8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

BJP:An
incomplete party

ne of the
biggest prob-
lems that the

BJP hasis the absence
of economic thinkers,
as distinct from mere
economists. One con-
sequence of this is
that we have no idea
of what its conception
of wealth and value is,
as distinct from mere
money. Nor does it
seem to have a sense
of how wealth and
value are created in
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modern society.

There are two reasons why this is important. The first is
that the BJP has emerged as the flag bearer of a transfor-
mative majoritarian social philosoply for India. This phi-
losophy, though narrow in conception and socially disrup-
tive in its consequences, is likely to dominate the political
landscape for the next few decades.

The second reason is that if you have a narrow view of
wealth, viewing it as mere money, you tend to treat it as
something to be milked, not nurtured. Ms Sitharaman’s
first Budget stands testimony to this. So have all Budgets
since 1957.

That is, the Congress had exactly the same approach.
But in its case at least we knew how its brain had been
wired, first by the Harold Laski types and then, after two
decades, in purely politically inspired mutation, by
Indira Gandhi. There is no equivalent of a pro-wealth
Laski for the BJP — and that is why it is persisting with
the mutated version that Indira Gandhi imposed on us
in 1970.

This is why the BJP needs to solve the following prob-
lem: Can you change the social philosophy governing the
politics of a country and leave its economic philosophy
untouched and indistinguishable from the old-fashioned
Gandhian socialism of the 1970s?

Neither value not wealth

As the politically dominant force, the BJP hasn’t even begun
to think systematically about the problem. I had hoped
that Bibek Debroy, who has the intellectual wherewithal,
would become its lead thinker. But he has fallen strangely
silent. In any case, he is not a party man.

Nor has Rajiv Kumar, who now heads NITI Aayog with
its massive convening power, shown any inclination in this
direction. But NITI doesn’t mean merely policy; it also
means structured thought.

This inability to think appropriately about value and
wealth has been the source of every one of our economic
follies since independence. This is because the Congress
thought of wealth as a social evil.

Many economists who served it, however, had the oppo-
site view. I had the good fortune to learn economic policy
from some of them. But they were unable to counter what
the Germans call the zeitgeist (the spirit of the times).

After 1970, when the Congress turned a deeper shade of
pink, they all fell by the wayside. Then the intellectual char-
latans, fellow-travellers and groupies took over.

One such groupie even became prime minister. As
finance minister earlier, he did his best to change things.
But when he became prime minister he stopped trying.

So when Mr Narendra Modi constantly talks about
the Congress legacy, he forgets that this is the most
important part of it, namely, the way a political party
thinks about the only thing that matters: wealth and how
it is created.

That is why young Krishnamurthy Subramaniam can
wax eloquent about behaviourial economics and nudge
theory. But he is targeting the wrong group. It is the BJP he
needs to nudge because it is the most in need of nudging
right now.

Anincomplete party

It is no coincidence that the Europeans grew so rich and
ruled the world for 500 years. They devoted a lot of
thought to the question of wealth and value and how they
are created.

Above all, they knew that wealth — even if the
manner in which it is created changes — must be pre-
served, not destroyed. In India, after 1947, we have done
the opposite.

It was the physicocrats who started the ball rolling
and since then there have been various theories. Bar the
Communists, not one of these theories has come any-
where near our political parties, who have not tried to
develop their own theories either.

As a result, they remain struck on religion and caste.
And there lies the paradox: In order to win elections, they
have to promise wealth. But when they come to power
the fools destroy it. Hence my question to them: How do
you deliver wealth when you don’t have the slightest idea
about it?

The BJP has surmounted many political and social prob-
lems but until it surmounts this particular intellectual prob-
lem, it is, I am afraid, going to remain incomplete.

Thelegacy of Indira Gandhi
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In his book, former president Pranab Mukherjee says Ms Gandhi blamed no one
but herself forthe Emergency and suspension of Fundamental Rights
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between March 16 and 20, 1977

According to the late R K Dhawan, he
was the one who broke the news to Indira
Gandhi that she — and the Congress party
— had lost the 1977 election.

She was then having dinner. According to
Dhawan, with alook of relief on her face, she said,
“now I will have time for myself and the family”.

In the early morning hours after the election
results had come out, she instructed the
President to officially end the Emergency. She
then resigned. For the first time in her life, she
had no job, no income, no home.

On October 3,1977,in a carefully orchestrat-

I ndia’s sixth general election was held

ed movement, the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) came to her residence to
arrest her. It was 4.45 pm. The Attorney General
and the Solicitor General were unaware the gov-
ernment had plans for the arrest. India Today
magazine’s account of the event is riveting.
Prime Minister Morarji Desai gave the green
signal to Home Minister Chaudhary Charan
Singh, adding only one caveat: On no account
was she to be handcuffed. The CBI walked up
to the door of 12 Willingdon Crescent. They told
Gandhi’s aide that they had been ordered to
take Indira Gandhi into custody and cited the
various IPC laws (mostly relating to corruption)
that she had violated. Little did they know that
the FIR, drafted by the Home Ministry, was the
wrong one. They were kept waiting for nearly
two hours, time that Maneka and Sanjay
Gandhi used to telephone all the foreign media
available in Delhi.

At 6.00 pm Indira Gandhi came out. Her
lawyer Frank Anthony demanded a copy of the
FIR. He was told it was not necessary to provide
him with one as the charges related to corrup-
tion, they were bailable offence and Indira
Gandhi had been informed of them.Then Mrs
Gandhi said: “where are the handcuffs? I will
not go unless I am handcuffed”. The argument
about handcuffs went on for nearly one hour.

Sanjay and Rajiv walked in and out of the house
(the magazine noted that for some inexplicable
reason, Rajiv had a set of pliers and a wrench in
his hand the entire time the arrest drama was
on). In the meantime, party cadres had gathered
outside the house, chanting and slogan-shout-
ing was on. Top party leaders including
Brahmananda Reddy (who had already begun
acampaign about a personality cult that would
later bloom as a full fledged Congress split),
Kamalapati Tripathi, Mohsina Kidwai and oth-
ers watched ashen-faced. Indira Gandhi finally
got into a car and left, followed by Rajiv and
Sanjay Gandhi in their cars.

Charan Singh'’s fears about the wrong FIR
proved well-founded. When she was produced
before the court the next morning, she was
unconditionally released immediately, as there
was no substance in the charges against her.
Later, the same day, Indira Gandhi went to a
wedding: Beautician Shahnaz Husain’s daugh-
ter was getting married at the Ashok Hotel, and
Gandhi had been invited but someone had
called from Willingdon Crescent to let Husain
know Gandhi had been arrested. Husain could-
n’t believe her eyes when she saw Gandhi walk
into the hall, clad in a maroon silk sari with a
gold border. She stayed two hours.

Ultimately, the Janata Party government had
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to invoke the Parliament’s privilege to accom-
plish its objective of putting her behind bars (in
Tihar jail for a week in December, 1978).

Indira Gandhi issued a statement after her
arrest. She said: “I have tried to serve our people
and our country to the best of my ability. No mat-
ter what the charge or charges now made against
me, this arrest is a political one. It is to prevent
me from going to the people. It is an attempt to
discredit me in their eyes and the eyes of the
world... We have offered our cooperation to the
government in any programme for the welfare
of the people. However, we cannot be silent spec-
tators when we see suffering and injustice...”

The day she was taken to Tihar jail
(December 19, 1978) two persons claiming to be
members of the Youth Congress (I) skyjacked
an Indian Airlines plane with 126 passengers
and a crew of six while it was on a flight from
Lucknow to Delhi, forcing it to land in Varanasi.
The hijackers’ demand was that Indira Gandhi
be released. 18,000 Congress workers were
arrested in demonstrations all over India that
day. Little wonder then, that when Sonia Gandhi
was asked to be personally present in court in
the case relating to the National Herald, she
said, “I am the daughter-in-law of Indira
Gandhi. I am not scared of anyone.”

In his book, former President Pranab
Mukherjee says bureaucrats appearing before
the Shah Commission blamed Indira Gandhi
for the Emergency and the suspension of
Fundamental Rights. At the meeting of the
Congress Working Committee that followed,
her colleagues put the onus of losing the 1977
election on her.

Indira Gandhi blamed no one but herself.

The story of a ‘part-time’ grad

LUNCH WITH BS » DEREKO'BRIEN | RAJYASABHA MP | TRINAMOOL CONGRESS

Some searching questions

The former celebrated quiz show host tells Rahul Jacob and Archis Mohan he worries
that social media and media proprietors are bending to the ruling party's will

morning 9.15 am is a lone hive

of activity in the usually fre-
netic Connaught Place in central
Delhi. The McDonald’s next door is
devoid of customers. Saravana suf-
fers from the opposite problem;
queues outside its doors on a
Saturday are par for the course.
Knowing this, we are, literally and
metaphorically, at a sprint as we
coordinate our scramble for a table
at the south Indian restaurant.

It is a few minutes before Derek
O’ Brien, Rajya Sabha MP for
Trinamool Congress, arrives. As a
setting for an interview, Saravana
is a less than ideal choice. It teems
with noisy families, celebrating
Saturday as if it might be an annual
holiday. The one quiet area is inex-
plicably cordoned off with ropes.
Viewed from the perspective of a
native Calcuttan — and O’Brien is
the very definition of one from his
witty, argumentative style to read-
ing the Bengali press before he
turns to the Indian Express and
Business Standard — his selection
of Saravana makes complete sense.
Its idlis are delicious, the crowds
flock there; for a Calcuttan, that is
all that matters.

The place turns out to be O’Brien’s
regular Saturday morning ritual
when he is in Delhi. Almost without
preamble, he begins by reminiscing
about helping input and proof his
first quiz book more than three
decades ago in the small data-type-
setting office Rahul’s father set up.
O’Brien hasn’t really met Rahul since
the 1980s when Rahul was a spectator
at the exciting quiz contests his father
Neil, a nominated Anglo-Indian
member of Parliament, was known
for running as quizmaster. Archis
knows Derek well as a member of the
Rajya Sabha. O’Brien lets slip that he
haslong read Business Standard with
a pen in hand to mark articles. His
and his party’s views run counter to
the generally pro free market edito-
rials of this paper, however. Putting
his TMC hat on, he squarely opposes
privatising Air India, for instance,

S aravana Bhawan on Saturday

and improbably suggests Jet
Airways’ problems could have been
solved by merging the two. “Selling
Air India is not going to solve its
problems. We have to find another
solution,” he says. He won’t be
drawn on specifics.

O’Brien is much more pointed in
his critique of the Bharatiya Janata
Party’s (BJP) self-serving rush to dis-
cuss one nation, one poll while not
bothering to address many problems
that came to the fore in the 2019 elec-
tion. Among them is the need for laws
on campaign financing; a report this
week showed that the BJP raised
about 90 per cent of total corporate
donations. He also criticises the wide-
spread use of fake news on social
media as well as the ruling party cir-
cumventing Parliament by repeated-
ly using Ordinances in its first term.

In the ongoing Parliament ses-
sion, O’Brien has tried to fill the
breach left by the near demise of the
Left parties and the ongoing crisis
in the Congress. The huge inroads
the BJP made in the recent parlia-
mentary elections in West Bengal
and Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee’s ill-tempered responses to
the doctors’ strike and BJP support-
ers goading her with cries of Jai Sri
Ram suggest the TMC has problems
of its own. But, in New Delhi, the
party is measuring up as the de facto
opposition to the BJP, in contrast to
the Congress, which is preoccupied
with its own Bollywood remake of
Hamlet — without Hamlet. Rahul
Gandhi’s perennial existential crisis
has become Congtress’ as well. In
recent weeks, O’Brien and parlia-
mentary debutante Mahua Moitra
have been punching well above the
party’s numbers.

Despite the Congress having
nearly four times as many members
in the Rajya Sabha as the TMC (48
to 13), O’Brien has been informally
leading the coordination of
Opposition parties, rallying other
parties to demand a discussion on
electoral reforms and to protest the
government’s disinvestment plans.
This week, O’Brien held a press con-

ference to discuss data on electoral
funding released by election watch-
dog Association for Democratic
Reforms. The report showed that in
2016-17 and 2017-18, the BJP

received 3969 crore in corporate. -

donations, dwarfing the I60 crore (%

the Congress received and the 32 ¢

crore the TMC received. Money is a
predictor of election success,
O’Brien tells us, pointing to a US
study that showed those who out-
spent their opponents in elections
for the Congress and the Senate
almost always win. When the media
largely ignored the news, he tweet-
ed: “The ‘national’ newspapers/TV
based out of Delhi urgently need
spine implant surgery. Media own-
ers, shame on you.” This is a theme
O’Brien returns to repeatedly over
breakfast, which he more than does
justice to by eating six large idlis.
He briefly turns emotional: “I
appeal to all media owners: You are
running institutions of national
heritage. You are part owners of
our democracy.”

Mostly, we receive a polished
debunking of the BJP’s record, /.
seasoned with an ex-adman’s
flair for one-liners. Beti Bachao,

Beti Padhao is dismissed as a
“scam scheme” with more than

half of its budget being spent on
advertising. He says ¥650 crore has
been spent on it across India and con-
trasts this with the ¥7,000 crore spent
on Bengal’s Kanyashree scheme to
keep gitls in school longer and delay
their marriage. The Bengal effort,
which has also contributed to a drop
in infant and maternal mortality rates,
has received a United Nations award.
An ex-colleague living in Kolkata cites
the scheme as an example of the par-
ty’s good development work in vil-
lages that does not get the attention
of the national media. The ex-col-
league also criticises the party’s use
of hoodlums in local politics in a man-
ner that matches the record of the Left
Front, which ruled the state with a
thuggish fist between 1977 and 2011.

O’Brien is soon using the break-
fast as a warm-up act for his then
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upcoming Rajya Sabha speech. The
quiz master’s gift for detail is on dis-
play as the factoids fall fast and furi-
ous. He rattles off how the vast
majority of bills in Parliament’s his-
tory made their way through the
normal legislative process; in the
past five years, four out of every 10
were Ordinances. In the context of
the home ministry’s energetic issu-
ing of advisories to the Bengal gov-
ernment since the no holds barred
election this summer, he says point-

edly: “You gave us an advisory about
the doctors’ strike, but where is the
advisory for Bihar when 150 children
die of encephalitis?”
In an “unequal election”,
Facebook, he alleges, provided an
“unequal playground” stacked in
favour of the BJP. In a response to
reports of favouritism towards the
ruling party, Facebook said on
Newsclick: “An important part of
our mission is equipping elected
officials... with the tools needed to
connect and engage with their
communities.”
O’Brien resorts to banal clichés
when questioned about Banerjee’s
intemperate handling of the doctors’
strike in Bengal last month. After an
uncharacteristic ~ silence, he
responds with “all’s well that ends
well”. It is an odd thing to say about
a strike sparked by the attack on a
young doctor who was in coma for
afew days. This hangs in the air
between us like baffling non-
sense till O’Brien regains his
. stride and emphasises the gov-
| ernment’sincrease in funding
‘ for medical care and in seats
| at medical colleges over the
' years it has been in power.
Then he recites the 10 param-
eters on which Bengal leads
the country, ranging from e-
tendering to skills development
| toaprogramme for farmers. He
| | scribbles on the Saravana
| paper placemats a list of links
| he intends to send us.
! We part ways in Kolkata
' style, which is to say, in long-
drawn out fashion. A rugby
scrum of a queue is waiting to
get in. O’Brien threads his way past
it and is still talking as child ped-
dlers of pens mob him to force him
to buy one. A gauntlet of shoe-
shine men who claim they have
been waiting for us to finish break-
fast are next. O’Brien is deep in
conversation with Archis as he gets
into his car. His parting shot is full
of confidence: “Trinamool is
match-on for 2021 (when it faces
state elections in Bengal).” On the
evidence of the party’s marshalling
of an otherwise rudderless
Opposition in the past few weeks,
this is more than bravado.
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PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

bit of time in rural UP and have been

struck by the number of young grad-
uates I've met. Most of them have stud-
ied locally. Some plan to get a post-grad
uate degree as well. On the face of it, it
seems promising. But the ground reality
is, more often than not, different. A con-
versation I had with a taxi driver while
driving from Kanpur to Banda last week
illustrates why.

He offered me a laddu when I got in
the car at Kanpur airport. “I just got my
college exam results,” he explained. “I
now have a BSc degree in physics, and
that is something to celebrate, isn’t it?”

I n the last few months, I've spent a

It must have been a tough course, I com-
mented. His response was surprising. “I
don’t really know,” he said. During the
three-year course at Chhatrapati Shahu
Ji Maharaj University, Kanpur, he said
he’d attended barely a month every year.
“I work as a driver in Lucknow,” he
explained, “and don’t have time for
class.” A month before exams, he’d come
to Kanpur, attend a few classes and study
enough to scrape through the exams.

Local colleges in UP, he said, had lax
attendance requirements, making it easy
for students like him to get their degrees
while doing, what he called, “better
things”. He, for instance, had earned
¥8,000-10,000 per month as a driver all
through his “student” life. He couldn’t
have had much driving experience at the
beginning of college when he’d have
been barely eligible for a driving licence,
I pointed out. “This is UP, madam ji,” he
laughed. “I'd been driving for years
before I got my licence.” There were very
few students, he said, who actually
attended class. “Most of them got by
doing exactly what I've done,” he said.
“In fact, this has worked out so well that
I plan to enroll for MSc as well.”

The conversation raised many ques-
tions in my mind. Why was it so easy
for students to get a college degree? If

students got away without attending
class (or somehow subverting atten-
dance rules) and somehow passing
their examinations after a cursory 30
days of study (if at all), what was their
degree worth? I asked the driver to
explain why he wanted to collect all
these degrees if he didn’t really experi-
ence student life or learn anything.
Surely he must have an interest in
physics if he was planning to do MSc
in the subject? His response made me
realise that it was naive to assume a cor-
relation between obtaining an educa-
tion and getting a degree. “I don’t really
understand physics much,” he said. “I
just opted for the subject as there were
seats available in it,” he said.

A degree, he said, was the only way
people like him could get ahead at atime
when jobs were hard to find. His father
was a farmer, while many of his friends
came from weaver families. Few wanted
to take up the family trade. He was lucky,
he said, to have landed this driving job.
Which is why his plan was to keep work-
ing in Lucknow while completing his
MSc in physics in Kanpur. “Meanwhile,
I'll apply for every government position
that falls vacant,” he said. “And of course,
if nothing else comes up, I'll just become
ateacher”.
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PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

y wife’s birthday coincided
M with the World Cup semi-
finals between India and New
Zealand, and like the match-that-nev-
er-was, it didn’t go well. She rang up
her friends to ask them over, but the
invitations were declined by their
spouses who wanted to watch the
cricket match in the comfort of their
own homes. That laugh was on them
at any rate because the rain washed out
the match, so all they could do was
watch old re-runs while eating what-
ever they could lay their hands on in
their kitchen when they might have
had party food.
Those who did agree to come were

the has-beens, low down the pecking
order, whose names are forever being
removed from the guest list. The result
was a mixed bunch with too little in
common, the kind that send ‘thank
you’ texts the following day, implying
they would like to be invited again,
which was the reason my wife and I
had been in a state of sulky non-com-
munication in the first place. My wife
makes one list of people we would like
to invite home, but refers to another
completely different one when she
gets down to making the calls. She
does the same thing with the menu,
so we agree on one bill of fare, she
gives the staff quite another list, and
shops for ingredients for something
else altogether. I won’t go so far as to
say our parties are a matter of hit and
miss, but they are always a surprise—
sometimes even for her.

These days she tells me to keep my
nose out of all such affairs. “I have had
1,783 parties at home,” she told me the
last time I suggested tweaking the
menu a bit to make allowance for din-
ers with less adventurous palates. I
pointed out that experience does not
parallel wisdom, else she would not
have chilled bottles of water thinking
they were bottles of wine. What I
should have done instead is remind

We're glad the weekis over

myself that speaking the inviolable
truth can be injurious to one’s health.

For two days before the party my
wife did not speak to me at all (which
is a mixed blessing), and for two days
thereafter she has not ceased speaking
at all (which is a form of torture). On
the day of the party she insisted on my
picking out her clothes, then chose to
wear something else altogether. She
asked me to select a pair of heels — so
she could reject it. We repeated this
with picks for her purse, jewellery and
wristwatch, so by the time the guests
began to arrive, my morale was at an
all-time low. I spent the evening lurk-
ing behind the bar and the only person
who did not endorse my services as a
bartender was my wife.

So, the party. As mixed a bunch of
people as should never be together.
Ditto main course dishes that failed to
communicate with each other. Eleven
spilled drinks. Five cakes. Gravy
dripped on her favourite dining table
cloth (the perpetrator hasn’t been iden-
tified). Seven soiled napkins (in my
wife’s universe, napkins are not meant
to be used ever). Too many guests who
ate and left too quickly after. Too much
leftover. The cricket match the follow-
ing evening didn’t go well either. We're
both glad the week is over.
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Not second-class

here was a time during the prohibition era in Bombay (as it then was)

when only foreigners were allowed to drink in hotel bars. A humour

columnist wrote then about his fictional wife walking into the bar of

an expensive hotel and ordering a drink. On being told that only for-
eigners would be served, she asked the unanswerable question: “Whose coun-
try is this anyway?”

That should be our question, too, every time someone writes or says that we
must offer foreigners reasonable tax rates, or good business processes, or special
investment windows, or investment enclaves, lest they take their dollars elsewhere.
The usual arguments run like this: The new high income tax rates will make it more
difficult to hire expatriates. Or, foreign portfolio investors will turn away from the
Indian market. Or, we must clean up and beautify our tourist spots, to attract more
international tourists. The obvious question is, why only foreigners? What about us
who live and work here and pay our taxes? Don’t we deserve better tax and other rules,
and cleaner towns and cities in which to live and work? Or is the Indian citizen to
be treated differently because s/he is a captive, without means of escape?

Well, India is no longer the economic prison that it used to be, when all that
you could take out of the country was eight dollars. Later, under a liberalised for-
eign travel scheme, you could take out a generous $100. We weren’t as bad as the
old Soviet Union, which ran the Beryozka supermarket, where only western
tourists could shop (predictably, the Soviet elite, too, found a way to shop there).
Or China, where for years foreigners could deal only in specially issued Foreign
Exchange Certificates. But it was bad enough.

Most closed systems have opened up, including India’s. No government in
its right mind today would try imposing such rules, and, if it did, it wouldn’t work.
Not that it worked earlier. All that Indian money in Swiss banks and other tax
havens didn’t materialise out of thin air. Smuggling was rampant at the time, and
the hawala trade flourished. Some of the money round-tripped back as investment
from overseas. There was a period when Indians also started coming back. It
helped that the domestic environment improved: New private hospitals and
schools responded to the demand for better health and education services. Cars,
phone connections, and air services, all got better.

And yet, recent years have seen wealthy and professionally successful Indians
voting with their feet, or air tickets. One plausible figure has it that 150,000 top-
strata Indians have emigrated in recent years to Dubai, Singapore, and western
shores. They were initially running away from tax terrorism, a term born out of
Pranab Mukherjee’s 2012 Budget. Then came new rules about the place of effec-
tive business, which induced many to change their residential status. Others have
followed because of the worsening air pollution in cities, the impossibilities of
school admission, and now the lack of water.

Itis easier to leave than before. Millions of Indians have acquired international
degrees, or high-quality Indian ones, that make them globally saleable. The
many millions of non-residents in the US, West Asia, and elsewhere translate into
kinships that facilitate emigration. Countries like Australia target Indians as
desirable immigrants, partly to neutralise the effect of a Chinese influx. In short,
relatively large numbers from the class of Indians vital to taking the economy for-
ward can leave, and have been doing so.

Sowe need to treat citizens like they have a choice, even if most of them don’t.
If foreigners need reasonable taxes, why offer citizens something else? If foreign
businessmen look for assurance on the rule of law, so do citizens (including, or
especially, the government’s critics). “Ease of Living” is a great concept — offer-
ing, for instance, automated protection from the tax official’s grasping fingers. But
let’s not offer special treatment to help foreigners escape the rigours of our rules
and laws. That is what closed and oppressive systems do. Let’s do things for all,
including citizens, as an open democracy should.
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Our jjoota hai Japani’ defence

The past 20 years, under three PMs, have shown us the defence Budget is not about to go higher than its
ballpark of 1.5 per cent of GDP, besides pensions. (an it buy us real defence and not mere jugaad?

hree things have triggered this week’s
I thought process.

m The wide dismay in the strategic community
over the stationary defence Budget;

m The statement by renowned American strate-
gic scholar Christine Fair to ThePrint’s Srijan
Shukla that the Lashkar-e-Taiba isn’t another ter-
ror organisation but a low-cost special operations
unit of the Pakistani army for waging asymmetric
warfare India can’t match. And that India can’t
defeat Pakistan in a short war;

m The interesting findings in the book authored
by the late Air Commodore Jasjit Singh, talking
about how the Indian Air Force
(IAF) gave Israeli engineers access
to its old French Mirages so they { X
could be modified to carry the L A
Russian R-73 air-to-air missiles.

This is when their original missile, %
Matra-530D, had become obsolete.

It is finally the thought of Israeli
experts fitting Russian missiles on
French Mirages owned by the IAF
that brought back the late lyricist
Shailendra’s immortal lines from
Raj Kapoor’s classic, Shree 420:

NATIONAL INTEREST

when it reached its peak of 4 per cent of GDP in the
years of Rajiv Gandhi’s heady military expansion —
when, incidentally, today’s Mirages started arriv-
ing. Budgets have since risen on a consistent, sta-
ble and conservative basis and averaged 2.82 per
cent of GDP (World Bank figures). With the 1991
reforms, GDP growth picked up.

In the past 20 years, from Kargil onwards, the
average budgetary increase as been 8.91 per cent
per year. You can shout, scream, complain, but it is
now evident that no government is going to be so
fiscally irresponsible or politically foolhardy to
massively increase defence spending by either
printing more money, or taking away from the lit-
tle that goes to the poor as subsi-
dies (6.6 per cent of the Budget) or
agriculture, health, education,
rural development etc.

Expectations that a more mus-
cular Narendra Modi government
would do something dramatic were
misplaced and unfair. Mr Modi is
nobody’s fool or a reckless mili-
tarist. A robust strategic posture
does not mean he was about to
convert India into a national secu-
rity state like Pakistan, bankrupt it

Merajoota hai Japani, yeh patloon
Inglistani/sir pe lal topee Russi, Phir
bhi dil hai Hindustani (my shoes
are Japanese, trousers British-made/my cap may be
Russian, but my heart is still Indian). These lines
were heady for a new republic in 1955. Must these
continue to describe the state of its armed forces,
65 years later?

Let’s examine the budget versus GDP issue first.
This year’s Budget, ¥4.31 trillion, including pen-
sions, is almost exactly 2 per cent of GDP. If you
exclude pensions, it will be %3.18 trillion, or about
1.5 per cent of GDP.

Two good questions arise: Can India defend
itself with so little? And can India afford a defence
allocation much higher than this? The immediate
response is, no to the first, yes to the second.
Confession: I might also have said so until some
time ago. But I was wrong.

In the strategic debate, the distinction between
GDP and the national Budget isn’t always made.
Only the Budget belongs to the government, not
GDP. The more apt way of looking at defence
spending, therefore, is as a percentage of the
national Budget.

Today, at 15.5 per cent, it is the largest item in the
Budget after debt repayments, at about 23 per cent.
This is more than what we spend on agriculture,
rural development, education, and health put
together (15.1per cent). Another half a per cent of
GDP, or 3.5 per cent of the Budget, is spent on cen-
tral paramilitary forces. From where will any
finance minister shift more to defence?

SHEKHAR GUPTA

ur data journalist Abhishek Mishra has mined
the defence Budget trends for me since 1986,

and keep rushing to the IMF.
The Indian strategic debate,
therefore, has to reposition itself
at this new realistic level. This is about what is
affordable. The growth would only keep pace with
GDP. So, if GDP is $5 trillion in 2024,
defence spending will be about 2 per
cent of that. The debate, therefore, has
to be about how much defence and
what kind of defence can this money
buy India.

At current force levels, India is
much too strong for Pakistan in a
longer (two weeks plus) war. But that is
unlikely today. Remember, even our
last two wars were merely 22 (1965) and
13 (1971) days. But, Christine Fair is also
right to say that today India can’t
defeat Pakistan in a short war. The
question we need to ask, in fact, is
more provocative: Does India have the
superiority in critical areas to deliver a deterrent
punishment to Pakistan for its asymmetrical mis-
chief (as in Pulwama) with greater certainty and
evidence of outcome and minimal risk to Indian
lives (unlike Balakot)?

Balakot and the skirmish the day after showed
we do not have that edge at this point.

Of course, in a longer or more extensive
engagement the IAF’s numbers and skills would
have prevailed more decisively. But why should a
country with one-seventh of your defence Budget
and a mere 3 per cent of your foreign exchange
reserves be able to outrange, outgun and even out-
number you at a moment of its choosing? Which
brings back the same tricky question: Are we

It is finally the
thought of Israeli
experts fitting
Russian missiles on
French Mirages
owned by the IAF
that brought back
the late lyricist
Shailendra’s
immortal lines
from Raj Kapoor's
classic, Shree 420

spending our defence rupees right?

I ndia has two primary strategic needs: A defen-
sive hedge against China, which makes its costs
for any territorial push prohibitive, and a punitive
deterrent to deny Pakistan the space for asymmet-
ric mischief without fear of punishment.

A two-front war is not an impossibility but so
very unlikely. China’s stakes in the world are very
different, India is perfectly capable of fighting in
self-defence and between three nuclear powers,
one thing you can presume is no one would lose a
full-scale war without taking the other down with
it. This is where a second breath of realism is need-
ed: Stop psyching yourselves with the spectre of a
two-front war. Don’t paint the devil on the wall.
Focus on what is clear, present, and realistic.

At this point, neither the Army or the IAF has
that immediate, punitive deterrent power against
Pakistan. Forget a three-week war; on the LoC,
where the action is, Pakistan has until now fielded
better infantry weapons, body armour, sniper rifles,
and matching artillery. The qualitative air power
mismatch and our complacence, especially under
10 UPA years that allowed it to build, was high-
lighted on February 26-27. The only service with a
decisive and pulverising superiority over Pakistan
today is the Navy. But using the Navy punitively
raises the escalatory ladder, and creates a mess in
waterways sensitive for the rest of the world.

Of the 4.31 trillion defence spending, the
largest head is pensions, at 1.12 trillion, followed
by salaries of the three forces (excluding
civilians and the DRDO) at ¥1.08468 tril-
lion. Another 1 trillion plus is spent on
other fixed costs, maintenance and con-
sumables. What is left as capital Budget
is a couple of hundred crores, even less
than salaries. This is why each of the
forces is scratching around to pay to
modernise this or that, and making do
with jugaad: A platform from here, a
missile from there, radar from some-
where else. Of course, as we always
know, it is the man behind the machine
that matters. Because, ... “phir bhi dil
hai Hindustani”.

An aspiring superpower deserves
better. If it can’t spend more, it has to spend
better. You must not reduce salaries and pensions.
Your soldiers deserve even more. But must you
have such large manpower for full-career service?
There is need to make the forces smaller, niftier,
snappier, and punchier. Think of innovative ideas
of shorter service and something Kline American
ROTC (Reserve Officers Training Corps).
Some progress in that direction is being made as
this government is not as wary of change as the
UPA. India needs a change of doctrine. And
its strategic community should stop re-fighting
wars of past.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint

In China, censors are Hollywood’s best friends

ADAM MINTER

he odds were stacked against
I Spiderman in China. Two
weeks ago, the latest film fea-
turing the superhero, Spiderman:
Far From Home, was slated to open
against The Eight Hundred a highly
anticipated, big-budget war movie.
But, in a plot twist that’s left local
filmmakers reeling, the Chinese
film was cancelled just days before
itsrelease, allegedly because it'd fall-
en out of favour with censors. In its
absence, Spiderman had a nearly
$100 million opening weekend —
far beyond expectations. The US
blockbuster is currently China’s sec-
ond-most popular draw, one of six
foreign films in the top 10.
This isn’t the Hollywood end-
ing the Communist Party wanted.

For years, the Chinese government
has actively promoted local movies
with the goal of surpassing
Hollywood’s profits and global
influence, both at home and
abroad. Yet, increasingly, the gov-
ernment’s efforts to control content
are weakening the industry, to the
benefit of US rivals.

China’s film industry is one of
the country’s great growth stories
over the last two decades. Between
2005 and 2019, box-office revenue
grew from 2 billion yuan tojust over
60 billion yuan ($8.9 billion), thanks
to an emerging middle class in
search of entertainment. Annual
growth rates of more than 30 per
cent weren’t unusual.

It wasn’t just revenues growing,
either. The technical proficiency of
Chinese films also increased, cul-
minating in Wolf Warrior 2, a 2017
military action-adventure drama
that became China’s most success-
ful movie ever, and The Wandering
Earth, asci-fi thriller that’s topping
this year’s box office. Generous sub-
sidies, have boosted Chinese films
against foreign competition more
generally: In 2018, locally made
films claimed 62 per cent of box-
office revenue, up from 54 per cent
in2017.

Yet, at the same time, the box-
office growth rate slowed to 9 per
cent, down from 13.5 per cent in
2017. During the first half of 2019,
revenues actually fell by 2.8 per cent
despite a slight uptick in the average
ticket price — the first such decline
since 2011. The gross number of
tickets sold declined 10.5 per cent
year-on-year.

Several factors have contributed
to this dropoff, including a recent
tax evasion scandal that netted
many Chinese film stars and stalled
or killed productions, as well as
increased competition from China’s
booming streaming video services.
But the most damaging was
summed up by The Paper, a state-
funded newspaper in Shanghai:
“This year audiences could clearly
feel that after Chinese New Year,
there were no good films to watch,
especially among domestic films.”

Why? While censorship has
always been a barrier to innovative
and risk-taking films in China, adept
and determined filmmakers could
still find ways to get interesting work
approved. That became much hard-
er beginning in March 2018 when
the government eliminated the
agencies previously assigned to reg-
ulate film, television, and publica-

tions, assigning their responsibili-
ties to the powerful Central
Propaganda Department. What had
been a difficult process mediated
by bureaucrats suddenly became a
much harder one overseen by
Communist Party officials closely
tied to China’s top policymakers.

The immediate effects were
understandably chaotic. Long-time
relationships between studios and
regulators needed to be reset or
established fresh. This slowed down
the already byzantine process of
approvals. Worse, it injected a new
degree of risk — and risk-aversion —
into an industry that already had
an ample share.

The results are obvious. In
February, and again in April, three
prominent Chinese films were
abruptly withdrawn from festivals
in Berlin and Cannes for “technical
reasons” — a euphemism for cen-
sorship. An even more ominous
sign came last month when The
Eight Hundred was also pulled from
its opening slot at the Shanghai
International Film Festival for “tech-
nical reasons.” Reports on Chinese
media suggest officials may have
been offended by the idea that sol-
diers under Chiang Kai-Shek, the
Chinese Nationalist rival to Mao

When advertising created celebrities

YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

abouts, when Promise tooth-

paste was launched. The young,
dimpled, middle-class housewife in
the ad would ask in mock exaspera-
tion, Offo! Ek aur naya toothpaste?.
That simple question mouthed with
abemused and somewhat irritated
facial expression soon made both
the brand and its protagonist wildly
famous. While Promise zoomed
to the no. 2 position after market
leader Colgate, the lady in the ad
became known to the world as Maya
Alagh, coincidentally herselfa den-
tist by profession. The Promise ad
launched Maya as a television
actress of repute who went on to also

I t must have been 1978, or there-

grab some meaty Bollywood roles
over time.

Forty years ago, Surfintroduced
‘Lalitaji’, the unsmiling, fussy, saree-
clad housewife with a red-bindi and
a distinctive hair-do, who taught
India the difference between sasti
cheez aur acchi cheez. Lalitaji
became a household name in no
time, but so did Kavita Chaudhary
who essayed the role. Kavita was
soon chosen to be the lead of
Udaan, which became one of
Doordarshan’s most iconic serials
ever. The Liril girl, Karen Lunel, hav-
ing fun under the waterfall became
an overnight sensation catapulting
the Air India stewardess to national
stardom. In subsequent years, Pooja
Batra, Preity Zinta, and Deepika
Padukone also played the Liril girl
and eventually carved out success-
ful Bollywood careers, but no one
was ever as much Liril as Karen.

Ankitha Jhaveri, the “I love you
Rasna” gitl of the 1980s became one
of Indian advertising’s most recalled
brand mascots. It paved the way for
her to become a well-known actress
in Telugu films. In the 1990s, Parzaan
Dastur was the little boy in the Dhara
ad who runs away from home and is

enticed back by Ramu kaka because
there are jalebis being cooked by his
mom. He became such a prodigy
that he was chosen for the role of the
silent Sardarji boy in Kuch Kuch Hota
Hai, the one who tells Shahrukh,
Tussi jaa rahe ho, tussi na jao and
thenstarred in Kaho Naa Pyaar Hai,
Mohabattein, Kabhi Khushi Kabhie
Gham besides other blockbuster
Bollywood movies.

So, not very far back in time, it
was advertising that created celebri-
ties, and not the other way around.
Brands today depend more and
more on famous faces to entice cus-
tomers and build brand preference.
Ranveer Singh and Virat Kohli en-
dorse about 25 brands each; Akshay
Kumar and Deepika Padukone are
brand ambassadors of at least 20
brands each; Amitabh Bachchan,
Ranbir Kapoor, Alia Bhatt, and MS
Dhoni also have endorsement deals
in double digits. One almost gets
the impression that brand advertis-
ing in India today cannot be done
without using a famous face.

Yet, there are successful examp-
les even in the current celeb-crazy
environment where brands have m-
anaged to cut through the clutter

with advertising that became famo-
us, concurrently catapulting their o-
rdinary everyday protagonists to st-
ratospheric fame. Amrita Raichand,
asmall town girl from Jamshedpur,
and an MBA from Narsee Monjee,
played the housewife in Whirlpool’s
Mummy ka Magic campaign a
decade ago, and became syno-
nymous with her role as a modern,
caring mom. So enduring was her
personal equity, and so well-recalled
was the campaign, that she today
anchors a show called Mummy ka
Magic as a chef on FoodFood TV.
The Airtel 4G girl Sasha Chhetri
is a better known face across India
than most Bollywood starlets and
surely India’s women cricket capta-
in Harmanpreet Kaur. Between Se-
ptember 19 and November 20, 2015,
Airtel beamed a mind-numbing
54,506 ad spots on national TV feat-
uring Sasha. No wonder, the dimin-
utive 19-years old Xavier’s Mumbai
student who hails from Dehradun,
became one of the country’s most-
recognised and loved (some say hat-
ed) faces. Similar is the story of the
Kya Aapne Kabhi Online Hotel Sea-
rch Kiya Hai? Trivago India prese-
nter who ignited an unprecedente-

Zedong’s Communists, had fought
with valour during World War II.

Chinese filmmakers are getting
the message. On the sidelines of the
festival, China’s biggest studios
announced slates of films that
seemed designed to please the cen-
sors. Tencent Pictures, the studio
owned by Tencent Holdings,
announced an upcoming lineup
that Variety described as “a mix of
Hollywood content and Chinese
propaganda.” China Film Group
Corporation, producer of The
Wandering Earth, announced a
similar slate while emphasising its
“mission to closely revolve around
the Party and the country’s promo-
tion of overall cultural work.”

Theirony is that regulators know
such dutiful movies aren’t likely to
inspire ticket buyers. Traditionally,
in an unwritten blackout designed
to boost the fortunes of local pro-
ductions, the busy summer holiday
season in July and August hasbeen
reserved for Chinese films only. This
summer China has opted to open
the gates to foreign films, in an effort
to pump up ticket sales. The biggest
beneficiary of China’s clampdown
on content may be Hollywood.

©Bloomberg

d, ‘Who is the Trivago guy?’ avalan-
che on Twitter, Facebook and Quora
a couple of years ago. The young
man, Abhinav Kumar, is actually
the travel portal’s own business
development manager based in
Dusseldorf. He is today an internet
darling with unbelievable metrics.
So, even today, it is possible to
create memorable advertising in
India sans celebrities, such that the
ordinary folks in these famous cam-
paigns gain fame and public recog-
nition even beyond film stars and
cricketers. But the essential ingredi-
ents in converting these ordinary
folks into superstars are 1.) a single-
minded advertising idea... like 4G
in the case of Airtel 2.) limitless rep-
etition of the ad on air... the SOK ad
spots of Airtel in 60 days on TV irri-
tated the hell out of the entire nation,
but made Sasha unforgettable.
Creating brand characters who
are uniquely yours and unequivo-
cally identified with just one brand
are invaluable assets. Far superior
toemploying mercenary celebrities.
But how many brands today have
the patience and the perseverance to
ideate, create, nourish and celebrate
ordinary folks as brand champions?

Thewriterisan advertising and media veteran
Email: sandeep@goyalmail.com

Suarezreformed?

EYE CULTURE

SUHIT K SEN

he recently concluded Copa

I America, which was hosted by

Brazil, was significant in a num-

ber of ways. Upfront, the hosts won the

tournament, beating Peru 3-1, after a

gap of 12 years. There were other unex-
pected outcomes.

First, Brazil won the tournament
without the services of Paris Saint-
Germain (PSG) superstar Neymar, who
was not available because he was car-
rying an injury. This unexpectedly ben-
efited the home side and taught fans
and managers a valuable lesson: That
the presence of a superstar carrying
unnecessary baggage can, in fact, desta-
bilise a team, rather than help take it
over the line. The most ardent Neymar
fans will acknowledge that alongside
his undoubted skills, he carries baggage
that neither helps him, nor his team.
That is probably the reason why PSG
are trying to offload the Brazilian in this
transfer season.

Another lesson we learnt is that even
the most perfect of players are not per-
fect. Argentina and Barcelona striker
Lionel Messi is not only acknowledged
to be one of the greatest attacking play-
ers to grace the game of football, but
has so far also been idolised as a fair
and sporting competitor. But Messi’s
failure to win trophies with his nation-
alteam, in sharp distinction to the bags
of trophies he has won with his club,
has probably embittered him.

His bitterness brimmed over after
Argentina’s semi-final loss to Brazil in
the Copa America. Messi embarked on
an extended rant, in the course of which
he excoriated the refereeing, alleging
systematic bias in favour of the home
team. For his pains, Messi faces a ban
from participating in the Copa America
for up to two years. This may not prove
significant given Messi’s age and the
stage of his career heis in, but it is, nev-
ertheless, disquieting to see the other-
wise quiet and imperturbable Messi
embark on such a harangue.

But all these wrinkles were over-
shadowed by a sublime moment of
hilarity. It came in the course of a match
between Uruguay, the most successful
team in Copa history, and Chile on
June 24 . Uruguay and Barcelona strik-
er Luis Suarez, one of the quintessential
‘bad boys’ of international football, had
darted into the box, following a pass,
rounded the goalkeeper and taken a
shot at goal. The Chilean keeper recov-
ered his poise in time to palm the ball
away from goal.

Momentarily distracted, perhaps, by
his failure to score, Suarez immediate-
ly appealed for a penalty. What he
seemed to have forgotten in the heat of

the moment was that it is the goalkeep-
er’s job to save goals and to do this he
can use any part of his body: hands,
feet, torso and head. Most usually, goal-
keepers use their hands to parry, palm
over or collect balls threatening their
goal. Soon after, Suarez realised his mis-
take and stopped appealing.

There was more to come, however.
Later in the course of the match, Suarez
made frantic appeals to the referee, imp-
loring him to send Chile’s Gonzalo Jarao-
ffthe pitch. The only problem was that all
Jarahad donewas trip up a pitch invader,
which doesn’t exactly qualify as a foul.

This is, however, an improvement
on Suarez’s on-pitch behaviour. Five
years to the day from the Uruguay-Chile
match, Suarez had bitten Italy defender
Giorgio Chiellini in a group-stage match
during the 2014 World Cup. In all, Suarez
was involved in three ‘biting’ episodes:
the first time was in 2010, when he bit a
PSV Eindhoven player while playing for
Ajaxin Holland; and in 2013, he had bit-
ten Chelsea defender Branislov Ivanovic,
while in a Liverpool jersey and was sus-
pended for 10 games.

This incident prompted Liverpool
to sell Suarez to Barcelona, where he
has not only mended his ways but
turned in impeccable performances
season after season as part of an attack-
ingtrio, also involving Messi and anoth-
er striker who has rotated over the years:
Neymar, Ousmane Dembele, Philippe
Coutinho. The good news for the
Catalan side is that another classy strik-
er — Antoine Griezmann — will wear
the Barcelona jersey from next season.
Suarez’s happily changed ways perhaps
owes much to his first Barcelona man-
ager, Luis Enrique, who had always
been a stickler for discipline.

Generically, the funniest incidents
involve all manner of own goals - from
misplaced back passes, by goalkeepers
unaware of where the sticks are behind
them, and, in one instance, from a
hoofed clearance from the midway line
of the ground.

But there are some outliers as well.
Louis van Gaal, Manchester United
manager for two years, was trying to
convince the fourth official that a free
kick awarded to Arsenal should not
have been given because the Arsenal
player claiming a foul had dived, i.e.,
simulated a fall. In the course of giving
ademonstration of the dive, van Gaal, in
fact, toppled to the ground. Strictly
speaking, that was not on the pitch,
though the incident involving an Eric
Cantona look alike making it to the
Manchester United line-up on the pitch
was. The impostor was turfed out before
the game began, however.

As of now, Suarez’s appeals on the
pitch against Chile can be considered
the lightest of moments in top-tier
football.
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Falling morbidity shows
Swachh Bharat impact

Economic Survey shows the mission could have contributed to
the falling incidence of killer diseases like malaria, diarrhoea

T HAS BEEN clear for a while that judging the Swacch Bharat Mission’s (SBM’s)

impact from thetoilet coverage effected underthe programme—99.43%forindi-

vidual household latrines (IHHL)—alone could be flawed. Indeed, a study by the

Research Institute for Compassionate Economics (RICE) shows that, while toilet
coverage is significantly up, usage tells a different story.As per official SBM data, Mad-
hya Pradesh (MP), Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Rajasthan have already achieved 100% IHHL
coverage. Yet, 44% of the rural population in Bihar, UP, MP and Rajasthan, as per RICE
data, still defecates in the open. The RICE study found that SBM helped drastically
improve rural sanitation coverage in the four states—up from 37%in 2015-16 to 71%.
But, behavioural change in favour of sanitation is, perhaps, still a concern. Against this
backdrop, the Economic Survey examines an important metric of the SBM’s impact—
the impact of improved sanitation on health—that may be used to nudge the behav-
ioural change key to the programme’s vision.

Diarrhoea,whose prevalence is negatively correlated with the spread of sanitation, is
aleading cause of deathamong children underthe age of five. The Economic Surveylooks
at SBM’simpact ondiseaseslike diarrhoeaand malariain childrenaged underfive,and on
incidence of still birthand lowbirthweightbetween 2015 and March 2019, in two groups
of districts—one with a lower IHHL coverage than the 2014 national median of 33.5%
and the other with a higher IHHL coverage than this median. Given how IHHL coverage
would have shown drastically higherimprovement in the first group after SBM’s imple-
mentation,the Surveynotes,theimpact on healthwasalso expected tobelarger forit than
the second group. Diarrhoea cases fell from 6,968 and 5,262 in 2015 to 5,683 and 4,550
in 2019 in the first and the second group of districts, respectively. Malaria dropped from
761and 273to222and 113, stillbirthsfrom 540and 403 to456 and 368,and incidence
of lowbirthweight from 3,890and 3,230to 3,686 and 3,198.The Survey acknowledges
that other factors, like distribution of mosquito nets, increased fogging, etc,along with
steps taken under the National Vector Borne Disease Control Programme, the Integrated
Action Plan for Prevention of Pneumonia and Diarrhoea,and numerous state initiatives,
could have played an important role in the decline of these diseases.A ministry of drink-
ingwaterand sanitation studyin five states shows that the prevalence of diarrhoeainnon
Open-Defecation-Free (non-ODF) areaswas higherthan thatin ODFareas.Another study,
by WHO, shows that while,in 2014, there were an estimated 140,000 diarrhoeal deaths
attributable tolack of propersanitation,this had declined toan estimated 50,000in 2017-
18.The positive for health from SBM should translate into economic gains for a house-
hold—a Unicef study shows, on average, every household in an ODF area saves about
%¥50,000 due to lower likelihood of disease due to using toilets and adopting sanitary
habits. The poorest households benefit most from the spread of sanitation—the Unicef
study,comparing costsand benefits of havinga toilet overa 10-year period,found, finan-
cial savings exceed costsby 1.7 times on average,and 2.4 times for the poorest households
under conditions of 100% IHHLcoverage.While SBM must contend with challenges on
effectingbehavioural change,especiallyin the next phase where waste management is
the focus, the gains of the programme are likely to soon become evident in the form of
improved morbidity indicators across the country.

Fix govt spending on schools

Govt schools lag pvt ones, despite larger per-student spends

HE FY20 BUDGET has the largest absolute outlay for school education in the

past 11 years.If the sheer quantum of the outlay fora department were a met-

ricof theimportance thatagovernmentattaches totheformer’swork,the56,

536 croreoutlayin finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman signals that the Modi
government is significantlyrecalibratingits focus on school education—NDA-IT had dras-
tically shrunk the allocation in FY16 (at 41,798 crore),compared to UPA-I’s FY14 out-
lay of ¥46,856 crore. The Modi government, in its first term, talked of reorienting the
National Education Mission by focusing on school education in a holistic manner,under
the Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan—earlier, the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan targeted elementary
education while the Rashtriya Madhyamik Shiksha Abhiyan targeted secondary educa-
tion. Samagra Shikshawould lay emphasis on increasing digitisation in pedagogy, proper
deployment of teachers, strengthening infrastructure and, most important, improving
learning outcomes. Given how, as recently as FY18, just 63.14% of government schools
had electricity connections,as per data from the Unified District Information System for
Education,analysed by The Indian Express,Samagra Shiksha’s infrastructure focus should
be some succour.But, the findings of ASER studies overtheyearsand the National Achieve-
ment Survey (NAS) 2018 show that if the government—the Centre and the states—must
spend on school education, it must allocate the bulk of its spending forimproving learn-
ing outcomes—via “teaching at the right level”, with computer-aided learning and other
suchmeasures.NAS—that testedlearning outcomes in English, maths,science,social sci-
enceand Indian languages—found that while 64% of Class Il students surveyed at state
board, CBSE and ICSE schools were able to correctly answer a maths question, in state-
board schools, it fell to 54% in Class V, 42%o in Class VIII and less than 40% in Class X
(except forAndhra Pradesh).For English, the corresponding figureswere 67%,58%,52%
and <429% (except in Manipur). Fanned by bad policy like the now-scrapped “no deten-
tionrule”under the Right to Education,school education has suffered from the disparity
in learning levels within classrooms—this showed in the spurt in dropout levels in the
higher classes;as perthe HRD ministry’s Educational Statistics 2016,secondary dropout
ratewas over 18% while,at the upper primarylevel, it was less than 5%.

The draft National Education Policy“unequivocally commits to raising investmentin
education substantially—includinga significantincrease in publicfinancial investment”
and many expertswould concur, especially on increasing public spending on school edu-
cation. However, according to a 2014 study by the Accountability Initiative, while the
median spending per elementarylevel student in government schoolsin 2011-12—this
varied widely from state to state—was ¥12,768, the private expenditure for students
enrolled in privateaided and unaided schools ranged from just over ¥3,100 (Uttar Pradesh)
to over 11,120 (Himachal Pradesh). Given private schools have consistently had better
educational outcomes, to realise the learning outcomes that its is eyeing in the long run,
the Modi governmentwould do better if it were to subsidise private school education for
thosewho can’t afford it—Jan Dhan and Aadhaar can make this easy,and efficient too.

BodyBLOW

A new report finds that 75% of under-five children with
disabilities do not attend any school

RECENT REPORT by Unescoand the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, State of

the Education Report for India: Children with Disabilities, finds 75% of five-

year-oldswith disabilities donot attend any schools in India—20% of children

with hearing and visual impairment have neverbeen in school—and that one
infourinthe 5-19-year-old cohortare notenrolled inan educational institute. The report
is based on Census 2011 and takes into account 78,64,636 children with disabilities
(CWDs)in India—1.7% of the total child population. Compared with children with learn-
ing disabilities, those with multiple disabilities see a much lower enrolment in schools
and theirdropoutrateisalsohigher.Thereportalso mentions that thereare fewer girlswith
disabilities enrolled in schools than boys.

Against thebackdrop of the stated inclusion goals of the government for personswith
disabilities, the report shows that access to educationwill pose perhaps the toughest chal-
lenge. The Right to Education has provisions for enrolments of CWDs, but crucially has
no clause for providing resources for them.As of now,most CWDs enrol in National Insti-
tute of Open Schooling, but, there has been a decline in enrolments from 2009 to 2015.
The report makes several recommendations, one being amending the RTE to make it
aligned with the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016. It also mentions the need
fordrivinganattitudinal changeamongst parents and children—without this,any effort
tobuild inclusion will flounder.

. Upimion

UDGET 2019-20 CON-
TAINED majortax changes
to direct taxes, both per-
sonaland corporate.It may
have been the last time
that we witnessed such changes. Very
likely, when Budget 2020-21 is pre-
sented, the government would have
accepted the direct tax code report,and
direct taxes will go the way of excise
taxes—out of the budget.

The Budget reduced the corporate tax
rate (CTR)from 30%to 25% forall firms
withaturnoverof 400 crore.Earlier,the
25% slabwasapplicable forfirmswitha
turnover of X250 crore.The FM stated
that this move would cover 99.3% of all
firmsinIndia; however,itisunclearasto
how much of the total corporate taxes is
accounted for by these 99.3% of firms.
Speculation abounds—is it as low as
109%?We do not know.

Tax rates are always an item of dis-
cussion and debate, and now more so
than ever. President Trump lowered the
CTRfor USAfrom 35%1t021%in 2018.
As shown below, the lower tax rate was
well-chosen by Trump because that is
close to the optimal tax rate. But, that is
getting ahead of the story.

OECD has recently released a com-
prehensive set of data on corporate taxes,
for close to a 100 economies
(bit.ly/2EmYh3t). The data reveals what
has been feared (and argued) for a long
time—Indiahasone of the highest (actu-
ally the highest) corporate tax ratein the
world.And,accordingto OECD,italso has
the highest effective corporate tax rate
(ECTR),and that too by a huge margin.
India’s ECTR is estimated by OECD at
440%; their definition includes all taxes
paid by corporates in different coun-
tries—e.g., corporate tax, dividend tax,
capital gains tax.Incidentally,the second
highest ETR is for Argentina and it is 9
percentage points (ppt) lowerthan India,
and third is France, 11 pptlower.China’s
ECTR is 20 ppt lower than India’s at
23.6%! Onereasonwhy Chinahasgotall
theinvestments,and growth,atleastrel-
ative to India?

Inthisage of globalisation,no coun-
try is an island. Competitiveness is
affected by tax rates, interest rates,
exchange rates,and labour costs. How-
ever, gone are the days when countries
could devalue their way to prosperity.
China accomplished this via massive
undervaluation for about 20 years,
from 1990-2010. Their success
ensured that such undervaluation (read
currency manipulation) would never
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again be allowed by the Western pow-
ers. It is likely that Trump’s trade war
would not have occurred if China had
been more responsible with the setting
of its exchange rate.

What cana countrydo toimproveits
competitiveness,given that the mercan-
tilist route is no longer an option? It can
reduce its cost of capital, make labour
more competitive, make industry more
competitive,and rekindle animal spirits.
Onthefirst three counts,the Budget has
moved in the right direction. Sovereign
bond borrowing is an idea whose time
has definitely come, notwithstanding
the perennial naysayers and those not
comprehending the fundamental
nature of change in the world. Inflation
nowhere (including India) is the bogey it
oncewas.Also,naysayers should noteand
answer the following question—
between fiscalyears 2004 and 2011 (the
so-called Golden Age of Indian growth)
the real repo rate averaged minus 1%.
For the fiscal years 2016-2018 real repo
rates averaged 2.3%. Go figure the
growth implications.

Since Shaktikanta Dasassumed Gov-
ernorship of RBI, there has been consid-
erableimprovement in communication
and a gradual lowering of policy rates,
but this has also been accompanied by a
more than equal lowering of inflation,
i.e., the real repo rate has yet to move
below 2.3%.The sovereign bond issue
will help,but don’tlook fora quickaccel-
eration in GDP growth.

Exchange rate change is no longer
operational,labour codesare too slowto
change,and monetary policyis sluggish
in its operation and impact. The only
real growth option for Indian policy
makers—cut tax rates tointernationally
competitivelevels.Andwhat that might
be? Around 229% for all firms, and we
obtain that result from a comparative
study (see graphic).

But first,acomment on the personal
income tax (PIT) rate increase in the
budget. The move to increase PIT rates
to developed country levels is 7oz in the
right direction. It seems that there was
more old-fashioned morality (tax the
rich) than revenue maximisation at play.
At best, the government plans to raise
X5,000 crore more by socking it to the
rich (total personal income tax collec-
tion is budgeted at ¥500,000 crore).
And, even that may not happen as tax
arbitrage between the much lower cor-
porate taxrateand the near highest indi-
vidual income tax rate (only 10% of
countries have a higher than 43% top
PIT rate) will move animal spirits
towards payment of corporate tax.And,
if not tax arbitrage, tax evasion may
lower gain in PIT collection.

Ostensibly, tax rates are set to max-
imise tax revenue—and tax revenue
depends on both income and tax com-
pliance. Tax compliance can either be
considered as more firms filing taxes or
more firms revealing a closer approxi-
mation to true income. Improving
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Indigo shareholders deserve better

IndiGo should be rewarding its shareholders by
consolidating its leadership position and filling
the gap left by Jet, especially on overseas routes.
Instead, the founders are busy picking fights

THE CO-FOUNDERS OF India’s No. 1
airline are engaged in a bitter feud.
Their quarrel couldn’t have come at a
worse time for minority shareholders
of InterGlobe Aviation Ltd., the com-
pany that owns IndiGo.

Investorswere just starting to enjoy
the fruits of a frenetic expansion that
saw the no-frills carrier, Asia’s largest,
double its capacity in the three years
through March. Full-cost rival Jet Air-
ways India Ltd. tried to keep up, until it
was forced to ground its last plane in
April under a truckload of debt. Mean-
while, InterGlobe has put together a
cash war chest—net of debt—of nearly
$2 billion.

This is the time for IndiGo to be
rewarding shareholders by consolidat-
ing its leadership position and filling
the gap left by Jet, especially on over-
seas routes. Instead, the founders are
busy picking fights.

Rakesh Gangwal, a former CEO of
US Airways Group Inc.,hasdashed offa
letterto the Indian stock-market regu-
lator alleging corporate-governance
lapses. He says partner Rahul Bhatia,
who owns 1 percentage point more
than US-based Gangwal’s 37% stake,
is dragging IndiGo into transactions
with his other businesses, which are
mostly housed under InterGlobe
Enterprises Ltd. (IGE Group), without
adequate auditing. The airline pays
rent to IGE’s real-estate unit; the crew
stays at hotels operated by Bhatia’s
joint venture with Accor SA; pilots are
trained at IGE’s flight simulator, a col-

laboration with Canada’s CAE Inc.; a
Bhatia firm has also acted as a sales
agent for IndiGo.

What amounted to $22 million of
related-party transactions, for a carrier
that tookin $4 billion inannual revenue,
doesn’t exactly smack of a governance
scandal.Notatanairline that thrives on
keeping its costs under control. Bhatia,
forhis part,wants to knowwhy Gangwal
is questioning the arrangements now
when he “did not raise for 13 years a
whisper”. The India-based partner says
he took most of the economicriskwhen
setting up the airline. Besides, Gangwal
isn’tdenying enteringintoasharehold-
ers’agreement that gives Bhatia control,
including the power to nominate half of
the six-member board and most of the
top managers.

Gangwal’s letter mentions whistle-
blowers. Unless those charges are seri-
ous and material, the battle looks more
about monetising a business that he
neverwanted any part of until a persis-
tent Bhatia talked him into it.

Today, the co-founders can belegit-
imately proud of IndiGo,a rare success
story in global aviation, achieved in a
brutally price-competitive and fast-
growing market.The problem seems to
beaboutdividing up that success fairly.

It probably rankles billionaire Gang-
wal, the strategy whiz, that his 37%
stake is perhaps worth less than the
market value of roughly $ 3 billion,while
his money-man (former) friend’s 38%
stake is worth much more. After all,any
airline or a buyout firm willing to write

MUKHERJEE

Bloomberg

that big a check would want a measure
of influence over the airline’s future:
That’s something only Bhatia can give.
Ifthat’sthereal reason Gangwalis seek-
ing to enlist the regulator’s help “to
make necessary changes to the unusual
controlling rights available to the IGE
Group,’then it’s a failure of mediation.

From the shareholders’perspective,
it’sa dangerous lapse. Indians’ trust in
business and business tycoons, finance
and financiers, accounts and auditors
has probably never been lower. Any
suggestion of impropriety now can spi-
ral out of control. No wonder the
infighting dragged InterGlobe shares
down nearly 11% on Wednesday, as
investors braced themselves for a pro-
tracted and unpleasant legal and pub-
lic-relations skirmish—much like the
one that flared up at the Tata Group in
2016, after it fired then-Chairman
Cyrus Mistry,who also happened to be
alarge shareholder.

IndiGo became No. 1 by making
flights take off and land on time more
often than most other large global air-
lines. To investors’ horror, the messi-
ness the carrier so studiously avoided
in its operations—by relying on a sin-
gle type of aircraft (the narrow-bodied
Airbus), deploying its fleet efficiently
and growing it strategically—has
finally come back to haunt it. Notat the
tarmac, but in the boardroom.

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

(2 ON BITCOINS

President of USA, Donald Trump

| am not a fan of Bitcoin and other Cryptocurrencies,
which are not money, and whose value is highly
volatile and based on thin air. Unregulated Crypto
Assets can facilitate unlawful behavior

compliance alone can ensure greater
resource mobilisation through taxa-
tion—and without increasing the tax
rate (and may indeed occur if the tax
rate is reduced!).

Thenon-linearrelationship between
taxrateand tax revenue (as % of GDP)is
revealed by the famous Laffer curve—
i.e., with zero tax rates, you get zero tax
revenue andwith 100 % taxrate,you get
zero tax revenue. In-between, logically,
the share of tax-revenue increases,
before peaking and declining toward
zero. Several “truths” become evident
from even a cursory glance at the chart.
First, that OECD cross-country data for
2017 conforms (fits) the inverted U-
shaped curve rather well—and the
inverted U is a close approximation toa
normal distribution (see graphic). Sec-
ond, that the lowest bang for the tax
buck is obtained in India—possibly
because tax rates are set on the basis of
morality rather than revenue maximi-
sation. In India, we tax at 44% to get
3.5% of tax revenue (as % of GDP).Both
Korea and Israel (and other countries)
obtain this same amount of revenue
with half of India’s taxation levels.As the
graphicshows, the taxratelevel atwhich
revenue is maximised is around 239%o,
i.e., half of India’s tax level.

Why is the effective tax rate in India
so high? In India, firms must pay a cor-
porate tax, which is followed by a sur-
charge and an additional 15% dividend
distribution tax (DDT). The revenue
mobilisation from DDTis marginal com-
pared tothe overall taxrevenue from cor-
porate taxes. Estimates suggest that the
resource mobilisation from DDT is just
around 8% of the total corporate taxrev-
enue.A steep 15% DDT only dissuades
firms from issuing dividends to their
shareholders. Forget about double taxa-
tion as there’s another moral Indian tax
icing—if an individual earns more than
10 lakh of dividend income, she must
pay an additional 10% tax. So, the same
incomeistaxed thricein India—and only
in India.

Both the Budget and the Economic
Survey focused on revival of private
investment to ensure sustained long-
term growth. Thus, there is strong case
for further and aggressive reduction in
tax rates on the grounds of revival of
investment, and helping India become
a $5 trillion economy. With another
budget just six months down the line,
there is hope that the government will
realiseits mistakeand depart from mis-
guided taxation policies.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Amendment to
POCSO Act

The amendment to POCSO
(Protection of children from Sexual
offences Act) law with an intent to
award death penalty to those who
perpetrate heinous sexual crimes
against children doesn't qualify to
be both a pragmatic and an
effective measures to protect
children from being ended up as a
victim to sexual violence. Increasing
instances of sexual abuse of
children is a matter of grave
concern, but death penalty cannot
be an effective deterrent to sexual
crimes. Poor conviction rates in
sexual abuse cases aided by
shoddy investigation and
prosecution needs to be changed
at first place. It should be noted
here that it is not the severity of
punishment, but certainty of
punishment would act as a
powerful deterrent.

— M Jeyaram, Sholavandan

Housing options

This is with reference to news
report "Housing still too costly for
most" (12 July). Against this
backdrop there are innovative
ways where to some extent it can
be tackled and cushioned on
immediate basis. There is good
scope to rent out single rooms to
construction workers on rent
basis. Besides, students look for
studio apartments in big cities. A
major business waiting to be
taped in big league is PG
accommodation.

— NK Bakshi Vadodara
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ET'S FACE THE ELEPHANT in
the room first. Skill develop-
ment programmes in India have
just not worked. Period. Decades
of programmes, schemes,
yojanas and prayojanas to uplift the bot-
tom-of-the-pyramid intowhite and blue
collared jobs have just not been able to
keep pace with the 12 million Indians
that enter the workforce every year (ver-
susthe 5.5 million jobs created annually).

Thus, India faces a unique paradox.
On one hand, a majority of Indian engi-
neers are unemployable. On the other
hand,you can’t find a decent plumber to
fixyour sink. Somewhere in this disequi-
librium lies the saddest evidence of
India’s failed skill development policies.

Requiem for a dream

India’s skill development policies
have been structured around the follow-
ing questions:

1. How do we build more skill develop-
ment centres? How dowe fund them?
2.What course duration, curriculum,lan-
guage, pedagogy and practical trainings
should our programmes have?

3.Who is the ‘competent authority’ for
teacher selection and allocation?

4. Should we leverage MOOCs, flipped-
learning models for skills training?
5.Atwhat frequency should we organise
career fairs?

Despite decades of intent and capital
infusion,India asanation has failed at its
skill development journey. And if the
NSDCdatais to be believed, miserably so
(Less than half of those getting certified
get placed into jobs).

My hypothesisisverysimple.We have
been asking the wrong questions.

Demand > supply

We have been asking, how our youth
would become employABLE; not
employED. Let me explain.

Asimportantas supply-side thinking
is, India is missing out by ignoring the
demand-side of the skills equation. Our
policymakers,aswell intentioned as they
are, have not bothered enough about
what skills the industry needs, and how
an effective pipeline is built into it.

Instead of a wing-to-wing view, our
policy suffersaselective definition of the
problem.In some ways, it’s like a restau-
rant kitchen churning out food that no
one is ordering. And while the kitchen’s
dashboard looks great, we really aren’t
solving the hunger problem.

A personal anecdote

Backin 2015,1brought the World Toi-
let Summit to India. This was the first
time since the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan
was announced that the central govern-
ment, state governments, multilateral
agencies, corporates and NGOs all came
together for PM Narendra Modi’s mis-
sion to make India open-defecation-free.

Organised in partnership with the
ministry of urban development, and

® SKILL INDIA'S DANGEROUS MISADVENTURE

Barking up the wrong tree

All that India needs is to identify emerging industries, engage with stakeholders there and let well-intentioned capital
build capacity. Chase demand, and markets are smart enough for supply models to evolve themselves

attended by Cabinet ministers, MPs and
senior bureaucrats, it was a very visible
statement to the government’s intent to

solve the sanitation crisis.

Itwas interesting tofind stakeholders
primarily discussing supply-side like
construction materials, logistical capa-
bility, district-wise targets, etc. On the
other hand, we had three, simple,

demand-side suggestions:

1. Open Defecation Free (ODF) projects
wouldn’twork till toilets are aspirational;
till people wanted to break habit; and
choose to use them. Behavioural change
isnotjust critical,but had tobe the start-

ing point.(Creating demand for toilets.)

2.Measure the success of the programme
in ODF numbers (output metrics), rather
than construction targets (input met-
rics). This avoids the reeking realitywhere
toilets are constructed, but used as stor-
ages or chicken coops. (Creating demand

forresults, not action.)

3.If you can have training and certifica-
tion for other vocations, why not have a
‘certified sanitation technician’. It kills
the cultural stigma associated with ‘toilet
staff’, and feeds skilled janitors to main-
tain these toilets. (Creating demand for

sanitation jobs.)

The fascinating part was this.As intu-
itional as our suggestions may have
sounded, the ‘system’took a while to get
around it. Stakeholders debated end-
lessly,often taking avery condescending
view towards the demand-side of the
equation. A very senior delegate pulled
measide to mock myview throughan old
Hindiadage: “You can takea horse to the

grass,butit’s hisjob to eatit.”

Bureaucratic machinery has started
ads around increasing usage of toilets.
The ‘system’ now understands unused
toilets can be a bigger disaster—in terms

of optics,and in terms of health hazard.

The system now understands ‘supply’

is meaningless without ‘demand’.

Demand-based thinking

Astheworld moves towards demand-
based economy, so should feeder indus-
tries,including India’s biggest offering—
its talent. India skills policies have been
plagued historically, unable to channel
our demographic dividend towards this
demand.Inthe 1980sand 1990s, private
players like NIIT and Aptech built the
pipeline for emerging tech jobs. Around
the turn of the century, mom-and-pop
‘accent coaching centres’sprouted across

B&C towns to feed the BPO/ITeS engine.
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While it is absolutely desirable that
the private sectorfill these gaps, the gov-
ernment cannot shy away from its share
of the responsibility. The government
may not be as agile or responsive as pri-
vate players, but may want to institu-
tionalise demand-based thinkingintoits
skill development initiatives.

The five-point framework

Policy development in the new age
should start at the end of the value chain,
and reverse engineer to create supply (of
skills). I suggest a five-point framework.

1.Industry outreach: In most other
industries, surveys, voice-of-customer
studies and focus groups define product
specs and output. In our policymaking,
though, economists rule the roost. That
our economists are primarily (a) acade-
micians and theorists (as compared to
having real-world experience), and (b)
educated outside India, albeit in world-
class universities—this ensures that the
ear-on-the-ground is missing. Current
engagementwith theindustryislimited
to the 3Cs: committees, conclaves and
conferences. Most of these are platforms
for sharing views. But unless a more tac-
tical bridge is built, there’s limited chance
of truly understanding demand.

2.International outreach: The con-
struction boom in Doha, the hospitality
industry in Singapore, domestic helpers
in Hong Kong, all need feeding. India is
missing a huge opportunity to uplift its
poor, by not engaging effectively with
these receptacles. The Philippines and
Indonesia, on the otherhand,have grown
as huge exporters of talent. Purely from
a humanitarian perspective as well,
many impoverished Indians are lured
into lives of virtual slavery by unscrupu-
lous toutsand agents.Consolidationand
disintermediation of these ‘agents’will
not just protect vulnerable Indian citi-
zens,but help talent exports growaswell.
Assam is exploring an ambitious project
with South East Asian countries. If that
works, it would provide a great template
for other states to emulate.

3.PPP,without a P: Public-private
partnerships have become the corner-
stone for infrastructure development;
the model can be extended across social-
impact projects aswell. However, the PPP
model is premised on the congruence of
objectives. In the case of skill develop-
ment,though,the governmentis chasing
social goal; the corporatesatactical goal.
The answer is bound to be different when

the question is. Time horizons, location
strategies,curriculumarerarelyatinter-
section. Instead, why not allow private
players to create their own pipelines? It’s
not unimaginable to see the auto com-
ponent industryin Chennai get together
to set up a polytechnic for machine-tool
operators, or for the textile industry in
Tiruppur to set up their own tailoring
schools.All that needs to happenis forthe
government to give them the authority,
and probably a re-purposed out-of-use
engineering college (ouch!).

4.Impact capital: The problem with
public goods is everyone wants to use
them, but no one wants to pay for them.
This is where venture philanthropy and
impact capital comes in. Even before the
mandatory 2% CSR kicked in, Indian
businesses had ingrained social respon-
sibility in DNA. The Tatas built hospitals
and townships, family-run enterprises
built dharamshalas, micro-enterprises
set up a piau (free water for strangers
passing by) outside their shops. However,
most of this intent is currently directed
towards expenses, not investment. An
interesting ‘demand’ to fulfil might be
catering to the need of a donor to build
something sustainable and visible. Let
venture philanthropy solve what public
expenditure and private capital cannot.

5. Quality, not quantity: Clearly,
India needs to solve the quantity prob-
lem (of 12 million new entrants into the
job market).In parallel,we need jobs that
continually move people up the value
chain. Efforts like Make in India, Digital
India, Startup India, etc, may create a
catchment area, albeit isolated clusters
of jobs. India’s domestic consumption
and increasing prosperity definitely cre-
atesthe need for more involved skill sets.
India needs to think of building capacity
in the talent pool to realise these higher-
level dreams. More importantly, India
needstofigure outwhat these needsare,
and stop looking at skill development
solely as a poverty-alleviation tool.

6.Bonus tip—use Excel,not Power-
Point: Demand is ground-up.Demand is
a tactical aggregation of pockets-of-
need. Most policymaking, however, is
strategic—a bird’s-eye-view of macro-
level numbers. The scholarly pursuit of
macroeconomics and public policy, as
lucrative as it maybe,doesn’t necessarily
translate toimplementability. GDPnum-
bers, unemployment rates, Forbes and
World Bank ratings are great indicators,
but not solution-tools. Genuine solutions
to the skills challenge can emerge only
from a micro, tactical approach.

In short,all that Indianeedsistoiden-
tify emerging industries, engage with
stakeholders there and let well-inten-
tioned capital build capacity. Chase
demand, and markets are smart enough
for supply models to evolve themselves.

All ’'m suggesting is a chapter from
Hospitality Management 101.It’s time
policymakersreached out to stakeholders
and asked,“How may I help you today?”

DATA DRIVE

Central PSE borrowings have kept overall

borrowings at elevated levels
Central govt and central PSE borrowings as % of GDP
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The overall capital expenditure of
the central government and central
public sector undertakings is lower
than last year. Over the years, the share

of government’s capital expenditure funds will results in crowding out of the for ca pex

hasbeen declining, with several of the private sector and stymie private -~

public sector undertakings funding investment rate. (% billion) 6,107 6,126
capital expenditure through internal Data from CMIE show that

accruals and market borrowings or investments in new projects plunged to

internal and extrabudgetaryresources  a 15-yearlowin the three monthsto

(IEBR).The off-balance sheet June this year, indicating a grim picture 3381

borrowings of the government have of an investment-starved economy. 3,216

been growing over the years.

An analysis shows that the IEBR
portion of the total capital expenditure
of the ministries associated with
investment in infrastructure has shot
up over the past few years. However,
internal accruals have not picked up,
which means that several quasi-
government entities such as the NHAI
and the Indian Railways have to borrow
money from the market. This trend, in

Share of capital expenditure remains low

calendaryear.Also, high government
and quasi-government market
borrowing through government bonds,
PSE bonds and small saving scheme

Investment in private sector projects
fell 89% in the quarter as compared to
lastyear.

Interestingly, the government has
increased allocation to various social
welfare schemes to 4.3 lakh crore,
which is 229% higher than 3.5 lakh
crore in FY2019 (RE).It kept the outlay
for the PM-KISAN (farm income
support) scheme at ¥75,000 crore,
same as in the Interim Budget.

Notes: (a) Central PSE borrowings includes bonds, ECB/suppliers' credit, and others

IEBR major funding source

2,631 9 597
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Expenditure on subsidies remains flat
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

LLAW AND BEYOND

Draft UP law against lynching is a welcome acknowledgement
by the state of the gravity of the crime. It is only a first step

N JULY 2018, a Chief Justice of India-led bench of the Supreme Court delivered a

stinging indictment of what it called “horrendous acts of mobocracy”,and warned

against violent vigilantism propelled by prejudice and hatred — “lynching” — be-

coming “the new normal”. The Court directed the Centre to frame a law that dealt
specifically with these crimes, and suggested the setting up of fast-track courts, lodging
of FIRs without delay and framing of compensation schemes for victims and their fami-
lies. The draft law submitted to Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath by the UP
State Law Commission would appear to take cognisance of the Court’s directive. The Uttar
Pradesh Combating of Mob Lynching Bill (2019) proposes imprisonment (upto 10 years
for serious injuries and upto life imprisonment in case of death) and stringent fines for per-
petrators, as well as those involved in planning and abetting lynchings. Significantly, it also
criminalises the “dereliction of duty” by police officers and the district administration.

The draft law is welcome for the much-needed signal it sends out — there must be ac-
countability for hate crime. Far too often, the mob lynching phenomenon, disturbingly
ubiquitous since 2014, has been met by the ruling political formation by denial or, at
times, with what could be described as tacit and symbolic support. A report by IndiaSpend
found that of all “bovine-related deaths” between 2011-2017, 97 per cent occurred after
the BJP came to power in 2014. Take the murder of Mohammad Akhlaq in UP in 2015.
The case, despite being before a fast-track court, has seen little progress. As on date, the
courtis yet to take cognisance of the charges framed against the accused. The accused in
the case, out on bail, have been celebrated — one of them was even draped in the national
flag after dying of natural causes. In fact, in January 2016, then BJP MP Yogi Adityanath said
that Akhlaq should be charged (posthumously) for cow slaughter and the compensation
his family received should be rescinded. There are incidents, across states, of the victims
being charged by the police in cases of lynching, even as the will to arrest and prosecute
the perpetrators seems weak. In this context, a state government-appointed commis-
sion in BJP-ruled UP does well to propose a law that recognises, first, that mob lynchings
require urgent legislative and administrative intervention and, second, that police and
administration must also share the blame for the climate that permits such violence.
But a new law can only be a first step. The state must follow it through. Then, in 2018,

the apex court had also said “grandstanding of the incident by the perpetrators of the
crimes including in the social media aggravates the entire problem”. The political and so-
cial sanction for violence, in the name of the cow or accompanied by chants of “Jai Shri
Ram”,is integral to the sense of impunity that encourages the lynch mob. These can only
be addressed with the active support of the political class and civil society.

THE MIYA VOICE

FIR filed against poets voicing their fears about NRC process in
Assam is an outrageous attempt to suppress a debate

HE SCARS OF the ongoing process of updating of the National Register of

Citizens (NRC) in Assam are now becoming visible in cultural expressions, in

poetry and music. Miya poetry is one such genre, which seeks to voice the

concerns of Muslims of Bengali origin, who live in the chars (river islands) of
the Brahmaputra in Assam. Now Assam police has filed an FIR against 10 persons whose
works feature in a video of Miya poetry, I am Miya: Reclaiming Identity Through Protest
Poetry, on the basis of a complaint filed in Guwahati. The complaint alleges that the in-
tent of the accused is to “hinder the process of the NRC”, “create communal disturbances
in the state” and “defame the Assamese people as xenophobic”. The complaint, and the
FIR, are a crude attempt to suppress a community from even expressing fears about be-
ing singled out on grounds of ethnic identity.

The NRCis a process mandated by the Supreme Court to identify “foreigners” in Assam.
Itis alegacy of Partition-era politics that saw nationalism through the prism of religious,
linguistic and ethnic faultlines. The Assam Movement in the 1970s gave it fresh impetus
and it has since found backing from the judiciary. The advent of the BJP, which wants the
“foreigner” tag attached only to Bengali Muslims, to office in Assam has given the NRC
process a religious twist. The people left out of the NRC — 40 lakh so far — face the threat
of being deported to detention camps that have been set up in Assam. Miya poetry is a de-
fiant response to a tragedy unfolding under state supervision. It also signals assertion and
resistance by a besieged community that is finally owning up an identity: Miya has been
used as a slur to mean a Bangladeshi or an illegal immigrant. The Miya poem that has
touched a raw nerve now is a powerful rap at a process that dehumanises people, re-
duces them to their mere ethnic identity and, thereafter, strips them of their rights. It is
no call to arms.

The Miya poetry video is a call to understand the NRC outside a legalistic framework.
It should not be suppressed, but actively seen and heard, to understand the human tragedy
that underlies the NRC process.

PAUSE, PLEASE

An Al-powered prompt to reconsider offensive language offers
online abusers a shot at redemption

PICTURE MIGHT be worth a thousand words in so far as those words don’t

involve abuse or intimidation. In the face of mounting criticism for its lack

of intervention in countering cyber-bullying, social-media platform

Instagram — home to idyllic photographs of envy-inducing lives of perfec-
tion — has now introduced features designed to iron away crinkles in the user experi-
ence. One of them — an Al-powered prompt to reconsider offensive language — has been
rolled out, to what company head Adam Mosseri mentioned in a blog post has been a
satisfactory start. Early runs have apparently shown a change of heart in some users.
Instagram, and its parent company Facebook Inc., have promised more anti-bullying fea-
tures, including one called Restrict, which allows users a degree of control over their terms
of engagement with their abusers.

As the rise and rise of trolls in the last decade has established, anonymity is a power-
ful and pliant tool in the hands of cyber bullies. It affords them a virile audacity to wound
or maim, disinform or disrupt, without running the risk of detection. In short, it offers
them an unchecked playing field for their vitriol. By introducing the prompt, what
Instagram has done is to offer amoment of pause to malicious intent, giving both poten-
tial abusers and their recipients a redemptive shot at a fuller, less confrontational online
experience.

Will this be enough, though, to establish equity in an unequal power dynamics? It
seems rather unlikely. Technology has reshaped our social consciousness in ways more
startling than any other communication upgrades — including from the oral to the writ-
ten — have effected. Communication in this age of social media has become manipula-
tive, vying as much for the limelight as for authoritarianism. It's unlikely that a mere cau-
tionary prompt will be deterrent enough to ebb the flow of toxicity that often passes for

social exchange on the web.
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WORDLY WISE
IT MAY BE TRUE THAT THE LAW CANNOT MAKE A
MAN LOVE ME, BUT IT CAN STOP HIM FROM
LYNCHING ME. — MARTIN LUTHER KING JR

Boys like Kabir Singh

As the #MeToo wave ebbs, the blockbusteris nota
film as much as a balm for bruised male entitlement

e

AMRITA DUuTTA

IF YOU HAVE grown up on good, bad and
awful Hindi films, you would be familiar
with some basic rules of engagement. Girl
meets boy. He woos, she shrinks. He sings,
she stomps. He lands up at her door, follows
her in college corridors, stalks her on streets
with his gang of sidekicks — and finally wins
her heart.

But Kabir Singh, a tale of intense hetero-
sexual love well on its way to becoming a
cult, struck me not just for its angry, chain-
smoking self-destructive hero. It’s the pris-
tine woman Sandeep Reddy Vanga’s film
worships thatis an equally troubling fantasy.
Kiara Advani’s Preeti Sikka, fresh-faced to the
point of being anaemic, made me nostalgic
for the way Madhuri Dixit, Raveena Tandon
or Juhi Chawla flounced, fumed and rolled
their eyes at the serial harassment they suf-
fered in the guise of courtship in films from
the 1990s — even if the script did eventually
nudge them into love.

As Kabir Singh, a final-year medical stu-
dent with a violent streak, goes about “pick-
ing” Preeti from a line of freshers walking by,
and then publicly owning her by declaring to
the boys in her class that she “belongs” to him,
choosing where she sits in class,and who she
is friends with (fat chicks are best for pretty
girls, says this upper-caste meritorious top-
per), Vanga allows not even a twinge of fear,
alarm, discomfort on Preeti’s face (since she
remains as silent as alabaster in most of the
early scenes, it’s hard to know what she’s
thinking). Not even when he kisses her in
public, without so much as a prelude, a con-
versation, or permission, does she flinch.

This is a film which seems to say: Alpha
males in true, intense, mad love never have
to ask, will she mind? Is she saying yes? In
2019, when a tidal wave of conversations
about consent has washed over us, this is not
a film as much as a balm for bruised male
entitlement.

The #MeToo wave has ebbed, leaving be-
hind several damaged reputations and dis-
turbing questions about how various aspects
of our culture conspire to give men enor-
mous sexual entitlement and power over
women. Some of these questions have been

This is, of course, a time
when all kinds of
boorishness ripples with a
new cultural pride. The
director tore into critics who
had problems with his film
(they were ‘parasites,
pseudos, worse than
pirates’). While once
filmmakers made regressive
films with cynicism, and
shrugged off critics as they
laughed their way to the
bank, Vanga insisted he has
made a film about a strong
woman, that his intentions
were honourable because he
worked with rape victims.
His is the indignation of the
‘good man’, who cannot
imagine why women’s
experience would not square
with his view of their place in
the world.

brushed aside with impunity, silence and in-
difference of institutions. Indeed, the high-
est court in the land has come off poorly in
appearing to do justice when one of its own
was accused. From Tanushree Dutta to Sruthi
Hariharan to Chinmayi Sripada, women in
Indian cinema have had to pay huge costs for
speaking up about sexual violence, while
those accused of grievous abuse (Alok Nath,
Nana Patekar, Arjun Sarja) have been rein-
stated. But that is not to say that Indian mas-
culinity hasn’t been challenged by this clam-
our. That it doesn’t long for a time of
innocence, when boys could be boys, and not
be held up to scrutiny.

A film like Kabir Singh (or its earlier
Telugu variant, Arjun Reddy) — a slickly-
made psychologically realistic portrait of a
successful manin free fall, who can threaten
a woman with a knife into opening her
clothes, who chases his domestic help down
the road — is the fantasy that consoles, that
showcases the sheer seductive power of
male anger and privilege. Or, as Vanga pro-
nounced, in his now-famous interview with
film critic Anupama Chopra, “intimidation
has its own charm”. He followed it with a
dubious theory of attachment — “when
you're deeply in love, deeply connected with
a woman and vice versa... if you don’t have
the liberty of slapping each other, then |
don’t see anything there.”

Thisis, of course, a time when all kinds of
boorishness ripples with a new cultural
pride. The director tore into critics who had
problems with his film (they were “parasites,
pseudos, worse than pirates”). While once
filmmakers made regressive films with cyn-
icism, and shrugged off critics as they
laughed their way to the bank, Vanga insisted
he has made a film about a strong woman,
that his intentions were honourable because
he worked with rape victims. His is the in-
dignation of the “good man”, who cannot
imagine why women'’s experience would
not square with his view of their place in the
world. Iwas reminded of Fahadh Faasil’s ex-
cellent turn in the recent Malayalam film
Kumbalangi Nights as a comic incarnation of
toxic masculinity. “Ours is a modern family

which gives freedom to women,” he says,
while stopping his wife’s sister from marry-
ing the man of her choice. But while Faasil’s
Shammy is a caricature, such doublespeakis
too real to be comic.

Aman’s ardour is often a fatal burden for
the woman — you only have to refer to the
stories of men stalking, sometimes killing,
women who say no. The NFHS-4 survey re-
vealed that “33 per cent of ever-married
women have experienced physical, sexual,
or emotional spousal violence” and only 14
per cent sought help. “Of the acts of physical
violence committed by the current or most
recent husbands, the most common type is
slapping, reported by 27 per cent of ever-
married women,” the survey said.

Would domestic violence cease if films
such as Kabir Singh or Dabangg or Tere Naam
were not made? Of course not. But popular
cinema is a powerful way in which a society
negotiates its rights and wrongs. The ques-
tion to askis this: Do films like these make it
easier to disregard, to belittle violence in in-
terpersonal relationships as the natural fric-
tion between men and women? Going by
the many women who felt compelled to
counter Vanga’s sophisticated patriarchal
spin by baring their personal trauma on so-
cial media, the answer is yes.

Cinema reinforces and is reinforced by
“real” life, including the inequalities of soci-
eties. But, like all art, it is a way to imagine
and contest the possibilities of humanity.
And to cinema — two recent Malayalam films
in particular — we could turn to find new
ways of thinking about how to be a man.
Maheshinte Prathikaaram (Mahesh’s
Revenge) beautifully upends ideas of male
honour, with a reluctant avenger for a hero.
Toreimagine new ways in which Indian men
can love and heal each other, build and re-
build their homes, turn to the stellar cast of
Kumbalangi Nights — a story of four unsuc-
cessful oddballs and the women in their life,
who create a nurturing community of love.
Not all heroes need to raise a hand in love.
Some pick up a ladle and enter the kitchen.

amrita.dutta@expressindia.com

HAZARDS OF IDENTITY

Modern societies are rejecting globalism for exclusionary categories

KHALED AHMED

THE 21ST CENTURY has hardly begun and
the great promise of globalisation and “lib-
eral inclusion” of the last century is fading.
The world’s powerful states, heretofore wed-
ded to internationalism, are turning inward
and seeking their primeval identities.
Nations are seeking identities away from
multiculturalism and wish to protect them-
selves by banning immigration. Borders are
being closed, and those who had crossed
them decades earlier as welcome guests are
being treated with intolerance.

Anthropologist Akbar Ahmed has found
the rise of identity politics in Europe inter-
esting enough for him to undertake a jour-
ney to Europe to experimentally see if his
earlier theses on the subject jibe with what
is happening now. His Journey into Europe:
Islam, Immigration and Identity is a kind of
culmination to his three earlier examinations
of “tribal” identity. As Ahmed surveys the
identity-seeking Europe, he is reminded of
the “inclusive” state of Abdur Rahman in al-
Andalus (Iberia), in the 8th century AD. It was
remembered for its “Convivencia”, or the
idea of the living together of different iden-
tities, which Islam has forsaken today.
Rahman was an Umayyad prince from a
Berber motherin Syria. He was a descendant
of the founder of the dynasty who had mar-
ried a Christian woman — thus indicating the
source of his “Convivencia” in al-Andalus be-
tween Muslims, Christians and Jews toler-
ant of multiple identities.

But, this Convivencia that one puts today in

Today’s European
intolerance of the Muslim
minorities reminds one of an
early warning by a European
genius in a different context.
Hannah Arendt (1906-1975)
in her “The Origins of
Totalitarianism’ traced the
modern state’s internal
cleansing to its second
project, that of conquering
other territories and killing
off the population there
through genocide. It is the
imperialism of the modern
state which gets internalised
when it purges its own
population to eliminate

front of a Europe forsaking the Enlightenment
and seeking “identity”, did not last: Ahmed
compares it to what is happening today
among nations. One is reminded of Jamaludin
Afghani too, who opposed Syed Ahmad Khan
—anancestor of Akbar Ahmed — inIndia, but
proposed acceptance of Islam in Europe.
Afghani possessed alot of traditional learning
that eased his entry into the Muslim societies
of Turkey, India, Iran and Egypt. But he got his
comeuppance in France, where orientalist
Ernest Renan told him, prophetically, that his
claim — that Muslims would ultimately turn
to reason and modernity — will never be
proved right as the Muslims will defeat his
thinking just as they had rejected Ibn Rushd
(Averroes) in the 12th century for having
learned too much of Aristotle.

Today’s European intolerance of the
Muslim minorities reminds one of an early
warning by a European genius in a different
context. Hannah Arendt (1906-1975)in The
Origins of Totalitarianism traced the modern
state’s internal cleansing to its second proj-
ect: Of conquering other territories and
killing off the population there through
genocide. It is the imperialism of the modern
state which gets internalised when it purges
its own population to eliminate those who
are “different”.

Reading Akbar Ahmed one is reminded
of the motto the founding fathers fashioned
for Pakistan: Unity, Faith and Discipline —
putting unity first to obfuscate the clashing

in Pakistan. As the state moved away from
Raj-enforced Enlightenment to an Islamist
military dominance, the motto, at times,
came to be rewritten as Faith, Unity,
Discipline — putting faith first, and thus
clearly embracing identity that divides in
place of the intended “assimilation” of all
identities in Pakistan. Similarly, the Urdu
“grammatical rule” of writing “marhoom”
(blessed) only after the name of the Muslim
dead and disallowing it after the name of a
non-Muslim Pakistani citizen, sought exclu-
sion rather than inclusion. In India, a consti-
tution put together by an untouchable leader,
BR Ambedkar, charted the assimilation of all
identities in secular integration. But today;,
the new consensus reflected in the electoral
victory of the BJP seeks to follow the path
traced by the state of Pakistan.

Outside Hindutva, all identities are “im-
pure”, just as the non-Muslims of Pakistan
have to live under laws that victimise them.
Ahmed writes about “tribal” Europe: “Yet the
aggressive promotion of German tribalism s
far from finished. The emergence of Far Right
political movements such as Pegida (Patriotic
Europeans against the Islamisation of the
West)and Alternative for Germany (AfD), the
attacks on foreigners and Muslims, refugee
shelters,and mosques, and the disturbing re-
emergence of anti-Semitism reflect a deep-

"

seated hostility to all thatis ‘impure’.

The writer is consulting editor,
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CAPITAL MINUS WATER  ever,said they apprehended large-scaleacts (COW BLINDED

THE CAPITALTODAY went without water as
10,000 workers of the Delhi Water Supply
and Sewage Disposal Undertaking, owing al-
legiance to Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh, went
onsstrike on a call given by their unions. They
are demanding a pay hike and better work-
ing conditions. Despite th e police alert on
the impending strike following the failure of
talks in the evening, the workers managed
to paralyse the water supply network alittle
after midnight by causing considerable dam-
age to supply lines. Additional Chief Engineer
(Water), ] D’cruz, said: “if there is no sabo-
tage to my lines the supply would be fully re-
stored by 9:30 p.m.” Municipal officials, how-

of sabotage by “desperate” striking workers.

JANATA CRISIS

WITH THE EXIT of one cabinet minister, two
ministers of state, and four more Lok Sabha
members, the Janata crisis remains unabated.
The party’s strength has come down to 249in
the 539-member Lok Sabha. More resigna-
tions, including Charan Singh’s, are expected
inaday or so. However, there was optimismin
Morarji Desai’s camp. The Jana Sangh mem-
bers seemed confident and the Socialists ap-
peared certain after George Fernandes’ speech
in the Lok Sabha that not more than a handful
would go to the other side.

ABURNING OBJECT, suspected to be part of
the American spacecraft Skylab which met
with afiery end onits return to earth, fell at
Elapakkam village in Chengalpattu district
last night, according to multiple reports re-
ceived in Madras. The black, lemon-sized
object fell in an orchard around the same
time Skylab reportedly re-entered the
earth’s atmosphere. The reports quoted vil-
lagers as saying a cow which was nearby
when the object fell was blinded. Official
sources, however, said a veterinary doctor
who examined the cow said there was no
connection between the fall of the object
and the blinding of the cow.



THE INDIAN EXPRESS, SATURDAY, JULY 13,2019

19 THE IDEAS PAGE

Maximise revenue, minimise tax

India has just one policy option to advance private investment and become a $5 trillion economy — reduce
corporate tax rate for all firms to 22 per cent, reduce misguided rates of personal income tax

THELAFFER CURVE: INDIA IS OFF THE CHART

=

E

NO PROOF REQUIRED

BY SURJIT S BHALLA
AND KARAN BHASIN

BUDGET 2019-20 CONTAINED major tax
changes to direct taxes, both personal and
corporate. It may have been the last time that
we witnessed such changes. Very likely, when
Budget 2020-21 is presented, the government
would have accepted the direct tax code re-
port, and direct taxes will go the way of ex-
cise taxes — out of the budget.

The budget reduced the corporate tax rate
(CTR) from 30 per cent to 25 per cent for all
firms with a turnover of Rs 400 crore. Earlier,
the 25 per cent slab was applicable for firms
withaturnover of Rs 250 crore. The FM stated
that this move would cover 99.3 per cent of all
firms in India. However, it is unclear as to how
much of the total corporate taxes is accounted
for by these 99.3 per cent of firms. Speculation
abounds - is it as low as 10 per cent? We do
not know.

Tax rates are always an item of discussion
and debate, and now more so than ever.
President Donald Trump lowered the CTR for
the US from 35 per cent to 21 per cent in 2018.
As shown below, the lower tax rate was well
chosen by Trump because that s close to the
optimal tax rate. But that is getting ahead of
the story.

OECD hasrecently released a comprehen-
sive set of data on corporate taxes, for close to
a 100 economies. [https://stats.oecd.org/
Index.aspx?DataSetCode=RS_GBL].The data
reveals what has been feared (and argued) for
along time — India has one of the highest (ac-
tually the highest) corporate tax rate in the
world. And, according to OECD, it also has the
highest effective corporate tax rate (ECTR) —
and that to by a huge margin. India’s ECTR is
estimated by OECD at 44 per cent. Their def-
inition includes all taxes paid by corporates
in different countries — for example, corpo-
rate tax, dividend tax, capital gains tax.
Incidentally, the second-highest ETR is for
Argentina and it is 9 ppt (percentage points)
lower than India, and third is France, 11 ppt
lower. China’s ECTR is 20 ppt lower than India
at 23.6 per cent! One reason why China has
got all the investments, and growth, at least
relative to India?

In this age of globalisation, no country is
anisland. Competitiveness is affected by tax
rates, interest rates, exchange rates, and labour
costs. However, gone are the days when coun-
tries could devalue their way to prosperity.
China accomplished this via massive under-
valuation for about 20 years, from 1990-2010.
Their success ensured that such undervalua-
tion (read currency manipulation) would
never again be allowed by the Western pow-
ers. It is likely that Trump’s trade war would
not have occurred if China had been more re-
sponsible with the setting of its exchange rate.

What can countries do to improve their
competitiveness, given that the mercantilist
route is nolonger an option? They can reduce
its cost of capital, make labour more compet-
itive, make industry more competitive, and
rekindle animal spirits. On the first three
counts, the budget has moved in the right di-
rection. Sovereign bond borrowing is anidea
whose time has definitely come, notwith-
standing the perennial naysayers and those
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not comprehending the fundamental nature
of change in the world. Inflation nowhere (in-
cluding India) is the bogey it once was. Also
naysayers should note, and answer the fol-
lowing question — between fiscal years 2004
and 2011 (the so-called Golden Age of Indian
growth) the real repo rate averaged minus 1
per cent. For the fiscal years 2016-2018 real
reporates averaged 2.3 per cent. Go figure the
growth implications.

Since Shaktikanta Das assumed governor-
ship of the RBI, there has been considerable
improvement in communication and a grad-
ual lowering of policy rates, but this has also
been accompanied by a more than equal low-
ering of inflation, that s, the real repo rate has
yet to move below 2.3 per cent. The sovereign
bond issue will help, but don’t look for a quick
acceleration in GDP growth.

Exchange rate change is no longer opera-
tional, labour codes are too slow to change,
and monetary policy is sluggish in its opera-
tion, and impact. The only real growth option
for Indian policymakers — cut tax rates to in-
ternationally competitive levels. And what
might that be? Around 22 per cent for all
firms, and we obtain that result from a com-
parative study (see below — and chart).

But first, a comment on the personal in-
come tax (PIT) rate increase in the budget. The
move to increase PIT rates to developed coun-
trylevelsis notin the right direction. It seems
that there was more old-fashioned morality
(tax the rich) than revenue maximisation at
play. Atbest, the government plans toraise Rs
5,000 crore more by socking it to the rich.
(Total personal income tax collection is bud-
geted atRs 5,00,000 crore). And even that may
not happen as tax arbitrage between the
much lower corporate tax rate and the near
highest individual income tax rate (only 10
per cent of countries have a higher than 43
per cent top PIT rate) will move animal spir-
its towards payment of corporate tax. And if
not tax arbitrage, tax evasion may lower gain
in PIT collection.

Ostensibly, tax rates are set to maximise
tax revenue — and tax revenue depends on
both income and tax compliance. Tax compli-
ance can either be considered as more firms
filing taxes or more firms revealing a closer
approximation to true income. Improving
compliance alone can ensure greater re-
source mobilisation through taxation — and
withoutincreasing the tax rate (and may in-
deed occur if the tax rate is reduced).

40

The move to increase PIT
rates to developed country
levels is not in the right
direction. It seems that there
was more old-fashioned
morality (tax the rich) than
revenue maximisation at
play. At best, the government
plans to raise Rs 5,000 crore
more by socking it to the rich.
(Total personal income tax
collection is budgeted at Rs
5,00,000 crore). And even
that may not happen as tax
arbitrage between the much
lower corporate tax rate and
the near highest individual
income tax rate (only 10 per
cent of countries have a
higher than 43 per cent top
PIT rate) will move animal
spirits towards payment of
corporate tax. And if not tax
arbitrage, tax evasion may
lower gain in PIT collection.

Suvajit Dey

The non-linear relationship between tax
rate and tax revenue (as per cent of GDP) is
revealed by the famous Laffer curve - with
zero tax rates, you get zero tax revenue and
with 100 per cent tax rate, you get zero tax
revenue. In-between, logically, the share of
tax revenue increases, before peaking and
declining toward zero. Several “truths” be-
come evident from even a cursory glance at
the chart. First, that OECD cross-country data
for 2017 conforms (fits) the inverted U-
shaped curve rather well — and the inverted
Uis a close approximation to a normal distri-
bution (red line in chart). Second, that the
lowest bang for the tax buck is obtained in
India, possibly because tax rates are set on
the basis of morality rather than revenue
maximisation. In India, we tax at 44 per cent
to get 3.5 per cent of tax revenue (as percent-
age of GDP). Both Korea and Israel (and other
countries) obtain this same amount of rev-
enue with half of India’s taxation levels. As
the chart shows, the tax rate level at which
revenue is maximised is around 23 per cent
— half India’s tax level.

Why is the effective tax rate in India so
high? In India, firms must pay a corporate tax,
which is followed by a surcharge and an ad-
ditional 15 per cent dividend distribution tax
(DDT). The revenue mobilisation from DDT
is marginal compared to the overall tax rev-
enue from corporate taxes. Estimates suggest
that the resource mobilisation from DDT is
just around 8 per cent of the total corporate
tax revenue. A steep 15 per cent DDT only dis-
suades firms from issuing dividends to their
shareholders. Forget about double taxation
as there’s another moral Indian tax icing — if
an individual earns more than Rs 10 lakh of
dividend income, she must pay an additional
10 per cent tax. So the same income is taxed
thrice in India — and only in India.

Both the budget and the Economic Survey
focused on revival of private investment to en-
sure sustained long-term growth. Thus, there
is strong case for further and aggressive re-
duction in tax rates on the grounds of revival
of investment, and helping India become a $5
trillion economy. With another budget just
six months down the line, there is hope that
the government will realise its mistake and
depart from misguided taxation policies.

Bhallais contributing editor, The Indian
Express. Bhasin is a New Delhi-based policy
researcher. Views are personal
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A statistical misadventure

New GDP series is not comparable with earlier series, shows improvements

DAVENDRA VERMA

AN ARTICLE ON the overestimation of GDPin
India by Arvind Subramanian (‘New evidence
for fresh beginnings’, IE, June 12) has received
widespread criticism. Subramanian is a for-
mer CEA, aninsider. He is not just any individ-
ual or economist. He should have been more
careful before bringing out a working paper
with a questionable methodology. By doing
so, he has done great injustice to the Indian
statistical system. He has gone to the extent
of saying that he is using only statistics pro-
duced outside the central statistics office (CSO)
in his analysis, though he has used the index
of industrial production (IIP), which is pro-
duced by the CSO.

The compilation of GDP is a completely
apolitical and complex exercise, much beyond
the correlation and regression analysis under-
taken by Subramanian. Further, a lot of the
analysis carried out by him is based on the
CSO’s quarterly estimates, data for which is
limited and hence no serious scientific study
can be based on these estimates. These esti-
mates are good for giving the direction of eco-
nomic growth in the short term and a broad
idea of the quantum of growth.

Subramanian has claimed that “GDP is
overestimated by 2 percentage points post
2011-12 with base revision and new method-
ology”. But, he was consulted when the new
methodology was finalised in a meeting con-

ducted by the then National Statistical
Commission chairman, where he gave no sug-
gestion. Before releasing the new GDP series,
a presentation of the new methodology and
estimates was made to select officers in the
finance ministry, where too he was present.
The former CEA has admitted that there
was a need to use the corporate sector data
for GDP compilation. He may have some
reservations in the way shell companies have
been accounted for. But the estimates arrived
at after blowing up subscribed capital using
MCA data are far superior to what was being
doneinthe earlier series, when the estimates
were obtained by blowing up the results from
the RBI's study of a much smaller sample of
companies. How can a series based on data
pertaining to a fewer number of companies
be considered to be more reliable than that
based onamuch larger set of companies? This
datawas adopted in the new GDP series after
proper examination and analysis.
Subramanian has argued that the growth
rate (2000-2010) in the manufacturing sec-
tor was closer to the IIP growth rate. People
familiar with the compilation of GDPin India
should be aware that the manufacturing sec-
tor estimates in the old series were being com-
piled using IIP. Prior to the base year 2005-06,
data from the annual survey of industries (ASI)
was being used for the computation of growth

estimates of the organised manufacturing sec-
tor. Later, as it was observed that the estimates
from ASI were diverging from the IIP, and it
was becoming difficult to defend the revisions
of these estimates during the first revised es-
timates of GDP, it was consciously decided to
continue to use the IIP. Thus, the estimates
continued to be based on the IIP and were not
revised using ASI estimates, which was the
practice in the 2000 base series.

Another issue which keeps coming up: IIP
is highly volatile, and does not properly cap-
ture the growth rate of the manufacturing sec-
tor. Both the IIP and ASI were not found to be
useful for estimating manufacturing sector
growth during 2000 to 2010. Since there was
no other source of data available for estimat-
ing gross value added by the manufacturing
sector, these estimates/growth rates contin-
ued to be used.

It has also been argued that high GDP
growthisimpossible in the absence of arisein
exports and imports. To establish such a
causality, one should look at the share of ex-
ports and imports in the overall output and
input of the Indian economy, especially in the
manufacturing sector. If they do not have any
major share, it is difficult to establish any
causal relationship.

Electricity generation, airline passenger
growth, commercial vehicle production, and

petroleum products consumption are closely
associated with GDP growth. Any relationship
using the quantum of growth in any of these
indicators does not have any significant im-
plication. Each of these indicators should be
further bifurcated for further understanding
their contribution to economic activity.

Subramanian’s paper has assumed that
the estimates from 2000 to 2011 were correct,
and hence the estimates in the 2011 series are
overstated. But, a number of improvements
were made at the time the 2011 series was in-
troduced. So, any evaluation of this series with
not so well estimated past series is invalid.

In the 2011 series, there was a significant
shift in the GDP compilation process — from
establishment approach to institutional ap-
proach. So, the estimates of the manufactur-
ing sector (or any sector) in the 2011 series
were not strictly comparable with the previ-
ous series.

In conclusion, researchers must have
knowledge of the GDP compilation process
before undertaking any econometric exercise
which only leads to more confusion. There is
aserious gap in the availability of the right kind
of data. Concerted efforts should be made to
fill this gap.

The writer is former director general,
Central Statistical office
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The West’s old political and economic tools can no longer solve current
problems. There are disagreements on security risks and national interests.

The Cold War mentality remains,
considerations.”

but globalization demands different
— GLOBALTIMES, CHINA

No road to the
$3 trillion economy

The entire contractual structure and regulatory
framework in India needs to be revamped
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THE NDA GOVERNMENT has announced
its intention to invest Rs 100 lakh crore in
infrastructure over the next five years. If we
grow at 12 per cent in current prices, as has
been assumed in the Union Budget, the cu-
mulative GDP over the five-year period
would be about Rs 1,350 lakh crore. So, we
are talking about investing 7.5 per cent of
GDPininfrastructure — about the same as
in the last five-year plan. And, they did not
have a nine, maybe 10-rupee infrastructure
cess on fuel. One can thus expect this target
to be easily met.

Finance is not always the problem, as in
power, where the budget promises to “work
with state governments to remove barriers.
for industrial and other bulk power con-
sumers”. It recognises “considerable reforms
are needed in tariff policy”. It's music to hear
about.”retirement of old and inefficient
plants. addressing low utilisation of gas plant
capacity”. If tariff reform is addressed — re-
ducing industrial and commercial tariffs,and
raising agricultural and residential tariffs,
while redirecting the subsidy savings from
discoms to directly target consumers
through cash transfers to insulate them from
the tariff increase — it will revive the cash
generating end of the sector.

Other actions, for example addressing
the carbon-intensity of our electricity, can
be taken subsequently, enabling a true trans-
formation. Despite a seven-fold growth in
renewable capacity in the last 10 years, the
share of thermal sources, primarily coal, re-
mains at nearly 80 per cent — now operating
atinefficient plantload factors. Renewables
have stepped in to compensate for the stag-
nant supply from large hydro sources.
Finally, can a gas plant perhaps buy spot
cargo, land LNG at a convenient terminal,
transport it to its plant by paying an access
charge to a network operator, and sell it to
an industrial consumer? Hopefully.

The good part of the story ends here.
Elsewhere, finance obscures problems - such
as the large commitments for Indian rail-
ways, which is organisationally and finan-
cially unprepared and unwilling to be a com-
petitive logistics company. To add to its woes,
as if highways weren’t bad enough, this
budget is promising (sensibly) to invest in
another competing mode for bulk cargo —
inland waterways. Soon, like BSNL and Air
India, Indian railways, without reform, will
become another black hole for investment.
Instead of megabucks, it is better to begin
with smaller high-return investments in sig-
naling to enhance capacity and to make the
network high-speed ready, while simulta-
neously re-organising it to compete in the
logistics market.

Thisinstitutional story is missing in other
sectors too; critically in rural roads, where
the budget still seeks to invest, but where
the real need is for maintenance, executed

through appropriate state-level institutions.
Similarly, “har ghar jal” is unachievable if
state institutions, including parastatal agen-
cies and local government, are absent. Will
institutions such as NHAI, which has deliv-
ered an extensive, if flawed, national high-
way system, be established in other sectors?

Perhaps the BJP, as a party, expects to ex-
ercise more oversight and discipline overits
state units and governments to align them
with Narendra Modi’s vision, much like the
Communist Party of China — a country ex-
tolled in the Economic Survey — marches to
XiJinping’s thought.

There are other critical omissions too.
Waste-water finds mention only in the
context of “management of household
waste-water for reuse in agriculture”. Itis
not that the capacity for sewers and sew-
erage treatment plants anyway lies unused
in the absence of institutional reform. It is
thatit obliviates the damage caused by the
run-off of overused chemicals in agricul-
ture (here, zero-budget farming may help)
and industrial injury that continues
unchecked by incapacitated pollution con-
trol boards. Some of our industrial corri-
dors, for instance from Vatva to Vapi, rival
China’s worst polluted areas. This is not
how we will ensure water security.

Telecom and 5G were missing too, in a
two-hour long budget speech which men-
tioned “digital” 19 times. Emulating
Sisyphus, Bharat-Net is still targeting inter-
net connectivity inlocal bodies. Frankly, our
telecom sector is broke, a result of “mispric-
ing” by operators, and spectrum pricing by
the government. Without serious attention
to spectrum management, including mak-
ing licenced service areas much smaller,and
preventing anti-competitive behaviour, our
digital future will not be bright, but bleak.

Port connectivity is mentioned once, but
the speechis silent on the regulatory reforms
needed to enable public and private ports to
compete fairly. Even as Adani’s Mundra re-
mains the only serious port SEZ, talk of port-
linked industrialisation sits uneasily with
plans to turn Mumbai port into a real estate
project. Agriculture, instead of cold chains,
gets a cold shoulder, rural roads aside.

And, where is the finance that will un-
derpin this effort? A headless IIFCL aside,
other infrastructure financiers like IDBI and
IDFC have long morphed into banks. Apart
from the odd transaction, the bond market
is moribund. Public-private partnerships
are anathema to banks, and investors have
been burnt many times over for reasons de-
scribed in the Kelkar Committee report. Is
there a solution?

The entire contractual structure and reg-
ulatory framework needs revamping. We
need a wholesale change in approach —
from maximising revenue extraction to min-
imising the cost of provision. Compared to
our promise of $1.5 trillion over five years,
China invested about $2.5 trillion on infra-
structure in 2017 alone (and they are grow-
ing slower than we are). Some of their in-
vestments may be temporarily
underutilised, but infrastructure is not al-
lowed to constrain growth. We could do that
cheaper and better. But that will require gov-
ernment to sit up and take notice. Will it?

The writer is senior fellow,
Centre for Policy Research

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ON SHAKY GROUND

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A poor
show’ (IE, July 12).The political dramain
Karnataka is unfolding along expected
lines. Although the 2018 mandate was
a fractured one, the BJP was the single-
largest party with 104 seats. Congress
with just 80 seats, in order to keep the
BJP from assuming power, scrambled to
forge a post-election alliance with its po-
litical rival JD(S). This ploy did succeed,
butitalsoled to heartburnamonga sec-
tion of the Congress. The current situa-
tion has not been engineered. It was des-
tined to happen from the time the
government was formed by cobbling to-
gether numbers dubiously.

Ravi Mathur, Ghaziabad

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A poor
show’ (IE, July 12). All along, this mar-
riage between the Congress and JD(S)
was one more of convenience than con-
viction. The tussle between Congress
and JD(S) leaders continued even dur-
ing the recently concluded general elec-
tions. But the recent turn of events have
shown all three parties — Congress,
JD(S) and BJP — in poor light. There is
more than mere suspicion that the BJP
is behind all this drama. The kind of
swiftness the Gandhis showed while
forming the government in the state
last year, they should have shown the
same zeal to not let this crisis happen.
Bal Govind, Noida

PRICE OF FREEDOM

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Rescued
from bonded labour, Kancheepuram'’s

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

FM’S DIKTAT

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘May we come in?’ (IE, July 11).
The finance ministry’s decision
to bar journalists from entering
North Block is autocratic. In a
democracy like India, where
people get to know about their
elected representatives actions
through journalists, the Ministry
cannot and should not prevent
journalists from entering North
Block. The Press too has the free-
dom to access government offi-
cials to extract relevant informa-
tion from them. Moreover,
finance minister’s action contra-
dicts the prime minister’s slogan
of “sabka vishwas”.

Sanjay Chawla, Amritsar

Kasi still in fear’ (IE, July 12). The report
made me question the kind of world I
am living in. A rich man takes crores
from a bank and flees from the country
freely, while this man borrowed justRs
20,000 and, to repay it, he works for five
years as labour in a place he doesn’t
want to work — yet, he has to beg to be
free as if he has committed the world’s
biggest crime. One wonders how many
such people are waiting for a miracle
like this so that they can be free.
Merlin Thomas, Pune




Aftershocks in Goa

By aiding defections, the BJP is shrinking
opposition space in an unseemly fashion

he near liquidation of the Congress legislature
party in Goa, close on the heels of a rebellion of

Congress and Janata Dal (Secular) legislators in
neighbouring Karnataka, is the latest aftershock of the
national election results in May, but it is unlikely to be
the last. The BJP’s victory in the 17th general election
was not unexpected, but its scale and depth appear to
have thrown opposition politics into a tailspin. The As-
sembly election in 2017 had returned a hung Assembly
in Goa, with the Congress as the single largest party at
17 of 40 seats. The BJP had only 13, but was quick to cob-
ble together a coalition and form a government. As
things stand, the BJP has 27 MLAs and the Congress on-
ly five, with the defectors set to escape disqualification
under the anti-defection law since they constitute two-
thirds of the strength of the legislature party — turning
the verdict on its head. This split in the Congress was in
the making since May 23 when the party lost three of
the four by-elections that were held along with the Lok
Sabha polls. Any hope of a bid for power in the State
was dashed, and with the party’s national standing con-
tinuing on a descending slope, the lawmakers did what
opportunism impels. Any party is well within its rights
to lure members of other parties, and after all, that is
how political realignments take place. But by encourag-
ing and welcoming defectors who had won the election
on a platform that was its polar opposite, the BJP has
further lowered the bar for legitimate democratic pro-
cesses and expansion of the party.

Apparently learning from the cost of its indecision in
Goa in 2017, the Congress had moved swiftly to offer the
post of chief ministership to the JD(S) that had won 37
seats out of 224 in Karnataka in 2018. Initially hailed by
many as a potential model to build an anti-Hindutva
coalition nationally, the JD(S)-Congress coalition has ex-
posed its inherent contradictions. There is little that the
current spectrum of Opposition parties have to offer to
build a better politics other than their tired dynasties.
Opportunistic alliances, devoid of any fresh ideas or in-
spiration, could only augment the BJP’s plank that its
opponents have a dark history and a bleak future.
Former Congress president Rahul Gandhi’s abrupt re-
nunciation of the post has forced a churn in the party,
perhaps as was intended. It is, however, difficult to
predict whether the party will emerge stronger from
the churn: the withdrawal of Mr. Gandhi from the lea-
dership is an opportunity for the Congress to rid itself
of the dynasty tag, but equally it could be left rudder-
less for long in the absence of an obvious successor. If
the party is looking for a youthful leader, there is none
outside of the scions of other political dynasties. The
Goa debacle is as much a harbinger of a further shrink-
ing of the opposition space as it is of the continuing ad-
vance of the BJP into more regions and social groups.
Grace in defeat is difficult to achieve; the BJP’s beha-
viour perhaps shows that even in triumph it is not easy.

Thechax

India fell at the last-four stage, and cricket
will now have a new World Cup winner

he ICC World Cup awaits its Sunday climax with
TEngland taking on New Zealand in the final at

Lord’s. However, closer home, disappointment
lingers over India’s exit at the last-four stage. It is a con-
clusion that has shadowed the Men in Blue for a while
as even in the 2015 edition when Australia and New Zea-
land were the co-hosts, India lost to the former. In the
latest championship, it was New Zealand that stunned
Virat Kohli’s men at Manchester’s Old Trafford in the
semifinal. India was one among the title favourites and
it enjoyed a red-hot streak studded with seven wins be-
sides a loss to England and a washed-out fixture involv-
ing New Zealand. The league was topped with 15 points,
and its top order led by opener Rohit Sharma, who
amassed 648 runs, and a pace attack featuring Jasprit
Bumrah, were in form. But there were flaws, primary
among them being a flickering middle order. The top
troika contributed 69% of the runs while the central
core yielded a mere 30%. And once New Zealand seam-
ers Trent Boult and Matt Henry dismissed Rohit, K.L.
Rahul and Kohli to leave India hobbling at five for three
in five overs, chasing 239 proved incredibly tough. The
efforts of Ravindra Jadeja and M.S. Dhoni at best de-
layed the inevitable 18-run loss. Still, this is a squad that
has the right ingredients and it will be able to cope with
Dhoni’s eventual retirement.

The stage is now set for England and New Zealand to
correct some historical deficiencies. One thing is cer-
tain: the World Cup will have a fresh champion as neith-
er team has ever won the title since its inception in 1975.
The Old Blighty last played a World Cup summit clash at
Melbourne in 1992, and at the same venue, New Zea-
land lost the 2015 final to Australia. Being the host, En-
gland is playing on familiar terrain and has the backing
of its enthusiastic fans. Skipper Eoin Morgan, himself
an attacking player, has a strong top order in openers
Jason Roy and Jonny Bairstow with Joe Root stepping in
at three. Ever since recovering from a sore hamstring,
Roy with a strike rate of 117.03, has been sensational and
he demolished Australia with a 65-ball 85. There is all-
rounder Ben Stokes in the mix and speedsters Jofra
Archer and Chris Woakes head-line a probing attack.
From the opposition, New Zealand is expected to
mount a strong counter. It has a supreme batsman and
crafty leader in Kane Williamson. He and senior Ross
Taylor have to shepherd the innings while a clutch of as-
tute seam and swing bowlers helmed by Boult can test
the very best. England has the edge but New Zealand,
as it showed against India, can punch above its weight.

A case of confused thinking

The draft National Education Policy lacks the very abilities it emphasises — critical thinking and deeper understanding

ROHIT DHANKAR

he draft National Education
TPolicy (NEP) 2019 recom-

mends a restructuring of
school years and the curriculum,
in a wide-ranging manner. If pro-
perly implemented, many of the
suggested changes may help edu-
cation. These include flexibility
and wider scope at the secondary
level, space for moral reasoning,
re-emphasis on the true spirit of
the three language formula, a fo-
cus on the core concepts and key
ideas in subjects, vocational cours-
es, and also a focus of assessment
on understanding. However, the
draft NEP also recommends much
that may have just the opposite ef-
fect. These are, for example, 15
subjects/courses at the upper
primary level, three languages in
early childhood education, and
confusing statements on a number
of curricular issues. The curricu-
lum the draft NEP suggests at the
upper primary level has started
looking like a laundry list, perhaps
because of a lack of a coherent vi-
sion and the curricular thinking it
adopts.

India-centric aim?

The policy envisions an “India
centred education system that
contributes directly to transform-
ing our nation sustainably into an
equitable and vibrant knowledge
society”. The proclaimed “India
centred-ness” of education is li-
mited to recommendations on In-
dian languages and a mention of
Indian knowledge systems. The
operational vision is that of a
“knowledge society”, almost en-
tirely contained in UNESCO-
preached ‘2lst century skills’. The
democratic ideal is neither men-
tioned nor used in articulating the

aims of education or curricular re-
commendation, though democrat-
ic values are mentioned in the list
of key “skills” that are to be inte-
grated in subjects.

The vision of a knowledge socie-
ty directly leads to the objectives
of curricular transformation “in
order to minimise rote learning
and instead encourage holistic de-
velopment and 21st century skills
such as critical thinking, creativity,
scientific temper, communication,
collaboration, multilingualism,
problem solving, ethics, social res-
ponsibility, and digital literacy”.
The most important and educa-
tionally worthwhile term is “skill”
and everything has to fit in within
that; even ethics and social
responsibility.

Shaping an individual

“The goal”, according to the draft
policy, “will be to create holistic
and complete individuals
equipped with key 21st century
skills”. This makes it quite clear
what the definition of “holistic and
complete individuals” means. Af-
ter a host of curricular recommen-
dations which includes new sub-
jects/courses comes another
statement which may sound like
an articulation of curricular objec-
tives or aims of education. Under
the heading “Curricular integra-
tion of essential subjects and
skills”, it says: “certain subjects
and skills should be learned by all
students in order to become good,
successful, innovative, adaptable,
and productive human beings in
today’s rapidly-changing world. In
addition to proficiency in languag-
es, these skills include: scientific
temper; sense of aesthetics and
art; languages; communication;
ethical reasoning; digital literacy;
knowledge of India; and know-
ledge of critical issues facing local
communities, States, the country,
and the world”.

The broad goals are to send out
“good, successful, innovative,
adaptable, and productive human
beings”; not a critical, democratic
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citizen who may want to change
the situation rather than adapting
to it. The list of eight “skills” (sic) is
supposed to “create” such indivi-
duals. And to enable such an aim,
it is no wonder that everything is a
“skill” which includes among oth-
ers a “sense of aesthetics”, “ethi-
cal reasoning”, “compassion” and
“curiosity”. The phrase “Evi-
dence-based and scientific think-
ing” is used together everywhere
implying that there can be “scien-
tific thinking” which is not evi-
dence based. The policy assumes
that “evidence-based and scientif-
ic thinking... will lead naturally to
rational, ethical, and compassion-
ate individuals”. I wonder how
“evidence based” this claim itself
happens to be. How scientific
thinking will develop “compas-
sion” is beyond one’s understand-
ing. Further, it is interesting that
“evidence-based and scientific
thinking” is supposed to help
create an ethical, rational, and
compassionate individual but not
a “logical and problem solving” in-
dividual as they are listed sepa-
rately as “skills”. I wonder what
part of logical and problem-solv-
ing abilities remain outside evi-
dence-based, scientific and ration-
al thinking.

The comments made above
may be seen as a case of nit-pick-
ing by some. However, a policy
document is read and interpreted
at many levels and influences edu-
cational discourse. A document
which places much emphasis on
clarity of understanding and criti-
cal thinking cannot itself afford to
fail in meeting the same standards.
Shoddiness of thinking at the na-
tional level does not encourage

hope of proper interpretation and
implementation of the policy. This
is already reflected in some policy
recommendations. Here are a few
such examples.

Language teaching

The draft NEP rightly criticises
private pre-schools for being a
downward extension of primary
school and of there being formal
teaching in them. But it goes on to
recommend preparing children
for primary by prescribing learn-
ing the alphabets of and reading in
three languages (for 3-6-year olds).
All this in the name of “enhanced
(sic) language learning abilities” of
young children. Further the draft
policy mistakes “language acquisi-
tion when children are immersed
in more than one languages” with
a “language teaching” situation
where immersion is impossible in
three languages. It then extends it
unjustifiably to a learning of three
scripts. It prescribes teaching
script and reading in three lan-
guages to three-year-old children,
but writing is supposed to be
taught to six-year-old children. It
also wants to introduce “some
textbooks” only at age eight. One
wonders why there is a three year
gap between teaching reading and
writing. If script and reading are
already taught, then why withhold
textbooks till age eight?

Here is another example of si-
milar and confused thinking. The
draft policy stipulates that the
“mandated contents in the curri-
culum will be reduced... to its
core, focussing on key concepts
and essential ideas”. This is to
“yield more space for discussion
and nuanced understanding, ana-
lysis, and application of key con-
cepts”. But it goes on to block
more than the space vacated by
prescribing six new laundry-list
subjects/courses in addition to the
existing eight. Some of these new
courses such as “critical issues”
and “moral reasoning” can be
taught in a much better way in a
revised curriculum of social stu-

Game of chicken that can end in disaster

The confrontation between the U.S. and Iran in West Asia could snowball with damaging economic consequences
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MOHAMMED AYOOB

n July 7, Iran announced
Othat it would begin enrich-
ing uranium above a con-
centration of 3.67% permitted un-
der the nuclear deal, known as the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac-
tion (JCPOA), reached by Iran and
the P5+1 (China, France, Germany,
Russia, the United Kingdom, and
the United States) on July 14, 2015.
This followed its July 1 announ-
cement that it had breached the li-
mit of the 300 kg of enriched ura-
nium stockpile that was allowed
by the JCPOA. It appears Iran’s pa-
tience is wearing out.

These steps come in the wake of
increasing tensions between the
U.S. and Iran following the shoot-
ing down of an unmanned U.S.
drone over the Strait of Hormuz in
June. The circumstances sur-
rounding this event and the locale
of the downing are contested. Ho-
wever, it led to the U.S. President,
Donald Trump, first ordering a re-
taliatory strike on Iran and then
rescinding it at the last minute. It is
possible that had this strike taken
place it would have become the
first act in a major military con-

frontation between the U.S. and
Iran.

The mayhem could have spread
to the entire West Asian region
with Iran attacking strategic Amer-
ican, Saudi and Emirati targets
around the Gulf and attempting to
block the Strait of Hormuz in an ef-

fort to choke off the supply of Gulf

oil to the international market.
Further, Iranian allies in Lebanon,
Iraq and Syria might have
launched attacks against Ameri-
can troop concentrations as well
as against U.S. ally Israel, thus in-
viting further American and Israeli
counter-retaliation and dragging
the U.S. into its third major war in
the region.

The downward spiral in U.S.-
Iran relations started with Mr.
Trump’s decision (announced in
May 2018) to withdraw from the
JCPOA against the advice of the
U.S’s European allies France, Ger-
many, and the U.K. that are parties
to the deal. The Trump adminis-
tration followed it up with the re-
imposition of stringent economic
sanctions against Iran that were
being gradually dismantled follow-
ing the 2015 nuclear deal. These
included sanctions against foreign
companies doing business with
Iran and against countries buying
Iranian oil.

List of demands
Finally, the U.S. announced in
April this year that it would not ex-
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tend waivers granted earlier to
eight countries (China, India, Ja-
pan, South Korea, Taiwan, Turkey,
Italy and Greece) which had been
the largest importers of Iranian
oil. This decision was aimed at to-
tally choking off the export of Ira-
nian oil — the primary foreign ex-
change earner for Tehran - in
order to bring Iran to its knees and
force it to accept American de-
mands spelt out by U.S. Secretary
of State, Mike Pompeo. These in-
cluded further curbs on Iran’s nu-
clear programme including total
stoppage of uranium enrichment
even at low levels permitted by the
JCPOA and monitored by the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency.
Further, Mr. Pompeo demand-
ed that Iran stop all support to
Hezbollah and Hamas which the
U.S. considers to be “terrorist”
groups, permit the disarming of
Shia militias in Iraq, and stop aid-
ing Houthis in Yemen fighting Sau-
di and Emirati forces in that coun-
try. Above all, Mr. Pompeo
demanded that Iran end building

of ballistic missiles and halt furth-
er launching or development of
nuclear-capable missile systems.
All these demands went far
beyond the limits placed on Iran
by the JCPOA and most were unre-
lated to Iran’s nuclear programme.
Iran’s government rejected these
demands while still keeping the
door open for negotiations, hop-
ing against hope to draw the U.S.
back into the nuclear deal. Howev-
er, persisting and escalating moves
by the U.S. during the past year
now seem to have made it impossi-
ble for Tehran to simultaneously
maintain the contradictory posi-
tion of resisting American de-
mands while continuing to comply
with restrictions imposed on its
nuclear programme by the JCPOA.
The stance of Iran’s Hassan Rou-
hani government became increas-
ingly untenable in the light of re-
cent American actions. The latter
provided the hardline opposition
in Iran, composed of right-wing
factions and the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps, the oppor-
tunity to attack the government
for conforming to an agreement
that had been rejected by the U.S.
and that had provided no econom-
ic relief to the Iranian people, the
primary selling point in favour of
the JCPOA. Moreover, the Iranian
Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, whose support for the
JCPOA was crucial, has for all prac-
tical purposes withdrawn his en-
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dies as the context for both is so-
ciety. Social studies needs more
space in the upper primary curri-
culum. The subject has to be
taught in such a manner that it
connects with society and can be a
very good way of introducing crit-
ical issues and moral thinking. Ab-
stract moral reasoning is likely to
have the same fate as so-called
“moral science” that is taught in
many schools. Similarly, “Indian
classical language” and “Indian
languages” can constitute a single
rich subject rather than being split
into two courses.

Missing link

Identifying key concepts and es-
sential ideas are a matter of ration-
al curricular decision making; not
listing ideas as they come to one’s
mind. The absence of discussion
on socio-political life seems to be
another casualty in the emphasis
on a knowledge society and 21st
century skills. Social studies seems
to be missing entirely as it has
been mentioned once and then
left out of the entire discussion on
curriculum. In the end, the vision
of the draft NEP rests on UNESCO
declarations and reports rather
than the Indian Constitution and
development of democracy in this
country; this in spite of wanting to
make education India-centred.
Thus, in the suggested curriculum
changes, socio-political life is al-
most invisible.

All this goes to show that the
draft NEP 2019 itself lacks the very
abilities it emphasises, namely
critical thinking and deeper un-
derstanding. It is a badly written
document which hides behind a
plethora of terms that are half-un-
derstood and clubbed under the
overarching master concept of
“skill”. In short, the policy lacks
depth and loses focus of the rich-
ness of secular democratic ideals
by aiming for 21st century skills.

Rohit Dhankar is Professor, Azim Premji
University, Bangalore and Secretary,
Digantar, Jaipur

dorsement of the agreement in
turn leaving the duo of President
Rouhani and Iran’s Foreign Minis-
ter Mohammad Javad Zarif with-
out any protective political cover.

Tit-for-tat measures

Therefore, the Iranian govern-
ment, in order to maintain its
standing with the populace, has
been left with no option but to un-
dertake tit-for-tat measures, furth-
er heightening the political tem-
perature in the Persian Gulf. This
has turned the U.S.-Iran standoff
into a game of chicken in which
either one of the parties to the
game blinks and concedes victory
to the other or a “crash” becomes
inevitable. The American-Iranian
confrontation seems to be inexora-
bly heading towards the latter out-
come. If taken to its logical conclu-
sion this scenario can turn out to
be catastrophic for the entire West
Asian region as well as for the in-
ternational economy. Oil supplies
from the Persian Gulf are likely to
be greatly reduced if not totally
eliminated sending oil prices sky-
rocketing, especially threatening
the vulnerable economies of the
global South.

Mohammed Ayoob is University
Distinguished Professor Emeritus of
International Relations, Michigan State
University and Non-Resident Senior
Fellow, Center for Global Policy,
Washington DC
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Data on jobs

The article, “Jobless growth
becomes systemic”
(Editorial page, July 12),
raises an issue being
overlooked. The fact that
the female workforce is the
one to suffer the most is
expected in a country
which is predominantly
patriarchal. Women do face
a doublewhammy: of
exclusion from the
workforce and, once in the
system, discrimination of
various forms. More
importantly, as far as the
agriculture sector is
concerned and a major
contributor to the GDP, the
fall in farmer numbers is
distressing. We must not
forget that this sector is also
a key employment sector
for rural women.

PINNENTY MRUDULA,
Bengaluru

u The article needs to be
read along with the Editorial,
“Tread with caution” (July
12). The cold facts and figures
of unemployment and the ills
of diluting labour laws,
euphemistically in the name
of ease of doing business, do
not augur well for the Indian
working class. It will not be
out of place to mention here
areport, “State of Working
India”, which shows that 92%
women and 82% men in the
unorganised sector earn less
than 10,000 per month.
The Global Wealth Report of
the Credit Suisse Research
Institute (2018) shows that
the top 1% Indians hold 51.5%
of the country’s wealth, the
top 10% own 77.4% while
60% Indians fade away
holding 4.7%. In the Budget
speech, the Finance Minister
described India Inc. as a
creator of wealth, ignoring

agriculturists and the rest —
proof on whose side the
government is. These
disparities and income
inequalities are bound to
widen with the present
government toeing the line
of the affluent. Combined
with a dilution of labour
laws, one is sure to have a
labour force facing a
perennial threat of
exploitation and
retrenchment.

G.B. SIVANANDAM,
Coimbatore

= The government appears to
be a one-man led army, with
a Utopian view of our
country’s future. The biggest
issue now is a shrinking of
the labour force and growing
unemployment.
Unemployment is a problem
in urban and rural India
regardless of gender. Though

education levels may be
improving, job opportunities
are scarce. Finally, does the
labour force have the skills/
awareness of opportunities
in various job fields?

KEZIAH MARIAM JAYAN,
Bengaluru

Tackling plastic

There is no doubt that plastic
waste management is faulty
(Editorial, Picking out
plastic”, July 12). Until such
time as multinational
companies take the lead in
investing in plastic recycling
systems, there is every
reason to believe that plastic
waste will be a major threat.
There also a dire need of
recycling cooperatives.

CHANDRASEKHAR V.,
Chennai

= Some plastic packaging in
this country comes with an

instruction in a corner that it
is recyclable and would fetch
around 35 a kg. It also has
the address of the
manufacturer. However, this
labelling is not as visible as it
should be. As far as plastic
recycling is concerned, the
Hyderabad municipality has
taken the lead. Some public
parks use recycled waste
plastic-based tiles.

LAKSHMI SWATHI G.,
Hyderabad

True picture

The Men in Blue are a blow
hot, blow cold national
cricket team who some
pander to with a bout of hazy
hurrahs. Potent threat, but
for how long? Five years, a
decade or till the cows come
home? India has won league
games against weak sides
that the so-called batting
juggernaut loves to

annihilate, but with insipid
bowling, right? India scraped
through against Bangladesh
and almost made a meal of it
against Afghanistan. And if
the Pakistan eleven had got it
right, all the chest thumping
nationalism could have
turned into torturous self-
flagellation. Except for a
Jasprit Bumrah, Virat Kohli
and a Rohit Sharma, the
team disintegrates into bits
and pieces against top
quality sides. Propped up by
a media frenzy and goals of
personal aggrandisement,
sample Ravindra Jadeja’s
cocky swagger on reaching
his 50 when the team is yet
to cross the hurdle. The team
has a shallow and brittle
character.

ANAND MATHEW,
New Delhi

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/
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Death by digital exclusion?

Many in Jharkhand have been denied food under the public distribution system as their ration cards have been cancelled in the mad rush for putting in place a
digital system. While activists claim that some have died from starvation, the government denies this. Shiv Sahay Singh reports on the problems created by Aadhaar

few weeks before Kaleshwar So-
Aren, 45, died, he sold the last of

his belongings, a Palash tree, for
one and a half kg of rice. His ration card
was cancelled in 2016 for reasons that
are still not clear. As a result, the tribal
had not received any foodgrain under
the public distribution system (PDS)
since then. Human rights activists claim
that Soren, from Mahuadanr village in
Dumka district of Jharkhand, died of
starvation on November 11, 2018. The
government denies this.

Jian Kisku and his wife Rasodi Hem-
bram live in similar conditions next
door. The couple has no ration card and
has not received any foodgrain under
the PDS. A few days ago, they sold a
chicken that was bred in their backyard
to buy 5 kg of rice, which they ate with
the paste of a wild fruit. There is no tell-
ing where the next meal will come from.

Soren, Kisku and Hembram had
‘priority household’ cards that were la-
ter cancelled. Under the National Food
Security Act, 2013, the PDS ensures 5 kg
of foodgrain per person per month to
those who hold these cards. Antyodaya
families, or the poorest of the poor, are
entitled to 35 kg of foodgrain per family
per month under the Act.

These people are not exceptions.
There are dozens in the village who
claim that they are not receiving food-
grain under the PDS. Others who do re-
ceive foodgrain don’t have a ration card;
they have a ration card number scrib-
bled on a piece of paper. It is on the ba-
sis of this that they get their foodgrain.

A cruel joke

Mahuadanr is a remote tribal village
about 300 km from Ranchi, Jharkhand’s
capital. The market closest to the village
is a few km away in Lakadchowk, where
the centre of attraction on a rain-swept
afternoon is a giant LED screen mount-
ed on a truck. The screen runs small vi-
deo clips in the local language as well as
in Hindi on how the “double engine
growth” of the Narendra Modi govern-
ment at the Centre and the Raghubar
Das government in the State has taken
Jharkhand to new heights.

Two days before Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi’s visit here to participate in
International Yoga Day celebrations,
hundreds of people gather in front of
the screen to listen to how the Centre’s
Ayush and Yoga programmes can cure
ailments. While people enjoy the spec-
tacle, they don’t appear to be interested
in the message. Men drink hadia, the lo-
cal liquor made of rice sold by over a do-
zen women who have brought the drink
in plastic containers. While there are vi-
deo clips on several schemes of the
State government, including one to set
up a tribal museum dedicated to tribal
freedom fighter Birsa Munda, there is
no video on the PDS, a lifeline for the tri-
bals who comprise 26% of the popula-
tion in the State. It seems like a cruel
joke to them.

Right to Food activists in Jharkhand
have listed in detail 20 deaths between
September 2017 and June 2019 due to
hunger and malnutrition because of al-
leged irregularities in the PDS and a few
due to denial of social security pen-
sions. The irregularities are manifold.
From the deletion of ration cards to the
problems in linking ration cards to Aad-
haar, the system seems to create more
problems than it solves, excluding many
families rather than including them. Ma-
ny activists also point out that the Socio-
Economic and Caste Census of 2011,
which helps identify PDS beneficiaries,
is faulty and outdated.

The last in the series of deaths com-
piled by the activists was from Latehar
district, where Ramcharan Munda, 65,
died on June 6, 2019. While the adminis-
tration is still investigating how Munda
died, everyone including the ration
dealer admits that ration was not deli-
vered to Munda’s village for several
months. The curious case of non-deliv-
ery of foodgrain is what ails the PDS in
one of the poorest States of the country.

Problems without Internet

For obtaining foodgrain and other es-
sentials through the PDS in Jharkhand, a
beneficiary has to meet several criteria.
First, the family needs a ration card.
Then they need to have Aadhaar cards.
Next, the ration cards and Aadhaar
numbers have to be linked. But it
doesn’t end there. In a majority of the
ration shops of the State, delivery is
through an electronic point of sale
(EPOS) machine. It is through this ma-
chine that the biometrics of a benefici-
ary, mostly thumb impressions, have to
be entered and verified from the server
database. The EPOS machine works on-
ly if it is connected to the Internet. If the
beneficiaries face no hiccups in any of
these stages, they get their quota of
foodgrain.

Something or the other can go wrong
in any of these stages. In Lurgumikala
village, for instance, the Internet failed.
Due to irregular connectivity, the ration
dealers of Mahuadanr block of Latehar
began distributing ration offline — they
made entries in a notebook or register
after the ration was handed over to the
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Kunti Nagasia and her son Rinku Nagasia live in abject poverty in Mahuadanr block of Latehar district, Jharkhand. The family hasnor
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ation card and is surviving with the help of neighbours. (Below) Family members of
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Santoshi Kumari, 11, who died of starvation after her family ration card was deleted for not being linked to Aadhaar. The family members show ration cards given to them under the Antyodaya Anna Yojana. =manos
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beneficiary. Problems arose when the
ration dealer, Ramrudra Prasad, 68,
died and his job was transferred to his
wife Manju Devi. This transfer somehow
turned the system from offline to on-
line. This meant that the dealer was re-
quired to distribute foodgrain by keep-
ing the EPOS machine online and
record the biometrics of every benefici-
ary. As there was no connectivity even
after her husband’s death and the EPOS
machine would not work, for months
Manju Devi collected foodgrain from
the warehouse but did not distribute it.
The foodgrain remained undelivered.

Ration dealers of the block say they
have to feed all the information into the
EPOS machine offline and then wait for
Internet service to upload the data on-
line. The senior-most ration dealer of
the block, Ramdut Prasad, says he
sends his son to the adjoining district of
Simdega to upload the data. “Unless we
upload the data we will not get food-
grain for the next month. Moreover the
SIM in the EPOS machine is 2G, whereas
we have 4G facility on our phone,” he
says.

The Internet problem in Latehar not
only confuses ration dealers but also
district officials. At the office of the Dis-
trict Collector, a young employee of a
major hospital chain is struggling to
write an application in Hindi. He is
working on a pilot project on telemedi-
cine in Latehar, but bad connectivity is
posing some serious problems for him.

The District Collector, Rajeev Kumar,
says there are several areas in the dis-
trict, including blocks like Mahuadanr,
Barwadih and Latehar, where connec-
tivity is a major issue. Of the 592 ration
dealers in the district, about 328 are dis-
tributing foodgrain offline. “But I can-
not say that leakages will stop if the on-
line system is fully functional,” he says.
“Even if someone uses his thumb and
gets 2 kg of rice instead of 5 kg, what can
you do?”

Jharkhand’s Food and Supplies Minis-
ter Saryu Roy admits that the reports of
deaths due to irregularities in the PDS
are presenting the State in bad light, but
says there is no going back on the online
distribution of foodgrain. “There is no
point in going back to the earlier sys-
tem. If we go back, it will be regressive.
What we can do to is to bring improve-
ments in the existing system,” he says.

To prevent deaths caused by irregu-
larities in the PDS, some steps have
been taken. Every ration dealer has
been provided with an ‘exception regis-
ter’ through which he can provide food-
grain to those whose names are not in
the system. A protocol has been put in
place to investigate the hunger deaths.
This requires the district surgeon, the
district supplies officer and any repre-
sentative appointed by the District Col-
lector to determine the cause of death.

A lab for experiments

At his residence in Ranchi, the Minister
blames the overenthusiasm of bureau-
crats for the “slippages” and “glitches”
in PDS distribution. Roy refers to an or-
der passed by a Sub-Divisional Officer
(SDO) of Chattrapur earlier in the day.
The SDO had said that families not using
the toilets built under the Swachh Bha-
rat Abhiyan programme would not get
foodgrain under the PDS. Things took a
turn for the worse, he says, when form-
er Chief Secretary of Jharkhand, Rajbala
Verma, in a video conference on March
27, 2017, directed that ration cards that
were not linked to Aadhaar be
cancelled.

Roy does not directly answer why
Jharkhand has turned into a lab for all
these digital experiments. He goes on to
talk about another pilot project, Direct
Benefit Transfer (DBT), in which money
was being transferred directly to the
bank accounts of PDS beneficiaries to
enable them to buy ration. The project
has been stopped, because that too
came with many problems. The DBT
scheme was tried at Nagri in Ranchi
where about 12,000 people across 13
Panchayats received money to buy ra-
tions. Other than connectivity issues

and money not landing in accounts on
time, the DBT made things more com-
plicated. Roy says: “While it took one
day for a beneficiary to get foodgrain
earlier, under the DBT the PDS benefici-
ary had to go to the bank, collect mo-
ney, and then buy rations from the PDS
dealer.” After nearly a year of protests
by people and Right to Food activists,
the Jharkhand government finally de-
cided to roll back the DBT scheme in Oc-
tober 2018.

A government in denial
While the government remains in denial
about the deaths highlighted by Right to
Food activists, the Minister admits that
Santoshi Kumar, 11, died because her fa-
mily ration card was deleted for not be-
ing linked to Aadhaar. Taramani Sahu, a
foot soldier of the Right to Food Cam-
paign, says she had raised this issue
with the district authorities months be-
fore Santoshi died. The administration
assured intervention, but that came on-
ly after the child’s death. Twenty
months after Santoshi died in Karimati
village, her family has ration cards un-
der the Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY)
scheme, which means that they are en-
titled to 35 kg of foodgrain a month.
Again, it was only because activists
intervened that Koyli Devi got a shed
built for rearing goats. Despite having a
MGNREGA card, Koyli Devi has not got
any work under the scheme. She works
at a construction site at a nearby mar-
ket. A Panchayat functionary says she
has not applied for work under MGNRE-
GA. The distress emerging out of patchy
PDS distribution in the State is further
compounded by poor implementation
of 100 days of work guaranteed under
MGNREGA.

A report sent by the Jharkhand go-
vernment to the Director of MGNREGA
at the Centre looks at 18 cases of alleged
hunger deaths between 2017 and 2018.
While there is no mention of whether
the families got jobs under the rural job
guarantee scheme, the document dated
December 26, 2018, has one concluding
sentence at the end of each of the 18 cas-
es: “In this case the death does not ap-
pear to be linked with MGNREGA”. The
same report rejects hunger deaths in all
18 cases. While in the case of Santoshi
the report points out that her death was
due to an illness, in case of Soren it ref-
ers to a knee injury that occurred due to
a fall he had almost two years before his
death.

While in Santoshi’s case the adminis-
tration has ensured ration cards to the
family, in several cases where similar al-
legations have surfaced, the families are
yet to be enrolled in the PDS. For in-
stance, Budhni Birajia of Amaotoli vil-
lage in Mahuadanr block of Latehar dis-
trict died on January 1, 2019. The family,
which belongs to a particularly vulnera-
ble tribal group and maintains that
there was no food when she died, still
does not have a ration card. Sanchi Bira-
jia, Budhni’s daughter-in-law who has to
feed a family of five, says that the local
ration dealer has spared a few kg of rice
for her. In cases where the local dealers
feel that denial of ration can lead to star-
vation, they spare a few kg of foodgrain
to those who are not enlisted as PDS
beneficiaries.

Siraj Dutta, a prominent face of the
Right to Food campaign in Jharkhand,
says that of the 20 who died, 11 were
Adivasis and four were Dalits. Eleven of
the deceased were women. In 13 cases,
the inability to link Aadhaar to ration

cards led to the denial of entitlements.
Dutta says all the experimentation with
the PDS in Jharkhand is aimed at doing
away with “identity fraud”, but studies
from 2016 have shown that most of the
leakages are “quantity fraud”. Dutta
and other activists claim that over 10
lakh ration cards were cancelled in the
State when ration cards were linked to
Aadhaar.

Abject poverty

Balram, a Right to Food activist, says,
“Even if the digitisation is perfect and all
the ration cards are linked with Aadhaar
and all the EPOS machines are connect-
ed to the Internet, there will be many
exclusions as the baseline data on which
the ration cards have been issued are
not correct.” Given the debate around
whether or not these deaths were
linked to starvation, he points to the
fact that a large number of people live in
chronic hunger.

Balram’s words ring true in different
parts of State where people living in dis-
tress claim they do not have ration cards
and are not getting foodgrain under the
PDS. The argument of district collectors
and officials is that the National Food
Security Act only permits 80% of the
population to be covered under the Act,
86% in rural areas and 62% in urban
areas, and unless bogus ration cards are
removed from the system, no new cards
can be issued.

Not far from Budhni Birajia’s house
lives Kunti Nagasia with her son Rinku
Nagasia. Rinku, who is about 10 years
old, is the only earning member of the
family. He gets 320 a day from doing
odd jobs in the village. The family has
no ration card. For years, they have not
been getting any foodgrain under the
PDS. Afsana Khatun, a volunteer with
the Right to Food campaign, has raised
the plight of the family with authorities
and has also arranged for some medical
help. Kunti has recently returned from a
State-run hospital where she was under-
going treatment for tuberculosis. Rinku
has also been diagnosed with the same
disease. A peek into the single room hut
reveals that the family is battling abject
poverty. Two or three utensils and a few
rags are all they own.

Kunti hurriedly points at a plastic
gunny bag kept hidden under the rags.
The bag contains rice. As in the case of
Budhni’s family, the ration dealer has
been kind to spare a few kg of rice to
Kunti’s family as well. The neighbours
have also been kind and given her four
raw mangoes and half a kg of rice.

“Who will give us anything after this
ends? We will eat it slowly,” Kunti says.
Kunti and Rinku cannot recall the last
time they had eaten dal. They turn si-
lent when asked about vegetables. For
as long as they can remember, their
meal has consisted of rice and salt. “If
they die tomorrow, will you say that
they died of TB or hunger,” Afsana asks.
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