10 DEMOCRACY AT WORK

DID THEY REALLY SAY THAT?

BJP’s Telangana challenge

Just as the Congress party is looking for a leader for its Delhi unit, a similar hunt is on
in the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) for a head for its Telangana unit. The BJP is keen
on capturing political power in Telangana before the next elections and sees a big
opportunity with the shrinking base of Congress and the beginning of anti-incumbency
sentiment that is spreading against the ruling Telangana Rashtra Samithi (TRS).

The BJP won four Lok Sabha seats this May and an increase in the percentage of
votes polled from 7 per cent to 19 per cent in five months. Secunderabad MP G
Kishan Reddy has been made a minister of state for Home with the party’s growth
in mind.

The present state unit president, Dr K Laxman, 63, is a senior OBC leader in the
party and is respected by the cadre. But he himself lost from the Musheerabad
Assembly seat in the December elections. He was also unable to get leaders from
other parties to join the BJP.

In the circumstances, Muralidhar Rao who began life as an ABVP leader in
Osmania University in the 1980s and later the Swadeshi Jagran Manch is being con-
sidered for elevation. Rao is a Velama (like Chief Minister K Chandrashekar Rao),
and tried several times to contest for Parliament from Telangana but he could not
be accommodated, largely because Ch Vidyasagar Rao (also a Velama) blocked those
efforts. But Rao has since been despatched as Maharashtra governor.

Newly elected Nizamabad MP Arvind Dharmapuri has demanded publicly that
Muralidhar Rao be made party president. Watch this space.

CHATTERBOX

"l am very glad that a lot of people referred to
Ladakh, Leh and Kargil in their speeches but I
want to know that do they really know what
Ladakh is? In the last seven decades, Ladakh was
not embraced, it was thrown in one corner and
there were statements in this House that it was
that land where not one speck of grass grows"

Jamyang Tsering Namgyal, MP Ladakh, on revoking Jammu
and Kashmir's special status, August 5

MUMBAI | 11 AUGUST 2019

CHECKLIST

EXIT ROUTE: MORE OPPOSITION MPs JOIN THE BJP

m Bhubaneswar Kalita: The chief whip of the
Congress — the man senior enough to be trusted
by the party with issuing and enforcing party
whips — Kalita quitthe party earlier this week,
ostensibly because of disagreements on Article
370. He is a Rajya Sabha member from Assam and
there is no chance of his being re-elected from the
state from the Congress when his term comes to
an end in April nextyear. He contested the
recently concluded Lok Sabha elections from
Mangaldai constituency and was defeated
roundly by the BJP's Dilip Saikia.

mSanjay Seth: On a flight from Delhi to Lucknow
sometime in late 2018, Seth, a Samajwadi Party
leader, who was sitting next to arch rival Satish
Chandra Mishra of the Bahujan Samaj Party in the
aircraft, mooted a possible pooling of resources
between the BSP and SP to prevent division of
votes. After extended negotiations, Mayawati

and Akhilesh Yadav reached an agreement on
seatsharing. Despite their efforts, the parties
posted a disastrous election result. Seth has opted
to resign from the Rajya Sabha and his party, and
is expected to join the BJP.

mSanjay Sinh: The 'raja’ of Amethi and a Rajya
Sabha MP from the Congress has also quit the
party and joined the BJP. He was elected from
Assam and his term will end in April next year.

u Neeraj Shekhar: Another SP MP, his term will end in
November nextyear. There is no chance of being
re-elected from Uttar Pradesh on an SP ticket.

m Surendra Singh Nagar: Although his term doesn't
end till 2022, Nagar, who was elected from the
SP, has opted to retire. He quit the BSP in 2014
and joined the SP and was given a Rajya Sabha
nomination. He lost to the BJP from the
Gautambuddh Nagar (NOIDA) constituency in
2019. And now, he has joined the BJP.
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Don’t dismember

J&K,dontdothat
cardinal sin

ur foremost duty is to protect the rights of the states,
O and by protecting the rights of the states, protect the

rights of the people of those states. Day after day, we
fail to protect the rights of states. We have passed numerous
Bills which are on the Concurrent List. There has been no
consultation with any state, yet we pass those Bills completely
oblivious of the rights of the states. I wrote that we are reduc-
ing states to municipal administrations. Today, we have gone
a step further. You are not even reducing states to municipal
administrations; you will make states your vassal. You will
reduce states to colonies, and you think you are doing some-
thing which is constitutional.

Sir, be that as it may, what have you done today? You are
passing an order under Article 370, by which you are repealing
the earlier Application Order and making a new Application
Order. Ostensibly, the purpose is to amend Article 370, sub-
Article (d), and substitute the words, “Legislative Assembly” for
the words “Constituent Assembly”. Well, I am sure some wise
men in the law ministry may have told you that it is possible. I
have no quarrel with anyone’s wisdom. I could be wrong and
they could be right, but I think you have forgotten that you can-
not modify Article 370 by an order under Article 370. Article 370
enables you to modify such other provisions in the Constitution.
It is beyond my comprehension how Article 370 order can be
used to modify Article 370. I leave it there.

You are doing another thing. You are passing two resolutions
today, hoping that you will pass. I am sure you will pass them.
Under the first resolution, Article 370 itself will cease to exist. I
know this is your manifesto promise. By this resolution, you
think that you are repealing Article 370, but in repealing Article
370, you are unleashing the forces which you cannot control.

I have dealt with the tate of Jammu and Kashmir. Yes, there
are a number of young men in Jammu and Kashmir, who have
taken to violence, who preach secession and who want to split
Jammu and Kashmir from the Union of India. No one condones
their action, no one supports their action. The Congress party
and every other party is implacably opposed to those young
men. While, there are thousands of other young men, for reasons
which they think are good, pelted stones, thousands of other
young men for reasons which they think are good, called hartals.
I have interacted with them. I led a delegation of Parliament
along with Arun Jaitley. When we first visited Jammu and
Kashmir, as home minister, they called a hartal. The whole state
was shut down.

But, when Iled a Parliamentary delegation, along with Jaitley
and many other distinguished Members of Parliament, the
whole state turned out to receive us. Thousands and thousands
of people came and represented to us. It was an eyeopener for
all of us. Not all citizens in Jammu and Kashmir want; in fact,
an overwhelming majority in Jammu and Kashmir, do not want
secession; do not want to leave the Union of India. You may
disagree with me, but, I believe that they want more autonomy.
Now, what are you doing by repealing Article 370? I fear, I gen-
uinely fear home minister, that you are pushing thousands and
thousands of young men from this column to join the other
column of a few hundreds. I sincerely hope that it will not hap-
pen. But, if it happens, you will rue this day when you repeal
Article 370.

The second thing that you are doing is you are dismembering
a state. You think that you are doing it to Jammu and Kashmir.
But, what you are doing to Jammu and Kashmir, using these
provisions, misinterpreting these provisions, in fact, I could go
on to say, by mischievously interpreting these provisions, can
be done to any other state. Please tell me, why the mechanism
that you have devised to dismember Jammu and Kashmir will
not apply to any other state? Please convince us that Derek
O’Brien and I are wrong. All you have to do is to dismiss an elect-
ed government, dissolve the state legislature, promulgate
President’s Rule, declare Parliament to be the state legislature
for the time being and divide the state.

I'told my friend from Odisha, what stops our future govern-
ment from carving out a Union Tetrritory for the KBK districts?
What stops our future government from creating a Union
Territory or a new state for North Bengal? What stops our future
government from dividing Tamil Nadu? My friends from
AIADMK are here. They do not realise what they are doing. The
same provisions, the same method, the same resolutions can
be applied to any state. But, I think, in doing it for Jammu and
Kashmir, you have made a fatal legal error. I won't tell what the
legal error is now. You will discover it in due course but my
greater concern is, what you are doing today sends a very, very
wrong signal to all the states of this country.

Sir, all I can do is appeal, appeal to the Home Minister, even
at this late stage, stop, pause, reflect on what you are doing,. If
you are determined to repeal Article 370, I can do nothing about
it. But the other thing that you are doing, dismembering Jammu
and Kashmir, for heaven’s sake, in the name of the people of
India, Iappeal to you, don’t do that. Don’t dismember that state.
It is one state. It came to us as one state. I do not want to recall
history or those tall personalities who brought Jammu and
Kashmir to accede to India. That is history. That is the historical
document. It is as important as the Constitution of India but if
you wish to ignore history, if you wish to ignore the pact made
with Maharaja Hari Singh, if you wish to ignore what Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel was able to achieve in those difficult days, it is
your privilege; do what you like but what you are doing is wrong.

Repealing Article 35A is wrong. Amending the Constitution
invoking Article 370 is wrong. Doing away with Article 370 is
wrong. Do all these wrongs; do all these wrongs; I am willing to,
oh my, I am willing to tolerate all those wrongs but for heaven’s
sake, don’t dismember Jammu and Kashmir, don’t do that car-
dinal sin, don’t do that monumental blunder.

Edited excerpts from the speech of Rajya Sabha MPfrom Congress, P
Chidambaram, on the Jammu And Kashmir Reorganization Bill, 2019 and
theJJammu & Kashmir Reservation (Second Amendment) Bill, 2019, July 5

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

Radha Kumar was one of the three interlocutors appointed by the United Progressive Alliance-2
government in 2010 to interact with various sections of Kashmiri society and prepare a report
incorporating those views. In an interview to Sai Manish, Kumar expresses anguish on the
abrogation of Article 370 and the manner in which the Modi government executed a far reaching
Constitutional change without the consent of the very people whose lives it was supposed to

affect the most. Edited excerpts:

‘Past governments
eroded Article 370’

As an interlocutor, one of the options you
gave was to abrogate Article 370. Are you
satisfied with the wayithasbeen
achieved?

I am ashamed of this Parliament. For such a
far reaching Constitutional change, there was-
n’t even a proper debate. No Parliamentarian
barring a few raised substantive Constitutional
and legal issues in either of the houses. It is
shameful that a legislative body went about it
in the way it did. I haven’t been more
depressed about anything more than this in
my life. The President’s order was bad in law.

How on earth can you replace a legislative
assembly of elected representatives with the
governor? The governor doesn’t represent the
people of the state but the government of India.
Article 370 clearly states that any move to abro-
gate it must be done on recommendation of
the Constituent Assembly. Wasn'’t it fine to
interpret constituent assembly as the legisla-
tive assembly to ensure that people’s voices
are heard while amending the Constitution?

The way in which this was pushed crushed fed-
eralism in India. The President of India has to
protect the Constitution. Instead he has bla-
tantly violated it.

Was the time ripe for the abrogation of
Article 370?

We had said in our report that Article 370 was
a temporary provision. It would be fair to say
that the Congress and other governments in
the past eroded Article 370. We have also seen
that at every point it has been eroded, there
has been more turmoil and alienation among
people in Kashmir. So the argument that
Article 370 is the problem is completely wrong.
The problem all along has been the blatant
undermining and erosion of it. The founding
fathers of the Constitution put it as a transient
provision in the hope that one day Kashmir
will be just like any other state in India. But
for Kashmir to be like any other state was also
to be determined by the will of its people.
However, the government has decided to go

about this in a very specious manner. The reli-
ability and trustworthiness of the Indian state
has been lost.

Who benefitted the most from Article 370
all these years?

Nobody. It was barely followed. Overtime, var-
ious elements like the Supreme Court’s juris-
diction and the Election Commission of
India’s powers were extended to Kashmir.
These were not originally envisaged in Article
370. There is no merit in the argument that
Article 370 benefitted only two or three fami-
lies in Kashmir. What has Article 370 got to do
with two political families ruling the state over
all these years? Have all the corrupt and venal
politicians benefitted from the Constitution
of India? It is a ridiculous argument to make.

What repercussions do you
see inthe comingdays and
the future?

From whatever little informa-
tion is coming through from the
valley, I believe that Kashmiris
are in a state of shock and

RADHA KUMAR

through panchayats. This is what the British
did. Why is the government repeating a colo-
nial pattern in a state of India?

There are concerns of ademographic
change that will alter the Muslim
character of Kashmir?

Kashmiris have for centuries resented outside
settlers and have been protective of their land.
Their history has been of one conquest after
another. Communal elements in the valley
and people like Syed Ali Shah Geelani have
forever been taking about how the Indian gov-
ernment wants to change the valley demo-
graphically. This is absolute nonsense. There
has been no substantive demographic change
in the valley as far as reduction in the Muslim
population is concerned. If there have been
any changes in religious com-
position, it has been restricted
to the Jammu region. We have
seen such arguments being
raised across India. Communal
bigots have said that Muslims
have more children than
Hindus so they would change

despair. It will lead to increased
rage, alienation and very likely
more people taking to the gun
in Kashmir. One thing I am cer-
tain of is that Pakistan will try to multiply infil-
tration and try to flood the valley with guns.
Experience over the last 70 years shows that
whenever Pakistan is given the opportunity to
foment armed violence in Kashmir, it never
lets go off it. These series of far reaching
Constitutional changes have not just been
done without consultation; it has been execut-
ed by locking up the people of Kashmir whose
voices should have been heard in this process.

How different are younger generation of
Kashmiris in their attitude towards India
than the middle aged and elder ones?

What I saw in my interactions across age groups
in Kashmir was that the elder generation - like
the leaders who headed the Hurriyat -- were
much more eager to negotiate things. They
wanted solutions and their attitude had been
suitably modified to take into account Indian
concerns to arrive at solution for Kashmir.
During the 1990s there was a burning pas-
sionate belief among many of the rebels in
democracy. They in many ways were fighting
for democracy. I do not see this in the current
generation of young Kashmiris. Many of them
believed that democracy was a complete sham.
They thought they would fight either for reli-
gion or their fight would be fuelled by plain
hatred towards the central government’s poli-
cies. The younger generation had no clear idea
of what they wanted; but clearly knew what
they did not want. They had no idea of their
future. When you are born into blood and war,
how can you envisage a rosy future for yourself.
The rebels of 1990s had seen a better world
before the turmoil began. The rebels of 2010
had seen nothing in their lives except conflict.
Now you have demoted Kashmir to a Union
Territory. Only the will of the union govern-
ment will run large in Kashmir from now. You
have told them that governance will be done
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India’s Hindu majority charac-
ter. But over these many years
the higher birth rate among
Muslims hasn’t made a signif-
icant difference. Hindus still form an over-
whelming majority of India.

But concerns of Muslim population being
diluted in Kashmir also stems from the
freedom for anyone in India to now buy
land in the valley.

Yes. When left to run its normal course, demo-
graphic changes happen very slowly. Now the
argument being made is that people from all
over India will now flood Kashmir to buy land
and property. There are no land laws in Jammu
& Kashmir to allow for that. So now the gover-
nor will make those laws by an executive fiat. I
don’t think this will result in significant reduc-
tion in number of Muslims. But it will lead to
changes in other significant ways. Who will
buy land or property in Kashmir? Probably
people who want summer houses. Why would
people from the rest of India want to go and
settle in Kashmir when the state is engulfed in
violence and uncertainty. It is obvious that
industry and businesses won’t go there. So who
is left? Maybe some ideologically motivated
people from the Rashtriya Swyamasevak
Sangh (RSS) and the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) will go and settle there.

But this Israeli type settler approach won’t
lead to millions of people moving into the val-
ley. If we exclude the settler possibility, then
the only plausible investment option will be
Indians buying summer houses from the
locals. With them not being able to live there,
it would result in a large number of empty
properties across Kashmir. When this hap-
pens, the sense of community that prevails in
Kashmir will be lost. All of us living in cities
live as disparate entities — we live in our own
colonies not knowing our neighbours. When
this summer house boom happens, the local
community will become weaker and be trans-
formed to a service community.

A change agentfor transgenders

Atransgender student has broken his silence to question taboos and create communities for them to
interact, share and earn their livelihood, writes Sneha Bhattacharjee

Hore’s interest lay in everything femi-

nine. Like every family that would want
to keep such traits hidden, Hore’s family too
grew silent and admitted him to an all-boys
school. But, Hore failed to be a boy. Like every
other transgender struggling with gender
identity, he too was subjected to bullying and
became a recluse. What followed was typical
— self-doubt, poor academic records and
irregularity in school.

That’s when he got in touch with a youth
development organisation, Prantakatha, in West
Bengal. “They were extremely gender friendly
and assuring,” recalls Hore. It was there he found
many like him suffering in silence, facing dis-
crimination and exclusion in all
spheres of life. “With the support from
Prantakatha, I started forming a space
that could give voices to people like me
who feel caged by homophobic
silence,” he says adding “I simply
decided to question the silence”.

That’s how QueerIUs or Queer
Identity and Us was born in 2015. It was
ayouth-led initiative to create dialogue
on sexuality, gender, sexual health
among queer and non-queer youth.
Hore was amazed at the response he
got and it made him realise how his
silence could create some noise and become a
strong voice. “We created queer friendly spaces
in colleges and established a Bengal network of
queer people mostly led by transgender women
across 11 districts of Bengal in the name of Bengal
Queer Collective,” Hore adds.

Hore recalls how while working under
unManifesto campaign supported by the UNF-
PA in 2016, the LGBTQ community was asked

B orn in Malda, West Bengal, Koushik
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about their demands. “One of the most signifi-
cant demands was to create employment oppor-
tunities for transgender people,” he says. “They
are deprived of the right to education, employ-
ment and decent livelihood. They are even
deprived of proper share of their paternal prop-
erty because of their distinct gender identity
forcing them to resort to begging or risky sex
trade,” he adds.

Hore realised there was a need to make the
transgender community independent. With
the help of communities like Prantakatha,
Pravah and Youth Collective, Hore started
Sathrangi, a trans-feminine Indian livelihood
venture, in 2016. It was a livelihood programme
for transgender in West Bengal in collaboration
with four organisations,
Association of Transgenders and
Hijras in Bengal (ATHB), Gour
Banglar Samghati Samity (GBSS),
Amity Trust and Prantakatha who
had been working on transgender
rights in West Bengal.

It was during one such commu-
nity-led initiative that he met the
founder of Indian School of
Development and Management
(ISDM), who encouraged Hore to
join ISDM’s first batch of Post-
Graduate programme in
Development Leadership, in 2017-18. Hore con-
siders the years at ISDM as being a gamechanger
in his life. It not only provided him with the
approach to look at life differently, but also
honed his skills of how he needed to learn and
unlearn, and develop his organisation in the
development sector. “I think living life with dig-
nity is an important factor for any human, which
I was searching for long. ISDM gave me that.
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“Sapno ki Udaan”, a learning centre now supported by the UNICEF, is run by trans people and
has already helped 45 Kids and adolescents from the manual scavenging community

This realisation further helped me in developing
my integrity towards creating safe, inclusive
space where all can live without being judged. It
moulded my approach in many ways and gave
me the confidence to become a confident
change agent. My suggestion for a gender neu-
tral toilet in ISDM was not only accepted but
also appreciated and implemented,” Hore adds.

In the last four years, Hore has co-initiated
several activities that aim to create positive
impact in the sphere of basic human rights of
transgenders. In 2017, he co-initiated an informal
learning and care giving centre called “Sapno ki
Udaan” that is now supported by the UNICEF.
The centre is run by transgenders and has
helped 45 kids and adolescents from the manual

scavenging community. In 2018, along with
Prantakatha and ATHB, Hore created a LGBTQ
network called “South Asian Young Queer
Activists Network/SAYAN” within the South
Asian countries — Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal,
Bhutan and Srilanka. This initiative was sup-
ported by the US Consulate General, Kolkata.
The network has been able to conduct three suc-
cessful conferences till now and a WhatsApp
group keeps them connected where they discuss
their way forward. 2019 saw Sathrangi set up a
boutique shop in Malda in collaboration with
GBSS. The shop is run by three transwomen.

In his bid to break silence, Hore with his ini-
tiatives has not only given a voice to the queer
community, but also made them independent.
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apan has just cleared a controversial
experiment, which could have major
consequences for the future of genetics
research. Hiromitsu Nakauchi of the
University of Tokyo and Stanford University
will be allowed to insert human stem cells into
amouse embryo and allow the resulting hybrid
embryo to develop till term. While such exper-
iments have been conducted before, there is
normally a time limit of 14 days before the
embryo is destroyed. Indeed, many nations
have a blanket ban on such experiments.
Itis hoped that this experiment will result
in insights that allow for entirely new medical
transplant techniques. Variations on this

Human-animal hybrids

The potential payoff for such research is enormous

theme, such as the insertion of animal stem
cells into human embryos, could also yield
very positive outcomes. But this experiment
also opens a Pandora’s Box in terms of other,
potentially nightmarish possibilities.
Pluripotent stem cells can grow into many
types of organs. One possible outcome of such
experiments could be the development of tech-
nologies where human organs are grown in
donor animals. Current transplant procedures
can be carried out only by the donation of
organs from somebody who is genetically com-
patible with the recipient. There are high rejec-
tion rates and immuno suppression drugs that
prevent rejection have undesirable side effects.

However, it may be eventually possible to
insert the recipient’s own stem cells into a pig
embryo (or sheep) and, thus, grow a replace-
ment organ that is completely compatible. This
particular experiment will start with trying to
grow human pancreas cells in rodents and, if
that works, attempting the same procedure in
pigs. The mouse embryo has been treated to
remove information about rodent pancreas
cells so there should not be a genetic barrier to
growing human pancreas cells.

Growing a human pancreas or liver, or
even a new heart, in a surrogate animal
could be a game changer. There are over a
million people waiting for liver and
pancreas transplants. Many lives could be
saved if such a process could be developed
and standardised.

The inverse process, which is not on the
cards, would be even more of a conceptual and
ethical reach. Various animals have unusual

genetics, which make them resistant or
immune to various diseases. Sharks, for exam-
ple, are immune to cancer. Some animals have
unusual abilities — salamanders can regrow
lost limbs. Elephants regrow entire sets of teeth
through their lives. If it is possible to isolate the
responsible genes and insert these, it could
alter the human race.

While Nakauchi and his team intend to
proceed with caution, there are obvious ethical
concerns. Ifhuman DNA proliferates in an ani-
mal embryo, the resulting creature would be a
new hybrid species. This could be of really spe-
cial concern if the brain is affected.

The researchers say they would set a cut-
off point in terms of proliferation, destroying
the hybrid if the proportion of human cells in
the brain exceeds 30 per cent. In practice, no
experiment had ever resulted in much more
than one in 100,000 cells being of human ori-
gin. But bringing an embryo to term is new

territory. The hybrid will be monitored for two
years before the next experiment, which could
involve pigs or sheep.

The potential payoff for such research is
obviously enormous. But the risks are also high.
Japan is a responsible nation, which has pon-
dered the pros and cons of genetic engineering
for years before giving the go ahead. However,
this could set a precedent where less responsi-
ble governments or private researchers decide
to accelerate research processes, throwing cau-
tion to the wind.

There is little practical chance of some-
thing going seriously wrong at this stage.
There are very few labs with the requisite
facilities and, perhaps, even fewer scientists
with the necessary skills to work in this field.
But as a body of work builds up, more research
in this domain is inevitable. One can only
hope researchers will heed the maxim “with
great power comes great responsibility”.

Crafting a fiscally neutral stimulus

With a slew of industries in the grip of a prolonged slump, a package of measures that will boost demand
without burdening the exchequer is imperative

AJAY SHANKAR

he Indian economy is experiencing a slowdown.

I Demand is tepid. Market sentiment is adverse.

A normal fiscal stimulus to create demand is

ruled out due to the government’s commitment to

keep the deficit low. The Reserve Bank of India has cut

lending rates to stimulate growth. One view would be

to wait and hope for the downturn to end as lower

lending rates and increased liquidity begin to have an

impact. The other would be to also take some uncon-

ventional steps that have no — or at best marginal —
fiscal implications to stimulate demand.

The auto sector is in distress and is asking for help.
One measure which is required for reducing air pol-
lution is to provide incentives for scrapping old com-
mercial vehicles. BS VI fuel would not materially
reduce air pollution from old commercial vehicles,
such as trucks, buses, tempos and three-wheelers. So,
these need to go off the roads if air quality is to get bet-
ter. Original equipment manufacturers could be man-
dated to put in place state-of-the-art scrapping yards.
They should absorb the cost of disposal. The “pol-
luter pays” principle could be legitimately extended to
mean that the manufacturer pays for the final dis-
posal of the product after its useful life is over. This
would lay the foundation for moving towards a sus-
tainable circular economy.

An attractive rebate, above the market price, for
trading old commercial vehicles for new ones would
have a major impact on air pollution. Germany ran a
very successful similar “cash for clunkers” programme
to mitigate the slowdown in their auto industry fol-
lowing the global financial crisis in 2008. The cash
rebate could come from the additional GST revenue
flowing from the higher production and sales of these
vehicles due to the trade-in scheme. The impact on the
fiscal deficit would at best be marginal. In addition, an
announcement that after three years these vehicles
will not be allowed to run, but will have to be scrapped,
would be enough to ensure full replacement of the old
fleet. This would be a fairly substantial stimulus for the
auto sector. The impact on air pollution would also be
significant. In the smaller North Indian cities where
highly polluting tempos are the only means of public
transport, the improvement in air quality would be
immediate.

There are a large number of stressed assets and
bad loans arising from incomplete power and hous-
ing projects. The credit or financial institutions can
take control from promoters by converting debt into
equity. Thereafter, their speedy completion can be
fully financed without any fear of aspersions. The
resumption of work in these thermal power plants
and housing projects, and their early completion,
would provide another large stimulus to the econo-
my. This would not need any budgetary outlay. The
creditor public sector financial institutions would
find, after completion of these projects, that the
resulting write-offs would be far lower than that
entailed by the National Company Law Tribunal
route of bankruptcy proceedings.

Housing and related infrastructure has a large
multiplier effect in generating demand for upstream
industries such as cement, steel and electrical equip-
ment. Since the economic reforms, the state housing
boards and urban development authorities have
gradually vacated the housing construction space
in favour of private developers. These agencies could
take up affordable housing projects of the kind that
they used to in the past. Provision of land for such
institutions by state governments and public insti-
tutions at affordable (not market) rates would be
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necessary. This would also be a lot easier, as the land
is not going to private developers.

Alarge housing programme for middle and low-
er income groups would not need any budgetary
support. Institutional finance should be able to sup-
port the programme, where the normal practice has
been for customers to make payments in instal-
ments linked to progress in execution. It would,
however, need considerable administrative effort
to provide land at below mar-
ket rates for projects in cities
projects in the across the country.
infrastructure In the infrastructure
space, bidding space, if there are good proj-
some of them out  ects, having land and clear-
for construction ances, bidding some of them
and maintenance out for construction and
on an annuity maintenance on an annuity
basis would spur basis would also boost eco-
economic activity  nomic activity. The payment

liability for these projects

would start after they are
completed. A significant part of railway modernisa-
tion could be undertaken through annuity projects.
The road sector was able to regain momentum after
it took up the hybrid annuity model of execution.

The energy sector also offers possibilities. The
speed of the switchover to electric mobility would
depend on the rapidity with which the public charg-
ing infrastructure for electric vehicles, from two-

If there are good

wheelers to three-wheelers, cars and buses, is rolled
out. The lower GST rates now introduced would make
a real difference only after the charging infrastruc-
ture is in place. The oil companies are cash-rich and
can be directed to create the infrastructure. Electricity
distribution companies can also be directed to do so,
with the investment being accepted for tariff deter-
mination by the regulatory commissions. Bringing in
the distribution companies is required for creating
charging stations for personal cars and two-wheelers
in parking places in residential areas.

The economics is now clearly in favour of electric
vehicles and they will take over market share rapidly
from conventional vehicles once charging facilities
are provided. Government directives about phasing
out conventional vehicles will not be needed. Energy
Efficiency Services Limited could also attempt to repli-
cate its success story with LEDs and try to replace all
the energy-inefficient pumps presently in use with
efficient ones through bulk procurement for urban
water supply undertakings, industrial clusters and
farmers in partnership with distribution companies.
Bulk procurement would result in lower prices. Some
concessional financing could also be provided.

A stimulus to generate demand for domestic goods
and services is imperative to reverse the slowdown. This
can be done without compromising on fiscal rectitude.

The writer was Secretary, DIPP, and is currently
Distinguished Fellow, TERI

Road map for wider
city gas distribution

SURESH P MANGLANI

city gas distribution (CGD) sector in

2018-19. Proactive efforts by the
Petroleum and Natural Gas Regulatory
Board (PNGRB) over the ninth and tenth
bidding rounds are expected to take
nationwide CGD coverage to a new high.
The development presents an opportuni-
ty to give more than seven out of 10
Indians living in 400 districts across 27
states and Union Territories seamless
access to cleaner fuel.

Under these rounds, 21 entities com-
mitted to invest in the new CGD network.
With this, India will now see fast track devel-
opment of compressed natural gas (CNG)
and piped natural gas (PNG) infrastructure.

Currently, PNG connections reach 5.1
million homes, and there are 1760 CNG sta-
tions across more than 100 districts. We are
now looking at a10-fold rise, with 50 million
new PNG connections and 10,000 new CNG
stations. The opportunity also opens the
door to users of public transport, restau-
rants, hotels, small eateries, temples, cre-
matoriums and micro, small and medium
enterprises (MSMES).

The next eight years will see a massive
jump in PNG and CNG infrastructure, with
the laying of over 20,000 km of
steel pipelines and 100,000 km

India witnessed a paradigm shift in the

The scale of the

It is essential that the government’s
philosophy of improving ease of doing
business percolates down to the imple-
mentation of key projects such as CGD net-
work expansion. Ease of doing business
must be reflected in approval processes.
Conventional systems involving multiple
authorities should make way for a fast-
track, milestone-based professional certi-
fication process.

While PNGRB has granted authorisa-
tion, infrastructure development has to take
place under the authority of state govern-
ments and various central governmental
authorities. Besides, the PNGRB and the
petroleum ministry, state governments, gas
transportation companies, oil marketing
companies (OMCs) supporting co-location
of CNG stations in petrol pumps, pollution
control boards, Petroleum and Explosives
Safety Organisation (PESO), National
Highways Authority of India (NHATI), Indian
Railways (IR) and public works departments
(PWDs) are key stakeholders playing impor-
tant roles in the development of CGD net-
works. Currently, CGD entities have to
approach each of the stakeholders and clear
their permission processes.

One way to resolve such impediments is
tobring all key stakeholders on a single plat-
form by constituting a CGD Development
Council (CDC). The CDC may
include representatives of the

of polyethylene pipelines, PNG and CNG ministry of petroleum and
attracting investments of $15-  network will make  natural gas, ministry of
20 billion. India a key finance, state governments,

Enhanced mobility of

destination for

NHAL IR, the PNGRB, PESO,

CNG vehicles has been a all major global OMCs and other stakeholders.
major impediment to its suppliers of The key plan of action for
adoption by owners of private  compressors, the CDC should be to formu-

vehicles. The expanded CNG
network will offer customers
the option of choosing a CNG
station convenient to them,
on the lines of other retail
products and services.

The scale of the above numbers will
make India a key destination for all major
global suppliers of compressors, dispensers,
meters, fittings and technology solutions.
Domestic suppliers and construction con-
tractors have started adding new capacities
toreap the full benefit of the huge upside in
infrastructure development.

India will reap substantial social and
economic benefits through development
of green fuel corridors, generation of mil-
lions of jobs and a major thrust to MSMES,
not to mention the enormous impact on
the environment by cutting air pollution.

It also promises to give a significant push
to start-ups and homegrown government
initiatives such as Skill India and Make in
India. This will also be an integral compo-
nent of India’s plan to increase the share of
natural gas to 15 per cent of its energy mix.

The key issue is whether we are pre-
pared to deliver these big numbers. While
the answer is yes, we need to critically
review the cumbersome and time-con-
suming processes and policies in place
since the pre-PGNRB era, and be open to
bring in reforms.

solutions

dispensers, meters
and technology

late a single uniform policy for
the whole country. The over-
arching goal is to fast-track
CGD development through
single-window clearance, for-
mulation of policies to incentivise natural
gas adoption (by developing freight corri-
dors), rationalisation of various government
charges, a grievance redress mechanism,
and inter-stakeholder issues.

The council would be a standing forum
for at least the next three years, meeting
every quarter. It will be an empowered body
and should be in a position to take binding
decisions. It will have the authority to call
any agency, CGD company or gas trans-
mission company, or seek the help of pro-
fessional agencies.

Coherence and strong government will
drive the initiative. The central government
can urge the state governments to see the
larger benefits of developing PNG and CNG
infrastructure in states.

CDC will be a forum where all stake-
holders can deliberate and take informed
decisions. CGD companies will have to put
their full resources solely into achieving
committed PNG and CNG numbers. This
will also increase the share of natural gasin
the energy basket, as committed by India at
international forums.

Thewriteris CEO, AdaniGas Ltd
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Congress disarray in face of
govt move on J&K worrying

Itis bad news for a democracy that
prides itself on its checks and balances

Even though scrapping the special status of Kashmir has long
been an important feature of the BJP’s core ideological agen-
da, the Narendra Modi government took everyone by sur-
prise with its move to render Article 370 ineffective and bifur-
cate J&K into two Union Territories. But none more so than the
Opposition, especially the Congress. And then it has spoken
in different voices, with many of its prominent younger lead-
ers like Jyotiraditya Scindia, Deepender Hooda and Milind
Deora publicly backing the government, saying that the rev-
ocation of Article 370 is the national interest, even as seniors
like Ghulam Nabi Azad accuse those who support it of being
ignorant of history.

Rahul Gandhi had stepped down as president after the par-
ty’s embarrassing showing in the Lok Sabha elections, and
the aftermath of his decision has exposed a reality hidden in
plain sight: Remove the Gandhi at the helm, and you have a
party that has forsaken all structures and processes, one that
has no mechanisms of survival and movement left. With the
Congress floundering visibly, therefore, the smaller regional
parties are evidently making their own calculations about the
viability of opposing the BJP, and many are joining the band-

wagon. The inability of the Opposition to hold its ground is bad
news for a democracy that prides itself for its argumentative
spirit, and its checks and balances, especially at a time when
they will be needed to handle the fallout of the Centre’s move
in Kashmir.

The Indian Express, August 9

Back to square one

Ties with India: Pak must reconsider

Pakistan’s decision to expel
India’s High Commissioner,
snap trade relations and
observe August 15 as a black
day in supposed solidarity
with the people of Jammu &
Kashmir is a serious setback
for diplomatic relations.
Sections of Indian civil socie-
ty have legitimate concerns
about the actions of the BJP
Government in emptying out
Article 370 and the continu-
ing lockdown of the Valley,
but this does not license
Pakistan to interfere in what
the MEA correctly described
on Thursday as India’s inter-
nal matter.

In the days to come, India
can expect Pakistan to raise
the Kashmir issue at the
United Nations, mobilise the
Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation and send envoys

to friendly capitals. India’s eco-
nomic clout has grown enor-
mously in the last couple of
decades, and given doubts in
the Western world about
Pakistan’s overt and covert
support to Islamist terror, New
Delhi has the space to deal
with Islamabad’s efforts to
“internationalise” the Kashmir
issue. Downgrading diplo-
matic relations between trou-
bled neighbours is never a
good idea. Diplomacy is a
mechanism to ensure that
channels of communication
remain open. While India and
Pakistan have used back chan-
nels in recent years, the pres-
ence of seasoned diplomats in
Delhi and Islamabad has
always benefited the
two countries.

The Hindu, August 9

Countering radicalisation

A humane approach may be effective

Radical measures need not be
the only way of cleansing a
radicalised mind. Patience,
engagement, dialogue and —
this cannot be emphasised
enough — empathy often
hold the key to the success of
deradicalisation programmes
operated by the keepers of the
law. One such module run by
the anti-terrorism squad in
Maharashtra — reportedly
the only such initiative in the
country that is run by a state
police force — seems to have
met with considerable suc-
cess. Perhaps that is because
of the adoption of a humane,
rather than draconian,
approach. Data suggest that
in three years, the pro-
gramme has succeeded in
reintegrating almost 114 men
and six women who had been
seduced by extremist ideolo-

gies. The suspect was sub-
jected to patient counselling
and hours of conversation. It
is not uncommon for the
Maharashtra police to seek
the help of private counsel-
lors to tackle the problem.

There is thus a strong case
to argue that reforms in the
policing system entail train-
ing and sensitisation of its per-
sonnel, especially in the lower
rungs, to deal with the threat
of radicalisation effectively.
Maharashtra police’s sensibil-
ity seems to have enthused
several other states to follow
in its footsteps. But there is
only so much that the police
can do in this respect. The
spectre of radicalism cannot
be exorcised as long as politics
and society remain toxic.

The Telegraph, August 9
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Turning vegetarian could
help fight global warming

IPCC research shows shows dietary changes could bring
emissions down by 8 billion tonnes annually by 2050

THAS BEEN clear for sometime that the fight to lower greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions, and mitigate climate-change impact, rests on a drastic rethink of
global land use.Alarge part of land use is tied to human diet, from pastures for
grazing of meat animals to agriculture.Anew report by the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) on climate and land says a plants-based diet will be
kinderonthe planet than a meat-based one.It recommends that governments,espe-
cially those of rich nations,where meat consumption is high,work on reducing this.
Land use and management, including agriculture and deforestation, contribute
almost a quarter of the GHG emissions. Unless land is managed more sustainably,
keeping global warming under 1.5°Cabove pre-industriallevels,is impossible—coun-
tries, thus, have included land-use, land-use change and forestry in their Intended
Nationally Determined Contributionsannouncedas part of the 2015 Paris Agreement.
While deforestation for pastures to graze cattle, like in Brazil and Colombia, is partic-
ularly emission-intensive, cattle, too, produce large amounts of methane, a potent
GHG.Besides, the emission foot-print of manufacturinganimal-feed,water-and elec-
tricity-use in raising and slaughtering of meat animals,and processing/packaging of
meatissignificant.The IPCCreport,thus,says thatbalanced diets thatare plant-based
and feature sustainably-produced animal-sourced food “present major opportunities
foradaptationand mitigation”.Indeed,by 2050, the report says,dietary changes could
free up millions of square kilometres of land and reduce global carbon emissions by
upto 8 billion tonnes annually (relative to business-as-usual). Though, perhaps with
the politics and socio-cultural sensibilities associated with dietary habits in mind,
authors of the report have refrained from telling people what to eat. Given land use
across the world contributes $75-85 trillion to the global economy annually (2011,
based on the value of the dollar in 2007)—this is many times the world's combined
GDP—influencing land use in favour of more sustainable practices is also a fraught
economic question,with the livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people tied to it.
Therisksashifting toalargely plant-based diet also must be considered.Rice-farm-
ing, for instance, accounts for 249% of agricultural methane emissions. In a country
like India, where rice is a staple and one of the largest agricultural exports, pushing a
plant-based diet could result in more demand for unsustainably produced rice. Also,
nitrous oxide emissions—a potent heat-trapper, with one tonne being equivalent to
265 tonnes of CO2 over 100 years—from agriculture have almost doubled since the
1960s,given fertiliserapplication hasincreased nine-fold globally. Besides,research by
the Carnegie Mellon University shows that, without reducing caloric intake signifi-
cantly, simply changing the diet to include the US department of agriculture (USDA)
advised food mix, or reducing caloric intake while sticking to the USDA food mix rec-
ommended for a healthy weight, will increase GHG emissions and energy/water use.
The window to act on sustainable land use is narrowing fast. Human use already
affects 60-85% of forestsand 70-90% of othernatural ecosystems. Land—the forests
on it as well as the soil—plays a key role as a carbon sink. But, with manifest climate
change effects, desertification and degradation of land is becoming an ever-growing
threat,and humansare responding with even more unsustainable use—fertiliser use,
excessive groundwater extraction, stripping down of rainforests, etc, are key exam-
ples.The IPCC report, therefore, calls for stepping up efforts to keep the land produc-
tive while enhancing its carbon-absorbing capacity—a carefully calibrated, primarily
plant-based diet could be one way to do this.

Tackling lynch mobs

Rajasthan has come up with a law, other states must too

AJASTHAN HAS DONE well to, in response to a Supreme Court recom-

mendation,come upwithaspecial lawto deal with lynch mobs.Though the

Opposition protested against the “Rajasthan Protection from Lynching

Bill,2019”and argued that existinglaws were good enough, this is not quite
true; though, while the Opposition argued that some of the Bill’s provisions—even
two persons can be defined as a mob—could be misused by classifying other crimes
as mob violence, this is something that needs to be kept in mind by the investigating
authorities.The Bill makeslynchinga cognisable,non-bailable and non-compound-
able offence, punishable with up to seven years imprisonment and fines of ¥1 lakh if
thevictimisinjured,and this goes up tolifeimprisonment when theviolence results
in the victim’s death. And, in a bid to deter mob violence, the Bill treats conspiracy,
aiding,abetting,and attemptat moblynchingin the samewayas it does perpetrators
and assailants, and even recognises creation of a hostile environment, distribution
of offensive materials, etc, as allied criminal offences. Moreover, the Bill is not only
retributive but also rehabilitative, stipulating that victims of mob Iynching be com-
pensated by the state government under the Rajasthan Victim Compensation
Scheme, and that the state take necessary measures to assist in the rehabilitation of
any such victims who might suffera displacement.

Other states need to take a cue from Rajasthan and come up with similar laws
at the earliest. Ideally, as the Uttar Pradesh State Law Commission did last month,
when it came upwith adraft anti-lynching law, there should also be strict rules for
the police and others in authority whose job is to prevent lynching. This includes
punishment for not providing protection to the victim if violencewas apprehended,
failure to act on time, failure to record details of the crime,and so on; if there is no
provision to penalise those whose jobs are to prevent such crimes, chances are all
lawswill come up short. This isa shortcoming in Rajasthan’s Bill. Amazingly, though
the state’s law commission took the initiative on its own, Uttar Pradesh has yet to
come up with an anti-lynching law; and this is despite the fact that Uttar Pradesh
has recorded 20 distinct incidents of mob violence resulting in 11 deaths since
2015.While the number of those killed/attacked by lynch mobs s likely to be much
smaller than those in conventional crimes like murder, the purpose of lynch mobs
is to generate fearin certain communities/classes of people; to that extent, the pun-
ishments have to be as stringent as possible.

MoreMEDICS

Govt has done well to accept the findings of the WHO
report on quacks, the one it had contested earlier

HE GOVERNMENT'S DESPERATION over clearing the air on the National

Medical Council (NMC) Bill has forced it to accept and acknowledge a prob-

lemthatithad,onlylastyear,denied even exists.The NMC Bill talks of bridge

course to enable Ayush practitioners to prescribe allopathic medicines—this
will take care of the poor doctor-patient ratio that India has. As per a Times of India
report, while the government, in January last year, had termed “erroneous” the WHO
finding that nearly 57% of those practising allopathic medicine in the countrydidn’t
haveanymedical qualification,now,ithasincluded the figurein its FAQs overthe NMC
Bill. The NMCBill talks of Community Health Providers—healthcare professionalswho
can be trained with the bridge courses.

India’s doctor-population ratio remains a sickly one doctor fora thousand people.
Thus,itis crucial toaccept the case for having community health providers.Indianeeds
more doctors,and ideas like converting district health hospitals into medical colleges
make eminent sense. Until this can be achieved, the country needs to work with what
it has. Besides, as Devi Shetty of Narayana Health and Srinath Reddy of Public Health
Foundation of India highlight, India’s problem is over-medicalisation. Reddy points
to the case of mid-level health workers in Chhattisgarh who have proved better than
doctorsat treating primary care conditions,especiallymalaria. Heemphasises the need
totrain nursestobecome‘nurse practitioners’and ‘nurse anaesthetists’. Shetty,on the
other hand, says that “even in the litigation-happy US, 6 7% of anaesthesia is given by
nurses,not doctors”.If more of community health providers can do the same, it would
only help rural health care. More important, it would make more sense to impart the
necessary training toalarge talent pool of health professionals than let quacks thrive.
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% ON J&K'S FUTURE

e Minister of India, Narendra Modi

J&K will not remain an UT forever. You will get the
opportunity to elect your representatives soon. |
want to tell the people of Jammu and Kashmir that
your representatives will come from among you

NO ECONOMY HAS SUSTAINED GDP GROWTH WITH AREAL POLICY RATE ABOVE 1.75%. FOR THE
LAST TWO AND A HALF-YEARS, THE REAL POLICY RATE HAS AVERAGED 100 BP HIGHER IN INDIA

Monetary policy:
Facts, Opinion, Governance

HIS TIME, MP does not
mean Member of Parlia- B
ment, but Monetary Policy. |
WhatIwant todiscusstoday
is the FOG surrounding BH ALLA
monetarypolicyinIndia.Itused tobe the
case,around the world, that a deliberate itor, Fimanct
fog was created around central bank

speak. That changed post the 2008
financial crisis.Central banksaround the
world went for three Cs—Clarity and
Consistency in Communication. All
advanced country central banks go for
the 3Cs; among EMEs,I don’t know, but
what I hear foreign investors say is that
the developing world is much closer to
the advanced economies than to India.

Is India as different as claimed by
“experts”? My own experience,and inter-
pretation, is that India is very different
because the experts (perhaps including
thoseat the Central Bank)look at mone-
tary policyvery differently. Most impor-
tantly, Indian experts look at the mone-
tary policy through nominal lenses;
economics is about the real world. After
all, nobody talks about nominal GDP
growth; when we discuss growth, it is
growth adjusted forinflation.Whydon’t
we do the same with the MP variable
called the repo rate—or talk of real bor-
rowing and lending rates?

On August 7,the MPC reduced the
repo rate by 35 bps, to 5.4%. The first
publication to be off to the races was
Bloomberg Quint which headlined its
story“35 Basis Point Cut Takes RBI Rate
To 2010 Level”. The story was accurate.
In April 2010, the RBI raised the repo
rateto 5.25%.CPIinflation at that time
was 13.3%, WPI inflation was 10.5%,
and the SBIlending rate was 11.8%.IIP
was growing at 13%.

It certainly doesn’t take a weather-
man economist to figure out that the
repo rate of 5.4% in August 2019 is not
even on the same planet as April 2010,
letalonebe uttered in the sameline.But,
Iwanttoquote from some of the editori-
alsafterthe RBI move. Business Standard
opined that“the centralbankisdoingits
part by progressively reducing the cost of
money” (emphasis added). Editorial in
Mintargued that what the RBI/MPC did

Household savings in India

Twitter: @surjitbhalla
Views are personal

was “the best it could have done under
the circumstances, grim as they are”. It
alsoquoted Governor Dasas stating that
the committee felt that “25 bp would
havebeeninadequate,while 50 bpwould
havebeen excessive”.Andwhy didn’t RBI
undertake a larger cut? The Mint view:
“Because it did not want to send out a
panic signal by easing monetary condi-
tions too much, too fast”.

The MPC action (inaction) came
against a backdrop of central banks
around theworld sending out panic sig-
nalsby cuttinglending rates. But to con-
tinue with the editorials. The Financial
Express headlined its editorial “RBI is
doing its bit, over to government now”.
There is elaboration a few lines down.
“But the central bank can only do so
much. Indeed, it is doing more than its
best to create a conducive lending envi-
ronment forbanks”. Economic Times edi-
torial, “Slashing rates by 35 bp,dumping
multiples of 25 bps as the quantum of
rate change,signalsnon-routine concern
overgrowth,asalsorestraint toavertany
panic. It also signals RBI’s capacity to go
beyond convention” (emphasis added).

There is a surprising uniformity
(identity?) in the editorials—in addition
to the fact that they have got the simple
factof cost of money grotesquelywrong.
If I were Governor Das, I would be wor-
ried.After every Budget,industry gives a
strong heads-up to whatever fiscal pol-
icy package the government comes up
with. Out of 10, the ranking is always—
good,bad and uglybudgets,the same—a
robust 9.A lot of us (including the pink
newspapers) have criticised this
hypocrisyand this“Big Brotheriswatch-
ing”fear.Thislack of objective analysisis
worrisome. But, why have sheep news-
papers not conducted objective analysis

Policy environment for savings in India is
sub-optimal. This is particularly true of the

household sector, which has been the largest
contributor to overall national savings

INDIA HAS TWO fundamental prob-
lems in its pursuit of higher economic
growth.First,it needs toincrease invest-
ment. Second, it needs to increase sav-
ings. Both investment and savings have
fallen as percentages of GDP, and are
below thelevels needed to support GDP
growth of 8-10% a year. There is a
counter argument that higher growth
itself will rekindle animal spirits of
investors, but I think the starting point
hastobewith creating prospects forbet-
terinvestment returns.The investment
slowdown isrelated to the collapse of the
preceding investment boom, which
included too much corruption and,
more generally, misallocation of capital.
Until the overhang of bad assets is
cleaned up, so that credit flows more
freely again, investment will stagnate.
The government has been trying, but
perhaps not hard enough. The battles
with RBI on this front have also not
helped. Efforts to attract foreign
investorswillalso notachieve too much
until the financial sector and corporate
balance sheets are cleaned up. Even
then, the policy framework for invest-
ment has to improve, in terms of taxa-
tion, infrastructure,and stability.

The savings side is trickier, but also
has the potential for plucking some low
hanging fruit, with the right degree of
policy attention. This is because the pol-
icy environment for savings in India is
sub-optimal. This is particularly true of
the household sector (including smaller
firmsin the Indian case),which hasbeen
thelargest contributorto overall national
savings. The other sources of savings—
corporations, government and foreign-
ers, are potentially important, but their
determinants are more complicated,
including whatever factors determine
the investment climate,and the politics
of government expenditure. House-
holds, however, can be potentially reli-
able sources of savings.

Thereare threeinterrelated aspects
of household savingwhere policies can

be changed to make a difference. First,
the level of household savings has
fallen in recent years, despite high real
(though not nominal) interest rates.
Second,Indian households tend to put
arelatively smaller proportion of their
savingsin financial assets,versus phys-
ical assets such as gold and real estate.
Third, Indian households put relatively
little of theirfinancial savingsintolong
term savings such as pensions and
insurance products, versus bank
accounts. All three factors resultin a
paucity of funds that can be interme-
diated into productive investment.

Tarun Ramadorai, who headed the
RBI committee on household savings
that reported in 2017, has pointed out
that the tax incentives for long term
savings through pensions are muddled
and weak. He has made detailed pro-
posals for clarity and simplicity in the
design of pension schemes and the tax
incentives that accompany them. This
is about more than just “nudges,” and
requires significant, but straightfor-
ward, policy changes. The government
may beworried about possiblelosses of
revenue through tax breaks, but this
seems to be an area where the returns
will justify any short term revenue hit.

Lastyear,Radhika Pandey, Ila Patnaik
and Renuka Sane, in the India Policy
Forum, provided a detailed empirical
analysis of the impact of tax breaks on
household financial savings, and found
that such incentives must be carefully
designed to avoid distortions between
different types of financial saving. They
also emphasised the need for more sen-
sibleregulations,giving insurance com-
panies and pension funds more room to
invest in assets other than government
bonds. In brief, household savings have
tobe channelled efficiently to more pro-
ductive investments.

The need for better channelling of
household savings is driven home by a
more recent analysis by Patnaik and
Pandey,in an NIPFPworking paper.Gov-

of RBI/MPC actions?

What could the editorials have said?
They could have pointed out that infla-
tion is phenomenallylow,and below the
notional 4% target for the third succes-
sive year.While the nominal repo rate is
the sameas 2010, the real repo rate is at
2.6% compared to minus 8.1% in April
2010. Stated differently
and equivalently, the cost
of capital (repo rate) today
is nearly 11 percentage

e |
Every monetary

3.4%. Real SBI lending rate: then
3.6%; today 11%. Liquidity: then
ample; liquidity today,ample.

Das took over as RBI Governor in
December2018.Hehasbeenin office for
only eight months and it is unfair to
assess performance over such a short
time period. Nevertheless, few facts are
relevant. Eight months prior to Das’s
arrival, inflation had averaged 3.9%,
repo rate averaged 6.3% and the real
repo rate averaged 2.4%. Over the last
eight (Das) months, (till July 2019),infla-
tion has averaged 110 bp lower 2.8%;
thereporatehasaveraged 20bplowerat
6.1%,and therealreporate 90 bp higher.
Liquidity is very stressed in 2018
(according to many experts, that was the
cause for the slowdown)
andveryamplein 2019.

Every monetary statis-
tic contradicts the expert

points (ppt) #igher.SBIlent statistic contradicts assessment that monetary

money then at 11.75%—
today, the nominal lend-
ing rate of SBI is higher
(with much lower infla-
tion) by 2 pptat 13.75%.
The system is broke,
including the expertswho

the expert
assessment that
monetary policy is
reducing the cost
of money

policy is reducing the cost
of money.Itissimplemath
really—if inflation goes up
by 10%, and my cost of
borrowing goes up by 5%,
the cost of money has
come down. And just the

report on the system.The m———————————————s opposite when inflation

same experts blamed the

lack of liquidity for the economic slow-
down, not the high real rates. Everyone
was shouting lack of liquidity as the
cause for slow and declining growth in
2018.With this expertly felt lack of lig-
uidity in 2018, industrial production
growth Jan-May 2018 averaged 5.4%.
With ample liquidity (and all the papers
quoted above congratulated RBI forsuc-
cessfully introducing the much needed
liquidity in 2019), IIP growth has aver-
aged 1.9%in 2019.Thefirst fivemonths
of 20101IPgrowthaveraged 11.9%.But
wait a minute—weren’t we coming out
of the 2008 financial crisis and that is
why IIP was so high in 2010 and not
because of real interest rates? There is
partial truth in that.

Compare first five months of 2011
with 2019. Industrial production
growth: then 6.8%; today 1.6%. Real
repo rate: then minus 2.8%; today plus

SINGH

Professor of Economics, University of California, Santa Cruz
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ernment policy on this front does not
seem to be coherent or sufficiently evi-
dence-based. Budget proposals often
seem to be piecemeal and fragmented.
Nevertheless, one can characterise this
area aslow-hanging fruit,because there
is so much room for improvement.
Despite the nuances of having different
types of financial saving, with different
types of institutions and regulations for
collecting and channelling them, the
underlying economicbehavioursare not
difficult to model and analyse.

A comprehensive, evidence-based
policy approach to household financial
savings will also help draw attention to
institutional weaknesses in financial
servicesand financial intermediation.It
can be politically difficult to deal with
such weaknesses without an overarch-
ing goal. Improving the level, composi-
tion and channelling of India’s house-
hold saving can provide the requisite
framing for political feasibility of more
fundamental institutional reforms, as
wellasreformsin tax policyand regula-
tion forthe financial sector. Institutional
reformshere couldincludeagreaterrole
for private sector firms, more competi-
tion, and more effective use of digital
technology. Patnaik and Pandey make
allthese points,and theyjust need more
detailed modelling and simulation for
evaluating policy options.

None of the above makes redundant
the need for continued improvements
in the climate for non-financial firms
to do business, or to innovate, or to
export.All the real aspects of producing
and selling things in India are subject
tohurdles that the governmenthasthe
powertoreduce orremove,ifitdecides
it wants to be growth-promoting
rather than rent-seeking or populistin
its policy stance. But higher growth
requires higher investment, and that
will need more household financial
saving, channelled to productive uses.
This is an area that needs better policy
attention than it has received.

declines more than the
repo rate.Why is this simple math seem-
ingly not understood by experts?

There are additional factors con-
straining growth in 2019 and beyond.
Tariff wars have intensified, world
growth has slowed down,and our com-
petitorsarelowering real rates and low-
ering taxrates.Weare raisingboth.The
expert media fully recognises (most of
them do) that higher tax ratesina slow-
ing economy will slow GDP growth
even more. But, why this arrogant dis-
missal of the one factor the rest of 180
countries find the most potent cyclical,
and structural factor, to enhance
growth? More than a decade ago,
Deputy Governor Rakesh Mohan
opined that lazy banking was an
important and unique aspect of Indian
banking. But, why do experts endorse
lazy banking as a solution to our
growth problems?

TweeomoR

PM Modi’s address

PM Narendra Modi's post-Article
370 abrogation TV address to the
nation has come in for fulsome
praises from many people,
including the media, for reaching
out to Kashmiris with a slew of
promises. But, the moot question is
whether his promises of early polls,
restoration of statehood, benefits
to government employees on par
with their counterparts in UTs, filling
government job vacancies and
investment will make up to the
people of Kashmir for what they
were robbed off—special status. At
best they are a balm inefficacious in
healing the deep wound to the
Kashmiri psyche. People do not
trade their identity for favours.
Winning the hearts and minds of
Kashmiris alone will facilitate their
integration into India. The
withdrawal of special status and
privileges is not the way to win their
vishwas (trust). As for the promise
of development, human
development indices in Kashmir are
relatively better than in most parts
of India. We are also struck by the
incongruity of a leader of a party
that never tires of accusing the
secular parties of 'Muslim
appeasement'. PM Modi did not
speak a word on the deployment of
more troops and the house arrest of
Valley's mainstream leaders. Why
leaders like Ghulam Nabi Azad and
Sitaram Yechury are prevented from
visiting the people of the Valley
while NSA Ajit Doval is featured
interacting with the local residents
defies understanding. If what is
going on in the name of Hindu
revivalism in the rest of the country,
the reading down of Article 370
may well be a move to superimpose
Hindutva culture onto Kashmir's
indigenous culture or Kashmiriyat.
The hailing of the annulment of
special status as the 'correction of a
historical wrong' by Hindutvawadis
says it all!

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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JAPAN-KOREA TRADE

Japan see

from

the shad

The biggest trade war of
recent times, the US-China
dispute, is tied to forced
technology transfer and
intellectual property
rights. But the Japan-
South Korea dispute
appears tied to Japan’s
logerannd avd QUET strtig

lef
ia, livesi tur t
tof AU TN haltes
ISRyt —caught in the net of
history whilst seeking to escape
it. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s
attempts to amend the Constitution
and the current trade skirmish
between Japan and South Korea can
be traced back to history—a history
that Japan seeks to put behind, but sg
far with little success. A

In fact, Japan’s new era, the
Reiwa era (literally, beautiful
harmony), began May 2019
with the abdication of the
Chrysanthemum Throne by
Emperor Akihito. The abdication
marked the end of the three decades
of the Heisei era (peace everywhere).
With the Tokyo Olympics 2020 sched-
uled nextyear, there is much optimism
intheair—anunderstanding that
itwill repeat for Japan what Tokyo
Olympics 1964 did, which boosted its
economic renaissance.

Japan’s aspirations reflect in the
winds of its domestic politics under the
64-year-old Abe, now in his seventh
year of office.In fact, the years of polit-
ical instability seem to have passed. If
Abe stays in office until November
2019 (which is a certainty), he will sur-
pass 2,886 days in office (tolled by PM
Taro Katsura in the early 20th century)
and become Japan’s longest-serving
PM in history. Some achievements, as
Abe articulated at Davos 2019, are

VISWANATH

The authoris a Singapore-based Sinologist,
and adjunct fellow at the Institute of
Chinese Studies, Delhi. Views are personal

growth in Japanese GDP by 10.9% (in |

his six years of office), female labour
participation hitting 67% and an age-
ing population (above 65) accessing
job opportunities. But observers such
as

ks to emerge

political scientist Lully Miura say that
Abe continues to be in powerbecause
of “an exceptional combination of
specific conditions,” including his
foreign  pol- icy and  the
administration managing

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT
PHORE

its public image carefully.

But it is Abe who has sought to turn
a page in Japan’s constitutional his-
tory, seeking an amendment for the
first timein its 72-year history.Japan’s
surrender in the Second World War led
to a postwar pacifist Constitution.
Despite being a formidable powerin its
own right, Japan is dependent on the
US for defence—it is bound to the US
by a defence treaty (1951, revised
in 1960) where the US has military
bases in Japan in exchange of
protecting Japan in case of an attack.
Abe and his

allies have sought a revision of the
Constitution, seeking the formalisa-
tion of Japan’s de facto military, Self-
Defense Forces (SDF), which would
entail parting with the Article 9 (no-
war clause) of the Constitution.Article
9 says that “land, sea and air forces, as
well as other war potential will never be
maintained.”

The recent July elections to the
upper house of Parliament (House of
Councillors) impacted amendment. Of
the 124 seats,Abe’s Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP) and Komeito won 71 seats
(57+14),and the Constitutional
Demo- cratic Party (CDP) 53 seats in
the 245- member house.The parties in
favour of amending the Constitution,
the LDP and allies Nippon Ishin no
Kai (Japan Innovation Party) and
Komeito (total of 157 seats), fell short
of the two-third ‘super-majority’ (164
seats) needed to initiate the
amendment.Adayafter the
elections, Abe sought to keep the issue
alive by discussing it. He now seeks
amendment in 2020.The issue of

E}ﬁarﬁ@ﬁﬂi@é’[‘ﬁﬁ@ﬁiﬁ@&ﬂtinues to be
il

gves that Japan isvul-
nerable, ineffectual and

OPINION
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the forced prostitution of Korean
women to provide sexual services to
the  Japanese army—‘comfort
women’—and the plight of the Koreans
who continue to stay in Japan
(regarded as second-class citizens) has
haunted bilateral ties.In 2015, Presi-
dent Park Geun-hye inked what Japan
called a deal to “finally and irre-
versibly” settle the issue of ‘comfort
women’ through a §9-million deal,
which many viewed as a pittance. In
2018, the foundation that Japan
funded to support and provide funds
to the ‘comfort women’was dissolved.
Japan was alarmed with the decision of
the South Korean court to order the
seizure of Japanese assets, which it
viewed asdamaging Japanese trade
and investment in South Korea.
Citing ‘national

security grounds’of ‘declining trust’
between the two, Japan slapped
exportsto South Koreawithrestriction
s.Japan has targeted three
chemicals (hydrogen fluoride,
fluorinated poly- imide and
photoresists) used by South Korean

comganies in smartphone dis- plays

and chips. Thjs will

impotent as a balance to  Relations between q}l§fﬁf}t the si1 plgllépéqﬂ
a rising China, which  the two are rocky éfb‘ifﬁ%ﬁlk_ore%?&_emi&ﬁfi
boasts considerable mili- because of automobile . industry,
tary prowess. L . and companies such as
History is also at play historical Samsung, SK Hynix
in Japan-South Korea animosity’ that and LG will Dbe
relations, both staunch  dates back to the affected.Japanese export
US allies, but who cannot Japanese s to South Korea now
see eye to eye. Japan and o, need case-by-case
South Korea have several ~ colonisation ofthe  approval.
common concerns, Korean peninsula South Korea has
including  the (1019 £2y responded with strong
secu- rity public opinion
dilemma in the andvisible  nationalist
puirthdast(North Korea and | South  Koreamragesustomigts  Bag

China), but a trilateral (US-

Japan-South Korea) has not
foddcoming
. Relations between the two are
rocky because of ‘historical animosity’
that dates back to Japanese
colonisation of the peninsula
(1910-45).In fact, the recent move by
Japan to strike South Korea off its
‘white list’ (of 27 preferen- tial trade
partners) effective August 28 is not
because of a trade dispute per se, but
because of history.

The dispute sparkedwhen the
South Korean Supreme Court ruled
that Japanese companies Nippon
Steel, Mit- subishi Heavy Industries
and Nachi Fujikoshi compensate
wartime forced labour.Japan views
this as flogging the acrimonious
past.As Japanviews it,this was
resolved in 1965 when relations were
normalised,and in terms of repa-
rations, Japan paid $2.4 billion by way
of loans and aid to Korea.

But the issue of forced wartime
Korean labour in mines and factories,

boycotting Japanesd produagth in tlag
supermarkets;,@ag(ﬁmtthoreqm@i@ts
to stopmilitary- intelligence sharing
with Japan, which has implications on
the security of the peninsula.But
Japanisunrelenting.

The issue shows no immediate
signs of abating,with the US unable to
resolve the acrimony of the past.
While the US will eventually step in
and resolve the posturing, for South
Korea,with legisla- tive elections in
April 2020 round the corner, backing
down may indicate ‘loss of face’ The
biggest trade dispute of recent times,
the US-China dispute, is tied to forced
technology transfer and
intellectual propertyrights.But forAsia
’S
quietsentinelJapan—beitconstitution
al amendment ortrade disputewith
South
Korea—botharetiedtoitslongandard
u_
ousstruggletoemerge fromthepageso
f history.The US and now Japan are

cases in point of the newdynamics in
interna-  tional  relations, where
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rapwis now at a nine-year low), the onus
éﬁgygp@rﬂxto cut theirlending

ﬁ](c)mic activity.In
response to the policy, the country’s
largest lender, the State Bank of India,
has reduced the Marginal Cost of Funds
based Lending Rate (MCLR) across all
tenors by 15 basis points.

Banks have been very slow in
passing on the benefits of the central
bank’s rate cuts to their customers. To
be sure, before Wednesday’s rate cut,
the central bank had cut the repo rate
by 75 basis points this year between
Februaryand June. However,
the transmission of policy
rate cuts on fresh loans of
banks was only 29bps.
The earlier RBI
announcement to
benchmark new
floating rate loans to the

RBI reduces repo rate...

growth in deposits. As a result, deposit
rates have remained flattish as banks
have found it challenging to pass
through rate-cuts,and small savings—
given they are still offering much
higher rates than bank deposits—are
cornering growing shares of the

deposit pie. For example, while the five-

year deposits rate of the SBI is 6.5%,
the five-year post office term deposits
fetch 7.7% and Public Provident Fund
is fetching returns of 7.9%.

The central bank has injected
liquidity, which means the supply-
side is being taken care of,and has
also made it easier for
banks to lend to non-banks,
and this should improve liquidij#¥.
Going forward, transmission 4*
should
improve given surplus

liquidity in the financial SygEem

... but transmission remains

Small savings rates

have

not fallen much
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economics is a powerful instrument
of political arm- twisting,and so is
history.
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ACROSS
THE AISLE

PCHIDAMBARAM

If the precedent is followed, it
is only a matter of time
before Darjeeling will be
carved out as a Union
Territory out of West Bengal.
The routine will be to ask the
state Assembly to “express
its views” or impose
President’s rule and dissolve
the Assembly. Other targets
that spring to mind are
Bastar district, KBK
districts of Odisha, hill
districts of Manipur and
Bodoland in Assam

Not state, just real estate

[ HAVE written often on Jammu and
Kashmir but today is different. J&K is no
longer the same J&K. It is no longer a
state. It has been dismembered. There
are now two Union Territories — Ladakh
and Jammu & Kashmir. Never before un-
der the Constitution of India has a state
been reduced to a Union Territory.

On August 5 and 6, 2019, the govern-
ment succeeded in winning Parliament’s
approval for three things:

1.Repeal and substitution of Article
370: Article 370 was replaced by invok-
ing clause (1) of Article 370 and amend-
ing clause (3) of Article 370. Whether it
was a fatal legal error or a over-clever le-
gal stratagem, only time and the courts
can tell. Mortals like us can only describe
itas a constitutional manoeuvre worthy
of the well-known contortionist Sofie
Dossi. The new Article 370 with just one
clause is no longer a special provision, it
simply applies the whole of the
Constitution to J&K.

2. Obtaining the views of Parlia-
ment on the proposal to dismember
the state of Jammu and Kashmir and
create two Union Territories: The right
to express views had been vested in the
Constituent Assembly that had drafted
the J&K Constitution. Miraculously, inone
stroke, that Constituent Assembly be-
came the Legislative Assembly of J&K and
then became Parliament! So, Parliament
was passing the Resolution after obtain-
ing the views of Parliament. [ suppose
there is ametaphysical principle here that

is beyond the comprehension of mortals.

3.Reorganising the state of Jammu
and Kashmir and creating two Union
Territories: The Jammu & Kashmir
(Reorganisation) Bill, 2019, pretended to
follow past precedents that had created
two states out of one, except that the Bill
created two Union Territories out of one
state. Naturally, the Treasury Benches did
not seem to mind; what came as a sur-
prise was that regional parties that are
ruling states — AIADMK, B]D, JD(U), TRS,
AAP and YSRCP — did not find anything
amiss, and voted in favour. The TMC
walked out.

A DANGEROUS
PRECEDENT

If the precedent is followed, it is only
amatter of time before Darjeeling will be
carved out as a Union Territory out of
West Bengal. The routine will be to ask
the state Assembly to “express its views”
or impose President’s rule and dissolve
the Assembly. Other targets that spring
to mind are Bastar district, KBK
(Kalahandi-Bolangir-Koraput) districts of
Odisha, hill districts of Manipur and
Bodoland in Assam.

The more important issues are not
the legal questions but the political ques-
tions. Before or during the exercise that
culminated on August 6, the government
did not consult the Legislative Assembly
of J&K before the Assembly was dis-
solved on November 22, 2018. The gov-

ernment did not consult the mainstream
political parties or their leaders, four of
whom were former chief ministers. The
government did not consult the Hurriyat
Conference because the Modi govern-
ment has refused to recognise them or
talk to them. Needless to say, the govern-
ment did not seek the opinion of the peo-
ple, not even through interlocutors.

The government justified its action as
fulfilling the BJP’s manifesto promise. That
is only partly true. Repeal of Article 370
was indeed a promise of the BJP but, cer-
tainly, the BJP did not promise to dismem-
ber J&K and create two Union Territories.
Even if Ladakh had to be carved out as a
Union Territory, the residual state of
Jammu & Kashmir could have remained a
state. To a pointed question why this was
not done, there was no answer.

PEOPLE IGNORED, BUT
WILL PREVAIL

The success or failure of the govern-
ment’s extraordinary actions will be de-
cided by the little over 7 million people of
the Kashmir Valley — not by the thou-
sands of troops deployed by the govern-
ment. How will the people of the Valley
react to the actions of the government?

M The repeal of Article 370 will be re-
garded as a breach of a constitutional
guarantee as well as a breach of promise
made by Jawaharlal Nehru, Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel (assisted by N
Gopalaswami Ayyangar and VP Menon),

Babasaheb Ambedkar and the other
makers of the Constitution.

M The people will also regard the ac-
tions as a repudiation of A B Vajpayee’s
famous statement that a solution to the
Kashmir issue will be found within
insaniyat, jamhooriyat and Kashmiriyat.

M The carving out of Ladakh as a
Union Territory (Leh wanted it, Kargil op-
posed it) will be regarded as an attempt to
divide the people of J&K onreligious lines.

M The creation of a Union Territory of
Jammu & Kashmir will be regarded as an
attempt to humiliate the people of the
Valley and diminish their political, eco-
nomic and legislative rights.

What is clear to me is that in the
eyes of the BJP the Kashmir Valley is
just a piece of real estate and not the
seven million citizens. In the BJP’s eyes,
the history, language, culture, religion
and struggle of the Kashmiris are irrel-
evant. There are thousands of
Kashmiris who, while opposed to vio-
lence and secession, had resorted to
dissidence or throwing stones. They
stood in one column to demand more
autonomy. On the next column were
the militants and young recruits who
took the gun. The most catastrophic
consequence will be — god forbid — if
the thousands in the first column move
to the second. The BJP will realise that
the price of real estate is not cheap.

Website: pchidambaram.in
Q @Pchidambaram_IN
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Once upon a time
there was home

g,
-

SHALINI LANGER

CAN EVERY house become home? Or do
places stop mattering beyond a certain
age? As we moved place to place in child-
hood, staying two years at most in the
small towns that father was posted to,
home took shape for me mostly as a col-
lage of memories. And memories knew
no geographical boundaries, no language
barriers, no son-of-the-soil whiff.

[ remember a shiny long corridor at
one place where my sister and I would
play, where she the more intrepid one
would catch butterflies and I jealously
pretend I was only concerned about the
poor winged things. [ remember sun-
dappled lunches in a huge lawn some-
where, where mother would let loose her
long, long hair to dry. | remember dark,
dark nights from another place, where
we would catch fireflies and then won-
der at the horrid smell in our palms. I re-
member the fascinating green-blue eyes
of a girl at a school further south, a first
for me (I would know her as a ‘Chitpawan
Brahmin’ much later). I remember my
first snow day up north, an impromptu
picnic bunking school, and chortling later
that morning as our wet socks left to dry
on the coils of an electric heater by our
unsuspecting mother got burnt. I remem-
ber a cold morning dragging my very
young sister for a long walk to school
through a hill town on missing the bus,
making a halt at a tea stall. | remember
scooter chases by father and his friends
through the then largely empty streets of
another town, with us children egging
them on. I remember the sparkling black
stone of the parapet of the poshest apart-
ment complex we had stayed in, deep,
deep south.

And yet, in all those years of moving
about the country, there was one place
that promised a solid certainty: Jammu.
Again, in the curious way memory
works, it seemed that way despite us
spending only around 15 days a year dur-
ing summer holidays there. The city felt
ours to claim not just because of the
many aunts, uncles, cousins it held, but
also the ‘special’ place it indisputably oc-
cupied in the imagination of the rest of
the country. Even if people mistakenly
took you for a Kashmiri, and you cor-

OUT OF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

MODI 1.0 was all about economics. Toilets
were built, rural areas electrified, houses
provided. Bank accounts and digitisation
introduced, roads and canals built, ports
modernised. Modi 2.0 is all about politics.
Narendra Modi wants to reconstruct a
new India Post Nehru Gandhi Era. Hence,
the removal of Article 370.

Some Gordian knots need to be cut,
not unravelled. Jammu and Kashmir is

epaperﬁ.ne'ss. com

rected that error, a certain awareness of
history tinged the conversation that fol-
lowed. As resentments and violence
stoked the gulf with Kashmir, one both
strained against as well as more closely
held on to that umbilical cord. And
through it, to the other side of the bor-
der, guilty but also fascinated by the vio-
lence that bound us all. And what would
our present mean without that history?
How far can one shed one’s roots without
being left rootless?

Given the insubstantial time [ spentin
Jammu, [ am perhaps an interloper to
comment on the overnight change in its
status, from ‘special’ to one half of a Union
Territory. But given it is the city of my an-
cestors, I retain a right to mourn a sense
of loss. Of never seeing Jammu the same
way again. Of wondering whether itis the
city’s resentment towards Kashmir that
empowers the government to shut mil-
lions of people out, or to stage the charade
of passing off five persons eating a meal
in a curfew-clamped town, served in in-
congruously large pots on a deathly quiet
street, as “normalcy”. Of having to ward
away thoughts regarding what drives my
RWA, in a Delhi colony miles and miles
from J&K and L (the coupling of those
three parts seems almost ordained by
larger forces), to hold a “tea party” in “cel-
ebration” of the death of Article 370, and
to recite a reworded Hanuman Chalisa
where Narendra Modi is Bajrang Bali.

Around the time that “historical
wrongs” were being corrected, a lot of
other things happened. Another building
caught fire in the national capital and an-
other wall collapsed, claiming lives; the
financial capital and its surroundings
again went under following a burst of
rain; an alleged rape victim fighting for
her life was flown out on court orders
from her state, so as to continue her bat-
tle for justice; on the other end of the
country, four people died in adash across
300 km to prove the same citizenship that
is being enforced with an iron hand in
Kashmir; a woman died in a fire without
her parents in Kashmir getting to know
till the day after; a 17-year-old drowned
reportedly trying to escape security forces
while NSA Ajit Doval assured his audience
in the Valley that their children would
have a future; and I put my son on the
Delhi Metro telling him and myself not to
think about a “high alert”.

But, we couldn’t care less. “We had
Kashmir” — and all was well with the
world.

Meanwhile, the RWA moved on, to
more pressing matters, of “useless”
guards, and a police that couldn’t stop
neighbourhood robberies.

shalini.langer@expressindia.com
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OVERTHE last few months, the controversy
onand around Miya poetry has received an
overwhelming response from readers, po-
ets, critics, public intellectuals and online
trolls. The controversy about this new genre
of poetryled to the filing of four police com-
plaints in different parts of Assam, which
was followed by an outpouring in favour of
the poets, poetry and the causes they spoke
about. Most important is the support and
curiosity from the mainstream Assamese
community, whom the bullies wanted to
incite against Miya poets. People from the
mainstream Assamese communities or-
ganised Miya poetry reading and discus-
sion sessions, invited Miya poets to recite
and speak while they were hiding from po-
lice. However, those in the opposition res-
ponded with more virtuosity, sometimes
with death and rape threats to the poets.

Miya poetry as a genre started in 2016.
But much before that, one night, most
probably in the late summer of 2015, met
Shalim M Hussain, one of the finest poets
and translators from the region. We were
discussing the issues faced by our commu-
nity, ranging from floods and erosion to
identity-based violence, discrimination,
oppression and violation of human rights
in the process of citizenship contestation
and determination. Through the discus-
sion, we resolved to use various art forms to
create awareness among the communities.

That night on the terrace of Shalim’s
apartment in New Delhi’s Zakir Nagar, we
translated Bob Dylan’s Blowin’in the wind
to the Miya dialect, reflecting the suffering
and agony of our community. Soon after,
Shalim translated Gil Scott Heron’s The rev-
olution will not be televised and recited it.
He also helped translate a Bengali song on
water, sanitation and hygiene to Miya and
we started using it in our campaign for de-
velopment in char (river island) areas.

We call ourselves the first generation of
progressive and professional social work-
ers, civil rights activists, and writers who
have pledged to use the Indian Constitution
to defend our rights. We use a number of
secular and democratic campaign tools to
amplify our voice; poetry, especially per-
formance poetry, is one of them.
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Inthe meantime, the preparation of the
National Register of Citizens (NRC) was un-
derway. People from our community hoped
the NRCwould be a panacea to all our prob-
lems. Hundreds and thousands of educated
youths volunteered to make the NRC proj-
ect acceptable among the community and
help the poorly lettered collect documents
and file their application forms. The NRCau-
thority had already made the legacy data
(digitised government records of 1951 NRC
and subsequent electoral rolls till 1971)
available for the general people. A large
number of people of our community, who
have been constantly displaced because of
annual floods and erosion, ethnic conflicts
and forceful eviction by government over
the last several decades, had hardly any ac-
cess to these invaluable documents.

In the last week of April 2016, Dr Hafiz
Ahmed, president of Char Chapori Sahitya
Parishad and a strong propagator of
Assamese language and literature among
our community, wrote a poem in English
and posted it on Facebook: “Write/ Write
Downy/Iam a Miya/ My serial numberin the
NRCis 200543/ 1 have two children/ Another
is coming/ Next summer/ Will you hate him/
As you hate me?...”

This poem went viral and other young
poets started responding to him through
poems. The young poets also started re-
claiming “Miya”, a slur used against us, as
our identity with pride. This chain of
Facebook posts continued for days, reit-
erating the violence, suffering and humil-
iation expressed by our community.

As time passed, more poets wrote in
various languages and dialects, including
many Miya dialects. The nomenclature
‘Miya Poetry’ got generated organically
but the poets and their associates have
been inspired by the Negritude and Black
Arts movements, and queer, feminist and

asikumar

Dalit literary movements, where the op-
pressed have reclaimed the identity
which was used to dehumanise them.

The trend transcended our community.
Poets from the mainstream Assamese com-
munity also wrote several poems in solidar-
ity with the Miya poets while some regret-
ted not being poets. Gradually, thisbecame
a full-fledged poetry movement and got
recognised by other poets, critics and com-
mentators. The quality and soul of these po-
ems are so universal that they started find-
ing prominence on reputed platforms.

For the first time in the history of our
community, we had started telling our own
stories and reclaiming the Miya identity to
fight against our harassers who were dehu-
manising us with the same word. They ac-
cused us of portraying the whole Assamese
society as xenophobic. The fact is we have
justanalysed our conditions. Forget gener-
alising the Assamese society as ‘xenopho-
bic’, no Miya poet has ever used the term
‘xenophobic’ nor any of its variants. The guilt
complex of our accusersis so profound that
they don’t have the patience to examine
why we wrote the poems.

Another accusation against us is of
weakening the Assamese language when
most of our poems are writtenin Assamese
language and a few in Miya dialects. We fail
to understand how writing Miya poetry in
Assamese could weaken Assamese?

Anyway, the controversy is now dying
down gradually, Miya poetry is getting
much wider readership and the Miya po-
etsand their associates (like me) have learnt
new skills: how to remain calm while facing
threats of all sorts, coordinated online bul-
lying, and the anxiety of their loved ones,
and to continue to write, promote poetry.

Azad is an Assam-based researcher.
Translated from Assamese by him

BJP as party of the 21st century

such a knot, an anomaly in the Indian
Constitution. Narendra Modi and Amit
Shah have cut the Gordian knot of the
Kashmir problem. They have removed
Article 370 which was still in the chapter
on transitory measures in the Constitution
since its introduction way back.

It created an anomaly in the federal
structure. Jammu and Kashmir (plus the
unmentioned Ladakh) were not fully in-
tegrated into India. The accession ceded
foreign affairs, defence and communica-
tions to the Centre but in all other subjects
in the Central and the Concurrent list, the
Legislative Assembly had to be consulted
by Parliament. J&K could not benefit from
Indian laws of non-discrimination against
women or reservations. Citizens from the

rest of India had no access to jobs, buying
land or investing in business. J&K was and
was not a part of India. The only way, in-
ternationally acceptable, was to have
waited till a plebiscite could be held in both
parts of J&K. Not only did Pakistan fail to
withdraw its troops as required but it has
conceded Gilgit, a part of the original J&K,
to China. There is thus no prospect of J&K-
wide plebiscite, as required by the UN.
Modi has changed the narrative. Modi
1.0 startled the country with demoneti-
sation. It was (in my view)a greatidea but
the failure of new currency to be ready on
time made its implementation more
painful that it needed to be. Modi 2.0 has
been much more careful and well-pre-
pared in his super-shock move. Home

Minister Amit Shah has emerged as the
indispensable partner Modi needs. The
entire operation was kept secret. Troops
were moved and tourists removed under
the camouflage of military risks. While
the reorganisation Bill was listed, the
stroke of removing Article 370 was done
by the President. This is because whatever
other differences, J&K was under
President’s rule, with the Legislative
Assembly dissolved. Parliament had the
right to legislate on behalf of J&K. It was a
small window but it satisfied the consti-
tutional requirements for removing
Article 370.

The bifurcationis a crucial piece of leg-
islation. Ladakh is a vast territory, totally
different from the Kashmir Valley and

Jammu. Itis sparsely populated but a huge
source for solar energy. It will be the first
Buddhist-majority Union Territory (UT),a
first for India. J&IK becomes UT as well but
only temporarily. The Ladakh people have
welcomed the bifurcation. The Modi-Shah
team obtained a two-thirds majority in the
Rajya Sabha and a better than 5:1 majority
in the Lok Sabha, which would suffice for
a constitutional amendment.

The Indian democratic system has
voted for a decisive change in the hege-
monic party. The first victory of Narendra
Modi was treated by the Old Guard as an
anomaly. But the second victory has
now established the BJP as the governing
party of the 21st century. Be ready for
Modi 3.0.

Did Article
3/0 preserve
Kashmiriyat?

OF THE arguments made against the ab-
rogation of Article 370 all of last week by
a plethora of Kashmir ‘experts’, the one
that irritated me most was the one about
Kashmir ‘losing its identity’. Which one?
The one in which Hindus and Muslims
lived together in total harmony? The one
in which Kashmiri Islam was so moder-
ate that unveiled women prayed in
mosques? Or the current ‘identity’ in
which Hindus have been ethnically
cleansed from the Valley and Islam pre-
vails in its most fanatical form? Having
witnessed the changes in Kashmir's iden-
tity first hand, let me remind you of them.

The Prime Minister in his speech last
Thursday spoke of a time when Kashmir
was so popular with Bollywood’s film-
makers that almost not a single film was
made without a romantic song being shot
somewhere in the Valley. He urged film-
makers to return to Kashmir and spoke of
how it had ‘the potential to become the
world’s largest tourist destination’. That
Kashmir existed once but no longer does.
It was destroyed not by political problems
and alienation but because of the advent
of the new Islam that blew into the Valley
in the Eighties, when money started pour-
ing in from Saudi Arabia to groups like the
Jamaat-e-Islami.

By 1989 came the armed insurgency
and Pakistan got involved. Its Kashmiri
agents ensured that the Hizbul
Mujahideen stole the struggle for ‘azadi’
from the secular JKLF so jihadist Islam be-
gan to infuse a political movement. Soon
Kashmir’s Pandits were ethnically
cleansed from the Valley and in the streets
of Srinagar appeared bearded young men
who marched into liquor shops and
forcibly closed them down by smashing
bottles of liquor on the pavements. They
walked into hotels and ordered bars shut.
Cinemas were forcibly closed and women
who did not veil their faces risked having
acid thrown at them. A new ‘identity’ was
imposed on Kashmir. Tourists continued
to come but the magic of the old Kashmir
was gone. Canitreturn? [ am not sure. But,
if anything can help bring it back, it is
probably the abrogation of Article 370.

Personally, I did not like the manner of
its abrogation. I thinkit is wrong and dan-
gerous to impose political change by lock-
ing people up and denying them all
means of communication. It should never
happen. Not in Kashmir or anywhere else
in India because it damages our democ-
racy. But, I also believe that Article 370 was
no more than a symbol of Kashmir’s spe-
cial status. In reality Kashmir enjoyed
hardly more autonomy than any other
Indian state, but because of its supposed
special status has been a playground for
secessionists and jihadists.

It is not at all surprising that Pakistan
is so incensed that Imran Khan virtually
warned of nuclear war becoming a real
possibility. Pakistan’s ambassador to the
United Nations appeared on Christiane
Amanpour’s show to declare that it was
the ‘human rights’ of the Kashmiri people
that Pakistan was most concerned about.
Ms Amanpour would have done well to
ask her about the ‘human rights’ of the
people of Balochistan, but did not. She
would have done well to ask about the ji-
hadist groups that have turned Kashmir
into a killing field, but did not.

Kashmir’s identity today is that of an
Islamic state in the making. The young
men who now lead the insurgency make
this clear every time they make a new
ISIS-type recruitment video. India cannot
allow an Islamic state. Kashmir cannot ei-
ther. Its economy is almost entirely based
on tourism, and tourists do not flock to ji-
hadist countries no matter how beautiful
they are, for the simple reason that reli-
gious fanaticism can turn even paradise
into a kind of hell.

As for the fear that with the abroga-
tion of Article 370 Kashmiris will lose
their identity, that really is a stupid fear.
India has allowed diversity to flourish to
a fault. It is hard to find Indians who do
not first identify the state they come
from, then their caste and religion before
they identify themselves as Indians.
Kashmiris can be found in every major
tourist destination in India, from the
beaches of Goa and Kerala to the high
mountain resorts in Himachal Pradesh
and Uttarakhand, and nowhere have
they shown the smallest sign of losing
their ‘unique’ identity.

The fact that so many have been forced
to leave Kashmir for destinations where
thousands more tourists go is because
Kashmir lost its special magic when the
jihadists took over. If they had not taken
over and started laying the foundations of
an Islamic republic, it is possible that
Kashmir would already have become ‘the
world’s largest tourism destination’. To
use a sledgehammer to abrogate Article
370 was unwise and risky. But, if it can
bring back the magic that Kashmir once
had long, long ago, then the risk will
be worthwhile.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
Q @ tavleen_singh
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Pakistan ups the ante
over Kashmir

. % India’s decision to revoke
L_ Article 370 and bifurcate
the state of Jammu &

Kashmir into two Union territories has
not gone down well with Pakistan.

A meeting of the National Security
Committee (NSC) on Wednesday took
some important decisions in response
to India’s move, including
downgrading diplomatic ties and
suspending trade. Pakistan has also
expelled the Indian envoy and
decided not to send its High
Commissioner-designate to India.

The sharpest reaction perhaps
came from Federal Minister for
Science and Technology Fawad
Chaudhry, who broke down during his
speech on Kashmir at a joint session of
Parliament and suggested that
Pakistan cut off diplomatic ties with
India. Ever since Prime Minister Imran
Khan took oath, the government has
tried its best to normalise ties with
India, but “the conduct of the Indian
leadership has been abhorrent”, Mr.
Chaudhry told The Hindu.

“We must take a strong stand... we
have to fight it out if needed. This will
not be a traditional war. From
Washington to London and from
Riyadh to Tehran, the world will feel
the heat of this war,” Mr. Chaudhry
said. “It is time for the world to wake
up and make the BJP realise that it
can’t play with fire”.

The NSC decisions followed Prime
Minister Khan’s warning that India’s
decision could lead to further violence
in the Kashmir Valley and even
escalate tensions between the two
nuclear-armed countries. Pakistan has
also decided to review all bilateral
agreements with India and take the
Kashmir issue to the UN General
Assembly and the Security Council.

According to journalist Gharidah
Farooqi, the decision to expel the
Indian High Commissioner is a
precursor of the things to come. “Even
though diplomatic ties are not cut-off
with India completely, the strain in the
already tense relationship is visible.”
Pakistan and India currently hold
several bilateral agreements “not just
on Kashmir but other crucial issues
such as trade, water and environment
— areview of which would be
consequential for the people of both
countries, also affecting South Asia in
general.”

‘A weak state’
However, some analysts believe that
Pakistan’s reaction to India’s decision
was not what it should have been.
Senior journalist Wajahat S. Khan
describes Pakistan’s reaction in three
words: “Unaware. Unprepared.
Unwilling.” Mr. Khan said
Pakistan’s initial reaction,
personified by the Prime
Minister’s lament of
‘What can I do’ [about

The National Security Council
has decided to downgrade
diplomatic ties and suspend
trade after New Delhi’s decision
to end Kashmir’s special status

India], topped by a military/
intelligence set-up that failed to see
this coming, only underscores how
weak a state Pakistan is, and how
much under pressure it is from the
powers-that-be to deliver on
Afghanistan and quieten down about
India.

“The embarrassing lack of policy
articulation, a missing-in-action
Foreign Minister, and expectedly
clichéd dial-down diplomacy — like
not sending the High Commissioner-
designate to Delhi, which has been
vacant for months anyway — only
create one short-term opening for
Pakistan: the UNGA in New York, this
September, may be Pakistan’s best
shot at embarrassing India, but not
vanquishing it,” he added.

Legal expert Jamal Aziz said that
the Indian government’s move to
revoke Article 370 and unilaterally
alter the status quo on Kashmir is
likely to backfire.

“The legal acrobatics displayed by
the BJP-led government in tabling
these amendments are breathtaking in
their audacity and are unlikely to
survive a Constitutional challenge
before the Indian courts. In particular,
the use of a Presidential Order to
amend Article 367 and the legal fiction
of the Indian Parliament acting as a
substitute for the J&K Assembly are
decisions which are likely to haunt the
Indian leadership in the days to come.
They will also have grave
consequences for federalism in India.”

Had India abided by the UNSC
resolutions and held a plebiscite in
Kashmir, then that would have
definitively determined Kashmir’s
status, Mr. Aziz said.

“As of now, Kashmir remains a
disputed territory under International
law but the recent actions have
converted the occupation into an
annexation which again is blatant
violation of International law,
specifically the UN General Assembly’s
Resolution 2625,” he added.

Mehmal Sarfrazis ajournalist based in Lahore.
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Bangladesh’s battle to
contain dengue surge

Mukta Khatun, a college
student, was feeling
feverish in the middle of

the night. A day later, a quack doctor
in a distant Bangladeshi village hastily
prescribed her antibiotics and her
fever subsided soon afterwards. Her
family thought the worst was over.
After a pause of three days, Ms. Mukta,
20, felt stomach pain, followed by a
bout of vomiting. She was then rushed
to an ill-equipped hospital in the
district of Magura, about 50 km away.
Doctors there recommended her
transfer to a better government
hospital in Faridpur after she was
diagnosed with dengue. After Ms.
Mukta landed in the Faridpur hospital,
she was bleeding from her nose. A
senior doctor recommended
immediate blood transfusion as her
platelet count plummeted below
20,000, a red flag that sent her family
panicking. Hours after the blood
transfusion, her relatives started an
eight-hour journey on August 4
towards Dhaka with the patient
surviving on saline drip.

In the meantime, her elder brother
Sagor Hossain, a professional driver,
started scouring hospitals in Dhaka to
secure a bed for her. Almost all
hospitals and clinics were overrun by
tens of thousands of dengue patients.
“I went from place to place and there
were no beds empty for any new
patient. One hospital put my sister on
its waiting list,” said Mr. Hossain as he
cupped his face in his hands to hide
his tears. As the day wore on, he
finally found a bed, a bit costlier, at
the Holy Family Red Crescent Medical
College Hospital.

Ms. Mukta’s case mirrors the
common battle for life in Bangladesh,
where more than 32,000 dengue
cases have been reported in recent
times from across the country. Public
health officials recorded as many as
2,400 cases of hospital admissions in a
daily count. The dengue outbreak that
took an alarming turn in July has so far
killed about 100 people this year,
according to the local media, but the
number is far less in the government’s
record-keeping. The first dengue case
in Bangladesh was recorded in 2000
when the viral disease killed 93 people
out of the 5,551 reported cases. This
year’s numbers dwarfed all previous
records.

What went wrong?

Health specialists blamed it on the
changing weather pattern, rains
followed by extreme heat, stagnant
water, cities’ appalling failure in vector
and waste management and, finally,
human behaviour.

“Climate change and
intermittent rains are
partly responsible for the

&1 massive spread of the

The dengue outbreak in
Bangladesh that took an
alarming turn in July has so far
killed about 100 people this
year, report local media

Stagnant water in and around
construction sites in Dhaka is another
potential breeding source of Aedes
mosquitoes,” said M.M.
Akhtaruzzaman, manager of the
malaria and dengue programme at the
Directorate General of Health
Services.

The global incidence of dengue has
grown dramatically in recent decades.
About half of the world’s population is
now at risk, according to the World
Health Organization. One estimate
indicates 390 million dengue
infections every year, of which 96
million manifest clinically.

The Philippines declared a
“national dengue epidemic” after at
least 622 people lost their lives this
year. At least 1,46,000 cases were
recorded in the country from January
to July 20, a 98% increase from a year
ago. “That means Bangladesh is not
the only country suffering from the
disease. It’s a global health issue,” said
Mr. Akhtaruzzaman.

After the disease broke out on a
scale never seen before, two Mayors of
Dhaka faced criticism for their failure
to contain the mosquito menace and
improve vector management in a city
of 17 million people. To speed up
efforts to combat dengue, the
government forked out 150 million
taka ($1.7 million) for the two city
corporations. Earlier, the National
Board of Revenue removed all tariffs
on the imports of dengue test kits and
reagents to boost supply. The Dhaka
Medical College Hospital, one of the
best-equipped state-run facilities, is
setting up intensive care units to cope
with the rush of patients.

Over at the Holy Family hospital,
Ms. Mukta showed signs of recovery,
with her blood platelet count shooting
past 1,25,000, taking stress off her
family. She regained her strength bit
by bit. She was released from the
hospital on August 8 as her condition
remained stable. But countless others
may not be just as lucky.

A5 = disease this year.
ke

Arun Devnath s a journalist based in Dhaka.
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BEIDAIHE

When China’s leaders
and ‘elders’ meet

* Tucked away 300 km
. east of Beijing, Beidaihe
is a small coastal enclave
on the Bohai Sea. Tourists flock to the
town, attracted by its sandy beaches,
lush greenery and winding trails.

Beidaihe’s pleasant scenery, balmy
atmosphere and its proximity to
Beijing caught the eye of the first
generation of leaders of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC). PRC founder
Mao Zedong decided to hold annual
retreats at this location, where party
seniors could quietly brainstorm the
country’s most intricate problems in a
relaxed atmosphere.

Mao took some momentous
decisions during the Beidaihe
meetings, including the launch of the
Great Leap Forward campaign, and
the 1958 shelling of the Quemoy island
— the closest Kuomintang outpost to
the mainland.

Incidentally, a massive guesthouse,
like dozens of similar constructions
across China, sprang up in Beidaihe.
Its purpose was to house visiting
Soviet experts who were partnering
China in its “socialist construction”
during the 1950s.

Over the years, the end-July or
early August Beidaihe conclaves
became known for a unique feature,
when the leaders of the day were
joined by their predecessors, also
called “elders”. During the informal
interaction, the “elders” were free to
criticise or offer non-binding advice to
the leaders. The opinion of the
“elders” has been taken seriously.

Though the previous generation
may have left office, many of them
continue to exercise influence in the
rank and file of the Communist Party
of China (CPC), mainly on the basis of
ideology, region or policy. “Beidaihe is
where and when senior leaders can
get together in informal meetings to
exchange their views on major policies
and therefore, it plays a very
significant role in policymaking in
Chinese politics,” says Alfred Wu,
associate professor at the Lee Kuan
Yew School of Public Policy, National
University of Singapore, as quoted by
the South China Morning Post.

The Beidaihe meetings are not
announced but there are always
giveaway signs that the summer
retreat has commenced. An early
August report by Xinhua news agency
revealed that two senior party
functionaries were already in Beidaihe
to meet 58 top experts — the brain
trust of the country. The two were
Chen Xi, who heads the Organisation
Department of the CPC and Sun
Chunlan, a member of the 25-member
Politburo. Ms. Sun is also a Vice-

Premier of China, a position
S-"\‘ that showcases her

i ;. remarkable rise from an

\ - ordinary worker in a clock

factory soon after she
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During the annual Beidaihe
conclaves, China’s past leaders,
known as the ‘elders’, are free
to criticise or offer non-binding
advice to the leaders of the day

passed out from the Anshan Industrial
Technology Academy in the
northeastern Liaoning province.
Chinese media reports say the
meeting of the two senior officials
with the intellectuals marked the start
of this year’s Beidaihe conclave.

Agenda of the meet

The precise agenda of the Beidaihe
meeting is hard to discern, but
sections of the Chinese media tracking
the recent movements of the seven
members of the Standing Committee
of the Politburo, China’s top
leadership, have drawn some early
conclusions.

According to Chinese publication
Duo Wei, popular among expats, the
Beidaihe meeting will hope to give
clear policy directions to a host of
problems confronting China, from the
trade war with the U.S. to the unrest in
Hong Kong and the situation in
Taiwan.

The situation in Xinjiang, where
China’s “re-education camps” have
attracted international criticism for
rights violations, is also expected to
feature at Beidaihe.

China Central Television (CCTV)
reported in July that Wang Yang, the
fourth-ranking Politburo Standing
Committee member, had attended a
three-day conference in the Hetian
district of Xinjiang. CCTV introduced
Mr. Wang as the head of the Central
Committee’s Xinjiang Work
Coordination Small Group.

Mr. Wang, the troubleshooter, also
paid a visit to Qinghai, a high altitude
province on the Tibetan plateau,
apparently to take stock of the
politically sensitive assault on poverty.

Ahead of the Beidaihe meeting,
Han Zheng, another Politburo
Standing Committee member, has
been visiting Shenzhen, China’s hi-
tech city that is next door to Hong
Kong. From Shenzhen, Mr. Han has
been authorised to communicate with
Hong Kong’s top leaders.

Atul Anejais The Hindu’s Beijing correspondent.
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Was the terror plot
thicker than the attack?

B @ In the last week of June,
. E Sri Lankan police
= recovered a huge stash of
arms and explosives in the eastern
town of Kattankudy from where
Zahran Hashim, the alleged
mastermind of the Easter bombings,
hailed. It included some 300 gelignite
sticks, 1,000 detonators, and nearly
500 T56 live ammunition. The
recovery reportedly shocked
investigators, who had made
considerable progress in their probe
of the April 21 attack that claimed over
250 lives.

The search operation was based on
information from Mohamed Milhan,
one of the five suspects deported from
Saudi Arabia earlier in June. Currently
in custody, Milhan was a likely heir to
Zahran Hashim. “It was an eye-
opener, really,” a top official, familiar
with the probe, told The Hindu.

“The material would have been
enough for another 25 suicide
attacks,” the official said, requesting
anonymity, given the sensitivity of the
investigations. “A crucial source” is
how the official described Milhan,
who reportedly tried to join the IS but
was unsuccessful. A resident of
Kattankudy, he left Sri Lanka on April
17, days before the attacks.

The seizure of weapons and
explosives based on his clue, seen
along with earlier confiscations, has
given “a different direction” to the
investigations, according to the senior
official.

Days after the Easter blasts that
suicide bombers carried out at
churches and hotels in capital
Colombo and in the eastern district of
Batticaloa, troops raided a safe house
on the island’s east coast. In addition
to explosives, they seized dozens of
white dresses, usually worn by
Buddhist women for temple visits or
prayers, sparking concern over
possible future attacks targeting
Buddhists.

While all main suspects, including
family members of the suicide
bombers, are under custody and
heightened surveillance continues
across the country, investigators are
wary of dismissing the possibility of a
“lone wolf attack”. “We have to be
very vigilant,” the official said.

Meanwhile, criminal investigations
into the Easter attacks are “nearly
complete”, according to officials, who
are awaiting forensic reports from
government analysts and foreign
experts, who have been supporting
the investigation. By end of the
month, they hope to submit a report
to the Attorney General’s Department,
so that prosecutions can be initiated.

With all key suspects are
under custody, and details
of suicide bombers
compiled, investigators

are piecing together

Acting upon information
provided by one of the suspects,
police seized explosives and
ammunition from an eastern
town in June

other information to establish how the
individuals linked up and maintained
their network.

Deadliest incident

The Easter day bombings were the
deadliest incident in Sri Lanka in its
relatively peaceful post-war decade.
The country’s economy, particularly
the tourism sector, is struggling to
recover from the shock and impact
after three months.

Over 1,00,000 tourists arrived in
July, but it is still a 46.9% drop
compared to July last year, according
to data provided by the Sri Lanka
Tourism Development Authority.
However, hotels and malls are
gradually beginning to draw more
people, and Sri Lankans and tourists
are able to travel across the country.

In addition to the CID’s probe, a
presidential committee is investigating
the Easter blasts, as is a parliamentary
panel that has been collecting
testimonies from top security officials,
bureaucrats and political leaders.

Earlier this week, Prime Minister
Ranil Wickremesinghe, the top most
official to appear before the
parliamentary committee, said he was
yet to get a “satisfactory response” on
why he was not briefed about the
prior intelligence available with the
authorities.

Top security officers knew of a
possible terror threat, but both
President Maithripala Sirisena and Mr.
Wickremesinghe have maintained
they did not know.

Multiple accounts from
investigators suggest that the IS, which
belatedly claimed the attacks, was not
directly involved. Local Islamist
radicals carried out the terror
operation, officials have said.

“In fact, even the suspects in
custody are telling us that Zahran had
only a small group to start with. He
was able to recruit more youth only
after the anti-Muslim riots in Digana in
2018,” the senior official said.

Meera Srinivasan is The Hindu’s Colombo correspondent.
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