8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

The problem with voice assistants

Users need to find a balance in the trade off between convenience and loss of privacy

TECH-ENABLED

DEVANGSHU DATTA

recent incident in Belgium high-
A lighted the increasing privacy

concerns with voice-activated
robotic assistants. A contractor sent
audio recordings of over 1,000 Google
Assistant conversations to the public
broadcaster, VRT. These contained med-
ical information as well as personal data
that allowed identification of the user.
What’s more, 153 of these recordings
should have never been made as the “Ok
Google” command wasn’t clearly given.

Google has responded with defensive
PR on its official blog saying these
recordings are anonymised and tran-
scribed for experts to analyse and help
make the virtual assistant smarter.

This problem won’t go away. Google
Assistant, Apple’s Siri and Amazon’s
Alexa are used by well over a billion peo-
ple. They make life easier in many ways.
Their very existence is a triumph for
machine learning.

But they need to be “trained” by
using tonnes of data. Hence, conversa-
tions are recorded. In order to improve
functionality, conversations are lis-
tened to by human teams, to sharpen
the assistants’ understanding of natural
speech with its pauses and ungrammat-
ical constructions.

Although these conversations are
supposedly anonymised, this is, in itself,
intrusive. As this breach indicated, the
conversations themselves may contain
sensitive personal data that identifies
users along with locations. Also, it con-
firmed assistants can switch on and
record in error.

This also happens with Alexa. Users

can playback transcripts of Alexa con-
versations and this recording error hap-
pens with some frequency. This glitch
happens when the “wakeup” word pro-
cess goes wrong. Sometimes this can be
triggered by random conversation, or
some background noise, that the
machine “hears” as a wakeup word. In
effect, a digital assistant includes a
microphone that is always on and lis-
tening. The programme is supposed to
start recording only when the wakeup
is used. But the mike itself is always on.
Even if devices offer a push switch to
activate, users tend to keep the mike on
by default because that is inherent to
functionality.

That programme can thus, be started
by accident and it isn’t under the user’s
control. Those recordings are sent back
to the mother servers for analysis,
including human analysis. This helps to
improve functionality and it is critical
to developing the technology that makes
assistants useful.

But this process is insecure. Contr-
actors hired to transcribe and analyse
such recordings may choose to break

confidentiality. For that matter, a server
hack could put such data into the
wrong hands.

Anonymising can also lead to poorer
functionality. One reason why some
users claim Siri lags Google Assistant and
Alexa in the things it can do, could be
related to anonymising,. Siri anonymises
to greater extent. Users can’t playback
and human analysis is only done with a
random tag attached to identify specific
conversations. But this also means that
Siri doesn’t learn the individual quirks
and tastes of specific users.

Amazon and Google monetise their
assistants’ interactions in ways, which
makes them reluctant to anonymise.
They do big data analysis and meta-data
analysis to discover patterns of searches,
online purchases, entertainment choic-
es, appointments, medical conditions,
phone calls and text messages etc. It is
even possible for assistants to accurately
gauge the user’s mood and mental
health from tonality.

This analysis builds more complete
profiles that can be used for targeted
marketing and personalised advertising
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initiatives. It can seem like magic when
Amazon offers you a choice of TV shows,
music and books that you really like, or
Google throws up ads about destinations
you're interested in visiting. This is actu-
ally enabled by this sort of analysis of
your online usage patterns and your
interactions with assistants.

That convenience comes with a cost.
Users need to find abalance in the trade
off between loss of privacy and conve-
nience. This would mean a far greater
degree of transparency, and user control
over the data being harvested.
Unfortunately, most jurisdictions don’t
have legislation that enables this. The
European Union’s general data protec-
tion regulation (GDPR) is pioneering leg-
islation in this area but most nations
don’t have privacy legislation of this
strength. That in effect means that the
corporate service provider decides how
much privacy it will allow.

There have been thought experi-
ments and speculation about what the
service provider should do, if an assis-
tant picks up a conversation about crim-
inal or terrorist activity, or hears an inci-
dent of domestic violence. That’s a grey
area but it’s likely this has happened.
The vast majority of recordings would
be about the mundane but they would
also provide lots of private information.
In this version of dystopia, it isn’t only
Big Brother that’s watching.

Celebrating 50 yrs of bank nationalisation

The nationalised banks do a good job of what their majority owner mandates them to, but most are failed business enterprises

BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

his Friday marks the 50th
I anniversary of bank nationalisa-
tion. Fourteen banks with
deposits of at least I50 crore each were
nationalised in the midnight of July 19,
1969 hours after Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi addressed the nation on this.
The Ordinance that paved the path for
nationalisation was challenged, an inter-
im stay was granted on a few issues but
a 34-day trial before a 11-judge bench in
Supreme Court later, all roadblocks were
cleared. This set of banks, along with
State Bank of India (SBI) and its associate
banks, had 85 per cent share in the
deposits of the industry then.

A second round of nationalisation of
six more commercial banks — with
deposits of more than 200 crore each
— followed in 1980. At that time, the gov-
ernment-owned banks’ share in the
industry was 91 per cent. SBI, the nation’s
largest lender, is majority government-
owned but is not covered by the Act that
nationalised 20 private banks for
expanding the credit market.

Not too many bankers are in a mood
for celebrations. Many analysts are ques-
tioning the results that nationalisation
hasyielded even as a few are advocating
privatisation despite what a couple of
large private banks had been through in
recent times.

Before we walk down the intensive
care unit where some of the public sector
banks (PSBs) are resting these days, let’s
take alook at the banking scenario in 1969.
Then, there were 73 commercial banks
(excluding regional rural banks); now the
figure is 91. The number of bank branches
have grown phenomenally — from 8,262
t01,41,756. What is particularly important
is the share of rural branches, which was
just about 22 per cent in 1969 and has gone
up to more than 35 per cent now — from
1,832 to 50,081. The share of semi-urban
branches dropped from from 40 per cent
to 27.5 per cent (3,223 t0 9,063) while there
has not been any significant change in the
share of urban (1,447 to 25498) and
metropolitan branches (1,661 to 27,114).

The size of the banking industry has
grown many times in the past five
decades. Aggregate deposits have risen
from a meagre 34,646 crore to close to
X125 trillion and bank credit, from 3,599
crore t0396.5 trillion. For the record, till
the 1990s, the PSBs’ assets grew at a pace
of around 4 per cent in sync with the
average growth rate of the Indian econ-
omy. That got changed dramatically in
the first decade of this century (the credit
growth was three times or more the
growth of India’s GDP between 2006 and
2008) but the pace slowed considerably
and many of them actually have been
shrinking their balance sheets since 2015

after being forced to expose their weak
underbelly — a pile of bad assets.

Just a week before the promulgation
of the Ordinance to nationalise the
banks, Gandhi, in her address at the
Bangalore session of Indian National
Congress on July 12, 1969, forcefully
pitched for it. Apart from Gandhi, only
three people were involved in the exer-
cise — P N Haksar, principal secretary
of prime minister; A Bakshi, a deputy go-
vernor of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI);
and ajunior bureaucrat, DN Ghosh. The
RBI governor was not kept in the loop.

Indeed, there was politics behind
bank nationalisation. But, there were
other reasons too. Many banks collapsed
post World War IT as they were financing
speculative activities and the RBI, a rel-
atively young banking regulator then,
was finding it hard to supervise some
300 banks, most of which were into trade
finance and reluctant to support indus-
try and agriculture.

In 1960, when Palai Central Bank and
Lakshmi Commercial Bank collapsed,

pushed by finance minister Morarji
Desai, the RBI brought down the number
of banks from 328 in 1960 to 94 by 1965
through closures and mergers. Post
nationalisation, the government forced
a merger only once — that of New Bank
of India with Punjab National Bank in
1993. Now, the consolidation drive has
been in full force. After ensuring merger
of SBI's associates with the parent, the
government has merged two relatively
small banks with Bank of Baroda and
more such mergers could be on the cards.

Is consolidation the answer? Will it
ensure efficiency? There are challenges
in terms of duplication of branches, dif-
ferent technology platforms and, of
course, issues related to HR. Even if the
industry successfully overcomes these
hurdles, consolidation will not pare the
share of the government-owned banks
in the overall banking industry which is
alittle less than 70 per cent now — much
higher than most markets.

Who is to be blamed for the state of
affairs in PSBs? The banks themselves
and their majority owner — the govern-
ment. After the first set of new private
banks came into being in 1990s, for the
first time, the government owned banks
faced competition. By allowing them to
raise money from the public, the gov-
ernment tried to make them competitive
and technology-savvy as they were
answerable to their new owners.

That was a good move but two critical
issues maimed them. First, the project
finance institutions were wound up and
the PSBs, which did not know much
beyond giving working capital loans, had
no choice but to extend long-term

financing to Indian corporations. That
sowed the seeds of bad assets. Second,
the government ceded the majority own-
ership but not the control. It continues
to appoint the chief executive officers
(CEOs), plays a critical role in the consti-
tution of the boards and uses the infras-
tructure of the industry at times for
things remotely connected to banking.
It also does not pay the bankers market-
related compensation. And, the bankers
are being continuously scanned by
investigative agencies. You can’t expect
them work wonders with both hands tied
behind their backs.

The Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan
Yojana, the world’s most expansive finan-
cial inclusion drive, has 36.06 crore new
depositors. The PSB’s contribution to this
is28.65 crore in contrast to private banks’
1.25 crore (the rest is done by the regional
rural banks). The government-owned
banks generally do a good job of what is
mandated by their majority owner but
most are failed business enterprises.

The 50th anniversary of bank nation-
alisation is an appropriate occasion for
the owner to take a call on their future.
Should they be continuously given cap-
ital for creating bad assets while lending
tobuild infrastructure and doing the so-
called nation building or some of them
should be allowed to fall by the wayside
and even be privatised. How long will
they be allowed to live in nostalgia? Is it
time to celebrate or chant dirges?

The columnist, a consulting editor of
Business Standard, is an author and senior
adviser to Jana Small Finance Bank Ltd.
Twitter: @TamalBandyo

B PRASANNA

n a positive surprise, Union Budget
FY2020 committed on its path of
fiscal prudence, lowering its bud-
geted fiscal deficit to 3.3 per cent versus
3.4 per cent of gross domestic product
(GDP) budgeted in the interim Budget.
The markets were expecting a breach
to the tune of approximately 3.6 per
cent given the headwinds from both
domestic and global growth on the one
hand, and expectations of a counter
cyclical fiscal policy to stimulate
growth, on the other. However, the
Budget showcased the underlying ide-
ology of sticking to the path of fiscal
prudence to avoid crowding out private
investment, reflected in the unchanged
expenditure targets. A shortfall in
receipts is budgeted to be made up
from higher customs and excise duty
revenues, higher non-tax revenue
including higher RBI dividend payouts,
and higher disinvestment receipts.
Apart from the headline numbers,
which at the moment look feasible, the
introduction of foreign currency
sovereign issuances would also reduce
domestic borrowing demand and is a
big positive for the bond markets.
Moreover, sticking to the fiscal glide
path also provides monetary policy
more bandwidth to continue on its path
of monetary policy accommodation.

INSIGHT

Export focus in the govt's growth agenda

From a competitiveness perspective the RBI may choose not to let the currency gain too much

With the government focused on reduc-
ing the cost of capital, and the current
monetary policy committee (MPC) ori-
ented to align itself to that goal (espe-
cially under the scenario of negative
output gap and benign inflation trajec-
tory), we expect two more rate cuts in
this cycle, with the next one in August.

The equity markets were disappoint-
ed with the Budget. The expectation
that populist doles would immediately
kick-start consumption growth were
missing. On the contrary, imposition of
higher customs and excise duties on
gold and petrol/diesel could further
dent both urban and rural demand. The
increase in shareholder limit from 25
per cent to 35 per cent and higher sur-
charge on FPIs, have had negative ram-
ifications for stock market sentiment.
Policies of bringing in more FDI flows
through easing of FDI norms in certain
sectors, bringing down public holding
to below 51 per cent for PSUs and allo-
cation towards recapitalisation of
bonds, while all aimed at reducing cost
of capital, have at the moment been
largely ignored. Over the medium term,
the increase in the available float may
lead to some favourable rebalancing on
MSCI equity indices which would
attract flows in the long term. Other for-
eign investment related liberalisation
steps such as increasing the statutory
limit for FPI holding in a company in
line with sectoral FPI limits, allowing
FPIs to invest in debt securities issued
by real estate investment trusts (REITS)
and infrastructure investment trusts
(InvITs) could help infrastructure
investment in the long term.

The watershed event that has hap-
pened in this Budget is the announce-
ment of the government’s intent to
diversify its borrowings towards for-
eign currency issuances. India’s exter-
nal debt to GDP ratio is one of the low-
est among emerging market peers with

its sovereign external debt to GDP ratio
at under 4 per cent. Most emerging
markets have issued foreign currency
denominated bonds or have conduct-
ed local currency issuances offshore.
It seems to be an opportune time for
India to explore the same as well. This
will have multiple benefits. On an
unhedged basis, the government’s bor-
rowing costs should come down sig-
nificantly as the likely spread of the
Indian sovereign over London inter-
bank offered rate (Libor) should be at
approximately 100 basis point. This
will also help to reduce the crowding
out faced by the private sector borrow-
ers on account of large public domestic
borrowing. However, on the flip side if
a significantly large issuance is done,
then there could be some adverse
impact on spreads of the investment
grade corporates who borrow offshore.

Apart from this, as far as the domes-
tic IGBs are concerned, at current
Mumbai interbank forward offer rate
(MIFOR) levels, FPIs may choose to
divert some of their holdings towards
the FC issuance especially those who

are hedged. For the unhedged entities
there could be a case for investing in the
FC bond and use the non-deliverable
forward (NDF) market to exploit any
onshore-offshore arbitrage. Also, any
sharp currency depreciation could lead
to government’s fx loss.

However, it is still a very significant
move and there would be significant
effective arbitrage opportunities for
India dollar bond at the levels of USD-
IRS and MIFOR levels prevailing now.
Given that it is India’s maiden
issuance, the spread over US Treasury
should also be fairly attractive.

From a market perspective, we
expect bonds to trade in a range of
around 6.40-6.70 per cent in the near
term, buoyed by the fiscal prudence,
prospects of sovereign issuance, mon-
etary policy outlook and globally
favourable environment. Howevetr, giv-
en the rather weak outlook for domestic
economic growth, we may witness
stress in the fiscal scenario later on in
the fiscal and the government could
once again have to resort to expenditure
shifting or saving methods.

We expect the rupee to benefit from
a favourable external sector outlook
with expectations of a balance of pay-
ments surplus worth of $20 billion,
with upside risks dependant on the
quantum of offshore bond issuances
by the government. The prospects of
the Federal Reserve easing policy is
also a positive for EMs in general as
the dollar index is expected to weaken
on the margin. Hence, we expect a
broad trading range of 68-70 for the
rupee. However, from a competitive-
ness perspective the RBI may choose
not to let the currency gain too much
as there is also a strong exports focus
in the government’s growth agenda.

The author is group head, global markets,
sales, trading and research, ICICI Bank

A breath of cool air
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Hitachi Alphonso Smoothie? So, is the
air-conditioner manufacturer getting
into branded beverages or farming
probably? Not really. In an interesting
branding move this scorching summer,
the Indian arm of the Japanese
conglomerate has tied up with coffee
maker Barista in the NCR to help
promote the latter's new range of cold
beverages. So you will find co-branded
table standees when you walk into a
Barista outlet, with the Hitachi brand
name prominently displayed. In a quid
pro quo, the ACbrand has fitted these
stores with its cooling equipment.

Disciplining MLAs

Missing Assembly sessions will no
longer be easy for MLAs in Madhya
Pradesh. Assembly Speaker N P
Prajapati has ordered if a member is
absent citing illness, a medical
certificate signed by a "medical
board" has to be submitted. Not
only that, if a member wants leave
to attend a wedding or any other
social gathering, the invitation card
for this must be produced. With the
new rules coming into force, a
member rued, "We are
representatives of the people, so
why treat us as government
servants?"

Renovation versus care

A storm is brewing
in Madhya
Pradesh over
renovating
ministers'
bungalows when
the state's
anganwadi
centres require
funds urgently.
These centres, mandated to take care of
children and support them, are on the
verge of closing down because the state
government is yet to release 40 crore
for them. On the other hand, it has
reportedly spent close to ¥4 crore on
repairing official bungalows of ministers
in Bhopal, Public Works Department
Minister Sajjan Singh Verma said in
response to a question in the Assembly
last week. The Opposition grabbed the
opportunity. While the government says
the previous regime left the treasury
empty, it spent crores on sprucing up
ministers' bungalows, said former
minister and senior BJP legislator
Narottam Mishra.
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Unusual times indeed

Apropos your excellent editorial “Pricing
impasse” (July 12), I do hope the Digital
Communications Commission (DCC) lis-
tens to your sane advice and has a serious
relook at the totally impractical reserve
price for the 5G spectrum auction. In fact,
the Telecom Regulatory Authority of
India (Trai) has taken a conservative posi-
tion by suggesting a price of ¥492 crore
per MHz; if it were to consider the ground
reality in the sector, it would actually rec-
ommended an even lower figure.
Telecom Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad's
admission — stress in the industry — was
a pragmatic statement and it would be
fair for the DCC to accept the Trai sug-
gestion. The possibility of mopping up
¥5.53 trillion should help the government
arrive at a practical decision. By insisting
on the higher reserve price, DCC may well
be killing the proverbial golden goose.
The DCC should realise these are
indeed unusual times. The debt burden
of 4.3 trillion on the telecom industry is
close to breaking its back. Players need all
possible assistance at this time to ensure
they do not buckle under pressure. Bharti's
decision to not participate in the 5G auc-
tion and Vodafone’s suggestion for delay-
ing the same have both been made under
duress. Clearly they don't want to miss the
5G bus but are helpless at this point.
Krishan Kalra Gurugram

Educate the consumer

This refers to “HSBC, Stanchart, Citi top
the charts in customer experience:

HAMBONE

AND Now THAT
I FWALLY
UNDERSTAND

Kantar report” (July 12). The growing dis-
satisfaction and increasing customer
complaints regarding banking services
are apparent in the data thrown in the
RBI Annual Report of Banking
Ombudsman, Kantar Report and the
BCSBI report on customer satisfaction.

It is also a manifestation of more peo-
ple coming into the banking system, low
levels of financial literacy, growing
awareness of complaint redress forums
and the complexity of newer banking
products. It must be understood that
many of the new entrants into the bank-
ing system have leapfrogged from cash-
based payments to electronic banking
modes. They are not used to safely oper-
ating internet banking, debit and credit
cards, ending up compromising their
card credentials, disclosing passwords
or operating at dodgy or unsafe websites
or tampered ATMs. Hence, growing
frauds and unauthorised transactions
show up as complaints. The lack of trans-
parency about the products, suitability
of products, pressure on bank staff to sell
and achieve sales targets and upfront
commissions are some of causes for the
misselling.

There is a growing need for banks to
create continuous awareness among cus-
tomers about their products and about the
ways to use them safely and responsibly.

Arun Pasricha New Delhi
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The poverty challenge

High, sustainable, and inclusive growth is the only answer

he release of the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP’s)
annual report on multi-dimensional poverty is an appropriate point
to evaluate India’s progress on poverty reduction. As the report under-
lines, itis an impressive achievement. The UNDP had previously found
that India had lifted 271 million people out of poverty between 2005-06 and
2015-16. The latest, the 2019 report, further fleshed out how this was achieved.
Multi-dimensional indicators recognise that poverty is about more than just
access to income: It is also about access to resources and capabilities to improve
individual prospects. Thus, 10 indicators go into constructing the multi-dimen-
sional poverty index, including nutrition; schooling; access to fuel, power, and
drinking water; sanitation; electricity; housing; and child mortality. What is
impressive about India’s performance in the decade to 2015-16 is not just the
scale of the achievement but also how all-encompassing it was. For one, India
was one of the few countries to show a significant decrease on all the 10 indicators.
In addition, the report says that “poverty reduction in rural areas outpaced that
in urban areas — demonstrating pro-poor development”. It added that “India
demonstrates the clearest pro-poor pattern at the sub national level: the poorest
regions reduced multidimensional poverty the fastest”. India also saw that the
poorest 40 per cent of the population had the greatest relative improvement in
their multi-dimensional capabilities — measured both in terms of size, intensity
and inclusiveness, India’s poverty reduction effort stands out in global terms.

It is worth noting, however, how much more remains to be done — both in
terms of number and inclusiveness, and specific capabilities. There are still
more multi-dimensionally poor people in India than anywhere else. The report
also points out some problems that are particularly intense in South Asia — for
example, child malnutrition. Over 40 per cent of South Asian children aged less
than five are stunted or underweight. Worse, it appears that there are disparities
within households — almost a quarter of South Asian children live in houses
where at least one child is malnourished and one is not. The report is silent as to
the gender composition of this problem, but other work has drawn attention to
the issue of boys being better fed than girls in India. Last year’s report had also
highlighted that poverty is very unevenly spread across identities; Muslims and
Scheduled Tribes are the poorest groups, with about half of the former stuck in
multi-dimensional poverty. Social as well as economic inclusiveness in poverty
reduction must clearly continue to be priority.

The specifics of India’s progress on capabilities can also guide policy. In the
10 years after 2005-06 — eight years of the UPA, and two years of the NDA —
progress was most visible on gaining access to productive assets, housing, cooking
fuel, and sanitation. Progress on drinking water existed, but was insufficient —
and there was barely any improvement in child mortality. Health and water
access are the next frontier for poverty reduction.

Finally, it should be noted that poverty reduction is fastest when growth is
high and sustainable. The aim of high, sustainable, and inclusive growth should
always be kept in mind.

Policy uncertainty

Businesses avoid environment of policy instability

acroeconomic stability and policy certainty are important deter-
minants of investment as businesses are not inclined to invest in
an environment of economic and policy instability. Over the last
few years, India has done well to reduce uncertainty, but some
decisions, particularly in the latest Budget, can undermine the benefit.

Atthe macro level, for instance, the adoption of the flexible inflation-targeting
framework has helped anchor inflationary expectations. This is important because
itwill not only help strengthen macroeconomic stability but also enable businesses
to make better longer-term forecasts. Price stability, among other things, can be
expected to bring down the cost of capital over time. Similarly, the goods and ser-
vices tax has significantly reduced complexity in the indirect tax structure, though
some of the implementation issues are still being addressed. Further, the Insolvency
and Bankruptcy Code is helping resolve stressed assets and will improve credit
culture in the Indian economy. Although some of these reforms implemented in
recent years are still a work in progress, at the net level, they represent a significant
forward movement and will improve the business environment.

Unfortunately, some of the other decisions of the government have only
helped in increasing uncertainty. The Budget is a case in point. What is surprising
is that the Economic Survey, presented a day before the Budget, underscored
the importance of maintaining policy certainty and noted: “...a poorly drafted
law that is riddled with ambiguities, amendments, clarifications and exemp-
tions... such uncertainty can spook investors and spoil the investment climate
in the economy.”

But the Budget ended up increasing complexity and uncertainty at mul-
tiple levels. For instance, investors require stability and predictability in tax
rates. But by suddenly raising the income tax surcharge for super-rich indi-
viduals, the Budget not only increased complexity in the tax structure but
also affected foreign portfolio investors (FPIs), investing as non-corporate
entities. That’s not all. It was first reported that the government will issue a
clarification on the subject, but it later decided that it was not necessary. As
investors look at post-tax returns, some of the FPIs might consider moving
out of India. Among other stakeholders, with an ambitious disinvestment
target, this will also affect the government.

Further, the government again decided to increase import duty on a
number of items with a view to protecting domestic industry. Aside from affect-
ing consumers, it will hurt India’s chances of getting into the global value chain,
which is extremely important if India intends to increase exports. Multinational
companies would be reluctant to work with Indian firms or invest in India if
tariffs are regularly revised. Another example is the policy push towards electric
vehicles. The Budget, for example, gave tax benefits to individuals buying
electric vehicles. Containing air pollution is a worthy goal, but the government
should not pick winners, as it puts the rest of the ecosystem in the sector at risk
and increases uncertainty. After laying the ground rules, the government should
allow the market to decide.

There are other areas too. The government has been claiming from day
one that its priority is to improve ease of doing business. But the Budget proposal
authorising customs officers to detain a person for verification in the interests
of revenue or for preventing smuggling has serious scope for misuse. Such
measures would only increase uncertainty. The government should consider
long-term implications of its decisions, taken to meet short-term objectives
such as revenue targets.

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY

Government debt
abroad: Why & how

Nurturing a relationship with foreign investors is particularly
importantwhen it comes to the long-term objective of

borrowingin times of a calamity

ment borrowing abroad. Such borrowing will

sometimes yield lower-cost financing for the
government. It will produce a s
reference rate that improves -3
the ability of Indian corpora-
tions to borrow abroad. Most
important, when India is in a
crisis, and a large surge in the
deficit is required, it will create

away to obtain large quantities )
of debt at alow price. There are ‘ \

T here are three reasons in favour of a govern-

two caveats. Better institutional
arrangements are required for

debt management. We have to SN AKES & |_AD D E RS

play the long game by nurtur-

the sovereign yield curve through active trading.
The third and most important issue lies in diffi-
cult times. Healthy public finance involves running
a small primary surplus in
most years. But once in a
while, every country faces a
calamity. It is in such times
that abig surge in the primary
deficit is called for, i.e. a large
surge in borrowing. However,
when India faces a calamity, it
will be hard to raise money
domestically. That is the per-
fect time to use foreign bor-
rowing. Lenders abroad will be

ing the foreign investor base AJAY SHAH
and winning their trust.

Suppose the Indian government has two channels
for borrowing that are fully active and feasible at all
times: To borrow in rupees in Bombay and in dollars
in London. The prices at both venues fluctuate. Every
now and then, the price in London will be more
attractive, and such borrowing should then be
favoured. By establishing an overseas borrowing pro-
gramme, we create this optionality and gain from it.

The second benefit lies in a positive externality
imposed upon all firms that borrow abroad. A liquid
yield curve for dollar-denominated bonds issued by
the government and traded in London can poten-
tially arise. If this comes about, then it constitutes a
reference rate against which all Indian corporate
borrowers will be priced. All Indian firms that may
seek to borrow abroad would obtain better terms,
as a consequence of the information production for

generally unaffected by the
calamity faced in India, and
will be the better source of
lending compared to domestic lenders, who are
themselves stressed when India faces a calamity.
Establishing the ability to surge borrowing in an
occasional calamity adds to the strategic depth of
the Indian state.

These benefits come with two caveats. The first
problem faced is the institutional arrangements for
public debt management. At present, there is no
unified view of the government’s strategy for bor-
rowing, which is able to see the full picture, and
make decisions about the currency composition of
borrowing. There is no place in government that is
able to understand what constitutes a liquid yield
curve in London for Indian government bonds
denominated in dollars and undertake the steps to
establish this.

What is required is a Public Debt Management
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Agency (PDMA), which would be the investment
banker to serve the Ministry of Finance. This would
take a unified view of all the borrowing of the gov-
ernment, and come up with optimal pathways.

Many observers have worried that borrowing
abroad is a dangerous thing. It all depends on the
magnitudes involved. In the present Indian situa-
tion, $25 billion borrowed abroad is about 1 per cent
of GDP, and is not a threat but an important learning
opportunity. But at the same time, the PDMA is
required to keep track of the risks and manage them,
particularly when bigger sums of money are taken
from abroad.

The key idea required at the PDMA is a philos-
ophy of building a long-term relationship with
sceptical investors. We should have no illusions
about what we’re up against. At present, almost
all of the domestic government bonds are sold by
force. Banks, insurance companies, the Employees’
Provident Fund Organisation, the National Pension
Scheme, and now even mutual funds are forced to
buy government bonds. The Indian state can make
bad data and violate fiscal prudence, and there
will be no consequences when faced with these
forced lenders. In contrast, foreign investors are
immune from coercion and have to be wooed. This
requires a wholly different behaviour on the part
of the Indian state.

This will require four tasks: Engaging with
investors, answering difficult questions, improving
the fiscal position, and improving data quality. When
we fumble on one or more of these four problems,
the cost of borrowing abroad will go up. Once vol-
untary lenders are in the fray, our self-interest will
demand addressing these problems.

Nurturing a relationship with foreign investors
is particularly important when it comes to the long-
term objective of borrowing in times of a calamity.
This requires first establishing the trust of regularly
borrowing, and repaying on time. When this isdone
many times, India will earn the trust and respect of
foreign investors. Advanced economies are able to
easily borrow vast sums, at very low rates of interest,
because they have a very long track record of bor-
rowing and successfully repaying. The last time the
UK defaulted on its debt was in 1688.

Building such a track record, well ahead of time,
is required in order to obtain trust from bond
investors when faced with a calamity. If the PDMA
has a superficial engagement with foreign lenders,
then they will shy away from lending to the Indian
government when India has a calamity. If the PDMA
builds a deep engagement with foreign lenders,
where the Indian fiscal system elicits trust, then
foreign lenders will offer enhanced resourcing to
India when India faces a calamity, albeit at a higher
interest rate.

To the extent that the Indian government learns
how to engage with voluntary lenders overseas, this
will be a valuable stepping-stone to changing course
in domestic borrowing also, away from conscription
of savings towards voluntary lending by private per-
sons. Once again, the key insight is that substantially
enhanced borrowing in a calamity can be obtained
only from voluntary lenders, it cannot be obtained
through conscription.

The writer is a professor at National Institute of Public
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

Tradition for water revolution

today’s conversation is a repeat of the past.

That’s how I feel when I hear the current chat-
ter about the potential of rainwater harvesting to
fix the problem of water scarcity in our cities and
villages. For years now, we have known the impor-
tance of harvesting rain from rooftops and hill catch-
ments and holding it in underground reservoirs,
aquifers, lakes, and ponds. Then why have we not
made this technology work? Why have we failed to
use this knowledge? This is what we must ask.

Let me tell you how I learnt
about rainwater harvesting. It
was back in the 1990s when
Anil Agarwal, then director of
the Centre for Science and
Environment, was at the
wheels of his new Maruti 800
— red in colour. We were on
our way to see grazing land
regeneration in Bikaner.
Suddenly there was something
different on the ground. Anil
stopped. He wanted to know

Y ou know you are old when you realise that
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Anil calculated that the structure had huge
potential. One hectare of land with just 100 millime-
tre (mm) of rain—that’s what deserts get on an aver-
age — is capable of harvesting one million litres of
water. Not small. A family of five would not need
more than 10-15 litres a day for drinking and cooking.
This comes to 4,000-5,000 litres in a year. This
means one hectare can harvest enough water to
meet the needs of 200-300 families.

Later, a few more experiences shaped my
understanding of not just the potential of rainwa-
ter harvesting but its connec-
tion with all of us. We were in
Cherrapunji, the wettest place
on Earth or at least that’s
what I was taught in school.
There in a small government
guest house I saw a big sign
— water is precious, please
use it carefully. Amazing. A
place with 14,000 mm of rain,
enough to fill a high ceiling
stadium, faces shortage of
water! Anil and I had just

what he was seeing.

It was in the shape of a fly-
ing saucer or an upside-down
cup on a paved ground. We got off the car, walked
over to the settlement and asked, “What is this?” As
is often the case in India, such stupid questions from
city people get very patient replies. “It is our water
system, our kundi.” It made no sense. They
explained. “See, we pave the ground with lime and
make it drain to the middle. Then when it rains,
even a little, all the water is harvested and chan-
nelised into the well, which is covered so that there
is no contamination.” This small explanation
changed our world. Changed it literally.

SUNITA NARAIN

returned from Jaisalmer — a

city that had built a flourish-

ing civilisation and a stun-
ning fort of yellow sandstone despite receiving
only 50-100 mm of rain. The answer we found was
in the way the city had planned its rainwater har-
vesting, from rooftops to tanks — all to build a
water-secure future.

Anil was so fascinated by this learning that he
spent the next few years of his life teaching Indians
the value of the raindrop. We have put this learning
together in our 1997 book, Dying Wisdom: Rise, Fall
and Potential of India’s Traditional Water Harvesting
Systems, which explains the sheer intricacy, inno-

vation and ingenuity of the knowledge. Every region
of the country had its own unique method of har-
vesting rain, storing it and then using it. Every sys-
tem had been adapted, in fact, evolved, to meet the
special ecological needs, yet each system was an
engineering marvel, designed to make the best of
the region’s rain endowment.

Why then did the wisdom die? First, the State
took control from the local community or the house-
holds as the provider or supplier of water. This meant
that harvesting rain was no longer a priority. Second,
local groundwater, which was recharged using rain-
water, was replaced by surface water, brought often
from long distances in canals.

This is why rainwater harvesting has remained
an idea whose time has still not come. The State
cannot harvest rain; people have to be involved. It
has to be done in every house; every colony; every
village; and for every catchment. The incentive to
do this only comes when we are dependent on
groundwater for our needs. If cities and even villages
get piped water, from distant sources, who will har-
vest rain and why?

The other problem is we have not understood
the science and art of harvesting rain on land. So,
the catchments — land where the rain falls — have
been encroached upon or distributed in the name
of land-reform. The drains that channelised rain to
underground storage have been built upon or
destroyed. Then how will we harvest the raindrop?

We can’t and we won't. This is why the cycle of
drought and flood will continue and get exacerbated.
So, let’s really learn from the wisdom that we have
ignored and allowed to die.

Thewriter is at the Centre for Science and Environment
sunita@cseindia.org
Twitter: @sunitanar

Silicon Valley’s subsidised fortunes

~
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STEPHEN MIHM

er for Electronic News, was spending

after-hours at his “field office” — a
faux-Western tavern known as Walker’s
Wagon Wheel, in Mountain View, California.
In a town with few nightspots, this was the
bar of choice for engineers from the growing
number of electronic and semiconductor
chip firms clustered nearby.

Hoefler had a knack for slogans, having
worked as a corporate publicist. In a piece
published in 1971, he christened the region
— better known for its prune orchards,
bland buildings and cookie-cutter subdivi-
sions — “Silicon Valley.” The name stuck,
Hoefler became a legend and the region

B ythe early 1970s, Don Hoefler, a writ-

became a metonym for the entire tech sec-
tor. Today its five largest companies have a
market valuation greater than the economy
of the United Kingdom.

How an otherwise unexceptional swath
of suburbia came to rule the world is the
central question animating The Code,
Margaret O’Mara’s accessible yet sophisti-
cated chronicle of Silicon Valley. An aca-
demic historian blessed with a journalist’s
prose, Ms O’Mara focuses less on the actual
technology than on the people and policies
that ensured its success.

She digs deep into the region’s past, high-
lighting the critical role of Stanford
University. In the immediate postwar era,
Fred Terman, an electrical engineer who
became Stanford’s provost, remade the
school in his own image. He elevated sci-
ence and engineering disciplines, enabling
the university to capture federal defence
dollars that helped to fuel the Cold War.

Terman also built one of the first aca-
demic research parks, leveraging Stanford’s
extensive real-estate holdings in the Santa
Clara Valley. Among the businesses he per-

suaded to move to the area were Hewlett-
Packard and a company owned by William
Shockley, the co-inventor of the transistor.

Shockley turned out to be a boss from
hell, and, in a legendary rupture, a handful
of his most talented employees — the
“Traitorous Eight” — parted ways from him
and founded Fairchild Semiconductor.
Fairchild became the Valley’s ur-corporation:
Its founders subsequently launched many
more storied firms, from the chip maker Intel
to the venture capital firm Kleiner Perkins.

Ms O’Mara argues persuasively that
Fairchild “established a blueprint that thou-
sands followed in the decades to come: Find
outside investors willing to put in capital,
give employees stock ownership, disrupt
existing markets and create new ones.” But
she makes clear that this formula wasn’t
just a matter of free markets working their
magic; it took a whole lot of Defence
Department dollars to transform the region.
Conveniently, the Soviets launched Sputnik
three days after Fairchild was incorporated,
inaugurating a torrent of money into the
tech sector that only increased with the

space race.

Defence money, Ms O’Mara observes,
“remained the big-government engine hid-
den under the hood of the Valley’s shiny
new entrepreneurial sports car, flying largely
under the radar screen of the saturation
media coverage of hackers and capitalists.”

But it was how these defence dollars got
distributed — via Stanford and a growing
number of subcontractors in the region —
that mattered as much, if not more. Ms
O’Mara argues that the decentralised, pri-
vatised system of doling out public contracts
fostered entrepreneurship. So, too, did
Congress, which passed the Small Business
Investment Act in 1958, offering generous
tax breaks to the kinds of start-ups prolifer-
ating in the shadow of Stanford.

The sources of its success, Ms O’Mara
contends, had to do with a host of regula-
tions and legal decisions that governed how
firms in the Valley did business. Foremost
among these was California’s longstanding
prohibition on non-compete clauses. This
made it easy for employees to job-hop and
share news of the latest innovations without
fear of reprisal or recrimination. The
turnover was staggering at Valley start-ups
compared with established corporations
such as IBM. on the other side of the country.

But the creativity unleashed in the process
left other regions far behind.

No less important was the passage of the
Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965,
which unexpectedly led to an influx of new-
comers, many of them skilled in the tech-
nical fields that are Silicon Valley’s bread
and butter. Between 1995 and 2005, more
than half the founders of companies in the
Valley were born outside the United States.

But thiswas a later development. At first,
Silicon Valley was the province of white guys
in white shirts and crew cuts working for
defence contractors and chip makers. They
created what O’Mara memorably describes
as a “profanity-laced, chain-smoking, hard-
drinking hybrid of locker room, Marine bar-
racks and scientific lab.” These men happily
voted Republican, and had little interest in
California’s counterculture, much less its
increasingly visible feminist movement. As
O’Maranotes, Silicon Valley’s gender imbal-
ance dates back to a time when “girls and
electronics didn’t mix.”

Ms O’Mara traces how the famously apo-
litical titans of tech became increasingly savvy
to the ways of Sacramento and Washington.
Inthelate 1970s, they secured cuts to the cap-
ital gains tax and changes to arcane regula-
tions governing how easily pension funds

could place money with venture capitalists.
The result was a flood of new investment that
revived Silicon Valley’s fortunes.

Can Silicon Valley — a place and state
of mind — maintain its supremacy in the
coming years? China is pumping staggering
amounts of money into its own tech sector,
while European regulators are moving ag-
gressively to curb the power of the biggest
tech firms. The Department of Justice has
signalled that it may initiate antitrust proce-
edings against them, while Republicans se-
em determined to restrict immigration to
the US, effectively cutting off the lifeblood
of talent that has sustained the tech sector
in recent years. If Silicon Valley wants to
preserve its dominant status, it’s time to
remember the words of Andy Grove, the
iconoclastic CEO of Intel: “Only the para-
noid survive.”

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service

THE CODE
Silicon Valley and the
Remaking of America

Margaret 0'Mara
Penguin Press; $30; 496 pages
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Trai has no logic,
best to ignore it

Thanks to it, Indian spectrum most expensive in the world;
its favourite model is to use the last bid as the new base price

OT SURPRISINGLY, GIVEN its history of pushing for progressively higher

spectrum prices, Trai has reiterated its high reserve price for the 5G spec-

trum that the government hopes tobe able toauction thisyear.Based on the

views of the Digital Communications Commission (DCC),the Department of
Telecommunications (DoT) had asked Trai to relook its recommendations, since the gov-
ernmentwas keen to provide affordable 5G services to everyone and because, since there
were just three private telecom players now, the demand was likely to be muted.

Given thisis not the first time Trai has refused to budge from its recommendations—
indeed, it just did the same in the case of the ¥3,050 crore penalties on Airtel,Vodafone
and Idea—the ball is in the DoT/DCC’s court, and it is to be hoped that they exercise it
quickly. Thanks to Trai’s high reserve prices,in 2012, 67% of the spectrum on auction
couldn’t be sold and this rose to 80% in 2013 and has averaged 38% since 2010.In
FY17,while the government budgeted I98,995 crore in telecom revenues, including
auctions, it gotjust 70,241 crore; it slashed its expectations to I44,342 crorein FY18,
butgotjust¥30,736 crore.ltis,though,unfairtoblameTraialone as DoT also played its
roleand,on several occasions, it didn’t release enough spectrum and in some other cases,
it said telcolicences wouldn’t be renewed if they didn’t buy spectrum; this forced telcos
to bid even more aggressively.

The problem with the Trai recommendations,apart from the fact that theyresultin
India having the world’s highest-cost spectrum, is that there is no logic to how the pric-
ingisarrived at;and once whatever methodologyis used, it isn’t used consistently either.

In 2010,when alimited amount of 3G spectrum (2100MHz) was auctioned, the
bid price for Delhi, for instance, was I663 crore per MHz as compared to the
reserve/base price of 64 crore; Mumbai was auctioned at 649 crore and had the
same reserve price.So,in 2012,when 1800MHz spectrum had to be auctioned, Trai
decided to use the 3G auction as the base and set the reserve price at X717 crore for
Delhi and X702 crore for Mumbai. DoT lowered the reserve price but the industry
was so cash-strapped, the auction failed; in 2014, Trai slashed its recommendations,
to X175 crore for Delhiand X165 crore for Mumbai; the auction fetched I3 64 crore
for Delhi and X272 crore for Mumbai. This then became the reserve price that Trai
recommended in 2015! In Andhra Pradesh, similarly, the Y163 crore per Mhz auc-
tion bid in 2014 for the 1800MHz band got recommended as the reserve price in
2015;when the bid came atan even higher3243 crore,thisbecame the reserve price
for the 2016 auction.

In 2018, Trai decided to try some new methods to estimate what the reserve price
should be.It had arevenue-surplus model, for instance—since this means looking at
what telcos will profit from each unit of spectrum, it made sense. In the case of
1800MHz, Trai got a price of ¥3,004 crore per Mhz for a pan-India licence using a
‘producer surplus’model,%1,653 crore using the ‘revenue-surplus’model and 31,450
crore using the ‘production function’. Though the results were so disparate, Trai used
an arithmetic mean of various results. And, after all that, it went by what it called the
‘achieved price’in October 2016,and ‘dulyindexed’this using the SBIlending rate.In
the case of Delhi, for instance, the revenue-surplus model determined a base price of
%128 crore per MHz in the 1800MHz band, X206 crore in the production-function
model and X713 crore in the multiple-regression model; surely, as a regulator, Trai
should have told us which was better,and why? And even though the arithmetic mean
of all models was 368 crore, what Trai recommended was the 457 crore that was
based on the 2016 auction, duly indexed by the SBI lending rate. In which case, why
even have a Trai, just apply the index to every auction?

Nor is it that the indexation is done each time; the 2014/2015/2016 examples
given earlier didn’t do this. In the case of the 5G auctions, though, thiswas done.The
2016 auction bid for 1800MHz was multiplied by 1.15 and the result was multiplied
by 0.3 as the efficiency of the 3300-3600MHz spectrum was considered to be 0.3
times that of the 1800MHz band. Once you divide this by India’s population, India’s
spectrum is perhaps the cheapest in the world.Ideally,however, the cost of spectrum
has to be juxtaposed with the revenues earned, since Indian tariffs are also very low.
Onceyou do this,at $0.0035 per MHz per unit of revenue, India’s spectrum costs are
amongst the highest in the world; 54 times those of Germany, for instance, and 6
times those of the UK.

The DoT/DCC need to take into account the near-complete absence of logic,
indeed arbitrariness, in Trai’s pricing and quickly fix an appropriate price. Till
DoT/DCC also take a call on, simultaneously,lowering the exceptionally high annual
licence fee charges, though, it is not clear that this will be enough to ensure a suc-
cessful auction. And, for the future, Trai needs to rework its model to ensure both
consistency and logic.

Trai-ing estimates

(No rationale to Trai's policies)
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Anti-lynchingLAW

The UP government must adopt the model anti-lynching
law that the state Law Commission has drafted

HE UTTAR PRADESH State Law Commission, taking suo motu cognizance
ofincidents of moblynchingsin the state,submitted the draft Uttar Pradesh
Combating of Lynching Bill, 2019 to state chief minsiter Yogi Adityanath.
The draft Bill recommends that mob lynching be recognised as a separate
criminal offence—currently,incidents of moblynching are treated as cases of assault,
grievous assault, or homicide, as the case may be—with strict punishment, ranging
from up to seven years’imprisonment and a X1 lakh fine for the assailants, including
thoseinvolved in conspiracy orabetment, if the victim is injured to a maximum of life
sentence and a X5 lakh in case of asault leading to the victim’s death. It also recom-
mends a maximum jail term of three years,alongwith a 35,000 fine for state officials
found to be in dereliction of duty. Further, the recommendation defines creation of a
hostile environment,including publichumiliation,deprivation of basichumanrights,
forced eviction,etc,asacriminal offence punishablewith six months of imprisonment.
In a state that has seen as many as 20 distinct instances of mob lynchings which
have claimed 54 victims,leaving 11 dead and 29 with majorinjuries,inaspan of seven-
and-a-halfyears, the draft Bill is much-needed and the state government should lose
no time in accepting and implementing these recommendations if it wants to make
good on its promise of reducing crime in the state. To be sure, navigating the judicial
terrain will still be challenge—affixing blame on a crowd instead of one person deal-
ing the killer blow will have to negotiate many legal hurdles, and injuries not being
manifestand death occurringlater due tointernal injuries may complicate investiga-
tions and eventually trials. But,adopting the model lawwould be a good first step.

: Upinion

INCE THE MID-1990S,
India has raised GDP per
capitabymore than 5% per
year, cut the incidence of
poverty in half, and signifi-
cantly decreased undernourishment.
India is one of the fastest growing G20
economies, largely reflecting an ambi-
tiousreformagendalaunchedin 2014.
India has emerged as a major exporter
of several agricultural commodities,
and has also been diversifying produc-
tion towards high value pulses, fruits,
vegetables,and livestock products.

While the sector hasachieved much,
many smallholders have not been able
to exploit the opportunities opening up
to them; they remain hampered by low
productivity, an under-developed food
processing and retail sector,and water
and environmental degradation.In fact,
India faces the same “triple challenge”
as other countries: delivering safe and
nutritious food toa growing population
at affordable prices; providing a liveli-
hood for farmers and others in the food
chain; and overcoming severe resource
and climate pressures.

Over the past several decades, agri-
cultural policies in India have sought to
ensure the well-being of both farmers
and consumers. With about 80% of
India’s poorlivinginrural areas,address-
ing widespread poverty and ensuring
domesticfood securityare key objectives.

However, the ways in which policies
to pursue these objectives have been
designed and implemented have dimin-
ished their effectiveness. On the one
hand, restrictions stemming from agri-
marketing regulations, together with
export restrictions targeting several
commodities,exert downward pressure
on prices,with Indian farmersreceiving
prices lower than those prevailing in
international marketsacross most com-
modities over the last two decades. On
the other hand, there are programmes
that provide huge subsidies for farm

their state

GLOBAL LESSONS

INDIA MUST EASE MARKET REGULATION & BORDER PROTECTION AND MAKE COMPENSATORY
DIRECT PAYMENTS TO PRODUCERS, LIKE EUROPE DOES

Opportunity knocks
for Indian agriculture
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inputs,such as fertilisers, electricity,and
irrigation water. These domestic and
trade policies have combined to reduce
Indian farm revenue by an estimated
5.7% in the past three years—amount-
ingtoan‘implicit taxation’of about X1.7
trillion peryear—as the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD)and the Indian Council for
Research on International Economic
Relations (ICRIER) report in the Agricul-
tural Policiesin India 2018 studyand the
2019 OECD Agricultural Policy Monitor-
ing and Evaluation.

Atthe same time,funding for public
services—such as physical infrastruc-
ture, inspection, research & develop-
ment, and education and skills—that
are essential to enable the long-term
productivity and sustainability of the
sector has not kept pace.

The government in India has set
ambitious objectives for the sector,
including to double farmers’incomes by
2022.How can Indian governments—
federal and state—strengthen the pro-
ductivity and sustainability of Indian
agriculture, and provide remunerative
opportunities for farm households?

Ashok Gulati has recently written
about farm policy developments in
China, drawing lessons for India. Policy
reform experiences in the European
Union (EU) might also provide useful
insights. Reforms to the EU’s Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) since the early
1990s have involved a gradual but con-
sistent reduction of market regulation
andborder protection and the introduc-

tion of compensatorydirect paymentsto
producers. These payments were origi-
nally based on cultivated area or animal
numbers,but becameincreasinglyinde-
pendent from production. Over the past
15 years, the share of support linked to
productiondeclined from 30%to 9% of
farm revenue while compensatory pay-
mentsincreased fromvir-

¢2% THE BLAME GAME

Union defence minister, Rajnath Singh

It is not that the condition of farmers deteriorated
in the last one, two or four years. Those who ruled
the country for a long time are responsible for

also been made available to accompany
structural adjustment, improve indus-
try competitiveness, and foster rural
development—forexample,tofacilitate
diversification of activities.Importantly,
EU investment in agricultural research
and innovation has increased dramati-
callyin recentyears.

Experience in the EU and elsewhere
shows that persistence pays. Mean-
while, as for the EU, the diversity of
India’sregionsand agriculture systems
means that no single policy change or
technology shift will get the country
where it wants to be. But, reforming
agri-marketing regulationsand imple-
menting direct support payments,
where needed, can build on major ini-

tiatives already underway.

tually zero to 8% of farm =ee——————————— These include the elec-

revenue. Producers
acquired more flexibility
tomake theirown produc-
tionand tradedecisionsin
response to market
demand, independent of
government intervention.
These paymentswere sub-
sequently adapted to
address the specific needs
of certain categories of

tronic national agricul-

Domestic and trade tural market (eNAM), the
policies have
combined to

reduce Indian farm

revenue by an
estimated 5.7% in
the past three
years

2017 marketing model
act, and the recently
implemented direct cash
transfers scheme to
small-scale farmers.
More canand should be
done. Scarce financial
resources should be
directed towards invest-

farmers or regions, and = ment in public services

conditions for receiving
payments were introduced to ensure
sustainable resource use.

Input subsidies have been reduced
and, where they remain, are subject to
environmental constraints on farm
practices. In addition, new payments
have been granted to farmers for pro-
viding valued environmental services,
such as preservation of biodiversity.
Today,nearly 50% of the support to pro-
ducers is conditional on mandatory
environmental constraints,and an addi-
tional 10% of support goes tovoluntary
agri-environmental schemeswith con-
ditions that go beyond the mandatory
requirements. Investment support has

Is Mumbai the next Istanbul?

For the city to be the next

international centre, the trick will
be to for India to check populist
polarisation and enable a swift

economic turnaround

ISTANBUL WAS THE most important
city in the world for longer than any
other—from approximately 450 AD,
when the Byzantine Empire was
founded, till the Ottoman Empire fell
at the end of the First World War
(1918).1t’s location on the Bosphorus,
which was the nexus between the con-
tinents of Europe and Asia, made it a
key commercial, cultural, and diplo-
matic centre over the years; Ataturk’s
subsequent reforms turned Turkey
into a modern state.

Today, Istanbul isan amazing place,
awonderful blend of khandaniand hip,
reflected in the extraordinary tradi-
tional architecture sitting side by side
with very sophisticated contemporary
art; in sync, the people live a sensitive
balance between conservative and
modern Islam—many Turks fast dur-
ing Ramadan, and also party wildly
drinking rake, and dancing and
singing. I truly became a Muslim the
first time I went to Istanbul, about 12
or 15 years ago, and the joy of it is
reconfirmed each time.

We were in Istanbul for a few days
last month,and stayed at a small hotel
in Ortakoy,just by the bridge; ourroom
had a small balcony with a breathtak-
ing view, right on the Bospohorus.
Breakfast lasted forever as the cimit
bread and cheese and honeyand toma-
toes and cucumbers and melon and
Turkish coffee kept lazy pace with the
boat traffic just below, the idyll occa-
sionallyinterrupted by ferryhornsand
the call from the mosque just to the
left—allahoakbar.

While we were there, campaigning
for the election for mayor of Istanbul
was in full swing. Erdogan’s party, the
AKP, had already lost the election for
this post a few months ago, but he
pulled all his corrupt institutional con-
trol to declare that election invalid—it
was too narrow a victory/loss he said
(13,000 votes). People were really
upsetbythat,and given that the econ-
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omy was also in deep shit, Erdogan’s
ass was really kicked—the winner,
Imamoglu of the opposition CHP,won
by over 800,000 votes, with 54% to
AKP’s 45%!

Significantly, Imamoglu’s cam-
paign was celebratory, about bringing
people together,in stark contrast to the
offensive polarisation that Turkey and
much of the world has been suffering
from over the past fifteenyearsorso,as
demagogues (like Erdogan, Putin and
numerous others) successfully seized
upon the failures of previous decades
of politics to sell “populism” to people
in so many countries.

Democratic capital-
ism, the previous “ism”,
becametheonlygamein
town in 1981, when the
Berlin Wall fell and the
world became essentially
unipolar. That cycle

The "populism"
cycle has already
been running for
nearly 15 years; it

With technology continuously nar-
rowing all cycles,itwould appear that
this fake “-ism”has,at most,another 5
to 8 years to run.

The tempo at which it will unwind
will, of course, be different in different
countries, but the turning point will
always be economic stagnation,which
populism,almost by definition, creates.
Turkey is already scraping the bottom;
Russia is not far behind.

While the US is currently rocking
on—unemploymentis nearanall-time
low—the fact that the yield curve has
remained inverted for over a month
confirms that a recession is a probably

lessthanayearaway,justin

chances at re-election. The
UK has its October 31
Brexit deadline,afterwhich
nobody knows how things
will pan out, but it is odds-

ended dramatically with on that the economy will
the 2008 market col- probably peaked stagnate at best; a Parlia-
lapse, which exposed when Trump was mentary election is cer-
what unfettered capital- elected tainly on the cards and,
istdemocracyhadreally s With all political parties

become—an asset grab
byawell-positioned minority.The crim-
inal failure to demand accountability
after 2008,increasing inequalityas the
“free” market did its job, and the US
invasion of Iraq in 2003, which gener-
ated tragicwaves of refugees,all fed the
growing anti-establishment rhetoric,
making it inward-looking, jingoistic
and anti-immigrant—the new pop-
ulism was born.

This new cycle probably began a
few years into the terms of Erdogan
and Putin, both of whom, interest-
ingly, started out as mayors of major
cities—Istanbul and Leningrad,
respectively—about 20 years ago.This
means the “populism” cycle has
already been running for nearly 15
years; it probably peaked when
Trump was elected—it is hard to
imagine anything that could top that.

shamefullydiscredited,we
could see the rise of a large number of
independentlawmakers. Europe,which
is holding on for dear life economically
even as long-term bond yields have
been negative for over 3 years, will
doubtless suffer some fall-out from
Brexit,which will hopefully drive some
sense into the electorate.

India, which has also been hugely
susceptible to polarising populism, is
currently sitting pretty politically,but
the government has a big job to res-
cue the economy. Modi is both
remarkably strategically savvy and
knows how to get things done—the
trick will be to turn off the polarising
approach to enable the economy to
turn around swiftly. The Budget was
an excellent first step.

Who knows, maybe in afewyears,we
willbe able to say, Welcome to Mumbiai!

that enable a productive,
sustainable,and resilient food and agri-
culture sector. Doing so would require
strengthening the institutional frame-
work; eliminating duplication and frag-
mentation isa pre-requisite to ensuring
coherent policy packages are developed
and consistentlyimplemented.
Achieving the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals and addressing the “triple
challenge” will require new policy
directions in India, as elsewhere. India
hasalready shown it has the capacity to
achive high levels of growth and
poverty reduction; with the right pol-
icyincentives,India’s food and agricul-
ture system can work better for all.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Changing the
financial year

An expert committee, chaired by
known economist LK Jha, set up by
the Union government to suggest
a new financial year, had
suggested that the systematic
calendar-year of January-
December replace the current
system of April-March financial year
due to multiple advantages, and
also to be in tune with most other
countries of the world. But, as
usual, recommendations of the LK
Jha committee, set up at a high
cost, were dumped by the then
political rulers, without being
implemented. It is time that both
the financial and working year for
the whole country be unified as
the systematic calendar year to
replace the present financial year
of April-March, which is a
continuation of our British legacy
even seven long decades after the
country achieved independence.
— Subhash Chandra Agrawal, Delhi

Predictibility woes

As loss strikes with vengeance at
complacency, it might seem
sudden, but is rarely so. Shorter
versions of cricket have shaped, out
of convenience, a few top batsmen
and a clutch of bowlers, with the
rest plying as good fielders. The
coach, selectors as well as the
captain, then, tend to juggle around
this limited group. The assortment
of lower order players seldom
experience crunch situations, and
are happy to let the top order ones
revel in glory. The eclipse of the
team, therefore, becomes instant if
the this top order collapses. There
is little solace in winning every
game in the league format, only to
lose in the semi final. The fault lies in
not conditioning lower order
players in league matches, even if
that meant the possible loss of a
match or two. We err in counting
on predictability of individual
performances in a game that is
notoriously unpredictable.

— R Narayanan,Navi Mumbai
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Looming challenges to India’s standing

Karnataka conundrum

Converting resignation into a disqualification
matter adds new dimension to a political crisis

he Supreme Court’s decision to ask the parties to
Tthe political crisis in Karnataka to maintain the
status quo until it examines the questions of law
involved, is pragmatic and expedient. The Speaker has
been asked not to decide the issue of MLAS’ resignation
or disqualification. An order has been passed when one
of the questions to be decided is whether the court can
give such a direction to the Speaker. It now transpires
that legislators can be prevented from resigning by
claiming that they have incurred disqualification. It was
argued in court that “the rebel MLAs are trying to avoid
disqualification by tendering resignations.” This is as-
tounding, as the penalty for defection is loss of legisla-
tive office. Quitting the current post before joining
another party is a legal and moral obligation. Defection
is condemnable, especially if it is to bring down one re-
gime and form another. But politicians cannot be tied
down to parties against their will by not letting them
leave even their legislative positions. Even if it can be ar-
gued that two MLAs had pending disqualification pro-
ceedings against them, what about the rest? They say
they tried to meet the Speaker, but could not. They may
have been wrong to rush to the court without getting an
appointment with the Speaker, but in the few interven-
ing days, their parties issued a whip to all MLAs to be
present in the House and vote for the government.
Converting resignation into a disqualification matter
is an attempt to deny a member’s right to quit his seat in
the legislature before joining another party, even if the
crossing-over is a politically expedient measure. The
logic seems to be that a disqualified member cannot be-
come a Minister without getting elected again, whereas
one who resigns can be inducted into an alternative Ca-
binet without being a member. Accepting a resignation
is a simple function of being satisfied if it is voluntary,
while disqualification is decided on evidence and inqui-
ry. The two should not be mixed up. The ongoing pro-
ceedings represent an increasingly common trend in li-
tigation on constitutional issues: the propensity of the
political class to twist and stretch the law in their favour
and leave it to the court to set things right. The Speaker
already enjoys extraordinary powers under the Consti-
tution. In addition to immunity from judicial scrutiny
for legislative matters, such as whether a Bill is a money
bill, presiding officers get to decide whether a member
has incurred disqualification under the anti-defection
law. Though the decision is subject to judicial review,
many Speakers have evaded judicial scrutiny by merely
not acting on disqualification matters. The question
whether the Speaker’s inaction can be challenged in
court is pending before another Constitution Bench.
Telangana, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu have in-
stances of Speakers not acting on disqualification ques-
tions for years. The current crisis in Karnataka has ex-
posed a new dimension to such partisan action.

Warlord and war crimes

The International Criminal Court verdict
against Bosco Ntaganda is a breakthrough

he conviction of the Congolese warlord Bosco
TNtaganda is cause for cautious optimism that per-
petrators of serious crimes cannot escape justice,
even where they have evaded domestic laws. Ntaganda,
known as “the terminator”, was pronounced guilty of
13 counts of war crimes and five of crimes against hu-
manity by the International Criminal Court. These re-
late to the 2002-03 ethnic conflict in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo. After a 2006 indictment by the Hague
court, it took seven more years for him to surrender
and months more before the trial could start. The con-
viction follows the ICC’s 2012 sentencing of Thomas Lu-
banga, the first to be pronounced guilty under the
Rome Statute, also pertaining to atrocities during the
Congolese conflict. The verdict in this latest case is a
breakthrough for the prosecution, which has come un-
der increasing scrutiny. It has even been forced to aban-
don high-profile trials involving heads of government
owing to the intimidation of witnesses and tampering
with evidence. In 2014, the ICC dropped charges of
crimes against humanity on Kenyan President Uhuru
Kenyatta, the first sitting President to appear before it,
relating to the death of hundreds in the 2007 post-elec-
tion ethnic violence. The judges held that the Nairobi
government had not acted in good faith, as crucial evi-
dence had been withheld from the prosecution. Fatou
Bensouda, the ICC chief prosecutor who has been in
the midst of some of these reversals, described as “re-
grettable and troubling” a majority appeal decision last
year. That ruling acquitted Jean-Pierre Bemba, a former
DRC vice president, who was in 2016 convicted of war
crimes and handed an 18-year sentence. In January,
Laurent Gbagbo, former President of Ivory Coast, was
acquitted of crimes against humanity. In the face of
strong resistance to prosecute crimes committed in the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, many African nations feel
they were being selectively targeted. In an unjustified
move, Burundi has quit the ICC, as also the Philippines.
Arguably the greatest challenge today to enforce ac-
countability transcending domestic and regional bor-
ders could be linked to the surge of nationalism around
the world. The genesis of the Rome Statute, adopted in
1998, made a modest beginning to ensure that serious
atrocities committed by elected representatives do not
go unpunished. The refusal of major states to bring
themselves under the court’s jurisdiction has dam-
pened such hopes. It is an irony that countries this year
are marking the 75th anniversary of the Bretton Woods
institutions. But the new world order they sought to
usher in, underpinned by a rules-based system of glo-
bal governance, is facing its biggest challenge yet.

In the coming five years, a host of geopolitical and economic issues need to be reconciled
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rime Minister Narendra Modi
Phas maintained a frenetic

pace, renewing contacts
with world leaders ever since the
results of general election 2019. He
was the cynosure of all eyes at the
G-20 meeting in June, in Osaka. At
the BRICs informal meeting, also
in Osaka, he called for the streng-
thening of the World Trade Organ-
isation and for a global conference
on terrorism. He discussed coun-
ter-terrorism and climate change
issues at separate meetings with
China’s President Xi Jinping and
Russia’s President Vladimir Putin.
He participated in the Japan-India-
U.S. trilateral grouping, arguing
for a “rules based order” in the In-
do-Pacific region. He met with U.S.
President Donald Trump, to dis-
cuss the future of India-U.S. rela-
tions.

A vastly altered situation

This may convey an impression
that everything bodes well for In-
dia in the external realm. What is
often overlooked is that while we
were fortunate in the past to be
able to take advantage of a rare
combination of favourable condi-
tions, this situation no longer ex-
ists. The 2019 election verdict was
a definitive victory for Mr. Modi,
but it hardly carries an assurance
that India can pursue the same
policies as before. While it has be-
come commonplace for most In-
dians to affirm that India has ar-
rived, there are a host of issues
that exist which need to be recon-
ciled before we can achieve what
we aspire for.

The past cannot be a guide to
the future. In the past, we did
manage a shift from non-align-
ment to multi-alignment, could

improve our relations with the Un-
ited States without jeopardising
our long-term relationship with
Russia, and paper over our prickly
relations with China without con-
ceding too much ground; all the
while maintaining our strategic in-
dependence. This is too much to
hope for at the present time.

The global situation that made
all this possible has altered. Rival-
ries among nations have intensi-
fied. There is virtual elimination of
the middle ground in global polit-
ics, and it has become far more ad-
versarial than at any time pre-
viously. Even the definition of a
liberal order seems to be undergo-
ing changes. Several more coun-
tries today profess support for
their kind of liberalism, including
Russia and China. At the other
end, western democracy appears
far less liberal today.

China, U.S. and Asian realities
In this backdrop, India needs to re-
work many of its policies in the
coming five years. South Asia, in
particular, and the region of our
highest priority, according to the
new External Affairs Minister, S.
Jaishankar, needs close attention.
The region is one of the most dis-
turbed in the world and India has
little or no say in any of the out-
comes taking place. India-Pakistan
relations are perhaps at their low-
est point. Tarring Pakistan with
the terror brush is hardly policy,
and stable relations continue to be
elusive. India has no role in Afghan
affairs and is also excluded from
current talks involving the Tali-
ban, the Afghan government, Pa-
kistan, the U.S. and even Russia
and China. India might have re-
couped its position more recently
in the Maldives, but its position in
Nepal and Sri Lanka remains tenu-
ous. In West Asia again, India is no
longer a player to reckon with.
Across much of Asia, China is
the major challenge that India has
to contend with. Smaller countries
in the region are being inveigled to
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participate in China’s programmes
such as the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). India and Bhutan are the on-
ly two countries in this region that
have opted out of the BRI, and
they seem like the odd men out.
The challenge in the coming years
for India is to check the slide, espe-
cially in Asia, and try and restore
India to the position it held pre-
viously. India cannot afford to wait
too long to rectify the situation.

Deepening India-U.S. relations
today again carry the danger of In-
dia becoming involved in a new
kind of Cold War. This is another
area that needs our special focus.
India must ensure that it does not
become a party to the conflicts
and rivalries between the U.S. and
arising China, the heightened ten-
sions between the U.S. and Russia,
and also avoid becoming a pawn in
the U.S.-Iran conflict.

There is little doubt that current
India-U.S. relations provide India
better access to state-of-the-art de-
fence items; the recent passage of
the National Defence Authorisa-
tion Act in the U.S. makes India vir-
tually a non-NATO ally. However,
such close identification comes
with a price. It could entail estran-
gement of relations with Russia,
which has been a steadfast ally and
a defence partner of India’s for the
better part of half-a-century. Clos-
er relations with the U.S. also car-
ries the risk of aggravating ten-
sions between India and China,
even as China and the U.S. engage
in contesting every domain and

are involved in intense rivalry in
military matters as well as compe-
tition on technology issues.

The U.S.-China-Russia conflict
has another dimension which
could affect India adversely. The
strategic axis forged between the
Mr. Putin’s Russia and Mr. Xi’s Chi-
na will impact not only the U.S.
but also India’s position in both
Asia and Eurasia, with India being
seen as increasingly aligned to the
U.S. Hence, India needs to devise a
policy that does not leave it isolat-
ed in the region.

Again, notwithstanding the
‘Wuhan spirit’, India cannot but
be concerned about China’s true
intentions, given the regional and
global situation and its desire to
dominate the Asian region. Within
the next decade, China will be-
come a truly formidable military
power, second only to the U.S. The
ongoing India-U.S. entente could
well provoke a belligerent China to
act with greater impunity than
previously. As it is, China would be
concerned at the rise of a ‘nation-
alist’ India, which is perhaps not
unwilling in the prevailing circum-
stances of today to become em-
broiled in a conflict over ‘freedom
of navigation’ in the South and
East China seas.

The new buzzword
On another plane, as India intensi-
fies its search for state-of-the-art
military equipment from different
sources, it may be worthwhile for
India to step back and reconsider
some of its options. Military power
is but one aspect of the conflicts
that rage today. Experts point out
that outright war, insurgencies
and terror attacks are fast becom-
ing passé. Nations confront many
other and newer threats at pre-
sent. Today, disruptive technolo-
gies have tremendous danger po-
tential and nations that possess
these technologies have the ability
to become the dominant powers
in the 21st and 22nd Centuries.

A major challenge for India will

Ecological perils of discounting the future

With growing environmental distress, policymakers cannot shy away from adopting best eco-management practices

KALVAKUNTLA KAVITHA

troller and Auditor General of

India (CAG) called the Chennai
floods of 2015 a “man made disas-
ter”, a pointer to how the en-
croachment of lakes and river
floodplains has driven India’s sixth
largest city to this ineluctable sit-
uation. The Chennai floods are a
symbol of consistent human fail-
ings and poor urban design which
are common to most urban
centres in India if not urban
centres across the world. Now,
Chennai is in the midst of another
crisis — one of water scarcity.

Unlike issues such as traffic con-
gestion or crime which are visible,
environmental degradation is not
what most people can easily see or
feel in their every day lives. There-
fore, when the consequences of
such degradation begin to wreak
havoc, it becomes difficult to draw
the correlation between nature’s
vengeance with human failings. In
Chennai, more than 30 waterbo-

In a report last year, the Comp-

dies of significance have disap-
peared in the past century. Con-
cretisation or the increase in
paved surfaces has affected the
percolation of rainwater into the
soil, thereby depleting groundwa-
ter levels to a point of no return.

Urbanisation without vision

Chennai, however, is not alone in
terms of suffering from the conse-
quences of human folly. Urbanisa-
tion at the cost of reclaiming water
bodies is a pan-India if not world-
wide phenomenon. There are ex-
amples in cities such as Bengaluru,
Hyderabad and even Mexico city.
In Bengaluru, 15 lakes have lost
their ecological character in less
than five years according to a High
Court notice to the Bruhat Benga-
luru Mahanagara Palike, the city’s
administrative body responsible
for civic amenities and some in-
frastructural assets. The lakes,
which are now encroached areas,
find use as a bus stand, a stadium
and, quite ironically, as an office of
the Pollution Control Board. In
Mexico city, what was once a net-
work of lakes built by the Aztecs in
the 11th and 12th centuries, has gi-
ven way to a downtown city
centre. Parts of the city, especially
downtown, sink a few metres ev-
ery year causing immense damage

to buildings.

In Telangana, the byzantine net-
work of tanks and lakes built by
the Kakatiya dynasty has disap-
peared over the years. However,
the question is not about what fol-
lies were committed in the past,
but about what we can do in the
present and, more importantly,
for the future. In Telangana,
“tanks have been the lifeline of the
State because of its geographical
positioning”. The State’s “topogra-
phy and rainfall pattern have
made tank irrigation an ideal type
of irrigation by storing and regulat-
ing water flow for agricultural
use”.

The Telangana example

There are a number of lessons that
can be learnt. The Chief Minister
of Telangana launched a massive
rejuvenation movement in form of
“Mission Kakatiya” which involves
the restoration of irrigation tanks
and lakes/minor irrigation sources

built by the Kakatiya dynasty.
From the perspective of inter-gen-
erational justice, this is a move to-
wards giving future generations in
the State their rightful share of wa-
ter and, therefore, a life of dignity.
The city of Hyderabad is now mov-
ing towards a sustainable hydraul-
ic model with some of the best
minds in the country working on
it. This model integrates six sourc-
es of water in a way that even the
most underdeveloped areas of the
city can have equitable access to
water resources and the ground-
water levels restored in order to
avoid a calamity of the kind that
has gripped Chennai now.

The larger question is: Can we
not take inspiration from the fol-
lowing examples? When Mexico
city can create a new executive po-
sition of a “resilience officer” to
save its sinking urban sprawls,
Bengaluru can reclaim Kundala-
halli lake (once a landfill) through
corporate social responsibility
funds in a Public Private Partner-
ship model, and Hyderabad and
the larger state of Telangana re-
build its resilience through a com-
bination of political will and well-
designed policies such as the Ka-
leshwaram Lift Irrigation Scheme
and Mission, what stops us from
learning from each other?

hence be how to overcome our
current inadequacies in the realm
of disruptive technologies rather
than remaining confined to the
purely military domain. The U.S.,
China, Russia, Israel and few other
countries dominate these spheres
as also cyberspace and cyber
methodologies. New policy pa-
rameters will need to be drawn up
by India, and our capabilities en-
hanced in areas such as artificial
intelligence, biotechnology and
cyber methodology, all of which
constitute critical elements of the
disruptive technology matrix.

The economy needs attention
None of this would, however, be
possible unless India pays greater
heed to its economy. Despite a
plethora of official statements, the
state of the economy remains a
matter of increasing concern.
Even statistics regarding the eco-
nomy are being questioned. Not-
withstanding India’s ambition to
become a $5-trillion economy by
2024-25, the reality today is that
the economy appears to be in a
state of decline. Jobs, specially
skilled jobs, are not available in
sufficient numbers and this should
be a matter for concern. The abili-
ty to sustain a rate of growth bet-
ween 8.5% and 9.5% is again highly
doubtful. Neither the Economic
Survey nor the Budget contain
useful pointers to a more robust
economy, one that is capable of
providing a higher rate of growth,
more opportunities for skilled la-
bour, and greater potential for
investments.

The looming challenge for India
in the coming five years, therefore,
would be how to build a strong
economic foundation, one that is
capable of providing the kind of
power structure needed for an
emerging power, and also one pos-
sessing the best liberal credentials.

M.K. Narayanan is a former National
Security Adviser and a former Governor
of West Bengal

Why should other urban
centres shy away from adopting,
remodelling and implementing
some of the best water manage-
ment practices to avoid disaster?
The answer perhaps lies in the ten-
dency of policymakers to discount
the future and of their obsession
of focussing on the here and now.

By 2050

It is estimated that in just 30 years
from now, half of India will be liv-
ing in cities. If we truly envision a
great future for this country, how
can we possibly risk the lives of
half of our people and the next
generations who could be facing a
life in cities parched by drought,
stranded by floods, mortified by
earthquakes or torn by wars over
fresh water? What has happened
in Chennai now or what happened
in Kerala last year in the form of
floods are not a case of setting
alarm bells ringing, but one of ex-
plosions. If we do not wake up
now, we have to be prepared to
face the consequences of nature
wreaking great havoc on humani-
ty. We would not need nuclear
bombs for our obliteration.

Kalvakuntla Kavitha is a former Member
of Parliament and the founding president
of the Telangana Jagruthi
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Deciphering the moon
As earthlings and Indians,
we exult at the launch of
the Chandrayaan-2 mission
to scan the moon’s surface
and soil, map its
topography, study its
mineral and chemical
composition and
understand its origin and
evolution (Nation page,
“Chandrayaan-2 all set for
3.84 lakh km voyage,” and
FAQ page, both July 14). The
unmanned mission,
undertaken days ahead of
the 50th anniversary of the
first successful moon
landing, has to be seen as
part of the wider scientific
efforts to push the
boundaries of human
knowledge. Space
exploration has both
tangible and intangible
benefits and it sometimes
transforms the way we look
at ourselves and the
universe. Surely, reaching
out for the celestial bodies
is good for life on earth.
The question of how a

poverty-stricken country
can invest in space
programmes is based on
misconception. The right
approach is that we must
have the wherewithal to do
both poverty mitigation
and space exploration.

G. DAVID MILTON,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

= Amid pessimistic news
items related to political
defections, violence and
scams, the report on ISRO’s
ambitious moon mission
project comes as a ray of
hope. Scientists are said to
have skipped holidays and
worked hard for the success
of the mission. All
government departments
should take inspiration from
the premier space
organisation and strive to
better their work culture.

KSHIRASAGARA BALAJI RAO,
Hyderabad

Undignified defections
This is with reference to the
Editorial, “Aftershocks in

Goa” (July 13). The defection
of MLAs, whether induced or
voluntary, is ugly. The
legislators, having won the
election as a member of one
party, have no moral right to
defect to another. Anti-
defection laws are no longer
acting as a deterrent. The
hidden hand of the Bharatiya
Janata Party to gain control
of States where it has not
been elected to power can be
sensed. Democracy needs to
be saved from such
dishonest manoeuvres. The
Supreme Court needs to
intervene and force the
defecting legislators to forfeit
their membership, bar them
for life from contesting
elections and make them
ineligible for pension.

R.M. MANOHARAN,
Ramanathapuram, Tamil Nadu

Electoral reforms

The themes discussed by
former Chief Election
Commissioner S.Y. Quraishi,
while not irrelevant, lag
behind in priority for

ordinary voters. Reforms
need to be, first of all,
targeted at keeping criminals
away from the electoral
scenario. If men and women
of integrity are elected as
representatives, issues like
money power, method of
appointment of Election
Commissioners and EVM use
can be addressed. Legislation
is urgently required to
empower voters with a right
to recall MPs/MLAs.
Similarly, a 50%+1 rule, based
on voters’ list, is needed to
declare a winning candidate.
Empowering the None of the
Above (NOTA) option is
equally important. From the
demarcation of
constituencies to the
formation of Cabinets, a
sense of anarchy prevails at
every step. Parliament needs
to take up such serious issues
to keep the spirit of
democracy alive (Editorial
page, “A welcome debate on
electoral reforms,” July 12).

P.R.V. RAJA,
Pandalam, Kerala

Wielding the broom
The MPs’ act of ‘cleaning’
Parliament premises, which
are already kept reasonably
clean, comes across as a
supreme farce aimed at
drawing attention of citizens
and making them believe
that the lawmakers are alive
to the burning issue. Instead
of this, the VIPs should have
selected some remote city/
town in the country to prove
their sincerity to the cause
(News page, “Cleaning the
house,” July 14).

V. PADMANABHAN,

Bengaluru

WC dream ends

From a potential reality,
India’s World Cup dream
turned illusory and blew into
smithereens. The ‘Men in
Blue’, who were heroes of a
frenzied cricket nation,
suddenly turned villains with
one bad game against New
Zealand in the big semi-final.
(Editorial, “The climax”, July
13). As is widely perceived,
the middle order proved to

be the major reason for
India’s exit from the
quadrennial tournament.
The selectors made a huge
blunder by not picking
technically equipped players
like Ajinkya Rahane and
Cheteshwar Pujara, who
have performed well in
England, to strengthen the
middle order. Also, it is
baffling that despite being
groomed for the last couple
of years for the crucial No. 4
spot, Ambati Rayudu was not
selected.

These apart, when India
wins a tournament, selectors
get financial rewards, but
when the team loses, it is
only the players who bear
the brunt. While the
Committee of Administrators
(CoA) has got into most
cricketing matters,
surprisingly it has avoided
assessing the performance of
selectors.

R. SIVAKUMAR,
Chennai

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/
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Relying on the Constitution is not enough

For Dalits, the institution has become synonymous with a grievance cell offering no immediate solutions

SURAJ YENGDE

Caste plays an important role in ev-
ery facet of life, writes Suraj Yengde,
a first-generation Dalit scholar, in his
latest book, Caste Matters. Mr.
Yengde grew up in dire circumstanc-
es in a family where the “education
level did not go beyond tenth grade”.
He talks about everyday humilia-
tions and about the resilience of Da-
lits. Mr. Yengde questions Brahmini-
cal power as also divisions within the
Dalit community, the legacy of Am-
bedkar, and explains why Dalits
must lay claim to power. An excerpt:

The Dalit movement in India is yet
to be fully formed with a sizeable
consensus. It lives in various forms,
sizes and shapes. It has not yet for-
mulated a cogent programme to take
in politically conservative Dalits by
bringing them into the wider Indian
democratic experience. Dalit scho-
lars and politicians alike can be seen
struggling to formulate a workable
theory of Ambedkarism or Dalitism
that would be a manifesto for com-
mon liberation.

By exclusively relying on constitu-
tionalism as a means of emancipa-
tion, this class of intellectuals argues
for a utopian dream. The methods of
attaining Dalit emancipation, howev-
er, remain unknown. The sooner In-
dia’s oppressed realise this, the bet-
ter. One cannot depend on the
limited conceptions of constitution-
alism for deliverance. Owing to the li-
mited control of this institution, the
Constitution has become synony-
mous to a grievance cell offering no
immediate solutions.

Limited reach

The linguistic accessibility of the
Constitution and its reach to the op-
pressed is extremely limited. Few
peasants would consider the Consti-
tution as a written word that would
guarantee them protection from the
landlord’s real and financial whip-
cord. Similarly, beggars who are liv-
ing on the mercy of donors’ charity
would think that this dossier guaran-
tees them equality and access to free-
dom. The idea of the Constitution is
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romantic. No one really knows its
limitations but lauds its profundity
without testing it out. Many Dalits are
repeating the state’s narrative of con-
stitutionalism as being the ultimate
virtue — a god-sent panacea. It does
nothing more than apply a lotion to
massage one’s shattered ego. But
when it comes to exercising the en-
shrined codes in the Constitution,
Dalits seem to be harming their self-
worth. This is because not everybody
feels this document is close to their
hearts as much as Dalits. Not eve-
ryone has similar expectations from
the Constitution. Thus, it creates ge-
nuine gaps while considering consti-
tutional morality as a common vir-
tue. Hence, in such a situation of
one-sided applicability, mutual co-
habitation is a long shot. One has to
pierce through the devious agenda of
casteist rogues by injecting a radical
antidote to set a tone of mutuality
and respectability. Unless this is set-
tled, no further conversation can be
foreseen that will yield real results.

Second-class citizens

As much as Dalits feel empowered in
a constitutionally mandated demo-
cratic republic, any hope of their is-
sues being redressed withers away
when reality comes knocking. After
every gruesome atrocity or everyday
humiliation they undergo at the
workplace or in their shared hous-
ing, the promise of constitutionalism
shatters into pieces. Dalits are often
accorded second-class citizenship. At
the workplace, they do not get the re-
quisite respect and attention from

A valiant attempt to
mainstream the marginalised

The ‘good cop’ in ‘Article 15 is aware of his privilege

KUNAL RAY

One popular trope in Hindi cinema is
that of a ‘good cop’. He regularly per-
forms swashbuckling tricks, takes the
rowdies to task and doles out justice.
Amitabh Bachchan played many of
these angry cop roles in the 1970s. In
fact, his angry young man image was
largely a creation of these films. The
cop character was angered by wrong-
doings of various kinds but remained
oblivious to caste-based injustice.
What has changed, I wonder?
Look at Ajay Devgn’s cop character in
the Singham films or Salman Khan’s
in Dabangg. Caste issues don’t seem
to rattle our filmmakers in Mumbai.

Taking caste head on
In such a scenario, Ayushmann Khur-
rana’s lead character in Article 15
comes as a welcome change. I don’t
remember the last time a
policeman took caste
head on in Hindi cinema.
There are very few in-

perative to widely discuss a film such
as Article 15, which uses the conven-
tions of the mainstream to discuss
the marginal and pushes these con-
versations into spaces where they
matter the most.

Set in rural Uttar Pradesh, Article
15 takes a clear position on caste-
based crimes, untouchability and
other associated social ostracisation
practices that keep Dalits invisible
and crush all their attempts at mobi-
lising themselves and taking on the
powers that be.

The Ambedkar reference

The film opens with a song which vo-
calises the wide chasm that exists.
Immediately thereafter appears a fa-
miliar statue of B.R. Ambedkar in his
trademark blue coat with his hand
raised and holding a copy of the Con-
stitution. Some might dismiss this as
a tokenistic measure,
but I believe it is of great
significance. The song
and the statue create an

™

stances of mainstream
Hindi cinema exposing
caste-based oppression
so eloquently with
nuance.

A cop walking over a
heap of garbage, enter-
ing the swamp with his
subordinates, visuals of manual sca-
venging on screen — it is rare to en-
counter these moments in Hindi
films.

The way director Anubhav Sinha
deals with caste issues is different
from the approach of, say, Pa. Ran-
jith, and I think both can coexist.
Hindi cinema is riddled with many
ills. It can’t look beyond the urban,
dishes out films that look like soap
operas and is lacking in social con-
tent. On the other hand, when a Hin-
di film deals with social issues and
lacks a big mainstream lead actor, it
is often dismissed as ‘art house’.

These distinctions are facile. Why
can’t these so-called ‘commercial’
films also glimpse the times we live
in? Why do we have to wait for a Fan-
dry or a Court (both non-Hindi films)
to give us the wake-up call?

Nobody can deny the reach of
mainstream Hindi cinema and its de-
sired impact. Thus, it becomes im-
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iconography that mere
words cannot capture.

I still remember the
concluding scenes from
Pa. Ranjith’s Kaala and
his effective use of the
colour blue that takes
over the screen. It is rife
with suggestions and cinema, after
all, is an image-based medium. The
events depicted in such films are
common knowledge, but they attain
a renewed vigour on screen. This is
where cinema fulfils its role as a
watch-keeper in democracy.

In Article 15, the ‘good cop’ breaks
barriers and leads by example. He is
not merely sympathetic but also re-
minds us that any form of discrimina-
tion is anti-constitutional. At the
same time, he is acutely aware of his
own privilege and upbringing. He
finds his own ignorance troubling.
Lest we forget, a vulnerable male
lead is not a Hindi cinema favourite.
In these times of increasing jingoism,
every attempt such as Article 15 in-
spires hope, because cinema must
provoke us to think and act.

The writer teaches literary & cultural studies
at FLAME University, Pune
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their co-workers. A senior bureau-
crat friend, Tushar (pseudonym),
who has an advanced degree from an
Ivy League school, told me about his
unpleasant experience. Prior to his
departure to America, he was given a
heavy workload with additional res-
ponsibilities by his immediate domi-
nant caste supervisors. Tushar nar-
rated the story of how he was tasked
to work on projects that demanded
his extra involvement which in turn
consumed more time than required.
His selection to an Ivy League institu-
tion made everyone at his workplace
insecure. He was regularly taunted
with disparaging comments. ‘What
will you do after studying econom-
ics, which is not your field and diffe-
rent from the work you currently
do?’

One of the limitations of the In-
dian Constitution often echoed with-
in Dalit circles is the absolute vision-
ary absence of Dalit pride and the
eruptive definition of liberation.
Constitutionalism has proved to be
an unreliable doctrine to influence
perpetrators of casteism. The land-
mark case of Surya Narayan Chaud-
huryv. State of Rajasthan in 1988 ex-

poses one among its many
limitations. This case prohibited tem-
ples from discriminating against Da-
lits’ right to worship and enter the sa-
crosanct spaces as a rule of law.

The verdict delivered by the Chief
Justice of India, Justice J.S. Verma,
pointed out the fact that ‘mere enact-
ment of such a law or guaranteeing a
right in the Constitution of India is
not enough and the change needed is
really in our hearts and not elsewh-
ere. It is the willing acceptance of the
society which alone is the sure gua-
rantee of eradication of any social
evil”

The Justice J.S. Verma verdict ex-
pressed the inadequacies of legal
provisions in the absence of society’s
willingness to acknowledge its pre-
judices. This goes in line with Am-
bedkar’s comments on the useless-
ness of legislation in the face of social
sanction.

Using Ambedkar

Guarding the elitism of the Constitu-
tion and selling it under Ambedkar’s
name has come at the cost of Dalit
radicalism. Ambedkar is now cen-
tralised as a sanctimonious figure-
head. And in a country like India, to
worship someone is to kill any criti-
cal thoughts about the person. Va-
rious ideological and semi-social and
political circles play football with
Ambedkar and enjoy the show put
on by Dalits around his portraits.
Ambedkar’s image is used to silence
Dalit rage around any issue, to the
benefit of the oppressor, who is more
than happy to co-opt Ambedkar into
their vicious programme of hatred
and violence. At the time of writing,
every Dalit leader in the 2019 elec-
tion campaign has spoken of protect-
ing the Constitution. They found it a
more appealing idea to attract the
common mass towards ‘Samvid-
haan’, as opposed to other tradition-
al issues at hand, such as social jus-
tice, welfare programmes,
education, health, taxation and the
protection of the working class. The
affection of Dalits towards constitu-
tionalism is a curious subject of in-
quiry. No mainstream Dalit leader
has dared to critically engage with
the debate around the Constitution
and its encouragement of Dalit passi-
vism.

Excerpted with permission from Penguin
Random House
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FROM THE READERS’ EDITOR

The act of verification

requires time

The Readers’ Editor’s office requires effort and expertise to
verify arguments and counterarguments

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

What are the issues that a Readers’ Editor
can address and what are the issues that are
beyond his remit? The fine line between act-
ing responsibly and overreach is clear to all
the three concerned parties: readers, the ed-
itorial staff, and the Readers’ Editor. Readers
recognise that the Readers’ Editor’s role is
strictly limited to post-publication, but they
have an ambiguous idea when it comes to his
right to reply.

Time for evaluation
On July 9, The Hindu published an article tit-
led “Taking a myopic view of foreign-made
generic drugs” by Srividhya Ragavan, Profes-
sor of Law at Texas A&M Un-
iversity School of Law, on the

fective listening post and passes on every al-
ert that comes from readers. There are mo-
ments when it acts as an early warning
system.

Cause for floods
When parts of north India were flooded last
week and this week, Kanak Mani Dixit,
founding editor of Himal Southasian and a
regular contributor to this newspaper, drew
our attention to some very important facts.
He pointed out that there are no significant
dams in Nepal with ‘open sluice gates’ to
send floodwaters to Bihar or Uttar Pradesh.
He said that the two barrages on rivers Kosi
and Gandaki near the India-Nepal border are
operated by Indian authorities. And that
there is only one relatively small reservoir in
Nepal, Kulekhani. For nearly three decades,
Indian leaders have been blaming Nepal for
floods in north India, especially in Bihar and
U.P. Even a statesman like Atal Bihari Vaj-
payee believed in this allegation. During his
1998 tour of flooded eastern U.P., Vajpayee
remarked in Lucknow that Ne-
pal was responsible for the

opinion page. The article
looked at how the U.S. is us-
ing the Ranbaxy experience
as an excuse to deny access
to lifesaving medication to
productive workforces. Di-

)

floods. Most news channels re-
| ported that Nepal had released
3,50,000 cusecs from its dams.
Ajaya Dixit, a water resources
expert and a member of the Ne-
pal Water Conservation Founda-
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nesh Thakur, a public health
activist and blogger, wanted
the newspaper to publish a re-
buttal. He marked it to both the editorial
team and the Readers’ Editor office on July
10. However, he withdrew his rejoinder on
July 12 saying he was disappointed that the
editorial team did not indicate whether his
article would be published or not. Mr. Tha-
kur failed to recognise the fact that rebuttals
need careful analysis. It takes time to exa-
mine the points made. Further, it is only fair
to check with the original author for her res-
ponse. The Readers’ Editor’s office only facil-
itates a dialogue between the reader and the
editorial team, it does not interfere in the ed-
itorial selection process. Mr. Thakur with-
drew his submission without giving adeq-
uate time to the editorial team to either
examine his counterarguments or get Ms.
Ragavan’s response. I request readers to
grant us time to carry out due diligence in
evaluating complaints. This request for time
should not be interpreted as the lack of a
proactive outlook.

The Readers’ Editor’s office acts as an ef-

Far from
smart

Status update

Work
completed

Tender
issued
801

Of the 5,151 projects initially proposed, only 3,629 have
been actively pursued. Of these, about 25% of the projects
have been completed. But in value terms, the share of work
completed amounts to just 11% of the total

completed
14.97

In June 2015, the Centre launched the '100 Smart Cities Mission'. These cities were
supposed to have better infrastructure, expand housing to all, and develop open spaces,
among other things. Five years on, a large chunk of the earmarked money has not been
spent. Several smart cities are yet to complete a single project. By Varun B. Krishnan

Where States stand

Each circle represents a State. The size of the circle indicates the
number of smart cities in that State — the bigger the circle, the
higher the number of the smart cities. Delhi, and cities in Gujarat
and M.P., had a better project completion rate on an average,
while cities in Punjab and Haryana were among the worst
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tion based in Kathmandu, point-

ed out that the politics of

blaming Nepal began in the co-
lonial era when Sir Claude Inglis, the direc-
tor of the Central Irrigation and Hydrody-
namic Research Station at Poona, attributed
floods in the Kosi river to hill farmers cutting
trees, as early as 1941.

Mr. Dixit explained the causes for floods in
the plains of Bihar. He meticulously ex-
plained that the real issue is not what is
stored upstream but with the drainage con-
gestion downstream. Bihar’s embankments
stretching over 3,000 km have made more
land susceptible to floods than what they
were meant to do — provide deliverance
from the annual inundation.

Both the cases — one about Indian-made
generic drugs and the other about the floods
in north India — draw our attention to the act
of verification amidst conflicting claims. A
Readers’ Editor’s verdict is an act of valida-
tion. It recognises that verification requires
not only effort and expertise but also time.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 15, 1969

Six lakh people affected by floods

The flood situation in Upper Assam wor-
sened to-day [July 14] following a major
breach in the embankment of the Desang
river. According to official information
reaching here [Gauhati], about 4,000 peo-
ple in four villages have lost their homes as a
result of the breach. Road communication
between Dibrugarh and the rest of the State
remained suspended for the fourth day to-
day. The entire Sibsagar sub-division is in
the grip of floods and about 6,00,000 peo-
ple have been affected, according to district
authorities. Sali seedlings in about 8,000
bighas of land and other crops in an area of
10,000 bighas have been badly damaged.
The swollen Desang has inundated parts of
the Sibsagar town and nearby areas. The en-
tire Wakati Mauja and a part of Thowra Mau-
ja are under water. About a hundred granar-
ies in Bakata have also been flooded. In all,
about 200 villages in the sub-division have
been inundated. Train communication bet-
ween Simaluguri and Moran has been sus-
pended following the submersion of the rail-
way track.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO juULY 15, 1919.

A Sensational Murder.

[In the Madras High Court on July 14, 1919,
before Sadasiva Iyer and Burn J.J.] Dr. Swam-
inathan with Mr. S. Ranganatha Aiyar argued
areferred trial and criminal appeal from the
conviction and sentence of death passed by
the Sessions Judge of Ramnad on Tharasay-
ya Thevan and four others for the murder of
S.P. Allapitchai Rowther, a wealthy mer-
chant of Pudumadam, Ramnad district, and
a member of the Taluk Board. The prosecu-
tion case was that the deceased was going
from Pudumadam to catch the Rameswa-
ram Express at Butchupatti Railway Station
when the accused waylaid him, from his dog
cart, took him to the Railway line, beat him
and tied him to the rails and cut his neck
with a bill hook. Very soon the train passed
over his body and cut it to pieces. The mo-
tive alleged was that the deceased in execu-
tion of a decree against the accused attached
all their properties and started criminal pro-
ceedings against them alleging that a forged
document had been filed by the accused in
the course of the suit. Mr. E.R. Osborne ap-
peared in support of the conviction. Their
Lordships acquitted the fifth accused as
there was not sufficient evidence to justify
his conviction and confirmed the conviction
of the first four accused.
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