8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

Elections and the news media

The counting day of the general elections will bring a nice high for news channels. But
steady viewership and revenues will require more fundamental changes

MEDIASCOPE

VANITA KOHLI-KHANDEKAR

hat the Indian Premier League

s " ; or IPL is to sports channels,
elections are to news chan-

nels. They bring a happy spike in view-
ership. For news channels, spikes usually
come from an attack, abomb scare et al.
And they can’t always be monetised for
two reasons. One, you can’t predict them.

Two, increasing ad time or doing any-
thing to maximise revenues could put
the audiences off. But pushing for better
rates and more money during elections
can be planned and is kosher.

By tomorrow, we will know the
results of the general elections that
were just held in India. And the total
viewership counting day got.

Meanwhile, to get a sense of what
elections does to news viewership
Business Standard asked the Broadcast
Audience Research Council or BARC
for help. It looked at viewership on
counting days for the assembly elec-
tions in Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh
(2017) and in Mizoram, Karnataka,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan,
Chhattisgarh and Telangana (2018). On
counting day for the Rajasthan,
Chhattisgarh et al assembly elections,
viewership on Hindi channels went
from an average of 103 million impres-
sions on the previous four Tuesdays to

403 million on the Tuesday that was
counting day. English news channels
on the other hand saw it go from 0.4
million impressions to 1.4 million.
Overall the rise in viewership was as
high as two to six times on Hindi and
English news channels, and five to 10
times on regional ones.

In 2012, TAM Media Research, the
erstwhile ratings body, had crunched
numbers on the viewership spikes from
elections versus other events from
1999-2009. The Lok Sabha Elections in
2004 and 2009 pushed the news genre
to over 10 per cent and over eight per
cent of viewership. But natural calami-
ties and the Mumbai terror attacks
brought far bigger spikes. The latter
actually led to news channels getting
18 per cent of the overall TV viewership.

But these are just that — spikes. Over
the 10 years ending 2018, news viewer-
ship has hardly moved. Its share in total
television viewership hovers between six

A crude sweet spot

There are compelling reasons for India not
to worry too much about oil prices in the

post-sanctions regime

SUBHOMOY BHATTACHARIEE

o what extent would the US

I sanctions on Iran, disruptions in

Venezuela and other controver-
sial developments in the international
crude oil market, such as the contami-
nation of supplies from Russia to
Europe (a well-cleaning chemical has
entered the pipeline that could take
months to clean up), impact India’s oil
import bill?

The unexpected answer is: Not
much. That’s because India
matters in the global politics
of oil market as a purchaser,
a heft it did not have earlier.
First, it is buying far more
and the rest of the world
(especially Europe) is buy-
ing a lot less. India bought
226.6 million metric tonnes
in 2018-19. Just 12 years ago,
(2006-07) that figure was
half at 111.5 tonnes. Among
the world’s top five oil con-
sumers, India now ranks third. The oth-
er four in sequence, are USA, China,
Japan and Russia. Except for Japan, the
other three are also mega-oil producers.
Most oil producers except China (which
accounts for 5 per cent of global oil pro-
duction) need to sell it abroad.

The second reason is that in a world
facing an economic slowdown, the oil-
producing countries in the Opec cartel
need to sell oil to keep their economies
in the black. In a global market in which
prices of its principal competitor, lithi-
um-ion batteries, which power electri-
cal vehicles, have dropped 85 per cent
since 2010, oil producers are unlikely

A
TWO

to push prices too high.

In a world market where investment
in renewables even for transport, the
mainstay of the market, has now
become the norm than an exception, it
islooking increasingly difficult to raise
prices of oil. True, battery-powered
electric cars account for only 2.1 per
cent of the global vehicles market or
about 2 million. That number could rise
by another million in 2019 even as the
broader auto market declines. There
are optimists and pessimists about elec-
tric vehicles. Against a
Bloomberg New Energy
Finance report of 548 mil-
lion sales of such vehicles by
2040, Exxon Mobil puts it at
only 162 million. But the
direction of mobility and the
pressure on oil wells is clear
either way. Hyundai has
announced an investment
of $6.7 billion to develop fuel
cells. If Opec or Russia raises
oil prices, the returns for
Hyundai becomes even more attrac-
tive. Daimler Benz has plans to go fully
electric by 2040.

Not surprisingly, then, India can
make its displeasure on prices felt
among the suppliers. Last week one of
those suppliers, the Iranian foreign
minister Javad Zarif landed in New
Delhi to discuss oil in the light of the
end of the US sanctions waiver for India.
In May, the six-month grace period the
US had given India and seven other
countries to wind down their purchases
of Iranian sulphur-heavy crude came to
an end. President Trump said he will
not extend the grace period, which

FUTURES HOPE

and eight per cent. It ended 2018 with 7.2
per cent of all TV watched in India.
Advertising and pay revenues are usually
indexed to share in viewership. Little
wonder then that news broadcasting
remains an unprofitable, 33,000 odd
crore part of a booming 374,000 crore
Indian broadcasting industry.

And that brings me to the point of
all this analysis.

Sure elections bring a nice little spike
in viewership but to sustain it requires
much more. It requires solid on the
ground reporting, fantastic coverage
and loads of investment in journalism.
No news channel in India has made that
in the last decade. If anything they have
cut back on reporters, reporting and on
hard, on the ground journalism. News
channels today depend more on star
anchors and window-paned shouting
matches. This cheap format comes with
hidden costs — that of sliding quality
and rising polarisation. Screeching or
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means India has to find other sellers.
One should expect this to raise prices.
Indeed, prices are up over 4.5 per cent
but — and this is the surprising part —
the six-month futures price though ris-
ing are still lower than spot prices. Spot
prices have risen because of the end of
the sanctions. But future prices of oil
are still down though the six-month
Brent crude futures has moved to its
highest level in over four years at $3.31;

*(as on May 21)

in respone se, spot prices should have
corrected upward but it is below the
2018 peaks (see chart). It is because of
this combination that the oil futures
market finds itself short of bullish ter-
ritory. Traders expect oil inventories will
be short later this year, but only if the
US-China trade battle eases up.

That is why oil producers are hunting
for buyers. Closer home Zarif’s prompt
visit, just days after the end of the US
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Kamal Haasan's ‘false votes'

peddling fake facts to support a point of
view brings an immediate high in audi-
ences and therefore, revenues. Imagine
a film full of item numbers, the stuff that
gets audiences in. That is what most of
India’s 400 news channels have become.

A good chat with their counterparts
atentertainment or film channels could
help. While the peaks are good, you need
the bread-butter programming to keep
asteady level of audiences and therefore
predictability in revenues. In entertain-
ment programming, the steady viewer-
ship comes from soap operas, the peaks
come from reality shows or events. On
film channels, they come from old films,
such as Sooryavansham, a perennial hit
on Hindi movie channels. They bring
the steady revenues while latest block-
busters such as Dangal or a Sultan bring
the spikes.

If the only way you can get your audi-
ence every night is by simply confirming
their worst fears and prejudices, then you
are investing in a model with diminishing
returns. Because there are dozens of excel-
lent quality newspapers and now at least
halfadozen great news sites that do what
news channels forgot long back — report
the news, all of it.

Twitter: @vanitakohlik

sanction waiver, was unusual. Iran has
been in the sanctions crosshairs several
times earlier. The latest of those was on
December 31, 2011 when Washington DC
imposed sanctions on the Central Bank
of Iran as well as third-country banks if
countries importing Iranian oil did not
significantly reduce their imports within
six months. India was immediately
impacted. But Zarif’s first visit to India
materialised only in February 2014.

Between 2012 and 2014 to get
around the sanctions India created an
in-country escrow account in state-
owned Uco Bank favouring the Iranian
government to be able to pay for the
sales in rupees. But Iran protested
since the entire basis of the US-led
sanctions was to cut its access to dol-
lars. Tehran kept pressuring India to
find ways to pay in dollars for the oil,
and offered no cutback in the price.
The pressure only ebbed somewhat
once Mangalore Refinery and
Petrochemicals, which imported
about $12 billion of crude from Iran
annually, began to cut back purchases
because no insurance company was
willing to give cover for the shipments.
Since 2015, Zarif has visited India
every year.

And just like Iran, Saudi Arabia has
made Aramco discover a lot of busi-
ness interests in India. It has already
offered an extra 2 million barrels every
month to Indian Oil and plans to buy
over 20 per cent stake in Reliance’s
refining and petrochemicals business.
Itis also investing in state-run refiner-
ies at Bina and a greenfield project on
the west coast. The rising investment
contrasts with the stiff headwinds
Saudi Aramco faces in both USA and
Russia, its traditional dominant mar-
kets. Both countries are now huge
energy exporter. How much can oil
prices rise against Indian interests in
this environment?

KKAYATYANI SHANKAR BAJPAI

INSIGHT

The coat needs alterations

ings of presidential systems, sometimes
also proportional representation.
Advocates of either change don’t
realise, unless legalising dictatorships,
they seek forms negating their objec-
tives: Presidential executives, separated
from legislatures, provide diluted
authority, not the strong governance
really sought (for instance, America,
even France); PR inevitably encourages
more parties, not more decisiveness or
cooperation (vide Europe). Some

hither India? The election
s ’s ; results would doubtless make
discussion more realistic, the
gun is jumped deliberately to emphasise
that the basic problems run so deep, we
are down to grim alternatives no matter
who next misgoverns us. At its root, the
apparatus and methodology of govern-
ment we adopted on independence have
been becoming increasingly unsuited for
our needs or to their own true spirit. We
have driven ourselves into facing either
authoritarianism or anarchy — or both.
Can we avoid them?

Montesquieu, Hamilton, among other
fathers of democracy, noted “government
must be fitted to a nation as a coat to an
individual, what may be good in
Philadelphia may be bad in Paris and
ridiculous at Petersburg”. Nowadays all
governments, in all countries, are strug-
gling, unable to cope with people’s expec-
tations or even basic needs. We Indians,
indeed most peoples, came to look upon
Britain’s system as a model of good gov-
ernance. Nobody has made a worse mess
of itself than Britain today. The other great
example, America, now suffers frighten-
inginfluences. Not least of many reasons
isthe changed nature of their electorates:
the coat needs alterations.

In India, this has long generated urg-

changes could make for better gover-
nance — for instance, no-confidence
motions against existing rulers should,
as in Germany, also name the succes-
sors, not just horse-trade in destabili-
sation. But marginal reforms cannot
cure the fundamental causes of our sys-
tem’s decay: the way we think, act, look
upon and deal with each other — all the
considerations that determine our man-
agement of our affairs, these are what
vitiate our 1950 system.

Damnable colonialist canards about
subject peoples being unready to govern?
Consider how — and why — all our insti-
tutions, our legislatures, judiciary, admin-
istration, have decayed, shedding any
standards of probity or professionalism.
The usual blaming of our Constitution is
no reasoning;: just changing institutions
or laws won’t change ways of functioning,
but how to match the former to the latter?
All societies, cultures, individuals, have
their strengths and weaknesses. China
developed one of the world’s greatest
civilisations, but nobody looks to it for
music or for metaphysical subtleties. The
Cartesian mind developed governance in
France markedly different from
England’s. Islam’s correlation between
religion and state inevitably distinguishes
Islamic states’ political behaviour. It is
thus natural that Indian ways should
shape ours. But while our apparatus and

methodology of government must suit
our nature, they must also suit our needs;
and that is where we are in crisis. The
world and times we live in pose chal-
lenges which never enter our conscious-
ness, let alone get attention.

One hackneyed question tells it all:
revolutions, regime changes, wars civil
and international, famine and ‘Cultural
Revolution’ — notwithstanding such a
turbulent century, how could China
shoot so far ahead? Barely three decades
ago, we and China were practically equal.
While China made itself the second
largest economy and military power,
overtaking the USA in major scientific-
technological fields, we, admirable
achievements notwithstanding, lag ever
further behind. (Symbolically, even our
national obsession, the IPL, is sponsored
by a Chinese firm!) The hoary excuse —
they are authoritarian, we a democracy
— is simply fooling ourselves. Leaving
aside what we have done to our democ-
racy, plenty of democracies do quite well.
The real difference is twofold: having a
sense of purpose, and choosing the right
purpose — not right in moral terms, but
in choice of objective. In a nutshell,
China chose modernisation; we prefer
looking backward.

Obviously, government choices are
crucial: “To govern is to choose”, observed
French premier Mendes-France. But you
cannot blame the form of government for
wrong choices — or none. Institutions are
worked by people, so back to us: we as a
people have not done right. The way we
think, behave etc, as mentioned above,
determines governance. Doesn’t that
make reform hopeless — how do you
change a people? The people of successful
countries are not better than us — far
from it; ours actually have the inestimable
innate advantage of producing the finest
brains. Others do better for two reasons:

they realise they have to live together,
which means mutual accommodation;
and they have kept changing with the
times, meaning constant modernisation.
Governments must lead right.

With us, modernisation has become
adirty word, like liberal in America. Often
equated with westernisation, it is what
many want to get away from (while dying
to send kin West) — seek our future in
our glorious past. Just why our glories
passed mustn’t be asked. We knew every-
thing when Westerners were primitives.
Modernisation I use to mean simply
using changes in knowledge to improve
things. Certainly we were once ahead of
the West in knowledge and its uses; they
burned you as heretics for thinking the
world is round, but they also then leaped
ahead in science, technology, industrial-
isation. We reject their example of using
new knowledge for new thinking, new
ways of doing things. That is where China
has beaten us: modernisation, rapid and
wholesale. They aimed to reach the back
of Mars; we aim to (re)build temples.

Which is not to enter the banal shout-
ing-match about secular vs Hindutva.
How can multi-hundred million Hindus
not want to order their lives according to
their faith? But who defines that faith,
what about other faithfuls with similar
desires? The obvious questions have got
lost in the slogan-mongering; worse,
those professing secularism have not only
failed to formulate any meaningful mes-
sage, many deserve the sneer of “pseudo”.
Worse still, roughly like-minded leaders
and parties give narrow group interests
priority over the fundamental necessity
of cooperating to move India into the
future. Itis horrendously difficult. Put on
that path 100 years ago: Turkey today
finds obscurantism negating the Ataturk
revolution. But one has to keep trying.
Anyone know how?

The author is former secretary, external
affairs ministry, and ambassador to
Pakistan, China and USA

While the exit poll results have led to a
mad scramble among political parties,
one findingin particular has left many
baffled. Asurveyin Tamil Nadu predicted
Kamal Haasan's Makkal Neethi Mariam
bagging3-6 per centof the votes polled in
the Kanchipuram constituency. But the
problem is that the party did not contest
that constituency because the Election
Commission of India did not give
permission to its candidate to contest. The
television channel that commissioned the
survey admitted the mistake and said that
itwas "a human error".

Who's BJP's MP hero?

Almost all exit polls have shown a
thumping win for the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP). Some polls have given the
party as many as 27 of the 29 seats in
Madhya Pradesh. The million-dollar
question now is: Who will get credit if the
party performs so well in the state?
Former chief minister Shivraj Singh
Chouhan is the favourite as he addressed
more than 140 public meetings. If the
meetings he attended in other states are
taken into account, the count will be
more than 220. In the run-up to the
election he, on an average, addressed five
to six meetings every day. But the leader
of the Opposition, Gopal Bhargava, isin
no mood to give all the credit to Chouhan.
""Shivraj Singh Chouhan might have ruled
the state for 13 years but this time we are
going to outperform the Congress because
of the Modi magic," he told a gathering.

No to media

The Enforcement Directorate has issued
an order on Tuesday, asking all its officers
posted in the headquarters and the
headquarters' investigation unit to keep
away from "unwarranted interaction
with the media". "It has been observed
that certain information relating to
ongoing investigations have been
published in the media. This information
relating to impending action may
jeopardise the interests of ongoing
investigations," it said. Henceforth, it
said "any officer other than the
authorised officer if found interacting
with the media should be brought to the
knowledge of the principal special
director or undersigned (director)
immediately". The order stated "any
deviation will amount to dereliction of
duty and liable for punitive action". It
said an earlier circular issued in this
regard in November 2018 “has not been
followed in right spirit"”. The ED is a
central probe agency that enforces two
major laws in the country — the
Prevention of Money Laundering Act and
Foreign Exchange Management Act — to
check high-value economic crimes and
black money.

Road map for Opposition

Exit polls are out and the Opposition par-
ties are once again blaming electronic
voting machines (EVMs). It shows that
they still have not come to terms with the
reality. Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
rise in 2014 has been a very significant
development in the political landscape
of our country. This is no small change
by any standards considering it pushed
the Congress party, a party considered
the natural choice for governance for
long, to the margins. This was made pos-
sible by a wide acceptance of the alter-
nate narrative set in motion by Modi.
Today, the Opposition needs to dis-
passionately analyse the current polit-
ical scenario. Just harping on EVMs
would not take them anywhere. What
is required on their part is introspec-
tion on what went wrong and what lies
ahead. The Opposition needs to pre-
sent an alternate vision and pro-
gramme that has the potential to take
the country to newer heights.
Individual bashing or making the EVM
the fall guy would not yield any result.
If they mean business, all Opposition
parties should build a common front,
choose a leader to represent them in
the coming Lok Sabha, and chart out
their plan and policies. This would
certainly put a new government on its
toes. Who wins if that happens? Clearly,
our democracy.
Sanjeev Kumar Singh Jabalpur
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Last minute scramble

The entire nation and the media is
waiting with bated breath for May 23.
Ahead of the exit polls and opinion sur-
veys, many non-NDA allies are teaming
up to form their strategies for a post-
poll alliance. The move by Opposition
parties seem to have been inspired by
the exit poll results. The scenario has
led to intense speculation but this
is yet another a learning curve for
the media.

It should be noted that in a democra-
¢y, any party can form a government
either through a majority or through
coalition. There is no harm in some of
the Opposition party leaders calling for
a meeting to form a possible post-poll
alliance. The moves of the various
Opposition parties should be accepted
as fair, especially by the media since the
results are yet to be declared. For a voter
however, it will be interesting to see how
various Opposition parties scramble to
find a quick solution post the announce-
ment of results with regard to both form-
ing a post-poll alliance and projecting a
leader as a PM candidate.

Varun S D Bengaluru
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Questions over Huawei

India needs to protect its 5G rollout

he US government’s ban on US-based companies doing business with
Huawei (as well as multiple other Chinese corporate entities) has far-
reaching consequences for the global telecommunications industry and
the mobile handset market. The ban also has very disturbing implications
for India’s national security. The privately-owned Chinese multinational corporation
is the world’s largest telecom network equipment provider and the second-largest
handset manufacturer. It had over $105 billion in revenues in 2018. The ban has
been “temporarily relaxed” for 90 days to prevent network disruptions in the US.
But Google, which provides the Android Operating System and runs the Google
Play app store, has already cut ties with Huawei. So have other key US-based
MNCs such as Intel, Qualcomm and Cisco, which supply components to the
Chinese MNC. Android holds nearly a 90 per cent market-share in the global
smartphone market (with well over a 90 per cent market-share in India). Huawei
sold over 200 million handsets in 2018 including the Huawei and Honor brands,
and all of these ran on Android. This business will be crippled unless Huawei can
create an alternative OS and convinces users to migrate to it. That is a tall order.

What is of even greater importance is that Huawei is, by far, the world’s
largest supplier of telecom network equipment. The company’s supply chain
will be severely disrupted as Intel, Qualcomm, Cisco, and other US-based com-
ponent-makers have cut ties. Once its inventory runs out, it will be hard to repair
and maintain existing networks. Creating new infrastructure will be even harder
as Huawei will have to find alternative sources for key components, which are
protected by Intellectual Property rights. Policymakers in India and elsewhere,
who are relying on Huawei to supply a critical chunk of planned 5G infrastructure,
must consider the potential for network disruption. Other network equipment
suppliers such as Ericsson and Nokia are smaller, more expensive and not
capable of matching Huawei in terms of scale. But they are also not likely to be
hit by a spares crunch.

The stated reasons for the ban are even more disquieting. The US security
establishment believes that Huawei has deep ties with China’s military. It is alleged
that Huawei equipment could have “backdoors” that give Chinese agencies access
to sensitive data flowing across networks. There are also concerns that networks
could be deliberately disrupted in the case of a conflict with China. Six different
US security agencies have also issued public statements asking US citizens not to
use Huawei phones (along with other Chinese brands such as ZTE) due to privacy
concerns. The concern about insecure network infrastructure has been cited
repeatedly by American security agencies, and it is certainly technically feasible
to build backdoors into phones, or telecom networks. The alternative conspiracy
theory — that the US is using Huawei to gain leverage in the ongoing trade war
with China — is hard to verify. Given India’s somewhat fractious relationship with
China, the ban, along with the cited reasons, provides sufficient cause for policy-
makers to review Huawei’s status as a 5G vendor. Policymakers and users need
to be satisfied that India’s 5G rollouts will happen on schedule and that networks
will remain completely functional despite the ban. There can also be no com-
promise in terms of the future security of 5G networks, so Huawei should be
asked to address those concerns as well.

A cut that heals?

Price caps on drugs should be weighed carefully

ast week, the National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority (NPPA) imposed

a trade margin cap on nine cancer drugs, which is expected to lead to an

MRP reduction of up to 87 per cent in some cases. The new list is in con-

tinuation with the government’s efforts to curb what it calls profiteering
on these vital drugs. In March this year, the NPPA capped the prices of 390 non-
scheduled cancer drugs. Justifying the move, the government has argued that the
average out-of-pocket expenditure for cancer patients is 2.5 times that for other
diseases. It has also been argued that this move will benefit 2.2 million cancer
patients in the country and will result in annual savings of around I800 crore to
Indian consumers. For instance, according to reports, the latest cuts will drastically
reduce the maximum retail price of chemotherapy injection pemetrexed (500
mg) from 322,000 to 32,800. Similarly, a 100-mg injection will now cost I800
instead 0f%7,700. The list of price-controlled medicines has been expanding for a
few years. The Drug Price Control Order 2013 widened the list of such medicines
to about 350 drugs and another 650 formulations, from less than 100 earlier.

The government and the drug regulator can perhaps take heart from a recent
study by Bhanu Duggal, head of Cardiology, All India Institute of Medical Sciences
(ATIMS). In reference to the capping of stent prices by the Maharashtra government
in 2013, the study found that price caps drastically improved the affordability and
access of stent among patients. According to the study, the number of patients
undergoing heart procedures with stents rose by 43 per cent after the prices were
slashed. Another surprising finding was that, contrary to the apprehensions that
the use of drug-eluting stents, which are more sophisticated and manufactured
by foreign companies, would go down, their use went up from just about 40 per
cent to over 70 per cent within a year of the price cap coming into effect.

While this is a good outcome, the fact is that price caps should not be enforced
arbitrarily. For example, in February 2017, the NPPA had, in a widely debated
move, cut prices of coronary stents from 345,000 for bare metal stents to 37400
and from upwards of ¥1,20,000 for drug-eluting ones to just around 330,000. In
the immediate aftermath of the move, anecdotal evidence suggested two ways in
which the market coped with price cuts. One, the hospitals tried to recoup the
margin by charging extra under some other head in the overall bill. The other was
reflected in the desire of the stent manufacturers wanting to pull out their best
products from the Indian market. As a general rule, it is a bad idea for governments
and regulators to use price caps as a way to resolve any public policy issue — be it
costlier flight tickets or pricey medicines. That’s because more often than not
price caps actually end up hurting the very people that they are intended to benefit.
Itis nobody’s case that windfall gains should be allowed, but it is equally true that
unless weighed carefully, price caps can take away drug producers’ room to innovate
and produce more.
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Do ‘jobs’ even
matter in politics?

Some conventional wisdom about how economic outcomes
affect politics will be tested on May 23

have always been interpreted on the basis of
one or another set of economic factors. When
Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s edition of the National
Democratic Alliance was not elected after the “India
Shining” campaign of 2004, most believed it was
because of substantial rural distress, which followed
two failed monsoons in its five years. (Inflation was
also relatively low in its tenure.) Then, when
Manmohan Singh won re-election
in 2009, it was supposed that this
was thanks to the strong growth
record of the first United
Progressive Alliance government.
And, finally, when UPA-II was vot-
ed out in 2014, many pointed to the
sharp slowdown in growth after
2011 as areason — even though, in
its last year, a cyclical revival had
already begun.
What economic factors could
explain whatever results the Indian

The verdicts in most recent general elections

POLICY RULES

inflation. Fortunate because oil prices have come
down sharply in the time since Mr Modi took office,
easing inflationary pressure and allowing him to
finance government spending without missing
deficit targets too much. And careful because admin-
istered agricultural prices have not seen big increases
in spite of the need to address rural distress. If there
is unexpected high support for the incumbent, then
it will be additional evidence for the inflation theory
of politics.

Second, the notion that support
for farmers is the determinant of the
rural vote. There was never the
strongest of evidence that it was a
shift in the rural vote that actually
dethroned the Vajpayee govern-
ment, but politicians have gone out
of their way to signal devotion to the
farmers’ cause. The word “farmer”
dominates many word clouds of the
current prime minister’s campaign
speeches, for example. Yet there

electorate throws up on May 23?
There will be much punditry after
the fact, but perhaps it’s better to
throw out a few hypotheses and see which will
match the facts that we are presented with once the
votes have been counted.

First: An old rule in Indian elections is that they
are all about inflation. Prices have always been the
most potent concern of voters, whether that concern
is expressed through surveys or vox pops. The sec-
ond UPA government in particular had to deal with
spiralling inflation, partly due to historically high
fuel prices. But, on the other hand, the Vajpayee
NDA had presented a better record on inflation. So
the record here is mixed in the past. The current
dispensation, led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
has been both fortunate and careful with regards to

MIHIR SHARMA

A pitfall and an opportunity

Centre have run very high. Going by the exit
polls on the seven-phase general elections for
the 17th Lok Sabha, which ended last Sunday,
Narendra Modi will get another five-year term as
prime minister with the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
securing a majority on its own. A rise of almost four
per cent in the benchmark stock indices on Monday
is an indication of the high hopes
the markets have reposed in the new
government. The stock rally is per-
haps also a signal of the markets’
sense of relief that the next govern-
ment will be stable and not suffer
from the weaknesses associated
with alliances.
In such a situation, it is incum-
bent on those who will form the next
government to be mindful of what

Expectations from the next government at the
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have been considerable signs of

farmer distress. Maharashtra saw

massive mobilisation and multiple
marches by farmers to cities. Vegetable prices have
often been unremuneratively low. The early part of
Mr Modi’s term was hit by sub-par monsoons. A
promise to ensure that farmers receive 50 per cent
above their costs does not appear to have been met
in full measure. Cow protection policies were fre-
quently mentioned by farmers as cutting into their
production and their income security. Data shows
unambiguously that rural wages were stagnant for
much of Mr Modi’s term. And, as mentioned earlier,
minimum support prices have seen only moderate
increases. Although the government towards the
end of its tenure controversially announced income
support for farmers in an interim Budget, the

than one occasion not just in the last five years, but
also during the previous government’s tenure.

In July 2014, Finance Minister Arun Jaitley had
the option of junking the fiscal deficit target of 4.1 per
cent of GDP set in the interim Budget that the
Manmohan Singh government had presented earlier
in February 2014. He could have blamed the previous
government and its unrealistically ambitious deficit
target and given himself room for
some more expenditure. But Mr
Jaitley avoided that path and instead
accepted the difficult challenge of
sticking to the target set by his pre-
decessor from a different govern-
ment. That set the momentum and
direction of the Modi government’s
fiscal consolidation efforts.

Now, in 2019, there is even greater
need for fiscal consolidation. Not only

they need to focus on and what they
need to avoid. Here is an attempt to
outline one opportunity the new gov-
ernment should grab and one pitfall they should avoid
atany cost.

First, the pitfall that the new government must
avoid. The Centre’s fiscal consolidation efforts between
2014 and 2019 have been one of the highlights of Mr
Modi’s first five-year tenure. These could have been
better, but bringing down the government’s fiscal
deficit from 4.5 per cent of gross domestic product
(GDP) in2013-14 to 34 per cent of GDP in 2018-19 shows
a steady improvement even though the pace of cor-
rection slowed down considerably after 2017-18. Critics
will also point out that the quality of fiscal deficit
reduction has been suspect, but the overall trend has
been reassuring.

What Mr Modi must avoid in his second five-year
tenure is any relaxation in the government’s fiscal con-
solidation efforts. The goal of reducing the fiscal deficit
to 3 per cent of GDP by 2020-21 must be achieved with-
out any pause in between as had been applied on more

A K BHATTACHARYA

should the next government stick to
the deficit target of 34 per cent of GDP
for 2019-20, as set in the interim
Budget presented earlier in February, it should also
aim at lowering the deficit even further by striving
hard to cut revenue expenditure and improving tax
administration and compliance. More importantly, it
should set a clear and realistic timetable for achieving
the desirable goal of three per cent deficit by next year.

A strong resolve on fiscal consolidation is necessary
as there will be a huge demand on the government to
increase spending with the objective of boosting
growth. True, there is need for more investment to
counter forces of an impending economic slowdown.
But there are two dangers in adopting such a strategy.
One, the government in the name of increasing expen-
diture may actually give a fillip to wasteful, inefficient
and poorly targeted spending like that on subsidies
and doles. Two, an increase in expenditure will mean
higher government borrowing. This will crowd out
the private sector from the borrowing market and even
push up interest rates. Both the dangers are avoidable.
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amounts being paid are not considered very large.
If, in spite of this, the Modi government sees robust
or even increased support in the most affected agri-
cultural areas — such as interior Maharashtra or
parts of Madhya Pradesh — then it will be almost
impossible to maintain the notion that support for
farming is central to the practice of Indian politics.

Third, that overall GDP growth is what matters,
explaining why the UPA was first re-elected and
then thrown out in 2014. Unfortunately, this election
will not provide sufficient support for either side of
this theory, since the current GDP numbers are no
longer taken seriously as an indicator and are cer-
tainly not comparable with those that came before.
The trajectory of other high-frequency data that
usually moves in tandem with GDP, however, indi-
cates that India has slowed. It is unlikely that a suc-
cess for the incumbent on May 23 will be seen as a
reinforcement of the notion that actual GDP growth
helps political victories by anyone serious.

Fourth, that “job creation” is central to how elec-
torates view government performance. This has cer-
tainly been the assumption of the opposition
Congress party, which has continually attacked the
prime minister’s record on job creation. The latter
is unquestionably dismal, as demonstrated by the
leaked NSSO numbers. It is worth noting that this
emphasis on “jobs” is relatively new in our politics.
It is a product, perhaps, of the demographic profile
of North India, with its massive youth bulge, as well
as of the growth of the private sector, the spread of
education, and the falling labour-intensity of pro-
duction in many sectors (driven by technical change
and bad policy). In other words, it is the younger,
peri-urban, aspirational voter who is supposed to
be most worried about “jobs” as a political issue. If
Mr Modi appears to retain the support of this floating
voter, which he won overwhelmingly in 2014, then
it will be hard to retain the notion that “jobs” even
matter as a political issue. This has a disturbing
corollary. If future Indian leaders invest in job-cre-
ating policy, it will be as an aside, not as a top priority.

Overall, a strong return to power by the incum-
bent government will weaken all the four “economic
theories of politics” I have listed above, except for
the inflation one. A relatively weak performance by
Mr Modi would have the opposite effect.

What is most likely, of course, is that many elec-
tions are not fought on economic issues at all. It is
unlikely in retrospect, and particularly if Mr Modi
wins by a similar margin to 2014, that that election
was a verdict on the UPA’s economic performance
— regardless of what my incensed fellow-columnists
in the pink press would have liked to believe. Hidden
social mobilisations and polarisations were likely a
more important political factor then, and they are
coming into the open now. This is the truth behind
common voters’ justifications such as “I may not
have benefited under Mr Modi, but he is good for
the country”. It is perhaps best to abandon the
notion that economic outcomes are a major deter-
minant of politics in India. Of course, it remains
true that politics is a major determinant of economic
outcomes. Unfortunately, this one-way traffic is not
good news for the choice of economic policy by
politicians going forward.

mssharma@gmail.com; Twitter: @mihirssharma

The new government must also recognise that
already the revenue numbers in the interim Budget
for 2019-20 project highly ambitious growth rates.
After taking into account the shortfall in revenue col-
lections in 2018-19, corporation tax collections in 2019-
20 are expected to grow by 15 per cent (they grew at
the same rate in 2018-19) and personal income-tax
collections are set to grow by 32 per cent, compared
to a growth rate of just nine per cent in 2018-19. GST
collections are expected to grow by 18 per cent. These
revenue numbers will be extremely challenging tar-
gets to meet as the Indian economy faces a slowdown.

Planning an expenditure binge, at the cost of fiscal
consolidation, will also be dangerous. It’s true that
the government’s total capital expenditure (including
internal and extra budgetary resources for public sec-
tor undertakings and Indian Railways) for 2019-20
will see a small decline at ¥9.54 trillion, compared to
%9.61 trillion in 2018-19. The government’s capital
expenditure should ideally increase, but this option
can be looked at only when various other types of
revenue expenditure are cut substantially to prevent
any further slippage in the deficit.

What about the opportunity that the new govern-
ment must grab in the next few months? It must take
up the public sector reform agenda in earnest. Public
sector reforms do not just mean disinvestment of gov-
ernment equity in state-owned enterprises, but should
include privatisation of non-strategic public sector
undertakings (PSU), closure of the unviable loss-mak-
ing ones and merger of more public sector banks.

Thelist of PSUs that should be either closed down
or privatised is already with the NITI Aayog. The next
round of PSU bank merger brooks no further delay. A
new government can take such steps more easily in
the first few months of its tenure. The next round of
state Assembly elections will not take place before
September 2019. It will not be under any political
pressure at least for the next four months. It will be
an opportunity that the new government should grab
without fail.

Rescuing Ayodhya
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BOOK REVIEW

(P BHAMBHRI

alay Singh has focused his attention
& ) on the history of the city of
Ayodhya to find an answer to the
eternally contentious issues: Was there a
Hindu temple where the mosque stood
and was the birthplace of Rama in
Ayodhya? He is quick to clarify that the
“book does not set the record straight” but
explains that he seeks to rescue this
ancient city from its current controversy.
As he writes, “it is an injustice to define
Ayodhya’s history to suit contemporary
and often self-serving narratives”.
Ayodhya is roughly 3,300 years old and
the author divides its history into phases:

the first 1,200 years, the 18th century (the
East India Company epoch), and the con-
temporary period up to the present.
Ayodhya’s ancient history, he says, demon-
strates its transformation from “an
insignificant outpost to a place sought by
kings, fakirs, renouncers and reformers”.
This antiquity has influenced generations
of pilgrims but it has also provided politi-
cians opportunities to manipulate history
to suit their political interests.

This study consists of two interrelated
books. Book I offers a panoramic view of
religio-cultural and political aspects of
India’s multiple Ramayanas. Book II con-
sists of five chapters beginning with
Independence to the temple-mosque con-
troversy. The author is on firm ground when
he explains the story of many Ramayanas,
such as those of Valmiki, Buddhists, Jains,
Tulsidas, Tamil, from Thailand and so on.
Commenting on the plurality of the
Ramayana, the author says, “There is
arguably no other epic in the world that has
so many retelling and so many versions.

The hydro-headed nature of the story is
what lends itself to so many narratives that
shift with time.” For devotees, however, “it
is of little concern that the Ramayana is an
epic or mythology and scripture and not a
historically verifiable document”. This is
why “the epic continues to be “lived as vir-
tually it was first imagined by Valmiki”.
But the author makes the significant
point that scripture or myth can also be
used to legitimise a “perfect” past in which
there is no need to challenge the statement
that Rama’s Ayodhya “was the best capital
in the world”. But he introduces a caveat.
“Ram worship was not and is not restricted
to Ram’s supposed birthplace alone. Ram
has been identified with Ayodhya as a
whole, not a particular spot in Ayodhya”.
During the 18th century, Ayodhya had
emerged as an important Vaishnava pil-
grimage. The dispute over the Babri Masjid
was an offshoot of a dispute over the nearby
Hanuman Garhi temple, the construction
of which was facilitated by the Muslim rulers
of Oudh. Hanuman Garhi was completed

in 1799. In 1855, a dispute over Hanuman
Garhi arose between a section of Sunnis and
the successors of the bairagi (hermit) to
whom the land was donated by the second
Nawab of Awadh. The controversy arose
over the demolition of an old mosque by
the bairagis as part of a move to enclose
the area they claim was donated. In the tur-
moil that followed, in which the British
played an infamously perfidious role,
Hanuman Garhi’s mahants extended their
claims to the Babri Masjid and a civil suit
was filed on January 29, 1885.

The history of the dispute over the tem-
ple-mosque, then, begins from 1885 and it
is this story that the author takes up in Book
II. When the rest of the country was cele-
brating independence, the bairagis, the
Hindu Mahasabha and the Mahant of
Hanuman Garhi had “vowed to capture, the
Babri Mosque by force” and “tried to impose
restrictions on Muslims offering namaz in
the mosque”.

An added layer of complexity was that
Govind Ballabh Pant, Chief Minister of
Uttar Pradesh and a Hindu Mahasabha
sympathiser, and the state bureaucracy
played a role in strengthening the cause of
the Hindu claimants. In 1948, a by-election

was held in Uttar Pradesh in which Pant
chose a Sadhu Baba Raghav Das over the
socialist Narendra Dev as the candidate
from Faizabad constituency, within which
Ayodhya fell. Das led a communally vitri-
olic campaign and won. “This was the first
time that Ayodhya’s religiosity was har-
nessed in ademocratic election,” the author
points out.

It was not to be the last. Both Rajiv
Gandhi and P V Narasimha Rao wielded
their executive power to the cause of com-
munal politics, taking fateful steps that
encouraged the Hindu mob led by the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh to demolish
the mosque in 1992. The background is
this: In April 1984, the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad (VHP) called a meeting of religious
scholars. This “dharma sansad” asked Rajiv
Gandhi “to unlock the Babri Mosque and
liberate lord Rama”. The Indian state sur-
rendered and the next step was a march
from Somnath to Ayodhya in September
25,1990 to the demolition of Babri Mosque
on December 6, 1992 and a country-wide
bloodbath.

The author has performed yeoman’s
service in mobilising solid historical evi-
dence to assert that that the

Ramjanmabhoomi movement and the
demolition of Babri Mosque were motivat-
ed by politics rather than historical facts.
Ayodhya remains a pilgrimage centre that
draws different strata of society but the
“Hindus in Ayodhya-Faizabad definitely
wantaRam Temple,” he writes. This is the
cumulative impact of many centuries of
propaganda that have convinced people
to believe the myth surrounding Rama’s
birthplace. Today, Hindu nationalist open-
ly maintain that the matter of “faith” can-
not be resolved by the Supreme Court.
“In one sense,” the author says, “the
history of Ayodhya is a microcosm of the
history of north Indian heartland. In
another sense, it is a history of the evolu-
tion of Vaishnavism in the Hindu con-
sciousness”. The challenge is to rescue this
history from the political manipulators
who want to gain power by exploiting the
religious sentiments of innocent believers.

AYODHYA:
City of Faith, City of Discord

Valay Singh
Aleph; 383 pages, 799
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Even if Modi comes back,
the market is too costly

With corporate earnings so disappointing, and no sign of an early
recovery, it is not clear why the markets are so cheerful

HILETHERE IS some premium to be paid fora stable government, the
stock markets have run well ahead of themselves. There is no reason
markets should be trading at such expensive valuations when corpo-
rate earnings are so poor; fora universe of 608 companies (excluding
banks and financials), net profits in Q4FY19 fell 15.2% year-on-year (y-o-y) on the
back of a revenue growth of 11.7% y-o-y. Excluding RILand TCS, the net profits were
down 229%y-o-y,with revenues up just 10.3% y-o-y.The results tie in with the data—
subdued sales of cars and two-wheelers, muted demand for electricity,and a contrac-
tion in factory output in March. Even volumes of staples are slowing.

The problem is the Street has consistently over-estimated earnings for some four
years now. Even for FY19, estimates were earlier pegging growth at 20%-plus whereas
the reality has turned out to be quite different. Consequently, as earnings under-per-
formed expectations, the broader market too under-performed. Before last Friday’s
rally,a whopping 80% of stocks with a minimum market cap of ¥1,000 crore had lost
value over the past one and a half years.

Manywould argue,and very rightly, that stock markets price in the growth in future
earnings. On the low base of FY19—earnings will grow by just about 13%—the growth
in earnings in FY20is now estimated to be a robust 22%-plus.Apart from the benefit of
alowbase,corporate India haslittle going forit. Unless private investment picks up,con-
sumption can’t get too much of aboost since government can’t spend beyond a point.But,
unless there are clear signs of a pick up in demand, the private sector is not about to add
capacity.Inanycase,thereis some production capacityavailablevia the inorganicroute,
which typically doesn’t create more jobs. Sectors such as real estate and construction
need to be revived before we can see a big revival in demand. The routine government
expenditure of around ¥22-23 lakh crore can take growth and consumption only up to
apoint.Tax collections will be under pressure in FY20 given how the economy is slowing
sharply—GDPis expected to clockonly 6.5%y-0-yin Q4FY19.Again, thereare those that
have pointed out that some of the moderation in consumption has been caused by the
lack of credit post the NBFC crisis and that once liquidity is available,demand will see a
rebound. That may be true,but purchasing power comes from well-paying jobs and the
confidence that those incomes will continue. RBI noted recently the increase in house-
hold savings has been slowing since incomes are not growing fast enough. The fact is
that the twin balance sheet problem has taken a huge toll on the economy,and it could
be another two-three years before corporate leverage returns to manageable levels. In
that process, some more wealth will be destroyed, and a few more companies will close
down.As for state-owned banks, given the NPA cycle isn’t overyet, theywill find it tough
to gather growth capital without which they can’t lend. In the meantime, high crude oil
prices and sluggish exports will keep the economy in the slowlane.If, afterall this, India
is one of the most expensive markets in the world today, trading at just under 19 times
the one-year forward earnings, one can only assume investors are willing to wait it out.

MeToo and Crying Wolf

Anonymity protects survivors, but allows for fake complaints, too

ATTING FOR GUARDING against fake MeToo complaints, the Delhi High
Court said last week that the campaign shouldn’t become a“sullying YouToo”
campaign. The court said this while granting a stay on the republication of
articles detailing sexual harassment allegations, made by anonymous com-
plainants,against the managing director of amedia company.To be sure, the MeToo cam-
paign hasbeen a powerful tool forvictims of sexual harassment in the professional sphere
to seekjustice as part of a collective. The naming and shaming of powerful perpetrators
isleading to social censure and forced departures from the offices they occupied. It has
also ensured that the pressure on individual victims choosing to take the “due process”
route and the threat to their careers is somewhat mitigated. Take, for instance, the alle-
gations against former Union minister M] Akbar. At the same time, it is making organi-
sations rethink hiring of women—a Bloomberg article from December last year talked
about howreduced or zero hiring of women has become an unofficial policyamong some
Wall Street firms that believe MeToo has created a sense of “walking on eggshells”and hir-
ingawomanwasan “unknownrisk”. That maybearidiculous reaction—whyaren’t these
firmswary of hiring men who could be potential harassers oradopting a stricter viewon
sexual harassment instead of nailing the responsibility on the victim? But, the Delhi HC
hasitright to the extent that anonymous complaints allow for false complaints.

In many cases, the cover of anonymity has been used to malign people—the fact that
theallegationslater proved baseless notwithstanding, the damage to theirreputationisno
small cost to pay for the success of the MeToo movement.The perception that MeToo comes
with a “YouToo sullying” risk is something that seems to have increased with the flood of
MeToo survivor stories. A poll conducted in the US by YouGov for The Economist showed
that, in September 2018 over November 2017, more men and women—irrespective of
political persuasion—believed that false accusations were a bigger problem than unre-
ported cases of assault and that women who complained about sexual harassment caused
more problems than what these complaints resolved. These are both problematic asser-
tions—organisations working on sexual violence in the US estimate that more than 60%
of sexual harassment cases go unreported, and 2-10% cases are falsely reported—but,
thankfully, the proportion of respondents holding these beliefs was in the minority in the
overall pool. Another study,by the Stop Street Harassment, a non-profit,and the UC San
Diego Center for Gender Equityand Health shows that,in the US, following the MeToo cam-
paign taking off, the incidence of sexual harassment didn’t go down, but the incidence of
reporting went up sharply.Also,while 309% of the respondents in the study reported per-
petrating sexual harassment or assault, only 2% men and 1% women said that they had
ever been accused of these abuses. The disproportionate focus on fake cases can be neu-
tralised and fake cases,however small in number, eliminated only if survivors come out in
the open to name their perpetrators. There may be some backlash in the form of litigation
and denial of opportunity, but that will be a small price to pay to keep the MeToo ethos—
organising to hold perpetrators accountable and encouraging more survivors to make
themselves heard if they have been failed by “due process”.

MeltDOWN

The Satluj Basin is set to lose more than half of its glaciers by
2050, thanks to the unfolding climate catastrophe

STUDY CARRIED OUT by scientists from Divecha Centre for Climate Change,

at the Indian Institute of Science, Bengaluru—the findings of the studywill be

published in thejournal, Current Science,soon—shows that the Satluj Basin will

face catastrophicloss of its glaciers by 2050. It is estimated that around 55%
and 97% of glaciers in the Satluj Basin will disappear by 2050 and 2090, respectively.The
study attributes the loss to the unfolding climate emergency. The loss of glacial area from
the Satluj Basin will severely affect the availability of water, impacting not just irrigation
but also power generation—the basin is a huge contributor to the Bhakra Dam (around
80%) reservoir.The Satluj Basin has 2,026 glaciers spanning 1,426 km2—the small glaci-
ers (less than 1kmZ2) are more vulnerable,and 62% of those will be lost by 2050.

The Satluj Basin hasalreadylost 21% of glaciervolumebetween 1984 and 2013 —the
risein near surface air temperature in North Western Himalayas has been 0.65°C, higher
than mean globalrise of 0.47°C.Theresearchers, therefore,estimate 33% and 8 1% reduc-
tionintheglacierareaby 2050 and 2090 respectively.This gradual meltingwill affect the
contribution of melt run-off to the Bhakra reservoir, and lead to glacier lake outburst
floods. Research like this need to be taken seriously by the various government bodies of
states and the Centre. As the Bhakra Dam provides electricity and irrigation to Punjab,
Haryana, Rajasthan,and Himachal Pradesh, thesewill be the first states to experience the
consequences of this climate change,and may lead to large scale flooding of areas in
Himachal Pradesh and Punjab. While the need is to act on stalling the march of the cli-
mate crisis, this can’t be a local or even a national effort. India must flag this issue inter-
nationally and press the West for greater commitment towards climate action.

. Upimion

(2 READING THE TEA LEAVES

BJP leader Baijayant Panda

...you cannot pick and choose exit polls depending
on whether it suits you or not... exit polls can be
wrong and we have to wait for the final result on May
23 but all the results cannot be wrong

THE REAL MAINSTREAM
ITIS TIME WE ALL JUNKED THE TERM '‘CLIMATE CHANGE" AND REPLACED IT WITH TERMS THAT

RECOGNISE THE IMPENDING CLIMATE CATASTROPHE

Climate catastrophe,
not climate change

HE GUARDIAN IS not the

only one thathasdecided

to change approach—and

language—to climate

change.Across the world,
there is a groundswell of opinion that
we have to do something drastic to
avert the climate catastrophe. It
started with the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC’s)
special report Global Warming of
1.5°C, published in October 2018,
which gave the world just 12 years to
limit warming to less than 1.5°C to
avoid catastrophic impacts. Since its
publication, all the scientific reports
indicate that we are fast approaching
the precipice. A recent report of the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosys-
tem Services (IPBES) shows that
health of ecosystems—on which our
economies, livelihoods, food security,
health and quality of life depend—is
deteriorating fasterthan ever.It notes
that around 1 million animal and
plant species are now threatened with
extinction, many within decades,
more than ever before in human his-
tory and global warming is playing a
significant role in this.

Taking the cue from these dire
predictions, a grass-roots
movement is slowly emerging that
is demanding drastic emission cuts.
Led by Swedish school girl Greta
Thunberg demanding immediate
action on climate change,
thousands of school children in
Europe have walked out of their
classrooms since late last year, for a
day every month, to protest against
climate change. Extinction
Rebellion, an international socio-
political movement demanding
radical changes, locked down
central London for 10 days. Their
protest forced the UK Parliament to
declare a national climate

AMERICA'S BABY BUST

BHUSHAN

Deputy director-general,
Centre for Science and Environment
Twitter: Bh_Chandra

emergency.

Activists are now working with
governments, local and national, to
declare  climate  emergency.
Scotland has already declared a
climate emergency and is setting
targets to reduce greenhouse gases
(GHGs) emissions to net-zero by
2045. New Zealand’s parliament is
likely to vote on this issue soon.

What about India? Is there a
groundswell of public opinion in
favour of strong action on climate
emergency? Unfortunately, no.
There is little recognition of the
climate emergency itself. Indian
environmental NGOs and think-
tanks are fixated on the politics of
developed versus developing
countries and waste their time in
the blame game. The bureaucracy
likes nothing better than the status
quo and our political masters have
little understanding of the climate
emergency. Their level of
seriousness can be gauged from the
fact that during the entire election
campaign, the term ‘climate
change’ was not even mentioned by
any of our top political leaders.

But there is an emergency and
we must recognise this. Look at the
extreme weather conditions in the
past month in different parts of
the country:

m The east coast was hit by
Cyclone Fani in beginning of May.
Thanks to the exceptionally good
prediction by  the India

Meteorological Department (IMD),
we were able to save thousands of
lives, but the economic losses
caused by Fani in Odisha are
estimated to be in excess of
350,000 crore. It will take Odisha
many years to reconstruct and to
bring back people out of poverty.
m Maharashtra and

vulnerabilities and lower coping
capacity. It is, therefore, in our
interest to take the lead to reduce
emissions and build resilience in
our economy, infrastructure and
ecosystems to withstand the
onslaught of the changing climate
and its extreme impacts.

The important aspect to consider
is that acting on climate emergency
is not going to affect our economic
growth and our quest to remove
poverty and deprivation. In fact,
most studies indicate that a strong
mitigation and adaptation
programme will aid us in meeting
our sustainable development goals
(SDGs); like reducing poverty and

hunger, improving

Karnataka are reeling me—————————————————— health and well-being,

under drought—with

and providing essential

80% of districts in _Ind'an services and gainful
Karnataka and 72% of environmental employment to
districts in Maharashtra NGOs and think- everyone.

suffering from acute
water scarcity and crop
failure.

m Heat wave has
gripped different parts
of the country and
claimed lives in Uttar

Pradesh, Kerala,
Telangana and
Maharashtra.

n Dust and
thunderstorms have
pummeled west,

central and north
India and claimed the
lives of at least 64
people (similar to the loss of lives
during Cyclone Fani), a majority of
them in Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh and Gujarat.

The fact is that it is going to get
worse as global temperatures rise
inches towards 1.5°C. India is going
to suffer the most from this climate
catastrophe because of our higher

Immigrants are the only hope

Asia’s ageing societies
show that other well-
meaning policies
can’t simply boost
birth rates enough

IN 2018, AMERICAN women gave
birth to the fewest number of children
since 1986, according to US govern-
ment data released last week. The
decline since 2007,when arecord 4.2
million children were born, has been
precipitous. Births have declined
every year since then but one, falling
to 3.8 million. That amounts to a fer-
tilityrate of 1.7 children per American
woman in her lifetime—well below
the rate of 2.1 necessary to maintain
a stable population.

The decline poses a long-term
problem foranaging countryinwhich
more and more citizens are depen-
dent upon Social Security, govern-
ment healthcare and a shrinking
number of workers to fund both. But
the US is hardly unique. For three
decades, Asia’s most successful
economies have experimented with a
range of policies to reverse far more
serious declines in fertility. What
they’ve learned is that the only sure
way to reverse the trend is to do what
the US has historically done better
than virtually any other nation on
earth: accept immigrants.

For decades, demographers and
economists have known that rising
incomes are closely related to declin-
ingbirth rates.The reasons are several,
and generally worth celebrating. In
developing countries, the rates of
female education and access to con-
traceptives tend to be lower. As
incomes rise,women acquire options
outside of the home and greater con-
trol of their reproductive rights. Afflu-
ent singles put off marriage and chil-
dren during prime childbearing years.

Meanwhile,inlarge cities, growing
families face the burden of high hous-
ing prices and shrinking home sizes.
Those who have families must find
the resources to pay for childcare or
sacrifice career options.Longer-term,
they face the burden of expensive
school and university fees.

MINTER

Bloomberg

As a result, fertility declines are
common across the developed world.
Nowhere has the shift been more dra-
matic than in Asia. For example,
Japan’s fertility rate has declined from
a post-World War II high of 4.4 to
around 1.4 now.In Singapore, the fer-
tility rate dipped below replacement
levelin the mid-1970s and now stands
ataround 1.2.And in South Korea, the
fertility rate has fallen from over 6 in
1960 t0 0.95 (likely the world’s lowest)
during the third quarter of 2018.

In each of these countries, the
declines have for decades been a mat-
ter of intense concern and policy
experimentation. Governments in
Asia first focused on pro-marriage and
pro-natalist policies designed to
counter what were thought to be the
factors inhibiting couples from mar-
rying and having children.

Singapore’s efforts on this front
date back to 1984, when the govern-
ment established a matchmaking
agency for university graduates. Over
the years, official initiatives have
expanded to include paying cash
bonuses to families for having children
(the more kids, the more lucrative),
generous maternity and paternity
leave policies, childcare subsidies and
other benefits. In Japan, pro-natalist
policies were first introduced in 1991
and many go further than Singapore’s;
forinstance, men can qualify forayear
of partially paid paternityleave.And in
South Korea, spending on pro-natalist
policies adds up to around half of the
defense budget.

There is much to recommend such
policies. Among other benefits, they
boost genderequityathomeandin the
workplace. For those reasons alone,
they’re worth considering in the US,
too.But the fact is that they have failed
tomeaningfully increase fertility rates.

As a result, Asia’s wealthiest
economies are increasingly turning to
immigration as a short and long-term

means of addressing worker shortages.
It’s not easy. Singapore’s government
suffered a backlash after the foreign-
born population on the tinyisland rose
too quickly. Japan and South Korea are
much more homogenous,and home to
large constituencies that would prefer
they remain that way. But the long-
term demographic outlook for both
countries is so dire that leaders are
finally getting traction on reforms to
allow more outsiders.

In Japan, where the population is
shrinking,immigration increased for
the sixth straight year in 2018; for-
eigners now account for 1.76% of the
population. Notably, more than half of
theseimmigrantsarein their 20sand
30s—prime working years. Mean-
while, in historically xenophobic
South Korea, the government has
spent handsomely on programs to
promote multiculturalism since the
mid-2000s, while opening the doors
to immigrants. The results have been
impressive: Between 2006 and 2016,
the foreign-born population grew
from 536,000 to more than 2 million,
and by 2020 it’s estimated that one-
third of all children born in South
Koreawill have a foreign-born parent.

The fertility decline in the US isn’t
assteepasinAsiaand concern—espe-
ciallyin the current administration—
isn’t nearlyas high.But,over thelong-
term, the US will need to address its
shrinking workforce. Rather than
counting on getting a different result
from the same policies Asian coun-
tries have already tried, America
should simply do what it’s always
done torejuvenate its populationand
economy: Open the doors to young
and skilled newcomers. Until some
country shows otherwise, immigra-
tion remains the most effective
means of reversing a baby bust.

This column does not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the editorial
board or Bloomberg LP and its owners

tanks are fixated on
developed versus
developing
countries and
waste their time in
the blame game.
And, the
bureaucracy likes
nothing better than
the status quo

But, a strong action
on climate emergency
will require a drastically
new way of doing
development. For this
to happen, our
language on ‘climate
change’ will have to
change. We  must
recognise that climate
emergency is real, and
we must call it as such.
It is time we all junked
the term ‘climate
change’ and replaced it
with  terms that
recognise the impending climate
catastrophe.

I will not use the term ‘climate
change’ anymore either. That word
will be replaced by the more
accurate ‘climate emergency’ or
‘climate catastrophe’ in my
dictionary. It is time we called a
spade a spade.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Exit polls: What to
make of them?

In the interregnum between the last
polling date and the counting day,
we need something to debate and
ease the suspense. Exit poll results
fit in well here. By their very nature,
exit polls cannot produce accurate
results and even go terribly wrong
and wrong-foot the pollsters and
political pundits. The charge of
manipulation of exit polls results
may not be entirely unfounded.
Whether we approve or disapprove
of and like or dislike the numbers
thrown up by the exit polls largely
depend on our political affiliations
and ideological proclivities. If the
exit poll projections are anything to
by, Narendra Modi's words that
there won't be any vacancy to the
coveted and exalted job till 2024
are to come true. Upbeat BJP
supporters would want to believe
that the exit poll results are not
wide off the mark. It is hard to
reconcile the huge gap or variation
between the numbers given to
parties in certain states by different
channels. If the 'imaginary’
numbers turn out to be 'real’ on
Thursday, we can safely say that
India's retreat from secularism
effected by the resurgence of
religion is not short-term.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode

Markets euphoria

The results of the exit polls and the
prospects of a BJP victory in the
Lok Sabha elections clearly
appears to have created a sense of
euphoria among investors with the
30-share BSE Sensex vaulting over
1400 points and the 50-share NSE
Nifty gaining 421 points. The
second biggest 1-day gain comes
after a decade when the Sensex
gained 2,110.79 points on May 18,
2009, on the back of the
incumbent United Progressive
Alliance (UPA) retaining power. The
record market highs must no
doubt enthuse new investors, but
with exit polls capable of going
topsy-turvy, one would do well to
place safe bets.

— NJ Ravi Chander, Bengaluru
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EXIT POLLS

A clear majority for
BJP-led coalition?

This would be a better-than-expected result for the NDA, but near-term growth risks remain

NDIA'S LOWER HOUSE (Lok
Sabha) elections have ended after
seven phases of polling. Exit polls

Exit polls: 2019 Lok Sabha elections

South, as we highlighted in our previous
note (‘India Election Watch #4: Under-
standing the Alliance Chemistry’, March
22,2019), the BJP’s regional coalition
partner, the incumbent AIADMK, seems
tohavelost out toitsregional challenger,
the DMK. In the East, the BJP seems to
have made impressive inroads in West
Bengal and Odisha, offering strong com-
petition to regional heavyweights.

Are exit polls to be

trusted?

Exit polls correctly predicted the win-
ning party in the 2009 and 2014 elec-
tions, but they picked the wrong winner
in 2004. In both 2009 and 2014, exit
polls underestimated the seat count of
thewinning partybyan average of 60-70
seats (figures 2 and 3).Among the various
exit polls, the ones that have historically
been more accurate include Today’s
Chanakya and India Today-Axis My India.

In the 2019 lower house elections,
Today’s Chanakya predicts 350 seats for
the NDA (300 seats for the BJP),while the
India Today-Axis My India poll predicts
352 seats.The lowest seat prediction for
the NDA is 242 seats (by NewsX). If we
apply past trends,the NDAwould emerge
as the winner with a seat share higher
thanwhat exit polls predict. However, last
minute surprises are always possibleand
marketswill be looking to final counting,
which will be released on May 23.

Implications

Exit polls have a better track record
than opinion polls; and they suggest that,
unlike opinion polls in early April, the
BJP-led coalition gained momentumand
is likely to cross the simple majority
mark. However, as exit polls can also be
inaccurate, we discuss the likely policy
and economic path under three scenar-
ios: (1) the NDA returns with a strong
majority,as exit polls predict; (2) the NDA
returns with reduced majority (our pre-
vious base case); and (3) a non-NDA gov-
ernment (the INC plus third front).

Reform outlook

Broadly, if the NDA government
returns to powerwith a clear majority,we
would expect policy continuity. Rural
reflation, infrastructure spending,
streamlining of the goods and services
tax, direct tax reforms and the consolida-
tion of publicsectorbanksarelikely tobe
key priorities. Fiscal consolidation is an
objective, but will be a challenge in the
absence of revenue mobilisation or a
growth rebound, implying a likely com-
promise on the quality of consolidation

Polling agency NDA UPA Others Verdict released after polling ended suggest (Less capex, more consumption-oriented
Times Now-VMR 306 132 104 NDA the BJP-led coalition (the NDA) is spending). Contentious issues like land
Today's Chanakya 350 95 97 NDA likely to return to power with a clear and labour reforms are likely to remain
NewsX-Neta 242 164 137 Hung majority (at least 272 seats of 543 in the states’ prerogative to implement.
Cvoter 287 128 127 NDA total). On average, polls predict the BJP- .

Republic TV-Jan Ki Baat 305 124 113 NDA led coalition,the NDA,willwin 304 seats, Economic OU.thOk
News Nation 282-290 118-126 130-138 NDA down from 336 seatsin 2014,but above In the short term,we do not foresee a
ABP News-AC Nielsen 267 127 148 Hung the simple majority mark of 272 seats. major reversal of the current (weak) eco-
India Today-My Axis 339-365 77-108 79-111 NDA This result (if correct) for the NDAwould nomic conditions, even if the NDA
News18-IPSOS 336 82 124 NDA representa stronger perfor- returns with a clear major-
Sudarshan News 313 191 109 NDA mance than investors eEEEEE————————— ity, although the end of
Average 304 119 119 NDA expected (270 seats, political uncertainty and

according to our survey

Exit poll error for 2014 elections

India Election Watch #10,
May 14, 2019) and better
than opinion polls pre-

Seat error for Did it predict

Polling agency UPA Others Verdict | NDA (Actual- the right

Final Result 336 59 148  NDA Exit Poll) winner? dicted in early April (about
. Exit polls : 275 seats).
Times Now-ORG 249 148 146 Hung 87 Yes The principal opposi-
India Today-Cicero 183-261|110-120 150-162| Hung 114 Yes tion, the INC-led coalition
CNN IBN-CSDS-Lokniti  270-282 | 92-102 150-160 NDA 60 Yes (the UPA) is predicted towin
India TV-Cvoter 289 107 147 NDA L7 Yes
News 24-Chanakya 340 70 133 NDA -4 Yes in 2014. Other remaining
ABP News-Nielsen 281 97 165  NDA 55 Yes parties are likely to win 119 seats in
Average seat error 60 2019,versus 148 seatsin 2014.

As largely expected, exit polls show
that the BJPwill be unable to recreate its
near-clean sweep of the key state of Uttar
Pradesh and is likely to cede ground to

Exit poll error for 2009 elections

Third Fourth | Seat error for Did it predict

Polling agency NDA UPA  Front Front+ | Verdict | UPA (Actual- the right

Final Result 79 L3 Exit Poll) winner? the opposition coalition.In the other BJP

Exit polls bastion, ‘Hindi heartland’ states like
CNN-IBN- Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, exit
Dainik Bhaskar ~ 165-185|185-205 110-130  45-65| Hung 67 Yes polls show that it has recovered from its
Headlines Today 180 191 38 134 Hung 71 Yes recent assembly poll losses, and is set to
India TV-Cvoter 183-195|189-201 105-121  26-66| Hung | 67 Yes corner a majority of seats. Similarly,
Star-Nielsen 196 199 100 48 Hung &3 Yes despite failing to form the state govern-

57 ¥ ment in Karnataka in the recent assem-
bly polls, the BJP is looking to secure a
majority of parliamentary seats. In the

Average seat error
Source: Nomura

HENNAI, THE CAPITAL of

Exit polls suggest

‘What Investors Expect— the NDA will return  medium-term positive. In
to power. If yes, it theshortterm,the pullback

will have
performed better

REGIONAL CAFE: TAMIL NADU

Tamil Nadu, has not been

seen as a preferred destina-

tion for e-commerce compa-

nies or start-ups. Ironically,
the very factors that worked against the
city (conservative, tech-heavy)are turning
toitsadvantage.Chennainow offers excel-
lent intercity and intracity connectivity.
There is ample capacity in the real estate
sector to lease, rentals are attractive,and
housing capacity is available for future
growth. Many technology-enabled com-
panies are coming up in the B2C space. It
used tobeall B2B in Chennai.

What was taking shape in the last 10
years seems to have speeded up in the last
five.People areventuring into familiarand
not-so-familiarareas.Take the example of
PurpleTeal, which operates Tweak & Eat,
an Al-powered wellness app for weight
management. Narayanan Ram, a Silicon
Valley entrepreneur who shifted to Chen-
naifor personal reasons, founded the com-
panywith Anand Subra based in the US.

Ram, a pioneer in video compressing
technology, launched a video software
tools company SeeltFirst Incin 1997 in
the Silicon Valley.Amultiple patent holder,
he sold his company at the right time and
joined his friend in IBM health services to
start PurpleTeal mobile health services.
The company offers mobile health appsin
partnership with telcos.

“Wehad todo somethinginnovative to

Chennai’s tech to
consumer start-ups

It’s finally
getting easier to
start-up, attract

talent and grow RAVINDRANATH

in Chennai

scaleupandalso createabrand,’says Ram.
The Tweak & Eat app was launched a year
ago.ltisadisruptive and innovative direct-
to-consumer app and service that con-
nects subscribers to certified nutritionists
who provide real-time, ‘just-before-you-
eat’ personalised advice. Tweak & Eat has
a presence in the US, India, Singapore,
Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines.
All one needs to do is take a picture of
the plate of food, and Tweak & Eat’s AI-
enabled camera feature will ‘sense’ it and
make appropriate calorie recommenda-
tions as one eats. The AI platform is well-
trained to differentiate between deep-
fried and grilled or stir-fried or baked food.
Tweak & Eat has crossed 1,00,000

sushila.ravindranath@expressindia.com

‘tweaks’ in the last six months. The basic
‘tweak’ function and other functions like
Tweak Wall and Recipe Wall are free of
cost. Certain other functions where a user
can get hand-holding by an assigned
nutritionist are subscription-based. Tweak
& Eat supports integration with devices
suchasFitbitand iWatch,and enables per-
sonalised reminders to be set for breakfast,
lunch, dinner and other meal times.
PickYourTrail was founded by Hari
Ganapathy and Srinath Shankar in 2014.
For four-and-a-halfyears,theyremaineda
bootstrapped and profitable start-up. In
February 2019, PickYourTrail raised series
Afunding of $3 million from leading play-
ers in the start-up ecosystem in Chennai,

policy continuity will be a

of government and invest-
ment spending ahead of
elections negatively

than opinion polls  affected growth, but the
and investor

expectations

combined impact of weak
global growth and tighter
financial conditions due to

119 seats,up from 59 seats IE———— the non-bank financial

company (NBFC) stress con-
tinues to hurt all demand segments.
Thus, we expect growth to moderate
from 6.6% year-on-year in Q4-2018, to
6.2-6.3% in H1 2019. We are currently
pencilling in a modest recovery in H2-
2019 with growth likely to inch closer to
7% by Q4-2019, but near-term growth
risks remain titled to the downside.Weak
growth and inflation within the 4% tar-
get should set the stage for a 25bps rate
cutat the June policy meeting.

(Excerpted from Nomura Asia Insights
Global Markets Research report ‘India:
Exit polls predict a clear majority for the
BJP-led coalition’dated May 20,2019)

@® TWO YEARS OF RERA

RERA progress

calls for applause

SHARMA

The author is partner, Lakshmikumaran and Sridharan

Yet there are areas that need to be fixed

HE REAL ESTATE (Regulation and Development)
Act (RERA), 2016, came into force in its entirety
onMay 1,2017.Itisseenasabigmove todecode
the unregulated real estate sector and to intro-
duceregulations to ensure transparency,quality
and provide a redressal mechanism to aggrieved buyers.

The RERA progress calls for applause, yet there are areas
that need tobe fixed. Each and everyactivity of developersis
strictly under the scanner now. Where the underlying con-
cern of the legislature is to afford preventive, ameliorative
and remedial measures to a specified segment of the soci-
ety,thelegislation acquires the colour of abenevolent legis-
lation. Such benevolence in spirit and object, which RERA
seeks to accomplish, is clear from its features—RERA’s
umbrage to salvage buyer interests is far-reaching.

D Its purpose is to mandate reporting of projects by devel-
opersalongwith requisite detailsat the time of registration.
Some of these are the list of necessary approvals to develop
the project, carpet area of units sold, possession timings, etc.
The same is required to be displayed on their websites.

D Developers have to report the progress of construction
on theirwebsites.This ensuresvisibility of the current status
of the project,which can enable buyers to make an informed
decision about investing in a property. The provision stipu-
lating a defect liability period of three years isanother safety
valve that ensures that the quality agreed by developers
remains intact at the time of delivery of property.

D Developers now require consent from buyers aswell as
authorities before giving effect to any change.They are also
prohibited from transferring the rights in a project before
its completion and, therefore, cannot escape their account-
ability in respect of the units sold to buyers.

D There is an escrow account wherein sale proceeds from
buyers are held in reserve. This ensures the funds collected
from buyers are expended on development of projects and
notondevelopers’vested business interests.The stringency

in withdrawal of funds from

e the escrow account supple-
ments the above requirement,

There is a making it highly regulated.
prolonged delay in D RERA regulates the man-
setting up a ner in which promotion of the
project takes place.Rather than
permanent

. being mere marketing gim-
regulatory body in  micks, advertisements have to

the states to watch bemeaningful and have to dis-

over the affairs of  Playvitalinformation relevant

d | to purchase of properties.
Svillefpiele Nevertheless, homebuyers

eeeseseeeessssssnn | 21€ Still disgruntled and allege

financial clout and developers’
close links with officials, in the absence of any tangible out-
come from the reforms. Therefore, the following aspects
need tobe revisited expeditiously to uphold RERA’s reforms:

D Inefficiency on the part of the states in notifying the
respective rules to give effect to the central legislation is
defying.While the states are coming forward and introduc-
ingtheirrules, thereisno cleardeadline thatall states should
adhere to, to implement RERA in its true spirit.

D There is a delay in setting up a permanent regulatory
bodyin the states towatch over the affairs of developers.Bar-
ring a few states, others merely have an intermediary regu-
latorybody overseeing implementation in the given states.

D With the leeway left for the states to dilute the provi-
sions to make them more effective as applicable to their
jurisdiction, the privilege has been misused. Arbitrary dilu-
tion of the provisions has given way to developers to con-
tinue to dodge buyers. Such dilution chokes the overall
implementation and culminates in a poor progress.

D The regulator has repetitively stressed on the impor-
tance of having a common appellate forum to fix the men-
ace of fraudulent practices in the home-buying sector. To
illustrate, in the absence of line items on which the 70%
funds deposited in the escrow account are to be spent, util-
isation of funds remains a mystery. Ambiguities are being
faced by various states since different practices have been
adopted in different parts of the country.

It will be interesting to see how RERA regulates the mis-
chiefs being played in the real estate industry. It would in
best interests of all the stakeholders to come together and
work jointly on common issues being raised by buyers.In the
longer run, a symbiotic approach will help developers in
recouping the vanishing trust, thereby streamlining their
business cycles.This way,only serious players would survive
in the market, resulting in better enforcement of RERA.
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including Girish Mathrubootham of
Freshworks, Kumar Vembu of GoFrugal,
Rajagopal Subramanian of Entrust Family
Office,and Shyam Sekhar of iThought.

As of January 2019, PickYourTrail has
helped curate more than 8,000 interna-
tional trips.Ithas the highest five-starrat-
ing on Facebook, making it one of the top-
ranked trip planners in the country.

Shankar and Ganapathy recognised a
felt need in the travel space and took the
plunge.Their friends were getting married
and planning a honeymoon, and many of
them wanted a one-stop travel site. They
have built a consumer-friendly platform
where one can book multi-country vaca-
tions online with the help of a few clicks.

The travel is personalised and customised.
“Everyone wants to enter the travel
industry. One of our biggest challenges is
howdowe differentiate and stay relevant.
We have taken some calls like we will do
only international vacations, not domes-
tic,and will only operate in marketswhere
supplies are online,” the founders say.

Ganapathyadds theirtarget customers
are people aged 25-32,double income no
kids, or 40-45 year olds—families where
kids are mature enough and parentswant
to take them to places. “We are not a site
that throws an itinerary at you; we under-
stand your needs and there is a certain
amount of personalisation that is built
into our algorithms, and then once the
itinerary is built we entirely customise it.”

The founders say what sets PickYour-
Trail apart is its unique matching algo-
rithm and price comparison engine that
helps vacationers customise their tour
packagessuited to their preferencesat the
best online prices. Al and machine learn-
ing are the backbone of these algorithms.
“We made cash from day-one and we have
to grow faster,” say the founders.

HipBar is an alcoholic beverages deliv-
ery site promoted by Prasanna Natarajan,
who says aims at helping India drink
wisely. He raises eyebrows when he says if
sales are digitised, much-needed trans-
parencywill come into the businessand it
will help the government. HipBar is an
RBI-approved mobile wallet meant for

transacting adult drinks. The idea struck
him when the Supreme Court banned
highway bars. It was time to go digital.

The original ideawas to createa‘baron
the cloud’.You could buyabottle, put it on
the cloud, and drink it anywhere. This
means a customer could order a bottle of
alcohol of his or her choice on HipBar, go
toarestaurantorapub orahotel,mention
the HipBar order,and have the drink.That
has not quite worked out.

HipBar operates through HipBar App
and HipBar Pay.Through HipBar App, cus-
tomers can browse drinks, pay for them,
and pick these up at their convenience at
HipBar-affiliated retail stores, or gift to
friends through the app.With HipBar Pay,
users can pay for theirdrinks.Till date, Hip-
Bar has acquired 3,06,933 customers
across 10 cities of operation.In 2018, Dia-
geo India invested X27 crore in HipBar.

Prasannais confident HipBarwill even-
tually be able to navigate through Byzan-
tine laws that control liquor industry and
a trade that is not tech-savvy and suspi-
cious of new ways of doing business. He is
convinced thisisthewaytogoina country
where alcohol consumption is growing.
“We will not sell to under-age customers.
Restrictionsarebuiltin,”he says.Prasanna
must be doing something right as he is
about to get a second round of funding.

Itis getting easyto start-up,attract tal-
ent and grow in Chennai. The city is fast
catching up with its peers.
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LS polls, 1 faces a criminal case

PARTY-WISE, 2019

Party Women Facing % Avgassets Crorepatis %
candidates cases (Rs crore)

Overall 716* 110 15% 5.63 255 36%
Independent 222 22 10% 1.63 43 19%
BJP 53 18  34% 22.09 44 83%
Congress 54 14  26% 18.84 v 82%
Trinamool 23 6 26% 2.67 15 65%
BSP 24 2 8% 3.03 9 38%

*Out of 724 women candidates, 8 affidavits not analysed
Source: Association for Democratic Reforms, New Election Watch

OF THE women candidates who con-
tested the just concluded Lok Sabha
elections, more than one in seven
have criminal cases pending against
them, according to an analysis of their
affidavits by the Association for
Democratic Reforms (ADR) and New
Election Watch. A statement released
by the two organisations said that out
of 724 women candidates, 716 were
covered in the analysis and 110 (15%)
have declared criminal cases. The af-
fidavits of the other eight candidates
are unclear, the statement said.

Of the 15% who have declared
criminal cases, 11% (78 of 716) have
declared serious cases — rape, mur-
der, attempt to murder, crimes against
women etc. In 2014, 13% (87 of 665
women candidates had been covered
in that analysis) had declared crimi-
nal cases, with 8% (51) having declared
serious cases.

Of the 78 facing cases in 2019, four
have declared cases of murder (IPC
Section 302), 16 have declared cases
of attempt to murder (Section 307),
and 14 have declared casesrelating to

T1P FOR READING LIST

ASSETS DECLARED: TOP 3
AMONG WOMEN CANDIDATES

Hema Malini (BJP) Rs 250.82 cr
D ASathya Rs 220.48 cr
Prabha (TDP)

Harsimrat Rs 217.99 cr
Kaur Badal (SAD)

crimes against women (Section 313).

Ofthe 110 women facing cases, 22
are independent candidates, repre-
senting 10 per cent of all women in-
dependents contesting in 2019.
Among parties, the BJP and the
Congress, respectively, have 34% (18
of 53)and 26% (14 of 54) women can-
didates facing criminal cases.

Of the 716 women candidates
analysed, 255 (36%) are crorepatis. Of
the 665 women candidates analysed
in 2014, 219 (33%) were crorepatis.

The average assets per woman
candidate contesting in 2019 are Rs
5.63 crore. The average per woman
candidate in 2014 was Rs 10.62 crore.

MOoOST FORMIDABLE SPY IN HISTORY

THE SOVIET military intelligence officer
Richard Sorge (1895-1944) is widely ac-
knowledged as one of the most accom-
plished spies ever. Before and during
World War II, he worked as a journalist
in Nazi Germany — his father was
German and his mother Russian — as well
as Japan. He is also credited
with having been a seducer
who used his charm to find
out closely guarded state se-
crets — James Bond creator
lan Fleming described himas
“the most formidable spy in
history”. Sorge's intelligence
inputs proved vital to the
Soviets in the Battle of
Moscow, which in turn de-
termined the outcome of the
war. Sorge, however, was ar-
rested for espionage in Japan and hanged
in November 1944.

British journalist and historian Owen
Matthews now retells Sorge’s story from
the perspective of the Russians as well as
the Germans and the Japanese. An
Impeccable Spy: Richard Sorge, Stalin's
Master Agent draws from declassified

WAL T
DR LONE

Soviet archives — along with testimonies
from those who had known and worked
with Sorge, a dedicated communist apart
from being a spy.

Among the few previous English lan-
guage books on Sorge, one is Stalin’s Spy
by Robert Whymant, a former journalist

with The Guardian. Whytman,
whose book was published in
1996, had interviewed people
who knew Sorge well, an ad-
vantage Matthews did not en-
joy with all those witnesses
having passed away. Reviewing
the new book, The Guardian
praises Matthews: “He tells the
| dramatic story well, not least
the final twist. In the Brezhnev
and Andropov eras in the 1970s
and 80s, Sorge became a Soviet
hero with a flood of books about him,
even though he had been totally aban-
doned in 1944 when he was arrested in
Tokyo. He had hoped the Soviet authori-
ties would press the Japanese to let him
go back to Moscow, but the Kremlin be-
trayed the man who had done so much
for it. No effort was made to save him.”

THEINDIAN EXPRESS, WEDNESDAY, MAY 22,2019

EXPLAINED

TELLING NUMBERS
Of every 7 women candidates in

00
@ieExplained

#ExpressExplained

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

If there are questions of current or contemporary relevance that you would like
explained, please write to explained@expressindia.com

SIMPLY PUT

The journey of an EVM

Amid controversy over the movement of EVMSs, a look at the EC procedures for storing these machines,
commissioning them for polls, and how they travel from the strong room to the poll booth and back

A SECURE PROCESS

RITIKACHOPRA
NEW DELHI, MAY 21

AHEAD OF counting of votes for the Lok
Sabha elections, the security of electronic
voting machines has become the centre of
controversy. On Tuesday, 22 Opposition par-
ties approached the Election Commission
over reports of supposedly suspicious EVM
movements, while the EC dismissed allega-
tions of EVMs being switched. A look at the
arrangements made by the EC to secure the
journey of an EVM from the strong room to
the polling station and back:

During non-election period

All available EVM s in a district are nor-
mally stored in a treasury or a warehouse un-
der the direct control of the District Electoral
Officer (DEO). Exceptions can be made in case
of unavailability of storage space, but the des-
ignated treasury or warehouse should not be
below the level of tehsil. The warehouse is se-
cured by a double lock, guarded round the
clock by policemen or security guards, and is
also under CCTV surveillance. During a non-
election period, EVMs cannot be moved out
of the warehouse without specific instruc-
tions from the Election Commission. The first-
level check of the EVMs by engineers is done
here, in the presence of representatives of po-
litical parties.

During poll season

Closer to the election date, EVMs are allo-
cated randomly to various Assembly seg-
ments (in a Lok Sabha seat) through a soft-
ware in the presence of party representatives.
If the representatives are absent, then alist of
allocated EVMs and VVPAT machines for each
Assembly segment is shared with the party
office. From this point, the Returning Officer
(RO) of the Assembly segment takes charge
of the allocated machines and stores themin
designated strong rooms.

Here, the second round of randomisation
takes place. EVMs are commissioned to spe-
cific polling stations in the presence of party
representatives. In fact, candidates are advised
by the EC to share the machine numbers with
their respective polling agents so that they can
verify these before polling begins.

After all machines are prepared with the
setting of candidates and fixing of ballot pa-
pers, and then commissioned, the strong
room is sealed in the presence of party rep-
resentatives who can, if they wish, also put
their own seal on the locks. The strong room
is guarded round the clock under the charge
of a senior police officer, not below the rank
of a Deputy Superintendent of Police. It can
also be guarded by central police forces,
wherever possible.

Once sealed, the strong room can only be
opened on a fixed date and time when the ma-
chines have to handed over to the polling par-
ties to be delivered to their designated polling
stations. All candidates and their election
agents are informed beforehand about the
date and time of opening of the strong rooms.

Apart from the machines allocated to
specific polling stations, some reserve EVMs
are also taken from the strong rooms and
stored in a central place in the Assembly seg-
ment, so that defective machines can be re-
placed with as little delay as possible.

This year, in view of last year's contro-
versy over the movement and storage of un-
used EVMs during the Madhya Pradesh
Assembly elections, polled and unused ma-
chines are being transported only in GPS-en-
abled vehicles so that their movement can
be tracked by the DEO and CEO.

From booth back to strong room

Once voting ends, EVM are not dis-
patched to the strong rooms right away. The

T FIRST-LEVEL CHECK (FLC)

M Full physical check of
machines, their functioning.
Defective EVMs kept aside

M Mock poll on every
functioning EVM/VVPAT

M Result in EVM’s Control Unit
(CU) tallied with VVPAT slips in
front of parties’ representatives

M CU sealed with ‘Pink Paper
Seal’ after FLC is completed

M Seals signed by engineers
and representatives

M EVMs/VVPATSs stored in
strong rooms; 24/7 security

M Photocopies of record
registers shared with
representatives of parties

M Sanitised hall; entire process
recorded in EMS; videography;
FLC process carried out before
representatives of parties

3 AFTERPOLLENDS

M EVMSs SHUT by pressing ‘Close’
button on CU

B SEALED in carrying cases under
signatures of polling agents

B TRANSPORTED to reception centres
under armed guard, with candidates’

representatives being allowed to follow |

. 4 STORING POLLEDEVMs
| Sl

Gurmeet Singh

EVMHACKING MEMORY MANIPULATION VOTE-STUFFING
Software can’tbe changed, | Would require free access | No votes can be cast after
read; EVMs standalone . topolled EVMs ' ‘Close’ button is pressed

STEP BY STEP

2 RANDOMISATION

Two-stage process of randomising EVMs
using EVM Management software; in
addition, there is a three-stage
randomisation of polling station officials

FIRST RANDOMISATION

B OF FLC-approved EVMs to allocate
EVMs from a district randomly toa
particular Assembly constituency (AC)

B DONE in front of representatives of
political parties; list of AC-wise
randomised EVMs shared with parties

SECOND RANDOMISATION

M JUST BEFORE ‘candidate setting’, which
is the process of preparing EVMs after
names of candidates are final. (In fully
sanitised hall, under videography and in
presence of candidates/agents, number
of each candidate is set in Ballot Unit (BU),
which is then sealed and a mock poll is
conducted)

B DONE to allocate EVMs inan ACto
specific polling stations; in presence of
representatives of political parties

Gajendra Yadav

B STRONG ROOM opened in presence
of candidates, Returning Officer and
Observer under videography

B CUs BROUGHT to counting tables

KEY SAFEGUARDS

B FROM first-level check to counting,
EVMs in strong rooms; 24/7 security

B PARTIES/candidates witness,
participate in every stage of process

B MOVEMENT of EVMs/VVPATSs is only
by container trucks or sealed trucks

B VEHICLES transporting
EVMs/VVPATSs sealed with locks and
paper seals

M SHIFTING under 24/7 security (left);
is videographed; vehicles are
tracked by GPS

B MANAGED using Election
Commission’s EVM management
software (EMS)

B ADVANCE information to parties on
opening/closing EVM/VVPAT
warehouses

. o |
Vishal Srivastav

RANDOMISATION ENSURES THAT

UNTIL first randomisation, no one
knows which EVM is going to which
Assembly constituency (above)

UNTIL nominations are finalised, no
one knows sequence of names on
ballot paper

UNTIL candidate setting, no one
knows which button on BU will be
assigned to which candidate

UNTIL second randomisation, no one
knows which EVM will go to which
polling station

B KEPT IN strong rooms that are
sealed in presence of candidates and
observers; candidates allowed to put
their seals on locks

W 24/7 CCTV feed from strong rooms
to candidates’ camping area (left)

B OPENED/CLOSED only in presence
of party representatives, with advance
written intimation

S ONCOUNTING DAY

round-wise under continuous CCTV

! coverage

B UNIQUE ID number of CU and signed
seals verified, shown to polling agents

. M AFTER COUNTING, EVMs/VVPATs

: keptback in the strong room in

. presence of candidates until the end
. of Election Petition period

Presiding Officer is required to prepare an ac-
count of votes recorded in the machines. An
attested copy of this is provided to each can-
didate’s polling agent. After this, the EVM is
sealed. Candidates and their agents are al-
lowed to put their signatures on the seals,
which they can check for any signs of tam-
pering. Candidates or their representatives
travel behind vehicles carrying EVMs from
the polling station to the strong room, prefer-
ably located close to the counting centre.

Reserve EVMs should also be returned at
the same time when the polled EVMs are re-
turned. Once all used EVMs have arrived, the
strong room is sealed and the candidate or
her representative is permitted to put their
own seals or locks as well. They are also al-
lowed to keep a watch on the strong rooms
round the clock.

Once sealed, the strong room cannot be
opened until the morning of counting day. If
the strong room has to opened before that

Source: Manual on Electronic Voting Machine and VVPAT, February 2019: Election Commission of India

for an unavoidable reason, it can only be done
in the presence of the candidate or his repre-
sentative, who will be allowed to put their
seals or locks again after the room is closed.

Security forces are deployed in three lay-
ers around storage rooms with Central
Armed Police Forces guarding the inner ring.
On the day of the results, counting begins
only after the candidate or her polling agent
has checked the machine number and
whether the seal is unbroken.

Carbon dioxide in atmosphere hits a high: how it relates to global warming

AMITABH SINHA
NEW DELHI, MAY 21

ON MAY 11, global concentration of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere was measured
to have crossed the 415 parts per million
(ppm) mark for the first time. On every sub-
sequent day thereafter, the daily average at-
mospheric concentration of carbon dioxide
has remained over that level, touching 415.7
ppm on May 15.0n May 18, the daily aver-
age carbon dioxide concentration, as meas-
ured by sensors at the Mauna Loa observa-
tory in Hawaii, was 415.02 ppm.

The rapidly rising concentration, as
measured from Mauna Loa and other ob-
servatories, is one of the best indicators of
the manner in which the planet has been
warming up. The higher the concentration
of carbon dioxide, the greater the green-
house gas effect that causes the Earth’s at-
mosphere to heat up.

For several thousand years, the carbon
dioxide concentration remained constant
around 270-280 ppm, before the industrial
revolution began to slowly push it up. When

direct measurements began at the Mouna
Loa observatory in 1958, concentrations
were around 315 ppm. It took nearly 50
years for it to reach 380 ppm, a mark first
breached in 2004, but thereafter the growth
has been rapid.

The first full-day average of more than
400 ppm was achieved on May 9, 2013; two
years later, in 2015, even the annual aver-
age exceeded 400 ppm. Currently, the car-
bon dioxide concentration is growing at
more than 2 ppm per year, and scientists
say the growth rate is likely to reach 3 ppm
a year from this year.

Carbon dioxide’s long life

The increase in atmospheric concentra-
tions is caused by the carbon dioxide being
constantly emitted in different, mostly
man-made, processes. In recent years, the
growth in global carbon dioxide emissions
has slowed down considerably. It remained
almost flat between 2014 and 2016, and in-
creased by 1.6% in 2017 and about 2.7% in
2018.1n 2018, the global emission of carbon
dioxide was estimated at 37.2 billion tonnes.

The rapid rise in the atmospheric con-

LATEST CO, READING MAY 18, 2019

Carbon dioxide concentration at Mauna Loa Observatory
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centrations, however, is due to the fact that
carbon dioxide has a very long lifespan in
the atmosphere, between 100 and 300
years. So, even if the emissions were to
miraculously reduce to zero all of asudden,

Source: Scripps Institution of Oceanography

it would have no impact on the atmospheric
concentrations in the near term.

About half of emitted carbon dioxide is
absorbed by plants and oceans, leaving the
other half to go into the atmosphere. An ad-

dition of about 7.5 billion tonnes carbon
dioxide to the atmosphereleadstoa 1 ppm
rise in its atmospheric concentration. So, in
2018, for example, half the total emissions,
or about 18.6 billion tonnes of carbon diox-
ide, would have been added to the atmos-
phere, leading to rise of 2.48 ppm in atmos-
pheric concentrations.

The absorption of carbon dioxide by
plants follows a predictable seasonal vari-
ability. Plants absorb more carbon dioxide
during the summer, with the result that a
lower amount of carbon dioxide is added
to the atmosphere in the summer months
of the northern hemisphere, which has
considerably more vegetation than south-
ern hemisphere. This variability gets cap-
tured in the very rhythmic seasonal fluc-
tuation of atmospheric concentration of
carbon dioxide.

The temperature equivalence

The global goal in the fight against cli-
mate change has been defined in terms of
temperature targets, not carbon dioxide
concentrations. The stated effort of the
global community is to keep the rise in av-




Q
12 ;

TheIndianEXPRESS

« FOUNDED By <

RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

POWER UNDER PRESSURE

High AT&C losses, inadequate tariff hikes,
continue to pose challenges to discoms

AUNCHED IN NOVEMBER 2015, the Ujwal DISCOM Assurance Yojana (UDAY)

was designed to turn around the precarious financial position of state distri-

bution companies. Broadly, the scheme had three critical components.

Takeover of discom debt by state governments, reduction in aggregate tech-
nical and commercial (AT&C) losses, timely tariff revisions and elimination of the gap be-
tween the average per unit cost of supply (ACS) and average revenue realised (ARR) by
FY19.Butas the NDA government ends its term, indications are that the turnaround has-
n’t materialised, with several targets being missed.

First, at the aggregate level, the AT&C losses for major states stood at 19.05 per cent as
against the target of reducing them to 15 per cent by the end of FY19. In the case of some
states, especially in the northern and central parts of the country, the losses are of a much
higher magnitude, suggesting that pilferage continues to be rampant. Second, while the
ACS-ARR gap was supposed to be eliminated by FY19, it remains as high as Rs 0.25 per unit.
In many states, the gap is even higher. Part of the problem can be traced to inadequate tar-
iff hikes. While it is true that some states have aggressively raised tariffs, the median hike
remains muted. This is where political compulsions overtake commercial decisions. Then
there’s also the issue of whether the power subsidy released by state governments is ade-
quate. As aresult, discoms have reported financial losses to the tune of Rs 21,658 crore at the
end of FY19, reversing the declining trend since the launch of UDAY, say reports. This dete-
rioration in the financial position of discoms does not bode well for the entire power sector
chain. Reports suggest that dues by state discoms to power generators have in fact risen.
And though the recent CERC order on tariff relief for independent power producers is pos-
itive for producers, it runs the risk of timely realisation, as the financial position of discoms
continues to precarious.

Apart from these, there are several other operational efficiency targets under UDAY,
such as feeder metering, smart metering and feeder segregation. Progress on these is
mixed. For instance, not much progress has been made in the case of smart metering
above 200 and upto 500 kwh and above 500 kwh. These issues need to be addressed
quickly or else discom losses will rise further to levels where talks of another bailout are
likely to surface. The only difference being that, this time around, state governments have
little fiscal space to offer support.

NO LAUGHING MATTER

H D Kumaraswamy threatens legislation against media satire.
His peevishness would be comical if it wasn’t disturbing

ARNATAKA CHIEF MINISTER H D Kumaraswamy has joined the teeming

ranks of politicians who seek curbs against unfavourable portrayal in the

media. Itis alarge community agnostic to allegiance and inclination, and in-

cludes members from all walks of politics. In Kumaraswamy’s own state,
two BJP candidates, Tejasvi Surya and Pratap Simha, had secured gag orders from
Bengaluru courts prior to the general election. But Kumaraswamy has trumped them by
threatening to legislate against media. Ironically, he owns a TV channel himself and was
speaking at the launch of two books by a journalist. He appeared to be particularly in-
censed about the satirical portrayal of his family on TV, against the backdrop of continu-
ing speculation about the future of the JD(S)-Congress coalition ruling the state. “In the
name of humour, they are defaming politicians,” he said. “Who has given you the author-
ity to portray politicians in bad light?” Cartoonists, whose business it is to lampoon politi-
cians every 24 hours, may well marvel at this absurdly rhetorical question, for the au-
thority is conferred by Article 19(a) and (g) of the Constitution, which confer the right to
free speech and the right to practise any profession.

The generation of politicians who framed those rights took them seriously. Jawaharlal
Nehru had no objection to Shankar’s merciless lampooning, even when the father of
Indian cartooning portrayed him naked. But Indira Gandhi was offended by press free-
doms, abolished the Press Council and subjected the press to day-by-day censorship. In
recent years, the cartoonist Aseem Trivedi was charged with sedition in 2012 for pub-
lishing cartoons on his website displaying the Ashok Stambh, with the lions replaced by
wolves. The intent was political rather than seditious, but the matter dragged on for
months. In the east, Mamata Banerjee has been chronically touchy about satirical depic-
tions of herself, both in the press and on social media, and the ruling party has unfail-
ingly invoked the law, most recently just 10 days ago.

The archaic colonial laws of sedition and criminal defamation make such repression
possible. These should be struck off the statute books or brought up to speed with mod-
ern, rights-based political thought. Unfortunately, Kumaraswamy has threatened to go
the other way, and introduce fresh legislation to curb the alleged menace of political
satire. Here’s hoping that his outburst can be put down to a temporary burst of pique, in
a tense week when the results of the general elections are due.

TRY RESPECT

Amid jingoistic taunts and military escalation, Iran’s foreign
minister offers Donald Trump sound diplomatic advice

HILE “OFFICIAL END” doesn’t quite soar to the hyperbolic heights of
President Donald Trump’s now infamous “fire and fury” threat to
North Korea in 2017, its import is much the same. And earlier this
month, the US had suddenly (and somewhat surprisingly) deployed
bombers and an aircraft carrier in the Persian Gulf to meet as yet unnamed threats from
Iran. The government in Tehran, for its part, is using US aggression to ratchet up patriotic
sentiment: “@realdonaldTrump hopes to achieve what Alexander, Genghis & other ag-
gressors failed to do. Iranians have stood tall for millennia while aggressors all gone.
#EconomicTerrorism & genocidal taunts won't ‘end Iran’,” tweeted Foreign Minister Javad
Zarif. Zarif, though, ended his tweet with some sage advice — “try respect, it works”.

“Muscular” diplomacy, a term often used by those appreciative of Trump’s foreign pol-
icy stances, is in essence a contradiction in terms. And it s this crude, short-term approach
that has defined the Trump Administration’s approach to Iran, beginning with pulling out
of the carefully negotiated nuclear settlement last year and more recently by strict sanc-
tions. The act of talking, of cajoling and compromising, is one of subtlety and understand-
ing, backed by erudition. The villainising of entire countries and civilisations is hardly likely
to achieve an amicable solution to the seemingly intractable geopolitical quagmire in West
Asia. In fact, the insults and threats are only likely to strengthen the hold of the more re-
gressive elements within Iran’s polity, a muscular response to muscular threats.

Perhaps the root of the problem, the festering source of the invective that laces diplo-
matic parlance, is domestic politics. Trump faces an election next year, and ill-planned ad-
ventures and imaginary enemies abroad have often helped political fortunes in the US.
On the other hand, there are political gains in making peace, as Trump himself has no
doubt learnt from the partially successful overtures between Washington and Pyongyang.
Maybe, just maybe, it’s time to try respect with Iran too and see if that works.
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WOoORDLY WISE
ELECTRICITY IS REALLY JUST ORGANISED
LIGHTNING. — GEORGE CARLIN

Why Congress can’t

=

o/ '

It doesn’t possess the vision, strategy or ground strength

to take on the deep challenges to the republic

YOGENDRA YADAV

MY REMARK ON a TV show, that the
“Congress must die”, has triggered a debate,
perhaps somewhat prematurely, on the role
of the country’s principal Opposition party
in the times to come. Some of the early reac-
tions have been virulent. Perhaps the tim-
ing of the remark made it look like an at-
tempt to kick someone when he is down.
And the metaphor of death invited strong
emotional reaction.

Let me, therefore, spell out the rationale
inthe hope that it would generate a more se-
rious and constructive debate. Let me begin
by clarifying what this remark was not. One,
it was not a knee-jerk emotional outburst in
reaction to an exit poll.  had expressed a sim-
ilar opinion earlier too. The broad judgment
is not dependent on the exit polls, unless, of
course, the Congress manages to defeat the
BJPin the states where itis a direct Congress-
BJP contest. Two, | harbour no animus or
khundak against Congress leaders. I have said
publicly that Rahul Gandhi is more sincere
than most political leaders that I have met
and far more intelligent than everyone thinks.

Three, this is not a forecast.  know big po-
litical parties don’t die easily, and not just be-
cause they lose two elections. I don’t have
Pragya Thakur’s powers to give shrapa
(curse), so you may call it my wish. Finally,
this wish is not born out of a congenital anti-
Congressism. [ have always maintained that
Ram Manohar Lohia’s anti-Congressism was
ashort-term political tactic and must not be
turned into an ideology. Unlike most
Lohiaites, I have come to admire the role of
Nehru and the Congress party in nation-
building in the first two decades after
Independence.

Tomy mind, the core issue is assessing the
Congress’ potential in acting as a bulwark
against the onslaught on the foundations of
our republic. There are two assumptions here.
One, the rise of the Narendra Modi-led BJP
presents a threat to the core constitutional
values of democracy and diversity. Two, as
the principal national Opposition party, the
Congress carries the first charge of protect-
ing the republic against this onslaught.

Once we agree on these, and I think
most of my critics would share these as-
sumptions, then we can enter into a mean-

Let us look at what the
Congress did, or rather
didn’t, in the last five years.
The Modi regime’s economic
performance was below
average. Did the Congress
organise any nation-wide
mass movement to articulate
and mobilise the farmers’
distress, or the rising
unemployment among the
youth, or the small traders’
anger against the way the
GST was being
implemented, not to speak
of the disaster of
demonetisation? These five
years were marked by a spate
of lynching of Muslims and
rising atrocities against
Dalits. Did the Congress
even articulate it coherently
in a way that would make
sense to non-Muslims and
non-Dalits as well?

ingful debate and disagreement on the fol-
lowing questions: Has the Congress done
justice to this historical responsibility in the
last five years? Or, can it be trusted to per-
form this responsibility in the foreseeable
future? My answer is a clear no. The
Congress is not just not up to this task, it is
a hurdle for those who wish to do so.

Let us look at what the Congress did, or
rather didn’t, in the last five years. The Modi
regime’s economic performance was below
average. Did the Congress organise any na-
tion-wide mass movement to articulate and
mobilise the farmers’ distress, or the rising
unemployment among the youth, or the
small traders’ anger against the way the GST
was being implemented, not to speak of the
disaster of demonetisation? These five years
were marked by a spate of lynching of
Muslims and rising atrocities against Dalits.
Did the Congress even articulate it coherently
in a way that would make sense to non-
Muslims and non-Dalits as well?

Or take this election, after the Congress
gotadream launch-pad with victory in three
assembly elections. Did the Congress do
something in these three states that could be
presented as an alternative to the Modi
regime? Did the Congress have a message for
the voters of this country? No doubt, it finally
came out with adecent manifesto, but thatis
hardly a political message for the last person.
Nor did it have a credible messenger. Pitted
against Modi’s communicative onslaught,
Rahul Gandhi carried little appeal. The
Congress did not appear to have a strategy to
handle the post-Pulwama “nationalist” blitz
by the BJP. And it certainly had no roadmap
for building a Mahagathbandhan: Just com-
pare how the BJP brought back the Shiv Sena
and the AGP with how the Congress dealt
with alliances in UP, Bihar and Delhi.

I don’t overlook the odds the Congress
was up against: The Modi government’s
brazen misuse of state power, its mind-bog-
gling money power and the near complete
control over mainstream media. But did the
Congress do what could be done under these
constraints? Besides, the only reason why
mainstream parties exist and flourish is their
viability and reach. The Congress cannot say
everyone must come to it because thisis the

only party that can take on the BJP and then
give reasons why it couldn’t.

Let’s focus on the future. The prospects
of a second Modi regime bring with it two
deeper challenges to our republic. On the
one hand, we are walking towards electoral
authoritarianism where the electoral man-
date will replace any constitutional con-
straints. On the other hand, there is a slide
towards non-theocratic majoritarianism,
where minorities are reduced to the status
of second-rate citizens. Do we expect the
Congress to be the principal force to combat
these two dangers? To my mind, the
Congress does not seem to possess the vi-
sion, the strategy or the ground strength to
take on this historic responsibility. If so, the
Congress is not the instrument needed to
save the republic.

Worse, the Congress is an obstacle to
those who want to build an alternative. A
large mainstream party acts like a magnet
that catches alot of energy around it. So, even
when the Congress is unable to defeat the
BJP, it ends up diverting and diffusing alot of
the energy that gets drawn to it. It won’t do
the job and won’t let anyone else do it.
Alternative politics cannot take off until it
calls the bluff of “Vote for Congress or else...”,
unless it begins to carry on its work as if the
Congress did not exist. This is how the
metaphor of death should be understood.

Of course, parties don’t wither away or
die an instant death. There are two ways in
which the Congress can “die”. There is death
by attrition, where a big party keeps getting
marginalised and gradually loses traction
with the voters. This process takes many
elections, perhaps many decades. This is ex-
actly what the BJP would wish for the
Congress. But there is also death by submer-
gence, where the remaining energy of the
party gets subsumed in a new, larger coali-
tion. There is still a lot of energy in the coun-
try to take on the challenge to our republic.
Theideal “death” for the Congress would be
for this energy, inside and outside the
Congress, to merge into a new alternative.

The dark metaphor of death is an invita-
tion to think about a new birth. Or a rebirth?

The writer is president, Swaraj Indiak

UNSEFING THE WAVE

When it comes to elections, experts and politicians tend to wear blinkers

CooMI KAPOOR

EVEN AFTER EXIT polls indicate near-unani-
mously that Narendra Modi will be back,
some people refuse to read the writing on the
wall. When it comes to elections, experts and
politicians often tend to wear blinkers.

Some poll watchers base their assump-
tions on issues which may be irrelevant on
the ground. During brief trips to western Uttar
Pradesh and Haryana, I did not once hear a
voter express concern about the Rafael deal or
rake up demonetisation. Nor did the non per-
formance of local MPs seem to matter. The
chorus generally was, “We are voting for
Modi, not the MP”. The majority of the elec-
torate clearly saw this as a presidential elec-
tion. “This time Modi,” was the usual re-
sponse followed by the query, “What is the
alternative?” Even Modi’s own party has rea-
son to be worried — everyone talked of Modi,
no one mentioned the BJP.

Liberals will be concerned to know that
some of the very issues and speeches for which
they mocked the prime minister were appre-
ciated by some rural folk. Many saw Modi’s
bear-hug diplomacy as one of his strengths.
They believe India has finally been recognised
as a major power. Balakot and Pulwama, ex-
pectedly, added to the PM’s macho image. In
the hinterland, people seem to want a strong
man for PM, not necessarily a gentleman.

In this election, UP was supposed to be the
game changer, where the BJP would be bested

Liberals will be concerned to
know that some of the very
issues and speeches for
which they mocked the
prime minister were
appreciated by some rural
folk. Many saw Modi’s bear-
hug diplomacy as one of his
strengths. They believe India
has finally been recognised
as a major power. Balakot
and Pulwama, expectedly,
added to the PM’s macho
image. In the hinterland,
people seem to want a
strong man for PM, not
necessarily a gentleman.

by a more powerful caste and community
arithmetic of Yadavs, Muslims, Dalits and Jats.
Deciphering an election result on the basis of
caste arithmetic is a dicey business. This was
alessonllearnt covering my first parliamen-
tary poll in 1971. The campaign manager of
the Jana Sangh candidate from Delhi’s Karol
Bagh constituency offered a glib explanation
as to why his party, the precursor to the BJP,
would romp home. The constituency was
made up of x percentage of Punjabis, y per-
centage of South Indians, z percentage of ba-
nias and so on, with each caste and ethnic
group loyal to his party for some reason or the
other. He left me in no doubt that the Jana
Sangh had the election sewn up. Halfway
through the campaign, I began to have grave
doubts, most people on the street were clear
that Indira Gandhi would win hands down.
Mrs Gandhi’s 1971 election sweep taught
me some basic lessons in election coverage.
Trust your instincts and don’t get influenced
by the local know-it-alls. Don’t let a con-
stituency’s profile and past history over-
whelm your judgement. Most importantly,
never let your hopes cloud your objectivity.
In 1984, Iwas in Mumbai and the simple test
of checking with dozens of taxi drivers left
me in no doubt that Rajiv Gandhi would win
a thumping majority. But in my magazine’s
head office in Delhi, the political head hon-
cho, with BJPleanings, confidently predicted

ahung Parliament. During the parliamentary
poll in 1990, I travelled with two journalist
friends in UP. On the highway from Kanpur
to Agra, almost everyone spoke belligerently
of building a Ram Mandir at Ayodhya. But my
companions, because of their secular beliefs,
kept insisting that we had not met a repre-
sentative sample.

When I visited western UP in the first
phase of this election, I temporarily forgot my
own rules. Instead of going by the usual head
count, [ was swayed to some extent by the
logic of caste and community arithmetic, in
view of the sharp polarisation of the elec-
torate. The Kairana by-poll of last year was on
my mind since it demonstrated that when
the BSP, SP and RLD came together, they could
take on the BJP. In UP, like many scribes, |
made the mistake of focusing more on dis-
covering how united the gathbandhan was,
rather than fully assessing the overall mood
and appreciation for the government’s devel-
opment schemes. I could also see that Jats,
supposedly part of the gathbandhan, were
clearly divided.

If I was confused in UP, when I visited
Haryana the answer was clear as a bell. It was
Modi all the way. The Indian Express reportsin
other regions noticed similar voter sentiment.

The writer is consulting editor,
The Indian Express
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= RICE PRICE POLITICS
MAJOR RICE-GROWING states pleaded for
a much higher procurement price for
paddy than Rs 90 a quintal recommended
by the Agricultural Prices Commission for
the 1979-80 marketing season. Punjab,

St Tor hicher riee g
prurusemenl price

During the discussions, it became clear that
major rice-producing and deficit states
were in rival camps. Consuming states
were not interested in the procurement
price going beyond Rs 95. Deficit states
were opposed to any increase in the issue

rested during the case proceedings.

PRISONERS EXCHANGED
CHINA AND VIETNAM have carried out the
first exchange of prisoners captured dur-
ing their recent border war. The Chinese
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Haryana and Andhra Pradesh wanteditto  price. handed over an initial group of 120 sickand
be raised to betweenRs 115 and Rs 125 per wounded soldiers, 10 of them described as
quintal for average quality. Chief ministers, SAN]AY HELD stretcher cases. After they had crossed the

food ministers and senior officials of the
state governments put forward their pleas
during talks with the Union Agriculture
Minister Surjit Singh Barnala on the pro-
posed price policy for kharif cereals.
Barnala had invited the representatives in
four groups for detailed exchange of views
before formulating the central policy.

SANJAY GANDHI AND R K Trikha, who
came to appear in the court of the Special
Judge (Anti-corruption), were arrested
along with more than 200 supporters for
defying Section 144. They were all sent to
Bareilly Jail as there was no accommoda-
tion in the district jail. This is the second
time that Gandhi and Trikha have been ar-

frontier at Friendship Pass, the Viethamese
Red Cross signed a receipt, and then
handed over 43 Chinese prisoners. The
Chinese had cleared the frontier of land-
mines and other obstacles. Red Cross offi-
cials are expected to meet to work out a
timetable for the release of the remaining
prisoners.
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A one-sided justice

The complainant in the sexual harassment case against the Chief Justice has not been fairly treated.
Institutional bias is visible in the inquiry, which leaves complaints about victimisation unaddressed

MADAN B LOKUR

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT SAID: “Justice cannot
be for one side alone, but must be for both.”
Was justice done to the Supreme Court
staffer who made two allegations on affidavit
— first of unwanted physical contact by the
Chief Justice of India (CJI) and second, of vic-
timisation? For the present purposes, | would
only like to consider the allegation of victim-
isation. The allegation of victimisation relates
toadepartmental inquiry that continued de-
spite the hospitalisation of the complainant;
her dismissal from service for expressing dis-
satisfaction about her frequent transfers and
not reporting for duty but taking unautho-
rised half-day casual leave; the dismissal of
her brother-in-law from service in the
Supreme Court; the suspension from serv-
ice of her husband and another brother-in-
law and her arrest in an unrelated case.

Institutional bias: Judges and lawyers are
aware of institutional bias, that is to say a
procedure influenced by decision-makers
in an institution which casts a doubt on the
judicial or administrative process. Among
the first reactions to the publication of the
allegations was an email sent by the
Secretary-General of the Supreme Court to
The Wire early morning on April 20. This was
surely not an individual response but a re-
sponse given by the Secretary-General in his
capacity as arepresentative of the Supreme
Court or the CJI or both, otherwise he could
very well have denied any concern with the
allegations while allowing the law to take
its own course. But no, the Secretary-
General wrote: “The allegations regarding
11 October 2018, as well as other allegations
as can be discerned from your emails, are
completely and absolutely false and scur-
rilous and are totally denied.” The denial
clearly indicated that, officially, all the alle-
gations were denied.

Unfortunately, the matter was reopened
the same day (Saturday)at 10:30 am in Court
No 1 of the Supreme Court on a mention hav-
ing been made by the Solicitor General of
India. It is not clear before whom he men-
tioned the matter, when and why was the
mention entertained and what procedure
was followed. In the normal course, it would
be fair to assume that the Solicitor General
mentioned the matter before the Secretary-
General, who in turn brought it to the notice
of the CJI, who gave an order to have the mat-
ter “touching upon independence of judici-
ary” listed in court. As per the notice brought
out by the Supreme Court, the Bench was
presided over by the CJI. The Bench would
have been constituted by the ]I, being the
Master of the Roster, and he nominated him-
self as the Presiding Judge.

On the Bench, the allegations were de-
scribed by the CJI as unbelievable and that
he would not stoop so low as to deny the al-
legations. He also stated that some bigger
force wanted to deactivate the office of the
(JL.Inshort, the CJIrubbished the allegations.

Though the sitting was unprecedented
and extraordinary, what is even more un-
precedented and extraordinary is that the
record of proceedings did not indicate the
presence of the CJI on the Bench. In other
words, either the news reporters were seeing
and hearing the equivalent of Banquo’s ghost
in Court No 1 or the record of proceedings
was incorrect — tampering with the record

may be too strong a word. Either way, the
misreporting of the proceedings by the jour-
nalists or by the Registry of the Supreme
Court was something extremely serious. [ say
this because earlier in the year two officials
of the Registry of the Supreme Court had
been dismissed from service for tampering
with the record of proceedings in a case.

On April 22, the Supreme Court
Employees Welfare Association, on behalf of
all the employees, strongly condemned the
allegations against the CJI as false, fabricated
and baseless. Given these events, could it not
be said that institutional bias had creptin, in
the manner in which the allegations of the
lady staffer were initially dealt with? To me,
the trappings of institutional bias are clearly
made out whichever way one looks at the
events of April 20.

On April 22, the Supreme Court
Advocates on Record Association (SCAORA)
as well as the Supreme Court Bar Association
(SCBA) were sufficiently perturbed by the
events that had taken place and they passed
independent resolutions. While SCAORA was
unhappy with the procedural impropriety,
itstrongly disapproved the manner in which
the staffer’s complaint was dealt with. It also
requested for the appointment of a commit-
tee by the Full Court to investigate and en-
quire into the allegations and give an inde-
pendent finding. The SCBA did not approve
the procedure adopted for conducting the
court proceedings and requested the Full
Court to take necessary steps required by law.
In other words, according to the SCBA, the
proceedings were not in conformity with the
law and along with SCAORA, they were quite
disturbed by what had transpired.

Mandate of the internal committee:
Perhapsinview of the strange events and the
resolutions passed by SCAORA and SCBA, a
decision was taken to set up a committee to
enquire into the allegations made by the
staffer. According to a website, the CJI ap-
pointed Justice SA Bobde on April 23 to con-
duct anin-house inquiry into the allegations
of sexual harassment levelled against him
and Justice Bobde confirmed the develop-
ment. From the confirmation, itappears that
the decision to set up a committee was a de-
cision taken by the CJI and not the Full Court.
That apart, the so-called in-house inquiry isa
complete misnomer. With respect to the al-
leged misconduct by the (]I, there is no in-
house inquiry procedure or any other reme-
dial procedure laid down at all. So, the
decision by the CJI can only be understood as
a decision to set up some kind of an ad hoc
committee, which I would prefer to callanin-
ternal committee of sorts.

Please note, the internal committee was
set up by a person charged of unwanted
physical contact with a lady staffer and that
person chose the judge to inquire into the al-
legation. Equally significantly, the mandate
given to the internal committee was limited
to the allegation of unwanted physical con-
tact, itself difficult to prove. The mandate did
not include the allegation of victimisation.
Why was the mandate limited? If there was
to be an inquiry by an internal committee,
then it should have been in respect of both
the allegations, particularly since the affidavit
of the staffer does contain verifiable docu-
mentary evidence which could lead (if
proved) to a conclusion of victimisation.

What is equally mysterious is the rejec-
tion of the sane advice given by the Attorney-
General on April 22 to the CJI and the next
four senior judges to constitute an outside
committee of three retired judges of the
Supreme Court. We have several eminent re-
tired judges, including women judges. It
would have been to the credit of the
Supreme Court if the advice had been ac-
cepted, thereby negativing the belief of pos-

Though the sitting was
unprecedented and
extraordinary, what is even
more unprecedented and
extraordinary is that the
record of proceedings did not
indicate the presence of the
CJI on the Bench. In other
words, either the news
reporters were seeing and
hearing the equivalent of
Banquo’s ghost in Court No 1
or the record of proceedings
were incorrect — tampering
with the record may be too
strong a word. Either way, the
misreporting of the
proceedings by the
journalists or by the Registry
of the Supreme Court was
something extremely serious.

sible institutional bias. Moreover, the care-
fully thought out view expressed by SCAORA
and SCBA would also have been accommo-
dated if an outside committee had been set
up. But it was not to be.

Report of the internal committee: Again, as
reported on a website, the proceedings before
the internal committee were informal and
thatis why the staffer was not permitted legal
representation. However, given the enormous
power imbalance between the CJI and the
staffer, could not the internal committee have
beena little charitable and conditionally per-
mitted a support person? Inmatters of alleged
sexual offences, judges try to protect the vic-
tim from re-victimisation. It is for this reason
thatvarious protections have been provided to
victims of alleged sexual offences. In this case,
surely the internal committee could have been
a little magnanimous and permitted the
staffer the comfort of a support person, par-
ticularly in view of the power imbalance and
since the internal committee proceedings
were informal.

The report of the internal committee was
submitted to the next most senior judge on or
about May 6. The contents of the report have
not been disclosed, but a notice issued by the
Secretary-General stated that the in-house
committee found no substance in the com-
plaint made by the staffer. Obviously, given

the mandate of the internal committee, this
relates to the allegation of unwanted physical
contact and not the allegations of victimisa-
tion. Now, what about the allegations of vic-
timisation? Will another internal committee
be set up or will these allegations be forgot-
ten and notlooked into, as not worthy of con-
sideration? There is no way of knowing this.

The Secretary-General declined to give a
copy of the report to the staffer by referring
toajudgment in Indirajaising v. Supreme Court
of India. That decision is not at all relevant.
First, the internal committee was not an in-
house inquiry of the kind understood by the
judges of the Supreme Court in 1999-2000,
when the in-house procedure was adopted.
Second, the decision was rendered in the con-
text of a formal in-house inquiry and not in
the context of informal in-house proceedings
or internal committee proceedings.
Moreover, the judgment of the Supreme
Court does not say that the complainant is
disentitled from getting a copy of the report
of the so-called in-house commiittee. The pro-
cedure for conducting an in-house inquiry
merely says that a copy of the report shall be
furnished to the judge concerned. There is no
prohibition in giving a copy of the report to
the complainant — neither the in-house pro-
cedure refers to any prohibition nor does the
judgment of the Supreme Court refer to any
such prohibition. Besides, under whatlaw can
the report be denied to the complainant? A
similar question came upin a case before the
Supreme Court and the government claimed
privilege under the Indian Evidence Act to
deny a copy of the report to the complainant.
The defence was rejected since areportonan
allegation of sexual harassment does not (and
cannot) concern the affairs of state.
Accordingly, a direction was given to the gov-
ernment to hand over a copy of the report
along with all other material to the com-
plainant. Therefore, can a copy of the report
on allegations of sexual harassment be de-
nied to the complainant merely on the say-
so of the Secretary-General? Under what law
does he get the power to give a copy of the re-
port to the person charged but at the same
time deny a copy to the complainant, thereby
makingjustice one-sided? In my opinion, the
staffer must be given a copy of the report of
the Committee so that she gets answers to
the questions that she and others have raised.

Finally, has the report of the internal com-
mittee been accepted by the concerned
judge? Is there an order to this effect? Can the
concerned judge disagree with the report of
the informal so-called in-house committee?
In my view, the in-house procedure (assum-
ing it applies) postulates a decision by the
concerned judge to either accept the report
or reject it or decide to take no substantive
and follow up action onit. Either way, the con-
cerned judge must apply his mind and take a
decision on the report. It appears that no such
decision has been taken and if it has been
taken, it has not been made public.

On a consideration of the overall facts, it
does appear that some injustice has been
done to the staffer. Martin Luther King Jr. fa-
mously wrote: “Injustice anywhere is a
threat to justice everywhere. We are caught
inaninescapable network of mutuality, tied
in a single garment of destiny. Whatever af-
fects one directly affects all indirectly.” am
reminded of this because of my belief that
the staffer has not been fairly treated. Many
questions are left unanswered and actually
many are trying to solve ariddle, wrapped in
a mystery inside an enigma. Some trans-
parency is needed. Can any member of the
internal committee or somebody from the
Supreme Court please help?

The writer retired as ajustice of

the Supreme Court of India
in December 2018
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The struggle over Huawei isn't really about technology. It is about whether

China or the US is to be master.”

— THE GUARDIAN

Dear Yogendra,
[ disagree

Why the Congress is necessary

SUHAS PALSHIKAR

YOGENDRA YADAV'S CLAIM, that the
Congress needs to die so that the way for a
new politics may be cleared, calls for a re-
sponse. In these times of easy branding, ar-
guing in favour of the continued existence
of the Congress runs the risk of being
ridiculed both by pro-establishment circles
and self-righteous pro-transformationists.
So, the caveat is that the following is not an
endorsement of “the Congress”. It is more
about the fundamental nature of India’s pol-
itics,and also about the long romance called
non-BJP, non-Congress politics.

The Congress that Jawaharlal Nehru led
was transformed by Indira Gandhi beyond
recognition. This led to the crisis that the
party has been facing since the late 1980s.
Since then, the Congress has never been able
to reorganise itself. Neither could it instil a
new purpose among its workers nor con-
vince voters to remain loyal to it. Many have
often believed that the decline and demise
of the Congress would open up new possi-
bilities electorally, and also in terms of
changing the nature of our politics. They be-
lieve that the Congress is an impediment to
structuring any new politics. In the past three
decades, liberals, radicals, leftists, have mis-
erably failed to create a different politics.
Using the Congress as an alibi for those fail-
ures tends to understate the in-built difficul-
tiesin the project Yadav is looking forward to.

Along with the dream of alternative pol-
itics, the present moment also represents,
as Yadav himself has recently articulated,
India’simminent journey into a dark tunnel.
If one agrees with this prognosis, then the
“utility” of the Congress should not be ig-
nored. It would act as a buffer to the BJP and
its power machine because it would want
to protectitself. In the process, the Congress
would end up protecting many others with
whom it may not fully agree. The kind of as-
sault ondissent and diversity the BJPis likely
tounleash, would require arelatively strong
political counter. It is likely that elections
may not throw up a stronger counter to BJP
than the present, wounded and incompe-
tent Congress. Yet, this Congress would have
its uses in times of crisis of democracy. The
Yogendra Yadavs, Prakash Rajs, Kamal
Haasans and Kanhaiya Kumars, despite the
goodwill they enjoy, need larger social ac-
ceptability beyond their immediate circles
in order to be operational.

India’s democracy does not easily admit
a liberal fringe or a radical liberal extrava-
ganza. Nor is there enough space for an au-
tonomous but healthy politics of “alterna-
tives”. The politics of alternatives seeks to
mainstreamitself by changing society in the
first place. Until society changes for the bet-
ter, such politics has to piggy-back on polit-
ical forces that occupy the mainstream. So, in
seeking an end to the Congress, Yadav is
probably undermining the feasibility of his
own politics. This may sound an instrumen-
talist argument, but the politics of change
also needs political support, a political vehi-

cle,a sympathetic political mass. But beyond
this instrumental logic, are there other rea-
sons to plead for the survival of the
Congress?

First,among the dispersed non-BJP po-
litical forces, the Congress gets at least two
votes out of every 10 — next to the BJP’s
three in every 10. This is not an inconsider-
able political space, though it is residual.
This space shall go only to the BJP if the
Congress were to die. Two, the Congress
seems to be countering the BJPideologically.
One may not be fully happy with the re-
sponse, but in the backdrop of the lame (or
vacuously shrill) counterarguments made
by state parties, the Congress would surely
deserve credit for mobilising a semblance
of opposition to the BJP.

Three, if the Congress were really to die,
the oppositional space would be occupied
only by the state parties. Most of them have,
at one point or the other, been allies of the
BJP and facilitated the latter’s entry in the
states — Odisha and Bihar being examples.
In other words, in any electoral counter to
the BJP, the Congress continues to be crucial
despite itself.

But there is a more fundamental reason
for arguing against Yadav. Radical or trans-
formative ambitions notwithstanding, at
leastin the near future, the game of electoral
competition and shaping of public opinion
will be played out within the range of
broadly “middle-of-the-road” or centrist
possibilities. Today, the BJP seeks to domi-
nate this space and claim that it represents
centrist tendencies. The Congress comprises
possibilities of presenting the public with a
somewhat different version of centrism. As
is known, historically, the party included
“right-wingers”, Hinduists and socialists et
al. While the party may have lost that ac-
commodative agility, it still has the capacity
to attract citizens attracted to a centrist po-
sition. The death of the Congress would
mean only one version of centrism survives
— the one advocated by the BJP. The politics
about the kind of democracy India would
remain will be played out on the terrain that
is more or less middle-of-the-road and that
is where not just the Congress but many
other parties, with clumsy ideologies and
even limited visions, would be valuable.

Avictory for the BJP’s version of centrism
holds three challenges. One, its pursuance
of Hindutva, which has already contami-
nated ordinary Hindu religious sensibilities.
The other is its present leadership, which
represents a cynical appropriation of exist-
ing liberal democratic spaces toward the end
of uninhibited personalisation of authority.
Even without Hindutva, this is reason
enough to ensure that there is enough po-
litical possibility of constraining them. Third,
the centrism of BJPis rather fragile, it can be
easily set aside by Adityanath or Pragya
Thakur; they, certainly, are not the fringe, but
claimants to the main space of the BJP, rep-
resenting a more direct attack on India’s di-
versity and plurality.

Of late, Yadav himself has been talking
about reviving the true swabhav and swad-
harm of India. The Congress may not be ac-
tively protecting that, yet its existence would
allow many Indians who still hold on to their
swadharm — simply through their native
wisdom — to retain that innate character of
being true Indians.

The writer was a professor of political
science and is based in Pune

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

PM’S STRATEGY

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Politics
from the pulpit’ (IE, May 21). There is no
doubt that Narendra Modi can strike a
chord with the masses. However, in the
age of the social media, the press con-
ference is losing its relevance. In press
conferences, often the impromptu
replies are taken out of context. The
PM’s strategy to avoid press confer-
ences may be to avert controversies.
Deepak Singhal, Noida

THE TRUMP EXAMPLE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Taking
cue from exit polls predicting Modi’s re-
turn, Sensex surges 1400 points to new
high'’ (IE, April 27). With a strong NDA
government set to return, stocks have
got a big boost. Despite all the chal-
lenges it faced, the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment did remarkable work on the
economy. Like Donald Trump in the US,
who managed to rescue the country’s
economy after the Obama years, Modi
too has revived the Indian economy
during his first term.

Sauro Dasgupta, Kolkata

TASKS AHEAD

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘All Exit
polls point to the return of NDA, (IE,
May 20) Most exit polls results give the
NDA a majority in the Lok Sabha elec-
tions. But exit polls do not reflect the
complete picture since the sample size
is extremely small. For a country of 125
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Noida-UP 201301.
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crore people, the sample size is not even
one per cent of the electorate. This
makes the exit poll results somewhat
unconvincing. Whichever party or al-
liance forms the next government, it
will have a challenging time. The return
of normalcy to Jammu and Kashmir, re-
sumption of dialogue with Pakistan and
to putIndia on the path of progress and
development are some issues that re-
quire the next government’s attention.

Devendra Khurana, Bhopal




Being responsive

The government must ensure justice in cases
of human rights violations in J&K

he government’s decision to shut down commu-
Tnication with UN Special Rapporteurs seeking to

question India on alleged human rights violations
in Jammu and Kashmir may appear extreme, but is in
line with its reaction to such international reports over
the last few years. In a letter dated April 23, India’s per-
manent mission to the UN in Geneva wrote to the Office
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights rejecting
any reference to the UN’s original June 2018 report on
J&K as well as Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, and refused
to respond to questions about deaths of 69 civilians bet-
ween 2016 and 2018 in violence in the Valley. In its ob-
jections, the government said the report was “false and
motivated”, that its conclusions and recommendations
were violative of India’s sovereignty and territorial inte-
grity, and accused the Special Rapporteurs preparing
the report of “individual prejudices” against India. In
addition, India drew notice to the Pulwama attack this
year, calling terrorism the “grossest” violation of hu-
man rights, not the allegations against the security forc-
es. As a result, the government has decided to treat all
allegations made by the UN Special Rapporteurs as a
“closed chapter” and will not engage further on it. In-
dia’s objections to the OHCHR report, the first of its
kind when it was released in 2018, and the follow-up
this year are understandable, given the often selective
nature of allegations raised by the UN body. It is also
clear that demands for action against Indian officials
and amendment of laws can cross the line on Indian so-
vereignty. The call by the previous HCHR that the UN
Human Rights Council set up an independent and inter-
national tribunal to investigate India’s record in Kash-
mir was seen to be invasive, and could be dismissed by
New Delhi as well.

However, the government cannot quell the troubling
questions that the UN report and the Special Rappor-
teurs’ submissions raise simply by rejecting them. To
begin with, most of the sources for the OHCHR report
are official Indian authorities, State and national human
rights commissions, international human rights agen-
cies as well as reputed Indian NGOs. This is therefore a
view from within India, not some disengaged UN offi-
cial, and must be taken very seriously. Two Kashmiri
NGOs also released a report on Monday documenting
432 specific cases of alleged brutality by security forces
in Kashmir, including electrocution, ‘water-boarding’
and sexual torture of civilians, of which only about 27
were taken up by the State Human Rights Commission.
The government must press for due process and justice
in each of these. Eventually, India will be judged not on-
ly by how close it stands to the world’s most powerful
countries, but how much the state extends itself to the
most vulnerable within its own boundaries.

Highs and lows
The rally in stocks is driven primarily by
investor sentiments, not market fundamentals

he prospect of the National Democratic Alliance
Tled by Prime Minister Narendra Modi returning

to power has got investors in India’s equity mar-
kets all excited. Both the Nifty and the Sensex reached
all-time highs on Monday as the indices appreciated
3.75% and 3.69%, respectively, the largest rise in per-
centage terms since September 2013. Though sanity re-
turned on Tuesday with the indices shedding some of
Monday’s gains, in terms of the number of points
gained Monday’s rise was the largest in 10 years. This
rally was after most exit polls released on Sunday pred-
icted that the present NDA government would easily
cross the halfway mark required to form the next go-
vernment. The rally on Monday, however, was fuelled
mainly by purchases made by foreign investors. Foreign
portfolio investors bought shares worth 1,734 crore on
Monday, pushing the rupee up by almost 0.7% against
the U.S. dollar. It is worth noting that foreign investors
were net sellers of stocks in the earlier trading sessions,
causing the indices to fall significantly from their pre-
vious high that was reached in April. So Sunday’s exit
polls may have caused many foreign investors to take a
more positive view of the Indian markets. Domestic in-
vestors, on the other hand, sold shares worth ¥543
crore on Monday.

Monday’s record rally in stocks should be seen as one
that was driven primarily by investor sentiments rather
than by market fundamentals. As with any purely senti-
ment-driven rally, things can take a turn for the worse if
subsequent events fail to meet the market’s expecta-
tions. There is very little in the form of market funda-
mentals to warrant the kind of exuberance shown by in-
vestors on Monday. Corporate earnings data released as
of now for the January-March quarter suggest that earn-
ings might actually witness a significant fall from what
they were a year ago. Growth has also been slowing
down in core sectors as consumer demand has failed to
pick up and liquidity remains a concern across the eco-
nomy. Still, investors may be hoping that things could
get better in the coming years as a stable government at
the Centre will be able to undertake economic reforms.
While the fact remains that no big-bang reforms that
could give a strong boost to economic growth have
been implemented in the last five years, investors may
still view the NDA government as less-populist than any
other realistic alternative. Trade tension between the
U.S. and China is another immediate risk that will deter-
mine the direction of equity markets, including India’s,
as China tries to find new markets for products that it
can’t sell to Americans. Given these various uncertain-
ties, it would be prudent not to over-read the message
in the stock market fluctuations.

Time to rebuild India’s secularism

The central idea of the Republic, that the country belongs to all equally, is in tatters today
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HARSH MANDER

here is much that lies badly
Tbroken in India today. The

economy desperately needs
to be repaired, as do rural distress,
the job crisis and the free-falling
rupee. The country’s institutions
demand urgently to be rebuilt —
the media, police, judiciary, un-
iversities, the planning process,
the Election Commission of India.
But above all, if there is one thing
that stands most dangerously
damaged, it is our constitutional
pledge of a secular democracy.
What are the prospects of rebuild-
ing this?

Shrill, divisive campaign
Listen carefully to the speeches in
the shrill summer election cam-
paign which has just come to a
halt. From their podiums, Opposi-
tion leaders spoke of everything
else — the agony of farmers, unem-
ployed youth, suspect defence
deals, crony capitalism and in-
deed crony institutions. But rarely
did they speak of lynching, of vio-
lence against Muslims, Christians
and Dalits, of the fear which has
become normalised in their daily
lives, of our wrecked social con-
tract of equality and harmony.
And never did they speak of
secularism.

The imagination of secularism
in the Indian Republic was rooted
in its singularly pluralist civilisa-
tional ethos, in the lives and work
of Ashoka and Akbar, in the teach-
ings of Buddha, Kabir and Nanak.

It was illuminated by our struggle
for freedom, in the humanist and
egalitarian convictions of Gandhi
and Ambedkar, Maulana Azad and
Nehru. It was the central irides-
cent idea: that this newly-freed
country would belong equally to
all its people. People of no reli-
gion, no language, no caste, no
ethnicity, no gender, no class
would be entitled to lay claim to
the country more than any other.

Secularism is the soul of India’s
Constitution. Today the letter of
this Constitution still remains un-
altered, but its soul is mangled and
choked. Not just the ruling Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP); even Oppo-
sition parties seem to have accept-
ed that India is no longer the
secular country born of the legacy
of India’s freedom struggle, but a
majoritarian Hindu country. In
this new India, people of minority
religions, castes and gender are se-
cond-class. Their safety and well-
being are dependent now on the
consent and will of the majority
upper-caste, patriarchal Hindu,
and the dictates of this Hindu are
interpreted and violently mediat-
ed by the ideology of Hindutva.

It is a grave mistake to frame the
2019 general election as a battle of
Narendra Modi against the rest.
This is how Prime Minister Modi,
referring to himself repeatedly in
the third person, has framed this
bitter electoral contest. This is
how the Opposition has fought the
electoral battle, of Mr. Modi versus
the rest. This is how the majority
of Indian voters view this combat.

RSS vs. Constitution

However, the electoral battle
waged around the country is truly
a different one. On one side stands
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS) and on the other is the secu-
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lar idea of the Indian Constitution.
Mr. Modi is a formidable, pugna-
cious, tireless and immensely pop-
ular mascot of the Hindu suprema-
cist ideology of the RSS; and his
image is powerfully buttressed by
a pliant corporate media and diz-
zying levels of spending on a pu-
blic relations blitz to manufacture
consent. But the central danger to
secular India is not the personality
of Mr. Modi. It is the penetration of
the RSS into every institution of
the country, into every political
party, the media, the university,
the judiciary, the civil services,
and most dangerously into main-
stream everyday social life of ev-
ery ordinary Indian.

In the RSS worldview, Muslims
and Christians are not authentical-
ly Indian, their loyalty to the In-
dian nation is and will always re-
main suspect; therefore, they
need to be tamed, to be continu-
ously shown their subordinate sta-
tus in the Indian polity and socie-
ty. It is for this reason that virulent
hate speech was so central to this
election campaign, with Mr. Modi
mocking his rival, Congress presi-
dent Rahul Gandhi, for seeking
election in a constituency in which
he would have to depend in part
on Muslim and Christian voters;
and other BJP leaders and candi-

Jokowi’s balancing act

Protecting minority rights will be his biggest test in his second term as Indonesia’s President

PALLAVI AIYAR

hen Joko Widodo, or Jo-
kowi as he is popularly
known, was elected Pre-

sident of Indonesia in 2014, it was
a moment pregnant with new be-
ginnings for the region. Democra-
cies in Asia have usually been af-
flicted by the same inglorious cast
of characters: dynastic heirs, mili-
tary strongmen, corporate ty-
coons and religious hardliners. Wi-
dodo’s victory indicated the
possibility of renewal via the de-
mocratic process even in a large,
developing, Muslim-majority
country. He was a novel breed of
leader: middle-class and humble,
with a pluralistic outlook and com-
mitment to clean government.

Islam, a mainstream force

In 2019, Mr. Widodo is back at the
helm of Indonesia, having once
again beaten back his rival, Prabo-
wo Subianto, a former military
general dogged by accusations of
human rights abuses. But this time
the political prognosis is more so-
bering. Mr. Widodo’s years in pow-
er have witnessed a shift in the
role that political Islam plays in the
public life of the world’s third lar-
gest democracy, from a relatively
marginal factor to a mainstream
force that no political party can ig-
nore. The President has proved no
exception, demonstrating a wil-
lingness to bend to religious con-

siderations, even when they run
contrary to his inclinations.

During the long campaign sea-
son, both candidates tried to out-
do each other in brandishing their
Muslim credentials, despite the
fact that neither is traditionally
pious. Mr. Prabowo’s mother and
brother are Christians, while Mr.
Widodo is a heavy-metal fan who
seems happier riding motorcycles
than at prayer. But the vow to sup-
port religious clerics became a
central plank of Mr. Prabowo’s
campaign, throughout which he
organised mass prayers and ended
speeches with shouts of “Allahu
Akbar”. His supporters are known
to have carried out fake news cam-
paigns portraying Mr. Widodo as a
Christian or an atheist Commu-
nist, and at times even a logic-de-
fying both.

On his part, Mr. Widodo rushed
to Saudi Arabia on Haj just a week
before the elections and laced his
public rallies with traditional
songs of devotion to Prophet Mu-
hammad. But his most pointed
concession to the religious lobby
(and to his liberal supporters his
most disappointing) was to ap-
point Ma’ruf Amin, a conservative
Islamic cleric, as his Vice-Presi-
dential running mate. The choice
was intended as a bulwark against
accusations of impiety, a charge
that has been Mr. Widodo’s politi-
cal Achilles heel in the past. As a
tactic, it has paid off, but its stra-
tegic implications remain open
and worrying.

Mr. Widodo’s track record in of-
fice when it comes to pandering to
Islamists has been chequered. He
has taken on some religious extre-
mists, banning the Hizb ut-Tahrir,
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a radical group that aimed to esta-
blish a global caliphate. He also
walked back a decision to allow
Abu Bakar Bashir, spiritual leader
of the terrorist organisation Je-
maah Islamiyah to walk free from
prison on humanitarian grounds.
However, the latter decision was
only taken following a huge inter-
national outcry.

The President’s greatest failure
was his silence during the move-
ment to charge his former deputy,
Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, with
blasphemy. Ahok (as he is known),
a Christian of Chinese descent,
was Mr. Widodo’s running mate
for the 2012 Jakarta Governor elec-
tions. In 2017, he was sentenced to
two years in jail for having told vo-
ters in a speech that they shouldn’t
be duped by religious leaders who
misuse a particular Koranic verse
to justify claims that Muslims
should not have non-Muslim lead-
ers. Not only did Mr. Widodo stay
quiet during Ahok’s prosecution,
he even joined demonstrators in
prayer. His new Vice-President,
Mr. Amin, testified against Ahok at
the trial.

dates raging against the threats of
the ‘green virus’ and ‘termites’. It
is for this reason that BJP presi-
dent Amit Shah pledges to extend
the National Register of Citizens to
all parts of India, while ensuring
citizenship to Hindus, Sikhs and
Buddhists from other parts of the
subcontinent; in this way brazenly
turning on its head the core consti-
tutional idea that a person’s reli-
gion is irrelevant to her rights to
equal citizenship. And it is for this
reason that lynching of Muslims
and attacks on Christian places of
worship, openly valorised by rul-
ing party leaders, became the ove-
rarching symbols of the newly
forged relationship of the majori-
tarian Hindu state with its now in-
ferior religious minorities.

In a place of fear

If Mr. Modi is returned with an em-
phatic majority when ballots are
counted on May 23, as many exit
polls predict, this will herald that
India has fallen deep into a cold
hard place of hate and fear. It will
signal that a significant majority of
Hindus endorse the Hindu supre-
macist ideology of the RSS. It will
indicate the popular abandon-
ment of the secular and humane
vision of India’s Constitution, and
its replacement by a violent and
chauvinist majoritarian Hindu na-
tionalism, which is suspicious and
hateful in its relations with people
who follow minority religious
faiths. This outcome would also
further imperil all left, liberal and
democratic dissenting voices, in
civil society, in the media, in un-
iversities, and in letters and the
arts.

A second scenario, anticipated
by a much smaller number of pol-
itical commentators, is of reduced
support for the National Demo-

On the economic front, Mr. Wi-
dodo’s first term as President was
adequate, if unspectacular. An-
nual growth averaged 5%, well be-
low the 7% target, in part because
he caved in to pressure and back-
tracked on difficult reforms like
reining in fuel subsidies. On the
plus side, he lined up more than
$300 billion of infrastructure pro-
jects, including the opening of Ja-
karta’s first subway line after 34
years of planning. He also rolled
out a popular national health-insu-
rance scheme and pumped money
into education.

What lies ahead

Going forward, Mr. Widodo has
his work cut out trying to get in-
creased foreign investment amid a
climate of economic nationalism.
It also remains to be seen if, and
how, he decides to tackle the thor-
ny issue of restrictive labour laws.
A final challenge will entail finess-
ing Indonesia’s response to Chi-
na’s growing economic clout in the
archipelago. China has emerged as
a major foreign investor in Indone-
sia, but there are worries about
the consequences. A trope of the
Prabowo campaign was the claim
that under Mr. Widodo, Chinese
goods and workers had flooded
the nation.

But it is protecting minority
rights that will remain Mr. Wido-
do’s greatest and most fraught
test. Forging a unified national
identity out of its fractured ethnic
and religious demography has
been a remarkable achievement
for Indonesia. Seven out of eight
Indonesians self-identify as Mus-
lims; more Muslims live in Indone-
sia than in any other country. And
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cratic Alliance (NDA), its tally fall-
ing short of the half-way mark. In
such a situation, they anticipate
the possibility that many regional
parties could be persuaded to sup-
port an NDA government only if it
is led by a less belligerent leader
than Mr. Modi, possibly Nitin Gad-
kari or Rajnath Singh. Many are re-
lieved by the possibility of such an
outcome: anyone other than Mr.
Modi would be welcome, they rea-
son. But it would be a dangerous
mistake to believe that such a
choice would pull India out of the
dark abyss into which it has
slipped. Even with a more accepta-
ble face, as with Atal Bihari Vaj-
payee, the RSS would use political
power to further penetrate all in-
stitutions, and enfeeble what sur-
vives of secular practice.

The least expected scenario, of
the victory of the United Progres-
sive Alliance or a federal front of
regional parties, cannot be ruled
out yet. After all, the BJP has lost
no exit polls since 2004, but it lost
many elections. However, even
with such an outcome, the cru-
sade against secular democracy
waged with such vigour by the RSS
will not be won. The appetite and
moral courage to fight majoritar-
ian politics head-on stands peri-
lously weakened among Opposi-
tion political parties. Whatever the
final outcome, this fight to salvage,
defend and fortify secularism will
have to be fought by the Indian pe-
ople. India is today a wasteland of
compassion. It will take genera-
tions to clean out the toxins of hate
from Indian society. It is a battle
that must be waged with courage,
with perseverance and with love.
History in the end is on our side.

Harsh Mander is a human rights worker,
writer and teacher

yet the state also recognises five
other religions: Hinduism, Budd-
hism, Protestantism, Catholicism
and Confucianism. The archipela-
go is home to 719 languages, spo-
ken by people from over 360 eth-
nic groups. Bhinneka Tunggal Ika,
literally One Out of Many, is the de-
fining catch phrase of modern In-
donesia, and it will be Mr. Wido-
do’s charge to ensure substance to
the sentiment.

Given term limits, this will be
Mr. Widodo’s final stint as Presi-
dent. The optimistic scenario is
one where he is able to slough off
electoral considerations and final-
ly tackle the liberal reforms and
policies many still assume are
close to his heart.

However, taking his record into
consideration, it seems more
probable that he will continue to
co-opt his opponents rather than
confront them. He has emerged as
a tinkerer and incrementalist,
rather than a visionary. To an ex-
tent, this is both necessary and
even advantageous in a political
landscape characterised by coali-
tions and consensus-building. Mr.
Widodo leads a 10-party alliance
and needs to garner support from
a polarised Parliament. However,
there is a fine line between prag-
matism and opportunism, and the
jury is out on which side of this
line he will eventually come down.

Mr. Widodo has one more
chance to go down in the history
books as a great President. The li-
kelihood is that he will be remem-
bered as a nice guy who tried, but
not hard enough.

Pallavi Aiyar is an author and journalist
based in Tokyo
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A crucial space

Despite the brute majority
scenarios that have been
projected by most exit
polls, the fact is that the
Opposition needs to get its
act together (Page 1, “Oppn.
takes stock after exit polls
favour NDA”, May 21).
Democracy needs both the
Opposition and a strong
independent media to keep
a firm check on the party in
power. There were shades
of the format of
campaigning during the
Gujarat elections under
Narendra Modi’s tenure in
the campaign this time.
What was equally jarring
was the series of
unfortunate violations of
the Model Code of Conduct.
Having tasted power under
the cover of a divided
Opposition, there should be
a check on any attempt to

push the ‘one nation one
election’ idea. If the
Opposition continues to
stand divided, there will be
no hope left. It is
encouraging that at least
one Opposition leader has
been trying to take the lead
in trying to get other
leaders together.

N. NAGARAJAN,
Secunderabad

Battleground U.P.

I am certain that it is not
going to be a cakewalk for
the BJP this time around,
especially in Uttar Pradesh,
which has the distinction of
deciding the fate of the next
government (Editorial page,
“Why the BJP is not
invincible in Uttar
Pradesh”, May 21). Apart
from the points expressed
by the writer, there are
other issues of social

relevance that are sure to
have weighed heavily on
voters’ minds. The state of
health care and lynchings
are some examples. There
are other instances of
violence under the
leadership of Chief Minister
Yogi Adityanath.

G.B. SIVANANDAM,
Coimbatore

® [ am afraid that the article
is born out of the writer’s
antagonism towards the BJP.
We need to wait for just a day
more to know what is in
store for the ruling party as
far as the State and the
country are concerned. The
writer calling the Samajwadi
Party and the Bahujan Samaj
Party as social justice parties
is at variance with reality as
they are caste-based outfits.
In the case of the first, it has
already become a dynastic

one; while in the case of the
latter, it is at best an
individual’s virtual fiefdom.
It is only natural that the
writer is struggling to defend
the indefensible.

C.G. KURIAKOSE,
Kothamangalam, Kerala

Post-election survey
The post-poll survey has
done a fine and methodical
job of unravelling the myriad
and complex layers of voter
preferences and
expectations. While it has
asked the right questions to
make sense of the public
mood, the questionnaire
format does not solicit
explanations or justifications
for answers that point to a
dominant preference, such
as the high prevalence of
trust in the leadership of the
Prime Minister. Shouldn’t
readers know why a large

percentage of voters
continue to repose faith in
the PM despite the blitzkrieg
of criticism unleashed by the
Opposition and sections of
the media? A post-poll
survey would add value to a
reader’s understanding of
the election scenario if it
moves beyond a bland script
and tries to seek a rationale
for voter preferences that
appear counterintuitive.

V.N. MUKUNDARAJAN,
Thiruvananthapuram

Water worries

When we have enough water,
the thought of water
conservation is distant
(Editorial, “Eye on the
monsoon”, May 21). But now,
when we are staring at a
crisis, we think of solutions
that should have been
worked upon earlier. It is
time to set up new

recharging wells and
improve existing ones. Rain
harvesting fails mainly
because the operating part
fails. It is important to
entrust the operation and
maintenance of rain
harvesting on a long-term
basis to the agency which
constructs the same. Drip
irrigation also met with the
same fate after installation
and obtaining a subsidy.
Operation and maintenance
should also be made a
condition before awarding
the work. Judicious use of
water is another major
concern. Field awareness is
crucial. The support of
non-government
organisations should be
thought of.

V.R. AJITH KUMAR
Thiruvananthapuram

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

A ND-NDE



THE HINDU ceim
WEDNESDAY, MAY 22, 2019

OPED 11

The aftermath of a nasty election

The time has come for civil society to forge corrective action and strengthen institutions
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R. SESHASAYEE

The devastation caused by a vicious
electoral campaign for the 17th Lok
Sabha has cast a troublesome sha-
dow on India’s future. Citizens who
have witnessed 10 or more elections
in free India would readily agree that
electoral politics has never sunk so
low in the past as it has now. Truth
and national interest were victims
while destruction of the political
enemy became the sole purpose of
fighting the election. Yet there is one
very bright side that needs
celebration.

The redeeming feature has been
the integrity of the election process
and the mechanics of registering the
choice of the voter. While the overall
electoral turnout in this general elec-
tion has been put at a tentative
67.11%, making it a historic one, there
have been no proven instances of
booth capture. Most importantly,
there has been no credible evidence
of any material failure of electronic
voting machine (EVM) technology.
But this is evaluating democracy
against a low bar.

While the body of democracy
might still be reasonably healthy,
what must trouble every citizen is
the the deep corruption of the soul of
democracy.

Fissures
What is the damage done to the fu-
ture of India?

First, the credibility and effective-
ness of Parliament, the very institu-
tion that we have so painstakingly
sent our representatives to, is set to
experience a further erosion. The
culture of aggressive disruption by
the Opposition might get chronic, gi-
ven that there has been no evidence
that political parties will place the
nation ahead of their political inter-
ests. Parliament can discharge its res-
ponsibility of law-making, only if par-
liamentarians rise above partisan
interests.

Second, while Indian foreign poli-
cy has remained somewhat under-
whelming and defensive (with the ex-
ception of the liberation of
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Bangladesh, and the Balakot attack),
the growing nexus between a rogue
neighbour and an ascendant super-
power in the region has highlighted
the radical need for an assertive pol-
icy within the framework of non-ag-
grandisement. That requires a risk-
taking ability within a narrow space
for manoeuvrability. It needs the go-
vernment and the Opposition to
stand as one. However, the beha-
viour of both national parties does
little to inspire confidence in this
direction.

An economic script

Third, by all indications, the Indian
economy will face strong headwinds.
Consumption-led demand is slowing
down and the rural economy conti-
nues to be in distress. The ‘twin ba-
lance sheet’ problem is constraining
new investments while the banking
sector is in disarray. Yet, India can
achieve at least a high single-digit
growth. This will, however, depend
on the government executing the
next round of reforms in land and la-
bour markets, further pruning un-
productive subsidies, devising poli-
cies to attract foreign and private
investments in infrastructure, and
incentivising business to produce
and service the world. The new go-
vernment will have to sell to the pu-
blic the necessity for some short-
term pain for long-term gain. It will
have to take bold financial decisions
while being accountable and tran-
sparent. Election rhetoric and pre-
election actions instead focussed on
the opposite: doles, which are short-
term gains; non-transparency in and
witch hunting of procurement deals;

and a systematic alienation of private
enterprise. This is not the canvas on
which a bold turnaround plan for the
economy can be scripted.

Fourth, the nation has not only
been sharply polarised but the elec-
tions have pushed it to react emo-
tionally rather than rationally. Social
media has unleashed raw emotions.
In election season, every social issue
has been viewed through the prism
of political ideology.

Need for constructive discourse
Despite our glorious history of ad-
vanced thinking, realisation of our
constitutional aspirations of equality
and liberty has been stymied by in-
herited societal backwardness. So-
cial reforms can happen only in an
atmosphere of constructive debate
and dissent and a shared vision of
modernity. The discourse has to
move away as much as possible from
ideology to constitutional rights.

Fifth, democracy has to be an-
chored in the system of checks and
balances among autonomous institu-
tions, the judiciary, the defence forc-
es and the Election Commission of
India as well as an independent me-
dia and civil society. Despite the mu-
tinous situation in some of these in-
stitutions and the disturbing
circumstances in this election, there
is no great fear that institutions have
been permanently damaged. That
cannot be said of the media, espe-
cially the visual and social media.
The polarisation of the media on pol-
itical lines and the loss of neutrality
appear almost complete.

Does this mean that we have col-
lectively failed to safeguard our fu-

ture? No, there is hope and we have
to act quickly and responsibly.

Role for civil society

The time has come for civil society to
offer that hope and shoulder the res-
ponsibility for corrective action. Par-
ticipative democracy has to be kept
alive through a vigilant and demand-
ing civil society that ensures restora-
tion of the primacy of national inter-
ests. India has a very active and vast
civil society that has several exem-
plars in the fields of advocacy, citizen
rights, environment and philanthro-
py. There is a need and space for ro-
bust and credible civil organisations
that act as bridges between the elect-
ed and the electorate.

Leaders from different vocations
such as business, arts and adminis-
tration have to render public service
through civil organisations. Indiffe-
rent silence and armchair commen-
taries are not responsible options.
Second, relevant organisations have
to come together to demand a prop-
er and orderly functioning of Parlia-
ment and State legislatures. A worth-
while experiment would be having
citizen organisations at the consti-
tuency level that act as monitors of
elected representatives.

Third, industry and trade organi-
sations must demonstrate spine and
pursue a vocal agenda of advocacy
based on broader national interests
and beyond narrow corporate gains.

Fourth, India has had a long histo-
ry of socially committed organisa-
tions leading societal transformation
from the front. While Parliament
might enact laws when it comes to
closing the gap between legislative
intent and social practices, much
falls on the shoulders of a socially
conscious citizenry. Civil society
needs to rise to meet this challenge.

Fifth, civil society should rise in
force to safeguard the integrity and
independence of autonomous insti-
tutions, should they face a threat.

Perhaps, the political class and
our elected representatives will
morph into butterflies and surprise
us citizens with responsible beha-
viour. There is little doubt that the
very presence of organised and ac-
tive civil society would only serve to
hasten such a splendid
metamorphosis.

R. Seshasayee is a company director and
corporate adviser

The

SA task list

Why this unique grouping of India, Brazil and South Africa

must be revitalised

RAJIV BHATIA

Even as two member-states (India and South
Africa) of the IBSA Dialogue Forum have
been busy with national elections and the
third (Brazil) is settling down after its recent
presidential elections, their foreign policy
mandarins met in Kochi, May 3-5. The cen-
tral goal was to develop a blueprint to rejuv-
enate IBSA, widely viewed as a unique voice
for the Global South. Will this endeavour
succeed?

Rise, fall and rise

First, some candour and recall are needed to
trace the past trajectory. The idea of creating
a grouping composed of major democracies
of three continents, Asia, Africa and South
America, emerged from the disarray at the
end of the 20th century, and the perceived
need for developing countries to forge deci-
sive leadership. IBSA was launched through
the Brasilia Declaration in 2003. Its summits,
between 2006 and 2011, gave it a special glo-
bal profile.

But, 2011 onwards, BRICS, the larger
group comprising IBSA countries, China and
Russia, started to overshadow IBSA. IBSA
has been unable, until now, to hold its sixth
summit. Nevertheless, a series of events
marking its 15th anniversary, held during
2018-19, have imparted new momentum to
the endeavour to revitalise IBSA.

Throughout the period of its marginalisa-
tion by BRICS, a strong body of officials and
experts in the three countries has held the
view that IBSA is the true inheritor of solidar-
ity among developing countries, which was
nurtured from the Bandung Conference
(1955) through UNCTAD and G-77 to the BA-
PA+40 Declaration (2018). It is the champion
of South-South Cooperation, and the advo-
cate of a coordinated response by develop-
ing economies to secure the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs). The glue that binds
IBSA countries together is their faith in de-
mocracy, diversity, plurality, inclusivity, hu-
man rights and rule of law. This was reiterat-
ed through the IBSA Declaration on
South-South Cooperation, issued in Pretoria
in June 2018.

Notably IBSA remains determined to
“step up advocacy for reforms of global go-
vernance institutions in multilateral fora”. In
particular, it is strongly committed to the ex-
pansion of the UN Security Council. As Fo-
reign Minister Sushma Swaraj put it, “We

three have to ensure that our collective voice
is heard clearly in BRICS and other groups
on UN Security Council reforms, since if we
do not speak for our own interests, no one
else will.”

Kochi parleys

Against this backdrop, IBSA Sherpas and se-
nior officials of the three countries held de-
tailed deliberations on all aspects of the
grouping. The IBSA Academic Forum, com-
prising independent experts, held its sixth
session in Kochi after a hiatus of over seven
years. This forum hosted a candid and com-
prehensive exchange of views on the conti-
nuing relevance of IBSA; the need for a stra-
tegy to secure SDGs and cement South-South
Cooperation; expanding trade cooperation;
and the shared goal of enhancing academic
collaboration on issues relating directly to
the needs of democratic societies.

In fact, IBSA has been notching up a num-
ber of quiet successes. First, the three Fo-
reign Ministers have been meeting regularly
to provide a coordinated leadership to the
grouping. The last meeting of the Trilateral
Ministerial Commission took place in New
York in September 2018. Second, while the
India, Brazil and South Africa Facility for Po-
verty and Hunger Alleviation (IBSA Fund) is
small in monetary terms, it has succeeded in
implementing 31 development projects in di-
verse countries: Burundi, Guinea-Bissau,
State of Palestine, Cambodia and Vietnam,
among others.

Third, India has been running an innova-
tive IBSA Visiting Fellows Programme
through the Delhi-based think tank, RIS or
Research and Information System for Deve-
loping Countries. A strong case exists for ex-
panding its reach. Both South Africa and Bra-
zil should initiate their own editions of this
programme, as an investment in building in-
tellectual capital.

The idea of IBSA remains valid. The
grouping has its tasks cut out. The special
responsibilities it bears cannot be dis-
charged by BRICS. In fact, strengthening IB-
SA could increase the effectiveness of BRICS
and encourage it to follow a more balanced
approach on key issues of interest to India,
Brazil and South Africa.

Hence, the current endeavours to infuse
greater dynamism in IBSA are well-timed.
They would need buy-in by the government
that comes to power in India. Support by
Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro and South
Africa’s Cyril Ramaphosa, who has just won
re-election as President, would be crucial.
An early convening of the next summit is the
pressing priority.

Rajiv Bhatia is Distinguished Fellow, Gateway House,
and a former High Commissioner to South Africa

SINGLE FILE

The problem with
judicial legislation

Courts should be restrained and
follow positivist jurisprudence

MARKANDEY KATJU & ADITYA MANUBARWALA

Several southern states of the United
States — Georgia, Alabama and Mis-
souri — have passed pieces of legisla-
tion banning abortion, though with
some differences. These laws are in-
- consistent with the judgments of the
U.S. Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade,
which laid down a trimester test, and
Planned Parenthood v. Casey, which laid down the undue
burden and viability tests. The constitutional validity of
these legislations will almost certainly be challenged in the

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

U.S. Supreme Court, which will have to examine whether
Roe and Casey were correctly decided. It is our submission
that they were not.

The sheet anchor of Roe (and of Casey, which followed
Roe in invalidating the ban on abortion, though with diffe-

DATA POINT

rent directions) is the decision in Griswold v. Connecticut, in
which the U.S. Supreme Court created a new constitutional
right — the right to privacy.

The Bill of Rights in the U.S. Constitution talks of freedom
of speech and of the press, liberty and equality, but it nowh-
ere mentions any right to privacy. So, by a judicial verdict, a
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Markandey Katju is a former judge of the Supreme Court. Aditya 0

Dubious
distinctions

Kerala had the

Nearly 20% of the 7,000-odd Lok Sabha candidates studied by the ADR*
had criminal cases against them. The RJD, followed by the BJP, had the
most criminal cases per candidate on average. Candidates in Kerala had the
highest average in the country. By Varun B. Krishnan

Candidate Constituency M BJP: Bharatiya

- T
1.7 3.3

NO. OF CRIMINAL CASES

1000

Source: Association of Democratic Reforms; Data of 7,811 candidates considered

»

Manubarwala is a law clerk and legal assistant in the Supreme Court
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FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 22, 1969
Telengana issue: Centre watching situation

The Union Government’s latest assessment of the situation in
Andhra Pradesh following the Telengana agitation is that the
worst is over and that there are enough indications to show
that the movement for a separate State is losing momentum
slowly but steadily. The general expectation is that if the agita-
tion continues for some more time, it would even become
counter-productive. Already, some members of Parliament
coming from Telengana have expressed surprise and reacted
sharply to the reported demand of Dr. Chenna Reddi that
there should be a referendum immediately to ascertain the
views of the people of Telengana on the demand for a separate
State. At least one M.P., said in an interview that it was a
strange demand and if it was conceded, it was bound to have
significant political repercussions in the rest of the country.
The Centre is closely watching the situation but it is satisfied
that so far the agitation is confined only to a few urban areas.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 22, 1919.
Franchise for Indian Women.

(Letter to the Editor: An Excerpt)
Sir: On behalf of the members of the 46 Branches of the Wo-
men’s Indian Association, all of which have signed requisitions
in favour of women suffrage, I protest vigorously against the
decision of the Southborough Committee that the franchise
shall not be extended to women because, forsooth, “the social
conditions of India make it premature”. Is this handful of men
better able to judge of these conditions than were the thou-
sands of Indian delegates to the Bombay and Delhi Congress-
es? These latter were the fathers, husbands, brothers and sons
of the women concerned and knowing at first hand their social
conditions, with full understanding of what the necessary
steps to women’s voting would be, they voted enthusiastically
for the removal of the sex disqualification in all the terms of
the Reform Scheme; as also did the men in many Provincial
and District Conferences such as Madras and Bombay. Are the
considered opinions of these representative bodies of Indian
men and women to be flouted by these few Committee mem-
bers, some of the Englishmen already known to be opposed to
the grant of the vote even to their own Englishwomen and who
are thus dated as behind the times?

— Margaret M. Cousins, Acting Secretary, Brookhampton,
Ooty.

POLL CALL

Strongroom

At the end of voting, the electronic voting machines (along
with VVPATs) are kept in designated strongrooms, which are
sealed with double locks. This process is done in the presence
of candidates and observers of the Election Commission of In-
dia. CCTVs are installed in the strongrooms and they are also
guarded with security provided by the Central armed police
forces round the clock. Candidates can send designated
agents or present themselves at the strongroom for vigil as
well.

MORE ON THE WEB

Analysis: Advantages and disadvantages of TMC and BJP, as
West Bengal waits

http://bit.ly/BengalAnalysis

A ND-NDE
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