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Curious case of deep discounts

It's time to look beyond vote bank and focus on ease of doing business

NOT FOR PROFIT

NIVEDITA MOOKERII

eep discounting, which made e-
D commerce famous in India and

in many other parts of the
world, has returned to haunt the sector.
As fresh round of dialogues begins
between the government and the indus-
try on what should be the defining
points in the first comprehensive e-com-
merce policy, there are indications that
deep discounting in prices of products

sold online won’t be tolerated. That may
be good optics to make a point on desi
versus videsi and physical trade versus
online. But, nothing more than that.

Even if there’s a real clampdown on
deep discounting by e-commerce play-
ers, what will be the definition of “deep
discount”? If at all a definition is
pieced together, who will monitor the
cases of deep discount? When there’s
a dispute related to the matter, and
that is bound to happen in such a com-
petitive space, which court will handle
the cases with expertise?

More than anything else, what hap-
pens to fair play while an authority sits
on judgement over e-commerce com-
panies selling products cheaper than
normal market rates? For instance, it
will be tough to allow a bricks and mor-
tar retailer to offer freebies and dis-
counts while preventing an online play-
er from doing so. It will be even more
complex when a physical retailer has
presence in an online marketplace and
when an e-commerce company sells in

a high street store or elsewhere. With
boundaries collapsing between the
physical and the virtual, it may be a
waste of time to draft rules that would
apply to one world and not to the other.
Discounts are a medium-neutral phe-
nomenon and should stay that way.
That’s not all. Comparisons with
other industries and sectors will show
deep discounts are not just about e-
commerce or retail trade. Telecom, a
mature business now with private
mobile telephony being around for
more than 20 years already, is a case in
point. After Reliance Jio’s disruptive
tariffs, every other telco followed that
route, in the process eroding their rev-
enue and profit. Neither the Telecom
Regulatory Authority of India nor the
government came out with any diktat
clamping down on the deep discounts
being dished out to the consumers,
however damaging it may have been
for the industry. And when the incum-
bents or the existing telecom operators
complained about low tariffs by the

new player hurting their business, they
didn’t get much of a hearing.

In e-commerce, the centrepiece of
the government directive against deep
discounting is foreign investment. Last
December, the government had
restricted flash sales and deep dis-
counts offered by e-commerce players,
something that officials are reiterating
now after the diktat couldn’t get trans-
lated into much action. Hitting e-com-
merce, most of it funded by foreign
investors, with a rulebook that’s illogi-
cal may upset the story of unicorns (bil-
lion dollar valuations) in the country.

Indian businesses and local traders
have in the past knocked on the doors
of the Competition Commission of
India (CCI), raising concerns over heavy
discounts being offered by e-commerce
players. But CCL after studying the mat-
ter, had said the big-billion discounts
(the deep discount sales offered by e-
commerce players) were not a compe-
tition issue. It’s a case for CCI only when
a dominant player indulges in preda-
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tory pricing to exclude others.

Share of e-commerce, irrespective
of whether it’s with foreign investment
or otherwise, is still in single digits
when it comes to percentage of the total
retail pie in India. That rules out bring-
ing e-commerce deep discounts under
the CCI ambit.

Even after the foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) rule tweaks were announced
last year for e-commerce, big companies
including Flipkart (now owned by
Walmart) and Amazon had gone about
their seasonal sales offering discounts
up to 75 per cent. That shouldn’t change
despite the Indian versus foreign rift.

Domestic traders, who continue to
fear adverse impact of foreign invest-
ment on their business, will raise issues
such as deep discounts by e-commerce
companies. It was for the same reason
they had protested against FDI in mul-
ti-brand retail and that category has
remained stalled for years. With e-com-
merce being a bigger disruption than
FDI in multi-brand retail, traders’ con-
cern may have reason. But now that the
Lok Sabha election is over, it’s time for
the government to look beyond vote
bank and focus on ease of doing busi-
ness — something that has been its goal
for five years.

NHAI vs Ssangyong: A fast-track solution

In arecentruling, the Supreme Court streamlined
the arbitration awards process by emphasising the
limited grounds for appeal

JYOTI MUKUL

C ontractual disputes with gov-
ernment entities, whether pub-
lic sector units (PSUs) or govern-
ment bodies like the National
Highways Authority of India (NHAI),
often drag on because arbitration
awards are challenged in the law courts.
A principal reason for this is that not
only do all losing parties to an arbitra-
tion file appeal in courts, but with PSUs,
the option of not filing an appeal is gen-
erally not open for fear of corruption
allegations and vigilance
enquiries. With a large num-
ber of PSU contracts provid-
ing for arbitration as the
mode of dispute resolution,
there has been a steady
increase in arbitration-relat-
ed court proceedings, clog-
ging the courts and slowing
project implementation.

Last month, the Supreme
Court sought to reduce this
appeals overkill by setting
out six grounds on which courts can
appeal in arbitration cases. These cri-
teria were based on past jurisprudence
and in accordance with a 2015 amend-
ment to the Arbitration and
Conciliation Act, 1996, which had
aimed to limit the number of arbitra-
tion awards that go in appeal.

The apex court’s May ruling came
in a case involving Ssangyong
Engineering and NHAI The court
observed that NHAI had unilaterally
altered the contract and foisted the new
terms of the contract upon Ssangyong
without its consent. The arbitration
award passed by a 2:1 majority had

A
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upheld the conduct of NHAI and
allowed for the alteration to the con-
tract, but the Supreme Court rejected
this approach and observed that the
majority award has in fact created a
new contract for the parties.

“The court concluded that the
majority award was contrary to the
most basic and fundamental principles
of justice and, therefore, liable to be set
aside. It also found that the award
ought to be set aside under section 34
(2) (a) (iii) as Ssangyong was not unable
to present its case,” explained Naresh
Thacker, partner, Economic
Laws Practice.

This decision was signifi-
cant because, in effect, the
apex court had clarified that
court intervention could be
done only when: (a) an award
was contrary to the funda-
mental policy of Indian law;
(b) violated basic notions of
justice or morality; (c)
involved a patent illegality of
facts on record; (d) lack of
evidence; (e) militated against fair mind
or reasonableness; (d) involved error of
jurisdiction, or (f) if it warrants a review
of the merits of dispute.

“Although the Supreme Court has
addressed the grounds to set aside an
arbitral award under section 34 of the
Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996
on several occasions, this decision
exhaustively reflects on the jurispru-
dence pre- and post the 2015 amend-
ment,” Thacker said.

Section 34 of the Act deals with fil-
ing of application in courts for setting
aside an arbitration award. The 2015
amendment added an explanation to

section 34, which stated that an award
is in conflict with the public policy of
India, only “if the making of the award
was induced or affected by fraud or cor-
ruption” or in contravention with the
fundamental policy of Indian law or in
conflict with the most basic notions of
morality or justice.

The amendment also said an arbitral
award arising out of arbitrations other
than international commercial arbitra-
tions would be set aside by the court, if
the court finds that the award is vitiated
by patent illegality, provided that an
award will not be set aside merely on the
ground of an erroneous application of
the law or by re-appreciation of evidence.

In Thacker’s view, the Supreme
Court consciously clarified that the
Ssangyong award shook the conscience
of the court, and the ground that an
award contravenes public policy of
India as it violates the “most basic
notions of justice” can only be applied
in “exceptional circumstances”.

“The Supreme Court has fore-
warned that “under no circumstances
can any court interfere with an arbitral
award on the ground that justice has
not been done” as such interference
would be an entry into the merits of the
dispute which is against the tenets of
section 34,” Thacker added.

Usually in line with the pro-arbitra-
tion spirit, courts are careful while
applying grounds to set aside an award.
The NHAI case is a welcome exception
as it sets precedent that PSUs cannot
act unilaterally and to the disadvantage
of parties with lower bargaining power.

At the same time, since court inter-
ventions delay remedies through arbi-
tration, Thacker says courts are wary of
frivolous applications under section 34
of the Act and have even imposed costs
on parties filing such applications.
“When applicants have failed to make
a case under section 34 of the Act,
courts have dismissed applications. The
intent of the courts to further speedy
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resolution of disputes has come through
in Ssangyong as well — it upheld the
minority award instead of referring the
matter for fresh arbitration.”

Ramesh K Vaidyanathan, managing
partner, Advaya Legal pointed out that
the judgement does not in any way set
out a new interpretation of the grounds
on which judicial review of arbitration
awards can takes places. It deals more
with the applicability of the 2015
amendments to cases where the arbi-
tration began before the amendment
came into effect but court proceedings
started later.

The 2015 amendments had, in fact,
minimised the grounds of challenge of
arbitral awards. Under the new law,
there is no scope to re-appreciate merits
unless the award attracts one of the
grounds mentioned in the amended sec-
tion 34. “In other words, unless special
circumstances exist, the courts would
ordinarily uphold the arbitral award,”
said Vaidyanathan.

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

y father arranged a thread
M ceremony for me when I was

11-year-old. I felt important
as I diligently followed the elders’
instructions to follow the priest all the
time. During the ceremony, my juve-
nile eyes spotted a few beads of sum-
mer sweat trickle down the rotund bel-
ly of the bare-chested priest, a bit like
a skier would come down the moun-
tain slope. The sweat tickled his belly
into a quivering motion, causing him
to swipe his belly in one swift move-
ment. Despite having no sweat drops
nor a belly, I mechanically repeated his
action, causing great laughter all
around. I wondered why my diligent
action caused smirks.

Something similar occurs when
companies mechanically emulate suc-
cessful companies.

Columnist Kanika Datta wrote in
Business Standard about how great
companies seem to fall no sooner they
are declared to be high and mighty by
referring to Sumantra Ghosal’s book
some 15 years ago about India’s world-
class companies. There are other epony-
mous books about the most innovative,
the most admirable and the best-led

INNOCOLUMN

We need more business institutions, not just companies

There is an art that ‘shapers of institutions’
deploy compared to ‘leaders of companies’

companies. Indeed, the pink paper
awards given to corporate leaders have
the same effect — the awarded CEO
runs into performance or governance
issues soon after being recognised.

Often, best practices are captured
in a formulaic way, a bit like the ingre-
dients that make a dish. By just mixing
the right ingredients, a parvenu cannot
prepare a tasty dish. A menu is like an
art, it is also required. In companies
too, the art of emergence must be
deployed — it is an art that shapers of
institutions deploy to create institu-
tions rather than just companies.

A recent Korn Ferry study reports
that, in the view of investors, barely a
fourth of Indian business leaders are
ready to lead their organisations into
the future. In this context, “future”
does not mean forever, but for several
years ahead.

So, what is an institution and what
do shapers do? A recent book refers to
shapers as “wise advocates”. (The Wise
Advocate: The Inner Voice of Strategic
Leadership by Art Kleiner, Jeffrey
Schwartz, and Josie Thomson, CBS,
2019). Institutions and shapers need to
be better understood, they are impor-
tant for India’s growth; the subject is
currently a research project at SPJIMR
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Mumbai.

Companies may adopt a system or
a nature approach. In the system
approach, efficiency and repeatability
are prized, whereas in a nature
approach, effectiveness and creativity
are prized. Competent leaders seek to
become efficient and predictable.
Institutional shapers seek to become
effective and creative. Shapers must be

leaders, but the converse is not true.

Companies, business and
entrepreneurship as institutions

Great institutions are more than engi-
neered processes and ingredients, they
are live organisms with emergent fac-
tors at play, which, in fact, bring an
institution alive. Driving a group of
companies to higher levels of produc-
tivity and competitive efficiency is a
valuable skill, called management.
Indeed, that constitutes the basis of
MBA teaching and research. Such ped-
agogy and practice produce competent
business leaders; society needs spades
of such people and rewards them
handsomely. Most managers in com-
panies endeavour to become a compe-
tent business leader.

Occasionally, shapers come with a
personal motivation that is dramatical-
ly different. These business folks break
the mold of prevalent thinking, setting
an organisation on a new trajectory.

Shapers appear to operate with the
“rainforest” rules, which are quite dif-
ferent from the “cultivated agriculture”
rules. In the cultivated agriculture
model, you attempt to control and
guide the factors of environment to
maximise efficiency and replicability.
In the rainforest, you accept your envi-

ronment and from that environment,
you seek effectiveness and novelty.

For this article, I don’t comment on
both the centurions (Tata Group, HUL
and Godrej Group) as well as the pup-
pies (post 2000s startups). I consider
a cohort group of companies that
“grew up or dramatically reshaped”
from about the mid-1980s. HDFC
group, TCS, L&T are amongst the elder
siblings, while Wipro, Kotak Mahindra
Bank, Marico and Biocon are among
the younger siblings of this cohort
group. In just a few decades, these sev-
en companies have made huge
impact, maintaining a high reputa-
tion. There would be more companies,
but I mention these as seven institu-
tions for the future. In a few decades,
these seven institutions have created
over a million and a half direct jobs,
another 20 million allied jobs and a
market value of $300 billion. Each of
these institutions has been shaped by
remarkable individuals.

India needs more institutions and
shapers for its undoubted bright future.

The author is a corporate advisor and
distinguished professor of IIT Kharagpur.
During his career, he was a director of Tata
Sons and avice chairman of Hindustan
Unilever. Email: rgopal@themindworks.me.

Stay clear of the Budget

As the Union government prepares to
present the Budget, industry, which is
usually vocal before the Budget, is quiet.
Facing subdued sales, the automobile
industry is worried about recent
government regulations such as shifting
to electricvehicles. Unlike every year,
most chief executive officers of auto
companies have neither any wish-list,
nor any suggestion. Why? Because "the
government will dowhat it hasto" and
the companies do not wish to "waste time
watching the Budget".

Quote misquote

On Wednesday
afternoon, in his
reply in the Rajya
Sabha to the
motion of thanks
on the President's
address, Prime
Minister Narendra
Modi (pictured)

" quoted an Urdu
couplet that he attributed to the 19th
century poet Mirza Ghalib. Replying to
Congress leader Ghulam Nabi Azad's charge
that the promise of PM's sabka vishwas
was blurred, Modi said it was Azad who
suffered from a blurred vision and viewed
everything from a political lens. Modi went
on to recite the following couplet: "ta umr
Ghalib ye bhool karta raha, dhool chehre
par thi aur aaina saaf karta raha." Soon,
several on social media, including poet
Javed Akhtar pointed out that the couplet
was not Ghalib's. "The sher(couplet) that
the prime minister saheb has quoted in his
Rajya Sabha speech is wrongly attributed
to Ghalib in the social media. Actually,
both the lines are not even in the proper
meter," Akhtar said. That was, however,
not the only "mistake" the PM made. At
the beginning of his speech, as the PM
took names of those members who
participated in the discussion, he referred
to Trinamool Congress leader Derek 0'Brien
as Derek "Oberoi".

Much ado about voting

Late-night special hearing, polling amid
tight security, allegations of bogus voting,
attempts to influence the judges — these
happened during the election to the South
Indian Artistes Association aka Nadigar
Sangam, which represents the Tamil film
industry. Representatives of this industry
such as M G Ramachandran, M
Karunanidhi and J Jayalalithaa have been
chief minister of Tamil Nadu and, together,
they have held the office for more than 30
years. Asingle-judge Bench of the Madras
High Court once observed there was more
noise over this election than the Lok Sabha
or the assembly polls. More than 3,000
television and stage actors were there to
elect the president, two vice-presidents,
the general secretary, the treasurer and
the 24-member executive committee of
the 70-year-old association. Justice N
Anand Venkatesh of the Madras High Court
had to rush to Chennai from Vellore after
the case on the election was put up for an
urgent hearing. He also initiated contempt
proceedings against some people for trying
to influence him to delay the election. The
election was held on June 23. However, the
court directed the association not to
announce the results until further orders.

A win-win for the BJP

India’s chances of securing the extradi-
tion of fugitive diamond merchant Mehul
Choksi from Antigua has received a shot
in the arm with the Carribean nation
planning to rescind his citizenship.
Choksi, however, will be entitled to
approach the courts there and exhaust
his legal remedies before being brought
to India. The extradition of the duo and
liquor baron Vijay Mallya could see the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s stakes soar high.

N JRavi Chander Bengaluru

Prudent action

This refers to “Oversight, price correction
behind Nalanda’s U-turn” (June 26).
Nalanda Capital has been right in exiting
Mindtree. Even if their decision is based
on a correct assessment of the price sce-
nario and how it is likely to move in
future, this key institutional investor also
seems to have realised that the fight of
original promoters and minority share-
holders was unreasonable, illogical and
pointless. Their passionate attachment
to the company perhaps made them
overlook the ground reality that they did-
n’t have a chance to keep L&T out. The
accusation of acting in concert may also
have been a trigger in their decision to
offload the Mindtree stake. Either way,
they have acted prudently.

Going by its track record, L&T will in
all probability add great value to the com-
pany. With synergies, Mindtree or the
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merged entity should emerge as a bigger
global powerhouse for IT solutions. No
one will forget the pioneering work done
by the founder promoters. There’s a time
to let go and every entrepreneur should
be able to make that call rather than drag
their feet.

Krishan Kalra Gurugram

Conflicting interests

While auditors have an accountability to
ensure that firms address non-confor-
mances to mitigate risks of delinquency,
safeguard interests of novice-investors,
generate value for stakeholders and
improve transparency — the buck also
stops at clients to preserve market-good-
will and attain business-continuity.
Proposals to develop a rule-based,
intelligent and robust framework to over-
come incidents of data-security breach
and default-risks is a prudent step to
facilitate a business culture where
teething troubles are suppressed at
source. The last thing that markets need
is a defensive approach towards sub-
prime-lending, lapse in information-
security, redundant corporate actions
and trade-malpractices.
Girish Lalwani New Delhi
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Repairing NBFCs

RBI can't allow liquidity crisis to lead to solvency issues for the sector

ecently released data from the Finance Industry Development Council
(FIDC) delineates the extent of the slowdown in the non-banking
finance companies (NBFC). According to the data, when housing
finance companies were excluded, the quantity of loans sanctioned
by NBFCs fell by 31 per cent year-on-year in the fourth quarter of2018-19, between
January and March of this year. This came after a 17 per cent year-on-year decline
in the third quarter of the same financial year, between October and December of
2018. This was the period in which defaults by entities associated with
Infrastructure Leasing and Financial Services or IL&FS, reported last September,
rocked the NBFC market and severely affected investor confidence. The liquidity
crunch in the sector had become a cause of concern, as the shortage of funds for
NBFCs was negatively impacting the broader economy and reducing growth
potential. There is little reason to believe that things have gotten better for the
NBFC sector in the first quarter of 2019-20, which is now coming to a close.

A more granular analysis of the data from FIDC reveals that the biggest prob-
lem in sanctions comes in long-term lending by NBFCs, which fell 77 per cent
year-on- year in the January to March quarter. This is not surprising as the question
of maturity mismatch — lending long to projects while borrowing short from
banks — was central to the concerns around IL&FS and other NBFCs. This has
major implications for growth and employment. The smooth flow of project
finance is central to ensuring that growth reaches a new and higher plateau, and
that employment generation continues apace. Unskilled workers are particularly
dependent upon a thriving infrastructure and construction industry. The slow-
motion bank crisis caused by excessively burdened balance sheets in public sector
banks had meant that NBFCs had stepped in as intermediaries for lending to
infrastructure in particular. But the troubles in the sector meant that bank finance
to NBFCs dried up. Mutual fund investors also soured on the sector.

Now, although banks are showing signs of recovery, they have not yet stepped
up to replace NBFCs, nor have they resumed lending to NBFCs. Repayment con-
cerns have pushed funding costs at NBFCs to multi-year highs. Spreads on top-
rated five-year bonds of NBFCs have risen 70 basis points in the past year. This is
why NBFCs had argued with the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) that a separate credit
line was necessary. There are good reasons why the central bank was unwilling to
set up such a window. Moral hazard must be avoided, and a gradual clean-up of
the NBFC sector, which had expanded unsustainably, should be incentivised.
Some economists have suggested there is a lack of information about NBFC
health that can be remedied perhaps through an asset quality review (AQR), as
was undertaken for banks. This might aid in restoring investor confidence in
“sood” NBFCs without opening the tap of government aid to “bad” NBFCs. While
all these arguments have merit, the point to note is that the RBI should not allow
the liquidity crisis to lead to solvency issues for the entire sector. To assume that
there is no systemic risk and the crisis is limited to just a few bad apples can be a
mistake as inter-linkages do play an important role in the financial system. What
is essential is for the RBI to frame a comprehensive turnaround plan and find a
solution that restores the sector to health.

Glacier meltdown

The Himalayas are losing 8 billion tonnes of frozen water annually

hat the Himalayan glaciers are melting rapidly is known. But what is
unnerving is that the rate of their erosion has doubled in recent years.
This latest revelation calls for focused strategies to tackle its causes and
consequences. The Himalayan snow deposits, the lifeline of the rivers
emanating from this mountain chain, are critical to meet the water needs of mil-
lions of people in India and other Asian countries, particularly during the pre-
monsoon summer months. A recent satellite data-based study of around 650
glaciers across the 2,000-km Himalayan range estimates that the rate of decline
in the snow cover, which averaged around 22 cm between 1975 and 2000, has
accelerated to over 43 cm between 2000 and 2016. Going by this reckoning, pub-
lished in the journal, Science Advances, the Himalayas are losing nearly 8 billion
tonnes of frozen water every year, which is not recompensed through snowfall.

Though this study holds global warming as the most dominant cause for
snow decay, it does not discount the conclusion of an earlier study, released in
February, that the rampant environmental pollution in the plains along the
Himalayan hills also contributes to it. The air pollutants, such as black soot (carbon)
and dust, which find their way to the glacial ice, absorb heat from the sun and
hasten snow melting. The scariest takeaway from these studies is that even if the
Paris agreement’s goal of capping global temperature rise to 1.5to 2 degrees Celsius
above the pre-industrial levels is met — which seems unlikely — the Himalayas
could still lose over a third of their ice cover by the end of this century.

Glacier meltdown of this scale has varied repercussions for the water flows
in the 10 major rivers and countless rivulets and other water streams originating
from these hills. The main fear is that the water flows in these channels would
turn uncertain, irregular and, more so, unpredictable. In the shorter run, the
increased snow melting may swell their water stocks, heightening the risk of
floods. But in the longer run, with the perceptible contraction of the snow cover
by around, say, the 2050s, the flows would tend to taper off, causing frequent
water shortages downstream. Experts believe that the mighty rivers like the Ganga
and the Brahmaputra, which get sizable water inflows from the monsoon-fed
tributaries, would also witness considerable variations in water availability because
the pre-monsoon flows may dwindle.

The need, therefore, is to expand the water storage capacity to hold surplus
rainwater during the monsoon season. The bulk of this water now runs off waste-
fully to the seas, eroding precious soil in the process. Though the scope for the
construction of large reservoirs is rather limited for various reasons, including
land submergence and its attendant population displacement-related issues,
small and medium projects can easily be taken up in large numbers. Also, thou-
sands of old ponds, reservoirs and other water bodies, which are lying in disuse,
can be revived to store water. Guiding the runoff water into the underground
aquifers through rainwater harvesting structures is the best and the safest method
of water preservation. This aside, the efforts to curb air pollution in areas adjoining
the Himalayas also need to redouble to reduce snow melting. Otherwise, there is
little hope for a water-secure future.
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Elitism, populism,
meritocracy...

Decodingthe angst-ridden discourse of the day

ot a day passes without encountering some
Nserious thinker venting his/her angst on

this subject. It could be an editorial or a col-
umn in a newspaper, magazine or website, or an
interpersonal exchange at work or a comment by a
friend one is having a drink with.

Let’s quickly run over the vocabulary of this
angst-ridden discourse. “Khan Market Gang”
(believed to have been created to describe a group
of young Members of Parliament from entitled
backgrounds who ate at upscale
restaurants at Delhi’s Khan Market
during their lunch break at
Parliament but now applied to any-
one from an economically or social-
ly  privileged Dbackground),
“Populist” (to imply that the leader
concerned is a supporter of give- {
aways in cash or in kind to win over '
a large group of the not-so-privi- = W\
leged), “Secularist” (to describe a =
person who views the rights of

minority religious groups asimpor- AJIT BALAKRISHNAN

the elite, you see yourself as not being a member of
that elite.

Or, is it possible that the time has come for us to
introspect whether our society, even a half-century
after Independence, reserves the top spots in politics,
administration and the corporate world to sons and
daughters of families who have always occupied
such positions? And that early life in elite English
medium schools (Campion in Mumbai, DPS in
Delhi...) and colleges (St Xavier’s in Bombay, St
Stephen’s in Delhi...) in metro cities
puts you in the fast lane to such top
spots in life? Conversely, if you are
born in and grew up in a village and
attended the local non-English
medium school, your chances of
making it in life in India are bleak?

If this kind of name calling was
justin India and that too in an elec-
tion year, we could have easily
s\ turned our mind to other things by
saying that people don’t always
mean all that they say during a

tant) “Pseudo-secularist” (to mean
a person who supports positions to
win  favour with  minority  religious
groups),”Meritocrat” (one who believes in applying
merit-based criteria to match people and positions,
be it in university admissions or in promotions),
“Reservationist” (one who supports applying oth-
er-than-merit based criteria to match people and
positions). The list is long.

One does not have to be a scholar to deduce that
all these terms are used pejoratively, i.e, if you refer
to someone as a Khan Market gang member, you
see yourself as being different from that person and,
similarly, if you refer to someone as a member of

heated election and once the sea-
son changes, sanity and a co-oper-
ative culture will return. After all, caring for the
world at large and that too for people who are less
economically well-off from you is, well, large-heart-
edness, and need not be pejoratively called pop-
ulism. And if you see someone hang out all the time
in expensive eateries, you only smile indulgently
and tell yourself he is one of the idle rich, not really
a member of “the elite”.

Observers trying to understand the reasons for
Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 US Presidential
Election point out that his vote came mainly from
working-class white people, both men and women,

India’s China gap

among emerging markets and the World

Bank’s various business environment indi-
cators offer us a rough index of India’s poor showing
as a desirable investment destination. The narrative
is well established: Red-tape, corruption, policy
uncertainty, inadequate personal security and so
on. But how do potential investors and business
people, who have to live and work here, really see
us? Can India become the new factory to the world
with the US-China trade war forcing manufacturers
to look elsewhere?

Given India’s size, the country has
been ideally positioned to reap the
gains. Instead, India’s suitability is
being sized up against far smaller Asian
economies and it appears to come up
short. “India or Vietnam: Who’s the
New China?” is the heading of an advi-
sory written by a Chinese supply chain
consultant in January on the two coun-
tries’ potential as alternative investment
decisions after Donald Trump 4
unleashed his trade war. At the end of
a corporate-style, bullet-pointed expo- SWOT

Comparative foreign direct investment data

ratio of female employees.

Any visitor to Vietnam’s lively and pristine cities
— also cited as a major plus factor compared with
the shambolic chaos and grime of India’s urban
spaces — will be struck by the number of well-
maintained government schools, the result of a
compulsory education programme launched in
2001, eight years ahead of India’s variably imple-
mented Right to Education Act.

At a time when India’s ruling regime appears
determined to make Hindi the sole national lan-
guage, Vietnam teaches English as its first foreign
language and Chinese as one of
its four second languages. In
other words, the average young
Vietnamese can communicate
in both languages with
investors from the US (their pre-
ferred investor community) and
Chinese (whose economic mod-
el they emulate).

In the context of the down-
grading of English in India’s
education curriculum, the
author’s frank observation
about our famed multi-cultur-

sition, the author concludes that the

country whose economy is a 10th of KANIKA DATTA

India’s size was preferable. Worse, he
concludes India will never be the next China in the
medium term.

This is a sobering assessment as the commerce
ministry reportedly prepares plans, including tax
breaks, to induce companies and investors to redirect
their attentions to India as a result of the trade war.

The big surprise in this paper was revelations
that Vietnam’s comparative superiority is not
because it is, as conventionally believed, winning
the traditional race to the bottom in terms of labour
costs. On the contrary, Vietnam had begun to over-
take India in terms of average wage rate in manu-
facturing in 2015. The two key reasons Vietnam
scored over India are basic education levels and

alism is worth quoting in full:

“People in different states in
India speaking different languages contributes to
different cultures, which makes business man-
agement a headache.... Moreovet, the 14 official
Indian languages [actually 22] make it almost close
to impossible for Indians from different states to
communicate. If they don’t speak English, ...it’s
very unlikely that they can find ways to under-
stand each other.”

As for female participation in the workforce, the
writer has not explained why it is such a critical
element in an investor’s decision-making. Perhaps
high female participation ensures a larger labour
force for gargantuan China-style factories or maybe
they take it as a sign of a progressive, inclusive soci-
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particularly ones without college education, living
in rural America, and their reason for voting for
him was that they felt overlooked by “the estab-
lishment” and “the elite”. In Britain, the surprising
majority vote in the 2016 referendum wanting
Britain to leave the European Union is widely seen
to be also a vote against the British elite; voters
expressed the view that British politicians, business
leaders, and intellectuals had lost their right to con-
trol the system and that this elite had contempt for
ordinary persons values and their interests. And
political leaders riding on anti-elitist platforms now
lead governments in Italy, Hungary, Poland,
Slovenia and the Czech Republic.

Some observers see this wave of anti-elitism/
pro-populism as a pushback against the ideology of
globalisation that has reigned since the end of World
War II, and which has created institutions like the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World
Trade Organization. The current anti-elitist move-
ments believe that such institutions undermine local
decision-making by empowering large corporations
that use these institutions to support their own cor-
porate and financial interests to do business across
borders, extract natural resources while paying min-
imal local taxes and so on.

In the Indian context, getting a job in one of the
entities created by this globalisation mantra has
meant meeting its standards of meritocracy, which
means entrance tests (CAT, JEE Advanced, GRE...
etc.) that we believe ensure that young people, irre-
spective of their social and economic background,
get an equal chance to enter our top educational
institutions — whether the IIMs, the IITs, the
National Law schools or the public Medical colleges.
We have fervently believed that such entrance pro-
cesses and such public institutions would ensure
that entry to the major professions of our times
would be available to children from all kinds of social
and economic backgrounds and not just for children
whose parents are from elite backgrounds. But,
increasingly, researchers are pointing out that scores
in these apparently objective exams reflect the socio-
economic status of the parents — both because edu-
cated and affluent parents not only ensure good
quality schooling but also pay for the expensive tuto-
rial classes that seem to have become essential to
do well in such exams. Add to this that most entrance
processes— whether for one of these prized national
educational institutions or for ajob— have an inter-
view/group discussion which requires a degree of
fluency in English that disadvantages all those who
haven’t had an English-medium school education.

In this context, could it be that what looks like a
populist wave is really a vote to change a system,
which, in the name of meritocracy, is essentially
fixed to benefit a narrow minority?

Thewriter is the author of The Wave Rider, a Chronicle of
the Information Age; ajitb@rediffmail.com

ety. Though economists have found no single expla-
nation for India’s dismally low participation of
women in the workforce, the writer ascribes it to
social mores: “Even though women who have
received higher education and have a decent job
after graduation will choose to be full-time moms
as this is how the tradition works” (sic).

In both Vietnam and China (and indeed in most
of South East Asia), it is hard to miss the prolifera-
tion of women in the workforce. At 73.21 per cent,
Vietnam has an appreciably higher workforce par-
ticipation rate among women over 15 years than
China at 60.87. India’s falling metric — from 36.7
per cent in 2005 to 26 per cent in 2018 — is unlikely
to inspire confidence.

That Vietnam is already ahead in the race is
clear. In Q1 of 2019, foreign investment in Vietnam
rose 86.2 per cent, to $10.8 billion (Chinese invest-
ment accounts for about half that). Where Foxconn
struggled for four years just to find an optimum-
sized manufacturing base to assemble Apple
iPhones in India, Intel, Samsung and LG have
poured money into a country that endured over 30
years of war, decimating its landscape and claiming
over 3 million lives.

Now, as investors and executives relocating to
that tiny country are discovering, Vietnam’s ability
to absorb this deluge of investment is limited. All
the undesirable symptoms of economic growth are
manifesting themselves: Urban traffic jams, rising
real estate prices, low skill sets of Vietnamese work-
ers relative to their Chinese counterparts, bottle-
necks at ports, and a shortage of workers — Vietnam
has fewer workers than China’s Guangdong and
cannot count on masses of migrants to make good
the shortfall.

An opportunity for India? It should have been.
Instead, investors are eyeing ... the Indonesian
island of Batam. A free-trade zone that links
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore and
an hour’s ferry ride from Singapore, it is now the
cynosure of all eyes.

What ails democratic politics?

~7

BOOK REVIEW

HASAN SUROOR

here was a time when western polit-
I ical pundits were obsessed with the
idea of the imminent death of com-
munism, and for many it became a full-
time occupation to write its obituary. And
when the “God” eventually did die, we
were told the future henceforth belonged
to western-style liberal democracy.
Remember Francis Fukuyama’s tri-
umphal prediction that the collapse of
Soviet communism was “not just ... the
passing of a particular period of post-war
history, but the end of history as such...

the end point of mankind's ideological evo-
lution and the universalisation of Western
liberal democracy as the final form of
human government” ?

Fast forward, and as American aca-
demic Alan Wolfe noted in a recent article,
Mr Fukuyama’s thesis “appears to have
been written for another planet”.

“Far from avowing the triumph of lib-
eral democracy, in 2019 many believe we
will be lucky to hold on to the dwindling
number of liberal democracies we have,”
he wrote in The New Republic, echoing
growing fears over the future of liberal
democracy as the democratic world
appears to drown in a tide of populism
from America to Europe and Asia, includ-
ing India.

Mr Fukuyama himself has readjusted
his rose-tinted vision of democracy, claim-
ing that his end-of-history thesis was
“more of a question than an assertion”, His
original essay apparently had a question

markin the title that was dropped when it
was published as a book.

The book under review — a collection
of essays by 11 prominent academics —
leaves no room for ambiguity as to where
it stands vis-a-vis the state of Western lib-
eral democracy. The political system is fac-
ing an existential crisis, and there appears
to be no obvious way out of it short of
rethinking the very idea of democracy as
it is conventionally understood.

“It faces challenges it seems unable to
meet while authoritarian nationalists and
assorted populists trade on its difficulties,”
write its editors Andrew Gamble of
Cambridge University and Tony Wright, a
former Labour MP and currently professor
at University College, London.

This is a common thread that runs
through the book, and though contribu-
tors come to it from different angles, the
underlying consensus is that much of the
world has fallen out of love with liberal

democracy — a casualty of a “politics of
resentment” fuelled by democracy’s per-
ceived failure to deliver for the people.
More importantly, they acknowledge lib-
erals’ own role in sowing the seeds of the
present crisis with their complacency and
sense of entitlement.

Colin Crouch of Warwick University
even suggests that the rise of “populism”
may prove a blessing in disguise as it
“may well invigorate ...democracy, bring-
ing neglected issues to the table and
putting established parties and elites on
their mettle”. David Runciman of
Cambridge University and author of How
Democracy Ends writes that it has brought
home to the “political elites” the message
that they “cannot take their superior
knowledge, or their power, for granted”.
Another unintended consequence has
been to make people engage more active-
ly with politics.

But the book’s main argument is that
100 years after the fundamental principle
of universal suffrage was recognised, laying
the foundations of representative democ-
racy, it’s a good time for “stock-taking and

rethinking” as it comes under attack from
a “populist surge” symbolised by the rise
of self-proclaimed illiberal leaders claim-
ing democratic mandate. The phe-
nomenon represented by Donald Trump,
Narendra Modi, and Brexit has raised pro-
found questions about the “condition and
conduct of representative politics”.

“Has democracy delivered what those
who fought so hard to establish it hoped
for? How far is it an unfinished revolu-
tion?” the book asks and examines them
from different angles.

It doesn’t pretend to offer neat solu-
tions but warns against complacency on
the one hand — the view that the current
difficulties are merely a passing phase —
and fatalism on the other — that democ-
racy is dead for good.

Democracy, it argues, is “not a finished
state” but a “living process” that requires
an enduring faith in its values. When
there is no longer the popular will or belief
in its values it may wither away.
Worryingly, however, that has already
started to happen with popular trust in
liberal values at an all-time low. A new

poll by BritainThinks, a leading think-
tank, reveals what it describes as “an
astonishing lack of faith in the political
system” among British voters with fewer
than six per cent saying they think politi-
cians understand them. As many as 75
per cent said that UK politics was “bro-
ken” and not fit for purpose. According
to analysts, the mood has never been
“more despairing”. And that can be said
of the prevailing mood in most democ-
racies around the world.

Rethinking Democracy is the latest
addition to the growing literature on the
future of democracy, and though it may
not have anything terribly original to say,
its value lies in bringing together the var-
ious strands of the debate in one place
and helping lay readers make sense of a
complex crisis.

RETHINKING DEMOCRACY
Edited by Andrew Gamble and
Tony Wright

Wiley, €14.99, 172 pages
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Parched Chennai wasted
conservation potential

It didn’t move on rainwater harvesting, reclaiming wastewater;
other cities must learn from the crisis

HENNAI'S WATER CRISIS perhapssignals the start of anewnormal—abject
water-deprivationin parts of India.Indeed,a 2018 report by NITIAayog speaks
of 21 Indian cities, including Bengaluru, Delhi,and Hyderabad, running out
of groundwater by 2020; Chennai is the worst-affected among 400 cities
across the world studied for water scarcity—four Indian cities are in the top-20 most
affected—using data gathered by The Nature Conservancy and the World Wide Fund for
Nature.India’swater-crisis—600 million people alreadyface high-to-extreme water stress
every year—is rooted in the fact that it has just 4% of the world’s freshwater resources
while supporting 16% of its population. Scarcity is compounded by poor quality—with
nearly 70% of water contaminated, 200,000 die everyyear due toinadequate access tosafe
water.Abusiness-as-usual scenario means, by 2050, India’s GDP could see a 6% loss.

Inadequate storage—annual precipitationis 15 times,and thevolume eventuallyavail-
able for utilisation four times the country’s reservoir capacity—and abuse of scant
resources, thanks to poor agricultural policy among other reasons, are not the only prob-
lem. Fora countrylooking at high-levels of water-stress in the future—clashes over water
arehappeningnotjustbetween states,butalsowithin—India doesn’t reallyfocus onrecy-
cleand reuse or better household/building level harvesting. About 80% of the water that
reaches households is lost as wastewater that is never reclaimed. Contrast this with Sin-
gapore,whichimported 55% of itswater requirement from Malaysiain 1965 and yet, has
managed to provide 100% access to clean waterover thelast three decades.Keytoits suc-
cessisitsreclamation of wastewater.The Singapore Public Utilities Board,since 2000, has
been treating wastewater using microfiltration, reverse osmosis and UV treatment, in
addition to the usual water treatment processes, and has delivered potable water that is
purer than even the WHO standards.Today, NEWater, the reclaimed water, meets 40% of
Singapore’s water needs while desalination plants, started in 2005, meet another 10%.
Tobesure,Delhi hasannounced plans toemulate the NEWater model,but the fact s, cities
are failing at even simpler solutions. In Bengaluru, the tanker mafia is flourishing as the
government has failed to meet demand—with the tankers extracting groundwater from
areasadjacent tothe city,water deficiencyis spreading.The city draws 1,350 million litres
externally per day,and yet it squanders 3,000 million litres of the daily average rainfall it
receives. The Mumbai Metropolitan region has been batting for alinking of the Daman-
ganga and Pinjal rivers—at significant environmental costs, experts say—but it fails to
harvest the 2,400 mm of rainfall it receives,and won’t reclaim wastewater.Tamil Nadu, in
2003, promulgated a landmark ordinance on compulsory rainwater harvesting by all
buildings.Chennaihas 12.5 lakh buildings,including government ones,anda 2015 gov-
ernment-mandated audit byRain Centre,an NGO,found that governmentbuildingsin the
greater Chennai region were the worst violators of the harvesting rule. Now,when Tamil
Nadu rainfall deficit has reached 41%, the city is virtually shutting down in distress.

The complete neglect of wetlands, lakes, waterbodies and flood-plains and the con-
cretisation/metalling march in cities has come at the cost of water percolation and silting
of rivers.Oncewater-surplus,Chennaisacrificed nearly 75% of itswaterbodies fromalit-
tleoverthree decadesagotourban development.AstudybyAnna University shows Chen-
nailost 33% of itswetlands between 2006 and 2016 and 24% of itsagricultural land (cru-
cial forgroundwaterreplenishment).Concurrently,barrenland and area under settlement
increasedby 15% and 13%,respectively.Unsustainable urbanisation,and apathy forwater
reclamationand harvestbrought Chennaitoits knees.Other cities mustlearn from the cri-
sis—given the climate crisis’s impact on monsoon, time for action is running out.

The grey in the black

Estimates of black economy vary from 7-120% of official GDP!

HOUGH THE GOVERNMENT, and the BJP, has spent an inordinate amount

of time obsessing about the size of the black economy—the demonetisation

exercise in 2016 was meant to be a direct assault on this—the reality is that

thereisno clarity onjusthowbigtheblackeconomyis.Thelatest report of the
Standing Committee on Finance collates the studies done by three leading research
institutes—NIPFP, NCAER and NIFM—and comes up with numbers that vary widely
and,in many cases, are not even that large in relative terms. In terms of the total black
money, therevenue secretary told the committee that the estimatesvaried from 7%to
120% of the reported GDP.And, as for the moneyheld overseas, NIPFPputitat0.2%to
7.4% of GDPbetween 1997-2009,NCAER at $384-490bn between 1980-2010 (that’s
around 3% of GDPin that period) and NIFM even lower at $216bn.

While that still seemsalot of moneyinabsolute terms, the factis thatamnesty schemes
haven’t reallyworked in the past and, in any case, given the way GDP is growing, the gov-
ernmentwould dowell to concentrate on closingloopholes for present tax evasion.While
VDISnetted 9,700 crorein 1997,the IDS netted 328,000 crorein 2016—thelatter,how-
ever,islessthan 0.2% of thatyear’s GDP.Given that tax-to-GDPwas 8.7%in FYO1 and rose
to 12.1% in FYO08, it is clear that there is a lot more to be made from tightening the tax
noose on current income. This 12.1% number fell to 10.1% in FY14,the year before the
BJPcameto power,and thenroseto 11.2%in FY18,before fallingto 10.9%in FY19; what
isimportant is to stop tax compliance from falling,and to try to keep raising it.

The first step, of course, would be to plug all loopholes in the tax framework so as
to minimise the leakage; too many exemptions and rebates will ultimately allow
assesses to fudge their accounts. As the economy gets more formalised, and the GST
system becomes more effective with invoices being matched regularly, it should
become harder for businesses to evade taxes.The authorities must, at the same time,
mine all the information they are able to access on incomes, revenues, most impor-
tant, expenditures. Operation Insight, for instance, which is a linking of several data-
bases on purchases of jewellery, automobiles, property, credit card payments, airline
tickets, etc, can be a big sources of data, with which to track down evaders. Moreover,
with everybankaccount now mandatorilylinked to PAN numbers,banks can be asked
to furnish lists of cash withdrawals by individuals above a certain threshold. To make
thiswork, though,banks must quicklyweed out fake PANs by matching them with the
customers’Aadhaar numbers. Given much of the unaccounted wealth in the country
isin the form of property,the amendments to the Benami Property Act and the crack-
down on lakhs of shell companies—used to avoid taxes—will also help.

OffroadingEducation

Doing away with the minimum-education criterion for
drivers is a bad idea

AST WEEK, THE ministry of road transport and highways decided to do away
with therequirement of aminimum educational qualification fordrivinga com-
mercialvehicle. Anamendment Billaimsat removing Rule 8 of the Central Motor
Vehicles Rules,1989,which states that a driver needs to be educated up till class
8th for driving a transport vehicle. The reason given by the ministry for thisamendment
is that many people from backward regions of India depend on low-income livelihoods,
such as driving—but the rule on the minimum educational level becomes a hurdle since
manydon’t meet it.In such a scenario, the ministryfelt that the mandatoryrule for being
able to drive transport vehicles should not depend on one’s education level, but on the
skill-set associated with driving. Also, the ministry feels that this decision will help tackle
the shortage of 22 lakh drivers in the transport sector. It proposes to substitute the edu-
cation criterionwith strict skill testing of drivers.While that may seemalright in the short-
term, doing away with basic education as a requirement for any job, especially when the
government is providing elementary education for free,is abad step in the long run.
Futurejobs,including driving,will need basiceducation forskill deployment.With the
digitisation of the transport sector unfolding at its current pace—from GPS-based navi-
gation to text/picture-based interface with transport apps—acquiring the necessary skills
will requirebasiceducation.Inany case,automated vehicles may even make driversredun-
dant—Dbasiceducation can prove aredeemerif it opens up opportunities fora second career.
India may plunge furtherin the Human Development Index if it disincentivises the pur-
suit of education. Educational attainment of children shows a high correlation with that
of parents—the move may lead to low education attainment for generations to come.
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Laxmikant Kauthakar,

35, called to say that he

would plant illegal

genetically-modified
(GM)herbicide-tolerant (HT) cottonseed
stacked with the bollworm-killing Bt
trait the next day. He had stopped grow-
ing cotton in 2014, unable to afford
manual weeding and pesticides, and
switched to sugarcane and pigeon pea
(tur) instead.

When reminded of the stiff penal
provisions of the Environment Protec-
tion Act, 1986, Kauthakar said, “It is not
about me. There are no jobs. Business is
competitive. Our children don’t want to
do agriculture. They are rushing to the
cities” He said there was a shortage of
labourand costs of manualweedingwere
high. “Whatever technology is there in
theworld should beavailable tous.Thisis
ourright”

On Sunday, Kauthakar planted HTBt
cottonseed at his farm in Adgaon Buzurg
village, in Akola district’s Telhara tehsil.
He and 10 others, including Lalit Patil
Bahale,were booked underthe Seed Act,
the Environment Protection Act and
sections 143 (unlawful assembly), 180
(refusal to sign statement), 188 (disobe-
dience of publicservant’s order)and 420
(cheating) of the Indian Penal Code.
Akola District Collector, Jitendra
Papalkar, said the government had no
issueswith HTBt cotton,if approved.The
seeds sown had no labels.A sample had
beensentfortestingtothe Central Insti-
tute of Cotton Research, Nagpur.“Who
will bear responsibility if farmers suffer
losses?”he asked.

Wilful planting of illegal HTBt cotton
began on a 3-acre slice of Bahale’s 38-
acre farm at AKkoli Jahangir village, in
Akola district’s Akot tehsil on June 10.
The Shetkari Sanghatana,whichbelieves
in free markets and free access to agri-
cultural biotechnology,is organising the
protest planting. Bahale is a microbiolo-
gist. He had stopped growing cotton
about twodecades ago,after persistently
losing the cotton crop tobollworms.That
was before the GM Bt cotton trait was
approved forcultivationin 2002.Bahale
hasswitched tohigh-value horticulture.

The movement has gained traction.
As of Monday, June 24,19 farmers had
lent their farms for the protest planting,
including Mahadeo Khamkarof Anand-
wadivillagein Ahmednagar’s Shrigonda
tehsil, Madhusudan Hame of Shegaon
(Kund) in Wardha’s Hinganghat tehsil,
Nilesh Nemade of Adgaon in Akot tehsil,
BaburaoAppaji Golde of Revgaonin Jalna

CHLOROPHILE

GOVERNMENT'S LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY ON GM CROPS IS DRIVING FARMERS TO COMMIT
ILLEGALITY, AND RISK MONETARY FINES & PRISON SENTENCES

Satyagraha
for GM technology
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district, Akshay Mahajan of Bori village
in Ralegaon tehsil of Yavatmal district,
and Radheyshyam Wable of Umbra vil-
lage in Hingoli.

The slogans explain why: Chor Bt
nahin, hakkache Bt

(Not by stealth, Bt by right)

Tantragyan swatantra amchya
halkkachi, nahin kunyacha bapache

(Technology freedom s ourright,not
anybody’s patrimony).

Chor Bt nahin, Imandaar Bt

(Honest Bt,not stolen Bt).

“Why do we have to go by hook or
crook?” asks Anil Ghanvat, President of
the Sanghatana. An agricultural science
graduate, he practices farming in
Ahmednagar. “This government has
compelled ustobesmugglers.” The Field
Inspection and Scientific Evaluation
Committee, set by the Department of
Biotechnology in 2017 to ascertain the
spread of illegal HT cotton,estimated the
area covered by illegal HT cotton at 15-
17% of the total. It advised that the crop
be destroyed. Not wishing to risk farm-
ers’ anger, states like Andhra Pradesh
banned the sale of the herbicide
Glyphosate,which spares HT cotton,but
killsweeds,when sprayed.

Illegality cannot be condoned. But,
whatisdriving farmersin droves tocom-
mit illegality, and risk monetary fines
and prison sentences? The nub of the
issue is the government’s lack of
accountability on GM crops.If a devel-
oper has spent timeand moneycomply-
ingwith a procedure established by law,
can ministers deny or stall approval
merely because they do not agree with
the science or it doesn’t suit their politi-
cal interests? Who is responsible for
losses caused to research companies,
whichacted in good faith,when their GM
seeds are not approved for cultivation
despite passing bio-safety trials and
being approved by regulatory commit-
tees? Who will compensate farmers for
losses or extra costs arising from being
denied such technology? Shouldn’t there
be a time-frame for granting of
approvals? And, if publicsensitivityisthe
issue, shouldn’t it be addressed with
deviceslike labelling?

In February 2010, environment min-
ister Jairam Ramesh arbitrarilyimposed
anindefinite moratorium on therelease
of Btbrinjal for cultivation. Heinvented a
procedurenot prescribed by lawtill then-
public hearings in various cities, where
shrill activists opposed to GM technol-
ogy fanned fears about Bt brinjal, pro-
viding the ministeran excusetoactinthe
“public interest” He converted the apex
Genetic Engineering Approval Commit-
tee (GEAC) into an

C2 ON JHARKHAND LYNCHING

President of INC, Rahul Gandhi

The brutal lynching of this young man by a mob in
Jharkhand is a blot on humanity. The cruelty of the
police who held this dying boy in custody for 4 days
is shocking as is the silence of powerful voices

farmers are denied the technology and
Indian consumers have to eat pesticide-
laced brinjal.

Another example is the GM mustard
hybrid, DMH-11,developed byateam of
Delhi University scientists with (public)
funding from the National Dairy Devel-
opment Board (NDDB) and the Depart-
ment of Biotechnology. The GM tech-
nologydeployedinit,tofirstinducemale
sterility and restore fertility after cross
pollination,allows the efficient develop-
ment of high-yielding hybrids in mus-
tard,which is self-pollinating.

Theresearchwasfirst publishedinan
international journal in 2001. Field tri-
alsbeganin 2002.After 15 years,in May
2017,the GEACrecommended it release
for cultivation. Environment minister
Anil MadhavDave passed awaybefore he
could approve it, within days of the rec-

ommendation. His

appraisal committee. In EEGEGEG——— replacement, Harsh Vard-

fairness, the changes Who will han, sat on thefile, report-
should have had prospec- compensate edly,because the Swadeshi
tive effect, but were Jagran Manch, one of 36
applied retroactively. farmers for losses or organisations affiliated to

In doing so, Ramesh
ignored the vote of 16
members of GEAC and
heeded thevetoofjust two

extra costs arising
from being denied
such technology?

the Rashtriya Swayamse-
vak Sangh (RSS)is opposed
to GM technology.

In the case of HT cot-

of them,oneof whom,the T ——————— ton, pollen-flow studies

late Pushpa Bhargava,was

aknown GM crop technologybaiterand
the otherwas a scientist in his institute.
He dismissed the view of a high-level
GEAC committee that had studied the
objections of anti-GM activists and
found them to be without merit. He
ignored the long history of safe use of Bt
protein in various countries. He ignored
the GEAC committee’s view that stom-
ach acids degrade the Bt protein in 30
seconds, that it breaks down upon cook-
ingandwasnot detectable eveninshort-
term digestibility studies.

Yetaseries of environment ministers
after him—Jayanti Natarajan, Veerappa
Moily, Prakash Javadekar, Anil Madhav
Dave and Harsh Vardhan—allowed the
moratorium to continue. The brinjal
fruit and plant spiked with Bt protein is
deadly to the fruit and shoot borer;
instead, farmers have been forced to
douse brinjal with pesticides,which are
ineffective once the borer prevents con-
tact with them by lodging itself inside
thebrinjal fruitand stem. Bt technology
hasbeen used in Bangladesh forthe past
threeyears on thebasis of bio-safety tri-
als conducted in India. The number of
Bangladeshi farmers growing it has
risen from 20 to 27,000 and there have
been noreports of anyharm.Yet,Indian

The conservative case for a carbon tax

If economic conservatives want to stay
relevant, they need to provide market-based
solutions to one of the biggest challenges of
the 21st century—climate change

REPUBLICANS HAVE LONG been
nearly united in their opposition to any
comprehensive effort toreduce climate
change. Part of the opposition is politi-
cal: They maybe making the calculation
that, although voters are worried about
the issue, actual carbon-pricing pro-
grams have not always fared so well at
the polls.

But a significant part of Republican
opposition is philosophical: They are
worried about opening the door to a
centrally planned economy.For the sake
of the planet—and their party—they
need to let this go. This isn’t to say that
Republican fears are irrational. Con-
sider the case of Washington State’s ill-
fated carbon-tax proposal.

In 2016, centrists in the state intro-
duced an initiative that would impose a
$25 carbon tax and use the revenue to
cut other taxes in the state.It is the kind
of proposal that Republican economists
such as Greg Mankiw have long sup-
ported,and in fact he supported this tax.
Opposing the tax, however,was a coali-
tion of left-wing groups known as the
Alliance for Jobs and Clean Energy,
which said the bill didn’t do enough to
tackle issues of poverty, race and social
injustice. The state Democratic Party
eventuallylined up behind the alliance,
and the measure was defeated.

Fast forward three years to the draft-
ing of the Green New Deal resolution in
the US Congress. This time, the national
Democratic Partyenlisted the support of
organisations like the Sunrise Move-
ment to ensure that the plan would be
compatible with the so-called climate-

justice movement. The final product
includes language “guaranteeing a job
withafamily-sustainingwage,adequate
familyand medicalleave,paid vacations,
andretirement security”toall Americans
as well as a vow to repair the “historic
oppression of indigenous peoples,com-
munities of colour, migrant communi-
ties, deindustrialised communities,
depopulated rural communities, the
poor, low-income workers, women, the
elderly, the unhoused, [and] people with
disabilities.”

No matter how one feels about this
list of priorities, it goes farbeyond reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions.Nonethe-
less, the Green New Deal resolution has
been endorsed by the major Democratic
presidential candidates.

So conservatives are correct that
powerful groups on the left are seeking
to use climate-change legislation to
fulfilmuch more expansive objectives.
That just makes it all the more impor-
tant for them to advocate more
strongly for a pro-market approach to
climate change. If they don’t, then the
debate will devolve into a choice
between the extreme vision favoured
by climate-justice advocates and the
bloated, something-for-every-interest-
group version favoured by the Democ-
ratic establishment.

As an alternative, conservatives
should offer the same type of pro-
growth tax exchange that the climate-
justice movement defeated in Wash-
ington State three years ago. That
proposal might not have been progres-
sive enough for Washington, but it

SMITH
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would probably sell nationally.

Thereare small-government conser-
vatives, typified by Grover Norquist,who
fear that even a modest carbon tax
would grow over time and be used to
fund additional spending rather than
tax cuts. Here Republicans should rely
on an old mantra they usually invoke:
Trust thevoters.

Energy taxes, which affect the
prices of things people buy every day,
are more transparent than income
taxes. (Many voters don’t even realise
they got an income tax cut in 2017.)
Gas taxes are so salient, in fact, that
after the California legislature passed
al2 centspergallonincreasein 2017,
voters almost repealed it by referen-
dum the next year.

Thereisalsoaconcern in some parts
of the country that a carbon tax would
be the death knell to a coal industry
already in decline due to larger eco-
nomic forces. Pairing a carbon tax with
relief for coal miners would at least pro-
vide some recompense forjoblosses that
areall butinevitable.

There are obvious reasons why
Republicans have been hesitant to
embrace carbon taxes. But American
politics are shifting rapidly. Failure to
articulate a climate change policy has
hurt Republicans with younger voters.
If economic conservatives want to stay
relevant, they need to provide market-
based solutions to one of the biggest
challenges of the 21st century.

This column does not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the editorial
board of Bloomberg LP and its owners

began in 2006. Between
2008 and 2012, two levels of bio-safety
research studieswere conducted and the
dossier was presented to GEACin 2013.
But in August 2016, the developer,
Mahyco, withdrew the application for
commercial release of the cottonseed
because agriculture minister Radha
Mohan Singh had upended India’s intel-
lectual propertyrights regimewith curbs
on retail prices and royalty payments
that favoured seed companies more than
farmers. Mahyco reckoned that even if
HT cottonseed, combined with the
insect-resistant Bt trait,were released, it
would not profit from it.

“We don’twant price controls orlim-
itsonroyalty, saysAjit Narde,who heads
Shetkari Sanghatana’s technology cell.
Ghanvat says farmers don’t mind paying
royaltyfor proprietarytraitsand market
prices for seed so long as they get more
than proportionate returns.

The Shetkari Sanghatana does not
agree with Gandhi’s vision of self-con-
tainedvillages orhis disapproval of mod-
ern technology, but like him, it wants
farmers to be self-reliant. It draws inspi-
ration from his Satyagraha technique.
“We see Gandhiji’s spectacles every-
where but not his vision,” said Pradyna
Bapat, the Sanghatana’s leader tartly.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR
PM Modi’s speech

Prime Minister Narendra Modi's no
holds barred vituperative attack on
the Gandhis is nothing new.
However, it is not clear why he
considered them central to his
articulations in the Parliament.
While Modi never tires of reminding
us of the Congress party's
dependence on the Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty, he deems it unnecessary
to acknowledge the umbilical cord
existing between RSS and BJP.
Evidently, BJP is the political arm of
RSS. That Modi is larger than life
does not mean that RSS does not
pull the strings. Conveniently Modi,
an erstwhile RSS pracharak
omitted to mention that RSS
extended support to the
Emergency. What is more, he
forgot to refer to blots on India’s
democracy other than the
Emergency. Hate crimes have
increased multifold during his rule.
As for Modi's call for fulfilling the
dream of an inclusive nation, it is
doubtful that a leader who refused
to wear a skull cap and compared
victims of communal violence to
puppies possesses the moral
authority to act as a unifier. One
wishes that Prime Minister Narendra
Modi shows the strength of
personality to repudiate his
description of himself as a Hindu
nationalist (which he did in a BBC
interview in the run-up to 2014
general election) and re-christen
himself as an Indian nationalist to do
justice to the Constitution and the
exalted office that he holds.

— G.David Milton, Maruthancode
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What is needed is a political compact between the
Centre and the states to jointly address the
challenges of saving India’s water, while actively
involving local governments and engaging with the
communities of water users. It is a tall order, but
there is no alternative than to begin

HENNAIHAS BEEN MUCH

in the news recently for its

water crisis. Scuffles and

suffering have been

reported from different
parts of the city. Water crimes in Ranchi
havealsohit the headlines. Cities in Mad-
hya Pradesh have seen stabbings and
killings over water, and the police have
been called upon to guard water tankers
and water sources. Cape Town in South
Africawas thefirst major cityin the mod-
ern era to face the threat of running out
of drinkingwater,as reported by the BBC
in February 2018.The BBClisted another
11 cities most likely to run out of water.
This listincluded Bengaluru.

The 2030 Water Resources Group on
Charting Our Water Future, set up by the
erstwhile Planning Commissionin 2009,
had projected thatif the current demand
pattern forwater continues,by 2030 the
available water will meet only about half
of India’s demand for water. Ten years
later,in 2019,the water crisis is here and
itistakingitstoll onruralaswellas urban
areas of India. We are staring at a train
wreck in slow motion and we need to act
fast and act boldly to avoid the crash.

Water scarcity in India has come
about not so much from insufficient sup-
ply of water as from the way in which we
manage the water we have. Agriculture

uses 78% of India’s water,and usesitvery
inefficiently (agricultural water-use effi-
ciencyis 30% for surfacewaterand 55%
for groundwater in India,compared with
77% inIsrael). Notwithstanding the large
investments in irrigation networks,
about two-thirds of water used forirriga-
tion comes from groundwater. Two fac-
tors—the huge electricity subsidies for
farmers to pump groundwater and the
fact that groundwater is largely unregu-
lated—have led to a steady explosion in
its use through tube wells for irrigation
overthe past several decades.About 80%
of ruraldemand for drinking waterisalso
met by groundwater.

Urban India’s inefficiency in water use
arises from inadequate, old and dilapi-
dated distribution networks, inefficient
operations,inadequate metering,incom-
pletebillingand collection,and a general
state of poor governance.Anothersource
of inefficiency comes from not treating
wastewater and using the recycled water
for specialised uses such as horticulture
and also for flushing toilets. Underpric-
ing of urban water also contributes to
wasteful use of water. If something is
underpriced, users will use more of it.

Most of us living in cities expect to
have access to drinking water from taps
inourhomes.This requires a distribution
network of pipes that can bring water

from the basic source of bulk supply to
ourhomes. However,access totreated tap
water is available to only 62% of urban
households (Census 2011).Thosewho are
unconnected to the piped network, and
include mostly but not only the poor,
have torely on buyingwater from tankers
at exorbitant rates. This leads to increas-
ing but unaccounted use of groundwater
by extensive digging of borewells to meet
the demand deficit of water.

There is clearly a need to expand cov-
erage to the “unconnected” population.
This will call for expansion and renova-
tion of the infrastructure of the distribu-
tion network. It will also call for addi-
tional supplies of water, especially
because the groundwater

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

down by the ministry of environment,
forest and climate change, and also the
National Green Tribunal. Above all,
increased water-use efficiency in agri-
culture is critical to release water supply
from agriculture for other uses.

The quality of water issue is also very
significant because of its serious impli-
cations for public health. Only about
30% of the municipal wastewater or
sewage is treated,and therestisreleased
untreated into rivers and/or the ground.
Because of density and concentration in
urban areas,contamination from waste-
water happens much faster. It is also
important to ensure that untreated
sewage is not dumped into open storm

water drains through

thatis currentlybeingused =—————————————— which it is carried and dis-

to supply this population is
expected todryup.The NITI
Aayog has projected that
ground water for 21 cities
will run out by 2020 (i.e.
next year), and the cities
include Bengaluru, Delhi,
Chennai and Hyderabad.
Financing the expan-
sion in urban water supply
will be a problem. Even if
the capital cost of the infra-
structure is made available
either through national

We need to deal
with the supply
constraints arising
from the neglect of  1;jsessential toensure that
rivers, lakes, ponds
in and around our
cities, which feed
the reservoirs that
are the bulk
sources of water

charged into waterbodies.
Surveys of groundwater in
recent years show higher
and higher levels of micro-
biological contamination.

the wastewater is treated
before it finds its way back
into our basic source of
water and contaminates it.

Water is even more
important than food for
survival. No wonder, water
governance is intimately

missions or public-private  =—————————— linked to politics. It

partnership, the operation

and maintenance cost of running the sys-
tem (and in the case of PPP,alarge part of
the capital cost) will have to be recovered
through user charges. Pricing water is
important both for demand manage-
ment and foreconomicviability of water-
delivery systems.

Wealso need to mobilise more supply
of water from basic natural sources.Only
then can greater connectivity result in
piped water deliverytoallin urban areas.
The mobilisation of additional supplies
of water poses a major challenge, since
the natural recharge zones are increas-
ingly eroded because of unplanned
urbanisation.

In addition, we need to deal with the
supply constraints arising from the
neglect of rivers, lakes, ponds and other
waterbodies in and around our cities,
which feed the reservoirs that are the
bulk sources of water.These waterbodies
need to be protected from encroach-
ment so that our catchment area for
water storage and rainwater harvesting
is not reduced. This requires strict vigi-
lance onland-use planning and building
permissions in our cities. It may even
warrant removal of existing encroach-
ments. An important role has to be
played by the concerned state govern-
ments including ensuring compliance
with environmental guidelines laid

reminds me of the Pak-
istani play Kala Mainda Bhes (Black is My
Attire),which Isawin Delhi some 20years
ago.Inthe play,the owner of the onlywell
in the village, Khooay Shah (literally
meaning the Lord of the Well), reigned
supreme and his rule was called “Khooay
Shah di Sarkar” which was subordinate
only to what was called Vaddi Sarkar,i.e.
the Almighty. Cities in Tamil Nadu and
Madhya Pradesh certainly have no
Khooay Shah yet, but the crisis of water
supply seems just as acute.

It is clear that management of water
requires a holistic approach taking
account of the multiple aspects that
have been spelt out above. In a way, set-
ting up of the ministry of jal shakti is
recognition of this, except that jal shakti
deals with rural water needs only. We
cannot split urban water from rural.
Water will flow from rural to urban and
vice versa, and has always done so.
Besides, reshaping water governance will
require state governments and local gov-
ernments to take coordinated action in
a federal system. What is needed is a
political compact between the Centre
and the states tojointlyaddress the chal-
lenges of saving India’s water, while
actively involving local governments
and engaging with the communities of
water users. It is a tall order, but there is
no alternative than to begin.
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@® UNION BUDGET
Bringing the
economy
back on track

D'SOUZA

Partner and Leader, Corporate &
International Tax, PwC India

Sluggish economic growth, addressing
collection targets are areas to target

HE UNION BUDGET 2019 isscheduled atatime
where reviving a relatively—by recent stan-
dards—sluggish economic growth and address-
ing collection targets are the most important
areas forthe governmentasit starts the journey
into its second term. Therefore, in an effort towards push-
ing consumer spending byleaving more disposal income in
the hands of the middle class and mobilising private invest-
ment without compromising on tax revenue collections,
which fund public spending, the Union Budget 2019 could
be walking a tightrope for the government.

On the personal tax front, increasing the basic exemp-
tion limit may not align with the government’s objective of
widening the taxbase and, thus,reduction in slab rates could
beanalternate that maybe considered to reduce the taxbur-
den on the middle class.Although given the sops provided in
the Interim Budget in February 2019, this appears unlikely.
Also, to channelise individual savings into infrastructure
spending of the government, reintroduction of infrastruc-
ture bonds with tax incentives may be on the cards.

At the beginning of the first term of the NDA govern-
ment, corporate tax rate was proposed to be gradually
reduced to 25% by the end of the five-year term, from the
30% rate applicable to the corporates.Butin the Union Bud-
get 2018,which was thelast full Budget of the government,
the corporate tax rate was reduced to 25% only for MSMEs
with turnover/gross receipts less than ¥250 crore. With
other major economies like the US bringing in tax rate cuts
to attract investments, India
wouldnotwanttobeseenasan S
outlier with higher tax rates
amongst major economies.

There could be

Conversely, fiscal prudence efforts towards
may not pel:‘n’llt the govern- pushin g consumer
ment to provide a corporate tax .

rate cut. However, coverage of spending by

leaving more
disposal income in
the hands of the
middle class and
mobilising private
investment

corporates within this lower
tax bracket may be broadened
by increasing the threshold of
turnover of 250 crore.

Employment data has been
anareaof concernintherecent
times. To further promote the
start-up initiative and MSME
growth, tax incentives like T —
exemptions on income from
funding activities for the first few years may be provided to
the investor community/angel investors. This could help
mobilise private investment, generate employment,
increase consumer spending,and revive the growth rate.

From the perspective of incentivising sustainable growth
throughlarge-scale manufacturingand adoption of electric
vehicles, it would not be surprising to see some incentives
and tax holidays for manufactures of electric vehicles and
batteries or providers of charging infrastructure being
introduced in the Union Budget 2019. The incentives may
alsobe extended to the consumers of electricvehicles to take
care of the additional cost burden due to higher costs of
these vehicles—more importantly, with subsidies that
existed in FAME being withdrawn under FAME-II.

Towards addressing the challenges around generation of
black money, the government may consider imposition of
taxesintherange of 3-5% on cash withdrawal of more than
X¥10lakhinayear.Itisbelieved that paying ¥30,000-50,000
on value of ¥10 lakh can be perceived as a loss by the com-
mon man,and thiswill push the economytowards complete
digitisation and keep a tab on the generation of black money.

Fortheinternational community, the draft rules released
for public comments last month, dealing with allocation of
appropriate profits of MNCs doing business in India for tax-
ationin India, maybe introduced eitherin the Union Budget
2019 or around that time. This will have significant impli-
cations on many of the MNCs doing business in India, phys-
ically or through digital medium.

One will also wait to see how the new finance minister
dealswith theintroduction of the newdirect taxes codeand
what announcements are made in this regard.

EARPRIMEMINISTER, YOU

have been voted back to

power at the Centre forasec-

ond innings of five years

with a thumping majority. It
happened because you connected mean-
ingfully with the masses, and especially
with the urban and rural poor (includes
small/marginal farmers,landless labour-
ers), by announcing and executing (to
some extent) a plethora of schemes (Jan-
Dhan, life insurance at X1 per day,
Ujjwala, Swachh Bharat, Saubhagya,
Ayushman Bharat, Mudraloans, PM Fasal
Bima Yojana, PM-Kisan, etc), benefiting
them in one way or the other. These
schemes resonated so well with the
masses that even important issues—such
as a slowing economy, high unemploy-
ment rate,demonetisation,implementa-
tion of GST, farmers’ distress and the
Rafale controversy—did not matter to the
poorvoteras much as ‘Pulwama’and ‘Bal-
akot’, which demonstrated your strong,
decisive and stable leadership to the peo-
ple in the absence of any easily-accept-
able alternative.

Having said that, my purpose here is
not to analyse the reasons of your victory
in the parliamentary elections, but to
emphasise that nowis the time forintro-
spection and pondering as to what is to
be done in the next five years. I say this
because the poor of the country are still
poor and facing untold miseries, and we
should not forget that they voted for

Need anti-drought

measures, Mr PM

Droughts occur in India
at frequent intervals and
a permanent solution
needs to be found

Modi with some good hopes in the near
future. It needs to be stressed here that
achievements under various pro-
grammes of the government during the
last five years (2014-19) can only be said
to have small but without any significant
impact on the quality of social and eco-
nomic aspects of life. Added to all this,
now we are facing the big challenge of
impending drought this year, and my
objective here is to focus on the various
issues concerning drought and, sir, what
your government needs to do about it.To
my mind, there are four main factors that
appear to be contributing to drought.
These are as under:

First,according to India Meteorologi-
cal Department (IMD), the pre-monsoon

SANGAL

The author is a former ISS and UN consultant

rains (March-June, 2019) have fallen
short by 25%—the second-driest pre-
monsoon season in the last 65 years (it
fellshortby 31%in 2012).Here, it would
be interesting to note that one of India’s
wettest places, Agumbe in Karnataka’s
Western Ghats, received 158% less pre-
monsoon rains this year. Now, due to the
occurrence of weak E1 Nino weather phe-
nomenon over the Equatorial Pacific
Ocean region, monsoon rains (June-Sep-
tember, 2019) are expected to be less
than normal (which is 96-104% of long
period average)—and even though IMD
is somewhat changing its predictions
recently,only time will tell and we should
not be caught unawares.

Second, only about 35% of the culti-

vated area has properirrigation facilities
(which are also being adversely impacted
by melting glaciers due to global warm-
ing) and the rest 65% is rain-dependent.
Further,groundwater is getting scarce by
the day due to overexploitation in some
regions/states due to wrong choice of
crops being grown. Punjab stares at a
parched future because 96% of the 35.78
billion cubic metres (bcm) of groundwa-
ter extracted is used by paddy growers,
and it is estimated that the state would
empty all its subsoil water within 22
years if the current rate of fall of 51 cm
peryear in its level continues, thus turn-
ing the country’s food bowl into a desert.
A similar glaring example is that of
Maharashtra, where growing of sugar

cane is consuming 60-65% of irrigation
water. What a grim scenario and a great
environmental concern, too.

Third, water scarcity leading to
drought is being created, as out of a total
annual precipitation of 4,000 bcm, only
1,100 bcm of water is eventually used
either because of losses (2,900 bcm) due
to evaporation or due to constraints like
water harvesting and lack of storage
capacity, which is barely 270 bcm today.
The situation is being worsened by the
fact that alarge number of anti-drought
projects (7.9 lakh, costing 417 crore)
related to water harvesting and micro-
irrigation taken up in many states under
MGNREGA are incomplete or have been
abandoned due to inadequate fund allo-
cation,and only 27,000 works have been
completed so far. Karnataka, Maharash-
tra (Vidarbha region) and Andhra Pradesh
(Amaravati) are some cases in point
where a large number of drought-proof-
ing works are incomplete.

Fourth,water availability in the reser-
voirs of 91 dams in the countrywas about
31.65 bcm as on May 30, 2019, which is
about 20% of the total storage capacity
of these reservoirs,according to the Cen-
tral Water Commission (CWC).The states
worst affected and having storage much
less than last year in the corresponding
period are Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana, Kerala and Tamil Nadu (of a
total live storage capacity of 51.59 bcm,
reservoirs have live storage availability of

5.19 bcm)in the south,and Maharashtra
and Gujarat (total live storage capacity is
31.26 bcm and availability is only 3.53
bcm) in the west. Other affected states are
Jharkhand, Odisha and West Bengal and
in the east, and Rajasthan and Madhya
Pradesh in central India.

It must be mentioned that of the 634
districts, 393 are not drought-ready and
only 241 districts (40%) are drought-
resilient.Thus, the situation is very grave
and farmers’ distress is going to increase
manifold. This would adversely impact
India’s GDP growth and lower the
achievements under UN Sustainable
Development Goals, in which we are
alreadylagging behind targets. Droughts
occurin India at frequent short intervals
and a permanent solution needs to found
out by taking correct policy decisions,
which have been eluding us so far.

To conclude, although many state
governments like Andhra Pradesh,
Gujarat, Karnataka, Maharashtra,Odisha
and Rajasthan have declared many dis-
tricts as drought-hit, the central govern-
ment isyet to declare drought formally. I
hope the meeting of the Governing
Council of the NITI Aayog under the
chairmanship of the Prime Minister, held
on June 15,would have taken a serious
note of threatening drought and water
management in drought-hit areas with
the same urgency as shown in the
appointment of the two PM-led panels
on struggling growth and job creation.
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TELLING NUMBERS

How the states

NITI Health Index: top and
bottom 3 in key indicators

OVERALL PERFORMANCE

LARGER STATES (TOP 3 & BOTTOM 3 INBOTH REPORTS)

STATE SCORE RANK CHANGE
2015-16 | 2017-18 | 2015-16 | 2016-17
Kerala 76.55 74.01 1 1 —
Andhra 60.16 65.13 8 2 A
Maharashtra 61.07 63.99 6 3 A
Punjab 65.21 63.01 2 5 -
TamilNadu  63.38 60.41 3 9 v
Rajasthan 36.79 4310 20 16 A
Odisha 3943 35.97 18 19 v
Bihar 38.46 3211 19 20 v
UP 33.69 28.61 21 21 —

Smaller states: Mizoram (1), Manipur (2), Meghalaya (3), bottom Nagaland (8).
UTs: Delhi ranks 5 among 7. Top Chandigarh, bottom Daman & Diu (7).

Source for all data: NITI Aayog report

IN THE second edition of the NITI
Aayog health index report card (The

Indian Express, June 26), Keralawas [HELE 2015 2016
onceagainranked thebestamongthe  w Bengal 1.6 1.6
states while Uttar Pradesh was at the Tamil Nadu 16 16
bottom. The *“Healthy States, ) . .
Progressive India” rankings. These =~ Punjab 1.7 1.7
rankings are on the basis of a Health  MP 2.8 2.8
Index, which is a composite score in- UP 31 31
corporating 23 indicators covering . ) )
key aspects of performance in the ~ Bihar 3.2 3.3
health sector, These include several

indicators relating to health outcomes LUW B| RTH WE|GH'|’ (0/0)
(such as neonatal mortality rate, un-

der-five mortality rate, low birth IS 2015 2016
weightamong newborns), indicators  J&K 5.9 55
relating to governance and informa-

tion (such as integrity of data) and in- G B otk
puts/processes (such as positionsva- ~ Jharkhand 74 71
cant at hospitals). The graphics show  Tamil Nadu 13.0 15.5
the performers of the top threeand  yy; Bengal 16.4 16.4
bottom three in some of the majorin Odisha 192 189

dicators relating to health outcomes.
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SIMPLY PUT QUESTION 8 ANSWER

Rain check: large area, low amount

The delayed monsoon has finally picked up and covered large parts of the country, but rainfall is still 36%
short of normal for this time. What factors held it back, what is the forecast for the rest of the season?

ANJALIMARAN
PUNE, JUNE 26

AFTER A two-week delay, the monsoon s fi-
nally progressing northwards, and has cov-
ered most parts of southern, central and east-
ern India. The monsoon has reached
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana,
Chhattisgarh, Odisha, and most of Madhya
Pradesh.

However, it is still bringing less than ex-
pected rainfall. For the month of June so far,
the rainfall over the country as a whole has
been deficient by 36% compared to what is
normal until this stage. This deficit is unlikely
to be made up in any substantial manner in
the remaining days of the month. But the
India Meteorological Department has pre-
dicted good rains in July and August.

Delayed arrival

During the onset phase over the Indian
mainland, the monsoon currents were se-
verely oppressed by the prevailing mid-lat-
itude regime, forcing these currents to take
longer to establish. Since the winter of 2018,
there were strong and frequent western dis-
turbances passing through much of the
southern latitudes and altogether delaying
the onset over Kerala. The continuous flow
of strong western disturbances, too, made it
difficult for the already weak monsoon cur-
rents to penetrate. As aresult, the onset over
the Kerala coast happened on June 8 instead
of the normal date of June 1.

After that, the monsoon has progressed
much slower along its western arm than
along the eastern arm. This has been due to
anumber of reasons.

East-West mismatch

Soon after its onset over Kerala, the very
severe cyclonic storm Vayu was formed in
the Arabian Sea. As it progressed northwards,
it hindered the advance of the monsoon
which lay centred over Kerala for nearly a
week. This, because the system attracted sig-
nificant amounts of moisture from the
southern peninsular regions and also from
parts of Maharashtra, thereby slowing down
the pace during the initial advancement of
the monsoon.

Last winter, an Arctic burst had resulted in
severe cold including sub-zero temperatures
across the globe. The Indian southwest mon-
soon appears to be affected by some of its
remnants, even in June. Meteorologists ob-
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served extra-tropical circulation prevailing
over much lower latitudes over the Indian
subcontinent and adjoining north Indian
Seas (Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal ) un-
til a few days ago — even after the onset of
the monsoon over the Indian mainland. This
resulted in conditions that were not support-
ive enough for the smooth inflow of mon-
soon currents blowing from the Arabian Sea,
A K Srivastava, head, climate research divi-
sion at IMD,Pune, told The Indian Express.
Under normal atmospheric conditions,
warmer northwestern regions and a rela-
tively cooler equatorial belt facilitate and pull
over the monsoon currents from southern
hemisphere across the Arabian Sea along the
western coast towards the land. However,
this year, extra-tropical anomalies over the

extreme northwestern region and the neigh-
borhood left the entire region cooler, acting
as a deterrent to the incoming monsoon
winds. Besides, there was no low pressure
system formed over the Arabian Sea that
could have alternatively aided the monsoon
progress along the west coast.

These, according to IMD officials, led to
slower-than-expected progress of the west-
ern branch of the Southwest monsoon.
Consequently, it did not bring significant
amounts of rainfall over regions along the
west coast. The otherwise heavy rainfall-ex-
periencing areas including Kerala and
Konkan-Goa remain rainfall-deficient by 35%
and 54%, respectively, until June 26.

Contrarily, the situation with respect to
the eastern branch of monsoon progressed

THIS WORD MEANS: NON-PERMANENT MEMBER, UNSC

faster, as alow pressure system formed in the
Bay of Bengal fuelled for its swifter progress
over the east and Northeast. On June 26, the
northern limit of the monsoon currently was
passing along Veraval, Surat, Indore, Mandla,
Pendra, Sultanpur, Lakhimpur Kheri and
Mukteshwar areas.

The late surge

The monsoon progress remained largely
stagnant for nearly 10 days and stuck around
south interior Karnataka and central Tamil
Nadu until June 19. Thereafter, it made
progress to some parts of southern
Maharashtra on June 20The pace of its
progress since then showcased a marked im-
provement as Maharashtra, along with all
states in the Northeast, east, and south and
some states in central India, were rapidly
covered as on June 25.

As of June 26, the monsoon has fully cov-
ered Kerala, Lakshadweep, Tamil Nadu,
Andaman and Nicobar islands, Karnataka,
Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Odisha, West
Bengal, Assam, Nagaland, Mizoram,
Meghalaya, Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh,
Sikkim, Bihar, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh,
Maharashtra and partially covered
Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh
and Gujarat.

With the monsoon in its active phase —
rainfall intensity between light and moder-
ate spells — the countrywide rainfall defi-
ciency as of June 26 stood at 36%. In other
words, the actual rainfall of 86.3 mm is 36%
lower than the normal of 135.6 mm for this
time of the year.

IMD subdivision-wise, Andaman and
Nicobar (66%), East Rajasthan (32%) and
Jammu and Kashmir (25%) have so far re-
ceived above normal rainfall this season and
have been categorised under the excess rain-
fall category. North Interior Karnataka (-1%)
and Lakshadweep (-17%) have had normal
rainfall. The remaining 31 subdivisions have
had deficient rain or none.

The monsoon is expected to strengthen
towards the end of this month. Forecasts sug-
gest the formation of a fresh low pressure
system over the Bay of Bengal around June
29 or 30. This system will then send a fresh
monsoon pulse that will help the further ad-
vancement of monsoon to the remaining ar-
eas along northwestern and Central India
during July 1-July 3. The IMD has forecast
heavy rains around July 2 and July 3 along the
west coast, mainly for Konkan-Goa and north
interior Karnataka.

India seat endorsed: how are countries elected?

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
MUMBAI, JUNE 26

INDIA'S CANDIDATURE for a non-permanent
seat in the Security Council has been en-
dorsed unanimously by the Asia Pacific
group, which comprises 55 countries, includ-
ing Pakistan. “A unanimous step. Asia-Pacific
Group @UN unanimously endorses India's
candidature for a non-permanent seat of the
Security Council for a 2-year term in
2021/22.” India's permanent representative
at the UN, Syed Akbaruddin tweeted.

10 countries, 5 seats

The endorsement means that India has a
“clean slate” candidature - that is there is no
other contestant from the group - for the elec-
tions that will be held for five non-permanent
members next year, for the 2021-22 term.

Each year, the General Assembly elects
five non-permanent members out of a total
of 10, for a two-year term. These 10 seats are
distributed among the regions thus: five for
African and Asian countries; one for Eastern
European countries; two for Latin American
and Caribbean countries; two for Western
European and other countries.

Of the five seats for Africa and Asia, three
are for Africa and two for Asia; thereisanin-
formal understanding between the two
groups to reserve one for an Arab country.
The Africa and Asia Pacific group takes turns
every two years to put up an Arab candidate.

Elections for terms beginning in even-
numbered years select two African members,
and one each within Eastern Europe, Asia-
Pacific,and Latin America and the Caribbean.
Terms beginning in odd-numbered years
consist of two Western European and Other
members, and one each from Asia-Pacific,

FAct CHECK, GROUND REALITY

Africa, and Latin America and the Caribbean.

Asian contests

Unlike Africa, which has formalised a sys-
tem of rotation of its three seats according to
the region, the Asia-Pacific grouping often
seen contests. Last year, there was a contest
between Maldives and Indonesia.

Irrespective of whether a country is a
“clean slate” candidate and has been en-
dorsed by its group, it needs to secure the
votes of two-thirds of the members present
and voting at the General Assembly session
(a minimum of 129 votes if all 193 member
states participate). Formal balloting takes
place at elections to all the main UN bodies.

When contested, the elections for non-
permanent seats can be fraught and can go
on for several rounds, In 1975, there was a
contest between India and Pakistan, which
went to eight rounds. Pakistan won the seat

that year. In 1996, India lost a contest to Japan.
India has been a non-permanent mem-
ber of the Security Council eight time previ-
ously: 1950-51, 1967-68, 1972-73, 1977-78,
1984-85,1991-92 and 2011-12. Forthe 2011-
12 term, India won 187 of 190 votes after
Kazakhstan stood down from its candidacy.
The 55 countries that comprise the Asia -
Pacific group are: Afghanistan, Bahrain,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei, Cambodia,
China, Cyprus, North Korea, South Korea, Fiji,
India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Japan, Jordan,
Kazakhstan, Kiribati, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan,
Laos, Lebanon, Malaysia, Maldives, Marshall
Islands, Micronesia, Mongolia, Myanmar,
Nauru, Nepal, Oman, Pakistan, Palau, Papua
New Guinea, Philippines, Qatar, Samoa, Saudi
Arabia, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Sri Lanka,
Syria, Tajikistan, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Tonga,
Turkey, Turkmenistan, Tuvalu, UAE,
Uzbekistan, Vanuatu, Vietnam, and Yemen.

Did high methane level indicate life on Mars? The science and the setback

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, JUNE 26

LAST WEEK, NASA’s Curiosity rover discov-
ered high amounts of methane in the air
on Mars, leading to excitement whether
this was an indication of life on the Red
Planet, or beneath its surface (The New York
Times report published in The Indian
Express, June 24). But on Monday, NASA re-
ported that the methane had fallen back to
usual levels. The setback means the ques-
tion of life remains unanswered. What
were scientists hoping to find, and what
does methane signify?

What is methane?

On Earth, methane (CH4) is a naturally
occurring gas. Most of the methane on
Earth is produced in biological processes —
some of it by microbes, and some occur-
ring as underground natural gas that hd
been formed by earlier generations of mi-
crobial life. Many of these methane-pro-

ducing microbes live in the digestive sys-
tems of animals, especially cows.

However, methane can also be pro-
duced by abiotic processes (those that do
not involve living organisms). It has been
found to occur in formations such as rocks,
springs and aquifers, and studies have con-
cluded that it was formed there by chemi-
cal reactions between carbon and hydro-
gen atoms at low temperature.

Onceitisreleased into the atmospheres
of either Earth or Mars, methane is rela-
tively short-lived. Since the time the gas
was first detected on Mars, it has been con-
sidered a potential biomarker. The first
time was in 2003 by the Mars Express, a
European Space Agency orbiter. Since then,
there has been further evidence of the gas
in Mars' atmosphere.

So what's new?
In most previous observations, the con-
centration of methane in the Martian air

has been low. Then in 2013, Curiosity —
which had landed on Mars in 2012 — de-

Curiosity Rover, which has detected high methane level. NAsA

tected methane in a concentration of
seven parts per billion by volume. Now,
methane concentrations on Earth are

much higher — the global mean is over
1,800 parts per million — but the Mars
measurement caused excitement because

it was much higher than previous read-
ings. This concentration continued for
about a couple of months, then ebbed
away before scientists could establish
where the methane came from.

Last week’s readings were an unprece-
dented 21 parts per billion. On Earth, it cre-
ated excitement to the extent that scien-
tists at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory
cancelled Curiosity's original schedule for
the weekend, so that it could repeat the ex-
periment. They were hoping to detect the
source of the gas, and in the process clues
that might point to the existence of life on
the Red Planet.

What now

On Wednesday, NASA reported that the
second reading had fallen back to less than
1 part per billion..

This suggests that last week’s methane
detection was a transient methane plume,
which has been observed in the past, NASA
explained on its website. While scientists
have observed the background levels rise and
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

NO MOBOCRACY

PM Modi has expressed anguish at Jharkhand lynching. His
message must be urgently heeded — and enforced

LEVEN MEN HAVE been arrested and two policemen suspended for the mur-

der of Tabrez Ansari, who died on Saturday, four days after a mob grievously

assaulted him for suspected theft in Jharkhand. On Wednesday, Prime Minister

Narendra Modi said in the Rajya Sabha that the lynching in Jharkhand has
“pained” him. “Doshiyon ko kadi se kadi saza milnee chahiye (the guilty should be pun-
ished severely)”, he said. On coming back to power with an enhanced mandate, PM Modi
had added “sabka vishwas” to his pledge of “sabka saath, sabka vikas”. Recent reports
that have come in from some states of mobs forcing Muslim men to chant “Jai Shri Ram”
and “Jai Hanuman”, and the murder of Ansari, who, too, was forced to do so by the mob
that tied him to an electric pole and attacked him, have drawn attention to the urgent
need for the PM’s message to be heeded — and enforced.

The incident in Jharkhand adds to a grim tally: At least 18 persons have been report-
edly targeted and killed by a mob in the state since March 2016. There have been few con-
victions in these cases. Shockingly, in one instance, men convicted in a lynching incident
at Ramgarh were later honoured by Jharkhand BJP leaders, including then Union minis-
ter Jayant Sinha. Mob violence is not confined to Jharkhand, nor is it a feature only of BJP-
ruled states. However, the impression that the party in power condones mob justice, or
looks the other way, especially if it targets individuals of the minority community, seems
to have empowered vigilante groups in BJP-ruled states. It has also added a communal di-
mension to mob violence in these states. Shaken by these incidents, a three-judge bench
of the Supreme Court headed by then Chief Justice of India, Dipak Misra, ruled in July last
year that Parliament must “create a separate offence for lynching and provide adequate
punishment for the same”. The Court said “a special law in this field would instil a sense
of fear for law amongst the people who involve themselves in such kinds of activities”. A
Group of Ministers was set up to look into the matter. There has been no visible progress
on the matter since.

The factis that existing laws are sufficient to tackle mob violence and vigilantism — if
the executive has the political will to do so. The Raghubar Das government in Ranchi has
done well to arrest those suspected of lynching Ansari. But its work is not yet done. It
needs to ensure that due process is taken to its just conclusion, the culprits are punished
and helpis provided to the victim’s family. A stern message needs to be sent out that any
attempt to subvert the law and due process will be punished quickly and firmly.

SMALL STEPS FORWARD

A new report suggests measures to ease woes of small
businesses. Its recommendations are well-judged

HE COMMITTEE SET up to undertake a comprehensive review of the micro,

small and medium enterprises (MSME) sector, which has submitted its re-

port to the RBI, has examined issues such as access to finance and infrastruc-

ture bottlenecks that continue to plague the sector. Broadly, its suggestions are
well-judged.

Lack of access to finance continues to be an impediment to the sector’s growth. Bank
lending continues to be disproportionately geared towards large entities, leaving a huge
funding gap for MSMEs. The committee traces this skew to two factors — high level of non-
performing assets (NPAs),and high cost to servicing. Typically, banks tend to restrict credit
flow to MSMEs, discouraged by the high level of bad loans, which range between 8 to 11
per cent. A major reason for these bad loans is delay in buyer payments. MSMEs struggle
torecover their dues from both the private and the public sector. To address this problem,
the committee has suggested that public sector procurement from MSMEs be routed
through the GeM portal to bring transparency in procurement and to quicken payments.
This, if monitored closely, could help shorten the payment cycle considerably. There is also
the suggestion that the MSME development act be amended to ensure that all MSMEs
mandatorily upload their invoices to an information utility, which will display names of de-
faulting buyers. This, it hopes, could “act as a moral suasion on buyers”, ensure timely pay-
ment, and thus minimise NPAs. But this is easier said than done. Big companies, with
greater bargaining power, are likely to continue to stretch out the credit cycle. Thereis also
the issue of documentation. Banks are wary of lending in the absence of detailed financial
information as it makes assessing credit worthiness difficult. The problem is compounded
by lack of collateral. To address this issue, the committee proposes a novel approach. Rather
than relying on the traditional balance-sheet based funding route, it has proposed shift-
ing to a cash flow based lending model. This not only provides greater clarity on the pay-
ment capacity of firms, but can also help in determining the repayment schedule.

The committee has also suggested doubling the collateral free loan limit to Rs 20 lakh,
up from the current limit of Rs 10 lakh. While the move could address the sector’s cash
flow issues considerably, coming at a time when concerns are being voiced about the
true extent of bad loans under Mudra, this could be a risky proposition.

GIFTING A SLOGAN

By banning a barb against Imran Khan, Pakistan’s deputy
speaker may have handed Opposition a rallying cry

ASIM KHAN SURI, deputy speaker of Pakistan’s National Assembly (its central

legislature), should have stuck to the tried-and-tested “sticks and stones” de-

fence. Instead, he let a word get to him. When the House echoed for over an

hour with chants of Imran Khan being a “selected” prime minister, Suri banned
the use of the word. To make sure the implication of the Opposition’s taunt is made clear
to everyone who learns about the incident through the media, Suri added: “This isa House
of elected representatives!”

Even a passing glance at the proceedings of Pakistan’s Parliament and provincial leg-
islatures is enough to register, among Indians, a sense of familiarity. The same raucous-
ness, sense of manufactured outrage, trading of insults — and yes, genuine debate — can
be seen in snatches in Pakistan. But, and this is important, its legislative office-bearers
seem not to have realised exactly how to balance the neutrality of their office and the
loyalty to their political formations. And in using the former to please the latter, one is
likely to do more harm than good. Already, a motion has been filed in the Punjab Provincial
Assembly condemning the ban, and the Opposition seems to be realising that the word
carries enough meaning to be a rallying cry against PM Khan.

Afterall, “selected prime minister” begs the question: Selected by whom? The Pakistan
“deep state” — army, intelligence networks, etc — of course. By banning the use of the
word in the assembly, the deputy speaker has ensured its implication is widely discussed
outside. What he should have done was leave the trading of barbs to those who are still
officially partisan legislators. Or he could have taken a cue from his counterparts in India,
where Speakers maintain at least the appearance of being non-partisan. A ban, after all,
could turn a barb — which could have been responded to by the treasury benches in kind

— into a slogan.
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WORDLY WISE
HE DID NOT WANT THE APPLE FOR THE
APPLE’'S SAKE, HE WANTED IT ONLY BECAUSE IT
WAS FORBIDDEN. — MARK TWAIN

Let’s politicise health

It is time the political leadership adopted a zero-
tolerance policy to laxity in healthcare

SUJATHA RAO

AS PER MEDIA reports, 172 children have
died in the space of three weeks in
Muzaffarpur, Bihar. This is higher than the
122 deaths recorded in the 2014 outbreak.
Clearly, no lessons seem to have been learnt.
This is unacceptable and the media outrage
is justified.

Asimilar tragedy occurred at Gorakhpur,
Uttar Pradesh in 2017, when over 600 chil-
dren reportedly died of Acute Encephalitis
Syndrome (AES). Now, in Muzaffarpur, AESis
once again in focus. The Lancet Global, alead-
ing and authoritative medical journal, pub-
lished a study analysing the 2014 deaths in
Muzaffarpur.

The findings were disturbing: The case
fatality rate was 31 per cent; 55 per cent of
the sick children were boys with three quar-
ters of them below four years age; the case
patients’ measurements showed that 16 per
cent of them were “wasted” and 65 per cent
“stunted” (due to chronic hunger). Drawing
from the detailed examination of the case
records, blood tests, socioeconomic profil-
ing, etc, the experts concluded that the plau-
sible — not necessarily sufficient — causal
pathway to deaths could have been litchi
consumption on an empty stomach, causing
hypoglycemia, requiring treatment. The
study concluded that three steps need to be
taken to prevent such deaths: Reduce litchi
consumption by children during the peak
season; ensure consumption of the evening
meal; and in suspected cases requiring treat-
ment, ensure a rapid glucose correction.

The Lancet study, along with the evidence
of AES around Muzaffarpur, brings out three
unacceptable factors: One, the continued
lack of clarity on the direct and distal causal
factors that should and could have been ad-
dressed on priority, enabling the formula-
tion and enforcement of protocols for pre-
vention and treatment. This is particularly
saddening since within a space of five years,
we have had at least four outbreaks of child
deaths in Bihar and UP — 2014, 2016, 2017
and now 2019 accounting for over 1,700 chil-
dren dying needlessly.

Two, the children who died were all from
poor families whose poverty status was
multidimensional — unclean habitation,

The children who died were
all from poor families whose
poverty status was
multidimensional —
unclean habitation, poor
housing, overcrowding,
hunger, illiteracy etc. The
recent case has two more
important points to be
noted. Eating litchis per se is
not the cause: Eating unripe,
rotten litchis, from the
ground and partially
consumed ones, followed by
no meal are. It does not
require much imagination to
understand the typology of
the children who eat such
type of litchis and ‘skip’

evening meals.

poor housing, overcrowding, hunger and il-
literacy. The recent case has two more im-
portant points to be noted. Eating litchis per
se is not the cause: Eating unripe, rotten
litchis, from the ground and partially con-
sumed ones, followed by no meal are. It does
not require much imagination to under-
stand the typology of the children who eat
such type of litchis and “skip” evening meals.
One article suggested that the enquiry
showed that some of the deceased children
had no food for three days. So, the causal fac-
toris clearly poverty-associated hunger and
dietary practices.

The third factor is the collapse of the
primary healthcare system. Bihar does have
alegacyissue. Healthcare in general and pri-
mary care in particular has been severely
neglected in the past. The 52nd Round of the
NSSO had clearly shown that 22 of the 33
million people impoverished due to health
expenses were from the four northern states
of rural UP, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and
Rajasthan. This was the justification for the
NRHM initiative. The improvements in rural
healthcare resulted in Bihar reducingits IMR
from 60 per 1,000 live births in 2005 to 38
and maternal mortality is 165 per 1,00,000
births in 2016. Even as the agenda of revital-
ising a moribund primary healthcare system
is unfinished, policy attention shifted to non-
communicable disease control and hospital
insurance. These are misplaced priorities as
the disease burden of Bihar, as per the ICMR
study of 2015, shows that communicable dis-
eases alone account for 43 per cent of the dis-
ease burden — others being non-communi-
cable and chronic diseases which too can be
largely prevented and require to be diag-
nosed early and managed in primary health-
care settings. Significantly, 70 per cent of
deaths are premature, with almost 30 per
cent of them among children under 14 years,
while the top four causal factors of mortal-
ity are malnutrition, air pollution, contami-
nated water, poor sanitation and poor diet —
high levels of anemia.

These risk factors which provide ahome
tovirus and bacteria, again require to be ad-
dressed at the household/community lev-
els by primary healthcare workers.

Preventive measures and simple treatments
like providing glucose correction can be
done in PHCs and community centres at the
block level. Thus, while the condition of dis-
trict hospitals — without basic equipment
and adequate skills is unacceptable and re-
quire to be improved without delay —
adding 1,500 beds is not the answer. As the
Ebola experience of Sierra leone and Liberia
conclusively demonstrated, constructing big
hospitals at great expense was not what
contained the epidemic, strengthening
community health did.

The nation-wide anger of the junior doc-
tors and of people in Muzaffarpur is a wake
up call for country’s political leadership to go
beyond rhetoric. Infectious diseases know
no boundaries and are unafraid even of the
powerful. Containment of these diseases re-
quires waging a war against their underly-
ing social determinants — clean air, water,
sanitation and nutrition and access to pri-
mary healthcare.

This is not a choice butan imperative and
a fundamental pre-requisite for develop-
ment. Economists advising governments on
achieving growth need to appreciate this fac-
tor, one that several other countries have long
understood. Growth needs to be measured
not in GDP terms nor on ease of business, but
on longevity of life, ease of living, productiv-
ity, well-being and innovation. To drive home
this point, that countries like India continue
to deny, the World Bank developed the
Human Capital Index showing that the driv-
ers of growth are education and health: Afact
that the Commission on Macroeconomics
and Health chaired by Jeffrey Sachs noted in
2000. Under the HCI, India ranks 115 out of
157 countries.

Health is a political question. It is time
that the political leadership collectively
agrees to set aside partisan acrimony and
adopts a zero-tolerance policy to any laxity
on matters related to health. It is time that
leaders decisively demonstrate that they care
and that every life counts.

Rao is former Health Secretary, Government
of India and author of Do We Care? India’s
Health System
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The anti-defection law is routinely misinterpreted

P DT ACHARY

THE 10TH SCHEDULE of the Constitution,
commonly referred to as the anti-defection
law, is facing the most serious challenge yet
in its 34 years of existence. The challenge is
not judicial, but political. Legislators show a
tendency to ignore the law and defect to the
parties in power. Earlier this month, 12 out
of the 16 members of the Congress
Legislature Party in Telangana “merged” with
the TRS, the ruling party in Telangana. Close
on the heels of this defection, four members
of the Rajya Sabha, from the Telugu Desam
Party “merged” with the BJP and became
members of the legislature party of the BJPin
the Rajya Sabha. Quite surprisingly, the me-
diain general has approved of this act of de-
fection as a valid exercise in accordance with
the law — that if two-thirds of the legislators
of a party merge with another party, it would
be a legally valid merger. This is a wrong in-
terpretation of the law.

The 10th Schedule was enacted to putan
end to the scourge of defection. The political
class viewed defection as such a serious
menace to the stability of the democratic sys-
tem that the anti-defection law was made a
constitutional law. Constitutional authori-
ties such as the Chairman of the Rajya Sabha
and the Speaker of Lok Sabha, who act as tri-
bunals in defection cases, have scrupulously
followed the spirit of the law in deciding the
cases under the 10th Schedule.

The spate of defections taking place now

Para2(1)(a) of the 7th
Schedule disqualifies a
legislator, however, if he
voluntarily gives up the
membership of his party. So
any MLA or MP is liable to
be disqualified if he leaves
his party voluntarily. But
Para 4 is in the nature of an
exception.

have brought back the focus to this law once
again. Does any provision of this law actually
allow any legislator to move out of his party
and join another party without any legal
hitch? This question has assumed great im-
portance in the context of the Telangana
Congress MLAs merging in the TRS and the
TDP MPs of Rajya Sabha merging with the
BJP. They seem to assume that having two-
third of the total number of members of their
respective parties means they can merge
with the other parties, without incurring dis-
qualification.

Para 2(1)(a) of the 7th Schedule disquali-
fies a legislator, however, if he voluntarily
gives up the membership of his party. So any
MLA or MP is liable to be disqualified if he
leaves his party voluntarily. But Para 4 is in
the nature of an exception. It exempts such
legislators from disqualification upon fulfill-
ing two conditions: One, his original political
party has merged with the other party; two,
two-thirds of the legislators of that party have
agreed to such a merger. The Speaker can ex-
empt them from disqualification only on the
fulfilment of these two conditions. This
makes it clear that any merger mentioned is
between the original political party and the
other party. Buta mere merger between two
parties is not enough for invoking the protec-
tion of Para 4.

After all, the entire 10th Schedule relates to
the defection of legislators. Therefore, their role

inthe merger processis very crucial. Thus, this
Para says, that for the purpose of exempting a
defecting legislator, the merger shall be
deemed to have taken place only if two-thirds
of thelegislators have agreed to suchamerger.
Ifthe legislators have not agreed to the merger,
there is no merger under Para 4. The lawmak-
ers have used words very carefully. The words
“two-thirds of the Members. have agreed to
suchmerger”, used in Para4(2), makeitabun-
dantly clear that the merger takes place be-
tween two parties and the requisite number
of legislators of that party must agree to such
merger. Thereafter, the speaker exempts those
legislators from disqualification. It may be
noted here that the legislators do not merge,
they only agree to the merger done by their
original political party. Thus,a merger between
the political parties concerned has to take place
first. Only then can the legislators “agree to
such merger”.

In all the cases mentioned above, the
legislators have acted on the assumption that
all that is required to do is for them to
“merge” with the other party and the merger
of their original political party is not
necessary.

This is a misreading of the law. The
sooner they realise it, the better for them as
well as for the democratic system.

The writer is a former secretary
general of the Lok Sabha
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BOEING’S RACIsSM

THE BOEING AIRCRAFT Company and Lloyds
of London have stated in a Washington court
that since an average Indian earns only a dol-
lar a day, his life is cheaper than an
American’s. Consequently, any financial
damages given to an Indian passenger, who
died aboard Air India’s 147 flight 855, on
January 1, 1978, should not be computed on
Californian living standards. In making this
racial and arbitrarily comparative observa-
tion on human life, the Boeing company has
refrained from adding that the price of its air-
craft do not differ when sold to poor or
wealthy nations. Also the grief at the loss of
afamily member is the same universally, and

cannot be weighed in dollars and cents. The
multi-million dollar case on behalf of the 213
people who died off the Bombay coast has
been intensifying gradually.

CRP DISMISSALS

ABOUT 441 CENTRAL Reserve Police person-
nelin Trivandrum were dismissed from serv-
ice. The dismissal was ordered for their par-
ticipation in the strike that began on June 21,
said an official spokesman. Action against
some more would be taken soon. However,
they would be given time to explain their po-
sition, the spokesman said. The action
against the CRP personnel came in the wake
of the announcement by the Union home

minister, H M Patel, that four battalions, in-
cluding two stationed near Trivandrum,
would be disbanded.

KARNATAKA CONG PLAN
THE GENERAL BODY of the newly formed
Karnataka Congress party called upon its
rank and file to safeguard political stability
and economic developmentin the state. The
chief minister, Devaraj Urs, was elected
leader of the break-away majority of the
Karnataka Congress Legislature Party. The
economic resolution adopted by the general
body noted that in Karnataka, economic de-
velopment and political stability have been
like two sides of the same coin.
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Not just pipes and tankers

A compact between the Centre and states is necessary to address India’s water-related challenges. This should
involve local governments and communities of water users

.-

CITIES AT CROSSROADS

BY ISHER JUDGE
AHLUWALIA

CHENNAIHAS BEEN in the news recently for
its water crisis. Scuffles and suffering have
been reported from different parts of the city.
Water crimes in Ranchi have also hit the
headlines. Cities in Madhya Pradesh have
seen stabbings and killings over water, and
the police has been called upon to guard wa-
ter tankers and water sources. Cape Townin
South Africa was the first major city in the
modern era to face the threat of running out
of drinking water, as reported by the BBC in
February 2018. The BBC listed another 11
cities most likely to run out of water. This list
included Bengaluru.

The 2030 Water Resources Group on
“Charting Our Water Futures” set up by the
erstwhile Planning Commission in 2009 had
projected that if the current demand pattern
for water continues, by 2030, the available wa-
ter will meet only about half of India’s demand
for water. Ten years later, in 2019, the water
crisis is here and it is taking its toll in rural as
well as urban areas of India. We are staring at
a train wreck in slow motion and we need to
act fast and act boldly to avoid the crash.

Water scarcity in India has come about
not so much from insufficient supply as from
the way in which we manage the water we
have. Agriculture uses 78 per cent of India’s
water, and uses it very inefficiently (agricul-
tural water use efficiency is 30 per cent for
surface water and 55 per cent for groundwa-
ter in India, compared with 77 per cent in
Israel). Notwithstanding the large invest-
ments in irrigation networks, about two-
thirds of water used for irrigation comes
from groundwater. Two factors — the huge
electricity subsidies for farmers to pump
groundwater and the fact that groundwater
islargely unregulated — have led to a steady
explosion in groundwater use through tube-
wells for irrigation over the past several
decades. About 80 per cent of the rural de-
mand for drinking water is also met by
groundwater.

Urban India’s inefficiency in water use
arises from inadequate, old and dilapidated
distribution networks, inefficient operations,
inadequate metering, incomplete billing and
collection, and a general state of poor gover-
nance. Another source of inefficiency comes
from not treating wastewater and using the
recycled water for specialised uses such as
horticulture, and also for flushing toilets.
Under-pricing of urban water also contributes
to wasteful use. If something is under-priced,
users will use more of it.

Most of us living in cities expect to have
access to drinking water from taps in our
homes. This requires a distribution network
of pipes which can bring water from the ba-
sic source of bulk supply to our homes.
However, access to treated tap water is avail-
able to only 62 per cent of urban households
(Census 2011). Those who are unconnected
to the piped network and include mostly, but
not only, the poor, have to rely on buying wa-
ter from tankers at exorbitant rates. This leads
to increasing but unaccounted use of ground-
water by extensive digging of borewells to
meet the demand deficit.

There s clearly a need to expand coverage
to the “unconnected” population. This will
call for the expansion and renovation of the

infrastructure of the distribution network. It
will also call for additional supplies of water,
especially because the groundwater that is
currently being used to supply this popula-
tionis expected to dry up. The Niti Aayog has
projected that the groundwater of 21 cities
will run out by 2020 (that is, next year) and
the cities include Bengaluru, Delhi, Chennai
and Hyderabad.

Financing the expansion in urban water
supply will be a problem. Even if the capital
cost of the infrastructure is made available
either through National Missions or public-
private partnership, the operation and main-
tenance cost of running the system (and in
the case of PPP, a large part of the capital cost)
will have to be recovered through user
charges. Pricing water is important both for
demand management and for economic vi-
ability of water delivery systems.

We also need to mobilise more supply of
water from basic natural sources. Only then
can greater connectivity result in piped wa-
ter delivery to all in urban areas. The mobil-
isation of additional supplies poses a major
challenge since the natural recharge zones
are increasingly eroded because of un-
planned urbanisation.

We also need to deal with the supply
constraints arising from the neglect of the
rivers, lakes, ponds and other waterbodies
inand around our cities that feed the reser-
voirs which are the bulk sources of water.
These water bodies need to be protected
from encroachment so that our catchment
area for water storage and rainwater har-
vesting is not reduced. This requires strict
vigilance on land-use planning and build-
ing permissions in our cities. It may even
warrant removal of existing encroachments.
An important role has to be played by the
state governments concerned, including en-
suring compliance with the environmental
guidelines laid down by the Ministry of
Environment, Forests and Climate Change
and the National Green Tribunal. Above all,
increased water-use efficiency in agricul-
ture is critical to release water supply from
agriculture for other uses.

The quality of waterissue is also very sig-
nificant because of its serious implications
for public health. Only about 30 per cent of
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Most of us living in cities
expect to have access to
drinking water from taps in
our homes. This requires a
distribution network of
pipes which can bring water
from the basic source of bulk
supply to our homes.
However, access to treated
tap water is available to only
62 per cent of urban
households (Census 2011).
Those who are unconnected
to the piped network and
include mostly, but not only,
the poor, have to rely on
buying water from tankers at
exorbitant rates. This leads
to increasing but
unaccounted use of
groundwater by extensive
digging of borewells to meet
the demand deficit of water.

Suvajit Dey

the municipal waste water or sewage is
treated and the rest is released untreated into
the rivers and/or the ground. Because of the
density and concentration in urban areas,
contamination from wastewater happens
much faster. It is also important to ensure
that untreated sewage is not dumped into
open stormwater drains through which it is
carried and discharged into water bodies.
Surveys of groundwater in recent years show
higher and higher levels of microbiological
contamination. It is essential to ensure that
the wastewater is treated before it finds its
way back into our basic source of water and
contaminates it.

Water is even more important than food
for survival. No wonder that water governance
is intimately linked to politics. It reminds me
of the Pakistani play Kaala Mainda Bhes (Black
is My Attire), which I saw in Delhi some 20
years ago. In the play, the owner of the only
well in the village, Khooay Shah (literally, the
Lord of the well), reigned supreme and his rule
was called “Khooay Shah di Sarkar” which was
subordinate only to what was called the Vaddi
Sarkar, that is, the Almighty. Cities in Tamil
Nadu and Madhya Pradesh certainly have no
Khooay Shah yet, but the crisis of water sup-
ply seems just as acute.

It is clear that management of water re-
quires a holistic approach, taking account of
the multiple aspects that have been spelt out
above. Inaway, setting up of the Ministry of Jal
Shakti is a recognition of this, except that the
ministry deals with rural water needs only. We
cannot split urban water from rural. Water will
flow from rural to urban and vice-versa, and
has always done so. Besides, reshaping water
governance will require state governments and
local governments to take coordinated action
in a federal system. What is needed is a politi-
cal compact between the Centre and states to
jointly address the challenges of saving India’s
water, while actively involving local govern-
ments and engaging with the communities of
water users. It is a tall order but there is no al-
ternative but to begin.

The writer is chairperson, ICRIER, Delhi, and
former chairperson of the high-powered
expert committee on urban infrastructure
and services

Naive like a puppy

It's time humans stop expecting cats to relate to them as dogs

SIMANTINI GHOSH

THE EDITORIAL, ‘Puppy eyes’ (IE, June 19)
claims that dogs have evolved to manipulate
human emotions, based on a finding by are-
search group at the University of Portsmouth.
The cited study finds that there is a spe-
cialised muscle found above the eye sockets
of dogs that allows them to modulate their
facial expressions, and specifically assume
the fabled “puppy eyed” look to which we
hapless humans find ourselves jelly-legged
with love and adoration. The researchis a le-
git find, having made its way into one of the
world’s foremost scientific journals with ex-
tremely wide readership. But even then the
study — and the editorial — left me a bit baf-
fled with its (almost puppy-like) naiveté.
The idea that humans react fondly to fa-
cial features that reflect those of babies of our
own species has been the leading theory in
this field since being proposed in 1943 by
Konrad Lorenz, whose work in instinctive be-
haviour instills a gospel-like reverence, de-
spite his Nazi politics. Since that time, there
has been an abundance of evidence that in-
deed, humans do respond to the young of
most vertebrate and mammalian species be-
cause of the similarity of facial and bodily

features in humanbabies _~ DEAR EDITOR. - tointeractfavourably with
— a flat head, chubby 1D ! our species.

cheeks, round big eyes, a ISAGREE The erstwhile cat par-
small pudgy nose, rotund . ent in me takes offence at
bodies and short extremi- A.fortn.lghtly ?Oh}mn the bad rap thatis in the
ties. In that sense, almost all in which we invite share of cats, including in
species have evolved, in- | readerstotelluswhy, | the editorial. Cats are not
cluding our own, to invoke when they differ with manipulative: We just
feehngs.of love thgt ensure the editorial don’t undgrstand as much
protection, nourishment, .. about their behaviour as
shelter instead of cruel positions or news we do for dogs. Even ge-
treatmentor harm. The ev- coverage of netically, the difference
idence in the University of ‘The Indian Express’ between domesticated
Portmouth study is at best CA— cats and their feral coun-

a missing piece in the jig-
saw puzzle trying to understand the bio-

logical changes that underlie the process of
domestication and bifurcation of the canine
species from the wolves. However, as for
whether dogs are capable of emotional
bonding, there is so much scientific evidence
inits favour, that it is not a question anymore,
actually. Dogs and wolves share 99.9 per cent
of their genomes but in chromosome six, at
afew loci, our canine friends differ in the ex-
pression of few genes that influence social
interactions, suggesting they are hard wired

terparts are not as stark as

the difference between dogs and
wolves. Further, research suggests that
while dogs recognise us as a separate
species and their endearing behaviours are
reserved for human interactions, a dog is
likely never to behave with a fellow canine
as he might react with a human. A cat, in
contrast, treats us just as physically bigger
cats. All their behaviour towards humans,
hissing, purring, kneading, rubbing their
bodies, raising their tails are behaviors they
routinely conduct with other cats. This does

not make them manipulative, it is just our
lack of understanding the feline world.

But what tickled the funny bone in me
was the obviousness of the research — and
at points, the editorial too. Before the exis-
tence of this muscle was known, no one
knew their dogs had them wrapped around
their little finger-err-paw? It is almost simi-
lar to the analogy of the clinical trial testing
onwhether jumping without a parachute in-
creases the chances of death in pilots. Of
course, biological features in all domesticated
animals evolved to evoke feelings in humans
that would be of evolutionary advantage to
such animals. The jump from evolution to
manipulative is so abrupt, I am reminded of
the Bengali litterateur Sandipan
Chattopadhyay, who while once critiquing
the love of jargon in leftist theoreticians had
remarked, it is but a pity that the frog is not
aware of its own scientific name.

Turns out, not only dog owners, the poor
canines are equally ignorant about their own
manipulative abilities.

The writer is assistant professor, Department
of Psychology, Ashoka University
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The demolition job on the Obama climate legacy continues: the rules limiting
methane emissions from oil and gas wells, the climate agreement in Paris, now
the clean energy plan. Next on the hit list? Probably Mr. Obama’s fuel economy
standards.” —THENEW YORK TIMES

Speaking in many
tongues

Emphasis of New Education Policy on teaching
multiple languages is welcome. But do we have
enough skilled teachers?

they mostly impart education only in their
mother tongue with a very small percent-
age that teach English at the elementary
level. Assuming that one will need at least
one teacher per school to teach one lan-
guage, it will take at least one million
English teachers and another one million
teachers in other languages to have this

policy implemented. While English lan-
l\[\/IHURALEE guage teachers could still be found locally,
UMMARUKUDY where will the teachers for the third lan-

guage come from?

If2,21,000 elementary schools in Uttar
Pradesh need to teach a language in addi-
tion to English and Hindi, one would need
2,21,000 teachers of Malayalam, Tamil,
Bengali, Gujarati, etc, to be available in UP.
While it is true that children are enthusi-
astic and able to study many languages
when they are young, the research also pre-
sumes that the teaching of such languages
is also competent. Considering that our
country still has 92,000 single teacher
schools, will the single teacher then end up
teaching English as well as another lan-
guage? Can such teaching be efficient and
competent? The net result could be that
only students in urban areas and elite
schools will be able to afford the full imple-
mentation of the policy.

The same holds true for foreign lan-
guages. As the curriculum provides option
for learning a foreign language, urban and
elite schools will soon have French, Spanish,
German, Chinese, etc. in their curriculum.
How soon can that be scaled across
1,35,000 secondary schools and 1,09,000
senior secondary schools? Do we have so
many foreign language teachers in India?
Will this proposal further widen the rural-
urban, rich-poor divide in educational out-
comes?

These apprehensions notwithstanding,
[ am very enthusiastic about the potential
of the NEP on many aspects, including lan-
guages. If the government truly apply its
mind, there are many ways to bridge this
gap. For example, retired English teachers
and English graduates can be mobilised in
a nation-wide campaign to ensure that
every child in India has access to English
language. Undergraduate students from
across the country can be given basic ped-
agogic training and “teach for India” schol-
arships to go and stay in another state and
teach their language. India could of-
fer1,00,000 scholarships to foreign nation-
als to come and teach their native lan-
guages (including English). All these will
not only improve our language education
but also broaden our perspective.

Technology, in many ways, is eliminat-
ing or at least reducing the importance of
language learning. But in the interim, we
canleverage technology to teach languages
as well asimprove the standard of language
teachers.

THE DRAFT New Education Policy (NEP)
places great emphasis on language educa-
tion. Itidentifies the benefits of children be-
ing multilingual, states how the knowledge
of and fluency in English creates an elite
group within the country and how knowl-
edge of foreign languages can be beneficial
to employability. This considerable atten-
tion and importance to language education
in the draft policy goes all the way from pri-
mary education to the doctoral level.

The policy proposes that children from
class 1 (age 6) onwards are taught three lan-
guages simultaneously. There is a proposal
that one of the Indian classical languages
(Malayalam, Tamil, Telugu, etc) is taught
between class 6 and 8. An additional com-
pulsory course is the “Languages of India”
for all students at the upper primary level
(class 6-8), which will cover all the major
languages of India — a few phrases, their
history, heritage and structure. At the sec-
ondary level (class 9-12), children will be
able to chose one or more foreign lan-
guages. The new higher education policy
envisages a liberal arts approach, which
means that the continued learning of lan-
guage will be possible (and, in fact, encour-
aged) throughout the degree programmes
whether in science, engineering or medi-
cine. Finally, those pursuing doctoral re-
search will have to study how to commu-
nicate scientific aspects of their work in a
local language so as to promote their abil-
ity to communicate outside their profes-
sional domain in an Indian language.

Research around the world has con-
cluded that children are enthusiastic about
learning new languages. Many European
countries already teach up to three lan-
guages to their children at the primary level
and it is understood that being multilin-
gual has advantages not only for employ-
ment but also for intellectual development.
If the NEP is implemented unchanged,
Indian students will have the record of be-
ing prepared with the maximum number
of languages when they leave school edu-
cation. The question is: How well can such
a policy be implemented in all parts of the
country within a short span of time? The
educational policy document has not
delved into the question of how to trans-
late the policy in the field. Good intentions
alone cannot deliver the desired educa-
tional outcome.

Take the question of three languages
being taught in primary school as an exam-
ple.India has about 1.4 million schools im-
parting elementary education. Currently,

The writer is Operations Manager, United
Nations Environment Programme. The
views expressed are those of the author and
not necessarily that of the United Nations

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

RESPECT DISSENT
THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Ease the LETTER OF THE
tension’ (IE, June 26). The resignation WEEK AW ARD

of RBI Deputy Governor Viral Acharya
was expected. He had fallen out of
favour with the government with his
dissent. However, creative tensions
amongst the various policy makers are
a good sign and augurs well for a
democracy. The resignations in the RBI
should serve as an eye-opener for the
government and push it towards be-

To encourage quality reader
intervention, The Indian
Express offers the Letter of
the Week award. The letter
adjudged the best for the
week is published every
Saturday. Letters may be

coming more accommodating of diver- e-mailed to
gent points of view. . ' editpage@expressindia.com
Deepak Singhal, Noida or sent to The Indian

Express, B-1/B, Sector 10,

BSP’S CHALLENGE Noida-UP 201301.

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Family ];lizt::i(‘;\g‘ltt;;i?hg;lacll
firm’ (IE, June 26). By giving important dd doh P b
posts to her brother and nephew, the adaress and phone fiumber.
BSP supremo Mayawati is walking the THE WINNER RECEIVES
path of dynastic politics, without sens- SELECT EXPRESS

ing the political churn in the country. PUBLICATIONS

Moreover, the tendency of Dalits to vote
as a community has undergone a
change. As the results of the 2019 elec-
tions show, Dalits do not follow the herd
mentality.The BSP is on the wane and
the induction of Mayawati’s family
members will do nothing but hasten

MAKE POLLS SIMPLE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Pollarising’ (IE, June 21). After the
Indian republic came into being, the

the party’s downfall. first few elections were held along with
Vijai Pant, Hempur  the Lok Sabha elections. The system

went askew when governments began

POOR DECISION to fall before the completion of their

term. The Narendra Modi government’s
initiative of reverting to the old system
is welcome. The modalities of the pro-
posal, though, need debate.The
Opposition’s boycott, therefore, is un-
fortunate. The onus is now on the NDA
government to allay their fears.

Lal Singh, Amritsar

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Nature
vs nuptials’ (IE, June 26).Itis difficult to
understand why the Uttarakhand gov-
ernment allowed the mega wedding at
Auli, considering thatit had all the mak-
ings of an environmental disaster.
Sangeeta Kampani, Delhi




Scoring on health

States, now with greater resources at their
command, must upgrade primary health care

he Health Index 2019 released by NITI Aayog
makes the important point that some States and

Union Territories are doing better on health and
well-being even with a lower economic output, while
others are not improving upon high standards. Some
are actually slipping in their performance. In the assess-
ment during 2017-18, a few large States present a dismal
picture, reflecting the low priority their governments
have accorded to health and human development since
the Aayog produced its first ranking for 2015-16. The
disparities are stark. Populous and politically impor-
tant Uttar Pradesh brings up the rear on the overall
Health Index with a low score of 28.61, while the nation-
al leader, Kerala, has scored 74.01. Andhra Pradesh and
Maharashtra join Kerala as the other top performers,
with the additional distinction of making incremental
progress from the base year. The NITI Aayog Index is a
composite based on 23 indicators, covering such as-
pects as neonatal and infant mortality rates, fertility
rate, low birth weight, immunisation coverage and pro-
gress in treating tuberculosis and HIV. States are also as-
sessed on improvements to administrative capability
and public health infrastructure. For a leading State like
Tamil Nadu, the order of merit in the report should
serve as a sobering reminder to stop resting on its oars:
it has slipped from third to ninth rank on parameters
such as low birth weight, functioning public health
centres and community health centre grading.

For the Health Index concept to spur States into ac-
tion, public health must become part of mainstream
politics. While the Centre has devoted greater attention
to tertiary care and reduction of out-of-pocket expenses
through financial risk protection initiatives such as Ay-
ushman Bharat, several States remain laggards when it
comes to creating a primary health care system with
well-equipped PHCs as the unit. This was first recom-
mended in 1946 by the Bhore Committee. The neglect
of such a reliable primary care approach even after so
many decades affects States such as Bihar, where much
work needs to be done to reduce infant and neonatal
mortality and low birth weight, and create specialist de-
partments at district hospitals. Special attention is
needed to shore up standards of primary care in Od-
isha, Madhya Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Rajasthan, Assam
and Jharkhand, which are at the bottom of the scale, as
per the NITI Aayog assessment. The Health Index does
not capture other related dimensions, such as non-
communicable diseases, infectious diseases and mental
health. It also does not get uniformly reliable data, es-
pecially from the growing private sector. What is clear
is that State governments now have greater resources at
their command under the new scheme of financial de-
volution, and, in partnership with the Centre, they
must use the funds to transform primary health care.

RCEP next steps

India cannot afford to fall out of
the free trade agreement negotiations

eaders of the 10-member Association of South
LEast Asian Nations have resoundingly committed

to conclude negotiations for the Regional Com-
prehensive Economic Partnership free trade agreement
by the end of 2019. Some like the Malaysian Prime Mi-
nister went a step further, suggesting that countries not
ready to join the RCEP, notably India but also Australia
and New Zealand, could join at a later date, allowing a
truncated 13-member RCEP to go ahead. Others insist
that all 16 members must agree on the final RCEP docu-
ment. It is clear that ASEAN, which first promoted the
RCEP idea in 2012, is putting pressure on all stakehol-
ders to complete the last-mile negotiations. The ASEAN
summit, which ended in Bangkok on Sunday, agreed to
send a three-member delegation to New Delhi to take
forward the talks. RCEP includes ASEAN’s FTA partners
— India, China, Japan, South Korea, Australia and New
Zealand — and the FTA would encompass 40% of all glo-
bal trade among economies that make up a third of glo-
bal GDP. India has been keen to join. But six years into
negotiations, its concerns remain: opening its markets
for cheaper goods from countries like China and South
Korea; and ensuring that RCEP countries open their
markets for Indian manpower (services).

India has a trade deficit with as many as 11 of the
RCEP countries, and it is the only one among them that
isn’t negotiating a bilateral or multilateral free trade
agreement with China at present. As a result, although
negotiators have agreed to New Delhi’s demand for dif-
ferential tariffs for its trade with China vis-a-vis the oth-
ers, India has also made tagging the “Country of Origin”
on all products a sticking point in RCEP negotiations.
Despite its misgivings, however, the government has
reiterated that it is committed to making RCEP work,
and any attempt to cut India out of the agreement was
“extremely premature”. In the next few months, India
will be expected to keep up intense negotiations, and
most important, give a clear indication both internally
Commerce Ministry has begun consultations with sta-
keholders from industries that are most worried about
RCEP, including steel and aluminium, copper, textile
and pharmaceuticals, and has engaged think tanks and
management institutes to develop a consensus in fa-
vour of signing the regional agreement. Giving up the
chance to join RCEP would mean India would not just
miss out on regional trade, but also lose the ability to
frame the rules as well as investment standards for the
grouping. Above all, at a time of global uncertainties
and challenges to multilateralism and the international
economic order, a negative message on RCEP would un-
dermine India’s plans for economic growth.
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Negotiating the forks in the road of diplomacy

India needs a substantive and defined account of its own objectives to steer its strategic course in these stormy times

SUHASINI HAIDAR

the impact of one month

meant more in Indian foreign
policy than the present one. And
rarely have meetings on the side-
lines around one summit carried
as much import on India’s future
policies as the G-20 summit in Osa-
ka (June 28-29), where Prime Mi-
nister Narendra Modi will hold bi-
lateral meetings with at least eight
world leaders (most notably U.S.
President Donald Trump and Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin),
and participate in two parallel tri-
laterals, the Russia-India-China
(RIC) and Japan-U.S.-India (JAI).
Two weeks ago, in June, he also
held a bilateral meeting with Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping on the si-
delines of the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organisation (SCO) summit in
Bishkek.

In a few months, he will meet
the three world leaders again for
more substantive meetings: with a
visit to Vladivostok (the Eastern
Economic Forum in September), a
possible dash to Washington dur-
ing the UN General Assembly,
again in September, and the Wu-
han return-visit by Mr. Xi to India
in October. Between these two
sets of meetings, Mr. Modi has his
work cut out on a number of is-
sues, each of which represents a
fork in the road, depending on In-
dia’s decision on them: a fork
where the U.S. holds one prong
and the Russia-China axis holds
the other.

E ; eldom in the recent past has

Trade concerns

On trade, the tussle is evident. Ma-
ny in India had rejoiced when the
U.S. first declared a trade war on
China, given India’s long-standing
concerns about China’s unfair

trade practices. However, as Mr.
Trump trained his guns on India
next, the joy evaporated, and
choices for the Modi government
changed. At Osaka, Mr. Modi will
meet Mr. Trump in an effort to give
trade issues another try, but he al-
so plans to attend the RIC trilateral
as well as a meeting with leaders of
BRICS (Brazil-Russia-India-China-
South Africa), both of which will
focus on countering the U.S.’s “un-
ilateralism” on trade. In the
months ahead, New Delhi must
make another choice, on whether
to sign up for the Regional Com-
prehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP), a trade grouping that has
taken centrestage after the U.S.
walked out of the Trans-Pacific
Partnership. If trade issues with
the U.S., India’s largest trading
partner, remain intractable, it is
not hard to see that the RCEP bloc,
with China in it, will become more
prominent in India’s trade book.

Energy and communications

The choice on energy, and in par-
ticular on Iran, comes next. When
the Trump administration pulled
out of the Joint Comprehensive
Plan of Action (JCPOA) nuclear
agreement in May 2018, but grant-
ed India and a few other countries
a waiver to continue oil imports
(as well as one for Chabahar
trade), the government had as-
sumed it could muddle through
the Iran-U.S. confrontation. In-
stead, it has lost on both principle
and profit. After accepting U.S.
sanctions on oil imports, India’s
intake of cheaper, better Iranian
crude will dip from about 23.5 mil-
lion tonnes in 2018-19 to zero in
2019-20. The waiver for Chabahar
turned out to be a red herring as
banks, shipping and insurance
companies have declined to sup-
port India-Afghan trade through
the Iranian port for fear of sanc-
tions affecting their other busi-
nesses. What follows now will be
more difficult for New Delhi, as the
U.S. has sanctioned the top rungs
of Iran’s government and the Is-
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lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.
Having meekly submitted to U.S.
sanctions, will India now also ab-
jure contact with the Iranian lea-
dership or reject the U.S’s de-
mand? And where will India’s
investments and its dreams of larg-
er connectivity via Chabahar and
the Russian-led International
North-South Transport Corridor
go, in the event of a full-scale con-
frontation between the U.S. and
Iran? Willy-nilly, the forks in the
road are presenting themselves
and choices must be made.

Another choice New Delhi will
be forced to make in the next few
months is on telecommunications
and building its 5G network, for
which trials are due to begin in
September. The U.S. has made it
clear that it expects the Modi go-
vernment to exclude the Chinese
telecom company, Huawei, over
security concerns, and threatens
to withhold intelligence and secur-
ity cooperation if India allows this
company to control its 5G net-
works. China has made it equally
clear that India must make an “un-
biased” choice and will oppose
any move to cut Huawei out of the
trials. On the Russian S-400 mis-
sile system deal too, its a black-or-
white decision for the government
to make as the U.S. makes it clear
that going ahead with the deal
won’t just invoke sanctions but
will close the door to American
high-tech and advanced aircraft
deals.

The next contestations will
come from the maritime sphere.
The U.S. and China are pitted
against each other in the South
China Sea, which is now spilling
over into South Asia through the
Indo-Pacific. While India has fo-
cussed on China’s encroachment
in subcontinental waters, it is clear
that the U.S. too is seeking a role
here. The signing of an updated
Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA)
which was put off, along with a
cancellation of U.S. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo’s visit to Co-
lombo at the last minute this week,
will be one of many such military
and security upgradation plans for
the U.S. in the region. Having
strenuously objected to one, will
India continue to be complacent
about the other’s military build-up
in South Asia?

Transformed alignments

The tussle between the U.S. and
Russia-China is not new and India
has negotiated these in the past
few decades with considerable
success. However, there are sever-
al reasons why this does not hold
in the present, and why New Delhi
will need more than nimble foot-
work to navigate the choices that
their contestations present. To be-
gin with, the Russia-China bond
today is firmer than it has been at
any point since the 1950s, cement-
ed by the Xi-Putin friendship. The
Trump administration has crystal-
lised that bond by marking out “re-
visionist” Russia and China as the
U.S’s “central challenge” in its Na-
tional Defense Strategy published
in 2018. As a result, both sides are
imposing an “either/or” choice on
countries that are not already stra-
tegically or economically riveted
to one side or the other. In a world
where the rhetoric is increasingly
about interoperability and there is
a ‘buffet’ of options, a la carte
choices that New Delhi had hoped
it could make may no longer be on
the menu. India’s pivot within this
period, away from “non-align-
ment” to “multi-alignment” or “is-

Taking firm steps to emancipation

The 2019 election mand

=

MARKANDEY KATJU

he results of the elections to
Tthe 17th Lok Sabha and the

scale of the mandate for the
Bharatiya Janata Party have made
many Muslims in India despon-
dent. But perhaps it is a blessing in
disguise.

Since Independence, Muslims
have been treated as a vote bank
by the Indian National Congress
and other so-called secular par-
ties; the community has only been
used by the political class with ve-
ry little having been done for
them.

As the Justice Rajinder Sachar
Commission has reported, most
Muslims in India are still relatively
poor and backward. They have
been in the grip of reactionary
maulanas and crafty politicians
with their own vested interests in
mind and who have propagated
the idea that no government at the
Centre and in many States could
be formed without their help. This

illusion has now been shattered by
the result of the 2019 general elec-
tion. The recent interview by Ka-
ran Thapar with former Union Mi-
nister Arif Mohammed Khan
illustrates this.

The number of seats won by
Muslims in this election could now
force the community to ponder
over their welfare, how to remedy
the situation and improve their
lives.

The main cause of their sorry
plight is their backwardness,
which in turn is due to the reac-
tionary and feudal mindsets of
some leaders who claim to repre-
sent them both from the clergy
and the political class.

Path to progress

In order to change this, the com-
munity will have to take three rad-
ical steps. The first is demanding a
uniform civil code for all Indian re-
ligious communities. This, by im-
plication, means an abolition of
the outdated feudal Sharia law.
The law is a reflection of social
conditions at a particular histori-
cal stage of a society’s develop-
ment. So as society changes, the
law too must change. How can a
medieval law be applicable in the
21st century? The abolition of Sha-
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ria will not mean the abolition of
Islam. Almost the entire old non-
statutory Hindu law was abolished
by the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955
and the Hindu Succession Act,
1956 — but Hinduism has not been
abolished by that.

Sharia treats women as inferior.
It permits talaq (verbal) only to
Muslim men, not women, and is
thus a Damocles sword over the
latter. It gives only half as much to
daughters as to sons in inheri-
tance. It sanctifies the backward-
looking rule of nikah halala. All
this has helped keep the commun-
ity backward; when women who
constitute half the Muslim popula-
tion are not treated as equals, it
obviously and adversely affects the

ate should make the Muslim community ponder over its future

entire community.

The second is a demand to abol-
ish the burqa as it constricts the
freedom of women. However, ma-
ny have said it should be the wo-
men’s choice whether to wear a
burga or not. But, surely, no such
choice should be given as it consti-
tutes a ‘negative’ freedom. There
should be no freedom to continue
backward feudal practices and
they should be suppressed if the
country (including Muslims) is to
progress, as was done in Turkey by
the leader, Mustafa Kemal Atattirk.
A heavy fine should be imposed on
women wearing the burqa, as has
been done in parts of Europe.

The third is a demand to abolish
the All India Muslim Personal Law
Board (AIMPLB), a non-statutory
body set up in 1973 in the time of
Indira Gandhi, whose eye was on
the Muslim vote bank. The
AIMPLB comprises reactionary
clerics and other people most of
whom have reactionary mindsets
whose aim is to protect and conti-
nue the outdated feudal reaction-
ary Sharia law, which in fact harms
Muslims. The AIMPLB strongly op-
posed the progressive and human-
itarian Shah Bano judgment
(1985), which granted mainte-
nance to divorced Muslim women,

sue-based alignment”, therefore,
is unsustainable.

India needs a substantive, more
clearly defined account of its own
objectives to steer its strategic
course in these stormy times.

It is necessary to stay rooted in
India’s own geographical moor-
ings within Asia and within South
Asia in particular. An India that
carries its neighbourhood is a for-
midable force at any international
forum, compared to one mired in
sub-regional conflicts. Second, In-
dia needs its own list of “asks”
from its relationships with big
powers. The recent success with
listing Masood Azhar as a globally
designated terrorist is an example
of how focussed persistence and
quiet diplomacy pays off. Howev-
er, India needs to move beyond
asking for punitive measures
against Pakistan or its constant de-
mand for more visas for Indians to
live and work abroad and think in
terms of long-term strategic needs
instead. Third, India needs to re-
embrace non-alignment as it was
envisioned, not as the Non-
Aligned Movement grouping,
which is now in disarray. Former
Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao
wrote in 1989 that “Standing on
our own feet and not being a
plaything of others was the es-
sence of the policy of non-align-
ment... a means of safeguarding
India’s own national self-interests,
that also constituted an earnest at-
tempt to democratise internation-
al relations.”

In order to do this, it is neces-
sary to reject the “tactical transac-
tionalism” that has currency today
for a more idealistic view of the
world that India wishes to shape in
the future. It would be a mistake,
as Australian Prime Minister Scott
Morrison said recently, if we be-
come “nothing more than the sum
of our deals”. It would be a greater
misfortune, however, to be
trapped in the ‘zero sum’ of our
deals.

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in

and which led to the Rajiv Gandhi
government getting the judgment
legislatively annulled. Recently,
the AIMPLB took another reac-
tionary step by advocating the set-
ting up of Sharia courts in every
district.

A note for youth

Atrocities on Muslims such as
lynching or hate speeches, or
framing of false charges should be
condemned. But there can be no
support for backward practices,
whether among Muslims or Hin-
dus (such as the caste system or
looking down on Dalits). It is time
now for Muslims, particularly the
youth, to rise and demand putting
an end to feudal reactionary prac-
tices which are the biggest cause of
backwardness in the community.
This is the only means to their sal-
vation. As Maulana Azad said to
Muslims in 1947 at the Jama Mas-
jid: “Nobody can drown you un-
less you drown yourself. Nobody
can defeat you unless you defeat
yourself. The moment you realise
this, you develop the confidence
that this country is ours, along
with others.”

Justice Markandey Katju is a former Judge
of the Supreme Court of India
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Word of caution

the custodians of the law

The report that the
Chairman of the U.S. House
Foreign Affairs Committee
(HFAC) has written to U.S.
Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo, cautioning him
about the growing view that
the Trump administration
appears to be coercing
India on various fronts
rather than negotiating with
it is a welcome
development (June 26).
There is perhaps a
realisation that this could
have grave repercussions
for U.S. diplomacy. India,
Russia and China could
make common cause with
each other, which could be
detrimental to the U.S.
interests.

Given that the HFAC has
oversight responsibilities
over the U.S. State
Department, one hopes
that the visiting U.S.
Secretary of State will heed
the words of wisdom.

NALINI VIJAYARAGHAVAN,
Thiruvananthapuram

Indian prisons

The rot in India’s prison
system cannot be glossed
over (Editorial page, “The
state of Indian prisons”,
June 26). In addition to this,
the subject of the ‘New
Prison Manual 2016’ is
important. It includes
provisions such as access to
free legal services,
additional provisions for
women prisoners, rights of
prisoners sentenced to
death, inspection of
prisoners and
modernisation of prisons.
Whether the prison
authorities are following
the manual or not is the
moot point. If the answer is
negative, then this too is
another violation of the
basic rights of prisoners.

SUSHANT DHEKALE,
Kolhapur, Maharashtra

= The data on prisoners
reflect the scant interest
evinced by many
governments in dealing with
the issue. It would be no

exaggeration to say that
undertrials are caged like
birds for years due to poor
legal options and the
penurious condition of
inmates. That there is
ignorance of legal privileges
such as Section 436 A of the
Code of Criminal Procedure
is unacceptable.

N. Vijal,
Coimbatore

= Vary rarely does the system
help rehabilitate a prisoner
for the period he or she was
incarcerated even when
acquitted. There is stigma
attached to the person which
can affect his or her ability to
make a new life. Quick trials
and humane treatment
within the system can do
much more than reforms
that exist on paper.

ARYA S.T.,
Ashti, Wardha, Maharashtra

Hate crimes

The murder in Jharkhand is
distressing, but even worse is
the indifference shown by

(Editorial, “Lynching redux”,
June 26). Such incidents
happen time and again as the
perpetrators have political
backing. Though such
incidents come to light, one
is sceptical whether the
victims get justice. One waits
for the day when the spirit of
brotherhood is rekindled.

LEELA KALLARACKAL,
Chennai

= [t is India’s image that gets
affected as the foreign media
sifts through such deplorable
episodes, portraying India in
a bad light and insinuating
political patronage. These
perpetrators need to be
given exemplary
punishment. Also the
religious chanting in
Parliament is unwanted. Our
lawmakers have been given
the mandate to legislate and
govern the country and not
to portray themselves as the
champions of any religion.

DEEPAK SINGHAL,
Noida

= Why is the Prime Minister
failing to find the time to
consistently condemn mob
lynching? Doesn’t his idea of
an inclusive India include the
minorities? Silence is the
greatest enemy of justice.
Tolerance and cultural
relativism have always been
India’s virtues but it looks as
if these are being eclipsed.
The government cannot
abdicate its constitutional
responsibility to uphold
human rights especially
when the world is watching.

MEENA YADEM,
Hyderabad

Water management
The water scarcity in
Chennai is a good example of

scarcity in plenty (Editorial,
“A city gone dry”, June 26).
Sheer mismanagement and a
lack of planning are what
have resulted in this state of
affairs. Groundwater levels in
the city are at a historical low
and short-term measures will
not suffice. The Tamil Nadu
government needs to invest
in watershed management in
rural areas, focus on a
targeted rejuvenation of
water bodies and ensure that
there is smart urbanisation
with a prime focus on water
recycling and conservation
across households.

SOURJYA RAY,

Tiruchi
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INTERVIEW | K. KASTURIRANGAN

‘The education system needs change, not fine-tuning

The Chairman of the committee which finalised the draft National Education Policy, 2019, on Board exams, teacher training and improving the quality of research

SHUBASHREE DESIKAN

The K. Kasturirangan Committee, which submitted the draft
National Education Policy to the Ministry of Human Resource
Development in May, has invited comments on the document
till June 30. Mr. Kasturirangan, chairman of the committee
and former head of the Indian Space Research Organisation,
talks about the features of the policy. Edited excerpts:

How was the committee
constituted?

m The work on the present
policy started in Smriti Ira-
ni’s time [when she was Un-
ion Minister of HRD]. After
eliciting opinions from a
cross-section of society, the
T.S.R. Subramanian commit-
tee was set up. In parallel,
there was a report from the
MHRD. I was called by Pra-
kash Javadekar, who was the
[HRD] Minister then. There
were some issues with the
Subramanian report which
we were asked to revisit. We
also had the MHRD report.
We were asked to use all this
and come up with a report
which did not have issues
and which could withstand
the next 20 or even 30 years
of India’s development. But
when we studied it, we felt
that what was needed was
not a fine-tuning of the exist-
ing policy but a re-look. So,
we started with a clean slate.

While the idea of school
complexes sounds good in
urban and semi-urban
areas, what about areas
where access to schools is a
problem?

m Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan had
put forth [the idea] that with-
in a specified distance there
should be a school. Schools
have come up, but there are
many schools which have on-
ly six students or only one
teacher. This is not the idea
of school education. There is
no playground, there is no
idea of a societal interface
with the child.

Wherever we have a clus-
ter of schools, we can move
to this concept of school
complexes a little faster.
School complexes will grow

SINGLE FILE

fast in some places. And that
will give us information on
how to operate in the more
complex systems. We are not
talking about overnight
change. We can’t do that in a
country with such diversity.
Geographically if the schools
are not easily connected, we
have to provide facilities like
cycles [to students].

You mentioned India’s
complexity. There are
several iniquities which
cannot be ignored. Given
this, why does the policy
have just half a page on the
education of Dalits and
OBCs?

m At different places we have
touched upon the education
of underprivileged classes,
including setting up special
education scholarships for
them and selecting teachers
from amongst them for local
requirement. Don’t just read
the title of Dalit or underpri-
vileged and see the para-
graph under that. Read the
whole document and you
will see in several places we
revisit this question with res-
pect to that area. If you take
the sum total of that, you will
see the whole picture of what
we are saying.

The typical problems faced
by Dalit children are
different from those faced
by economically backward
children from a different
caste. Do you address this?

m If you bring solutions for
Dalit students into the educa-
tional process, it may be a
tall order for education to
deal with it. This is a societal
problem. What we have tried
to do is make sure that Dalits
do not suffer for want of op-

Cinema as education

‘Virus' is a reminder of the role of

=

SHUBHASHREE DESIKAN

portunities. What opportuni-
ties? Access to education —
you can go to nearby places
and study as well as others.
Second, Dalits will get 100%
scholarship. Many small con-
cessions given by the govern-
ment will be retained and, if
necessary, upgraded.

The policy suggests several
Board exams each semester
for eight semesters. Isn’t the
load a lot more than it is
now?

m Students can take the
Board exams as soon as they
are thorough with a particu-
lar subject. In case they are
not happy with the outcome
of that exam, they can take it
again in another six months.
There is nothing sacrosanct
about writing the exam at a
particular time and doing
well. [It is not as if] their fu-
ture is ruined if they don’t
perform well in the exam.

Once exams are complete-
ly digitised, the student can
give the exam. And if he finds
he has scored well, he has
completed the exam. Anoth-
er aspect is that as he gets
more and more credits as he
passes more exams, these
credits can be carried for-
ward. So we think this sys-
tem provides minimal pres-
sure. And we do away with
rote learning; it is a formative
test.

o

Can this not be achieved
within the existing system?

m The existing system has in-
trinsic issues. There are sev-
eral thousand schools with
merely six or eight students.
Or only one teacher. What
kind of satisfactory model
can you develop around this
for school education?

The school exam system
has to be changed. The exam
system is difficult because
youngsters are stressed by
the rote learning approach.
Teachers have to be re-
trained or new teachers have
to be brought in because the
pedagogy is going to be very
different. The whole system
has to undergo a change, so
fine-tuning the existing sys-
tem to achieve the level of as-
piration projected here
doesn’t seem to be feasible.

The draft policy advocates
an extreme degree of
centralisation. Even though
education is in the
Concurrent List now, State
autonomy is not really
considered in this.

m We are aware that educa-
tion is in the Concurrent List.
States have a major responsi-
bility. They have the school.
Every State will have its regu-
latory body set up by the
school. Accreditation will be
separated from regulation,

cinema in spreading social good

KUNAL RAY

Aashiq Abu’s recently released
Malayalam film, Virus, is cap-
tivating. The film is a chilling
document of the deadly Nipah
virus outbreak that affected
parts of Kerala last year and
how the State machinery
mounted an impressive de-
fence to tackle the grave situa-
tion. It records in laborious de-
tail the meticulous planning undertaken by many
individuals to solve the crisis, saving many lives that could
have been further endangered. This is a prime example of
cinema that is educative. I am no lover of socio-realist films
which can sometimes be pedantic and preachy, but Virus is
an important moment in the history of contemporary In-
dian cinema, which is increasingly assailed with propagan-
da films. To me, this film is a reminder of the role of cinema
in spreading social good.

Fiction films on medicine and public health are rare in In-
dia. Cinema has often been used to critique the lack of med-
ical facilities, poor healthcare, infrastructure and illustrate
people’s suffering. Most of these films only present the pro-
blem without offering any solutions or follow-up to the cri-
sis. While these issues cannot be marginalised, Virus shows
how to deal with adversity using public knowledge and the
workforce. It also depicts the positive role played by the lo-
cal media in preventing panic and effectively disseminating
information. Cinema is a documentation of our times and
the knowledge that this film has archived will be available to
alarge populace for future action if needed. Furthermore, it
makes no attempt to glorify the powers that govern the state
or peddle any ideology that, for example, the filmmaker
might favour. It is a lesson in objective storytelling.

Besides, the film involves several key members of the Wo-
men in Cinema Collective, which has attracted much con-
sternation since its formation in a heavily male-dominated
industry. I am hopeful that the film will further bolster their
position as purveyors of content-driven and socially rele-
vant cinema. Virus places women at the core of its narrative.
The film is unimaginable without them because women
were the key players under the leadership of the remarkable
K. K. Shailaja, Kerala’s Minister of Health and Social Welfare.

But how does contemporary Malayalam cinema manage
to do this? Here is an example of a rare mainstream film
practice that merges excellent storytelling with riveting per-
formances. The distinctions between art-house cinema and
commercial cinema dissipate. The film shows patients suf-
fering, with concerned families by their side. It eschews me-
lodrama completely without foregoing its humanism. At the
end of the day, cinema ought to help us recognise characters
as fellow human beings with their vulnerabilities. Virus
does that. It is the triumph of good storytelling coupled with
the right intent.

The writer teaches literary and cultural studies at Flame University, Pune
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Schools have come
up, but there are
many which have
only six students or
only one teacher.
This is not the idea of
school education.

C

but the accreditation process
will lead to some aspects of
regulation.

Whereas the national
frame-setting will provide
the guidelines for framing
the curriculum, and a pedag-
ogy for that, it is up to the
State to decide what will be
the curriculum and pedago-
gy. Similarly, like the national
accreditation authority, you
have the State accreditation
authority. This policy will en-
able the State to considera-
bly innovate, bring in new
ideas, and try to create dy-
namic changes. There is al-
ways a consultation process
that is available with the
Centre with respect to the
four or five bodies which will
control education. But that
in no way will put direct con-
trol on what is happening at
the State level.

You are talking about public
education. But there is an
advisory to shut down
standalone teacher
education institutions
across the country as soon
as possible. Your comments?

m Teacher education insti-
tutes have mushroomed in
the thousands. I don’t want
to talk about how they have
operated, what kind of de-
grees have been given and
what the outcomes have
been. School teachers are go-
ing to build the youth of to-
morrow. We think school
teachers should come from
higher education institu-
tions. Transfer them to high-
er education institutions,
give them a four-year B.Ed.
They can be given liberal
education for two years fol-
lowed by areas in which they
will be teaching. They have
to be given comprehensive
knowledge, learn pedagogy
and communication skills.
And make sure that they can
frame curriculum.

What is the time period over
which this transformation
can happen?

m Existing Anganwadi teach-
ers can be trained in six
months. Those with two-
year education degrees can
be transformed in a year.
And for the future you have a
four-year course. So, within
four years we should be able
to get people. But we also
need a throughput — it is a
large number. We think we
need to put this on a priority.

There is extreme
centralisation of research in
higher education.

m I think centralisation and
decentralisation have mean-
ing when there is a scale in
which they operate. In India,
research is 0.69% of the GDP.
Compare this with the U.S.
where it is 2.4% or 2.5% of
the GDP. So, centralisation
has no meaning when you
are talking about this kind of
money. There is no question
of any “isation”. Currently, if
you look at the outcome in
terms of papers, it is just im-
proving because of the un-
iversity support being given
by the Department of
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Science and Technology
(DST). If you look at the num-
ber of patents, it is 30,000 or
40,000 compared to
6,00,000 and 7,00,000 in
the U.S. and even more in
China. Even in this, about
70% of the patents come
from NRIs. So, if you look at
the overall scenario of indus-
trial outcomes, social out-
comes, strategic outcomes,
and the kind of money that is
going into this, and the num-
ber of papers, patents and
such parameters, India is not
at all in a happy situation.

One of the reasons is that
nearly 93% of university stu-
dents go to state universities
which are pathetic in terms
of research quality. Second,
the research itself, though
well supported, is mostly gi-
ven to institutions where
there is some capability. So
you get more funding for in-
stitutions like the Tata Insti-
tute of Fundamental Re-
search or a CSIR lab, or a
DRDO lab, or ISRO. Some of
the Central universities and
IITs do get some funds, but it
is not sufficient. I think one
needs to improve considera-
bly the money and along
with it the infrastructure and
the number of researchers
who will contribute.

We always talk about the
percentage of GDP going into
research. When are we going
to talk about the research go-
ing into GDP?

How do you propose to
achieve this?

m So, we thought there
should be a [national] re-
search foundation. It should
be all encompassing, includ-
ing science, engineering, so-
cial sciences and humanities.

First of all, the competitive
grant from DST and other in-
stitutions... we will [have a]
similar thing with respect to
the university system, prima-
rily. But it does not stop oth-
er institutions from asking
for money, and it will be
done on a competitive basis.

The second is seed capa-

bilities in a university system
so that they can start under-
taking research. Seeding can
be in any area depending on
what the universities’ inter-
ests are and what the local
demands are. There are ma-
ny scientists who are retired.
They can go and mentor the
universities. They will be gi-
ven a remuneration, they
can research, produce pap-
ers, even take students for
the first five or 10 years. The
place gets operational.

The research foundation
will enable research grants
from government institu-
tions. This is the third
element.

There are industrialists.
They always say we are ready
to give money, but we don’t
get any output. So, create a
tighter system of monitoring.
The government will help
with this kind of monitoring,
evaluation and mid-term cor-
rection. This can improve
the confidence of industry.
This will create a new gener-
ation of researchers who will
teach the next generation of
learners. With this nexus bet-
ween teachers and learners,
the university will have a dif-
ferent kind of atmosphere.

What does the policy say
about reservations?

m We have no authority to
tamper with that. But what
we have done is, there are
people who need to be sup-
ported because financially or
otherwise they are underpri-
vileged. We need to make
sure that this is strictly en-
forced. And that there is no
room for misuse of that kind
of thing by institutions. And
suggest if there are any in-
adequacies in the implemen-
tation that need correction.
Beyond that I can’t say
anything more. But it will be
in favour of the fact that we
need to ensure that the un-
derprivileged are not con-
demned to be there.

A longer version of the interview is
available on www.thehindu.com
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New types of sounding rocket

THARKHAND
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Dr. Vikram Sarabhai, Chairman, Atomic Energy Commission,
told Pressmen here [Trivandrum] to-day [June 26] that a
three-stage Centaure rocket, capable of reaching an altitude of
350 kms, would be fabricated in India by the end of this year.
This completely Indian-made rocket would be an “improved
version” of the two-stage French Centaure rocket, which
could carry payloads only to heights of about 160 km. The two-
stage Centaure rocket is already being made in India under an
agreement with Sud-Aviation, France, the entire rocket hard-
ware being manufactured at the Bhabha Atomic Research
Centre, Trombay. The rocket has been used at the Thumba Eq-
uatorial Rocket Launching Station for measurement of elec-
tron density in the upper atmosphere.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 27, 1919.

Death Sentences in the Punjab.
(From an Editorial)

We cannot but profoundly regret the decision of the authori-
ties not to postpone the carrying out of the death sentence
passed on several accused tried by Martial Law tribunals in the
Punjab pending appeal to the Privy Council. The prisoners
should be given every opportunity of establishing their inno-
cence and it passes our understanding why they should be de-
nied this elementary right. There are also other very weighty
considerations why, in bare justice to the condemned men,
this request, preferred by various public bodies and distin-
guished Indians, should be acceded to without any hesitation
or delay. The proclamation of Martial Law, the measures of re-
pression taken under that authority and the sentences passed
against the alleged offenders have caused as great, if not grea-
ter, horror as the circumstances which, in view of the author-
ities, necessitated such drastic action.

CONCEPTUAL

Motivated tactician
PSYCHOLOGY

This refers to an individual who alternates between sloppy
thinking and more careful analytical thinking depending on
his level of motivation. The idea of the motivated tactician has
been used as a model in social psychology to better under-
stand common social behaviour. In some cases, it might make
sense for an individual to use cognitive short-cuts to arrive at
important decisions. For instance, individuals may often em-
ploy stereotypes as a tool to help them economise time and ef-
fort while dealing with a collective of strangers. In other cas-
es, like when dealing with an individual member within a
collective, proper analytical thinking may be employed.

MORE ON THE WEB $ffén,

Video | Explained: the cause of Bihar AES deaths

http://bit.ly/aesbihar
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