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The misallocated

his is the silly
season for eco-
nomic policy,

though some would
say it’s been that for
five years now. It is
therefore a good time
to take stock of the sort
of economic advice
that is tendered in our

country.
This necessarily
M ARG I N AI_ UTI I_ITY involves taking stock of

the sort of economists
we have. The result is
dismaying.

The overall prob-
lem is that India has far too many macroeconomists and too
few microeconomists. Thus, I had pointed out a few weeks
ago specifically in the context of the closure of Jet Airways
and the aviation business generally, India has around three
transport economists. This is surely very odd for such a cap-
ital and labour intensive industry.

That’s not the only problem. Ever since the data bug bit
the profession about 40 years ago, very few Indian econo-
mists know much of economic theory or economic history.
Both are scoffed at with a sneering, “show me the data”.

What this has meant is no data, no economist to think
beyond the immediate. Our economists are mere data
crunchers which means robots will replace them soon.

What is truly worrisome is that the sort of analysis we
saw in economics till about the mid-1970s is now virtually
extinct. This despite the fact that an overwhelming propor-
tion of ‘Nobel’ prizes in economics have gone to theorists.

Go deeper and you will find that among the macroecon-
omists, barely a handful have been trained in formal econo-
metrics. The rest just wing it on software. Indeed, now even
budding lawyers have started doing it. It will be doctors next,
Isuppose. Chartered accountants have already got in there.

This sad story doesn’t end here. We don’t have economists
who have specialised in the high-impact field of law and eco-
nomics. That area, too, has been left to chartered accountants
who only study the finance bill and make pronouncements.

As to economics’ younger sister, sociology, perish the
thought. India’s economists don’t allow themselves to be
tainted by something as "flaky" as sociology.

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

More orphans

The mother of all shows, of course, is monetary economics.
Ever since the FIIs flooded into India, monetary economists
have blossomed like bananas in Kerala. The only thing they
need to know is the term "yield" which makes it easy. The
rest, yes, you guessed it, is data. It's extraordinary how much
time is devoted to discussing the financial markets, as if we
are major players on Wall Street.

Amazingly, given that fiscal matters loom so large on our
economy’s horizon dominating everything, we have very
few specialists in public finance. I doubt if it is even taught
any longer in our universities. Everyone is content just
tediously analysing the Budget.

Then there is industrial economics. Three decades ago,
some Indian economists like Ashok Desai and TCA Anant
tried to develop the field.

Nothing came of it because this time even though the
data was there the effort was too much. Result: India’s indus-
trial policy has always been made in an intellectual vacuum
by politicians and bureaucrats who have degrees in biology,
zoology and geology.

Oddly enough, we do have a lot of agricultural econo-
mists. But if you ask my colleague Surinder Sud, who is an
absolute master of the game, they don’t know the difference
between the various types of Indian soils, let alone anything
else. But since the data is there they hold forth incessantly,
mostly about MSP!

Ditto for international trade. The world collects the data,
and our lads joyously piggy-back on it without the faintest
clue of industrial economics which, I would think, is the
minimum you need to know to be a good trade economist. I
asked one of them the other day about the cost structure of
India’s textile industry. He waved me away.

More ofthesame

And what about sustainability issues and environmental
economics? These are taught only in a handful of places and
there are too few economists who know anything much
about the subject that can be of use at the local and regional
levels. Go to any seminar and you will see the same faces
talking about carbon emissions.

And how many universities teach urban economics? How
many economists do you know of who specialise in it? This
in a country that is haphazardly but rapidly urbanising and
needs such economists like a pig needs a pool of mud.

These gaps are clearly reflected in the amount of pub-
lished research in most of these areas. Why, we have only
two or three Indian journals in which it is considered all
right to publish. As a result, the Economic and Political
Weekly has become the acceptable substitute for our uni-
versities.

The worst consequence of this debility is that we import
NRI economists who, with one or two exceptions, are not
quite the sharpest pencils in the box.

It is like buying Chinese products. Okay, but not really
German engineering.
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Whythe HYV mattersin UP politics

Once a source of Chief Minister Adityanath's clout, the Hindu Yuva Vahini is
like a thorn in his side now

PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

he first compromise people noticed
was the food.

Yogi Adityanath is a mahant, a holy man.
He is prohibited, for pollution-purity reasons,
from eating just anywhere. As MP, he would be
invited by voters and constituents for meals
and his supporters would warn them in
advance: “Maharajji khana nahin khayenge...
”. He might have a piece of fruit or a nut or two,
but nothing more.

Now, along with party President Amit
Shah, the mahant of the Gorakhnath temple
is eating everywhere: You can see him squat-
ting and eating with Yadavs, Dalits...

DINNER WITH BS » ZIAMODY | FOUNDER | AZB & PARTNERS

Unthinkable in the past. But he has to. His
supporters can see that a crucial rule has been
broken. He explained gruffly to one of them
that he was no longer just a mahant of the
Gorakhnath mandir but chief minister of the
entire state and all people.

When he was made chief minister, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi was asked by a cheeky
supporter: “Why him?” The PM replied: “iss lot
mein sabse achha wahi hai” (he’s the best of the
lot). There was Keshav Prasad Maurya, now
deputy chief minister and reportedly not on
talking terms with the CM; Manoj Sinha, min-
ister of state for railways with independent
charge of the ministry of communications; and
somewhere on the remote horizon, Adityanath.

The Gorakhpur Lok Sabha seat is considered
“mandir ki seat”. But previous incumbents —
Digvijaynath and Avaidyanath — never tried
to assert themselves as “true” Hindus although
they claimed to represent the Hindu
Mahasabha and considered BJP somewhat
tame on issues of Hinduism. Adityanath
realised that to be taken seriously, he needed
to make an impression within the BJP. In the
2002 assembly elections, the BJP fielded Shiv
Pratap Shukla from Gorakhpur overruling
claims from the mandir. Adityanath was
incensed and he challenged the BJP by fielding
Radha Mohan Das Agarwal on a Hindu
Mahasabha ticket against Shukla. Agarwal
defeated Shukla. This established Adityanath

as the unchallenged BJP leader in east UP and
to buttress his rise, he announced the formation
of the Hindu Yuva Vahini (HYV).

Why HYV when Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi
Parishad (ABVP) and Bharatiya Janata Yuva
Morcha (BJYM), both front organisations of the
BJP, already exist? A BJP supporter explained
that the HYV is slightly different. While ABVP
and BJYM are more “prabuddh”(intellectual)
and “vaicharik” (ideological) the HYV is con-
sidered “lampat” (lumpen), more interested in
creating “danga” (rioting) than ideology. In oth-
er words, a militia.

Anecdotal data suggests membership grew
from 300 in 2002 to 1.5 million in 2014. In a
region where large-scale unemployment and
migration in search of jobs is endemic, young
people now had a position. In the Gorakhpur
division alone, 500,000 people joined the HYV
as it expanded to the villages. The volunteers
had a range of tasks: From spreading awareness
about encephalitis or brain fever that kills peo-
ple like flies in the region to issues of sanitation.
“Earlier, when you asked a young man what he
did, he would say “nothing”. Now he began say-
ing proudly: “Iam a padadhikari (officebearer)
of the HYV,” explained a BJP worker.

The BJP observed the growth and develop-
ment of HYV silently but watchfully. When
Adityanath was sworn in as CM, many cele-
brated, expecting a surge in their fortunes. They
were disappointed. The first three things
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Adityanath did as chief minister was a harsh
crackdown on the sand mining mafia (which
was run as a side-business by many HYV
activists); action against overloading of trucks
(which were allowed to go only if they paid a
“tax” to HYV); and shutting down illegal hooch
outlets. “Unka do number ka business thupp ho
gaya (their illegal business crashed),” said a BJP
worker with ill-concealed satisfaction.

Slowly, HYV began losing people. State pres-
ident Sunil Singh quit, followed by Ram
Laxman, a crucial activist who is also a Dalit.
Singh told local journalists that the BJP lost the
Gorakhpur by-election (2018) because HYV
workers stayed away from the campaign. A BJP
worker said it was none other than Amit Shah,
who requested Adityanath to tighten the reins
of the HYV’s activities, now that he was CM
(“adhyalksh-ji ne nakel kasne ke liye kaha”).

But Adityanath is not prepared to let go so
easily. On the day the 2019 elections were
announced, the state government issued a noti-
fication appointing scores of HYV activists to
positions on boards and other lower-level
offices of profit. Although the model code of
conduct came into force immediately, delaying
the perks of office (authority, salary and official
car and accommodation), once the election is
over, they will take over. “In the BJP we have a
system. We send the name from below and it is
vetted at every stage reaching the leadership
via proper channel,” said a BJP worker. “In this
case, none of the names we sent featured on
the list that was finally announced.”

How will this creative tension play out?
BJP supporters say that whatever Adityanath
and HYV might say, there’s a price to be paid
for power. Their prediction? HYV, the source
of Adityanath’s clout, will eventually have to
shut shop.

From the school of hard knocks

Over pizza and ravioli, Mody talks to
Pavan Lall about her reputation, firm
succession and how different clients
require different doses of fear

o, who have you signed on
recently?” I ask of Zia Mody,
founding partner of law firm

AZB & Partners. After all, at this
stage of her career, Mody, who needs

unusual Alexandrite one [
that matches her tunic. |

Almost always, it’s
easy to tell the kind of
mood Mody is in by her

management,

gating regulations, law plus image
law plus global
impact, law plus business sense”.
I'stop and take a sip of my green
tea. She works round the clock at
a pace which would deter most
youngsters half her age and then
there’s the matter of her reputa-
tion. She’s notorious for being a
merciless task master and AZB is
known for being one of the tough-
est law firms to cut one’s teeth at.
Mody smiles, then says slowly

sand, how close they are, and on
which side.”

In the next four or five years,
Mody says, we will see the emer-
gence of class-action law suits in a
big way. “Promoters are listening
much harder, the noises being made
by proxy advisors and minority
shareholders are getting louder and
one or two hard class-action cases
will set the tone. It’s coming.” She
also means that fear is today a
stronger factor in decision-making

no introduction, has represented
most captains of industry that
include Ratan Tata, Mukesh Ambani
and Anand Mahindra. There are sev-
eral others that we don’t know about
— and Mody makes it emphatically
clear it’s going to stay that way.

We’re catching up for dinner and
instead of meeting at a restaurant,
we have decided to order in at AZB’s
corporate office at Peninsula
Corporate Park in Lower Parel,
Mumbai. We sit down in the Oak
room. India’s best known lady
lawyer opts for a margherita pizza
with an extra dollop of sun-dried
tomatoes from Quattro on Senapati
Bapat Marg. It’s spinach and ricotta
ravioli with a side of grilled vegeta-
bles for me from Cafe Zoe.

Mody, a vegetarian and strict
teetotaler, has no pretensions when
it comes to dining, and is as much
at home with street food that
includes idlis and other spicy
snacks from lesser known eateries
as she is to five-star favorites like
the Thai Pavilion at the Taj Hotel
in Cuffe Parade. Inside AZB’s office
in Lower Parel there’s a stillness
that’s periodically broken by foot-
steps and the sound of young part-
ners and associates checking on
case updates and calls as they move
in and out of rooms named after
trees such as Juniper, Sequoia and
So on.

Dinner is laid out for us on AZB
monogrammed china ware and we
start the minute it’s served. Mody,
as always, is dressed simply in a silk,
purple tunic, one very large record-
size diamond ring and another

hairdo. If pulled back,
like rockstars or gang-
sters do with pony-tails
tied up with a band, the
message is: Stay out of
the way. If she’s got it
down, you can get away
with pushing the envelope.
Today, it appears, is a regular
hair day.

My ravioli is bang on target, the
Italian dumplings stuffed with
spinach and ricotta cheese are driz-
zled with a tangy orange sauce gar-
nished with slices of green olive
and translucent flakes of garlic.
The slightly charred zucchini and
mixed greens offer as perfect a foil
as they can. I offer Mody some
but she sticks to her com-
pact pizza, that’s neatly
pre-sliced.

AZB’s league tables
rankings are impeccable.
Mergermarket’s latest report puts
AZB at number one with 22 deals
valued at around $9.5 billion.
Shardul Amarchand Mangaldas &
Co is at number two with 19 deals
valued at $8.5 billion. It’s the same
with Bloomberg’s legal rankings, and
that of Thomson Reuters, where
again, Mody sits pretty at number
one by value and count.

That isn’t the only reason that
she is the first port of call for most
promoters, conglomerate heads and
CEOs. In her favour, she’s a unique
blend of tough-as-nails counsel who
can switch at light-speed to offer a
sympathetic ear when the client is
losing a deal, is at war with a sibling,
or has made pivotal mistakes after
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years of getting it right. Sounds sim-
ple but few do it well.

So, what is the first question she
typically asks while taking on a case?
It depends on the client but if it’s a
negotiation she will ask “what’s the
bottom line that you want from this
deal?,” she says. If it’s litigation, then
the questions are judgment calls on
where the matter is likely to go, how
much reputational damage is likely
to happen and so on, she says,
adding that “every meeting is a law
plus. Law plus strategy, law plus EQ
(emotional quotient), law plus navi-

with jarring honesty, “I'm an
unbalanced human and it’s obvious
Idon’t need a balanced life as much
as anyone else because I've gotten
used to a certain schedule”.

“You here at this time of the night
and working isn’t balanced either,”
she quips.

The thing is that clients expect a
response quickly, which means that
instead of taking five days to get
back, it needs to be done in two

days. That means you push faster

and run harder than others,

Mody says, adding it’s also the

reason she’s managed to settle

fights, and do the big deals.

“At the end of the day

it’s about the let-

terhead of this
firm.”

She isn’t fib-

bing about the
big deals. In
recent times,
AZB has advised
Tata Steel on its
35,000 crore acquisition of
Bhushan Steel, one of the largest
deals under the new Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code; the $14.6 billion
merger of Indus Towers with Bharti
Infratel; and the $1.2 billion ATC-
Vodafone-Idea Cellular merger.

Isthere a secret formula to catch-
ing the most high-flying of clients?
“Different clients require different
doses of fear, some get it quickly,
some need to be told categorically
what will happen if they cross the
line, and I don't think we advise
being virginal but what we do is
counsel clients as to the line in the

and there is genuine regulatory con-
cern, about not making a habit of
certain business processes.

How does she deal with loss?
Mody, a follower of the Bahd’i faith
who visits Israel every couple years
on pilgrimage, says she’s okay with
it. “Some big deals will go to com-
petitors, a few talented partners will
leave. The element of churn is there
but the objective is to keep moving
ahead.” Hang on a second — did
Mody just say she’s okay with occa-
sional losses? Has time mellowed
the iron lady of law? It almost
sounds like she’s okay to hang up
her boots sooner than later.

Mody says, “I've been perceived
as a larger than life presence, inter-
nally for a long time now, but as my
other founding partners will agree,
we have the best second line of sen-
ior partners in the market, and
institution building stands tall for
all of us.” So is it going to be five,
seven or eight years before she and
her founders retire? “I hope soonetr,
I mean look at my hair, it’s getting
white now.” I disagree and tell
Mody it’s dark in patches and she
pushes the last slice of pizza
towards me and it’s clear I am not
being asked but told to polish it off.
I oblige and once done realise it’s
almost 11 pm.

How long will Mody stay in
office? “Another four-five hours or
so,” she says, as she turns to face the
light flashing on her phone, an assis-
tant with a sky-high pile of papers
and three junior lawyers who need
direction. And vanishes into a dif-
ferent world.

Andthenthere was one...
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GEETANJALI KRISHNA

he other day, yet another street

I dog was run over by a car near our
house. I stopped to ask the two
watchmen nearby, the only people out-
side in the afternoon heat, if anything
could be done for the unfortunate ani-
mal. “A change of law would be good,”
said one of them. I asked why? The story
they told me gave me food for thought.
It all started when a street dog gave
birth to three puppies in winter this year.
The watchmen finally had something to
do to pass time during their long working
hours. “We looked after them, brought
them milk and found gunny bags for
them to be warm at night,” they said.
The puppies soon became popular with

THEM

the neighbourhood children who'd stop
to feed and play with them on the way
to the park every evening. One morning,
the mother just wouldn’t stop crying. It
turned out all her puppies were missing.
The watchmen said that perhaps some
of the children who played with them
had taken the puppies home. “We
thought it was for the best,” they told
me. “They were too young to survive the
long winter nights outdoors.”

But all hell broke loose that evening.
Local animal lovers accused the watch-
men of selling the puppies. The police
was brought in to register a case against
them as separating puppies less than 40
days old from their mother amounted to
animal cruelty. The watchmen were
flummoxed by the turn of events.

“The puppies were not ours to look
after,” they said. “Neither were they ours
to give away.” They were unaware of ani-
mal cruelty laws in India. Moreover, both
were convinced that their adoption gave
the puppies a better chance of survival. As
the animal lovers became more and more
aggressive, the men decided the unpleas-
antness wasn’t worth it. “We’re poor
migrants,” they told me. “People like us
can’t afford to mess with the police.” So
the next evening, when the same children
passed by on their way to the park, they

asked them to return the puppies.

The very next day, puppy number one
was killed by a speeding car. “We were
devastated,” they said. “Having watched
the puppies being born, seeing one die
in front of our eyes was horrible.” Later,
after the two surviving puppies became
40 days old, the children who had taken
them earlier didn’t want them anymore.

Two months later, puppy number
two was also run over and killed. This
time, the watchmen were furious at the
animal activists. “They ‘protected’ the
puppies from children willing to adopt
them,” they said, “instead of sheltering
them from the elements and the dangers
on the road.” The animal activists, so
vociferous when it came to ‘rescuing’ the
puppies, were oddly silent. “They would
have sent us to jail for animal cruelty,”
muttered one of the watchmen, “but
have done nothing against the drivers
who have run them over.”

We silently watched the mother with
her one remaining offspring, now almost
as large as her, wondering what fate had
in store for them. There are no easy
answers when it comes to the manage-
ment of stray canines in cities. For
humans might have spent millennia
domesticating animals, they still haven’t
learnt to peacefully coexist with them.

The summer of discontent

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

mother and I talked to each other

over the phone, having had an
altercation that was, shall we say,
unpleasant? My son and his wife too
had their first tiff as newlyweds, caus-
ing them both to sulk — though they
were equally quick to make up. My
daughter, whose daily commute takes
her from Noida to Gurugram and back,
at least has reason to be in a rage on
working days. My wife tells me off so
often that I can safely say we are in a
perpetual state of war. Our driver of
many years suddenly upped and
absconded, complete with loan and
motorcycle, causing the domestic staff

I t has been a few weeks since my

to mutter about not being allowed the
same privileges as him. It feels like the
summer of discontent at home.

I blame it on the heat, which is
already at its peak. Normally, by this
time, we would be fleeing Delhi, having
chalked up our travel plans to parts cool-
er than the capital in May. Alas, the city’s
tryst with the 17th Lok Sabha elections
will happen on May 12, considerably
delaying our travel schedules. As a result,
prices for tickets on even previously
unknown airlines have skyrocketed, visa
appointments are being offered weeks
later, and rumblings about the unafford-
ability of international destinations is
being laid at my door. It was the reason
my son and his wife had a tiff in the first
place, and even though they kissed and
made up, the rumblings have caused
unrest at home.

Oblivious to their discomfort, my wife
keeps butting in with suggestions about
accompanying them. “Can I come to St
Petersburg with you?” she asks, when
she catches them checking for reserva-
tions on the Sapsan high-speed train.
“Can we go to Moscow with them?” she
checks with me. Quietly, when she isn’t
looking, the children change their choice
of destination. “They’re honeymooners,”
I remind my wife, “we should let them
be.” “But they’ve already been on a hon-

eymoon,” my wife insists, “now we must
travel as a family.”

My daughter, meanwhile, is keeping
her council. “What are your holiday
plans?” her mother asked her. “This and
that,” my daughter said ambiguously,
“here and there,” which may not have
made sense but put my wife off her trail
— momentarily. In truth, our daughter
hasn’t been able to make up her mind
whether to go with one bunch of friends
to a favourite city, or with another hop-
ing to discover a yet unchartered desti-
nation. I suspect she’s working on the
logistics for both but is tightlipped about
it in case her mother decides to subpoe-
na one, if not both.

Since I chose to defer my holiday
plans till after the elections, I now find
myself in danger of being done out of
one entirely. Which must be why I
agreed on a whim to sign up for the
extended family package to the hills this
weekend. It spans three generations and
Idoubt it will amount to more than a few
clan skirmishes over harboured child-
hood resentments, which is all one can
anticipate over a couple of days of being
thrown together. Cooler weather should
at least ensure there won’t be too many
frayed feathers — or tempers. Who
knows, maybe my mother and I will even
start being civil again.
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in some other countries.

TN NINAN

Cold shower after the polls

he tax revenue numbers published in this newspaper yesterday are

a shock. They show a shortfall of 1.6 trillion, when compared to the

revised revenue numbers for 2018-19 presented to Parliament three

months ago. That represents over 0.8 per cent of gross domestic
product (GDP). Some of the shortfall would have been compensated by a last-
minute squeeze on expenditure, reported at the year-end to have been about
%60,000 crore. Taking that as accurate, the fiscal deficit numbers for the year
would have gone up from the reported 3.4 per cent of GDP to about 3.9 per cent
— clear slippage from the levels of the last two years.

The numbers are a shock for a further reason: The Centre’s revenue growth
clocks in at only about 6.2 per cent. It is understandable if this falls short of the
ambitiously budgeted revenue growth of 19.5 per cent. What is more worrying is
that growth in gross collection (including the states’ share), at 8.4 per cent, falls
short of GDP growth (in nominal terms, ie including inflation) of 11.5 per cent. In
other words, the trend of an increasing tax-GDP ratio has been reversed. Some of
the shortfall may have been on account of the progressive cutting of rates for the
goods and services tax. But there is the possibility that real economic growth (ie
adjusted for inflation) may be less than the officially reported 7 per cent.

The implications for the current year are grim. The Budget numbers for
2019-20 project revenue growth of 14.9 per cent on the numbers that had been
expected for 2018-19. On the real revenue base that has emerged, tax collection
would have to grow 29.1 per cent in order to meet the new year’s Budget numbers.
Since that is impossible, the Budget will have to be substantially re-cast as soon
as a new government takes charge after the elections. Both revenue and expen-
diture numbers will have to be trimmed — and then may better reflect the decel-
eration of economic activity caused by slowing consumption trends. Since much
of government expenditure is on pre-committed items like interest payments,
subsidies, salaries and pensions, the axe will fall (as it did late last year) on invest-
ment in the physical infrastructure, an important driver of growth so far.

In terms of the growth outlook, some factors have improved — like the
global economic situation, and receding prospects of a US-China trade war.
Oil prices have climbed, but various oil exporters may up output to neutralise
the stoppage of supplies from Iran. Domestically, the monsoon prospects are
less than optimal, while two lead sectors (aviation and automobiles) have taken
a toss and a third (telecom) has seen value destruction, even as construction
remains dependent on government spending. The financial and corporate sec-
tors have come through the worst of the twin crises of bad loans and excessive
debt, and credit has picked up. But much cleaning up remains to be done, and
further systemic shocks cannot be ruled out. Monetary policy has tried to sup-
port growth, but the Reserve Bank’s rate cuts find no echo in a liquidity-con-
strained market for a variety of reasons, including the level of government bor-
rowing. Real interest rates remain high.

This is a sobering context in which to consider the promises of expansive
hand-outs as part of the election campaign: Loan write-offs, cash payouts, and
possibly a higher food subsidy. As should be obvious, there simply isn’t the fiscal
space for all of this, or indeed any of it. When the limits of monetary policy are
being tested, the fisc has to be in contractionary mode — especially since the
official deficit numbers conceal off-balance sheet borrowing. As it is, the ratio of
government debt to GDP remains above the limits reckoned to be desirable.

The danger is a post-poll government being tempted to go the other way,
taking comfort from moderate inflation and opting for expansionist policies in
order to deliver on unaffordable election promises or in pursuit of unrealisable
growth objectives — precisely the kind of policy heresy being heard currently

Modi meets his
match in Mamata

Modi & Shah are street-fighters trying to win Bengal
through Hindu-Muslim polarisation. But Mamata is

fighting their poison with her own

ou can pick your metaphor: It takes iron to
Ybreak iron. Diamond cuts diamond. If you so
wish, you can even say, poison is the only

antidote to poison. It means the same thing. But the
last may be more appropriate, given that the election
campaign we are talking about is our most ven-
omously bitter yet.

The tone has been set by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. Nobody can deny him that
proud distinction. From calling
opponents anti-national, in y
cahoots with Pakistan, families on {
bail/halfway tojail, and so on. His
party chief Amit Shah and Uttar
Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath have taken this for-
ward, one calling Muslim immi-
grants termites or other kinds of
vermin and the other pitching
Bajrangbali versus Ali.

In large parts of the country,

§
‘I' /,, .

NATIONAL INTEREST

It worked in Assam, so it must work in West
Bengal. That is the reason BJP leaders have been
claiming a near-sweep, upwards of 22 seats out of its
42. After Uttar Pradesh (80) and Maharashtra (48),
West Bengal sends the highest contingent of MPs to
the Lok Sabha.

If this is where the BJP expected to partly make
up for the losses it might suffer in Uttar Pradesh and

other states they had swept in
2014, they should rethink. It is true
\ that the prime minister’s rallies
) have been enthusiastic and big.
Butgiven the low base, the BJP has
! an electoral Kanchenjunga to
1 climb here.

Mamata isn’t also impressed by
the BJP’s shock-and-awe tactic.
She is probably the toughest politi-
cian in India now, tougher than
Mayawati. She is also a street-fight-
er, which Rahul and Priyanka,

especially the Hindi heartland,
this is working. But there is a dis-
tinction. It is working where the
BJP’s main rival is the Congress.

In Maharashtra, Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar,
Delhi, Haryana, Uttarakhand and Himachal Pradesh,
the BJP sees this line working. Because it is mostly
up against the Congress. It responds by asking as to
how its patriotism can be questioned if Indira Gandhi
broke up Pakistan, or how you call us soft on terror
when our father and grandmother were assassinated
by terrorists. But it sounds defensive, and its tone
isn’t right. Or not wrong enough. Because, as we know,
it can’t cut poison with coconut water.

To understand how this works, come to West
Bengal with me, going through the most verbally and
physically violent election in the entire country. This
is also where Mr Modi and Mr Shah have found their
match in “didi” Mamata Banerjee — her loyalists pre-
fer the old-style “Bandopadhyaya”, though. Not a
word she says in response to the BJP is defensive,
nothing is said to play the victim, and because you
mocked her, she mocks you back like none else can
with the possible exception, lately, of Raj Thackeray.

SHEKHAR GUPTA

he Modi-Shah BJP has been targeting West

Bengal for five years. If Hindu-Muslim polari-
sation is their ticket to power, West Bengal should
be even more amenable to it than Uttar Pradesh.
That’s because West Bengal, like Assam, has a nearly
30 per cent Muslim population. As with the
Congress in Assam, there is a feeling that the rulers,
first the Left and now Mamata, have been appeasing
them for votes.

Kamal Nath and Akhilesh Yadav
aren’t. But, for further clarity.
Arvind Kejriwal is.

Steeled through survival in a state that was no bet-
ter than a Left Front concentration camp for her, she
also knows the art of turning adversity into opportu-
nity. Or, grab the opportunity when Mr Modi
says it’s become difficult for Bengalis to even
hold Durga Puja.

The Congress
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Crowd: Yes
Mamata: Lakshmi Puja?
Crowd: Yes
Mamata: Saraswati Puja?
Crowd: Yes
Mamata: Boro din (Christmas)?
Crowd: Yes
Mamata: Ramzan?
Crowd: Yes
Mamata: Chhat Puja?
Crowd: Yes
But there’s only one thing that doesn’t happen
here — Modi. Modi hoi na (Modi doesn’t happen here)
... BJP hoi na, mithya (falsehood) hoi na, kutsha (char-
acter assassination) hoi na.

amata turns the knife and not slowly. Do your

homework, and set it on your teleprompter so
you don’t make a fool of yourself here, “Modi babu,”
she says, a hundred times more mockingly than
Modi calls Rahul shahzada or how Rahul may call
Modi chor. She lists, in one breath, all the various
pujas that take place in West Bengal, taunts Mr Modi
if he even knows the Saraswati Mantra, then recites
it in Sanskrit, her crowds, including hundreds of
Muslims, cheering. What does Mr Modi know about
each religion?

She quickly moves to food. “Modi babu, if we go
to Gujarat, we eat dhokla, idly in Tamil Nadu, upma
in Kerala, litti-chokha in Bihar, halwa in Gurudwara,
lassi in Punjab. You order people, don’t eat fish, meat,
eggs. Pregnant women should not eat eggs. “Hey
brother, who are you to order what women can eat
or not?” The country, she says, is being told to eat
what Mr Modi eats, buy the waist-coats he wears,
watch him on TV all day. “T used to think he was a
selfless RSS pracharak,” she says, “but now these
RSS men who paraded in Khaki knickers (short-
pants), roam shopping malls in trousers carrying
briefcases and make crores”.

She attacks him on demonetisation, never wastes
a second on Rafale, and delivers the final
blow: “A party that was starving not long
ago and used to smoke the same beedi

Itrack her through rallieson aday when is yet to thrice a day, now owns billions.”
the menacing advance vanguard of thecom- understand “And then they call themselves chowki-
ing Cyclone Fani stalks her helicopter. That the Modi-Shah dar,” she says as the crowd sets up a
Durga Puja is the theme running through method “chowkidar chor hai” chant that is louder

these, in Bhatapara (Barrackpore, where for-

mer railways minister Dinesh Trivedi is con-

testing) and Rajarhat, on Kolkata’s outskirts, where
Kakoli Ghosh Dastidar seeks her third term.

“Modi babu, you must do your homework before
you shout expletives at us Bengalis,” she speaks at a
pace that even that other fast-talker Gautam Gambhir
can’t keep pace with, striding left to right and back
on her stage with the wireless microphone, without
looking anybody in the eye.

“Even Kids get scolded by Didimonis (teachers)
when they go to school without doing their home-
work. What will people do when you lie? You come
to Bengal and tell people that there’s no Durga puja?
“Now, tell me mothers & sisters here — do we have
Durga Puja or not?

Crowd: We do

Mamata: Does anyone stop you from celebrating
Durga Puja?

Crowd: No

Mamata: Louder, does Durga Puja take place here?

and more spontaneous than any you hear

from the front-rows in Rahul’s rallies. In
West Bengal, Rahul’s party is her rival too. But she
has neatly appropriated his slogan.

The question then: Why does this slogan look so
effective in the hands of a one-state leader when the
Congress invented it, and spread it across the coun-
try? The short answer is, the Congress is yet to under-
stand the Modi-Shah method. Unlike Atal Bihari
Vajpayee and L K Advani, these two are street-fighters
and they have accordingly changed their party’s DNA.
To fight street-fighters, you need street-fighters.
Remember, just as we said in the very beginning, iron
breaks iron, diamond cuts diamond and, only poison
counters poison. If Mr Modi and Mr Shah have made
a poisonous, polarising campaign their brahmastra
for 2019, Mamata Banerjee is showing them its limi-
tations. Or why it will “hoi na” (won’t happen) in her
state of 42 MPs.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint

Why it’s smart to bet on climate science

N -
-
‘ \

LEONID BERSHIDSKY

tipping point for governments in
A aligning their policies with the sci-

ence of climate change won’t be
brought about by schoolkids demonstrat-
ing. It will come from a shift in investor
sentiment.

Data show that even if investors don’t
flag environmental cataclysm as a major
concern or even express skepticism about
it, there are some who bet consistently and
successfully on the scientists being right.

Conservatives are on the whole still
skeptical about climate change, particu-

larly in the US Many investors are conser-
vative. As one finance professional told
Uppsala University researcher Brett
Christophers for a recently published
study of institutional investor attitudes
toward climate change:

Oil and gas analysts are generally not
building climate risk into their models.
Thereis zero chance that any of these groups
are going to divest from oil or gas companies
any time soon. You still get investors in the
US who don’t believe in climate change.
These guys honestly couldn’t give a stuff.

Christophers’s study, based on inter-
views with executives at investment firms
with more than $1 billion under manage-
ment, showed that these financiers weren’t
interested in selling their fossil fuel assets,
didn’t see productive ways of incorporat-
ing climate change into their models, and,
if they did see it as a risk, then saw it as
merely one of many.

That led Christophers to conclude that
environmental lobbyists and progressive
politicians wouldn’t sway the investment
crowd until it saw a clear financial return
in adjusting for climate change. As things
stand, sustainability plays a minor role in
investment decisions, as was made clear

in a 2018 study by the asset management
firm Schroders.

The “show me the money” attitude is
natural, but another recent paper high-
lights at least one part of the financial com-
munity that’s taking climate science seri-
ously. Wolfram Schlenker and Charles
Taylor from Columbia University looked
at the US market in exchange-traded
weather derivatives for 2002 through 2018,
comparing the way investors priced tem-
perature expectations for a particular
month with climate scientists’ tempera-
ture forecasts based on the impact of
human activity. They found something
approaching full agreement between the
traders and the white coats. Schlenker and
Taylor wrote:

The observed annual trend in futures
prices shows that the supposedly efficient
financial markets agree that the climate is
warming. At least so far, climate models
have been very accurate in predicting the
average warming trend that’s been observed
across the US. When money is on the line, it
is hard to find parties willing to bet against
the scientific consensus.

That’s probably an overoptimistic con-
clusion. The market for weather ETFs and

Celebrity couples sparkle for brands

YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

irat-Anushka (Virushka) featured
& ) together in the Google Duo ad last
week, their second advertising
outing together after they became man
and wife. Their first campaign together
was for Manyavar, just a few weeks before
they tied the knot a year ago.
Deepika-Ranveer (Deepveer) too
debuted together in an ad for Lloyd
air-conditioners last month. They have
done movies together in the past but this
was their maiden effort for brand
endorsement together. Akshay-Twinkle
have been featuring together in ads too,
the most recent one being for
Fortune basmati rice. Saif-Kareena
(Saifeena) have been featured together by
AirBnB and  Abhishek-Aishwarya
(Abhiash) have jointly endorsed TTK
Prestige pressure cookers.

The rise of couple celebrity brands
begets two questions: first, are celebrity
couples saleable just because they are
married? Second, are individual partners
singly more powerful as brands than the
couples together?

To answer the first question about
marriage as the USP, let us go down mem-
ory lane to see why celebrity couples in
India never really caught public fancy
and, therefore, did not get to do brand
endorsements together.

When Dilip Kumar married Saira
Banu, Yusuf Saheb’s career was well neigh
over and Saira really wasn’t an ‘A’ gradetr.
Sunil Dutt and Nargis could have been a
genuine power couple but then Nargis
just renounced the movies after they
married. Rajesh Khanna was India’s first
superstar and Dimple Kapadia was the
darling of the nation after the success of
Bobby but the marriage itself was not a
very successful or enduring one. When
Amitabh Bachchan and Jaya Bhaduri tied
the knot, Jaya was actually the
better-known half of the couple. As
Amitabh carved a dominant position in
Indian cinema, Jaya however faded into
domesticity.

When Indian cinema’s heart-throb
Sharmila Tagore married the Indian
cricket captain Mansoor Ali Khan
Pataudi, they together had just the right
credentials to become a power couple: he
was a right royal Nawab, and the
youngest ever captain of the Indian crick-
et team and she was the first actress to
have posed in a bikini, breaking the

taboos of those times. But by the time
the two were married in 1969, Pataudi had
started to fade out from cricket and the
couple preferred to remain low-profile
post marriage. Dharmendra and Hema
Malini were hardly ever seen together in
public as a couple. Rishi Kapoor and
Neetu Singh were young, buzzy, success-
ful and popular when they got married:
all the right ingredients for a power
alliance but the marriage was very rocky
in the initial years, never allowing them
to build a public profile of togetherness.

In cricket, Sunil Gavaskar and wife
Marshneil were pretty well known
together as a couple, when he was at his
peakin the 70s. But she had no independ-
ent credentials, and did not really add to
her husband’s persona as one of India’s
finest cricketers. Sachin and his wife
Anjali could have been cricket’s original
first couple, but Anjali preferred to keep
her head down despite her own
independent credentials as a doctor.
Mohd Azharuddin and Sangeeta Bijlani
did hit the upper circuits for a while as a
couple but his getting mired in the
match-fixing controversy killed any pos-
sibilities of their becoming an aspira-
tional power couple. Dhoni and his wife
Sakshi are part of Colgate’s latest version
of Andar se Strong campaign, but Sakshi
is hardly known.

Harbhajan Singh and his actress wife
Geeta Basra, Yuvraj Singh-Hazel Keech,
Zaheer Khan-Sagarika Ghatge, Stuart
Binny-Mayanti Langer, Dinesh Karthik-
Dipika Pallikal, Sania Mirza-Shoaib

options is small and illiquid. Billions of
dollars of such derivatives are traded over
the counter: They’re used mainly in the
reinsurance business, given that about 30
per cent of the US economy is estimated
to be directly affected by the weather. But
weather derivatives is still a niche area for
major investors. Traders who specialise in
these instruments have to be more attuned
than other finance professionals to what’s
really going on with the planet’s climate.
There’s no reason for climate skeptics to
go out of their way and make contrarian
bets on barely liquid contracts.

Nevertheless, investors should pay more
attention to what’s going on with weather
derivative pricing. The market has existed
for 20 years, long enough to make it clear
that betting against the consensus climate
models doesn’t pay. This should have
broader implications. If the derivatives mar-
ket is bearing out these projections, divest-
ing from fossil fuel stocks and looking for
more sustainable opportunities should be
viewed as reasonable strategies. Stocks
exposed to climate risks might be more mis-
priced than commonly perceived.

©Bloomberg

Malik, Jyoti Randhawa-Chitrangada
Singh, Mahesh Bhupati-Lara Dutta and
Leander Paes-Rhea Pillai are all good for
Page 3 but fall short of the fame thresh-
old, and therefore cashable commercial
value together.

So, famous couples need more than
just matrimony to sell brands. They
require togetherness, that too visible and
enduring happiness together, that makes
them aspirational, trustworthy, respect-
ed, and worth emulating as a couple.
Choices so far have been limited.

Recent research by the
Indian Institute of Human Brands
(ITHB) shows that for a couple brand to
succeed today:

1) at least one of the two must be in top form
2) both must independently be respected
3) be seen to be successful

4) be buzzy.

Amongst the current choice sets, Virat
drives the Virushka brand with his per-
formance. Anushka adds the oomph.
Akshay is a winner-all-the-way while
Mrs Funnybones provides class and
charisma. In Deepveer both partners are
equally strong and individually no. 1.
Unfortunately for Abhiash and Saifeena
neither couple is a top leaguer.

Going forward Virushka, Deepveer,
and Akshay-Twinkle are all well poised
to break the celebrity couple jinx of the
past many decades. If Ranbir-Alia decide
to tie the knot, they too will join this
August league of made in heaven
alliances to sell brands with their sparkle
and sizzle. The era of the Celebrity
Couple, methinks, is finally here.

Thewriter is an advertising and media veteran
sandeep@goyalmail.com

Isyetireal? Nota
matter of science

EYE CULTURE

KUMAR ABISHEK

couple of years ago when I
Atagged along with a friend to

watch a poorly critiqued
Bengali movie, Yeti Obhijaan, little
did I know that awful experience one
day would come handy to write
about the legendary beast. Though
the movie, like most researchers, dis-
missed the claim of a giant primate
species wandering in the Himalayas,
it ended with a mysterious unseen
credture lurking and watching
humans leave the mountains, and
thus helped keep the belief in folk-
lore alive.

Stories about yeti, popular among
sherpas and among millions world-
wide, are back in the spotlight after
the Indian Army recently tweeted
photographs of giant footsteps,
claimed of a yeti.

It’s important to note that crea-
tures like komodo dragon, giant pan-
da and gorillas were all discovered
partly because of folklore. Also,
Gigantopithecus blacki, an extinct
species of 10 ft tall apes that existed
100,000 years ago, lived in the region
which today comprises India, China,
Vietnam and Indonesia.

In 2004, Henry Gee, editor of the
journal Nature, wrote: “The discov-
ery that Homo floresiensis (3-4 ft tall
cousin of humans) survived until so
very recently, in geological terms,
makes it more likely that stories of
other mythical, human-like crea-
tures such as yetis are founded on
grains of truth.”

Earth is a big planet and many
species still remain undiscovered.
Could yetis be one of them? Unlikely.

Two studies of “yeti” samples in
the past five years — one published
in 2014 in Proceedings of the Royal
Society B and the other published in
2017 in the same journal — have indi-
cated that the samples belonged to
bears and not a primate species.
Similar studies in the past, too, have
discouraged any belief in yeti.

But as the popular aphorism goes:
“The absence of evidence is not evi-
dence of absence!” No research, so
far, has disproved the existence of a
yeti or a bigfoot (the western version
of a yeti-like credture).

So, should we believe in Nepalese
folklore? No. And here comes the
need for encouraging people towards
critical and sceptical thinking.

The study of animals whose exis-
tence has yet to be proved is known
as cryptozoology and cryptids, or
“hidden animals,” start their lives as
blurry photographs, grainy videos,
footmarks and countless stories. The

yeti/bigfoot theory is based on such
anecdotes only.

And, in the words of social sci-
entist Frank J Sulloway: “Anecdotes
do not make a science. Ten anec-
dotes are no better than one, and a
hundred anecdotes are no better
than ten.”

Science cannot completely dis-
prove that “yeti is real” because it is
not a question for science. Non-sci-
entific theories could not be falsified
asthey aren’t testable in a legitimate
way. There was no possible objection
that could be raised which would
show the theory to be wrong.

Noted astrophysicist Carl Sagan
in his book The Demon-Haunted
World: Science as a Candle in the
Dark, to encourage sceptical think-
ing, offers a story concerning a
fire-breathing dragon that lives in
his garage.

When Sagan persuades a rational,
open-minded visitor to meet the
dragon, the visitor remarks that he
couldn’t see the credture. Sagan
replies that he “neglected to mention
that she’s an invisible dragon”. The
visitor then suggests spreading flour
on the floor so that the creature’s
footprints could be seen, to which
Sagan says “this dragon floats in the
air”. When the visitor considers using
an infra-red camera to view the crea-
ture’s invisible fire, Sagan explains
that the fire is heatless. He continues
to counter every proposed physical
test with a “reason” for why the test
will not work.

Sagan concludes: “Now what’s
the difference between an invisible,
incorporeal, floating dragon who
spits heatless fire and no dragon at
all? If there’s no way to disprove my
contention, no conceivable experi-
ment that would count against it,
what does it mean to say that my
dragon exists? Your inability to inval-
idate my hypothesis is not at all the
same thing as proving it true.”

According to the principle of
Ockham’s Razor, attributed to 14th-
century scholastic philosopher and
theologian William of Ockham,
more straightforward explanations
are, in general, better. That is, if you
have two possible theories that fit
all available evidence, the best the-
ory is which has fewer abstract
ideas, or guesses.

So, a better and scientific theory
would be that there is no giant hairy
primate roaming the snowy peaks
of the Himalayas. Because all it
takes to prove this idea wrong is to
find one!

Everyweek, Eye Culture features writers
with an entertaining critical takeon art,
music, dance, film and sport
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Make defaulter list public,
but limit action on NPAs!

SC rulings on RBI seem contradictory. Also, making bank inspection
reports public can trigger a panic, so caution needed

ITHTHE SUPREME Court coming down hard on RBIfor not releasing infor-

mation on bank inspection reports and for not making the names of loan

defaulters public, chances are the central bank will have no option but to

complynow.Toan extent,the SC’simpatience is understandable. Gross NPAs
of the banking system have ballooned from ¥1.9 lakh crore in 2013 to 6.1 lakh crore in
2016 and to ¥10.4 lakh crore in 2018, so when the central bank doesn’t put out the names
of defaulters, it looks like it is helping them. Indeed, given how the central bank has been
pushing banks to come clean on NPAs, and to pursue defaulters using the new insolvency
code, the central bank’s stand on not making the names publicmakes little sense.Inany case,
with most of the names of the big defaulters known anyway—RBI itself directed banks to
take action against the top 12—it makes sense to comply with SC’s directive and make the
names public.

It is true, as RBI has maintained, that not all defaulters are ‘wilful defaulters’ since,
very often, there could be a business failure or there could be matters beyond their con-
trol—like, say, the state electricityboards not clearing their dues on time. But, classifying
defaulters as NPAs is critical if banks are to create provisions.Also, even if a default is for
a genuine reason, if the business needs restructuring, classifying it as an NPA and going
to insolvency courts is critical. Making lists of defaulters public has another salutary
impact: It makes it easier for credit-rating agencies to come out with default models that
work better. One of the reasons why ratings are more difficult in India is that if loans are
ever-greened, as they were in the past, there is no instance of default and so, no model
can ever correctly predict default.

Ironically, though, SC itself appears to be in two minds on defaults. Its latest direction,
giving RBI one more chance to make the names of defaulters public,suggests the apex court
wants to deal harshly with them. Yet, with the SC striking down RBI’s February 12 circulara
fewweeks ago, it has become easier for defaulters to get away with not repaying bank loans
ontime.As perthe circular,banks had todeclare evenloans with a one-day default as default-
ers and, if no solution was found to the problem within 180 days, the case would automati-
cally be referred to the NCLT under the insolvency code.

The second part of the SC directive to RBI pertains to making public—under the Right to
Information Act—its inspection reports of various banks. Once again, this is related to the
rapid build-up of bad loans and appears a reasonable demand, but disclosing such reports is
adouble-edged sword.It would certainly be good to know if RBI itself got to know about the
problems in bank balance sheets through the annual inspections orwhetherit, too,was taken
in by the window-dressing done by the banks. So, for instance, while the government took
stern action against a former PNB head for the ¥11,300 crore Nirav Modi was able to raise
based on what turned out to be fraudulent guarantees given by PNB’s Brady Road branch,
was the central bank able to catch this in its annual inspections? Indeed, if RBI inspections
arenotable to catch fraud at the banksitinspects—and making public the inspection reports
will help settle this question—then the system of oversight needs a complete overhaul. The
flipside of this,however,isthat if there isa problem inabank that the inspection report points
to,and this report is made public, it can create panic about the solvency of the banks; that is
why, in the past, when some banks have been in trouble, RBI has arranged marriages with
strongerbanks to ensure the integrity of the banking systemis not endangered.The Supreme
Court needs to re-examine the issue before issuing a final order.

Bespoke learning

Andhra Pradesh is experimenting with edu-tech in a big way

ARYING AND EXTREME gaps in learning levels within the classroom is a prob-
lem that is only recently receiving attention from policymakers.The focus so far
hasbeen on enrolment,withlearning outcomes putaside tobe dealtwith another
day.Thankstothe dearth of pedagogical innovation,standardised curricula exac-
erbate differencesin students'learninglevels.Add to this myopic policies like ‘no detention’
under the Right to Education law—only recently scrapped—and India could end up squan-
dering the human development potential from the massive jump in enrolment and nar-
rowing gender gap in classrooms. To that end, the government—states and the Union—
focussing on ‘teaching at the right level’is a welcome move. But initiatives like the Delhi
government’s Mission Buniyaad, to ensure basic reading, writing and arithmetic skills
amongst ClassIII-IX,arehardly theantidote,even though well-intended.Theyare both cost-
and labour-intensive,and as the curriculum gets more ambitious with each successive grade
andlearninglevelsbecome more sharply fragmented,such methods become unviable.Incor-
poration of educational technology (edu-tech),a recent study by Karthik Muralidharan of
the University of California at San Diego, Abhijeet Singh of the Stockholm School of Eco-
nomics and Alejandro ] Ganimian of the NYU Steinhardt School of Culture, Education,and
Human Development shows,can help accuratelyassesslearning levels and customise ped-
agogical support tobridge intra-classroom gaps.Andhra Pradesh is pioneering tech-enabled
pedagogy,and as an early-bird adopter of edu-tech, it will be leagues ahead of other states.

The southern state, from the current academic year, will be using Personalised Adaptive
Learning (PAL),or software-based assessment of the academic standing of the studentsina
classroom. PALwill first assess the student’s comprehension levels and then prescribe tar-
getedlearning.Studentswill take the test online,and based on theirindividual reports,reme-
dial coaching will be provided. Apart from facilitating tailored learning, PAL will also ease
monitoring of impact of remedial classes viadashboards forindividual studentswhere teach-
ers can track progress.After tests in 56 schools proved successful, PAL is being rolled out in
over 2,600 schoolsin Andhra Pradesh—while the bulk of the school will engage with PALvia
laptops, therestwill doso overtablets.Theinitiative,as perareport in The New Indian Express,
will involve intensive training of teachers, school administration and bureaucrats,and is
expected toimpact over 2.5 million children.Andhra Pradeshis,in fact,experimentingwith
edu-tech in a big way. After introducing QR codes in non-language subject textbooks, the
state is now doing the same for language textbooks for classes VI-X. Scanning the QR codes
assigned to different chapters, students can access supplementary video lectures or tutori-
als.Theycanalso use the QR codes totake quick,online assessment tests thatwill help them,
their parents and teachers measure their actual levels of comprehension.

Such an ecosystem surely makes addressing gaps in learning levels easier than the
conventional method, of remedial classes.Also, given boards like CBSE are now increas-
ing reliance on schools’ own assessment of learning levels, by mandating compulsory
internal assessment forboards, pedagogy propped by technology can be made to deliver
more efficiently.

LoadedLANGUAGE

How men and women grant-seekers use language undermines
blind grant review, a new study shows

N ANALYSIS OF almost 7,000 proposals for grant submitted to the Bill and
Melinda Gates shows grant reviewers give proposals from women lower scores
thanwhat theyaward proposals from men,even when they don't know the gen-
derof theapplicant,because men and women scientists tend to use very differ-
entwordsin their proposals.The analysis, published by the US National Bureau of Economic
Research, shows that women grant-seekers are more likely to use words specific to their
field in their proposals where as men used less precise terms. The broader, more sweeping
termswere favoured by reviewers over cautious,almost limiting terms—even though pro-
posals containing the broader, less precise words didn't lead to better research outcomes.
Some experts believe this bias is rooted in how men and women, in general, state their
achievements—while menare morelikelyto overstate,women are morelikelyto showreserve
and caution. There is already a body of research on how the way men and women use lan-
guage can shape biases. But this is the first time one area of impact of “gendered language”
onthepresenceand success ofwomen inacademiahasbeenstudied.The Gates Foundation,
which says that is committed to ensuring gender equality, should now understand that,
despite its attempt to ensure that reviewer bias is minimised through its blind-review for-
mat, other forms of bias manifest as gender bias, albeit a blind one. One way to treat this
wouldbetotrain reviewers to be sensitive to distinct use of language by the sexes.Also,includ-
ing more female reviewers could help mitigate the impact of gendered language.

, Upimnion

NO PROOF REQUIRED

THERE IS HOPE THAT, POST MAY 23, INDIAWILL BE ABLE TO ESCAPE TO REALISM,
FROM THE ALTERNATE REALITY WORLD IT IS PRESENTLY INHABITING

2019

polls:

(2 ADDRESSING WATER SCARCITY

Prime minister Narendra Modi

We have decided to constitute a dedicated ministry
named as 'Jal Shakti Ministry’, to tackle the issue
(water scarcity)... Modi will give his all to get water in
this region (Rajasthan)

A Rashomon election

Y THREE GREATEST

movies of all time, are,

in no particular order

Satyajit Ray’s Charu-

lata,Vittoria de Sica’s
Bicycle Thief, and AKkira Kurosawa’s
Rashomon. Make it four—Michael
Curtiz’s Casablanca. When the occa-
sion commands,Iwill talk about three
of the above later—today, I want to talk
about Rashomon.

Most of us decode the meaning of
reality as what you see is what you get.
What reality is or is not was vividly
brought home to the world by Kuro-
sawa in his film, Rashomon.The genius
of that film was in the way it commu-
nicated so brilliantly that while we
think we recognise truth, the truth of
reality is often more complex, because
each person brings her own subjectiv-
ity to the experience.

Well, Election 2019 is turning out to
be Rashomon-esque.Everybodyis seeing
the same “facts”, yet have a different
description of thereality,and its effecton
the election. I will present several eco-
nomic, political, and social examples
below.You figure outwhich belongstoan
alternate universe and which does not.
Ten times out of nine the interpretation
will be a function of your pre-conceived
ideology.You don’t believe me? Read on.

Surgical strike: Former primemin-
ister Manmohan Singh came outwithan
observation that even under UPA, there
were surgical strikes. The reality of the
surgical strike, as we were made to
believe till now,was an incursion at least
a few kilometers away into undisputed
Pakistan territory. We now have a new
definition offered by the Congress party;
echoing the comedyfilm Hum Kisise Kum
Nahin,a surgical strike is defined as any
skirmish afewmetresaround the Line of
Control. Alternate universe orwhat?

Masood Azhar: China finally
allowed terrorist mastermind Masood
Azhartobebrandeda global terrorist.In
prospect and retrospect, thiswas awell-
crafted diplomatic effort under PM
Modi for which the Indian diplomatic
corps should be congratulated by every-
one. Step by step,brick by brick, Masood
Azharwas castled.All Indians should be
celebrating. Butwait.Wearein the midst
of Election 2019 inwhich gold becomes
rust. According to former Congress
finance minister P Chidambaram, all
political honours are even: “the process
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For more Rashomon reality, see the chapter

entitled "The Birth of the Fake and Faulty Twins -

News and Analysis" in my book, Citizen Raj.
Views are personal. Twitter: @surjitbhalla

toname [Azhar] asa global terrorist was
started by the UPA government”
(emphasis added). Does that mean that
the Congress will now allow revenge of
Pulwama (Operation Balakot) to be
mentioned in campaign speeches as
longasthe statementis preceded by the
disclaimer: “We succeeded in a surgical
strike made possible because of 70years
of misguided efforts to solve the “Kash-
mir” problem as started by Nehru and
the Congress governmentin 1947?”
Swachh Bharat: PM Modi shocked
the nation, and the world, with openly
discussing the need foran open-defeca-
tion free (ODF) India. No longer left for
hushed discussions,and neverin front of
children, discourse of habits of defeca-
tion became a policy goal. An ambitious
goal was declared by the Modi govern-
ment—Indiawas tobe ODFby 2019.
How impossible was this goal? Look-
ing at the international evidence, defi-
nitelyimpossiblein just threeyears,with
the base as 2015-16. And, there were
plenty of critics who marshalled all the
evidenceabout habit formation,andlack
of water, etc, to claim that rural India
could not achieve zero open defecation
in2019 fromalevel of 55.6 %in 2015.
There is strong international evi-
dence to back the impossibility claim.
Since 2000, the World Bank has been
reporting data on open defecation for
more than 120 countries (urban and
rural). Data are available from 2000—
in that year India is reported to have
82.2 9% of rural areas as Not ODF; both
government of India (GoI) and World
Bank report rural NODF as 55.6 % in
2015.What are the statistical chances
of achieving zero NODFby 20197 Zilch.
But Gol data (sbm.gov.in) suggests
thatin 2018, only 8.8% of rural India
was not ODF; for 2017, the estimate is
30.8%.The 2018 numberisanimprove-
ment of around 46 percentage points
(ppt)injust threeyears.One of theimpor-
tantaspectsaboutAlternate Reality Elec-
tion 2019isthatsuddenly,injust threeto
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five years, all Indian institutions have
transformed from pristine to sullied,
contaminated, and worse. In other
words, government data just cannot be
believed anymore because it is all
inspired creativityto fool the Indian pub-
lic—and the BJP,and the institutions,are
obviously stupid in thinking that they
have any credibility left

(and hence will be I

defeatedin Election 2019,
but that is best left for
another occasion).

Given that“facts”are,

There are
legitimate grounds
for the new govt to

ppt between 2004 (74.3%) and 2007
(62.8%). The second- and third-best
performersare Cambodia (decline of 8.3
ppt) and Pakistan (decline of 8 ppt). The
seventh-best performerwasneighbour-
ing Nepal, and India was ranked 13th.
Rural NODFin India declined by 5.3 ppt
(from 60.9 % to 55.6 %) between 2012
and 2015 (World Bank).

Evenwith the troll-free decline of 31
pptbetween 2015 and 2018, the pace of
NODFdeclinein Indiawas threetimesas
fast as the best performer in the world
since 2000.Research into NODFdecline
in Europeand the USinthe 19th century
(the first toilet was discovered in 1852)
might confirm that what has been
achieved by the SBM is a world record,
and by ahuge margin.

Employmentorjobs:
A lot has been written
about the alternative fact
thatveryfewjobswere cre-
atedin India during the six

at best, unknown, and at . ears between 2011-12
y TRV unk the NSSO y :

worst, manipulated, let J h hold and 2017-18. 1t is argued

us assume thatnot 10% O.Use = thattheseyears,ratherthe

but 25% of rural India  Interview surveys  timesince May2014,rep-

was NODFin 2018, i.e.,
the Swachh Bharat Mis-
sion was misguidedly

on employment
and unemployment

resent a data-distorted
universe (Election 2019).
The years between 2004-

over-estimating achieve- in favour of NSSO (o5 and 2011-12 repre-
ments (election season, surveys of sented the highest GDP
pmenbeendrspert  employess,  gowhinlidadndiuee
inga 0 reality . a “clean”, “reliable” data
figure as 8.8%.This potential and dissemination  period
would be one of the actual because the UPA was in

largest misguided errors meEEEEEEEEEESSSSSSS———— OWET. According to the

of the Modi government,

but let us assume that this error was
made. (Trolls and other expert econo-
mists and social scientists—before
misquoting me, please look up thedic-
tionary meaning of assume).

Some of the most critical profes-
sional sanitation experts do grant that
substantial progress has been made in
toilet usage; it is also acknowledged
that, in many areas, water supply is a
problem;also,thatwomenand girlsare
motivated to use toilets and that old
men are most hesitant to change habits.
Hence, an estimate that reality maybe
better approximated by 25%, not 9%.
The move from 56%to 25%isa 31 ppt
move in just three years.

According to World Bank data, the
best three year performance in NODF
change among 108 countries since
2000wasin Ethiopia—adeclineof 11.5

Capping stent prices 1S no cure

India imports 70% of its

medical devices, so, the industry

is dependent on the global
community for the inflow of
technology and innovation

Healthcare in India is in urgent need
of a paradigm shift.In the recent past,
the sector has seen some significant
policyannouncements,with the gov-
ernment trying to finally make
healthcare accessible and affordable.
Price capping of medical devices has
been at the forefront of these
announcements with a serious
debate going on over the healthcare
needs of a country that so heavily
relies on medical device imports.
What we need at this juncture is to
look at the bigger picture. Healthcare
access to patients cannot be
restricted to pricing alone.To achieve
the long-term goal of Universal
Healthcare Coverage, we need better
equipment, skill development and
policies that support medical innova-
tions. We need dialogues that propel
policy decisions in the right direction.

Arecent paper entitled “Drug-Elut-
ing Stent Use Among Lower-Income
Patients in Maharashtra After
Statewide Price Reductions” has
argued that “the patients who under-
went heart procedures with stents
went up by 43% after the prices were
slashed.”With a study cohort of 2,274
patients, the study stressed on the
proportional increase in the DES
usage from 40.7% to 71.3% after the
implementation of the capped-price
regime. While this is a welcome addi-
tion toresearch in this subjectarea,we
now need a number of robust all-India
studies to look into this issue seri-
ously. It stands to reason that price
capsinany market can only distort the
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supply-side even if demand goes up
immediately after prices drop. Heart
surgeries and interventions are as
price inelastic as it can get.

Inyetanotherinference,the study
asserts that “although DES wuse
increased overall, vulnerable groups
like the elderly, women and poorly
educated continued to have relatively
lower use...” This presents a blurred
picture of the impact of price capping
even within Maharashtra. It would
therefore be wrong to generalise the
impact of price caps using a small
regional study cohort of over 2,200
patients. Scholars and researchers
must capture the effects of price cap-
ping not in one state, but the entire
country. The measurement of the
impact should be extensively
researched, at both primary and sec-
ondary levels, with deliberations and
discussionswith several stakeholders
across the healthcare chain.

Not surprisingly, there are studies
that arrive at completey contrary fid-
nings. One 2018 study—Medical
devices in India: An agenda to effec-
tive healthcare delivery—byAdvamed
and IQVIA to understand the impact
of stent price control on the overall
angioplasty procedure cost indicates,
“Benefits to patients and growth in
procedure volumes have notindicated
significant change in the short-term.
809% hospitals surveyed cited no sig-
nificant increase in the number of
angioplasty procedures performed.”

India is still battling healthcare
challenges like availability of ade-

Aequitas

quate infrastructure, trained profes-
sionals, rapidly changing disease bur-
den and catastrophic out-of-pocket
expenses.The medical device market
in India is under-penetrated, and
access to quality and affordable med-
ical service remains a challenge. For
instance, there has been a drastic fall
in the Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI) in the medical device sector
(according to recent reports). Now, at
this point, where India imports 70%
of its medical devices, the industry is
dependent on the global community
for the inflow of technology and
innovation. While the domestic
industry finds its feet in this market,
theaccess of these devices to patients
cannot be paused.

In a scenario like this, even as the
government progresses towards
increasing access and adoption,
improving quality, and lowering
healthcare delivery costs in the coun-
try, it is crucial to understand that
long-term plans need holistic policy
approach. We must not forget that
patients are at the heart of all these
changes,and a myopicview to policy-
making could become a potential
threat to the broader population. In
the case of cardiac stents, for
instance, if a high-quality stent by a
global manufacturer becomes inac-
cessible to the patients, it can have
severe implications on the health of
millions. Healthcare policies are not
about what serves the short-term
purpose, but what works for the peo-
plein the long run.

usual status definition
(the samewhich reports unemployment
ata 45-year high of 6.1% in 2017-18)
there were only 5 million jobs created
between 2004-05 and 2011-12.
Strangely, this alternate reality is
not talked about by those waxing elo-
quent about the reliability of NSSO
data. I believe there are legitimate
grounds for the new government
(under whichever leadership) to junk
the NSSO household interview sur-
veys on employment and unemploy-
ment in favour of NSSO surveys of
employees, potential and actual.
NSSO should be again made a leader
in the provision and quality of statis-
tics,asitwas under the chairmanship
of the late PC Mahalanobis in the
1950s and1960s. Only then will we
able to separate signal from noise,
from alternate to real reality.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Solar is the way to go

Apropos of the column "How solar
energy can catalyse India's
agricultural energy transition", India's
agricultural sector is responsible for
the consumption of about one-fifth of
overall national electricity usage, so
solar agri-feeders are the way to go.
As the author pointed out, these
enable reduction of agricultural
subsidy and do not require capital
subsidies of their own, from the
government. At the same time, solar
agri-feeders also offer remarkable
scalability, as a large number of small
solar power plants can be installed in
a relatively short period of time in the
open or unused land of electricity
department substations across the
country. Lastly, such agri-feeders also
eliminate the need for significant
infrastructural costs, due to new
large transmission lines, which is a
challenge faced by large-scale wind
and solar deployments.

— Rahul Prakash, Delhi

Infanticide numbers

The column "India's tale of
extended infanticide" was a
revelation. While India's infant
mortality rate, as of 2017, is 32 for
every 1,000 live births, both for
males and females, the under-five
mortality rate (USMR) is starkly
different—at 40.4 and 34.4 for girls
and boys, respectively. A major
reason for this is gender bias when
it comes to breastfeeding—families
that have daughters tend to wean
them off breast milk relatively
sooner in order to have another
child, hoping for a son. It's ironic
that this is happening in a 21st
century India.

— Rohini Datta, Patna
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N 2009, AFTER internet-fuelled

race riots between Uighur Muslims

and Han Chinese in China’s north-

east territory of Xinjiang, the ruling

Communist Party took drastic
action: the digital kill switch. Beijing
disabled Xinjiang’s internet, sending
military police to restore order. The
blackout lasted nearly a year. Now, a
decade later,Xinjiang is writhing under
anew clampdown aimed at the Uighurs.
This time, Beijing has embraced the
opposite philosophy: a digital panopti-
con, enlisting private tech firms to
expand China’s Internet of Things and
enmesh its own people.

The technologies being honed in Xin-
jlang,driven by this kind of illiberal inno-
vation, may be coming soon to an app
store near you. These exports risk
enabling aspiring autocrats worldwide,
and may concentrate alarming power in
the hands of China’s Communist Party.

Until recently, China was dismissed
as an innovation laggard that copied
technology from the West. Today, many
Chinese tech sectors have leapfrogged
Silicon Valley, sometimes with heavy-
handed help from the party. Consumer-
friendly smartphone apps have pushed
cash, credit cards and identification doc-
uments towards extinction. Hotel book-
ing systems will ping your smartphone,
linked toyournational ID card, toletyou
check in using facial recognition. In
under a minute,a mom-and-pop hard-
ware kiosk can create a personalised QR
code for cashless payments through
WeChat,an indispensable app that com-
bines the functions of WhatsApp,
Venmo, Seamless, Uberand more.Foran
expatriate accustomed to China’s free-
wheeling start-up scene and whizzy tech
conveniences,coming home can feel like
stepping backin time.

But, as the Uighur minority of Xin-
jlang are learning, that convenience
comes atan Orwellian price. Speedy data
networks and integrated digital com-
merce are learning to work with the
party’s aggressive security apparatus.
Invasive DNA databases and facial
recognition powered by artificial intelli-
gence have created a digital dragnet,
enhanced by mandatory surveillance

Will China export its illiberal innovation?

Products created for China’s vast surveilled and censored domestic market are increasingly popular overseas

apps installed on smartphones and
backed by a newly built network of IRL
gulags.Offencesas trivial as forwarding
atraditional Islamicholiday greeting on
WeChat, or posting a bearded selfie, can
land citizens in internment camps.Even
Uighurs living abroad are entangled,
through their families and their smart-
phones, in Beijing’s crackdown. (The
repression hasreportedly created ablack
market in old Nokia phones, which are
less legible to the state.)

Xinjiang’s plight is more than a local
tragedy: It is awarning.

The global risk from China’s technol-
ogy sector is not necessarily a sinister
conspiracy to exert Xinjiang-style con-
trols overseas. Beijing’s leaders are
focused on domestic affairs and fornow,
China’s budding tech dystopia is still
more “Brazil”than “Black Mirror” Rather,
this risk is a byproduct of Beijing’s busi-
ness as usual,on a huge global scale.

Products created for China’s vast sur-
veilled and censored domestic market
are increasingly popular overseas,
where they are often cheaper and more
appealing to consumers. Huawei, for
instance,has honed its 5G wireless tech-
nology—which will support the next
generation of data-intensive, AI-pow-
ered gadgets—in China’s domestic,
bleeding-edge consumer market for the
IoT.Many Huawei phones are bought by
Chinese who have never owned a PC or
otherdigital device,giving the company
an edge in imagining and designing
mobile products for developing markets
that skipped over the PC era. Huawei’s
cheaper (and often subsidised) price
points, and comparable or superior
products,have madeits phones a better-
value purchase than the iPhone for cost-
savvy consumers around the world,and
its 5G infrastructure attractive for
penny-pinching governments. Most are
unaware, or apparently unconcerned,
about censorship or surveillance.

They should be worried.According to
the Soviet-style playbook that still influ-
ences Chinese security services, collect-
ing haystacks of citizen information, by
whatever means necessary, is the foun-
dation of social control and “stability
maintenance.”

The Soviet model was an analogue
blend of Big Brotherand big data,amass-
ing reams of information about citizens
tounderstand their fears,vulnerabilities
and intentions, and pre-empt any chal-
lenge to the Party-State’s power. China
has adapted this paranoid style to the
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modern tech age. Private corporations
and the Communist Party’s security
apparatus have grown together, discov-
ering how the same data sets can both
caterto consumers and help commissars
calibrate repression.

The party’s instinctual contempt for
privacy, married to its proactive indus-
trial policy, can be a boon for well-con-
nected private businesses. Many tech
firms make a point of hiring the relatives
of high party officials, and a vast state
database of headshots might be shared
with a private firm to train new facial
recognition software, while the firm’s
trove of real-time user data might be
offered to police, fora panoramic view of
potential “troublemakers.”

Between the Communist Party’s
repressive impulses, its influence over
China’s vast and innovative tech ecosys-
tem, and new technology’s general
propensity to disrupt and surprise, it is
naive to expect that we can fully antici-
pate and mitigate the impact of illiberal
innovations exported abroad. Even
innocuous-seeming technology, when

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

paired with China’s authoritarian
impulses and state-led development
model, may challenge liberal values in
unexpected ways.

ConsiderTikTok,a social video-shar-
ing app that last year had more down-
loads on the Apple app store than Insta-
gram. TikTok fills a market niche
abandoned by Vine, the American-
grown short-video-sharing app shut-
tered by Twitter in 2017. Users can
upload videos of themselves or friends
lip-synching the latest pop tunes or dec-
orating or distorting their faces, all eas-
ily edited into a clip for other users to
“like,”“share” or comment on.

To China’s surveillance state,a video-
sharing app offers much more than than
your dog dancing to Drake. TikTok’s
domestic Chinese version, Douyin, is
heavily censored and surveilled: Last
year, the British cartoon Peppa Pig was
purged from the platform after the
authorities decided she had taken on
subversive meaning.

For residents of Xinjiang, posting a
video of traditional Uighur musicsungin

their native language might be flagged
by machine-learning algorithms, and
bring a deletion and a visit from the
police. In what appear to be precaution-
ary performances of loyalty to the gov-
ernment, Uighur users of Douyin have
recorded themselves singing pro-party
songs, pointedly in Mandarin. Given the
wide use of facial recognition across Xin-
jlang, and the potential sharing of secu-
ritydata sets between state agenciesand
private firms, Douyin’s raw video data
may also offera tempting training set for
machine-learning software.

To date, no evidence suggests that
Chinese authorities have used their
leverage over Douyin domestically to
censor or surveil TikTok overseas. But
given what we knowabout Beijing’s illib-
eral impulses, there is a gap between
whatis provable beforehand,and what it
is prudent to presume. The brazen lying
that is normalised in China’s corporate
and political culture, and the meaning-
lessness of written rules,mean that pub-
lished regulations, or guarantees by pri-
vate firms and government officials, are
simply not credible.

TikTok itself has already been fined
by the Federal Trade Commission for a
casual attitude towards privacy com-
pliance; its heavy-handed solution,
mass deletions, enraged some con-
sumers. But the choices of ByteDance,
TikTok’s parent company, are rational;
it fears the Communist Party more
than angry tweets from tweens outside
the Great Firewall.

The West’s increasing technological
and economic exposure to China may
have unintended consequences. Over a
decade ago, the singer Bjork was banned
from China, and muzzled within the
Great Firewall, for advocating Tibetan
independence duringa concertin Shang-
hai. If, tomorrow, Bjork followed up with
aTikTokvideo pleading for Uighurrights,
and the clipwent viral globally,would the
party be able to resist the temptation to
lean on ByteDance to slow or stop it? If
your face appears in the background of
another person’s TikTok video shot in
Berlin,will it belogged using facial recog-
nition software running in Shanghai?
Those who complain that American
firms like Facebook are invasive and
unaccountable are unlikely to prefer
China’s tech giants, which are often
cowed by, and collaborating with, the
Party-State’s opaque and irascible cen-
sorship and surveillance apparatus.

To be sure, the US has abused its own
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Ironically, the internet,
which Western techno-
utopians prophesied would
liberalise China, may
instead allow the party to
indulge previously
impossible fantasies of
mass control. The Uighurs
of Xinjiang are the first in
human history to fully
experience the downside
of China's illiberal
innovation. They are
unlikely to be the last

technological hegemony for power and
profit. After World War II, much global
communications infrastructure ran
through wires on US soil, giving Ameri-
can spies privileged access to theworld’s
communications.American intelligence
agencies have been credibly accused of
seeding US-made electronic exports with
bugs and spyware.

The critical difference with Chinalies
notin thewiring of chips orlines of code,
but in history, culture and scale. By cus-
tom, Americans trust that the contents
of their snail-mail letters are protected
bythe Fourth Amendment; government
access requires a judge to issue a war-
rant. American tech firms routinely
stand up to the US government. Apple,
for example, has developed default i0OS
encryptions that shield user activity
from the company itself, to the frustra-
tion of the FBI. An iPhone user in Iran or
Belarus benefits from Silicon Valley’s
civil libertarianism.

China is different. The People’s
Republichasalways reserved the right to
openitscitizens’mail atany time,forany
reason; there is no basis to believe its
basic approach will differ because the
technology is new. Ironically, the inter-
net, which Western techno-utopians
prophesied would liberalise China, may
instead allow the party to indulge previ-
ously impossible fantasies of mass con-
trol. The Uighurs of Xinjiang are the first
in human history to fully experience the
downside of China’silliberal innovation.
They are unlikely to be the last.
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Income tax

returns, the number of returns filed dropped in FY19,

FOR THE FIRST time in the history of income tax

to 6.68 crore from 6.74 crore in FY18,indicating the
waning effect of demonetisation. Compliance has been

lower in FY19 compared to the past fewyears as the ratio of
actual filings to registered filers dropped to 79.1% in FY19

froman all-time high 0 91.6% in FY18.

The new government will have to look at ways to
expand the tax base as muted growth in tax filings will
create further headwinds in an already stressed fiscal
space.Against the revised estimates, direct tax collection
in FY19 fell short by ¥50,000 crore,and in the current
financial year, the budget estimates for direct taxis ¥13.8
lakh crore,a 15% rise from the revised estimates for FY19.

Interestingly,in indirect taxes, goods and services tax
collections touched an all-time high of ¥1.13 lakh crore in
March this year. Strong collections over the last two
months reflect the growing compliance with indirect tax
laws.The Centre has budgeted total GST collections 0of X7.6

2
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lakh crore and states have budgeted X6.1
lakh crore,implying a monthly run rate
of ¥1.15 lakh crore.

ILLUSTRATION: SHYAM KUMAR PRASAD

Shift in income tax filings
towards higher income brackets

( mn)

Up to 0.5 80.7 80.7 76.2
0.5to1l 12.8 13.1 16.4
l1to2 4.4 4.1 4.8
2to 5 1.5 1.5 1.9
5to 10 0.3 0.3 0.4
Above 10 0.2 0.2 0.3

Capital expenditure

multiplier much stronger
@ Centre #®States

(Peak multiplier)

Revenue
expenditure

Capital
expenditure

GST collections touch record
high in March this year
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filings fall

Tax-to-GDP 19

Growth in filing of e-returns has dropped in FY19
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Will total taxpayers' base increase in FY19?

W crore 8

% chg,
y-o-y, RHS

FY15

6 ' ’
A E BN
0 - . .

FY16 FY17 FY18

I Total filings (crore)
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GST Taxpayer base

Migration to
GST regime in
July 2017:

64 lakh

Current
taxpayer base:

1.21
crore

Note: A "Taxpayer" is a person who either has filed a
return of income for the relevant Assessment Year
(AY) or in whose case tax has been deducted at source
in the relevant Financial Year but the taxpayer has not
filed the return of income.

Govt investment accounts for a small

11 f___,,_. . .
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8
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*Based on Central GST shortfall of 60,000 and direct tax mop-up of ¥11.5 lakh crore (BE)

Source: Union budgets, income tax e-filing, Kotak Institutional Equities
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

BOARDROOM ROT

Recent incidents of corporate misconduct raise questions
about governance standards in India’s premium companies

ANY OF INDIA'S listed firms have a ready template on how they con-

form to the highest standards of corporate governance. That is increas-

ingly becoming unconvincing as the corporate misconduct in some of

the country’s top companies show and reflected lately in a series of on-
going stories on ICICI Bank in this newspaper, on a “culture” of doing a deal “at any cost”,
mistakes “made knowingly” and “suppressing” facts during the tenure of Chanda Kochhar
as the bank’s managing director and CEO.

The past few months and 2018 were marked by governance failures or shortcomings
insome of India’s top listed private banks, leading to the exit of CEOs in Axis Bank and ICICI,
of course, and in firms such as Ranbaxy and IL&FS, besides the National Stock Exchange.
Unlike earlier such episodes, a common thread, and a worrying one at that, in this new
wave of misconduct is that almost all of them feature professional managers, and boards
that allowed themselves to be overrun by powerful managements. That's in sharp con-
trast to the scenario over a decade and a half ago, when a string of corporate scams, in-
cluding the accounting fudge at the erstwhile software services firm, Satyam, led to a shift
in favour of professionally managed companies with attractive salaries and monetary in-
centives and a more diversified shareholding base. This model, it was argued then, could
better align all interests which could lead to maximisation of shareholder value. Sadly, it
is that belief which is now open to question as also the larger issue of ethical conduct and
integrity underlying corporate governance in the country, both public and corporate.

Itis true that India is not an outlier when it comes to corporate scandals, looking around
atwhat keeps unfolding in the US, Japan and some other countries. But unlike in India, huge
fines or penalties, class-action suits, shareholder activism and regulatory oversight are of-
ten seen as deterrents in those countries. What's encouraging, however, is the growing re-
course by India’s regulators to claw back bonuses or stock options of executives found guilty
of wrongdoing and easing them out. That should be accompanied by tighter supervision and
regulation and far greater oversight by boards of companies and drawing clear lines on their
accountability. The fact that just a handful of companies command a governance premium
isa poor reflection of standards. India needs a huge leg-up on the governance front, not just
for companies to raise capital, soak savings and boost the real economy, but also to dispel
the unease about growing inequality and ensure that capitalism doesn’t get a bad name.

(GENDER HURDLE

Ban on Caster Semenya reveals limits of trying to ensure equal
opportunity while delineating between male, female athletes

HE COURT OF Arbitration for Sport on Wednesday rejected an appeal from

800m champion runner Caster Semenya to declare void a regulation that

barred females with Differential Sex Disorders (DSD) from running in races

between 400m and a mile without bringing down their testosterone levels to
under 5 nmol/L. The decision sent shock-waves through track and field because it was dis-
criminatory and exclusionary against women with naturally occurring high-testosterone.
It has been criticised worldwide with athletics governing body, IAAF, antagonising the
sport’s biggest star female athlete. One must wonder why they would stand up defiantly
for nameless athletes who aren’t on podiums, and invite the wrath of a world demand-
ing diversity and inclusion, and with no patience to suffer gender insensitive fools, inter-
phobia or racism. It’s because they are tasked with an impossible balancing act — to pre-
serve the outdated delineation between male and female classifications, because sport
is determined to be slotted into either-or for sake of competition.

There is consensus that sex has no binaries — and there are several DSD variations on
the spectrum. Society has far outpaced and outlived this binary, but sport s visibly strug-
gling to deal with this natural fluidity, because central to its pursuit are the actual human
body-form with all its complexities, gifts and limitations. Female bodies can produce
testosterone as high as 7 to 29 nmol/L closer to the male range, far above the 1.79 nmol/L
seenin 98.3 percent of females. So, the natural advantage for a high-T athlete and equally
natural disadvantage for a low-T competitor co-exist with the uneasy 5 nmol/L delin-
eation. IAAF with its best intentions to accommodate every niche interest and encourage
their right to participate is perennially cast as villain, not doing right by every section post
each ruling. Empathy is desired from all sides, though battlelines span minefields in bi-
ology, sociology, sporting physiology and gender rights, taking the debate further away
from consensus. Women'’s sport faces its toughest test at the moment.

While even the CAS ruling strikes down unequivocally on getting DSD athletes to ingest
chemicals to lower their testosterone, the IAAF cannot lie about testosterone being an ab-
solute non-factor in sport, as some would have the courts believe. Exclusion in sport is al-
ways discriminatory and there’s no bigger tragedy than Semenya not running her event.
Butitis also the IAAF's responsibility to ensure that a 800-race is equal-opportunity for all
the eight lanes — and not a lost cause for women not blessed with higher T-levels.

MAGIC IN THE FOOT

Lionel Messi’s 600th goal is also a celebration of football’s most
enchanting sight — the free-kick

UCH WAS THE grandeur of Lionel Messi’s free-kick — an arrow of nuclear-

tipped precision propelled by a ponderous whip of his left-instep, a banana-

shaped wreath behind the Liverpool goal — that the English commentators,

retired players of repute themselves, fleetingly forgot they were sitting in a stu-
dio and began celebrating frenziedly like teenage fans who had just witnessed the most
supernatural event of their life. Messi’s goal, though, was anything but supernatural,
rather an embodiment of forensic finesse — where every minute aspect of bending a
spherical object over a leaping human wall, making it trace a semi-circular path to its
contrived destination, was placed to outrageous perfection. The weight, the curve, the
exact point of curve, the pace and drop — that left-instep seemed fitted with an invisible
calculator, or divinity to give life to a dead ball.

That’s essentially what free-kick virtuosos do — breathe life into a static ball, make it
weave wondrous, unfathomable patterns in the air, wreak untold mischief (and careers),
make the defenders and goalkeepers look ridiculously silly, and besides all it, add another
layer of masterful intrigue into the game. It’s that element of the beautiful game that con-
tinues to enchant physicists, trying to decode and fathom the supernaturalism of some
free-kicks through principles of aerodynamics and Magnus Effect. Yet, some free-kicks
of devastating beauty remain absurdly mysterious, like Roberto Carlos’s screamer against
France in 1997.

In his autobiography, I Think, Therefore I Play, Andrea Pirlo, one of the finest free-kick
exponents of this century, explains his free-kick fixation: “For me, the best feeling in life
is watching the ball fly into the net after it whizzes a couple of centimetres over the heads
of the defenders. They can almost reach it, but not quite. They can read the maker’s name,
but they can’t stop it going in. Sometimes a pinch of sadism is the ingredient that makes
victory taste that little bit sweeter.” As the cameras panned into Messi that night in Nou
Camp, you could see the pinch of sadism flicker in his eyes.
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India’s crucial security challenge is not external, but
relates to maintenance of domestic harmony and unity
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WORDLY WISE
IN FOOTBALL EVERYTHING IS COMPLICATED BY THE

PRESENCE OF THE OPPOSITE TEAM.
— JEAN-PAUL SARTRE

ARUN PRAKASH

THE SEVEN DECADES since Independence
have seen numerous analysts, scholars and
researchers — foreign as well as Indian — be-
moaning the absence of a “strategic culture”
in India and the consequential disregard of
national security by its rulers. Historically,
India suffered a succession of invasions over
its north-western passes by Persians, Greeks,
Arabs, Turks, Afghans, Mongols and Mughals,
and over its shores, by Europeans. While we
failed to defeat any of these invaders, let us
note that those who came overland were as-
similated into India’s rich cultural fabric and
became “Indians”. The European seaborne
invaders, not in the least interested in assim-
ilation, stayed for four centuries; only to ex-
ploit, plunder and establish empires.

The lacunae that, historically, enabled fore-
igners to violate our sovereignty and deprive
us of freedom were: Lack of internal unity, abs-
ence of strategic thinking and planning, and
technological backwardness. Proof that less-
ons of history have remained unlearntis tobe
found in the Indian polity’s sustained indiffer-
ence towards national security issues, despite
five major conflicts, ongoing internal insur-
gencies and frequent terror strikes. Rarely, in
the past 72 years, has India’s Parliament found
the inclination to discuss the defence budget,
address national security issues or demand a
defence review/security strategy from the
government. Not only does Parliament ignore
the annual recommendations of its own
Standing Committee on Defence, the govern-
ment is seen showing displeasure when the
Committee presents unpalatable facts.

The 1999 near-disaster of Kargil brought
home to the political establishment that there
was a great deal wrong with national secu-
rity. Consequently, both the NDA and UPA
regimes that followed constituted high-level
expert groups mandated to undertake na-
tional security reviews and propose reforms.
The crucial recommendations of both bod-
ies, however, disappeared into the bureau-
cratic maw of the Ministry of Defence and
Ministry of Home Affairs and national secu-
rity reform has remained in limbo thereafter.

Starting with the 1999 IC-814 hijacking,
the early years of this century saw successive
crises catching India by surprise. Each time,
the country was unprepared and invariably
in the reactive mode. The historic void in str-
ategic thinking and planning apart, India’s in-

‘We need to remind ourselves
that the Indian state can
never consider itself truly
secure unless it assures
safety and freedom from fear
and intimidation for each of
its citizens. A fact unknown
to most is that the Indian
armed forces, as currently
structured, are the
embodiment of ‘sarva
dharma sama bhava’. Our
newly inducted soldier-
politicians must explain to
their parties, how the unit
cohesion and fighting
efficiency of our armed
forces would suffer, unless
they can pursue their
tradition of religious
tolerance and co-existence.

decisiveness and vacillation in the face of rep-
eated provocations were suggestive of timid-
ity, masked by the fig leaf of “strategic re-
straint”. While this display of forbearance did
garner international applause, it was frustrat-
ing and demoralising for the Indian citizen.

All this changed on September 29, 2016,
when the NDA government deployed special
forces to deliver a punitive strike on terrorist
camps across the LoC, thereby breaching the
self-imposed taboo that had paralysed pre-
vious regimes. The February 2019 air-strike
that followed, on a terrorist facility in Khyber
Pukhtunkhwa, re-affirmed this government’s
resolve that cross-border terrorism by
Pakistan would not go unpunished.

While these resolute actions have earned
well-deserved public approval, two impor-
tantaspects need to be highlighted. One, while
the government deserved full credit for initi-
ating long-overdue military action, clumsy
use of these operations by party apparatchiks
for election propaganda embarrassed the mil-
itary, trivialised its achievements and under-
mined India’s “perception management”
campaign. Two, September 2016 became a
“missed opportunity” for promulgating a na-
tional security doctrine — with the objectives
of signalling red-lines for adversaries, provid-
ing guidelines for own forces, conveying a
clear message that cross-border terrorism
would invite guaranteed retribution, thereby
boosting national morale and confidence.

India will soon have a newly-elected gov-
ernment in place. But as far as national secu-
rity goes, all party manifestos appear equally
insipid and unfocused, confirming fears that
the recent hoopla about security was super-
ficial and election-driven. Therefore, as a con-
cerned citizen, one feels obliged to offer ad-
vice — albeit unsolicited — to the incoming
government on three areas of national secu-
rity; all of them “old chestnuts”.

First, India’s most crucial security challenge
is not external, but relates to maintenance of
domestic harmony and unity. History is re-
plete with examples like the Austro-
Hungarian and Ottoman empires as well as
the Soviet and Yugoslav republics, which at-
tempted to forge multi-religious and multi-
ethnic populations into nation-states, but
eventually failed and fragmented. With every
major religion represented, and with thou-
sands of ethnic groups co-existing harmo-

niously, India remains a brave but fragile ex-
periment, but one that has stoutly upheld the
citizenship rights accorded to everyone by its
Constitution. Once the elections are over, our
politicians need to reflect on whether India
can afford to have religious majoritarianism
dominating the political discourse.

Without stepping into this minefield, we
need to remind ourselves that the Indian state
can never consider itself truly secure unless it
assures safety and freedom from fear and in-
timidation for each of its citizens. A fact un-
known to most is that the Indian armed
forces, as currently structured, are the em-
bodiment of “sarva dharma sama bhava”. Our
newly-inducted soldier-politicians must ex-
plain to their parties, how the unit cohesion
and fighting efficiency of our armed forces
would suffer unless they can pursue their tra-
dition of religious tolerance and co-existence.

Second, India’s half-empty arsenal and
heavy dependence on arms imports make a
mockery of its claims to “growing power” sta-
tus. A complacent and unaccountable scien-
tificcommunity entrusted with defence R&D
and a languid MoD bureaucracy, charged
with defence production and acquisition, has
stalled India’s military modernisation. “Make
in India” remains an inspiring slogan that
needs to be fleshed out and underpinned by
a 50-year vision-cum-action plan. Its imple-
mentation must be accompanied by a drastic
re-structuring of India’s military-industrial
complex and the creation of a new “Ministry
of Defence Production & Acquisition”.

The last but most crucial national security
flaw lies in sequestration of India’s armed
forces from a MoD, run exclusively by a gen-
eralist civilian bureaucracy, and its failure to
integrate the armed forces with each other.
Consequently, India is unique amongst ma-
jor military powers in persevering with a
bloated military and an outdated higher de-
fence organisation of dubious utility in this
age of cyber, nuclear and space warfare.

The media tends to fret about China’s sky-
rocketing defence expenditure. But the two
things that should keep our politicians awake
are China’s recently downsized, integrated
and modernised regional military com-
mands, and the visionary White Papersits de-
fence ministry issues biennially.

The writer is a retired chief of naval staff

THE WOMEN WHO RULED
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In patriarchal South Asia, women leaders have to act tough or risk being toppled

KHALED AHMED

ANNA A SUVOROVA has written an extraor-
dinary book, Widows and Daughters: Gender,
Kinship, and Power in South Asia (OUP 2019),
affording us a closer look at the women who
served as prime ministers in our region. In
each case, she opens the door to a realistic
analysis of what caused the patriarchal so-
cieties of India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh to accept them as leaders, even
to invest them with charisma. There is the
invariable factor of violence and suffering
as “daughters and mothers” playing their
role on top of the political order of their
states.

Dynasties emerged before or after the
strongwomen of South Asia took control.
Death established the dynasties where
women got to climb to the top because of an
instinctive public reverence of the assassi-
nated fathers. Sheikh Hasina, daughter of the
“founder” of Bangladesh, Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman (1920-75), had to live down the as-
sassination of her father, mother, brothers,
sisters-in-law, and nephews (20 people alto-
gether)in August 1975 by a group of officers
of the Bangladesh army.

Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was
overthrown by the army in 1977 and killed
by another general, Zia ul-Haq. Bangladesh
saw a coup-on-top-of-a-coup, led by General
Khaled Mosharraf. But after three days,
Mosharraf was killed in another coup.

In the patriarchal world of
South Asia, women have to
act tough or risk being
toppled by men. In a sense,
this applies universally, as
Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher was often

said to be ‘the only man in
the cabinet’.

General Ziaur Rahman, later president, sur-
vived 21 attempted army coups between
1977 and 1980 and was killed in Chittagong in
1981.

In 1977, Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto
of Pakistan was toppled by a military coup
staged by his chosen army chief General Zia-
ul-Hag. A servile judiciary allowed the gen-
eral to hang Bhutto in 1979. Bhutto had sent
his two sons, Murtaza and Shahnawaz, out of
the country, thus making the onus of his
charisma fall on his daughter Benazir. She too
was killed by a suicide-bomber while General
Pervez Musharraf ruled Pakistan.

Sonia Gandhi — Italian by birth — had to
face aregion getting more sinister by the day.
She was to be one of the widows that came to
power indirectly in South Asia. Her husband,
the dynastic heir of the Nehru family, Prime
Minister Rajiv Gandhi, died in 1991 at the
hands of a Tamil terrorist. But the transfer of
dynastic charisma got her party the Congress
towin again despite the malicious opposition
charge of “foreigner” against her.

A Buddhist monk killed the born non-
Buddhist — but later-converted from
Anglican to Buddhist — Solomon
Bandaranaike, prime minister of Sri Lanka in
1959, leaving behind his widow, Sirimavo
with three children. She was often called “the
weeping widow” — a pun on “weeping wil-
low” — by her myriad ill-wishers. Her daugh-

ter, Chandrika, after losing her father also be-
came a widow after her husband, actor Vijaya
Kumaratunga, was killed by a Sinhalese ex-
tremist in 1988.

In the patriarchal world of South Asia,
women have to act tough or risk being top-
pled by men. Ina sense, this applies univer-
sally, as Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher
was often said to be “the only man in the
cabinet”. Sheikh Hasina is authoritarian and
harsh, bordering on cruel. She got her fa-
ther’s killers hanged, vanquished the oppo-
sition, has the army under her thumb and
has a majority in parliament touching two-
thirds. Sirimavo Bandaranaike too had to
act tough despite being a Buddhist. After
her election as prime minister, she made
Sinhalese the official language of the coun-
try (in place of English), which alienated the
Tamil minority.

Why do women rulers act tough?
Suvorova has this diagnosis: “The male ma-
jority considered women to be inherently
apolitical, passive, easily swayed, eager for
compromise, incompetent, subject to the in-
fluence of their male entourage, and in a
word, marionettes controlled by puppeteers
present among advisors in the party hierar-
chy or cabinet.”

The writer is consulting editor,
Newsweek Pakistan
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NO MINORITY STATUS
EDUCATION MINISTER P C Chunder turned
down in the Lok Sabha the demand for mak-
ing the Aligarh Muslim University a minor-
ity institution under Article 30 (1) of the
Constitution. Replying to the three-day de-
bate on the AMU (Amendment) Bill, he said
the present Bill sought to restore to the uni-
versity as much minority character as it had
under the 1951 amendment Act initiated by
Maulana Abdul Kalam Azad. Chunder also
rejected the demand for referring the Bill to
a joint committee of Parliament.

ImprORT POLICY, 1979-80
CANALISATION OF THE import of aluminium,

natural rubber, cement, and items of chemi-
cals and drugs, enlargement of the list of cap-
ital goods allowed for import to actual users,
liberalisation of import of spares, and simpli-
fication of procedures to cut down delays are
the highlights of the export-oriented import
policy for 1979-80 announced by commerce
minister,VMlohan Dharia in Parliament. While
the structure of the policy remains un-
changed, improvements have been made to
give animpetus to home production and ex-
ports, while protecting the interests of indige-
nous industry and agriculture.

CHINA PoLICcY CHANGE
AFTER 30 MONTHS of marching resolutely

to the right, China’s top leadership has sud-
denly wheeled to the left in a dramatic turn
of economic policy which may have sharp
implications for the nation’s political leader-
ship. While still denouncing the leftish
crimes of the deposed radical “gang of four”,
the nation’s press is blossoming with a new
cry to support “the four basic principles.”
These principles are to “keep to the socialist
road, uphold the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat, the leadership of the Communist Party
and Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong
thought.” Proclamation of the four principles
is being accompanied by a sharp cutback in
modernisation targets and a reordering of
development priorities on a massive scale.
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A Rashomon election

After the results of general elections are declared, India will be able to escape
torealism from the alternate reality it is presently inhabiting

N

NO PROOF REQUIRED
BY SURJIT S BHALLA

MY FOUR GREATEST movies of all time, are,
inno particular order, Satyajit Ray’s Charulata,
Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves, Akira
Kurosawa’s Rashomon, and Michael Curtiz’s
Casablanca. Today, I want to talk about
Rashomon.

Most of us decode the meaning of reality
as what you see is what you get. What real-
ity is or is not was vividly brought home to
the world by Kurosawa in Rashomon. The ge-
nius of that film was in the way it communi-
cated so brilliantly that while we think we
recognise truth, the truth of reality is often
more complex, because each person brings
her own subjectivity to the experience.

Well, Election 2019 is turning out to be
Rashomonesque. Everybody is seeing the
same “facts” yet each has a different descrip-
tion of the reality, and its effect on the elec-
tion. I will present several economic, politi-
cal, and social examples below. You figure out
which belongs to an alternate universe and
which does not. Ten times out of nine the in-
terpretation will be a function of your pre-
conceived ideology. You don’t believe me?
Read on.

On the surgical strike, former prime min-
ister, Manmohan Singh, came out with an ob-
servation that even under the UPA govern-
ment, there were surgical strikes. The reality
of the surgical strike, as we were made to be-
lieve till now, was an incursion at least a few
kilometers away into Pakistan Occupied
Kashmir. We now have a new definition of-
fered by the Congress, echoing the comedy
film Hum Kisise Kum Naheen, that a surgical
strike is any skirmish a few metres around the
Line of Control. Alternate universe or what?

China finally allowed Masood Azhar to be
branded a global terrorist. In prospect and
retrospect, this was a well-crafted diplomatic
effort under Prime Minister Narendra Modi
for which the Indian diplomatic corps should
be congratulated by everyone. Step by step,
brick by brick, Azhar was castled. All Indians
should be celebrating. But wait: We are in the
midst of Election 2019 in which gold be-
comes rust. According to former finance min-
ister and Congress leader, P Chidambaram,
all political honours are even: “The process
to name (Azhar) as a global terrorist was
started by the UPA government” (emphasis
added). Does that mean the Congress will
now allow revenge of Pulwama (Operation
Balakot) to be mentioned in campaign
speeches as long as the statement is preceded
by the disclaimer: “We succeeded in a surgi-
cal strike made possible because of 70 years
of misguided efforts to solve the ‘Kashmir’
problem as started by Nehru and the
Congress government in 1947?”

PM Modi shocked the nation, and the
world, by openly discussing the need for an
open-defecation free (ODF) India. No longer
left for hushed discussions, and never in front
of children, discourse of habits of defecation
became a policy goal. An ambitious goal was
declared by the Modi government: India was
to be ODF by 2019.

How impossible was this goal? Looking at
the international evidence, definitely impos-
sible in just three years, with the base as 2015-

16. And there were plenty of critics who mar-
shalled all the evidence about habit forma-
tion, and lack of water, etc. to claim that rural
India could not achieve zero open defecation
in 2019 from a level of 55.6 per cent in 2015.

There is strong international evidence to
back the impossibility claim. Since 2000, the
World Bank has been reporting data on open
defecation for more than 120 countries (ur-
ban and rural). Data are available from 2000
— in that year India is reported to have 82.2
per cent of rural areas as Not ODF; both gov-
ernment of India (Gol) and World Bank re-
port rural NODF as 55.6 per cent in 2015.
What are the statistical chances of achieving
zero NODF by 2019? Zilch.

But government data suggests that in
2018, only 8.8 per cent of rural India was not
ODF; for 2017, the estimate is 30.8 per cent.
The 2018 number is an improvement of
around 46 percentage points (ppt) in just
three years. One of the important aspects
about Alternate Reality Election 2019 is that
suddenly, in just three to five years, all Indian
institutions have transformed from pristine
to sullied, contaminated, and worse. In other
words, government data just cannot be be-
lieved anymore because itis all inspired cre-
ativity to fool the Indian public — and BJP, and
the institutions, are obviously stupid in think-
ing that they have any credibility left (and
hence will be defeated in Election 2019 but
that is best left for another occasion).

Given that “facts” are at best unknown
and at worst manipulated, let us assume that
not 10 per cent but 25 per cent of rural India
was NODFin 2018, that is, the Swachh Bharat
Mission (SBM) was misguidedly over-esti-
mating achievements and reporting a 25 per
cent NODF reality figure as 8.8 per cent. This
would be one of the gravest errors of the
Modi government. But let us assume that this
error was made.

Some of the most critical professional
sanitation experts do grant that substantial
progress has been made in toilet usage. It is
also acknowledged that in many areas, water
supply is a problem; also that women and
girls are motivated to use toilets and that old
men are most hesitant to change habits.
Hence, an estimate that reality may be better
approximated by 25 per cent, not 8.8 per
cent. The move from 56 per cent to 25 per
centisa 31 ppt move in just three years.

A lot has been written about
the alternative fact that very
few jobs were created in India
during the six years between
2011-12 and 2017-18. It is
argued that these years,
rather the time since May
2014, represent a data-
distorted universe. The years
between 2004-05 and 2011-12
represented the highest GDP
growth in India, and it was a
‘clean, ‘reliable’ data
dissemination period
because the UPA was in
power. According to the
usual status definition (the
same which reports
unemployment at a 45-year
high of 6.1 per cent in 2017-
18), there were only five
million jobs created between

2004-05 and 2011-12.
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According to World Bank data, the best
three-year performance in NODF change
among 108 countries since 2000 was in
Ethiopia — a decline of 11.5 ppt between
2004 (74.3 per cent) and 2007 (62.8 per
cent). The second and third best perform-
ers — Cambodia (decline of 8.3 ppt) and
Pakistan (decline of 8 ppt). Number 7 best
performer was neighbouring Nepal and
India was ranked 13. Rural NODF in India de-
clined by 5.3 ppt (from 60.9 per cent to 55.6
per cent) between 2012 and 2015, accord-
ing to World Bank data.

Even with the troll-free decline of 31 ppt
between 2015 and 2018, the pace of NODF
decline in India was three times as fast as the
best performer in the world since 2000.
Research into NODF decline in Europe and
the USin the 19th century (the first toilet was
discovered in 1852) might confirm that what
has been achieved by the SBM is a world
record, and by a huge margin.

Alot has been written about the alterna-
tive fact that very few jobs were created in
India during the six years between 2011-12
and 2017-18. It is argued that these years,
rather the time since May 2014, represent a
data-distorted universe. The years between
2004-05 and 2011-12 represented the high-
est GDP growthinIndia,anditwasa “clean”,
“reliable” data dissemination period because
the UPA was in power. According to the usual
status definition (the same which reports un-
employmentata45-year high of 6.1 per cent
in2017-18), there were only five million jobs
created between 2004-05 and 2011-12.

Strangely, this alternate reality is not
talked about by those waxing eloquent
about the reliability of NSSO data. I believe
there are legitimate grounds for the new
government (under whichever leadership)
to junk the NSSO household interview sur-
veys on employment and unemploymentin
favour of NSSO surveys of employees, poten-
tial and actual. NSSO should be again made
aleaderin the provision and quality of statis-
tics, as it was under the chairmanship of the
late PCMahalanobis in the 1950s and 1960s.
Only then will we able to separate signal
from noise, from alternate to real reality.

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

When children walk with fear

Over five years, the BJP has consistently sought to marginalise Muslims

HARSH MANDER

ANIS KIDWAI, WHO lost her husband as he
fought to save lives in a communal riot in
1947, went to Mahatma Gandhi in Delhi of-
fering her services for the survivors of
Partition. In great sadness, Gandhiji spoke to
her of the fires of hate that burned around
him. Until a Muslim child is able to walk out-
side without fear, he said to her, he could not
leave Delhi. One of Gandhiji’s tests of the
country that we must build was simply this,
of a Muslim child living here without fear.
Apply this to the India of 2019.

The BJP’s election campaign makes it
abundantly clear that it has declared war on
a segment of India’s citizens. Since the
Constitution assures equal citizenship to all
regardless of their faith and caste, thisis also
a war on the Constitution. It is war against
the ethos of the freedom struggle, and
against what s finestin India’s civilisational
legacy — its pluralism, its accommodation
of diversity.

The 2014 general elections were crafted
by the BJP to render India’s Muslims politi-
cally irrelevant by welding disadvantaged
Hindu castes with privileged castes —and in
India’s Northeast even with Christians —
against the constructed common enemy,
India’s Muslims. The state elections which
succeeded saw the growing political invisi-
balisation of the Muslim, with even opposi-

tion parties reluctant to raise issues of con-
cern to Muslims or field Muslim candidates.

In 2019, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has led from the front. He taunts his politi-
cal adversary, Rahul Gandhi, for fighting
elections in a seat in which “the minority is
the majority”, insinuating that this is some-
how an insult both to Hindus and the na-
tion. Since Hindus are 48 per cent of the pop-
ulation of this constituency, Rahul can win
only by asking for votes also from Muslim
and Christian residents. How is this illegiti-
mate, unless we believe that Muslims are
lesser citizens?

These lines are drawn even more unam-
biguously by Amit Shah. Shah pledges to ex-
tend the National Register of Citizens, cur-
rently restricted to Assam, to all of India. In
Assam, this process is interrogating the citi-
zenship of four million people, creating po-
tential statelessness on a scale unmatched
anywhere in the world. He also promises to
ensure Indian citizenship to Hindus, Sikhs
and Buddhists. He describes Muslims and
Christians, mainly the former, as infiltrators
and “termites”. This belligerent language is at
its most crass in the speeches of UP Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath, who founded a
Hindu youth militia which has still not been
disbanded. He rages about his party’s cru-
sade against the “green virus”. He pits “our”

Bajrang Bali against “their” Ali.

Through PM Modi’s stewardship of the
country, there has been a surge in hate
speech and lynching. NDTV found an expo-
nential increase in hate speech in Modi’s gov-
ernment compared to the five years of UPA
rule that preceded it. And 88 per cent of these
hate speeches were by BJP leaders.

This period also saw a massive rise in
hate-lynching, which mainly targeted
Muslims and Dalits. IndiaSpend found that
between 2010 and 2017,97 per cent cow-re-
lated violence occurred after PM Modi came
to power, and 86 per cent of the fatalities
were of Muslims. In many journeys of the
Karwan e Mohabbat to families hit by lynch-
ing, we have found them isolated and in fear,
unsupported by the state administration,
which instead mostly criminalises the vic-
tims. In fact, the lynch mobs are not just pro-
tected from punishment, they are valourised
as heroes. One Union minister garlands men
convicted of lynching; another wraps the
body of a lynching accused who dies in jail
in the national flag.

India’s criminal justice system has long
reflected acommunalised institutional bias.
This touched a new low in the Modi years.
Mayaben Kodnani, the first senior political
leader convicted for instigating and leading
the most brutal massacre in Gujaratin 2002,

was given bail soon after Modi assumed of-
fice and subsequently acquitted of all
charges. Criminal cases which accused Amit
Shah, now BJP president, and many senior
police officers of extra-judicial killings were
all discharged. People accused of Sangh ter-
ror crime have one by one been acquitted,
mostly on grounds that the prosecution did
not martial even the evidence which was
available to them. The clearest signal yet of
this declaration of war against Muslims was
when Pragya Thakur, accused (and not still
discharged) of being one of the key conspir-
ators of a series of terror attacks targeting
Muslims, was hand-picked as the BJP candi-
date to Parliament from Bhopal.

A Muslim child in Gurugram is attacked
for playing cricket, while a mob attacks his
home, smashing windows and beating
everyone at home. After the police registers
criminal cases against his family, they sur-
render, resolving not to pursue the case
against their attackers. These are the only
terms on which they would be allowed to
continue to live and work in Gurugram.

[ think wistfully of Gandhiji’s longing for
an India in which a Muslim child can walk
without fear. We travelled far from the India
of Gandhiji’s imagination.

Mander is a human rights worker and writer

“China’s nuclear force must be enough to deter US hawks’ ideas of making
strategic threats toward China, which should be the minimum for China’s

nuclear forces.”

— GLOBAL TIMES, CHINA

For a simpler GST

It should remain primarily a destination tax,
meant to support poorer states —not be
burdened with multiple objectives

i

P

ARUN KUMAR

GST IS NOT being flaunted by the BJP as its
major achievement in the ongoing election
campaign. It was launched with a special
session of Parliament similar to the one at
the dawn of Independence. It was billed as
the biggest tax reform. It was to lead to the
unification of the country and improve ease
of doing business. These were all significant
political slogans. But they have receded to
the background in favour of a more muscu-
lar nationalism.

GST collections have risen to a high of Rs
1.131akh crore in April. But on the whole, has
it delivered what was expected? Not quite,
because the unorganised sectors including
the BJP’s base, the small traders and produc-
ers, are hurting. And adverse impacts on
small producers are being reported from the
shoe industryin Agra, brassware industryin
Moradabad, pressure cooker industry, etc.

The large and medium-scale producers
who are expected to benefit the most from
GST are confused since hundreds of changes
have been announced from the time it was
launched. Even chartered accountants and
lawyers who are to help businesses cope
with GST are often left befuddled. More and
more cases are being filed in courts due to
lack of clarity and varying interpretations.

The government has been arguing that
the problems are transitional. The govern-
ment suspended the more difficult parts of
the GST provisions — like e-way bill, GSTR2
form — for a while. It has raised the limit for
registration under GST fromRs 20lakhtoRs
40 lakh and for the composition scheme
from Rs75 lakh to Rs 1.5 crore to exempt
most small businesses. Many tax rates have
been brought down. But the problems per-
sist because they are structural and not just
aresult of poor implementation. Of course,
implementation has been poor because dif-
ficulties were not anticipated and GST was
rushed through. GST needs a structural
change but the government is reluctant to
admit its mistake.

The opposition parties have raised the is-
sue of the adverse impact of GST on the
economy, especially on the unorganised sec-
tor. They have promised to bring about a
simpler GST.

The proponents of GST believe that the
problems are temporary and that structural
changes take time to give dividends. They
suffer from a confirmation bias. Because they
said GST is the biggest reform in India, no
matter what the difficulties, they maintain
that eventually all will be well. They argue
that price rise has been moderated as prom-
ised. But that is a result of the deflation in
agriculture prices due to slack demand con-
sequent to the decline in the unorganised
sectors. Otherwise, all services prices have
risen given that the GST rate on them is
higher than the service tax that they bore
earlier. Since November 2016, the unorgan-
ised sector has been hit hard and is declining.
But, the official production figures are based
only on the organised sector data. So, the

growth data given out officially is incorrect.

Proponents quote RBI, IMF and World
Bank data to bolster their argument on
prices and growth. But none of these agen-
cies collectindependent data on these vari-
ables. They simply take the government’s
figures. So, if the government figures are in-
correct so are their figures. Growth rates
have declined sharply but that is not cap-
tured in the official data.

The arguments for GST are based on the
various reports on indirect taxes since the
1970s. The first was the L K Jha Committee
report in 1978 and the last one was the
Subramaniam Committee Report in 2015.
The government website lists the various
benefits of GST: Itwould check blackincome
generation, promote exports, improve tax
collection and benefit consumers.

Unfortunately, these arguments are
based on partial analysis. Each of the vari-
ablesis analysed independently and the in-
terconnections with other variables are
missed. Amacroeconomic analysis substan-
tially changes these results.

For instance, even though the unorgan-
ised sector is largely exempt or under the
Composition Scheme, it is declining because
GST tilts the scales in favour of the large and
medium businesses. The poor face price rise
even though most of the items of their con-
sumption bear no GST or alow rate. The rea-
sonis that the point of levy of an indirect tax
is different from the point of its impact.
Further, even though GST is a destination tax
which should benefit the poorer states, they
are losing out. Also, GST has not been able to
check the growth of the black economy be-
cause it is so complex.

GST hasbecome a very complex tax since
the government wanted to serve multiple
goals — like check the black economy
through invoice matching and keeping pe-
troleum products and alcohol for human
consumption out of the tax regime. But if the
black economy is not getting checked, infla-
tionis still hurting and growth is down why
go for complexity?

The government has been saying that
GST is a destination tax so that the citizen
buying at the end is paying all the tax. In be-
tween, there are many stages of intermedi-
ate production, sales, transportation, stor-
age and accounting; each time a tax is paid
and given as aninput credit to the next stage.
So, the tax s calculated dozens of times and
then subtracted leading to billions of entries
every month creating massive difficulties in
implementation of GST. There are other ar-
guments as to why all this is not desirable
from the point of efficiency.

Further, the finance minister has stated
that 5 per cent of the businesses pay 95 per
cent of the tax. So, alast point tax (collected
from the dealer or the manufacturer on
MRP) with a high enough exemption will
simplify GST without loss of revenue and
much gain in efficiency.

It should be remembered that the bene-
fit of GST is largely due to computerisation.
These two things should not be mixed up.
So computerisation and its benefits would
continue in the simpler GST.Itis notareturn
to the old system with all its drawbacks. A
simplified alternative is possible if the propo-
nents give up their confirmation biases.

Kumaris Malcolm Adiseshiah Chair
Professor, Institute of Social Sciences and
author of Ground Scorching Tax

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

INCLUSION IS KEY

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘The
Maoist challenge’ (IE, May 4). The
Maoist movement in India has sus-
tained for more than six decades and
continues to pose a grave threat to in-
ternal security. However, the Naxal belt
today is confined to a few pockets of
central India, largely comprising thickly
forested areas. While police actionisan
option, it must be used sparingly. Socio-
economic development holds the key
to end this predicament.

Anirudh Parashar, Solan

AZHAR AND TERROR

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Tagging
Azhar (IE, May 3). The Pulwama attack
on February 14 was one of the deadliest
inthe Valley. Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM)
claimed responsibility for the attack.
This Pakistan-based terror outfit was
alsoresponsible for many other attacks
in India including on Parliament, in
Pathankot and in Uri. It was after the
Pulwama attack that the US, UK, and
France moved a fresh proposal in the
UN Security Council to designate
Azahar listed as a global terrorist. That
Chinadid not act as aroadblock and the
tag came through is indeed a diplo-
matic victory for New Delhi.

M CJoshi, Lucknow

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Tagging
Azhar’ (IE, May 3). While the long-
pending designation of Masood Azhar
as a “global terrorist” has finally been
achieved, India would do well to down-

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

MODEL EC

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘PM
majority-minority speech: EC
says does not violate poll code’
(IE, May 1). The Election
Commission’s (EC) clean chit to
the PM isn’t surprising. But the
opposition parties can hardly
accuse the EC of partiality. It has
ignored blatant violations of the
model code by parties across
the board. The recent two-day
bans don’t even qualify as a rap
on the knuckles. Itis imperative
that post the election season,
the Supreme Court deals firmly
with the EC’s abdication of re-
sponsibility. There is a model
code of conduct in writing — it
will be easy to pinpoint lapses
by EC officials.

S B Bhalerao, Mumbai

play the development instead of gloat-
ing about it in national and interna-
tional forums. This would be a mature
approach, one that would give space to
Pakistan to clamp down on him. Any
chest thumping is bound to antagonise
Pakistan. India should not lower its
guard against Pakistan-sponsored ter-
rorism at this juncture.

Vijai Pant Hempur




GST buoyancy

With collections hitting a record high, the next
step should be to simplify the tax regime

he final month of financial year 2018-19 has given
Tthe government some reason for cheer. Targets
for indirect tax collections may have been missed
for the last year, but collections from the Goods and
Services Tax in April for economic activity in March
scaled a new high. The GST inflows of %1,13,865 crore in
April are the highest recorded since the tax regime was
introduced in July 2017. They represent an increase of
over 10% compared to the same month a year ago, and
over 15% buoyancy over the average monthly GST col-
lections in 2018-19 of ¥98,114 crore. To be clear, GST re-
venues have crossed the 1 lakh crore mark in March,
January and October as well. The government has ack-
nowledged that economic growth did slow down in
2018-19, owing to declining private consumption
growth, a tepid increase in fixed investments and mut-
ed exports. The hope would be that the latest GST num-
bers are a harbinger of better growth momentum for
2019-20. The growth rate of the economy fell from 8.2%
in the first quarter to 7.1% in the second and 6.6% in the
third, so any improvement in the final quarter numbers
due at the end of May should provide some succour.
Healthier GST collections, if sustained, will also mean
less pressure on the Centre to cover its fiscal deficit.
The April GST numbers have come as a surprise to
many experts, given the lacklustre economic activity
witnessed across many sectors in recent months, which
should normally have impacted tax collections adverse-
ly. This perplexing trend may be attributed to increas-
ing compliance among businesses amidst the aggres-
sive push by the tax authorities to widen the tax base.
GST filings, for instance, were the highest in March this
year. However, the April surge has occurred despite a
decrease in the total number of GSTR-3B returns filed
by businesses, from 75.95 lakh in March to 72.13 lakh in
April. In the absence of more disaggregated data, it
could be argued that tax rate cuts by the GST Council in
December too may have spurred higher volumes for
some goods and services. The rush to pay tax arrears at
the end of the financial year may have been another
seasonal factor contributing to better tax collection
during the last month. Enforcement action by the tax-
man to collect more revenue from registered taxpayers
who have not been filing returns could be yet another
factor. It is still too early to assume that this is the begin-
ning of a secular trend. One must not lose sight of the
need for further simplification of the GST regime once
the election season is over. A significant number of bu-
sinesses have already been brought into the tax net
since the advent of the GST. In order to encourage grea-
ter compliance, there must be efforts to make it easier
for small firms to remain in the tax net by cutting down
the time and energy required to fill myriad tax returns.
A nudge would be preferable to the stick.

Spanish steps
Election results give Pedro Sanchez an
opportunity to deepen centre-left politics

convincing victory for the Socialist party (PSOE)
in Spain’s general election on Sunday has dealt a

blow to the prospect of a rightwing coalition
with the far-right Vox. The verdict is a personal triumph
for Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez, who failed to save
his minority government in February despite having re-
gained the party leadership. The PSOE is short of the
176 required for a governing majority. Yet, it is in some
ways spoilt for choice: it can either enter into a formal
alliance or rule on its own. Mr. Sanchez can count on is-
sue-based support. Encouragingly, the anti-capitalist
Podemos has indicated a readiness to work in a PSOE-
led coalition. It had nurtured ambitions of overtaking
the PSOE as the principal force on the political left after
the 2015 elections, but now its current stance stems
from what it sees as a larger role to isolate the conserva-
tives and the far-right. The chances of the liberal Ciuda-
danos supporting the PSOE are remote, as the former
seems set on replacing the conservative Popular Party
as Spain’s main centre-right alternative. In any case, Ci-
udadanos’s more recent proclivity to cohabit in a coali-
tion with theVox may not go down well with the PSOE
rank and file. Collaboration with the Catalan secession-
ists would be equally hard. They had in February joined
the Opposition to vote out Mr. Sanchez’s government,
which insisted on negotiating a settlement within the
framework of the Constitution. One of the parties has
demanded a second Catalan referendum and the with-
drawal of the sedition trial against separatist leaders as
a condition for supporting Mr. Sanchez again.

The victory in Spain is the latest in a string of success-
es for social democrats in the European Union, since
the xenophobic backlash in many countries after Ger-
many welcomed about a million Syrian refugees in
2015. Yet, the unfolding political fragmentation and the
erosion of two-party dominance across Europe also
means these gains cannot be exaggerated. As voters in
the 28-nation bloc brace themselves to elect a parlia-
ment this month, this new reality could become more
manifest. Halting the populist surge — as exemplified in
Britain’s vote to leave the EU — opposed to freedom of
movement and closer European integration is their big-
gest challenge. Centrist forces have responded to the
extremist threat by leaning either too much to the left
or to the right, hollowing out the middle ground. Such
pandering to populists has cost them dearly. It is time
moderate parties abandoned this perilous course. The
near-unambiguity of Mr. Sanchez’s latest mandate is
the envy of most governments around Europe. Having
been handed one, he must ensure a full term in office,
something that has eluded Spain for some years.

The essence of democracy

What the candidature of Pragya Singh Thakur reveals about the BJP’s election campaign

GOPALKRISHNA GANDHI

at does Sir William Gar-
row (1760-1840) have to
do with the elections

now under way in India? The well-
known and much-invoked phrase
“innocent until proven guilty” was
coined by that British barrister in
the course of a 1791 trial at the Old
Bailey. He turned the tables on le-
gal practice at that trial by saying
that the accusers, not those ac-
cused, must be tested, made to es-
tablish and prove their accusation
in court. The English Court of Ap-
peal in 1935 described Sir Wil-
liam’s concept as the “golden
thread” connecting the burden of
proof and the presumption of in-
nocence “within the web of En-
glish criminal law”.

The report card

And that connects Sir William with
the Indian polls directly. The Na-
tional Election Watch is a grouping
of NGOs and others working for
transparency and accountability
in elections. The Association for
Democratic Reforms (ADR) is a
non-partisan NGO working for
electoral and political reforms.
They have given us telling statistics
for four out of the seven phases of
elections that have taken place so
far. In the first phase of the elec-
tions, 17% of the candidates had
criminal cases pending against
them. In the second phase, the fi-
gure went down marginally to
16%. In the third phase, with the
largest number of seats in any
phase, the percentage of candi-
dates figuring in criminal cases

climbed to 21%. In two-thirds of
these, the accused have been
charged for serious offences like
rape, attempt to murder, and mur-
der. In the fourth phase, the last
one held so far, according to ADR,
a total of 210 candidates faced cri-
minal charges, with 158 being “se-
rious”. Five candidates had de-
clared cases related to murder, 24
related to attempt to murder, 4 to
kidnapping, 21 to crimes against
women, and 16 candidates to hate
speech. The phenomenon is not
peculiar to any one party. The BJP,
Congress, BSP, and the Shiv Sena
have fielded criminally charged
candidates, the BJP being on top of
the scale numerically. Even some
independent candidates are crimi-
nally charged.

The numbers in the three phas-
es remaining are not likely to be
very different. Around 20% of all
the candidates in the seven phas-
es, it may be, will be candidates
with one criminal charge or anoth-
er pending against them.

Sir William would have ex-
claimed, ‘That does not matter;
they may all be found to be inno-
cent!”” They well may. Also, they
may be the ones who get defeated.
On the other hand, studies have
shown that those with criminal re-
cords (muscle power) plus a seem-
ingly unlimited power of spending
(money power) have a distinctly
higher chance of succeeding over
those with just one of those ‘pow-
ers’ and over those who have
neither. So, some of these this time
round may well get elected, their
dates in court rubbing shoulders
with their dates in and with Parlia-
ment. And business will be as
usual for them, with Garrowian
logic and ethics and the notion
that many, if not most, of these
cases are ‘politically foisted” win-
ning the day. The Election Com-
mission has asked for an amend-

A.M.FARUQUI

ment to the Representation of the
People Act to bar, with some ca-
veats, those charged with criminal
offences from contesting. But after
hearing the matter, the Supreme
Court declined, in 2018, to enter
this area, ‘leaving the decision on
criminal netas on Parliament’.

Illiberal intent
It is precisely this ‘liberal’ arrange-
ment that the most illiberal take
advantage of. It is exactly this de-
mocratic legerdemain that the
most undemocratic occupy. It is
this very legal latitude that the
most law-disdaining use, abuse.

Mitesh Patel is perfectly entitled
under the law to contest from the
Anand seat in Gujarat. And we
should grant him the presumption
of innocence. Whatever else he
may be accused of, he cannot be
accused of hiding anything. He has
declared in his poll affidavit that
he was an accused in the 2002
post-Godhra riots, that an FIR was
registered against him in Anand
district in 2002 for engaging in ar-
son, rioting, stone-pelting and
theft, among other charges. And,
he has declared, he was booked
under Indian Penal Code Sections
147 (rioting) 148 (rioting, armed
with deadly weapon), 436 (arson),
332 (causing hurt to deter public
servant), 143 (unlawful assembly)
and 380 (theft). He may well be
found to be innocent of all these
crimes.

The point, however, is not that.

The point is that the Anand Ses-
sions Court acquitted him in 2010.
Sir William, there you go! But the
matter does not end there. The
Government of Gujarat, yes, the
BJP Government of Gujarat, acting
with amazing rectitude and objec-
tivity, filed an appeal in 2011
against his acquittal. (We shall not
go into how it could not have but
done so.) So, the charge has not
gone away. On the one hand, the
BJP government appeals against
his acquittal, on the other the BJP
gives him a ticket to contest from
Anand. Perfectly legal, of course.
Consistent with liberal, democrat-
ic nostrums. But what about the
ethics of it? Eth... what? What in
‘Elections 2019’ is that?

The case of Pragya Thakur

As T am sure with millions of oth-
ers, when I heard of Pragya Singh
Thakur’s candidature from Bho-
pal, I had but one thought: Male-
gaon, 2008. We know she is an ac-
cused in the 2008 Malegaon
bombings, was granted bail follow-
ing the dropping of charges by the
National Investigation Agency and
is currently under trial for multi-
ple charges in terms of the Unlaw-
ful Activities (Prevention) Act.
Technically, she can contest. Tech-
nically, she is as yet ‘innocent’.
Technically, no one can fault her
or the BJP for making her its cho-
sen candidate from Bhopal.

But what does her candidature,
of Mitesh Patel, and of others, say
of the party that has selected
them? Why, from so many hopeful
applicants for tickets, have they
been favoured? Because they can
deliver a very particular electoral
product. They can deliver polar-
ised victories. Pragya Singh Tha-
kur’s comments on Hemant Kar-
kare, the valiant police officer who
was martyred in the Mumbiai ter-
ror attack known as ‘26/11°, do not
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bear repetition. They belong to the
world of curses, hoodoo, jinxes,
‘the evil eye’, not to the world of
rational humanity. And though the
BJP ‘has distanced’ itself from
those comments, it has remained
as near as near can be to her can-
didacy.

Narendra Modi is a candidate
from the temple-town of Varanasi,
Amit Shah from the heart-core of
the Gujarat riots, Ahmedabad.
One is the BJP’s leader, the other
its president. Yet, it is not these
two leaders but the two candi-
dates “presumed innocent till pro-
ven guilty” who represent the
face, mind and heart of the party
that seeks India’s mandate to gov-
ern its one billion people. Face,
mind and heart are incomplete
without a soul.

Where is that to come from?
From our deepest feelings as a pe-
ople. We are not at war. But 20
years ago, in 1999, we were: the
Kargil War. Our soldiers became
the soul of the country. In any war,
they become that. It so happened,
by the inexorable calendar of par-
liamentary democracies, that elec-
tions had to be, and were, an-
nounced, right in the middle of
that war. Then-Prime Minister Atal
Bihari Vajpayee kept the war and
his election campaign distinct. BJP
registers will show anyone inter-
ested in history that at a political
meeting in Haryana when he not-
iced photographs of our defence
chiefs displayed in the backdrop,
he said, ‘No, this is not proper.
And the arrangement was recti-
fied.

Not proper, not done. That is
what ethics are about. Not pre-
sumptions of innocence till proven
guilty, but presumptions of inten-
tion that need no proving.

Gopalkrishna Gandhi is a former
administrator, diplomat and governor

An image makeover of the Belt and Road Initiative

India’s attitude has to be set in the larger picture of the relationship with China

P.S. RAGHAVAN

s the Second Belt and Road
AForum (BRF), reviewing

progress of the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), concluded in
Beijing on April 27, China had rea-
son to be satisfied. The summit
segment was attended by 37 heads
of state or government. The list in-
cluded strategic partner Russia
and almost all from Central and
Southeast Asia, two important
areas of BRI operation.

If the attendance from South
Asia was somewhat disappointing
(only Pakistan and Nepal at the
leaders’ level), South Asian coun-
tries, except India and Bhutan,
joined various initiatives launched
at the forum. The east coast of
Africa, which is on the Maritime
Silk Road, sent five leaders. Partic-
ularly in the context of recent U.S.
tirades against the “predatory eco-
nomics” of the BRI, it was signifi-
cant that nine European leaders
attended, including seven from
the European Union. Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe sent a
special envoy, conveying that the
BRI “is a grand vision with great
potential”. The UN Secretary Gen-
eral and IMF Managing Director
were in attendance, the latter ex-
tolling the BRI’s achievements,
“from stimulating infrastructure
investment to developing new glo-
bal supply chains”. China claimed

participation from 150 countries at
the forum, which included a CEO
conference, where agreements
worth $64 billion were signed.

Litany of complaints
The Chinese leadership claimed
the attendance rebutted allega-
tions that BRI is a geopolitical tool
and exploitative “debt trap” driv-
ing countries into dependence on
China. It would be more realistic
to see it as indicating China’s eco-
nomic clout and the desire of most
countries to hedge their bets in the
current turbulence in great power
relations. Concerns about the via-
bility of BRI projects have not dis-
solved,; it is just that immediate be-
nefits sometimes obscure the
direness of future consequences.
Over the years, the structure
and implementation of the BRI
have attracted negative comment,
including from some of the coun-
tries represented at the forum.
There is a litany of complaints:
that projects are selected as per
Chinese priorities, with inadeq-
uate consultation with recipients;
terms are agreed bilaterally and
non-transparently with the leader-
ship, and benefits do not trickle
down to the population; contracts
go to Chinese companies, are im-
plemented by Chinese labour,
with raw materials and products
from China; most projects are ov-
er-valued and economically unvia-
ble; most financing is by Chinese
loans on unrealistic terms, leading
eventually to “debt traps”; foreign
companies and private investment
are spurned; corruption flourishes
in the absence of transparency, la-
bour laws are flouted and environ-

mental compliance is lax. Above
all, the BRI exhibits China’s geos-
trategic ambition for economic do-
minance and political hegemony.

China promises a makeover
President Xi Jinping’s speeches
and the final forum communique
silenced this criticism by promis-
ing a total makeover of the BRI.
They declared that it will be guid-
ed by extensive consultation, joint
contribution and shared benefits.
Cooperation should be transpa-
rent, people-centric, green and
clean, with zero tolerance for cor-
ruption. Project evaluation, ten-
dering, bidding and implementa-
tion would meet international
standards. The right of participat-
ing countries to define their deve-
lopmental priorities would be res-
pected, as also their laws,
sovereignty and territorial integri-
ty. Foreign investment would be
welcomed. Economic, social, fis-
cal and environmental sustainabil-
ity of projects should be ensured,
with emphasis on debt sustainabil-
ity. In short, it was a promise to
transform the BRI, in one fell
swoop, from all that it was into all
that it should have been. The ques-
tion is how this rhetoric will tran-
slate into action.

The other remarkable feature
was the launch of the “Belt and
Road” as an overarching frame-
work for bilateral and plurilateral
cooperation. China announced a
clutch of “Belt and Road” scholar-
ships, training courses and ex-
change programmes. Groups of
countries launched cooperation
mechanisms for ports administra-
tion, accounting standards, tax ad-
ministration, banking, intellectual
property, sustainable cities, ener-
gy and dispute settlement, among
many others. Some of these me-
chanisms were facilitated by UN
agencies. China listed 283 “deliver-
ables” from the forum, comprising
Chinese initiatives, bilateral and
multilateral agreements, invest-
ment projects and financing arran-
gements. The message was the BRI
is now more than a bunch of Chi-
nese infrastructure projects; it is
truly a “community of common
destiny” (as Mr. Xi termed it in
2017) to reshape global gover-
nance - a sort of G-150, promoting
multilateralism, globalisation, de-
velopment and human rights,
whose members could forge pluri-
lateral cooperation under its
umbrella.

All in all, it was a show of Chi-
na’s self-confidence about its place
in the world at a time of churn in
global politics. The U.S. absence
was barely mentioned, nor did the
shadow of the increasingly stri-
dent U.S. campaign against Chi-
na’s “militarism”, “predatory eco-
nomics” and “technology theft”
intrude into the bonhomie of fo-
rum proceedings. India’s absence
was gracefully handled, with the
Chinese Foreign Minister confirm-

ing that it would not affect the on-
going high-level India-China
dialogue.

An important - potentially the
most impactful - initiative of the
BRI has gone relatively unnoticed.
Mr. Xi announced in 2017 that it
would enhance digital connectivi-
ty and integration of big data to
build the “digital silk road of the
21st century”. Digital connectivity
infrastructure is to be built in tan-
dem with physical connectivity.
This arouses U.S. (and wider) con-
cerns that with its lead in 5G net-
work technology and deep pock-
ets, China will establish
dominance of its 5G standards and
equipment in Eurasia and beyond.
The sudden image makeover of
the BRI may well be intended to
open up a more accommodating

attitude to this technology
insertion.
India and the BRI

The debate in India about whether
or not we should join the BRI will
probably be reignited in the wake
of its new avatar. The opposition
to the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor determined absence at
the forum. There is no specific op-
portunity for India in any other
element of the BRI. India’s attitude
to it has to be set in the larger pic-
ture of the relationship with Chi-
na, which combines a strong eco-
nomic partnership with major
strategic challenges, further com-
plicated by the global geopolitical
flux.

P.S. Raghavan, a former diplomat, is
Chairman of the National Security
Advisory Board. Views are personal
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A rap on the knuckles
It is a shame that the
Supreme Court has to
direct the Election
Commission to do its job
(“Decide on Modi, Amit
Shah ‘hate speeches’ by
May 6, SC tells EC,” May 3).
This clearly shows that the
EC has failed to combat
hate speeches by leaders,
for reasons unknown to us.
The country needs a
dynamic and unbiased
Election Commission. As
Chief Election
Commissioner, T.N. Seshan
did a stellar job of
reforming the election
process in India.

KSHIRASAGARA BALAJI RAO,
Hyderabad

Who knew that the political
discourse would come to
such a low that politicians
would use martyrs to gain
political mileage in the
name of nationalism? Vote-
hungry politicians will
never be able to feel the
agony that families of
martyrs suffer.
Unfortunately, the Chief

electioneering. I hope
voters understand that hate
is being whipped up by
these politicians. The
failure of the EC to stem
this rot is very sad.

BRIJ B. GOYAL,
Ludhiana

The EC was once a tall
entity. If it had
demonstrated its credibility
in attending to violations of
the Model Code of Conduct
by parties and candidates
with visible fairness and
promptness, people would
not view EVMs with such
suspicion.

R. NARAYANAN,

The fear of defeat is what
prompted the Congress to
keep Priyanka Gandhi
Vadra out of the Varanasi
contest (“Priyanka’s U-turn
in U.P.,” May 3). The writer
has said that the party’s
moves will help consolidate

Election Commissioner Navi Mumbai forces. Why such double
seems to be a mute standards?
spectator to this shoddy Double standards C.G. KURIAKOSE,

Kothamangalam

the Muslim votes in favour
of the gathbandhan. When
the Muslim votes
consolidate in favour of the
gathbandhan alliance, it is
seen as a consolidation of
secular forces. However, if
the majority community’s
votes are in favour of the
BJP, it is often termed as
consolidation of communal

What is climate change?
The need to resolve the
day-to-day issues faced by
the common man has
pushed to the background
the urgent need of tackling

the dangers of climate

climate change (“Is India
doing enough to combat
climate change?” May 3).
The problem in India is that

change are not yet known
to the common people.

Efforts need to be made to
educate the common man

about its dangers, and
about how climate change
is linked to everyday issues,
rather than discuss it only
at an academic level.

V. SUBRAMANIAN,
Chennai

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/
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titled “Bahraich reveals communal and political faultlines of U.P.”
(May 3, 2019) erroneously said the OBCs and non-Jatav OBCs were

largely behind Mr. Modi across the constituency. It should have
been the OBCs and non-Jatav Dalits.

>>A Business page story titled “An app to manage diabetes”
(May 3, 2019) had a misspelling. The name of the app should be

mySugr - not mySuger.
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A new fault line in post-war Sri Lanka

After 10 years of a fragile peace, the deadly bombings on April 21 have blighted the eastern lagoon landscape of the island nation, pitting religious communities
against one another. Meera Srinivasan reports on the simmering tensions in the aftermath of the attacks

T \very few metres in Batticaloa a
—~ white poster with the words ‘Kan-
A dneer Anjali’ (tribute with tears)
appears, tied to trunks of trees, walls of
churches, or gates of mosques. Right be-
low the bold letters is an image of a pair
of eyes, weeping.

Near town, the narrow lane leading
to the evangelical Zion Church, where
one of the bombers blew himself up,
just as his fellow jihadists did at two
Catholic churches in Colombo and Ne-
gombo, is cordoned off. A huge banner
with mugshots and names of the victims
hangs at the entrance. Many of them are
studio pictures of well-dressed children
smiling at the camera.

Sri Lankans are yet to fully compre-
hend the dreadful Easter blasts that
shook the country less than a fortnight
ago, killing over 250 people across
churches and hotels in and around the
capital Colombo, and in this eastern ci-
ty some 300 km away. They are grap-
pling with possible reasons and neces-
sary responses with urgency, evident in
the many statements and solidarity
messages emerging from different reli-
gious and civil society groups.

But the people of Batticaloa have an
additional burden.

Batticaloa’s burden

While Sri Lanka’s Muslims, who make
up nearly 10% of the population, are
scattered across the island, their highest
concentration is in the Eastern Pro-
vince, comprising Trincomalee, Battica-
loa and Ampara districts.

Apart from losing 28 of its residents,
including 14 children who were at Sun-
day school on April 21, Batticaloa is also
where Zahran Hashim, the alleged mas-
termind of the Easter attacks, hailed
from. Perhaps for that reason, the dis-
trict has remained in the spotlight,
more often figuring in tales about a rad-
ical Islamist-turned-suicide bomber and
much less in those about victims of his
ghastly act.

Stories of pastor Kumaran who lost
his 11-year-old son, the parents of young
siblings Sharon and Sarah, and the fami-
ly of Ramesh Raju, who tried intercept-
ing the suicide bomber and died, faded
within days.

Even as different narratives of the dis-
tressing episode compete for credibili-
ty, Muslims and Christians suddenly
find themselves cast on either side of
the atrocity as “perpetrators” and “vic-
tims”, despite many knowing that those
who perished were not all Christians
and despite much of the Muslim com-
munity vehemently condemning the at-
tacks carried out by a small radical
group as “barbaric”. More perplexing is
the nature of the attack itself — of Mus-
lims targeting Christians, fellow minori-
ties, with whom they have no known
animosity. In fact, in Sri Lanka’s post-
war years, Muslims and, in fewer in-
stances, Christians have faced violent
attacks from hard-line Sinhala-Buddhist
forces.

While scores of affected families
struggle to cope with the shock and
those stubborn Easter morning memo-
ries that won’t leave, the people of Batti-
caloa appear to be bracing for other
likely repercussions, not fully known,
but potentially dangerous. Their scenic
coastal town with lush paddy lands
around, and a calming lagoon running
through, unexpectedly turned into a
site of horror on Easter day.

“The Christians are shattered,” says
Fr. Rajan Rohan, attached to the St.
John’s church in Batticaloa, which is run
by the American Ceylon Mission. Hail-
ing from the nearby Valaichchenai
town, he returned to Batticaloa last Sep-
tember, after completing assignments
in the northern Jaffna city during the fi-
nal years of the war, and later in Nuwara
Eliya, in the Central Province. “When I
came back here, I was shocked to see
how much this place had changed.”

As a child, Fr. Rohan recalls being
thrilled around Ramzan. “We loved that
kanji (porridge) our neighbours made
with beef stock. It was a delicacy that we
eagerly awaited every year,” he says.
Muslim families sharing treats with chil-
dren in the neighbourhood was not un-
common, and words like “co-existence”
had no use in an effortlessly multireli-
gious society.

But in 2018, things were different in
Fr. Rohan’s home town. “There was a
lot of Islamophobia among our Tamil
people. In a country that has paid a hea-
vy price because of Sinhala-Buddhist
majoritarianism, it was startling to see
Tamils so preoccupied with Muslims,”
he recalls. “They would say things like
‘we can never trust Muslims’ easily in
conversation.”

Sri Lanka’s Muslims are mostly Tamil-
speaking, but identify as a separate eth-
nic group, distinct from Tamils, most of
whom are Hindus and the rest Chris-
tians. The three-decade-long civil war
not only saw raging hostility between
the majority Sinhalese and minority Ta-
mils, who bore the brunt of the carnage,
but also witnessed Tamil-Muslim rela-
tions sour.

Despite being bound by language,
they grew apart, with the Tamil mili-
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A policeman frisks a devotee as he arrives at a mosque to attend prayer in Colombo after the bomb blasts on April 21. (Below) Kattankudy, which is among the most densely populated areas in the island. =arp
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There was a lot of
Islamophobia among our
Tamil people. In a country that
has paid a heavy price because
of Sinhala-Buddhist
majoritarianism, it was
startling to see Tamils so
preoccupied with Muslims.

FR. RAJAN ROHAN
St. John's church, Batticaloa

C

tants seeing the Muslims as aligned to
and aiding the state security forces that
they were fighting. The 1990 mosque
massacres in Kattankudy and nearby
Eravur, in which the LTTE mowed down
nearly 150 Muslims at prayer, and the
LTTE’s mass expulsion of Muslims from
the north later that year, have left a long
shadow of bitterness and resentment.
On his return, Fr. Rohan, who leads
an interfaith initiative, found it hard to
bring Tamils and Muslims together.
“But we were trying. And just when we
had begun working on those lines, this
[bombings] has happened,” he says,
pointing to the “daunting” task ahead.

Strained ties
It is not just Tamil-Muslim ties that wit-
nessed a change in the past decades.
The Muslim community has seen sub-
stantial changes within, according to
A.L.M. Sabeel, a member of the local Ur-
ban Council and a former secretary of
the Kattankudy Mosques Federation.
Starkly different from the rest of Bat-
ticaloa, Kattankudy town stands out.
Short date palm trees line the median
cutting through this town for some 50
metres, with shops on either side selling
garments, gadgets and other essentials.
Several mosques and cultural centres
can be seen along the main road, while
thousands of families live in crammed
houses along the streets off the main
road. The township is among the most
densely populated areas in the island.
“Women of my mother’s generation
used to wear a saree, wrapping their
heads with the pallu. But in the last 15-
20 years, we see more women switching
to the abaya [full gown]. The face veil is
an even more recent thing,” notes Sa-
beel, 45, who was raised here. Among
men, the full-length white robes and
long beards are recent imports. “My

father was clean-shaven. But many men
of my generation, including myself,
sport a beard,” he says, attributing the
relatively newer trends to more labour
migration to West Asian countries, Arab
funding for local institutions and conse-
quent interactions, and social media ex-
posure. “I don’t think some of these
ideas suit us, especially these clothes in
such hot weather.”

However, changes in attire, he points
out, coincided with “a more significant
shift”. “We are a minority in this coun-
try and have historically embraced a Sri
Lankan identity. But in recent times,
many Muslims appear keen on asserting
their religious identity, often in the
name of culture.” The community, in
his view, also turned more insular dur-
ing this time.

Meanwhile, some within the com-
munity question this new, relatively
more rigid idea of “Islamic culture”.
Culture is about convenience, argues a
40-year-old mother of three. “I wear the
abaya when I go out somewhere but
prefer a salwar kameez with a headscarf
when I visit my doctor. Culture is what
you want to make of it. Some people
might criticise you over your choices
but isn’t that the case in every commun-
ity?”

Accommodating different shades of
opinion on the practice of Islam, Islamic
culture and assertion, Sri Lankan Mus-
lims have largely remained together as a
community, with trade being a key
binding factor. Although Muslims of the
east were engaged in agriculture, fisher-
ies and livelihoods such as weaving in
the past, they became a predominantly
trading community over the years.

“It is true that Muslims mobilise well
and maintain good networks within the
community. And that irritates many Ta-
mils,” Sabeel notes.

A troubled youth
Thangavel Roshan, 28, took the Easter
weekend off and travelled from Colom-
bo, where he works at a construction
site. “We usually work all seven days to
accumulate our days off to travel home,”
he says, seated outside his home in Na-
vatkudah in Batticaloa. A few metres in-
to this locality, concrete roads give way
to rickety mud roads.

His right leg is bandaged and kept
raised on a plastic stool. Roshan, along
with his family, was at Zion Church on

Easter Sunday when he saw the bomb
explode right in front of his eyes. “I was
lucky, I escaped with this injury,” he
says. His parents and siblings too did, as
they were further away. Doctors have
advised Roshan three months’ rest be-
fore he can get back to work. “If there
were enough jobs here, I wouldn’t be
working so far away. A big chunk of my
salary goes for the commute [Colombo
is an eight-hour bus ride away]. I ha-
ven’t saved a rupee so far,” he says.

His older brother Thangavel Nelson
works at a highway project in Kurunega-
la in the North Western Province. “They
say post-war development and all that; T
think that happened only in the north.
The east hasn’t got anything... no facto-
ries, no development, no jobs. We have
to struggle outside for such little mo-
ney,” he sulks, blaming Tamil politicians
“who don’t care.”

“But look at Muslims,” he says, voic-
ing what appears to be a popular grie-
vance among many Tamils. “They get
government jobs, they prosper in busi-
ness. Unlike us, they are very secure.”

Much of the antagonism is also linked
to the ongoing struggles around re-
sources in the district, according to Si-
tralega Maunaguru, retired professor at
the Eastern University in Batticaloa.

“There are a lot of simmering ten-
sions between the communities over al-
location of land in many areas, and in
sharing water. People of different com-
munities accuse each other’s local polit-
icians of manipulating and favouring
their people,” she says, adding that con-
versations on these subjects often
quickly escalate to anti-Muslim speech.
“The recent bombings are bound to fan
those tensions.”

Muslim politicians and their patron-
age networks are common talking
points among Tamils. As partners in Sri
Lanka’s ruling coalition, Muslim leaders
hold key ministerial portfolios, while
the main Tamil party is in opposition.
Tamil leaders, in turn, are seen as lack-
ing political power or the will to make a
difference.

With clashing interests of the political
class and the leaders’ vote bank ma-
noeuvres shaping their realities, peo-
ple, especially the youth, appear to be
entangled in a web of insecurities — pol-
itical, economic and social.

“Their politicians take good care of
them. Muslim people can get away with

anything,” says Nelson matter-of-factly.

0ld prejudice, new fear

This view, which is shared by many oth-
ers, is precisely what makes Fr. Rohan
rather nervous. Inter-community rela-
tions, which are also ethnic relations in
this context, are fragile and need to be
handled with great care, he observes.
“We have to sensitise our [Tamil] com-
munity, including children. Even in jest,
a Tamil child should not tell a Muslim
friend anything like, ‘we can’t trust you
guys, youw’ll drop a bomb’.”

Clearly, Fr. Rohan’s immediate con-
cern was about preventing any backlash
against the Muslims. “While we comfort
the affected families, it is important to
try and prevent adverse reactions. We
don’t want others to use our name and
attack the Muslims for what a small, iso-
lated group did. That will lead to more
hate and clashes in our society.”

His apprehension is rooted in two
main reasons. One, the delicate social
relations that prevail in the multi-ethnic
districts of the Eastern Province, where
Muslims are the single largest group,
constituting 38% of the population. The
province is also home to some 6 lakh Ta-
mils (Hindus and Christians), and 3.5
lakh Sinhalese (Buddhists and Chris-
tians), making it one of Sri Lanka’s most
diverse regions. Two, the spate of anti-
Muslim violence in varying intensities,
and led by hard-line Sinhala-Buddhist
groups in the last seven years, has made
Muslims more vulnerable.

Further, he emphasises that Tamil so-
ciety cannot afford another cycle of vio-
lence and distress. “If our youth resort
to militancy again, some of us will turn
targets very soon. We saw that happen
with the LTTE, where the organisation
we nurtured turned against us when we
voiced disagreement or dissent.”

The government too has a role in pre-
venting any retaliation, he notes. “They
were quick to ban the radical Islamist
organisations behind the attacks as ‘ter-
rorist” outfits. They ought to show the
same promptness when it comes to rad-
ical Sinhala-Buddhist organisations no-
torious for inciting violence.”

In the current Sri Lankan context, his
fears of a backlash are well-founded —
where post-war reconciliation has
dragged, a political solution to the Ta-
mil question remains out of sight, and
youth across ethnicities are disgruntled
amid growing joblessness. Especially so
in the wake of Sri Lankan authorities
naming the little-known local radical Is-
lamist group, the National Thowheed Ja-
maath (NTJ), and its allies as perpetra-
tors of the Easter attacks, which the
Islamic State has also claimed.

Whether it is the NTJ’s links abroad,
or the rationale for their targets
(churches and hotels) or the extent of
radicalisation within the Muslim com-
munity, questions outnumber answers
at this point. But those feeling uneasy
about the likely impact of the attacks
say there is no time to waste.

The peril of radicalisation

With the government claiming that
Hashim was among the nine suicide
bombers who carried out the coordinat-
ed bombings, some may believe the
problem is over, but it is hardly so, ac-
cording to M.B.M. Firthous, a Kattanku-
dy-based preacher, who also heads a lo-

(:) A few youth were perhaps
ideologically drawn to a more
rigid practice of Islam. Others,
who were deeply affected by
the anti-Muslim attacks, found
the radical path speaking to
their outrage. But they were
very, very few and didn’t have
the community’s support.

A.L.M. SABEEL
Former secretary of the Kattankudy Mosques Federation

cal school. “The conciliatory statements
that different religious leaders made af-
ter the attacks talk about peace and co-
existence, but those are things that have
to be said. The problem, unfortunately,
runs deeper,” he says. The sooner it is
acknowledged, the greater the chances
of addressing it, he notes.

After every incident of an anti-Mus-
lim attack in recent years, “some forc-
es” within the Muslim community tried
to radicalise youth through classes and
videos, urging them to retaliate. But the
community had no appetite for it and
rejected it outright, according to diffe-
rent mosque leaders in the province.

“A few youth were perhaps ideologi-
cally drawn to a more rigid interpreta-
tion and practice of Islam, at times due
to social media influences. Others, who
were deeply affected by the anti-Muslim
attacks, found the radical path speaking
to their outrage. But they were very, ve-
ry few and didn’t have any support from
the community,” says Sabeel.

But radicalisation is not about num-
bers, Firthous cautions. “If the idea has
been sown in even one person’s mind,
we have to be very worried,” he says,
pointing to an “urgent need” for intros-
pection within the Muslim community.
“We cannot afford to isolate ourselves.
There is a lot to be done by all commun-
ities.” He also blames the many peace-
building efforts that followed the civil
war: “They were run by NGOs and well-
funded by donors, but they merely
scratched the surface without any mea-
ningful effort or reflection on the part of
communities.”

And today, the outrage over the dis-
parities and injustices accumulated ov-
er years of war and peace is manifesting
in new, grievous ways. About a week af-
ter the victims of the blast were laid to
rest in Batticaloa, and amid several in-
terfaith meetings and messages of assu-
rance, a group of young men went
around parts of Batticaloa on motor-
bikes, distributing flyers asking Tamils
to boycott Muslim-owned shops and to
quit working there. “We, the youth,
must be aware and prevent terrorists
who, in the garb of traders, enter our
towns,” says the provocative leaflet attri-
buted to ‘Tamil youth, Eastern
Province’.

According to a resident who received
it on Wednesday night, a trishaw (three-
wheeler) followed the motorbikes, with
someone inside speaking through a
loudspeaker. They were “clearly stoking
hatred”, says the resident, who asked
not to be named. “We don’t know who
got the youth to distribute the flyers. It
could be anyone seeking political mi-
leage from this tragic moment. But sad-
ly, they might get it. Even at the cost of
more violence and bloodshed, per-
haps.”
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