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Wrapped inmystery

The modus operandi of Oyo Founder Ritesh Agarwal raising his stake in the company and
the objective behind it have left the audience perplexed

NOT FOR PROFIT

NIVEDITA MOOKERJI

WhatsApp message flashed on
Athe mobile screen a few days

ago. Another financial scam
waiting to explode, it said. By then,
social media had begun talking about
an impending bubble burst. The chat-
ter was prompted by Oyo Founder
Ritesh Agarwal’s unusual step of pledg-
ing his shares to borrow more than $2
billion to buy back more shares from

some of the investors in the firm.

Let’s be clear. There’s no evidence,
at this point, of any scam or bubble
burst arising from the buy-back in the
firm that aggregates hotel rooms in
almost every nook and corner of the
country as well as many other parts of
the world. It’s the modus operandi of
Agarwal raising his stake in the com-
pany and the objective behind it that
has left the audience perplexed. The
buy-back routed through Cayman
Islands-registered entity only adds an
extra layer of mystery, making industry
watchers sit up.

Last week, Agarwal had signed a
deal to buy back shares worth nearly
13,770 crore (over $2 billion) from early
investors — Lightspeed Venture
Partners and Sequoia India — through
his Cayman islands-registered entity,
RA Hospitality Holdings, to almost
triple his stake in the company.
Lightspeed and Sequoia were selling
part of their holdings to help the

founder increase his stake while
remaining invested significantly in the
company’s long-term mission, Oyo said
in a statement. Making things even
more mysterious, Japanese financial
groups Mizuho and Nomura Holdings
reportedly financed Agarwal’s share
buy-back. The loan has been given for
three years against shares and the
repayment has been timed with Oyo’s
proposed initial public offering (IPO).

Unravelling of the whys and hows
of the buy-back could take time, per-
haps a couple of years from now when
Oyo goes for an IPO as planned. Or,
maybe earlier. However, Oyo has been
wrapped in mystery since its early days.
From starting as an Indian avatar of San
Francisco-based Airbnb to evolving its
own business model and from being
celebrated as the largest hotel chain in
the country with hardly any physical
assets to reaching dizzy valuations in
record time, Oyo’s superfast rise has
been a surprise and sometimes a cause

Rail supply goes off track

Quantity and quality shortfalls from the public sector supplier
derail the Railways' track upgrade and expansion projects

SHINE JACOB

Narendra Modi government had

lined up seven “missions” to
transform the Indian Railways for the
next decade. One key initiative was
“Mission 25 Tonne”. This was a plan
to increase the Railways’ revenue by
augmenting carrying capacity; 70 per
cent of the freight traffic would be
transported on wagons with axle loads
of 25 tonnes, against the current load
of 22.9 tonnes.

This target has, however, become
the source of a bitter battle between
two ministries — the railways and
steel — and provoked serious argu-
ments over the “Make in
India” programme. The
cause: A report by the
Transportation Technology
Transfer (TTT) team from
the University of Illinois
that the tensile strength of
existing track was “not ade-
quate” for the 25-axle load.
It recommended raising
the tensile strength from
the current 880 mega pas-
cal (MPa) to 1080 MPa.

“Given the importance of rail as an
asset from both a safety and reliability
point of view for Indian Railways’
operation of both passenger and
freight trains on the same infrastruc-
ture, TTT recommends the use of
higher strength rails,” said the report
of the team headed by Christopher
Barkan.

I n the 2016-17 Railway Budget, the
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The report, submitted just before
the general elections, deals a blow to
the state-run Steel Authority of India
(SAIL), thus far the monopoly produc-
er of rails for the Indian Railways. The
TTT report has stated that SAIL’s rails
are not suitable to run 25-tonne axle
load wagons.

Barkan and team were roped in
after an initial study by the Railways’
research arm, the Research Designs
and Standards Organisation, high-
lighted similar issues. Following this,
the Railways asked SAIL to shift to
1080-MPa grade rail in the next two
years. It is unclear whether the steel-
maker has done so. A senior SAIL offi-
cial merely said the company was pro-
ducing rails to the
Railways’ specifications
and said he was unaware of
the TTT report.

These tensions over
quality issues come after
the Railways floated a glob-
al tender for rail procure-
ment in October 2017, when
SAIL failed to meet
demand. These orders were
to fulfill a massive track
renewal project in response to a series
of accidents between 2016 and 2017.

SAIL, however, failed to meet the
expanded demand for even the low-
er-axle load rails for four consecutive
financial years starting 2015-16 (see
table). This shortfall was compounded
by the high rejection rate of around 15
per cent. After this failure, the
Railways opted for a global tender to

\

meet its requirements in October 2017
— the first move of its kind in three
decades. Though global majors such
as Sumitomo Corporation, Angang
Group International, Voestalpine
Schienen, East Metals, CRM Hong
Kong, British Steel, France Rail and
Atlantic Steel participated, none of
them made the cut in meeting Indian
specifications.

Even as the steel ministry com-
plained that the global tender contra-
dicted the spirit of the Make in India
programme, the Railways turned to
private sector manufacturers to make
good the shortfall. In August 2018 and
February 2019, the Railways placed —
again, for the first time — two sets of
orders for 100,000 tonne and 30,000
tonne of rail, respectively, worth
around %650 crore on Jindal Steel and
Power Ltd (JSPL).

But this, says a Railways source,
may not be enough considering the
massive developmental requirements.
It has lined up massive track renewal
plans. Last fiscal the Railways
achieved over 5,000 km and this fiscal
the target is to reach 6,000 km. In
short, the Railways may have to opt
for another global tender.

According to Vijay Dutt, former
additional member of the Railways,
the trouble over rail supplies is a
ghost from the past. He recalls that
in the 1970s, the affiliated engineer-
ing consultancy, RITES Ltd, was
formed following a judicial enquiry
over an accident that occurred over
defective rails. But he thinks it would

of worry in the fragile startup universe.
More so because the man behind it all
is still years away from turning 30.

But the biggest mystery that Oyo
was caught in for the longest time was
related to acquisition of a similar bud-
get hotel room aggregator called Zo
Rooms. Reports towards end of 2015
suggested that Tiger Global-backed Zo
Rooms was acquired by SoftBank-fund-
ed Oyo in an all-stock deal. Oyo kept
things under wraps but later SoftBank,
its lead investor, gave it away in an earn-
ings call in 2016, opening a pandora’s
box. Then the news was out that the
deal had fallen after Oyo said it didn’t
see any value in the transaction. In the
meantime, Zo Rooms had shut down.
Eventually, the case landed up in the
courts with allegations of data theft,
cheating and breach of trust levelled
against each other.

While it seemed like an all-out war
between the founders and top execu-
tives of the two start-ups, it was really
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SAIL's shortfall in rail supply
to the Railways
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be better for domestic suppliers to
step up to the plate in terms of quality
and quantity rather than resorting
to imports.
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the investors, mainly Tiger Global and
SoftBank, who were the main protago-
nists in the Zo-Oyo goings on. From the
time the Oyo-Zo deal talk began, the
valuation of Agarwal-headed business
rose briskly — from around $400 mil-
lion in 2016 to an estimated $5 billion
early 2019.

This time too it’s all about investor
play and valuation game, rather than
an initiative taken by Agarwal, 26, to
increase his stake in the business
through buy-back of shares after pledg-
ing shares. The latest estimated valua-
tion of Oyo is $10 billion, doubling up
from the previous count.

In an interview about three years
ago to this newspaper, Agarwal had
dismissed a question on his target date
for becoming a unicorn (touch a $1 bil-
lion valuation). This is what he had to
say: “I have a long time before me. I
don’t have a timeline for that (becom-
ing a unicorn) and I really don’t
care...What I can tell you is that we will
execute our plans to be the largest and
densest hotel brand of India by the end
of this year. Valuation will go up if the
markets are good...” This may be a
good time for him to recall his own
statement made three years ago, that
he has a long time before him. There’s
no hurry.

Waiting for ‘aadesh’

After the fall of the Congress-Janata Dal
(Securities) government in Karnataka on
Tuesday, things are moving fast in
Madhya Pradesh. An exchange between
Opposition leader Gopal Bhargava and
Chief Minister Kamal Nath on Wednesday
gave a glimpse of the manner in which
things might unfold in the state. “Hamare
oopar wale number1ya number 2 ka
aadesh hua to 24 ghante bhi aapki sarkar
nahi chalegi,” (if our No. 10r No. 2 gives
us a go-ahead, your government will not
last a day), Bhargava said in the
Assembly. The chief minister said: "Aapke
ooparwale number1aur2 samajhdar
hain, isliye aadesh nahi de rahe hain.
Aap chahen to avishwas prastaav le
aayen (your No. 1and 2 are wise, that's
why they haven't given you such orders; if
you wish, bring a no-confidence
motion)."” Bhargava refused to give in. "In
Karnataka, it was a coalition-based on
greed. | believe the situation in Madhya
Pradesh is much worse," he said.

Irani's admonition

minister objectto a
speech of his/her own

Itis rare to find a union

party MP in Parliament.
As the Rajya Sabha
discussed the Protection
g of Children from Sexual
Offences (Amendment)

“When we are embarking on Make
in India, to resort to imports will be a
very improper decision,” he said. “At
the same time, we cannot compro-
mise on the safety of rail operations.
Both public and private sector must
come up to produce rails to the pur-
chaser’s specifications, for which they
have the capacity.”

For the time being, the University
of Illinois study raises another ques-
tion. If the major domestic producer
is unable to meet rail supplies on the
old axle-load, how far will it be able
to meet demands for the heavier axle
load? Until these basic issues are sort-
ed out, Mission 25 Tonne may be
stuck on the drawing board.

YOGENDRA YADAV

he scandalous collapse of the

I Karnataka government has rein-

forced an old demand for tight-

ening of the anti-defection law. Sadly,
the cure is worse than the disease.

On the face of it, the demand is
understandable. The manner in which
the government led by H D
Kumaraswamy (pictured) was brought
down is a national shame. Not because
this government was anything to be
proud of. Conceived in bad faith and
lived through mutual suspicion and
everyday drama, the Congress-Janata
Dal (Secular) coalition government was
a farce. But the way it has been toppled
is worse. It confirmed the belief that
money, backed by powers-that-be in
Delhi, can buy anything, reducing the
citizens into helpless or gleeful specta-
tors. Hence, the moral outrage. There is
no doubt that this was a mockery of the
anti-defection provisions inserted into
the Constitution.

The first reflex, therefore, is to
demand more stringent provisions to
prevent defection. The trouble is that
the existing provisions are already quite
stringent, if not draconian. The current
law allows a political party to order its
representatives to vote in a specified way
on any kind of motion. This includes
not just the trust vote, but any vote that
the party leadership chooses to issue a

INSIGHT

The buck stops with the electorate

Laws can't stop Indian politicians from defecting. But people can

“whip” on. Non-compliance invites dis-
qualification from the membership of
the concerned legislature. The only
exception is to allow for a genuine split
in the party. Earlier, the threshold of
recognising a split was set at one-half of
the strength of a party. It was made
tougher and the bar was raised to two-
thirds in 2003. This is as stringent as it
gets, or should get.

Loopholes in existing law

Any rule has loopholes. The current
anti-defection rules allow two-thirds
members of a legislative party to offi-
cially break from the parent party.
Congress MLAs in Goa used this provi-
sion to join the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), and their counterparts in
Telangana used it to join the ruling
Telangana Rashtra Samithi (TRS). Now,
the only way to tighten the provisions
further would be to raise the bar to 100
per cent, in other words, make it illegal
for any elected MLA or MP to leave their
party under any condition.

The other loophole was invented by
the BJP in Karnataka during the first
Operation Kamal after the 2008 assem-
bly election. The MLAs could resign
from the legislature, switch sides, re-
contest under a new symbol and come
back to the assembly from a different
party. This time too, the BJP has used
this route. There is no pretension of an
ideological or political split. It is defec-
tion, plain and simple, engineered
through the resignation route. There is
no doubt that big money has changed
hands. There is no doubt that the by-
elections that follow will be anything
but fair. The only way to legally prevent
this would be by making it illegal to
resign. Those who resign could be dis-
qualified from contesting elections for
a certain period. This is what reformers
want now.

This reformist temptation must be

resisted. We should perhaps tweak the
existing law a bit to put some restric-
tions. For example, a legislator who
resigns and is re-elected can be prevent-
ed from holding any ministerial berth
or any public office for one year since
re-election. But any other “strengthen-
ing” of the anti-defection provisions
won’t achieve the purpose. It could lead
to worse problems and complications.

Can’tpreventdefection

There are no fool-proof remedies against
defection. No degree of tightening of the
loopholes can prevent a willing legislator
from switching sides. A more stringent
law can only increase the cost of defec-
tion. That leads to a corresponding
increase in the price expected and
demanded to switch sides. If the law were
to be amended to disallow any split in
the party under any condition, it would
mean that every defector would take the
resignation route. If every resignation is
punished with disqualification, the
defectors will start demanding higher
price to compensate them for the loss.
All this would no doubt discourage defec-
tion, but cannot prevent it altogether.
Even if we succeed, there is a heavy
price that we would pay for this success.
Late Madhu Limaye, a veteran socialist,
was perhaps the lone voice to warn us
against the dangers of anti-defection

legislation. He had said the law would
mean the end of intra-party democracy
and a legislator’s independence. History
has proved him right. Anti-defection law
and its subsequent tightening have led
to party leaderships tightening their
stranglehold over elected representa-
tives. Parliamentary proceedings are a
single-command performance. The
clique or the family that controls the
party letterhead controls the lives of
MLAs and MPs. If they fall out of favour
of the party bosses, elected representa-
tives count for nothing. Those who
elected them also count for nothing.

Electors can show the way

Today, the dissenters within a party
have two options: Rebel or resign. If the
law were to be amended to disallow even
two-thirds of a party’s MLAs or MPs
from parting ways, it would lead to a
ridiculous situation where the entire leg-
islature party could be made to do what
no one wishes to. And if the law were to
be amended to punish those who resign,
the last option available to a dissenter
would be closed. We would shut the
doors for defection, but by shutting the
doors on whatever remains of intra-par-
ty democracy, we would fight the evil
by creating a bigger evil.

What, then, is the real solution? Iam
afraid the only solution to such prob-
lems in a democracy is to go back to the
people. Naming and shaming is more
powerful than any legal remedy. The
only way to prevent defection altogether
is to get the voters to punish the defector.
No political leader wants an early ter-
mination of his or her career. So, if s/he
knows that switching sides would make
it impossible for him/her to go back to
the electorate and get re-elected, s/he
would not contemplate it. Aslong as the
defectors of Karnataka can hope to get
re-elected by the people, you cannot
prevent defection. You cannot insulate
a democracy from the people. In poli-
tics, search for fool-proof remedies is a
fatal temptation.

(By special arrangement with ThePrint)

The author is the national president of Swaraj
India. Views are personal.

Bill on Wednesday, Union Minister of

Swayamsevak Sangh pracharak, blamed
television, films and social media for the
increase in crimes against women and
children. He said film heroines sold
condoms on television and a well-known
actor could be seen giving tips on wooing
women in the name of selling shampoo.

said. "You are elderly. Women are sitting
here. The entire country is watching. You
can express your concerns in a more
dignified language," Irani said.

Owaisi targets Cong, Trump
During a debate on the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Amendment Bill in the Lok
Sabha on Wednesday, AIMIM's Asaduddin

warmed the hearts of the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) members. "'l blame the

the Congress would realise what they had
done onlyiftheirtop leaders spentsome
timein prison. This led to protests by the

of the remarks. With controversy over US
President Donald Trump's comments on
Kashmir still fresh, the BJP MPs were all

presidentwith a Disney cartoon character.
The remarks had not been expunged till
Wednesday evening.

Women and Child Development Smriti Irani
(pictured), who had moved the Bill, got up
to object to the speech of the BJP's Harnath
Singh Yadav. Yadav, 78, a former Rashtriya

Yadav ignored protests by Samajwadi Party
MP Jaya Bachchan and continued with his
own experience with a friend who recently
told him about "porn”. "l asked him what
pornis. | had only heard of popcorn," Yadav

Owaisi riled the Congress MPs and somewhat

Congress party for bringing this law. They are
the main culprits," Owaisi said. Adding that
he has been a victim of the law, Owaisi said,

Congress MPs, who demanded the remarks
be expunged. As Home Minister Amit Shah
watched, BJP MPs objected to any expunging

smiles when Owaisi compared the American

A great breakthrough

Your front page report “India set to
breach top 50 in Global Innovation
Index” by Subhayan Chakraborty (July
24) is heartwarming news. That we have
climbed from rank 81 in 2015 to, hope-
fully, less than 50 in 2019 speaks vol-
umes about the glorious work being
done by our scientists, engineers, bril-
liant young innovators and also the
Department for Promotion of Industry
and Internal Trade (DPIIT) leading the
effort by “making innovation a key
objective in policy”. That the index is
developed jointly by World Intellectual
Property Organization and great univer-
sities like Cornell and an equally distin-
guished business school like INSEAD
makes the recognition credible and
beyond any political manoeuvring. It is
a true measure of all the 80 indicators
that go into making this index. That it
“provides long term tools that assist
countries in tailoring public policies to
promote long term growth, productivity
and jobs through innovation” makes it
a very powerful index.

Here’s wishing all strength to DPIIT
Secretary Ramesh Abhishek to reach the
lofty aim of reaching “the top 10 in all
the global indices”. However high and
improbable the aim seems as of now, one
has to start by dreaming big and then
working assiduously towards achieving
the same.

Our ranking as “the most innovative
country in the Central and South Asian
region every year since 2011” further
strengthens the credibility of our work

HAMBONE

in this direction. “Consistently outper-
forming on innovation relative to GDP”
is a wonderful recognition of the great
work being done by all those concerned
— public and private sectors — in this
direction.

Krishan Kalra Gurugram

Ominous times ahead

This refers “Boris and Brexit” (July 24).
The era of Boris Johnson is here. Brexit
just started as a political teaser or a trial
balloon. No one expected it to turn men-
acingly real and burst on a disillusioned
populace. Soon enough, the UK not only
tied itself into knots over Brexit but
thrust many nations as well into chaos.
The anointment of Johnson as the
UK’s new flag bearer after three con-
fused but educative years under Theresa
May is ominous. Johnson, much like
Trump, comes with a colourful personal
history, wearing up his sleeve solutions
to everything and sports a free tongue.
Both revel in riding the opportunistic
vehicle of hollow nationalism. While
Trump has managed to traverse thus far
armed with the might of his dollar and
an ardent fan club, Johnson may well
succeed in dragging down both the
pound and Britain’s stature in global

politics, trade and finance.
R Narayanan Navi Mumbai
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Untangling labour laws

Govt has made a good start, but glitches remain

he government has hit the ground running on reforming India’s complex

labour law system, often seen as a major hurdle in attracting invest-

ment in the country. By bringing two key sets of legislation — Code

on Wages Bill, 2019, and Code on Occupational Safety Health and
Working Conditions, 2019 — within two months of taking charge in its second
term, the government has taken determined steps to untangle the cobweb of
labour laws. The two Bills put together will lead to a sharp decline in the total
number of provisions in labour laws from 747 to 203, as 17 labour laws will be
combined into these codes.

One key proposal towards ease of compliance is the plan for single regis-
tration, single licence, and single return for establishments (for both industry
and the services sector) hiring at least 10 workers anywhere in the country.
This will bolster India’s ranking in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business,
as setting up a business will become easier. Presently, an establishment has to
be registered under eight labour laws, obtain separate licences under four
Acts, and file returns for 17 laws.

According to another proposal in the Occupational Safety Health and
Working Conditions Bill, companies will be required to acquire single licence
for executing multiple projects, involving contract workers for a period of five
years. Currently, companies have to obtain separate licences for different
projects leading to delays. However, it would be advisable to revisit the proposed
clause asking companies to state the number of contract workers they might
require over five years. Asking companies to re-apply for the licence for hiring
even a single additional worker will defeat the idea of easing compliance.

The fresh draft of the Code on Wages Bill is a welcome move, as the one
introduced in 2017 intended to cover the entire workforce under the minimum
wage law. The government has addressed fears of state governments by doing
away with the proposal to fix separate national minimum wages for different sta-
tes. Instead, it will fix a mandatory floor for states “based on minimum basic ne-
eds of workers.” This will allow states to fix their own minimum wage levels, whi-
leadheringto a floor. The next logical step would be to keep the floor at a reasonable
level so that all the states are able to comply without losing competitiveness.

Where the Code has gone wrong is the proposal that the minimum wage
will be fixed “primarily” based on skills or geography, or both. Prescribing a
minimum wage level for skilled workers would obstruct efficient functioning
of markets, as wages must be market-linked beyond a minimum level. Also,
while Kerala has 10 different types of minimum wages based on skills,
Chandigarh has nine, Bihar and Delhi have six. The Bill may lead to a number
of minimum wage variants in a particular state.

Going forward, the real test will be the Code on Industrial Relations Bill,
which will be important for giving businesses more flexibility to retrench
workers or shut shop. Greater flexibility to hire more workers and attain
economies of scale will help improve India’s competitiveness in the global
markets.

Embracing innovation
Blanket ban on cryptocurrency isn't a good idea

ndiais open to the use of blockchain technology but not private cryptocur-

rencies. If the recommendations of the inter-ministerial panel headed by

Finance Secretary Subhash Chandra Garg — which submitted its report

on Monday — are accepted and the proposed Bill is passed, India will not
only shut its door to cryptocurrencies, such as bitcoin, but will also make dealing
in such instruments an offence with imprisonment of up to 10 years.

The idea of putting a blanket ban on cryptocurrencies is premature for mul-
tiple reasons. For one, these are still early days for cryptocurrencies and tradeoffs
are not fully understood. A complete ban might insulate India from technological
developments in the area, which can be useful in many ways. For instance, the
committee itself has recommended the use of distributed ledger technology
(DLT), the underlying technology for bitcoin. Second, it will be extremely difficult
to administer and enforce the ban. It is possible that the trade will move under-
ground and cryptocurrencies will be used for unlawful activities.

To be fair, cryptocurrencies are risky instruments. For instance, they can
be extremely volatile and owning them without understanding the associated
risks may result in losses. It can also create regulatory challenges, as capital
can move seamlessly across borders. Money created by private entities can
increase complications for central banks as well. However, the penetration is
still too low to cause any systemic threat. Therefore, rather than banning cryp-
tocurrencies, what is needed at this stage is to educate and inform people
about the associated risks.

Nonetheless, the panel has done well to recognise the importance of DLT.
For example, it can significantly increase efficiency in trade finance by making
transactions more transparent. Further, it can considerably reduce paperwork
for know-your-customer requirements by enabling verification through a decen-
tralised ledger. DLT can also help improve the quality of land records, which
will allow both farmers and small businesses to access credit on favourable
terms. The committee has also advised keeping an open mind regarding the
possibility of introducing central bank digital currency in India. Again, thisisan
area that is not fully understood. Several central banks have started work in this
direction. The Bank for International Settlements is also working with central
banks interested in issuing digital currencies. There are plenty of issues that
need to be settled before central banks can start issuing digital currencies. For
instance, it is important to understand the implications of direct access to the
central bank’s liability, and how it will affect the banking system and financial
intermediation. Although an interest-bearing digital currency can perhaps
improve monetary policy transmission in an economy like India, it can create
significant disruption in the banking system and could become a risk for financial
stability. Among other things, the introduction of digital currency might also
require changes in the payment system.

It is encouraging that the inter-ministerial panel has shown marked
openness to technological innovation and ideas in terms of encouraging
greater adoption of DLT, and exploring the possibility of central bank
digital currency. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said in the context of
existing cryptocurrencies.
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India’s dilemmas
in Afghanistan

New Delhi should become more proactively involved inthe
peace process and not shy away from drawing its own red-lines

tum in Afghanistan, violence too has surged,

underscoring the high stakes for all sides. US
Special Envoy for Afghanistan Zalmay Khalilzad is
aiming to reach an agreement with the insurgents
by September 1 on a road map to end the 18 year
conflict, which the American public wants to end
and was one of the main election planks of the US
President Donald Trump.

Seven rounds of direct talks have
been held between the US and the
Taliban since October last year, which
are primarily aimed at ensuring a safe
exit for the US in return of the insur-
gents guaranteeing that Afghan ter-
ritory won’t be used by foreign mili-
tants and won’t pose a security threat
to the rest of the world. The latest
round of talks in Doha was consid-
ered to be “most productive” and
there is a new momentum in these
negotiations after months of stale-

Even as talks of reconciliation gather momen-

HARSH V PANT

Administration with which its ties had been in a state
of deep freeze. It is hoping that by cooperating with
the US in putting pressure on the Taliban to strike a
peace deal in Afghanistan, it can mend fences with
an increasingly adversarial Trump Administration.
Pakistan’s role has once again emerged as central
in the unfolding dynamic in Afghanistan.
Washington’s long-awaited invitation to Pakistani
Prime Minister Imran Khan to visit the US should
also be seen in this light.

India has been observing these
developments with a sense of
wariness as it has not been
brought into the loop so far by
Washington. It is only recently
that the US officials started brief-
ing India after New Delhi made its
reservations clear. India’s position
of not having anything to do with
the Taliban had become unten-
able. It was only in November last
year that New Delhi decided to

mate. Washington continues to insist

that it is seeking a “comprehensive peace agreement,
not a withdrawal agreement”, though there are few
takers for this sentiment.

Earlier this month, the US issued a joint state-
ment with China, Russia and Pakistan, urging the
Taliban to agree to a ceasefire and begin talks with
the elected government in Kabul to usher in an era
of peace and stability in the war-ravaged country.
More significantly, these powers “welcomed” the
involvement of Pakistan, the main sponsor of the
Taliban, signifying a dramatic shift in American
position from one of isolating Pakistan to that of get-
ting Pakistan on board. Meanwhile, Pakistan has been
keen to regain some traction with the Trump

send two former Indian diplomats
“at a non-official level” to participate in Moscow
round of talks with the Taliban. More recently, New
Delhi has articulated certain conditions that it feels
need to be met if the negotiations with the Taliban
were to succeed.

Given India’s stakes in the incumbent govern-
ment in Kabul, it has called for all initiatives and
processes to include “all sections of the Afghan soci-
ety, including the legitimately elected government.”
New Delhi’s fears that marginalisation of the Ghani
government would signal the end of almost two
decades of hard work by the international commu-
nity in bringing some semblance of democratic nor-
malcy to the conflict-prone nation. This also allows

Progress by indices

yardstick by which countries — especially

developing countries struggling for foreign
direct investment — seek to judge themselves on
the world stage. Can they be considered accurate
signals of a nation’s progress? India’s variable per-
formance on a range of indicators suggest there is
room for doubt — lots of it.

There is, for instance, consider-
able excitement now that India has
jumped five places up the rankings
in the latest Global Innovation Index,
from 57 to 52 out of 126 economies.
As with India’s rapid promotion up
the World Bank’s Doing Business
rankings, which saw India jump 23
spots from 100 to 77 in 2018 among
190 countries, this promotion, too, is
the result of some energetic action
on the part of the Modi government.
For the Doing Business rank, the gov- SWOT

Global indices are increasingly becoming the

Indian telecom industry (like its global counter-
parts) is currently split between choosing technol-
ogy provided by Chinese, Korean and American
companies for 5G services.

Indian corporate R&D spending, even account-
ing for the relatively high-spending pharma sector,
is famously low, and rarely a week goes by without
some commentator or other pointing to China’s
impending global tech prowess
(the Asian superpower’s R&D
spends per head are eight times
India’s).

That said, there is little doubt
that this regime has a genuine
interest in promoting the cause
of innovation, and the World
Intellectual Property
Organisation commended the
improvement in the policy envi-
ronment and the reduction in the
time taken to examine and award

ernment created a task force that

adopted a laser focus on critical met- KANIKA DATTA
rics that helped India gain 65 posi-

tions in the last four years, a commerce ministry
press release proudly informs us.

At the release of the Global Innovation Index
in New Delhi — the first time the report has been
released in a developing economy — Commerce
and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal exultantly
spoke of “a new approach and engagement has
become a new hallmark of India as we move
towards a more prosperous country.”

Stirring words, but they surely overstate the
position. The IITs and Indian Institute of Science
are among the handful of world class institutions
we have and India is justly proud of its global IT
and engineering prowess. Yet, consider that the

intellectual property rights.

The broader problem is this:
Merely focusing on specific mar-
que indices alone cannot ensure a desired outcome.
Just as the promotion in the Doing Business ranks
made no appreciable difference to FDI inflows (in
fact, they have slowed), a bump up the Innovation
Index won’t accelerate India’s journey to world
tech championship because such achievements
do not occur in isolation.

Alook at any of the leaders on any of the indices
that proliferate these days will reveal a pattern:
The US, Scandinavia, Germany, China, Taiwan,
Singapore tend to inhabit the top rungs. Crucially,
these countries do not just lead on hard metrics
such as Doing Business, Innovation and so on but
also in terms of Human Development Indicators
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India to formally engage with the Taliban.

New Delhi has also underlined that “any process
should respect the constitutional legacy and polit-
ical mandate.” This is important as the Taliban
remain reluctant to commit themselves to broader
democratic processes and key aspects such as
women’s rights even as they remain committed to
their own interpretation of the Sharia law. Finally,
it is vital for India that any process in Afghanistan
“should not lead to any ungoverned spaces where
terrorists and their proxies can relocate.” Last time
when the US had departed from Afghanistan, giv-
ing Pakistan a free hand, Indian security interests
were severely compromised, as a rising tide of
extremism and terrorism in Kashmir made India
extremely vulnerable.

Itis not entirely clear how many of these objectives
India would be able to secure as Washington is seeking
aquick departure from Afghanistan. India’s significant
economic and cultural investment would come to
naught if it does not do a quick course correction.
Earlier this month, the Modi government while allo-
cating around $58 million as development aid to
Afghanistan also cut its allocation to Iran’s Chabahar
Port to $6.5 million from $1.5 billion. This was a recog-
nition of the changing ground realities in Afghanistan
where future Indian role looks uncertain.

Many in India will find in these developments
areason to blame the Trump Administration. But
that’s a trope New Delhi should avoid. Washington
has its own interests in Afghanistan that it is trying
to protect. In fact, it is likely that in the process, it
would safeguard some Indian equities in
Afghanistan as well, as — with or without
Afghanistan— the US needs India to maintain a
favourable balance of power in the Indo-Pacific.
But India’s approach towards Afghanistan has,
from the very beginning, been too dependent on
the benevolence of others. New Delhi continued
to insist that it wants to invest only its soft power
in Afghanistan but the fact that it succeeded was
due to the American security umbrella. India has
done some great work in Afghanistan — in being
one of the largest aid givers, in being a major
source of cultural influence, in building capacities
in various sectors of an emerging democratic poli-
ty and in training security forces. But when it came
to the crunch, it had to rely on others for hard
power projection, even when its own civillains
were targeted.

For a nation that is looking to be recognised as a
leading global power, that’s not a very comfortable
position to be in. Being too risk-averse in foreign
policy has its own set of costs. There is too much at
stake and New Delhi should become more proac-
tively involved in the peace process and not be shy
of drawing its own red-lines. After all, India too can
play the role of a disruptor if its interests are ignored.
This is important to underline not only because
Indian interests are involved, but also because the
hopes and aspirations of ordinary Afghans cannot
be cannot be dealt a mortal blow to satisfy the
whims of any single power. New Delhi should make
it clear that nice guys need not always finish last!

Thewriteris at King's College, London

and other quality-of-life metrics.

On Human Development Indicators alone,
India has lagged with depressing consistency. In
2018, India climbed just one spot to 130 out of 189
countries, and in several critical aspects it scores
worse than Pakistan, Bangladesh and sub-Saharan
Africa. On the Corruption Perceptions Index, it
improved its position only marginally to 78 out of
180 countries in 2018 from 81 in 2017. Also worth
noting is that the country dropped two notches in
the latest Global Press Freedom Index to 140 out
0f 180 countries.

When we get into the more wacky indices that
are in vogue these days, India’s performance does-
n’t get much better. Take the World Happiness
Index. According to this, the Finns are the happiest
people on earth. Why they should be so happy
when they don’t see the sun for half the year and
eat terrible food beats me. But Incredible India,
with 365 days of sunshine, Bollywood, and the
world’s best cuisines, fell seven spots to 140 in the
latest World Happiness Report, behind Bhutan,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bangladesh and
Sri Lanka.

Our corporations don’t figure too well either.
There is something called an Empathy Index that
ranks companies (listed ones) according to the
internal culture, CEO performance, ethics and
social media presence. Empathy, you understand,
is the favoured management-speak term in these
hard times. No Indian company figured in the top
20 most empathetic corporations. Eight figure in
the 20 least empathetic of the first index.

It’s going to take a lot more than focussed task
forces, however well-meaning, to improve India’s
ranking on these variables. But without them,
progress up the other “hard” indices will be tough
to achieve.

Marginal analysis

PAGE DOWN

MIHIR SHARMA

rowing up in the city then called
GCalcutta, in the 1980s, you grew

accustomed to second-hand and
hand-me-down books. Textbooks, in
particular, would often be handed over
from those being promoted out of a
class to those coming in. Occasionally,
these textbooks would be a thing of
beauty — a decade old, featuring the

doodles and comments, of varying qual-
ity and comprehensibility, of all the
schoolboys who had spent hours in
class being bored, pen and paper their
only escape.

One was supposed to do one’s best
to avoid partaking in this harmless
entertainment, of course. We were all
told, growing up, that books were pre-
cious and one shouldn’t put marks in
them, even if it was a decade-old
Radiant Reader. And, truly, that has
seeped so into my soul that I hesitate
even to write a note in books I'm giving
as a gift. We were never encouraged to
follow the example of Edgar Allan Poe,
who titled his own reflections
Marginalia. He was quite firm on “In
getting my books, I have always been
solicitous of an ample margin; this is
not so much through any love of the
thing in itself, however agreeable, as for
the facility it affords me of pencilling

in suggested thoughts, agreements, and
differences of opinion, or brief critical
comments in general.”

Poe was part of a great tradition.
Things scribbled in books are an art
form of their own, and one as old as
reading itself. Medieval monks — indi-
viduals who had a fairly similar lifestyle
and outlook to 1980s Calcuttan school-
boys — were indefatigable writers in
the margins, and not all of their glosses
were respectable. Even centuries-old
receipts and bills are treasure troves for
doodle-hunting historians: the earliest
use of anti-Semitic tropes that became
tragically common in medieval Europe
is a cartoon scrawled on a tax receipt in
depicting Jewish businessmen with
long noses and surrounded by gold, dat-
ing from the English king’s exchequer
in the 13th century. Sometimes a par-
ticular bit of marginalia can become
immortal, spawning books and entire

careers. Consider the afterlife of Pierre
de Fermat’s little note in the margin of
his copy of Diophantus’ Arithmetica: “1
have a truly marvellous demonstration
of this proposition which this margin
is too narrow to contain.” He may have
been wrong about having found a proof
of his famous “last the-
orem”, but imagine if
he had never written
that reminder to him-
self at all. (It was only
discovered and publi-
cised by his son, after
Fermat himself had
died without writing
down his supposed

proofin full.) were indefatigable writers
Less consequential in the margins, and not all
and more personal his-  of their glosses were

tory is also revealed in
the margins of old
books. Many of us own
books that once belonged to grandpar-
ents or great-grandparents, and the
occasional note in the margins, a pas-
sage or two underlined, is a sometimes

respectable

Things scribbled in books
are an art form of their
own, and one as old as
reading itself. Medieval
monks - individuals who
had a fairly similar lifestyle
and outlook to 1980s
Calcuttan schoolboys —

surprising window into the opinions of
people we did not always know that well
growing up.

One of the tragedies, perhaps, of the
growth of e-readers is that we will leave
no such archive behind. This is not, per-
haps, for want of trying on the part of
the large American cor-
porations that now run
the documents and
books trade, who as we
know have only our
best interests at heart.
Books on the Kindle,
for example, offer the
option in some cases —
if your Kindle is con-
nected to the internet
— of seeing what other
readers have under-
lined or commented.
I'm not sure if it’s a
reflection on our times,
or on the general uselessness of social
media, that one tends to turn this func-
tionality off. People seem to highlight
the most uninteresting or obvious sec-

tions when they intend to share it to the
cloud. Nor can you pass your own copy
of a Kindle book on to a loved one, or
pass it down to another student.

Still, not all is lost. I still find myself
unable to write in the margins of books,
but it appears that this severe training
doesn’t stop me when I'm reading doc-
uments or books on the iPad. Give me
a PDF of an economics paper and an
Apple Pencil, and I'm a happy man,
making nasty remarks about the writ-
er’s choice of variables in various shades
of red. Some of those I certainly won’t
be sharing to the cloud. Nor will any
hypothetical descendants ever see it.
Margin-writing is now a private act —
like e-mails, and lists made in Evernote,
and all the other electronic detritus of
one’s life, it will never be added to an
archive in a university presuming any
of us ever become famous enough to
deserve one. Future historians trying to
deduce what today’s readers think of
books they bought will just have to look
up their GoodReads reviews. Somehow
that seems far less romantic.
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Even a 7% growth looks a
bit of a stretch now

Private consumption & investment are flagging, govt alone
can’t revive growth; need a big reforms push for that

HE IMF ON Tuesday lowered its growth forecast for India in FY20 to 7%.

But,given how private sector capex has been sluggish fornearlyfouryears

nowand consumption demand has slowed sharply over the pastyear,most

economists expect GDP to grow at just 6.7-6.8% or even more slowly.
There are,however,no quick-fixes; sustainable growth comes from big,game-chang-
ing reforms, not populist measures. Simply lowering interest rates does not mean
businesses will start borrowing. The current slowdown must be viewed against the
backdrop of the twin-balance sheet crisis, never easy to recover from in the best of
times.Therevival isall the more difficult because industryisstill grapplingwith GST
and the disruption from demonetisation. While consumption demand has held up
the economyin thelast fewyears,having fallen off now, it is unlikely to revive mean-
ingfullywithout investment picking up.The slowdown in consumption spends are
being attributed to stagnant or falling farm incomes, the lack of newjobs and large
joblossesinindustry.Spendsarealso subdued because consumersaren’t seeing any
significant rise in their incomes. ACMA said, on Wednesday, ten lakh jobs were in
jeopardy in the auto components sector. In fact, the higher surcharge imposed on
high net worth individuals could dampen demand for housing, a key sector for the
economy,and one that could have catalysed growth.

The government has not increased the allocation for capital expenditure mean-
ingfully,hamstrungasitis by high revenue expenditure and deficits.The FY20alloca-
tion is ¥3.4 lakh crore, up 12% over FY19, but the total capex, together with PSUs, is
smaller than in 2018-19.Also, the government’s share of total capex has been falling
over the years and, with several PSUs unable to generate adequate internal accruals,
there has been a tendency to resort to extra-budgetary borrowings, which are pres-
suring their balance sheets. At the end of the day, though, the government’s invest-
ment accounts for a relatively small proportion of India’s investment, it is the private
sectorthat needstoinvest,and the keytoencouraging more private sectorinvestment
lies in reforms in the areas of land, labour, regulation,enforcement of contracts, taxa-
tionand FDI.It mustberecognised that much of the private sector remains over-lever-
aged and,asthe corporate results show,cash flows areweakening.Those industrialists
that have the ability toleverage have used this to buy stressed assets via the IBC route.
Tobe sure,routine capexwill continue,but given that thereisadequate capacityacross
most sectors, thereis noreal urgencyto create more.Indeed,as RShankar Raman,CFO
at Larsen & Toubro observed,a revival in private sector capexisa good 12-18 months
away.As he pointed out, it isas hard to raise money in the capital markets asitisin the
debt markets unless companies are highly rated. While the reckless lending by NBFCs
needed tobe curbed, it has reduced the available liquidity in the system especially for
thesecond- and third-tierborrowers.At the same time,banks have becomerisk averse,
notsurprising since the NPA cycle doesn’t seem tohave ended yet.Even asit eases reg-
ulation for labour and land, the government must worry about credit flow to weaker
companies.Without that,a recovery could take years.

Auditors must answer

Sebi proposals will bring transparency, boost investor confidence

N THE WAKE of IL&FS auditors, Deloitte Haskins & Sells and BSR & Associates,
facingregulatoryaction after the companystarted defaulting onits debt—IL&FS
hasatotaldebt 0of 106,000 crore—and itwas found that theauditors didn’t red-
flagthe problemsin time, there have beena spate of resignations byauditors from
a host of companies where the ability to service borrowings has come under cloud.
Auditors have walked out abruptly from their contracts with Reliance Capital, Man-
pasand Beverages, Fortis,and Bhushan Steel,among others, recently. While, in many
cases,auditors have cited preoccupation with other work, primarily, as the reason for
this, it does seem as if the resignations are related to the authorities turning up the
heat on auditors. In some cases, it is true, auditors have flagged entries in the books
that don’t look kosher or even cited the hindrances in accessing relevant information
toaudit the financial statements of acompany. But, largely,auditors haven’t been forth-
coming about the real reason for resigning,and this hasleft investors in the lurch.

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) has donewell to propose aregime
inwhichauditors can’t resign without spelling out the real reasons for such adecision.
Sebi,ina consultation paper,recommendsthatif anauditorofalisted companywishes
toresign,and has completed theaudit forall quarters of a financial year except thelast,
then theauditorwill have tofinalise theaudit report forthe entire financial yearbefore
walking out.In case theauditorwants towalk out duringany quarter otherthan thelast,
alimited audit for that quarter has tobe submitted.These provisions will also hold for
any unlisted subsidiary of the listed entity.And, if the auditor is resigning because the
entityisn’t providing the required information, theauditormust provideadisclaimer
in the report and, more important, give details of what information was sought—in
which case,investors will have a betteridea of just howbad things are in the organisa-
tion.The auditor also has to give detailed reasons for resignation and state that there
arenomaterial reasons otherthan those provided. Sebihas donewell to bring the com-
pany’saudit committee into the process; so,if anauditoris not getting information, this
hastobebrought to the attention of the audit committee.

The financial jugglery that firms with dodgy accounting indulge in, it is true,
makes gleaning of facts extremely difficult—a recent report by REDD details how
suchhard-to-detect masking hasbeen done in some cases—but, the role of the audi-
tors is to uncover this and report it; and, if that is not possible, then at least to flag
potential problem areas. That said, meaningful action against corporate fraud will
alsoneed theregulators to up their surveillance game and also to bring tobook lapses
in corporate governance of the kind that happened at IL&FS; the company’s risk-
management committee, forinstance, metjust once in fouryears (the consolidated
debt around doubled during this period). Not allowing the auditor to evade its
responsibilityiswelcome,but more needs be done to preventanother IL&FS.In that
matter,both RBI and Sebiwere caught napping.

WastedLIVES

Sewer workers continue to work under dangerous and
dehumanising, even illegal, conditions

CCORDING TO DATA from the National Commission for Safai Karam-

charis (NCSK),as manyas 50 sewerworkers,a subset of manual scavengers

whoalmost exclusivelybelong to the Scheduled Caste,have died between

January and June 2019. Being based on reports submitted by only eight
states and UTs, this number is a gross underestimation. Further, based on data
reported by 20 statesand UTs,814 deathsrelated to manual scavenging have occurred
since 1993 when the central government outlawed the practice nation-wide by enact-
ing The Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines (Pro-
hibition) Act, 1993. The Socio-Economic and Caste Census of 2011 found that
1,80,657 Indian households are involved in manual scavenging, despite legal sanc-
tions againstit.

Sewerworkers in India,more often than not, receive no gear for personal protection,
making theirworking conditions dehumanisingand dangerous.Worse,marginalised
castesare forced to undertake sewerwork despite the availability of machines that per-
form the same function more efficiently and the majority of sewer workers are
employed indirectlyby state governmentagenciesand urbanlocal bodies.This employ-
ment is not strictly illegal since the law allows safai karamcharis to work only if they
have proper protective gear,buthow manyactually have these? Sanitation beinga state
subject,theblame forthe deplorableworking conditions of sewerworkerslies squarely
with state governments. Except,maybe, for Delhi,not many states have moved toequip
sanitation workers with mechanised/safer/more sanitary cleaning tools. Even if not
complicit, the Centre, too, is to blame—at the very least, for its complacency, when it
comes to protecting the lives of one of India’s most marginalised groups.
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AILING HEALTHCARE

(2% KARNATAKATRUST VOTE

Congress leader, Rahul Gandhi

From its first day, the Cong-JDS alliance in Karnataka
was a target for vested interests, both within &
outside... Their greed won today. Democracy,
honesty & the people of Karnataka lost

THE FAULT LINES OF THE INDIAN HEALTHCARE SYSTEM, ESPECIALLY THOSE OF OUR
UNDERSTAFFED AND UNDER-SKILLED HEALTH WORKFORCE, ARE IN URGENT NEED OF REPAIR

Health needs

more healing hands

HE SUPREME COURT has
averred that health is a
human right, while
expressing its anguish at
the spate of child deaths in
Muzaffarpur. The tragedy in Bihar
comes at a time when doctors and
patients are locked in an aggressively
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adversarial relationship across the
country. These are searing reminders
that we need to urgently repair the
faultlines in our health system.

One of those fault lines lies in the
state of our health workforce, which is
woefully short in numbers and skill to
meet the mounting demands on sag-
ging health services. There are far less
healthcare providers than needed and
those available are severely maldistrib-
uted across states, and between rural
and urban areas.

How many health workers do we
need? The World Health Organisation
(WHO) had previously estimated that
23 health workers (doctors, nurses and
midwives)would be required per 1,000
population to deliver health services
related to the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs). Those services
covered maternal and child health as
well as major infectious diseases.
India’s National Health Mission too
pursued therestricted MDGagenda,in
which nearly 80% of population health
needs were unaddressed.

The Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) of 2015 expanded the
health agenda to include non-com-
municable diseases, mental health and
other conditions that did not feature
inthe MDGs.Recognising that this full
plate of services needed more health
workers, WHO in 2016 raised the min-
imum number of health workers
needed per 1,000 population to 44.5.
Thiswasbased on 12 health indicators
and the need to deliver universal
health coverage (UHC).The same year,
a High Level Commission of the United
Nations strongly recommended

President, Public Health Foundation of India \
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higher investment in a larger global
healthworkforce,asapotent stimulus
for economic growth.

If only qualified health workers are
counted, based on appropriate educa-
tional qualifications, India has 16
health workers per 1,000 population
according to a recent analysis of data
from the National Sample Survey of
2016. Qualified allopathic doctors are
overall 4.5 per 10,000 population, but
only 1 per 11,000 in the public sector.
While we are short of both basic and
specialist doctors, the number of
nurses is even lower than needed. The
ratio of nurses and midwives to doctors
is 1.7, while it should be at least 3:1.
Midwifery has been subsumed under
general nursing, after independence.
While it has been estimated that India
needs 2.5 million midwives, therearea
total of only 1.3 million nurses overall,
with many of them lacking adequate
midwifery skills.

How do we overcome these chal-
lenges? The reconstituted Medical
Council of India, with a nominated
Board of Governors, is doing a com-
mendablejobin reforminga moribund
regulatory system of medical educa-
tion. While doing so, it has recently
increased the number of medical
undergraduate seats by 15,000 to
reach 75,000. Since it has been esti-
mated that we need 100,000 under-
graduate seats, it proposes now to per-
mit consortia of large private
institutions of repute to start medical
colleges or even partner with existing
medical colleges to train more under-

graduate students. Many such hospi-
tals already run postgraduate medical
courses affiliated to the National Board
of Examinations (NBE).

Even this maynot solve the problem
of maldistribution,where several states
have fewmedical colleges and not many
large hospitals. It is necessary to
upgrade district hospitals in
these states and make
them robust training
facilities for undergradu-
ate and postgraduate
medicaland nursing edu-
cation as well as allied
health professional train-
ing. Newmedical colleges
can be started in linkage
with such district hospi-
tals for undergraduate
training, and postgradu-
ate training can be affili-
ated to the NBE. The
National Health Mission
should consider recruit-
ing fresh medical gradu-
ates into a 3-year short service com-
mission to provide for flexibility in
posting tounderserved statesand areas.

Thereisaneed torevive midwifery
training programmes while continu-
ing to develop the strength of nursing
to full potential by enhancing scale,
skills, scope, social status and salaries.
Nurse practitioners can become the
heart and hands of comprehensive pri-
mary healthcare in both rural and
urban settings. Digital technology,
with decision support systems, man-
agementalgorithmsand tele-consult-

[s it time to impose a carbon tax?

The tax can be an effective

policy instrument for realising
India’s Paris commitments and

can substitute the current
Clean Environment Cess

INTHE RECENT Union Budget,a major
initiative has been taken by the gov-
ernment to promote e-vehicles. How-
ever, the initiative is only a small step
to curb pollution effectively and give
pacetothe emissions reduction targets
announced in the Intended Nationally
Determined Contributions (INDC)
during the Paris Climate meet. Other
measures, such as a carbon tax, could
have been instrumental in this regard.

Local pollutants, particularly par-
ticulate matter, cause many health-
related problems such as breathing,
wheezing, asthma, and aggravation of
existing respiratoryand cardiac condi-
tions.Ithasbeen found recently that air
pollution may lead to hypertension
risk, particularly in women in India.
Further, life expectancy,due to this,has
reduced by 2.6 years.Worldwide, more
deaths per year are linked to air conta-
mination, particularly from the indus-
trial and transport sectors. The situa-
tion is getting worse, particularly in
megacities, including Delhi.

As per statistics, India is the world’s
fourth-largest emitter of Greenhouse
Gases (GHGs) though per capita emis-
sion is low due to a large population.
Rapid economic growth with little con-
cern for the environment makes this a
serious threat. India’s total GHG emis-
sionsare more than 3,200 million met-
rictonnes,which constitute around 7%
of theworld’s total GHG emissions,with
anaverage growth of 6.3%in 2018.The
energysectorhasamajorroleinthisand
contributes 68.7% of total emissions.
Over a span of 24 years from 1990, this
emission has increased by 180%.

The growing energy demand and
consumption have led to an emergent
need to puta price on emissions,directly
reducing the exploitation of natural
resources and pollution. Putting a price
on carbon and taxing it directly is con-
sidered farbetter than deciding thelimit
of emissionsthrough the‘capand trade’
system, under which maximum emis-

sion limits are decided for the firms.
Firmsarerequired tobuy permitsif they
pollute more than the prescribed limit.
Similarly, firms can sell their permits to
othersif they polluteless than thelimit.
Obviously, the carbon tax system has
advantages over the ‘cap and trade’sys-
tem due to its simplicity, affordability,
revenue recycling and predictability of
carbon prices. Further, the tax has price
certainty, transparency and focuses on
direct response as it checks unintended
incidence of certain taxes onlabourand
capital,leading to employment genera-
tion,increased outputand productivity.

Clearly, the carbon tax has three
benefits. It—a) reduces emissions; b)
stimulates innovations; and c) raises
government revenue. In fact, a carbon
tax is the most basic economic instru-
mentwhich canbe used to price carbon
and combat CO2 emissions, and cor-
rect negative externalities. It works on
the principle of ‘the polluter pays’.

The principlehasbeenadapted glob-
ally and many countries have success-
fully introduced a carbon tax.In Europe,
alarge number of countries,such as Den-
mark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy,
Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Sweden,
Switzerland, and the UK, had already
imposed the tax in the nineties. Among
them, Scandinavian countries were the
first. Finland initiated this in 1990, fol-
lowed by Sweden in the subsequentyear.
Sweden and Norwayimposed acompar-
atively higherrate of a carbon taxat $27
and $15 per ton of CO2, respectively.
Data shows that these countries gener-
ate revenue up to $1.7 billion annually
from the tax. Carbon tax in Finland is
based on the energy content of fuelsand
CO2 emissions. Great Britain, which
introduced thetaxin 2001,used therev-
enue on energy efficiency improve-
ments and renewable energy support
program.In other countries, it is used to
finance public expenditure.

In the case of the United States of
America, there is no nationwide tax,
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but few states-California, Colorado,
Maryland and New York-use a carbon
taxasanintegral part of their strategies
toreduce emissions.In Canada,Quebec
and British Columbia are two popular
provinces which impose the carbon
tax. British Columbia’s carbon tax
modelis considered asabenchmark for
many countries. It is estimated that
from 2007 to 2015, CO2 emissions
reduced by 4.7% and real GDP grew
more than 17%.Early this year, Singa-
poreimposed a carbon tax of $5 perton
of GHG emissions and is planning to
increase the rate in the range of $10 to
$15 per ton of emissions by 2030.
Among the developing countries,
South Africa has planned to introduce
the tax in thisyear.

It can be argued that a carbon tax
can easily be an effective policy instru-
ment in reducing differentlocal pollu-
tants and achieving INDC targets for
India. Moreover,the tax can substitute
the current Clean Environment Cess,
which serveslittle tono purpose as the
itissubsumed under GST.Tax proceeds
may be used to a) subsidies clean fuels
and fuelsused in the agriculture sector,
b) promote electric vehicles through
subsidy, ¢) improve public transport,
and d) build infrastructure.

The primary aim of the tax is to dis-
courage environment unfriendly pro-
duction and consumer practices by
making the polluting sources costlier
without any negative effect on overall
employment and output levels. The
imposition of a carbon taxwith revenue
recycling, in terms of earmarking the
revenue for related purposes, will help
develop synergies and win-win situa-
tions.Therevenue so generated willalso
contribute to the dwindling tax rev-
enue, and reduce the fiscal deficit,
which is targeted at 3.3% for 2019-20.
Time has come when India has to
become a pioneer among emerging
economies and impose an explicit car-
bon tax,and let the polluters pay.

It is necessary to
upgrade district
hospitals in these
states and make
them robust
training facilities
for undergraduate
and postgraduate
medical and
nursing education

ing, can greatly amplify their effec-
tiveness. Along with community
healthworkers,nurses and other cate-
gories of mid-level healthcare
providers will be the main service
delivery resources in primary care,
especially in areas where doctors are
scarce.Peoplewill not need to travel far
to distant hospitals, if primary care
needs are met closer to home.
Advanced clinical nursing, needed
for multiple specialities, can be devel-
oped by starting diplomas and fellow-
shipsaffiliated tothe NBEwhich already
hasawidearray of such programmes for
sub-speciality training in postgraduate
medical disciplines.Thiswill ensure that
teamwork, whether in intensive care or
surgical theatres, is nurtured
through connected and
complementary training
programmes in common
clinical settings. Nurse
researchers too must
emerge through public
health and clinical
nursing programmes.
These measures will
generate jobs in the
many categories of the
health workforce, for
millions of young per-
sons yearning for pro-
ductive employment.
From the current 6.75
million, the workforce
can expand to 11.4 million by 2025.
Eachyear, nearly 3 million youth pass
the 12th standard examin the science
stream. A sizeable segment of that
group can be channelled into a skilled
health workforce. As the numbers
swell and the country’s health system
needs are saturated, the surplus may
also invigorate the global health work-
force as countries with ageing popu-
lations and shrinking workforce
stretch their hands to seek support
from India’s demographicbounty.But
till then, India and Bihar first!

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Trump mediation

row

It is widely known that the
incumbent US President Donald
Trump is given to uttering
barefaced lies, falsehoods and half-
truths. But then the perception of
Donald Trump as a habitual and
pathological liar alone does not
suffice to dismiss his startling
revelation that PM Narendra Modi
implored him to mediate on the
Kashmir issue. It now lies with PM
Modi to clarify that the request for
mediation was never made. Since it
was a ‘confidential’ discussionin a
one-to-one meeting at Osaka, it is
only proper and right that PM Modi
himself puts the record straight and
establish that the so-called most
powerful man on the planet lied.
Those who ask him to clarify and
nail Trump's lie are not 'Pakistani
proxies'. Nevertheless, it is
intriguing that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi did not deem it
necessary to divulge that the
Kashmir issue figured in his talks
with Donald Trump. Or it did not
crop up atall. It is possible that
Trump made the 'false’ claim to
project himself as a big leader and
massage his ego. Nevertheless,
Trump's claim and India's refutation
should not be allowed to mar the
‘personal chemistry' between the
two world leaders. Looked at the
row at another level, it can be asked
why a shift in New Delhi's Kashmir
policy from 'bilateral engagement
only' top external mediation if the
intention and goal is to bring peace
to the sub-continent. If Narendra
Modi is 'personally convinced' that
the US can play a mediator or
arbitrator to resolve the dispute, he
can, given the political capital
invested in him, easily convince his
compatriots of its rightness. One
fifth of humanity cannot live in
hostility for all time to come. An
amicable settlement of the
intractable and thorny Kashmir
problem could fetch Narendra Modi
the Nobel Prize for Peace despite
his chequered political career.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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Manufacturing

sector's RCEP

inhibitions

While our negotiators bargain hard for an inclusive
and balanced RCEP, we must focus on eliminating the
niggling problems our manufacturing sector and
exports are facing. India’s plans for the manufacturing
sector need support in the form of a new industrial
policy that creates incentives for key sectors

ITH A STABLE and
full majority gov-
ernment back to
power at the Cen-
tre, the Prime Min-
ister hasalready hit the ground running
by setting up two key Cabinet panels on
growth & investment and employment
& skill development. The focus on the
manufacturing sector is critical for sus-
tainable economic growth. Manufac-
turing not only creates strong positive
backward and forward linkages in the
economy, but, according to estimates,
every job created in manufacturing has
a multiplier effect of 2-3x additional
jobs in other sectors. Industrial revolu-
tions don’t happen overnight. They
require careful planning, policy inter-
ventions,regular upgrades,and innova-
tions and investments at every stage of
development.

The contribution of the manufactur-
ing sector to India’s GDP has remained
stagnant at around 17% since the
1990s,and the sectorneedsabig pushin
order to drive potential GDP growth. In
the current context of rising trade war
tensions and slowing global growth,
most countries are cushioning their
domesticindustry from trade diversion.
According to WTO data, trade protec-
tionism has been on the rise both in
terms of the number of global trade-
restrictive initiations and import cover-
age of these measures.In the current sce-
nario, a two-pronged strategy of raising

domestic competitiveness (via a care-
fully-planned and targeted Industrial
Policy) and cushioning the industry from
surge in imports due to trade diversion
(via carefully-negotiated FTAs) is the
need of the hour.

In this regard, India needs to take a
cautious approach towards FTAs. A NITI
Aayog note (‘A Note on Free Trade Agree-
ments and Their Costs’,Dr Saraswat, Priya,
Ghosh 2018) had earlier highlighted that
India’s combined trade deficit with FTA
partnerslike the ASEAN, Japan and South
Koreahasalmost doubled in thelast eight
years. India’s trade deficit with the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership (RCEP) bloc of over $100 billion is
almost 64% of its total trade deficit, of
which China alone accounts for over 60%
of the deficit.The reportalso highlighted
that the quality of trade has deteriorated
under the ASEAN-India FTA. As per UN’s
Harmonised System of product classifi-
cation, products can be grouped into 99
chaptersand furtherinto 21 sectionslike
textiles, chemicals, vegetable products,
base metals,gems and jewellery, etc (sim-
ilar to sector classification). The analysis
shows that trade balance has worsened
(deficit increased or surplus reduced) for
13 out of 21 sectors. This also includes
value-added sectors like chemicals and
allied, plastics and rubber, minerals,
leather, textiles,gemsand jewellery, met-
als, vehicles, medical instruments, and
miscellaneous manufactured items. Sec-
tors where trade deficit has worsened

account forabout 75% of India’s exports
tothe ASEAN.

Having said that, the RCEP—the 16-
country mega Asian FTA—has been
viewed with caution by Indian policy-
makers. Commerce minister Piyush
Goyal has held industry consultations
overthelastfewdaystoensureall indus-
tryissues are considered before the deal
is sealed. It should be realised that reci-
procityis the key to FTAs.The biggest dri-
ver for trading partner countries to sign
an FTA with India is the access to a big
and booming consumer market. So it’s
quitelogical for India also to assess what
it getsinreturn.That’s probably the rea-
son why India has received a lot of back-
lash at various rounds of RCEP negotia-
tions from other trading partners.As per
media reports, in the latest meeting in
Bangkok, India’s proposal for strict rules
of origin requirements was not wel-
comed by other FTA partner countries.
Rules of origin are critical as they deter-
mine the source of a product for it to
qualify for preferential treatment.India
has been demanding a stricter rule of
origin criteria for its domestic industry
(40-60% of value-add) as it fears that
China can easily misuse lax rules of ori-
gin, like the 35% value-added rule in
orderto dump goods into India.The fear
is not unwarranted as rerouting of Chi-
nese goods into Indian markets via
India’s FTA partner countries is quite
common. Previously, too, under the
India-Sri Lanka FTA, Sri Lanka had
started exporting copper to
India by under-invoicing of
imported scrap in order to
show higher value-addi-
tion forits goods to qualify

the FTA. Thus, rules of ori-
ginnorms can easilybe cir-
cumvented by simple
accounting manipulation.

Dealing with NTBs
is costly and,
forpreferential rates under therefore' we must
factor in this
associated barrier
before we move

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

serious attention. China’s usage of NTBs
like complex product certification
process, labelling standards, customs
clearance, pre-shipment inspection and
import licensing have hindered India’s
access to their markets. Dealing with
NTBs is costly and, therefore, we must
factorin thisassociated barrier before we
move ahead with trade pacts,the RCEPin
particular.Thus,in terms of reciprocity in
an FTA, India’s exports access to Chinese
markets will be limited given China’s
overcapacity,use of NTBs,and significant
financial and non-financial support
available to its domestic industry.

Against this backdrop, India must
have a plan to deal with the massive sup-
port that China offersitsindustries,lead-
ing to overcapacity and price undercut-
ting post-RCEP. Therefore, we suggest
thatappropriate safeguard clauses must
be put in place within the RCEP in case
injury to domestic industry is found. A
clause on provisional safeguard mea-
sures should also be introduced. Within
the FTA, a provision should be made for
safeguard measures tobe invoked if a vol-
ume or price trigger for the concerned
products is reached.

Given the current state of Indian
industry, phased elimination of tariffs is
necessary especiallywith respect to some
key manufacturing industries that have
long gestation periods until they start
running on full capacity. An example of
this kind of negotiation was the India-
Japan FTA where India negotiated for
most ofits tariff linesunder
sensitive track (almost 63%
under sensitive track, 14%
under exclusion). This was
in contrast to the ASEAN-
India FTA wherein 76% of
tariff lines were opened up
for complete duty elimina-
tion. Therefore, at least a
15-25years’tariff elimina-

. dM?[reox;ler, t}ll)e domestic1 ahead with trade tion tgc?eéilgle 1shoulclt be
industry has been voca . negotiated for key sectors
about its discomfort with pacts, th,e RCEP In like chemicals, metals,
respect to opening up of the particular automobiles, machinery,
domestic market to Chi- food products and textiles,

nese exports.This is under-
standable given the mas-
sive Chinese overcapacity in key
manufacturing industries, and major
support programmes in the form of
financial, non-financial and trade mea-
sures for the domesticindustry that give
an edge to Chinese producers over other
trade partners. China’s manufacturing
surplusand dumping of goods across the
world is well known. China is the recipi-
ent of the highest number of anti-dump-
ing duty (ADD) measures in the world,
with 926 ADD measures against it
(1995-2017), which amounts to almost
a quarter of all ADD measures globally.
Policymakers should also be cog-
nisant of the use of non-tariff barriers
(NTBs) by China. As per reports, even
though China has agreed to open almost
92% of their tariff lines, expecting India
to reciprocate in the same manner,
India’s concerns over China’s NTBs merit

which individually con-
tribute more than 5% to
India’s manufacturing GDPand employ-
ment. Thus, as suggested, phased elimi-
nation of few key manufacturing indus-
tries is absolutely essential with respect
to China,andlast but not theleast,arules
of origin criteria that ensures a fair
amount of value-addition to determine
the source of a product.

While our negotiators bargain hard
for an inclusive and balanced RCEP,
domestically we must fiercely focus on
eliminating the niggles our manufactur-
ing sector and exports are facing. India’s
transformational plans forthe manufac-
turing sector will require support in the
form of a new industrial policy that cre-
ates the necessaryincentives for key sec-
tors to be an active part of this process.
These are necessary complements for
ensuring maximum leverage out of our
trade deals,and especially the RCEP.
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Taxes should
not be taxing

SINGH

The author is founding partner, Jupiter Law Partners

(Ir)rationale of tax on buyback and
dividend distribution

HERE ARE TWO ways of return of money to
shareholders bya companyasagoing concern—
dividend and buyback—and both use tax paid
profits of a company. So,it’simportant to under-
stand the mechanism of arriving at the taxable
profit of a company. A quick glance at the P&L account of a
company will reveal that income of a company is used to
meet the legitimate dues to several stakeholders, in a set
hierarchy,before profits can be said to have been generated.
First,the operating cost is met,which involves remuner-
ation to employees, payment to third-party vendors for pur-
chase of goods and services,and indirect tax on goods or ser-
vices sold. Then comes the financial cost—the payment of
interest to lenders. Then come depreciation and amortisa-
tion,which, though not payouts, yet are treated as expenses
in the profit computation process.What remains thereafter
is the profit. This residual income should be the rightful
share of its shareholders,and none else, after tax incidence
has been met, because they remain the only stakeholders
who still have theirindulgence in the company unrewarded.
The company law permits the return of this cash to share-
holders in the shape of dividends and as consideration for
shareholders’shares if the company offers to buy the same.
Asimilar,but not identical, hierarchy of priorities is pre-
scribed inaliquidation event when shareholders statutorily
participate in the distribution of whatever is left of liquida-
tion proceeds after meeting the dues to different stake-
holders. But tax treatment of the two sets of shareholders’
receipts ends this similarity. Post-liquidation, asset sales pro-
ceedsare not subject to taxin the hands of the company, but
only to a capital gains tax from the receiving shareholder.
However, the company pays the dividend distribution tax
(DDT) on proceeds out of the free reserves (read, accumu-
lated tax paid profits) distributed amongst shareholders.
Ifweremoveall other stakeholders from reckoning, after
dues to them are met, share-
holdersarealmostakintoown- S —
ers of remaining profit (both
current and free reserves) and
liquidation proceeds, respec-
tively. By thislogic, they should amountis
be taxed only once, either at .
company’s hands or the share- essentially double
holders.DDTonthealreadytax taxation and should

paid (dividend) amount is not be imposed
essentially double taxation and

shouldnotbeimposed,though | ————
India is not the only major

country succumbing to the lure of augmenting her tax rev-
enue byresorting to such onerous impositions. Similarly, the
tax on buyback amount, extended to listed companies as
wellinan otherwise forward-looking Budget,isa dampener.

Taxingis tempting,as theysay.This government’sintent
to usher in brisk economic growth is indubitable. It wants
investors,both foreign and domestic, to invest heavily in its
Make-in-Indiainitiative and boosting infrastructure devel-
opment. However, if more than 40% of their hard-earned
profits are likely to be evaporated owing to the swindling
double tax, it daunts the otherwise fervent investors eyeing
to harvest a reasonable fortune from a giant economy
buoyed by recent reforms and a large demography.

Despite a leap in the ease of doing business, also recog-
nised by theWorld Bank,a complex federal structure in India
resulting in copious rules still has a labyrinthine and diffi-
cult-to-negotiate business regulatory system, especially toa
foreign investor.In an era when nations compete for global
investments,investors need to be offered something differ-
entially rewarding that offsets the impact of an intricate
legal system. Amidst the China-US trade tensions and due
to geopolitical reasons, foreign capital, especially Japanese
and Korean, is flying out of China, but has not been landing
in India. East Asian nations like Vietnam, Thailand, the
Philippines and Indonesia have attracted the bulk of it. The
government may do an assessment of the contribution of
DDT and tax on buyback to total direct tax collection. If it is
not that significant, it will be ingenious of the government
to doawaywith these unsavoury fiscal millstones.It does not
takea clairvoyant to predictanimminent surge in inflows of
foreign capital only on this count and also a stop to Indian
capital’s flight to foreign lands.This will help India stand out
as an attractive investment destination and help it in gar-
neringthe capital it requires for infrastructure development
and Make-in-India,which should, in turn,generate employ-
ment for the millions entering the workforce every year.

DDT on the already
tax paid (dividend)

HE 'CARE ECONOMY' is sta-

tisticallyinvisible.No effective

macro policy coherence is

there to ensure and support

care economy in India. More
often,women as primary caregivers leave
the job market to perform the responsibil-
ities, at the peak of their career. This, in
turn, can affect economic growth of the
country due to productivity loss,emanat-
ing from the loss of insights and talent
they did bring on board. This also affects
the ‘potential output’of a country.

Unemploymentratein Indiareacheda
45-year high of 6.1% in 2017-18, as per
therecent NSS estimates.The IMFhasalso
highlighted the widening gender gap in
labour force participation rates in India.
We must explore reasons why the female
labour force participationisin Indiaisone
of the lowest in the world. The lack of a
comprehensive care economy policyis the
single-most significant reason for the
falling rate of female labour force partici-
pation.Ifwewant toreap the demographic
dividend before it vanishes, designing a
comprehensive care economy policy in
India should be the policy mantra.

If the objective of public policy is ‘leav-
ing no one behind’ as an economy pro-
gresses, then designing anintelligent care
economy policy should be the first charge
on the exchequer. This policy is relevant
froman‘efficiencyand equity’perspective
and also from ‘human rights’ perspective.

If Indiais unable to fullyattract the tal-
ented educated women to the job market

[ndia needs a ‘care
economy’ policy

A comprehensive care economy infrastructure can support
women to participate in economic activity

CHAKRABORTY

The author is professor, NIPFP, Delhi, and visiting
professor, American University, Washington, DC

by ensuring the care economy infrastruc-  she should not be constrained to work.

ture, then will the next best policy be to The point we miss often is why care
provide universal basicincome (UBI)tothe ~ economyis core to macroeconomic policy
primary caregiversintheeconomy? UBIto  frameworks.The macro policy decisions—
aprimary caregiver canenhancetheirdig-  say, fiscal austerity measures—impact
nity, remove their ‘unfreedom’,and can  menand women differently. Forinstance,
ensure social justice to their contribution  if the fiscal austerity is by reducing the
tothe economicgrowthbysupportingthe health spending in a country, the reduc-
care economy. However,allwhat Iwantto  tion in hospitalisation days or in-patient
highlight here is that UBI to a primary days can directly impact women as they
caregiver should not be a tradeoff to aretheprimarycaregiversinahousehold.
designinga comprehensive careeconomy  Women,thus,bearthe brunt of macroeco-
infrastructure that cansupportwomento nomic policy decisions. At the same time,
participate in economicactivity. Here,the = more often, macro policy is not designed
basicnormistogive the freedomofchoice to integrate household caregiver’s per-
to awoman ‘to work’ or ‘not to work’,but  spectives,which otherwise needsan enor-

=

mousattention aswe cannot take the sup-
port from the care economy system as infi-
nite. If public expenditure compression is
the path to achieve fiscal austerity, it can
lead to ‘humanitarian crisis’ through cut-
backs in spending on employment, pen-
sions and social security support.

India has designed a fully-paid child-
care leave policy for two years—a leading
example of such policies in the world. But
a ‘comprehensive care economy policy’ is
absentinIndia.Indiashould beleading the
world in designing a comprehensive care
economy policy by taking into account all
the elements of care. We need innovative
statistics like time-use survey to capture

the extent of care economy, which is oth-
erwise absent in the existing Employ-
ment-Unemployment Survey rounds.

In Canada,a‘compassionate careleave’
policy has been introduced to take care of
one’s ailing relative, up to six months in
discrete orin continuum. Such policies can
help the primary caregivers,oftenwomen,
not to leave workforce when their parent
or spouse or a close relative falls ill. If pub-
lic policy takes it for granted (increasing
trend of women leaving the labour mar-
ket), they are missing the big picture.

Women face huge challenges to earn a
living and live peacefully during retire-
mentyears.In India,especiallywhen social

security benefits are not well-designed,
the permanent or temporary exit of a
woman from the job market to take care of
small child or an elderly parent enor-
mouslyreduces her earning potential and
her savings for retirement. To add, if the
woman is a single parent or divorced,
unless the public policy addresses this vul-
nerability,as a country we are missing the
big picture of how theloss of such human
capital can affect the economic growth.
Kerala is almost there to design a care
economy support structure by the govern-
ment, which can provide highly-efficient
caregivers to the households.Thisauthen-
tic care economy support by the govern-
ment can increase economic growth.
Itisinteresting to recall the documen-
tary ‘The Swedish Theory of Love’,which
encapsulates the public policy revolution
in Sweden, when policymakers decided
‘autonomous individual’ (not the ‘house-
hold’) as the unit of analysis of a public pol-
icy. The Swedish theory emphasises that
when an individual is not dependent on
anotherindividual for existence, truelove
happens, and public policy has a role to
ensure this. But when we design a com-
prehensive care economy policy, country
‘context’matters.India hasbegun design-
ing such policies based on the notion of
‘autonomous individual’ by providing job
guarantee or financial inclusion or cash
transfers to an ‘individual’ rather than a
‘household’.However,a public finance rev-
olution in India to support a comprehen-
sive care economy policyiswhat is needed.
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UTTAR PRADESH and Maharashtra,
the country’s most and second-most
populous states, also recorded the
highest incidence of cancer by ab-
solute numbers in the three years be-
tween 2016 and 2018, the govern-
ment informed Lok Sabha last week,
quoting figures estimated by an
Indian Council of Medical Research
(ICMR) report.

The estimated incidence of can-
cer cases (for both men and women)
in Uttar Pradesh were 2,45,231;
2,57,353; and 2,70,053 for the years
2016, 2017, and 2018 respectively.
The corresponding numbers for
Maharashtra were 1,32,726;
1,38,271; and 1,44,032. Among the
lowest estimated incidence was seen
in Haryana and Assam, the smaller
among the major states.

The projected cancer cases were
computed using projected incidence
rates and population (person-years),
said a note to the table annexed by the

of cancer cases in India

ttoit 1 State 2016-2017 2017-18
government to its reply. .

The absolute numbers suggested ~ Bilar 238 5.37
the fastest year-on-year increase in MadhyaPradesh 4.97 4.96
Fhe g?gde?gg‘)sf;afncer"z"gi gs;:in;e(l)tlegl Maharashtra 418 417
or Bihar (5.38% from 0 :

and 5.37% from 2017 to 2018), the UttarPradesh 494 493
country’s third most populous state ~ West Bengal 423 423

THIS WORD MEANS

as per the 2011 Census. The Health
Ministry’s reply said the central gov-
ernment was “implementing
Strengthening of Tertiary Care Cancer
facilities scheme to support setting up
of State Cancer Institutes (SCI) and
Tertiary Care Cancer Centres (TCCC)
in different parts of the country”.

PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN
ESTIMATED INCIDENCE OF CANCER
(For selected major states, based on
absolute estimates in ICMR report)

PANSEXUAL

How some celebrities describe themselves

IN AN interview to the ABC show Good
Morning America this week, American ac-
tor Bella Thorne (right) described herself
as “pansexual” — not bisexual, as she had
said earlier. Thorne is among several
celebrities who have declared that they
do not conform to binary labels while
defining sexual orientation.

“I'm actually a pansexual, and I didn’t
know that,” Thorne was reported to have
said. “Doesn’t have to be a girl, or a guy, or
a he, a she, a this, or that. It’s literally, you
like personality, like you just like a being.”

According to the Merriam-Webster
dictionary, pansexuality relates to, or is
characterized by “sexual desire or attrac-
tion that is not limited to people of a par-
ticular gender identity or sexual orienta-
tion”. The word has also come to meanan
attraction that is uninhibited by gender.

Stonewall, the LGBT rights charity in
the United Kingdom, defines pansexual
as “a person whose romantic and/or sex-
ual attraction towards others is not lim-
ited by sex or gender”. In the spectrum of
gender identities, there is only a small
proportion of people who identify them-
selves as being pansexual.

The termitself is not new, however —
having been coined in the early 1900s. It
comes from the Greek prefix ‘pan’, mean-
ing ‘all’. The other word for pansexual is
omnisexual — derived from the Latin

word ‘omni’, which means ‘all’.

Interest in pansexuality — both the
word and the idea — has surged every
time a celebrity has come out being as
one. In August 2015, Google searches
spiked after actor-singer Miley Cyrus de-
scribed herself as pansexual. More re-
cently, in April 2018, singer-songwriter
Janelle Monae told Rolling Stone maga-
zine that she was pansexual.

LEELAMURALI

UDIT MISRA
NEW DELHI, JULY 24

What exactly are sovereign bonds?

A bond is like an IOU. The issuer of a
bond promises to pay back a fixed amount
of money every year until the expiry of the

IN HER maiden Budget speech earlier in the
month, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitha-
raman announced something that no pre-
vious FM had done. She said that the Indian
“government would start raising a part of
its gross borrowing programme in external
markets in external currencies”. According
to most reports, this type of borrowing is
likely to start by October with the initial
amount of $10 billion. However, this idea
has not gone down well with several top
economists, such as former RBI Governor
Raghuram Rajan, who have underscored
the reasons why past governments have
stayed away from raising loans overseas in
foreign-denominated currencies.

The latest economist to caution the gov-
ernment is Rathin Roy, who is not only the
director of the National Institute of Public
Finance and Policy (a government think tank)
but also a member of the Prime Minister’s
Economic Advisory Council. “I would pay
very careful attention to what several
Governors of the Reserve Bank are saying...”,
Roy said during a public event Monday.

term, at which point the issuer returns the
principal amount to the buyer. When a gov-
ernmentissues suchabonditis called a sov-
ereign bond.

Typically, the more financially strong a
country, the more well respected is its sov-
ereign bond. Some of the best known sov-
ereign bonds are the Treasuries (of the
United States), the Gilts (of Britain), the
OATS (of France), the Bundesanleihen or
Bunds (of Germany) and the JGBs (of Japan).

And what is the controversial part?

The current controversy relates to
India’s sovereign bonds that will be floated
in foreign countries and will be denomi-
nated in foreign currencies. In other words,
both the initial loan amount and the final
payment will be in either US dollars or some
other comparable currency. This would dif-
ferentiate these proposed bonds from ei-
ther government securities (or G-secs,
wherein the Indian government raises loans
withinIndiaand in Indian rupee) or Masala
bonds (wherein Indian entities — not the
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AN EXPERT EXPLAINS

The limits of anti-defection

The prolonged political crisis in Karnataka has demonstrated the ways in which the nearly 35-year-old
anti-defection law can be used and abused. Here’s how the law was enacted, and how it has performed.

CHAKSHU ROy

THE POLITICAL crisis that began in Karnataka
with the resignation of 15 MLAs on July 6,and
ended on Tuesday with H D Kumaraswamy
being defeated in a motion of confidence that
took five days and multiple missed deadlines
to be put to vote, underscored the tortuous
working of India’s anti-defection law — and
threw up arange of associated legal and con-
stitutional questions.

This is how the law — the Tenth Schedule
of the Constitution, inserted by The
Constitution (52nd Amendment) Act, 1985,
when Rajiv Gandhi’s government was in
power — came to be, and how it evolved over
the three decades that followed.

The 1967 elections

The legislative journey of the anti-defec-
tion law is long and chequered. It involves
the institution of Parliament that designed
it, the office of the Speaker of Legislatures
thatimplementsit, and the judiciary that in-
terprets the law. MPs, MLAs, and their polit-
ical parties are the principal stakeholders
who are impacted by the anti-defection law.
It is a law whose unintended consequences
outweigh its purpose — and its journey after
its passage in 1985 mirrors the continuing
political instability in the country.

The seeds of the anti-defection law were
sown after the general elections in 1967.The
results of those elections were a mixed bag
for the Congress. It formed the government
at the Centre, but its strength in Lok Sabha
fell from 361 to 283. During the year it lost
control of seven state governments as MLAs
shifted their political allegiance.

In this backdrop, P Venkatasubbaiah, a
Congress MPin Lok Sabha who served in the
Cabinets of both Indira and Rajiv Gandhi, pro-
posed the setting up of a high-level commit-
tee to make recommendations to tackle the
“problem of legislators changing their alle-
giance from one party to another”.

The proposal saw a spirited debate in Lok
Sabha. Opposition members suggested re-
naming the proposal to “save Congress”,
while the ruling party accused the opposi-
tion of inducing MLAs to defect.

The Y B Chavan panel

Despite the acrimony, the Lok Sabha
agreed to the setting up of a committee to
examine the problem of political defections.
The then Home Minister, Y B Chavan, headed
the committee. The panel defined defection
— and an exception for genuine defectors.
According to the committee, defection was
the voluntary giving up of allegiance of a po-
litical party on whose symbol a legislator was
elected, except when such action was the re-
sult of the decision of the party.

In its report, the committee noted “that
the lure of office played a dominant part in
decisions of legislators to defect”. It pointed
out that out of 210 defecting legislators in
seven states, 116 were given ministerial
berths in governments which they helped
form by their defections.

To combat this, the committee recom-
mended a bar on defecting legislators from
holding ministerial positions for a year — or
until the time they got themselves re-elected.
Italso suggested a smaller Council of Ministers
both at the levels of the Centre and the states.

government — raise money overseas inru-
pee terms).

The difference between issuing a bond
denominated in rupees and issuing it in a
foreign currency (say US dollar) is the inci-
dence of exchange rate risk. If the loan is in
terms of dollars, and the rupee weakens
against the dollar during the bond’s tenure,
the government would have to return more
rupees to pay back the same amount of dol-
lars. If, however, the initial loan is denomi-
nated in rupee terms, then the negative fall-
out would be on the foreign investor.

For example, imagine two 10-year sov-
ereign bond issues by India: one for $100 in
the US, and the other for Rs 7,000 in India. For
the sake of simplicity, suppose the exchange
rate is Rs 70 to a dollar. As such, at the time
of issue, both values are the same. Now sup-
pose the exchange rate worsens for Indiaand
falls toRs 80adollar at the end of the tenure.
In the first case, the Indian government
would have to pay Rs 8,000 (instead of Rs
7,000 that it got initially) to meet its dollar-
denominated obligation. In the second case,
it would pay Rs 7,000 and the lender would
be short-changed as these Rs 7,000 will be
equal to just $87.5 at the end of tenure. That
is why, if the exchange rate is expected to

Former Karnataka Chief Minister H D Kumaraswamy in the Assembly on Tuesday. Kumaraswamy lost trust vote 99-105. P11

The committee was in favour of political par-
ties working together to help evolve a code of
conduct to effectively tackle disruptions.

Early attempts at a law

Following the report of the Y B Chavan
committee, two separate legislative attempts,
both unsuccessful, were made to find a solu-
tion to defections. The first one was made by
Indira’s Home Minister Uma Shankar Dikshit
in 1973; the second, in 1978, by Shanti
Bhushan, Minister for Law and Justice in the
Janata Party government of Morarji Desai. The
third attempt — which was successful —was
made in 1985, after the Congress won more
than 400 seats in Lok Sabha in the aftermath
of Indira’s assassination.

The Tenth Schedule

The Bill to amend the Constitution was in-
troduced by Rajiv Gandhi’s Law Minister
Ashoke Kumar Sen, the veteran barrister and
politician who had also served in the Cabinet
of Jawaharlal Nehru. The statement of objects
and reasons of the Bill said: “The evil of polit-
ical defections has been a matter of national
concern. Ifitis not combated, it is likely to un-
dermine the very foundations of our democ-
racy and the principles which sustain it.”

The amendment by which the Tenth
Schedule was inserted in the Constitution,
did three broad things.

B One, it made legislators liable to be pe-
nalised for their conduct both inside (voting
against the whip of the party) and outside
(making speeches, etc.) the legislature — the
penalty being the loss of their seats in
Parliament or the state legislatures.

B Two, it protected legislators from dis-
qualification in cases where there was a split
(with 1/3rd of members splitting) or merger
(with 2/3rds of members merging) of a leg-
islature party with another political party.

M Three, it made the Presiding Officer of
the concerned legislature the sole arbiter of
defection proceedings.

Criticism and passage

worsen, sovereign bonds denominated in
domestic currency are preferable.

So, why is India borrowing in external
markets in external currency?

There are many reasons why. Possibly
the biggest of these is that the Indian gov-
ernment’s domestic borrowing is crowding
out private investment and preventing the
interest rates from falling even when infla-
tion has cooled off and the RBI is cutting pol-
icy rates. If the government was to borrow
some of its loans from outside India, there
will be investable money left for private
companies to borrow; not to mention that
interest rates could start coming down. In
fact, the significant decline in 10-year G-sec
yields in the recent past is partially a result
of this announcement.

Moreover, at less than 5%, India’s sover-
eign external debt to GDP is among the low-
est globally. In other words, there is scope
for the Indian government to raise funds
this way without worrying too much about
the possible negative effects.

Thirdly, a sovereign bond issue will pro-
vide a yield curve — a benchmark — for
Indian corporates who wish to raise loans in
foreign markets. This will help Indian busi-

During the debate in Parliament,
Opposition MPs argued that the Bill would
curtail the freedom of speech and expression
of legislators. MPs like the socialist leader
Madhu Dandavate expressed concern over
the impact the amendment could have on
the office of the Speaker.

The Law Minister, however, succeeded in
navigating the Bill through Parliamentin two
days. The Bill was debated in Lok Sabha on
January 30, the death anniversary of
Mahatma Gandhi, and was passed by Rajya
Sabha the following day. Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi referred in Parliament to the
Mahatma’s seven social sins, the first one be-
ing politics without principles.

The immediate challenges

No sooner was the law put in place than
political parties started to stress-test its
boundaries. The issue of what constitutes a
spilt in a political party rocked both the V P
Singh and the Chandra Shekhar governments.
Therole of the Presiding Officers also became
increasingly politicised. Lok Sabha Speaker
Shivraj Patil said in 1992: “The Speaker is not
expected to dabble in keeping the political
parties week or strong or discipline the
Parliamentarians for their party purposes.”

The intervention of the higher judiciary
was sought to decide questions such as what
kinds of conduct outside the legislature would
fallin the category of defection,and what was
the extent of the Speaker’s power in deciding
defections. The Supreme Court, while uphold-
ing the supremacy of the Speaker in defection
proceedings, also held that the Speaker’s de-
cisions were subject to judicial review.

The 2003 Amendment

The last step in the legislative journey of
the anti-defection law came in 2003. A
Constitution Amendment Bill was intro-
duced in Parliament by the government of
Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee to ad-
dress some of the issues with the law. A com-
mittee headed by Pranab Mukherjee exam-
ined the Bill.

nesses that have increasingly looked to-
wards foreign economies to borrow money.

Lastly, the timing is great. Globally, and
especially in the advanced economies

where the government is likely to go to bor-
row, the interest rates are low and, thanks to
the easy monetary policies of foreign cen-
tral banks, there are a lot of surplus funds
waiting for a product that pays more.

Inanideal scenario, it could be win-win
for all: Indian government raises loans at
interest rates much cheaper than domestic
interest rates, while foreign investors get a
much higher return than is available in their
own markets.

Then why are so many cautioning
against this move?

The biggest potential fly in the ointment
is the element of risk that comes into the
picture when a government borrows in for-
eign markets and in foreign currency. As N
R Bhanumurthy and Kanika Gupta ( both of
NIPFP) have shown recently, the volatility
inIndia’s exchange rate is far more than the
volatility in the yields of India’s G-secs (the
yields are the interest rate that the govern-
ment pays when it borrows domestically).
This means that although the government

The committee observed: “The provision
of split has been grossly misused to engineer
multiple divisions in the party, as a result of
which the evil of defection has not been
checked in the right earnest. Furtheritis also
observed that the lure of office of profit plays
dominant partin the political horse-trading
resulting in spate of defections and counter
defections.”

The one-third split provision which offered
protection to defectors was deleted from the
law on the committee’s recommendation. The
2003 Amendment also incorporated the 1967
advice of the Y B Chavan committee in limit-
ing the size of the Council of Ministers, and
preventing defecting legislators from joining
the Council of Ministers until their re-election.
However, as events in the years and decades
since have demonstrated, these amendments
have had only limited impact.

The (ab)use of the law

The removal of the split provision
prompted political parties to engineer
wholesale defections (to merge) instead of
smaller ‘retail’ ones. Legislators started re-
signing from the membership of the House
inorder to escape disqualification from min-
isterial berths.

The ceiling on the size of the Council of
Ministers meant an increase in the number
of positions of parliamentary secretaries in
states. The Speakers started taking an active
interest in political matters, helping build
and break governments. The anti-defection
law does not specify a timeframe for
Speakers to decide on defection proceedings.
When the politics demanded, Speakers were
either quick to pass judgment on defection
proceedings or delayed acting on them for
years on end.

The long drawn-out events in the
Karnataka Vidhan Sabha have shown thateven
after three decades, the anti-defection law has
not been able to stop political defections.

(Chakshu Roy is Head of Outreach at
PRS Legislative Research)

What are sovereign bonds, and what are their risks and rewards?
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WORDLY WISE
HISTORY SHOWS THAT WHERE ETHICS AND
ECONOMICS COME INTO CONFLICT, THE VICTORY IS
ALWAYS WITH ECONOMICS. —B R AMBEDKAR

ThelndianEXPRESS - Much ado about something

RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

A DISMAL FRAME

Collapse of JD(S)-Congress government raises larger,
uncomfortable questions about health of India’s Opposition

ITH THE FALL of the HD Kumaraswamy government following a trust

vote on Tuesday, the BJP, the single largest party in the assembly, is

expected to form the government. There is still no clarity, however, on

the strength of the House, since the Speaker is yet to rule on the res-
ignations of 16 MLAs; their party leaderships have sought their disqualification. It is likely
that the Speaker’s action, whichever way he rules, may be challenged in court; the Supreme
Court already has a bunch of pleas on the Karnataka crisis to decide. As political parties go
through the motions in this bizarre tableau, citizens must endure the embarrassment of
watching their representatives duck in and out of resorts and other hideaways.

Beyond the moral dimensions of the crisis and the questions it raises about a host of
institutions, including the office of the Speaker and Governor, the events in Karnataka
lay out a challenging political predicament, particularly for the Opposition. Karnataka
has once again underlined that the BJP’s hunger for political domination is insatiable.
Since 2014, the party has been expanding across the country, winning state after state.
Under the leadership of Narendra Modi and Amit Shah, the party has come to believe
that the winner takes all and has sought to form governments even in the states it failed
to win. The Opposition has been slow and clueless in facing up, much less matching or
countering, the BJP. In fact, Karnataka was an exception, where the Opposition outwitted
the BJP to form a government 14 months ago. The Congress and the JD(S), which fought
against each other and finished behind the BJP, joined hands to form government; the
Congress’ decision to let the smaller party, the JD(S), occupy the chief minister’s office
was perceived to be anindication of the Opposition’s readiness to set aside differences for
alarger cause. In retrospect, neither party was willing to make this coalition of unnatu-
ral allies work. That it failed to deliver seats in the general election seems to have con-
vinced the Congress that the limited investment it had made in the coalition was not
worthit. The BJP’s will to form a government, the contradictions within the coalition and
the ambitions of the latter’s legislators seem to have converged in this moment.

The failure of the JD(S)-Congress government to hold up raises larger questions about
the Opposition’s capability to put up a united front against an expanding BJP. The glue
that held the Opposition together in Karnataka was the fear of the BJP. That no longer
seems effective as various Opposition parties, devastated by the May 23 verdict, have
moved apart and now seem to act listlessly. Even as the B]P relishes the absence of com-
petition, the unchecked emasculation of the Opposition does not augur well for a ro-
bust democracy.

SHARE OF THE STATE

Centre needs to re-evaluate its spending priorities,
encroach less on states’ space

ASTWEEK, THE Union cabinet passed an amendment to widen the terms of ref-

erence of the 15th Finance Commission. The Commission has now been asked

to examine the possibility of setting up a mechanism for funding defence and

internal security. As capital spending on defence continues to fall well short of
what is required, it is difficult to contest the premise that it needs to be bolstered. But, as
the creation of “secure and non-lapsable funds for defence and internal security” may
end up reducing the divisible tax pool further, the move could face resistance from states,
especially when several of them are arguing for a greater share in tax revenues. While
the commission is yet to spell out its views on the subject, this request raises fundamen-
tal questions over the spending priorities of different levels of government and the frame-
work that governs Centre-state fiscal relations.

The Seventh Schedule of the Indian Constitution specifies the separate as well as con-
current responsibilities of the Centre and state governments, with defence falling in the
Union list. The inability of the Centre to ramp up its spending on defence indicates the lim-
ited fiscal space available to it. In large part, this is due to an increase in spending on items
in the state and concurrent list, and a corresponding decline in spending on items in the
Union list. In 2015-16 alone, the Centre spent 16 per cent of its revenue expenditure on
items in the state list, and another 16.4 per cent on items in the concurrent list. Now, some
of this spending on items in the state and concurrent list is necessary. In a federal struc-
ture, the Centre must address regional imbalances in the delivery of public services. But
the bulk of this spending is routed through sector-specific transfers or centrally spon-
sored schemes that curb the autonomy of the states in deciding their own expenditure
priorities. The added fiscal pressures on the Centre have, in turn, contributed to reduced
fiscal space for states. Over the years, the Centre has begun to rely increasingly on taxes
collected through cesses and surcharges to meet its expenditure priorities. But revenue
from these sources does not form part of the divisible tax pool, it is not shared with states
— squeezing them from both ends.

While the compulsions of the political economy have ensured greater central gov-
ernment spending on items in the state and concurrent lists, the current juncture may well
be an opportune moment to rethink the spending priorities of different levels of the gov-
ernment. There is a need, particularly, to address legitimate concerns of states about in-
creasing encroachment by the Centre.

ANOTHER BLOND

The ascension of Boris, it is widely feared, signals the
imminent end of the UK, and all that sort of thing

N THE 20TH century, “Boris” signified the vodka-powered Yeltsin — “100 proof,

100 per cent in control”, as a cartoon of the era defined the bad-tempered child of

perestroika. Exactly two decades after Yeltsin bowed out of office with approval rat-

ings much lower than lunar gravity, allowing Vladimir Putin to become Russian
president and prime minister (alternately) for life, “Boris” means Johnson. Of the persist-
ently blond Johnson family, Britain’s answer to the clan Kardashian.

Tory and Whig, Unionist and Green, the gamut of the UK political leadership is se-
cretly of one compact — that Boris grasping the sceptre of the Sceptred Isle at this junc-
ture is simply dreadful. It is so bad that people are wistfully recalling Theresa May, who
was being derided just weeks ago. So very bad that if Johnson persists in pushing through
a painful no-deal Brexit when the deadline expires in October, his colleagues may pray
QEII, to whom the sceptre actually belongs, requests Brussels for another extension. And
in the melee, the Scots could finally make a successful bid for freedom.

Johnson’s track record is fairly awful. He was sacked within months of being hired by
the London Times, for misquoting and getting his history wrong. His stint as Brussels cor-
respondent of the Daily Telegraph was remarkable only for sparking off a wave of nastily
jocular Euroscepticism. The European commissioners he left behind in Brussels hold him
inlow esteem. But in an age of dangerous comedians (like the other blond across the Big
Water) this is not a disqualification. Even his adversaries admit he has an innate capac-
ity for lightening the air. And even his hordes of supporters admit that he fibs a lot. Boris
is a fib too. Boris is not his first name. It’s Alexander.

N

Absent any direct dealings with Pakistan, the US
insidiously becomes our intermediary

MANI SHANKAR AIYAR

WOULD DONALD TRUMP have really made
it up? True, the man is a misguided missile
but he has made it to president of the United
States and you don’t get there unless you
have something out of the ordinary about
you. He prides himself on being a “deal-
maker”. And he was making the defining
deal of his presidency when Pakistan Prime
Minister Imran Khan was visiting with him.
The context was getting the US out of the
Afghan imbroglio. That could only happen
by inveigling the Taliban to the negotiating
table. For that, Pakistan’s whole-hearted co-
operation is required.

By turning up in Washington DC with
both his army chief and his intelligence chief,
Imran was signaling Pakistan’s readiness to
render such whole-hearted cooperation,
presaged by meeting a long-standing
American demand — the release of the Pak-
American doctor who had led the US to
Osama bin Laden.

But what was Imran to get in return?
Nothing more than what any Pak PM needs
to cover his shame on returning home —
something on Kashmir. Trump obliged. His
bombshell had three bursts.

One, “I was with Prime Minister Modi
two weeks ago, and we talked about the sub-
ject”. Talked about Kashmir?

Second, “And he actually said, ‘would you
like to be a mediator or arbitrator, and I said,
‘where?’, and he said “Kashmir”. What?!

Third, Modi apparently gave his reason
why — “because this has been going on for
many, many years”. It has.

There was not one meeting but several
between Trump and Modi at Osaka. One, of
course, was the 40-minute formal meeting
between the two sides at which armies of of-
ficials from both sides were present — clearly
not the opportunity for “pillow talk”. Then,
the two were seated side-by-side at dinner,
but that conversation was monitored by a
joint secretary who acts as a translator for
Modi and keeps a summary record of what
is said. Then, there were meetings in the
lounge (but in other people’s hearing). And,

When Modi met Trump in
Osaka he knew Trump
would be seeing Imran
within the next few weeks in
Washington. It was also clear
that the top priority for
Trump was pulling his
troops out of Afghanistan
both to end two decades of a
fruitless war the US is
incapable of winning, as also
to fulfill a major campaign
pledge before running for re-
election. That required
Washington to assiduously
appease Islamabad.

finally while walking the corridors together
— where no one was around.

So, wasit then that the curious conversa-
tion took place that Trump has so vividly de-
scribed? Remember the precedent: It was
precisely such a brief chance encounter with
Nawaz Sharif (set up accidentally on pur-
pose) at the Paris Climate Change conference
that led to the breakthrough in December
2015 which climaxed by Modi dropping in
at the wedding of Sharif’s grand-daughter.

Or were there attendant circumstances
that created a misunderstanding on Trump’s
part of what Modi was attempting to con-
vey? By refusing to engage with Pakistan,
Modi has made the India-US relationship the
pivot on which India’s troubled relationship
with Pakistan swivels: So, oust Pakistan from
its traditional position as the principal ally in
South Asia of the US by bolstering the India-
US “strategic partnership”; ride pillion on the
United States’ global war on terrorism to get
US support in battling Pakistan-sponsored
cross-border terrorism; leverage the US to
get the Pakistan authorities to take action
against Hafiz Saeed and Masood Azhar; leave
it to the US to get the world to swing around
against Pakistan to get them moved from
grey to black on the FATF listing; clandes-
tinely seek US help to get back our wing com-
mander, restrain Pakistan in its counter-ac-
tion to our bombing of Balakot; and many
other such actions. Absent any direct deal-
ings with Pakistan, the US insidiously be-
comes our intermediary. Then fulsome
praise follows for the US having pulled our
irons out of the Pakistan fire. Trump takes
this praise as acknowledgement of a benefi-
ciary’s gratitude and feels the way open to
doing more “good”.

When Modi met Trump in Osaka he
knew Trump would be seeing Imran within
the next few weeks in Washington. It was
also clear that the top priority for Trump was
pulling his troops out of Afghanistan both to
end two decades of a fruitless war the US is
incapable of winning, as also to fulfill a ma-
jor campaign pledge before running for re-

election. That required Washington to assid-
uously appease Islamabad. And the price to
be paid was two-fold: Giving a free hand to
Pakistan to secure “strategic depth” in a
Taliban-run Afghanistan that would keep
India out; and giving Imran a Kashmir-re-
lated gift to bail himself out of any domestic
troubles that might follow upon his US visit.

Imran has thus assured for his country a
renewal of the alliance with the US that has
been the cornerstone of Pakistan’s foreign
policy since before Partition and Indepen-
dence. If he and the army-intelligence team
that accompanied him to Washington suc-
ceed in delivering the Taliban to the confer-
ence table, it is entirely likely that Imran
would be beaming in the Rose Garden with
Trump as the agreement delivering
Afghanistan from US military operations to
the Taliban and Pakistan is signed a few mon-
ths down the road. Modi will not be there.

And that precisely is why Modi is travel-
ling to Washington in September. To facili-
tate that last ditch attempt at salvaging
something from the end-game in
Afghanistan, Modi has been lauding to the
skies the US involvement at every crucial
turn in Indo-Pak relations resulting in Trump
thinking Modi is leading him up to finding a
solution to a problem that “has been going
on for many, many years”.

What Hindutva would gain from this is
giving Amit Shah and his cronies an open-
ing, with no US objection, to get on with their
plans of forcibly “integrating” Kashmir with
the Union of India by doing away with every-
thing — Article 370 and 35A — that stands in
the way of a demographic restructuring of
the Kashmir Valley that will extinguish
Kashmir’s Kashmiriyat to bring in Hindutva.

Trump’s slip of the tongue has unveiled
the nefarious Modi-Shah game-plan of do-
ing to Kashmiris what Modi’s favourite role-
model, Israel, is doing to the Palestinians —
gnawing away at their rights, piece by piece.

The writer is a senior Congress leader and
former Union Minister
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A TIMELESS TALE

The enduring legacy and relevance of Satyajit Ray’s ‘Apur Sansar’

AMITABHA BHATTACHARYA

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU, AFTER watching
Satyajit Ray’s second film Aparajito (The
Unvanquished, 1956), had famously turned
to Ray to ask, ‘What happens to Apu now?’
Watching Apur Sansar (The World of Apu,
1959), the third of the celebrated Apu trilogy,
60 years after its release, one does not fail to
understand what made his work so deep,
pervasive and sustained in its appeal.

While his first film, Pather Panchali (Song
of the Road, 1955) appeared magically refre-
shing in style and content, the next, Apargjito,
though more prosaic and terse, was, in fact,
nota great popular success. And Ray decided
to make two more films belonging to differ-
ent genres, Parash Pathar (The Philosopher’s
Stone, 1958) and Jalsaghar (The Music Room,
1958), before embarking on Apur Sansar.

But the Apu trilogy, chronicling with great
artistry the growth of Apu from childhood
through adolescence to manhood — from a
remote village of Bengal through Benaras to
Calcutta in the early decades of the last cen-
tury — struck a sympathetic chord with sen-
sitive men and women across cultures.
Discussing Ray’s work in the context of icons
of international cinema, Time magazine
(September 20, 1963) wondered, “Will Ray
redeem his prodigious promise and become
the Shakespeare of the screen?” What ex-
plains such critical and popular acclaim of
Ray’s films?

Ray’s biographers from Marie Seton to
Andrew Robinson, experts like Chidananda
Dasgupta, Satish Bahadur or Robin Wood,
renowned film-makers such as Lindsay
Anderson, Akira Kurosawa, Martin Scorsese,

The Apu trilogy, chronicling
with great artistry the
growth of Apu from
childhood through
adolescence to manhood —
from a remote village of
Bengal through Benaras to
Calcutta in the early decades
of the last century — struck
a sympathetic chord with
sensitive men and women
across cultures.

Shyam Benegal and Adoor Gopalakrishnan,
and the legion who were impacted by Ray’s
cinematic ideas in the Indian subcontinent
and the West, have sought to explain the fea-
tures that characterise the originality of this
master story-teller, in elevating films to the
level of art.

Two novels, by the renowned author
Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay, formed the
basis of the Apu trilogy. The demands of the
cinematic medium made Ray remould the
material — selecting and arranging the char-
acters and situations — while remaining
truthful to the spirit of the literary text. Here
lies a clue to his art creation.

One reason why Apur Sansar was both a
critical and box-office success was not
merely because Ray’s craft had matured
more by then, or that the film showed the
flowering of tender love between Apu and
his friend’s sister whom he marries when the
“arranged groom” is discovered to be insane.
In the words of Ray, “I concentrated mainly
on two aspects. One was the relationship be-
tween the struggling intellectual Apu and his
unaffected, unlettered chance-wife Aparna
brought up in affluence but inspired to ad-
just to poverty by her love for her husband.
The second aspect was even more exciting.
Aparna dies in childbirth. Bibhutibhushan,
who often reached for the truth below the
surface, makes Apu turn against the child —
he reproaches him for having caused the
mother’s death. The first meeting of father
and son takes place after a lapse of several
years. A scenarist could scarcely want more
in the way of an expressive situation.”

[‘Should A Film-Maker Be Original?’, Filmfare,
August 28, 1959].

It required the genius of a Ray to visualise
the film in terms of these concerns and see
the dramatic potential in the story, and, in-
vest his work with poetic sequences and psy-
chological inflections. An intense humanism
and empathy for the characters caughtin the
vortex of life, an uncanny eye for detail and an
ability to see the deeper truth beneath the
surface of reality, are all evident in the film. A
passion for life, an undercurrent of eroticism
and the irony of our daily existence, espe-
cially when death is juxtaposed on it, have
been reflected in its execution.

Merely remembering Ray as India’s great
cultural icon after Rabindranath Tagore or as
the world’s most decorated film director,
would not enrich our mind. Seeing his films
may do. His birth centenary in 2020-21
should provide that opportunity: Would the
government, that had earlier helped the
emergence of new Indian cinema, take some
initiative and make Ray’s offerings accessi-
ble far and wide?

Finally, Apur Sansar may be full of human
drama, but there is hardly any theatricality
in the film. Ray tried to be “as expressive as
possible through action, through objects, thr-
ough details.” (Satyajit Ray: A Film by Shyam
Benegal, Seagull Books, Calcutta, 1988). It re-
mains an example of pure cinema and is a
wholesome one that has not lost its relevance
in the India of today. It carries all the promi-
nent markers of a classic. By world standards.

The writer is a retired IAS officer

By
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JANATA RSS TIES

WHATEVER LINK THE Janata Party has with
the RSS will be cut off. Members of
Parliament and state legislatures and office-
bearers of the Janata Party will not be al-
lowed to take part in RSS activities. This was
announced by the party President, Chandra
Shekhar, at a news conference, paving the
way for the return of those who had deserted
the ruling party in protest against the erst-
while Jana Sangh members’ continued con-
nections with the RSS. This is also a bid to de-
fuse the dual membership controversy which
had led to the resignation of 100-odd mem-
bers from the Janata Parliamentary Party and
the fall of the Morarji Desai government.

PAKISTAN’S ATOM BOMB

WESTERN SOURCES BELIEVE that Pakistan
is within three or four years of the capability
of producing an atom bomb despite denials
in Pakistan and Prime Minister Morarji
Desai’s public statements of doubt. Details
are now coming in from London indicating a
web of international intrigue which permit-
ted a Pakistani physicist, Abdul Gadkar Khan,
who worked for one of the joint nuclear proj-
ects of the West European governments in
Holland, to order machinery for the devel-
opment of a reprocessing plant in Pakistan.
Such a plant could be used to produce
weapons-grade plutonium, using the same
method that was used in India to produce

India’s first nuclear device in 1974.

SHEIKH DECLINES OFFER
THE JAMMU AND Kashmir chief minister,
Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah, said today
that he had declined the offer to become the
Vice-President of India as he wanted to de-
vote his full attention to the economic devel-
opment of the state. Addressing National
Conference workers, he described as “unfor-
tunate” the prevailing state of uncertainty at
the Centre. He said, “what we want is stabil-
ity at the Centre”. He announced that
“whichever party or group forms the govern-
ment, it should be able to ensure a stable gov-
ernment to look after public welfare.”
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A formula for exclusion

The Citizenship Amendment Bill carries the danger of making discrimination
a formal part of India’s refugee policy

S IRUDAYA RAJAN,
ISWARYA SUBBIAH

THE PROCESS OF updating the National
Register for Citizens in Assam is a momen-
tous exercise with huge implications for
India’s constitutional scheme, especially on
issues pertaining to the question of citizen-
ship. Citizenship in India is governed by the
Constitution and the Citizenship Act, 1955.
While both prescribe the means of acquiring
citizenship, they do not define it. A person
may be a citizen by birth, by descent or by
naturalisation. However, citizenship goes be-
yond just the act of being a citizen — it con-
flates complex ideas of nationality and eth-
nicity. Thus, it would be remiss to talk of
citizenship without understanding that it is
rooted in exclusion.

The Partition was India’s first test of citi-
zenship, leading to large-scale movement of
people across the newly-drawn borders, pri-
marily for reasons of religion. India’s geo-
graphical location, however, ensures that the
movement of people are not isolated inci-
dents. There has been a near constant influx
of people into India from neighbouring
countries.

The recent Citizenship Amendment Bill
2016 seeks to make drastic changes to the ex-
isting immigration norms in India by mak-
ing it easier for certain immigrants to seek
citizenship. After the 2004 amendment, an
undocumented migrant in India is defined
as anyone entering the country without a
valid passport, with forged documents, or
one who overstays their visa term. The pro-
posed amendment exempts “persons be-
longing to minority communities” — Hindus,
Sikhs, Jains, Parsis, Buddhists and Christians
— from Afghanistan, Pakistan and
Bangladesh from being treated as undocu-
mented immigrants. In addition, anyone who
fulfills these requirements will now only
need six years of ordinary residency — as op-
posed to 11 presently — to claim citizenship
by naturalisation.

Interestingly, the Bill refers to persons be-
longing to minority communities as “illegal
immigrants”, as they would technically be
refugees if they are fleeing from persecution.
These definitions are important, as conflat-
ing these terms would only hamper India’s
refugee policy.

While the idea behind this amendment
might be noble, the Bill is noteworthy in its
exclusions — rather than inclusions. The re-
ligious undertone of this exercise is problem-
atic. By explicitly naming the religions get-
ting exemptions, the Bill flouts the
fundamental right to equality enshrined in
Article 14 of the Constitution.

All this is further complicated by the fact
that India currently does not have a refugee
law in place, it is not a signatory to the 1951
UN Refugee Convention or its 1967 Protocol.
However, India’s stance on refugees has been,
largely, consistent — it has been one of hos-
pitality. It has also been steady since
Jawaharlal Nehru said of the Tibetan refugees
that they must return to their homeland,
once the conflict has been resolved. The pro-
posed law, however, goes against this long-
practiced tenet by making the process of
availing citizenship much easier.

The exclusion of persecuted Tamils from
SriLanka is also perplexing. Refugees fleeing
the civil war in Sri Lanka did so under the
most trying circumstances, where going back
was not an option for many. A significant por-
tion of the refugees are Indian Tamils, or Hill
Country Tamils. They are descendants of
labourers taken from India to work on Sri
Lankan plantations. In spite of assurances,

these labourers got neither Indian nor Sri
Lankan citizenship after the departure of the
British. Thus, an Indian origin worker bornin
colonial Sri Lanka would have lived through
the Independence and the birth of two na-
tions but remained stateless at the end of it.

The Union Ministry of Home Affairs jus-
tified this exclusion by claiming that Sri
Lankan refugees in Tamil Nadu can avail long-
term visas (LTVs). However, refugees do not
often have the documents required to acquire
along-term visa. Along-term visa would en-
able an immigrant in the country to open a
bank account, get an Aadhaar card, purchase
property and move freely within the coun-
try. Sri Lankan refugees, however, lack the
documentation required for them to be eligi-
ble to acquire an LTV.

Nowhere in India was this Bill more ve-
hemently protested than in the Northeast.
Assam, in particular, opposed the amend-
ments introduced through this Bill. The
Northeast is often seen as an easy point of en-
try for those wishing to settle in India. For
Assam, the bill seems to be in direct contra-
vention to the Assam Accord of 1985. The
Accord specified that the names of foreigners
who have entered Assam after January 1,
1966, and up to March 24, 1971, shall be
struck off the electoral rolls and they would
be required to register themselves under the
Registration of Foreigners Act, 1939. Any for-
eigner who has entered the country after
March 24, 1971 shall be expelled.

The Bill also brings into question the
process of updating of the National Register
of Citizens (NRC). It will legitimise the citi-
zenship of all those who would have been
considered foreigners under the Assam
Accord and the NRC.

Other Northeastern states have also reg-
istered their protest with respect to the Bill.
Mizoram is apprehensive of the influx of
Chakma refugees from Bangladesh. Most re-

India’s stance on refugees has
been, largely, consistent and
hospitable. It has also been
steady since Jawaharlal
Nehru said of the Tibetan
refugees that they must
return to their homeland,
once the conflict has been
resolved. The proposed law,
however, goes against this
long-practiced tenet by
making the process of
availing citizenship much
easier.

Suvajit Dey

gional parties, including those from Tripura
and Nagaland, have opposed the Bill. The
general fear amongst these states is that re-
gional identity will be diluted if this bill be-
comes an Act. The threat that they may end
up being a minority in their own state com-
bined with the anger that they will have to
bear the brunt of an influx of refugees has
led to protests all over the Northeast.

What is disregarded in this argument,
however, is the exclusionary nature of citi-
zenship determination processes like the
NRC.Evenif there are four million illegal im-
migrants presently residing in Assam, the
State should ideally have formulated a
framework for the inclusion of all those al-
ready in the country, while simultaneously
preventing more refugee influx. The State’s
lack of transparency on its future plan of ac-
tionis troubling. To even consider rendering
this substantial populace stateless would go
against every humanitarian principle India
adheres to.

Though India is not a signatory to the
1951 Refugee Convention, the country is
bound by the international principles of hu-
manitarianism. India’s commitment to core
international human rights instruments
such as the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial
Discrimination, combined with its own con-
stitutional ethics, means that the country
cannot be exempt of her duty in protecting
asylum seekers. This protection must be ex-
tended to all those seeking refuge.

The Citizenship Amendment Bill carries
the danger of making discrimination a for-
mal part of India’s refugee policy — that
would be a dangerous precedent indeed.

Rajan is professor at the Centre for
Development Studies, Kerala and Subbiah is
an advocate at Bombay High Court

Clinging to patriarchy

‘Kabir Singh’ reminds us that public spaces harbour violence against women

=t B
MITHILA BAGAI

FINALLY COMES a popular Bollywood movie
that captures the cries and pains of the falling
patriarchal structure of society. As Confucius
once said, “A seed grows with no sound but
a tree falls with huge noise. Destruction has
noise but creation is quiet.”

With women now demanding, and mak-
ing, their rightful place in mainstream social
life and coming into their own in sports, ed-
ucation and politics, patriarchy has been feel-
ing the jitters. The rise of women has mostly
been slow, and quiet, but the diminishing of
male dominance has led to some amount of
wailing. And, Kabir Singh is a perfect example
of that. The utter impatience, obduracy,
drugs, alcohol, cigarette smoking — not one
but two at one go — over-possessiveness, in-
security, violence and self-destruction of the
film’s central character typify the despera-
tion of men who want to hold on to their pa-
triarchal privileges. Since women have be-
come more confident and assertive about
their own rights and space, cinemais a place

where men can fantasise about the benefits
they used to once draw from patriarchy.

Director Sandeep Vanga Reddy show-
cases a loud and violent man who is paired
with a silent woman; the execution of un-
equal authority thus becomes easy. Just
wildly wondering, what if the movie had
Kabir Singh and Mary Kom as the leading
pair? But that would not have earned Rs 200
crore. Alas. But then, Bollywood scripts
hardly have the finesse that can make a fe-
male-driven narrative enter the Rs100-crore
club.

Cinema’s another significant function is
torecord, preserve and portray history. And,
Kabir Singh did a good job in recording this
story of male dominance inreel life. Perhaps
later, the film can be used as a documentary
to show our next generation, living inamuch
equal and fairer world, “hey, this is how stu-
pid patriarchy was”.

Vanga Reddy’s choice of Shahid Kapoor
as Kabir Singh was perfect. An actor who de-

livered stellar performances while essaying
cynical characters in Udta Punjab and Haider,
Kapoor was brilliant as the character who
typifies male dominance and demands
meekness from women. Yes, Kabir Singh is
actually the villain of the movie. He is no
hero. Combine high-octane music, loud
mannerisms, high-action drama and the
overdose of drugs and alcohol with a
Bollywood star and a beautiful heroine, and
voila, a villain becomes a hero in the eyes of
the audience. Shahid Kapoor has himself ad-
mitted that this flawed character has become
an adorable one for the audience.

Kabir Singh is unabashedly brute and
rash. But dig a little deeper, the film actually
shows that all is not well with women’s em-
powerment — even within educational in-
stitutions that are considered safe for
women. The increase in violence against
women in the “modern and progressive”
centres in a city, schools and colleges, is a
telling reminder that the regressive forces in

society do not want women to build their
own individuality and space.

Today, exploiters do not come in the
form of village patriarchs who pass judg-
ments about the lives of women. These
neo-exploiters seem to be cultured, edu-
cated, English-speaking, with upmarket
degrees — Kabir Singh is a surgeon — and
drive luxurious cars and bikes. And a large
number of women do forgive and forget.
So, girls and parents, Kabir Singh is a warn-
ing — the film shines a spotlight on such
neo-exploiters.

Cinema carries such an immense impact
on the viewers that after the end of the movie
someone from the audience remarked ap-
prehensively, “Now everyone will be Kabir
Singh”. I smirked and retorted, “But not
everybody will be Preeti Sikka”.

The writer is assistant professor, Department
of Political Science, Maitreyi College,
University of Delhi
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

The Conservative party has ﬁnally got a leader it deserves.

— THE GUARDIAN

The BJP I knew

The party is veering away from the political
philosophy and ethics it promised to uphold

JULIO RIBEIRO

BJP VETERAN leader Laxmi Kanta Chawlais
a woman | greatly admire. [ met her in
Punjab during my stint of three-and-a-half
years fighting Khalistani terrorism. She was
always simply dressed in a sari and did not
bother about her appearance; she was
bothered much more about the country
and Punjab.

My view of the RSS was tempered by
my acquaintance with people like Chawla
and also Hit Abhilashi, the BJP president of
Punjab. Abhilashi was one of the finest hu-
man beings I have come across and I had
the greatest respect for him, especially his
ethical standards. When he was shot dead
by terrorists, | was personally shattered.

The BJP always prided itself as a “party
with a difference”. With Chawla and my
friend Abhilashi as models, I thought that
a different type of politics would be pre-
sented to the Indian people.  admit that I
never voted for the BJP because the gen-
eral run of minority thinking is that the
BJP is an exclusively Hindu party. My
Hindu ancestors in Goa were converted
by the Portuguese more than four cen-
turies ago. Since then, we have become a
minority in our own country and our vote
goes to those who will protect our culture
and identity.

ButI have no quarrel with the party ide-
ology as long as it confines itself to ethical
and moral values — which the RSS, I always
felt, represented. The Pune Brahmins, who
I'was familiar with during my years of serv-
ice, were models of high thinking and sim-
ple living. They fashioned my kinder views
of the party most of them supported.

Iam now totally disenchanted with the
“party with a difference”. Its talk of inclu-
siveness, often spouted by our popular
(with the masses) prime minister, is sadly,
routinely, discarded when dealing with the
single largest minority in the country.

In my own tiny state of Goa, I am disil-
lusioned by the fact that the BJP has in-
duced 10 MLAs of the Congress party to
crossover to their party in one fell swoop. If
this is not unethical, I wonder what is. By
inducing elected representatives to cross
sides, the party has let itself down. The
Christians in Goa got disillusioned with the
BJP in the first term and they have been
sadly let down by greedy MLAs.

[ wonder what these turncoats will
now do, or not do, in another party which
their own voters have voted against. Take
the case of Babush Monserrate, who has
crossed sides many times in the past. Itis
hardly likely that the voters of Panaji
would have voted for him if they knew
that he was going to be won over by the
lure of office! They wanted to vote out the
BJP. If they knew that Monserrate, who

general election, was going to abandon
their concerns, I doubt if they would have
voted for him.

Moreover, people who crossover in this
cavalier fashion are swashbucklers who
have no ethical or moral values, and will
not hesitate to change sides again if in fu-
ture someone offers them something bet-
ter. This was quite common during the time
of Congress, and the people thought
(wrongly, as now seen) that those days
were behind us.

It is not only in Goa that the BJP, the
“party with a difference”, has joined the
“mainstream” of Indian politics: They have
succeeded halfway in West Bengal and are
busy in Karnataka as well. How does it be-
come a party with a difference? And will
their new-found followers stop behaving
like the followers of the parties which the
BJP had sworn to erase from the political
scene?

The new BJP lawmakers — poached
from the Congress, the TMC and other re-
gional parties, will bring with them their
own cultural baggage. The former Congress
MLAs from Goa were elected mainly from
constituencies which had a majority or
sizeable Christian vote. Those voters had a
built-in prejudice against the BJP and they
will not be amused with their elected rep-
resentatives who have surrendered to the
very party of which they were wary: The
pattern of these crossovers will, therefore,
be eventually defined by the unhappiness
of the supporters at the selfish pursuits of
such representatives.

Another development, which was to be
expected, has been reported from Goa. Old,
loyal BJP cadres are furious with their party
leaders for admitting to the party fold a
whole lot of politicians who had been the
butt of their political attacks. The new en-
trants will hardly subscribe to the pre-
scribed BJP ideology, and may prove to be
a constant headache to those who single-
mindedly pursue Hindutva.

This brand of politics which strives for a
one-party, one-leader rule in the country
is not much different from what we wit-
nessed in Haryana during Mrs Gandhi’s
time. Over the years, a dimension has been
added which is peculiar to India: It is the
attempt by all the parties to protect their
flock by ensuring for them a compulsory
rest in five-star hotels in better climes.

[ grieve for my country and its future if
ethical and moral considerations are not
brought to bear on political machinations.
There may be machinations that are re-
quired in political life but they should have
some connection to moral standards which
will then be appreciated by people who
think. Wholesale capitulation to Mammon
is not what my friends Chawla and
Abhilashi would have even dreamt of.

Incidentally, I still value my roots in Goa.
My great-grandfather moved to Mumbai
two hundred years ago but I still think of
myself as a Goan, albeit a Mumbai Goan.
And hence my anger with what has hap-
pened in my ancient land.

The writer, aretired IPS officer, was
Mumbai police commissioner, DGP

lost his own home constituency in the Gujarat and DGP Punjab
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
CRICKET AND WAR
THIS REFERS TO ‘Cricketers in Arms’ (IE, LETTER OF THE
July24). The article lists cricketers killed WEEK AWARD

in the Second World War but has not
mentioned the fatalities in World War
1(1914-1918). Twelve Test cricketers lost
their lives in action, notably England left
arm spinner Colin Blythe, Australian
fast bowler Tibby Carter and South
African spinners Gordon White and
Reggie Schwarz. Hundreds of first-class
cricketers, mainly from England, also
died in combat. The late Major General
Joginder Singh Rao (1938-94), played
one season of first-class cricket for the
Services in the Ranji Trophy in 1963-64
in which he claimed a hat-trick on de-
but and two in one innings in his next
match, a unique record for a cricketer
in his first season. He saw action in two
wars against Pakistan and received the
Vishist Seva Medal for “distinguished
service of an exceptional order”.

Gulu Eziekel, Delhi

EFFETE MEDIATOR

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Sound
and Fury’ (IE, July 24).US president
Donald Trump’s claim that he can play
the role of amediator between Indiaand
Pakistan to solve the J&K dispute high-
lights his impulsiveness. The Middle
East peace plan proposed in May 2019
fell flat with major US allies, Israel,
Bahrain and the UAE, rejecting it. So
much for the US ability to broker peace.
The Kashmir dispute is more complex.

Pranay Kumar Shome, Kolkata

FORCED SECULARISM

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Secularism
is no spectacle’ (IE, July 11) and ‘Living
Well Together (IE, July 23). Secularism
means respecting each other’s custom

To encourage quality reader
intervention, The Indian
Express offers the Letter of
the Week award. The letter
adjudged the best for the
week is published every
Saturday. Letters may be
e-mailed to
editpage@expressindia.com
or sent to The Indian
Express, B-1/B, Sector 10,
Noida-UP 201301.
Letter writers should
mention their postal
address and phone number.

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

and allowing fellow citizens to practice
their religionfreely. Jawaharlal Nehru
never wore a skullcap and Maulana
Azad never sported a tilak but both
these leaders were unimpeachably sec-
ular. We do not need the forced secu-
larism of the adoption of customs of
others.

S Z AHussain, New Delhi

WHY RTI MATTERS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, “The right
toknow” (IE, July 24). Theamendment of
the RTI Act 2005, is aimed at protecting
either the bureaucracy or the political sys-
tem. The move to create an RTI ministry
must be thwarted in the Upper House.

S SPaul, Nadia




Wait, gain
The BJP stands to gain by not rushing in to fill

the space vacated by a fractious coalition

he fall of the Congress-JD(S) coalition government
Tin Karnataka, at the culmination of weeks of pol-

itical skulduggery, hardly marks the end of uncer-
tainty and the beginning of stability for the State. The
crisis in the ruling coalition had crippled governance,
even as allegations of bribing and kidnapping of legisla-
tors by the Opposition BJP emerged. The coalition tried
every trick to hold its flock together, but to no avail.
Howsoever delayed, the inevitable happened on Tues-
day as the government led by H. D. Kumaraswamy lost a
trust vote in the Assembly. In a House shrunken by the
resignation of several coalition MLAs, the BJP, which
had won 105 seats in the 2018 election, had a majority.
Its protestations notwithstanding, the BJP has been in-
strumental in engineering the rebellion. Regardless of
the claims of both sides, it would be difficult to concede
that their slugfest had to do with any principles. The le-
gislators who resigned from the Assembly have demon-
strated a remarkable disregard for the people’s man-
date, and their excuses for doing so are shallow and
dishonest. This drama must end, at least now.

Though it had not won a majority, the BJP, as the sin-
gle largest party was invited to form a government after
the 2018 election. The Supreme Court intervened to en-
force an early trust vote that the BJP failed to win, pav-
ing the way for the government that has now collapsed.
The BJP never ceased its machinations to drive a wedge
in the coalition, and now wants to form a government.
Seventeen coalition MLAs abstained from the voting,
and most of them had resigned already. The status of
their resignations and questions regarding their dis-
qualification are now subjects of scrutiny by the Speak-
er and the Supreme Court. Many of the questions are
without precedent and complicated, but they need to
be settled urgently. Until then, it would be undesirable
to form a new government. It would be facetious for the
BJP to claim a majority in the House with its strength re-
duced by schemed absenteeism of members or vacant
seats. Nothing in the statute prevents the BJP from stak-
ing claim, but it should not pursue that path. Instead, it
should wait until fresh elections are held for all vacant
seats. It is possible that the BJP could repeat its perfor-
mance in the Lok Sabha election and win most of these
seats. It needs at least eight more MLASs to cross the half-
way mark in the House that has a strength of 224 elect-
ed members. No government with the support of fewer
than half the total strength could be deemed to have a
mandate. Waiting might be in the BJP’s best interests.
The party has an opportunity to demonstrate that it
wants to form an alternative government not because of
any desperation to wield power, but because it wants to
ensure political stability and restore good governance.

Underaning RTI

Amendments should not downgrade
the status of information panels

ny amendment to a law is bound to be viewed
Awith suspicion if no fundamental need is seen for
the changes it proposes. Amendments passed by
the Lok Sabha to the Right to Information Act are so ob-
viously unnecessary that naturally many see an ulterior
motive. It is difficult not to concur with activists who
contend that the amendments pose a threat to the free-
dom and autonomy of Information Commissions at the
Central and State levels. The Central Information Com-
missioner, the corresponding authorities in the States
(State Information Commissioners) and other Informa-
tion Commissioners at both levels are statutory func-
tionaries vested with the power to review the decisions
of public information officers in government depart-
ments, institutions and bodies. The amendments pro-
pose to modify the status, tenure and conditions of ap-
pointment of these Commissioners and empower the
Union government to set their tenure and remunera-
tion. While the original law assured incumbents of a
fixed five-year term, with 65 as the retirement age, the
amendments say the Centre would decide their tenure.
In one stroke, the security of tenure of an adjudicating
authority, whose mandate is to intervene in favour of
information-seekers against powerful regimes and bu-
reaucrats, has been undermined. The original legisla-
tion says the salary and terms and conditions of service
of the CIC are the same as those of the Chief Election
Commissioner, equal in status to a Supreme Court
judge. Similarly, the other Information Commissioners
at the Central level have the same conditions of service
as Election Commissioners. At the State level, the SIC
has the same terms and conditions of service as Elec-
tion Commissioners, while other Information Commis-
sioners are equated with the Chief Secretary of a State.
The government claims its aim is to ‘rationalise’ the
status of the authorities. It argues that while the Chief
Election Commissioner is a constitutional functionary,
the CIC is only a statutory authority. And while the CEC
is equal in status to a Supreme Court judge, it would be
incongruous for the CIC to enjoy the same status as the
CIC’s orders are subject to judicial review by the high
courts. This is a fallacious argument as even the Elec-
tion Commission’s decisions can be reviewed by high
courts. Protecting citizens’ right to information is a
cause important enough for adjudicating authorities to
be vested with high status and security of tenure. Given
the extent to which the RTI Act has empowered citizens
and helped break the hold of vested interests over the
administration, the law has always faced a threat from
many in power. The RTI Act was a consensus law and a
product of public consultation. The present amend-
ments have not been put to any debate. The govern-
ment would do well to drop the Bill or at least send it to
a parliamentary select committee for deeper scrutiny.
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Having the last word on ‘population control

There should be a clear understanding that offering choices and services rather than outright state control works best

JAGDISH RATTANANI

n July 11, World Population
ODay, a Union Minister ex-
pressed alarm, in a Tweet,
over what he called the “popula-
tion explosion” in the country,
wanting all political parties to
enact population control laws and
annulling the voting rights of those
having more than two children.
Just a month earlier, a prominent
businessman-yoga guru wanted
the government to enact a law
where “the third child should not
be allowed to vote and enjoy facil-
ities provided by the govern-
ment”. This, according to him,
would ensure that people would
not give birth to more children.
Both these demands are way-
ward and represent a warped
thinking which has been rebutted
rather well in the Economic Sur-
vey 2018-19. The Survey notes that
India is set to witness a “sharp
slowdown in population growth in
the next two decades”. The fact is
that by the 2030s, some States will
start transitioning to an ageing so-
ciety as part of a well-studied pro-
cess of “demographic transition”
which sees nations slowly move to-
ward a stable population as fertili-
ty rates fall with an improvement
in social and economic develop-
ment indices over time.

Dangerous imagery

The demand for state controls on
the number of children a couple
can have is not a new one. It feeds
on the perception that a large and
growing population is at the root
of a nation’s problems as more and

more people chase fewer and few-
er resources. This image is so in-
grained in the minds of people
that it does not take much to whip
up public sentiment which in turn
can quickly degenerate into a deep
class or religious conflict that pits
the poor, the weak, the downtrod-
den and the minorities against the
more privileged sections. From
this point to naming, targeting and
attacking is a dangerous and short
slide. The implications of such an
approach are deep and wide but
not easily understood because the
argument is couched in sterile
numbers and a rule that, it would
seem, applies to all sections equal-
ly. On the contrary, what is sug-
gested is the ugliest kind of dis-
crimination, worse than physical
attacks or social prejudice because
it breaks the poor and the weak bit
by bit, and in a very insidious way.

Policy of choice

The fig leaf of population control
allows for the outrageous argu-
ment to be made that a family will
be virtually ostracised and a citi-
zen will be denied his or her basic
rights if he or she is born as the
third child. This has of course nev-
er been public policy in India.

In fact, a far-sighted and for-
ward-looking National Population
Policy (NPP) was introduced in
2000 when Atal Bihari Vajpayee
was the Prime Minister. The es-
sence of the policy was the govern-
ment’s commitment to “voluntary
and informed choice and consent
of citizens while availing of repro-
ductive health care services”
along with a “target free approach
in administering family planning
services”. This is a position reiter-
ated by various governments, in-
cluding the present government
on the floor of both Houses of Par-
liament. For example, in March
2017, the then Minister of State
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(Health and Family Welfare), Anu-
priya Patel, in a written reply in
the Lok Sabha noted that the “fa-
mily Planning programme in India
is target free and voluntary in na-
ture and it is the prerogative of the
clients to choose a family planning
method best suited to them as per
their reproductive right”.

The then Health Minister, J.P.
Nadda, has said pretty much the
same thing. About a year ago, he
articulated the “lifecycle frame-
work” which looks to the health
and nutrition needs of mother and
child not merely during pregnan-
cy and child birth but “right from
the time of conception till the
child grows... carrying on till the
adolescent stage and further”.
This argument is not about deny-
ing services but about offering
choices and a range of services to
mother and child on the clear un-
derstanding that the demographic
dividend can work to support
growth and drive opportunity for
ordinary people only when the
population is healthy.

Crucial connections

Thus, family health, child survival
and the number of children a wo-
man has are closely tied to the le-
vels of health and education of the
parents, and in particular the wo-
man; so the poorer the couple, the
more the children they tend to

Shifting strategic concerns

What India needs to do as the U.S. and China get busier in the subcontinent
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ZORAWAR DAULET SINGH

he U.S. President Donald
TTrump’s latest gaffe has in-

troduced another thorn in
what is now clearly an unsettled
India-U.S. relationship. His claim,
on Monday, that India sought U.S.
mediation in Kashmir will pinch
the Narendra Modi government
more because it strikes at a vital in-
terest: India’s territorial integrity.
But if we had been more attuned
to international shifts, we would
have noticed that structural trends
in South Asia have been changing
over the past several years. While
India’s hand is not as strong as we
sometimes believe it to be, there
might be opportunities to leverage
the international situation further
down the road.

Perceived advantage

If we step back and evaluate the In-
dia-Pakistan equation over the
past five years, what stands out is
that both sides proceeded from a
perception that each holds an ad-
vantageous position. India’s confi-
dence emanated from Mr. Modi’s
electoral victory in 2014 that yield-
ed a strong Central government
and expectations of stable ties
with all the major powers. Mostly
overlooked in India, Pakistani
leaders too have displayed confi-

dence that the international envi-
ronment was moving in a direc-
tion that opened options for
Pakistan that were unavailable in
the previous decade. This includ-
ed the renewed patterns of Pakis-
tan’s ties with the U.S. and China,
with the latter reassuring Pakistan
and, most importantly, the Army
on their respective strategic com-
mitments and bilateral partner-
ships. In the U.S’s case, this ap-
pears to have been undertaken
discreetly to avoid ruffling India’s
feathers, with the result that the
enduring aspects of U.S.-Pakistan
ties remained obscure, but still ve-
ry real. In the past few days, the re-
silience of that relationship has
come out into the open. Let us not
ever forget that this is a military al-
liance forged in the 1950s. Histori-
cally, U.S. policymakers have al-
ways sought to restore the alliance
with Pakistan whenever Islama-
bad’s ties with China became
stronger. India has borne the
brunt of this recurring geopolitical
dynamic.

Much of Pakistan’s contempor-
ary leverage can of course also be
traced to the ongoing phase of the
Afghan conflict. It fended off the
most dangerous phase when U.S.
policy might have shifted in an ad-
versarial direction, or instability in
the tribal frontier areas might have
completely exploded. Thus, the
Pakistan Army perceives itself in a
position of strength where Wash-
ington, Beijing, and even Moscow
have recognised Pakistan’s role in
a future settlement on the conflict
in Afghanistan. So, both India and
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Pakistan perceive themselves to be
in a comfortable strategic position.
At any rate, the evolving roles and
interests of third parties are be-
coming significant again, and how
Delhi leverages the international
environment will determine the
success of its overall policy.

Pakistan’s benefactors

Both the U.S. and China have over-
lapping interests in regional stabil-
ity and avoidance of a major sub-
continental conflict. While each
maintains deep ties with Pakistan
for different reasons, it is unclear
to what extent their longer term
interests coincide with India,
which seeks a structural transfor-
mation in Pakistan’s domestic pol-
itics and external behaviour. The
U.S. and China appear content
with, or probably prefer, a Pakis-
tan with a strong Rawalpindi,
along with competent civilian go-
vernance structures and an elite
with a wider world view. A Pakis-
tan that looks beyond South Asia
could be a useful potential partner
in burden sharing, ironically for
both the U.S. and China. For Wash-
ington, the Pakistan Army is an in-

have. This is a relation that has lit-
tle to do with religion and everyth-
ing to do with opportunities,
choices and services that are avail-
able to the people. The poor tend
to have more children because
child survival is low, son prefe-
rence remains high, children lend
a helping hand in economic activi-
ty for poorer households and so
support the economic as well as
emotional needs of the family.
This is well known, well under-
stood and well established.

As the National Family Health
Survey-4 (2015-16) notes, women
in the lowest wealth quintile have
an average of 1.6 more children
than women in the highest wealth
quintile, translating to a total fertil-
ity rate of 3.2 children versus 1.5
children moving from the wealth-
iest to the poorest. Similarly, the
number of children per woman
declines with a woman’s level of
schooling. Women with no school-
ing have an average 3.1 children,
compared with 1.7 children for wo-
men with 12 or more years of
schooling. This reveals the depth
of the connections between
health, education and inequality,
with those having little access to
health and education being caught
in a cycle of poverty, leading to
more and more children, and the
burden that state control on num-
ber of children could impose on
the weakest. As the latest Econom-
ic Survey points out, States with
high population growth are also
the ones with the lowest per capita
availability of hospital beds.

In fact, demographers are care-
ful not to use the word “popula-
tion control” or “excess popula-
tion”. The NPP 2000 uses the
world “control” just thrice: in refe-
rences to the National AIDS Con-
trol Organisation; to prevent and
control communicable diseases,
and control of childhood diar-

surance card for persisting securi-
ty challenges such as regime
survival for U.S. client states in
West Asia as well as for the con-
tainment of Iran. For China, a sta-
ble Pakistan can be a partner in
the Belt and Road initiative and fu-
ture continental industrial and
energy corridors. As the writer An-
drew Small underlines, Beijing’s
large economic investments
“come with some clear expecta-
tions about the choices that Pakis-
tan’s political and military leader-
ship make about their country’s
future”.

In sum, both the U.S. and China
seek a strong, stable and secure
Pakistan that controls its destabi-
lising behaviour because that un-
dermines their wider regional in-
terests. For the U.S., a revisionist
Pakistan pulls India inward and
away from potential India-U.S.
cooperation on Asian geopolitics.
For China, it undermines its indus-
trial and connectivity projects in
Pakistan, while negatively impact-
ing India-China ties. Hence, evolv-
ing interests of the great powers in
South Asia might not necessarily
portend an adverse geopolitical
setting for India in the medium
term. This is even more plausible if
the widening comprehensive na-
tional power gap between a rising
India and an unstable Pakistan
make the latter’s traditional role as
a balancer or spoiler unattractive
in the eyes of the great powers. As
Pakistani scholar Hussain Haggani
predicts, “You can try to leverage
your strategic location as much as
you like, but there will come a

rhoea. This is the spirit in which
India has looked at population so
that it truly becomes a thriving re-
source; the life blood of a growing
economy. Turning this into a pro-
blem that needs to be controlled is
exactly the kind of phraseology,
mindset and possibly action that
will spell doom for the nation. It
will undo all the good work that
has been done and set the stage for
a weaker and poorer health deliv-
ery system — exactly the opposite
of what a scheme such as Ayush-
man Bharat seeks to achieve. To-
day, as many as 23 States and Un-
ion Territories, including all the
States in the south region, already
have fertility below the replace-
ment level of 2.1 children per wo-
man. So, support rather than con-
trol works.

Scars of the past

The damage done when mishan-
dling issues of population growth
is long lasting. Let us not forget
that the scars of the Emergency
are still with us. Men used to be
part of the family planning initia-
tives then but after the excesses of
forced sterilisations, they continue
to remain completely out of family
planning programmes even today.
The government now mostly
works with woman and child
health programmes. Mistakes of
the Emergency-kind are not what
a new government with a robust
electoral mandate might like to re-
peat. So it is time to ask some of
the prejudiced voices within the
government and ruling party not
to venture into terrain they may
not fully understand.

Jagdish Rattanani, a journalist, is a
faculty member at SPJIMR and co-author
of the advocacy book, ‘Population:
Questions That Should Be More
Frequently Asked’ (Through The Billion
Press)

time... when strategic concerns
change.”

So, while it is reasonable to fore-
cast that both the U.S. and China
benefit from a more normalised
Pakistan, India’s policymakers
should also remain clear-eyed that
neither country would be willing
to expend much strategic capital
in an ambitious policy to reorder
the domestic scene or civil-mili-
tary relations in Pakistan. In any
case, Indian statecraft is essential
to reorient perceptions of the
great powers. Maintaining that In-
dia has the right and the capacity
to adopt an active defence posture
— that is, blocking the flow of
cross-border terror by proactive
operations on the Line of Control
(LoC) along with reserving the op-
tion for more ambitious punitive
strikes in response to major terro-
rist attacks on Indian military tar-
gets — would play an important
part in shaping how third parties
view Indian interests and thereby
assume constructive roles in ma-
naging Pakistani behaviour.

If India ever asks third parties to
assist in the region, it should be for
a cessation of Pakistan’s proxy war
in Kashmir, and, once an atmosph-
ere of peace has been established,
to persuade Pakistan to accept the
LoC as part of a final territorial set-
tlement similar to the offer by Indi-
ra Gandhi in the 1972 Shimla
negotiations.

Zorawar Daulet Singh is a fellow at the
Centre for Policy Research and author of
‘Power and Diplomacy: India’s Foreign
Policies During the Cold War’
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Karnataka politics

The Congress-JD(S)
coalition government in
Karnataka fell under the
weight of its contradictions
(Page 1, “Kumaraswamy
govt. loses trust vote”, July
24). Nobody expected it to
complete a full term of five
years because a lack of trust
and mutual understanding
between the Congress and
the JD(S) was palpably
evident in its functioning.
The BJP-‘engineered’
defections were only a
catalyst. It appears naive to
look for sinners and saints
in an ‘all is fair’ no-holds-
barred game of chasing
political power. The
Congress party needs to be
reminded that it sowed the
seeds of a political culture
of political desertions by
fence-sitters and other
opportunists who sold their
loyalty to the highest

pointless to catastrophise
the political churn in
Karnataka as the demise of
democracy. We should be
more worried about the
real threats such as the
criminalisation and
plutocratisation of politics.

V.N. MUKUNDARAJAN,
Thiruvananthapuram

m Elections will make no
sense if a person who is
elected on a party ticket
resigns, joins another party
and in the process topples
the very party on whose
ticket he was elected. This is
a clear example of money
power having its say. Instead,
the seat should be declared
vacant and fresh elections
held within a month.
Otherwise, the menace of
floor-crossing will remain.
Also, the law relating to
anti-defection has not served

its purpose. In fact, it
legitimises group defections.
One would have thought that
the BJP, with its massive
electoral majority, will focus
on governance. On the
contrary, the ugly feature
one is witnessing is other
political parties that are in
power in States not being
allowed to govern. We are
heading towards a
totalitarian State. It is for the
people to decide.

N.G.R. PRASAD,

K.K. RAM SIDDHARTHA,
Chennai

m The felling of the coalition
government in Karnataka
through orchestrated
resignations is nothing short
of a murder of democracy.
One wonders how much
money might have been
spent on these kinds of
defections and from where
such money comes from

even after demonetisation. It
is time the Tenth Schedule of
the Constitution is amended
to make all kinds of
defections illegal, including
‘two-thirds mergers’. Elected
members should understand
that the people’s mandate is
not saleable property. After
Karnataka, we could be in for
more drama — in Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan.

K. MUHAMMED ISMAYIL,
Koduvally, Kerala

India-Pakistan ties

It is fine to be trying out a
religion-based solution
(“Editorial page, “A bridge
across the India-Pakistan
abyss”, July 24). But nothing
can move forward unless
there is trust. Trust is the
basic foundation which is
completely absent in India-
Pakistan ties.

VAISHALI MISHRA,
Mumbai

Six runs to England
Expert opinion that the
second run, in the ICC World
Cup final, should have been
disallowed because the
fielder, Martin Guptill, had
released (thrown) the ball
even before the batsmen had
crossed each other in the
process of taking that second
run gains credence because
of the deflection of the ball
from the bat which resulted
in a boundary for England
(‘Sport’ page, “An error of
judgment”, July 22). The
second run, even according
to the rules of the game,
would have been perfectly
legal if the batsman was
neither run out nor if there

was a bonus boundary
because of the deflection. It
was, admittedly, too much to
expect the on-field umpire to
check so many aspects in his
decision-making process. But
that did not prevent the third
umpire from intervening
after television replays and
informing the on-field
umpires about the ‘mistake’.
It is sad that technological
aids were not used when it
mattered most which makes
it even more baffling to read
that the umpire does not
regret the error of judgment.

V. LAKSHMANAN,
Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

The opening paragraph of the report headlined “Perfect launch
for Chandrayaan-2” (July 23, 2019) had termed the launch as In-
dia’s first-ever interplanetary mission to be spearheaded by two
women. It should have been moon mission.

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;

E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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Making Chennai a water-wise city

There is a compelling need for a paradigm shift in the way the ongoing water crisis is being viewed

T. RAMAKRISHNAN

The public discourse on Chennai’s
ongoing water crisis has been along
predictable lines. Source augmenta-
tion, deepening of waterbodies and
giving rainwater harvesting a re-
newed emphasis are among the sug-
gestions being made, apart from de-
mand-side management. But these
ideas, however well-meaning they
may be, have their limitations. There
is a compelling need for a paradigm
shift in the way the water crisis is be-
ing viewed.

When it comes to source augmen-
tation, in the last 40 years, a couple
of major projects were taken up for
Chennai to tap both fresh water and
sea water.

The Krishna Water Supply Scheme
or Telugu Ganga Project (1996) and
the New Veeranam Project (2004)
were implemented using two impor-
tant inter-State rivers — the Krishna
and the Cauvery, both of which de-
pend on the southwest monsoon
(June-September).

Though the Krishna Water Supply
Scheme, if realised fully, can take
care of at least half of the Chennai
Metropolitan Area (CMA)’s projected
water demand of 1,721 million litres a
day (MLD) for 2020, Tamil Nadu has
not received the assured quantum
from Andhra Pradesh even once in
the last 20+ years. As regards the
Cauvery project, the ‘upper-riparian
attitude’ of Karnataka determines
the flow to Tamil Nadu. In effect,
realisation of water by Chennai hing-
es on nature and inter-State ties,
both of which are, more often than
not, unpredictable.

Tapping stone quarries
Another source since 2017 for the ci-
ty has been the abandoned stone
quarries located on the outskirts,
from where water is drawn for public
water supply after treatment.
Further, two desalination plants of
100 MLD each were commissioned in
2010 and 2013. Work has begun on
another desalination plant of 150
MLD while steps are on to set up
another 400 MLD unit. However, gi-
ven the costs and environmental

An operator filling his water tanker at a Metrowater station in Chennai in June.
Even if there are bountiful monsoon years, it is unlikely that the southern
metro will become a water-surplus city. =GeTTy IMAGES

concerns, it is unlikely that Chennai
can afford to stretch this option
beyond a point.

Deepening of tanks and lakes, a
popular option, is easier said than
done. Issues such as the costs in-
volved in removing and transporting
the silt and inadequate disposal ar-
rangements have bothered the auth-
orities to such an extent that nothing
much has been done.

As regards rainwater harvesting
(RWH), it cannot be a panacea and
site-specific requirements will have
to be kept in mind while putting up
RWH structures. The model of stor-
ing rainwater and reusing it may de-
monstrate the efficacy of RWH.

Many of the options being suggest-
ed to overcome the distress situation
faced by Chennai have been tried out
in the past. Yet, just one bad mon-
soon has pushed the city to yet
another water crisis. This scenario
may get repeated in the future too.

Even if there are bountiful mon-
soon years, the prospects of Chennai
becoming a water-surplus city are re-
mote. An official document prepared
a few years ago estimated that the
CMA, which covers not only Chennai
Corporation but also nearby munici-
palities, town panchayats and village
panchayats, will have a shortfall of
1,089 MLD in 2020. Even assuming
that the southern peninsula expe-
riences good southwest and north-
east monsoons this year, the gap can

Island of hope in the midst of
global measles resurgence

Sri Lanka has become free of the viral infection

R. PRASAD

On July 9, Sri Lanka became the
fourth country in the Asian region —
after Bhutan, The Maldives and Ti-
mor-Leste — to eliminate measles.
Amidst an increase in the number of
cases worldwide, especially in Eu-
rope, this came as an encouraging
development. Measles is considered
as eliminated when a country inter-
rupts transmission of an indigenous
virus for three years.

However, the viral infection has,
since the beginning of 2018, seen a
resurgence in 49 of the 53 countries
in the World Health Organization
(WHO)’s European Region. A total of
1,60,000 cases and more than 100
deaths were reported from these 49
countries between January 1, 2018
and May 30 this year.

The number of cases reported last
year in the European Region, the
highest in this decade, was thrice the
number reported in 2017
and 15 times the number
for 2016. With nearly
78,000 cases reported in
the first five months of
this year, indications are
that the number will sur-
pass last year’s.

Ironically, the sharp
increase in the region
came despite vaccina-
tion coverage for the second dose be-
ing at a record-high of 91% in 2018. So
what could have caused the spike?
According to the WHO, the vaccina-
tion coverage has “not been uniform
across the region nor high enough to
ensure herd immunity” to break the
transmission cycle.

Pockets of low coverage

Further, though the coverage is high
at the national level in many coun-
tries, there are pockets of low cover-
age in them, causing an “accumula-
tion of susceptible individuals” that
goes largely unnoticed till such time
an outbreak occurs.

So how did Sri Lanka manage to
accomplish this at this juncture even
though, worldwide, there has been a
300% increase in the number of cas-
es in the first three months of this
year, compared to 2018? The answer
lies in an increased, and a wider, vac-
cination coverage for both doses.

CM
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While global coverage for the first
dose of vaccine has remained stag-
nant at 85% and for the second dose,
it is still at 67%, the coverage for Sri
Lanka has been above 95% for both
the first and second doses. The vac-
cine is provided to children under
the routine national immunisation
programme.

Regular vaccination campaigns
The island nation, where measles is a
notifiable infection, has also carried
out periodical mass vaccination cam-
paigns to reach the small pockets of
unimmunised children. Sri Lanka al-
so has strong surveillance in place.

However, the country did encoun-
ter a few bumps in its path. In 1984, it
introduced measles vaccine in the
national immunisation programme
and set the goal of eliminating the in-
fection. Though local outbreaks were
reported, the annual incidence de-
clined till the year 1999.

During Sri Lanka’s
measles epidemic of
1999-2000, nearly
15,000 cases were re-
ported following which
a two-dose vaccine sche-
dule was introduced, re-
sulting in a sharp decline
in incidence. The coun-
try reached an elimina-
tion target of less than five per one
million people in 2011.

But in 2012, the measles immuni-
sation schedule was changed follow-
ing which babies no longer received
measles vaccine at the age of nine
months but a measles, mumps and
rubella (MMR) vaccine on completing
12 months. Following this, in 2013,
the country witnessed its last major
measles epidemic. Besides other rea-
sons, the change in immunisation
schedule was seen as a possible
cause.

The MMR vaccine schedule was
again changed following a sero-sur-
vey data. Babies now began receiving
the first dose at nine months and se-
cond dose at the age of three years.
The country reported its last case of
measles caused by an indigenous vi-
rus in May 2016.

prasad.ravindranath@thehindu.co.in

come down only by a maximum of
400 MLD.

A note available on the website of
The Energy and Resources Institute
states, quoting the Central Public
Health and Environmental Engineer-
ing Organisation, that the average
water supply in urban local bodies of
the country is 69.25 litres per capita
per day (LPCD) against the service le-
vel benchmark of 135 LPCD. For a
metropolitan city like Chennai, the
benchmark goes up to 150 LPCD. If
one were to go by the admission of
Chennai Metrowater, the service le-
vel achieved in March 2018 was 112
LPCD. This is why the need for a pa-
radigm shift becomes all the more
important.

Waste-water recycling

Just as in many other Indian cities,
the concept of waste-water recycling
and re-use has not yet caught the
imagination of either the authorities
or the public in a big way. The de-
mand-supply gap will be a perma-
nent feature of urban India unless so-
ciety realises the critical importance
of recycling and re-use of water. It
needs to be noted here that on an av-
erage, 85 litres of water goes waste
for every 100 litres utilised.

There is also another reason why
the concept ought to be popularised.
According to information furnished
by the Centre, while urban areas of
the country generate 61,948 MLD of

sewage on a daily basis, the installed
capacity of sewage treatment plants
(STPs) is just 23,277 MLD. This means
that only 37.5% of sewage generated
can be treated. As per a conservative
estimate, Chennai generates about
930 MLD of sewage, whereas its STPs
can handle 727 MLD. With rapid ur-
banisation, the space for new plants
is hardly available in peri-urban
areas of Chennai, a scenario applica-
ble to any other city in India. As a re-
sult, the city’s rivers and canals have
been reduced to carriers of raw sew-
age. Over and above these reasons,
one of the targets set under the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment, adopted by UN member-coun-
tries in 2015, is to halve the propor-
tion of untreated waste water.

Non-consumptive use

There are numerous ways through
which waste water can be treated at
the point of generation. Several In-
formation Technology companies,
located outside the city limits, have
adopted the concept as they have
their own STPs and use the treated
water for non-consumptive purposes
such as gardening and flushing toi-
lets. Some high-end residential
apartments too have begun imple-
menting the idea.

Realising the potential benefits,
Chennai Metrowater has at last
launched work on establishing two
tertiary treated reverse 0smosis
plants of 45 MLD each. The process
will involve sewage treatment in
three stages and will use reverse os-
mosis system through which most of
the dissolved solids and bacteria will
be removed from the treated sewage.

Besides, projects are on to experi-
ment with the idea of conjunctive
use of fresh water and treated sew-
age — mixing treated sewage with
fresh water by letting it into the lakes
of Porur and Perungudi. These are
only some modes of water treat-
ment, the scope for which is enor-
mous and still untapped.

All said, a wise society cannot al-
low itself to become complacent
once the rainy season starts. The pre-
sent debate needs to be taken for-
ward so that waste water is reused
and recycled in an imaginative and
optimal way. This way, Chennai can
take pride in being a water-wise
society.

ramakrishnan.t@thehindu.co.in

Contentious remedies for
a clear, structural malady

The NEP’s proposals will not ensure equity in health care

>

GEORGE THOMAS

The primary objective of medical education
should be to provide a cadre of personnel to
take care of the health needs of the country.
In addition, any education policy in the
modern world has to take into consideration
social objectives, for example equity and jus-
tice in enrolment and access. That apart, cer-
tain fundamental questions need answering
too. For instance, how many years of train-
ing are required for a medical professional?
What should be the purpose of a basic de-
gree in medicine? Is specialisation required?
If so, how much and how is it to be done?

The draft New Education Policy (NEP)
speaks about equity, inclusiveness and sus-
tainable development at many points, start-
ing from the preamble. However, it is by no
means clear that its recommendations will
fulfil these objectives, especially in the field
of medical education. For example, on page
300, it states that fees in medical colleges,
both public and private, will be left to be de-
cided by the institutions themselves. Howev-
er, just a few pages later, it asserts that the
cost of education should be lowered.

At another point, the policy document
states that all private institutions should be
not-for-profit. It appears that the committee
that drafted the report hoped that this re-
commendation, as well as the regulatory ap-
paratus suggested by it, by itself will take
care of the problem of profiteering. Howev-
er, what gives it such confidence is hard to
understand given that the present policy too
is to consider higher education a not-for-pro-
fit enterprise but has become a very large
driver of the black economy, according to
several reports. Though the document states
at several points that no student should be
deprived of education due to lack of financ-
es, the solution it suggests is scholarships.

Confused thinking
The fact that on the one hand, the cost of
education is sought to be lowered and on the
other, fees are allowed to remain unregulat-
ed, betrays confused thinking. With the Na-
tional Medical Commission Bill regulating
fees only for 50% of seats in medical colleg-
es, it looks like the commitment to equity is
merely a pious homily.

At several points in the policy document,
the need for a flexible education system has
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been stressed. One part of this flexibility is in
the possibility of multiple entry and exit
points. One can understand having a Nation-
al Entrance Examination for admission to
undergraduate courses. However, it is abso-
lutely clear that having a National Exit Exam-
ination for MBBS as the mode of entry to
postgraduate courses is neither flexible nor
fair. Can a student be expected to take the ex-
it examination multiple times if the initial
score is not good enough? Are all medical
colleges across the country of the same stan-
dard to ensure a level-playing field? Sealing
the student’s fate once and for all through an
exit examination is certainly not just.

High level of centralisation

The objectives of autonomy and adaptation
to local needs are contradicted by the high
level of centralisation in medical education
by the National Medical Commission. The
document considers separation of the func-
tions of regulation, funding, accreditation
and standard setting as absolutely neces-
sary. However, the National Medical Com-
mission has sought to arrogate to itself many
of these functions. Further, the recommen-
dation that diploma courses should be ex-
panded in order to provide “intermediate
specialists” lacks focus. What are these inter-
mediate specialists supposed to do?

Multiple postgraduate courses have been
started without any clear rationale. The
MBBS degree has been debased to such an
extent that it is considered merely a neces-
sary requirement for postgraduation. One of
the main drivers of the thirst for a postgrad-
uate degree is the lack of adequate respecta-
ble employment opportunities for an MBBS
graduate. The overwhelming privatisation of
health-care delivery in India has led to the
concentration of personnel in those parts
where the public has the capacity to pay.
Having a postgraduate degree has a multi-
plier effect on employability, income and
respectability for the doctor. How useful it is
for the society is questionable.

The policy document does not recognise
that the main driver of inequity in health
care is the presence of a large, poorly-regu-
lated, for-profit sector. Private interests have
ensured regulatory capture in health-care
policymaking. It appears that the National
Education Policy has not escaped this cap-
ture, hence the clear disconnect between
the repeated exhortations to ensure equity
and quality and the recommendations
which will achieve neither.

Dr. George Thomas is an orthopaedic surgeon at St.
Isabel’s Hospital, Chennai
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 25, 1969
Yahya yet to respond

The Pakistan President Gen. Yahya Khan has
not yet sent a reply to Mrs. Indira Gandhi’s
letter sent through Mr. Kewal Singh, the Ex-
ternal Affairs Secretary, who went to Islama-
bad recently to sign the Kutch Agreement.
The Prime Minister had, in that letter, urged
an early normalisation of Indo-Pakistan rela-
tions at least in the cultural sphere. General
Yahya Khan made no comment even on her
renewed proposal for the appointment of a
joint Indo-Pakistan body at any level to con-
sider all outstanding problems between the
two countries. The Prime Minister’s letter,
dated June 22, was placed on the table of the
Rajya Sabha to-day [July 24] by the Deputy
Minister for External Affairs, Mr. Surendra
Pal Singh, in reply to a question whether In-
dia proposed to enter into any meaningful
discussions with Pakistan. Deploring the al-
most total lack of contact now between the
peoples of India and Pakistan whose desti-
nies were inextricably intertwined, Mrs.
Gandhi suggested that it would help to re-
move misunderstandings and misconcep-
tions if both countries eased the regulations
for travel between the two countries, en-
courage greater cultural contact in the field
of letters, art, music, science and sport.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 25, 1910.

Leper problem in India.

The Rev. Frank Oldrieve, Secretary of the
Mission to lepers in India, delivered an inter-
esting and instructive lecture last evening
[July 22] at the Regent’s Park Hall [in Dacca]
on “The Leper Problem and How to Solve
it”. The Lecture was illustrated by magic lan-
tern pictures. His Excellency Lord Ronald-
shay, who presided, in introducing the
speaker made reference to the great service
the mission has been rendering to humanity.
His Excellency said that it was a matter for
regret that very little attention was being de-
voted by the people to the disease of leprosy,
whereas malaria, tuberculosis and other dis-
eases had engaged so much of their atten-
tion. Out of a total of more than Rs.
44,00,000 of the annual expenditure, only a
small fraction was received from the public.
There was an exhibition of pictures showing
the infectious character of the disease and
the relief work that the mission has been car-
rying on in the different centres in India. The
total number of lepers in India would be
nearly 150,000. The Rev. Oldrieve said that
the disease was not hereditary but accord-
ing to expert opinion it was infectious.
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