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The climate refugees of Sunde
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= M_any ofitsislands have been swallowed by rising seas and others ére sinking fast, Iea\_/i[l__gth'o_US_apds_ of families with nothing, writes Namrata Acharya

up one morningtosee her farm

disappear, it was no surprise to her. She
had been anticipating this for long. The swelling
river first washed away her land, then her home
at Ghoramara, the sinkingisland of the
Sundarbans.

Afterthe deluge, Sabina and her family were
forced to move toamud house in the nearby
Sagar Island, the putative refugee capital of the
Sundarbans. In the absence of any employment
opportunitiesin the area, Sabina’s husband
migrated to Kerala towork as a construction
worker. Then, last year, Sabina’s husband
stopped sending money home and went
missing. Sabina has now resorted to begging
foraliving.

Her plight depicts how climate changeisno
longer in the future, but alived reality of many
peopleinthe Sunderbans. With asteadyrisein
sealevel and vast swathes of land going under
water in the Sundarbans, arefugee crisisisin
the making.

Accordingtoa2002study by Sugata Hazra, a
professor at the School of Oceanographic Studies
atJadavpur University, the total erosionin the
Sundarbans over a 30-year span, estimated
through a time series analysis between 1969 and
2001, was nearly 163 square km—roughly the
size of Washington DC.

Overthe past five decades, at least four
islands — Lohacara, Bedford, Kabasgadi and
Suparibhanga—have completely disappeared.
The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) estimates 6,000
families have been rendered homeless because
ofthis, accordingto a study published in 2010.

What isimminently worrisome is the
increased pace of erosion in recent years. With
thousands facing the prospect of displacement,
therefugee crisisintheregionissettoreacha
tipping point faster than once perceived.

Multiple factors have contributed to this
precipitated erosion. Post Aila, a severe tropical
storm that hit the Sundarbansin 2009, the
embankments were damaged severely.
Accordingto official estimates, out of the 3,122
km of embankment, nearly 778 km was damaged
by Aila. However, the actual breach was much
more, and the erosion remained a continuous
process after Aila.

Tenyears later, nearly all of the 54 inhabited

! bout three years ago when Sabina woke

islands of Sundarbans within India are shielded
intermittently by broken and crumbling walls,
while a maze of rivers overflow and wash away
land parcelsin bits and pieces.

“Most oftheembankmentsinthe
Sundarbans were built during the British era
and steadily they started losing ground from the
core. The cost of rebuilding is huge,” says
Dipankar Roy, director, Tagore Society for Rural
Development, engaged in development workin
theregion.

Most of the efforts to reconstruct the
embankment go in vain as they break even
before the work is completed, accordingtoa
government official at the block development
officein Namkhana, ablockin the
Sundarban area.

“Toadd tothe woes, the severity of sea has
increased manifold rendering the completion
work impossible. Land acquisition poses
another problem,” says the government official.

The constant clearance of mangroves for
human settlement has further exacerbated
erosion in recentyears, says Roy. Mangroves
help keep the soil stitched together, thus
preventing erosion.

Amongthe inhabited islands of the Indian
Sundarbans, Ghoramara facesimminent end.
Itsareashrank from 2,500 hectare about 60
years ago to about 216 hectare at present.

Closet04,200 residents at Ghoramara are on
the brink of becoming environment refugees.
Accordingtoagovernment official, only 35 most
vulnerable families, or about 150 people, living
onthebanks, arein the list of possible
resettlement plan.

With agleeful smile, Abhimanyu Mondal, well
in his 60s, sits on a rickety wooden chair and
checks the daily register of mails at the Mud Point
post office at Ghoramara. He has been working at
the post office for the last 35 years, and never had
the luxury of having an electric fan as the island still
does not have electricity. Yet a bright red punkha,
amanually-fluttered cloth fan suspended to a ceil-
ing atop his table reminds of the luxuries of the
kingly era. A storage trunk, rusted and flaked, once
used to store currency, lies abandoned in a corner.
The manual fan and trunkare the antiques
from the old Mud Point post office, which holds

Modi is the second prime minister to win two
consecutive majorities after Indira Gandhi

ELECTION RESULTS 2019

KABIR BEDI@iKabirBedi

PM MODI'S LANDSLIDE VICTORY is the nation's
resounding reply to Indian journalists in
international media who claim Modi has divided
India like never before. India has united behind
him overwhelmingly.

Heartfelt congratulations PM @narendramodi
You make India proud!

Rajnath Singh@rajnathsingh

This historic victory in the General Elections is the
outcome of Modiji's visionary leadership, Amit
Shahiji's dynamism and the hard work of millions
of BJP karyakartas on the ground. 2/3

Nikhil wagle@waglenikhil
India was always communal, racist and polarised.
Modi's huge victory has once again underlined it!

Jeremy McLellan@JeremyMcLellan

Because of Modi's victory in the elections | have
decided to cancel my upcoming 5-week tour in
India. | apologize to everyone who bought tickets
to my shows but | can't support this. Will have to
go to Pakistan instead.

Brahma Chellaney@Chellaney

Modi's landslide election win will help cement
India's special partnership with Japan, which he
will visit next month for the G20 summit. The
Japan-India entente is a central pillar of the
Trump administration’s strategy for a “free and

In Kabul's liberating cafes, ‘women
malke the culture, not men’

DAVID ZUCCHINO AND FATIMA FAIZI
Kabu, 25 May

open Indo-Pacific.”

Shazia llmi@shaziailmi

Never before in the history of any democracy has
an election has been so fiercely fought to remove
a Prime Minister instead of electing one 2?Modi is
not a factor.He is a phenomenon! Smell the 7?
coffee folks!
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Sabina with her son at a refugee colony in Sagar Island

West Bengal, established in the year 1853.
However, the present facade of the officeisnot the
original construct.The old building, alongwitha
watch tower, haslonggone under the water.

Mondal haswitnessed many homesdrown,
several families becoming homelessand once
wealthy farmers reduced todaily wagers over
morethan three decades. However, he hasbeen
never soworried asheistoday.

ASeaLevel Affecting Marshes Model, a
mathematical model to assess potential impacts
oflong-termsealevel rise on wetlandsand
shorelines, suggeststhat Ghoramarawill
disappear by 2050, accordingto Hazra.

However, locals fear the end might come
sooner. “I have been witnessing Ghoramara
sinking for the last 35 years. But for the last five
years, the erosion is exceptionally steep. At this
pace, theisland will vanish in five years,” says
Mondal.

Thevertical slicing ofland at the shores of
Ghoramaraisatip-offtothis premonition. “Inthe
last fourtofive years, the erosion isso extreme that

nowitseemsthattheisland maysinkin the next
threeto four yearsitself,” says Satyajit Meta, an
employee atthe local village administration office
atGhoramara.

Manmadestructuresinthe vicinity are only
addingtothe problem. Sanjeev Sagar, the village
council head at Ghoramara, says erosion hasbeen
particularly steep at the north-east fringes of the
island inthe last few years. Few year ago, shipping
route from Indiato Bangladesh was diverted
towardsthe north-east of Ghoramara. Earlier, the
shipsused toply from the western fringes of
Nayachar, anisland to the west of Ghoramara.
However, the boulderingworkto create the new
shippingchannel wasleftincomplete, causingthe
wavesto hit the shores of Ghoramara with
heightened force, says Sagar.

Hazraagreesthisvehicular flow has
precipitated erosion at Ghoramaraanditisonlya
matter of time before it vanishes altogether.

“The government has given up the efforts to
restore theisland as the erosion hasbeen
massive and noamount of embankment can

save Ghoramara from sinking,” says a
government official.

A ccording to government data, close to 4,000
people from the lost islands of Sundarbans
have migrated to Sagar Island since the 1960s under
different government resettlement schemes. At
the same time, many more who did not get any
assistance from government also migrated in thou-
sands to the island, according to a senior govern-
ment official.

Between 2001and 2011, Sagar’s population
density increased from 658 per square kmto
nearly 750 per square km, according tolatest
Censusdata. Theresettlement at SagarIsland has
sofarhappenedin phases, with the refugees
spread over five colonies. Those who moved tothe
island in the 1980s, a comprehensive package,
inclusive ofland and houses, was provided by the
government. Othersgotapiece ofland, and some
gotitalongwith amatchinggrant tobuild houses
undervarious government housing schemes.

Subhash Jana, who migrated to Sagar about six
yearsago received agrant of¥80,000 from the
government tobuild ahouse. Hetookaloan of
%80,000 fromamoneylender asthe cost of
buildingthe house was close to1.61akh. Every
month he hasto pay34,000 asthe monthly
installment for the loan. However, with adaily
income not more than¥200 as farm labourer, he
hasbeen struggling to pay the debt, whereas his
house remains half constructed.

“The debt has ruined mylife. Most of whatever
littleIearn goesin payingthe debt,” he says.

Apartfromagriculture, thereareno
employment opportunitiesinthearea. Dueto
rising salinity, even agriculture incomeis
shrinking, leadingtoindebtednessand
widespread poverty.

“Heavy migration toSagar isnotsustainable as
partsoftheisland itselfare facing very steep
erosion and salination,” says Abhijit Mitra,
professor, department of marine science, Calcutta
University.

Butdespite theimminent threat, people
of Ghoramara continue to cherish their
connection totheland. Kanai Bhuyian is certain
his second house will be submerged any day, just
asthe first one a few years ago. But his fighting
spiritisintact. “My father fought the waves, now

Iwill fight it,” he says.

common, often to a cousin or other rel-
ative. In the countryside, young girls are
sold as brides to older men. Honour
killings — women Kkilled by male rela-
tives for contact with an unapproved
male — still occur. Protections provided
by the Afghan Constitution and a land-
mark 2009 women’s rights law are not
always rigorously enforced.

In 2014, the Taliban launched a series
of attacks against cafes and restaurants
in Kabul, including a suicide bombing

RAHUL GANDHI'S RESIGNATION AFTER
POLL DEBACLE

Malini Parthasarathy@MaliniP

Strongly urge @RahulGandhi to resign. The
@INCIndia deserves a break from the Nehru-
Gandhi dynasty which has failed to stand up for
India’s foundational values & finally presented
the voter with no alternative modern vision at all!

barkha dutt@BDUTT
This charade of CWC rejecting a Rahul Gandhi offer
of resignation is worse than no offer to quit at all.

Sagarika Ghose@sagarikaghose

Sagarika Ghose Retweeted shahid siddiqui
Politics in cutthroat 21st century India is simply
not @RahulGandhi's cup of tea. He must resign
for his own sake and for the sake of his party.

Shahid siddiqui@shahid_siddiqui

Rahul Gandhi worked hard, has matured as a
politician but lacks ground understanding &
street fighters tact which Modi/ Shah possess. His
advisers are equally naive & cut off from ground
realities. Time for him to go on a sabbatical for a
few years & let a new leader take over.

THERESA MAY'S EXIT

Robert Peston @Peston

Extraordinary that @theresa_may almost in tears
at the end of her statement that she resigns 7
June. And leadership election starts following
week, as | disclosed yesterday. #MayExit

Tommy Campbell@MiTommyCampbell
Nigel Farage resigns after Brexit campaign.
David Cameron resigns after Brexit vote.
Theresa May resigns after Brexit failure.
Donald Trump, who self-titled himself Mr. Brexit,
your turn to resign.

n some days, life as a young
Owoman in Kabul can feel suffo-

cating for Hadis Lessani Delijam,
al17-year-old high school senior. Once, a
man on the street harangued her for her
makeup and Western clothes; they are
shameful, he bellowed. A middle-aged
woman cursed her for strolling and chat-
ting with a young man.

“She called me things that are so ter-
rible I can’t repeat them,” Delijam said.

For solace, Delijam retreats to an
unlikely venue — the humble coffee
shop. “This is the only place where I can
relax and feel free, even if it’s only for a
few hours,” Delijam said recently as she
sat at a coffee shop, her hair uncovered,
and chatted with two young men.

Trendy new cafes have sprung up
across Kabul in the past three years,
evolving into emblems of women’s
progress.

The cafes are sanctuaries for women
in an Islamic culture that still dictates
how they should dress, behave in public
and interact with men. Those traditions
endure 18 years after the toppling of the
Taliban, who banned girls’ education,
confined women to their homes and
forced them to wear burqas in public.

These days, conversations at the
cafes often turn to the Afghan peace
talks in Doha, Qatar, between the United
States and the Taliban. Many women
worry their rights will be bargained away
under pressure from the fundamental-
ist, all-male Taliban delegation.

“We are so frightened,” said Maryam
Ghulam Ali, 28, an artist who was shar-
ing chocolate cake with a friend at a cof-
fee shop called Simple. “We ask each
other what will happen to women if the
Taliban come back.”

“When we come to cafes, we feel lib-
erated,” she added. “No one forces us to

Trendy new cafes have sprung up across Kabul in the past three years, evolving into

emblems of women’s progress

put on our head scarves.”

Many young women in Kabul’s
emerging cafe society were infants
under Taliban rule. Delijam had not yet
been born. They have come of age dur-
ing the post-Taliban struggle by many
young Afghans to break free of the harsh
contours of a patriarchal society. The
women have grown up with cellphones,
social media and the right to express
themselves freely. They cannot imag-
ine returning to the puritanical dictates
of the Taliban, who sometimes stoned
women to death on suspicion of adultery
— and still do in areas they control.

Farahnaz Forotan, 26, a journalist
and coffee shop regular, has created a
social media campaign, #myredline,
that implores women to stand up for
their rights. Her Facebook page is stud-
ded with photos of herself inside coffee
shops, symbols of her own red line.

“Going to a cafe and talking with
friends brings me great happiness,”
Forotan said as she sat inside a Kabul
coffee shop. “I refuse to sacrifice it.” But
those freedoms could disappear if the
peace talks bring the Taliban back into
government, she said.

“I don’t want to be recognised as
someone’s sister or daughter,” she said. “T
want to be recognised as a human being.”

Beyond cafe walls, progress is
painfully slow. “Even today, we can’t
walk on the streets without being
harassed,” Forotan said. “People call us
prostitutes, Westernised, from the
‘democracy generation.”

Afghanistan is consistently ranked
the worst, or among the worst, coun-
tries for woman. One Afghan tradition
dictates that single women belong to
their fathers and married women to
their husbands. Arranged marriages are

and gunfire that killed 21 customers at
the popular Taverna du Liban cafe,
where alcohol was served, and Afghan
men and women mingled among
Westerners.

Afterward, the government forced a
host of cafes and guesthouses to shut
down for fear they would draw more
violence. For the next two years, much of
westernised social life in Kabul moved to
private homes. But in 2016, new coffee
shops began to open, catering to young
women and men eager to mingle in pub-
lic again. Still, except for urban outposts
like Kabul, Herat and Mazar-i-Sharif,
there are few cafes in Afghanistan where
women can mingle with men. Most
restaurants reserve their main rooms
for men and set aside secluded “family”
sections for women and children.

That is why the Kabul cafes are so
treasured by Afghan women, who seek
kindred souls there.

“Human instinct is as powerful as
religion,” said Fereshta Kazemi, an
Afghan-American actress and develop-
ment executive who often frequents
Kabul coffee shops.

“The need to connect, to share and
love, to make eye contact, is instinctual,”
she said.

After the Taliban fell in 2001, those
instincts were nurtured as girls and
women in Kabul began attending
schools and universities, working beside
men in private and government jobs,
and living alone or with friends in apart-
ments. The Afghan Constitution reserves
68 out of 250 seats for women, at least
two women from each of 34 provinces.

Protecting those achievements dom-
inates cafe conversation.

©2019 The New York Times News service



10 DEMOCRACY AT WORK

From the campaign trail

As he landed in Varanasi to campaign for Samajwadi Party (SP) candidate Shalini
Yadav, party supremo AKhilesh Yadav couldn’t resist having a dig at Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s cloud explanation on how the air strikes after Pulwama were delayed
because of the cloud cover. Speaking to NewsX news channel on his way to Varanasi,
as his plane touched the ground, he said: “Well here I am, to campaign in the PM’s
constituency, without the benefit of cloud cover, aur bina kali ghataon ke (without
dark clouds) but very visible on the janata ka radar.”

CHATTERBOX

Factionalismin state cadres

Why did as talented and bright a minister as Hardeep Puri lose from Amritsar? The
answer is one word: Factionalism. After Arun Jaitley, Puri is the second Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) leader to have lost the seat at the height of a Modi wave. State BJP
Chief Shwet Malik and former minister Anil Joshi don’t get on. And most BJP workers
believe it was Malik’s job to get Puri — not familiar with Amritsar — elected. As soon
as news began trickling in that Puri was losing, messages began circulating on
Whatsapp groups blaming Malik for the defeat. Apparently, other seats like
Hoshiyarpur nearly fell a victim to this factionalism as well. The MP from this seat,
Vijay Sampla was denied the ticket so he did no campaigning for the BJP candidate,
Som Pal. It was just timely intervention by the central leadership which got Modi to
campaign here and sent four union ministers to camp in the constituency until the
election was over because of which the BJP won the seat.

EY REALLY SAY

“State-centric constructive politics ought to be
the norm in times ahead. No government at
centre can ignore any state. Gone are the d
Hindi-speaking states alone constituted India.
It's time to embrace and carry along all states”

DMK Chief MK Stalin post the election win, in Chennai, on
May 24

mumeal | 26 mav2019  Sunday Business Standard

CHECKLIST

DONATIONS TO REGIONAL PARTIES AS DECLARED TO THE ECI (FY 2017-18)

Under Section 29C(1) of the Representation of
People’s Act, 1951, political parties are required to
prepare a report providing details of contributions
in excess 20,000 from any person in a particular
financial yearto avail 100 per cent tax exemption.
mHowever, in FY2017-18, 10 Regional parties - Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP), Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD),
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), Sikkim
Democratic Front (SDF), Naga People’s Party (NPF),
Maharashtrawadi Gomantak Parishad (MGP),
Maharashtra Navnirman Sena (MNS), Pattali
Makkal Katchi (PMK), All India NR Congress (AINRC)
and Desiya Murpokku Dravida Kazhagam (DMDK)
have also provided details of donations received
below320,000 in their contributions report.

mThe total amount of donations declared by
regional parties, including both above and below
320,000, was354.81 crore, from 2,824 donations.
m\\ith regard to the total amount of donations,

the BijuJanata Dal leads with ¥13.04 crfrom 6
donations followed by Janata Dal United, which
has declared receiving¥11.19 crore from 27
donations. YSR-Cdeclared receiving¥8.35 crore
thatis the third highestamongst all regional
parties.
m59 .44 per centor332.58 crore of the total
donations received by regional parties have been
received solely by top three regional parties.
m(Qut ofthe total donations of ¥54.81 cr declared
by the regional parties, 377.49 lakh from 434
donations was received in cash during FY 2017-18.
This formed 1.4 per cent of the total donations to
the parties.
®The maximum donations in cash was declared
by Naga People’s Front, which collected a total of
¥65.26 lakh, followed by AINRCwith ¥4.20 lakh
and PMKwith ¥3.81lakh.

SOURCE: ADR

OPINION

THERESA MAY

For Brexittobea
success, good exit
deal with EU must

became Prime Minister almost three years ago - immedi-
Iately after the British people voted to leave the European

Union.

My aim was — and is — to deliver Brexit and help our
country move beyond the division of the referendum and
into a better future. A country that works for everyone. Where
everyone has the chance to get on in life and to go as far as
their own talent and hard work can take them. That is a goal
that I believe can still unite our country.

I knew that delivering Brexit was not going to be simple or
straightforward. The result in 2016 was decisive, but it was
close. The challenge of taking Brexit from the simplicity of
the choice on the ballot paper to the complexity of resetting
the country’s relationship with 27 of its nearest neighbours
was always going to be huge.

While it has proved even harder than I anticipated, I con-
tinue to believe that the best way to make a success of Brexit
is to negotiate a good exit deal with the EU as the basis of a
new deep and special partnership for the future.

That was my pitch to be leader of the Conservative Party
and Prime Minister. That is what I set out in my Lancaster
House speech and that was what my Party’s election mani-
festo said in 2017. That is in essence what the Labour Party’s
election manifesto stated too.

And over 80 per cent of the electorate backed parties which
stood to deliver Brexit by leaving with a deal. We have worked
hard to deliver that — but we have not yet managed it.

I have tried everything I possibly can to find a way through.
It is true that initially I wanted to achieve this predominantly
on the back of Conservative and DUP votes.

In our Parliamentary system, that is simply how you nor-
mally get things done. I sought the changes MPs demanded.
I offered to give up the job I love earlier than I would like.
And on March 29 — the day we were meant to leave the EU —
if just 30 MPs had voted differently we would have passed
the Withdrawal Agreement. And we would be leaving the EU.

But it was not enough. So I took the difficult decision to
try to reach a cross-party deal on Brexit. Many MPs on both
sides were unsettled by this. But I believe it was the right
thing to do. We engaged in six weeks of serious talks with the
Opposition, offering to compromise. But in the end those
talks were not enough for Labour to reach an agreement with
us. But I do not think that means we should give up. The
House of Commons voted to trigger Article 50. And the major-
ity of MPs say they want to deliver the result of the referen-
dum. SoIthink we need to help them find a way. And I believe
there is now one last chance to do that.

I have listened to concerns from across the political spec-
trum. I have done all I can to address them. And today I am
making a serious offer to MPs across Parliament. A new Brexit
deal. As part of that deal I will continue to make the case for
the Conservative Party to be united behind a policy that can
deliver Brexit. 9 out of 10 Conservative MPs have already given
the Withdrawal Agreement their backing and I want to reach
out to every single one of my colleagues to make the very best
offer I can to them.

We came together around an amendment from Sir Graham
Brady — and this gave rise to the work on Alternative
Arrangements to the backstop. Although it is not possible for
those to replace the backstop in the Withdrawal Agreement,
we can start the work now to ensure they are a viable alterna-
tive. So as part of the new Brexit deal we will place the gov-
ernment under a legal obligation to seek to conclude
Alternative Arrangements by December 2020 so that we can
avoid any need for the backstop coming into force.

I have also listened to Unionist concerns about the back-
stop. So the new Brexit deal goes further to address these. It
will commit that, should the backstop come into force, the
Government will ensure that Great Britain will stay aligned
with Northern Ireland. We will prohibit the proposal that a
future Government could split Northern Ireland off from the
UK’s customs territory. And we will deliver on our commit-
ments to Northern Ireland in the December 2017 Joint Report
in full. We will implement paragraph 50 of the Joint Report
in law. The Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive will
have to give their consent on a cross-community basis for
new regulations which are added to the backstop.

And we will work with our Confidence and Supply Partners
on how these commitments should be entrenched in law.

This new Brexit deal contains significant further changes
to protect the economic and constitutional integrity of the
United Kingdom and deliver Brexit.

It is a bespoke solution that answers the unique concerns
of all parts of the community in Northern Ireland.

But the reality is that after three attempts to secure
Parliamentary agreement, we will not leave the European
Union unless we have a deal that can command wider cross-
party support. That’s why I sat down with the Opposition.

I have been serious about listening to views across the
House throughout this process. That is why when two Labour
MPs, Lisa Nandy and Gareth Snell, put forward their proposals
to give Parliament a bigger say in the next phase of the nego-
tiations I listened to them. So the new Brexit deal will set out
in law that the House of Commons will approve the UK’s
objectives for the negotiations on our future relationship with
the EU and they will approve the treaties governing that rela-
tionship before the Government signs them.

So the new Brexit deal will offer new safeguards to ensure
these standards are always met. We will introduce a new
Workers’ Rights Bill to ensure UK workers enjoy rights that
are every bit as good as, or better than, those provided for by
EU rules. And we will discuss further amendments with trade
unions and business.

Edited extract of UK Prime Minister Theresa May's speech on the new
Brexit, May 21in London

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

As the Narendra Modi government comes back with a thumping majority, Bharatiya Janata
Party's National Spokesperson for Economic Affairs Gopal Krishna Agarwal talks to Aditi Phadnis
on the government's priority and how it plans to manage the economy in its second innings

‘Good economics
Is good politics’

The country is facing a challenging
economic situation: aslowdown
threatens, unemploymentis at historic
highs and manufacturingisata
standstill. How does the BJP propose to
deal with the situation now thatithas
come back to power? What should be its
top priority?

It is wrong to say that the country is facing a
challenging economic situation. If you look at
the macro-economic parameters, they all are
in a very good shape. Inflation is under control
at around 4.5 per cent. GDP is on a higher
growth path, and is about 7.5 per cent. Fiscal
deficit at 3.5 per cent is under control. Current
account deficit is also healthy. Tax to GDP ratio
has increased to 12 per cent. All this will allow
the government to take necessary steps wher-
ever required.

We understand that, if the economy has to
grow on this strong foundation, we have to
address many issues. We also have many
opportunities arising from growing aspira-
tional middle class. This middle class has huge
sums of money at its disposal for consumption
and investments. One important consideration
is our focus to reduce poverty to a single digit.
The aspirational middle class and reduction

in poverty will drive consumption demand in
the economy. The top priority for the govern-
ment would be to revive private corporate
investment, which has been low for some years
now. Once these engines work well, things like
manufacturing growth and employment gen-
eration would be taken care of. Our focus will
be on the manufacturing sector particularly
micro small and medium enterprises (MSME),
which we have termed as the missing link. The
government would be committed to take all
the necessary supportive steps.

The goods and services tax (GST) has left
enormous destruction in its wake. While it
has formalised the economy, it has also
increased the expenses of small
businesses, and the potential of
corruption. There is nothing a small trader
fears more than the word 'mismatch’.

Conceptually, no one has a problem with the
GST. It does away with the multiplicity of tax
structures, subsuming central, state and local
taxes. It results in a reduction of indirect taxes
for the consumer, creates ease of doing business
by online registration, filling of returns and ass-
esment and creating one tax one market. For
the consumet, it would reduce prices of manu-

factured goods, for the government, it would
mean increased tax collection and fiscal con-
solidation and creation of a much simpler sys-
tem to administer through GSTN network.

Small businesses with aggregate annual
turnover up toI40 lakh are exempt from GST.
And those having annual turnover up to 1.5
crore can avail the benefit of composite
scheme by paying 1 per cent tax and get rid of
GST formalities.

Fear of mismatch is an initial hiccup, but is
necessary to clean the indirect tax structure. It
penalises those who collect taxes but do not
deposit it to the exchequer. Without the com-
plete audit trail, the gaps in the tax collection
can’t be filled. To overcome initial problems of
mismatch, the government has been lenient
and has allowed input tax credit on provisional
basis. But ultimately the black
sheep in the system have to be
weeded out.

India with such diverse
income groups can’t have a single
rate GST. We plan to integrate 12
and 18 per cent GST slabs into a
single 16 per cent rate with major-

ity of items falling in this category. = AGARWAL

GOPAL KRISHNA

Even basic income tax exemption limit has to
be increased from 3 lakh to 5 lakh. We have
promised to ensure reduced tax rates.

Earlier, government had launched email-
based assessment. This facility was included
in e-filling portal. Later, Central Board of
Direct Taxation directed all cases barring cer-
tain exemptions to go for E-assessment. We
would follow it up. E-assessment will help in
removing widespread corruption in direct tax
structure. It will smoothen the process and
remove subjectivity. Income tax notices etc
will be generated through central database.
The focus of all the steps would be to lower
the effective tax rate for the payer and have a
better compliance so that there is net increase
in the tax revenue.

Should we expect another
round of populist spending?
Your question presupposes a pre-
vious round of populist spending,
which is not true. In the current
term as well, there would not be
any populist spending. Indians will
have to understand the concept of
tax payer’s money and its sanctity.

Only six items termed as sin goods
remain in the higher 28 per cent
slab. Essential commodities mostly
food items are under 5 per cent tax slab.

With 30 GST council meetings, most of the
demands for simplification have been accept-
ed, like reverse charge. Anti profiteering pro-
vision has a sunset clause. And still if more
modifications are required, government is
open to those suggestions.

You have in the past expressed clear
views about the role of the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) in helping kick-start the
economy. What should the RBI do now?
There are two issues with the way the RBI has
conducted its monetary policy and banking
regulation. First is that the monetary policy
committee (MPC) has always overestimated
the future inflation in the economy as a result
of which RBI has kept the benchmark interest
rate at an elevated level. This was clearly not
warranted by the level of economic activity in
the economy. Second, whenever the RBI cut
the repo rate, it was not fully transmitted by
the banking sector. As a result of these two fac-
tors the investors in India face one of the high-
est real interest rates in the world. Though we
see an improvement in these areas in recent
times, I would want the RBI to continue work-
ing on these two issues. If they are taken care
of, other pieces of the financial sector puzzle
will fall in place and the real economy will ben-
efit. The government and the RBI are working
to resolve the issues at IL&FS and some NBFC.

The banks underwent cleansing via
prompt corrective action or PCA. Six banks
are still under PCA, they have to be corrected
through bank mergers or infusion of capital.
We don’t need 27 public sector banks.

What are the direct tax reforms on the
anvil?

The new government will present its first budg-
et in July 2019. We are waiting for the report of
the task force on direct tax simplification.
Corporate tax has to be brought down in line
with withdrawal of exemptions and incentives.

National Spokesperson for
Economic Affairs, BJP

These are governance issues
involved with the exchequer.

The government is the biggest
borrower. Giving out doles, with this money
will be inflationary and fiscal deficit will rise.
If the government borrowing is used for asset
creation, it expands the economy. When we
say that in the next five or 10 years, we will go
for100 trillion of investment into infrastruc-
ture, it is sustainable and will help economy.

In fact, our focus has been on increasing
the efficiency of government expenditure. For
example, better targeting through Jan Dhan
account and direct benefit transfer. We did not
announce farm loan waiver in our manifesto
and still won with such a huge majority. We
believe that good economics is good politics.

What should be the new government's
immediate bigidea on economic
management?

Financial resolution and deposit insurance has
to be implemented. We also need Development
Financial Institutions to finance long-term ges-
tation projects. We will certainly do that.

Big-ticket reforms in the factor market
mobility; like land, labour and capital is very
important for the industrialisation of the coun-
try and would step in that direction. The Centre
is pushing for digitisation of land records and
land lease agreement; it is helping in establish-
ing ownership of land. On the labour front,
there has been efforts on the formalisation of
labour. 93 per cent of our labour force is in infor-
mal sector. The working conditions in this sec-
tor are very poor. Provident fund, ESI, job secu-
rity, social security etc. are not available. The
government has plans for consolidated labour
code and promote fixed term contracts.

There is stress in the agricultural sector. Food
grain production in the country has moved from
shortages to surplus. But the agricultural policies
are still being formulated with a deficit mindset.
We will drastically change this. Earlier all our
commodity import export policy was aligned
with the requirement of consumers. Our import
export policies are being aligned to ensure that
the farmers get better price for his produce.

A house of one’sown

Shriti Pandey founded Strawcture Eco in Gorakhpur
in 2017 to make living spaces more functional,
aesthetically desirable, environment-friendly and
affordable for all, writes Sneha Bhattacharjee

master’s in construction management
A‘from the US. A plush job with a consult-

ing firm in New York City. All this didn’t
comfort Shriti Pandey as much as she thought
these would. The feeling of “living in a bubble”
was strong enough for her to leave everything
that she was doing and head back home in 2016.

Avyear-long rural fellowship with State Bank
of India, which comprised of a stay
in remote areas in Madhya
Pradesh, made her ponder over the
living conditions of the villagers.
The poor design and structure of
the houses, quality of material
used, as well as dependence on
external agents of cooling led
Pandey to start her own venture of
building affordable homes.

After completing her fellowship,
Pandey formed Strawcture Eco, in
2017. Her aim was to make living
spaces more functional, aestheti-
cally desirable, environment-friendly, and
affordable for all. The firm uses compressed
agri-fibre panels and steel structures to build
houses. The panels are made of 100 per cent
rice straw. These reduce construction time by
50 per cent, cost per square feet by 35 per cent;
they are termite proof and fire retardant, and
are 100 per cent recyclable. “These can be a
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viable solution to stubble burning in India in
the long run,” says Pandey.

With the aim to fix the broken eco-system
of housing industry that only caters to the elite,
Pandey chose to build the first model home in
Gorakhpur instead of any metropolitan. The
model home functions as an office for Strawture
Eco where they bring their clients to show the
work they do. “When it comes to
affordable housing, a client would
want to first see a proof before invest-
ingin it. Hence, we have built our own
office as an example to show how we
work,” she says. The 350-square feet
home was built in just five weeks with
all finish work. The cost of the house
was 30 per cent less then that of tradi-
tonal brick and mortar construction.
“We have collaborated with the oldest
and largest manufacturer of com-
pressed agri fibre panels for technical
know-how — Ekopanely,” says Pandey,
who visited the Czech Republic based company
on her own to assess the quality of the product
at the start of the project.

Pandey aims to address two problems
through her venture. One is of crop residue
burning in India, which has been in the news
and is a big contributor to Delhi’s hazardous
pollution levels. The other is to provide alter-

One of the pilot homes built by Strawcture Eco
in Gorakhpur

native housing solutions that are low cost, sus-
tainable, non-toxic, and take less than half the
time to be built as compared to traditional con-
struction. She is confident that the material
being used to construct these houses will stand
in all weather conditions prevalent in India.
But more than the construction material, it is
her gender that has played a major role in get-
ting investors. The usual remark of “you-
should-have-a-male-co-founder” that every
woman founder of a startup receives, has
found its place in Pandey’s entrepreneurial life
as well. However, that has not deterred her
from going ahead with plans of expansion
across the country.

“We are currently focusing on both residen-
tial and commercial projects. Looking at com-
mercial projects involves lesser time compared
to a residential one. We already have four proj-
ects in Uttar Pradesh where we have built class-
rooms and done about 50,000 square feet of
construction,” says Pandey. With every project,
the firm is diversifying geographically, she

notes. “We have three projects running in UP,
one in Uttarakhand, and one in Chennai. The
aim isto partner an institution in different geog-
raphies. In Chennai, we have partnered a devel-
oper who wants to build affordable housing,”
she adds.

As the company is currently bootstrapped,
the profits from these commercial projects,
would, in turn, be used to build affordable hous-
ing in the rural sector. They have done over
10,000 square feet of construction and made a
profit of X1 crore since inception. Pandey hopes
to make a turnover of X1 million by the end of
2019 and then go on to raise money from
investors as well as look to build these com-
pressed agri panels on their own in India.
“These insulated compressed panels made out
of straw can provide an additional source of
income to farmers. With this project, a farmer
can make 325,000 from a one-acre plot of straw,
and reduce the carbon emission caused by stub-
ble burning,” says Pandey.

Working towards a big pilot project in one
of the developing states in the country to show-
case a new alternative model of social and
affordable housing, Strawcture Eco is aiming
for dignity for families, and to design with
empathy. “We are hoping that the technology
would be accepted by the government so we
can, with support of families, build houses
under Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana and meet
the government’s mission of providing housing
for all by 2022,” adds Pandey.

Their unique idea and mission has won
them several accolades — from the United
Nation 22nd Youth Assembly Impact Challenge
Award to the runner-up award in the Uttar
Pradesh Startup Conclave that provided them
with funding. Most recently, they won the Green
Building award at the Smart Cities Expo held in
New Delhi. Banasthali Vidyapeeth and IIM
Bangalore Women Startup Programme has
mentored them.
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The prize this summer

The 2019 World Cup is perhaps more open than we think

he last time England hosted the

cricket World Cup, 20 years ago,

India and England were both run-

of-the-mill one-day international
teams incapable of forging a serious chal-
lenge for the title. A dominant Australia,
under the stewardship of Steve Waugh, won
that edition, the highlight of which was a
pulsating semi-final between the eventual
champions and South Africa. Two decades
on and Australia is no longer the imperi-
ous force of old. In the supremacy stakes,
they have been overtaken by England and
India, two sides that have long overcome
their pusillanimous past, exhibiting a bold

brand of cricket in recent years.

England, in fact, is almost unrecognis-
able from the 2015 tournament, when they
faced the humiliation of crashing out to
Bangladesh in the group stages. Under Eoin
Morgan, the host nation has spent the last
four years preparing for just this, assem-
bling a formidable batting line-up that has
been blowing opposition bowling attacks
out of the water for fun. India, on the other
hand, has been remarkably consistent in
the last two years, building on the strengths
that saw them go all the way in 2011 and
make the last four in 2015. There is little
doubt then that the bookmakers have these

two teams down as the clear favourites for
the crown this time around.

In spite of England’s obvious batting
prowess and the fact that they will be play-
ing at home, it is perhaps important to note
that India has the most balanced side in
the competition: Batsmen that can operate
in different gears and a bowling attack that
has ample variety and enough mystery.
And it naturally helps that the Indians
boast the best batsman in the world, a cer-
tain Virat Kohli.

But more than his batting, Kohli’s
World Cup will be judged by his captaincy.
The Indian skipper has been guilty of rash
decision-making in the past, tinkering with
the bowling too much and not displaying
enough tactical nous in the field. Amid the
din that accompanied the latest season of
the Indian Premier League (IPL), it is easy to
forget that India under Kohli squandered a

2-0 lead against a rank average Australian
side at home earlier this year. That is what
makes the role of Mahendra Singh Dhoni so
crucial. The veteran keeper was at his wily
best while leading Chennai Super Kings in
the IPL, and Kohli must make full use of
Dhoni’s experience and his uncanny ability
to get the best out of players in clutch situ-
ations. Moreover, India must guard against
getting ahead of itself — high expectations
often end in crushing defeat. In 2007, a
seemingly impregnable Indian team that
comprised Dhoni, Sachin Tendulkar, Sourav
Ganguly, Rahul Dravid and Virender
Sehwag was humbled by Bangladesh.

In fact, it won’t be surprising if this
World Cup also throws up such upsets. In a
single-group round robin — being used for
the first time since 1992 — the big guns will
have to come up against the likes of Pakistan
and the West Indies, gloriously unpre-

dictable sides that can hurt anyone on their
day. Moreover, with traditional power-
houses like Australia and South Africa going
through a transition phase of sorts, lower-
ranked sides will fancy their chances.

When the International Cricket Council
(ICC) announced its decision to trim the
number of participating teams from 14 in
2015 tojust 10 this time, it came in for whole-
sale flak. Many argued that such a move
would significantly impact the chances of
Associate nations making the cut. But on
the flip side, the ICC seems to have made a
smart move: The tournament promises to
be extraordinarily competitive, with little
scope for meaningless, one-sided games
that were once a norm at major competi-
tions. Which means that the 2019 World
Cup, set to begin this Thursday, is perhaps
more open than we think — England and
India might want to take note.

How US-Russia ties affect India

The stagnation in US-Russia relations does not augur well for New Delhi’s strategic interests. It's a throwback to
the Cold War, when India had to choose between the two countries

HARSH V PANT & RAJ KUMAR SHARMA

earlier this week to meet Russian President

Vladimir Putin, underscoring a renewed out-
reach by the Donald Trump administration to establish
friendlier relations with Russia. US President Trump
has also announced he will meet with Mr Putin at a G20
summit in Japan next month.

Though unpredictability has been the hallmark of
Mr Trump’s foreign policies, there has been a method
to his madness in so far as his Russia policy is con-
cerned. Mr Trump has been trying to reset the troubled
US-Russia relationship, possibly not only to thwart
further strengthening of the Russia-China axis but also
to seek Russia’s assistance in balancing China in the
long-run.

The then US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s
secret trip to China in 1971 started an era of US-China
cooperation against the former Soviet Union. Mr
Pompeo’s recent Russia visit is seen by some as the
beginning of just the opposite: The US and
Russia attempting to come together against a resur-
gent China.

The jury is still out on Mr Trump’s real Russia poli-
cy, given its mixed signalling. He approved the sale of
lethal weapons to Ukraine against Russia-backed
groups, implemented tough sanctions on Russia
and has called for an increase in the budget of the
European Deterrence Initiative, a programme aimed at
increasing the American security presence in Europe to
deter Russia.

Critics also argue that Mr Trump has never rebuked
Mr Putin in public and has expressed his liking for the
former KGB spy many times. Mr Trump has even hint-
ed at his support to Russian claims over the disputed
Crimean peninsula in Ukraine. Last year, Trump had
also suggested that the G7 should readmit Russia as a
member. Russia was expelled from the G8 in 2014 after
the annexation of Crimea.

The Mueller report has established Russian inter-
ference in the 2016 US presidential election but was
not able to prove a conspiracy between Russia and Mr
Trump’s campaign associates. Although it seems now
Mr Trump is free to reset US-Russia ties, his hands
are tied, as the next presidential election looms over the
horizon.

Recent remarks made by Kiron Skinner, chief of pol-
icy planning in the US State Department, added a civil-
isational twist to America’s relationship with Russia
and China when he suggested that American contesta-
tion with the former Soviet Union was a fight within the
Western family. Since Karl Marx was a Jew his ideas
were part of Western political philosophy. Mr Skinner
further added that China was a different civilisation
with no possibility of cooperation with the US.

Russians have long believed in their European iden-
tity, and it was Peter the Great who tried to cultivate
European values among Russians during the early 18th
century. Russia wanted to forge a close relationship
with the West after the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, and the roots of this policy can be traced to
Mikhail Gorbachev’s concept of a “Common European
Home”.

Under its foreign policy doctrine of “Atlanticism”,
Russia tried to promote democracy and market reforms.
Russia’s accession to the Council of Europe, G8, the
World Trade Organisation and efforts to seek Nato
membership are proof of this trend. By pursuing its
European identity, Russia wanted to achieve “Greater
Europe”, but it never materialised, courtesy the mutu-
al distrust between the US and Russia.

Often dubbed as the new Cold War, US-Russia ten-
sions have heightened after the Crimean crisis in 2014.

U S Secretary of State Mike Pompeo was in Sochi
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US President Donald Trump with Russian President Vladimir Putin. Tensions with Russia are likely to divert US
attention from the Indo-Pacific towards Europe, allowing China to achieve its strategic objectives in the region

Continued confrontation between the West and Russia
has further pushed Russia to embrace China, and their
combined threat would be a bigger challenge to the
US. By antagonising Russia and China at the same time,
the US faces the threat of being militarily overstretched,
as its forces are engaged on multiple fronts: Syria,
Afghanistan, Russia and the South China Sea.

Tensions with Russia would likely divert US atten-
tion from the Indo-Pacific towards Europe, allowing
China to achieve its strategic objectives in the region.
Since 2001, as the US got sucked into Afghanistan and
Iraq, China made rapid economic
and military strides. Giving China
a further window of five to seven
years could be disastrous for US
strategic interests in the Indo-
Pacific.

Russia is very sensitive about
its great power status and the US
could reboot its relations with
that country by accommodating
some Russian interests. Barack
Obama had provoked Mr Putin by
calling Russia a regional power in
2014, and Mr Putin intervened in
Syria to show Mr Obama that
Russia is a global power with the
military capability of challenging the Americans.

It has been suggested that the US could offer Russia
an economic partnership to build its Pacific coast and
should broker a peace deal between Japan and Russia,
to do away with strategic mistrust. Nato should also
stop its expansion in former Soviet republics to demon-
strate to Russia that it no longer sees Moscow as a

If Russia and the
US can cooperate
in international
affairs — for
example, if they
can find
common ground
to work together
in Afghanistan —
it would give
India more space
for strategic
manoeuvre in
that country

threat. These initiatives would lessen Russia’s depend-
ence on China and bring a semblance of normalcy to
US-Russia relations.

From an Indian perspective, the present stagnation
in US-Russia relations does not augur well for New
Delhi’s strategic interests. It is a throwback to the Cold
War days, where India had to make choices between the
two countries. The growing distance between the
US and Russia brings Russia closer to China and con-
strains India's strategic choices. It is not in India’s secu-
rity interest to see Russia depending too much
on China.

India benefits if Russia and the US have a workable
relationship and can cooperate to some extent in inter-
national affairs, which would give India more space
for strategic manoeuvre. For example, US-Russia ten-
sions are behind Moscow’s pro-Taliban policy in
Afghanistan. In case the two countries can find com-
mon ground to work together in Afghanistan, India
would be in a better position to attain its strategic objec-
tives in that country.

India would possibly not face the US threat of sec-
ondary sanctions like CAATSA, if the US-Russia reset
materialises. While a dramatic shift in their relations is
unlikely in the short term, American cooperation would
decrease Russia’s dependence on China, allowing
Washington to focus solely on Beijing, its real chal-
lenger in the long term.

Harsh V Pant is Director, Studies at Observer Research
Foundation, New Delhi, and Professor of International
Relations, King’s College London. Raj Kumar Sharma is an
Academic Associate at the Faculty of Political Science, IGNOU,
New Delhi

Reachingout to
theunreached

ASHOK BHARTI

omobilisesupport forthe
I second Bharat Bandhon

August9,2018, against the
dilution of the Scheduled Castesand
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of)
Atrocities Act, adelegation of the Dalit
and Adivasi organisations met several
Oppositionleadersaswellas peoplein
thegovernment. How did the two
sidesreacttothese meetings?

Opposition parties and their leaders
were cordial and sensitive to the
demand for restoration of the original
Act. They issued statements and boost-
ed our morale. However, they did not
seize the opportunity to connect and
provide political leadership to the mas-
sive unrest brewing among more than
300 million SC/ST people who consti-
tute about one-fourth of the total voters
in the country.

As far as the government is con-
cerned, one of the NDA leaders took the
initiative and used this opportunity to
provide leadership, as a result of which
the Bharat Bandh was cancelled. Not
only this, he also used his influence to
get several other demands met.

This was not the sole occasion where
the responses of the Opposition and the
government were different. There are
many other such examples — be it the
massive mobilisation of Jat, Gurjar and
Marathas in Haryana, Rajasthan and
Maharashtra; farmer’s issues including
suicides, unremunerative prices, grow-
ing debt etc; a 13-point roster affecting
recruitment of ST, ST and Other
Backward Classes in colleges and uni-
versities; reservation in promotion; the
Supreme Court judgment on Forest
Rights Act and the unprecedented press
conference by four judges of the
Supreme Court; CBI corruption case, etc.
The lack of initiative by the Opposition
in all these cases has affected the out-
come of the 2019 general elections.

As the Indian society is complex,
hierarchical and evidently exclusivist,
such instances are inevitable. These
crisis situations have always posed
challenges to the governance and the
polity of the country. Both — the gov-
ernment and the Opposition — could
use these crisis situations for their ben-
efit. Reservation for people other than
OBCs was such an issue which con-
stantly haunted the government and
the ruling party. Massive unemploy-
ment, non-recruitment in government
and the 13-point roster reducing the
scope of recruitment of SC, ST, Other
Backward Classes and other unem-
ployed also provided a huge opportu-
nity for the Opposition to put the gov-
ernment on notice and muster massive
support of all those affected. While the
Opposition failed in this completely,
the ruling party did exactly the opposite
— it used them as an opportunity to
reach out to the affected population. It
not only diffused the Maratha and Jat
movement, but also used this oppor-
tunity to advocate for the Most

Backward Castes (MBCs) by setting up
the Justice Rohini Commission to rec-
ommend their share in 27 per cent
reservation for the OBCs.

This was a clear signal to MBCs that
BJP and its allies stand for them. As a
result, in the Hindi heartland, compris-
ing Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Haryana
and Delhi, MBCs rallied behind the
NDA and voted it to an unprecedented
victory. In Uttar Pradesh and Bihar,
where Yadavs and Kushwahas form the
dominant OBC castes, the prime min-
ister portrayed himself as one who
comes from MBCs, clearly sending out
amessage that one of their own is now
the prime minister. Another example
was the farmers’ crisis, where the
Opposition failed miserably. They out-
sourced political mobilisation of farm-
ers to social outfits or farmer coordi-
nating committees. Opposition parties
would attend these events, but the ener-
gy that was required to make farmers an
integral part of their political course was
missing. On the other hand, the gov-
ernment and the ruling party cleverly
diverted the agrarian reform agenda to
trimester payment to the farmers. And
to ensure the credibility of its promise,
it got32,000 transferred to each of their
accounts just before the election. The
fast action built an aura of credibility
and clearly outsmarted the opposition.
As a result, a massive number of small
farmers voted for the ruling party.

Same was with the Adivasis. The
SC judgment threatened the eviction
0f18.9 million tribal and forest dweller
families from their ancestral homes.
As soon as the judgment came, Dalits,
Adivasis, OBCs and Other groups came
together and called for Bharat Bandh
on March 5. implementation of a 13-
point roster in recruitment in univer-
sities and colleges and eviction of
Adivasis became a joint call. Adivasis,
who elect 47 MPs and have a say in
over 100 parliamentary constituen-
cies, had the potential to change the
electoral results. While the opposition
failed to sense this opportunity; the
ruling coalition swiftly moved and got
a stay order from the Supreme Court
and put its machinery to convince
tribals and forest rights dwellers that
they need not worry.

As a result, the NDA coalition was
able to reverse its fortunes in MP,
Chattisgarh and Rajasthan. That was
notall. The BJPand its allies had a bet-
ter strategy to engage the diverse sec-
tions of the society. They did not hesi-
tate in looking within, and removed
several influential leaders who created
a mess in states such as Gujarat and
Andhra Pradesh. The BJP’s better per-
formance in the election is an outcome
of the party’s ability to learn fast and
reaching out to the unreached.

The author is chairman, All India
Ambedkar Mahasabha, and principal
advisor, National Confederation of Dalit
and Adivasi Organisations
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Fixing the economy must be
the new govt's first priority

There are multiple challenges; failure to

address them will cost India dear N
For any ruling party, the state of a $2.7 trillio

of the fastest growing nations in the world,
a slowdown with a collateral impact on reve
jobs, would have been the main issue it is judg
al election. That the NDA government led b
has managed to buck that trend flies in the fag
theories on the linkage between economics 3
the combined deficit of the Centre and statg
per cent, coupled with a widening current 4
slump in exports and private investment, and
by the fresh tariff war unleashed by Donald
lenges are enormous.

The Modi-led NDA government’s econoific 3
second term should be dominated by policy fieas
private investment, a progressively cleaner GST § i it
just two rates, a quick one-shot recapitalisation.o

f S banks . I
to ensure greater flow of credit and governancS 1A %Li;,a{ %9“0.1" The MOdl goverpment has the comfo_rt
] éts side again. But falling short on economic

ening of the provisions in the new insolvetX g‘lg

€
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sure that timelines are met, lesibilicy orf {HRAT A COErphad I oree ol bt
enhance competitiveness, privatisation o 188 i%é’ 1 :

owned firms in competitive sectors and addlse%g?ﬁ%of the cri-

The Indian Express, May 24

Crop diversification needed

Make it attractive to grow alternatives

Another eye in the sky

Civil, military monitoring possible

Alarmingly dire situations
call for urgent and immedi-
ate measures. With 75 per
cent of its groundwater
already extracted, it is imper-
ative for Haryana to arrest
the depleting water table. It
must ensure that its schemes
reach the last acre and are
implemented in totality so
that soil health and hydro-
logical levels are restored.
The latest incentives to steer
farmers away from the water-
guzzling non-basmati paddy
variety to maize or pulses
include 32,000 per acre, sub-
sidised seeds and free crop
insurance. Of the 1.95 lakh
hectares under this cultiva-
tion, the government hopes
to divert 50,000 hectares to
alternative crops.

The peasant is not able to
break free from the paddy-

wheat cycle towards crop
diversification because pad-
dy continues to give him
higher returns and MSP. Plus,
the ad hoc nature of the doles
promised rather than long-
term lucrative prices and
marketing of alternative
crops make him wary of shift-
ing. Weighing in the cost fac-
tor of paddy against the other
crops reveals its feasibility.
Consider this: The produc-
tion of 1 kg rice leaves the soil
drier by 2,497 litres of water.
Punjab, too, would do well to
urgently review whether the
power subsidy doled out to
paddy farmers is not render-
ing the state a net loser.
Irretrievable loss of ground-
water and soil health is star-
ing the state in the face.

The Tribune, May 23

With the successful pre-dawn
launch of RISAT-2B satellite
on May 22, the Indian Space
Research Organisation (ISRO)
has added another feather to
its cap. The satellite will
enhance India’s capability in
crop monitoring during the
monsoon season, forestry
mapping for forest fires and
deforestation, and flood map-
ping as part of the national dis-
aster management pro-
gramme. Given that overcast
skies are a constant during the
monsoon season and during
times of flood, the ability to
penetrate the cloud cover is
essential.

The RISAT-2B satellite uses
X-band synthetic aperture
radar for the first time; the syn-
thetic aperture radar was
developed  indigenously.
Unlike the C-band that was

used by RISAT-1, the shorter
wavelength of the X-band
allows for higher resolution
imagery for target identifica-
tion and discrimination. Since
it has high resolution, the
satellite will be able to detect
objects with dimensions of as
little as a metre. This capacity
to study small objects and also
movement could be useful for
surveillance. As K Sivan, ISRO
Chairman and Secretary,
Department of Space, had said
last month, the satellite could
be used for civil and strategic
purposes. With ISRO planning
to launch four more such
radar imaging satellites in a
year, its ability to monitor
crops and floods as well as
engage in military surveillance
will be greatly enhanced.

The Hindu, May 23
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ON MAY 17, 2019, WHILE addressing a
rally at Khargone, Madhya Pradesh, Mr
Narendra Modi said, “From Kashmir to
Kanyakumari, from Kutch to Kamrup,
the whole nation is saying ‘Ab ki baar,
300 paar, phir ek baar, Modi Sarkar’” He
got his psephology right,but geography
wrong. The final tally proved that his
electoral marksmanship deserved a
perfect 10.

So, congratulations are in order to
Mr Modi, the BJP, the millions of work-
ers of the party and the allies. As he
begins his second term of office, [ wish
the Prime Minister success in steering
the government and in the service of
the people.

The exit polls were published two
days later on May 19 and at least two of
them were spot on: 300 for the BJP,350
for the allies and about 50 for the Con-
gress. These two polls restored some
faith in statistical sampling and
election forecasts!

The rival visions

Another journey begins today. The
journey will never end. At five-year
intervals, there is a rest stop, and the
journey will resume. There are — and
will be — differences among the party-
contenders for the right to govern
India. These differences are the hall-
mark of a multi-party democracy, espe-
cially a vibrant democracy in a plural
and diverse society. A party may refuse
to accept the diversity and yet win a
national election, but that does not
mean the diversity is not real.

The BJP has a vision of India: one
nation, one history, one culture, one
heritage, one civil code, one national
language, and many other aspects of
‘oneness’. The Congress has a different
vision: one country, many interpreta-
tions of history, many sub-histories,
many cultures, plural civil codes, many
languages, and many other aspects of
diversity,in which one seeks unity.The
regional parties have their own vision:
while the vision may differ from state
to state,thereisa common thread run-
ning through their political state-
ments: that the history, language and
culture of the people of the state are
entitled to the highest respect and,
especially,thelanguage of the state has
to be nurtured and given primacy.

Salience of language

Language, in particular, is an emo-
tive issue. The culture, the literature,
the arts, and every other aspect of the
life of the people revolves around the
language. This is true not only of the
Tamil people but also of those who
speak Telugu, Malayalam, Kannada,
Odia, Bengali and, I suppose, every
other ancient language. The salience
of language in politics, especially
political communication, cannot
be disregarded.

I know the Tamil people reasonably
well. Language is at the centre of their
civilisation and culture. Tamil is the
identity of the Tamil-speaking person,
the Tamizhan. The three great com-
posers in Carnatic music were born in
Tamil Nadu but wrote their verses in
Sanskrit and Telugu. The Tamil Isai
(Music) movementwas born in order to
assert the primacy and pride of Tamil.
Archanas in temples were performed in
Sanskrit and are still the language of
choice of most temple archakas and
worshippers; the Tamil archana was
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To be or not to

be inclusive

Prime Minister Narendra Modi flashes the victory sign along with BJP president Amit Shah in New Delhi PTI

mandated by government as an alter-
native and the policy was accepted by
everyone. Hinduism, as we know it
today, was Shaivism and Vaishnavism
and that is how they are recorded in
Tamil history and religious literature.
In fact, Tamil classics were vehicles of
religion as much as theywere examples
of fineliterature.Besides, Christian and
Muslim scholars and authors con-
tributed in great measure to enriching
the Tamil language.

What I have said about the Tamils
and Tamil language is equally true of
the people and the languages of Kerala,
Karnataka, Telangana,Andhra Pradesh
and West Bengal. Just ask your friends.

Let me come back to the competing
visions of different political parties. The
results of Election 2019 cannot be
regarded as a decisive choice of one vision
over the others. Even more true, religion
cannever trump language or culture.

Secular in the
21st century

The idea of a secular state was not
born in India. It is one of the hallmarks
of a modern democracy and republic,
the best exemplars of which are the
countries of Europe.No one can say that
the people of European countries are
irreligious, but they are determined to
be secular in their politics and systems
of government. Secular indeed meant,
originally,‘not connected with religious
or spiritual matters’. In course of time,
especially in Europe, it meant separa-
tion of the State and the Church. In the
modern day, particularly in plural and
diverse societies,secular means eschew-
ing extreme positions and being inclu-
sionary. The thrust of my argument is
India — and the Indian governmentand
all other institutions of governance —
must always remain inclusive.

Cup wide open

With regards to India, the onus would be on Rohit
Sharma and Shikhar Dhawan to provide good
starts followed by Kohli’s brilliance

RINGSIDE

VIEW

Shamik Chakrabarty

THE WISDEN EDITOR and the Daily Mail
‘cricket hack’ Lawrence Booth made the
correct prediction. We were having a
Twitter interaction after the England
and Wales Cricket Board announced the
provisional England squad for the World
Cup last month. We differed on Jofra
Archer.The fast-bowling allrounderwas-
n’t included in the provisional Cup
squad but got the nod for the preceding
home ODI series against Pakistan. After
asuccessful audition,Archerwas drafted
into the Cup squad at the expense of
David Willey.

Booth predicted it and his logic was
that Archer’s inclusion would increase
England’s winning odds. This corre-
spondent mentioned that it would be
harsh on the player who would eventu-
allyface the axe,despite being part of the
group for the last three-four years. As it
turned out,Archer’s x-factor was far too

big a temptation to resist.

The World Cup is returning to its
place of birth after two decades and
among all the teams, England arguably
pack the most powerful punch. They
have just completed a 4-0 rout of Pak-
istan in a five-match ODI series — the
first gamewasabandoned.Theirbatting
was awe-inspiring. They posted 373/3,
359/4,341/7 and 351/9 in four com-
pleted matches.Twice they chased down
totals north of 340. Batting has lifted
England to No.1inthe ODIrankingsand
as Virat Kohli put it, Eoin Morgan and
company look “obsessed”to become the
first team to post 500 runs in a single
ODIinnings.

Easier said than done, for the World
Cup is a different ball game. To start
with, this edition of the tournament
offers no softies.It features 10 top teams
who will play each other in a single
group. This means, each side will play
nine matches at the group stage, with
top four teams progressing to the semi-
finals.On paper, England,Indiaand Aus-
tralia are the top three favourites. West
Indies, South Africa — if they can shed the
chokers’tag — and New Zealand, too,have
thewherewithals to go the distance. Pak-

Did the BJP fight the just-concluded
elections on the plank of inclusive-
ness? I doubt it. According to news
reports, among the BJP’s 302 MPs
therewill not be anyone from the Mus-
lim community. There are others who
feel excluded such as Dalits, tribals,
Christians, tenant-farmers and agri-
cultural workers. There are some sec-
tions that are actually excluded from
the developmental process because of
caste, poverty, illiteracy, old age,
minuscule numbers or remoteness.
Thereis,therefore,a need for the Prime
Minister to reiterate his original slogan
‘Sabka saath, Sabka vikas’.

I am afraid the BJP fought the elec-
tion on an exclusionary agenda. I
hope the process of governance will
be inclusionary.

Website: pchidambaram.in
@Pchidambaram_IN

New Zealand's Trent Boult, left, reacts after India's captain Virat Kohli, right, hit
a boundary during the Cricket World Cup warm-up match in London AP

istan are the dark horse. Sri Lanka,
Bangladesh and Afghanistan are not title
contenders,but theyare good enough to
cause major upsets.

Pitches are usually batting-friendly
at the ICC events, but it’s early summer
in England and therewould still be some
nip intheair.As 10 captains gathered to

address a joint press conference in Lon-
don on Thursday, Kohli put things in per-
spective.“It could be high-scoring, but I
think 260, 270 will be as difficult to get
in the World Cup as 360, 370.1see 250
being defended, too.I don’t see many
high-scoring games happening in the
latter half of the tournament. That’s the
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New look Cabinet

Some familiar faces in the Modi
Cabinet might be missing in his
second innings. The average ageis
likelytobe 10yearsyounger.

Several protégés of senior ministers

have over the last year switched
loyalties to Amit Shah,54,asheis
seen as the man who matters.

Incidentally,the only three Cabinet

ministers on the daiswhen

Narendra Modiwas felicitated at the

BJP office were Rajnath Singh, ] P
Nadda and Thawarchand Gehlot.

Manifesto mistake

Congresspersons privatelyblame P

Chidambaram and Navjot Singh
Sidhu for damaging the party’s
image.Chidambaram as
chairperson of the manifesto
committee,alongwith Rahul
Gandhi’syoung apolitical brains
trust,insisted on insertinga clause
in the party manifesto calling for
amendment to the Armed Forces
Special Powers Act (AFSPA).While
human rightsactivists applauded
the move, it hardly made political
sense in the wake of Pulwama and
Narendra Modi’s campaign
whipping up nationalistic fervour.
Voters frequently mentioned the
manifestoasablackmarkagainst

the Congress. Similarly Punjab chief

minister Amarinder Singh was
infuriated with his minister Sidhu
for giving abear hug to Pakistani
army chief Qamar Javed Bajwa
when hevisited Lahore for Imran
Khan’s swearing-in ceremony.The
BJPmade capital out of the
photograph. Many are too timid to
blame Rahul for surrounding
himselfwith inexperienced
youngsterswho havean NGO
mindset ratherthanan

understanding of electoral politics.

Family first

Did the Congress fritteraway an
opportunityin Priyanka Gandhi
Vadra’s debut in national politics

this year? What was hoped to be the
party’s Brahmastra was introduced

belatedly and somewhat casually

in the middle of the campaign,and

Priyanka was unable to make
much impact. Her charm and
strong personality attracted
crowds and media attention, but

did not garnervotes. Unlike Rahul,

Priyanka writes her speeches
herself and has an intuitive
understanding of what issues to
take up with different audiences.
But since she did not want to

overshadow her brother, she played
asecondaryrole.Some in the party

believe that if shewas put at the
helm instead of her brother, the
Congress’s fortunes could revive.
There is no competitive rivalry
between the two siblings,who are
very close. But Sonia, like Indian

kind of pressure the World Cup brings,”
he had said.

Morgan spoke about the tough com-
petition.“Nobody is head and shoulders
above everyone else.Itis going tobe very
difficult. These are the 10 best teams in
the world, so it is going to be extraordi-
narily competitive.”

England haven’t yet won the World
Cup because twice in the finals they lost
theirnerve at crucial moments.In 1987,
at Eden Gardens, Mike Gatting’s
impetuousreverse sweep had cost them
the Cup.In 1992 at the MCG, two deliv-
eries from Wasim Akram that dismissed
Allan Lamb and Chris Lewis had crippled
them.The 2016 World T20 final at Eden
Gardens further attested England’s
propensity for failure under pressure.
Ben Stokes couldn’t defend 19 runs in
the final over, as Carlos Brathwaite
clinched it for West Indies.

Recently, the England football team
manager Gareth Southgate,abig cricket
fan, had dropped in at England cricket
team’s Cardiff training camp and spoke
to Morgan and his mates for over an
hour.Southgate experienced the mental
block issue first-hand after he took
charge of the Three Lions on the heels of
a forgettable Euro campaign in 2016.
Two years previously, the England foot-
ball team had a disastrous World Cup in
Brazil. Southgate presided over the
regeneration and helped England reach
the semifinal in the 2018 Russia World
Cup. The England football boss spoke

and Italian mothers, believes that
dynasties can only have a male
lineage.The suggestion from well-
meaning outsiders thata
charismatic non-Gandhibe made
party president, say Captain
Amarinder Singh or Sachin Pilot, is
unthinkable since it couldlead toa
potential bloodbath among
aspiring candidates.

Weathervane leader

LJP chief Ram Vilas Paswan has
been described as aweathervane of
Indian politics for good reason. He
is one of those rare politicians who
manages each time to sniff out
which is thewinning side and
jump onto the bandwagon. From
1989 onwards he hasbeen in the
Cabinets of VP Singh,Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, Manmohan Singh and
Narendra Modi.In 2009,when for
abrief period he was aligned with
neither the BJP or Congress, he
managed to get a Rajya Sabha seat
from Lalu Prasad.And though he
did not contest polls this time, his
son Chirag Paswan got a ticket
from the NDA and he himself has
been assured a Rajya Sabha seat by
the BJP.That way he continues to
retain his government residence,
12,Janpath,which he has occupied
for three decades.

Mother’s love

In this election, three sets of parent
and offspring candidates
contested. Only one duowas
successful, Maneka Gandhiand
Varun Gandhi,whowon from
Sultanpurand Pilibhit respectively.
Maneka, in fact, sacrificed her own
safe seat of Pilibhit for Varun and
agreed to fight from Sultanpur,a
much tougher contest.In western
UP, Ajit Singh nominated son
Jayant Chaudhary to his father
Charan Singh’s old seat of Baghpat
and decided to fight from the
possibly safer seat of
Muzaffarnagar,which hasalarge
Muslim population. But both
fatherand sonlost.In Haryana,
former chief minister Bhupinder
Hooda,areluctant candidate,was
defeated from Sonipat,while his
son Deepender lost narrowly from
Rohtak constituency,which was
considered the family’s citadel.

Market celebrates

Ever since Narendra Modi used the
phrase ‘Khan Market gang’, his fol-
lowers want to make the point that
the market’s customers need to be
taken down a peg. BJP leader Ram
Madhav announced to the media
that heand his partyworkerswould
occupy the market to celebrate the
pollvictory,as it was no one’s exclu-
sive property. Meanwhile, the mar-
ket shopkeepers hastily decorated
the area with green-and-saffron
BJPballoons.

about his journey and the cricketers
were impressed. For Morgan and his
team mates, the challenge this time
would be to live up to the expectations.

With regards to India, the onus would
be on Rohit Sharma and Shikhar
Dhawan to provide good starts followed
by Kohli’s brilliance. A lot will also
depend on MS Dhoni, if he can replicate
his IPL batting form in the World Cup.
The bowling has Jasprit Bumrah’s mas-
tery, Mohammed Shami’s refound con-
fidence in white-ball cricket and the
guile of Kuldeep Yadav and Yuzvendra
Chahal. But the middle-order compris-
ingVijay Shankar, Dinesh Karthikand KL
Rahul -ifheisanoptionat No.4 — does-
n’t inspire confidence. This middle-
order doesn’t have a game-changer like
Yuvraj Singh in his pomp or a Suresh
Raina of the 2011 vintage.

The return of David Warnerand Steve
Smith has made Australia stronger. Both
have all to prove. West Indies, too, have
theirbig players back followinga change
of guard in their cricket board. New
Zealand are a pretty balanced side, cap-
tained by the sublime Kane Williamson.
South Africa will miss AB de Villiers, but
bowlingis theirstrength.Also,watch out
for Aiden Markram.

And then there are Pakistan; a glori-
ously unpredictable side. They came
back from the brinkand won the Cup in
1992.They lifted the Champions Tro-
phy two years ago, defeating India in
the final.
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Another journey begins
today. The journey will never
end. At five-year intervals,
there is a rest stop, and the
journey will resume. There
are — and will be —
differences among the
party-contenders for the right
to govern India. These
differences are the hallmark
of a multi-party democracy,
especially a vibrant
democracy in a plural and
diverse society. A party may
refuse to accept the diversity
and yet win a national
election, but that does not
mean the diversity is not real

10 be or not to be inclusive

ON MAY 17, 2019, while addressing a
rally at Khargone, Madhya Pradesh,
Mr Narendra Modi said, “From Kashmir
to Kanyakumari, from Kutch to Kamrup,
the whole nation is saying ‘Ab ki baar, 300
paar, phir ek baar, Modi Sarkar’.” He got
his psephology right, but geography
wrong. The final tally proved that his
electoral marksmanship deserved a per-
fect 10.

So, congratulations are in order to
Mr Modi, the BJP, the millions of work-
ers of the party and the allies. As he be-
gins his second term of office,  wish the
Prime Minister success in steering the
government and in the service of the
people.

The exit polls were published two
days later on May 19 and at least two of
them were spot on: 300 for the BJP, 350
for the allies and about 50 for the
Congress. These two polls restored some
faith in statistical sampling and election
forecasts!

THE RIVAL VISIONS

Another journey begins today. The
journey will never end. At five-year in-
tervals, there is a rest stop, and the jour-
ney will resume. There are — and will
be — differences among the party-con-
tenders for the right to govern India.
These differences are the hallmark of a
multi-party democracy, especially a vi-
brant democracy in a plural and diverse
society. A party may refuse to accept
the diversity and yet win a national
election, but that does not mean the di-

versity is not real.

The BJP has a vision of India: one na-
tion, one history, one culture, one her-
itage, one civil code, one national lan-
guage, and many other aspects of
‘oneness’. The Congress has a different
vision: one country, many interpreta-
tions of history, many sub-histories,
many cultures, plural civil codes, many
languages, and many other aspects of di-
versity, in which one seeks unity. The re-
gional parties have their own vision:
while the vision may differ from state to
state, there is acommon thread running
through their political statements: that
the history, language and culture of the
people of the state are entitled to the
highest respect and, especially, the lan-
guage of the state has to be nurtured and
given primacy.

SALIENCE OF
LANGUAGE

Language, in particular, is an emotive
issue. The culture, the literature, the arts,
and every other aspect of the life of the
people revolves around the language.
This is true not only of the Tamil people
but also of those who speak Telugu,
Malayalam, Kannada, Odia, Bengali and,
[suppose, every other ancient language.
The salience of language in politics, es-
pecially political communication, can-
not be disregarded.

[ know the Tamil people reasonably
well. Language is at the centre of their
civilisation and culture. Tamil is the iden-
tity of the Tamil-speaking person, the

Tamizhan. The three great composers in
Carnatic music were born in Tamil Nadu
but wrote their verses in Sanskrit and
Telugu. The Tamil Isai (Music) movement
was born in order to assert the primacy
and pride of Tamil. Archanas in temples
were performed in Sanskrit and are still
the language of choice of most temple
archakas and worshippers; the Tamil
archana was mandated by government
as an alternative and the policy was ac-
cepted by everyone. Hinduism, as we
know it today, was Shaivism and
Vaishnavism and that is how they are
recorded in Tamil history and religious
literature. In fact, Tamil classics were ve-
hicles of religion as much as they were
examples of fine literature. Besides,
Christian and Muslim scholars and au-
thors contributed in great measure to en-
riching the Tamil language.

What I have said about the Tamils
and Tamil language is equally true of the
people and the languages of Kerala,
Karnataka, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh
and West Bengal. Just ask your friends.

Let me come back to the competing
visions of different political parties. The
results of Election 2019 cannot be re-
garded as a decisive choice of one vision
over the others. Even more true, religion
can never trump language or culture.

SECULAR IN THE 21ST
CENTURY

The idea of a secular state was not
bornin India. Itis one of the hallmarks of
a modern democracy and republic, the

best exemplars of which are the coun-
tries of Europe. No one can say that the
people of European countries are irreli-
gious, but they are determined to be sec-
ular in their politics and systems of gov-
ernment. Secular indeed meant,
originally, ‘not connected with religious
or spiritual matters’. In course of time,
especially in Europe, it meant separa-
tion of the State and the Church. In the
modern day, particularly in plural and
diverse societies, secular means eschew-
ing extreme positions and being inclu-
sionary. The thrust of my argument is
India — and the Indian government and
all other institutions of governance —
must always remain inclusive.

Did the BJP fight the just-concluded
elections on the plank of inclusiveness?
[ doubt it. According to news reports,
among the BJP’s 302 MPs there will not
be anyone from the Muslim community.
There are others who feel excluded such
as Dalits, tribals, Christians, tenant-farm-
ers and agricultural workers. There are
some sections that are actually excluded
from the developmental process be-
cause of caste, poverty, illiteracy, old age,
minuscule numbers or remoteness.
There is, therefore, a need for the Prime
Minister to reiterate his original slogan
‘Sabka saath, Sabka vikas'.

I am afraid the BJP fought the elec-
tion on an exclusionary agenda. | hope
the process of governance will be
inclusionary.

Website: pchidambaram.in

O @Pchidambaram_IN
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NEW-LOOK CABINET

Some familiar faces in the Modi Cabinet
mightbe missing in his second innings. The
average ageis likely tobe 10 years younger.
Several protégés of senior ministers have
over the last year switched loyalties to Amit
Shah, 54, as heis seen as the man who mat-
ters. Incidentally, the only three Cabinet
ministers on the dais when Narendra Modi
was felicitated at the BJP office were Rajnath
Singh, ] P Nadda and Thawarchand Gehlot.

MANIFESTO MISTAKE

Congresspersons privately blame P Chi-
dambaram and Navjot Singh Sidhu for
damaging the party’simage. Chidambaram
as chairperson of the manifesto committee,
along with Rahul Gandhi’s young, apoliti-
cal brains trust, insisted oninserting a clause
in the party manifesto calling for amend-
ment to the Armed Forces Special Powers
Act (AFSPA). While human rights activists
applauded the move, it hardly made polit-
ical sense in the wake of Pulwama and
Narendra Modi’s campaign whipping up
nationalistic fervour. Voters frequently
mentioned the manifesto as a black mark
against the Congress. Similarly, Punjab Chief
Minister Amarinder Singh was infuriated
with his minister Sidhu for giving abear hug
to Pakistani army chief Qamar Javed Bajwa
when he visited Lahore for Imran Khan’s
swearing-in ceremony. The BJP made cap-
ital out of the photograph. Many are too
timid to blame Rahul for surrounding him-
self with inexperienced youngsters who
have an NGO mindset rather than an un-
derstanding of electoral politics.

FAMILY FIRST

Did the Congress fritter away an opportu-
nity in Priyanka Gandhi Vadra’s debut in
national politics this year? What was
hoped to be the party’s Brahmastra was in-
troduced belatedly and somewhat casu-
ally in the middle of the campaign, and
Priyanka was unable to make much im-
pact. Her charm and strong personality at-
tracted crowds and media attention, but
did not garner votes. Unlike Rahul,
Priyanka writes her speeches herself and
has anintuitive understanding of what is-
sues to take up with different audiences.
But since she did not want to overshadow
her brother, she played a secondary role.

OUT OF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

IT HAS been a surprising, transformative
result. On May 23, 2019, Nehru-Gandhi
Yuga ended and Modi Yug began. The pre-
cise timing will have to be adjusted ex
post. The changeover is not in doubt. This
is the first time since Indira Gandhi’s win
in 1971 thatanincumbent has renewed a
single-party majority. The BJP vote share
exceeded 50% in a dozen states.

The Congress party, reduced to 44

Some in the party believe that if she was
put at the helm instead of her brother, the
Congress’s fortunes could revive, There is
no competitive rivalry between the two
siblings, who are very close. But Sonia, like
Indian and Italian mothers, believes that
dynasties can only have a male lineage. The
suggestion from well-meaning outsiders
that a charismatic non-Gandhi be made
party president, say, Captain Amarinder
Singh or Sachin Pilot, is unthinkable since
it could lead to a potential bloodbath
among aspiring candidates.

WEATHERVANE LEADER

LJP chief Ram Vilas Paswan has been de-
scribed as a weathervane of Indian politics
for good reason. He is one of those rare
politicians who manages each time to sniff
out which is the winning side and jump
onto the bandwagon. From 1989 onwards
he hasbeenin the Cabinets of V P Singh, Atal
Bihari Vajpayee, Manmohan Singh and Nar-
endra Modi. In 2009, when for a brief pe-
riod he was aligned with neither the BJP or
Congress, he managed to get aRajya Sabha
seat from Lalu Prasad. And though he did
not contest polls this time, his son Chirag
Paswan got a ticket from the NDA and he
himself has been assured a Rajya Sabha seat
by the BJP. That way he continues to retain
his government residence, 12, Janpath,
which he has occupied for three decades.

MOTHER'S LOVE

In this election, three sets of parent and off-
spring candidates contested. Only one duo
was successful, Maneka Gandhi and Varun
Gandhi, who won from Sultanpur and
Pilibhit respectively. Maneka, in fact, sacri-
ficed her own safe seat of Pilibhit for Varun
and agreed to fight from Sultanpur,a much
tougher contest. In western UP, Ajit Singh
nominated son Jayant Chaudhary to his fa-
ther Charan Singh’s old seat of Baghpatand
decided to fight from the possibly safer seat
of Muzaffarnagar, which has a large
Muslim population. But both father and
son lost. In Haryana, former chief minister
Bhupinder Hooda, a reluctant candidate,
was defeated from Sonipat, while his son
Deepender lost narrowly from Rohtak con-
stituency, which was considered the fam-
ily’s citadel.

MARKET CELEBRATES

Ever since Narendra Modi used the phrase
‘Khan Market gang’, his followers want to
make the point that the market’s customers
need to be taken down a peg. BJP leader
Ram Madhav announced to the media that
he and his party workers would occupy the
market to celebrate the poll victory,asit was
noone’s exclusive property. Meanwhile, the
market shopkeepers hastily decorated the
area with green-and-saffron BJP balloons.

HISTORY HEADLINE

The significance of Modi-2

-

NEERJA CHOWDHURY |

NARENDRA MODI'S 2019 win is a water-
shed moment in the contemporary history
of India. The sheer scale of the victory has
been breathtaking, It is not as if there have
not been spectacular victories in the past.
In the first election after Independence in
1952, the Congress party had got 364 0f 489
seatsand 45% of the popular vote (the same
as the NDA has notched up this time). In
1971, Indira Gandhi won a landslide after
her clarion call for ‘Garibi Hatao'.

The 1977 verdict had also stunned the
country when the invincible Indira —and
her equally powerful son Sanjay Gandhi
— were defeated in their fiefdoms in UP
and the Congress wiped out all over North
India because she had abridged funda-
mental freedoms through the imposition
of the Emergency. The biggest mandate
however came in 1984, when after his
mother’s assasination, Rajiv Gandhi won
a whopping 415 seats, not even clocked
by his grandfather Jawaharlal Nehru.

But the significance of 2019 lies not just
in the scale of the victory. The BJP had gota
majority onitsownalsoin 2014.Itliesinthe
BJP coming to occupy the space in the coun-
try’s politics which belonged to the
Congress in its heyday. The pendulum has
swung the other way. The Nehruvian vision
which, for instance, included making mi-
norities secure inaninclusive India, even by
giving primacy to their concerns, has given
way to a majoritarian rule, emphasising
Hinduidentity and consolidatingitasa po-
litical force. This will have its own implica-
tions for the country’s governance as well
as social relations. The BJP leadership has
already announced that it would abrogate
Article 370, which confers special status on
Jammu and Kashmir. The mandir in
Ayodhya remains onits agenda, and it may
opt for its construction at an appropriate
moment, using the legislative route if the
Court does not give a favourable verdict.

Poll 2019 has further powered the al-
ready strong leadership of Narendra Modi.
In 2013, a year before Modi became PM, a
BJPleader had remarked during a private
conversation, “Narendra Modi will model
himself not on any of the figures in the RSS
pantheon but on Indira Gandhi.” As with
Indira, the party is today dependent on
him, not he onit,and he is able to connect

Indira Gandhi at a press conference at Vigyan Bhavan, New Delhi, 1971. Modi, a
BJP leader said, wants to model himself not on any RSS idol, but her. Archive

with people directly above its head.

And like Indira Gandhi, he has managed
to acquire a pro-poor image, with the de-
prived sections seeing himas their messiah
—inthe process taking the Congress’s plank
away from it. The strong leader image was
also reinforced after Balakot,where he was
seen to hit back at Pakistan. Indira Gandhi
was called “Durga” after the creation of
Bangladesh, having taken on Pakistan.

Given the blank cheque that the coun-
try has given him, Modi-2 enjoys unparal-
leled powers today. This comes when the
Opposition is weaker than ever before.
And possibly more demoralised. The
Congress, which even today could be the
only countervailing national force to a
resurgent BJP, and provide the necessary
checks, is not able to stem its decline.

In 1984, when the BJP was reduced to
two Lok Sabha MPs, it had an Atal Bihari
Vajpayee and an L K Advani at its helm. It
had a Chandra Shekhar, who undertook a
padyatra from the South to the North to
mobilise public opinion and unite the
Opposition. It had a V P Singh inside the
Congress calling Rajiv Gandhi to account
on the Bofors gun deal, despite the massive
mandate he had won in 1984. This led to
the ouster of Rajiv Gandhias PM in the 1989
elections, throwing up a national coalition
supported by the BJP and the Left parties.

Mandate 2019 has challenged caste-
based identity for the first time in 30 years
since the Mandal Commission’s report to
give jobreservations to the OBCs came into
effect in 1990. It spawned backward class
politics, changed the power balance, and
threw up a crop of backward classleadersall
over North India, like Mulayam Singh Yadav,
Lalu Prasad, Nitish Kumar, Uma Bharti,
Shivraj Singh Chouhan. In one stroke, the
Modi wave has washed away caste-based
alliances (for ‘social justice’)in UPand Bihar.

Itis early days to conclude that caste will

Beginning of Modi Yug

seatsin 2014, stayed in denial for five years
and has paid the price. It will stay a long
time in alow-level state. Even so, it should
analyse why it lost so thoroughly a second
time. Let me help. The BJP won not be-
cause of Balakot, nor by riding on the fear
of terrorism. The vigilante attacks, ghar
wapsi, the murder of Akhlaq were prob-
lems, but the people did not punish the
BJP for those. Perhaps the Congress should
ask why the impact of these events, or of
the much discussed farmers’ distress or
joblessness, GST,demonetisation or Rafale
made no dent on the electoral chances of
Modi and the BJP.

The voters are not stupid. They know
what their needs are and where the shoe
pinches. Rural India has experienced elec-

trification, newly built toilets, freedom
from outdoor defecation. They have bank
accounts, Ayushman coverage if they are
below poverty line. Poor farmers have
Rs 6,000, seemingly trivial in eyes of Rahul
Gandhi, but not the recipients.

The voters are also not naive. The con-
version of Rahul Gandhi to a Hindu, not to
say Brahmin, visiting temples at every
photo opportunity, did not fool them. The
Congress may have thought that by don-
ning the Brahmin garb, they would win
votes. This has been proved wrong.
Abandoning Muslims did not help.

What is the Congress to do? It needs
to examine whatif anything it believes in.
It has abandoned secularism and played
with soft Hindutva. If it still believes in so-

cialism, it needs to specify what it means
by the term. It needs to build a cadre of
workers and rebuild the organisation
which once spread across the length and
breadth of India. Even if the presidency is
reserved for the family, it needs to intro-
duce democracy for other offices in the
party. It may help other family-based par-
ties to follow its example.

India is changing. This election has
shown that caste matters much less now
than in the coalition years of 1989 to 2014.
This is why the gathbandhan in UP proved
to be less successful than its partner par-
ties had hoped. Entitlement is not enough.
Rahul Gandhi lost Amethi and Jyotiraditya
Scindia lost his family seat. Enrolling
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra did not help.

cease to determine voter choices. Does the
2019 setback to opposition parties have
more todo with the effete leadership of the
Mandal children (Akhilesh Yadav, Tejashwi
Yadav, even Mayawati),as compared to the
street-fighting ways of their parents or
mentors, Mulayam, Lalu or Kanshi Ram. Or
has the Mandal story run its course with a
young and a ‘New India’ — 50% of the pop-
ulation being under 25 — now aspiring for
the fulfilment of their dreams through a
larger identity?

Mandal and Kamandal have fed into
each otherin the last three decades — the
regional parties, like the SP and BSP, rely-
ing on caste mobilisation and the BJP on
Hindu consolidation. Election 2019 has di-
luted caste loyalties, but it has further re-
inforced religious identity. In his first post-
victory statement, Narendra Modi gave
new definition of caste identity. There
were only two castes, he said, one of the
poor and the other of those who wanted
to alleviate poverty.

It is also Modi’s artistry and mastery
with words (for example, his words of
thanks on Thursday, “Aapne is fakir ki jholi
bhar dee hai”) and the way in which the BJP
has used the mass media to project him, to
take his visuals and words to virtually every
home in the country, which makes this elec-
tion different from any other in the past.

Indira Gandhi also recognised the im-
portance of optics and her visit to inacces-
sible Belchhi in Bihar, which had seen vio-
lence against Dalits, atop an elephant, had
figured widely in the newspapers at the
time, leading to her comeback after her
1977 defeat. But she did not have the tools
that electronic and social media
(WhatsApp, Twitter, Facebook)and the lat-
est technology provide today to communi-
cate with the last Indian — which is some-
thing Modi has and is savvy with.

The writer is a senior journalist

Smriti [rani showed that it is hard work in
your constituency which pays dividends.

Another profound change is the death
of the Left. The undivided CPI was the
lead opposition party in 1952. The larger
Left was part of the ruling coalition in
1996-1998. Jyoti Basu was offered prime
ministership but his party, the CPI(M),
forbade him from accepting. The Left
ruled in Kerala, West Bengal, Tripura at
various times during the last 70 years.
Now it has been reduced to five seats. Its
intellectual influence exceeds its politi-
cal presence.

It took the Jana Sangh/BJP nearly 50
years till it came to power in 1998. Now
it intends to stay in power with voters’
support.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

No revival
of that old
order

THE 2014 general election marked the be-
ginning of the end of India’s ruling elite.
The election whose results came last
week marked the end. As someone born
and bred in this group of privileged
Indians, I speak as an insider. So believe
me when I tell you that we controlled
everything. Politics, government, busi-
ness, foreign policy, the police, the mili-
tary and the media. All this was possible
because we were to some degree all
courtiers in the court of the Nehru-
Gandhi dynasty since the British left. We
knew that their ‘socialism’ and ‘secular-
ism’ were as fake as their ‘idea of India’.

We knew long ago that this was an
idea of India in which it was only Indians
who spoke English well who could hope
to do well. English is not a language in
India. It is a definition of class. After the
Raj ended, it was only Indians who spoke
English well who went up in life. It was
they whorose high in the ranks of the po-
lice and the military. In the Lok Sabha, as
the roots of democracy deepened, ap-
peared long ago people who spoke Indian
languages well and English badly. They
were tolerated in a sneery sort of way.
Then someone came up with the brilliant
idea of ensuring that Parliament became
a private club by making the democratic
process dynastic.

It took this election campaign for or-
dinary Indians to notice what was going
on. They noticed because Modi told voters
that they were choosing between a ‘kaam-
daar’ and a ‘naamdaar’. A working man
and a prince. It did not help that the
‘naamdaar’ then mocked Modi and made
fun of everything about him. Modi’s ‘hug-
plomacy’, ‘Gabbar Singh Tax’, demonetisa-
tion. Modi’s demonetisation, he said, was
done to steal their money and give it to his
rich friends. The country’s Chowkidar, he
said too many times, was a ‘chor’. He for-
got that he was demeaning not just a po-
litical opponent but the Prime Minister of
India. Ordinary voters were appalled that
the heir to India’s most powerful political
dynasty should talk this way. He sounded
arrogant, entitled and insulting and re-
minded them that there were too many
political heirs in Indian politics. If many
have been voted out across India in this
election, itis no accident.

When the results came last week, my
fellow members of what the Prime
Minister calls the Khan Market gang
were devastated. They had seen this elec-
tion as their last chance to oust the chai-
wallah. They were certain that the cam-
paign to paint Modi as a Hindutva
monster had succeeded. They had hoped
that the campaign to defile him as a total-
itarian leader with no respect for demo-
cratic institutions had succeeded. They
had hoped that the campaign to show
him up as someone who wrecked the
economy had succeeded. They had
hoped that their campaign to reinvent
Rahul Gandhi as a decent, worthy heir to
the Dynasty had succeeded. Notice that
in the English language media he and his
sister made headlines and cover stories
throughout the campaign.

The past five years have been difficult
for India’s ruling elite. High officials, fa-
mous writers, editors of English newspa-
pers, celebrated TV anchors, heirs of polit-
ical dynasties, leftists and liberals have
found their importance diminish by the
day. They have been replaced by people
they once dismissed as ‘vernacs’, the word
they use derisively for Indians who speak
only in the vernacular. If ‘liberal’ journal-
ists are astoundingly illiberal in their as-
sessments of Modi itis because they have
suffered badly since there was regime
change in 2014. Where they once had
privileged access to the men and women
whorule India, they are now relegated to
unseen TV channels while Hindi journal-
ists get all the interviews and all the glory.

It might seem to you a small change.
Itis not. It is a sign that India’s traditional
ruling elite is being swept slowly but
surely into the dustbin of history along
with the Dynasty they have supported
through bad times and good. Not even
when Indira Gandhi made herself into a
Dictator and used the Emergency as a
cover to hand the Congress party to her
son did they protest. Not even when she
insisted that judges of the Supreme Court
swear oaths of loyalty to her did they
protest. That was the only time, since India
gained Independence, that the institu-
tions of democracy were crushed and
maimed, but the traditional ruling elite
said nothing,.

If they have spent the past five years
targeting Modi, often wrongly, for what
they perceive as attempts to crush democ-
racy, itis possibly because they know how
easily this can be done. The truth is that
the traditional ruling elite believes in an
idea of India in which there are privileges
and not rights. This was always a bad idea.
Now it is dead.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
() @tavieen_singh
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A plant waits
for its patrons

T. SAMPATH KUMAR

and I know that finding curry leaves is a big

ﬁ s Delhi residents for the past 34 years, my wife

challenge in the city. For south Indians like us,

curry leaves (Murraya koenigii) are an integral part of
our dishes such as upma, sambar and rasam.

Compared with those in the north, we use
significantly higher quantities of the green leaves. But
these are not available in all vegetable markets of
Delhi, and one needs to go to larger markets away
from residential areas. Recently, flower sellers at
temples frequented by south Indian devotees have

started stocking them.

Fifteen years ago, we bought a sapling of curry
leaves and began raising it in our balcony to meet the
needs of our nuclear family. We bought a large
cement tank with a long-term plan as this plant is a
perennial variety and could become a tree over time.
My wife was taking extra care by adding vermi-
compost and bio-mulching to save it in Delhi’s hot
summer. The plant has grown well and has been
meeting our family’s needs. The news spread in our
housing society in Dwarka, and a few families started
asking for the leaves. My wife gives them away with a

smile.

After I retired from my job of 33 years in Delhi, we
have to frequently travel now. Maintaining 50 pots of
various plants in the three balconies of our
apartment has thus become challenging. My wife is
emotionally connected with the plants, and she has
raised seasonal flowering varieties and a good
collection of profusely growing money plants. We do
grow vegetables as our hobby. Every morning, she
walks straight into these balconies and look at the
plants with care and affection. Hence, we had to
evolve a pragmatic strategy to manage them when we

are away.

Plant guardians

As my wife maintains strong social relationships in
the housing society, she could allot 10 pots each to
five families to take care of them during our absence.
It helped that two of the families live on the ground
floor with an adjacent open lawn.

This made our task relatively easier as our travels
range from one to two months. Once back in Delhi,
we shift them back to our balconies. Since the curry-
leaf pot was large and heavy (about 160 kg of soil and
the weight of the cement tank), shifting it frequently
was not easy. We used to leave the plant to its fate
with a heavy heart. Fortunately, the plant has
survived and remained our perennial source for

curry leaves.

A time has come for us last year when we had to
lock our apartment for more than four months to live
in our home town near Hyderabad. Following our
standard operating procedure, we moved the plants
to pre-designated families. We both looked at the
curry leaf plant and fondly touched the leaves. My
wife’s eyes became moist and with a heavy heart, we
threw our last glimpses at the fondly grown plant. We
left Delhi in the third week of December 2018 and
returned only in the last week of April 2019, after 130

days.

Once the main door was opened, my wife ran
inside and opened the door to the balcony. And lo,
the plant was alive, though a few leaves at the top
began wilting. Leaves on the lower side were still
green and fresh! My wife took a second run to the
tap, bought a bucket of water and irrigated the

thirsty soil and plant.

We thought the plant would die by the time we
return, as there was a prolonged water stress. It
survived to our surprise. We have now decided that
though it is challenging, we will move the large pot to
the ground and transplant the plant in our society’s
compound where the gardener will take care of it.
Let it grow from plant to tree and meet the needs of
all residents of the housing society.

tiesskay@gmail.com
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With the election results out, let us not instigate disruption, tolerate corruption or
foment trouble; let the losers work in tandem to better India’s ‘being’

JACQUELINE COLACO

e are masters at this
game, aren’t we,
what with reports

that the garbage in Delhi if
piled vertically will equal the
height of the Qutb Minar!
Bengaluru won’t be less
worse, I assure you, but I am
not sure which is the tallest
building in the city’s skyline
to use as a measure: UB City
or Utility Building. Well, let
us not “chuck muck” at
those, or a new saga will
start because of their famous
names. We have enough
with our local lakes frothing
and fuming in anguish at the
muck chucked into them...
“Chuck muck” is
an expression I
have coined to de-
scribe what was on
in full swing about
the election that
just got over! Con-
sider the Rafale
deal, for example!
Did Rahul Gandhi
meet French Prime
Minister Francois
Hollande on the sly to
seal an international
conspiracy instigated by
his brother-in-law, Robert
Vadra, or by Pakistan or
whoever. Or did the Naren-
dra Modi hug sway the HAL
out of Hollande’s favour and
enable him to place his
partner into the arms of the
Ambani clan. Hollande spills
some beans and apparently,
they are from a can full of
worms.

Endless arguments

Then onward, the chain of “I
did, you did” begins. “Aided
and abetted by an assault
from Dassault,” says one
side. “What nonsense,” re-
buts the other party. Oh! So
complicated for a common
citizen like me to compre-
hend, who is convinced
through media reports that
these jets are required post
haste for the nation’s securi-

ILLUSTRATION:J.A. PREMKUMAR

ty. However, perennial dith-
ering dampens my confi-
dence, as this “chuck muck”
persists between govern-
ment and Opposition, leav-
ing us in limbo without clari-
fication or conclusion.
Endless pettiness with the
usual slanging matches
about who is gaining, with
no meaningful dialogue nor
substantive evidence to back
claims to be placed before
the public, nor a shred of re-
gard for us the 1.2 billion citi-
zens whose security was pur-
portedly to benefit when
Rafale jets would be induct-

ed by the IAF? Adding fuel to
the fire are the Pulwama and
Balakot bickering...

Isn’t it is also a “chuck
muck” let-down, when a
hundred crore (?) residents
in India, charged as being of
dubious distinction are
branded as termites? What a
thoughtless and hurtful com-
ment coming off the cuff of a
senior leader of the ruling
party, again with no proven
statistics! If I delve further
since the Lok Sabha 2019
election campaigning began,
I can unravel so many loose
exchanges between our pol-

itical parties that are undig-
nified, insulting, demeaning
and downright disturbing.
They even attack the dead!
They emphasise topics far
removed from what ‘we the
people’ require. What be-
came of development and
corruption elimination,
bringing black money to
book and perpetrators of
scams to trial? To bettering
the lives of the poor in edu-
cation, health and better hy-
giene? To make women feel
safer and embrace them in
larger numbers into politics?
To appreciating the freedom

of expression of those in me-
dia and allied fields, instead
of spreading fear of suppres-
sion and even elimination. It
is time again to proudly re-
call how our then leaders, to
achieve Independence from
the British seven decades
ago, decided to rise above
differences when times were
really tough and unsettled,
and vowed to live peacefully
as a united India irrespective
of our ancestry, introducing
a Constitution par excellence
that guarantees us this right
to remain so. With the elec-
tion results out, let us not in-
stigate disruption, tolerate
corruption or fo-

ment trouble...
The economy
shows how we
have not re-
ceived so much
of what was pro-
mised to us by
the  winning
party  during
these five years.
I hope they’ve
learned their les-
son that ‘we the
people’ expect better
from them and may the
losers work in tandem
regarding policies that will
better India’s “being”! Let us
continue to enjoy the expe-
rience of sharing an inherit-
ed society mixed with all
types of everyone emanating
from our country’s historical

background.

“The joy of giving” starts
by participating in pro-
grammes that chuck out the
muck from within our
hearts, minds and souls and
involve swacchh for which
plenty of Yojanas are creat-
ed.

The change we want will
emerge if from top to bot-
tom, leaders to citizens, real-
ly do want this country to en-
joy acchhe din — and I do not
mean “din” as in “noise”!

Jjacolaco7@gmail.com

Fun in 50 km, framed by the bus window

Watching the world from a bus is an enriching experience, not to mention the buzz aboard

POOJA HARISH

ravelling by bus has led
Tto many (mis)adven-

tures for me. Using pu-
blic transport was alien to
me until I discovered I had to
travel more than 50 km to
and from college every week.
The trial trip my dad and I
made found me nodding off
when it was time to get off,
wandering on the wrong side
of the road and losing track
of the stops we had passed.
Two months in, however, I
was happy as a hamster in its
hollow.

The buzz of life on a bus is
exhilarating: children hud-
dling together amid towering
adults, like ducklings in the
reeds; the elderly hoisting
themselves up stoically on
knees crooked at a perma-
nent angle; the conductor

wading effortlessly through a
honeycomb of humanity.

Politeness is normally
hard to come by on a bus.
Thankfully, I have only ever
met polite conductors who
gently reprimand some pas-
sengers as if they were family
members: “How am I to ex-
change two hundred rupees
for you, amma, have you no
consideration?” “Don't
plonk that mammoth bag on
the steps, scooch over here.”
“Hey, you youngsters, to the
back of the bus, now!” I am
in awe of the way they tuck
cheroots of currency notes
between their fingers, un-
rolling them like Chinese
fans while handing them to
passengers.

Once a couple of women
whipped up a quarrel. The
squabble resonated in rau-
cous ripples through almost

all the other women in the la-
dies’ section, barring me and
another girl who were ex-
changing bemused glances.
The conductor and the driv-
er could not conceal their
amazement at the ease of vo-
cal aggression that was resur-
facing right before their eyes.

ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R. KUMAR

They actually begged the wo-
men to alight at the next stop
before the bus turned into a
Roman arena.

Another time I missed
three transits while running
alongside, with my luggage,
on a 1,500-metre stretch bet-
ween two bus stops. I made a

The colonel and the ‘film extra: how a toddler broke the ice

The friendly three-year-old quickly made the World War veteran a willing accomplice to his young charm

S.G. VOMBATKERE
asually observing the
C interesting doings of a
small boy the other
day brought back memories
of five decades ago in 1969,
when my son Shivoo was lit-
tle. At the age of three-plus,
as most children are, he was
very friendly, very inquisi-
tive, and quite without inhi-
bition. Also like many other
children, he took every op-
portunity to share his know-
ledge, such as it was, with
anybody and everybody.

It was when I was a newly
promoted Major posted in
my regimental centre, that
Shivoo first met the Com-
mandant at a swimming
competition finals which I
had organised. The Colonel
was a Second World War vet-
eran and an acclaimed pro-
fessional soldier. He had an
equable and genial nature

CM
K

and was loved, respected
and admired by all, but he
was also a disciplinarian with
whom one did not dare take
liberties.

My wife, Asha, was seated
next to the Commandant in
the front row, and was hav-
ing a difficult time keeping
an eye on Shivoo who, by na-
ture, would not keep still for
a moment, and at the same
time trying to engage the Co-
lonel in conversation.

A genuine doubt

Suddenly, when Asha suc-
ceeded in trapping Shivoo on
his return from one of his
short forays, his clear voice
rose during a lull in the back-
ground hum of conversation
among the spectators. Hav-
ing discovered the fatherly fi-
gure seated next to his moth-
er, Shivoo asked his mother,
“Who is this uncle?” I was

horrified when I turned to
see Shivoo gently poking the
Colonel in his midriff with a
tiny finger as he repeated the
question. I began to breathe
again when the Colonel
merely smiled and gently
pinched Shivoo’s cheek,
while my wife explained that
the gentleman referred to

ILLUSTRATION: SATWIK GADE

was the Commandant.
Shivoo was apparently sa-
tisfied with the explanation,
though possibly he could not
fathom why an “uncle” was
being called a “command-
aunt”. The butterfly-stroke
swimming event was about
to begin when Shivoo per-
haps decided that he had to

share his new-found know-
ledge with the assembled of-
ficers and ladies. So he stood
up between the Colonel and
Asha, faced the gathered
spectators, and again gently
prodding the colonel’s mi-
driff, announced loudly in
his clear, sweet voice, “He is
the commandant. He is the
commandant,” obviously for
the benefit of those who may
not have known this gem of
freshly acquired knowledge.
Liking the sound of what he
had said, he repeated it sev-
eral times for good measure,
continuing to gently prod the
Colonel with his tiny finger.
Once again my heart
stopped, expecting the disci-
plinarian in the Colonel to
tick me off. But he laughed
out loud, gently pinched Shi-
voo’s cheek again, and called
him “film extra”, and I start-
ed breathing again. I won-

dered who the principal ac-
tor was.

The laughter from the as-
sembled officers  was
drowned by the starting gun
and the splash and excite-
ment of the butterfly-stroke
swimming race, while Shi-
voo asked his mother wheth-
er butterflies could swim,
and the Colonel was spared
his further attention.

From that day on, until his
untimely demise years later,
when Shivoo was a strapping
Lieutenant in the Navy, the
Colonel always fondly re-
ferred to Shivoo as “extra”.
Few senior officers are made
in the mould of this admira-
ble Colonel these days, and I
treasure his memory every
bit as much as I do the me-
mories of the “extra’s”
pranks and doings.

sg9kere@live.com

spectacle of myself: bag jig-
gling off my shoulder, my
face convulsing with dismay
each time a bus passed. It
was a good 45 minutes be-
fore I flagged down a fourth
bus and notified my father,
who scolded me soundly.
Watching the world from a
bus window is one of the
most peaceful and enriching
experiences I have ever had.
Gentle scenes of naughty af-
fection that reach me from
the roadside, much like little
jets of water, lighten my pee-
phole consciousness. The ex-
cellent playlist choices of
some co-travellers regale me
as if T was with a troupe of ca-
ravaners. The dust and de-
rangement of travel makes
me feel more human than a
psychology textbook could.

poojaharishstudy@gmail.com
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A beautiful
mind

PALASH SENGUPTA

aran Da had retired
by then. He was a
bachelor. Every day

on our way to school and
back, we saw him sitting in
the balcony of his single-
storey ancestral house in
front of a chess board
spread on a small table and
play chess with himself.

Sometimes he hurried
through the moves, but
most of the time he would
just sit motionless and pon-
der and smoke, and if it
were not for the smoke cur-
ling out of his two nostrils
at regular intervals, we
would have thought he was
cat-napping. And then
without warning, he would
lift his hand, slowly and de-
liberately caress the head
of a Queen or a Horse, take
it off the board, circle it
twice in air and then
thump it down on the de-
sired box with a satisfied
smile. This went on for
hours. After doing with
fondling a white piece, he
took to fondling a black
one.

Solitary play

We never saw anyone tak-
ing the seat on the other
side of the table. Many
times I thought to go up to
him and ask who the win-
ner was. Whether it was
black or white that won
most games? Was he cent
per cent neutral or had he
a favourite to whom he al-
ways would clandestinely
reveal the other’s machina-
tions? And if not, if indeed
he was impartial, then how
was it possible for him to
plan his moves for one ar-
my and then start counter-
planning in favour of the
other without ever disclos-
ing the secrets of his hid-
den intentions to either?
Was it at all possible for
anyone to function in a
manner that one section of
his brain will wilfully re-
fuse to know what the oth-
er section is thinking of? I
also wanted to know what
his feelings were in the end
since both the victor and
the vanquished were his
slice only. He was re-
nowned for his fiery tem-
perament. So I did not dare
to approach him.

Haran Da had long since
stopped playing chess with
himself. His chess-table,
chess board, his small cane
chair and the ashtray are
gone with the wind. His
one-storey house is now an
evening club where young
men play carom and cards.
But today I know what it is
to be both the ‘sieger’ and
the ‘sieged’ at the same
time; to be the speaker and
the counter-speaker in
one; to identify with a
group and fight for it tooth
and nail and then quickly
cross over to the opposing
camp and take on arms.
Nothing is impossible for
the human mind to
achieve. It’s only a matter
of perspective. The world
is still full with people like
Haran Da and that aston-
ished school-going child.
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