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Scoring another
owngoal

he fable of the
hare and the tor-
toise has long

been used by many lib-
eral foreign observers of
India’s economy. The
hope has been that
democratic India, with
its sluggish reforms
process, might eventu-
ally catch up with the
bold pace of reforms
and growth that dicta-
torial China has set in
the past four decades.

This story, along
with assorted magazine cover images of India as an uncaged
tiger or a purposeful elephant, has helped policymakers in
New Delhi believe India’s turn will come... well, some time in
the next millennium. China is now a $13 trillion economy and
India’s GDP is at $2.8 trillion, but who'’s counting?

In no industry is the gap between the two countries, exac-
erbated by the missed opportunities and policy failures of suc-
cessive governments, as glaring as in apparel. China’s exports,
despite much higher factory wage costs, are several multiples
of India’s. India’s share of the global apparel export market is
today just 3 per cent. This must count as the largest self-inflicted
wound in the history of the World Trade Organisation, given
that India has the most unskilled labour in the world.

Happily, in this respect, the Bharatiya Janata Party gov-
ernment has a chance to make amends for past mistakes by
streamlining India’s web of inflexible labour laws that handicap
apparel and other labour-intensive industries. The timing
couldn’t be better. The US-China trade war is opening up
opportunities even for late starters such as India. Just a couple
of days ago, Apple was reported to be completing a final eval-
uation of countries as diverse as Vietnam, Mexico and India
as it prepares to move large parts of its supply chain away from
China. Apple’s as well as Foxconn'’s investment in India, how-
ever, will only become sizeable if this government actually
makes radical changes to India’s labour laws, especially those
that require state governments’ permission for firing workers
in factories with more than one hundred workers. “Who is the
state to decide when you can hire and fire,” says Naresh Gujral,
who built a successful garments export company before
becoming a Rajya Sabha MP. “The government will not take
over the factory.”

To its credit, in its first term the Modi government gave
employers in apparel and textiles greater latitude to hire work-
ers on short-term contracts, but other than a couple of states
such as Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, the suffocating restric-
tions on laying off workers remained untouched. Even the
changes in these two then BJP-ruled states were tiny. Raising
the threshold for enterprises to lay off workers without gov-
ernment permission from those with 100 workers to those
with 300 is minimalist in its ambition. When I was covering
the dynamic factories in southern China at the start of this
decade as a correspondent for the FT, one of my most memo-
rable moments was finding myself outside the gigantic
Shenzhen factory of Foxconn, Apple’s largest manufacturer
of iPhones. It was more a township than a factory, with about
250,000 workers.

In its second term, this government seems poised to make
changes to labour laws but if this past week is any indication,
it will be timid and effectively forfeit to Vietnam this huge
opportunity offered by the migration of manufacturing from
China. On Monday, the government approved a redrafting of
the laws on social security and working conditions but post-
poned revisions to the codes on industrial relations -- tellingly
those relating to retrenchment.

Meanwhile, the gains to flexibility in hiring contract workers
introduced by the government in the first term, have to be
weighed against the aggressive enforcement of provident fund
requirements that end up slowing rather than rapidly enlarging
the formalised labour force. Nagesh Sharma runs a successful
sourcing company that supplies retailers in countries such as
the US and Europe with apparel from Africa, Jordan and India.
He complains that two people in his office are almost exclusively
assigned to tackling the whims of bureaucrats who enforce
rules on provident funds and whether a company is liable for
the contributions of employees of its labour contractors. Still,
he praises state governments in Orissa and Jharkhand for sub-
sidising training for apparel workers, often women.

When I spoke this week to Harish Ahuja, who heads Shahi
Exports, the largest garments maker in the country with 60
factories and 115,000 workers, he seemed more concerned by
reports that the government is considering an increase in the
national minimum wage than by India’s rigid labour laws,
which his company has learned to live with. Most of Shahi’s
employees are women. The only contract labour used at its
factories is for security guards and housekeeping.

But margins in apparel are razor-thin; an arbitrary national
hike in wages would be another blow to an industry. In the
past couple of years, India’s apparel exports declined to $15.7
bn, from $17 bn in 2016. Tiny Cambodia, with a population
less than Mumbeai’s, has seen its apparel exports almost double
over the same period to $12.2 bn in 2018. Bangladesh’s stand
at $37 bn. The tortoise that is the Indian government still
appears to be sleepy and sluggish while our competitors win
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WhenRambecameabattering ram

It was not uncommon in the 1920s and 1930s for communal riots to start with just
the kind of provocation evidentin the Lok Sabha when members took the oath

WHERE MONEY TALKS

SUNANDA K DATTA-RAY

he past is creeping in on us. Hindu-
I Muslim conflict followed a certain pat-
tern in the bad old days when the
uncouth British still ruled India. This week’s
proceedings in the Lok Sabha when members
took the oath showed that shaking off what
Narendra Modi deplored as “1,200 years of
slave mentality”, undying India is springing
back to proud manhood, Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) style.
A TV panellist claimed the other evening
that in her innocence, poor little Pragya Singh
Thakur, added the august name of her guru

to her own because she didn’t know better.
Perhaps the saffron-swathed, bead-festooned,
tilak-marked terror-accused really hadn’t been
advised of the form, but this can hardly be
said of the other causes of tumult at what
should have been a solemn ceremony. The
chants of Vande Mataram and Jai Sri Ram,
Har Har Mahadev and Bharat Mata ki Jai that
erupted as a bearded Asaduddin Owaisi of the
All India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen walked
in his skull cap to the well of the house to take
his oath could have been battle cries from
some medieval field of religious conflict.

It was not uncommon in the 1920s and
1930s for communal riots to start with just
this kind of provocation, at least in undivided
Bengal. A Hindu procession from the temple
would wind its way to the clash of cymbals
and beat of drums past a mosque where the
faithful were at their prayers. Or elaborate
tazias, representing the tombs of Hasan and
Hussain, grandsons of the Prophet
Muhammad, would be carried in procession
past a prominent temple. Both sides some-
times refined on their provocations. The
Hindu procession might be organised during
the Muslims’ Friday prayers. The tazia could
be too tall to pass without lopping off a branch
or two of a tree that Hindus regarded as
sacred. The most offensive weapon in the

COFFEE WITH BS » AMITAV GHOSH | AUTHOR

Champion of possibilities

GHOSH tells Uttaran Das Gupta why it is impossible to not i ---_—_5'—" \ .

write about climate change today

he Stein Auditorium in New
I Delhi can accommodate a touches
few hundred people, and
during the launch of Amitav
Ghosh’s new novel, Gun Island, not
one seat in the house was empty. I
was sitting in the third or fourth
row; whenever the doors to the
auditorium opened during the dis-
cussion, you could hear the mur-
mur of voices outside. Later, a long,
serpentine queue of readers waited
patiently to get their copies signed.
During the post-launch discussion,
people in the audience asked eru-
dite questions to Ghosh, ranging
from subaltern themes to the avail-
ability of opium in Varanasi.

But does Ghosh remember all
his novels well enough to engage
with readers like that? This is one
of the first questions I ask him
when we meet a couple of days lat-
er. “You know, honestly, I don’t
remember my novels that well,” he
replies, smiling. “Someone who
read it yesterday remembers it
much better than I, who
wrote it 30 years back.”
He confesses to being
stumped by readers
who often come up to
him quoting passages
and asking him to
explain. “When people
quote a passage, I am
often like: ‘Oh my god,
when did I write that?”.” Ghosh’s
novels, as he knows, have been
included in school and university
syllabuses, making him popular
beyond the usual readers of Indian
literature in English.

We meet at a coffee shop at the
Taj Mahal Hotel on Mansingh
Road. Ghosh strolls in punctually,
wearing a chic blue shirt with its
sleeves folded back casually. He is,
of course, a familiar figure, but
what is unfamiliar is a new goatee
he is sporting, as white as his hair.
He is possibly aware that it adds a

Is Gun Island an
invitation to the
reader to be
vulnerable? “When
you start writing
fiction, you always
make yourself
vulnerable.”

our rendezvous, he frequently

orders a decaf espresso; I order a
regular one.

My name betrays my origins.
“Are you from Calcutta?” he wants
to know, and when I provide the
confirmation, he also enquires
about where I studied. “So, do you
like Delhi? How long have you
lived here?” he asks. When I con-
firm my undiluted love for the city,
he wonders, “How do you live in
this heat?”

The rising heat — not only in
Delhi but all over the world — is as
much the theme of Gun Island as it
is of his previous book, The Great
Derangement. In the previous
book, a work of non-fiction, he had
written that literature on climate
change is always in danger of being
pigeonholed into genres of fantasy
or science fiction, as literary fiction
rarely ever deals with it. So is Gun
Island Ghosh’s attempt to address
this? He has, after all, been engaged

realities of the world we live in,” he
says. “And climate change is now
an undeniable fact of our lives. Just
look outside: This incredible heat
wave, the drought.” The tempera-
ture in Delhi had soared to 48
degrees Celsius just a few days ago;
there is news of a severe water crisis
in Chennai. A delayed monsoon
and the fears of a drought are very
real this year. With the situation
worsening, it is obvious that cli-
mate change will displace more
and more people. Ghosh’s novel
also has several characters who are

it with his fingers. He

but

with the issue; if you
scroll  through his
Twitter feed you will
find retweets of news
reports on how the cat-
aclysmic climate events
are wreaking havoc all he
across the world.

“In Gun Island, 1 was
trying to write about the

“A lot of the migrants
end up in Italy, where I
spent a lot of time,” says
Ghosh, adding that he
went to several refugee
camps and processing
centres for migrants,
interviewing people who
were there. “There were
of course many Arabs and
people from North Africa,
also many South
Asians, especially Bengalis
— from both West Bengal
and Bangladesh.” This, Ghosh
says, significantly changed his
perspective about things. “The
situation we are faced with today
is really very complicated.”

Italy does play a major part in
Gun Island — one key character,
Cinta, is an Italian historian; the
book is dedicated to two Italians:
Anna Nadotti
Bignardi. While Bignardi is a
friend of Ghosh — “Since
1986”, he adds — Nadotti is
his Italian translator. “You
know, my books are very suc-
cessful in Italy and one of the
reasons for that is because
she is such a good translator.”
Though this is the first time
is writing about the
Mediterranean nation, Ghosh
claims Italy has played a very
important part in his life for
about 30 years. “Italy is a mys-
terious kind of a place in a
way,” he says. “It exercises a
strange kind of a gravitational
pull.” In the course of research-
ing this book, Ghosh learned R AR - DA N
Italian. “It opened up Europein '@ ! ]
anew way to me.” )

If Italy is new in Gun Island,
the Sundarbans is old. Anyone
who has followed Ghosh’s career
over the years will experience a
sense of déja vu while reading it. A
number of characters of a previous
novel, The Hungry Tide (2004),

and

armoury of communal hostility was to leave
some part of a dead pig or cow outside a
mosque or temple.

Shades of that past lived again as those who
are supposed to uphold what they proudly
boast is the world’s largest democracy heckled
and intimidated colleagues of a different polit-
ical or religious persuasion. The jeering and
taunting of Opposition members wasn’t mere-
ly a breach of parliamentary propriety. Unruly
members were mocking the very idea of an
inclusive India while the pro-tem speaker,
Virendra Kumar, looked on.

Watching the disgraceful exhibition on TV,
I felt Owaisi handled the situation well. His
retaliatory “Jai Bhim” honoured the author of
the Constitution, B R Ambedkar, while his
“Allah ho Akbar”, God is Great, was a stern
reminder that no matter how many ghar wap-
sis are forced on timid or vulnerable Indians,
no Muslim worth his salt denies his faith. It
was also noticeable that while the Samajwadi
Party’s Shafiqur Rahman Barq responded to
chants of “Jai Sri Ram” with “Constitution
zindabad”, his Samajwadi Party colleague, ST
Hasan, preferred “Hindustan zindabad.”

Muslims alone were not barracked. Sonia
Gandhi must have resented it bitterly when
saffron stalwarts patronisingly thanked her
for taking the oath in Hindi. Almost every

Irene

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

case Manasa Devi, the deity of
snakes — that seems to hark back
even further to The Calcutta

Business Standard

Trinamool Congtress representative from West
Bengal also faced taunting slogans, as did
some Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam parlia-
mentarians from Tamil Nadu. It was clear the
BJP has appropriated Ram as the party’s own
victory symbol, to be used as a battering ram
against opponents.

The entire boorish upsurge scene remind-
ed me of a conversation some 60 years ago
with the writer, Nirad C Chaudhuri. Taking
me out on the balcony of his Kashmere Gate
flat he pointed to a vacant plot opposite
where there were a few shacks and some peo-
ple pottering about. Asked to define the
scene, I replied it was a temporary building
site. I was wrong, Chaudhuri retorted tri-
umphantly. It wasn’t temporary. It was per-
manent. It was Hindu India coming back into
its own.

The analogy he painted was of a heavy
metal piston that India’s British rulers had
dragged out and somehow held in place with
their brute strength. They had gone, and we
were trying desperately to cling on to the pis-
ton. But we didn’t have the strength. There
was no hook or handle to which it could be
attached. Our weak muscles were already
aching with the pain of the effort. They
would fail one day, and the piston ram home
with a resoundingly destructive clang. It was-
n’t until nearly 30 years later that I realised
he had been outlining the theme of his mag-
num opus which takes its inspiration from
Pope’s “Thy hand, great Anarch! lets the cur-
tain fall/And Universal Darkness buries All.”

It’s just as well the old man was spared the
distressing spectacle of the 17th Lok Sabha
screaming its fulfilment of his grim prophecy.

the themes I have been interested

in — Sundarbans, dolphins — all

of them are in this book. Also, ety-

mology, history, the past... it is

\ nice really how all these threads

% have come back but in a new

\ way.” Ghosh says reading

‘.~ medieval Bengali poems,

especially the

Manasamangal Kavya,

planted the seed of this novel
in him.

If the themes are some-
what familiar, there are other
things that are not. For
instance, unlike Ghosh’s earli-

er novels which are intricately
plotted in the realistic mode, in
this, the narrative often moves
forward through chances and coin-
cidences. A character gets a call,
someone gets bitten by a snake...
and so on. “Isn’t this a bit conven-
ient?” I ask him. “Well, you could
say that,” says Ghosh, “but there
are no novels without such events.”
He describes how he was warned
in Bengali by someone as he was
walking down the street in New
York in the mid-1980s as a
chunk of concrete came crash-
ing down. “Such things hap-
pen, you know, and if a crit-
ic feels there are too many
coincidences in my novel,”
says Ghosh, “well, so be it.”

I finished reading Gun
Island the night before our

coffee date and I felt it was a
love story. I also thought that per-
haps the novel was an invitation to
the reader to be vulnerable, like one
often is when in love; it was an invi-
tation to eschew the rigid princi-
ples of the realistic world and
explore a different kind of a narra-
tive. “When you start writing fic-
tion, you always make yourself vul-
nerable,” says Ghosh. This also
links in very well with the
migrants, setting off on very diffi-
cult but incredible journeys, dis-
proving the certainties of the
nation state, the immigration rules.
“It’s absolutely staggering,” he says.
“And that’s what Gun Island is

this all-important race for populous, developing nations.

touch of quirkiness to his otherwise
calm personality; in the course of

social, economic,
change migrants.
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PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

is name was Mohammed Abdul
H Kasim Ali Shaikh. He’'d run away

from home at the age of eight,
been sexually abused repeatedly and soon
realised that the best way to survive was
to engage in sex work. Later, when he con-
tracted HIV, doctors assured him of treat-
ment as long as he furnished his Aadhaar
card. He didn’t have one. So he came to
the shelter for the homeless run by Aman
Biradari in Geeta Ghat on the Yamuna’s
banks where he received medical treat-
ment and embarked on a quest for a dig-
nified life. He gave up sex work and started
plying a rickshaw. But less than a month
ago, an errant vehicle mowed him down

while he was asleep on the pavement.
However, Shaikh’s end turned out to
be different from the fate that awaits
most of his homeless brethren. A couple
of months before his death, Karwan-e-
Mohabbat, the movement to awaken
humanity and develop solidarity among
different communities, had made a short
film on him as part of an ongoing series
on the lives of working-class people.
Consequently, many have watched his
video and mourned him. In stark con-
trast, most of Delhi’s estimated 1.8 lakh
population faces a bleaker, lonelier end.
A few weeks ago in Yamuna Pushta, I
had some macabre conversations with
the homeless living there. We met a man
too weak to even pull himselfinto shade
and out of the scorching sun. “In a day
or two, he’ll be dead,” said Vijay Kumar,
desensitised as only someone who has
lived long enough on the streets can be.
“We’ll complain to the municipality,
they’ll take their own sweet time to come
while he festers in the heat. Then they’ll
arrive with that ominous plastic bag that
we all know is likely to be our eventual
fate...” Others with him spoke of how
long the unclaimed bodies of the home-
less lie in the morgue. “In fact, we all joke
that the only time we’ll make it into
newspapers is when the municipality

publishes a photo of our corpses in the
hope that someone comes forward to
identify us,” said Rajesh Kumar, a rick-
shaw puller who has lived in Yamuna
Pushta for 40 years.

Death, it seemed, was never far from
anyone’s mind here. The hard life, exac-
erbated (or eased, depending on one’s
standpoint) by alcohol, drugs and gam-
bling, shaved off years from their life
expectancy. Access to medical care was
another issue — as in Shaikh’s case, hos-
pitals often ask for Aadhaar before offer-
ing treatment. Later, this was brought
home to us when we met a 20-year-old
boy too weakened by tuberculosis to even
walk. “I don’t have the strength to stand
up,” he said, “let alone go to a hospital and
expect treatment without an ID card.”

I left Yamuna Pushta alone that day,
as my companion Gufran Alam of Aman
Biradari stayed behind to ensure help
and treatment for the two sick people
we’d encountered. “Nobody cares about
the homeless,” said Rajesh Kumar as I
left. “We’re faceless while we’re alive,
invisible when we die.”

In that sense, Shaikh was lucky. The
Karwan-e-Mohabbat video has ensured
that at least his death was noticed —
even though he’d been faceless, invisible
and alone when he was alive.

and climate

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

here were anxious moments as

I we examined the spoils we’d
managed to assemble for
International Yoga Day. My wife’s yoga
mat was worn out in parts. She hadn’t
exercised in a while so the mat was
used for things it was never intended
for — repotting plants, handwashing
clothes, drying vegetables for making
pickles, bathing the dog. My daughter’s
yoga mat was pretty and pink, almost
new, but she insisted on its replace-
ment as it was no longer trendy. I'd
never owned a yoga mat. And now here
was an invitation to participate in a
yoga event to which I'd said yes. The
Italian embassy had kindly invited

reappear. There is also the figure of
a goddess and her cult — in this

My Yoga Day moment

spouses, and children over 13, so I per-
suaded my daughter to agree to accom-
pany us, even though it was the crack
of dawn.

My wife volunteered to buy the yoga
mats, one for each of us. The embassy
had suggested round neck Ts of the
kind I didn’t own, and “stretchable”
shorts, so my wife took a measuring
tape to my expanding girth. “It’s all that
junk food you eat,” she announced
grimly. My daughter contended that if
I was to get new clothes, so would she.
“Seeing how I'm doing you a favour,”
my wife pointed out, “T'll need the car
and driver.” I could understand her not
wanting to drive and park in the heat,
but most days when my wife purloins
the chauffeur, I have to Uber it home
from work.

My wife has a fear of missing out on
things. If she “borrows” the driver for
a lunch appointment with pals, she
might ask to be taken to a salon first to
get her hair done. Her itinerary will be
erratic: Drop by to say hello to a friend’s
cousin who’s in town for a day, careen
off to an exhibition to post photo-
graphs with the artist on Facebook,
stop by at a pop-up, decide on coffee
and cake with another friend she
hasn’t met in a fortnight, squeeze in a
film because... why not? And then call

Chromosome (1995). “When I fin-
ished the book, I realised that all

about — possibilities present in our
world but which we often deny.”

to say the rest of us shouldn’t wait up
for dinner, she just happened to have
a change of clothes and shoes in the
car and decided to meet a bunch of
“girls” for wine and gossip.

So, on the day before our yoga ren-
dezvous, I'd reconciled to managing
the commute on my own. According
to the driver, my wife started with cof-
fee at a friend’s mother’s home
because she saves jars of homemade
marmalade for her, then dropped it at
a saree sale, decided on an unsched-
uled potluck with another girlfriend,
went shopping for veggies and meats
at INA Market, drove to some far cor-
ner for organic fertiliser for her plants.
At home, appearing remarkably
guilt-free, she observed, “What with
all the errands I ran for all of you, I
didn’t have the time to get you the
yoga stuff.”

In previous years, I'd looked on envi-
ously as acquaintances attended one or
another yoga event. Now, here, finally,
I had a chance to be a participant, no
longer a voyeur. “I do hope you don’t
mind too much, darling,” said my wife,
carting her worn out mat to the
embassy, while I looked on. “Don’t wor-
ry,” I sighed — for, truthfully, even with
a mat and yoga wear, I wouldn’t have
known what to do anyway.
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peaks and then falls.

India’s fastest economic growth.

some East Asians achieved.

luxury the country does not have.

TN NINAN

Missing the dividend

very country in the course of its development sees drops in its birth
and death rates. Since the two drops take place at different speeds
and the death rate falls before the birth rate, the transition period
is marked by high population growth before things stabilise. The
transition also sees a change in the age-wise population mix: The percentage
of people in the working age (usually taken at 15-65 years) begins to rise,

If a greater percentage of the total population is working, it gives the economy
a boost in its income, savings and productivity, and brings with it other benefits.
Countries that use the transition period successfully therefore enjoy an economic
boom. Between a quarter and 40 per cent of the rapid growth that the countries of
East Asia enjoyed in the second half of the last century has been attributed to what
has come to be called the demographic dividend.

The demographic transition is measured with the dependency ratio, ie those
outside the working age (young and old) as a percentage of those in the working
age. India’s ratio in 1980 was more or less the same as in 1960, at about 75 per cent.
This period was marked by the low, so-called Hindu rate of growth. The ratio or
percentage began dropping after that, just as the economic growth rate picked up.
The fall in the dependency ratio accelerated from the mid-1990s, from roughly 70
per cent to 60 per cent in a decade, and to a little above 50 per cent in the subsequent
decade. It is unlikely to be a pure coincidence that these have been the years of

Some projections suggest that the country’s dependency ratio will flatten for
the next two decades before it starts going up. Such a trajectory would be different
from those of some of the countries in East Asia, including China, which managed
to reduce their dependency ratio to 40 per cent or less before reversing gear. India
is unlikely to manage that because its birth rate did not fall fast enough — a failure
of its health and nutrition policy. That may well come in the way of the country
achieving the sustained growth rates of between 8 per cent and 10 per cent that

The question has to be asked: Is India going to miss some more of its potential
demographic dividend? If so, it would be for two reasons: The demographic divi-
dend can be fully exploited only if the people in the working age are actually work-
ing. And second, if those working have proper education and sKkills, making them
productive in the workplace. On both counts, as everyone knows, the country has
fallen short. An employment survey recently released by the government says that
only half of those in the working age are actually working; that figure used to be 64
per cent in 2004-05. As for education and skills, the education surveys by Pratham
and the patchy progress of the skills programme tell their unhappy stories.

Nevertheless, if India’s dependency ratio remains in the low-50 per cent range
for the coming two decades before starting to climb, the window of opportunity is
still open to make up for egregious failures on the health, education and employ-
ment fronts, and to reap what remains of the demographic dividend. The problem
is that the southern states, West Bengal and one or two others — ahead of the
northern states on the demographic transition — have already seen the window of
opportunity close, or will see it close in the next five years. The window will remain
open for another decade or so for a bunch of other states, while laggards like Bihar
will continue to experience the demographic transition for much longer.

These last happen to be the states where the health and education attainments
are the poorest, so how much of a dividend awaits them is an open question.
Remember that the demographic dividend is available only once in a country’s
time trajectory, because the population transition occurs only once. Time is a

The Trumpification
of the Fed reserve

Like it or not, its next move will be political

accused Janet Yellen, chair of the Federal

Reserve, of being part of a political conspiracy.
Yellen, he insisted, was keeping interest rates
unjustifiably low in an attempt to help Hillary
Clinton win the presidency.

As it happens, there were very good reasons
for the Fed to keep rates low at the time. Some
measures of the job market, notably prime-age
employment, were still
well below precrisis levels,
and business investment
was going through a signifi-
cant slump — a sort of
mini-recession.

Fast forward to the pres-
ent. The employment picture
is much stronger now than it
was then. There are hints of
an economic slowdown, part-
ly because of the uncertainty
created by Trump’s trade

In late 2015 then-candidate Donald Trump
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on the rise. Yet even as he tries to bully the Fed
into cutting rates, Trump flew into a rage over
reports that the European Central Bank, Europe’s
counterpart to the Fed, is considering rate cuts of
its own, which would weaken the euro and make
US industry less competitive.

If these various positions sound inconsistent
to you, you're just not thinking about them in the
right way. The common principle is simple:
Monetary policy should be what-
ever serves Donald Trump’s
interests. Nothing else matters.

And Trump’s current rage at
the Fed should be understood
mainly as an expression of frus-
tration over the failure of his 2017
tax cut.

Yes, the tax cut gave the econ-
omy a boost, as you’d expect
from policies that widened the
annual full-employment budget
deficit by about $400 billion.

war, but they’re considerably
fainter than those of 2015-16.
And Trump himself keeps
boasting about the economy’s strength.

Yet he is openly pressuring the Fed to cut rates,
and is reportedly looking for ways to demote
Jay Powell, the man he himself chose to replace
Yellen — declining to reappoint Yellen, according
to some reports, because he didn’t think she was
tall enough.

But wait, there’s more. While there are, as I
said, hints of a slowdown here, there are much
stronger warning signs in Europe, where manu-
facturing is slumping and recession worries are

(Imagine what the Obama econ-
omy would have looked like if
Congress had let him spend
$400 billion a year on, say, infrastructure.) But it
was a pretty modest boost, considering, with
much of the tax cut being used just to buy back
corporate stock.

More to the point, the tax cut was a political
bust: Trump isn’t getting much credit for good
economic numbers, and a plurality of the white
working-class voters on whom the tweeter in chief
depends believe (correctly) that his policies main-
ly benefit people richer than themselves.

So Trump is, in effect, demanding that the Fed
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bail him out of the consequences of his own policy
failures. And if that were the whole story, the
appropriate response would be some polite,
Fedspeak version of “Go to hell.”

But as it happens, Trump and his tantrums
aren’t the whole story. There is, in fact, a strong
case that the Fed was too quick to raise interest
rates from 2015 to 2019 — that it underestimated
how much slack there still was in the US economy
and overestimated the economy’s underlying
strength (which it has done consistently over the
past decade).

And there is correspondingly a case for par-
tially reversing recent Fed rate hikes, and cutting
rates now as insurance against a possible future
slump — getting ahead of the curve. Donald
Trump is the worst possible person to be making
this argument, but that doesn’t mean that the
argument is wrong.

So what should the Fed do?

Central bankers, like those running the Fed, try
to portray themselves as apolitical and techno-
cratic. This is never quite true in practice, but it’s
an ideal toward which they strive. Thanks to
Trump, however, whatever the Fed does next will
be seen as deeply political. If it does cut rates
despite low unemployment, this will be seen
as giving up its independence and letting Trump
dictate policy. If it doesn’t, Trump will lash out
even harder.

And if I were Powell, I'd be worried about an
even worse scenario. Suppose the Fed were to cut
rates, and growth and inflation end up being high-
er than expected. Conventional policy would then
call for reversing the rate cut — right on the eve
of the 2020 election. The political firestorm would
be horrific.

And I'm sorry, but in Trump’s America no insti-
tution can ignore the political ramifications of its
actions, if only because these ramifications will
affect its ability to do its job in the future.

What this means for monetary policy, I think,
is that while straight economics says that the Fed
should try to get ahead of the curve, the political
trap Trump has created argues that it should hold
off — that it should insist that its policy is “data-
dependent,” and wait for clear evidence of a seri-
ous slowdown before acting.

Now, this might mean that if the Fed does
eventually cut rates, whatever boost this gives the
economy (which would be limited in any case,
since rates are already quite low) will come too
late to help Trump in the 2020 election. But if
that’s what happens, Trump will have only
himself to blame.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service

Shekhar Gupta’s column ‘National Interest’ will resume
next week.

When prime time is not for prime news

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

sidered absurdly scripted, to well

beyond the point of fantasy. In the past
few weeks, hundreds of children have died,
in government hospitals, of causes that are
neither new, nor untreatable. This is a
replay of similar mass deaths that have
occurred in the past few years in the same
places.

An Air Force plane disappeared in the
North-East and the wreckage was discov-
ered only days later. There were no sur-
vivors. There were multiple gunfights and
ambushes in Kashmir during this period,
with several paramilitary servicemen being

I f India was a sitcom, it would be con-

killed. Chennai, Marathwada and several
other regions of the country went dry, as
water became a really scarce commodity
due to the coincidence of a delayed mon-
soon and the hottest summer on record.

One would have thought that these
events would have monopolised the head-
lines, and dominated the mindspace of a
nation that seems to obsessively consume
news and views. There should have been
questions asked in Parliament about the
outrageous deaths of those children.

There should have been outrage at the
deaths of soldiers fighting a forever war.
There should have been emergency meas-
ures taken weeks ago to ease the drought
conditions and enquiries made as to why
such relief was delayed. There should have
been hard questions asked about how the
Air Force plane disappeared off the radar
and crashed, without being located for so
many days, in a highly sensitive
border state.

However, the headlines really consisted
of the deep analysis of religious slogans
being shouted by newly elected MPs in
Parliament, the parsing of sundry remarks
made by godmen displaying their igno-
rance about evolution, one idiot’s assertion
that encephalitis can be cured by homeop-

athy, weird advertisements for “vegan
water”, and the triumphant celebrations of
India’s cricket victory over Pakistan in the
ICC World Cup. The last, at least, was a rare
event in that it was a slice of good news in
the middle of a flaming, hot summer.

A free press is not necessarily an unbi-
ased press. The media curates what it pres-
ents to the public, and that curation is driv-
en by multiple considerations. The media,
free or not, depends on advertisements. A
substantial chunk of advertisements comes
from the government.

So the media is sensitive to what the
government wants to see, and, more impor-
tantly, does not want to see. In addition, the
media highlights what it thinks the public
wants to see because advertisement rates
depend on TRP and page-views.

Hence, the priorities of the media will
always be shaped by what it thinks will draw
the largest audiences, and attract the high-
est advertisement rates, rather than by the
“importance” of news. So the events high-
lighted on prime time reflect what the
media thinks the paying public wants to
see, and the events not highlighted indicate
what the media thinks the government
would rather not have on display.

Of course, it's not as though the events I

considered headline-worthy didn’t make it
to the news. There were reporters on those
beats who diligently reported on those chil-
dren's deaths. The media followed up on
the crash and the encounters. The water
crisis was reported on, in grim detail. But
this was considered less worth headlining
than the slogan shouting.

It is not as though the press in India is
entirely free. Both anecdotal evidence and
the hard data suggest that the press has
seen its independence eroded in the past
few years. Indeed, freedom of expression
in the broader sense had been curtailed.
Journalists have been jailed on flimsy
grounds. Social media posters have been
charged with sedition and the Indian gov-
ernment has registered a vast number of
complaints against posts on Twitter and
Facebook. At least one journalist covering
arail accident has been tortured

India has dropped lower and lower in
global media rankings such as the World
Press Freedom Index. The Indian media
continues to cover unpleasant events and
reports on things that don't necessarily
show the government in a good light. But
the erosion of independence shows up in
the things that make prime time and the
things that don’t.

Politically liberal, economically illiberal

LINE AND LENGTH

T CA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

few days ago, in a Chennai newspa-
A per, which is also one of India’s lead-

ing newspapers, there was an article
full of gloom and doom for India’s future.
The predictions were dire.

The author, Harsh Mander Singh, who
was once in the IAS, is now a full-time social
activist. He has always been a severe critic
of governments, regardless of which polit-
ical parties are in power. More often than
not, heisin theright, morally aswellasina
practical sense.

The article, however, is a perfect exam-
ple of the disarray in which, for want of a
better name, the Nehruvian liberals find
themselves after the overwhelming victory
of the BJP in the 2019 election. Their world
has come to an end.

By a strange coincidence, there was

another article, this time in Dawn, which is
published from Karachi, by a well-regarded
Pakistani economist called Anjum Altaf.
Like the Indian writer, he also summed up
the Indian liberal anguish.

He says that the Nehruvian project was
always an elite one in which a small group
of brown Englishmen sought to impose
British political values upon India. He
quotes Sunil Khilnani, author of the best-
selling book Idea of India.

Khilnani had written that, in 1947, the
majority of Indians had no idea of what they
had been handed. So Nehru and his descen-
dants had fought hard to tell them what it
was, namely, religious tolerance, liberal val-
ues, and, overall, a very upper class but lib-
eral English way of conducting national
affairs — only for the English, of course.

Altaf says all that is now history because
underneath the veneer of secularism and
other democratic values, Indians are basi-
cally intolerant and undemocratic. In short,
India has reverted to type. The hidden mes-
sage to Indians is “we went before you,
that’s the only difference”.

Politics, yes; economics, no?

Such views have been expressed by a
whole range of scholars, activists and
laypersons, among whom we must also
count Amartya Sen, whose scholarship is
not in doubt but, increasingly, his interpre-
tations and fears are. That said, an opinion

doesn’t become good or bad depending on
who holdsit. So it is a pity that that’s exactly
how many liberals think.

To all these people, I want to ask the
question: How is political liberalism con-
sistent with economic illiberalism? How do
we explain the brutal suppression of Article
19(G) of the Constitution since 1950 — I
should add — which guarantees the right
to every citizen to freely carry on any busi-
ness in any way he wants?

The Left liberal answer has always
been that if by economic illiberalism is
meant direct state participation and per-
sistent intervention in economic activity,
it is necessary to achieve egalitarian eco-
nomic outcomes, such as the mitigation
of poverty. Really?

But should we then not also ask why the
opposite, namely, political illiberalism,
should be inconsistent with economically
egalitarian outcomes. After all, China’s
political illiberalism — and before that of
all of South East Asia — has delivered high-
ly egalitarian economic outcomes that the
Left liberals admire.

Thus, those who rightly extol the virtues
of Nehruvian political liberalism wrongly
ignore Nehruvian economic illiberalism.
Take any piece of Nehru-era economic leg-
islation and you will find illiberalism is writ
large on it.

As a result, the Indian economy has
become like a car that has the appropriate

wheels on one side — political liberalism
— and scooter wheels — economic illiber-
alism — on the other. It moves like a man
with aggravated hydrocele.

The irony is that the very liberals who
are now lamenting the passing of
Nehruvian political values and ideals are
also demanding the dismantling of his rare
economic liberalism. For instance, even Dr
Manmohan Singh has, from time to time,
said that Indian labour laws need to be
made more “flexible”, meaning less liberal.

Likewise, the same set of people who
brought in the MGNREGA in 2006 have
thought nothing of asking for abolishing su-
bsidies for the poor. These were the corner-
stone of Indira Gandhi’s economic policies.

Thus, we have confusion at every stage
in the Left liberal minds. They are well-
meaning people no doubt. But they still
need to stop cherry picking from the
Nehruvian bush.

I can offer them one model from which
to copy: The British Labour party of the late
1990s, namely, New Labour. Nehruvian lib-
erals can, likewise, can become the New
Liberals. They need to strike a balance
between political liberalism and economic
illiberalism by abridging the former and
expanding the latter.

Itissuch a pity that Rahul Gandhi didn’t
ask me because I would have told him that
the BJP is trying to do exactly this — and
once again stealing the liberal thunder.

Boredomis bliss

EYE CULTURE

KUMAR ABISHEK

et’s discuss boredom. I know it’s

I boring — you would rather scroll

through your Twitter or

Instagram account (I would prefer

binge-watching videos on YouTube or
OTT platforms).

Yet, we must admit that with an
endless array of information and
entertainment, boredom has become
something of a rarity — perhaps, even,
a luxury. And, it's bliss, at
least sometimes.

First, what creates boredom?

According to the authors of 'The
Unengaged Mind: Defining Boredom in
Terms of Attention’, a paper published
in September 2012 in Perspectives on
Psychological Science, boredom is
the aversive state that occurs when we
(a) are not able to successfully engage
attention with internal (thoughts or
feelings) or external (environmental
stimuli) information required for par-
ticipating in a satisfying activity; (b)
are focused on the fact that we are not
able to engage attention
and participate in a sat-
isfying activity; (c)
attribute the cause of
our aversive state to the
environment.

Basically, boredom
is a state of feeling
underwhelmed. Studies
show that a person
would probably rather
choose to be shocked
than be alone with
his/her thoughts for as
little as six minutes.

Still, boredom is
essential for happiness in our lives.
Research has found that it activates
areas of our brain that link to negative
emotions like fear and disgust, as well
as, areas that govern our ability to plan
and behave in a goal-driven way.

Researchers Sandi Mann and
Rebekah Cadman, both at the
University of Central Lancashire,
explained the creativity-boosting pow-
er of boredom in two rounds of stud-
ies. In both rounds, participants were
either assigned the boring task of
copying numbers from a phone book
or assigned to a control group, which
skipped the phone book assignment.
All participants were then asked to
generate as many uses as they could
for a pair of plastic cups. Mann and
Cadman found that the participants
who had intentionally led to boredom
through the phone book task had gen-
erated significantly more uses for the
pair of plastic cups.

Boredom felt

activities

effect” on

could be
afterwards.

during passive

heightens the
“daydreaming

creativity — the
more passive the
boredom, the more
creative a person

The findings suggested that bore-
dom felt during passive activities
heightens the “daydreaming effect” on
creativity — the more passive the
boredom, the more likely the day-
dreaming and the more creative a per-
son could be afterwards.

American writer and filmmaker
Susan Sontag had once said: "The life
of the creative man is led, directed and
controlled by boredom."

According to American and
European researchers, when people's
minds wander, they're more likely to
think about their future. In a process
known as "autobiographical plan-
ning", they most frequently plan and
anticipate their goals
while daydreaming.

Daydreaming actually involves
more than just beating back boredom
— in fact, according to a study pub-
lished in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, scien-
tists at Bar-Ilan University demon-
strated not only daydreams offer a wel-
come "mental escape" from boring
tasks, they also have a positive, simul-
taneous effect on task performance.

Actually, feeling bored is like an
alarm bell in a person's brain,
sending a warning that some-
thing isn't right. And in the
search for a solution, we
upgrade ourselves.

The sense of disillusion-
ment that accompanies bore-
dom also encourages a per-
son to re-establish a sense of
purpose and helps connect
with someone by acting
altruistically.

Besides, there is a growing
body of research which
shows just how important
boredom is for a child’s devel-
opment. "When confronted with wails
of ‘I'm bored!” adults don’t need to
rush in with an organised activity or a
new toy or game. Encouraging the
child to find his or her own solution
will help them develop autonomy,
creativity and coping skills," Teresa
Belton of the University of East Anglia,
and author of Happier People
Healthier Planet, wrote in an
online article.

So, next time when you have noth-
ing to do, don't take out your smart-
phone and jump into social media, but
allow your mind to wander. Boredom
is precious.

And with this, I'm bored. It's time I
checked my phone and dove into that
glowing screen.

Every week, Eye Culture features writers
with an entertaining critical take on art,
music, dance, film and sport
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Double farm incomes by
iInvestments, not subsidies

WTO scrutiny will prevent a big hike in farm subsidies by govt,
but fixing markets is a far more efficient solution anyway

F ANYONE THOUGHT the government could double farmers’income by 2022—a

Narendra Modi promise—by a sharp hike in farm subsidies or in PM Kisan-type

income transfer schemes, theyjust need to look at the global reaction to the govern-

ment’s plan to spend I25 lakh crore on agriculture and rural development to know
thisisimpossible.As FE reported a few days ago,afterthe governmentannounceditsI25-
lakh-cr plan, a host of countries have begun asking whether or not this will affect India’s
WTO commitments that put a cap on how much farm support the government can give.
Since the WTO principle is that government policy shouldn’t distort export markets, the
US has, forinstance,asked what step India is taking to ensure its large wheat stocks won’t
distort global markets. Thanks to the high MSPs fixed by the government, FCI accumu-
lates stocks farin excess of whatisneeded and,in orderto clearthem, FCI usually sells them
at a discount later; to the extent the stock is bought by traders who export it, this gets
counted as distorting export markets through subsidies. Right now, India has breached
WTO norms of 10% subsidy/support in crops like wheat and rice. It is true, as Icrier pro-
fessors Anwarul Hoda and Ashok Gulati point out,that the WTOis not taking intoaccount
inflation since theagreementwas signed—once thisis done, India’s support levels fall dra-
matically, from 26%,in the case of rice, to 2.9% (bit.ly/2XiVNgL),but till the WTO accepts
India’s interpretation, the argument is moot.

Fortunately, increasing subsidies—such as those on MSP-based procurement—is not
the onlyway to boost farmerincome,and that iswhy Modi’s ¥25 lakh crore plan can coex-
istwith India’s WTO commitments. Public capital formation in agriculture fell from 3.9%
of agri-GDPin 1980-81 to 2.2% in 2014-15, before recovering a bit to 2.6% in 2015-16
while, at the same time, input subsidies rose from 2.8% to 8%. So, if Modi were to switch
expenditure from subsidies towards investment, that would help raise farmer incomes
while notaffectingthe WTO equation.According to Gulati,every rupee spent on agricultural
R&D adds X11.2 to agriculture GDPwhile the same amount spent on roads adds a much
smallerX1.1; and just 88 paise gets added if the money is spent on fertiliser subsidy. That
means if the government spends on R&D and on roads instead of on various input subsi-
dies,doubling farmers’income while staying WTO-compliant will not prove difficult since
such spendingisin the ‘GreenBox’.And while India hardly has much of a government R&D
budget,a friendly policy towards seedtech firms like Monsanto,as opposed to today’s out-
right hostility,would boost productivity without any extra government investment.

And,according toan ICRIER-OECD study on agricultural policies in India,by not allow-
ing farmers to get global prices, India taxed its farmers by 14% (of gross farm receipts) for
the years 2000-01 to 2016-17. For the entire period, that means farmers lost 45 lakh
crore (at 2017-18 prices), or around 2.6 lakh crore per year. While this is why Modi has
been trying to push the pan-India electronic oreNAM market, it has not been successful;
but were a successful attempt to be made, farmers can get 10-14% more income right
away.The otheradvantage of supporting farmers the smartway s that if, forinstance, sub-
sidies aren’t given on water and electricity—and MSP not used to dictate what farmers
grow—thiswill also ensure farmers don’t grow the wrong crop; as a result,with less dam-
age tothesoil, overall productivitywill rise.Agriculture reformisabigagendaitem for the
government,and, if is done right, the impact on farmers and the economy will be huge.

Not learning the right lessons

Higher education regulations still anchored to outdated norms

ODI 1.0 WASTED the opportunitytoreform highereducation regulationin
the country.To be sure, it did introduce the Higher Education Commission
(HECI) Bill in June last year,which talked of ending the the failed University
Grants Commission (UGC)/All India Council forTechnical Education (AICTE)
systemand replaceitwith the HECI.But, it did preciouslittle after.The draft National Edu-
cation Policy (NEP) that has recently been put up for public feedback proposes a different
regulatory ecosystem. It advises reforms, but these aren’t bold enough.And some recom-
mendations steer higher education regulation into dangerous terrain. There is also the
problem of the time it foresees will be consumed—5-7 years—in shifting from the exist-
ing regulatory set-up to the one it proposes; India simply can’t wait as long, with, say, a
China thatlagged inworld-class higher education infrastructure and delivery having since
caught up and shot past.

The ethos, as worded by the draft’s authors, seems to be “light but tight” regulation—
meaning rigorousand effective regulation in certain areas but much greaterautonomy for
highereducationinstitutionsin others.It envisages a National Higher Education Regula-
tory Authority (NHERA) that will be the sole regulator for all fields of higher education,
including professional and vocational education.The ecosystem,as per the NEP,must con-
sist of NHERA and separate bodies for funding, standard-setting, outlining educational
outcomes and accreditation. The license to operate universities will be given by NHERA
based on meeting the standards set by these independent bodies. All higher education
institutions, thus, will have the autonomy to decide on matters that should have always
been in their purview—from opening new departments/programmes to foreign collabo-
rationsand distancelearning.Thisisa change from the earlier regime,beset with unwieldy
centralisation of almost all regulatory functions under the UGC system, and regulatory
overlap between, say, UGC and AICTE; while this system had a lot of inspectors and regu-
lation, it failed toachieve the higherstandards it was supposed to.While the systemwill be
accreditation-based, and licences will be granted to some public and not-for-profit pri-
vateinstitutions to functionas the accreditation bodies,whynot simply move toa system
where students, parents,educationistsand employers assess colleges in the manner mar-
kets do? The NEPacknowledges the role of public-opinion/market-forces,but outlines no
path forincorporating this.Since the capabilities of existing colleges/universities are,in any
case, well established, such a system will really have to deal only with the new entrants;
over time, both old and new institutions will get ranked in this manner.

As Modi 2.0 looks at NEP to inspire its higher education regulation vision, it must
also be careful to avoid the risk inherent in some recommendations.The NEP proposes
to make the NHERA a quasi-judicial body, with powers to shut down, derecognise or
penalise institutions.While the power to shut down would have served well in the case
of a fly-by-night university/college set up to swindle unaware students and parents, the
chances of an overreach will always remain. It would be just as effective if the regulator
was to stick to derecognition of the institution—and publicise this widely—along with
monetary penalties. After all, the NEP does talk about the regulatory system also func-
tioning as a supplement to the “court of public opinion”.

JobsPATH

A World Bank report on PMGSY shows rural roads have helped
non-farm employment rise in three states

RECENTWORLD BANK report highlights the job-creation potential of improv-

ingroad connectivity to,and in,rural areas through the Pradhan Mantri Gram

Sadak Yojana (PMGSY). Analysing relevant data between 2009 and 2017, the

report states that non-farm employment in rural areas improved by 12 per-
centage points in the habitations studied in three states, Himachal Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan, due to better road connectivity. Not only employment, the acces-
sibility to schools and institutional deliveries have also increased.

The report, however, states that women are now more engaged in agrarian activities
compared toearlier.This mayindicatea disproportionate benefit tomeninaccessingnon-
farm jobs. Icrier’s Ashok Gulati, in a book edited along with two Syngenta Foundation
researchers,notes thatwhile subsidies toagriculture have increased,government-funded
capital formation in agriculture has slid. Given how every rupee spent on rural roads
returns 1.1 to the agri-GDP,while the primary agri-subsidies add less than X1, thereisa
case for the government to look at long-term investments in roads, rural education,and
agricultural research. The World Bank report is further evidence of this. At a time when
job-creation is limping badly, the government must spend wisely,and move away from
agri-subsidies to creation of infrastructure that supports rural growth.

. Upinion

ECENTLY MEASURED
GDP statistics for India (and
the world) suggest trouble.
No mis-estimation here.
Indian GDP growth has
declined from 8.2%1in 2Q2018t0 5.8%
in 1Q2019—one of the largest three-
quarterdeclinesinthelast 15 years—and
if fiscal years 2009,2010 and 2012 are
excluded, it is the third worst decline.

In the recent debate over ex-CEA
Arvind Subramanian’s (AS) allegations
that GDP growth in India was overesti-
mated by an average 2.5% a year, many
commentators have commended AS for
his astuteness and bravery in making a
much-needed and correct call over the
“fudging” (there is no otherword) of offi-
cial GDPstatisticsinIndia.Theargument
goes as follows—motor vehicle sales
down,two-wheelerinventoryat highest
levels ever,no private investment,animal
spirits have disappeared; see, ASisright,
GDP growth is being overstated. But, as
just documented above, official GDP
data is documenting the reality of GDP
growth beingway down.

The government also gets it. Every
day, there is an announcement of con-
cern and admission that the economy s
introuble.All eyesarerightly on the Bud-
get to be presented on July 5. It is to be
seen whether the finance minister Nir-
mala Sitharaman listens to the voices of
“old” economists and bureaucrats who
want to continuewith businessasusual,
be concerned with the minutiae of the
fiscal deficit, and ask for restraint on
changing course on three world-records
that India holds—highest real interest
rates, highest effective corporate tax
rates,and the worst labourlaws.

The same “experts”, bureaucratic or
otherwise, asserting and demanding
thatinternational expertsbe called in to
lookat Indian statistics (because theyare
allegedly not capturing one of the worst
domestic, and global, downturns!) also
argue for restraint on any policy action,
e.g.,don’t change policyrates,don’tlower
tax rates—indeed, raise them to gather
more revenue to finance the increased
fiscal deficit brought about by the slow-
ing economy.It doesn’t get any crazier.

But,maybeitdoes,in the form of AS’s
“academic” calculation that Indian GDP
growth is being overstated since 2011.
Beforelookingat thisAS miscalculation,
I must remind readers that AS was
among the few (alongwith self!)whohad
the courage to point out that the MPC
under Governor Urjit Patel was leading
India onadownward growth spiral; that
real policyratesin Indianeeded tobe 200
bps lower than where Patel’s MPC had
kept them. That was in June 2017; in
June 2018, the Patel MPC was busy hik-
ing rates and expecting growth (and
inflation) to accelerate; a year later, Gov-
ernor Shaktikanta Das’s MPC has cut
ratesby 75 bps,butreal rates,at 3%+,are
where they have been for >2 years.

Real interest rates in India are

NO PROOF REQUIRED

ARVIND SUBRAMANIAN'S METHOD OF ESTIMATING GDP SUGGESTS THAT GERMANY
OVERESTIMATES THE MOST,; BRAZIL UNDERESTIMATES GDP THE MOST—INDIA ONLY AMILD OUTLIER

Germany overestimating

high(est) because of three policy fail-
ures—failure of the finance ministry to
reduce government-controlled deposit
rates (e.g., on small savings); RBI’s deci-
sion to keep repo rates high in the mis-
taken belief that there is an inflation
dragonwaiting tobe slayed; and the pol-
icy makers’belief that capital markets,
including well-capitalised NBFCs, must
not be opened up to foreign investors.

GDP growth is low because of policy
failures—true today as well as before.
Hopefully, recognised by all. But, now to
AS’sallegation that Indian GDPbetween
2012 & 2017 had been mis-estimated
and that the “actual” GDP growth in
theseyearswasaslittleas 3.5-5.5%,not
the official 7%,i.e.,an overestimation of
2.5%ayear (7% — 4.5%).

I want to examine AS’s hypothesis
and results with the assumption/view
that ASis entirely correct in his assump-
tions,and method of analysis.AS’sasser-
tions rests on three pillars:

Pillar 1: Growthin fourreal variables
(exports, imports, credit and electricity-
hereafterXvariables)can more thanade-
quately proxy real GDP growth for all
non-oil exporting countries with popu-
lation greater than 1 million;

Pillar 2: That, for all countries, the
relationship is robust for two different
time-periods; periodI being 2001-2011
and period II being 2012-2017;

Pillar 3: Only for India is there a prob-
lem with official GDP data. Hence, AS’s
analysisis geared to examine how much
Indian GDP in period II veered off the
(AS) predicted path.

ASbringsall hisstatisticalacumen to
confirmthatthe gapbetweenactualand
predicted GDPwasasmuchas 2.5%and
that this gap was statistically significant
(i.e.,could not have happened by chance).
Since AS believes his model can proxy
growth, heis broadly right in also believ-
ing that the “only” explanation for the
gap between official and predicted GDP
growthisthat theformer,andnot the lat-
ter,is in error—fudged either by political
masters, or incompetence of statistical
authoritiesaround theworld thatvetted
India’s GDP measurement, or both. I
want toaccept AS’s method and conclu-
sions, if only because the two of us were
lonely warriors against the Patel MPC
crusadeagainstinflationand growth.For
89 countries,Irelied on World Bank data
forthefourASvariables (as doesAS).Isuc-
cessfully reproduced his estimate of
2.5% (baseline,column 1,page 11 of his
paper, India’s GDP Mis-estimation...).

When I first read AS’s paper a week
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ago, I was struck by the absence of any
discussion on the statistical possibility
thathismethod couldyield mis-estima-
tion errors for other countries. He does
have a throwaway line that there were
four outlier countries (Cambodia, Tajik-
istan, Ireland and Ukraine) excluded
fromanalysis,but nomore.Whatis sauce
forthe gooseisalso sauce forthe gander;
utilising that truth,Idecided to estimate
the AS model forall 89 countries,i.e.,esti-
mated the gap between measured GDP
and AS predicted GDPin period II.

HereiswhatIfound.Out of 89 coun-
tries, for 46, the AS country dummywas
not significant. For 22 of these 46, the
individual country effect was negative,
i.e., measured GDP was less than pre-
dicted GDPbyanaverage 0.5 ppt; forthe
remaining 24 countries,measured GDP
growth was above predicted growth by
0.4 ppt. The remaining 43 countries,
with significant individual country
effects, were almost equally divided
between overestimation (1.7 ppt) and
underestimation (1.8 ppt).

This last result is significant. There is

Mis-estimating GDP

Country Growth (%)

(2 ON REDUCING CRIME

Chief minister of UP, Yogi Adityanath

Statistics are not a parameter for crime control. The
actual standard is the faith of people, and we have to
prove ourselves on this front

equal overestimation and underestima-
tion of GDP in the world (at least for 43
countries). AS is concerned with overes-
timation. There are 21 such countries,
and Germanytopsthelist,i.e.,according
toAS, German (ECB take note) GDP data
isbeing overestimated the most.AS (and
his“intellectual”supporters) should train
theirstatistical gunsat Germanyforsys-
tematically overestimating GDP by an
average of 1.8 pptayearin period IL.
One final calculation. Reported GDP
growth for Germany in period II was
1.3%; AS overestimation number, 1.8%;
hence, excess GDP over reported GDP
(ratioof 1.8 and 1.3)is 135%,the highest
in the world. Number 8 is Bangladesh
with an excess of 60%; Indiais 16th (out
of 21 countries) with an excess magni-
tude of 38% (ratio of 2.5 and 6.7%).
Theaccompanyingtablealsoreports
the excess magnitude,etc,calculation for
several other countries. For example,
reported GDP growth in Brazil was
—0.4%; AS method suggests that Brazil
growthisunderestimated byas muchas
3%; Jamaica has a positive average
growth in period II of 0.6% and AS
deemsittohaveunderestimated growth
each year by 2.4%. Maybe, a happiness
index can be constructed on the basis of
the AS methodology, rather than a GDP
mis-estimate.One strong result—Brazil-
ians are a lot happier than the Por-
tuguese; and Jamaicansare the happiest.
I would have believed that if the West
Indies were doing well in the World Cup.

Excess (%) Excess (%)

coeff (%) 2012-16 Selected All

L 5 6 7

Jamaica -2.4 0.6 436.2
Germany 1 2 1.8 1.3 134.8 134.8
Hungary 3 8 2.2 2 107.8 107.8
Singapore 13 -2.8 3.2 85.8
United Kingdom 7 16 1.5 2.1 71.1 71.1
Botswana 17 -2.8 4.3 64.9
Bangladesh 8 18 3.8 6.3 60.4 60.4
Japan 11 23 0.6 1.2 47.8 47.8
Poland 26 =1 2.6 40.2
Australia 13 27 11 2.8 39.8 39.8
India 16 31 2.5 6.7 37.5 37.5
Czech Republic 18 37 0.6 1.8 31.5 31.5
Turkey 20 L7 1.3 S.4 24.5 24.5
Hong Kong SAR 48 -0.6 2.4 23.3
Israel 21 49 0.7 3.3 21.4 21.4
Mexico 50 0.5 2.5 20.6
South Africa 51 -0.3 1.6 19.8
United States _ 55 0.4 21 17.5
Uruguay 56 -0.4 2.6 15.4
Indonesia 82 0.1 5.2 1.1
Finland 87 -0.4 -0.2 -210
Portugal 88 0.9 -0.2 -L43.7
Brazil 89 =3 -0.4 -69L4

Source: World Bank data used as in Arvind Subramanian (AS) article

Column 2 refers to rank for overestimation countries with statistically significant overestimation, Column 3 refers to rank for
all countries, Column 4 is the country coefficient as estimated according to AS paper, Column 5 is GDP growth, 2012-2016,
Column 6 is excess growth (ratio of column 4 to column 3) for overestimation countries, Column é and 7 is excess growth

(ratio of column 4 to column 5) for all countries

The case for a financial transaction tax

It would favour longer-term investors
over speculators and put a little useful
resistance into the financial system

Itis a good conservative principle that
where possible, the government should
recover the cost of its services from the
people who use them, rather than from
taxpayersatlarge.Itisalso prettyuncon-
troversial that the government must
oversee financial markets, to ensure that
theyare free and fair.

It,thus,makes sense that the govern-
ment should charge a user fee for finan-
cial transactions.Sowhyhastheidea—as
proposed by various politicians, includ-
ing presidential candidate Bernie
Sanders, Senator Brian Schatz and Rep-
resentative Peter DeFazio—encountered
so much opposition? It is not as if this
wereradical socialism. Hong Kong, rated
the world’s freest economy by the Her-
itage Foundation,hashada0.1% taxon
financial transactions foryears.The levy
hashad nodiscernible negative effect on
itseconomy, though it might be respon-
sible forarelativelack of high-frequency
trading. Many other countries have
financial transaction taxes,including the
UK, Switzerland and Taiwan.

Opponents of the tax offer two main
arguments. First,theysay the burden will
fall mostly on small investors. Second,
theysayitwillundermine theease of buy-
ingand selling—orliquidity—that makes
US markets so attractive, and impair

those markets’ability to determine the
proper prices of securities. Let’s examine
the first claim. The idea is that regular
folks mostly invest through mutual
funds,which tradealotand hencewill get
hit hard by the tax. Specifically,inaletter
to legislators, the Investment Company
Institute estimated that the tax would
impose a 60% average cost increase on
investors in equity index funds.

That calculation is specious at best.It
implies, for example, that the typical
investorholdsanindex fund forlessthan
six years. According to the ICI, this is
based on purchase and sale data from
2018—ayearinwhich the funds experi-
enced large redemptions from retiring
baby boomers and vast inflows from
investors looking to reduce their fees.

Actually, people who invest in index
funds for retirement tend to be long-
term buy-and-hold investors.An invest-
ment at age 35 might be withdrawn at
65,which suggests a holding period of
about 30 years—or even longer, if the
money is funding a bequest. Given that
horizon, the average tax peryear is less
than a hundredth of 1%, which would
increase the typical index-fund fee by
only 8%.The taxon the funds’own trad-
ing might add a little to this,not much.

What about liquidity? True, the tax
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would put the brakes on the high-fre-
quency outfits, proprietary traders and
hedge funds whose chief mission is to
profit via swarms of lightning trades at
the expense of slower-moving “whales”
such as MFsand pension funds. But that
should be good for retail investors, on
whose behalf the latter institutions are
supposed to be investing. It should also
be good for markets,reducing the threat
of high-frequency algorithms gone
wrong causingasystemiccrisis—as they
almost did in the“flash crash”of 2010.
All told, the benefits of a tax on trad-
ing far outweigh the costs. It would gen-
erate much-needed revenue. It would
favourlonger-term investors over specu-
lators. It would put a little useful resis-
tanceintothefinancial system, prevent-
ing it from overheating or spinning out
of control.And itwould pass the fairness
test by placing the cost of running the
system on the people who use it most.
So why do the tax’s opponents—
mostlyfrom investment management—
make mountains out of molehills,exag-
gerating its burdens and dangers? It is
hard not to conclude that they’re really
trying to protect their already ample
profits against any and all constraints.
That’s completelyunderstandable,buta
terrible foundation for making policy.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Clarification

This is with reference to our
editorial StandFIRM on Friday
where we castigated the US for
advising the Indian government
not to take firm action against audit
firm Deloitte by arguing that this
would affect US investment into
India. As the editorial mentioned,
this was based on a Business
Standard news story which said
this was discussed in a meeting
between the US Ambassador
Kenneth Juster and Deloitte global
CEO Punit Renjen. Business
Standard subsequently withdrew
the story since the US Ambassador
never met the Deloitte chief and
was, in fact, not even in the country
when the reported meeting is
supposed to have taken place. We
have since learned, the US hasn't
taken up the issue with the Indian
government either. While we retain
our view on Deloitte not having
done justice to its audit, we
withdraw our comments on the US
government and apologise for this.
— Managing Editor

Simultaneous elections
Synchronised Lok Sabha and
Assembly elections are anti-federal
and strike at the roots of the
parliamentary democratic system.
— K.V. Seetharamaiah, Hassan
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Why did China back down in Hong Kong?

N EXTRADITION BILL that
made an allowance for the
extradition of criminals in
Hong Kong (and those crimi-
nalswho passed by the city) to
mainland China sparked off large-scale
mass protests in Hong Kong, a Special
Administrative Region (SAR) of China.In
the face of the Bill, a million (some esti-
mates say 2 million) people took to the
streets. In a surprise move, not only was
the Bill suspended, but also the Beijing-
backed Chief Executive of Hong Kong,
Carrie Lam, apologised twice over. Why
did China, the quintessential ‘strong-
man’,back down in Hong Kong?

The protestswere hardly unexpected,
given that the Bill could criminalise dis-
senters and opposition, subsuming
them under China’s opaque ‘rule of law’.
Disturbingly, the press has reported
instances of miscarriage of justice,
where China’s capital punishment sys-
tem has erroneously executed suspects.
This includes the case of Nie Shubin, a
21-year-old man convicted of rape (in
1995), who turned out to be innocent
after he had been executed. The abduc-
tion and disappearance of publishers in
Hong Kong (in 2015), including ones
who published ‘grapevine’ stories of
money and mistresses of high-ranking
Communist Party officials, and abduc-
tion of a Chinese tycoon (in 2017) from
the Four Seasons hotel, had taken Hong
Kong by surprise.

China backing down has to do with
several factors. For one, the sheer mag-
nitude, scale and demographic profile
of the protesters—without a leader—
was an eye-opener of sorts, even to Bei-
jing. In terms of numbers, 1 million
protesters translated as one in seven
(Hong Kong’s population is 7.4 mil-
lion),a scathing statistic, given that the
cityhasan estimated 3.8 million regis-
tered voters. Even after the Bill was sus-
pended,an estimated 2 million (accord-
ing to Hong Kong’s Civil Human Rights
Front) took to the streets, demanding
Lam’s resignation.

China is cognisant of the fact that
while previous decades of civil disobe-
dience in Hong Kong witnessed a large
turnout of teenage students and the
middle class, the recent protests sug-

OPINION | 9

One of the key factors behind China withdrawing is Taiwan, what with China still hopeful and dangling
the reunification carrot. By suspending the extradition Bill, China indicated its willingness to give
the people of Hong Kong a listen, somewhat attest to the ‘one country, two systems’ rhetoric, and address
Taiwan’s increasing misgivings about reunification

gest participation by sizeable numbers
of the upper middle class and the elite.
The Economist magazine called the
protests an “organic movement, backed
by local lawyers, priests, scholars and
business lobbies that usually shun poli-
tics” (italics,author).It appears that the
protestis greater than the sum of num-
bers may suggest, with representation
across the demographic profile, where
masses and classes,young and old, have
come in unison.

That the protest went beyond the
extradition Bill was more than evident
to China. If anything, the extradition
Bill was the proverbial “spark that lit up
the prairie fire” The undercurrent
against China’s tightening political and
economic grip in thelast decades snow-
balled into the protest. Since 1997,
when Hong Kong reverted to China as
semi-autonomous with defence and
foreign policy under China’s purview
(but free speech and press), there has
been a build-up of grievances.

In these two decades, Hong Kong,
the ‘pearl of the orient’, has been dis-

ANURAG
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The author is a Singapore-based Sinologist,
and adjunct fellow at the Institute of Chinese
Studies, Delhi. Views are personal

placed by a slew of brash new and old
rich Chinese cities that have reinvented
themselves.Although Hong Kong hosts
theworld’s fourth-largest stock market
and an estimated 1,300 global firms
are headquartered here, Hong Kong is
losing its edge. Shenzhen and Shang-
hai, Tianjin and Beijing are no less
dynamic, the newfangled, millennial
version of Hong Kong—oratleastinthe
making. Hong Kong, straining with lim-
itedland resources, old-style ‘matchbox
housing’and increasing dependence on
China, is increasingly viewed even by
the average Chinese mainlander as an
average Chinese mainland city.
Among several critical issues at
stake that Hongkongers want to be

addressed includes universal suffrage
(one man, one vote) to elect the Chief
Executive (currently elected by the Elec-
tion Committee; Lam was elected by
777 votes out of 1,194). The Umbrella
Movement that raised universal suf-
frage threw up student leaders such as
Joshua Wong and Nathan Law, but the
movement died out. But not before the
student leaders pledged that they
would be back.In that sense, the ‘We Are
Back’resounding in Hong Kong streets
today holds water.

Also,China cannot be impervious to
Hongkongers’increasing discomfort
with China’s Greater Bay Area—Guang-
dong-Hong Kong-Macau as an inte-
grated hub—which portends that Hong

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

Kong be viewed as a part and parcel of
this area, a blow to Hong Kong’s iden-
tity. And as much as China can take
pride in stepping up connectivity to
Hong Kong, this has come ata price.The
Hong Kong-Shenzhen bullet train and
Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macau bridge
brings Chinese mainlanders to Hong
Kong. It also entices Hongkongers to
move to the mainland with cheaperand
better housing, offices, co-working
spaces and career opportunities—all of
which can take a toll on Hong Kong’s
identity.

Beijing’s Liaison Office in the west-
ern district of Hong Kong headed by
representative Wang Zhimin,who sup-
ports ‘zero tolerance’ and ‘zero space’
forindependence advocacy, garners lit-
tle respect, unlike the British sense of
justice and fair play.

Finally, one of the key factors behind
China withdrawing is Taiwan, what
with China still hopeful and dangling
the reunification carrot. By suspending
the Bill, China indicated its willingness
to give the people of Hong Kong a lis-

The protesters are in no
mood for reconciliation.
Perhaps China's missteps in
Hong Kong have led to this,
where China cannot but
watch with dismay the
candle of reunification
flickering in the wind. As it
is turns out, 'Hong Kong
Can Say No'

ten, somewhat attest to the ‘one coun-
try, two systems’ rhetoric, and address
Taiwan’s increasing misgivings about
reunification.Thiswas no mean climb-
down for China, where nationalist fer-
vour can reach a feverish pitch. One of
China’s bestsellers, ‘China Can Say No’,
honed China’s glory and also believed
that foreign (western) powers plot and
prevent China from reaching its influ-
ence (read Hong Kong, Taiwan).

The current scenario in Taiwan
where presidential elections will be
held in 2020 indicates the sheer pre-
cariousness of the China dream for
reunification. President Tsai Ing-wen,
who belongs to the pro-independence
Democratic Progressive Party, and the
one who strongly opposed the extradi-
tion Bill, has been approved as the can-
didate. As Tsai said, “This incident has
made Taiwanese people feel that one
country, two systems isn’t feasible.”

Even Terry Gou (founder, Foxconn
Technology Group) who is seeking
nomination as a candidate to challenge
Tsai from the pro-China Kuomintang
Party had to say on social media: “The
one country, two systems practised in
Hong Kong is a failure.”

Going back to protesters, who have
given time to the Hong Kong govern-
ment to retract the extradition Bill or
else strike, they are in no mood for rec-
onciliation. Perhaps China’s misstepsin
Hong Kong have led to this, where
China cannot but watch with dismay
that candle of reunification flickering
in the wind. As it is turns out, ‘Hong
Kong Can Say No’.

Budget
maths

NJULY 5, FINANCE minister
O Nirmala Sitharaman will present

the first budget of the second term
of Narendra Modi government against the
backdrop of a sharp economic slowdown.
InFY19,GDP growth has slipped to 6.8%,
a five-yearlow, because of weak rural
demand, slowdown in investment and
impact of higherborrowing costs.

Aggregate demand is slowing down as
rising rural distress hasled to slowdown in
private consumption,and households
have gradually reduced consumption due
toinsufficientincome growth.The growth
ininvestment demand in the fourth
quarter of fiscal 2019 has dropped to
30.7% of GDP,a eight-quarterlow.Even
household investment has reported a steep
fall—from 15.7% of GDPin FY12 to
10.3%inFY18.

Given the fact that the overall tax
collections grewjust 8.4%y-o-yin FY19as
compared to 18.4% budgeted,and were
laterrevised to 17.2%,the Centre will have
to tone down the tax revenue target for this
financial year.A sputtering economy
cannot generate 23% growth in gross tax
revenue as targeted in the interim budget,
ora 34% growth in personal income tax.
The Budget will have to doabalancingact
torevive investment,increase farm
productivity,drive consumption and keep
the fiscal deficit under control.

Current account deficit rising
(% of GDP)
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WORDLY WISE
AT BOTTOM, YOU SEE, WE ARE NOT HOMO SAPIENS

AS ALL. OUR CORE IS MADNESS.
— STEPHEN KING

ThelndianEXPRESS  From the heart of a crowd

« FOUNDED By <

RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

STIRRINGS IN HOUSE

Crossing of TDP MPs to BJP in Rajya Sabha raises questions,
puts parties under watch

HE CROSSING OVER of four of the six Rajya Sabha MPs from the Telugu Desam

to the BJP passes the anti-defection test — the law treats more than one-third

of legislators leaving a party as a split. The splinter group has also merged with

the BJP. According to paragraph 4 of the Tenth Schedule to the Constitution,
“the merger of the original political party of amember of a House shall be deemed to have
taken place if, and only if, not less than two-thirds of the members of the legislature party
concerned have agreed to such merger.” The group that crossed over to the BJP has the
numbers to pass this test as well. One of them, Y S Chowdary, justified his move as a step
tofacilitate “the development of Andhra Pradesh”, which he believes can be achieved only
by cooperation, and not confrontation, with the Centre. This may well be the case. It may
even be a coincidence that the Income Tax department had raided the residential and of-
ficial premises of Chowdary and CM Ramesh, another one of the MPs in question, last year
for alleged financial misdeeds, prompting BJP MP G V L Narasimha Rao, ironically, to write
to the Ethics Committee of the Rajya Sabha demanding action against them.

It could be argued that the movement of legislators across the aisle is part of the churn
in politics in states including Andhra Pradesh and Telangana, after the general elections.
The Congress and TDP were decimated in the polls and the few legislators who won on
these party tickets seem to be exploring greener pastures — 12 of the 18 Congress MLAs
in Telangana crossed over to the ruling Telangana Rashtra Samiti soon after the May 23
verdict. Even so, these movements of legislators will be under watch, and especially soin
the Rajya Sabha, where the BJP is keen to address its lack of numbers, and which, in re-
centyears, is being seen as a bulwark against the attempts by a government with alarge
majority in the Lok Sabha to have its way. The importance of the Upper House, which is
also home to the voice of the states, has only grown in times when the federal character
of the republic is seen to be increasingly under strain from centralising tendencies.

The Rajya Sabha has been in progressive decline since many years now, with political
parties regularly accused of selling their nominations to the highest bidders. However, the
House also witnesses debates of the highest order and acts as animportant check on the
government. It is in the interest of all parties, and important for the sake of the demo-
cratic process, that the dignity of the Rajya Sabha is upheld, especially in times when it
performs a more crucial role than before.

AUGUST EASING?

Arate cut seems to be in the offing. Primary objective appears
to be reviving growth, discounting concerns of fiscal slippage

NITS LAST meeting, the six members of the monetary policy committee (MPC) of

the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) had voted unanimously in favour of a 25 bps cut in

the benchmark repo rate and for a shift in the policy stance from neutral to acco-

modative, But the minutes of that meeting, released on June 20, suggest that mem-
bers are divided on the future course of action. Deputy RBI governor Viral Acharya and
economist Chetan Ghate continue to be perturbed by the upside risks to food inflation and
a likely fiscal slippage. But the other members seem to have discounted these concerns,
placing more weightage on arresting the slowdown in economic activity. They have in-
dicated that a minor fiscal slippage is unlikely to have a bearing on their vote in the next
policy meeting in August.

In the run-up to the budget, there has been debate over the government’s revenue
numbers, the true extent of the fiscal slippage, off-budget borrowings by public sector
companies, and their impact on monetary policy. Tax collection data shows that central
goods and services tax collections (CGST) would have to grow by 34 per cent in FY20, and
income tax collections would have to rise by 35 per cent to meet the FY20 interim budget
targets. Meeting these targets is a tall order. While the finance minister could consider re-
vising the interim budget targets, adhering to expenditure targets could imply a minor fis-
cal slippage resulting in higher government borrowings. Apart from the possible inflation-
ary consequences, higher government borrowings could crowd-out the private sectorin
the face of declining household savings. This concern was articulated by Deputy Governor
Acharya in the last MPC meeting. Chetan Ghate, too, flagged these risks. But MPC mem-
ber Ravindra Dholakia has argued the opposite. Making the case for counter-cyclical pol-
icy — greater government spending during a cyclical downturn — Dholakia has argued
that aminor fiscal slippage is unlikely to be inflationary in the current environment when
demand continues to be subdued.

Dholakia’s view seems to resonate with other MPC members, including RBI Governor
Shaktikanta Das. Other members, Pami Dua and Michael Patra, too, appear to be more
mindful of growth concerns. With the slowdown in economic activity more entrenched
than was previously believed, clearly the primary objective appears to be that of reviv-
ing growth, discounting concerns of fiscal slippage and upside risks to inflation. On bal-
ance, it appears that the committee may end up voting 4-2 in favour of a further easing
in August, irrespective of the fiscal slippage.

NO HORN, PLEASE

Reaction to research that points to physiological changes due to
excessive smartphone use reveals deeper anxieties

HE FIRST HOMO sapiens — anatomically the same as their descendants that

populate the earth today — evolved around 2,00,000 years ago. The first call

ona cellphone was made in 1973. But technology, it seems, is giving evolution

a run for its money. Recently published biomechanics research by two
Australian scholars suggests that the extensive use of hand-held devices — smartphones,
tablets, etc — is causing “horns” to grow in the skulls and necks of young people, among
various other musculo-skeletal growths. Essentially, there appears to be a possibility,
even a likelihood, that hunching over screens is ruining posture and in the developing
frames of children and adolescents, this can cause permanent changes.

Those who see permanence in change argue that the science behind the panicis weak,
that all technology since human beings first settled down has caused various stresses
and changes in the body. So, while orthopaedists may be treating an increasing number
of patients for “text thumbs”, why should this cause more panic than carpal tunnel syn-
drome? Or, they argue, should there be anxiety over keyboards and typewriters too? The
reason for the seeming over-reaction to the physiological consequences of contempo-
rary technology may lie in anxieties beyond just biology.

The true consequence of the personal computing revolution has been that it has turned
human beings into cyborgs, the half-man half-machine that once belonged in science
fiction. People do not remember phone numbers any more, nor birthdays. The com-
pendium of human knowledge is not tucked away behind the Dewey Decimal System —
just call on Siri. Even the burden of child-rearing is being shared by screens and games.
The anxiety around horns and thumbs and stressed neck muscles is likely because the de-
nial of these fundamental changes is becoming more difficult. It's hard to ignore a teenager

with horns.
HE B N

What I wrote was never meant as neutral commentary... My
contribution to our collective refusal to obediently fade away

ARUNDHATI ROY

I FIND MYSELF thinking of the essays in this
book as pieces of laundry — poor people’s
washing — strung out across the land-scape
between these two monuments, interrupting
the good news bulletins and spoiling the view.
They were written over a period of twenty
years during which India was changing faster
than ever before. The opening of the Indian
markets to international finance had created
anew middle class — a market of millions —
and had investors falling over themselves to
find a foothold. The international media, for
the most part, was at pains to portray the
world’s favourite new finance destination in
the best possible light. But the news was cer-
tainly not all good. India’s fleet of brand new
billionaires and its new consumers was being
created atanimmense cost to its environment
and to an even larger underclass. Backstage,
away from the razzle-dazzle, labour laws were
dismantled, trade unions disbanded. The state
was withdrawing from its responsibilities to
provide food, education, and healthcare.
Public assets were turned over to private cor-
porations, massive infrastructure and mining
projects were pushing hundreds of thousands
of rural people off their lands into cities that
didn’t want them. The poor were in free fall.
Atthe very same time that it unlocked the
protected market, the Congress government
of the day (which calls itself liberal and secu-
lar onits CV), with an eye to the “Hindu vote”,
opened another lock, too. The lock on an old
sixteenth-century mosque. The Babri Masjid
in Ayodhya had been sealed by the courts in
1949 following a dispute between Hindus and
Muslims, who both laid claim to the land —
Muslims asserting it was a historical place of
worship, Hindus that it was the birthplace of
Lord Ram. Opening the Babri Masjid, purport-
edly to allow Hindus to worship at the site,
changed India forever. The Congress was
swept aside. Leaders of the Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) travelled the
length and breadth of the country orchestrat-
inga storm of religious frenzy. On 6 December
1992, they, along with members of the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad, gathered in Ayodhya and,
while a shocked country and a spineless

They were written when a
certain political space closed
down, when a false
consensus was being
broadcast, when I could no
longer endure the relentless
propaganda and the sheer
vicious bullying of
vulnerable people by an
increasingly corporatised
media and its increasingly
privatised commentators.
Most often I wrote

because it became easier to
do that than to put up with
the angry, persistent hum of
my own silence.

Congress prime minister watched, exhorted a
mob of 150,000 “volunteers” to storm the
structure and bring down the Babri Masjid.

The demolition of the mosque and the si-
multaneous opening of the markets was the
beginning of a complicated waltz between
corporate globalisation and medieval religious
fundamentalism. It was obvious quite early
on that, far from being antagonistic forces that
represented Old and New India, they were ac-
tually lovers performing an elaborate ritual of
seduction and coquetry that could sometimes
be misread as hostility.

For me, personally it was a time of odd
disquiet. As  watched the great drama un-
fold, my own fortunes seemed to have been
touched by magic. My first novel, The God
of Small Things, had won a big international
prize.lwas a front-runner in the line-up of
people who were chosen to personify the
confident, new, market-friendly India that
was finally taking its place at the high table.
It was flattering in a way, but deeply dis-
turbing, too. As I watched people being
pushed into penury, my book was selling
millions of copies. My bank account was
burgeoning. Money on that scale confused
me. What did it really mean to be a writerin
times such as these?

As I thought about this, almost without
meaning to, | began to write along, bewilder-
ing, episodic, astonishingly violent story
about the courting ritual of these unusual
lovers and the trail of destruction they were
leaving in their wake. And of the remarkable
people who had risen to resist them.

The backlash to almost every one of the
essays when I first published them — in the
form of police cases, legal notices, court ap-
pearances, and even a short jail sentence —
was often so wearying that I would resolve
never to write another. But equally, almost
every one of them — each a broken promise
to myself — took me on journeys deeper and
deeper into worlds that enriched my under-
standing, and complicated my view, of the
times we live in. They opened doors for me
to secret places where few are trusted, led me
into the very heart of insurrections, into

places of pain, rage, and ferocious irreverence.
On these journeys,  found my dearest friends
and my truest loves. These are my real royal-
ties, my greatest reward. Although writers
usually walk alone, most of what I wrote rose
from the heart of a crowd. It was never meant
as neutral commentary, pretending to be ob-
servations of a bystander. It was just another
stream that flowed into the quick, immense,
rushing currents that I was writing about. My
contribution to our collective refusal to obe-
diently fade away...

What I wish I could have done for the
readers of this book is to recreate the prevai-
ling atmosphere in which I published each
essay. They were written when a certain po-
litical space closed down, when a false con-
sensus was being broadcast, whenIcould no
longer endure the relentless propaganda and
the sheer vicious bullying of vulnerable peo-
ple by an increasingly corporatised media
and its increasingly privatised commenta-
tors. Most often [ wrote because it became
easier to do that than to put up with the an-
gry, persistent hum of my own silence.Ialso
wrote to reclaim language. Because it was
distressing to see words being deployed to
mean the opposite of what they really meant.
(“Deepening democracy” meant destroying
it. “Alevel playing field” actually meant a very
steep slope, the “free market” a rigged mar-
ket. “Empowering women” meant under-
mining them in every possible way.) [ wrote
because I saw that what I needed to do would
challenge my abilities as a writer. [ had in the
past written screenplays and a novel. I had
written about love and loss, about childhood,
caste, violence, and families — the eternal pre-
occupations of writers and poets. Could [ write
equally compellingly about irrigation? About
the salinisation of soil? About drainage?
Dams? Crop patterns? About the per unit cost
of electricity? About the law? About things that
affect ordinary people’s lives? Could [ turn
these topics into literature? I tried.

Excerpted with permission from
Arundhati Roy’s My Seditious Heart
(PenguinRandom House)
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PAKISTAN’S FIRST LLADY

Arecent book frames the life and legacy of Ra’ana Liaquat Ali Khan

KHALED AHMED

IFTHEREIS anyone in Pakistan’s history who
is bypassed by state historians, it is the wife
of Liaquat Ali Khan, Pakistan’s first prime
minister who was assassinated in 1951. Her
ignored life is being recalled by a much-
awaited book, and the facts revealed about
Begum Ra’ana Liaquat Ali Khan will bemuse
most Pakistanis.

The story is told in the biography, The
Begum: A Portrait of Ra’ana Liaquat Ali Khan,
Pakistan’s Pioneering First Lady (OUP 2019)
by Namita Gokhale and Tahmina Aziz Ayub.
She was born as Irene Ruth-Margaret in 1905,
in a Brahmin clan whose founder, Taradutt
Pant, her grandfather, had turned Christian,
dooming his offspring to lifelong ostracism
by the Hindu upper caste community.

Pushing back against this legacy, Irene
grew up as a fiercely independent person un-
afraid of challenges. She went to Lal Bagh
High School in Lucknow, and passed school
standing first in her class before moving to
college. Here she was in outstanding com-
pany: Ismat Chughtai, Qurratulain Hyder,
Rashid Jahan and Attia Hosain.

Irene passed BA in first class and joined
MA economics, for which she had to move
to Lucknow University where her thesis on
“Women’s Labour in Agriculture in the
United Provinces”, was adjudged the best
in the university. After MA, she entered the
Diocesan College in Calcutta for the
Graduate Teachers’ Training Course. Here
too, she stood first, both in the theory and
practice of teaching in the Licentiate of
Teaching Examination of the Calcutta

In 1954, Begum Ra’ana
Liaquat Ali Khan was sent to
The Hague as Pakistan’s first
ambassador to Holland
where she was to spend two
tenures lasting six years
before being sent to

Italy on her second posting.
Back in Pakistan after her
diplomatic stint, Ra'ana was
made the governor of

Sindh and Chancellor of
Karachi University in 1973
by Prime Minister Zulfikar

pointed as a lecturer in economics at
Indraprastha College for Women, Delhi, ata
salary of Rs 200.

This was the year when she met the up-
coming politician from Karnal, Liaquat Ali
Khan, deputy president of the UP legislative
council, who was, needless to say, struck by
her personality and ready wit. They were
married in 1930, Ra’ana converting to Islam,
changing her name from Irene to Ra’ana. At
Partition in 1947, the Liaquat Alis, instead of
selling their grand Delhi residence on
Hardinge Road, willed it to Pakistan as the
permanent ambassadorial residence, now
renamed Pakistan House.

In Pakistan, things got off to a bad start.
Jinnah went back on earlier pledges and de-
clared, on August 11, 1947, that Pakistan
would be a secular state and Prime Minister
Liaquat Ali Khan had to live with it. After his
assassinationin 1951, Ra'ana devoted herself
to social work and created the All Pakistan
Women’s Association (APWA)in 1969 on Jail
Road Lahore. As economist of the All-India
Muslim League — appointed by Jinnah — she
knew the nitty-gritty of running organisa-
tions, and was indefatigably devoted to the
upliftment of women in Pakistan. Her hus-
band, the late prime minister, had left her
precious little to survive on.

In 1954, Begum Ra’ana Liaquat Ali Khan
was sent to The Hague as Pakistan’s first am-
bassador to Holland where she was to spend
two tenures lasting six years before being
sent to Italy on her second posting.

Back in Pakistan after her diplomatic

Sindh and Chancellor of Karachi University
in 1973 by Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto. In 1980, she fell and suffered a hip
fracture while travelling abroad and never
recovered her health after that. It didn’t stop
General Zia from suspending her monthly
official support of Rs 2,000 which com-
pounded her problems. She witnessed the
Islamisation of Pakistan in the years that fol-
lowed, and was able to comment on it be-
fore she died in 1990, when she was buried
alongside Liaquat Ali Khan next to the mau-
soleum of Jinnah in Karachi:

“The idea of Pakistan when it first started
was completely different from what we see
today. There was no question of religion
coming into politics. Everybody was free to
follow their worship as they pleased, no-
body interfered; it was between you and
your God. We never talked of religion: there
were Shias and Sunnis, we didn’t know who
was who; we were just working together.
Quaid-e-Azam himself said the basis was
religious but Pakistan was visualised as sec-
ular and democratic.”

Way back in 1950, she had clarified in
Town Hall, New York: “In Pakistan, we are
not going in for any sort of domination by
priests or fanaticism or intolerance. What we
wish to emphasise are the basic Islamic prin-
ciples of equality, brotherhood, and social
and economic justice.”

Alas, she was wrong. Pakistan went the
way she didn’t want it to go and betrayed her.

The writer is consulting editor,

University. After that, in 1930, she got ap- Ali Bhutto. stint, Ra’ana was made the governor of Newsweek Pakistan
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THAILAND HAS SUSPENDED its plan to send
more than 40,000 Kampuchean refugees
back across the border into Kampuchea, with
negotiations under way to resettle them else-
where, BBC reports. A Thai military
spokesman told newsmen in Bangkok that
the repatriation plan was halted after the
United States ambassador agreed to resettle
more than 1,000 refugees and promised to
urge France, Canada and Australia to increase
their intake of refugees. At a news conference
in Paris addressed by many prominent
French personalities, including philosopher
Jean-Paul Sartre, on Wednesday, France and
other European nations were urged to set up

Vietnamese Kampuchean and Laotian
refugees now flooding South East Asia.

Mi1z0 UNREST

THE MIZORAM GOVERNMENT has sent an
SOS to the regional headquarters of the
Border Security Force as well as the Central
Reserve Police Force in Shillong to rush rein-
forcements of Para Military Forces. The gov-
ernment has also started a phased pro-
gramme to repatriate the non-Mizos from
the curfew-bound Aizawl town under a tight
security cover, as the underground Mizo
National Front (IMINF) “quit notice” to all non-
Mizos neared the deadline of July 1.

PAKISTAN IS EXPECTED to explode a nuclear
device this autumn, possibly in Multan, 475
km south of Islamabad, according to a
weekly magazine, 8 days, published every
Thursday in London. In its cover story, the
magazine explains how, for five years, the
Pakistanis fooled the nuclear powers into be-
lieving that they had neither the scientists,
the material, nor the know-how to make the
bomb. All the while, using a series of “front”
companies, bogus purchasing orders, shad-
owy intermediaries, and foreign trained sci-
entists, the Pakistanis got all they needed to
out-trump the world and build a hydrogen
bomb.
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The most off-track of them all

Arvind Subramanian’s method of estimating GDP suggests that Germany over-estimates
and Brazil under-estimates it the most. India is only a mild outlier

NO PROOF REQUIRED
BY SURJIT S BHALLA

RECENT MEASURED GDP statistics for India
(and the world) suggest trouble. No misesti-
mation here. Indian GDP growth has declined
from the 8.2 per cent recorded in 2018 Q2 to
5.8 per cent in 2019Q1 — one of the largest
three-quarter declines in the last 15 years —
and if fiscal years 2009, 2010 and 2012 are ex-
cluded, it is the third-worst decline.

In the recent debate over ex-CEA Arvind
Subramanian’s (AS) allegations that GDP
growth in India was over-estimated by an av-
erage 2.5 per centa year, many commentators
have commended AS for his astuteness and
bravery in making a much-needed call over
the “fudging” (there is no other word) of India’s
official GDP statistics. The argument goes as
follows. Motor vehicle sales are down, two-
wheeler inventory are at the highest levels
ever, no private investment and animal spirits
have disappeared: See, ASis right, GDP growth
is being overstated. But as just documented
above, official GDP data is documenting the
reality of GDP growth being way down.

The government also getsit. Every day there
isanannouncement of concernand the admis-
sion that the economy is in trouble. All eyes
(and ears) are rightly on the Budget to be pre-
sented on July 5. It is to be seen whether
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman listens
to the voices of the “old” economists and bu-
reaucrats who want to continue with business
asusual, be concerned with the minutiae of the
fiscal deficit, and ask for restraint on changing
course on three world records that India holds
— highest real interest rates, highest effective
corporate tax rates, and the worst labour laws.

The same “experts”, bureaucratic or other-
wise, who are demanding that international
experts be called in to look at Indian statistics
(because they are allegedly not capturing one
of the worst domestic,and global, downturns)
are also arguing for restraint on any policy ac-
tion — for example, don’t change policy rates,
don’tlower tax rates, and indeed raise them to
gather more revenue to finance the increased
fiscal deficit brought about by the slowing
economy. It does not get crazier than this.

But maybe itdoes, in the form of AS’s “aca-
demic” calculation that Indian GDP growth is
being overstated since 2011. Before looking at
this miscalculation, I have to remind readers
that AS was among the very few (along with
self)who had the courage to point out that the
MPC under the then RBI Governor Urjit Patel
was leading India to a downward growth spi-
ral and real policy rates needed to be 200 bp
lower than where Patel’s MPC had kept them.
That was in June 2017. In June 2018, Patel and
the MPC were busy hiking interest rates and
expecting growth (and inflation) to accelerate;
a year later, RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das’s
MPC has reduced rates by 75 bp but real rates,
at 3 per cent+, have been where they have been
for more than two years.

Real interest rates in India are high(est) be-
cause of three policy failures — failure on the
part of the Ministry of Finance (MoF) to not re-
duce government-controlled deposit rates (for
example, rates on small savings), the RBI for
keeping repo rates so high in the hugely mis-
taken belief that there is an inflation dragon
waiting to be slayed, and the policy makers’
belief that we should not open up our capital
markets, including well capitalised NBFCs, to
investment from foreign individuals and in-
stitutional investors.

GDP growth is low because of policy fail-
ures — true today as well as before and hope-
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Source: World Bank data used as in Arvind Subramanian (AS) article; Column 2 refers to rank for over-estimation
countries with statistically significant over-estimation; Column 3 refers to rank for all countries; Column 41is the
country coefficient as estimated according to AS paper; Column 5 is GDP growth, 2012-2016; Column 6 is excess
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fully, recognised by all. But now to AS’s allega-
tion that the Indian GDP during 2012-17 had
been misestimated and that the “correct” or
“actual” GDP growth between 2012-16 was as
little as 3.5-5.5 per cent, rather than officially
reported 7 per cent — an over-estimation of
2.5 per centayear.l want to examine AS’s hy-
pothesis and results with the view that he is
entirely correct in his assumptions, and
method of analysis. AS’s model/assertions
rests on the following three pillars:

Pillar 1: Growth in four real variables
(exports, imports, credit and electricity—
hereafter X variables) can more than ade-
quately proxy real GDP growth for all non-oil
exporting countries with a population
greater than 1 million. Pillar 2: That for all
countries, the relationship is robust for two
different time-periods — Period I, 2001-2011
and Period I, 2012-16. Pillar 3: Only for Indiais
there a problem with official GDP data. Hence,
AS’s entire analysis is geared to examine how
much Indian GDPin Period Il veered of the (AS)
predicted path.

AS brings all his statistical acumen to con-
firm that the gap between actual and pre-
dicted GDP was as much as 2.5 per cent and
that this gap was statistically significant (it
could not have happened by chance). Since
AS believes that he has a model which can
proxy growth, he is broadly right in also be-
lieving the “only” explanation for the gap be-
tween official and predicted GDP growth is
that the former, and not the latter, is in error
— either fudged by the political masters, or
via the incompetence of statistical authorities
around the world that vetted India’s GDP
measurement, or both.

I want to accept AS’s method and conclu-
sionsif only because the two of us were lonely
warriors against the Patel RBI/MPC crusade
againstinflation and growth. For 89 countries,
I collected the data for the four AS variables
from the World Bank website (as he does). ]
successfully reproduced his preferred estimate
of 2.5 per cent.

When I first read AS’s paper a week ago, |
was struck by the absence of any discussion
on the statistical possibility that his method
could yield mis-estimation errors for other
countries. He does have a throwaway line that
there were four outlier countries — Cambodia,
Tajikistan, Ireland and Ukraine — which were
excluded from analysis, but nomore. I decided

The government also gets it.
Every day thereis an
announcement of concern
and the admission that the
economy is in trouble. All
eyes (and ears) are rightly on
the Budget to be presented
on July 5. Itis to be seen
whether Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman listens
to the voices of the ‘old’
economists and bureaucrats
who want to continue with
business as usual, be
concerned with the minutiae
of the fiscal deficit, and ask
for restraint on changing
course on three world
records that India holds —
highest real interest rates,
highest effective corporate
tax rates, and the worst
labour laws.

to estimate the AS model for all 89 countries
— that is, estimated the gap between meas-
ured GDP and AS predicted GDP in Period IL.

Here is what [ found. Out of 89 countries,
for 46 countries the AS country dummy was
not significant. For 22 of these 46 countries,
the individual country effect was negative —
the measured GDP was less than predicted
GDP, by an average 0.5 ppt; for the remaining
24 countries, measured GDP growth was
above predicted growth by 0.4 ppt. The re-
maining 43 countries, with significant indi-
vidual country effects, were almost equally
divided between over-estimation (1.7 ppt)
and under-estimation (1.8 ppt).

This lastresultis significant. There is equal
over-estimation and under-estimation of GDP
in the world (at least for 43 countries). AS is
concerned with overestimation. There are 21
such countries,and Germany tops the list, that
is, according to AS, German (ECB take note),
GDP data is being over-estimated the most.
AS should fire his statistical guns at Germany
for systematically overestimating GDP by an
average of 1.8 pptayearin Period II.

One final calculation. Reported GDP
growth for Germany in Period Il was 1.3 per
cent ; AS’s over-estimation number is 1.8 per
cent; hence, excess GDP over reported GDP
(ratio of 1.8 and 1.3)is a high 135 per cent, the
highest in the world. Number 8 on the list is
Bangladesh with an excess magnitude of 60
per cent; Indiais 16th (out of 21 countries)with
an excess magnitude of 38 per cent (ratio of
2.5and 6.7 per cent).

The table also reports the excess magni-
tude calculation for several other countries.
For example, reported GDP growth in Brazil
was -0.4 per cent; the AS method suggests
that Brazil GDP growth is under-estimated by
as much as 3 per cent. Jamaica has a positive
average GDP growthin Period Il of 0.6 per cent
and AS seems to have under-estimated
growth each year by 2.4 per cent.

Maybe a happiness index can be con-
structed on the basis of the AS methodology,
rather than a GDP misestimate. One strong
result — Brazilians are a lot happier than the
Portuguese and the Jamaicans are the happi-
est. | would have believed that if the West
Indies were playing well in the World Cup.

Bhalla is contributing editor, The Indian
Express. Views are personal

K M CHANDRASEKHAR

[.essons from a verdict

Assumptions about politics have been overturned. Opposition must unite

TO ME, THE 2019 election has been a unique,
rather disturbing, experience. It was back in
1991 that a similar shake up of my thinking
occurred when the socialist, anti-rich, pro-
labour, protectionist mindset to which I had
been accustomed had to suddenly re-adjust
toan entirely new economic thought process.

The most obvious change is the shift from
anall-encompassing approach to policy, built
carefully into our Constitution. In this election,
consolidation of the majority community and
aligning it to nationalism played a larger role
than ever before, particularly in the Hindi
heartland. What effect this will have on policy
and legislation remains to be seen.

Clear divergences across states could be
perceived. The North-South divide was pro-
nounced, except in Karnataka. The states in
which minorities were stronger voted one
way while another process of choice prevailed
in areas in which the majority community
formed the bulk of the population. Caste di-
visions do not seem to have influenced the
voter as much as Hindu consolidation, as in
Uttar Pradesh. Regional parties have gained

in strength, which augurs well for federalism.
The vote seems to have been for stability.
Economic issues, such as declining growth
rates, higher unemployment, low rate of do-
mestic investment and farmer distress did not
create any impact. Indians, by and large, seem
to be used to the fluctuations in the economy
and hence do not pay much attention to them.
The Congress manifesto, compiled by
many experts, did not cut much ice, probably
because of its complexity and the fact that it
came too late. NYAY was a good concept but it
got lost in the cacophony on the economy,
Rafale, untruth and on love juxtaposed to hate.
The ruling front had a clear agenda and un-
contested leadership. The Opposition seemed
confused and cut into each others’ votes.
Most of what I have said above is based on
wisdom gained from hindsight. During the
elections, there was no indication of a “wave”,
unlike in 2014. Most opinion polls, non-
aligned media and commentators predicted
ahard battle, even a hung Parliament. It is as-
tonishing that a swing of such dramatic pro-
portions went unnoticed. This could well be

anindication of anew pattern of voter behav-
iour with alarge proportion of voters deciding
only towards the end of the campaign.

The elections are now behind us and it is
time for both the ruling parties and Opposition
tolook ahead. The government has the greater
responsibility. This has been anill-tempered,
bruising election. It is necessary now to heal
the wounds. India is a land of many cultures
and our rulers must accept such diversity. The
beginning gives hope. The choice of Maldives,
a predominantly Muslim country, for the PM’s
first visit, preceded by worship at the promi-
nent Guruvayur temple, located in a state that
voted heavily against the BJP, his utterances
both inKerala and in the Maldivian Majlis —all
this sends subliminal messages both to the
apprehensive and extremist elements.

In this election, disparity in money power
between the ruling parties and the Opposition
was visible. This disparity will widen over the
next five years. With less money, the
Opposition will have no choice buttogo to the
people in old Gandhian ways, tramping on
foot to remote villages with their message,

winning the hearts of people. Rahul Gandhi
could initiate the process in his own beauti-
ful constituency.

The Opposition has also to unite, setting
aside their differences, eschewing claims to
leadership for a larger cause. This cannot be
an on-off affair. Sustained effort is required,
spanning perhaps even more than five years.
In the interim, some of them will win state
elections. This is no indication of a national
trend. The people have proved, time and again,
that they think and vote differently at differ-
ent levels of governance.

Voter behaviour in the present political mi-
lieu needs to be studied and understood. The
ruling parties obviously have a clearer under-
standing presently, but the opposition parties
have the time to regroup. That they have the
will to do sois not apparent from the decision
to fight the UP Assembly by polls from differ-
ent platforms.

The writer is a former Cabinet Secretary and
currently chairman, Centre for Development
Studies, Thiruvananthapuram
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“For the first time, a prime minister of the UK will be chosen by Conservative
party grassroots activists. This means the new leader will largely be the choice

of middle-class white men over 55.”

—THE GUARDIAN

The litchis
of wrath

Muzaffarpuris a national tragedy,as much as Gujarat
earthquake was, or Kerala floods. But has anyone given
thought to next year,along-term policy?

NARAYANI GUPTA

THE BITTER CRY of Children was the title
of a book (1906) by the American writer,
John Spargo, one of the group labelled
“The Muckrakers”. It described in graphic
detail the conditions of child labourers.
Earlier, in 1883, Mearns and Preston had
published The Bitter Cry of Outcast London.
History can be written as the tragedy of
little children — subject to abuse by rela-
tives and by employers, frightened and
lonely in war and exile and, at the mo-
ment, felled by a disease that viciously tar-
gets only them.

Today, one does not have to wait for the
definitive book. There are short-cuts to
gathering information which bypass long
spells of interaction as was done by
Charles Dickens, and door-to-door surveys
by social workers and academics (like
Sidney and Beatrice Webb) and later by
committed middle-class women in India
in the 1930s and 1940s. Communications
are faster, day-to-day news, statistics,
videos are immediately available. But has
this speeded up response? In the stillness
of the night, the sobbing of the parents of
Muzaffarpur gets no relief.

And what we see is only the tip of the
iceberg — the children who actually got a
few inches of bed-space in the hospital.
What of those who could not make the
journey? The shadow gets bigger, goes
further. And before the deaths, there was
the infection. And before that, there was
hunger. The assumption that we are ahead
of Africa in every way is given the lie by
the statistics on malnutrition.

The Vellore doctors explained that
litchis eaten after having had a full meal
before bedtime does no harm, but eaten
on a pitifully hungry stomach can be fa-
tal. Reading that really hurts. I was re-
minded of Oxfam lunches for volunteers
— the charge was 2 pounds, for which you
got a slice of bread and a thin slice of
cheese. It is not enough to give money to
the hungry, they explained. You must ex-
perience hunger yourself.

Maybe it is the short-cuts that are the
reason for us not showing any insaniyat (un-
translatable). We talk, we write, and as-
sume someone else somewhere is doing
what officials refer to as “the needful”.

There was a report about the deputy
chief minister of another state offering
help to Muzaffarpur. The rest, including
those of Bihar, resort to a standard answer,
or rather, a counter-question: What did

earlier political leaders do for 70 years?
Or, what did the preceding government
do? They hallucinate about the past, and
fantasise about the future, while the pres-
ent slips away under their feet. When the
tsunami strikes, they will be standing on
the beach, holding forth about an earlier
tsunami, another time.

Officials and ministers are not over-ea-
ger to go and see the situation for them-
selves, photo-op though it is. And if they
do, there is a lack of empathy — a telling
phrase used by a TV commentator was
“vyavhaar ka ahankaar”. Has it to do with
age — are younger people, whose children
are still small, more likely to react with
passion? Does a long life spent thinking,
acting, talking politics, inure you to the
suffering of children? It is too much of an
effort for tired minds and limbs, particu-
larly when the World Cup matches are in
progress. And, after all, to wish to defeat
Pakistan at cricket makes you a true na-
tionalist, to comment on official apathy
makes you anti-national.

It was not always so. In the 1940s,
Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay was a one-per-
son National Disaster Management Agency.
And how she galvanised middle-class
women during the Bengal Famine, giving
them a sense of exhilaration as they devised
ways to help the hungry villagers (my
mother-in-law told me how she started to
rear poultry in the garden of their govern-
ment bungalow, so that the children at
Shishu Sadan could have aneggaday. Try to
imagine the well-guarded sarkari bunga-
lows in Patna or New Delhi doing that now! ).

Social work was a vocation. For some
years now, it has been a profession. Can
we look to the students enrolled for un-
der-graduate and post-graduate degrees
in Social Work, and the volunteers of the
National Service Scheme? In these vaca-
tion weeks, students could get some first-
hand experience of how to make the life of
the parents bearable, console the griev-
ing, counsel the others?

The NDMA was set up in 1999. Its brief
is to co-ordinate the response to “man-
made and natural disasters”. Muzaffarpur
is facing a disaster which is partly natural
and certainly aggravated by being man-
made. But it does not qualify. “Disaster”
has to be dramatic. Floods and earth-
quakes elicitimmediate response, but not
long epidemics or drought.

Muzaffarpur is a national tragedy, as
much as the Gujarat earthquake was, or
the Kerala floods. Has anyone given
thought to next year, to a long-term pol-
icy? Or will June 2020 newspapers echo
those of 2019?

(If the NDMA or the NSS is active in
Muzaffarpur, and I have missed reading
about it, I apologise. And the Ramakrishna
Mission or KhalsaAid?)

The writer is a historian of Delhi

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

AGAINST FEDERALISM

THISREFERS TO the editorial, ‘Pollarising’
(IE,June 21).The “one country, one elec-
tion” concept does have the advantage
of obviating frequent elections which of-
ten disrupt governance. It will also lead
to savings on time, energy and money.
At the same time, for a nation of India’s
size and diversity, holding such elections
would be a Herculean task. Moreover,
we would be back to square one if the
ruling party loses majority before the
completion of its tenure. The idea puts
regional parties ata disadvantage. There
is genuine fear of local issues getting sup-
pressed by the national narrative. A di-
lution of the Model Code of Conduct al-
lowing some sort of leeway for policy
execution during state election time
would be a better idea.

Vijai Pant, Hempur

PATRIOTISM, LOVE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial ‘Campus
control’ (IE, June 20). Patriotism cannot
be taught in educational institutions.
Neither can it be inculcated as a value.
It is a sentiment that can only be in-
spired. True patriotic sentiment can
only mean absolute well-being of peo-
ple in the country without discrimina-
tion. The moment we judge others on
a self-defined scale of patriotism, we
ourselves are being less than patriotic.
Patriotism can only co-exist with love.

Anirudh Bhatjiwale, Indore

ELECTION WEEK

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The next
structural change’ (IE, June 20).
Simultaneous election to the Lok Sabha
and state legislatures is premised on the
grounds that national resources are

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

LANGUAGE, WISDOM

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The
enigma of English’ (IE JUNE 13).
The approach must not be to de-
value English rather it must be
towork for language and culture
of the non-English speakers. We
can’'t deny the fact that mother
tongue only inculcate values and
basic  knowledge.  The
Constitution’s Article 343(1)laid
down that: “Over period of 15
years from enactment, use of
English as an official language
was to cease, unless Parliament
decides otherwise”. But it still
holds the status of the “sub-
sidiary official language” of the
union. Englishemerged asalin-
gua franca for commercial,
diplomatic and administrative
convenience. But the language
one is born into is apt for foun-
dation knowledge.

Arshpreet S EKhnoor, Fazilka

scarce and need to be deployed effi-
ciently. But the existing constitutional
scheme demands flexibility on account
of unforeseen political development that
might necessitate untimely elections. The
imposition of the model code of conduct
around the year to facilitate the electoral
process is detrimental to the develop-
mental projects. A pre-decided election
week along the lines of that in the US
could be a suggestion to ponder upon.
Sudip Kumar Dey, Kolkata




A new course

President’s address should have fleshed out
PM Modi's agenda of winning the trust of all

resident Ram Nath Kovind’s address to the joint
Psitting of Parliament set out the philosophy and

priorities of the Narendra Modi government that
has been re-elected. It outlined the rupture that has
come to characterise Mr. Modi’s politics, marked by his
2014 victory, and pointedly ignored the progress India
had made during earlier years. The President said his
government was “committed to that very idea of nation-
building, the foundation for which was laid in 2014.”
Harnessing the thoughts of social reformer Sree Naraya-
na Guru and Rabindranath Tagore to emphasise broth-
erhood among all sections and the celebration of the
human spirit would have been uplifting if only the rest
of the speech dwelt on those ideas in some detail and
with force. In the absence of elaboration, such grand in-
tent in the initial paragraphs was not reassuring. The
Prime Minister’s newly added objective of winning the
trust of all governed, Sabka vishwas, was not fleshed out
meaningfully. Sardar Patel, Babasaheb Ambedkar and
Mahatma Gandhi found mention, but not Jawaharlal
Nehru, the founding Prime Minister whose vision and
unfailing commitment to secularism, pluralism and
progress set the Republic on a sustainable course.

The ‘New India’ that the President mentioned is a de-
parture from that founding vision, and there was no
ambiguity on that aspect. He struck a chord with the
constituency of the government, but not with all. The
notion that there is a non-sectarian development agen-
da that is impervious to identity politics is good to have,
and the Prime Minister’s evangelical fervour in driving
its schemes is laudable. But triumphalism around many
schemes such as the Swachh Bharat Mission has deflect-
ed public attention from the serious tasks ahead and an
honest discussion on achievements. New focus on wa-
ter conservation and management and the rural econo-
my is not a moment too early. These are critical areas.
Mr. Kovind also spoke of the government’s intent to ex-
pand scientific research and higher education. A
speech by the President is significant not for the techni-
cal details it offers, but for the vision. The cultural na-
tionalist agenda of the ruling dispensation that has
made intellectual curiosity and academic integrity
dangerous in India is not the route to any of these goals.
The restrictions on cattle trade and violence against
those employed in it — mostly Muslims and Dalits —
have not merely become a protracted communal con-
flict but are also among the factors that have pushed the
rural economy off the rails. Announcing yet another
scheme for cattle, as the President did, is not confront-
ing the real, self-inflicted problem. What differentiates
one dispensation from another is not the material ambi-
tions but the social purpose and direction of such pur-
suits. The clarity on that aspect in the address may be
stimulating for many, but certainly not good for India.

A stablelanet

India is set to become the most populous
nation; improving the quality of life is crucial

he key message from the UN’s World Population
TProspects 2019 report is that national leaders
must redouble their efforts to raise education,
health and living standards for people everywhere. In-
dia is projected to become the most populous country
by 2027 surpassing China, and host 1.64 billion people
by 2050; the world as a whole could be home to 8.5 bil-
lion people in just over a decade from now, and the
number could go up to 9.7 billion by mid-century. The
projections should be viewed in perspective, consider-
ing that alarmist Malthusian fears of inability to provide
for more than a billion people on earth did not come
true. Yet, there are strong arguments in favour of stabi-
lising population numbers by raising the quality of life
of people, and achieving sustainable development that
will not destroy the environment. The UN report shows
migration to countries with a falling ratio of working-
age people to those above 65 will be steady, as those
economies open up to workers to sustain economic
production. Japan has the lowest such ratio, followed
by Europe and the Caribbean; in over three decades,
North America, Eastern and Southeastern Asia will join
this group. India meanwhile will have a vast number of
young people and insufficient natural resources left for
exploitation. Preparing for the changes and opportuni-
ties migration offers will depend on a skills revolution.
At the national level, achieving a reduction in fertility
rates in States such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Haryana,
Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh — which
are high as per Sample Registration System data — is a
challenge for India as it seeks to stabilise population
growth. This is possible if the State governments set
their minds to it. They must singularly focus on improv-
ing education and health access for women, both of
which will help them be gainfully employed. On the
other hand, arise in life expectancy has brought with it
a policy imperative that is bound to become even more
important in coming decades. A growing population of
older adults is a certainty, and it opens up prospects for
employment in many new services catering to them.
Urban facilities have to be reimagined, with an empha-
sis on access to good, affordable housing and mobility.
The Sustainable Development Goals framework pro-
vides a roadmap to this new era. But progress in pover-
ty reduction, greater equality, better nutrition, univer-
sal education and health care, needs state support and
strong civil society institutions. Making agriculture re-
munerative and keeping food prices stable are crucial
to ensure nutrition for all. India is set to become the
most populous nation. For its leaders, improving the
quality of life for its people will be a test of political will.

Smart diplomacy in five moves

India needs to see through many balancing acts to deal with regional tensions

-

HAPPYMON JACOB

he nature and dynamics of
TSouthern Asian geopolitics

are undergoing a radical
transformation, slowly, steadily
and in an irrevocable manner. One
of the world’s most volatile regions
and hitherto dominated by the Un-
ited States, Southern Asia is today
at an inflection point with far-
reaching implications for the
states in the region, and for India
in particular. Is New Delhi adeq-
uately prepared to weather the in-
coming geopolitical storm?

To begin with, there is a sharp,
though often understated, great
power competition in the region
with the U.S. caught between its
reluctance to part with its quickly
fading glory on the one hand and
unwillingness to do what it takes
to maintain its regional influence
on the other. And yet, when chal-
lenged by China and Russia in the
regional geopolitical landscape,
the U.S.’s superpower instinct is to
push back, often leading to short-
sighted decisions and confused
policies. The resultant geopolitical
competition for space, power and
influence in the regional scheme
of things is undoing the traditional
geopolitical certainties in South-
ern Asia. Russia and China are
jointly and individually challeng-
ing the U.S.’s pre-eminence and
drafting smaller countries of the
region into their bandwagon/s.

Despite our unease and tradi-
tional suspicion towards great
power system shapers and manag-

Why South Asia must cooperate

ers, the simple fact is that a benign
unipolarity or a balanced multipo-
larity with some amount of great
power concert is generally better
than unbalanced multipolarity.
Unbalanced multipolarity when
combined with a situation of pow-
er transition in the regional sub-
system, as is perhaps the case to-
day, might prove to be destabilis-
ing. We are perhaps at the cusp of
such a moment in Southern Asia.

The China pivot
Then there is the emergence of the
‘China pivot’ in the region. Wash-
ington’s role as the regional pivot
and power manager is becoming a
thing of the past with Beijing in-
creasingly able and willing to as-
sume that role. Regional geopolit-
ics, from Iran to Central Asia and
from the South China Sea to the In-
dian Ocean region, is increasingly
being shaped by China. China is
the new regional hegemon with
states in the region jumping on its
bandwagon without much resis-
tance. When new powers are on
an ascendance, its neighbours
tend to recalibrate their policies
and old partnerships and allianc-
es. Regional holdouts and challen-
gers such as India will need to ba-
lance themselves tactfully to steer
clear of the rising hegemon’s ire.
Yet another feature of the cur-
rent regional sub-system is the
presence of an extreme trust defi-
cit among the various actors in the
region. That India and Pakistan, or
China and India do not trust each
other is not news, but a trust defi-
cit exists between even seemingly
congenial partners such as the U.S.
and India, Russia and China, and
among traditional partners such
as Iran and India, and Russia and
India. The varying degrees of trust
deficit when combined with other
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factors such as unresolved con-
flicts, misunderstandings or the
occurrence of a crisis could easily
push the region towards more
conflict and friction, and obvious-
ly less cooperation and regional in-
tegration.

The rising war talk in the region
is yet another contemporary fea-
ture of the Southern Asian region-
al sub-system. The possibility of a
military conflict between Iran and
the U.S. (a path the hawks in Wash-
ington are pushing U.S. President
Donald Trump to pursue) which in
turn would draw many more
countries in the region into it lead-
ing to widespread instability, po-
tential for India-Pakistan border
skirmishes and possible escala-
tion, an escalating China-U.S.
trade war, and the many proxy
and cold wars in Afghanistan and
West Asia will keep the tempera-
ture high in the region for the fore-
seeable future.

In sum, a power transition in
the Southern Asian sub-system, an
extreme trust deficit and the esca-
lating war talk pose ominous signs
for the region.

The layers

This is not a pretty picture; cer-
tainly not for India, a country that
is caught right in the middle of
these tectonic developments and
that habitually reacts to geopoliti-
cal developments with characte-

ristic tardiness. And yet, true to its
DNA, India is likely to adopt a slew
of balancing acts. This is perhaps
the most appropriate strategy to
adopt under the circumstances
provided it does so with a sense of
clarity and purpose instead of
merely reacting. There are at least
five layers of balancing acts that In-
dia would need to adopt in order
to weather the incoming geopoliti-
cal storm. At level one, it would
need to balance its innate desire to
get closer to the U.S. with the un-
avoidable necessities of not exces-
sively provoking China both in the
maritime and continental do-
mains. Clearly, getting too close to
the U.S. will provoke China, and
vice versa.

The second layer of this balanc-
ing game should drive India’s West
Asia policy. Here it would have to
take care of its energy and other
interests (including the Chabahar
project) with Iran and not alienate
the U.S., Saudi Arabia and Israel by
doing so. While Iran’s share in In-
dia’s energy imports is steadily de-
creasing, alienating Iran might not
suit India’s strategic interests in
the longer run.

As a third balancing act, dealing
with the Russia-China partnership
will be crucial for India’s continen-
tal strategy, be it with regard to
arms sales, the Afghan question or
checking Chinese dominance of
the region. New Delhi should be
clever enough to exploit the not-
so-apparent fissures between Beij-
ing and Moscow. A related con-
cern should be the growing rela-
tionship between Pakistan and
Russia which must be dealt with
by smart diplomacy rather than
outrage.

Yet another layer that requires
careful balancing by India is the
strategic partnership between Pa-

A shared vision is essential to attaining the Sustainable Development Goals

SYED MUNIR KHASRU

3.5% of the world’s land sur-

face area but hosts a fourth of
its population, making it a region
of significant importance for inter-
national development. In spite of
the geographic proximity coun-
tries in this region enjoy and their
common socio-cultural bonds,
this is one of the world’s least inte-
grated regions. Intra-regional
trade is a meagre 5% of the total
trade these countries do globally,
while intra-regional investment is
less than 1% of the region’s overall
global investment. South Asia’s av-
erage GDP per capita is only about
9.64% of the global average. Ac-
counting for more than 30% of the
world’s poor, the region faces my-
riad economic and environmental
challenges.

South Asia covers only about

Lack of initiatives

While the countries share a host of
common development challenges,
economic cooperation remains
less than adequate. While A few
noteworthy regional initiatives
such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative
for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC
) and the Bangladesh-Bhutan-In-
dia-Nepal (BBIN) Initiative have

been undertaken to bring the
countries closer together, eco-
nomically and socially, there is
scope for much more. For a region
with common development chal-
lenges of inequality, poverty, weak
governance and poor infrastruc-
ture, a shared vision of attaining
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) pro-
vides enormous opportunities for
cooperation, collaboration, and
convergence (3C).

Compared to the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs),
which were a set of eight objec-
tives to be achieved by developing
nations with support from deve-
loped nations by 2015, the SDGs
are more universal, inclusive and
integrated in nature. The 17 goals
and their 169 targets are inter-con-
nected and cannot be implement-
ed by countries working in isola-
tion. Many are transnational in
nature and require regional ef-
forts. South Asian countries could
benefit a lot by adopting a regional
framework of cooperation that
can support, strengthen and stim-
ulate the SDGs. The SDGs highlight
not only the importance of region-
al approach towards achieving the
goals but also the regional synergy
and resulting positive value addi-
tions towards achieving the SDG
2030 Agenda. In the SDG Index
2018, which is an assessment of
countries’ progress, among 156
countries only two South Asian
countries, Bhutan and Sri Lanka,
are in the top 100. India is ranked
112th.
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Most South Asian countries
have made good progress in end-
ing extreme poverty, but they face
persistent challenges to goals relat-
ed to industry, innovation and in-
frastructure, zero hunger, gender
equality, education, sustainable ci-
ties and communities and decent
work and economic growth. These
apart, most of South Asia conti-
nues to be vulnerable to climate
change and climate-induced natu-
ral disasters.

Varying performances

A closer look at the country-level
data shows that India is perform-
ing well in Goal 1 (no poverty),
Goal 6 (clean water and sanita-
tion), Goal 12 (sustainable con-
sumption and production), Goal
13 (climate action) and Goal 16
(peace, justice and strong institu-
tions) while doing poorly in goal 2
(zero hunger), Goal 5 (gender
equality) and Goal 9 (industry, in-
novation and infrastructure). Like
India, Bangladesh is doing well in
Goals 1, 6, 12 and 13 but poorly in
Goals 2 and 9, and lagging behind

in Goal 7 (affordable and clean
energy). While doing well in Goals
1 and 12, Pakistan needs improve-
ment in Goals 2, 4, 5 and 9, similar
to India and Bangladesh. It also
needs improved performance
with respect to Goal 8 (decent
work and economic growth).
There are a lot of similarities
among these three big economies
of South Asia with respect to
achieving some specific SDGs as
well as exhibiting poor perfor-
mance in some common goals.

A regional strategic approach to
tackle common development chal-
lenges can bring enormous bene-
fits to South Asia. SDGs related to
energy, biodiversity, infrastruc-
ture, climate resilience and capac-
ity development are transnational,
and here policy harmonisation
can play a pivotal role in reducing
duplication and increasing effi-
ciency. In a study titled ‘SDGs
Needs Assessment and Financing
Strategy: Bangladesh Perspective’,
Bangladesh has undertaken exem-
plary initiatives for analysing its
available resources and additional
funding requirements for SDG im-
plementation, suggesting that the
country requires an additional
$928 billion to fully implement the
SDGs. The study identifies five pos-
sible sources for SDGs financing:
public sector, private sector, pu-
blic-private partnership, external
sector and non-government Or-
ganisations. On the other hand,
data for many of the SDG targets
and indicators for the Maldives are
unavailable. Similarly, India has
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kistan and China. While Pakistan
is the revisionist power in the re-
gion, China, being a rising super-
power and an already status quoist
power in the region, could poten-
tially be persuaded to check Pakis-
tan’s revisionist tendencies. This
again requires a great deal of sub-
tle effort from New Delhi to con-
vince Beijing that it has great
stakes in regional strategic stabili-
ty. What must be noted is that both
Beijing and New Delhi, despite
their sharp differences and un-
avoidable strategic competition,
share a stake in the region’s stabil-
ity. Therefore even a small mea-
sure of rapprochement between
them, as it seemingly exists today,
could stabilise the region to a great
extent.

Handling Afghanistan
Finally, if India is serious about
having a say in Afghanistan’s fu-
ture, it would need to enact sever-
al balancing acts there: between
Russia and China, China and Pa-
kistan, the Taliban and Kabul, and
the Taliban and Pakistan. In a con-
stantly changing Afghan geopoliti-
cal landscape, the contents of In-
dia’s interests should also evolve.
New Delhi should keep in mind
that it must, by all means, be care-
ful to avoid getting caught in a nut-
cracker geopolitical situation in
the region. Engaging in a delicate
balancing game is undeniably the
need of the hour, and let us re-
member that balancing such
seeming contradictions is what
smart diplomacy is meant to
achieve.

Happymon Jacob teaches at the
Jawaharlal Nehru University, and is the
author of ‘Line on Fire: Ceasefire
Violations and India-Pakistan Escalation
Dynamics’

formulated some pragmatic plans
and initiatives to improve food and
nutrition security from which ma-
ny of the neighbouring countries
can benefit.

To address institutional and in-
frastructural deficits, South Asian
countries need deeper regional
cooperation. On financing the
SDGs in South Asia, countries can
work towards increasing the flow
of intra-regional FDI. The private
sector too can play a vital role in
resource mobilisation.

Taking everyone along

The South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC),
the platform for regional econom-
ic cooperation in this region, has
become moribund and remains
unsuccessful in promoting region-
al economic cooperation. If the
countries of South Asia, the fastest
growing region of the world, can
come to a common understanding
on regional integration and coop-
eration in achieving the SDGs, it
can unleash a powerful synergistic
force that can finally make South
Asia converge. A convergence to-
wards achieving a common socio-
economic agenda gives hope that
no one in South Asia will be left be-
hind in the journey towards eradi-
cating poverty and enduring digni-
ty to all.

Syed Munir Khasru is chairman of the
think-tank, the Institute for Policy,
Advocacy, and Governance (IPAG), with a
presence in Dhaka, Melbourne, Vienna,
and the UAE
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The yoga way

The article, “What yoga can
teach us” (Editorial page,
June 17) suggests that if
international negotiations
started with the practice of
yoga, it could result in a
calm ambience and allow
for wise decisions to evolve.
My take on this is that as
the land of science, we in
India should implement
and demonstrate to the
world how our discussions
in Parliament and
elsewhere take place in a
calm and quiet ambience
created by its practice and
how wise and mature
decisions are churned out.
In the current situation,
many of the ardent
advocates of yoga in India
are not found to be in a
state of calm and maturity,
in turn provoking divisive
tendencies in society. More
often than not they are
found to make emotionally
explosive remarks to
instigate disquiet rather

than peace. A theory of
science has to be proven for
its acceptance.

P.G. MATHEW,
Kochi

Party hopping

India needs a stringent
anti-defection law more
than a ‘one nation, one
poll’. There may be reasons
for those in the Opposition
moving over to the ruling
party, but the perception is
that there is more to it than
meets the eye (Page 1,
“Four TDP Rajya Sabha
members join BJP”, June
21). People have high
expectations from Modi 2.0
when there are core issues
such as a faltering economy
and agriculture. The BJP
must encourage healthy
democratic practices.

U.A PRAVEEN,
Warangal, Telangana

u The Prime Minister’s
statesman-like
pronouncements after

assuming office raised hopes
of a refreshing new era.
However the cross-over
confirms that political
morality remains as low as
ever. The fact that the MPs
are under the scanner points
to what could be at play. The
BJP’s dire need for a majority
in the Rajya Sabha is
understandable but not at
the cost of democratic
principles. The anti-
defection laws need to be
revisited.

MANOHAR ALEMBATH,
Kannur, Kerala

Doctors’ safety

In his article, “Doctors and
patients deserve better”
(OpEd page, June 19), Dr.
Nagral has given us an
understanding of the roots of
the pervasive evil of violence
against doctors and nurses in
India. But as a medical
practitioner working
overseas for the last 18 years,
I can say that such violence is
not unusual in western

countries. It has become the
subject of discussion in
medical literature and the lay
press in the U.S. The
common feature of these
attacks is “victim shaming”
by administrators and senior
management in hospitals. In
other words, the doctor or
nurse concerned is made to
feel that it is they who
brought on the attack due to
a ‘lack of proper
communication’, or
‘insensitivity at a time of
bereavement/emotional
distress’.

There is now a call for these
attitudes to change and to
bring in an atmosphere of
caring for the victim of the
attack. Nothing changes
unless systems change.

The writer would agree that
this dictum is the basis for a
lot of the work that follows
audits of unexpected or poor
outcomes after surgery. The
surgeon cannot be made to
shoulder the entire blame, or
make the corrections

necessary to prevent
recurrences. Based on this
principle it would behove us
to look at what systemic
changes would help prevent
violence in hospitals.
Parliament has to pass laws
or amend the Code of
Criminal Procedure
appropriately to make
violence against doctors,
nurses and hospital
personnel in the line of duty
a cognisable offence.
Appropriate changes in the
Evidence Act that would
make video-recorded
evidence adequate to
prosecute a violent offender
and extending the statute of
limitations to allow such
prosecution to happen up to
five years would also be
necessary. The prescribed
punishment should also be
made clear and based on
other such laws currently in
place in Commonwealth
countries.

Dr. PHILIP G. THOMAS,
McAllen, Texas, U.S.

Seek foreign assistance
The Chennai urban
agglomeration is reported to
have a population of around
9 million, and receives an
average annual rainfall of
about 50 inches. The Dallas
Fortworth metro area in the
U.S. has a population of 6.8
million and receives an
annual rainfall of only 36
inches. I have lived in a
Dallas suburb for a few years
without experiencing any
drinking water scarcity. If at
all there was any shortfall in
water supply, it was
restricted to the operation of
sprinklers to water lawns.
Many residences have
private swimming pools. The
main reason for this happy
situation can be ascribed to
excellent planning. The
Tamil Nadu government
could seek the assistance of
the U.S. government.

V. NAGARAJAN,
Chennai

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/
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A hundred deaths, and no answers

Cases of acute encephalitis syndrome have seen a spike in Muzaffarpur this year, already claiming more than a hundred lives. Jacob Koshy reports on the appalling
state of health care in Bihar, even as the debate on what is causing the deaths rages on

Shyam Babu Saha’s families have

shared a hospital bed. The two dai-
ly-wage labourers, who have had to give
up work for three days, haven’t ex-
changed a word, though they have
much in common. Both have a boy and
a girl each. And their children are bat-
tling for life.

Sundar, Mahato’s three-and-a-half-
year-old son, is naked, emaciated, deli-
rious and has a distended stomach. Hi-
manshi, six months old and in a striped
shirt and shorts, looks bigger and
healthier than Sundar. She sleeps lon-
ger — fitfully, her mother Vimla says.
Both families are from different districts
of Bihar. Mahato is from Muzaffarpur
and Saha is from Sitamarhi district.
Their children were suddenly taken ill.
When the children were convulsing and
feverish, they were rushed to the Sri
Krishna Medical College and Hospital
(SKMCH) in Muzaffarpur. The doctors
noted that their blood sugar had
dropped precipitously.

Both children are being given dex-
trose saline (a sugar solution often ad-
ministered intravenously), but their pa-
rents are nervous. “The fever has
subsided but it keeps returning,” says
Saha. “The doctors aren’t paying us
much attention.” But that’s a quibble gi-
ven that many other ailing children are
sprawled out on mattresses on the floor.
Amidst peeling plaster, strewn banana
peels, stomping doctors, nurses, jour-
nalists and television crew, the chil-
dren’s ward at SKMCH is symptomatic
of the confusion and panic that has
gripped Muzaffarpur since early June.

The floor above the general ward is
home to the Intensive Care Units (ICUs).
Each of the five ICUs has eight beds. Not
one of the beds has fewer than three
children hooked to bleeping monitors
and intravenous lines. Unusually for an
ICU, there’s little restriction on non-hos-
pital staff shuttling in and out, but un-
like the squalid paediatric wards below,
there are no patients sprawled on the
floor. The floor is clean, the air-condi-
tioners work, the nurses are extra vigi-
lant, and yet here’s where death lurks
around the corner.

l or three days, Bihari Mahato and

Season of trouble

There is a protocol for doctors. As soon
as children are wheeled in, they are
monitored for fever, convulsions and
signs of confusion or loss of conscious-
ness. “What I've seen is that several chil-
dren are brought too late. Unfortunately
we lose them,” says J.P. Mandal, a resi-
dent doctor at SKMCH. Between June 1
and 17, 312 children were admitted to
the hospital under the umbrella diagno-
sis of acute encephalitis syndrome
(AES). According to the Bihar health de-
partment, 85 died. The bulk of the
dead, 48, were children aged three to
seven. Twenty-nine children were less
than three years of age. As of June 21,
104 of the 424 children admitted since
January 1 had died. Encephalitis, which
refers to an inflammation in the brain
due to a viral or bacterial attack, causes
fever and almost never a drop in blood
sugar. In the current epidemic, as well
as in previous ones in Muzaffarpur, the
doctors have marked cases of and
deaths by hypoglycaemia (drop in
blood sugar), which is unusual.

While Bihar loses hundreds of chil-
dren to AES every year, there were
sharp spikes in 2012 and 2014, when 395
and 372 children, respectively, lost their
lives. Through the years, AES cases have
been reported from several districts in
Bihar: Gaya, Patna, Aurangabad, Saran,
East Champaran, Sitamarhi and Vaisha-
li. Government figures show that the
peak years of 2012 and 2014 saw Muzaf-
farpur account for 35-40% of hospital
admissions. While this year’s incidences
and deaths are fewer in comparison,
the season of trouble is far from over.
The outbreak in 2012 took place bet-
ween May and November. In 2014, it
was from May to July. There’s no saying
how long the current outbreak will last.
A common refrain among district admi-
nistration officials and some doctors is
that the yearly outbreak ceases in inten-
sity soon after the monsoon rains begin
in Bihar. Why is that? Nobody ventures
an explanation.

Sanjay Kumar, the State’s top civil ser-
vant in charge of health, says he cannot
quite put a finger on a “single, deter-
mining factor” that is responsible for
2019 turning out to be a bad year. It
could be the ongoing heatwave — sever-
al parts of Patna, Gaya and even Muzaf-
farpur have recorded temperatures in
excess of 4-5°C over what’s normal for
this time of the year. At least 80 people
have succumbed to the heatwave. “The
added heat and humidity could have
made young children particularly sus-
ceptible to dehydration,” he reckons. “It
could also be an infectious disease. It
could also be because of children eating
litchis.”

Kumar says all the children who are
admitted belong to the lowest socio-
economic rung; there are no instances
of infection in cities or even semi-urban
localities. He emphasises that the go-
vernment had been prepared this year
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Children with acute encephalitis syndrome undergo treatment at the Sri Krishna Medical College and Hospital in Muzaffarpur, Bihar. As of June 21, 104 of the 424 children admitted since January 1 had died due to AES.
(Below): Parents of Dileep Kumar, who died in SKMCH, in front of their home in Manika Bishunpur Chand village, Muzaffarpur. =ranJEeT kuMAR

®— Muzaffarpur

BIHAR

We work in the fields and
there are litchi orchards
aplenty where we live. But this
boy isn’t capable of plucking
fruit on his own. We do feed
him some fruit as well as other
food but we don’t starve him.

INDAL PASWAN
Father of patient

C

too, like in the past, for the outbreak. It
stocked up and supplied oral rehydra-
tion solution, ensured that medicine
and equipment were provided at medi-
cal colleges and district health centres,
and conducted public awareness cam-
paigns about the imminent outbreak.
However, he admits that the district’s
key referral hospital, SKMCH, wasn’t
equipped to deal with the deluge of pa-
tients. “This year will be a turning
point. The bed capacity will be in-
creased to 1,500 and we will have a vi-
rology lab [to better investigate vitals of
patients and determine disease
causes].”

Debating the litchi link

Arun Shah, a paediatrician and private
practitioner who has been working in
the city since 1984, insists that the spike
in AES cases and in fatalities is a result
of malnourished children suffering
brain damage after eating litchis, partic-
ularly unripe or overripe ones. In a 2014
paper, Shah and virologist T. Jacob John
had argued that the children in Shah’s
clinic in Muzaffarpur were found to
have extremely low blood sugar levels
and signs of brain damage. While viral
or bacterial infections that cause ence-
phalitis (an inflammation of brain cells
due to an infection) were well known in
Muzaffarpur and neighbouring dis-
tricts, many of them were taking sick
and dying due to encephalopathy (brain
damage, in this case, due to an environ-
mental toxin). In 2016, a detailed inves-
tigation, published in The Lancet Global
Health by the National Centre for Dis-
ease Control, India, and the U.S. Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention,
found “confirmation” that litchis con-
tained a chemical called methylene cy-
clopropyl glycine (MCPG). These are
naturally occurring toxins that cause hy-
poglycaemia and metabolic derange-
ment in children.

When a child is malnourished, her
body, having exhausted its reserves of
glucose from the digestive tract and the
liver, typically turns to fatty acids in bio-
chemical desperation to supply blood
sugar to the brain. MCPG, the theory

goes, thwarts this mechanism. This can
send the brain into hypoglycaemic
shock triggering convulsions and, if un-
addressed, even death. “But please
don’t blame litchis,” stresses Shah. “It is
the pride of Muzaffarpur.”

At a press conference two years ago,
to underline that the litchi fruit was only
a triggering factor and sickened only
malnourished children, Shah and John
ate a bowlful of the fruit in front of tele-
vision cameras to emphasise that it was
malnutrition, and not the fruit, that was
the dominant cause of the disease. Shah
is unambiguous that the children are
suffering because the government
didn’t do enough. The recently conclud-
ed Lok Sabha election distracted the go-
vernment from adequately preparing
for the outbreak, he says. In 2016, he
was part of a government-constituted
committee that prescribed guidelines:
Children shouldn’t be allowed to skip
their evening meal, they should avoid
stepping out in the heat, and local pu-
blic healthcare centres must stock up
on anti-convulsion drugs as well as dex-
trose. These were adhered to in 2017
and 2018. And that’s why there were re-
latively fewer reports of AES, he argues.

While encephalitis outbreaks in Uttar
Pradesh’s Gorakhpur were due to other
causes, and children from Muzaffarpur
and neighbouring districts have battled
viruses such as the Japanese encephali-
tis virus, the large-scale litchi cultivation
in Muzaffarpur, which contributes
about 40% of the State’s litchi produc-
tion, “can’t be ignored as a triggering
factor,” he points out.

At SKMCH, several parents of the ail-
ing children are categorical that their
children did not eat litchis. The authors
of The Lancet study found that two-
thirds of children who were sick had ea-
ten litchis. “We work in the fields and
there are litchi orchards aplenty where

we live,” says Indal Paswan, whose two-
and-a-half-year-old son is prostrate on a
hospital bed. “But this boy isn’t capable
of plucking fruit on his own. We do feed
him some fruit as well as other food but
we don’t starve him.”

Mandal is insistent that there is a vi-
rus or some biological agent that is res-
ponsible for the recurrent outbreaks.
He scoffs at suggestions of the litchi’s
complicity. Children who were brought
to the hospital were “poor but not clas-
sically malnourished,” he says. If malnu-
trition and litchi consumption were the
causes, then there ought to have been a
fairly constant number of deaths every
year. This has not been observed, he
says. “A peak and an ebb in cases and
deaths is what we see. And that’s more
typical of a biological agent.”

That no virus or bacteria has been
isolated yet in Muzaffarpur is because
the hospital lacks adequate facilities to
collect tissue and blood samples from
patients and preserve them adequately
for examination. “I'm confident that at
some point this will be found and there
will be no mystery,” Mandal says. The
focus of treatment, he adds, is to ensure
that convulsions are brought under con-
trol and blood sugar levels are restored.

What Shah and Mandal do agree on is
that the vast majority of deaths could
have been prevented if the children had
made it to a hospital on time. The most
important medicines were easily availa-
ble, and most of the primary health care
centres were well stocked and equipped
to deal with AES cases.

No time to grieve

Yet, four-year-old Mohammed Jahid lost
his life. Until he fell sick, Jahid had spent
his days playing with his older siblings
and cousins in the village of Bishnupur
Chand, Musahari. His home was a single
room thatched hut that did not have a

.

toilet. His and his cousins’ houses lay at
the edge of an orchard that had several
rows of tall, stout litchi trees. In June,
there were only a few fruits that clung to
the trees. Most had been plucked and
carted away for sale by the owner of the
orchard who lives in Patna. “He didn’t
show any signs of illness. He had a fever
for two days,” recounts Jahid’s aunt,
Asha Khatoon. “We took him to a priv-
ate doctor nearby.” One night, Jahid be-
came delirious, and his father Mo-
hammed Idris rushed to get an
autorickshaw to take him to a hospital.
He didn’t find one immediately as the
roads had been dug up. When they
made it to SKMCH, Jahid was imme-
diately taken to the ICU, but he didn’t
survive beyond three hours. A day after
burying Jahid, Idris was away to find
work as a daily-wage labourer. There
were still two boys, two girls and a wife
to feed.

Dinesh Ram, who lives half a kilo-
metre away from Jahid’s house, mourns
the loss of his three-year-old son, Dileep
Kumar. The boy had complained of sto-
mach pain for three days and the local
doctor had prescribed a tonic. That
didn’t work. When the child turned fe-
brile, Ram scrambled to get him to
SKMCH that was about 20 km away.

The Bihar government has an-
nounced ¥4 lakh as compensation to ev-
ery family that has lost a child to AES.
Ram didn’t know that. He was unaware
that he had to collect a death certificate
from the hospital to claim the compen-
sation. He’d thrown away the medical
receipt after he had his son cremated.
“We are poor and unaware. I really
don’t know what to do. There are other
children to take care of,” he says.

Poor health record
Irrespective of whether a biological
agent or malnutrition is to blame, Bi-

-

SKMCH is a tertiary care centre
and a medical college-cum-
hospital. We have our
limitations. Encephalitis is not
the only thing we deal with.
Several primary health centres
are well-equipped and well-
staffed, but people somehow
believe that they can only be
saved here.

J.P. MANDAL
Resident doctor at SKMCH

C

har’s poor track record in ensuring that
the poorest have access to adequate nu-
trition and distrust in the public health
care system are major causes for the
deaths. “SKMCH is a tertiary care centre
and is a medical college-cum-hospital.
We have our limitations. Encephalitis is
not the only thing we deal with. Several
primary health centres are well
equipped and well staffed, but people
somehow believe that they can only be
saved here,” says Mandal. “There are
clear state-directed guidelines on what
signs and symptoms doctors have to
watch out for, and there is a clear action
plan. Just following it is adequate.”

A senior government official, who
doesn’t want to be identified, says doc-
tors in several primary health care
centres are “afraid” of doing anything
beyond the bare minimum to rescue a
child. “Because the primary health care
centres and health centres are located
in a village or community, there’s a grea-
ter chance of violence in case a child
dies. Over the years, this has led to a
lack of trust among people in their near-
est health facility and they opt for terti-
ary care. Solving this remains among
the government’s key worries,” he says.

Moreover, Bihar’s position at the bot-
tom of national health indices makes
novel diseases harder to detect and
known diseases harder to treat. Accord-
ing to the National Family Health Survey
(NFHS) of 2015-2016, 48% of children in
Bihar were stunted, compared to the
national average of 38%. Bihar also per-
formed poorly in terms of its ability to
spend and implement schemes that
provided nutritious food to children
and expectant mothers. Two-thirds of
eligible children did not get healthy
meals, the NHFS report noted.

Shah says he’s decided to embark on
an experiment to conclusively prove
that malnutrition is the single biggest
cause of Muzaffarpur’s tragedy. Along
with a team, he will be identifying villag-
es in blocks that show maximum mor-
tality. He says before the litchi season
next year, he will personally ensure that
children are well fed and that they don’t
eat too many litchis or loiter about in
the heat. “I promise you there will be
zero deaths. Then perhaps the State ad-
ministration can become more serious
about addressing hunger and malnutri-
tion,” he says.

But today, the State has failed Muzaf-
farpur’s children.
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