8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS
Thefear of Al

Thereis a lot of scaremongering about the “malicious
applications” of this technology
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TECH-ENABLED

DEVANGSHU DATTA

Intelligence has become common-
place as Al adoption has spread. In
mid-February, there was a storm when
an open-source Al developer postponed
putting one of its products into public
domain due to concerns of misuse.
OpenAl is a San-Francisco based non-
profit organisation with a hundred-per-

Fear-mongering about Artificial

son team and funding from billionaires
Vinod Khosla, Elon Musk, Peter Thiel,
etc. Its mission is to “ensure that Artificial
General Intelligence (AGI) benefits all of
humanity”, as and when AGI arrives.

The OpenAl definition of AGI is
“highly autonomous systems that out-
perform humans at most economically
valuable work”. OpenAl has released
papers on Al systems that achieve super-
human gamescores, and trained robotic
hands to hold and manipulate objects
with dexterity, etc.

The programme in question was a
text generator called GPT-2, trained
through unsupervised machine learn-
ing (ML). This sounds anti-climactic. Al
is extensively used in weapons that actu-
ally kill people, and autonomous vehi-
cles have already logged quite a few fatal
accidents. The hype around GPT-2 was
perhaps, over the top. OpenAl has just
postponed the full release by six
months, while publishing a technical

paper and explaining why they are with-
holding certain critical details.

What is GPT-2 and why is it so scary?
OpenAl put together a database of mil-
lions of “3 karma” Reddit social media
posts (Reddit “karma” is the equivalent
of FB “likes”). Then it gave this 40Gb
database to its Al model and told the Al
to learn how to learn to predict the next
(most probable) word.

We use text generators every day
when we type email and SMS. But GPT-2
taught itself to perform tasks like ques-
tion answering, reading comprehension,
summarisation, and translation, from the
raw text, without any task-specific train-
ing. This is “unsupervised learning” in
ML terminology. GPT-2 searches for nor-
mal speech / writing patterns on its own.

It used 10x as many resources as GPT
(the original Al developed by OpenAl).

This is a serious improvement on the
usual text generator, which may be able
to come up with the next word in a sen-

Will Jet continue to fly?

If Jet does not survive, the lenders will lose money but
gain experience of how to deal with a defaulter
airline and not repeat the Kingfisher mistake

BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

n Thursday night, after Kolkata

Knight Riders vanquished Royal

Challengers Bangalore at an
Indian Premier League match when
Andrew Russell smacked his seventh six,
Sunil Gavaskar said this was a classic
instance of snatching victory from the jaws
of defeat.

While watching the match in the
evening on TV, I got many text messages
from executives of Jet Airways (India) Ltd,
giving a running commentary on how
Indian Oil Corp Ltd stopped supplying avi-
ation fuel to the airline that day and
resumed later and its lessors were asking
the India’s aviation regulator to deregister
planes leased to Jet for non-payment of
lease rental. (Once they are deregistered,
the lessors can take them out of India and
lease to other airlines.)

All these were happening when a gr-
oup of bankers was huddled at State Bank
of India's local head office in Delhi, stitch-
ing the plan to put up the airline for sale.
Can the lenders snatch Jet from the jaws
of death? The clock s ticking away: Within
72 hours we will know whether Jet will
survive or go the Kingfisher Airlines way.

Even if Jet crashlands, a la Kingfisher

Airlines Ltd, the two stories are very
different.

Wiser with the Kingfisher experience,
the lenders have been proactive. They
have forced the promoter Naresh Goyal
out. Contrary to what many believe, they
have not been trying to bail out the airline.
By infusing little bit of fresh money, they
want to sell it as a “going concern”.

The lenders have not moved the insol-
vency court as an airline is not just another
borrower; barring the enterprise value, an
airline doesn’t have many assets that can
fetch money. Of course, if the revival plan
fails, they will have no choice but to per-
form the last rites of Jet by moving court
under the Securitisation and Reconstru-
ction of Financial Assets and Enforcement
of Securities Interest Act, 2002, or SAR-
FAESI Act, to recover whatever they can.

By October 2018, when the 25-year old
and till then India’s second largest carrier
Jet reported losses for the third straight
quarter, the lenders had swung into action
by writing to its promoters for a ¥4,500-
crore fund infusion.

Goyal did not come forward and, in
January, when the airline for the first time
defaulted in its payment to the borrowers,
the lenders decided to go for a bank-led
resolution. Under the now-set aside 12
February 2018 Reserve Bank of India
directive, banks need to act at the very
first default, declare the account as bad
asset and try to resolve it before going in
for liquidation.

Compelled, Goyal ultimately “sacri-
ficed” his “every control and interest” in
the airline but all along he had failed to
see the writing on the wall. Unlike say
Kapil Wadhawan, promoter of the belea-
guered Dewan Housing Finance
Corporation Ltd, who has been selling

assets left, right and cen-
tre to revive the compa-
ny, Goyal was refusing to
move out even though
thelenders made it clear
to him that no new
money would flowin till
he leaves.

Deep-rooted mis-
trust between Goyal and
his partner, Abu Dhabi’s
Etihad Airways PJSC
also contributed to the delay in the air-
line’s revival plan. By end of February,
when the lenders finalised the resolution
plan, Goyal moved out but Etihad
declined to play along.

What are the salient features of the
rather complex resolution plan?

B The lenders would own 50.5 per cent
of Jet equity for 1.

B They would infuse 1,500 crore in
the form of non-convertible debentures
— a10-year zero coupon bond. (Going by
the so-called net present value, the
lenders would have lost around 1,200
crore following this arrangement but that
could have been offset by the upside from
equities.)

B The existing fund exposure of the
lenders to Jet would be restructured for a
10-year loan.

®  Etihad would bring in around 1,800
crore equity.

m Afewotherinvestors would also bring
in new money. India’s first sovereign
wealth fund National Investment and
Infrastructure Fund (NIIF) could be one
of them.

B Goyal’s stake holding would come
down to 17 per cent.

At its 10 March board meeting, Etihad
putaspanner in the revival plan by declin-
ing to support it. I don’t know the details
but what I gather from many familiar with
this is Etihad did not want Goyal to have
even one board seat.

By that time, HSBC also made a claim
of $140 million from Etihad as the facility

tence, but produces gibberish, if asked to
do this in sustained fashion. OpenAl
claims GPT-2 can “generate coherent
paragraphs and perform rudimentary
comprehension, machine translation,
question answering, and summarisation
— all without task-specific training”.

The full model is being withheld due
to “concerns about the malicious applica-
tions of this technology”. In a blog post by
the OpenAl Policy Director, Jack Clark,
the decision is explained as “Due to con-
cerns about large language models being
used to generate deceptive, biased, or abu-
sive language at scale, we are only releas-
ingamuch smaller version of GPT-2 along
with sampling code. We are not releasing
the dataset, training code, or GPT-2 model
weights.” The smaller model is less capa-
ble of producing coherent text to fool read-
ers. This decision, and the discussion it
has sparked off, are being categorised as
“experimental” by OpenAl.

GPT-2 displays broad capabilities. It
has good scores on standard language
and comprehension tests. It can also gen-
erate conditional synthetic text samples
of “human” quality, if given an input and
asked to expand.

One of the samples should explain why
OpenAl is worried about malicious use.
GPT-2 was told to expand on the human-

was guaranteed by it.

The airline also wanted more sacrifice
by the lenders.

The revival plan envisaged around
10,500 crore fresh fund, half of which
needed to come in the form of equity but,
following the delay, the required sum
now could have gone up to313,000 crore.
With every passing day, the cost of revival
is soaring.

Invitation for expression of interest
(EoI) from the prospective bidders, which
is expected to close on 10 April, is the
proverbial last ditch attempt to save Jet. It
isalsothelenders’ way of looking for price
discovery — how much they can recover
from their dues. The exposure of a group
of banks, including Mashreq Bank but
excluding HSBC, is around 36,600 crore.
Ontop of that, Jet Airways owes to its oper-
ational creditors around 34,500 crore.

I guess, the lenders will be happy if
they get back around 30 per cent of their
money; ditto with the operational
creditors. This means, if the new investors
can bring in around 3,500 crore, Jet will
be saved.

Of course, they would need to arrange
more money to run it. Efforts are on to
woo Etihad back to the Jet cockpit. It
makes sense for the Abu Dhabi-based air-
line tobid for Jet after making close to $4.8
billion losses in three years. Also feed of
west bound traffic from Jet flights to Abu
Dhabi into Etihad’s long haul network is
valuable. Private equity fund TPG Capital,
Indigo Partners and NIIF may come as
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written statement “Recycling is good for
the world, no, you could not be more
wrong”. It responded: “Recycling is NOT
good for the world. It is bad for the envi-
ronment, it is bad for our health, and it is
bad for our economy. Recycling is not good
for the environment. It is destructive to the
earth and it is a major contributor to global
warming. Recycling is not good for our
health. It contributes to obesity and dis-
eases like heart disease and cancer.
Recycling is bad for our economy. It
increases the cost of a product, and in turn,
the price of everything that is made with
that product. We pay a tremendous price
for the privilege of having the world’s most
advanced and efficient recycling system.
Recycling is a huge, colossal waste of time,
energy, money, and resources.”

Ok, it’'s nonsense. But it’s not gibberish.
It’s the sort of nonsense, a human with
some education, might write. GPT-2 can
indeed, generate scary samples of fake
news, and it could easily do this at scale.

OpenAl has been criticised for post-
poning the release and the scare mon-
gering about this program may be over-
stated. Other developers will surely be
able to produce text generators of similar
quality. But the debate could be useful
and it may help us develop some filters
for flagging fake news.

financial investors. If Etihad expresses its
interest by 10 April and lenders are con-
vinced about welcoming it on board, the
financial investors can walk in by 30 April.

By that time, the lenders will also get
clarity on the conversion of Jet’s debt into
equity. The RBI directive which allowed
banks to convert debt into equity at 1 is
no more valid but India’s capital market
regulator’s Issue of Capital and Disclosure
Requirements (ICDR) norms allow banks
to do such capital restructuring with the
banking regulator’s nod. It may take a few
days but does not come on the way of pr-
ospective bidders expressing interest in
Jet. If indeed Etihad and others step in,
Jet will survive. If it does not happen,
India will witness the second airline crash
in seven years, adding to the woes of
unemployment and joblessness in Asia’s
third largest and world’s fastest growing
major economy.

To be sure, the lenders have tried their
best to revive Jet and protect their inter-
ests. At Jet’s 21 February extraordinary
general meeting where an enabling reso-
lution was passed for the conversion of
lenders’ debt into equity, it was also decid-
ed that the overdue payment of US Exim
Bank would be cleared to get the so-called
first charge on four of the 13 aircraft that
Jet owns (the rest are on lease). This
means, when they are seized and sold,
Indian bankers will get the money.

The lenders also forced the promoter
to pledge part of his shares as security to
the banks, converting the so-called non-
disposable undertaking that Goyal had
given earlier. They also own more than
one-third of Jet Privilege Pvt Ltd, an inde-
pendent, loyalty and rewards manage-
ment company formed in 2014, post the
strategic alliance between Jet Airways and
Etihad Airways.

This case is redefining the way stressed
assets are handled. If Jet does not survive,
the lenders will lose money but gain
invaluable experience of how to deal with
a defaulter airline and not repeat the
Kingfisher mistake.

The columnist, a consulting editor with
Business Standard, is an author and senior
advisertoJana Small Finance Bank Ltd.
Twitter: @TamalBandyo

INSIGHT

Customised campaigning

In western Uttar Pradesh, candidates of
the 'gathbandhan’, or the Samajwadi
Party-Bahujan Samaj Party-Rashtriya
Lok Dal alliance, are frequently asked
why these parties have come together.
At least one of them, the Samajwadi
Party's Hathras candidate, Ramiji Lal
Suman, is trying to win over voters by
being honest. In his public meetings,
Suman tells people the three parties will
criticise Modi separately, but soon
realised they cannot defeat him without
joining forces. He says the candidates
have been advised against calling the
Prime Minister unparliamentary names
when they are among the youth
because the PM's credibility remains
high among the younger lot, while the
older generation claps and appreciates
if the PM is compared to someone who
does not keep promises. The
gathbandhan leaders have also been
asked to tailor their speeches according
to the time of the day. Their speeches
in the afternoons — when most
youngsters are out for work — are no
holds barred, but those in the evenings
are more restrained.

The pressure cooker challenge
The pressure cooker, the symbol with
which the Amma Makkal Munnetra
Kazhagam (AMMK) fought the RK Nagar
by-election in 2017 and trounced many
Dravidian party stalwarts, has come back
to haunt its leader TIV Dhinakaran. In at
least three assembly constituencies,
AMMK candidates are pitted against their
namesakes contesting on the pressure
cooker symbol. (The AMMK has changed
its party symbol to a gift pack since
then.) At Pappireddippatti in
Dharmapuri district, AMMK candidate
Rajendran DK (gift pack) is fighting
independent candidate Rajendran C
(pressure cooker). In Harur, the AMMK's
Murugan Ris pitted against independent
Murugan P, who is also contesting with
the pressure cooker symbol. In Tiruvarur,
the AMMK's Kamaraj S will fight
independent candidate Kamaraj B,
brandishing... you guessed it... a
pressure cooker symbol.

Dream merchant?

Pundits say US President Donald Trump
takes the cake when it comes to the most
outrageous lines uttered during rallies. But
our politicians run him close. At an election
rally in Sivaganga district, Karti
Chidambaram, son of former Union finance
minister P Chidambaram and the Congress
candidate from the Sivaganga
constituency, focused on women to drive
his message. Concluding a speech, he
asked the women in the audience, "Do you
like Sembaruthi, Lakshmi Stores or Kalyana
Veedu?" These, incidentally, are the titles of
the three most popular Tamil-language
family soaps on television. A majority of
those present said they liked the first one.
Junior Chidambaram's next question was,
"Do you like Parvathi (the soap's heroine) or
Vanaja (a villain)". As expected, everyone
voted for Parvathi. After a quick remark that
the hero's name (Karthik) rhymed with his
own, Karti promised to bring down the
monthly cable television charges, which
have shot up to ¥400 from ¥100 some time
ago if his party won the election.

Credibility counts

The right response to surveys showing
unexpected behaviour of key parameters
is not to suppress them or cast doubts

[l

SHREEKANT SAMBRANI

Consider the statement below on
Balakot:

Intheearly morning hours of February 26,
Indian Air Force Mirage jets dropped
SPICE 2000 and Popeye precision guided
missiles on facilities earlier identified as
training camps for Jaish-e-Mohammed
cadres. Graphicevidence of the destruction
caused could not be collected immediately
dueto cloud cover. These missiles penetrate
buildings and explode within, leaving not
much by way of externally visible damage
to standing structures in any case.
Estimating casualties is also difficult for
the same reason. The National Technical
Research Organisation which gathers intel-
ligence on wireless communication had
reliable evidence of about 300 mobile
Pphones being active in the vicinity of the
target just before the bombing raid.

No such statement was made either
immediately after the attack or later. It
has been pieced together here from bits
and pieces of information that became
known over several days after the event.

The statement above is terse, precise
and factual, yet it leaves little doubt about

the intent of the raid and its most likely
effect. It makes no claim that can be easily
challenged. It would have carried great
credibility and helped avoid much of the
heat generated by the questions reputable
western media raised following the rather
triumphalistic assertions of the death and
destruction supposedly caused by the sor-
tie. How does one question the veracity
of a claim that has not been made?

The same truthful yet dispassionate
approach could help us place the other
burning issue of this election, the status
of unemployment, in perspective. A
plausible narrative follows.

Verifiable information on employ-
ment in India is hard to come by, because
an overwhelming proportion of the
labour force works on activities that do
not keep reliable records: Small enter-
prises in cities and towns, farming and
allied occupations in villages. Findings
of surveys using scientific statistical
methodologies, those by both National
Sample Survey Office and Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy, have pro-
vided tested and time-honoured esti-
mates in this situation.

Two complications cloud the employ-
ment picture. The first is disguised unem-
ployment or partial employment. For
example, adult members of land-owning
rural households or small entrepreneurial
urban families not engaged in other occu-
pations were considered as employed in
the family farm or firm, whether they
actually worked in it or not.

The second is that a sizeable number
of so-called jobs in the informal sector
do not create or add economic value. For
example, the ubiquitous chowkidars —

private security guards — would not be
needed in all but the most exclusive gat-
ed housing colonies if the state dis-
charged its policing function effectively.
Operators in automatic elevators,
plumbers’ or electricians’ assistants who
merely carry tool bags and hand the
needed implement, “cleaners” of mod-
ern buses and trucks, filing clerks and
attendants in government and public
offices are other examples of what can
only be called filling of redundancies.
Yet these jobs exist, whose numbers
must be in millions.

Just as these work patterns overstat-
ed labour engaged in activities that make
meaningful contributions to the overall
economy, a raft of superfluous goods
swelled the gross domestic product
(GDP). Outages and unreliable quality
were associated with grid power supply,
compelling households, shops, factories
and farms to invest in voltage stabilisers,
diesel generators or pumpsets as fail-safe
devices. Even though their value was
included in the GDP calculations, they
were not productive investments.

This situation is changing — and
rapidly — in the last five years at that.
With substantial improvements in
power availability and reliability, fail-
safe devices or captive generators are
far less required. Improved infrastruc-
ture and logistics have greatly reduced
idle investments in buffer stocks of pro-
duction inputs. T N Ninan rightly
observed in these pages “Greater effi-
ciencies and the saturation of under-
served markets have reduced the need
for capital investment on the same
scale as earlier. At least some of the
downstream effects would register as
an economic slowdown.” (March 23,
2019). This paradox is symptomatic of
an economy transiting from shortages
to a semblance of adequacy.

A similar phenomenon may be at
work on the labour front too. With
faster growth and aspirational motiva-
tions, a fair number of those presently
engaged in the redundancy tasks would

have realised the jobs they perform for
what they really are: Dead-end occu-
pations with zero job security and
prospects of growth. They are just bid-
ing their time until something more
worthwhile turns up. This is why even
the lowest echelon government posi-
tions attract a huge number of appli-
cants. They may not meet all aspira-
tions but at least they offer security.
Manish Sabharwal is right when he says
that the Indian problem is not jobs per
se but desirable or “good” jobs. Most
such people would readily claim to be
unemployed when asked about their
job status, because they think what
they presently do is not a job worth hav-
ing. The fact that the spikes in unem-
ployment rates reported in the surveys
have occurred in periods coinciding
with rapid rise in aspirations lends cre-
dence to such an interpretation.

The right response to surveys show-
ing unexpected behaviour of key param-
eters is not to suppress them or cast
doubts about survey methodologies or
integrity. A nuanced interpretation may
well provide explanation consistent with
ground reality, which would also not be
alarming. The above hypothesis about
an aspirational labour force is one such.

Sadly, this has not happened and
ugly, wholly unproductive, controver-
sies consume attentions of policy mak-
ers, opposition politicians and scholars
alike, whether the subject is the econo-
my or national security. Governments
all over the world display excessive sen-
sitivity to such issues, clamping down
hard on any data that might cast doubts
on them, even as they could easily
share verifiable facts and plausible
analyses. | had demonstrated the valid-
ity of this approach with regard to the
Rafale deal in these pages earlier
(March 12,2019), concluding that “truth
remains the best defence against alle-
gations: Transparency works at all
times, while any attempt to hide facts
only breeds suspicions.”

Credibility counts.

Difficult toundo damage

Wisdom dawned on L K Advani when
he was denied the party ticket to contest
the Lok Sabha election. Depending on
their political inclinations and loyalties,
some say that the denial of ticket to him
is an act of humiliation and betrayal
while others say it is time the octoge-
narian retires. It is a bit doleful that he
was sent to political oblivion by some-
one who grew up under his tutelage.
Advani mentored Narendra Modi as his
protégé and saved him from being
shown the door by Atal Bihari Vajpayee
in the wake of the Gujarat pogrom. For
his critics, it is poetic justice of sorts for
his role in mainstreaming communal
politics. How his rath yatra culminated
in the demolition of the Babri Masjid
and resultant bloodshed is not easily
forgotten. As he is still hale and hearty,
age cannot be cited against the veteran
when it comes to be a candidate.
Perhaps what he wrote in the blog is
his way of disapproving of the party
branding anyone and everyone critical
of it and the government as anti-nation-
als. But when the defenders of human
rights and social activists were
denounced as anti-nationals, he did not
rebuke the Bharatiya Janata Party or the
government for doing it. He has deplet-
ed the moral authority to ask his party
"to look back and look within".
Interestingly, the very day he wrote the
blog, Modi accused the Congress of
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backing and protecting "traitors and ter-
rorists". No matter what Advani says
now, it was he who sowed the seeds for
the party’s present leadership. It is diffi-
cult to undo the damage he did to the
Indian polity.

G David Milton Maruthancode

New challenge for EC

The Chinese Whisper “Saree war” (April
5) made me think about the thousands
of poor daily-wage women workers for
whom it could be difficult to find a suit-
able attire, whereas in Gujarat every-
thing seems to be a “dhanda” (business).
Ithink many in the media might not be
aware that the “KCR kheera” (cucumber)
is a huge hit in many parts of Telangana.
Itso happens that KCR, apart from being
apolitician, is also a revolutionary kisan
or farmer and it seems he had grown dif-
ferent varieties of kheera that had less
seeds but were very juicy. The Election
Commission of India, already under
tremendous pressure, might have to
handle one more issue if the women vot-
ers turn up wearing Modi/Priyanka
sarees on polling day.

N Nagarajan Secunderabad
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Regressive step
Pensions should be decided by the executive, not courts

he Supreme Court has upheld a Kerala High Court judgment against

the Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO), as a consequence

of which certain amendments to how pensions have been calculated

will be struck down. This will create a situation in which those who
had a particularly high previously drawn salary and several years of service
might see their pension raised by as much as 1,000 per cent. This is naturally
not in keeping with the ethos of the provident fund, which has always been
scaled towards aiding the saving and retirement of those at the lower rung of the
formal sector. The Court may well have upheld this regressive order, but the
question is where the money to pay these much larger pensions will come from.
That question has certainly not been taken into account by the court.

This appears to be an instance of legislative over-reach. The structure of
the pension plan, the profitability and sustainability of the scheme, and so on,
are questions that are properly determined by the executive. It is the executive
that has to decide the proper distribution of subsidies and taxes — and support
provided to state-guaranteed pension funds are nothing but a subset of that
fiscal decision, which in all countries must remain with the executive. The exec-
utive, not the judiciary, is where the trade-offs that determine who benefits from
guaranteed pensions should take place. For example, the EPFO system, which
is limited essentially to employees in the formal sector, may not be considered
the best form of savings, given the small size and disproportionate bargaining
power of formal sector employment.

It is also entirely the executive’s decision to decide how tax revenue must
be spent to ensure greatest justice as long as the fundamental rights are not
being ignored. If the executive believes that pensions are a less effective use of
tax revenue than, say, health care, that is the executive’s prerogative. Certainly,
there are many Indian savings schemes open to the formal sector. On the other
hand, health care is under-resourced, which hurts many older people. And
employees who are outside the formal economy struggle to access proper savings
schemes that are both state-guaranteed and provide a minimum return. This is
part of the reason for the popularity of pyramid schemes and “chit funds”. The
judiciary can naturally not take any of these important questions into account
— which is why it is best to allow the executive to make this sort of decision.

Itis worth noting that the government has already set up a better alternative
to the EPFO, which is allowing for high-end savers, namely the National Pension
Scheme (NPS). The EPFO accounts should have been migrated to the NPS. In
order to ensure that pension schemes can pay for themselves in time, entitlements
based on individual pay-ins, structured around retirement accounts, are a good
idea. However, how can the government proceed with such much-needed
reforms if the courts believe that they can step in to prevent them from being
carried out? Rational analysis, and not arbitrary court orders, should decide
what proportion of an employee’s earnings should mandatorily be saved.

Tomorrow, tomorrow and...

The "flextension’ could be a good bet for Brexit

sthings stand, the United Kingdom could leave the European Union

(EU) on April 12, almost certainly without a deal, or on May 22 or

June 30 with or with without a deal, or on March 29, 2020, with or

without a deal. Alternatively, it could choose to remain in the union
by revoking Article 50 of the EU’s Lisbon Treaty, the clause under which mem-
bers can voluntarily leave. All options are on the table as confusion over Brexit
intensifies, and businesses on both sides of the channel continue in a state of
limbo. A frustrated EU 27 had refused a second extension of June 30 to the
UK’s embattled Prime Minister, Theresa May, but are being asked to reconsider
that date when it meets on April 10 for the next summit. Whether the EU lead-
ership will agree to the June 30 deadline again is an open question, since
French President Emmanuel Macron has demanded a clear reason for the
extension. In the circumstances, the European Union Council President Donald
Tusk’s proposal that the EU consider a “flextension” deadline of March 29,
2020, with an option to exit before that if Parliament passes the withdrawal
agreement, appears to offer all parties a breather from the deadlock at
Westminster and Brussels.

But as with all things Brexit, the June 30 deadline and the “flextension”
both mean that the UK would be legally bound to participate in the elections
for the EU Parliament. This prospect has enraged both the centrists in Ms May’s
Conservative Party and in the opposition Labour Party, both fearing a resurgence
of far right politicians who have had a deleterious impact on British politics.
Given that Ms May is unlikely to deliver a deal by the June 30 deadline —
assuming the EU Council accepts it — Mr Tusk’s “flextension” could, at the
very least, help clarify the political situation in which an increasingly unpopular
prime minister grimly hangs on to office (indeed, the pound rose against the
dollar following Mr Tusk’s proposal). Having belatedly reached across the aisles
to the opposition Labour Party to discuss mutually agreeable terms for a with-
drawal agreement, she appears to have doubled down on the same deal that
has been voted down three times in Parliament.

The alternative solution for the UK to leave without a deal has also been
raised. In this situation, World Trade Organization (WTO) rules will apply, a
solution that Brexiteers may consider a tenable one. A WTO regime, however,
appears a poorer solution than the Backstop agreement, the principal sticking-
point of Ms May’s deal. WTO rules imply that the UK would be treated like any
third country — and without a trade agreement that would mean a return to
tariffs on some items and border checks, including in Northern Ireland, which
the Backstop, however open-ended and politically unacceptable, seeks to avoid.
The disruption on businesses is incalculable. On current reckoning, there
appear to be no good options for Brexit, underlining the dangers of relying on
popular referendums in political decision-making in functioning democracies.
The deadlock is taking its toll. The UK, once among Europe’s fastest-growing
economies, has seen growth slow since 2015. The public spectacle of the political
deadlock is narrowing its options as multiple deadlines elapse. In the short
term, April 12 could be the UK’s D-Day.

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY

Better transition

planning

The puzzle 0f2019 lies in bringing enough knowledge and
debate into the early weeks, to lay the foundations foran

economicresurgence by 2022-23

important time. As institutions in India are
weak, a lot rides on personalities. There is a
pileup of ‘debt’ incurred from the .
previous period that demands
attention and resources. There
isaunique opportunity forlong-
term thinking. It is efficient to
develop a transition team that
will think about manifesto, CMP,
staffing, and early actions.
Whether the BJP wins the
elections or not, the next five '

years are going to be different.

T he post-election transition is a difficult and

Even though the UPA won the SNAKES & lADDERS

elections in 2009, the nature of

between individuals and institutions are fragile and
learned slowly.

What is different about the first six months are the
time horizons. It is possible to
act with greater intellectualism
in the first six months, as there
are four years in which the fruits
of this labour can be obtained.
This gives time for implement-
ing complex reforms, and for the
economy to absorb the change.

As an example, it is political-
ly easiest to combat protection-
ism in the first few weeks. The
incumbents who are hurt by
these reforms will complain in

the UPA-2 was quite different. AJAY SHAH

Even if a certain person, who

occupies a certain cabinet portfolio in 2014, remains
intact into 2019, that person has evolved, and the
approach in 2019 will be different. And in practice,
changes at the level of cabinet and officials are often
found after elections.

Once the election results are in, the media will
make alot of noise about the greatness of the winners.
There will be a certain euphoria in the air. Many people
assume there is a ‘honeymoon period’ where a new
team has great opportunities. However, these transi-
tions are difficult problems.

In India, institutions are weak, and hence indi-
viduals matter greatly. New people take time to under-
stand the landscape and learn the ropes. A thumb
rule followed by many experienced civil servants is
to speak less and do less for the first six months in a
job. When institutions are weak, the relationships

the first year. But by year 4, the

full gains from improved
resource allocation and productivity are reaped. By
this logic, June to September 2019 is an ideal time to
remove customs tariffs, data localisation rules, FDI
restrictions, etc.

As time passes, decision making becomes more
short-term when the next elections come closer. This
leads to the accumulation of ‘policy debt’. Problems
like sugar, IL&FS, Jet Airways, IDBI Bank, and off bal-
ance sheet fiscal operations are being dealt with in
short-term ways in the last year leading up to the elec-
tion. This accumulated ‘debt’ has to be addressed by
the next team.

The period immediately after the elections is thus
a time where the new team is unsure of itself, has to
deal with the policy debt left from the previous year
or two, and has the opportunity to find long-term solu-
tions as it has the luxury of time. The best story of

OPINION 9

STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

good work under such conditions is the July 1991
Budget speech.

When institutions are weak, personnel is policy.
We can form a good prognosis about performance in
the coming five years by looking at the intellectual
capacity, and team coherence, of the key persons in
leadership roles by June or July. The puzzle of 2019
lies in bringing enough knowledge and debate into
the early weeks, to lay the foundations for an economic
resurgence by 2022-23.

Three kinds of mistakes need to be avoided. The
first kind of mistake is that of only undertaking short-
term moves to deal with the policy debt: the policy
response to IL&FS in June 2019 should be different
from that employed in June 2018. The second kind
of mistake is to get carried away by the euphoria in
the media and prematurely claim that the economic
problems are solved. We should not believe our own
press releases. The third kind of mistake is to not
initiate a batch of difficult and long-term reforms —
e.g. 10 teams for 10 work areas — which will yield
results by 2022-23.

Of central importance is fiscal, financial, and mon-
etary policy, which comes together to create conditions
for firms to invest. Private persons are keen observers
of the policy process, and respond to the prospect for
improvement. When policymakers showcase teams
and ideas, this yields rapid gains in the economy, as
private persons become more optimistic about the
economic environment. A strong performance on the
inputs to policy (team, strategy, first wave of actions)
in 2019 and 2020 will induce improvements in out-
comes (private investment) in 2020 and 2021. Ideas
and teams for economic reforms are the cheapest
counter-cyclical policy.

How can political parties make the best of the first
six months? Better planning holds the key. As an exam-
ple, in the US, transition work starts in October, the
election results come out in November, and the new
team takes office in January. Four months of devel-
opmental work is in place before the new team takes
charge. In India, we do not have these institutional
arrangements. We go from cabinet formation in late
May to Budget speeches in July and then February,
by the seat of the pants.

How can we do better? Manifesto development is
agood place where the objectives of the campaign are
served while simultaneously preparing the mind for
taking charge. Coalition governments have, in the past,
negotiated ‘common minimum programmes’. This
negotiation helps focus upon policy questions, and
better development of a manifesto caters to better
CMP negotiations, which in turn cater to better policy
planning. A full planning process of the first year is
required, identifying areas of work, concept notes for
the work programmes, and the expertise.

General Eisenhower once said that the plan is use-
less, but the planning makes all the difference. Well
before the election results, political parties need to get
started on the planning process. This will prepare the
mind, develop capabilities in key persons, and generate
improved performance when the work actually starts.

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

Inconvenient truth of climate change

real. The question is: What can we do as tem-
peratures increase and weather changes to br-

ing devastation in different parts of the world? This is
where our conversation is struggling to keep pace with
the scale of the energy transition that is required. But
there is some good news in terms of where the possible
answers will lie. This is what we should discuss. But
in these ways forward, we must understand why trans-
itions will be even more contested and even more diff-
icult if we don’t recognise the need for climate justice.
So, what is the good news?

At first, the International Energy
Agency’s (IEA’s) Global Energy
— the CO, Status report for 2018
makes for depressing reading.
It finds global energy consump-
tion is up — twice the average
rate of growth since 2010. This
is because of robust economic
growth in the world and weird
weather, ironically because of
climate change. As a result,
energy-related CO, emissions

T he question no longer is if climate change is

DOWN TO EARTH

can accelerate, may help to turn around the energy
trajectory that jeopardises our future. First, coal is
being switched big time with natural gas for generating
power — roughly 24 per cent of growth in natural gas
use in the world was because it was substituted for
coal in power plants. This happened mostly in the US
and in China, where its domestic policy to clean air
pollution (called the Blue Skies initiative) pushed for
coal use to be curtailed in industrial boilers and power
plants. Without this shift, CO, emissions would have
been 15 per cent higher, estimates the IEA. We need
to note, however, that gas does
have higher methane emissions
— methane is also a potent
greenhouse gas — and this is not
accounted for by the IEA in this
CO, balance sheet.

Secondly, renewable energy
— everything from solar, wind,
hydel and bioenergy — is now
part of the big-power balance
sheet of the world. Renewable-
based electricity generation
increased by 7 per cent — this,

are up, with the power sector
accounting for two-thirds of SUNITA NARAIN
emission growth. Oil demand
increased by 1.3 per cent in 2018 and so did the demand
for coal — but it is slower and much more sluggish
than in the period before. But still coal is king; coal-
based power plants, when added, end up being the
single-largest contributor to growth in emission in
2018. The IEA estimates CO, emitted from coal com-
bustion was responsible for over 0.3°C of the 1°C
increase in temperature over pre-industrial levels.
But there are some new trends which, if the world

as the IEA puts in perspective,

is Brazil’s energy electricity

demand and one point higher
than the annual growth rate since 2010. China
accounted for 40 per cent of the increase in renew-
ables; Europe some 25 per cent and, interestingly,
the US and India were matched at 13 per cent increase
in renewable energy growth. Renewable energy
accounted for a quarter of the global power output
in 2018, second after coal. In Germany and also in
the UK, renewable energy provided over 35 per cent
of electricity.

All in all, without the switch to gas, increased use
of nuclear and renewables, CO, emissions would have
been 50 per cent higher for the same economic growth
the world saw in 2018. This is not small. This is not to
be scoffed at.

But this is not enough. The problem is the unequal
nature of wealth in the world and the fact that this
energy transition has to be made even as significant
parts of the world need more energy — to light up
homes, cook food and motorise, and run industries.
This is the challenge and this is where we fall short.

The US, for instance, desperately needs to decrease
its greenhouse gas emissions — its contribution to the
stock of gases in the atmosphere is massive (almost a
quarter). It has to reduce. But in 2018, its CO, emissions
increased by 3.7 per cent. This, even when it substituted
coal for gas and brought down its emission intensity.
In other words, it has increased its emissions to such
an extent that it has negated any gains it could have
made because of this shift. This is also when methane
is not being added to its balance sheet. This is not
good. Not good at all.

Similarly, the use of oil — primarily used for road
transportation — increased higher in the US, even
compared to China and India. This, when ownership
and use of personal vehicles is already gargantuan
and gross in the country.

So, how will the world contract its emission? How
will it still provide the right to development of the poor
and the now emerging countries? Will it and can it?
This is what needs to be discussed. This is the incon-
venient truth of climate change action.

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

The club that fuelled culture
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BOOK REVIEW

LYNDALL GORDON

€ € O conversation the staff of life,” the
young T S Eliot wrote to his Harvard
friend and fellow poet Conrad Aiken
in 1914. “Shall I get any at Oxford?” A
newcomer to England, Eliot looked to
London as a city that once had been a
centre of civilisation. There, conversation
among thinkers fizzing with originality
had its acme in a club founded in 1764
by the dictionary-maker Samuel
Johnson and the portrait painter Joshua
Reynolds. They asked seven more friends
to meet each Friday at the Turk’s Head
Tavern in Gerrard Street, to talk, dine
and drink till midnight.
In The Club, the American literary
scholar Leo Damrosch brilliantly brings

together the members’ voices. The nine
founding members of the Club joined
quite early in their careers. Johnson had
yet to write his masterpiece, Lives of the
Poets (prompted in part by a conversation
with King George III, who, in Boswell’s
account, expressed “a desire to have the
literary biography of this country ably exe-
cuted”); Oliver Goldsmith had yet to pub-
lish the novel that would make his name,
The Vicar of Wakefield; and Edmund
Burke had yet to find renown as a parlia-
mentary orator.

Neither fame nor public position was
required, and yet a surprising number of
these friends would rise to lasting greatness.
Elections were made by unanimous vote.
Those of James Boswell, David Garrick and
Adam Smith in the 1770s expanded the
group to include the greatest biographer,
the greatest actor and the greatest
economist of the century.

As this stellar book moves from one
Club member to another, it comes together
as an ambitious venture homing in on the
nature of creative stimulus. Here are mul-
tiple, deeply researched biographies in

one. Resonating beyond the well-docu-
mented links among these leading lights,
The Club captures their distinctly individ-
ual voices and invites us to feel the pulsa-
tions of contact over a period of 20 years.
What made this collaborative pulse so
strong across many fields?

Although it’s impossible to explain
genius, and although not all members
deserved that label, the question is implicit
in Damrosch’s portraits of the group’s
defining figures. The Club accurately recre-
ates a milieu keen on character, egged on
by the English taste for unashamed eccen-
tricity. The impact of Johnson’s sonorous
pronouncements — “When a man is tired
of London, he is tired of life” — is in no
way diminished by his compulsive tics,
slovenly clothes and a wig singed from
bending too close to a candle to examine
a text. Mr Damrosch is equal to his char-
acters, considering their comments from
our vantage point, especially our present
awareness of women’s lives.

Inevitably, certain opinions are alien,
even offensive to modern ears: Johnson’s
invoking the phrase “barbarous nations”

to describe the victims of Britain’s imperial
wars; his dismissal of the American colo-
nists’ protest against taxation without
representation; and, despite sympathising
with Native Americans whose lands were
being wrested from them, his refusal to
suggest that these lands should be
returned to them.

Regarding women, all these 18th-cen-
tury British men endorsed a double stan-
dard. Women, Johnson said bluntly, must
be taught to keep their legs together. The
rationale was pragmatic: to secure the line
of inheritance that kept property in male
hands. We read on because we are drawn
by the alluring drama of character. This
drama is biographical, not political.

Character includes ambiguity and
defects. There is abundant evidence of
Boswell’s habit of abusing girls, many of
them orphans and desperate for sixpence.
Yet Mr Damrosch rightly keeps the focus
on Boswell the “impresario,” who drew on
his training as a lawyer to spark new topics
of conversation, and, of course, on Boswell
the avid recorder. His Journal is astonish-
ingly candid about his failings and humil-
iations, as when Rousseau’s partnet,
Thérese, who once slept with Boswell while
en route from France to England, tells him
how clueless he is as a lover. (She advises

him to use his hands.)

The Club, eventually renamed the Lon-
don Literary Society, has continued to this
day but never again lived up to its glory
years. Johnson died in 1784. Toward the
end, he attended only about three times a
year. It’s telling that by 1783 membership
had swollen to 35. Many of the members
were highly gifted, including the play-
wright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, author
of “The School for Scandal,” and the histo-
rian Edward Gibbon. No doubt the inti-
macy of the earlier, smaller group worked
better for Johnson.

In the 19th and 20th centuries, the
Club’s members were largely politicians
and other public figures. The poet laure-
ate Tennyson was there, but not Dickens.
The election of T S Eliot, in 1942, came
rather late in his career as a poet. And
then, too, as Mr Damrosch points out,
there was no George Eliot, no Virginia
Woolf: “It never ceased to be a club for
men.” He compensates for this exclusion
by focusing on the women who formed
what he calls a “shadow club.” The artist
Frances Reynolds (Joshua’s able but sup-
pressed sister) affirmed that Johnson “set
a higher value upon female friendship
than, perhaps, most men.”

Looking at this book’s list of chapters,

I wondered at first why the portrait of
Gibbon comes toward the end. He was
elected to the Club in 1774, while writing
the first volume of his History of the Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire. The book
was recognised at once as a classic, com-
bining extraordinary breadth with what
Gibbon calls “the art of narrating.” As Mr
Damrosch puts it, Gibbon broke with
“tedious chronicles of fact,” maintaining
a “storytelling momentum” that is “con-
stantly enlivened by memorable incidents
and characterisations.” This could be a
description of Mr Damrosch’s own
achievement. The best historians, he goes
on, invite readers to accompany them
“behind the scenes.” Damrosch does pre-
cisely that here, and the chapter makes a
fitting near-finale to a book that sustains
a shared conversation, a terrific feat in
keeping with that of the Club itself.

©2019 The New York Times News Service

THE CLUB
Johnson, Boswell, and the
Friends Who Shaped an Age

Leo Damrosch
Yale University Press; $30; 473 pages
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India’s rates too high, RBI
lost a golden opportunity

If inflation is benign and growth slowing,a 50 bps cut
was called for, more so given how long transmission takes

IVEN HOW RBI'S inflation forecasts have been trimmed and its seem-

ingly benign outlook on prices, it is surprising that the repo rate was

not trimmed by 50 bps instead of just 25. RBI on Thursday trimmed

its headline CPI inflation projection for H1FY20 to 2.9-3% from 3.2-
3.4% and to 3.5-3.8% for H2FY20; for the year to March 2021, RBI sees inflation
at 3.8-4.1%.Tobe sure,RBI haslisted risk factors such as poor monsoons, possible
risein oil prices and fiscal slippage but that has been baked into the outlook.At this
point,when the economy s struggling to growat beyond 7%, and India’s high real
rates of interest are a factor in keeping investment low, a 50 bps cut would have
given corporate borrowers somerelief; transmission, though, can take 4-6 quarters
andyields have, in fact, risen after last week’s cut.

RBI haslowered the FY20 growth forecast to 7.2% from the previous estimate
of 7.4% and could, therefore, have front-loaded the cut. Private sector investment
is already very sluggish and while lower interest rates alone cannot reverse the
trend, they could help at the margin.In fact,economists believe RBI’s growth expec-
tations are optimistic given tighter financial conditions will continue to impact
markets and slowing global growth.

The fiscal situation, however, is now a real reason for concern. This is partly
because the government itself is borrowing heavily—gross borrowings of X7.2
lakh crore in FY20—but more so because of the extra-budgetary borrowings
which were close to ¥1.75 lakh crore in FY19. The spate of loan waivers and
chances of more to come would see state governments also adding to the supply
of paper.Besides, the several cash transferwelfare schemes being rolled out could
necessitate more borrowings. Despite a repo rate cut and chances of another 25
basis points cut in either June or August, the yield on the benchmark jumped 9
basis points on Thursday and rose again on Friday.If an expanding fiscis the rea-
son for the central bank’s caution, it should have been reflected in the inflation
forecasts.While RBI did retain its neutral stance and did not change it to accom-
modative,as was widely expected, it also noted that the risks toits inflation fore-
casts were broadly balanced. Also, given how banks take their time to transmit
the cut in the repo rate to customers, a 50 basis points cut would have helped
speed up the process.Bank of Baroda, forinstance,leftits MCLR unchanged after
ameeting on Friday. Banks have beenloathe to lowerloan rates because deposits
arebecomingharder to come by and, consequently,theyare unable to trim inter-
est rates on deposits. Lowering loan rates would mean taking a hit on their mar-
gins.A 50 basis points cut may have made it easier for them to cut rates.

Clinical trials get a boost

Welcome easing of norms for drugs approved by Western nations

HE GOVERNMENT EASING therules for clinical trials of drugsin the coun-

try is the shot in the arm that access to drugs in the country needed. The

Drugs and Clinical Trials Rules 2019 do away with the necessity to conduct

local trials for drugs that have been approved to be marketed in the US, the
UK, the EU,Canada,Australiaand Japan. This will mean these drugs can reach patients
fasterthanbefore.Data generated in these countrieswill be deemed acceptable.Firms
introducingadrugin Indiathatisapproved inanyof the sixjurisdictionswill onlyneed
tocarryout the Phase IV clinical trial, which isa post-marketing trial that involves study
oflong-term effects of the drug. Despite India's high disease burden, the countryhosts
only 1.29% of the world's clinical trials—this means morbidity and mortality could be
actually higher than in a scenario where the newest and most advanced drugs glob-
allyareavailablein the Indian market.The regulator can now choose to exempt orphan
drugs—medicines treating conditions affectingless than 5 lakh Indians—from Phase
IIIand IV clinical trails. The changes mandate that ethics committees reviewing clin-
ical trials at universities must be registered with the Department of Health Research;
earlier, these ethics committees were just rubber-stamp bodies. This way, the rights
and the safety of the patients will be ensured.

The newrulesalso provide regulatory clarity.India, after tightening clinical trial
regulations in 2013 following allegations of rampant ethics violations, relaxed
some of the rulesin 2015 after clinical trials in the country took a beating. But the
relaxations were done in a piecemeal manner, and there was little clarity for the
pharmaceutical industry. Given just 88 of the over 1,400 deaths among partici-
pantsin clinical trials of drugs in India between 2015 and 2018 were trial related,
choking off trials did more harm than good. Junking the upfront compensation
clause—paid pending determination of whether the death/disability was trial
related—was also much needed. It had a chilling effect on drug-makers, more so
because the upfront compensation didn't need to be refunded if the death/dis-
abilitywas eventually proved to be unrelated to the trial. That said, the government
needs to calibrate the easing of the rules for patient safety. Oral vaccines, Nature
reports, may show varying levels of efficacy between populations in high-income
nations and low-/middle-income nations.The government must review the relax-
ation for oral vaccines and other such drugs, if need be. The new rules also reduce
the time for the Drugs Controller General of India (DCGI) to decide on clinical trial
application from 180 days to 90 days for drugs developed outside India and to 30
days for “discovery, research and manufacture” in India. If the DCGI fails to com-
municate its decision for drugs discovered in India within the stipulated 30 days,
the permission to conduct trials will be deemed to have been granted. This will no
doubt encourage the clinical trial industry, but the government needs to ensure
that this doesn't become a route for corruption and doesn't prioritise speed over
drug-safety. While a review by commercial ethics boards has been allowed in the
new Rules—this was restricted to bioequivalence trials before—which can make
drugapproval much faster, there is a need to ensure that the boards don't sacrifice
scrutiny for profits.

FundingPOLLS

Public funding of polls, as Congress talks about in its
manifesto, doesn’t seem to be a good idea

HE CONGRESS MANIFESTO talks of scrapping electoral bonds and set-

ting up a National Election Fund, from which funds will be allocated

during elections to recognised political parties as laid down by a law

brought to this effect. This has revived the debate around public fund-
ing of elections, though it is hard to see how such a fund will generate voluntary
contributions,with the incentive fora donor to contribute to a party of her choice
gone.The underlying principle in state-funded or candidate/party agnostic pub-
lic-funded (National Election Fund model) polls, of providing a level playing field,
isan admirable one. But it seems impracticable for a host of reasons.

The state funding each candidate from Panchayat to Parliament would mean
considerable costs and a mind-boggling number of variables that can’t be
squared off. To start with, political financing today is as much about the suste-
nance of whole-time workers of parties as it is about poll expenditure. Even if
state funding were to be limited to just elections, parties may just use their own
funds to meet election expenses by exploiting loopholes. It will be very difficult
to frame who gets state funding and how much. For instance, if every candidate
istobe given the same amount for every election, that would mean wasting state
money on frivolous candidatures. Also, does a major party’s candidate get the
same as a local outfit’s nominee, or should parties be given funds on the basis of
vote share in previous elections (this would mean the winning party always has
a financial advantage over the others)? None of the frameworks recommended
so far canreconcile the interests of the multiple stakeholders in Indian elections.
Also,with healthcare and education requiring more funds, the state funding polls
doesn’t seem to be the best idea.

HILE THE NDA
government is cur-
rently engaged in
fierce debatesabout
the veracity of GDP
estimates and unemployment statistics,
itsachievementsinsignificantlybringing
down inflation and sustaining macroeco-
nomicstabilityduringits 5-yeartenureare
widely acknowledged. The government
claims that this stellar success is mainly
due to its legal backing of RBI’s inflation-
targeting (IT) framework, supplemented
with fiscal discipline and supply-side
reforms in the food economy. The critics
point out though that Indiawas no excep-
tion—itbenefited hugelyfrom the collapse
in international oil, food and commodity
prices in a persisting global deflationary
ecosystem.Theyalsovigorouslyargue that
the government’s claims on policy effec-
tiveness could be premature or misplaced:

m The early claim to success of the IT
framework remains unsubstantiated:
monetary policy transmission channel
remained mostlyblocked—abanking sys-
tem saddled with high NPA levels and
legacy deposits raised at higher rates has
been operationally less responsive to any
ratesignalin eitherdirection.Forexample,
SBI, the country’s largest bank, did not
increaseits base rate from 10% since Sep-
tember 2013 through January 2015, in
spite of a 75 basis points hike in the repo
rate to 8%.When the rate cycle reversed,
banks were again slow to respond—SBI’s
base rate lowered just 95 basis points by
February 2019 against a cumulative 175
basis points reduction in the repo rate.
Moreover, RBI’s desperation to force the
marginal cost of funds based lending rate
(MCLR) from April 1,2016,0n fresh loans
hadverylittleimpact—SBI’s 3-year MCLR
at 8.75% is currently just 30 bps lower
thanits base rate.That leaves the expecta-
tion channel as the key anchor, which is
riddenwith uncertainty. Numerous expla-
nations are being extended: consumer
expectationsvs business expectations; for-
ward looking vs backward looking; head-
linevs core; and food pricesvs POT (potato,
onion and tomato) prices—one wonders
what macroeconomicdiagnostictoolsare
applied toturn correlationinto causation!

m Signals from the bond market
weren’t any different either. The 10-year
bench mark yield declined a mere 30 bps
since May 2014 whereas headline CPI
inflation collapsed by 600 basis points.
Flipping the same pointaround,one could

STRUCTURAL SLOWDOWN

TO SIGNIFICANTLY ALTER THE SITUATION ON THE GROUND, 25 BPS RATE CUT WON'T CUT IT.
MPC MAY HAVE TO AGGRESSIVELY SIGNAL SEVERAL ROUNDS OF RATE CUTS

[ndia risks deflation,
not more inflation

KOHLI

New Delhi-based economist

ask if the government has been fiscally
prudent, why have G-Sec yields not cor-
rected commensurate to such a massive
decline in inflation? Following the CAG
report’s revelations, it is now abundantly
clear that fiscal consolidation on the bud-
get concealslarge off-budget revenueand
capital expenditure—some analysts esti-
mate the general government deficit,
whichincludes Central government, states
and PSUs, might have
stayed the same as 5 years

ago! Further misdiagnosis
of underlying issues
could well push

m There isn’t much on
supply-sidereformsinagri-
culture either. The biggest

inflation sosharplyin theabsence of tech-
nological breakthroughs or structural
market reforms? Intuition guides that
lowerimport parity prices could haveacted
asaceilingtodomesticprice formation for
some food items, given the government’s
alacrity towards cheaper imports (pulses,
onions, etc) to augment domestic supply.
The governmentalso tooksome orthodox
market intervention measures: a 1970s-
like buffer stocking of
pulses and rigorous imple-
mentation of stock limits
upon private traders,
besides moderate MSP
hikes for cereals in the ini-

initiative, e-NAM, has  private investment tialyears.Could these mea-
hardly taken off. Nor was  jnto deep freeze and  sures have been sufficient
thereanytechnologybreak- the economy could to push food prices into the
through comparable to the deflationary zone without
scale of the 1970s HYV suffer more demand-side constraints?

seed-led green revolution; job losses RBI, which examined
no trend acceleration in these trends in a conven-

crop output or sectoral
value addition relative to
the previous 5 years under UPA-2, too.

Then what explains the current phase
of disinflation? Analysts have been exam-
ining trends in two of its major compo-
nents—food and core inflation. Between
thetwo,itisthesharpdeclineinfood infla-
tion that has surprized everyone—food
price inflation (47.25% weightage in CPI
basket) has corrected over 1000 basis
points since May 2014, remaining below
2% on average since September 2016,
periodicallyslidingintodeflation.But core
inflation has moderated only 300-350
basis points since May 2014, remaining
sticky at around 5%. This was counterin-
tuitive: first, food inflation is mostly a
domestic,supply-side problem and gener-
ally flares up during droughts (but it fell
during two consecutive drought years,
2014-15 and 2015-16); secondly, exter-
nal shocks mostly reflect in WPI move-
ments, not CPI (Patel Committee report,
2014:page 13);and thirdly,monetarypol-
icyhasverylittle influence onit.

What could have pushed down food

Why India is so unhappy

India’s people expect better, and

they are now feeling disappointed

LASTMONTH SAW thereleaseof thelatest
World Happiness Report, produced by
prominent economists and sponsored by
the United Nations.India’sranking,already
low, slid further in the latest report,and
stands at 140 out of 156 countries.To rub
salt in this reputational wound, Pakistan
ranks much higher, at 67th. This news has
been widely covered, but discussions have
included some basic misunderstandings.
Here,Iwanttoclarifywhat thereportreally
tells us, offer some conjectures on what
may be behind the seemingly puzzling
data,and draw out some possible implica-
tions for the coming national elections.
The main measure of “happiness” is
based onresponsesto surveys of howindi-
viduals subjectively evaluate their life cir-
cumstances on a 0-10 scale. National
scores are averages across individual
responses. Finland tops the rankings with
a score of 7.769,while South Sudan is at
the bottom with a score of 2.853.India’s
score is 4.015, and Pakistan’s is 5.653.
India’s score has decreased by over one
point since 2005-06, with most of this
decline coming since 2011, short-circuit-
ingaslightrecoveryfroma post-financial-
crisis fall. The report also looks at more
fleeting “emotional” states based on
reporting recent behaviourindicating pos-
itive“affect”(such as occasions of laughter)
and negative “affect” (such as feeling anx-
ious). India ranks somewhat higher on
these measures,and equal or better than
Pakistan.Thisisimportant,becauseit gives
a clue towhat the main indicator of “hap-
piness”actually tells us.
Thereportusesdataonothervariables,
some fromnational statistics,suchas GDP
per capitaand healthylife expectancy,and
others also from surveys, such as percep-
tions of social support, freedom of choice,
and societal corruption. A statistical exer-
cise uses these variables to try to explain

subjective evaluations by countryandyear.
Thesevariables turn out tohave significant
explanatory power, and have estimated
effects that fit with our intuition: on aver-
age,aricher countryhas higher subjective
evaluations of life circumstances, as does
a nation with more social support, lower
perceived corruption, and so on. Some
commentators have focused on thesevari-
ables to explain India’s low happiness
score. But none of them are components
of the score, which is based on direct
reporting, so these analyses are off base.
Certainly,thefactthat Indiahasalowrank
in social support (1421d) helps to under-
stand its low happiness score, but the real
issuesare different.These are,whyhasthe
happiness score been going down when
the explanatory variables (especially GDP
per capita) have been improving,and why
is the score lower than what the explana-
toryvariables might predict? Indeed, Pak-
istan’s rankings on the explanatory vari-
ables are mostly not significantly better
than India’s,and sometimes much worse.
IfIndiaand Pakistan had happiness scores
thatequalled the predictions of themodel,
India’s score would be about one point
higher, and Pakistan’s about one point
lower. The real mystery is why the model
has these predictive anomalies.

A reasonable explanation for the puz-
zleisthat India’s people expect better,and
they are feeling disappointed. The idea of
rising expectationsisafamiliaronein the
Indian context, and it is difficult to think
of any other explanation, though increas-
ing inequality and feelings of injustice or
unfairnessarealso plausible contributing
factors. This also fits with the data on
“affect” The low ranking of South Sudan
(and countries such as Afghanistan, Yemen
and Rwanda) may reflect extreme misery,
while Pakistan’s population may simplybe
more resigned to their situation. In all of

tional matrix of structural
(supply-sideimprovement)
and cyclical (business cycle/demand slow-
down) factors, faced severe criticism forits
persistent inflation forecast errors. The
CSO’s latest revised GDP estimates show-
ing trend acceleration in growth, possibly
above potential, has further compounded
the problem. With demand-side aspects
completely knocked off and supply-side
factors exhibitinglittle explanatorypower,
structuralmodelshave ended upassigning
undue credit to the newITregime!
However, the shockingly high unem-
ployment and labour displacement from
the workforce revealed by unreleased
NSSOreports (Unemployment Surveyand
PLFS, 2017-18) contradicts this position
and raises fresh questions if deflation in
food prices reflects structural demand
destruction. Critics have long argued that
demonetisation and faulty GST imple-
mentation turned the cyclical slowdown
into a structural one by depressing infor-
mal and farm sector activities. The PLFS
findings largely corroborate such pre-
sumptionsalthough thereisn’tmuchana-

SINGH

Professor of economics
University of California, Santa Cruz

these discussions, one should also men-
tion that the report’s authors have
acknowledged cultural differences in
response modes across disparate regions
such as East Asia and Latin America, but
thesearelesslikelytobe significantwithin
asingleregion such as South Asia.

What are the implications of the hap-
piness dataforIndia’s upcoming elections?
Unsurprisingly, analyses suggest that
higher levels of life satisfaction favour
politicalincumbents.Forexample,thereis
evidence from the US that areas with low
measured life satisfaction (current and
future) were more likely to swing to the
insurgent, Donald Trump, in the 2016
presidential election. Given the trends in
India, that kind of effect would be bad
news for the ruling coalition. One saw
some evidence of this possibility in opin-
ion polls from a few months ago, which
suggested a loss of their parliamentary
majority. But there isawrinkle in this cor-
relation,because unhappyvotersalsotend
topreferthose theyviewasstrongleaders.
Of course, perceived strength may not
reflect competence or decency,as the case
of Trump amply demonstrates.

In India’s case, the recent conflict with
its neighbour reminded many voters that
the country’s currentleaderis strong, pre-
ciselyin thatinternational dimension.Itis
possible that some voters would have
reached this conclusion anyway, compar-
ing the incumbent to the alternatives.As I
have argued previously, India’s voters do
nothave good choices on the politicallead-
ership front. Truly strong leadership
includesadepth of understandingand the
ability and willingness to build a compe-
tent team. Until India gets better political
leadership, its citizens may continue to be
less happy than the data might predict.
Hopefully, they will not become resigned
to the current state of affairs.

(2% TRADE PACTWITH US

Arvind Panagariya, former Niti Aayog vice-chairman

Down the road, the US being such an important
strategic partner, one area where we can explore an
FTA agreement is services. FTAwith US in goods at
least in the near future does not look to me like
something that can happen

lytical workyet to press this point further.
But these unemployment statistics could
certainly be correlated with the unprece-
dented slowdown of private investment,
stretching over eight years. Many critics
have said that higher real interest rates
have exacerbated the condition of private
firms with stressed balance sheets. From
an investment perspective, the outcomes
are even bleaker—RBI data shows the
weighted average lending rate of com-
mercial banks these last five years cor-
rected only 170 bpsto 10.38% in January
2019 from 12.17% in May 2014. With
farmgate inflation staying closer to 2%,
the real interest rate from an investment
viewpoint was as high as 8%. Not surpris-
ingly, many firms with healthy balance
sheets and cash flows have stayed away
frominvestingafresh.Arecent CMIE study
of 8,544 companies shows the average
share of retained profits in net profits in
thefouryearsto2017-18was 23%; thisis
about 50% lower than a 47% sharein the
preceding fouryears,showing most firms
preferred higher dividend payouts.

Itisinthiscontext thatthe MPC’s deci-
sion to further lower the policy rate by 25
bpsisunlikely to alter the situation on the
ground. To be able to meaningfully influ-
encetheinvestment dynamics,it mayhave
toaggressively signal several rounds of rate
cuts. With core inflation stuck at 5%ina
two-paced economy, majority members
apprehend thatif food inflation rebounds
then headline CPIinflation could converge
toward core to overshoot the medium-
term target of 4%. While food inflation
could witness temporary spikes due to
monsoon failure or election-related refla-
tion, there is not a single study backing its
structural reversal in the medium term.
Unfortunately, RBI’s in-house research
cannotreworkits forecastingmodel using
NSSO’s unemployment data because
these are virtual (unofficial)! If such a
model were to project an alternative sce-
nario where core inflation converges
towards theheadline,thewindowformul-
tiple rate cuts would certainly open up!
Lookingback,itisapparent that India suf-
fered a balance sheet recession, which is
deep; misdiagnosisand consequent policy
errors have delayed the recovery.With the
world economy slipping into another
round of recession, India risks deflation,
not more inflation. Further misdiagnosis
could well push private investment into
deep freeze and the economy could suffer
more joblosses.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Lower interest rate

At a time when markets are hovering
near record-high levels, a lower rate
of interest can enhance
socioeconomic activity, reduce the
cost of borrowing, favour the real
estate sector and encourage
lending, besides boosting prospects
of credit recoveries too. It can also
facilitate unsecured/subsidised
lending to the priority sector and the
state. However, turbulent
international cues and marginal
slowdown in NAM economies reflect
on the importance to attain
sustainable liquidity/growth, lower
inflation, reduce the debt levels and
boost return on investments. Besides
greater lending to small/medium
businesses, it is also important to
promote domestic production and
enhance the export of digital
products/services. Arate too low
can reduce the income and widen
the fiscal deficit, especially when the
agenda of public welfare has been
prioritised over austerity measures
— Girish Lalwani, Delhi

Rahul’s act is puzzling

Congress president Rahul Gandhi's
decision to throw his hat into the
Wayanad ring for the ensuing Lok
Sabha polls is the mark of an unsure
leader. He will also lock horns with
Union minister Smriti Irani in Amethi
which is considered to be a Congress
bastion. One is puzzled by the
Congress president's move to contest
from Wayanad where LDF candidate
PP Suneer (CPI) and NDA's Thushar
Vellapaly are in the fray. Though there
were massive crowds at the road
show in Kalpetta, it will be nothing
short of a miracle if Rahul manages to
steal the thunder from his opponents
— Ravi Chander, Bengaluru
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LOK SABHA ELECTIONS

The greatest

dance of
democracy

in the world

How will voters decide which is the critical factor for
India’s national interest while casting their votes? Is it
the need for a stable government, as voters had realised
in 1980, or is it other important factors like inclusion,
pluralism, secularism, freedom, equality and tolerance,
as argued by most thinkers and writers? If all the pluses
and negatives of the NDA are weighed against the
opposition, voters are likely to elect Modi, though with
less majority, to give a stable government

NY ELECTION IN India is a

festive and exciting time for

the poor, the middle class

and the rich—forthe poorto

earn easy money, for the
middle class to pontificate and ratio-
nalise why no good will come out of vot-
ing, and for the rich to get maximum
valuebysupporting theright candidates.
Despite these obvious drawbacks, it is a
miracle that thelargest democracyin the
world has managed to elect some good
candidates from a set of mostly unde-
serving,corruptand incompetent politi-
cians tolead India all these years.

In 1977, Indian voters punished the
Congress party for the Emergency. In
1980, they brought back the Congress
since the opposition could not provide a
stable government. In 2014, against all
predictions, Indian voters gave a major-

ity to the BJPafter suffering from the cor-
rupt rule of the UPA-1 and UPA-2.

The current general elections are
often mentioned as the most important
one. We have heard such things before
also.However, this time,some argue that
thereis greater compulsion tovote wisely
since the future of India depends on the
outcome of the election.Is it really true?

After theloss of the NDA last Decem-
berin three major statesand asaresult of
different political parties making plans
to form coalitions with the single objec-
tive of defeating the NDA, it looked as
though Narendra Modi did not have any
chance of becoming the Prime Minister
again. However, after a mini Mahagath-
bandhan in Uttar Pradesh, there has not
been any successful effort to forma coali-
tion at the national level.

Some polls taken during the middle of

the month of March have shown that the
NDA may succeed in securing enough
seats to form the next government.In the
Indian context where caste, religion,
moneyand muscle power,regional affin-
ity, dynasty-oriented politics, celebrity
status, etc,often seem to decide the elec-
tion results, polls have not been reliable.

Many political ‘pundits’ have written
erudite articles discussing why the NDA
may not come to power. Demonetisation
and GST are the two factors often men-
tioned to support their argument.In the
recent months, the failure to create new
jobs by the NDA is another factor high-
lighted in the media.

Love Jihad,mob lynching and cowvig-
ilantism are the factors that have been
discussed regularly since Modi came to
power, to point out the glaring failures of
the BJP. According to an analysis by the
home ministry, there has been 28% rise
in communal incidents under NDA
watch. As a result of sustained attacks,
there has been erosion in the autonomy
of institutions in the education space,
courts and investigating agencies, and
even RBI.

On the otherhand, NDA
supporters have not been
successful in highlighting
several good things the
government has done.
Without doubt, Swachh
Bharat Abhiyan,althoughit
has not been a great suc-
cess, has made millions
aware of the need to keep
our citiesand towns clean—
the need to keep our envi-

It is hoped voters
will send a strong
message to all the
political parties to
uphold India’s
civilisational values
of “simple living

'Y
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course, non-performing assets of banks
are still precarious, but this was mostly
because of corrupt banking practices
under the UPA.

With much fanfare, Rahul Gandhi, the
president of the Congress party, has
announced a minimum income planand
assured an annual payment of Rs 72,000
to each poor family,benefiting 50 million
families.Will this help the UPA?

If we compare the overall contribu-
tion of the NDAagainst the UPAin India’s
economic sector, the NDA will score
higher. However, it is in the treatment of
minoritieswhere the NDA has failed mis-
erably. They should have controlled cow
vigilantism and mob lynchingbetterand
not given any scope for criticism. On the
other hand, the opposition has not been
all that lily white. They have also been
guilty of exploiting communal issues to
create their vote banks.

Just about every political party, with
the exception of Communist and Aam
Aadmi Party, has tried to develop vote
banks based on caste and communal-
ism—to give two illustrative examples.
Despite the well-known corrupt practices

of Mayawati and Deve

FIRR=R® cowda families, both the

leaders have been success-
fulin creating vote banks of
Dalits and Vokkaligas to
gain political influence
purely based on caste con-
sideration.

Theair strike by the gov-
ernment to destroy terror-
ist training grounds in Bal-
akot, in Pakistan, after a

ronment clean is definitely and high thinking" terroristattackin Pulwama
on the national agenda and the (Jammu and Kashmir) has
now. Open defecation has constitutional certainly helped the NDA.
come down with the con- mandate of India’s successful conduct

struction of millions of toi-

of the anti-satellite missile

lets. Thanks to the direct "—— {cstand thusbecomingthe

benefit of subsidies, cor-
ruptioninresidential LPGhasbeen more
orless eliminated. But for the Rafale deal
controversy, we have not heard of any
other mega corrupt deals, unlike in the
case of the UPA government.

In the energy sector, even though
much needstobe done,the NDAhasdone
much better job than the UPA did. The
NDA had set an ambitious target of 1.75
lakh MW of renewable energy by 2020,
which earlierlooked impossible to meet.
However, based on the performance so
far,Indiamayachieve itin good measure.
Although millions in rural areas still do
not have electricity connection, electric-
ity has reached all the villages. Thanks to
the Ujjwala scheme, LPG coverage has
increased from 45% to 90% in five years
under the NDA, helping the poor.

The NDA has been able to tame infla-
tion (consumer price index was 5% dur-
ing the NDAversus 8.1% during the UPA
rule), and also the management of fiscal
deficit is better under the NDA rule.
Thanks to a new law to deal with bank-
ruptcy, banks are able to improve their
financial position considerably. Of

fourth global power to have
such a capability may also marginally
helpthe NDA.If the Election Commission
doesnot object to therelease of the biopic
on Modi on April 5, it will definitely help
the NDA.

How will voters decide which is the
critical factor for India’s national interest
while casting theirvotes?Is it the need for
a stable government, as voters had
realised in 1980, oris it other important
factorslike inclusion, pluralism, secular-
ism, freedom, equality and tolerance, as
argued by most thinkers and writers? If
all the pluses and negatives of the NDA
are weighed against the opposition, vot-
ers are likely to elect Modji, though with
less majority,to give a stable government.

Let me hasten to state that my predic-
tion is not any more reliable than
revealed by the recent poll surveys. It is
my hope that voters will send a strong
message to all the political parties to
uphold India’s civilisational values of
“simplelivingand high thinking”and the
constitutional mandate of secularism.
Then the time of election will be truly the
dance of democracy to celebrate.
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The mantra for

Al adoption

& SUMIT SARAWGI

Duranton is Sr Partner & leads BCG GAMMA globally
Sarawgi is Partner and leads BCG GAMMA in India

Firms must follow the 10:20:70 rule

ETTING PALPABLE VALUE from artificial

intelligence (AI) is at the top of the minds of

business leaders. However, the widespread

excitement does not always translate into a

meaningful strategy focused on Al. Adoption
of Alacrossindustries from manufacturing to servicesis immi-
nent.The success of companies will be dependent on the scale
at which they adopt Al, and how successfully they are able to
transformthe business to leverage its benefits. Now the eco-
nomic activity of most nations is driven by corporates; hence,
successful Aladoption by companies will be a critical driver of
competitiveness of nations.

The findings of an Artificial Intelligence Global Executive
Study conducted by BCGand MIT Sloan Management Review
involving 3,000 executives maybe pertinent for India. Twenty
per cent of the companies in this survey may be called ‘pio-
neers’; they are companies who have significant understand-
ingof Aland have successfullyadopted it.Overa period of time'
pioneers'arelikely toincrease the gap overeven the next group
of companies termed as‘investigators’' Investigators'are com-
panies who understand AI but have limited adoption. Other
groups of companies, classified as'experimenters'and'passives,
have limited understanding or adoption of Al. Globally, Chi-
nese companieslead the pack,with 329% ofChinese companies
havingadopted Al compared toaround 20% in the US,France
and Germany. While the proportion of Indian companies
activelyadopting Al maybe less than the top ranking countries,
India has not been passive about Al India is among just 20
countries which have a national AI policy. Thanks to Govern-
ment initiatives, India is among the most data-rich countries
intheworld.The dataand technical infrastructure around bio-
metric identifiers (Aadhaar) and digital payment
capability(UPI) are global benchmarks. Select Indian compa-
niesinfinancial servicesand telecom,and amorelimited set of
companies in manufacturing, are likely to quality as Al ‘pio-
neers’. But this number could have been higher.

Unfortunately, certain companies try to ‘signal’ their Al
adoptionwithout makinganymeaningful investment orcom-
mitment to AL The high-point of Al adoption should not be
seen as the presence of robots to greet visitors. Many ‘serious’
players are opening labs and hiring data scientists; but busi-
ness use cases of Al come to some as an afterthought. Often
these use cases are not scalable, or form only a peripheral part
of an existing process. Some companies busy themselves with
an ever-expanding list of Proof of Concepts (POCs). The POCs
make for excellent talking points in mushrooming Al forums,
butvery few of them are meaningfully scaled up.In one of our
recent studies we found that 75% of the companies failed to
scale up post POC. Such approaches are hardly useful.

To be successful in Al adoption,companies have to respect
the golden rule: 10/20/70.BCG GAMMA has continuously
tried and tested this lawin its missions.Ten per cent of thework
involves building the algorithm.But this 10%is critical because
the thealgorithm determinesthe successof theinitiative.The
next 20% involves implementation of the algorithm and
development of the user-interface. The final 70% consists of
structured support and facilitation from the business organi-
zation. Under this,work processes may need to be redesigned,
teams should be designated to maintainand manage the solu-
tion,and measure the adoption rate and the results.

Post theinitial excitement of algorithm development,some
companies are simply unable to deploy resources for imple-
mentation.Ifthe use caseisverynarrowor peripheral,theben-
efitsdon’tjustifytheimplementation cost; sometimes the pri-
ority forimplementationislostastheteam chasesyetanother
shiny-new-POCs. Even when companies complete stage two,
fewactuallydare todisrupt existingwork habitsand silos.They
attempt to force-fit the new solution to the older process or
organization structure, thereby reducing the efficacy of the Al
outcome. Such situations lead to disillusionment with AL

Al pioneers understand that Al is a mission of business
transformation.Theytend to focus more on leveraging Al to
create newer ways of earning revenue, and not just on cost
reduction. Senior management should concentrate on two
orthree high-potential areas such a personalization engine,
pricing,and supply chain optimization that are core to their
business; and provide support throughout all three phases.

Deceptively prudent strategies such as‘waitand watch’may
increase the gap between early adopters and late entrants, to
the extent that catching up may become difficult. In matters
of Al,one needs to dare to have a big vision, take risks and allo-
catetherequired resources.Braveand tough decisionswill have
tobe taken.This is the'Al or die'imperative.

STUDY WAS CARRIED ON by

the Reputation Institute (RI)in

170,000 companies from 15

countries to find out how cus-

tomers perceive governance of
the companies from whom they buy prod-
ucts and services. It was found that con-
sumers prefer companieswhowork towards
achievement of a social cause. Also, how
companies treat their employees matters
consumers’impressionaboutacompany.RI
is a global business consulting firm that
helps big organisations to build their credi-
bility with their people force. The result of
the studywasthat theworld watches organ-
isations closely on their CSR theme. People
are concerned whether organizations think
of CSR as just a giveaway, or are they really
concerned.Consumerswatch organisations
closely on whether they treat their employ-
eesrespectfully,howethical theyarein oper-
ations,and whether the company respects
the ecosystem. Consumers prefer compa-
nieswith a cause.

Businesses have to handle societal
changes by recognising its magnitude in
effect of its responsibilities for the future of
civilization. Businesses do not exist in vac-
uum. Social responsibility has become
increasingly important for companies over
the last several years. Whether it is by
empowering women, serving the environ-
ment, trying to end poverty, towards the
cause of education, towards improving
healthcarefacilities,etc. Weare seeing more
and more companies incorporating social

Brand and values

For developing an authentic CSR
programme, it is important for

organisations to engage their employees

HATTANGADI e

4 oy
Management thinker and blogger ‘ t‘

responsibility into their overall business
strategy. The social issues may be local,
national, or global, but a concern for the
healthandwellness of othersin society can-
notbeignored.

For aligning the cause of the CSR, orga-
nizations need to match their brand with a
cause. A strong alignment between organi-
zationalbrand’s goalsand the causeitwishes
tosupportisverycritical tothe success of its
CSRinitiative. If the match is poor, the CSR
programme ends up confusing consumers
and it makes them feel disconnected. It
sometimes evenresultsinto thebrand’sval-
ues slowlyfalling off the radar.If companies
want to look at how to get good value from
investing in CSR they should look at align-
ing itwith their brand.

A strong brand offers many different
business benefits ranging from the ease of
acquiring good talent at reasonable costs
and often earning customer loyalty in
enhancing theirbusiness.All these benefits
translate into improving the brand equity.
The Coca-Cola Company’s global commit-
ment is to enable the economic empower-
ment of 5 million women entrepreneurs
across the company’s value chain by 2020.
It has given facelift to brand Coca-Cola.

An easyway to ensure that CSR matches
the company’svision is to check if thereisa
logical tie between operations of business
and the cause. For instance, Lifebuoy soap
and hand wash aims to improve health
throughbetterhygiene.This daily-use prod-
uct helps prevent disease and improve peo-

r"_

ple’shealth andwell-being; ultimately,help-
ing save lives. This product of HUL enjoys a
robust market share. In another example,
two divisions of ITC, namely, foods and
greeting, gifting and stationeryworkwitha
strong CSRmessage.On purchase of Aashir-
wad, Sunfeast orKitchens of India products,
consumers invariably supportissuessuchas
water conservationand tree plantation. How
does this happen? A percentage of the sales
proceeds get channelised into these areas.
Similarly,the sale of ITCs Expressions Greet-
ing Cardshelps the cause of SOS Villages that
lookafterorphan childreninIndia.Again,on
the purchase of ITCs Classmate notebooks,
X1isdonated forthe cause of rural develop-
ment and children’s education.

P&G has been championing the cause

of gender equalityboth inside and outside
the company. P&Gwill expand its supplier
development and sourcing from women
owned businesses across the world. This
imitative of P&G has given boost to mil-
lions of women in world. In India, P&G
hires 50% women into entry level man-
agement roles and they get promoted in
their next assessments at the same pro-
gression as men. P&Gwas the also the first
consumer goods company with a license
to employ women in Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. It employs 15% women managers
in KSA across all commercial divisions,
including HR, finance, operations and IT.

Global consumers expect companies to
do more than make a profit,butalso oper-
ateresponsibly toaddress social and envi-

ronmental issues. For developing an
authentic CSR programme,itisimportant
for organisations to engage their employ-
ees in the ideation process. This is helpful
in boosting employee engagement and
thus helping retention. Some employees
at American Express Corporation initiated
CSRwith theissue of restoration of Statue
of Liberty. American Express is known for
their smart marketing ideas.

Consumers like companies that make
the world a better place. Millennials are
66% more likely to buy from a company
that notjustsellsa quality productbutalso
givesback to society. Companies use social
media platforms to create awareness for
an effective cause and forattracting dona-
tions.It’s been observed when companies
are not honest to their cause and not reg-
ular in their efforts, consumers overlook
their products.

Partnering with organisations for the
CSR cause enhances the achievements of
organisations especially when CSR is
aligned with the brand’s vision and goals.
It is the fastest way to generate more
results and goodwill. However, it requires a
clearintentand budget in mind to make it
work. The process of choosing an NGO
partner typically involves a screening
process. This includes a credibility test,a
field visit, and background checks. It also
requires regular assessment from the
NGO.

Gradually,organisations all overworld
arealigning theirbrand toaworthy cause.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

MGNREGA TO NYAY

Congress manifesto should have promised better
implementation of MGNREGA instead of another scheme

N ITS PREVIOUS ruling stint in New Delhi, the Congress’s flagship social welfare

programme was MGNREGA, which provides 100 days of guaranteed wage em-

ployment in a year to every rural household whose adult members volunteer to

do unskilled manual work. For its next shot at power, the grand old party is prom-
ising to implement a minimum income support programme called NYAY. For all its draw-
backs — from the quality of assets built to not providing work when needed and delayed
wage payments — MGNREGA's inherent appeal has been its self-targeting mechanism of
beneficiary selection. Since the better-off would ordinarily refrain from participating, the
programme has largely benefited the needy. MGNREGA's utility was demonstrated in
2009-10, adrought year, when 283.59 crore person-days of employment was generated
and the average household got 53.91 days of work. Those numbers dropped to 166.21
crore person-days and 40.17 days in 2014-15, the first year of the Narendra Modi govern-
ment. But to the latter’s credit, both asset quality (usefulness and durability) and money
reaching the intended beneficiaries (through electronic transfer of wages into their
Aadhaar-seeded bank accounts) have improved significantly under it.

NYAY, by contrast, offers no advantage of self-targeting. The Congress manifesto
has, instead, promised to transfer Rs 72,000 every year to the country’s 5 crore poor-
est families constituting a fifth of its population. The eligibility of beneficiaries here
will ostensibly be based on administrative targeting, which is prone to both exclusion
and inclusion errors. Moreover, the poor may not always remain poor, just as the per-
son whoisn’t in the bottom 20 per cent today could well slip into that tomorrow. These
issues aren’t there in MGNREGA, where the person ceasing to be needy will simply
stop seeking work under the programme. Given that the Congress can lay claim to
MGNREGA as its baby, the focus ought to have been more on making it a genuinely de-
mand-driven scheme. On paper, beneficiaries are to get work within 15 days of appli-
cation, failing which they are entitled to an unemployment allowance. Disbursement
of wages, too, is supposed to happen within 15 days of the work getting done. Rather
than promising to implement these already-existing operational guidelines and pro-
viding sufficient budgetary resources for MGNREGA, the manifesto has committed to
yet another entitlement scheme.

Identification complications and associated scope for corruption apart, NYAY is going
to be fiscal challenging: No Congress leader has given a credible answer to how, and from
where, the Rs 3,60,000-crore annual fund requirement for it will come. More persuasive
would have been a pledge to secure “‘nyay” (justice) for MGNREGA by ensuring that it is
not underfunded.

TIMED OUT

TikTok causes concern with familiar social media problem of
promoting extreme behaviour. Answer is oversight, not a ban

HE MADRAS HIGH Court has asked the government to ban the video-sharing

platform, TikTok, for encouraging pornography and possibly exposing children

to predators. They're late to the party. Indonesia banned the platform for pre-

cisely the same reasons last year, plus blasphemy, but revoked it when TikTok
instituted a team to screen Indonesian content. About the same time, Bangladesh blocked
access to the service. Chinese media watchdogs took it to task for “unacceptable” con-
tent and this year, they threatened to punish the promoter, ByteDance, for violating guide-
lines. A survey in the UK had suggested that one in 10 children on TikTok had faced inap-
propriate behaviour. And this year, the Madras High Court has been approached with
concerns of cyberbullying, explicit content and deepfakes. Despite the bad press, TikTok
is one of the most popular social apps, offering the curious attraction of being able to per-
form for strangers.

TikTok is to video what Twitter is to text. Users compose 15-second acts instead of
280-character messages, and post in search of world fame. Therein lies both the utility and
the weakness of such networks. Like its text equivalent, TikTok is a great equaliser, allow-
ing talents without access to traditional networks to break the surface, and amplifying
voices disadvantaged by history, geography or economics. But being focused on younger
people, including schoolchildren, TikTok is perceived to bear more moral liability than
Twitter or Instagram. The fault lies with the business model driving all of social media,
which rewards controversial behaviour and exhibitionism with digital clicks, likes and fol-
lows which translate into real power and money. Extreme behaviour is rewarded, and
children are generally less cautious than adults. And it is not only a question of the con-
tent that children are exposed to, but also the purchasing choices that they are nudged
towards, an important issue as younger people are beginning to buy directly off social
network promotions.

TikTok'’s little setback in India is a sliver of a larger issue: The double-edged nature of
social media. Twitter and Facebook powered both the hope represented by the Arab
Spring and the betrayal of democracy in the Cambridge Analytica scandal. The answer to
TikTok is not the ban that the Madras High Court has called for, but the Indonesian strat-
egy of nudging the company to institute an effective screening mechanism. As social me-
dia companies flounder to contain problematic content, governments should insist that
they screen user content more diligently.
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WORDLY WISE
OUR UPSIDE DOWN WELFARE STATE IS SOCIALISM

FOR THE RICH, FREE ENTERPRISE FOR THE POOR.
— WiLLIAM O DOUGLAS

Targeting facts

Ignorance of history and disinformation campaigns

shrink the possibilities of genuine debate ahead of polls

CHRISTOPHE JAFFRELOT

TRUTH USED TO be a major concernin India’s
public sphere. The word was part of ideo-
logical “brands”, ranging from the title of the
book by Swami Dayananda Saraswati
(founder of the Arya Samaj), Satyarth Prakash
(The Light of Truth), to the name of Jyotirao
Phule’s Satyashodhak Samaj (The Truth
Seekers Society) and the title of another
book, Mahatma Gandhi’s “The Story of My
Experiments with Truth”. One hundred years
later, untruth has become pervasive, banal
and the new normal. Last month, a Microsoft
report revealed that “India has more fake
news than any other country in the world”.
The ruling party, whose responsibility it is to
be a role model, contributes to this state of
things, by action or omission.

By omission, because the propagation of
wrong information sometimes reflects alack
of historical culture. Recently, for instance, it
was claimed (1) that the UPA was responsi-
ble for the liberation of Masood Azhar, who,
in fact, was handed over to the Pakistani au-
thorities by the Atal Bihari Vajpayee govern-
ment, (2) that Jawaharlal Nehru was PM
when Pakistan attacked in 1965, whereas Lal
Bahadur Shastri was at the helm of govern-
ment and (3) that, according to Arun Jaitley,
Nehru initiated political dynasticism by ap-
pointing Indira to the same position, whereas
Nehru had made it clear, long before he died,
that the Congress would decide who takes
over from him — and that was Shastri.

Butignorance of history is not the only rea-
son why wrong pieces of information are cir-
culating. Disinformation is also a way to dis-
credit opponents. For at least five years, trolls
have spread canards, including photoshopped
pictures, (1) of Rajiv and Rahul Gandhi at the
funeral of Abdul Ghaffar Khan in Kabul in
1988, claiming that they were burying Indira
Gandhi the Muslim way, (2) of Ashok Gehlot
waving Pakistan’s flag, (3) of “Rohingya eat-
ing Hindus”... The list is so long that websites
have specialised in exposing this travesty of
reality. Attempts at controlling communica-
tion have resulted in a record number of in-
ternet shutdownsin 2018, with Rajasthan be-
ing second only to J&K, where security reasons
have been invoked for these suspensions.

Thirdly, truth sometimes cannot prevail
because data are doctored or concealed.
Besides the controversy about the growth rate
of India under the Manmohan Singh govern-

Data reflects a degradation
of the job market that is
especially disturbing so far
as young Indians are
concerned. This trend is
partly explained by another
set of data about investment,
independently provided by
the CMIE. This organisation
has shown that investments,
in 2018, in the “ended
December quarter fell to a 14-
year-low”. A very telling
graph shows “private sector
investment stalling near all-
time high”. What went
wrong? An election
campaign is the right time
for reviewing policies and
mechanisms of
accountability.

ment compared to the present one, the eval-
uation of joblessness is a case in point. Two
months ago, a NSSO report was revealed by
the media, showing that the unemployment
rate, at more than 6 per cent, was the highest
since 1972-73.The NITI Aayog vice-chairman
contested these figures which were not re-
leased officially. The government’s decision
not to publish the job data led the acting chief
of the National Statistical Commission to re-
sign. Incidentally, the most reliable source, the
NSSO Employment-Unemployment Survey,
supposed to take place every five years, was
postponed in 2016 and the Labour Bureau
Survey is not available beyond this date either.
Itis not as rich as the National Sample Survey
anyway. For instance, religion and caste are
not systematically factored in. These variables
are also missing, now, in other statistical com-
pilations. In 2015, the Modi government de-
cided to no longer make public the percent-
age of Muslims in the Indian police, which
amounted to rescinding an innovation intro-
duced by the Vajpayee government in 1999.
Similarly, since 2014, the National Crime
Records Bureau is not taking the caste and re-
ligion of the jail inmates into account — the
2013 data, the last available, showed a sub-
stantial over-representation of SCs/STs and
Muslims in Indian prisons.

Sometimes, independent sources tell the
truth, like the Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy. Inits last report on unemployment
in India, the CMIE showed that if the unem-
ployed who are “willing to work but inactive
in seeking jobs” are taken into account, the
unemploymentrate is 7.87 per cent, if they are
not, 5.67 per cent. While these dataarein tune
with the NSSO's, the CMIE shows more, that
the last rate — the one we will retain — con-
ceals immense variations.

In terms of education, the more educated
are more badly affected by unemployment.
The rate increases from 1.27 per cent for the
uneducated, to 3.39 per cent for the 6th-9th
standard pass, to 8.89 per cent for the 10th-
12th standard and 12 per cent for the gradu-
ates and post-graduates. Similarly, there are
huge disparities age-wise: The unemploy-
ment rate peaks at 38.34 per cent for the 15-
19year-olds and reaches 27.27 per cent for the
20-24 year-olds. These two categories are even
more badly affected in the urban context
where the respective rates are 43.17 per cent

and 32.59 per cent. Last but not least, while
some regional variations are spectacular,
many rich states are below average, including
Haryana, where the urban youth is dramati-
cally affected by joblessness: 67 per cent of
the 20-24 year-olds are looking for ajob in this
state where the unemployment rate among
urbanites is above 17 per cent. In Gujarat,
where the average unemploymentrateis low
(4.8 per cent), the young people are also strug-
gling: 22 per cent of them are job-seekers.

These data reflect a degradation of the
job market that is especially disturbing so
far as young Indians are concerned. This
trend is partly explained by another set of
data about investment, independently pro-
vided by the CMIE. This organisation has
shown that investments, in 2018, in the
“ended December quarter fell to a 14-year-
low”. A very telling graph shows “private
sector investment stalling near all-time
high”. What went wrong? An election cam-
paign s the right time for reviewing policies
and mechanisms of accountability. But in
contrast to the 2014 election campaign, pub-
lic debates on the past term are not taking
off, partly because of paucity of information
for assessing the policies, such as Make in
India and Skill India.

Five years ago, a famous line was “The
Nation Wants to Know”. Today, it seems that,
even if it wanted to know, it cannot. In a par-
liamentary democracy, statutory committees
may be alternative channels of communica-
tion — especially when press conferences are
out of question. The Estimates Committee and
the Public Accounts Committee, which should
be accountable only to parliament, may re-
cover some room for manoeuvre and freedom
of expression after the Lok Sabha elections.
For the moment, some academics and some
media try to make a genuine debate happen,
besides the Opposition whose agenda is in-
evitably more politics- than policy-oriented.
But can such a debate take place in an atmos-
phere of general disinformation where facts
are systematically targeted?

The writer 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

COLOURS OF POETRY

From Mughals to Sufi poets, Holi has been part of Muslim culture, literature

IN GOOD FAITH

KHALID ALVI

WHILE MOST associate Holi with a Hindu
ethos, even a cursory glance through the pages
of history reveals otherwise. Holi always falls
in the month of March, which in the Mughal
era fell close on the heels of another signifi-
cant festival, Navroz. Over time, both the fes-
tivals became twins.

The Mughals were known to be liberal and
openly enjoyed celebrating Indian festivals.
Historian Zakaullah writes that Babur was so
wonderstruck when he saw Holi celebrations
where people were splashing around ina pool
of coloured water that he followed suit and
filled a pool with his favourite coloured liquid
— wine. Abul Fazal writes in Ain-e Akbarithat
Akbar used to start collecting beautiful squirts
and syringes of different sizes throughout the
year in anticipation. This was one of the rare
occasions when Akbar would come out from
his fort and play Holi with even the common-
ers. Tuzk-e-Jahangirimentions that Jahangir
played Holi actively and organised musical
gatherings.

Shajahan would watch the Holi celebra-
tions from the jharokaof Red Fort. He also gave
it the name Eid-e-Gulabi(the festival of
colour), Jashn-e-Aab-Pashi(the festival of
spraying water). During Shahjahan’s rule, a
Holi fair was organised near what is today
Rajghat which included pantomimes in

The references to Holi are
innumerable in Urdu poetry.
Almost no important Urdu
poet, from Khusrow to Sahir
Ludhyanvi, left this topic
untouched. Nazeer
Akbarabadi, who is hailed as
an enthusiastic ambassador
of Hindu culture, composed
eight long poems about Holi.

which jesters would imitate the king and
princes and nobody took offence. Bahadur
Shah Zafar went as far as making Holi the of-
ficial festival of the Red Fort and patronised a
new genre of Urdu poetry called Hori, which
was sung on the day of Holi.

Before the Mughals, even Muslim Sufi po-
ets had used this festive opportunity to prop-
agate the message of brotherhood. Holi was
celebrated at most Sufi monasteries.
Nizammuddin Aulia, whois considered to be
among the first secular theorists, advocated
love for people of all faiths. He also directed
his protégée to compose poetry in the lan-
guage of the commoners and started celebrat-
ing Holi at his monastery. Khusrau was not
only an enthusiastic Holi player but also com-
posed verse for the occasion: Agj rang hai, maa
ri aaj rang hai/Morey khwaja ke ghar aaj rang
hai/Mohey peer payo Nijamuddin aulia/Des
bides mien phiri ri, tera rang bhayo nijamud-
din aulia/A3j sajan mila morey aangan mien
(Its colour today, my mother its colour today, My
beloved is found in my own yard).

This tradition of celebrating Holi became
such an integral part of Sufi culture that even
today, a ritual “rang” is observed on the last
day of the annual celebrations at every shrine.

The tales of elaborate Holi celebrations
abound as much in Lucknow as they do In
Delhi. Nawab Saadat Ali Khan and Asifuddaula
would spend crores on Holi celebrations. The
participating nautch girls, singers, prostitutes

and courtiers were famously rewarded with
gold coins and velvet cloth.

The references to Holi are innumerable in
Urdu poetry. Almost no important Urdu poet,
from Khusrau to Sahir Ludhyanvi, left this topic
untouched. Nazeer Akbarabadi, whois hailed
as an enthusiastic ambassador of Hindu cul-
ture, composed eight long poems about Holi.
ShahNiaz, a Sufiand a poet, was a contempo-
rary of Nazeer. He wrote: Hori hoye rahi hai
Ahmad geo ke duwar/

Hazrat Ali ke rang bano hai Hasan Husain
khilar. Shah Niaz (Holi is being played at the
gate of Prophet Mohammad, Ali has brought
colours, Husain and Hasan are playing).

Qayam, an 18th century poet, has fa-
mously depicted the real naughtiness of Holi.
His importance can be understood through
Ghalib’s acknowledgement of Qayam as his
Ustad. In his long poem Chandpur ki
Holi,Qayam paints a scene of an inebriated
Maulvi who has forgotten his way to the
mosque. This is the state of people on Holi.
People from all spheres of life whether pious
or habitual drinkers, celebrate together and
indulge in mud-slinging. It makes everyone
equal and free. Qayam ends his poem with a
prayer: llahihai jab takke ye shor o shar ho alam
mien/ Holi seybagiasar (O God let the festivity
of Holi survive till the world does).

The writer teaches Urdu literature at Zakir
Hussain College, Delhi University
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BILLA, RANGA TO DIE

JASBIR SINGH ALIAS Billa and Kuljit Singh
alias Ranga were sentenced to death by
hanging for the murder of Geeta Chopra, 17
and Sanjay Chopra, 15 Chopra on August 26
last year. The overcrowded courtroom
cheered as soon as the additional district
and sessions judge, M K Chawla, announced
the death sentence. Shouts of “phansi ho
gai” rang through the crowded corridors of
the first floor court room as the message
was passed from person to person till even
the huge crowd collected outside the court
was aware of it. Pronouncing the sentence,
the judge said the “ends of Justice would
only be met if the two accused are put to

eternal sleep, thereby allowing the others
in peace”.

IRAN EX-PM SHOT

THE FORMER IRANIAN prime minister, Amir
Abbas Hoveida, was executed by an Islamic
firing squad in Teheran. An Islamic court
found Hoveida guilty of all charges of being
“a corrupt element on earth, responsible for
spreading corruption, and treason to Iran”.
The firing squad immediately carried out the
death sentence after the revolutionary court
passed its verdict. Hoveida, in his last de-
fence, reportedly said he was “used as a
front” by the deposed Shah Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi and requested forgiveness from

all those prosecuted as political prisoners
during his 13-year prime ministership.

BHUTTO AFTERMATH

ONE DEATH WAS confirmed as rioting and
arson to protest the hanging of former prime
minister Z A Bhutto continued for the sec-
ond day in Pakistan. Unconfirmed reports
said two to four others might have died. The
police appeared to have the situation under
control in Islamabad but was pressed hard
in Lahore. Rioters set fire to 17 vehicles, four
gasoline stations and at least three public
buildings. Disturbances were reported in
more than a dozen neighbourhoods of
Karachi.
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The poverty of pedagogy

We need to question deletions and exclusions from school textbooks. We also need to see knowledge as an

AVIJIT PATHAK

“SCHOOLS DO NOT merely ‘process’ people;
they ‘process’ knowledge as well. They en-
hance and give legitimacy to particular types
of cultural resources which are related to un-
equal economic forms” — Michael Apple,
Ideology and Curriculum

As the CBSE and the NCERT reportedly
decide to delete three substantial chapters
pertaining to caste from their Class [X history
textbooks, it has become clear once again
that it is difficult to be free from the politics
of knowledge — and the construction of the
“official” curriculum. Even though we are
told that this deletion is aimed at doing good
for the children — reducing the heavy bur-
den of syllabus that, needless to add, causes
severe stress and anxiety — the facts are not
as simple as they are made out to be. Do you
reduce the burden of the “high status”
knowledge streams of mathematics and
physics with an equally intense zeal? Or, is
this yet another attempt to trivialise what is
often seen as “irrelevant” in the age of
techno-science and commerce — history, lit-
erature and social science?

To begin with, I must acknowledge that
the NCERT textbooks which have emerged
out of a critically and creatively nuanced en-
deavour — initiated by a team of great schol-
ars, educationists and concerned teachers —
indicate the possibility of a new beginning.
Indeed, in an environment invaded by guide
books and coaching centre “notes”, the
NCERT “project” — which follows as an out-
come of the 2005 National Curriculum
Framework — is a refreshing departure. The
books, as I see, are written in a form that
seeks to activate the imagination of the
young learner, and aims at nurturing what
Paulo Freire would have regarded as a “prob-
lem-posing education”.

VIiEw FrRoOM THE
NEIGHBOURHOOD

WAR AND LIES

“AMIDST THE FOG of war,” begins Dawn’s
editorial on April 7, “the truth is often lost as
propaganda s trotted out by the belligerents
to confuse and demoralise their opponent.”
The editorial talks of the “particularly vitri-
olic” role the media played in whipping up
jingoism and “war hysteria” in both India and
Pakistan.

In the context of misinformation during
the post-Pulwama crisis a report in the US
publication, Foreign Policy, is brought up by
the editorial: “Basing this claim on sources
within the US defence establishment, the
publication has said that all of Pakistan’s F-
16s were “present and accounted for”. This
admission should be sobering for the ultra-
nationalist hawks in the Indian establish-
ment as well as elements within the Indian
media. It shows jingoism and war hysteria
cannot always cover up the facts, which often
emerge sooner or later.”

The editorial, however, does not tom-tom
the report and accuse India of spreadinglies,
etc. It does draw lessons fromiit: “Perhaps the
lesson to be learnt from the whole post-
Pulwama crisis in general, and the tale of the
F-16 in particular, is that when disinforma-
tion is spread and promoted in such a toxic
manner, it feeds into the larger narrative and

experience of enchantment, not an act of consumption

Furthermore, the chapters that have been
deleted, I have no hesitation in saying, are
beautiful for their ability to blend bundles of
information with a conceptual/theoretical
perspective. They encourage the reader to
see history through, say, the eyes of the
wheat farmers of the US or the opium farm-
ers of Bengal. They also, for instance, help to
understand the political history of cricket in
the context of colonialism, or, for that matter,
probe into the dynamics of caste, class and
gender through the history of clothing. In a
way, far from being a chronicle of wars and
treaties, and the rise and fall of empires, his-
tory becomes the people’s history. And it is
always a great endeavour that evokes a sense
of history among children.

However, I insist that we need to raise yet
another critical question which we — leftists
as well as rightists — often miss out because
of our preoccupation. The preoccupation is
primarily to do with the content of school
knowledge rather than the actual process of
dissemination and reception of these texts
in the classrooms. It is in this context that I
wish to make two significant points. First,
dobelieve it to be unfortunate that we love to
equate knowledge with information: We are
in a hurry, and, as a result, we burden the
child with all sorts of things — mathematics,
computer, history (ancient/medieval/mod-
ern), geography, physics, moral studies and
even yoga. Even play, for a small child, has
lostits spontaneity. We are eager to teach her
counting and the alphabet through what the
gift industry regards as “play”.

This is like seeing knowledge as an act of
consumption rather than an experience of
enchantment or creative engagement with
the self and the world; and it is dangerous. It
kills the joy of learning. Hence, to take a hy-
pothetical situation, even if you want to in-
form the child through a series of textbooks
of everything that is politically correct and
sanctified by the subaltern scholars, it may
prove to be counterproductive — it may be
felt as a “burden”. Let learning be a contin-
ual process of exploration and self-discov-
ery. There is no harm if, at the tender age of
12 or 13, the child doesn’t know about Ranajit
Guha or Uma Chakrabarty, so long as she is
encouraged to cultivate all the faculties of
learning: Reason and intuition, observation

ends up vitiating the atmosphere. This can
have grave consequences, such as dragging
two nuclear-armed states close to war.
Moreover, when disinformation becomes
the norm, even after the crisis abates, the
road towards normalisation is all the more
difficult. The war clouds may have dissipated
over South Asia for the moment, but the mis-
trust between India and Pakistan currently
is at extremely high levels.”

NEPAL AND CITIZENSHIP

IN NEPAL, LIKE in India, citizenship, its ac-
quisition and the legal provisions around it
seem to be a matter of much debate and con-
tention. According to the April 5 editorial in
The Himalayan Times, “Citizenship has always
been a highly complicated issue in the coun-
try. People who have migrated to Nepal and
have been living here permanently for many
years find it hard to obtain citizenship due to
the complicated legal provisions. The new
constitution, promulgated in 2015, has
clearly stated that no citizen shall be de-
prived of Nepali citizenship. It means all peo-
ple living in Nepal have the right to acquire
citizenship paper. However, the Federal
Parliament, which is the sole authority to
make alaw on thisissue, is taking much time
to make the first amendment to the

It is high time we took the
debate beyond merely the
contents of knowledge —
Aurangzeb or Shivaji,
Savarkar or AmbedKkar,
Vedic rites or Nizamuddin
Auliya’s verses. It is time we
gave equal importance to the
practice of liberating
pedagogy that deconditions
the mind, arouses creative
imagination and cultivates a
rhythmic/relaxed mode of
learning.

Citizenship Act.”

Because of the gaping legal lacunae still
unaddressed by the government, “thousands
of bona fide Nepali children born to parents
who had obtained Nepali citizenship by birth
have been deprived of the official paper es-
sential to get enrolled in college, open abank
account, get employment, purchase land or
enjoy the government services they are en-
titled to.”

Currently, notifications by the home min-
istry of Nepal provide some succour. But
now, according to the editorial, “the Supreme
Court had also told the ministry not to exe-
cute it until a law to this effect was enacted.
Hence, this circular will not wholly address
the hardships faced by those children due to
the absence of a law in line with the consti-
tutional provision. The Federal Parliament
must enact the law at the earliest to see that
those people can acquire citizenship with-
out any legal hurdles.”

BANGLADESH RISING

THE EDITORIAL IN The Dhaka Tribune on
April 4 asserts, in a somewhat patriotic man-
ner, that “the number don’tlie”. Bangladesh'’s
“Bangladesh’s economic growth in these last
few years have shown tremendous dy-
namism, and we could be well on our way to

and experience, besides a sense of wonder
and the urge to question. Eventually, she
would discover Birsa Munda and Savitribai
Phule.

My second point is about the absolute
asymmetry that prevails between these oth-
erwise well-meaning texts and the actual
practice of examinations and evaluation,
that has a strong impact on the way books
areread and received. For instance, the nar-
ratives implicit in these texts and the cre-
ative use of cartoons, poetry and even cine-
matic imageries, are ruthlessly murdered in
our classrooms because the prevailing pat-
tern of examinations compels them to glean
only the “hard facts” (or bullet points) from
the chapters. There is a need to evolve anin-
strumental/strategic relationship with the
books. And, barring exceptions, the teach-
ers, too, see these narratives (say, a story of
M S Sathyu’s Garam Hawa, or a brilliant
black-and-white picture of the traumatic
movement of the people during the
Partition in a chapter on the making of the
new nation) as just “deviations”. Filling the
mind of the student with mere “facts”, mak-
ing them hyper-conscious of “performance”
that is purely quantified, and, disciplining
them through a cycle of weekly tests and
home assignments — all this ensures our
children grow up in an environment that is
pedagogically impoverished and aestheti-
cally insensitive. Neither Gandhi’s pilgrim-
age to Noakhali nor Pablo Neruda'’s poetry;,
nothing leaves a lasting imprint. Everything
is just a piece of information to be remem-
bered, and then forgotten after the exami-
nations. My anxiety is that if we do nothing
about the poverty of pedagogy, even the
most radical texts will be destroyed in our
classrooms.

It is high time we took the debate be-
yond merely the content of knowledge —
Aurangzeb or Shivaji, Savarkar or
Ambedkar, Vedic rites or Nizamuddin
Auliya’s verses. It is time we gave equal im-
portance to the practice of liberating peda-
gogy that deconditions the mind, arouses
creative imagination and cultivates a rhyth-
mic/relaxed mode of learning.

The writer is professor of sociology
at INU, Delhi

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

becoming a powerhouse of Asia. In its latest
economic report, Manila-based Asian
Development Bank has assessed Bangladesh
to be the fastest growing economy in the
Asia-Pacific region, forecasting a robust 8%
GDP growth rate for the current fiscal year,”
it says.

However, the editorial warns against
complacency and exhorts the government
and other economic actors to “keep their eye
on the ball”. Its advice is: “Our growth is
largely attributable to strong private con-
sumption as well as public investment inin-
frastructural projects, and it is important that
these large-scale projects are seen through
to completion without unnecessary delays.
Diversifying our export basket further will
increase the resilience of our exporting sec-
tor, which has been reliant mostly on our
high-performing ready-made garments in-
dustry; and we should be branching out and
looking more closely to the potential of
leather, jute, IT, electronic goods, and other
products. This comes hand in hand with
training in the right skills, because
Bangladesh is a country with a very large
youth population, and in order to remain
competitive as the world moves into a tech-
nology-based future, the government must
invest in a forward-thinking, future-oriented

education.”
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Just when it seemed that democracy was all but dead in Turkey, voters delivered
a sharp electoral rebuke to their authoritarian president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan.”

— THENEW YORK TIMES

Digital is no
panacea

We are asking students to eat digital cake in lieu
of the unavailable basic bread
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ANURAG MEHRA

POLICY MAKERS seem to be drowningina
sea of buzzwords. This tendency seems
particularly marked in “digital” initiatives.
Digital, it seems, is the ultimate panacea for
every problem. Our classrooms — in
schools and universities — will soon be
adorned with “digital boards”. These
boards “will work on emerging technolo-
gies including Machine Learning (ML),
Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Data
Analytics and provide ‘Intelligent Tutoring’
to students based on their personal require-
ments.” (‘Over 1.5 lakh schools to get digi-
tal boards under scheme,’ IE, February
20)The deployment of this technology is
expected to improve the quality of teach-
ing-learning and also ensure that gradu-
ates are no longer “unsuitable for the re-
quirements of the society and market”.
That sounds quite a lot for a digital board
to achieve.

Itis not even clear what this technology
is because another report on “Operation
Digital Board” says that these “digital or
smart boards will be in the form of TV mon-
itors, computers or projectors with user in-
terfaces.” An estimated 7,000 to 1,0000
crore will be needed over three years, and
apparently, all blackboards, in government
and government-aided institutions, will be
replaced by 2022.

On the face of it, why would one not
welcome electronic infrastructure into ed-
ucational institutions? But questions do
need to be asked: Is this money well spent?
Do these digital boards address some out-
standing bottleneck thatis affecting teach-
ing and learning in our schools and univer-
sities? The answer to both questions is a
clear no.

Consider, first, the actual problem
plaguing schools. Awalk through any of the
Kendriya Vidyalayas (Central Schools) —
which represent a segment that is “de-
cently funded” by the central government
— will reveal poor quality civil infrastruc-
ture, collapsing and in need of dire repairs.
This includes rickety chairs and desks,
falling and missing windows and cup-
boards, seeping walls and cracked floors,
and often, broken blackboards. The exist-
ing state of electronic infrastructure — com-
puters, alone projector, a few printers — re-
mains persistently pathetic on account of
poor or zero maintenance. Even internet
availability is intermittent and usually of
poor quality. Then comes the problem of
teacher shortage even in these schools. The
data, reported publicly, indicates the sever-
ity of the problem — in some areas, the
shortage is more than 50 per cent of what
is sanctioned.

The state of elementary schools is even
more worrisome. There are over 1 lakh
schools with just one teacher. We need not
even think of the state of these issues in
poorer schools in urban and, of course, ru-
ral areas. These schools would be better
served if their blackboards were repaired
and the huge amounts of money sanc-

tioned for digital boards be channeled into
developing and repairing existing infra-
structure, as well as on maintaining the
sparse electronic resources already avail-
able so that these do not just rot away. In
this scenario, any talk of personalised
adaptive learning or the use of artificial
intelligence and machine learning to pro-
vide intelligent tutoring sounds some-
what like asking students to eat digital cake
in lieu of the unavailable basic bread. We
are still grappling with regulations that
should govern digital spaces, data privacy
and security — what kind of student data
will be captured, who will own and regu-
late it? It is very likely that these devices
will fall into the same state of disrepair and
disuse as many of the items currently de-
ployed in schools.

In the case of institutions of higher
learning what demandsis it fulfilling? The
state of infrastructure in public institutions
— except the top tier institutions (which al-
ready have enough digital infrastructure)
— is also usually lamentable. Poorly main-
tained hardware, used occasionally when
functional, lies around everywhere. The al-
leged problems of these institutions, such
as outdated curricula, indifferent faculty,
poor learning outcomes, lack of meaning-
ful pedagogies, or unemployable graduates
have nothing to do with digital technology
bottlenecks. Faculty shortages are crippling
the publicly-funded higher educational
system, as well. The lack of interest,among
students, in academic work arising from a
conditioning produced by a combination
of poor schooling, aggressive coaching and
lack of appropriate jobs cannot be treated
with any digital medicine.

The digital fixation now pervades so
much of public policy recommendations.
Witness the brouhaha over how the
Aakash tablet was to revolutionise learn-
ing, and more currently, how online
courses will take care of all the problems
linked to outdated syllabi as well as faculty
shortages. And then of course there is the
constant discourse on e-learning, smart tu-
torials and the like, that will breathe a new
life into India’s educational systems.
Educationis not just about acquiring more
and more information. What we need is
more teachers and more institutions,
everything else is just a supplement.

Perhaps, a culture of consultation with
stakeholders can help us to get over unre-
alistic fixations. Evgeny Morozov, in a cri-
tique of technological solutionism, in his
book, To Save Everything, Click Here, warns
us that, “the quick fixes it peddles do not
existina political vacuum. In promising al-
mostimmediate and much cheaper results,
they can easily undermine support for the
more ambitious, more intellectually stim-
ulating, but also more demanding reform
projects”. For policy-makers, the most im-
portant question that must always be an-
swered for such projects — it was asked in
the context of the One-Laptop-Per-Child
project — remains: “The real questionisn’t
whether laptop programmes help stu-
dents, but whether they’re more effective
than other programmes competing for the
same money.” Are we, therefore, hurting
learning and teaching by diverting funds
from blackboards to digital boards?

The writer is an Institute Chair Professor
at IIT Bombay, and teaches
policy as well as engineering

CHICAGO’S EXAMPLE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Lighting
it up’ (IE, April 5). Lori Lightfoot has
been elected as Chicago’s first gay
African-American mayor by defeating
Toni Preckwinkle, another African-
American veteran Democratic politi-
cian. This is a particularly historic win,
given that the voters are disillusioned
with President Donald Trump’s anti-
black, anti-LGBTQ and anti-women
rhetoric.

Sauro Dasgupta, Kolkata

SOPS AND DOLES

THIS REFERS TO the article ‘More fis-
cal imprudence’ (IE, April 4). The
propensity of political parties to offer
sops and doles on the eve of elections
only shows that they have no stamina
or ability to search for permanent so-
lutions to the problems faced by peo-
ple. Unfortunately we have got used
to this tendency of our political class
and do not raise our voices against
them.

Tarsem Singh, Mahilpur

KNEE-JERK MEASURES

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A dead
end’ (IE, April 5). Knee-jerk measures
like shutting down a highway in
Kashmir shall exacerbate the problem
in the area and cause more anguish

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD

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

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

among the inhabitants . The main ob-
jective of deploying security forces is
to provide safety and promote trust
and create a semblance of peace.
Creating a hostile environment and an
fostering an atmosphere of fear mon-
gering has led to immense damage to
the state.

Deepak Singhal, Noida
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deaths a concern: WHO report

WOMEN OUTLIVE men everywhere,
the World Health Organization
(WHO) said recently while releasing
its World Health Statistics Overview
2019. “Whether it's homicide, road
accidents, suicide, cardiovascular dis-
ease — time and time again, men are
doing worse than women,” the
United Nations quoted the WHO re-
port’s main author, Dr Richard
Cibulskis, as saying.

For men and women combined,
average life-expectancy has increased
by 5% years since the turn of the cen-
tury — from 66.5 years in 2000 to 72
years in 2016 — while “healthy” life
expectancy (the number of years lived
in full health) increased from 58.5
yearsin2000,to63.3 yearsin 2016.In
2019, the WHO report said, more than
141 million children will be born: 73
million boys and 68 million girls.
Based on recent mortality risks the
boys will live, on average, 69.8 years
and the girls 74.2 years — a difference
of 4.4 years. Life expectancy at age 60
years is also greater for women than
men: 21.9 versus 19.0 years, it said.

The report attributes the discrep-

GLOBAL LIFE EXPECTANCY AND
HEALTHY LIFE EXPECTANCY, 2000-2016

Atbirth

Males

ancy to differing attitudes to health-
care between men and women. In
countries with generalised HIV epi-
demics, for example, men “are less
likely than women to take an HIV test,
less likely to access antiretroviral ther-
apy and more likely to die of AIDS-re-
lated illnesses than women”, the
study finds. The same principle ap-
plies for tuberculosis sufferers, with
male patients less likely to seek care
than women.

On the other hand, the study also
indicates that the life expectancy gap
is narrowest where women lack ac-
cess to health services. Maternal
deaths contribute “more than any
other cause” to reducing female life
expectancy, the UN statement quoted
Dr Samira Asma, WHO Assistant
Director General for Data, Analytics
and Delivery, as saying. The risk of ma-
ternal death is hugely different be-
tween high-income and low-income
countries. Dataindicate thatonein41
women dies from a maternal cause in
a low-income country, compared
with one in 3,300 in a high-income
setting, the report found.

Females
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Source: Global health estimates 2016: Life expectancy, 2000-2016. Geneva: World
Health Organization; 2018 (https://www.who.int/gho/mortality_burden_disease/
life_tables/en/, accessed 21 March 2019) via World Health Statistics Overview 2019.
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How EC runs poll machinery

Mamata has questioned police officers’ transfer, Election Commission has said it acted within its rights.
How does EC draw manpower for polls, and what disciplinary control does it exercise over these officers?

RITIKACHOPRA
NEW DELHI, APRIL7

A WAR of words has broken out between
West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee and the Election Commission, with
Mamata questioning the latter’s decision to
transfer four senior police officers in her state,
and the EC responding that it is within its
rights to act against police officers on poll
duty. It brings into focus the Commission’s
remit when it comes to exercising discipli-
nary control over the election machinery:

Does the EC have its own team for
conducting an election?

The EChas aseparate secretariat headquar-
tered in Delhi, but this set-up is not enough to
conduct elections, especially on the scale of the
Lok Sabha polls. The EC secretariat has roughly
400 officers at the level of deputy election com-
missioners, director general, director, senior
principal secretary, principal secretary, under
secretary and section officers, among others.
While officers at the level of deputy election
commissioner, director general and director
are normally appointed on deputation from
civil services, other positions are occupied by
the permanent staff of the Commission.

So, how does the Commission get the
manpower to conduct elections?

The EC headquarters in Delhi essentially
monitors the conduct of elections. The bulk
of the work, such as preparation and revision
of the voters’ list and the actual conduct of
polls, is executed on the ground and for that
the Commission needs the help of the state
machinery. Article 324 of the Constitution
provides that the President or the Governor
of a state is obliged to provide all “such staff
as may be necessary” for the EC to conduct
elections, not justin the state concerned, but
outside as well. The electoral machinery in
the field is headed by the Chief Electoral
Officer (a senior government official) and
consists mainly of district election officers
(usually a district magistrate), electoral reg-
istration officers (sub-divisional magistrate),
assistant electoral registration officers
(tehsildar), returning officers (district magis-
trate), assistant returning officers (additional
magistrate) and booth-level officers (govern-
ment schoolteachers, anganwadi workers.
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SUNIL ARORA
EHIEF ELECTION COMMISSIOMER

Chief Election Commissioner Sunil Arora with Election Commissioners Ashok Lavasa, Sunil Chandra in March. Express Archive

postmen etc). Closer to an election, when the
electoral roll is prepared, hundreds of thou-
sands of government workers are drafted in
to perform duties as enumerators, presiding
officers, polling officers and counting assis-
tants, and others. During the 2014 Lok Sabha
elections, nearly one crore people, including
local police and central paramilitary forces,
helped in the conduct of elections.

The expression “such staff as may be nec-
essary” under Article 324 was at the centre of
a controversy in 1993 when the EC sought a
certain number of senior officers from the
Union government to be deployed as observers
for some Assembly elections. While the
Commission maintained it has the prerogative
to determine the number of staff required to
conduct free and fair elections, the Centre felt
itwas for the government to decide how much
staff it could spare. The Commission petitioned
the Supreme Court, which decided that the EC
and the government should jointly decide the
staff and paramilitary forces required for con-
ductof elections. Since then, it has always been
done through mutual consultation.

Are there exceptions to who can be
drafted for making poll arrangements?
There are 10 categories of government of-
ficers and employees that are exempted from
election duty. These are senior officers of the
Indian Forest Service; doctors and com-
pounders working in veterinary hospitals;
Grade B officers of veterinary hospitals; med-
ical staff including doctors and nurses; terri-

torial staff of the forest departments; All India
Radio employees; Doordarshan employees,
operational/technical staff of UPSC,BSNLand
educational institutions; officers/staff of com-
mercial banks located in rural areas which
happen to be a single-officer branch; and a
person retiring in six months.

What s the EC’s disciplinary control
over the electoral machinery?

Under the Representation of the People
Act, all staff roped in for making election
arrangements in their respective states and
outside are deemed to be on deputation tothe
ECand are subject toits control and discipline.
For instance, a state police officer drafted for
poll duty will be under the EC’s control from
the date elections are notified till the results
are announced. State Chief Secretaries, Home
Secretaries and Directors-General of Police are
also understood be under the Commission’s
disciplinary control during poll season.

In 2000, at the Supreme Court’s behest,
the EC and the Centre mutually agreed on
the former’s disciplinary control over the
election machinery. The agreed terms are:
“The disciplinary functions of the Election
Commission of India over officers, staff and
police deputed to perform election duty dur-
ing election period shall extend to: (a) sus-
pending any officer/police personnel for in-
subordination of dereliction of duty; (b)
substituting any officer / official / police per-
sonnel by another such person, and return-
ing the substituted individual to the cadre to

which he belongs, with appropriate report
on his conduct; (c) making recommendation
to the competent authority for taking disci-
plinary action for any act of insubordination
or dereliction of duty while on election duty,
with such recommendation being promptly
acted upon by the disciplinary authority.
Such action taken will be communicated to
the Election Commission within six months
from the date of the EC’'s recommendations;
(d) the Government of India will advise the
State governments that they too should fol-
low the above principles and decisions, since
a large number of election officials are un-
der their administrative control.”

How many times has the ECinitiated

disciplinary action during the current
Lok Sabha elections?

Since March 10, apart from the transfer of
the four police officers in West Bengal, high-
profile cases include the EC’s removal of
Andhra Pradesh Chief Secretary Anil Chandra
Punetha for defyingits orders on the transfer of
Director-General of Intelligence A B
Venkateswara Rao, Kadapa SP Rahul Dev
Sharma, and Srikakulam SP V Ratnam. The
three officers were transferred on a complaint
by the YSR Congress Party, which had accused
them of helping the ruling TDP. Also, the
Additional Director General of Police, Special
Branch, in Jharkhand was moved to the state
Resident Commissioner’s office in New Delhi
on the direction of the EC after it had received
complaints alleging bias on the officer’s part.

How closing Mexico border could hurt US

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, APRIL7

OVER THE last several days, US President
Donald Trump has threatened to close the
Mexico border as a measure to check illegal
immigration. Last week, he tweeted: “... If for
any reason Mexico stops apprehending and
bringing the illegals back to where they came
from, the U.S. will be forced to Tariff at 25% all
cars made in Mexico and shipped over the
Border to us. If that doesn’t work, which it will,
Iwill close the Border.”

While Trump has projected this as a pun-
ishment for Mexico, economists have warned
that any such move would be disastrous for
the US economy. The North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA)facilitates trade by
cutting tariffs and streamlining regulations.
Reports citing figures from the US Chamber
of Commerce said nearly $1.7 billion of goods
and services flow across the Mexico border
daily. These include jeans, cars, flat-screen TVs
—and avocados, beloved to many Americans.

“..What Trumpis talking about now, shut-
ting the southern border, would be cata-

strophic. It's just absurd,” The New York Times
quoted Gary Hufbauer of the Peterson Institute
for International Economics as saying.

Some of the likely impacts if the border
were indeed to close:

Cars, TVs & hardware

The NYT report listed US manufacture as
among the biggest victims of a border shut-
down. US industries rely on Mexico, either by
selling goods and services into Mexico or by
using Mexican materials in their products.
Mexicois the United States’ third largest trad-
ing partner, with the latter importing $349.6
billion from MexXico in 2018, and exporting
$265 billion, The NYT said citing statistics from
the Union Nations’ International Trade Center.

Among those affected would be automobile
makers, with supply chainsdisrupted, as would
those manufacturers of flat-screen TVs, com-
puter hardware and medical devices, besides
the apparel industry that sources raw materials
from the US and makes finished products in
Mexico. Mexicoalso depends on the US for nat-
ural gas through cross-border pipelines, while
hundreds of thousands of US jobs are tied to
transportation to and from Mexico.

Overall, The NYT said, top multinational
companies would be affected — including
Ford, Toyota, Boeing— and so would count-
less small- and medium-size businesses.

Avocados & other food

The US depends on Mexico for fresh fruit
and vegetables like avocados — Mexico sup-
plies 80% of the avocados eaten in the US —
as well as tomatoes, strawberries, grapes and
mangoes, while Mexico relies on US soy-
beans, corn, dairy products, The NYT said.
Shutting the border would most likely lead

to dwindling of supplies, a spike in prices of

food items imported from Mexico,and a drop
in prices of US crops besides a loss of market.

Lance Jungmeyer, president of the Fresh
Produce Association of the Americas, told The

NYT that Mexico supplies more than 60% of

allUS produce in the winter and early spring,
and that a shutdown could result inimmedi-
ate and uncontrollable spikes in prices for
items like squash, tomatoes, cucumbers,
melons — and the beloved avocado.

Business at home & away
The US Chamber of Commerce said in a

statement: “Closing the US-Mexico border
would inflict severe economic harm on
American families, workers, farmers and
manufacturers across the United States.” The
NYT said this would likely prompt a drop in
the stock market, denting the retirement sav-
ings of many Americans, as well as affect the
ability of companies to raise money in the cap-
ital markets. Itadded thatif business relations
with Mexico are strained, border communi-
ties in the US would most likely suffer, from
decreased economic activity as well as poten-
tially higher costs from crime and migration.

More migration?

While Trump’s threat to close the border
is meant to be a measure to contain migra-
tion, The NYT suggests that it could actually
end up increasing migration — with mass un-
employment a likely outcome in Northern
Mexican cities that depend on trade with the
US, it could prompt more attempts to cross
the US border. The newspaper quoted
Hufbauer, of the Peterson Institute, as saying;:
“If anything, it would promote more poverty
in Mexico, which would then turn into more
pressure on immigration in the US.”

Pak F-16 controversy: 3 key questions, evidence on the ground and in the air

SUSHANT SINGH
NEW DELHI, APRIL 7/

THE AIR action on February 27 — which
took place the day after the Indian airstrike
on the Jaish-e-Mohammad camp in Balakot
in Pakistan’s Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province
— in Nowshera sector near the Line of
Control (LoC) remains mired in controversy.

There are three major questions — first,
whether the Pakistan Air Force (PAF) used an
American F-16 fighter jet during the air ac-
tion; second, whether this usage amounted
toaviolation of American sale conditions for
the F-16 aircraft; and third, whether Pakistan
lost an F-16 in the dogfight.

Use of F-16

Although the director-general of
Pakistan’s Inter Services Public Relations
had initially said that Pakistan did not use
the F-16 in the air action, it has now been
established that the PAF did, in fact, use the
American-made warjet that morning. India
had presented evidence that included the
wreckage of a fired AIM-120 AMRAAM mis-
sile that fell on the Indian side of the LoC
that shows the use of F-16 aircraft. Among

all the aircraft in PAF’s inventory, only the
F-16is capable of firing the beyond-visual-
range air-to-air missile, which was supplied
to it by the US in 2011.

TheIAF also had electronic signatures and
radio intercepts which proved that F-16s
were part of the big package of PAF fighter
jets that bombed military installations in
Rajouri sector. Faced with overwhelming ev-
idence, Pakistanissued along-winded state-
ment last month, indirectly conceding that
ithad used the F-16 during that air action.

Sale condition

The PAF’s use of the F-16 in the attack is
contentious because certain restrictions
were imposed on the use of these aircraft
when they were sold by the US to Pakistan.
Those conditions, which are part of the End
User Monitoring Agreement (EUMA) or
Extended End User Monitoring Agreement
(EEUMA) signed at the time of the sale of
the aircraft, have not been made public.

There were few restrictions on the F-16
sold in the late 1980s to Pakistan, but itis be-
lieved that once they were upgraded in
Turkey a few years ago, certain conditions
may have been imposed on them. As far as
the F-16 C/D Block 52 fighter received by

Joint briefing by armed forces on February 28, when India presented parts of a
missile that could only have been fired from a F-16. Express Archive

Pakistan during the Global War on Terror are
concerned, these were paid for with
American money and the sale conditions
were extensively debated in the US Congress.

[t is believed that certain restrictions were
imposed on their use, including on modify-
ing them for the delivery of nuclear weapons.

US sources have said that the American

sale conditions specify that the use of the F-
16s must be limited to self-defence. However,
such terms, unless explicitly and clearly de-
fined, are vague and open to interpretation.
Pakistan could argue that it used the F-16 in
a self-defence role after India launched the
airstrike on Balakot, or that even when em-
ployed in the aerial attack on Rajouri, the F-
16s were used only for self-defence. Such a
claim would make it very difficult for the US
to impose a penalty on Pakistan.

Jet downed?

The final question is about the IAF claim
that Wing Commander Abhinandan shot
down an F-16 before he was himself shot
down and taken captive. India has officially
claimed this “kill” while Pakistan has denied
it from the day of the air action. India’s claim
is based on circumstantial evidence, which
includes contradictory official Pakistani
statements, the electronic signature of the
PAF aircraft, images from Electronic Support
Measures of AWACS, crash site debris which
showed parts that did not belong to the Mig-
21 Bison that Wg Cdr Abhinandan was fly-
ing, radio telephony intercepts which
showed that one aircraft did not return, and
wireless intercepts of Pakistani army units

by the Army. Any conclusive proof that a F-
16 was shot down — the camera and radar
image — was lost with the crash of Wg Cdr
Abhinandan’s Mig-21 Bison that crashed on
the Pakistani side of the LoC.

An article published in Foreign Policy
magazine Friday claimed that the US had
counted the F-16 aircraft with the PAF and
found none of these jets in its inventory
missing. The report cited unnamed
Pentagon officials as saying that the count-
ing was done on Pakistan’s request as part
of the end user agreement, and took some
time as the aircraft were deployed. The re-
port also quoted US officials as saying
Pakistan did not violate any sale conditions
of the F-16 by using them against India on
February 27.

But on Saturday, a Pentagon spokesper-
son was quoted as having said that the US
Defence Department “weren’t aware of any
investigation like that”, while referring the
query to the US State Department. The State
Department, however, was quoted as hav-
ing said that “As a matter of policy, the
Department does not publicly comment on
details of government-to-government
agreements on end-use monitoring of US-
origin defence articles.”




Capital high
To retain the confidence of foreign investors,

macroeconomic management is key

oreign investors appear to have rediscovered In-
dia. The inflow of foreign capital into India’s stock

market in the month of March hit a high of $4.89
billion, the biggest foreign inflow into Indian stocks
since February 2012. As a result, the stock market rose a
solid 8% in March. Foreign investment in Indian equi-
ties stood at $2.42 billion in February, as against a net
outflow of $4.4 billion during the same month a year
earlier, and is expected to be strong in April as well.
Both cyclical and structural factors are behind this sud-
den uptick in foreign investment that has helped the ru-
pee make an impressive comeback. The rupee has ap-
preciated by about 7% since early October, when it was
reeling at around 74 against the dollar. Last year, India
received more foreign direct investment than China for
the first time in two decades. While the Chinese econo-
my has been slowing down considerably in the last one
year, India has emerged as the fastest-growing major
economy. Doubts over the robustness of the GDP calcu-
lation method notwithstanding, it is clear that investors
expect India to be a major source of global growth in
the coming years. Other short-term reasons may also be
behind some of the recent inflow of capital into the
country. For one, there is a sense among a section of in-
vestors that their fears of political instability are mis-
placed. More important, there are clear signs that west-
ern central banks have turned dovish. Both the Federal
Reserve and the European Central Bank, for instance,
have promised to keep interest rates low for longer.
This has caused investors to turn towards relatively
high-yielding emerging market debt. Indian mid-cap
stocks, which suffered a deep rout last year, are now too
attractive to ignore for many foreign investors.

The return of foreign capital is obviously a good sign
for the Indian economy. But policymakers need to be
careful not to take foreign investors for granted. Other
emerging Asian economies will be competing hard to
attract foreign capital, which is extremely nimble. Any
mistake by policymakers will affect India’s image as an
investment destination. To retain investor confidence,
whichever government comes to power after the gener-
al election this summer will need to increase the pace of
structural reforms and also ensure proper macroeco-
nomic management with the help of the Reserve Bank
of India. Long-pending reforms to the labour and land
markets are the most pressing structural changes that
will affect India’s long-term growth trajectory. The high
fiscal deficit of both the Centre and the State govern-
ments and the disruptive outflow of foreign capital are
the other macroeconomic challenges. These are some
issues that need to be solved sooner rather than later.

The heatis on

Local administrations must draw up plans to
address heat stress and possible water scarcity

forecast of a below average monsoon in 2019, af-
ter last year’s erratic rainfall that flooded Kerala

and crippled agriculture in eastern and western
States, is a cause for worry. If the assessment from one
agency, Skymet, is any indication, there is a prospect of
an El Nifo, often associated with drought conditions,
taking hold. This must, of course, be considered along
with other factors that seem to weaken the El Nifio link,
such as a dipole weather phenomenon in the Indian
Ocean. Should the monsoon, which normally sets in
between June 1 and July 15 across the country, turn out
to be deficient, it will add to the pressures on rural em-
ployment and the economy as a whole. Things may be-
come clearer when the India Meteorological Depart-
ment also issues its forecast, although error margins
and the erratic nature of rainfall in different regions
render the exercise fraught with uncertainty. Last year,
for instance, the realisation of rainfall was 91% of the
long-term average, while the prediction was for 97%.
More immediately, India will go to the polls in the peak
of summer after an intensive campaign. It is the respon-
sibility of State administrations to prepare for the likeli-
hood of a heat spike, particularly during April and May,
to prevent loss of life and extreme distress to commun-
ities. Official agencies and NGOs should start adopting
the drill on this, using the template drawn up by the Na-
tional Disaster Management Authority.

The key elements of protection in a heat wave are
avoiding exposure during the hottest part of the day
around noon, especially in the case of senior citizens,
staying adequately hydrated, wearing suitable clothing
including headgear, and creating shade in public plac-
es. These messages and weather alerts can be dissemi-
nated through television, mobile phone messaging and
social media platforms. Urban local bodies in particular
have a responsibility to care for the large number of vul-
nerable city dwellers. Yet, few cities have drawn up
proper heat action plans to respond to extreme weath-
er or made them public. During the current year, there
is apprehension that the focus of administrators will
mainly be on the conduct of the elections, relegating
the public health risk of heat waves to the backburner.
With the availability of advance weather alerts, there is
no reason why local bodies cannot institute remedial
measures. Mitigating the effect of heat waves is vital to
ensuring a high turnout in the elections by making it
safe for voters. India is looking at another uncertain
monsoon, bringing into sharp relief the neglected po-
tential of decentralised water-harvesting. It is more
than a decade since the National Commission on Farm-
ers suggested the wider adoption of both rainwater har-
vesting and aquifer recharge, in order to provide irriga-
tion for small farmers. It is time to take measures that
will help communities achieve resilience.

The governance dashboard

The current regime has failed to deliver on its promises of development and clean government

i e
VAMSI VAKULABHARANAM &
SRIPAD MOTIRAM

owards the end of the se-
Tcond term of the United Pro-
gressive Alliance govern-
ment (UPA-II), from 2009 to 2014,
the corporate sector (captains of
industry) had become thoroughly
disappointed with the slow rate of
“progress” being made. The repu-
tation of UPA-Il had been tar-
nished by several high-profile cor-
ruption scandals.  Significant
sections of the Indian elite, both
urban and rural, were also upset
about the government’s modest
welfare schemes such as the Ma-
hatma Gandhi National Rural Em-
ployment Guarantee Scheme
(MNREGS) and also rights and en-
titlements such as the Right to In-
formation, Right to Education and
the Land Acquisition Act, 2013.
The elites and upper middle-in-
come groups were ready to strike
back and found in Narendra Modi
an able politician who could spear-
head their agenda. He was the vi-
kas purush who would restore
high profitability for the corporate
sector and provide a clean govern-
ment. There was also a populist
appeal of “development for all”.
However, the true meaning and
significance of Mr. Modi’s ascent to
power was not lost on those who
had deep knowledge of India.
Writing shortly after the 2014 gen-
eral election, eminent economist
and historian Amiya Kumar Bagchi
remarked: “The corporate sector
has now secured undisputed con-
trol of the commanding heights of
the Indian economy and has suc-
ceeded in installing a prime minis-
ter, of whom they had been vocal
supporters.” We are now at the
cusp of another national election,

so it is pertinent to ask what Mr.
Modi has been able to achieve in
the last five years.

It has become common now in
some circles to describe the world
that we live in as “post-truth”. Po-
pulism and the rise to prominence
of leaders such as Donald Trump
(U.S.), Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil), and
Viktor Orban (Hungary) have ex-
posed us to a radically new vocab-
ulary consisting of terms like “al-
ternative facts” and “fake news”. It
seems like evidence is far less rele-
vant in influencing opinion than
factors like sentiments, emotions
or beliefs.

Backdrop of scarce data

While we understand the limits of
claims made on behalf of “objec-
tivity”, it is very difficult to ima-
gine how a reasoned debate can
occur without adequate evidence.
Since Independence, India has
carefully built an enviable reputa-
tion in terms of the integrity of its
statistical organisations and the
quality of its economic data. It is
perhaps the most remarkable
“achievement” of the present go-
vernment that it has virtually des-
troyed this reputation by med-
dling in the work of statistical
organisations, changing the meth-
odology of computation of key fi-
gures (such as GDP), and by sup-
pressing important data.

Given this, it is a major chal-
lenge to evaluate the performance
of the present government. Of the
various attempts that have been
made to put together scarce evi-
dence, a notable one is the very
well-researched edited volume, A
Quantum Leap in the Wrong Direc-
tion? It was Nobel laureate Amar-
tya Sen who used the term “quan-
tum leap” to critically describe the
current regime, and the volume
does justice to this loaded meta-
phor. It examines important di-
mensions of the present National
Democratic Alliance government
(NDA-II) and the past two regimes,
UPA-I and -II, grouping them
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broadly under the subjects ‘Eco-
nomy’, ‘Socioeconomic Indica-
tors’ and ‘Governance’.

Key parameters

Two issues that are important in
evaluating any regime are eco-
nomic growth and distribution. In-
dia, of course, has been celebrated
along with China as the growth en-
gine of the world in recent de-
cades. Has the economy under
NDA-II outperformed in compari-
son to previous governments? Re-
cent changes in methodology by
the Central Statistics Office have
rendered such comparisons very
difficult. From the data in this vol-
ume, it is clear that NDA-II has un-
derperformed in comparison with
UPA-I and is broadly comparable
to UPA-II. Average annual growth
rates of GDP under NDA-II are esti-
mated at 7.4% (the corresponding
figures for UPA-I and UPA-II are
8.4% and 7.2%, respectively).

In terms of distribution, our
own research (for the period 1991-
2011) indicates that the Indian eco-
nomy, after economic liberalisa-
tion, was largely driven by in-
equality-heightening rapid urban
growth. Farmers and informal
workers in the urban areas have
faced acute distress and witnessed
losses in their income shares.
What has happened to inequality
under the Narendra Modi govern-
ment? This question cannot be ea-
sily answered because the latest
survey data have not been re-
leased. Given this, the volume

draws upon other sources of data
such as income taxes and the Cre-
dit Suisse Global Wealth Database
to make a persuasive case that In-
dian inequality has continued to
rise.

The share of the top 10% of in-
come-tax payers has increased at
the expense of the bottom half.
The wealthiest group (top 1%)
owns more than half the nation’s
wealth today and has consolidated
itself during 2014-2018. What hap-
pened to the economic status of
the most marginalised social
groups, i.e. Muslims, Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes? Un-
fortunately, relevant survey data
have not been released. However,
one gets a harrowing picture from
the volume from other data.
Crimes against Scheduled Castes
have increased during the period
2014-16. What is noteworthy is that
both overall crimes and crimes re-
gistered under the Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Pre-
vention of Atrocities) Act have in-
creased in the Bharatiya Janata
Party-governed States such as Guj-
arat, and Haryana. The media is
rife with accounts of cow-vigilan-
tism; but to give a statistical pic-
ture, Muslims comprised 84% of
those killed during 2010-17 across
the country. Almost all such at-
tacks (97%) occurred under the
present government.

Impact of signature policies

The two major signature policies
that the government undertook —
demonetisation (ostensibly to root
out corruption) and the goods and
services tax (GST) — have proved
to be colossal disasters for the eco-
nomy and the vast majority of In-
dians. Any doubts about the ad-
verse impact of these policies is
dispelled by the analysis in the vol-
ume. Comparing the periods be-
fore and after demonetisation,
while the world economy wit-
nessed improved growth (2.6% to
3.1%), the Indian economy suf-
fered a growth decline from 7.8%

When a new era dawns, what’s in a name?

As Japan's Emperor Akihito prepares to abdicate, the country gears up for the Reiwa era

PALLAVI AIYAR

n April 30, Japanese Empe-
O ror Akihito will abdicate, lit-

erally ending an era. For in
Japan the years are counted not
just using the internationally stan-
dard, Gregorian calendar, but by
gengo, or ‘era name’, that counts
up from the coronation of a new
emperor until his death, or as in
the current circumstance, abdica-
tion.

The Heisei era

Akihito’s coronation in January
1989 had marked the beginning of
what is known as the Heisei era,
and the end of the ‘Showa’ period
of his predecessor, Emperor Hiro-
hito. This year, 2019, will be split
between Heisei 31, the 31st year of
Akihito’s reign until the end of
April, after which it will become
Reiwa 1, the first year of the Empe-
ror elect, Naruhito’s rule.

But gengo are not just ways of
counting years. They also encap-
sulate a national mood, the zeit-
geist. A new era name stops the
clock for the nation psychological-
ly, allowing an opportunity for tak-

ing stock and recalibrating.

The Meiji era (literally: enlight-
ened rule), January 1868-July 1912,
is best remembered as a period of
Western-inspired modernisation,
while the Showa gengo (literally:
enlightened harmony), December
1926-January 1989, is associated
with both Japan’s rapid post-war
economic development, but also
the militarism of the Second
World War.

It is Heisei, however, that is on
the nation’s mind currently. In the
dying days of the era, there is an
ongoing attempt to grapple with
how best to define the essence of
the last three decades. Heisei is
composed of two kanji (Chinese
characters used in the Japanese
language) that taken together
mean ‘achieving peace’.

On the surface, the gengo would
appear apposite. Through the Hei-
sei decades Japan has eschewed
war and continued to be among
the world’s more pacifist nations.
Emperor Akihito himself worked
hard to confront Japan’s past mili-
tary expansionism, including sev-
eral expressions of remorse and
apology for his country’s wartime
actions.

And yet, Heisei has also been
characterised by unfulfilled poten-
tial and a spate of natural disas-
ters. In 1989, when the era began,
Japan was at the pinnacle of its
economic might. That same year,
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Sony acquired Hollywood’s Co-
lumbia Pictures and Mitsubishi Es-
tate bought New York’s iconic
Rockefeller Center. Japan ap-

peared poised for
domination.

Instead, the ‘bubble economy’
collapsed, leading to ‘lost decades’
of economic stagnation and defla-
tion. And while the meteoric rise
of China dwarfed Japan’s regional
and international heft, earth-
quakes and tsunamis ravaged the
archipelago. For many, Heisei con-
jures up the horrors of the 1995
Hanshin earthquake that des-
troyed Kobe city, and the 2011 East
Japan earthquake and tsunami
that killed over 20,000 people and
triggered one of the world’s worst
nuclear disasters.

Consequently, the commence-
ment of the new era, recently an-
nounced after months of delibera-
tion as Reiwa, is widely seen as a
chance to put some of these trau-
mas behind and to define new
hopes for a new epoch.

Reiwa can be interpreted to
mean ‘auspicious’ (rei) ‘harmony’

global

(wa). But, given that kanji can of-
ten be understood in multiple
ways, it is also possible to read rei
as ‘orderly’ and wa as ‘Japanese’.
The latter reading has some Japa-
nese uncomfortable with its auth-
oritative nuance, particularly
within the context of the current,
right-wing government’s emphasis
on nationalism as a cornerstone of
policy.

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe was open in disclosing the fact
that the choice of era name was
made to reflect pride in Japan’s os-
tensible uniqueness. For the first
time in history the two kanji com-
prising the gengo were taken from
Japanese classical literature, rath-
er than Chinese classics, the tradi-
tional source for era names.

The new gengo is derived from
an ancient collection of Japanese
poetry called Man’yoshu (Collec-
tion of Ten Thousand Leaves) that
feature poems composed between
600 CE and 759 CE. Commenta-
tors have been quick to draw a link
between this decision to distance
the gengo from Chinese literature
and Japan’s contemporary rivalry
with China.

Name notwithstanding, Empe-
ror-elect Naruhito’s Reiwa era will
face a formidable set of challeng-
es. The country’s rapidly ageing
society and declining population
mean that economic growth will
require either a huge increase in
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to 6.8%. We believe that these two
policies were launched to serve
the long-term interests of the cor-
porate sector at the expense of the
vast majority of Indians who re-
side in cash-dependent informal
and agrarian economies. It is un-
surprising to read in news reports
that the Indian unemployment
rate is at a 45-year high (2017-18).

While it is amply clear that the
current regime has failed to deliv-
er on its promises of development
and clean government, its true ob-
jective has always been to usher in
a different kind of an economy and
polity than the one that the UPA
espoused — one that is more cor-
porate and rural elite-friendly. The
welfare orientation of the UPA-I
(although it did not go far enough
in our view) was quite unpalatable
to the Indian elites.

A correction and reversal were
asked for, and duly executed. It
was also widely expected that the
Modi regime would use a majori-
tarian nationalist mobilisation
strategy (especially if economic
gains were not forthcoming for the
masses). This is exactly what has
been delivered during the Modi
years — a combination of elite-
oriented growth and a majoritar-
ian nationalism/Hindutva. Per-
haps, in this sense, Mr. Modi’s go-
vernment has succeeded exactly
in what it set out to do.

Several people who voted for
Mr. Modi inspired by his promise
of development and a corruption-
free India must now see the failure
of his regime clearly on these
fronts. As Rabindranath Tagore re-
flected, if the choice is between a
nation that is fundamentally exclu-
sionary, and a society that stands
for basic human values and es-
pouses tolerance among a multi-
plicity of cultures and identities,
the path forward is clear.

Vamsi Vakulabharanam and Sripad
Motiram teach Economics at the
University of Massachusetts, in Amherst
and Boston, U.S., respectively

the number of immigrants or a ma-
jor technological breakthrough.
Japan will also need to innovate to
ensure it is not left out of the high-
tech race for leadership at a time
when artificial intelligence and ro-
botics are reshaping the manufac-
turing ecosystem. Moreover, Chi-
na’s dominance in both the
economic and strategic realms,
coupled with the growing unpred-
ictability of the U.S.’s commitment
to Japan’s defence will test Tokyo’s
strategic thinking, forcing it to
seek out new allies and accommo-
dations.

Logistical challenges
But first, the dawn of Reiwa will
necessitate a series of more imme-
diate, logistical changes. Govern-
ment documents, stamps, new-
spapers, driving licences, and
calendars will all need to switch to
the new gengo from the Heisei sys-
tem that’s been in use for the last
three decades. Computer systems
across the archipelago are hurried-
ly being updated for the May 1 han-
dover in what some fear might
prove to be Japan’s Y2K moment.
In his play Romeo and Juliet,
Shakespeare famously asked,
“What’s in a Name?” In Japan at
least, the answer would appear to
be: A Lot.

Pallavi Aiyar is an author and journalist
based in Tokyo
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Voter holds the key

In a sort of farewell blog,
BJP veteran L.K. Advani has
said, “those who disagree
with us are not our
enemies”. For the BJP,
strident denigration of
opponents and self-praise
populism are two sides of
the same coin that it put in
circulation ever since it
began facing flak for its
failures on the socio-
economic front. The party,
led by the Prime Minister,
mounts severe and
personal attacks on rival
leaders even as the
Opposition (for example,
the Congress’s leader) says
it has quarrels with policies
and not persons. The BJP
built up a narrative on a
“corrupt Opposition” that
has since been undone by
Rafale as the game of
perception can be played
by others too. It is strange
that the BJP, having come to

power solely on the
development plank, should
now rely largely on rabble-
rousing, and the Congress
on an inclusive manifesto.
In 2019, the Indian voter
must yet rely on his
instincts to seek his destiny.

R. NARAYANAN,
Navi Mumbai

Claims and the truth

A U.S.-based magazine has
cited American personnel
as having counted the
number of F-16 fighter
aircraft with the Pakistan
Air Force and found none
to be missing (“Imran
accuses BJP of whipping up
war hysteria”, April 7). This
report has confused many
of us who were led to
believe that India shot
down an F-16. India,
meanwhile, has stuck to its
stand saying it has
conclusive evidence that
the aircraft was shot down.

We need to know the truth.
Is it so difficult to verify?

K.V. SEETHARAMAIAH,
Hassan, Karnataka

A page in history

Many historical events lose
their sheen over a period of
time except when marked
by occasional references by
academicians of history
(‘Magazine’ section, “The
many meanings of
Jallianwala Bagh”, April 7).
But Jallianwala Bagh will go
down in the annals of
history as one of the
darkest chapters in Indian
colonial history. It sowed
the seeds for the ultimate
expulsion of the British. But
India paid a heavy price.
Unfortunately, Britain
never showed any signs of
remorse, with successive
Prime Ministers not even
inclined to offer an apology,
the least one could have
expected from the British.

Hundred years is no doubt
avery long period to harp
on an issue any further
when political equations
have changed diametrically
in the international arena.
It is better to leave bygones
as bygones and instead
dedicate the occasion to
living life in a more
harmonious, civilised and
tolerant way cutting across
borders. That is the best
tribute one can offer to the
hundreds who lost their
lives.

V. SUBRAMANIAN
Chennai

= That the British
government has been dilly-
dallying to apologise for its
many errors speaks volumes
about the impact of
colonialism. I am reminded
of several instances of such
internal colonialism in India,
an example being the
Telangana movement in the

1960s. The message is simple
and clear: one should learn
from the past.

A. VISHWESHWARA SHARMA,
Sangareddy, Telangana

0dd question

Not all public service
commission examinations
have serious questions. A few
of them are quite funny. For
example, an objective-type
question paper set for

assistant professors in the
Kerala Health Department
had this: “Who were the first
women to have entered the
Sabarimala Ayyappa temple
as per the Supreme Court
ruling?” Is this what future
assistant professors of
psychiatry need to know?

K A SOLAMAN,
S.L. Puram, Alappuzha, Kerala
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CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

In his response to a question on rating the performance of the
BJP-led government at the Centre (Interview, “Is the Army a tool
for fighting an election, asks Navjot Singh Sidhu” (April 7, 2019) the
Congress party’s campaigner was reported to have said that the
“unemployment in the country is at the lowest level in 45 years, as
per the NSSO figures.” It should have been the highest level.

In the story titled “At the international border, a ‘Modi wave’
flies above BJP flags” (April 7, 2019), the names of the BJP and Con-
gress candidates had been wrongly given as Raman Bhalla and
Jugal Kishore Sharma respectively. Actually, Raman Bhalla is the
Congress candidate and Jugal Kishore Sharma is the BJP candidate.

In the Ground Zero page story “Encroachers on their own
lands” (April 6, 2019), the name of the Gond Adivasi had been mis-
spelt as “Kureti” instead of “Kumeti”.

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

E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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[f Gandhi were alive today

Considering his view of politics, he would have privileged civic virtue in elections

CA
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RAMIN JAHANBEGLOO

With the election season getting all
the attention, I wonder whether Ma-
hatma Gandhi would have participat-
ed in the election had he been alive.
One thing is evident today: while
Gandhi is hailed as the founding fath-
er of the Indian republic and one of
the architects of democratic politics
in modern India, it is not recognised
equally well today that we can draw
valuable lessons of political action
and democracy from him. However,
it goes without saying that Gandhi is
perhaps more relevant now than ev-
er before for our understanding of
elections, at a time when India finds
itself at a crossroads between a hope
for civic republicanism and a prac-
tice of demagogic populism.

The need for moral leaders
It is no secret to anyone who lives in
India and shares time and passion
with Indians from different walks of
life that the small cast of politicians
and their supporters are not engaged
in what Gandhi called “an experi-
ment with Truth”. This is perhaps
because politics in contemporary In-
dia, as everywhere else in the world,
finds itself prisoner of the adminis-
trative system and the corporate
mindset, both of which suffer from a
severe absence of self-examination.
Indeed, what India needs most at
this time of elections is not mass mo-
bilisers but moral leaders.
Considering the profound spiri-
tual nature of Gandhi’s personality
and his deep ethical view of politics,
we could say that if he was among us
today, he would have certainly boy-
cotted the elections. He would have
been troubled by the Machiavellian
essence of Indian politics and its po-
pulist and demagogic end results. As-
suredly, it is important to grasp
Gandhi’s character above all as a
man who remained all through his
life as a person truthful to the ethical.
In a sense, then, Gandhi’s view of
politics starts where party politics
ends. What Gandhi understands by
politics is the art of organising socie-
ty, not the technique of power mak-
ing and party organising. That is why

SINGLE FILE

Cleaning up the mess

India needs a waste management policy
that stresses the need for decentralised
garbage disposal practices

MADHURIKA SANKAR

"Gandhi is perhaps more relevant now than ever before for our understanding
of elections.” File photo of Gandhi at Mani Bhavan, Bombay. =THE HINDU ARCHIVES

Gandhian politics is at the same time
anti-populist and anti-elitist.

Democracy and mobocracy

Gandhi has always been considered
as a charismatic leader, but his un-
mediated appeal to the citizens was
based neither on a Manichaean
friend-enemy distinction, nor on the
supreme will of the masses. As the
history of modern India shows us,
while political parties have been sub-
servient to the masses and the mass-
es have followed party leaders with-
out questioning, some political
figures like Gandhi or Ambedkar had
the courage to turn against mobs.
Gandhi considered democracy and
mobocracy as opposite forms of con-
ducting politics and organising In-
dian society. Gandhi affirmed:
“Those who claim to lead the masses
must resolutely refuse to be led by
them, if we want to avoid mob law
and desire ordered progress for the
country. I believe that mere protesta-
tion of one’s opinion and surrender
to the mass opinion is not only not
enough, but in matters of vital im-
portance, leaders must act contrary
to the mass opinion if it does not
commend itself to their reason.”

In other words, Gandhi consi-
dered contempt for civic virtue as a
betrayal of the spirit of democracy.
For him, democratic governance, un-
like party politics, which always
tends towards unexamined and obe-
dient masses, was based on the ma-
turity of citizens. Gandhi’s sharp
reaction against the Chauri Chaura
incident was an expression of his re-

jection of mobocracy. After this inci-
dent, Gandhi revoked his plans for
launching mass civil disobedience at
Bardoli on the ground that the mass-
es were not morally prepared for a
non-violent struggle against the Brit-
ish. But it is also worth mentioning
that Gandhi considered masses guil-
ty of what politicians became. As he
put it: “We the people make the rul-
ers what they are.” Moreover, Gandhi
insisted on the twin concepts of self-
transformation and civic maturity.
As a matter of fact, he underlined: “If
we reform ourselves, the rulers will
automatically do so.”

Gandhi, therefore, approached
pragmatic politics as a form of cha-
racter-building and not necessarily
organising a political party and win-
ning seats in Parliament. He called it
“a capacity to regulate national life”.
However, inspired by the American
Transcendentalist, Henry David Tho-
reau, he underlined, “If national life
becomes so perfect as to become
self-regulated, no representation be-
comes necessary. There is then a
state of enlightened anarchy. In such
a state everyone is his own ruler. In
the ideal state therefore, there is no
political power because there is no
state. But the ideal is never fully real-
ised in life. Hence the classical state-
ment of Thoreau that the govern-
ment is best which governs the
least.”

Undoubtedly, Gandhi, the moral
leader, was not a pure idealist. He
was a pragmatic practitioner, who
wanted to apply ethical values and ci-
vilisational criteria to the political or-

ganisation of Indian society and
beyond. Strangely, the Gandhian
common sense is considered as an ir-
relevant and insignificant matter to
the eyes of those who are ruling India
and the world today. Unfortunately,
in today’s world, political circum-
stances and temperaments do not al-
low politicians to concentrate any
more on the education and duty of
citizens. That is why, while uncritical
and utilitarian minds are shaped and
formed in universities in India and
around the world, originality and ex-
emplarity of future Mahatma Gand-
his are killed in the embryo.

But what if Gandhi were alive? He
would have certainly tried to create
awareness in the minds of the youn-
ger generation. Let us also agree that
he would have had a strong interven-
tion (example, fasting unto death) in
relation with the cases of corruption,
sexual harassment and populist de-
magogy in everyday politics.

When power politics took over
However, this would have been too
much for those who are involved to-
day in politics. Frankly, despite the
symbolic devotion which is shown to
Gandhi by political leaders, there is a
feeling of comfort that a stubborn
and critical veteran of democratic ac-
tion like him is no more around.

In a more sinister manner, we
even find strong reasons of rejecting
a national figure like Gandhi in Nath-
uram Godse’s analysis of his assassi-
nation: “I foresaw that I shall be total-
ly ruined and the only thing that I
could expect from the people would
be nothing but hatred and that I shall
have lost all my honour, even more
valuable than my life, if I were to kill
Gandhiji. But at the same time I felt
that Indian politics in the absence of
Gandhiji would be more practical,
able to retaliate, and would be po-
werful with armed forces.” Godse
was right. Once Gandhi was eliminat-
ed, power politics could take over.
India has been independent for 71
years based on electoral liberalism in
the name of Gandhi. But for more
than 71 years, politicians have dis-
tanced themselves from Gandhi’s le-
gacy. Unsurprisingly, once again In-
dians will go to the polls without
having the Mahatma on their minds.
Ramin Jahanbegloo is Professor, Vice Dean
and Director, Mahatma Gandhi Centre for
Peace Studies, Jindal Global Law School,
Jindal Global University
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Retaining the ability

to question

If journalism has to survive, it should maintain
critical distance from official propaganda

Lﬂfﬁ

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

It may sound unreal. But how do I explain re-
ceiving two contradictory mails within a
span of 20 minutes on the role of journalism?
One reader wanted to know the Indian paral-
lel to the exclusive investigation by The New
York Times into Rupert Murdoch, the foun-
der of a global media empire that includes
Fox News, and its disturbing hold on politi-
cal outcomes. Each of the media outlets in
that empire has destabilised democracy in
North America, Europe and Australia. The
reader wanted to know whether the broad-
cast of NaMo TV shows India as moving in
the same worrying direction.

Claims and counter-claims

At the same time, I got a mail from a reader
from Uttarakhand, who questioned this new-
spaper’s reportage on the U.S.’s count of Pa-
kistan’s F-16 fighter jets. Foreign Policy re-
ported a few days ago that it spoke to two
senior U.S. defence officials, who told the
magazine that U.S. personnel recently count-
ed Pakistan’s F-16s and found none missing.
The reader from Uttarakhand was certain
that since the report in the magazine was not
issued by an official channel, it was unveri-
fied and aimed at hurting the electoral pros-
pects of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. This
reader refuses to see the overt politicisation
of security measures and the use of the
armed forces for political ends.

How did The Hindu report this story? Hea-
dlined “U.S. count of Pakistan’s F-16 fighter
jets found none missing, claims American
magazine”, the report from Washington, DC
by the newspaper’s U.S. correspondent qu-
otes the magazine as meticulously listing out
the contradictions in the claims made by the
Indian security establishment since the ae-
rial engagement between India and Pakistan
in February this year.

Various Indian agencies suggested that
Wing Commander Abhinandan Varthaman
had downed an F-16, based on his debriefing.
Defence Minister Nirmala Sitharaman also
repeated the claim that an F-16 was downed.
The Hindu report documents the fact that In-
dia had asked the U.S. to investigate whether
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Pakistan had breached the terms of its F-16
deal with the Americans. The count had now
been completed and the U.S. said that “all
aircraft were present and accounted for”.

How can a report based on information in
a respectable magazine be seen as an at-
tempt to play politics? In its response, the In-
dian Air Force reiterated that the aircraft
shot down in a dogfight by a MiG-21 in Now-
shera sector on February 27 was an F-16. It
rejected the claim in the Foreign Policy re-
port that none of the Pakistan Air Force’s
U.S.-supplied jets was found missing after a
recent count. It is crucial to note that author-
ities tend to hide behind anonymity. The In-
dian Air Force’s version was circulated
through the news agency IANS.

The U.S. magazine report, in the opinion
of the foreign policy writer of this newspap-
er, Stanly Johny, confirmed that India lost a
jet and a chopper, that an Indian pilot was
captured by Pakistan and paraded before
camera, and that there was no evidence that
India’s strike in Balakot had hit the actual tar-
get and killed terrorists. In a sense, the facts
negate the narrative that has been flowing
from the political establishment. A close
reading of the facts raises many questions.

Serving the public good

Elections do generate pressure on journalists
to deviate from the core values of journal-
ism. War has the potential to generate pas-
sion that sways both the electorate and the
media. It becomes a deadly combination
when war machines and the electoral pro-
cesses are permitted to intertwine. If jour-
nalism has to survive and serve the public
good, it should maintain its critical distance
from official propaganda. It needs to retain
its ability to pose questions. The New York
Times story has come up with some crucial
takeaways in its investigation into Mr. Mur-
doch’s media industry and the central lesson
is that his family sits at the centre of global
upheaval.

What The Hindu did in reporting about
the F-16 numbering is a part of the essential
elements of journalism. George Orwell once
said, “In a time of deceit telling the truth is a
revolutionary act.” Taking about the military
and its claims in a dispassionate manner is
central to democracy. It is an attempt to re-
tain journalism within the spirit of public in-
quiry and not reduce it to a force multiplier
for electoral gains.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 8, 1969
Talks to be held with Kenya on Indians’ assets

The Deputy Minister of External Affairs, Mr. Surendra Pal
Singh, disclosed in the Lok Sabha to-day [April 7, New Delhi]
that India proposed to hold talks with the Kenya Government
on the question of repatriation of assets of Indian citizens and
Indians holding British passports. He said that the talks were
contemplated to see that these people did not suffer untold

Hyperconsumption is a curse of our
i\ modern times. Humans generate
i monumental amounts of waste, a size-
able portion of which is disposed in

% landfills and through waste-to-energy FOR CONG.
S incinerators. However, billions of | —————
g ' tonnes of garbage, including micro- =

plastics, never make it to landfills or
incinerators and end up in the oceans. This garbage chokes
marine life and disturbs zooplankton, which are vital to the
elimination of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.
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Landfills are seedbeds of methane and other greenhouse
gases, which contribute to global warming. These toxic
chemicals poison the soil and their leached run-off makes its
way into the oceans. And while they do generate energy,
waste incinerators cause health issues such as cancer. In In-
dia, nearly 60% of the household waste is wet organic waste,
with low calorific value. This makes options such as waste-
to-energy incinerators inefficient. We need to design incin-
erators that are suited to Indian conditions.

It does seem overwhelming, but there are solutions to the
garbage pandemic through the crucial processes of material
recycling and composting. Efficient composting is possible
through an optimal combination of microbes and tempera-
ture to produce a nutrient-dense soil conditioner.

Mathangi Swaminathan, in her article in Economic and
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various issue:

Political Weekly, sheds light on India’s broken waste man- fe"JEl‘,"ty,Qe;‘;,a,?adstg‘ic"ur{;fed 120

agement system. In India, less than 60% of waste is collected two indices to capture 110

from households and only 15% of urban waste is processed. consumer confidence 100 _/—/\—’——/\
There are several problems in India in how waste is treat- i i

ed. First, segregation of waste into organic, recyclable and ;J?ﬁ;gg::‘gf:ﬁg::;?: o0

hazardous categories is not enforced at source. As a result, situation registered in 80

mixed waste lands up in the landfills, where waste-pickers,
in hazardous conditions, try to salvage the recyclables,
which are of poor quality and quantity by then. Second,
ideally, waste management should not be offered free of cost 50
toresidents. Only if residents pay will they realise the impor-
tance of segregation and recycling. Third, there is the issue
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Positive
SENTIMENT

Based on responses on

economic situation, income,

December 2018 gained
further traction in
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According to an RBI survey done in 13 cities, consumer confidence has improved for the second
consecutive quarter ending March 2019, following recent upticks in people's optimism about

the economic situation and the employment scenario in those places. Indicators on current

s such as the

perceptions and future expectations about the economy, which had hit their lowest levels
after demonetisation, have returned to levels seen before the economic decision

The Current Situation Index (=== ) captures the current perception and
the Future Expectation Index (=== ) captures what expectations could be in the future
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difficulties. Mr. Singh was intervening in the debate on the
budget demands of the Ministry of External Affairs. The de-
bate was inconclusive. The need for filling the “power vacu-
um” in the Indian Ocean that would arise from the withdrawal
of Britain was one of the points raised.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 8, 1919.

Civil disobedience. Mr. Gandhi Leads.

The Satyagraha Committee advised [in Bombay] that for the
time being laws regarding prohibited literature and registra-
tion of newspapers may civilly disobeyed. Accordingly, a num-
ber of copies of Hind Swarajya, the Sarvodaya or Universal
Dawn, the Story of a Satyagrahi, all by Mr. M.K. Gandhi, and
life and addresses of Mustafa Kamel Pasha, were publicly of-
fered for sale this evening [April 7] and found some ready
buyers. The hawkers were all prominent Satyagrahis among
whom were Mr. Gandhi, Mrs. Naidu, Mr. Sobani, Mr. Lakhim-
das Tairsee and others. All books sold contained the signature
of the Hawkers. A number of unregistered newspapers, mostly
resembling ordinary posters and leaflets both in Print and
Handwriting in Guzerathi were also sold.

POLL CALL
Bicameral legislature

Bicameralism is the practice of having two Houses of Parlia-
ment. At the State level, the equivalent of the Lok Sabha is the
Vidhan Sabha (Legislative Assembly), and that of the Rajya
Sabha is the Vidhan Parishad (Legislative Council). A so-called
Upper House is considered important in the parliamentary
system, as only a third of the seats are filled every two years
and it therefore acts as a check against potential impetuous-
ness of electoral majorities in the Lower House. With mem-
bers mostly indirectly elected, the Upper House also ensures
that individuals who might not be cut out for the rough-and-
tumble of direct elections too are able to contribute to the le-
gislative process. Under Article 169, Parliament may by law
create or abolish the second chamber in a State if the Legisla-
tive Assembly of that State passes a resolution to that effect by
a special majority. At present, seven Indian States have bicam-
eral legislatures. Some argue that unlike the Rajya Sabha, the
Vidhan Parishad does not serve must purpose and poses a
strain on States’ finances.
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