8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS
Boeing’s 737 MAX crisis

After the two accidents involving Boeing's 737 MAX series, aviation
safety standards will likely change
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he grounding of the Boeing 737
MAX series may remind aviation
historians of the De Havilland
Comet. The Comet was the first com-
mercial jetliner. It was designed by Sir
Geoffrey de Havilland, who designed
the legendary World War II Mosquito,
and the popular Moth range.
Inducted into service in 1952, the

Three choices before wobbly NB

Comet had several crashes. One of the
worst was at Dum-Dum airport, Kolkata
in 1953. The wings came off at take-off
and the plane turned into a fireball,
killing all 43 people on board.

After the Comet was grounded, sev-
eral design flaws were discovered. The
wing profile could cause problems with
lift in some circumstances. Stresses on
the fuselage during flight were more
dangerous than had been realised and
metal fatigue was studied in detail.
Better aero design resulted as aircraft
manufacturers absorbed those lessons.
A redesigned military variant of the
Comet, the Nimrod, remained in ser-
vice with the Royal Air Force until the
21st century.

Boeing’s 737 Max series has been
grounded worldwide, following two
crashes, with 346 fatalities. The first
crash was a Lion Air flight in Indonesia
on October 29, 2018 and the second, was
an Ethiopian Air crash in Ethiopia on

March 10. Investigators say there are
“clear similarities” in the incidents
caused by problems with the MCAS,
or Manoeuvring Characteristics
Augmentation System, which is used
in the 737 Max. While the 737 family has
been in use since 1967, with over 10,000
variants delivered by Boeing, the Max
series underwent major redesign.

This was to comply with modern
standards of fuel-efficiency, and make
it competitive with the Airbus A320Neo.
The 737 is a twin-engine, narrow-body
(single aisle) aircraft. The Max series has
variants, seating between 140-230 pas-
sengers, with ranges of 6,000-7,000 km.
The first delivery was in May 2017 and
by January 2019, Boeing had 5,011 orders
and it had delivered 350.

The new Leap-1B engines claimed to
reduce fuel consumption by 14 per cent
in the Max, compared to previous 737s.
The Max was touted as 4 per cent more
fuel-efficient than the Airbus Neo. The

new engines are located further forward,
and placed higher on the wings. This
changes the aerodynamic characteris-
tics, compared to the previous 737-NG
series. The new configuration can result
in the nose of the aircraft rising, espe-
cially at slow speeds. An aircraft
depends on lift caused by airflow under
the wings to keep it flying.

The wings are always at some angle
to flight direction. This is called the
“angle of attack” (AoA) . Lift depends on
the AoA. The maximum lift is attained
atthe “critical angle of attack”. If the AoA
is higher than the critical angle, lift
decreases, leading to stalls.

Asthe nose rises, AoA increases, and
as mentioned above, the 737 Max has a
tendency for the nose to rise. The
response to exceeding critical AoA is to
pull the nose down, until AoA comes
back to the safe zone. The MCAS is a
sensor-based software system, which is
supposed to do this automatically. It cal-
culates air-speed and angle of attack and
moves stabilisers in the tail to push the
nose down (by pushing the tail up).

Unfortunately, there seem to be
problems with the MCAS. One is that
the sensors were apparently misbehav-
ing, during the Lion Air crash, at least.
The MCAS repeatedly diagnosed a stall

The fate of NBF(s with large exposures to the developers is intertwined with the real estate sector

BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

n March 15, bad debt-laden pri-
O vate sector lender Lakshmi

Vilas Bank raised ¥459.59 crore
equity. The money will raise its capital
base, said a stock market notice which
also scotched the speculations about
three non-banking finance companies
(NBFCs) — Indiabulls Housing
Finance, Edelweiss Financial Services
and Srei Infrastructure — exploring
possibilities of a merger with the bank.
Or, did it?

One of the three even planned to
hold a board meeting to discuss the
merger but didn’t go ahead.
Apparently, the idea has not been
dropped; it’s shelved for the time being.

India’s large NBFCs have realised
that the dream run of the last three
years cannot last. If they want to grow,
they need to reinvent themselves as
niche players in high-margin business-
es and create new markets where most
banks fear to tread. The other choice
is converting themselves into banks.

The merger of Capital First with
IDFC Bank is the beacon before them.
Incidentally, all three that have report-
edly looked into the southern bank
had applied for a universal banking
licence when India’s banking regulator

opened the window in 2013 but none
of them got it.

Will the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) allow any one of them to be
merged with a bank? Or, give its nod
if they seek licence to become a bank?
For the record, Indiabulls Housing
had picked up a 39.8 per cent stake in
OakNorth Bank in the UK in
November 2015. It could not have
been done with RBI’s approval!

Meanwhile, the NBFC sector is still
busy putting its house in order, selling
portfolios and even group companies
to generate liquidity and restraining
from creation of new assets. Of course,
there are a few exceptions, just a few
yards away from the business-as-usual
days but many, including a few big
ones, are licking their wounds after
the liquidity crisis, beginning end-
August 2018.

The compounded annual growth
rate (CAGR) of NBFCs in the past five
years has been 17 per cent versus 9.4
per cent growth of the banking sys-
tem; the housing finance companies
(HFCs) grew even faster, at 20 per
cent. Clearly, it was a disaster waiting
to happen.

Indeed, different ways are being
explored to get back to health but the
central theme of the industry is cutting
down growth. When one grows too
fast, the quality of assets becomes a
casualty. One large NBFC has raised
interest rates for its existing customers
by a hefty margin — 3 per cent for
home loans, 5 per cent for LAP or loans
against property and, hold your
breath, 8 per cent for developers! The
idea is to drive the borrowers out to
knock at others’ doors for money.

In some sense, the fate of the
NBFCs, particularly those that have
large exposures to the developers, is
intertwined with India’s real estate

sector. A February report of Liases
Foras, a real estate research firm, says
the developers’ sales in the past
decade, between 2009 and 2018, have
grown 1.28 times in units and 1.56
times in value but the inventory dur-
ing the decade has grown 3.33 times
in units and 4.72 times in value. The
total debt of the industry has risen
from 1.2 trillion to ¥4 trillion.

Analysing the business of the top 90
developers, including the listed ones,
the study says they have a disposable
income of 357,000 crore to meet the
annual debt repayment obligation of
%1.29 trillion. The industry is at an
inflexion point and the developers are
“an elephant in a well” which cannot
come out on its own. It will not be a
nasty surprise if a few of them drown
and pull down some of the NBFCs deep
into the well in the process.

The combined market share of
NBFCs and HFCs in the Indian finan-
cial sector has grown from 13 per cent
to 21 per cent since 2008 and the 10-
year CAGR of some of the NBFCs has

been as much as 35-40 per cent against
a sensible 18 per cent of the Housing
Development Finance Corp. It’s no
secret that many of them financed this
growth by taking short-term low-cost
liabilities and rolling them over. Once
the cost of borrowing rose, that win-
dow was nearly shut and the growth
engine started grunting.

What’s the future looks like for
them? After selling portfolios and
driving many borrowers out, the
quality of asset is bound to suffer.
This is not a good story as not all
NBFCs have impeccable assets. Even
if the RBI does not conduct an indus-
try-wide asset quality review or AQR
— which it had done for banks in 2015
— some of the NBFCs will definitely
be under the regulator’s scanner.
Simply put, they cannot get away
without exposing there warts and
providing for bad assets.

Under these circumstances, there
are three options before the industry:
EThe most preferred path is becoming
a bank — either merging with one
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and pulled the nose down, when the
AoA was actually alright. The pilots
could do nothing about this and may
not even have realised there was a prob-
lem until it was too late.

The MCAS can be disconnected if the
pilots realise there’s a problem but two
optional safety features were missing on
both planes. One is an AoA indicator,
which displays the sensors’ readings; the
other is alight that activates if the sensor
readings disagree with each other. The
“disagree” light costs $80,000 — not
much, given that the plane costs over
$120 million.

Pilots also say that they have not
received enough training on a plane that
has changed flight characteristics, and
uses a new software system, which may
misbehave. Capt. Dennis Tajer of
American Airlines, who is the
spokesman for the Allied Pilots’
Association, says pilots received just 56
minutes training on an iPad when shift-
ing from the 737NG, to the 737 Max.

Boeing now faces class-action law-
suits and it has of course, seen spate of
cancelled orders. Aviation industry reg-
ulations and safety standards may well
change as a result of these two incidents.
If that happens, at least the deaths will
not have been in vain.

S

(there are quite a few in south India) a
la Capital First or applying for a fresh
licence. The RBI has put universal
banking licence on tap but there has
not been any serious contender as yet.
However, unless the regulator changes
its approach to what defines a “fit and
proper” candidate for a bank, it will be
difficult for all of them. Many had
applied for a licence in 2013 but did
not get and quite a few are owned by
corporations that cannot get a banking
licence till the norms are changed.
EThose that are primarily in the high-
margin retail space will continue to do
well for their better understanding of
customer behaviour, technology, col-
lection and cost structure compared
with banks. They can continue to cre-
ate new credit markets. But those that
have been competing with banks on
the home loan turf at a wafer-thin mar-
gin and giving LAP and wholesale
loans to developers to compensate for
that, need course correction.
WFinally, using their wide network
some of the large NBFCs can go big
time for securitisation. They can orig-
inate loans and convert them into debt
instruments and sell to banks.
Securitisation is the practice of pooling
various types of debt — home loans,
commercial mortgages, auto loans etc
— and selling their related cash flows
to investors as securities in the form
of bonds. The banks will be too happy
to buy such securities if they are con-
vinced about their quality.

In sum, life for most NBFCs will
never be the same again. My guess is
it will be lights, camera, action after
general election.

The columnist, a consulting editor with
Business Standard, is an author and senior
adviser toJana Small Finance Bank Ltd
Twitter: @TamalBandyo
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EC vs Thirumangalam formula
The Thirumangalam formula — the
art of influencing voters with cash
promises perfected by the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam during the
2009 Thirumangalam byelection in
Madurai district — is in full flow in
Tamil Nadu as political parties gear
up for the coming Lok Sabha
election and the bypolls for 18
Assembly seats in the state. To curb
the illegal cash flow, the Election
Commission (EC) had directed banks
to inform the authorities about any
suspicious cash movement or large
deposits made in particular
accounts. On Friday, the
commission's flying squad
confiscated 6 kg of gold from a
vehicle in Chennai and another
¥68 lakh worth of gold from
Ariyalur, about 260 km from
Chennai. The EC revealed its flying
squad and surveillance teams had
recovered about 14 crore in cash
till last weekend.

Will it be Pragya?
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Will Pragya Singh Thakur (pictured)
get her wish? The self-styled
godwoman and Malegaon blast
accused has been doing the rounds
of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
offices, demanding that she be
fielded against former chief minister
Digvijaya Singh from Bhopal in the
coming Lok Sabha election. After MP
Chief Minister Kamal Nath announced
that Singh would contest from the
city, Pragya expressed her desire to
contest, saying, "l want to fight
against Digvijaya in this contest of
justice and injustice.” Bhopalis a
seat the Congress has not won in the
last three decades.

VIP status

The grand alliance of political parties in
Bihar has given VIP entry to a little-known
outfit. The Rashtriya Janata Dal (RID) gave
three Lok Sabha seats to the Vikassheel
Insan Party (VIP), formed barely a year ago.
The "VIP" hasn't fought a single election
but has tremendous influence among the
Nishad community members. In total, the
RID has conceded 11 seats to the backward
and mahadalit parties in the alliance. This
alliance is an umbrella social coalition for
40 Lok Sabha seats in the state stitched up
to restrict the National Democratic
Alliance’s efforts to woo floating voters
among the intermediate castes.

The overriding power of IBC

"W

SUKRIT R KAPOOR

ith the proximity of the 2019
g ’s ; elections to the onset of anoth-
er scorching summer, the
divergent opinions on the overall suc-
cess of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code, 2016 (IBC) are expected to heat
the debates. Be that as it may, one
aspect that remains undebated is the
primacy garnered to the IBC on the judi-
cial side. Contextually, a key decision
passed last month has strengthened the
position of resolution professionals and
has in turn brought much relief to cred-
itors under the insolvency and
bankruptcy regime.

The decision came in the matter of
Srei Infrastructure Finance versus
Sterling SEZ and Infrastructure, where
the Mumbai bench of the NCLT
(National Company Law Tribunal)
upheld the supremacy of the provisions
of the IBC over those of the Prevention
of Money Laundering Act, 2002 (PMLA)
— astand that was hotly argued against
by the Directorate of Enforcement.

The crux of the debate in the SREI
Infrastructure matter pertained to
whether a moratorium as announced
under Section 14 of the IBC would hit
the attachment proceedings under the
ambit of PMLA? The wider debate con-
cerned whether the IBC provisions ought
to be given primacy over other special

legislations, contextually the PMLA?

The decision answered both the
questions in affirmative and in doing
so the tribunal relied upon the trite
position in law that in the event of con-
flicting provisions of two special
statutes those of the later enacted one
shall persist.

This rule of interpretation was con-
firmed by the Supreme Court in the
2001 Solidaire India versus Fairgrowth
Financial Services case, wherein it
effectively noted that had the legisla-
ture intended to subject the overriding
powers of the later special statute to
those of the earlier, it would have
specifically provided so. But an uncon-
ditioned non-obstante clause in the lat-

er enacted statute indicates otherwise.

From the standpoint of conflict of
laws, the above debate falls within the
broad confines of the doctrines of “lex
specialis derogat legi generali” (that a
special law will prevail over a general
statute) and “lex posterior derogat pri-
ori” (that in case of two conflicting laws
the later statute will prevail). These two

principles have been extensively pro-
pounded in various contexts to deter-
mine not only the applicability of con-
flicting statutes, but also to precisely
determine the degree and extent of
application of the statutes aiming at
defining the relevant legal framework.

Importantly, as per “lex specialis”,
when a special law stops short or
remains silent on certain aspects, the
gaps so created can be filled by the pro-
visions of the generally applicable
statutes; at times even expressly noted
under the special code/statute, for
instance, that the provisions as pre-
scribed under the codes of civil or crim-
inal procedure shall be applicable.

“Lex posterior” as applied in the
said decision noted that between the
Section 71 of the PMLA and Section 238
of the IBC — both granting overriding
effect to the provisions of the respective
statutes — the latter will prevail, there-
by ensuring that the resolution profes-
sional will proceed to take control and
custody of all the assets of the corporate
debtor including those subject to
attachment under the PMLA.

This finding was cemented in view
of the 2018 ruling of the PMLA Appellate
Tribunal in Bank of India versus Deputy
Directorate Enforcement, Mumbai,
which ruled that the proceedings before
the adjudicating authority under the
PLMA in respect of attached properties
is a civil proceeding, and in view of the
moratorium as effected under Section
14 of the IBC the adjudicating authority
under the PMLA does not have jurisdic-
tion to attach properties of the corporate
debtor undergoing the corporate insol-
vency resolution process.

The consequence of the aforemen-
tioned decision has confirmed the vest-
ing of the NCLT and the NCLAT with
the power to raise the attachment of
properties under PMLA and to direct

the Enforcement Directorate to hand
over the possession of such properties
of the corporate debtor to the resolu-
tion professional — an advantage that
had been extended to the liquidator
under the IBC as seen last year in
Surender Kumar Joshi versus REI Agro,
where the NCLT (Kolkata Bench) had
directed the Enforcement Directorate
to hand over the possession of the
attached properties of the corporate
debtor to the liquidator.

The NCLT Mumbai bench in the
above decision has given due consid-
eration to the object and purpose of
both IBC and PMLA. Although the res-
olution professional could have
approached the adjudicating authority
under the PMLA to seek raising of the
attachment, the NCLT noted that it was
“advisable to take a route where assets
can be utilised in a speedy manner
rather [than] waiting and lose the value
of assets over a period of time.”

Upon perusing the stance taken by
the NCLT, the principle of maximum
efficacy originally propounded as “regle
d’efficacité maximale” — often followed
in interpreting conflicting provisions in
enforcement of international arbitra-
tion awards — comes to mind. In 1996,
the apex court of Spain had noted in
Actival Internacional S.A. versus
Conservas El Pilar S.A. that: “According
to the [rule of maximum effectiveness],
in case of discrepancies between provi-
sions in international conventions
regarding the recognition and enforce-
ment of arbitral awards, preference will
be given to the provision allowing or
making such recognition and enforce-
ment easier, either because of more lib-
eral substantive conditions or because
of a simpler procedure.”

The decision, which in all probabil-
ity will go through appellate rounds,
gives resolution professionals and cred-
itors. a reason to cheer about.

The author is senior associate, Hammurabi
& Solomon Partners. Views are personal

Judicial reforms vital acute shortage of judges.

In a couple of months, a new
government will be sworn in. Let
us hope the new government will
have judicial reforms on its agen-
da to provide succour to long-suf-
fering litigants.

KV Premraj Mumbai

Keeping Jet flying

This refers to “Missing in the
manifestos” by M J Antony
(March 20) which brought out a
simmering problem where liti-
gant distress does not feature in
any party’s election promises.
Judicial reforms are the need of
the hour. Clearance of long-pend-
ing cases and making jails less
crowded isn’t within the radar of
any political party as there are no
immediate electoral gains. There
are more than 33 million cases
pending in courts. Official statis-
tics show 140 cases pending in
courts for over 60 years. About
66,000 cases are pending for
more than 30 years. The states
with the maximum pending cases
are Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra,
West Bengal, Bihar and Gujarat.

It is strange we do not have any
limit on the number of years a
case can drag on. If a definite time
frame is embedded in the system,
we can speed up cases. Gaming
the system for petty gains at the
cost of the litigant is also a ruse
that needs to be nipped in the
bud. Massive amounts of money
are locked up in litigation. Once
pending cases are cleared, a lot of
money could be released into the
system. One reason for the
increase in pending cases is the

HAMBONE

HEY, YOUR HANDS
ARE FILTHY!

This refers to “Banks to take con-
trol of Jet Airways cockpit” (March
21). The move of a consortium of
lenders led by the State Bank of
India to infuse funds and keep the
airline functioning is a highly
risky decision and yet, this radical
step will support the aviation sec-
tor as well as all employees. The
present credit exposure of the con-
sortium of lenders to Jet Airways
is a potential bad asset, and
despite that, any further infusion
of bank funds into the company to
rescue it from closure depends on
the successful execution of the risk
mitigation and management mea-
sures of the lenders.

V S K Pillai Kottayam
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Relief for start-ups
DVR norms have minimised scope of misuse

romoters of unlisted companies have reasons to cheer after the Securities

and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) released a consultation paper on

theissuance of shares with differential voting rights (DVRs). The issuance

of shares with higher voting rights was banned in 2009. The latest move
shows Sebi is seized of the problem that many unlisted start-up promoters face
— the constant need for funds to fuel growth without losing control over their
firms. The regulator has also proposed listing such companies, provided the
shares with superior voting rights are held by promoters for more than one year
before filing the draft prospectus. Last year, both the Hong Kong and Singapore
stock exchanges allowed the listing of companies with dual-class shares.

To aid the listing process, Sebi has proposed to relax regulations such as the
requirement of consistent profits for three years before issuing DVRs, allowing
promoters to hold “superior” shares post listing and changes in the takeover
code. However, these shares cannot be issued after listing, traded or pledged.
Globally, promoters of some of the leading listed companies Alphabet (promoter
of Google), Facebook and Alibaba have used this route to retain control over
their firms. In its consultation paper, Sebi has followed the structure followed in
these companies in terms of the number of votes allowed per share. That is, in
the case of superior voting rights, one share can have a maximum of 10 votes,
and for the fractional voting rights, 10 shares can have one vote.

Facebook is a good test case. On the one hand, it has taken a lot of flak
because Zuckerberg and other promoters have voting rights of almost 70 per
cent. At the same time, Zuckerberg’s decision to buy Instagram for $1 billion in
2012 by using his significantly higher voting rights has paid rich dividends as
Instagram’s value grew to $100 billion in 2018 — a good example of the founder’s
vision leading to value enhancement for all shareholders.

Sebi’s move comes at a time when there is a raging debate regarding the
one-share, one-vote versus “superior” shares globally. Leading fund managers
and corporate governance experts have issued warnings that dual-class shares
would reduce the oversight of the public, thereby reducing the management’s
accountability to these shareholders. Also, such structures hinder the ability of
the board of directors to exercise their duties. Critics argue that such decoupling
of voting rights from economic ownership is detrimental to shareholders, especially
in the long run, because it allows companies to avoid the threat of the market
mechanism, which has historically kept managements in check. Other arguments
against such structures include abuse by family-owned businesses by giving
themselves considerably higher compensation packages, little influence of share-
holders if things go wrong, and perpetual voting rights that can be transferred.

But Sebi has been prudent by taking a conservative approach in this regard.
For example, the proposal is to have a sunset clause of five years after listing,
and if the majority of the shareholders agree, it can be extended by another five
years. There are several other restrictions: Post-IPO, superior shares will be
treated as ordinary shares in the case of appointment/removal of independent
directors or auditor; change in control of the company; voluntary winding up of
the company; and others. This would result in adequate checks and balances so
that chances of abusing the system are minimised.

Squeezing PSUSs
Demanding second interim dividend is bad optics

tate-owned oil major Indian Oil Corporation (IOC) has declared it would

pay a second interim dividend of over 31,400 crore. The government

owns just under 54 per cent in IOC, and will thus get over half that

amount. The government has reportedly also demanded a second interim
dividend from ONGC, which was initially unwilling to pay but has announced a
board meeting in the next few days to pay what the government demands. ONGC
had quite reasonably complained that it had just handed out an interim dividend,
and therefore it was not as if it was swimming in cash; further, it argued it would
need approval from the markets regulator — the Securities and Exchange Board
of India (Sebi) — to pay a second interim dividend so soon. Both IOC and ONGC
had accompanied their interim dividend payouts with share buybacks, which
put money in the government’s pocket. Coal India Ltd has declared an interim
dividend as well, which will give the government 32,600 crore.

It is clear the government is pulling out all the stops in order to achieve its
fiscal deficit target, which has been revised upwards to 3.4 per cent of gross
domestic product in the ongoing financial year. But there is a big hole in the
government’s collections of taxes, caused by the underperformance of revenue
from the goods and services tax, or GST. The revised estimate for revenue from
GST is % trillion less than what was in the original Union Budget for this
financial year. That is 16 per cent of the budgeted fiscal deficit and would, if not
plugged, take the fiscal deficit up to nearer 4 per cent of GDP. Some of that is
being sought to be made up by higher than expected direct tax collections. But
the performance on that front is also not that encouraging, going by the latest
advance tax numbers.

The government is clearly still short of expected revenue and is resorting to
squeezing public sector companies over and over. Indeed, asking for a second
interim dividend so soon after the first reflects poorly on the government. Aside
from anything else, it looks like it did not even have a plan on how to make up
for the revenue shortfall, which is not a good reflection on its fiscal management.
Even if it is not to be blamed for its problematic estimate of GST revenue, given
that the new indirect tax regime is still settling down and is unpredictable, what
appears to be floundering for a few thousands of crores of rupees gives the
impression of the absence of a plan. The finance ministry should be more open
about its fiscal mathematics.

Itis important to remember that listed public sector companies are not the
government’s piggy bank. Listing them was supposed to impose greater market
discipline on the government, which should respect the rights of minority share-
holders and ensure independence for the company managements. That does
not appear to be happening in this case. The oil majors, in particular, might well
want to invest their cash rather than hand it over to the government to spend.
That should be their decision. Forcing PSUs to pay more is counter-productive
because it will reduce their efficiency and their value in the long run.

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY
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Making sense of
airline troubles

Interfering with firm entry or exit, price fluctuations, or products
and processes: These are the pathways to stagnation

lines. What happens in a market when supply

issuddenly restricted? The price moves until
the gap between supply and demand is cleared. We
conjecture that with economy class airline tickets,
there is ample demand flexibil- 2
ity, and relatively modest
changes in the price will restore
equilibrium. In the meantime,
surviving airlines will get a
surge in profitability. They will
lease additional planes, thus
replacing the gap in supply. "
Price fluctuations, and firm ¢
death, are the beating heart of \

the market economy.

Q few supply shocks have come together in air-

Difficulties in Jet Airway

_ SNAKES & LADDERS

we have got a great surge of middle class buying of
economy class tickets. These are price-sensitive buy-
ers! When the price of plane tickets goes up, there
are many people who will travel by train or road
(these effects will be strongest for short flights, e.g.
Delhi to Jaipur). There are
many people who will make do
with video calls.

This high demand elasticity
means that a relatively modest
increase in the price will suffice
to choke off demand to the
reduced supply. These respons-
es will be stronger as the days
go by, as many seats on current
flights had been sold earlier and
there is reduced room for
demand responses.

and the grounding of some AJAY SHAH

planes by Boeing: These

events have coincidentally come together as a sup-
ply shock in airlines. Will the price of plane tickets
go up dramatically? How will the market process
work out?

The key idea of the price system is that prices
move until supply and demand are equalised. As
an example, suppose there is drought and the supply
of wheat goes down. Now there is a gap between
supply and demand on the market. The price must
move until some buyers are rationed out, and then
the supply suffices to meet the demand. The trouble
is, most people are quite insensitive to the price of
wheat. Modest changes in the price of wheat will
not induce a significant change in demand.
Therefore, the price of wheat has to move by alot in
order to solve the problem of the supply shock.

Contrast this with airlines. In the last 20 years,

At first, the surviving air-

lines will enjoy higher profits.

This is a normal and fair market process. The market

system requires going through difficult times, at

low profit rates, in order to enjoy high profit rates at

times like this. The restoration of health in Indian

firms requires a great deal of exit by weak firms. The

more efficient airlines will survive. They will look

to expand capacity when they see the outlook has
become better. They will lease new aircraft.

It is useful to focus on the plane. Ultimately, what
is required in the economy is that a plane has to fly
from Bombay to Nagpur. Earlier, that plane was
leased or owned by Jet Airways. An efficient finan-
cial system is one where leasing companies shift
leased planes from Jet Airways to other airlines, and
the bankruptcy process sells off the owned planes.
As long as the plane flies, it does not matter what
logo is painted on its tail.
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Some people are unhappy at the temporary
surge in prices. In our socialist instinct, we feel that
prices should not change. But price flexibility is the
essence of the market process. Supply has declined:
We need higher prices to deter some buyers (who
will shift to trains, buses or video calls) and allocate
the seats to other buyers. A sophisticated market is
one where prices change continuously, and rapidly
respond to news.

Some people are unhappy at the surge in the prof-
itability of surviving airlines. This is of the essence
to get to healthy firms and to get back to high invest-
ment in the country. Many industries in India are
stalled owing to the lingering survival of inefficient
players, who continue to sell at low prices and dam-
age the profitability of the entire industry. The exit
ofthe “zombie firms”, the inefficient players, restores
profitability and sets the stage for investment.

A good market economy is one with a steady
pace of “creative destruction”: Some firms should
die every year, and some new players should enter
every year. As an example, we do this in every mall
in India: The cast of shops that occupies the mall
changes every few months. This level of dynamism
is required in all parts of the economy.

What should the government do? The first thing
that the government needs to do is let the price
system work. If a firm is in trouble, there should
be no rescue.

The role for the state lies in bankruptcy reform:
We need to build the Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code (IBC) up to the level of capability where firms
rapidly finish the IBC process. The IBC process
should be fully neutral about whether a Jet Airways
gets liquidated or resolved: This is a question for
private players to sort out. All that is required from
the government is the establishment of law and
institutional capacity so that when firms begin on
the IBC journey, they finish within the timelines
defined in the law.

The role for the state is to undertake the financial
reforms that yield sophisticated financing arrange-
ments. A nice feature is the role of leased and not
owned planes. This simplifies the reallocation of
planes. All that is required is some painting and
refurbishing, and a plane can switch from one airline
to another. There is work in store, in tax policy and
financial regulation, to make leasing work properly.
Such financial arrangements should be taking place
on a greater scale, so as to achieve a greater separa-
tion between the productive assets vs the firm that
coordinates production using the assets.

Firm exit and price fluctuations are seen as trou-
ble. We in India need to internalise the intuition of
a genuine market economy. Interfering with firm
entry or exit, interfering with price fluctuations,
interfering with products and processes: These are
the pathways to stagnation.

Thewriter is a professor at National Institute of Public
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

Measuring change through the young

reta Thunberg is a 16-year-old Swedish
G school girl who is rocking the world with her
protest against inaction on climate change.
In August 2018, as Sweden was gearing up for its
national elections, she decided not to go to school
but to sit outside to raise the flag on the need to do
more, much more, to combat deadly climate change.
At first, it is said, she was alone but as she persisted
and persisted, her voice got louder and louder. Now
she sits in protest every Friday outside her school,
urging the world to act. And with her, at the last
count, on a Friday of mid-
March some 1,650 strikes were
on in over 100 countries.
What Greta and her fellow
youth are asking is simple and
straight: “If climate change
happens, as predicted and now
more or less certain, then what
is our future?” This is a fact.
The inheritors are asking:
What are you leaving for us?
What are you doing?
Idon’t know how far Greta’s

DOWN TO EARTH

wellbeing of our children, then the planet may just
survive. We know today that children are not just
the inheritors of the future warmer world. We know
also that environmental destruction and toxification
have the worst impact on their lives. So, make them
the centre of the universe of development. Measure
growth through their wellbeing,.

We know that the lack of access to safe sanitation
impinges on children’s life, not just wellbeing — it
leads to malnutrition, stunting and a high disease
burden, including death. We make this our way to
understand if sanitation is
improving or not, not just
counting toilets. Then we know
that the availability of the toilet
is not enough, human excreta
has to be taken back and made
safe for reuse. If not, it will pol-
lute water and spread diseases,
including vector-borne. So,
let’s start measuring pollution
through data on the growth of
malaria or diarrhoea.

Similarly, the lack of clean

organic movement will go —
will it get exhausted, irrelevant SUNITA NARAIN
orjust disappear as the young-
sters get older and the reality of livelihood takes over.
But I hope it will not go away. I hope it will continue
to rage and rant and spread across our world. I hope
it will capture the imagination of the young, gather
their desperation, and all this will make its way into
their parents’ company boardrooms and ministerial
offices. I hope it will not shush down. I hope it will
not become like the old — like us.

Because there is one more chance for us to make
this work. The fact is if we reconfigure our measure-
ment of progress so that it is built on measuring the

energy in homes is another

wicked problem; women

cooking on biomass fuel suffer
from Kkiller respiratory disorders. Lower respiratory
tract infections remain the top diseases of children
and adolescents in the world. Even as the world
needs to re-invent its energy system to mitigate
greenhouse gas emissions, which cause climate
change, it also needs to do much more to provide
energy to the poorest in the world. Then there is
the challenge of toxification because of air in cities,
which is showing up in the increased disease bur-
den, particularly of children. So, let’s measure
progress to clean energy or clean air through the

health of our children.

But this is not all. The young are the ones who
have the highest obesity levels — they are the ones
who are targeted through advertisements for junk
food. It is also a fact that industrialised and chemi-
calised food is at the root of the current broken agri-
cultural system. It is providing hunger to many and
too much food to the rest. Let’s measure the change
we need in agriculture, through the food that chil-
dren eat and their wellbeing — not being under-
nourished or over-nourished.

There is also no doubt that education — ideally
good and meaningful — changes lives. There is also
enough evidence that educating the girl child is the
beginning of the change in the fertility and popula-
tion trajectory of a country. Their empowerment is
real power as an educated young woman is the first
to take charge of her mind and her body. It’s also
clear that education will build more informed con-
sumers — the inheritors cannot take on the same
lifestyle and expect to save the planet.

It is also clear that livelihoods are critical — the
insecurity of the young comes from their lack of
jobs in this increasingly automated world. What will
they do? What are the skills that will build the new
world, which will not add to the crisis of climate
change? Have we built jobs that are in the green
economy? This is the question that will work, not
just to build futures, but also correct the present.

In this way we will measure the heath of the plan-
et through the health and wellbeing of our young.
We will build hope that we are working towards a
new future — the one Greta Thunberg and her mil-
lions are calling us to do. Today, not tomorrow.

Thewriter is at the Centre for Science and Environment
sunita@cseindia.org
Twitter: @sunitanar

The prosecutor doesn’t rest

~7

BOOK REVIEW

JENNIFER SENIOR

m I the only woman in America
Awho considers Preet Bharara her
podcast husband?

I am guessing not. His show, “Stay
Tuned With Preet,” is a salve, an indul-
gence, a lifeline: It coasts along not just
on the vitality of Mr Bharara’s intelligence
(uncommonly useful, given that he once
was the United States attorney for the
Southern District of New York, and so
many urgent questions these days are
legal ones), and not just on his ability to
do agood interview (one wonders if years
of quizzing witnesses and summarising

cases made him understand the rhythms
of a good story), but on his warmth,
humour, reasonableness.

Donald J Trump may be laying dyna-
mite beneath the floorboards of our most
beloved institutions, democracies here
and elsewhere may have blown a flat,
but Preet’s still there, calmly issuing dis-
patches from Planet Rational, reminding
us each week that humane people with
fine minds and old-fashioned concerns
(integrity! character! truth, justice, the
commonweal!) are still very much a part
of public life.

Plus, his children think he’s a dork.
United States attorneys: They’re just
like us.

Given how busy his tenure was — his
office prosecuted everyone from the
Times Square Bomber to the two top leg-
islators in Albany — and given how rare
a varietal he is of charm and conscien-
tiousness and intellect, Mr Bharara
seems the ideal candidate to write a fine

memoir. But Doing Justice: A
Prosecutor’s Thoughts on Crime,
Punishment, and the Rule of Law isn’t a
memoir, exactly; had it been an uncom-
plicated reminiscence, I would have
enjoyed it much more.

What is it instead? In his preface, Mr
Bharara explains that for years, he’s want-
ed to write a guide for young prosecutors,
one that draws “not from legal texts and
treatises but from the real-life human
dilemmas that would perplex them every
day.” But as Mr Bharara was developing
his themes, he adds, he realised that this
book “might in fact be a guide to justice
generally, not only for practitioners, but
for real people who strive and struggle in
their homes and offices to be fair and just.”

Which is all fine in theory — but only
sometimes works in practice. Mr Bharara
seems to be addressing would-be prose-
cutors on some pages and a wider audi-
ence on others and he doesn’t seem to
settle into a common register until the

second half of the book.

More vexing still: In pouring his mem-
oir into the mould of an advice book, Mr
Bharara winds up speaking in aphorisms
and bromides. Of all the counsellors in
literature to channel, why on earth would
he choose Polonius?

I half wonder whether Doing Justice
works better as an audiobook, which Mr
Bharara personally reads aloud. I suspect
he’s had to read much of what he’s writ-
ten aloud, for speeches, closing argu-
ments or his podcast. What can seem
profound in your earbuds can seem facile
on the page.

Is all of this book filled with Polonius
gunk? No. Most chapters delight or pro-
voke in some way, if you mentally redact
the fortune-cookie sentences. Mr
Bharara divides Doing Justice into four
parts — Inquiry, Accusation, Judgment
and Punishment — thereby following
the rhythms of a criminal case, and
almost every chapter returns, either
directly or via roundabout, to Mr
Bharara’s basic contention, pithily sum-
marised on Page 58: “In the end, the law
doesn’t do justice. People do.”

Mr Bharara, who enjoyed a high profile
and (mostly) favourable press attention
during his tenure from 2009 to 2017, does
not show a lot of leg in this book, nor does
he settle many scores. Yes, he tweaks The
Wall Street Journal for highlighting the
fact that he went after Raj Rajaratnam, a
fellow immigrant from the same region
of the world. “My goodness, there’s a
South Asian defendant, and there’s a
South Asian prosecutor!” he writes. “You
know where this happens every day?
India.” But he says virtually nothing about
SAC Capital’s Steven A. Cohen, whose
wolfish appetite for insider information
Mr Bharara’s office could never quite
prove, and his words about Mr Trump,
the man who fired him, are few.

And why is this, exactly? Considering
Mr Bharara’s emphasis on old-fashioned
values — duty, discretion, decency — and
their application to the law, it seems
strange that he wouldn’t offer some words
about what happened to the United States
on November 8, 2016, when the worst-
faith actor imaginable was suddenly
elected president.

What Mr Bharara does offer, however,

is an inspired and slightly perverse idea
about how to salvage public discourse in
2019: We should take our cues from
American criminal trials, in which both
parties are obliged to consider flaws in
their own arguments and understand the
mind-set of the other side. Assertions
must be evidence-based; research must
be rigorous; decorum is paramount. “You
can’t call your adversary a ‘low-IQ per-
son,” he notes. “You can’t argue the pros-
ecution is political; and you can’t make
sweeping biased statements.”

The first thing we do, let’s revive all
the lawyers. Mr Bharara, as usual, makes
avery strong case.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service

DOING JUSTICE

A Prosecutor's Thoughts on
Crime, Punishment, and the
Rule of Law

Preet Bharara
Bloomsbury; $499; 368 pages
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Lots of scope to cut
oil and gas imports

The government ups estimate of oil & gas ‘resources’ by 50%, and
BP India head estimates output can double with the right policy

ESPITE PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi’s plan to cut import dependence in the

oil and gas sector by 10 percentage points by 2022, a series of major policy mis-

steps (goo.gl/6wGglkT) ensured that import-dependencerose, from 83%in FY13 to

86% in FY18 in the case of oil and from 30% to 45% in the case of gas.Indeed,
going by the latest BP Energy Outlook, for 2019, this is going to continue to rise further, to
around 95% foroil by 2040 and around 60% in the case of gas.Fortunately,aswe will see, that
number is not carved in stone and can be reduced if India follows good policies, some part of
which we sawwhen the Cabinet cleared a new gas policy last month.

Interestingly, the BP Energy Outlook shows that while China was the biggest contributor
to the increase in global use of primary energy in the last 22 years, it will be India in the next
22years; China,of course,will continue tobe theworld’slargest user of energy,and its sharein
the global pie is projected to fall from 23%in 2017 tojust 22% in 2040.In the last 22 years,
between 1995 and 2017, global energy usage rose by 4,946 million tonnes of oil equivalent
(mtoe),and 45% of this came from Chinawhose consumption rose from 891 mtoe to 3,132.
With India’s consumption rising from 252 mtoe to 754 mtoe, it contributed just around a
tenth of the total increase.

Overthenext 22 years,from 2017 to 2040,while China’s consumptionwill rise byjust 885
mtoe, India’s will rise 1,174 mtoe; this means that,while China’s contribution to the increase
in global energy usage will fall to 20%, India’s will rise to 26%.

Not all the increase, fortunately for the world
which is heating so fast, will come from tradi-
tional fuels, and the share of renewable will rise
from49%in2017t015%in 2040,andfrom11% |
to 22% if you include hydroelectricity. In terms
of the change in energy usage, while renewables
accounted for 17% of the increased demand
between 1995 and 2017, they will account for
57% ofthe changeinthenext 20years.Ina‘rapid
transition’scenario, the share of renewables and
hydro rises to 38% by 2040, though the invest-
ments required for this are probably so gargan-
tuan thatachieving it will take a very big effort.

Despite India’s fairly aggressive commit-
mentsat Paris,coal will still continue tosatisfy the
bulkofits energyneeds,down from around 54%
right now to around 47% by 2040; oil will come
down from around 29% to around 23%, and
renewables (plus hydro) will rise to around 2 3-
249%.If, despite this fall in the usage of oil, India’s
import-intensity is projected to rise signifi-
cantly—to around 95% for oil by 2040 and
around 60% in the case of gas—it is because
India’s production of both oiland gas continues to
be poor; since 2000, oil production rose just
around 19%while gasrosebyan evenlower 12%.

The good news, however, is that this is not carved in stone and, with the right policies to
stimulate exploration—and hence production—India could lowerimports significantly,espe-
cially in the case of natural gas, an area where Modi’s policies were especially negligent till
recently since,unlike oil, producerswere not allowed to charge market prices even though the
agreements the government had signed with them promised this.

Some broad numbers will put the possibilities in perspective.Till a fewyears ago, the gov-
ernment’s estimate was that India had around 28 million tonnes of oil equivalent (mtoe) of
‘resources’; this is based on a very broad analysis using 2D and 3D seismic surveys, not actual
drillingand exploration.In 2017,with more seismic data, the government raised this by 50%,
to 41.9 mtoe of ‘resources’. Just around 28% of this—or 12.1 mtoe—was in areas where some
level of exploration has taken place. So,with more exploration, there will be more discoveries
and this 12.1 mtoe figure could increase further.

With moredrillingand exploration,around 15% of this—thatis,around 1.9 mtoe—of oiland
gashasbeen firmlyestablished, thatis,oilcoswill be able to take this out. Once again,with more
drilling and exploration, this 1.9 mtoe figure can be increased. To put this in perspective, for
decadesafter ONGCfound Bombay High,no one thought Indiahad anotherbigfield,then Cairn
Energyfound Mangala in Rajasthan; and when everyone thought that was it, Reliance discov-
ered large resources of gas in the Krishna Godavari basin and started producing from there.

This 1.9 mtoe,in turn,comprises 594 metric tonnes of oil (or 4.6 billion barrels)and 1.3 tril-
lion cubic meters (tcm) of gas (or 48.9 trillion cubic feet, tcf).In 1980, the reserveswere 2.8 bil-
lion barrels of oil and 0.3 tcm of gas. This rose to 5.8 billion barrels of 0il by 2010 and 1.1 tcm
of gas. In other words, as there is more exploration, both oil and gas reserves rise,and this is
despite theamount that is taken out everyyear; if there has been a dip in recoverable reserves
of oil since then, this is because there has been no major discovery since Mangala.

Atarecent Petrotech session,however, BP’s India head Sashi Mukundan said BP’sanalysis
of datasuggested India could produce 100 tcf of gas (that’s nearly double the present estimate,
see graphic). More important, he said that if Indian oilcos used betterrecovery techniques—IOR
(Improved Oil Recovery)and EOR (Enhanced Oil Recovery)—toincrease theamount of oil that
came out from the fields they produced from, this alone would give another 4 billion barrels
of oil (that is roughly what the current estimate of oil is). At this level, India’s 2040 import-
intensity for gaswill fall to around 50% and for oil by 3-4 percentage points. Since that repre-
sents a significant amount of forex, hopefully the next few governments will ensure the flip-
flops of the last five years are not repeated, and that India’s policy—and government
levies—become as good as those in other countries with comparable geology.

Augmenting the flow

(of India's oil and gas reserves)

New survey raised ‘resources’ by 50%...
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DigitallyAnalogous

Google’s attempt at recreating an online gaming console
can change the whole gaming industry

HILE GAMING HAD moved beyond bad graphics and unrealistic versions,
unfortunately,gaming boxes are still reminiscent of the clunky equipment of
the early 2000s. The evolution of Sony’s PlayStation, Nintendo’s Wii and
Microsoft’s Xbox has been limited toadding more graphics,and functionality,
packed into chunky housing. Google is set to change all this. On Thursday, the company
announced thatitwould soonberolling outits online gaming system called Stadia,whichwould
turn potentially any device—laptop, mobile, desktop—into a gaming system, without the need
of having higher computing or graphics processing power. Instead of a console, Google would
carry out all the processing online, with the devices requiring only a fast internet connection.
What Googleis doing maybe nothing new—mobile gameslike PUBG and Fortnite, have already
changed the gaminglandscape,with acombined userbase of over 300 million—itwillundoubt-
edly make gaming more accessible to the general population. As everybody cannot purchase a
$300(%25,000) machine, it would allow more people to access high quality gaming.

With gaming already becoming an Asian Games sport, it is not surprising that attention is
turning towards online gaming. More so,when internet speeds and cheap availability is mak-
ing smartphones a necessity rather than a luxury. As Google forays into gaming, it shall also
establishitsdomaininanotherarea of technology,whilealso challenging Microsoft’sand Sony’s
monopoly over the field.

N MAY 2014, the NDA govern-

ment inherited a difficult econ-

omy with slowing growth, high

inflation and rising NPAs in the

banking system. It had barely
managed towriggle out of a difficult bal-
ance-of-paymentssituation triggered by
the “taper tantrum”in May 2013.Prime
minister Modi had a historical mandate
and an economic backdrop to seize the
opportunity for recreating another
71991 moment”orbringin“Thatcherian
reforms”to lift the economy on a higher
growth path. Instead, the new govern-
ment chose to focus upon fasterdecision-
making by wiring in bureaucrats in the
line ministries to the prime minister’s
office (PMO) as an antidote to the ‘policy
paralysis’reflected in multiple minister-
ial committees of the previous UPA gov-
ernment.

But the emphasis upon speed and
transparency met with little success in
reviving private investment. That could
godowninhistoryastheregime’sbiggest
failure. Two of its important reforms, i.e,
insolvencyand bankruptcy code (IBC)and
goods and services tax (GST) were rolled
out only in the second half of its tenure;
the benefits will accrue only in the years
ahead.Yet, the claimsto economicsuccess
in terms of GDP growth and job creation
are extraordinary and possibly unparal-
leled in India’s economic history. These
have been equally contested by critics—
such counter-claimshaverecentlydegen-
erated into accusations the government
has either manipulated data or sup-
pressed it to buttress its own claims.

This, therefore, is an attempt to reca-
pitulate the claims and counter-claims
about the important macroeconomic
parameters and flag concerns that could
cloud future policy space. At the heart of
the controversy are the CSO’s new
national accountsestimates that showthe
economy grew a healthy average 7.6%
during the 5 years of the NDA govern-
ment—the fastest growing major econ-
omy in the world. But the robustness of
these estimateswas questioned from dif-
ferent aspects of inconsistency,such as: -

m What explains the acceleration in
GDP growth since 2013-14 (last year of
UPA-2 government) ina macroeconomic
setting of increased monetary tighten-
ing, rising real interest rates and fiscal
consolidation across governments? And
if we were to add a mere 1.4% average

THE BIG PUZZLE

WHAT EXPLAINS GDP ACCELERATION SINCE FY14 WHEN MONEY SUPPLY IS BEING TIGHTENED
AND REAL INTEREST RATES ARE RISING SO FAST AND WHEN THERE IS FISCAL CONSOLIDATION?

Five years ot
macro-confusion

KOHLI

New Delhi-based macroeconomist

annual export growth forthese fiveyears,
the macro puzzle deepens further.

m If one did a health check of these
three criticalindicators toassess the stage
of the business cycle the economy was
operating at—the credit cycle, size and
direction of non-performing assets in
banks and capacity utilisation of indus-
try—anunambiguous con-
clusion should be that of a

forming the core (the 2,000-o0dd listed
firms tracked by RBI which was the pri-
mary database until the new series) in
terms of growth rates since 2013-14? It
defies logic that in the last six years,
smaller firms have become so much
more efficient relative tolarger onesand
possibly grown in size at a time when
cheap Chineseimportsare
flooding Indian markets!

decelerating economy. The credit cycle, the As the MCA-21 data-

mFinally,in the Phillip’s NPAs and capacity base is not readily avail-
curveanalogy,fallinginfla- e Lo . abletoresearchers,noone
tion, subdued wage rate  Vtilisation pointtoa s peen able to offer any
growth and rising unem- decelerating conclusive commentary.
ployment should have economy The professor Goldar-led

confirmed the economy

subcommittee report that

was in deep trouble and ~—————— rccommended using the

operating way below its
potential.

The questionishowhasthe CSOman-
aged to produce such astounding GDP
estimates against this overwhelming
macroeconomic evidence? The immedi-
ate needle of suspicion was pointed at the
new MCA-21 database used for the
rebased national accounts series (2011-
12) published since January 31,2015.

This large database with information
about nearly 5.58 lakh active and regis-
tered private corporationsis disturbingly
becoming a black-box with each passing
yearasitshowshighervalueadditionwith
each revision round—first, second and
third—as more returns are filed for the
respective years.If the process of upload-
ing returns by companies is random, it is
a mystery why growth estimates should
exhibit a directional bias? In otherwords,
why should a GVA estimate based upona
samplesize of onelakh firmsbe sosignif-
icantly different thanasamplesize of, say,
two lakhs from the same population of
9.87lakh firms! Ifitis,thereisa problem.

From a macroeconomic standpoint,
such estimates have raised a more perti-
nent question: Why is the periphery (i.e,
the majority of 5.25 lakh unlisted,
smaller companies) consistently outper-

MCA-21 data had found
only marginal errors in its validation
exercise of 500 companies out of a total
of 31,636 filing returns in the extensi-
blebusiness reporting language (XBRL).
The report was careful to record, “how-
ever, for unlisted companies, no alter-
native information is available in the
public domain. Hence, any kind of vali-
dation exercise is not feasible there”
(page 14).

The report strongly recommended
that the ministry of corporate affairs
should evolve a validation system to
ensure theaccuracyof online datareport-
ing through MCA-21, but we simply do
not know if MCA has a robust data vali-
dation mechanism, especially for the
largenumber of unlisted smaller compa-
nies,and what their share in total value
addition is. Further, if such estimates are
being used to blow up data for the
remaining4.291lakh odd companiesthat
don’t file their returns, it is not certain
that such a large sample of unvalidated
data is necessarily a robust source for a
prudent statistical exercise and infer-
ences about GDP!

Whatabout ASI data thatalso showed
a sharp acceleration in manufacturing
GVA growth? Critics have underlined the

Google and FB powertful editors in India?

In a polarised political environment characterised by
general scepticism of many established institutions,
news found via search can acquire an attractive veneer

of technological objectivity, and news accessed via
social media an appealing aura of authenticity

GIVENTHAT AN estimated quarter bil-
lion Indians have gone online since the
last general election, they just might
be.Whereas the news that people get
via television, radio, and print is
selected by human editors, on the
internet, people increasingly rely on
search engines and social media that
rely on algorithmic curation.

In a new survey of English-lan-
guage Indian internet users, we find
that a third name search engines as
their main source of online news, and
a quarter social media—in each case,
overwhelmingly Google and Facebook
respectively. Only 18% named going
direct to the websites or apps of news
publishers as their main source of
online news.

Strikingly, our respondents not
onlyrely on search and social for news.
They also say they trust the news that
theyget thereatleastas much asnews
more broadly. For example, 45% say
they trust newsin search,and 34% for
news in social media,compared to just
over a third who say they trust news
overall.

This is strikingly different from
what we have seen in other countries,
where people often trust news media
more than they trust news found via
search engines or social media.In a
polarised political environment char-
acterised by general scepticism of
many established institutions, news
foundvia search canacquire an attrac-
tive veneer of technological objectiv-
ity,and news accessed via social media
an appealing aura of authenticity.

Worryingly, many Indians do not
seem to understand how the platforms

theyincreasingly rely on fornewsactu-
ally operate. When asked how most of
the individual decisions about what
news stories to show on Facebook are
made, only 26% of our respondents
correctly identify algorithms, the
automated systems that rank what
people see on social media and make
decisions about what to display. Many
believe human editors and journalists
determine what news they see in their
news feed.

KLEIS NIELSEN

Director of the Reuters Institute for the study of journalism
and professor of political communication at the University
of Oxford. Follow him on Twitter @rasmus_kleis

news, the information that reaches
them has passed through two sets of
gatekeepers: firstly, editors, who
decide what to publish, then the algo-
rithms that increasingly shape what
we see online.

This is an important change from
the single set of gatekeepers that char-
acterise offline media,and means that
Google and Facebook play an increas-
inglyimportant and often challenging

role in the Indian media

In a sense, of course, IEEEEEEEENNNNSNNNSSSSS cnvironment.

they are right. Even
though both Google and
Facebook rely on algo-

If a company aims to
help people as

If a company sets out,
as Google does, “to organ-
isetheworld’sinformation

rithmic curation to serve Facebook does, it and make it unlverse’l,ll.y
news every day to mil- will have to deal with aqcesmble and useful”, it
lions of Indians, the sto- will confront the fact that
riesthemselvesareoften  the fact that people i1, jine between informa-
written by professional ~ sometimes actively  tion and misinformation

journalistsand thus ulti-
matelyunder the editor-
ial responsibility of top

share false and
misleading content

can be hard to draw, and
that people sometimes
actively seek out disinfor-

people at major news s mation.Ifacompanyaims

organisations with sig-

nificant reach online. Prime minister
Modiand a few other major politicians
have built significant social media fol-
lowings that help them circumvent
news media and set the agenda, but
news media are still crucial for how
most people navigate politics.

In this sense, Jaideep Bose, Ravish
Kumar,and their colleagues and com-
petitorsat other major news media are
still the most powerful editors in India,
and Google and Facebook have not so
much supplanted them as supple-
mented them.

As people increasingly rely on
search engines and social media for

to help people “stay con-
nected with friends and family, to dis-
coverwhat’s going on in theworld,and
to share and express what matters to
them”,as Facebook does, it will have to
deal with the fact that not all expres-
sion is equally benign, and that people
sometimes actively share false and
misleading content.

Owning, operating, and profiting
from the algorithms that more and
more Indians rely on to find news gives
Google and Facebook great powerand
great responsibilities—like the human
editors who came before them. The
2019 electionswill be a decisive test of
whether they are ready for it.

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

(2% LOCALISED POLITICS

K Kavitha, TRS Lok Sabha member

Today people are becoming more and more local.
Local parties having a global vision are what people
are looking for. And that can be provided by only
regional parties, not national parties

factthat CSO usesasingle deflatorforesti-
mating GVA in manufacturing activities
which createdan upward biasina context
of significant divergence in input-output
pricesfrom 2014-15.Similarly,itis possi-
blyusing inappropriate sectoral deflators
forseveral service activities,which created
an unintended upward bias in the real
GVA estimates for years in which diver-
gencebetween CPIand WPl inflationrates
widened. The CSO has never acknowl-
edged this, nor explained why it is not
using double-deflation in estimating
manufacturing GVA.

What is undeniable though is that
both WPI/CPI are inappropriate price
deflators. It is a sad commentary that
both theindustryministryand CSO have
been unable to compile sectoral producer
price indices (PPIs) for manufacturing
and services; in theory, PPIs are the most
appropriate price deflators used interna-
tionally.The Report of the Working Group
on Producer Price Index,August 2017,1led
by professor Goldar, stated that PPI is
regarded as being conceptually more
consistent with the System of National
Accounts (SNA) as a deflator; it recom-
mended the government compile PPIs
with base year of 2011-12.This would
certainly remove such anomalies in real
GVA estimates. It is hoped the govern-
mentismaking utmost,urgent effortsto
compute these PPIs!

Inthelastcouple of years,doubtshave
also been raised about the estimation of
employmentand unemployment statis-
tics.The onlybut significant differenceis
that the ‘doubter’in this case is the gov-
ernment itself! It claims that if growth is
accelerating then jobs must have been
created, offering in support an additive
version of job counting’thatappears the
least scientific.The critics counterby say-
ingthatif employmenthasdeclined then
growth is being overestimated!

Between these claims and counter-
claims,very few have cared about poten-
tial policyerrors.If growthisnotasrobust
as new GDP estimates show, then we are
missing out on appropriate monetary-
fiscal policy responses. In the same
breath, if unemployment is not as stark
as the (not yet published) NSSO survey
hints, then the government could end up
being burdened with unsustainable
social expenditures. Hope the new gov-
ernment will invest in an objective
assessment of the ground reality!

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Election scenes in TN

How Tamil Nadu votes in the
general election can be crucial for
the formation of the next
government. If the DMK-Congress
alliance wins a fair chunk of the 39
seats up for grabs in the state, it
will boost the numbers of today's
Opposition to stake their claim for
forming the government. If the
AIADMK-BJP succeeds in
exceeding the single digit, it will
partly make up for the losses BJP is
bound to suffer in the states where
it reached the saturation point in
2014. Perhaps it would be truer to
say that the outcome of the Lok
Sabha polls nationally, as against
the outcome of 18 or 19 by-
elections to the state Assembly,
will decide the fate of the EPS
government. The soon-to-be-held
election, post-Jayalalithaa and
post-Karunanidhi, will be a reliable
barometer of the dynamics of
political change and the
legitimacy of the incumbent state
government

— G David Milton, Maruthancode

BJP’s list of candidates

The BJP ushered in the festival of
colours by dropping a bombshell
and showing old warhorse LK
Advani the door from Gandhinagar.
However, all other party
heavyweights of the saffron party,
including prime minister Narendra
Modi, home minister Rajnath Singh
and highways minister Nitin
Gadkari will fight from the same
seats they did in 2014. Smriti Irani
has once again been pitted against
Congress president Rahul Gandhi
from Amethi and it remains to be
seen whether she will be able to
turn the tables on her arch rival

— Ravi Chander, Bengaluru
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SHUNMUGAM

The author is head, Research at MCX.
Views are personal

Commodities
In Investment

portfolios:
The index way

Investing in index-based products
eliminates issues around delivery, lot size,
etc, associated with physical commodities,
while providing the benefits of price
movements of the underlying commodities

HE HISTORY OF indicesdates |

backtothe early 18th century,
when the Anglican bishop
William Fleetwood wanted to
examine if the £5 net worth
cap foracandidate toremainin a college
should be kept at that level (fixed during
the 15th century) or does it need to be
updated, using a set of commodities of
daily consumption. Notably, more than
his findings,which had indicated that the
same should be increased to £30, com-
modity prices in an index format were
considered to decide on a financial pol-
icy.Theindex,as a statistical tool to mon-
itor the impact of economic events, was
not onlydevised at first using commodi-
ties that tended to dominate consump-
tion and trading, but was also applied to
assistin decision-making.A centurylater,
the popular journal ‘The Economist’ had
devised and started publishing com-
modity-price indexin 1864.
Asthe economy got financialised and

investment in stocks took off later in the
19th century, the index as a tool to mea-
sure the overall health of the stock mar-
kets took off,with Charles H Dow and his
companion Edward Jones unveiling the
first stockindexin 1884 —the DowJones
Average, through which the selected 12
top stocks traded. Later,when it got pub-
lished on a daily basis during 1896, it
became an index of 32 stocks and is now
a 30-stock index—a simple yet a widely
watched indicator of the health of the US
stock markets till date.This was followed
by the calculation of the S&P 500 and
within themselves these two indicesalso
caught fire as portfolio management
tools for managing investor funds in a
more transparent manneras theyare cal-
culated and published on a real-time
basisand hence their performanceis eas-
ilymeasurable.Within themselves, these
two indices today are used to manage a
portfolio of $13.7 trillion in assets and
are used as a benchmark for investment

VERY NATION IS PERCEIVED
in the minds of people differ-
entlyforits culture,forits stan-
dard of living and for some
unique quality of people. Some
countries are known for good things,some
for bad, and others are perceived with a
mixed reaction. Culture is a strong ele-
ment of people’s lives. It controls their
views, their values, their humour, their
hopes, theirloyalties,and theirworriesand
doubts.Sowhenyou are workingwith peo-
ple and building relationships with them,
it helps to have some perspective and
understanding of their cultures.

In large organisations, cultural differ-
ences can act as a barrier to communica-
tion, and they can affect team building.
Employees need to build understanding of
other cultures to work effectively with
people from different cultures. Psycholo-
gist Geert Hofstede—a Dutch social psy-
chologist and an employee of IBM—pub-
lished his cultural dimensions model at
the end of the 1970s,based on a decade of
research that he conducted at IBM from
1965 to 1971. Since then, it’s become an
internationally-recognised standard for
understanding cultural differences.

Hofstede studied people who worked
for IBM in more than 50 countries. Ini-
tially, he identified four dimensions that
could distinguish one culture from
another. Later, he added fifth and sixth
dimensions,in collaboration with Michael
H Bond and Michael Minkov. Hofstede,
Bond and Minkov scored each country on
a scale of 0-100 for each dimension. The
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assets of $8.8 trillion—the S&P Global
2018 Investor Fact Book.

Although commodity-based indices
have been used for the last three cen-
turies or so in tracking the economic
health and to assist in policy decision-
making,investing in commodityindexes
has been a recent phenomenon, dating
backto 1991, following the introduction
of the Goldman Sachs Commodity Index
(now S&P GSCI) and the Dow Jones AIG
Commodity Index (now the Bloomberg
Commodity Index, or BCOM) in 1998.
While these indices, in themselves, track
the prices of the respective underlying
commodity futures contracts, they also
have futures contracts traded to be set-
tled on these indices with an annual
turnover of $30 billion (2018). Compris-
ing of liquidly-traded commodities from
global benchmark exchanges, these com-
modity indices also con-
tinue to dominate as
benchmarksinindex-based
investments in the com-
modities world, with about
$90 billion assets under
management (AUM) track-
ing the portfolio of the
index basket. Investing in
commodities picked up
momentum in the 2000s,
particularly through index-
based products providing

Commodity index-
based investment
vehicles include
exchange-traded
derivatives such as
index futures,
swaps and options
or various index-

derivative segment from about Rs 103
crorein 2001-02 toRs 5.68 lakh crorein
terms of average daily turnover.

Drawing lessons from global experi-
ences, investing in commodity index-
based products would provide potential
portfolio diversification opportunities
for domestic investors due to a very low
or negative association with traditional
assets, as is evident from the negative
correlation of iCOMDEX with NIFTY 50
(-0.78) and Treasury securities (-0.81
with 91DTB) market during January
2012 to February 2019. Commodity
derivatives will continue to be a part of
the portfolio of players who know and
understand the fundamentals of com-
modities that they take exposure to. Fur-
ther, index based ETFs would help other
institutional participants to a basket of
commodities setting off the physical
commodity risks. With trading in com-
modity indices being allowed post SEBI
approval, and institutions and current
participants effectively arbitraging the
underlying and the index, commodity
index derivatives willbecome an efficient
tool in portfolio management for all
institutional participants.

Investing through indices consisting
of abasket of commodities representing
a common theme also provides an
opportunity for investors to track those
themes. A clear case in point is the TR-
MCX iCOMDEX Base Metals Index,
which largely represents the global eco-
nomic growth and is also known to move
along thelines of the Chinese economic
indicators. For example, China growth
expectations and the base metals index
show a correlation of 76%, indicating
the strength of relationship. Further,
investing inindex-based products elim-
inatesissuesaround delivery, lot size,etc,
associated with physical commodities,
while providing the benefits of price
movements of the underlying com-
modities. In addition, segment-wise
commodity indices including precious
metals,base metals,energy and agricul-
tural commodities, etc,are similarto sec-
toral indices in equity markets, where
investors can choose to invest in portfo-
lios tracking specific segment of com-
modities such as bullion index, energy
index, etc, apart from the iCOMDEX
composite index. These segment-wise
commodity indexes, being least corre-
lated with other assets and
with each other,are proven
to deliver diversification
benefits for portfolio
investors, in addition to
theirinherentadvantage as
inflation-hedge.

Commodity  index-
based investment vehicles
include exchange-traded
derivatives such as index
futures, swaps and options
or various index-linked

exposure to financial con- linked funds funds including exchange-
tractsincommoditiesfrom  including ETFs or  traded funds ornotes (ETFs
various exchanges through ETNs, index funds  or ETNs), index funds and

one index in a transparent
manner without the risks
associated with physicals.
Barclays (2019) indicated
that the global AUM in commodities
stood at $282 billion by the end of 2018,
and a substantial part being managed
through commodity indices.

The introduction of trading in index-
based derivatives had also played a sig-
nificantrolein the development of inter-
national commodity derivative markets,
bringing more liquidity and efficiency
through providing widespread access to
commodities for diversified investors as
demonstrated by the international as
well as Indian stock markets. The intro-
duction of index-based derivative prod-
ucts in equities in 2001 on domestic
exchanges has led to remarkable growth
inboth the cash and derivative segments,
thereby contributing to the overall devel-
opment of the market during the past
two decades.The total turnover of equity
markets stands at more than 10 times
the country’s GDP (in 2017-18),with a
phenomenal growth of index-based

Understanding
cultures and people

These dimensions
have become a
global standard for
understanding
cultural differences

six dimensions are as follows:

mPower Distance Index (PDI): Hofstede’s
PDImeasures the extent towhich inequal-
ityand power are tolerated. High PDIindi-
catesa culture acceptsinequityand power
differences,and encourages bureaucracy.
It also shows high respect for rank and
authority. Low PDI indicates thata culture
encourages organisational structures that
are flatand appreciates decentralised deci-
sion-making responsibility, encourages
participative style of management, and
places emphasis on power distribution. For
example, Germany scored 35 on the cul-
tural scale of Hofstede’s analysis, com-
pared to Arab countries where the power
distance is very high (80) and Austria
whereitisverylowwithascoreof 11.

HATTANGADI

The author is a management thinker

and blogger

m Individualism versus Collectivism
(IDV): This dimension considers individ-
ualistic versus collective approach of a
society.A person’s self-image is defined as
‘T'inaloosely-knit social framework. Each
individual in a family is expected to take
care of only himself/herself.As opposed to
this, in collectivism, families are tightly-
knitin societyinwhich individuals expect
their relatives or members of a particular
group to look after them in exchange for
unquestioningloyalty.Asociety’s position
on this dimension is reflected in whether
people’s self-image is defined in terms of
‘T or‘we’.The Japanese are known as a col-
lectivistic society (scoring 46),whereas the
US can clearly been seen as an individual-
istic society (scoring 91).

and mutual funds

mutual funds. ETFs, ETNs
and index funds remain
passive investments, while
mutual funds use active
investment strategies. Among index-
based investment products, ETFs are the
most popularinstruments among global
investors, particularly institutional
investors and fund managers.

Commodity-based mutual fundsalso
typically use commodity index-based
derivative instruments to build the expo-
sure to commodities along with other
traditional assets and provide invest-
ment opportunity for a varied set of
investors reaching out to even small
investors thatare constrained to do com-
modity-based investments—not only
due to their limited financial resources,
but also due to lack of required knowl-
edge and technical know-how. PIMCO
CommoditiesPLUS Strategy Fund is one
of the major commodity index-based
mutual funds with investment strategy
tracking the Credit Suisse Commodity
Benchmark having assets of $3.1 billion
ason March 13,2019.

HOFSTEDE'S CULTURAL DIMENSIONS

mMasculinityversus Femininity (MAS):
This dimensionisalsoreferred toas‘tough
versus tender’, and considers the prefer-
ence of society for achievement, attitude
towards sexual equality, behaviour, etc.
The masculine side of this dimension rep-
resents a preference in a society for
achievement, heroism, assertiveness and
material rewards for success; such a soci-
ety,atlarge,is more competitive.As oppo-
site to this trait, in a feministic trait, pref-
erence is given to cooperation, modesty,
caring for theweakand quality of life. Such
asociety,atlarge,is more nurturing.Inthe
business context, MAS is sometimes also
related toas‘tough versus tender’ cultures.
Japanis considered to be avery masculine
country,whereas the Scandinavian coun-
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Bridge collapses
are common in
Mumbai

Bureaucrats, safety inspectors and
contractors all blame one another

HE TEEMING COMMUTER trains in Mumbai
have received a modest overhaul in recent years.
Coaches have been redesigned to offerbetterven-
tilation; hard, angular seats have been replaced
with more comfortable ones; and a plan to air-

condition the heaving carriages is under way. But as soon as
the 8-million-odd passengers who ride the trains every day
arrive at their destination, theyface infrastructure thatisas
neglected as ever, in the form of the pedestrian bridges by
which they cross tracks or busy roads near the stations.

On March 14, a big part of one such overpass collapsed
outside Shivaji Terminus, one of the city’s busiest stations,
killing six people and injuring 31.The toll could have been
worse: the plunging debris did not harm any passengers in
vehicles below as a red light happened to be holding traffic
back at the fateful moment.

“It was terrible,” says a taxi driver who witnessed the
tragedy.Yet there have been manyaccidentslikeit.In 2017,
22 commuters were crushed to death in a stampede on
another railway footbridge. It was barely six feet wide, yet
carried over 100,000 people every rush hour. More than 30
lives have been lost in other accidents involving overpasses

over the past two years.

Lastyear,anaudit found that 18 of the 296 bridgesin the
citywere dangerous.That is probablyan underestimate.The
bridge that failed on March 14 had been judged safe by

inspectors, who thought it
needed only “minor repairs.”
The BJP,which is part of the
coalition that runs the munic-
ipal government, disingenu-
ously called the tragedy “a nat-
ural calamity” The city’s
administrators gave aninkling
of theirattitudewhen theyfirst
claimed that the railway was
responsible for maintaining
the bridge, before conceding
that they were in charge. They
then pointed the finger at the
inspector, from an external
audit firm.He, in turn, claimed
that wet paint and newly-laid
tiles had prevented him from
inspecting the bridge properly.

Last year, an audit
found 18 of the 296
bridges in the city
were dangerous.
That is probably an
underestimate. The
bridge that failed
on March 14 had
been judged safe
by inspectors, who
thought it needed
only ‘'minor repairs’

He has been arrested. The con-

struction firm behind the refurbishment in question has
alsobeen accused of “substandard repairwork.”The city gov-
ernment had blacklisted it in 2017, accusing it of inflating
billsand using adulterated material to build roads.Yet it was
inexplicably still left in charge of maintaining the overpass.

“Thereisnointer-agency coordination and the entire sys-
tem is designed for kickbacks,” gripes Sayli Udas-Mankikar
of Observer Research Foundation, a local think tank. Vital
information about the materials used to build older bridges
is often missing. Contracts are awarded to the lowest bidder,
regardless of the quality of theirwork.“The process is flawed.
Ifyou pay peanuts,youwill get monkeys.And ourlivesareat
stake,”says Rajiv Mishra,an urban planner,who used to cross
the defunct bridge four times a day.

The city is conducting fresh inspections of some 150
bridges. On March 22, alocal court started hearing a peti-
tion demanding that the city government do more to
strengthen the rickety ones. Opposition leaders have called
formoreradical action.Theywant the cityand state govern-
ments to ditch a multi-billion-dollarbullet train project until
they can get the basics right.

THE ECONOMIST

tries such as Norway and Sweden are con-
sidered highly feminine.

m Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI):
This index considers the extent to which
uncertainty and ambiguity are tolerated.
This dimension considers how unknown
situations and unexpected events are dealt
withina country.High UAlindicateslower
tolerance for uncertainty, ambiguity and
risk-taking. The unknown is minimised
through strict rules and regulations.
Greece, Portugal, Italy, Spain, Belgium,
Poland, Japan, France, Argentina, Chile,
Turkeyand South Korea score high on this
dimension. Low UAI indicates higher tol-
erance for uncertainty, ambiguity and
risk-taking. The unknown is more openly
accepted. Singapore, Denmark, Sweden,

China, the UK, India, Malaysia and the US
score low on the uncertainty dimension.
mLong-Term Orientation versus Short-
Term Orientation (LTO): Different cul-
tures have different expectations orassign
different meanings to what time is. Some
cultures perceive time to be scarce, while
others believe time to be infinite. Some
view time management as a skill, while
others find it unimportant. Every society
maintains a link with its own past while
dealingwith the challenges of the present
and preparing for the future. Long-term
orientated countries focus on the future.
Chinaand Japan are known for theirlong-
term orientation. Short-term oriented
countries focus on present and past more
than the future. Morocco, forexample,isa
short-term oriented country.
mIndulgenceversus Restraint (IND): It’s
a relatively new dimension of the model.
This dimension is defined as the extent to
which people try to control their desires
and impulses, based on the way they were
raised. Relatively weak control is called
‘indulgence’ and relatively strong control
is called ‘restraint’. Cultures can, therefore,
be described as ‘indulgent’ or ‘restrained’.
Indulgence stands fora society that allows
relatively free gratification of basic and
natural human drives related to enjoying
lifeand having fun.Thebest exampleis the
US.Restraint stands forasociety that sup-
presses gratification of needs and regu-
lates them by means of strict social norms.
The examples are Russia, and Eastern
European countries such as Belarus, Bul-
garia, Czech Republic and Hungary.
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FLYING LOW

Troubles in aviation sector send sobering signal, call for greater
opening up by government

NDIA HAS BEEN the fastest growing aviation market over the last four years. Along

with telecom, the aviation sector has symbolised the successes of liberalisation —

with a visible impact in terms of the entry of a number of players and opening up

of access to flying, besides ensuring a pan-India telecom coverage. But the recent
turbulence in the domestic airline industry — manifest in the troubles of the full service
carrier, Jet Airways, which has been forced to ground several of its aircraft due to its in-
ability to pay rentals, and a shortage of pilots in the case of market leader, Indigo — threat-
ens to derail that growth. But unlike the telecom sector, where there has been a consoli-
dation with the merger of Idea with Vodafone, it is disturbing to see the near collapse of
a marquee brand like Jet which had introduced service standards alongside Kingfisher,
which folded up a few years ago. This is especially so when fuel prices on an average have
been relatively low in an industry where, even globally, many big carriers have struggled
to remain successful consistently.

It can be argued that, more than the policy environment, the airline has been weighed
down by management issues and the seeming reluctance of its promoter, Naresh Goyal,
to exit in order to enable either its partner, Etihad, or a potential investor to gain control
based on a resolution plan finalised by the SBI-led lenders. It is easy to push a listed air-
line company such as Jet on to the bankruptcy route — but clearly, a different set of rules
applies to this and the telecom sector. For the national carrier, Air India, with a debt bur-
den of Rs 55,000 crore, the government has provided interim support, a sovereign guar-
antee and loaned funds from the National Small Savings Fund, helping it to keep flying
while keeping alive another state-owned entity, BSNL, in the telecom sector. Now, what
the government should do is to further open up the sector, considering the huge poten-
tial boost to infrastructure and the impact on tourism and the services sector, and its
promise as an employment multiplier.

At atime when the biggest challenge is creating jobs, it is bad optics specially in an elec-
tion season, to let another firm go under in this manner. It is worth reminding the coun-
try's mainstream parties that India's most competitive sectors are the ones which have
delivered the most to customers and helped fuel growth.

A SOUR TASTE

Unpaid sugarcane dues have to do with government
interventions that restrict both farmers and mills

HERE HAVE BEEN widespread protests, and threats by the sugar commis-

sioner of stern action against defaulting mills, and yet cane farmers in

Maharashtra are still awaiting full payments for their produce this season. As

of March 15, sugar mills in the state have paid only Rs 14,881.01 crore out of
the Rs 20,653.02 crore that they owe to farmers against cane purchases from them. The
problem of arrears is even worse in Uttar Pradesh, where the unpaid cane dues of mills
have crossed Rs 10,000 crore. The intervention of Maharashtra’s sugar commissioner's of-
fice, which had threatened not just to attach and auction properties of defaulting mills but
also register criminal cases against their chairmen and directors, is proof of the pressure
from the government to ensure payment. That, and the fact that many mill owners in
Maharashtra are politicians themselves, is reason enough to believe that the sugar in-
dustry is in no position to pay farmers even with the best of intentions.

The inability to pay has to do with the economics of the industry. If a mill in UP were
to buy cane at the state government’s “advised” price of Rs 325 per quintal, the bare pro-
duction cost of sugar at that rate, without factoring in interest outgo and depreciation, will
be roughly Rs 34 per kg. As against this, the ex-factory price of sugar is now Rs 31 per kg;
many factories are actually selling below even this “minimum” price fixed by the Centre.
If the industry is going to lose a minimum of Rs 3 on every kilo of sugar sold, the total loss
on 31 million tonnes — the country’s likely production in 2018-19 — will be over Rs 9,300
crore. That's clearly not sustainable for mills. Nor is it in the farmers’ interest to have fac-
tories going belly-up. Governments, both at the Centre and in the states, have only made
things worse, whether by fixing cane prices out of sync with sugar realisations or setting
monthly sale quotas. For March, mills have been given a target to sell 24.5 lakh tonnes
(It) of sugar, which is way above the 21.09 It and 19.52 It of actual sales undertaken in the
same month in 2018 and 2017, respectively. The underlying objective behind forcing mills
to sell more sugar — which the market cannot absorb — has been to generate more liq-
uidity to enable them to make cane payments. But that has only ended up depressing
prices further.

The solution is simple: Cane prices have to be linked to average realisations of mills,
both from sugar and primary by-products (molasses and baggase). Let farmers have the
freedom to sell to any mill that may want to pay more. If the government wants cane
farmers to be paid more, it should credit that amount directly to their bank accounts and
not force losses on the industry.

FrREEZE FRAME E P Unny

at least promise
to hﬂwphfﬂf

THE INDIAN EXPRESS, MONDAY,MARCH 25,2019

' I'HE EDITORIAL PAGE

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

WORDLY WISE
AIRLINES ARE INTERESTING. THEY NOT ONLY

FAVOUR CELEBRITIES, THEY COURT THEM.
— PHIL DONAHUE

UP’s new normal

An everyday communalism has settled down. Law
is misused to target minorities

CHRISTOPHE JAFFRELOT AND SYED H A RizvI

PATTERNS OF communal violence are
changing in Uttar Pradesh. As Sudha Pai and
Sajjan Kumar had shown in Everyday
Communalism: Riots in Contemporary Uttar
Pradesh (OUP, 2018) after the 2004 BJP de-
feat, which former prime minister, Atal
Bihari Vajpayee, partly attributed to the
2002 Gujarat riots, the Hindutva forces have
opted for a new modus operandi. Rather
than instigating major and violent state-
wide riots as in the past, the BJP-RSS have
attempted to create and sustain constant,
low-key communal tension together with
frequent, small, low-intensity incidents out
of petty everyday issues that institution-
alise communalism at the grass roots, to
keep the pot boiling. Vigilante groups such
as the Bajrang Dal and the Hindu Yuva
Vahini (HYV) of Yogi Adityanath have been
instrumental in implementing this tech-
nique of polarisation.

Things changed again when the BJP
gained office in 2017. While Muslims have
remained the main target of Hindu vigi-
lantes, as evident from the series of lynch-
ings, their situation deteriorated also be-
cause policemen and vigilantes began to
work together. The typical scenario involved
provoking communal clashes, something
the HYV excelled at, with the aim of de-
stroying Muslim homes and small busi-
nesses. When the police intervened, it was
more to apprehend the victims than the in-
stigators of the violence.

And when the police arrested them, it of-
ten resorted to booking them under laws
such as the Unlawful Activities (Prevention)
Act and the National Security Act, which are
intended for criminals posing a threat to state
security and under which individuals can be
held without charge for up to 12 months. In
2017, 160 Muslims were arrested under the
NSA. A former police officer, S R Darapuri,
noted: “For the first time in Indian history,
this law is being misused so much. This is
part of the BJP policy to rule through terror.
They are using the police as their power arm
to overawe the Dalits and minorities.”

Parallel to that, Yogi Adityanath
launched Operation Clean, in the frame-
work of which the police was encouraged

The sense of impunity was
reinforced by Yogi
Adityanath’s decision to
withdraw all the complaints
that the state had filed
against him and his
associates since the 1990s.
Cases involving Hindu
nationalists implicated in
the Muzaffarnagar riots
(including 13 charges — out
of a total of 131 — for
murder) were withdrawn. At
the request of human rights
organisations, the SC, in
2018, asked Yogi Adityanath
to explain the rise in the
number of victims in police
shootouts. The Court also
refused to dismiss the 2007
hate-speech case against the
chief minister, for which he

had been imprisoned briefly.

to open fire on those suspected of a crime.
In June 2017, the chief minister announced
on television: “Agar apradh karenge, toh
thok diye jayenge (If anyone engages in
crime, they will be shot)”. Soon after, he in-
formed the state assembly that 40 crimi-
nals had been killed in police shootouts.
There were reportedly over 1,100 shootings
of this kind between February 2017 and
February 2018, a record.

While the targets were supposed to be
hardcore criminals, victims of the shootouts
were mainly Muslims, some of whom, ac-
cording to their families, were killed in cold
blood. Prashant Bhushan, after investigating
the subject with support from the NGO,
Citizens Against Hate, concluded that, “peo-
ple are being murdered in an organised man-
ner...” with complicity of high-level officials.
The National Human Rights Commission
launched an inquiry in 17 cases and found
that “the police personnel in the state of Uttar
Pradesh appears to be feeling free, misusing
their powers in the light of an undeclared en-
dorsement given by the higher-ups.” The
NHRC said: “It further appears that they are
using their privileges/ legal authority to set-
tle scores with the people which in a civilised
society, where rule of law is fundamental...
cannot be accepted. The police force is to pro-
tect the people and these kind of alleged en-
counter killings would send a wrong mes-
sage to the society by creating an atmosphere
of fear which is not the correct way to deal
with the crime or law and order as the case
may be.” The NHRC issued a separate notice
to the UP government about the killing of a
20-year old Muslim of Muzaffarnagar in
November 2018. The Supreme Court also is-
sued a notice to the UP government on a PIL
alleging that several fake encounters had
taken place in the state.

The sense of impunity was reinforced by
Yogi Adityanath’s decision to withdraw all
the complaints that the state had filed
against him and his associates since the
1990s. Cases involving Hindu nationalists
implicated in the Muzaffarnagar riots (in-
cluding 13 charges, out of a total of 131, for
murder) were withdrawn. But at the re-
quest of human rights organisations, the SC,

in 2018, asked Yogi Adityanath to explain
the rise in the number of victims in police
shootouts. The Court also refused to dismiss
the 2007 hate-speech case against the chief
minister, for which he had been imprisoned
briefly. Meanwhile, the United Nations
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) special
rapporteur on contemporary forms of
racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia
and related intolerance, E Tendayi Achiume,
reported that “Hindu nationalist Bharatiya
Janata Party has been linked to incidents of
violence against members of Dalit, Muslim,
tribal and Christian communities”.

After a multi-national company execu-
tive, Vivek Tiwari, was shot by a UP constable
in Lucknow, the number of encounters di-
minished, but those arrested under the
UAPA, NSA or some other law continue to be
injail, pending trial. Last month, special des-
ignated Terrorist and Disruptive Activities
(Prevention) Act court judge S C Khatti, found
that 11 Muslim men who had spent 20 years
in jail in a terrorist case were innocent. In
2016, the Bombay High Court acquitted nine
Muslims who had been accused of the 2006
Malegaon blast. The judge concluded that
the ATS had fabricated evidence against the
accused to allow the real culprits escape. In
2014, the Supreme Court acquitted eight
Muslims who had been convicted by a POTA
courtin the 2002 Akshardham case (three of
them had been awarded the death penalty).
In Delhi, the Jamia Teachers Solidarity
Association prepared a list of 24 persons —
mostly from Kashmir — who had been ar-
rested by the Delhi Police Special Cell but the
association claimed they were innocent. Two
of them, from Srinagar, were released in 2017
after 12 yearsin jail. In UP, human rights ac-
tivists, including an NGO, Rihai Manch, are
fighting the case of 11 young Muslims who
areinjail.

Jaffrelot is senior research fellow at CERI-
Sciences Po/CNRS, Paris, professor of Indian
Politics and Sociology at King’s India Institute,
London, and non-resident scholar at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.
Rizvi is a former UP state information
commissioner

RASMUS KLEIS NIELSEN

ALGORITHM AS EDITOR

Google and Facebook have great power, great responsibility

ARE GOOGLE AND Facebook the most pow-
erful editors in India? Given that an esti-
mated quarter billion Indians have gone on-
line since the last general election, they just
might be.

Whereas the news that people get via
television, radio, and printis selected by hu-
man editors, on the internet, people increas-
ingly rely on search engines and social me-
dia that rely on algorithmic curation.

In a new survey of English-language
Indian internet users, we find that a third
name search engines as their main source
of online news, and a quarter name social
media — in each case, overwhelmingly,
Google and Facebook respectively. Only 18
per cent claimed going directly to the web-
sites or apps of news publishers as their
main source of online news.

Strikingly, not only do our respondents
rely on search and social media for news,
they also say they trust the news that they
get there at least as much as news more
broadly. For example, 45 per cent say they
trust news in search, and 34 per cent news
in social media, compared to just over a third
who say they trust news overall.

This is strikingly different from what we
have seen in other countries, where people
often trust news media more than they trust
news found via search engines or social me-
dia.In a polarised political environment char-
acterised by general skepticism of many es-
tablished institutions, news found via search
can acquire an attractive veneer of techno-
logical objectivity, news accessed via social

Many Indian do not
understand how the
platforms they rely on for
news operate. When asked
how most of the individual
decisions about what news
stories to show on Facebook
were made, only 26 per cent
of our respondents correctly
identify algorithms: The
automated systems that
rank what people see on
social media and make
decisions about what to
display. Many believe human
editors and journalists
determine what news they
see in their newsfeed.

media an appealing aura of authenticity.

Worryingly, many Indians do not seem
to understand how the platforms they in-
creasingly rely on for news actually operate.
When asked how most of the individual de-
cisions about what news stories to show on
Facebook were made, only 26 per cent of our
respondents correctly identify the algo-
rithms: The automated systems that rank
what people see on social media and make
decisions about what to display. Many be-
lieve human editors and journalists deter-
mine what news they see in their newsfeed.

Inasense, of course, they are right. Even
though both Google and Facebook rely on
algorithmic curation as they serve news
every day to millions of Indians, the stories
themselves are often written by professional
journalists and, thus, ultimately under the
editorial responsibility of the top people at
the major news organisations with signifi-
cant reach online.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and a few
other major politicians have built significant
social media followings that help them cir-
cumvent news media and set the agenda,
but news media still remains crucial for how
most people navigate politics.

In this sense, news editors at other major
news media are still the most powerful ed-
itors in India, and Google and Facebook have
not so much supplanted them as supple-
mented them. As people increasingly rely
on search engines and social media for news,
the information that reaches them has
passed through two sets of gatekeepers:

First editors, who decide what to publish,
then the algorithms that increasingly shape
what we see online.

This is an important change from the sin-
gle set of gatekeepers that characterise of-
fline media, and means Google and
Facebook play an increasingly important
and often challenging role in the Indian me-
dia environment.

If a company sets out, as Google does, “to
organise the world’s information and make
it universally accessible and useful”, it will
confront the fact that the line between in-
formation and misinformation can be hard
to draw, and that people sometimes actively
seek out disinformation. If a company aims
to help people “stay connected with friends
and family, to discover what's going on in
the world, and to share and express what
matters to them”, as Facebook does, it will
have to deal with the fact that not all expres-
sion is equally benign, and that people
sometimes actively share false and mislead-
ing content.

Owning, operating, and profiting from
the algorithms that more and more Indians
rely on to find news, gives Google and
Facebook great power and great responsi-
bilities — like the human editors who came
before them. The 2019 elections will be a de-
cisive test of whether they are ready for it.

The writer is director of Reuters Institute for
the Study of Journalism and professor of
political communication, University of
Oxford
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BHUTTO SENTENCE

THE DEATH SENTENCE on former prime
minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was re-con-
firmed when the Pakistan Supreme Court
unanimously rejected his petition for a re-
view of the sentence in a murder-conspiracy
case. Ina4-3 verdict on February 6, a seven-
member bench of the court had confirmed
the original sentence passed by the Lahore
High Court on March 18 last year. Bhutto then
filed a review petition. Radio Pakistan report-
ing the rejection of the petition, quoted Chief
Justice Anwarul Haq as saying “all of us have
unanimously decided toreject the petition”.
However, the judges included a paragraph
recommending clemency. Seizing on this

paragraph, Bhutto’s lawyer, Yahya Bakhtiar,
said: “The death sentence is out. I feel re-
lieved. But I am disappointed in the rest of
the judgment. Bhutto should not be hanged
after this.”

MERCY PETITION

PAKISTAN PRESIDENT GEN Zia-ul-Haq may
not be in a hurry to hang Bhutto. The proce-
dure itself spreads over many days. The
Supreme Court will inform the Lahore High
Court, which will issue the execution orders
to the Rawalpindi jail where Bhutto is de-
tained. Bhutto will be formally informed
about the confirmation of the death sen-
tence. Then he, any of his relatives or any cit-

izen of Pakistan, can file a petition of mercy
within seven days. This petition, will be sent
to the province concerned, Punjab, where
the murder of Ahmed Raza Kasuri took place.
The provincial government will forward its
recommendation to the Ministry of Interior
at [slamabad. Later, the law ministry will
scrutinise itand then it will reach Zia’s desk.

JP’s HEALTH

JAYAPRAKASH NARAYAN GAVE some anx-
ious moments during the dialysis at Bombay’s
Jaslok Hospital. But he maintained a slight
improvement towards night. The hospital
bulletin said: “The condition of JP continues
to be the same. His drowsiness is less.”
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Otherness to togetherness

Mediators in Ayodhya must stand steadfast on spiritual foundation in a charged atmosphere, where religion
has been superseded by politics and the dynamic of mediation overshadowed by triumphalism

WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

Theresa May’s political capital is all spent. She has no allies at home or abroad.
— THEGUARDIAN

Loopholes in
the Lokpal

The institution is useful but its design is not
thought through

VALSON THAMPU

SO LONG AS man is in a mere state of nati
his god is a mere nature-God — a personifi
tion of some natural force. Where man inh
its houses, he also encloses his Gods in temp
The temple is only amanifestation of the va
which man attaches to beautiful buildi
Temples in honour of religion are in truth te
ples in honour of architecture.

— Ludwig Feuerbach in The Essencé
Christianity

We begin with a simple truth: We livi
a post-religious age. Religion has depart
only the appearance of religion remains
the spiritual phase of religion, human bei
are suffused with the consciousness of
divine, as in the insight that God and hu
beings are one. In such a state, the external
accessories of religion — symbols, rituals,
temples, sects, etc. — are superfluous.

Our seers and savants did not preside
over religious structures and establishments.
They sought oneness with the divine. They
would have been ill-at-home amidst brick
and mortar structures, cacophony of crowds,
tinkling of coins and cackling of sermons.
They dwelt in the abode of silence. In the
serenity of their soul, they encountered
Eternal, and peered through the veil of mg

The modern man prefers the sign to
thing signified, the copy to the original,
appearance to the essence and the fanfar
religiosity to the fidelity of being in co
munion with God. The temple is a sig
man’s longing for the divine. If so, no te
ple is complete simply because the ard
tect saysitis. The paradox of a place of
shipis thatitis forever being built. After
physical structure is erected, the spirit
task begins, and continues. No temple
place of worship, if it does not serve cont
ually as a sign and site for man’s on-goi
never-ending search for God. If and when
this inward reality changes, a temple be-

comes a monument. “Believers” may swgl.3 pyrrhic victory. That is so for the reason
Priests may ply rites and rituals. But it'sgigt, once the thunder and lightning of the
longer, spiritually, a temple. Acommunitggnflict, the belligerent self-assertion over
ian meeting place? An identity markerif other, is accomplished, something wakes
sign of religious splendour and ascqfyfrom deep within — the realisation that
dancy? Sure, but not, in truth, a placepé defeated one is, somehow, a part of one-
worship. Impressive cathedrals were byilff One may suppress this awareness. But
in the past all over Europe. But their arciife pirth of this new consciousness is un-
tectural splendour had little to do with thgjidable as long as we remain human.
spirituallongings of the people. If anything, The second mode of self-assertion is
they signaled cultural pride and presagggiantic, This is not achieved through any-
spiritugl decline. European cathedrals NANYng muscular, or at the expense of anyone
seem, in retrospect, ghostly monumentgfe In this model, assertion is co-extensive
religious self-assertion overshadowedRyth consciousness. I don't assert myself
spiritual anticlimax. against anyone. I assert and celebrate myself
_ Thereis nothing wrong about self-asserfor and on behalf of my species — through
tion, at the individual or collective level.(-ﬂB)expansiOn of spiritual consciousness. As

live is to assert. Being alive is a good, andyfen a high school student knows, the

merits being celebrated. The all-importaigatness of a human being is determined
questionis: How does one assert oneself

€2 ( the extent of his or her awareness.
spiritually valid way? The very fact that sy¢himals too are aware and imbued with

a basic question has not been asked oyghsciousness; but their consciousness is
decades in relation to a religious cauldigfh, Jimited kind. An animal is aware of its
like the Ayodhya face-off, points to a decligmediate surroundings and of other ani-
in spiritual consciousness. _ _ mals. Fora caterpillar, the leaf it sits on is its
There are two contrary ways in whicygrld. For a lion, it is the territory it has
religious community may assert itself. Th@rked out for itself. Not so, for a human
firstis the worldly way. It canimpose its Wiing, Human consciousness can be larger
on “the other”, the designated enemy. In ti§py the universe. It is this that makes us
model, the more belligerently and brutalkyigman. Conversely, reduction in the range
community imposes itself on the other, four consciousness makes us regress to
more triumphant it feels. But the problefg animal stage.
here is this sense of fulfillment is, by defini- gy species did not begin its earthly jour-

tion, ShaHOW and ShOI’t—lived. [t turns Ouh@y ona hlgh note of awareness. It began,
perhaps, like the caterpillar. It was the busi-

IN GOooD FAITH

No temple is a place of
worship, if it does not serve
continually as a sign and site
for man’s on-going, never-
ending search for God. If and
when this inward reality
changes, a temple becomes a
monument. ‘Believers’ may
swell. Priests may ply rites
and rituals. But it’s no longer,
spiritually, a temple. A
communitarian meeting
place? An identity marker?
A sign of religious splendour
and ascendancy? Sure; but
not, in truth, a place of
worship.

Suvajit Dey

ness of spirituality to help humankind to
grow in consciousness till it reached the
acme of spirituality at which it could be said
with ecstasy: “The world is one family.” The
core function of spirituality is to transform
“otherness” into togetherness. Seen in the
spiritual light, “enemy” emerges as “neigh-
bour”.

It is naive to assume that mediation in
Ayodhya will succeed somehow. A respon-
sible practice of mediation requires that an
outlook conducive to a just denouement is
created. It is universally true that nothing
changes on the ground, until the outlook
changes. Mediation, undertaken from a
mindset of self-assertion of the martial kind,
is anything but mediation.

It could well be that the Supreme Courtis
mindful of this logic. Perhaps that explains
the inclusion of Sri Sri Ravishankar in the
panel of mediators. But, for Sri Sri, this could
be a double-edged sword. He will realise
soon enough how difficultit is to stand stead-
fast on the spiritual foundation in a charged
atmosphere, in which religion has already
been superseded by politics and the dynamic
of mediation is overshadowed by triumphal-
ism. But, the beauty of spirituality is that it
succeeds in its mission, not because the cir-
cumstances are propitious, but because des-
tiny wills it.

Swami Agnivesh is a Vedic scholar and social
activist and Thampu is former principal, St
Stephen’s College, Delhi

VIiEw FROM THE
NEIGHBOURHO

OFF THE HOOK
where “both sides have pointed a finger at
AN EDITORIAL IN Dawn takes a sharp, crifie other for not seriously prosecuting

cal look at India’s special NatioBabyps blamed for terrorist acts inside each
Investigation Agency court which last weglers territory”. It calls the Pakistan re-
acquitted all the accused in the 20Qynse “as predictable as it is sharp”, and
Samjhauta Express blast. It minces no wo&%gdnts out that, “Islamabad’s response aptly
as it says that, “The ruling is an insult to {h¢derlines the fact that the terrorists had

”

42 Pakistani victims of the February 18, 20§ icly confessed to their ‘odious crimes”.
bombing of the train that had set off forhe editorial ends by saying that Pakistan
Lahore, and a sharp reminder of how oppg;s the opportunity to do better than India by
nents of Subcontinental peace are allowggyine the Mumbai terror case to its logical
to getaway with the biggest crimes. It is a g8 clysion, This would show the world that
buke to the more than 20 victims of the &Xx serious about combating militancy and

plosion with Indian nationality and it is@; pefitting response to India that stands
snub to the efforts of those investigator$Qfgsed after the Samjhauta ruling.”
Haryana, where the incident took place, who

tracked the suspects in a high-Press'ﬁIGHT EDUCATION

probe.”

The editorial recognises the sincerityrfr BANGLADESH GOVERNMENT'S direc-
purpose of the initial investigators assignggh |ast week to not hold any examinations
to the case and says, “That police team OVgS stydents of Class I, 11, and 11l has found
came all kinds of pressure to first reject thgntjon in an editorial in the Dhaka Tribune,
opinion that this was an act carried out By fjch has supported the initiative. The edi-
Muslim extremist group, and then to acfiyria| recognises that “exams are not alto-
ally announce it was a job carried out by 9gther bad”, but clarifies, “itis also important

ganised Hindu extremists”, and, points @y{;nderstand that exams, especially at such

the “painful contrast” between them and the, arly age, can impose unnecessary pres-
NIA’s efforts. It states that “true to for

> CL , Rires on children’s curious minds, and do lit-
Delhi tried to find shelter behind the usyglq nyrture their growth.” It lists the exam-

rhetorical ~exchanges of the Y& of countries like Finland, Australia and
countries India to say that these places have “to a great

extent understood the potential damage of
exams at too young an age, and moved to-
wards more effective methods of learning”.
It praises the government for taking a step
in the right direction by recognising what a
lot of research in recent times has been cor-
roborating — “that traditional exams are not
capable of measuring intelligence effec-
tively”. But it also puts into realistic perspec-
tive the many goals that the country needs
to still achieve vis-a-vis education:
“Unfortunately, the problems with our edu-
cation sector do not end there — from the
quality of teachers and textbooks to the cor-
ruption which plagues our educational in-
stitutions, there is no denying that the
Education Ministry has its work cut out if it
wants to bring true improvement. There
would be little point to merely removing ex-
ams if the education that children received
was of an inferior quality to begin with.”

UNEQUAL WORLD

A COLUMN BY Amish Raj Mulmi in
Kathmandu Post trains the spotlight on gen-
der inequality in the context of Nepal’s oft-
discussed unequal citizenship laws that are
seen as heavily biased towards women — for
instance, children of Nepali women who
marry foreign men cannot get Nepali citizen-

Aweekly look at the public conversations shaping ideas beyond borders — in the
Subcontinent. Curated by Asad Ali

ship by descent. The column comes in the
wake of a tweet by a senior male journalistin
Nepal: “Consider this tweet made just last
week by a senior journalist as the ‘debate’
around the citizenship bill went on in
Parliament: ‘Why should those women who
cannot reveal the father’s name give birth to
children? The mother does not give birth to
children by themselves, do they? There are
several Mary Stopes clinics across Nepal for
those women who do not want to reveal
their sex partner’s name. Why should an in-
fant’s destiny be that of a fatherless child?’
[translations mine].” Mulmi says that by
equating women'’s citizenship to reproduc-
tion, and by insidiously “pointing unwed
mothers (or single mothers by choice) to-
wards abortion clinics, the repugnant tweet
essentially told us the Nepali man simply
considers their woman to be a reproductive
vehicle and little else. In his Hindu view of
the world, he upholds the idea of the ‘virtu-
ous wife’, and ‘treats women’s sexuality as a
risk to society at large’.”

Mulmi states that as the law on citizen-
ship stands currently, “what emerges with
clarity is the idea that Nepali citizenship
rights are based on Brahminical ideas of a
pure society.” and goes on to conclude that
it is “not up to the state to declare men and
women are equal in the first place.”

RC IYER

THE LOKPAL and Lokayuktas Act 2013 came
into existence on January 1,2014. It extends
to the whole of India and applies to “public
servants” as defined in the Act, which in-
cludes the incumbent prime minister and
Union ministers. Past public servants can
also be investigated. This “landmark” law
followed prolonged public debates on is-
sues related to corruption, and several
demonstrations, including by activists such
as Anna Hazare. Some politicians like
Arvind Kejriwal, who had supported the en-
actment, later stated that what was actu-
ally enacted was a “Jokepal Act”.

The drama of the years prior to the en-
actment of the law will be etched in public
memory. It became possible because the
two lead political parties then — the ruling
UPA and the NDA — joined hands in the
“war against corruption” thinking that the
enactment would yield rich political divi-
dend. The passage of the bill did not, there-
fore, pose any difficulty: At that point, the
code of conduct for the 2014 general elec-
tion had not come in existence. However,
it was enacted in great hurry and contained
numerous legal infirmities, which will
sooner or later be tested in the appropriate
courts of law.

This issue was in the works for nearly
half a century after the recommendation
for a Lokpal at the Centre was first made by
the Administrative Reforms Committee of
1966. 1t had been the subject of several as-
surances given by incumbent prime minis-
ters on the floor of Parliament. Given this
background, the law should have been bet-
ter drafted. It should have gone before a se-
lect committee of Parliament for scrutiny
by all the stakeholders.

Some of the provisions of the Act con-
tain directions, which are not tenable.
Section 63 of the Act mandates establish-
ment of the Lokayukta in every state, where
itis not established “within a period of one
year from the date of commencement of
this Act”. Many of the states have already
enacted and developed Lokayukta institu-
tions much earlier, but this section had lit-
tle effect on states which had not done so
till then. Tamil Nadu, for instance, has en-
acted the law only now, but Lokayukta ap-
pointments are yet to be made — the one-
year period is long over. This shows that the
section is a dead letter apart from en-
croaching on the legislative powers of the
respective states.

There are many other provisions of
doubtful utility. “Competent authorities”
are defined in the Act. In section 24, if the
findings of the Lokpal disclose any corrup-
tion, a copy of the reportis to be sent to the

chargesheet. In the case of the prime min-
ister being the accused, the competent au-
thority mentioned is the House of the
People, namely the Lok Sabha. If such “au-
thorities” have no major role in the Act, why
call them “competent authorities”? The
time limit for “the removal of difficulties” in
the Act is already over, unless extended
again, by law.

More importantly, what is indeed not
adequately appreciated in the fierce anti-
corruption debate, which will continue
with greater intensity in the election sea-
son, is that this Act is only applicable to
“public servants” who come within the
purview of the Union of India and not the
states. The scope for the Lokpal to deal with
corruption involving public servants
would, therefore, be limited to a narrow
band of public servants.

A very large part of the corruption we
talk about involves state governments, their
agencies and bodies of the local self-gov-
ernment, which would fall entirely outside
the purview of the central Lokpal — in vary-
ing degrees (depending upon the actual
state legislation), these come under the
state lokayuktas. A fully empowered
lokayukta in Karnataka, enjoying “terms of
service” equivalent to the chief justice of
India, has hardly failed to contain corrup-
tion in that state. There were instances
when the institution there itself came un-
der a serious cloud, and when the
lokayukta himself had to resign following
a controversy involving his own son.

The point here in any case is not the util-
ity of the institution at the Centre. It is the
undue haste with which the law itself was
earlier enacted and the obvious haste with
which the institution is being opera-
tionalised five years later, after assuming a
sudden urgency — reportedly on account
of the Supreme Court’s (SC) admonition.
The SC had considered the delay several
times in the past few years. So what is new
now?

A code of conduct prior to the Lok Sabha
elections has come into place from March
10. The guidelines contained in the model
code of conduct do refer to a ban on ap-
pointments or promotions in the govern-
ment, without prior clearance of the
Election Commission (EC). It could be ar-
gued that these are not election-related ap-
pointments in the government, but the ap-
pointment of high functionaries by the
President. The note below these instruc-
tions in the Model Code of Conduct states
that the list of dos and don’ts is only illus-
trative and cases of doubt should be re-
ferred to the EC. In this case, the President
of India (read as advised by the Union cab-
inet comprising members of the party in
office) may take the stand that they are act-
ing at the orders of the SC. Opposition par-
ties are unlikely to complain either, since
the common plank now is “anti-corrup-
tion”. And the EC too is likely to look the
other way, once the President “swears in”
the new appointees.

The writer is former Upalokayukta,

“competent authority” while filing a Maharashtra
LETTER TO THE EDITOR
CLEARING THE AIR
THIS REFERS TO the article ‘Once upon LETTER OF THE
ahijack’ (IE,March 22).1tis appreciable WEEK AW ARD

that the writer helped with clarifica-
tions about the sequence of events in
the infamous 1999 hijack story. In the
era of post-truth, the blatant tweaking
of facts and selective usage of informa-
tion has destabilised societal mentality.
That he had to step into the pictureis a
clear indication of the vicious verbal
spat that political parties are engaged
in for narrow electoral gains.

Vaibhav Dahiphale, Pune

NEW FRIENDS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘To
Male,with Care’ (IE, March 21). The in-
cumbent Maldives government has
committed to “India first” in all its ac-
tivities. However, we must not turn a
blind eye to Chinese activities in the
Indian Ocean. Its technological ad-
vancements, booming economy and
debt-trap diplomacy has compelled
many poor nations to be at its mercy.
So, we should increase our aid to
Maldives and ensure that it remains
within our fold.

Sauro Dasgupta, Kolkata

BLINKERED VIEW

THIS REFERS TO the article,
‘Islamophobia, theirs and ours’, (IE,
March 21). The article represents a clas-
sic tendency of blindly blaming the ma-
jority in this country for all that ails the
Muslim world. It is also a case of selec-
tively quoting what is convenient to the
author’s political worldview. If the
Western world is better than Indians in

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

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

handling thisissue, then can the author
explain the banning of burkhas in
France? Is he blind to the mindless vio-
lence and destruction that has been rav-
aging the entire Muslim world for
which no outsiders can be blamed? Has
he forgotten the destruction of Bamiyan
Buddhas or the ethnic cleansing of
Kashmiri Pandits? Instead of politicis-
ing thisissue, it’s high time the Muslim
community and the so-called intellec-
tuals, like this author, who specialise in
Hindu bashing, do some introspection.
Only such introspection will rid the
world of this cult of violence.

H N Bhagwat, Chiplun
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TELLING NUMBERS
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iting New Zealand rose from 34,672 in
2014 to 67,072 in 2018 (years ending
October). When this is expanded toin-
clude all visitors from India to New
Zealand, the counts increase to 36,144
in 2014 and 68,784 in 2018.
Holidaymakers and visiting friends and
relatives make the bulk of the 2018 vis-
itors. Their count doubled from 27,472
(17,248 on holiday and 10,224 visiting
friends and relatives)in 2014 t0 55,392
(31,328 and 24,064) in 2018.
Significantly, the student segment saw

Indians in NZ: holidaymakers

multiply, student count drops
PURPOSE OF VISITS FROM INDIA, YEARS ENDING OCTOBER
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THE GROWTH of Indian visitors to
New Zealand, whose numbers nearly AGE GROUP OF VISITORS, 2018
doubled between 2014and 2018 (The  Under-15
Indian Express, March 23), has been
driven mostly by tourists, and New 15-24
Zealanders' Indian relatives or friends. 2534
New Zealand government data show
that visits by senior citizens (age 55- 35-44
64) have increased most significantly, 45-54
multiplying nearly 2%4 times between
2014 and 2018. 55-64
The number of Indian nationals vis- o
+

a drop from 1,632 education-related
visits in 2014 to 1,184 in 2018. Business
trips rose by half while visits for confer-
ences more than doubled.

In terms of age profile of visitors
from India, the largest group remains
25-34 years, with the numbersincreas-
ing from 9,248 to 15,776. However, the
second largest group (55-64) has seen
a much more drastic increase in num-
bers, from 6,336 to 15,600.

T1P FOR READING LIST

BREXIT CHRONICLES: EVENTS, DREAMS

AMID CONTINUING uncertainty over how
and when Brexit will eventually take place,
two new books look at the inevitability
from different perspectives.AShort History
of Brexit: From Brentry to Backstop is eco-
nomic historian Kevin O'Rourke’s chroni-

review. It adds, however: “Anyone who
has found themselves newly politicised
by the convulsions of British politics in
general or Brexit in particular will find
this a handy primer on the events and un-
dercurrents that led to our present dis-

cleoftheeventsleading content. Anyone
up to Brexit, looking at who is familiar with
the evolution of British s that history will find
attitudes to Europe, the e something they
EU’s politics and eco- knew, but hadn’t
nomics, and focusing fully appreciated...”

on the question of the Reviewing Meek’s
Irish border. Dreams of bookinthe same arti-
Leaving and Remaining cle, The Guardian calls
is a collection of essays it a failure when

by journalist James
Meek, written for the London Review of
Books in the years before the UK voted to
leave the EU, and annotated with Meek’s
current reflections. These essays look at the
perspectives of various people on both
sides of the Brexit divide.

O’Rourke’s book, as a history, throws
up no surprises, The Guardian says in its

measured on the

yardstick that its essays “are supposed to
tell us something about our divided nation
and where it should go from here”. It ap-
preciates the essays themselves: “But it
cannot possibly be right to say that this
book is a failure when the account of the
places Meek visits and the people he meets
is sorich and so moving.”
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SIMPLY PUT

The cases other than Samjhauta

Aseemanand & others have been acquitted of train blast. A look at where other cases against them stand

DEEPTIMAN TIWARY
NEW DELHI, MARCH 24

LAST WEEK, a trial court in Panchkula acquit-
ted all the accused in the 2007 Samjhauta
Express train blast case, for want of evidence.
Among the accused was former RSS mem-
ber Naba Kumar Sarkar aka Aseemanand,
said to have been the mastermind and ideo-
logical guide behind a number of cases that
allegedly involved radical Hindu groups.
Among six such cases that investigators had
linked to former RSS members, this is the
second (after the 2007 blasts at Mecca Masjid
of Hyderabad)in which all the accused have
been acquitted by trial courts. The NIA has
challenged neither any of the acquittals, nor
any order granting bail to an accused. Alook
at how these cases have progressed:

Ajmer Dargah blast

On October 11, 2007 a bomb ripped
Ajmer Sharif Dargah in Rajasthan killing
three people and injuring 17. The case was
investigated by Rajasthan ATS until 2011,
then transferred to the National Investigation
Agency (NIA). The Rajasthan ATS arrested
and chargesheeted three people in 2010. The
NIA arrested six. All the accused were either
directly connected with the RSS or with or-
ganisations linked to the Sangh Parivar. From
April 2011 onwards, the NIA filed three
chargesheets identifying 13 accused.

THE ACCUSED: These were Aseemanand,
Devendra Gupta, Chandrashekhar Leve,
Lokesh Sharma, Mukesh Vasani, Bharat
Mohan Lal Ratishwar, Sandeep Dange,
Ramchandra aka Ramyji Kalsangra, Sunil Joshi,
Bhavesh Bhai Patel, Suresh Nair, Harshad
Solanki and Mehul aka Mafat Bhai aka
Maheshbhai Gohil. Nair, Dange and Kalsangra
were declared absconding; Joshi is dead.

According to NIA chargesheets, the ac-
cused, under the ideological tutelage of
Aseemanand and operational leadership of
Joshi, decided to avenge attacks on Hindu
temples by targeting Muslim-dominated
places inbomb attacks. They allegedly chose
Delhi’s Jama Masjid, Ajmer Dargah,
Samjhauta Express train, Malegaon and
Mecca Masjid in a meeting held in 2006 in
Valsad, Gujarat.

According to the chargesheets, Dange and
Kalsangra procured explosives and fabricated
two bombs, only one of which exploded,;
Gupta arranged for SIM cards and mobile
phones that were used as timer devices; and
Lokesh Sharma ferried the explosives. Leve
allegedly played a role in hiding the mobiles

AJMER DARGAH BLAST, 2007: Two convicted

MECCA MASJID BLAST, 2007: All accused acquitted

while Ratishwar gave financial support and
provided shelter to the others. The rest were
charged with various roles from fabrication
of the bombs to their planting.

According to the chargesheet, most of
these accused were also involved in the
Mecca Masjid blast and the bombs at the two
sites were of the same make.

STATUS: This was the firstamong these cases
in which trial was completed. The trial began
in June 2014. On March 8, 2017,a special court
in Jaipur convicted RSS pracharaks Gupta and
Patel — the only one among these cases in
which the prosecution secured a conviction —
and later sentenced them to life imprisonment.
The court acquitted Aseemanand as well as
Harshad Solanki, Leve, Vasani, Lokesh, Mehul
and Ratishwar, giving them the benefit of the
doubt. The case saw 26 of 149 witnesses turn-
ing hostile. While the trial was on, NIA'’s spe-
cial public prosecutor Ashwani Sharma said in
aninterview that the NIA was not protecting its
witnesses the way the CBI does.

Mecca Masjid blasts

On May 18, 2007, during Friday afternoon
prayers,a bomb exploded inside the mosque,
killing nine people and injuring 58. During
the probe, two more bombs, unexploded,
were recovered. [nitially, Hyderabad police
detained several Muslim men on suspicion of
a jihadi terror group being involved but did
not make any no arrests. The case was later
handed over to the CBI which, in December
2010, filed a chargesheet against two people

. THIS WORD MEANS: GOLAN HEIGHTS |

in Nampally court in Hyderabad. In April
2011, the case was handed over to the NIA,
which has filed three chargesheets since,
identifying 10 accused, including those
chargesheeted by the CBI.

THE ACCUSED: These were Aseemanand,
Devendra Gupta, Lokesh Sharma, Ratishwar,
Dange, Kalsangra, Sunil Joshi, Rajendhar
Chowdary, Tejram Parmar and Amith
Chowhan. According to the NIA, during meet-
ings from 1999 to 2006, all the accused had
entered intoa criminal conspiracy torespond
to attacks on Hindu temples. These meetings
were allegedly held at Kumbh Mela, Ujjain, in
2004, Shabari Dham during 2005-06 and
Takur Garh, Valsad. Aseemanand allegedly in-
sisted that “Bomb ka jawab bomb se dena hain”.

In the meeting at Valsad, Joshi said he had
procured SIM cards and mobile phones with
the help of Gupta for using them in IEDs as
timers and also for using the same for their
mutual communication, according to the
chargesheet. At the end of 2006, Kalsangra
allegedly collected customised shells froma
transport office while coming from Bhopal
to Dewas. The bombs, allegedly prepared at
Manvata Nagar, Indore, were triggered by us-
ing mobile phones with SIM cards as timers.

STATUS: On February 13,2014, the NIA spe-
cial court in Namapally framed charges
against the accused and summons were is-
sued to 72 witnesses. The trial began only in
2016. On April 16, 2018, a special court in
Hyderabad acquitted all the accused.

Gupta, who was among those acquitted,
had been convicted in the Ajmer case based
onthe same evidence. He had allegedly bought
the SIM cards used in the [EDs; SIM cards from
the same set were used in the two blasts.

Of the 266 witnesses listed, 66 did not sup-
port the prosecution case. Among them was
Lt Col Prasad Purohit, an accused in the 2008
Malegaon blast case and alleged to be part of
the group of conspirators in these cases.

The other 3 cases

Of the other three cases allegedly involv-
ing radical Hindu groups, the NIA closed the
Modasa blast case in May 2015, while trial in
the other two — the two Malegaon blast
cases — is yet to begin. In both the 2006 and
the 2008 Malegaon blast cases, multiple
chargesheets have been filed by the
Maharashtra ATS, CBI and NIA. The accused
include Sadhvi Pragya Singh Thakur, Lt Col
Purohit and Aseemanand.

The 2008 blast case hit a controversial
note when the NIA exonerated Sadhvi Pragya
Singh Thakur of all charges inits chargesheet.
This was months after special public prose-
cutor Rohini Salian told The Indian Express in
an interview that the NIA had put pressure
on her to go slow in the case. The court, how-
ever, rejected the NIA’s views on Thakur and
arraigned her as an accused under Unlawful
Activities Prevention Act.

In the 2006 Malegaon blast, where the
Maharashtra ATS and CBI chargesheeted
nine Muslim men, the NIA blamed a group
led by Sunil Joshi as being behind the blast.

Where are they, and why do they matter?

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, MARCH 24

PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP has said “it is
time for the US to fully recognize Israel’s sover-
eignty over the Golan Heights”. What is this
area, who lives here,and why is it contentious?

The land

The Golan Heights are a fertile plateau of
around 1,300 sq kmarealying to the northand
east of the Sea of Galilee, which Israel seized
from Syria during the Six-Day War of 1967,
and has occupied ever since. The Golan over-
looks both Israel and Syria, and offers a com-
manding military vantage. Syrian forces made
anabortive bid to take it back during the Yom
Kippur War of 1973; the 1974 ceasefire agree-
ment, however, left most of the area in Israeli
hands.In 1981, Israel passed the Golan Heights
Law, which extended Israel’s “laws, jurisdic-
tion and administration” to the area, in effect
annexing it. AUNSC resolution declaring the
imposition of Israel’s law “in the occupied
Syrian Golan Heights... null and void and with-
outinternational legal effect” has not changed
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the situation on the ground, although the fron-
tier has not seen major hostilities for more
than 40 years. In 2000, Israel and Syria made

afailed attempt at negotiating a settlement.

The inhabitants

Around 50,000 people are estimated to
live on the Golan, divided almost equally be-
tween Israeli Jewish settlers and Arabic-
speaking Druze people of Syrian origin, who
follow a monotheistic Abrahamic religion re-
lated to Ismaili Shia Islam. The Druze have
remained loyal to the regimes of Bashar al-
Assad and his father Hafez al-Assad over the
decades, and refused Israeli citizenship.

Trump’s move

Trump’s tweet marked a reversal of
decades of US policy, which has refused to con-
done the Israeli occupation of Golan, and urged
that the dispute must be resolved diplomati-
cally. The President has earlier recognised the
disputed city of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital,
moved the American Embassy there from Tel
Aviv, and stopped aid to Palestinian refugees.
Last year, the US voted against a ritual annual
UNresolution condemning Israel’s continued
seizure of the Golan Heights. Because nothing
is happening on Golan and nobody expects
Israel to pull back in any case, Trump’s tweet

does not change anything — what it does, how-
ever, is extend legitimacy to Israel’s position,
and boost Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu'’s hardline agenda as he seeks afifth
term in the April 9 elections.

Strategic theatre

Israel argues that Golan s a security buffer
against the war in Syria, and Netanyahu has
said that if Israel were to withdraw, it would
have “Iran [which backs Syria’s Assad and has
vowed Israel's destruction] on the shores of the
Seaof Galilee”.In 2014, rebel forces fighting the
Assad regime took control of the Quneitra
province on the Syrian side of Golan, but gov-
ernment forces took back the territory last year,
and began facilitating the return of UN troops
to their positions. The United Nations
Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF)and
United Nations Truce Supervision Organisation
(UNTSO)have campsand postsinthe area. The
Israeli and Syrian armies are separated by a
400 sq km demilitarized zone which neither
side can enter. There is a solitary crossing,
which, before the beginning of the civil war in
Syria, was used by UN forces, Druze civilians,
and to transport agricultural produce.

In Abel Prize triumph, a statement against gender gap in mathematics

KABIRFIRAQUE
NEW DELHI,MARCH 24

LASTWEEK, American mathematician Karen
Uhlenbeck won the Abel Prize, one of the top
international honours in the subject. It is im-
portant not only as recognition of her work
but also as a statement in a field traditionally
been associated with men.

Women in mathematics

History has several examples of outstand-
ing women mathematicians. Hypatia (370-
415) of Alexandria remains legendary even
though her entire workis lost. So does Emmy
Noether of Germany for her work in abstract
algebra and physics, while Ada Lovelace is
credited with writing the first ever computer
program. The Hollywood film Hidden Figures
(2016) shows the gender and racial struggles
of three black women prodigies in NASA of

the 1960s — Katherine Johnson who calcu-
lated flight trajectories for NASA missions,
mathematician Dorothy Vaughan and engi-
neer Mary Jackson.

Yet the number of women achievers com-
pares poorly with those for men. Before
Uhlenbeck, 16 male mathematicians had
won the annual Abel Prize. The Fields Medal,
awarded once every four years, has had 60 re-
cipients since 1936, and only one of these
mathematicians has beenawoman. Maryam
Mirzakhani of Iran, who won the Medal in
2014, died in2017. The Chern Medal has been
presented to three male mathematicians in
2010,2014 and 2018.

Women have had a low representation
in the science Nobel Prizes too. Of the 607
Nobel Prizes awarded to 604 Laureates in
Physics, Chemistry and Medicine, 20 have
been won by 19 women. The double
Laureate is Marie Curie, the only scientist,
male or female, to win in two different sub-

Prize Subject Winners Women

Abel Prize Mathematics 17 1

Fields Medal = Mathematics 60 1

ChernMedal Mathematics 3 0

Nobel Prize Physics 209" 3**
Karen Nobel Pri Chemistr 180°* 5**
Uhlenbeck, —0ocTlz¢ emIstry
Abel Prize Nobel Prize Medicine 216 12
winner. *209 individuals have won 210 Physics Prizes; 180 have won 181
abelprize.no Chemistry Prizes ** Marie Curie won separately in Physics and Chemistry

jects (Physics and Chemistry).

Confidence gap
Various studies have been done on the

gender gap in mathematics-oriented fields.
An analysis of PISA scores by OECD in 2015

found that the difference in maths scores be-
tween high-achieving boys and girls was the
equivalent of about half a year at school. But
when comparing boys and girls who reported
similar levels of self-confidence and anxiety
about mathematics, the gender gap in per-

formance disappeared. In other words, when
girls were more anxious about maths, they
tended to perform poorly.

In 2017, a study published by American
sociologists in Frontiers in Psychology found
that beliefs in mathematical ability also
shapes choices in higher education. Although
girls are excelling in maths at school, boys still
believe they can do better.

In India, the proportion of women in
higher education courses in mathematics de-
creases as the degree pursued gets higher. The
latest All India Survey on Higher Education,
published last year, shows that women actu-
ally outnumbered menin PG courses (92,000
t063,000) in maths in 2017-18. The gap nar-
rowed in M Phil (2,700 to 2,100) before
women were overtaken by men in PhD
Courses(1,700t02,100).

Uhlenbeck's work
Uhlenbeck, 76, is acclaimed for her work

with partial differential equations, which she
has used to solve problems in geometry and
topology. Her breakthrough work, with math-
ematician Jonathan Sacks, was on “minimal
surfaces”, such as the spherical surface taken
by a soap bubble. This becomes complicated
when additional dimensions are added, such
as soap film forming around a wire;
Uhlenbeck’s work covered minimisation prob-
lems in higher dimensions. Her diverse fields
include gauge theory, which has applications
in particle physics and general relativity.

The Abel Prize, first awarded in 2003, in-
cludes an award of 6 million kroner (about
$700,000).1t is named after Swedish mathe-
matician Niels Henrik Abel (1802-29). The
International Mathematical Union and the
European Mathematical Society nominate
members of the Abel Committee, whoin turn
recommend recipients to The Norwegian
Academy of Science and Letters, which
awards the Abel Laureate.
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Twelve years later

s jurisdictions. An equally impor- vernment is judged not only on tax pool must also include cesses
: : tant question in fiscal federalism is the basis of actions taken which and surcharges as these have
The Madras High Court has prevented a } the determination of the specific fall strictly in its jurisdiction but al- ~ sharply increased in recent years.

miscarriage of justice in the ‘Dinakaran’ case

t is not often that political hooliganism is punished
Iin a court of law. In cases that result in loss of life, in-

vestigation and prosecution tend to become ines-
capable — but the trials are often derailed because of
the nexus between party heavyweights and police offic-
ers who lean on witnesses to turn hostile. It is therefore
gratifying that the Madras High Court has broken the
mould to set aside the perverse acquittal of all those in-
volved in the attack on the Madurai office of Dinakaran,
a Tamil daily, in 2007 and sentenced nine of them to
life. Three persons were killed due to suffocation after
parts of the office were set on fire by a mob owing alle-
giance to M.K. Alagiri, elder son of M. Karunanidhi and
then a powerful Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam leader in
the temple city. They were angry over an opinion poll
carried in the daily, which is part of the Sun Group of
Kalanithi Maran, grandnephew of M. Karunanidhi and
brother of former Union Minister Dayanidhi Maran.
The poll had claimed that Mr. Alagiri was less popular
than his brother M.K. Stalin, who now leads the DMK af-
ter Karunanidhi’s death in 2018. While the initial reac-
tion from the media group and the press fraternity was
one of anger and outrage, the cause for justice substan-
tially failed after a patch-up between the feuding sec-
tions of the family. Even while the investigation was
transferred to the CBI, the political system was working
to save the party’s hirelings. Most witnesses turned hos-
tile, the trial judge rejected even photographic and vi-
deographic evidence on technical grounds, and the CBI
failed to bring home the guilt of the assailants.

The High Court has noted that among the eye-wit-
nesses who shied away from deposing in favour of the
prosecution were Dinakaran’s own reporters and pho-
tographers, other journalists who covered the event
and many police officers who were at the spot while the
protest was turning violent and dozens of party cadre
were gathering there with lethal intent. It has made a
dark but possibly apposite comparison with the Best
Bakery case, in which a key witness turned hostile and
it was later revealed she had lied out of fear for her life.
The Bench has pulled up the trial judge for “manifest
perversity” in his treatment of evidence, especially in
rejecting on flimsy grounds the testimony of forensic
experts that there was no sign of manipulation or tam-
pering in the photographs and footage presented in
court. It was well known to the public that Mr. Alagiri
wielded enormous clout at that time and that his sup-
porters were involved in the incident. It is indicative of
the atmosphere of intimidation that prevailed that even
journalists who covered the incident denied their pre-
sence. While the court has prevented a miscarriage of
justice in this case, it is a sordid truth that the state of af-
fairs may continue in future too, unless amoral political
leaders and pliant police officers mend themselves.

A different league

In its 12th iteration, the IPL fields concerns
about its place in the cricket calendar

he Indian Premier League, since its launch in
2008, has become a sporting indulgence every

summer. Cricketing purists may sneer at Twen-
ty20s and their lack of historical resonance, but there is
no denying the IPL’s popularity and resilience. The 12th
edition, which started in Chennai on Saturday with an
easy victory for the holders Chennai Super Kings, will
span diverse venues for the 60 matches. Despite the
elections being held through seven phases during April-
May, the Board of Control for Cricket in India has en-
sured that every franchise gets its rightful share of
home and away matches. But besides the immediacy of
sixes, dot-balls and ecstatic fans, the current IPL has to
deal with the elephant in the room. It is expected to
conclude on May 12, and immediately the biggest tour-
nament in the International Cricket Council calendar
awaits the players. The World Cup starts on May 30,
with host England taking on South Africa at the Oval. In-
dia will open its campaign with the game against South
Africa at Southampton on June 5. But there isn’t enough
time for the Indian team to recuperate.

Virat Kohli’s men have been playing without a break
over the last few months, with tours of Australia and
New Zealand followed by the limited overs series
against visiting Australians. They then plunged into the
IPL, and now with the World Cup looming large, that
old debate of club vs country has bubbled up again, and
rightly so. There are fears about Indian and overseas
cricketers picking up injuries in the league, which
might scupper their World Cup plans. The national se-
lectors, who are keeping an eye out for some surprise
talent emerging in the league, are hoping that the core
group of established stars will remain fit for cricket’s
showpiece event. There is speculation about the BCCI
and the Indian team management having had a word
with team-owners over workload management so that
key players don’t suffer a burnout. Yet, there is no clar-
ity about this plan, and the fear of fatigue derailing the
cricketers is a genuine one. Amidst this confusion, the
IPL still presents an opportunity for a few Indian

Another look at fiscal transfers

The time has come to amend the Constitution to fix the proportion of shareable taxes for the States

C. RANGARAJAN

ederalism is an old concept.
Flts origin is mainly political.

It is well known that the effi-
ciency of a government depends
on, among other factors, its struc-
ture. In large countries, it has been
felt that only a federal structure
can efficiently meet the require-
ments of people from different re-
gions. Underlying this proposition
is the premise that preferences va-
Ty across regions.

In our country during the inde-
pendence struggle, provincial au-
tonomy was regarded as an inte-
gral part of the freedom
movement. However, after Inde-
pendence, several compulsions,
which included defence and inter-
nal security, led to a scheme of
federalism in which the Centre as-
sumed greater importance. Also in
the immediate period following In-
dependence, when the Centre and
all States were ruled by the same
party and when many of the po-
werful provincial leaders migrated
to the Centre, the process of cen-
tralisation gathered further mo-
mentum. Economic planning at a
nation-wide level helped this cen-
tralising process.

Fiscal federalism

Fiscal federalism is the economic
counterpart to political federal-
ism. Fiscal federalism is con-
cerned with the assignment on the
one hand of functions to different
levels of government, and with ap-
propriate fiscal instruments for
carrying out these functions on
the other. It is generally believed
that the Central government must
provide national public goods that
render services to the entire popu-
lation. A typical example cited is
defence. Sub-national govern-

ments are expected to provide
goods and services whose con-
sumption is limited to their own

fiscal instruments that would ena-
ble the different levels of govern-
ment to carry out their functions.
This is the ‘tax-assignment pro-
blem’ which is much discussed in
the literature on the subject. In de-
termining the taxes that are best
suited for use at different levels of
government, one basic considera-
tion is in relation to the mobility of
economic agents, goods and re-
sources. It is generally argued that
the de-centralised levels of govern-
ment should avoid non-benefit
taxes and taxes on mobile units.

This implies that the Central go-
vernment should have the respon-
sibility to levy non-benefit taxes
and taxes on mobile units or re-
sources. Building these principles
into an actual scheme of assign-
ment of taxes to different levels of
government in a Constitution is in-
deed very difficult. Different Con-
stitutions interpret differently
what is mobile and what is purely
a benefit tax. For example, in the
United States and Canada, both
Federal and State governments
have concurrent powers to levy in-
come tax. On the contrary, in In-
dia, income tax is levied only by
the Central government though
shared with the States. Recognis-
ing the possibility of imbalance
between resources and responsi-
bilities, many countries have a sys-
tem of inter-governmental transf-
ers.

The Indian Constitution lays
down the functions as well as tax-
ing powers of the Centre and
States. It is against this back-
ground that the issues relating to
the correction of vertical and hori-
zontal imbalances have been ad-
dressed by every Finance Commis-
sion, taking into account the
prevailing set of circumstances.
However, Central transfers to
States are not confined to the re-
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commendations of the Finance
Commissions. There are other
channels such as those through
the Planning Commission until re-
cently as well the discretionary
grants of the Central government.

In 2010-11, in the combined re-
venue receipts of the Centre and
States, the share of the Centre was
64.68%. After transfer, the share
came down to 40.20%. In the case
of the States, their share before
transfers was 35.32%. After the re-
ceipts of transfers the share of
States went up to 59.80%. Thus the
shares got reversed. In 2016-17, the
share of the Centre after transfers
was 33.37% and that of the States
was 66.63%. In the case of total ex-
penditures, the share of the Centre
in 2014-15 was 41.14% and that of
the States was 58.86%. The ulti-
mate position appears reasonable.
The question may be on the mode
of transfers.

New developments

The Fourteenth Finance Commis-
sion has broken new ground in
terms of allocation of resources.
One of its major recommendations
has been to increase the share of
tax devolution to 42% of the divis-
ible pool. This is a substantial in-
crease by almost 10 percentage
points. The commission has ar-
gued that this does not necessarily
affect the overall transfers but only
enhances the share of uncondi-
tional transfers. It is true that Cen-
trally sponsored schemes, which
have ballooned in recent years,

Parallel tracks on trade ties

Economic diplomacy can still prevent the removal of the U.S’s trade benefits to Indian exports

PUJA MEHRA

ould it be that the strained
Ctrade relations between In-

dia and the U.S. are an out-
come not of the U.S’s domestic
politics but of India’s? The time-
line of U.S. President Donald
Trump’s decision to rescind the
benefits Indian exports enjoy un-
der the Generalised System of Pre-
ferences (GSP) programme is
revealing.

E-commerce rules

It begins with the change in fo-
reign direct investment (FDI) rules
in India. The tightened norms that
came into effect on February 1
place several restrictions on e-
commerce companies, including
Walmart-owned Flipkart and
Amazon.

The unexpected changes came
after Walmart, the world’s largest
retailer, paid over $16 billion to ac-
quire Flipkart last May. To raise
the resources needed, Walmart
put one of its biggest international
operations, Asda, on the block for
$10 billion.

The calculations behind the
$500 billion retail giant’s invest-
ment in India have gone awry after
the change in the FDI rules. The

Walmart family are close friends of
Mr. Trump. On February 20, Wal-
mart CEO Doug McMillon said the
company was disappointed that
New Delhi had changed the FDI
rules without consultation and
hoped for a more collaborative
process going forward. Days later,
on March 4, Mr. Trump notified
Congress of his intention to slap
punitive action on India by ending
preferential treatment for the
country’s exports.

Walmart has a reputation for
killing small retail businesses with
ultra-low prices, a concern that in-
fluenced New Delhi’s decision to
tighten the FDI rules. While the
FDI policy might be irreversible,
economic diplomacy can still de-
fuse the situation and prevent the
removal of the GSP benefits that
will not take effect for until at least
60 days after the notifications to
Congress and the Indian
government.

The simmering tensions go back
to April 2018 when the United
States Trade Representative
(USTR) launched a review of New
Delhi’s eligibility for the GSP pro-
gramme. Tensions escalated in
June, as New Delhi, in response to
Washington’s 25% tariff hikes on
steel and 10% levies on alumini-
um, immediately accused it of un-
fair trade practices, and, seeking
to signal a muscular approach,
threatened retaliatory tariffs on
$235 million of U.S. imports.

Bilateral talks since then have
failed to ease tensions and India
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now stares at losing the GSP bene-
fits. Foreign Secretary V.K. Gok-
hale returned empty-handed from
Washington recently.

India’s GSP status came under
review after the U.S. medical and
dairy industries complained that
New Delhi is not providing them
“equitable and reasonable access
to its market”. India’s data locali-
sation policies deepened the rift.

New Delhi’s use of price control
measures against imported drugs
and medical devices has grown
noticeably. Cardiac stents were
put under price controls in Febru-
ary 2016 and knee implants at-
tracted similar action in August
2017, after which trade margins for
many medical devices are sought
to be capped.

U.S. manufacturers complain
that in doing so, New Delhi has
meted out differential treatment to
them vis-a-vis domestic players.

For domestic companies, the
price to distributors is considered

may have ‘encroached’ on the ter-
ritory of States. Over years, the
performance of the Central go-

so on initiatives undertaken in the
areas which fall in the Concurrent
and even State lists. Centralised
planning has something to do with
it. Today, the Central government
is held responsible for everything
that happens, including, for exam-
ple, agrarian distress. In viewing
the responsibilities of the Centre
and States we must take a broader
view than what is stipulated in the
Constitution.

On the allocation of uncondi-
tional transfers, two questions ar-
ise. The first is to determine the to-
tal transfers that need to be made,
while the second is whether all
transfers must be done by the Fi-
nance Commission alone. Finance
Commissions prior to the Four-
teenth recognised that some
transfers were being made by the
Planning Commission; this was
kept in mind while deciding on tax
devolution. By the time the Four-
teenth Finance Commission was
required to submit its report, a
fundamental change in the institu-
tional framework had occurred.

The Planning Commission was
replaced by the NITI Aayog, which
was simply a think-tank with no
powers of resource allocation. In
this context perhaps what the
Fourteenth Finance Commission
did was justifiable. Of course, the
Fourteenth Finance Commission
did what it did because the terms
of reference had not made any dis-
tinction between Plan and non-
Plan revenue expenditures. The
moot question is about what hap-
pens if any future government re-
vives the Planning Commission
with financial powers. This will
put the Central government in a
fix.

Some suggestions
Perhaps the time has come for the
Constitution to be amended and

while in the case of global manu-
facturers the base proposed is the
landed costs of imports. The U.S.
medical device industry wants
price controls on cardiac stents
and knee implants withdrawn and
would like products to be treated
on parity with domestic medical
devices through a trade margin ra-
tionalisation regime.

New Delhi has preferred to act
against unreasonable price mark-
ups through price controls when
exactly the same outcomes can be
achieved through other types of
policy alternatives. The USTR is
right in pointing out that price
capping counts as a trade barrier.
New Delhi can easily address the
concerns by replacing price con-
trols with trade margin rationalisa-
tion measures, applying them
equally to domestic and foreign
manufacturers.

India is the largest beneficiary
of the GSP, the largest and oldest
U.S. trade preference programme.
The GSP is aimed at promoting
economic development by allow-
ing duty-free entry of products
from designated beneficiary coun-
tries. Nearly 4,800 different goods
from 129 designated countries en-
joy duty-free access under the
programme.

The immediate loss for India is
preferential access at zero or mini-
mal tariffs to the U.S. in case of
about 1,900 products, or about
half of all Indian products.

New Delhi has downplayed the
impact of the proposed withdra-

the proportion of shareable taxes
that should go to the States fixed at
the desired level. The shareable

Fixing the ratio at 42% of sharea-
ble taxes, including cesses and sur-
charges, seems appropriate.
Another possible route is to follow
the practice in the U.S. and Cana-
da: of allowing the States to levy
tax on personal income, with
some limitations. Since one of the
concerns is that resources do not
match functions, this may be a
way out. But, as in the U.S., the
scheme should be simple and ride
on federal income tax, that is, just
a levy on the income assessed by
federal authorities. The freedom
given to the States must be limited.
It is important to note that the levy
by the Centre and States together
should be reasonable.

Also once this power is given to
the States, the transfers from the
Centre need adjustment. As far as
India is concerned, this is an area
which needs a fuller study. Adop-
tion of any one of these alterna-
tives will avoid friction between
the Centre and the States. Perhaps
the first alternative of constitution-
ally fixing the ratio is the easiest.

There are issues relating to hori-
zontal distribution. Equity consid-
erations have dominated the allo-
cations. This is as it should be.
However, the ability of bringing
about equalisation across States in
India has limitations. Even the re-
latively richer States have their
own problems and they feel
‘cheated’ because of the overuse
of the equity criterion. An appro-
priate balancing of criteria is need-
ed particularly in the context of
the rise in unconditional transfers.
Of course, appropriate balancing
is what all Finance Commissions
are concerned about.

C. Rangarajan is former Chairman of the
Economic Advisory Council to the Prime
Minister and former Governor, Reserve
Bank of India

wal of benefits, saying exports
worth $190 million only are likely
to be affected and that the tariff ad-
vantage was 4% or more on only
2,165 of a total 0f 18,770 tariff lines.

Estimating losses

This is an underestimation. The
loss to the economy would be
much larger than what the Depart-
ment of Commerce is projecting.
While it is true that the actual tariff
advantage from the programme
works out to a meagre $190 mil-
lion, which is just 0.4% of the total
Indian exports to the U.S., the ac-
tual loss will not be limited to the
immediate tariff advantage.

Indian exporters are competing
for market share in the U.S. with
other low-income countries in in-
dustries where margins are wafer
thin. Even minor price hikes can
drive significant drops in export
volumes. In which case, losing
GSP access will be costlier than the
projections.

Among price-sensitive products
eligible for higher GSP benefits
that risk losing out to competition
from other countries are pro-
cessed food, leather products,
plastic products, building mate-
rials, tiles, hand tools, engineering
goods, cycles and made-ups such
as pillow/cushion sleeves and wo-
ven women’s apparel.

Many of these are the very in-
dustries the new e-commerce FDI
rules seek to protect.

Puja Mehra is a Delhi-based journalist
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Strong, swift, sensitive
A woman leader has quietly
drawn attention to herself
with her quick, firm and
pathbreaking actions,
breaking stereotypes of
what a leader is (‘World’
page - standalone picture,
“Peace ambassador”,
March 24). Jacinda Ardern,
New Zealand’s Prime

National Congress, its
indication that Congress
president Rahul Gandhi is
likely to enter the fray from
a Lok Sabha constituency in
the south — possibly
Wayanad in Kerala — sends
out confusing and wrong
signals (“Rahul likely to
contest from south too”,
March 24). There is nothing

of sorts.

from here, Mr. Gandhi’s win
is a foregone conclusion; it
would be a pyrrhic victory

AYYASSERI RAVEENDRANATH,
Aranmula, Kerala

= [t would give the
impression that the Congress
has admitted defeat even
before the first vote is cast.

ABDUL ASSIS P.A.,

Kandassankadavu, Thrissur, Kerala

Kerala because of the
supposedly electrifying
presence of Mr. Gandhi, it
will be a pyrrhic victory.

thinks of Jim Corbett

Captivating and classic
The magical vision of the
elusive, striped cat has
always floated before my

(‘Magazine’, “The legends of
Carpet Sahib”, March 24).

M.V. RADHAKRISHNAN,
Ayyanthole, Thrissur, Kerala

heard people discussing it
the next day, that the ‘baagh’
had come the previous night.
Whenever stories of man-
animal conflicts crop up, one

Chepauk and the equivalent
0f 12,000 seats. I am not sure
what the “legal reasons” are
but I am sure that there is a
way out. The stands also look
to be structurally sound. I
say this as a senior citizen,
82, having captained the 2nd
division TNCA league in the
1960s. Why are the sport-
loving masses of Chennai not

. . . Minister, has exhibited to prove as the socio- The BJP can easily portray eyes ever since I became a Three empty stands protesting?
players to press their claims to be on the flight to Lon- . . o . - - .
h i ¢ h . wisdom and immense political character of Mr. Gandhi as a general in Jim Corbett fan. I had the The standalone picture SHANKER MANGADU,
don. The Australian duo of Steve Smith and David War- strength after the Wayanad has always made  full retreat from the Hindi opportunity to serve in the (‘Sport’ page, “Full and Chennai

ner, who are coming back after a one-year ban follow-
ing the ball-tampering crisis at Cape Town in South
Africa last March, are also keen to excel for Rajasthan
Royals and Sunrisers Hyderabad, respectively, and
claim their Baggy Green caps. Strangely, the domestic
tournament with an international flavour, as Rahul Dra-

Christchurch attacks. There
is another subtle message:
those leaders whose intent
it is to take advantage of
religious conflicts should
learn from her.

the seat a safe bet for the
UDF. Here, the influence of
the BJP and other forces
that subscribe to the
‘Moditva’ ideology is
minimal. Such a move

heartland to the south,
where the BJP’s electoral
prospects are quite dim. If
the Congress is destined to
form a non-BJP coalition
government, the Left is

Kumaon region of

Uttarakhand (1997-2000) and
was always on the lookout
for the magnificent tiger
while travelling through
Ramnagar, Mohan, Molekhal,

empty!” March 24) said it all
— three deserted stands at
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CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

“Congress, AINRC and MNM candidates file papers” (March 23,
2019, some editions) incorrectly referred to M.A.S. Subramanian
as an Amma Makkal Munnetra Kazhagam (AMMK) candidate. Actu-

. A . FARZANA would also reveal the supposed to support it. So, Manila, Bhikiasen, Masi, ; ; Py
vid described the IPL, continues to have no space for TARzANA ) TeY pp Supp ! ally, he is contesting on behalf of the MNM (Makkal Needhi Maiam).
h ) - > . ; New Delhi skewed priority of the the Congress’s State Ranikhet and Almora. One “In the footsteps of NTR, Chiranjeevi and Jayalalithaa” (March
Pal<1st§n ?r1c1<eter§, .ralslng questions about its 'organls- Congresg in thg natipnal leadership wants its day, at Manila, the local 21, 2019, some editions) erroneously said that Chiranjeevi won the
ing principles. Politics and commerce have reinforced At what cost? perspectives vis-d-vis the president to inflict damage canine hero which used to Assembly elections in 1999. It should have been 2009.
each other to make an even deeper impact on the IPL. Whatever may be the ‘fight against the common on its putative supporter. visit our bank branch The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-2841827/28576300;

compulsions for the Indian

threat’. If he does stand

Even if the Congress sweeps

suddenly disappeared. I
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Disinformation is everywhere in India

It is not only social media that is responsible for it, but also news media and some politicians

RASMUS KLEIS NIELSEN

With the Lok Sabha elections coming
up, it is critically important that In-
dians have access to credible and
trustworthy information before they
vote. The problem is that many do
not feel they do. In a brand new sur-
vey of English-language Internet us-
ers in India conducted by the Univer-
sity of Oxford, we have found that a
majority of the respondents are con-
cerned with whether the news they
come across online is real or fake.

Who can blame them? After the
Pulwama attack, social media and
messaging apps were flooded with
false and misleading content as peo-
ple tried to make sense of the horri-
ble violence. As Trushar Barot, a
former BBC journalist who leads Fa-
cebook’s integrity initiatives in India,
tweeted, “I've never seen anything
like this before — the scale of fake
content circulating on one story.”

Some of this was ordinary people
sharing misinformation in good
faith, but much of it was not. As the
Central Reserve Police Force noted a
few days after losing 40 men in the
attack, “It has been noticed that on
social media some miscreants are
trying to circulate fake pictures of bo-
dy parts of our Martyrs to invoke
hatred while we stand united. Please
DO NOT circulate/share/like such
photographs or posts.” Even as some
news media made the occasional
misstep and amplified some of this
disinformation, other journalists and
fact-checkers were working overtime
to identify and debunk some of the
worst examples shared online, in-
cluding fake or manipulated material
trying to link Congress president Ra-
hul Gandhi and Congress general se-
cretary in-charge of eastern Uttar
Pradesh, Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, to
the attack.

The heart of the problem

Social media and messaging apps are
thus at the heart of the disinforma-
tion problems that India faces. Of our
survey respondents, 52% say they get
news via Facebook, and the same
percentage say they get news via

SINGLE FILE

Deconstructing addiction
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WhatsApp, which is owned by Face-
book. With an estimated quarter bil-
lion Indians having come online
since the last general election, com-
panies like Facebook, Google and
Twitter have become central parts of
the Indian media environment, in-
cluding the disinformation problems
that it faces.

But disinformation is not only a
problem of social media and digital
platforms. In our survey, strikingly,
those who use Facebook and/or
WhatsApp for news do not report
higher levels of concern over wheth-
er the news they come across is real
or fake than those who do not rely on
them. It seems people are as con-
cerned about information from news
media as they are about information
from social media. More detailed
questions in our survey reveal a far
more complex set of wider pro-
blems. At the heart of disinformation
problems are stories that are com-
pletely made up for political or com-
mercial reasons, to try to discredit
rivals or make money from clickbait.
Of our respondents, 51% say they are
concerned about this problem. But
strikingly, a similar number say they
are concerned about what they con-
sider to be poor journalism (stories
that respondents consider marred by
factual mistakes, inaccuracies, etc.).
And 50% say they are concerned by
hyperpartisan political content,

where facts are spun or twisted to
push a particular agenda, whether
from politicians, pundits or
publishers.

So, when many Indians in the run-
up to the elections say they are con-
cerned about what is real and what is
fake on the Internet, this is clearly in
part about social media and digital
platforms. But unfortunately, it is al-
so about some news media and some
politicians who people see as part of
the disinformation problems that In-
dia faces. It is only a few years ago
that the Press Council of India said
that “the phenomenon of ‘paid
news’ has acquired serious dimen-
sions”, “goes beyond the corruption
of individual journalists and media
companies and has become perva-
sive, structured and highly organ-
ised.” The Press Council concluded:
“It is undermining democracy in In-
dia.” Cobrapost’s sting operation last
summer, which exposed large media
houses willing to peddle propaganda
as news, demonstrates that some of
these problems persist.

Low trust in institutions

Beyond the rise of digital media, the
backdrop of disinformation pro-
blems in India is thus low trust in es-
tablished institutions. Though there
are some admirable exceptions, esta-
blished institutions often seem to fail
the people who rely on them. Other

studies have found low trust in polit-
icians and political parties. Our own
survey shows that just 36% of respon-
dents feel they can trust most news
most of the time, statistically indis-
tinguishable from the 34% who say
they trust news found via social
media.

Addressing the issues

What can be done do address these
issues? It is clear that platform com-
panies have much to do to improve
their content moderation and con-
tain disinformation. Facebook has
announced that it currently has over
500 full-time employees and at least
3,500 external contractors who fo-
cus on election work, on top of the
30,000 people across the company
focused on safety and security is-
sues. (Given the fact that India ac-
counts for more than 10% of the glo-
bal user base of both Facebook and
WhatsApp, and is growing rapidly, it
would be good to know how many of
these people are focused specifically
on India.)

Similarly, it is troubling that some
coordinated attempts to amplify and
spread misleading and false informa-
tion sometimes seem to emanate
from major political parties and acti-
vists who support them. This ought
to stop, and if it does not, has to be
continuously and critically covered
by independent journalists to ensure
that people are aware of what is go-
ing on. Finally, it is clear that Indian
news media has a lot of work to do if
it wants to gain the trust of the Indian
public. Many express high levels of
trust in some individual brands,
most notably major newspapers and
some broadcasters. But many news
media are not trusted.

In a situation where disinforma-
tion seems to be everywhere, and
digital platforms, some politicians
and some news media are intert-
wined in these problems, we can on-
ly hope that those news media which
genuinely do stand out as providers
of credible information are able to
convince people that they provide
exactly that — news that is worthy not
only of people’s attention, but also
their trust.

Rasmus Kleis Nielsen is Director of the
Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism
and Professor of Political Communication at
the University of Oxford. Twitter:
@rasmus_kleis

FROM THE READERS’ EDITOR

Accountable to the public

There is a lot of pressure on legacy media now as
unverified information is crowding social media

s

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

During election time, there is a lot of pres-
sure on legacy media, especially in this era of
information overload. Some readers wonder
why this column, which is pri-

marily meant to address the

requirements of both the
print and online readers of
The Hindu, also looks at the
impact of social media on
our information ecology.
This is because information
that crowds the social me-
diascape is often used to
question mainstream
journalists.

Most WhatsApp forwards from people we
know happen to be unconfirmed informa-
tion and speculation. I often wonder why pe-
ople compulsively forward messages that
they themselves don’t believe at times. On
the other hand, journalism is an attempt to
bear witness and provide news. The act of
verification in journalism differentiates it
from other sources of information. Even in
this digital era, credible news organisations
do not depend on copy-and-paste reporting.
They try their best to refrain from becoming
echo chambers.
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Lies on Twitter

I am a social media sceptic, but I am on Twit-
ter primarily to provide a quick forum for
the readers to raise questions pertaining to
The Hindu. I do examine complaints, imma-
terial of the route through which they reach
us. Accuracy and fairness are the central
themes of journalism, and legacy media tries
to uphold these principles despite the multi-
ple attacks from social media. On social me-
dia, a deliberate lie by a politically aligned
personality gets amplified in an exponential
manner. And some use these lies to question
The Hindu.

The latest example is a tweet by Madhu
Kishwar, editor of the journal, Manushi. Her
tweet read: “DMK manifesto Page 112...Peo-
ple occupying encroached temple lands will
be regularised and ownership transferred.
Page 85...Encroached Waqgf properties will
be reclaimed and handed over to Wakf.” Af-
ter reading this tweet, those who are aligned
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with the ruling party at the Centre called and
asked us why The Hindu has been silent on
these crucial issues. The problem does not
lie with The Hindu because the DMK manif-
esto was only 76 pages and was widely circu-
lated both in English and Tamil. Can a new-
spaper buy such disinformation from a
partisan social media activist at the cost of
truth? Contrary to Ms. Kishwar’s religiously
polarising politics, the DMK’s manifesto talks
about functioning without prejudice towards
any religion in the country.

When I explained this,
some of Ms. Kishwar’s apol-
ogists tried to invoke the
DMK’s 2016 manifesto for
the Legislative Assembly
elections to justify her out-
landish claims. But a reading
of the 2016 manifesto of the
party does not reveal any
preferential treatment for
any religion. It talks about
the party’s commitment to
protect the assets belonging to various plac-
es of worship irrespective of the religion.

Dealing with problematic content

As The Hindu’s Readers’ Editor, I have al-
ways pointed out the failures within this
newspaper, including inaccurate headlines
and the dependence on anonymous sources
while reporting. The editors of this newspap-
er have always exhibited a fair sense of pro-
priety and humility by publicly apologising
whenever there have been mistake. As jour-
nalists, we are accountable only to truth and
not to those who wield power. I would like to
request all those who derive their informa-
tion only from social media to read an out-
standing paper, ‘The Impact of Newspaper
Ombudsmen on Journalists’ Attitudes’, by
David Pritchard of the University of Wiscon-
sin-Milwaukee. He diligently used data from
a national survey of journalists to examine
the difference between newspapers with
ombudsmen and those without.

Recently, the Election Commission of In-
dia met with the representatives of The Inter-
net and Mobile Association of India and va-
rious social media organisations to
formulate a code of ethics for online plat-
forms. Platforms such as Facebook, What-
sApp, Google, Twitter, ShareChat and Byte-
Dance have agreed to a voluntary code,
where the emphasis is on dealing with pro-
blematic content. Ms. Kishwar’s tweet is a
test for this new code.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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PM wants Telangana’s grievances removed

The Prime Minister Mrs. Indira Gandhi, is reported to have
urged at the meeting of the Congress Parliamentary Party ex-
ecutive to-day [March 24] that proper steps should be taken to
meet the situation arising from the Telengana agitation, as oth-
erwise, she feared, it might have repercussions in other parts
of the country. Mrs. Gandhi said she was ready to meet MPs
from Andhra and discuss possible solutions. In her view, there
was a sense of grievance among the people of Telengana and
steps should be taken to remove that grievance. She is report-
ed to have mentioned that the Swatantra Party was taking pol-
itical advantage of the present situation. Mrs. Gandhi is ex-
pected to discuss all aspects of this problem with the Andhra
Chief Minister, Mr. Brahmananda Reddy, when he comes here
[New Delhi] to-morrow.

The simple home truth is that love and
work are all we need for a better life

MADHURIKA SANKAR

Acclaimed musician Sarah
McLachlan sings in her addic-
tion anthem Angel: “You are
pulled from the wreckage of
your silent reverie.” She
wrote the song inspired by
the tragic death of the Smash-
ing Pumpkins keyboardist, Jo-
nathan Melvoin, in the 1990s.
In recent years, the stories
and statistics on addiction
have only escalated in intensi-
ty and number. This can be attributed to several reasons,
one of them being an increasingly socially disconnected
world — and no, the number of friends you have on Face-
book doesn’t really count.

In the late 1970s, a series of controversial experiments,
the Rat Park experiments, were conducted by Canadian psy-
chologist Bruce Alexander. Their results, while widely de-
bated, aimed to prove a seminal hypothesis: that substance
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Nature’s Camouflage.

The word “camouflage” may be a new one, but the thing it
means is as old as the hills! And, strangely enough, it is mostly
protection from the aviators which it has sought from the be-
ginning. The young grouse among the heather has only to lie
still to be invisible even to the telescopic eye of the hovering
hawk, so absolutely do its feathers tone with its surroundings.

DATA POINT

The table shows the closest and widest win margins in Lok Sabha elections in
terms of vote percentage since 1962

Close calls

abuse is an outcome of environmental isolation, and there- The Lok Sabha polls have Year State Candidat Party Seat : Margin % Visitors to the Natura! History Museum at South Kensingt'on
fore can be overcome with reintegration of the afflicted indi- witnessed wins with 1989 | AP. K.Ramakrishna INC Anakapalli 0.0014% may see many charmingly set Nature tableaux representing
vidual into society in a meaningful way. While that was not vote margins as low as 1998 | Bihar Som Marandi BJP Rajmahal 0.0015% Nature’s camouflage. Indeed, so good an artist is Nature that
proven as an absolute, there has been further research into 0.0014% and as high 1996 | Gujarat | Gaekwad s Dilipsinh | INC Baroda 0.0040% she gives the Arctic fox, the ermine and the ptarmigan the pre-
this area of psychology that suggests that there indeed exists as 97%. A State-wise, cious gift of turning white to match the all-prevailing snow
a positive correlation between environmental enrichment party-wise look at the 1989 J&K P.L.Handoo JKN Anantnag 97.1875% Wh?n winter comes, so that thel_r enemies cannot spot thel_n
and positive recovery from substance abuse. proportion of close calls. 1989 | JaK Saif Ud Din Soze JKN Baramulla 91.8700% fﬁzlggrlctkl:anuil:ﬁ Ek?;i}[ﬂfot; i’;lggﬁz ?alglligts_ Zi};ag ;gztr?l-tcr:t:;l
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There is copious literature about the best approach to EQaresiBatisilanan 1991 Sikkim Dil Kumari Bhandari SSP Sikkim 86.8583% pillar, and the same rose may be infested wi?h green fly which

treating addiction, ranging from judgment (“what a weak
and selfish person”) to mollycoddling (“it’s a disease; you're
not responsible”). There are many psychotherapeutic and
chemical-based treatment options as a result, which have,
no doubt, been game changers in the field. But I have come
to believe the simple home truth: that love and work are all
we need for a better life.

yet require sharp eyes to see them. Doubtless the lovely wings
of the butterflies are camouflage too, seeing that these insects
so often settle upon the petals of flowers.

State- and party-wise analysis

The median vote margin percentage in Lok Sabha polls is 12.18%. For the purpose of this graphic, if the win margin percentage in
a seat is less than the median, then it is termed as a close call. The first graph shows the percentage of seats won by parties with
a margin less than the median. For instance, of the 2,763 MP seats won by the Congress since 1962, 46.5% had a win margin
less than the median. The second graph shows the percentage of seats in a State which witnessed a win margin less than the
median. For instance, of the 1,174 MP seats won in U.P. since 1962, 55% had a win margin less than the median

POLL CALL

First, we must dispense with nouns dealing with addic- 100 5 gsp A high share of seats won by 100 A high share of seats in Kerala and
tion. This means not calling a hooked individual an ‘addict’. T these parties were close calls Manipur were won as close calls Silent majority
There is a permanency to that label that is discomfiting to S G—spP ) o )
anyone who wishes to clear the slate. And isn’t that what Esgo o—1op . Manipur Kerala The silent majority referg toa percelvgd largg group of people
life’s journey is about — salvation? Evolving into a higher be- 2 80 S k who do not make their views known in public. The term was
ing? No pill is needed for that. ~n _ A) popularised by U.S. President Richard Nixon who believed

Which begs the question, what if there is unemployment E o cPM BJP Punjab Karnataka -P. b that only a small minority was busy demonstrating against the
and zero love? That’s where self-love comes into play. That 560\ Pg é d) 60| . ° J, d) d) Up. U.S’s involvement in the Vietnam War and that most Ameri-
everything we need to become a complete, compassionate g oo o) . ° o WB O d) cans supported him. The term is often used by political ana-
individual lies within us. This is a realisation that occurs c O Q o5 M.P. iy lysts and politicians to captiqn agai.nst over—empha_sising _the
with time, experience, age and having a few dark nights of 240 DMK R ©  Delhi i O& mnar depth of support for certain views simply on the basis of high-
the soul. But when that dark night passes, the world view E (o] o- Congress 40| o o ° b lo) decibel campaigns or mobilisation.
that the individual has acquired is infinitely larger — and one £ o) « ° ° Q
that accommodates the humanity required to forgive our- B . ﬁ )

=20 amil Nadu

selves and forget. S 20

There is too much adventure and wonderment in this ) © o Among the bigger States, Tamil Nadu has seen the MORE ON THE WEB
world to sit by the sidelines, no matter how branded a soul 2 least proportion of close call wins
you may possess. Having the fortitude to try again is what re- % o |_rotalseats > 0 Watch: A.R. Rahman in conversation with Lydian
deems us. B3 100 500 2000 10 50 200 1000 Nadhaswaram

JKN: Jammu and Kashmir National Conference; SSP: Sikkim Sangram Parishad Source: Trivedi Centre for Political Data

The writer is based in Chennai http://bit.ly/LydianRahman
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