10 DEMOCRACY AT WORK

DID THEY REALLY SAY THAT?

In full action

Congress President Rahul Gandhi may have announced his resignation from the presi-
dentship of the Congress, but the party is working fine, thank you. The Congress in
Uttar Pradesh for instance, has not only set up a three member committee to investigate
charges of sabotage made by its candidates in the just concluded Lok Sabha elections,
but has also appointed and dispatched observers and convenors to ensure the Assembly
by-elections due in the state shortly go off without a hitch. In Himachal Pradesh, the
president of the state Congress, Kuldeep Singh Rathore, has been summoned to Delhi
to hold discussions with Rahul Gandhi and Ahmad Patel on changes to be made in the
party and its strategy, some manpower changes are also going to be considered. Congress
General Secretary in-charge of Haryana Ghulam Nabi Azad and party leaders from the
NCR will meet Rahul Gandhi through June and July to firm up further strategy.

CHATTERBOX

Setting an example

Governor of Madhya Pradesh, Anandiben Patel, has written a letter to the collector
of Khandwa in Madhya Pradesh, Tanvi Sundriyal, in which she has commended her
action. Sundriyal decided that anganwadis — creches meant for working women
where children could be left while they were working — could only be improved if all
women sent their children there and stayed invested in them. So she decided to send
her own daughter to one such anganwadi. Sundriyal’s husband Pankaj Jain is also a
bureaucrat, but in Bhopal. So while Sundriyal works, Pankhuri plays with children

""The Congress has imposed President’s Rule 93
times... how can they say we are stiflin
democracy? We imposed President's Rule in J&K
due to the prevailing circumstances,"

Home Minister Amit Shah, while moving the amendment
bill of the Jammu and Kashmir Reservation Act, 2004, in
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CHECKLIST
THE ISSUE OF CASTE RESERVATION

The Bombay High Court last week, upheld the
constitutional validity of reservation for the
Maratha community in government jobs and
education but ordered the quota percentage be
reduced from16 per centto12to13 percent. On
November30, 2018, the Maharashtra legislature
passed a bill granting16 per cent reservationin
education and government jobs for the Marathas,
declared a socially and educationally backward
class by the state government. With the 16 per cent
reservation for Marathas, the reservation quantum
inthe state would have risen to 68 per cent.

® |nthe1990s, the AIADMK Governmentin Tamil
Nadu intended to provide 69 per cent of reservation
againstthe SCceiling of 50 per cent . The central
governmentaccommodated this demand with the
76th Constitutional Amendment Act of1994.

® |n1994, the Karnataka Assembly passed a Bill to
provide 73 per cent reservation with a resolution for

itsinclusion in the Ninth Schedule to escape judicial
scrutiny. But the SCstayed the legislation before that.
®|n2003, the Congress governmentin Rajasthan
proposed 10 per cent reservation for economically
backward" among high castes. Similarly, Madhya
Pradesh decided to increase the quota for 0BCs.

®|n 2016, the BJP governmentin Haryana came up
with legislation to provide10 per cent reservation
toJats and five other castes — Bishnois, Rors,
Tyagis, Mulla/Muslim Jats, and Jat Sikhs. On
September1, 2017, the Punjab and Haryana High
Courtupheld the reservation, but stayed its
implementation until March 31, 2018 till the State
Backward Classes Commission had suggested the
percentage of reservation. The Commission has
not submitted its report to the government.

m|n 2019, the Union government announced 10 per
cent reservation for those from high castes but
below a certain income threshold.

at an anganwadi. the Lok Sabha on June 28
—
=)  OPINION
MICHAEL POMPEQ

Thenotion thatour
countries aren’t full
partners,isnttrue

ook, you just proved enormously your commitment to

I democracy last month in the largest democratic exercise

in the world’s history. It was an example for the region.

Imagine if every nation had the vigorous debates and voice
that the Indian people just had the opportunity to express.

And yet in spite of all this, there’s a nagging misconception
that our countries are not able to be full partners — the dis-
trust of an earlier era, I think, still lingers.

But that’s not true. You've made hard choices to cut off oil
imports from Iran, and move away from purchasing Venezuelan
oil. We know these decisions weren’t without cost.

We're doing everything we can to ensure you have ade-
quate crude imports. We appreciate your help in pushing
these regimes to behave like normal countries, and the
Venezuelans to take care of their people.

You supported the global campaign of pressure and diplo-
macy with North Korea, to encourage Chairman Kim to go
back to the bargaining table, and ultimately, to achieve the
final, fully verified denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.

You've joined America, too, for regular meetings between
our top defense and diplomatic leaders. Your navy recently
joined ours, alongside those of Japan and the Philippines, for
a group sail for the first time in the South China Sea. There,
we were able to reinforce our partnership and the freedom of
navigation throughout international waterways.

Recently, too, India voted against giving the United
Nations observer status to a Palestinian NGO tied to terror
group Hamas, because rewarding terror groups is just wrong.
Both India and America know that.

You've contributed, too, $3 billion in fact, in assistance to
Afghanistan, where we’ll keep working to achieve a better
future for the Afghan people, and we will make sure the coun-
try never again becomes a hive for terrorist evil.

You've collaborated — you’ve collaborated with USAID,
our aid institution inside the Department of State, on eco-
nomic development that ranges from training farmers in
Kenya, to helping women find employment in Afghanistan,
to helping Nepal meet its energy needs.

India more and more is standing on the world stage, and
we welcome your assertiveness, because it’s good for the
world. It’s why we have for years supported your permanent
seat on the UN Security Council. We’ve seen what’s possible
when we work together for the common good all around the
world. I think, too, it’s the moment to think in a different way,
to think even bigger. It’s time for a more ambitious age.

Let’s start with counter-terrorism. Just a few weeks ago,
Prime Minister Modi called for all nations to band together
to fight terrorism, a message that aligns with what President
Trump told the world leaders two years ago in Riyadh, on his
first international visit. We were pleased to see the United
Nations Sanctions Committee designate Masood Azhar last
month. And from Kandahar to Sri Lanka and beyond, this
fight will continue. Our work together must continue. Can
we work even more closely to thwart terrorism that afflicts
South Central Asia?

Then there’s our shared vision for a free and open Indo-
Pacific region - a vision which we arrived at independently,
but which today we pursue together. We both seek to uphold
national sovereignty, the rule of law, transparency, good gov-
ernment, and basic freedoms. And we look forward to work-
ing with you in the western Indian Ocean, alongside countries
such as France. Later this year, for the first time ever, the U.S.
military will participate in a tri-service exercise with their
Indian counterparts. We respect your sovereignty, and seek
a true partnership. Can we have a more robust defense rela-
tionship grounded in interoperability, with common plat-
forms, shared doctrines, and new technologies?

Today 60 per cent of global maritime trade transits through
the Indo-Pacific. In past weeks, the Islamic Republic of Iran
has attacked tankers from Japan, Norway, Saudi Arabia, and
the United Arab Emirates. In recent years, China has sought
dominance in the South China Sea. Can America and India
strategise more comprehensively on how to safeguard free
and open seaways all throughout the world?

And on the economic front, just as we want our govern-
ments to instinctively turn to one another as partners, so we
seek the same thing for our companies. Can we — can we help
each other’s private industries disengage from countries with
aweak rule of law and invest in partner nations eager to house
our supply chains and our innovators?

India’s IT sector, it’s more than just a digital miracle - it’s a
source of national pride. I know it; I can see it. Can we work
together as partners, with partners such as Japan, to keep India’s
networks — and the 5G networks of the future — safe and reli-
able? I'm confident that we can. Can we come to an agreement
that allows data to flow freely among countries so we don’t
balkanise the Internet, make our companies less competitive,
and impede economic growth? I am certain there is a way.

Look, India has a chance to contribute robustly in the
energy security region as well. We want that to happen.
Can we work together to provide clean energy for all of the
Indian people? And can we help wean your industries off
reliance on partners that don’t share our common, strategic
set of interests? One million Indian youth enter the job
market every month. There are trillions of dollars in poten-
tial American investment sitting on the sidelines, waiting
to be put to work in the Indo-Pacific region. What about
reducing trade barriers between our two great nations? I'm
very confident — I'm very confident — that a solution can
be found, one that will honour President Trump’s call for
fair and reciprocal trade and benefit the citizens of India and
the United States alike.

Edited excerpts from a speech by US Secretary of State Michael R.
Pompeo on “America and India: Embracing an Age of Ambition”, June
26 in New Delhi

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

Buoyed by the success of the Shiv Sena-BJP alliance in the Lok Sabha polls in Maharashtra, Sena
leader Sanjay Raut tells Sunil Gatade that the forthcoming Assembly elections are a “one-sided
affair" as there is no Opposition party worth the name. Edited excerpts:

‘Our alliance has no
opposition to fight'

How do you look at the Assembly polls
this time as you are contesting the polls
with the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
unlike in 2014, when you had fought
bitterly with them?

We contested the Lok Sabha polls together
and we scored even more than last time. It
seems there is virtually a direction from peo-
ple that we contest together. So both parties
have now started meetings on seat sharing
and related issues.

If you look at the voting in the Lok Sabha
polls, it shows that the Sena and the BJP are
ahead in 220 of the total 288 Assembly seg-
ments. I am not saying we will win because
we are ahead in 220 seats. We have to work
hard because the result of the Lok Sabha
polls is different than that of Assembly. We
saw it in Odisha that witnessed simultaneous
polls. There were two trends of voting. BJP
being more favoured in the Lok Sabha and
Naveen Patnaik’s ruling Biju Janata Dal in
the Assembly. Besides, we saw Telangana
Chief Minister K Chandrasekhar Rao’s
Telangana Rashtra Samithi not doing well in
the Lok Sabha despite performing remark-
ably in the recent Assembly polls. This is not

going to happen in Maharashtra. For us,
every seat is important.

Don’tyou feel that the Sena could face
problems while reaching out to people as
it played the role of the Opposition even
while sharing power in the state?

We have fought the Lok Sabha polls together.
Sometimes, even if you are in power, you
have to raise certain issues aggressively in
the Cabinet or in the ruling front, taking into
consideration the interests of the state,
nation or people and without bothering
about the consequences. We have done that.
It is in the grain of Shiv Sena that it speaks
out if it disagrees with a certain thing.

Now, we have decided... the entire nation
has fully backed Prime Minister Narendra
Modi for the next five years and if you accept
the people’s mandate, then it is imperative
that we should work together in Maharashtra
for the next five years. Seat sharing in the
state will be 50:50 between the BJP and the
Sena as per general discussion between for-
mer BJP chief Amit Shah and Sena Supremo
Uddhav Thackeray. Power sharing will be
50:50. This has been decided. I don’t think

there will be many problems after the results.

But what about the issue of chief
ministership?

When Uddhav Thackeray and the Chief
Minister Devendra Fadnavis say in one voice
that power sharing will be 50:50, power shar-
ing will be equal. It covers everything, all posts
and positions.

Soyou are suggesting there are no
differences on the key issue?

Anyone might say anything, but there are no
differences between us. We are reassured as
this has been decided by the Sena Chief
Thackeray and Shah.

Itis said that youth is the flavour of this
political season, so would
Aaditya Thackeray be
contesting the polls?

We feel Aaditya should contest the
polls. He is not only fresh but is
known for his innovative ideas
and studious nature. He should
be the youth face of Sena and lead

SANJAY RAUT

Pawar had also geared up for the battle in
the Lok Sabha polls. No doubt, he is a stal-
wart. At this age, he looks like a lone ranger
putting up a fight not only for the NCP, but
for the Congress too. The fact is the
Opposition parties have been rejected by the
people of Maharashtra as they have not
played their role properly.

Sohow do you see the fight in the polls?
It will be a one-sided affair.

What would be the issues as the
Oppositionis alleging that the last three
years of the Fadnavis government has
witnessed 12,000 suicides by farmers?
The state is also witnessing severe water
scarcity as also drought.

The Opposition might be making
claims about suicides, but it is
incorrect to say that so many
deaths have occurred in the last
four years. Reasons for the sui-
cides also include nature’s fury.
Atevery place possible, the chief
minister and Uddhav Thackeray

Maharashtra.

The emergence of the Vanchit
Bahujan Aghadi (VBA) is
changing politics in the state
asitis openly using the caste
card by announcing the caste
ofits candidate. How do you
see this?

In Maharashtra so far, candida-
ture was not distributed based
on caste. There were no such
instances even when Dr B R
Ambedkar’s Republican Party of
India was present in the state or
even before that. But the VBA set
up by Prakash Ambedkar and
Asaduddin Owaisi in the Lok Sabha polls
showed the caste of the candidate along with
his name.

But people of these castes have been made
candidates by all political parties and also rep-
resented in the government. Maharashtra that
has given Mahatma Phule, BR Ambedkar and
Shahu Maharaj as also Yashwantrao Chavan
and Bal Thackeray has not done much caste
politics. That is why Maharashtra has
remained united.

Who is your main opponentinthe
Assembly polls? Incidentally, besides the
Congress and the Nationalist Congress
Party, thereis also Raj Thackeray’s
Maharashtra Navnirman Sena that
campaigned for the Opposition but did
not contest the Lok Sabha polls.

If you look at the results of the Lok Sabha
polls, the Opposition parties have almost
become invisible in Maharashtra. Congress
has no leader in the state and its condition
is really pitiable. The NCP has got demor-
alised and has been severely hit on the
ground. Though everyone likes a strong
Opposition party in a democracy, at present,
there isn’t any Opposition party that can give
a fight.

Butitlookslike Sharad Pawaris stillina
combative mood?

Shiv Sena Leader

The entire nation has
fully backed Prime
Minister Narendra
Maodi for the next five
years and if you
accept the people’s
mandate, thenitis
imperative that we
(Sena-BJP alliance)
should work together
in Maharashtra for
the next five years

have reached out and offered
succour. But what can be done
if there are no rains? The
drought is worse than that in
1971. Still, cattle camps have
been set up in every district and
taluka. We are helping farmers
who are migrating. The govern-
ment is carrying out massive
rehabilitation.

Butthereis afeeling that
Gujarat has surged ahead of
Maharashtra...

You must have seen in the last
five years... It depends on the
power and support one gets
from the Centre. Gujarat and Maharashtra
have not been much different rather have
been dependent on each other. In fact, the
economy of Gujarat is dependent on Mumbai
even today. We do not subscribe to the view
that Maharashtra has been relegated and
Gujarat has surged ahead.

But the question remains about who
between the ShivSena and the BJPis the
“elder brother” because till 2014 it was
considered that Senais the “elder” in
state.

They (Sena and BJP) are twins. 28 years back
when the alliance took birth, there was no sen-
ior, no junior.

But what will happen on the issue of the
nextCM?

At this moment, there is no dispute between
us on any issue including the chief minister-
ship.

But who will be projected the CM
candidate?

We will decide. At present, Fadnavis is the
CM. After the results, his party would decide
whom to make the CM. In our party, we will
decide whom to make CM. We will decide
together. When we say that Aaditya
Thackeray should lead the state, that leader-
ship is of political nature.

The day is not far when the last loom in Mubarakpur,
the heart of the Banarasi sari, will break down and
the art of silk weaving will be lost forever. Weavers of
Banarasisilk are cryingto be heard —and pleading
that someone save their art, writes Aditi Phadnis

hen Narendra Modi came to power

s ’s ; in 2014, we thought, here’sa man who

will do something for us,” says Razi

Haider, a weaver who runs a workshop where

diligent young men toil on a shuttle and loom

to produce the most exquisite pieces of silk and

brocade you can imagine. “Sadly, nothing hap-
pened,” he says.

The weavers of Mubarakpur
are not salesmen. They’re artists.
They’re designers for whom the
power loom is an abhorrence.
Everything woven here is made
on the handloom, employing as
many as four men on one piece of
fabric: Two working the shuttles,
two others on the finishing and
the colouring of the yarn. A luxu-
rious satin weave with zari motifs
was the highlight of this area —
in itself, an ancient handloom
weaving cluster, with evidence of fine silk
weaving being practiced here since the 14th
century. But over the years, this was usurped
by the traders of Banaras and became syn-
onymous with the Banarsi sari leading to a
decline in the fame of Mubarakpur.

The weavers’ biggest grouse is that the gov-
ernment is running schemes that benefit
nobody. They are angry with self-help groups

[
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and weavers’ collectives that the government
finances: That have achieved nothing. Well-
meaning interventions like the huge spanking
new building mean to be a marketing centre
for Mubarakpur silk have not got off the
ground. The building is deserted. Haider says
he paid money to the government to lease a
kiosk but took back his deposit with-
in a month of acquiring it. “There
will be business if people come to
Mubarakpur, feel and experience our
weaving and touch the silk. Between
Mubarakpur and Azamgarh (the
biggest town, 14 km away) there is
one bus. To come here, you have to
get off at Varanasi and drive here
from the airport. The roads are in a
hopeless condition. So we have this
wonderful building but it is com-
pletely unoccupied,” says Haider.
For these weavers, mostly Ansari
Muslims, silk is a source of finding jobs and
also giving employment. Weaving, once
you’ve been trained for it, can become an
opportunity to make some money for a farmer
who is between crops: All he has to do is come
to the loom and work there for a few days
between harvesting a crop and planting a new
one. “But now there are no young men: the
hands that have been trained to weave are

The weavers of Mubarakpur are not salesmen.
They’re artists. They’re designers for whom the
power loom is an abhorrence. Everything
woven here is made on the handloom,
employing as many as four men on one piece of
fabric: Two working the shuttles, two others on
the finishing and the colouring of the yarn

now engaged in washing dishes at dhabas and
mixing cement for the construction business.
Our community used to look down on seeking
jobs in the Gulf. Our parents and grandparents

thought going to Saudi Arabia for work was
the worst misfortune to befall a family. But
now there’s no option. There is no opportu-
nity to market our silk, those who sell in big
shops would rather buy from Banaras than
take the trouble to come here and as a result,
our business is slowly dying,” Haider says,
matter of factly as he absently caresses the
jewel-toned silk.

Those in the business are in their 70s. Only
a handful of weavers in their 30s and 40s con-
tinue to work the looms. Even the looms are in
apitiable state. “When we hear that somebody’s
loom has broken down, we immediately rush
there to buy it off him: Who knows when you
might need a part that you can lose in your own
loom,” he adds.

The only words of praise the weavers have
are for Shabana Azmi and designer Manish
Malhotra. Azmi came to Mubarakpur, a few
years ago, enduring the potholed roads and
the insanitary conditions and organised a
show for the weavers to display their art in
Delhi. She followed it up with internet pre-
sentations and this got them many orders.
Malhotra visits frequently. His show in aid of
cancer patients, gave Mubarakpur a huge
cachet. Of course, that was before 2016,
weavers say with a shudder. Demonetisation
was the last nail in the coffin and the industry
is only now slowly recovering from the phase.

What would really help is getting hand-
loom out of GST. Khadi has won that fight.
Handloom weaving must also be exempt
from GST. It must have certification, like a
GI tag. There was a time a bride’s trousseau
would be incomplete without at least one
Banarasi sari. In the past, that sari would be
woven in Mubarakpur. No longer. Because
Mubarakpur is dying.
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ark Carney, governor of the

Bank of England, is in his last

year as head of the central bank,

but has lost little of his appetite
for financial innovation. Speaking at the
annual dinner hosted by the Lord Mayor of
London, Mr Carney — a former head of the
Financial Stability Board in Basel —
addressed in particular the increasing digiti-
sation of banking. Facebook's planned new
currency, Libra, he said, would face many
regulatory hurdles but he implied it would
not find those insurmountable: “The Bank of
England approaches Libra with an open
mind but not an open door.” (Mr Carney con-

Towards digital banking

Bank of England shows the way, others should follow

troversially met Facebook’s founder, Mark
Zuckerberg, recently.) The governor pointed
out that e-commerce was changing the
nature of trade, that an increasing amount of
sales was online, and economies were reduc-
ing their proportion of cash payments. While
these trends are noticeable in the United
Kingdom, they are even more powerful else-
where, including in India. The prevalence of
these trends was clearly part of the reason he
announced that digital-only financial com-
panies would have access to the overnight
deposit facilities of the Bank of England, hith-
erto a privilege restricted in the United
Kingdom — as elsewhere — for traditional

banks. Mr Carney argued this move would
“empower a host of new innovation” and
hopefully cut costs for payment transactions
as well as extend lending to smaller busi-
nesses in the services sector and start-ups
that were under-served by traditional bank-
ing. He also bucked conventional wisdom
by insisting opening up the financial sector
and central bank support to digital banking
would improve financial stability.

These aims are also those of the Reserve
Bank of India. The RBI has sought in partic-
ular to improve financial inclusion and pro-
mote innovation in the banking sector. Many
of these changes have been consequential.
Licences are now available on tap and pay-
ments banks have been introduced. But it is
also true that the payments bank experiment
has not succeeded as hoped. Blame need not
attach to the RBI for this. Part of the under-
performance of payments banks is certainly

due to the success of other digital payments
infrastructure innovations, including the UPI
interface. Instead of relying on payments
banks with a truncated business model —
they are not allowed to lend — to expand
financial inclusion, it may be time for the
RBItolook elsewhere. The regular non-bank-
ing financial company (NBFC) sector is also
facing a crisis, thanks in part to misplaced
lending. In comparison, digital banks will be
cheaper to set up, and India, with its thriving
start-up sector and rapidly expanding digital
infrastructure, is well placed to leapfrog in
this area. KYC requirements have been oner-
ous for payments banks, but Aadhaar-
enabled infrastructure could significantly
reduce this in future, alongside supportive
regulations. However, it must not stop there.
Reducing digital finance’s cost of capital isan
important step in support of this endeavour.

The question is whether the RBI is pre-

pared to take the sort of leap that Mr Carney
advises. He is no revolutionary, but it is worth
noting that he s far from alone in urging such
changes. Delivering the C D Deshmukh
Memorial Lecture at the RBI in April, Agustin
Carstens of the Bank of International
Settlements argued for “regulatory sandbox-
es”, which would “letinnovators test their new
products under regulatory oversight”. The RBI
isindeed moving forward on such a sandbox.
In March, however, the RBI governor said
while the central bank had approved seven
“purely digital loan companies” to operate,
they had not taken off. The Small Industries
Development Bank of India is running a pilot
that experiments with financial assistance to
digital NBFCs, but there is a cap of 310 crore.
Perhapsit is time for the RBI to experiment fur-
ther and to examine the modalities of provid-
ing the sort of support for digital banks that it
does for regular commercial banks.

Engineering a makeover
of Indian agriculture

Reforms that will increase farmers' incomes and generate rural employment are sorely needed

AJAY S SHRIRAM

one gets is that they want to hit the ground

running. During the build-up to the elec-
tion, the debate on agriculture had occupied cen-
tre stage and the media had extensively covered
farmer distress, particularly on account of falling
prices. Therefore the government needs to take on
the challenges right away. The finance minister’s
assertion, inviting suggestions from public is wel-
come, and reflects an open mind towards
new ideas.

While some may argue that the Union Budget
is about revenues and expenditure, in recent years
it has also become a platform for making major
policy announcements, agriculture being a promi-
nent area. It is in this context that we hope to see
reforms that will increase farmers’ incomes, gen-
erate rural employment and provide long-term
stability to the agriculture sector. Let's look at
some areas for intervention.

Unfortunately agriculture tends to fall between
two stools as it is a state subject; but then so were
indirect taxes. During the last NDA government,
the Constitution was amended and a GST Council
created representing both the Centre and the
states. The then finance minister, Mr Arun Jaitley,
was able to successfully navigate a complex sub-
ject through this mechanism. There is no reason
why a similar framework cannot be created so
that there is consistency in policy, and buy-in
from all states.

Water is a big challenge staring at our face and
two consecutive years of poor rains have driven
home this point very strongly. Many canals have
gone into disuse on account of poor maintenance
and ground water is now available at new depths.
The government must encourage efficient usage
by charging for water and ensure reliable sup-
plies. If a public-private partnership model has to
be evolved, then that too must be looked at.

The pricing mechanism should be used to dis-
courage excessive water usage, or else free elec-
tricity can result in pumps being run overnight,
wasting large volumes of water. Correcting this
anomaly will have ecological benefits and facili-
tate the much-needed crop diversification.

With regard to genetically modified crops, the
government needs to take a stand in favour of sci-
ence. Too many committees, panels and repre-
sentations have unfortunately delayed the advent
of new seeds. We must conduct proper trials as per
the laid-down procedure and accord approvals
based on the results. Price controls and bans on
seeds only results in black-marketing and
deprives the farmer of access to new
technologies.

It is regrettable that the Indian farmer is
deprived of progress through bio-technology,
while the rest of the world moves ahead. Similarly,
research and development by public institutions
needs a sharper focus, in order to address new
challenges being faced on account of climate
change, water scarcity and labour shortages.

The food processing industry has played an
important role in raising productivity and creat-
ing direct links with farmers. This is a mutually

B s the new government settles in, the sense

beneficial relationship, and we have seen many
successful examples. Once the farmer is assured
of a market, most of his worries are over. The
farmer can then focus all his efforts on technolo-
gy adoption and meeting quality standards.

Sugar, dairying, tomato processing, menthol,
seed production and poultry are examples where
industry intervention
has made Indian agri-
culture globally com-
petitive. This can be
extended to other agri-
cultural commodities,
particularly fruit and
vegetables. Foreign
direct investment in
organised retail needs
to be encouraged, to
shrink the chain
between the farmer
and the consumer. It
will give a fillip to food processing and provide
farmers with a higher share of retail prices.

The state governments need to play an impor-
tant role and three aspects need to be addressed
urgently. First, land fragmentation has made agti-

Ease of Doing
Business has received
much attention in the
recent past, but this
mantra has not
spilled over to
agriculture, Freeing
agricultural markets
from licensing is still
a work in progress
and must remain

a priority

culture unviable, with low levels of technology
adoption and inadequate capital investments.
Consolidation of land with appropriate protec-
tion of ownership rights is the way forward. Much
work has been already done on this subject and it
is time to enact suitable legislation. Second, while
agricultural extension networks of state govern-
ments have virtually collapsed, the inspector raj
continues. There is a need to follow the simplifi-
cation examples adopted by state governments for
industry. Finally, the threat of the Essential
Commodities Act needs to go, as it was relevant
only in an era of shortages.

Ease of Doing Business has received much
attention in the recent past, but this mantra has
not spilled over to the agricultural field. Freeing
agriculture markets from licensing, allowing land
leasing, a stable trade policy, encouraging food
processing, linking farmers with modern trade,
encouraging use of biotech products in agricul-
ture, rapid growth in non-agricultural jobs, and so
on are still so much work in progress, and must
remain on the radar of policymakers.

The writer is Chairman & Senior Managing Director,
DCM Shriram Ltd

Five ways to implement
sustainable procurement

SANJAY KUMAR

The government in March last year noti-
fied a task force on sustainable public
procurement (SPP) to transform its pro-
curement policies in the light of climate change
and sustainable development goals. A year on,
the SPP’s stakeholders are waiting for a public
announcement.

The UK started a similar SPP journey in
2005. In 2006, its task force report — Procuring
the Future — paved the way for the country’s
SPP execution, with the aim of making the
country an SPP leader in the EU by 2010. The
UK is now one of the leading countries in this
field, not only in Europe but globally.

In 2002, Japan enacted a law on promoting
procurement of eco-friendly goods and servic-
es by public agencies. Since 2006 the Republic
of Korea has had an SPP policy, with clear tar-
gets in its Third Action Plan for the Promotion
of Purchase of Green Products (2016-20). Brazil
too has an SPP policy embedded in its Action
Plan for Sustainable Consumption and
Production: Guidelines for its Implementation
(2016-20).

Closer home, China, Malaysia, Thailand,
Indonesia and Sri Lanka have similar policies
and action plans.

Having a policy is only the beginning. A
national action plan (NAP) is required with a
mandate, resources, delegated
roles and responsibility, clear-cut
timelines and monitoring mecha-
nisms to implement the policy.
The United Nations Environment
Programme Guidelines on SPP
Implementation, published in
2012, also advocate the critical role
of an action plan in SPP imple-
mentation.

India took its first serious step
in this direction in 2017 through
the executive route, and came up
with new General Financial Rules
2017 and Manual for Procurement of Goods
2017. While these directives facilitate procuring
sustainable products by public authorities,
there is no significant progress. Therefore, set-
ting up a task force to develop an NAP on SPP
implementation shows the government’s com-
mitment to the issue.

The task force has created a buzz in the
region, with countries keenly observing what
shape India’s NAP will take. Considering India’s
stake in the region, this plan has the potential
to transform business rules and usher in an era
of regional collaboration to meet sustainable
development goals (SDGs). Regional countries
having an SPP policy stand to gain through
sustainable supply chain linkages with a
regional power; those yet to formulate a policy
can take guidance on best practices.

International experience on action plans
shows that countries have taken different
routes. However, what is common is that all
action plans reflect the ground realities of the
respective countries. India’s NAP must address
her context-specific needs and provide a clear
direction on five elements for successful SPP
implementation.

Definition of ‘sustainable’: Understand-
ing the impacts of a product on the environ-
ment, society and human health, besides its

Having a policy is
the beginning. A
national action plan
is required with a
mandate, resources,
delegated roles and
responsibility,
clear-cut timelines
and monitoring
mechanisms to
implement

the policy

economic effect, and taking responsibility
for these impacts is fundamental in begin-
ning the SPP journey. How does one say that
a product is sustainable? Individual respons-
es would vary, depending on their interpre-
tation of balancing organisational and
national priorities with larger objectives of
climate change and sustainable develop-
ment. The NAP must come up clearly on
these priorities so that
sustainability conveys the same meaning
to all stakeholders involved in the procure-
ment process.

SPP policy framework: An SPP policy
framework legitimises the procurement of sus-
tainable goods by public procurers without fear
of punishment from oversight bodies. The NAP
should specify national and international obli-
gations that apply to public bodies in the con-
text of public procurement and internalise
them in SPP policy.

List of prioritised products: In order to
maximise outcomes, it is important to pri-
oritise product categories based on the
national context, spend analysis, risk-miti-
gation opportunities, market readiness, and
the degree of market influence. Having pri-
oritised them, the NAP should specify prod-
uct criteria for sending unambiguous signals
to the market and channelising investment in
the design, development and manufacture
of those products. Such a top-
down approach will ensure that
resources are aligned to those
initiatives that are most likely
to generate the maximum sus-
tainability outcome.

Institutional governance
mechanism: Creating an insti-
tute/cell, with powers and
resources, financial and
human, and the mandate to
assign, govern and review
would go a long way in fast-
tracking the implementation of
SPPs. This cell would drive SPP implementa-
tion, coordinate with ministries for identify-
ing, developing and reviewing product crite-
ria, and design training modules for different
stakeholders. It would adopt a communica-
tion strategy for disseminating guidance on
the SPP to market and other stakeholders.

Training and capacity building: Most
procurers do not know how to turn policy
into practice. Identifying training needs for
stakeholders, designing training modules
and delivering them in a time-bound man-
ner are the prerequisites for launching SPPs.
Without this, there would be slow progress.
Designating training institutes, possibly as a
joint operation with the proposed cell, as
centres of excellence on SPPs would be use-
ful in the long run.

The plan would need revision and updating
as India gains experience on SPP implemen-
tation. The NAP thus must provide for feed-
back from stakeholders so that the latest devel-
opments and solutions can be incorporated.
This would ensure that the NAP remains rele-
vant in emerging scenarios and continues to
spearhead India’s SPP movement.

Thewriter is General Manager, Dedicated Freight
Corridor Corporation
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Water scarcity issue must be
addressed on a war footing

Reservations a political tool

Maratha quota judgment gets it wrong

Prudent prescriptions

Credit flow to MSMESs needs to improve

Unregulated use of groundwater
should be checked

From Access to resources that are critical for the sustenance of
communities should be recognised as rights. It is thus heart-
ening to note that Madhya Pradesh is seeking to enact the
Right to Water Act, a first-of-its-kind legislation, which seeks
to guarantee a certain quantum of water to every citizen on a
daily basis. The prime minister, too, has expressed his resolve
to make piped water available to every household by 2024. Yet,
there is a case to argue that the transformation of natural
resources into commodities meant for public consumption in
a populous country like India often leads to wastage and, sub-
sequently, scarcity.

India is all set to pay a heavy price for such lapses. Niti
Aayog’s Composite Water Management Index states that 600
million Indians reside in high or extreme water-stressed zones
and that the creaking water supply system is on the verge of col-
lapsing. India must address the problem of water scarcity on
awar footing and on multiple levels. Practices that lead to the
exploitation of water in agriculture — the sector uses 78 per
cent of the nation’s water — and industry must stop. The
unregulated use of groundwater, the primary source of drink-
ing water for rural India, must be checked. Distribution sys-

tems in metropolitan areas suffer from leakages: they need to
be modernised. Tamil Nadu had made water harvesting com-
pulsory; yet Chennai is now bone dry. The real challenge,
therefore, would be to sensitise citizens to the criminal wastage
of water.

The Telegraph, June 28

In a significant judgment, the
Bombay High Court has
upheld the reservation given
to the Maratha community. It
has brought down the quan-
tum of reservation from 16 per
cent, as determined by the
state assembly, to 12-13 per
cent. The HC judgment means
that Maharashtra will now
have 64-65 per cent reserva-
tion in education and govern-
ment jobs, second only to
Tamil Nadu, which has 69 per
cent. But it should make the
political class pause and think
about what reservations have
come to mean. Originally
envisaged as a temporary tool
to uplift India’s most margin-
alised communities — Dalits
and tribals — and create a lev-
el playing field, reservations
slowly became an instrument
of displaying and seeking

political power.

In recent years, erstwhile
dominant communities —
Marathas, Jats, Patidars —
launched movements seeking
a share of the reservation pie.
Instead of addressing the
underlying causes of these
movements — the crisis in
agriculture; limited educa-
tional opportunities; the lack
of jobs in the formal economy
— the political elite decided to
take the short-cut and provide
quotas. Given the fact that gov-
ernment jobs are shrinking,
there is overwhelming com-
petition for seats in public
educational institutions, and
only a few from any commu-
nity can actually avail the ben-
efits of quotas, reservations are
no panacea.

Hindustan Times, June 28

The micro, small and medium
enterprises (MSME) sector in
India is not only a key engine
of growth, contributing more
than 28 per cent of the GDP
and about 45 per cent to man-
ufacturing output. It is also a
true reflection of economics
where people really matter. An
expert committee constituted
by the Reserve Bank of India
hasin this context submitted a
substantially germane study
on the issues bedevilling
MSMEs and made a fairly
exhaustive set of recommen-
dations to redress them. The
panel isemphatic that the pol-
icy environment needs to be
urgently refocussed. A sub-
stantial part of the study is jus-
tifiably devoted to reimagin-
ing solutions to improve credit
flow to MSMEs. For instance,
the experts recommend repur-

posing the Small Industries
Development Bank of India.
Inits expanded role, it is envis-
aged that the SIDBI could not
only deepen credit markets for
MSMEs in under-served
regions by being a provider of
comfort to lenders including
NBFCs and micro-finance
institutions, but also become a
market-maker for SME debt.

A noteworthy recommen-
dation urges banks to switch to
cash flow-based lending, espe-
cially once account aggrega-
tors are operational and able to
provide granular data on bor-
rowings. The RBI and the
Centre clearly have their work
cut out in acting on this pru-
dent prescription to help actu-
alise the sector’s true eco-
nomic potential.

The Hindu, June 28
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YOU HAVE TO give it to Prime Minister
Modito throwupissuesthatwill distract
the attention of the people. He bets on
the fact that the Opposition will respond
by speaking in multiple voices and not
always with irrefutable facts orlogic.

Pulwama was a telling example. By
every account, there was a massive
intelligence failure. The governor of
Jammu & Kashmir admitted as much
when he said on February 15,2019,“We
could not detect or check the vehicle full
of explosives moving on the highway...
The fact that we did not know that there
was a fidayeen among them
(local militants) is also part of the
intelligence failure.”

No government could keep quiet after
the attack. Balakot was the answer, the
Pakistan Air Forcewas half-prepared, the
Indian Air Force hit the targets, and
Pakistan shot down an IAF aircraft. The
doubtsare notabout the strike but about
the number of casualties. So,what dowe
have? — a worrying failure in Pulwama
and a significant success in Balakot.

Distract attention

Mr Narendra Modi successfully fused
Pulwama and Balakot.Anyone question-
ing the intelligence failure in Pulwama
(and the tragic loss of 40 lives) was
mischievously interpreted as if he was
questioning the IAF’s success in Balakot,
and labelled an anti-national. The
Opposition — at least in the Hindi-
speaking states —was not able to
respond to this clever election tacticand
make the people understand the dis-
tinction between the Pulwama failure
and the Balakot success. Mr Modi suc-
cessfully distracted the people and took
the election discourse away from the
sluggish economy, unemployment,
farmers’ distress, communal hatred,
lynching, etc.

After the election to the Lok Sabha,
the focus should return to the sluggish
economy, unemployment, farmers’
distress,communal hatred,lynching,etc.
That should have been the thrust of the
President’s address; that should have
been the core of the Prime Minister’s
repliesin Parliament;and that should be
the theme of the pre-Budget debates.
Alas, itis not so,and what is hogging the
public space is Mr Modi’s slogan of One
Nation, One Election. It is the new
distracting tactic.

Unconstitutional

In a federal parliamentary
democracy, the council of ministers in
the Central government and the state
government shall be collectively respon-
sible, respectively, to the House of the
People [Article 75(3)] and to the Legisla-
tive Assembly [Article 164(2)]. The
‘responsibility’to the Legislature means
that the council of ministers must enjoy
the confidence of the majority in the
Legislature every day and every hour.
The moment the council of ministers
loses the support of the majority, it
should go. The notion that such a coun-
cil of ministers can continue in office
until another council of ministers
proved it has the support of the major-
ity is antithetical to the fundamental
principles of a parliamentary democ-
racy.Suppose a government is voted out,
but no other person can muster the sup-
port of amajorityin the Legislature, will
the defeated prime minister or chief
minister continue in office? That would
be parliamentary sacrilege. Mid-term
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One Nation, One
Election, Many Fears
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election is the only legitimate answer.

Equally antithetical to a parliamen-
tary democracy are suggestions to the
effect that the tenure of a Legislative
Assembly can be extended or curtailed
despite the prescribed term. The people
elect candidates for a prescribed term: it
willbe an affront to the peopleif the term
is extended or curtailed.

Evidently, the campaign for One
Nation, One Election has been launched
with the full knowledge that it is
unconstitutional under the present
Constitution. Although the protago-
nists will not admit it yet, their real
intention is to change the Constitution.
The direction of change is also visible:
unitary,not federal; stronger Executive,
weaker Legislature; uniformity, not
diversity; common identity, not multi-
ple cultures; and majoritarian, not con-
sensual. The direction is toward a presi-
dential system of government.
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Women holding placaras and candles during a protest against the recent mob lynchings in Ahmedabad

Bewarned of changes

All of theabove canbeachieved only by
amending,extensively,the present Consti-
tution of India.Itappears that the BJPisnot
averse to the idea of drastically amending
the Constitution because theybelieve that,
since the RSS was not represented in the
Constituent Assembly,theyare not obliged
totake ownership of the present Constitu-
tion.Itis obviousthat the RSS and BJPwant
a Constitution of theirliking and the One
Nation,One Election campaignisa precur-
sor to changing the Constitution.

No comparable countrywith a federal
system of government has simultaneous
elections to the national parliament and
to the state/provincial legislatures —
notable examples are Australia, Canada
and Germany. The United States has a
presidential system of government and
hence is not comparable. Besides, the US
has simultaneous elections and non-
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simultaneous elections (one election
every four years and one election every
two years). The argument that a country
cannot be in perpetual election mode is
also hollow: what does it matterifina
handful of state elections are held when
due?If any countryisin so-called perpet-
ual election mode, it is the US where the
House of Representativesis elected every
two years! The US seems no worse for it.

The BJP should make plain its
intentions. If it wants a presidential sys-
tem of government, let it say so openly.
Let the people decide if the priorities
before the country, at this stage, are the
sluggish economy, unemployment,
farmers’ distress,communal hatred and
lynching,orinstalling the first Executive
President,subservient Cabinet and pow-
erless Parliament.

Website: pchidambaram.in
@Pchidambaram_IN

The long and short of it

Ace golfer Gary Woodland rediscovers
touch and wins the US Open

OVERTHE
TOP -‘:';‘

THE JUMP SHOT. There’s probably no
closer equivalent in sport to the golf
swing when it comes to athleticism,
artistry, and skill, than basketball’s
paeantograce.In 2013,while following
Gary Woodland’s group at the CIMB
Classic in Malaysia, (like all of golf’s long
hitters,Woodland had alarge gallery fol-
lowing him) I heard a sports columnist
mention that Woodland had played col-
legiate basketball in the US before
changing track to golf. Curiosity piqued,
I spent the evening digging through
Washburn University’s sports archives.
Woodland played for the school’s Divi-
sion II for a year and I finally found
footage of a game in which Woodland
played and scored.Iwatched,waiting to
see an explosion of fast twitch muscles,
a fast break...something that would
serve as a harbinger to the powerful

action Woodland has been known for
since hebecame a professional golferin

2007. To my surprise, Woodland the
basketballer showed absolutely nothing
in common with Woodland the golfer—
he didn’t have any prodigious speed on
the court, and spent the game pitching
in for defense.

And then, he got a free throw: he
bounced the ball three times, stopped for
a couple of seconds, internalising the
hoop, and leapt high into the air. Some
shots deserve a slow motion replay: the
ball rolled back on his palm, and then
flew without a wobble, perfectly on its
axis, and, in its dying moments softly
plopped through the basket. A perfect
three-pointer.

At the CIMB that year, Woodland
used hislength to completely overpower
the course,but was outsmarted by Ryan
Moorein a playoff.And that was the last
time Iwrote about him.

In the last six years, Woodland has
acquired a reputation for not finishing
the job. Before he teed it up at Pebble
Beach in sole possession of the lead on
the final day, he’d held the 54-hole lead
six times and squandered it. And that’s
why the punters, your columnist
included did not give the big man much
of a chance against a stellar chasing
group on the final day. Nipping at his
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Gary Woodland plays his second shot on the 14th hole during the first round of

the Rocket Mortgage Classic golf tournament

heels was world number one Brooks
Koepka—who believes, firmly that Major
eventsare his exclusive turf; and former
world number ones Adam Scott and
Justin Rose. For the record, Koepka,
Justin Rose and Adam Scott, have spent

USATODAY SPORTS

a combined 37 weeks at the top of the
men’s world rankings.

Scott, made the first move with an
eagleand twobirdiesin a front-nine 31,
butlost steam on the backnine.Rose, the
2013 champion, evened things out with
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Congress in limbo

The Congressis in limbowith
Rahul Gandhiremaining adamant
that hewill not continue as party
president.Afewalternative
scenarios are being talked about.
The old guard is pushing three
names for president — Mallikarjun
Kharge,Ashok Gehlot and Sushil
Kumar Shinde — since theyare
considered loyalists and have the
requisite experience. Kharge’s
performance as the party’sleader
in the previous Lok Sabha gives
him an edge, particularlyasheis
from the south.Another proposal
is for Manmohan Singh to be
made party chief. Hisname has
been floated by backers of
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra,whowant
herto eventually take over the
party.An alternative is that Sonia
Gandhibecomes party chief
temporarily. Meanwhile, thereisa
buzz in the Congress that someone
close to the Gandhi family could
jump ship.Adhir Ranjan
Chowdhury’s appointment as
Congressleaderin the Lok Sabha
has not been well received. No
name hasbeen announced as
deputyleaderin the Lok Sabha
since Manish Tewariand Shashi
Tharoor are most reluctant towork
under him.

Poetic advice

With opposition partiesyet to
recover from their devastating
defeat, the mood is palpably glum
in Parliament. Kapil Sibal, the
Congress’s legal brain and the
party’s in-house poet, has,
however, not lost his equanimity.
When asked if he had composed a
poem to suit the occasion, he
rattled off averse: “Chal chod
batein kal ki/Mat pooch kiski
galti/Is mein milega na kuchch
bhi/Har kadam pe kismat badalti
(Forget yesterday’s events/

Don’t askwhose fault itis/ You
will get nothing out of this/

With each step,one’s fortunes
keeps changing)”

No room left

Agroup of first-time YSR Congress
MPswere noticed in Parliament’s
Central Hall,intently studying
portraits on the wall of some of the
biggest names in Indian politics.
They especially examined the
placement of arecentlyinstalled
portrait of Atal Bihari Vajpayee.The
YSR Congress wants to put
forward ademand that the
portrait of the late Y S Rajasekhara
Reddy,former Andhra Pradesh CM
and father of party president and
present CM Jaganmohan Reddy,be
installed in Central Hall. The
problem is that thereis notaninch
of space toaccommodate another
frame.Vajpayee’s portrait had been

squeezed in with great difficulty.A
friendlyjournalist suggested that
the party should instead petition
forastatue of YSRReddytobe
erected in the Parliament complex.

Limelight stolen

Trinamool leader Derek O’Brien
isused tobeing the centre of
attention in Delhi. But last week,
first-time Trinamool MP Mahua
Moitra stole the limelight. O’Brien
tweeted and re-tweeted his speech
in the Rajya Sabha but it was
Moitra’s maiden speech in the
Lok Sabhawhich grabbed all the
attention.The formerinvestment
banker’s hard-hitting address on
fascism was noticed and went viral
on social media. Though hewas
not in the chairwhen Moitra
spoke, the new Speaker,Om Bitla,
hasbeen praised forletting
first-time MPs speak at length.
Among those toavail of the
opportunity to make a maiden
speech, this time in the Rajya
Sabha,was K] Alphons,whowas
Minister of State for Cultureand
Tourism in the last government.
But as minister,Alphons was
never able to answer questions

or make statements on behalf

of his ministry due to

continuous disruptions.

Notable omission

With S Jaishankar and Jugal Thakor
filing their nominations for the
two Gujarat Rajya Sabha seats,
which have been vacant since the
resignations of Amit Shah and
Smriti Irani from the Upper House,
Gujarat OBCleaderAlpesh
Thakor’s nose is slightly out of
joint. Thakor,who heads a popular
anti-prohibition movement and
helped aresurgent Congress
during the last Assembly polls,
recently quit the party.It was
expected that hewould join the
BJPand be suitably rewarded.
Thakor,along with two other
Congress MLAs,should normally
have been disqualified for
violating the anti-defection law by
quitting the party. However,
Gujarat Assembly Speaker
RajendraTrivedi of the BJPisyet to
give his ruling.

Back soon

Manmohan Singh’s Rajya Sabha
term expired on June 14.The
Congress had planned to bring
back the former prime minister to
the Upper House from Tamil Nadu.
There are three vacancies from the
stateand the DMKis reportedly
agreeable to offering its extra
votes.Butwith the death

last week of Rajya Sabha BJP MP
Madan Lal Saini, the Congress does
not require the DMK’s

help.Singh can nowbe elected
from Rajasthan.

an opening birdie, but bogeyed the sec-
ond hole and never caught Woodland
again,who played the first eight holesin
two under. Koepka started the day four
strokes back but, in a reprise of the kind
of play that’s seen him win four of the
last nine Majors, knocked in eight one-
putts in the first 11 holes to pull within
a stroke of Woodland. “All right, man,
we’ve got a ballgame now,” Koepka said
hewasthinkingat the time. Koepka shot
four rounds in the 60s at the US Open—
an amazing achievement that only goes
to show just how well Woodland played.
“Props to him for the way he hung in
there,” Koepka said.

It all came together in my head
watching Woodland sink his 30-footer
for birdie on the 72nd hole at Pebble
Beach.Suddenly, I was reminded of that
jump shot—the measured grace of it.
And that’s when it occurred to me that
Woodland has always had that ability
and touch—it just got repressed some-
where,obscured by the man’s abilities to
hit the ball long.

Woodland, confessed Saturday that
he never stood over the ball on practice
greens as a youngster pretending he
was putting to win his national cham-
pionship.“I don’t know if I spent any
time on a putting green when I was a
kid,” he said with a laugh. “I was too
busy hitting driver.”

Woodland, still has the power: He’s
beenranked seventh to 13th on the PGA
tour in driving distance in the last five

seasons. In the final round, he on the
582-yard par-5 14th he pummelled the
ball 314 yards down the middle off the
teeand then senta 5-wood just over the
green. But it was the chip that followed
that really demonstrated why he won—
downhill from the rough on a fast green
that he calmly hit to three feet. On the
par-3, 17th hole, his tee shot landed a
world away from the pin (91 feet) but he
had no trouble getting down in two. For
all his explosive shots, Woodland’s new-
found abilities to scramble helped him
restrictbogies toa paltry fourall week.“I
have a short game now I can rely on,”
Woodland said.“I don’t have to focus on
ball striking.”

Things have come full circle foraman
who gave up on a career in basketball
after the Washburn team got rolled over
by Kansas University. Apparently, in an
interview he said to TaylorMade, “They
were so much bigger and faster then we
were.I quickly realised I wasn’t going to
be able to play basketball as a profes-
sional — I probably could’ve gone over-
seas and played, but Iwasn’t going to be
abletodoitasa career”

He certainly made a career as a pro
golfer but for the final push to the sum-
mit, he didn’t need to be faster or bigger;
nor did he need speed and power, but
touch. Which is exactly Woodland the
basketballer always had.

A golfer, Meraj Shah also
writes about the game
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No comparable country with
a federal system has
simultaneous elections to the
parliament and to state
legislatures — examples are
Australia, Canada and
Germany. The US has a
presidential system of
government and hence is not
comparable. Besides, if any
country is in so-called
perpetual election mode, it is
the US where the House of
Representatives is elected
every two years! The US
seems no worse for it

One Nation, One Election, Many Fears

YOU HAVE to give it to Prime Minister
Modi to throw up issues that will distract
the attention of the people. He bets on
the fact that the Opposition will respond
by speaking in multiple voices and not
always with irrefutable facts or logic.

Pulwama was a telling example. By
every account, there was a massive in-
telligence failure. The governor of Jammu
& Kashmir admitted as much when he
said on February 15, 2019, “We could not
detect or check the vehicle full of explo-
sives moving on the highway... The fact
that we did not know that there was a fi-
dayeen among them (local militants) is
also part of the intelligence failure.”

No government could keep quiet af-
ter the attack. Balakot was the answer,
the Pakistan Air Force was half-prepared,
the Indian Air Force hit the targets, and
Pakistan shot down an IAF aircraft. The
doubts are not about the strike but about
the number of casualties. So, what do we
have? — a worrying failure in Pulwama
and a significant success in Balakot.

DISTRACT ATTENTION

Mr Narendra Modi successfully fused
Pulwama and Balakot. Anyone question-
ing the intelligence failure in Pulwama
(and the tragic loss of 40 lives) was mis-
chievously interpreted as if he was ques-
tioning the IAF’s success in Balakot, and
labelled an anti-national. The Opposition
— atleastin the Hindi-speaking states —
was not able to respond to this clever
election tactic and make the people un-
derstand the distinction between the

Pulwama failure and the Balakot success.
Mr Modi successfully distracted the peo-
ple and took the election discourse away
from the sluggish economy, unemploy-
ment, farmers’ distress, communal ha-
tred, lynching, etc.

After the election to the Lok Sabha, the
focus should return to the sluggish econ-
omy, unemployment, farmers’ distress,
communal hatred, lynching, etc. That
should have been the thrust of the
President’s Address; that should have been
the core of the Prime Minister’s replies in
Parliament; and that should be the theme
of the pre-Budget debates. Alas, it is not so,
and what is hogging the public space is
Mr Modi's slogan of One Nation, One
Election. It is the new distracting tactic.

UNCONSTITUTIONAL

Inafederal parliamentary democracy,
the council of ministers in the Central
government and the state government
shall be collectively responsible, respec-
tively, to the House of the People [Article
75(3)] and to the Legislative Assembly
[Article 164(2)]. The ‘responsibility’ to the
Legislature means that the council of
ministers must enjoy the confidence of
the majority in the Legislature every day
and every hour. The moment the council
of ministers loses the support of the ma-
jority, it should go. The notion that sucha
council of ministers can continue in of-
fice until another council of ministers
proved it has the support of the majority
is antithetical to the fundamental princi-
ples of a parliamentary democracy.

Suppose a government is voted out, but
no other person can muster the support
of a majority in the Legislature, will the
defeated prime minister or chief minis-
ter continue in office? That would be par-
liamentary sacrilege. Mid-term election is
the only legitimate answer.

Equally antithetical to a parliamen-
tary democracy are suggestions to the ef-
fect that the tenure of a Legislative
Assembly can be extended or curtailed
despite the prescribed term. The people
elect candidates for a prescribed term: it
will be an affront to the people if the term
is extended or curtailed.

Evidently, the campaign for One
Nation, One Election has been launched
with the full knowledge that it is unconsti-
tutional under the present Constitution.
Although the protagonists will not admit
it yet, their real intention is to change the
Constitution. The direction of change is
also visible: unitary, not federal; stronger
Executive, weaker Legislature; uniformity;,
not diversity; common identity, not mul-
tiple cultures; and majoritarian, not con-
sensual. The direction is toward a presi-
dential system of government.

BEWARNED OF
CHANGES

All of the above can be achieved only
by amending, extensively, the present
Constitution of India. It appears that the
BJPis not averse to the idea of drastically
amending the Constitution because they
believe that, since the RSS was not repre-
sented in the Constituent Assembly, they

are not obliged to take ownership of the
present Constitution. It is obvious that
the RSS and BJP want a Constitution of
their liking and the One Nation, One
Election campaign is a precursor to
changing the Constitution.

No comparable country with a fed-
eral system of government has simulta-
neous elections to the national parlia-
ment and to the state/provincial
legislatures — notable examples are
Australia, Canada and Germany. The
United States has a presidential system
of government and hence is not compa-
rable. Besides, the US has simultaneous
elections and non-simultaneous elec-
tions (one election every four years and
one election every two years). The argu-
ment that a country cannot be in perpet-
ual election mode is also hollow: what
does it matter if in a handful of state elec-
tions are held when due? If any country
isin so-called perpetual election mode, it
is the US where the House of
Representatives is elected every two
years! The US seems no worse for it.

The BJP should make plain its inten-
tions. If it wants a presidential system of
government, let it say so openly. Let the
people decide if the priorities before the
country, at this stage, are the sluggish
economy, unemployment, farmers’ dis-
tress, communal hatred and lynching, or
installing the first Executive President,
subservient Cabinet and powerless
Parliament.

Website: pchidambaram.in
O @Pchidambaram_IN

INSIDE TRACK

COOMI KAPOOR

CONGRESS IN LIMBO

THE CONGRESS is in limbo with Rahul
Gandhi remaining adamant that he will not
continue as party president. A few alterna-
tive scenarios are being talked about. The
old guard is pushing three names for pres-
ident — Mallikarjun Kharge, Ashok Gehlot
and Sushil Kumar Shinde — since they are
considered loyalists and have the requisite
experience. Kharge’s performance as the
party's leader in the previous Lok Sabha
gives him an edge, particularly as heis from
the south. Another proposal is for
Manmohan Singh to be made party chief.
His name has been floated by backers of
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, who want her to
eventually take over the party. An alterna-
tive is that Sonia Gandhi becomes party
chief temporarily. Meanwhile, there is a
buzz in the Congress that someone close
to the Gandhi family could jump ship. Adhir
Ranjan Chowdhury’s appointment as
Congress leader in the Lok Sabha has not
been well received. No name has been an-
nounced as deputy leaderin the Lok Sabha
since Manish Tewari and Shashi Tharoor
are most reluctant to work under him.

POETIC ADVICE

With opposition parties yet to recover
from their devastating defeat, the mood is
palpably glum in Parliament. Kapil Sibal,
the Congress’s legal brain and the party's
in-house poet, has, however, not lost his
equanimity. When asked if he had com-
posed a poem to suit the occasion, he rat-
tled off a verse: “Chal chod batein kal ki/Mat
pooch kiski galti/Is mein milega na kuchch
bhi/Har kadam pe kismat badalti (Forget
yesterday’s events/Don’t ask whose fault
it is/You will get nothing out of this/With
each step, one’s fortunes keeps changing).”

NO ROOM LEFT

A group of first-time YSR Congress MPs
were noticed in Parliament’s Central Hall,
intently studying portraits on the wall of
some of the biggest names in Indian pol-
itics. They especially examined the place-
ment of a recently installed portrait of Atal
Bihari Vajpayee. The YSR Congress wants
to put forward a demand that the portrait
of the late Y S Rajasekhara Reddy, former
Andhra Pradesh CM and father of party

OUT OF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

ITIS a constant of Indian history since time
immemorial. India never had a central
empire which covered the entire subcon-
tinent as China had through its history. In
India there were occasionally large re-
gional empires, mainly in the Doab region.
But never the South or the Northeast.
Most empires broke up into small princi-
palities after lasting a century at most.
The kingdoms in South India were
maritime, spreading to South East Asia,

president and present CM Jaganmohan
Reddy, be installed in Central Hall. The
problem is that there is not an inch of
space to accommodate another frame.
Vajpayee’s portrait had been squeezed in
with great difficulty. A friendly journalist
suggested that the party should instead
petition for a statue of YSR Reddy to be
erected in the Parliament complex.

LIMELIGHT STOLEN

Trinamool leader Derek O’Brien is used to
being the centre of attention in Delhi. But
last week, first-time Trinamool MP Mahua
Moitra stole the limelight. O’Brien tweeted
and re-tweeted his speech in the Rajya
Sabha but it was Moitra’s maiden speech
in the Lok Sabha which grabbed all the at-
tention . The former investment banker’s
hard-hitting address on fascism was no-
ticed and went viral on social media.
Though he was not in the chair when
Moitra spoke, the new Speaker, Om Birla,
has been praised for letting first-time IMPs
speak atlength. Among those to avail of the
opportunity to make a maiden speech, this
time in the Rajya Sabha, was K] Alphons,
who was Minister of State for Culture and
Tourism in the last government. But as
minister, Alphons was never able to answer
questions or make statements on behalf of
his ministry due to continuous disruptions.

NOTABLE OMISSION

With S Jaishankar and Jugal Thakor filing
their nominations for the two Gujarat
Rajya Sabha seats, which have been va-
cant since the resignations of Amit Shah
and Smriti Irani from the Upper House,
Gujarat OBCleader Alpesh Thakor’s nose
is slightly out of joint. Thakor, who heads
a popular anti-prohibition movement and
helped a resurgent Congress during the
last Assembly polls, recently quit the
party. It was expected that he would join
the BJP and be suitably rewarded. Thakor,
along with two other Congress MLAs,
should normally have been disqualified
for violating the anti-defection law by
quitting the party. However, Gujarat
Assembly Speaker Rajendra Trivedi of the
BJPis yet to give his ruling.

BACK SOON

Manmohan Singh’s Rajya Sabha term ex-
pired on June 14. The Congress had
planned to bring back the former prime
minister to the Upper House from Tamil
Nadu. There are three vacancies from the
state and the DMK s reportedly agreeable
to offering its extra votes. But with the
death last week of Rajya Sabha BJP MP
Madan Lal Saini, the Congress does not re-
quire the DMK’s help. Singh can now be
elected from Rajasthan.

A world without water

(GAINED IN
TRANSLATION

G SUNDARRAJAN
Cem. &HSTTTRe

AROUND 2,000 years ago, in his immense
and matchless wisdom, the sage-poet
Thiruvalluvar said there was no world
without water, Neer indri amaiyathu ulagu.
Today, even as Chennai has come to the
streets searching for water, the words
shine a light on the immortality of the
truth yet again.

Chennai is parched. So is Tamil Nadu.
Women of already water-stressed dis-
tricts like  Virudhunagar and
Ramanathapuram have to walk several
kilometres daily to fetch water. The walks
offer no assurance of the availability of
water. On many days, they have to do
without the “luxury”. Temporary wells
have been dug in several villages in and
around these districts for the poor to ac-
cess some water. Early this March, the
state government declared 24 districts as
hit by hydrological drought, and allotted
close to Rs 900 crore to handle the scarcity.
That has not seen an end to women walk-
ing miles looking for water. Nor has it
ended the midnight queues next to wa-
ter tanks in Chennai.

Though the entire state is reeling un-
der adebilitating water crisis, the focus is
largely on Chennai. The state capital hasa
population of about a crore — the density
making it enormously difficult to handle
the crisis. The four reservoirs in and
around Chennai — Red Hills, Sholavaram,
Poondi and Chembarambakkam — have
completely dried up. The four reservoirs
were essential to quench the city’s thirst.
Not so long ago, in 2015, Chembaram-
bakkam had filled up and the overflow
had flooded Chennai. But the flood that
brought the city’s residents to the streets
is now a distant, fading memory for those
who have returned to the streets, this time
to demand water.

As an environmentalist, [ have reasons
to believe that this drought is the result of
human follies. Chennai has seen some
rain-deficient years in the past. While it
received less rainfall last year than usual,
it could still manage the drought. So, to

blame low rainfall is clearly an attempt by
the authorities to pass the buck. Such ex-
cuses offer a convenient blindfold against
actual solutions. The crisis Chennaiis cur-
rently facing is drought-accumulation
stress: in other words, our own failure to
take concrete steps over the the past
decades. Several of us saw this coming.
Chennai’s water need is about 12 TMC
(thousand million cubic feet) per year and
desilting all the four reservoirs would take
its capacity to well over the city’s require-
ments. That has not happened!

Chennai has lost over 350 lakes in the
past several years. Over the years, Chennai
has also lost its green cover which, in turn,
has led to the loss of groundwater. With
no path for rainwater to seep down,
Chennai is facing the danger of exploiting
all its groundwater by 2020, according to
aNITI Aayog report. This year, the ground-
water level has gone down drastically in
many districts, including Chennai, com-
pounding the crisis.

It is perhaps time the state turned to
ancient wisdom for solutions.

The Chola kingdom was particularly
known for exemplary water management
by way of constructing lakes. Kallanai con-
structed by the Chola king, Karikalan, re-
mains a fine example of constructing a
dam without causing environmental
damage. Two lakes constructed by the
Chola kings over a thousand years ago —
in Maduranthakam and Veeranam —
cater to the needs of the public till date.

Ancient Tamil literature, especially of
the Sangam era, is replete with ideas on
water management and its importance.
Elango Adigal, the author of
Silappadhikaram, one of the five great epics
of Tamil, describes the qualities of a good
king thus: Idiyudai perumazhai eitha ega

Hllustration Suvajit Dey

pisiyaavilaiyul peruvalam tharappa
mazhaipinithu aanda mannavan (A good
king is one who saves rainwater in tanks
and lakes, and enriches his land).

A poem from the Sangam-era anthol-
ogy Akanaanooru compares a mother
watching over her child without sleeping
to a soldier guarding a lake: Perungula
kaavalan pola arungadi annaiyum thuyil
maranthanale. Another Sangam poem
says that a king will remain victorious and
immortal if he takes steps to ensure water
resources in low-lying areas: Aadupor
sezhiyaigazhaathu valle nilaneli marungin
neernilai peruga.

And, of course, Thirukkural speaks at
length on the importance of water and its
management.

When elders have handed down such
priceless wisdom, it is ironic that our
rulers think it fit to hold yagnas to propi-
tiate the rain gods. Reports suggest that
a permanent solution to the water woes
of Chennai — and Tamil Nadu — lies with
the monsoon. Metro water authorities
are raving how only rain can solve this
crisis. But that is only half-truth. Itis our
ability to harvest rains for our own future
needs that can address the crisis. During
the December 2015 deluge in Chennai,
320 TMC water drained into the sea. Our
consistent failure to harvest rainwater
for our use and needs of future genera-
tions will only result in recurrent drought
and eventually, a permanently parched
Tamil Nadu.

Sundarrajan writes on ecology

and volunteers with Poovulagin
Nanbargal, a voluntary environmental
collective in Tamil Nadu

Translated by the author from Tamil

It is democracy that unites India

but seldom went North to win territory.
The first person to rule over all India (ex-
cluding what became Pakistan) was
Dr Rajendra Prasad. India had to become
a sovereign democratic republic to
achieve a single geographical shape.

Democracy is not native to India
though there were republics in the old
days. Yet India took to democracy and
stayed democratic. It is too problematic
to say whether it was British imperialism
which bred democratic culture in the
Indians. Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Myanmar were also part of the same
Empire but their democratic record is
patchy. China could not face the break-
down of its empire and, within 40 years
of becoming a republic, became commu-
nist but without democracy.

So what explains India’s fondness for
democracy?

My answer is one which people may
not like because it goes against much re-
ceived wisdom. Indians have been
searching for a single narrative as to what
defines them. The Partition is both the
cause and the result of the anxiety to find
a single story which would fit all the peo-
ple of the subcontinent. Hindu identity
was sought by many great leaders, start-
ing with Swami Dayanand Saraswati,
Swami Vivekanand and of course, in his
own way, Mahatma Gandhi. Yet again
these ideas were mainly confined to the
North. Even after a century and a hallf,
the issue of Hindu nationalism has not
been resolved.

This is partly because Hinduism/

Sanatan Dharma is not easy to encapsu-
late in a single simple message. There is
no single book, no original founder, no sin-
gle God. Hinduism is a multi-layered,
multi-lingual, polytheistic religion. India
is as large as Europe and has just as many
languages. Christianity united Europe till
it broke up into rival sects, Catholic and
Protestants, which led to many wars.
Religion split Europe till after two bloody
world wars people came to their senses
and created the European Union.

A country as large and as diverse as
Europe, with as many religions as you can
wish for, plus the multi-coloured rich
Hinduism, has never been conquered by
a single ruler. It was democracy which
united the Doab and Punjab with Bengal
and Assam plus the South. No region, no

language canride roughshod over others.
Democracy allows disputes and com-
plaints to be resolved peaceably. India has
set up mechanisms for reconciliation,
such as federalism with the statutory
Finance Commission, Judiciary which is
unitary, the Election Commission holding
regular elections where millions express
their voice.

Even over the last 72 years, there have
been deep divisions between the North
and South on the national language
question. The Assamese felt their iden-
tity threatened by influx of ‘other’ peo-
ple, and India is still sorting that issue.
The Nagas in the Northeast and the peo-
ple of the Kashmir Valley have yet to
feel fully Indian. Democracy will provide
the answer.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

No rule
of law, no
democracy

FROM INDORE last week came pictures
of the son of a senior BJP leader using a
bat to attack officials on government
duty. From a village in Jharkhand came
a video of the latest lynching. Tabrez
Ansari was tied to a pole and, while be-
ing beaten with sticks by a mob, ordered
to repeat ‘Jai Shri Ram’ and ‘Jai
Hanuman'. The video of his terrified face
was too awful to watch, but went viral
on social media as did the news that the
local police, instead of taking him to hos-
pital, locked him up. It took him four
days to die. And in his last days his fam-
ily was not allowed to meet him.

In Mumbai a Muslim taxi driver,
Faizal Usman Khan, was beaten by a
Hindu mob, who ordered him to say ‘Jai
ShriRam’ as they beat him. He later told
reporters that his cab stalled and, while
he was trying to fix it, some men came
by on a scooter and started beating him
for what he thought was no reason till
they ordered him to say ‘Jai Shri Ram’,
till he became unconscious.

In Kolkata, a Muslim teacher, Hafiz
Mohammed Shahrukh Halder, was
thrown off a train because he refused to
say ‘Jai Shri Ram’. He sustained severe
injuries but lived. He told reporters that
his attackers had first mocked him for
his clothes and his Islamic beard and
then ordered him to chant ‘Jai Shri Ram’.

In Kasganj, Uttar Pradesh, a police-
man was threatened by a local BJP leg-
islator because he arrested his friends
for rowdyism. The MLA warned him
that he had the power to have him
transferred.

In Parliament, meanwhile, the Prime
Minister made two fine speeches in
which he painted a glowing picture of
the ‘new’ India he promises he will build.
A prosperous, powerful, secure India in
which every citizen will be treated
equally. In his speech in the Rajya Sabha,
he mentioned Tabrez Ansari. He was
saddened, he said, by the death of this
youth and hoped that those responsible
would be given the severest punish-
ment. He denounced violence in general
and said nobody had the right to break
the law, whether in Jharkhand, West
Bengal or anywhere else.

As I listened, I found myself wishing
that the Prime Minister had put more
emphasis on the significance of the rule
of law for the survival of democracy. I
found myself wishing that he had
pointed out that without the rule of law
there can be no democracy. If he had
said something like this, it is possible
that his message would have been
clearer to his partymen and to the killer
mobs who now defile Ram himself with
their craven brutality. It is no longer
about cows. It is about the rule of the
mob.

No excuse is needed for violence. In
the case of Akash Vijayvargiya, an MLA
in his own right, when asked why he
was beating up the officials in Indore, he
defended himself proudly. On camera
he announced that it was his policy to
first make a polite request and, when
this was refused, he did not think it
wrong to use violence.

He was arrested for attacking the of-
ficials. But, has so far not been sacked
from the BJP. What signal does this
send?

Let me answer my own question. The
signal this sends is that taking the law
into your hands is kind of acceptable in
the eyes of those who the Prime
Minister has made responsible for lay-
ing the building blocks of the ‘new’ India.
It is not even about Hindus attacking
Muslims any more because once mob
rule becomes acceptable, it becomes the
norm. In Patna last week, when a
drunken driver (Hindu) ran over chil-
dren sleeping on a pavement, he was not
caught and handed to the police but
killed on the spot by a mob.

In India the wheels of justice turn
slowly. Sometimes they do not turn at
all. If the victim is poor and helpless and
the culprit rich and powerful, justice is
unattainable in many cases. So a degree
of rough justice has always existed. But,
in the past few years, cow vigilantism
has given a whole new facet to rule by
the mob. The vigilantes have mostly got
away with what they did. Inevitably,
now that Narendra Modi’s mandate is
bigger than the one that he got last time,
many of his supporters see it is as sanc-
tion for them to carry on with their vio-
lent activities.

After making his first speech to his
newly elected MPs in Parliament’s
Central Hall, the Prime Minister bowed
his head before the Constitution as if it
were a sacred text. This wonderful ges-
ture will soon seem meaningless unless
mob rule is brought to a swift end. A
good first step would be to expel Akash

Vijayvargiya.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
) @tavieen_singh
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Measuring black money

Why is it so difficult to quantify
unaccounted income both within
and outside the country? What are
the steps the government can take?

T.C.A. SHARAD RAGHAVAN

The story so far: The Standing Committee on Finance
recently came out with its report on the ‘status of
unaccounted income and wealth both inside and outside
the country’. It came to the conclusion, after consulting
three premier think-tanks and doing multiple analyses
using various methods, that there was no reliable way to
quantify black money whether in India or abroad.

What is black money?

There is no official definition of black money in
economic theory, with several different terms such as
parallel economy, black money, black incomes,
unaccounted economy, illegal economy and irregular
economy all being used more or less synonymously. The
simplest definition of black money could possibly be
money that is hidden from tax authorities. That is, black
money can come from two broad categories: illegal
activity and legal but unreported activity.

The first category is the more obvious of the two.
Money that is earned through illegal activity is obviously
not reported to the tax authorities, and so is black. The
second category comprises income from legal activity
that is not reported to the tax authorities. For example,
let us assume that a piece of land is sold, with the
payment made in the proportion of 60% by cheque or
electronic transfer, and 40% in cash. If that 40% cash
component is not reported to the Income Tax
Department, then it is black money. A large number of
small shops around the country almost exclusively do
business in cash without receipts. All of this could
potentially be black money.

Another major source of black money is income
earned by companies that is routed through shell
companies abroad, thereby evading tax authorities.

Why is it difficult to measure it?

The very definition of black money makes it extremely
difficult to quantify. How is the government supposed to
measure the economic activity that is actively being
hidden from it? According to the Standing Committee’s
report, the sectors that see the highest incidence of black
money include real estate, mining, pharmaceuticals, pan
masala, the gutkha and tobacco industry, bullion and
commodity markets, the
film industry, and
educational institutes and
professionals.

As the report also notes,
neither are there reliable
estimates of black money
generation or
accumulation and nor is
there an accurate well-
accepted methodology to
make such an estimation.
Every estimate depends
upon the underlying
assumptions made by the designers of the measurement,
and so far there is no uniformity in the assumptions
made by the various agencies tasked with measuring the
black economy.

The estimates of the black money in the system
provided by the Standing Committee vary from 7% of
GDP to 120% of GDP, highlighting the wide variance in
the methods of estimation.

There are several ways
in which black money
may be traced,
through legislative
action, monitoring
non-filers of income
tax and PAN reporting
for high transactions
I

What are some of the methods used?

One of the more popular methods is the monetary
method. This method assumes that the existence of and
changes in the share of unaccounted income is reflected
in the stock or flow of money in the system. In other
words, track the money in the economy and you’ll get an
idea of how much has not been accounted for.

Another method is the global indicator or input-based
method. In this method, unaccounted income is
modelled using a single universal variable with which it
is assumed to be highly correlated, therefore these
estimates are also called input-based estimates. Basically,
the estimated level of activity in these indicators is
compared to the reported level of GDP to arrive at an
estimate of under-reporting.

One common input used in this method is the
quantity of land freight transport. The idea is that
matching the actual amount of freight transported in the
country to the reported amount of economic activity in
the related sectors could give an estimate of how much is
not being reported.

A third method to measure black money is a
straightforward survey. This one, however, requires
voluntary information from people and businesses
concealing their incomes and so is prone to inaccuracies.

How can the government curb black money?
There are several ways and the first is through legislative
action. The government has already enacted several laws
that seek to formalise the economy and make it
necessary to report economic transactions. These
include the Central Goods and Services Tax Act, the
various GST Acts at the State levels, the Black Money
(Undisclosed Foreign Income and Assets) and Imposition
of Tax Act, 2015, the Benami Transactions (Prohibition)
Amendment Act, and the Fugitive Economic Offenders
Act to name a few.

Another method employed by the government to
make it harder for transactions to be hidden is to
mandate the reporting of PAN for transactions of more
than 2.5 lakh, and the prohibition of cash receipts of 32
lakh or more and a penalty equal to the amount of such
receipts if a person contravenes the provision.

The Income Tax Department has also started
monitoring non-filers of income tax returns using third-
party information to identify persons who have
undertaken high value financial transactions but not
filed their returns.

CM
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What are the concerns regarding the
Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership mooted by ASEAN?
What is holding up India’s entry into
the trade pact?

SUHASINI HAIDAR

The story so far: The Association of South East Asian
Nations (ASEAN), which announced the idea of a
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)
in 2012, is pushing stakeholders to conclude talks by the
end of 2019 and take it forward. At the ASEAN summit
which ended in Bangkok last Sunday, the Malaysian
Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamad, said he is willing to
push through the trade agreement without India “for the
time being.” Others said all 16 members must agree on
the final RCEP document. India apart, Australia and New
Zealand have raised concerns about joining such a
partnership.

What is RCEP and why does it matter for the
world?

Billed as the world’s biggest trade agreement, the RCEP of
10 ASEAN countries with its six free trade agreement
(FTA) partners India, China, Australia, New Zealand,
Japan and South Korea could well change the face of
global trade as we know it. The RCEP includes countries
that make up 45% of the world’s population with 33% of
its GDP, and at least 28% of all trade in the world today. If
the RCEP is concluded, as ASEAN countries that are
driving it hope it will be, by the end of this year, it will
bring stability to an otherwise unpredictable world
market. The worry is that it could also make world trade
less flexible, putting members into a quasi-bloc with
China at the helm. Most RCEP members also conduct
substantial trade with the United States, and the ongoing
U.S.-China trade war may force many of them to take
sides, causing a geopolitical rift within the group even
before it is fully formed. As a result, the next four months
leading up to the next RCEP summit will be watched
closely by the entire world. Anticipation levels are high,
and the ASEAN grouping even has a countdown to the
summit, to be held on November 19 in Bangkok, on its
website (https://bit.ly/2XcjAe2).

Why has it taken so long to negotiate?

This week marks the 26th round of negotiations for the
RCEP, which are being held amidst high secrecy in
Melbourne, Australia (June 22-July 3). So far, seven of the
18 final RCEP agreement chapters have been concluded,
say officials, and ASEAN chair Thailand has committed to
wrapping up all the rest in time for the November
summit. The concept of the RCEP was promoted by
ASEAN countries in 2011, but an RCEP declaration came
at the ASEAN summit in Phnom Penh in 2012, and
negotiators met for the first time in 2013. Six years later,
the main stumbling blocks for the RCEP are the India-
China trade relationship, as well as some concerns from
Australia and New Zealand on labour and environmental
protections. While much has been agreed on, and all
countries remain committed to concluding the RCEP
agreement, the last-mile will only be crossed when all
those concerns are met. In May this year, China proposed
a plan to conclude the negotiations without the
naysayers, i.e. take the ASEAN+3 (China, Japan and South
Korea) into the agreement, while leaving space for India,
Australia and New Zealand to join later. The Malaysian
Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohamad, echoed the idea
after the ASEAN summit last week, but the move was
opposed by most in the grouping. As one ASEAN
diplomat put it, given the size of India’s market there is
“no point without India in RCEP”. For India, too, there
are many reasons to stay in the deal. Apart from giving up
the first mover’s advantage, India would give up the
chance to frame the grouping’s rules and investment
standards if it fails to join the RCEP at this stage. Staying
out would also run counter to the Narendra Modi

Biggest trade
deal ever?

The Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership is

a draft trade agreement
involving 16 nations
(ASEAN+6). Trade data show
that India has a trade deficit
with 11 of these countries
but its exports have gone

up due to deals such as

the ASEAN Free Trade
Agreement. What does the
RCEP hold for India?

30'40% of global trade is

expected to come under RCEP

1/3rd RCEP could account
for a third of the global GDP
(for comparison, NAFTA, the
biggest trade deal in terms
of value, accounts for 28% of
global GDP)

6 No. of years RCEP has been
under negotiation

ASEAN boost

In the past, India's trade has greatly benefited from the
ASEAN-India Free Trade Area deal (which encompasses
several RCEP nations)

Free trade deal comes into force

IMPORTS FROM ASEAN ($ BN) Ji

EXPORTS TO ASEAN ($ BN)

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Source: Department of Commerce

government’s plans to ramp up its engagement with
ASEAN countries through the “Act East” policy, as well as
its hopes for maritime cooperation in the India-Pacific.

Why is India holding up the deal?

India’s chief concern with the RCEP is the fact that it
needs to protect its economy from the flooding of cheap
imports from China. Of all the countries in the RCEP,
India is the only one not involved in any bilateral or
multilateral negotiations for an FTA with China, and the
worry for the government and industry is that an FTA
within the RCEP will just become a cover for duty free
trade into India for Chinese goods. RCEP negotiators have
thus far agreed to allowing India a differential tariff
ladder, for its FTA partners and its non-FTA partners
(China, Australia and New
Zealand) within the
grouping. China wants
zero tariffs for over 90
per cent tariff lines
however, which could see
low-cost “Made in China”

Several industry groups
have already petitioned
the government not to

go ahead with the

RCEP. Adding to thisis  goods kill locally

political pressure manufactured goods.

I Several industry groups
have already petitioned
the government not to go
ahead with the RCEP,

including manufacturers
of steel and aluminium, copper, pharmaceuticals and
textile, which will be the worst hit in such a scenario.
Adding to the pressure on the Modi government is its
own protectionist underpinnings within the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) and its parent body, the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Ahead of the last round of
negotiations in February 2019, the RSS’s trade body, the
Swadeshi Jagran Manch, had called for a clear declaration
that the government would quit RCEP negotiations
entirely, citing the impact the agreement would have on
agriculture and dairy sectors. The SJM also pointed out,

- Should India stay with RCEP?

India's concerns

* Opening its markets for cheaper
goods from countries such as
China, which may impact local
manufacturers

= Ensuring that RCEP countries
open their markets for Indian
manpower (services)

= RCEP countries propose that 90%
of traded items should be tariff-free

The equation

India's biggest trade partner in the RCEP bloc is China, with
which it has a huge deficit (higher value of imports than
exports). Larger the deficit, higher the trade imbalance

All figures ($ '000 mn)

[country | tmports | export | Totalrade | vefit |

China 70.32 16.75 87.07 -53.57
Singapore 16.28 11.57 27.85 -4.71
South Korea 16.76 4.7 21.46 -12.05
Indonesia 15.84 5.28 2112 -10.57
Japan 12.77 4.86 17.63 -7.91
Malaysia 10.82 6.44 17.25 -4.38
Australia 1313 3.52 16.65 -9.61
Vietnam 719 6.51 13.70 -0.68
Thailand 744 4.44 11.88 -3.00
The Philippines 0.58 1.74 2.32 116

The Philippines (shown in table), Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia
(not shown) are the only RCEP countries with which India has a surplus

like many other industry bodies, that India’s trade
deficits have only grown with each country it has an FTA
with, and already has deficits with 11 of the 15 other RCEP
countries. As a result, the government has been cautious
about moving ahead. India has asked for strict “Rules of
Origin” markings on all goods, so they don’t come in
through a third country. In addition, India wants to
ensure the free flow of services (manpower) to RCEP
countries as well, but has faced an uphill task as most
countries tighten their immigration laws. During the
current round of talks in Melbourne, trade negotiators
are focussing on market access for goods, services, and
investment as well as negotiations on Rules of Origin,
Intellectual Property and e-commerce, and the outcome
of this round will be most keenly watched.

What lies ahead?

Once the Melbourne round ends, a three-member
delegation consisting of ASEAN Secretary General Lim
Jock Hoi and representatives from Thailand and
Indonesia will be coming to New Delhi to put the
negotiations on a fast track. For its part, China says it is
willing to reassure India on its concerns, and sent a
delegation led by Vice-Minister for Commerce Wang
Shouwen for talks with India’s Commerce Secretary Anup
Wadhawan earlier this month. In the past year, China has
improved market access to several Indian agricultural
and pharmaceutical products, and says it is working on
ways to balance the nearly $60 billion-plus trade deficit
that India suffers at present. Officials privy to the
discussions on the RCEP, however, said the talks were
inconclusive. Last year, Mr. Modi and others at the RCEP
summit had convinced the group to wait a year, given
that elections in India, Indonesia, Thailand and Australia
were due. With fresh mandates, each of the leaders of
those countries, including Mr. Modi, is expected to have a
greater ability to take tough decisions this year. The
worry, say many diplomats, is that 2019 is a make or
break year for the RCEP, and if it doesn’t conclude now,
the deal itself could be “dead in the water”.

Why are monsoons difficult to predict?

Have the methods to forecast India’s seasonal rain changed? What are the factors that can turn predictions awry?

JACOB KOSHY

The story so far: The southwest monsoon made a late
entry into Kerala on June 8, after a delay of nearly a week.
However, things haven’t looked rosy. With India having
posted its lowest pre-monsoon rain from November 2018
to March 2019, reservoirs were depleted and a good
monsoon was necessary. As of June 27, India got only
slightly more than two-thirds of rain it normally gets in
this month. Many places, including Chennai, are in the
grip of a water crisis and about 80% of the country’s
meteorological divisions have registered deficient rainfall.

What is the prediction for the months ahead?

July and August are most important for the monsoon and
contribute nearly 66% of the 89 cm of rainfall that India
gets from June-September. This year, the India
Meteorological Department (IMD) had forecast in May
that July rainfall would be 95% of what it usually gets and
August 99% of its normal. These numbers were calculated
on the assumption, in April, that an El Nifio—
characterised by a warming of the Central Pacific Ocean —
that seemed to be visible on the horizon, would slowly
lose steam. An El Nifio is generally associated with a
weakening of monsoon rains in India though there are
several other climatological factors that too could cause a
drying up of monsoon rains. In May, the IMD said India
would get ‘normal’ rains from June-September. The
agency, however, refrains from giving a specific forecast
for the month of June. Historically, there’s no correlation
between the amount of rainfall in June to what lies in the
month ahead. Cyclone Vayu that formed in the Arabian
Sea and threatened Gujarat was a major hurdle to the
progress of the monsoon. Later a western disturbance — a
rain-bearing system that passes over Pakistan, Jammu
Kashmir and parts of north India — was also obstructing
monsoonal currents.

The delayed progress of the monsoon, that is causing
national consternation, is largely due to the laggardly
branch of the monsoon that begins in Kerala and travels
upwards along the western coast. The monsoon branch
that enters eastern India, around the same time as the
southern branch, is relatively better performing thanks to
convective currents formed in the Bay of Bengal.

To what extent has the monsoon covered the
country?

The monsoon has covered the whole of south as well as
eastern India. By July 15 the monsoon should have ideally

K.K. MUSTAFAH

covered its last outpost in western Rajasthan, but this is
unlikely given the delay in the monsoon’s advent. In the
week ahead, it’s expected to make further inroads into
central India and most of Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh.
However, the geographic spread obscures the quantity of
rain. Only two of India’s 36 meteorological subdivisions
have posted normal rainfall and 27 of them are grappling
with deficient rainfall. By June 30, a low pressure pulse is
expected to form over the Bay of Bengal and give a
significant push to the monsoon.

How is the monsoon forecast?
Until about 2010, the only method employed by the IMD
to forecast the monsoon was statistical models. These
essentially involved identifying climate parameters linked
to the performance of the monsoon — for instance, the
sea surface temperature gradient between North Atlantic
and North Pacific, the volume of warm water in the
equatorial Pacific and the Eurasian snow cover. Their
values in February and March are correlated to values of
actual rainfall over a hundred years and then, using
statistical techniques, extrapolated to forecast a
particular year’s monsoon. This has, however, proved
wrong and the IMD missed its mark on forecasting major
droughts and rain-deficits — particularly 2002, 2004 and
2006. The IMD responded by finding new parameters but
keeping the technique essentially the same.

Only around 2015 did it start testing a dynamical
system. This simulates the weather at a chosen set of
locations on a given day — the land and ocean

temperature, moisture, windspeeds at various heights,
etc. — and computers calculate how these weather
variables will change over days, weeks, months. It's able
to do this by solving physics equations that show how
each of these weather variables is related to each other.
Though meteorological agencies around the world are
shifting to such techniques, they still aren’t considered
entirely reliable for forecasting the monsoon. The IMD
and several private weather agencies are increasingly
relying on more sophisticated and high-resolution
computer models to give localised forecasts, or warn
farmers of changes in weather 10-15 days ahead. Rather
than long-range forecasts that only give a broad tenuous
picture of the likely performance of the monsoon, these
shorter forecasts are far more reliable and help farmers
make decisions about sowing. These models are also
useful for anticipating heat-wave or a cold-wave and
therefore useful to urban planners and government. The
statistical model continues to be the bedrock of the IMD’s
forecast philosophy but its days are numbered.

Does the monsoon have a bearing on India’s water
crisis?

Yes and no. India’s water crisis, according to experts, is
due to over-extraction of groundwater resources and not
enough storage of rain water and surface water. The
Central Water Commission, in its recommendation of
how reservoirs should store and release water assumes
that reservoirs will be
empty on June 1 and
gradually refill over the
course of the monsoon, and
be available for the non-
monsoon months. Given
that June contributes only
17cm or about 20% of the
monsoon rainfall and is
known to progress in
spurts, farmers have
already delayed sowing and
relying on crop varieties
that grow relatively quickly.
Moreover, several farmers
plant intensely water-
guzzling crops that aren’t suited to their climate or
prevalent water table. While a July rainfall can
temporarily alleviate parched ground, it can’t solve the
graver crisis of depleting groundwater and insufficiently
charged aquifers.

Though
meteorological
agencies around the
world are shifting to
dynamical
techniques, they still
are not considered
entirely reliable for
forecasting

the monsoon
I
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Strong smell

It is well known that elephants
have a fine sense of smell. An
experiment on Asian elephants
that controlled for alternative
interpretations found that
they could differentiate a
bucket containing a lot of
sunflower seeds from those
with far fewer seeds, purely
using their sense of smell. This
study addresses bias in tests of
animal perception and
cognition.

Dendrochronology, the
analysis of tree rings to infer
things about the past, can now
be used to understand the
future. A study, published in
Nature Communications, of
tree rings of living and dead
conifers suggested that slowly
growing trees sequester more
carbon than fast-growing
ones. This finding can inform
environmental policies that
rely on plantations of fast
growing trees to mitigate
global warming.
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A fine tuning
Scientists at Massachusetts
Institute of Technology have
found a way to convert
molecular structures of
proteins into audible sounds
resembling musical notes.
Once the conversion is done,
they can alter some of the
notes and then reconvert the
notes back into proteins to
produce proteins that have
never been seen in nature. The
method translates the 20
types of amino acids into a
20-tone scale.

Malaria reaching out

A slight rise in temperature
may increase the risk of
malaria to hundreds of
thousands of people in areas
currently too cold for malaria
parasites to complete their
development, according a
study. This is because the
parasites develop much faster
at these lower temperatures
than has been previously
estimated, according to the
researchers from Penn State
University

1IT Hyderabad fabricates device

The microfluidic device can detect the biomarker even at low concentrations

R. PRASAD

A cardiac biomarker — cardiac
troponin I — that is widely used
for early diagnosis of acute heart
attack can now be detected in
about three minutes and even
when present at very low concen-
tration. And the detection can be
done at bedside. This has be-
come possible with the develop-
ment of a microfluidic device by a
team of researchers from the In-
dian Institute of Technology (IIT)
Hyderabad.

The heart cells that get dam-
aged during heart attack cause
the expression of cardiac muscle
proteins such as the biomarker
cardiac troponin I, which get re-
leased into the blood. Detecting
the biomaker in the blood serum
helps in early diagnosis of heart
attack.

Superior performance

Commercially available assays
have limitations in terms of both
sensitivity and time taken for de-
tection. These assays cannot de-
tect when the biomarker is pre-
sent at concentrations below
0.02 nanogram per ml and take a
long time for detection. In con-
trast, the microfluidic device de-
veloped by the team led by Renu
John from the Department of Bio-
medical Engineering at IIT Hyde-
rabad can detect the biomarker
even when the concentration is

Early indicator: Heart cells damaged during heart attack cause the
release of the biomarker into the blood. =v. sREENIVASA MURTHY

as low as 0.005 nanogram per
ml.

“Our device can detect the bio-
marker over a wide range — from
0.005-100 nanogram per ml,”
says Prof. John. Serum samples
from patients were used for test-
ing the device. The results were
published in the Journal of Mate-
rials Chemistry B.

Commercially available assays
as well the microfluidic device
use the same antibody to bind to
the biomarker. But the way the
device has been constructed

makes the difference in terms of
better sensitivity and rapid
detection.

Rapid detection

The researchers have successful-
ly integrated the microfluidic
device with chitosan-coated nick-
el vanadate nanospheres to ena-
ble rapid detection and better
sensitivity.

The outer surface of the nanos-
pheres is first coated (functional-
ised) with the antibody that binds
to the biomarker. Since the na-

nospheres have greater surface
area, more antibodies are pre-
sent on the surface thus increas-
ing the chances and ability to
bind to the biomarker. The func-
tionalised nanospheres are then
coated on the working electrode
that is present in the microfluid
device chip.

“The integration of the nanos-
pheres which detect the biomark-
er with the compact microfluidic
device speeds up the detection
process,” says Nawab Singh from
IIT Hyderabad and first author of
the paper.

“When the patient’s serum is
introduced into the microfluidic
device, the biomarker present in
the serum binds to the antibodies
present on the nanospheres. This
causes a change in the current
flow at a microamphere level,”
explains Prof. John. “The electro-
chemical response of the sensor
changes in response to a change
in the concentration of the tropo-
nin I biomarker causing a change
in the current flow.”

Bedside device

Since the microfluidic device can
be made tiny, detection of the
biomaker can be made right at
bedside.

“This is a proof-of-concept
work. We have to undertake large
trials involving many patient
samples before it can be used
commercially,” says Prof. John.

[ISER Kolkata takes a step towards
predicting space weather

The team has predicted the shape of the Sun’s atmosphere that the eclipse will reveal

SHUBASHREE DESIKAN

July 2, this year, is a special day
for a team of researchers from
the Indian Insititute of Science
Education and Research (IISER)
Kolkata as a total solar eclipse be-
comes visible in parts of Chile
and Argentina. The team has gi-
ven out a computer model-based
prediction of the shape of the
Sun’s atmosphere that the eclipse
will reveal. Many Indian and in-
ternational solar physicists will
be gathering in Argentina to ob-
serve the eclipse and discuss the
Sun’s influence on our space en-
vironment. If the Indian predic-
tion works, it will help us forecast
how the Sun’s temperament can
affect space weather. This, in
turn, can help monitor the safety
of the electronic sensors in satel-
lites, astronauts’ well-being and
even the impact on Earth.

The corona

The Sun’s corona, which is like
the Sun’s atmosphere, although
hotter than its interior, is less
dense and therefore emits fewer

Prediction: Occulted Sun will
show two petal-like formations

on either side. =cessi

photons. Therefore, in normal
times, the Sun’s surface shines so
brightly that it obscures the coro-
na. Only when there is a total so-
lar eclipse does the solar disc get
‘occulted’ by the moon, exposing
the corona to our view, albeit us-
ing instruments for photograph-
ing it.

The Sun’s magnetic field lines
stretch out from the surface and
permeate the corona. Solar plas-
ma wind and storms including
flares and coronal mass ejections
are born in coronal magnetic
field. Emergence of magnetic

field from below the Sun’s surface
and dynamic restructuring in the
outer layers changes the shape of
the corona. Now a team of re-
searchers from IISER Kolkata,
has found a way to predict the
shape of the corona well in
advance.

Two-step process

The team uses a two-step process
to predict the shape of the coro-
na. Using a model for the way the
magnetic fields emerge as sun-
spots and evolve on the sun’s sur-
face, they first predict what will
be the form of the sun’s surface
magnetic field on the day of the
eclipse. Then, they use another
model to extrapolate this to re-
veal what the corona will look
like.

The coronal brightness and
structure are determined by the
magnetic fields of the Sun, which
emerge out of the surface and
spread out into the corona. “Us-
ing computational models, we
have predicted the Sun’s surface
magnetic field on the day of the
eclipse. We used this as input to
generate the prediction for the

coronal field,” says Dibyendu
Nandi from Center of Excellence
in Space Sciences and IISER, Kol-
kata, who led the research.

Coronal regions which have
more intense, closed petal-like
loop structures appear brighter
because the underlying magnetic
fields heat the corona and control
its emission. “Observations of
these bright and dark structures
in the corona during the eclipse
can tell us whether our underly-
ing computational models are
correct or need more refine-
ment,” Prof. Nandi adds.

According to their calculation,
the occulted Sun will show two
petal-like formations on either
side of the corona with extended
plume like structures stretching
out into the solar system from
their tips. It is to be noted that
while solar north points upwards
on paper, the eastern side is to
the left and western side is to the
right, unlike the conventions for
geographical maps.

The eclipse will last for four
minutes and 33 seconds. It will be
visible during sunset in parts of
Chile and Argentina.

Nipah virus: Experimental antiviral drug shows promise

Remdesivir drug used for Ebola treatment can stop Nipah virus from making new copies of its genome

ASWATHI PACHA

In a new study published last
month, researchers from the Na-
tional Institutes of Health, U.S.,
have shown that Remdesivir was
able to treat four African green
monkeys which were given a
lethal dose of Nipah virus.

Remdesivir is a broad-spec-
trum antiviral drug which is cur-
rently in phase 2 clinical trial for
the treatment of Ebola.

Eight monkeys were inoculat-
ed with a lethal dose of Nipah vi-
rus Bangladesh strain, and, 24
hours later, four of them were
treated intravenously with the
drug for 12 consecutive days.

Response in monkeys

The ones that did not receive the
drug developed respiratory pro-
blems with the disease rapidly
progressing in about a week.
Two of these were sacrificed on
day seven due to disease severi-
ty, and the remaining two were
sacrificed on the eighth day
when they reached the humane
endpoint criteria (when the ex-
perimental animal is in pain
and/or distress and the experi-
ment is terminated).
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The four animals which were
treated with the drug survived.
They did not show any clinical
signs up to 92 days and the expe-
riment was terminated.

Though parameters such as
body weight and temperature
remained unchanged in the two
groups, an increased respiration
rate and decreased oxygen satu-
ration (oxygen-saturated haemo-
globin versus total haemoglobin
in the blood) were seen in the
non-drug group.

When asked if these results

Connection: The virus that caused Nipah in India belongs to the same
genotype as that from Bangladesh used i n the study. =c.rAMAKRISHNA

hold true for Indian Nipah
strain, Emmie de Wit, the first
author of the study said in an
email to The Hindu: “The Nipah
virus that caused the outbreak in
India belongs to the same geno-
type as the Nipah virus from
Bangladesh that we used in our
study. So although there are
some small genetic differences
between the two viruses they
are very similar. It is always good
to confirm, but we are confident
that the drug will be effective
against Indian Nipah viruses as

It is always good to
confirm, but we are
confident that the drug
will be effective against
Indian Nipah viruses as
well.

EMMIE DE WIT
National Institute of Health

o

well.”

During the course of the stu-
dy, the researchers found that
one of the drug-treated animals
exhibited inflammation of the
brain tissues.

Dr. de Wit explains, “We
know from patients with Nipah
virus that they also often deve-
lop this disease of the brain
when they are infected. There
are also patients in Malaysia who
were infected with Nipah virus,
survived and then got encephal-
itis caused by Nipah virus sever-
al months or years later.” This is
most likely because the Nipah vi-
rus easily enters the brain and
then slowly replicates until it
causes disease. “In the animal
treated with the drug that had
histologic evidence of menin-
goencephalitis, we did not ob-
serve any signs of neurological
disease at the time the experi-

ment ended, so we were very
surprised to see this meningoen-
cephalitis in a small part of the
brain,” she adds.

Mode of action

When asked about the mode of
action of the drug, Dr. de Wit
writes “Remdesivir can stop the
virus from making new copies of
its genome. Because the genome
is an essential part of the virus,
the virus cannot replicate itself
very well in the presence of the
drug, and there is less damage to
organs and thus less severe
disease.”

“Right now, there are two
promising antiviral treatments
against Nipah virus that could be
used in humans soon. The first is
a monoclonal antibody deve-
loped by Chris Broder and col-
leagues at the Uniformed Servic-
es University in the U.S. The
second promising treatment is
Remdesivir. Both treatments are
available as clinical grade mate-
rial and have been safety tested
in humans. These two treat-
ments could thus be tested in Ni-
pah virus patients in the context
of a clinical trial,” explains Dr de
Wit.

Coronal eruptions: This is the structure of the solar magnetic field rising
vertically from a sunspot, into the solar atmosphere. =ap/Nasa

Indian scientist to be Co-l
for NASA's PUNCH mission

The mission will study the Sun using four
suitcase-sized microsats

SHUBASHREE DESIKAN

NASA has selected Texas-based
Southwest Research Institute to
lead its PUNCH mission which will
image the Sun. This is a landmark
mission that will image regions
beyond the Sun’s outer corona. Di-
pankar Banerjee, solar physicist
from Indian Institute of Astro-
physics is also a Co-Investigator of
the PUNCH mission. PUNCH,
which stands for “Polarimeter to
Unify the Corona and Heliosph-
ere,” is focused on understanding
the transition of particles from the
Sun’s outer corona to the solar
wind that fills interplanetary
space.

“The Sun and the solar wind
are one interconnected system,
but [these] have until recently
been studied using entirely diffe-
rent technologies and scientific
approaches,” explains Prof. Ba-
nerjee in an email to The Hindu.

Focus on polar regions
Commenting on his role as Co-In-
vestigator in the PUNCH mission,
Prof. Banerjee said, “I will be
working to study how the solar
wind is accelerated. I will focus on
the polar regions of the Sun.” The
team also plans to observe the Sun
using joint observations from
PUNCH and Indian mission Adi-
tya, which is underway.

India is planning to send up its
own satellite Aditya-L1, a mission
to study the Sun’s corona, and

Prof. Banerjee is the co-Chair of
the Science Working Group. “We
expect co-ordinated observations
of Aditya and PUNCH in order to
understand our space weather en-
vironment,” he says.

Constellation of satellites
PUNCH will consist of a ‘constella-
tion” of four suitcase-sized micro-
sats that will orbit the Earth in for-
mation and study how the corona,
which is the atmosphere of the
Sun, connects with the interplane-
tary medium. The mission is ex-
pected to be launched in 2022.

The mission will image and
track the solar wind and also the
coronal mass ejections - which are
huge masses of plasma that get
thrown out of the Sun’s atmosph-
ere. The coronal mass ejections
can affect and drive space weather
events near the Earth.

Other probes

Other missions such as NASA’s
Parker Solar Probe and the ESA-
NASA joint project, Solar Orbiter,
which is due to be launched in
2020, can study the structures of
the Sun’s atmosphere. The
PUNCH mission enhances these
by tracking these structures in
real time. Since the Sun’s corona is
much fainter than its surface
layers, it cannot be viewed by the
instruments directly. So PUNCH
will block out the light from the
Sun to view its corona and the
structures in it.

New approach proposed for
post-stroke rehabilitation

Existing methods ignore diversity of lesions
and variability of individual responses

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA

The existing approach for brain
stimulation to rehabilitate patients
after a stroke does not take into
account the diversity of lesions
and the individual characteristics
of patients’ brains, a study has
found.

In recent decades, non-invasive
neuromodulation methods such
as electric and magnetic stimula-
tion of various parts of the ner-
vous system have been increasing-
ly used to rehabilitate patients
after a stroke.

Stimulation selectively affects
different parts of the brain, which
allows you to functionally en-
hance activity in some areas while
suppressing unwanted processes
in others that impede the restora-
tion of brain functions.

This is a promising mean of reh-
abilitation after a stroke. However,
its results in patients remain high-
ly variable.

Authors of the study, which was
published in the journal Frontiers
in Neurology, argued that the
main reason for the lack of effec-
tiveness in neuromodulation ap-
proaches after a stroke is an in-
adequate selection of patients for
the application of a particular
brain stimulation technique.

They said the existing approach
does not take into account the di-
versity of lesions after a stroke and
the variability of individual res-
ponses to brain stimulation as a
whole.

The researchers have proposed
two criteria for selecting the opti-
mal brain stimulation strategy.

The first is an analysis of the in-
teractions between the hemis-
pheres.

Now, all patients, regardless of
the severity of injury after a
stroke, are offered a relatively
standard treatment regimen. This
approach relies on the idea of in-
terhemispheric competition.

“For a long time, it was believed
that when one hemisphere is bad,
the second, instead of helping it,
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Wrong approach: Now, all
patients, regardless of the severity
of injury after a stroke, are offered
a relatively standard treatment
regimen. =arp

suppresses it even more,” said Ma-
ria Nazarova, researcher at the
HSE Institute of Cognitive
Neurosciences.

“In this regard, the suppression
of the activity of the ‘unaffected’
hemisphere should help restore
the affected side of the brain. Ho-
wever, the fact is that this particu-
lar scheme does not work in many
patients after a stroke. Each time
it is necessary to check what the
impact of the unaffected hemisph-
ere is - whether it is suppressive or
activating,” she said.

According to the researchers,
the second criterion is the neuro-
nal phenotype.

This is an individual characte-
ristic of the activity of the brain,
which is ‘unique to each person
like their fingerprints’

Such a phenotype is deter-
mined, firstly, by the ability of the
brain to build effective structural
and functional connections bet-
ween different areas
(connectivity).

Secondly, the individual cha-
racteristics of neuronal dynamics,
including its ability to reach a crit-
ical state. This is the state of the
neuronal system in which it is the
most plastic and capable of
change.
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Traditions that live, a language that connects, a history that will tie us together

Friends across borders of acrimony

L)

Introvert’s
~journey

Post-retirement
blues, paths

BETTY KURIYAN

Come the 60th birthday, sometimes
even a few years earlier, it is mandatory
to retire from regular service, though
it’s usual for the cranium contents to
function well and intelligently for a
good many years ahead.

But as Charles Lamb so succinctly put
it, ”I’'m retired leisure.“ The encomiums
by my juniors have stopped reverberat-
ing, the garlands have faded, and the
gifts lavishly given no doubt, are con-
signed to the cupboards — for how many
pieces of glassware or crystal or plaques
can be put on display?

Now it takes me awhile to remember
not to jump out of bed at daybreak to get
the household organised before I leave
for work. It matters little if the maid
turns up an hour late for I have time by
the bushel to potter around, make a
steaming hot cup of coffee and to listen
to the koel on the mango tree warbling
its paeans for existence. And I leisurely
can glance through the newspaper,
beyond the headlines.

Still my feet yearn to saunter to my
erstwhile workplace of endeavour of 30
years, the files and friendships that
once matured into affection.

I walk into the department, now bus-
tling yet quiet as my younger colleagues
are now on the treadmill. They greet me
with smiles of concern. They inquire
about my health as though I've been an
invalid all my life and forgetting that I
bid farewell to them officially only a
couple of years ago. Most of them hurri-
edly pick up their files, to attend semi-
nars or workshops, and say “we must
meet soon”. Maybe some deadline or a

VRINDA LOHIA

It was a rainy evening in Paris, as
usual. I'd just arrived at the Nord sta-
tion and was trying to get to my un-
iversity, located in the suburbs and
almost a lifetime away from the city
centre. I had some luggage with me,
so I decided to book a cab. But, tech-
nology almost always fails you
when you need it the most, and
my phone app just wouldn’t
load the driver’s lo-
cation.

I dialled
the driver’s
number, though I was
resigned to my fate. I'd been in
this situation on numerous occa-
sions earlier. I’d already played out
the sequence of events in my head.
The driver would receive the mes-
sage. Then I’d ask him if he spoke
some English. He’d refuse and hang
up. After a few minutes my ride
would be cancelled and I'd be
charged a fee by the app for not arriv-
ing at the indicated meeting point on
time. I felt frustrated even dialling
the number.

But, then again, things never hap-
pen the same way over and over
again. Fate surprises you when you
least expect it. I was greeted by a fa-
miliar accent on the other side. A
voice that sounded like home, in that
suddenly alien city. The driver heard
the panic in my voice, asked me to
calm down, figured where exactly I
was, from what I blabbered in my
flustered state, and arrived.

As I sat in the car, he looked at me
and asked if I spoke Hindi. I excitedly
nodded, and asked him if he was
from India. He replied in Urdu, albeit
shyly, that he was actually from Pa-
kistan. Needless to say, it was the best
cab ride I had in Paris.

Studying in Paris, I made a lot of
friends. Some were close, others not

How the pursuit of perfection

And in doing so, we could forget to enjoy the journey rather than focus on the goal ahead

so much. There were a few, however,
who made the unfamiliarity of the ci-
ty easier to deal with. There was no
need to be diplomatic or politically
correct around them. There was no
need to consciously avoid using any
Indian references or ‘Hindi’
words around them. We
could listen to Bollywood
numbers together, dis-
cuss cricket (even though
»~. 'm not particularly fond
© of the sport), and relish
butter naan. While yes,
most of them were Indian,
there was a Pakistani
~. among them too.

They say friendship
begins with a ‘me too’.
And, we had so many of them. We’d
long for home together, we’d bond
over a shared sense of ambition, dis-
cuss how our cultures were similar,
how we’d been taught to hate each
other, how our countries were happy
and miserable in similar ways. She’d
say she had met very few people who
were so similar to her, not just in ha-
bits and ways of life, but in beliefs
and values too. Even though we
spent only a few days together, it’s
uncanny how much we resonated.

But life does go on, time flies and
all we’re left with is a quintessential
‘so close, yet so far’ kind of wonder-
ment. In a land where the dividing
border isn’t just a line, but years of
misunderstanding and insecurities
leading to wars, hatred trumps love.
Warmth, compassion and a shared
culture feign as individuals begin to
relive atrocities and disregard acts of
kindness. We forget that civilians eve-
rywhere are the same. They care
about their families, decent means of
income and leading a peaceful life.
We start labelling an entire popula-
tion based on the acts of a few extre-
mists. We stop trying to understand
and start trying to distance our-

selves. Yes, we have indeed spent
more than 70 years in a state
of cold war that con-
tinues and reigns.
Generations
have grown up
around media [
and leaders that ¢,
falsify events, ex-
aggerate violence
and conceal peace ef-

forts. And yet, we can’t

run away from the fact that
we’ve also spent more than 700
years living together, building tradi-
tions together, writing our history
together. Traditions that still live, a
language that still connects (even
halfway across the globe) and his-
tory that still does and will al-
ways tie us together.

Sitting in those artsy Pari-
sian cafes, surrounded by Ita-
lians and Germans and a gazil-
lion other European nationals,
I'd often wonder what kept them to-
gether, despite the years of war,
despite the cultural differenc-
es. I'd wonder how many
years of despising thy /'/
neighbour would it
take to finally erase the *
centuries that were
spent being friends.

I know what youre
thinking. How can we forget
all the lives that have been lost, all
the sacrifices that have been made?
But that’s the thing. Nobody wants
you to forget any of that.

We just need to recognise,
we’ve been counting it
wrong all this while. In
these 70 years, we ha-
ven’t just lost our
friends on this side, but
those across the border
too.

b
——

vrindalohia@gmail.com
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SHELLY SIMON

away. It isn’t the destination

that matters, though; it’s the
journey. I sat on one of the rear
seats. It wasn’t long before I re-
gretted my choice, as I was
tossed about whenever the bus
hit a pothole. Ouch! I sat alone,
with people all around me.

In front of me was a girl, a si-
lent onlooker. She viewed the
outside world with a mixture of
wonderment and curiosity. Be-
hind me sat a trio, chatting and
giggling the whole time. They
didn’t seem my type, so I didn’t
bother to make conversation.

I was interested in the music
playing in my ears. I hummed
along and watched everything
happening outside and inside.

My thoughts kept returning

¢ to the girl in front. She seemed
7 : like an older version of myself;

¢ quiet, though people her age,
and presumably in her class by
the looks of their uniform,
were talking on the seats be-
side her. Just like me. Thoughts
ran through her mind, while
music flowed through mine.

I wanted to talk to her,
maybe about our mutual reluc-
tance to socialise, or anything
else we had in common. But
something stopped me. Soon
she leaned her head on the
window and tried to take a nap.
I wanted to get to know her.
But she seemed at peace with
herself, and I didn’t want to
disturb her. We reached our
destination. She got off, I fol-
lowed. She went her way, I
went mine, wondering how the
whole ride might’ve been had I
talked to her. I guess that’s how
we introverts work!

= I got into a bus, to a place far
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shellysimonO7@gmail.co

could drive you

way of saying sayonara.

Some small talk comes from those
who remain. I feel aloof because the
chain of interaction is now lost as roo-
kies fumble with their newfound status

and work.

So I stroll out, glad to be out before I
become too mawkish for my own good.
I stroll calmly through the precincts
with its potted plants and colourful
bushes, realising that they too will have
their retirement date when their leaves
fall. I sit for a while under the shade of a

spreading tree, and revive my mood.

Back home, there are many books to
be read, music to listen to, movies to
watch, let me see beauty with new eyes,
and the hope and everyday joy that re-

tired life cannot destroy.

I've decided to live each day as it
comes, rain or shine, as I hum to myself
the opening lines of the theme song
from Dr. Zhivago — there will be songs
to sing, 'm now venturing into learning
Japanese, calligraphy or Yiddish. The
untravelled world gleams from afar for
me, so tomorrow to fresh woods and

pastures new.

bkuriyan@gmail.com

CHITRA SRIKRISHNA

be perfect,” my daughter
says on the phone. She is
on her way to work on a Mon-
day morning. “What if I make
mistakes? What if my team
doesn’t like it?” As I try to quell
her fears over the phone, I
wonder what would have hap-
pened if I hadn’t listened to my
own advice sometime back.
With a great deal of trepida-
tion my husband and I had fol-
lowed our daughter to a small
midwestern town in the U.S.
when she began her under-
graduate education a few years
earlier. All I knew about my
new hometown was that it had
long and brutal winters and
was crazy about American
football, a sport I knew nothing
about. Moving to a new town
came with its own set of chal-
lenges, and ‘what-if* scenarios
began swirling in my head —
what if I wasn’t able to make
enough friends? What if I
didn’t find something to do?

“I want my presentation to

A week after we had finally
settled in a quiet neighbour-
hood, we met one of our neigh-
bours, a middle-aged couple
who lived across the street.

One thing led to another and
they became our best friends
in town. Over a meal at home
as they wolfed down samosas
and parathas, they spoke about
their newfound passion, a

ILLUSTRATION: SATWIK GADE

speakers’ club. “We meet twice
a month and improve our
speaking skills in a non-com-
petitive, friendly environment”
they explained. “Why don’t
you attend a meeting and just
check us out?”

“I'm not speaking. I'll not be
speaking,” I remember mutter-
ing all the way as my husband
dragged me to a quaint cafe

The long and short of a desired name

where the meeting was being
held. “At least we’ll get to meet
some people!” he argued.

Having been a professional
musician all my adult life, you
would think I was comfortable
in front of strangers. But I had
never spoken during any of my
concerts and was often tongue-
tied when I met people for the
first time. I was used to criti-
cism as a performer not just in
private but also in public. “You
need to get better!” This was
the mantra that was dinned in-
to me by family and teachers.
Thus began my search for per-
fection — an elusive goal. And
the pressure never ceased.

I recall that first speakers’
meeting I attended, as though
it was yesterday. Within a few
minutes of our arrival, my hus-
band seemed to be at home
talking to strangers as though
he had reconnected with long-
lost friends. Meanwhile, I
looked for a corner seat in the
very last row.

There was a motley crew
seated in a room at the back of

(' It’s time to reevaluate
what ‘perfection’
means to us

the cafe — a rabble-rouser of a
grey-haired  professor, a
theatre-loving couple, a dyed-
in-the-wool musician, student
secularists, fiction writers, and
others. I was reminded of John
Steinbeck’s description of Can-
nery Row in the eponymous
book: “a poem, a stink, a grat-
ing noise, a quality of light, a
tone, a habit, a nostalgia, a
dream.”

Over the next few weeks, the
speeches I heard at the club be-
came the topic of conversation
at our dinner table every night.
I heard personal testimonies of
overcoming grief and disability
to camping adventures and
kitchen disasters. I watched
speakers fumble and mumble
their way through their speech-
es and then asked myself,
“Why not take the plunge?”

My new club friends showed
me a way to improvise without

the pressure. I shared anecdo-
tal experiences, some funny,
often reflective. And after each
one I received feedback that
was encouraging and energis-
ing. The watershed moment
came when I demonstrated at
one of our meetings how to
wear a sari in six simple steps.
My speech may have been im-
perfect, not unlike the pleats in
my sari. But I was filled with an
immense sense of content-
ment. In the pursuit of perfec-
tion I realised how I had forgot-
ten to enjoy the journey rather
than focus on the goal.

We live in a society where
children are pulled up by pa-
rents for not scoring perfect
grades in every test. It’s time to
reevaluate what ‘perfection’
means to us. I took the first
step that day, just as my
daughter was about to hang up,
by reminding her of Leo Tol-
stoy’s words, “If you look for
perfection, youwll never be
content.”

chitra_sri@yahoo.com

Nomenclature toss-about, and finally a seeming resolution of the issue

S.R. NAMBIAR

y parents’ marriage
was a union of two
families from diffe-

rent milieus. A reflection of
this can be seen in the names
and the numbers of their si-
blings. My dad’s eight si-
blings have names that are at
least 10 letters or more in
length — Ramakrishnan,
Kunhiraman, Kamalakshi,
and so on. In contrast, my
mom’s four siblings have
briefer names, such as Vish-
nu and Girija.

So, when Uma and Ra-
makrishnan got married one
might have expected serious
negotiations to take place
when the time came to name
their offspring. But mom’s
independent streak and a
difference in the respective
cultural rituals precluded
this — while on mom’s side a
newborn is by tradition
named at the 28th day cere-
mony, on dad’s side this is
done along with the rice-
feeding ceremony held when
the child is five months old.

CM
K

When the time came to
hold the 28th day ceremony
of the first-born of my pa-
rents, in the presence of rela-
tives from both sides, the
son, lovingly called Appu,
was formally named ‘Pra-
kash’ — a name mom liked
but dad did not disapprove.
Mom did not feel the need to
confer with anyone over the
issue of naming her son.

As was to be expected, the
relatives from dad’s side
were taken by surprise,
though no one overtly dis-
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agreed with the name, ex-
cept my paternal grand-
mother. She was upset and
quite vocal about her disap-
pointment. For many years
to come she chided mom for
denying her the right to
name her grandson, which
she held was the prerogative
of the child’s father’s side.
She indicated she would
have preferred a more tradi-
tional name such as ‘Rama-
chandran’, to go with ‘Jaya-
chandran’, which was what
she had named another of

her grandsons.

Mom always made light of
the issue, but little did she
know how fate would inter-
vene in the matter of her
son’s name.

When Appu was old
enough to go to school, in
Mumbai where dad was em-
ployed, the school insisted
on adding the father’s sur-
name to his name. In the ma-
trilineal society of the Mala-
bar region to which my
parents belonged, the norm
is that the children take the
mother’s surname. Mom was
disappointed at this develop-
ment, though not as much as
Appu himself, who hated be-
ing allotted Roll No. 1, given
the alphabetical slot the
name brought in all lists,
with all its attendant disad-
vantages and anxiety — for,
in the school records Appu
ended up as ‘Aaliyot Prakash
Ramakrishnan’.

Appu persevered through
the ‘Roll No. 1’ years, till final-
ly, when he was in Class 10,
due to some administrative
mix-up or other reason, the

school decided that ‘Aaliyot
P. Ramakrishnan’ suited him
better. Mom had had enough
of the obscuring of the name
she chose for her favourite
son, and dad was coaxed to
head to court to get the ano-
maly fixed legally — to re-
trieve ‘Prakash’ from the
oblivion of being reduced to
a mere initial. Thanks to
dad’s efforts, when Appu
passed his SSLC examination
with flying colours, while
dad smiled looking at the list
of marks, mom smiled even
more looking at the name
printed in bold which read
‘Prakash Ramakrishnan’.
Freed from the perfor-
mance anxiety of being Roll
Number 1 maybe, Appu soon
afterwards cracked the Na-
tional Defence Academy test
and became an officer in the
Indian Army - a first in the
family. Mom and dad were
proud of his achievements.
When invited for Appu’s
commissioning ceremony at
the Indian Military Academy,
they were overjoyed to see
him in full formal military re-

galia for the first time.

But something rained on
mom’s parade — right there,
on her favourite son’s broad
chest, was a shiny name tag
that read ‘P. Ramakrishnan’.
And worse, as if to remind
mom of her mother-in-law’s
disappointment over the
naming, Appu’s army-mates
just called him ‘Rama’!

Mom grudgingly resigned
herself to this situation. But
never one to easily admit de-
feat, she was keen to add to
the ranks of people who
called her first-born by the
name she had given him. So
when my parents successful-
ly found a suitable bride for
Appu, the only demand
mom made of his future in-
laws was that they call him
by the name that she had
chosen for him.

So, unlike many other
wives who have special
names of endearment for
their husbands, mom’s duti-
ful daughter-in-law always
calls her husband ‘Prakash’.

nombiar@gmail.com
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