8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

How many?

or months across
F India friends and

colleagues have
asked each other one
question — a question
that can substitute for a
greeting, for an ice-
breaker, to revive con-
versations that have
stalled. It’s a question
that, in fact, doesn’t
even need to be spelled
out in full. It is simply:
How many?

How many seats will
the BJP get? Nobody
knows, of course, or may
even be close — except
the handful of pollsters sitting tight-lipped on exit polls
from the first five phases. But most have a likely number
in mind. More to the point, on that one number depends
what the next five years will look like. So here is a rundown
of what could happen, depending on that number.
272+: Another majority for the BJP alone means it will again
have swept the Hindi heartland and probably made some
major dents into the rest of India. Prime Minister Narendra
Maodi’s place in history will be unique. He might have the
political capital to move even faster on his agenda than he
did in his first term. Modi will continue to be unhindered
by the need to consult allies or even his own party. That
said, he will know the repeat job came less from “vikas”
talk and more from nationalism and polarisation — which
would help set that agenda.

230-272: Even if the BJP falls short of a majority by a couple
of dozen seats, it will still be an undisputed victory for
Modi. He won 90 per cent of the 194 seats in the six largest
states of the north and west in 2014; winning 230-272 would
mean only a minor erosion of popularity in this area, which
would still look solidly loyal to him. But, presumably, the
BJP’s inroads into the south and east would not have been
completely successful. While Modi would remain undis-
puted in the ruling coalition, fractures within India —
between areas now solidly identified with Modi-tinged
Hindutva and those that will have rejected it twice — will
continue to deepen.

210-230: The upper end of this range has long been my
own answer to the “how much” question. It’s logical: it
would mean that opposition unity in Uttar Pradesh has
dented the BJP’s advance sufficiently for it to lose about
halfits seats in India’s largest state, and that it has suffered
a visible but not severe decline of its support across the
rest of north and west India — in keeping with its close
defeats in three states towards the end of last year. Modi’s
popularity will be seen as greater than that of his party, an
argument he will use to try and remain firmly in command.
Allies will line up, aside from those already in the NDA:
most likely to join are the TRS in Telangana and perhaps
Naveen Patnaik in Odisha and the YSR Congress in Andhra.
But if Modi stays as PM, he will have less scope to manoeu-
vre. The allies will want to demonstrate to their voters that
they are at least near-equal partners in governance. The
PMO’s centralisation of power within the Union govern-
ment will have to be diluted.

190-210: More dicey territory. If the BJP just passes 200 or
dips below it, Modi will find it hard to claim a resounding
victory. The BJP and Congress fought head-to-head in
about 200 constituencies in 2014; about 200 for the BJP in
2019 would mean that the Congress will have done much
better than its 10 per cent strike-rate last time. In 2014,
Modi won a majority on the back of decimating the
Congress in head-to-head fights and on his spectacular
sweep of both Bihar and UP. A total of 200 means neither
of those has been repeated. However, given deep pockets
and the BJP’s still-commanding numbers — Modi may
remain prime minister if he wishes. But a much broader
alliance would be needed, probably including at least one
component of the UP mahagathbandan, probably the
Bahujan Samaj Party. This would be difficult to manage
and organise, and Modi himself would have to credibly
commit to reducing some of his power in office.

170-190: If the BJP falls significantly below the 200 mark
— which I think is unlikely — it can still claim power, but
in a genuine, Vajpayee-style coalition. In this case I suspect
the allies will demand Modi be replaced as PM. Will he
allow this? Or would he prefer to stay on the Opposition
benches with these numbers? Nobody can predict his mind.
But the Congress probably believes that if he takes power
the coalition will be fractious enough that there will be
another election in a couple of years, with Modi’s image of
strength significantly dented.

Below 170: Some believe this previously unthinkable result
is possible. If so, then it would be an unmistakable defeat
for the NDA generally, with the UPA likely rivalling its num-
bers or exceeding them. The question is: what now? Can
the UPA, with say 160 on its own, put together a govern-
ment? Perhaps not. In which case, we might be in a Third
Front world. But who will support it from outside — Modi
or Rahul Gandhi? My bet would be on Modi pulling a Rajiv
— both supporting and destabilising such a government,
in the expectation that another election would throw up a
vote for stability and he would romp back to power.
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Saffronis a different colour now

The colour has been rendered to activities that would have astonished Swami Vivekananda

WHERE MONEY TALKS

SUNANDA K DATTA RAY

he censors forced Utpal Dutt to re-
I shoot some scenes in his film Ghoom
Bhangar Gaan so that it was clear the
goons attacking factory workers who hadn’t
been paid their wages were not Congressmen.
He had to replace what might have been mis-
taken for Gandhi caps on their heads with the
headgear of a private company’s security
guards replete with the company’s badge of
which a close-up had to be shown.
Today’s censors would probably be equally
solicitous about saffron. But for the compari-
son to be valid it must also be made clear that

in the absence of any rigorous all-India Hindu
authority, any crook or criminal is at liberty
to wrap himself in saffron. What was once the
colour of purity is now the badge of a particu-
lar brand of politics. Adityanath, Uma Bharti,
Pragya Singh Thakur, who is an accused in
the 2008 Malegaon bombings, and Ramdev
of Patanjali Ayurved Ltd have taken the colour
to activities that would have astonished
Swami Vivekananda.

Nor would Vivekananda have regarded
“sant” and “saint” as synonymous, as many
sants seem to do. They have been a power in
the land since 18 May 2014 which, Britain’s
Guardian wrote, would “go down in history as
the day when Britain finally left India”. It wasn’t
a dirge for the passing of the Raj which would
have been unthinkable for a left-liberal anti-
monarchy newspaper. The Guardian exulted
that Narendra Modi’s triumph marked “the end
of a long era in which the structures of power
did not differ greatly from those through which
Britain ruled the sub-continent” because “India
under the Congress was in many ways a con-
tinuation of the British Raj by other means”.

There was some truth in that for the meth-
ods, processes and institutions of effective and
orderly administration remain the same when
the political authority changes. But in its inno-
cent idealism, The Guardian failed to realise that

the return to the grassroots it exalted could mean
the end of rational thinking and a victory for the
prejudices, superstitions and myths that sustain
the impoverished and uneducated multitudes.

I recall a public discussion where a retired
army general stormed in angrily to complain
that unruly processions had delayed his jour-
ney by three hours. “Is this democracy?” he
shouted in exasperation. “That’s exactly what
it is!” I explained from the platform. Two
Greek words, demos, (the people) and kratein
(to rule) make up the word democracy. What
the general wanted was efficient management.
That is not necessarily anti-democracy but the
two go together only when the people the
beneficiaries of democracy I recognise the
merit of discipline and voluntarily practise it.

They cannot do so without education, an
adequate income, a decent standard of living
and a sense of security. Security does not come
from flamboyant boasting about “surgical
strikes” against Pakistan. It comes from a sta-
ble peace which, in turn, demands wise gov-
ernance and constructive diplomacy, in addi-
tion to economic well-being.

Disciplined democracy will remain elusive
if instead of setting an example, the political
leadership panders to the masses by adopting
its worst instincts and values. Public havans
and pujas are as characteristic of that back-
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wardness as lynching, ghar wapsi, attacks on
churches, love jihad vigilantes and gau rak-
shaks. Namdeo Das Tyagi, better known as
Computer Baba, complains that the “saffron
brigade (meaning the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh and Bharatiya Janata Party) has only
exploited sadhus and nothing else”. He should
know. A man for all seasons, Computer Baba
sports both saffron and white. He was a junior
minister under the BJP’s Shivraj Singh
Chouhan, sought an Aam Aadmi Party nomi-
nation in 2014, and was appointed chairman
of “Ma Narmada, Ma Kshipra and Ma
Mandaknini River Trust” by Madhya Pradesh’s
current Congress Chief Minister Kamal Nath.

Winston Churchill, that arch-imperialist
whom Indians love to hate, didn’t mean it as
a compliment when he declaimed in the
House of Commons during the debate on the
Indian Independence Bill that “Indian politi-
cal parties and political classes do not repre-
sent the Indian masses”.

Thank heavens they didn’t in those days.
Shyama Prasad Mukherjee or K M Munshi
wouldn’t have dreamt of strutting around in
monogrammed suits. Nor would the civilised
C Rajagopalachari or erudite Sarvepalli
Radhakrishnan obscenely abuse or invent lies
about a prime minister who was cruelly mur-
dered at the height of promise. Political leaders
like Abul Kalam Azad or John Mathai, to pick
two members of the Constituent Assembly at
random, were men of education, refinement
and sensibility for whom politics was a mission.

Under their successors, majority rule is
becoming indistinguishable from mob rule.

LUNCH WITH BS » RAJIVLALL | CHAIRMAN [ IDFC FIRST BANK

A finger in many pies

Lall talks to Anjuli Bhargava about his stintin teaching,
working with governments and the private sectorand
his tryst with impact investing

e’s taught economics at the
H Florida Atlantic University,

dabbled in private equity
with Morgan Stanley and Warburg
Pincus, worked with the govern-
ments of Chad, Gabon and China
during a stint with the World Bank,
associated closely with people he
affectionately refers to as
“Andhrapreneurs” as CEO of IDFC,
converted IDFC into a bank and led
it through its recent merger with
Capital First, set up Lok Capital (as
a philanthropic initiative in 2004)
and is in the process of setting up
Social Finance India to create an
ecosystem for impact investing in
the country. He’s also adding the fin-
ishing touches to a detailed essay
that he hopes will morph into his
first book at some stage.

So how precisely does one
describe Rajiv Lall, chairman of
IDFC First Bank? Is he an economist,
academician or an advisor? Is he an
equity shark or a do-gooder with a
hyperactive social conscience? Is he
driven by capitalism and the urgent
desire to create untold wealth or is
socialism his path to salvation? It
would appear there’s little he’s left
untouched in his 61 years. Do people
like this do anything else, I think to
myself, as I smile at him politely
while listening to his story.

I am meeting Lall for lunch at
Mumbeai’s popular eatery Yauatcha,
minutes away from his office in the
Bandra Kurla complex. The restau-
rant is packed with office groups and
is far noisier than I had anticipated.
We change places to avoid the din.
He starts with a helping of chives
dumpling. We order a spicy stir fried
rice (for me) and a Singapore stir
fried vermicelli (for him) and some
stir-fried beans and a pak choi,
which we decide to share.

A Modern School pass-out, Lall
finished the last two years of school
in the UK before heading to Oxford
for a degree in politics, philosophy
and economics. After completing
his PhD from the Columbia
University, he taught economics at

Florida Atlantic for a couple of years
before heading to the Asian
Development Bank in the
Philippines. Soon after, he moved to
the World Bank in Washington and
found himself thrown in at the deep
end.

Africa, back then, was an experi-
mental ground even for the World
Bank but for Lall, it was a totally
alien animal. Many countries he was
working with — from Equatorial
Guinea to Chad — were emerging
from civil war and were highly frag-
ile states. He was totally out of his
comfort zone, spending four months
of the year in the field and function-
ing in French, a language he knew
enough of to get by. To say those
times were unpredictable is putting
it mildly. He recalls making over 60
trips to these countries, often find-
ing that government counterparts
he met during a visit in a country
were dead by the time he visited the
country next, so widespread was the
AIDS epidemic in the region at the
time (1985-89).

He went from the frying pan to
the fire, landing up in China for the
first time only a few weeks before
the Tiananmen Square protests. He
worked closely with the Chinese
government — including with Zhu
Rongji, first vice-premier and then
premier of the People’s Republic of
China from 1998 to 2003 — as it pre-
pared for a WTO entry, and also on
financial sector reforms with the
country’s central bank.

China was a great learning experi-
ence for him. As late as in 1993 the
People’s Bank of China did not have
control over the country’s monetary
space. Each province was flying its
own kite and even issuing its own cur-
rency, he says. “Considering where
they were as late as 1993, the scale and
speed at which they have transformed
themselves never fails to amaze me,”
Lall adds. He’s deeply impressed by
how the country used the World Bank
and its inputs strategically. He says he
has many “very close friends in
China”, reflecting on a certain “open-

ness” often missing in India.

This experience brought him to
the notice of Vikram Pandit, then
with Morgan Stanley, who was look-

ing for someone with experience §

and knowledge of China. Lallended |} Y

up running the Asia Economic
Research wing for Morgan Stanley
— albeit for a short stint — and con-
ducted some of the early India-
China comparisons as a self-styled
analyst. In 1997, he joined Warburg
Pincus, spending the next eight-odd
years in the world of private equity
and finance.

It was during this time — in 2004
specifically — that he set up Lok
Capital in India, a philanthropic ini-
tiative to demonstrate the feasibility
of raising and deploying capital for
impact investing in India, particu-
larly to support the micro finance
sector. At that time, the idea of social
impact investing was still new.
Although he set up the organisation,
he is no longer engaged with Lok
Capital, leaving its running to a pro-
fessional team.

We are distracted as our food
arrives but quickly get back on
course. It was not before 2005 that
Lall would finally return to India.
While working at Warburg Pincus, he
met Deepak Parekh, then chairman
of IDFC, a 1997 private-public initia-
tive that aimed to catalyse private
financing of infrastructure. By then,
Lall had seen both worlds — govern-
ment and private sector — inside out
and was the perfect candidate for the
post of CEO of IDFC. He was posted
in Mumbai and not Delhi, his city of
choice. Even at the outset, Lall was
not convinced about the basic tenets
that defined IDFC and its role. “IDFC
was to serve public good by lending
to long-gestation infrastructure proj-
ects. Yet, it was going public,” he says.
The economist in him spotted a con-
tradiction in terms.

Nonetheless, he went on a
tumultuous journey with IDFC,
brushing shoulders with the
“Andhrapreneuers”, who dominated
India’s infrastructure scene that
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time. The size of IDFC’s balance
sheet grew many times but it had its
share of vulnerabilities. The finan-
cial crisis of 2008 convinced him
that a wholesale, funded finance
enterprise with no financial legs of
itsown is limited in how much it can
grow relative to the rest of the finan-
cial system. “Any kind of macro
instability can lead to a total col-
lapse,” he realised.

That’s when he started lobbying
with the Reserve Bank of India to
convert IDFC into a bank, a request
that was turned down at the time. It
took the subsequent unraveling of
India’s infrastructure sector — a col-
lapse that begun in 2011 and went on

till 2016, one from which the sector
is yet to recover and that left the IDFC
balance sheet highly stressed — that
the stakeholders began to realise the
advantages of converting the compa-
ny into a bank. In 2014, IDFC and
Bandhan were the two bank licences
handed out by the RBI. IDFC Bank
has recently merged with Capital
First and Lall has now donned the
hat of chairman, IDFC First Bank.

This fits in with his plan to extri-
cate himself from mainstream
finance because “there’s so much
else to be done”. “India is the largest
stomping ground in the world for
impact investing as we have an
extraordinary combination of entre-
preneurial drive with huge, absolute
demand for all kinds of social serv-
ices,” he elaborates. “Yet, it lacks any
advocacy platform or ecosystem for
such capital to thrive.”

Social Finance India (SFI) will
fill this gap. Ashish Dhawan
(Central Square Foundation),
Vikram Gandhi (Asha Impact) and

Lall have together set up SFI (the

search for a CEO is on), an organi-

sation that will work to build an
ecosystem for social outcome-
based investing in India. The plan
is to begin with a narrow focus —
social impact bonds will be offered
for financing in the public educa-
tion space by bringing keen
investors in contact with change
makers. Eventually SFI will straddle
every sphere of impact investing.
Lall also has a solution for how to
use CSR funds to finance the deliv-
ery of social services. He says
“social outcome certificates” should
be introduced in the country that
can be purchased with CSR funds.
This can be done at a district level.
Define outcomes, get the official
machinery to achieve the goals and
raise money for the district by sell-
ing the outcome certificates.

Towards the end of our lunch,
before Lall rushes off, he tells me
he’s working on an essay — which
may end up as a book — on the tri-
lemma of the political economy and
argues one cannot have prosperity,
freedom and justice at the same
time. A trade-off is inevitable.

Well, that’s another pie he has a
finger in. No wonder time is at such
a premium for Lall.

Travails of a ‘priority’ customer

PEOPLE LIKE THEM
KEYA SARKAR

it to: The small town nature or the
changing times. For banking, as I
knew it in Mumbai over a decade and a
half ago, doesn’t seem to be the same
now in Bolpur, Santiniketan.
Immediately after I had relocated
from Mumbali, one of the largest private
sector banks opened a branch here.
Having seen the insides of the other pub-
lic sector banks before that, I was thrilled
to open an account at a branch, the
milieu of which was familiar to my
Mumbai returned eyes.
Now thanks to electronic banking, I
hardly ever visit the bank. Recently, how-
ever, I had reason to. First was an inward

I don’t know what exactly to attribute

remittance I had received from a Swiss
customer that had not been credited to
my account even after three days. The
second was a mismatch in my credit card
sales amount on a particular day from my
shop and the corresponding credit that
appeared in my current account. The lat-
ter was less.

One of the pleasures of visiting your
bank branch in a small town is that you
are immediately shown into the manag-
er’s room. My plea that the matter was
not significant enough for the branch
manager fell on deaf ears. My husband
and I were seated in the manager’s cabin
and offered tea.

The manager could offer no reason
for the inward remittance not showing
up but offered to Whatsapp my transac-
tion printout to his foreign exchange
office. On the second problem, he had a
few ideas. When I said I did not under-
stand why the credit against my credit
card sales was falling short he said, it
“may be” because they had deducted the
monthly rental.

When I said that the amount seemed
to be too large for a month’s rental, he
suggested that it may be for a couple of
months because I had not paid earlier.
If it was a direct automatic deduction by
the bank, how could I have failed to pay

earlier? Confused, I asked the manager
whether or not the bank would have to
show this deduction separately in my
account instead of just subtracting it
from my sales? How do I maintain my
cash book?

He assured me that he would get back
on both the issues and I left the branch
satisfied. At the end of the work day, the
manager called to say that the uncredited
remittance was still a mystery because the
“head office” had not found anything but
he assured me that he would keep at it.

I reminded him that my credit card
issue still remained unresolved and he
said someone from that department
would follow it through. I did get an
email the following day explaining the
deductions. One was the rental and
another was for “LTC”, which apparently
is a charge which the bank levies on total
credit card transactions lower than
¥5,000 transactions a month. This was
surely not the case for my shop.

I know margins are under pressure
but have banks begin to stoop so low to
enhance their floats or slip in strange
charges? As an individual customer, I did
what I could. I asked the bank for a form
to become an ordinary customer. Being
a “priority” customer seems too fraught
with risk.

Pet obligations

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

C oaxing the dog to leave the air-
conditioned room to come for a
walk in the heat wasn’t working
so I thought to attach a leash to his collar
and drag him out for his constitutional.
Increasingly grumpy in old age, the pooch
snapped, sinking his canines into the
fleshiest part of my palm. As I attempted
to staunch the blood with a pail of iced
water and dabbed antiseptics on the
wound, the dog continued to slumber on,
unmindful of the kerfuffle he had caused.
In the evening, with the hand stinging —
and swelling — I went to a general prac-
tioner for a tetanus shot and dressing. A
painkiller was prescribed.

Two days later, on a family break in

the hills, the wound showed no signs of
healing, and the pain became increasing-
ly intolerable. The gathered clan, when it
wasn’t sarcastic, was mocking. Didn’t I
have the sense to take anti-rabies shots?
What was I thinking not asking for antibi-
otics? Everyone had a theory and a slew
of medicines to prescribe. Clutching at
any possibility of relief, I took whatever
cocktail of pills and unguents were
offered, replaced bandages, daubed
creams, but nothing helped. While the
rest of the group partied, eating and
drinking and making merry, I drew
increasingly into myself. Nobody likes
misery for company, especially on a hol-
iday, suspecting it might be contagious
— and I was anything if not miserable.
Unable to bear the agony, and banned
from the consumption of alcohol, I
retired to bed early one evening.
Somewhere in the distance I could hear
the family’s revels as their libations
increased. Half-dozing, I could barely
make out as they dropped in occasion-
ally, in groups or singly, to check on me.
Prodding the palm, one would ask, “Is it
paining here?” No. “Here?” Yes. “Here?”
Yes, yes, yes. “Here too?” Just go. A hot
cognac was brought to my room — but
not for consumption. It was pressed into
the wound to “draw out the poison” but
only ended up throbbing some more.

Eyes closed against the ache, I wafted
in and out of troubled sleep, disturbed
by these encounters. “How are you feel-
ing?” Whisky breath over my face — my
son, definitely. “Are you okay?” Onion
fumes and charred meat this time — my
brother, most likely. “Let him sleep,” a
symphony of garlic and wine, extremely
unpleasant, one of the ladies of the clan.
“He’ll be fine, let him be” — if only! —
someone who had been quaffing gin
said. Despite them, blessed sleep fol-
lowed. But morning brought little relief.

Back home, my ordeal was far from
over with diagnosis and information fly-
ing fast and furiously amidst the tempo-
rary bonhomie of the ex-vacationers.
Something had to be done about me.
Done?Iwas to be marched off to a doctor.
Even though the pet was vaccinated, and
it was a week since the bite, I was to be
inoculated “just in case”. A prescription
for five injections spread over 21 days
was shared between the group like a tro-
phy, a moral victory of the majority
against the lonely sufferer. Instead of
sympathy, or empathy, what I was get-
ting was one-upmanship. As I write this,
two shots have been administered with
three more to go. Blame it on my hallu-
cinations, but I can’t help wondering if I
can persuade the dog to oblige my
wildest fantasies.
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WEEKEND RUMINATIONS

TN NINAN

Anunreal campaign

ndia’s largest, most acrimonious elections are about to get into their final
phase. Most people might have expected that voters would be presented
these past few weeks with a record of the Narendra Modi government’s term
in office, what it promises for the future, and the alternatives that the oppo-
sition offers. The campaign did indeed begin that way, with the BJP’s slogan of
“The impossible is now possible” (Namumkin ab mumkin hai), Rahul Gandhi’s
Nyay hand-out scheme, and arguments about the relative advantages and disad-
vantages of strong governments and coalition rule. It turns out though that few
have heard of Nyay, while opposition coalescence is very partial. In turn the BJP
discovered that its development record was not evocative enough and, using the
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Modi’s new ‘mandir’
project

India’s neighbourhood.

Modi is yet to respond.

he called it with typical panache.

Pulwama-Balakot strike-counterstrike, switched focus to national security. That’s
when reality and campaign rhetoric began their divergence.

Mr Modi’s uncanny ability to turn liability into asset was now in evidence.
The chowkidar’s failure to act on intelligence warnings about a terrorist strike
against army convoys, the embarrassment of having a fighter plane shot down
and (worse) a helicopter brought down by own-side fire, the discovery that
Pakistan’s air force with a fraction of the Indian air force’s budget can deploy better
planes and better missiles and has more secure communications links — all this
uncomfortable realisation was buried under a full-throated campaign that focused
on two high points: The Balakot strike and getting Masood Azhar declared a ter-
rorist. The Congress’ belated bleats that its own track record had surgical strikes
and other successes to show were, as usual, pusillanimous.

The national security debate took another curious turn, as though the country
is in danger of being broken up by the “tukde-tukde gang” of seditionists.
Nationalists should have greater confidence in their country’s strengths. If indeed
there is danger, what of government strategy? The escalating levels of violence
in both Naxal-infested areas and Jammu & Kashmir point to policy failure. And
China’s security challenge gets no mention even as Beijing’s tentacles reach into

Now we have descended to the level of farce, with the campaign veering off
into accusations against a prime minister dead for more than a quarter century,
and before that the actions of another prime minister dead for more than a half
century. Whatever the sins of commission and omission of Nehru and Rajiv Gandhi,
are they election issues in 2019? Or are these deliberately escapist diversions?

Note that the economy has been given a convenient by-pass by the BJP,
except for the frequent assertion that no development took place for 70 years till
Mr Modi came along. The Congress in its usual ineffective way points to slowing
growth, flat exports and declining investment, and new revelations about statistical
fiction. More has been said on the stump about jobs and rural distress, but Mr

How much of this matters to the voter? In partisan politics people choose
facts to suit bias or belief, more so when there is identification with a strong
leader. For millions of voters, Mr Modi’s record may not be the best, but he
remains the best bet. Or, they have bought into his Hindutva nationalism.
Meanwhile, Mr Modi demonstrated yet again his ability to turn the tables on his
critics by switching around the charge of tasteless criticism, and listing the mul-
tiple terms of abuse hurled at him over the years. Rahul Gandhi

5, 6

If anything has become clear during this campaign, it is this: Mr Modi can bat
on almost any wicket and hit the ball over the ropes. He will do it with a selective
use of facts, play on emotion, and tropes about naamdars and kaamdars. Should
he lose his party’s majority, as the pollsters say, or (more drastically) the chance to
govern further, it will be less because of the opposition and more on his own
account and because, despite an assiduous image build-up over five years, aggres-
sive social media trolling and impressive histrionics on the stump, voters in the
heartland prove to be disappointed with what he has delivered.

s “love dictionary”,

Modi has boldly ventured to redevelop Varanasi's messy,
filthy inner city. It's a restoration project that can delight

his large Hindu constituency

Writings on the Wall is metaphor that grew out of my
travels, mostly through the poll-bound regions of India
and the neighbourhood over the past 15 years. Because,
even more than its big festivals, the subcontinent comes
tolifeduringits elections. And what'’s on people’s minds,
their aspirations, joys, concerns and fears, you can pret-
ty much understand by reading these writings on the
wall. These can be graffiti, advertising, skylines, fences,
or, even rubble.

on fresh rubble, a lone bulldozer is labouring

onyards away, and look at the walls. Don’t read.
Because there is nothing to read. Just take a close look
at the remnants of what used to be there.

These are remnants of doors, windows, ventilators,
cupboards, as if these were pasted on these walls with
some adhesive and somebody rudely pulled them
out. If you were airdropped
here, you might for a moment
think you've landed in the mid-
dle of some zany art installation.
Or, it could also be the setting
of another madcap Fevicol ad:
You join two houses with it,
knock them with a bulldozer,
our joints will survive.

This is precisely what has
happened here. About 300
houses, temples and other
buildings stood in this area of

You want to see change in Varanasi, you walk

WRITINGS ON THE WALL

the original Kashi Vishwanath temple. This will be
militant Hindutva’s eyesore and next target.

would find it less alarming and not just because

officials, including Vishal Singh, 36, chief execu-
tive officer (CEO) of the Kashi Vishwanath
Development Authority (KVDA), remind me that the
mosque is already well-protected with 30-foot-high
solid steel pillars and CRPF armed with automatics.
Mine is a realistic view that even if the rulers of the
day were violent majoritarian malcontents and the
institutions had become so malleable that they could
no longer protect the Constitution, a building with
easy access and view will be harder to harm than
one hidden in a maze.

So, just the redevelopment of the area, clearing
of the 300 metres to the riverfront for an unhin-
dered view of the temple from the ghats and vice-
versa, doesn’t add to the threat.
Some local Muslims leaders
filed a petition in the Supreme
Court, expressing these appre-
hensions on behalf of the
Anjuman Intezamia Masjid but
it was rejected.

The greater opposition, in
fact, comes from Varanasi’s
Hindu conservatives. Walk
down the narrow lane connect-
ing the temple precinct’s
Neelkanth gate to the holiest

just 4.6 hectares (114 acres),
most of them so close to each
other that over time they had
become conjoined as if constructed together. Beneath
these somehow survived Varanasi’s famous — or infa-
mous — byzantine “galis” (lanes), some so narrow
that not more than two average-sized adults could
pass them. It’s now history.

Modi critics say that the cloistered neighbourhood
that concealed the Kashi Vishwanath temple, among
Hinduism’s holiest and oldest, has been broken down
so the entire Hindu world could now see the temple
from the ghats of the Ganga. More important, as they
see the relatively modest temple, they will notice the
more imposing domes of the Gyanvapi mosque, which
Aurangzeb apparently built in 1669 after demolishing

SHEKHAR GUPTA

Manikarnika Ghat, where cre-

mations take place, and we run

into well-known local writer and
journalist/intellectual Trilochan Prasad. He’s furious.
Who can dare to change what was never destined to
change? They have destroyed our heritage, everything
that was sacred, hundreds of crores have been wasted,
away of life has been destroyed and more.

Like him or not, Narendra Modi is a risk-taker.
This — the redevelopment of a mere 4.6 hectares,
involving the demolition of 296 buildings — is among
the greatest risks he has taken in his constituency.
Because this means annoying not just the liberal but
the most conservative residents of the Brahmin
heartland, which takes pride in being eternal and
unchanging. Almost 90 per cent of those shifted are
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Brahmins. Like its priests, Varanasi also must have
the highest per capita population of political pundits.
And many would tell you, with the greatest convic-
tion, that this Modi-Yogi “misadventure” will cost
them anything between 60,000 and 75,000 votes.

To understand the before-and-after you need to
see the charts and plastic models in the office of CEO,
who, incidentally, has a master’s in administration
from the University of Maryland. A sum of3600 crore
has been sanctioned for the authority and the old
buildings acquired after making a law in the UP
Assembly. The owners have been given twice the circle
rate and they seem happy by and large, with a total of
alittle over3200 crore paid out. Another<15 crore has
been paid to residents who didn’t own the buildings
but claimed tenancy rights. Only 12 owners are still
holding out, in the vicinity of the temple.

Demolition work is mostly over. Mr Modi per-
formed the bhumi pujan for the new precinct on March
8 and work should finish in another year or so. By now
43 temples have been discovered, entombed earlier
in houses built over them, mostly as encroachment.
When it is completed, this temple complex will become
what almost nothing in old Varanasi can still claim to
be, even after five years of having the prime minister
as its MP: Clean, modern, and accessible. The point is,
was it a risk worth taking?

nner city development is one of India’s greatest chal-

lenges. Most of our leaders have stayed clear of this
minefield. The first who attempted it was a reckless
tyrant who asked no questions (Sanjay Gandhi,
Turkman Gate and Jama Masjid) and the other is the
spiritual head of his sect whom nobody would ask a
question: The Syedna of the Bohris now leading the
4,000 crore rebuilding of Central Mumbai’s Bhendi
Bazaar. Mr Modi is the third, but the first to try and do
this using the laws, persuasion, and a wide open purse.

While we question his commitment to secularism
and often enough expose the hollowness of his “sab ka
saath, sab ka vikas” slogan, we also need to acknowl-
edge that in some important ways he has challenged
Hinduism’s social conservatism. The Swachh Bharat
and anti-open defecation campaigns are one aspect of
it. The other, forgotten by now, was his removal of a
large number of temples encroaching public spaces in
Gujarat, which put him at odds with his original VHP
hatchet-men. The Kashi Vishwanath Corridor is his
“panga” with Varanasi’s conservative Brahminism.

Many wise and famous men have spoken immortal
lines about Varanasi. Probably the most quoted are
Mark Twain’s: “Benaras is older than history, older
than tradition, older even than legend and looks twice
asold as all of them put together.” But must it continue
to be twice as messy and filthy as that? Surely,
Hinduism deserves better for its holiest, oldest city,
supposedly of salvation. Twain would be surprised
reading the walls around the new, bulldozed empti-
ness at the temple today. They speak of change.

Few doubt that Mr Modi will be re-elected in
Varanasi. We will also be able to guess on May 23 if it
makes Mr Modi lose those tens of thousands of con-
servative votes pundits of Banaras predict. But in a
year, if he completes the project, it could work wonders
with his much larger, pan-national Hindu constituen-
cy. And you know what, I'm happy to say I am
enthused by this project. It will be a great precedent
for other old cities, hopefully for the restoration and
pedestrianisation of Delhi’s Chandni Chowk to its old
glory. And if Mr Modi continues growing as a Hindu
Hriday Samrat, better that it is done by restoring
ancient temples than demolishing medieval mosques.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint

Testosterone times for sport

.

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

he Court of Arbitration for Sport

I (CAS), which is the highest legal

body in sport, recently made ajudg-

ment that throws women’s athletics into

chaos. To boil it down, women can compete

in any men’s event (referred to as “open

events” out of political correctness). This

includes women who have “transitioned”
and become men.

But transgender men are allowed to
compete in women’s events (notably in
races between 400 metres and 1600
metres) only if their levels of testosterone
are below a prescribed limit. What’s more,
women can compete in these events only
if their testosterone levels are also below
those limits.

The CAS ruling is based on an interpre-
tation of complex and controversial sci-
ence, and it is an apparent reaction to grow-
ing social trends of gender fluidity. It
follows upon a two-year-old appeal by the
brilliant South African runner, Caster
Semenya, who was appealing against aban
from competing in her favourite events.

It used to be an article of faith for the
International Olympic Association (I0A)
and the International Association of
Athletics Federations (IAAF) to gender-seg-
regate events, with few exceptions such as
shooting and equestrian events. This seg-
regation was so rigid that chess, snooker
and bridge have had trouble winning I0OA
affiliation! Until the 1970s, women athletes
literally had to undergo a nude physical
exam before competition. That later
changed to hormonal and chromosomal
tests. The IOA allowed transgenders to
compete after 2016.

Sex and gender are complicated issues,
biologically and sociologically. Sex is typi-
cally determined by the possession of male
or female reproductive organs. But some
babies are born with both. It is further
determined by the possession of two XX
chromosome in females, or paired XY chro-
mosomes in males. However, there are
individuals with female reproductive

organs, who possess Y chromosomes.

Gender is determined by even more
complex psychological and sociological fac-
tors. An individual who is biologically one
sex may think of themselves as belonging
to the other gender. As medical science has
advanced, and social attitudes liberalised,
there has been more “transitioning” with
people going through the complicated,
long-drawn process of changing sex med-
ically via hormone treatment and surgery,
to align with their mental gender.

Another determining factor for sex is
supposed to be testosterone levels. This
hormone is produced naturally by both sex-
es, but in a much larger volume by males.
High levels are linked to more muscle mass,
higher libido, more aggressive attitudes,
deeper voices, more body hair, and so on.

Semenya (and India’s Dutee Chand) and
many other high-performing women ath-
letes have naturally high levels of testos-
terone. Many women athletes may possess
a'Y chromosome, which is linked to high
testosterone production. Testosterone pro-
duction can also be stimulated by doping,
or exercise and dietary changes.

Men who transition and become
women also have higher levels of testos-
terone, more muscle mass, etc. This can be
a major advantage in a whole range of ath-

letics. By forcing them to cut testosterone
levels to 5 nanolitres per litre of blood (lower
than typical male levels of 8-30 nl, but high-
er than typical female levels of 1.8 nl), the
TAAF is supposedly trying to level the track.
But this punishes Semenya, Chand, and
other non-trans women with naturally high
levels of the hormone.

“Temporary transitioning” first hap-
pened decades ago, when East German
women athletes (and some Bulgarians and
Russians) were pumped with artificial
testosterone and other stimulants. It
became rarer after artificial testosterone
was banned.

When Semenya started blitzing world
records and was banned, she appealed.
The CAS asked the IAAF, I0C et al to
“prove” natural testosterone was a per-
formance-enhancer. A recent study was
cited by the IAAF to demonstrate that
higher levels gave a 1.8 per cent perform-
ance advantage. This is huge, except that
the study itself is still disputed.

This is a patchwork and unsatisfactory
solution. As more “transitioning” occurs,
other disciplines will also be affected.
Given the rewards for sports performance,
and the cachet that sporting success
brings to nations, it would be naive to
imagine that people will not seek
workarounds. We might just be entering a
new era of “gender-doping”.

Twitter: @devangshudatta

What the next government must do

'y

LINE AND LENGTH

T CA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

ernment will have been formed.

Regardless of which political com-
bination forms it, it will have to deal with
three very basic questions because by the
time its term ends, a quarter of the 21st cen-
tury will already have gone by.

The first is what the nature and shape
of the Indian state will be in the 21st century.
How much more coercive will it be — or
have to be to survive as a viable entity?

The second is about the nature and form
of the Indian economy. How free will it be
of the state? As we shall see, this is closely
related to the first question.

The third question is about the overall
political arrangement. On the principle

B y the end of this month a new gov-

that it is better to hang together than to
hang separately, will the BJP and the
Congress come together in order to pre-
vent power from passing permanently into
the hands of the regional and small parties
who are emerging as alternatives to the
two national parties? This is not fat-
fetched and let’s therefore start with the
political parties.

The BJP is contesting 437 seats and
the Congress 423. This means that by
their own reckoning they don’t exist as a
political force in 120-125 seats. In reality,
this number is probably around 220
because remember that in 2004 the BJP
and the Congress won only 282 seats
between them, leaving the rest for the
other parties.

In 2009 the BJP and the Congress won
322, leaving the rest for the others. In 2014
these two parties won 326, leaving the
remaining seats to the rest. That’s roughly
how the cookie has been crumbling.

The question now is whether the anti-
BJP and anti-Congress mood has gained
more momentum. Ifit has, the BJP and the
Congress may need to come together. This
ought to be the biggest political develop-
ment to watch out for in the next decade.
For this to happen, the BJP will have to give
up Hindutva and the Congress will have to
mothball the Gandhi family.

Theeconomy

But a mere readjustment of the political
parties will not help the country. The econ-
omy will also have to grow really strong.

Recently a Harvard-trained Indian
economist asked why, despite the com-
plete absence of democracy, China has
done well economically while India, with
its all its democratic credentials, has done
so poorly. He attributed the difference to
the strong Chinese state and the weak
Indian state.

This has been known since 1967. Gunnar
Myrdal, the Nobel laureate, politely said
India had a “soft” state. Since then we have
fatalistically taken it for granted. But the
time has come to ask the extent of coercive
power the state must arrogate to itself to
achieve economic ends. Clearly, what it has
is insufficient.

If anything, the state’s coercive powers
have been hugely reduced, as a result of
which all factors of production are either
very costly or unavailable or both. To make
them cheaper we need to debate if the state
has to become more coercive as in other
countries, including those of the Western
hemisphere.

Given the structural, constitutional and
political opposition to this, striking a bal-
ance is going to be a very tough challenge.
One way of doing it would be to allow far

greater autonomy to the states by deleting
the concurrent list of the Constitution and
moving many of the items from the Central
List to the States List. The states should
then pay a fixed amount, revisable upwards
every five years to the Centre.

This will not be easy but, then, the 21st
century has only just begun. The next
decade should be spent addressing these
very basic problems.

The state

Reforming the state, as so many other
countries have found, is the hardest thing
to do because the principle of independ-
ence means that only those who need to
reform the most can reform themselves.
This is the old turf problem between par-
liament, executive and judiciary.

To abridge this self-defeating interpre-
tation of independence, the other two must
reform the third. Without this no reform
will be possible.

That is why the next government
should figure out a way by which any two
of the three can propose reforms for the
third. These must be made binding. If this
requires an amendment to the
Constitution, that is what the next gov-
ernment should work towards. After all it
has been amended over a 100 times for
far less.

Incredible comebacks

EYE CULTURE

SUHIT K SEN
It’s literally unprecedented. Four

English clubs have entered the finals

of the two elite football tournaments
in Europe. Liverpool and Tottenham
Hotspurs will face off in the Champions
League final in Madrid, while Arsenal
and Chelsea will sort matters out in the
Europa League final in Baku, Azerbaijan.
The clubs are currently ranked second,
fourth, fifth and third, respectively, in
the English Premier League.

League leaders and current champi-
ons Manchester City and crosstown
rivals Manchester United, lying sixth,
miss out on this English party.

A brieflook at the history of the tour-
naments is necessary to bring home the
full significance of this amazing situation.
Let’s begin with the Champions League,
which came into existence in 1955-56 as
the European Champion Clubs’ Cup, or
just European Cup. It was renamed the
Champions League in 1992 after its for-
mat was revamped. Since its inception in
1955, until this year, clubs from the same
country have featured in the final only
thrice: Real Madrid and Valencia in1999-
2000; Manchester United and Chelsea in
2007-08; and, Bayern Munich and
Borussia Dortmund in 2012-13.

The Europa Cup began life as UEFA
Cup in 1971-72. Again, after a change of
format, it was renamed the Europa
League in 2009-10. It has recorded clubs
from the same country contesting the
final five times: in 1971-72, the inaugural
year, Tottenham Hotspurs played
Wolverhampton Wanderers; Eintracht
Frankfurt played Borussia
Monchengladbach in 1979-80;
Internazionale played Roma in 1990-91;
Internazionale played Lazio in 1997-198;
and, Sevilla played Espanyol in 2006-07.

As is obvious, no country has sent
four clubs to the finals of these elite tour-
naments in the same year, ever. Since the
re-branding of the tournaments and the
change in formats, the Champions
League has had finalists from the same
country thrice, while the Europa League
has not yet registered that outcome. In
this century, between them, the two tour-
naments have had clubs from the same
country contesting the finals just thrice.
The significance of the 2018-19 finals line-
up cannot, thus, be overemphasised.

These statistics do not, however, even
begin to tell the incredible footballing sto-
ry that has gone into this achievement.
The Europa League results might be seen
as par for the course: Chelsea went into
the second leg of their semi-final against
Frankfurt at Stamford Bridge on the back
of a 1-1 away result. Ultimately, they won
on penalties, but were generally expected
to win. Arsenal went into the second leg

against Valencia away on the back of a 3-
1 home win. On the night in Valencia,
they registered a creditable 4-2 win, but
it wasn’t that big a deal.

The two second legs of the Champions
League semi-finals were, on the other
hand, very big deals. Liverpool had
played well against Barcelona away in the
first leg but had, nevertheless lost 0-3,
undone by the kind of magic only one
man can conjure. It was in reality Lionel
Messi against Liverpool, and Messi won.
Nobody other than Liverpool manager
Jiirgen Klopp really gave Liverpool a
chance of overturning that deficit. But
Liverpool did it, pumping in four goals
against the runaway La Liga champions
without their two talismanic strikers,
Mohammed Salah and Roberto Firmino.
The latter has scored 16 times this season
for Liverpool in all competitions, while
Salah has scored 23 times for the club.

Despite missing these two “indis-
pensable” members of its potent strike
force, Liverpool went into the home
game against Barcelona with just one
thing on their mind: attack. Klopp’s
teams always look to attack and seize the
initiative; they are not afraid of conced-
ing. With only Sadio Mané available from
their first-pick forward line, Liverpool
chose to ramp up the pressure.
Surprisingly, Mané, who has scored 26
goals for Liverpool this season, did not
score as Liverpool won the tie 4-0. The
goals were divided between midfielder
Georginio Wijnaldum, who cameon as a
second-half substitute and scored twice,
and squad striker Divock Origi, who
opened the scoring and finished it off
with a late winner.

Spurs’ win against Ajax was no less a
triumph of the spirit, though it was play-
ing a young side who were making itto a
European final after almost a quarter of
acentury. Nevertheless, Spurs were play-
ing away on the back of a 0-1 home
defeat. On the night in Amsterdam, Ajax
had scored two goals in the first half to
take their lead to 3-0. Spurs had just the
second half to mount a challenge. Enter
Lucas Moura, the Brazilian who had been
off-loaded by Paris Saint-Germain as
being surplus to requirements in January
last year. He popped up with a second-
half hat-trick, the first in a Champions
League semi-final, to equalise. Spurs
went to the finals via the away-goals rule.

Spurs boss Mauricio Pochettino, like
Klopp, believes in playing attacking foot-
ball. In the second half of the tie, he suc-
ceeded in instilling enough self-belief in
his team, despite missing their most
potent weapon, striker Harry Kane, for
his players to go for the kill.

So, the Champions League final will
be played between two teams who just
don’t know when they are beaten.
Unfortunately, one of them will have
to lose.
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US's H-1B fee hike, local
hiring rules hurt Indian IT

Indian IT companies must now focus on
emerging areas like automation, Al, cloud, etc

T COMPANIES WILL have no option but to cough up more for H-1Bvisas if the US
increases the visa application fee as US labour secretary Alexander Acosta has said
itwould.To be sure,theywould not mind the additional costs even if these impact
their margins because the US is, after all, their biggest market. What is worrying,
however,is that Indian companies maynot get the number of visas theyarelooking for.
In April, the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) said it had
received enough applications forfiscal 2019 which starts in October, reflecting the enor-
mous demand forthese permits.Thiswas the seventh yearina rowinwhich thevisa cap
was reached in the first five business days. However, while the number of visa applica-
tions has steadily declined over past three years—last year, USCIS received 190,000 cap-
subjected H-1B petitions, 199,000 in 2018 and 236,000 in 2017—that hasn’t helped
India.Industryexperts point out the rejection rate for H1 Bvisas for Indian IT companies
hasbeenrisingin the last fewyears with some exceptions. Moreover, the scrutiny too has
increased. Data released by USCIS shows that 'request for further evidence' (RFE) for H-
1B applications from Indians increased to 72.4% in Q4CY17 from 18.2% in Q1CY17.
An analysis by Axis Securities shows the denial rate for H-1B applicationsincreased
to 23.6% in Q4CY17 from 18.3% in Q1CY17, possibly due to the US government’s
orderissuedinApril 2017 that more Amercians be hired.The higher rate of denialsand
RFE for skilled visas continued in CY18.The H-1B approval rate was approximately
75% in Q1FY19 against the five-year average of around 90%,while the approval rate
for L1 (A/B) dropped to about 74% in Q1FY9 against five-year average of ~82%—a
trend similar to that seen for H-1B visas.That is worrying because exports of software
services in FY18 were $77.3 billion, not much higher than the §74.3 billion in FY17.
While demand should pick up over the long term—Nasscom predicts global technol-
ogy services spends will go up to $4 trillion by 2025 from $2.8 trillion in 2014—and
Indian IT companies are well-positioned to cater for the demand, they must have
enough visas to be able to do so. This is the first season of H-1B petitions after USCIS
announced the new rules. The new rules give preference to professionals with a post-
graduate degree from US educational institutions; such professionals would get an
opportunity in the 65,000 general category and, if they fail, in the 20,000 advanced
degree pool. While IT companies will attempt to step up local hiring, it is not easy to
find talent, especially for mid-level positions,and besides,local talent is expensive.The
increase in costs is already visible and comes at a time when spends on key verticals
suchasbanking could stay subdued in 2019, especially in important geographies such
as the US.Where Indian firms can score is by focussing on the emerging areas such as
Al, analytics, automation and cloud. Moreover, inorganic initiatives can help them
grow faster. Given the fast-increasing competitive intensity in the industry, such
opportunities may emerge. Given the headwinds overseas the governments back
home—state and central—must make sure the IT industry faces no disruptions what-
soever. Else, the pace of growth could slow, hurting India’s forex earnings.

HIV & the ART of the possible

Studies show ART could help eliminate transmission

NEW LANCET study should make India rethink how it extends anti-retro-

viral therapy (ART) support to those infected with HIV. Results from its

PARTNER studies show that viral suppression brought about treatment with

ART (plasma HIV-1 RNA <200 copies per ml) in the HIV-positive partner in
aserodifferent couple (one partner HIV-positive, the other uninfected) translates into
azerorisk of transmission in the case of unprotected sex between the couple—that is,
the studybacks awider dissemination of the'Undetectable equals Untransmittable (U
= U)' message. While the message works to remove stigma and discrimination sur-
rounding the disease,anotherinference from the studyis that extending ART outreach
with early testing and support for treatment could help eradicate the disease.

The Lancet study was conducted in two phases across 75 sites in 14 European
nations. PARTNER 1 involved both heterosexual and gay couples and PARTNER 2
recruited only gay couples.The findings from both phases show condomless sexbetween
serodifferent couples in which the HIV-positive partner was receiving virally suppres-
sive ART didn't result in HIV transmission from seropositive partner to the seronega-
tive one—some of the seronegative partners reported having condomless sexwith oth-
ersoutside the pairing being studied,and,in the 15 cases of newinfection,none of these
could be phylogenetically linked to the seropositive partner.ARTintervention atan early
stage,when the viral load in a seropositive person is likely to be much lower than in an
advanced stage of the infection or where the infection has led to AIDS, could help stop
transmission,and thus, preventing new infections altogether could become easier.

Of India's 2.1 million people living with HIV/AIDS (PLHA), only 79% are aware of
their HIV status—and just 56% receive ART. To qualify for ART from the government
hospitals, earlier,a seropositive person had to have a CD4 count less than/equal to 500
cells/mm3.In 2017,India moved to the'test and treat'protocol prescribed by the WHO,
which meant every HIV-positive individual within the country was to be put on ART
treatment, regardless of her/his CD4 count. India had adopted the UNAIDS 90-90-90
goal,underwhich,by 2020,90% of all people livingwith HIVwill knowtheir HIV status,
90% of all people with HIV infection will receive sustained antiretroviral therapy,and
90% of all people receiving antiretroviral therapy will have viral suppression. Clearly,
India is far from realising these targets. Despite a marked rise in ART coverage, many
PLHA are unable to access the clinics. NACO's Link Workers Scheme under which vol-
unteers from at-risk groups were trained to link their communities with HIVinforma-
tion, commodities and services. This has had some success, with 80% of those testing
positive in these at-risk groups getting linked to ART centres. Adherence level, while at
anencouraging 71% amongstadultsreceiving ART and 77% of among children,needs
to be brought up to 100%. Centreing the HIV/AIDS strategy on ART will thus also need
to tackle lack of adherence, which could be due to fear of disclosure and social stigma,
lowsocial support,inadequate communication and education,and depression amongst
PLHA.Given howdrug-resistant HIVis being flagged by experts as the emerging threat,
India needs to make the most of ART by ensuring a 100% outreach,and adherence.

FightingFAT

As a study published in Nature shows,
the action must shift to rural areas now

URAL OBESITY IS driving the global obesity epidemic, positsa paper published
in Nature.The study conducted by the NCD Risk Factor Collaboration challenge
the popularbelief that,with wealth concentration in urban areas, theseare the
major contributors to global obesity.The research,using Body Mass Index (BMI)
data, bases its findings on reports that cover around 30 years of data (1985-2017).The
BMI data covers nearly 112 million adults from 200 countries. The data reveals that the
BMl levelsrosebyanaverage of 2.2 kg/m2 formenand 2 kg/m2 forwomen resulting in each
person becoming 5-6 kg heavier.This rise has mainly been occured in the rural areas.
Thereport shows that the BMIin higherincome countries’rural areas was always high
ascompared to the urbanareas. However,while the rural areasin low-and middle-income
countries usuallyhad itlow,overthelast 30years,ithasincreased tremendously. The report
states that this increase has been due to higher incomes, availability of transport and a
general transition from labour-intensive worklike agriculture to other forms of work. Even
inagriculture,mechanisation has subsitituted humanlabouruse.All these factorsand the
spread of MNCs producing processed, low-nutritional value snacks have contributed to
rising obesity. In India, the average BMI for women went up by 2.4 kg/m2 (to 22.1 kg/m?2)
in 2017 from 19.7 kg/m2in 1985.Average rise in BMI for rural menwas 2.6 kg/m2,and for
women 2.5 kg/m2.Theresearch shows that health interventionsin rural areas need toalso
consider obesityasamajorissue; this canbe tamed if a campaign against poor-quality,low
nutritional value diets are made a part of the plant to fight malnourishment. Also, public
health professionals need to ensure that children in rural areas, have access toand aware-
nessof high-qualitynutrition as household incomes go up andlifestyles changes begin to
occur.

Opinion

HIS IS A polarised election.
No, this is a presidential
election. Wrong, this is a
caste election.Inany case, it
ismanifestly different from
the 2014 “wave” election in which
Narendra Modiwon 282 seats with just
31% of the vote. So goes Conventional
Wisdom-Delhi (hereafter, CWD).

This fact is cited most often, i.e., in
2014, Modiwon the lowest percentage
of any majority-elected PM in India.
Extrapolating,scholars have derived the
conclusion that Modi was a minority
winner (only 31% vote), that he did not
winapopularmandate,that 2014 wasa
black swan (veryunusual event) election
and therefore unlikely to be repeated
again. Hence, the expert view that since
black swans do not come in pairs, 2019
would revert backtoa“normal”election.

Whatwould theresults of suchanor-
mal election look like? Between 1996
and 2009, the number of seats held by
Congress wavered around 145, with a
dipto114in 1999 and abounce to 206
in 2009.Hence, the common refrain (or
estimate) is that Congress is likely to
obtain around 140-150 seats and thus
be in a strong position to form the next
government. Recall that in 2004, Con-
gress obtained 145 seats and ran the
government for the next 10 years.

For those arguing that 2014 was a
black swan, and unusual, here are some
sober (and sobering) statistics. Peruse
through election history(short-cut,read
my book Citizen Raj). Nehru and Indira
Gandhiwon six elections between them
and garnered,on average,avote share of
around 42%.In 2014, the BJP contested
426 seatsand obtained 31% of thevote.
The NDAobtained 38.5% ofthe voteand
won 336 seats.

The centre of gravity of the big
Nehru-Indira wins was around 350
seats and 42% of the vote. The CSDS
March opinion poll has the B]Pincreas-
ing its vote share to 349%, and they are
contesting about the same number of
seats. With Nitish Kumar of Bihar
replacing Chandrababu Naidu in
Andhra Pradesh, the forecast vote share
of the NDA might well reach the Nehru-
Indira average of 1952-1971 (and
1980).Norespectable scholar, or histo-
rian, called those elections as unrepre-
sentative of ademocracy—then,whyso
“serious” about the NDA in 2014, and

(2% THREAT TO THE JUDICIARY

Union finance minister Arun Jaitley

The mass intimidation through social media is the
single greatest threat to judicial independence... and
the judiciary of the country has survived because of

NO PROOF REQUIRED

OPINIONS VARY, BUT NOT THE REALITY. 2014 ELECTION WAS CONTESTED AROUND THE
ECONOMY—2019 ELECTION IS BEING FOUGHT ALONG SIMILAR LINES. WILL THE RESULT BE SIMILAR?

Election 2019:
Another black swan?

BHALLA vy

Contributing Editor, The Financial Express, and
Consultant, Network 18. Views are

personalTwitter: @surjitbhalla

possibly 2019?

I had the occasion to travel to both
West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh from
May 1 to May 7.Full disclosure—Iama
card-carrying member of the Limou-
sine Liberals (LL) team which, around
major election time, farms out to the
countryside to find out how real India
isvoting.The LLgroupis diverse—what
follows are my observations,and inter-
pretations,about Election 2019.

CWD-Polarisation: This is com-
monly understood as division between
communities separated by caste (and
religion). My travels suggested that
while polarisation is there, it is more on
the basis of whether you are pro-BJP or
pro-Congress. In UP, the pro-Congress
vote is not reflected in a vote for Con-
gress,butavote forthe Mahagathband-
han. Indeed, possibly the most striking
statistic from West Bengal and UPis that
there was nary a mention of the Con-
gress. Whether the centre of gravity of
the Indian polity held by the Congress
from Independence to 2014 has per-
manently shifted to the BJPwewill only
know on May 2 3rd. Conclusion—polar-
isation yes,but not in the Delhi sense.

CWD-Development not a con-
cernin 2019: A certified CWD conclu-
sion is that somewhat surprisingly,
after 2014, Election 2019 is emphati-
callynotabout economicdevelopment.
It is ostensibly about everything but.
Regardless of the election result, this
conclusion is certified wrong. Every
journalist hasher own style of soliciting
aview from the potential voter. Mine is
to never ask who the individual, or
group of individuals, are going to vote
for.Ilike tofind outindirectly,i.e.,which
way is the hawa blowing, what are the
issues,whatis the thinking on the prob-
lems being faced, etc. I then enjoy
engaging thevoterinadiscussionabout
the issues. If one believes that there is
no truth, just opinions about an
“expected truth”,thenitisrelativelyless

r
difficult to infer voting preferences of
the potential voter.

In an UPvillage, one of my fellow
travellers asked me to talk toa group of
youngish men about the“nojobs econ-
omy” theywere facing.I readily jumped
into the conversation (not being an

angel, I had no fear) and asked the
group about what had

h honour... Judges are gracious and take it with a smile

that their broadly defined income lev-
els had gone up. There was construc-
tion of roads and delivery of nearly
24/7 electricity. Add toilets and LPG
cylinders and bank accounts, mostly
benefiting women. The beginnings of
national health insurance. Motorcycles
(and scooters) have increased manifold.
Some even have got houses—don’t
know about West Bengal, but average
welfare seems to have increased sub-
stantiallyin UP.The favourite explana-
tion for the preponderance of motor-
cycle usage—given that there were
(ostensibly) no jobs—was dowry
demands for motorcycles. Still,

progress.
CWD-Thefearful voter: Did not see
anyevidence of fearon the

been happening to the ————— partofthevoter.She might

economy overall.Isit true
that it is difficult to find
jobs? Yes, very difficult.
This obviously happened
because of Modi’s eco-
nomic policies, right? A
worsened  economic
environment, right? Yes,
the emphatic reply to
both questions. But com-
paring today with 2014,
is the situation worse, or
the same, in terms of job
availability? Here, unlike

his highly educated

counterparts in urban

India (the old elite!), the rural voter does
notbelieve in arguments for the sake of
argument. He admitted that the situa-
tion,in terms of jobs,was noworse than
2014,and may even be better.

The LL group arrives in large vans
and enters villages, and constructs
interviews by the roadside. I worry
always, especially post 2014,as to how
does the rural/semi-urban voter see us.
Do they see us as part of the old elite
(associated with the Congress) oras the
new upwardly mobile elite (associated
with the BJP)? Do they tailor their
responsesaccording towhat they think
we want to hear? Many seasoned jour-
nalists have come to the conclusion
that Election 2019 will unleash the
punishment of the silent voter.Is the
silent voter pro-BJP or pro-Congress?
Again,another defining viewwhich will
become known on May 23.

What nearly everyone admitted is

Crazy to turn away skilled immigrants

The Trump school of thought

doesn't realise that welcoming

engineers, doctors and other
such skilled foreigners is a
win-win policy

US PRESIDENT DONALD Trump has
done alot to scare high-skilled immi-
grantsaway from the US.He has made
it harder for them to get green cards.
He hasblocked some foreign students
from entering and discouraged others
from working during school. He is
considering banning the spouses of
H-1Bvisaholders from working in the
country at all. The harassment cam-
paign appears to be working. H-1B
applications are down, as is the num-
ber of visas being issued to overseas
students.

It is hard to see what this accom-
plishes other than whipping up enthu-
siasm from Trump’s anti-immigrant
base. It stifles the flow of foreign stu-
dents to the research universities that
are the best hope for an economic
revival in declining regions. It starves
the tech industry of talented workers.
It hurts native-born workers: Evidence
suggests that skilled immigration
actually raises wages for Americans of
all skill levels, by strengthening the
local tech industry. It drains govern-
ment coffers, because skilled immi-
grants pay much more in taxes than
they use in government benefits.

Nonetheless, some restrictionists
seekan economic rationale. For exam-
ple, on both the right and the left,
opponents of skilled immigration
have claimed that allowing the best
and the brightest into the US hurts
developing countries by robbing them
of badly needed talent. This is the so-
called “brain drain” argument.

The argument has some superfi-
cial plausibility. Growth in poor coun-
tries like Bangladesh, Vietnam and

SMITH

Bloomberg

Ethopia matters for global welfare.
Therefore, while it might benefit the
US to have more smart Bangladeshis,
Vietnamese and Ethiopians, putting
their talents to use building next-gen-
eration factories in their home coun-
tries instead of designing apps for
wealthy Americans seems like it
would serve humanity better overall.

But this ignores all the good things
that can happen to a developing coun-
try when its smart people move to the
US. First of all, skilled immigrants and
theirdiasporicdescendants ofteninvest
in their ancestral countries—providing
not just capital but also rich-country
ideas and technology.

make it to the US, but instead apply

their skills in their home countries.
In other words, the US can actually
increase a country’s education level—
and boost its economy—by taking in
more of its educated people.A 2017
paper by economists Gaurav Khanna
and Nicolas Morales theorises that
skilled immigration to the US in the
1990s—specifically,the boom in H-1B
visas—jump-started India’s informa-
tion technology boom in the following
decade. Noting that the IT industry
jumped from 1.2% of India’s economy
to 7.5% by 2012, the authors write:
“Many [H-1b] workers returned to
India...this educated work-

Sometimes, members of EEEEEE—————_— f{orce in India enabled the

diasporas even move to
their ancestral countries
tostartbusinesses,a phe-
nomenon Kknown as
brain gain. Sociologist
Annalee Saxenian has
chronicled how this
process has benefited
countries such as China
and India.

That’s not all. The
number of educated

The US can actually
increase a
country's

education level—
and boost its
economy—Dby
taking in more of
its educated
people

Indian IT sector to grow
rapidly...and over time,
India became a major pro-
ducer of software[.]”
Growth in India is one
of the most important
forces behind world
poverty reduction. Thus,
the US probably did the
human race a great ser-
vice by welcoming high-
skilled immigrants from

peoplein poorcountrieS T ——————— 1diainthe 1990s.

isn’t fixed—lots of

smart people probably fail to get a
good education because economic
opportunities for graduates are so
limited. Harvard Business School
economist William Kerr has docu-
mented how, when the US admits
more skilled immigrants from a coun-
try, more people in that country tend
to seek out higher education in the
hope of emigrating, too. Many never

Now, it is time for the
US todo other countries a similar ser-
vice. Nigeria, Ethiopia, Bangladesh,
Indonesia and other poor countries
have enormous reserves of under-
used talent. Welcoming this talent is
as close to a win-win policy as the US
will ever find.
This column does not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the editorial
board or Bloomberg LP and its owners

Can anyone come
up with a defence
of lose-lose cow
politics? The poor
Hindu farmer is
hurt; Muslims lose
their jobs, and in
some instances,
their life; the rural
economy is hurt

belyingbutsheisnot fear-
fulin giving an opinion. At
oneroadside conversation,
ontheone-sidewere OBC’s
emphasising support for
Modi; on the other side of
the highway, barely 20
yards away, was a group of
Muslims  complaining
about the bias against
Muslims, and why they
would definitely vote
against the BJP(but not for
the Congress).

Farmer distress and
cow politics: If there is
one unanimous view emanating from
the UP travel, it is that farmer distress is
real,and that cow politics has deepened
thedistressamongall,farmersand non-
farmers.Thaveyettocomeacrossanyone
defending this policy,whethera BJPsup-
porter or not. (I did not meet a self-con-
fessed RSSmanwho mighthaveadiffer-
ent view). Can anyone come up with a
defence of thislose-lose policy? The poor
Hindu farmeris hurt; Muslimslose their
jobs,and in someinstances, theirlife; the
rural economy is hurt. Yet, the Hindu
constitution,and Hindu India, continues
to support this madness. Platitudes
about gaushalas are heard. What does
this imply for voting in UP? Modi does
not get the blame, Yogi does.

Conclusion: The number one pol-
icy concern of the new government
should be a completely revamped pol-
icy towards agriculture, and animal
husbandry.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

PM Modi must talk

about real issues

It is heartening to read that the top
retired naval officers have rejected
prime minister Narendra Modi's
allegations that former prime
minister Rajiv Gandhi and his family
used the aircraft carrier INS Viraat as
a personal taxi for holidays in
Lakshadweep in December 1987.
The fact of the matter is that the
former prime minister Rajiv Gandhi
was on officials visit, as clarified by
vice-admiral Vinod Pasricha and
former Navy chief admiral L Ramdas,
and he did not misuse his position
for enjoying a holiday! This exposes
Narendra Modi's lie, who'is
misguiding the people with wrong
information for his selfish political
gain. It is high time Modi stopped
this calumny and talked about the
serious issues like lack of jobs,
slowing growth, farm distress, etc.
— Bhagwan Thadani, on e-mail

Rise above caste

Caste and creed are defining
features of Indian polity and politics.
Needless to say, they are at play in
elections and influence their
outcome. Caste is weightier as it
confers theological sanction to the
hierarchical social order and sanctity
to the notions of superiority and
inferiority and purity and pollution
based on the accident of birth. The
overarching appeal of Hindutva is
exploited to the hilt by the elitist and
privileged upper castes to maintain
their political dominance. The Hindu
Right sometimes co-opts leaders
from the lower castes on condition
that they subscribe to upper caste
supremacy. The only concession is
that they can do so in the name of
‘culture’, 'nationalism’ or the like.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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US steadily upping the game
to counter China

The US has claimed that China’s coast guard and fishing boats are not harmless, benign entities, but de facto maritime
militia expanding China’s presence in the seas. The new US position is that hostile behaviour from the coast guard and
fishing boats will no longer be treated benign, but on a par with the Chinese navy

VISWANATH

The author is a Singapore-based Sinologist,
and adjunct fellow at the Institute of Chinese
Studies, Delhi. Views are personal

HINA'S RECENTLY CON-
CLUDED Belt and Road
Forum (BRF)—the second
(2019) following the first
(2017)—has hogged lime-
light and stoked debate on its virtue and
vice alike. The din surrounding the BRF

unveiling the old BRI in a new avatar,
repackaged as Green BRI (green invest-
ments, green projects) and Clean BRI
(corruption free, transparent and level-

tries) and those who didn’t (among

others,US, India,Australia, Japan, ‘

South Korea and North Korea).
US actions can be

explained in the context

that China is not helping

its own case. China’s live

explorer—the Muslim

eunuch Zheng He’s
seven voyages reaching
the Horn of Africaand Per-

want to escape being a continental
power and the First Island Chain (East
Asian Coastline) with the Second Island
Chain and Third Island Chain under the
US umbrella.

But it’s how China is going about it,
that hasbecome contentious.In the East
China Sea, the dispute is between China
and Japan, but in the South China Sea,

there are other claimants including

the Philippines, Malaysia, Vietnam,
Taiwan and Brunei.

China’s drills in the East

China Sea are one thing

between Japan and China,

butin the South China Sea

with several claimants,

invest in President Rodrigo Duterte’s
proposed 75 infrastructure projects
under the rubric of ‘Build, Build, Build’
managed to let the sleeping dogs lie.

But in early April, President Duterte
protested China’s fishing vessels swarm-
ing in on the disputed Pag-asa (Thitu)
Island, warning that Philippine troops
would resort to‘suicide missions’if China
touched it. The US said that it would
come to theaid of the Philippinesin case
of any attack, which the Philippines did
not refute.

The US has claimed that China’s
coast guard and fishing boats are not
harmless, benign entities, but de facto
maritime militia expanding China’s

2007).In 2018, British navywarship con-
ducted a FONOP and in 2019 a French
warship made a transit through the Tai-
wan Strait. The British and French

hasbeen soloud that it glosses key strate- drills in the East China China’sactionsare being presence in the seas. The new US posi-
gic moves in Asia. On April 24, a day Sea and China’s perceived as belliger- tion is that hostile behaviour from the
before the BRF, China’s aircraft carrier actionsinthe 3.5 mil- ent. China’s reclama- coast guard and fishing boats will no
Liaoning conducted a combat drillin the lion square km South ° tion efforts and land longer be treated benign, but on a par
East China Sea with ‘anti-aircraft and China Sea have been o acquisition  have with the Chinese navy.
anti-submarinewarfare training’.In tan- controversial, to say resulted in artificial The Assistant Secretary of Defense for
dem, the USannounced thatitwill unveil the least. islands.Reportsand Indo-Pacific Security Affairs, Randall
a new Indo-Pacific strategy at the Historically, satellite  images Schriver, hasindicated that the USwould
upcoming Shangri-La Dialogue (May 31- China was not a suggest military back the 10-member Association of
June 2, in Singapore). China’s Belt and great naval power fortification and Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) for a
Road Initiative (BRI) optimism has not in the manner of military installa- code of conduct (COC) ‘consistent with
detracted US policy pragmatism about the La Royale tions, surveillance existing international laws and norms’
China nor dented China’s global ambi- (French Navy, 17th aircraft,guided mis- applicable to one and all.
tions—including that on the high seas. century) or the sile destroyers and It is no accident, too, that the US has
Despite the best intents of China’s eco- Royal Navy (UK ﬂ/ airport runways. stepped up Freedom of Navigation Oper-
nomic diplomacy, is the US steadily Navy, 16th century). China-watchers say ations (FONOPS) with two warships sail-
upping the game to counter China? To be fair, the 15th China is consolidat- ing through the Taiwan Strait, bringing
At the BRI Summit, China came clean century Ming dynasty ing a ‘strategic trian- the total number of transits to 92 (since
gle’in the seas. In fact,
the US Naval Institute
' has characterised China’s
actions as ‘maritime grey

playing field where Chinese and non-
Chinese companies can compete). This
honed China’s ‘peaceful rise’as a consci-
entious global player whose trillions of
forex surplus would be used for greater
common good. The BRI also received
copious press devoted to the recent
rethinking by American researchersthat
Chinamaynotbe aloan shark(given that
several of its loans have sunk,with no or
little payback). Yet the BRF sounded out
the political fracture—between those
who attended (5,000 participants from
150 countriesandleaders from 36 coun-

sian Gulf are famed. But

rather than naval ships,

China’s merchant ships, junks

and dhows traced their footprint

on the economy, demography and
culturein South East Asiawith migra-
tion, trade and exchange.

But in the last decades as China has
become richer, there has been a resur-
gence of nationalism that is drifting
China back to history citing historical
not legal claims in the seas—the reefs,
atolls,islets and islands of the East China
Sea and South China Sea.The Chinese

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

zone operations’ that ride

the thin line between war and

peace. In other words, China

may be narrowly engaging in war
without war.

The case of the Philippinesvacillat-
ing between ally US and aid-giver China
illustrates the stakesin the high seas.The
issue of Scarborough Shoal (disputed
between China and the Philippines,
seized by Chinain 2012)isalive.In 2016,
the Philippines took China toThe Hague,
which ruled that China’s claims had no
legal basis. But China’s commitment to

actions are turning points that indicate
a growing consensus on the strategic
implications of China’s rise.

China’s BRF party has ended on a
high, what with cooperation agree-
ments worth $64 billion signed, a nod
to greater multilateralism and partici-
pation, but the ground seems shifting.
Platitudes of trade and cooperation
aside, the storm is brewing in the seas.
What’s more, in the polarised political
spectrum of the US, President Donald
Trump has bipartisan support on this.
It’s obviously the issue.

DATA DRIVE

As GDP growth slows down...
(At 2011-12 prices; % chg, y-o-y)

...private consumption takes a hit
Pvt final consumption expenditure at 2011-12 prices; % chg, y-o-y

Even govt spending slows down

Govt final consumption expenditure at 2011-12 prices; % chg, y-o-y
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to slowdown in private

consumption as households have
gradually reduced consumption due to
insufficient income growth.Agricultural
wage growth remains depressed due to
muted growth in domestic and global
food prices.The economy,which is likely to
growat 7% in FY19 as compared to 8.2%

THE RISING RURAL distress has led
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Consumer staples companies are witnessing slowdown

(%) HUL Dabur == Britannia  =====GSPL (Soaps)
in FY17,has been battered by a slowdown
in manufacturing output, tepid growth in 30
investment, declining household
savings and muted growth in 20

non-food bank credit. Volume

- growth atleading FMCG companies

4

that derive more than a third of sales

from rural areas has dropped. In fact,
for the first time in five quarters, FMCG
major HUL reported single digit (7%)
volume growth in the three months to
March thisyear.Even other consumer
staple companies such as Britannia, GSPL
and Dabur are witnessing slowdown.

consumption to boost investment.
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5.3 Automobile sales have seen a Real estate demand has picked up but still below FY13 peak level
sharp slowdown inrecent months  (mn sq feet) mBengaluru » Gurugram ®Mumbai ® Chennai - Pune
[J asretail sales of motorvehicles fell 95
¥ 8% to01.64 million units in April
from ayear. In fact, passenger car
volumes have dropped in nine of the past ~ 20
10 months.As consumers curb spending
- growthin sales of passenger carswas 2% 15
9 in the last fiscal year, the lowest in five. |||
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

(GULF WARNING

[ran’s partial withdrawal from nuclear deal is a signal:
Iran-US conflict may become a costly showdown

EHRAN'S DECISION TO stop adhering to some of the provisions of the land-

mark 2015 nuclear agreement with the international community is a sharp

reminder that dark clouds are gathering again in the Middle East. When US

President Donald Trump pulled out last year from the nuclear deal negoti-
ated by his predecessor, Barack Obama, Iran had the option of walking out too. It did not.
Tehran had hoped that the European powers as well as Russia and China might help limit
the effects of America’s renewed hostility. The Europeans had criticised the US with-
drawal, affirmed that Iran was in compliance with the nuclear agreement, and offered to
sustain economic engagement with Iran if Tehran stayed true to the deal. China and Russia
had criticised the US decision as unilateral and arbitrary. But Iran’s hopes of exploiting the
cracks among the great powers are looking increasingly unreal as the actions of Europe,
China and Russia have not matched their words. Iran’s “strategic patience”, in the words
of President Hassan Rouhani, is wearing thin.

Meanwhile, the Trump Administration is ratcheting up pressure on Iran. Last month, it
designated the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) as a terrorist organisa-
tion. This is the first time the US has labeled the entire wing of a country’s armed force as
“terrorist”. Citing an unexplained threat from Iran, President Trump has despatched the
USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier strike group towards the Gulf. Meanwhile, US sanctions
aimed at choking Iran’s oil exports and squeezing its finances are beginning to bite. Tehran
has noreason to believe that the Trump Administration is open to a reasonable compromise
that might include a revised nuclear deal to address any real US concerns. It is no secret in
Washington that regime change in Tehran is the Trump Administration’s real goal.

Iran’s partial withdrawal from the nuclear agreement is aimed at convincing
Washington’s allies in Europe as well as its competitors that time is running out to save
the deal. Tehran is conscious of Europe’s difficulty in effecting a real break with the US in
the Middle East. It also knows that China and Russia have their own fish to fry with America
and are unlikely to challenge the US on Iran. Worse still, Moscow and Beijing could use
Tehran as a lever in their bargaining with the US. Iran might lack real friends among the
major powers, but it has the capacity to bring the house down in the Middle East. With
armed proxies across the region, Tehran is well placed to launch an asymmetric war
against the US and its allies. Iran has also threatened to close the Straits of Hormuz — the
strategic waterway that moves oil from inside the Gulf to the rest of the world — if its
own oil sales remain blocked. With neither side ready to step back, the conflict between
the US and Iran might well be headed for a costly showdown.

ATTACKING ATISHI

Her predicament is not an isolated instance in a political
system where women must struggle daily against misogyny

PAMPHLET CONTAINING a series of derogatory statements about the Aam

Aadmi Party’s East Delhi candidate, Atishi, has once again brought to the

fore the ugliness of gender bias in Indian politics. The unsigned and un-

claimed pamphlet, written in English, cast aspersions not just on the Rhodes
scholar’s educational qualifications but also on her personal life. While the AAP has ac-
cused Atishi’s opponent, BJP candidate Gautam Gambhir, of issuing the pamphlet, the
BJP has dismissed it as the AAP’s bid to defame the party.

Atishi, who is credited with contributing to the AAP government’s attempts to reform
Delhi’s government school system, has had a taste of the rough and tumble of Indian pol-
itics. In August last year, after her candidature was announced, she decided to drop her
second name — Marlena — in a bid to keep the attention focussed on her work and not her
identity. Yet, even as the political discourse in the country hits a new low, it’s difficult to see
Atishi’s current predicament as anisolated instance of political skulduggery. Women who
enter politics in India find themselves in an unequal struggle to make their voice — and their
work — carry. Over and over again, they are put down by a patriarchal order that refuses
torecognise their agency. From actor Jaya Prada, denigrated time and again by Samajwadi
Party leader Azam Khan to the BJP’s Smiriti Irani, from the BSP’s Mayawati to Trinamool
Congress chief Mamata Banerjee, from the AIADMK's Jayalalithaa to Congress leader Sonia
Gandhi, women politicians across the spectrum have been at the receiving end of targeted
abuse thatis viciously personal and cuts through any pretence of decorum. While a hand-
ful of leaders such as the BJD’s Naveen Patnaik and the West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee have now recognised the importance of addressing this unequal power dynam-
ics by incorporating more women in their ranks, many political parties still treat their
women colleagues as props for electoral gains, with no room of their own.

Yet, this is also a time when political parties across the spectrum have recognised the
power of increasing women turnouts and are wooing women voters with promises and
schemes. Greater participation of women in the electoral process is being lauded as a de-
cisive factor in the ongoing general elections. At such a defining cusp, it is all the more
imperative to call out toxic misogyny every time it rears its head in public life or private,
to push back against a system that must be held accountable, not just selectively but each
and every time.

THE RIGHT SWIPE

Searches for dating sites are outpacing those for matrimonials.
But let’s not sound death-knell of Indian conservatism just yet

OVE FINDS A way — or at least an algorithm. Google’s recently released report,
based on a survey of the queries its search engine has received in India, shows
that the interest in dating sites and apps has been growing at a far more rapid
rate —40 per cent — than in matrimonial portals (14 per cent)in 2018. One can
imagine, already, the dated detractors of romance fuming at this turn of events. After all,
vandalising people and places on Valentine’s Day is far easier than trying to police the hor-
mones and hyperbole of young love on the world wide web. But they need not worry.

Indian culture, and business, has proved to be more than a match for the consumer and
lifestyle choices that global conglomerations have sought to market here. And Tinder,
Bumble and all the other dating apps have been no exception to the “McAloo tikkification”
phenomenon. Tinder, meant broadly for “hooking up” in much of the first world, bears
testimony to this in its advertisements: A concerned mother ensures her daughter is
dressed in Indian chic, bindi included, before she is off to meet Mr Right (swipe).

In many contexts in India, love — or even just the assertion of agency that dating im-
plies — can be a truly rebellious act. It has the power to transcend boundaries of religion,
caste and class and of women and even men taking control of their physical and emotional
destiny. But much like McDonald’s and its satvik burgers, dating apps — and dating in gen-
eral — threaten to give in to consumerism, backed by regressive tradition. Soon, if things
goill, dating apps will have filters for caste, income, skin colour, educational qualifications.
But perhaps we are being too pessimistic. According to the survey, people’s searches about
food doubled in 2018, and pizza topped the list, with biryani up there as well.

-
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WORDLY WISE
AS LONG AS SHE THINKS OF A MAN, NOBODY

OBJECTS TO A WOMAN THINKING.
—VIRGINIA WOOLF

The Sadhvi portent

BJP’s move to field Pragya Thakur in Bhopal
underlines an ominous political paradigm shift

CHRISTOPHE JAFFRELOT AND MALVIKA MAHESHWARI

DEMOCRACY, WHILE A robust political form,
is one whose actual mechanisms might not
necessarily be about principle-driven behav-
iour or perfection of governance. High levels
of corruption, political violence, the entry of
criminals into Parliament, are examples per-
tinent to many democracies today. In India,
mafialeaders and those accused of gruesome
crimes have chosen to contest elections with
the aim of converting their catalogue of crim-
inality into something more respectable.

Despite such muddied waters, elections in
India had until now remained essentially sep-
arated from at least some varieties of public
violence and those accused of it. Terrorism and
terror-related offences are examples of vio-
lence that were still considered to weaken, not
aid, access to power. Designating certain forms
of violence as terrorism, bombings on civil-
ians included, is done not simply on the basis
of the idea that they are attacks on the gov-
ernment or law enforcement, but also on the
basis of a belief that the state and its institu-
tions cannot provide implicit or explicit coop-
eration to such violence undertaken by sub-
national groups against non-combatant
targets. If so, how do we explain the shift in
democratic politics when those arrested on
charges of terrorism and out on bail are now
beginning to contest elections? What sort of
a moral force are they able to wield?

One striking example in the 2019 general
election is the candidature of Pragya Singh
Thakur. According to the FIR prepared by
Hemant Karkare in the 2008 Malegaon case,
she took part in the Bhopal meeting of
Abhinav Bharat where Himani Savarkar (the
daughter of Gopal Godse) became president
of the organisation and in the course of
which the accused “conspired together to
take revenge against Muslims in Malegaon
by exploding a bomb at a thickly populated
area. Accused (Lt. Colonel) Purohit took the
responsibility of providing explosives.
Accused Pragya Singh Thakur took the re-
sponsibility of providing men for the explo-
sion. In this meeting all the participants
agreed and consented to commit the explo-
sion at Malegaon.” On June 11,2008, Thakur
allegedly introduced Ramchandra
Kalasangra and Sandip Dange to
Amritananda Dev Tirtha, another accused,

Even as its own campaign is
designed around ‘national
security’, the current BJP
leadership’s encouragement
to Thakur, her comment on
cursing ATS chief Hemant
Karkare to death, all convey
less about their ideas of
democracy than about the
way in which they have
contributed to the decline of
the basic social etiquette and
political norms.

as tworeliable persons who would plant the
bomb in Malegaon. In early July, she allegedly
asked Tirtha to direct Purohit “to give explo-
sives” to Kalsangra and Dange in Pune.

After the blast, another member of
Abhinav Bharat, Major Ramesh Upadhyay, a
former defence services officer, was arrested.
He admitted that he had taken partin three
meetings with Thakur and other accom-
plices on the Bhonsala Military School,
Nashik premises to plan the Malegaon blast.
Ajay Misar, the public prosecutor, declared:
“Upadhyay, who was posted in the artillery
department while working with the Indian
military, is suspected to have guided the ar-
rested accused on how to assemble a bomb
and procure RDX.” Today, Upadhyay is the
Hindu Mahasabha candidate from Ballia and
another accused mentioned in Karkare’s FIR,
Sudhakar Chaturvedi, is contesting as an in-
dependent in Mirzapur.

Thakur, on bail for medical reasons, is cur-
rently under trial for several terrorism-related
charges under the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention)Act. Her entry in electoral politics
under the aegis of the BJP underlines striking
shiftsinIndia’s democracy. First, it points to the
widening of the already rich assortment of can-
didates who are accused of criminal offences.
What this means is not that even the murki-
est forms of criminality simply have become
more acceptable, but that its expansion occurs
more or less in tandem with the eroding legit-
imacy of public office, severance of trust re-
posed in elected representatives, and the ele-
vation of ethnic and religious persecution.

Second, itis alsoacomment on the Hindu
nationalists. The use and normalisation of var-
ious forms of violence — riots, demolition of
the Babri Masjid, vigilantism etc — has ce-
mented not just their electoral and ideological
position, but also turned the brutal hostility
against minorities into a routine affair.
However, the extent to which the Hindu na-
tionalist old guard would have gone to sup-
port those accused of terrorism is less straight-
forward. Evenasits own campaignis designed
around “national security”, the current BJP
leadership’s encouragement to Thakur, her
comment on cursing ATS chief Hemant
Karkare to death, all convey less about their
ideas of democracy than about the way in

which they have contributed to the decline of
basic social etiquette and political norms of a
diverse society.

Third, one of their tactics in the pursuit of
such politics is to claim victimhood. Thakur's
campaign has claimed that her fight is against
the “conspiracy to insult Hindu religion,”
against those who “give abad name to the en-
tire country,” who “insult(ed) awoman, a sad-
hvi, and a patriot,” who put her in jail “ille-
gally and tortured (her) physically, mentally
and in every way”. While the Human Rights
Commission that probed into her allegations
of torture in August 2014 had to close the case
because it could not find any evidence, the
discourse of victimisation reflects an attempt
atlegitimising majoritarian backlash and sug-
gests a perversion of the language of the law
and liberalism. It is perverse not simply in the
sense that fact checking might be compro-
mised or in the sense of embarrassing those
inwhose name they seem to be fighting. But
most importantly, it is perverse in the sense
that convenience and malleability of victim-
hood have regularly begun to shape political
and ideological agendas.

Finally, the electoral arithmetic that has in-
formed Thakur’s entry in politics accompa-
nies deep institutional malaise. Adecade since
the bombings, people know little about the
perpetrators. What does the state make of the
“evidences”, the “FIRs”,and thelists of “prime
accused”? The NIA, judiciary, police, and gov-
ernment represent aspects of state power:
How do they justify the power they wield in
the absence of any commitment to security
and justice for its citizens?

The implications seem to be that the more
deadly the crimes people are associated with,
higher are their chances for a career in poli-
tics; the more the business of elections relies
on crime, the more is the depreciation of any
meaningful claims of being a democracy; the
more the electorate assimilates this as banal
and logical, the more they deprive themselves
of the means of justice.

Jaffrelot is senior research fellow at CERI-
Sciences Po/CNRS, Paris, and professor at
King’s India Institute, London. Maheshwari is
assistant professor of political science at
Ashoka University

A CONFESSION IN IRAN

Pak PM admitting to his country harbouring terrorists is a significant moment

KHALED AHMED

PRIME MINISTER IMRAN Khan was inIran on
April 22, mending fences with Tehran over
cross-border terrorism, which bothers both
the countries. His statement that “Iran also
suffered from terrorism from Pakistan” has
upset many Pakistanis. Khan had also re-
quested Tehran to stop the terrorists on its
side, who recently killed 14 Pakistanis on the
Karachi-Gwadar highway. The PPP-PMLN op-
position in parliament and the media cried
that Khan's statement had put Pakistan at risk
by admitting to terrorism.

There was nothing wrong with Khan'’s
“confession”. That the Iranian Baloch terror-
ists organise themselves in Karachi’s under-
world is globally known. And that Pakistan
has helped Iran capture members of the big
terrorist outfit, Jundallah al-Adl, also is no se-
cret. In fact, President Hassan Rouhani could
have realised on hearing Khan that Tehran
too needed to deal with the Pakistani Baloch
rebels who flee into Iran. (Khan didn’t men-
tion Kulbhushan Jadhav.) Secessionism could
create a sovereign Greater Balochistan by
breaking up both Iran and Pakistan.

The case that allowed PM Khan to “con-
fess to terrorism” in Tehran is interesting.
AbdolmalekRigi, the head of Jundallah al-Adl,
was born in Sistan-Balochistan province in
Iranin 1983, from the Regi tribe of Baloch eth-
nicity. He was a teenager when he founded
his outfit. He never went to school but fled
across the border to Karachi where he joined
the infamous Jamia Banuria, the madrassa
where the UN-accused terrorist Masood

‘When the Persian service of
Voice of America, in 2007,
introduced Rigi as ‘the leader
of popular Iranian resistance
movement’ and used the title
of ‘Doctor’ with his name,
there was public
condemnation by the
Iranian-American
community in the US, many
of whom were opponents of
the Iranian government.

Azhar was trained. Pakistan cannot absolve
itself from the guilt of allowing this nursery of
anti-Shia terrorism to train killers who today
threaten the state of Pakistan. Banuria’s chief,
Mufti Shamzai, was killed by a Shia youth.

Pakistan’s indifference about Rigi is ques-
tionable and Imran Khan s clearly bothered
by that. Read this: “US cable channel HDnet’s
television news magazine Dan Rather
Reports, interviewed Rigi and showed a
video of him personally cutting off his
brother-in-law Shahab Mansouri’s head. In
the same interview, Rigi described himself
as ‘an Iranian’ and denied that his goal is to
form a separate Baloch state. He claimed that
his goal is to ‘improve conditions for the eth-
nic Baloch [in Iran]’, and that his group is
fighting exclusively for the rights of Sunni
Muslims in Iran.”

When the Persian service of Voice of
America, in 2007, introduced Rigi as “the leader
of popular Iranian resistance movement” and
used the title of “Doctor” with his name, there
was public condemnation by the Iranian-
American community in the US, many of
whom were opponents of the [ranian govern-
ment. Pakistan still sat back and allowed him
tomuster his group in Karachi and Balochistan.

In 2010, Pakistan woke up or changed
policy. ATehran-based news analysis site dis-
closed that “Rigi was arrested by, or with the
help of, Pakistani intelligence officials, who
took action after consulting with the United
States”. Pakistan’s ambassador to Tehran,
Mohammad Abbasi, also claimed that “the

arrest could not happen without Pakistan’s
help”. On May 24, 2010, Abdulmalek’s
brother, Abdolhamid Rigi, too was executed.

The PMLN opposition, now beating their
chests over Imran Khan'’s “confession”,
should recall what happened to Prime
Minister Nawaz Sharif when he told the
Pakistan army in 2016 that harbouring ter-
rorists and training them was isolating
Pakistan. This appeared in the infamous
Dawn leak that finally got rid of the prime
minister. Reporter Cyril Almeida, now taken
off his job, revealed what Pakistan’s foreign
secretary had told the Sharif-ISI meeting:
“Mr Aizaz Chaudhry stated that the comple-
tion of the Pathankot investigation and some
visible action against Jaish-e-Mohammad
were the principal (American) demands.
Chaudhry suggested that while China had
reiterated its support for Pakistan, it too indi-
cated a preference for a change in course by
Pakistan. Specifically, while the Chinese au-
thorities have conveyed their willingness to
keep putting on technical hold a UN ban on
Masood Azhar, they have questioned the
logic of doing so repeatedly.”

Under Imran Khan, Pakistan has devel-
oped a consensus — not without input from
China — of getting rid of the “terrorists”
trained and sheltered by it. Without this con-
sensus, Khan wouldn’t have “made a clean
breast” of it like that in Tehran.

The writer is consulting editor,
Newsweek Pakistan
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AMU ATTACKS

HOME MINISTER H M Patel today assured an
agitated Lok Sabha that the government
would go “thoroughly and fully” into various
aspects of the attack on the students of
Aligarh Muslim University during their train
journey to Delhi yesterday. He rejected the
near-unanimous demand for a judicial, par-
liamentary or a high-level independent
probe into the incident. An “official Inquiry”
would be sufficient, Patel asserted.

IRAN OIL HIKE

IRAN HAS DECIDED to increase the price of a
barrel of crude oil by 60 US cents effective
from May 15 due to market demands, a

National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) official
announced in Tehran today. The 60 US cents
affects all existing contracts, the official said,
and was in addition to a surcharge imposed
on April 15. The 3.6 per cent increase on all
grades of oil came as a surprise and was ex-
pected to bother the tenuous stability into
which oil prices had settled. The increase
came as post-revolutionary Iran was produc-
ing well below its potential, as a matter of
government policy.

SUING MOYNIHAN

UNION HOME MINISTER H M Patel advised
Indira Gandhi to sue the Indian publishers of
Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s book, which

speaks of CIA pay-off to the Congress party
and once to her for election purposes. Patel
said this during a three-hour discussion on
a call-attention motion in the Rajya Sabha
today. While he denied that there was col-
laboration between Indian intelligence agen-
cies and those of other countries, Patel added
that they kept each other informed. There
was also a plea for the placement of a report
prepared in 1967 by the Central Bureau of
Investigation on the subject, on the table of
the Rajya Sabha. Members of the Communist
Party of India described Moynihan as a
Zionist and imperialist. Mody, however,
claimed Moynihan as his friend whom he
respected.
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Another Black Swan?

Opinions vary, but not reality. The 2014 election was contested around the economy,
the 2019 election is being fought along similar lines. Will the result be similar?

BY SURJIT S BHALLA

THISIS A polarised election. No, thisis a pres-
idential election. Wrong, this is a caste elec-
tion. In any case, it is manifestly different from
the 2014 “wave” election in which Narendra
Modi won 282 seats with just 31 per cent of
the vote. So goes Conventional Wisdom-
Delhi (hereafter CWD).

That Modi became prime minister with
the lowest percentage of vote share any win-
ning party in India has got in a general elec-
tion is cited often. Extrapolating, scholars
have derived the conclusion that Modi was
a minority winner (only 31 per cent vote),
that he did not win a popular mandate, that
2014 was a Black Swan (very unusual event)
election and, therefore, unlikely to be re-
peated again. Hence, the expert view that
since Black Swans do not come in pairs, 2019
would revert back to a “normal” election.

What would the results of such a normal
election look like? Between 1996 and 2009,
the number of seats held by the Congress wa-
vered around 145, with a dip to 114 in 1999
and abounce to 206 in 2009. Hence, the com-
mon refrain (or estimate) that the Congress
is likely to obtain around 140-150 seats and
thus be in a strong position to form the next
government. Recall that in 2004, the
Congress obtained 145 seats and ran the gov-
ernment for the next 10 years.

For those arguing that 2014 was Black
Swan, and unusual, here are some sober (and
sobering) statistics. Peruse through election
history (short cut, read my book Citizen Raj!).
Jawaharlal Nehru and Indira Gandhi won six
elections between them and garnered, on av-
erage, a vote share of around 42 per cent. In
2014, the BJP contested 426 seats and obtained
31 per cent of the vote. The NDA obtained 38.5
per cent of the vote and won 336 seats.

The centre of gravity of the big Nehru-
Indira wins was around 350 seats and 42 per
cent of the vote. The CSDS March opinion
poll has the BJP increasing its vote share to
34 per cent and they are contesting about
the same number of seats. With Nitish
Kumar of Bihar replacing Chandrababu
Naidu in Andhra Pradesh, the forecast vote
share of the NDA might well reach the
Nehru-Indira average of 1952-1971 (and
1980). No respectable scholar, or historian,
called those elections as unrepresentative of
a democracy. Then why so “serious” about
the NDA in 2014, and possibly 2019?

Ihad the occasion to travel in West Bengal
and UP between May 1 and May 7. (Full dis-
closure: I am a card-carrying member of the
Limousine Liberals (LL) team which, around
major election time, farms out to the coun-
tryside to find out how real India is voting.
The LL group is diverse and what follows are
my observations, and interpretations, about
Election 2019.)

Polarisation: This is commonly under-
stood as division between communities sep-
arated by caste (and religion). My travels sug-
gested that while polarisation exists, it is
more on the basis of whether you are pro-BJP
or pro-Congress. In UP, the pro-Congress vote
is not reflected in a vote for the Congress, but
as a vote for the Mahagathbandhan. Indeed,
possibly the most striking statistic from West
Bengal and UP is there was nary a mention
of the Congress. Whether the centre of grav-
ity of the Indian polity, held by the Congress

from Independence to 2014, has perma-
nently shifted to the BJP we will only know on
May 23. The conclusion is there is polarisa-
tion, but not in the Delhi sense.
Development not a concern in 2019: A
certified CW-Delhi conclusion is that some-
what surprisingly, after 2014, 2019 is emphat-
ically not about economic development. It is
ostensibly about everything but. Regardless
of the election result, this conclusion is certi-
fied wrong. Every journalist has her own style
of soliciting a view from the potential voter.
Mine is to never ask who the individual, or
group of individuals, are going to vote for. I like
to find out indirectly, thatis, which way is the
hawa, what are the issues, what is the think-
ing on the problems being faced, etc. I then
enjoy engaging the voter in a discussion about
theissues. If one believes that there is no truth,
justopinions about an “expected truth”, then
itisrelatively less difficult to infer voting pref-
erences of the potential voter.
InanUPvillage, one of my fellow travellers
asked me to talk to a group of youngish men
about the “no-jobs economy” they were fac-
ing. Ireadily jumped into the conversation and
asked the group what had been happening to
the economy overall. Isit true thatitis difficult
to find jobs? Yes, very difficult. This obviously
happened because of Modi’s economic poli-
cies, right? A worsened economic environ-
ment, right? Yes, the emphatic reply to both
questions. But comparing today with 2014, is
the situation worse, or the same, in terms of
job availability? Here, unlike his highly edu-
cated counterparts in urban India (the old
elite!), the rural voter does not believe in ar-
guments for the sake of argument. He admit-
ted that the situation, in terms of jobs, was no
worse than 2014, and may even be better.
The LLgroup arrives in large vans and en-
ters villages, and constructs interviews by the
roadside. I worry always, especially post
2014, as to how does the rural semi-urban
voter see us. Do they see us as part of the old
elite (associated with the Congress) or as the
new upwardly mobile elite (associated with
the BJP)? Do they tailor their responses ac-
cording to what they think we want to hear?
Many seasoned journalists have come to the
conclusion that Election 2019 will unleash
the punishment of the silent voter. Is the

If there is one unanimous
view emanating from UP
travel, it is that farmer
distress is real, and that cow
politics has deepened the
distress among all, farmers
and non-farmers. I have yet
to come across anyone
defending this policy,
whether a BJP supporter or
not. (I did not meet a self-
confessed RSS man, who
might have a different view).
Can anyone come up with a
defence about this lose-lose
policy? The poor Hindu
farmer is hurt; Muslims have
lost jobs, and in some
instances, life; the rural
economy is hurt. Yet Hindu
India continues to support
this madness. Platitudes
about gaushalas are heard.
What does this imply for
voting in UP? Modi does not
get the blame, Yogi does.

CR Sasikumar

silent voter pro-BJP or pro-Congress? Again,
another defining view which will become
known on May 23.

What nearly everyone admitted is that
their broadly defined income levels had gone
up. Construction of roads and delivery of
nearly 24/7 electricity. Add toilets and LPG
cylinders and bank accounts, mostly benefit-
ting women. The beginnings of national
health insurance. Motorcycles (and scoot-
ers) have increased manifold. Some even
have got houses — average welfare seems to
have increased substantially in UP. The
favourite explanation for the preponderance
of motor-cycle usage given that there were
(ostensibly) no jobs is dowry demands for
motorcycles. Still, a sign of progress.

The fearful voter: Did not see any evi-
dence of fear on the part of the voter. She
might be lying, but she is not fearful in giving
anopinion. At one roadside conversation, on
the one side were OBCs emphasising sup-
port for Modi; on the other side of the high-
way, barely 20 yards away, was a group of
Muslims complaining about the bias against
Muslims, and why they would definitely vote
against the BJP (but not for the Congress).

Farmer distress and cow politics: If
there is one unanimous view emanating
from UP travel, it is that farmer distress is
real, and that cow politics has deepened the
distress among all, farmers and non-farm-
ers. [ have yet to come across anyone defend-
ing this policy, whether a BJP supporter or
not. (I did not meet a self-confessed RSS man,
who might have a different view). Can any-
one come up with a defence about this lose-
lose policy? The poor Hindu farmer is hurt;
Muslims have lost jobs, and in some in-
stances, life; the rural economy is hurt. Yet,
Hindu India continues to support this mad-
ness. Platitudes about gaushalas are heard.
What does this imply for voting in UP? Modi
does not get the blame, Yogi does.

Conclusion: The number one policy con-
cern of the new government should be a
completely revamped policy towards agri-
culture and animal husbandry.

The writer is contributing editor,
The Indian Express and consultant,
Network 18. Views are personal

Under cover of a story

‘Time’ article on PM Modi omits his achievements, presents a false narrative

SAMBIT PATRA

BIAS CAN BE recognised not only from what
isvisible, but also from what is missing. There
is a crucial word missing from the rambling
lead article in Time magazine, which pur-
ports to be an analysis of five years of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s government. The
missing word is “corruption”.

Any balanced report would have men-
tioned, even ifit was only grudgingly, that one
of the most important reasons for Narendra
Modi’s victory in 2014 was the pervasive cor-
ruption that had become synonymous with
Congress rule between 2004 and 2014, bol-
stered by smaller parties who picked up their
share, through a voiceless Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh who paid the price of his
office with silence. You can rest assured that
if there had been even an iota of credible ev-
idence of corruption against PM Modi or his
ministers, it would have dominated the dia-
tribe that has been published under the guise
of journalism by Time.

For the Indian voterin 2019, this is an ex-
ceptional achievement. Modi famously said,
after being sworn in, “na khaoonga, na
khaaney doonga” (“I will not take money;
and I will let no one else take money”). He
has delivered. This is a principal reason, along

with many others, why “Modi! Modi!
Modi!” has become a signature chant at the
massive crowds that gather to hear him on
the campaign trail in 2019. It is unsurprising
that the magazine found neither the time
nor the space to even mention the extraordi-
nary turnout when PM Modi went to file his
nomination at Varanasi. To do so would have
interfered with a false narrative.

You also will find no mention of “Swachh
Bharat” or “Jan Dhan” or “Mudra”, or indeed
any of the economic welfare programmes
that have transformed the lives of the poor.
Nearly 50 years ago, Mrs Indira Gandhi won
aremarkable victory in the general elections
of 1971 with a simple but powerful slogan:
“garibi hatao” (remove poverty). But Mrs
Gandhi could not find the ideas or the mech-
anisms that would eliminate this dire
tragedy. When Modi became PM, a quarter of
India was still mired in harsh poverty. Modi
did not bracket poverty into statistics. He
viewed this historic curse through the lens
of lived experience, largely because he had
once been there himself. He devised a set of
programmes that aimed to improve the daily
lives of the poorest of the poor.

What observers seem to miss, or choose

to miss, is that there has been absolutely no
caste or communal bias in this colossal drive
against poverty. Any opposition party during
ageneral election is not kind towards govern-
ment inits rhetoric. Why should it be? This is
afree country. But no opposition party has ac-
cused the Modi government of discrimina-
tion on the basis of caste or creed in imple-
menting its social empowerment policies.

It is one of the fantasies of the post-
Independence Indian elite to believe that
secularism has been one of its gifts; and
without them India would never have been
a secular state. Our syncretismis not manna
from the privileged; it comes from the basic
faith and philosophy of our land. Indeed, one
of the reasons why communalism slowly be-
came entrenched into political conscious-
ness during the British era was because the
vote then was limited to only the top 10 or
11 per cent. Itis the poor, and indeed Indians
of all shades and classes, who have protected
the shared religious and cultural space.

Five years ago, parties campaigning for
the Muslim vote ceaselessly proclaimed that
if Modi came to power there would be riots
every week. That has not happened. There
have been a few terrible incidents of lynch-

ing, and they have been resolutely con-
demned. But you would need either a very
short, or a very convenient, memory to for-
get the riots that took place in Uttar Pradesh
during the UPA decade.

Democracy is, at its root, a popularity con-
test; it is a question of who gets more votes.
As has been famously, there might be a hun-
dred things wrong with democracy, but
every other option is infinitely worse.
Democracy is deeply rooted in India’s psy-
che. Our great generation of freedom fight-
ers, led by Mahatma Gandhi, did not win
freedom from the British in order to deny
freedom to Indians. Narendra Modi is a prod-
uct of democracy; for only democracy finds
amap for the journey from a hut to the prime
minister’s residence. The poor, and those
who emerge from poverty, have a far greater
vested interest in democracy than the elite,
who will remain in power no matter what
system prevails.

The proof of this pudding called elections
lies in the voting. You can hear the voice of
the people at Narendra Modi’s rallies.

The writer is a national
spokesperson of the BJP
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The undisguised overbearing and capricious manner of the US has affected the
world. Such behavior is targeted at Iran today, and it may be another country
tomorrow.” — GLOBAL TIMES, CHINA

Lies and loopholes

Non-disclosure of information
and filing of falsities in election affidavits
cannot be treated equally

123(2) of RPA.

Asimilar question came up before the SC
in Lok Prahari v. Union of India & Ors
(February 16, 2018), wherein the court fol-
lowed the Krishnamoorthy judgment. It
held that non-disclosure of information re-
lating to source of income and assets by can-
didates and their associates, is a corrupt

SHRADDHA GOME AND practice. The court laid emphasis on the fol-
HARPREET SINGH lowing paragraph from Krishnamoorthy:
GUPTA “While filing the nomination form, if the req-

uisite information, as has been highlighted
by us, relating to criminal antecedents, is not
given, indubitably, there is an attempt to sup-
press, effort to misguide and keep the peo-
ple in dark. This attempt undeniably and
undisputedly is undue influence and, there-
fore, amounts to corrupt practice.”

Evidently then, furnishing false infor-
mation which misguides and violates the
voters’ right to know their representative is
a corrupt practice under the RPA. To reaf-
firm the same, a petition was filed in the SC
inSeptember 2018, seeking directions from
the court to declare the filing of false affi-
davits a corrupt practice, and to direct the
legislature towards implementing the rec-
ommendations of the 244th Law
Commission Report. While the SCagreed in
principle that filing a false affidavit for elec-
tions is a corrupt practice, it expressed its
inability to direct a relevant legislation. It
failed to realise that the mere absence of a
separate clause declaring the filing of false
information as a corrupt practice, does not
stop the court from interpreting “undue in-
fluence” to include filing of false informa-
tion. The court should have relied oniits ear-
lier judgments in Lok Prahari and
Krishnamoorthy to rule that similar to non-
disclosure of information, false affidavits
will also constitute “undue influence” as
they also try to misguide people.

Thus, the SC missed a golden opportu-
nity to prevent the abuse of process and cure
a gross error — of treating non-disclosure
and filing false information differently. If at
all, deliberately filing false information
should be dealt with more strictly. In the ab-

ONAPRIL 15,2019, a Public Interest Litigation
(PIL) was filed in the Supreme Court against
Prime Minister Narendra Modi for filing a
false affidavit. The petitioner, Saket Gokhale,
aformer journalist, has alleged irregularities
regarding a plot of land, which, as per the
land records, still belongs to the PM — but it
has been omitted from his recent election
affidavits. Recently, Union minister Smriti
Irani was accused of falsifying her educa-
tional records in her affidavit. Surprisingly,
despite the upsurge in the number of com-
plaints of false affidavits, we are yet to see
any strict action taken in this regard. Hence,
itisimportant to lookinto the law governing
false affidavits under the under the
Representation of People’s Act, 1951 (“RPA”)
and examine its effectiveness in curbing this
malpractice.

Section 33 of the RPA, read with Rule 4A
of the Conduct of the Election Rules, man-
dates all candidates contesting
national/state assembly elections to furnish
an affidavit comprising basic information
such as their assets, liabilities, educational
qualifications and criminal antecedents (if
any). Failure to furnish information or filing
false information in the affidavit is a penal
offence under Section 125A of the RPA
which prescribes a penalty of maximum six
months or fine or both. However, unlike
conviction for offences like bribery, convic-
tion under Section 125A does not result in
disqualification of candidate.

Another relevant provision is Section 8A
which disqualifies any candidate found
guilty of corrupt practice from contesting  sence of any specific direction from the SC,
the election. Section 123 of the RPA defines  there is no clarity on the filing of false affi-
“Corrupt Practices” toinclude “bribery”,“un-  davits. Candidates are incentivised to file
due influence”, appealing to vote or not on  false information since the risk of disqualifi-
grounds of caste, religion etc. What is baf-  cation exists only in cases of non-disclosure.
fling is that non-disclosure of information The lack of legal clarity relating to false
has been interpreted as a corrupt practice  affidavits has led to multiple candidates,
amounting todisqualification under section  including prominent leaders, getting away
8A, but, the courts’silent stanceinthe treat- by filing false information in their election
ment of filing false information has led to  affidavits. Itis high time the SC clarifies that
the understanding that filing falseinforma-  filing false affidavits (similar to non-disclo-
tion does not amount to corrupt practice. ~ sure of certain information) constitutes
This means that candidateswhodonotdis-  “undueinfluence”, whichis a “corrupt prac-
close certain information can be disquali-  tice”. Further, to add clarity and discourage
fied, but those whofile false informationcan  false affidavits, the legislature must incor-
only be punished for maximumsixmonths. ~ porate threefold changes suggested by the

In Krishnamoorthy v. Sivakumar & Ors ~ Law Commission in the RPA. First, increase
(February 6, 2015), the issue before the SC  the punishment under Section 125-Ato a
was whether non-disclosure of criminalan-  minimum of two years; second, conviction
tecedents by a candidate in his affidavit  under this provision should be a ground for
amounts to corrupt practice under Section ~ disqualification of candidates under
260 of Tamil Nadu Panchayats Act (whichis ~ Section 8(1) of the RPA; and, third, falsifi-
similar to section 123(2) of RPA). The court  cation of affidavits by candidates must also
ruled that the voter’s right toknow thecan-  be separately included in section 123 of the
didate who represents himin Parliamentis ~ RPA as a corrupt practice. These changes
anintegral part of hisfreedomof speechand  are needed to ensure that the voter’s right
expression, guaranteed under the toinformation remains paramount, and
Constitution. Suppressing informationabout  the candidate’s constitutional right to con-
any criminal antecedents createsanimped-  testis subservient to it.
iment to the free exercise of the right to free-
dom of speech and expression. Therefore,
non-disclosure amounts to an undue influ-
ence and corrupt practice under Section

The writers are Mumbai-based lawyers and
alumni of National Law School of India
University, Bengaluru

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

OUT OF ORDER

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘An unfair LETTER OF
process’(IE, May 10). Anin-house panel THE \V EEK
appointed in haste delivered a verdict

on the charges against the CJI without

giving a copy to the complainant. The GOOD JOB

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Taming the tempest’ (IE, May
7).Much has changed since the
super cyclone of 1999, which
killed around 10,000 people in
Odisha. Much of it owes to the
high level of preparedness of
the state government and other
agencies. Accurate updates
about the cyclone’s path by the
India Meteorological
Department helped in contain-
ing the cyclone’s possibly dev-
astating effects. But there’s no
room for complacency. With
extreme weather phenomena
increasing due to climate
change, there’s a need to con-
stantly expand disaster man-
agement capacities.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Vishaka guidelines enjoins all compa-
nies to have a committee to probe sex-
ual harassment charges. Such a com-
mittee should have a member who is
not from the institution. Why was this
rule not followed when the committee
to probe charges against the CJI was
constituted? The haste with which the
CJI was exonerated has given rise to
“suspicions”.

Bholey Bharadwaj, Mumbai

OTHER ASIA BIBIS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Stranger
in her home’ (IE, May 10). Asia Bibi is
among the few whose story reaches the
world. Many more are victims of reli-
gious orthodoxy. Governments across
the world need to do some hard think-
ing onissues pertaining to religious mi-
norities. Otherwise, people whose “so-
lution” derives from religion might end
up causing problems for them.

Rahul Singh, Vadodara

Mueller report. His criticisms of India
over the Harley Davidson motorbike is-
sue is well known ,though India has cor-
rected the duty long time back. With an
highly imbalanced trade with India, US
will be hurting itself more than India if
they chose to raise tariffs.

Ashok Goswami, Mumbai

US’S HUBRIS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Give and
take’ (IE, May 9). Trump is a of decep-
tion. He wants to divert attention from
a possible impeachment over the
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Progress in judicial appointment is welcome,
but it is time for systemic change

seem to disagree on recommendations for judi-
cial appointments quite frequently these days. It
has become routine to hear that some recommenda-
tions for High Court appointments, as well as elevation
to the Supreme Court, have met with disapproval from
the government. In such instances, it requires reitera-
tion by the collegium for the names to be cleared. This
need not always be a cause for concern if it is a sign of
some serious consultation on the suitability of those re-
commended. However, it acquires the character of a
controversy if the government’s objections suggest an
oblique motive to thwart or delay the appointment of
particular nominees. The latest development concerns
Jharkhand High Court Chief Justice Aniruddha Bose
and Gauhati High Court Chief Justice A.S. Bopanna,
who were on April 12 recommended for elevation to the
Supreme Court. The government had sought a recon-
sideration of the two names. The collegium has now re-
peated its recommendations, emphasising that there is
nothing adverse against the two judges in terms of their
“conduct, competence and integrity” and that there is
no reason to agree with the government. Under the pre-
sent procedure, the government is now bound to ac-
cept the recommendation. The Supreme Court is keen
to fill up the current vacancies. It has also recommend-
ed two more judges, Justice B.R. Gavai of the Bombay
High Court and Chief Justice Surya Kant of the Hima-
chal Pradesh High Court, for appointment to the apex
court. If all these four recommendations go through,
the court will have its full complement of 31 judges.
While this will be welcome, some issues persist. In
systemic terms, the advisability of retaining the collegi-
um system of appointments is a major concern; and in
terms of process, the huge number of vacancies in the
various High Courts and lower courts is another. The
process of filling up vacancies depends on the relative
speed with which the collegium initiates proposals for
appointments and makes its recommendations after in-
ternal deliberations, and the time the government takes
to process the names. As on May 1, the total number of
vacancies in all the High Courts is 396. It is true that the
filling up of vacancies is a continuous and collaborative
process involving the executive and the judiciary, and
there cannot be a time frame for it. However, it is time
to think of a permanent, independent body to institu-
tionalise the process. The known inadequacies of the
collegium system and the mystery over whether a new
memorandum of procedure is in the offing are reasons
why the proposal for a constitutionally empowered
council to make judicial appointments ought to be re-
vived — of course, with adequate safeguards to preserve
the judiciary’s independence. The time may have come
for a systemic and processual overhaul.

The government and the Supreme Court collegium

A fraught moment

The US. and China need to take sustained
steps to de-escalate tensions over tariffs

he U.S.-China trade war has flared up again after a
Tdeceptive Iull over the last few months, when

both sides were trying to negotiate a deal. Out of
nowhere, President Donald Trump tweeted that he
would raise the 10% tariff imposed on $200-billion
worth of Chinese goods to 25%, starting Friday. That the
Trump administration pressed ahead with the increase
even as China’s Vice Premier Liu He was still in Wash-
ington for a second day of talks with U.S. trade officials
only underscores the businessman-turned-President’s
‘take no prisoners’ approach to negotiations. China
promptly promised retaliatory action, but was yet to
spell out the measures. With Mr. Trump tweeting that
“the process has begun to place additional tariffs at 25%
on the remaining” Chinese goods worth $325 billion,
the U.S. administration unambiguously signalled it was
not going to be the first to blink. The latest revival in ten-
sions between the world’s two largest economies ele-
vates the risk of a global trade war to its highest level
since the first signs emerged in 2018. The increase in ta-
riffs imposed on goods crossing international borders
essentially represents a new tax on a global economy al-
ready facing a slowdown. Last month, the International
Monetary Fund trimmed its projection for global
growth in 2019 to 3.3%, from a 3.5% forecast made in Ja-
nuary, citing slowing momentum in “70% of the world
economy”. IMF Chief Economist Gita Gopinath had at
the time projected a pick-up in global growth momen-
tum in the second half, predicated substantially on the
“improved” outlook for U.S.-China trade tensions.

IMF chief Christine Lagarde and Ms. Gopinath, ho-
wever, presciently warned that the world economy was
poised at “a delicate moment”. Were tensions in trade
policy to flare up again, it could result in large disrup-
tions to global supply chains and pose downside risks to
global growth, the IMF warned. Barely a month later,
the world economy faces the very real risk of an escala-
tion in this trade war where other countries, including
India, can largely only wait and watch as the U.S. and
China raise the pitch. While the U.S. may have genuine
concerns about Chinese protectionism, the overall eco-
nomic logic behind Mr. Trump’s trade policy still re-
mains weak. The cost of these tariffs will, after all, even-
tually be borne by American consumers and could
result in U.S. job losses too as the import of Chinese
parts become uneconomical for smaller businesses. In-
dian policymakers would do well to closely monitor
how the latest escalation in trade tensions pans out for
global demand and international energy prices, given
that the RBI has flagged oil price volatility as a factor
that would have a bearing on India’s inflation outlook.

Resolving India’s banking crisis

Acceleration in economic growth is not possible without addressing the problem of non-performing assets

C. RANGARAJAN &
T.T. RAM MOHAN

he government that assumes
Tofﬁce after the general elec-
tion will have to crack a se-
rious and unresolved problem: In-
dia’s banking sector. To do so, it
needs clarity on how the problem
arose in the first place. Only then
can it discard simplistic and ideo-
logically-driven solutions in favour
of those that can be effective.
Non-performing assets (NPAs)
at commercial banks amounted to
10.3 trillion, or 11.2% of advances,
in March 2018. Public sector banks
(PSBs) accounted for 8.9 trillion,
or 86%, of the total NPAs. The ratio
of gross NPA to advances in PSBs
was 14.6%. These are levels typi-
cally associated with a banking cri-
sis. In 2007-08, NPAs totalled 566
billion (a little over half a trillion),
or 2.26% of gross advances. The in-
crease in NPAs since then has been
staggering. How did this come
about?

Origin of the crisis

The answer lies partly in the credit
boom of the years 2004-05 to
2008-09. In that period, commer-
cial credit (or what is called ‘non-
food credit’) doubled. It was a pe-
riod in which the world economy
as well as the Indian economy
were booming. Indian firms bor-
rowed furiously in order to avail of
the growth opportunities they saw
coming. Most of the investment
went into infrastructure and relat-
ed areas — telecom, power, roads,
aviation, steel. Businessmen were
overcome with exuberance, partly
rational and partly irrational. They
believed, as many others did, that
India had entered an era of 9%
growth.

Thereafter, as the Economic
Survey of 2016-17 notes, many
things began to go wrong. Thanks
to problems in acquiring land and
getting environmental clearances,
several projects got stalled. Their
costs soared. At the same time,
with the onset of the global finan-
cial crisis in 2007-08 and the slow-
down in growth after 2011-12, reve-
nues fell well short of forecasts.
Financing costs rose as policy
rates were tightened in India in
response to the crisis. The depre-
ciation of the rupee meant higher
outflows for companies that had
borrowed in foreign currency.
This combination of adverse fac-
tors made it difficult for compa-
nies to service their loans to Indian
banks.

Tightening norms

The year 2014-15 marked a wa-
tershed. The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI), acting in the belief that NPAs
were being under-stated, intro-
duced tougher norms for NPA re-
cognition under an Asset Quality
Review. NPAs in 2015-16 almost
doubled over the previous year as
aresult. It is not as if bad decisions
had suddenly happened. It’s just
that the cumulative bad decisions
of the past were now coming to be
more accurately captured.

Higher NPAs mean higher pro-
visions on the part of banks. Provi-
sions rose to a level where banks,
especially PSBs, started making
losses. Their capital got eroded as
a result. Capital from the govern-
ment was slow in coming and it
was barely adequate to meet regu-
latory norms for minimum capital.
Without adequate capital, bank
credit cannot grow. Even as the
numerator in the ratio of gross
NPAs/advances rose sharply,
growth in the denominator fell.
Both these movements caused the
ratio to shoot up to a crisis level.
Once NPAs happen, it is important
to effect to resolve them quickly.
Otherwise, the interest on dues
causes NPAs to rise relentlessly.

SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT
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This, in brief, is the story of the
NPA problem. Since the problem
is more concentrated in PSBs,
some have argued that public ow-
nership must be the problem. Pu-
blic ownership of banks, accord-
ing to them, is beset with
corruption and incompetence (re-
flected in poor appraisal of credit
risk). The solution, therefore, is to
privatise the PSBs, at least the
weaker ones.

There are problems with this
formulation. There are wide varia-
tions within each ownership cate-
gory. In 2018, the State Bank of In-
dia’s (SBI's) gross NPA/gross
advances ratio was 10.9%. This
was not much higher than that of
the second largest private bank,
ICICI Bank, 9.9%. The ratio at a fo-
reign bank, Standard Chartered
Bank, 11.7%, was higher than that
of SBI. Moreover, private and fo-
reign banks were part of consortia
that are now exposed to some of
the largest NPAs.

The explanation lies elsewhere.
PSBs had a higher exposure to the
five most affected sectors — min-
ing, iron and steel, textiles, infras-
tructure and aviation. These sec-
tors accounted for 29% of
advances and 53% of stressed ad-
vances at PSBs in December 2014.
(The RBI’s Financial Stability Re-
port does not provide similar data
for the period thereafter.) For priv-
ate sector banks, the comparable
figures were 13.9% and 34.1%. Our
rough calculations show that PSBs
accounted for 86% of advances in
these five sectors. By an interest-
ing coincidence, this number is ex-
actly the same as the PSBs’ share

in total NPAs.

As mentioned earlier, infras-
tructure projects were impacted
by the global financial crisis and
environmental and land acquisi-
tion issues. In addition, mining
and telecom were impacted by ad-
verse court judgments. Steel was
impacted by dumping from China.
Thus, the sectors to which PSBs
were heavily exposed were im-
pacted by factors beyond the con-
trol of bank management.

Plans to prevent such crises
Wholesale privatisation of PSBs is
thus not the answer to a complex
problem. We need a broad set of
actions, some immediate and oth-
ers over the medium-term and
aimed at preventing the recur-
rence of such crises.

One immediate action that is re-
quired is resolving the NPAs.
Banks have to accept losses on
loans (or ‘haircuts’). They should
be able to do so without any fear of
harassment by the investigative
agencies. The Indian Banks’ Asso-
ciation has set up a six-member
panel to oversee resolution plans
of lead lenders. To expedite reso-
lution, more such panels may be
required. An alternative is to set
up a Loan Resolution Authority, if
necessary through an Act of Parlia-
ment. Second, the government
must infuse at one go whatever ad-
ditional capital is needed to recap-
italise banks — providing such cap-
ital in multiple instalments is not
helpful.

Over the medium term, the RBI
needs to develop better mechan-
isms for monitoring macro-pru-
dential indicators. It especially
needs to look out for credit bub-
bles. True, it’s not easy to tell a
bubble when one is building up.
Perhaps, a simple indicator would
be a rate of credit growth that is
way out of line with the trend rate
of growth of credit or with the
broad growth rate of the economy.

Actions needs to be taken to
strengthen the functioning of

New clouds over the Persian Gulf

Iran’s decision to withdraw partially from the nuclear deal is risky, and could play into U.S. plans
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ni announced on Wednesday

that Iran will withdraw partially
from the landmark nuclear deal of
2015. Iran’s decision to reduce its
commitments to the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA),
known as the P5+1 agreement,
comes as a reaction to the U.S.’s at-
tempts in recent weeks to reduce
Iran’s oil exports to zero. As a res-
ponse to U.S. sanctions, Iran is de-
manding that the remaining signa-
tories of the deal — the U.K., China,
France, Germany and Russia —
ease the restrictions on its banking
and oil sectors in the next 60 days.
In case the five endorsers of the
deal decide not to act in favour of
Iran, the authorities of Tehran will
remove the caps on uranium en-
richment levels and resume work
on the Arak nuclear facility.

Iranian President Hassan Rouha-

Loss of patience

Iran’s plans are very clear, and
they put an end to long and labo-
rious multilateral negotiations
which put strict limits on Iran’s nu-
clear activities in return for lifting

most international sanctions. Un-
doubtedly, Iran’s decision comes
as an expression of loss of patience
with a deal that is providing very
few of the promised economic be-
nefits. But by resuming its urani-
um enrichment operations, Iran
could be taking a huge risk, put-
ting at danger its diplomatic rela-
tions with Europe and playing the
game of the Trump administration
that has been taking a hard line
against Tehran.

Consequently, Iran might be
economically isolated, but the
message coming out from Russia is
that Iran is not alone. The Kremlin
has joined Tehran to accuse the
U.S. of retreating from the nuclear
deal, while approving Iran’s roll-
ing back of some of the terms of
the deal due to pressure from the
U.S. Of course, the Russian gesture
is not without some long-term in-
terests for the Kremlin. U.S. sanc-
tions against Iran will certainly re-
sult in the development of
cooperation between Moscow and
Tehran, but also with countries
like Turkey which are important to
American foreign policy.

This said, the goal of the Trump
administration in applying the
new series of sanctions is likely to
hit the earnings of Iran’s major
metals companies, such as Moba-
rakeh Steel and the National Ira-
nian Copper Industries Company.
This will have an immediate im-
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pact on the Iranian government’s
revenues, but it will also deterio-
rate the balance sheets of Iran’s
heavily indebted metals and min-
ing companies. No doubt, this sit-
uation will be followed by mass
unemployment, especially among
blue-collar workers employed by
state-owned enterprises who form
the backbone of Iran’s economy.

Stoking unrest

It is no secret that last year the 2.5-
million-strong government work-
force did not get a raise while pric-
es accelerated. To this end, the
Trump administration’s “maxi-
mum pressure” policy on Iran
aims directly to stoke social unrest
in Iranian cities by creating labour
strikes (in the Polish style of Soli-
darity back in the 1980s) within
the metals industry. For Donald
Trump and his aides, the outcome
of their confrontation with Iran is
clearly to deprive the Iranian re-
gime of the funds it can use to im-
pose its hegemony around West

Asia, but also to put pressure on
the everyday life of Iranian citi-
zens. From the Trump administra-
tion’s perspective, the economic
malaise in Iran should stoke prot-
ests sooner or later. But does this
mean the beginning of the end of
the regime of the Ayatollahs?

Things are more complex than
they might appear. If we take a
close look at the geostrategic situa-
tion of West Asia, Iran’s threat to
violate the JCPOA is a very worri-
some decision. Let us not forget
that from Iran’s perspective, Mr.
Trump’s America is considered a
rogue state. As for the Trump ad-
ministration, it considers the Is-
lamic regime in Tehran as its Ene-
my Number One in West Asia. The
recent announcement by John Bol-
ton, Mr. Trump’s National Security
Adviser, that the U.S. was dispatch-
ing an aircraft-carrier strike group
and bombers to West Asia to pro-
tect American allies and their in-
terests is an unmistakable attempt
to intimidate the Iranian regime.
Over the past few weeks, the
White House has intensified its
campaign of pressure and threats
against the authorities in Tehran
and the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC). In Washing-
ton’s eyes, Iran is a rogue state be-
cause of its support of militant
groups, its violations of human
rights, and its pursuit of nuclear-
related technologies.

banks in general and, more partic-
ularly, PSBs. Governance at PSBs,
meaning the functioning of PSB
boards, can certainly improve.
One important lesson from the
past decade’s experience with
NPAs is that management of con-
centration risk — that is, excessive
exposure to any business group,
sector, geography, etc. — is too im-
portant to be left entirely to bank
boards. The RBI has drawn this
lesson to some extent. Effective
April 1, 2019, the limit for exposure
to any business group has been re-
duced from 40% of total capital to
25% of tier I capital (which consists
of equity and quasi-equity instru-
ments). The limit for a single bor-
rower will be 20% of tier 1 capital
(instead of 20% of total capital).

Risk management

Other aspects of concentration
risk remain to be addressed. Over-
all risk management at PSBs needs
to be taken to a higher level. This
certainly requires strengthening
of PSB boards. We need to induct
more high-quality professionals
on PSB boards and compensate
them better.

Succession planning at PSBs al-
so needs to improve. Despite the
constitution of the Banks Board
Bureau to advise on selection of
top management, the appoint-
ment of Managing Directors and
Executive Directors continues to
be plagued by long delays. This
must end.

The task of accelerating eco-
nomic growth is urgent. This is not
possible without finding a solution
to the problems that confront the
banking system. There is ample
scope for improving performance
within the framework of public
ownership. It can be done. What is
needed is a steely focus on the part
of the government.

C. Rangarajan is a former Governor, RBI.
T.T. Ram Mohan is a professor at IIM,
Ahmedabad. The authors are grateful to
Siddharth Purohit for data support

But despite the sanctions, Iran
continues to fund its proxies in the
region, prepare missile tests and
support the Syrian regime of Bash-
ar al-Assad. Thus, at the point
where things stand, it is very hard
to imagine a turn towards negotia-
tions, although some European
countries might continue encou-
raging a return to diplomatic man-
agement of the Iranian crisis.
There is little likelihood of any
flexibility towards the Iranian re-
gime from the American side till
the November 2020 U.S. presiden-
tial election. Iran will certainly
look for ways to inflict a cost on
the U.S. directly or through militia
proxies in the region. In that case,
the scene will be set for military
confrontation between Iran and
the U.S.

Last but not the least, if Iran’s
leadership is to successfully resist
U.S. “maximum pressure”, it must
do more than choose the military
path. Those who oppose any un-
ilateral U.S. military action against
Iran can only hope that the Ayatol-
lahs and the IRGC will not react
violently to U.S. forces in the re-
gion and to its allies. In case that
happens, troubled times are
ahead for Iran, West Asia and the
global market.

Ramin Jahanbegloo is Director, Mahatma
Gandhi Centre for Peace, Jindal Global
University, Sonipat
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Low public discourse
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has referred to former
Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi as “Bhrashtachari
No.1” (“Abusing a martyred
PM is ultimate cowardice:
Congress”, May 10). Earlier,
Congress president Rahul
Gandhi called Mr. Modi a
“chor”. Interestingly, the
courts have found no
evidence against either
Rajiv Gandhi or Mr. Modi in
the Bofors and Rafale cases,
respectively. This only
shows how low our public
discourse is today —
accusations and name-
calling are rampant with no
basis in facts.

I have a couple of questions
for Mr. Modi, though. Why
talk about Rajiv Gandhi at
the fag end of this election?

Why is this important for
this election? Why did he
keep quiet all this time?
Why is his party talking
about Pakistan, Balakot and
Rajiv Gandhi instead of its
five years in power?

MOHAN ARIMBOOR,
Thrissur

Mr. Modi’s strategy is to
divert our attention from
the crucial problems we
face today. He seems to be
maintaining a stoic silence
on the fallout of
demonetisation,
unemployment, and the
problems of GST, while
harping on the anti-Sikh
riots and Rajiv Gandhi.

N.C. SREEDHARAN,
Kannur

The shameful remarks

made against the Aam
Aadmi Party’s Atishi show
yet again how low we have
descended as a society
(“AAP candidate accuses
Gambhir of slander”, May
10). Why should anyone
talk of Ms. Atishi’s past
relationships instead of her
work? Why should the
Prime Minister drag an
assassinated Prime Minister
into an unsavoury
controversy? Rajiv Gandhi
isn’t alive to defend himself.
How can politicians ask for
votes in the name of the
defence forces? This is a
dangerous trend that will
affect the apolitical
character of the forces.
Where are the statesmen of
this country?

Elections come and go but
we can’t afford to lose the

soul of the nation. that he could in the last

R.D. SINGH, general election. That is

Ambala why he is busy talking
about Rajiv Gandhi.

Ground realities V. SUBRAMANIAN,

BJP president Amit Shah, in ~ Chennai

his assertion that the NDA

will better its 2014 Gogoi case

performance, seems to
ignore the ground realities
(““We will increase seats,
improve our margins of
victory and expand’,” May
10). Opposition alliances in
U.P., Karnataka and
Maharashtra are new in this
election. Even if anti-
incumbency is marginal, it
could affect the NDA’s vote
share and seat share. The
BJP’s uneasy alliance with
the Shiv Sena is not going to
improve its tally in
Maharashtra. Mr. Modi is
not able to create the awe

The most important
requirement of any inquiry
is that the person
conducting the inquiry
must be independent, i.e.,
he or she can have no
relationship, including a
professional one, with the
parties to the inquiry (“By
established law and
procedure,” May 10). That
principle was grossly
violated in the inquiry
against the Chief Justice of
India. It is natural for those
working together to be
constrained by professional

brotherhood. This point
has been missed in the
analysis.

VASANT NARAYAN DESHMUKH,
Bengaluru

It is difficult to agree with
the views expressed by the
writer. There were several
issues apart from sexual
harassment that cannot be
overlooked in this case,
such as frequent transfers
of the complainant, actions
taken against her family
and intimidation, as
reported by her. Justice
must not just be done, but
must be seen as done. This
unfortunately has not
happened in this case.

V. NARAYNEN,
Chennai

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/
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Picking up the pieces after Cyclone Fani

The cyclone battered Bhubaneswar and Puri last week, leaving behind a trail of destruction. Jacob Koshy and Satyasundar Barik report on
the efforts by the government and relief teams to restore normalcy

hattered windowpanes, sturdy
Strees lying flat on the roads, and

downed power lines are the promi-
nent markers of Cyclone Fani, which
pounded Puri and Bhubaneswar in Od-
isha on May 3. Three days after Fani, ca-
tegorised as an ‘extremely severe cy-
clonic storm’, ploughed through the
State killing at least 40 people and injur-
ing 160, the streets of Bhubaneswar are
filled with workers of the National Disas-
ter Response Force, dressed in bright
orange. Senthil Rao, 28, and five others
have spent all morning trying to remove
an uprooted banyan tree. “It is an old
tree and has blocked an entire stretch of
the main road. My work seems inter-
minable,” Rao groans during a tea
break.

This is Rao’s tenth tree since early
morning. It’s largely due to the efforts of
600 teams of the State and Central dis-
aster response forces that the city roads
are navigable now. Tree trunks and
branches have been swept into mounds
and line the sidewalks and street cor-
ners. There are so many of them that
the government has permitted anyone,
with the means and the men, to cart
them away and use them as fit without
the usual tendering and bureaucracy.

There is little public and private tran-
sport on the streets; only the bulky JCBs
can be seen in corners and inner
streets. They are clawing out crumbled
billboards and the remnants of carts
and tyres from the rubble, and lifting
logs. Santosh Rout, who manages a fleet
of JCBs, says that he has been charging a
30% premium for the use of his ma-
chines. “The demand is very high. Ho-
wever, I hear there are nearly 30 teams
of JCBs commissioned, so it looks like
things will be normal in less than a
week,” he says.

Fani, which started out in the Bay of
Bengal in the last week of April, was
quite unlike the typical storms that Od-
isha is accustomed to. From 1965 to
2017, the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian
Sea collectively registered 46 ‘severe cy-
clonic storms’. More than half of them
occurred between October and Decem-
ber. Seven of them occurred in May and
only two (in 1966 and 1976) were record-
ed in April, according to data from the
India Meteorological Department’s cy-
clone statistics unit. Before Fani, only
one of them (in 1966) had actually made
landfall over India.

While modern, meteorological re-
cord-keeping dates furious cyclones in
QOdisha to as far as back to 1831, to the av-
erage citizen, in contemporary times
1999 marked the turning point for the
State. The cyclone that hit that year was
catastrophic: it killed thousands, oblit-
erated homes, and left a trail of destruc-
tion. The State was cut off from the rest
of the country, and it was weeks before
the magnitude of the tragedy hit home.
Since then, Odisha has prepared itself in
various ways to face such cyclones — by
building specially crafted storm shelters
and commissioning electric poles that
are designed to withstand strong gales.

By May 1, the weather department
was confident that Fani would be unfor-
giving, but not as powerful as BOB 06
(cyclones then didn’t have names) that
had hit the port town of Paradip in 1999.

Capital without power

Since Bhubaneswar is bald without tree
cover after Fani, the heat and humidity
are more palpable than before. There is
no power, to add to the woes, so the city
after dusk is both dark and uncomforta-
ble. While city-specific figures aren’t
available, the State Disaster Manage-
ment Authority estimates that at least
45,000 km of power lines and 11,000
distribution transformers have been
destroyed by the cyclone.

Sarath Chandra, a hotel manager,
says that normally in early May, when
the tourist season is just beginning, his
hotel is only about 60% full. “This time
we’re nearly 85% full,” he says. “There
are no outstation tourists. All of them
are locals escaping the heat of their
homes.” Chandra’s hotel is among those
equipped with a diesel-generation set,
which means that there is a steady sup-
ply of water and electricity.

“The air conditioner in the room
doesn’t cool but being here is better
than being at home,” says Dolly Patra,
who is staying with her family at Chan-
dra’s hotel. Her second floor flat, barely
3 km from the hotel, is a cauldron, she
explains. Power is expected to return
only after a fortnight, and water supply
is irregular. When the cyclone howled
through her apartment complex, she
was scared for herself and her infant. “I
was terrified that the asbestos sheets
nearby would smash into my bedroom,”
she says. After the storm she stayed put
at home, but mosquitoes entered her
home in droves and she was afraid that
her child would fall sick. “I hope to get
back home soon or move to a relative’s
place. Staying in a hotel is expensive for
us,” she says.

At the Secretariat of the Odisha State
Disaster Management Authority (OSD-
MA), Bishnupada Sethi presides over a
crew of officers who compile and coor-
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dinate information with district centres
and the IMD. Details of damage, relief
dispensed and lacunae are continually
wired to Sethi’s office. While the unit’s
coordination has earned plaudits —
from Prime Minister Narendra Modi to
the United Nations — Sethi says that in
spite of the preparation and the “me-
mories of 1999, citizens were “mental-
ly unprepared” for the impending disas-
ter. “This is a State where cyclones
recur. At the State level, there are plans
and a standard operating procedure to
deal with the eventuality. However, ma-
ny were unprepared. In fact, many peo-
ple refused to leave their thatched hous-
es and go to shelters,” he notes.

Anger in Puri

Its stature as a capital city and the pre-
valence of concrete houses may have
contributed to zero casualties, accord-
ing to official figures, in Bhubaneswar,
but the temple town of Puri, which is
about 60 km away, presents a vastly dif-
ferent picture.

National Highway 316 that connects
the two cities is smooth; it was spared
Fani’s wrath. However, on both sides of
the highway lie uprooted coconut trees
and houses with holes in their tiled
roofs. At least 21 deaths have been re-
ported in Puri district.

Not far from the beach, where the sea
is now placid, anger is growing at the go-
vernment shelter near Talabaniya in Pu-
ri town. This pink building is one among
the 879 constructed by the Odisha go-
vernment across Puri, Cuttack and
Khordha. The two-storey buildings, de-
signed in 2004 with assistance from the
Indian Institute of Technology, Kharag-
pur, are low-cost and capable of accom-
modating about 3,000 people. They are
resilient to wind speeds greater than
200 kmph. The Talabaniya shelter is al-
so equipped with an alarm and a horn.
In the event of an impending storm, in-
structions are relayed to those living in
thatched houses, or the homeless, to
come to the shelter.

“There were warnings on the day be-
fore the cyclone struck and many of us
came to the shelter,” says Pintu Prad-
han, who works in a nearby hotel. “A
day before the storm, we were given
rice and dal. On the day of the storm we
were given packed dry fruits, chuda
(flattened rice) and gur (jaggery).

Cyclone Fani killed at least 40 people in Odisha and injured 160. Penthakata village in Puri after the storm.

There’s been no food ever since.” Prad-
han’s house, along with the houses of
about 700 others of the Biju Nagar slum,
was reduced to rubble. Only those with
“food security cards,” says Pradhan,
were eligible for the Chief Minister’s re-
lief package of 32,000 and 50 kg of rice
per month as well as polythene sheets
that could be used as roofs. There were
families who lost everything in the
storm and now have no food, water or
jobs, he says.

While Pradhan and several men,
most of them daily wage labourers, rue
the absence of primarily benefits, the
women of Biju Nagar trek a kilometre to
the grounds of the government techni-
cal training institute to collect fallen
branches and twigs to use as firewood.
The trunks are also useful to rebuild
houses, one of them points out. Anoth-
er group of women has congregated at
the Puri Collectorate to protest against
the unavailability of food and water.
Due to the absence of an effective com-
munication system, the promised wel-
fare and supplies are not making their
way to the people, says Shanti, one of
the protesters. As part of relief mea-
sures, residents are eligible for up to
%95,000 for ‘fully damaged’ structures
and compensation for damage to agri-
cultural and horticultural crop, and
fisheries.

Balwant Singh, the Puri District Col-
lector, who assumed charge on May 7,
says the lack of power and telecommu-
nication has hampered access to sup-
plies. “There’s a standard operating
procedure in place. Setting up free
kitchens near shelters and restoring
road connectivity are our immediate
priorities. For all that we need to have

the communication system with Bhuba-
neswar running smoothly,” he adds.

The problem of communication
With mobile phone connection down,
the Collectorate, with its compound
walls and plantations hit, is relying on a
ham radio network. Ramesh Kuthum-
baka, a Hyderabad-based advocate and
an amateur ham operator, says he was
called by OSDMA on May 1. “Two ham
radio colleagues and I left Hyderabad
and travelled 1,200 km by road in a Qua-
lis to reach OSDMA and set up a ham
network. We struggled to come here,
there were strong winds. We reached on
May 3,” he recounts. Another team of
ham operators from Kolkata reached
the Puri Collectorate and installed a ra-
dio station. “Since then we’ve been
helping the State authorities with trans-
mitting and receiving instructions. The
Chief Secretary relied on our network.
There was nothing else,” he claims.
Kuthumbaka has skipped many meals.
He complains of the lack of support
from the district administration. “There
doesn’t seem to be a well-thought-out
plan. For instance, in spite of knowing
fairly reliably by April 27 that Odisha
would be hit, we were told only on the
1st,” he says. However, he will be pre-
sent in Puri “as long as he is needed”.
Sethi points out that the “operational
difficulties” and the sheer magnitude of
the devastation would mean that re-
turning to normalcy will take weeks.
Nearly 100 million kg of rice was rea-
died beforehand, yet distribution is tar-
dy, he says. “We had to evacuate about
1.4 million people within 12 hours. Near-
ly 200 lakh SMSes were sent to various
levels of administration — right down to

We had to evacuate about 1.4
million people within 12 hours.
Nearly 200 lakh SMSes were
sent to various levels of
administration. Remember,
this was after the election
exercise, itself an arduous task.

BISHNUPADA SETHI
Odisha State Disaster Management Authority
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the village heads of 14 districts,” he says.
He explains why people were mobilised
into action only by May 1: “Remember,
this was after the election exercise, itself
an arduous task, had just concluded on
April 29. Officers and the administration
are human too.”

Another challenge, adds Sethi, was to
convince people to leave their homes
and rush to the shelters. “Often they
wouldn’t listen. We have seen it here ev-
ery time there has been a cyclone. Peo-
ple say they will weather the storm and
then they all suffer.”

In Brahmagiri town in Puri, a block-
level official says that in the administra-
tive block of Bhagawat Patna, nearly
27,289 people had to be evacuated. “Ma-
ny of them refused to come, saying Lord
Jagannath would keep them safe,” he re-
counts. “There were four deaths, but it’s
not confirmed if they were specifically
due to the cyclone.”

The custodians of Jagannath say they
are dealing with their own worries. Fani
didn’t spare the Jagannath temple in Pu-
ri, the mainstay of the town. One of the
key idols is damaged and losses to some
of the temple’s property amount to 35
crore, reckons S. Chatterjee, a temple
administration official. However, the
temple itself is not participating in any
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relief work or donating any of its corpus
to the State to help with rehabilitation.
The temple administration receives, on
average, 32 lakh per day as donation but
was expecting help from the govern-
ment and individuals to prepare for the
annual Rath Yatra in July. The long
stretch of road, where the idols are cart-
ed, is largely clear. “Since the cyclone
hit, daily offerings have plummeted. In
the first two days, after the storm we
barely got ¥700 on an average,” Chatter-
jee says.

In the artisanal village of Raghuraj-
pur, on the outskirts of Puri, the 100-
odd families skilled in the art of patta-
chitra (painting on palm leaf) while
away their time. In their part of town,
Cyclone Fani brought rain and des-
troyed some of the paintings. Each
painting takes about a day to make, says
Gauranga Maharana, an artist who is in
the midst of painting a wood-carved
swan when we meet him. “The winds
and the rain were so strong that my
paintings got soaked. Paintings worth
nearly 320,000 have been damaged,”
he says. Maharana, who traces his artis-
try to “several generations”, estimates
that a usual summer day brings in close
to a thousand tourists (Raghurajpur is a
heritage village), but now with the State
battered, the number of tourists, both
Indians and foreigners, has dwindled.

The cyclones of May

Housed in a single-storey building, the
walls of which are plastered with charts
describing El Nino, warming seas and
other climate phenomena, the scien-
tists at the State headquarters of the
IMD are working in the corridors and
verandahs to escape the stifling heat.
Habibur Rehman Biswas, the chief
scientist of the department, says he
hadn’t left the office for 72 hours
straight after May 1. “Initially, we
thought it would be a typical summer
cyclone of the Bay of Bengal. We
thought it would go either towards And-
hra Pradesh or turn towards Bangla-
desh and Myanmar and miss the Odisha
coast. We were wrong.”

Meteorologists note with worry that
so-called recurving cyclones — ones that
sharply turn eastwards — are becoming
more frequent around the Indian
Ocean. The IMD publicly disseminates
information via a WhatsApp group that
has senior district administration offi-
cials and media representatives. “We’re
always getting inputs, but with power
gone, it’s a bit slow. Still, there are other
IMD agencies that pick up inputs and re-
lay them. There will always be regular
inputs, come what may,” he says.

With Cyclone Fani gone, Rehman
doesn’t rule out the possibility of anoth-
er strong cyclone. “There’s nothing
which says that such a strong storm
won’t lead to another one in a few
weeks, though there aren’t immediate
indications yet. May is usually when
there are many more cyclones.”
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