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What more
mustbedone

irmala
Sitharaman
has been

the butt of much
harsh criticism and
crude jokes for
about two months.
These became quite
brutal after the first
quarter GDP num-

4 A bers came out.
< It was not her
M ARG | N Al_ UTl LITY fault. The Budget she

presented was more-
or-less handed to her.
Its mistakes were, in
large part, because of
the finance secretary and a joint secretary in the Prime
Minister’s Office. Both have since been posted out. The
former has resigned in protest.

For the last one month the finance ministry, faced
with a severe resource shortage, has been coping as best
as it can. It’s announced relaxations and handouts when
it cannot afford them. The latest cuts in corporate tax are
very brave in that context because it entails a loss to the
exchequer of nearly 1.5 trillion.

Taken along with the likely shortfalls in indirect tax
revenue, it’s clear the stupid adherence to the 3 per cent
fiscal deficit target is now history. Thank god.

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

What next?

So what, apart from some ineffective cash injection and
much need tax reform as is being attempted now,
should the government do? How can the economy clam-
ber back more quickly? The answer lies, squarely, in
five things.

First, Mr Modi must admit he was wrong and instruct
the finance ministry to move 90 per cent of the things
from the zero rate, which makes no sense at all, to the 5
per cent category. Simultaneously, all rates above 5 per
cent should be combined into a single 18 per cent.

Second, personal income tax rates must be reduced
to two slabs of 20 and 30 per cent in the next Budget
and the tax threshold increased to 18 lakh. That is, if a
person earns 1.5 lakh or less a month, he or she should
pay zero tax.

This might seem like a lot but given the structure of
inelastic costs that a typical middle class income earner
faces, it really isn’t. I had written about this some weeks
ago. It’s to do with very high services inflation which
all governments have ignored so far and the changed
family sociology in urban settings.

Third, there’s asset disposal. The only assets that
can be sold off without trade union and safety net issues
is land. The government must initiate this process at
once for funding its social programmes. No one will
complain then.

Fourth, there is the question of funding temporary
revenue shortfalls. I have been writing for the last one
year that the time has come to revive ad hoc treasury bills
in a modified form. They are the equivalent of printing
notes and are a recourse of last resort.

The point is this: Just because Rajiv Gandhi made
them a staple from 1986 to 1989, and consequently landed
us in a mess in 1990 doesn’t mean they were altogether
bad. The fact is they served an important need.

What needs to be done now is to raise the current cap
on them which, at¥100,000 crore, is too low. It was set in
20 years ago.

Fifth, very crucially, the notion that expenditure is
what governments want it to be and revenue must be
raised to meet it must be discarded. Tax and spend is not
the same as spend and tax.

Hence, contrary to the popular demand that the gov-
ernment must spend more, a massive expenditure com-
pression is what is needed and, personally, I think only
Mr Modi has the stature and chutzpah to get it done. An
across-the-board cut of 15 per cent for the next five years
will do the trick. It’s been done before in 1967, 1974, 1981
and 1991.

The Bimal Jalan committee which was set up soon
after Mr Modi came to power in 2014 had some very useful
ideas. In essence what this entails is expenditure switch-
ing and eliminating payments to the undeserving like
retired persons with incomes from non-pension sources.

Alucky PM

Mr Modi started with a crisis in 2014 and again in 2019.
The first time around, he blew it. He thought the reform
of service delivery alone was enough. This was the oppo-
site of Rao-Singh reform which assumed that macroeco-
nomic reform alone was enough.

Luckily for him, Mr Modi once again has a golden
opportunity to go down as a great reformer. He has
four and a half years of opportunity. Let’s see how he
uses them.

About one big game-changing reform he can do — we
know he excels at these — I will write next time.

Hold your breath till then.
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Why BJP wants Delhi polls advanced

Once the effects of the slowdown in the economy begin to be felt and the feel-
good of Article 370 recede, it would be hard for the party to capture Delhi

o
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ADITI PHADNIS

The timing is crucial,” said a functionary
of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). “We
need to have the election now”.

He was talking about polls to the Delhi
Assembly, due in January-February, 2020. Last
time in 2015, the election was completed on
February 5 and the results were out by February
8. Arvind Kejriwal became the triumphant Chief
Minister of Delhi with both the Congress and
the BJP wringing their hands.

This time, the BJP is clear: Kejriwal is no

write-off and unless the party advances the elec-
tions by hook or by crook, the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) government has a good chance of return-
ing to power.

Out of a total strength of 70, the Assembly
has currently 64 MLAs (this excludes Alka Lamba
who has resigned from the membership of AAP
and was disqualified from the Assembly, but
includes AAP MLAS who have legal proceedings
against them). Of this, the BJP has four MLAs
and the Congress has none. The rest are AAP.

In 2015, the AAP had won 67 seats. But many
of its MLAs have been disqualified. Despite that,
there is no way the government can be dis-
missed and elections advanced — unless AAP
so desires and recommends as much to the
Lieutenant Governor.

Let us assume for a moment that there is a
flaw in this reasoning and the elections are
indeed advanced as per the wishes of the BJP.
What happens then?

The BJP’s assessment is that with the passing
of Sheila Dikshit, the damage is not the Congress’s
alone —itisalsothe BJP’s. In the Lok Sabha elec-
tions, the Congress got 23 per cent vote share. In
five out of the seven Lok Sabha seats in Delhi, the

Congress was at the second position. The BJP got
a humongous 56.5 per cent of the vote share and
won all seven Lok Sabha seats.

This is why the BJP wants elections sooner
rather than later. The party’s calculation is that
the political advantage of de-operationalising
Article 370 and central rule in Jammu and
Kashmir will accrue to it only if elections are
held in weeks rather than months. “Once the
effects of the slowdown in the economy begin
to be felt and the feel-good of Article 370 recede,
it will be hard for us,” the BJP leader said.

Sheila Dikshit’s continuance (to the BJP’s
way of thinking) would have further reduced
the Congress’s vote percentage by 3 or 4 per
cent — but not more. At a vote share of around
18 per cent, the Congress would have nibbled
away at AAP’s vote and it would have been
advantage BJP.

But if the Congress hits rock bottom and the
AAP goes from strength to strength... “then we
have a problem”, he said.

Just as there are structural and cyclical rea-
sons for the slowdown in the economy, there
are structural and cyclical reasons for the BJP’s
erosion in Delhi. In the past, the BJP had always

TEA WITH BS » HARISH AHUJA| MANAGING DIRECTOR | SHAHI EXPORTS
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A Gandhian in the

Over pakoras, Ahuja tells Rahul Jacob the government
needs a free trade agreement with Europe fast to ensure
a level-playing field with Bangladesh and Vietnam

entails tea and samosas on the lawns adja-

cent to the Lady Willingdon Swimming
Bath at the Delhi Gymkhana or sandwiches
at the Golf Club, watching garishly attired
men putt against a backdrop of peacocks tip-
toeing amid mausoleums. Tea with Harish
Ahuja, however, involves a journey to his com-
pany’s headquarters in Faridabad that sit atop
one of its garment factories. The visit is akin
to a pilgrimage to a temple of global trade.
Neatly packed boxes headed for the United
Arab Emirates are stacked near the door. The
plant with 3,500 workers, many hunched over
Japanese sewing machines, is a whirr of activ-
ity. A group of foreign buyers are on a tour of
the factory. The laboratories for quality checks
resemble an industrial theme park: American
and European washing machines test that
colours don’t run while close by abrasion
apparatus spin rapidly to test the tendency of
fibres to become entangled into unsightly tiny
balls on a garment’s surface while in a washer
or dryer.

Quality control in the 21st century has been
largely outsourced to garment manufacturers
such as Shahi Exports. The checks conducted
on a floral dress for the US retailer Gap has the
detail of a medical report. The quality control
manual for Gap runs into a few hundred pages.
White-coated technicians are hermetically
sealed from the production floor, a metaphor
also of how separate the two functions are kept.
One contraption seeks to yank a button off a
shirt; caught in a kind of simulated schoolboys’
playground brawl, the button pops at about 30
Ibs of pressure.

The tour over, Iam led to a small conference
room to meet Ahuja who inherited the business
from his mother, Sarla. She started the company
in1971 with a few sewing machines at her home
in Delhi. Despite presiding over scores of facto-
ries in what is today India’s largest garment
exporter with 105,000 employees, Ahuja is a
modest man with much to be immodest about.
Remarkably, all his workers on the production
lines are full-time employees. Shahi uses con-
tract labour only for security and housekeeping.
But this means Ahuja is fully exposed to the
vagaries of inflexible Indian labour laws that
other manufacturers often circumvent by using
contract labour. Dispensing with small talk, he
launches into a comparison of the differences
between China and India. “Despite being
Communist, they are very investor friendly and
their policies are very flexible compared to ours.

I n Delhi, an invitation to high tea usually

In India, once you hire a worker, it is very diffi-
cult to let them go,” he says.

For the garment industry, where work is
highly seasonal and prone to fluctuate, this is a
huge challenge, especially since 30 per cent of
the total cost is labour cost. Shahi locates most

of its factories in small towns such as Shikaripur &\

or Hubli in Karnataka and overwhelmingly relies
on women. On his tablet, Ahuja shows off the
gleaming new factories that Shahi has built in
southern India, where women make up almost
90 per cent of the workforce. With few compet-
ingjob options in such places, employee loyalty
tends to be higher and unionisation absent.
“Men have many diversions,” he says, in a refrain
T have heard from factory owners across south-
ern China. “Women are more focused.”

Ahuja, 64, is supremely focused, even asce-
tic. A believer in standing desks, he does the
interview standing up. Pleading that he had a
late lunch, he restricts himself to a mug of hot
water. After I insist that this interview format
requires some consumption of food, he helps
himself to a biscuit, but doesn’t eat it. A call he
needs to take in his office interrupts our tea at
about 5 pm, problematically leaving me alone
with a large platter of pakoras. There are few
things I like more. I pass this test of character
by restricting myself to four delicious pakoras
that, along with tomato and cucumber sand-
wiches, have come from the factory canteen,
which has a créche and a medical centre with a
kind and solicitous doctor.

When Ahuja returns, he picks up where he
left off in assessing India’s tendency to score
own goals as it loses ground in the garment
industry worldwide: The rupee is overvalued
by 17 per cent to 20 per cent, infrastructure defi-
ciencies and excessive paperwork at ports add
to costs relative to our competition overseas.
(An electronics industry estimate shows that
compared with China and Vietnam, logistics,
taxes, infrastructure and land costs are about
12to 18 per cent higher in India.) For Ahuja, the
inability of Indian governments over the past
nine years to sew up a free trade agreement with
the European Union, is especially frustrating
because it means that garments from
Bangladesh, Cambodia and elsewhere go in
duty free, but Indian garment exports are sub-
ject to nearly 10 per cent duty. The EU wanted
concessions on wine, cheese and automobiles.
The main sticking point is thought to be the
need to protect automakers in India. “How
many people can afford a Mercedes or a BMW,”
Ahuja asks. “Can it really affect Maruti’s sales?”
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Automakers, many of whom enjoy net mar-
gins twice those of Shahi Exports’ 5 per cent,
command the headlines with their every utter-
ance in away that garment manufacturers can-
not, despite being large job creators. (Tellingly,
a Google search for Harish Ahuja yields many
more photographs of his son who is married to
actor Sonam Kapoor than of him.) Textiles and
garments employ more people in India than
any other industry but agriculture. In a provoca-
tive column in January 2018 in The Economic

Business Standard

relied on Vijay Kumar Malhotra, Madan Lal
Khurana and Kidar Nath Sahani, to net the pow-
erful Punjabi vote. This then changed to the
Baniya (Vaishya) community which also con-
tributed to the support base of the BJP in Delhi.
Vijay Goel was the best known among them;
Harsh Vardhan, current union health minister,
was another. In 2013, Harsh Vardhan would
have been the CM when the BJP managed to
get 32 seats, four short of a clear majority. He
was the main face in February, 1996, when
Khurana resigned from the post of chief minis-
ter in solidarity with L K Advani, whose name
figured in the Jain hawala diaries. The RSS pro-
moted him, but he was seen as indecisive and
too eager to please.

Now, Harsh Vardhan is a cabinet minister
and might not want to give up that position. Vijay
Goel does not enjoy everyone’s trust. The wild
card is Manoj Tiwari, who is the face of the rapidly
growing Poorvanchali(Bihar and UP) population
in the capital. Tiwari is an MP and the BJP state
president. If no party elections are held in Delhi
and he continues as president, contesting the
assembly elections, this is a signal that he would
be the party’s choice for chief minister.

But all this is contingent on the Congress
getting at least 15to 18 per cent of the vote share.
In that situation, the BJP would be unstoppable.
But if the Congress’ vote share goes down pre-
cipitously — to say, 8 per cent — and the BJP
and the AAP are locked in a straight fight then
there’s no telling what might happen.

And that is what the BJP is most afraid of.

ade

Times, Arvind Panagariya, the trade economist
and former NITI Aayog vice-chairman, calcu-
lated that for an equivalent investment, Shahi
Exports created 252 times the jobs that Reliance
Industries did.

Admirers of Shahi Exports also include
Naresh Gujral, the Rajya Sabha MP who built
a successful garment business himself, and
Ranjan Mahtani, who owns Hong Kong-based
Epic Group, the largest exporter of men’s casu-
al trousers to the United States. To respond to
the jobs crisis, Gujral believes governments
should offer manufacturers incentives based
on the number of jobs created rather than the
capital invested.

Ahuja insists he only wants the government
to ensure a level playing field to compete with
Bangladesh, Vietnam and others. While the
Modi government started its second term by
rationalising codes on wages and occupational
health and safety, it has ducked making it easier
to retrench workers as well as allowing more
overtime, restricted by law to just 30 hours a
month. In China, Ahuja says, employees work
“996” — 9 am to 9 pm, six days a week. Last
weekend’s incentives for exporters left Ahuja
unconvinced. A fortnight ago, he met with a
delegation of executives from the American
Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong who were
scouting for production locations outside China
as the trade war bites. The executives’ overriding
impression of India was that not much had
changed. “The game is going to Bangladesh and
Vietnam,” reports Ahuja ruefully. He then
points out that not only are Bangladesh’s gar-
ments export at $37 billion more than twice that
of India, but that West Bengal’s share is just 1
per cent of Bangladesh’s, which was considered
a failed state a few decades ago.

1 brood over that extraordinary statistic on
the drive back to New Delhi. My Uber driver,
whose wife cannot find work outside her home
in Himachal Pradesh, expresses admiration for
the Shahi factory because he witnessed a pre-
dominantly female workforce trooping out at
the end of the day. Ahuja cites his mother, now
84 but in the office every day until a few years
ago, as an inspiration: She feels it is imperative
the garment industry create jobs for women.
When a private equity investor recently
remarked at how slim the margin of error is for
Shahi because of the disproportionate chal-
lenges of operating in India, Ahuja echoed that
sentiment, “Our motivation is providing
employment.” He is so matter-of-fact, the
response seems completely sincere.

Back in pristine Lutyens Delhi, I can’t help
think that the imperial vistas from Raisina Hill
have for too long obscured the urgency of the
challenges India faces — job creation principal
among them. A factory visit on occasion might
help disrupt that complacency.

Not a child’s play

PEOPLE LIKE THEM

KEYA SARKAR

Santiniketan, a few artisans are

direct employees. Many others, espe-
cially muslim women, who are famous
for their skills in kantha embroidery,
choose to work from home and get paid
per piece. Each of the employees at my
design studio oversee the work of 25 or
30 women who do the job for us.

Many of the other crafts I work with
like, wood, metal, bamboo, horn etc are
also not by employees but free agents
who work on per piece payments. But
Santiniketan being a small place, and I
having now worked with most of them
for over 15 years, they have become
employees almost. They share with me

In my craft business set-up in

their everyday travails, take my opinion
on problems they face and how to solve
them and last but not the least, often
borrow money to tide over emergencies.

One such artisan, a guy who makes
wonderful products in bamboo cane,
delivers whenever we order products for
our store. One day when we seemed to
be in short supply of bamboo lamp-
shades, I asked one of my shop assistants
to call him and order more. She looked
at me hesitantly and said he is not avail-
able. “He is in jail,” she added rather
casually. I nearly choked and asked why,
because he didn’t look to me like he
could say a boo to a goose. “His sister’s
husband hung himself in their house,”
she explained, and “therefore he, his wife
and his mother have all been locked up,”
she added.

In my work life in Mumbai, I had han-
dled many a notice of quitting from junior
colleagues. But back there, most of them
were worried only about their pay pack-
ages. Their loyalty to any company or
position lasted only till they were offered
a higher salary by a competitor. But with
many years of practice one had gotten
used to handling that. Not that I succeed-
ed every time, but to a large extent, one
could stop juniors through counselling.
In retrospect, I realise that they were mere
platitudes and I wonder now how all

those bright youngsters fell for it.

All those years of practice, however,
are useless in my present incarnation.
Another recent incident is a case in point.
I have a girl who comes in once a week to
draw our designs. She is brilliant at her
work but somehow incapable of shoul-
dering any responsibility beyond her
“drawing” brief. I have accepted that
because of her skills in creating new
designs and our decade-old relationship.

Recently, when she did not come in
on her usual weekly work day, I called
her. She was sobbing as she answered
the phone. “I am not well at all,” she
said. Iwas a bit puzzled wondering what
could be so wrong with her health to
make her cry. Her next sentence left me
at a loss for words. “I tried to slit my
throat last night, but my maid saved
me,” she said. “I can show you the scar
when we meet,” she added. I knew that
she was depressed and was on and off
medication, but this was not at all within
the realms of possibilities that I could
have imagined.

She did, however, come back to work
in a couple of days and the one hour I
spent on counselling her made me
realise how inadequate I was.
Aspirational MBAs or CAs that I needed
to handle in my career in Mumbai now
seemed like child’s play.

A diner’s paradise

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

me wrong, I love sitting at a beach

shack as much as anyone else, with
a G&T in one hand and the promise of a
couple more courtesy of its friendly bar-
men. But it’s to eat that I return to Goa.
Nowhere else, not even in Kerala, or
Pondicherry, is the catch as fresh, the
curries as redolent with spices and ingre-
dients. Goa is a diner’s paradise. No
restaurant — not even those that cater
to the flotsam and jetsam of tourists —
is ever really bad. It’s impossible to have
a poor meal in the state. And if you just
threw up, that’s the excessive beer, or
alcohol, not the vindaloo, doing its thing.

I don’t go to Goa to drink. Don’t get

Time was when you hungered for
Goa’s fiery xacutis and balchaos, but with
the arrival of a choice of food options
that range from regional specialties to
fusion experiments, there’s enough and
more to keep the palate satisfied. On a
recent, short trip I was fixated almost
wholly on prawns, and did I strike pay
dirt! Having skipped lunch because of a
professional commitment, I was ready
and more for my date with the aquatic
crustacean. There was an invitation to
join ajolly bunch of revellers for abeach
party, but I opted, instead, for aloneness
and quiet.

A good choice as it turned out
because the tiger prawns I was served
required concentration, not company.
They were huge, and greatly improved
by pepper, garlic and seasoning. Cooked
to creamy perfection, they lifted easily
off their shells and melted on the tongue,
leaving behind the lingering, salty taste
of the sea as a memory. If T had any com-
plaints, it was that the specialty Martini
Bar could not match the lobsters with
equally splendid martinis, though it
tried — an absence of vermouth in Goa
rendering the cocktail insipid.

The prawns at my friend Sangy’s
Kitchen the following day were mod-
est-sized but announced their presence
with a tingling of flavours that took you

straight into food heaven. Yet, they
were mere teasers for what was to fol-
low. “Ignore the vegetarian stuff,” whis-
pered a well-intentioned, newly-
acquired friend over cocktails spiced
with kokum and other zesty things,
“you won’t get non-vegetarian like this
anywhere else for love or money.”
Verily, he spoke the truth, for what a
feast there was — porKk fry and beef fry,
chicken curry (also cutlets) and fish
moilee, and though there were as many,
if not more, things that grew on the
ground or on trees, those that swam,
flew, walked or crawled enjoyed most
of our attention.

It was a meal meant for idling, but I
had a flight to catch and had been tasked
with ferrying bottles of craft gins from
Goa. I had expected to find these artisi-
nal labels in the hundreds of “wine”
stores that line the roads, but was in for
disappointment. It wasn’t till [ had driv-
en to dozens of shops that I could locate
a Hapusa for my son, a Stranger & Sons
for my daughter, which completed the
quota the airline allowed me, forcing me
to abandon the guilty pleasures of
Greater Than that, it now strikes me,
might have been the perfect accompa-
niment to the long and dull wait for a
delayed flight at the state’s unfortunately
boring airport.
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WEEKEND RUMINATIONS

TN NINAN

Now the kitchen sink

It’'s Modi vs economy

The struggling economy is Narendra Modi's biggest challenge. He could defy it and continue to rise
spectacularly, or fix it miraculously and do even better

1l previous announcements having failed to do the trick, Union Finance

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has thrown the Kitchen sink at the prob-

lem of slack economic growth — officially recorded for the last economic

quarter at 5 per cent, and expected by many observers to be even lower

in the current quarter. In slashing the corporation tax rate to the long-promised 25

per cent, the finance minister has delivered what her predecessor promised five

years ago, and which a draft direct tax code had proposed even earlier. She has thus

brought the corporation tax rate closer to the levels in other countries in the region.

The step recommends itself further in that it is better to put money in the hands
of private players than for the government to be increasing its own spending.

The clever part of the announcement is a concessional 15 per cent tax rate for

fresh investment. This mirrors what Thailand announced last week: A 50 per cent

cut (to 10 per cent) in corporation taxes for factories that re-locate from China.

Vietnam too offers a 10 per cent rate for targeted firms. Clearly, the concessional rate

isdesigned to see if India can gain from the US-China trade war and at the same time

give a boost to the stalled “Make in India” programme.

Will it work? The jury must be out, because the consensus has been that what ails

the economy islack of demand. Boosting post-tax corporate profits attacks this issue only

tangentially. For demand to get aboost, companies need to distribute larger dividend pay-

outs and invest in new capacity, which they would not have done otherwise (this would

ling to countries where people weren’t quite as

free to speak against their rulers as in a rea-
sonable democracy taught me an important lesson:
One thing that blooms in tough times is a sense of
humour and irony. If anything, hesitation and fear
get the creative juices flowing. Some of the best
cracks at the Soviet regime were heard on the streets
and in the shops of Moscow, but in whispers.

Yesterday’s whispers are today’s WhatsApp for-
wards. Since no one quite knows who first invented
the joke, there is safety in anonymity to begin with,
in numbers later. The flavour of this season is the
state of the economy, never mind the latest desper-
ate steroid shot of ¥1.45 trillion worth tax breaks
even as Nirmala Sitharaman’s Budget unravels press
conference-by-press conference.

Among the many memes and cracks on the
Narendra Modi government’s shambolic economics
that landed in my inbox — and probably yours too —
was about a maharaja and the elephant he loved.
Unfortunately, the elephant fell mortally sick. The
heart-broken maharaja said he’d behead anyone
who first reported to him that the elephant had died.

T he many years I spent covering and travel-

a mega, one-off tax-slash without a game plan. A
great headline for the Houston weekend, and a
couple of days’ celebrations at the markets. But,
unless the government is bold enough to cut its
own expenses to pay for this bonanza, it will either
be funded by printing more currency, or indirect-
ly taxing the poor. Good money will go down the
tube and the crisis will worsen.

The third, and the most important, is that these
are early days in this term. Mr Modi is first fixing
some of the biggest challenges of the past 70 years.
First step towards a Uniform Civil Code with the
criminalisation of triple talaq, Article 370, and, soon
enough, maybe as early as November, the building
of the Ram Temple will also begin.

Then, the argument goes, the toughest but the
most essential things done, Mr Modi will take
charge of the economy directly. And you know when
he does that, no miracle, or even that $5 trillion by
2024, is unachievable. I can only sincerely hope,
and pray, that these voices are proven right.

Another view is that probably things will not
improve dramatically on the economy anytime soon.
But, as we said in National Interest in May last year, since

without any sarcasm), like nal-se-jal (water on tap)
and Ayushman Bharat, in addition to the already exist-
ing, successful ones such as LPG, toilets, rural housing,
and Mudra loans will all help. But there is a catch.

In his first term he was able to fund these, despite
indifferent growth, essentially through the additional
excise duty (around 11 trillion) in four and a halfyears.
To create additional money now without growth will be
impossible. And, if crude oil prices rise — unlikely but
not impossible — it will destroy this political economy.

Right-wing “socialism” or socio-populism rules
the world now. So, you could keep taxing, spending,
distributing efficiently and winning. If growth,
however, collapses or even stagnates at the 1980s
level as T N Ninan had warned on this page earlier
this month, there won’t be that much to tax. This
Budget raised capital gains tax and introduced a tax
on share buybacks by listed companies (partially
rolled back on Friday).

The last time we had a leader enjoying such pop-
ularity was Indira Gandhi. In early 1972, after
Bangladesh’s liberation, she was at her peak. She
could do nothing wrong. She launched herself on a
series of economic blunders in her hard, destructive

increase the demand for capital goods, which have seen a decline in production). The prob-
lem of weak rural demand is not addressed, nor does the new announcement help
companies that have slipped into the red because of slack demand or declining exports.

The tax cut is not the only thing announced. There is also a return to the bad old
habit of “loan melas”, and a fresh diktat to government-owned banks. This time, it is
acommand that no loans to small and medium enterprises should be declared to be
non-performing till the end of the financial year. When will things change?

The “kitchen sink” is of course fiscal restraint, which has been kissed goodbye.
Already, tax revenue has been running well short of targets. Along with the unde-
clared part of the deficit (hidden in various public sector companies’ books, or pil-
ingup as the government’s unpaid bills), the deficit this year could well be the high-
est in a decade — after 6.4 per cent was logged in the global crisis year of 2009-10.
Bear in mind that, just a day before the finance minister’s press conference, the gov-
ernor of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) had declared that there was “little space”
for a fiscal stimulus — a view echoed strongly by one of his predecessors.

The inevitable happened. But no
one would dare to tell the maharaja.
Finally, the mahout gathered
courage and, trembling, informed L |
the boss his elephant wasn’t eating, ym e

o m— _-'.'
getting up, breathing, or responding. u b \_ f

Mr Modi’s mass popularity isn’t just ~ Left turn. It was, actually, quite popular among the
unassailable in the old, American  poor then, as appearing to hurt the rich usually is.
Y Teflon-coated sense but in a sui gener- This logic has also inspired Nirmala
' is cast-in-titanium one, he willride it~ Sitharaman’s Budget, with the effective tax going up
out. His voters will sacrifice for him.  to 42.7 per cent. Everyone knows it will bring little
This was articulated most bril- extra revenue. Tax collections, if anything, are
liantly by Haryana Chief Minister  falling. But the rich are angry and complaining. So,
Manohar Lal Khattar at ThePrint’s  the poor must be happy. What worked for Indira in
“Off The Cuff” conversation with  1969-73, must also work for us now.
me and my colleague Chitleen Except, the same Indira who could do no wrongin
Sethi in Chandigarh earlier this 1969-73 was doing nothing right by mid-1974. Her
month. He said when there was a  nationalisations and nationalism had combined to
nationalist upsurge, people readily  ruin the economy. She made a terrible blunder in
accepted economic sacrifices. nationalising the grain trade, egged on by her Soviet-
When nationalismissostrong, he  inspired advisors, and it wrecked the rural economy
elaborated, even asetbackbecomesa  so badly that it became the first time she blinked, and

“You mean my elephant is
dead?” the maharaja asked.

“That, only you can say,
maharaj,” said the petrified mahout.

Now our economy, we are told
here, is the elephant of this story. So
many ministers of this government
are announcing that the “elephant”
is probably dead in their own differ-
ent ways. But nobody is willing to

NATIONAL INTEREST

SHEKHAR GUPTA

In announcingjust such a stimulus, which translates into a larger government
borrowing programme, the finance minister has changed the dynamics of the debt
market and made problematic a widely expected interest rate cut by the RBI next
month. Alternatively, any policy rate cut announced will not find full reflection in
a constrained money market. So while the equity market celebrates, the debt mar-
ket has been left with a problem. In economics, there is no free lunch.

Thetax cut has been done in a manner that hurts states disproportionately, because
the cut is in the rate of basic tax (revenue from which is shared with states), not in the sur-
charge that the Centre keeps for itself. The states now have one more complaint against a
central government that had once promised cooperative federalism, because New Delhi
recently re-framed the terms of the Finance Commission to pre-empt a part of Central rev-
enuebefore it is shared with states. Further, adopting an aggressive stance it has proposed
to the Commission that the states’ share of Central taxes should be slashed sharply from
present levels. Nogovernment in New Delhi hasever done this, and Centre-state fiscal rela-
tions are therefore fraught. But why worry when companies and investors are happy?

announce clearly that it is dead.

the Indian economy’s death are greatly exag-
gerated. But it is deeply and perilously sick.

The markets, untameable, unlike many other
institutions, are voting with their feet. Nearly 1.1
trillion of investor wealth has been lost since June,
also wiping out most of the new capital the govern-
ment gave its public-sector banks in the first round.
The only good news is inflation, but it is now so low
that it conforms to the dictionary definition of that
mostly malapropistically used expression in Indian
English: Doldrums.

The government’s responses fall in three cate-
gories: The first, that this is all rumour-mongering
and disinformation by Modi-haters.

The second is yet another press conference by
the finance minister, where she makes a few more
announcements. The latest was more substantive,

N ow, to borrow from Mark Twain, reports of

unifying factor. Example: How the entire country,
awake to watch the Chandrayaan-Vikram landing until
2 am, rallied together even in the heart-break of its loss.

What this means is that periodic bursts of oth-
er such events and headlines can keep people, and
Mr Modi’s popularity on a high even if the econo-
my struggles. Watch the mood, for example, on the
“Howdy, Modi!” night in Houston.

tered conventional political analysis. India

has forgiven him for the unmitigated folly of
demonetisation. The jobs situation has been bad,
but it hasn’t hurt him electorally. Travelling during
the elections, it was striking how many ordinary,
poor people said they were hurting, but what was a
little personal sacrifice “desh ke liye (for the nation)”.
It isn’t impossible that they will continue to show-

er him with the same affection. The headline man-
agement, spectacle, and smart new schemes (I say so

T he rise, rise, and rise of Mr Modi has shat-

rolled back a socialist disaster. Compare that a little
with the Modi government’s panicky 1.45 trillion
corporate tax write-off. This is a loss of nerve.

Indira’s decline was spectacular. The Arab-Israel
Yom Kippur war, followed by the operationalisation of
the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries,
and the oil price shock, came at the wrong time for her,
as Black Swan events usually do. By mid-1974, hers was
a lost cause. Pokhran-1 or the annexation of Sikkim
could not rekindle the fire of mass-sacrificing nation-
alism. Not with rising unemployment and the infla-
tion rate exceeding the 30 (yes, 30) per cent mark.

Maybe Mr Modi is indeed a once-in-a-millen-
nium, cast-in-titanium phenomenon and he will
defy this history. Or, maybe, as his most commit-
ted loyalists say, he will take charge of the econo-
my and work a miracle. We can only hope the sec-
ond proposition becomes a reality.

By special arrangement with ThePrint

A saga of corporate greed and plunder

AL FRESCO

SUNIL SETHI

illiam Dalrymple’s expan-

‘ N ; sive and enormously
rewarding new book The
Anarchy: The East India Company,
Corporate Violence and the Pillage
of Empire (Bloomsbury; 3699)
starts, oddly enough, with a word
and a work of art. The Hindi word
is “loot”, which long ago passed into
the English lexicon for plunder.
The artwork is more complex: It is
a lavish painting of an enthroned
Mughal passing a scroll to a
bewigged Englishman. Hangingin
Powis Castle in Wales, home to the
Clive family and stuffed to this day
with some of the EIC’s priceless
loot, it portrays the momentous

turning point in 1765, when the ill-
fated emperor Shah Alam handed
the revenues of Bengal, Bihar, and
Orissa — selling out the richest
provinces of hisempire to atrading
company headed by plunderer-in-
chief Robert Clive.

As Mr Dalrymple tells it, the pic-
ture is a figment of the painter’s
imagination. In reality there was
neither a gorgeously attired prince
nor a public ceremony for signing
the notorious Treaty of Allahabad:
“The transfer took place, privately,
inside Clive’s tent ... As for Shah
Alam’s silken throne, it was in fact
Clive’s armchair, which for the
occasion had been hoisted on to
his dining-room table and covered
with a chintz bedspread.”

This is the sort of detail, of
bombastic imagery contrasting
with tawdry reality, that this
enthralling S5S00-page volume
(including a hundred pages of
source notes) abounds in. Mr
Dalrymple sets down his proposi-
tion swiftly: “India’s transition to
colonialism took place under a for-
profit corporation ... a dangerous-
ly unregulated private company
headquartered in one small office,
five windows wide, in London ...
which existed entirely for the pur-

pose of enriching its investors.”
The EIC’s transformation in 50
years — from an entity trading in
tea, textiles, opium, indigo, and
saltpeter — to an economic giant
borrowing and lending millions
of pounds to the British govern-
ment was politically corrupt, vio-
lent, and territorially rapacious.

How a group of men who had
“not yet learnt to wash their bot-
toms” (as one 18th century Indian
observer remarked) brought the
mighty Mughal empire to its knees
is a stark throwback to the rise of
contemporary corporations and
their encroachments on modern
nation-states. “Facebook and Uber
usurp national authority but they
do not seize physical territory; even
an oil company with private guards
in a war-torn country does not
compare,” notes the Financial
Times in a recent review.

The time span of EIC’s takeover
— with blinded, brutalised Shah
Alam and his line sequestered in
the Red Fort as shadowy, impov-
erished kings of Delhi — may be
short but this narrative’s terrain is
intricate and vast. Piecing a mam-
moth jigsaw of the subcontinent
in turmoil, Mr Dalrymple’s opus
delves into the Maratha conquests,

the rise of Shia dynasties in Avadh,
Deccan, and Murshidabad, the
Rohilla rebellions, and the Anglo-
Mysore and Carnatic wars. We get
well-rounded portraits of not just
the infamous and famous, like
Nadir Shah, Tipu Sultan, or British
pro-consuls such as Hastings,
Cornwallis, and the Wellesley
brothers, but of significant figures
that have faded from the pages of
history. These include French
commanders like Dupleix,
Raymond, De Boigne, and Cuiller-
Perron — indeed one of the merits
of his research is to dig into the
archives in Pondicherry. There is
also a fascinating account of the
Jagat Seths, powerful Marwari
bankers to the nawabs of Bengal,
and their sway over Murshidabad.

The Anarchy derives its subal-
tern flavour from its liberal use of
non-official sources — multi-lin-
gual accounts by contemporary
observers spiced with judicious
dollops of bazaar gossip. How else
would we know that Siraj-ud-
Daula, nawab of Bengal, was a seri-
al bisexual rapist and psychopath,
or that Lady Clive, upon the cou-
ple’s return home in 1760, laden
with Indian loot, was so rich that
her “pet ferret had a diamond neck-

Doordarshan turns 60, finds no admirers

YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

oordarshan turned 60 last
D week. But its landmark

birthday almost went com-
pletely unsung. No bouquets. No
celebrations. No reminiscing
about its past glory. No revisiting
its past accolades or achievements.
There were some listless media
reports about Doordarshan’s dia-
mond jubilee with some insipid
comments and pious homilies by a
couple of government mandarins.
But that was all. What a pity! The
“national” broadcaster, methinks
deserved better.

Doordarshan gave a whole gen-
eration of Indians their first taste of
real home entertainment. The 1980s
especially saw epic serials like
Buniyaad and Hum Log spell-bind

awhole nation; Ramanand Sagar’s
Ramayan and BR Chopra’s
Mahabharat captivated young and
old alike; comedies like Yeh Jo Hai
Zindagi, Mungerilal Ke Haseen
Sapne and Wagle Ki Duniya pole
vaulted over filmi slapstick and
redefined humour and satire; con-
currently Jaspal Bhatti regaled view-
erswith his hilarious Flop Show and
Ulta Pulta; Shyam Bengal’s Bharat
Ek Khoj shed new light on 5,000
years of Indian history; Siddharth
Kakand Renuka Shahane’s Surabhi
ran a record 415 episodes as a cul-
tural magazine enlightening India
about its heritage; historicals The
Sword of Tipu Sultan and Mirza
Ghalib were grand renditions;
neighbourhood drama Nukkad,
and the Kruttika Desai-Kitu Gidwani
starrer Air Hostess broke new
ground, challenging societal norms;
RK Narayan’s eponymous work
Malgudi Days came alive on
Doordarshan, as did the mytholog-
ical Vikram Aur Betal. Shahrukh
Khan debuted on Fauji while Waah
Janaab gave Shekhar Suman his
first break. Amol Palekar’s Kachchi
Dhoop starring Bhagyashree and
Ashutosh Gowarikar was a path-
breaking serial. And few of that gen-
eration can forget Govind Nihalani’s
1988 National award winning period

television film and six part mini-
series Tamas which premiered on
Doordarshan with Om Puri in the
lead. Even programmes like
Chitrahaar and Tabassum’s talk-
show Phool Khile Hain Gulshan
Gulshan had audiences glued to
the screen.

Krishi Darshan, the program
designed to disseminate agricultur-
al information to rural and farming
audiences, debuted on Doordarshan
on January 26, 1967, and is Indian
television's longest running pro-
gram, with loyal viewers even today.

Most of the above shows were
pioneering efforts — superlative
creative ideas that redefined tele-
vision content in the context of the
times. Avant-garde; path-breaking;
thought-provoking; emotionally-
resonant; critically-acclaimed; pop-
ularly-endorsed. Sure,
Doordarshan was the only chan-
nel on television, and therefore the
default choice, but that did not pre-
vent it from encouraging creativity,
innovation and experimentation.

For Doordarshan, the decade of
the 1980s was its acme, its peak,
though some of its memorable
properties continued to attract
audiences even in the 1990s. The
advent of satellite television result-
ed in the flight of talent from

Doordarshan leading to creation of
new programming that was very
different ... Aap Ki Adalat, Khana
Khazana, Antakshari, SaReGaMa,
India’s Most Wanted, Top 10, Kya
Scene Hai, Tol Mol Ke Bol, Jeena Issi
Ka Naam Hai and fiction like Tara,
Hasratein, Saans, Mano Ya Na
Mano and Hum Paanch that was
conceptually and texturally differ-
ent from what had been the norm
in earlier years. Doordarshan just
did not have the will or the appetite
or the wherewithal to compete or
even play catch-up.

Doordarshan as the state broad-
caster also enjoyed a monopoly
over news for decades. The dawn of
anew century, the 2000s, also com-
pletely metamorphosed that
domain reducing Doordarshan to
being largely seen as an instrument
of government propaganda.

Soat 60, is Doordarshan ready to
be consigned to the dung heap?
Well, even today DD has 67 studios,
1,400 transmitters, some 32,000
employees, seven national chan-
nels, 17 regional channels, English
and Hindi international channels,
eight state specific networks and
seven regional state channels. Most
importantly, it has the Doordarshan
Free Dish outreach. No private
broadcaster comes even close. But

lace worth over 2,500 pounds”.

Deftly woven into the many
strands are sorties into military
and art history. The advent of mus-
kets and use of cannons, raised to
a height, and deployment of small
but generously paid battalions of
sepoys, became the despair of
large armies led by Indian rulers.
Nevertheless, from 2,900 sepoys
in 1757 after Plassey, the Bengal
army grew to 50,000 in a few years.
“The colonial conquest of India,”
said one historian, “was as much
bought as fought.” Nor does Mr
Dalrymple drop the story of art
that he began with. As things fell
apart at the centre, painters
migrated to small remote hill king-
doms. Places like Jasrota and Guler
became the San Gimignano and
Urbino of India, homes to “utterly
exceptional artists”.

A social media criticism notes
that the book’s subtitles and cov-
er illustrations are different in its
Indian and UK editions. The
provocative sub-head and image
of battle in India have been
replaced by The Anarchy: The
Relentless Rise of the East India
Company and an image of placid
soldiers Britain.

That, surely, is a caprice of
international marketing. It should
in no way detract from the excel-
lence of the material within.

the key issue remains whether
Doordarshan can be delinked
administratively and financially
from the government and whether,
going forward, it should attempt to
be a strong competitor to private
broadcasters in the world's second
largest television market or a
become a world-class public service
broadcaster like the BBC.

Many years ago, at an industry
seminar I had pointed out that
Doordarshan’s mandate necessari-
ly has to be to talk to the citizens of
India while private channels peddle
their wares to the consumers of
India. That isthe fundamental issue
of orientation. BBC’s mission in the
UK is “toinform, educate and enter-
tain”. Most importantly, in that order.
Doordarshan seems not to have any
clear mandate. Or intent. Or purpose.
Or direction. Except being a handy
instrument in the hands of whichev-
er government is in powet.

If Doordarshan has to survive,
and remain relevant, it needs to be
granted its much awaited autono-
my which will free it from being an
in-house mouthpiece. And then be
given the freedom (and resources)
to “do good”, especially with the
vast network at its command.
History can be repeated ... another
Tamas? Nukkad? Surabhi? Wagle
and Mungerilal? Who knows.

Thewriter is an advertising and mediaveteran
Email: sandeep@goyalmail.com

Indigenous Indians?

EYE CULTURE

KUMAR ABISHEK

he contradictory narratives sur-
I rounding the two near-simulta-
neously published studies,
based on the DNA analysis of human
skeletons found at the Harappan site of
Rakhigarhi in Haryana, have reignit-
ed the debate on the Aryan migration
theory. The findings of the two studies,
published in Cell and Science, did not
reveal any major new information but
gave ammunition to both migrant and
nativist camps to fire fresh volleys.
Though sitting on the fence, I'm
looking at the nativists. The only rea-
son: We have already read about the
Aryan migration theory in our schools,
and it’s time we heard the other side.
The idea of home-grown Aryans
goes entirely against what I studied
in school that they were migrants
from Central Asia and perhaps invad-
ed the population of the Indus Valley
Civilisation, which ultimately led to its
decline. Also, that Vedic culture was
brought to India by these immigrants.
The commonality between
Sanskrit and European languages, and
the similarity in genetic makeup (the
presence of R1al gene, also dubbed the
Aryan gene) across Europe, Central
Asia, and the Indian subcontinent are
often cited as the proof of Aryan immi-
gration around 2000-1500 BC. Other
findings, too, strongly support this the-
ory — like the presumed similarities
between the religious practices men-
tioned in the Rigveda and the Avesta,
the religious text of Zoroastrianism.
However, Aryan immigration (or
invasion) is still a theory. The other side,
too, has strong theories and arguments.
First, the theory of Aryan invasion
currently has few takers. The decline of
the Indus Valley Civilisation during the
period of the widely believed Aryan
migration appeared to have had sup-
ported the theory of invasion, which
was proposed by Mortimer Wheeler. He
had interpreted the presence of many
unburied corpses found in Mohenjo-
daro asthe victims of the conquest, and
famously stated Indra “stood accused”
of the destruction. However, there was
little to support this idea and later
Wheeler himself nuanced his stance
(and those unburied dead were found to
be the victims of floods); many western
archaeologists abandoned this theory.
The term “invasion” nowadays is
mostly used by the opponents of Indo-
Aryan migration theory, who claimed it
to be the brainchild of colonial rulers.
Even Sir John Marshall, the direc-
tor-general of the Archaeological
Survey of India from 1902 to 1928 and
who oversaw the excavations of
Harappa and Mohenjo-daro before
Wheeler took over, suggested the
Indus civilisation represented an
indigenous culture that set the foun-
dation for later Vedic, Buddhist, and

Hindu civilisations (Mohenjo-Daro
and the Indus Civilization Volume I).

According to the supporters of the
nativist movement, the ancient Indian
civilisation should be traced back to
the glory days of the Harappan culture
(3500 BC-1700 BC), when both Sanskrit
and the Vedic culture originated.

Subhash Kak’s On the Chronological
Framework for Indian Culture noted
the Sapta Sindhu region, the region
that called the heartland of Vedic texts,
is associated with a cultural tradition
that has been traced back to at least
8000 BC without any break. The term
“Aryan” in Indian literature has no
racial or linguistic connotations.

Many studies have also pointed out
the Rigveda speaks of no external
homeland or migration from Central
Asia. Besides, geological studies have
determined the Sarasvati dried up
around 1900 BC. Since the river is men-
tioned in the Rigvedic hymns, the
inference is the Rigveda was written
much earlier, and not around 1500 BC.

Also, according to Cornell
University’s Kenneth Kennedy work,
there is no evidence of demographic dis-
continuity in the archaeological remains
from the 4500-800 BC period and that
there was no significant influx of people
into India during this period; the recent
Cell study, too, found “no evidence of
large-scale movements of people into
South Asia”. However, the it said India
had a heterogeneous population right
from the beginning of settled life.

About the language link, Kak said:
“... population increase, greater con-
tacts and trade with the emergence of
agriculture, coupled with large-scale
political integration, led to extinction of
languages and also to a transfer of lan-
guages across ethnic groups. In such a
complex evolutionary process, it is
meaningless to pin a specific language
on any racial type. In the Indian lin-
guistic area itself there exist deep struc-
tural relationships between the north
Indian and the Dravidian languages.”

On the ‘Aryan’ gene, a research,
conducted by Swarkar Sharma et al
and published in Journal of Human
Genetics in 2009, concluded: “The
observation of R1a* in high frequen-
cy for the first time... resolved the
controversy of the origin of Rial*,
supporting its origin in the Indian
subcontinent.”

Still, I would like to point out that
the western and north-western ends
of the Indian subcontinent were not
much far away from either
Mesopotamia or Central Asia, and
sharing of culture and population
through trade, marriages, wars and
other means was bound to happen.
Even if there was no mass migration,
there was movement of population,
and in thousands of years, all add up.

Neither can we rule out foreign
influence on Vedic culture, nor can
we call it an import entirely.
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FM takes a punt
on growth, finally

Difficult to see capex rising quickly, so the deficit will spiral; but
having a tax rate on a par with Asian giants is vital for investment

EVERAL DECADES AGO,when this columnist still had a hazy recollection of univer-

sity-level economics, and finance minister Manmohan Singh devalued the rupee

sharply, he was sent to interview him. You do realise, a prissy question was put to the

FM,you’veworsened the current account since imports—of mostly essentials like oil—
will riseimmediatelywhile exports will take 2-3 years to respond. Given his background—chief
economicadvisor,economic affairs secretary, RBI Governor, Deputy Chairman Planning Com-
mission—Singh could have dismissed this by saying he’d forgotten more economics than this
columnist had learned; instead he said,you’re right,and we’ve taken an IMFloan to bridge this
gap,but in the long run,we felt it is more important that the rupee is priced correctly.

Much the same can be said about finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s mini-budget on Fri-
day; after dismantling part of the budget’s proposals like the FPI tax some weeks ago, she has
now slashed corporate taxes by around 10ppt, making them on a par with, or even lower than,
thosein competing nationsin south-east Asia.The planis to stimulate investment, especially that
from overseas in the context of firmswanting to quit China, following its trade warwith the US.

Whetherthiswill happen, like Singh’s exports,remains tobe seen since several things can go
wrong. For one, if deficits rise too much—the tax targets were always aggressive, and Friday’s
giveawaysadd up to 0.7% of GDP—interest rates can start trending up again; certainly,the hope
ofacontinued fallin rateslooksiffynow.And,in an environment where growth is slowing,espe-
ciallyin consumer demand,not manywill rush to invest; in any case, most promoters are finan-
cially stretched.And,with nice discounted deals available in the insolvency courts (IBC), several
buyerswill preferto channelise investments there; in the initial period,investmentsin IBC firms
will be relatively lower than in setting up greenfield projects. But, as Singh said in 1991, it was
important to get the rates right,and that iswhat the FM has done for corporate taxes.

When India’s tax rates were 50-100% higher than those in competing nations,any invest-
ment in India meant the project had to clear a higher hurdle rate; this was all the more true for
production meant for the exports market. Firms, such as Apple or Samsung, that are looking at
de-risking their China operations could now find
India more attractive,at least from the tax point of
view.Indeed,lowering tax rates to 25% was some-
thingthelate ArunJaitleyhad also promised several

Capital concerns
Annual data, % of GDP

yearsago,butwasn’tabletodeliveroninitsentirety. | 40 Gross fixed

Itwas a}lways odd that Sitharaman‘ didn’t lower 5c | 343 acta El}rarlef:tmg ﬁg g Sn)
tax rates since, the day before her maiden budget, . . 28.6
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biased towards smaller firms. So,while not cutting . C—,
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creates an odd situation,where older firms pay one ‘

rate and new ones another; apart from lowering | 25
rates,theideahastobetoreducearbitrage,notraise
it. The fearof existing players trying toavoid taxes by
shifting businesses to ‘new units’is a real one; even
though this will attract anti-avoidance rules, why
have a tax system that necessitates such policing?

Whilean increase in investment levels—they have been plummeting foryears (see graphic)—
will require a few years at least, prime minister Modi needs to take a few other steps as well if
investment levels are to grow. Top on the list, is resolving the deep problems in major invest-
ment sectors (bit.ly/2mni9g0) like telecom, oil and gas, mining, real estate, etc. In both oil and
othermining,as this newspaper has pointed out before, India’s non-tax levies are much higher
than global ones, and the overall policy environment is also quite unfriendly. Both offer large
investment and employment potential, so the PM just has to fix this. Telecom is another key
investment area that was killed by rapacious policy; it didn’t help that the policy also favoured
RJio,butif the government was tofix evenjust the problem of high levies, thiswill goalong way
in promoting investments, especially now that the tax piece has been fixed. Too many policy U-
turns, like the one on e-commerce, or the hounding of Monsanto or price caps on pharma—
including medical devices—have hit investor-faith.And it is difficult towoo eitheran Apple ora
Samsungtill the current policy of high import duties on mobile-phone manufacturingis junked;
Niti Aayog is working on an alternative plan,and the sooner that is accepted, the better.

That the move isn’t a sure-shot fix is, of course, best illustrated by the fact that global rat-
ing agencies Moody’s and S&P have diametrically opposite views on whether the move is
credit-positive (Moody’s) or negative (S&P).The good news,on which there is unlikely to be two
views, though, is that after seeming to ignore India’s economic challenges, the government
is now trying to address the major ones. The budget tried to address the NBFC solvency/lig-
uidity issue,and after that, there were moves on real estate and bank recapitalisation. Some,
like the real estate package,were not ambitious enough,and the main issue of bank compet-
itivenessis far from being addressed. But,it does appearthat,asin 1991, the economic crunch
has focused the government’s mind.
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Universities claiming stake in intellectual property developed
using their resources can pave the way for further innovation

TIS A given that a university can provide considerable impetus to new researchers if

itwerea part-shareholderinabigtech firm,like Facebook or Google.An excellent exam-

pleis Stanford University. Being the nursery of many start-ups, Stanford has success-

fullyfunded innovation,byacquiring stakes in enterprises hatched byalumni—Google,
for instance—using the university’s resources. Now, Indian universities may be able to do
this too.As per the Centre’s new draft rules on intellectual property rights, universities will
be able to stake a claim in the monetisation of any innovation that came about using their
resources.When an invention or finding is monetised, revenue sharingwould beina 60:40
ratio, with the smaller portion accruing to the academic institution; the share of the uni-
versitywon’t be allowed to fallbelow 25%.This applies tovideo classes,and MOOCs aswell;
itisonlyin the case of copyright that theacademicinstitution would enjoy a non-exclusive,
royalty-free,irrevocable,worldwide licence.

Although most engineering institutes have incubation centres, their contribution in
hatching successful start-ups hasbeen minimal.This,even though start-upsinrecentyears
have seen a phenomenal rise in funding. A financial incentive will prod universities to
improve mechanisms forincubating research and entrepreneurship.Achangein policy to
favour start-up-fostering colleges can alter this. Indian universities and the government
need to follow the Stanford model if Institutes of Eminence are to be nurtured.IPR policy
can be a good step towards fostering innovation.

pInion

HE SHARP CUT in the
corporation tax rate can
be a big talking point for
prime minister Narendra
Modion hisvisit to the US

that begins today.But,back home,the
government’s giveaway of ¥1.45 lakh
crore will benefit only those already
doing relatively well—the corporate
sectorand rich individuals.The antic-
ipated investments from the tax-
break could take along time—atleast
a couple of years—to materialise.
Meanwhile, with consumption
demand crimped, the economy will
continue to crawl.

Indeed, industry will wait to see a
clear uptick in demand before it puts
money to work; those business
houses that were expanding, have
done so by picking up distressed
assets via the IBC route. At a time
when demand has slumped,joblosses
arerising,and thereisalready surplus
capacity available, there is little
incentive to invest.The other problem
isthelack of risk-appetite on the part
of lenders, given Indian companies
remain highly leveraged. Only those
promoters who are able to cough up
contribution to the equity of a project
are likely to get financial backing for
agreenfield project.And, there are not
that many.

Looking for money in the stock
market is tricky. There could be some
brownfield initiatives, with promot-
ers using their cash-flows—money
saved from the lower tax rate. How-
ever, this is unlikely to create too
many new jobs or a meaningful
increase in demand. Given the pace at
which companies are automating,
theyare likely to spend more on tech-
nology.The immediate issues of weak
demand, limited liquidity and a
shortage of equity capital, therefore,
will not get addressed. Hopefully,
industrialists will not return the
excess cash to shareholders through
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Union Home Minister, Amit Shah

MINI-BUDGET

FEW FIRMS WILL INVEST TILL THERE IS A STRONG DEMAND-REVIVAL. THAT NEEDED A CUT IN
INCOME TAX RATES; THE FM HAS FRITTERED AWAY MONEY ON CORPORATES & THE ULTRA-RICH

Welcome tax cuts
but for the wrong persons!
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buybacks—now that the tax on this
has been withdrawn—or pay out
hefty dividends.

The 15% tax for new investments
post Octoberisared carpet invitation
for global players. Will foreign com-
panies come in? They may, because
the 15% rate is very attractive; an
Apple, for instance, could be tempted
toset up shopin India.The question is
how much FDI will come in, how
soon, and whether the government
could have kick-started the econ-
omy—whichisreallywhat is needed—
some otherway.A demand-side stim-
ulus would have worked better rather
than a supply-side measure. A cut in
taxes forindividuals—belowa certain
income level—coupled with some
cuts in GST would have spurred con-
sumption. After all, the state govern-
ments stand to lose revenue—even by
way of corporation tax cuts too. With
more purchasing power driving
household spending, companies
would have seen higher revenues.
That, in turn, would have boosted

10-year bond yield
Intra-day, Sept 20 (%)
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cash-flows and profits.

Right now,a cutin corporation tax
does little for the economy. It will not
help the near-term momentum, and
could have come ayear down theline.
That’s because it is highly unlikely
companies will pass on the gains
from the lower tax rate by trimming
prices of products—the automobile
companies are all sitting on cash, but
theyhave not brought down the price
of cars or two-wheelers meaning-
fully; they offer discounts in the form
of free insurance or cuts in some fee
or other. Moreover, the surpluses
need to be accumulated before they
are invested. As the government has
been saying, many companies have
not even passed on the cuts in the
GST rates.

Most of the gainers are large prof-
itable multinational consumer giants
and profitable private sector banks;
an HDFC Bank, a Nestle, a Colgate or
an ICICI Bank are already doing well
and didn’t really need the break.
Multinational consumer goods com-
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A more competitive India proposition

A stable and competitive tax

regime is a critical determinant

for investors to arrive at the

jurisdiction of choice for setting

up business/investments

IFTHE STOCK market surge yesterday
is to be believed, then September 20,
2019, might go down asamemorable
dayin the Indian taxlandscape.While
India Incwaited with bated breath for
an impending course correction
on the GST landscape, with an all-
important council meeting yesterday,
the finance minister had a lot more
to offer.

In what should be seen as a fulfil-
ment of the government’s promise to
rationalise corporate tax rates,a base-
line tax rate of 22% for domestic
companies not claiming any tax hol-
iday and concessions is certainly a
leap in that direction.

With an average global corporate
tax rate of around 23%, the
announcement by FM Nirmala
Sitharaman on Friday, led to India
joining an elite club of countries
offering a highly competitive and
compelling tax regime for investors.
The stimulus does not stop here,and
in a significant boost to the govern-
ment’s ‘Make in India’ plans, there is
also a proposed new lower corporate
tax rate, of 15%, for new manufac-
turing entities,which are set up after
October 1, 2019, and which do not
claim any tax exemptions. With a
changing global trade dynamic, these
measures become even more potent
in the backdrop of the recent liberal-
isation of FDI norms in single-brand
retail, contract manufacturing, and
other areas.

The current administration’s
focus on responsible governance
flows through the announcement on
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR),
where, it appears, a balance has been
sought for both corporate India as
well as the government by widening
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the options available to businesses to
deploy their 2% CSR spend on Public
Sector Incubators, and government
educational & research institutions.
Hopefully, this would also positively
impact new innovation and talent
development, which is something
that both the private and the public
sector could surely gain from in the
coming years.

With the gradual phasing away of
incentives, the difference between
taxable profits and book profits has
narrowed down. Now, with the
announcement that minimum alter-
nate tax (MAT) shall not be applicable
for domestic companies not availing
any tax exemptions, a more simpli-
fied tax structure has come about
that will attract investment. Further,
for existing companies availing tax
concessions, the reduction of rate of
MAT from 18.5% to 15% goes quite
some distance in pleasing the domes-
tic corporate tax payer.

Amongst thewidespread cheer the
announcement has generated, there
areafewreasonstodelveinto thefine

Whether firms opting for the
reduced MAT will be able to
utilise their existing MAT
credits needs to be clarified.
Also, the 15% rate for new
manufacturers kicks in only if
operations start by March 31,
2023. Deliberation on claw
back, if this condition isn't
met, is needed

print. For example, there is a need for
clarity on whether companies that
opt for the reduced MAT rate will be
able to utilise their existing MAT
credits,orwhether those would lapse.
In addition, the 15% concessional
rate to manufacturing companies is
contingent upon the companies ini-
tiating operations by March 31,
2023;however,a keyissue that would
require careful deliberation is
whether there is a claw back mecha-
nism if such conditions are not met.

The announcements did not con-
tain any mention of proposed rate
cuts for foreign companies, which will
continue tobe taxed ata higherrate of
40% plus surcharge/cess. For them,
havingalocal subsidiary maynowbea
much more compelling proposition
than ever before. Similarly, no rate
changes are proposed for limited lia-
bility partnerships and full partner-
ships,but the factis that these entities
also benefit from not being subject to
dividend distribution tax.

In essence, a stable and competi-
tive tax regime is a critical determi-
nant forinvestors toarrive at the final
choice of jurisdiction for setting up
business/making investments.

The hallmark of the current
Indian administration has been to
drive continuous reforms with deci-
sive action,and thereis no doubt that
the time is ripe to actively look at
bringing in the required structural
reforms in the overall income-tax
ecosystem.

In my view, the writing is very
much on the wall. India continues to
leap forward on a path towards
becoming a premier investment des-
tination, offering a simplified, fair,
and competitive tax regime.

Rationalisation of corporate tax had been a long
pending demand, which is now a reality. This move
will make our corporates globally competitive and our
markets much more exciting for potential investors

panies are unlikely to make big
investments, they have incurred very
little capex all these years. It is true,
companies today may not be report-
ing the kind of numbers they were
doing a few years ago, but most of
them are fairly profitable even if the
aggregate profits have fallen in
Q1FY20.

Instead, relief for the middle-
class—an individual who earns X10
lakh perannum and pays a hefty 30%
tax rate—would have worked better.
Rising consumer spends would have
yielded the government higher rev-
enues.But,with incomes not going up
and expenses on key areas such as
health and education not coming
down, consumers are cautious. If rev-
enues don’t pick up, and the govern-
ment needs to curb capex to keep the
fiscal deficit within limits, it will keep
the economy sluggish. Already, the
tax-cuts will mean a loss of revenue,
and may force some expenditure
cuts—on capex—by both the Centre
and the states. The yield on the
benchmarkrose to 6.8% on Friday on
fears that the deficit could slip and
the government could borrow more
from the bond markets. That, then,
would drive up interest rates and
crowd out the private sector.

One finds it hard to understand
the tax-breaks for the affluent, since
less than 3% of India’s population
invests in shares or mutual funds. It
was not necessary to remove the tax
on buybacks, nor to withdraw the
enhanced surcharge on the capital
gains tax—the ‘wealth effect’ only
benefits the wealthy.And, the money
will be spent on foreign cars,
imported goods and holidays abroad.
If the ideawas toboost the sentiment
with an eye on the disinvestment tar-
get, putting more money in the hands
of consumerswould have been better.
It would have been a more inclusive
Diwali gift.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR
PM Modi on Kashmir

Prime minster Narendra Mod's wish,
expressed in a pre-election rally in
Maharashtra, 'to hug each Kashmiri
and create a new paradise' rings
hollow in the face of the ground
realities now prevailing in the Valley.
It simply does not match with his
government's strong-arm tactics to
deny the people of Kashmir the
freedom to react to the abrogation
of Article 370, and the resultant
revocation of special status
guaranteed at the time of accession
to India. It is incommensurate and
incompatible with the unilateral
decision taken by his government to
deprive the people of the Kashmir
Valley of their identity, culture, and
self-respect. It is no surprise that he
pins the blame for the Kashmir
imbroglio on Pakistan and Congress.
The rhetoric of ‘hugging every
Kashmiri' adds insult to injury. A
healing touch, in the form of steps
which could include restoration of
Article 370 to reduce anger and
alienation and banish such words as
‘occupation' and 'subjugation’, and
reintroduce terms such as
‘autonomy’ and the 'right to self-
determination' are needed. As for
the talk of turning Kashmir into a
'paradise’, we are unable to visualise
the world's most militarised zone
with ‘a large bobbin of concertina
wire' as a 'paradise’. Narendra Modi
speaks of naya Kashmir banana hai
(building a New Kashmir), forcing us
to ask whether it will be done with
'settlements’ of people outside the
Valley and ex-army personnel.
Modi's promise of 'development’
and 'employment’ is unlikely to
persuade people to give up their
genuine political aspirations. Modi
has not commented on ‘getting
brides' from Kashmir (spoken of by
some BJP leaders) following its
nominal integration with the

Indian mainland.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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® REEL OR REAL?

Accurately

identifying
disinformation

In this day and age of Al-based tech such
as deepfake—one can easily produce or
alter video content realistically—seeing
should not necessarily be believing

OR THE LAST couple of years,

India has been waging a silent

battle against a growing epi-

demic of fake content that’s

being used to manipulate and
deceive people. The problem is real and
has serious repercussions as there is a
tendency to amplify or act on the infor-
mation that we have received, especially
from sources that may be trusted by mil-
lions from all over the country. The con-
tent may look and sound real, and
because it is trending on a global plat-
form,authenticityverification is the last
thing on anyone’s mind.

Many of these fake videos are made
with Al applications. Deepfake, for
instance, is an Al-based technology
through which one can produce or alter
video content realistically. Through cer-
tain Al tools, one can morph or distort
images, or create a scene or a dialogue
that never happened.The list is endless.

The exponential growth of deepfakes
isagrave concern,given that easilyacces-
sible open-source software and apps that
can be downloaded free of charge allow
pretty much anyonewith acomputerora
smart mobile device to create deepfakes.
The threats posed by deepfakes are devel-
oping atan alarming rate.

Often, the target is a celebrity, public
figure. But there have been instances
where the general public has been tar-
geted. For instance, women have had
their faces morphed on pornographic
content, which were then uploaded on
the Internet.The datawas obtained from
their social media pages,which lacked the
necessary privacy settings.

Another scenario where such tools
can cause damage to individuals and
businesses alike are deepfake audios.
These audio fakes can be created by
accessing publicly-available audio con-
tent and training the system in the voice
modulations of particular individuals.
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Once an audio training model has been
created,a simple text-to-speech software
can help generate fake material.

Deepfakes provide means to imper-
sonate a person ora group of people,lead-
ing to phishing, scams, frauds or espi-
onage through traditionally secure
contexts, like phone calls and video con-
ferences. By perfectly replicating physi-
cal features of an individual, deepfakes
makeliveimpersonation fraud also easy.

Industry is an easy target for deep-
fakes due to thesignificant financial gain
and due to the fact they stand to lose so
much—reputation, profits, market valu-
ation and customer loyalty. It is essential
that companies invest in preparing their
employees in advance, by educating
themabout this emerging threatand giv-
ing them the data identification tools to
identify and tag the disinformation.

A security firm has already issued a
warning of cyberattacks where deepfake
audios have been used in the context of
financial fraud on companies. At least
three such incidents have been reported
where the voice of the company CEOwas

used to call senior financial executives for
urgent money transfers, resulting in a
loss amounting to millions of pounds.
When such techniquesarealreadyin use,
the probability of the attack landing at
one’s doorstep increases drastically.
Consider a situation where an audio
recording of a company’s chairman is
released of him purportedly claiming
massive losses and thebusiness nolonger
being sustainable. It can cause investors
tolose confidence and the damage to the
business could be far reaching. Combine
this scenariowith avideo of the chairman
making these statements before the
opening of the stock market and the
resultant economic loss to the company
could be catastrophic. Even more worri-
some isthe possibility of an organisation
using this fake technique to target its
business rivals, where the repercussions
could be extremely dangerous. Industry
needs to come together to find a solution
to this emerging AI-based threat.
Deepfakes can also be used in crimes
against individuals—identity theft,
blackmail through altered video/image,
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online theft are some ways the AI-pow-
ered tech can be used wrongly. It would
be best if one practised caution before
sharing importantinformation after see-
ing video evidence because it could be a
deepfake. It is also quite feasible that
some individuals may claim real videos
of themselves as being fakes, trying to
give the powers that be the run around.

It’s difficult forinvestigation agencies
and thejudiciaryto grapple with the myr-
iad issues arising out of deepfakes. Glob-
ally, research institutes and tech compa-
nies are conducting research to create
programs that can red flag fake videos,
pictures and audio clips. Several fact-
checking and content-validation tools
have been successful in this regard, but
only to an extent. Forensic analysis tech-
niques, rules of evidence and appropriate
legislative tools would need to be exam-
ined afresh in light of this growing threat.

We need to create a public awareness
campaign about such digitally-manipu-
lated content. The general population
should alsobe made aware and educated
on the downsides of falling prey to fake
content through mass awareness cam-
paigns by the government. Indian tech
companies should considerresearch and
development to combat deepfakes.

A collaborative effort between the
government, industry and academia to
find effective solutions to this menace is
imperative,and would go a long way in
making India a more cyber-aware and
secure country.Till such time India iswell
prepared to tackle this threat, seeing
should not necessarily be believing.

Undoing the

mistakes

SHSHANK SAURAY
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INANCE MINISTER Nirmala Sitharaman has
announced major relief to the corporate sector
and addressed thelong-time demand of reducing
tax rates.The government expects it will increase
the competitiveness of the market from the per-

spective of foreign investors,and investment will flow in.
The announcement should be viewed at from two angles:
Relief to existing undertakings and incentive to new units.
Effective tax rate of the entire base of companies reporting
profits rose from 26.89% for FY17 to 29.49% for FY18.A
2.6%rise in effective tax rate was due to phase-out of profit-
linked deductions and increase in MAT. If we compare the
proposed effective tax rate of 25.17% to effective tax rate
for FY17 and recommendation of expert panel on DTC, this
tax cut doesn’t comeasa surprise.If we furtherdig the data,
then the effective tax rate for all the large corporations is
already 26.3% and, so,the tax cut is not expected to provide
abigrelief tolarge companies. But there could be some com-
panies that get benefited due to their structure and the man-
nerinwhichtheyoperate.Also,
concessional tax rate provi-
sions exist for companies with
annual turnover of Y400 crore.
From a macroeconomic
view, tax cut forexisting under-
takings will benefit only when
corporates decide to invest the

The finance
minister has acted
timely. However,
frequent revisions

surplus, and this is dependent ~ tO the policy take
on the economic outlook.The ~ away the element
current slowdownisaresultof  of ce rtainty, which

decline in demand; so efforts
should havebeen madetoleave
more disposable income with
the middle class. Surprisingly,
the government is not doing anything to address this.

Reducing tax rates for manufacturing companies set up
after October 1,2019,isawelcome step.So far, Make in India
hasnot succeeded in attracting manufacturing giants.This
is despite the availability of a huge market and relatively
cheaplabour.Foreign players often criticise high income tax
ratesin India,and hopefully their concernwill get addressed.
But the FM should acknowledge tax rates are not the only
factor that determine business decisions, and FPI outflow
even afterwithdrawal of surcharge is an example. Reduction
in MAT rates from 18% to 15% is good for those companies
thatare enjoying a tax holiday,but paying income tax under
MAT. Theoretically, MAT credit can be carried forward and
utilised in future, but it impacts investment decisions that
are usually taken considering the present value of money.

The government’s responsiveness should be appreciated
from the fact that the FM acted timely (surcharge on FPIs,
increasing monetarylimit for filing appeal in tax cases, rate
cut,etc). However, frequent revisions to the policy take away
the element of certainty,which is essential.

is essential

DATA DRIVE

Domestic oil production drops
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LOBAL OIL PRICES surged after ~ $87 billion in FY18. Domestic
Gthe drone attacks on Saudi oil crude production has 34
facilities. It has impacted dropped from 38
around 5.7 mmbd of current crude million tonnes in 33
production,and it may take a fewweeks  FY12 to 34.2 million
(at the very least) to restore the tonnes in FY19 32

facilities and bring the production back FY1l FY12 FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16 FY17 FY18 FY19

to pre-strike levels. Suspension of
operations at the facilities would
affect the global oil supply and further
spike up prices.

Saudi Arabia is the second-largest
supplier of oil to India. India imports
around 87% of its total crude oil needs,
and higher crude prices will push up
trade deficit and current account
deficit as the quantity of crude imports
is sticky.India has spent $§114 billion
on oil imports in FY19,up 31% from

Any further escalation of
geopolitical tensions in West Asia
will keep oil prices boiling and impact
the fiscal balance of the Indian
economy.As India remains vulnerable
to global oil price shocks, it must
augment its strategic reserves,
diversify sources of crude oil imports
and invest in alternative sources of
energy.The country also needs to
encourage foreign players to invest in
domestic oil exploration and
production for energy security.

India's crude oil import bill will rise further
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BOOSTER SHOT

The bold push to cut corporate taxes could boost investment,
encourage compliance and lead to a simplified tax architecture

INANCE MINISTER NIRMALA Sitharaman’s move to slash the corporate tax rate

to 22 per cent from 30 per cent is a bold move and marks a departure from the

incremental approach to economic reforms the government has pursued un-

til now. Sitharaman has also lowered the tax incidence on new companies that
will commence production before March 2023 to 15 per cent, hoping to spur fresh in-
vestment. With these measures, the government has moved India’s corporate tax rates
inline with its regional competitors, increasing the country’s attractiveness as an invest-
ment destination. This should incentivise firms relocating from China to set up manu-
facturing units in India. Coupled with the decision to do away with the surcharge on cap-
ital gains on listed securities, these measures will go along way in shoring up sentiment.
Indicative of this, the BSE Sensex ended the day 5.32 per cent higher than its previous
close.

The government’s latest measures appear to be designed to push growth through an
increase in investment rather than consumption. Though the increase in profitability
could help existing firms launch fresh investment, increase dividends or deleverage, to the
extent that higher tax rates were a deterrent for investment, these cuts could spur fresh
investment. Also, by providing corporates the option of choosing a lower tax without tak-
ing advantage of exemptions and incentives, the government seems to be moving to-
wards a simplified tax architecture which would help reduce tax litigation. Bigger firms
facing a higher effective tax rates will be more inclined to switch to this simplified struc-
ture, while those with lower effective tax rates currently will shift once the sunset clauses
for exemptions expire. However, lower tax rates for new manufacturing firms will put
existing firms at a disadvantage. This may incentivise existing firms to set up “new firms”
to take advantage of the tax differential. Though this could be kept in check through the
General Anti Avoidance Rules (GAAR) provisions, it does open up the possibility of further
rate rationalisation in the future.

The finance minister has stated that the revenue forgone on account of these tax cuts
amounts to Rs 1.45 lakh crore. And though the government is hopeful that lower rates
will increase compliance, offsetting some of the revenue loss, meeting the fiscal deficit
target will be a tall order. The advance tax figures aren’t encouraging. Both direct and in-
direct tax collections are well short of expectations. Bond yields surged 15 basis points on
Friday in anticipation of an increase in government borrowing to finance the higher deficit.
To plug the widening gap, the government must opt for a more aggressive disinvestment
programime.

'TEST OF JUSTICE

On Jammu and Kashmir, it is now incumbent upon the courts
to produce the body of evidence affirming its good faith

THAS COME to light that from the abrogation of Article 370 on August 5 amidst a

crackdown on communications and personal freedoms, 252 writs of habeas cor-

pus have been filed in the courts of Jammu and Kashmir. On September 3, one pe-

tition was filed, on average, every hour, challenging the summary detention of cit-
izens. Of the petitions, 147 suggest that orders of detention under the Public Safety Act
(PSA) were passed by the administration in bad faith. Sixteen state that even the reason
for detention was not communicated, rendering these arrests completely arbitrary.

But the judiciary comes off looking even worse than the administration and the po-
litical dispensation. The writ of habeas corpus exists because it is assumed that political
and executive power can run amok. It is a weapon in the hands of the judiciary to rein it
in, in the defence of the people. In the past, to improve India’s human rights record, judi-
cial activism had focused on sharpening the courts’ response to writ petitions concern-
ing fundamental rights. The writ of habeas corpus is the last line of defence against arbi-
trary attacks on these rights, requiring the accused to be produced immediately, instead
of being held without charge, as has been done under the PSA. But tardiness in seeking
due process of law is seen in the J&RK High Court. In the 11 cases where orders have been
passed and details put online, for instance, one was filed on August 23 and will be heard,
following a delay, on October 9. In another matter where the court issued a notice to the
government, it allowed four weeks for the latter to respond. This is the sort of time-lag that
is expected in a trivial civil suit like a tenancy matter, not a case involving the possible
suspension of human rights without cause being provided.

This state of affairs is particularly embarrassing for the judiciary because the Supreme
Court was kept in the dark while hearing a clutch of petitions on the situation in J&K. On
September 16, Chief Justice Ranjan Gogoi had called for a report from the chief justice of
the J&K High Court about allegations of difficulties in accessing justice. All eyes will now
be on the Supreme Court, which itself has become an affected party for lack of prior in-
formation. Its response will be read as evidence of its commitment to the people and
their rights.

(GOLZOW, GLOWING

A new home for refugee families from Syria, a new future for
German village with an ageing population

OR THOUSANDS OF years, humans have roamed the earth, creating civilisa-

tions, language and art. But the world today appears to be a hostile place for

people on the move, especially those escaping lands ravaged by war and cli-

mate strife. Nation-states are only a few hundred years old, but borders are be-
ing reinforced ruthlessly by xenophobic nationalism, resulting in purges of millions —
those deemed stateless, refugees and “illegals”. But, as a village in Germany has shown,
the answer to the crisis of this century does not lie in the high walls of massive detention
centres. It could lie in the open doors of a school in need of children.

Golzow is avillage in what was once communist East Germany, with a depleting young
population. In 2015, its mayor decided to welcome 16 Syrian refugees into the village.
The local school got a set of new students, lovingly called the “new children of Golzow”.
While Germany, like many European countries, is not immune to paranoia about the loss
of jobs and resources to outsiders, Golzow turned out to be an example of a silent inte-
gration. The German village is not an outlier. The experience of several First World coun-
tries, grappling with falling birth rates and a large geriatric population, show that mi-
grants are like a surge of fresh blood in old arteries, giving new life to economies and
cultures. Itis the dangerous proof that the populist leaders of the world do not ask for: You
could embrace the other, and be the richer for it.

But the example of Golzow goes beyond the utilitarian claims of mutual material ben-
efit. It demonstrates that the commonality of human experience is of loss, violence and
ultimate resilience. What could be common between a village of ageing East Germans and
the youngest of Syrian refugees? Both flinch at firecrackers going off — it reminds them

of exploding grenades.
Epaper..nelss. com ..
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WORDLY WISE

Modi government ought to recognise that
diaspora diplomacy is double-edged

IN A RECESSION, YOU MUST BE ABLE TO CALL INTO

QUESTION EVERYTHING YOU'VE DONE BEFORE.
— FrANCOIS-HENRI PINAULT

moment

C RajA MOHAN

THIS WEEKEND'’S GATHERING of the Indian
American community in Houston, to be ad-
dressed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and President Donald Trump, is likely go
down as a special moment in India’s diaspora
diplomacy. It is but rare that an American
president joins a foreign leader in addressing
a diaspora event. For Modi, the Houston en-
gagement is a continuation of his extraordi-
nary political investment in engaging the
Indian diaspora.Itis based on the recognition
that a large and very successful diaspora has
widened India’s footprint and can contribute
toachievement of India’s domestic and inter-
national goals.

The Indian diaspora (including non-resi-
dent Indians and persons of Indian origin) is
estimated to be more than 30 million and
growing, Its substantive concentration is in
the Anglo-American world, the Gulf and the
former colonies of the British empire. Its pres-
ence is growing beyond these traditional ar-
eas. So has its political and economic influ-
ence in the host nations.

But nowhere is the presence of the dias-
pora more expansive thanin the US. Asarich
and accomplished minority, the Indian-
American community has become influen-
tial in all walks of life in the US. Within the US,
Texas, California, New York and Illinois are
among the states that host large Indian-
American communities. And Houston, where
the diaspora event is taking place, is among
the top 10 American cities hosting the Indian
American community.

Thanks to the significant Indian migration
— both labour and capital — during the 19th
century, the diaspora became an important
part of the emergence of India as a nation in
the first half of the 20th century. But the fear
inmany newly independent nations that the
Indians might become a potential fifth col-
umn was real. So was the widespread resent-
ment in some parts of Afro-Asia against the
privileged economic positions that Indians
held in the colonial era.

The nationalist backlash against the
Indian communities in Africa and Asia in the
1950s and 1960s saw Delhi consciously dis-
tance itself from the diasporic communities.
As India turned inwards, Delhi also took adim
view of the “brain drain” as many well-
trained Indians began to look for opportuni-

‘While India welcomes the
opportunity to serenade the
American president in front
of the diaspora, Delhi should
be careful about not crossing
some red lines. China, for
example, is getting into
trouble in many countries
for turning its relationship
with the diaspora into an
active intervention in the
domestic politics of the host
nation. Given the current
polarisation of US domestic
politics and the profound
hostility towards Trump
among the Democrats, Delhi
has to be careful not to be
seen as tilting in favour of
one side.

ties elsewhere. It was only in the late 1980s
that Delhi began to rethink its approach to
the diaspora.

Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was the first
to appreciate the potential role diaspora
could play in advancing national develop-
ment and improving India’s ties with the US.
As he launched the reform era, P V
Narasimha Rao sought investments from the
diaspora. Atal Bihari Vajpayee formalised
India’s engagement with the diaspora by in-
stitutionalising the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas.
But few leaders have showered the kind of
personal and political attention on the dias-
pora that Modi has.

Modi finally buried India’s defensiveness
about the diaspora, which in turn was ready to
take pride in a rising India that was poised to
play a larger international role in the world.
Modi went beyond demanding that the dias-
porado more for India. He promised that India
would do more for them as well. Delhi and its
foreign missions have never been as solicitous
of the welfare of the individuals and commu-
nities in the diaspora as they are today.

The political role of the diaspora has been
valuable for Delhiin the US. In the last decade
for example, the diaspora generated much
needed political support in the US Congress
for changing the American non-proliferation
laws and facilitating civil nuclear cooperation
with India. Today, the diaspora might once
again have a critical role in informing the
Congress and the wider public about the sit-
uation in Kashmir and explaining the historic
context and the logic behind India’s recent
actions.

Modi’s visit to the US will also showcase
some of the emerging problems with India’s
diaspora diplomacy. First, Islamabad’s imita-
tion of Delhi in the mobilisation of Pakistani
diasporais certainly flattering. While it is rea-
sonable for Pakistan to get its diaspora to sup-
port the improvement of US-Pak relations,
Islamabad is also firing at the Modi govern-
ment from the shoulders of the Pakistani di-
aspora. Besides galvanising the Pakistani-
Americans, Islamabad is also mobilising the
Muslim American communities on Kashmir
and other issues. Pakistan is expected to or-
ganise protests against Modi in both Houston
and New York. As India’s outreach to the dias-
pora strengthens, Modi must also give some

thought to a broader strategy of connecting
with all people of South Asian origin.

Second, India’s domestic political fault-
lines have, unsurprisingly, begun to envelop
the diaspora. As in India, so in the US, many
liberal sections of the diaspora have become
sharply critical of the Modi government. Tog-
ether, they are having animpact on the lead-
ership of the diaspora, including some US
Congress members of Indian origin, as well
as the general public discourse within the US
on India. Delhi has much work to do in en-
gaging the liberal American critics of India.

Third is the danger of getting drawn too
deep into the domestic politics of the US.The
Houston event reflects the growing weight
and prestige of the Indian community in the
US as well as Trump’s own electoral calculus
for the presidential elections next year. While
the Indian-American community tends to
lean towards the Democratic Party, Trump
might be betting that the celebration of the
India-US partnership with Modi might let
him make a dent in the community.

While India welcomes the opportunity to
serenade the American president in front of
the diaspora, Delhi should be careful about
not crossing some red lines. China, for exam-
ple, is getting into trouble in many countries
for turning its relationship with the diaspora
into an active intervention in the domestic
politics of the host nation. Given the current
polarisation of US domestic politics and the
profound hostility towards Trump among the
Democrats, Delhi has to be careful not to be
seen as tilting in favour of one side.

In his embrace of the Indian American
community at Houston this weekend, the PM
has an opportunity to fine-tune his diaspora
diplomacy by reaffirming the commitment
to inclusive development of all Indians, irre-
spective of their caste or creed and empha-
sising the new possibilities for the collective
progress of the Subcontinent as a whole.
Modi must also underline that the main pur-
pose of India’s diaspora engagement in
Americais about elevating the strategic part-
nership with the US to a higher level.

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

TALE OF TWO PRISONERS

Swapping of Aafia Siddiqui for Shakeel Afridi has been in the works for awhile

KHALED AHMED

INJULY 2019, Prime Minister Imran Khan vis-
ited Washington and told the Americans that
Pakistan would like to exchange terror-con-
vict Aafia Siddiqui, serving along sentence in
America, for Shakeel Afridi, also serving along
sentence in Pakistan for “sneaking” on Osama
bin Laden — and thus helping the Americans
kill Laden in Abbottabad in 2011.

Why should Pakistan ask for Siddiqui
back? An MIT-trained Pakistani neuroscien-
tist, she “was accused by the United Nations
and the United States of being an al Qaeda
member and named one of the seven most
wanted al Qaeda figures by the FBI”, accord-
ing to veteran Pakistani journalist Zahid
Hussain in his book, The Scorpion’s Tail (2010).

Hussain writes: “Aafia had disappeared
from Karachi in March 2003 after the arrest of
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the alleged mas-
termind of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, with
whom she had close ties. After divorcing her
first husband in 2003, she had married a
nephew of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed who
himself was later arrested and sent to the US
government’s Guantanamo Bay detention
camp.” That she was “adopted” by al Qaeda
and its subsidiaries was clear going by the
number of terrorist acts after which demands
for her release were raised.

Khan should have realised that he was
asking for the release of a terrorist whose
backers had killed Pakistanis to vent their

Imran Khan should have
realised that he was asking
for the release of a terrorist
whose backers had killed
Pakistanis to vent their anger
at her arrest. In March 2012,
two policemen were killed in
Peshawar. In 2013, the
‘fidayeen’ attack on the
Judicial Complex in
Peshawar killed four and
injured 50-plus — and it was
done by the known Aafia
Siddiqui Brigade. Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP), in
revolt against the state, was

licemen were killed in Peshawar. In 2013, the
“fidayeen” attack on the Judicial Complex in
Peshawar killed four and injured 50-plus —
and it was done by the known Aafia Siddiqui
Brigade. The brigade is an outfit of the
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), in revolt
against the state, has reportedly been doing
this for al Qaeda.

In December 2010, a top al Qaeda ideo-
logue Abu Yahya al-Libi released a propa-
ganda tape calling on Muslims to wage jihad
to avenge Siddiqui. In July 2011, the TTP’s
deputy Ameer Commander, Waliur Rehman
Mehsud said he had ordered the kidnapping
of a Swiss couple in Balochistan who would
only be released if the Americans freed
Siddiqui. Waliur Rehman said that the Swiss
couple had not been tortured, but if Siddiqui
was not freed, a Taliban court will decide the
fate of the couple. In April 2012, the Afghan
Taliban too got into the act, demanding $1
million and the release of 20 Afghan prison-
ers along with Siddiqui in exchange for the
release of an American soldier, Bowe
Bergdahl, who had been taken hostage in
June 2009 in Afghanistan.

A certain Dr Usman, leading a 10-mem-
ber gang of “fidayeen” terrorists, attacked the
General Headquarters (GHQ) of the army in
Rawalpindi in October 2009. Holding the
heart of the Pakistan army under siege, the
assailants presented a list of demands:

Taliban commanders being held by the secu-
rity forces; and release a woman named Aafia
Siddiqui facing trial in a New York court
charged with attempting to kill US soldiers in
Afghanistan.

At the other end of the spectrum, Hein
Kiessling in his 2016 book, Faith Unity
Discipline: The ISI of Pakistan, writes: “Dr Afridi
was sentenced to 33 years’ imprisonment by
aspecial tribunal, for his cooperation with the
CIAin the detection of Osama bin Laden. His
release, which will still take some time, would
most probably be in exchange for the US-im-
prisoned physician Dr Aafia Siddiqui.”

No doubt, PM Khan is swayed by some
crazy TV advocates of this “daughter of
Pakistan”. One such advocate is Zaid Hamid,
whose rants on TV had to be ended because
of the sheer disconnect from the Pakistani
reality. Hamid came on TV to tell Pakistan
why Americans were after Siddiqui. This was
his crazy quilt of lies: She was a neurologist
who had biological weapons’ knowledge
that the Americans were afraid of, and that
her Indian MIT students were complicit in
the frame-up and even went to question her
in jail in Afghanistan. He even asserted that
her children were killed by the Americans
while the fact s, that they are with her fam-
ily in Karachi.

The writer is consulting editor,
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INDIA HAS GREAT interest in helping Nepal
harness its river resources and in purchasing
the surpluses that cannot be utilised within
Nepal. This was stated by President Sanjiva
Reddy in his banquet speech in honour of
King Birendra and Queen Aishwarya.
President Reddy said: “We have great inter-
est in co-operating with you to make your
projects viable.” The president’s remarks are
consistent with much of Indian diplomacy,
even as Kathmandu has often shown an in-
clination to bring in such bodies as the World
Bank to prepare feasibility reports for some
such projects. He also applauded the king’s
decision to hold a national referendum.

IN SPITE OF the disadvantages associated
with a ruling party, especially when it has
failed to solve the power crisis which has dis-
rupted the economy, the CPM in West Bengal
finds itself in a happy position vis-a-vis the
upcoming parliamentary election. Parties
and leaders of diverse hue are making ap-
proaches to the Marxists for alliance and
seats. Apart from the constituents of the
broad national alliance, HN Bahuguna, Union
finance minister, is reported to have made
discreet inquiries, if a seat could be offered
to him in West Bengal. He would prefer a
constituency in Burdwan since his ancestors
had migrated to UP from this district.

AS VIETNAM POURS fresh troops into
Cambodia in preparation for a coming dry
season offensive against the remaining Pol
Pot guerillas, China is informing foreign vis-
itors that it may have to “teach Hanoi a sec-
ond lesson”. China analysts are studying re-
cent movements which suggest that the
people’s republic may be planning its own
style of offensive in the dry season to put
Vietnam under maximum pressure. Mass
starvation has already hit the isolated Khmer
Rouge areas in southwestern and northeast-
ern Cambodia. Even in Phnom Penh, reports
reveal widespread malnutrition in
Vietnamese-controlled regions.
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Fix the fundamentals first

High growth cannot be sustained in India till the country makes
adequate investments in infrastructure and human capital

MAHENDRA DEV

INDIA’'S GDP GROWTH rate slowed down to
5percentinQ1 of FY20andis expected tobe
around 6 per cent or below in this financial
year. As former Reserve Bank of India gover-
nor YV Reddy mentioned recently, a combi-
nation of cyclical and structural factors have
been responsible for the slowdown. One ex-
ample is the auto sector. There seems to be a
collapse of aggregate demand in the econ-
omy. Global uncertainties have added to the
problem. In the last few weeks, the govern-
ment has announced several measures to im-
prove both consumption and investment in
different sectors and for the economy as a
whole. The announcement of reduction in
corporate tax rates announced on Friday may
help inreviving the sentiments of the private
sector but the tax revenue may also decline
and put pressure on fiscal deficit. These stim-
ulus and structural measures and monetary
policy may help reviving the economy to
some extent in the near future. But, these
measures alone may not help in getting
higher growth. The Chief Economic Advisor
also mentions that we need long-term struc-
tural reforms for investment-led growth.
Among other things, we need to focus on
three structural issues: Physical infrastruc-
ture development, raising human capital and
revival of rural economy for a long-term
growth of 7 to 8 per cent and attaining $5 tril-
lion economy by 2024.

In a recent book Dani Rodrik et al discuss
two challenges faced by countries like India.
The “structural change challenge” is focused
onmoving resources from traditional low-pro-
ductivity activities into modern, more produc-
tive industries or activities. The “fundamen-
tals challenge” relates to development of broad
capabilities such as infrastructure and human
capital. We can’t have higher growth without
tackling this fundamental challenge.

Generally, it is said that we need three
things for higher growth. These are infra-
structure, infrastructure and infrastructure.
This will help both cyclical and structural fac-
tors. Late I G Patel indicated in the early 2000s
that we should aim only for 6 per cent GDP
growth till we improve infrastructure. Hope
we have not come back to I G Patel growth
rate of 6 per cent or below in the medium
term. In one of his speeches, Y V Reddy also
mentioned that infrastructure could be a
constraint for higher growth. Alot of progress
has been made in all infrastructure sectors.
However, almost all indicators score poorly
if one looks at India’s urban and rural infra-
structure particularly compared with South
East Asian countries and China.

However, in the present context, some
kind of pump priming from the government
is necessary to take care of both cyclical and
structural factors. This can be done without
compromising much on fiscal deficit targets.
Disinvestment, reducing non-merit subsidies,
removing exemptions, increasing tax base
and shifting from revenue to capital expen-
ditures are some of the measures for raising
government investment. The government
seems to be fast tracking public capex, en-
couraging public sector enterprises (PSEs) to
invest more and trying to clear the pending
bills for the corporate sector and MSMEs. The
announcement of Rs 100 lakh crore over five
years for infrastructure by the government is
an important measure. However, details on
how to get finance, the roles of publicand pri-

vate investment, the contract structures like
PPPs are not clear. The Vijay Kelkar commit-
tee’srecommendation on PPPs would be use-
ful. The private sector’s role is equally impor-
tant. Spending on infrastructure will have
multiplier effects in the overall economy in-
cluding stimulating private investment, ag-
gregate demand and jobs. In fact, construc-
tion sector was an important source of job
creation during 2004-05 to 2011-12. This sec-
tor has to be revived in order to create growth
and employment.

NSS employment data shows that the
shares of agriculture, industry and services in
total employment were 44 per cent, 25 per cent
and 31 per cent respectively in 2017-18. But,
the share of manufacturing employment was
only 12 per cent in total employment. There is
a need for rise in infrastructure investment,
structural reforms in land acquisition and a
favourable exchange rate for exports to revive
the manufacturing sector, which showed a 0.6
per cent growth in Q1 of this fiscal.

The second structural issue is raising hu-
man capital for higher growth. Health and ed-
ucation achievements are essential for human
capital. Yet the country’s progress on both
these aspects leaves much to be desired. We
also have great quality dichotomy in both
these sectors. There are islands of excellence
that can compete internationally in education
while vast majority of them churn masses of
children with poorlearning achievement and
unemployable graduates. One has to fix this
dichotomy in heath and education. Few years
back, the Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore
cautioned about school educationin India. He
said: “Schools are the biggest crisis in India to-
day and have been for along time. Schools are
the biggest gap between India and East Asia.
And itis a crisis that cannot be justified.” Skill
deficiency of workers is well known. The Niti
Aayog says that only 2.3 per cent of Indian
workers have formal skill training compared
to 70 to 80 per cent in other countries.

Health and education
achievements are essential
for human capital. Yet the
country’s progress on both
these aspects leaves much to
be desired. We also have great
quality dichotomy in both
these sectors. There are
islands of excellence that can
compete internationally in
education while vast majority
of them churn masses of
children with poor learning
achievement and
unemployable graduates.
One has to fix this
dichotomy in heath

and education.

CR Sasikumar

Promotion of technology and knowledge
economy will add to growth. One can’thave a
“demographic dividend” for growth with low
human capital. In order to have structural
change from agriculture to non-agriculture
and from the unorganised sector to the organ-
ised sector, education and skill development
are needed. Women'’s labour participation
rates have been low and declining. Raising
women’s human capital and participation
rates canimprove economic growth. We may
also notachieve high human capital and pro-
ductivity with 40 per cent of our children suf-
fering from malnutrition.

Lastly, we can’t expect demand to in-
crease as 70 per cent of our population lives
inrural areas and has stagnant incomes and
wages. There is a need for revival of the rural
economy with infrastructure investment
and structural reforms. Agricultural market-
ing reforms should be a priority. For better
price discovery, agriculture has to go beyond
farming and develop value chains compris-
ing farming, wholesaling, warehousing, lo-
gistics, processing and retailing. Agricultural
exports should be promoted with various
policies. Similarly, rural infrastructure and
water management are other priorities.
Stimulus and structural reforms can raise
farmers’ prices and wages and rise in de-
mand for manufacturing and services.

Bothimmediate and long-term structural
reforms are needed to achieve higher eco-
nomic growth. Physical infrastructure devel-
opment, tackling Dani Rodrik’s fundamental
challenge of raising human capital and stim-
ulus and reforms in rural economy are needed
toachieve a sustainable 7 per cent to 8 per cent
growth. The Centre has to work closely with
states similar to GST council for achieving
higher growth. The massive mandate of the
new government will help such coordination.

The writer is Director and
Vice Chancellor, IGIDR, Mumbai
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My father’s healer

Surgeon Ketan Khurjekar was killed by rash driving. His loss is widely felt

ANURADHA MASCARENHAS

DAD TURNED 80 this September. A mile-
stone, yes, but a precious one as not two years
ago, family members had to decide ona cru-
cial spine surgery which would either help
him walk or perhaps leave him confined to
the bed for the rest of his life. A dilemma that
consumed our every waking moment.
“Whatif...” were the two words that left us
distraught about the outcome of a surgery,
either he would walk again or then face life
with disposal bed pans, pressure relief mat-
tress, food table, IV stand and adult diapers.

Come September, we sent a heartfelt
prayer for the well being of this spine surgeon
who breathed new life into an 80-year-old
body. While most did advise the conventional
route for treating a complex compression frac-
ture of the lumbar spine, Sancheti hospital’s
chief spine surgeon, Dr Ketan Khurjekar,
helped clinch the deal for us. We opted for a
spinal correction and two years after the sur-
gery, dad can walk and even visit the barber
for his weekly shave all by himself.

On Monday, a stunned lot woke up to the
grim news of Khurjekar and his cab driver
killed after they were hit by a speeding bus on
the Pune-Mumbai expressway. Khurjekar
was in Mumbai over the weekend to attend a
workshop, give lectures on spine surgery and

Epﬂper..nem.ass. com

was looking forward to celebrating his 44th
birthday with his family and patients on
September 16. While returning from Mumbai
on Sunday night, they had halted on the road-
side to change a puncture when a speeding
bus rammed into them.

He was among the lot of spine surgeons to
revolutionise the concepts of rehabilitation of
spine surgery and instrumental in driving
away fear about such surgery from the minds
of several people. Most of his patients were
road accident victims.

According to the Association of Spine
Surgeons of India's past president Dr S
Rajasekaran at least 1.6 lakh people die on
Indian roads every year. In Maharashtra, state
highway safety patrol have reported over 600
fatal accidents along the Pune Mumbai ex-
pressway in the last five years. Road traffic ac-
cidents have become the biggest killer in the
country with at least 30 major accidents oc-
curring every three minutes. Any casualty de-
partment of large hospitals is likely to have
trained surgeons handling difficult cases.

For Khurjekar, a personal connect with his
patients always took the conversation to the
next level, where he advised relatives and
friends on the use of seat belts even while
seated on car’s backseat. He was not only a

good story teller with unending examples of
how lives could have been saved, but also
helped economically challenged patients cope
by raising funds for them.

At the Association of Spine Surgeons of
India, experts talk about the Indian spine rev-
olution that took off in the mid-90s . Gone are
the days when paraplegics and quadriplegics
had to die a slow miserable death. Spine sur-
gery progressed slowly till the 70s and very
rapidly in the 1980s and spine surgeonsinIndia
have kept pace. The country has some of the
best spine surgeons and spine surgery train-
ing centres in the world, writes RD Mulukutla
of the Department of Spine Surgery, Udai Omni
hospital, Hyderabad in the Septemberissue of
the Indian Spine Journal — official journal of the
Association of Spine Surgeons of India

It’s a cruel irony that when our young sur-
geons are increasingly becoming capable of
handling trauma and complex surgeries thata
bad road takes one of the best among them.
Trained in India and abroad, Khurjekar has
been practising spine surgery for over 25 years
and was a motivational teacher. His colleagues
remember him as an innovative and skillful
surgeon with the maximum number of sur-
geries, also performed on children and young
adults suffering from a spinal disorder;, scolio-

sis. Khurjekar was keen on a school-level
screening programime to pick up cases of sco-
liosis (sideways curvature of the spine) —a
medical condition that affects 10 million peo-
ple in the country — at an early stage.

Rough estimates, according to the Pune
Association of Spine Surgeons, indicate that
an approximate 1,000 surgeries are per-
formed every month to treat spine ailments
across hospitals in the city; Khurjekar was
among the most prolific surgeons. That he
touched so many lives was evident when the
family members of 97-year-old Bhanudas
Deshmukh, who had a severely crushed spine
and was operated upon or 71-year-old Maruti
Sakhare, whose son was paralysed after an
electric shock and was treated, call from far-
away locations in Maharashtra desperate to
get a final glimpse of their healing doctor be-
fore heislaid torest.

While spine surgeons across the country
have yet to come to terms with this huge loss,
among the stream of patients, shocked and
saddened at this doctor’s life being snatched
away, isaface —my dad’s — thatrecollects be-
ing told, “Arre kaka mala ghari kadhi bolavata
(Uncle, when are you inviting me home?)"”.

anuradha.mascarenhas@expressindia.com

WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Hong Kong is not a country. Hong Kong has no major political disputes, and
life in Hong Kong is freer than in Western societies. Western anti-China forces
and Hong Kong’s extreme opposition have politicized the city.”

— GLOBAL TIMES, CHINA

State versus
Hany Babu

The conspiracy thatis being woven around the Bhima
Koregaon incident has one purpose: Tosilence the
dissent emerging from universities

APOORVANAND

MY FATHER CALLED to inform me that a
Delhi University professor has beenraided in
connection with the Bhima Koregaon case.
Iasked him if it was Hany Babu. Soon after, I
started getting messages which proved my
fears true. Why was this so predictable?

Is it because Babu is involved in some
conspiratorial activity to overthrow the state,
to which I am privy? No, his involvement
with the campaign in the defence of GN
Saibaba is the reason I feared for his safety.
Saibaba, who has 95 per cent disability and
is also a teacher at our university, is wasting
away in Nagpur jail. He would have slipped
out of our collective mindscape but for the
dogged campaign led by Hany Babu. Saibaba
hasbeen labelled a Maoist and, therefore, in
the statist common sense, he does not de-
serve to live.

Itneeded some courage to be the voice of
this campaign, given the viciousness with
which the word Maoist is used in our public
discourse. You need not be a supporter of the
Maoist politics to uphold the right of people
to follow or practice it. Even the Supreme
Courtfindsitlegitimate and lawful if you are
not involved in any violent act. Saibaba has
been sentenced to life imprisonment.

The Pune police has confiscated Babu’s
computer and hard drive, in which his aca-
demicwork s stored. Now, his social media
account and other contacts are with the po-
lice. The police did not even have search war-
rant when they raided his home. It is com-
plete lawlessness from the keepers of the
law which a citizen is confronted with. You
need to be extremely lucky, like Sudha
Bharadwaj, that too briefly, to be able call the
police’s bluff. How does it matter if his re-
search work is gone? Whatisit, when com-
pared to the safety of the state?

The credentials of Hany Babu, the teacher
and scholar, are irrelevant for the police. But
we must not ignore what his peer like
Ayesha Kidwai has to say about the poten-
tial items on his hard drive:

“Hany Babu has said many controversial
things as a linguist. He has claimed, contra
Jayaseelan and Amritavalli, that Malayalam
has a past tense. That -unnu can occupy ei-
ther a lower or higher position in the func-
tional architecture of the Malayalam clause,
and that the Malayalam cleft does not have
an existential presupposition. He also split
the CPin his doctoral dissertation quite inde-
pendently of Rizzi. All these are naturally
very serious crimes in the eyes of the Pune
police.Worse still, Hany has also argued
against the three-language policy and said,
‘We need to overhaul the language policy in
education in such a way that all children
have access to primary education in their
mother tongue (and not in the dominant
language of the state)... Therefore, what we
need to move towardsis a two-language pol-

icy. You learn your own language, and a
dominant language that everyone else in the
Unionlearns. And if Hindi is unable to fit the
bill, then we need to find another language
that opens for us a window not just to other
Indians but to the world at large.” No won-
der the Pune police is so incensed, because
his work may make them think.”

Itis his scholarship and dedication to his
profession of teaching which brought his
colleagues and students to the road sponta-
neously, protesting the raid. No small thing,
asevenanassociation with himcanland one
introuble.

Thisis the latest thread in conspiracy the-
ory that the police is weaving around the
Bhima Koregaon incident. We have com-
pletely forgotten the origin of the case. It was
the large-scale violence on the participants,
mostly Dalits at Bhima Koregaon near Pune,
which warranted investigation and action.
But the alleged instigators and organisers of
that massive violence are roaming free. They
seem to be shielded by the feeling of honour
that the prime minister has for atleast one of
themin his heart. The disinterest of the police
in this mass crime is evident. Instead, the po-
lice has turned the whole case onits head by
“unearthing” a conspiracy to assassinate the
prime minister. It spread its net wide, across
Indiaand raided and arrested 10 lawyers and
activists. Some of them can be called Maoists,
which is not crime. But arresting people like
Sudha Bharadwaj and Mahesh Raut is send-
ing out a signal to those who believe that
even Maoists have human rights which need
to be defended. The flimsiness of the theory
of the police has been exposed by several
writers. But that has not prevented the po-
lice from going ahead withits fantasy by im-
plicating scholars like Anand Teltumbde and
now, Hany Babu.

The idea seems to be to persuade the
people that there is a large network of “re-
spectable” people who are planning acts of
terror. Itis nota coincidence thata campaign
against “Urban Naxals” has been unleashed
on us and media houses and ministers of the
central government and the leaders of the
ruling party are a part of it.

In democracies, it is the state that indi-
viduals are pitched against. University
teachers are in a unique position as they
have the freedom to the state, unlike other
government servants. Corporate houses
cannot afford to do this despite the power of
money. Therefore, the government seeks to
silence academics by bringing in the Civil
Services Conduct rules for them and the po-
lice uses draconian laws like UAPA to dis-
able them.

The government feels threatened by in-
dependent minds as they have no vested in-
terestin the system, which would hold them
back. They assert the autonomy of the mind
and the individual. People like Hany Babu,
with the confidence of their scholarship and
the integrity of their profession, can talk to
the state with their heads held high. Statism
cannot succeed aslong as they are free. So, it
isimportant to frighten them into silence or
make them do the rounds of courts to secure
their freedom. It is for us to think if they
should be left to fend for themselves.

The writer teaches Hindi at Delhi University

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

A LINK LANGUAGE

THIS REFERS TO the article, “The Hindi
scare” (IE, September 20). The writer
reduces the BJP president’s exhortation
toincrease the use of Hindi as a tool of
national unity to a 60-year old debate
of Hindi versus English. The basic ar-
gument against the use of English as a
link language is that it is a foreign lan-
guage. China, Japan, European Union,
and Russia communicate in their own
languages and this has not come in the
way of their domestic or global deal-
ings. It time we stopped condemning
Hindi and Sanskrit and directed our ef-
forts to make one of the Indian lan-
guages the common vehicle of com-
munication — Bengali, Telugu, any.

Y G Chouksey, Pune

THE ROOT CAUSE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Vapourised’ (IE, September 20). E-cig-
arettes are addictive and come with
health hazards. As a measure to prevent
health-related risks, banning nicotine
products is not problematic. And to give
the government a benefit of doubt, let’s
evenassume thatits intentions behind
the move to ban e-cigarettes were gen-
uine — concern for public health. But if
the government feels a ban is a possi-
ble solution to India’s alarming tobacco
consumption levels, why not attack the
root rather than the secondary cause?
All cigarettes are injurious to health; the
ones more injurious can stay, others
must be banned.

Srishti Mathur, Ujjain

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

AN EQUAL ORDER

THIS REFERS TO the article,
‘Quota question’ (IE, September
13). Debates must be encour-
aged on all topics, no matter
how controversial. However,
reservation policy is not against
the principle of equality. It is
about ensuring equality in soci-
ety. Before we jump on to the
conclusion that the reservation
must be economically based, we
must look at the occupational
structure in our society. Do we
not find the priests in the tem-
ples belong to one group and the
manual scavengers to another?

Vinay Saroha, Delhi

BRACE UP FOR RCEP

THISREFERS TO the article ‘Forging trade
alliances’, (IE, September 20).
Regionalisation is becoming a wide-
spread feature of international trade.
RCEP will be just another free trading
bloc, but a more ambitious one. It does
give Indian business an opportunity to
access a large market and the country
better not miss the bus. India’s export
basketis limited and the businesses need
to be more competitive to take advan-
tage of any multinational arrangement.

Sudip Kumar Dey, Kolkata
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