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Why not a states
income tax?

deally, income
I tax should be as

close to zero as
possible because it’s
a political tax of no
economic  signifi-
cance. But that’s not
going to happen.

However, there’s
A something else that
y can be done.
; Last month I had
MARGINAL UTILITY said in this space that

I would suggest a
game-changing
reform. So think
about this: Why is
income tax levied only by the Centre in India while in
many other federations the constituent units also levy it?

Is there a reason which is unique to the Indian federa-
tion? Do the political conditions of 1950 still persist? Why
is it not in the Concurrent List of the Constitution when so
many other lesser things are in it? How can the Constitution
empower states in every possible way but this?

Excellencies, I think the time has come to debate this.
And the only person who can initiate the debate is the
Prime Minister. After all, who has suffered more as a Chief
Minister at the hands of a vindictive central government?
It even led him to abolish the Planning Commission.

Not just that: Who is better at breaking set ways of
thinking? Mr Modi has a strong track record on this,
especially when there are immediate political gains to
be made.

Moreover, he now has the strength in Parliament to
push through a Constitutional Amendment that no state
can possibly object to. They could stop complaining about
the Centre and fashion their own economic destinies. It
would be the ultimate empowering of the states.

The one caveat I have is that the states income tax
should not exceed 10 per cent and the central income tax
should not exceed 30 per cent. All cess and surcharges
should go.

India’s ‘normal’ tax rate — the part of income legally
taken by the sovereign — has been between 40 and 55
per cent for almost 800 years. Yes. But for the most part
it has been between 45 and 50 per cent.

This rate of ‘extraction’ is why India has remained eco-
nomically weak. It simply must be lowered. It’s not just
governments that need money to spend. Citizens do, too.

TCA SRINIVASA-RAGHAVAN

Outmoded system

To begin with, a state income tax could be optional. Those
who opt for it would lose a proportionate amount from
all central devolutions. For those who don’t want it, the
current system could continue for as long as they don’t
optin.

If there are strong political reasons, the economic rea-
sons are even more powerful. Consider the situation now.
The last Finance Commission raised the devolution to
the states by 10 per cent to 42 per cent. This meant 42
per cent of all tax revenue would go to the states.

But that high number could not be reached. If it had,
the Centre would have been hard put to pay even its
salaries. Now it seems it wants to go back to around 33
per cent. (As a result it’s become a supplicant before the
Commission which is not nice.)

In any case, no one can say what the correct percent-
age is — 30, 35, 38, 42? Like the ‘desirable’ level of fiscal
deficit of 3 per cent, it’s an arbitrary number. And like all
arbitrary things, it makes no logical sense. It’s a “I think
that’s fair” kind of judgement.

Indeed, that semi-subjective approach is the most
important reason we have been tinkering with the finan-
cial devolution levels for the last quarter of a century.

Look back at the contortions the last four Finance
Commissions have performed and you will be left speech-
less at the sheer pointlessness of it.

Hence my much simpler suggestion: Let the states
decide how much they need and how much they can
raise. They will, I would bet, very quickly impose a tax
on agricultural incomes.

Objections

There are two major objections to a states income tax.
One relates to the weaker states and the other to admin-
istrative capacity.

The weaker states issue is one of central responsibility
towards states that can’t pay for themselves yet. The
administrative capacity argument is about the ability of
states — weak and strong — to collect tax.

Both are strong arguments but that’s why we need to
start a debate because if this logic were accepted, we
would never have a space programme and a nuclear pro-
gramme. You have to decide on the objective and then
build capacity.

We are thus left with just one major economic objec-
tion: How will the economically weaker states fare? This
should be the sole problem to solve.

The rest is just being argumentative.
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AThackeray contests anelection

Aaditya could get his party to bargain with the BJP for the position of Deputy CM. Father Uddhav will
continue as party chief. This way, the Sena will be both in the government and out of it

PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

then, no member of the family that

founded it — Bal Thackeray, his son
Uddhav and his grandson, Aaditya — has ever
contested an election.

That is about to change now with Aaditya
being fielded as a candidate for the middle class-
dominated Worli constituency in Mumbai. Both
— the choice of candidate and the constituency
— are important, for they tell us about the future
political trajectory of the Shiv Sena.

But first, a word about the youngest
Thackeray. He is a poet and photographer. His

T he Shiv Sena was launched in 1966. Since

first book of poems, My Thoughts in White &
Black, was published in 2007. The following
year, at 17, he turned lyricist and released a pri-
vate album “Ummeed”, a music video, with all
the eight songs written by him. Not only did
singers like Suresh Wadkar, Shankar
Mahadevan, Kailash Kher and Sunidhi
Chauhan lend their voice to the songs, but
grandfather Bal Thackeray ensured its inaugu-
ration by Amitabh Bachchan (in his speech at
the event, the 82-year old Bal Thackeray had a
word of somewhat inexplicable advice for his
grandson: “Don’t drive rashly — but it isn’t good
to be too slow either!”). Lata Mangeshkar made
it a point to visit Matoshree to congratulate the
young poet for his achievement.

Soon after, Aaditya became the chief of the
party’s youth wing, the Yuva Sena (his gmail
address includes the word “tiger”). His first polit-
ical “success” was when the Yuva Sena under
his leadership forced Mumbai University to
withdraw Canada-based Rohinton Mistry’s book
Such a Long Journey from its syllabus. What pre-
cisely was his objection to the book ? “The book
is utterly racist and conveys unwarranted opin-
ions,” he told BS then, in an interview. “Think
of yourself as a parent. How would you allow
your child to study such a text? Think of yourself
asateacher or a student. How will you read that

book in the classroom? You can criticise a policy.
But abusive language and things put out of con-
text are things that cannot remain on a curricu-
lum. Are we going to teach students racist liter-
ature or something that can get them jobs?”

That’s the nub of his politics — ensuring peo-
ple have jobs. This is not such a marked change
from 1966 when recognising that Mumbai was
offering everyone jobs but Maharashtrians, Bal
Thackeray launched Marmik, a weekly magazine
that was fashioned on the British publication
Punch and poked fun at Gujarati Seths, south
Indian clerks, Udupi hotel owners and Congress
politicians among others, creating enduring ste-
orotypes. Shiv Sena flowed from the thoughts in
Marmik but soon it was forced to review its ide-
ological position. To expand its base from
Mumbai to embrace rapidly emerging business
hubs like Kolhapur and Nagpur, it needed to
show it had bigger concerns. Hindutva with a
more aggressive, interventionist twist became
itsnew creed, with opposition to cricket matches
in which Pakistanis were allowed to play, mark-
ing its coming of political age.

Others — like Chhagan Bhujbal and
Manohar Joshi — contested elections but not
the Thackeray family.

Uddhav Thackeray was made working pres-
ident and then president after his father died,
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The man who never had a boss

Kumra tells Shyamal Majumdar why consultancyis a
dream job and how luck has played a big role in his

personal life and career

cKinsey has been a top draw at the
M placement campuses of premier

business schools all over the world
for the quality jobs it offers, but Gautam
Kumra’s motivation to join the consultancy
giant had more to do with “quantity” rather
than quality. He didn’t have much idea about
what a consultancy job was, but what he did
know was that McKinsey was offering three
times more than the next highest salary on
offer for the batch of 1993 at IIM Ahmedabad.

“For a bureaucrat’s son from a middle class
background, that was a big deal,” he says with
a smile, as we settle down at a corner table of
the near-empty Baoshuan restaurant at the
rooftop of The Oberoi, New Delhi. The Chinese
restaurant has been renamed (it was Taipan
earlier) with a new décor and refreshed menu.
Kumra is clearly not a foodie and had no pref-
erence for either the venue or any specific
restaurant.

McKinsey, he says, was new to India at that
time, having set up office in 1992, and very
few students knew what consultancy was all
about. But he almost didn’t get the job — the
shortlist after the interview didn’t have his
name and a disappointed Kumra decided he
would opt for the summer job he had already
been offered at Citibank. The IIM placement
cell, however, advised him to wait till the
evening before taking a final decision. It was
an unusual advice, but it paid off as McKinsey
sent a fresh list in the evening with the names
of two more candidates. Kumra was one of
them. He considers himself extremely lucky
to have listened to the placement cell’s advice
as accepting the Citi offer would have meant
opting out of the placement process and not
being able to accept the McKinsey job.

Apart from the terrific exposure the job has
given him over the past 26 years, there is one
vital reason why he has remained a one-com-
pany man. “I have never had a boss. Isn’t that
a good enough reason to stay on in any com-
pany?” Kumra says, taking a sip of the fresh
lime soda. That, he says, is the same for every-
body at McKinsey. “Apart from a loose hierar-
chy, we are pretty much on our own. People
at McKinsey can pick their own sectors, their
own clients, pick their location. That’s what a
caring meritocracy is all about. For example, I
can work from anywhere in the world. Which

company CEO has this kind of freedom? In
any case, no boss has ever breathed down my
neck,” he adds.

No boss perhaps needed to do that, as
Kumra must have delivered results hugely —

a reason why he became a partner within six |

years (a rarity those days) and steadily rose up
the ladder to become one of the youngest
managing partners at the India office. What
has helped keep him going is his belief in the
Vedanta philosophy that talks about doing
things out of “mindfulness and awareness”.

Kumra wants to get the ordering of food
out of the way and accepts the steward’s sug-
gestion for a “dimsum lunch” which has a
fixed menu — an assortment of dimsums,
soup, noodles, fried rice and two chicken dish-
es. We share the spread; it proves quite a
mouthful.

He may be a firm believer in luck playing a
critical role in his life and gives several exam-
ples of that from his career, but the Mckinsey
boss, who makes time for a class on Bhagavad
Gita every Sunday, surely follows at least one
advice of Lord Krishna — “never cease to do
thy work”. So while the boss-less existence is
a dream, it has also meant incredibly hard
work and back-breaking travelling. He has
already been to more than 50 countries (“after
a point of time, every city started looking the
same”) and has hardly stayed at home for a
full week.

Such hard work meant not being able to
meet too many women (courtesy the skewed
male-female ratio at McKinsey at that time —
something, he says, has been corrected to a
great extent now), but Kumra says luck made
sure he didn’t have to wait for too long. He is
still excited enough to recount the story: He
was busy at work on a New Year’s eve when a
friend dragged him out of office to a small get-
together where he happened to meet Sujata
Makkar, who worked at Citibank. That “lucky”
meeting led to a few more and they got mar-
ried at the age of 25. The couple has two chil-
dren — son is studying in the US and daughter
in the UK.

Kumra keeps bringing back the “luck fac-
tor” in his life. This played an important role
in getting into IIM-A as well. Though he got
scholarships from many US universities after
completing his engineering from Indian
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Institute of Technology, Delhi, he didn’t want
to do research and opted for management
education. He got interview calls from all the
three top IIMs, but wasn’t shortlisted by
Bangalore and Calcutta. Ahmedabad, howev-
er, selected him. “This was unusual. I don’t
know how this happened, but luck surely had
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but still stayed out of electoral contests. The
Sena broke into two with the smaller section
siding with cousin Raj. Uddhav concentrated
on defining strategy — which basically consist-
ed of playing the role of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP’s) loyal opposition. But he had
earned his spurs by showing that the Sena was
needed in rural Maharashtra and was not just
an urban phenomenon backed by its domi-
nance of the Brihanmumbai Municipal
Corporation. In the 2009 Assembly elections,
of a total of 44 seats, the party was able to win
26 from rural, 15 from urban and three from
semi-urban constituencies. In 2014, the party’s
seat count rose to 63 with 34 seats in rural, 23 in
urban and six in semi-urban areas.

So why is Aaditya Thackeray contesting the
elections instead of managing them?

He himself has never hidden his ambition
of becoming an MLA. And like many before,
the party seems to think that it is better to join
the government and influence it from within
instead of wasting time criticising it. From avail-
able information it appears eventually Aaditya
Thackeray could get his party to bargain with
the BJP for the position of deputy chief minister.
Uddhav will continue to be party chief. This
way, the Sena will be both in the government
and out of it. Can there be a sweeter spot?

arole in this as well,” he says.

People like him seem to have more than
24 hours a day. In the midst of his super-busy
schedule, he still has enough time for the
McKinsey Leadership Institute (MLI) of which
he is a founder, and for convening the CEO
Bower Forum in Asia. Both these forums pro-
vide a platform for peer-learning amongst
CEOs. Indian companies have a huge shortage
of leaders but don’t review the leadership
pipeline often enough, he says. At the Bower
forum, the idea is to bring a few CEOs together
so that they can engage with their peers in a
confidential setting. The purpose is to have
deep-dive discussions on challenges specific
to their roles, and even personal issues. One
of the insights from this leadership develop-
ment work is that while a CEO learns from his
own experience, they need to learn from the
experience of others who have the experience
of having been there and done that.

The steward comes with dessert but Kumra
skips it, as he is in a hurry. One of the main
reasons he has stuck on to a consultant’s job
is because it involves helping companies in
varied fields make the transition from being
good to great. “A lot of consultants do shift to
a CEO’s job after some time because he can
control the execution of a plan. We don’t enjoy
that power. But the range of experience that
we have and the value addition we bring in is
simply unmatched,” Kumra says. He proceeds
to give examples of the wide variety of com-
panies he has worked with and the difference
he has made in each of them.

At the end of the day, Kumra says, the only
person who matters in any company is the
chief executive officer. If he is convinced about
the benefits a consultant will bring in, the rest
is easy. The CEO has to be able to articulate a
transformation “story” — a big-picture ambi-
tion that captures the imagination internally.

He would love to write a book on leadership
(what else?) once he hangs up his boots, but
that obviously would have to wait as he wants
to continue in this “fantastic” job for at least
five years. The reason is simple: The daily job
of a consultant may not be glamorous to the
outside world, but it’s quite fulfilling when
you step back and realise what you have
accomplished, the relationships you have
formed, what you have learned, and the assis-
tance you have hopefully provided.

His book is already in the works, it seems
— at least in his mind.

It’s almost two hours since we started our
conversation, and Kumra signals he has to
rush off to his next meeting in some other cor-
ner of the same hotel.

Lessons fromaslum clean-up
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PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

a slum in Kanpur city, was a fes-

tering dump. Flies and other vec-
tors abounded. Waterborne diseases
were rampant. The story of how all this
changed affirms something I've suspect-
ed for a while: Developing community
ties has far-reaching and often unexpect-
ed social gains. This is especially true in
urban slums, which aren’t as well-knit
as villages that are still bound in a web
of traditional relationships. Slum
dwellers will often tell you that they’re
too busy fighting for everyday survival
to develop neighbourly ties.
Govardhanpurwa was no different until
WaterAid India and their field partner

S ix months ago, Govardhanpurwa,

Shramik Bharti set up a group of six
locals to operate a water pump twice a
day and manage their own water supply.

“During these meetings, I met Raju
Valmiki,” said Raja Ram. “We realised
we’d played together as children, lived a
stone’s throw away and still didn’t know
each other at all,” he added. Perhaps
working together to successfully resolve
their water supply issue made the men
aware of the power of collective action.
During one of their water meetings, they
digressed from the issue at hand to talk
about the filth in their slum that was
exacerbated by the lack of a door-to-door
garbage collection service. “It seemed
ironic that a neighbourhood inhabited
by Dalits who cleaned other people’s
homes and streets didn’t have anyone to
pick their own waste,” said Valmiki, a
burly 45-year-old in a bright red shirt.
“When the group asked me to start a paid
waste collection service here, I jumped
at the idea,” he added.

Since November 2018, Valmiki has
been taking his collection cart issued by
the municipality to the 50 households in
Govardhanpurwa. “I segregate the waste,
sell whatever can be recycled to the local
kabadiwala and throw the rest in the
municipality dump,” said he. Every day,
he is able to sell recyclables for 10-20.
“This has become my pocket money,” he

grins. Valimiki charges every household
he services 330 per month. He’s happy
to have the extra income. “I earn about
6,500 sweeping people’s homes,” he says
adding, “but theX1,500 1 earn from clean-
ing up my own neighbourhood seems
much more precious.”

Valmiki, Ram and their water com-
mittee friends now want to compost the
wet waste. Ram says the compost could
be used to develop small vegetable patch-
es within the slum. His wife had planted
sponge gourd in an unused bucket last
year and it gave them a good supply of
green vegetables he might not have been
able to afford. “Though we were sup-
posed to simply manage the water pump,
we now want to take up other projects to
make our slum a better place,” he says.

Today, thanks to the group’s initia-
tive, Govardhanpurwa has clean drains,
spotless alleys and dustbins outside
every home. “Everyone is appreciative
of how nice our neighbourhood looks
now,” says Valmiki. “And this gives me
hope that things might get better as time
goes.” It would be simplistic to attribute
this transformation entirely to the for-
mation of the water management com-
mittee in Govardhanpurwa, but one can-
not deny that much of this
transformation occurred only after a
couple of neighbours became friends.

You are what you flaunt

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

sense than most but in recent

months he is showing signs of turn-
ing into a vulgarian. Ever since inter-
national luxury brands found a toehold
in India, they have been knocking at
the doors of those like us who have
proved immune to their blandishments
— or so I thought. But, now, I see my
son sporting a flashy Gucci buckle on
his belt that he wears to work at the
High Court. The Apple wristwatch, a
gift from his bride, he never takes off,
though there is little that is appealing
about its face or form; as for its func-
tion, I am no expert on such matters,

I used to think my son had better

but it seems odd to see my son address
his wrist instead of making conversa-
tion like all of us. His shirts bear logos
at the pocket and cuff that I do not
recognise, but they seem no better,
or worse, than the rest of my
humbler wardrobe.

When the downpour this week
caught everyone by surprise, it also
ruined my daughter’s Coach shoes that
she had worn to work. The damp has
caused mold and fungus. Nor have her
various Bottega Veneta, Longchamp or
Michael Kors bags improved from their
frequent commuting on the metro. But
I have been banned from making
remarks about her propensity to
acquire more bags, such observations
being deemed too old-worldly for
a daughter who claims to earn her
own keep.

My son’s bride is a poster girl for
brands but what she loves most of all is
dressing up for parties. She’d quit work-
ing, if she could, to spend the day mod-
elling her own outfits, many of which
require large boxes in which to store
them. Now that the festive season is
here, she’s taken to airing them more
frequently. In the car, should we be trav-
elling together, she commands most
space to avoid crushing her outfit, while
the rest of us are squashed into a corner.

The children have tried to “improve”
me too. I'm routinely gifted T-shirts
that I hardly wear, not least because
their buttons come off, the stitching
unravels, or the washing lady dis-
colours them with bleach just as irrev-
erently as any other homegrown brand.
My daughter gave me a Tod’s belt that
Iwas forced to wear when the previous
one gave way. Only, if I wear the belt
with black trousers, my son says it is
brown; if I wear it with brown pants,
my daughter says it is black. I think it
is Tod’s way of making its customers
buy more belts in shades varying
between black and brown, but I'm stick-
ing to the one I have even though my
colleagues in office wonder why I fail
to match the colour of my belt with the
colour of my shoes.

From clothes to house furnishings
is but a small step. If you are what you
eat, then eating off Versace dinner
plates is tres-mode. A lady we know
customises linen but her bedsheets cost
more than my chauffeur’s salary. My
daughter-in-law would like nothing
more than to emulate her aunt who has
Louis Vuitton clothes bins in her bath-
room. We got her a willow one instead
butIdon’t think she likes it very much.
Why else would she leave it outside her
bedroom door every night?
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No virtuein stipulating 3%

he time may have come to bid goodbye to the law on fiscal respon-

sibility, because it is doing more harm than good. No deficit target

set under the law has been met in any year, except perhaps once in

2007-08. Target years for reaching the desired fiscal deficit (3 per cent
of gross domestic product) have been pushed back constantly, or “paused”. The
compounding problem is that, when finance ministers have been unable to get
even close to the targets, they have fudged the books and pushed the fiscal bur-
den on to hapless public-sector entities, whose treasuries have been raided in
more ways than one in the effort to close the reported gap in the government’s
numbers. One result is that oil companies that were once cash-rich are left with
little cash of their own to invest.

Other tactics to show adherence to targets under the fiscal responsibility
law have included not paying bills (note the minister’s recent instruction that
overdue payments to small and medium enterprises should be made immedi-
ately — which implicitly leaves out the rest though their money too is overdue).
Alternatively, tax officials under pressure to deliver revenue numbers have
coerced companies into paying up excess tax in the closing month of the year,
on the promise of a refund early in the next year. And yet, despite such tactics,
the deficit numbers have remained stubbornly out of line. Anyone in doubt
about the real picture should read what the Comptroller and Auditor General
told the Finance Commission: That the Central deficit was not 3.46 per cent in
2017-18 as Parliament has been told, but a much higher 5.85 per cent.

Why do we make finance ministers go into such contortions, to tell us that
near-6 per cent is 3.5 per cent? Why not encourage more open and full account-
ing so that the country knows the real picture? Under-reporting the real deficit
encourages key people in governments to believe that they can afford to spend
more, when in reality they don’t have that cushion. Correctly reported numbers,
with their warning lights flashing, would (hopefully) encourage a greater sense
of fiscal responsibility. If nothing else, private-sector economists, rating agencies,
and the like who today parrot the government’s version of the deficit would tune
into a very different reality — and build market pressure for fiscal correction.

Dispensing with the fiscal responsibility law by itself is not enough, for fudg-
ing went on even before such a law existed. Scrapping the law has to be com-
bined with other changes to make fudging difficult. One is to move away from
the current, archaic system of cash accounting that most countries have given
up. Cash accounting leaves out of the books the expenditure that the govern-
ment has undertaken but not yet paid for (e.g. payments to infrastructure
companies for work done on roads, bridges, and the like). Most companies
account in their books for the money owed to creditors; the government does
not, and gets away with it by following the cash-accounting method. The oth-
er, complementary step would be to provide a fuller account of public-sector
borrowings. This would bring into the open the expenditure that the govern-
ment currently pushes on to entities it owns — like the Food Corporation,
which has borrowed from small-savings funds to pay for the food subsidy that
should have been funded through the Budget.

Even if these changes don’t deliver credible budgeting, there is no great
virtue in stipulating that 3 per cent is the desired level of fiscal deficit at the
Centre. As TCA Srinivasa-Raghavan has argued more than once in these pages,
that number was simply copied from the European figure, although the eco-
nomic context for India is radically different from that in Europe. It is entirely
plausible, for instance, that the Indian system with its faster economic growth
rate can cope quite well on all the usual macro-economic indicators with a high-
er deficit — even if not one that is quite as high as what exists now. Such ques-
tions cannot begin to get addressed in a world of real numbers till everyone
knows the truth about the deficit.
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Money has lost

its morale

The economic crisis can be fixed only with genuine, brave reform. If
this Modi govt can't do it, it will confirm fears that it has lost its mojo

t isn’t an expression our political class likes to

use often, but there is talk every now and then to

unleash the animal spirits of Indian entrepre-

neurship. Manmohan Singh and later Jaswant
Singh (as Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s finance minister) are
the only leaders we'd recall having appealed to these
instincts from corporate India. This Modi government
too has tried lately to do so, in its own words.

In his Independence Day speech, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi did some reaching out to India’s
“wealth creators”. He said his government respected
them and acknowledged that they also made an essen-
tial contribution to nation-building.

It was among the strongest endorsements of private
enterprise by any Indian prime minister from the Red
Fort. This has been followed by much other corrective
action: Big corporate tax cuts, capital gains tax changes,
and the reversal of that hare-brained idea to criminalise
what some inspector might see as
non-compliance by acompany of its
obligation to spend 2 per cent of its
profits “correctly” on Corporate
Social Responsibility.

Similarly, the egregious tax hit
on capital gains of foreign portfolio
investors (FPIs) was also withdrawn.
For a risk-loving government that
never reversed a decision once tak-
en, never blinked once it had decid-
ed to jump out of the back of the
plane, without even bothering to

NATIONAL INTEREST

conference-by-press conference basis. The finance
secretary, who was probably key to the drafting of this
“bad news” Budget, was moved out and has since
sought premature retirement. Since the Budget, the
RBI has carried out two quick rate cuts and general-
ly spoken what the financial press describes as
“dovish” language.

Yet, there is little improvement in the mood, no
uptick. No upbeat, smiling faces even at the World
Economic Forum’s India Economic Summit. Animal
spirits we are talking about? They are visible for sure.
Just that the animal isn’t what you wish it to be: A
crouching tiger with its tail up. It is more like an aban-
doned puppy cowering with its tail between its legs.

fyou don’tlike this metaphor, or abhor dogs, I can fall
back on something more conventional, like a demor-
alised army. You can give one the best weapons, but if
the generals are already defeated in
their mind, they can’t rally their troops
into battle, forget winning a war.
This, the complete loss of morale
— even much self-esteem — is the
reason this flood of good news that
the government has been unleashing,
almost every Friday, is going down the
drain. The corporate tax break was a
straight 3145 trillion impetus to Indian
business. It led to a couple of days’ ral-
ly on the markets. Since then, howev-
er, the larger reality has returned.

check the parachute, these retreats
were a new experience.

No one in the government would
admit toit, but it’s made to realise for
the first time that there was something even the incred-
ible personal popularity of the prime minister and the
clout of his government riding its second majority
cannot control: The markets. The judiciary, media,
Election Commission, even Pakistan can all be dealt
with by a government of such power en passant. But
the market isn’t an animal political power can tame.

For the past many weeks now, Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman has been reaching out to the
business community. She has unravelled some of
the most problematic parts of her Budget on a press

SHEKHAR GUPTA

From the post-tax cut peak on
September 24, companies just on the
BSE’s Sensex have lost a fresh 32.53
trillion. Other reversals and reforms,
including interest rate cuts, have vanished in the same
spate of pessimism. The markets are not particularly
in good odour globally in the post-Piketty world. But
you have to acknowledge that however wayward,
imperfect, or unequal they may be, they aren’t afraid
of speaking truth to power. India’s markets are fear-
lessly doing what many in the greater and more hal-
lowed institutions like the media and even the judici-
ary are no longer willing to do: Give Modi government
the bad news.

Last quarter’s growth rate of 5 per cent looked a
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shocker, but only to the innocent. Anybody keeping
track of the economy would have expected this. It is dif-
ficult to see it improving anytime soon unless some-
thing drastic is done. What that can be, no one knows
right now. Because if they did, at least among the cir-
cleswhere our fate is decided, the RBI would not have
cut this year’s growth forecast to 6.1 per cent from 6.9.

Entrepreneurship is driven not so much by profits
or tax cuts today, but by optimism for tomorrow. That
hasbeen declining, especially since the first Modi gov-
ernment broke its own economic momentum with
demonetisation.

Businesses are no different from ordinary people
and families. When they see a bleak future, they fold
all fresh incomes, savings, and bonanzas like the recent
tax cuts into the family’s savings for when times get
worse. It is only if they are upbeat that they invest in
enterprise, and take risks.

Again, companies’ capital expenditure data from
CMIE will tell you the story. It was ¥3.03 trillion in the
quarter ended December 2018, came down to32.66 tril-
lion by March this year, and then to a mere 384,000
crore and 399,000 crore in subsequent quarters. Again,
the CMIE data shows the latest quarter’s sales growth
for all companies has gone marginally in the negative
to -1 per cent. The last time this happened was in the
worst quarter of the Lehman crisis in 2008. This is not
aslowdown. This is a rout.

ou can cut and dice this data any which way, and

the story is the same. All economic indicators,
with no exception, are down and have been so for
some time. You can blame some of it on the global envi-
ronment. But that is only a small part. The roots of the
problem are here.

When almost all, including those like Mukesh
Ambani, are sitting on cash, or de-leveraging and de-
risking, repaying their loans and waiting, it is unfair to
expect the rest to begin investing. If you ask India’s
finest business leaders why, they now tell you, in whis-
pers of course, that the mood has never been so glum
after 1991, and their self-esteem this low.

This comes not just with the weaponisation of tax
authorities, with exaggerated and unfettered new pow-
ers of raids or arrest, but also the treatment of bad
loans. If everyone, from an ordinary individual bor-
rower to a sincere entrepreneur genuinely struggling
inabad business cycle and a loan-thief are treated with
equal suspicion and disdain, it leaves no incentive for
entrepreneurs to borrow and for bankers to lend.

Allbusiness involvesrisk, a prominent and respect-
ed corporate leader tells me, but if 1 think even a 30-day
delay in the repayment of my borrowing will have the
bank publishing my name on the list of defaulters and
referring me to the National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT) for bankruptcy, why would I risk it? “If a person
falls sick, do you send him to the hospital or the
shamshan ghat? This bankruptcy process under the
latest RBI rules is the last rites of Indian entrepre-
neurship and a populist and revenge-seeking state
has built us this shamshan ghat called NCLT.”

The crisis in the economy is now beyond the pale
of tax cuts, incentives, pep-talk, and promises. Some
of these might work, but only fleetingly, like a shot of
steroid or insulin. India’s economy now needs some
genuine, brave reform. Maybe beginning with a bigand
genuine privatisation of PSUs. If a Modi government
won’t do so even in its sixth year, it will only vindicate
those who believe it has lost its reform mojo and is just
an election-winning machine where growth is a desir-
able objective, but not essential.

By Special Arrangement with ThePrint

Gandhirewound and revised

Al FRESCO

SUNIL SETHI

that have engulfed us on his

150th birth anniversary, few
have paused to consider what the
Father of the Nation and Apostle
of Non-Violence might have made
of the celebrations and commermo-
rations as birthday presents — or
how and where he might have cho-
sen to spend October 2?

Apart from the usual minting of
coins and stamps, crocodile queues
of schoolchildren hustled to
samadhis, walkathons, and garbage
clearing by politicians and release
of prisoners, some of the memori-
alising is far-fetched. For instance,
the BJP announced a four-month
Gandhi marathon till his death

I n the waves of Gandhi worship

anniversary on January 30 next
year, with each MP expected to cov-
er 150 km in 15 days, and collec-
tively, 500,000 km. LucKily, no log
book will be kept.

As political agitprop or art
exhibit, Gandhi-mania also hit the
high spots globally. External Affairs
Minister S Jaishankar presented a
Gandhi bust to US House of
Representatives Speaker Nancy
Pelosi while a Spanish manufac-
turer of luxury porcelain was retail-
ing Gandhi figures online. At one of
the world’s most prestigious art
shows, the Venice Biennale,
Gandhi-inspired artworks are the
theme at the 6,000 square foot
India Pavilion. Interspersed with
Nandalal Bose’s panels commis-
sioned by Gandhi for the Haripura
Congress session in 1938 are con-
temporary installations including a
mural of wooden clogs by G R
Iranna, glass cabinets filled with
broken limbs by Atul Dodiya
(whose forbears come from
Porbandar), and Jitish Kallat’s
video projection of a letter written
by Gandhi to Hitler.

Repackaging and shape-shift-
ing Gandhi as a totem of realpolitik,
diplomatic nicety, and avant garde
tradeoffis one thing — revising him

ideologically is another. As fellow
Gujarati and chief flag-waver of the
Gandhi legacy, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s exertions on
October 2 were unparalleled.
Between visits to Sabarmati
Ashram and Raj Ghat, a flurry of
tweets flowed, declaring rural India
defecation-free (and in the process
employing 7.5 million people) and
also eradicating the single use of
plastic by 2022.

Unquestionably, Mr Modi’s
Swachh Bharat Mission (SBM) and
toilet-building venture have broug-
ht hygiene and sanitation into sha-
rp national focus. But Gandhi’s in-
tent and practice on bodily hygiene
and latrine-cleaning were quite dif-
ferent. At Sevagram in Wardha, he
not only insisted that ashramites
clean the toilets themselves but he
would “trudge along the tracks sw-
eeping up the excrement that the
villagers had left around like dogs,
even by the well”. It was his way of
teaching villagers the lesson he
most wanted them to learn — “that
human and animal filth was the
main cause of disease throughout
the land”. But he toiled at turning
the waste into farm compost, not an
employment opportunity.

Critics of SBM have noted that

millions of toilets alone cannot
eradicate waste, one reason the
plague of human scavenging per-
sists. Last month the Supreme
Court hit out at governments on
the subject: “In no country are peo-
ple sent to gas chambers to die.
Every month four to five persons
are losing their lives in manual
scavenging.”

Reduced 150 years later to a
composite of pamphlets and porce-
lain dolls, Gandhi is often a chal-
lenging and contradictory figure.
Although personally frugal in the
extreme — an upturned Lifebuoy
soap-crate served as his desk, no
stub of pencil was ever thrown away
—heneeded, and courted, the sup-
port of moneyed men to promote
his causes. The Sarabhais and Birlas
were at his feet. Later G D Birlasaid,
“He was certainly a bania ... He sent
me detailed accounts of everything
he spent or was spent for him ...
but he had no business sense ... I
never agreed with his notions on
economics. Gandhiji believed in a
medieval economic system ... but
he was hallucinating.”

Despite his many oddities such
asbodily tests of serial, dietary priv-
ations or pushing his homegrown
remedies on all and sundry (he sent
pots of curd to Sir Stafford Cripps
daily when he developed stomach
trouble in Delhi), he remained pas-

Isit Gandhi, Gandhism or Gandhigiri?

YES, BUT...
SANDEEP GOYAL

andhi. Bapu. The Mahatma.
The Father of the Nation.
When one thinks of him, the
image that comes most readily to
mind is that of a benign, fragile old
man clad in a loincloth, spinning
khadi on a charkha. The mention
of Gandhi also evokes the imagery
of his three monkeys sitting togeth-
er...one covering his eyes, one cov-
ering his ears and the last covering
his mouth, representing the
proverb “see no evil, hear no evil,
speak no evil.”
But the Mahatma is actually the
amalgam of many more parts, con-
cepts and principles, that range

from non-violence or ahimsa to
satyathe truth; from swadeshi self-
sufficiency to non-cooperation and
civil disobedience expressed as
satyagraha; from self-rule swaraj
to sarvodaya, the economic model
meant for the greatest good of the
greatest numbers; to the abolition
of untouchability and the re-
nomenclaturising of dalits as hari-
Jjans; from fasts for self purification
to hunger strikes for political
protest; from the 250 miles Dandi
Salt March in 1930 to the Quit India
movement in 1942; from ram-rajya
to brahmacharya, Gandhi was and
remains a human brand far more
evolved and far more layered than
any other during his time, and ever
since.

As the nation celebrates his
150th birthday, Gandhi despite hav-
ingbeen assassinated more than 70
years ago, is still everywhere...He is
on our currency notes, reminding
us day in and day out that he is part
of us and our daily lives; he has a
major road or a colony named after
him in almost every major town and
city; every political party and every
leader swears by him and hisideals.

Mont Blanc launched a 14 lakh
fountain pen commemorating him.
Apple created an ad around him 20
years back. And the 1982 Richard
Attenborough epic, Gandhi, is one
of the most watched biopics ever
produced. Gandhi is an evergreen
brand. A brand that continues to
grow despite the man himself hav-
ing left our midst so long ago.
Legends invariably give birth to
one or another “ism”. But as
MM Sankhdher wrote in his
political tome, “Gandhism is not a
systematic position in metaphysics
or in political philosophy. Rather, it
is a political creed, an economic
doctrine, a religious outlook, a
moral precept, and especially, a
humanitarian worldview. It is an
effort not to systematise wisdom
but to transform society and is
based on an undying faith in the
goodness of human nature.” But
Gandhi himself repudiated the very
thought and notion of “Gandhism”
saying, “There is no such thing as
‘Gandhism’, and I do not want to
leave any sect after me. I do not
claim to have originated any new
principle or doctrine. I have sim-

ply tried in my own way to apply
the eternal truths to our daily life
and problems ... The opinions I
have formed and the conclusions I
have arrived at are not final. I may
change them tomorrow. I have
nothing new to teach the world.
Truth and nonviolence are asold as
the hills.” So, Gandhism is at best an
intellectual interpretation of the
man, his philosophy, his beliefs, his
faith and his thinking. And today
seems more an anachronism that
crucifies and caricaturises the
Bapu, than defines him.

Which really brings us to
Gandhigiri, the neologism most col-
loquially used today to express the
idea of Gandhi, The Mahatma as
the man of the masses. That the
very concept of Gandhigiri was
born in 2006 in a Bollywood movie
Lage Raho Munna Bhai in itself sig-
nals the mass acceptance of this
version of Gandhi as being the most
current, the most contemporary
and perhaps also the most com-
prehendible. It also signals that the
context of Gandhi has changed, in
fact has got re-interpreted to mean
the same stuff he talked about and

sionately engaged in championing
two ideas till his last breath: Hindu-
Muslim unity and upholding the
rights of the marginalised. This is
the polar opposite of the divisive
politics that has gripped the coun-
try today.

In October 1946, despite dire
warnings that he should not ven-
ture there, he insisted on going to
Noakhali, a Muslim-majority rural
district (now in Bangladesh) where
the communal bloodletting of
Partition was severe. “I am pre-
pared for any eventuality,” he wrote
— prophetically it turned out — to
a cousin. “Do or Die’ has to be put
to the test here. ‘Do’ here means
Hindus and Mussalmans should
learn to live together in peace and
amity. Otherwise, I should die in
the attempt.”

Were he around today, the unre-
constructed Gandhi would proba-
bly have been repulsed, and per-
haps a little amused (for he had a
sense of humour), at the plethora of
feel-good promotions floated in his
name. But of where he would have
preferred to spend his birthday
there is little doubt. He could have
only been in one of two places: in
Assam and Bengal to assure
Muslims under threat of losing
their citizenship — or in Kashmir to
bring succour to the prevailing bit-
terness in the Valley.

championed, but in a framework
that is more relevant today. For a
gangster who only understood
October 2 to be a Dry Day, Gandhi-
giri went on to take on a new mean-
ing as he addressed and combatted
his life situations in conversations
with a Gandhi only he could see
and converse with. The gangster
and Gandhi together helped re-
brand The Mahatma by simplifying
his teachings and showing every-
one how the Father of the Nation is
still relevant and can make a real
difference in our daily lives.

Brand Gandhi is today almost
ubiquitous and universally well
known. But Gandhism, his philoso-
phy and his credo are largely for-
gotten. Today, it is Gandhigiri, the
popicon avatar of the legend that is
the most potent manifestation of
both the man and his teachings.
Send roses, not spread hate, a la
Munnabhai. Wear khadi. It has
swag. Even The Complete Man is t-
om-toming it. Brand Gandhi is tra-
nsforming. Reformatting and reori-
enting itself for the next 150 years.
Slowly, but surely. Slowly, but sig-
nificantly. Slowly, but sagaciously.

Thewriteris an advertising and media veteran
Email: sandeep@goyalmail.com

Cricketvs climate change

EYE CULTURE

SUHIT K SEN

tatime when the potentially dis-
Aastrous impacts of climate

change, especially its subset
global warming, are becoming all the
clearer with every passing day, it is
alarming to note that climate change-
denying fundamentalists are not only
hunkering down, they are also coming
to power in many countries. US
President Donald Trump leads the pack.

Given this situation, it is extremely
heartening to see a sportsperson of great
eminence batting for actions against
the kind of ongoing changes to the cli-
mate that could literally destroy human
civilisation as we know it. Ian Chappell,
the all-time Australian great, both as
batsman and captain, has signposted
the dangers climate change poses to
humanity and, especially, the longest
format of the game of cricket in a
cogently argued opinion piece in
ESPNCricinfo.com, the cricket website.

Chappell says that global warming
will create weather conditions that will je-
opardise players’ (and spectators’ and u-
mpires’, though Chappell didn’t mention
them) health in the short term by making
them more vulnerable to heat stroke and,
in the long term, to skin cancer, a condi-
tion he has battled for a long time.

It’s not just a question of health,
Chappell pointed out. It’s also a ques-
tion of the use of water. A lot of it is
needed to prepare and maintain crick-
et pitches. In water-stressed cities, and
Chappell points to the example of Cape
Town, where water had to be rationed a
few years ago, such non-essential use of
water could become difficult in future.

Chappell quotes from a report,
“Game Changer”, prepared by the
Climate Coalition in 2018, which says
that “of all the major pitch sports, crick-
et will be the hardest hit by climate
change”. One supposes both because
of its water-intensity and the long hours
many people directly or indirectly
involved have to spend out in the open.

Part of this challenge posed to the
game has already been met by altering
traditional schedules. T20 cricket is
played almost entirely after sundown,
while significant parts of one-day inter-
nationals are played under lights. But
Test cricket continues to be played pre-
dominantly in natural light, though the
beginnings have been made for play-
ing them partially after sunset. “It’'s no
wonder day-night matches are consid-
ered crucial to Test cricket’s future,”
Chappell writes. Commercial consider-
ations, in the shape of attracting people
to the ground after working hours,
doubtless play a major role in this ongo-
ing recalibration.

While Chappell’s concerns are spot

on, the shift to day-night schedules is
not a panacea. Health concerns will be
met somewhat, but not other concerns.
The game will remain water-intensive
and water-stressed cities may well find
it difficult to sustain cricket. Also, day-
night matches require the consump-
tion of a huge amount of electricity. In
India around 65 per cent of electricity is
produced thermally. The massive vol-
umes of greenhouse gases emitted asa
result of this — worldwide as well, of
course — are a significant contributor to
global warming and climate change.

Chappell does not, however, confine
himselfto the impact of climate change
on cricket. His comments take in a
much wider swathe of concerns when
he writes, “... any disastrous effectson a
sport will pale into insignificance when
compared with the potential of climate
change to inflict devastation on the
planet”. Chappell specifically flags the
rise in sea levels and increasing inci-
dence of “ferocious weather events like
devastating tornadoes and cyclones”.

It is unfortunate that over a quarter
of a century since climate change was
first flagged multilaterally as one of the
key threats to human survival, at the
environment conference in Rio de
Janeiro, progress on reducing carbon
emissions has been agonisingly slow.
North America, especially the US, has
historically been averse to admitting
that such a thing as climate change
exists, in the first place. After the Rio
conference, then US President George
Bush had infamously said that the
American way of life was not up for
negotiation.

Almost a quarter of a century later,
the US first signed up to a global pact on
combating climate change when then
US President Barack Obama signed the
Paris Agreement. In 2017, the US presi-
dent decided to withdraw from it. It is
abundantly clear that without the par-
ticipation of the US, efforts to combat
climate change and mitigate its baneful
effects will not be effective.

Australia’s commitment to fighting
climate change has hardly been stellar,
either. It was one of the few countries to
hold out against ratifying the Kyoto
Protocol, the first multilateral agree-
ment on fighting climate change drawn
up in the wake of the Rio conference
and the adoption of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate
Change, effectively superseded by the
Paris Agreement, though it finally
signed up to the international effort to
reduce emissions.

Perhaps that kind of thing was at the
back of Chappell’s mind when he wrote,
“The effects on climate change ... and
the solutions rely on decisive action
being taken by some annoyingly reti-
cent politicians”. Obstructive, he may as
well have added.
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RBI cuts rates but makes it
clear a revival will take time

Lending rates stay high despite the repo-cuts but, in any
case, the slowing economy is keeping borrowers away

RIDAY'S CUTIN thereporate of 25 basis points, taking it to 5.15%,which

is the lowest in nine years, is unlikely to move the needle on the demand

for loans by either companies or individuals. To be sure, banks will drop

theirloan rates since many have pegged these to the repo. However, it is not
highinterest rates that are keeping borrowers away; it is the sharply slowing econ-
omy—acknowledged by Reserve Bank of India (RBI) in its drastic cut in the GDP
forecast for 2019-20 to 6.1%—and the fear of job losses and stagnant incomes.
There are those who believe that a 40-basis-point cut in the repo would have
prompted banks to lower loan rates meaningfully and stimulate demand. That,
again, seems unlikely. The fact is banks are understandably cautious about lend-
ing to companies whose balance sheets are weak; not a day passes without the rat-
ings agencies downgrading one company or another. There is little demand from
A-grade companies given howworking capital cycles have tightened,and how there
is no rush, whatsoever, to add fresh capacity. This is borne out by the fact that
although liquidity in the banking system has been in abundant surplus for more
than three months now—around X2 lakh crore—and loan rates have come off by
about 30-35 basis points,non-food credit growth has fallen to sub-10% and is run-
ning at two-year lows. So, while Governor Shaktikanta Das has promised to stay
accommodative till growth revives,and he is likely to keep his promise since infla-
tion is expected to stay benign and well within the MPC’s target of 4%, it can help
onlyat the margin.

Indeed, the accommodative stance appears to be aimed at addressing the ele-
vated term-premium.As bond experts have been pointing out, the term-premium
remains high primarily because of concerns that the fiscal deficit will slip,owing to
ashortfallin tax collections; the recent shortfall in GST collections has exacerbated
these concerns. On Friday, the yield on the benchmark jumped 8 basis points to
closeat 6.689%.With the government failing to reduce the interest rates on small
savings schemes, the term-premium could remain elevated for some more time.
Also,even though there isn’t much borrowing taking place,borrowing rates appear
tobe stuckat high levels.Additionally, credit spreads have actually been widening.
Economists point out that not onlyis the the term-premium too high, thereal repo
rateisalsoveryhigh despite Friday’s cut. While the Governorhas madeit clear that
OMOswill be used toadd liquidity, the sharplylower GDP forecast is a sign RBIwill
bat for growth. By highlighting the widening output gap, the MPC is signalling to
the bond markets that the rate cut cycle hasn’t ended, but the promise of another
cut—oreven twoin the next fewmonths—doesn’t seem to have eased its concerns.
The other factor that is keeping credit spreads high is, of course, the stress in the
NBFC sector,and also in some banks.While access to affordable credit is necessary
for an economic recovery, a sustained uptick would require the government to
usherin serious structural reforms including easier land and labour laws, friendly
and reliable regulations,and so on.

Allow IITs to build corpuses

Seeking alumni contributions alone won’t meet funding needs

HE IIT COUNCIL, the apex policy-making body for the Indian Institutes

of Technology,has come up with araft of reforms that,ifimplemented in

the right earnest, can significantly boost the institutes’ international

reckoning.Though the IITs enjoya solid reputation in Indiaand abroad—
many C-suite figures in top MNCs are alumni—the fact is that neither the IITs nor
any other Indian university/higher education institution made it to the top-300 of
the Times Higher Education (THE) World University rankings.

The IIT Council has batted forlinking teachers’continued employment to their
performance—against the earlier system of largely inducting permanent faculty
members—and has called for five-year contracts for teachers going forward,which
means that hiring and firing will get much easier. Given one of the reasons for
Indian universities not figuring in the many lists of top universities worldwide is
poor teacher quality, the IITs moving towards teacher-assessment is a welcome
move. Setting clear accountability standards, including in R&D contribution,
should help achieve and maintain high teacher quality.According to Clarivate Ana-
lytics,only 10 Indians figure among the world’s top 1% highly-cited researchers in
two fields. So,a model where teacher performance is made paramount could also
mean more quality research, if teacher assessment is designed to encourage this.
But,unlesstheIITs get true autonomy—theyremain shackled to fulfilling the gov-
ernment’s inclusion goals through policies like student and faculty reservation—
teacher assessment won’t make a meaningful difference. Appealing to alumni to
contribute 1% of their earnings is another proposal that the Council has adopted.
This would no doubt mean some additional funds. But, while Indian universities
have produced many globally acclaimed industry leaders, alumni giving back
remains a sore spot—for instance, II'T Madras raised just ¥55 crore from alumni
contributions in FY17 while MIT, which draws much lower contribution and
endowments than, say, a Harvard, saw ¥800 crore come in from its alumni that
year. The IITs need to set up corpuses, like top universities abroad do. Indeed, in
2016, the total endowment (corpus fund) wealth of American universities was
estimated tobe over $535 billion,with the top 25 universities holding nearly 52%
of it. Large corpuses, built from alumni and industry donations, are invested to
ensure some degree of financial security for universities. The government should
facilitate corpusbuilding,instead of being critical of it like it was when IIMs—after
getting partial autonomy—did this. Also, the IITs would be much better served if
they had the independence to fix fees to have well-off students cross-subsidise
those from weak economic backgrounds. A cut from the monetisation of innova-
tions and businesses nurtured using IIT facilities would also help.

TwitterBLEEPS

Censorship by Twitter, often resulting from govt requests,
makes it seem like a publisher while it calls itself a platform

OCIALMEDIAINIndia haslargelybeen left free of censorship so far. How-

ever, things could be changing fast. The Hindu reports that government

demands for content removal from Twitter were the fourth highest in

the world between June and December 2018.The government made 657
legal demands for content removal in this time, flagging 2,228 Twitteraccounts—
of these, 95 accounts were suspended and 114 tweets were withheld. While the
absolute numbers may seem small, they represent a 100-fold growth from the
same period fiveyears ago.Although arecurrent phenomenon, social media cen-
sorship is now being carried out with unprecedented opaqueness. For instance,
while the standard procedure on receiving a demand for blocking an account or
deleting a tweet is to send an email notice to the affected user, Twitter said that it
does not send any such notification if it is so asked by the party requesting the
withdrawal—the company did not specifyif the Indian government had ever pro-
hibited it from doing so. Moreover, notifications,when provided, often don’t spec-
ify the violation the user is accused of, or even who the plaintiff is. Shadow-ban-
ning, or restricting the visibility of a specific user or their post, is also part of
Twitter’s opaque censorship practices.

While Twitterand other social media have claimed to be platforms—earlier this
year, Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey had said, “people see Twitter as a public square,and
therefore they have expectations that they would have of a public square”—such
censorship is exercised by publishers. In which case, Twitter becomes liable for all
that is published on it. Given how the lack of clarity allows both governments and
Twitter to get away with arbitrary restrictions on fundamental freedoms, there is
aneed to get regulation right.

»Opinion

REMEMBER MY grandmother,a
widowed smallholder farmer,
sowing ‘Ayarate, a newly-intro-
duced rice variety that was the
talk of her village. It was the late
1960s, or early 1970s.IR8 was a semi-
dwarf,and high-yielding variety, which
the International Rice Research Insti-
tute (IRRI) released in November 1966.
The followingyear, Nekkanti Subba Rao,
aprogressive Andhra farmer tested it in
his farm, and supervised a large-scale
field demonstrationat thebehest of the
government.From those seeds camethe
Green Revolution inrice in India.

Forarice-eaterlike me,visiting IRRI,
near Manila,in the Philippines,waslikea
pilgrimage.The scientists were engaged
in producing more rice to feed a rising
global population, and new converts to
rice from Africa.Theyarealso producing
betterrice thataddressed micronutrient
deficiencies—VitaminA,zinc,and iron—
with conventional breeding, if possible,
and genetic engineering, if necessary.
More and better quality rice had to be
obtained from plantsthatareresilientto
climate stresses,and use fewerresources
like water.

“There is a wrong perception that
rice needs a lot of water,” IRRI says,
defending a crop that is indicted for
groundwater depletion in north-west-
ern states like Punjab,whereitis grown
mainly for consumptionin otherstates.
Punjab contributes in excess of 80% of
its rice production to the central public
distribution pool. It grows rice on three
million hectares. That very much coin-
cideswith the area irrigated by its tube
wells—2.94 million hectares. The
pumping out of water in excess of the
recharge rate has resulted in ground-
waterdepletion in 70% of central Pun-
jab,the state’s Economic Survey says.

“The conventional practice of rice
production is bundled with the percep-
tion thatriceneedstobeflooded formost
of thetime.”Rice can survive inanaerobic
conditionsbecausea specific type of cells
pass on oxygen to roots, IRRI said, in
response to emailed questions sentafter
recorded presentations of its scientists,
and interviews were accidentally lost.
The visit to IRRI was part of a week-long
programme on the status of genetic
engineering of crops in East and South
Asia, towhich CropLife Asia,an industry

CHLOROPHILE

FROM DEVELOPING VARIETIES THAT DON'"T NEED FLOODING OF FIELDS TO ENRICHING THE
GRAIN'S NUTRIENT CONTENT, IRRI'IS MAKING RICE AWONDER CROP

Reaping riches
from rice research
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body,had invited me at its expense.

Should groundwater use for cultiva-
tion of rice be discouraged? If the
aquifers are well-connected, and
rechargeable, pumping of groundwater
is one of the good approaches to captur-
ing water from rain and rivers, which
otherwise ends up in the sea. But, how
muchwater canbe pumped out? Accord-
ing to IRRI, that depends on the type of
aquifer,and therecharge capacity,which,
in turn, depends on the source of
recharge,and the properties of the sink.

IRRI says the use of groundwater
allows rice farmers to make decisions
about sustainable water management;
theylack such autonomywith, say,canal
water systems. So,instead of discourag-
ingrice farmers from using groundwa-
ter, they should be educated about the
benefits of precise water management.
Efficient irrigation scheduling (like
alternate wetting and drying) not only
shrinks the use of waterbutalso the car-
bon footprint by reducing emissions of
methane, a greenhouse gas, from
bunded fields or paddies.Incentivising
farmers with carbon credits can
encourage them to use groundwater
efficiently, IRRI says. (In Punjab, where
electricityis free, thereislittleincentive
to conserve groundwater).

When rice is grown under aerobic
conditions, like Direct Seeded Rice
(DSR),asaving of about 12-35% ofirri-
gation water is reported, IRRI says.
Direct sowing can be done in dry orwet
conditions by broadcasting the seeds on
ploughed,but dry,fields, planting them
in rows, with seed drills, or using these
methods to plant germinated seed in
wet fields (known as wet DSR).

According to IRRI, DSRiswidely prac-
tised in manysouth-eastAsian counttries,
like Malaysia (about 95% of total rice
area), Cambodia (85-90%), Vietnam,
Thailand (about 70%) and the Philip-
pines (42%). In South Asia, Sri Lanka

leads with 95% of rice area under DSR.
The Punjab, and Haryana govern-
ments are promoting DSR to relieve
groundwater stress. Punjab Agricultural
University (PAU) has developed a pack-
age of practices for DSR,and has recom-
mended the ideal rice varieties for it. PC
Sharma, Director of the Central Soil and
SalinityResearch Institute
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¢ WHAT'S GOING ON?

Congress leader, Rahul Gandhi

Everybody knows what is going on in the country. It's
not a secret. In fact the whole world knows it. We are
moving into an authoritarian state. It's pretty clear

the Philippines.It has received positive
food safety assessments from Food
Standards Australia (FSANZ), Health
Canada,and the Food and Drug Admin-
istration of the United States.IRRI has
engaged in the regulatory approval
process.Itsaysitreachesout tofarmers,
community groups, and NGOs, but
avoids those who cannot be convinced
with factsand evidence.

The discovery of a submergence
tolerance genebyan IRRI breeder,and
its incorporation in popular rice vari-
etieshas comeasarelieftofarmersin
flood-prone areas,where productivity
is low, and unstable. The Sub1 gene
was discovered in a traditional Odisha
rice variety grown in Balasore, where

flash floods are common.

(CSSRI), Karnal, says, in S — It was incorporated in

DSR, there is reduction in
riceyield of 5-7%.But, this
is compensated by a sav-
ings in energy cost, and
higheryields in the subse-
quent wheat crop, if zero-
tillagricultureis practiced,
and paddystubbleisleftto
degrade in the fields. But,
farmers, he says, are fix-
ated onyield,and do not

Instead of
discouraging rice
farmers from using
groundwater, they
should be educated
about the benefits
of precise water
management

the Swarna mega variety,
grown on five million
hectares in eastern India,
and released in 2009.
With the gene, the plant
can remain completely
submerged in muddy
water for 7-10 days, and
in clearwater forupto 14
days, says S R Das, rice
breeder and Honorary

look at total cost savings.  E———— Professor at Orissa Uni-

Also, current rice varieties

are designed for flood irrigation; rice
varieties suitable for direct sowing need
tobe developed.

IRRI is working on more nutritious
rice: High iron and zinc rice (HIZR),and
Golden Rice,with beta carotene to cure
Vitamin A deficiency. While zinc and
iron are present in rice, the levels need
to be increased to have an impact on
health. Conventional breeding helps,
but genetic engineering ensures a sig-
nificantincrease.Italsoallows stacking
of multiple traits in a single variety.

Together with Chinese scientists,
IRRI hasidentified the genetic make-up
of over 3,000 rice varieties. The 3,000
Rice Genome Project is being used to
map the geneticregionsinfluencing the
glycaemicindex,and texture of rice.The
results of the study, it says,will be critical
to develop low-glycaemic-index rice
varieties,which offersa healthier option
torice-eaterswary of diabetes.

Golden Riceis currentlyundergoing
regulatory review in Bangladesh, and

Luxury goods’ own flight shame

There is a reason why luxury
goods companies are trying
to mend their ways: younger
shoppers, including Chinese
ones, are now demanding it

"FLYGSKAM" (OR FLIGHT shame) has
made some people too embarrassed to
fly because of the damage to the planet.
Might fashion be the next business to
suffer as consumers put on their envi-
ronmental hair shirts?

Bernard Arnault,chairman of luxury
behemoth LVMH Moet Hennessy Louis
Vuitton SE, hascriticised the 16-year-old
climateactivist GretaThunbergasbeing
“demoralising for young people.” She’s
probablyabit of a downer for him too.

Arnault’s business depends on
shoppers, especially young ones, buy-
ing lots of unnecessary stuff, from
Christian Dior saddlebags to expensive
lipsticks from the pop star Rihanna’s
Fentyrange.Frettingaboutanimpend-
ing environmental catastrophe, and
worrying that your purchases are con-
tributing to it, is hardly conducive toa
spot of retail therapy.

The clothingand footwearindustries
(ofwhichluxuryisonlya part) contribute
about 8% of global CO2 emissions,
according to Quantis,an environmental
consultancy.The Ellen MacArthur foun-
dation, a non-profit organisation, esti-
mates that the textiles business gener-
ated more greenhouse gas emissions in
2015 than all international flights and
shipping combined.Thereis plenty here
toinfuriate Thunberg.

Reliable data on theluxuryindustry’s
environmental performanceisn’teasyto
come by, but one group (made up of
Global Fashion Agenda, an industry
forum, the Sustainable Apparel Coalition
and the Boston Consulting Group) has
had a go at creating at a scorecard. This
“Pulse Score” is based on elements such
as the ecological smartness of product

design, raw material use and manufac-
turing processes. Getting 100 would be
perfection on sustainability; nobody
comes close to that.

Overall, fashion had a pretty under-
whelming score of 42 out of 100,
although the big luxury companies
scored a slightly more respectable 54.
While this isn’t exactly cause to cele-
brate, it does show that the financial
clout of LVMH—and its big peers such
as Gucci-owning Kering SA and
Switzerland’s Compagnie Financiere
Richemont SA (home to Cartier)—
might be an advantage when it comes
totrying to mitigate theirimpact on the
planet and its resources.

Yet one can’t ignore the scale of that
industryimpact.The luxurygoods mak-
ers have enjoyed more than three years
of blockbuster growth, driven largely by
Chinese shoppers, meaning they are
gobbling up more natural resources
than ever. The natural materials
favoured by the fashionable elite have
theworst effect on the environment (silk
isa particular disaster).

None of thisis helped by thewasteful
practices of many shoppers, who move
on quickly to the next hot design, or
indeed some of the companies. Britain’s
Burberry Group Plccame underjustified
firelastyearforitsnowabandoned prac-
tice of destroying unsold stock to prevent
itbeing sold off cheaply.

Kering, founded by Arnault’s great
rival Francois Pinault,does at least try to
betransparentaboutthe damageit does.
It publishesan environmental profitand
loss account, which put the cost of its
impact on the planet in 2018 at about
500 million euros ($549 million).It esti-

FELSTED

Bloomberg

mates that about three-quarters of this
came from raw materials processingand
production. Still, while it is honest of
them to publish these data, the harm is
stillbeing done.

LVMH has kept a lower profile,
thoughitdoes performwell on one mea-
sure. Morgan Stanley analysts say that
the morealuxury companydoesits own
manufacturing,thebetterit performson
environmental, social and governance
targets.Thatisbecause some of theworst
industry practices happen in the supply
chainaway from thedirect control—and
responsibility—of the parent.

The LVMH brands rank well on this
measure,according tothe Morgan Stan-
ley research. Three of its brands (Loro
Piana, Louis Vuitton and Christian Dior)
do most of their own manufacturing.

As Arnault’s attack on Thunberg
highlighted, there is a reason why
these companies are trying to mend
their ways: younger shoppers, includ-
ing Chinese ones,are demandingit.In
2018 all of the industry’s growth came
from the under-40s,according to con-
sultants at Bain & Company. Those
consumers are more likely to be loyal
to brands with a conscience.

Yet no matter how much attention
theindustrypays to the planet, this busi-
nessisstillabout getting people tospend
moneyon stuffthey could livewithout.If
the rich can be shamed into giving up
their far-flung holidays, what does the
future hold for Gucci’s diamond belt?

With assistance from Elaine He and
Lara Williams

This column does not necessarily

reflect the opinion of the editorial board
or Bloomberg LPandits owners

versity of Agriculture
and Technology.

While underwater, the plant remains
dormant.When the floodsrecede, it uses
conserved carbohydrates toregenerate.
Swarna and Swarna Sub1 are alike in all
respects, except that the latter can sur-
vive flash floods. IRRI says the average
yield of scuba, or Sub1, rice varieties is
4.5-6.5 tonnes perhectare,and theyield
advantageis 1-3 tonnes perhectare over
those that don’t have the Sub1l gene.
Sevenvarieties with the gene have been
released in Asia.

Another interesting gene isolated
from the Pokhali rice variety, grown in
coastal Kerala, is the Saltol gene, which
makes rice salt-tolerant. Rice produc-
tivity in salt-affected areas is about 1.5
tonnes per hectare. IRRI says it has
developed about 100 salinity tolerant
elite lines, which have traits like high-
yield,good grain quality,and resistance
topestsand diseases.Theyare readyfor
testingin farmers’fields.It hasreleased
34 salt-tolerant varieties across Asia.

LETTERSTO

THE EDITOR

Clarification

Apropos of “Ringing Indictment”
October 3, 2019, let me clarify that
there are no technical standards
relating to ringer timer either issued
by DoT or by Telecom Engineering
Centre or by any international body.
Further, there was no legacy value or
de-facto standards as operators
were following different timers
which were often inconsistent
between two License Service Are of
the same operator also. The real
optimal period of ringing to have
balance between effective resource
utilisation and convenience of
consumers to reply is complex and
may vary based on consumer habit.
Therefore, mandating any particular
value without examining the details
cannot be anyone's demand. The
Interconnection Usage Charges
(IUCs) are reimbursement for the
work done and therefore it has to be
paid as per the actual handling of the
incoming calls. In such a situation,
accusing a regulator for inaction
based on unfounded assumptions
and conclusions is not only
unwarranted but aimed to create
wrong picture of the regulator.

— SK Gupta, Secretary, TRAI

KSCA elections

Team of Roger Binny has romped to
victory in the Karnataka State Cricket
Association (KSCA)elections. The
Binny juggernaut swept all before
them with their adversaries, Harish
and group, failing to bag even a
single seat. The new team has
promised to turn the three grounds
in Alur, Belagavi and Hubbali into
world-class, besides, assist clubs to
improve infrastructure and facilities
for players. One hopes that their stint
proves to be a game-changer.

— NJ Ravi Chander, Bengaluru
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® SEVENTY YEARS OF REVOLUTION

Unprecedented backlash marks China’s rise...

HIS IS THE seventieth year of
China’s revolution. In these 70
years, China’s spectacular rise
as an economic powerhouse
with formidable manufactur-
ing and technological prowess is laud-
able. But China’s rise, purported to be a
‘peaceful rise’, has been anything but
peaceful.Itsrise has evoked a backlash—
a backlash so fierce that it has united
even an intensely polarised America.

Japan,too,hasviewed China’srisein the
regionwith caution.Japan’srecent Defense
White Paper 2019 indicated that “qualita-
tivelyand quantitatively superior military
powers concentrate in Japan’s surround-
ings,” referencing China’s expansion and
intensification of Chinese military activi-
ties—ahead of North Korea’senhancement
of ballistic missiles.

For decades, China ‘bided’its time on
the global stage.Indeed, moderniser Deng
Xiaopingadmonished “the nail that sticks
out,gets knocked down.” Deng preferred a
low-profile China that ‘bided its time’
(taoguang yanghui) and focused on ‘bring-
ing in’ (foreign investment, technology) in
support of economic reforms. When it
came to contentious issues, Deng chose to
leave it to the “wisdom of future genera-
tions”Indeed,Deng’s collegialand accom-
modative diplomacy took the sting out of
Tiananmen (in 1989)and, critically, paved
the way for Hong Kong’s return (in 1997).

In the last decade, China has chosen to
deviate from Deng’slow-profile mantra—
be it in the high seas with territorial dis-
putes in the South China Sea, the East
China Sea and the modernisation of the
People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN). In
the mountains, China breached the status
quo in the Doklam standoff. On land,
China’sambitious Beltand Road Initiative,
BRI, seeks a global footprint.

Japan’srecent Defense White Paperhas
drawn attention to China’s concept of
‘Three Warfares’ (2003), namely ‘Media
Warfare’(influencing domesticand public
opinion), ‘Psychological Warfare’ (deter-
rence)and‘Legal Warfare’(recourse tolaws)
as part of the work of the military.

In the past decade, this has certainly
played out. Make in China 2025, military
modernisation by 2020 and innovation
power by 2050 have shaped public opin-
ion, both domestic and international.
Military modernisation, the key tobuild-
ing deterrence, has been met with air-
craft carrier Liaoning, a Russian-built
Kuznetsov-class carrier in service in the
PLANin2012.AnewType 0001Aindige-
nously-built aircraft carrier will be oper-

...With USS Ronald Reagan in the South China Sea, and Japan’s Defense White Paper 2019 calling out
China as the main security threat to Japan

ational later this year. China’s Type 075
class of amphibious assault ship also
marks a breakthrough in China’s mar-
itime capabilities. Its territorial disputes
inthe South China Sea, the East China Sea
and the Yellow Sea have taken recourse to
domesticand international law.

Among other actions, the fallout of
China’s Three Warfares is the posturing
evident in arm-twisting companies and
corporations to fall in line with the One-
China policy. For example, American Air-
lines and Delta had to stop references to
Taiwan. Several countries have switched
diplomatic allegiance from Taiwan to
China. In recent weeks, Solomon Islands
and Kiribati switched recognition to China
from Taiwan.

ANURAG
VISWANATH

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

Why did China shift from keeping a
low-profiletoa‘go-out’?The onlymandate
that the Communist Party has to stay in
power is economic growth, which was
inevitably slowing down. China rode the
wave of globalisation and theinternational
trading system in the 1980s and 1990s.
Reformslifted millions out of poverty.But
reforms also led to sharp inequalities,
urban poverty, the phenomenon of ‘hol-

lowed-out’villages (because of outmigra-
tion), ‘left-behind’ children (left behind by
theirparentsin theruralareaswhowentin
search of work), land-grabs, environmen-
tal pollution, the new realities of China’s
breakneck reforms.The Communist Party
sought to re-energise its mandate by re-
framing economic growth in terms of the
‘new normal’,i.e. slower but qualitative,
innovative growth.

The backlash of economicreformswas
sought to be contained and channelled by
shiftingattention fromthe domestictothe
international. Nationalism was deployed
toboost up China’s image in its own eyes.

Nationalism is nothing new and has
beeninvoked timeandagain,aided bystate
manipulation of public opinion. In the
past, anti-Japanese and anti-Korean
demonstrations have been quickly
mobilised. Nationalism has been evident
in frequent allusions to China’s past glory
in EastAsia (tributaryrelationships),‘China
Can Say No’(1996 bestseller),the Olympics
(2008), the Shanghai Expo (2010) or sur-
passing Japan as the second largest econ-
omy(2010).In fact,itwasin 2010 that the
then foreign minister Yang Jiechi said in

Hanoi at the ASEAN Meet that “Chinaisa
big country and other countries are small
countries,and that’s just a fact” In 2010,
China began to articulate that the South
China Seawas part of its ‘core interests’

China’s domestic audience was ener-
gised with a China that has “stood up,
become stronger and richer” seeking its
“great power status” of yore,and meeting
itsinevitable destiny of Two Centenaries—
the Two Centenaries implies China’s two
goals of achieving a ‘well-off society’ (by
2021,100 years of the Communist Party)
and high-income ‘modern socialist coun-
try’(by 2049,100years of the revolution).

The grand sum of theabovewas China’s
prematureassertion of its‘great power sta-
tus’beforeits time.This assertion explains
the backlash against China.

In America, China’s rise has riled.
Deeply polarised politics has not pre-
vented unanimity in the trade war
against China. There is also bipartisan
support on Hong Kong. Ahead of the
momentous celebrations in China, the
Congressional committees in the US
House and Senate approved the Hong
Kong Human Rightsand DemocracyAct,
2019, which will be voted upon in the
coming weeks. In another uncharacter-
isticmove,American aircraft carrier USS
Ronald Reagan is “conducting routine
operations”in the South China Sea.

For China celebrating its 70 years of
revolution—70 years of the Communist
Party and 70 years of revolution is but a
fraction of a fraction in China’s grand
5,000-year civilisation. It has been said
as much that China has‘learnt to learn’.

Certainly, the Communist Party
seems to have taken cognisance of a
‘peacefulrise’that has gone awry.Speak-
ingatthe United Nations Climate Action
Summit in New York recently, China’s
state councillor and foreign minister
Wang Yi was keen to emphasise that
“seeking hegemony is not in our DNA”
and that the“United Statesis and will still
be the strongest country in the world.”

China’s recent spate of White Papers
are attempts to convey a similar mes-
sage—that China seeks no hegemony
but ‘peaceful development’.Indeed, the
newest White Paper out of China’s sta-
bles “China and the World in the New
Era” hopes that “China contributes to a
better world.”

Seventy years after the revolution,
China may be enmeshed in a ‘new era’ of
Xi Jinping Thought’, but may be wiser
playing Deng’s old dictum of aiming
high, playing low.

DATA DRIVE

Debt doubts crop up again

LTHOUGH FISCAL DEFICIT has
A been aworry for the states in the

past, RBI’s latest report on state
finances, shows that they are well in the
clear as far as fiscal condition is
concerned.The combined fiscal deficit
budgeted for FY20,although a bit
higherat 2.9%, puts themina
comfortable position. More important,
if one discounts for UDAY expenditure,
it falls to 2.5%, or well within the
recommendations of the NK Singh
committee. But, all is not rosy—the
report shows that there has been no
reduction in the debt-to-GDP ratios,
budgeted at 24.9.1In fact, a closer look
at the datareveals that there has been
little change in states’ own tax and non-
tax revenues. While the own-tax
revenues are expected to be 6.7% of the
GDP,non-tax revenues are stuck at a
paltry 1.2% for the last many years.
More worrisome, non-development
revenue expenditures have been
increasing over the last few years. If
India is to become a $5 trillion
economy, it cannot do so without the
states increasing their revenues—both
tax and non-tax—and curbing their
non-development expenditures.

Besides, most states require a policy

to contain debt, as fiscal prudence shall
achieve little if it comes on the back of

Debt profile
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A CUT IN TIME

RBI signals further support to revive growth. On its part,
government should stick to fiscal deficit target

N FRIDAY, THE Monetary Policy Committee cut the benchmark repo rate
by 25 basis points, as high frequency indicators point to continued weak-
ness in economic activity. Since February this year, the MPC has cut inter-
est rates by 135 bps. The central bank also lowered its growth forecast to
6.1 per cent,down from its previous estimate of 6.9 per cent, suggesting that the slowdown
is more severe than was previously believed. It has also decided to stick to its accomoda-
tive stance till “as long as necessary to revive growth”, which signals further rate cuts if
growth disappoints, especially as inflation is likely to remain well within its comfort zone.

That the MPC was going to cut rates was a foregone conclusion. The disagreement
was over the quantum of the cut — one MPC member voted for a larger cut. A cut of this
magnitude is at odds with the sharp downward revision in its growth forecast. That de-
mand remains subdued, capacity utilisation has dropped, credit offtake remains slug-
gish, and capital goods imports continue to contract, raises the question: If the growth fore-
cast was revised downwards to this extent, surely there is a case for a much larger rate cut?
Uncertainty around the effects of the recent stimulus measures may have played a role.
It is also possible that the MPC is waiting to see how banks adapt to the new external
benchmarking system, and how effectively they transmit these rate cuts to the larger
economy, before easing further. The RBI acknowledges that transmission has been a prob-
lem so far. While the repo rate was cut by 110 bps between February and August, the lend-
ing rate on fresh loans declined by only 29 bps. Part of the problem can be traced to the
continuing high interest rate differential between bank deposits and small saving instru-
ments. This exists because the rates announced by the government on small savings are
higher than those arrived at by the formula which reflects market realities. This differen-
tial restricts banks’ ability to cut term deposit rates and, as a consequence, lending rates.
As the efficacy of monetary policy depends on transmission, the government should align
interest rates on small savings with market rates.

The combination of low growth and low inflation shifts the balance towards further
easing. But what is the terminal rate? Going by the RBI's commentary in the past, a neu-
tral stance implies a real interest rate of around 1.25 to 1.5 per cent. But an accommoda-
tive stance could imply even lower interest rates, opening up space for more aggressive
cuts than what are currently being priced in. On its part, the government should stick to
the fiscal deficit target. A shortfall in revenue, unless compensated by deep expenditure
cuts, translates to higher borrowings, which impedes transmission of these cuts. The gov-
ernment should pursue a more aggressive disinvestment programme to offset the ex-
pected shortfall in tax collections.

JOURNEY TO KARTARPUR

Former PM Manmohan Singh'’s participation in the pilgrimage
is areminder of the vision behind the corridor

TIS FITTING that former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh will be part of the first

jatha or group of pilgrims led by Punjab Chief Minister Amarinder Singh to

Gurdwara Darbar Sahib at Kartarpur through the new India-Pakistan visa-free cor-

ridor. As head of government, from 2004 to 2014, Singh had built on the previous
Vajpayee government’s efforts to arrive at a modus vivendi with Pakistan. His famous
“breakfast in Amritsar, lunch in Lahore, dinner in Kabul” formulation provided a vision that
was at once progressive as well as deeply-rooted in the history and shared cultures of the
region. Circumstances, including the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attack that originated in
Pakistan and was carried out by the Lashkar-e-Toiba, intervened to ensure that it would
remain a vision too far. But the Kartarpur corridor is a step in that direction, even if nei-
ther India nor Pakistan acknowledge it as such anymore. It recognises that with political
will, two nations can find common cause around a line on a map, though each may have
its own reasons for doing so. That neither side called off work on the corridor through
nine months of an outrightly hostile atmosphere, starting with Pulwama, right up to the
face-off at the UN last month, speaks of the interests involved — Pakistan is wooing Sikhs;
India does not want to alienate them. But it is not unlike the pragmatism that shaped
Manmohan Singh'’s belief that it was in the interests of both peoples for India and Pakistan
to find ways to live together.

Amarinder Singh has sought to clarify that he and Manmohan Singh would only go
to the Darbar Sahib shrine, “not to Pakistan”, and underlined that the former PM will be
going on the pilgrimage at his invitation, not on the invitation of Pakistan. Yet it is unde-
niable that the Kartarpur corridor would not have taken shape without Pakistan’s active
co-operation. Indeed, it was Pakistan that initiated the plan last year. Now, having gone
this far, India must show the large-heartedness to participate in the official opening of
the corridor organised by the government of Pakistan.

Itis as yet unclear who other than the former PM and the Punjab CM is part of the first
jatha. Ideally, considering the political will that the Modi government extended to the
corridor plan through the year, it should include representatives of the Akali Dal and BJP.
That will also ensure that a visit to Darbar Sahib by members of one party does not get pro-
jected as a crime against the nation.

NBA(@ INDIA

Jersey sales might multiply briefly. It'll take longer
for the ethos to take root

WO TOP NBA teams, Sacramento Kings and Indiana Pacers, will give India

its first glimpse of what basketball in the world’s greatest league looks like.

For NBA's niche followers who wake up at 6 am and look forward to the All

Stars, wear loose branded vests of No 23 and baggy long shorts, swearing by
LeBron James, this is as close as they’ll get to the American jamboree. The truly com-
mercial NBA’s detour to India’s financial capital, Mumbai, was expected. But this move
might not be a game-changer for the sport in a country where basketball has thrived in
several pockets for years.

The quality of play in the league that attracts the best global talent has always seemed
to belong to another galaxy. Indian hoopsters, trained from Russian manuals, are at least
40 years behind the NBA’s latest acrobatics. The delayed pre-dawn “live” coverage didn’t
help matters. But the NBA has finally taken the big jump — though a real connect might
still take years, beyond the razzmatazz of the two-day Kings-Pacers show.

Several NBA players, not the biggest names, though, have made the “India trip” in the last
few off-season autumns. A few outdoor courts have been slapped with a fresh coat of bright
paint,and NBA’s Academy in Gurgaon is scouting, using the most obvious Plan Of Action —
find tall, groom tall. They even pushed for the exceptionally tall boy from a Punjab village,
Satnam Singh, to make headlines with his brush with the Dallas Mavericks. But, one suspects
that India will need wooing that goes beyond a desi token representative in the league. A
strong national team doing well in Asia (like Iran, if not China) might evoke interest beyond
the casual media blitz associated with the NBA jamboree spending a weekend here. Jersey
sales might multiply briefly. But it'll take a long time for NBA's ethos to take root.
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WORDLY WISE
WHAT 1S LOVE OF ONE’S COUNTRY; IS IT HATE OF

ONE’'S UNCOUNTRY? THEN IT’'S NOT A GOOD THING.
— URrsurLA K LE GUIN

Whatever it takes

Together with stimulus package, repo rate cuts signal a

resolve to revive investor, consumer sentiment

SAUGATA BHATTACHARYA

THE MONETARY POLICY Committee (MPC)
cut the repo rate again, the fifth time since Fe-
bruary 2019 by 0.25 percentage points, based
on the views of the MPC members on current
and projected economic conditions. The MPC
action was in line with the series of cuts by
almost all major central banks across the
globe, as counter-cyclical policy responses to
the global slowdown. The MPC voted unani-
mously on the cut, with one member recom-
mending a deeper cut The accommodative
policy stance was retained, signalling a strong
resolve to support the revival of growth,
evocative of the ECB President Mario Draghi’s
memorable 2012 commitment to do “what-
ever it takes to preserve the euro”.

The reason for this strong signal showed
up in the steep reduction in RBI's FY20 GDP
growth projection, from to 6.9 per cent in
August down to 6.1 per cent. High frequency
indicators of economic activity remain weak,
with a flat core infrastructure index growth,
continuing weak automobile sales and a
sharply lower services sector purchasing
managers index (PMI) showing a deep con-
traction in September. Rural demand, prox-
ied by sales of two-wheelers and tractors,
contracted. Of greater concernis the fact that
RBI's forward looking surveys show an ex-
pected drop in capacity utilisation of manu-
facturing firms in Q2 FY20. The Business
Assessment Index also fell in Q2.

The strong signal on accommodation,
however, is qualified with “inflation
remain[ing] within the [2- 6 per cent] target”.
Despite some risks, this is a probable out-
come; RBI largely retained its earlier growth
forecast of October-March FY20 inflation at
3.5-3.7 per cent, taking the full FY20 average
to approximately 3.5 per cent. This is signifi-
cantly lower than the 4 per cent mid-point
and provides adequate buffers for even un-
expected food, oil and other price shocks.

With this kind of growth-inflation trade-
off, why might the MPC have limited the repo
rate cut to 0.25 percentage points rather than
easing it further? The first, of course, would
have been a degree of uncertainty on both the
effects of the fiscal stimulus measures already
announced — particularly the bold and deci-
sive corporate tax rate cuts, and in various
stages of implementation — as well as the ad-
ditional measures which might be needed.
While the budget targets are likely to be met

Many sectors have large
structural components
contributing to slowing
growth, including changing
consumer preferences, wage
growth and income
uncertainty. In the near term,
lending institutions have
become relatively risk averse,
and a degree of appropriate
risk re-allocation will need to
be initiated by the
government and regulators.
Various credit enhancement
and guarantee funds,

which are being
institutionalised, will help in
mitigating some of this.

inthe base case, there are likely to be compo-
sitional changes in expenditures and borrow-
ings, the effects of which need to be better
understood. Global financial market volatility,
trade-related uncertainty, geo-political dis-
ruptions to global supply chains would only
add to domestic policy responses. And India’s
policy rate cuts, now at a cumulative 1.35 per-
centage points, are one of the deepest of the
major central banks.

Second, current household inflation ex-
pectations over a three-month and one-year
ahead horizons have risen 0.40 and 0.20 per-
centage points, likely reflecting an adaptive
response to the recent hardening of prices of
some vegetables. For central banks, inflation
expectations are a key input into monetary
policy formulation, since hardening expec-
tations usually translate into wage negotia-
tions, which change inflation dynamics.
However, such a risk in India’s current eco-
nomic conditions is quite low.

The third potential reason might be the
path of lending rates over the next couple of
months, with the switch of interest rates on
new retail and MSME loans from the erst-
while MCLR system to one that is repo-rate
linked. This brings us to the immediate con-
cern, a drop in bank credit growth, and more
broadly, a sharp contraction in the flow of
funds from all financial intermediaries — one
of the key reasons for the expected continu-
ing weak growth in FY20. Bank credit growth
slowed from an average of 14.2 per cent yoy
during Q4 FY19 to 10.3 per cent by mid-
September 2019, reflecting “weak demand
and risk aversion”. Total funding from domes-
tic and foreign sources has shrunk precipi-
tously to Rs 91,000 crore during April-mid-
September 2019 from Rs 7.36 lakh crore in
the same period last year. Commercial paper
issuance (short-term working capital type
borrowings) shrunk to Rs 19,000 crore (from
Rs 2.53 lakh crore in the same quarter the year
before). Credit from NBFCs dropped during
April-June, contracting by Rs 1.25 lakh crore,
down from a net disbursal of Rs 41,000 crore
inthe same quarter of 2018. The only channel
of stronger funds flows was via foreign cur-
rency borrowings, but this was small relative
to the overall shrinkage of credit.

What should be next in the policy re-
sponse? The government, RBI and other
agencies have already announced a coordi-

nated set of counter-cyclical stimulus meas-
ures to revive consumption, investment and
growth. The government is expediting the
implementation of the multiple measures it
has announced. Moral suasion will probably
induce some project capex, particularly by
public sector enterprises. Upfront recapitali-
sation payments to public sector banks might
gradually fill loan pipelines, hopefully to
MSMEs, which will be critical for the recovery.

The efficacy of these measures over the
near to medium term will be determined by
the nature of the slowdown. RBI analytics
suggest that the slowdownis largely cyclical,
and in macroeconomic terms, this is probably
correct. However, many sectors have large
structural components contributing to slow-
ing growth, including changing consumer
preferences, wage growth and income uncer-
tainty. In the near term, lending institutions
have become relatively risk averse, and a de-
gree of appropriate risk re-allocation will
need to be initiated by the government and
regulators. Various credit enhancement and
guarantee funds, which are being institution-
alised, will help in mitigating some of this.

In the meantime, a combination of rela-
tively easy systemic liquidity and a shift of
some loan products to market benchmarks
will begin to lower borrowing costs. To sup-
port credit flows to sectors which are partic-
ularly constrained for funds, the RBI has re-
laxed some micro-prudential restrictions to
cautiously incentivise credit and fund flows to
solvent but liquidity constrained financial in-
termediaries and sectors.

The economic revival process is likely to
be gradual and weak at first. In fact, although
volume indicators still show weak activity,
GDP growthislikely tobe 5.5 -5.7 per centin
Q2 FY20 (July-September) range — better
than the Q1 growth. This s likely to be driven
largely by an improved manufacturing GDP,
(0.6 per centin Q1), reinforced by higher gov-
ernment spending. Strong policy communi-
cation will be animportant instrumentin re-
inforcing investor and consumer confidence.

Going back to the ECB President’s 2012
commitment, “And believe me, it will be
enough”.

The writer is vice president, business and
economic research, Axis Bank. Views are
personal

WHAT PAKISTAN WON, AND LOST

Could Pakistan have stayed out of US-led global campaign after 9/117

KHALED AHMED

IMRAN KHAN, DURING his September visit to
America, said: “Pakistan, by joining the US af-
ter 9/11, committed one of the biggest blun-
ders. 70,000 Pakistanis died in this. Some
economists say we lost $150 billion, some say
$200 billion. On top of it, we were blamed by
the US for not winning in Afghanistan.” He was
replying to former US Secretary of Defence
James Mattis’s statement that Pakistan was
the most dangerous country in the world.
Khansaid, “They (the insurgent groups) were
indoctrinated into fighting foreign occupation
[by the Soviet Union] as jihad. But now when
the US arrived in Afghanistan, it was supposed
to be terrorism”.

After the Soviet invasion, America thought
it could end the rule of the Communist Party
in the USSR by cornering the Soviet army in
Afghanistan. Muslim “warriors” arrived from
all over the Islamic world, funded by the US
and Saudi Arabia jointly. And Pakistan was
dishing out hospitality and raking in “assis-
tance” for its wobbly economy then.

Prime Minister Khan said he was opposed
to Pakistan joining the international war in
Afghanistan “from day one”. Yet for General
Musharraf, who ruled Pakistan, the Soviets were
from “the other side” —against Americaand its
allies, including Pakistan. For him, the Sovietin-
vasion meant entry of India nextdoor as part of
its “encirclement” strategy. Pakistan had tasted
its last defeat at the hands of Indiain 1971.

Pakistan was bothered by the Moscow-

Prime Minister Khan said he
was opposed to Pakistan
joining the international war
in Afghanistan ‘from day
one’. Yet for General
Musharraf, who ruled
Pakistan, the Soviets were
from ‘the other side’ —
against America and its
allies, including Pakistan. For
him, the Soviet invasion
meant entry of India
nextdoor as part of its
‘encirclement’ strategy.
Pakistan had tasted its

last defeat at the hands of

India to complete the “strategic nutcracker”
that would make Pakistan forget Kashmir. The
Durand Line was challenged and propaganda
unleashed to indoctrinate “unhappy”
Pakistani elements in Balochistan and the
Tribal Areas. The warriors arriving in Pakistan
carried an Islamic consensus of jihad against
the “godless” Soviet Union. There was no way
an “Islamic” Pakistan could avoid joining the
American war against the Soviet Union.

On September 11 2001, the “Islamic war-
riors”, headed by Osama bin Laden, thought
they could also liberate the world from
American hegemony that raised Israel above
the entire Islamic world through wars the
Arabs keptlosing. The plot to attack New York
was conceived in Karachi by al Qaeda’s Khalid
Sheikh Muhammad; and the 19 warriors cho-
sen were made to meet bin Laden for which
they had to travel through Pakistan. But al
Qaeda was not only foreign warriors in the
long run; a majority of them were finally
Afghans and Pakhtuns, many trained by the
ISI's Colonel Imam inside Afghanistan. He was
killed by Pakistani Taliban in 2010.

Pakistan could not have wanted it but it
was the “host” country where the “warriors”
serving America had made their headquar-
ters. Pakistan should have stayed out of what
happened after 9/11. But could it really?

UN Security Council resolution 1373, that
made it possible to attack the Taliban govern-
mentin Kabul, was adopted on September 28,

of the UN charter. General Musharraf knew
what a Chapter 7 resolution meant; it was not
like the Security Council resolution on
Kashmir that was merely “advisory” because
itwas under Chapter 6. Had Imran Khan been
inpower, he couldn’t have defied it. However,
there was another “unavoidable” reason.

For an Islamic, worry-beads-in-hand,
Imran Khan, the Islamisation of Pakistan
would have been irresistible. Pakistan’s jihad
was inspired by the founder of al Qaeda,
Abdullah Azzam (d. 1989), who also estab-
lished the Islamic University of Islamabad and
brought the concept of “terrorist” jihad into
the heart of the Pakistani state.

Sectarianism also came with jihad. Shia
leader Allama Ariful Hussaini was murdered
in August 1988. Within a fortnight of
Hussaini’s murder, President Zia died inan air
crash in Bahawalpur amid rumours of Shia in-
volvement in his assassination. The NWFP
governor, General Fazle Hag, whom the Shia
accused of complicity in the murder of Allama
Hussaini, was ambushed and killed in 1991.

Sectarianism affected relations with Iran.
In 1998, Pakistan’s anti-Shia Sipah-e-Sahaba,
riding together with Taliban, killed eight
Iranian “diplomats” inside the Iranian con-
sulate. That brought Iran and India closer; and
once again India was threatening Pakistan on
the western border.

The writer is consulting editor,

tion of economic offenders was sent to the

supported Kabul government that leaned on India in 1971 2001 by the Security Council under Chapter 7 Newsweek Pakistan
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President for his consent and promulgation,
Prime Minister Charan Singh said in
Lucknow. Singh told newsmen that every
care had been taken in the ordinance to pre-
vent its misuse and the Department of Food
and Civil Supplies would administeritin the
states. He said that the Essential
Commodities Act was not effective for the
present situation. The period of detention,
according to the provisions of the ordinance,
would be one year and a three-member
board of review would be constituted, with
a serving high court judge as chairman. The

district judges or those competent or quali-
fied to become a judge, or retired judges.

CobDE OF CONDUCT

THE ELECTION COMMISSION has asked po-
litical parties in power at the Centre and in
the states not to issue advertisements at the
cost of the public exchequer to furtherits in-
terests in the ensuing elections. The ruling
parties have also been advised by the EC not
to use government vehicles and other facili-
ties or, for that matter, to take any official
measures to further the ruling party’s
prospects in the forthcoming mid-term poll.

elections in November have been rejected
by the Election Commission, a Pakistani
news agency report said today. Among those
rejected was one from Benazir Bhutto,
daughter of the late prime minister, Z A
Bhutto, the Associated Press of Pakistan said.
The commission also rejected nomination
petitions filed by leaders of the Pakistan
People’s party including the deputy secre-
tary general, Mohammad Tikka Khan, the
news agency said. It said that Bhutto’s peti-
tion and others were rejected because the
PPP did not register with the EC as required
by a recently enacted law.
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Nationalism without Other

For Gandhi, nationalism was based on a practical understanding
of what was required for the people to be free

AR
PRABHAT PATNAIK

IFIND GANDHI'S thoughtin at least three ar-
eas of abiding relevance for me: His views on
nationalism, on capitalism and on solidarity.

The nationalism that Gandhi stood for,
which informed India’s anti-colonial strug-
gle, differed fundamentally from the nation-
alism that came into vogue in Europe in the
17th century, following the Westphalian
peace treaties. At least three differences stood
out. First, Gandhi’s nationalism was inclu-
sive; there were no “enemies within” as with
European nationalism. Second, it did not see
the nation as standing above the people, an
entity for which the people only made sacri-
fices; rather, the raison d’etre of the nation
was to improve the living conditions of the
people, or to “wipe away the tears from the
eyes of every Indian”. Third, unlike European
nationalism, it was not imperialist itself; the
people whom the nation was to serve treated
other people with “fairness”, which is why
Gandhi wanted India to give Pakistan the Rs
55 crore that were its due after Partition, de-
spite the bitterness caused by Partition.

This nationalism was not a mere idealist
construct, it was based instead on a very prac-
tical understanding of what was required for
the people’s freedom. If the people were to
be free then that required the formation of
such a nation.

Gandhi was also clear that capitalism as
we know it, for which he used the term “the
English system”, could not serve such a na-
tion. It was incompatible with the people’s
freedom. He wanted a different economic
system altogether, where the capitalists could
atbest be the “trustees” of people’s property.

He was not a socialist but, in common
with the socialists, he believed that capital-
ism could never solve the problem of unem-
ployment, and the mental dullness it pro-

duced. Since he saw poverty as inextricably
linked to unemployment, capitalism could
also never overcome poverty. What we call
“development”, whose essence must be the
overcoming of unemployment and poverty,
was incompatible, therefore, with the insti-
tution of capitalism.

Gandhi’s views on the relationship be-
tween capitalism and unemployment, and
hence poverty, were deeply insightful.

It is commonly believed that even
though capitalism initially destroys petty
production, the displaced petty producers
ultimately get absorbed within the growing
capitalist sector, and that too at a higher
wage than they earned earlier. This is nei-
ther theoretically valid nor historically borne
out. The fact that European capitalism was
not saddled with massive unemployment
arising from the displacement of petty pro-
ducers, was not because capitalist growth
absorbed all those who had been displaced,
but because of massive emigration to the
temperate regions of White settlement, such
as Canada, the United States, Australia, and
New Zealand where they drove out local in-
habitants from their land and set themselves
up as farmers. It is neither possible nor desir-
able to repeat this historical experience to-
day, so that Gandhi’s rejection of capitalism
acquires pertinence.

Gandhi’s rejection of the capitalist mode
of production as exemplified by Europe, his
rejection of European-style nationalism, and

his linking of the two, was also a product of

deepinsight. Itis not surprising that our em-
brace of unbridled capitalism in the neolib-
eral era, which predictably has brought inits
train growing unemployment and absolute
poverty, manifest in massive under-nutrition,
has led to a denouement where the prevail-
ing concept of nationalism has undergone a
fundamental change. The inclusive, people-
centred and non-aggrandising nationalism
that characterised our anti-colonial struggle
has given way to the old European-style “na-
tionalism” that sees “enemies within” (in-
deed everyone opposed to the government is
considered nowadays an “enemy within”),
that sees the nation as standing above the
people, and that rides roughshod over the
people, trampling upon their rights as in

_ ~~

|
oy
1

_%:__.-‘ll i
A= -

WHY INEED
GANDHI

TODAY
ANEXPRESS IDEAS SERIES

He was not a socialist but, in
common with the socialists,
he believed that capitalism
could never solve the
problem of unemployment,
and the mental dullness it
produced. Since he saw
poverty as inextricably
linked to unemployment,
capitalism could also never
overcome poverty. What we
call ‘development’, whose
essence must be the
overcoming of
unemployment and poverty,
was incompatible, therefore,
with the institution of
capitalism. Gandhi’s views
on the relationship between
capitalism and
unemployment, and hence
poverty, were deeply
insightful.

Jammu and Kashmir today. The fact that the

same government which unblushingly
equates capitalists with “wealth creators”
and which considers massive corporate tax
concessions as a “win-win” situation for 125
crore people, also imposes an indefinite cur-
few on the people of Jammu and Kashmir, is
not an accident. This route, however, leads
to a perpetuation of unemployment,
poverty, strife, and a break-up of the nation.
And Gandhi saw this more clearly than al-
most anyone else.

Gandhi’s solution to the problem of un-
employment was a restraint on the rate of
technological change, which of course was
impossible under capitalismin its spontane-
ity. But Gandhi did not advocate state-im-
posed restrictions towards this end. He
wanted instead a voluntary eschewing of
consumerism that always privileges techno-
logically-sophisticated goods. He wanted the
development of a “community” among the
people where one foregoes the “fineries of
Bond Street” so that one’s “brother” the
weaver can get employment, a “community”
where every person sees his or her well-be-
ing as dependent upon that of others.

The need for restraining the pace of tech-
nological change for achieving full employ-
ment is undeniable — the only countries
which have achieved full employment, in-
deed labour shortage, in recent times, are the
erstwhile socialist countries which re-
strained technological change and kept
labour productivity growth in check.

Gandhi wanted such restraint to be vol-
untary, embedded in a sense of solidarity
with one’s “brethren”. Gandhi’s emphasis on
solidarity, on overcoming self-centred iso-
lation, an emphasis reminiscent of Karl
Marx’s stress on overcoming alienation
through the formation of working class sol-
idarity that would ultimately lead to a tran-
scendence of capitalism, was crucial for his
concept of human freedom. While their vi-
sions and analyses differed, Gandhi and
Marx had this concept of freedom in com-
mon, as the development of a sense of com-
munity, which capitalism destroys.

The writer taught economics at
Jawaharlal Nehru University

A formidable friend

Ram Jethmalani felt political one-upmanship stalled resolution of Kashmir issue

SAIFUDDIN SOz

RAM JETHMALANI'S DEMISE has been
mourned very widely as his circle of friends
was vast and varied. Jethmalani lived a full
life with all the best the system was able to
offer him. His death has caused a void that
can never be filled. An eminent lawyer and
an authority on India’s criminal justice sys-
tem, Jethmalani will be remembered by a
wide group of people in India and Pakistan.

Jethmalani had settled in India for good
after his migration from Sindh (Pakistan)and
he was a thorough Hindustani. But then, he
had assiduously nourished relationships all
over the subcontinent including Pakistan. He
was always welcome there, not only in Sindh
but everywhere in Pakistan. There were occa-
sions when he invited friends to join the cel-
ebrations often around his birthday parties.
He was always cheerful and at his best. On
occasions, he recited verses, particularly by
Faiz. He knew quite a lot on Igbaliyat. He
could, if he had chosen to write, done a com-
prehensive critique on the subject. He re-

Epaper..nem.ass. com

membered many verses of Igbal’s Shikwa
and Jawabi Shikwa, too. Once he had sur-
prised many Indian and Pakistani guests who
had assembled in good numbers to celebrate
his birthday at his Krishna Menon Marg res-
idence: He interspersed his conversations
with verses not only of Igbal and Faiz, but of
many others such as Ahmad Nadeem Qasimi,
Ahmad Faraz, Parveen Shakir, Bashir Badar
and others. Jethmalani was an exceptional
human being and a great friend — he could
go to any lengths to maintain friendships.
Once I went to him with a personal prob-
lem: The Union minister for urban develop-
ment, Buta Singh, wanted me to quit my
Humayun Road residence and settle for a res-
idence at South Avenue. It was a question of
entitlement for a residence. My plea was that
the same residence was being used by a busi-
nessman earlier, and after my election to the
Lok Sabha, I was genuinely entitled to the
residence. Jethmalani directly took up the
matter with the then President of India.

When he was 94, and he thought any more
of his appearances in the Supreme Court
would not be to his liking as he thought the
court’s decorum could be impaired, he flab-
bergasted the judges by saying “adieu!” Until
then the lordships had been earnestly re-
questing him to argue cases while sitting in
the chair. He had emphasised that he would
stand on his feet and argue the cases that way
until his last breath. And that is what he did.

Sometime in 2016, when I visited his
home, he broke the sad news to me that he
would not be able to play his favourite game,
tennis. He was 93 then.

Ram had many pursuits in life. One of
them was his interest in Kashmir. He was sad
that his pursuit of fthe resolution of the
Kashmir problem remained unfulfilled be-
cause of political one-upmanship, which
spoilt the atmosphere in India. Ram had a
considerable knowledge of Kashmir’s his-
tory, and more importantly, of the develop-
ment of the constitutional relationship be-

tween the state and India.

When Khurshid Mahmud Kasuri, Mani
Shankar Aiyar, O P Shah and myself attended
ameeting withRamon April 17,2017, he had
explained to us in detail that Pervez
Musharraf’s four-point formula was best
suited to forge a friendship between India
and Pakistan.

He had surprised us by narrating a story.
He had gone to visit Atal Bihari Vajpayee soon
after the Agra Summit and told him that he
(Ram) would not even have changed a
comma of what Musharraf had proposed for
an abiding friendship between India and
Pakistan. Why, then, had Vajpayee not
moved to take the final step? Ram told us
that Vajpayee chose to remain silent. But,
then, Ram explained that Vajpayee’s real dif-
ficulty was the party not getting along with
him on what Musharraf had proposed!

The writer is a senior Congress leader and
former Union minister
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Standing by China, our lives will be based on a solid platform. Our wish for a
better life is sacred, our efforts will be more respected in globalization, and we
will benefit from our country’s strong development.” —GLOBALTIMES, CHINA

Revisiting
Howdy, Modi

For Modi, Houston guaranteed a huge turnout
of Indian Americans. Trump may need
the community towin Texasin 2020

i
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ASHUTOSH VARSHNEY

THAT PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi’s
rally in Houston, Texas, was a grand spec-
tacle is beyond doubt. But grandeur aside,
there are some questions that require
fuller answers.

The first question is: Why Houston?
Beyond New York, the larger San Francisco
area (including Silicon Valley) and Chicago,
Houston, along with Dallas, has among the
largest communities of Indian Americans.
Modi has already held rallies in New York
and San Francisco. Houston or Chicago
were the logical next sites.

A significantly more important ques-
tion is: Why did President Donald Trump
participate? Itis, of course, not entirely un-
usual for foreign leaders to stage diaspora
rallies. Trump’s anti-immigrant rhetoric
notwithstanding, the USis a country of im-
migrants. Diasporas in the US, especially
Irish, Mexican and Jewish, have been mo-
bilised by visiting dignitaries. But the pres-
ence of a US president in, and his address
to, a diasporic rally is certainly rare, if not a
first-time occurrence.

What could Trump’s motivation be? A
penchant for spectacle, any spectacle, is his
barely disguised trait. It is not uncommon
for him, even as President, to be seen in the
company of sports, music, film and televi-
sion stars, nor is the idea of repeatedly lock-
ing horns with them, especially on Twitter,
ever too far from the presidential attention.
He isirresistibly drawn to that which is spec-
tacular, magnificent or gorgeous.

But this explanation won’t do. As Devesh
Kapur, professor at Johns Hopkins University
and an authority on the subject, tells us,
Indian Americans are only one per cent of
the US population. And they are roughly the
same proportion of the electorate, too. It is
also estimated that roughly 75 per cent of
Indian Americans vote for the Democratic
party. Even if a substantial proportion of
them rushed towards the Republican camp
in 2020, it would still not be a large enough
clientele for a US president, seeking re-elec-
tion, to qualify asa great spectacle. The over-
all numbers are meagre.

But electoral demography is never sim-
ply about aggregate statistics. It is also about
how those numbers are geographically dis-
tributed, and what that distribution politi-
cally means. The US presidential election is
not decided by popular vote.In 2016, Trump
was over three million votes behind Hillary
Clinton, and in 2000, George W Bush over
half amillion votes behind Al Gore. US pres-
idents are chosen on the basis of an elec-
toral college, which does not have a one-to-
one-relationship with the population. The
college has 538 electors/votes, of which 270
must be won. In 2020, six of the largest
states in the electoral college will be:
California (55), Texas (38), New York (29),
Florida (29),Illinois (20), Pennsylvania (20).
Of these six, three — California, New York
and Illinois — have been consistently dem-
ocraticinrecent years. Trump carried Texas,
Florida and Pennsylvania in 2016, and needs

to carry them again.

This leads to questions about the state-
level significance of the Houston rally.
Winning Texas, the second-largest state in
the electoral college, is critical to Trump’s
2020 chances, especially as it is unclear
which way Florida and Pennsylvania might
go.In contrast, Californiaand New York are
expected to remain firmly Democratic. If
Republicans lose Texas, smaller states may
not be able to make up the loss.

Texas, which has been solidly
Republican for long and never elected a
Democratic presidential candidate since
Jimmy Carter in 1976, has of late been dis-
playing signs of turning “purple”, some-
where between “red” (Republican) and
“blue” (Democratic). Obama lost Texas by
16 percentage pointsin 2012, but Clintonin
2016 narrowed the Republican victory to
nine per cent. The results of the 2018 mid-
term elections further hinted that a new
trend might be emerging. The Senate race
was won by Ted Cruz, an incumbent
Republican who also spoke at the Modi rally,
by a narrow margin. Besides, Democrats
flipped two Texas seats in the US House of
Representatives, 18 seats in the state House
and two seats in the state Senate.

Why is this happening and how might
Indian Americans fit into the emerging po-
litical calculus? In 2000, Whites constituted
53 per cent of the state, and people of
colour 47 per cent. By now, these propor-
tions have dramatically changed, as Whites
have become a minority. In 2018, the pop-
ulation of Texas was 28.7 million. Whites
were 41.5 per cent of the total, Hispanics
were only slightly behind at 39.7 per cent,
blacks 11.8 per cent and Asians 4.8 per cent.
People of colour thus formed 58.5 per cent
of the state.

It is also known that people of colour
have predominantly leaned towards the
Democratic party and Whites largely to-
wards the Republicans. Statistical analysis
by Juan Carlos Huerta, a Texas politics ex-
pert, shows that in 2017, among people of
colour, 68 per cent identified with
Democrats, a share that has been roughly
stable since 2009, whereas not more than
a third of Whites had Democratic leanings
in2009 and 2013. This started changing by
2017, as younger White support for
Democrats increased. Generally speaking,
and certainly in recent years, compared to
older Whites, younger White vote for
Democratic party has tended to be higher.

Thus, because the non-White popula-
tion has grown rapidly and the new White
migration into Texas has principally been
of the younger cohorts, Republicans are
beginning to look vulnerable in a state that
they took for granted. Indian Americans
are perhaps not more than 4,00,000 in
number, but if Texas becomes a “swing” or
“battleground” state, ready for a political
flip, even such small numbers might ulti-
mately matter.

In sum, Modi chose Houston because a
huge Indian American participation was
guaranteed. And Trump participated be-
cause Indian Americans might heavily mat-
ter in the state of Texas in 2020.

The writer is director, Center for
Contemporary South Asia, Sol Goldman
Professor of International Studies and
Social Sciences, Professor of Political
Science, Watson Institute for International
and Public Affairs, Brown University

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

MISREADING GANDHI

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Reading
Gandhi in Catalonia’ (IE, October 2).
Indian citizens have ample reasons to be
proud of Gandhi. His life and unwavering
commitment to mutual respectis an ex-
ample that inspires mankind.
Unsurprisingly, Indians honour the im-
mense legacy that Gandhi bequeathed
to them. Not so Ramin Jahanbegloo, the
writer of the article. In his eagerness to
make Gandhi’s influence even greater
than it is, he belittles Gandhi and India.
He overlooks both the democratic cre-
dentials of Spain and the bigoted over-
tones of the secessionist movement in
Catalonia. He then deceives himself in
drawing parallels between Gandhi and
fictional powerless Catalans who wage
a noble political battle against an im-
moral power. Ironically Jahanbegloo’s
make-believe Catalans do actually exist.
They are the majority of Catalans who,
as they endure the relentless harassment
of independent leaders and their hench-
men, give us all praiseworthy proof of
their moral strength and their unflinch-

ing commitment to non-violence.
José Ramon Baraiiano, Ambassador of
Spainin India

NO WATER VISION

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Writ in
water’ (IE, October 3). The recent rav-

LETTER OF
THE W EEK

RIGHTS OF ACCUSED

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Exorcising third-degree’(IE,
September 27). We need an
anti-torture law to prevent
atrocities committed by police
during the course of investiga-
tion. But it is equally important
to train the local police station
personnel on scientific ways to
extract information from the ac-
cused. SHOs should be made ac-
countable for the health of the
accused. This would discourage
them to take recourse to vio-
lence. Remember, the right to
not be tortured is a part of the
constitutional right to life.
Shishir Singh, Prayagraj

ages of floods has been ascribed to the
extended monsoon. There is, however,
more to the matter. Year after year, peo-
ple suffer because of the lack of vision of
administrators and planners. The
lethargy in cleaning clogged drainage
systems and the state of water bodies
like local ponds is a cause of concern.
Ranbir Singh Jakher, Gurgaon
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