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Leadershipmindsethazards

The only solution is for CEOs to behave at exemplary standards,
well above the legal prescription

THE WISE LEADER

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

can also pose personal and repu-

tational risks. After my book was
published recently, a few readers
expressed incredulity about how power
could actually “damage” the brain.
Unfortunately, bad things do happen to
excellent CEOs. The causes arise from:
(i) behaviour of the CEO/board, (ii) pol-
itics of the country, (iii) judgements of

S uccess can make a person rich but

thejudiciary, (iv) public perception, and
(v) bad luck. Here are some recent inci-
dents, exemplifying these causes, each
with a cautionary lesson.

First, there is Rajat Gupta, the effer-
vescent Indian-origin business leader
who attended IIT, HBS and went on to
lead McKinsey globally. At the peak of
his professional accomplishments and
friendship with the who’s who of the
world, he was trapped in a saga of cell
phone calls and others’ share dealings;
Gupta was convicted in 2012 on insider
trading charges and sentenced to
prison. After release, Gupta wrote Mind
Without Fear, wherein he stated, on the
advice of his lawyers, what he earlier
did not. Acts like calling his business
partner, Raj Rajaratnam, within 16 sec-
onds of a board meeting probably
nailed the circumstantial evidence. He
has argued that making calls within 16
seconds of the conclusion of a board
meeting is normal. Some who heard
him wondered whether he might have

lost touch with reality.

High profile Thomas Middelhoff had
led the largest German publishing
group, Bertelsmann, with great distinc-
tion until 2002 when he was eased out.
By then, Middelhoff was an internation-
al business icon. He then joined German
retailer, Arcandor, which had fallen into
troubled times. After some years of lead-
ing Arcandor, he was accused of inap-
propriate corporate conduct such as tak-
ing private trips on company-chartered
aircraft and lavishly redecorating the
office. A judge in an Essen court sen-
tenced him to three years in prison for
embezzlement and tax evasion in 2014.
Middelhoff was jailed despite his inten-
tion to appeal.

Released from jail in 2018, he said
that he did not feel ashamed because,
according to him, “99 per cent of the
German people already know that I am
aconvict.” He denied that he was wrong-
fully convicted. He did not regard him-
self as a criminal, but he fully accepted

his sentence. He had never wanted to
enrich himself, but, regrettably, he had
been neglectful of not following proper
procedures. Middelhoff stated that he
had “become out of touch with reality.”
Nightmarish! Auch in Deutschland?
Eike Batista, a Brazilian mining
tycoon, was a daring and fabulously
successful entrepreneur, a symbol of
flair in Brazil. He was well connected,
worked incredibly hard and was the
seventh richest person in the world in
2012. Dilma Rousseff, former president
of Brazil, had hailed Batista as ‘a nation-
al pride’. However, the popular percep-
tion was that Batista had connections
with all political parties, hence his
empire was also sinister. In the changed
scenario after Rouseff’s regime, in July
2018, Batista was sentenced to 30 years
in jail. He was allotted an ordinary
prison cell with a squat toilet and cold
water without recourse to ‘Mallya in
British courts’ tactics. Nightmarish!
Zhang Wenzhong, the high-profile
and successful promoter of Chinese
supermarket, Wumart, was convicted in
2009 on charges of fraud, bribery and
embezzlement. After 10 years of incar-
ceration, in a different political environ-
ment, the Chinese supreme court
ordered his release with the judgement
that he was innocent in the first place.
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High profile and undulating politics
make nightmarish bedfellows, jinfang
(beware, in Chinese).

Former Nissan-Renault CEO, Carlos
Ghosn, has already spent more time in
Japanese jails than he ever imagined.
All the facts are not yet known, at least
they are not clear to this writer. But it
disturbs the peace of mind that he was
held in jail without trial for several
weeks. In polite Japan? Nihon demo?

The mind of the leader has a delicate
equilibrium. In his book, The Wisdom
of Psychopaths, psychiatrist Kevin
Dutton describes one of the leadership
mindset hazards as psychopathic
behaviour, a condition combining ruth-
less power, oozing charm and gratifi-
cation — like James Bond, according
to the author.

A CEO isunder intense public scruti-
ny, and can be convicted in the public
perception long before the legal process-
es. The only solution is for CEOs to
behave at exemplary standards, well
above the legal prescription. More about
this aspect in the column next month.

The author is a corporate advisor and
Distinguished Professor of IIT Kharagpur.
During his career, hewas a Director of Tata
Sons and a Vice Chairman of Hindustan
Unilever. Email: rgopal@themindworks.me

The markets couldn't have asked for more!

More than the rate cut, change in the stance of the policy and RBI's commitment to ensure
"adequate" liquidity will encourage banks to cut loan rates

BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

he suspense is over. Staring at a

I faltering growth and encour-

aged by tamed inflation, the
central bank in Asia’s third largest
economy yet again announced a 25
basis points rate cut on Thursday at the
end of three-day meeting of its rate-set-
ting committee — the third time in a
row. One basis point (bps) is a hun-
dredth of a percentage point. It has also
changed the stance of the monetary
policy, from neutral to accommodative.

More than the rate cut, the bigger
takeaway from the Reserve Bank of
India’s (RBI’s) second bi-monthly mon-
etary policy in fiscal year 2020 is the
change in the stance of the policy. It
had changed the stance from “calibrat-
ed tightening” to “neutral” in February
while making the first rate cut in the
current cycle.

Theoretically, a neutral stance
means the policy direction can be
either way — the rate can go up or
down, depending on the incoming
data. Going by RBI Governor
Shaktikanta Das’ explanation of the

accommodative stance in his post-pol-
icy media conference, any rate hike is
“off the table” for now. He couldn’t be
more explicit but it’s clear that there
could be more rate cuts, depending on
the estimated fiscal deficit in the cur-
rent financial year (we will get know
this on July 5 when the Union Budget
is presented) and the trajectory of the
monsoon (which will have a bearing on
the inflation).

Another key takeaway, again, more
important than the rate cut, is the gov-
ernor’s statement that the RBI “will
ensure that adequate liquidity is avail-
able in the system for all productive pur-
poses”. This is for the first time in recent
history the Indian central bank is com-
mitting to ensure “adequate liquidity”
in the system. In the earlier policies, it
had listed actions taken to infuse lig-
uidity in the system in the form of buy-
ing government bonds from the market
under the so-called open market pur-
chase operations (OMOs), longer term
variable-rate repo auction, foreign
exchange buy/sell swaps and tweaking
the so-called liquidity coverage ratio
norms, among others, but it had not giv-
en any forward guidance so explicitly.

This will soothe many frayed nerves
and help in monetary transmission. For
the record, liquidity in the system
turned into an average daily surplus in
early June after remaining in deficit
during April and most of May due to
restrained government spending.

The 25 bps rate cut has brought
down the RBI’s policy rate to 5.75 per
cent, a level last seen in July 2010
when the central bank was cutting the
policy rate and flooding the system

CLEAR CUT Going by RBI Governor
Shaktikanta Das’ explanation of the
accommodative stance in his post-
policy media conference, any rate hike
is “off the table” for now

with liquidity to ward off the impact
of depression that enveloped large part
of the world, following the collapse of
iconic US investment bank Lehman
Brothers Holdings Inc. We had seen
such a series of rate cuts twice in
recent past — in January-July 2015,
when then governor Raghuram Rajan
brought the rate down from 8 per cent
to 7.25 per cent and, also in January-
June 2013, when D Subbarao cut the
rate by an identical margin — from 8
per cent to 7.25 per cent.

Subbarao had done it to spur eco-
nomic growth, estimated to have
slumped to 5 per cent in the year end-
ed March 31, 2013, the slowest pace in
a decade. However, unlike now when
RBI has changed the stance of the pol-

icy to accommodative, Subbarao had
sought to temper expectations of fur-
ther rate cuts with a warning that the
risk of a resurgence in inflation left
“little space for further monetary eas-
ing”. In 2015, the rate cuts did happen
outside the policy meetings too. And,
of course, unlike now when the mon-
etary policy committee (MPC) is tak-
ing the call on interest rate, on both
occasions in the past, it was the gov-
ernor’s call.

Importantly, unlike the past two rate
cuts in February and April, the June
rate cut decision has been unanimous
by all six members of the MPC. There
has been no dissent. Also, all six have
been in favour of the change in the pol-
icy stance.

This strengthens the belief that if
the fiscal deficit and inflation are under
control, there could be more rate cuts
later this year to prop up growth. The
RBI has pared its estimate of gross
domestic product (GDP) growth by 20
bps to 7 per cent for fiscal year 2020
and it has also cut down its inflation
projection. The retail inflation inched
up marginally to 2.9 per cent in April
but the so-called core or non-food, non-
oil manufacturing inflation fell sharply.
Assuming a normal monsoon, retail
inflation is being projected at 3.4-3.7 per
cent for the second half of 2020,
marginally lower than the earlier esti-
mate of 3.5-3.8 per cent.

India has lost the tag of the world’s
fastest growing major economy to
China in the March quarter. The eco-
nomic growth in the last quarter of
2019, ending March, dropped to 5.8 per
cent, the lowest in the past 20 quarters.

INSIGHT

How jal can become shakti

JYOTI MUKUL

hile the debate on air pollu-
tion peaks only during win-
ters, especially in the

National Capital Region (NCR),
thoughts on water contamination and
wildlife protection largely remain
under the radar in the country, with
no visible concerns being expressed
either by government functionaries or
the citizenry. Debate on these issues
remain in the periphery, and certainly
outside the NCR.

That said, the BJP’s manifesto
promise of providing safe drinking
water is being speculated to be the rea-
son that a Jal Shakti ministry was
formed. This year, when the Indian
Meteorological Department has pre-
dicted 47 per cent deficit or below nor-
mal rainfall in its second forecast, how
Jal Shakti rolls out will be important.

The newly christened ministry is
expected to work on harnessing the
potential of rivers, settling inter-state
water disputes and other functions of
the erstwhile water resources min-
istry. Added to these will be the larger
work of managing demand and sup-
ply of water as a resource. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi appointed
Gajendra Singh Shekhawat as the
Union minister of Jal Shakti, who
after taking charge said, “All the water
related works will be merged under
one ministry.”

Another step taken earlier, before
the ruling alliance took the break for
elections, was to have a hydropower
policy in place which again banks on

rivers. This policy was necessitated by
a growing mix of renewable power,
which remains largely intermittent in
nature due to lack of storage.
Hydropower generation capacity
stood at 45399.22 MW on April 30,
2019, while renewable power was
about 3 per cent higher at 77,642 MW.
The capacity addition in hydropower
had been stagnating largely because
of rehabilitation and resettlement, and
land issues for a decade now.

Though from the planning point of
view, merging the water-related works
spread across environment, drinking
water and sanitation, urban develop-
ment and rural development min-
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istries in Jan Shakti seems the best
thing to do for better execution, it is
the conservation of river and water
bodies that seems to have fallen
between the creases over past few
decades. Why it is that conservation is
secondary to meeting the immediate
requirements of people, when it is con-
servation alone that can ensure future
requirements are provided for in the
present itself?

India has eight major Himalayan
and peninsular rivers and an endless
number of smaller and seasonal rivers.
Putting everything concerning them
under the Jal Shakti umbrella might

in the immediate course lead to a tus-
sle among ministries because of
administrative legacy. But if this min-
istry has to be relevant, it needs to
focus on macro-level river conserva-
tion which is beyond just Swachh
Bharat. Agreed, treating sewage and
preventing dumping of waste into
rivers is important, but equally urgent
is a big plan for conservation.

The plan should mean not just see-
ing a river in a completely traditional
sense but preventing over harnessing,
right from the mouth till its tip. This
should translate into counting the
number of planned megawatts on a
river or putting in pump storage
capacities within existing hydropower
projects to match renewable power
generation. It means ensuring that the
health of aquatic life is maintained, if
inland water transport is to be pro-
moted. And, most importantly drink-
ing water projects for rural areas
under Swajal Yojana where the drink-
ing water and sanitation ministry pays
90 per cent of the cost and the pan-
chayat concerned bears the remaining
10 per cent, has a robust user charge
structure to prevent wastage and
ensure viability.

Now, projects will be scaled up
under “Jal se Nal” programme, but
these should come up without harm
to the local population which will see
its resource being transported to other
areas. The erstwhile union ministry of
water resources had estimated the
country’s current annual water
requirement to be around 1,100 billion
cubic which is estimated to go up to
around 1,200 billion cubic metre by
2025 and 1,447 billion cubic metre by
2050. For this, banking on public pri-
vate models or panchayats will not be
enough since it would need constant
oversight and regulations coupled
with viability gap funding.

Jal can become shakti only if it is
revered, not just on religious grounds
but also with conservation in mind.

A stitch in time

This also pulled down the annual
growth in India’s GDP to 6.8 per cent,
the slowest in the Modi 1.0 regime.

The market gave a thumbs up to the
RBI policy with the 10-year bond yield
rallying. The yield dropped from
around 7.01 per cent to 6.88 per cent
intra-day. Will it last? Will the down-
ward movement spill over to the shorter
end of the bond market and to the cor-
porate bonds? Will the commercial
banks start cutting their loan rates?

In the current rate cut cycle
between February and now, only 21 per
cent of the 50 basis points rate cut has
been transmitted by the banks. It may
take a little while to see the full trans-
mission but this policy, by emphasising
on ensuring liquidity and changing the
stance, has made efforts to address the
issue of monetary transmission. Once
we have a concrete framework in place
on RBI’s liquidity management strate-
gy, the transmission will be faster. The
RBI has set up of an internal working
group to review the liquidity manage-
ment framework. The last time such a
review took place was in 2014. The
committee, which will submit its
report in mid-July, is to suggest mea-
sures to simplify the current liquidity
management framework; clearly com-
municate the objectives, quantitative
measures and liquidity tools to be used
by the central bank.

For the time being, what RBI has
announced on Thursday is par for the
course. The markets could not have
asked for more.

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

Eco-friendly yoga

The government has a new theme for
International Yoga Day 2019. It wants to
promote the use of eco-friendly
accessories and products during the
celebrations. The Ministry of Ayurveda,
Yoga and Naturopathy, Unani, Siddha
and Homeopathy, or AYUSH, has
prepared a concept note to raise public
awareness on opting for eco-friendly
yoga accessories. The note urges
ministries to not use PVC mats with a
"large-scale presence of cheap
varieties" available in the domestic
market because they are not recyclable,
has contaminants, and adds to air
pollution. It has asked ministries to use
yoga mats made from jute, rubberand
other materials. "Government bodies,
yoga institutions and yoga teachers are
all potential influencers who can help
create more awareness about the
same," the concept note, circulated in
various ministries, said.

Yoga Day
The main event for
this year's Yoga Day
is setto be held in
Ranchi, the capital
of Jharkhand. Prime
Minister Narendra
Modi (pictured) will
+ perform yoga and
deliver a short
address there.
Interestingly, Jharkhand is scheduled for
Assembly polls in October. The PM on
Thursday tweeted a video clip with the
hashtag Yoga Day 2019. “Doing Tadasana
properly would enable you to practice
many other asanas with ease. Know
more about this asana and its benefits,"”
he tweeted. The main event of the first
Yoga Day in 2015 was held in New Delhi.
In 2016, it was held in Chandigarh.
Punjab was slated to go to the polls in
early 2017. The PM attended the 2017
Yoga Day event in Lucknow. UP had
elected a Bharatiya Janata Party
government just a couple of months
before that. In 2018, Dehradun hosted
the main event with the PM underlining
the importance of the state of
Uttarakhand as the birthplace of yoga.

in Ranchi

No kissing up to the boss

Guna Sub-Divisional Magistrate Shivani
Gargissued an intriguing order to her
subordinates: "All patwaris, revenue
inspectors, nayab tehsildars and
tehsildars, please note: If any one of you
provide liquor or chicken to additional
district magistrate (ADM), I will have to
take action against you. | will propose an
action for providing undue advantage to
your senior officer," she said in the official
WhatsApp group. After the message went
viral on social media, she issued a
clarification. The ADM would frequently
demand that hersubordinates bring
liquor and non-vegetarian food for him.
Fed up, they submitted a memorandum
to the district magistrate, which elicited
no response. So Garg took it upon herself
toissue the warning. Meanwhile, the
Madhya Pradesh government has issued
immediate transfer orders for the ADM,
Dilip Mandavi.

Long-term motive
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This refers to “DHFL assigned default
ratings, MFs bleed” (June 6). I would
like to reiterate the need for an asset
quality review (AQR) of non-banking
finance companies (NBFCs) and hous-
ing finance companies (HFCs), both
from the point of view of financial sta-
bility and stakeholder awareness. The
former chief economic adviser Arvind
Subramanian had also spoken about
the need for AQR of NBFCs. Banks,
mutual funds, pension funds, NBFCs
and HFCs are closely connected. The
credit exposure of NBFCs and HFCs to
low rated borrowers or group entities
often ends in default that impacts the
other entities mentioned.

Keeping in mind the large volume
of stressed assets of public sector
banks, the last thing the public would
like to know is growing stressed asset
portfolios of NBFCs and HFCs. It is
time for transparency about their cred-
it and investment portfolios as well as
their lending and investment prac-
tices. Both these sets of entities have
large asset portfolios and the deposi-
tors, investors and the public at large
need to know about their health.
Avoiding AQRs will only result in big-
ger problems at a later stage. It is
important from the point of view of
financial stability that banks, financial
institutions and financial markets are
well regulated and supervised. As they
say a stitch in time saves nine.

Arun Pasricha New Delhi

Apropos V Jayaraman's letter “Learn
Hindi” (June 6), the south's aversion to
Hindi has a post-Nehru era origin,
when a fear psychosis about compul-
sory imposition of Hindi enveloped the
non-Hindi-speaking states. Till then,
the three language formula (mother
tongue, English and Hindi) was under
implementation across the country
with reasonable success.

The Dakshina Bharat Hindi Prachar
Sabha based in Chennai was and is still
doing commendable job in propagating
Hindi in the entire south. Most of the
literate south Indians have working
knowledge of Hindi. The best option
today would be to revisit the three lan-
guage formula, guiding all citizens to
familiarise three languages including
English, Hindi and a third Indian/for-
eign language. Social media users in
India have been using English or
Devanagari scripts for communicating
in a language of their choice. Even if
not perfect, Google helps in translating
content from one language to another.

M G Warrier Mumbai

Encourage women

Apropos the news item "Swiping right
on digital payments" (June 6), the high
level committee on deepening digital
payments has listed timely and well-
crafted measures to accelerate the
growth of digital transactions.
Inculcating trust and awareness in the
village folk will do wonders. Having

HAMBONE

said that, it is imperative to note that
women in villages find it difficult to
move out as they are tied up with
household chores. The distance of an
ATM from their dwellings also may
stand in the way. Therefore, to rope in
women, it isimportant they learn with-
drawal, deposit and sending remittance
on a mobile device. The neighbourhood
kirana shop's micro ATM is a good bet,
but we will have to ensure the secrecy
of their accounts/transactions. It will
prompt them to use it and learn how to
operate it.

N K Bakshi Vadodara
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RBI votes for growth

The central bank is clearly not done yet on rate cuts

he Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI's) Monetary Policy Committee has

done exactly what the doctor ordered: It reduced the benchmark

repo rate by 25 basis points for the third successive time in line with

majority market expectations. And unlike the last two policy deci-
sions, this one was unanimous, with all six MPC members voting for a cut in
rates. The benchmark rate at 5.75 per cent is now the lowest in the last nine
years. Thursday’s reduction in the repo rate underscores the theme: Growth
impulses have weakened significantly and a sharp slowdown in investment
activity, along with a continuing moderation in private consumption growth,
is a matter of concern. RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das set the tone when he
said at the post-policy press conference that the “decision is driven by growth
concerns and inflation concerns, in that order”. The reason for the concern is
obvious as economic growth has lost momentum, slowing for a fourth straight
quarter, prompting the MPC to lower its growth projections to 7 per cent in
the current fiscal year, down from an earlier forecast of 7.2 per cent.

More than the rate cut, however, the markets were looking for the stance
the MPC takes. There was cheer on that front too. By changing the stance from
“neutral” to “accommodative” unanimously, the MPC sent a strong message on
the shift in preference towards growth, as inflation indicators were likely to re-
main within the targeted band. Going by Mr Das’ strong message that rate hikes
are “off the table”, it is now clear that the RBI is not done yet on rate cuts.

While Mr Das and his colleagues at the MPC have ticked almost all the
right boxes, the only disappointment is that the policy did little to address
the concerns over weak transmission of interest rates. This, when the central
bank has itself admitted that of the 50 basis points of easing in the first two
rate actions this year, only 21 basis points have been passed on to new bor-
rowers so far. A pick-up in the pace of monetary transmission would obviously
be one of the key drivers in supporting even the revised growth estimates
for the current year. In that context, the markets were clearly hoping for
more than just a general assurance that adequate liquidity would be provided
to the banking system. The announcement of an internal working group to
review the liquidity management framework is welcome, but does little to
shore up confidence in the short term at least.

Of course, the government needs to play an important role here. At the
core of this mismatch between the RBI’s action and the banks’ inability to
pass on the benefit to borrowers is their inability to cut deposit rates. That’s
because banks compete for deposits with small savings schemes, which offer
around a 7.7 per cent interest rate. There is considerable merit in the sugges-
tions from many quarters that the small savings rates should be linked to the
repo rate rather than the 10-year bonds. Another reason for the disappoint-
ment in the markets was the absence of specific announcements on the crisis
faced by non-banking finance companies. Mr Das did not go beyond saying
that the central bank would do whatever it took to ensure financial stability
in the system. This is, however, a welcome approach as the central bank
should not be seen to bail out a large number of companies which have been
slipshod in implementing prudential norms or risk mitigation standards.

Drought scare

Isolated water conservation measures offer limited gains

series of reports published in this newspaper clearly indicates that

nearly 40 per cent of the country is facing an acute paucity of pre-

monsoon rain, causing severe water distress in scorching heat.

Though summer droughts of this kind are not uncommon, the
extent and intensity of aridity witnessed this year are rare. The rain deficit
has been as high as 48 per cent in the southern peninsula, especially Tamil
Nadu and coastal Karnataka; nearly 30 per cent in western India, notably
Gujarat and large parts of Maharashtra; 17 per cent in the Central region; and
12 per cent in the north-east. Shortfalls of 70 to 80 per cent have also been
reported from some places. The overall countrywide average rainfall between
March and May remained 23 per cent below normal.

This is a matter of grave concern. The redeeming factor is that the onset
of the monsoon is round the corner and the rain during the four-month mon-
soon season (June to September) is anticipated to be well spread out and
quantitatively normal or somewhat below normal. While the India
Meteorological Department (IMD) has predicted the likely rainfall to be around
96 per cent of the long-period average, private weather forecaster Skymet has
put it at 91 per cent. But the problem is the forecast made by both of them —
that the monsoon would be sluggish to begin with, thus, portending a possible
delay in relief from water crisis in some areas. The reason cited for this is the
existence of El Nino (warming up of the Pacific Ocean), which often impairs
the monsoon performance. However, they differ on the progression of E1 Nino.
While the IMD expects it to turn neutral in the second half of the rainy season,
Skymet reckons it to last the whole season, even if in a weaker form.

There is, however, a silver lining to this otherwise perturbing situation.
Of the three main facets of drought — meteorological, hydrological and agri-
cultural — the present conditions conform chiefly to the meteorological
drought (rainfall inadequacy). Only in some pockets, aridity has accentuated
to cause hydrological desiccation as reflected in exhaustion of the surface and
groundwater resources. The overall hydrological profile of the country is still
positive with the total water stock in 91 major reservoirs monitored by the
Central Water Commission being around 14 per cent above the last year’s cor-
responding level and 3 per cent higher than the long-period average (May 30
data). Agricultural drought has, by and large, been averted as the rabi crops
have mostly been harvested and the Kharif ones are yet to be planted.

An enduring solution to the recurring water crunch lies, indeed, in drought-
proofing the vulnerable areas. In-situ conservation of rainwater is the main
mantra to do so. The need is to construct rainwater-harvesting structures at
the field, village and watershed levels by digging ponds or putting up check
dams at suitable sites on the natural water drainage routes. This is a time-
tested water management practice that has helped people survive even in the
chronically arid areas. But it requires broad-based planning, keeping in view
the whole watershed which may transgress village, district or even state bound-
aries. Piecemeal moves like taking up isolated water conservation works under
the rural employment programmes can, at best, offer limited gains.

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Water reform must
beginatthefarm

Building a more resilient, diverse and less water-consumingfarm
system has multiple collateral win-wins

proportions. When some of our children in Punjab

drink water laced with uranium and more and
more groundwater in Bengal and Bihar has arsenic,
we need to be seriously worried. With growing rates
of urbanisation, the miserable state of urban water
supply and sewage treatment is a matter of grave con-
cern. The recurrent droughts and floods afflicting mil-
lions every year must surely bring
into question the way we have been
managing our water resources. No
wonder, then, conflicts over water
are now commonplace, not merely
among states, but across town and
country, farm and factory and
among those living within the same
village or urban locality.

During my presentation to the
Prime Minister’s Office in 2017, sum-

I ndia’s water crisis has now assumed mind-boggling

marising the main recommenda- .
tions of the committee I chaired on WATE R . R E FO RM

Restructuring the Central Water OR pERISH

Commission and Central Ground

primarily because we have not transitioned to a new
way of managing the fairly abundant water we have.
What is not often recognised is that water is India’s
most important, yet unreformed, infrastructure sector.
Without far-reaching reforms, we cannot possibly hope
tosustain the rates of growth the economy aspires for.

The reform package must begin with farming.
Accordingto the Food and Agricultural Organization’s
latest AQUASTAT database, agricul-
ture takes up 90 per cent of India’s
water use. Without reducing this fig-
ure dramatically, we can never
release enough water for rural and
urban domestic needs, as also indus-
try. Even more importantly, without
water reform, we cannot address the
snowballing agrarian crisis, with
300,000 farmers committing suicide
over the past three decades, some-
thing without precedent in Indian
history.

Irrigation in India is monopo-

Water Board, Idescribed the present M|HIR SHAH
conjuncture as “India’s 1991 moment

in water”. These are reforms that

needed to have happened decades ago. Of course,
water reforms would not follow the 1991 template, as
they must necessarily and carefully factor in the
specifics of water. But the urgency of a paradigm shift
isindisputable. I first proposed this in 2012 in the chap-
ter on water in the 12th Plan document. But in the
seven years since, the country has seen only faltering
progress in this direction.

Over the next four months, every fortnight, this
column will address multiple dimensions of India’s
water crisis and suggest the reforms we need to initiate.
I will argue that India appears a water-short country

lised by a few water-intensive crops
like wheat, rice and sugarcane, even
in chronically drought-prone states
like Maharashtra and Karnataka.
Occupying just 4 per cent of cropped area, sugarcane
uses up 65 per cent of irrigation water in Maharashtra.
In Karnataka, rice and sugarcane, 20 per cent of
cropped area, consume 70 per cent of irrigation water.
Even a small reduction in the area under these crops,
in a region-specific manner, that does not endanger
food security, would go a long way in addressing India’s
water problem.

Farmers, even in water-scarce regions, continue to
grow water-intensive crops mainly because these are
the only crops with an assured market, either thanks
to government procurement or private purchase. An
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integral element of the Green Revolution of the late
20th century was public procurement of wheat and
rice. This is what enabled us to move towards food
self-sufficiency.

But the wheels had already begun to come off the
Green Revolution by the turn of the century. Highly
water-consuming chemical agriculture, which is high-
cost and high-risk, has become increasingly unviable
for a majority of India’s farmers, whose net incomes
have started to turn negative, due to both diminishing
returns and rising input costs. Any player in the stock
market knows that to counter market volatility, we
have to diversify our stock portfolio. Farming faces
an additional risk: Unpredictability of the weather.
For such a risky enterprise to adopt monoculture is
patently suicidal. But that is what policy has implicitly
driven farmers to do. We have failed to incentivise
crop diversification.

For this to happen, public procurement must
include more location-specific, less water-consuming
crops, such as traditional millets and pulses. These
include what the government now correctly calls
“nutri-cereals”, such as bajra, ragi, jowar, navane and
Chhattisgarh’s kodon-kutki, an effective anti-diabetic
remedy. According to the Indian Council of Medical
Research, foxtail millet has 81 per cent more protein
than rice. Millets have higher fibre and iron content,
and a low Glycemic Index. Millets also are climate-
resilient crops suited for the drylands of India. If we
were to introduce them into the diets of the Integrated
Child Development Services and Mid-day Meal
Programmes, globally the largest nutrition initiatives
for children ever, we would create a large and steady
demand for these crops, while also generating multiple
win-wins: Greater water security, better soil health,
higher, more stable net incomes for farmers and robust
consumer health.

For the farm crisis is also a health emergency.
Diabetics increased in every Indian state between 1990
and 2016, even among the poor, rising from 26 million
in 1990 to 65 million in 2016. This number is projected
to double by 2030. A key contributor: Displacement
of whole foods in our diets by energy dense and nutri-
ent-poor, ultra-processed food products. At the same
time, excessive fertilisers and pesticides are being
transported into our body via food and water. Recent
research shows that they cause cancers such as
leukemia and lymphoma, brain tumors, Wilm’s
tumors, Ewing’s sarcoma and germ cell tumors. Cancer
is the second most common disease in India, respon-
sible for about 3 million deaths every year.

A move towards a more diversified cropping pattern
must, therefore, also be accompanied by a rigorous
search for alternatives to chemical agriculture, with a
thrust towards water-saving technologies, especially
for the water-intensive crops. This is already happen-
ing, most notably in Andhra Pradesh, which has
resolved to shift its entire cultivable area of 80 lakh
hectares to natural farming by 2027. A move that has
been strongly commended by the Niti Aayog.

Building a more resilient, diverse and less water-
consuming farm system is the first and single most
important reform India must undertake in its water
sector. It is also the most quickly implementable
change, with multiple collateral win-wins.

Thewriteris Distinguished Professor, Shiv Nadar University
and former Member, Planning Commission, Government of
India. Every fortnight, hewill outline multiple dimensions of
longoverdue reforms in the water sector

Some medium-term fiscal arithmetic

ment is constrained for fiscal space and it is,

therefore, important to think about solutions
going forward. I offer a medium-term macro-fiscal
exercise that makes clear the analytical choices and
trade-offs that government faces. I hope that this
will demonstrate the value of a medium-term
approach to budgeting, and the pressing need to
shift to an operational medium-term fiscal frame-
work (MTFF), which is how budgeting is now done
in most major economies.

There is little doubt that the central govern-

The baseline scenario

The baseline is built on the premise that all fiscal
numbers, as well as GDP growth, over the next three
years will be exactly the same as
the average of the preceding three
years. The medium-term baseline
scenario is the foundational
building block of a MTFF.

If the baseline continues into
the future, then net tax and non-
tax revenues to the centre will be 9
per cent of GDP. Add to this a fur-
ther 0.55 per cent from non-debt
capital receipts. Thus total revenue
receipts average 9.55 per cent.

Baseline committed expendi- RATHIN ROY
tures (GST compensation, estab-

the central government is constrained on account
of inadequate fiscal space. As a result, underfunding
of schemes is ubiquitous, expenditure liabilities are
transferred to public sector entities, and it is difficult
to enhance investments in important areas where
the central government has sole responsibility like
defence, internal security and railways.

The centre’s constrained fiscal space in this
baseline scenario could relax if (a) the Fifteenth
Finance Commission recommends a historically
unprecedented increase in the centre’s share of
the divisible pool, (b) the centre drastically cuts
its outlays on schemes. The first is not within the
control of the central government. The second
involves drastic austerity measures which would
have a negative impact on growth
and development. The low hanging
fruit have already been harvested,
and even with drastic cuts in subsi-
dies and winding up loss making
public enterprises, it is not going to
be the case that the fiscal target is
met without expenditure austerity
in areas that impact national inter-
est. It is also not prudent to treat dis-
investment receipts as a source of
medium-term financing.

The baseline scenario therefore
reveals that if business as usual con-

lishment expenditure, interest

payments and finance commission and other statu-
tory grants) account for 6.87 per cent of GDP.
Subtracting this from total receipts, we are left with
a surplus of about 2.7 per cent of GDP.

If the 3 per cent target fiscal deficit/GDP is to be
achieved, this allows 5.7 per cent of GDP for all other
expenditures. Expenditure on “core of the core”,
and on central sector schemes amount to 4.5 per
cent of GDP. That leaves just 1.2 per cent of GDP for
all other expenditures, including important cen-
trally sponsored schemes such as the national
health and education missions, mid-day meals,
Integrated Child Development Services , smart
cities etc.

In these circumstances, it is understandable that

tinues, then it is impractical to imag-
ine that the fiscal deficit could be reduced to 3 per
cent of GDP, without forcing government to under-
take unacceptable austerity measures, disinvest
only to fill a fiscal gap, or resort to off-budget fiscal
procedures which only postpone the problem, not
resolve it.

Moving forward from the baseline

In a medium-term fiscal framework, it is possible
to budget scenarios that are better (or worse) than
the baseline. I consider three scenarios:

1. Nominal GDP growth increases to 13 per cent.
The revenue-GDP ratio remains constant at 9.5 per
cent. But committed expenditure only increases
at the old GDP growth rate— that is, 11.5 per cent.

Thus, it falls from 6.87 to 6.1 per cent of GDP. This
gives 0.77 extra fiscal space which can be used,
without any improvement in revenue performance,
to significantly enhance expenditure outlays.

2. The revenue-GDP ratio (assuming no change
in the vertical devolution by the Fifteenth Finance
Commission) increases, but the GDP growth rate
is the same. Presently, transfers to states account
for 31 per cent of total revenue receipts. Therefore,
if the revenue-GDP ratio increases by 0.5 per cent,
the centre’s revenues will increase by 0.35. This is
not sufficient to achieve the 3 per cent fiscal deficit
target. But, in the medium term, it is unrealistic
to expect sustainable increases in the ratio beyond
0.5 per cent, without significantly increasing the
tax burden.

3. The revenue-GDP ratio and the GDP growth
rate both increase. The government will then of
course have sufficient fiscal space to achieve its
fiscal consolidation and development objectives.

In the baseline scenario, it is difficult to achieve
the fiscal consolidation target and maintain spend-
ing on policy priorities without resorting to impru-
dent or impractical measures. The baseline implies
either a smaller (as share of GDP) central govern-
ment or quantum increases in the productivity of
public spending. Increasing the nominal growth
rate (including through aligning fiscal and mone-
tary policy objectives) secures significant fiscal
space. Increases in the revenue-GDP ratio secures
limited fiscal space unless the tax burden and/or
disinvestment receipts increase significantly. If a
separate exercise pinpoints the medium-term
requirements for financing the centre’s core and
sole responsibilities (internal security, defence,
and railways), then there is further clarity on the
space for other development activities.

This is the kernel of a medium-term fiscal exer-
cise that would necessarily be more complex if
operationalised as a MTFF. I would hope that the
benefits of doing so to secure better fiscal policy
coherence are apparent.

The writer is director, National Institute of Public Finance
and Policy. Views are personal

Ranjit Singh’s eccentricempire

~

BOOK REVIEW

SAI MANISH

Ranjit Singh could well have been

named “The Dancing Girl of Lahore,
From Waterloo to Lahore” or “A Woman
of Substance”. These are chapters in Mr
Singh’s book that chronicle unusual and
unheard stories from the court of Ranjit
Singh. Instead, the book bears the title of
its first chapter — The Camel Merchant of
Philadelphia — which also happens to be
one of the most eccentric and outlandish

Sarbpreet Singh’s book on Maharaja

stories in the book. The title of book and
the chapter describes the adventures of an
American named Josiah Harlan and his
tryst with the first Sikh king.

It has comical details of how a heart
broken Quaker (Harlan) sets sails to
Calcutta (now Kolkata) to start a new life
after his lady love deserts him for another
man. Lured by the handsome salaries
paid to European officers in Punjab,
Harlan on his quest for the good life,
lands in Lahore and gains the trust of
Ranjit Singh by attending to his
hypochondria. Sent on a mission by the
king, the self-taught doctor and lobbyist
successfully stages a coup among the
Afghans that allows Ranjit Singh to con-
tinue his occupation of Peshawar.
Rewarded with a governorship for his
efforts, only to be expelled from the
empire next year by Ranjit Singh in a fit

of rage, Harlan embarks on a mission to
seek revenge.

Harlan finds his way back to Kabul
where he convinces the Emir to wage jihad
against the Sikhs. On Harlan’s advice, Emir
Dost Mohammad galvanises his army to
breach the Khyber Pass and take Peshawar
from the Sikhs — a battle the Afghans
would lose and retreat back to Kabul.
During his Afghan expeditions, Harlan
stumbles on a tribe whose chief makes him
a prince. Harlan’s dream of being a
sovereign is smashed with the start of the
Anglo-Afghan War the very next year. The
British supported by Ranjit Singh’s army
overthrow Dost Mohammad and install
their proxy. Harlan is forced to return to
America where he lobbies to supply camels
to the US Army by leveraging his Indian
connections. He fails at that too.

A few years later in 1861, he answers

Abraham Lincoln’s call to raise an army
against the Confederate rebellion. But
Harlan’s military experience in the Sikh
Empire would come to naught. As Mr
Singh notes in his book, “Used to com-
manding soldiers in Punjab and
Afghanistan where being a white ‘sahib’
conferred upon one a fair amount of
authority, Harlan must have come across
abrasive, authoritarian and condescending
to his regiment. His men mutinied and
levelled several charges against him.”
Harlan died in San Francisco in 1871.
Mr Singh writes his obituary as follows;
“Thus ended the career of General Josiah
Harlan, Adventurer, Surgeon, Governor of
Gujrat, Prince of Ghor, Mukarrib-ul-
Khakan, Uness ud-Dowlah Bahadur of
Shah Shuja and Sir-I-Lushker and Musahib
of Amir Dost Mohammad, putative camel
merchant and Colonel of Pensylvania 11th.
Josiah Harlan had rubbed shoulders with
giants who are remembered to this day, but
he himself has been mostly forgotten.”
Harlan’s story is the highlight of the

book, but Mr Singh’s book is replete with
unusual tales from the empire of Ranjit
Singh. Mr Singh’s account is largely told
through his military exploits with numer-
ous references to Sikh military strategy.
The book, though not always gripping,
manages to give the reader a vivid picture
of how the different clans of horse riding
Sikhs consolidated themselves as a king-
dom under Ranjit Singh. Mr Singh depicts
Ranjit Singh’s Punjab as a land of plenty
where debauchery coexisted with religios-
ity; diplomacy complemented territorial
aggression and cosmopolitans thrived
alongside barbarians. The Sikh empire and
Ranyjit Singh’s own life are presented as pin-
nacles of secularism and multi-culturalism
which none of the other Indian kingdoms
were known for. From a plethora of
European officers in Ranjit Singh’s service,
the king’s own fascination for a Muslim
courtesan (the dancing girl of Lahore
named Moran) over his other wives, the
role of the Gorkhas of Nepal in the Sikh
army — the book is an academic account

of all these and lot more.

Shoddy copy editing and mixed-up
chronology, however, mar the book. For
instance, the book mentions WL
McGregor, the doctor sent by the British
to treat Ranjit Singh, visiting Lahore in
1936, a hundred years after the event. But
such minor irritants don’t detract from
Singh’s research and penchant for weav-
ing a narrative of Sikh militarism while
chronicling the times of Ranjit Singh. The
book might not impress those well versed
with Khushwant Singh’s A History of
Sikhs or for that matter William
Dalrymple’s works. But Mr Singh has writ-
ten a readable book for those who wish
to understand in 200 pages how the Sikh
empire germinated, blossomed and dis-
appeared within 50 years.

THE CAMEL MERCHANT OF
PHILADELPHIA

Sarbpreet Singh
Tranquebar, Rs 699, 242 pages
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RBI tries to help, but govt
needs to do its bit as well

The cut in the repo was expected, though the shift in the stance
was an unexpected surprise; real interest rates are still too high

IVEN HOW GROWTH has collapsed and inflation stayed benign, RBI had

bothreasonand the room tobe accommodative.Whilea 2 5-basis-points

cutin thereporate,to 5.75%,had been pencilled in, the shift in stance to

‘accommodative’was a surprise and thrilled the bond markets. Not only
are rate hikes off the table for now, liquidity too will likely be in surplus from now on.
RBI’srecentliquidity infusing measures—open market operations—havealready seen
wholesale rates in the money markets trending down by 25-50 basis points.

However, bankers are not sure the abundant liquidity alone will translate into
verymeaningful cutsin deposit rates or, therefore,loan rates.To be sure,both deposit
rates and loan rates could be trimmed by 10-15 basis points, but, taken together,
with the 20 basis points weighted average fall since February, this would add up to
a fall of only 30-35 basis points in loan rates, as against a much steeper 75 basis
points cut in the repo. Governor Shaktikanta Das’s belief that transmission will be
faster this time around seems optimistic. The fact is banks have been apprehensive
of lowering interest rates on deposits because the returns from small savings are
more attractive. Also, there is evidence that household savings are slowing since
incomesaren’t growing fast enough. Governor Das must impress upon the govern-
ment the need tolowerrates on small savings so as to make deposits more attractive,
else,banks won’t have the room to cut deposit rates. Repo rates may be at their low-
est in nine years but real rates remain high—around 5.4%—so even if industry
believes demand is looking up, it might be unwilling to invest at these levels.
Inflation is unlikely to go up too much—food inflation is rising but core infla-

tion is softening—and, therefore, most economists believe the central bank
would cut rates again either in August or October.The MPC now expects inflation
in H1IFY20 at 3.0-3.1%, slightly higher than the earlier 2.9-3.0%,and H2FY20
inflation at 3.4-3.7%,a shade lower than the earlier forecast of 3.5-3.8%, with
risks broadly balanced. However, these estimates suggest the government will
be fiscally prudent and that the deficit will be reined in at levels of 3.3-3.4%.
Governor Das was appreciative of the Centre having stayed on the fiscal glide
path and did not seem concerned about the large extra budgetary resources
which threaten to crowd out private sector borrowings. Indeed, not so long ago,
the bond markets were positively nervous about the large quantum of off-bal-
ance-sheet borrowings the government had resorted to in FY19. Das chose to
speak about public sector undertakings which repay their market loans from
internal accruals, and did not dwell on the rollovers of subsidy payments. How-
ever, given how the tax collections have fallen short of the targets, there is every
chance the government will be compelled to tap non-budgetary sources this year
too, since strategic sales may not yield too much. So, the risk of the private sec-
tor getting crowded out remains unless foreign portfolio investors retain their
appetite for Indian bonds,which is a distinct possibility. Right now, though, RBI’s
growth forecast of 7% for FY20 is a bit of a stretch.

The right message

Nuance key to Madras HC’s ruling on forwarded messages

HE PRECEDENT SET by the Madras High Court ruling that a ‘forwarded
message is equal to accepting the message and endorsing the message’,in
a case against a BJP leader in Tamil Nadu who shared a derogatory public
post on women journalists on a social media platform, is a double-edged
sword. It is simultaneously a dangerous legal precedent and a way to rein in indis-
criminate sharing of fake information, often with an intent to whip up divisive sen-
timents.Social media and instant-messaging services have been wielded as amplifiers
of misinformation to whip up polarising sentiments, and this has often triggered
assaultsand lawand order situations. Recall the child-kidnapping rumours forwarded
via WhatsApp that fed mass paranoia in Assam and resulted in the lynching of two
youths ortheassault on African youths in the national capital region over rumours of
cannibalism, again spread via WhatsApp. In a scenario where Facebook posts and
WhatsApp forwardsare used to harvest bigotryand xenophobia, the High Court affix-
ing responsibility of the impact, manifest or otherwise, to sharing of such posts/mes-
sages should spur more cautious and circumspect sharing. Thus, the order would
seem awelcome one if it proves an effective curb on hateful content “going viral”.

The High Court’s order rejecting the anticipatory bail petition of journalist-
turned-BJPleader S Ve Shekher tries to bring in some nuance to its ‘forward equals
endorsement’ stand, noting that while what is said in message/post is important,
“who has said it, is very important ... When a celebrity-like person forwards mes-
sages like this,the common publicwill start (to) believe it that this type of things are
going on.” However,chances are this nuancewill belost in politcised cases like that
of the arrest of the West Bengal BJP worker for sharing a meme on chief minister
Mamata Banerjee or that of the two Mumbai girls who criticised the funeral
arrangements made for former Shiv Sena chief Bal Thackeray. Even in cases where
a news-report or opinion piece is shared, deemed to have been put out after due
diligence by the publication, if the content is deemed polarising or used to fuel big-
otry, those who share can be held accountable under the precedent set by the HC
judgment.Also,in caseswhere an organised network is used to spread fake news and
hate-fuelling content,howwill the‘who said (shared) it’touchstone be nuanced for
those forming the hub of the hate-wheel? After all, they may not always be public
personalities—or even persons (bots are used to increase tweet-reach).

While there is no denying that social media has allowed users to channel and
publicise their prejudices with the cover of relative anonymity—and, therefore,
accountability—it is also true that these are also being used to voice dissent. The
Madras High Court ruling, with necessary nuance brought in, can become a cata-
lyst for restraint and more prudent usage of social media. Sans any context-based
modulation, it can prove a draconian muzzling of freedom of expression.

NailingNIPAH

A second outbreak, just a year after the first, shows how
ill-prepared Kerala is in terms of preventing recurrence

NLY A YEAR after India dealt with its first outbreak of the deadly Nipah

virusinfection (NiV)—it had claimed 17 lives between late Mayand early

June 2018—another case of the infectionwas confirmedina 2 3-yearold

from Kerala.As many as 314 people with whom the patient is supposed
to have come in contact have been placed under quarantine; eight districts in Kar-
nataka and seven in Tamil Nadu have been put on high alert. While government
response across states has been swift, ensuring inter-departmental coordination for
administration,and preparingisolation and intensive carewards, the second outbreak
shows very little has happened on containing infection and preventing recurrence
afterlastyear’s outbreak. Given thelimitations of the publichealthcareinfrastructure,
the virulence of the pathogen and the deadly nature of the infection, prevention can
mean the difference between a freak, solitary infection and an epidemic.

A major cause of Nipah’s return is a lag in government surveillance. Once the
outbreak in Kerala last year was controlled, state and central authorities declared
italocal occurrence and discontinued monitoring the virus.The government, how-
ever,has neitheravaccine nora fail-safe cure for Nipah,which means such inaction
isdangerous—2018was not thefirst outbreak of Nipah virusin India; in 2001, the
virus claimed thelives of 49 people in Siliguri, West Bengal,although the cause for
these deaths was only identified post the fact. Ideally, Kerala should not only have
monitored thevirusbutalso tracked movement of persons from regions where the
diseaseis endemic,such as Bangladesh where regular cases of NiVencephalitis have
beenrecorded since 2001.The scramble toidentify the source of the virus this time
around speaks only to the state of unpreparedness of authorities to deal with a pub-
lic medical emergency of this nature and magnitude.

, Upimion

EBATES ABOUT INFLA-
TION in advanced
economies have changed
remarkably over the past
decades. Setting aside
(mis)measurement issues, concerns
about debilitatingly high inflationand
the excessive power of bond markets
arelong gone,and theworrynowis that
excessively low inflation may hamper
growth.

Moreover, while persistently sub-
dued—and, on nearly $11 trillion of
global bonds, negative—interest rates
may be causing resource misallocations
and undercutting long-term financial
security for households, elevated asset
prices have heightened therisk of future
financial instability.Also, investors have
become highly (and happily) dependent
on central banks, when they should be
prudently more fearful of them.

In search of new ways to produce
higherinflation,the major central banks
havetended tofavouracyclical mindset,
making frequent references to insuffi-
cientaggregate demand.Butwhatif that
is the wrong lens through which to view
current conditions, and we are actually
in the middle of a multi-stage processin
which strongdisinflationary supply-side
forces eventually give way to the return
of higher inflation? In that case, mone-
tary policymakers and market partici-
pantswould need to consider quitea dif-
ferent opportunity-risk paradigm than
the one currently being pursued.

Tobe sure,after coming close to cen-
tral banks’ 2% target in 2018, core
inflation ratesin Europe and the United
States have since been declining. The
conventional measure of market expec-
tations for inflation—the break-even
rate on five-year US Treasuries—
remains stubbornly below target, even
though the six-month moving average
pace of job creation is almost 50%
above the historical level needed to
absorb new labour-market entrants so
deepintheeconomiccycle.Though the
US unemployment rate (3.6%) is at its
lowest level in around five decades, the
labour-force participation rate (62.8%)
also remains relatively low.

Owing to the persistence of low

South Asia)

SHIFTING PARADIGM?

WE ARE IN THE MIDDLE OF A MULTI-STAGE PROCESS IN WHICH STRONG DISINFLATIONARY
SUPPLY-SIDE FORCES EVENTUALLY GIVE WAY TO THE RETURN OF HIGHER INFLATION

How inflation
could return

EL-ERIAN
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president Barack Obama's Global Development Council

inflation, monetary policies have
remained ultra-loose for an unusually
long time, raising concerns that the US
or Europe may succumb to“Japanifica-
tion”as consumers postpone purchases
and companies reduce investment out-
lays. So far, that risk hasled to protract-
edly low or negative (in the case of the
European Central Bank) policy ratesand
bloated central-bank balance sheets,
despite the potentially deleterious
effects of such policies on the integrity
of the financial system.

In fact, some economic observers
favourthe ECBnotjust maintaining neg-
ative interest rates, but also restarting
asset purchases under its quantitative-
easing (QE) programme. Likewise, there
are those who want the US Federal
Reserve to implement an “insurance
cut,” despite indicators suggesting that
this will be another year of solid eco-
nomic growth and job creation. Mean-
while, central banks have begun to look
beyond their existing tool-Kits (tradi-
tionaland unconventional) fornewways
to spur economy-wide price increases,
such as by raising the inflation target,
either directly or by pursuing an average
and allowing for deviations over time.

But today’s surprisingly low infla-
tion also appears to be linked to larger
structural forces,which means thatit’s
not rooted only in insufficient aggre-
gate demand. Technological innova-
tions—particularly thoserelated toarti-
ficial intelligence, big data, and
mobility—have ushered in a more gen-
eralised breakdown of traditional eco-
nomic relationships and an erosion of
pricing power.

Taken together, I call these struc-
tural forces the Amazon/Google/Uber
effect. While the Amazon model pushes
down prices by allowing consumers to

bypass more expensive intermediaries,
Google undercuts companies’ pricing
power by reducing search costs, and
Uber brings existing assets into the
marketplace, further eroding estab-
lished firms’ pricing power.

The Amazon/Google/Uber effect
has turbocharged a disinflationary
process that began with
theacceleration of global-
isation,bringing farmore
low-cost  production
online and reducing the
power of organized
labour in advanced
economies (as has the gig
economy more recently).
But while these trends
will mostly continue for
now, they are likely to
confront countervailing
inflationary influences
that have yet to reach critical mass: the
slack in the labour market is diminish-
ing every month, and increased indus-
trial concentration is giving some com-
panies, especially in the technology
sector, far greater pricing power.

Now, consider those trends in the
context of today’s changing political
landscape. Fuelled by understandable
angeroverinequality (of income,wealth,
and opportunity), more politicians are
embracing populism, with promises of
more active fiscal management and
measures to curb the power of capital in
favour of labour. At the same time, there
is growing political pressure on central
banks to bypass the asset channel (that
is, QE bond purchases) and inject liquid-
ity directly into the economy.

Economicanxietiesarealso driving
anti-globalisation  politics. The
weaponisation of economic-policy
tools such as tariffs and other trade

Simplity the GST structure

The govt is about to Kkick off the pilot

for the new GST compliance

mechanism. It is hoped that this

RENAVIKAR

time around, the systems are tested

rigorously before they are rolled out

NOW THAT THE new governmentis in
place, it is time for fixing GST glitches,
and further simplifying its structure
and administration. It is heartening to
note that both the ruling party and the
Opposition were very vocal during the
election campaign on the need to sim-
plify the GST structureand mechanism.
The very fact that India is, perhaps, the
only country in the world where a gov-
ernment that introduced GST came
back to power (and how!) should give
enough boost to the newlyformed gov-
ernment to take some radical decisions
inre-hauling the GST system.

The foremost structural change
must be to bring electricity, oil & gas,
and real estate fully into the GST net. It
issimplynot done to expectrobust GST
collections while keeping the majority
of economictransactions out of the GST
net. The tax cascading caused by keep-
ing these products beyond the GST
ambit and continuing to levy other
taxes, such as excise and value added
tax,not only increases the cost of these
products but also is an additional tax
complianceburden for taxpayersin this
space.Inductinga taxpayerfrom any of
the sectors mentioned before as part of
the “Ease of Doing Business” study has
the potential to drag down India’s rank-
ing. GST collections have, for the first
time since July 2017, reached the X1
lakh crore mark consecutively for two
months, and the government should
take steps to bring all constituents of
the economywithin GST’s ambit.

The next area for change is GST
rates. Given India’s diverse economic
and social structure, the inadvisability
of asinglerate GSTisa aforegone con-
clusion as it can become regressive for
many consumers. It is, hence, prudent
tohave onlytwo GSTrates instead of the
many GSTrates that we currently have.

A third GST rate, strictly for de-merit
goods/services, can also be introduced
to dissuade consumers from buying
them.Having said that, the government
can look at implementing a two-rate
GST structure, viz.a low of 6/8% and a
high of 12/16%.

Next in line is the GST compliance
mechanism. It has been almost two
years since GSTwas rolled out,and the
government has been nimble and agile
while dealingwith compliance require-
ments. The due dates for filing GST
returns and other compliance have
often been revised to accommodate
delays in filing for a variety of reasons.
As expected, the start of the GST com-
pliance cycle has been a rough ride, for
both taxpayersaswell as tax adminis-
trators.The governmentisabout tokick
offthe pilot for the new GST compliance
mechanism that is expected to be sim-
ple and robust for tax registrants. It is
hoped that this time around, the sys-
tems are tested rigorously before they
arerolled out for the general public.The
government also intends to roll out an
e-invoicing system for B2B supplies, a
hugely successful mechanism in the
European Union. While all this is
expected to make compliance easier for
taxpayers, there still remains a lot of
GST compliance backlog. In fact, most
taxpayers, especially the small and
medium ones, are struggling to meet
therevised deadline (June 30) for filing
of GST annual return for the nine-
month period ending March 31,2018.
The reconciliation between purchase
data as accounted by the taxpayer and
invoice data as uploaded by vendors
itself is causing tremendous anxiety,
not to mention reconciliation of other
data points. Frequent changes to GST
rates and forms, a raft of clarifications
and orders, conflicting advance rulings

MD, Acuris Advisors Pvt. Ltd.
Views are personal

pronounced by various state GST
authorities,etc.,have eroded the charm
of the simplistic GST structure..

The government has recently
announced its intent to have a single
authority for processing GST
refunds—a very welcome move—and
it should also look at a unified func-
tion for GST audits/assessments.As a
pilot, the GST Policy Wing at the Cen-
tre and those in the respective states
canbe merged to form a National GST
Policy Wing where central and state
officials can discuss/debate GST pol-
icy issues and ensure their uniform
interpretation across the country.This
step alone will save a lot of avoidable
litigation and hassles for the govern-
ment and taxpayers.

In case of import of goods by a
GST-registered person, the govern-
ment can consider the option to link
the GST payable on such import of
goods to the GST return due to be
filed by the taxpayer without requir-
ing the GST-registered taxpayer to
pay the GST on imports at the time of
clearing goods for home consump-
tion.As most GST-registered taxpay-
ers claim input tax credit of the GST
paid on goods imported almost
immediately (wherever eligible), the
working capital requirement for
these taxpayers can be optimised by
deferring and linking the GST on
import of goods to the GST return
filed in the subsequent month. This
can be initially rolled out for large
taxpayers with significant imports.

While many such simplification
measures can be rolled out, one should
rememberthatthe GSTisajourneythat
has its highs and lows and the govern-
ment can certainly make it smoother
forhonest taxpayersand harder for dis-
honest ones!

Central banks have
begun to look
beyond their
existing toolkits for
new ways to spur
economy-wide
price increases

C2 INDIA AND HER NEIGHBOURS

External affairs minister S Jaishankar

India's prime responsibility is to lift up it's neighbours
in the sense that our growth can be a lifting tide for
our neighbours. We are the largest economy (in

measuresisriskinga fragmentation of
global economic and financial rela-
tionships, favouring higher prices,and
compelling a greater degree of more
costly self-insurance by companies and
consumers.At the same time,as expec-
tations of continued low inflation
become more entrenched, an upward
price shock could expose vulnerabili-
tiesand increase the risk of policy mis-
takes and market accidents.

Considering how these competing
forces are likely to play out over time,
policymakers and investors should not
rule out a return of inflation over time.
Looking ahead, we will likely continue
experiencing an initial stage in which
the Amazon/Google/Uber effect
remains dominant. But
that may well be followed
byasecond stageinwhich
tightlabour markets, pop-
ulist nationalism, and
industry concentration
begin to offset the one-
time structural effects of
new technologies being
widely adopted.And in a
third stage, the possible
onset of higher inflation
may catch policymakers
and investors by surprise,
producing excessive reactions that
make a bad situation worse.

Aswith most paradigm shifts, there
can be little certainty regarding the
timing of this scenario. But,eitherway,
policymakers in advanced economies
must recognize that theirinflation out-
look is subject to a wider range of
dynamic possibilities than they have
considered so far. Focusing too much
on the cyclical, rather than the struc-
tural, could pose serious risks to future
economicwell-being and financial sta-
bility.The longerwewait tobroaden the
prevailing mindset, the more likely we
are to advance to the next stages of an
inflationary process in which the
impact of an exciting one-and-done
technological event gives way to some
old and more familiar tendencies.

Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2019
www.project-syndicate.org

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

BJP-TMC clashes in
West Bengal

There seems to be no end to the
clashes between BJP and TMC in
West Bengal. The Sangh Parivar is
demonstrating that it would go to
any lengths to tap religious identity
for political gain. BJP cadres shout
the sacred chant 'Jai Sri Ram' in
front of West Bengal Chief Minister
to provoke her and not to praise
Ram. It is most unfortunate that
Hindu Right is reducing 'Jai Sri Ram'
to an emblem of Hindutva and
finding nothing wrong in mixing
religion with politics. By chanting
'Jai Sri Ram' in an inappropriate time
and place from base motives the
Hindutva zealots are devaluing and
de-sanctifying the evocative
religious phrase. Chanting the
words should be an act of piety. It
must be bona-fide and not mala-
fide. Shouting it belligerently at the
time of commission of hate crimes
is not worthy of devotees of Ram.
Hatred lays religion waste. Nothing
can be more ungodly than
deliberately misusing Bhagwan's
name to stir up political division and
social strife. Still the Hindutva
brigade does it as part of a wider
design to narcotize the underclass
and deny them a share in power
and resources and a better material
life. One wonders how any
Hindutva neta would react to the
chanting of 'Praise the Lord' by an
Indian Christian or 'Allahu Akbar' by
an Indian Muslim in the manner BJP
cadres shouted 'Jai Sri Ram' in front
of Mamata Banerjee. One also
wonders how it would look and go
down with us if in a predominately
Christian or Islamic country ‘Praise
the Lord' or 'Allahu Akbar' is made a
political slogan to shore up political
or electoral support. Perhaps
enlightened political
consciousness, coupled with
humanity, is the antidote to the
misuse of religion.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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FOOD PROCESSING

untapped
growth

The

opportunity

The food processing industry is of enormous
significance as it provides vital linkages

and synergies that it promotes between the two
pillars of the economy, i.e. agriculture and industry

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

OOD PROCESSING HAS
become an integral part of the
food supply chain in the global
economy, and India has also
seen growth in this sector in
the last fewyears. The sector contributes
around 11% of agricultural value-added
and 9% of manufacturing value-added.
According to the ministry of food pro-
cessingindustriesannual report, the sec-
tor employs 12.8% of the workforce in
the organised sector (factories registered
under Factories Act,1948),and 13.7% of
the workforce in the unorganised sector.
Despite being one of the largest produc-
ers of agricultural and food products in
the world, India ranks fairly low in the
global food processing value chains. In
fact,as with the rest of India (most other
sectors), this sector is also largely unor-
ganised and informal.
Processing can be fur-
ther delineated into pri-
mary and secondary pro-
cessing. Rice, sugar, edible
oiland flour mills are exam-
ples of primary processing.
Secondary  processing
includes the processing of
fruitsand vegetables,dairy,
bakery, chocolates and
other items. Most process-
inginIndia canbe classified

The priority for the
new govt must be
on enhancing cold-
chain capacity,
logistics, proper
ways of marketing
commodities, and
farmers' training

reduced, leading to better price realisa-
tion for farmers.

Improving the supply chain

Gaps in the supply chain are perhaps
the biggest challenge faced by this indus-
try.Preprocessinglosses occur due tolack
of awareness and a dearth of storage and
pack-house facilities close to the farm
gate. The shortage of refrigerated vehi-
clesisreflected throughlosses occurring
atthetransport stage.Losses occurat the
storage level as well. While at an aggre-
gate level, India’s cold storage capacity is
at the required levels, the reality is that
60% of these cold storages are located in
just four states—Uttar Pradesh, Punjab,
West Bengal and Gujarat. Variation in
quality is another impediment. Lack of
avenues to adequately grade, sort and
pack perishable produce is a major cul-
pritin thisregard.Therefore, pack-houses
are of extreme importance.

The upgrading of 22,000 rural haats
into Gramin Agriculture Markets
(GrAMS)was announced inthe 2018-19
Budget. These are largely informal mar-
kets,but are close to the farm gate.A pre-
liminary survey hasrevealed that close to
70% of these rural haats are owned by
local bodies—such as urban local bodies,
rural local bodies or gram panchayats.
Bringing in social entrepreneurs or the
private sector to develop these markets
intomodern centres foraggregatingand
sorting produce may be considered,
through appropriate public-private part-
nership (PPP) models.

Similarly,theselocal bodies could also
explore partnerships with cooperatives
and farmer producer organisations for
the development of these markets. The
NITI Aayog, in the Strategy for New India
@ 75 document, recommended village-
level procurement centres for perish-
ables such as fruits,vegetables and dairy.
These procurement centres could thenbe
linked to these GrAMS.

Farmer training and extension

Although building infrastructureisa
requisite for enhancing the processing
capacity,whatisalso of immense impor-
tanceistohave enough skills tobe able to
use that capacity. Backward linkages to
farmers need to be made
more robust. Contract
farming is an attractive
avenue in this regard.
According to the Model
Contract Farming Act,
2018, the contract will
specify the quantity, qual-
ity and price of produce
being supplied. This would
shield farmers from price
volatility, subject to quality
commitments.The Strategy

as primary processing, e for New India @ 75 recom-

which has lower value- and skilling mends that states take the

addition compared to sec- lead in passing this
—_——

ondary processing. There is
a need to move up the value chain in
processed food products to boost farmer
incomes.Forinstance, horticulture prod-
ucts, such as fruits and vegetables, carry
the potential for higher value-addition
when compared to cereal crops.

Food processing to boost exports

At present, India’s agricultural
exports predominantly consist of raw
materials, which are then processed in
other countries, again indicating the
space to move up the value chain. Despite
India being one of the largest producers
of agricultural commodities in theworld,
agricultural exportsasashare of GDPare
fairly low in India relative to the rest of
theworld.The same proportion isaround
49 for Brazil, 7% for Argentina, 9% for
Thailand, while for India it is just 2%.
Food processing provides an opportunity
to utilise excess production efficiently.
Not just from a growth perspective, food
processing is also important from the
point of reducing food waste. In fact, the
United Nations estimates that 40% of
production is wasted. Similarly, the NITI
Aayog cited a study that estimated
annual post-harvest losses of close to
%90,000 crore. With greater thrust on
proper sorting and grading close to the
farm gate, this wastage could also be

enablinglegislation.

Skilling is required at two levels. First
at the farm gate in promoting agricul-
tural best practices and in processing
activities. Revamped extension services
are critical at the farm gate, which have
beenwritten about in the past. Similarly,
skill training in the food processing
industry must be stepped up. The
National Skill Development Corporation
(NSDC) estimated the need to skill 17.8
million persons in the food processing
industry by 2022.

The food processing industry is of
enormous significanceasit providesvital
linkages and synergies that it promotes
between the two pillars of the economy,
i.e.agriculture and industry. Although
stillata nascent stage, the sector has been
growing at a robust pace and several
steps have been taken in the past few
years toaccelerate this sector.Thelaunch
of the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Sampada
Yojana is aimed at bridging the infra-
structure gap. In fact, 100% foreign
direct investment in food processing
units has been allowed.

In order to ensure sustained growth
inthe sector, the priority for the new gov-
ernment is enhancing the cold-chain
capacity, logistics infrastructure, proper
ways of marketing commodities, farmer
training and skilling of the workforce.
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® US-INDIATRADE TIES

The GSP gambit

ANURADHA
e Nt ‘
It’s the second time the US has hit India
with its unilateral measures

HE GENERALIZED SYSTEM of Preferences (GSP),

aswas being accorded by the US to imports from

India since 1976, stood terminated as on June 5,

2019.India hasindicated that the fiscalimpact of

thiswithdrawal—S$5.6 billion of India’s exports—
is not significant. Perhaps it is not when seen against the
overall exports to the USvalued at $230billion. But theissue
isnot one of mere numbers,but one of legal principlesas the
systemic impact of US’s brazen unilateral actions. It is also
one of theimpact this move would have on exporters of sev-
eral goods such as jewellery, building materials, solar cells
and processed foods, which will face increase of up to 10%
in the US tariffs, not all of which exporters can absorb by
increasing prices of products in their struggle to remain
competitive. Spillover effects in terms of downsizing in
export firms, diversification, exploring newer markets,and
all the accompanying uncertainties seems inevitable.

The law behind GSP: There is no right or entitlement
that India or any other developing country has to GSP ben-
efits from any developed country. GSP is a voluntary exer-
cise of preferential market access that developed countries
have the discretion to provide. However, the laws of the WTO
providevery clearlegal thata country that chooses toadmin-
ister GSP,needs toadhere to.Thisincludes the legal require-
ment that GSPshall be available forall developing countries
onanon-discriminatorybasis,and they need tobe accorded
on a non-reciprocal basis, i.e. such preferences cannot be
given or restricted on the ground of equivalence of some
benefit from a developing country.

The US has unabashedly confirmed that GSP benefits to
India have been terminated solely on account of its unilat-
eral assessment that India does not provide “equitable and
reasonable market access”toit.Thisisan admitted violation
of the mandate that GSP needs be based on the principle of
“non-reciprocity”.The object of US’s trade concerns against
India include requirements under Indian law for certifica-
tion of dairy products,norms on pricing for medical devices,
and India’slaws on patentingwhich apply,in theview of the
US, strict criteria for grant of patents for products and also
allow for compulsorylicensing. Each of theseisalegitimate
exercise of sovereign legislative and policy choices by India.
The US has expressed concerns on imposition of high tariffs
by India in sectors including automobile, textiles, pharma
and distilled spirits,which,again,are all within the realm of
India’s WTO’s commitments.

In other words, India’s actions are all WTO-consistent
domestic policyactions.But the US perceives these as limit-
ing its market access,and instead of playing by multilateral
rules,which would require trade negotiations on a recipro-
cal basis, it is resorting to the one tool that it is mandated to
provide on non-reciprocal basis, i.e. GSP benefits.

Beyond playing by the rules: The US action isan exten-
sion of its recent approach of unilateral actions and strong-
arm tactics to extract concessions. In a measured response,
India has indicated that,like the US, it too believes in main-
taining its national interest and addressing development
imperatives.It hasindicated the hope of arriving ata mutual
resolution of the issues. While amicable solutions are the
desirable objective in international relations, the approach
with the US cannot be pegged on this expectation alone.In
fact, there is no better example than the US itself that has
used a combined strategy of bilateral dialogue, coupled with
unilateral action, and most interestingly recourse to the
beleaguered WTO’s dispute settlement system.

It’sthe second time the US has hit India with its unilateral
measures. First was on June 1,2018,when the US imposed
tariffs of 25% on steel and 10% on aluminium imported
into the US.India has initiated a WTO dispute against this,
as have several other WTO members.The EU and China also
imposed retaliatory tariffs on certain imports from the US,
against which the US initiated WTO disputes. While India
announced retaliatorytariffs against the US several months
back, it has been deferring the imposition of such tariffs.

Itis important for India to raise a challenge against US’s
GSP termination before the WTO. There are three reasons
for this: (1) India is on a strong legal footing with regard to
such a challenge; (2) the GSPissue is one of systemic signif-
icance within the framework of multilateral trade rules,and
one country cannot be allowed to derail the fundamental
planks on which it stands; and (3) contesting a country’s
action through dispute settlement, and simultaneously
holding bilateral negotiations, are not antithetical to each
other,and can helpa countryleverage itsadvantagesbetter.

MERGERS & ACQUISITIONS

Next trade-war casualty may be M&A market

Whether it’s the sale of a Boeing jetliner or a tech takeover, trade tensions spell bad news for megadeals

LACHAPELLE

Bloomberg

LREADY, ONE MEGADEAL is
at risk because of the US-
China trade spat: a massive
order by Chinese airlines for
Boeing planes that may be
worth more than $30 billion.

ABloomberg News story on Wednesday
detailed howimportant the dealis toboth
sides,and how the talks may take a precar-
ious turn because of escalating tensions
between their countries. But the Boeing
matter draws attention toan evenabigger
risk: namely, that the trade war could com-
plicate giant M&A deals, the kind that have
kept the market together even as other
types of dealmaking have slowed.

This year, there have been an unusually
high number of mergers and acquisitions
in the $20-billion-and-up range, such as
Bristol-Myers Squibb’s takeover of Celgene
Corp and last week’s announced deal
between Global Payments and Total System
Services.In fact, the average M&A transac-

| Deal inflation

The average M&A transaction size has surged
this year, especially in the US, as megamergers

Missing deals

The mid-size transactions that
normally carry the M&A market

drive dealmaking in an otherwise slowing market  have dwindled

Average value of US-to-US acquisitions ($ million)
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tionsizesofarin 2019isarecord.The trend
is even more pronounced when looking at
combinations involving only US compa-
nies, as the accompanying chart shows.
Despite a steady flow of large mergers,
global dealmaking is down 16% overall.
That’s because transactionsin the $1 billion
to $5 billion range—typically considered
the bread and butter of the M&A market—
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have slowed significantly in every region.
Boeing’s possible deal with the Chinese
airlines doesn’t fall under M&A, but it
shows corporate decision-making being
influenced by geopolitical conflict. If
something on the scale of a $30-billion
airplane orderwere to get derailed, so, too,
could megamergers highly sensitive to
things like CEO confidence,open markets

and cross-border supply chains.And with-
out these big transactions, the M&A mar-
ket might really dry up.

“If the big deals start to taper off and
you don’t get a pick-up in the sweet spot
(the $1 billion to S5 billion deals), then I
think the second half of the year could be
more problematic,” Mark Shafir, co-head
of global M&A at Citigroup, said at the
Bloomberg Invest New York conference on
Wednesday.As companies study their sup-
ply chains,“it’s starting tobecome a confi-
denceissue,”he said. Many are dependent
on parts from Chinaand Mexico or salesin
those nations.

One year after Donald Trump was
elected president, I wrote about how
acquirers were spending a lot less money
than usual on American companies, per-
hapsonaccount of the White House’s more
isolationist views making the US a slightly
less attractive place to make acquisitions.
The trade war, along with the larger polic-
ing role that the Committee on Foreign
Investment in the US (known as CFIUS)
seems to be playing, could again stymie
cross-border merger considerations.

Whetherit’s the sale of a Boeingjetliner
oratechtakeover,trade tensions spell bad
news for megadeals.

Rate cut to boost growth

EKAMBARAM

The author is president, Consumer Banking,
Kotak Mahindra Bank. Views are personal

BI'S MPC AGREED to reduce
the policy repo rate by 25bps
to 5.75% and change the pol-
icy stance to‘accommodative’
from ‘neutral’. This was
broadly in line with market expectations.
Fromamonetary policy perspective, the
stated objective of RBI has been inflation-
targeting and supporting growth.The tone
of the policy statementindicates RBIis con-
cerned about slowing growth, while being
adequately comfortable about inflation
estimates. This being the case, RBI high-
lighted there is scope for MPC to support
efforts to boost growth and consumption;
in particular private investment activity.
Global growth remained sluggish
across both advanced and emerging mar-
kets.Globalyields have fallen significantly.
Crude has also fallen from its highs and is
likely tobe range-bound in the near-term.
Domestic economic activity deceler-
ated sharply to 5.8% in Q4FY19 from
6.6% in Q3FY19 and 8.1% in Q4FY18,
with growth in private consumption also
slowing. Also, high frequency indicators
point toaslowdown in the services sector.
Exports have been impacted due to weak

global demand, partly due to the uncer-
tainties surrounding trade wars. Thus,
GDPgrowthin FY19 wasat 6.8%,coming
in lower than estimates.

RBIestimated FY20 GDPgrowthat 7%
(7.2% earlier), 6.4-6.7% in 1HFY20 (6.8-
7.1% earlier) and 7.2-7.5% in 2HFY20
(7.3-7.4% earlier). Upsiderisks to inflation
include uncertainties related to monsoon,
increase in vegetable prices and higher
crude oil prices amid geopolitical tensions.

RBI has ensured adequate liquidity in
the system; it said it would conduct OMO
purchase auction of 15,000 crore to
injectliquidityinto the system onJune 13.

Tomaintain financial stability, RBI has
set the minimum leverage ratio at 3.5%
for all Indian banks and 4% for systemi-
cally-important banks.This is higherthan
the minimum leverage ratio of 3% man-
dated by the Basel Committee on Banking
Supervision (BCBS) and will inspire confi-
dence in India’s banking sector.

RBIannounced it will issue draft guide-
lines for‘on tap’licensing of small finance
banks and a committee will be formed to
look into ATM charges.

Overall,against the backdrop ofastable
government, higher capacity utilisation
and expectations of fiscal stimulus to boost
growth, RBI will keep a close watch on the
Budget, as well as other key data points
including the monsoon, global economic
indicators,geopolitical equations, crude oil
pricesaswell as domestic growth and infla-
tion estimates to plan its next move.
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The change in the policy
stance to 'accommodative’
will simultaneously help the
financial system to navigate
to a lower term structure of
interest rates and also
accommodate growth
concerns. Also, the move to
scrap transaction charges
for RTGS & NEFT will boost
digital transactions.

RAJNISH KUMAR, CHAIRMAN,
STATE BANK OF INDIA

Major part of the statement
was the change of stance to
'‘accommodative’, which
rules out any rate hikes in
future. Suppressed inflation
and real sector performance
were the major parameters
behind this decision.

DINABANDHU MOHAPATRA,
MD & CEO, BANK OF INDIA

RBI delivers the first hat-trick
during 2019 edition of the
World Cup! While the rate
cut and stance is good, the
transmission and execution
will make it great and help
the country to rise.

VS PARTHASARATHY,
CFO, MAHINDRA GROUP

/ .

The repo rate cut, the
change in stance and the
resolve to provide adequate
liquidity will provide the
impetus to counter growth
and investment headwinds.
The review of liquidity
framework should aid
monetary transmission.

ZARIN DARUWALA, STANDARD
CHARTERED BANK INDIA CEO

EXPERTS' TAKE

TRANSMISSION CHALLENGE

Loan rates unlikely

to fall post repo cut

Improved liquidity
situation may not translate
into lower deposit rates as
banks remain wary in an
environment of slow
deposit growth

SHRITAMA BOSE
Mumbai, June 6

LOAN RATES MAY not come downimme-
diately even though the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) on Thursday cut the repo rate
by 25 basis points (bps) for the third time
in 2019.Bankers say the improved liquid-
ity situation may not translate into lower
deposit rates as banks remain wary in an
environment of slow deposit growth.That,
in turn, could result in lending rates
remaining close to where they are now.

A senior executive at a large state-
owned bank told FE: “It’s difficult to say
whetherdeposit rates will fall. Our deposit
rates are lower than that of most other
banks. The banks who have much higher
rates may have to start cutting the rates.”

Large public-sector banks (PSBs) and
private banks may adopt separate strate-
gies, as the latter set pays out relatively
more for deposits, leaving them with
greater room to cut deposit rates.

State Bank of India (SBI) pays 7% per
annum for one-year retail term deposits.
While the monetary policy committee
(MPC) has lowered the repo rate in each of
its meetings in 2019, SBI has actually
raised the rate on one-year deposits by 20
bps between February and May this year.

Bank of Baroda (BoB) pays an even
lower 6.7% on one-year retail deposits,
while HDFC Bank offers 7.3%.

W Large public-sector banks and
private banks may adopt separate
strategies

W Private banks pay out relatively
more for deposits, leaving

them with greater room to cut
deposit rates

W State Bank of India
pays 7% per annum
for one-year retail
term deposits

-

RBI governor Shaktikanta Das
observed that the weighted
average lending rates across the
system show that banks have
trasmitted to the extent of 21 bps
on fresh rupee loans the 50 bps
worth of rate cuts in 2019
==

RBI governor Shaktikanta Das
observed that the weighted average lend-
ing rates (WALRs) across the system show
that banks have trasmitted to the extent
of 21 bps on fresh rupee loans the 50 bps
worth of rate cuts in 2019.“Interest rates
on lower-tenor money market instru-
ments remain broadly aligned with the
overnight WACR (weighted average call
rate), reflecting near-full transmission of
the reduction in policy rates,” Das said at

Draft norms for ‘on-tap’
licensing of small finance
banks by August end

RBI seeks to enhance supply
of credit to small borrowers
and encourage competition

FE BUREAU
Mumbai, June 6

THE RESERVE BANK of India (RBI) will
issue draft guidelines for‘on-tap’licensing
of Small Finance Banks (SFB) by the end of
August 2019 with a view to enhance sup-
ply of credit to small borrowers and
encourage competition.

On-taplicensingisa time-efficient fea-
ture that will allow parties to obtain the
licence on-demand basis and eligible par-
tieswon’t have to wait.

In September 2015, the RBI had
granted ‘in-principle’ approval to 10
applicants for SFBs, including entities
such as Ujjivan Financial Services, Equitas
Holdings and Au Financiers (India). The
RBIhadalso expressed itsintention touse
the learning from the licensing round to
appropriately revise the guidelines and
move to giving licences more regularly or
virtually ‘on tap’.

Eight of the ten small finance banks
have also been included in the second
schedule of the RBI Act,1934.

“Areview of the performance of small
finance banks reveals that they have
achieved their priority sector targets and
thusattained their mandate for furthering
financial inclusion. Hence, there is a case
formore players tobe included to enhance
access tobanking facilities to the small bor-
rowers and to encourage competition,’the
RBI statement on Developmental and Reg-

EASY ACCESS

m On-tap licensing will allow
parties to obtain the licence
on-demand basis and eligible
parties won't have to wait

W In Sept 2015, 'in-principle’
approval was granted to 10
applicants for SFBs, including
Ujjivan Financial Services, Equitas
Holdings and Au Financiers (India)

W Eight of the ten small finance
banks have also been included
in the second schedule of

the RBI Act, 1934

ulatory Policies read. However, the RBI indi-
cated more time is needed to review the
performance of payments banks before
considering the licensing of this category
of banks could be put ‘on tap’.

In November 2014, the regulator had
issued guidelines for licensing of payments
banksand SFBsin the private sector.As per
the guidelines, resident individuals/pro-
fessionals with 10-year experience in
banking and finance; and companies and
societies owned and controlled by resi-
dentswould be eligible to set up SFBs.

Existing non-banking financial com-
panies, micro-finance institutions and
local area banks that are owned and con-
trolled by residents could also opt for the
conversion into SFBs.The minimum paid-
up equity capital for small finance banks
should be X100 crore, while the pro-
moter’s minimum initial contribution to
be atleast 40%, the guidelines stated.

W SBI has in fact raised the rate on
one-year deposits by 20 bps
between February and May 2019

B Bank of Baroda pays an even
lower 6.7% on one-year retail
deposits, while HDFC Bank
offers 7.3%

W Monetary policy committee has
lowered the
repo rate in each
of its meetings
in 2019

o)

the post-policy press conference, adding
that the yield on the benchmark 10-year
government security has also declined by
about 40 bps from its average in April
2019 to about 7%.

However, the monetary policy state-
ment highlighted that the WALR on older
rupee loans increased by 4 bps as the past
loans continue to be priced at high rates.

On the RBI’s older proposal to link
lending rates to one of three external
benchmarks for better transmission, Das
said the matter needs further examina-
tion.“Weare monitoring the transmission.
Soassoonaswe take some decisionin that
regard, we will announce that.” In its April
policy, the RBI had deferred the imple-
mentation of the new external bench-
mark-linked framework for pricing of
loans,which was earlier supposed to come
into forceon April 1,2019.

-
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RBI monitoring
developments in
NBFC sector: Das

Markets have been hoping
for a special liquidity
window for some troubled
NBFCs, HFCs which have
asset-liability mismatches
and have been unable

to repay lenders

MITALI SALIAN
Mumbai, June 6

WHILE NOT ANNOUNCING any specific
measures to help stressed non-banking
financial companies (NBFCs) or housing
finance companies, the Reserve Bank of
India said on Thursday it would take all
steps to ensure financial stability. The
markets havebeen hoping fora special lig-
uidity window for some NBFCs and HFCs
which have been in trouble due to asset-
liability mismatches and have been unable
torepay their lenders.

The central bank said it is closely moni-
toring developments within theNBFC sec-
tor,including HFCs,even asindividual enti-
ties work towards mobilising additional
liquidity and resources to meet liabilities
and commitments.

“The RBI does not regulate the housing
finance companies. Nonetheless, the
banks have significant exposure to the
housing finance companiesand the RBIin
any case is mandated to look after the
financial stability of the entire economy.
And in that background, at RBI, we have
been closely monitoring the activity and
the performance and the developmentsin
the NBFC sector, including the HFCs,” RBI
governor Shaktikanta Das said at a post-
policy conference.

Das further added, “We are also mon-

Governor and his deputies

Reserve Bank of India governor Shaktikanta Das and his deputies arrive for the central bank's bi-monthly
policy review, in Mumbai on Thursday

itoring major entities in this universe of
NBFCs and HFCs and, as you pointed out,
the individual entities are themselves
resorting tovarious measures using mar-
ket mechanisms to mobilise additional
liquidity and to mobilise additional
resources to meet their liabilities and
commitments.”

Das further emphasised that the regu-
latorwas committed to ensuring arobust,
well-functioning NBFC sector and willing
to take required steps to ensure financial
stability is not adversely impacted by any
development.

Das’ comments come at a time when
several credit rating agencies, including
Crisil and Icra, as recently as Wednesday,
downgraded Dewan Housing Finance Cor-
poration’s commercial papers after it
delayed interest payments.

NBFCs have been in hot water ever
since Infrastructure Leasing and Financial
Services defaulted on debt obligationslast
year,whichin turn triggered aliquidity cri-
sis within the financial services market
with banks unwilling to lend to NCFCs,
overall rise in finance costs and market
borrowing becoming tougher.

The governoralso emphasised that the
NBFC supervision periodicity,about 18
months earlier, had been reduced to 12
months, adding that major entities were
being monitored within the RBI.

“RBIwill not delay to take any action if
and when such action is required,’the RBI
governor added.

EXPRESS PHOTO: GANESH SHIRSEKAR

Revised circular on resolution of stressed assets in 3-4 days: Das

FE BUREAU
Mumbai, June 6

THE RBI WILL finally issue a revised circu-
laronresolution of stressed assetswithin the
next three to four days afterlegal and inter-
nal examinations delayed the release
beyond earlier expectations. “It has taken a
little more time thanwe had originallyantic-
ipated but it will be issued very shortly. And
very shortlymeansinamatterof 3 or4 days,”

RBI delivers third rate cut, changes its stance

Sonal Varma & Aurodeep Nandi

THE RESERVE BANK of India’s Monetary
Policy Committee voted unanimously in
favour of reducing the policy rate by 25
basis pointsto 5.75%,inlinewith consen-
sus and our expectations. It also surpris-
ingly changed its stance to “accommoda-
tive” after previously maintaining its
stanceat“neutral”despite earlierrate cuts.
This is the third rate cut of 2019, repre-
senting a cumulative 75 bps of cuts so far.

Asweexpected,the centralbanklowered
its FY20 GDP growth projection to 7% y-o-
y (from 7.29%). Its growth estimates were

changed to 6.4-6.7% (from 6.8-7.1%) in
H1FY20 and to 7.2-7.5% (from 7.3-7.4%)
in H2FY20, with risks evenly balanced. It
raised its inflation projection marginally to
3-3.1%y-o0-yfrom 2.9-3% in H1FY20 and
lowered it to 3.4-3.7% from 3.5-3.8% in
H2FY20,with risks “broadlybalanced”.

The RBI announced that it will “review
comprehensively” the existing liquidity
management framework by mid-Julyand
suggest measures to simplify it; it also
indicated that it will be more communica-
tive on the objectives of management.This
is crucial to policy transmission.

This policy outcome looks dovish rela-
tive to expectations due to the change in

The RBI surprisingly changed its
stance to 'accommodative’ after
previously maintaining its stance at
‘neutral’. This is the third rate cut
of 2019, representing a cumulative
75 bps of cuts so far

stance.Itsaccommodative stance suggests
the RBI hasbecome more concerned about
the growth slowdown,while acknowledg-
ing that inflation remains capped despite
its ongoing easing.

We believe the RBI’s growth projec-
tions remain optimistic,as our FY20 GDP

growth forecast of 6.8%y-o-yisbelowthe
RBI’s 7% forecast, but we are broadly in
agreementwith the RBI’s inflation trajec-
tory. Given the recent stress among
shadow banks,which nearlyresulted in the
default of one of the beleaguered entities,
financial stability risks remain elevated.
Although the RBI hasalreadydelivered the
75 bps of cumulative rate cuts that we pro-
jected in our baseline scenario, we believe
the shift to an “accommodative” stance
could hintat furthereasingahead and are
currently reviewing our forecasts.

Sonal Varmais MD and chief India econ-
omist, and Aurodeep Nandi is India econo-

mist at Nomura

RBI governor Shaktikanta Dastold reporters
ata post-monetary policy conference.

Das suggested the delay was “because
itinvolved examiningvariouslegalissues,
itinvolved very detailed and wide-ranging
stakeholder consultationsand theninter-
nallywe had to examine it in detail.”

Therevised circularwill replace the reg-
ulator's original framework on resolution
of stressed assets that introduced the con-
cept of one-day default and directed banks

toreferlargeaccount of Rs 2,000 croreand
above to bankruptcy court unless a resolu-
tion planwasagreed uponwithin 180 days.
The circularwas declared as “ultra vires” by
the Supreme Court in April this year.

The circularissued in 2018,also popu-
larlyreferred toas the'Feb.12 circular'was
intended tobe a simplified generic frame-
work for resolution of stressed assets that
was in harmony with the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code, 2016.

Industry upbeat about RBI move

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, June 6

HAILINGTHE RBI'S decision to cutlending
rate by 25 basis points as awelcome step to
boost demand and revive economy, indus-
try chambers said there is more room to
slash rates further. “There is room for fur-
therrate cut...this third consecutive rate cut
in repo rate will lead to effective transmis-
sion,encouraging banks to lower theirlend-
ing rates for both retail and corporate
credit,’said Sandip Somany, president, Ficci.
Reviving business confidence, con-
sumer confidence and triggering animal
spirits in the economy is the need of the
hour, the chamber said in a statement.
Assocham said the shift in policy stance
from neutral toaccommodative islooking
significant and these measures would

rekindle economic growth and improve
business sentiments. “The credit policy
resolution and the RBI governor's empha-
sisonfasterand higher transfer of rate cuts
will be reassuring if done by the banks.
This,when coupled with improved liquid-
ity, would reduce the cost of borrowing,”
said Assocham president B K Goenka.

PHD Chamber also welcomed the rate
cutand said itwill help tostimulatedemand,
boostinvestments,enhance exporters'com-
petitiveness and growth of the industrial
sector.“At this juncture, the transmission of
the policy rate cut by the banking sector in
terms of reducedlending rateswould be cru-
cial to boost liquidity. Going ahead, we
expect reporate to come down to 5%in the
coming quarters foradequateavailability of
credit to the industry especially to the
MSMEs sector,’the chamber said.
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CONTAMINATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL MEDIUMS WITH HuBac
(FAECAL INDICATOR BACTERIA OF HUMAN ORIGIN)
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Source: UNICEF report via Swachh Bharat Mission

A STUDY released by the central gov-
ernment has found that villages that
are not yet open defecation-free (non-
ODF)is 12 times more likely than ODF
villages to carry the risk of faecal con-
tamination of groundwater (The
Indian Express, June 6). The study, car-
ried out by UNICEF, looked at the en-
vironmental impact of the Swachh
Bharat Mission in 12 ODFand 12 non-
ODF villages in three states — West
Bengal, Odisha and Bihar — and was
based on 725 samples of water, soil,
and food. The overall findings were
that non-ODF villages are:
12.7 TIMES more likely to have their
groundwater sources contaminated
(from contaminants traceable to hu-
mans alone)
2.40 TIMES more likely to have their
piped water contaminated
2.48 TIMES more likely to have their
household water (stored) contami-
nated
1.1 TIMES more likely to have their
soil contaminated
2.16 TIMES more likely to have food
contaminated and 2.48 TIMES more
likely to have household drinking wa-
ter contaminated

Among the three states, the levels
were the worst in Bihar where non-
ODF villages showed 35.7 times

higher groundwater contamination
than ODF villages, as compared to 6.6
times higher in West Bengal and 5.3
times higher in Odisha. For piped wa-
ter, the relative risk of contamination
(non-ODF to ODF) was 1.33 times
more in Bihar, 2.73 times more in
West Bengal and 1.50 times more in
Odisha. For household water (stored),
the relative risk was 2.74 times more
in Bihar, 4.14 times more in West
Bengal and 1.44 times more in Odisha.

For soil, the relative risk of faecal
contamination traceable to humans,
in non-ODF villages as compared to
ODF villages, was 1.21 times more in
Bihar, 1.39 times more in West Bengal
and 0.89 times more in Odisha. And
for food, the relative risk was 6.67
times more in Bihar; 8.47 times more
in West Bengal and 1.14 times more in
Odisha.

In its interpretation of the varia-
tions observed among states, the
UNICEF report stated that in Odisha,
the sudden onset of rain during sam-
pling resulted in decreased impact. It
said this indicates that systems for
solid and liquid waste management,
including faecal sludge management
and drainage need improvement to
realise the full benefits of residing in
ODF environments.

PRADEEP KAUSHAL
NEW DELHI, JUNE 6

ON THURSDAY, the Union government re-
leased the composition of eight Cabinet
Committees, including two new ones — one
on Investment, the other on Employment
and Skill Development. What are these
Cabinet Committees for?

Transaction of Business

The executive works under the
Government of India Transaction of
Business Rules, 1961. These Rules emerge
out of Article 77(3) of the Constitution,
which states: “The President shall make
rules for the more convenient transaction
of the business of the Government of India,
and for the allocation among Ministers of
the said business.” The Rules mandate the
minister-in-charge of a department (min-
istry) to dispose of “all business allotted to
adepartment under” him or her.

However, “when the subject of a case
concerns more than one department”, no
decision can be taken “until all such depart-
ments have concurred, or, failing such con-
currence, a decision thereon has been taken
by or under the authority of the Cabinet”.

The Prime Minister constitutes Standing

Committees of the Cabinet and sets out the
specific functions assigned to them. He can
add or reduce the number of committees.
Ad hoc committees of ministers, includ-
ing Groups of Ministers, may be appointed
by the Cabinet or by the Prime Minister for
specific matters. A policy paralysis had hit
the UPA-Il government because it had passed
on numerous issues to Groups of Ministers.

Key Committees

APPOINTMENTS: Of the eight panels con-
stituted by Prime Minister Narendra Modi on
Thursday, the most vital is the Cabinet
Committee on Appointments. This panel
makes appointments to posts of the three
service chiefs, Director General of Military
Operations, chiefs of all Air and Army
Commands, Director General of Defence
Intelligence Agency, Scientific Advisor to the
Defence Minister, Director General of Armed
Forces Medical Services, Director General of
Ordnance Factories, Director General of
Defence Estates, Controller General of
Defence Accounts, Director of Institute for
Defence Studies and Analyses, Solicitor-
General, Governor of the Reserve Bank of
India, Chairman and Members of the Railway
Board, Chief Vigilance Officers in Public Sector
Undertakings and Secretariat posts of and
above the rank of Joint Secretary in the Central
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Free rides, fare perspective

Delhi government’s proposal to make bus and Metro rides free for women has drawn reactions ranging
from approval to rejection. What are the precedents for the idea; what do studies on other cities show?

MALLICA JOSHI
NEW DELHI, JUNE 5

MINISTER FOR Housing and Urban Affairs
Hardeep Singh Puri described the Aam
Aadmi Party as “disruptionist”, and spoke
mockingly of “broken window economics”
and “broken window fraud” while criticis-
ing the Delhi government’s proposal to make
buses and the Metro free for women
Thursday. Deputy Chief Minister Manish
Sisodia, however, insisted that the govern-
ment has both a concrete plan and the funds
to implement the proposal.

Under the proposal announced by the
Delhi government Monday, women will
have the option to not pay for rides. The
move, which is at the stage of feedback and
planning, has drawn reactions ranging from
enthusiastic approval to vehement rejection.

Government’s logic

Cities in the United States and Europe
have experimented with the idea of free
public transport since at least the 1950s.
Germany, France, Belgium, and Estonia have
taken initiatives to make public transport
free, either for the entire population or for
sections such as students or senior citizens.
Luxembourg has pledged to become the first
country to make public transport free for
everybody by 2020. The most common rea-
son for any city incentivising the use of pub-
lic transport has been to tackle congestion
on the roads.

The reasons given by the Delhi govern-
ment are different.

One, to make it easier for women to
move from informal and more unsafe
modes of transport such as shared autos and
cabs to more formal and safer modes such
as the Metro.

Two, to help more women enter the
workforce. A report prepared by the Delhi
Labour Department in 2018 found that of the
19.6 lakh workers engaged in trading, serv-
ice and the manufacturing sector in the city,
only 11.4% were women, and nearly half of
them worked as “informal hired workers”.
The government hopes that with women be-
ing able to travel for free, more of them, espe-
cially from the economically disadvantaged
groups, would start working.

Globally, conversations around free pub-
lic transport have revolved around decon-
gestion and affordability, rather than safety.
One reason is that many of these experi-
ments have been carried out in highly ad-
vanced Scandinavian countries with mostly
safe public spaces and better reporting rates
of crime against women.

A November 2017 study of 4,000 Delhi
University students by Brown University PhD
candidate Girija Borker (Safety First:
Perceived Risk of Street Harassment and
Educational Choices of Women) found that
women were willing to choose a lower rank-
ing college if it ensured a safer commute.

“... For the average woman, selecting a
safe travel route will require her to choose a
college that is lower quality, leading to trade-
offs between travel safety and college qual-
ity. Women also face similar tradeoffs be-
tween travel time and college quality...
Alternatively, women are willing to spend
an additional Rs 18,800 (USD 290) per year,
relative to men, for a route that is... safer,”
Borker wrote.

Precedents elsewhere

The proposal to make public transport
free for women has no well known prece-
dent anywhere in the world, and could be

o
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BELGIUM

The Belgian city of Hasselt made public
transport free for residents and visitors
in 1996. A decade later, it was reported

Delhi Metro
and bus
rides are
proposed to
be made
free for
women.
Anmol Bains

that ridership had increased tenfold,
with more than half the new users
taking public transport instead of
walking or cycling.

The city finally concluded that the

HOW FREE
TRANSPORT
HAS FARED

NORWAY

The Norwegian city of Stavanger
experimented with free public
transport between August and
December 2011. An evaluation found
no evidence of reduced car use,and
the increase in ridership was
attributed to more walkers getting
on, as well as more ‘funriders’.

SWEDEN

In 2008 and 2013, Gothenburg
offered tens of thousands of
motorists free public transport for a
limited period. Later, 25% of
motorists were recorded as having
moved to public transport as
primary commuting mode. Long-
term effects were not measured.

DENMARK

In 2009, 373 car owners in

Copenhagen were given a free

month travel card. The share of "
participants who used public | v
transport doubled from 5% to 10%, [N
but six months later, fell to 7%.

UNITED STATES

In Ashville, North Carolina, in 2006,
ridership rose 59% when public
transport was made free. An increase
of 9% was retained after the
experiment ended.

scheme was unviable and withdrew it
with effect from January 1, 2014,
leaving only some specific concessions.
The scheme had no long-term impact
on car ownership.

the first of its kind. Studies on fully free pub-
lic transport systems have underlined both
positives and challenges.

Hasselt, Belgium, made public transport
freein 1996, and also expanded its transport
fleet. A decade later, a study reported a ten-
fold increase in ridership [‘Subsidies in Public
Transport’: European Transport (2006), by
Cees van Goeverden and others, quoted in
‘The Prospects of Fare-Free Public Transport:
Evidence From Tallinn’: Transportation
(2017), by Oded Cats and others]; however,
rising operational costs forced Hasselt to do
away with the scheme in 2014.

The small German town of Templin
made public transport free in 1997, and con-
tinues with the policy even today. Within
three years, ridership increased 1,200%,
with children and the youth making up the
vast majority of the increased numbers.
This, however, led to increased vandalism.
Also, “the vast majority of the substitution
effects were due to shift from soft modes —
30-40% from biking and 35-50% from walk-
ing. Only 10-20% of the substitution effects
were associated with previous car trips.”
[Catsetal (2017)]

In 1991, the Netherlands introduced a
seasonal free-fare travel card for higher ed-
ucation students, which led to the share of
trips made by students rising from 11% to

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with his newly formed Cabinet on May 31. P11

Government. This Committee decides on all
important empanelments and shift of offi-
cers serving on Central deputation.
ACCOMMODATION: The Cabinet
Committee on Accommodation determines
the guidelines or rules with regard to the al-
lotment of government accommodation. It
also takes a call on the allotment of govern-
ment accommodation to non-eligible per-
sons and organisations as also the rent to
be charged from them. It can consider the
allotment of accommodation from the
General Pool to Members of Parliament. It
can consider proposals for shifting existing

Central Government Offices to locations
outside the capital.

ECONOMIC AFFAIRS: The Cabinet
Committee on Economic Affairs is sup-
posed to review economic trends, problems
and prospects “for evolving a consistent and
integrated economic policy”, coordinate all
activities requiring policy decisions at the
highest level, deal with fixation of prices of
agricultural produce and prices of essential
commodities. It considers proposals for in-
vestment of more than Rs 1,000 crore, deal
with industrial licensing policies and review
rural development and the Public

21%. Fifty-two per cent of cyclists, and 34% of
car users moved. [van Goeverden et al.
(2006)]

However, small European cities can
hardly be anindicator for Delhi. The popula-
tion of all of the Netherlands is around 1.7
crore, much less than Delhi’s estimated 2
crore. Average income levels are not compa-
rable, and the public transportation system
in Delhi is weaker than in most European
countries.

Jasmine Shah, vice-chairperson of
Dialogue and Development Commission of
Delhi, where the proposal was framed,
said: “There is very little academic data to
go by when it comes to a scheme like this in
our context. The West has done it to battle
road congestion and pollution. We haven’t
really found a similar project in develop-
ing countries. But perhaps this will make
us the pioneers.”

The way forward

The challenge for the Delhi government
is to find the funds for the project — whichit
says it has. According to the Delhi govern-
ment, the cost of subsidising women'’s travel
will be around Rs 1,200 crore annually.
However, studies show that operational costs
frequently rise in the long run, and schemes
become increasingly less viable.

Distribution System.

PARLIAMENTARY AFFAIRS: The Cabinet
Committee on Parliamentary Affairs draws
the schedule for Parliament sessions and
monitors the progress of government busi-
ness in Parliament. It scrutinises non-gov-
ernment business and decides which offi-
cial Bills and resolutions are to be presented.

POLITICAL AFFAIRS: The Cabinet
Committee on Political Affairs addresses
problems related to Centre-state relations. It
also examines economic and political issues
that require a wider perspective but have no
internal or external security implications.

SECURITY: The Cabinet Committee on
Security deals withissues relating to law and
order, internal security and policy matters
concerning foreign affairs with internal or
external security implications. It also goes
into economic and political issues related to
national security. It considers all cases in-
volving capital defence expenditure more
than Rs 1,000 crore. It considers issues re-
lated to the Department of Defence
Production and the Department of Defence
Research and Development, Services Capital
Acquisition plans and schemes for procure-
ment of security-related equipment.

The new panels
INVESTMENT: The Cabinet Committee

Then there are the challenges of imple-
mentation. Delhi Transport Corporation
(DTC) is looking at special passes for
women. But the Metro has automated fare
collection (AFC) gates that require tokens
or Metro cards — the Metro will have to ei-
ther isolate entry and exit points for women
where AFC gates can be done away with, or
come up with special cards or tokens for
women.

Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal has said
that the move is primarily to ensure that
women can travel safely. The Metro network
has CCTV cover, guards, marshals, Metro po-
lice and the CISF, and is the safest mode of
transport in the city. The Delhi government
had announced CCTV cameras and marshals
for buses too, but the plan is hanging fire.

Along with safety on public transport, last
mile connectivity is a big issue. For women,
walking to and from the nearest bus stop or
Metro station, especially during the early
mornings and late evenings, remains unsafe
in many places in the city.

Sewa Ram, transport expert at the School
of Planning and Architecture, has suggested
that the Delhi government start a last-mile
connectivity pilot project in one neighbour-
hood by ensuring adequate street lighting
and making available modes such as smaller
buses to commuters.

Why Cabinet Committees are formed, what are the functions of each
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EYE ON GROWTH

RBI cuts rates, but its impact on economic activity depends on
banks transmitting it to borrowers

SWAS EXPECTED, the monetary policy committee (MPC) of the Reserve Bank

of India delivered its third consecutive rate cut of 25 basis points, citing sig-

nificant weakness in growth impulses. The repo rate now stands at 5.75 per

cent. Significantly, all six members of the MPC, including Viral Acharya and
Chetan Ghate who had earlier voted against monetary easing, opted not only for a loose
monetary policy, but also a shift in stance from neutral to accommodative, opening the
door for more rate cuts in the future. The message is clear: Inflation remains contained,
while the slowdown in economic activity is deeper than what was believed.

On the inflation front, recent data points towards a broad-based pick up in prices of
several food items, increasing the prospects of higher retail inflation in the coming months.
However, the MPC isn’t perturbed, as it expects a larger reversal in prices during autumn
and winter. Further, with demand weakening, core inflation has moderated, as have house-
holds expectations of three months ahead inflation. The RBI now expects retail inflation
at 3-3.1 per cent in the first half of FY20, rising thereafter to 3.4-3.7 per cent in the second
half, well within the 4 (+/-2) per cent band. In the economy though, there is reason to worry.
In February, the RBI had projected the economy to grow at 7.4 per cent in FY20. It then low-
ered its forecast to 7.2 per cent in the April, and has now cut it to 7 per cent. But with the
underlying drivers of growth sputtering, private consumption, investment and export
growth remain subdued, and with limited fiscal space, achieving even this may be difficult.

The fundamental question of transmission remains. Will cuts in the repo rate trans-
late to lower lending rates? Will it boost consumption and investment demand? In the
policy document, the RBI noted that while the transmission of the previous two repo cuts
was 21 bps to the lending rate on fresh rupee loans, the lending rate on outstanding loans
increased by 4 bps as “past loans continue to be priced at higher rates”. This is indeed
worrying as it suggests limited capacity to stimulate the economy. Perhaps, with liquid-
ity moving into surplus mode — liquidity in the system turned into an average daily sur-
plus of Rs 66,000 crore after being in deficit in April and most of May — transmission will
improve. The decision to review the liquidity management framework by constituting an
internal working group is a positive signal. The dovish tone of the policy increases the
likelihood of another rate cut in August, presumably once concerns over fiscal slippage
are addressed after the budget is presented, and greater clarity emerges on the monsoon.
Further rate cuts though will depend on the extent of the growth slowdown and the tra-
jectory of inflation.

LIVING IN DENIAL

President Trump deploys familiar rhetoric against China, India
and Russia. He must know world has left behind climate deniers

NY HOPE THAT Donald Trump would tone down his global warming-related

rhetoric against India, China and Russia after pulling his country out of the

Paris Climate Change Pact, two years ago, was extinguished on Wednesday.

Inaninterview to a British TV channel, the US President said these countries
“don’t have good air and water and don’t fulfill their responsibility to the environment”. It
would be easy to laugh off Trump’s performance as another display of his illiteracy on text-
book environmental knowledge — at one point he even said, “I believe that there is a change
in the weather and I think it changes both ways”. The world has, after all, come to accept
that the US president is clueless about the difference between weather and climate, let
alone the distinction between pollution and global-warming. Even then, it's worrying that
the president of arguably the most powerful nation in the world continues to be ill-in-
formed of basic facts about his country’s track record on climate change. His assertion that
“US is amongst the cleanest climes in the world” — rather rich coming from the head of a
country that emits the second-most amount of GHGs — is another signal that the US will
continue to be stingy in funding climate initiatives in the developing world.

Much like the then US President George W Bush, who walked out of the Kyoto Protocol
in 2001 — or the senior Bush whose statement that American lifestyle is not negotiable
once topped the list of infamous climate quotes — Trump has denied his country’s cul-
pability in climate change. However, the world has changed much from the times of sen-
ior and junior Bush. While Trump has been giving a new lease of life to his country’s coal
industry, India and China have made long-term plans to decarbonise their economies.
India’s target of producing 40 per cent of its installed electricity capacity by 2030 from non-
fossil fuels outstrips that of the US by more than 10 per cent. The EU also has a set of bind-
ing emission targets for 2030. And, even in the US, governors of at least 14 states have re-
assured the world that that they would keep up the country’s climate progress despite
Trump upturning Obama-era federal programmes.

Atthe international level, groups such as the India-helmed International Solar Alliance
hold the promise of global technology cooperation despite US braggadocio. The trouble,
however, is that arresting global warming problem deserves concerted global action —
climate rogues such as Trump stymie it.

D-DAY LESSONS

The 75th anniversary of Normandy Landings brings to focus
erosion of values and systems set in place after World War I

SLEADERS FROM across Europe, the US and beyond came together in France

to commemorate the 75th anniversary of the Normandy Landings on

Thursday, they were understandably effusive in their praise for the veterans

and the fallen on D-Day for “saving freedom” and the sacrifices made for a
democratic, liberal world order. And, as much as the anniversary provides an occasion to
remember and celebrate, it is also an opportunity to pause and reflect on the state of
Europe and the West as a whole in terms of how much the values and systems set in place
after World War Il are now being eroded.

The elections to the European Parliament saw a strengthening of right-wing populist
forces, such as the European Alliance of Peoples and Nations, and far-right groups increased
their presence within more “mainstream” parties and alliances. While many expected the
tide of populism in Europe to be far more sweeping, the decline of liberal values, interna-
tionalism and the consensus around it, is no doubt increasing. And one of the reasons could
well be that D-Day, and the most devastating war and the political backdrop thatled to it,
are fading from memory to become the lessons of history that few seem willing to learn.

The end of World War Il was marked by fatigue. The results of a parochial and mili-
tarised nationalism were that the large part of an entire generation was either killed or
injured, mighty economies were in tatters and the boasts of my nation right or wrong
were faced with the gruesome realities of nuclear devastation and the Holocaust. Those
who saw the war in Britain, for example, did not re-elect their victorious leader, Winston
Churchill, but preferred a man who wanted peace and to put an end to the empire of ex-
ploitation. As that generation has almost entirely passed on, people seem to be once again
taking refuge in ideas of borders and race, and turning to strongmen who fan their inse-
curities. But this time, hopefully, it won’t come to another D-Day to turn the tide.
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WORDLY WISE
"THE HOPES AND PRAYERS OF LIBERTY-LOVING

PEOPLE EVERYWHERE MARCH WITH YOU.
— DwiGHT D EISENHOWER

An ocean of neighbours
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PM Modi’s visit to Male and Colombo is an opportunity
to affirm the salience of the Indian Ocean island states

C Raja MOHAN

PRIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi’s first
visit abroad in his second term to Maldives
and Sri Lanka is being billed as the reaffirma-
tion of Delhi’s traditional diplomatic empha-
sis on “neighbourhood first”. Hopefully, it is
a little more than that — an effort to redefine
what our neighbourhood is.

The visit to Male and Colombo offers the
opportunity to firmly place the Indian Ocean
island states into India’s regional geography.
A beginning was indeed made in his first
term, when Modi travelled to Seychelles,
Mauritius and Sri Lanka in early 2015 and
outlined an Indian Ocean strategy called
SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the
Region). Modi must now expand the ambit of
the strategy to draw in Madagascar,
Comoros, Reunion and Diego Garcia.
Reunion is part of France and Diego Garcia
hosts a major American military facility.

Similarly, Delhi should focus on a num-
ber of small islands that dot the sea lines of
communication in the eastern Indian Ocean
— the Cocos and Keeling islands belonging
to Australia come readily to mind. In both the
eastand the west, India’s ownisland territo-
ries — the Andaman and Lakshadweep —
have a critical role in reshaping our maritime
neighbourhood.

But first to the conceptions of India’s
strategic geography. Nothing has diminished
India’s geopolitical thinking than the idea of
South Asia. The shrinking of India’s regional
vision was also reinforced by India’s inward
economic orientation and the sundering of
historic commercial ties with the maritime
neighbours.

Maps of the neighbourhood, those of the
Foreign Office, barely showed countries like
Myanmar, Thailand, or Indonesia with
whom India shared land and/or maritime
boundaries. The unfortunate conflation of
“neighbourhood” with “South Asia” and
SAARC was complete.

When he came to power in 2014, Modi
seemed to go by the traditional South Asian
framework. He invited all the leaders of the
SAARC for his swearing in-ceremony to sig-
nal the commitment to putting the neigh-
bourhood first. There was one exception
though — it was the invitation to the political
leadership of Mauritius to join the swearing-

Modi must now expand the
ambit of the strategy to draw
in Madagascar, Comoros,
Reunion and Diego Garcia.
Reunion is part of France
and Diego Garcia hosts a
major American military
facility. Similarly, Delhi
should focus on a number of
small islands that dot the sea
lines of communication in
the eastern Indian Ocean —
the Cocos and Keeling
islands belonging to
Australia come readily to
mind. In both the east and
the west, India’s own island
territories — the Andaman
and Lakshadweep — have a
critical role in reshaping out
maritime neighbourhood.

in. The invitation probably reflected Modi’s
sensibility to India’s deep diasporic connec-
tion with the Indian Ocean island republic.

Whatever the intent might have been, it
set the stage for visualising a region that tran-
scends South Asia and puts the maritime
neighbourhood back into India’s strategic
consciousness.

At the only SAARC summit during his first
term, held in Kathmandu at the end 0f 2014,
Modi saw the forum’s dysfunction. It could
not wrap up regional connectivity agree-
ments negotiated for years before, thanks to
Pakistan’s decision to pull the plug at the last
minute. With SAARC going nowhere, Modi
turned to the BIMSTEC grouping, invited its
leaders to join the BRICS summit at Goa dur-
ing 2016, and again last month for the inau-
guration of Modi’s second term.

The limitations of SAARC are structural
and enduring. Before “South Asia” became
the dominant moniker, our region was
known as “the Indian Subcontinent”. Many
of the problems afflicting SAARC today are a
legacy of the Subcontinent’s tragic Partition
in 1947. As new sovereignties emerged out
of undivided India, there were problems
aplenty to deal with.

Any number of SAARC summits are not
going to resolve the quarrels in the post-
Partition Subcontinent. Most of them are bi-
lateral between India and each of its neigh-
bours. The one exception is the nature of the
disputes between Afghanistan and Pakistan.
Answers to these quarrels too will have to
largely come through bilateralism. Where
there has been progress in addressing these
problems — for example with Bangladesh —
the consequences have been huge and pos-
itive.

Delhi should have no problem recognising
that Islamabad is not ready for economic in-
tegration with India; it wants a settlement of
the Kashmir question to precede any eco-
nomic and political cooperation with India.
That might take a while. But should we hold
up therest of the region until Pakistan is com-
fortable with India-centred regionalism?

Modi’s focus on BIMSTEC was as much
about rediscovering a forgotten regional or-
ganisation as it was about putting the Bay of
Bengal on India’s mental map. Equally im-

portant was Modi’s focus on the Indian
Ocean islands. His 2015 trip to Seychelles,
Mauritius and Sri Lanka was to include
Maldives, but had to be cancelled at the last
minute because of the crackdown on oppo-
sition leaders. Modi travelled briefly to
Maldives at the end of last year to celebrate
the restoration of democracy in the island
state.

Over the last few years, Colombo has
been persistent in claiming an “Indian Ocean
identity” rather than a South Asian identity.
The future of the Maldives, sitting astride one
of the world’s busiest sea lines of communi-
cation, is in the Indian Ocean. Both of them
are acutely conscious of their growing mar-
itime salience and have not been hesitant to
develop all-round political leverage.

As Modi travels to the southern seas,
Delhi must come to terms with a number of
realities. First, it needs to recognise that is-
land states and territories — including the
smallest pieces of real estate — are coming
into strategic play amidst the return of great
power rivalry to the littoral. Second, the is-
land states in the south western Indian Ocean
form a coherent group and must be dealt
within an integrated framework. In eastern
Indian Ocean, a focus on developing the
Andaman Islands opens up possibilities for
sub-regional cooperation with Thailand,
Indonesia and Singapore. Third, India needs
to develop its own national capabilities — es-
pecially in the delivery of strategic economic
and security assistance to the island states.
Without that the ambitious goals identified
under the SAGAR vision will remain elusive.

Finally, in his SAGAR vision, Modi sig-
nalled India’s readiness to work with other
powers in promoting regional prosperity and
security. There are big possibilities for col-
laboration with France, the US, Australia and
Japan in different corners of the Indian
Ocean. The joint bidding by India and Japan
for the development of East Container
Terminal in the Colombo port underlines the
potential.

The writer is director, Institute of South Asian
Studies, National University of Singapore and
contributing editor on international affairs
for The Indian Express

BREAKING THE ALGORITHM

Public policy must regulate algorithms and Al to avoid adverse impact on society

SIMRIT KAUR AND KAMALDEEP KAUR SARNA

BUSINESSES ARE INCREASINGLY utilising al-
gorithms to improve their pricing models, en-
hance customer experience and optimise
business processes. Governments are employ-
ing algorithms to detect crime and determine
fines. Consumers are benefitting from person-
alised services and lower prices. However, al-
gorithms have also raised concerns such as
collusions and malfunctioning, privacy, com-
petition issues, and information asymmetry.

Automated systems have now made it
easier for firms to achieve collusive outcomes
without formal agreement or human interac-
tion, thereby signalling anti-competitive be-
haviour. This results in “tacit algorithmic col-
lusion”, an outcome which s still not covered
by existing competition law. This can occurin
non-oligopolistic markets too. In 2015, US
Federal Trade Commission fined David
Topkins (former e-commerce executive of a
company selling online posters and frames),
for fixing the price of certain posters sold
through Amazon Marketplace using complex
algorithms, impacting consumer welfare and
competition adversely. In 2011, two third-
party Amazon merchants, Bordeebook and
Profnath, attempted to use algorithmic pricing
to sell an out-of-print version of Peter
Lawrence’s The Making of a Fly. The first seller
algorithmically priced the book at 1.27059
times the price of the second seller. The second
seller’s price was thus automatically set at
0.9983 times the price of the first seller. Over

Security concerns too
remain paramount. In order
to enjoy services at low or
zero price, consumers
neglect the value of their
personal data. Access to
easily procurable data such
as Facebook “likes” can be
used to target only
advantageous customers
circumventing anti-
discrimination mechanisms.
Application of

advanced algorithms

have also resulted in
substantial increase in
ransomware attacks.

time, the price shot up to an unimaginable
high of over $23 million — before dropping to
$106.23 and $106.05 respectively! But, therel-
ative pricing between the booksellers re-
mained unchanged, indicating endless possi-
bilities for both “collusion” and “chaos”.

Security concerns too remain paramount.
In order to enjoy services at low or zero price,
consumers neglect the value of their data.
Access to easily procurable data such as
Facebook “likes” can be used to target only ad-
vantageous customers circumventing anti-
discrimination mechanisms. Application of
advanced algorithms have also resulted inan
increase inransomware attacks. Ransomware
is aform of malicious software that blocks ac-
cess to a victim’s data and threatens to make
it public unless the ransom demanded by the
hacker is paid. A devastating cyber attack —
the WannaCry ransomware attack — hit the
world in May 2017, affecting around 2,30,000
computers across 150 countries. Through the
use of EternalBlue, an exploit leaked by the
Shadow Brokers hacking group, the malware
spread on Microsoft Window’s Operating
System across the globe without any human
interaction. Such attacks require prompt ac-
tion by regulatory authorities.

Important concerns pertain to “competi-
tion” as well. Processing of large datasets
through dynamic algorithms generate real-
time data “feedback loops”, impacting com-
petition adversely. As more users visit select

platforms, not only more data, but data with
greater reliability is collected, allowing firms
to more effectively target customers.
Consequently, more users feedback into this
loop. Such feedback loops have the potential
of creating entry barriers which are a cause of
concern for competition authorities. Also, bet-
ter monetisation of platforms reinforces such
loops as the additional revenues generated are
reinvested to improve services, thereby, fur-
ther attracting more users — leading to dom-
inance. That Google has been estimated to
charge a higher cost-per-click (CPC) than Bing,
acompetitor, suggests that advertisers attrib-
ute a higher probability of converting a viewer
of Google’s ads into a customer.

Then, we have evolving machine-learning
algorithms ranging from voice recognition
systems to self-driving cars. Even high-profile
programmers/developers may not be able to
trace the working of such algorithms making
nearly impossible the identification of any
anti-competitive practice. Such algorithms
may have the capacity to identify adominant
strategy on their own to maximise profits.

Arethink of public policy is absolutely es-
sential if non-desirable impacts of artificial in-
telligence on human race are to be arrested.

Kauris principal, Shri Ram College of Comm-
erce and professor of economics and public
policy, University of Delhi. Sarna is assistant
professor, department of commerce, SRCC
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STATE CMS’ MEET

STATE CHIEF MINISTERS met at a conference
in New Delhi and broadly agreed on a series
of steps to improve the working conditions of
policemen. They accepted the central guide-
lines on the formation and recognition of as-
sociations of policemen and endorsed the
move to provide institutional arrangements
at district and state levels for the considera-
tion of their grievances. No time-bound pro-
gramme was evolved to implement the plan.
The one-day conference accepted the
Centre’s approach to six major problems
which were reviewed in depth. The Union
home minister, H M Patel, presided over the

deliberations.
EE B

NON-ALIGNED UNITY

SRILANKAN PRESIDENT ] R Jayewardene for-
mally opened what has the makings to be
the most controversial non-aligned conclave
yet: The conference of the foreign ministers
of the co-ordinating bureau of non-aligned
countries. Jayewardene struck a hopeful note
in his address: “It is argued that the bipolar
world does not exist any longer and that non-
alignment as a middle course between two
contending power blocs is no longer rele-
vant.” He went on to add that, “The end of bi-
polarity as the dominant feature of interna-
tional relations makes non-alignment to my
mind even more relevant than before, be-
cause the existence of different centres of

power makes it all the more necessary that
the non-aligned countries pursue even-
handed relationships with all of them.”

ASGHAR ASSERTIONS

AIRMARSHALASGHAR Khan has given anin-
teresting account of the 1965 Indo- Pakistani
war for which, he said, his country was not
adequately prepared and yet the late presi-
dent, Ayub Khan, agreed to launch an adven-
ture against India on the advice of the late
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. He said he was convinced
that Bhutto deliberately misguided Ayub
Khan expecting that Pakistan would suffer a
defeat. Khan made these assertions in his
book The First Round: Indo-Pakistan War 1965.
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The liberal professional?

The idea of energising professional education with elements of liberal education in draft
education policy hints at some possibilities of resolution of conflict between the two streams

WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Pakistan’s stunning victory over favourites England in the crucial World Cup
match at Nottingham on Monday has turned the tournament on its head.”
—DAWN

[essons from
the verdict

The idea of India may have
lost its political currency

the people have been merely hoodwinked
through a dazzling spectacle produced
through unfair means. A part of this belief is
correct — the BJP’s media machinery oiled
by nearly unlimited funds is without paral-
lelin the history of contemporary India. That
the party does not hesitate to forge a victory
through all available means is too well
known. The other part is incorrect — that
theidea of India is stable and constant. Ideas
are never permanent; they are always
work-in-progress that require constant at-
tention and nurturing. The assumption that
apermanent core of India — secularand in-
clusive — exists, and will continue to exist
despite all challenges, is part of the prob-
lem. It presumes a spiritual core of the na-
tion that is unalterable, and one that exists
outside the material world (money, media,
tech). This presumed unmediated stability
of the idea of India, I propose, is a barrier to
any new political imaginaries.

Take a look at how the story of the idea
of India has unfolded thus far.

The glue which bound the postcolonial
nation together has long been “unity in di-
versity”, a powerful principle that tried to
accommodate a vast range of competing
interests and identities into a singular fold.
The model wasn’t without its flaws or cri-
tique but it did create a potential frame-
work in which multiplicity could cohere.
As India shifted towards capitalist reforms
in the 1990s, the idea of India became the
key articulation of the nation’s story of sur-
vival and emergence from colonialism.
Increasingly, the idea of India came to be
seen as an inalienable quality shared by its
people — Indians were naturally argumen-
tative, they squabbled sometimes but came
together to celebrate democracy. India’s
DNA was different than Pakistan’s, or so
was the claim repeated alternately with re-
lief and pleasure. This abiding belief in the
permanence of the idea of India was on dis-
play in the 2014 election. A number of lib-
eral commentators believed that India’s po-
litical institutions will constrain the actions
of any government in power. The idea of
India came to be seen as the bulwark that

A FEW YEARS ago, Yale president Peter RAVINDER KAUR

Salovey explained the rationale behind the
Singapore government’s investment in the
Yale-NUS College, aliberal arts institution co-
founded by Yale and the National University
of Singapore. AsIhad described in these very
pages, Salovey had credited the politicians
with recognising that the impending arrival
of a messy democracy in Singapore made a
more open, liberal-arts education essential
for the country’s citizens.

The ground reality of the relation be-
tween the government and liberal education
inIndia, especially of the public universities
of arts and sciences, has been an ironic op-
posite, never more so under the government
led by the current political alliance, in power
since 2014 and now more powerful than ever
since the electoral mandate on May 23.

Liberal thought is exactly what has made
these universities suspect in the eyes of the
government, and this mistrust has spread far
and wide in the general population, deepen-
ing the perception of universities as bastions
of “anti-national” ideologies, propaganda,
and action. Leading the charge of the repu-
tation of “anti-nationalism” are the three uni-
versities which have been bastions of aca-
demic excellence in India — Jawaharlal Nehru
University in Delhi, Jadavpur University in
Kolkata, and Hyderabad Central University
in Hyderabad.

While the dominant model of the Indian
public university is traceable to the British
colonial model ushered in the three
Presidencies in 1857 — Calcutta, Madras, and
Bombay — it is not coincidental that these
three universities were either set up as part
of an anti-colonial movement (Jadavpur) or
as parts of a wholly different educational en-
terprise inindependent India (JNU and HCU).

THE SHEER SCALE and size of Narendra
Modi’s electoral victory poses fundamental
questions beyond the usual election analy-
sis. The BJP has not only defied anti-incum-
bency to increase its overall voteshare, but
has also made inroads into new regions and
constituencies to consolidate its grip on
power across large parts of India. What has
been puzzling is that the time-tested “it’s
the economy, stupid” argument does not
fully explain this political outcome. Unlike
the 2014 general election, where the BJP
tapped into the simmering discontent
against corruption and accusations of “pol-
icy paralysis” of the UPA government, the
2019 election was fought against ill-
thought policy interventions like demon-
etisation, farmer distress, and an overall
shaky economic performance of the NDA
government. The prime minister’s (well
publicised) micro-welfare schemes are not
an adequate explanation because the UPA
government too had invested substantially
in pro-poor policy measures. According to
the material logic, then, the voters should
have penalised the BJP. Yet, the voters have
not only not penalised the BJP but also de-
cided to give it a second chance. The repeat
performance is a critical indicator that the
2014 election was most likely not a chance
occurrence but perhaps the first signpost
of a more persistent trend.

If 2019 is indeed an affirmation of the
2014 verdict, then what precisely is being
affirmed? What futures does the emer-
gence of a majoritarian coalition portend
for India’s minorities? Put differently,
what remains of the “idea of India”, to in-

CR Sasikumar

institute. “Given that professional and voca-
tional fields are also better served in many
cases by those obtaining a liberal education,”
the policy states, “professional, technical, and
vocational education programmes will
arrange to enable arrangements and room
for students to pursue a truly liberal under-
graduate education.” Itiscommon in the US
for professional training in law and medicine
to follow a foundational educationin the lib-

mainly engineering education. Even cham-
pions of liberal education, myself included,
have tended to define it against professional
education. This is the continued acknowl-
edgement of the binary that goes back to
Cardinal Newman'’s idea of liberal knowledge
asits own end and Immanuel Kant's formu-
lation of the “higher faculty” of clergy, law
and medicine against the “lower faculty” of

But the enmity with the government is sim-
ply emblematic of their loss of favour with
the Indian population at large, which has, of
late, upheld the rhetoric of nationalism that
has brought the NDA government back to
power and has doubtlessly also led to the
electoral defeat of young, radical student
leaders such as Kanhaiya Kumar.

Itisin the light of this government’s trou-
bled relation with liberal thought that a par-
ticular feature stands out in the draft New
Education Policy submitted to the Ministry
of Human Resource Development by the
Kasturirangan Committee. This is its fore-
grounding of liberal arts education. It comes
as striking news not only in the context of
India but the world today that the policy
imagines the liberal arts as foundational to
higher education of any kind. “The needs of
the 21st century,” the draft states, “require
that liberal broad-based multidisciplinary
education become the basis for all higher ed-
ucation.” This includes fields of training that
are usually held in direct contrast to liberal
arts education: “Such a liberal education
would be, in the long run, the approach
across all undergraduate programmes, in-
cluding those in professional, technical, and
vocational disciplines.”

This is a welcome hue of innovation in a
nation trapped in a sharp binary between an
antiquated colonial model of general educa-
tion in the arts and sciences on one hand, and
on the other, a fevered fetish of professional,

“philosophy” — which, in today’s formula-
tion, would be the faculty of general arts and
sciences. However, here is where the NEP
committee has gone beyond the modern
western notion of the liberal arts. It has traced
the liberal arts as a “liberal definition of the
arts” that goes back to the idea of the 64
“kalas” or arts canonised in India’s ancient
books, which included singing, playing mu-
sical instruments, and painting, but also “‘sci-
entific fields’ such as engineering, medicine,
and mathematics”.

Sometimes I worry that the expansive
definition of the arts obtained from “kala”
threatens to make it almost shapeless. But I
can also see that the committee’s under-
standing of the symbiotic relation between
the liberal and the professional stems from
this very expansive definition. It helps this
narrative of the arts go beyond the modern
western notion of the opposition between
the two. As such, even as it recognises the lib-
eral and the professional as two different
tracks of education, it is able to imagine their
mutual energisation as and when possible.

The idea of energising professional edu-
cation with elements of liberal education is
not far from the original vision behind the
[ITs, which were always meant to go beyond
mere technological competence and create
a holistically educated technocrat. But this
vision has tended to fall by the wayside in the
feverish dream of quick upward mobility of-
fered by an engineering degree from an elite

The idea of energising
professional education with
elements of liberal education
is not far from the original
vision behind the IITs, which
were always meant to go
beyond mere technological
competence and create a
holistically educated
technocrat. But this vision
has tended to fall by the
wayside in the feverish
dream of quick upward
mobility offered by an
engineering degree

from an elite institute.

eral arts and sciences. Whether a develop-
ing nation like India can approach this longer
and more expensive route is debatable;
however, a policy that makes a strong rec-
ommendation to bolster professional with
liberal education might go some distance to
dissolve what has become sharply polarised
tracks of Indian higher education.

The policy also recommends the reverse:
“All undergraduate liberal education pro-
grammes shall have a robust element of
skills and professional competence.” It is im-
portant not to see this not as an instrumen-
talisation of liberal education, which would
defeat its very purpose — but rather as a
broadening of its range to include aspects of
experiential learning and community serv-
ice, that would denude the rarefied, elitist
aura around the classical western meaning of
liberal education as that meant for the priv-
ileged gentleman of leisure.

The unwitting subtext of the bitter con-
flict between the liberal university and anti-
liberal nationalism around the world has of-
ten been that between an expansive
humanistic education and a sharply instru-
mentalist one. The proposal of mutual sym-
biosis between professional and liberal edu-
cationin the draft of the New Education Policy
hints at some possibilities of resolution.

The writer is professor of English and creative
writing at Ashoka University

The burden of elections

Debate electoral reforms, but refrain from sullying the reputation of institutions

ASHISH KUNDRA

ON MAY 23, the people of India delivered
their verdict in electing members of
Parliament, who would echo their voice in
the Lok Sabha. In the biggest democratic ex-
ercise of the world, 613 million people, nearly
twice the population of the US, exercised their
franchise. It was the culmination of a pro-
longed and acrimonious election campaign,
whichis expected inademocracy of the scale
and complexity of India. Yet, this time around,
the political rhetoric dragged even the
Election Commission into the battlefield.
Players of the game sought to question not
only the referee, but also the instruments and
the rules of the game. Now that the exercise
is over, it is perhaps germane to ponder over
some key issues raised during this election.
First, let us address the tool of elections —
the Electronic Voting Machine (EVM).
Aspersions were cast on its integrity, and by
implication, on the whole election machin-
ery.Some people even argued for a reversion
to the paper ballot, jettisoning decades of re-
form in the conduct of elections. Questions
were raised on the statistically correct sam-
ple of Voter Verifiable Paper Audit Trail
(VVPAT) machines to be counted for certainty
of results. The matter went up to the Supreme
Court, which ordered a mandatory count of
five randomly selected VVPAT machines per

assembly segment. In smaller states like
Mizoram, itamounted to nearly a fifth of ma-
chines being validated. The results were as-
tounding. In over 20,000 counts, there wasn’t
even a single instance of mismatch between
the EVM and VVPAT count. This wasn’t justan
endorsement of the humble EVM, but also a
tribute to the 12 million officials engaged in
the conduct of elections. It should be a matter
of pride for all Indians that no nation has taken
abold leap of faith in venturing into the use of
such machines for elections at such a scale.
Second, let us look at the integrity of elec-
toral rolls, which is the basis of entitlement
for franchise. This time around, the ECinten-
sified the use of technology for greater trans-
parency. The ERONET is an integrated na-
tional electors database, armed with data
analytic tools to throw up cases of dataincon-
sistency, redundancy and duplication, which
become red flags for the Electoral Registration
Officers, requiring mandatory physical verifi-
cations. Acknowledging that there may still
be room for error, the Commission passed on
the onus of verification to the voters. A Voter
Helpline app was launched, empowering all
voters to apply online for registration. This
was linked with a universal toll-free number
(1950), which allowed voters to verify the en-
tries in the rolls. A special emphasis was given

to enroll physically challenged voters and a
PwD (persons with disabilities) app was
launched to enable people to mark them-
selves on electoral rolls. In order to ensure “ac-
cessible elections”, special arrangements
were made across the country for voter facil-
itation, including provision of ramps at
polling stations, training of polling parties in
sign language, braille ballot papers etc. More
than 6 million persons with disabilities (those
who had marked themselves on the electoral
rolls) cast their ballot across the country.
Last, the “Model Code of Conduct” and its
enforcement by the EC. The Model Code
draws upon the powers vested in the EC un-
der Article 324 of the Constitution for “su-
perintendence, direction and control” of
elections to Parliament and legislature of
every state. It lays down the guiding princi-
ples for conduct of political parties, especially
the party in power, to ensure that there is a
level-playing field during elections. However,
for most part, since the code is issued by way
of an executive order, only certain cases of
violation invite action under the
Representation of Peoples Act, 1951 and the
Indian Penal Code. Perhaps, the debate
around enforceability of the code could be a
trigger for a wider discussion on according
statutory backing to the code, with clearly

defined penalties for violation.

However, during this election, as a step
towards greater citizen empowerment, the
“C-vigil” app was launched. Citizens could
geotag pictures and report cases of violation
on the portal, with assured action within 100
minutes of reporting. For the first time, there
was a decentralisation of reporting, which
saw thousands of cases being reported and
redressed through this portal.

The degree and nature of electoral reforms
will require wider debate and political con-
sensus. The EC can be an enabler of this dia-
logue, which must embrace not only the
processes required for ensuring greater fair-
ness in the conduct of elections but also trans-
parency in electoral funding, measures to curb
the use of money power. In the meantime, let
us not sully the reputation of institutions or
question the hard work of millions of officials
who work tirelessly for their national duty. For
all the doubting Thomases, let us lean on the
words of Charles Dickens: “Men who look on
nature, and their fellow-men, and cry that all
is dark and gloomy, are in the right; but the
sombre colours are reflections from their own
jaundiced eyes and hearts.”

The writeris an IAS officer.
Views are personal

voke a familiar and over-used phrase, in
the face of unabashed majoritarian poli-
tics? These questions are critical prima-
rily because the voters have given near
carte blanche powers of legislation and
government to the BJP. This in itself is a
cause of anxiety in a democratic order
where the Opposition is too marginal to
make a difference or play a meaningful
role. So what kind of India is emerging in
this shifting political landscape?

The debate has naturally turned to the
realm of ideas. While some worry that the
soul of India risks being corroded, others
contend that it is not an ideological prefer-
ence for Hindu nationalism as such but
“money, media, and tech” which upset the
balance. Amartya Sen has recently stated
that what Hindu nationalism has won is
power but not the battle of ideas. Implicit
in this range of responses is the assumption
that the “idea of India” is intact and untar-
nished even in this momentous change —

would automatically check the majoritar-
ian impulse. In other words, actors may
change but the script will remain the same.

The 2019 election hints at the possibil-
ity that the script too can change. Pay at-
tention to how the term “majoritarianism”
has quietly tip-toed into our political lexi-
con. It not only articulates the new reality
of political-cultural assertion of the major-
ity groups, but also the passing of the old
unity-in-diversity era. If anything, the past
five years have shown that no idea, no mat-
ter how powerful, is immortal.

But the thing about ideas is that they
can be unmade and made. This imperma-
nence is precisely what opens up the pos-
sibility of new political imagination. The
first step is to recognise that, this time
round, the idea of India may have lost its
political currency.

The writer is a Copenhagen-based historian

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

FOR SURVIVAL

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘UP
shows the way?’ (IE, June 6). National
and state elections are very different.
The rout of opposition alliances in the
recently concluded Lok Sabha elec-
tions does not necessarily mean that
such alliances will not work in future
and that votebank politics on caste and
religious lines has seen its demise.
Notwithstanding the fact that the
Bahujan Samaj Party has chosen to go
it alone in the Uttar Pradesh bypolls,
alliances will remain a force to reckon
with at the state level. On the national
stage, it will, however, be a question of
survival for the regional parties. They
would prefer to assert their
independence.

Vijai Pant, Hempur

LLANKA TURMOIL

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Forgotten lessons’ (IE, June 5). The res-
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ignation of nine Muslim ministers and
two Muslim governorsin SriLankais a
testament to the policy of appease-
ment being followed by the country’s
current government. Pressure exerted
by extremist Buddhist and Hindu
monks following the Easter blasts is
being cited as the reason for the resig-
nations. This pandering to extremist
and conservative voices within the
Sinhala community was a reason for
Sri Lanka’s Tamil problem, which led
to years of civil war and turmoil.
Sauro Dasgupta, Kolkata

CASTE AND POLITICS

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Attack the
system’ (IE, June 6). The caste-based
stratification of Indian society has
taken new forms in contemporary

times. Caste hierarchy has now be-
come a tool to fulfill the political aspi-
rations of many. It has become easy for
the political parties to identify people
on the basis of their castes and target
the vulnerable communities with free-
bies before the elections. This is the
major reason behind political parties
being consistently unwilling to enact
legislation to abolish the caste-based
hierarchy in all its forms. Stratification
based on caste has also been a reason
for lynchings and riots at various times
in Independent India. The need of the
times is to target welfare programmes
to the economically weak sections of
the society, irrespective of their caste
and formulate policies to bring them
into the economic mainstream.
Sukhpreet Singh, Gurdaspur




No surprises

The RBI has played conservative in
announcing a rate cut of just 25 basis points

here were no surprises in the second bimonthly
Tmonetary policy announcement by the Reserve
Bank of India. A 25 basis point (0.25 percentage
point) cut was widely expected, and the RBI delivered
that. Whether a deeper 50 basis point cut was neces-
sary, given the sharp slowdown in the economy, is now
a purely scholastic question. With inflation well under
the benchmark figure of 4%, the stage was probably set
for the RBI to spring a surprise but it chose to play con-
servative. Maybe the idea is to keep the powder dry for
a further rate cut, if needed, in the next policy. If the
economy fails to recover well enough from its slumber
by August, the onus will, after all, shift back to the RBI.
That said, there is enough in the latest policy to indicate
that the RBI’s focus is now on growth. The change of
stance to ‘accommodative’ from ‘neutral’, the state-
ments by RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das at the press
conference that ensuring systemic liquidity will remain
a priority for the central bank, and the setting up of an
internal working group to review the existing liquidity
management framework, all clearly point to a central
bank that is not only listening to the demands of the key
stakeholders in the economy, but also acting on them.
The one area where the RBI has some work to do is in
the transmission of rates. By its own admission, only 21
of the cumulative 50 basis points rate cut effected by
the RBI in the February and April policies has been
passed on to borrowers by banks. The excuse from
banks, at least in the last few months, was that liquidity
was tight and so deposit rates could not be cut. Howev-
er, liquidity has considerably improved in the last week,
and more so with the new government loosening the
purse strings. There cannot be any more excuses from
banks to not pass on the cuts fully. The RBI’s decision to
do away with its charges on RTGS/ NEFT (Real Time
Gross Settlement System/ National Electronic Funds
Transfer) transactions is welcome provided it can,
again, ensure that banks pass on the benefit to custom-
ers. The central bank has also proposed measures such
as a reduction in the leverage ratio under Basel norms
for banks, which will increase their lendable resources.
The projected growth rate for this fiscal has been lo-
wered to 7% from the 7.2% projected in April, and the
first-half growth is estimated at 6.4-6.7%, which by itself
appears ambitious given the current trends in the eco-
nomy. With the RBI having done its bit, the focus shifts
to the Finance Ministry. There are tremendous expecta-
tions from the government over the next round of re-
forms, backed as it is by a strong mandate. The onus is
now on the budget, to be presented on July 5, to un-
leash the animal spirits again in the economy.

Sudan ()?ﬁle brink

The military rulers must climb down and
transfer power to a civilian government

hen Sudanese dictator Omar al-Bashir was
N ; N / toppled on April 11 after a months-long popu-
lar uprising, the generals had two options be-
fore them. One was the Tunisian model in which the ar-
my allowed a smooth transition of power to a civilian
government after Zine El Abidine Ben Ali was removed
from power in 2011. The other was the Egyptian model
in which the army, after losing power to a civilian ruler
following Hosni Mubarak’s ouster as President in 2011,
staged a coup in 2013 and reinstalled itself at the helm.
Unfortunately, the Sudanese generals chose the latter,
setting the stage for a prolonged showdown. The prot-
esters had demanded a transfer of power to a transi-
tional civilian government, followed by free and fair
elections. But the generals used the crisis to concen-
trate more powers in their own hands. They established
a military council which took over governance, while
angry protesters continued a sit-in in front of the De-
fence Ministry in Khartoum. As talks between pro-de-
mocracy activists and the military rulers collapsed, pa-
ramilitary groups unleashed deadly violence this week
to break the sit-in, killing at least 100 people and injur-
ing hundreds. The Rapid Support Forces, the paramili-
tary troops notorious for atrocities committed in the
impoverished western province of Darfur in the early
2000s, reportedly threw the dead into the Nile.

It is evident that the military will not easily give up
power. After the crackdown, Lt. General Abdel Fattah
al-Burhan, the military ruler, has offered to hold elec-
tions in nine months, upturning an earlier plan of a
two-year transition. But there is no immediate plan to
transfer power to a civilian transitional government, a
key demand of the protesters. Unsurprisingly, they
have rejected the military’s offer. At present, Sudan’s
generals enjoy regional and international support. The
UN Security Council couldn’t even condemn the vio-
lence as China, backed by Russia, blocked the move.
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, which of-
fered financial aid to the junta as soon as Mr. Bashir was
removed from power, also support the generals. This
gives the military rulers a sense of impunity even when
they unleash murderous paramilitaries on peaceful
protesters. This has to change. Arab countries as well as
the UN should put meaningful pressure on the military
council to pay heed to popular demands and hold those
responsible for the June 3 massacre accountable. There
is no easy solution to the crisis. If the military wants to
keep its grip on power, there could be more bloodshed
as the protesters are defiant. It will have to necessarily
build a more oppressive regime, as in Egypt after the
2013 coup. The other, wiser option is to compromise,
resume talks with the protesters and facilitate a quick
and orderly transition to civilian rule. The choice the
generals make will determine the future of Sudan.

Language, the opening move

The ‘Hindi’ controversy foretells the larger political narrative for the coming years

G.N. DEVY

anguage makes us human.
L During the process of natural

evolution, the human brain
acquired the ability to engage with
the world primarily through lin-
guistic transactions. Language,
therefore, has become the mode
of knowing for Homo sapiens. Be-
ing the foundation of knowledge,
language plays a pivotal role in for-
mal institutions of knowledge. It is
as necessary for thought and
knowledge to exist as are air and
water for the survival of life.

Scientific evidence shows that
humans came to use language, a
semiotic system made of verbal
icons, some 70,000 years ago. The
species continued to develop the
brain’s linguistic ability as well as
the semantic complexity of lan-
guages in use throughout these
millennia. The intermittent pro-
longed spells of the ice ages did
not deter the species in its lan-
guage pursuit. We are now at a
stage when a newborn manages to
learn the entire language capabili-
ty of the brain developed over the
last 70,000 years.

By the time a child enters
school, she already has the lan-
guage competence that schools
promise to give her. This is not to
undermine the importance of for-
mal education. Schooling can in-
deed bring a greater self-aware-
ness of the language one uses. It

can, under ideal conditions, help
the learner in acquiring a greater
ease in processing abstraction and
judgment, the two highest cogni-
tive abilities that the human brain
has developed. It is now esta-
blished beyond doubt that if a
child receives formal instruction
in the language of its home envi-
ron, the ease of doing cognitive
transactions is enhanced.

The second language

As one tries to understand the na-
ture of the language controversy
that erupted last week, it should
be instructive to ask how many
languages children in most other
countries are required to learn.
The answer to this question can
leave us ashamed and angry. In
England, Germany and most Euro-
pean Union countries, children
are required to study only one lan-
guage in primary school and
another language of their choice in
middle school. In the U.S., it is En-
glish and Spanish or some other
language as a ‘second language’.
In Japan, it is Japanese and English
from the primary level. In Hong
Kong, it is primarily English, but
also Mandarin and, if children
wish, some Cantonese. In Egypt,
Arabic is the primary language of
instruction with a six-year stint in
English as a ‘second language’. Al-
most all over the world, with the
exception of some former colo-
nies, children are required to stu-
dy primarily one language and
another one as a ‘second lan-
guage’. In India they are asked to
tackle three languages, and if their
home language happens to have
no formal status, they are faced
with the daunting task of having to
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cope with four languages.

The UNESCO Institute for Statis-
tics and Global Education Monitor-
ing had reported in 2016 that there
were 47 million drop-outs by the
10th standard in India. Of course,
gender discrimination, absence of
toilets for girls, economic margi-
nalisation, poor infrastructure, in-
adequate teacher training and lack
of employment at the end of high-
school education contribute to the
‘expulsion’ of young learners from
schools. But equally crucial a rea-
son is the language challenge. If
we have to bring this great injus-
tice to an end, sooner or later In-
dia will have to accept the scientif-
ic premise that education in the
mother tongue is the key to the life
of the mind. ‘Mother tongue’ does
not, however, mean the language
determined by the state as a desir-
able “first’ language but a language
that parents think will give the
child the ease of learning.

SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

A colonial legacy

The question of language educa-
tion as well as that of the language
for education has three important
facets — linguistic (including neur-
ological and pedagogical), politi-
cal and administrative. Since Inde-
pendence, we have laid a
disproportionately high emphasis
on the administrative side of this

Pakistan's blasphemy ordeal

Just the accusation of blasphemy can be punishment for the accused and their defenders

FARAHNAZ ISPAHAN

arely two weeks after Pakis-
Btani Christian Asia Naureen

(usually referred to as Asia
Bibi), whose ordeal over false blas-
phemy charges attracted interna-
tional attention, was allowed to
leave the country, Pakistan’s blas-
phemy laws claimed new victims.

In Mirpurkhas

A Hindu veterinary doctor, Ra-
mesh Kumar, was arrested in
Sindh province on May 27 after a
local cleric filed a police complaint
accusing him of committing blas-
phemy. Mr. Kumar’s village Phul-
hadiyon, in Mirpurkhas district,
has a population of about 7,000
people, the majority of whom are
Hindus. As is often the case when
blasphemy allegations are made in
Pakistan, riots broke out in the
area and an angry mob burnt
down Mr. Kumar’s establishment
as well as other property belong-
ing to him and his family. The mob
also tried to attack the police sta-
tion and caused some damage in
the process. Although six suspects
were soon taken into custody for
rioting and damaging the vet’s
property, it is Mr. Kumar’s family
that will now be living in fear while
his prosecution meanders through
Pakistan’s judicial system.

Ms. Bibi’s experience highlights
the difficult path ahead for Mr. Ku-
mar. Her relocation to Canada
does not reflect substantive

change in the persecuted state of
Pakistan’s religious minorities. Pa-
kistan’s draconian blasphemy laws
remain in force, and there is no
sign that the authorities plan to
drop prosecution of hundreds of
blasphemy cases.

Between 1987 and 2012, Pakista-
ni authorities prosecuted 1,170 pe-
ople for blasphemy. That number
has only increased over the years.
The Pakistani legal system offers
little protection to someone
charged with blasphemy and mere
accusation is tantamount to pun-
ishment. Judges and lawyers fear
religious vigilantes who violently
attack anyone they deem to be
supporting a blasphemer.

Salmaan Taseer, Governor of
Pakistan’s Punjab province, was
killed by his own bodyguard in
2011 for supporting reconsidera-
tion of blasphemy laws; the judge
who convicted his murderer had
to flee the country; and a shrine
was built for the assassin after his
execution.

Ms. Bibi’s case attracted inter-
national attention. She was an un-
lettered berry-picker convicted by
a Pakistani court of insulting Pro-
phet Mohammed after being
framed by neighbours who object-
ed to her, as a Christian, drinking
water from the same glass as them.
She was sentenced to death for her
comments in response to her
neighbours’ mistreatment. Sup-
port from church-goers and hu-
man rights defenders around the
world meant that the U.S. govern-
ment and the Pope paid attention
to her case. Parallel efforts were
initiated by the EU’s Special Envoy
for Freedom of Religion or Belief
to secure her release.

Last year Pakistan’s Supreme

Court decided to hear her appeal
after having ignored it for years.
She had spent more than eight
years in solitary confinement be-
fore being acquitted by the Su-
preme Court in October 2018. But
Islamist groups took to the streets
to protest that decision, and a re-
view petition against her release
was put in to block the Supreme
Court’s decision. Even after the re-
view petition was dismissed, Ms.
Bibi remained under ‘protective
custody’ at an unknown location.
Eventually, pressure from Western
governments and the Vatican, cou-
pled with threats of EU sanctions
at a time when Pakistan sought its
thirteenth bailout from the Inter-
national Monetary Fund in three
decades, worked.

Pakistan’s all-powerful military
and the civilian government in-
stalled last year are obsessed with
improving Pakistan’s international
image, without really changing its
reality. They wanted Ms. Bibi’s
flight to safety to be projected as
reflecting a change in Pakistan’s
treatment of its minorities. It is
nothing of the sort, as the persecu-
tion of Mr. Kumar amply indicates.

Lonely struggle?
Unlike Ms. Bibi, Mr. Kumar is un-
likely to have the support of West-

question. For purely administra-
tive considerations we have kept
oscillating between one position
and another, bringing in its trail
bitterly fought language battles.
The colonial legacy of English as a
language of modernity and know-
ledge has made it difficult for us to
bring the vacillations to any ration-
al conclusion. The nation appears
to have forgotten the violent lan-
guage movements in the past in
Telangana, Tamil Nadu and Karna-
taka; now the draft National Edu-
cation Policy (NEP) has opened a
festering wound once again.

The face of the controversy
stoked through the draft is of a pol-
itical nature. During the last two
decades, NEPs have become an
old habit with us, though none of
them resulted in any genuinely
fresh breakthrough in education.
The new NEP draft comes at a time
when the nation is sharply divid-
ed, thanks to the no-holds-barred
abusive rhetoric during the recent
election. It is not surprising that
what was post-haste deleted came
to be seen as imposition of Hindi
in violation of the linguistic sove-
reignty of the States guaranteed by
the Constitution.

The BJP’s zeal

The zeal of the BJP to spread Hindi
in non-Hindi States is based on
deeply flawed premises. To begin
with, the government does not
have any authentic data on the lin-
guistic composition of the coun-
try. The 2011 Census data on lan-
guages, published last year, was
heavily doctored. It presents Hindi
as the ‘mother tongue’ of over 52
crore people by subsuming more
than 5 crore claimants of Bhojpuri

ern governments and the Vatican.
Any action by Hindu organisations
in India or abroad on his behalf
will only be misrepresented in Pa-
kistan’s officially directed media as
part of the ‘ongoing conspiracies’
against the country that are used
as an excuse to maintain Pakis-
tan’s semi-authoritarian power
structure.

Ms. Bibi was eventually smug-
gled out of Pakistan. Those who
fought for her freedom for over
eight years rejoiced in a way usual-
ly reserved for a member of one’s
own family. We all hope that she
may know peace and happiness
for her remaining life abroad. But
we must not forget that, without
major reform in its legal and polit-
ical environment, Pakistan conti-
nues to have one of the worst track
records in protecting its religious
minorities.

Christians, Hindus, and Ahmadi
Muslims continue to face persecu-
tion and the country’s blasphemy
laws, under which Ms. Bibi was
targeted, enable that repression.
Blasphemy charges are filed rou-
tinely by Islamist extremists for
political gain, by neighbours for
revenge over a slight, and some-
times even by corrupt landlords
for advantage in property dis-
putes.

Pakistan’s blasphemy laws,
which date back to the military
dictatorship of General Zia-ul-Haq,
have only encouraged the unleash-
ing of extremist religious frenzy.
According to an Amnesty Interna-
tional report, the mere accusation
of blasphemy is tantamount to
punishment. Several cases illus-
trate that point.

Junaid Hafeez, a visiting lectur-
er of English at Bahauddin Zakaria
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and more than 9 crore speakers of
nearly 61 other languages -
claimed as ‘other’ by their speech
communities — from Rajasthan,
Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand,
Haryana, Bihar, Jharkhand, Chhat-
tisgarh and Madhya Pradesh. ‘The
Hindi’ is probably spoken by not
more than 30% of the population,
but it is not the mother tongue for
the remaining 70%. Knowingly
causing risk to any indigenous lan-
guage has been described by the
UNESCO as ‘an act amounting to
genocide’. I will use the term ‘pho-
nocide’ to describe the expansion-
ist aspirations in the name of na-
tionalism. The aspirations are not
to be attributed to the speakers of
Hindi, but to the politics of the
pseudo-nationalists who have no
patience with the cultural diversi-
ty of India, so sensitively en-
shrined in the Constitution.

The sharp reaction that came
up reflects democratic aspirations
of the non-Hindi languages. The
sparks that flew — before the con-
troversy was hurriedly doused,
probably temporarily so — foretell
the larger political narrative for
the coming years. In numerous
ways, it is likely to be a conflict bet-
ween the pseudo-nationalists and
the constitutional democrats, a
conflict over culture, language,
knowledge, faith, history, world-
views and approaches to moderni-
ty. One hopes it does not take the
form of a north against south con-
flict. Language, being the founda-
tion of both civilisation and know-
ledge, has naturally become the
opening move in what is to come.

G.N. Devy is Chairman, the People’s
Linguistic Survey of India

University in Multan, has been in
prison for the last six years after
being accused of blasphemy by Is-
lamist student activists. He was
charged because he invited a
speaker to a seminar who had al-
legedly “penned blasphemous
passages in her book”.

His lawyer dropped him as a
client after being mobbed by over
200 fellow lawyers; when human
rights defender Rashid Rehman
took up his case, he was shot dead
in his office. The killer has never
been apprehended and judges do
not want to hear the case, which
has been transferred from one
court since 2013.

For Pakistan’s religious minori-
ties to feel safe, Pakistan’s blasphe-
my laws must be tackled, amend-
ed or removed as a crucial first
step. After that, or alongside, must
begin the decades-long process of
removing the seed of hatred
sowed soon after the death of Pa-
kistan’s founder Muhammad Ali
Jinnah. That would involve an ef-
fort of mammoth proportions
starting with the defanging of ter-
rorist groups, changing school cur-
riculum, and banning hate speech
in all public venues. Political and
religious leaders as well as the
mass media must become a partn-
er in confronting hate. So far, it
seems that they would rather be-
nefit from spreading the poison of
communal hatred than confront-
ing it.

Farahnaz Ispahani, a former member of
Pakistan’s Parliament, is author of
‘Purifying The Land of the Pure:
Pakistan’s Religious Minorities’. She is
Global Fellow at the Woodrow Wilson
Center in Washington, DC and Senior
Fellow of the Religious Freedom Institute
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Slow growth

With the World Bank
forecasting slow global
growth, it is necessary for
the government to take
proactive economic
measures (“PM to head
committee in economic
growth,” June 6). With the
balance sheets of
corporates and banks
deteriorating, there is
concern about the fiscal
policies that are being
pursued by the
government. Apart from
this, data transparency is
found wanting, as seen in
the delay in releasing
figures on unemployment.
There should be a proper
briefing on the
deliberations of these
committees so that citizens

can distinguish between
rhetoric and reality.

V. SUBRAMANIAN,
Chennai

After suggesting that all is
well through his pakoda
example and refusing to
talk about unemployment
in his election campaign,
the Prime Minister has now
constituted a Cabinet
committee to look into the
problem. Problems like
these cannot be solved
overnight. If sincere efforts
are taken now, it may yield
results after three or four
years, perhaps to enhance
confidence in the campaign
for the next general
election.

A.G. RAJMOHAN,
Anantapur

Language problems
The main argument of
those advocating Hindi is
that it would help in
national integration (“Hindi
or English, comparing
apples and oranges”, June
6). India is already a well
integrated country. In fact,
it is the fear of imposition
of Hindi by the Central
government that is seen as
discriminatory and that is
causing disquiet in non-
Hindi speaking regions. Our
language policy’s primary
objective of replacing
English with Hindi will be
counterproductive in a
globalised world. It would
be in the larger national
interest if English is
adopted as a compulsory
second language in all

schools and colleges. Hindi
may be offered as an
optional subject for
students who wish to learn
a third language.

KOSARAJU CHANDRAMOULI,
Hyderabad

In 1965, as a young boy I
had participated in the
anti-Hindi agitation only to
realise years later the
mistake of refusing to learn
Hindi. I got a job in a public
sector undertaking in
Bombay and in a batch of
35 officers, only four of us
from Tamil Nadu could not
understand Hindi. This was
a great handicap. Students
of Tamil Nadu should be
provided an opportunity to
learn Hindi as they only
stand to benefit from

learning the language. government to tackle this

V.J. SINGH, problem. Citizens must

Tirunelveli adopt eco-friendly lifestyles
and reduce conspicuous

Breathing clean air consumption. Carpooling,

This year’s theme for World
Environment Day, ‘Beat air
pollution’, must be taken
seriously by India (“Make
ecological problems a
political issue: Rahul,” June
6). It would be
irresponsible to completely
put the onus on the

using bicycles and retaining
a certain percentage of
green cover within their
houses are some measures
that citizens can take.

Y. MEENA,
Hyderabad
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ing Olive Ridleys” (some editions, June 6, 2019) had erroneously
referred to them as endangered marine turtles. They should have
been described as vulnerable.
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Is this the end of the road for the Congress party?

It needs an organisational reboot and a firm

ideology to differentiate itself from other parties

The BJP’s massive victory in the Lok
Sabha election has thrown the Con-
gress into disarray. With Rahul
Gandhi insisting that he does not
want to continue as the president of
the party, Mridula Mukherjee and
Rahul Verma talk about the Con-
gress’s ideology and what could
keep it afloat today. Edited excerpts
of a conversation moderated by
Varghese K. George:

Is the Congress history?

Mridula Mukherjee: No, the Con-
gress has a long history but it is not
history. I think it has a future. I think
we need the Congress more than
the Congress needs us at this crucial
juncture, to provide ideological and
organisational leadership to the
forces that are now tasked with the
job of defending the basic idea of In-
dia, which is in the Constitution. I
don’t think we can afford to let the
Congress become history.

Rahul, does the Congress have
anideology and is it relevant?

Rahul Verma: I think that’s the big-
gest challenge the Congress is fac-
ing. It does not have a clear ideolog-
ical vision. Whenever you question
them on what their ideological vi-

Mridula
Mukherjee is a
historian and
former director of

the Nehru sion is, Congress leaders say they
Memorial Museum are focusing on welfare policies and
and Library that the party is going to lift people

out of poverty. This cannot be an
ideological vision because no politi-
cal party is going to take an oppos-
' ing stand on some of these issues.
On the question of social justice and
secularism, the Congress fails to dis-
tinguish itself from many of the
State-level parties. Say, in U.P., how
is the Congress different on the is-
sue of social justice from the BSP?

Rahul Verma is a
political scientist
and co-author of

“Ideology and Or the RJD in Bihar?
Identity: The .
Changing Party So, what do you think could be

a distinguishing ideological
character for the Congress,
particularly in a society
polarised on religious lines?

Systems of India’

RV: See, on many questions related
: *?é L;‘; to social justice, the Congress has
B not been clear from the beginning.

Scan the QR code to

Even the granting of SC/ST reserva-
listen to the full tion happened under historical
audio online compromise. The Congress did
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A new Bengal?

We ought to preserve the old Bengal
that was inclusive and did not tell
people what to wear or eat

KUNAL RAY

Every summer, I visit my fa-
mily home in West Bengal.
Summer is the worst time to
visit as it is unbearably hot
in eastern India. This sum-
mer, however, feels diffe-
rent. The Lok Sabha elec-
tion results are out, a new
government has been
sworn in at the Centre, and
the West Bengal I have re-

TWITTER/ PTI

turned to is deeply polarised.

Political consciousness was part of our upbringing. Ani-
mated political discussions were the norm at home. I saw
my father regularly disagree with my grandfather. They vot-
ed for different parties. My grandfather would taunt my fath-
er before going to vote. These discussions were issue- and
ideology-based. The criticism was primarily based upon the
performance of a candidate or the party she represented.
Religion never featured in these discussions. We didn’t even
know that religion could be an election issue, a site for con-
testation of the kind we saw in this election.

I don’t want to get into evocations of the ‘intellectual, pro-
gressive Bengali’. Having grown up here and then lived
away, I have come to realise that a certain kind of conserva-
tism was always part of the social fabric of the State. Some of
the literature, music, films and art of West Bengal helped
counter that conservatism and aided in the creation of a dis-
tinct cultural identity.

The closest that Bengal got to experiencing religious fer-
vour was during the Durga Puja festivities. More than reli-
giosity, it was a social occasion for friends and families to
meet. Muslim friends and neighbours did not stay away
from the celebrations either. Categories such as ‘them’ and
‘us’ didn’t exist. Ram Navami and Hanuman Jayanti didn’t
feature in the religious calendar of the State until a few years
ago.

Today, I see ‘them’ and ‘us’ as the new narrative of the
State. From tea shops to bazaars to metro stations, everybo-
dy seems to be talking about how a certain community is be-
ing appeased by the current political dispensation in the
State, succumbing to vote-bank politics. The majority feel
threatened because their wishes have been ignored. Their
religious identity is apparently endangered.

Somebody recently took to social media to complain that
two recently elected women parliamentarians posing in
front of Parliament wearing western outfits were not
dressed appropriately, that their behaviour was not fitting of
Bengalis. The Bengal that I knew and grew up in was inclu-
sive and did not tell people what to wear or eat or how to be-
have in public. It is that Bengal we ought to restore and
preserve.

The writer teaches literary and cultural studies at FLAME University,
Pune

CM
K

nothing on OBC reservation for a
long time. The Kaka Kalelkar Com-
mission was formed, submitted re-
ports in 1955, nothing happened till
Indira Gandhi came to the scene,
Emergency happened. The Mandal
Commission came to the fore. So,
the Congress can hang on to issues
of social justice and secularism, but
because it does not have a clear line
on these questions it fails to distin-
guish itself from other parties.

On the question of social
justice, particularly on
accommodating the rights of
lower caste movements, the
Congress has been very slow, if
at all responsive. Do you think
the Congress’s dominance by
upper caste groups hasled to
the party losing its grip on rural
India, particularly in places
where lower caste politics
became an appealing tool of
mobilisation?

MM: In the struggle for freedom,
which is the bedrock of the Con-
gress and I don’t think we can un-
derstand it even today without that
background, this is not true. Mahat-
ma Gandhi, from the time he took
charge of the Congress, made the
most important issue of untoucha-
bility a basic plank of the Congress.
Then through the 1920s and ’30s,
not only did we have movements
such as the Vaikom Satyagraha and
the Guruvayur Satyagraha, but also
many other movements for social
reform. Gandhiji himself devoted al-
most two years of his life almost ex-
clusively to the issue of caste and
the struggle against caste oppres-
sion. He went on a tour, which last-
ed almost a year, and visited the
most remote, rural parts of India.
He travelled by train, by foot, and
sat in village compounds and ar-
gued with village pandits and the
upper castes. The point I am trying
to make is, it’s not true that the Con-
gress leadership has not grappled
with the issue of social justice. Ob-
viously Gandhi’s way and the Con-
gress’s way was different from Am-
bedkar’s way, but that happens very
often. A party which is appealing to
the whole electorate cannot take a
plank of either a leader of a group or
a party which by necessity appeals

only to one section of the electorate.

That’s a fair point. However, a
logical question that follows
from that is regardless of what
Gandhi may have done and
what Nehru may have believed,
the fact is that power under
Congress regimes was
invariably in the hands of
upper caste people.

MM: In various parts of the country,
the middle caste movements, non-
Brahmin movements merged with
the Congress from the late 1930s
and threw up many leaders.

But has the party been willing
to share power adequately with
upper castes and Dalits since
1947?

MM: I think the trouble is that we
are looking at things from today’s
lens and essentially a lens that start-
ed in the 1980s and "90s. The earlier
perspective was not so much a ques-
tion of sharing power at individual
levels. It was not a question of re-
presentation, it was more a ques-
tion of programmes and policies.
And there, of course, was the Con-
gress perspective, the Nehru per-
spective, with the focus on econom-
ic development and poverty
alleviation. Now, you can argue that
it was not right or wrong but that
does not mean that there was no
perspective.

Rahul, Mridula is saying you
should judge a political party
by the programmes and
policies it advocates. Do you

Secularism cannot be an
ideological vision out of
compulsion or
convenience. There must
be some sort of conviction
that secularism is the only
way to go about believing
in the idea of India or
whatever the Congress’s
vision of India is.

C

think that will be a good
enough case to get backward
caste and Dalit votes in India?

RV: I don’t know whether policies
and programmes can bring votes
for the Congress. I partially agree
with the argument that one should
not judge a political dispensation
just by looking at whether it man-
aged to provide representation to
groups or not. But you cannot deny
the fact that the making of the In-
dian Constitution at its very heart
had group representation, and even
the Congress party was not advocat-
ing individual rights during the
making of the Constitution. Repre-
sentational blockage of certain
groups became the starting point of
the rise of socialist parties, which in
some cases became the backward
caste parties in the ’60s and ’70s.
Even on the question of economic
policies and programmes, what I
think is that the Nehruvian era was
in some ways contested. We equate
it with the idea of India but even in
those times, in the ’50s and ’60s,
the Nehruvian idea was contested
from the right as well as from the
left. And what we see is that once
you stop giving representation to

groups, the left and the right get an
opportunity to mobilise groups. So,
in the ’30s and ’40s, there was the
socialist left. Once Indira Gandhi
came to power, she started moving
the Congress towards the left of
centre, which opened the space for
right-wing parties to coalesce there,
and also right-wing groups within
the Congress started moving out of
the Congress. You would remember
that the interim Prime Minister Gul-
zarilal Nanda was also one of the
founding members of the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad. So, the point I'm
trying to make is, if the model you
are building is based on group re-
presentation and you fail to provide
that in the policies or within the par-
ty organisation or in the govern-
ment, then this is bound to happen.

What should the Congress do to
get renewed ideological
identity and focus?

MM: I still believe that secularism is
at the core of the Congress’s ideolo-
gy but I, of course, see that there are
many deviations from it and I would
argue that here you have to get back
on firmer ground. One should not
get frightened by accusations of ap-
peasement. One must come out ve-
ry clearly against communalism of
all kinds, whether Sikh or Christian
or Muslim or Hindu. And one’s sec-
ularism has to be clearly asserted.
You can define it in various ways,
you can talk about social harmony,
you can talk about love and peace,
but secularism has to be at the core.

RV: One needs to understand what
the ideological space of Indian polit-
ics looks like today. The BJP now has
become the dominant party. It oc-
cupies the space from the centre-
right to the extreme right. The Con-
gress cannot be playing a little bit
here and a little bit there. It has to be
very clear that if it is about the ques-
tion of inclusivity, diversity and sec-
ularism, it needs to have a very clear
position on that. Secularism cannot
be an ideological vision out of com-
pulsion, out of convenience. There
must be some sort of conviction that
secularism is the only way to go
about believing in the idea of India
or whatever the Congress’s vision of
India is.

Second, even on the question of
social justice, how do you want to
accommodate various groups into
the body politic? This is a challenge
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even the BJP is going to face sooner
or later. Once you become an um-
brella party, if you fail to give repre-
sentation to people who are voting
for you, they are going to find new
political entrepreneurs who will be
mobilising on the issue of giving ex-
clusive representation.

Do you think there is a
Congress without the Gandhis?

MM: In the short run, no, because
you cannot displace established pol-
itical leadership. And this is true for
all political parties. No party under-
goes this kind of a complete over-
haul. There is a certain leadership in
place. It always takes time for an al-
ternative leadership to emerge. So, [
think going away from Rahul Gand-
hi’s leadership would not be wise at
all today; it would be suicidal for the
Congress. They should not come
under pressure, they should look at
the interests of the party and not
what others are talking. Every party
in India virtually has dynasty now at
its core, but somehow it’s pure for
them and impure for the Congress.

RV: The Congress is in real trouble.
The problems are intertwined in a
way which makes it hard to see. The
party has an ideological crisis. It
does not have an organisation in
most parts of the country. If you
look at the bigger States, it has not
been in power for 30-odd years and
the States are also facing leadership
challenges. All of this is tied to the
idea that they have a dynasty sitting
at the national level and in many
States. Now, you cannot have a new
ideological vision without a new lea-
dership and you cannot have troops
on the ground who can mobilise
and change a party structure from
the bottom to the top without an
ideological vision that they are con-
vinced about. So, in a way, I don’t
know what the solution is. But the
problems are intertwined in a way
that there are two ways of going
about it. Dismantle the whole struc-
ture and think afresh, or wait for
some time and think that there will
be some miracle that will change all
of these three or four variables. I
agree with this argument that per-
haps the Gandhi family has the
authority within the Congress party
to get it to overcome the crisis of
ideological vision, but can the dy-
nasty or the first family think of a
new ideological vision for India?

JUNE 7, 1969

il

IR
LR TINET!

]
AT
i floeg

83% of newly
elected WMPshave
2 triminal tecord

—
_— =

e —
—

—

—_ =

NOTEBOOK

Turning the tables: when respondents ask reporters questions
A dilemma journalists grapple with during election time

SOBHANA K. NAIR

As reporters sometimes we
take for granted our licence
to probe the political views
of strangers. We demand to
know their castes as well as
their voting preferences.

I have forgotten the
number of times I pushed
gates, sat cross-legged on
verandahs, interrupted tea
sessions and caught hold of
people while they were
working in the fields in the
run-up to the recent elec-
tion. I cajoled them into
conversation and most of
them obliged.

But what happens when
an interviewee turns the ta-
bles on you and asks, “Who
did you vote for? Which
side are you on? What ide-
ology do you subscribe to?
Who according to you is
the right candidate this
election?”

I was speechless when
an insistent group in a vil-
lage near Ajmer asked me
these questions while
pointing at my left index

finger which was freshly
marked with indelible ink.

Next came nervous
laughter. I tried to evade
the question using humour.
Then I replied that I was a
mere observer who was
sent to record their reac-
tions; that I had no views of
my own. The group would
not buy any of it. They
were adamant. In the polit-
ical war that was playing
out across the country,
they wanted to know which
side I was on.

I then tried giving vague
replies about the race in
the Lok Sabha constituen-
cy that I voted in. Not satis-
fied with my response, a
young man in the group de-
cided for himself my ideol-
ogy and my political incli-
nation. With the spread of
fake news on WhatsApp
and the derisive use of the
term ‘left liberals’ while re-
ferring to the media, I was
an easy target. “If you can
ask us, why can’t we ask
you?” he demanded. A fair
request, after all.

I deflected the question
by asking them about the
board game they were play-
ing. The cement floor had a
frame drawn on it with
chalk, and rounded grey
pebbles. The game was
called char-maar or nau-
kante, they explained. I still
don’t know anything about
the game, but asking about
it did get me off the hook.

Of course, not everyone
is always so persistent. On
the same trip, I sought out
a beautiful Rajasthani wo-
man dressed in a parrot-co-
loured dupatta, silver ban-
gles, armlets, a necklace
and a nose ring. We did not
speak each other’s lan-
guage, yet we managed to
converse. In a thick Rajas-
thani dialect she asked,
“You tell me, who should I
vote for?” I redirected the
conversation to the every-
day rigours of life.

Many respondents ask
this question indirectly but
politely to learn about a
journalist’s views.

From the first day in the

newsroom, we reporters
are told that we are not the
story. We are told that we
have to try to fade into the
background and imagine
that we are wearing Harry
Potter’s invisibility cloak
while our ears do most of
the work. We must probe a
little and provoke a little in
order to ensure that the
conversation goes on. We
are told to keep a tight lid
on our own opinions and
not let the ‘confirmation
bias’ creep in. We are told
to honestly reflect what we
hear.

I have started question-
ing this age-old wisdom
though, especially with
Twitter being ablaze with
opinions and forcing repor-
ters to pick a side.

Why should journalists
not be entitled to their own
views? As a respected jour-
nalist recently said, in divi-
sive times you can’t be neu-
tral; you have to be
objective.

I am still looking for
answers.

Stowaway’s freezing ordeal

Doctors and aircraft technicians to-day [June 6] puzzled over
the apparently impossible feat of a young Cuban who survived
the freezing ordeal of an 8-hour flight to Spain squeezed in the
undercarriage of a DC-8 jetliner. The man, an 18-year-old wel-
der A. Socarras, hid in the wheel compartment before the air-
craft left Havana, and eight hours later tumbled unconscious
and half-frozen onto the runway of Madrid’s Barajas airport.
He appears to have survived virtually unscathed after flying
5,600 miles at heights of up to 29,000 feet in an unpressurised
and unheated compartment, with temperatures dropping be-
low minus 40°C. One medical theory to-day was that Socarras
spent the entire flight in a state of frozen hibernation similar to
that induced in patients prior to complicated heart operations
or transplants. This state is produced in operating theatres at
minus 28°C. The heart stops, leaving the patient frozen in sus-
pended animation during the operation.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 7, 1919.

Prohibition Movement

The Lord Bishop of Madras yesterday [in Coonoor on June 5]
presided at the annual conference of Missionaries in connec-
tion with the South Indian Missionary Association at Stanes
School. The Rev. J. M. Baker read the report of the last year’s
work. The following resolution was adopted: Believing that
the consumption of alcohol in India is on the increase and is
causing injury to the Indian people; and believing that in spite
of all regulations the injury is sure to increase unless there is
prohibition; and sympathising with the aspirations of Hindu
and Mahomedan reformers to make all India dry, the Coonoor
Conference of the S.I.M.A. records its hearty approval of this
association uniting with other bodies throughout the land in
the effort to make India a prohibition country in the fullest
sense of that term, and that as a step towards that ultimate goal
the Government should be requested to give a wide extension
in the principle of local option.

CONCEPTUAL
Cultural learning

SOCIOLOGY

This refers to how people living in a society learn various
things from others around them and further spread such
knowledge to more people. Children, for instance, learn new
things by socialising with other children they meet as well as
with adults around them. So the kind of culture into which
they are born influences the behaviour of people right from
their childhood. Many believe that human beings and other
organisms may be naturally wired to engage in cultural learn-
ing as it helps them to better adapt to the environment around
them, thus improving their chances of survival.
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Jungle Jewels: promoting eco-friendly jewellery

http://bit.ly/EcofriendlyJewels
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