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ANDANA GOMBAR

our companies — Scoot, Jump,
F Lime and Spin — received per-
mits to offer shared electric-
scooters in San Francisco earlier this
month, in a fairly neat evaluation pro-
cess with clearly assigned weightings
for sustainability, among other things.
The process can serve as a useful bench-
mark for other cities looking at rolling
out new mobility services.
There are four aspects of the San

The highest score was for responses
“that include robust, unique or inno-
vative approaches demonstrating the
highest level of commitment and abil-
ity to solving known challenges and
concerns and substantially exceeding
the minimum requirements.”

Scoot scored the highest, followed
by Spin (a Ford company), Jump (an
Uber subsidiary) and Lime.
Staggered growth: Scoot is permitted
to operate 1,000 e-scooters while the
other three start with permission for
500 each, increasing to 750 in December
and 1,000 by February if each company
meets the terms and conditions laid out.

Each operator is to pay a fixed
charge ($75) per scooter to finance the
installation of new bike racks.

years. San Francisco’s transport
authority reviewed 12 applications
and more than 800 pages of proposals
before deciding to permit Scoot and
Skip (Toyota is an investor in the latter
company) to offer services beginning
October 15, 2018 for one year under a
pilot programme. A mid-pilot evalua-
tion showed that “powered scooter
share systems can serve the public
interest when properly regulated.”
The pilot was thus converted to a for-
mal Powered Scooter Share Permit
Program, under which the four
licensees got the right to operate from
October 15, 2019.

Tracking complaints: Operators of
the e-scooter shared service are
required to track all complaints, and

their resolution. They would also need
to share the details of complaints and
their resolution with the transportation
authority on a regular basis.

In India, sales of electric two-
wheelers have slowed down recently,
though the vehicle of choice for last-
mile connectivity in many cities seems
to be the electric rickshaw. In and
around the capital city of Delhi, their
number has reportedly crossed 1 mil-
lion. Much of this growth is unplanned
and unregulated, leading to further
chaos in areas where they ply their
trade, since there are no designated
parking spots, or passenger pick-up or

The transition to shared and elec-
tric mobility, and the availability of
different options under the micro-
mobility banner, provides an oppor-
tunity to revisit transportation plan-
ning in cities and countries, so that
the most environment friendly, com-
fortable and safe options are picked.
According to BloombergNEF esti-
mates, investors poured over $84 bil-
lion into mobility-service providers in
ride hailing, car sharing, bike sharing,
scooter sharing and ride sharing
between Q1 2014 and the end of
Q2 2019.

The author is the Editor — Global Policy for
BloombergNEF. She can be reached at
vgombar@bloomberg.net

FM(G majors dig deep in the hinterlands

Manufacturers are expanding direct reach
in the slowing rural market to spurdemand

ARNAB DATTA

ecently, when Suresh Narayanan,
R chairman and managing director

of Nestle India, was discussing
macro-trends affecting the fast moving
consumer goods (FMCG) sector, he did
not hold back from expressing his con-
cerns about rural distress. Faltering sales
of fast moving consumer goods manu-
facturers in the rural market could be
the bigger concern for most, he said.

Some days later, Sanjiv Mehta, chief
executive of the country’s largest non-
cigarette FMCG firm
Hindustan Unilever (HUL),
voiced similar concerns.
Mehta’s HUL, which man-
aged to maintain its July-
September volume growth
at five per cent, asserted
that the sharp deceleration
was led by a slowdown in
rural areas.

Retail offtake numbers
from market research firm
Nielsen endorse these views
(see: The Big Dippers). It also
throws light on a peculiar trend: The
slowdown in the northern part of the
country is significantly higher than other
regions. In the last quarter, volume
growth in the largest of the four regional
markets, plunged to meagre one per cent
— the lowest in the country — from 17
per cent last year.

The FMCG market in the rural North
shrank two per cent by volume. Although
large companies like Nestle, Dabur or
HUL have been impacted by this slow-
down in demand, it was the small, local
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players that have been hit harder. Small
players, who account for a third of sales
for the region, grew only three per cent
by value, compared to 35 per cent in the
corresponding period last year. Medium
players, accounting for 24 per cent of
sales, saw their business shrink by four
per cent in the September quarter.

This has resulted in a churn that is
now leading to a large number of players
exiting the market. During the quarter,
Nielsen data shows, 2,000 new players
entered the market but close to 2,300
existing players left it — a net loss of 300-
odd players. In July-
September, 2018, nearly 1,100
FMCG firms had entered
these markets.

The markets in the west,
and east saw a significant fall
in volume uptake as well.

Overall, while rural vol-
ume growth slumped to two
per cent across the country, in
urban areas, it fell to five per
cent. Consequently, the rural
market, which accounts for 36
per cent of India’s FMCG mar-
ket by sales, contributed 60 per cent to
the slowdown. The growth in rural mar-
ket has been slowing for the past few
quarters, but it slipped below urban mar-
ket growth in the April-June quarter.

Now, the larger companies with the
resources to fight back have started work-
ing to arrest this slide. Nestle, HUL, ITC,
Dabur and Britannia have not only shifted
their focus to rural markets but have start-
ed long-term projects to boost demand.

Principal among them is to expand
the reach into rural hinterlands. Nestle
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Volume growth faltered in all regions except South

North West

India, for instance, has begun expanding
its direct distribution reach aggressively
by adding more regions under its dis-
tributors’ territories. According to
Narayanan, this project may enable
Nestle to triple its direct reach in the next
few years. The exercise has already
helped it reach over 50,000 villages
directly and the aim is to double that
number by 2022. Nestle now aims to gen-
erate up to 35 per cent of its sales from
the hinterlands in the next three years
— asignificant deviation from its long-
standing “urban focus” strategy.

Market analyst firm Elara Capital not-
ed in a recent report that the continued
rural push by the country’s largest food
company may help it post over 10 per cent
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volume growth in the September quarter.

Nestle India is also preparing a new
range of products and/or SKUs (stock
keeping units) targeting rural con-
sumers. “The route to (the rural) market
will have to be different (than the urban).
We are actively pursuing different
options” said Narayanan. Based on
localised feedbacks from its 15-odd clus-
ters, the company is planning to come
up with customised products for each
region. The clusters, each with its own
marketing and product strategy team, is
now helping Nestle focus on individual
geographies separately.

Analysts at Elara added that FMCG
firms like HUL and Heritage Foods, apart
from Nestle, have better chances of post-
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ing strong growth in its core product cat-
egories as they are expanding their
respective distribution reach. Moreover,
Britannia saw a recovery, especially in
north and east India due to better rural
market sales, led by an increase in lend-
ing by banks to its trade partners during
the quarter.

Edelweiss Securities further said,
HUL'’s deepening direct reach and prod-
uct innovation initiatives may help it out-
grow the overall market. The company,
for example, has increased the pace of
product innovation in one of its top-sell-
ing brands — Lakme. According to
Sandeep Kohli, executive director, per-
sonal care, HUL, if earlier HUL was doing
5-10 innovations a year, now it has
increased the number to 30-50 on Lakme.

Dabur India,which gets over 40 per
cent of its sales from the rural areas, has
been actively developing and expanding
its distribution and storage infrastruc-
ture in the rural market. The firm hired
over 700 people to monitor and further
develop its business and has brought
4,000-0dd villages under its direct fold
in early-2019.

The new wave of expansion in rural
market is not without a rationale. A larg-
er direct distribution reach helps com-
panies monitor the market better with
lower response times. It helps them
address any potential slide in sales
through customised promotional
schemes and market activities.

According to market experts,
between 2007 and 2013, the phenomenal
rise in rural sales growth was a direct
result of the distribution drive by multi-
nationals. Its effects have now tapered
off. “Now the companies need to go fur-
ther, if they want to repeat the high dou-
ble-digit growth performance in the rural
India”, said a senior analyst.

excuses to shift the
blame for the defeat. While the
Samajwadi Party (SP) won three of the 11
seats that went to the polls last week, the
BSP drew a blank and lost the lone
constituency it held to the former.
Comingon the heels of the snapping of
the SP-BSP alliance after the 2019 Lok
Sabha elections, Mayawati has accused
the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) of
helping the SP. Alleging the BJP had
conspired to demoralise BSP workers
ahead of the big fightin 2022 by letting
the SP win a few seats, the Dalit czarina
asserted her party would disrupt the
saffron party's designs.

Naidu's 15-point charter
Expressing
concern over the
functioning of
legislatures in
the country and
erosion of public
trustin them,
Vice-President
and Rajya Sabha
Chairman M
Venkaiah Naidu
(pictured) on Tuesday unveiled a 15-
point reform charter for their
effectiveness. Delivering the first “Arun
Jaitley memorial lecture on
strengthening of parliamentary
institutions in the country” at Delhi
University on Tuesday, Naidu urged
political parties to ensure, through a
roster system, that legislators attend at
least 50 per cent of the proceedings of
the legislature. He also called for a
review of the "whip" to enable a
reasonable degree of dissent without
affecting the stability of the
government. Other suggestions
included reviewing the anti-defection
law and reform of the parliamentary
committee system. He also expressed
reservations on proportional
representation, arguing that it would
deepen “social and political cleavages".

Eye on the oil sector

In the backdrop of the government
planning to disinvest in some oil
companies, the department-related
parliamentary standing committee on
petroleum and natural gas has decided
to study “disinvestment, mergers and
acquisitions in the petroleum sector” as
part of the 15 subjects it will scrutinise
for 2019-20. Some of the other subjects
it has taken up and will be filing its
reports on are allotting retail outlets
and LPG distributorship; pricing,
marketing and supply of petroleum
products; litigation involving oil public-
sector undertakings (PSUs); contract
management; and transparency in
procurement procedures in oil PSUs.

Building startups and companies that last

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

25), I had described a progressive
and happy society as one where
enterprise, education and eudaemonia
(well-being) co-exist. Companies, which
are designed to last, promote enterprise
on the foundation of trust between the
ecosystem and the business community.
Business ecosystem: Elisabeth
Kiibler-Ross was a psychiatrist journal-
ist, who identified a pattern in the reac-
tions of very sick patients when they
became aware of their illness: Denial—
Anger—Negotiation—Depression—
Action. I call it the DANDA cycle. Many
human systems tend to follow this cycle,
losing a year or so between the D and
the last A.

To understand DANDA, consider the
factual narrative about Indian economic
growth and jobs. First, the system denied
any economic slowdown; it deployed
addlepated economists to question the
bases and comparability of GDP. Second,
the system disapproved the Liberals and
Khan Market types for being anti-nation-
al. Third, to be responsive, the ministry
retracted some illogical impositions in
the Budget for FY 2019-20. Then officials
reduced corporate taxes, which had
effectively been increased over five
years, even if inadvertently. After that
mendacious acts followed like merging
unhealthy public sector banks in the
hope of creating a healthy bank and
merging unhealthy government telecom

I na previous column (BS, September

companies in the hope of creating a
healthy telecom company. Then some
influential people attacked India-born
Nobel Prize winners for their perceived
leanings and marital status.

Now we are approaching the fourth
stage when reality has started to bite:
There is an increasing realisation that
jobs and growth do matter to voters.
Article 370 and Pak-bashing don’t fill
stomachs. Finally, we can expect some
systemic action as demanded by the last
A in DANDA.

The tendency to announce near-vic-
tory is a pervasive disease. This is exem-
plified by the reports on ease of doing
business. Spokesmen become laudatory
if India moves up in the World Bank
index of ease of doing business. The
improvement is great, thank you, but let
us not ignore the fact that the index is
based on just Mumbai and Delhi.
Further, the World Bank places India at
positions below number 150, at the bot-
tom of the pile, when it comes to enforc-
ing contracts and registering property.
Ease of business cannot be viewed
quixotically as enthusiastic officials
seem to do by relying on narrow “math-
iness”. They must test the broader
“truthiness”. I have battled a criminal
charge with a NBW of arrest on a charge
(flawed) of serving more than 10 boards
after an amendment to the Companies
Act. Come out into the real world and
hear real voices, dear administrators.

What can business do? A lot.

Business community: Business folks
should reflect and act on how to build
honest startups and companies that will
last. The euphoria around unicorns and
startup valuations has reached rather
ridiculous flights of fantasy. The leg-
endary Masa (Masayoshi Son) seems to
be rethinking his strategy of funding
losses, based on recent sobering experi-
ences with Uber and WeWork. Since
“God” is revising his gospel, the local
Indian VC industry will also shortly
rethink because a new gospel will soon

emerge from the valley. Watch for
changes in the approaches of Walmart-
Flipkart and Amazon.

In July 2019, Harvard Business
Review carried a persuasive piece enti-
tled, “Building startups that will last” by
Hemant Taneja and Ken Chenault. It is
a subject that I am obsessed with
because I am researching an allied sub-
ject. I summarise the lessons of the
authors as I remember them.

m Articulate and practice principles
for society-first, not just financial
achievement.

mBe adaptive and perpetually a learner
mDemonstrate the ability to execute and
execute, time and again.

®m Move beyond founder-leadership to
scalable leadership.

Hang on, these are the same lessons
learnt by centurion companies like
Unilever, Tata, Nestle, Dabur and
Godrej; these same lessons are men-
tioned in books on long-life Japanese,
American and European companies. Do
they apply to startups? Are not startups
different?

Startups are not a different genetic
species, one which you must rapidly fat-
ten and cull in a short time. The avari-
cious capital of high net worth individu-
als has converted the startup economy
into a sort of Las Vegas for over three
decades. We should never forget that yes-
terday’s startups have become today’s
grownups. Today’s startups need to grow
up, not bask in permanent infancy.

It is noteworthy that the Prime
Minister has emphasised the value of
wealth-creators to our economy, time
and time again. I feel that the last A of
the DANDA cycle should prompt the
ecosystem and business folks to think
and act differently for the future.

The author is a corporate advisor and
distinguished professor of IIT Kharagpur.
During his career, he was director of Tata Sons
and vice-chairman of Hindustan Unilever.
Email: rgopal@themindworks.me

Like a phoenix

This refers to "Amitabh's changing
role" (October 29). Angry young man,
sadi ka mahanayak, youth icon and
what not, superlatives fall short for
Amitabh Bachchan. From being
rejected by All India Radio for his
baritone to becoming a superstar, a
politician, an owner of a bankrupt
company and now a popular TV show
host. He has rewritten the definition
of reinvention.

Today roles are being written for
him and he keeps giving the younger
breed of actors a run for their money.
Some might call it overexposure of a
brand icon but when you are there in
almost every third or fourth adver-
tisement then a company is bound to
use your mass appeal. If any budding
artist wants to know how to connect
with his or her fans and use social
media in the best possible manner
then he or she must not look beyond
Bachchan. From being on death bed
and bankrupt in a failed venture, he
has risen like a phoenix time and
again and that is why people trust
what he says.

Bal Govind Faridabad

More than promise

Eyebrows are raised at the visit of a
“select” team of European Union law
makers to the Kashmir Valley. The
group photo of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi with the EU MPs as
part of the red carpet extended to
them said it all. While supporters of
the Modi government’s Kashmir pol-
icy hail it as a “truth tour” and an
“excellent diplomatic strike”, critics
denounce it as a “guided tour” and a
“face-saving exercise”. Touted or
decried, it is obvious that it has been
arranged to validate the government’s
claim of normalcy in Kashmir.

The clear signal is that the govern-
ment is badly in need of a certificate
of normalcy from the EU MPs to cor-

roborate its version of the situation in
the Valley even at the cost of further
internationalising the Kashmir issue.
The government has not agreed to an
all-party delegation of Indian parlia-
mentarians to Kashmir, but it has giv-
en foreign parliamentarians access,
exemplifying its skewed and self-serv-
ing nationalism in the process.

EU MPs hired, hosted and detailed
to demolish the lockdown claim of
Lutyen’s lobby represent ultra-right
wing with Islamophobia and neo-fas-
cist sympathies and they cannot be
expected to make an objective assess-
ment of the situation on the ground
by interacting with a representative
cross-section of society ranging from
apple growers and traders, houseboat
men, hoteliers, weavers, shopkeepers
and schoolchildren. The high-profile
panel stands to lose credibility when
it meets army officers and does not
meet the leaders under detention.

A lot more than the promise of
development is needed to address the
sense of being occupied and subju-
gated. Something more than enumer-
ating the “advantages” accruing from
the revocation of special status is
needed to wean the people away from
their voluntary and peaceful civil dis-
obedience. The humanitarian crisis
in Kashmir is of the government’s
own making. The government can
and must win the hearts and minds
of the people of Kashmir by rescind-
ing its decision to abrogate Article 370
and taking steps to fulfil their legiti-
mate political aspirations.

G David Milton Maruthancode
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Time to act soon

This refers to “Infy assures clients in
whistle-blower case” (October 29).
Infosys is by now too familiar with whis-
tle-blowers and has had a dispropor-
tionate share of adverse corporate pub-
licity compared to its peers and suffered
sharp attrition of stock value. In this
unsettled IT scenario, a Sikka déja vu
could end up in a major set-back for
Infosys. In that episode, internal and
external inquiries unanimously
cleared Vishal Sikka of misconduct.
Previously, the law firm Gibson, Dunn
& Crutcher had concluded that there
was no incriminating evidence to sug-
gest that Sikka or any other employee
of Infosys had profited from the said
acquisition of Panaya. The role of the
founders was unfortunate as they lost
faith in the systems of their own cre-
ation and worse they chose to inter-
vene beyond their remit. Salil Parekh
then took over after Sikka and just two
years later, a whistle beeps. This too
may well turn out as unfounded but
then the damage is already wrought in
the market. The founders must quickly
provide the reassurance unlike earlier.
Surely, Infosys deserves it.

R Narayanan Navi Mumbai
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Save the bankruptcy code

Govt must step in to make necessary changes

ne of the few high-profile successes of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy

Code (IBC) has been the sale of Bhushan Power & Steel Ltd (BPSL) to

JSW Steel. Yet even this has had a spanner thrown in the works by

the recent attachment of BPSL assets by the Enforcement Directorate
(ED), the investigative agency that reports to the Union Ministry of Finance. It
is concerned that BPSL might have violated the Prevention of Money Laundering
Act (PMLA). It cannot be anyone’s contention that due investigation should be
stopped. Certainly, if criminal acts have been committed, then those responsible
should be brought to justice. But the attachment of property in the course of an
investigation cannot be indiscriminate. In this case, given that BPSL was in the
final stages of its sale to JSW, the attachment has effectively derailed the IBC
process, which also carries the force of law. It is unsurprising, therefore, that the
National Company Law Appellate Tribunal has asked the finance and corporate
affairs ministries — the latter being the ministry responsible for the bankruptcy
process — to sort out their differences.

Such differences should never have been allowed to arise. It is inexplicable
that an agency under the finance ministry is unaware of the importance to the
broader economy of the successful functioning of the IBC process. For both
restoring banks to health and reviving broader investment in the economy as
well as unlocking stalled capital, the IBC process is the only game in town. But
it is unfortunate that the ED may once again have attached processes without
applying its mind. Such behaviour has had systemic effects before, notably after
the attachment of bank properties following the revelation of fraud at Punjab
National Bank. Last month the PMLA Tribunal accused the ED of “inadequate
investigation” of that case and that it attached the property of a consortium of
banks involved in a “mechanical” manner. The tribunal also pointed out that
such attachment stalled the recovery process for banks. Even so the ED seems
to have learned no lessons.

The government has responded swiftly and with efficiency in the past to
preserve the integrity of the IBC process. Whenever necessary, swift amendments
or even ordinances have been used to keep the system moving. Such action
may be required again. The finance ministry, which is surely aware of the impor-
tance of IBC, may take the lead. Essentially, no bidders will be found for compa-
nies through the IBC process if even after the NCLT approves of the takeover a
further legal liability can stall the process. It will also put banks in a tight spot
because they will not be able recover loans if the promoters or the management
isinvestigated for a fraud. Once the company changes hand after going through
the bankruptcy process, it should be able make a fresh start. In the case of a
fraud, promoters and management can be prosecuted separately.

If the two ministries and their agencies cannot get their act together in
terms of implementation — in spite of sharing the same Cabinet minister —
then the laws will have to be amended in such a way that the IBC is given
priority once the NCLT has ruled or the process has gone beyond a certain
stage. If necessary, the Prime Minister’s Office should enforce co-ordination
and speedy action.

Job crisis signal

Young people opting for MGNREGA work is worrying

he Indian economy is in the midst of a severe slowdown and the data

suggests that a sharp recovery in the near term is unlikely. Apart from

the lead indicators such as vehicle sales, which tend to grab headlines,

developments on the ground are also not encouraging. An increase in
the number of young workers lining up for work under the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) is a case in point. As a
recent report in The Indian Express showed, the number of workers employed in
the age group of 18-30 under the MGNREGA reached 7.07 million in 2018-19 com-
pared to 5.8 million in 2017-18. The number had declined significantly after 2013-
14. More people are seeking work under the Act in the current year as well.

While reasons for this shift are worth investigating, a higher enrolment of
people in the 18-30 age bracket in the subsistence-level job guarantee programme
prima facie means severe lack of employment opportunities. The gross domestic
product data for the April-June quarter, for instance, showed that growth in the
construction sector declined to 5.7 per cent, while expansion in the manufacturing
sector collapsed to 0.6 per cent. Subdued activity in these sectors and their
inability to absorb labour could have pushed workers to seek employment under
the MGNREGA. It is also likely that distress in agriculture could have affected
the demand for labour in rural areas.

However, there is another important aspect that needs policy attention. A
2017 discussion paper by the NITI Aayog showed that about two-thirds of income
in rural India is now generated through non-agricultural activities. About half
the construction and manufacturing sector output comes from rural areas. It
also contributes significantly to the services sector output. It would be interesting
to see if manufacturing units in rural areas are losing out because of size and
greater formalisation of the economy after the implementation of the goods
and services tax. Although manufacturing units in rural areas are more capital-
intensive, pressure on output could have had an impact on employment.

At a broader level, the inability of the Indian economy to create enough
jobs can have longer-term consequences. As the latest Economic Survey noted,
India is witnessing a demographic transition with a significant increase in the
proportion of the working-age population. The working-age population in abso-
lute terms is likely to grow by about 9.7 million per year between 2021 and 2031.
Growth will slow in the subsequent years. India cannot afford to lose this oppor-
tunity. It will not be able to take advantage of a rising workforce without creating
enough employment opportunities. Clearly, as the evidence suggests, this is not
happening at the moment. A trend reversal will require more investment, which
will help generate jobs. In this context, the government has done well to reduce
the corporate tax rate and, over the last few years, India has moved up significantly
in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business ranking. However, as World Bank
President David Malpass has rightly noted, India needs to do a lot more, partic-
ularly in areas such as land registration and contract enforcement, to attract
investment. Therefore, the pace of reforms must be accelerated. Only higher
investment and rapid growth can create sufficient employment opportunities.
The situation forcing young workers to enrol for the MGNREGA work needs to
be reversed.
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A Brexit nervous
breakdown

The fabric of Britain's unwritten constitution has been dangerously
damaged by partisan passions over Brexit

London watching with growing astonishment

as the world’s oldest democracy (based on an
unwritten but well-honed constitution) goes through
anervous breakdown. With Theresa May’s withdrawal
bill agreed with the EU being defeated thrice by mas-
sive Parliamentary majorities for making the UK, in
effect, a colony of the EU for the indefinite future, Ms
May reneged on her oft-repeated slo-

During the last five months I have been in

gan “No deal is better than a bad —

deal”, by not letting the UK leave the
EU on WTO terms at the end of £
March. Instead she asked for an
extension of the withdrawal date
from the EU to the end of October.

In the following interregnum, she
was ousted from the premiership of
the Tory party, which elected Boris
Johnson as the leader and thence - :
prime minister (PM) at the end of
June with the pledge that the UK DEEPAK LAL
would leave the EU on October 31

polity now is in limbo. How has this extraordinary
constitutional impasse been allowed to develop?
The proximate cause was the Shakespearean
denouement after David Cameron —who had called
the 2016 referendum—resigned as PM after his
Remain side lost. In the following election for the
Tory leadership and thence PM, Mr Johnson, the
leader of the Leave campaign, was fatally stabbed
on the morning he was to
announce his candidacy by his
campaign manager Michael Gove,
who chose to stand himself. The
other Leave candidate Mrs Leadson
committed electoral suicide by
making foolish remarks about the
childlessness of the other candi-
date (the Remainer) Ms May who
won the leadership election and
became PM by  default.
Uncharismatic but stubborn, with
little political nous nor intellectual

(Halloween) with or without a deal

(on WTO terms). He was faced by a hostile
Parliamentary majority of those who had supported
Remain in the 2016 referendum, even though in the
snap election of 2017 nearly all stood on manifestos
to implement the referendum verdict of leaving the
EU by the end of March 2019.

Surprisingly, Mr Johnson succeeded in negotiat-
ing a new deal with the EU, which removed the more
objectionable clauses of Ms May’s withdrawal agree-
ment, including the notorious Irish backstop, which
would have tied the UK as a permanent vassal of the
EU, subject to its laws as enforced by the European
Court of Justice. But, instead of supporting and laud-
ing this deal, the Remainers have sought to thwart it
by using various Parliamentary procedures (unlawful
under the conventions of the unwritten constitution)
to legislate delays in the withdrawal date. They have
also refused to allow a fresh election despite the
Tories losing their Parliamentary majority. So, the

depth, she foolishly called a snap
election which destroyed the Tory
majority David Cameron had won and was forced
into an electoral pact with the Northern Irish DUP
for a Parliamentary majority.

She then conducted the most disastrous negoti-
ations with the EU as a supplicant rather than as
the proud leader of a major economy and military
power wishing to reassert UK sovereignty and the
primacy of its distinctive non-European Common
Law. By agreeing to the EU’s sequencing of negotia-
tions, leaving the all-important post withdrawal eco-
nomic relationship with the EU to the last, she gave
an inherent advantage to the EU which Michel
Barnier and his team exploited brilliantly to tie the
UK indefinitely in the EU without any say.

Having escaped this trap, Mr Johnson is now
faced by another problem created by Mr Cameron.
When negotiating a coalition government with the
Liberal Democrats, Mr Cameron — seeking to ensure
a five-year term to carry out his legislative agenda
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— agreed to a LIBDEM proposal for a fixed-term
parliament. This went against one of the important
rules of Britain’s unwritten constitution, which
allowed the prime minister to call an election when-
ever he deemed it desirable for national or party
political reasons. Under this new constitutional law
a super parliamentary majority is required for an
election to be called before the five-year parliamen-
tary term ends. Mr Johnson has failed thrice to get
this majority for an election to clear a parliament
dominated by Remainers from thwarting the exec-
utive’s will.

In the past, as part of the unwritten constitution,
the judges could be expected to find a way through
this constitutional impasse. Here again past unwise
constitutional change have led to another trap. In
the past the Law lords in the House of Lords along
with the Lord Chancellor (from the ruling party)
dealt with this legal process. But Tony Blair in his
desire to ape the European Court of Justice decided
to set up a Supreme Court in which the Law Lords
became virtually independent agents.

The dangers of this became apparent when this
new court, against precedent and previous laws,
deemed Mr Johnson’s prorogation of parliament
illegal. It turns out that Lady Hale (known as
Spiderwoman for the brooch of a spider she wore
during the legal proceedings) was a Remainer. No
impartiality could be expected from this court if the
Fixed Term Act was legally challenged.

Then there is the Speaker of the House of
Commons, John Bercow, an avowed Remainer who
used what is meant to be an impartial position to
allow an unprecedented and, according to the unwrit-
ten constitution (as pointed out clearly by Jacob Rees
Mogg the leader of the House), an illegal ruling allow-
ing parliament to take over the business of the House
instead of the executive. This allowed various delaying
tactics to be enacted into law. Fortunately, he is retiring
at the end of October and this trap may be removed
in the future.

But, there may be some light appearing at the end
of the tunnel. Forced by a Parliamentary Act passed
through the unconventional takeover of legislative
business by the Remainer parliament permitted by
Mr Bercow, Mr Johnson was forced to ask the EU for
an extension to the UK’s current departure date from
the EU of October 31 to January 31, 2020. This has
just been granted as a “flextension”, to end early if
Mr Johnson’s withdrawal deal is ratified by the UK
and European parliaments by end November, or after
a UK general election in December. Otherwise there
would be a “no deal” exit on January 31.

With parliament due to vote (as I write) on a
December election based on a proposal by the LIB
Dems and the SNP — both want an early election
for their own special reasons — for a parliamentary
vote, which only requires a simple majority, the cur-
rent Brexit impasse could end. If Mr Johnson wins
the election as expected, he hopefully will have the
fixed term Act repealed, the Supreme Court abol-
ished and replaced by the old final Appeal Court of
the Law Lords supervised by a political Lord
Chancellor, and convert the conventions about the
Speaker’s discretionary powers into laws. This would
restore the fabric of Britain’s unwritten constitution,
which has been so dangerously damaged by the par-
tisan passions of Brexit.

PM’s Diwali gift to the economy

economic news all around. India is slipping
pathetically from its high growth trajectory.
Exports continue to decline. Major financial insti-
tutions and donors have downgraded the country’s
growth prospects in the coming year. But the recent
World Bank’s Doing Business rankings provided
the spark the economy badly needed. India made
impressive improvements in the 2019 rankings of
Ease of Doing Business — a jump from 100 in 2017
to 63, and similar one for Trading
across Borders from 146 in 2017 to 68.
These results are a big achievement
on the part of the government to
improve the overall business climate
and reduce the massive trade trans-
action costs that had been plaguing
the Indian economy. For this, the
credit squarely belongs to Prime
Minister Narendra Modi who vigor-
ously pushed for it since he took office
as a part of his Make in India vision.
These improvements, if they contin-
ue, will soon create a conducive envi-

This festive season has been marred by dismal

JAYANTA ROY

Future reforms in trade and logistics facilitation
are recommended in the October 2018 Logistics
Development Report of the Prime Minister’s
Economic Advisory Council. A slightly modified
version of my recommendations are here:

Behind the border logistics

m Rail tariff rationalisation and expediting commis-
sioning of dedicated freight corridors (DFCs)

m Fast track elimination of container freight stations
and inland container depots by push-
ing direct port delivery (DPD) and
direct port export (DPE)

m Nudge shipping lines to institute a
transparent tariff structure

m Seamless and efficient road trans-
port experience — introduce One
Nation, One Permit, One Tax System

m Uniform business processes.
Standardise = gate-in  /gate-out
approvals and documentation

processes
m 24 x 7 shipping line services to trade

ronment for the right kind of export-pro-

moting or outward-looking foreign direct investment
(FDI) to flow in. Most FDI in India so far has been
inward-looking to tap the large domestic market with
high tariffs and transaction costs.

Another measure of trade transaction costs is
the Logistics Performance Index (LPI) of the World
Bank that captures behind the border transaction
costs. These are largely dependent on a country’s
logistics capacity. Logistics reforms that impact
transaction costs behind the border include:
Transport infrastructure such as road, rail, ports,
and airports; reliable communications and technol-
ogy infrastructure, and quality logistics services
such as transport operators. India’s ranking in LPI
has also improved over the years, and stands at 44
at present.

However, we cannot afford to be complacent
since we still do not compare favourably with
Southeast economies as the table shows.

Border trade facilitation

m Fully facilitated trust-based clearance processes
through modern risk management system

m Fully-automated paperless trade environment
with minimum face to face interactions

m Single-window digital portal integrating all stake-
holders

m Monitoring of key outputs across major gateways
m Physical inspection of goods to be an exception

m Training of officers to operate/manage the new
system, implement audit-based controls with the
use of IT

m Popularise advance bills of entry, authorised eco-
nomic operators, DPD and DPE in the private
sector

m Target cargo dwell time to reach levels comparable
to the successful Southeast Asian countries

Institutional framework
m Establish a National Council of Logistics and Trade

PECKING ORDER Facilitation
Doing outside the line
business LPI ministries

rank rank reporting to

2019 2018 the prime min-

5 Korea > 25 1-Stlirmust con-
Malaysia 12 41 sist of Cabinet
Taiwan 15 27 ministers  of
Thailand 21 32 the ministries
China 31 26 and depart-
India 63 Ll ments related
Vietnam 70 39 to logistics and

trade facilita-
tion, and chief

ministers of concerned states

m Private sector and trade stakeholders should be
represented

m The logistics wing under the commerce ministry
be made a dedicated secretariat

m Development of robust performance outcomes for
logistics and trade facilitation

m Monitor performance through an online dash-
board and fix responsibilities for time-bound cor-
rective action

m Facilitate policy development and multi-stake-
holder coordination

m Regular publication and dissemination of data
on key sectoral outputs

India should quickly implement these reforms
to revive the lost export momentum and spur high,
inclusive growth to create jobs. The prime minister
should now with the same zeal bring down our aver-
age tariff levels to make our industry internationally
competitive. These reforms, along with his recent
overruling of all opposition from some of his min-
isters, industry, and an important part of his party,
to be in the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership, will be his biggest personal contribu-
tion to the long overdue trade reforms.

The writer is a former economic advisor in the Union
commerce ministry

The charmed life of aroyal relation

~7

BOOK REVIEW

T CA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

ord Louis Mountbatten was a

I member of the British royal fami-

ly. That got him many jobs which

he didn’t perhaps deserve fully. In the

end it also got him blown up when a

bomb went off on his boat in 1979. He
didn’t deserve that either.

But he lived a good life. The royal
connection also got him many good
jobs, including that of Supreme
Commander of Allied Forces in the East

during World War II. He was just 43.

Churchill wasn’t keen but eventually
went along. He may have wanted to send
him very far away. In any case, the
Americans were calling the shots by
then. Dickie couldn’t do much harm.

Another job that he wasn’t quite suit-
ed for was that of the last Viceroy of
India. He made a monumental mess.
According to one historian, he hurried
up the independence of India because
he wanted to get back to London quickly
so that he would be in the running for
heading all British forces. That haste is
what led to the partition mess.

Mr Lownie is very sympathetic to
his subject. There is negligible detail. So
the reader comes away thinking of old
Dickie as what they call good man the
lalten in Punjab.

This book, whose major strength is

its enormous bibliography, tells many
stories. Many of them are well known
but a few are not. Thus not many people
know that Mountbatten was in charge
of the disastrous Anglo-Canadian raid
on the port of Dieppe in German occu-
pied France.

It wasn’t a great idea to start with,
and Mountbatten knew that it wouldn’t
work. It was more of a political state-
ment rather than a military one.

Given the various hurdles that Mr
Lownie lists, it shouldn’t have happened.
But “Mountbatten, naturally impatient
and over-confident took the decision to
proceed with the operation...”.

But Mountbatten, says Mr Lownie,
had a crack PR team, with no less than
Daryl F Zanuck on it, and managed not
to get associated with it in the public
mind. This despite the fact that people

always tend to associate failure with spe-
cific people.

So the confusion over who screwed
up still continues. But the fact remains:
He was in charge and should have
stopped it after realising that it wasn’t
going to succeed. This was DicKie all over.

It’s also, as we know, very similar to
the way Indians think of him as not
being responsible for partition. In the
hierarchy of those who get blamed, he
comes last.

His own report on it is a masterpiece
of the technique of how to distance your-
self. Indeed had it not been for the offi-
cial record available in the Transfer of
Power volumes, it might well have
become the only record.

What Mountbatten’s contribution in
Asia was is still unclear. Mr Lownie
attributes many things to him like ener-

gy, coordination, teamwork etc, but
specifically? Nothing or not much.

Mercifully this book is not entirely
about all that, at least not much. It’s also
about his — and his wife’s — personal
life. Both were very colourful. In his pref-
ace the author quotes Mountbatten as
saying, “Edwina and I spent all our mar-
ried lives getting into other people’s
beds.” Right.

Very early on in their marriage they
agreed not to insist on marital fidelity.
After that it was all smooth sailing. But
even there the details are absent. Who
had greater success, for example? The
men usually draw the short straw so it
would have been interesting to know
who manages to get into more beds.

Edwina’s affair, if it was fully that,
seemed to hurt. Mr Lownie says at one
point she may even have considered
divorce but she didn’t really want it. Life
was very nice with Mountbatten and any-
way by the mid-1950s the ardour has
cooled considerably. They weren’t writ-

ing as often and after 1955 or so the annu-
al visits also tapered off. But while it last-
ed it was very intense, even if Nehru was-
n’t very loyal.

Mr Lownie says on page 268 that
“Nehru was deeply attractive to women
and had many lovers”. He lists four of
them.

But he is careful not to sound judge-
mental. But by every token it was inex-
cusable behaviour for a prime minister.
No gloss is possible.

One last nugget. Mr Lownie says
when Jinnah was given some letters fr-
om Edwina to Nehru, he returned them
saying he “had no wish to capitalise
on them”.

THE MOUNTBATTENS: Their
Lives And Loves

Andrew Lownie

Harper Collins,

490 pages, ¥699
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Let’s get realistic
about BSNL revival

After cost-of-revival package is added, BSNL’s debt rises four
times; also, costs are understated and revenues overstated

VER SINCE THE press critiqued the government’s 70,000 crore bailout pack-

agefor BSNL-MTNL,BSNLsupporters have called itill-informed,and one-sided;

itdoesnot, forinstance, take intoaccount the tens of thousands of crores of pri-

vate telecom debt that PSU banks will have to write off.Indeed, if the debt owed
bytelcostothe governmentisadded, the figure could runsinto lakhs of crores; while com-
panies like RCom and Aircel are already in the insolvency courts,many believe Vodafone-
Idea is running out of funds to sustain operations. And, after the Supreme Court judg-
ment on AGR, you can add another ¥1.33 lakh crore to private sector telecom debt. Put
that way, the argument is a sound one: why is writing off private sector debt okay, but a
bailout for the public sector problematic?

But,before BSNL'’s top brass,and the politicians, start trotting this out,areality check
may not be a bad idea. While no one supports private sector telcos reneging on lakhs of
crores of debt—the spectrum-payment obligations to the government, of course,willbe
recovered as the spectrum will revert to it in the event of default—that does not justify
losing money in a no-hope bailout. One bad deal in the past cannot possibly justify
anotherone.Itisabigriskif,after BSNL's turnoverfalling by overa third over thelast four
years, the turnaround plan projects revenues
rising by two-thirds over the next four years.
This,in an environment where, thanks to RJio’s
pricing,itis not clearif the bloodletting is over.

Nor is it quite correct to look at BSNL’s low
debt as a sign of it being healthy relative to the
private sector; if BSNL's debt is low, it is because
ithas comparatively little capex and spectrum.
In fact, once the 360,000 crore bailout pack-
age—<X70,000 crore if you add MTNL—comes
through, its cost needs to be added to the debt
since, had BSNL not been a government com-
pany, this would have been financed by taking

BSNL's debt looks small ...

(% crore)

BSNL ] 20,000
MTNL gl 20,000

voda-des R 120,000
airte! [ 116,000
Ruio N 67018

... but needs to be adjusted
(data for only BSNL, ¥ crore)

on fresh debt. Adjusted X« Cost of
There’s more.The revival package allocates | debt rises renewing
15,000 crore—this money is to be raised by | from 900 Pt4Hz
the PSUs based on a government guarantee— | 40,000 spectrum
for capex. But,while thisis tobe spent on other | crore for — Add size
things as well, it is unlikely that even a modest BSNL-MTNL to gg ﬁ g:;t
4G network can be set up at less than double ¥135,000-
thisamount. So, fora full pan-India4Grollout, | 140,000 _. /Q; per
the government is likely to have to pumpin | °™® —— hont

more money.

Interestingly,when MTNL's 900MHz spec- Low revenues make it worse

trum expired in April thisyear, the government R crore)
extended the licence till January 2021; some- BSNL I 21,338
thing similar has been done for BSNL. Fresh MTNLY 2,783

renewals would cost MTNL ¥8,000-9,000
crore,and BSNL %¥18,000-19,000 crore. While .
the government justified the extension by Airte! [, 7 608
arguing that neither PSU got to use its spec- Riio [ 38,838
trum at the time of allocation due to policy

issues, it is unlikely a similar extension would have been afforded to a private player.
This renewal will also be paid for by government, and so should be added to BSNL-
MTNL'sdebt.Ifitis not renewed,and then used for 4G services, BSNL-MTNL's 4G spec-
trum will be much less than that with rivals like RJio, Bharti Airtel,and Vodafone-Idea.

The costs don’t stop here. BSNL-MTNL subscribers will have to increase their
monthly-spend considerablyif they move to 4G; whileitis not clearthey can afford todo
that, theywill also need to buy new handsets since they cannot use their current feature
phones on 4G networks.RJio subsidised the 4G handsets (JioPhone) to facilitate the move
to 4G; if BSNLis to do the same, it may need to incur similar costs.

The assumptions on revenue growth—a 66% hike over the next four years—we’ve
said, is optimistic. But, even if that happens, is that enough to make BSNL profitable?
According to the presentation made to the Group of Ministers, BSNL's wage costs are
60% of its turnover—this is 8 7% for MTNL; the actual number, though,is 77% for BSNL
ifyougobythemore detailed annexuresin the presentation.Evenif youaccept the lower
figure,the wage-to-income ratio is 63% for the combined entity; itis 78% based on the
real figure for BSNL.Going by the projected revenue given in the presentation,and assum-
ing (incorrectly) that there is no hike in salary costs, this means staff costs will be 35% of
revenuein FY26.Take the most aggressive estimate for staffers taking VRS,and assume
the wage bill gets halved as a result—the VRS planned is for 50% of the employees over
50-years of age,soa more aggressive VRS requires greater funding. Evenif that happens,
BSNL-MTNL’swage costswill still be over 17% of turnover compared to 3-5%in the case
of most of its private sector competitors.

Given how the expenditure in the revival plan seems horribly understated, and the
revenues quite overstated, the very least the government needs to do is to make public
the exact assumptions made; if the arguments made in this column are incorrect, the
government needs to show how that is the case. Indeed, since this is valuable public
money that is being spent, both Parliament—through some standing committee—as
well as the CAG should be examining the assumptions to see if they hold water. Other-
wise, in the grand tradition of all bailout packages, this too will be followed by another,
most likely much bigger, one.

KashmirCONUNDRUM

Letting European lawmakers visit J&K internationalises the
issue; besides, it is odd since Indian MPs couldn’t go

Voda-ldea_ 37,006

HILE THE GOVERNMENT'S decision to allow a group of members of

the European Parliament (MEPs) to visit Jammu & Kashmir“to talk to

locals and assess the on-ground situation” is aimed at changing the

international narrative on the region, it is a big gamble. An official
statement issued by the PMO after the MEPs’ meeting with the prime minister reads,
“Their (the MEPs’) visit to Jammu and Kashmir should give the delegation a better
understanding of the cultural and religious diversity of the region of Jammu, Kash-
mir and Ladakh; apart from giving them a clear view of the development and gover-
nance priorities of the region.”While there is always the possibility the group may not
endorse India’s view, if it does, many will point to the group’s constitution: many of
the parties the MEPs represent are seen as xenophobic,and anti-Islamic. There is also
the issue of how foreigners were allowed while Indian MPs weren’t.

Also, while it is clear the situation hasn’t normalised—doing so can take months
given the level of the militancy—inviting the MEPs looked half-baked anyway.Against
suchabackdrop,itishard to fault former Union minister Jairam Rameshwhen he terms
allowing MEPs tovisit J&Kwhile preventing Indian lawmakers from doing the same as
“an outright insult to India’s own Parliament and our democracy”.It doesn’t help that
the visiting MEPs are not an official European Parliament delegation,but are on a ‘pri-
vate’visit. Ironically, with the prime minister and other senior officials meeting the
MEPs, it is possible to argue the issue has been internationalised; while the visit closely
follows the US Congressional hearing on the Kashmir lockdown, the government’s
action could lead to requests for fact-finding missions from UN bodies (UNHRC, for
instance), international NGOs, etc. What that could lead to is anybody’s guess.

» Opinion

NPA AILMENT

REVERSAL IN NPA CYCLE COULD SPELL DISASTER. DOUBTS COULD RESURFACE ABOUT DISCLOSED
ASSET QUALITIES, AND RETURN TO PAST BEHAVIOUR BY LENDERS LIKE EVERGREENING ASSETS
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¢ TICKETTO EDUCATION

Chief minister of Delhi, Arvind Kejriwal

Girls and women who had to drop out of schools and
colleges because of high transportation cost don't
need to sacrifice their education. They can now take
buses to good schools and colleges

fragility persists

STHE NON-PERFORMING asset
cycle beginning to reverse aftera
brief spell of improvement?
Nascent signs have appeared,
even though an enduring setback
is not yet visible. The Reserve Bank of
Indiareported,recently,that credit qual-
ity deteriorated in June 2019, with rise
in stressed and NPA ratios in all sectors
except industry (Monetary Policy Report,
October).Although the central bank did
not provide numbers, charted trend
shows the gross NPAratio closerto 10%
from 9.3% in March,which represented
afour-quarter successive decline.It was
only a quarter ago that RBI stated NPAs
seemed to have turned around (Finan-
cial Stability Report,June 2019).A Jef-
feries report in early October predicts a
second wave of NPAs seeing significant
divergence in ratings and financial
health of some stressed corporates,
adding that asset quality deterioration
risk has risen, following a shift in lend-
ingtobottom-end customers from non-
banks to the banks. Then, September
quarterresultsindicate fresh stress,spe-
cial mentionaccounts,NPAs,and provi-
sions for several banks.

These are early signs, possibly mir-
roring weak demand conditions. It
remains to be seen if the deterioration
persists,leadingtoan enduringincrease
in gross NPAs. The aggregate NPA ratio
may notnecessarilyreflect theincreased
underlying stress ahead: post-June
2019, therevised RBI framework forres-
olution of stressed assets expects
lenderstoinitiate resolution even before
adefault,giving complete discretion for
any decision including reorganisation,
sale,and restructuring.Oneis not sureif
financial intermediaries (non-banking
financial companies or NBFCs,and small
finance banks are now included) will
engage in more restructuring to allevi-
ate stress than recognise such assets as
NPAs.Evolving developmentsindicatea
tilt towards restructuring or disposal of
stressed assets; lendersincreasingly pre-
fer to avoid the IBC path as unantici-
pated complications at the forum pro-
long resolution, and increase
uncertainty. Moreover, the underlying
stress in MSME loans will remain
unrecognised from the one-time
restructuring allowed for specific
defaults classified as standard assets on
January1,2019 up toend-March 2020.

KOHLI

New Delhi based macroeconomist
Views are personal

These counters could keep thelid on
NPAs, preventing a full-blown reversal
of the cycle. Nonetheless, the emergent
setback cannot be taken lightly in the
context of intense strains in the finan-
cial system, which is visibly vulnerable
to frequent defaults in fresh trouble
spots,e.g.,real-estate exposures of banks
through NBFCs. Besides, increasing the
extent of restructured or reorganised
loans—with or without approved addi-
tional financing—is a sure sign of per-
sisting financial fragility.Itis significant
that this transpires after substantial res-
olution efforts, and recapitalisation of
public sector banks. If economic condi-
tions continue to deteriorate, i.e., the
expected recovery from October-
December quarterdoes not materialise,
areversalin the NPAcycle could bea seri-
ous blow. This would add to the linger-
ing presence of past NPAs, portendinga
perpetuation of a pattern that eventu-
ally ends in reduced lending.

Take the case of banks first. Charted
trends show brisk credit growth (in real
terms) in first round; this is followed by
rising NPAs; real credit then slows
down, or even comes to a standstill in
some cases, as balance sheets are too
weak for further lending.In 2006-11,
real credit growth averaged 12% annu-
ally; NPAs followed with a lag, after
which the pace of real credit slowed to
an average 4.5% for four successive
years (FY12-FY16)—banks retreated,

Banks: Real credit growth, NPAs
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short of capital to fund further growth
with increased provisioning needs. As
recapitalisation and resolution delays
wereaddressed, the pace of real lending
picked up to about 9% last year. But, in
April-September 2019, real credit
growth slowed againto 5.5%,down 1.6
times over a corresponding 9.1% one
year ago; NPAs have started increasing.
A sustained setback could result in a
furtherlending slowdown, unless capi-
talis quicklyaugmented.
NBFCsillustrate similar patterns (see
graphic).Consolidated data forall NBFCs
exists only from 2014-15,but it can be
seenthatanaverage 11.6%real growth
inloansinFY14-FY16shotupto17.5%
in 2017-18,followed by 15.2%lastyear,
as NBFCs rapidly expanded lending,
replacing banks. An almost five-point
jumpinreal credit growthin this period
isaccompanied by a 1.5-2 percentage
point jump in their gross NPA ratio,
reversing the moderation in 2014-15.
In 2017,RBI observed that their double-
digit credit growth “has improved
resilience and stability of the economy
by filling up the financing gap opened
up by the muted bank credit growth
from 2014-15” (Report on Trends and
Progress in Banking in India, December
2017), reaffirming last year that “the
slowdown in SCBs’ credit growth...pro-
vided a fillip to loan companies as sub-
stitution effects provided tailwinds.This
was especially true of their lending to

NBFCs: Real credit growth, NPAs
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Golden age is ending in India

India’s outsize role in the world gold

market isn’t going to disappear

overnight. Still, this change in gold
demand should be a warning to investors

THEWORLD'S MOST important gold
market isn’t what it used to be. Just a
decade ago, India’s hunger for gold
jewellry and bullion meant it
accounted for about a quarter of
global demand. Consumption has
since fallen by about 249%. Ahead of
Sunday’s Diwali festival, when pur-
chases traditionally peak, imports in
September fell to their lowest level in
three years.

Part of this is a reaction to short-
term pricing factors. Buyers tend to
stay away when the bullion price in
Mumbai rises above about 30,000
rupees($422.97) for 10 grams.Thanks
to the rupee’s slump and the metal
breaking through its long-standing
$1,350-a-troy-ounce ceiling, it has
been in that territory now for the best
part of twoyears,andis currently trad-
ingat 38,200 rupees.

There are longer-term issues to
worry about, though. About two-
thirds of the country’s gold is bought
in rural areas, where its traditional
roles as investment and adornment
are oddly intertwined. Rural Indians
are far more inclined to buy gold jew-
ellry than their urban counterparts,
and tend to favour plain pieces that
can easily be valued and traded in if
money gets tight.

That makes demographic changes
arisk to the entire market. Rural pop-
ulation growth is grinding to a halt as
people migrate to cities and birth rates
fall,shifting the focus of consumption
spending. “Millennials in urban India
are increasingly tempted by goods
other than gold, particularly luxury
fashion and smartphones,” according
to a report by the World Gold Council,
an industry group.

There arealsoa growing number of

alternatives to gold jewellry for those
who want to save up for a rainy day. (In
the case of rural India, the better term
might be “a dry day,” as weak mon-
soons tend to tighten farmers’ cash
flows, and force them to pawn or sell.)
Gold was originally popular as a store
of value because banks weren’t avail-
able,but the share of rural adults with
anaccounthassoaredto79%in 2017
from 33% in 2011, according to the
World Bank.Alarger proportion of the
adult population now has a bank
account than in Hungary or Turkey.
Considering the State Bank of
India’s current 6.4% benchmark one-
year deposit rate and inflation at
3.99%, a savings account is a far bet-
ter way to protect your wealth against
rising prices than a bangle.
Evenindeprived urban areas,alter-
native stores and sources of capital are
opening up.About four million people
in Delhi’s shantytowns will be granted
ownershiprights, the government said
this week, a move that would help
them take out loans to build houses.
To be sure, the allure of gold can’t
be wiped out by banking.Another rea-
son that buying tends tobe sovigorous
in late October is that it is peak wed-
ding season.About half of India’s gold-
jewellrydemand is for the heavy pieces
worn as part of a bridal outfit,accord-
ing to the World Gold Council. Con-
sumer spending, the other main leg of
gold demand alongside investment
(industrial uses are a distant third) will
tend to rise with income, benefiting
from the same urbanisation that is
depressing purchases in rural areas.
This year, however, consumers are
a tough market to bet on. Motor-vehi-
cle purchases, usually a good proxy for
the public’s appetite for big-ticket
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items, are collapsing. Sales of cars,
trucks and buses fell by more than a
third in September from ayear earlier,
and two-wheelers were down 22.1%.

The same pattern is borne out in
broader data. The share of consumers
who think their current economic sit-
uation hasworsened and is set to dete-
riorate over the coming year was its
highest since 2013 in September,
according to the Reserve Bank of India.
Perceptions of the job market are the
worst in seven years of records. For the
first time in four years of data, con-
sumers think they’re spending less on
discretionary purchases.

India’s outsize role in the world
gold market isn’t going to disappear
overnight.Its consumers still account
for more than one in six ounces
bought globally.

Still, this change in gold demand
should be a warning to investors. For
many years, its role as a rural invest-
ment made India a downside buffer
for the yellow metal, with farmers
rushing in to make physical pur-
chases whenever the price fell to lev-
els that tempted investors to liqui-
date their positions.

As the country changes, that
dynamic is disappearing. While high
gold prices still appear to put off pur-
chases, consumption-focused urban
jewellry buyers aren’t necessarily
going tobe around to prop up the mar-
ket when it is weak.

Gold’s attraction for investors has
long been its counter-cyclical tenden-
cies. As this crucial part of the market
grows more pro-cyclical, they’d dowell
to pay attention.

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

commercial real estate, consumer
durables, and vehicle loans” (RTPBI,
December 2018).

NBFClendingbegan toslowlatelast
year,triggered by the IL&FS default that
led to close scrutiny of funding sources,
asset-liability mismatches, and expo-
sures. For the current year, aggregate
NBFC loan data is unavailable yet, but
NBFC credit growth is reportedly
declining 3-4 percentage points; new
financing contracted ¥1.26 trillion in
April-mid Septemberagainst 3412 bil-
lion correspondingly a year ago.

From the viewpoint of financial sta-
bility, matters are equally concerning.
The June 2019 re-examination by RBI
(Financial Stability Report) highlights
extensive interconnectednessrisks: inter
alia,banks’exposure to NBFCsincreased
9 percentage pointsin June 2017-March
2019; NBFC credit to four consumer
credit sub-segments grew 20% CAGRin
twoyears to December 2018, with retail
assets as key drivers of portfolio size,
growth, and delinquencies in asset
financeand loan companies; NBFCslead
delinquency levels in almost all con-
sumer credit sub-segments,applying the
90-day norm. Recently, RBI said “the
events of 2018-19 showed there was
irrational exuberance and considerable
overleveraging, with asset-liability mis-
matches” (Annual Report,August 2019).

In a context of visible vulnerabilities
within the financial system, a sustained
increase of gross NPAs or the alternate
build-up of restructured/reorganised
stressed loans could have adverse conse-
quences that could be more severe than
they have been in recent past. Doubts
could resurface about disclosed asset
qualities,and return to past behaviourby
lenders,like evergreeningassets; equally,
aloss of faith in IBC is not a good augur.
If past patterns are a pointer, rising NPA
stress could morph into a further lend-
ing slowdown by both banks, and non-
banks. Growth repercussions could be
felt beyond credit supply. For instance,
the credit channel that is still not fully
operational mayremain so,blocking full
transmission and negating the positive
impulse expected from monetary policy.
The chain effect loops back to the fiscal
side if further recapitalisation is needed
to unclog credit pipelines. The persis-
tence of financial fragility could indeed
bealongand severe drag.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR
Visit to the Valley

Eyebrows are raised at the visit of a
‘select’' team of European Union
lawmakers to the Kashmir Valley.
While supporters of the Modi
government's Kashmir policy hail it
as a "truth tour” and an "excellent
diplomatic strike", critics denounce
it as a "guided tour" and a "face-
saving exercise". Touted or decried,
the clear signal is that the
government is badly in need of a
certificate of normalcy to
corroborate its version of the
situation in the Valley, even at the
cost of further internationalising the
Kashmir issue. The government has
not agreed to an all-party
delegation of Indian
parliamentarians to Kashmir, but it
has given foreign parliamentarians
access, exemplifying its skewed
and self-serving nationalism in the
process. EU MPs cannot be
expected to make an objective
assessment of the situation on the
ground. The high-profile panel
stands to lose credibility when it
meets army officers and does not
meet the leaders under detention.
A lot more than the promise of
development is needed to address
the sense of being occupied and
subjugated. Something more than
enumerating the 'advantages'
accruing from the revocation of
special status is needed to wean
the people away from their
voluntary and peaceful civil
disobedience. The humanitarian
crisis in Kashmir is of the
government's own making. The
government can and must win the
hearts and minds of the people of
Kashmir by rescinding its decision
to abrogate article; 370 and taking
steps to fulfil their legitimate
political aspirations.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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RIME MINISTER NARENDRA
Modi made a dramatic
announcement on August 15
that India would eliminate
single-use plastic by 2022.
This generated a lot of speculation on
whether a ban on single-use plastics was
in the offing. Then came another state-
menton October 2, Gandhi Jayanti,by the
Prime Minister that single use plastics
will be phased out by 2022, and the offi-
cials indicated that states will play a
major role in ensuring this happens.

Single-use plastics are plastics which
are used just once as in disposable pack-
aging, and also in items such as plates,
cutlery,straws, cups,etc.Astudy by FICCI
estimates that 43% of India’s plastics
are used in packaging and much of it is
single-use. We are also experiencing
completely unnecessary single-use plas-
ticentering homes in the form of covers
for invitation cards, magazines, bread
wrappers,and advertisements.

Single-use plasticisonlya part of what
istrulyamassive challenge,and thatis the
management of all kinds of plastic waste.
Butitisgood tobeginwith single-use plas-
tic, its large and growing volume adds
enormously to the total plasticwaste.The
growing volume, to a large extent, is
because of rising e-commerce in India.
People buy from companies like Ama-
zon.comand Flipkart.com, that usesingle-
use plastic (cling film,bubblewrap, etc.) for
disposable packaging.Both the companies
have made a commitment to phase out
their use of single-use plastic, but this is
not likely to happen anytime soon.

Ever since plastic was invented by
JohnW Hyattin 1869, manymoreinven-
tions of synthetic polymers followed,
plastics have been an integral part of our
lives, contributing much to the conve-
nienceand ease of modern livingbecause
of the pliability, flexibility,durability,and
lightness of the material. Plastics are used
not only in airplanes, computers, cars,
trucks, and other vehicles but also in
everyday use items such as refrigerators,
air-conditioners, furniture,and even cas-
ingsforelectricwires,toname onlya few.

The problem is that plastic does not
decompose naturally and sticks around
in the environment for thousands of
years. Safe disposal of plastic waste is,
therefore, a huge challenge worldwide.
For an excellent short introduction to
plastics, see bit.ly/2or5ieh.

Close to 20 states of India have
imposed a partial or a total ban on single-
use plasticsat one time oranother. Maha-
rashtra, Tamil Nadu, Telangana and
Himachal Pradesh opted for complete
bans, while others including Madhya
Pradesh, Biharand Odisha have tried par-
tial bans.Plasticbags havebeen banned in
even a larger number of cases. The bans
have by and large not been successful
owingto poor state enforcement capacity.

Plastic carry bags pose a special prob-
lem.Although theyare strong,lightweight
and useful, and can be saved, cleaned and
reused many times, thisis mostlynotdone
because they are available very cheap and
are,therefore, notvalued (often shops give
plastic carry bags for free). They become
effectively single-use plastics.

Acompulsorychargebyretail stores on
carry-bags has proven most effective in
reducing their use sansaban.In Ireland,a
minor chargeadded toeverybill sawa 95%
reduction in demand for such carry-bags,
as most shoppers began bringing in their
ownreusable grocery-bags.

In India, the Plastics Waste Manage-
mentRules 2016 includedaclauseinRule
15 calling for explicit pricing of carrybags,
whichrequired vendorstoregisterand pay
anannualfeetotheurbanlocalbodies.But
lobbying by producers of plastics meant
that this clausewasremoved byanamend-
ment in 2018, that was never put up for
public debate,as is mandatory.

In India, plastic producers have been
advocating thicker and thicker micron
sizes for carrybags.Also,whenthereisaban
oncarry-bags,itinstead leads touse of non-
woven polypropylene (PP) bags,which feel
like cloth and are now even being printed
tolooklike cloth. These areactually more
dangerous for the environment as their
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Single-use

plastic only

part of the
challenge

But it is good to begin with single-use plastic,
its large and growing volume adds
enormously to the total plastic waste

fine fibres rub off and enter global waters
as teeny micro-plastics.

Discarded plasticbags createthe great-
est problemsinwaste management.Wind-
blown into drains, they cause flooding of
urbanareas.Used aswaste-binlinerstodis-
pose of dailyfood scraps, theyfind theirway
into the stomachs of roaming livestock.
Animals ingest them to get at the food
inside and this ultimately causes death.All
plastic waste is eventually carried by rain,
streams and rivers into the oceans.

ATexas-sized Great Garbage Patch of
floating plastics switling in the Pacificfirst
attracted attention in the 1960s.A similar
or even greater quantity of sunken plastic,
especially discarded fishing gear, called
ghost nets,blankets our ocean floors. Both
floating and sunken plastics kill riverine
and marine life.

Weneed tobuild awareness of the dam-
age caused by single-use plastics and
develop consumer consciousness to min-
imise theiruse.Forexample,atairports,we
could replace meters of cling-film,used to
wrap luggage, with a pretty cloth bag tem-
porarily sealed by machine stitching that
can later find alternative uses. In our par-
ties,we could use paper platesand bamboo
straws.In our pantries,we could usebutter-
paper as in olden times replacing the mil-
lions of bread wrappers needlesslyused for
a product with shelf life of one to three
days.Weshould alsowrite tothose sending
us magazines or invitations or advertising
in plastic sleeves to switch to tear-proof
paperinstead.Finally, plastic throw-aways
at parties should be replaced withwashable
reusable tableware.

Single-use plastic can potentially be
converted by thermo-mechanical recy-
cling into plastic granules for blending
into other plastic products,usuallyirriga-
tion piping for agriculture. But collection
of post-consumer waste and recycling
poses a major challenge. This is particu-
larly sowhen packaging consists of layers
of different types of polymer. The multi-
layer flexible packaging which is used for
Kurkure and other snack foods cannot be
made into granules because it contains
layers of plastic with different melting
points. The Plastic Waste Management
Rules of 2016 require creators of such
packaging waste to take it back at their
cost or pay cities for its management
under Extended Manufacturer Responsi-
bility. But there is little compliance.

While it is true that India recycles
much more than the industrialised coun-
tries through an informal network of
waste collectors and segregators (a lot of
this is downcycling), a study by FICCI
points out that the fast growing con-
sumption hasbrought ustoa pointwhere
consumption has clearly outstripped
India’s current capacitytorecycle plastics.

In our October 2017 column
(bit.ly/2JuL4aN) we had pointed out how
recycled plasticcanbe used in strengthen-
ing roads. Use of plastics more than dou-
bles or triples road life, and has been
approved bythe Indian Road Congress (IRC
98 of 2013)and mandated by the National
Highway Authority in November 2015 for
up to 50 km around every city with popu-
lation over 500,000. To date over 14,000
km of so-called plastic roads have been
builtwhicharelong-lastingand free of pot-
holes. Only corruption in road contracts
inhibits their wider use, as longer lasting
roads means fewer contracts for building
and rebuilding poor quality roads.

Another ingenious idea is to replace
Thermocole with totally biodegradable
pith from the shola/sola  plant
(Aeschynomene aspera); thiswas usedin
huge quantities till the 1950s for making
sola-topees or pith helmets for colonials
and theirarmies.Today, it is used in Ben-
galiweddings and for Durga Puja decora-
tions.Imagine the rural income genera-
tion from steady commercial use of this
wild marsh-land reed.

We need many more such innovative
ideas and a fundamental change in
mindsets to minimise the use of single-
use plastic. It is high time we also turn to
thelarger challenge of plasticwaste man-
agement if we want to avail of the many
advantages offered by plastics in our
modern lifestyle.

Oil or water?

& V SRIDHAR

Narayan is research associate, CUTS International.
Sridhar is Professor, IlIT- Bangalore. Views expressed are personal

Need to ensure that data nationalism, in
the garb of additional security, does not
hurt consumer interests

HE NEW PARLIAMENTARY Standing Committee
on Communications & IT has a daunting task
ahead,asitaimstostudythe contentiousissue of
restricting cross-border data flow, or data locali-
sation (DL) among other policyissues, in the first
year of its constitution. More so, as the government may
table the‘Personal Data Protection’bill in the winter session.

Dataasoil orwaterisaraging debateacross theworld. Many
have have advocated forthe free flow of data across borders,as
it provides various benefits, increasing consumer surplus
through dynamic pricing mechanisms; maintaining avail-
abilityand quality of service; promoting innovation in the pro-
visioning of digital goods and services; ensuring ease of doing
business;and preventingand detecting fraud. However,many
countries,including India,areleaning towards DL.Primaryrea-
sons being privacy; protection of national interest; utilisation
as an economic resource; and so on. Other reasons include
ensuringaccesstolawenforcementagencies (LEAs)and creat-
ingalevel playing field for smaller Indian tech companies.

Though there are many proponents and opponents of
DL, conclusive research on consumerimpact is missing. Con-
sumer Unity & Trust Society (CUTS) is involved in a con-
sumer impact assessment of data localisation.

The preliminary results indicates that claims of the oppo-
nentsholdwater.The survey shows thatvarious consumerfac-
ing parameters such as freedom of speech, availability of ser-
vices provided by smaller foreign service providers, privacyand
data protection of consumers, are to be adverselyimpacted.

DL may result in reduction in international competitive-
ness of service providers. Moreover, DLmay createa‘honeypot
of data’ concentrated in one geographical location, thereby
enhancing the risk of data breaches and cyber-attacks. Also,
expertsare sceptical of the State havingadequate cyber-secu-
rity experts and vulnerability proof digital infrastructure.

Capacity of LEAs in combating
e CyDercrimes was also ques-
tioned.Furthermore,therewere
concerns of excessive tracking
and monitoring of data.

Preliminary findings also
showthat the government may
make it easier for LEAs toaccess
data, create conditions for
growth and narrow competi-
tion between foreign and
domestics service providers.

On the issue of realising the
full economic benefits of DL,
experts opined that this maylargelybe dependent on govern-
ment’s support in providing power,land and cooling for Data
Centres (DCs).The capital intensive and not labour-intensive
nature of DCsalso question theamount of employment, DLis
expected to create. Furthermore, experts also believed that
large foreign companies are better placed to complywith DL,
and set up their DCs within India, as opposed to smaller
domestic companies, which may result in unintended nega-
tive impact on competition,and thereby consumers.

It seems that DL may not be the most appropriate way of
achieving the regulatory objectives, since the envisaged bene-
fits of the regulation are unlikely to outweigh the consequen-
tial costs.As theway forward, it seems necessarytoanalyse con-
sumers’ perceptions towards the benefits currently derived
from data driven services, satisfaction levels with services and
privacy risks faced, and estimate how the usage may change
should these indicators be impacted on account of DL.

Itisonly then,that one would be able to answer the ques-
tionif‘data could be oil orwater,and whetherit should flow
freely across borders?’, at least from a consumer perspec-
tive.Such evidence-based consumer facing findings,would
certainly provide useful insights on theissue,and alsoactas
fodder for further debate, which would ensure that data
nationalism in the garb of additional security does not hurt
consumer interests. Lastly, it is imperative for the govern-
ment to explore less intrusive means to achieve the objec-
tives of DL. Exploring alternatives to Mutual Legal Assis-
tance Treaties (MLAT), such as becoming a member of
“Chart of signatures and ratifications of Treaty 185: Con-
vention on Cybercrime”, which has specific focus on cross
border cybercrimes and associated mutual assistance
amongst members,will certainly be useful in this regard.

It is imperative for
the government to
explore less
intrusive means to
achieve the
objectives of data
localisation

ANKS, FINANCIAL INSTITU-
TIONS and NBFCs are now
playing a pivotal role in meet-
ing the financial needs of indi-
viduals and business, which
have traditionally been un-served or
underserved.Regulationsand compliances
have, however, become stricter in recent
times. In light of recent macroeconomic
developments and a decelerating growth
environment,thereis credit crunch,aswell
as growing scrutiny on the broader finan-
cial sector. This has led to increases in the
cost of borrowing and playersare grappling
with higher unit economics implications.

To contest the current state of concerns
and become fit for future, Financial Insti-
tutionsand FinTechs are now turning their
focus on niche customer segments, lever-
aging technology and partnerships to ser-
vice ‘Aspirers’ and the emerging middle
class orthe‘Next Billion’. FS players are ful-
filling these segments’financial needswith
an impetus on digital, automation and
hyper-personalised products and services.
Traditional banking institutions, NBFCs
and new age FinTechs are realising the
potential of being agents of transforma-
tionand financial inclusion by focusing on
developing innovative products and ser-
vices, catering to low-income and inter-
mittent earnersin unorganised sectorsand
MSMEs,usually starved for credit or entan-
gled in web of shadow banking.

In such a scenario, both traditional
banking institutions and FinTechs are
adopting business and operational mod-
els powered by cutting edge technologies.
Investing in new technologies and strate-
gic partnershipsamong incumbent banks,
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Battle for the “next
billion” users

Fintechs need to collaborate with

traditional financial
institutions

BELGAVI
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NBFCs and fintechs has favoured such
institutions to organically increase their
customer base, lower customer acquisi-
tion, transactional and operational costs,
reduce time to markets and manage port-
folio risk while trying to increase formal
credit and banking products penetration
in a growing and enterprising economy.
Apart from fintechs,new-agebanksand
NBFCsare using technology more than ever
and areharnessing partnership ecosystems
across the value chain of lead generation,
engagement,customeronboarding,under-
writing, disbursement, servicing, monitor-
ingand collection.AI/MLand big data have
equipped traditional lenders to measure
individual customer insights and build
alternative credit scoring models. Low cost
data, smartphone penetration and advent
of social media are enabling both tradi-
tional banks and fintechs to identify,

engage and on-board inaccessible and iso-
lated customers. Roboticprocessautoma-
tion (RPA) has enabled streamlining of
operational workflows, increasing produc-
tivity, accuracy, cost savings and customer
engagement, servicing and grievance han-
dling in various vernacular languages too,
with supporting technologies like Natural
Language Processing. Financial institutions
are also experimenting with distributed
ledger technologies for various use cases
such as e-KYC, data exchange, loan dis-
bursement and collection and cyber secu-
rity. And, application programming inter-
faces (APIs) are being built and tested for
robust connected ecosystems of various
institutions and stakeholders.

Market size, key trends and
developments
Today, India is at the core of innovation

to create a financially inclusive and con-
nected world, given its favourable demo-
graphics dividend. India’s banking sector,
NBFCs,otherfinancial service providersand
fintechs are presented with an abundant
opportunity and are making remarkable
progressriding onthe country’s pro-finan-
cial inclusion policies and the growing use
of mobile phones more than ever before.

Out of all retail segments, the Aspirer
and Next Billion segments present a
golden opportunity for prolificdemand of
financial services built on convenience,
transparency and low-cost. These seg-
ments are expected to grow significantly
in the next five years. This provides FS
playerswith an untapped potential to pro-
vide financial services.

Inthe past,ithasbeenverychallenging
to reach rural communities and provide
them with savings, payments, credit and
other financial products. However, with
increased digital technology penetration,
there has been a boost in the design and
development of business models to reach
last mile; this includes innovative service
delivery models and smart partnerships
(tie-ups and correspondence with kirana
stores and e-commerce).

Future state: maximizing
likelihood of adoption

India,in the near future,is poised to be
aleaderininnovationsand disruptionsin
bankingand financial services.Inadiverse
countrylike India, financial sectorincum-
bentsand nuevo fintechs have to focus on
the trinity nuances of price, product and
customer service to succeed, and these
nuances change with cultures and con-
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sumer segments.

Adopting technological innovations
across value chains will aid optimisation
of resources and processes, reduce turn-
around time, facilitate intuitive and auto-
mated decision making and ensure acces-
sibility of credit for customersatratesand
terms tailored to their socio-economic
profile. The success of India’s financial
sector companies to on-board and deliver
for the Aspirer and Next Billion segments
will largely be dependent on their ability
to rationalise and maximise use of tech-
nology, human capital and cohesive
financial and non-financial ecosystems.

New Delhi

One key strategy would be to provide
financial services at the point of con-
sumption, and thus an in depth under-
standing of the consumption needs of dif-
ferent segments is imperative. Lower
income segment needs are more focussed
onfood and clothing,while as we move up
the income pyramid, the needs shift
towards housing and transport.

This presents incumbents with an
opportunity to understand specific seg-
ments’ aspirations and challenges and
provide for core user need offerings. Play-
ers should focus on providing a simple,
clean and efficient user experience lever-
aging technology, analytics and partner-
ships at the point of consumption. This
would facilitate the growth of a user base
with loweracquisition costs.Once an ade-
quate user base has been built, there is
then the opportunity to pivot and
upsell/cross-sell other financial products
and services,such as micro insurance with
a consumer good product ora micro-loan
for small ticket size consumption.Anum-
ber of players have cracked this model by
first providing basic payments services,
and then pivoting into higher margin
financial products.

Thewinning strategy still seems tobe
through collaborations and partner-
ships: traditional institutions like banks
and non-banking financial institutions
have a large base of customers and fin-
techs have the right technological sup-
port; together, they can form a mutually
beneficial relationship to amplify the
processes of helping the un-served and
the under-served customers with finan-
cial services.
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DAVOS IN THE DESERT

The event the Prime Minister is attending in Riyadh.
What s on the table, and why is it compared to Davos?

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with King Salman bin Abdulaziz. Twitter/PTI

PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi is on a
visit to Riyadh to attend an international
event from October 29 to 31. Formally the
Future Investment Initiative (FII), it is
widely being described as “Davos in the
desert”. The informal name derives from
the World Economic Forum’s annual
meeting that is held in Davos,
Switzerland, where world leaders discuss
and shape agendas for pressing interna-
tional issues. FII, too, brings together pol-
icymakers, investors and global experts,
who discuss the role of investment in
driving global prosperity and develop-
ment. Fllis aninitiative that was first un-
dertaken by the Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammad bin Salmanin 2017 to diver-

WHAT FisH Do AMID CLIMATE CHANGE
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sify the kingdom’s economy and reduce
its dependence on petroleum products.

This year, Modi delivered the keynote
address “What'’s next for India?” and en-
gaged in bilateral talks with the
Mohammad bin Salman and King
Salman bin Abdulaziz. Saudi Arabia has
already announced agreements worth
$15 billion. Other world leaders attend-
ing the event include Brazilian President
Jair Bolsonaro, Kenyan President Uhuru
Kenyatta and Nigerian President
Muhammadu Buhari.

In 2018, the Fll was boycotted by over
40 participants due to allegations about
Saudi Arabia’s involvement in the mur-
der of journalist Jamal Khashoggi.

Fish gills work like a sieve, extracting
oxygen from the water

Oxygen
depleted
water

AMONG VARIOUS ways in which climate
change isimpacting life on Earth, one has
been to change the distribution of fish
species in the oceans. Scientists have pre-
dicted that the shift will be towards the
poles.Inanew research paper, they have
explained the biological reasons why fish
species will follow that direction.

It stems from the way fish breathe.
Scientists describe this with the Gill-
Oxygen Limitation Theory, or GOLT. Daniel
Pauly, the author of the theory, is the prin-
cipal investigator of the ‘Sea Around Us’ ini-
tiative at the University of British
Columbia’s Institute for the Oceans and
Fisheries. His new paper is published in
Mediterranean Marine Science
(ejournals.epublishing.ekt.gr/index.php/hc
mr-med-mar-sc/article/view/19285/18618).
A statement on the ‘Sea Around Us’ web-
site explains the theory. Warming waters
have less oxygen. Therefore, fish have diffi-
culties breathing in such environments.
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Oxygen depleted water

Additionally, such warming, low-oxygen
waters alsoincrease fish’s oxygen demands
because their metabolism speeds up. This
is because, as fish grow, their demand for
oxygen increases. However, the surface
area of the gills (two-dimensional) does not
grow at the same pace as the rest of the
body (three-dimensional). The larger the
fish, the smaller its surface area relative to
the volume of its body. So, the fish move to
waters whose temperatures resemble
those of their original habitats and that sat-
isfy their oxygen needs. As the global sea
surface temperature has increased by ap-
proximately 0.13°C per decade over the
past 100 years, “suitable” waters are more
and more found towards the poles and at
greater depths.

Previous studies by Pauly and his col-
leagues have already predicted that cli-
mate change will cause some fish species
to shift their distribution by more than
50 km per decade, the statement said.

AMITABH SINHA
PUNE,OCTOBER 29

THE RECORD-breaking rainfall this mon-
soon season, particularly during August and
September, has left weather scientists con-
founded. After a more than 30% shortfall in
June, the season ended with 10% excess
rainfall, the first time such a thing has hap-
pened since 1931. The September rainfall
(152% of long period average, or LPA) was
the highest since 1917, the August rainfall
(115% of LPA) was the highest since 1996,
and the overall seasonal rainfall (110% of
LPA) was the highest since 1994.

Search for answers

As late as the first week of September, the
India Meteorological Department main-
tained that the seasonal rainfall was going to
be normal (in the 96-104% range). With an
influencer like El Nifio Southern Oscillation
(ENSO)in the Pacific remaining largely neu-
tral this year, scientists are trying to pin down
the exact reason for the unusual rainfall.

In the search for answers, one phenome-

Epaperu.nes.asa. com

non attracting some attention is the Indian
Ocean Dipole or IOD, an ocean-atmosphere
interaction similar to El Nifio, but in the Indian
Ocean. IOD is a measure of the difference in
the sea-surface temperatures of the western
Indian Ocean (Arabian Sea) and the eastern
Indian Ocean, south of the Indonesian coast.
When the western waters are warmer than
the eastern, IOD is said to be positive; in the
opposite state, IOD is negative.

Like ENSO in the equatorial Pacific Ocean,
10D too influences weather and climate
events, though its impact is weaker because
the Indian Ocean s considerably smaller,and
shallower, than the Pacific. The IOD has an
impact on the Indian monsoon: a positive
IOD is understood to aid monsoon rainfall
while negative IOD is known to suppressiit.

Strongest ever

This year’s I0OD, which began developing
around June and grew strong after August,
has been one of the strongest on record.I0D
records are not very old. Accurate measure-
ments are available only since 1960, accord-
ing to the Australian Bureau of Meteorology
(ACB). “The current positive Indian Ocean
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Tracking employment in India

Anew study uses NSSO data to show that between 2004 and 2017, employment grew at less than half the
rate of population growth; number of women and young people in jobs fell; rural employment stagnated

UDIT MISRA
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 29

EVER SINCE the results of the Periodic Labour
Force Survey (PLFS) 2017-18 became public
— they showed that unemploymentinIndia
was at a 45-year high — there has been vig-
orous public debate about the true state of
unemployment in the country.

What has fueled this debate — and al-
lowed different people to arrive at differing
conclusions about the state of unemploy-
ment — has been the long delays in the avail-
ability of past employment data, even
though PLES tracks employment annually.

Now, a new study, commissioned by the
Economic Advisory Council to the Prime
Minister (EAC-PM), and undertaken by
Laveesh Bhandari of Indicus Foundation and
Amaresh Dubey of Jawaharlal Nehru
University, has highlighted the broad trends
for employment in India between 2004 and
2018. (The Indian Express, October 26)

Akey feature of this study is that instead
of focusing on unemployment, it focuses
only on the “employment” data. It does so by
looking at three comparable surveys con-
ducted by the National Sample Survey
Organisation (NSSO) — the Employment-
Unemployment Surveys (EUS) of 2004-05
and 2011-12, and the PLFS of 2017-18.

So how is mapping employment
different from mapping
unemployment?

The NSSO surveys divide the entire pop-
ulation into three categories. Broadly speak-
ing, Category 1 consists of people who were
involved in economic activity (or work) dur-
ing the reference period of the survey. These
individuals are labelled as “Employed” —and
Category 1 can be subdivided into categories
such as self-employed, salaried employees,
and casual labourers.

Category 2 consists of people who were
not engaged in any economic activity during
the reference period of the survey, but were
looking for work if work was available. These
individuals are labelled as “Unemployed”.

Taken together, categories 1 and 2 form
the country’s “labour force”.

Category 3 constitutes people who are nei-
ther engaged in work nor available for it. This
category — labelled as “Not in the labour force”
— would have a large number of people, in-
cluding those who have retired, those study-
ing, those unable to work due to disability,and
those attending “only” to domestic duties.

The new study focused on the level and
trends of the ‘Employed’ — thatis, Category 1.

What are the main findings of the study?
On the whole, the study found that the

ORGANISED SECTOR INCREASINGLY
PREFERS NON-CONTRACTUAL LABOUR
(ALL NUMBERS IN CRORE)

Sector Without With
Contract Contract

2004

Unorganised 6.33 04

Organised 1.51 2.28
2011

Unorganised 8.9 0.46

Organised 244 2.65
2017

Unorganised 10.9 0.48

Organised 3.61 2.8

STATES THAT SAW STAGNANT
EMPLOYMENT IN15-59 AGE BRACKET
(ALLNUMBERS IN LAKH)

State 2004 2011 2017
Rajasthan 204 222 225
Gujarat 213 227 225
Uttarankhand 30 30 33
Jharkhand 99 94 95
Odisha 135 139 135
AndhraPradesh 351 352 354
Karnataka 244 239 238
Tamil Nadu 284 276 283

Himachal Pradesh 25 30 29

2004 and 2011 numbers from the
Employment-Unemployment Surveys of
2004-05 and 2011-12 respectively; 2017
numbers from the Periodic Labour Force
Survey (PLFS) 2017-18.

total employment in the country grew by 4.5
crore in the 13 years between EUS 2004-05
and PLES 2017-18. What puts this absolute
number in perspective is that this represents
a growth of just 0.8 per cent — less than half
the rate at which the overall population grew,
which was 1.7 per cent.

What was the urban-rural spread of
employment?

Of the 4.5 crore increase in employment,
4.2 crore happened in the urban areas while
rural employment either contracted (by 0.01
per cent between 2004 and 2011) or was
stagnant (grew by 0.18 per cent between
2011 and 2017).

And what was the male-female spread of
employment?
Over the 13 years, male employment grew

by 6 crore but female employment fell by 1.5
crore. In other words, while there were 11.15
crore womenwith jobs in 2004, only 9.67 crore
were employed 13 years later. Women’s share
inemployment has fallen fromanalready low
level of 27.08%in 2004 to 21.17 per centin 2017.

What about youth employment?

India is one of the world’s youngest na-
tions, but employment data according to age
groups shows that youth employment (those
between the ages of 15 and 24) has fallen
from 8.14 crore in 2004 to 5.34 crore in 2017.

However, employment in the 25-59 age
group and the 60 years and above group has
gone up. The sustained schooling reforms
seem to have shown theirimpactin the em-
ployment of children below 14 years of age
reducing from 61 lakh in 2004 to 27 lakh in
2011, and just 11 lakh in 2017.

And employment by education level?

The emerging economy appears to be leav-
ing behind the illiterates and those with in-
complete primary education. Employmentin
this category has gone down from 20.08 crore
in2004 to 14.2 crore in 2017,and their share in
those employed has gone down from 48.77
per cent in 2004 to 31.09 per cent in 2017.

Employment has risen for all other cate-
gories of education from primary, second-
ary, to postgraduate and above.

Has the organised sector grown?

Yes, the rate of employment growth in
the organised sector — that is, in firms that
are registered with regulatory authorities
and are bound by a variety of labour laws —
has been the fastest, and its share in the total
employed has risen from 8.9 per centin 2004
to 14 per cent in 2017.

The unorganised sector, too, has grown. In
fact, while its rate of growth has been slower,
its overall share in the economy has gone up
from 37.1 per cent in 2004 to 47.7 per cent in
2017.However, the pace of growth of the unor-
ganised sector has moderated since 2011.

Both these sectors have grown at the ex-
pense of the agri-cropping sector, where em-
ployment has fallen from 21.9 per centin 2004
to 174 per cent in 2017. In essence, the results
show that those who are poor, illiterate, and
unskilled are increasingly losing out on jobs.

Has the rise of the organised sector led to
an increase in contractual employment?

Typically, it is expected that those who
work in the organised sector would be em-
ployed on some formal contract. The pres-
ence of a contract makes all the difference
when it comes to job security, minimum
wages, equal pay for equal work, safe work-
ing conditions, etc. Without a contract, even
a worker employed in the organised sector
would not have any means of seeking re-
course for any injustice. Non-contractual
labour also earns less in general than con-
tractual labour. That is why the unorganised
sector almost entirely employs workers on
a non-contractual basis.

However, the NSSO data show a sus-
tained trend of even the organised sector in
India preferring to employ workers without
a contract. Indeed, between 2011 and 2017,
this resulted in the organised sector coming
to employ more people without a contract.

That firms — whether organised or unor-
ganised — prefer non-contractual employ-
ment is bad news for India’s bid to make the
economy more formal. In all likelihood, firms
are doing so to cut the extra costs that come
with complying with inflexible and stringent
labour laws. This is more likely to be the case
when firms are stressed for money and
struggling to grow.

From the cloud, computing moves to the edge

ANUJBHATIA
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 29

CLOUD COMPUTING — by which remote
servers hosted on the Internet store and
process data, rather than local servers or per-
sonal computers — is ready to move to the
next level. Amazon, Microsoft, and Alphabet,
the parent company of Google — the technol-
ogy giants that provide cloud computing infra-
structure to major corporates and governments
—want toleverage 5G wireless technology and
artificial intelligence to enable faster response
times, lower latency (ability to process very high
volumes of data with minimal delay),and sim-
plified maintenance in computing.

This is where Edge Computing comes in

Rainfall 30% short in June, 10% excess
for overall monsoon. Pradeep Kumar

Dipole event has strengthened significantly
over the past month. The latest weekly value
of +2.15°C is the strongest positive weekly
value since at least 2001 (when the Bureau’s
weekly dataset commenced), and possibly
since 1997, when strong monthly values
wererecorded,” the ACB said inits latest bul-

— which many see as an extension to the
cloud, but whichis, in fact, different in several
basic ways. By 2025, says the global research
and advisory firm Gartner, companies will
generate and process more than 75% of their
data outside of traditional centralised data
centres — that is, at the “edge” of the cloud.

So, what is edge computing?

Simply put, edge computing enables data
tobe analysed, processed, and transferred at
the edge of a network. The idea is to analyse
data locally, closer to where it is stored, in
real-time without latency, rather than send
it far away to a centralised data centre. So
whether you are streaming a video on Netflix
or accessing a library of video games in the
cloud, edge computing allows for quicker

letin on October 15.

This has led to scientists looking at IOD
for possible clues to this year’s bumper rain-
fall, especially since such strong IOD events
in previous years, too, were associated with
high monsoon rainfall.

“In previous years, we have had very
strong 10D events in 1997 and 2006. In both
those years, the southwest monsoon rainfall
over India was around 100% of normal. 1997
also happened to be a strong El Nifio year (El
Nifio suppresses monsoon rainfall), but
thanks to the positive IOD, the monsoonrain-
fall was normal that year,” said Sridhar
Balasubramanian, associate professor of me-
chanical engineering and an adjunct faculty
member at[IDP Climate Studies at IIT Bombay.
“This year the positive IOD started strength-
ening from July,and by September it evolved
into the strongest positive IOD ever recorded
in the history of Indian summer monsoon.”

Tenuous link

Beyond the correlation, scientists are care-
ful not todirectly blame the IOD for this year’s
rains. That is because 10D’s link with the
Indian summer monsoon is tenuous at best.

data processing and content delivery.

How is edge computing different from
cloud computing?

The basic difference between edge com-
puting and cloud computing lies in where
the data processing takes place.

At the moment, the existing Internet of
Things (IoT) systems perform all of their com-
putations in the cloud using data centres. Edge
computing, on the other hand, essentially
manages the massive amounts of data gener-
ated by IoT devices by storing and processing
datalocally. That data doesn’t need to be sent
over a network as soon as it processed; only
important data is sent — therefore, an edge
computing network reduces the amount of
data that travels over the network.

Itis only one of several factors thatimpact the
monsoon, and not the most dominant.

In fact, the IOD’s influence on the mon-
soon is not fully understood. It is known to
have a much weaker influence than ENSO,
though. I0OD’s relationship with the Indian
summer monsoon s also much less studied
compared to that of ENSO, said ] Srinivasan,
distinguished scientist with the Divecha
Centre for Climate Change at [ISc, Bengaluru.

Besides, itis not clear if the IOD influences
the monsoon or if it is the other way round.
The IOD generally takes shape towards the
latter half of the summer monsoon, in August
and September, and scientists do not rule out
the possibility that the monsoon could play
some role in its emergence.

“Itis critical toremember that IOD usually
peaks in September-October-November, and
its impacts on monsoon are not very robust.
Itis unclear if monsoon itself plays a critical
role in forcing the I0D,” said Raghu
Murtugudde of the University of Maryland,
US. “The problem with using IOD as an ex-
planation is that its definition is not really
solid. It is defined as a gradient of east-west
SST (sea surface temperature) changes, but

New Delhi

And how soon can edge computing
become part of our lives?

Experts believe the true potential of edge
computing will become apparent when 5G
networks go mainstream in a year from now.
Users will be able to enjoy consistent con-
nectivity without even realising it.

Nvidia, one of the biggest players in the
design and manufacture of graphics and Al
acceleration hardware, has just announced
its EGX edge computing platform to help
telecom operators adopt 5G networks ca-
pable of supporting edge workloads. The
new Nvidia Aerial software developer kit
will help telecom companies build virtu-
alised radio access networks that will let
them support smart factories, AR/VR and
cloud gaming.

Why did monsoon end with so much rain? Hunt for clues in Indian Ocean

the actionisallin the east,” Murtugudde said.

This year, earlier years

This absence of ‘action’ in the western
Indian Ocean was evident this year too,
Srinivasan pointed out. “This year there
was strong cooling south of Sumatra (in
the east Indian Ocean) but the western
Indian Ocean did not show a large warm-
ing,” Srinivasan said.

Data from the Australian Bureau of
Meteorology show that since 1960, there
have been only 10 strongly positive IOD
events before this year. Summer monsoon
rainfall was deficient on four of those occa-
sions, more 100% on four others, and nor-
mal on the remaining two.

The fact that IOD could have played a
role in bringing excess rains in August and
September can not be ruled out, but the ex-
tent of its influence is something that still
needs to be studied.

“The high rainfall in August and
September this year was a record, and as of
now, it would not be wrong to say that we
do not understand the reasons for it,”
Srinivasan said.
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A VISIT, A DIVERSION

Trip to Valley by members of EU Parliament renews questions
about continuing restrictions on India’s MPs and leaders

HE VISIT OF 27 members of the European Parliament to J&K, sponsored by a

think tank in Delhi and blessed by the government, raises several questions.

For a start, the government does not allow the same privilege to Indian par-

liamentarians and veteran political leaders, many of whom have been pre-
vented from visiting the Valley ever since the August 5 decision to abrogate Kashmir’s
special status. Rahul Gandhi, MP, was turned back from Srinagar airport. Ghulam Nabi
Azad, leader of the Opposition in the Rajya Sabha, who also belongs to J&K, was sent back
from the Srinagar airport three times, and was finally permitted by the Supreme Court.
CPI(M)leader Sitaram Yechury also went with the permission of the court, while Yashwant
Sinha, a former finance minister of the country, was sent back from Srinagar airport.
Another member of Parliament, and former chief minister, Farooq Abdullah, has been
under house arrest in Kashmir since August 5.

Whatis also problematic is that these MEPs are not an official delegation. On this visit,
they are not representing Europe or their own countries, or even their constituencies.
They are in this delegation in their “personal capacity”. What exactly, then, is their busi-
ness in Kashmir? It can also be said with certainty that an official European parliamen-
tary delegation would not have been comprised of a majority from the right wing polit-
ical parties that now dot Europe, whose politics ranges from admiration for Nazism to
anti-immigration to Islamophobia. When Prime Minister Narendra Modi welcomed
them with the hope that their visit to J&K “should give the delegation a better under-
standing of the cultural and religious diversity of the region of Jammu, Kashmir and
Ladakh”, the only thing missing was a sense of irony.

If the idea was to impress upon the world that the government is not blocking for-
eign dignitaries from visiting Kashmir, as was pointed out at the US Congressional hear-
ing, this delegation is not going to serve the purpose. As if to underline that, on the same
day as the MEPs’ visit, the United Nations expressed concern for the people of J&K, and
asked India to restore their rights. Certificates from an apparently handpicked European
delegation will do nothing to paper over the fact that the government first pushed through
its decisions by imposing a communications blockade, and has then been slow to lift the
curbs and restrictions on the people’s right to free speech and freedom of association, or
that it continues to detain a large number of political representatives in the Valley. The true
test for the government’s August 5 decision lies in how the people of Kashmir view it.

NO STRESS RELIEF

On telecom, rather than being driven by short-term
considerations, government must act to restore sector’s health

VENTS OF THE past week do not augur well for the long-term viability of the

beleaguered telecom sector. On Thursday, the Supreme Court upheld the gov-

ernment’s view that all revenue accruing to telcos, including from non-core ac-

tivities, constitutes adjusted gross revenue (AGR). This is a blow to an indus-
try struggling under a mountain of debt. By some estimates, telcos will now have to fork
out around Rs 1.3 lakh crore, once spectrum usage charges linked to AGR are factored in,
worsening their already precarious financial position. A day before this verdict, the Centre
approved a revival package for public sector telcos BSNL and MTNL. By continuing to prop
up these loss-making entities, at terms which can be construed as unfair to private op-
erators, it may have ended up further distorting the market.

On the issue of what constitutes revenues, it is unfortunate the government chooses
to continue with its line of argument, especially in light of the stress in the sector. The no-
tion thatincome from non-core activities such as return on investments needs to be shared
with the Centre is akin to killing the proverbial goose that lays the golden eggs. While a
cash-strapped government may welcome this outcome — it could help offset some of the
shortfall in its tax revenues — this additional levy will come at the expense of the health
of an already strained sector. Highly indebted telcos will find it difficult to fulfill these ob-
ligations, especially with their profitability still under threat from the ongoing price wars.
It will also have a bearing on their ability to take part in the 5G auctions. On the issue of re-
viving BSNL and MTNL, it is questionable whether these entities can compete effectively
with the private sector. The assumptions that have been factored in the turnaround plans
are optimistic to say the least. And while the logic of continuing with a sovereign-backed
loss-making entity in a hyper competitive sector is itself questionable, an unequivocal
backing by the sovereign, as this revival package suggests, could distort the market.

Rather than being guided by short-term revenue considerations, the government
should consider the wider implications of these developments and take corrective meas-
ures for the sake of the sector. As there was ambiguity over what constitutes revenues, it
should waive the interest and penalties it has levied on telcos. It should also drop its de-
mand for license fees, reconsider the contribution to the universal service obligation fund,
and rethink its stance on spectrum pricing.

CHANGE THE CHANNEL

Pakistan’s media regulator wants TV anchors to be unbiased. It
might as well ask them to shut shop

HE HOPE THAT abides vis a vis the India-Pakistan relationship is based on a

simple assumption, a cliché almost: There’s more that unites us than divide

us. Historically, of course, the northern parts of India and eastern parts of

Pakistan were a cultural unit. But even in contemporary times, the parallels
between the pillars of the state in the two countries — the government and the media —
are remarkable. Earlier this week, reports confirmed that the Pakistan Electronic Media
Regulatory Authority (Pemra) has barred television anchors from giving their “opinions”
during talk shows and limited their role to “moderator”. For those Indians not familiar with
how TV anchors in Pakistan go about their business, suffice it to say that apart from the
odd Urdu phrase, they are mostly a mirror image of their Indian counterparts. Pemra’s di-
rective bars anchors from appearing as “experts”, and says they should not provide “per-
sonal opinion”, “bias” or “judgements” on any issue. Pemra might as well outlaw prime
time TV debates, as they are conducted in this part of the world.

There was a time when television actually provided news, and attempted to inform
its viewers. But prime time is now, on both sides of the border, a space where anchors at-
tempt to echo government views and stand up for an imagined idea of nationalism. The
“debate” is set in a gladiatorial arena, or to be more accurate, it is like American profes-
sional wrestling — the outcome is decided, and the referee is in on it. In fact, on one mem-
orable day on Indian TV, a popular party spokesperson donned the mantle of an anchor,
pretending to reserve his “judgements”, albeit quite poorly.

None of this, however, is by way of providing justification for Pemra’s diktat. In Pakistan,
as in India, the government seems to believe that it is best suited to interfere in matters
that are none of its business. The fact is, most news channels do what they do because that’s
what they believe the audience wants. The best way to “regulate” a free press is for peo-

ple to just change the channel.
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WORDLY WISE
THE SINGLE BIGGEST PROBLEM IN COMMUNICATION

IS THE ILLUSION THAT IT HAS TAKEN PLACE.
— GGEORGE BERNARD SHAW

Journey to a beginning

Opening of Kartarpur corridor will show us that it is
possible to leave behind the past, walk to the future

AMARINDER SINGH

MY CONNECT WITH Kartarpur Sahib goes
back to my childhood. I still remember how
the gurdwara, just about 235 km from my
hometown of Patiala (that’s less than the
Chandigarh-Delhi distance), was always
spoken of with great reverence in our fam-
ily. Of course, that was majorly because of
the historicimportance of the site, where Sri
Guru Nanak Dev ji died on September 22,
1539. But part of it was also because of the
personal connection my family had with the
gurdwara, whose present building was built
in 1925 at a cost of Rs 1,35,600, donated by
Maharaja Bhupindar Singh, the then ruler of
Patiala and my grandfather, after the exist-
ing structure was ravaged by floods.

The desire to visit the revered gurdwara
has always been strong within me. Today,
just days before [ see the cherished aspira-
tion transform into enviable reality, [ bow
before the Great Guru for granting me this
experience, and that too during his 550th
Prakash Purb celebration.

Irecall my personal meetings, in my pre-
vious term as chief minister, with former
Pakistan President, General Pervez
Musharraf, during which I had spoken ex-
tensively about the deep-rooted urge in
every Sikh to visit the historic Kartarpur
Sahib Gurdwara. Though he had responded
positively to my request, which our former
Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, had
also subsequently pursued actively, things
did not really move forward till November
2018, when the Government of India con-
veyed its decision to build the Kartarpur
Sahib Corridor from Dera Baba Nanak in
Gurdaspur district to the International
Border (with Pakistan), in coordination with
the Government of Punjab.

It was a momentous day for all of us here
in Punjab, and we wasted no time in initiat-
ing the process of getting things in place for
the construction of the corridor and the in-
frastructure around it. It took us less than
two months to make the land required for
the project available to the central govern-
ment. The work on the corridor (4.190 km)
was started on December 13, 2018. In addi-
tion, a Passenger Terminal Building

‘What makes this
achievement truly
remarkable is that both
India and Pakistan stuck to
their deadlines against all
odds, in the face of many
disturbing and disruptive
developments in the last one
year, to fulfill their ends of
the bargain. This gives me,
and I am sure it gives the
people of both countries, a
powerful sense of optimism
about the future. However,
the fructification of this
optimism would depend, to
a great extent, on how soon,
and how effectively, Pakistan
leverages the opportunity it
has got in the shape of the
Kartarpur Corridor. From
where I see it, the corridor
has the potential to stand
out as a historic symbol of
peace and hope of a better
tomorrow for Indo-Pak
relations.

Integrated Check Post (ICP) is also being
constructed at the International Border in
an area of about 50 acres by the Land Port
Authority of India (LPAI), which will become
operational before the corridor opens for
pilgrims.

Working closely with the Centre, my
government, | am pleased to state, has en-
sured that the corridor is ready to be inau-
gurated by the prime minister on
November 9, and to receive the first jatha
of pilgrims to Sri Kartarpur Sahib on the
same day. That, with the blessings of Wahe
Guru, I will have the honour of being a
member of this jatha gives me a deep sense
of joy and satisfaction.

What makes this achievement truly re-
markable is that both India and Pakistan
stuck to their deadlines against all odds, in
the face of many disturbing and disruptive
developments in the last one year, to fulfill
their ends of the bargain. This gives me, and
[ am sure it gives the people of both coun-
tries, a powerful sense of optimism about
the future.

However, the fructification of this opti-
mism would depend, to a great extent, on
how soon, and how effectively, Pakistan
leverages the opportunity it has got in the
shape of the Kartarpur Corridor. From
where I see it, the corridor has the poten-
tial to stand out as a historic symbol of peace
and hope of a better tomorrow for Indo-Pak
relations.

The recent decision of the Union
Ministry of Road Transport & Highways to
name the stretch from the Indo/Pak Border-
Dera Baba Nanak-Amritsar-Tarn Taran-
Goindwal Sahib-Kapurthala Sultanpur
Lodhi National Highway as “Sri Guru Nanak
Dev Ji Marg” in the state of Punjab has fur-
ther added to the aura of the corridor, which
in many ways is a bridge of faith between
India and Pakistan.

But the opening of the corridor next
month will be just a small step forward on
along and difficult road, which our two na-
tions can only traverse together if Islamabad
gives up its negative posturing vis-a-vis
India. As long as the Pakistan Army contin-

ues to support and sponsor cross-border
terrorism, as long as our soldiers are killed
by the men from across the border, and as
long as the climate of mistrust and fear re-
mains, there can be noreal progress in eas-
ing the perpetual tension between our
countries.

However, with my unwavering faith in
the ideology of universal love and tolerance
propagated by our revered first Guru, [ am
strongly of the view that the corridor will
eventually pave the way for harmony be-
tween our two nations, whose people share
common roots and a common aspiration
for the future. It is my dream to see India
and Pakistan connect with each other atan
even deeper level, to walk beyond the 4.5
km of the Kartarpur Corridor and find new
ways of burying the past, in my lifetime.

One small way of building on the trust
that the corridor promises to nurture be-
tween the two countries is for Islamabad to
waive the $20 fee it has imposed on pil-
grims visiting the revered gurdwara. A ges-
ture like that would really prove that
Pakistan respects the sentiments of India’s
people, and wants to strengthen people-to-
people relations between the two nations.

The corridor, I believe, has shown us that
itis more than possible to bridge the differ-
ences that have assumed unnaturally grave
proportions in these seven decades. All that
is needed is the will to do so. Let this corri-
dor, then, become an icon of our collective
future, and a beacon to show us the way to
do it. Let it be the burial ground for hatred
and mistrust, and for all those inimical
forces that have obstructed peace between
the two nations all these years. Terror and
violence have no place in this Corridor of
Peace — a truth thatlam sure Islamabad re-
alises, and hope it is ready to acknowledge.

Whatis needed now is the intent to bury
the hatchet, which, in the given circum-
stances, is more the responsibility of
Pakistan than of India. And now is the best
time for the Imran Khan government to
make the next move.

The writer is chief minister of Punjab

"THE RUNNING AIR MARSHAL

PV lyer, an unlikely soldier, continues to inspire

PARAMESWARAN IYER

OCTOBER IS THE month Air Force Day is cel-
ebrated in India and this is also a good occa-
sion to celebrate the birthday of an Air Force
veteran — Air Marshal PV Ilyer —who turned
ninety today. Known as the Running Air
Marshal in the Indian Air Force, having
logged in about 1,20,000 kms in his over 50-
year running career, he has turned running
and fitness into a passion and inspired count-
less others, including his family, to make this
a lifestyle. One person he could not inspire
to undertake extreme running, however, was
his son, the author of this piece.

In 1985, when I was general manager of
the Uttar Pradesh Road Transport
Corporation, based in Lucknow, my dad was
planning to lead a contingent of about 200
Air Force and civilian runners on an Agra-
Delhi 210 km ultra-marathon in just three
days. I could, or at least was trying to, run
buses in UP, and did my daily four-five km
run, but definitely did not plan to embark on
an ultramarathon with my father and his
merry band of athletes. So, we amicably
agreed that I would take one of my buses
from Agra to Delhi while the Air Marshal and
his team ran the distance. With night halts
at Mathura, Palwal and Faridabad, they com-
pleted the runin style, being received by then
Air Chief Marshal LaFontaine at Air Force
Station Palam on Air Force Day, October 8,
1985.The gruelling run had a dropout rate of
about 50 per cent, but the then 56-year-old

He soon took to running,
like a duck to water, and
regularly ran 10-15 milers
early morning from the
Curzon Road Apartments
near India Gate to Palam
airport and back. Once, in
the dark of an early Delhi
winter morning, he collided
with a buffalo on Janpath
road. Luckily, the buffalo
was more startled than my
father and galloped away.

Air Marshal and his co-runners, finished in
fine fettle, and celebrated with a “burra
khana” lunch at Palam.

Young PV Iyer was always an unlikely
candidate to join the military. Born in
Kozhikode to a family of traditional temple
priests, who had never done more exercise
beyond throwing petals in the sacred fire
while performing marriage rituals, he was
destined to be an academic or a lawyer, like
his father. He completed a Master’s in math-
ematics from Presidency College, Madras,
and was heading towards a teaching career,
but fate willed otherwise — he got selected as
a commissioned officer in the Indian Air
Force. In 1952, he met Kalyani, a tennis star
and veterinary doctor from Queen Mary’s
College, and after a short courtship, they got
married.

The Air Marshal only accidentally got into
fitness in 1976 when the Indian Air Force in-
troduced a mandatory annual fitness test for
its officers. He soon took to running, like a
duck to water, and regularly ran 10-15 mil-
ers early morning from the Curzon Road
Apartments near India Gate to Palam airport
and back. Once, in the dark of an early Delhi
winter morning, he collided with a buffalo
on Janpath road. Luckily, the buffalo was
more startled than my father and
galloped away.

In between his running career, the then
Air commodore lyer took a little time off to

help his son prepare for the 1980 civil serv-
ices exam. As the Commanding Officer of the
Air Force station at Chakeri, Kanpur, he re-
alised that his son, having never studied the
subject before, was struggling a bit in prepar-
ing for the philosophy paper in the main
exam. The Commanding Officer took a
week’s leave and prepared some notes on
philosophy to assist the aspiring civil servant.
One of the notes was on phenomenology, the
philosophical study of the structures of expe-
rience and consciousness — something
which did not make any sense to me. But my
father had it figured out and his notes came
in handy in my responses to the questions in
the exam. I managed to get selected for
the IAS.

Last year, again on Air Force Day, the Air
Marshal was thrilled to meet the prime min-
ister during the evening reception at the res-
idence of the Air Chief in Delhi. In a face to
face interaction, they discussed his Air Force
career. Today is another important occasion:
His 90th birthday. While all of us will sorely
miss Kalyani, we will enjoy and celebrate the
remarkable life and career of the Running Air
Marshal, with the clear intention of having
many more such celebrations in the years
to come.

The writer is Secretary, Department of
Drinking Water and Sanitation, Ministry of
Jal Shakti. Views are personal
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CFD MINISTERS RESIGN
ALLTHE EIGHT CFD ministers, seven of cab-
inet rank and one minister of state, have
handed over their resignations to their party
leader, H N Bahuguna. One of the CFD min-
isters said this had been done to assure
Bahuguna that “all of us are with him and fol-
low his direction whatever it may be.” The
CFD ministers are in the Banarasi Das min-
istry so long as Bahuguna desires and they
will quit en bloc the moment he takes a de-
cision on new power equations. According
to CFD sources, Bahuguna is expected to an-
nounce his decision within the next 24 hours
and possibly the CFD would be joining hands
with the Congress (I).

No CPM-CPI TIES

THE LEFT FRONT'S talks with the CPI for an
electoral understanding for the ensuing Lok
Sabha election have failed over seats distri-
bution. At talks between leaders of the CPI
and the front, the latter stuck to its offer of
only two seats to the CPI whereas the CPI
desired atleast four seats, though it had ear-
lier presented a list of seven seats. Soon
thereafter, the front chairman, Promode Das
Gupta, announced the list of candidates for
all the 42 seats in West Bengal for the Lok
Sabha. However, he said if the CPl accepted
two seats before the front’s election rally on
November 4, the party would be welcomed
into its fold.

New Delhi

INDIA’S N-POLICY

THE DEFENCE MINISTER, C Subramaniam,
virtually underscored Charan Singh’s stand
that India would have to reconsider its policy
if Pakistan were to go nuclear. Singh had
utilised his Independence Day speech to
make his position known on the issue.
Subramaniam was speaking on “India’s de-
fence strategy for the Eighties” at the
National Defence College. The defence min-
ister told senior officers who constituted his
audience that India had already had a situa-
tion of asymmetry vis-a-vis China and if
Pakistan were to develop a nuclear arsenal
then a second situation of asymmetry to
India’s disadvantage would develop.
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In a plastic world

Use of single-use plastic needs to be minimised, but the larger problem also needs to be attended to

ITIES AT CROSSROADS

BY ISHER JUDGE
AHLUWALIA AND
ALMITRA PATEL

PRIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi made a
dramatic announcement on August 15,2019,
that India would eliminate single-use plas-
tics by 2022. This generated a lot of specula-
tion on whether a ban on single-use plastics
was in the offing. Then came another state-
ment on October 2, Gandhi Jayanti, by the
PM that single-use plastics (SUPs) will be
phased out by 2022, and officials indicated
that states will play a major role in ensuring
this happens.

SUPs refers to plastics which are used just
once, as in disposable packaging and also in
items such as plates, cutlery, straws etc. A
FICCI study estimates that 43 per cent of
India’s plastics are used in packaging and
much of itis single-use plastic. We also have
completely unnecessary single-use plastic
entering our homes in the form of covers for
invitation cards, magazines, bread wrappers
and advertisements.

Single-use plastic is only part of what is
truly a massive challenge, and that is the
management of all kinds of plastic waste.
Butitis good to begin with SUPs because its
large and growing volume adds enor-
mously to the total plastic waste. The grow-
ing volume is, to a great extent, because of
rising e-commerce in India with people
buying from companies like Amazon and
Flipkart that use single-use plastic for dis-
posable packaging. Both companies have
made commitments to phase out their use
of single-use plastic, but this is unlikely to
happen anytime soon.

Ever since plastic was invented by John
W Hyattin 1869, it has been an integral part
of our lives, contributing much to the con-
venience of modern living because of the
flexibility, durability and lightness of this ma-
terial. Plastics are used not only in airplanes,
computers, cars, trucks and other vehicles,
but also in our everyday-use items such as
refrigerators, air-conditioners, furniture, and
casings for electric wires, to name a few.

The problemis that plasticdoes not decom-
pose naturally and sticks around in the envi-
ronment for thousands of years. Safe disposal
of plastic waste is, therefore, a huge challenge
worldwide. For an excellent shortintroduction
to plastics, one can see sciencehistory.org/the-
history-and-future-of-plastics.

Close to 20 states in India have imposed
a partial or total ban on single-use plastics at
one time or another. Maharashtra, Tamil
Nadu, Telangana and Himachal Pradesh
opted for complete bans, while others in-
cluding Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and Odisha
have tried partial bans. The bans have, by and
large, not been successful because of poor
state capacity to enforce.

Plastic carry-bags pose a special problem.
Although they are strong, lightweight and
useful — and can be saved, cleaned and
reused many times — this is mostly not done
because they are available very cheap and
are, therefore, not valued (often shops give
plastic carry bags for free). They become, ef-
fectively, single-use plastics.

A compulsory charge by retail stores on
carry-bags has proven most effective in re-
ducing their use without a ban. In Ireland, a
minor charge added to every bill saw a 95 per

¥~/

4
¥

®

cent reduction in demand for such carry-
bags, as most shoppers began bringing in
their own reusable grocery-bags.

InIndia, the Plastics Waste Management
Rules 2016 included a clause in Rule 15 which
called for explicit pricing of carry-bags. This
required vendors to register and pay an an-
nual fee to the urban local bodies. But lobby-
ing by the producers of plastics ensured that
this clause was removed by an amendment
in 2018 — and that was never put up for pub-
lic debate, as is mandatory.

InIndia, plastic producers have been ad-
vocating thicker and thicker micron sizes for
carry-bags. Also, when there is a ban on
carry-bags, it leads to the use of non-woven
polypropylene (PP) bags which feel like cloth
and are now even being printed to look like
cloth: These are actually more dangerous for
the environment as their fine fibres rub off
and enter global waters as micro-plastics.

Discarded plastic bags create the great-
est problems in waste management. Blown
by wind into drains, they cause flooding of
urban areas. Used as waste-bin liners to dis-
pose of daily food scraps, they find their way
into the stomachs of roaming livestock be-
cause the animals ingest them to get at the
food inside, which ultimately causes their
death. All plastic waste is eventually carried
by rain, streams and rivers into the oceans.

ATexas-sized great garbage patch of float-
ing plastics swirling in the Pacific first attracted
attention in the 1960s. A similar or even
greater quantity of sunken plastic, especially
discarded fishing gear, called ghost nets, blan-
kets our ocean floors. Both floating and sunken
plastics kill riverine and marine life.

We need to build awareness of the dam-
age caused by SUPs and develop consumer
consciousness to minimise their use. For
example, at airports, we could replace me-
ters of cling-film, used to wrap luggage,
with a pretty cloth bag temporarily sealed
by machine stitching that can later find al-
ternative uses. In our parties, we could use
paper plates and bamboo straws. In our
pantries, we could use butter-paper, as in
olden times, replacing the millions of bread
wrappers needlessly used for a product
with a shelf life of one to three days. We
should also write to those sending us mag-
azines or invitations or advertising in plas-
tic sleeves to switch to tear-proof paper in-
stead. Finally, plastic throw-aways at
parties should be replaced with washable,
reusable tableware.

SUPs can potentially be converted by
thermo-mechanical recycling into plastic
granules for blending into other plastic prod-
ucts, usually irrigation piping for agriculture.

Single-use plastic is only part
of what is truly a massive
challenge, and that is the
management of all kinds of
plastic waste. But it is good
to begin with SUPs because
its large and growing volume
adds enormously to the total
plastic waste. The growing
volume is, to a great extent,
because of rising e-commerce
in India with people buying
from companies like
Amazon and Flipkart that
use single-use plastic for
disposable packaging. Both
companies have made
commitments to phase out
their use of single-use plastic,
but this is unlikely to happen

anytime sSoon.

CR Sasikumar

But collection of post-consumer waste and re-
cycling poses a major challenge. Especially
when packaging comprises layers of different
types of polymer. The multi-layer flexible
packaging, which is used for chips and other
snacks, cannot be made into granules because
it contains layers of plastic with different melt-
ing points. The Plastic Waste Management
Rules of 2016 require creators of such packag-
ing waste to take it back at their cost or pay
cities for its management under Extended
Manufacturer Responsibility. But thereis little
compliance.

While it is true that India recycles much
more than the industrialised countries through
an informal network of waste collectors and
segregators (a lot of this is downcycling), a
study by FICCI points out that fast-growing
consumption has brought us to a point where
consumption has clearly outstripped India’s
current capacity to recycle plastics.

In a 2017 column (IE, October 25, ‘Don’t
waste the possibilities’), we had pointed out
how recycled plastic can be used to
strengthen roads. Use of plastics more than
doubles or triples road life — it has been ap-
proved by the Indian Road Congress and
mandated by the National Highway
Authority in November 2015 for upto 50 km
around every city with a population of over
5,00,000. To date, over 14,000 km of so-
called plastic roads have been built which
are long-lasting and free of pot-holes. Itis
only corruption in road contracts that re-
stricts their wider use, as longer-lasting roads
means fewer contracts for building and re-
building poor quality roads.

Another ingenious idea is to replace the
use of thermocol with totally biodegradable
pith from the shola/sola plant (Aeschynomene
aspera)— this was used in huge quantities till
the 1950s for making sola-topees or pith hel-
mets for colonials and their armies. Today, it is
used in Bengali weddings and for Durga Puja
decorations.Imagine the ruralincome gener-
ation from steady commercial use of this wild
marsh-land reed.

We need many more such innovative
ideas and a fundamental change in mindsets
to minimise the use of single-use plastic. It
is high time we also turn to the larger chal-
lenge of plastic waste management if we
want to continue to avail of the many advan-
tages offered by plastics in our modern
lifestyle.

Ahluwalia is chairperson, Indian Council for
Research on International Economic
Relations (ICRIER), and Patel is member,
Supreme Court committee on

solid waste management
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A certificate for the owner

We need a timebound mechanism to transition to a clearer land titling system

BORNALI BHANDARI AND PAWAN KADYAN

THE INDIAN macroeconomic slowdown is
perceived as being structural in nature. One
of the key suggestions being made is that
India needs to carry out factor market re-
forms, including those of land markets. In
this article, we make a specific policy recom-
mendation about land titling reforms. This
lies at the heart of the quagmire that has
stalled the progress of land reforms in India.
The Indian land titling system is currently
based on presumptive titles. It is well-recog-
nised now that we need to move towards
conclusive titles. Conclusive titling works on
three underlying principles of Torrens land
title registration system — mirror, curtain and
insurance. In short, the map/survey should
mirror the true picture of the land including
its ownership, extent and value; the land
record should automatically mutate after reg-
istration to curtain the past and depict the
correct title holder’s name thereby obviating
any requirement of producing complicated
documents to prove ownership; and lastly,
the title holder would be insured against any
loss on account of any defect in the records.
To move towards conclusive titling, re-
forms are required at two levels — the legal
framework and government process reengi-
neering. The efforts towards conclusive ti-
tling began in 2008 with the National Land
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Records Modernisation Programme (DIL-
RMP). Over the last decade, DILRMP has been
fairly successful in its objective of comput-
erisation of land and registration records.

The central government had proposed a
Model Land Titling Bill, 2011. However, that
has not yet been taken up by most states.
Only two states, Rajasthan and Maharashtra,
have made some progress. Along with states,
the Centre also needs to enact law/amend
the Registration Act 1908, one of the central
laws governing land.

Despite all efforts, progress towards a le-
gal framework for conclusive titling has been
limited. Therefore, we are proposing an al-
ternate model. Instead of moving from one
titling system to another directly, India may
take an intermediate step of enacting a law
for Certificate of Possessory Title (CoPT). It
would essentially mean issuance of a CoPT
to the owner upon registration of a posses-
sory estate and after a few years thereafter,
the land would become eligible to enter the
conclusive land titling system. We recom-
mend a period of five years in this regard. To
add further flexibility in operationalising
CoPT, along with the law around CoPT, state
governments may also consider passing state
specific “stamp acts”, like has already been
done by in some states. Also, registration of

land needs to be made time bound.

This proposal has clear advantages. One,
it would continue to indicate the vision to
move towards conclusive titling and such
clarity would quash any misapprehensions.
As people register their land records under
CoPT, they would get five years and at the
end, if there have not been any competing
claims on the land, this could be converted
into a conclusive land title. Two, it would help
formalise the on-ground reality where
sometimes possession is used as a criterion
to decide presumptive titles in India. Three,
this would also automatically clear the pen-
dency of civil suits in many cases.

Also, the DILRMP needs to be revamped
and as part of DILRMP 2.0, we recommend
that the Centre undertakes a drone and satel-
lite imagery-based GIS tagged fresh survey
of the entire territory of India. The existing
cadastral survey maps could be geo-refer-
enced in this exercise to harmonise data be-
tween the current and the proposed system.
Together, these would create new survey
maps of the land records system that would
govern land administration.

The operations of land administration
also may adopt the state-wide enterprise
architecture approach and all institutional
operators such as the departments of regis-

tration, land and surveys, urban and munic-
ipal affairs may use the same architecture
and an integrated land database for smooth
operations. Andhra Pradesh has already
taken a lead in this regard. This may be
adopted by others. Further, unique land par-
cel IDs having inbuilt identifiers of type of
land and location may be issued for all
parcels of land. This has already been done
in Uttar Pradesh.

The computerised land and registration
records of the past decades, which have been
created as part of DILRMP may be used to es-
tablish a clear chain of presumptive title hold-
ers for all parcels of land. The unique IDs may
also be mapped with the current title holders.
This would assist in the issuance of CoPT later.

To move towards automatic mutation of
land, the registration and land departments
could develop integrated business process
flows with systems-based smart contract-
like checks for automatic mutatio. In sum, if
states enact CoPT and the Centre introduces
DILRMP 2.0 and makes necessary amend-
ments to the Registration Act, it will unlock
land’s true potential, paving the way for a
new paradigm.

Bhandariis senior fellow at NCAER, Kadyan is
an IAS officer. Views are personal
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“At a time when the US is celebrating the removal of Baghdadi, we have to tell
Washington: Let the world share this achievement and don’t sacrifice the
common interests of mankind as you have done to Kurds.”

— GLOBAL TIMES, CHINA

His corner of
the foreign field

As scholar, mentor and institution-builder,
Stephen P Cohen laid the foundation
for South Asian studies

KANTI B]PAI

STEPHEN PHILIP Cohen, Emeritus Professor
of History and Political Science at the
University of Illinois, and Senior Fellow
Emeritus of the Brookings Institution, died
on Sunday. In his passing, South Asian secu-
rity studies has lost a foundational scholar,
teacher-mentor, and institution-builder.
For nearly 50 years, from the publication of
his classic on the Indian Army, he was an
inescapable reference point.

South Asian studies covers a wide range
of subjects: Anyone who has attended the
eponymously-named annual conference
in the American Midwest, which Steve sup-
ported from its inception in 1971, can tes-
tify to its breadth. In this “corner of a for-
eign field”, to borrow Ramchandra Guha’s
cricket reference, Steve cultivated and cu-
rated South Asian security studies.

Amongst the first generation of South
Asianists in the US, W Norman Brown and
Richard L Park had written on Indian foreign
policy. A bit later, Lloyd and Susanne
Rudolph would publish onIndia’s civil-mil-
itary affairs and external relations. However,
it was Steve who recognised the need for a
long-term and systematic engagement with
civil-military issues and national security,
first with respect to India and later Pakistan.
And from here, beginning in the 1970s, he
built South Asian security studies.

How did he almost single-handedly do
this?

First, Steve’s scholarly writings framed
and populated the incipient field. From 1971
to 2016, he wrote voluminously, deftly, and
illuminatingly on South Asian armies, nu-
clear proliferation and arms control, India-
Pakistan crises and the causes and possible
resolution of the India-Pakistan conflict,
India as an emerging power, the idea of
Pakistan, India’s military modernisation and
the US and South Asian security.

At the core of Steve’s concerns was the
problem of violence, particularly organised
violence — its causes, uses, limitations and
management. One of his favourite studies
was a little-known book he wrote on the
Andhra cyclone of 1978, with his former
student, CV Raghavulu. The subtitle of the
book was “Individual and Institutional
Responses to Mass Death”. This was vio-
lence on a large scale but traceable to hu-
man neglect and ineptitude.

Second, when no one else saw fit to do
so, Steve encouraged his doctoral students
to specialise in South Asian security. When
[ arrived in Illinois in 1982, Sumit Ganguly
was finishing his PhD on the causes of war
in South Asia. I soon decided to study the
emergence of regional cooperation in
South Asia, nudged in this direction by
Steve’s urging me to think of the then-nas-
cent SAARC in security terms.

Before Sumit and me, Shivaji Ganguly

had written a thesis on US policy towards
South Asia. Following us, Kavita Khory,
Amit Gupta, Chetan Kumar, Dinshaw
Mistry, and Sunil Dasgupta, among others,
would write on security-related subjects.

Steve also generously mentored stu-
dents other than his own, who would blaze
a trail in regional security studies includ-
ing S Rashid Naim, Itty Abraham, Dhruva
Jaishankar, Gaurav Kampani, Tanvi Madan,
Constantino Xavier, and Moeed Yusuf.
Scores of his “grand students” — his term
for his students’ students — can attest to his
generosity as well.

Third, Steve built South Asian security
studies institutionally. He was brilliant at
attracting funding from US foundations —
Ford, Macarthur, Rockefeller, Alton Jones.
The funds were deployed for specific proj-
ects but also to make the Office of Arms
Control, Disarmament, and International
Security (ACDIS) at the University of Illinois
into a centre for doctoral students, visiting
fellows, and workshops and conferences.

Virtually anyone of note in South Asian
security studies, scholar or scholar-practi-
tioner, eventually found his or her way to
ACDIS and later to the South Asia/India pro-
gramme that Steve built at Brookings. Beyond
ACDIS and the Brookings programme, in col-
laboration with South Asian colleagues, Steve
helped establish the Regional Centre for
Strategic Studies (RCSS) in Colombo, which
has gone on to encourage the study of tradi-
tional and non-traditional security.

Steve inspired not just by being a driven
scholar, mentor, and institution builder. He
inspired by his many sterling human qual-
ities that became apparent as you got to
know him. For one, he was unfailingly re-
spectful and had a deep affection for all
South Asians. He rarely criticised colleagues
and certainly not before students. I cannot
remember his holding a grudge or being
ill-tempered. All his students were his
favourite and best students! And they all
got household bits and pieces upon arriv-
ing so that they could quickly set up home.
Steve was also boyishly in love with tech-
nology, especially Apple devices. Into his
sixties, if memory serves, he was an avid
tennis and basketball player.

Above all, Steve was a consummate
American family man. It always seemed to
me that he was happiest when he was with
his lovely wife Bobby and around his chil-
dren. In fact, he was relaxed and affable
around other people’s families as well: My
children still recall a wonderful day out in
Baltimore with Steve and Bobby.

I am sure Steve was stoical to the end.
Thelast time I saw himwasin 2013.1knew
he had been seriously ill and had dealt with
a number of painful injuries. We met for
lunch. He was animated and solicitous, but
as always, he would not be drawn on his
health. He unsentimentally but warmly
said goodbye. I hoped I would see him
again, but I pulled my coat around me and
didn’t look back. I imagined him doing the
same, and this brought a smile.

RIP Steve.

The writer is Wilmar Professor of Asian
Studies, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public
Policy, National University of Singapore

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

(GANDHI'S ABSENCE

THIS REFERS TO the article ‘Abandoning
Gandhi’ (IE, October 29). Gandhi’s phi-
losophy of non-violence won us our
freedom. Of all the Mahatma'’s ideas,
non-violence holds good in the pres-
ent-day political field. The concept of
ahimsa has a long history in Indian re-
ligious thought. In his autobiography,
The Story of My Experiments with Truth,
he was quoted as saying: “When I de-
spair, | remember that all through his-
tory the way of truth and love has al-
ways won. There have been tyrants and
murderers and for a time they seemin-
vincible, but in the end, they always fall
— think of it, always”.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

PDS CHALLENGE

THIS REFERS TO the article ‘National
dishonour’, (IE, October 29). India’s
Public Distribution System (PDS) is at
the heart of all our efforts to address
challenges like hunger and malnutri-
tion. It is the inability of the most vul-
nerable sections of society to access the
PDS that contributes to food insecurity
among a sizable section of the popula-
tion. As per the Economic Survey of
India, 2017, the country’s annual aver-
age internal migration was close to nine
million people. The exercise to ensure
inter-state mobility of PDS benefits that
could tackle the food security issues of
the migrant workers needs to be expe-
dited. Accountability at the local level
is also imperative.

Sudip Kumar Dey, Kolkata

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD

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

NO MORE WAVES

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Dented
at the top’ (IE, October 25). While the
BJP-led National Democratic Alliance
has swept the elections in both Haryana
and Maharashtra, it has a reduced ma-
jority and also requires the support of
some Independents. The BJP can no
longer rely on just the Narendra Modi
factor to ensure that it hasacommand-
ing victory in each poll. The promises of
a five-trillion dollar economy, and of
making India a very strong nation in the
future, must be kept by the govern-
ment. Development must be under-
taken in the different sectors as prom-
ised. If it does not deliver on these, it
may well lose.

Sauro Dasgupta, Kolkata

New Delhi
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