for the past.
There is little genuine interest in
the past or curiosity to figure it
out. Politicians feel free and tempt-
ed to use the past to manipulate

the collective mind.

As the single most important
event of our modern history, Parti-
tion illustrates the general attitude
I am talking about. Across the
three nations produced by Parti-
tion, there is little consensus over
what it means to live with Parti-
tion. But there is a shared feeling
that Partition is at the heart of ma-
ny problems and behavioural re-
flexes. Each country looks at Parti-
tion from the perspective that the
state apparatus has assiduously
developed over time. The term
commonly used these days is ‘nar-
rative’. It comes in handy. It is a
post-modern invention signalling
the decline of interest in objectivi-
ty. The relatively better educated
politicians often use it tactfully to
debunk serious commentary, call-
ing it just another narrative. So,
why the different nations that con-
stitute the South Asian region
bring sharply divergent perspec-
tives to matters of shared interest
is explained in terms of diversity
of narratives. Are these narratives
incompatible? No one seems cu-
rious to find out. Nor is anyone ac-
tively conscious that the accep-
tance of incompatibility means
granting permanence to intra-re-
gional conflicts. One clear reason
why no one is worried is because a
feeling of permanent conflict
seems to offer unlimited political
capital.

When SAARC was established in
1985, it created the hope that mu-
tual understanding would be pur-
sued as a regional political goal.
For all seven members, but espe-
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cially India, Pakistan and Bangla-
desh, mutual understanding
would have meant recognising the
importance of acceptable por-
traits of the past. Such portraits ex-
ist in literature, but historical
awareness requires more than a
literary portrait. It means provid-
ing reliable resources to validate a
view about what happened so that
we feel more comfortable with
where we are in the present. This
awareness is crucial to avoid a feel-
ing among the young that they live
in a dark, noisy tunnel with no
known exits. An ominous uncer-
tainty hangs over the subconti-
nent, best expressed by the availa-
bility of nuclear weapons to end
potential conflicts.

Partition’s emotional content

Sobti had hoped that people could
now recognise the complications
arising out of history. In her inter-
view with Professor Bhalla, she ex-
pressed the view that the emotion-
al content of Partition had run out.
This is not true. Though seven de-

cades have passed, there is no sign
that Partition is devoid of emotion-
al content in India or in Pakistan.
In a study of history textbooks
used in the two countries, I found
that in Pakistan, Partition is pre-
sented as unfinished business,
while in India it is still viewed as a
wound inflicted by Muslims and
the British. In both nations, Parti-
tion continues to serve as an in-
flammable memory account. The
toll it took on the two nations has
not sufficed to cool the coals bu-
ried under the ashes of time. Apart
from the destruction and violence
suffered by common men, women
and children on both sides of the
border, the post-Partition suspen-
sion of reason cost India the life of
its greatest leader. That injury has
not healed, and the ideological di-
vide it signified continues to grow.
Sobti had assumed that the Consti-
tution would unite Indian society
around its core values. That did
happen to an extent, but words
and statements alone don’t safe-
guard values. Freedom and a
sense of fraternity are among the
values sculpted into the structure
of the Constitution. Truth is not
mentioned as such, but one as-
sumes that it has an assured place
in the edifice of law.

Truth and war

In this context, it may be useful to
recall Mahatma Gandhi’s dual
commitments: truth and non-vio-
lence. The pairing of truth with
non-violence suggests that truth
and war are not compatible. This
is why the threat of war at election

forces and the government. The
election-eve political messaging,
conveyed by Mr. Shah and others,
is that the country’s security will
be in peril if Mr. Modi is defeated.

Issues versus slogans

This is not an easy script to coun-
ter. From the Opposition, Con-
gress president Rahul Gandhi has
shown an unflagging ability to en-
gage with critical issues. He has
raised the Rafale deal and hinted
at intelligence failure, refusing to
be deterred by the government’s
faux-nationalist sabre-rattling. But
it is clear that the Balakot air
strikes have energised the BJP
cadre and changed the overall pol-
itical mood to an extent where de-
fectors to the BJP are positing Mr.
Modi’s ‘courage’ against the Oppo-
sition’s ‘cowardice'.

It seems the BJP’s dismal record
on all fronts — sinking economy,
debilitating unemployment, farm
distress and deepening social fis-
sures — will be forgotten, as the
party stitches up smart alliances
and wins over estranged partners
to deafening drum-beats of nation-
alism. And yet, the BJP has some
hard realities to confront. In U.P.
the Samajwadi Party and the Ba-
hujan Samaj Party, now allies,
have each a base vote which adds
up to about 40% of the electorate.
This has held through ups and
downs even in the 2014 election.
The same is the case in Karnataka,
with the Congress and the Janata
Dal (Secular) now in a pre-poll al-
liance. The BJP has reached satura-
tion performance in as many as 10
States, and there is only so much it
can do to in other States. Can it
pull off an encore to the roll of the
war drum?

Vidya Subrahmaniam is Senior Fellow at
The Hindu Centre for Politics and Public
Policy

time is not good news for the prac-
tice of constitutional democracy.
For now, the threat of war seems
to have passed, but it could easily
be made to linger as a memory re-
levant for voting day. In this sense,
the brief outbreak of armed at-
tacks is an ominous reminder of
the fragility of the equilibrium that
permits us to practice democracy.
In Pakistan, democracy is even
more fragile. There, it barely sur-
vives under the direct shadow of
modern weaponry.

The India-Pakistan hostility is
richly intersected by bad memo-
ries. It has perennial potential for
shaping politics. Moreover, an ac-
tivated conflict invites everyone to
play politics. This kind of politics is
necessarily manipulative. It helps
to bypass more earthy questions
which ought to be central to any
election. These are questions like
why economic growth offers little
relief from unemployment, why
the village languishes when the ci-
ty prospers. One can add many
more issues to this list. To call
them peace-time issues or to de-
signate them as being secondary
in comparison to security will be
to surrender to history, that too a
history soaked in emotions. It is
true that politics is a game played
in the shadow of history. However,
if it is dominated by history, then
democracy can hardly serve the
cause of progress, howsoever de-
fined. It will always remain stuck
in history.

Krishna Kumar is a former director of the
NCERT
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Pollachi horror

Mumbai trains for over 30

Jawaharlal Nehru has

In India, it takes a long time
to investigate, prosecute
and punish offenders in
cases of sexual assault
(“Horror in Pollachi”,
March 15). The victim is
forced to visit the court
many times, which tests her
patience. Even cases that
are extensively covered by
the media have been
dragging on for years. To
add to all this stress is the
fact that there are threats
and inducements to victims
to withdraw cases. It is no
wonder then that many
victims give up seeking
justice. In such a scenario,
it is crucial for courts to
make it their top priority in
reducing the trauma faced
by victims. We can make a

beginning with the Pollachi
case - it must swiftly move
forward and bring justice to
the victims.

Y.G. CHOUSKEY,
Pune

Bridge collapse

It is shameful that yet
another pedestrian bridge
has collapsed in Mumbai,
this time killing six people
(“6 dead as Mumbai
footbridge collapses”,
March 15). Despite a
stampede taking place and
bridges collapsing earlier,
nothing much seems to
have changed. It is
important for the State
government to pay heed to
the critical issue of
infrastructure. People need
to be held accountable and

the culprits must be
brought to book. We cannot
afford to lose any more
lives, nor pass the buck.

NAJMUL HUDA,
Mumbai

The administration seems
to have learnt no lessons
from past incidents. This
time the foot overbridge
that collapsed was right
near the BMC
headquarters! The BMC had
ordered a structural audit
of all the bridges in the city
after the Elphinstone bridge
collapse in 2017, but it looks
like even these audits
cannot be trusted now.

RAJESH RAGHAVAN,
Thane

I travelled in overcrowded

years. The resilience shown
by Mumbaikars needs to be
seen to be believed. Broken
steps could be found
everywhere, and a misstep
could cost one dearly. But
there is no point in blaming
the Railways, which is
under strain and can do
little to improve services.
Decentralisation of
infrastructure activities is
the solution. Also, scant
attention is paid by the
government in putting in
place alternative modes of
transport. Why is Metro
construction so slow? The
government could also
consider moving some
commercial establishments
from south Mumbai to
other places, as

overcrowding is a problem
in that area. Overbridges
cannot take more than a
given load.

V. SUBRAMANIAN,
Chennai

China blocks bid again
China has proved how
vested interests hold more
importance than world
peace (“China’s block”,
March 15). But India
shouldn’t be discouraged
by this. After all, past
experiences show that
placing terrorists on a list
does little to combat
terrorism. India should
strengthen internal security
so that attacks can be
prevented in the future.

DIVYA SINGLA,
Patiala

become the whipping boy
for the ruling party to cover
up its failures (“Nehru the
original sinner, says
Jaitley”, March 15). In the
latest instance, the Finance
Minister has blamed Nehru
for China’s stand on
Masood Azhar! As Nehru
clearly replied to a question
in the Lok Sabha in 1955,
there was no offer made to
India for a permanent seat
in the UN Security Council.
Neither the Finance
Minister nor the Congress
president should be using
social media to discuss
foreign policy.

N. NAGARAJAN,

Secunderabad
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