8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

A disturbingrise

For two successive years, registrations for external commercial
borrowing have shot up. Itis a trend the govt can't afford to ignore
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cial borrowing (ECB) saw a huge
jump last year. Data compiled by the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) shows that
registrations for ECB in 2018-19 shot up
by 45 per cent to $41.92 billion, compared
to $28.87 billion in the previous year. Isn't
this a cause for concern?
Remember that ECB registrations
had declined in the three consecutive

I ndia’s demand for external commer-

years from 2014-15. They fell by 14 per
cent to $28.38 billion in 2014-15 and
again dropped by another 14 per cent to
$24.37 billion in 2015-16 and further
declined by almost 10 per cent to
$21.98 billion in 2016-17.

The trend changed from 2017-18,
when the ECB registrations shot up by
31 per cent to $28.87 billion. With a
45 per cent increase in ECB registrations
in 2018-19, policy makers in North
Block, headquarters of the finance min-
istry, should be as concerned over the
trend as those in the RBI.

Itistobe noted that such data is based
on applications made for ECB or foreign
currency convertible bonds (FCCB),
against which registrations are allotted
during this period. This may not be the
same as the actual amount brought into
the country through the ECB route dur-
ing the year, but it reflects the trend in
the demand for such borrowings. Since
this will be eventually captured in the

country’s balance of payments with
minor adjustments, the rising trend is an
advance indication of the nature of pres-
sure ECBs could put on India’s manage-
ment of the external sector.

A recent study by CARE Ratings has
drawn attention to the many aspects of
the sharp rise in the ECB registrations.
Among the factors that need to be kept
in mind, according to the CARE Ratings
study, are: The relatively elevated levels
of interest rates, before they began
declining a bit, tightening liquidity in
the domestic economy putting pressure
on companies to look for external
sources of financing, slowing activity in
the corporate bonds market and the con-
tinued stress in the banking sector.

But, as brought out by the study, there
are quite a few other interesting trends in
the rise in ECB registrations. The average
maturity of the borrowings has seen a
steady decline — from about 6.5 years in
2014-15to 6.1 years in 2017-18 and further

down to 5.22 years in 2018-19. Similarly,
out of the total 1,012 registrations in 2018-
19, only 17 had applied for borrowings
above $500 million and these accounted
for $18.1 billion of registrations.

In other words, less than two per cent
of the applicants had accounted for
43 per cent of the total borrowing
amount registered last year. The skew
appears even more pronounced if you
note that over 95 per cent of the appli-
cants had sought individual approvals
for ECB below $250 million. And these
accounted for just about a third of the
total value of ECB registrations.

In January 2019, the RBI had relaxed
the guidelines for approval of ECB appli-
cations. These relaxations included an
expansion in the list of eligible borrow-
ers, raising the cap on such borrowings
from $500 million to $750 million for all
categories of applicants and up to
$10 billion for oil marketing companies
and reducing the minimum maturity
period for such borrowings.

Earlier, the minimum maturity peri-
od was three, five and 10 years, based
on the purpose and quantum of the
ECB. With the relaxation, the minimum
maturity period was reduced to three or
five years. The new guidelines, there-
fore, allowed Indian entities to borrow

Will corporate India be up for sale?

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

We must bring in private equity and patience
capital in funding promoters against pledge of
shares. Ifit's too late, India Inc might lose its shirt
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ast week, the share price of Essel
I group companies fell sharply on
worries about the process of
stake sale by the group being delayed
— something the lenders needed yes-
terday. The share price of Zee
Entertainment Enterprises Ltd, the
flagship company of the group, crashed
after Reliance Mutual Fund reportedly
sold its entire holding, worth around
%400 crore, in the market.

If the promoters are not able to pay
back the bank loan by September, the
lenders may sell the shares of the group,
pledged to them. However, the fund
houses that have exposure to the group
are fast losing their patience.

A May 7 statement of the group
said, “The stake sale process of Zee
Entertainment... undertaken... is in
steady progress and at an advanced
stage.” Earlier in April, it had said,
“As per the arrangement with the
lenders, a resolution for the repay-
ment will be achieved by September
2019. Essel Group is confident to com-
plete the repayment towards each and
every lender.”

The Khaitans of the B M Khaitan
Group are also in search of a new own-
er for Eveready Industries Ltd, its flag-
ship entity, even as shares of the bat-
tery maker as well as McLeod Russel
Ltd, its tea plantation company, are
being hammered.

In February, the Agarwal and
Goenka families, promoters of Emami
Ltd, sold 10 per cent of their stakes for
%1,600 crore to pare the debts of group
companies such as Emami Cement Ltd
and Emami Power Ltd, among others.
The sale pared the promoters’ holding
in Emami Ltd by 10 percentage points
from 72.74 per cent. As the group brings
down its debt, its ability to release the
shares of holding company pledged
with the lenders will get a boost.

Reportedly, the promoters had
pledged at least 47 per cent of their
stakes to raise money for funding the
capital-guzzler cement and power pro-
jects. At a conference call with its
investors after its third quarter earnings,
the promoters had said that the group
would look at a reduction in the pledged
shares to around 30-35 per cent.

These incidents illustrate a new
malaise of corporate India that might
change the rules of the game forever.
Many groups are under severe stress
and looking for ways to sell or win back
their pledged shares. Going by BSE
data, the value of shares pledged by
promoters was to the tune of ¥2.25 tril-
lion in the last week of April. More than
50 per cent of the promoters — 2,932
out of 5,126 BSE-listed companies —
have raised money, pledging their
shares; during the March quarter
alone, the promoters of at least 125

companies had raised the quantum of
shares pledged.

Clearly, we need to take a fresh look
at the so-called debt to EBITDA or earn-
ings before interest, taxes, depreciation
and amortisation — a measure of prof-
itability of a company — as it doesn’t
reflect the real health of a company. In
addition to the debt of the operating
company, we need to take into account
the debt of the holding company too,
which the promoters raise pledging
their shares. Loosely speaking, it’s
something like looking at the fiscal
deficit of both the federal government
as well as the states simultaneously to
gauge the strength of an economy.

Typically, the promoters raise debt
pledging the shares of the holding com-
pany to pump in money in their oper-
ating companies, diversify, or any other
purpose and seldom they clear the debt
to claim back the shares. The average
yield of Sensex stocks is around 1.5 per
cent and that of the listed universe is
around 0.5 per cent. How will they clear

their debt? Besides, the lenders are
always willing to roll over the debt, one
lender replacing another — playing
passing the parcel game.

At least 60 per cent of such pledged
shares are with non-banking finance
companies (NBFCs) and mutual funds
(MFs). The banks are not allowed to
fund companies against pledged shares
but they can ask for such shares as a
security to ensure repayment of loans.
Of course, individuals can raise money
against pledge of shares. Insurance
companies and pension funds do not
fund against pledge of shares.

The fund-starved NBFCs want
money and debt mutual funds are
under redemption pressure as their
investors are wary of the health of
some of the promoters to which the
funds have taken exposure. Typically
such loans are given against a hefty
margin (for a X 100 loan, a promoter
may need to pledge shares worth 150
or even 3200). When the value of its
shares fall, the promoters need to put
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more under the ECB route and with a
shorter maturity period.

It is clear from both the registrations
data and the policy relaxations that
Indian companies find ECB to be an
increasingly preferred and attractive
route for meeting their financial needs.
This may be a comment on the banking
sector’s inability to meet the Indian cor-
porate sector’s fund requirements on
attractive terms and the tight liquidity
situation in the domestic economy. But,
as the study rightly points out, two risks
cannot be ignored.

The share of ECBin India’s total exter-
nal debt of over $510 billion is on the rise
— it was estimated at 37 per cent in
September 2018. The reduced maturity
period for ECB could adversely impact
India’s overall external debt profile.
Finally, the exchange rate fluctuations
could be a big risk. The last five years
have seen an annual rupee depreciation
against the US dollar of around three per
cent. There are no guarantees that the
exchange rate would not fluctuate by a
higher margin. While companies apply-
ing for ECB should always be on their
guard, the government too should not
be unmindful of the dangers of increas-
ing reliance on such borrowings with
external risks.

in more shares on the table to main-
tain the margin, or else, the lenders
(in this case, the NBFCs and MFs) sell
the shares to recover their dues. In the
process, the promoter’s stake in the
company goes down; it also puts pres-
sure on the stock price. As the prices
fall, more shares are sold, creating a
vicious cycle.

Whether the lenders are selling the
shares or promoters themselves doing
it, the erosion in stake and fear of losing
ownership are real for many promoters.
That’s the problem of corporate India.
How about the NBFCs and MFs? Many
feel that the MFs have no business of
giving money to the promoters taking
shares as collateral and the market reg-
ulator should clamp down on them.
Similarly, the banking regulator should
restrain the NBFCs from lending
against promoters’ pledge of shares.

This is a legitimate way of raising
money and there is nothing wrong in
giving money against pledge of shares
as they are as good an asset class as,
say, a factory, gold or real estates.
Globally, private equity funds play a
major role in this segment but they
aren’t there in the Indian market.

While the promoters must stop
unrelated diversification or even fund
diversion, in some cases, the NBFCs
and MFs need to take a fresh look at
this segment. For instance, once an
investor redeems a debt fund, the mon-
ey is given the next day, following the
so-called T+1 trading system. The
redemption pressure can be avoided if
MFs find ways how such an exposure
can be part of close-ended alternate
investment funds (AIFs). Less than 10
per cent of the 23 trillion assets under
management of the Indian MF industry
consist of AIF. We also need to bring in
private equity and patience capital in
funding promoters against pledge of
shares. If it’s too late, India Inc may lose
its shirt.

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

INSIGHT

Tagore in the world

India's soft power is mostly gauged in
terms of the global popularity of yoga,
Bollywood films and cuisine. One less
acknowledged trend is the enduring
popularity of Rabindranath Tagore.
Ironically, nowhere is this more visible
than in China. Not only have Tagore's
works been translated into Mandarin,
a selection of his poetry, essays and
short stories is part of the national
school syllabus. Even more
improbably, Tagore appears to be
revered in Kazakhstan too. Recently, a
visiting delegation of the National
Cadet Corps to this Central Asian
republic attended a memorial
programme on the occasion of the
poet's birth anniversary and reported a
surprisingly high turnout.

Countdown has begun

When will south superstar Rajinikanth
(pictured) enter the poll fray? The wait
is likely to be over soon if one were to
go by the signals coming out of the
Rajini camp. The 68-year-old actor
has been terribly busy lately,
ostensibly adding the finishing
touches to most of his projects. His
Rajini Makkal Mandram (Rajini
People's Organisation) has been up
and running for two years now,
though he has said time and again
that he would not contest election in
2019, but would be ready to take the
plunge during the next Assembly
elections in Tamil Nadu. In Trichy some
days back, Rajini's brother
Sathyanarayana Rao Gaikwad said,
after inaugurating their parents'
memorial, that the actor will make an
announcement after May 23. So there
you are...

Out of retirement?

Looks like former West Bengal Chief
Minister Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee,
who had all but withdrawn from
active politics after Mamata Banerjee
defeated his Left Front government in
West Bengal in the Assembly elections
of 2011, is planning to come out of
retirement. In an interview to the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) or
CPI (M) mouthpiece Ganashakti, he
had a word of warning for the state's
CPI (M) cadre. He said quitting
Trinamool to join the Bharatiya
Janata Party was like jumping from
the frying pan to the fire. Among
other things, he also insinuated that
the Trinamool and the BJP were hand
in glove. "We need to uproot this kind
of politics," he added.

Needed: A de novo assessment of capability

Naval Assemblies are more than just about pomp and show

PREMVIR DAS

uch has been written in
recent weeks about the
International Fleet Review

hosted by the Chinese Navy (PLAN) at
the port of Qing Dao in which two
Indian naval ships also participated.
Similarly, the next few days will see
joint naval exercises between the
Indian and French navies, termed
Varuna, on the west coast of India with
aircraft carriers and nuclear submarine
participating. Many think of such inter-
faces as mere spectacles; others ascribe
to them a somewhat larger dimension.
The truth lies somewhere in between.

There is, of course, ceremony and
spectacle including parades, but at the
core of such gatherings is the theme
that participants are on good terms
with the host nation. So, there is some-
thing of diplomacy, leave aside the
naval nature of these events.
International Fleet Reviews carry a
message and intent. The premise that
they are meant to symbolise the host
navy’s prowess is simplistic. That is
known widely and followed closely
and does not need to be proved
through displays.

Then come the exercises, joint as
they are termed such as the one
scheduled to take place early next

month. Both India and France are
major Indian Ocean maritime powers
with coalescing interests in the region.
Such exercises are an annual feature
of interfaces at sea between our navy
and those of the USA, Russia, UK,
Australia, Japan, Singapore; the scope
of each depends on the operational
needs of the participants. With some
navies, exercises at sea termed
“Passex” are routinely done as part of
port visits. Engagements of the first
category enable professional interac-
tion at sea and enable us to review our
own practices but more important,
sends a message to others that the
bilateral interface flows from mutual-
ity of strategic maritime interests; the
Passex variety are less substantive but
still have value. All of them essentially
flow from a diplomatic synergy.

This is the context in which
International Fleet Reviews and Joint
Exercises at sea should be seen. They
are not just gatherings of naval ships or
ceremonial show but a visible demon-
stration of how nations wish to interact
with respective host nations. Foreign
policy and resultant diplomacy moti-
vate them and they are, therefore, a
reflection of how participating nations
view their maritime interests and seek
to safeguard, even enhance them. Only
maritime forces — read navies — pos-
sess this intrinsic capability to symbol-
ise the national interest in this manner.
Hence, such events are increasingly
being used internationally in concert
with foreign policy objectives.

This brings us to how India deals
with its maritime interests and inter-
faces them with others in the manner
that it does. Even though it is essen-
tially the major Indian Ocean regional

French Rafales and Indian Navy MIG 29
flying past INS Vikramaditya during the
joint exercises

power, its interests stretch across the
Indo-Pacific theatre given that more
than half of its overseas trade travers-
es that route. It is for this reason that
its ships are deployed in the South and
East China Sea waters routinely, inter-
acting with navies of several littorals
and participating in events such as the
one recently held in Qing Dao. These
deployments are, naturally, not as
extensive as in the Indian Ocean
where our interests are clearly more
dominant. What happens in the
waters of the North Indian Ocean is a
primary concern and the southern lit-
torals which sit astride access to them
such as Seychelles, Mauritius and
Mozambique and those more south —
namely, France (Reunion Islands) and
South Africa are important as they can
act to our advantage or otherwise. It
is for this reason that one hears of
operating facilities being sought for
our maritime forces in that region.
The northern waters extend from the
eastern entries which come through

South East Asia to the western routes
leading up to the Suez Canal. This is
the context in which our maritime
interfaces should be seen. They are
visibly naval but they flow from the
larger national interest.

Does India have the wherewithal to
meet the challenges that this geopoliti-
cal seascape poses is a question that
may be asked including whether we are
over-bidding, to use a Bridge term. The
answer is both yes and no. We are, even
as of today, the major regional maritime
power and must be able to deploy wher-
ever that may become necessary. We
can also extend this reach through our
island territories and the ability to oper-
ate large aircraft from airfields in south-
ern India, leave aside carrier borne air
power. There are weaknesses, no doubt,
such as in our force level of submarines,
in ships capable of carrying men and
materiel over distances. Unfortunately,
defence allocations, as a percentage of
GDP, have been among the least in the
last few years inhibiting strengthening
of capabilities. It seems unrealistic to
expect that this can be remedied any-
time soon given competing demands
but what is possible is that relative
shares of land, air and naval power be
critically reviewed and readjusted. Our
existing approach is not much more
than continuation of perceptions
formed over six decades with some
small adjustments here and there. The
need is for a holistic and ‘de novo’
assessment of our national security
interests and matching military power.

The writer has been member of the National
Security Advisory Board. He is a former
Commander-in-Chief of the Eastern Naval
Command

Unfair point

This refers to the editorial “Justice
denied” (May 9). According to the edito-
rial, the judiciary has faltered on trans-
parency and fairness test. I completely
disagree with this view.

This is a procedural matter that is liable
to be interpreted liberally and strictly by
alljudgments of the Supreme Court unan-
imously. That being the principle of inter-
pretation, one cannot go on picking holes
in the procedure all the time. Substantial
justice has been done to the complainant
by letting her appear before a set of three
judges, two of whom were women. Even
her complaint about one judge having
been chosen earlier, who was apparently
the friend of the chiefjustice of India (CJI),
had been addressed as that judge recused
himself. Not allowing a lawyer in the hear-
ing is not a new thing. In cases of detention
under the Conservation of Foreign
Exchange and Prevention of Smuggling
Activities Act 1975 also the detained smug-
gler is not allowed any lawyer before a
bench of three judges. This is going on for
the last 44 years and no objection has been
raised so far. Your editorial has described
the three judges as having “reporting rela-
tion” with the CJI. Such description is
based on a misunderstanding of the rela-
tion between the CJI and the judges. They
do not report to the CJI and, in any case,
are not subordinate to him. They frequent-
ly give dissenting judgments and their
seniority is intact.

The most serious fact that your edito-
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GENERATION ENDS
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rial is ignoring is that the inquiry is a fact
finding one and not a legal one. What
exactly did the CJI do to her that she con-
siders as sexual harassment was the main
issue? She deliberately walked out of the
enquiry on some technical ground that a
lawyer was not allowed. What would the
lawyer narrate that she could not narrate
herself? It was a deliberately planned ploy
not to allow the inquiry to proceed.

Another pertinent incident that the
editorial does not take into account is, as
many as four big and long articles have
been written by a senior lawyer named
Dushyant Dave in The Hindu. Was not one
article enough? Such fire work of articles
within a few days in one newspaper raises
definite suspicion that somebody is press-
ing a point too much. More cannot be writ-
ten on this but one must understand the
significance of it.

Finally, the last line of your editorial
is patently wrong. The arresting of the
agitating women lawyers was not done
by the order of the SC judges but by the
usual police staff, headed by a deputy
commissioner of police.

Your editorial has been unfair and
has denied justice to the SC judges.

Sukumar Mukhopadhyay
New Delhi
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Seeno evil...
EC's reputation has taken a few hard knocks

he Lok Sabha elections of 2019 will go down in history as some of the

least edifying in terms of the decorum that politicians on all sides of

the ideological divide jettisoned without compunction on the cam-

paign trail. A significant portion of the responsibility for this lies with
the Election Commission (EC), a constitutional body that seems to have emerged
with its reputation for independence somewhat tarnished. It is a matter of some
concern that an institution that has been widely respected for its non-partisan
character, which has been carefully built by successive chief election commis-
sioners since T N Seshan in the 1990s, now attracts doubts about its impartiality.
It is worth noting that the EC had to be prodded into action by the Supreme
Court against hate speech by Bharatiya Janata Party politicians Maneka Gandhi
and Yogi Adityanath, and Bahujan Samaj Party’s Mayawati. The Commission’s
72-hour campaign ban on Ms Gandhi, Mr Adityanath and others also proved an
inadequate response.

It is true that the EC has limited powers at its disposal to discipline erring
politicians, but it is a pity that the Supreme Court had to remind the EC of the
powers that it always had. If it had chosen to utilise the tools it does have with
promptness, and to their fullest extent, the EC would have done much to send
out signals for politicians to dial back on unsavoury rhetoric. Its failure to do so
only encouraged politicians to push the boundaries of propriety. For instance,
the EC dragged its feet on the complaints piling up against Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Bharatiya Janata Party President Amit Shah until the
Supreme Court ordered it to do so. Then, in a sudden rush, it disposed of those
cases in a manner that imitated the three monkeys: See no evil, hear no evil ...
The clean chits it gave to both appear to fly in the face of evidence — and the
reports of EC officials on the ground. It is hard to see how Mr Modi could have
been given a clean chit for his dig at Rahul Gandhi for choosing to fight from the
Wayanad constituency in Kerala. The decision, Mr Modi said, was akin to taking
“refuge in areas where majority is in minority”. Election Commissioner Ashok
Lavasa’s view that it went against the spirit of the Model Code of Conduct (MCC)
and the Representation of the People Act, which disallows candidates to invoke
religion as a way to seek votes, was brushed aside as a minority opinion.

Itis also unclear how the EC deemed Mr Modi not to have violated the model
code of conduct when he chose to invoke Balakot and Pakistan in exhorting
people to vote for him and his party. Here again, Mr Lavasa reportedly wanted
the ECto send a formal communication to the prime minister, seeking cooperation
in the implementation of the MCC as a first response to the complaints. Even this
was ignored as the majority opinion of the EC was for a clean chit. That the EC
has eschewed its honourable tradition over the past few months is also evident
from its decision to ignore Mr Lavasa’s reasonable view that the Commission’s
orders on these complaints should be put out in the public domain, mentioning
his dissenting view. The result of such behaviour may not necessarily affect the
outcome of the elections, but it has damaged the reputation of the Commission.

The Deveshwar legacy

He redefined ITCand Indian professional management

ogesh Chander Deveshwar, who died in Gurugram on Saturday at the
age of 72, was the epitome of a company man. Educated at the Indian
Institute of Technology and Harvard Business School, he joined ITC
in 1968 and was still serving the organisation, as non-executive chair-
man, when he passed away, although he had stepped down from being chief
executive in 2017 — a job he first took on more than two decades earlier. The
only time he left the company briefly was in the 1990s, when he served as chair-
man of Air India. He rose meteorically through the ranks at ITC — running a
factory before he was 30 and a division at 31, before becoming a director before
he was 40. He became chairman when the company was in crisis and under
siege, with his two immediate predecessors injail and the management embroiled
in a nasty tax dispute. From there he multiplied shareholder wealth manifold.
Deveshwar will be remembered for two things above all: That he successfully
managed the diversification of the tobacco major into multiple different sectors,
and his defence of that diversification against ITC’s largest shareholder, British
American Tobacco or BAT. If ITC is known today as being almost the hallmark
of a professionally managed Indian organisation, that reputation is owed in no
small part to Deveshwar and the battles that he fought in the 1990s. The board
and management had decided to diversify the company; the largest shareholder
was unhappy. In many cases, the diversification would have been quietly rolled
back, especially after a few bad years. But Deveshwar used the power of the
state and that of domestic finance to keep BAT at bay, and to keep the diversi-
fication going. But that process was unsentimental — ITC under Deveshwar
exited many sectors if it appeared that they were not, in the end, the right fit.
Deveshwar’s insight was that the ITC brand was widely respected, and could
earn money well beyond the cigarette sector — and could be parlayed into a
creditable market share in such sectors as fast-moving consumer goods and
apparel. This process could be kept going thanks to the victory over the largest
shareholder, ensuring ITC remained widely held and ownership was carefully
separated from management.
Deveshwar’s focus on growth is visible in the numbers: Its revenue grew at
a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 14 per cent while he was chief exec-
utive. Profits grew at 19 per cent year and shareholder capital appreciated 20 per
cent as long as he was executive chairman. During his executive chairmanship
till 2017-18, ITC’s non-cigarette business grew 19-fold, constituting 59 per cent of
the net segment revenue of the company. This is an excellent record to be sus-
tained over decades, and is part of the reason why he was one of the most
admired corporate leaders in India. That said, growth has slowed in recent years.
Its share price has gone up 7.6 per cent since February 2017, whereas the Sensex
has gone up 32 per cent in the same period. One of the great problems of Indian
corporate life is even the best leaders stay too long and their companies struggle
to move on after they leave. Perhaps ITC is no exception.
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The next election

A broad-based coalition would be betterto protect dissent and
diversity and a cooperative federalism that joins the Centre and
the statesin shared decision making

e are now entering the last leg of one of the
s " ; nastiest election campaigns that we have
seen in this country. There has been little or
no discussion of policies and a virtual absence of any
defence of the government’s performance. Instead we
have had an endless exchange of invectives, the point-
less raking up of the distant past, innuendos and even
accusations about the patriotism of the Opponents,
character assassination, and all this
often on the basis of fake ‘news’, using
the anonymity of social media.
Those of us who came of age in
the early years of independence have
often regretted the loss of civility and
restraint in the political discourse.
But what we have seen in this election
campaign is a deterioration in the
quality of political discourse that is
so much worse that it threatens the
future of our democracy. Statements NITIN DESAI
by senior politicians categorising a

with a charismatic leader who can rule in a virtual
dictatorial fashion. This is dangerous. A healthy
democracy requires checks and balances in the polit-
ical process.

The most important balancing dimension in our
political structure is the federal system with a multi-
plicity of parties ruling in different states. The state
governments provide an avenue for participation in
political power by a wider variety of
religious, caste, and ethnic groups.
Anything which threatens this rich
and diverse federalism is a threat to
our democracy. Together the leader-
ship of the state governments is a vis-
ible expression of the diversity of our
country and a restraint on dictatorial
tendenciesin the Centre. Thus, inthe
early years of independence, even
under de facto one-party rule, chief
ministers like C Rajagopalachari,
Govind Ballabh Pant, B C Roy, Ravi

constituency as somehow less appro-

priate because it consists primarily

of minorities is a direct affront to the Constitution.
This and other divisive statements challenge the equal-
ity of all citizens that underlies the universal franchise
and is the very foundation of democracy.

The legitimisation of divisiveness is the greatest
danger to the unity of the country. In today’s political
discourse differentiation by religion is being promoted
by some for narrow political gains. Such differentiation
isexplicit in the ruling party’s manifesto which focuses
onjust one religion in the section on cultural heritage.
Tomorrow this differentiation could be extended by
some politicians to caste or language or even region.

Another dangerous undercurrent is the argument
that the country needs a strong central government

Shankar Shukla, B G Kher, and
Gopinath Bordoloi were the political
equals of Pandit Nehru. This spirit of collegiality and
diverse leadership is what we need to recover.
Avirtual dictatorship and a divisive political agen-
dais a threat not just to our democracy and to social
harmony but also to our economic prospects. An all-
powerful leader with few restraints can do foolish
things like demonetisation, which would never have
been done had there been effective checks and bal-
ances internally within the ruling party and exter-
nally in the broader political space. The government
at the Centre must also remember that effective exec-
utive responsibility for almost all development sec-
tors rests with the states who are becoming more
autonomous as each Finance Commission reduces
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the scope for conditional grants.

The Indian economy now requires a cooperative
federalism that joins the Centre and the states in
shared decision making as has been done in the case
of the GST Council. A coalition government with
regional parties becoming part of the Central gov-
ernment is a better guarantor of cooperative feder-
alism. The belief that coalition governments are bad
for the economy is questionable judging by the per-
formance of the economy during the three weak
coalitions that we have had.

A dictatorial Centre will strengthen the forces of
nativism and localism. This will constrain growth by
making internal migration more difficult. The ambi-
tious programme for a Delhi-Mumbai industrial cor-
ridor assumes large-scale migration into the western
states. The southern states are fast approaching a
demographic phase of low working population
growth and will require temporary and permanent
in-migration. But more than that it will feed incipient
secessionist sentiments and worsen the political dis-
course with the states outside the control of the party
ruling at the Centre.

We do not know what we are likely to get on May
23. Wealllive in echo chambers talking to and hearing
people we tend to agree with. The noise from one echo
chamber says one thing and from the other echo cham-
ber the exact opposite. Much of this noise is urban
even metropolitan. But the outcome is going to be
decided in small towns and villages. Will these quiet
voters be swayed by their economic condition (farmer
distress, small trader difficulties), by their caste loyalties
or by nationalist sloganeering?

Whatever be the result, the government that
comes into power next month will face a difficult
economic situation. The state of the Central
Government’s finances is not very healthy — a short-
fall of 1.6 trillion in revenue relative to the revised
estimates for 2018-19, an increase in the deficit for
that year from 34 per cent to 3.9 per cent and a decline
in the tax GDPratio. Rising oil prices will put pressure
on the current-account deficit, the fiscal deficit, and
inflation. A continuation of the US-China trade war
will slow down the world economy. In this difficult
macroeconomic situation, the new government will
be under pressure to deliver on electoral promises
of handouts, subsidies, and infrastructure spending
and that may well worsen macroeconomic prospects.

The real difference in the consequences of the out-
come are in the political space and the answer that
the voters give to the divisive agenda. The chances are
that we will have a broader coalition than at present,
with the present ruling party or, if it does very badly,
some other as the dominant partner. In either case
the threat to diversity will be attenuated. ‘Flexible’
politicians (and there are many such) will move away
from divisive sloganeering and personalised electoral
strategies. This is welcome. But a coalition government
will also mean that fresh elections will be considered
to be imminent and posturing for elections will con-
tinue. This may be a price to pay for keeping democracy
and dissent alive. We will have to wait for the real
answer from the voters on the India they want for a
couple of years till the next election.

INitin Desai “Coalitions and the Economy”
Business Standard, February18, 2019

nitin-desai@hotmail.com

Achche din? Not with the state as adoer

(BJP) had put out two versions of its election

manifesto, a detailed one and a shorter one. I
had placed the shorter one on my laptop’s main screen.
I thought I would track India’s transformation as it
unfolds, given that we were promised a different gov-
ernment — a “minimum government with maximum
governance.” About six months later, I deleted it. I
noticed that we only had a change of leadership and
but nostructural difference in the way the government
intended to function.

Indeed, over the following years,
things worsened. In the first two
weeks of this month we have head-
lines like “Maruti slashes production
for a third month amid subdued
demand”. Or, “Industrial output in
India contracted for the first time in
21 months”. Or, “FY19 growth at
three-year low”. Or, “The IBC is going
the way of previous failed laws on ‘

F orthe 2014 elections, the Bharatiya Janata Party

bad loan”. Or, “Narendra Modi’s most
distinctive economic policies were IRRATIONAI- CHOICE

Narendra Modi changed the names of UPA schemes
and expanded them; he added a few more of his own.
Taking a leaf out of the book of previous Congress gov-
ernments, it announced a loan mela called MUDRA.
There was no reform of the public sector, no mean-
ingful disinvestment, only sleight-of-hand, such as
ONGC buying Hindustan Petroleum and Power
Finance Corporation buying Rural Electrification.
Billions of rupees have been taken out of government
companies as dividend, denuding them. A couple of
them don’t have enough to pay
salaries. Ownership, corruption, lack
of accountability in public sector
banks remain unchanged, with the
result that hundreds of billions of
rupees of taxpayers’ money has been
injected into them just to keep them
alive. Instead of a miracle identifica-
tion project to cut wasteful subsidies,
Aadhaar has turned into a surveil-
lance tool. The promise of minimum
government, maximum governance
turned out to be a joke.

his worst”. What went wrong?

Avyear after the Modi government
started announcing various schemes,
thinker and writer Arun Shourie described the govern-
ment as “UPA (United Progressive Alliance, led by the
Congtess) plus cow”. This memorable description was
apt. The hallmark of the two UPA regimes was job guar-
antee schemes, continued support for unproductive
public sector companies, bloated infrastructure projects
for cronies, a controversial scheme for tagging every
resident called Aadhaar, budgetary gimmickry to hide
the fiscal deficit, tax terrorism, giveaways to farmers,
etc. It was the same expansive, intrusive government.

The BJP-led government came to power with a
clear majority, the first time by a party after 30 years,
and an unprecedented mandate to focus on develop-
ment and job creation. Instead, Prime Minister

DEBASHIS BASU

Two major reforms of the Modi

government were the goods and ser-

vices tax and (proposed by the UPA)

the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC). But high

GST rates and draconian rules reiterated the extortive

nature of the Indian state, apart from innumerable

glitches. The bureaucratic and flawed IBC architecture

hasensured that the new system is rapidly descending

into utter chaos and has started resembling previous

bankruptcy resolution efforts — a cesspit of seedy deal

making, long inaction, stymied resolutions and a long
list of unresolved cases.

A new government will take charge in a few weeks
from now. What can it do to make a structural differ-
ence? In the tech world, they say, try to make some-
thing 10 times different, to really get noticed and gain
traction. To make a dramatic difference to the lives of

millions of Indians living in poverty, we need a 10x
shift in governance. This cannot be achieved by doing
more of what hasn’t worked so far, such as do-gooding
schemes, more subsidies and higher taxes. A struc-
turally different approach is required, which would
be making the government a facilitator, not a doer.
This would be a 10x shift in approach.

We have been led to believe that government poli-
ciesand action are needed to solve every problem area
— farm loans, jobs, housing, poor health care, or bad
infrastructure. Howevet, if we dig deeper we will know
that the government is the problem, not the solution.
Every scam or wasteful expenditure has its roots in
licensing, public sector, tenders, or opaque systems,
for which the government alone is responsible.

There was a time in the 1950s and 1960s when pri-
vate capital and skills were scarce and the government
had to step in to set up industrial projects. From there
on, the state expanded relentlessly, limiting the growth
of private enterprise, fostering crony capitalism and
corruption, in the process forcing the most brilliant
Indian minds to migrate. This path has to be retraced.
The government has to shrink dramatically, not only
because it is a wasteful, largely unproductive and unac-
countable system. Today the talent, capital and
strength of private institutions are well-established
both in the “for profit” and “non-profit” space.

What I am suggesting is not mere clichés like “gov-
ernment has no business to be in business”, which I
first heard 35 years ago. India can prosper dramatically
if the government were to act as a referee to maintain
peace, deliver quick justice, and minimise frictional
costs, while encouraging private institutions to act out
their enterprise and vision in every area possible. If
we do that, the government will need to raise much
less tax as well, fuelling further exponential growth —
the real Achche din.

Thewriteris the editor of www.moneylife.in
Twitter: @Moneylifers

Stiglitz’s prescriptions
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BOOK REVIEW

DANIEL W DREZNER

diverting Beltway pastime dur-
Aing the heyday of the

Washington Consensus was to
gently mock Joseph E Stiglitz. It was
remarkably easy for pundits to wave
away his prestigious awards (Nobel
Prize in Economics) and positions
(World Bank chief economist, chairman
of Bill Clinton’s Council of Economic
Advisers) and dismiss his warnings
about “market fundamentalism” as
overripe hyperbole. In 2004 the finan-
cial columnist Sebastian Mallaby
described Stiglitz as “like a boy who dis-

covers a hole in the floor of an exquisite
house and keeps shouting and pointing
at it.” Fifteen years later, the house that
capitalism built looks rather shabby.
Maybe, just maybe, more people should
have taken Stiglitz seriously.

This is certainly what Stiglitz, now a
professor of economics at Columbia, is
hoping for with his latest book, People,
Power, and Profits. He argues that the
American system of capitalism has fallen
down and needs government help to get
back up again. This book builds on
Stiglitz’s earlier work and adds some pret-
ty big ambitions.

Stiglitz’s diagnosis of what ails the
American economy will have a familiar
ring to anyone who has followed these
debates. The rules of the game have been
stacked in favour of the haves over the
have-nots. This has widened economic
inequality and increased the concentra-
tion of market power among leading
firms in every sector, slowing down

broad-based productivity growth. These
firms and wealthy individuals are con-
verting their riches into political power,
further revising the rules to entrench
their position at the top. They advocate
for tax cuts and the deregulation of
everything except intellectual property
rights. Anyone who relies on counter-
vailing institutions, like public educa-
tion, labor unions or social safety nets,
loses out.

People, Power, and Profits goes
beyond diagnosis to treatment. At the
core of Stiglitz’s plan is the strengthening
of the state. “The view that government
is the problem, not the solution, is simply
wrong. To the contrary, many if not most
of our society’s problems, from the
excesses of pollution to financial insta-
bility and economic inequality, have
been created by markets.” He proposes
a whole host of reforms, including sig-
nificant investments in public goods like
basic research, more stringent regulation

of firms and measures to preserve and
protect the voting franchise.

A cruel irony of People, Power, and
Profits is that in arguing the free market
has declined, Stiglitz is competing in an
extremely crowded marketplace. The
genre of “How has America gone
wrong?” is overstuffed; we are living in
agolden age of authors telling Americans
that we no longer live in a golden age.
Given the plethora of books on this topic,
does Stiglitz’s stand out?

One of his book’s comparative advan-
tages is that while Stiglitz has impeccable
economic credentials, he also recognises
some of his profession’s blind spots. He
observes, correctly, that standard text-
book economics talks a lot about com-
petition but little about economic power.
He also excels at swatting away bromides
about the miracles of markets and the
failures of governments. He notes, for
example, that the Social Security
Administration is far more efficient at
disbursing retirement benefits than pri-
vate pensions.

Stiglitz could have done much better,
however, if he had narrowed his focus to
the sharpest arguments in his policy

quiver. For instance, he discusses the idea
that taxes on carbon or financial trans-
actions “can simultaneously increase eco-
nomic performance and raise revenue.”
This sounds like the progressive doppel-
ginger of the Laffer Curve, that is, a con-
cept that would be good policy and good
politics. Stiglitz should be selling the hell
out of it; instead, he breezes through it
in one page.

Some of his other ideas seem less
thought out or more politically toxic. On
antitrust, for example, he encourages a
doctrine of pre-emption: “Regulation of
mergers must take into account the likely
future shape of markets.” This would
require considerable foresight, so it is a
problem that 75 pages later Stiglitz allows
that “often there is far from perfect infor-
mation about where a market will be
evolving, and the world turns out to be
different from what we expected.” He
fails to explain how regulators would
handle this conundrum. Another of
Stiglitz’s ideas — a public mortgage
financing system that could access an
individual’s IRS and Social Security data
— sounds unpalatable in the current low-
trust political environment.

Indeed, I wish Stiglitz had taken seri-
ously his pledge to take politics seriously.
At one point, People, Power, and Profits
rules out the idea of a universal basic
income because the necessary tax
increases would be politically impracti-
cal. That was the only moment in the
book in which Stiglitz seemed to think
at all about how any progressive policy
reform would be, to use the language of
economics, “incentive compatible.”
There is no discussion whatsoever of
polling data or other metrics to gauge
public support for his ideas.

The policy shop of every 2020
Democratic candidate for president
would be wise to pore over People, Power,
and Profits and cherry-pick its best ideas.
Other readers should feel free to browse
the genre a bit more widely.

©2019 The New York Times News Service

PEOPLE, POWER, AND PROFITS
Progressive Capitalism for an
Age of Discontent

Joseph E Stiglitz
W W Norton & Company; $27.95; 371 pages
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Making
contract
farming
suitable for

CHLOROPHILE

farmers

Do farmers’ rights under PPVFR Act mean trading
rights? The PepsiCo case could’ve decided this

HE KERFUFFLE CAUSED by

PepsiCo India taking 11 per-

sons including farmers and

traders to court for unautho-

rised use of its protected
potato variety has abated with the com-
pany dropping the litigation and the
Gujarat governmentagreeing to play the
‘umpire’. The state’s Chief Secretary N
Singh said over phone that the company
was paying “a good price,” and since the
government “wants the best possible deal
forfarmers,’itwaswilling tobea partyto
the contract agreements between the
company and farmers.

Following a backlash on the social
media,and criticism in the press, PepsiCo
India dropped the litigation despite
obtaining a favourable ex parte court
injunction against some farmers. In a
statement, the company said it was rely-
ing on the government “to find a long-
term and an amicable settlement to all
issues around seed protection.”

But theamicable settlement depends
on the forbearance of farmers who are
not part of PepsiCo India’s contract farm-
ing system. The tripartite agreements

will also not bind potato growers who
have opted out. Governments can do lit-
tle if potato growers find it profitable to
use PepsiCo India’s protected seed with-
outauthorisation and sell the potato pro-
duce toitsrivals.

Farmers feel emboldened by the Pro-
tection of Plant Varieties and Farmers’
Rights (PPVFR) Act. This is a uniquely
Indian law enacted in 2001, which not
onlyrecognises the rights of breeders (for
15 years) in the novel varieties they have
developed,butalso gives entitlementsto
farmers.On the other hand, the Interna-
tional Convention for the Protection of
New Varieties of Plants, known as the
UPOV after its French initials, primarily
protects therights of breederswhile carv-
ing out exceptions for farmers.

Under the Indian law, farmers virtu-
ally enjoy a licence. They can save, use,
sow, resow, exchange, share and even
sell—in unbranded packaging—the pro-
duce or seed, even of a protected variety,
grown in their fields. The law also con-
dones ‘innocent infringement’.

In contrast, the US, as a country that
rewards innovation, has stiff protection

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

for breeders’ rights. Its Plant Variety Pro-
tection Act (note that the term “farmers’
rights”is not clubbed to the title) prohibits
a person from selling, marketing, offer-
ing,delivering,consigning,exchanging or
exposing forsalea protected varietywith-
out explicit consent from the owner.
Growers can save the seeds, for their own
future planting, of any legally-purchased
protected variety, but they are advised to
read the label for limitations imposed by
patents or contracts.

Farmers whom PepsiCo India sued
were found to be growing its FL 2027
variety,which goes by the trade name FC
5.Itgotthe PPVFRAregistrationin 2016.
But two farmers we spoke to pleaded
ignorance and innocence. One of them
said he did not know the seed he had
planted was FC 5.He had obtained it from
his circle of friends.The other farmeralso
disclaimed any knowledge of FC 5. Their
lawyer said his clients had procured the
seed through “customary and conven-
tional methods” from friends, relatives
and neighbours.Theywere not interested
in growing FC 5 overwhich PepsiCo India
claimsregistration orin sowing any seed
that violated the law.

PepsiCo India executives point to
Fulchand Kachchhava, the managing
director of Tirupati Balaji Chips Potato,as
orchestrating the unauthorised sale of FC
5 seed and procurement of the produce.
Kachchhava said he was procuring
40,000 tonnes of potatoes annually.
These include table and chips-quality
potatoes.Kachchhavaalso said he bought
potatoes according to their physical
attributes and not by their trade names.
His family grew ATL, which is similar to
FC 5. Another large potato farmer,
Parthibhai Chaudhary, who supplies
chips-quality potatoes to Balaji Wafers
through Kachchhava, said ATL and FC 5
are “same to same.” A farmer with 60
acres of land in Deesa,who is not on con-
tract to any of the processors, said FC 5
was being passed off as ATL (ATL or
Atlantic is a variety that PepsiCo India
had introduced; it is not protected).Vinay
Bhardwaj, head of crop improvement at
the Central Potato Research Institute
(CPRI),Shimla,said ATLand FC 5 have dis-
tinct DNA fingerprints. While PepsiCo
India says FC 5 is higher yielding, has
more dry matterandlowerlevel of reduc-
ing sugars, Bhardwaj said ATL is better in
some respects.

Farmers whom PepsiCo India sued
have had a choice of other chips-quality
potatoes like Lady Rosetta, ATL and four
versions of CPRI’s Kufri Chipsona. Pep-
siCo India had offered to buy their FC 5
produce. It said they could join its con-
tract farming system the next season.
The amount it is charging for FC 5 seed
(¥20-25 per kg depending on size) is not
too high. HyFun Frozen Foods,which sup-
plies French fries and other potato prod-
ucts to Burger Kingand KFC,charges 326
perkgof seed. PepsiCo India pays 310 per
kg of produce. HyFun pays %9 per kg at

HE AAM AADMI PARTY'S man-

ifesto for the 2019 general

elections reiterates its ‘sole

objective’ of “making Delhi a

full state.” The 35-page docu-
ment belabours the point with fallacious
arguments,even citing specious instances
as of the Vatican and universities in US
cities,tobuttress the claim,which but tan-
tamount to sophistry.

Somewhat of a diarchy, a dual centre of
powers is not unique for Delhi. Most met-
ropolitan capital citiesacross theworld have
their own unique governance systems.
Explaining how the multiplicity of author-
ity impeded implementation of Delhi’s
master plan and policy, former mayor of
Madrid’s central district, now at Marron
Institute of Urban Management, Pedro B
Ortiz maintains that “a metropolis needs a
federal system.”Sharingasimilarviewat the
recent consultation ‘Re-inventing Delhi’on
Delhi’s 2041 Master Plan, Sebastien Maire,
chief resilience officer of Paris, held that “a
centralagency”iswell placed toresolve“the
biggest challenge of coordination among
multiple stakeholders.”

With a plethora of elected and other
agencies, with little coordination, the
administrative structure for Delhi is in
need of drasticremake.Inadditionto 272
councillors in three municipalities, 70
MLAsin NCT,7 MPs, thereis NDMC forthe
cloistered Lutyens’zone,and Cantonment
Board, not to talk of Union government
controlling its land and policing.
Strangely,Arvind Kejriwal has never made
a serious bid to wrest control of MCDs,

AAP’s obsessionisa

misplaced priorit

Kejriwal may well ponder
how this obsession in
reality dwarfs the space
he needs for action

which deal with salient issues of concern
to citizens.

Notwithstanding both the Congress
and the BJP being guilty of promising full
statehood for Delhi in their election mani-
festos and reversing the stand when in
power at the Centre, the issue has often
beendebated.The Supreme Court recently
underlined the unique nature of the role
assigned to the LG,advising the CM and the
LG “for a harmonious working relation” to
serve the people. Well known for his short
fuse, Kejriwal termed the verdict as “anti-
Constitution”and “anti-democracy.”Worse
still,one of his senior colleagues contemp-
tuously termed it “a naib tehsildar court”

Betraying ignorance of gigantic chal-
lenges Delhi faces, most of AAP’s 2019
manifest signifies much of old wine in old
bottles—free supply of water, much

DAYAL

Senior fellow, Asian Institute of Transport Development, Delhi

-

cheaper electricity, houses to all middle
class people, even undesirable, if not irre-
sponsible, promises with the potential to
damage primary and higher education, et
al. (“We will build so many colleges and
universities that even those with 60% will
get seats”) Instead of ferreting out
anachronistic populist platitudes, itslead-
ershipneeded toindicateits serious intent
of collating best practices worldwide for
sagaciously and earnestly devising a sus-
tainable framework conducive to rebuild-
ing the metropolis with a happy blend of
its pristine heritage with rising aspirations
of a new India, in concert with the Centre
and neighbouring states.

Kejriwal pooh-poohed the former
three-term CM Sheila Dikshit’s counsel
that, notwithstanding Delhi’s powers
being perforce limited, due to its special

FULL STATEHOOD FOR DELHI

the farm gate.

Respect for IPRs is necessary for the
sustainability of the processing industry,
says Haresh Karamchandani, the CEO of
HyFun Frozen Foods, which has licensed
a French-fry variety called the Santana
from the German plant breeding group
KWS. Wouldn’t it be unfair for the com-
pany if its rivals brought Santana pro-
duce from unauthorised growers by pay-
ing a slightly higher price because they
were saving on royalty payments?
Karamchandanisays the Dutch breeding
company Meijer Potato was reluctant to
bring LadyAnna, its French-fryvariety, to
Indiabecauseit feared forits IPR. He sees
big opportunities in potato processing
and exports.Indialags in both, though it
is the second-largest potato producer.
New proprietary varieties suitable for
processing and global palates will not
come to India if IPR protection is weak.

Sukhpal Singh, chairman of the Cen-
tre for Management in Agriculture at the
Indian Institute of Management,Ahmed-
abad, recalls Gujarat farmers gaming the
law and selling Bt cotton seed, with the
patented genetically-modified insect-
resistant trait, in unlabelled packaging
early in the last decade at a price lower
than that of Mahyco Monsanto Biotech
and its franchisees. (Bt cotton seed is pro-
tected under a different law, the Patents
Act). Singh says the PPVFRA does not
allow commercial exploitation of the
exemption it provides for farmers. He says
the definition of ‘branding’is quite broad
conceptually. It means anything that
givesidentity (tangible and intangible) to
aproduct in the market.

Thereis noreason why farmers should
profit from intellectual property they
don’t own.If PepsiCo India had persisted
with the litigation, courts could have
ruled on such practices and also inter-
preted PPVFRA’s ‘brown bagging’ provi-
sion.Thelegislative intent was to protect
farmers’rights and not traders’rights.

Congress Party leader Ahmed Patel is
reported to have said that PepsiCo India
was “brazenly wrong” in taking farmers
to court. More than 190 organisations
also urged the company to withdraw its
litigation. Would they have reacted simi-
larly if the protected variety belonged to
afarmer or a small Indian company?

Contract farming is good for farmers
as they get stable prices, better technol-
ogy and new marKkets. At times, market
prices will be higher that contracted
prices.Butasteadyincomeisbetter than
going bust during price slumps.

Contract farmers like PepsiCo India,
McCain and HyFun Frozen Foods have
incentivised micro-irrigation and other
good agronomic practices in areas like
Banaskantha where food irrigation was
the norm.Theyhave encouraged mecha-
nisation of planting,sowing and harvest-
ing,whichis both labourand cost-saving.
Techniques like anti-sprouting coating
have been popularised. PepsiCo India is
the largest procurer of processing qual-
ity potatoes.It says it buys 3 lakh tonnes
annually. That’s a transfer of Y300 crore
to 24,000 contract farmers.

At a conference in 2017, NITI Aayog
Member (Agriculture) Ramesh Chand
said corporate involvement in agricul-
ture was necessary for profitable and
innovative agriculture. He noted that the
share of corporate investmentinagricul-
turewasjust 2%, that of the government
was 149% and of farmers 84%.

Singh says his studies of contract
farming over the past two decades show
that both farmers and companies renege
on contracts when it suits them. In Pun-
jab, he found large farmers defaulting
more than small farmers. He argues for
group contracts that can be beneficial for
both small farmers and companies as
these reduce transaction costs and
improve compliance to contract terms by
both parties.Heis notin favourof govern-
ments insinuating into private contracts.
They should frame and enforce laws that
protect the farmer interest adequately
and are sophisticated enough to take into
account the changing dynamics of con-
tract farming.The current model contract
farming law, he says, fails in this respect.
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@® MONTHS AFTER IL&FS COLLAPSED

India’s markets are

on a strong run

Investors seem convinced new bankruptcy
code is starting to have an effect

N OCTOBER, SENTIMENT on India’s financial mar-

kets was bleak. The previous month, Infrastructure

Leasing and Financial Services (IL&FS),a Mumbai-

based lenderwith scores of subsidiaries,had defaulted

on a series of loans. Stock market indices fell sharply
(see chart). Investors worried not only that the firm’s losses
would directly harm otherinstitutions,butalso that similar
problems might be lurking in other lenders.

Then the government stepped in. The management was
replaced, and state-controlled entities ensured that other
non-banklenders had enough liquidity to enable credit mar-
kets to function. From a low point on October 26, financial
markets resumed arise that,notwithstanding several rever-
sals and a lull in recent days, has seen dramatic gains in the
past decade. Late last month, the major indices, including
the Bombay Stock Exchange’s Sensex, which includes 30
companies, and a broader index of 500 companies, flirted
with the heights theyreached before the IL&FS scare—even
though American sanctions on Iran pushed up the price of
oil, India’s biggest import.

Looking lively

Crucial to the rally have been foreign buyers,whose activ-
itiesare tracked and reported bylocal exchanges.Theirimpor-
tance is a consequence of the odd ownership structure of
Indian companies. More than half the shares of private com-
panies are held by “promoters”, managers with controlling
stakes,who rarely trade. Similarly, the government sits on its
shares in the numerous semi-public companies in which it
holds large stakes, in sectors such as banking, coal and oil.

Ofthe“free float” (the shares not locked up and thus avail-
able to trade), foreign institutions own about half, reckons
Gaurav Narain, head of equities for India at Ocean Dial Advis-
ers,an asset-management company. They thus play a crucial
role in setting prices.And, in recent months, they have been
pumping billions of dollars into Indian shares. That is, no
doubt, partly a result of broader enthusiasm for emerging
markets that has led to rallies elsewhere. But there are also
India-specific reasons.

The first is the election. As a bitter campaign reaches its
final stages,fears that theresult will be a destabilisingmuddle
have receded. Narendra Modji, the current prime minister,
lookslikely to remain in office,albeit with a reduced majority.
He has not lived up to all the business-friendly promises he
made before entering office, but investors would still prefer
stability over unpredictable parliamentary horse-trading.

More significant, some sectors of India’s economy that
have been through serious problems are now doing well. The
best-performing,up more than 70% since the October dip, is
airlines,which havebeen in the news since the collapse in April
of Jet Airways,once India’s largest privateairline.Though Jet’s
shareholders were largely wiped out, shares of other airlines
rose on the prospect of less competition and higher fares.

Shares in some private banks have also appreciated,
though less dramatically, buoyed by the demise of IL&FS. So
have those in the cement sector, plagued by overcapacity in
recent years: a flurry of mergers and acquisitions is letting
prices stabilise. Even in telecom,where competition from Jio,
of Reliance Industries, one of India’s biggest conglomerates,
has been relentless, rising share prices suggest business con-
ditionsareimproving.Some of Jio’s competitors have merged
and thereare hints it maybe tiring of a costly price war.

India’s rising stock market has not benefited every indus-
try. Vehicle and apparel stocks, for example, have declined as
sales have slowed.The specifics suggest somethingless indis-
criminate than a bull market, and more heartening: that
tighterbankruptcylaws passedin 2016 arefinallybiting,and
rotten financial structures are being exposed. With fewer
“zombie” companies able to stagger on endlessly, healthy com-
petitorswill be less likely to get dragged down.

THE ECONOMIST
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statusasa Union Territory, Delhi state can
indeed do a lot as her government suc-
cessfully operated within the limited juris-
diction. He had no qualm in adding, “Still
in the last four years we have done more
work than her government did in 15
years.”Which magic did the humble jhadu
wield to clear the Augean stables? The
hyperbolic claim was in tunewith the gen-
eral tenor of AAP’s self-delusion. Consider
his glib claim: “Indiaisbeing known at the
world stage due to the Delhi model of gov-
ernance.” and his thunder at AAP’s 6th
Foundation Day,“The revolution in health
and education witnessed in last three and
a half years in Delhi is being talked about
internationally!”Isn’titastarkinstance of
inflated amour propre; Kejriwal couldn’t
be unaware of the perils of narcissism.
First,the AAPneeds to doduediligence

to comprehend how much Delhibyvirtue
of being the capital city benefits from a
plethora of central government-aided
facilities—educational, medical, infra-
structural, fiscal.Instead, the AAP chooses
to sow seeds of parochial view of India,
maintaining that vacancies in Delhi gov-
ernment are “scooped up by people from
outside,” and that students from other
cities and states corner all available seats
in colleges and universities!

Second,like China envisioning three big
urban clusters—along the Pearl River,
Yangtze Riverand the Beijing-Tianjin corri-
dor, each with 50 million people or more—
Delhineedsto calibrateits plansin the con-
text of the National Capital Region (NCR).
Delhi confronts gargantuan problems. It
may boast of an annual per capita income
0f%3.291akh(2017-18),almost thrice that
of India, it has almost 2.5 lakh homeless
people,and 49% of its population in slums
and unauthorised colonies. With people
pouringintothe cityand cars pouringonto
roads, the outlook for the environment
looks grim. Countless encroachments
devour the green belt and create lucrative
real estates. The number of jhuggis shot up
from 12,000 in 1951 to 5 lakh now. It has
some 75 lakhregistered vehicles.If popula-
tion and diseases don’t kill, the capital’s
roads do.Migrants formed 45% of theaddi-
tion to city’s population in 2011, up from
40% in 2001, which is projected by MPD-
2021 toriseto 50%in 2021.

Whereas the AAP-ruled 1,483 sq km
NCTaround Delhiasits coreis estimated by
the Master Plan to be home to 2.3 crore by

2021, the NCR, extending over 55,098 sq
km,including 23 districts from three states,
is projected tohome population of 6.4 crore
by 2021, up from 4.6 crore (Census 2011).
Axiomatic is it that NCR be treated as a
Common EconomicZone,with rationalised
interstate tax structure, uniform finan-
cial/banking services, telecom facilitiesand
power supply, integrated education policy,
health policy, rail and road transport net-
work,water supply and drainage system.
The AAP appears justified in claiming
that it broke “the spine of corruption in
Delhi” in its initial 49-day government. It
needs to introspect why the aura evapo-
rated.Itsbiggest positive contribution was
beforeit first came to powerin Delhi.With
avowed unconventional politics, its aston-
ishing debut generated a wave of opti-
mism, a hope to cleanse the country’s
debauched politics.It needs to ponderwhy
what looked like a green oasis in political
wilderness soon proved to be a mirage.
Bornwith birthmark of perilously pop-
ulist promises of freebies, the AAP finds
itself unable to transform its apparatus
from the protest mode to responsible gov-
ernance. From Jantar Mantar to
Sachivalayaisalongjourney,which, it has
sadly shown, it is unable to comprehend,
much less complete. Kejriwal needs to
heed the wisdom of the adage—it’s only a
bad worker who quarrels with his tools.
Thereisalot that needs tobe done,and can
wellbe donewithin the limitation of pow-
ersavailable to the NCT government.Why
must he let an impression persist that, for
him, it has to be the AAPway or no way.
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Mess in the Supreme Court
gets worse, who will fix it?

If three court orders have been changed to suit the interests of
certain parties, this speaks poorly of how the SC is being run

TMAY OR MAY notbetruethat the Supreme Courtisbeing manipulated by certain
‘fixers’in order to‘manage’judgments in exchange for cash,aswasalleged by lawyer
Utsav Bains in his affidavit in the case relating to the sexual harassment charges
against Chief Justice of India Ranjan Gogoi.In his affidavit, Bains is supposed to have
mentioned a fewnames of persons who said they could fix the bench of the judges to get
the judgment they want. That is why, the SC bench led by Justice Arun Misra and com-
prising Justice RF Nariman and Justice Deepak Gupta,said that the entire countrywould
lose faith in the judiciary if the affidavit was not taken on record for further investiga-
tion.While this charge of fixing benches, linked to the charge that CJI Gogoi was framed
by theseveryfixers,will be probed by retired Justice AK Patnaik, it would appear the mess
in the Supreme Court—and perhaps other courts as well —goes beyond the allegation of
fixingbenches.Three disturbing instances have cometolightin just thelast month orso.

In the case of industrialist Anil Ambani who was asked to appear in the Supreme
Court in connection with the ¥400-crore Ericsson dues case, the Supreme Court web-
site—where the orders/judgments are uploaded for everyone to see—said that a per-
sonal appearance was not required though the judges had said that it was required.
When this came tolight,two SC staffers were found to have been responsible and they
were dismissed, and even arrested by the police; it is not clear if the investigation has
made any progress but it is obvious the SC staffers were paid by someone to switch the
orders. In other words, fixing has been taken to another level since, in such cases, it
doesn’t matter what the court has ruled/ordered, a different result can be posted on
the website.The three instances of the last month were caught out,but what of others
that are not so high-profile and go unnoticed, or of possible changes made in the fine
print of some judgments; who checks against possible abuse here?

In the case of the Rafale review petition and Congress president Rahul Gandhi’s
contempt petition—for wrongly saying the SC had said there was corruption in the
Rafale deal and that prime minister Modi had given Ambani orders worth ¥30,000
crore—CJI Gogoi had,in open court,dictated that the two caseswould be heard together
on May 6.0n May 6,when SC was hearing the matter and CJI Gogoi asked for the file
inthe contempt case,he was told that was listed for May 10, the last working day before
the court breaks for summervacations.Once again,someone benefitted from the Rahul
Gandhi matter getting postponed,with a final decisionlikely to come after the elections
were over,and got someone in the SCto try to ensure this. Even more bizarreis the case
of Amrapali builders where directors of various firms who supplied goods to it were
ordered by the SC to appear before forensic order Pawan Agarwal; the court order that
was put on the website, however, directed that they appear before another forensic
auditor Ravinder Bhatia; presumably that means one auditor was seen as more likely
to uncover the truth. While the jury remains out on whether the handling of the sex-
ual harassment case—and the various allegations made by the victim including her
sacking along with her husband/brother-in-law—has hurt the SC’s image, it is clear
that these three incidents havelaid bare another part of the court’s underbelly. For the
court’sreputation toberestored, credible action needs to be taken on this front as well.

More DUs, not more quota

AAP’s talk of 85% quota for Delhi students in DU unrealistic

HE AAM AADMI PARTY (AAP),in its manifesto for the ongoing Lok Sabha elec-
tions, promises 85% quota in Delhi colleges for students who have completed
theirsenior secondarylevel education from Delhi schools.The factis the'war-cry'
isoflittlevalue—just rhetoricin theadmission season,as Delhistudentsviewith
aspirants fromrest of the countryforseatsin the colleges under the prestigious Delhi Uni-
versity. The AAP knows that getting Delhi University colleges—even those that receive
funding from the Delhi government—to reserve seats for locals can only happen if the
Delhi University Act of 1922 is amended by Parliament. The AAP-led Delhi government
passed a resolution in 2017 to demand the amendment. But, despite the Congress gov-
ernmentunder Sheila Dikshit having passed a similarresolutionin 2013 and the Delhi unit
of the BJPraising the demand for quota for Delhi studentsin DU,the AAPhasn’tbeen able
to generate support in Parliament; there is little reason to expect things would be differ-
ent this timearound, even if the AAPregisters a stronger presence in Parliament. Besides,
regional partieswill oppose attempts to dilute the prospects of students from their states.
The quota demand sidesteps the real issues afflicting higher education. While, ide-
ally,a university/college should be serving the needs of the local student population—
and that would mean a healthy university/college densityin a geography—there is great
disparityamongst stateswhen it comes to highereducation infrastructure.As per AISHE
2017-18 data, there are 903 universities in the country and nearly 40,000 colleges in
the countryserving 36.6 million students.This problem of inadequate higher education
infrastructure is greatly exacerbated by both yawning gaps in quality of education
between the institutions and the disparity between states in terms of infrastructure.
Forinstance,whilea Biharhasjust 7 colleges perlakh of tertiary-education age popula-
tion, Karnataka and Telangana have 51—against a national average of 28. Central uni-
versities thus becomealifeline for students from states like Bihar. Another, perhaps far
more important, problem is the difference in the marking standards different boards,
including the state boards, follow.In an ideal world, there would have been fair compe-
tition between a student from Bihar State Board and a student from Delhi Board, or even
a CBSE student for a seat in, say, Delhi University. But, the students from the lenient
boardsarealways atan advantage vis-a-vis the restwith university cut-offsbeingbased
on XII marks. Competitive leniency has led to the unhealthy practice of ‘moderation’
amongst boards where evaluation is deliberately made lax. Apart from impacting the
quality of educational outcome at colleges, this has also meant cut-offs in a Delhi Uni-
versity remain astronomically high even in the slug overs of the admission season.
The solution lies in developing higher education infrastructure, perhaps with the
private sector facilitated in playing a larger role.The AAPwould be much wiser, thus, to
look at fulfilling a different promise it made to Delhi voters in 2014 —of setting up 20
news colleges—instead of demanding 85% quota. At the same time,a nationwide test
for college admissions, like the American SAT, should be looked at. A National Testing
Agency,which conducts four major national-level entrance exams, could do this easily.

ElephantinePROBLEM

Four African nations want ivory trade permitted
to control fast-rising elephant populations

HATWOULD INDIA doif tiger conservation became a resounding suc-
cess, but man-tiger conflict increased exponentially? Five African
nations are facing a similar challenge. Conservation efforts have seen
the number of African elephants swell within their territories,and now
theyare facing abacklash from the people who share the elephants'habitat. Rural popu-
lations in Botswana, Zimbawe, Zambia, Namibia—together,home to 60% of the African
elephant population—and Angolawant their governments to secure theirlives and prop-
erty from “marauding” elephants. The rare conservation success must be read with the
fact that the pachyderm is still classified as vulnerable by the IUCN and faces extinction
in many nations—east African nationslost 111,000 in 2006-2016 to poaching.
Thefive nationsareinameetingin Botswanasincelast Friday to discuss“concreteinter-
ventions”. As per a Bloomberg report, ivory stockpiles are also on the agenda. Botswana,
Zimbawe and Namibia are lobbyingwith the Convention on International Trade in Endan-
gered Species of Flora and Fauna to get approval. Zimbawe and South Africa were the last
toreceive such approval,in 2008, for a one-time only sale of their stockpiles to China, but
givenivorysalesencouraged demandand led to poaching, thereis overwhelming support
formoratoriumonivorytrade.The five nations say that the populations arebecoming too
large forthem to sustain—in Botswana, itis over 160,000 today,up from 55,000in 1991 —
and the people who live alongside the animals should be allowed to benefit from them.
But,once thefloodgatesare opened,thereis nocontrollingwhat comesafter.Ifivorytrade
is allowed for these nations, countries like India will find it difficult to protect their ele-
phant populations,with illegal ivory being “whitewashed”in African trade.

, UpIinion

E OFTEN FEEL
proud of our
democratic sys-
tem of gover-
nance. But, it also
has a blot, which is magnified in the
ongoing election campaign. Instead
of discussing what the BJP/NDA
promised in its manifesto of 2014,
and how far they have been able to
deliver so far, the political discourse
has drifted far away. Accusations and
counter-accusations are being hurled
on who was/is more corrupt, of
course, without any proof. All gloves
are off, and now the ditch battle for
power is bayonet to bayonet. And
when political parties approach the
Supreme Court against the failure of
the Election Commission to act
against violations of the model code
of conduct, our political system
seems reaching its nadir. Yet, I hope
things will return to normal after
election results, and real issues will
haunt any government that comes to
power.We focus here on the key issues
that confront the food and agri sec-
tor, including the issues of farmers’
incomes.

In 2014, BJP manifesto promised
toimplement the recommendations
of the Swaminathan Committee
report, especially the one on mini-
mum support prices (MSPs) being
50% above cost. For four years after
being in power, the BJP/NDA never
talked about it. In the fifth year, it
announced MSPs 50% above cost,
but the reference cost was lowered
from comprehensive cost (C2),which
was implied in the Swaminathan for-
mula, to Cost A2+FL (paid out costs
plus family labour). Cost A2+FL is
about 38% lower than Cost C2.Farm-
ers saw through the trick and felt
cheated. And when market prices
remained 10-30% lower than the
announced MSPs for most crops,
farmers lost any hope to get remu-
nerative prices for their produce. In

FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH

APART FROM TALK OF DOUBLING FARMERS' INCOME AND HIGHER MSPS, THE BJP HAD PROMISED
FAST-TRACK ACTION ON 99 IRRIGATION PROJECTS AND FCI REFORMS. NONE OF THIS HAS HAPPENED

The perils of
over-promising

GULATI

Infosys Chair professor for Agriculture
ICRIER

the meantime, BJP changed the goal
post to doubling farmers’incomes by
2022-23. Whatever little I have
learnt about agriculture in my pro-
fessional life, I can say confidently
that the government can't achieve
even half of this target by 2022-23
with the set of policies it has been fol-
lowing for the last five years. What
pains me to see is how ministers,
bureaucrats, and even many acade-
mics parrot this to please their mas-
ters.Either they don’t understand the
challenges in agriculture or they are
simply befooling people. There is a
famous saying, “You can befool all
the people for some time, some peo-
pleall the time,but not all the people
all the time!”

My humble assessment of the
BJP’s promises and performance of
the last five years is that they suffer
from perils of over-promising. Their
achievement in food and agri-space
is not even half of their promises. Let
me cite some examples beyond the
promises of higher MSPs and dou-
bling farmers’incomes.

One of the major promises in the
BJP’s 2014 manifesto was reforming
the foodgrain management system.
In fact it had explicitly stated to
unbundle Food Corporation of India
(FCI).Did it do this? The short answer
is ‘no’. Grain management system
broadly stays the same,with all itsills
where these were in 2013-14, with
one notable change. It is the intro-
duction of POS (point of sale)
machines at large number of fair
price shops. The government claims

Digitise the vote

There is no reason why, by the next

general election, India shouldn't
have made casting votes remotely

possible. In fact, it will save a lot of

election-related expenditure

With over a billion voters, the next elec-
tion (assuming the incoming govern-
ment lasts full five years) will need to be
planned even more carefully than this
one.Stretching thevoting overnearly six
weeks, from April 11 to May 19, is no
doubt necessarybecause of the stretch of
land, difficulty of accessin many parts of
the country and the difficulty of main-
taining order. Even the Election Com-
mission must be stretched now, moni-
toring the multipleviolations of the Code
of Conduct, to say nothing of the many
more false allegations by parties. The
Supreme Court hasalso been needlessly
busy with parties rushing to it for some
real orimagined violation of the law.

The use of EVMs speeds up voting
and counting. India is a pioneer in this
respect, though the likely losers are
dreaming up avariety of objectionsand
wish to revert to old handicraft tech-
nology—the paperballot.This time, the
Supreme Court has thwarted them.But
losers always come back.

The more serious problem is of peo-
plehaving toreturn to the constituency
where they have been registered as vot-
ers. There is no reason why they should
lose their votes if they do not return. A
country which can use EVMs and has a
billion-plus mobile subscriptions can
surely take the next step in improving
people’s chances of voting. At the very
least,a system of postal voting should be
devised which is safe from fraud.In UK,
Iregularly get a letter from the Election
Commission or the local authority to
confirm my name on the register.I am
alsoasked if Iwish to cast a postal ballot
whichIcaninadvance of thedate of vot-
ing,and the envelopesare not opened till
the counting begins. At the very least,
India should allow postal ballots. This
wouldresultinan extra 50 millionvotes
being cast.

My next suggestion is more radical.
After careful piloting, India should pio-
neer remote voting. This can be done
electronically online or by smartphone.
Popular TVshows solicit onlinevotingall
the time quite effectively.Itwould mean
giving each voter a unique number and
then a password with sufficient care for
averting voter fraud. Aadhaar is already
theretoaidin thistask.Anewgeneration
has arrived which does things on the
move, something which my generation
could never imagine.They bank online,
date online,shop online, hail taxis using
their phonesbookholidayaccommoda-
tion online. The idea of having to turn
up, even once in five

thatithasweeded out 2.75 crore fake
ration cards. If so, why has the PDS
off-take not fallen? In fact, the PDS
off-take has been gradually rising,
and so has been the procurement and
stocks with the government. On April
1, the grain stocks were more than
double the buffer stocking norms,
reflecting high eco-

C2NO RUSH ON TRADE TALKS

Donald Trump, US president

Talks with China continue in a very congenial
manner—there is absolutely no need to rush. In the
meantime we will continue to negotiate with China in
the hopes that they do not again try to redo deal

(LTIF) of ¥40,000 crore was created
with Nabard to help states complete
these projects in time. But, the BJP
manifesto of 2019 states that, so far,
only 31 projects have been com-
pleted. However, our research into
this reveals that the command area
development has taken place only in
case of six projects. What this means
isthat farmers have received water in
their fields only in six out of 99 pro-
jects sofar.That’s the pace of progress

in drought-proofing the country!
One can go on and on to show how
the achievements in most projects
fall way short of the promises made.
But, my purpose here is not to be too
critical, but to show the challenges
inherent in food and

nomic inefficiency. The EEES—————————— agri-space, which get

food subsidy bill is

compounded when you

touching 1.84 lakh
crore in the FY20 bud-
get. What is less known
is that the outstanding
dues of FCI have been
mounting, touching
31.86 lakh crore now.
FCI has been asked to
take loans after loans to
keep the wheel running.
These loans have now

The grain system
remains as messy
as it was in 2013-14,
and the figures of
fiscal deficit given
in Union budget are
all murky. No major
overhauling of the
grain system has

have incompetent peo-
ple at the helm of affairs
to deliver.When a politi-
cal party cannot deliver
even half of what it
promises, what would
you call it? A failure? An
over-promise? Or an
attempt to befool peo-
ple? You can pick your
answer.

DESAI

economist
and Labour peer

touched 2.48 lakh
crores. The upshot of all
thisis that the grain sys-
tem remains as messyas
itwas in 2013-14, and the figures of
fiscal deficit given in Union budget
are all murky. No major overhauling
of the grain system has happended,
despite the sweeping reforms that
were suggested by the Shanta Kumar
panel that was set up by the prime
minister himself.

Take the case of public irrigation.
After two successive droughts in
2014 and 2015, the government
identified 99 projects that were at
advanced stages of completion, and
vowed to complete them by Decem-
ber 2019.Long Term Irrigation Fund

advantages. It will ease the burden on
the Election Commission of monitoring
theadherence tothe Model Code of Con-
duct.But, there are also ways of making
the cost of complaining higher, toreflect
the resource cost in terms of time and
personnel forthe Election Commission.
It seems complaints againstrival parties
are part of an election campaign. As of
now,the ECimposesban foradayortwo
onthe culprit campaigning.Iwould pro-
pose that the punishment should be on
theanalogy of sports tournaments. Per-
sistent frivolous complaints should cost
the candidate costing them a certain
number of votes when the counting is

done. If let us say for each

years,ataparticularloca- " ———————————— complaint rejected, the

tion within certain time
limits to cast your vote
will appear bizarre to

The new
generation does

candidatewastolose 5,000
votes, we may get some
seriousness in the behav-

them. India has made things on the move, iourofpolitical candidates.

enormous strides in digi-
tisation. It cannot be
beyond possibility that
the option of voting at a
distance be imple-
mented.

The one advantage
this has is that the elec-
tion cycle can be short-
ened. Voters can be
allowed tovote onanyday
within an interval of, say,
oneweek.Thosewhowish
to push the button on an
EVM physically and enjoy the festival of
democracy can go on doing so. But, if
more voters choose to vote remotely,
then thelawand order problem can also
be more manageable.Therewill be com-
plaints of voter fraud no doubt just as
now there are demands for paper trail.
That can be left to the Election Commis-
sion to handle in its usual way.

A shorter election cycle has other

which my
generation could
never imagine. It
banks online, shops
online, hail taxis
and books holidays
using phones. So,
why not vote
online?
|

Asitis, the costs of wasting
the time of the Election
Commission are too low
and do not restrain any-
body. Why else would we
have the same old, tired
complaints like the one
about Rahul Gandhi’s for-
eign citizenship turn up at
each election?

It may also help the
Supreme Court to have
similar powers of punish-
ing candidates for time
wasting.The court should be allowed to
impose higher sanctions, including
declaring the election null and void or
preventing the candidate from taking
up seat in the Lok Sabha for a period of
time.An even better solution would be
for the Court to say that they will only
hear complaints which they deem seri-
ous immediately. The others would be
heard after polling is over.

happended

This problem is not
just with the BJP today,
but also with the Con-
gress in opposition. The
Congress manifesto of 2019
promises all-India loan waiver,
%72,000/- peryearincome support to
bottom 20% of population (NYAY),
higher MSPs, and so on. Again, over-
promise when in opposition!

Instead of discussing these
promises and performance, our polit-
ical discourse has skidded to emotive
non-economic issues of caste, reli-
gion, etc. This weakens the founda-
tions of democratic system. But,who
cares? Elections are all about grab-
bing power. It is only coincidence that
each one promises to serve the poor.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

2019 polls: A return
of the coalition era?

Narendra Modi, in one of his
interactions on assumption of power
in 2014, remarked that there was no
vacancy for the post of prime minster
till 2024. The five phases of polling, in
which nearly 80% got the finger
inked, do not seem to indicate the
fructification of his wish—his return
to power. Modi's last-ditch attempts
to woo the voters showed up his
desperation and capacity to be
graceless. His belief that statements
on possible defection of 50 TMC
MLAs, the alleged Congress-SP
conspiracy against Mayawati and on
how Rajiv Gandhi 'died as Corrupt
No. 1' and on the misuse of warship
INS Viraat by Naamdar' (Gandhis) for
junket, as if it were a 'personal taxi'
was simply misplaced. We do not
expect India's prime minister to be a
graceless leader. The likelihood is
that BJP will fall far short of the
numbers to get the invite from the
president for formation of the next
government. It is unlikely that the BJP
will make up for the losses in states
where it reached the saturation point
in 2014 with the gains it now hopes
to make in states like West Bengal
and Odisha. A hung Parliament
appears to be what we are headed
to. One thing is for sure—it is going
to be a coalition government.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode

Amul sponsorhip

It is really delightful to know that
Indian dairy giant Amul will be the
official team sponsorer of the
Afghanistan cricket team at the
upcoming World Cup. Itis indeed a
pride for our nation and a feather on
the cap of Amul. Amul is a pure
symbol of upliftment and
empowerment of rural India and its
association with the fastest-growing
cricket team in the world is
welcome.

— M Pradyu, Kannur
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VACATION BENCH

During the summer vacation, the Bench that will
hear urgent matters in Supreme Court

b

Summer vacation has set in; SC also takes a winter vacation, File photo

ON MAY 9, the Supreme Court notified
its annual summer holiday from May 13,
and listed the judges who will occupy the
Vacation Benches for hearing urgent
matters during this period. Dividing the
vacation into periods and listing a num-
ber of Division Benches, the notification
said: “Under Rule 6 of Order Il of The
Supreme Court rules, 2013, Hon'ble the
Chief Justice of India has nominated the
following Division Benches for hearing
of urgent miscellaneous matters and reg-
ular hearing matters during the summer
vacation for the period (First Part) from
May 13, 2019 to May 20, 2019, May
21,2019 to May 24,2019, May 25,2019 to
May 28,2019 and for the period (Second
Part) from May 29, 2019 to May 30,2019
, May 31, 2019 to June 2, 2019, June 3,
2019toJune 5,2019,June 6,2019 to June
13,2019...”

A Vacation Bench of the Supreme
Court is a special bench constituted by
the Chief Justice of India. The court takes
two long vacations each year, the sum-
mer and winter breaks, but is technically
not fully closed during these periods.
Litigants can still approach the Supreme
Court and, if the court decides that the
plea is an “urgent matter”, the Vacation
Bench hears the case on its merits. While
there is no specific definition as to what
is an “urgent matter”, during vacations
the court generally admits writs related
to habeas corpus, certiorari, prohibition

TP FOR READING LiIST

and quo warranto matters for enforce-
ment of any fundamental right.

Rule 6, which is mentioned in the no-
tification, states: “The Chief Justice may
appoint one or more Judges to hear dur-
ing summer vacation or winter holidays
all matters of an urgent nature which un-
der these rules may be heard by a Judge
sitting singly, and, whenever necessary,
he may likewise appoint a Division Court
for the hearing of urgent cases during the
vacation which require to be heard by a
Bench of Judges.”

The High Courts and trial courts too
have Vacation Benches to hear urgent
matters under their jurisdiction.

Vacation Benches become significant
in important political cases. During the
last summer vacation, when the
Karnataka Assembly results were an-
nounced, the decision to invite the BJP by
Karnataka Governor was challenged by
the Congress before the Vacation Bench.
The urgent matter was heard on May 18,
2018 and the court passed an interim or-
der to conduct a floor the very next day.
The interim order played a key role in set-
ting off events relating to government
formation.

CJI Ranjan Gogoi himself will be
heading the Vacation Bench from May
25 to May 30. This will be in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the declaration of the
Lok Sabha election results, scheduled on
May 23.

THE WORLDS BENEATH OUR FEET

THROuGHOUT LITERATURE, from
mythology to modern fiction, the under-
world has been projected as dark and
fearsome. As the writer Robert
Macfarlane points out in his lat-
est book, this is reflected in lan-
guage itself — “height is cele-
brated but depth is despised. To
be ‘uplifted’ is preferable to be-
ing ‘depressed’ or ‘pulled
down’.” In Underland: A Deep
Time Journey, Robert Macfarlane
describes his journeys into the
worlds beneath our feet — from
the depths of Greenland's glaciers to the
underground networks by which trees
communicate, from Bronze Age burial
chambers to the rock art of remote Arctic
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sea-caves. Some of these accounts are
frightening. As historian and author
William Dalrymple notes in his review
for The Guardian, “In a cave sys-
tem in the Mendips, a rope
thrown down as an escape
route becomes entangled be-
hind the belay boulder; only the
necessity to regain the surface
forces Macfarlane to risk his life
climbing up it.” Dalrymple
notes that “the tales of adven-
tures are only a takeoff point for
discussions of deeper concerns:
the relationship between man and land-
scape, the instability of time and place,
and perhaps above all, the fragility of all
we are and all we create.”
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SIMPLY PUT

The US-China trade war

How did the trade dispute between the world’s two biggest economies start? What happens if their
standoff escalates into a wider economic conflict? How can India and the rest of the world be impacted?

ANILSASI
NEW DELHI,MAY 12

ON FRIDAY, the United States decision to raise
tariffs to 25% on $200 billion worth of
Chinese goods took effect — a move that po-
tentially impacted goods trade in more than
5,700 product categories, and sparked an-
other round of tariff wars between the
world’s two largest economies.

On Saturday, Washington slapped anew
round of tariffs on almost all of China’s re-
maining imports. These tariffs applied to an
even broader range of traded goods — esti-
mated at about $300 billion.

USTrade Representative Robert Lighthizer
said in a statement that President Donald
Trump had “ordered us to begin the process
of raising tariffs on essentially all remaining
imports from China”. Trump had said Friday
that the two sides were close to reaching a
deal, but China had attempted to renegotiate.

The Chinese side continued to sound hope-
ful. “Negotiations have not broken down,” Vice
Premier Liu He, China’s chief negotiatorin the
talks, said Saturday. “...I think small setbacks
are normal and inevitable during the negotia-
tions of both countries. Looking forward, we
are still cautiously optimistic,” Liu said.

In contrast, US Treasury Secretary Steve
Mnuchin told CNBC that there were cur-
rently no trade talks scheduled with Beijing.

Origin of the dispute

The US and China have been slugging it
out since Trump slapped heavy tariffs onim-
ported steel and aluminium items from
China in March last year, and China re-
sponded by imposing tit-for-tat tariffs on bil-
lions of dollars worth of American imports.

The dispute escalated after Washington
demanded that Chinareduce its $375 billion
trade deficit with the US, and introduce “ver-
ifiable measures” for protection of
Intellectual Property Rights, technology
transfer,and more access to American goods
in Chinese markets.

Inareport earlier this year, the IMF noted
that the US-China trade tension was one fac-
tor that contributed to a “significantly weak-
ened global expansion” late last year, as it cut
its global growth forecast for 2019.

Impact of latest move

The biggest Chinese import sector im-
pacted by the fresh round of tariff hikes is the
$20 billion-plus category of Internet
modems, routers, and other data transmis-
siondevices segment, alongside printed cir-
cuit boards used in a number of US-made
products. Furniture, lighting products, auto
parts, vacuum cleaners, and building mate-
rials also face higher levies.

Analysts say the tariffs could hamper the
rebound in the US economy, with consump-
tion likely to be hit, as these tariffs would be

Atlas of human body: what’s in it,

ANJALIMARAR
PUNE, MAY 12

ON FRIDAY, the Department of
Biotechnology (DBT) launched ‘MANAV:
Human Atlas Initiative’, a project for map-
ping every tissue of the human body to help
understand better the roles of tissues and
cells linked to various diseases.

What it covers

The comprehensive map of the human
body, every tissue accounted for, will be cre-
ated from all available scientific literature. The
programme will seek to provide better bio-
logical insights through physiological and
molecular mapping, develop disease models

China’s Vice Premier Liu He and US Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer
at the office of the US Trade Representative in Washington Friday. Reuters

US TRADE INGOODS WITH CHINA

Year Exports
2019* 25,9944
2018 120,341.4
2017 129,893.6
2016 115,545.5
2015 115,873.4

*January-March

adjusted unless otherwise specified

US GOODS & SERVICES trade with
China totalled an estimated $737.1
billion in 2018. Exports: $179.3 billion;
imports: $557.9 billion; deficit: $378.6
billion

CHINA IS CURRENTLY the US’s
largest goods trading partner with
$659.8 billion in total (two-way)
goods trade in 2018. Exports: $120.3
billion; imports: $539.5 billion; US
goods trade deficit: $419.2 billion

TRADE IN SERVICES with China
(exports and imports) totalled an
estimated $77.3 billion in 2018.
Exports: $58.9 billion; imports: $18.4
billion; US services trade surplus:
$40.5 billion

911,000 JOBS (estimated) were
supported by US exports of goods and
services to Chinain 2015 (latest data

paid by American consumers and busi-
nesses. Also, this exacerbates the uncertainty
in the global trading environment, affects
global sentiment negatively, and adds to risk
aversion globally.

The higher tariffs could lead to the repric-

through predictive computing, and allow for
a holistic analysis and finally drug discovery.
The aim of the project is to understand and
capture human physiology in two stages —
normal stage and disease stage. DBT has in-
vested Rs 13 crore, shared between two insti-
tutions in Pune — National Centre for Cell
Science and Indian Institute of Science,
Education and Research — while Persistent
Systems Ltd has co-funded the project with
Rs 7 crore, and is developing the platform.

How it will be created

Students will be trained in annotation
and curation of the information that will
form the online network. Students in their
final year of graduation and above in bio-
chemistry, biotechnology, microbiology,

Source: US Census Bureau. All figures are in millions of US dollars on a nominal basis, not seasonally

US-CHINATRADE & INVESTMENT FACTS

Imports Balance
105,973.9 -79,979.5
539,503.4 -419,162.0
505,470.0 -375,576.4
462,542.0 -346,996.5
483,201.7 -367,328.3

available), according to the US
Department of Commerce; 601,000
supported by goods exports; 309,000
by services exports

US FDIIN CHINA (stock) was $107.6
billion in 2017, a 10.6% increase from
2016. US direct investment in China is
led by manufacturing, wholesale
trade, finance and insurance

CHINA FDIIN THE US (stock) was
$39.5 billion in 2017, down 2.3% from
2016. China’s direct investment in the
US is led by manufacturing, real
estate, depository institutions

SALES OF SERVICES in China by
majority US-owned affiliates was
$55.1 billion in 2016 (latest data
available); sales of services in the US
by majority China-owned firms: $8.3
billion Source: USTR

ing of risk assets globally, tighter financing
conditions, and slower growth. The trade
tensions could resultin anincreasingly frag-
mented global trading framework, weaken-
ing the rules-based system that has under-
pinned global growth, particularly in Asia,

botany, zoology, bioinformatics, health sci-
ences, systems biologists, pharmacologists
and data sciences can sign up. The network
is also open for students with a science back-
ground but not necessarily involved in active
scientific research. The MANAV team has en-
couraged colleges and universities to register
as teams. Initially, the programme will ac-
commodate colleges that operate under the
DBT Star College scheme.

Once registered, student groups will be as-
signed research papers or literature, and
trained in annotation and curation using spe-
cialised tools. Student groups will be evaluated
from time to time and their annotations re-
viewed by trainer scientists. Workshops are
being organised to train teachers who canthen
train student groups. Initially, the project will

over the past several decades.

While there is still hope that the two
countries will ultimately sort out their issues,
the risk of a complete breakdown in trade
talks has increased after Saturday.

How India is impacted

There could be a short-term impact on
the stock markets. The benchmark Sensex at
the Bombay Stock Exchange has been falling
in line with global markets that have been
spooked by the escalating trade war between
the US and China.

In the longer run, while a slowdown in
the US economy does not augur well for
emerging markets, the trade war could have
a silver lining for some countries. India is
among a handful of economies that stand to
benefit from the trade tensions between the
world’s top two economies, the United
Nations has said in a report.

Of the $300 billion in Chinese exports
that are subject to US tariffs, only about 6%
will be picked up by firms in the US, accord-
ing to a report released in February by the
UN Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD). EU members are expected to
benefit the most, as exports in the bloc are
likely to grow by $70 billion; and Japan and
Canada will see exports increase by more
than $20 billion each, it said.

Other countries set to benefit from the
trade tensions include Vietnam, with 5% ex-
port gains, Australia (4.6%), Brazil (3.8%), India
(3.5%), and Philippines (3.2%), the UNCTAD
study said.

Could it go to WTO?

While itis not clear yet whether the mat-
ter would go to the World Trade Organisation
(WTO), data show that the US generally wins
trade disputes, particularly against China, be-
fore the global trade arbitrator. According to
the Peterson Institute for International
Economies, in the last 16 years, the US has
challenged Chinese practices 23 times in the
WTO, with a win-loss record of 19-0 — with
four cases pending.

In the most recent decision, the WTO
panel found that China’s agricultural subsi-
dies were inconsistent with WTO rules, and
upheld US claims.

For China, the higher tariffs will have a
significant negative effect on exports, against
the backdrop of a slowing economy. Further
policy easing will mitigate only some of the
impact, and increased uncertainty and
weaker business sentiment will hinder pri-
vate investment decisions.

According to Michael Taylor, Managing
Director, Credit Strategy, Moody’s Investors
Service, the Chinese advanced technology
sector will also likely be adversely affected, as
the US intensifies restrictions on that sector.
And for the rest of Asia’s export-dependent
economies, a slowdown in China will
dampen growth rates.

and why

focus on curating information on skin tissues.

Why it matters

This collated data can be useful for future
researchers and clinicians and drug develop-
ers, who finally handle human bodies in dis-
ease conditions. The platform will also im-
part key skills to the student community in
reading scientific literature — in this case on
individual tissues — and perform annotation
and curation. Such a database will come in
handy in tracing causes of a disease, under-
standing specific pathways and ultimately
decoding how the body’s disease stage is
linked to tissues and cells. The teams will also
study any potent elements or molecules that
have never been used in the form of drugs,
to target specific cells or tissues.

Do “Russian poplar’ seeds cause May illness in Kashmir? The fears, the science

BASHAARAT MASOOD
SRINAGAR, MAY 12

IN MAY every year, hospitals and doctors in
the Kashmir Valley find themselves treating
a high number of patients, especially chil-
dren, with respiratory diseases. The patients
complain of sore throat, cold, cough and
fever. While a common cause is pollen shed
by various plants, the spike inillness has of-
ten been attributed to a phenomenon dur-
ing this season — the shedding of fluffy cot-
ton-covered seeds by poplar trees,
commonly known as “Russian poplars”.
Three years ago, this led to the Jammu &
Kashmir High Court ordering chopping of
all Russian poplars in the Valley. Scientists,
on the other hand, have concluded that the
seeds from these trees do not cause allergy.

The tree
Experts say “Russian poplar” is a mis-
nomer as the tree has nothing to do with

Russia. It was introduced in Kashmirin 1982
under a Word Bank-aided social forestry
scheme. The tree is a Western American
species known as Eastern Cottonwood
(Populus deltoides)in the US. Over the years,
people in the Valley have started to prefer
the “Russian poplar” over the native
Kashmiri poplar for its quick growth — 10-15
years to reach full size compared to 30-40
years for the Kashmiri poplar. By official es-
timates, the Valley today has 16-20 million
of the non-Kashmiri species. Used to make
wooden boxes for transportation of apples
and other fruits from the Valley, poplar trees
are a Rs 600-crore industry. Every year, the
fruitindustry in the Valley needs atleast 300
lakh wooden boxes. The high-quality wood
is also used in veneer and plywood.

Illness season

With the onset of May, the “Russian
poplars” shed their seeds covered in cotton-
like material. The cotton-covered seeds can
be seen in the air, on the ground and in wa-

Poplars in Bandipora; the seeds are often held responsible for illness. Shuaib Masoodi

ter-bodies. Around the same time, patients
complaining of respiratory diseases swell
many times. People have been blaming the
seeds for the respiratory diseases.

High Court intervention

In 2014, a Srinagar resident approached
the High Court with the complaint that his
neighbour had planted “Russian poplars”

near his home and pollen from the trees
was causing allergy in his family, especially
his ailing mother and his children. The ap-
plicant sought removal of the trees. The
court banned sale, purchase and plantation
of the female “Russian poplars” in Srinagar.

In May 2015, the court directed all
Deputy Commissioners of the Valley to
chop “Russian poplars” across Kashmir, say-
ing the health of the general public is of
“paramount importance”. “It is a common
knowledge that pollen seed of Poplarsis ad-
versely affecting health of general public,
mostly of elderly people and children. The
pollen seed of these trees has given rise to
chest diseases in Kashmir, which can be-
come life threatening for them,” the court
observed. Citing Article 21, the court also
observed: “The right to life can become
meaningful, only if a person is healthy.”

In May 2016, the court sought compli-
ance of its order. Following the directive,
lakhs of “Russian poplars” were cut down in
various parts of the Valley, especially Srinagar
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AFTER FANI

Having minimised cyclone’s ravages, Odisha government’s
challenge is to restore livelihoods, build resilience

HE ODISHA GOVERNMENT did a creditable job in minimising the immediate

impact of Cyclone Fani, which made landfall in Puri 10 days ago. Besides dis-

aster relief workers and police, the state’s administration roped in civil soci-

ety volunteers to evacuate millions of people, who were moved to cyclone
shelters. It warned fishermen to not venture towards the sea and summoned personnel
and equipment to clear roads and remove uprooted trees and other debris. But the chal-
lenge posed by Fani is not yet over. The cyclone has left behind a trail of devastation and
suffering in 14 districts of Odisha. According to official records, more than a crore people
have been affected, almost all the kuccha houses have been razed, rendering nearly 50 per
cent of the people in these districts homeless, electricity and water supplies have been
hit, most of the standing paddy crop is lost and sources of livelihood, including coconut
orchards and fish boats, have been destroyed.

Like in its efforts to warn people about the cyclone, the Odisha government has in-
volved the civil society in the rehabilitation effort. It has launched a web portal for crowd
funding projects for this purpose. Women'’s self-help groups have been roped into the
endeavour. The state government has also announced subsidies to restore agrarian liveli-
hoods and assistance to fisher people to buy new boats and fishing nets. However, to re-
store the fishing economy, the government needs to look beyond the boat owners. Those
who do not own boats will not have work till the vessels destroyed by the calamity are re-
paired or replaced. Landless agricultural labourers will, similarly, need employment be-
fore work on the fields resumes. As it reaches out to the people whose lives and liveli-
hoods have been ravaged, the Odisha government’s priority should also be to ensure that
social inequalities are not aggravated in the cyclone’s aftermath. It should act immediately
on reports that the post-Fani stress has found expression in the deepening of caste fault-
lines and conflict.

Odisha is no stranger to severe cyclones. However, these storms usually occur in the
last quarter of the year. Cyclones in April-May are much weaker than those that are formed
in October-December. Fani has been ascribed to global warming by some experts. These
are still early days for the science that links unseasonal high intensity storms to the very
warm sea surface temperatures in the Indian Ocean. But, increasingly, climate scientists
are coming around to a consensus that global warming will precipitate extreme weather
events — like Fani — in the Indian Ocean. Odisha’s response to the cyclone shows that the
country has the scientific acumen to assess the intensity of such events — and the ad-
ministrative resolve to minimise loss of lives. The challenge of Odisha, and other coastal
states, is to ensure that peoples’ suffering because of the vagaries of nature is minimised.

DIDI'S OWN GOAL

Banerjee is being seen as a spirited voice of Opposition. Invoking
the law against a funny meme undermines her own standing

HILE THE MAHAGATHBANDHAN in Uttar Pradesh spearheads the

electoral push of the Opposition, it is Mamata Banerjee who has

emerged as the voice of the fightback to the ruling party in West

Bengal. She has repeatedly engaged with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s rhetoric, and whatever the outcome of the election, she has made the electoral bat-
tle more lively, more riveting. She has also caught the ear of those who are uneasy about
a single party becoming the axis of power. But those who watch her stake out the oppo-
sitional space are unlikely to be comfortable about Banerjee herself exhibiting intolerant
and authoritarian behaviour in her own state.

Priyanka Sharma of the Bharatiya Janata Yuva Morcha (BJYM) in West Bengal was ar-
rested on Friday for posting a morphed image of actor Priyanka Chopra at the red carpet
of the recent Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume Institute Gala in New York. Banerjee’s
face had replaced Chopra’s, who was dressed for the occasion in a bizarre outfit and hair-
do. There is nothing obscene about the image, and guests at the gala traditionally choose
their outfits from the shelf over the top. Both the original and the morphed image have
travelled widely on social media, and have been received in good (though perplexed) hu-
mour. Certainly, the picture shared by Sharma does not appear to constitute sufficient
grounds for inviting stringent provisions of criminal law, which have been slapped on
her.

Even earlier, though, Banerjee has shown a disinclination to be amused when the joke
is on her. In 2012, she had reacted sharply to a completely harmless cartoon based on a
scene in a children’s film by Satyajit Ray, which she interpreted as a death threat and an
attempt to outrage the modesty of a woman. Jadavpur University chemistry teacher
Ambikesh Mohapatra had not originated the cartoon, he merely shared it. But he was
beaten up by political goons and arrested under serious provisions of the law, including
the infamous Section 66A(b) of the Information Technology Act, which was later struck
down by the Supreme Court. As a consequence, a Bengali cartoon that had hardly been
seen outside the state was shared by millions of people, and an online movement court-
ing arrest with humour began in West Bengal. It is surprising, and dispiriting, that Banerjee
has forgotten that lesson, especially now, when she is courting a national image as an op-
ponent of authoritarian and intolerant politics.
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WORDLY WISE
STATES ARE AS THE MEN, THEY GROW OUT OF
HUMAN CHARACTERS. —PLATO

Perils of over-promising
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For all their talk on farm distress, on agriculture, BJP,
Congress show they have not learnt from past failures

ASHOK GULATI

WE OFTEN FEEL proud of our democratic
system . But it also has a shortcoming, which
has been magnified in the current election
season. The conversation today is not about
what the BJP/NDA promised in its manifesto
of 2014, and how far they have been able to
deliver on their promises. Accusations and
counter-accusations are being hurled on
who was/is more corrupt — of course, with-
out much proof. The gloves are off and the
battle for power is bayonet to bayonet. Our
political system seems to have reached a new
low given that political parties petitioned the
Supreme Court against the Election
Commission. They requested the Court to ask
the EC to act against violations of the Model
Code of Conduct. I hope things will return to
normal after the elections are over. The real
issues will haunt the government that as-
sumes office after the elections

In this article, we focus on the key issues
that confront the food and agri-sector, in-
cluding those pertaining to farmers’ incomes.

In 2014, the BJP manifesto promised to
implement the Swaminathan Committee re-
port, especially its recommendation on min-
imum support prices (MSPs) being 50 per
cent above the costs incurred by farmers. For
four years after assuming office, the party
never talked about this promise. In the fifth
year, the government raised MSPs to 50 per
cent above costs, but the reference cost was
lowered from comprehensive cost (C2) —im-
plied in the Swaminathan formula — to Cost
A2+FL (paid out costs plus family labour).
Cost A2+FL is about 38 per cent lower than
Cost C2. Farmers saw through the trick and
felt cheated. And when market prices re-
mained 10 to 30 per cent lower than the an-
nounced MSPs for most crops, farmers lost
any hope of getting remunerative prices for
their produce.

Meanwhile, the government changed the
goal post to doubling farmers’ incomes by
2022-23. From whatever little I have learnt
about agriculture in my professional life, I can
say confidently that the government cannot
even reach the halfway mark of this target

The government claims that
it has weeded out 2.75 crore
fake ration cards. But then
why has the PDS off-take
not fallen? In fact the PDS
off-take has been gradually
increasing, and so is
procurement. The stocks
with the government have
also increased. On April 1,
the grain stocks were more
than double the buffer
stocking norms, reflecting
high economic inefficiency.

by 2022-23 with the set of policies that have
been followed in the last five years. It pains
me that ministers, bureaucrats, and even
many academics talk about this target in an
uncritical manner. Either they don’t under-
stand the challenges faced by the country in
agriculture or they are simply fooling peo-
ple. There is afamous saying: “You can fool all
the people for some time, some people all
the time, but not all the people all the time”

My humble assessment of the govern-
ment’s performance is that it suffers the per-
ils of over-promising. In the food and agri-
space, the government hasn’t achieved half
of what the BJP manifesto had promised. Let
me cite a few more examples.

One of the major promises in the BJP’s
2014 manifesto was reforming the foodgrain
management system. In fact, the manifesto
explicitly talked about unbundling the Food
Corporation of India (FCI). Has this promise
been unfulfilled? Of course not. Theills of the
grain management system remain where
they were in 2013-14, with one notable
change: The introduction of the POS (point
of sale) machines at a large number of fair
price shops.

The government claims that it has
weeded out 2.75 crore fake ration cards. But
then why has the PDS offtake not fallen? In
fact the PDS offtake has been gradually in-
creasing, and so has procurement. The stocks
with the government have also increased.
On April 1, the grain stocks were more than
double the buffer stocking norms, reflecting
high economic inefficiency.

The food subsidy in the 2019-20 budget is
Rs 1.84 lakh crore. What is less known is that
the outstanding dues of the FCI have been
mounting — they are Rs 1.86 lakh crore. The
FCI has been asked to borrow to keep the
wheels running. The amount due from the
agency has touched Rs 2.48 lakh crore. The
upshot of all this is that the system pertain-
ing to foodgrains remains as messy as it was
in 2013-14 and the fiscal deficit figures in the
Union Budget are murky. There has been no
major overhauling of the FCI despite the

sweeping reforms suggested by the Shanta
Kumar Panel, which was instituted by the
prime minister himself.

Take the case of public irrigation. After
two successive droughts in 2014 and 2015,
the government identified 99 projects that
were at advanced stages of completion, and
vowed to complete them by December
2019. The Long Term Irrigation Fund (LTIF)
of Rs 40,000 crore was created with the
NABARD to help states to complete these
projects in time. But the BJP manifesto of
2019 states that so far, only 31 of these proj-
ects have been completed. Our research re-
veals that command area development has
taken place in only six projects. In other
words. farmers have received water in their
fields in only six of of the 99 projects. That’s
the pace of progress in drought-proofing
the country.

One can go on and on to show how the
achievements in most projects fall way short
of the promises in the BJP’s 2014 manifesto.
But my purpose here is to be not too critical,
but to show the challenges in the food and
agri-space. When a political party cannot de-
liver even half of what it promises, what
would one call that? A failure? An over-
promise? Or an attempt to fool people? You
can pick your answer.

This problem is not just with the BJP, but
also with the Congress. The party’s manifesto
of 2019 promises an all-India loan waiver, Rs
72,000 per year income support to the bot-
tom 20 per cent of population (NYAY), higher
MSPs and so on.

Instead of discussing these promises —
and holding the government to account —
our political discourse has veered towards
emotive non-economic issues of caste and
religion. This weakens the foundations of the
democratic system. But who cares? Elections
are all about grabbing power. It is only coin-
cidence that every party promises to serve
the poor!

The writer is Infosys Chair professor for
Agriculture at ICRIER
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How MARVEL FAILED CAP

Disappointingly, ‘Avengers’ couldn’t go beyond queerbaiting

: :
RADHA KULKARNI

THE RELEASE of Avengers: Endgame reaf-
firmed the common knowledge among fans
of the Marvel Cinematic Universe that a
number of characters would reach the com-
pletion of their story arcs. And the movie has
managed to unravel the character of one of
its key figures — Captain America. While cer-
tain fans are extremely satisfied, there are
others like me who are less than pleased. We
are frustrated with Marvel because of the
“queerbaiting” surrounding Captain
America. His story, spanning a trilogy and
four Avengers movies, has never revolved
around a romantic partner, as his selflessness
and the need to stand up for what is “right”
has kept his stories packed with conflictand
action, preventing him from pursuing any
steady romantic interest.

In his first movie, Captain America: The
First Avenger, he meets Peggy Carter, who is
not (yet!) reduced to simply being a love in-
terest for Cap. A competent and resilient
woman, Peggy refused to be the damsel in
distress, and moved on with her own life
when the hero went missing. She eventually
became the co-founder of SHIELD, which
would later become a major organisation in
the MCU. Even when Captain America
turned up, 70 years later, she expressed no
regret or desire to change the life that she
lived in his absence.

Captain America: The Winter Soldier gen-
erally steered clear of a female romantic inter-
est for Cap. However, it introduced a new vari-
able — Bucky Barnes, Captain America’s
long-lost, childhood best friend, who turns

In ‘Avengers: Endgame’,
Captain America is, literally,
sent back in time to be with
Peggy Carter — erasing her
life, family and
accomplishments, and
effectively reducing her to a
prize for the hero of the story.
‘Captain America’, the
paragon of ‘American values’,
can under no circumstances

tury. Unlike Peggy, Bucky did somewhat fit
into the damsel role, eliciting strong displays
of loyalty for Captain America. Being such an
integral part of the Cap’s life, many MCU fans
saw Bucky as a potential love interest. Over
the span of his trilogy, Cap continued to pri-
oritise Bucky over everything else — fighting
the government and even the rest of the
Avengers in order to protect him. By the end
of the trilogy, Cap-Bucky had become an ex-
tremely popular pairing.

However, it became clear that Marvel’s
insistence on romance only goes far enough
toinclude straight couples. In a brash attempt
to downplay the Captain’s possible homo-
sexuality, he was pushed into a contrived ro-
mance with Sharon Carter — none other than
Peggy Carter’s niece.

As fans made their disapproval of this
pairing clear, Marvel changed tactics and re-
sorted to a strategy that a vast majority of
Hollywood loves — queerbaiting. It refers to
a marketing technique used by creators of
fiction to hint at, but not actually depict, a
same-sex romance. This is done in order to
draw audiences attracted to the prospect of
such arelationship. At the same time, it does
not require the creators to face any potential
backlash that the depiction of such a rela-
tionship may cause.

Marvel has been promising its fans
greater representation for years, but has so
far done almost nothing to act onit. After the
release of Avengers: Infinity War, fans were
told to expect LGBTQ+ characters in future
movies. As Avengers: Endgame neared, the di-

of a gay male character in the movie.
However, this long awaited gay character
merely turned out to be one of the directors,
in nothing more than a glorified cameo.

Marvel screenwriters and directors have
utilised the Cap-Bucky pairing for years dur-
ing press tours and interviews — fans have
even started the online campaign
#GiveCaptainAmericaABoyfriend: This
stemmed from a press interview in which
Samuel Jackson (who plays Nick Fury in the
MCU)dubbed him as “The first LGBT Captain
America”.

And when Avengers: Endgame released,
it came as the last straw in denying the
LGBTQ+ community the representation it
deserves within the MCU. The Cap’s world-
view — learning to live without a war — could
have easily been lent a relevant edge by hav-
ing Cap retire into a peaceful life in the 21st
century with Bucky. Instead, he is, literally,
sent back in time to be with Peggy Carter —
erasing her life, family and accomplishments,
and effectively reducing her to a prize for the
hero of the story. Captain America, the
paragon of “American values”, can under no
circumstances be in a same-sex relationship.
This illogical and unnecessary conclusion
points to Marvel following conservative val-
ues implying that any “real family” — for Cap
or otherwise — must be that between aman
and a woman. For a character that was orig-
inally created to fight for inclusivity, this clo-
sure is a massive failure on Marvel’s part.

The writer, 18, is based in Pune and has just

up as abrainwashed assassinin the 21st cen- be in a same-sex relationship. rectors of the movie revealed the inclusion finished school
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THE COMMUNIST PARTY of India is to
launch, with the cooperation of other parties
and organisations, a nation-wide movement
against the danger of communalism This was
one of the decisions taken by the central ex-
ecutive committee of the party which met
in New Delhi from May 8 to May 10. A com-
munique on the meeting alleged that “the
RSS-Jana Sangh combine” had become des-
perate because of increasing political isola-
tion and was reverting to “Muslim-baiting”.
Explaining the committee’s decision, the CPI
general secretary, C Rajeshwara Rao, said the
attack on the students of Aligarh Muslim
University was preplanned.

AT EVERY RAIL head and bus stand in the
Santhal Parganas hundreds of people wait
for some conveyance to move out to the
neighbouring districts of West Bengal. Most
of them go on this seasonal migration with
their families as agriculture provides them
virtually no employment at home in sum-
mer. For the first time this season, such mi-
grationis being challenged by activists of the
Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM), who are
stopping buses crammed with the unem-
ployed and starving labourers. Landlords and
contractors from the Bengal districts are be-
ing mobbed, beaten and warned, it is re-
ported.

ANUMBER OFring leaders of protesting po-
licemen in Punjab were rounded up in a pre-
dawn swoop, as the unrest took a turn for the
worse with a clash between the protesters
and loyalists at Mukatsar in Faridkot. There
were reports of demonstrations by uni-
formed men at more places. In the Mukatsar
clash, adeputy superintendent of police and
an inspector were injusred. The Border
Security Force units were pressed into serv-
ice at main trouble spots of Bhatinda, Sangrur
and Patiala districts as the Director of
Intelligence Bureau, S N Mathur, continued
his consultations with the state authorities
here for the second successive day.
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Once upon a PM’s holiday

Looking back, one thing stands out: Enough questions were asked of Rajiv Gandhi when he was in power.
Today, more questions are asked of the Opposition

NIRUPAMA
SUBRAMANIAN

IN THE THICK of his campaign for the Lok
Sabha elections, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi pulled out another arrow from his seem-
ingly inexhaustible quiver. Ata public meeting
in Delhi, PM Modi said: “Have you ever heard
that someone uses INS Viraat to enjoy a holi-
day? It happened when Rajiv Gandhi was the
PM of this country. INS Viraat, which was de-
ployed on the sea borders, was sent to facili-
tate a holiday for 10 days.” He also tweeted a
report from January 1988, written in a news
magazine, about that holiday. Forget foramo-
mentwhy along dead prime minister,and his
holiday three decades ago, have suddenly be-
come the theme of the Modi campaign. Inany
case, the news reports from that period do not
suggest that the holiday was on the Viraat. It
was on the island. Leave aside, too, the ques-
tion how the prime minister got this wrong.
Whatis truly remarkable is the wealth of
detail available about that holiday in news
reports of that period, so much so that three
decades later, a prime minister could find one
and put it out on Twitter for everyone toread.
The Indian Express covered the holiday on
Bangaram Island in Lakshadweep quite ex-
tensively. It was the time that Rajiv Gandhi
was on the ropes after a two-year honey-
moon with the media. The Congress’s four-

fiftths majority in Parliament (won in the
1984 election) did not mean that the media
was falling in. The Bofors scam had already
started unfolding in April of 1987, and from
there on, it was all downhill. All too quickly,
it was open season.

Reading the archives of those years was a
reminder that all you heard in the newsroom
of that period was Fairfax, Thakkar commis-
sion, Bofors, Snam Progetti, cabinet meetings
inSariska and holidays in the Andamans one
year, Lakshadweep the next. In fact, the ques-
tion then was not about INS Viraat standing
by as the prime minister and his large en-
tourage holidayed on Bangaram, but why a
holiday at all. “The system of year end holi-
days and holding of Cabinet meetings in
tourist resorts, something prevalentin the af-
fluent West, emerged on the Indian scene
only after Mr Gandhi became Prime
Minister,” an early report in The Indian Express
pointed out. A cartoon in this paper summed
up the national feeling then: Rajiv sitting un-
dera coconut tree onanisland in the Arabian
Sea, saying: “Ah! To getaway fromitall!” and
India responding with a sigh and a question:
“When?” Not that Rajiv did not hit back. There
were no proxy troll armies to create an atmos-
phere of intimidation. But months after the
Lakshadweep holiday, came the Anti-
Defamation Bill of 1988, which had to be
abandoned in the face of a backlash from the
newspapers that came out in one voice
against it. There were raids on the premises of
The Indian Express, ostensibly to look for evi-
dence that the newspaper had evaded cus-
toms duty. For those of us present in the office
that day, the manner in which hundreds of
armed CRPF and Delhi police personnel took
position inside and outside the Delhi office
seemed way out of proportion for a tax eva-

Reading the archives of
those years was a reminder
that all you heard in the
newsroom of that period was
Fairfax, Thakkar
commission, Bofors, Snam
Progetti, cabinet meetings in
Sariska and holidays in the
Andamans one year,
Lakshadweep the next. In
fact, the question then was
not about ‘INS Viraat’
standing by as the prime
minister and his large
entourage holidayed on
Bangaram, but why a holiday
at all.

sionraid. A strike at The Indian Express just be-
fore the 1989 elections, calling for higher
salaries, was also blamed on the Congress.

It may not have been his intention, butin
talking about an event that occurred more
than 30 years ago, detailed painstakingly in
news reports of the time, Prime Minister
Modi has reminded the media how impor-
tant it is to speak truth to power and ques-
tion those who hold high office.

Enough questions were asked of Rajiv
Gandhi when he was in power, so much so
that he was defeated in the 1989 elections.
He is history now. Cabinet minister Arun
Jaitley said the other day that the Congress
has been reduced to a “fringe” party. But
many still question the Congress party and
its present day leaders as if this is 1987, or as
if it is the Congress that has ruled the coun-
try over the last five years.

Few questions have been asked of Modi;
fewer have been allowed to ask those ques-
tions. Unlike Rajiv Gandhi, who despite fac-
ing a hostile media, was game enough to
hold press conferences — it was at one such
press conference at Vigyan Bhavan that he
sacked then foreign secretary A P
Venkateswaran — the present prime minis-
ter has had little for the media except in these
final weeks of his term when he has given
interviews.

But PM Modi has shown us the mirror,
provided us a timely reminder that we must
ask questions of those who wield power. So,
a question for you, Prime Minister Modi: Is
it to deflect from the inadequacies and fail-
ings of your own five year term that you have
dredged up a 30 year old prime ministerial
holiday?

nirupama.subramanian@expressindia.com
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Aweekly look at the public conversations shaping ideas beyond borders — in the
Subcontinent. Curated by Aakash Joshi

LENIENCY IN LANKA

INITS MAY 8 editorial, The Island has contin-
ued its unrelenting attack on the Sri Lankan
government and President Maithripala
Sirisena and Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe. In the Sri Lankan
Parliament on May 7, “government leaders
were cock-a-hoop in Parliament. they
bragged that most of the terror suspects had
been arrested and normalcy restored”. Yet,
argues the editorial, it were these same lead-
ers that “promptly denied” responsibility for
the intelligence failures that led to the Easter
Sunday attack and instead laid the blame at
the feet of the police chief and defence sec-
retary, both of whom have resigned since.
The editorial warns the president and
prime minister that “it is too early to declare
victory” and recaps the where the govern-
ment has fallen short: “It is mind-boggling
why the police did not try to prevent nine
out of ten suspects, arrested over the Easter
Sunday bombings, from getting bail. For
some unknown reason, the suspects had
not been taken into custody under the
Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA). They are
no ordinary suspects, to begin with. Insan
(or insane?) Seelawan, who joined NT]
leader Zaharan Hashim in carrying out sui-
cide bomb attacks at Shangri-la Hotel, on
21 April, had handpicked them to work in
his copper factory, which is believed to have

been used for manufacturing bombs.”

Arguing that the police seldom grant
bail to suspects under political pressure to
do so, the editorial hints at a disturbing col-
lusion from the powers that be. Its hawk-
ish tone also cries foul at the “disturbing le-
niency” towards the terror suspects and
even seems to question why those return-
ing from ISIS camps in Syria haven’t been
detained: “Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe insists that the govern-
ment could not take any action against sev-
eral families, trained by the ISIS in Syria,
upon their return to the country, because
there is a lacuna in Sri Lanka’s laws. (Some
legal experts have pooh-poohed his asser-
tion.) How will the government explain
why the police did not use the existing
tough anti-terror laws in dealing with the
copper factory workers? It will have its
work cut out to convince the public thatits
anti-terror action plan is copper-bottomed.”

Finally, The Island calls for a probe “to
find out why the police did not take action
against the copper factory workers under
the PTA”.

ASIA’S BLASPHEMY

WITH ASIA BIBI and her family having
moved to Canada, after being granted asy-
lum there, the May 10 editorial in Dawn
says that “finally, a shameful chapter in this

country’s (Pakistan) history hasdrawnto a
close”. Asia spent “eight years in prison for
a crime she did not commit” and the case
of blasphemy against her “catapulted one
among millions of anonymous farmhands
toiling on fields across the country into an
enduring object of hate for the ultra right”.
Two prominent leaders, Punjab Governor
Salman Taseer and Minorities Minister
Shahbaz Bhatti were assassinated for ex-
pressing support for Asia.

The editorial argues that Asia’s case took
on “heightened significance” “because
there was a woman at the centre of it, that
too a Christian woman — in a patriarchal
society where the minorities are already
vulnerable to discrimination, even perse-
cution”. It then recounts other, perhaps less
publicised cases of people, persecuted un-
der the blasphemy law.

The message from Dawn is unambigu-
ous: “The Pakistani state must not continue
to abjure its duty to those victimised by the
blasphemy law.”

MODI AND PAKISTAN

FARRUKH KHAN PITAFI, a Pakistani televi-
sion host and columnist with The Express
Tribune weighed in on the Indian elections
on May 11, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and the future of South Asia — all in the
space of one article. Pitafi begins by recap-

ping some of the more softball questionsin
the “interview” that actor Akshay Kumar
conducted with PM Modi. According to
Pitafi, this was yet another attempt to
change the course and discourse of the
Indian election, one which has failed.

Pitafi then moves on to argue that the
attempts to make Pakistan the “patsy” to
distract from the NDA government’s
“abysmal economic performance have not
worked. He the enumerates the Modi gov-
ernment’s “economically suicidal” meas-
ures like demonetisation and a poorly-im-
plemented GST, and an abysmal
macroeconomic picture.

So, who is good for Pakistan, India?
“In neighbouring Pakistan, there are two
schools of thought that would want to see
Modi return to singhaassan. Those who gen-
uinely believe that only a strongman in New
Delhi could build peace between the two
countries. Sadly, they are not fully apprecia-
tive of Modi government’s economic incom-
petence or its readiness to use confrontation
with Pakistan as a welcome diversion. The
second group would like to see India being
burnt down to the ground by Modi. Not a
wise course because the sheer volume of
Indian market means if it sinks it will most
certainly take the region with it.”

Pitafi ends by asserting that peace, and
economic cooperation, are the only way

forward.
I
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The Pakistani state must not continue to abjure its duty to those victimised

by the blasphemy law.”

—DAWN

Vacation stories

Areporter remem

bers Rajiv Gandhi in

Lakshadweep, how he tried balance Congress old
guard and the ‘wiz kids’

MAKHAN LAL Fotedar was the one who
tipped me of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s
new year holiday in Lakshadweep. The en-
tire political class was aghast when The
Indian Express broke the story about his
previous week-long revelry in Andamans
in 1987. In the Gandhian tradition, a holi-
day for a politician was a sin. Swatantra
Party leader Piloo Modi was derided for his
elitism and lavish lifestyle. Indira Gandhi
was a 24/7 prime minister. It was such
grounding that made it a cultural shock for
the Congress traditionalists.

“They will finish the Congress,”
Kamalapati Tripathi, at his bungalow oppo-
site 10 Janpath, told us the next day.
Congress workers will not tolerate such “an-
grezi” culture, he burst out in sheer desper-
ation. The same sentiment had prompted
Fotedar to leak the story. When asked for
details, he told us to contact E Ahamed, who
later became deputy speaker of the Lok
Sabha. Ahamed confirmed Rajiv Gandhi’s
visit. AICC joint secretary Mullappally
Ramachandran, who was deputed to make
arrangements for Rajiv Gandhi’s party, said
the PM'’s programme in Lakshadweep had
three components. First was a meeting of
the annual Islands Development Authority.
Then, there was a Union cabinet meeting,
also attended by Narasimha Rao. The rest
of the time was for the New Year celebra-
tions by the PM’s group.

Delhi’s grapevine had juicy stories about
Rajiv’s friends, family and foreign in-laws
revelling aboard INS Viraat. Some talked of
security risk. After the event, we continued
to chase the story for a month - from the
party apparatchik, naval sources to local or-
ganisers. Each source denied it. While the
PM and his wife travelled aboard Viraat, the
other guests were ferried by Pawan Hans air-
line: This was confirmed by the airline. Some
in the entourage chose to go by the regular
ferry service. Then we had the version of a
most unlikely source — an attendant at the
mess who was present onboard. His asser-
tion made us abandon the wild goose chase.

Things changed 11 years later when the
12th prime minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee,
broke the tradition. For him, the annual hol-
iday was a right. He went to Kumarakom
and Manali, often with his controversial
son-in-law. The holiday stigma briefly re-

turned once again, in 2016, when Prime
Minister Narendra Modi mocked “Pappu”
for enjoying holidays abroad after every
election campaign.

However, Rajiv Gandhi'’s fishing expe-
dition in Lakshadweep had another dimen-
sion. It symbolised the Congress old guard’s
dislike for the way the GenX had hijacked
the party. It was clearly a clash of genera-
tions. Rajiv’s “Doon pals”, some of them
with professional management back-
ground, had taken control soon after he was
sworn in as PM. Arun Nehru rode
roughshod over the AICC campaign com-
mittee for the 1984 elections. He rejected
truckloads of printed posters made ready
for distribution. Under him, for the first
time, a political party assigned the adver-
tisement job to a professional agency —
Rediffusion. AICC’s publicity committee
chairman, Shrikant Verma, called this
writer to his home to narrate how the
“computer boys” were messing up things.
They produced two dozen cassettes and
flooded constituencies with bindis, billas
and badges. In Rajasthan, he said, women
who wore the bindis developed allergy. For,
much of this was novelty, and the old guard
dismissed them as commercialisation.
Despite all such outbursts, the “computer
boys” had the last laugh. It was a landslide
victory for the young PM in 1985.

After the election, Arun Nehru joined the
cabinet, Arun Singh worked with Rajiv as
parliamentary secretary,and Suman Dubey
became additional secretary in the I&B min-
istry. Mani Shankar Aiyar resigned from for-
eign service to be with Rajiv. All this dis-
turbed the traditional Congress leaders. True,
the old guard continued to occupy positions
in AICC, parliamentary party and PCCs. The
“wiz kids™ presence was limited to Delhi’s
corridors of power. Yet, their presence was
strong. In hindsight, none of this led to any
serious policy schism within the party. An
embarrassing situation did occur on the eve
of the Talkatora AICC. A resolution drafted
by awiz kid was found objectionable by the
Congress Working Committee (CWC). Arjun
Singh and Sanat Mehta were told to redraft
it before placing it before the AICC.

From the beginning, Rajiv seemed keen
on balancing both sides. He did not disturb
the old guard. For instance, along with Arun
Singh, traditionalist Oscar Fernandes was
also made a parliamentary secretary. By
early 1988, the old guard had firmly re-es-
tablished themselves both in the Congress
organisation and the government. Even be-
fore Rajiv Gandhi’s tragic deathin 1991, the
“Doon pal” phenomenon was on the wane.

The writer was special correspondent with
The Indian Express covering the Congress
when he broke the story in 1987

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

VEIL OF IGNORANCE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘In the garb
of religion’ (IE, May9).The practice of
wearing hijab and ghoonghat has gen-
erated debate in our society for quite
some time. While the conservative sec-
tions of Hindu and Muslim communi-
ties justify this pernicious practice on
religious grounds, progressive sections
describe it asinhuman and discrimina-
tory. Religious scholars rarely condemn
this practice, their criticism, if any, is
lukewarm. However, there is no scrip-
tural basis for this practice. The writer
has cited two examples, one in Saudi
Arabia and the other in Malaysia, where
the stringency associated with this
practice has been eased in tune with the
changing times.

Ravi Mathur, Ghaziabad

APPLY THE SALVE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Intimate
enemies’ (IE, May 10). Muscular poli-
cies on their own will not curb terror-
ism; conciliation and mediation by the
political and civil society groups is im-
perative. The closing of the national
highway in Jammu and Kashmir for
two days a week inconvenienced peo-
ple and did not do any good to the gov-
ernment’s efforts of building bridges.
Pranay Kumar Shome, Kolkata

(GENDER AND CASTE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘No courts
for women’ (IE, May 8). Gender parity
on the bench is not much of an answer
to the questions that have been raised
about the Supreme Court’s integrity.
There are two women judges in the SC,
but no one from Dalit and Adivasi com-
munities. The dilution of the SCand ST
Actand curtailing of reservation in uni-
versity appointments could have been
prevented if these communities had
adequate representation.

Basudev Mazumdar, Kolkata

LISTEN TO NATURE

This refers to the editorial, ‘Wake up call

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD

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

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

(IE, May 9). Living in harmony with na-
ture adds value to our life. The last
decade has proved beyond doubt that
human beings are responsible for the
destruction of forests ,oceans, over-ex-
ploitation of natural resources, and
global warming. We have to learn from
indigenous people to minimise the af-
fects of climate change.

Vijay Singh Adhikari, Nainital

BAD DISCOURSE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Hindutva’s
new lab’ (IE, May 7). The country re-
quires infrastructure and human re-
sources for education, health and de-
velopment. People in different parts of
the country require job opportunities.
The BJP and other parties should try to
look at these issues, instead of hanker-
ing on temple-mosque. A sense of jus-
tice and fair play is important for the
long term socio-economic well-being
of people. How can that happen when
a terror accused contesting election?
Saber Sardar, South 24 Parganas
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Of shells, companies and GDP

Substantive equality

The Supreme Court decision rightly rejects
the notion that quotas affect efficiency

he Supreme Court verdict upholding a Karnataka
Tlaw to preserve the consequential seniority of
Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe candidates
promoted on the basis of reservation is notable for be-
ing the first instance of quantifiable data being used to
justify reservation. After a similar 2002 law was struck
down on the ground that there was no data, as required
by the judgment in Nagaraj (2006), the Karnataka go-
vernment appointed a committee to collect data on the
“backwardness” of SC/ST communities, the inadequa-
cy of their representation in the services and the overall
impact of reservation on the efficiency of the adminis-
tration — parameters laid down in the 2006 verdict as
constitutional limitations on the power to extend reser-
vation in employment. Based on the report, the State
enacted a fresh law, which has now been upheld on the
ground that it is compliant with the Nagaraj formula-
tion, as well as the clarification found in Jarnail Singh
(2018). A key principle in this decision is that where re-
servation for SC/ST candidates is concerned, there is no
need to demonstrate the ‘backwardness’ of the com-
munity. The other pre-requisites of a valid system —
quantifiable data on the ‘inadequacy of representation’
for classes of people identified for reservation, and an
assessment of the impact of such quota on the “efficien-
cy of administration” — remain valid. Justice D.Y. Chan-
drachud’s judgment applies the rule emerging from jar-
nail Singh, which decided that Nagaraj did not require
reconsideration. At the same time, it held that Nagaraj
was not right in insisting on data to justify the ‘back-
wardness’ of SC/ST communities, as it contradicted a
nine-judge Bench decision in Indra Sawhney (1992).
The judgment places in perspective the historical
and social justification for according reservation, reject-
ing the argument that quotas, by themselves, affect ad-
ministrative “efficiency”. It says merit lies not only in
performance but also in achieving goals such as promo-
tion of equality, and that India’s transformative Consti-
tution envisages not just a formal equality of opportun-
ity but the achievement of substantive equality. It
accepts the subjective satisfaction of the government in
deciding the adequacy of representation, subject to the
norm that there should be relevant material before it.
One must also recognise the constant tension between
legislative intent and judicial interpretation. Most judg-
ments on affirmative action indicate that the courts are
laying down constitutional limitations, lest the equality
norm, a basic feature of the Constitution, be given the
go-by. It is welcome that the backwardness of the SCs
and STs no more needs to be demonstrated. Policy-
makers should heed the appeal contained in the judg-
ment: there is no antithesis between the concept of effi-
ciency and the inclusion of diverse sections of society in
the administration. While data on representation may
be a requirement, the idea that reservation has an ad-
verse effect on administration must be rejected.

Deal manger

Time is running out for European signatories
to the nuclear pact to address Iran’s concerns

ran’s decision to reduce its commitments under the
IZOIS Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, which

sought to curtail its nuclear capabilities, is more of a
warning than a move to break the nuclear deal. Iran has
been under economic and political pressure since Pre-
sident Donald Trump pulled the U.S. out of the deal a
year ago. The U.S. has since amped up its anti-Iran rhe-
toric and reimposed sanctions. While President Hassan
Rouhani clinched the agreement in 2015 despite oppo-
sition from hardliners, his promise was that it would
help lift sanctions, providing relief to Iran’s economy.
But the economic benefits did not last even three years,
weakening Mr. Rouhani’s position in Iran’s complex
power dynamics. With the U.S. having ended the sanc-
tions-waiver it had given to certain countries, including
India, on purchasing Iranian oil, from the first week of
May, the Iranian economy has come under more pres-
sure. It is in this context that Mr. Rouhani announced
the suspension of some of the restrictions in the deal.

Iran will immediately stop shipping out excess en-
riched uranium and heavy water. Mr. Rouhani has gi-
ven 60 days to other signatories to find solutions to
shield Iran’s banking and oil sectors from U.S. sanc-
tions. In theory, excess enriched uranium and heavy
water allow Iran to expand its nuclear programme, but
it hasn’t announced any such plan. The big threat is that
it will resume higher levels of enrichment to build wea-
pons unless its grievances are addressed in 60 days.
Iran’s response may appear to be calibrated. It hasn’t
quit the deal as the U.S. did. And its concerns are ge-
nuine as it is being punished even as it is compliant with
the terms of the agreement. But Iran’s move to put the
remaining signatories on notice could be the start of the
formal unravelling of the deal. European countries
have been working on a mechanism, which is still in the
initial stages, that allows Europe to trade with Iran
through a barter system avoiding the dollar and circum-
venting sanctions. But it hasn’t covered oil trade, the
mainstay of Iran’s economy. If Europe doesn’t do
enough in 60 days and Iran sticks to its threat, the deal
will collapse, giving more reason to the U.S. to escalate
hostilities. It has, among other things, deployed an air-
craft carrier and a bomber squad to the Gulf. A practical
alternative would be for Iran to end this brinkmanship
and deepen cooperation with other signatories instead
of breaking the deal. Europe, on its part, should stand
firmly up to the U.S.’s unilateral threats and pressure,
and come up with ways to help Iran. A collapse of the
deal would not only exacerbate the Iran nuclear crisis
but also set a bad precedent in international diplomacy.

The government must put the MCA-21 data under scrutiny and bring transparency in calculating corporate output

R. NAGARA]

bout a third of non-govern-
A1[1l1ent non-financial compa-
ies in the services sector
are not traceable is the finding of a
National Sample Survey Office
(NSSO) survey for 2016-17 that has
just been released. Since such enti-
ties could be shell/fake/bogus
companies included in the MCA-21
database of “active” companies
used for estimating the gross dom-
estic product (GDP), the new find-
ing could imply that private corpo-
rate sector GDP is being currently
overestimated, denting the official
growth narrative.

The background

In 2015, the Central Statistics Of-
fice (CSO) issued a new GDP series
with 2011-12 as the base year, re-
placing the earlier series with the
2004-05 base-year as a routine
matter. Usually, the revision leads
to a slight expansion of the abso-
lute GDP in the base year, but its
growth rate does not change, im-
plying that the underlying pace of
economic expansion in the two se-
ries has remained the same. This
time was different, however. The
absolute GDP size — the sum of the
value of all (unduplicated) goods
and services produced in a year —
got diminished slightly in the base
year, and its growth rates went up
subsequently.

Faced with public scrutiny and
scepticism, the CSO defended the
revision by claiming that it had fol-
lowed the latest global template

(the System of National Accounts
2008), applying improved metho-
dologies to a newer and larger da-
ta set; hence the new GDP was
kosher. In a first, the new series es-
timated private corporate sector
(PCS) GDP directly using the Minis-
try of Corporate Affairs’ (MCA)
statutory filing of financial re-
turns, MCA-21. Accounting for over
a third of GDP, as the non-financial
PCS now spans widely, the revi-
sion has affected the estimates of
many industries and services.
Hence the GDP debate has mostly
centred on the PCS.

Since the MCA-21 database is
much larger than those used ear-
lier — like the Annual Survey of In-
dustries (ASI) for manufacturing
or the Reserve Bank of India sam-
ple of large companies for estimat-
ing corporate saving and invest-
ment) — the CSO claims the new
GDP better captures the econo-
my’s value addition, especially of
smaller enterprises and services
activities. Critics, however, won-
der if it is a case of a better descrip-
tion or an overestimation.

Screening and setback

Though now contributing over a
half of GDP, services sector output
estimates are poorer, outside of
the public sector and large private
sector companies. To redress the
shortcoming, the CSO is commit-
ted to launching an annual survey
of services (on the lines of the ASI).
As a first step, the NSSO carried
out a survey of non-government
and non-financial companies/esta-
blishments in 2016-17, using three
list frames (or the universes of en-
terprises) to draw samples for the
survey, the MCA sample being the
largest. A 10% sample was drawn
from the CSO’s universe of 3.5 lakh
active non-financial companies.
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After due screening, at the survey
stage, the NSSO, to its shock,
found that 45% of the selected
companies did not respond to the
survey.

The NSSO report says, “About
45% of MCA units were found to be
out-of-survey/causality.... Non-res-
ponse of a large number of units
was a major setback for this sur-
vey. This happened due to unit
non-response, closure of the unit,
unit found to be the one other
than headquarter, unit out of cov-
erage or unit non-traceable.”

To its dismay, the NSSO found
the results to be so poor that it had
to abandon the planned output of
two-volume survey results, and in-
stead settle for a brief technical re-
port which was released recently.
It candidly admitted the difficul-
ties the NSSO faced in the survey:
“Many units, particularly of the
MCA list, were not identifiable due
to lack of proper/adequate postal
addresses. Therefore, many notic-
es could not be delivered. A large
number of out-of-coverage units
was also found in the list. Affixing
signatures on Schedule 2.35 for
out-of-coverage units was time-
consuming and difficult as owners
were reluctant to sign. In many
cases, it was found that the select-
ed enterprises had not prepared
the Annual Audit Report for 2015-
16 or the balance sheets any time
before.”

The inference could be that
such companies are likely to be
shell/fake/spurious entities that re-

Playing the division card

The BJP’s electoral fortunes depend on its capacity to polarise the OBC vote
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AJAY GUDAVARTHY

Congress’s electoral strategy

continues to be based on its
age-old Nehruvian strategy of ‘pol-
itics of accommodation’. In con-
trast the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh strategy thrives on the ‘pol-
itics of polarisation’. As has been
evident in the last five years, social
tensions amongst various social
constituencies across caste, reli-
gion, and region have been brew-
ing. These tensions have under-
pinned the political strategy of the
BJP for 2019. It has mobilised sup-
port by polarising in order to deli-
neate social differences and pre-
judices in social relations. As part
of this strategy, there has been a
sustained attempt to divide reli-
gious groups between Hindus and
Muslims, to keep Kashmir as a
point of reference, and with in-
creased violence and political rhe-
toric to collapse the distinction
between communalism and na-
tionalism.

In the ongoing elections, the

Sum of all tactics

With regard to caste groups, one
has witnessed a sustained margi-
nalisation of Dalits, beginning with

the death of Rohith Vemula in ear-
ly 2016, attacks in Una, Gujarat, to
attempts to dilute the Scheduled
Castes and Tribes (Prevention of
Atrocities) Act and well-laid out
provisions for reservations. The at-
tempt seemed to be to go to polls
by consolidating the votes of caste
Hindus and the Other Backward
Classes (OBCs). The caste Hindu
votes were sought to be secured
on the basis of the proposed 10%
reservations for the economically
weak among the upper castes.
Though small in number, consoli-
dated voting of the upper castes
would make a difference, though
the BJP’s fortunes in 2019 depend
on the OBCs.

Though the OBCs are a hetero-
geneous group internally divided
across economic and social loca-
tion, there has been a sustained
movement of the OBCs to the fold
of the BJP. This shift was some-
what consolidated with the ascent
of Narendra Modi in 2014 and his
rhetoric of belonging to a back-
ward caste. This shift of the OBCs
will continue to define in impor-
tant ways the electoral prospects
of major national and regional par-
ties. In the 1980s, the OBCs conso-
lidated behind various regional
parties. After the 1990s, and post-
Mandal, it is intriguing that the
politics of social justice and the
‘second democratic upsurge’ in-
augurated the OBC shift towards
the BJP. It was also typified as a
‘secular upsurge’ as the OBC reser-
vations had the potential to bring
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the Hindu-Muslim OBCs together
by conjoining their interests and
potential mobility.

The shift towards the BJP has to
be understood in terms of the par-
ticularistic location of the OBCs in
the caste order and the relative
economic mobility they have en-
joyed in the last three decades.
The less dominant OBC castes to-
day define the aspirational genera-
tion of India, marking mobility
from rural to urban areas, and
they constitute the bulk of the low-
er-middle classes in urban and pe-
ri-urban areas. In rural areas, with
the sustained agrarian crisis, the
farmers’ movement of the 1970s
and 1980s got converted to OBC
identity politics, putting emphasis
on joining the formal education
and employment sectors. The BJP
holds a strong promise to such so-
cial constituencies through its rhe-
toric of ‘New India’, creation of
jobs, rapid urbanisation and smart
cities. After the economic reforms
of the 1990s, the OBCs have bene-
fited from greater inter-genera-

main legally registered (but mere-
ly on paper), without actually pro-
ducing goods and services.

Impact of estimation

What does this imply for GDP esti-
mation? Apparently, quite a lot
since they are part of the universe
of active companies for which GDP
is estimated. Though it may not be
possible to show how much diffe-
rence it would make to the GDP le-
vel and growth rate (in the ab-
sence of more information), the
survey findings could bring down
the growth estimates.

However, those knowledgeable
have dismissed such an apprehen-
sion on two counts: one, shell
companies add value to the econo-
my, hence their deletion would
underestimate GDP; two, as all ac-
tive companies are said to submit
their audited accounts at least
once in three years, the contribu-
tion of shell companies is well cap-
tured in the MCA database.

Both arguments seem question-
able. Shell companies, by defini-
tion, do not produce goods and
services; they help the promoter/
owner to hide profits or evade tax-
es/regulation. A dictionary mean-
ing of a shell company is “a com-
pany existing as a legal entity but
having no significant assets, inde-
pendent business operations, etc.,
often owned or controlled by
another company and used for va-
rious, often illegal purposes”.

The argument that all active
companies under the MCA have
filed statutory returns at least once
during the last three years is a bu-
reaucratic fiction. If it were true,
there would be at least one year
for which there would exist data
for seven-eight lakh companies,
which has never been the case. In
reality for most years data are

tional mobility; today, more than
abject poverty, they perceive
themselves to be vulnerable to
slipping into poverty. Such a pre-
carious location attracts them to
the processes of corporatisation
and the promise of new opportun-
ities that a globalised economy
offers.

Hindutva’s appeal

Further, in terms of their caste lo-
cation, the OBCs never had a pro-
gramme of moving out of the Hin-
du fold, unlike the Dalits. This
becomes partly clear in the diffe-
rence between Ram Manohar Lo-
hia, who has come to symbolise
OBC politics in the Hindi hear-
tland, and B.R. Ambedkar. While
Ambedkar was convinced that
caste is inextricably linked to Hin-
du religion and conversion was
the only way to emancipate Dalits,
Lohia preferred a critique of caste-
based discrimination but never
linked it to a critique of the Hindu
religion itself. The BJP’s robust
Hindutva mobilisation that sym-
bolises a celebration of Hindu
identity offers it a ready entry-
point to appeal to the OBCs, in-
cluding in many of the southern
States. It also signifies a local cultu-
ral idiom that was earlier articulat-
ed by parties such as the Samajwa-
di Party (SP) in its campaigns
against English and introduction
of computers. OBCs also become a
‘natural’ constituency for the BJP’s
campaign to make Hindi the sole
official language, which also al-

available for around three lakh ac-
tive companies, estimates for
which are inflated (or multiplied)
for the (fictitious) universe of
about 10 lakh active companies. As
the database is not made public
and the methodological details are
not adequately revealed, there is
no way of verifying the veracity of
the official estimates — an issue
critics have flagged since 2015.

If the share of shell/fake/bogus
companies in the universe of ac-
tive companies in the MCA-21 data-
base is as high as what is found in
the NSSO’s services sector survey,
then GDP estimates based on a
more realistic list of working com-
panies are likely to be smaller.
Hence this could affect the corpo-
rate sector’s GDP level and its
growth rate.

Case for scrutiny

In sum, the NSSO’s survey of active
companies in the services sector
discovered that 45% of them could
not be traced or misclassified;
hence they could represent or be
shell/fake/bogus companies. The
finding throws into sharp relief the
poor quality of the MCA-21 data
set, which has formed the back-
bone of the new GDP series. The
NSSO survey results have added
more questions about the belea-
guered GDP series, strengthening
doubts that have arisen from va-
rious aspects of the revision pro-
cess. As a first step towards dispell-
ing the growing distrust in the new
GDP series, the government
should put up the MCA-21 data for
public scrutiny and lift the opacity
of the methodology used in esti-
mating corporate sector output.

R. Nagaraj is with the Indira Gandhi
Institute of Development Research,
Mumbai

lows for the optics of an anti-elite
political rhetoric.

In addition, the BJP has been at
the forefront of the ‘movement’ to
sub-divide the OBCs in order to
provide representation to the
more backwards among the OBCs.
The party had succeeded in doing
this in Uttar Pradesh, one of the
main reasons for its stupendous
victory in the Assembly elections
in 2017. This allows for more back-
ward OBCs to come out of the yoke
of patronage of dominant OBC
communities such as Yadavs and
Kurmis in U.P. and Bihar. The BJP
has the unique advantage of pro-
viding more seats for individuals
from the smaller and less domi-
nant OBCs since it is a relatively
younger party still expanding its
leadership ranks in many States.
Further, the BJP in its strategy of
not offering seats to Muslims, un-
like any other party, keeps more
seats reserved for OBCs. Paradoxi-
cally, while the dominant OBCs
such as the Yadavs moved to a so-
cialist-brand of politics, other
caste groups among the OBCs have
moved towards a muscular Hin-
dutva brand of politics.

The BJP’s electoral prospects
depend on this new directionality
of OBCs and how its strategy fares
in the face of the Samajwadi Party-
Bahujan Samaj Party alliance in
Uttar Pradesh.

Ajay Gudavarthy is with the Centre for
Political Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University
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The next five years

As the country heads
towards the final phase of
the general election, the
fact is that India has never
been as fractured as it is
today along religious lines.
This is horrendous. It is
unfortunate that the ruling
party has, in the past five
years, not fostered a more
all-inclusive model of
democracy and economic
development.

The current elections are
crucial for they are not
merely about which party
or Prime Minister will lead
us now, but what India’s
ethos in the coming
decades will be.

It is a tragedy that in a
country such as India,
economic issues have been
relegated to the
background. The lack of
investment,
unemployment, middle
class woes, poor
infrastructure and soft GDP
data dished out by the
government, to cite a few

examples, have not been
debated. The focus now
appears to be on building a
personality cult. Perhaps a
coalition government
would be best for India,
where no strongman or
party can overload the
country with its ideologies.
Coalition governments may
be slow and inefficient, but
they would be more
inclusive than any
demagogue or
megalomaniac leader or
party. The country cannot
afford another five years of
a strongman’s rule with
unilateral decisions. The
country will fragment
further.

RAJENDRA ANEJA,
Mumbai

IS claim

The Islamic State’s claim
that it has established a
“province” in India is not
something to be taken
lightly. It poses a major
security threat. The world
has already seen the

damage caused in Sri
Lanka, which intelligence
agencies say is linked to the
IS. The government must
be transparent and give us
all the information
necessary (Page 1, “IS
claims it set up ‘province’ in
India”, May 12).

C.A.C. MURUGAPPAN,
Kothamangalam, Tamil Nadu

= The report is alarming.
Muslims have been and are
living in India harmoniously
with people of other
religions and desire to live in
peace. Muslim-based
political parties in India
should spend their resources
to expose the bad apples in
the community. Causing
grievous harm and hurt to
others is not jihad.
Absolutely not.

MOHAMMED IKRAMULLA,
Hyderabad

Court extension

The Supreme Court’s move
to give the court-appointed
mediation team time till

August 15 to resolve the
much contentious Ayodhya
title dispute is a prudent and
signal act (Page 1, “Supreme
Court extends Ayodhya
mediation till August 157,
May 11). The step is likely to
resonant with the
expectations and way of
thinking of all peace-loving
Indians. It is quite gratifying
to learn that the panel has
reported “progress” to the
court in the ongoing talks.
Let us hope the country is
presented with an amicable
and everlasting resolution by
the next Independence Day.

C.G. KURIAKOSE,
Kothamangalam, Kerala

Tea trend

It is refreshing that the ‘bhar
chai’ tradition is still being
followed in Kolkata. As a
south Indian, I never got the
opportunity to drink tea
from an earthen cup; metal
containers are preferred
here. It is not just about the
hard work of the potters. The
cups are also eco-friendly

and must be popularised.
(Magazine, ‘Cover story’,
“The breaking story about
chai”, May 12).

VIDHYA B. RAGUNATH,
Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu

Shuttered stands

It is a sad commentary that
Chepauk missed hosting the
IPL final, thanks to the
bickering over piffles —
stands ‘T’, J” and ‘K’. The
Chennai cricketing crowds
are among the most
knowledgeable as they know
the grammar of cricket
better than crowds thronging
stadia in other cities.
Chennai-ites have again been
robbed of their due
(Chennai, “Pitch perfect, but
three stands short”, May 12).

K. PRADEEP,
Chennai

There is goodness

In 1959, I was working in the
railway divisional office at
Madurai. I was living in a
room and had almost all my
meals from a well-known

hotel, College House. I
always sat at a particular
table and was waited upon
by a particular server. One
evening after work, I rushed
to the hotel and had a
sumptuous meal. It was only
after I was presented with
the bill that I realised I did
not have my wallet. I began
to tremble and imagine how I
would be ridiculed by the
manager in the presence of
others. Noticing my visible
state of discomfort, the
server I knew asked me
gently what the problem
was. “Sir, don’t worry, I will
pay the bill,” he said and
rushed to the bill counter. I
ran back to my room and
retrieved my wallet before
rushing back on the pretext
of having another coffee. The
touching look in the server’s
eyes is still fresh in my
memory (‘Open page’, May
12).

D. SETHURAMAN,
Chennai
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The War on Terror is in peril

The world needs to be united on the issue of terrorism and resolve contradictions
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SUHASINI HAIDAR

The brutal attacks on Easter Sunday
in Sri Lanka, for which the Islamic
State (IS) claimed responsibility, have
reignited discussion on the global
‘War on Terror’. Scholars and offi-
cials across the world are studying
the links of the bombers to the IS’s
former ‘Caliphate’ in Syria, where at
least two of the bombers are believed
to have travelled, and several leaders
have now called for a greater focus
on the global dimensions of the
counter-terrorism effort. The attacks
in Sri Lanka, however, also underline
the many cracks in the concept of a
global ‘War on Terror’, and raise
questions on what it has achieved in
the time since the term was coined
by former U.S. President George W.
Bush after the September 11 attacks
in 2001.

A floundering war

First, the original mission that the
War on Terror was named for is
floundering. Not only has the coali-
tion of about 60 countries that sent
troops and offered logistical support
for ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’
failed to end terrorism in Afghanis-
tan, it appears it is preparing to hand
the country back to the oppressive
Taliban regime that it defeated in De-
cember 2001. This, despite the fact
there is no guarantee that the terror
groups living in safe havens in Pakis-
tan will not also have the run of Af-
ghanistan once the coalition pulls
out.

The war in Afghanistan was only
one of the many coalitions the U.S.
led in the name of the War on Terror:
46 nations joined the ‘coalition of the
willing’ to defeat Saddam Hussein in
Iraq in 2003, and 19 were a part of
the coalition that ousted Muammar
Qaddafi from power in Libya in 2011.
The U.S. and allied countries were si-
detracked by the ‘Arab Spring’ in
2011, which led them to bolster anti-
Bashar al-Assad groups in Syria. This
eventually paved the way for the IS to
establish a ‘Caliphate’ in territories
in Syria and Iraq. The next coalition
was formed to fight the terror of the
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Protecting forest fringes

How city-forest cooperation

can be facilitated

SIDDHANT NOWLAKHA

"The attacks in Sri Lanka underline the many cracks in the concept of a global
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War on Terror." Security personnel inspect the interior of St. Sebastian's Church
in Negombo, Sri Lanka, on April 22, a day after the Easter Sunday blasts. =arp

IS. The number of global terror at-
tacks (maintained in a Global Terro-
rism Database by the University of
Maryland of events from 1970 to
2018) per year went up from 1,000 in
2004 to 17,000 in 2014. It is clear that
the countries in question — Afghanis-
tan, Syria, Libya and Iraq — are far
from free of the spectre of terrorism.
Despite the defeat of the ‘Caliphate’
territorially, the IS or its franchises
are appearing in new parts of the
world. Sri Lanka is the latest on that
list.

Second, rather than helping fight
pan-Islamist terror groups, the War
on Terror appears to help the IS and
al-Qaeda more, giving them a foot-
print far bigger than their actual abil-
ities. This helps them recruit and
radicalise Muslim youth from around
the globe, and allows them to own
terrorists around the world as their
own, as IS leader Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi did in a rare video posted short-
ly after the Easter Sunday attacks.

Not a ‘fight for Islam’

Third, the narrative they build of a
“fight for Islam” is equally false. Ac-
cording to the Global Terrorism Da-
tabase, of the 81 terror attacks in
which more than 100 were killed
(high casualty) since 2001, more
than 70 were carried out in Islamic
or Muslim-majority countries. In a
specific search of high casualty ter-
ror attacks on religious institutions
since 2001, 18 of the top 20 were by
Islamist groups on mosques. The
War on Terror thus appears to be a

concept peddled mostly by pan-Isla-
mist groups and propagated most of-
ten by extremists of other religions as
a motive for terror attacks, such as
the 2011 Utoya island attack in Nor-
way or the New Zealand attacks this
year. Governments in countries af-
fected by terrorism must not sub-
scribe to this narrative blindly.

In Sri Lanka, for example, the rea-
son the members of the National
Thowheed Jamaath (NT]) were suc-
cessful in their diabolical plot had as
much to do with the fact that intelli-
gence inputs given by India were ig-
nored as it did with the fact that since
the defeat of the LTTE, Sri Lankan
authorities had let their guard down
and ignored growing internal fault
lines. As a result, despite complaints
about the speeches that suspected
mastermind Mohamed Zahran Hash-
im made as a preacher of a mosque
in Sri Lanka’s Eastern province, he
went unchallenged. Police and intel-
ligence agencies also failed to keep a
stern eye on other NT] bombers who
were IS returnees, despite the fact
that only about 32 Sri Lankans in all
are believed to have travelled to IS
territory.

Approaches to fighting terror

Fourth, it is necessary for countries
fighting terrorism to learn more
closely from their differences, rather
than try to generalise from expe-
rience. Comparing European states
like the U.K., France and Belgium,
where hundreds of immigrant Mus-
lims have enlisted for the IS, to South

Asian states like India, where Muslim
populations are indigenous and only
a few dozen are believed to have left
for Syria, is akin to comparing apples
and oranges. Indian officials have al-
so claimed a higher success in derad-
icalising IS returnees, because they
have enlisted whole families, neigh-
bourhoods and local Maulvis in their
efforts. In Bangladesh too, after the
2016 attack on the Holey Artisan Bak-
ery, government advertisements
asked mothers to check on their chil-
dren’s activities. This acknowledge-
ment that radicalised terrorists are a
part of a community is in stark con-
trast to the current debate in many
European countries that are refusing
to take IS returnees and their families
back. Similarly, several Central Asian
states propagate a much more hard-
line approach on counter-radicalisa-
tion, by banning beards and hijabs,
while China’s re-education intern-
ment camps in Xinjiang have raised
questions about human rights. The
success or failure of each of these ap-
proaches must be studied before de-
ciding their applicability elsewhere.

Fifth, the world community must
address contradictions in the War on
Terror. For 20 years, the world has
failed to agree on a common defini-
tion of terrorism at the United Na-
tions. This has held up the passage of
the Indian-sponsored proposal for a
Comprehensive Convention on Inter-
national Terrorism. Despite the fact
that Jaish-e-Mohammad chief Ma-
sood Azhar has been targeting In-
dians incessantly for years, they
must ask why China allowed his UN
Security Council designation as a glo-
bal terrorist only after mentions of
his attacks in India were removed.
They must ask why the U.S. is fo-
cused on billing Iran the “world’s big-
gest state sponsor of terrorism”,
while states like Saudi Arabia and Pa-
kistan that have funded and shel-
tered Islamist terror groups are still
treated as “frontline allies” on terror.
And why, despite all their resources
and expertise, the alliance of the
U.S., the U.K., Canada, Australia and
New Zealand that share global intelli-
gence was unable to see the impend-
ing threat in Sri Lanka. Unless the
world is truly united on the issue and
resolves such contradictions, the glo-
bal War on Terror will only be as
strong as its weakest link.

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in
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More is expected from
the reporting team

When the credibility of major institutions is undermined,
a journalist’s role becomes all the more important

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

We are witnessing an erosion of credibility of
three crucial institutions: the Supreme
Court, the Election Commission (EC), and
the Central Statistics Office, responsible for
computing the GDP numbers. While political
scientists will reflect on the problems arising
out of such a trust deficit for democracy, the
Readers’ Editor’s office is concerned with
how this newspaper has been covering deve-
lopments concerning these institutions.

Covering the judiciary

There seems be a fairly comprehensive ap-
proach in covering the crisis in the judiciary.
The judiciary was subjected to scrutiny after
the tug of war between the judiciary and the
government broke over the National Judicial
Appointments Commission. The number of
reports, analytical stories, and opinion piec-
es by legal scholars increased after the four
senior-most judges of the Supreme Court —
Justices J. Chelameswar, Ranjan Gogoi, M.B.
Lokur and Kurian Joseph — held a press con-
ference last year and “raised issues affecting
the institution”. There has been an excellent
balance of opinions and reportage since. For
instance, various issues concerning the judi-
ciary’s handling of the sexual harassment
case against the Chief Justice of India were
raised in the editorial “Prisoner of proce-
dure” (May 8, 2019), as well as reports and
opinion pieces in the newspaper.

Ignoring an early warning

Unfortunately, the same cannot be said
about the controversy over data. Last week,
the financial newspaper Mint reported that
about 38% of companies, which the National
Sample Survey Office (NSSO) surveyed from
the MCA-21 database of companies used for
calculating GDP, could not be traced or were
wrongly classified. The same issues were
raised by R. Nagaraj in 2016 in “Why 7.6%
growth is hard to square” (The Hindu, Fe-
bruary 12). He wrote: “The revised NAS has
used the Ministry of Corporate Affairs
MCA-21 database of about 5.2 lakh compa-
nies to estimate PCS’s contribution to dom-
estic output. It is then ‘blown up’ (scaled up)
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to over 9 lakh ‘active companies’ that
claimed to have filed their financial returns
at least once during the previous three years.
Detailed investigations suggest shortcomings
in these procedures, leading to an overesti-
mation of the size and growth rates of PCS in
the new GDP series — a tentative result that
can be verified only if the MCA-21 database is
made available for independent verifica-
tion.” Professor Nagaraj’s warning was con-
firmed by the latest NSSO survey. Why was
such an early warning from an eminent eco-
nomist not taken up by the reporting team?

In “The Election Commission must act
tough” (May 7, 2019), former Chief Election
Commissioner S.Y. Quraishi pointed out how
unfortunate it is that the Supreme Court had
to step in recently to remind the EC of pow-
ers that it always had. In “What is missing in
the 2019 election coverage” (April 1, 2019), I
had pointed out that the media, including
this newspaper, has been too gentle in the
coverage of the election body despite numer-
ous issues cropping up on a daily basis.

Need for meticulous reportage

I have mentioned elsewhere that if claims of
policy success are not backed by field re-
ports, people suspect the claims. The go-
vernment’s pronouncements alone cannot
build trust when there are reports of data
suppression. Meticulous reportage backed
by solid empirical data is the best validation
for any policy pronouncement.

In 2011, the London-based Frontline Club
conducted a survey among journalists on the
role of investigative journalism. The respons-
es exemplified the importance of the spirit of
inquiry: “Journalism can hold individuals
and institutions accountable in the way that
elections every five years or AGMs do not...
Investigative journalism simply does in a
more detailed and comprehensive way what
all journalism should do, namely act as a
watchdog in the public interest.”

When a cloud of suspicion is undermining
the credibility of major institutions, and
trusted methodologies are tortured for nar-
row political gains, a journalist’s role be-
comes all the more important. Journalistic ri-
gour is not restricted to data journalism and
the editorial pages alone. The official growth
numbers and the functioning of the EC have
not been subjected to proper journalistic
scrutiny in the news pages.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 13, 1969
Swatantra urges ban on Communist Parties
The Swatantra Party leaders to-day [May 12, New Delhi] urged

India is among the fastest urbanis-
ing major countries and forest-rich
nations of the world. The current
trend of fast-paced, spatial urban
expansion is increasing the prox-
" imity between forests and the ci-
| ties. In the next 10 years, this situa-
' tion is likely to pose a severe
sustainability challenge.
In major cities such as Gurugram, Mumbai, Hyderabad,

the Union Government to impose a ban on all the three Com-
munist parties in the country. Mr. Y B. Chavan, Home Minister,
to-day [May 12] held talks - the first in the series - with the Swa-
tantra Party leaders on the question of taking action against
unsocial elements, parties and individuals who were creating
a security problem. Mr. N. G. Ranga, leader of the Swatantra
Party in the Lok Sabha, Mr. Dahyabhai Patel and Mr. M. R. Ma-
sani told Mr. Chavan that the first thing the Government must
do was to ban all the three Communist parties, namely the
C.P.I, C.P.I. (M.) and the Naxalites who had formed a new
Communist party based on the theory of armed insurrection.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 13, 1919.

Jaipur and Bengaluru, forests have already faced the brunt
of encroachments, roads and highways, local extinction of
wildlife, contamination of water bodies, and disturbances
originating from the urban neighbourhoods. Across India,
many more critical wildlife habitats and biodiversity areas
are going to face a direct impact from cities in the near term.

Madanapalle Sanatorium.

The Madanapalle Union Mission Tuberculosis Sanatorium is

doing beneficent work and is most worthy of public support.

The Report which we have received is for the year October to

Despite this disconcerting pattern, neither the ongoing

DATA POINT

urban programmes such as ‘Smart Cities’, nor the draft of

the new Forest Policy, 2018, look ready to tackle this chal-
lenge. Urban planners and city administrators have ignored
the fact that forests are natural shock-absorbers that provide
green relief to our grey cities, shield them from the effects of
climate change, and aid in urban issues such as air pollu-
tion, scarcity of drinking water, flood control and ‘heat is-
lands’. Prioritising forest-city proximity will put the onus on
cities to incorporate nature in their design. The question is,
where and how will city-forest cooperation kick-start?

Subdivision-wise analysis

The graph shows the actual rainfall and deviation from
normal, between March 1 and May 8, across 36 subdivisions.
The north-eastern region showed a mixed trend, with some

Mango showers dispersed

Following a disastrous monsoon in 2018, the pre-monsoon "mango showers" this year have also followed a distressing pattern
in many States while some others have witnessed excessive rainfall. By Vignesh Radhakrishnan

District-wise analysis

The graph plots the actual rainfall and deviation from normal,
between March 1and May 8, across 615 districts. Districts
from ® Assam and Meghalaya showed a high variation, with

September 1917-18. Some facts will be of interest to our read-
ers. It is not generally understood that the Madanapalle Insti-
tution is primarily a sanatorium and not a hospital. During the
year a larger number of men patients than usual sought relief
in an advanced stage of consumption; so that the sanatorium
was more like a hospital than a health resort to combat tuber-
culosis, in its earlier stages. Many women were admitted for
relief during the earlier stages of the disease and the percen-
tage of recoveries was consequently larger. The total number
of males admitted was 159 and women 128, and the number
discharged was 151 and 118 respectively.

Recently notified eco-sensitive zones (ESZ) around pro-
tected areas hold the key to the place and the process in this
regard. These zones are strips of land outside national parks
and wildlife sanctuaries earmarked by the Ministry of Envi-
ronment for sustainable management. The ESZ committee
and its plans fulfil basic conditions to facilitate inter-depart-
mental collaboration of the forest departments, urban bo-
dies and civil society.

States receiving above average rainfall and others receiving
less rainfall. Parts of West Bengal, Jharkhand and Odisha
received more rainfall than usual while Tamil Nadu, J&K,
Kerala and Himachal received less

some receiving excessive rainfall and the rest very low. Most
districts from © Gangetic W.B. and @ Odisha saw higher
rainfall. ALl ® TN districts saw marginally lower rainfall than
usual. Many Arunachal edistricts saw extremely low rainfall

300

200

Districts above this
line had higher
rainfall than usual

East Garo hillse
°

POLL CALL
Instant run-off

This is a voting method used in a single seat-election in which
there is not just a choice of candidates, but also a preferential

However, urbanisation close to forests often means that 50
dense neighbourhoods expand up to the fringe of the forest,
as has happened in the Sanjay Gandhi National Park in
Mumbai, Bannerghatta in Bengaluru, and the Guindy Na-
tional Park in Chennai. In the absence of physical buffers

°
L ]
100 5

ranking of them. Ballots are initially counted for each voter’s
top choice. If a candidate has more than half of the votes, she
wins. If no candidate secures 50% of the votes, the candidate
with the fewest first choices is eliminated and a second round
of counting takes place. The votes of supporters of the elimi-
nated candidate are not “wasted”. Instead, their vote counts

and hard fences, therefore, these forests will have to be soft-
fenced from unscrupulous development. To create a work-
ing ground for soft-fencing, urban masterplans must recog-
nise land use at forest fringes, according to ESZ guidelines.
In addition, cities should secure wildlife corridors and
‘green belts’ that connect urban forests with a wider natural

-200

-300

° o.
0 9._!‘:.‘.
¢ S SIS ‘ %
[ oo ° > ‘..
&0, 0
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for their next favourite candidate as indicated on their ranked
ballot. In each round of voting, a voter’s ballot counts for whi-
chever remaining candidate is ranked highest on the ballot.

o° Eventually one candidate emerges as a majority winner. This
o * ° i system has been used to elect Australia’s Lower House, The

landscape.

Most importantly, urban residents need to create social

® Nagaland, Manipur,
-400

Republic of Ireland’s President and a number of official bo-
dies. Nobel laureate Amartya Sen has touted this system as
ideal for democracies as it always allows for a majority vote

fences by strongly advocating for forests in their cities. The
urban citizenry today aspires for a green, pollution-free and
serene living environment. Integrating forests with urban
planning and governance provides an opportunity to shape
cities that not only cater to citizens, but also have the citi-
zens actively involved in shaping the city’s future.

The writer is associated with Social Fencers, an urban forest conservation
initiative, and his current research focus is Bannerghatta National Park
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which is closer to the preferences of the electorate.

MORE ON THE WEB gffer

In pictures: What does Delhi vote for?

http://bit.ly/LokSabhaPhase6
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