10 DEMOCRACY AT WORK

Trespassing former chief

Former Chief of Army Staff (COAS) General Dalbir Singh Suhag, was named ambas-
sador to Seychelles a few days ago by the same party that opposed his appointment
as COAS. He was placed under a “disciplinary and vigilance ban” by General V K
Singh, the then Army Chief and currently a minister of state in the Ministry of
External Affairs. Subsequently, V K Singh did everything to stymie General Suhag’s
appointment to any post. Now, if General V K Singh returns to the Ministry of
External Affairs, General Suhag will report to him. Elections seem to have played
acentral role in General Suhag’s life. He was appointed Army Chief by the Congress-
led UPA-2 government on May 14, 2014, just two days before the Lok Sabha election
results were announced. Now, with weeks to go for the announcement of results a
full five years later, he has got a post-retirement position. The question is, how
did the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) pick up the courage to overlook and ignore V
K Singh?

CHATTERBOX

‘Silence tells its own story’

It has to be a campaign to beat all campaigns. Shatrughan Sinha begins every
campaign speech with “Khamosh”! (Silence) then adds, “ki main sankshep mein
kuch points boloonga (1 will be brief).” At one place, someone in the crowd shouted
out: “Don’t be brief. Give us all the details.” To which Sinha replied, “Shanti mein
bhi kranti hoti hai. Kuch toh majboori hogi jo main bewafaa hua (Silence also tells
its own story. There must be a good reason why I became disloyal”).

“Madi ji, will you topple every government run
by an opposition party by buying lawmakers?
And from where do you brinﬂ so much money to
buy MLAs? You have tried to buy our MLAs many
times. Buying AAP leaders is not easy”

Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) Chief and Delhi Chief Minister
Arvind Kejriwal, in a Twitter response to Vijay Goel's
allegation about 14 lawmakers moving out of AAP
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CHECKLIST

CONSTITUENCIES TO WATCH IN BIHAR (MAY 6)

Sitamarhi: The seat went to the Janata Dal
United. But the candidate named by JDU, Varun
Kumar returned the ticket to party president
Nitish Kumar alleging non-cooperation by local
NDA leaders. In the meantime, local BJP leader
Sunil Pintu crossed the floor to formally join the
ID(U) and is contesting the seat. Pintu has been
BJP MLA from Sitamarhi twice and was also
ministerin the previous NDA government. The
mahagathbandhan (grand alliance) has fielded
Arjun Rai, considered close to Loktantrik Janata
Dal candidate from Madhepura, Sharad Yadav.
Madhubani: After he was denied a ticket from
the constituency, former union minister
Shakeel Ahmad has quit all posts in the
Congress and will fight as an independent
candidate. Congress ceded to the grand
alliance constituent Vikassheel Insan Party
(VIP), which has fielded Badri Purbe. Purbe, a

businessman from neighbouring
Darbhanga,as the official candidate. However,
there is extensive support for Ahmad, with
even the local Congress MLA, Bhawna Jha,
working for him. He is seen as the only person
who can defeat BJP.

Muzaffarpur: VIP floated by Mallah (boatman)
community leader Mukesh Sahni, is making its
debut appearance. The Mallah caste comes
under extremely backward class bracket,
carrying surnames like Nishad, Sahni and
sometimes Manjhi. The VIP party's candidate in
Muzaffarpuris Raj Bhushan Choudhary Nishad,
a medical doctor by training. The BJP has fielded
its sitting MP Ajay Nishad. Whoever wins will
have legitimate claim for Mallah leadership in
Bihar.Phoolan Devi is considered the most
famous Mallah leader.Muzaffarpur is still known
forsocialist leader George Fernandes's legacy.

OPINION

XIJINPING

We will continue
toadvance along
path of socialism

s aline of a classical Chinese poem goes, “Spring and
autumn are lovely seasons in which friends get togeth-

er to climb up mountains and write poems.” On this
beautiful spring day, it gives me great pleasure to have you
with us here at the Second Belt and Road Forum for
International Cooperation (BRF). On behalf of the Chinese
government and people and in my own name, I extend a very
warm welcome to you all.

Two years ago, it was here that we met for the First Belt
and Road Forum for International Cooperation, where we
drew a blueprint of cooperation to enhance policy, infrastruc-
ture, trade, financial and people-to-people connectivity.
Today, we are once again meeting here with you, friends from
across the world. I look forward to scaling new heights with
you and enhancing our partnership. Together, we will create
an even brighter future for Belt and Road cooperation.

Over the past seven decades, we in China have, based on
its realities, constantly explored the way forward through
practices, and have succeeded in following the path of social-
ism with Chinese characteristics. Today, China has reached a
new historical starting point. However, we are keenly aware
that with all we have achieved, there are still many mountains
to scale and many shoals to navigate. We will continue to
advance along the path of socialism with Chinese character-
istics, deepen sweeping reforms, pursue quality development,
and expand opening-up. We remain committed to peaceful
development and will endeavour to build a community with
a shared future for mankind.

Going forward, China will take a series of major reform
and opening-up measures and make stronger institutional
and structural moves to boost higher quality opening-up.

First, we will expand market access for foreign investment
in more areas. Fair competition boosts business performance
and creates prosperity. China has already adopted a manage-
ment model based on pre-establishment national treatment
and negative list, and will continue to significantly shorten the
negative list. We will work for the all-round opening-up of mod-
ern services, manufacturing and agriculture, and will allow the
operation of foreign-controlled or wholly foreign-owned busi-
nesses in more sectors. We will accelerate the adoption of sup-
porting regulations to ensure full implementation of the Foreign
Investment Law. We will promote supply-side structural reform
through fair competition and open cooperation, and will phase
out backward and excessive production capacity in an effective
way to improve the quality and efficiency of supply.

Second, we will intensify efforts to enhance international
cooperation in intellectual property protection. Without inno-
vation, there will be no progress. Full intellectual property pro-
tection will not only ensure the lawful rights and interests of
Chinese and foreign companies; it is also crucial to promoting
China’s innovation-driven and quality development. China
will spare no effort to foster a business environment that
respects the value of knowledge. China will strengthen coop-
eration with other countries in intellectual property protection,
create an enabling environment for innovation and promote
technological exchanges and cooperation with other countries
on the basis of market principles and the rule of law.

Third, we will increase the import of goods and services
on an even larger scale. China is both a global factory and a
global market. With the world’s largest and fastest growing
middle-income population, China has a vast potential for
increasing consumption. To meet our people’s ever-growing
material and cultural needs and give our consumers more
choices and benefits, we will further lower tariffs and remove
various non-tariff barriers. We will steadily open China’s mar-
ket wider to quality products from across the world. China
does not seek trade surplus; we want to import more com-
petitive quality agricultural products, manufactured goods
and services to promote balanced trade.

Fourth, we will more effectively engage in international
macro-economic policy coordination. A globalised economy
calls for global governance. China will strengthen macro policy
coordination with other major economies to generate a positive
spillover and jointly contribute to robust, sustainable, balanced
and inclusive global growth. China will not resort to the beg-
gar-thy-neighbour practice of RMB devaluation. On the con-
trary, we will continue to improve the exchange rate regime,
see that the market plays a decisive role in resource allocation
and keep the RMB exchange rate basically stable at an adaptive
and equilibrium level. China is an active supporter and partic-
ipant of WTO reform and will work with others to develop
international economic and trade rules of higher standards.

Fifth, we will work harder to ensure the implementation
of opening-up related policies. We Chinese have a saying that
honouring a promise carries the weight of gold. We are com-
mitted to implementing multilateral and bilateral economic
and trade agreements reached with other countries. We will
strengthen the building of a government based on the rule of
law and good faith. A binding mechanism for honouring inter-
national agreements will be put in place. Laws and regulations
will be revised and improved in keeping with the need to
expand opening-up. We will see that governments at all levels
operate in a well-regulated way when it comes to issuing
administrative licences and conducting market oversight. .

These measures to expand opening-up are a choice China
has made by itself to advance its reform and development. It
will promote high-quality economic development, meet the
people’s desire for a better life, and contribute to world peace,
stability and development. We are convinced that a more
open China will further integrate itself into the world and
deliver greater progress and prosperity for both China and
the world at large.

Edited excerpts from the speech of Chinese premier, Xi Jinping at the
opening ceremony of the Second Belt and Road Forum for
International Cooperation in Beijing, April 26

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

Ashok Bharti, chairman, All India Ambedkar Mahasabha; and principal advisor, National
Confederation of Dalit and Adivasi Organisations talks to Aditi Phadnis on the growing Dalit
disenchantment with the ruling party and where does the future of Dalit leadership lie

‘New leadership
is on the horizon’

Areyouseeing evidence of Dalit
disenchantment with the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) and when did it begin?

Certainly, Dalit disenchantment with the BJP
is widespread. This disenchantment is not
localised or limited to a few states or regions.
It is nationwide; and has continuously been
growing for last few years.

In 2014, Dalits voted in large numbers in
favour of the BJP. Like others, they also
accepted Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
pitch for developmental transformation of
government and governance. The Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh’s (RSS) resolve, “one
well, one temple, and one crematorium” to
end the exclusion of Dalits was significant.

But everything changed in October 2015,
when two children Vaibhav (three) and Divya
(nine-month old) were charred to death at
Sunpade in NCR Town Faridabad, when
Rajput strongmen torched their household.
Instead of condemning the act of his caste
men, one Rajput minister in the government
made derogatory comments about Dalits.
Dalits demanded action against the minister,
but no one cared. This was the beginning of
disenchantment of Dalits with the BJP. Since
then, every incidence of atrocity and gov-

ernment inaction against the perpetrators,
has strengthened this.

Apart from this, the government’s actions
or lack of action on critical interests of Dalits
such as reservation, reservation in promo-
tion, judicial pronouncements due to poor
defence by the government resulting in dilu-
tion of constitutional rights or well-being of
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes has
also contributed to this disenchantment.

PM has repeatedly invoked Dr Ambedkar
as asource of his inspiration. He has
washed the feet of scavengers at Kumbh.
His ministers are eating in Dalit homes,
making common cause with them. The
BJP has changed many candidates in
reserved constituencies. Has all this had
some effect?

There is no doubt that the PM has repeatedly
invoked Dr Ambedkar and much more than
any other PM in the country. He has publically
admitted his humble background and has
attributed his election as PM to the constitu-
tion and Dr Ambedkar. There is no doubt that
his government has constructed Dr Ambedkar
memorials, which saw no progress in many
previous regimes.

In our country, where two-cup system,
one for Dalits and other for the non-Dalits,
still exists in large parts of the country, one
requires a huge courage to wash the feet of
scavengers publically. Even if it was for the
optics, washing feet of the scavengers by
none less than the India’s executive head is
historic. This signifies that the Dalits are com-
ing of the “age” where no one could under-
mine their political worth; and the scale is
now tilting from upper caste to the so called
lower castes. The ministers eating in Dalit
homes, making common causes with them
is the continuation of what the PM has been
directing.

But, follow up on these acts of reverence,
washing feet or having common meal with
the Dalits by robust policy framework,
ensuring equal dignity, develop-
ment and justice to the Dalits,
remains largely ignored. It
would have been much better
had the government strength-
ened the mechanism, machin-
ery, budgetary allocations to

social interaction significantly. Both, the
Dalits and the OBCs, have faced or continue
to face exclusion, humiliation and domina-
tion from the same varna groups. Therefore,
as soon as they join in political compact,
social leadership gets active for social com-
pact. In Hindi heartland, specifically in Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar, mobilisation of Dalits and
Yadavs is much larger than any other OBCs.
Incidentally, in both the states, Yadavs are
the most numerous OBCs and Dalits have
significantly large population.

How do you see the future of India's Dalit
mobilisation? Its leadership?

I see India’s Dalit mobilising more and more.
They have learnt that social contract signed
between Hindu leaders, including India’s busi-
ness interests led by Mahatma
Gandhi and Dr Ambedkar as
Poona Pact in 1932, has been

made redundant.
Commitment of the state,
which is reflected in policy
framework, its representation in

ensure Dalits their constitution- ~ ASHOK BHARTI court cases, budget allocations
al rights as enshrined in the  thairman, All India for the socio-economic develop-
Constitution. Ambedkar Mahasabha ment, representation of Dalits in

Members of Parliament who

were elected on the reserved seats, could have
lobbied for a “fair deal” for the Dalits in the
government. They could have also alerted the
PM or the government on the dissatisfaction
of the community, but they failed to do so and
it was natural in the design of selection of the
candidates for the reserved seats. In present
political electoral systems, parties choose can-
didates from among its members and not the
leaders of the community. In my opinion, it
is all linked to Dalit disenchantment.

Whatis the evidence that the political
compact between Dalits and Yadavs is
also asocial compact?

In 1993, the Bahujan Samaj Party-Samajwadi
Party (BSP-SP) representing Dalits and
Yadavs (OBCs) were joined by others and
they formed the government. Currently, the
SP-BSP-RLD (Rasthriya Lok Dal) in Uttar
Pradesh and Rashtriya Janata Dal-Rashtriya
Lok Samta Party-Hindustani Awam Morcha-
Vikassheel Insan Party (RJD-RLSP-HAM-
VIP) in Bihar are the political compact lead-
ing socially marginalised communities.

But, in order to understand this as a social
compact, one must ponder over the caste and
varna dynamics of the Indian society. In the
varna system, Yadavs or the OBCs are part of
the shudra varna and touchable. But Dalits
are not the shudra; are outside the varna; and
are untouchable.

One must look at the individual
Caste/Tribe Census of Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Castes, which simply indicates that
in most of the states, five-six castes/tribes out
of 30 to 100 state specific castes/tribes form
the 85 to 95 per cent of the Scheduled Castes
or the Scheduled Tribes. Usually, one or two
state specific caste/tribes dominate the pop-
ulation of these communities in all the states.
Same is true for the Other Backward Castes in
most of the states.

Therefore, once political compact
between the Dalits and Yadavs (or OBCs) is
in place, this enhances proximity and their

top bureaucracy, judiciary and
outsourcing etc, is declining.

A large reservoir of talent, creativity and
innovations, Dalits are constrained by its lead-
ership, be it their own, regional or national
political parties.

But, they are innovating and a new Dalit
leadership could be seen at the horizon. They
are leading national platforms like National
Confederation of Dalit and Adivasi
Organisations, All India Confederation of
SC/ST Employees Associations, Rashtriya
Dalit Mahasabha, National Campaign for Dalit
Rights, Rashtriya Dalit Mahila Andolan, All
India Mahila Adhikar Andolan etc. They have
a robust system of Dalit-bahujan youtube
channel, which is growing day by day. All these
may be in infancy, but are indicative of the
future leadership. This leadership is not lim-
ited to reservation or atrocities on Dalits, but
has a larger development canvas.

What do you think the nature of the
opposition will be in the next five years?

The nature of opposition in the next five years
would be creative disruption. This would com-
pel the conscience of this country to re-invent
its national project of Dalit empowerment.
This opposition will inspire Dalit leadership
to mobilise for distributive justice.

We will not tolerate any effort to dilute or
limit the fundamental freedoms and the idea
of equality, liberty, justice and fraternity. We
will leave nothing at our disposal to oppose
anything that curtails our constitutional rights
and the duties of the state towards the weak
and the needy.

Lastly, being a huge success story of human
advancement, Dalits would like to upscale our
success. Hardly having any assets, land, indus-
try or wealth, but Dalits have immensely con-
tributed in creating and sustaining all of these
in India. At a time, when India’s success
inspires people globally, our opposition would
aim at limiting this success to only those hav-
ing a class or the caste. After all, we also have
adream.

Touchinglives,one atatime

Delhi-based Bravo Foundation provides ailing children with medical assistance to help them lead a
normal life, writes Meghna Chadha

ourteen-year-old Sanjid Kumar
F Aararez’s life took a turn when he was

diagnosed with cancer in 2017. The light
went out of his life and all that remained was
to survive the ordeal. His worried and helpless
family reached out to Bravo Foundation, an
organisation that provides ailing children
with medical aid to help them lead an inde-
pendent life. Today, Aararez is on his way to
recovery with the hope that he will resume
school and play with his friends soon.

“No child should be
deprived of education, because ™
of poor healthcare. That is the
mission of our initiative” says
Rakesh Pandey, founder of
Bravo Foundation. The year-old =
organisation is based out of
New Delhi, organising health
seminars in Maharashtra,
Tamil Nadu and Bihar. It also
takes pivotal steps in providing
prosthetics to children who are
specially abled.

Currently, they have helped
more than 4,000 children who are suffering
from cancer and other disabilities. Children
across India, Africa, Uzbekistan and Central
Asia have benefited from the foundation’s ini-
tiatives. “Over the next five years, this initiative
will be scaled to provide good healthcare to
more than 10,000 children across India. We are
targeting children in government schools for
healthcare check-ups, which will help us locate

THE OTHER
INDIA

more children in several states across the coun-
try” Pandey says.

Bravo Foundation is also supported by
Bravo Pharmaceuticals, an organisation ded-
icated to improve human health and quality
of life by providing innovative diagnostics, e-
health solutions, personalised treatment, high
quality affordable pharmaceuticals and new
generation health products.

For a foundation to help with medical aid,
costs can be very high. How does Bravo
Foundation cater to those challenges? An
optimistic Pandey responds that the funds
come from different organisations across
the globe that are dedicated towards pro-
viding better healthcare for children.
Further in India, they have tied up with
several hospitals and NGOs in different
metros as well as tier 2and 3 cities in order
to reach out to children in need.

“We are a research oriented organi-
sation so some of our teams provide us
data of such children who are in severe
need of help,” he adds. Some of the
foundation’s Indian and global part-
ners are Max Healthcare, Apollo Hospital
University College London, Tallinn
University of  Technology, Oxford
Consultancy, MMC Healthcare, RIL chemi-
cals PLC and Science Park Tehnopol.

Talking about the impact that Bravo
Foundation has had in several lives, Pandey
reminisces an experience close to his heart.
Shivam from Motihari, a district in Bihar, was

il e

Over the next five years, Bravo Foundation
10,000 children across India

12-year-old when he lost his legs in an accident.
He had to leave his school and his life had come
to a standstill. The foundation assisted him in
procuring prosthetic legs and now he is learn-
ing to walk again. “These aren’t just his legs
but they are his wings now,” Pandey believes.
He also talks about Vivek Mishra and Shivam
Mishra from Gopalgunj, both brothers suffer-
ing from Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy.
Bravo Foundation has stepped in providing
everything from counselling, medical aid as
well as assistance needed to combat and
improve their rare condition.

“India is a country where poor healthcare
is impacting education and the quality of life

PHOTO: BRAVO FOUNDATION

of children. I see immense talent around,
which is going waste and hence the idea of
Bravo Foundation was propagated in order to
help these children and their families,” Pandey
says. When asked more about the story behind
the inception of the foundation he adds that
all his inspirations and incidents are from his
own childhood, which was marred by poverty.
The story behind the foundation is the hollow
space of poverty, hunger and poor healthcare.
“More than the story there is a need for such
foundations across India for the betterment of
the quality of living of the children across the
country. Life needs to be fulfilling in whatever
little or more we have,” concludes Pandey.
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he apparent “discovery” of Yeti foot-

prints by an Indian army moun-

taineering expedition last week is a

reflection of sorts of a growing trend
in the national public discourse. After some
centuries of earnest search, including in the last
one, scientists and biologists have reliably con-
cluded that the Yeti is about as real asthe Loch
Ness monster or Bigfoot. So how did moun-
taineers attempting to summit the world's fifth-
highest peak suspend disbelief and convince
themselves that the mega-sized footprints they
photographed belonged to this mythical beast?
Could it be the result of oxygen deprivation in
the rarefied air?

The Yeti syndrome

Yet another myth goes viral

Himalayan mountaineers over the
decades report all sorts of visions in the “death
zone” — that is above 26,000 feet, where there
is insufficient oxygen to support human life.
For instance, Reinhold Messnetr, the celebrated
alpinist who summited Mount Everest solo
and without oxygen in 1980, imagined the
ghost of George Mallory, who disappeared dur-
ing a summit attempt in 1924, guiding him
down the perilous north-east ridge during his
descent in a storm. Now, Makalu is over 27000
feet but the base camp where the footprints
were discovered is roughly 17000 feet above sea
level, low enough for reasonably fit trekkers to
access. If oxygen deprivation can be ruled out,

what explains the army expedition’s decision to
jump the gun and tweet this dubious discovery?
The rate at which the tweet went viral is indica-
tive of the credulous nature of the Indian pub-
lic. Only some of the response was disbelieving
— one former MP of saffron persuasion instant-
ly tweeted out his congratulations. No surprise,
the international media reported on the “dis-
covery” in amused undertones.

But this is not the first time that India has
been rocked by such miracles. In the last
decade of the 20th century, long before the
advent of social media, the myth of the milk-
drinking Ganesh gained such wide credence
that reasonably sane individuals felt compelled
to coax images of the elephant god to sip spoons
of milk — on national TV. Only the manifest
failure of this “experiment” countrywide
staunched the rumour even if no one explicit-
ly acknowledged the hoax. In the 21st century,
this trend of conflating myth and reality found

fresh impetus with the emergence of politi-
cians of muscular nationalist inclination. They
strive to draw a connection between India’s
“Golden Age” (itself a discredited theory among
serious historians) embedded in the mists of
pre-history and India’s impending greatness (if,
of course, these people were voted to power).

Thus, over the years, the electorate is reg-
ularly treated to such novel theories as ancient
India's knowledge of plastic surgery (which is
how, we are informed, Ganesh came to acquire
his elephant head) to the possession of nuclear
capabilities (thanks to the Sudarshan chakra
and assorted mythic materiel). When such
information is imparted by senior politicians to
an imperfectly educated public, it tends to
acquire a dangerous credibility, more so when
itislinked to modern India’s scientific and mil-
itary achievements. If an Indian Air Force MiG
can apparently shoot down an F16 in Pakistani
airspace and our space scientists can demon-

strate the capability to blow low-orbiting ene-
my satellites to smithereens, the sensational
discovery of the abominable snowman by our
brave soldiers would have been an opportune
nationalist cause celebre. If only biologists had
not played spoilsport and clarified that the
abnormally large footprints were probably the
overlapping paws of a Himalayan brown bear
and a cub (the effect of the sun on ice accounts
for the enlargement).

The Yeti continues to figure in folklore
and myth even today. Even Hergg created one
of his more memorable Tintin stories around it,
and it still figures in Bengali popular enter-
tainment. As with the subcontinent’s abun-
dant legacy of myths and legends, these stories
enrich our society and speak volumes for the
richness of our collective imagination. Trying
to retrofit them into a tangible reality is futile
but also reflects a somewhat pathetic effort at
achieving fame.

The power of informality

The informal sector is an untapped reservoir of entrepreneurship that can accelerate the pace of economic
growth, job creation and poverty reduction in developing countries

EJAZ GHANI

Informal firms account for up to half of econom-
Iic activity in the developing world. Contrary to

conventional wisdom, their importance has not
declined over the last several decades. The persist-
ence of the informal sector has gone hand in hand
with a faster pace of structural transformation and
pro-poor economic growth.

India is no exception to these global trends.
India’s informal sector accounts for over 80 per cent
of jobs and 99 per cent of entrepreneurs in the man-
ufacturing sector. Even in highly industrialised states
like Gujarat, jobs are expanding in the informal sec-
tor. India’s young demographics, and limited
employment generated by the formal sector, has
increased the future importance of the informal sec-
tor. Its flexibility has enabled millions more women
to find jobs and better-manage work-life balance.

Despite its huge size and importance, the role of
the informal sector in economic development
remains controversial. Some view it as the enemy of
the formal sector, and as a parasite competing
unfairly with law-abiding formal firms. Others say
formal and informal firms are fundamentally dif-
ferent and cater to different markets. And optimists
view the informal sector as an untapped reservoir of
entrepreneurship that can further accelerate the
pace of economic growth, job creation and poverty
reduction.

We examined these trends in India using plant-
level data for formal and informal enterprises in
some 500 districts (see Ghani, Ejaz; O’Connell,
Stephen D.; Sharma, Gunjan. Friend or Foe or Family?
A Tale of Formal and Informal Plants in India. Policy
Research Working Paper No. 6588. World Bank,
Washington, DC. ©World Bank).

Friends not foes

Empirical evidence shows that there are huge hori-
zontal and vertical linkages between formal and infor-
mal firms. Informal firms are important suppliers of
inputs to formal firms. Employment and output have
increased in the formal sector in those states in India
that also have a greater presence of informal firms.
Conversely, informal employment and output are
greater in those states that have a greater presence of
formal buyers of inputs. Formal enterprises are more
competitive in the presence of informal firms, as they
change their product mix, adapt to new technology,
and outsource more labour-intensive tasks to infor-
mal firms. The input-output linkages between formal
and informal firms are very strong.

A 10 per cent increase in employment and output
in the informal sector is associated with a 16 per
cent increase in employment in the formal sector
and increase in output by 12.6 per cent. As formal
enterprises become more productive, they demand
better inputs from informal enterprises, and
strengthen the forward spillovers. The backward
spillovers are also strong, as informal enterprises
purchasing from formal enterprises induce greater
output in the formal enterprises. Although the pro-
ductivity of the informal sector is more important
for the formal sector, than vice versa, the two sectors
act like friends and family members supporting
each other. These linkages generate huge spillovers
by working together.

New forms of globalisation

Much of the manufacturing sector's employment
growth has come in the form of informal establish-
ments in the tradable sector. The exceptional
increase of employment in the informal tradable

sector in India exceeded 10 million jobs, equivalent
to the entire net growth of the manufacturing sector.
This rise in the informal tradable employment coin-
cided with a strong decline in the non-tradable sec-
tor. The concentration of informality in the tradable
sector suggests that the growth in traded industries
is not due to plants achieving larger economies of
scale and shipping goods at a distance, as might
have initially been imagined, but an important role
played by the informal sector. Informal firms in the
tradable sector provide an opportunity to leapfrog
the development process, by connecting to global
value chains, resulting in greater opportunities for
domestic suppliers, increased
exports, and higher produc-
tivity.

What led to the expansion
of informal enterprises in the
tradable sector? The key driv-
er is the rapid pace of urbani-
sation. This connects strong-
ly with the broader spatial
development trend of infor-
mal sector concentrating in
the cities. Other factors like
the rapid expansion of female
business ownership, subcontracting, and “push”
entrepreneurship (entrepreneurs who start busi-
nesses out of necessity rather than growth desires)
played a smaller role in the rise of informality.

A 10-per cent
increase in
employment and
output in the
informal sector is
associated with
a 16 per cent
increase in
employment in
the formal sector

Emerging pro-poor growth agenda

The vast informal sector affects everything from struc-
tural transformation, the allocation of activity in the
economy, job creation and poverty reduction.
Conventional wisdom has focused on the formalisa-
tion of the informal sector, but this has not been very
successful in most countries. It drives informal estab-
lishments out of business, leading to destitution of
informal workers and entrepreneurs. Shifting the
focus towards strengthening the linkages between

formal and informal firms needs more attention.
Economic growth is the cure for informality, and the
policy focus should be on boosting the informal sec-
tor, strengthening their linkages (product, input, finan-
cial and technological) with formal firms, and unleash-
ing the untapped reservoir of entrepreneurship.

The role of urbanisation in strengthening the
dynamism of small firms deserves more attention.
Cities generate huge agglomeration economies and
externalities, and this is greater in the informal com-
pared to formal sectors, which makes a strong case
for informal development being an integral part of
the urbanisation strategy. Urban planners need to
find ways to ensure that informal enterprises are
integrated into urban plans, they participate in gov-
ernment procurement schemes, and their concerns
are reflected in policy-making processes on land
allocation, zoning regulation, and urban infrastruc-
ture services. The more the city mayors recognise the
influx of the informal sector in cities, and design
appropriate policies and investments to support it,
the more effective pro-poor growth policy interven-
tions will be.

Industrial and trade policies too should not be tar-
geted just on formal enterprises. Friendships and
linkages between formal and informal firms can
open new doors for economic growth, job creation,
and gender inclusion. Policies are needed to improve
access of informal sector to finance, training, tech-
nology, quality and productivity, which can induce
the formal sector to outsource more higher-end tasks
to the informal sector.

The informal economy has played the biggest
role in reducing extreme poverty, but this is not
enough. The rise of the informal sector is also asso-
ciated with the rise in the number of people living
with no social safety nets. Informal workers may not
be poor today, but they can easily fall back into
extreme poverty, due to economic shocks.

The writer is lead economist, World Bank

Why NYAY is unlikely
to deliver results

SWATI NARAYAN

he Congress Party’s poll promise of
I Nyuntam Aay Yojana (NYAY) has
earnestly attempted to shift the pre-
election slugfest to real-world priorities.
An injection of one to two per cent of GDP
is undoubtedly welcome, in a country
renowned for social underspending. But
while details are sketchy, unless the strait-
jacket design of “¥6000 per month to 20
per cent of the poorest households” is judi-
ciously fine-tuned, NYAY is unlikely to
reap its full potential of anti-poverty or
political dividends.

For one, NYAY targets a mere fifth of
Indian households. For perspective, the
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act
(NREGA) provides employment to as many
homes at a sixth of the cost. Further, cur-
rently a poor Bihari family will receive
%72,000 annual NYAY handouts without
lifting a finger, which is more than the max-
imum NREGA wages they can earn across
four years. So, it is unclear if the maths of
this cash transfer makes prudent fiscal
sense. It is also unlikely that NYAY’s
restricted coverage will sufficiently trans-
late into a pan-Indian vote magnet.

Crucially, NYAY as a “surgical strike” on
the poorest quintile erodes the fundamen-
tal advantage of Universal Basic
Incomes (UBIs) as universal
transfers. After all, as Amartya
Sen has pointed out, “benefits
meant exclusively for the poor
often end up being poor bene-
fits.” A recent “Hit and Miss”
Development Pathways
research, of 38 cash transfers
across low and middle-income
countries, demonstrates that
poverty-targeted programmes
ironically miss over half of the
poorest quintile of entitled recipients. The
exclusion rate of intended beneficiaries
ranged from 97 per cent in Rwanda’s Vision
2020 which used community targeting to
44 per cent in Brazil's Bolsa Familia even
with the simplest means-test.

Similarly, NYAY’s centralised income
cut-offs especially in a country with
entrenched rent-seeking is likely to
increase the vulnerability of the poor to
middlemen. In the last five years, for
example, four of every five families with
starvation deaths, predominantly dalits,
adivasis and minorities, were invariably
denied their eligible subsidies. NYAY too, if
opaquely targeted, even with the best of
“data science”, is unlikely to stem this
inhuman starvation in the sweltering heat
of rural oppression. Instead, lucid univer-
sal “categorical targeting” increases the
agency of beneficiaries to be aware of and
demand their rights. Georgia’s Old Age
Pension paid to all the elderly or Mongolia’s
universal Child Money Programme for all
children under 17 years, had error rates of
less than two per cent.

Therefore, rather than experimental
pilots, the time is ripe to expand time-test-
ed lifecycle safety nets, championed by
social movements for decades, which

There is a need

for an urban
employment
guarantee scheme.
Madhya Pradesh
recently launched
one, modelled on
Tripura and Kerala.
It is required at
the national level

could be neatly dovetailed into NYAY.
These could include a diverse basket of
cash transfers.

For instance, while NYAY can subsume
social pensions the lifeline must also be
universalised. Currently, more than half of
the 160 million elderly, widows and differ-
ently-abled persons are excluded as only
those below the poverty line (BPL) or
income thresholds are eligible. Worse, the
centre pays only an insulting 3200 per pen-
sioner each month at a tight-fisted 0.04 per
cent of GDP, among the lowest in the world.
Instead, as illustrated by Jean Dreze, one
option is for NYAY to provide individual
rather than household entitlements to all
pensioners of at least 31200 per month.

The second crying need, especially after
the suppressed job survey pegs unemploy-
ment at its highest peak in 45 years with
women acutely impacted, is an urban
employment guarantee akin to NREGA.
Recently, the victorious Congress in
Madhya Pradesh has already introduced a
scheme, modelled on Tripura and Kerala. A
similar nationwide urban guarantee can be
rolled out at the proposed national floor
minimum wages.

Lastly, it is paramount to halt starva-
tion deaths. While the National Food
Security Act (NFSA) feeds 75 per cent of
the rural population, due to
pervasive corruption, elite
capture and Aadhaar, acutely
marginalised families remain
vulnerable to exclusion. On
the other hand, Odisha, West
Bengal and Chhattisgarh with
universal coverage, have had
fewer deaths. So, the NFSA
can be universalised solely in
rural areas or left-out fami-
lies compensated with a
cash allowance.

The cumulative cost of these three ini-
tiatives for social pensions, urban employ-
ment and rural allowance would be less
than the current peak NYAY estimates of
3.6 trillion, with double the reach of at least
110 million families and fewer expected
exclusion errors. There are also several oth-
er options to slice the cake.

However, one aspect of NYAY which is
insufficiently appreciated is the transfer to
female heads of households, as highlighted
by Priyanka Gandhi, unlike the BJP's farmer
support PM-KISAN. Given that intra-house-
hold distribution of resources in India,
including food, is heavily gender-biased,
the three proposed NYAY variants will fur-
ther strengthen the support for poor women
— to tide over women'’s disproportionate
brunt of unemployment, care-giving of the
elderly and household kitchens.

In any case, the mere announcement of
NYAY on the back of PM-KISAN heralds a
welcome new competitive chapter in elec-
toral politics to prioritise welfare. This alone
is a giant leap forward. Now the electoral
pulse of the nation will determine the ver-
dict on NYAY and its potential variants —to
cash in on time-tested lifelines.

Thewriter is a social activist

» OTHER VIEWS

Naming of Azhar as global
terrorist a victory for India

But this chapter will end only when Pak
take steps to shut down the JeM

Only The designation of Masood Azhar, the leader of the Jaish-
e-Mohammad (JeM), the group behind most of the recent big
attacks in India from Pathankot to Uri and the February 14
bombing in Kashmir that killed 40 CRPF jawans, is a diplo-
matic victory for India. Though JeM itself had been designat-
ed as early as 2001, Azhar managed to escape the global ter-
rorist tag mainly due to China’s “technical hold” against such
listing, including earlier this year, when France moved a res-
olution in early March, with the US and UK as co-sponsors,
after the Pulwama attack. But with several shifts in world pol-
itics, and despite its own determination to stand by Pakistan
in this matter, Beijing had clearly begun to realise the dimin-
ishing returns of shielding Azhar, especially as he was fast
becoming known as “China’s favourite terrorist”.

For India, the inclusion of Azhar in the UNSC 1267 list by
itself does not bring closure on a chapter that began in 1994
with Azhar’s arrest in Kashmir, the hijack of IC 814 to Kandahatr,
his release in exchange for the passengers, and his setting up
a terrorist shop in Pakistan, which then went on to plan and
carry out the 2001 attack on Parliament. Pakistan has to take
the next steps required under UNSC 1267, which means it must

freeze Azhar’s assets, impose a travel ban on him, and put in
place an arms embargo against him.

The Indian Express, May 3

The Maoist challenge

A holistic solution is needed

An unhealthy situation

EC must respond to people's concerns

The death of 15 security per-
sonnel in a landmine attack
in Gadchiroli on Wednesday
is another grim reminder of
the Indian state's continued
failure to crush naxalism. A
Quick Response Team was
going down the road to
Dadpur in Kurkheda where
extremists had set fire to
three dozen vehicles of a road
construction company earlier
in the day when the explosion
blasted the team to
smithereens. The ease with
which the extremists were
able to torch so many vehi-
clesis alarming, and the man-
ner in which the response
team blithely drove into an
ambush is a shocking exam-
ple of poor planning. In the
process, standard operating
procedures, including letting
aroad-opening team lead the

way, seem to have been
ignored.

That the naxals should be
able to control the narrative,
remain on top of the intelli-
gence, stay nimble and sev-
eral steps ahead of the secu-
rity planners should be a
matter of deep concern. On
top of everything else, most of
the police personnel who per-
ished in this latest attack
seem to have been local citi-
zens. What effect could this
have on the larger process of
weaning away the populace
from the naxalites? Reality
beckons. Even in the prevail-
ing circumstances of a hos-
tile external environment,
India cannot afford to take
the challenges of internal
security lightly.

The Hindu, May 3

Independent institutions
tasked with guarding the
democracy thrive on public
confidence. The Election
Commission, for example, has
the enormous task of ensur-
ing free and fair elections
throughout the country. At
the time the democratic
republic was taking shape,
however, even the most
visionary of statesmen could
not have foreseen the compli-
cations and conflicts, the mul-
tiplying ideologies, higher
stakes and canny strategies
that the burgeoning democ-
racy would bring forth with
changing times and mindsets.
The model code of conduct
for elections has always been
a token of its firmness and
fairness, something everyone
can fall back on.

Soitis deeply unfortunate

that the 2019 elections and a
few assembly elections in the
last five years have gradually
been denting public confi-
dence. Early in April, 66
retired bureaucrats took the
unprecedented step of writ-
ing to the president of India a
letter expressing their pained
doubts about the EC’s neu-
trality. It isnot that the EC has
fallen completely silent
regarding MCC violations.
But, in spite of admonishing
Mr Adityanath for talking
about “Modiji ki sena”, the EC
finds no violation in Narendra
Modi’s exhortation to first-
time voters to cast the first
vote in the name of Balakot
and Pulwama. It is best if the
EC thinks of ways to respond
to people's concerns.

The Telegraph, May 3
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Recent research conducted at the University of
Colorado Boulder revealed that smoking cannabis
may help people get rid of lethargy and get active. For
the study, researchers surveyed 600 cannabis users in
California, Colorado, Nevada, Oregon and Washington

ISHA ARORA

TACONFERENCE heldin New
Delhi late last year, speakers
debated the many uses of
cannabis, generally seen as
only a psychotropic sub-
stance.Oneaftertheother,theythrewlight
on the many positive uses of the plantand
itsderivatives—as medicine, fibre,fueland
fodder.The messagewas clear: it is myopic
to blindly ban plants and their processing
justbecause theyyield some harmful sub-
stances.AsJitendra Singh, ministerof state
for Prime Minister’s Office,said at the con-
ference (‘Cannabis R&D in India: A Scien-
tific, Medical & Legal Perspective’),“Since
ancient times, cannabis-based products
like bhang have been a part of Indian cul-
ture,social customsand festivals.Thereisa
very thin line between use, misuse and
abuse ofasubstance,anditisourresponsi-
bility to draw that line, so that we do not
throw the baby out with the bathwater.”

It,indeed, is a fine line. But the good
news is that many states in India are
attemptingtoreap thebenefits of the plant
without overstepping the line.

The central lawthat dealswith cannabis
in India is the Narcotic Drugs and Psy-
chotropic Substances (NDPS)Act,1985.As
per it, sale, production, consumption and
trade of cannabis resin and flowers is pro-
hibited. But state governments have the
right to alter or devise rules pertaining to
cannabis-related cultivation and sale,with
respect to the purposes it’s being done for.

The Act defines cannabis as “the flow-
ering or fruiting tops of the cannabis plant
(excluding the seeds and leaves when not
accompanied by the tops) from which the
resin has not been extracted, by whatever
name they may be designated.” Since the
consumption of bhang is an integral part
of alot of Hindu festivities, it was carefully
dropped from the Act.That s preciselywhy
bhang tablets (made from seeds) are easily
available at every shop selling cigarettes.

The Council of Scientificand Industrial
Research (CSIR), established by the Gov-
ernment of India as an autonomous insti-
tution, was granted a licence by the J&K
government two years ago to undertake
research activitieswith respect toidentifi-
cation of the medicinal value of cannabis.
Theinstitution collaborated with startups
such as Bombay Hemp Company
(BOHECO)and Nirog Streettodigdeepinto
the subject. BOHECO was founded as a
hempresearch company,butventuredinto
online sales of hemp-based merchandise
soon after.Nirog Street,on the other hand,
isaplatform exclusively forAyurveda prac-
titionersto connectwith patientsand build
their digital reputation. Since many other
countries have taken tolegalising cannabis
for medicinal purposes, Ram Vish-
wakarma,director of CSIR-Indian Institute
of Integrative Medicine seesitbecominga
realityin Indiaaswell.“Many countriesare
legalising cannabis for one purpose or the
other, so eventually, India will have to fol-
lowsuitaswell. We can’t saywhenand how
though. That is under consideration with
the central government,” Vishwakarma
told Financial Express.

In July last year, the Uttarakhand gov-
ernment issued a licence to the Indian
Industrial Hemp Association (ITHA) for
commercial cultivation of industrial
hemp.The Uttar Pradesh governmentalso
recently spoke of its plan to issue research
licences for marijuana cultivation. In Feb-
ruary last year, Patanjali Ayurved, too, had
said it’s studying cannabis at its Haridwar
campus.The Odisha government has also
reportedly granted licences for medicinal
consumption of cannabis-based prod-
ucts—Bhubaneswar-based Ayurveda med-
icines manufacturer Vedi Herbals has, in
fact,been granted permission by the state
governmentand the ministry of AYUSH to
manufactureand sell cannabis-based cap-
sules.Italso hasadoctoronboard toassess
a patient’s medical history and prescribe
medication accordingly.

On the global front,
Uruguay and Canada are
the only two countries
that have fully legalised the con-
sumptionand sale of recreational cannabis
nationwide.Several countries suchasAus-
tralia, Chile, Colombia, Germany, Greece,
Israel,Italy,Norway, the Netherlands, Peru,
Poland, Sri Lanka, Thailand and the UK
havetakentolegalising marijuanasaleand
consumption for medicinal purposes—
industrialhemp’s saleand manufactureis
mostly allowed everywhere. As per Hemp
Business Journal (a US-based newsletter
that provides business data, high-level
analysis, market research and trends
around the hemp industry),the USmarket
for hemp-based CBD (cannabidiol, a
cannabis compound) products was esti-
mated at $390 million in 2018 and could
expand up to $S1billion by 2022.

In the US, 33 states and the District of
Columbia have reportedly legalised the
medical use of cannabis even as its use
remains prohibited for any purpose at the
federal level.

High on medicinal value

Cannabisanditsvarious useshavebeen
known in India since 1500 BC. However,
only recently have government institu-
tions and startups resorted to working in
the field of cannabis-based research and
development to find cures of certain ail-
ments. CSIR’s tie-up with Nirog Street,a
marketplace for Ayurveda doctors, bears
testimonyto the recognition that cannabis
as a medicinal drug is getting now.“Our

THE CANNABIS

CONVERSATION

Legalisation of cannabis is a much debated topic. Is it right to outrightly ban its cultivation
and production or can we use it selectively for our benefit?

aim is to identify good-quality strains and
then identify the medicinal properties of
those strains,” says CSIR director Vish-
wakarma.“Two cannabis-based drugs have
globally been approved for pain manage-
ment and to treat epilepsy. There are sev-
eral others that are under clinical
trial,” he says, adding that, “..The
development of drugs that can be |
used to treat ailments is still work-in-
progress,Vishwakarma says.
“Cannabis is a native plant of India
yet its legality currently is quite night-
marish,” says Ram N Kumar, founder of

ditional Indian knowledge in cannabis.
Further,wewish to use that (knowledge) to
create modern medicine categories,which
can help in pain management and other
ailmentslike epilepsy, he says,adding that
the cannabis medical industry also faces
strong opposition from traditional phar-
maceutical companies manufacturing
painkillers sinceages.“Since pain manage-
ment is one of the largest categories in
healthcare,big pharmaceutical companies
are scared of
losing their
share in the pain
management rev-
enue bracket, which is
huge,’he says.

Ayurveda recommends small
doses of it to treat ailments ranging from
joint pain to epilepsy and anemia. It has
also been recommended for increasing
appetite of people suffering from terminal
illnesses.As MoS Jitendra Singh said at the
Delhi conference: “In themiddle of thelast
century,continued research in thedomain
gave us mint, which has now become an
internationally-used product. We need to
replicate this kind of success by exploring
the full medicinal potential of cannabis for
the treatment and management of pain
and health conditions for which there is
currently no effective cure”

The first step towards considering
legalising the use of cannabis is to under-
stand the chemicals in it. Of all the com-
pounds, or cannabinoids, found in
cannabis, the major ones are tetrahydro-
cannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD).
THC is the psychotropic agent that gives
the feeling of intoxication or being ‘high’,
while CBD permeates a soothing effect
sans the high. Medicinal expertsand prac-
titioners of Ayurveda have prescribed CBD-
based treatments for conditions like
epilepsy, chronic pain, Crohn’s disease,
post-traumatic stress disorder, etc.

At the Delhi conference, medical
experts, policymakers and researchers
concluded that cannabis-based medicines
canoffera high-quality,cost-effective solu-
tion for patients of chronic diseases, even
as they called for extensive amendments
tothe NDPS Act.“Thebarunder Section 10
(2) (d) of the NDPS Act, 1985, requiring
cannabis to be delivered by the cultivators
tothe officers of the state governmentisa
major impediment in the cultivation of
cannabis plant for medical and scientific
purposes through extraction of cannabi-
noids,’said Prasanna Namboodiri,a senior

o high court advocate dealing with
matters related with the NDPS

Act. “The failure of many

stategovernmentsinIndia
toframe NDPS rules providing for cultiva-
tion of cannabisisamajorhurdle.Such cul-
tivated cannabis can’t be resold to private
entities by state governments for extrac-
tion of cannabinoids in the absence of any
provision in the NDPS Act,”he added.
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Industrial perspective

The Indian Industrial Hemp Associa-
tion (ITHA) became the first company to
receive a licence to cultivate industrial

The govt always perceived
cannabis as a liability... it
was an uphill task to
educate them that it can
be food, clothing, shelter

— JAHAN PESTON JAMAS,
CO-FOUNDER, BOMBAY HEMP CO,
AHEMP RESEARCH COMPANY

Nirog Street.“With the tie-up with CSIR,
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hempin Uttarakhandin Julylastyear.“The
industrial hemp industry is huge outside
of India... it has so many uses, but because
oflackofadequate knowledge,it remained
anuntapped area until recently,’says Rohit
Sharma, president, ITHA. “We are seeing
this trend of peoplewanting to move from
traditional fabricstohempduetoits man-
ifold benefits and I personally don’t think
that there’s any fibre more sustainable
than hemp. The dialogue is on... it has
moved from ‘hemp education’to ‘why not
hemp?””says Sharma.

BOHECOisanotherfrontrunnerinthe
segment that is actively selling hemp-
based merchandise. Its primary product
offerings are raw hemp fibre (bast and
hurd), processed fibre, yarn, fabrics, gar-
ments, accessories and hemp seed oil for
external application. Jahan Peston Jamas,
co-founder, BOHECO, says they source raw
fibres and seeds from farmer groups and
government nodal agencies based out of
Uttarakhand and alsorelyon Romania, Tai-
wan,Italyand Chinato get highergrades of
hemp fibres,yarn and fabric.

BOHECO has partnered with CSIR-
National Botanical Research Institute
(NBRI), Lucknow, and CSIR-IIIM, Jammu,
to focus on research and development of
industrialhemp and medical cannabis.The
project with NBRI is focused on Uttarak-
hand and Uttar Pradesh, which have
already issued government orders for
research and commercial propagation of
hemp, says Jamas. “With the IIIM, we are
looking at developing medical products
(phytopharma and generics) from the
cannabis plant using chemical compounds
inthe formsof THC and CBD,whichwill be
directed towards diseases, including
epilepsy, pain management and cancer

studies,”he adds.

Bengaluru-based Namrata Hemp
Company has also been manufacturing a
range of hemp-based skin and hair prod-
uctssince 2017 and isworking onlaunch-
ing hemp textiles and hemp bio-degrad-
able composites in years to come. “Our
brand has grown from eight orders per
month to 200 since the time of launch,
with 58% returning customers. We are
projecting to triple the number in the fol-
lowing year,” says Harshaavardhan Redi
Sirupa,founder of the company.

Challenges to production

Bhubaneswar-based Ayurveda medi-
cines manufacturer Vedi Herbals did not
have it easy while trying to procure a
licence formanufacturing medicineswith
CBD orTHC oil.“It took me three-fouryears
tofigure outhowI can procurealicence to
make cannabis-based medicines...Igot the
approval to use cannabis in making medi-
cines only six months back,” says Sourab
Agarwal, director, Vedi Herbals. “We faced
alot of challenges...educating the govern-
ment was one... we started by selling
Ayurveda products and ventured into
cannabis-based products only recently.
Also, CBD is being hyped nowadays, but
THC also hasits benefits.In fact,itis much
more beneficial than CBD.Whenyou have
everything together, like a full-spectrum
extract, all cannabinoid oils, then it works
like a miracle drug,” Agarwal adds.

“When we started approaching the
government in 2012, we were the first
company to present to them a proposal to
explore cultivation of low-THC cannabis
under Section 14 of the Narcotic Drugsand
Psychotropic Act, 1985, recalls Jamas of
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BOHECO. “Until then, the government
always perceived cannabisasaliabilityand
it was an uphill task to educate them that
cannabis can also be food, clothing and
shelter,”he adds.
BOHECOwasfoundedin 2013 and, till
the end of 2015, remained a largely
bootstrapped business.Lackof under-
standing of the regulatory authority
behind the grant of licences and state
mechanismwere twomajorhurdles that
BOHECO faced upon inception. “The
complexityof state mechanism to formu-
late rules for cultivation of industrialhemp
is the biggest regulatory hurdle. The sec-
ondaryregulationsinclude understanding
and acceptance of FSSAI (Foods Safetyand
Standards Authority of India) of industrial
hemp as foods, which are already globally
becoming one of the biggest industries,”
Jamasadds.

Namrata Hemp Companydid not have
it easy either.“The policy is that chicken is
legal,buteggisnot.Hempfibreislegaland
has a tax rate, whereas the main straw is
illegal,’says founder Sirupa.“Though NDPS
Section 14 clearly gives the power to the
state to issue a
licence for cul-
tivation of cannabis
= for the purpose of seeds,
fibre for industrial purpose
and for medicinal research and
medical products, there is no policy or
regulation as to who has to issue the
licences...therequired application process
isalsonot available,”he adds.

Cannabis crusaders

An Ahmedabad-based professional
who didn’t want to be named says he con-
sumed capsules infused with CBD oil and
coconut oil totreat chronicback pain aris-
ing from a slip disc ailment some time
back.“Ihadbeen consumingthe painkiller
Tramadol for a while, which did not offer
much respite. It also damages the liver as
one of the side-effects.Then I got to know
of CBD oil being beneficial via support
groups on Facebook,” he says. What fol-
lowed was months of exten-
sive research by him,
which ended at Vedi
Herbals’ doorstep.“I
took CBD capsules for 20 daysand
my pain subsided,” he says.

Whilehe had easyaccessto CBD oil, the
procurement picture was very grim just a
fewyears back.In 2014, 26-year-old Priya
Mishra thought she was going to die a
painful death after the directly observed
treatment she was undergoing for lym-
phocytictuberculosis failed to provide any
respite. “I knew that I was dying. I had
stopped eating, I wouldn’t get out of bed,
the swelling had increased instead of
reducing,and therewas noway for the pain
to subside,” she says. It was then that she
turned to cannabis. Mumbai-based
Mishra, who is also India’s first cannabis
activist, started consuming the alleged
drug by smoking it in the form of joints
(made by mixing tobacco with marijuana
or by just crushing marijuana) while on
medication,and then stopped the medica-
tion altogether in two weeks. The decision
to stop the allopathic medication, Mishra
claims, stemmed from her noticing the
positive effects of consuming marijuanain
the form of reduced swelling, pain,
increased appetite, etc.“I had figured that
Iwould do nothing, but take cannabis to
cure myself,’sheadds. Mishra today claims
to have been declared tuberculosis-free.

While undergoing the cannabis-only
treatment, Mishra also got in touch with
doctorsacross Indiaand overseas tounder-
stand the benefits of the herb better. She
took to travelling extensively in the years
to follow to educate people and spread
awareness on the medicinal properties of
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There's nothing like less
lethal or more lethal... if
anything is even remotely
lethal, it is just plain lethal

— PANKAJ CHATURVEDI,
DEPUTY DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR
CANCER EPIDEMIOLOGY, TATA
MEMORIAL CENTER, MUMBAI

cannabis. She also founded two compa-
nies—Hempvatiand Quantum Botanica—
with the purpose of guiding people with
various ailments to the right doctors for
natural treatments. As of now, the two
companies are only involved in educating
patients and providing consultancy ser-
vicessincethereislack ofadequate knowl-
edgewithrespect tothe use of cannabis for
purposes other than recreational.

What about tobacco, alcohol?

Addictive substances such as tobacco
andalcoholare openlypurchased and con-
sumed in the Indian market, while mari-
juana consumption, even for medicinal
purposes,isfrowned upon.Among the two,
alcohol still has medicinal properties and
health benefits,while tobaccois downright
poison for the human body. Yet the two
substances are categorised as ‘luxurious
products’ and yield the highest tax rate
among commodities.“Though cannabisis
a psychoactive drug and causes intoxica-
tion, its addictive potential is lower than
that of tobacco, alcohol, heroin and
cocaine,” says Vivek Benegal, professor at
the Centre for Addiction Medicine,
Nimhans. “In fact, the cannabis plant and
itscommonlyused formslike ganja, bhang,
charas contain many chemicals that are
not psychoactive, and are seen to have
opposite actions to that of the predomi-
nant chemical that causes intoxicationand
addiction,” he adds.

As per a February 2019 report titled
‘Magnitude of Substance Use in India’,
released by the ministry of social justice
and empowerment, about 14.6% of the
population (between 10 and 75 years of
age) in our country consumes alcohol. In
absolute terms, there are about 16 crore
Indianswho consumealcohol onan every-
day or recreational basis. On the contrary,
about 2.8% of the country’s population
consumes marijuanain the form of bhang
and ganja/charas.

Pankaj Chaturvedi, deputy director of
the Center for Cancer Epidemiology at
Mumbai-based Tata Memorial Center,who
has been advocating to not legalise
cannabis, says the number of people con-
suming marijuana in the form of bhang
and ganja/charas might rise uncondition-
allyif cannabisislegalised.Asfarasthedif-
ference in the legality status of
tobacco/alcohol and marijuana is con-
cerned,Chaturvedisaysthere shouldbeno
basis for differentiation between the dam-
age caused by these substances, as all of
them are lethal and dangerous for the
human body. “In public health, there is
nothing like less lethal or more lethal...if
anything is even remotely lethal, it is just
plain lethal. You can’t give someone the
choicetojump fromeitherthe 13th orfifth
floor,’he adds.

Voice of caution

It’s true that the health
consequences of mari-
\ juana addiction are too
many to ignore.
“Adultswho smoke
marijuanaregularly show
impaired neural connectivity. Marijuana
usersarealsoatanincreasedrisk of devel-
oping chronic psychotic disorders
(including schizophrenia). There is an
increased incidence of vehicle accidents
in those who maybe either short-term or
long-term users of marijuana,” wrote
Chaturvedi in a column for Financial
Express recently. “Cannabis smoking is
also associated with an increased risk of
bronchitis, pneumonia, respiratory dis-
tress, stroke, myocardial infarctions,
cannabis arteritis,”he wrote.

Commenting on the citations from
India’sancienthistoryregarding the use of
cannabis for recreational or other pur-
poses, Chaturvedi says going back to the
Stone Age can’t yield any benefits. “Living
in the current times of technological
advancements,ifwe saythat ourancestors
and sages used to consume it sowe should
aswell,then thatdoesn’t make sense...giv-
ing examples from history is illogical
because we had ill practices of sazi, dowry
that have now long been abolished,” he
says.Anotherfacet that needstobe consid-
ered before legalising marijuana is the
state of the country’s youth, as per
Chaturvedi.“Theyouthislivingin times of
affluence...in the throes of rebellion, they
are not able to distinguish between right
and wrong. Once the product becomes
legal, aspects of branding, marketing,
advertisement will come into place and
youngsters who are currently socialising
with alcohol will begin to socialise with
weed, he says.

One might argue that countries
worldwide have taken to legalising the
drug despite its known risks, but
Chaturvedi points out how the legalisa-
tion drive in Colorado and Uruguay has
gone terribly wrong. In the five years
since Colorado legalised marijuana,
vehicular fatalities involving people hav-
ing taken cannabinoid-only or cannabi-
noid-in-combination medicines
increased by 153%. “Organised crime
almost tripled in five years. Marijuana
possession-related arrests have halved,
but not decreased dramatically as antic-
ipated. Post-legalisation, new types of
crimes emerged, such as illegal cultiva-
tion, sale, production,” he notes.

In the case of Uruguay, the medical use
of marijuana, which was supposed to be a
major source of income for the industry,
failed toyield the expected benefits.
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There are so many real issues
on which the PM can speak
and so much the people want
to hear from the PM. But for
strange reasons, Mr Modi
will not talk about his party’s
manifesto, unemployment
and jobs, farmers’ distress

and debt...

Can we have sachhe dinplease?

I HAVE before me a copy of The Indian
Express dated May 1 and | am reading
various reports on the on-going elec-
tions. There is a story with a prominent
headline: ‘Modi: Party that can’t have
Oppn leader in LS dreams of having
PM'. It reports in considerable detail the
speeches of Mr Narendra Modi in
Lucknow and Muzaffarpur.

Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest state, is
akey battleground for all parties.Itis es-
pecially important for the BJPin 2019 be-
causeitis fighting to retain the 71 (out of
80) seats that it had won in 2014. The 71
seats propelled the BJP to form a govern-
ment with an absolute majority in the
Lok Sabha. If the BJP loses even half of the
seats it won in UP, it will not be able to
form a government on its own strength.
Itis, therefore, no surprise, that Mr Modi
is devoting a great part of his time to UP.

Nothing wrong with that, except that
with every new speech, Mr Modi is mak-
ing more extraordinary claims and
straining credulity. He is challenging the
intelligence of the average school- or col-
lege-educated voter. He is also testing the
limits of the liberty a person may take
with truth. Consider Mr Modi’s claims:

NO BOMB BLASTS?

After chastising the Congress and
others for their inability to fight terror-
ism, Mr Modi said, ‘Do you hear of blasts
at temples, markets, railway or bus sta-
tions any longer? Have these bomb blasts
stopped or not? They have stopped due

to the fear of Modi.’

Earlier, he had claimed repeatedly
that there were no bomb blasts in his
five-year tenure!

The facts, unfortunately, are other-
wise. Here is a partial list of the major
bomb blasts in the last five years, includ-
ing one on the very day Mr Modi made
his false claim:

Date Place Number of
casualties

5-12-2014  Mohra, J&K 10
10-4-2015  Dantewada 3
27-1-2016  Palamu 6
19-7-2016  Aurangabad,Bihar 10
2-2-2017 Koraput, Odisha 7
10-5-2017  Sukma 25
27-10-2018  Awapalli, Chhattisgarh 4
14-2-2019  Pulwama 44
9-4-2019 Dantewada o*
1-5-2019 Gadchiroli 15
“including a BJP MLA

NEEDS HISTORY

LESSONS

Another favourite subject of Mr Modi
is that he caused the first ‘surgical strike’
against Pakistan and that never before
had the government of the day autho-
rised the Indian Army to cross the bor-
der and enter Pakistan’s territory.  won-
der if Mr Modi had not heard (or read) of
what the Army did in 1965 and 1971! Did
the Indian defence forces win the wars,
and liberate Bangladesh in 1971, without
entering Pakistan’s territory? Besides,

Army generals had pointed out that
Mr Modi’s claim was wrong and asserted
that ‘this was not the first time and this
will not be last’. Here is a table of previous
cross-border actions:

21-1-2000: Nadala Enclave, across Neelam river
18-9-2003: Baroh sector, Poonch

19-6-2008: Bhattal sector, Poonch
30-8-2011: Shardasector, across Neelam river
6-1-2013:  Sawan Patracheck post
27-7-2013: Nazapir sector

6-8-2013: Neelam Valley

Mr Narendra Modi is not a mere
leader of a political party and cam-
paigner. He is the Prime Minister of India.
People wonder why the Prime Minister
of the country repeats an untruth many
times over. It cannot be a case of memory
loss because Mr Modi has been re-
minded time and again that his claims
onbomb blasts and surgical strikes were
demonstrably wrong. Nor can it be a
clever electoral tactic because people will
be angry when they hear an untruth re-
peated again and again. I think the an-
swers lie deeper in the personality of
Mr Modi.

SILENCE ON REAL
ISSUES

Recently, Mr Modi claimed that he
had never referred to his humble origins
(chaiwallah) or to his caste (OBC). [ was
stunned, and did some research. There
are statements made by Mr Modi on sev-

eral dates. The earliest I could find where
he referred to himself as chaiwallah was
on September 28, 2014, and there have
been many after that. Likewise, there are
several statements where Mr Modi re-
ferred to his backward caste status: two
recent examples were on March 25,
2018, and April 18,2018.1t would be em-
barrassing to record his exact words here
because he is the Prime Minister of India
and I respect that office. Mr Modi should
be happy that there is no one running a
fact-check simultaneously like they do
on Mr Donald Trump’s speeches!

The sad aspect is there are so many
real issues on which the Prime Minister
can speak and so much the people want
to hear from the Prime Minister. But for
strange reasons, Mr Modi will not talk
about his party’s election manifesto; he
will not talk about unemployment and
jobs; he will not talk about the farmers’
distress and debt; he will not talk about
declining prices for farm produce or the
colossal failure of the crop insurance
scheme; and he will not talk about the
fears of women, the Dalits, the Scheduled
Tribes, academics, scholars, journalists,
NGOs etc.

Mr Modi pretends that the achhe din
that he had promised have arrived.
Nothing can be further from the truth.
People know there is no achhe din. The
people are tired and angry hearing the
lies and yearn for a few doses of truth.

Website: pchidambaram.in
O @Pchidambaram_IN

INSIDE TRACK

COOMI KAPOOR

VHP’s cLout

The VHP and the RSS have taken total
charge of Pragya Thakur’s campaign in
Bhopal and her campaign headquartersis
located in the VHP office. Unlike a section
of the BJP, the VHP does not feel the need
to be apologetic about Thakur’s remarks
against late Maharashtra ATS chief
Hemant Karkare. Uma Bharati was furious
when the inexperienced Thakur was nom-
inated from Bhopal instead of her. Bharati’s
credentials as a sadhvi are far more impres-
sive — she had delivered religious dis-
courses as a young girl and is a veteran of
the Babri Masjid movement. As an OBC
Lodh, Bharati was recognised as a major
political asset for the party and has won
multiple parliamentary elections, includ-
ing from Bhopal. So Bharati made known
her displeasure by remarking sarcastically
that no doubt Thakur is a “great sadhvi”
and she a foolish nobody. But clearly,
someone in the Sangh Parivar at the high-
est level reprimanded Bharati. She subse-
quently called on Thakur and touched her
feet. Similarly, Sumitra Mahajan, who usu-
ally weighs her words carefully, and
Poonam Mahajan seem to have been in-
structed to make statements justifying
Thakur’s remarks. The VHP is focusing on
three constituencies to establish the pri-
macy of its views on Hinduism: Bhopal;
Begusarai, where Kanhaiya Kumaris con-
testing; and Pathanamthitta in Kerala,
where the Sabarimala temple is located.

WRONG SIDE

Priyanka Gandhi Vadra played an impor-
tant role in choosing the Congress candi-
dates for Uttar Pradesh. She was helped
by Pravin Chakravarty, the party’s data
head, who provided the breakdown of
castes and religions in different con-
stituencies. Priyanka’s claim that the first
priority is to defeat the BJP has not molli-
fied the BSP’s Mayawati and Samajwadi
Party leader Akhilesh Yadav. Both are fu-
rious, believing that Congress candidates
in UP have harmed the gathbandhan more
than the BJP. The Congress even fielded
Muslim candidates in seven to eight seats
which are minority-dominated. The bad
blood between the gathbandhan and the
Congress over the UP parliamentary con-
test could linger on and make the forma-
tion of a post-election alliance harder.

OUT OF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

IT MAY be a great festival of democracy,
butitis depressing as well. Forget the bad
manners, abusive speeches, intimida-
tion, and violence; not to say the sheer
hypocrisy of every Kettle calling the pot
black (or not black enough). The ten-
dency to rush to the Supreme Court for
these trivial issues makes one wonder if
the court should punish people rushing
to it for just publicity. Asit s, the judicial
backlog is bad and likely to exceed the

INVISIBLE ALLIANCE

NCP supremo Sharad Pawar and MNS
chief Raj Thackeray became close after a
programme in Pune six months ago
where Thackeray was the interviewer and
Pawar the chief guest. Pawar wanted
Thackeray’s MNS as an ally, but the
Congress vetoed the suggestion since
Thackeray’s campaign against north
Indians in Mumbai had alienated its vot-
ers. So the two came up with an interest-
ing via media. Thackeray attracted the
maximum crowds in the Maharashtra
election campaign by targeting Narendra
Modi forcefully. Using video presenta-
tions, he recalled Modi’s 2014 promises
and failure to deliver on them. The bene-
ficiary of Thackeray’s oratory could be the
Congress and NCP since the MINS did not
contest the parliamentary polls.
Thackeray hopes to formalise his ties with
Pawar for the Assembly elections.

SQUABBLING SIBLINGS

Tejashwi Yadav, who heads the R]D cam-
paign in Bihar, recently cancelled his ap-
pearance at two major TV channel pro-
grammes in Patna at the last moment.
Tejashwi blamed his absence onill-health,
but many suspect he does not want to an-
swer uncomfortable questions about the
rift in the family. Elder brother Tej Pratap
Yadav is furious with Tejashwi for sidelin-
ing him in the campaign and not heeding
his demand that his estranged father-in-
law Chandrika Rai should not be given a
party ticket from Saran. The real worry for
Tejashwi is not Tej Pratap, who is known
to be a maverick, but his older sister Misa
Bharati, who is fighting the election from
Pataliputra. Misa is believed to have en-
couraged Tej Pratap to embarrass
Tejashwi, who did not show up to even
campaign for his sister, though her
Pataliputra contest is said to be tough.
Mother Rabri Devi at home and father Lalu
Prasad in jail can do little to control the
squabbling siblings.

ACTION VIDEO

According to the grapevine in Amethi, it
was a pro-Congress photographer who
shot the video of BJP candidate Smiriti Irani
working furiously at a hand pump and
shouting at a district magistrate over the
phone for not being at the spot when
some fields in Purab Dwara, a village in
Amethi district, were burning. The lens-
man presumed that Irani was throwing
her weight around during election time,
especially when a fire tender had reached
the spot. He had hoped the video would
work against Irani. A miscalculation, since
the video when loaded onto You Tube
went viral and BJP sympathisers were
quick to add laudatory captions.

Caste race: A dismal prospect

numbers voting any day soon. Despite
that, politicians of all parties treat the
court as a publicity vehicle. They should
be fined for time-wasting. Enough is
enough.

When did it become required to de-
clare your caste on the nomination form?
In my teenage years, Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru harangued us week after week in
the weekly newsreel shown in cinemas.
He told us to reject casteism and commu-
nalism since independent India had to
strive for equality, and while casteism pre-
vailed, equality would be impossible to
achieve.

And soit has proved. Who would have
thought that the most significant politi-
cal change in the history of modern dem-
ocratic India would be initiated by Morarji

Of meetings and separations

— GAINEDIN —
TRANSLATION
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IN MY childhood, I heard a folk couplet
sung by Punjabi girls performing the folk
dance giddha. They sang: Nachaan main
Patiala/ Meri dhamak Jalandhar paindi
(I dance in Patiala/Jalandhar can feel
the beat).

But only last year I heard the follow-
ing couplet: Main Moge nachaan jaago
vich/ Meri paindi dhamak Chicago vich (I
am dancing in Moga in a jaago/ My beat
can be felt in Chicago).

It can be vice-versa, Punjabi girls could
be dancing in Chicago and their beat
would vibrate in Moga. Today Punjabis
have migrated to more than 150 coun-
tries, but no matter where they live,
Punjab lives on in their hearts. Professor
Puran Singh, one of the founders of mod-
ern Punjabi poetry, rightly described
Punjab as a land of great meetings and
great separations. Being a frontier
province, it has become the melting pot
of many races and cultures.

It was the sacred rendezvous of great
saints and sufis belonging to different
places, faiths and castes. They include
Baba Farid, a Muslim Sufi whose grand-
parents migrated to Punjab from Kabul;
Baba Namdev, a Beethal bhagat from
Maharashtra; Sant Kabir and Sant Ravidas
from Varanasi; Krishan Bhagat Jaidev
from Bengal; Dhanna Bhagat from
Rajasthan and many others. Coming from
different regions, religions and races, they
sang along with the Sikh gurus. It was a
divine orchestra, a great interfaith festi-
val, going on day and night under the
skies. Itis in Guru Nanak’s cosmic anthem:
Gagan mein thaal ravi chand deepak bane/
Taarika mandal janak moti/ Dhoop
malianlo pawan chavro kare/ Sagal banrai
phoolantjyoti (Upon the cosmic platter of
the sky/ the sun and the moon are the
lamps/ the stars and their orbs are the
pearls/ the wind coming from the sandal-
wood of the Malyagiri hills is the incense).

It was a meeting not only of races, reli-
gions and castes, but also stars and lamps.

The greatest separation occurred in
1947. Cyril John Radcliffe drew on the map

Desai? He commissioned the Mandal
Report. Another who fell foul of the dy-
nasty, V P Singh, implemented it. I recall
that when he announced he was going to
implement Mandal, both the Congress
and the BJP, solid upper caste parties, were
againstit. It was the Lohiaite parties, given
a new life by the Janata Party’s anti-
Emergency movement, who welcomed
and profited from the Mandalisation of
Indian democracy.

The Congress had been coasting suc-
cessfully on a coalition of upper caste
landholders, Dalit sharecroppers and
Muslim artisans in the BIMARU belt until
Mandal came along. The BJP was stuck
with the three upper castes and was not
getting far. But then Muslims abandoned
the Congress after the Babri Masjid dem-

a line that began at the borders of
Kashmir, cut through the middle of Ravi,
severed Amritsar from Lahore, separated
villages from their fields, rivers from their
canals, Sikhs from their holy places, and
ended at the border of Bahawalpur.

The line tore apart not only the land
but also the hearts of the men, and the
pure bodies of this land’s daughters. The
water of five rivers can’t wash off the
cursed marks 1947 left on the heritage of
the Punjabis. The bloodthirsty line swal-
lowed 60 lakh Punjabis in a few days. Over
1.2 crore Punjabis lost their homes and
had to cross the border. Ten lakh daugh-
ters were separated from their families.

And then, 1984.

Maatam, hinsa, khauf, bebasi te anyaay/
Eh ne aj kal mere panjaan dariyaanva de
naam (Mourning, violence, fear, helpless-
ness and injustice/ These are the names
of my five rivers today).

Iamreminded of Dr Noor’s love poem:
Tethon vichhar ke/ Main vichhraya hi chala
gaya (After separating from you/ I went
on separating again and again).

This short love poem is relevant to
Punjab too. The “you” in the poem can be
interpreted in many ways. This I leave to
the imagination of my readers.

Today’s Punjab is suffering so many
separations. Not only because its sons and
daughters are migrating in thousands to
foreign lands but also because custodians
of our values relating to religion, politics
and education have failed us. We, the intel-
lectuals, are seeking ways of escape:
Panchhi taan udd gaye ne/ Rukh vi salaa-
haan karan/ Chalon ithon chaliye (The birds
have already flown away/ Now even the
trees converse/ Let us go somewhere else).

Another great separation is in the
schools built on the land in which the lan-
guage of the land is being insulted with

olition, and the BJP discovered the OBCs.
Jaati calculus in choice of candidates, as
well as canvassing and electoral promises,
has become the norm. Any hope that India
will overcome the incubus of unequal
caste relations is gone.

It was one thing to put SC/ST reserva-
tions in the Constitution, though the 15-
year limit seemed reasonable to fight cen-
turies of injustice. We thought then that
rapid growth and modernisation will re-
move the need for reservations. That ur-
banisation will erase the identifying
marks of being a Dalit. Alas, no. Not
enough growth occurred. Reservations for
SC/STs had to be extended. Then the 40
years of economic stagnation made it
clear to the OBCs that government jobs
were the only ones which were safe and
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impunity. Its young sons and daughters
are discouraged and fined if they utter a
word in their mother tongue. This attitude
is creating anxiety, silences and inferiority
complex in the minds of our children.[am
not against learning English, but the right
way to learn any language other than your
mother tongue, as we are told by linguists,
psychologists and educationists, is
through your mother language. We must
adopt the scientific way, it will make our
children more creative and confident.

The government is neglecting its own
schools so as to give a fillip to private
schools.

On August 18, 2015, Sudhir Agarwal, a
high courtjudge, inaruling, asked the chief
secretary of Uttar Pradesh toissue an order
to government officials and the represen-
tatives of people and judiciary to send their
children only to government schools.

Guru Nanak, whose 550th birth an-
niversary we are celebrating this year,
had said: “Neechan andar neech jaat/
Neechi hoo att neech/ Nanak tin ke sang
saath/ Wadya seo kya rees/ Jithe neech
samaliyan/ Tithte nadar teri bakhsees
(Nanak seeks the company of the lowest
of the low class. Why should he try to
compete with the rich. On the lands
where the lowly are cared for, God’s
blessings rain down).”

Punjab, the land of great meetings and
separations has suffered too many sepa-
rations. Now it needs a great meeting.

Hovaan ik din/ Raag, shaayiri, hussan,
mohabbat ate nyaay/ Mere panj daryaanva
de naam (Let us aspire, pray and strive to
make music, poetry, beauty, love and jus-
tice the new names of our five rivers).

Patar, a celebrated Punjabi poet, is
chairman of Punjab Kala Parishad.
Translated from Punjabi by the author

well-paying. So Mandal made every
Indian carry his/her jaati status like a pin
code at an ATM, except that this was the
government doling out jobs if you flashed
your jaati pin code.

Hence the paradox of equality of one-
person-one-vote to elect a government
(of any party whatsoever) will cement the
inbuilt inequality of the forward and the
backward castes. Indeed, as BSP chief
Mayawati'’s criticism of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi showed, backwardness is
a precious possession. Do not let anyone
move you ahead. Stay behind.

Classinequality is also debilitating, but
in theory, it is possible to escape the class
in which you were born and be upwardly
mobile. No such luck in jaati. You die the
same as you are born.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

Advice
from

the Ra;

WHEN NARENDRA Modi has made mis-
takes, this column never hesitated to point
them out. There have been big mistakes
in the past five years. In my short list, I
would put demonetisation at the top. His
next big mistake was to remain silent
when rabid gangs of cow vigilantes at-
tacked and killed Muslims and Dalits. At
number three in my list comes his change
of economic direction, because he was
taunted by Rahul Gandhi with running a
government for the suited and booted.
This veering off course and returning to
the ‘socialist’ path set by our Imperial
Dynasty was probably his biggest mistake.
Private investment dried up, as did jobs,
and this may have been the objective of
the taunt in the first place.

But under Modi, many things have
also changed for the better. At the top of
this list is Swachh Bharat. It is a formida-
ble achievement that in five years, sanita-
tioninrural India has gone from less than
40 per cent to more than 90 per cent. In
this period, he has also dragged Indiainto
the digital age. Forcing nearly every Indian
to open a bank account is another huge
achievement. It is because of this that ru-
ral corruption has come down since ben-
eficiaries of government welfare schemes
now get money transferred directly into
their bank accounts.

There has also been a political up-
heaval. That tiny group of entitled heirs
who once controlled all the levers of
power from Lutyens Delhi are now
threatened by people who are more rep-
resentative of the real India. Of course,
there is much, much more to be done.
But it is important to remember that
Modi inherited a country that was in
such bad shape that most of India con-
tinues to resemble a vast, hideous slum.
He should have done more to introduce
planned urbanisation, and more to bring
sanitary living conditions to our squalid
urban settlements. But he cannot be de-
nied credit for drawing attention to these
unsightly flaws. If India’s impatient, aspi-
rational voters feel that he has not been
a good enough prime minister, then he
will be voted out in two weeks.

This will happen without The
Economist’s advice to Indians to throw
him out because he is ‘despicable’ and
‘dangerous’. This British newspaper en-
dorsed the Congress party in 2014 as well.
But what really annoyed me about the
leader it published last week was that the
writer seemed ignorant of events that
happened in India before Modi. If this
were not true, he would never have dared
suggest that the Congress party deserved
India’s votes as it did not ‘set Indians at
each other’s throats’. You do not need to
delve deep into history books to discover
just how many times the Congress party
did this. Google will do the job.

The other astonishingly ignorant bit
of analysis was of Modi’s Kashmir policy.
The Valley has been in turmoil for more
than three years now. But, it was not be-
cause of Modi that the movement for
‘azaadi’ changed into a movement for the
creation of an Islamic state. It was the
killing of Burhan Wani that began the
turmoil. And Wani had made it clear in
all his videotaped messages that his
struggle would end only when Islamic
law was imposed in the Valley. The
Economist may believe this to be a wor-
thy cause, but most Indians do not.

One of the reasons for the ugly, bel-
ligerent Hindutva we see today in too
many parts of India is because of the ugly,
warped secularism that parties like the
Congress have preached and practised
for too long. When an Indian prime min-
ister says that Muslims have the first
right to India’s resources, it is not just sick
but provocative. When a senior Congress
leader tries to blame 26/11 on the RSS, it
is truly wicked.

As someone who worked for many
years for a British newspaper, I need to
add that this experience taught me that
most foreign correspondents see India
through the lens of a Delhi drawing
room. It also taught me that foreign cor-
respondents are more comfortable when
the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty rules because
they can at least talk to them in English.
And, also because they are westernised
enough for westerners to not think of
them as natives.

Modi has brought with him some
very nasty Hindutva leaders, and if he
wins again, he should get rid of them.
But, he has also given a voice to Indians
who do not speak a word of English and
who have never put a foot in those rar-
efied spaces where India’s levers of polit-
ical power exist. This is a very good thing
for India because it deepens the roots of
democracy and weakens the roots of dy-
nastic succession. It may not be a good
thing for The Economist. The new genre
of Indian politicians has probably never
heard of this magazine.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
() @tavleen_singh
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Points of conflict

Why has the Supreme Court given
an ultimatum to the Reserve Bank
of India on loan defaulters?

PRASHANTH PERUMAL J.

The story so far: On April 26, the Supreme Court
directed the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to disclose to
the public the names of wilful defaulters on loans and
also other information gathered by the central bank
during its annual inspection of commercial banks. The
RBI and the Supreme Court have been at loggerheads
over this issue for a while now, with the central bank
repeatedly refusing to obey the orders of the Supreme
Court.

What did the RBI do?

In January 2016, the RBI refused to comply with
demands made by activists under the Right to
Information Act (RTI) to disclose copies of the annual
inspection reports on banks such as the State Bank of
India, Axis Bank, and ICICI Bank despite orders from the
Supreme Court. The RBI also refused to provide
information regarding the derivative losses suffered by
banks and the fines
imposed on banks by the
RBI for violating various
norms. The Supreme
Court has this time around
given the RBI a “last
opportunity” to abide by
its orders or face serious
penal action. The
disclosure of information
about banks, however, is
not the only point of
conflict between two of
the nation’s powerful
institutions. In early April,
the Supreme Court quashed the RBI’s circular issued on
February 12, 2018 which directed banks to resolve their
troubled loans within a period of 180 days. If banks failed
to resolve their bad loans within the given deadline, the
bad loan cases would be sent to bankruptcy courts.

The outcome of the
battle between the
Reserve Bank of India
and the Supreme
Court will determine
the amount of
information on

banks that will be
made public
[ ]

Why does it matter?

The outcome of the battle between the RBI and the
Supreme Court will determine the amount of
information related to banks that will be made available
to the public. Supporters of the Supreme Court’s
position believe that greater transparency will allow the
general public and investors in public and private sector
banks to make better decisions with their money. In
particular, they point to the problem of wilful defaults
that has been plaguing banks. According to data
gathered by TransUnion CIBIL, the amount of wilful
defaults has risen by four times in the last five years from
339,504 crore at the end of March 2014 to 1,61,213 crore
at the end of December 2018. At the same time, the
number of wilful defaulters has doubled over the same
period. State Bank of India, the largest public sector
bank, has suffered the largest amount of wilful defaults
among all banks.

The disclosure of the names of wilful defaulters to the
public, many believe, will help bring about better credit
discipline in the country by exposing problems brewing
within banks sooner rather than later. In fact, they find it
surprising that the RBI which has been spearheading the
fight against bad loans is unwilling to release vital
information on wilful defaulters to the public. The RBI,
on its part, has argued that the disclosure of auditing
information related to banks can lead to the exposure of
sensitive information that may not be in the commercial
interest of banks or even in the interest of the wider
economy. The RBI also seems to believe that releasing
information about defaulters can unfairly shame
borrowers who may genuinely not be able to pay back
their loans due to various financial difficulties. Such
shaming could have the unintended consequence of
impeding genuine business activity in the economy. The
central bank has also put forward the argument that it
has the fiduciary duty to protect certain information
about banks.

What lies ahead?

It is hard to predict what will happen next in this battle.
The Supreme Court may begin contempt proceedings
against the RBI if it chooses to disobey its latest order,
but the impact this will have on the RBI’s freedom
remains to be seen. The RBI has chosen not to obey
orders coming from the Supreme Court in the past,
including previous proceedings of contempt against it. If
the RBI is forced to abide by the Supreme Court order, it
will certainly increase publicly available information on
banks. Greater transparency will also help make the RBI
more accountable. If there are legitimate reasons for
banks and the RBI to withhold certain information from
the public domain, however, the forced disclosure of
information following the Supreme Court’s order may
lead to various unintended consequences both within
the financial sector and the broader economy. The RBI,
for instance, may choose to not include in its annual
inspection reports certain sensitive information about
banks that it feels shouldn’t be in the public domain.

CM
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Steering away from diesel

Leading passenger vehicle markets
such as the European Union are
opting for other fuels. What is the
trend against this heavy polluter fuel
in India?

G. ANANTHAKRISHNAN

The story so far: On April 25, Maruti Suzuki, India’s top
carmaker, announced that it would phase out production
of diesel models from April 1, 2020, when stricter Bharat
Stage VI emission standards come into force. What does
this mean for the auto industry?

Why did Maruti take this decision?

Explaining its rationale, the leading passenger vehicle
manufacturer said the enhanced emission standards
would make diesel engines costlier by up to 1.5 lakh, and
the acquisition cost of diesel vehicles for consumers
would be markedly higher than petrol equivalents. Given
the market dynamics, it would not make business sense
for the company to invest in developing new diesel
engines to meet the BS VI norms. Compressed Natural
Gas could be a replacement for both fuels, according to
Maruti.

Diesel cars account for about 23% of Maruti’s domestic
sales and it sold a total of 4.63 lakh diesel-powered
vehicles during 2018-19.

On the consumer side, diesel vehicles are not
particularly attractive today. The traditional advantage of
lower operating costs due to a wide gap between
expensive petrol and lower cost diesel has narrowed
significantly. On Saturday, the price of diesel in a city like
Chennai was ¥70.48 per litre compared to ¥75.92 per litre
for petrol.

Environmentally, diesel is a heavy polluter and is losing
ground in leading passenger vehicle markets such as the
European Union. The rigging of emissions data by
Volkswagen to show lower levels of nitrogen oxides
accelerated the move away from diesel. Even in Germany,
which is a leading maker of diesel cars, cities want to ban
them.

Why is the move significant?

India has a growing vehicle-to-population ratio, although
it is still lower than several other big countries. While
Maruti’s is a business decision, policy decisions on
emission norms will steer the industry, and are therefore
critical to improving air quality.

Ambient air quality has deteriorated so badly that 15
Indian cities led by Gurugram are among the 20 most
polluted cities globally as per the IQAir AirVisual ‘World
Air Quality Report’ for 2018, based on fine particulate
matter (PM-s) that penetrates the lungs and bloodstream.
Transport emissions, particularly from diesel, are a major
contributor.

As of 2017, India’s installed capacity for vehicle
production stood at 7 million four-wheelers and 27.56
million two and three-wheelers. Commercial three-
wheelers, such as large autorickshaws, sold in the past
include heavily polluting diesel models that continue to
operate even in densely populated cities.

During 2017-18 the auto industry produced over four
million passenger vehicles and just under 900,000
commercial vehicles, according to the Society of Indian
Automobile Manufacturers.

After the decontrol of diesel pricing about five years
ago, the share of diesel models in car sales has dropped
from nearly 43% in 2012-13 to 23% at the end of 2018.

What is diesel’s pollution profile?

The Auto Fuel Vision and Policy 2025 published by the
erstwhile Planning Commission, which laid out the road
map for a transition to less polluting fuels, pointed out
that sulphur in diesel is a contributor to particulate
matter both in the vehicular exhaust and in the
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atmosphere. Sulphur is found in petrol too, but for
comparison, it was 2,000 parts per million (ppm) in
petrol before introduction of standards in 2000, but in
diesel it was 10,000 parts per million (ppm) in 1996.
Sulphur content was reduced with each phase of
upgradation of emission standards to touch 50 ppm
under BS IV. In BS VI, which is already dispensed in
Delhi, it is 10 ppm.

Sulphur plays a key role since higher concentrations
have an impact on technologies for control of other
pollutants in the emissions, such as carbon monoxide,
particulates, oxides of nitrogen and hydrocarbons.

The importance of cleaner diesel was studied in
Karnataka, and data show that adoption of Bharat IV
diesel in 2015 had an impact on the sulphur dioxide (SO2)
concentrations. The sulphur content of diesel changed
from 350 ppm to 50 ppm.
There was a 25% drop in
nitrogen dioxide (NO2)
concentrations too, which
could also be linked to
change in the fuel quality.
But such gains were

The Auto Fuel Vision
and Policy 2025
pointed out that
sulphur in diesel is a
contributor to

. neutralised by traffic
_partmulatg matter both growth. The rise in larger
in the vehicular PMio concentrations by
exhaust and 50%, was linked to
in the atmosphere growing numbers of

vehicles and dust
resuspension, besides
construction activity.

Even with cleaner fuel, increase in vehicle numbers,
especially those running on diesel cut into the gains. It
was witnessed in Delhi, where, in spite of a shift of buses
and autorickshaws to CNG during 1998-2002, the air
quality gains were soon lost to explosive motorisation.

Bengaluru also had a similar experience, as a study by
the Air Pollution Knowledge Assessment City Program by
Urbanemissions.info showed. The city has steadily
motorised, and number of vehicles registered per 1,000
population increased from 150 in 1990 to 300 in 2001 and
600 in 2016.

Within the transport sector, more than 70% of PM2s
emissions were found to originate from a small fraction of
diesel-powered vehicles. Also an estimated 200 million
litres of diesel are used by diesel generator sets in the city
annually.

Data for Delhi from 2011 led researchers to conclude
that on-road commuters are exposed to 1.5 times the
average ambient concentrations. Automotive emissions
add to the pollution burden imposed by manufacturing
and construction activity, power plants, biomass burning
for cooking and heating, and incineration of farm
residues and garbage.

Compiled by Sumant Sen

How can eliminating diesel improve health?

Air pollution is a leading contributor to non-
communicable diseases and accounts for a large number
of premature deaths. The World Health Organisation
describes diesel exhaust as an occupational cancer-
causing agent.

In India, the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017
attributed 8% of the disease burden, and 11% of
premature deaths in people below 70 years of age to air
pollution.

An assessment by researchers published by The Lancet
Planetary Health in December 2018 said most Indian
States, particularly those in north India, and 77% of the
country’s population were exposed to an annual
population-weighted mean [fine particulate matter],
PM:s, greater than the 40 microgrammes per cubic metre
of air limit recommended by the National Ambient Air
Quality Standards.

Even with a reduction in the sulphur content in BS VI
fuels, the health effects of lower emissions would be lost
due to a growing number of vehicles. The best scenario to
reduce PMs exposure in India is, therefore, not just
shifting to BS VI fuels but bringing about a reduction in
use of private vehicles through augmented public
transport and promoting alternative fuels including the
use of electric vehicles.

In his book, The Invisible Killer, air pollution scientist
Gary Fuller says diesel cars were promoted by a variety of
actors, such as oil companies, governments, and vehicle
manufacturers in the 1990s in order to create a market for
the middle fractions of crude oil. Real-world emissions in
new cars have not always aligned with expected type-
approval tests. While test cycle nitrogen oxide emissions
decreased by 80% since 1992, the real driving emissions
from diesel cars increased about 20%, says Prof. Fuller in
arecent paper.

In Europe, trucks and buses were already running on
diesel, and industries and governments promoted its use
in cars, giving petrol a lesser profile. Car makers
produced newer diesel engines and promoted them citing
lower carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions compared to petrol
equivalents.

India has slowly moved towards stricter regulation
through mass emission norms for vehicles. The first
standards came into force in 1991 for petrol vehicles, and
a year later, for diesel vehicles. Based on Supreme Court
orders of 1999, the Central government notified the
Bharat Stage Il norms for the National Capital Region and
Bharat Stage I for the rest of India, from 2000. After
transitioning over the years to BS Il and BS IV, BS VI (the
equivalent of Euro VI) standard will cover vehicles
manufactured on or after April 1, 2020. (BS V has been
skipped altogether.) Its 10 ppm sulphur standard will be
less polluting, since the current level is 50 ppm.

Chips at stake in the PepsiCo-farmers fight

Who has infringed on rights under the Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers’ Rights Act, 2001?

PRISCILLA JEBARA]J

The story so far: A David versus Goliath story has
played out in Gujarat over the last month, with food and
beverages giant PepsiCo dragging potato farmers to court
for allegedly growing its registered potato variety used to
make ‘Lays’ chips. Four small farmers from Sabarkantha
district were sued 31.05 crore each, although they cite a
law allowing them to grow and sell even registered plant
varieties. Faced with growing social media outrage,
boycott calls from farmers groups and condemnation
from major political parties, the company finally agreed
to withdraw cases after talks with the Gujarat
government.

When was the variety introduced?

PepsiCo introduced, in 2009, the FC5 variety of potato
that it uses to make its popular ‘Lays’ potato chips to
India. The potato variety is grown by approximately
12,000 farmers who are a part of the company’s
collaborative farming programme, wherein the company
sells seeds to farmers and has an exclusive contract to buy
back their produce. In 2016, the company registered the
variety under the Protection of Plant Varieties and
Farmers’ Rights Act, 2001 (PPV&FRA).

Finding that farmers who were not part of its
collaborative farming programme were also growing and
selling potatoes of this variety in Gujarat, PepsiCo filed
rights infringement cases under the Act against some
farmers in Sabarkantha, Banaskantha and Aravalli
districts in 2018 and 2019. Farmers allege that the
company hired a private detective agency to pose as
potential buyers, take secret video footage and collect
samples from farmers’ fields without disclosing its real
intent.

What is the farmers’ stand?
The 4.2 crore lawsuit against four small farmers in
Sabarkantha district was heard by an Ahmedabad
commercial court on April 9, and an ex-parte injunction
ordered against the farmers. However, farmers’ rights
groups across the country began a campaign against
PepsiCo, requesting the Protection of Plant Varieties and
Farmers’ Rights Authority to intervene in the case and
bear the farmers’ legal costs using the National Gene
Fund. At the April 26 hearing, the company offered an
out-of-court settlement to the farmers on the condition
that they give an undertaking not to grow the registered
variety and surrender existing stocks or to join its
collaborative farming programme.

Demanding an unconditional withdrawal of cases,

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

farmers unions affiliated to the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) as well as the Left parties joined in boycott
calls against PepsiCo products and stoked outrage on
social media as well. In the midst of an election season in
which agricultural issues are in the spotlight, senior
political leaders from the Congress and BJP added their
criticism. On April 27, the Gujarat government announced
that it would back the farmers and join the legal case on
their behalf, although it later indicated it was working
toward an out-of-court settlement. Finally, on May 2,
PepsiCo agreed to withdraw all nine cases after
discussions with the government.

What is the legal basis for the suit?

Both PepsiCo and the farmers cite the same Act to
support their opposing positions. The PPV&FRA was
enacted in 2001 to comply with the World Trade
Organisation’s Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property Rights.

PepsiCo based its suits on Section 64 of the Act dealing
with infringements of the registered breeder’s rights and
subsequent penalties. The farmers’ legal case depended
on Section 39 of the Act, which allows the cultivator to
“save, use, sow, resow, exchange, share or sell his farm
produce including seed of a variety protected under this
Act” with the sole exception of branded seed. As this
section begins with the words “Notwithstanding anything
contained in this Act...”, farmers claim their rights have
precedence.

Over the last decade, more than 3,600 plant varieties
have been registered under the Act, with more than half
of the registration certificates going to farmers
themselves. This was the first case of infringement of
rights under the Act, according to the central agency set
up to implement the Act.

Who are the stakeholders and what are the stakes?
“The company is harassing us. I am not a crorepati, I
cannot afford to pay these damages they want,” says
Haribhai Patel, who owns four acres and was sued for
%1.05 crore. He claims he bought potato seeds locally, and
is within his rights to grow and sell any variety. Even
PepsiCo supporters admit that they lost the perception
battle by dragging small farmers to court for large sums in
election season.

However, some of the farmers sued in 2018 seem to be
larger players with bigger stakes in the game. Fulchand
Kachchhawa reportedly owns over 150 acres of land, as
well as cold storage facilities, and is a potato grower and
trader selling much of his produce to ‘Balaji Wafers’, the
major regional competitor of ‘Lays’ chips. It is alleged
that he sells the registered variety of seeds to smaller
farmers and buys their produce as well. It is unclear
whether his activities would be protected under Section
39 of the PPV&FRA.

PepsiCo says its collaborative farming programme and

registered variety rights are
under threat. While ‘Lays’

Both PepsiCo and
farmers cite the same
Act to support
opposing positions.
The PPV&FRA was
enacted in 2001 to
comply with the
WTO's Agreement on
Trade-Related
Aspects of
Intellectual

Property Rights
]

What happens next?

claims to be a leader in the
country’s 35,500 crore
potato chips market,
regional players are eating
into the market share.

Farmers rights groups
such as the Alliance for
Sustainable and Holistic
Agriculture saw the issue as
a test case on farmers
rights in India under the
WTO regime, and warned
that a bad precedent could
hurt farmers of other crops
and endanger the country’s
food sovereignty.

While farmers have claimed victory, they also demanded
an apology from PepsiCo and plan to sue for
compensation for “harassment” by the company. They
are also wary of any future government-facilitated
negotiations on seed protection and the rights of
breeders. Pepsico’s decision to withdraw the cases was
“backed by an assurance from the government for a long
term amicable settlement”, according to sources familiar
with the development, who added that both the Gujarat
government and the Centre were involved in that

assurance for further talks.
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{IT Kanpur identifies novel molecule

Living on poison

Arsenic is known to be
poisonous, but recently,
researchers have identified
micro-organisms in the Pacific
ocean that breathe arsenic. In
the study, the team analysed
DNA from the seawater, noting
two pathways to gain energy
from arsenic-based molecules.
Biologists think this is remnant
from Earth's early history. The
study was published in PNAS.

Violent birth

A violent collision of two
neutron stars took place 4.6
billion years ago and may have
been the source of several
heavy elements on Earth such
as gold, platinum and uranium,
a new study finds. According
to the study, published in
Nature, nearly 0.3% of such
elements were created in this
colllision. The study adds to
existing knowledge on origin
of our solar system

Why is northeast India

to control hyper inflammation

Hyper inflammation compromises pathogen-clearing ability, also destroys the tissues surrounding the inflamed area

R. PRASAD

Researchers at the Indian Institute
of Technology (IIT) Kanpur have
identified and characterised a no-
vel small protein molecule that
can effectively control inflamma-
tion leading to better treatment
outcomes. In contrast, inflamma-
tion control by molecules that are
undergoing clinical trials may not
be optimal due to inherent draw-
backs. The work was done in col-
laboration with the University of
Queensland.

Hyper inflammation

While some amount of inflamma-
tion at the site of infection is re-
quired for effective clearance of
pathogens, too much inflamma-
tion compromises pathogen-clear-
ing ability. Hyper inflammation al-
so  destroys the tissues
surrounding the inflamed area
leading to inflammation disorders
such as sepsis, inflammatory bo-
wel syndrome, rheumatoid arthri-
tis and psoriasis.

A small protein (C5a) that is a
part of the innate immunity (im-
mediate defence against patho-
gens that have never been encoun-
tered before) gets activated when a
pathogen enters the body. The C5a

drying up rapidly?

Decreasing monsoon rainfall is associated with natural

changes in the subtropical Pacific Ocean

ASWATHI PACHA

Northeast India, one of the
wettest places on the Earth
has been experiencing rapid
drying, especially in the last
30 years. Some places
which used to get as high as
3,000 mm of rain during the
monsoon season have seen
a drop of about 25-30%.

A team of researchers
from the Indian Institute of
Tropical Meteorology, Pune,
and Assam University set
out to understand whether
this decline is caused by an-
thropogenic activity or is it
part of natural changes.

The results published re-
cently in JGR-Atmospheres
show that the decreasing
monsoon rainfall is associat-
ed with natural changes in

the subtropical Pacific
Ocean.
Pattern of fluctuations

“We found that changes in
the Pacific decadal oscilla-
tion (PDO) — a pattern of
fluctuations in the ocean,
particularly over the north
Pacific basin — are mainly
associated with this de-
clined rainfall,” explains
Abida Choudhury, a Ph.D.
scholar at Assam University
and the first author of the
paper. “Just like El Nino/La
Nina in the tropical Pacific,
PDO has a signature for a
longer time (on the decadal
scale) in the sea surface tem-
peratures and its interaction

R

Multitasking molecule: Unlike the molecules now being tested, our
peptide molecule also reduces the amount of IL-6 being released, say
Arun Shukla (right) and Shubhi Pandey.

protein then binds to a particular
receptor (C5aR1) found on the sur-
face of certain cells such as ma-
crophages and neutrophils to be-
gin the process of inflammation
and pathogen clearance.
Neutrophiles are already pre-
sent in the body and circulate in
the blood. Once the small protein
binds to the C5aR1 receptor found
on neutrophils, there is increased

migration towards the site of infec-
tion leading to hyper inflamma-
tion. At the same time, binding of
the small protein to the receptor
on macrophages reduces the
amount of a pro-inflammatory cy-
tokine called interleukin-6 (IL-6)
that is released, which is desirable
to overcome inflammatory symp-
toms.

Therapeutic agents now under-

going clinical testing prevent the
C5a protein from binding to the re-
ceptor found on neutrophils lead-
ing to reduced migration of neu-
trophils to the site of infection.
Hyper inflammation is thus pre-
vented. However, it has the oppo-
site effect on interleukin-6 release.
Unlike the C5a protein, the drug
candidate molecules do not re-
duce the amount of IL-6 being re-
leased thereby causing more
inflammation.

Role of IL-6

“There is more inflammation
when the amount of IL-6 at the site
of infection is more. So it is desira-
ble to reduce the amount of IL-6
being released to overcome the in-
flammatory symptoms,” says Arun
Shukla from the institute’s Depart-
ment of Biological Sciences and
Bioengineering. He is one of the
corresponding authors of a paper
published in the Journal of Biolog-
ical Chemistry.

The small protein molecule
identified by IIT Kanpur research-
ers addresses the shortcomings
seen with the drug molecules now
undergoing clinical testing. The
drug molecule that IIT Kanpur
team used for this study is already
known to bind to the C5aR1 recep-

tor. But its effects were not charac-
terised in term of IL-6 release and
neutrophil migration.

“Our peptide molecule binds to
the C5aR1 receptor found on neu-
trophils and reduces their migra-
tion to the site of infection. And
unlike the molecules now being
tested, our peptide molecule also
reduces the amount of IL-6 being
released,” says Prof. Shukla. Under
in vitro conditions, the combined
effect may lead to reduced
inflammation.

“The molecule only reduces
and not blocks neutrophil migra-
tion. There should be sufficient in-
flammation at the infection site to
clear the pathogens,” says Shubhi
Pandey from IIT Kanpur and first
author of the paper.

The peptide molecule identified
by the team is smaller than the C5a
protein so the binding to the re-
ceptor is weak. “So we have to use
higher concentration of our syn-
thetic peptide to achieve better re-
sults. Future work would be to in-
crease the strength of binding by
improving the molecule so that
less concentration is needed,”
Prof. Shukla says. The team plans
to carry out animal studies in fu-
ture to measure the therapeutic
potential of the molecule.

[IT Delhi 3D prints human skin

The model can reduce and even replace testing cosmetics on animals

Researchers at the Indian

R. PRASAD

cellular self-assembly re-
capitulate wound healing-
like situation in native

4k

Root cause: Rainfall reduction over the last 36 years is

associated with natural phenomena. =s.s. kumar

with the atmosphere, which
in turn affects the northeast
Indian summer monsoon.”

Natural and manmade
The team used observed
rainfall and sea surface tem-
perature data for the period
19012014 for the study. The
results show out that the re-
duction in rainfall during a
major part of the last 114
years may be associated
with global man-made fac-
tors, while the trend during
the last 36 years is associat-
ed with natural phenomena.
“Only about 7% of the
rainfall in this region is asso-
ciated with local moisture
recycling, which means that
anthropogenic activities can
affect only this small per-
centage. So we concluded
that the recent rapid drying
is a part of interdecadal va-
riability of monsoonal rain-
fall which is strongly asso-
ciated with the PDO,” says

Subodh Kumar Saha from
IITM, Pune.

The researchers note that
this study can be used to
predict the monsoon rain-
fall over the northeast re-
gion on a decadal time scale
using Pacific Ocean region
data.

Previous studies have
found that a dry spell may
be preceded by a wet spell,
so the researchers warn that
“change in land cover and
deforestation could poten-
tially result in more natural
disasters, for example, flash
flood, landslides from tor-
rential rains, and damage to
crops and biodiversity”.

“Policymakers  should
take these long-term predic-
tions into account while
planning construction of
dams, power plants, etc. to
prevent loss of property,”
adds Mahen Konwar, the
corresponding author of the
study from IITM, Pune.

Institute of Technology
(IIT) Delhi have successful-
ly 3D bioprinted human
skin models that have cer-
tain anatomically relevant
structural, mechanical and
biochemical features simi-
lar to native human skin.
The bioprinted skin pro-
duced in the lab by the
team is already being used
by ITC Ltd for experiments.

The bioprinted skin mo-
del will have wide applica-
tions in testing cosmetics. It
can also reduce and proba-
bly even replace testing on
animals.

It can also be used for
testing dermatology drugs
on human skin and at a fu-
ture date even help in test-
ing drugs for personalised
medicine.

Testing on animals

The European Commission
has prohibited testing fin-
ished cosmetic products
and cosmetic ingredients
on animals. It even prohi-
bits marketing of finished
cosmetic products and in-
gredients in the European
Union.

The skin is composed of
two important layers — the
inner dermis (made of fi-
broblasts) and the outer
epidermis (keratinocytes,
melanocytes). The junction
between the two layers is
not flat but is undulatory or
wavy. The undulatory mor-
phology is important as it
provides biochemical cues

———

Commercialised: The bioprinted skin produced in the lab by
the team is already being used by ITC Ltd for experiments,

says Sourabh Ghosh

and mechanical support to
the epidermis layer, pro-
vides structural stability to
the skin by making the two
layers adhere to each other,
and not allow cells to cross
the junction.

Unlike the currently
available tissue-engineered
skin equivalents, the team
led by Sourabh Ghosh from
the institute’s Department
of Textile Technology was
successful in creating this
wavy junction in the bio-
printed skin model. The re-
sults were published in the
journal Bioprinting. The
study was funded by ITC
Ltd.

The undulatory junction
was designed using 3D CAD
and 10 layers of dermis
were constructed through
bioprinting followed by
eight layers of epidermis.
“We designed the pattern
so that both layers fit and
the interface had a wavy
pattern,” says Prof. Ghosh.

Silk bioink mixed with fi-
broblasts was used for
growing the dermis, while
bioink mixed with keratino-
cytes and melanocytes was
used for growing the
epidermis.

No shrinkage

The bioprinted skin also re-
tained the original dimen-
sion without any shrinkage
for up to three weeks. Tra-
ditionally, collagen used for
developing skin constructs
start shrinking within a few
weeks thus affecting the
morphology. Testing on
such skin constructs there-
fore cannot be carried out
beyond one week.

The bioink containing
the cells are deposited in a
criss-cross pattern leaving
gaps in between. “The ker-
atinocytes in the epidermis
were seen migrating and
filling the pores. This type
of migration, which was ve-
ry clear and striking, and

skin,” says Prasad Admane
from IT Delhi and first
author of the paper.

The keratinocytes in the
epidermis differentiate and
form into four distinct
layers. “We studied three
proteins — fibronectin, cy-
tokeratin 1 and 14 — that are
biomarkers of keratinocyte
differentiation. They are
produced in the bioprinted
skin though the amount
was comparatively less
than native skin,” he says.

Most importantly, gene
and protein expression
analysis showed 60% simi-
larity in gene expression
between bioprinted and na-
tive skin. “We identified 56
proteins expressed in bio-
printed skin which play an
important role in skin deve-
lopment, extracellular ma-
trix organisation and kera-
tinocyte differentiation,”
says Abhishak C. Gupta
from IIT Delhi and co-auth-
or of the paper.

“We will now explore the
possibility of growing hairs
on the bioprinted skin,”
says Dr. Gupta.

Prof. Ghosh’s team has
already developed a 3D
construct for hair follicle
structure in collaboration
with ITC Ltd.

“Our goal is set up a
start-up to focus on deve-
loping different diseased
skin conditions to test diffe-
rent drug molecules in pa-
tient-specific manner,” he
says.

Robot from IIT Madras checks pipelines for leakage

Endobot is a low-cost solution to identify faults and stealthy connections

SHUBASHREE DESIKAN

At a time when water scarcity
pervades many urban centres, it
is important to ensure that water
being transported through pipes
is not lost through leakages. In an
attempt to address this issue, re-
searchers from IIT Madras have
developed a robot to check pipe-
lines for leaks and other faults.
Named Endobot, this robot is to
be marketed by an IIT Madras in-
cubated startup, Solinas Integri-
ty, founded by the researchers.
Quite often, pipes that tran-
sport water suffer from low main-
tenance and neglect which caus-
es them to develop leakages.
These often go unnoticed except
when the water seeps to the sur-
face. Periodically, water pipelines
are dug up, and this may bring
leaks to notice, but this is left to
chance and is a costly process at
best. Water is also lost through
connections that have not been
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Mobile eye: The electrically-powered robot runs on four wheels
connected using a conveyor belt and is tethered at one end.

sanctioned officially. Endobot is
presented as a solution that can
identify these faults and stealthy
connections, at a low cost.

The electrically-powered robot
looks like a small tank, runs with-
in the pipe on four wheels con-
nected using a conveyor belt. It is

tethered to the entry point out-
side the pipe. This construction
allows it to run over tough terrain
within the pipe without stalling.
“Endobot is about 6 inches high
and can study any pipe having a
diameter more than 8 inches.
Since water pipes typically have

The robot captures
videos and transmits a
live feed to the base at
the entry point. It also
uses laser-based
techniques to examine
the pipes as it moves.

VISHWA SAI PRATHYUSHA
CTO, Solinas Integrity

©

an inner diameter of at least 15 in-
ches, it suits the purpose well,”
says Prabhu Rajagopal from the
Centre for Nondestructive Eval-
uation in IIT Madras, where the
robot was developed. He is also a
non-executive director of the
company.

“As the robot, which is electri-
cally powered, runs through the
pipes at about 15 cm per second,
it captures videos and transmits a
live feed to the base at the entry
point. It also uses laser-based
techniques to examine the pipes
as it moves,” explains Vishwa Sai
Prathyusha, who is the Chief

Technology Officer of the compa-
ny and alumna of IIT Madras.
These feeds are conveyed to the
user’s computer and may be ana-
lysed later using software deve-
loped by the team.

“Of course, the robot has note-
worthy features, but also the soft-
ware and tools for analysis deve-
loped by our team give us a major
advantage over competition,”
adds Ms Prathyusha.

Additional sensors
Any technology goes through
phases of development and En-
dobot is no exception. “As a next
step, we plan to add more sensors
- ultrasonic and electromagnetic -
which can help us find out wheth-
er the pipes develop corrosion or
cracks on the outer side,” says
Krishnan Balasubramanian, a di-
rector of the company. He is a
chair professor in the Mechanical
Engineering department of IIT
Madras and head of the Centre
for Nondestructive Evaluation.
“As of now, not many people

are working on such small ro-
bots,” says Prof. Rajagopal. He
acknowledges, however, that
there is competition at an interna-
tional level. “Having small robots
is a novelty even there, and open
source electronics is driving this
here,” he adds. So while such ro-
bots may not be out of reach of in-
ternational companies, they still
have not focused on such solu-
tions. “Recently, the Indian go-
vernment and corporations and
municipalities are increasingly
looking at outsourcing operation
and management of water re-
sources to private players, and we
are in a sort of Goldilocks zone,”
says Prof. Rajagopal.

The team has already complet-
ed one set of trials within IIT Ma-
dras campus, where many pipes
and installations are nearly 40
years old. They are now in talks
with various urban corporations
to allow them to try out the robot.
Some municipalities have ex-
pressed interest in pilot studies
using the robot.




To follow a
code of life

Dealing with oneself,
and those around you

MINI KRISHNAN

ife is full of lessons and ringing
messages.

Recently, in order to take a
flight back home, I travelled by road
from Palakkad to Coimbatore. Driv-
er Mani deposited me at my elegant
cousin’s flat. For a considerable
length of time after I stepped in with
my suitcase, my cousin did not close
and lock her door. It remained ajar.
So I myself got up and locked it.

“Do you often forget to close your
door?” I asked jocularly. “Ah... no,”
she said, “It’s just that I didn’t want
to close the door in Mani’s face.” She
further regretted that she hadn’t yet
offered him something to drink.

I was so struck by her acute em-
pathy and courteous thought that I
felt I had to share it. We teach chil-
dren so many things to socialise
them into our families and larger so-
cial circles. Sit up straight, don’t
cross your legs, don’t grab things at
meal-time, stand up when an older
person enters the room... The list
depends on how particular families
are and how often a parent is around
to advise children on cultured beha-
viour. Indeed, recognising that pa-
rents do not spend the kind of time
they once did with their children (gi-
ven the contemporary work timings)
some of the caretaking has been out-
sourced to schools.

The educationists have put much
thought into designing lessons and
classes on Ethics Education and Life
Skills in schools. At one time the
phrase meant learning how to fix
light bulbs, how to iron a shirt or
mend fuses, but today it encompass-
es a whole philosophy that trains
children in attitudes and value-en-
hanced patterns of dealing with one-
self, the people around you and the
environment.

Speaking of which... a few hours
later at the airport, I was seated next
to a middle-aged sardar who was
deep in a book. As I was the only oth-
er traveller who settled down to wait
with a book rather than with a
phone, I asked him what he was
reading. He flipped the cover in my
direction: Japji, from the Guru
Granth Sahib. He had discovered his
religion rather recently because he
enthusiastically explained the tenets
and said how much he regretted not
having paid attention to his father.

“He was a very religious man and
I never bothered to ask him what
comfort it gave him. His death a year
ago struck a spark in me and I am
now slowly learning about my reli-
gion,” he said. More than missing his
father, the gentleman regretted not
having absorbed his religiosity. “I
have so many questions which I
know he would have answered, but
it is too late.”

I merely consoled him saying that
the greatest gift a parent can give a
child was what he had received from
his father: a code of life.

Because, really, that’s what ‘life’
skills are.

minioup@gmail.com
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The pigeon

LIFE CYCLE

A fascinating family drama, sans emotions,
unfolds on the balcony of a home

SUJIT KUMAR CHAKRABARTI

or some 20 to 25 days, a pi-
F geon pair was nesting in

our balcony. It all began
when we found them fidgeting
around on the plant tub in our
balcony that had a tulsi plant in
it. We guessed they were trying
to make a nest. Our initial reac-
tion was to try to shoo them
away. But nature preempted
this: within a day we found they
had laid two eggs. We stopped
trying to get them to fly away.

Endless series of hatching
sessions began. One of the two
birds would always be found
hatching the eggs. And yes!
They would take turns lasting
eight to 10 hours, in our esti-
mate. Initially it was hard to
know which of the two was sit-
ting at any given point. To solve
that confusion, my mom came
up with a (somewhat kind but
effective) solution. One day, she
smeared one of them with oiled
vermilion on the head. Also, we
arbitrarily decided that one of
them - the one without vermi-
lion smeared on its head - must
be the father; probably because
it was the more restless and less
trusting of the two.

The funniest moments during
the hatching period was when
the pigeons would change shifts.
The one coming in would fly in
from one side of the balcony.
The one finishing its duty would
fly out from the other end. In

between there would be
some minimal exchange bet-
ween the two. However,
they wouldn’t take enough
time even to face or touch
each other. The change-
over would happen ri-
tualistically, diligently,
promptly. No show of ro-
mance or affection that
the poets so love to asso-
ciate with love-birds.

We would enjoy tho-
roughly making guesses
about what information
they passed between
them while changing shift,
what the other parent pige-
on would do during its ab-
sence, and what would even
make it come back to relieve its
partner.

Of course, there’s no way to
answer these questions. Scien-
tists wash their hands of all such
questions with a single word:
evolution. I believe in evolution.
But I find it hard to believe that it
provides the complete explana-
tion for such spectacles. Consi-
dered casually, they appear fun-
ny, even comic. But on a second
look, all this looks nothing less
than a miracle.

On Sunday, it was already a
few days since we had started
feeling that it was taking the
eggs too long to hatch. Probably
the eggs would go bad; probably
they already had. Why wasn’t
the pigeon couple just giving up
this futile routine?

But that af-
ternoon, I ca-
sually strolled into
the balcony. And what
did T see? Two tiny creepy
crawly creatures had replaced
the two eggs. It was the father
who was watching over them. I
shouted out in excitement. The
others at home rushed out into
the balcony to have a look. Each
one of us was equally excited, as
if it was a childbirth in our own
family.

The presumed mother, ho-
wever, didn’t turn up for several
hours. We were eagerly waiting
for that moment when she
would come and find that her
chicks were out. We waited for
what would be a memorable

moment.

Mothering across generations

Striving to earn and deserve the advantages of nurturing received as a young one

NANDINI PATWARDHAN

bai. My family comprised my

parents and two siblings, and
my mother’s parents. Our home
was small — four rooms, each
ten feet square, in a chawl tene-
ment. The living room doubled
as bedroom at night. The home
was too small for everyone to
even eat together. Dinners were
consumed in waves — first the
children, then the men, and fi-
nally the women.

Aji, my grandmother, had stu-
died till fourth grade. She spent
almost all her time at home,
cooking and performing the ma-
ny tasks related to that, such as
cleaning the grain, cutting ve-
getables, and boiling the milk
twice daily to keep it from spoil-
ing (we did not have a refrigera-
tor). The cooking took place in
multiple waves too — first the
Iunches to be packed for the
ones who left home for school
or work, then the lunches for
those who stayed back home,
then the afternoon snack for
children who are home from
school, and then the dinner.

After lunch, Aji would have a
few hours of unscheduled time
and she would use it to read the
Marathi newspaper, darn
clothes, and re-purpose clothes
that we children had outgrown,
into shopping bags and other
useful things.

I grew up in the 1960s in Mum-

Aji was born in Myanmar
(Burma then), where her
father worked for the Brit-
ish Customs. The only
thing I recall she ever
mentioning about
him was that he
was known for his
honesty. The only
thing I know
about her moth-
er was that she
died during, or
soon after,
childbirth. How I
wish I had asked Aji
more questions
when I had the time.
Aji was the oldest of
several childrenand |
was married at 14. [§51
So, there was not
much mothering &% ¢
for her.

Since we were a joint family,
Aji was more like a co-mother to
me and my siblings. She told us
stories from Hindu mythology
and taught us the Marathi alpha-
bet. Her greatest skill was in
comforting us when our mother
disciplined us. She managed to
do this in a loving and gentle
way, while also reinforcing rath-
er than undermining our moth-
er’s authority.

Aji had come of age at a time
when women were “lesser”.
Hobbled as they were by insuffi-
cient education, it was common
to also see women of her gener-

I'\\S; i
¢

ation as having judgment, auth-
ority and agency of a lower or-
der. In my family, this translated
into Aji being shielded from the
larger world and being taken
care of by her husband, as well
as by her daughter (my mother).
In turn, she performed her as-
signed role by offering care and
comfort unreservedly to all who
crossed her path.

A side-effect of this particular
kind of socialisation was that Aji
had grown up in a time when

The restaurant with dynamic costing

women were taught that
their virtue lay in sacrifice
and service. As a result,
they were self-effacing —
discouraged from hav-
ing preferences and, if
they had any, dis-
suaded from assert-
ing those prefe-
rences.

Aji would often
ask my sister or me,
when we returned
home from school,
if we felt like eating

pohe, or chiwda or

some other home-

made snack. Consider-

ing the question literally,

we would answer yes

or no, purely on the

j”)— basis of our own in-

terest in that particu-

lar item of food and our
level of hunger.

One day our mother over-
heard this conversation and
called us aside. “Whenever Aji
asks about preparing something
for you, you should just say yes.
Usually she asks you when she
feels like eating that snack.” We
nodded yes, and returned to our
play. And from that day on-
wards, we answered in the affir-
mative regardless of which
snack Aji offered to make for us.

As a happy and secure child, I
accepted things as they hap-
pened. Living in the garden of
childhood, for those like me

ILLUSTRATION:
J.A. PREMKUMAR

Finally, by dusk
it arrived. The father
was hatching the chicks
pretty much the same way he
would hatch the eggs. The chan-
geover routine began. The fath-
er shifted himself. The chicks
got revealed from under him.
Now was the moment!

The mom quietly took posi-
tion, nudged the chicks under
her wings, and started hatching.

who are fortunate enough to :
© had to be there well in time to
joying the flowers, without hav- :
ing to give a thought to the gar- :
¢ the intermission, my father used
water them regularly and trim
the weeds. But this also means :
that the task of the rest of life is :
to live up to the privileges grant- :
ed, to pay them forward to my :
. eat at fast food outlets and then
¢ go back home. The time we
it means striving to earn and de- :
. went out or at the shopping
I celebrate the fact that the so- :
¢ the family or the other relatives.
changed sufficiently that grand- :
daughters were not expected to :
live lives of denial, by self or oth- :
ers, that had been the lot of :
grandmothers. I appreciate the :
emotional intelligence of my :
: Amazon Prime or Hotstar, lie
mother and found a way to sup- :
port her without drawing atten- :
¢ watching it, just pause it. If you
: dislike the movie, stop it and
Was Aji mothering her daughter :

have such a garden, means en-

deners who plant the seeds,

children and to others who
cross my path. Most important,

serve the nurturing received.

ciety of my childhood had

mother who understood her
tion to it.
Who was mothering whom?

and her daughter’s daughters?

daughters mothering their
grandmother?

I think it was all of the above.

and now, gratefully, received.

nandini.writer@gmail.com
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No fluttering of wings. No coo-
ing. No dance of joy. No ‘emo-
tion’. Nothing! Come on lady,
you’ve got to be kidding me!

This anti-climax was kind of
really sad. It did appear that af-
ter all these are probably not
conscious creatures, but pup-
pets being controlled through
invisible strings. Who is pulling
the strings? God? Evolution?

Childbirth is a matter of joy
and excitement! They ought
to have felt joyous as we
would have; and should
have expressed it the
way we would. Maybe
it’s this emotion and its
expression that distin-
guishes people
from them.
Or does it?
Why is childbirth
supposed to make us
feel happy? Do we
know? Or are these all
strings too — co-
loured and streng-
thened different-
ly — with which
some invisible
hand is making
us play the dra-
ma of life, both
humans and pige-
ons alike?

It’s been two days. The chicks
are growing. The parents feed
them out of their own mouth
with regurgitated food. We
watch. The whole mystery, mi-
racle, science, God, evolution,
life... unfold before our eyes on
the plant tub. It makes us won-
der and smile. It overwhelms
and makes eyes well up.

Meanwhile, the tulsi plant has
withered. My mom says its
offspring will come back to life
once this family vacates; there
are plenty of seeds dropped by
the drying tulsi. Hopefully, the
pigeons haven’t devoured them.

sujitkc@iiitb.ac.in

Anew era

i AMRASHAA SINGH

other families and friends to
go to the movies. Then we

I remember coordinating with

buy the ticket and not miss the
beginning of the movie. During

to buy a popcorn tub, which we
would all share. If it was a night
show then we used to head back
home and sleep. If it was a
morning show then we would

spent eating together when we
malls would help us bond with

Fast forward ten years, no
one bothers to leave the house.
A weekend or a Sunday goes
past in resting, and if there is a
movie we want to watch, just log
into your account at Netflix,

down in your bed and watch the
film. If youre sleepy while

watch something else. If you

: want food, open a delivery app
Was my mother mothering her :
mother? Or were the grand- :
: time we spend with our families
¢ or socialising with our friends. I
¢ still remember how we used to
My life was the richer, though I :
did not know it then, because of :
mothering so thoughtfully and
generously offered and so easily, :
: ny us to the mall and help us try
¢ clothes, now, we WhatsApp her
¢ what we like and order it.

and order what you want.
All this has only reduced the

watch the entire movie in the ci-
nema even if we did not like it,
because we had paid to buy a
ticket. Mother used to accompa-

When the cost accountants tried an inter-disciplinary approach at their business venture

GADEPALLI SUBRAHMANYAM

couple of cost accoun-
Atants came together to

start a restaurant.
They made quite a few en-
quiries about the possible
clientele, number of eateries
around that area, offices
nearby that would have both
floating and regular custom-
ers. They then started it with
as little fanfare as possible, to
reduce overheads on adver-
tisement costs. They decided
that people who are hungry
would themselves look for
the signboard of an eatery
and that would be sufficient
advertisement.

They expected that given
their reasonable and tran-
sparent pricing policy, they
would have the advantage of
word-of-mouth  publicity,
which does not cost the esta-
blishment anything.
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For each dish on the me-
nu, the quantity and the
price, based on raw material
costs, overheads such as
rent, electricity, wages, pos-
sible leakages of revenue,
breakage of china, loss of
small cutlery, profit margin,
leftovers and so on, were fac-
tored in. In fact, they took
pride in making every possi-
ble expense being taken into
account, making the costing
of the merchandise strictly
as per cost accountancy
Normis.

The first week was dull,
except on opening day. They
had made provision for a
dull first week, and took it in
their stride. Slowly, the clien-
tele grew. One of the partn-
ers used to go to the market
each day to buy perishables,
of course from a wholesale
market. But it was found that
buying in quantity led to

high levels of spoilage, so re-
sorted to buying as per im-
mediate requirement from
the retail market.

But then they found that
the prices in the market fluc-
tuated on a daily basis. But

ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R KUMAR

they were supposed to offer
a certain quantum of each
item they sell in terms of
size, thickness and quantity.
Initially they resorted to ask-
ing the chef to reduce the
diameter of the dosa and the

thickness of the idli when the
price of blackgram went up.
Some regular customers
started grumbling about the
reduced size at the cash
counter, while paying the
bill.

They discussed this at
their meeting that night be-
fore the eatery closed for the
day. Instead of reducing the
size, they thought that they
could have dynamic pricing,
as the airlines, even the rail-
ways, now do. They put up a
notice that the prices of indi-
vidual items would be set on
a dynamic basis, and would
vary according to the whole-
sale price index, and adjust-
ed to the nearest rupee in
view of the problem with
small change. Each day the
customer was given a menu
that showed the dynamic
rates for the day. There was a
proviso that these were sub-

ject to change without notice
even on intra-day transac-
tions if there was any change
in the circumstances.

One day there was an au-
torickshaw strike, which ne-
cessitated taking a cab to
bring vegetables, fish, meat
and eggs. Correspondingly,
the menu was displaying the
changed, higher prices.

As far as cost accountancy
norms went this system was
very satisfactory, but the
clientele was equally dynam-
ic, and soon enough they
looked for other eateries that
had static prices, at least on a
longer-term basis.

The cost accountants
were left breaking their
heads as to what went
wrong, before their esta-
blishment closed its doors
permanently.

gsmanil74@gmail.com
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