12 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

Therevenue challenge

The new government must focus on its revenue streams as
it prepares for its first Budget

’

|
RAISINA HILL

A K BHATTACHARYA

ow much of the expenditure
H compression during 2018-19
has been achieved by
deferring expenditure to the following
year? Or how much of it was the result
of off-Budget borrowing by public
sector entities?
The Union government had cut its
total expenditure by about%1.45 trillion
over its revised estimates for 2018-19. Of

this, 13,000 crore was cut on account
of capital expenditure and 1.32 trillion
under revenue expenditure.

As has already been reported (see:
https://mybs.in/2X6k171?), the bulk of
the expenditure compression was
achieved through off-Budget borrow-
ing. The burden of such borrowing has
fallen on many public sector undertak-
ings (PSU) such as Food Corporation
of India (FCI), Housing and Urban
Development Corporation, National
Housing Bank and Rural Elec-
trification Corporation.

Even though there is no official con-
firmation of such borrowing, the figures
put out by the Controller General of
Accounts (CGA) have revealed it all. For
instance, the CGA’s 2018-19 figures show
how the food subsidy bill came down by
awhopping 40 per cent over 1.71 trillion
mentioned in the revised estimates.

The decline in the food subsidies bill
accounts for over half of the total rev-
enue expenditure compression. That
the entire burden has been shifted to

the FCI can be gauged from the fact that
the April 2019 numbers reveal no
impact of any deferred expenditure.

In April 2019, the government released
346,862 crore of food subsidy, compared
to 48,430 crore in the same month of
2018. Even as a percentage of the Budget
estimates for the two years, the govern-
ment’s food expenditure bill was lower at
25 per cent in 2019 compared to 29 per
cent in 2018. Clearly, there is no impact
of deferred expenditure here. Instead the
figures indicate a small compression.

In other words, the government may
have managed to completely free itself
of any deferred expenditure on account
of food subsidy in the current financial
year. The borrowing burden is now on
the FCI. What this means for FCI’s
financial health is of course a different
matter and a deeply worrying phe-
nomenon for India’s public finance.

In contrast, the government’s sub-
sidy expenditure on account of fer-
tilisers and petroleum products shot
up hugely in April 2019. Compared to

a subsidy spend of ¥2,582 crore for
petroleum and 7,124 crore for fertilis-
ers in April 2018, this year the same
expenditure has more than doubled
to 5,281 crore and 16,943 crore,
respectively. This is puzzling. In the
final CGA figures for petroleum and
fertiliser subsidies during 2018-19,
there was no major reduction, com-
pared to the revised estimates. Yet,
the April 2019 expenditure shows a
significant jump.

Itis, however, clear that the govern-
ment’s major subsidies bill on account
of food, petroleum and fertilisers will
not be a cause for concern during 2019-
20. Without the burden of any deferred
expenditure, meeting the major subsi-
dies bill of *2.96 trillion should not be
a problem, as long as international
crude oil prices remain within a range
of $65-70 a barrel.

The CGA figures for April 2019 also
outline the revenue challenges before
the finance ministry. The ministry
team, currently busy preparing the full
Budget for 2019-20, must have noted
that the net tax revenue in April 2019
was estimated at 371,637 crore, which
represents a 24.5 per cent increase over
the net tax revenue of 357,533 crore in
the same month of 2018.

This level of revenue growth would
have been a cause for celebration in the
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normal course. But, thanks to the sharp
drop in actual revenue collections com-
pared to the revised estimates, this
underlines the huge revenue challenge
that lies ahead. The net tax revenue
growth target for the current financial
year is now as high as 29.5 per cent. Can
the net tax revenue growth be raised fur-
ther during the course of the year? Or
should the Budget makers recognise the
challenge and try to make the targets
look more realistic?

Non-debt capital receipt is the only
item on the revenue side that provides
some comfort. The government booked
a revenue of 32,350 crore of revenue
from disinvestment in April 2019. Of
this, 3476 crore was mobilised by selling
12 per cent stake in Rail Vikas Nigam
Limited through an initial public offer-
ing and 31,874 crore was raised by sale
of enemy property. This was substan-
tially higher than 435 crore of such
receipts recorded in April 2018.

Even though the government may
have been in election mode in April
2019, it seems both tax revenues and
disinvestments did well, bringing down
the overall fiscal deficit as per cent of
the Budget estimates compared to the
same month of 2018-19. Perhaps, more
attention needs to be paid to these two
areas as the new government readies
to present its first Budget on July 5.

For Reserve Bank of India, small is beautiful

The small finance banks should be rechristened
national development banks as their mandate is

financial inclusion

" A -
BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

he Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
will soon open its window accept-
ing applications for small finance
banks’ (SFBs) licence through the year.
The draft guidelines for such “on-tap”
licensing is likely to be ready by August.
The decision is important in many ways.
First, it encourages the non-bank-
ing finance companies (NBFCs),
including microfinance institutions
(MFISs), to become banks. This will take
care of liquidity problem (in the long
run), governance and financial inclu-
sion. Second, it charts out the glide
path: Every entity that wants to
become a universal bank will have to
take this route of transformation. It
also means that the on-tap licensing
window for universal bank is shut, for
the time being. Finally, it demon-
strates the Indian central bank’s con-
fidence in the new set of banks, many
of which are completing their second
year of existence.
The RBI had given in-principle
approval to 10 entities for entering the

small finance banking space in
September 2015. Eight of them are
MFTs, one an NBFC and another, alocal
area bank. Along with the SFBs, the RBI
also gave licences to 11 payments banks.

If nothing else, the numbers — 72
applications for SFBs and 41 for pay-
ments banks — illustrate how starved
of banking services is Asia’s third
largest economy.

The SFBs are subject to all prudential
norms like any other commercial bank
and, on top of that, they need to give 75
per cent of their loans to the so-called
priority sector (for universal banks it is
40 per cent); up to10 lakh of such loans
do not need to be backed by any collat-
eral security. And, 50 per cent of an SFB
loan portfolio should constitute smaller
loans of not more than 325 lakh. An RBI
review of the performance of the SFBs
reveals they have achieved their priority
sector targets and the mandate for
financial inclusion.

Payments bank is a different story.
Itis not allowed to give any loans; it can
take deposits (maximum 1 lakh) and
75 per cent of such deposits will have
to be invested in government securities
while the rest can be placed as deposits
with other commercial banks. Quite a
few entities have surrendered their
licences as they found it difficult to dis-
cover the right business model.

Three small finance banks are listed
on bourses; their financials are in the
public domain. The performance of the
rest varies between good and indifferent.

What are their challenges? Indeed,
technology is a challenge but a bigger
challenge is human resources — getting

the right talent on board as many such
banks are headquartered in small cities
and they can’t pay the top dollar. A far
bigger challenge is compliance with
RBI’s regulatory norms. Migration from
alight-touch regulation to a highly reg-
ulated arena is not easy. In private,
hand on heart, many promoters of such
banks say the cost of regulation is too
high and, given a choice, they would
have loved to go back to the MFI days.
Many of them are still grappling with
the task of deposit mobilisation. Most
senior citizens are rate-shoppers but
higher interest rate may not be the hook
to attract others who look for many
financial products under one roof.

Despite all these, the SFBs are a
remarkable story in a credit-starved
nation. While the payments bank model
is yet to pass the test of time, the SFBs
will create a more diverse banking sec-
tor. Going by the December 2018 data
of MicroFinance Institutions Network,
a self-regulatory body, SFBs’ share in
the microfinance pie is little over 18 per
cent (R30,187 crore) in contrast to MFIs’
36 per cent (360,631 crore), banks’ 36.5
per cent (353,605 crore) and NBFCs’ 10.7
per cent (¥17,852 crore). Others account
for 2.4 per cent of the small loan market
(%4,010 crore).

Since the RBI wants to take a relook

at the licensing norms before opening
the licensing window, here are a few
unsolicited suggestions:
B The dividing line between the SFBs
and MFIs are quite vague. In fact, many
SFBs are primarily banking on the MFI
business model even after becoming a
bank. As a result, there is scope for reg-
ulatory arbitrage and confusion.

For instance, a small borrower can-
not take money from more than two
MFIs but this restriction is not applica-
ble to SFBs or universal banks. There
are banks liberal in giving loans to the

‘

NEW STRATEGY The RBI as a regulator
must create a separate division to
regulate SFBs. Its inspection team
needs to be trained separately as SFBs
are a different Kettle of fish

small borrowers to prevent them from
approaching SFBs and MFIs. Besides,
the MFIs are not allowed to extend
more than 1 lakh loan to any single
borrower but the same borrower can
take double the amount from SFBs and
universal banks. This leads to over-
leveraging and can spell trouble in
future. This is important as 85 per cent
of the MFI loans need to be given to
group borrowers who do not need to
offer any collateral.

B The capital requirement for SFBs
must be raised from X100 crore. They
need money to put in the right tech-
nology platform and creating the
branch network.

® The SFBs could be allowed to contin-
ue with the bank borrowing for first
three years of their existence as it takes
time to build the deposit franchise. An
abrupt transition is not healthy either

for capital or liquidity.

®Now that the RBI is ready to welcome
more SFBs, the regulator must create a
separate division for their regulations.
Its inspection team needs to be trained
separately as SFBs are a different kettle
of fish like, say NBFCs and regional
rural banks. There should be a separate
supervisory cadre for these banks.
mThere are quite a few micro issues too.
For instance, for securitisation of a
micro loan by a bank, the interest rate
is capped at 8 per cent over a bank’s
MCLR (marginal cost of fund based
lending rate) but in reality such loans
are priced much higher. Similarly,
affordable housing loans can be given
the same status as agriculture loans.
This will encourage the SFBs to get into
this segment in a big way and address
the housing shortage. This also
strengthens the SFB balance sheets as
such loans are secured.

® Finally, the SFBs should be rechris-
tened as National Development Bank.
They are in the business of financial
inclusion. More importantly, the “small
finance bank” sobriquet creates confu-
sion and negativity among the deposi-
tors. Most of them are scared to park
their money with this genre of financial
intermediaries as they are not a “bank”
buta “small finance bank”. The fact that
they are licensed to do business by the
RBI does not cut ice. This slows down
the deposit mobilisation process. Unless
they are able to raise cheap deposits,
they cannot pare the cost of their loans.
So, the very purpose of creating the new
sets of banks gets defeated.

The columnist, a consulting editor of
Business Standard, is an author and senior
adviser to Jana Small Finance Bank Ltd. His
latest book, HDFC Bank 2.0: From Dawn to
Digital, will be released on July 10.

Twitter: @TamalBandyo

l), i

AMOL AGRAWAL

uring the RBI board meeting
D held in May 2019, the central

bank announced creating a
specialised supervisory and regulato-
ry cadre. The board noted the growing
complexities and interconnectedness
of the financial sector and wished to
strengthen the regulation and super-
vision of commercial banks, urban
cooperative banks and non-banking
financial companies (NBFCs). In the
June 2019 monetary policy, RBI
Governor Shaktikanta Das termed this
as a “major decision”.

This is welcome news but what is
not clear is the additional roles this
cadre will play. The RBI already has two
separate departments for this purpose:
Department of Banking Regulation
(DBR) and Department of Banking
Supervision (DBS). The DBR, as the
name suggests, looks at the overall func-
tions of banking regulation that include
licensing, branch expansion, mainte-
nance of statutory reserves, operations,
amalgamation, reconstruction and lig-
uidation of banking companies. The
DBS, on the other hand, deals with on-
site and off-site surveillance of banks.
Likewise, there are separate depart-
ments for cooperatives supervision and
regulation and another department for

non-banking regulation.

The history of how the RBI has
organised itself over time to deal with
banking regulation is quite interesting.
At the time of the inception of the RBI,
banks were governed by the Indian
Companies Act (1913), which did not
define banking but had certain provi-
sions that allowed a firm to be called a
bank. Thus, the first task of the RBI was
to provide a definition of a bank. Under
the amendment in Indian Companies
Act, abank was defined as “a company
which carries on as its principal busi-
ness the accepting of deposits of money
on current account or otherwise, sub-
ject to withdrawal by cheque, draft or
order”. The amendment also pre-
scribed a minimum paid-up capital of
%50,000 for banks and a cash-reserve
ratio on the bank’s deposits.

Despite these changes, the RBI top
brass wished for a comprehensive
banking regulation. The wishes
became an urgency as the failure of
Travancore and Quilon Bank (formed
by the merger of Travancore National
Bank and Quilon Bank) in 1938
exposed the inadequacy of the bank-
ing laws and governance. The RBI
studied banking laws in several coun-
tries such as Canada, Australia, the
US etc and proposed large-scale
changes to the government. The pro-
posals were delayed due to World War
II and then India’s Independence.
Most of these proposals became part
of Banking Regulation Act (1949) that
specified only banking firms should
use the word bank and gave the RBI
powers to inspect banks at will.

Institutionally, the RBI had estab-
lished Department of Banking
Operations (DBO) in 1945 to deal with
all banking problems and inspection.
In 1950, it established Department of

INSIGHT

Building a specialised supervisory cadre at the central bank

Banking Development (DBD) following
suggestions of Rural Banking
Committee. Both DBO and DBD were
very powerful departments in the early
part of the RBI’s history. The two were
merged in 1965 to become the all-pow-
erful Department of Banking
Operations and Development or DBOD
as financial market participants would
call mostly with fear. In 1966, the RBI
established a separate Department of
Non-Banking Companies for regulat-
ing the NBFC sector.

Post the reforms 0f 1991, there were
two more changes. The Narasimham
Committee on financial sector
reforms suggested streamlining of
regulation and supervision which had
become over-regulated and over-
administered. It proposed separating
the supervision function from other
functions of the RBI and establishing
a quasi-autonomous Banking
Supervisory Board under the aegis of
the RBI. The board would supervise
not just banks but also NBFCs and
development financial institutions.
The board would be chaired by the
governor and have three members
drawn from different fields and one
representative from the government.
Accordingly, then finance minister
Manmohan Singh announced estab-
lishing a Board of Financial
Supervision in his Budget speech of
1993-94. The RBI also established a
new Department of Financial
Supervision to aid the BFS. Howevetr,
the composition of BFS was different
with four members drawn from the
central board of the RBI. Over time,
the scope of BFS was enlarged to
include cooperatives, RRBs and pri-

mary dealers.
In 2014, the RBI made a
Committee on  Organisational

LACK OF SUPERVISION It would have
been much better if the RBI’s central
board had highlighted where the
existing departments fell short and
then suggested a remedy

Restructuring of the Reserve Bank
(Chair: Deepak Mohanty). Based on
the Committees’ suggestions, the
name of DBOD was changed to DBR
(name of Rural Planning and Credit
Department (RPCD) was also changed
to Financial Inclusion and
Development Department (FIDD).
The RBI also separated the regulation
and supervision tasks and placed DBR
and DBS separately under two deputy
governors and executive directors.

It is also interesting to note that
RBI is not the lone central bank here.
Before the crisis, central banks mainly
looked at monetary policy and bank-
ing supervision was either delegated
to a separate agency or demoted to a
lower role. After the crisis, this think-
ing has reversed significantly. The US
Federal Reserve now has a vice-chair-
person for supervision (currently
Randal Quarles) and releases a sepa-
rate report on supervision and regu-
lation. The European Central Bank is
building a single supervision board
(SSB), whose purpose is to build a har-
monious system of banking supervi-

sion across member economies. The
vice-chair of SSB is from the ECB’s
executive board and ECB separately
nominates four members to the board
(currently all positions are vacant bar-
ring one). The Bank of England is
behind Prudential Regulatory
Authority (PRA), which regulates and
supervises around 1,500 banks, build-
ing societies, credit unions, insurers
and major investment firms. Of the
four deputy governors, one is CEO of
PRA (currently Sam Woods).

These are interesting times for
central banks. They have for long
obsessed with monetary policy and
sidelined the more basic function of
banking supervision. The blame for
the ongoing banking crises lies not
just with bankers but also with the
supervisors. Critics might say we have
had banking regulation for ages now
and new regulations will hardly help.
However, what we are talking about
is supervision, which is different.
Regulation is writing rules and super-
vision is enforcing them. In fact, most
banking policy action is around regu-
lation and less about supervision.

Having said that, in the RBI’s case,
banking supervision has always been
part of its DNA. It would have been
much better if the RBI’s central board
had highlighted where the existing
departments fell short and then sug-
gested a remedy. Critics have pointed
to the RBI’s lack of supervision in the
ongoing NPA crisis and fraud cases.
Hopefully, the central bank will clarify
the role of this new cadre and how it
is going to add value to the RBI and
the Indian banking system.

The author is a faculty at Ahmedabad
University and writes a blog, Mostly
Economics

Politics of business

The three-language proposal in the
draft National Education Policy has
become the focus of a heated political
debate in Tamil Nadu, where it has
quickly taken the shape of an anti-
Hindi agitation by Dravidian parties.
What is interesting is a tweet by
Bharatiya Janata Party leader H Raja
listing out the schools run by Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) leaders in
the state. Raja has alleged that DMK
leaders, including president M K
Stalin's daughter who runs a school,
are up in arms because their business
(of running schools) would be
affected if the three-language
formula were to be implemented. In
Chennai city alone, DMK leaders and
their family members run at least five
schools, while across the state, close
to a dozen schools are run by them,
alleged the BJP leader.

Singur back on Mamata's table
The Trinamool
Congress' recent
loss in Singur,
part of the
Hooghly Lok
Sabha seatin
West Bengal,
has hurt the
party perhaps
the most. In an
internal meeting, Trinamool President
and Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee
(pictured) reportedly told her
colleagues the defeat was "a shame"”
for the party, and that "it is our fault
that we lost Singur"”. Understandable,
because it was her agitation in Singur
against the use of farmland to build
factories that won her the CM's chair
in 2011. The Left had sanctioned a Tata
car factory there but the project was
abandoned because of her agitation.
The BJP's Locket Chatterjee won the
seat. To regain lost ground, Banerjee
will launch her Janasanjog Yatra or ‘a
connect with the people’' campaign on
July 21 as part of the Trinamool's
annual Martyr's Day rally.

U-turn for B-team?

Before the Lok Sabha polls, the Congress
had accused Maharashtra's Vanchit
Bahujan Aghadi (VBA), led by Dalit
leader Prakash Ambedkar, of being a B-
team of the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP); now it appears the Maharashtra
state unit of the Congress is in talks with
the VBA for a pre-poll tie-up for the
upcoming assembly election. Ambedkar
is a grandson of the architect of India's
Constitution, B R Ambedkar, and his
party is backed by Hyderabad politician
Asaduddin Owaisi's All India Majlis-e-
Ittehadul Muslimeen. The two fought
the Lok Sabha elections together,
notching up a sizeable portion of the
votes, while failing to win even one of
the 48 seats in the state. The Congress'
desperation is understandable — there
is a threat of a mass exodus, a la the
Trinamool in West Bengal, with
Maharashtra Congress President Ashok
Chavan alleging that Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis is calling the
Congress' Assembly lawmakers and
urging them to join the BJP.

Rajnath’s silence

For many who had witnessed Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) veteran L K Advani being
insulted many times in public by BJP lead-
ers, the slighting of Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh, first by removing him as
home minister and then by omitting his
name from the various cabinet committees
would not have come as a surprise at all.
What is really baffling is Singh’s marked
silence over his unceremonious shift to
defence and his meek protest against his
missing name in various cabinet commit-
tees. At first instance itself, when his self
respect was needled by stripping him of his
home portfolio, should he not have put
down his papers and called it quits?
Further, Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, who is much junior to him, is
present in almost all the cabinet sub-com-
mittees. Isn't that an insult to injury?
Shalini Gerald Chennai

A service to people

Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Jagan
Mohan Reddy’s experiment of appointing
five deputy chief ministers to be selected
from the SC, ST, backward classes and other
minority communities is going to set a
precedent in Indian politics. Giving a fixed
term of two-and-a-half years only to each of
the ministers is also a refreshing idea that
will keep the other MLAs on their toes in
working for the people and not get compla-
cent. Being complacent might make them
lose their chance of getting a ministry in the
second half. Let the chief ministers of other
states too emulate Reddy’s example for
which he deserves kudos. Politics needs to
be viewed as an opportunity to service peo-
ple rather than a plum profession.

Brij B Goyal Ludhiana
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Over to banks now

New NPA resolution norms are finely balanced

he Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has adopted a carrot-and-stick

approach to the resolution of stressed assets. The new norms released

last Friday have empowered banks to hammer out a resolution but

have also put in place enough safeguards against any intent to ever-
green stressed accounts. Lenders will be subject to stringent action, including
higher provisioning and monetary penalties. Resolution plans shall provide
for payment not less than the liquidation value due to dissenting lenders, the
RBI said in its latest framework.

The most substantive change in the new stressed asset resolution norms
two months after the Supreme Court struck down Mint Road’s February 12 cir-
cular is that banks now get a 30-day window to decide if an account is a non-
performing asset (NPA) as distinct from the earlier one-day default norm, which
was both harsh and impractical. The revised circular gives non-banking financial
companies (NBFCs), small finance banks, Nabard, Exim Bank and Sidbi a place
around the resolution table.

The idea is obviously to make sure that most cases should be settled within
the new framework, with the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) being the
last option. While lenders have to be proactive, the RBI will continue to direct
banks to start insolvency proceedings for specific defaults. If anything, pressure
has been increased on the banks, which have to mandatorily sign an inter-
creditor agreement (ICA). The ICA will provide any decision agreed by lenders
representing 75 per cent in terms of voting share or 60 per cent of them in
terms of numbers. Banks will have to work double-quick around their internal
bureaucracies to ink an ICA within a month of default.

Failure to see the resolution plan (RP) through will entail an additional 35
per cent in provisioning — 20 per cent if they can’t make it work within 180
days and an additional 15 per cent if no resolution is found within a year. The
price to be paid by way of additional provisioning will be of worry for state-run
banks, which have been recently capitalised and also the ones which continue
to be under the RBI's Prompt Corrective Action framework. But it is unlikely
the more prudent banks will be unduly bothered on enhanced provisioning as
they would have already done so for the entire exposure on their own.

While the central bank’s norms will apply to defaulters of 32,000 crore
immediately, the same for those between 1,500 crore and less than 22,000
crore will kick in only from January 1, 2020. Such a staggered approach has
raised a few concerns among banks — visibility is poor as to how they are to
proceed from here on in the cases of exposures of less than 22,000 crore. Smaller
banks in particular are worried on this aspect.

The thinking behind the revised circular is that the recognition of default
or accounting for deterioration in the quality of assets should be independent
of the reasons for such default or deterioration. The best part of the new norms
is that they retain the spirit of the February 12 circular and offer a mechanism
that will enable resolutions through requisite majority. The onus now is on
banks to speed up resolution as the earlier circular impacted loans worth
%3.8 lakh crore across 70 large borrowers.

GSP fallout

Govt must seek to restore competitive edge of exports

rade relations between India and the US have continued to be an
issue. The US administration has confirmed that India will be no
longer be considered a developing nation for the purpose of bene-
fiting from the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP). The GSP
provides tariff-free access to the US market for companies from developing
countries in certain sectors. But, the US has removed India from the GSP
because it has not assured the US that it will provide reasonable and equitable
access from America to its markets. This is an odd reason since the whole
point of the GSP is not equity but special status to developing countries, which
are deemed worthy of preferential access to US markets. The idea here is
essentially that India has failed to convince the US government that it is in
fact still a developing country, unlike, say, China. Some compromises, especially
on poorly drafted domestic measures such as price caps for medical equipment
and e-commerce policy, should have been attempted with the US. This is
unquestionably a failure of both regular and economy diplomacy.

New Union Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal has said Indian exporters
do not see the GSP withdrawal as a matter of “life and death”. No one can
quarrel with his comments that industry and exporters should not depend on
government subsidies and instead focus on becoming more competitive. But
the effects of this withdrawal of the GSP should not be minimised in any man-
ner. Some senior government and other officials have been almost blasé about
the effects, minimising the gains to India under the scheme as “only” $260
million a year. It is true that goods worth “only” $6 billion will be affected of
the exports worth $54 billion from India to the US. But that is patently a wrong
way of looking at the issue. There are specific sectors that will be hard hit
because they operate on tight margins and the removal of tariff-free access to
the US market will render them suddenly uncompetitive — they may be, on
average, 7 per cent more expensive. Some of the sectors affected include imi-
tation jewellery, leather articles other than footwear, pharmaceuticals and
surgical instruments, chemicals, and plastics. Several of these sectors are
dominated by small- and medium-sized companies that will have trouble
staying competitive. A further fall in exports could not just keep growth from
recovering, but also be another big negative for jobs.

The government will now have to work out how another negative shock
to exports can be avoided. The first task must be to ensure that not too many
exporters go under because of an inability to handle the transition. There
must then be efforts to render the exporters in these sectors more competitive
and cost-efficient by at least the 7 per cent margin that they have lost, thanks
to the removal of tariff-free access. Direct subsidies or tax breaks should be
used only as a last resort, such as has been created for the textiles sector under
the Rebate of State and Central Levies and Taxes scheme. However, tax breaks
cannot be a sustained solution either for textiles or for any other sector.

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

growth Budget

The Budget speech mustinclude reform measures for PSU banks,
a commitmentto boost PSU bank lending, and specific measures
to resolve the problems faced by NBF(s

Minister, Nirmala Sitharaman, will present the

first Budget of the re-elected government. Her
challenge is to combine a sense of continuity with a
promise of change to meet the high expectations
aroused by the election campaign. But at the present
stage this should be subordinated to the need to
give an appropriate tonic to an economy that is
showing signs of illness.

The litany of economic woes that
she has to take into account is long
and includes:

B A steady decline in the growth
rate of GDP, which has come down
to 5.8 per cent in the Jan-Mar quar-
ter of 2018-19;

W Fiscal pressures because of a
large shortfall in tax collections,
leading to a real deficit of over 4 per
cent of GDP in 2018-19, dlsgulsed by NITIN DESAI
transferring an unprecedented vol-

I n less than a month from now the new Finance

However, the first Budget of a new finance min-
ister and a newly elected government cannot be
just a repair job. Words and tone matter and the FM
must fully use the communication skills she demon-
strated when she was a party spokesperson. But
what is the message she should seek to convey at
the present juncture?

The finance minister’s speech could project
the Budget as the delivery of
promises about infrastructure and
welfare spending that figured in
the ruling party’s election mani-
festo. This option is not available
this year as the recent data on tax
collection trends do not leave
much room for any big increase
in public spending.

She could fulfil a similar politi-
cal purpose by spelling out details
of some of the major reform mea-
sures that are part of the manifesto.

ume of expenditure to this, the fol-

lowing financial year;

B Major problems in non-banking financial com-
panies, with risks of default and serious fraud
charges, which will put off investors and dry up
flows to borrowers;

B Continuing balance sheet problems in the corpo-
rate sector with a quarter of large companies preoc-
cupied with deleveraging and survival;

B Small- and medium-enterprises facing difficult
credit conditions;

B Continuing concerns about the slow pace of job
creation and farmer distress;

m A global economy threatened by the confronta-
tion between the USA and Iran, the USA and
China, and the slowdown in the prime drivers of
global growth.

But that will be difficult as these

details require more time to work
out than the thirty days available to her before she
presents the Budget.

A more standard option would be to focus on fis-
cal rectitude and the commitment to stay within
the short- and medium-term deficit targets. But that
may not be plausible, given the fact that the real
deficit is running way above the target set in 2018-
19 Budget and the Interim Budget tax projections
look unrealistic.

The economy does face inflation risks because
of the possibility of an oil price increase and the
impact of a delayed monsoon on food prices. But
these are supply-side pressures, which should not
be met by demand-side containment measures like
high interest rates or tight deficit control. Hence the
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recent reduction in interest rates is welcome and
will certainly help. But the interest rate cut by itself
is not enough. The rate cut must be passed on and
the logjam in the capital market needs to be cleared.

The theme of this year’s Budget speech should
be what the economy badly needs today — a
growth booster. Judging by company reports,
growth in rural demand for fast-moving consumer
goods has slowed. Reported sales figures for auto-
mobiles and other durables also suggest a slow-
down perhaps because the boost which came from
the Seventh Pay Commission bonanza is petering
out. The problems of the NBFCs that provided
loans for this purpose and for housing may also
be a part of the reason. Growth in private corporate
investment has been slowing because of the slack-
ening of demand growth and because nearly a
quarter of the large corporates are too focused on
deleveraging and survival to consider fresh invest-
ment. Export growth has also been disappointing.
What has kept the overall growth rate going is
public spending.

What can the FM do to boost growth and
investor sentiment?

She cannot consider a direct fiscal stimulus, given
recent trends in tax collections. However, the
Budget can help by policy changes that improve
the demand prospects for industry. It could aim at
bringing new consumers into the aspirational mid-
dle class fold perhaps by proposing calibrated indi-
rect tax changes to the GST Council. It should
include measures to strengthen the links between
defence acquisitions and public procurement for
high-tech infrastructure (e.g. metro rail) and
domestic manufacturers by bringing them in at
the design stage. Another area crying out for major
reforms is agricultural marketing and processing.
Would she be willing to announce measures that
would rescue the dairy, meat-exporting, and
leather industries from the challenge they face
from gau rakshaks? The FM should put together a
package of micro-economic measures in a growth-
booster package for organised manufacturing and
the informal sector, focusing on promoting
demand growth and credit flow.

Given the turmoil and confusion in the financial
markets, the FM as the controller of institutions
that account for 70 per cent of all financial assets
will have to deal at length with what she proposes
to do. The Budget speech must include reform mea-
sures for PSU banks, a commitment to boost PSU
bank lending, and specific measures to resolve the
problems faced by NBFCs. If Sebi has some bright
ideas on promoting domestic private equity and
venture funds and for boosting IPO options, par-
ticularly for start-ups, the FM must find a place for
them in her Budget.

Reforms to sustain long-term growth and
employment potential, improve social security and
living conditions can come later after they are more
fully worked out. Fiscal prudence should not be for-
gotten; but it should be the sub-text rather than the
dominant theme and must rest on plausible projec-
tions of revenues and expenditure. This Budget
should focus on short-term growth boosters and
provide a tonic to strengthen confidence and
investor sentiment.

nitin-desai@hotmail.com

How not to waste the NBFC crisis

financial companies (NBFCs) like Dewan

Housing and Finance (DHFL), Infrastructure
Leasing & Financial Services (IL&FS) and those of
the Anil Ambani group are unravelling like a slow
train wreck. This has caused enormous turbulence
in the financial sector and in a small segment of the
stock market. Additionally, banks and mutual funds
are feeling the heat because they have lent to these
troubled finance companies. How bad is the crisis
and what are the lessons from it?
The first thing we know, unsurpris-
ingly, is that public sector banks
(PSBs) are at the forefront when it
comes to lending to finance com-
panies. They include State Bank of
India, at one time the elite among
the PSBs, and now the poster boy
of bad lending.

O ver the last nine months, a few non-banking

Only afewbad apples

The second thing we know is that
this crisis is not ravaging the entire I RRATIO NAI‘ CHOICE

they improved their profits and loan quality. Only
a few finance companies which lent indiscrimi-
nately to the real estate, which siphoned off money
and played the market-cap game, are down in the
dumps. These, and IL&FS, which is a category by
itself, need to be liquidated systematically. So the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) is right; it is not a
shadow banking crisis but a problem limited to a
few bad eggs.

I cannot emphasise this enough since I see knee-
jerk and even alarming policy pre-
scriptions coming from sensible
people. Speaking to a television
channel, Ajay Piramal, who runs a
large finance company called
Piramal Enterprises and also has
stakes in two Shriram group com-
panies, said the RBI could open “a
special window of funds that can
be lent to NBFCs. Or if it can take
the firstloss of, let’s say, 10 per cent,
and ask banks to lend more to
NBFCs”. He also suggested that the

NBFC sector as it did in the late

1980s and again in the mid-1990s. DEBASHIS BASU
In those periods, dozens of leasing

and finance companies, many of them small fly-by-
night operations, went belly up. Over the years, the
regulation of finance companies has vastly improved
and most of them are led by a better quality of cor-
porate managers. That is why only three NBFCs are
affected by the current liquidity and solvency crisis.
In all three cases, the debacle is an outcome of over-
ambitious managements trying to boost capital,
loan books and profits by hook or by crook.

Just look around and you will see dozens of
NBFCs like Bajaj Finance, Cholamandalam
Finance, Shriram Finance, HDB Financial Services
(a retail finance company of HDFC Bank), PNB
Housing, Canfin Homes, and LIC Housing (in
housing finance) are totally unaffected. Last year

“RBI can also look at a special pur-

pose vehicle which can lend funds

to NBFCs on short-term paper ...

besides, there is the ECB (external commercial bor-

rowing) route. Today, housing finance companies

can raise money as ECBs only for affordable housing

companies. Can they (RBI) make it (available) for
all real estate lending ...”

Unless Mr Piramal knows something that no one
else does, ideas like asking the RBI to take the first
10 per cent loss for the shenanigans of crooked man-
agements seem extreme. So far, the RBI has kept a
distance and said that no special support is needed.
What I would like to see Mr Piramal doing (of course
without talking about it) is to push the bad actors
out of the system while he selectively picks on their
better assets to strengthen his own formidable
finance operations. This is how the system will be

cleaned up and strengthened, not by asking banks
to lend more to bad companies.

And which banks would lend more? Well, good
private banks have been cherry-picking good assets
already. So, when we say banks should lend more,
we are really talking of PSBs, when they have lost
quadrillions of rupees through corrupt and incom-
petent lending in multiple boom-bust cycles over
the past 40 years. This policy prescription, of social-
ising losses after all gains have been privatised by a
few crooked promoters, is exactly the opposite of
how the capitalist system is supposed to work. Even
if we need a bailout, the first thing to do is to sack
current promoters and replace them with profes-
sionals with a mandate to liquidate the entity at the
best price, as the government did with IL&FS. But
our PSBs were unable to remove even Naresh Goyal
in time and allowed Jet Airways to sink. Hence, a
sensible bailout of NBFCs is a pipedream.

Thereallesson

The main lesson from this crisis is the role of mutu-
al funds and credit rating agencies, which offered
the highest rating to junk paper. Both are regulated
by the Securities & Exchange Board of India (Sebi),
which needs to pull them up. In the 2017 bull mar-
ket, the fund industry couldn’t cope with the tor-
rent of inflows from people, enticed by the mutual
funds’ sahi hai campaign. The quality of invest-
ment declined. However, just as oceans return the
garbage we throw in, the market has thrown back
the trash that mutual funds sold to hapless
investors during the boom. This will happen over
and over again, unless Sebi forces rating agencies
and mutual funds to have their skin in the game,
by changing the basic structure of regulation. Let’s
not waste this crisis with band-aid bailouts but
look for a surgical cure.

Thewriter is the editor of www.moneylife.in
Twitter: @Moneylifers

1984 and its afterlife
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BOOK REVIEW

LEV MENDES

guration of Donald Trump and his

counsellor’s invocation of “alter-
native facts,” anxious readers, bracing
themselves for the worst, propelled
George Orwell’s 1984 back to the top of
the best-seller lists. Published in 1949,
under the shadow of Hitler and Stalin,
the novel projects a nightmare vision
of a future in which truth has been
eclipsed. Its inventive vocabulary of
state power and deception — Big
Brother, Hate Week, Newspeak, double-

S hortly after the presidential inau-

think, the Thought Police — clearly res-
onated with the despair of present-day
Americans. As does the very term
“Orwellian,” used increasingly to
describe any number of troubling devel-
opments: from Trump’s habitual lying
to the toxic politicisation of the news
media; from the expansion of campus
speech codes to Silicon Valley’s hijack-
ing of our data and attention (the citi-
zens of 1984 are monitored continuous-
ly by “telescreens”).

Orwell’s novel is the subject of
Dorian Lynskey’s wide-ranging and
sharply written new study, The Ministry
of Truth. Lynskey, a British journalist
and music critic, believes that 1984 —
one of the 20th century’s most exam-
ined artefacts — is actually “more
known about than truly known” and
sets out to reground it in Orwell’s per-
sonal and literary development. This is
just as well, since Orwell, ever suspi-

cious of armchair intellectualism, made
a practice of writing directly from expe-
rience, to the point of plunging himself
into many of the crises of his day.

In 1936, he joined a coalition of left-
wing forces opposing Franco in Spain.
Intending to fight fascism, Orwell dis-
covered its diabolical twin, Soviet com-
munism, and became, in Lynskey’s
words, acutely aware of how “political
expediency corrupts moral integrity,
language and truth itself.” He left Spain
a committed anti-communist — and
lifelong adversary of Stalin’s defenders
— and spent the World War II years back
home in England. In 1946, Orwell
moved to the island of Jura, where, at
the age of 45, he completed 1984 shortly
before succumbing to tuberculosis.

Lynskey focuses much of his book
on the origins and the afterlife of 1984.
He devotes several early chapters to
the rise of utopian and dystopian
fiction, told through compressed por-
traits of figures like H G Wells (who
“loomed over Orwell’s childhood like a
planet”) and Yevgeny Zamyatin, the

author of We — a sort of precursor to
“1984.” And he documents the various
political and cultural responses to the
novel, which was a sensation from its
first publication.

1984 has inspired writers, artists and
other creative types, from Margaret
Atwood to David Bowie to Steve Jobs,
whose commercial introducing Apple’s
Macintosh computer famously paid
homage to the novel. Its political fate,
however, has been somewhat cloudier.
What Orwell observed of Dickens, that
he is “one of those writers who are well
worth stealing,” has proved no less true
of Orwell himself. Socialists, libertari-
ans, liberals and conservatives alike
have vied to remake him in their own
image and claim his authority.

Lynskey largely refrains from partic-
ipating in the quarrel over Orwell’s and
his novel’s true teachings and rightful
heirs. If anything, The Ministry of Truth
can seem too remote at times from its
subject matter.

Nor does Lynskey illuminate the lit-
erary or intellectual qualities that dis-

tinguish Orwell’s novel from its many
predecessors and descendants in the
dystopian genre. In short, while
we learn a great deal about the evolu-
tion and influence of 1984 as a cultural
phenomenon, we sometimes lose
sight, in the thick of Lynskey’s histori-
cising, of the novel’s intrinsic virtues —
of what makes it distinctive and
accounts for its terror and fascination
in the first place.

Lynskey is surely right, however, to
note that the meaning of Orwell’s novel
has shifted over the decades along with
the preoccupations of its readers; and
that in our low, dishonest moment, it is
“most of all a defence of truth.”
Reflecting back on the Spanish Civil War
and the falsification of its record, Orwell
worried that the “very concept of objec-
tive truth is fading out of the world.”
Yet he never seems to have resigned
himself completely to hopelessness.

Winston Smith, the doomed protag-
onist 0of 1984, inhabits a world in which
individuality has been made almost
obsolete, history is daily rewritten and

reality is fabricated according to the
whims of the state. Winston attempts,
despairingly and bravely, to rediscover
what life was like before the rise of Big
Brother. He is shocked that his lover,
Julia, is indifferent to the state’s assault
on truth — the unreality of the present
is all she has known and all she believes
ever was or will be. Her complacency is
the counterpart to Winston’s energising
despair. In this way, 1984 elevates
despair into a sort of necessary condi-
tion of truth-seeking. It is here if
nowhere else, Orwell suggests, that
hope for humanity may lie.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service

THE MINISTRY OF TRUTH
The Biography of
George Orwell's “1984"
Dorian Lynskey
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Slash tax rates to
boost collections

Hiking surcharges on higher income brackets tempting, but

Opinion

S PER THE LATEST
report of the National
Statistical Office (NSO),
released on May 31, the
Gross Value Added (GVA)

C2 NITI AAYOG MEETING

Chief Minster of West Bengal, Mamata Banerjee

Given the fact that the NITI Ayog has no financial
powers and the power to support State Plans, it is
fruitless for me to attend the meeting of a body that
is bereft of any financial powers

FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH

TODAY, INDIA SPENDS ROUGHLY 0.7% OF AGRI-GDP ON AGRI-R&D AND EXTENSION TOGETHER. THIS
NEEDS TO DOUBLE IN THE NEXT 5 YEARS. THE RETURNS ARE ENORMOUS

Lifting agriculture

o spur industry

through higher minimum support
prices (MSPs), especially in relation to
global prices, can be counter-produc-
tive.Normally, MSPs remain ineffective
for most commodities in large parts of

GULATI

Infosys chair professor for agriculture at ICRIER
Views are personal

at basic prices (2011-12 prices) for
fourth quarter (Q4) of FY19 has
slumped to 5.7% for the overall econ-

India. But even if they are operational
through massive procurement opera-
tions, it can backfire when MSPs go

won’t help as much as cutting rates to get more into tax net

IVEN THE LARGE likely tax shortfall if finance minister Nirmala

Sitharaman sticks to the FY20 targets made in the interim budget, as

well as the government’s perceived need to be seen as soaking the rich

while helping the poor, chances are next month’s budget could see an
increase in the surcharge on the well-heeled; recall prime minister Modi’s post-vic-
tory statement about how India had just two castes, the poor and those willing to
help the poor.Right now, thereisa 10% surcharge on those earning Y50 lakh a year
and 15% on those earning X1 crore and above.

There were, in FY17, 81,344 individuals who declared their annual incomes as
over<1 crore,and theydeclaredatotalincome ofY218,312 crore; so,a 5% increased
surcharge could net around 310,916 crore additionally.And the 171,094 individu-
alswho said their incomes were between ¥50 lakh and X1 crore declared an income
0f117,364 crore; soanadditional 5% surchargewillnet 5,868 crore.Considering
incomes have grown in the last three years, the surcharge will net even more today.

While thiswillworkin the very short run, it barely scratches the surface in terms
of the potential to collect more taxes from both the rich as well as the not-so-rich.
Indeed, thiswas the philosophybehind the original Direct Taxes Code which sought
toremoveall tax exemptions—around ¥75,500 crore in FY18 forinsurance,invest-
mentin provident fund,etc—and to makelarge cutsin tax rates to compensate for
this; the added advantage is that this makes the tax filing genuinely saral.

While some have argued that lower
taxeswill not,in themselves,bringin more
individualsinto the tax net, this maynotbe
astrue todayas compared to the past. With

Tax wider, not deeper
Lower tax rates to collect more tax

R ) Income group | Taxpayers (in lakh)
the linking of bank acs:ounts with PAN | (= okh Fy16) | Actuals® | Potential™*
numbers, the taxmanbeingable togetalot

2 . R . 10-20 28.3 136.3
more information on people’s spending
and incomes with Project Insight, GST 2SS &.2¢ S0
making companies file more data,andthe | 20100 L.41 11.62
reams of information the taxman got | 100-500 0.63 5.71
thanks to demonetisation, the taxman 500+ 0.05 0.68

finds it easier to target non-filers today as *Income tax statistics; **Price, ICE 360° survey

compared to the past,but the ability of cit-

izens to evade taxes still remains high. That is why, for instance, while the taxman
had said that ¥1.75 lakh crore of suspicious bank deposits were being probed post-
demonetisation, the tax collected has been a small fraction of this. This suggests
those who deposited large sums in banks after demonetisation were able to spin
credible stories of how theirincomes—on which tax is paid—were much lower.

Interestingly,while the total income declared by those filing income taxes was
X38.5 lakh crore in FY16, this rose to just ¥4 3 lakh crore in FY17; within this, the
income filed by individuals rose from ¥25.2 lakh crore to just ¥28.2 lakh crore.
While it can be argued that the data on income-tax returns put out by the finance
ministryisn’t really representative since personal income tax collections rose much
faster than what the summary returns suggest, the fact is that after rising by 21%
inFY17 and 20% in FY18,income tax collections rose just 10% in FY19; in other
words, the demonetisation dividend is clearly over.

In a paper on tax compliance—for a Vijay Kelkar festschrift—Surjit Bhalla used
1989-2007 data and found that “for each 1 percentage point cut in the average tax
rate,compliance increases by over 6 percentage points”.In this context,Sitharaman
must look at how large income tax evasion is. It is difficult to believe that India had
just 81,344 individuals who earned more than X1 crorein FY17 or that just 1.7 lakh
people earned ¥50-100 lakh—that 10 lakh persons earned ¥20-50 lakh also looks
quite low—when 4.5-5 million Indians go abroad for holidays every year, or when
Indian tourists spend $13-14 billion a year in just the US, or when 1.7 lakh Indian
students spend §5-6 billion in the US (India has 5.9 lakh overseas students),and over
40,000 ultra-luxury cars priced at ¥30-300 lakh apiece are bought every year.

Inthis context,thelatestall-Indiaincome surveybyresearch agency Price—Price’s
Rajesh Shukla used to conduct similar surveys for NCAER for decades—estimates the
number of those earning over X1 crore at around 6.4 lakh in FY16 (see graphic) and
those earning between ¥50-100 lakh at 11.6 lakh (and yet, just 1.4 lakh persons
declared this to be theirincome in FY16!). In which case, the finance minister can set-
tle for earning ¥20,000-25,000 crore bylevying a higher surcharge on those earning
overX50lakhayearorshe could slash taxratesand bank on the greater compliance this
results in; more so since the taxman also has more tools to catch those avoiding taxes.

Justa 10 percentage point hike in the number of crorepatis (that’s 64,000) who pay
taxes if the total tax rate is slashed to 25% will add another ¥40,000 crore to the tax
kitty assuming an average income of X2.5 crore; a 20 percentage point hike will yield
X80,000 crore.Indeed, it is not just at the top that Sitharaman will collect more taxes.
The highest income tax level of 30% kicks in at an income of a mere ¥10 lakh a year;
while the tax data shows just around 28 lakh persons showed theirincomein FY16 at
X10-20 lakh, the Price survey estimates there are 136 lakh individuals earning this
salary; ifthetaxisslashed to 20%,a 20 percentage point hike in compliance will result
in additional taxes of around 76,000 crore (assuming an average salary of ¥14 lakh).
In other words, the finance minister has more to gain by lowering taxes to get more
peopleintothe net;whetherthe taxbureaucracyand her government’s pro-poor stance
will allow her to do this remains to be seen.

BitingCONCERN

Food safety is still not a priority for India, and thus
drastically undermines food security

F THE EXPECTED 20% hike in food subsidy in the July Budget materialises, it
would be India’s most combative stepin its fight against hungerin recent times.
Yet, the question of food safety, fundamental to ensuring food security, remains
unaddressed. According to a World Bank report, the lack of nutritious, unadul-
terated food, and consumption of unsafe food resulted in 600 million illnesses and
420,000 deaths in 2010. Developing, low and middle income countries (LMIC) in
South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa accounted for 53% of these ill-
nessesaswellas 75% of the deaths.In India,as manyas 100 million cases of foodborne
diseases (FBD) were reported in 2011. Children below five years of age are the most
vulnerable,due to small body size,developing immunity and lack of control over food
preparation.The costs of unsafe food, thus,are not just social but also economic.

At $15 billion, India accounts for over 16% of the economic burden from FBD in
LMICs.The state of food safety in India is the consequence of the actions, or inaction,
of its many stakeholders ranging from farmersand food manufacturers to consumers
and regulators. The under-funded Food Safety and Standards Authority of India, for
instance, isn't able to regulate the bulk of eateries in the country. While increasing
awareness of food safety hazards and mitigation strategies is crucial, policy must pro-
vide the impetus for change. Food safety poses a formidable development challenge;
policy-makers must ensure that it spurs notreactive damage control but deliberative,
evidence-based and forward-looking action.

omy, 3.1% for manufacturing, and -
0.1% foragriculture,forestryand fish-
eries. However, for the full financial
year, FY19, GVA growth is more
respectable: 6.6% for the economy,
6.9% for manufacturingand 2.9% for
agriculture.

Incidentally, for the five years of
Modi government (2014-15 to 2018-
19),agri-GDPhasalso grown at 2.9%
perannum. Many experts believe that
agriculture cannot grow at more than
3% perannum on a sustainable basis.
Swaminathan A. Aiyar, whom I
admire for his brilliant writings, has
recently written in the Times of India
that ‘no country has managed more
than 3% agricultural growth over a
long period’.

This is simply not true. China, for
instance, registered an agri-GDP
growth of 4.5% per annum during
1978-2016, a very long period
indeed.In fact the first thing Chinese
government did in 1978, when it
started off economic reforms, was to
reform agriculture. Agri-GDP in
China grew at 7.1% per annum dur-
ing 1978-84, and because they also
liberated price controls on agri-com-
modities, farmers’ real incomes
increased at 15% perannum.That set
the stage fora manufacturing revolu-
tion, which revved up through Town
and Village Enterprises (TVESs) to sat-
isfy domestic demand coming from
rural areas.The rest is now history.

Today, Indian industry is com-
plaining that rural demand is collaps-
ing. Tractor sales are down by 139%,
two-wheeler sales are down by 16%,
car sales are down by a similar per-
centage, and even FMCG sales are
down in April 2019 over April 2018.
One of the reasons behind this is that
India never had any major agri-

reforms, and farmers’ incomes have
remained very low. But still there have
been periods,reasonablylong enough,
when agri-GDP has grown well above
39%.Infact during the 10 years of UPA
from 2004-05 to 2013-14, agri-GDP
grewat 3.7% perannum.This dropped
to 2.9% during the Modi period. When
masses do not gain, demand for man-
ufactured goods remains limited,
slowing down the wheels of industry.
So, if industry wants to prosper, we
must aim at an agri-GDP growth of
more than 4%. My assessment is that
it can grow even at 5% per annum, at
least for a decade, provided we are
focused on reforming this sector.
What is needed is to raise its pro-
ductivityinamannerthat can cutdown
unit costs and make Indian agriculture
more competitive, enabling higher
exports. Unfortunately, agri-exports
had negative growth during the Modi
period (see accompanied graphic).
During UPA-2, agri-exports more
than doubled, from $18.4 billion in
2009-10to $ 43.6 billion in 2013-14.
But during the Modi period, they
declined, touching as low as $33.3 bil-

lionin 2015-16 and thenrecovering to
$39.4 billion by 2018-19, but still
below the peak of 2013-14.

Officials managingagri-trade need
to pay heed to this massive failure as it
has implications not only for overall
agri-GDP growth but also for slowing
down of manufacturing growth due to
sluggish demand for industrial prod-
uctsemanating fromruralareas.There
isample evidence that much of Indian
agricultureis globally competitive.But,
itisourrestrictive policies that restrain
private sector from building direct
supply chains from farms to ports,
bypassing the mandi system.Thisleads
toweakinfrastructure foragri-exports.
The net result of all this is that Indian
farmers do not get full advantage of
global markets. Further, an obsessive
focus on inflation targeting by sup-
pressing food prices through myriad
controlsisbasicallyan anti-farmer pol-
icy. If these policies continue, prime
minister Modi’s dream of doubling
farmers’real incomes by 2022-23 will
remain only a pipe-dream.

It has to be noted that any attempt
to artificially prop up farmers’ prices

Agri-trade under UPA-2 and Modi 1.0
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Numbers don't tell the full story

India used to enjoy a good
reputation with regard to
the quality of its statistical
services

IT SAYS SOMETHING about how far
above the Hindu rate of growth (1950-
1990)we have comewhen you see that
growth rate of GDP, at 5.8%, is
described as a tottering economy. It is
not only the second-highest in the
world but also not to be sniffed at,
whatever rank it may have.

There are two issues here. One, the
chattering classes did not predict Modi's
strong result as they had explained to
themselves that, with the jobs famine
and farmers' distress, demonetisation
and GST, the BJP will get below 200 Lok
Sabhaseatsand the Congressabove 100.
Having recovered from that shock, they
are keen to find something-anything-to
downplay Modi's success.

The other issue is that economic
experts find numbers exciting, espe-
ciallythosewhich canbe called the high-
est or lowest, be it the growth rate, the
unemploymentrate,orwhatever.These
are preliminary estimates subject to
revision. No number in economics is
entirely accurate. You have to say 5.8%
+/- 1%.Then, this is a quarterly growth
rateannualised,i.e., it is the growth rate
between the last quarter of 2017 fiscal
and that of the 2018 fiscal. The annual
growth 2018 fiscal yearwill be the aver-
age of the growth rates of its four quar-
ters. Even if the quarterly growth rate is
2% lower, as was the case during
demonetisation in the third quarter of
fiscal 2016, it will reduce the annual
growth rate for 2016 only by 0.5%, i.e.,
one quarter of 2%.

When some people (Dr Manmohan
Singh, forexample) claimed that demon-
etisation had reduced the growth rateby
2%, they did not add that the overall
annual growth rate would be down by
0.5%.Thisiswhytheannual growthrate
for 2016 does not look bad.

Yet, the more serious issue is not sta-
tistical but causal. In Indian debates on

DESAI

Prominent economist and
labour peer. Views are personal

the economy, the idea prevails that the
government is the major, if not the only,
cause of increases or declines in the
growthrate.Theidea thatwhathappens
intheeconomyislargelythe sumtotal of
the economic choices made by millions
of consumers and firms, with govern-
ment playing only a marginal role, is
thought to be bizarre. This is a belief
among all political parties. The notion
thatthereare matterswhere the govern-
mentisnot the most powerfulactor can-
not be faced by the Indian political sys-
tem. The government can sometimes
make matters worse by
precipitate action or an
overdose of stimulus
when a mild dose would
be preferable.The science
of optimal control in eco-
nomicpolicyisacomplex

Science of optimal
control in economic
policy is complex.
No government has

tions.Iwould use the four quarter mov-
ing average to gauge if there is a trend
before doing anything.The World Bank
thinks the growth rate would be at
7.5%, so we should be somewhere
between 6% and 8%.

My major concernis over the quality
of thelabour market data.The NSSO fig-
ure,leaked before the election,claiming
that the unemployment rate was the
highest in 45 years was just bizarre.
Forty-five years ago, i.e.,in 1974, the
Indira Gandhi government was facing
cross-country protests against infla-
tion: Jayprakash Narayan
had come out of retire-
ment to lead student-
demonstrationsin Gujarat
and Bihar,and George Fer-
nandes had led a massive
rail strike across the coun-

one. No government in  ever got everything try: It was these troubles
the world has ever got S e e e rand which drove Indira Gandhi
everything right or disas- 9 Y to impose the Emergency.
trously wrong, for which wrong Does 2019 look like 19747
we canallbe onlygrateful. When an economy has

The appointment of grown at around 7% for

two ministerial groups shows this atti-
tude. I would have waited to see
whether the drop in the growth rate
from the third quarter of fiscal 2018 to
the fourth quarter of fiscal 2018 needs
drastic action.I would have explained
the drop between the two successive
quarters as partly caused by uncer-
taintyin the quarterbefore election,as
wellas thereluctance of RBI tobe seen
as helping the government win the
election by cutting interest rates
before voting started. If the decline
continues, then there may be need for
some policy move.

Finance minister Nirmala Sithara-
man is a level-headed person and a
trained economist. In her first Budget,
Iexpect hernot tothrow caution tothe
windsand opt forlarge spending injec-

five years, how can unemployment be
the highestin 45 years?

The government needs to geta grip
on the issue of data quality. We have
hadwidevariationsacross government
surveys as well as among private
experts about the number of jobs cre-
ated, the number of jobless, labour
force participation rates, etc.India used
to enjoy a good reputation with regard
to the quality of its statistical services.
The definition of jobs-full-time,formal
sector jobs or livelihoods (remember
the pakodawala?)-needs to be delved
into. It may need anthropologists as
well as statisticians to understand what
has been happening in the economy.
Now, there is time to face up to these
issues and fix the system. That would
solve a long-term problem.

beyond global prices.

Take the case of rice. India is the
largest exporter of rice in the world,
exporting about 12-13 MMT of rice
every year. If government raises the
MSP of rice, say, by 20%, exports of
rice will drop and stocks with govern-
ment will rise to levels way beyond
the buffer stock norms. It would be
dead loss of scarce resources.Besides,
it would create unnecessary distor-
tions, adversely impacting the diver-
sification process in agriculture
towards high value crops. This needs
to be avoided.

What can augment our global com-
petitiveness in agriculture is invest-
ment in agri-R&D and its extension
from lab to land, investment in man-
agingwater efficientlyand investment
ininfrastructure foragri-exportsvalue
chains. Today, India spends roughly
0.7% of agri-GDP on agri-R&D and
extension together.This needs to dou-
ble in the next 5 years.The returns are
enormous. Look at what meagre
investments in Pusa Basmati 1121
and 1509 have given to the nation in
terms of basmati exports that hover
between $4-5 billion annually. Similar
are thereturns from sugarcane variety
(Co-0238) in Uttar Pradesh that has
increased the recovery ratio from
about 9.2% in 2012-13 to more than
11% today. Massive investments are
also needed in managing our water
resources more efficiently, to produce
more with less. But augmenting pro-
ductivity alone, without pushing for
export markets, can lead to glut at
home and depress farm prices, shrink-
ing their profitability. So, first, think of
markets and then give a push to raise
productivity and exports simultane-
ously. Can it be done under Modi 2.0?
Only time will tell.

LETTERSTO

THE EDITOR

Nipah scare in Kerala
The resurfacing of Nipah, almost like
a 'second wave', in Kerala
constitutes a serious medical
challenge. The concern over the
threat among the people is
understandable. Swift, coordinated
action in terms of epidemiological
surveillance, clinical management
and awareness campaign taken to
deal with the return of Nipah virus
provides a model that other states
can follow in similar medical
emergencies. The transmission of
the frightening paramyxovirus
zoonotic virus takes place by
coming in contact with the body
fluids of people infected with the
virus. Efforts are still on to find out
the source of the virus that the 23-
year-old student caught. The early
or timely detection of cases of
infection is crucial not only to
quarantining the patients to
eliminate the risk of further
transmission, but also to extending
all possible 'supporting care' to
them to try and save their lives. The
incubation period is found to range
from 4 to 14 days. The dread
attached to the deadly brain-
damaging infectious disease
cannot be detached from the high
mortality rate among the infected
persons and the absence of a
vaccine and a drug to combat it
effectively. Ribavirin has not proved
very efficacious in the cure of the
disease. The world should not wait
to develop the vaccine and the
drug to tackle Nipah, described as a
‘priority disease' by the WHO, till it
reaches the affluent countries. The
prevention of exposure to the Nipah
virus becomes all-important. Fruits
bitten by the fruit bats and date
palm sap or juice to which these
natural hosts may have had access
must be discarded since they may
have been contaminated. However,
it is not necessary to be angry with
‘flying foxes'".

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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NEW EDUCATION POLICY

Ushering In
a golden era
In education

Unless there is a vibrant movement to support the
NEP, it will remain a pipe dream, and India would
have a lost another golden opportunity to usher in a
million mutinies in the education sector, as

HE NEWLY RELEASED 480-
pagedraftreport on‘NewEdu-
cation Policy’by a nine-mem-
ber committee headed by K
Kasturirangan is a delight to
study. It constantly reminds us of our
civilisational contribution that has been
down played or often ignored by the cur-
rent education system.The NEP,ifimple-
mented fully, will completely transform
India’s education sector.
Unfortunately, it is a crying shame
that some our political leaders have tried
to highlight the non-issue of three-lan-
guage policy to build political capital
rather than discussing the more sub-
stantive issue of how the NEP will help
the country. Since children learn lan-

recommended by the NEP

guages quicklybetween theages of 2 and
8,the NEPsuggests that encouragement
should be given to children tolearn many
languages. No priority has been given to
Hindi and, in fact, more emphasis is
placed toteach India’s classical languages
like Sanskrit, Kannada, Tamil, Telugu, etc.
Still, after the protests, the government
tweaked the draft NEP to make sure that
for non-Hindi speakers Hindi is not
mandatory.

If the NEP is implemented even par-
tially, it will usher in a new era in India’s
education sector. There will be no fear of
one examination deciding the destiny of
a student. Going to school will be enjoy-
able,and not boring like today. Students
will have far more flexibility to select

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

courses.Rote-learning will be replaced by
creative thinking. Minimum bureau-
cracy, less regulation and less scope for
corruption. Only honest elected leaders
will opt to become education ministers.

Although the report deals with all
aspects of school education, higher edu-
cation and professional education
(health, technical, legal and healthcare),
greater emphasis is given to school edu-
cation.Early childhood education,which
hasbeen moreorlesstotallyneglected, is
given the highest priority. This is influ-
enced bythe fact that over 85% of cumu-
lative brain development occurs prior to
the age of 6.

The current 12 years of schooling will
bereplaced by 15 years,but still students
can complete high school by the age of
18. The current 5+3+2+2 will be
replaced by 5+3+3+4.The current sys-
tem consists of primary, upper primary,
secondary and pre-university. It will be
replaced by a Foundational stage from
ages 3 to 8, Preparatory stage from ages
8to11,Middle stage fromages11to 14,
and High School from ages 14 to 18.The
Foundational stage will comprise five
years of flexible, multilevel, play-based,
activity-based and discovery-based
learning, and is the most
important stage.

It is at the High School
stage where there is com-
plete transformation. Pre-
university or higher sec-

With the
elimination of

knowledge of India, and knowledge of
critical issues facing the community
and the world.

Since teachers are the critical factor
in the education sector, the NEP deals
extensively with this topic. The teacher
education system will be overhauled
completely. Teacher preparation for all
school stageswill be offered only in mul-
tidisciplinary universities through a
four-year programme,with the curricula
and processes being revamped to
address current issues with teacher
preparation. Institutions currently
offering the two-year programme will
either transition to this mode or be
phased out; no new two-year pro-
grammes will be given recognition.

The objective of highereducationisto
create world-class multidisciplinary
higher education institutions (HEI)
across the country, and to increase the
gross enrolment ratio (GER) to 50% by
2035 from the current level of 25%.
Ancient Indian universities of Tak-
shashila and Nalanda have served as role
models in developing these efforts.

There will be three types of institu-
tions. The first is Research Universities
offering PhD and master’s degree to
focus onresearch.The second is Teaching
Universities focusing on high quality
teachingacrossall disciplines.The third is
Individual Colleges offering only under-
graduate courses.Every such college, irre-
spective of private or public, will be
autonomous.All these HEIswill have the
rights to award degrees, unlike today
where only universities have the right.
Therewill be no affiliating universities or
affiliated colleges in the future.

In order to drive the vision of the NEP
and tofacilitate the efficient and holistic
implementation (in India, the best of
reforms have failed at the implementa-
tion stage) of the NEP, a high-level body
called the Rashtriya Shiksha Aayog
(National Education Commission)
headed by the Prime Minister has been
proposed. This body will be responsible
fordeveloping,articulating,implement-
ing,evaluating and revising the vision of
education in the countryonacontinuous
and sustained basis.

The NEP should have discussed what
are the key success factors for its imple-
mentation. One such factor is honest,
competent,dedicated teachersand man-
agers at all levels. While the NEP is
exhaustive, substantive policies, espe-
cially concerning school education, could
havebeen discussed in fewer pages.These
are: (1) Getting rid of public examina-
tions; (2) No transfer of government

school teachers; (3) Devel-

————  0ping a system to hold

teachers and administra-
tors accountable based on
the performance of stu-
dents; (4) Closing down of

ondary is eliminated. Each public exams, it will  ;.51pschoolsand integrat-

yearwillbe divided into two
semesters, for a total of
eight semesters. Each stu-
dent would take 5-6 sub-
jects each semester. There
willbe some essential com-
mon subjects forall. Simul-
taneously, there will be a
great flexibility in selecting
elective courses, including

be the end of

coaching schools.

Teacher unions

are unlikely to

favour the

recommendations
since they will be
held accountable

ing them into larger and
integrated schools like
Kendriya Vidyalayas with
library and laboratory facil-
ities, and children residing
away from these schools can
be transported by buseslike
children going to private
schools; (5) The government
should allocate at least 6%

in the arts, music, voca- T T s Of GDP towards education

tional subjects and physical
education.SSLC (Secondary
School Leaving Certificate) and PUC (pre-
university course) examinations will be
eliminated. In each semester, students
can take Board examinations in the sub-
jects they have taken and there willbe no
in-class final examinations. Thus, the
pressure of examinations will be elimi-
nated and soalso the student suicide rate.

All stages will heavily incorporate
Indian andlocal traditions,as well as eth-
icalreasoning,socio-emotionallearning,
quantitative andlogical reasoning,com-
putational thinking and digital literacy,
scientific temper, languages, and com-
munication skills.

School education will develop scien-
tific temper,aesthetic sense,communi-
cation, ethical reasoning, digital literacy,

sector,which is currently at
the 3% level.

With the elimination of public
examinations, it will be the end of
coaching schools. Teacher unions are
unlikely to favour the recommenda-
tions since theywill be held accountable
and also they need to teach unlike
preparing children to take exams.
Anganwadi unions will also not be
happy since pre-schooling will take
placeinlarge school complexes.But the
general public and students should
rejoice and welcome the NEP. Unless
there is a vibrant movement to support
the NEP,it will remain a pipe dream,and
India would have a lost another golden
opportunity to usher in a million
mutinies in the education sector,as rec-
ommended by the NEP.
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@ CHINA-US TRADE WAR

Use WIOD to
measure impact

SHRAWAN

Research scholar, IIT Delhi

A broader perspective using value
addition in trade

FTER ALMOST A YEAR OF tariff retaliation, a
mutual decision between the US and China
seemed in sight when both agreed for talks to
reduce the momentum of the trade war. How-
ever,noendseemsinsightasthe Donald Trump
administration,inaddition tothe existinglevies,increased tar-
iffsfrom 10%to 25% on $200bnworth of Chineseimportsin
May 2019.1In 2018, the levies imposed by the US impacted
$250 bn worth of Chinese imports where the US imported
$539 bnworth of Chinese goods (almost 46%). Retaliation by
China,in turn,led toimposition of tariffs on $110 bnworth of
imports when in 2018 China imported $120 bn worth of US
goods (92%).While these numbers givean impression that the
tariffs imposed by the US on China will only affect Chinese
exports, the impact is not so easy to isolate. According to the
WTO and the World Bank, twoin three products exported today
come from the globalvalue chains.Inan integrated world order,
trade flows no longer only involve two nations,i.e.an exporter
and an importer. Most goods are a part of global value chains
(GVC)where different stages of the production process such as
manufacturing, assembling and trading happen in different
countries, depending on the comparative advantage of each
nation. The manufacture of a mobile phone, for example,
involves the participation of around 10 countries.

Analysis using data on gross exports or imports fails to
account forthe presence of GVCs.Thevalue of gross exports or
importsis shared bya number of countries that were involved
in even one stage of the production process. Thus, it becomes
worthwhiletoexamine theactuallosersand gainers.Atool that
can help is the World Input Output Database (WIOD). It is a
compilation of tables for 43 countries that constitute 85% of
theworld’s GDP.Itincludesatable foreach countrythatreflects
howmuch of each commodityis produced and furtherused by
eachofthe 35 industriesasanintermediate good.Forexample,
we can estimate ‘howmany dollars of Belgian fabricated metal
productsare used by the French transport equipmentindustry’.
These tables provide a description of the interdependent
nature of production processes and how these interdepen-
dencies manifest themselves into global trade flows.

Considerthe example of USimports of electrical machinery
and food products manufactured by China. These two were
amongst the major imports of the US in 2018. Since the latest
dataforWIODisfor 2014,wetrytoevaluate thevalueadded by
Chinainitsexports of theabove twoitems.While the total gross
output of electrical machinery and equipment was valued at
$1,186.4 billion in 2014, intermediate consumption was
$920.521 billion (77.58%). So, the domestic value added by
Chinain exports of electrical machinery to the USwas a paltry
229%. Similarly, in the case of food products (processed fruit
and vegetables, snack foods, spices), the total value of output
was $1,807.71 billion, of which only 23% of the value in pro-
ductionwasadded by Chinese factors of production.Although
ithasbeendocumented that the domesticvalueadded in Chi-
nese exports has seenan upward trend,a considerable share of
raw materials is stillimported from other countries.

Similarly,soybean was the largest US agri-export to China.
But with the trade war, China has temporarily paused its pur-
chase of soybean from the US.While the total value of produc-
tion of ‘Manufacture of food products and beverages’ (the cat-
egoryinwhich soybean fallsinto)was $970.3 bn forthe US, the
valueadded by American capitaland labourwas only $245.01
bn (25.2%). This indicates that whatever tariff is imposed by
China on the US (as tariffs range from 5-25%), the net impact
onthe USwillonlybe onabout 25% of thevalue of production.

Thus, the conventional reporting of international trade
overstatestheimpact of the tariff war on exportingand import-
ingnations.Thisanalysis, therefore,suggests thatamovesuch
as the ongoing tariff retaliation by the US and China needs to
be more seriously evaluated by the twonations,given the glob-
alised nature of trade.While thedirectlosersin the tradewarare
the consumersintheUSand China,alongwith the sectorsthat
arefacingretaliatorytariffs from the other country onaccount
of rising production costs, the impact of the tariffs on other
nations (transmitted because of GVCs) should also be consid-
ered. Also, an evaluation based on individual commodities or
products should be undertaken since WIOD only evaluates
trade flows based on broad categories of goods and services.

AGRICULTURAL PRICE SUPPORT

NDIA'S AGRICULTURAL PRICE sup-
port programme haslostits relevance
without providing any significant
benefit to the farming community,
and onlyaddingtothefiscalburdenas
the cost of procurement and storage of crop
produce stood close to 1% of GDP for FY20
while covering select economically signifi-
cant cropsin selected geography.Despite the
existence of floor-price-based support for
over four decades, farm distress has not
declined but has increased, as more and
more farmers are becoming debt-ridden
and are unable to get remunerative prices
for their produce. Also, there have been
increasingloanwaiversbyvarious state gov-
ernments in recent years,adding to the fis-
cal burdenwithout addressing the problem
of lower incomes associated with distress
sale of crops. So, there is a need for finding a
strategic solution to ensure remunerative
prices for farmers without distorting mar-
kets and disturbing India’s fiscal math.
Agricultural support policies are com-
mon in developing as well as developed
countries, to enable growers to overcome
the distressarising from natural calamities
and market failures. India’s price support
policy was introduced in the mid-1970s,
with an objective to encourage adoption of
Green Revolution technology,and achiev-
ing self-sufficiency in foodgrains (rice and
wheat) production. The policy was
extended to 24 major crops byannouncing
MSP, but not fully supported by procure-
ment,causing distortion of productionand
marketing system.

Needs an economic
alternative

Amalgamate farm support
policy with institutional
partnerships to reach out
to all farmers

TULSI LINGAREDDY

Authors are head, Research, and senior analyst, respectively, at MCX. Views are personal

The policy has now lost its relevance as
procurementwas largelylimited toriceand
wheat confined to a few states. Support
prices for other cropswithout the necessary
infrastructure and logistics made it neither
practically-feasible nor fiscally-viable to pro-
cure.Also,withincreasing global integration
of Indian markets and in view of the com-
mitments under the WTO, it is time for
Indianagri production and marketing prac-
tices to align with global best practices.

Some states have attempted to devise
alternate methods to support farmers. The
Bhavantar Bhugtan Yojanain MPand Rythu
Bandhu in Telangana, though have some
merit, are constrained by implementation
issuessuchas estimation of price deficiency,
exclusion of tenants from income support,
etc,apart from contributing tofiscalburden.

So,itis essential to devisean alternate strat-
egy that can be centrally implemented
across all major crops in the country in an
effective manner while containing fiscal
burden.

Our analysis of price trends for six eco-
nomically significant crops—rice, wheat,
chana, tur, soybean and mustard (covering
two markets in their major production
areas)—indicates that prices gained a mini-
mum of 10% in the first 3-4 months from
their levels compared with the harvesting
season in the past five years, except a few
years. Occasionally, we witnessed prices in
the harvesting period remaining relatively
higher due to deficit production, due to
drought, floods, pest attacks, etc. So,a prac-
tical solution appearstobe seamless enable-
ment of storage of crop produce for 3-4

months till the prices reach remunerative
levels.Meanwhile,farmersin need of money
shall be connected to commodity finance
using electronic negotiable warehouse
receipts (e-NWRs).The cost-benefit analysis,
i.e.juxtaposing the costs of storage,handling
and the cost of carryagainst the benefit from
the average price gain during the past five
years,indicated benefits exceeding costs.
The most practical alternate strategy
with the least market interference can be
connectinginstitutions in existence for pro-
vision of warehousing, issuance of e-NWRs
and those providing commodity or e-NWR
financing services either independently or
under PPP.Support from the government to
farmers can be in the form of supporting
warehousing costs,enhancingavailability of
regulated warehouses, and underwriting

anylosses that mayoccur to financiersunder
pre-decided scenarios.Anotheroption shall
be to connect e-NWRs issued to farmers to
theirKisan Credit Cards.With thismodel, the
subsidyburden can be contained,while cov-
ering most of the crops grown in the coun-
try,as it can reduce the costs of direct pro-
curement, storage and handling of stocks,
apart from reducing fiscal burden arising
out of market interventions. The historic
price trends and cost-benefit analysis sug-
gest that the model can be successfully
implemented with certain prerequisites.

First, the creation of adequate logistical
support in the form of storage spaces and
infrastructure facilities for assaying, han-
dling, quality standardisation, etc. Third-
partyagencies such as FPOs can create stor-
age spacesand infrastructure facilities.One
suchrecent PPPinitiative hasbeento create
infrastructure for storage of soybean and
pulsesin Latur,Maharashtra,by MAHA-FPC
in partnershipwith the MaharashtraIndus-
trial Development Corporation. Towards
this, NABARD has been providing support
through financial schemes. It is also essen-
tial to connect them to the Warehousing
Developmentand RegulatoryAuthorityand
hence electroniccommodityrepositories to
connect farmerswith finance.

Another requirement is the establish-
ment of an efficient agricultural market
information system,which can providereli-
able and timely information on demand,
supplyand prices of agricultural commodi-
ties that can be disseminated at the ground
level. While technological advancements

haveenabled timelyforecasting of crop out-
put estimates, a reliable system for provid-
ing timely demand estimates for all major
crops is essential not only for tracking price
behaviour, but also for making crucial crop
production decisions.Thiswill enable farm-
ers to grow crops thatare economicand cost-
effective.

Another reason farmers are not getting
remunerative pricesisthelack of awareness
and poor agronomic practices affecting the
quality standards of their produce. Subopti-
mal quality standards weigh down Indian
agricultural exports in case there is an eco-
nomic opportunityat times of glut.

In this regard, derivatives markets can
play a major role not only by connecting
institutions and agencies providing ser-
vices like storage,quality standardisation,
logistics and finance, but also by dissemi-
natingreal-time price information, bring-
ing transparency to the agricultural mar-
keting system. Policymakers have taken a
number of initiatives bearing substantial
fiscalburden toraise farmers’incomes.It’s
time to take strategic measures to amal-
gamate the farm support policywith insti-
tutional partnershipstoreach outtoall the
farmers without disrupting the crop pro-
duction and marketing system. The
income support already provided by the
government may be mandated to be used
as investment for diversification through
allied activateslike apiculture,sericulture,
livestockrearing, etc,thus helpingachieve
the objective of doubling farmers’
incomes.
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WHY LATEMONSOONISNOT RELATED
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THE ONSET of the southwest monsoon
over Kerala, which happened on June 8,
marks the beginning of the four-month
monsoon season over India. It came a
week after its normal date of June 1.

The southwest monsoon brings over
70% of India’s annual rainfall. Though an
important marker for the season, the tim-
ing of the onset does not have any bear-
ing on the quality or amount of rainfall
during the season. Itis just an event dur-
ing the progress of the monsoon.

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands
generally start getting monsoon rainfall
between May 15 and 20, and the Kerala
coast generally begins to have monsoon
rainfall sometime in the last week of May.
The onset of the monsoon is announced
when certain criteria are fulfilled after
May 10. If at least 60% of the 14 desig-
nated meteorological stations in Kerala
and Lakshadweep report atleast 2.5 mm
rain for two consecutive days after May
10 — and a few other conditions relating
towind and temperature are also fulfilled
— the onset of monsoon is said to have
taken place; if not, it is not declared. The
IMD announced that all the conditions
were fulfilled on the morning of June 8.

A delayed onset has the potential to
delay the arrival of the monsoonin other

T1P FOR READING LIST

parts of the country as well, especially in
south India, most of which starts getting
rainfall within days of it reaching the
Kerala coast. However, it does not mean
that the monsoon over the entire country
would be delayed. The northward pro-
gression of the monsoon from the Kerala
coastdepends on alot of local factors, in-
cluding the creation of low pressure ar-
eas. It is possible, therefore, that despite
the onset happening late, other parts of
the country start getting rains on time.

The IMD has maintained that most of
the northern and eastern parts of the
country, which start receiving rainfall
only towards the end of June and early
July, would have monsoon rain on time.
But southern and central India, which
have normal monsoon arrival dates in the
first, second and third weeks of June,
would obviously get delayed rains.

The delay in the onset over the Kerala
coast also means that the June rainfall is
likely to be deficient. But the IMD has pre-
dicted that some of this deficiency would
be made up forin July and August, and that
the overall seasonal rainfall would be
around the 96% of the normal thatit has pre-
dicted. India as a whole receives about 89
cmofrainfallinanormal monsoon season.

AMITABH SINHA

LIFE THROUGH WOMEN’S HIDDEN POCKETS

BEFORE WOMEN'’S dresses had modern
pockets sewn into their seams, they car-
ried detachable pouches which
the women would tie around
their waists and hide under
their skirts. In The Pocket: A
Hidden History of Women’s Lives,
1660-1900, Barbara Burman and
Ariane Fennetaux explore what
women used to keep in these
pockets — pencils, a sketchbook,
cake, thimbles, keys, money —
and use these accessories as a
lens to explore the complexities of
women’s experiences. For example, in a
London household in 1765, a “pretty
bulky” pocket gave domestic help Frances
Burk away, revealing that she had helped

herself to a silk handkerchief, a pair of
stays, and other items. Another example
is Annie Chapman, one of Jack
the Ripper’s victims in 1888. Her
pocket was “torn down the front
and also at the side” and con-
tained an envelope, pills,a small
comb and a piece of coarse
muslin that she had been hop-
ing to pawn or sell. “What par-
ticularly interests Burman and
Fennetaux is the way in which
women of all classes have his-
torically used these tie-on pockets as a
supplementary body part to help them
negotiate their way through a world that
was not built to suit them,” The Guardian
writes in its review.
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SIMPLY PUT

Govt wish list for schools

Draft for new National Education Policy is public, open for feedback, suggestions, discussion. What does it
prescribe for schools, from enhancing learning to restructuring curriculum and Board exam format?

RITIKACHOPRA
NEW DELHI, JUNE 9

ON MAY 31, a committee set up for drafting a
new National Education Policy submitted its
report to the HRD Minister. The draft policy
isin the public domain for feedback and sug-
gestions. A meeting with all state govern-
ments has also been called later this month to
seek their views. Once feedback is received,
the government will finalise the policy and
move it in Parliament. Some of the broad draft
recommendations on school education:

Pre-primary education

The draft NEP acknowledges a “severe
learning crisis” in India, where children in pri-
mary school fail to attain basic math and read-
ing skills. Attributing a major part of this crisis
toa “tragic deficiency” in early childhood care
and education (ECCE) of children in the age
group 3-6 years, the draft recommends that
ECCE be made an integral part of the Right to
Education (RTE) Act. Once ECCE becomes a jus-
ticiable right, it will be “obligatory for the pub-
lic system to provide appropriate and quality
educational infrastructure, facilities, and edu-
cators toall childrenin the age group 3-6 years”.

To strengthen and expand ECCE, the draft
policy recommends increased investment in
existing anganwadi centres (meant for provid-
ing basic nutrition, healthcare and pre-school
education to 3-to-6-year-olds),locating angan-
wadi centres in primary schools, encouraging
primary schools to add pre-school, and build-
ing high-quality standalone pre-schoolsinar-
eas where existing anganwadis and primary
schools are not able to fulfill ECCE require-
ments. To ensure continuity from pre-primary
to primary schools, the draft advocates bring-
ing all aspects of ECCE under the purview of
the Human Resource Development Ministry.

Reading and math skills

A large number of children currently in
elementary school — perhaps over 5 crore —
cannot read and understand basic text and
solve simple addition and subtraction prob-
lems, the report states. Many of them even-
tually drop out. To address this, the draft pol-
icy proposes a host of interventions:

M Redesigning of school curriculum for
Grades 1 to 5 to include dedicated mathe-
matics and reading hours every day, activi-
ties that relate classroom maths to real-life
maths, weekly puzzle-solving sessions to in-
culcate logical thinking, and language and
maths-focused morning assemblies.

M A ‘National Tutors Programme’ that will
enrol the best performers of each school for
up to five hours a week as tutors for students
who have fallen behind.

B A ‘Remedial Instructional Aides
Programme’ to draw instructors from the
local community to hold remedial classes
during schools hours, after school hours and
during summer vacations for students who
need help.

M A school preparation module to be pre-
pared by NCERT for all Grade 1 students to
ensure they have the required learning lev-
els (letters, shapes, colours, numbers) before
starting the Grade 1 syllabus.

M Vacancies to be filled urgently to en-
sure a pupil-teacher ratio of 30:1.

B A nutritious breakfast, in addition to
the midday meal, for improved learning.

Curriculum and pedagogy

While the 1986 education policy stan-
dardised school education with its push for
a uniform 10+2 structure, the 2018 draft
pitches for reconfiguration of curriculum and
pedagogy in a “5+3+3+4” design, which
recognises different stages of development of
cognitive abilities in children. This corre-
sponds to the age groups 3-8 years (founda-
tional stage), 8-11 (preparatory stage), 11-14
(middle stage), and 14-18 (secondary stage).

The foundational phase (from three years
of pre-school to Grade 2), the draft policy rec-
ommends, should comprise five years of flex-

o FROM THE CENTRE,
UPTO THE STATES

THE POLICY: The National
Education Policy (NEP) serves as
a comprehensive framework to
guide the development of
education. A new policy has
come along every few decades
and offered the government of
the day an opportunity to leave
its imprint on the education
system.

NOT MANDATORY. Although
the state governments are
expected to follow NEP, they are
not bound to do so. Tamil Nadu,
even today, does not follow the
three-language formula
prescribed by the first education
policy in 1968.

WHY NEwW EDUCATION PoOLICY

BEFORE THIS ONE,
1968 AND 1986

SO FAR: There have been two
National Education Policies, in
1968 and 1986, during the
respective regimes of Indira
Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi. The
NEP of 1986 was revised in 1992
when PV Narasimha Rao was
Prime Minister.

NEP & BJP: The Bharatiya Jana
Sangh, or the BJP in its original
form, was part of the 1977-79
Janata Party government, which
attempted to draw up a policy in
1979, but it was not approved by
the Central Advisory Board for
Education. In away, this is the
BJP’s second attempt at drafting
the NEP.

THE LATEST ONE,
AFTERDELAYS

NDA'’s NEP: Since 2014, the NDA
government has set up two
committees to draft the new NEP.
The second panel, led by former
ISRO chief K Kasturirangan,
submitted its report to the HRD
Minister on May 31, after five
deadline extensions.

WHAT NEXT: The draft policy is
now in the public domain for
feedback and suggestions. A
meeting with all state
governments has been called
later this month to seek their
views. After assimilating
feedback, the government will
finalise the policy and present it
in Parliament.

Students in Chandigarh after a CBSE Class 10 paper this year. Draft policy proposes
that the 10+2 format be replaced with 5+3+3+4, covering ages 3 to 18. jJaipal Singh

ible “play-based, activity-based, and discov-
ery-based” learning and interaction. Instilling
multilingual skills in children will be the key
focus of this stage.

“This is followed by a preparatory phase
consisting of three years (Grades 3,4 and 5)
of basic education incorporating some text-
books as well as aspects of more formal class-
room learning. The next three years of mid-
dle school education (Grades 6, 7 and 8)
would involve developing more abstract
thinking and subject teaching leading up to
a secondary education phase of four years
(Grades9, 10, 11 and 12),” the report reads.

The secondary phase will comprise four
years of multidisciplinary study, with each year
divided into two semesters. Grades 11 and 12
will be considered a part of the secondary stage
(not junior college or higher secondary).

“There will be some essential common
subjects for all, while simultaneously there will
be a great flexibility in selecting elective
courses... so that all students can expand their
horizons as they see fit and explore their indi-
vidualinterests and talents,” the draft states. It
adds that the choice among science, arts and
commerce should be delayed so thatitis based
onastudent’s experience and interests and not
dictated by parents and society. It proposes
no hard separation of school content in terms
of curricular, extracurricular, or co-curricular
areas, and between arts and sciences.

Languages

While the draft recommends continuance
of the three-language formula, it has pro-
posed flexibility in the choice of languages,
as long as students can show proficiency in
any three languages. Hindi and English are no

longer the stipulated languages that students
must study from Grade 6.

Further, it advocates reduction in curricu-
lum load and reorientation of curriculum to
promote multilinguism, ancient Indian knowl-
edge systems, scientific temper, ethical reason-
ing, social responsibility, digital literacy and
knowledge of critical issues facing local com-
munities. The National Curriculum Framework
2005, it states, should be revised by end-2020.

Board exam restructure

Class 10 and 12 Board examinations, ac-
cording to the draft NEP 2018, should serve as
a“checkfor basiclearning, skills and analysis”,
which one should pass comfortably without
coaching and cramming. To eliminate the
“life-determining” and “high stakes” nature of
Board examinations, it calls for changes includ-
ing allowing students to sit for the examina-
tion twice inany given school year. “Eventually,
when computerised adaptive testing becomes
widely available, multiple attempts for Board
examinations could be allowed,” it proposes.

It also pitches a shift to a “modular” ap-
proachinwhich a studentis able to sit for the
Board exam in a range of subjects across eight
semesters. “Students will be expected to take
a total of atleast 24 subjects (such as science,
economics, Indian history, philosophy, digi-
tal literacy, physical education) Board
Examinations, or on average three a semester
(every six months), and these examinations
would be in lieu of in-school final examina-
tions so as not to be any additional burden on
students or teachers,” the draft reads.

Governance of schools
At present, the Department of School

Education (DSE)in a state is in charge of oper-
ation, regulation and policy-making. The draft
NEP 2018 calls for decentralisation, with each
of these functions carried out by separate bod-
ies — policy-making by a ‘Rashtriya Shiksha
Aayog’ (Education Commission at national
level, headed by the PM); operation by DSE;
regulation by an independent ‘State School
Regulatory Authority’ or SSRA in each state,
which will set basic and uniform standards for
both public and private schools; academic
matters, including standard setting and cur-
riculum, to be continued to be led by the State
Councils of Educational Research and Training.

While the policy advocates an end to
“loading of regulatory requirements” against
private institutions, it also recommends that
school management committees or SMCs be
set up in private schools. SMCs (with parents
as members) are currently mandatory for
government schools and play a significant
role in governance and functioning,

For fee hikes in private schools, the draft
states that the percentage of increase, based
on inflation, will be decided by SSRA for
every three-year period. Private schools will
not use the word “public” in their names in
any communication, documentation or dec-
laration of status, it recommends.

Right to Education Act

The policy envisages a detailed review
and subsequent amendment of the RTE Act
for extension “downwards to include up to
three years of early childhood education
prior to Grade 1, and upwards to include
Grades 11 and 12”. It calls for a review of
Clause 12(1)(c) — providing for mandatory
25% reservation for economically weaker
section students in private schools — in the
wake of its alleged misuse.

Other recommendations

M Early vocational exposure, with basic
knowledge of various livelihoods (garden-
ing, pottery, electric work, etc) will be taught
at Foundational and Elementary levels.

M Students’ progress throughout school,
and not just at the end of Grades 10 and 12,
should be mapped regularly through state
census examination in Grades 3, 5,and 8.

M Teachers will not be engaged in time-
consuming, non-teaching work such as elec-
tioneering and cooking of midday meals.

M “Para-teacher” (Shikshakarmi, Shiksha-
mitra, etc) systems to be stopped by 2022.

M Excessive teacher transfers to be halted
immediately.

M All schools will be accredited as per the
School Quality Assessment and
Accreditation Framework.

NEXT
HIGHER EDUCATION

Traffic Index 2018: how Mumbai congestion was measured at world high

SRINATHRAO
MUMBAI, JUNE 9

A RECENT study has ranked Mumbai as the
most traffic-congested city in the world for
the second straight year, and Delhi at fourth
place. How was this determined, and what
dothe findings say of traffic across the world?

The study

The findings, published Tuesday, are
part of the Traffic Index 2018 published by
TomTom, an Amsterdam-based company
that offers traffic solutions, uses location
technology to collect traffic information,
and has been publishing city rankings for
eightyears. The latest index ranks 403 cities
across 56 countries, including 13 new cities.

The measure
For this study, congestion has been de-

fined in terms of the additional time taken
toreach adestination as opposed to when
the road would have been clear of traffic.
Mumbai’s 2018 congestion level of of 65%,
therefore, means that the extra travel time
is 65% more than an average trip would
take during uncongested conditions. For
Delhi, by the same yardstick, the extra
travel time is 58% more.

Average times are of actual taken trips,
across every vehicle in the entire network,
24/7, TomTom explains on its website. This
is worked out by establishing a baseline of
travel times during uncongested conditions
across each road segment in each city; travel
times are analysed across the entire year
(24/7) for each city, the company website
states.

TomTom states that it factors for peak
hours, accidents, inclement weather, con-
struction work and all other factors likely
to cause disruptions. It adds that its statis-

MOSTCONGESTEDCITIES

RANK CITY CONGESTION LEVEL
2018 i 2017

1 Mumbai (India) 65% | 66%

2  Bogota (Colombia) 63% | 62%

3 Lima (Peru) 58% 50%

4 New Delhi (India) 58% | 62%

5 Moscow (Russia) 56% 57%

6  Istanbul(Turkey)  53% | 59%

7 Jakarta (Indonesia) 53% 61%

8 Bangkok (Thailand) 53% | 55%

9 Mexico City (Mexico) 52% 52%

10 Recife(Brazil) 49% | 47%

Source: TomTom Traffic Index 2018 Prem Nath Pandey

tics are "calculated using GPA data from
navigation devices, in-dash systems and
smartphones”.

Mumbai and Delhi

In both Indian cities, traffic congestion
during morning and evening peak hours
varies between 73% and 102%. Last year,
August 8(83%)was the worst day todrive in
Delhi, owing to the movement of VIPs and
restrictions put in place in the run-up to
Independence Day celebrations. In
Mumbai, August 21 (102%) was the worst
day on the road, because of heavy showers
and work on multiple Metro rail lines. The
index found that traffic flows most freely
between 2 am and 5 am in both cities. The
least congestion last year happened on
March 2 (-16%), the second day of Holi.

Around the world
Nearly 75% of the cities part of the 2018
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

LUCKNOW’S LONG ARM

The three arrests by UP police for a tweet and a video are
an attack on free speech — they need a strong rebuff

HE HEART OF the matter is a video in which a woman makes several claims

regarding herself and UP chief minister Yogi Adityanath. She is, according to

her family, seeking medical help for her "mental condition”. But the Uttar

Pradesh Police, which prides itself on the dubious way it has “encountered”
criminals, promptly files an FIR in Hazratganj, Lucknow, on a tweet referencing the video
by freelance journalist Prashant Kanojia in Delhi, picks him up from his Delhi home and
takes him to Lucknow. Also arrested are Ishika Singh and Anuj Shukla, who work with the
TV channel which aired the video. If the police forces were to spend their days making ar-
rests for the unverified content that people tweet about from buses and trains, from bed-
rooms and even from bathrooms, it would offer relief to real criminals, who could live
their lives more richly, without fear of state intimidation. Clearly, therefore, this response
of the police is an attempt to intimidate anyone who takes a swipe at those in power.

In this, the UP police are doing what is, disturbingly, becoming frequent, evident in the
shameful string of arrests of men and women across the country for posting or even for-
warding material critical of those in power. An FIR is lodged, a quick arrest made -- and
the stain spreads. In this case, it's no outraged citizen who has filed the case, it is the po-
lice themselves. How should the TV channel have treated this video is a question for the
channel to answer -- there’s due process available to all sides to deal with content that's
allegedly defamatory. But arrests for airing the video and sharing it are a clear violation
of that process. Of course, it is too much to expect the mandarins of the UP police to read
the legal provisions carefully, including the ringing Supreme Court verdict that extended
the contours of free speech to online. Recall the observations of the Supreme Court in
2015, in the matter of Shreya Singhal vs Union of India. Therein, the court had struck down
as unconstitutional Section 66A of the Information Technology Act, which had been re-
peatedly misused to launch witch-hunts against ordinary people who had spoken online
against the powerful. The specific ground for quashing the section was the vagueness of
the terms inviting charges — “annoying” or “offensive” comments, for instance. The term
“objectionable”, which the UP Police has used to justify driving down to Delhi to make ar-
rests, is no less vague and unconstitutional.

Hopefully, the courts, which have had a tradition of upholding free speech against the
excesses of the state, will step in and show UP police their rightful place.

BREAKING THE ICE

In the new India-Pak normal, Islamabad will need to go
beyond optics to revive bilateral dialogue

AKISTAN PRIME MINISTER Imran Khan's letter to Prime Minister Narendra Modi

reiterating his call for dialogue to resolve the problems between the two coun-

tries is unexceptionable. However, the Indian experience of dialogue with Pakistan

is unfortunately one in which Pakistan-based terror groups have repeatedly played
spoiler — witness Mumbai 2006, Mumbai 2008, Pathankot 2016 — with Islamabad pre-
tending helplessness, or spouting denial. Yet, Pakistan has also shown several times it is not
entirely without control over its so-called “non-state actors”. Whenever push has come to
shove, it has taken steps against such groups, but as events proved, only for momentary op-
tics. Now for Prime Minister Modi to pick up Khan's olive branch, after a poll campaign
that highlighted the Balakot action, Islamabad will need to go beyond such optics.

In the new India-Pakistan normal, restraining a Hafiz Saeed from leading the custom-
ary Eid prayers at Lahore's Gaddafi stadium, or restraining a Masood Azhar to his home
or hospital, is insufficient. Pakistan is readying for the Financial Action Task Force plenary
later this month, where it will be tested against its commitments last year on actions
against terrorist groups. Modi has signalled through the guest list of leaders from the re-
gion at his swearing in that there will be no friendly overtures toward Pakistan for now.
It was, therefore, not surprising that India has declared there will be no meeting between
Prime Ministers Modi and Khan at Bishkek, on the sidelines of the Shanghai Co-operation
Organisation. Just as well. Public meetings between the two sides have served little pur-
pose in recent years. Conducted under the glare of media, they have tended to descend
into a bitter point-scoring exercise for the benefit of domestic galleries on each side.

It would be folly, however, to pretend that Pakistan does not exist in the Indian neigh-
bourhood. Despite all the rhetoric, Modi 2.0’s plans for Kashmir, whatever those might
be, cannot be delinked from India's relations with Pakistan. The second reality is Pakistan’s
involvement in the US engagement with the Taliban in Afghanistan, with which India
has to come to terms. Despite all the hostility, the two sides remain engaged in arrange-
ments for pilgrims from India to access Kartarpur Sahib gurudwara for the 550th birth an-
niversary of Guru Nanak. In the NDA government's previous term, the two NSAs met in
secret regularly. Given that India does not want to hand Pakistan the satisfaction — or vic-
tory — of an official bilateral engagement whenits long-demanded conditions for dialogue
are yet to be met, the best way forward is for Delhi and Islamabad to set up a similar
backchannel process. Such an engagement cannot hurt, even if it does not help.
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WORDLY WISE
SPORTS DO NOT BUILD CHARACTER.

THEY REVEAL IT.
— HEYWOOD BROUN

ay forward in Kashmir

Actions intended to change the state’s status and
demographics will intensify alienation

RAIMOHAN GANDHI

WITH ELECTIONS BEHIND us, and Narendra
Modi armed with a comfortable majority for
five more years, difficult national questions
should be looked at. One of the hardest — as
hard as creating millions of jobs, or restoring
life to rural India, or protecting vulnerable
children, women and men across the land —
is the situation in Kashmir.

In August 1947, when India and Pakistan
emerged as independent nations, Pakistan
claimed the princely state of Jammu and
Kashmir on the ground that Muslims consti-
tuted its majority. Less than three months
later, Pakistan seized control of two-fifths of
Jammu and Kashmir. For the next few years,
India’s stand before the world was that the
Kashmiri ruler had signed his state’s acces-
sion to India and that Kashmiris, whether
Muslim, Hindu or Sikh, wished to remain
with India.

Speaking for India before the UN,
Kashmir’s popular leader, Sheikh Abdullah,
defended this position. Over time, however,
with unresolved discontent in Kashmir and
a man like Abdullah in and out of prison,
India’s reasoning over Kashmir was modified.

Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs and Christians, it
was explained, enjoyed equal rights in India,
but inter-communal harmony was a delicate
matter. Calls to detach Kashmir from India
would hurt Muslims across India. Moreover,
such calls would make sense only if India
were a Hindu state, which it was not.

Inatypical comment, Sumit Ganguly and
Kanti Bajpai wrote in Asian Survey May 1994:
“For India, Kashmir is symbolic of secular na-
tionalism.” A Muslim-majority area living
and prospering in a Hindu-majority country
was a matter of pride. It's a wholly different
scene today. The number of MPs in the 17th
Lok Sabha who want India to become a
Hindu state may not be known exactly, but it
is not small.

Why should an Indian
government hesitate before
launching tough new policies
over Kashmir? It should
hesitate because Kashmiris
are human beings who
matter, and because India is
different from China and
from Israel. Today almost
every country in the world
has a significant Indian
presence. Millions of Indian
citizens live in the Gulf and
in other Muslim-majority
countries in Africa, the
Middle East and Asia.
Millions more live in
countries with Christian or
Buddhist majorities.

Modi, Amit Shah and their colleagues, the
Opposition and the Indian public should all
reflect carefully before the government tries
to implement the BJP’s recent promises to
abolish Articles 35A and 370, which preserve
Kashmir’s special status, and before ominous
hints to transfer Hindus and Sikh populations
from elsewhere into Kashmir are acted upon.
Actions intended to change Kashmir’s status
and demographics will only intensify alien-
ation, open or secret, in Kashmir. They will
damage India’s standing in the world.

Some might ask whether the world
would really bother if the two Articles are
abolished, or if settlements of imported non-
Muslims emerge in Kashmir. After all (they
might add), each part of our world has its
own problems to worry about. Threats to hu-
man rights in a distant country do not make
headlines in the US, Europe, Brazil, Canada
or Australia.

China’s hardening policies in Xinjiang, its
sole Muslim-majority province, do not invite
the world’s condemnation. Over Tibet, even
India prefers to remain silent. In Palestine,
Israeli settlements in Palestine expand by the
week, without the world protesting. Why
should an Indian government hesitate be-
fore launching tough new policies over
Kashmir?

It should hesitate because Kashmiris are
human beings who matter, and because
India is different from China and from Israel.
Today, almost every country in the world
has a significant Indian presence. Millions
of Indian citizens live in the Gulf and in
other Muslim-majority countries in Africa,
the Middle East and Asia. Millions more live
in countries with Christian or Buddhist ma-
jorities.

Many countries have witnessed opposi-
tion to Muslim as well as non-Muslim im-
migrants. By and large, however, rapidly

growing numbers of Indian and other immi-
grants in Europe, the US and elsewhere have
been shielded from discrimination by their
host country’s laws, constitution and media.
There are grim exceptions. Dhriti Narayan, a
13-year-old Indian-American, is now lying
in hospital with an injured brain because on
April 24, an Iraq War veteran named Isaiah
Peoples drove his car into pedestrians at a
crosswalk in California’s Sunnydale town,
which has a large Indian population. He ev-
idently thought that Dhriti and those walk-
ing with her were Muslim. Seven including
Dhriti were injured because the attacker saw
no difference a brown Hindu and a brown
Muslim. It will be a hard sell for any Indian
wishing to persuade the world that while
discrimination against Muslims in India
should be overlooked, Hindus everywhere
should be treated as equals.

India has championed individual liberty,
equality between races, nations and com-
munities, and amity among them. Let us be
careful before reneging on our basic princi-
ples and on constitutional guarantees. Let us
also remember that while India is a strong
player on the Asian stage, with the potential
to become a world leader, it must live with
difficult neighbours, including two who, like
us, possess the Big Bomb. One of them is
pretty strong, the other pretty close.

Bombs, big or small, will not bring
progress on Kashmir. Nor will changes in the
Constitution. Drones and stones, and bullets
and bricks will be equally ineffective. Only
an honest, hard-nosed and multi-layered di-
alogue, involving all stakeholders including
representatives from Pakistan, can take us
forward on Kashmir.

The writer is research professor at Centre for
South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies,
University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign

INDIA VERSUS BHARAT

Electoral compromises of BJP indicate that idea of India has prevailed over Bharat

JYOTI PUNWANI

DOES THE TRIUMPHANT return of Narendra
Modi, and the humiliating defeat of the
Congress, signify the end of the “idea of
India”? The RSS seems to think so, for twice
since the result, they have extolled the “idea
of Bharat” and contrasted it with the “Idea
of India”. The former is said to be indigenous
and inclusive, symbolised by the phrase
“Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam”, while the lat-
ter is described as an alien concept where
differences of identity are emphasised.

The exact meaning of the “idea of Bharat”
is available in a note by Ramakant Tiwari,
co-convenor of the Delhi BJP Intellectual
Cell. Titled “Idea of Bharat supercedes idea of
India”, the note explains how the “idea of
Bharat” draws on India’s ancient cultural
heritage, symbolised by dharma, shakti, the
guru-shishya parampara, maya, rebirth, the
primacy of Sanskrit and the scriptures,
teertha (pilgrimages), and the Kumbh Mela.
Bharat was the rashtra chosen by Brahma
for his incarnations, including the Buddha,
writes Tiwari.

This, then, is the original genius of India.
Compare that to the “malevolent” “idea of
India”, traced by Tiwari not to our “first PM
J L Nehru”, but to Lord Macaulay. This
“malafide” foreign idea replaced our decen-
tralised, dharma-based, democratic civili-
sation where “honoured visitors” were wel-
comed and assimilated. What we got
instead was centralised planning, invaders,
“selfish identities intruding from all corners
of the world”, contrived phrases such as
“unity in diversity”, the “conspiracy of sec-
ularism” replacing sarva dharma sama
bhava, cowardice as ahimsa, subservience
as “tolerance” and socialism/communism
replacing our own arthashastra.

The BJP has almost dropped
the ‘idea of Bharat’ in its
policies in the North East
and Goa, where it has not
only allied with parties led by
Christians but even
refrained from its core belief
that beef must be banned.
Now, the ‘idea of Bharat’ is
getting even more diluted as
BJP leaders with RSS
backgrounds don topis and
grace iftars. Maharashtra
CM Devendra Fadnavis even
had an Arab-style gamchha
draped around him at his
party’s iftar.

Itis clear that the “idea of Bharat” is not
merely an exclusively Hindu view of the
country but an “upper caste” one. The British
destroyed our ancient gurukuls which guar-
anteed 100 per cent literacy, says Tiwari.
Surely he means 100 per cent “upper caste”
literacy?

Today there’s no way this “idea of Bharat”
can prevail. And it’s not because of the tukde
tukde gang.

The reason this idea is impossible today
is because of the politics followed by the po-
litical arm of the RSS. From 2014 to 2019, the
BJP has gone out of its way to woo every
caste, no matter how small, and also to give
tickets to candidates based on their caste.
Whereas the “idea of Bharat” signifies an
“upper caste” utopia, the BJP this time en-
sured that “lower castes”, who were not ex-
pected to vote for it, were the first recipients
of its welfare schemes in a crucial state like
UP, where the challenge to the BJP was pri-
marily caste-based.

So coloured by caste is the BJP’s electoral
worldview that, in the 2017 UP assembly
polls, it projected our national icon, Emperor
Ashok, as belonging to the Maurya caste.
This Lok Sabha election, UP chief minister
Yogi Adityanath called Hanuman a Dalit,
while his own minister for religious affairs
said the deity was a Jat.

The BJP has almost dropped the “idea of
Bharat” in its policies in the Northeast and
Goa, where it has not only allied with par-
ties led by Christians but even refrained from
its core belief that beef must be banned.

Now, the “idea of Bharat” is getting even
more diluted as BJP leaders with RSS back-
grounds don topis and grace iftars.
Maharashtra CM Devendra Fadnavis even

had an Arab-style gamchha draped around
him at his party’s iftar. These events are par-
ticularly hated by Hindutva-vadis who see
them as political appeasement of a commu-
nity that forms no part of the
Hindu/Bharatiya ethos. Union minister
Giriraj Singh was, in fact, expressing the
“idea of Bharat” in his tweet against BJP ally
Ram Vilas Paswan'’s iftar, attended by Bihar
CM Nitish Kumar and deputy CM Sushil
Modi.

As Gujarat CM, Narendra Modi famously
refused to wear a topi, and after he became
PM, neither did he host an iftar nor did he
attend President Pranab Mukherjee’s iftars
at the Rashtrapati Bhavan. After President
Ramnath Kovind took over, the Rashtrapati
Bhavan iftar, and even the singing of Xmas
carols there, has stopped. Now that’s the
“idea of Bharat”.

Partly in 2014, and much more so in
2019, PM Modi’s campaign, and that of party
president Amit Shah, was in keeping with
this Hindu-centric idea. His allegiance to this
idea came through also in his indifference
to the continuous lynchings and Una-like in-
cidents affecting Muslims and Dalits.

Despite that, in his first speech in
Parliament, both in 2014 and 2019, the PM-
elect made it a point to include minorities
while describing his vision of the country.
And Amit Shah reprimanded Giriraj Singh
for his tweet.

Now if that’s not the victory, however su-
perficial, of the “idea of India” over the “idea
of Bharat”, what is? To make it endure is
everyone’s job.

The writer is a Mumbai-based freelance
journalist
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ASIAN POWERS UNITE

EVEN AS BLEARY-EYED delegates went
about coaxing the hard-line Arabs and the
Egyptians to arrive at something resembling
consensus on the language in which the
treaty with Israel is to be mentioned in the
final communique of the conference, Indian
and Sri Lanka foreign ministers, AB Vajpayee
and Shahul Hameed went about more pos-
itive business. They have been jointly pro-
moting an idea of an Asian bloc of nations,
like an association of Asian Unity. Vajpayee
has personally sounded out several leaders of
delegations from Asian countries, and the re-
sponse has been positive. The nucleus of such
a grouping might take shape in Havana when

the heads of states meet for the non-aligned
summit in September.

JUPITER'S VOLCANOES

VOYAGER I HAS TRANSMITTED some major
data regarding Jupiter, which leads space sci-
entists to believe that the planet may have,
barring the earth, the only active volcanoes
in the entire solar system. Larry Soderblom of
the US said that the discovery had been made
in the course of the scrutiny of a film taken by
the spacecraft when it encountered the
planet on March 5 last. UNI adds: The film
revealed some red spots on Jupiter which ro-
tated like cyclones with the atmosphere on
the planet being very turbulent. Another dis-

covery was the eight volcanoes... These were
claimed to be the only active ones in the en-
tire solar system, other than those on earth.

CONGRESS SPLITS

THE CONGRESS (I) in West Bengal has split.
In view of Indira Gandhi’s open support,
however, the official group led by AB A Gani
Khan Chowdhury and Subrata Mukherjee,
has so long been on the top. But things
started changing from the day the two
groups fought in the presence of Mrs Gandhi
at the airport hotel. The immediate provoca-
tion was perhaps the official group’s decision
toinvite Sanjay Gandhi to lead the Congress
(I) march to Writers Building on June 22.
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AGRI-TRADE UNDER UPA-2 AND MODI 1.0
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The farm-factory connect

Raising farm productivity is the first step to increasing rural demand and reviving the manufacturing sector

———

FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH
BY ASHOK GULATI

AS PER THE last report of National Statistical
Office (NSO) released on May 31, the Gross
Value Added (GVA) at basic prices (2011-12
prices) for the fourth quarter (Q4) of 2018-19
has slumped to 5.7 per cent for the overall
economy, 3.1 per cent for manufacturing, and
-0.1 percent for agriculture, forestry and fish-
ery. However, for the entire financial year,
FY19, GVA growth is more respectable — 6.6
per cent for the economy, 6.9 per cent for man-
ufacturing and 2.9 per cent for agriculture.

Incidentally, for the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment’s first five-year stint (2014-15 to
2018-19), agri-GDP grew at 2.9 per cent per
annum. Many experts believe that agricul-
ture cannot grow at more than 3 per cent per
annum on a sustainable basis. Swaminathan
A Aiyar, for example — whose brilliant writ-
ings I admire — has recently written that “no
country has managed more than 3 per cent
agricultural growth over a long period”.

Thisis not correct. China, for example, reg-
istered an agri-GDP growth of 4.5 per cent per
annum during 1978-2016, a very long period
indeed. Infact, the first thing Chinese govern-
mentdid in 1978, when it started off economic
reforms was to reform agriculture. Agri-GDP
in China grew at 7.1 per cent per annum dur-
ing 1978-84,and because the Chinese govern-
ment also liberated price controls on agri-
commodities, farmers’ real incomes increased
at 15 per cent per annum. That set the stage
for the manufacturing revolution, which was
revved up through town and village enter-
prises (TVEs) to cater to domestic demand
from rural areas. The rest is history.

Indian industry is today complaining that
the rural demand is collapsing. Tractor sales
are down by 13 per cent, two-wheeler sales
aredown by 16 per cent, car sales are down by

similar percentage, and even FMCG (fast
move consumer goods) sales are down in
April 2019 over April 2018. One of the reasons
is thatIndia has never had any major agri-re-
forms and farmers’ incomes have remained
very low. But there have been periods, rea-
sonably long enough, when agri-GDP has
grown well above 3 per cent. In fact during
the 10 years of UPA from 2004-05 to 2013-14,
agri-GDP grew at 3.7 per cent per annum. This
dropped to 2.9 per cent during the NDA'’s stint
between 2014-2019. When the masses do not
gain, the demand for manufactured goods re-
mains limited, slowing down the wheels of
industry. So, if industry wants to prosper, we
must aim at an agri-GDP growth of more than
4 per cent. My assessment is that it can grow
even at 5 per cent per annum at least for a
decade, provided we are focused on reform-
ing this sector.

For that, we need to raise farm produc-
tivity in a manner that can cut down unit
costs and make Indian agriculture more
competitive, enabling higher exports.
Unfortunately, agri-exports had a negative
growth during Modi 1.0 (see graph).

During UPA-2, agri-exports more than
doubled, from $18.4 billion in 2009-10 to
$43.6 billion in 2013-14. But during Modi
1.0, they declined, going down to $ 33.3 bil-
lion in 2015-16 and then recovering to $
39.4 billion by 2018-19 — but still below
the peak of 2013-14.

Officials managing agri-trade need to
pay heed to this massive failure as it has im-
plications not only for overall agri-GDP
growth, but also for slowing down of man-
ufacturing growth due to sluggish demand
for industrial products in rural areas. There
isample evidence that much of Indian agri-
culture is globally competitive. But our re-
strictive policies constrain the private sec-
tor from building direct supply chains from
farms to ports, which bypass the mandi sys-
tem. This leads to a weak infrastructure for
agri-exports. The net result of all this is that
Indian farmers do not get full advantage of
global markets. Further, an obsessive focus
on inflation targeting by suppressing food
prices through myriad controls works
against the farmer. If these policies continue,
Prime Minister Modi's target of doubling
farmers’ real incomes by 2022-23 will re-

There is ample evidence that
much of Indian agriculture is
globally competitive. But our
restrictive policies constrain
the private sector from
building direct supply chains
from farms to ports, which
bypass the mandi system.
This leads to a weak
infrastructure for agri-
exports. The net result of all
this is that Indian farmers
do not get full advantage of
global markets.

main a pipe-dream.

It has to be noted that any attempt to ar-
tificially prop up farmers’ prices through
higher minimum support prices (MSPs), es-
pecially in relation to global prices, can be
counterproductive. Normally, MSPs remain
largely ineffective for most commodities in
larger parts of India. But even if they are op-
erational through massive procurement op-
erations, a policy of high MSPs can backfire
when it goes beyond global prices.

Take the case of rice. India is the largest
exporter of rice in the world, exporting about
12 to 13 MMT of the cereal per year. If the
government raises the MSP of rice, by say 20
per cent, rice exports will drop and stocks
with the government will rise to levels far
beyond the buffer stock norms. It would be
a loss of scarce resources. Besides, it would
create unnecessary distortions adversely im-
pacting the diversification process in agri-
culture towards high-value crops. This needs
to be avoided.

Our global competitiveness in agriculture
can be bolstered by investment in agri-R&D
and its extension from lab to land, invest-
ment in managing water efficiently and in-
vestment in infrastructure for agri-exports
value chains. Today, India spends roughly 0.7
per cent of agri-GDP on agri-R&D and exten-
sion together. This needs to double in the
next five years. The returns are enormous.
The meagre investments in Pusa Basmati
1121 and 1509, for example, have yielded
basmati exports between $ 4 and 5 billion
annually. The returns from the sugarcane va-
riety Co-0238 in Uttar Pradesh are similarly
impressive. The recovery ratio has increased
from about 9.2 in 2012-13 to more than 11
per cent today. Massive investments are also
needed in managing our water resources
more efficiently, to produce more with less.

But augmenting productivity alone —
without pushing for export markets — can
lead to glut at a home and depress farm
prices, shrinking their profitability. So, first
think of markets and then give a push toraise
productivity and exports simultaneously.

Canall this be done under Modi 2.0? Only
time will tell.

The writer is Infosys Chair Professor for
Agriculture at ICRIER

VIiEwW FROM THE
NEIGHBOURHOOD

A weekly look at the public conversations shaping ideas beyond borders — in the
Subcontinent. Curated by Aakash Joshi

URGE TO TALK

THE JUNE 9 editorial in Dawn begins with
the assertion of a sentiment that has become
common in Pakistan when it comes to talks
with India: “While the messages coming
from New Delhi are mixed, Islamabad is clear
inits vision: Let both nations come to the ne-
gotiating table and find a way forward to
shed the animosity of the past seven decades
— and counting — and attempt a new start
in South Asia".

It recalls that post the Pulwama attacks,
the two countries were on the “brink of war”,
and given that scare, “the importance of talks
cannot be overstated”. The editorial contends
that post the elections in India, it remains un-
clear what position Prime Minister Narendra
Modi intends to adopt vis a vis Islamabad and
Rawalpindi. The meeting of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation in Kyrgyzstan is
an opportunity for Imran Khan and Modi to
break the ice.

The editorial even goes on to suggest a
trajectory for a possible diplomatic detente:
“Let both start with the ‘soft’ issues (CBMs,
people-to-people contact) and work their
way up to the major issues (Kashmir, vio-
lence). It is clear that if these opportunities
are lost, then only further turbulence is likely
in one of the most tortured geopolitical re-
lationships in the world". It does not, how-

ever, mention New Delhi oft-stated pre-con-
dition — “terror and talks can’t go together”.

SRI LANKA, UNFORGED

WHILE THE NEWS pages of the Sri Lankan
English language media have given exten-
sive coverage to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s visit to the country, on the eve of his
arrival, there were few editorials or opinion
articles on the visit. Instead, the social cleav-
ages and political turmoil that have come to
the fore since the Easter terror attacks con-
tinue, understandably, to dominate the con-
versation. Siri Hettige, Chair of Sri Lanka
Studies at the South Asia Institute at the
University of Heidelberg argues in The Daily
Mirror on June 6 that “what we witness today
is an extraordinary situation that we canig-
nore only at our own peril. It is the culmina-
tion of a series of long-neglected economic,
political and societal issues. If we fail to iden-
tify the gravity of the emergent situation in
the country today and explore all possible
avenues and find a way out of this unprece-
dented crisis, consequences for the country
and the people can be dire".

On the political front, he argues, “people
inhabiting this landmass have not come to-
gether as a cohesive political community
transcending ethnic, religious and linguistic
divisions. This is largely due to the failure of

post-independence regimes over the last
sixty years to adopt appropriate national
policies to achieve such a national goal. The
result has been intermittent inter-commu-
nity violence and conflict that not only led to
an enormous waste of financial and human
resources but also encouraged many people
to leave the country".

On the economy, uneven development
and the retreat of the state led to much dis-
satisfaction, as was seen during the Tamil in-
surgency.

Finally, and most importantly, govern-
ments have failed in their primary duty of
being the arbiters of violence: “Successive
governments including the present one have
failed to even effectively enforce the law
against the perpetrators of violence. It is
against this background that we need to look
at the most recent terrorist attacks and other
violent incidents that followed. The way the
government leaders have reacted to these
recent developments has made the situation
worse".

READING AN ELECTION

MUHAMMAD ZAMIR, A former diplomat
and foreign affairs analyst weighs on
Narendra Modi’s decisive election to a sec-
ond term by the people of India in The Dhaka
Tribune on June 9. Zamir highlights the grow-

ing and deepening relationship between
Bangladesh and India, as well as the fact the
PM Sheikh Hasina was among the first to
congratulate Modi.

Yet, as has been the trend in Bangladesh
since the issue of the NRC in Assam and the
Citizenship Bill has become salient in India,
Zamir flags many issues. Among these is
Amit Shah’s (now home minister) divisive
and offensive rhetoric against Muslims and
Bangladeshis in political speeches: “Shah...
also needs to understand that fuelling na-
tionalist sentiment by accusing others of ap-
peasing Muslims can only create instability.
This needs to be avoided.”

Zamir also points out that the election
win in India has been seen globally in com-
plex ways: The foreign media have acknowl-
edged that a mixture of development and
nationalism has worked in Modi’s favour.
There has been a subtle juxtaposition of na-
tionalist rhetoric, subtle religious polarisa-
tion, and a swing of welfare programs, and
these have helped the BJP considerably.
Modi and the BJP managed to fuse national-
ism and development with technology as
the common denominator. He has prom-
ised the citizens safety and security through
the protection of India’s “land, air, and outer
space,” and also targeted welfare schemes
for the poor— homes, toilets, credit, and

cooking gas".
N N
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Starting from the two leaders' firm political will, the stable China-Russia
strategic relationship today is deeply rooted in the two countries' national

interests..”

— GLOBAL TIMES CHINA

The original Khan
Market Gang

Long before the epithet was made a topic of
debate by the PM, a bunch of teenagers ruled the

roost in the now

SOMYA LAKHANI

DAMN, IT FEELS good to be a gangster. At
leastinretrospect. It was on a winter after-
noon in 2003 when, unwittingly, I joined a
gang — one that swindled innocent juniors
of their pocket money and squandered
them on gol-gappas. The gang members —
teenagers, all of us — dressed in rust
sweaters and grey skirts and trousers, op-
erated from the confines of a noisy school
canteen, past the sand pit in the junior
school and all the way to the notorious
Khan Market.

It took me 16 years and a one-liner by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi to accept
that I am, in fact, the OG
(original gangster) of Khan
Market, since my beloved
school, Sardar Patel
Vidyalaya (SPV)is only a
five-minute walk from
there.

In the early 2000s,
when my parents reluc-
tantly agreed to let me
saunter outside school
with two friends, “Khan”
was the obvious, most

s
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controversial area

order an onion roll — a paratha stuffed with
onions and green chutney — for Rs 5.

In 2010, as a cub reporter with The
Indian Express, | filed a story on Khan
Chacha turning into a swanky two-
storeyed restaurant in the market. The rolls
were costlier,and us old-timers were scep-
tical but Javed and Saleem’s familiar smiles
kept us coming back — till they, tragically,
shut shop in Khan Market after a trademark
battle a few years ago.

The Khan Market gang was in deep de-
spair, and battled the charm of other kebab
shops. Aggressive Twitter and Facebook ap-
peals to “save Khan Chacha” didn’t create
aripple. Not entirely disheartened, we con-
tinued to visit our beloved market, with its
quaint terrace restaurants that now served
“global” cuisine. And the Parisian patis-
series replaced Mrs Kaur's Crepes & More;
the mysterious Mrs Kaur who sated many
a craving without ever having met us.

But before we get distracted by the
grown-ups, let’s rewind to the gang-wars
of Khan Market. For a single afternoon, after
the last exam of the semester, the market
would be flooded with var-
ious gangs: The Patelians,
the Modernites, the St.
Columba'’s boys. Arch ene-
mies on the basketball
court and acutely aware of
past ego battles, the gangs
of boys and girls — in their
school uniforms — gave
each other cold stares. Since
there was no Facebook or
Instagram, senior-school
scandals began at tourna-

doable option. With Rs 30
in my pocket, the heavy

A VOICE,

ments and reared their ugly

UNDER 35 heads at Khan Market,

school bag on my back, I
galloped away to freedom aka Bengal
Sweets, the makers of XL size chole bha-
ture and buttery pav bhaji.

That day, no one could convince me that
I'was any less of a gangster in my tiny uni-
verse of school friends and crushes to im-
press. Life taught us many lessons as we
grew up, and one of them was to not take
our Khan Market status seriously.

Before the wisdom of adult life had
kicked in, back in the early 2000s, I found
myself a best friend in school and together,
we convinced Javed bhai and Saleem bhai
of Khan Chacha to give our “order” of mut-
ton seekh rolls and paneer tikka rolls pri-
ority — much like our Patelian seniors and
juniors. When the brothers saw “rust
sweater”-sporting kids approaching their
khokha, they knew it was time to delay the
rest of the orders.

Their clients envied us school children
as we raced back to school with our order
to catch the bus back home. We, however,
swore lifelong loyalty to the “best kebab
shop” in town. When money was sparse
but the desire was strong, a senior would

The dogs of Khan

Market grew fatter in front of us and the
pet shop there was a revelation to me, as
near my house - in the ignored Jamna Paar
- pet shops hadn’t yet arrived. On one such
visit, my mother picked up ared belt for me
excitedly, only to be told by an embarrassed
teenaged daughter that it was for a dog!

Another cherished memory of the gang
members was bumping into former crick-
eter Ajay Jadeja - a Patelian - in Khan
Market, occasionally. It was a rule to do the
SPV wave (if you know it, you know it) at
him every single time he was spotted.

Now, the gang is in their 30s and spread
across the world — a photographer, a film-
maker, a journalist — and with a whole
bunch of challenges and fewer solutions.
But every single time when the OGs reunite
in Khan Market, a rush of memories take
over — the first sip of beer at a famous dingy
bar, Javed and Saleem Bhai’s gracious serv-
ice, and the cookies at Mrs Kaur. At the time,
little did we know we were the Khan
Market Gang. Thank you, Prime Minister.

somya.lakhani@expressindia.com

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

EC FALLS SHORT
THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The burden
of elections’ (IE, June 7). The writer’s ex-
hortation to avoid sullying the reputa-
tion of Election Commission is lopsided.
A range of questionable decisions and
dissent by one of the top officials in EC
has surely eroded the public’s trust that
was once reposed in the body.
Moreover, the article denigrates the sig-
nificance of raising questions and keep-
ing constitutional bodies in check for
their behaviour in checking — or failing
to check — nationalist rhetoric. Such
questioning is essential to the healthy
functioning of democracy, as well as the
institutions that stand as its pillars.

Ali Rizwan, Kalyan

FREE RIDES

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A ticket to
ride’ (IE, June 5). The idea behind free
travel for women in DTC buses and the
Delhi metro is right. It could improve
the presence of women in Delhi’s
labour force. However, the move needs
to be thought through. There will be lo-
gistical issues. How will the DMRC, for
example, register the passengers who
opt for the scheme? Will there be sep-
arate gates for them? What about the
revenue foregone by Delhi’s exchequer?

Sushanto Mitra, Delhi

PRAGYA'S APPEAL

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Pragya
seeks exemption from court appear-
ance’ (IE, June 7). It seems to have be-
come fashionable for political leaders
to seek exemption from appearing in
court for hearings on health grounds. It
is surprising that Pragya Singh Thakur,
the prime accused in the Malegaon
2008 blasts, who actively canvassed
without any health problems during

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD
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the Lok Sabha elections, is now seeking
exemption from court appearance on
flimsy grounds.

Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai

KEEPING FRIENDS

THIS REFERS TO the article, 'An ocean
of neighbours' (IE, June 7). The author’s
observations regarding the expansion
of the idea of the neighbourhood bodes
well. But this should not lead to ignor-
ing the traditional neighbourhood, es-
pecially Bangladesh and Nepal.
Domestic rhetoric against Bangladeshi
Muslims and fears that they will be de-
ported can queer the pitch in bilateral
relations. Nepal, meanwhile, has grow-
ing ever-closer to China.

Bishwadeep Chatterjee, via email




Andhra spectrum

Jagan Reddy is showcasing his widened
social base with his choice of Ministers

sekhara Reddy’s legacy 10 years ago, Andhra Pra-
desh Chief Minister Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy has
since transformed himself into a mass leader. He has
done this by sheer tenacity, but his political rise was de-
void of an ideological thread. Deeply aware of this in-
adequacy, which is more pronounced amid the BJP’s
dominance nationally, Mr. Reddy has made an early
move to fortress the wide-spectrum social coalition that
accorded his YSR Congress Party a landslide victory, by
appointing five deputies. The death of his father, then
Chief Minister and better known as YSR, in 2009 had
pushed the Congress over the cliff in the State, a down-
slide in fortunes that befell it nationally too. Humiliated
by the Congress and jailed during its rule, Mr. Reddy
continued his tireless travels across the State, finally ar-
riving this summer at his destination, the CM’s chair.
The constitution of his Council of Ministers, including
Mekathoti Sucharita, a Dalit woman, as the Home Mi-
nister, and five deputies, is evidently aimed at nurturing
the coalition of social groups that he singlehandedly
built up through his travels. The five Deputy CMs are
from the Scheduled Caste (K. Narayana Swamy), Sche-
duled Tribe (Pamula Pushpa Sreevani), backward caste
(Pilli Subhash Chandrabose), Muslim (Amzath Basha)
and Kapu (Alla Kali Krishna Srinivas) communities.
Unitary projects such as nationalism have strong ho-
mogenising tendencies that consider particular identi-
ties and their aspirations for representation irrelevant
or even fissiparous. Weaker sections of society are often
at the receiving end of such projects, even if they are en-
thusiastic subscribers. Mr. Reddy’s success in weaving
together a political base that denied the BJP a foothold
in Andhra Pradesh, a State where it could not win a sin-
gle seat, and vanquished the Telugu Desam Party was
built on a sensitive appreciation of the aspiration for re-
presentation among diverse sections of society. Mr.
Reddy’s predecessor, N. Chandrababu Naidu, had two
deputies, one a Kapu and one from another backward
caste; that was aimed more at accommodating formid-
able interest groups rather than empowering the weak-
est. YSR had won in 2004 and 2009 with an expansive
welfare agenda. Mr. Reddy believes that welfarism
alone is not sufficient and representation is critical in
the changed situation. YSR’s victories were the bedrock
of the Congress in 2004 and 2009; Mr. Reddy’s victory
signals the decimation of the party in the State. But his
politics holds out some useful lessons for the Congress
and other parties seeking to challenge the Hindutva jug-
gernaut: that material betterment of the citizenry needs
to be complemented with wider social coalitions.

Starting off as an unsure heir to his father Y.S. Raja-

St. Petersburg consensus

Russia and China are strengthening ties
amid tensions with the U.S.

he bonhomie between China’s and Russia’s lead-
Ters at the St. Petersburg International Economic

Forum last week was demonstrable. In a sign of
the heightened tensions between the U.S. and the two
countries, Russia’s annual investment gathering was
boycotted by the U.S. Ambassador to Russia, Jon Hunt-
sman. His absence was ascribed to the prevailing envi-
ronment in Russia for foreign entrepreneurs, typified
by the detention of U.S. private equity investor Michael
Calvey on allegations of fraud. Conversely, the Chinese
telecommunications equipment manufacturer Huawei
signed an agreement with Russia’s principal mobile op-
erator to start 5G networks, in a rebuff to Washington’s
attempts to isolate the firm internationally. Russian Pre-
sident Vladimir Putin and his Chinese counterpart Xi
Jinping made it clear in St. Petersburg that the tensions
with the West had only drawn them closer. The rift with
Russia began with Moscow’s annexation of Crimea in
2014 and the stand-off in eastern Ukraine that conti-
nues. Russia’s tensions with the U.S. and some EU coun-
tries stem also from their opposition to the 1,200-km-
long Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline from Russia to Germa-
ny. U.S. objections draw in part from its eagerness to
export liquefied natural gas to Europe, besides thwart-
ing Moscow’s ambition to dominate the region’s energy
market. Far more sensitive has been U.S. Special Coun-
sel Robert Mueller’s inquiry into possible Russian med-
dling in the 2016 U.S. presidential election. Washing-
ton’s blacklisting of Huawei, prohibiting it from selling
technology to the U.S. and barring domestic firms from
supplying semiconductors to Beijing, falls into a class of
its own among international trade disputes.

Amid these tensions, in St. Petersburg Mr. Xi and Mr.
Putin emphasised that bilateral relations were at a his-
toric high, marked by increased diplomatic and strateg-
ic cooperation. China participated in Russian military
exercises on its eastern border last September, marking
a watershed. Moscow and Beijing, hostile rivals of the
Cold War era, have for a while been adopting common
positions at the UN Security Council on critical interna-
tional issues. Bilateral relations are also guided by prag-
matism. Russia appears realistic about the growing Chi-
nese economic clout in Central Asia, once firmly in its
sphere of influence, thanks to China’s massive infras-
tructure investments under the Belt and Road Initia-
tive. Chinese cooperation would moreover prove criti-
cal for Russia’s elaborate plans to exploit the Northern
Sea Route along the Arctic as an alternative transporta-
tion hub. International sanctions have not been very ef-
fective in isolating Russia. European states, notably
Germany, recognise the importance of engaging with
Russia to contain Mr. Putin’s expansionist aims. Equal-
ly, President Donald Trump’s “America first” policy is
compelling potential rivals to make common cause.

[nhumane, and utterly undemocratic

Mohammad Sanaullah’s case must serve as an urgent call for rethinking the National Register of Citizens

GAUTAM BHATIA

n June 8, upon the orders of
Othe Gauhati High Court,
Mohammad Sanaullah was
released on bail from a detention
camp in Assam. He had been de-
tained on May 29, after a Foreign-
ers Tribunal had declared him an
illegal immigrant. The Gauhati
High Court’s bail order came after
a week of sustained public pres-
sure, occasioned by the revelation
that Mr. Sanaullah had served for
three decades in the Indian Army.
In the intervening period, a
shocking number of irregularities
surfaced. In its inquiry report, the
Assam border police had written
that Mr. Sanaullah was a ‘labour-
er’. The three men who signed the
case report claimed that the inves-
tigating officer had fabricated their
signatures. The investigating offic-
er himself admitted that it might
have been an “administrative mix-
up”. Yet, it was on the basis of such
shoddy material that the Foreign-
ers Tribunal — a quasi-judicial bo-
dy expected to follow the rule of
law — came to the conclusion that
Mr. Sanaullah was a “foreigner”,
and packed him off to a detention
camp - until the High Court
stepped in to set him at liberty.
But Mr. Sanaullah is among the
luckier ones. Investigative journal-
ists have revealed over the last few
years that ‘administrative errors’
of this kind are the rule rather
than the exception. As Mr. Sanaul-
lah acknowledged in an interview
after being released, there were
people in the detention camps
with similar stories, who had been
there for 10 years or more. For
these individuals, without the be-
nefit of media scrutiny, there may

A clear arc from India to Nigeria

be no bail - only an endless deten-
tion. But by forcing the conversa-
tion onto the national stage, Mr.
Sanuallah’s case has provided
hope that we may yet recognise
the unfolding citizenship tragedy
in Assam for what it is, and step
back from the brink while there is
still time.

NRC, Foreigners Tribunals
According to the Assam Accord,
individuals who entered Assam af-
ter March 24, 1971 are illegal immi-
grants. There are two parallel pro-
cesses to establish citizenship: the
Foreigners Tribunals operating
under the Foreigners Act, and the
National Register of Citizens
(NRC), which is under prepara-
tion. While nominally and formal-
ly independent, in practice, these
two systems bleed into each other,
with people who have been de-
clared as foreigners by the Fo-
reigners Tribunals, and even their
families, dropped from the draft
NRC.

For something as elemental and
important as citizenship, one
would expect these systems to be
implemented as carefully as possi-
ble, and with procedural safe-
guards. This is especially true
when we think of the consequenc-
es of being declared a non-citizen:
disenfranchisement, exclusion
from public services, incarcera-
tion in detention camps, stateless-
ness, and deportation. Before
treating an individual — a human
being — to such drastic conse-
quences, the very least a humane
and civilised society can do is to
ensure that the rule of law has
been followed to its last degree.

The reality, however, is the ex-
act opposite. In a vast number of
cases, the legally mandated initial
inquiry before an individual is
dragged before a tribunal as a sus-
pected “foreigner” simply does
not happen - indeed, it did not
happen for Mr. Sanaullah. The Tri-

RITU RAJ KONWAR
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bunals themselves are only con-
strained by a very limited number
of procedural safeguards. This has
led to situations where Tribunals
have issued notices to entire fami-
lies, instead of just the suspected
“foreigner”. Additionally, reports
show that Foreigners Tribunals
habitually declare individuals to
be “foreigners” on the basis of
clerical errors in documents, such
as a spelling mistake, an inconsis-
tency in age, and so on. Needless
to say, the hardest hit by this form
of “justice” are the vulnerable and
the marginalised, who have limit-
ed documentation at the best of
time, and who are rarely in a posi-
tion to correct errors across docu-
ments. On occasion, orders deter-
mining citizenship have been
passed by tribunals without even
assigning reasons, a basic sine qua
non of the rule of law. In addition,
a substantial number of indivi-
duals are sent to detention camps
without being heard — on the basis
of ex parte orders — and the deten-
tion centres themselves are little
better than concentration camps,
where families are separated, and
people not allowed to move
beyond narrow confined spaces
for years on end.

The process under the NRC is
little better. Driven by the Su-
preme Court, it has been defined
by sealed covers and opaque pro-
ceedings. For example, in a be-
hind-closed-doors consultation
with the NRC Coordinator, the Su-
preme Court developed a new

method of ascertaining citizenship
known as the “family tree meth-
od”. This method was not debated
or scrutinised publicly, and
ground reports found that people
from the hinterland were not only
unaware of the method, but those
who were aware had particular dif-
ficulties in putting together “fami-
ly trees” of the kind that were re-
quired (the burden fell
disproportionately upon women).
And recently, it was found that a
process by which individuals
could file “objections” against pe-
ople whose names had appeared
in the draft NRC — and on the basis
of which these people would be
forced to once again prove their ci-
tizenship — had resulted in thou-
sands of indiscriminate objections
being filed, on a seemingly ran-
dom basis, causing significant
hardship and trauma to countless
individuals. However, when the
people coordinating these “objec-
tions” were contacted, they
brushed it off by saying that it was
mere “collateral damage” in the
quest to weed out illegal immi-
grants.

The role of the judiciary

In a process riddled with such
flaws, and where the consequenc-
es are so drastic, one would expect
the judiciary, the guardian of fun-
damental rights and the guarantor
of the rule of law, to intervene. In-
stead, the Supreme Court, led by
the present Chief Justice of India,
has played the roles of cheerlead-
er, midwife, and overseer. Not on-
ly has it driven the NRC process, as
outlined above but it has repeated-
ly attempted to speed up proceed-
ings, pulled up the State govern-
ment when it has asked to be
allowed to release people detained
for a long time, and instead of
questioning procedural violations
and infringement of rights, has in-
stead asked why more people are
not in detention centres, and why

The leadership in both countries must take the initiative to energise bilateral ties

MAHESH SACHDEV

of the silver screens in Mumbai

or Lagos: the leaders of India
and Nigeria both began their res-
pective second terms within a day
of each other following their unex-
pectedly decisive election victo-
ries. The challenges faced by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Nigerian President Muham-
madu Buhari during their first
terms were uncannily similar: se-
curity against terror, monetary
and fiscal conundrums, a commu-
nal and sectarian divide, chronic
unemployment, rampant corrup-
tion, rural distress and a fragile
neighbourhood being the recur-
rent themes.

Each of the two leaders is wide-
ly acknowledged as an outlier to
the system riddled with corrup-
tion and nepotism and is admired
for his personal probity, hard
work and discipline.

For instance, Mr. Buhari, 76, re-
turned to power in 2015 — 30 years
after he ruled Nigeria as a military
dictator. The intervening decades
were spent variously in detention,
farming and as challenger-candi-

It was a coincidence straight out

date in three presidential elec-
tions.

Diverse trade
It may be tempting to both Indians
and Nigerians to shrug at these si-
milarities as banal trivia; however,
under them lies plenty of sub-
stance and potential linking the
two countries and aspirations of
their people. First, Nigeria being
Africa’s most populous country
(191 million) and economy ($376
billion) as well as the world’s sixth
largest oil exporter (about 2 mil-
lion barrels per day) is evidently
important to us. According to the
latest Indian Department of Com-
merce statistics, Nigeria is India’s
largest trading partner in Africa
(19th overall) with total trade esti-
mated at $13.5 billion in 2018-19. As
official Nigerian data show, thanks
to our booming oil imports, India
is Nigeria’s largest trading partner.
For the same reason, Nigeria en-
joys 4:1 surplus in bilateral trade.
Nevertheless, it is still a sizeable
market for India’s manufactured
exports, such as (2018-19 figures)
miscellaneous machinery ($500
million), vehicles ($495 million),
pharmaceutical products ($447
million), textile items ($299 mil-
lion), iron and steel articles ($152
million) and plastics ($109
million).

In contrast to the stagnancy in
India’s global exports, its exports
to Nigeria surged by 27% last year
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to reach around $2,880 million. In-
dian investments in Nigeria are es-
timated at around $15 billion with
a further $5 billion in the pipeline.
There are at least 180 Indian com-
panies operating in Nigeria with
pharmaceuticals, steel, power, re-
tailing, fast-moving consumer
goods and skilling as their main-
stay. Approximately 50,000 In-
dians reside in Nigeria, some of
them for decades. Most of them
are professionals, such as engi-
neers, accountants, bankers,
trainers and health-care experts.

Success despite apathy

While all these facts go to under-
line the substantive nature of In-
dia-Nigeria ties, they also point to
two important contextual factors.
First, all these achievements are
the outcome of valiant attempts by
individual stakeholders with scant
official encouragement or sup-
port.

For instance, some simple
tweaking in our visa procedure
can help thousands of Nigerians
avail of our medical and educa-

tional facilities, benefiting all sides
and creating huge people-to-peo-
ple goodwill. Despite the encou-
raging numbers, the two govern-
ments have not yet been able to
facilitate direct connectivity of air
travel, banking and shipping -
steps which could have promoted
the ease of doing bilateral busi-
ness.

Second, enormous potential
still waits to be leveraged in such
sectors such as upstream hydro-
carbons (despite India being the
largest buyer of Nigerian crude),
agriculture, health care and skill-
ing. Despite their growth, Indian
exports to Nigeria are still around
a quarter of China’s.

Much potential

Although bilateral ties have had to
face strong headwinds during the
past five years, more could have
been accomplished. Mr. Buhari,
who was trained in India as a mili-
tary officer and holds this country
in high esteem, attended the third
India-Africa Forum Summit held
in October 2015 and met Mr. Modi
for bilateral talks. Then Vice Presi-
dent Hamid Ansari’s bilateral visit
in September 2016 broke the hia-
tus in top-level contact since Man-
mohan Singh’s Nigeria visit, as
Prime Minister, in 2007.

Though some ministerial-level
visits took place in the past five
years, these were mostly for multi-
lateral events in India. The last ses-
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more people are not being deport-
ed. Most egregiously, the Court
even used a PIL about the inhu-
mane conditions in detention
centres in order to pursue this pro-
ject.

However, what the Supreme
Court has failed to understand is
that in questions of life and death,
where the cost of error is so high,
it is not “speed” that matters, but
the protection of rights. But
through its conduct, the Supreme
Court has transformed itself from
the protector of the rule of law into
an enthusiastic abettor of its daily
violation. And the Gauhati High
Court has been no better, passing
a bizarre and unreasoned order
stating that it would be a “logical
corollary” that the family mem-
bers of a declared foreigner would
also be foreigners, on the basis of
which the border police have sent
the names of entire families to
NRC authorities. This is the very
antithesis of how constitutional
courts should behave.

Focus the spotlight

Mohammad Sanuallah is, for now,
a free man. But a society in which
his case is the exception instead of
the rule, where it needs a person
to be an ex-Army man, and his
case pursued by national media
for a full week before interim bail
is granted, is a society that has ut-
terly abandoned the rule of law.
Yet Mr. Sanaullah’s case can do
some good as well: it can prompt
some urgent national introspec-
tion about a situation where, in
the State of Assam, thousands of
people languish in detention
camps for years, victims of a pro-
cess that, to use an old adage,
would not be sufficient to “hang a
dog on”. If anything can trigger an
urgent and imperative call for
change, surely this will — and
must.

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based lawyer

sion of the Joint Commission Meet-
ing was in 2011 and the Foreign
Office Consultations were held in
2003. Bilateral ties have not drawn
commensurate proportion of the
resources offered by India to its
African partners largely due to
some systemic issues. Defence
cooperation has been mostly epi-
sodic and training oriented.

As the two leaders begin their
respective second innings, they
need to give a push to India-Niger-
ian ties sooner rather than later.
Actions along few force-multiplier
axes suggest themselves. With oil
and other commodities becoming
a seller’s market, an early summit
between the two leaders is an ob-
vious imperative. It could evolve a
multi-pronged strategy to leverage
evident economic complementari-
ties in sectors such as hydrocar-
bons, infrastructure, institution-
building, defence and agriculture.
A purposive follow-up session of
the joint economic commission
soon thereafter could provide an
incremental and sustainable road
map empowering the relevant bi-
lateral stakeholders. If handled
deftly and with political will, it
could usher in an India-Nigeria
economic synergy that has been
untapped for some decades.

Mahesh Sachdev was the Indian High
Commissioner to Nigeria during 2008-13.
He is the author of the book, ‘Nigeria: A
Business Manual’
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A word of advice

One wonders which
direction Indian democracy
is headed upon hearing
Congress president Rahul
Gandhi’s renewed attack on
the Prime Minister (“Modi’s
campaign filled with
hatred: Rahul”, June 9). The
campaigning during the
general election was
marred by personal
insinuations. Practically no
short- or long-term policies
for the welfare of people
and steps to strengthen
democracy were discussed.
Mr. Gandhi knows very well
that his ‘chowkidar chor
hai’ line did not find
resonance with the people.
The Opposition must let the
government begin work,
while maintaining vigil.

P. R. V.RAJA,

Pandalam, Kerala

Party travails
The emerging fault lines
within the Congress party,

right from its AICC
headquarters to almost
every State unit, are a
serious setback to the party
(“Congress travails go from
bad to worse”, June 9). The
epidemic of open
dissidence explains the
parochial mindset of
Congress leaders. The lack
of ideological commitment
is evident. The leaders of
the party are supposed to
be its soldiers who
strengthen it during crises,
but we have the reverse
happening here.

N. SADHASIVA REDDY,
Bengaluru

Creeping fear

The report, “A thread of
fear and hate” (‘Ground
Zero’ page, June 8), holds a
mirror to the harsh reality
of fear gripping the
minorities predominantly
in north India as well as
highlighting the danger
posed to lives and

livelihoods by right-wing
elements. The Prime
Minister’s pronouncement
of ‘Sabka Vishwas’
immediately after the
general election, his
declared intention to win
over the minorities and his
dramatic gesture of
highlighting the importance
of the Constitution raised
hope of a new beginning. It
should not be allowed to
fade away. The right wing
should know that the
greatness of India can never
be realised by suppressing
its multiple identities.

MANOHAR ALEMBATH,
Kannur, Kerala

Use with care

In our school days in the
1950s and 1960s, paper and
stationery use were
important especially in
large families that worked
hard to make both ends
meet. In our family, for
instance, we were given

strict instructions by elders
not to leave any blank space
in notebooks (‘Open Page’,
“Go for the blank space”,
June 9). Any blank space
was later combined with
other such papers and
bound afresh into small
rough notebooks 4 inches
by 5 inches in size. There
were occasions when the
opening side of a notebook
and the pages thereafter
were used for one subject,
with the reverse end
(upside down) used for
another subject. I still
remember how some of us
did combined studies in
mathematics. We used
chalk pieces to work out the
problems on a red oxide
floor in order to save paper,
and then used a duster
cloth to wipe off our work.
The ‘use with care’ habit
was reflected in postcard
writing too.

SESHAGIRI ROW KARRY,
Hyderabad

The wink

It was a delight to read the
writer’s delectable account
of variants of the wink
(‘Open Page’, “The simple
pleasures of a momentary
wink”, June 9). I wonder
whether the present
generation, so busy with
gadgets, has found time to
even think about the fading
of this ‘simple pleasure’.

Finally, while the writer has
looked at eyelid gestures,
both famous and infamous,
it is inscrutable why he
failed to omit the much-
talked about political wink
by Congress president
Rahul Gandhi.

AYYASSERI RAVEENDRANATH,
Aranmula, Kerala

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

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

In the ‘Life’ page article titled “A glorious yellow bloom in
honour of botanist E.K. Janaki Ammal” (June 9, 2019), a sentence
that read “Mrs. Viraraghavan, who claimed that the rose named
E.K. Janaki Ammal is the only tropical rose species in the world ...”
should be corrected to say: “Mrs. Viraraghavan said that the rose
named E.K. Janaki Ammal was bred from Rosa clinophyla, which is
the only tropical rose species in the world...”

A sentence in the Business page report headlined “Banking
system on the cusp of a transformation: Das” (June 8, 2019) read:
“However, if we take into account the capital conservation buffer
(CCB), some banks, especially public-sector banks (PSBs), are
falling short of the required 10.875%.” It should have been 1.875%.

In the story titled “Can’t stop, won’t stop: the rise of Tamil rap”
(The Hindu Weekend, June 8, 2019), the reference to Singapore-
based Lady Kash should be corrected to read as Singapore-born
Lady Kash.

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;
E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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[s NITT Aayog old wine in a new bottle?

There must be a review of what the think tank has achieved to adopt the new role described in its charter

ARUN MAIRA

The Narendra Modi government has
its plate full. It needs to increase em-
ployment and incomes; revive in-
vestments and growth; untangle the
financial sector; navigate muddied-
up international trade; solve the pe-
rennial problems of poor education
and health, and the growing pro-
blems of environmental pollution
and water scarcity. Even though sta-
tistical confusion was created in the
run-up to the election to deny that
problems of unemployment and
growth were serious, high-powered
Cabinet committees have been
formed to tackle them.

Regardless of whether or not India
has the fastest growing GDP, it has a
long way to go to achieve economic
and social inclusion, and restore en-
vironmental sustainability. India’s
problems are complex because they
are all interrelated. Fixing one part of
the system alone can make matters
worse. For example, providing skills
to millions of youth before there are
enough employment opportunities
is a bold fix that can backfire. The
complexity of the task demands a
good plan and a good strategy.

Under scrutiny
Does the Indian government have
the capability to make good plans
and strategies to address its complex
challenges? Since India has not done
as well as it should have to produce
faster growth with more inclusion
and sustainability, one would have to
surmise that it has not developed the
requisite capabilities. Mr. Modi has
known this. Indeed, the first major
reform he announced in his first
term was to abolish the Planning
Commission. He replaced it with the
loftily titled ‘National Institution for
Transforming India’ (NITI Aayog).
Now, when the country’s econo-
my has not performed to the high ex-
pectations Mr. Modi had created, and
citizens’ aspirations for ‘acche din’
have not been realised, the perfor-
mance of the NITI Aayog is under
scrutiny, as it should be. Many peo-
ple are even nostalgically recalling
the Planning Commission, including

SINGLE FILE

Crossing the barrier

PM Modi has adopted an aspect of the
presidential system by appointing
S. Jaishankar as External Affairs Minister

T.P. SREENIVASAN

In the management of interna-
tional affairs in parliamentary de-
mocracies, there is a barrier bet-
ween politicians who formulate
policies and the professionals
who implement it. To cross the
barrier, professionals have to join
politics and move up the hard

KAMAL NARANG

some who were very critical of it and
wanted it overhauled.

Mr. Modji’s predecessors, Manmo-
han Singh and Atal Bihari Vajpayee,
had faced similar, large, economic,
social, political and global challeng-
es. When Vajpayee was presented a
nine-point plan by a global think-
tank to increase the economy’s
growth to 9%, he famously retorted,
“We know all that. The question is,
how will it all be done?” He highlight-
ed that many stakeholders must be
involved in the implementation of a
planin a large, diversified and demo-
cratic country — the States, the priv-
ate sector, civil society and even the
political Opposition. Therefore, it is
not good enough to have a plan,
there must also be a strategy for its
cooperative implementation too.

Dr. Singh declared that reform of
the Planning Commission was long
overdue. An intensive exercise was
undertaken. Many stakeholders were
consulted. International practices
were examined. An outline was
drawn of a substantially reformed in-
stitution which would, in Dr. Singh’s
words, have a capability for “systems
reform” rather than making of Five-
Year Plans, and which would have
the “power of persuasion” without
providing budgets.

A commission chaired by C. Ran-
garajan, then Chairman of the Prime
Minister’s Economic Advisory Coun-
cil, examined budgetary processes,
divisions of responsibilities between
the Finance Ministry and the Plan-
ning Commission, and distinctions
between ‘plan’ and ‘non-plan’ ex-
penditures. It concluded that budge-
tary responsibility must be concen-
trated in the Finance Ministry, and it
was no longer desirable for the Plan-

ning Commission to have powers for
financial provisions.

Some in the Planning Commission
were worried that it would lose its
teeth if it did not have any financial
power. How else would it persuade
the States to do what it wanted them
to do? Chief Ministers retorted that
the Planning Commission must im-
prove its ability to understand their
needs and to develop ideas that they
would want to adopt because they
accepted the ideas as good for them,
not because they would have to if
they wanted the money. Mr. Modi, as
a powerful Chief Minister, under-
stood well the limitations in the Plan-
ning Commission’s capabilities and
what it needed to do to reform itself,
which the investigations commis-
sioned by Dr. Singh had also re-
vealed. It is not surprising, therefore,
that the bold charter of NITI Aayog
that Mr. Modi announced in 2015 was
consistent with Dr. Singh’s and Vaj-
payee’s insights. He was implement-
ing an idea whose time had come.

A good starting point

Implementation of radical change is
never easy. If things don’t go well
soon, nostalgia will rise for the old
order — even though there was dissa-
tisfaction with it. And the change-
maker will be blamed for the disrup-
tion. The NITI Aayog charter is a
good starting point for a new journey
in transforming the governance of
the Indian economy. The NITI Aayog
and the government would do well to
conduct an open-minded review of
what NITI Aayog has achieved so far
to adopt the new role described in its
charter — that of a catalyst of change
in a complex, federal, socioeconom-
ic system. And assess whether it has

transformed its capabilities suffi-
ciently to become an effective sys-
tems reformer and persuader of sta-
keholders, rather than merely be an
announcer of lofty multi-year goals
and manager of projects, which ma-
ny suspect it is.

There is deep concern that NITI
Aayog has lost its integrity as an inde-
pendent institution to guide the go-
vernment; that it has become a
mouthpiece of the government and
an implementer of the government’s
projects. Many insist that NITI Aayog
must have the ability to indepen-
dently evaluate the government’s
programmes at the Centre and in the
States. Some recall that an Indepen-
dent Evaluation Office set up in the
last days of the UPA-II government
was swiftly closed by the NDA go-
vernment. Others counter that the
Planning Commission had a Pro-
gramme Evaluation Organisation all
along and which continues. They
miss the need for fundamental trans-
formation in the approach to plan-
ning and change.

The traditional approach of after-
the-fact evaluation sits in the old pa-
radigm of numbers, budgets and
controls. The transformational ap-
proach to planning and implementa-
tion that 21st century India needs,
which is alluded to in NITI’s charter,
requires evaluations and course-cor-
rections in the midst of action. It re-
quires new methods to speed up ‘or-
ganisational  learning’ among
stakeholders in the system who must
make plans together and implement
them together.

The NITI Aayog’s charter has pro-
vided a new bottle. It points to the
need for new methods of cooperative
learning and cooperative implemen-
tation by stakeholders who are not
controlled by any central body of
technical experts with political and/
or budgetary authority over them.
Merely filling this new bottle with old
ideas of budgets, controls and expert
solutions from above will not trans-
form India. The debate about NITI
Aayog’s efficacy must focus on
whether or not it is performing the
new role it must, and what progress
it has made in acquiring capabilities
to perform this role, rather than slip-
ping back into the ruts of yesterday’s
debates about the need for a Plan-
ning Commission.

Arun Maira was a member of the Planning
Commission
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A debate that divides

An ideological prism should not be used to malign

a journalistic inquiry

[

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

Polarisation in not restricted to our body
politic alone; it is seeping into the vitals of
our social fabric, leading to a situation where
there is little dialogue. Nothing exemplifies
this divide better than the debate over the
feature, “The politics of food” (Magazine,
June 2).

A range of interviews

As a news ombudsman, I have to address
two questions. One, what did the story say
that provoked such angry responses and
counter-responses? And two, did the story
meet the crucial requirements of journalism
or was it just lazy opinion masquerading as a
feature? The story asked why Akshaya Patra
Foundation (APF), run by Iskcon, refuses to
add onion or garlic to the mid-day meals
(MDM) it provides in Karnataka even though
the children crave the familiar taste.

It was a story based on interactions with
the beneficiaries of the affirmative action,
the children. It was neither a quick opinion
piece quoting just one critical expert, nor
did it black out the opinions of those who
support the programme. If children find the
food unpalatable, is it right for anyone else
to say that they should not complain and in-
stead eat what is provided to them? Isn’t this
an indication that the purpose of the affirma-
tive action has been turned on its head? The
report drew its larger conclusion based on
interviews with a range of people, including
the children, the director of the National In-
stitute of Nutrition (NIN), the principal secre-
tary of education in Karnataka, and Right to
Food activists. It also quoted APF.

Was the story hurriedly written as some
Twitter warriors claim? If it failed to provide
the arguments advanced by the defenders of
the scheme, then it would be fair to term it
an attack. But the report recorded the opi-
nions of most of the agencies involved. It cit-
ed what NIN said when it gave a formal nod
to APF’s menu: “The nutritive values of me-
nus with ingredients used in the mentioned
amounts certainly meet and often exceed
the prescribed energy (Kcal) and protein re-
quirements prescribed by MHRD (Ministry
of Human Resource Development) for the
MDM.” It also recorded the view of the prin-
cipal secretary of education in Karnataka:
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free elections.

“Under the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, what the
government has prescribed are the nutrient
levels required in a meal — the level of carbo-
hydrates, proteins, etc. They have not pre-
scribed the ingredients. So when we got this
particular complaint, we referred it to CFTRI
and NIN asking them about the advantages
of onion and garlic and if we have to use
them. NIN has said that APF meets the nutri-
tion standards, so why should we cancel the
contract with APF? Except for this one small
reason (the refusal to use onion and garlic),
there are a lot of advantages for the govern-

M.A. SRIRAM

ment to continue its contract with Iskcon.
They provide hygienic meals and cater to a
large group of children in the State as well as
in the country. We aren’t delving into philo-
sophical and religious issues. And we cannot
punish them unnecessarily for somebody’s
objections.”

Understanding a complex reality
In a fair journalistic manner, the report ques-
tioned the arguments advanced by the de-
fenders of the scheme but never did it at-
tempt to silence any one of them. In fact, it is
the only place where we find the technical
reading of the NIN: “We computed macronu-
trients and micronutrients from the MDM
menus recommended by the Karnataka go-
vernment and the MDM menus provided by
APF from the published scientific data of the
Institute (Indian Food Composition Table
and Nutritive Value of Indian Foods). It is an
accepted norm to assess the nutritional
quantity and quality of food using the com-
putational methods from the quantities of in-
gredients that go into making it.”
Partisanship and polarisation should not
come in the way of our understanding a
complex reality. A few years ago, a story
dealing with the nutrient content of a noon-
meal scheme meant for underprivileged
children would not have drawn the ire of
anyone. An ideological prism should not be
used to malign a journalistic inquiry.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 10, 1969
Nixon announces troops withdrawal from Viet Nam

President Nixon yesterday [June 8] announced at his summit
talks here [Midway Island] with the South Viet Nam’s Presi-
dent Nguyen Van Thieu that 25,000 American troops would
be withdrawn from Viet Nam by the end of August and that
more pullbacks would take place as events justified. Shortly af-
ter Mr. Nixon disclosed the first unilateral U.S. withdrawal in
the war, President Thieu denied that he and Mr. Nixon had dif-
ferences over political problems blocking a peace settlement.
The two Presidents displayed a united front when they ap-
peared before reporters to issue a joint communique after
their five hours of talks on this desolate mid-Pacific island. The
two Presidents rejected any attempt to impose a coalition Go-
vernment on South Viet Nam, but said they would respect any
decision arrived at by the South Viet Namese people through

way to ministerial positions. By

i . o WRE
appointing former Foreign Secre- w ENE R
tary S. Jaishankar as the Minister of External Affairs, Prime ~ =T A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 10, 1919.

Minister Narendra Modi has created history by adopting an
aspect of the presidential system, in which professionals do
not need to go through the parliamentary process. A rare
chemistry between the Prime Minister and his former Fo-
reign Secretary has led to this step, about which there are
dissenting murmurs in political and bureaucratic circles.
Therefore, this is likely to be an isolated event. But its signif-
icance will be discussed in the days to come.

Diplomatic outcomes are difficult to measure and no one
person can claim credit or blame, as many people work over
time to ensure that initiatives fructify. For instance, the nu-
clear deal took several years to accomplish right from the

Education of Mahomedans.

The subject of improving the education of the Mahomedan
community is receiving the anxious attention of the Travan-
core Government. It is reported that the number of Mahome-
dans of school-going age is about 34,000 and the number at-
tending schools and colleges is 11,106, of which 10,505 are in
vernacular schools, and 556 in English schools. The educa-
tional opportunities offered to the community, such as free
primary education, and half-fees in higher classes of schools
and colleges, have not helped to raise the community out of

DATA POINT

State of
NEET

States with a higher proportion of CBSE schools have a good NEET qualification rate
in general. Despite having the lowest student dropout rate by Class XII, Tamil Nadu
has a relatively low NEET qualification rate (better by 9 percentage points since
2018), unlike Punjab and Kerala. By Varun B. Krishnan

days of the Vajpayee government. Many diplomats, scien- State Children aged | Dropo qualificatio %aged17-18who | No. of students the slough of apathy. The Director of Public Instruction in Tra-

tists and politicians worked at different levels. But as the 17-18 (lakh)* ate (% ate 2019 (% since 2018 | cleared NEET 2019 per CBSE school V?HCOI‘e ‘was requested to enquire mto the reasons for this in-

point person for the U.S., Mr. Jaishankar was credited with Delhi 6.54 21.4 7373 119 3.46% dlfferenFe. He has come to th? conclusion, and Government

the success of the negotiations. Though much of the 123 Haryana 1043 14.8 72.59 0.82 216% agree with him, that for securing better attendance of Maho-

?gre}elztmigt \():IV:JISIrlghimple.mented3 every Worl(‘j }vlvas ﬁterﬁly Andhra Pradesh 29.81 N/A 7255 183 131% 9,033 Ez(}églr flllplls’ it is necessary to afford facilities for teaching
ought. The deal still remains a major accomplishment of In- - .

diargl diplomacy. Mr. Jaishankar hjas a consiI;tent record of RaJa‘sthan 33.77 204 6966 _ 1.92%

successful tenures in Moscow, Colombo, Budapest, Prague, Punjab 10.00 16 68.61 2.68 0.95%

Singapore, Beijing and Washington with intermittent key Kerala 11.00 14.4 66.74 015 6.67% CONCEPTUAL

postings at headquarters. Successive governments rated Mr. Karnataka 20.74 N/A 63.51 0.26 313% 2,121 . .

Jaishankar high, and finally Mr. Modi appointed him Foreign Bihar 63.08 - 6015 254 0.70% 7119 Miracle of aggregation

Sgcretary by cu'rtailing the tenufe of his predecessor. Mr Odisha 16.90 321 59.44 124 114% 3,657 POLITICS

Elshankar proylded tl}e professmqal touch to Mr. Modi's West Bengal 35.75 44.9 59.38 0.8 1.03% 10,578 This refers to a theory in favour of democracy which states
isruptive and innovative ideas, which made waves around . that h 1 ber of uninf d le vote i

the globe. It is no wonder that Mr. Jaishankar was inducted Uttar Pradesh 106.96 e 58.61 o2 0.79% =il a levep w ;n a z}'rge TUMBET 0 1f1n1n}(1) rmel peopie vote In

as a Cabinet Minister in Mr. Modi’s second term. Madhya Pradesh 35.04 2811 50.15 -0.79 0.76% 2,830 an e ecglon, the 1130 lﬁy (')utcpdmesho suc ban N ectu})ln can turn

When Mr. Jaishankar was appointed the Foreign Secre- Tamil Nadu 24.30 13.8 48.57 _ 2.46% 2,500 out to be rational. This 18 said to happen because the ignorant

tary in 2015, I had written, “The 60th year in Jaishankar’s Guijarat 24.46 317 45.09 .26 1.44% 5150 choices of some votfers, IF 18 behevg d, will be more than com-

life is just an’im ortant lanc’lmark and it is too early to assess J ' : ' . ' : pensatgd for by the 1_nte111gent choices of thf." rest of th_e voters

his i Jus P Y Maharashtra 42.76 144 39.26 -0.31 1.90% 4,559 who will sufficiently influence the final verdict. The miracle of
is lifetime achievements. He has much more to do and to — ) ) R ) . . .

. 3. . " . * No. of students aged 17-18 is projected from the 2011 Census. Figures in the table are approximations based on this. Dropout rates for aggregation theorem is considered to be an example of the
tell before he hangs his diplomatic boots.” As predicted, he Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh were not available in the District Information System for Education wisdom of crowds. It has. however. been criticised by certain
has to do much more in his new post. Indian foreign policy olitical scientists ;NhO cléim that v’otin data su; est};rration-
is at a crossroads. The present trajectory needs to be » In States such as Andhra = Calculations projected from the Census » Tamil Nadu has shown the pl ool loct g g8
changed because of the unpredictability of the U.S., and the Pradesh and Rajasthan, 2011 figures show that Tamil Nadu and highest improvement in NEET al voters heavily influence election outcomes.

. . ? P the NEET qualification Kerala are among the States where the qualification percentage since
growth of mﬂ,uence of China and RUS,SIa' T.he Spirit of'Wu- percentage could be proportion of 17-18-year-olds who appear 2018. With comparatively lower
han and Sochi needs to be nurtured with a view to creating a higher because of coaching and qualify for NEET is high (compared to dropout rates, States like Tamil
niche for India in an emerging multipolar world. It is here centres despite the the total no. of 17-18-year-olds in other Nadu and Maharashtra have MORE ON THE WEB
that Mr. Jaishankar will be an asset to Mr. Modi. availability of CBSE schools States). This is because these States have the potential to train a higher

being lower a low dropout rate percentage of 17-18-year-olds Ecologists have 596 reasons to cheer
Zflz.hirle;;’ggzasan is former Ambassador of India and Governor for India Source: NEET results, Census 2011, DISE, CBSE htp/ iy 596species
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