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Ready forlow-powered thermoelectrics?

Several types of experimental thermoelectric generators are being
tested outin labs, and under real-life conditions

TECH-ENABLED

DEVANGSHU DATTA

stones of the green movement.

While the manufacture of solar
equipment does have negative environ-
mental impacts, it has undoubtedly
reduced the need for fossil fuels.

But solar has one big drawback: It is
intermittent. Apart from the hiatus
caused by night, there are regions near
the poles where the sun is not visible for
months. This means that other power
sources are also necessary.

One of those alternative power
sources could exploit a phenomenon

S olar energy is one of the corner-

known for over 200 years. This is ther-
moelectricity — the generation of power
from temperature differences. Several
types of experimental thermoelectric
generators are being tested out in labs,
and under real-life conditions.

In the 1790s, Alessandro Volta (the
volt is named after him) found electric
current flowed through a circuit, if there
were temperature differences.
Conversely, if an electric current was
flowing, temperature differences are
created. This insight was refined by
Thomas Seebeck and Jean-Charles
Peltier, who researched it in the 1820s
and 1830s. Lord Kelvin also studied it in
the 1850s and derived key equations
defining the effects.

Natural temperature differences can
arise, between say, the outer and inner
walls of houses. These natural differ-
ences can be used cleverly to build ther-
moelectric generators. A team of
researchers at Stanford University
(California) led by Wei Li has described
how they made a simple generator that
generates enough power to light LED
bulbs (https://www.cell.com/joule/full-

text/S2542-4351(19)30412-X).

This generator has two aluminium
plates. The bottom plate is exposed to
the elements, and thus, influenced by
ambient air temperature. The top plate
is vacuum-sealed in a transparent cover
that allows solar radiation to pass. The
top plate is also insulated to prevent it
being warmed (or cooled) by air. At
night, this sealed plate rapidly cools as
it radiates heat in the infrared.
Meanwhile the bottom plate continues
to be warmed by ambient air.

Atemperature difference of 2 degrees
Celsius was seen in December, in
California, in this device. This difference
was enough to produce 25 milliwatts of
power per square metre of plate. The
team believes that this output could be
scaled up by better design, smarter use
of materials etc, to target about 500 mil-
liwatts/ square metre of generation (1
watt=1000 milliwatts).

Even that would be much less than
with solar panels, which produce 100
watts or more per square meter.
However, assuming space is not a con-
straint, such “night-panels” could be put

up across large areas in regions where
solar doesn’t work.

Asthe paper says, “The ability to gen-
erate electricity at night could be funda-
mentally enabling for a wide range of
applications, including lighting and low-
power sensors” of the type used in
remote weather stations. If this design
can scale, it would elegantly use natural
coolness at night to generate powetr.

There are many engineering chal-
lenges to scaling up thermoelectric
generators and making them commer-
cially viable. One is that the materials
used must have high electrical con-
ductivity and ideally, low thermal con-
ductivity. The former allows easy cur-
rent flow, while the latter ensures
differences in temperature don’t
quickly equalise. Most such materials
are very expensive. However, this
Stanford design may have gotten
around that problem, by using alu-
minium. Nanotechnology also
promises solutions to cost-effectively
lower the thermal conductivity of
materials, without affecting the elec-
trical conductivity.

Thermoelectric generators have cer-
tain advantages too. They have no mov-
ing parts, which means less mainte-
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nance is required. They also don’t need
fuel, or lubricants, and they can convert
waste heat into electricity, which could
be a big deal with cars and many indus-
trial processes.

NASA and other space agencies use
these extensively. These devices are also
more efficient in space, where there is a
big temperature difference between
something kept in direct sunlight, versus
something kept in shade.

The global market for thermoelectric
generators was just $320 million in 2015
but it’s said to be growing at about 15 per
cent compounded. One driver is adop-
tion of thermo-electrics by automobile
manufacturers to convert waste heat
from internal combustion engines and
thereby increase fuel efficiency.

Another Kkiller app may be wearable
technology. It is possible to use body heat
to power small devices. Sony has demon-
strated a pocket air-conditioner, the
Reon Pocket, which was crowd-sourced.
This is due for commercial release in
2020. It fits into a coat pocket and uses
thermoelectric effects to heat, or cool,
the wearer. There are claims that it can
reduce temperatures by 13C, or raise
them by 8C.

The Internet of Things is also expect-
ed to be a driver for low-powered ther-
moelectrics. IoT mostly uses low-pow-
ered sensors and another advantage is
the lack of need for maintenance. This
could be another big market.

Financial sector stability & our cook Lilu-tai

PMCBank cannot create systemicinstability but the triumvirate of banks/UCBs, shadow banks
and realty firms can play havoc with the Indian financial system

BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

ast week our cook Lilu-tai asked
L me whether her money is safe in

herbank. She is 75, can barely sign
her name. She is scared that all her sav-
ings might get wiped out overnight. Lilu-
tai has stopped trusting her bank — a
large government-owned, over 100-year
old institution. This conversation hap-
pened around the same time the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) issued a release say-
ing the Indian banking system was safe
and stable.

When was such a release issued last
time? In 2008, the RBI had issued a
statement when a large private bank
(with a small exposure to Lehman
Brothers Holdings Inc which collapsed)
feared a run on it, saying the bank had
enough liquidity and that the RBI was
ready to make more cash available to
the bank, should it need. The regulator
has never issued any release, at least in
this century, assuring the safety of the

Indian banking system.

At the epicentre of the current crisis
is PMC Bank, a multi-state cooperative
bank, which has broken every possible
banking rule and ran as a bank of a
bankrupt realtor for over a decade. Hours
after the RBI dismissed its board, froze
its operations and appointed an admin-
istrator, Joy Thomas, its managing direc-
tor for the past two decades (before that,
for 12 years, as a general manager he
enjoyed the powers of MD), said the RBI
action was “harsh”.

He also wrote a letter to the regulator,
explaining how the bank created “dum-
my accounts” to conceal its exposure in
Housing Development and Infrastructure
Ltd (HDIL) and could not classify it as bad
for fear of making losses. Thomas claimed
the entire responsibility of all the wrong-
doing, keeping the bank’s board, its audi-
tors and RBIin the dark, for “fear of repu-
tational loss”.

His letter reminds one of Satyam
Computer Services Ltd founder and
chairman B Ramalinga Raju’s confession
inJanuary 2009 on forging balance sheets
to inflate profits. As a promoter, holding
a relatively small stake, he feared poor
performance would lead to the takeover
of the company by a rival. “It was like rid-
ing a tiger, not knowing how to get off
without being eaten,” Raju had said.

Thomas is not the promoter of PMC
Bank. Why did he do this? Why did he
write such a letter? Was he running a
chocolate factory, oblivious of the
11,000 crore public deposits? Is his
confession a mercy plea? Or, an

attempt to become an approver to
implicate his former chairman
Waryam Singh? Singh was director in
nine associate firms of the HDIL group
between April 2006 and March 2015
during which the bank had sanctioned
multiple loans to the group and bought
premises from it, violating the cardinal
principle of connected lending.

PMC Bank violated many other bank-
ing rules. In March 2019, its exposure to
the HDIL group was %6,226.01 crore (only
%439.58 crore was disclosed to the RBI
and the auditors) — close to 75 per cent
of total advances of the bank against the
15 per cent single-borrower exposure
limit. To cover this up, the bank had cre-
ated 21,049 dummy loan accounts out-
side its core banking platform. They were
just entries in the advance ledger to fool
the RBI inspectors. The bank had sub-
mitted false off-site surveillance or OSS
returns to the RBI for several years, gross-
ly underreporting its exposures in HDIL,
and, of course, showing bad assets good.

Was the banking regulator sleeping
all these years? Misgovernance, fraud
and the inter-connectedness between
Singh and the HDIL group have been
under the RBI scanner for some time. In
fact, the RBI had declared Singh unfit to
head the bank but the central registrar
of cooperative societies did not act on
the warning, media reports suggest.

The multi-state cooperative banks,
such as PMC Bank, are regulated and
supervised by the RBI and the director
credit, department of agriculture and
cooperation, ministry of agriculture

¥
Joy Thomas, former MD, PMC Bank,
claimed the entire responsibility of all
the wrongdoing, keeping the bank’s
board, its auditors and RBI in the dark,
for “fear of reputational loss”

manage them. Other urban cooperative
banks (UCBs) are managed by the
respective state governments which are
also responsible for audit and elections.
The state and district cooperative banks
are regulated by the RBI and supervised
by National Bank for Agriculture and
Rural Development.

There are 1,545 UCBs, of which 44
are multi-state cooperative banks. At
least 31 UCBs are under the so-called
all inclusive directions (AID) of the RBI
which bans fresh advances and
restricts withdrawals by depositors to
a particular amount. This is normally
imposed when the RBI sees flight of
more than 5 per cent deposits. Between
July 2018 and June 2019, four licences
were cancelled and a few UCBs got
merged. Forty-seven UCBs have nega-
tive net worth. All of them are covered

AS I SEEIT

under deposit insurance scheme, up to
1 lakh per depositor.

The total advances of all UCBs are ¥2.9
trillion against 97 trillion of the Indian
banking system; they have a34.7 trillion
deposit portfolio against X127 trillion in
the banking system. The western zone
is the hotbed of their activities.

PMC Bank cannot create systemic
instability but the sinking real estate sec-
tor can. The triumvirate of banks/UCBs,
shadow banks and realty firms can play
havoc as trillions of rupees are locked in
unsold/unfinished projects across India.
As many builders and developers cannot
pay back, banks’ bad assets will grow and
adventurers like PMC will go belly up,
leaving millions of depositors in the
larch. Unless the government addresses
the root of the problem, the banking reg-
ulator will have a tough job at hand.

It’s also time to bring the UCBs in the
mainstream banking system. The depos-
itors of PMC Bank can withdraw up to
%25,000. The amount covers 72 per cent
ofthe depositors. If the amount is raised
to %1 lakh, 80 per cent will be covered.
Cooperative banks are meant for people
with small means. Why do people keep
crores of rupees in UCBs many of which
are a fiefdom of politicians? Treating
such banks as an investment vehicle for
higher returns has its own risks.

Let some of the UCBs become small
finance banks and change the regula-
tions for the rest, capping the amount of
deposits and advances to avoid misuse
by relators and politicians.

The columnist, a consulting editor of Business
Standard, is an author and senior adviser to
Jana Small Finance Bank Ltd.

Twitter: @TamalBandyo

Disillusioned Congress

The Assembly polls in Uttar Pradesh are
abouttwo and a halfyears away and
the leadership crisis facing the
Congress seems to be becoming worse.
It has left senior leaders and cadres
disillusioned. Now UP Congress
Vice-President Siraj Mehdi, who is also
the minorities wing chief, has written
to the general secretary in charge of UP,
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, airing his
disenchantment with the state of
affairs in the party. Mehdi, a former
legislator, said while the BJP cadres
had started preparing for the 2022
polls, the Congress was merely fighting
through Twitter and newspapers. He
also talked of the alleged sidelining of
state leaders more than 50 years old.

Flood challenge

This is the kind of challenge the
Congress is known to face. After the
Prime Minister tweeted about the
travails of Bihar following the recent
floods, many BJP leaders in
Karnataka started questioning why
the party that was in power at the
Centre and in Karnataka did not
show the same concern for the
flood-hit state for two months. It's
60 days since the floods affected 22
districts in Karnataka. On Friday, the
Centre approved an additional
financial assistance of about 2,000
crore for Karnataka and Bihar. BJP
MLA Basanagouda Patil Yatnal told a
news channel that he feared his
party would lose its standing with
the dominant Lingayat community in
the state because of the
government's alleged lack of
concern. Following his outburst, he
received a show-cause notice from
the party's disciplinary committee.

Scindia voices disenchantment

Congress leader Jyotiraditya Scindia
(pictured) has expressed his unhappiness
over the Madhya Pradesh government's
survey of crops destroyed by rain and
flood. This is not the first time that Scindia
has gone public against his own party or
the state government. First, he disagreed
with his party position on the reading
down of Article 370. Later, when ego
clashes within the party’s state unit made
media headlines, he advised Chief
Minister Kamal Nath to address members’
concerns and settle their differences.
Evidently, Scindia wants a bigger say in
party affairs. But sources say Nath and
former chief minister Digvijaya Singh, who
is also general secretary of the All India
Congress Committee, are determined to
keep him out of state politics.

How the Supreme Court let us down

When Kashmiris needed it the most it responded with reluctance
and apparent lack of concern

KARAN THAPAR

his is a tale of two Supreme
I Courts. The first has won inter-
national applause but severely
displeased its own government. The
other dismayed many of its fellow citi-
zens but provided great relief to the
country’s rulers. At the heart of both sto-
ries is the contrast in their response to
critical constitutional issues and viola-
tions of human rights.

The issue before the British Supreme
Court was whether Boris Johnson’s deci-
sion to prorogue Parliament was lawful.
In turn, that raised the question had he
misled the Queen. Together these two
raised further fundamental concerns:
Can the courts inquire into the Prime
Minister’s advice to the Sovereign and
are there legal limits to the exercise of
his prerogative? In a country without a
written Constitution and, instead,
reliant on convention and precedents,
these are not easy issues to handle.

What made them yet more complex
is the court’s decision would also have
serious implications for three other con-
stitutional relationships. It would touch
upon the powers of Parliament versus
those of the judiciary. It would deter-
mine where the jurisdiction of the leg-

islature ends and that of the executive
starts. Finally, it could encroach on the
constitutional role of the Queen. It’s
hard to think of a more important judi-
cial pronouncement by the British legal
system in recent memory.

Yet the British Court decided this
case in one week. The hearings lasted
for three days. They concluded on a
Friday evening and the following
Tuesday morning the Court delivered a
unanimous verdict. All 11 judges found
Boris Johnson’s prorogation “unlawful,
void and of no effect”.

Now, let’s come to the Indian Supreme
Court. It’s required to respond to two sep-
arate set of petitions on the government’s
decision to change the constitutional sta-
tus of Kashmir. The first challenges the
constitutionality of what’s been done. It,
therefore, raises fundamental concerns
about the federal character of our country
and our democracy.

The second set concerns the rights
of Kashmiris who are under lockdown,
denied access to mobile phones and the
internet with, perhaps, as many as
4,000 detained. Several are habeas cor-
pus petitions, the most definitive way
of raising the right to life.

Both matters have been admitted by
the Court. On August 28, the Chief
Justice said he would create a five-judge
constitution bench to handle the case
pertaining to Kashmir’s status. But he
did not act till September 28. For a whole
month pressing concerns of fundamen-
tal importance were left hanging in the
air. Finally, the constitution bench met
on October 1 and, at the government’s
request, deferred further hearings to
November 14, two and a half months
since the case was admitted.

Meanwhile, the human rights peti-

tions were repeatedly postponed.
Eventually on September 30, a three-
judge bench was appointed to handle
them. It too deferred hearings, to
October 16.

So even though the issues before
them are of utmost importance these
benches saw nothing wrong in lengthy
postponements. Rather than act they’ve
kicked the can down the road.

Now, can you see the difference
between the two Supreme Courts? The
one in Britain acted expeditiously and
an issue of critical importance was
decided in seven days. In India the Chief
Justice delayed action, sometimes for
four weeks. Clearly, he was in no rush.
When those benches met, they too saw
no need for haste. This is despite the
fact the rights of Indian citizens are at
stake and on October 31 the status of
Kashmir will change.

Finally, what’s the reason these
benches gave for postponement? In the
Constitution case it said “it can’t hear
such a matter without getting a
response from the government”. But
how long does the government need?
By giving it 75 days altogether the court
has discredited itself.

The explanation from the second
bench is “personal liberty will have to
be balanced with national security”.
This is a lazy, superficial and shallow
argument. It doesn’t reflect judicial
thinking. Instead, it seems like cover for
what the government has done.

Frankly, our Supreme Court has let
us down. When Kashmiris needed it
most it responded with reluctance and
apparent lack of concern. On the other
hand, the British Supreme Court earned
aplace in history by setting an example
that’s unlikely to be forgotten.

The big picture

Compliments for your editorial
“Clearing the air” (October 4). The
Airports Authority of India (AAI)
seeking the solicitor general's opinion
— on essentially a non-issue — is
indeed for the sake of "abundant cau-
tion", to protect against the remote
possibility of someone raking up the
issue 10 years from now.

The matter is very clear from all
angles: (a) the ultimate authority, the
Competition Commission of India
(CCI), has cleared it; (b) post invest-
ment by the Tata group in GMR
Airports (GAL), the former's stake in
DIAL will be only 12.8 per cent —
almost half of what is needed to block
any board resolution; and (c) there is
a precedence by way of Air India
(deemed to be) holding 26 per cent
in DIAL. Even without taking into
consideration the "pledges" given by
GAL and the Tata group, there's no
way the Tatas would be able to influ-
ence any decision favouring Vistara
or Air Asia India. In any case, as clear-
ly mentioned by the CCI, the alloca-
tion of slots is done by a coordination
committee which has representatives
from the government and all airlines.
So what is there to discuss? Only, as
you say, a review of the (irrelevant)
rule as a matter of principle. Let the
2006 agreement between AAI and
GMR be amended soon.

The clincher here is what you men-
tion in the closing para of your edito-
rial: chronic congestion at the Delhi
airport leading to long queues for take-
off and incessant circling for landings
have to be addressed in national inter-
est and this 8,000 crore investment
by the Tata group can facilitate that.
Let's not miss the big picture.

Krishan Kalra Gurugram

Good diplomacy

Ever since United States President
Donald Trump pulled his country

out of the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action or the Iran nuclear deal of
2018, which was signed by Tehran
(Iran) and the US, the UK, France,
Russia, China and European Union,
there has been no dearth of
escalation of brinkmanship on
the ground.

The imposition of punitive eco-
nomic sanctions by the Trump
administration with an intent to
usher in a regime change in Iran
now seems to have only strength-
ened the resolve of the country's
leadership to strengthen its ambi-
tious nuclear programme. Its recent
announcements that it had the abil-
ity to enrich uranium up to 20 per
cent and launching advanced cen-
trifuges is a case in point. Under
these circumstances, Iranian
President Hassan Rouhani
expressed his willingness to the
talks, proposed by French President
Emmanuel Macron, with the US.

It indeed is a good diplomatic
opening. The two countries should
not squander this opportunity.
Sustained dialogue — and not threats
of military confrontation — will help
resolve the issues related to the Iran
nuclear programme.

M Jeyaram Tamil Nadu

Rate cut no panacea

With reference to “Monetary Policy
Review: Another rate-cut may not
help Indian economy” (October 3),
one tends to agree with the author's
well-argued observations on this
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highly contentious matter even as
the nation and the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) grapple with the chal-
lenges faced by the economy. It may
be recalled that RBI Governor
Shaktikanta Das had clearly stated
that there’s enough room for a rate
cut, especially when growth has
slowed down. The government had
also responded to the worrisome
economic scenario with fiscal mea-
sures that are likely to stress its
finances, including a big cut in the
corporate income tax rate last
month. Mind you, the latest GST
collection data too has revealed a
significant decline, which may add
more fuel to the fire. No wonder the
government has sought 330,000
crore as 'interim' dividend from the
RBI for the current financial year.
Who knows the same may be used
to bridge the widening fiscal gap.
Since the earlier RBI cuts haven’t
yielded the desired results, it would
be highly naive to count much on
that this time. Ironically, all that the
RBI proposes, the government even-
tually disposes with some other
obligations ranking high on
its mind.
Kumar Gupt Panchkula
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An appropriate call

Significant fiscal slippage could affect monetary policy

he monetary policy committee (MPC) of the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) on Friday reduced the policy repo rate by 25 basis points (bps),
largely in line with expectations, though some participants were look-
ing forward to a bigger cut. The MPC has done well by not going over-
board with a deeper cut to address the economic slowdown. The central bank
also reduced the projected growth in gross domestic product (GDP) for the
current fiscal year to 6.1 per cent from the previous forecast of 6.9 per cent.

It could be argued that a sharp downward revision in the growth forecast
warranted a bigger rate cut, especially when the inflation rate is likely to remain
under 4 per cent. Even without a sharp downward revision in the GDP growth
projection in its last meeting, the rate-setting committee had lowered the policy
rate by 35 bps. However, there were strong reasons why a rate cut of 25 bps was
more appropriate this time. Before last week’s policy action, the MPC had reduced
the policy rate by 110 bps in the current cycle, which has not been transmitted
fully into the system. While the weighted average lending rate on fresh loans of
commercial banks between February and August came down by only 29 bps,
the rate for existing loans went up by 7 bps. Since the transmission is extremely
slow, it made sense to preserve some policy space and allow the system to adjust.
Thelinking of lending rates to external benchmarks for a set of borrowers should
improve transmission, even though it could lead to a different set of challenges
for the banking system. Also, it is sensible to conserve some policy space in an
increasingly uncertain global environment. The Monetary Policy Report — also
released on Friday — showed that a decline in global growth by 50 bps from the
baseline could pull down growth in India by 20 bps.

Furthermore, although RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das argued that the
central bank had no reason to doubt the government’s commitment to contain
the fiscal deficit within the stated limit, it is possible that members of the MPC
would have considered the possibility and implications of a fiscal slippage. MPC
members have expressed concerns over fiscal management in the past. Chetan
Ghate in the August meeting, for instance, noted: “I continue to worry that fiscal
imbalances embodied in our large public sector borrowing requirement (roughly
8-9 per cent of GDP) will lead to detrimental outcomes for the economy. While a
fiscal glide path should be seen as a limit ... Convergence to the limit happens,
and a form of ‘creative accounting’ kicks in.” Indeed, a significant fiscal slippage
could affect the inflation outlook and monetary policy choices.

Nonetheless, both stock and bond prices fell after the rate decision, partly
because of concerns about lower growth and expectations of a deeper cut.
Although the MPC has stated it will “continue with an accommodative stance
aslongasit is necessary to revive growth”, the markets would now want to know
as to what extent the policy rate could be reduced. Clearly, an accommodative
stance doesn’t mean that the MPC will cut the policy rate every two months. It is
not clear how far the central bank would be willing to lower the real rate to
support growth. The MPC would soon need to deliberate on this issue. More
clarity will not only help improve transmission but will also anchor longer-term
inflationary expectations. Communication is a powerful instrument in the toolkit
of modern central banks and should be used effectively.

Too many errors

Procedure for legislation & cabinet notes should be respected

couple of weeks ago, the Union Ministry for Law and Justice was

forced to issue a corrigendum to the Jammu and Kashmir

Reorganisation Act, which gave legal force to the de facto revocation

of Article 370, which had mandated a special relation between the

Centre and the erstwhile state. The corrigendum had to correct as many as 52

errors in the Act, from simple spelling mistakes to incorrectly referenced laws.

This was not an isolated incident. The ministry has had to issue such corrigenda

frequently, particularly when it came to Ordinances, such as those amending

the corporate income-tax law, which appear to have been drafted in haste and

without due consultation. On other occasions, no official amendments or corri-

genda are issued, with a verbal assurance made by the minister concerned to

the Parliament that any deficiencies in the wording of the law would be corrected
at the time of issuing the relevant rules.

Errors in drafting, if not caught, can have ramifications much later in the
future. Mistakes in tax laws are particularly dangerous because they can leave
loopholes, which private lawyers and accountants can exploit, and closing them
retroactively would have a strongly negative effect on public opinion and investor
confidence. It is unfortunate, therefore, that the incidence of such slapdash
drafting seems to have become frequent. It is, in fact, a reflection of the lack of
application of mind that appears to have crept into the law-making process
within the executive. Another, and more worrying, cause is the constant short-
circuiting of due process in policy making and legislation. The Cabinet Secretariat
has been forced to take note of this problem, writing earlier this month to the
various Union ministries and departments to point out that they are required to
share drafts of Cabinet notes well in advance, so that any deficiencies and incon-
sistencies may be spotted before the legislative process begins. At least 15 days
should also be set aside for the Cabinet Secretariat and the Prime Minister’s
Office to examine the notes in question, as well as for standard inter-ministerial
consultations, which is the recommended time for finalising notes in the
Handbook, which governs the writing of Cabinet notes.

While the Cabinet Secretariat is to be commended for acting to remind the
line ministries and departments of this issue, the real problem lies in the nature
of decision-making. Too many major policy changes with deep legal implications
are being made in relative secrecy, without proper or adequate consultation wi-
thin the government or with the Parliament. Unrealistic and imprudent timelines
for major changes are being forced on the bureaucracy for decisions that could
easily have been prepared and drafted in advance or in which a few weeks’ delay
makes little difference. Paranoia about leaks and public discussions of major
changes is contrary to the principles and spirit of representative liberal democracy
— and also has clear, negative implications for the quality of governance. The
process underlying legislation and policy changes has evolved to minimise error
and maximise efficiency. It should be respected. Most importantly, drafting ca-
pacity within the government should be enhanced, public discussion formalised,
and cabinet notes and draft legislation treated with the respect they deserve.

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY

Resolving stressed
financial firms

Aresolution corporation is required for the failure of banks,
insurance companies, and systemically important firms

a key bottleneck in economic policy today.
Such resolution is no different from that of
non-financial firms when the firm in question has
not made intense promises to unsophisticated

households. For financial {

T he resolution of stressed financial firms is

firms such as non-banking
financial companies (NBFCs),
the plain Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code (IBC) is the
right way to do resolution. A
specialised statutory financial

resolution corporation is for )
the limited class of problems, ‘ \

where the plain IBC approach
will work poorly.

From 2011 onwards, a major SNAKES & lADDERS

problem in India has been

Under these circumstances, the plain IBC
approach would work correctly. An NBFC would
reach its first default. At that point, any one creditor
would go to the National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT), and control of the firm would shift to the
committee of creditors. The
commiittee of creditors would
comprise banks, mutual funds,
and other professional lenders
to the NBFC.

The committee of creditors
would think about what is in
its best interests: Selling the
firm, first raising cash by sell-
ing parts of the book, restruc-
turing its debt, or a liquidation.
It has the right incentives and

stressed firms. When a firm AJAY SHAH
has its back against the wall,
normal business activities take the backseat, which
adversely affects the economy. The credit market
freezes when there is widespread fear that lenders
will lose money. Efficient resolution procedures are
essential in every market economy. India began on
that journey with the enactment of the IBC in 2016.
At the time, the IBC covered non-financial firms.
Consider a stressed NBFC such as IL&FS or
Dewan Housing Finance. These firms have borrowed
from professionals. They have no borrowing from
unsophisticated households. Neither of these firms
is systemically important. As a thumb rule, system-
ically important firms must have a balance sheet of
at least 2 per cent of GDP. In India today, that is a
balance sheet size of about ¥4 trillion. HDFC is sys-
temically important, but IL&FS or Dewan Housing
Finance are not.

the right ability to solve the
problem. In the event that the
bankruptcy process imposes a
loss, this would fall upon these professionals. Within
about a year after the default, we could put the prob-
lem behind us.

At present, absent a resolution framework,
lenders are plagued with uncertainty. The pro-
moter decides the order of priority in which
lenders get paid. In contrast, the IBC offers a pre-
dictable set of rules through which the resolution
will proceed. Without the IBC, each creditor tries
to get its own money out, and does not care about
the resolution of the NBFC. A creditor today even
pushes for harmful actions by the NBFC as long
as such actions get it cash.

Under the IBC, all the creditors will negotiate a
single solution to their shared problem under the
auspices of the committee of creditors. The energy
of all creditors will be channelled into finding the

Rivers too have rights

to South African Jackie King for her work on

establishing the need for ecological flows in
rivers. In our world of today, this is a critical issue
— how to establish the rights of our rivers in an age
of growing demand for water and growing risks for
climate change insecurity?

We must understand that the issue of river flow
isreally about the politics of power. The question of
the rights of the river becomes much more compli-
cated and much more political when water is scarce
and rights are contested.

In India and many like it,
water was allocated to farmers
— millions of people who work
the land and need water to
grow our food. But now cities
and industries are growing.
The fight is over the re-alloca-
tion of this resource among the
old and the new users. This is
atough. The re-allocation cre-
ates tensions and even leads to
bloodshed in some cases. It is

T he World Water Prize for 2019 was awarded

A -l
DOWN TO EARTH

tional problem. Because the river has no water, it
cannot assimilate the waste of humans. It cannot
clean itself. It dies many deaths.

And, all this is happening in an age of climate
change. The fact is today we need to re-think every-
thing we know and understand about water man-
agement. Today when it rains, it does not pour; it is
a deluge. In the monsoon this year, we have seen
more than 1,000 instances of heavy and extreme
rain events; many places have had 1000-3000 per
cent more rain in a single day over their average.
So, there is flood. But worse,
after the flood, there is drought
because regions, cities, and vil-
lages do not have the capacity
to hold the rain; the drainage
systems, ponds, and tanks
have been destroyed; and the
streams have been filled up. In
this way, we have flood at the
time of drought. This is not the
new normal. This is completely
abnormal. And remember, cli-
mate change impacts are only

also important to understand

our difference with the rest of SUNITA NARAIN

the world. In the already devel-

oped world, for instance, in countries of Europe,
water moved to cities and industries because people
and livelihoods also moved. But in India, millions
still work on the land; they continue to need water
for their livelihoods.

The problem also is that cities and industries
take water, but return waste and pollution. They
destroy the river, and in this way, the available and
scarce resource of water is further diminished.

So, in this fight, the river then has no rights —
there is no water for flow. But there is then an addi-

just beginning. Temperatures
will rise further.

We will even have to re-
think the role of dams in this extreme rain age. Dams
were built to hold water and modulate the flow. But
now this holding of water is becoming the biggest
risk because dam managers have no option but to
release the water when there is such high rainfall —
all unpredicted — and this then makes the flood a
deluge. It destroys lives, massively.

So, this is why we need to go back to the draw-
ing-board of Jackie King so that we begin to face
the reality of deciding the rights of rivers. This is
where the opportunity lies as well because if we give
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best resolution plan, which is able to achieve a super-
majority in the committee of creditors.

This happy picture breaks down, particularly for
banks, when there are unsophisticated households
in the picture. Bank depositors are in a unique posi-
tion — unlike lenders to NBFCs — in that they can
take their money out at any time. The use of the IBC
for banks would go wrong at two levels. First, it
would make depositors jittery and prone to take
their money out at the first hint of trouble. Second,
it is hard to organise a negotiation between a large
number of lenders in the committee of creditors.

This calls for a specialised statutory “resolution
corporation” (RC) that will take control of a stressed
financial firm. There are three unique features of
such an RC. First, it will act pre-emptively, and
swing into action slightly before the net worth has
become negative: This is unlike the IBC, which only
kicks in after default. Second, it will move faster
than the IBC process as a lengthy negotiation
between creditors is not required. Third, it will pay
out deposit insurance to unsophisticated house-
holds, or reassign insured households to a new
insurance providetr.

Such a statutory financial RC was part of the
design of the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms
Commission (FSLRC). The design was done before
the IBC. Now that the IBC is here, we should be care-
ful to see the restricted role for this RC. An RC is
required for the failure of banks, insurance compa-
nies, and systemically important firms (such as
HDFC). It is not required for an ordinary NBFC such
as IL&FS, where a plain IBC would suffice.

The establishment of an RC was attempted
through the Financial Resolution and Deposit
Insurance (FRDI) Bill, which was shelved. This
remains an important policy priority and it should
be pushed through. But we should recognise the
limitations of this path. The RC will be a new gov-
ernment bureaucracy. Most government agencies
in India work poorly, and the broad failures of public
administration in India will hamper the RC also.

The RC features a remarkable power: It can ini-
tiate resolution of a bank before the bank has
defaulted. It will take us many years to clad this
power with adequate checks and balances, to avoid
misuse. It will be difficult for officials in the RC to
correctly intervene in a financial firm, just before
its equity capital is about to become negative, and
to find the optimal methods in resolution. Under
good project management, it will take about three
years to find its feet.

To summarise, for two kinds of problems in the
resolution of financial firms — systemically impor-
tant firms such as HDFC or firms that have made
intense promises to unsophisticated households
such as banks or insurance companies — there is
no running away from the RC. This is a multi-year
journey that should commence soon. But for all
other financial firms, the interests of lenders who
negotiate within the committee of creditors will
work better than the bureaucracy of the RC. We
need to do more on making the IBC work well, and
need to place the resolution of a large class of finan-
cial firms in it.

Thewriter is a professor at National Institute of Public
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

the river its rights to water, we will learn to do more
with less.

First, agriculture will have to be much wiser with
its water use. But this does not only mean using
drip irrigation. It also means that we will have to
change our diets so that we eat food that uses less
water and that we do not grow our meat using the
industrial farming methods of rich countries. This
requires the government to prioritise the procure-
ment of crops that are water-prudent, such as mil-
lets, against rice.

Secondly, cities will have to learn to take water
from rivers and return water and not waste. This is
where there is a huge opportunity to do excreta man-
agement, which is affordable and so sustainable.
This is where cities need to be told that they have to
recycle and reuse every drop of the sewage they gen-
erate. In fact, cities should be asked to take their
drinking water downstream of their sewage dis-
charge points. It will make them clean up their waste.
Return water to the hydrological cycle. Add to our
water security.

Thirdly, and most critically, we must realise that
the only way we can cope with extreme and variable
rain is to harvest every drop and to build deliber-
ately for drainage. Every waterbody and every drain
must be deepened, protected, and used to store the
flood water. India has extraordinary and diverse
traditions of building water storage systems. These
structures must become our new temples — every
drain, every ditch, and every waterbody must be
protected so that the flood water can be used to
recharge groundwater and this can be used in the
coming season of drought.

Thewriter is at the Centre for Science and Environment
sunita@cseindia.org
Twitter: @sunitanar

Upheaval in the US workplace

~

BOOK REVIEW

ZEPHYR TEACHOUT

here’s an enormous upheaval in the

American workplace right now, and

those who tell you they know how
the next decade will pan out — for good or
ill — don’t know their history. That’s one
of the main lessons of Beaten Down,
Worked Up, the engrossing, character-driv-
en, panoramic new book on the past and
present of worker organizing by the former
New York Times labour reporter Steven
Greenhouse.

At the beginning of this decade, less
than seven per cent of private-sector work-
ers belonged to a union, and support for
organised labour unions was at an all-time
low. Corporations were using illegal tactics

to stop unionisation, tactics unheard-of in
other countries, and new hires at the
biggest companies were often required to
watch anti-labour propaganda depicting
unions as greedy and self-interested.

It was in this climate that 40 fast-food
employees met in a New York City teachers’
union hall in August 2012. The meeting
was organised by the grass-roots group New
York Communities for Change and the
Service Employees International Union
after the community group, canvassing
door to door on housing issues, kept
unearthing worker complaints. The people
at the August meeting were angry at how
little they were being paid, some stuck at
$7.25 an hour after 10 years of work. One
woman spoke about being fired for eating
a chicken nugget. When one man raised
his arms to show burns, the room came
alive, arm after arm being raised, each
worker sharing scars from McDonald’s,
Domino’s, Burger King, KFC.

At a second meeting a month later, 75
workers showed up and debated what
demands they should make. They settled

on something that seemed impossible,
but was the bare minimum they needed
to live and work with respect: $15 an hour,
and a union.

The “Fight for $15” was born, leading to
huge rallies and predawn fast-food walkouts
across the country. The workers lacked
union protection, and big corporations
shelled out cash telling lawmakers that rais-
ing the wage would cause small businesses
to collapse and result in economic disaster.
Nonetheless, the workers won. A wave of
minimum wage raises passed. In New York,
the rate hit the magic number of $15 an hour.

Those 2012 meetings and the Fight for
$15 almost didn’t happen; this was not the
kind of organising work that labor unions
like SEIU had been doing for decades. This
required unions to spend money on organ-
ising people who would most likely never
pay dues. Youll have to read Mr
Greenhouse’s book to learn why the union
did it, and how a $50 million failure by one
of the country’s biggest unions led to one
of its greatest recent successes.

Mr Greenhouse probably knows more

about what is happening in the American
workplace than anybody else in the coun-
try, having covered labour as a journalist
for two decades. He achieves a near-
impossible task, producing a page-turning
book that spans a century of worker
strikes, without overcondensing or over-
simplifying, and with plausible sugges-
tions for the future.

In his telling, history is made by human
beings facing difficult choices about
whether or not to strike, how long, how
much to demand and when to compro-
mise. As such, this is a book that breathes
hope based on contingency. If history
wasn’t overdetermined in 1930, 1981 or 2012,
itisn’t overdetermined now.

Just because history is not foreordained
does not mean it is random, however. One
powerful lesson of the UAW sit-down is
the importance of radical vision and the
bravery of a few workers; another is that
elected and appointed officials can make
a huge difference in private labour dis-
putes. At one point, Secretary of Labour
Frances Perkins yells over the phone at the
head of GM: “You are a scoundrel and a
skunk, Mr. Sloan! ... You don’t deserve to
be counted among decent men! ... You
have betrayed the men who work for you.”

Alfred Sloan apparently retorted: “You
can’t talk like that to me! I'm worth $70
million, and I made it all myself!”

With the breaking of the air traffic con-
trollers’ strike in 1981, the Reagan years are
generally understood as the tipping point
in labour history. It would be tempting to
write about that strike through the lens of
Reagan’s ideology alone or, alternatively,
to blame the strikers for their defeat. But
Mr Greenhouse gives the events leading up
to the strike the respect and context they
deserve, making it possible even for a read-
er who knows exactly how it turns out to
hope that things might go differently,
because the world from inside the minds
of the strikers seems so coherent.

Mr Greenhouse’s greatest anger is for
the large companies — and their Wall Street
owners — that have no human connection
to the workplace and that are pushing the
limits with new tactics to demoralize work-
ers and strip them of their power and dig-
nity. When a unionisation flier was found
in a Walmart bathroom, the company sent
in a SWAT team the next day to nip empow-
erment in the bud.

They don’t seem to hesitate to break the
law, either. On the books, it is illegal to fire
leaders of a unionisation effort, or to threat-

en employees with the loss of benefits if
they engage in union activities. But studies
show that a third of companies fire union
supporters, and that union organizers may
face up to a one-in-five chance of being
fired for demanding a union.

Toward the very end, Mr Greenhouse
shifts from storytelling to polemic, a cri de
coeurvision of what labour could be. To get
there, he argues that a critical first step is
publicly financed elections; labour laws
won’t change without breaking the grip of
big money on politics, and if we ignore cam-
paign finance law, we do so at workers’ peril.
It will also require union leaders to embrace
and invest in the hard work of organising,
and to organize workers who will never pay
dues. And it will require putting the stories
of work — and of working men and women
— at the centre of our news.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service

BEATEN DOWN, WORKED UP
The Past, Present, and Future
of American Labor

Steven Greenhouse
Alfred A Knopf; $27.95; 397 pages
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Focus on lowering
CostOtDoingBiz

The CostOfDoingBusiness includes the cost of capital, the risk of
policy changes, the government not honouring contracts, etc

IVEN HOW, AS CMIE DATA SHOWS, new investment projects announced fell to
3.8% 0f GDPin Q32019 versus 7.5% ayear prior to this, the investment slide con-
tinues toworsen.With the Sensex not too different from what it was before the FM
announced large corporate tax cuts, a lot of the euphoria has also gone; though,
evenwhen the rates were cut, it was clear the immediate impact on growth would be limited.

So,what will it take to increase investments? And, as panelists at this year’s FE Best Banks
Awards asked, howwill cash-strapped banks/promoters fund the debt or equity for projects?

What emerged from the discussion (see opposite page), is that the Ease of Doing Business
(EoDB), where India’s rankings have improved dramatically—from 134 when Modi came to
power to 77 today—is just one factor driving investment. The Cost of Doing Business (CoDB)
which is driven by the Risk of Doing Business (RoDB) matters more; also, EoDBis easily gamed.
The ease of gettingan electricity connection in Delhiand Mumbai was abigreason forthejump
in the rank, but when is the last time you heard a Sunil Mittal or a Mukesh Ambani say they
were going toinvest becauseit takesalotless time to get an electricity connection; orviceversa?

Indeed,as Edelweiss chairman Rashesh Shah said,while a lot more investment would take
place if capital became cheaper, it can’t till the CoDB and RoDB are fixed. CoDB includes, for
instance, costs associated with poor infrastructure and rigid labourlaws—by definition, these
will take longer to fix. While entrepreneurs are more worried about RoDB, paradoxically, large
parts of RoDB aren’t that difficult to fix,should the government put its mind to it.

Shah’s examples of RoDBwere the Supreme Court cancelling 2G spectrum, or coal mining
licences and, now, the Andhra government wanting to renegotiate renewable power licenses
issued by the previous chief minister. While it is difficult to argue that illegal licences—there
were serious graft allegations,and even the then-PM Manmohan Singh was against granting
them—shouldn’tbe cancelled,therearealot of areaswhere arbitrary government policy causes
the problem,and this can easily be fixed.

So, for instance, even when farmers weren’t
complaining, the government imposed price
controls on Monsanto’s seeds; it also argued, in
court, that the patent issued by its Patent Office
wasnotreallyvalid! Some otherinstancesare the

(At current prices)
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money and even loses these cases in arbitration

courts, the money doesn’t get paid. While Arun

Jaitley tried to address this when he was FM—as Nirmala Sitharaman is doing now—it is wor-
rying that Indiaranks 163tdout of 190 countries on enforcing contracts; itwas 143dout of 145
in 2004.Ironically,while India is trying to position itself as a global arbitration centre, the gov-
ernment usually challenges the arbitration awards—including global ones—that it loses.

In otherwords,as Rajiv Lall of IDFC Bank concluded, India’s reforms need to go much deeper
than was originally envisaged. Over 70 years, India has built layer upon layer of bad regula-
tion/policy; removingjust one—like the recent corporate tax cut did—may not be enough.Take
the example of coal mining. The government allowed the private sector to commercially mine
coallastyear,but noinvestment took place despite huge shortfalls in the country sincenomine
was everauctioned/allocated for this. Even when that happens, it maynot help since the process
of forest and environment clearances can be long and arduous—recall Vedanta’s Niyamgiri
fiasco—and even that may not help till high central/state levies on coal are slashed....

Clearly the present government can’t be blamed forall of this since much of itisa 70-year-
old problem; but, the short pointis that reformisa 24x7 process,it can’t be restricted to one tax
cut here, oralimited relaxation of an FDI rule there. Since it is not possible to fix everything at
one go,amore sensibleway, perhaps, is forthe government to take a fewbig projects—like, get-
tingan Apple ora Samsung toshiftalarge part of their mobile manufacturingand component
base to India—and dedicate a team to fixing each problem that comes up along the way.

Interestingly,asa Credit Suisse note suggests, thanks to India’s policies notbeing as attrac-
tive, the lion’s share of the investment that is likely to shift out of China will move to Vietnam
(seegraphic).India missed the first export boom that resulted from China exiting large parts of
the garments’ exports market; this market was mostly captured by countries like Bangladesh
and Vietnam. So, let’s not exult in the jump in India’s EoODB ranks, and instead focus on reduc-
ing both CoDB and RoDB; both require 24x7 reform, and mere chest-thumping or bragging
about the size of the Indian market aren’t going to help.

CourseCORRECTION

Hefty fines for idol immersion in the Ganga good,
but more meaningful action is needed

HE UNION GOVERNMENT hasdirected 11 Gangabasin statestoimposeafine
0f ¥50,000 forimmersion of idols in the river and its tributaries. While thisisa
good move, the larger picture considered, it is quite low on the list of meaning-
ful action. The Centre earmarked 20,000 crore for the National Mission for
Clean Ganga (NMCG) in 2014, to clean it by 2020.Between FY15 and FY19,0nly X7,764
crorehadbeenreleased,and X6,135 crore had been spent.Besides,only 106 of the 299 pro-
jects taken up under the Mission have been completed. Against a targeted sewage-trea-
ment-plant capacity of 3,742 million litres per day, only 495.84 million litres has been
created,and against a targeted sewage network of nearly 5,000 km, only 2,700 km is up.
Also,while an estimated 11,729 tonnes of municipal solid waste is generated per day by
the 97 towns along the river, the existing processing capacity is of just 3,786 tonnes.
Thanks to such lethargy, Ganga doesn’t meet bathing quality for the faecal coliform
marker in large stretches in UP,and in all of Bihar and West Bengal—even as all 4,507
villages along the river have been declared open defecation free. CPCB data from 2018
shows that 211 of 961 industrial units along the river were violating effluent disposal
norms. While the government has made significant missteps—the NGT censured the
UP government for its waste management during the Ardh Kumbh, for which the gov-
ernment forked out 34,000 crore—it needs an urgent course correction.

Opinion

N SEPTEMBER 2019, UPI
clocked 955 million transactions;
with the festive season around
the corner, itis likely to touch the
one-billion mark in a month or
two. A similar trend is noticed in other
digital payment channelsaswell. This s
certainly magical, considering that in
2015-16,the National Payments Cor-
poration of India was struggling to
attain monthly volume of a billion with
allits products—ATM switching,cheque
clearing, NACH,IMPS,AEPS,RuPay card,
and NETC—combined.Today, UPI alone
is contributing a billion. But, this is not
enough, considering that theactive user
base is hardly 100 million in a large
country like ours, with about 800 mil-
lion mobile phone users, of which 350-
400 million are using smartphones.

It is well-acknowledged by banks,
payment service providers, and mer-
chant aggregators, like Amazon, Flip-
kart, PayTM Mall, Snapdeal, etc, that
UPI is the simplest, and most cost-
effective payment option for cus-
tomers.Three major players—PhonePe,
Google Pay,and PayTM—now generate
almost 90% of the UPI volume. Ama-
zon,and WhatsApp are likely to enter
the race in a big way. The deep pockets
that these non-bank players have,with
capacity to sustain long-term cash-
backs and reward programmes, cer-
tainly makes the future of digital pay-
ments,and UPI in particular, bright.

But, the hard truth of only 100 mil-
lion unique active users will have to be
dealt with. Though the number of reg-
istrations for Virtual Payment Address
is much higher, many customers drop
off after one or two experimental
transactions. Incentives and rewards
do not attract them.Therefore, a strat-
egy other than cashbacks and rewards
would have tobe adopted to encourage
usage of this payment system.

UPI has the potential to reach all
bank customers with a smartphone
or Aadhaar card (estimated at over

VISION CASH-LITE

DESPITE BEING A LARGE COUNTRY WITH NEARLY 400 SMARTPHONE USERS, INDIA'S
ACTIVE USER BASE FOR UPI IS HARDLY A 100 MILLION

A billion UPI transactions
is not enough
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700 million unique customers).While
UPI is also available on feature
phones to expand itsreach,the factis
that even many smartphone users are
not using digital payments, and
instead use their smartphones for
internet messaging, exchanging
videos,watching films, etc.Therefore,
if RBI’s vision of a cash-lite society is
toberealised soon,smartphone users
must be the priority focus,as they can
all easily be converted to active UPI
users. WhatsApp and Google are
working precisely on this.

Riding on the UPI bandwagon,
many fintech companies and startups,
like PayTM and PhonePe, have built a
good acceptance infrastructure
(claimed to be around 7-8 million).
With supply-side issues having been
taken care of, attention should go to
demand-side improvement. Though
many kirana stores and eateries have
prominently displayed QR codes,
experience teaches that these are
rarely used. A request to use the QR
code is often seen as a burden by the
vendor. For mass adoption of digital
payments, the government ,or RBI,
needs to step in to mandate certain
payments only through digital chan-
nels, although not necessarily UPI.
Onceitis mandated,customers would
prefer paying by UPI to swipinga card,
or scanning a fingerprint for Aadhaar
Pay.Like Sebi has mandated use of UPI
for IPO subscription by retail investors,
or GST and income tax payments,
beyond a certain value, must be made
digitally, selected commercial pay-

ments, like at petrol stations, need to
be made mandatorily digital.

It is well-acknowledged that the
cash option cannot be stopped alto-
gether, but if the customer pays by
cash, a cash transaction fee of at least
X5 perbill should be charged. Since all
petrol pumps are highly digitised,
chances of leakage of this

feeislimited.This fee can _—

While UPI facility is
also available on
feature phones to
expand its reach,
the fact is that
even many
smartphone users
are not using
digital payments

be passed on toafund,to
be created by Indian
Banks Association (IBA),
forthe promotion of dig-
ital payments. It is
doubtful that there
would be users of motor
vehicles who do not own
bank accounts or a debit
card; in due course, they
would be forced to make
use of digital payment
platforms. In cases like
fleet owners or car own-
ers with drivers, digital solutions
already exist in the form of prepaid
cards, where drivers can make pay-
ments on behalf of owners.

Once petrol payments go cashless,
or cash-lite,coverage of the regulatory
mandate can be extended to payment
of electricity bills. All households in
economicallyweaker sections are now
electrified, and covered under PMJDY
and Aadhaar enrollment. Some of
them may not have smartphones, or
even feature phones, but they have
been enabled with PM]JDY RuPay
cards. Thus, channels of digital pay-
ment are available to all sections of

India’s flawed fertiliser policy

These anomalies have cropped
up because our policymakers

are still stuck to the 1970s/80s

thinking, geared towards
increasing fertiliser usage

THE MODI GOVERNMENT is in its
sixth year, but a coherent policy con-
tinues to elude the fertiliser sector. To
get a sense of how the central govern-
ment is approaching the sector, and
where the sector is headed, let us look
at some crucial pronouncements by
the prime minister.

First,in the 38th edition of his“Mann
ki Baat” radio address to the nation
(November 26, 2017), Modi exhorted
farmers to take a pledge to halve their
consumption of urea, which is the most
widely used fertiliser, supplying nitro-
gen,or‘N’toplants,by 2022.At the same
time,hehasproclaimed, timeand again,
his commitment to reviving the ailing
public sector fertiliser plants at Talcher,
Gorakhpur, Sindri,etc.The two objectives
seem contradictory.

If the first goal is achieved, the con-
sumption of urea should decline from
the approximately 30 million tonnes at
present to 15 million tonnes by 2022.
Againstthis,evenif the current domestic
domestic production is maintained, at
about 24 million tonnes, this will result
in a surplus of 9 million tonnes if con-
sumption is halved by 2022. Since the
costofIndian ureais significantlyhigher
than the international price, exporting
the surplus is not feasible; selling at a
lower price will be tantamount to the
importing country subsidising farmers
itsfarmers,whichwon’tbe WTO compli-
ant.If,inaddition tothis,ailing plantsare
revived,whatwill the countrydowith the
additional production?

Second, Modi has pledged to elimi-
nate diversion of urea to chemical
industries by requiring all supply of the
fertiliser to be neem-coated, which ren-
dersthe urea unfit foranyuse otherthan
agriculture.At the same time, he contin-
ues with an archaic policy of maintain-
ing urea’s maximum retail price (MRP)
atalevel thatis,depending on the plant
where it is manufactured, 2-4 times
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lower than its cost of production and
distribution. The huge arbitrage oppor-
tunity thereby created makes the temp-
tation to divert too strong to resist and
this can’t be reined in merely by neem
coating; no administration, howsoever
alert,can monitora mammeoth 600 mil-
lion bags of urea.

Considering that diversion was at a
significant 30%, its elimination ought
tohaveresulted inasteepdeclinein sub-
sidy payments. But, this has not hap-
pened; subsidy on urea was a high
X45,000 crore during FY19 against
~%50,000 crore during FY15 (neem-
coating was introduced in 2015-16).
The allocation for FY20 is even higher,
at¥57,000 crore.

Third, Modi wants soil health cards
(SHCs) to encourage farmers to opt fora
more balanced use of fertilisers based on
soil analysis. But, pursuit of disjointed
policies suchasdisproportionatelyhigh
subsidy on urea—nearly 50%-75% of
the cost is subsidised—vis-a-vis complex
fertilisers (phosphate ‘P’and potash ‘K’)
only 25-30% of whose cost is subsidised
and denial of secondary transportation
costs forthe complex fertilisers prompts
farmers to use more urea. This, in turn,
leads to imbalance in fertiliser use,and
thereby militates against the objective
of the SHCs.

Fourth,Modihasvowed to curbleak-
age of fertiliser subsidy by implement-
ing direct benefit transfer (DBT). Yet, he
continues with the existing unit-wise,
new pricing scheme forurea,which pro-
tects high-cost units—we have units
producing urea at the cost 0of 20,000
per tonne as well as those producing
urea at half this cost. Since the subsidy
gets transferred to the bank account of
the manufacturer after saleisauthenti-
cated by the farmer using his Aadhaar
number, the authorities may prevent
bogus claims, but excess payments to
inefficient manufacturers continue.

Fifth, while the PM wants to give a
boost to‘Make in India’, the existing pol-
icy gives no incentive to companies to
invest in exploration of indigenous
resources,orinresearch & development
for delivering more efficient and cost-
effective products to farmers. For
instance, at present, India depends
heavily on import for meeting its fer-
tiliser requirements—90% in P and
100% in K.Asaresult,even as the coun-
try remains vulnerable to exploitation
by global suppliers, farmers don’t get
any major breakthrough in yield
because of skewed fertiliser use.

The root cause of these anomalies is
that our policymakers remain glued to
theantiquated framework ofthe 1970s
and 1980s,whichwas designed solely to
increase the production and consump-
tion of fertilisers.In contrast, today, it is
issues such as fertiliser use efficiency,
balanced fertilisation, increase in crop
yield, improvement in soil health, effi-
ciencyand cost optimisation in the sup-
ply chain,and reduction in subsidy that
need greater attention. This is what
Modi has himself repeatedly empha-
sised in his speeches.

The way forward is to unshackle the
fertilisers sector from state controls,and
leave all crucial decisions to market
forces.Government intervention should
berestricted to giving direct cash trans-
fer subsidies to the poor farmers.

Left tomarket forces,urea’s MRPwill
increase to a level where its use is cur-
tailed, leading to reduction in unbal-
anced fertiliser usage. By eliminating
arbitrage, this will automatically elimi-
nate diversion, too. Manufacturers will
increase efficiency, and reduce costs.
Theywillinvestin R&D and innovation,
and find more effective solutions to
farmers’ needs.‘Make in India’, too, will
get a boost. Above all, the government
will save a large amount on subsidy
outgo.Will Modi bell the cat?
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President of the US, Donald Trump

As President | have an obligation to end
corruption, even if that means requesting
the help of a foreign country or countries.
It is done all the time.

society. The Bharat Bill Payment Sys-
tem, with its large distribution net-
works of registered operating units,
being in place, economically weaker
consumers of electricity can also pay
digitally if they have no other option,
or if the cash payment option is
accompanied by the cash transaction
fee.Electricity distribution companies
would welcome such a move towards
making collection of bills cashless.
Currently, the cost of collection is esti-
mated to be as high as 6%. The cost of
collection by the service institution
has to come down. A consumer data-
base would also be helpful in building
customers’credit histories.The cover-
age can be further widened as the
acceptance infrastruc-
ture by fintech compa-
nies becomes smarter,
and more user-friendly.

My vision for a cash-
less/cash-lite societyisthe
scenario where cash pay-
ment would be seen as
being injurious to the
economy in the same way
as smoking is considered
injurious tohealth,or plas-
tic is seen as an enemy of
the environment. RBI
should startad campaigns
against the use of cash in
the same vein as those discouraging
consumption of cigarettes, or use of
non-recyclable plastics. The share of
cash in all retail payments has to come
down from the current level of about
85% to a tolerable 30-40% level by the
time our economy reaches the scale of
$5 trillion. Else, RBI would have to dou-
ble the capacity of its note-printing
presseswithout furtherdelay.Itisheart-
ening to note that RBl hasannounced a
series of policymeasures,includingallo-
cation of districts to banks with the
maximum footprint, to bring 100% of
the consumersin thatdistrictunderthe
digital payment umbrella.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

This year’s monsoon

This year's monsoon drowned Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar and some other parts
in floods—the worst in recent
decades. Despite the rescue efforts,
the floods caused loss of life. Even
natural disasters are sometimes
made worse by human activities, or
not made less severe by better
management of them. Interestingly,
the current floods were attributed to
nakshatras by a neta, in a way
reminding us of the old way of
looking at natural calamities. But,
that is besides the point. The images
of the places deluged by floods gave
us glimpses of the scale of the
disaster. Patients on hospital beds
just inches above gushing water, and
clutches of people moving to safer
places sitting on bulldozers, and
cranes showed human helplessness
in the face of nature's fury. The fact
that most deaths happened due to
house collapses attested to the
greater vulnerability of the
impoverished people to natural
disasters. Water stagnating even
during let-ups of rainfall pointed to
the collapse of the drainage systems.
The destruction of natural drainage
caused by construction with cement
and other impermeable materials,
soil, and sand silted-up river delta
and catchment areas, denuded
forests and depleted vegetation
cover, and rampant and reckless
mining and quarrying caused an
aggravation of floods. Of serious
concern must be the Himalayan
glaciers melting, and producing
floods as a consequence of climate
change. In the past, we had 'light to
moderate' rains for more number of
days. But this year's monsoon
brought 'heavy to very heavy, even
extremely heavy' rainfall for fewer
days. Normally this should resultin a
fall in the mean rainfall. But, this time
it rained so disproportionately that
the Indian Meteorological
Department (IMD) classified this
monsoon as ‘above normal’. On the
positive side, this year's abundant
monsoon would ameliorate water
scarcity during the hot spell.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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GEOTAIL

Aregion formed by interaction between Earth and Sun.
How is it helping Chandrayaan-2 learn about Moon?

Lunar Orbit

Solar wind

LAST WEEK, the Indian Space Research
Organisation (ISRO) tweeted that an in-
strument on Chandrayaan-2, CLASS, de-
signed to detect signatures of elements
in the Moon’s soil, had detected charged
particles during the mission. This hap-
pened in September, during the orbiter’s
passage through the “geotail”.

The geotail is aregion in space that al-
lows the best observations. The region ex-
istsas aresult of the interactions between
the Sun and Earth. On its website, ISRO
explains how the region is formed, and
how it helps scientific observations.

The Sun emits the solar wind, which
is a continuous stream of charged parti-
cles. These particles are embedded in the
extended magnetic field of the Sun. Since
the Earth has a magnetic field, it obstructs
the solar wind plasma. This interaction
results in the formation of a magnetic en-
velope around Earth (seeillustration). On

ource: ISRU

the Earth side facing the Sun, the enve-
lope is compressed into a region that is
approximately three to four times the
Earth radius. On the opposite side, the en-
velope is stretched into a long tail, which
extends beyond the orbit of the Moon. It
is this tail that is called the geotail.

Once every 29 days, the Moon trav-
erses the geotail for about six days. When
Chandrayaan-2, which is orbiting the
Moon, crosses the geotail, its instruments
can study the properties of the geotail,
ISRO said.

For the CLASS instrument seeking to
detect element signatures, the lunar soil
can be best observed when a solar flare
provides arich source of X-rays to illumi-
nate the surface. Secondary X-ray emis-
sion resulting from this can be detected
by CLASS to directly detect the presence
of key elements like Na, Ca, Al, Si, Ti and
Fe, ISRO said.

T1P FOR READING LIST

How MILK SHAPED HUMAN HISTORY

MOTHER’S MILK is known to be best, but
it is the milk of other mammals that hu-
mans have cultivated for more than 10,000
years. The milk of domesticated animals
was originally used as a source of products
such as cheese or yoghurt, because hu-
mans could not digest lactose in those days
— many still cannot — but as more and
more humans evolved to become lactose-
tolerant, they began to drink
other mammals’ milk itself.

Milk! A 10,000-Year Food
Fracas, by historian Mark
Kurlansky, looks at the history of
humans’ relationship with milk.
The book can be seen, as The New
York Times observes in its review,
as “nothing less than an attempt
to tell the history of the world via
what is, let’s face it, a bodily fluid”.
Kurlansky has written similar accounts of
history in his earlier books Cod, Salt and
Paper.

Milk! traces the liquid’s history from
antiquity to the present, and details its
role in cultural evolution, religion, nutri-
tion, politics, and economics. It starts with
the ancient Greeks, who believed the
goddess Hera’s breast milk became the

Milky Way galaxy — a word that derives
from ‘gala’, meaning milk. It goes on to at
the time when families kept dairy cows,
before milk went into mass production
during the 19th century. This made milk
asafety issue, with milk-borne illnesses a
common cause of death. Today, “milk is
a test case in the most pressing issues in
food politics, from industrial farming and

animal rights to GMOs, the loca-
vore movement, and advocates
for raw milk, who controver-
sially reject pasteurisation”, the
publisher’s note points out.

The NYTreview describes the
book as “often fascinating
(‘Thomas Jefferson liked to serve
ice cream on sponge cake witha
lightly baked meringue on top’),

sometimes mundane (‘In addition to
milk, cheese and porridge, the Dutch ate
huge quantities of butter’) and occasion-
ally weird (‘There are also records of
women in the highlands of New Guinea
breast-feeding piglets, pre-European
Hawaiians breast-feeding puppies, and
Guyanese women breast-feeding deer’).
The Guardian calls it a “wonderfully wide-
ranging study”.
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SIMPLY PUT

Why state budgets matter

Together the states are more important than the Centre in increasing India’s GDP. But RBI finds them
cutting down expenditure and getting more indebted, which will hurt India’s growth and job creation

UDIT MISRA
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 6

LAST WEEK, the Reserve Bank of India re-
leased its annual study of state-level budg-
ets. With each passing year, understanding
about state government finances is becom-
ing more and more important. That's be-
cause of two broad reasons.

One, states now spend one-and-a-half
times more than the Union government and,
in doing so, they employ five times more
people than the Centre. What these two
trends mean is that not only do states have a
greater role to play in determining India’s
GDP than the Centre, they are also the big-
ger employment generators. As such, it is
crucial to understand their spending pattern.
If, for example, their combined expenditure
contracts from one year to the other, then it
will bring down India’s GDP.

Two, since 2014-15, states have increas-
ingly borrowed money from the market —a
trend captured in the fiscal deficit figure. In
fact, their total borrowing almost rivals the
borrowing by the Union government. This
trend, too, has serious implications on the in-
terest rates charged in the economy, the
availability of funds for businesses to invest
innew factories, and the ability of the private
sector to employ new labour.

Why fiscal deficit matters

Suppose there is only Rs 100 in the econ-
omy thatis available in the form of investible
savings. This money could be borrowed ei-
ther by private businesses (to invest ina new
or existing venture) or by the government (to
make roads, pay salaries etc.). Suppose again
thatinitially, businesses borrow Rs 50 and the
central government borrows Rs 50. If, how-
ever, state governments also start borrowing,
say Rs 20, then private businesses will have
only Rs 30 left to borrow and invest. Worse,
thisRs 30 would come at a higher interest rate
because the same number of people would
be now vying for less money. That is why
economy observers and businesses fuss over
the fiscal deficit number the most.

There is another reason why states bor-
rowing more and more should raise concerns
especially when they borrow to meet unex-
pected policy goals such as farm loan waivers.
Eachyear’s borrowing (or deficit) adds to the
total debt. Paying back this debt depends on
a state’s ability to raise revenues. If a state, or
all the states in aggregate, find it difficult to
raise revenues, a rising mountain of debt —

SECTORAL CHANGE IN LOANS & ADVANCES BY STATES
2017-18 VIS-A-VIS 2016-17
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more important not only for India’s GDP  ments provided to power projects, food stor-
GROSS FISCAL DEFICIT \ growthand job creationbutalsoforitsmacro-  age and warehousing, It also hurt (Chart 2)
(% OF GDP) e economic stability. That is why, the 14th  the states’ capital budget allocation for key
All States and Union Finance Commission hgld nolandated prudent  social and infrastructure sectors.
Territories with Leeislature levels of both fiscal deficit (3% of state GDP) and .
Ch debt-to-GDP(25%) thatmustnotbebreached.  Impact on national economy
2006-11 (average) 2.2 The RBI's report states that this reduction
2011-16 (average) 24 What RBI found in overall size of state budgets likely worsened
2015-16 3.0 The first thing of note that the RBIreport  the economic slowdown that was slowly set-
2016-17 3.5 has foundis that, except during 2016-17,state  ting in since the start of 2016-17, when India
2017-18 24 governments have regularly met their fiscal  had grown by 8.2%.“.. There has been a reduc-
2018-19(BE) 2.6 deficit target of 3% of GDP (see Chart 3).On tion in the overall size of the state budget in
2018-19(RE) 29 the face of it, this should allay a lot of appre- ~ 2017-19. This retarding fiscal impulse ... has
2019-20(BE) 2.6 hensions about state-level finances, especially ~ coincided with a cyclical downswing in do-

OUTSTANDING LIABILITIES g

OF STATES & UTS

(DEBT AS % OF GDP)
2013 22.6
2014 223
2015 22.0
2016 23.7
2017 251
2018 251
2019 (RE) 24.8
2020 (BE) 249

*Years as of end-March

captured in the debt-to-GDP ratio — could
start a vicious cycle wherein states end up
paying more and more towards interest pay-
ments instead of spending their revenues on
creating new assets that provide better edu-
cation, health and welfare for their residents.

In short, with each passing year, state gov-
ernment finances have become more and

in the wake of extensive farm loan waivers
that many states announced as well as the ex-
tra burden that was put on state budgets af-
ter the UDAY scheme for the power sector
was introduced in 2014-15. Under UDAY, state
governments had to take over the debts of
power distribution companies (discoms).

However, any relief on the fiscal deficit
front is of limited value because most states
ended up meeting the fiscal deficit target not
by increasing their revenues but by reducing
their expenditure and increasingly borrow-
ing from the market.

Nothing brings this out better than what
happened in 2017-18. As one can see from
Chart 1, fiscal deficit for all states had breached
the 3% (of GDP) mark in 2016-17. But in the
very next year, states reduced the fiscal deficit
by 109 basis points and brought it down to just
2.4%.But the bulk of this cut was achieved by
cutting expenditure — and that too capital ex-
penditure, which was cut by 86 basis points.

But this cut had aflip side. It adversely af-
fected (Chart 1) the loans that state govern-

TELLING NUMBERS

mestic economic activity and may have inad-
vertently deepenedit,” it states. It is notewor-
thy that 2017-18 saw India’s GDP growth rate
decline to 7.2% and it has been declining since.

Possibly the most worrisome observation
by the RBI is that while states have met their
fiscal deficits, the overall level of debt-to-GDP
(Chart4)hasreached the 25% of GDP pruden-
tial mark. “A slightly stringent criterion as pre-
scribed by the FRBM Review Committee and in
line with the revised FRBM implied debt target
of 20 per cent will put most of the states above
the threshold,” warns the RBL

The trouble is states have found it diffi-
cult toraise revenues. As the report explains,
“States’ revenue prospects are confronted
with low tax buoyancies, shrinking revenue
autonomy under the GST framework and un-
predictability associated with transfers of
IGST and grants. Unrealistic revenue fore-
casts in budget estimates thereby leave no
option for states than expenditure compres-
sion in even the most productive and em-
ployment-generating heads.”

Warmest ever September, and a running trend

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER6

INITS latest monthly bulletin, the European
Union’s Copernicus Climate Change Service
has said that the last month was the warmest
September on record. This follows a trend
over the last few months.

September stats

0.57°C WARMER (September 2019)
than the average September during 1981-
2010 — narrowly the warmest September.

0.02°CWARMER than September 2016,
the previous warmest September.

Previous 3 months

0.54°CWARMER than average June dur-
ing 1981-2010, June 2019 was the warmest

SURFACE AIR TEMPERATURE ANOMALIES FOR
SEP-2019 REALATIVETQ1981-2010
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June on record (0.11°C warmer than June
2016, the previous warmest).

0.56°C WARMER than the average July
(1981-2010), July 2019 was narrowly the
warmest July — about 0.04°C warmer than
July 2016, the previous warmest on record.

0.53°C WARMER than average August
(1981-10), August 2019 was second warmest
(about 0.04°C colder than August 2016).

Last 12 months

Globally, the 12-month period from
October 2018 to September 2019 was 0.55°C
warmer than the 1981-2010 average,
Copernicus said. The warmest October-
September period was 2015-16 (0.66°C above
average). 2016 is the warmest calendar year
on record, with a global temperature 0.63°C
above the 1981-2010 average, followed by
2017 (0.54°Cabove)and 2018 (0.46°Cabove).

The importance of Sultanpur Lodhi in the life & work of Guru Nanak Dev

MANRAJGREWAL SHARMA
CHANDIGARH, OCTOBER 6

A SLEEPY town in Punjab’s Kapurthala dis-
trict, Sultanpur Lodhi, is at the centrestage
of the 550th birth anniversary celebrations
of Guru Nanak Dev, founder of the Sikh re-
ligion. It is here that the main anniversary
programme will be held on November 12,
with the Prime Minister expected to attend.

The Guru Nanak Dev link

It was in Sultanpur Lodhi that the
Sikhism founder is believed to have attained
enlightenment. The janamsakhis — birth
stories or biographies of Guru Nanak Dev
written towards the end of the 16th century
— say he was a changed man after he took
a dip in the rivulet Kali Bein that flowed
through the middle of the town, and disap-
peared for three days.

Prof | S Grewal, historian and former
vice-chancellor of Guru Nanak Dev
University, said when the Guru resurfaced
after three days, he uttered the seminal
words, “Na koi Hindu, Na koi Mussalman

Epapern.ﬂelsa. com

(People are neither Hindu nor Muslim)”.

“He declared his own way. He had his
own views about liberation. And it was af-
ter this that he started his mission.”

The Guru also said he had seen the
“navkhand”. “Those days, geographers had
divided the earth into nine continents. It is
after this episode in Kali Bein that Guru
Nanak said he had seen all the nine conti-
nents,” Grewal said.

The duration of his stay

Guru Nanak was born at Rai-Bhoi-Di
Talwandi in Sheikhupura district (now in
Pakistan) in 1469. His father Mehta Kalyan
Das is variously described as a revenue of-
ficer (patwari) or a chief accountant.

He moved to Sultanpur Lodhi between
late 1480 and 1490 at the invitation of his
elder sister Nanaki and her husband Jai
Ram, who was in charge of the grain stor-
age depot (Modikhana) of Daulat Khan
Lodhi, the then shiggdar (commissioner) of
Sultanpur Lodhi, who later rose to become
the governor of Lahore.

There are conflicting accounts of the du-
ration of his stay at Sultanpur Lodhi. While
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historian Dr Ganda Singh writes he was
there for 10 years between the ages of 18
and 27, Dr Hari Ram Gupta, another scholar,
claims he was here from the ages of 16 to
30. But most scholars agree that he lived in
the town for around a decade until 1500,
when he decided to undertake his travels,
called udasis.

Since the revenue from 40-odd villages
in Daulat Khan's jagir was collected in the
form of grains, Modikhana was akin to a

treasury. Nanak also started working there.

Legacy of Sultanpur Lodhi

Historians say it was in Sultanpur Lodhi
that Guru Nanak came into intimate con-
tact with Islam.

The janamsakhis depict the tension be-
tween a section of the clergy and Guru
Nanak following his enlightenment. His ut-
terances were not received kindly by the
qazi. He complained to Daulat Khan Lodhi

that Nanak was being blasphemous. Prof
Grewal said Daulat Khan Lodhi also chal-
lenged Guru Nanak Dev to say the namaaz
with him. “Lore has it that after the namaaz,
Nanak told him your prayers will not be ac-
cepted because all along you were worried
about your foal falling into an open well in
your courtyard.”

Itis here that he said what you say is not
as important as what you do.

Janamsakhis claim Daulat Khan Lodhi
became very fond of Nanak and defended
him against critics. When Nanak decided to
leave the town in 1500, he is said to have
urged him to stay. But Nanak said it was a
call from the supreme being and not his de-
cision. Over time, Bhai Mardana, who ac-
companied Nanak on all his travels, and
Daulat Khan, came to be considered among
his two principal Muslim followers.

Today the town is home to several gur-
dwaras in the memory of Guru Nanak. Most
of them were commissioned during the
Khalsa empire when the Sikh rulers staked
out the places associated with Guru Nanak
and built gurdwaras there. Gurdwara Ber
Sahib, built by the side of an old ber tree that

is believed to be the one under which Guru
Nanak would sit in meditation along the
Kali Bein, was commissioned by Maharaja
Jagatjit Singh of Kapurthala. The corner-
stone was laid by Bhai Arjan Singh of
Bagarianin 1937,and Maharaja Yadavinder
Singh of Patiala presided over its comple-
tionin 1941.

Architectural history

Vikas Chand Sharma, an assistant pro-
fessor of architecture at Chandigarh
University, who has researched the archi-
tectural history of Sultanpur Lodhi, said it
was a major centre of Buddhism from the
first century to the sixth century when it
was called Sarwmanpur.

In the 11th century, the town was
founded by Sultan Khan Lodhi, a general of
Mohammad Ghaznavi. Sikander Lodhi, as-
signed the construction of Sultanpur to
Daulat Khan in the 15th century. It was the
central point in the trade route between
Delhi and Lahore. Grewal said a footnote in
Babarnama, the autobiography of Mughal
emperor Babur, mentions Daulat Khan
Lodhi as the founder of the town.
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GOOD GOING

But with Dhaka something’s missing: Economic policy making
in Delhi needs to be more sensitive to the regional dimension

RIME MINISTER SHEIKH Hasina’s visit to Delhi over the weekend highlights
the deepening bilateral relationship with Dhaka and also its important struc-
tural consequence — growing interdependence with Bangladesh. India’s for-
eign policy can claim great success for the former — relations with Bangladesh
have never been as good as they are today. They are also the best when viewed in com-
parison with our other neighbours. But India’s economic policy makers can be rather in-
sensitive to the logic of interdependence. Hasina's visit saw agreements on expanding
connectivity and transit, easing travel across the border, strengthening trade and invest-
ment ties, boosting development cooperation, putting the fledgling defence cooperation
on a firmer basis and promoting regional cooperation. Even as Delhi celebrates the golden
age in the relationship with Dhaka, however, it must heed some important warning signs.

That Hasina publicly complained, albeit in a light hearted manner, about the impact of
India’s recent move to ban onion exports on her kitchen, underlines the headaches in the
neighbourhood that Delhi’s economic decisions generate. Hasina was not objecting to the
decisionitself that has produced immediate onion shortages in Bangladesh. She was point-
ing toits sudden and unilateral nature. If Delhi had informed Dhaka in advance, Hasina said,
her government could have made alternative arrangements for onion import. The prob-
lem goes deeper and reveals a lingering autarkic and anti-market orientation in Delhi's eco-
nomic policy even as India's national strategy calls for regional integration. For example,
governments in Delhi, both Congress and B]P-led ones, have long resisted export of cattle
to Bangladesh where beef is a staple. In doing so, Delhi has created an incentive for cattle-
smuggling across the border. Few in government had anticipated that the demonetisation
of the Indian rupee at the end of 2016 might have consequences for Nepal and Bhutan that
are so tied into the Indian economy. As India rises and integrates with Bangladesh, that is now
one of the world’s fastest growing economies, Delhi must get its economic bureaucrats to
integrate the regional dimension into their national policy thinking,

Beyond onions, Hasina was also channeling growing anxiety in Bangladesh at India’s
implementation of the National Register of Citizens in Assam and the threats at the high-
est level about throwing foreigners (read Bengali Muslims) from the state. Given the deep
political trust between PM Hasina and PM Narendra Modi, the problem appears to be un-
der control. But the situation could easily get out of hand, become a major controversy in
Dhaka’s domestic politics, severely constraining Hasina’s positive approach to India. The
problemin Assamis part of the tragic legacy of the Subcontinent's partitionin 1947 and the
movement of people across the new frontiers in the east since then. As two strong leaders
focused on problem-solving, Modi and Hasina must try and develop a long-term joint strat-
egy that will facilitate national identification and generate a system of work-permits for le-
gitimate movement of labour. Today’s digital technologies offer solutions to difficult polit-
ical problems that Delhi and Dhaka have inherited from the past. The markets demand it.

CROSSING THE LINE

For want of a multilateral regulator, the reach of European
internet law now extends worldwide. It is deeply problematic

HE PAST OF the internet has caught up with its acrimonious present. The

European Court of Justice has decreed that Facebook must comply globally

with a takedown order issued by the national court of any of the 28 mem-

ber-nations of the European Union. All because an Austrian politician was
called a “corrupt oaf” online, and her national court agreed that it amounted to vilifica-
tion. Europe sees itself at the cutting edge of internet regulation, and is impatient with
America’s inability or unwillingness to rein in the Silicon giants based on its soil. While
Facebook is believed to have facilitated illegal intervention in politics in the US and UK,
talk of breaking it up remains just that. But nothing can justify another nation or group
of nations pinning on the badge of internet supercop. Such a projection of the laws of one
country onto the world has not been seen since colonial times.

Concerns are being raised about the growing purview of European law online, but
the ruling also sets a precedent for other nations, which are developing their own pri-
vacy and hate speech laws. Wait till a country like India, notoriously thin-skinned and a
championin filing takedown requests, starts wondering why Europe should have all the
fun. Or consider a nation like Pakistan, where speech online is governed by blasphemy law.
Imagine the consequences for the global conversation if local sensitivities were projected
worldwide. Besides, as national laws clash, international disputes would be inevitable. The
ruling of the European Court of Justice — which, incidentally, cannot be appealed — raises
uncomfortable questions. It will only cause alarums, excursions and fulminations, and its
only victim would be the freedom of speech.

The ruling has foregrounded a paradox that has been ignored for too long. The internet
was originally spelled with a capital, toindicate thatit is a separate territory, abstracted from
geography and its jurisdictions. But for decades, national laws have been applied domesti-
cally todigital communications, and issues are settled bilaterally between governments and
courts on the one hand and providers or platforms on the other. Now, the European ruling
against Facebook has crossed the line, projecting the laws of the bloc internationally. It calls
attention to the need for regulation commonly agreed upon by nations, like the law of the high
seas, and a multilateral mechanism or body to oversee regulation globally.

FREEZE FRAME
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WORDLY WISE
"TO BE LEFT ALONE IS THE MOST PRECIOUS THING

ONE CAN ASK OF THE MODERN WORLD.
— ANTHONY BURGESS

Saffron side up

Ahead of assembly polls, BJP has rearranged
Maharashtra’s political field to its own advantage

GIRISH KUBER

MAHARASHTRA HAS NEVER seen such anin-
tricate weave in its politics before this elec-
tion. It is unprecedented as the state’s polity
may prove traditional caste biases redundant.
Historically, Maharashtra has been a Congress
bastion. The Congress had always enjoyed
strong support amongst the state’s Marathas
who account for over 31 per cent of the pop-
ulation. But the Marathas are not only signif-
icant for their size. The community is synony-
mous with both money and muscle power.
Maharashtra’s cooperative moverment, which
distinguishes it from other states, is almost
entirely controlled by the Marathas. Control
of these cooperatives — be it sugar factories,
dairies or banks — was always the key to
power.

But not anymore. Devendra Fadnavis's rise
and rise has changed the landscape. Fadnavis
is a Brahmin — the community is just about
3.5 per cent of the state’s population:
Brahmins in the pre-Mandal era dominated
the bureaucracy, but when it came to politi-
cal power, they were not even on the fringes.
The state has had just two Brahmin chief min-
isters, Manohar Joshi and the incumbent
Fadnavis. Before the Maharashtra state came
into being on May 1, 1960, there was B G Kher,
who was CM of Bombay State. To break the
Congress’s hold over the Marathas, the BJP
slowly won over OBCs, estimated to be
around 30 per cent of the population. With
Brahmins and upper castes already on their
side, the BJP soon became a formidable force.

Then followed the breakdown of the
Maratha power structure. To achieve this, the
BJP adopted a two-pronged strategy: The
ever-dangling carrot of Maratha reservation
and engineering of near-en masse defections
of leaders from the community. Fadnavis ex-
ecuted both with surgical skill. He dropped
the reservation carrot at a time when the state
was witnessing widespread Maratha mobil-
isations. Fadnavis’s move to give reservation
— though the order is yet to be cleared by the
Supreme Court — not only nipped political
unrest in the bud, but it eventually triggered
a large exodus of Marathas to the BJP. In re-
cent times, the BJP has wiped out the Maratha
leadership, barring a few who had some
gumption left — like Sharad Pawar — to take

The political situation in
Maharashtra has become the
voters’ conundrum.
Candidates the people voted
for the last time, are in the
party they didn’t vote for.
And, the party that voters
may like to see ruling the
state, is filled with
candidates who were
punished the last time for
the party they represented.

on the “resourceful” ruling party. Those who
initially refused to buckle were forced to
change their mind, thanks to various investi-
gation agencies. Now, the state BJP houses
many such regional Maratha satraps who it
earlier accused of corruption. More than
comic relief — even as these once-upon-a-
time “corrupt” appear on the BJP stage with
saffron stoles — they offer a glimpse of an ag-
gressive BJP.

Elections will prove whether such moves
have been successful. They are unlikely to fail
because the new-look BJPin Maharashtra has
become a kind of conglomerate of winnable
candidates, brought in from various parties.
Though it will continue to serve the saffron
juice, it will now have a dash of the Congress
and NCP flavour.

Fadnavis has also skillfully — and com-
pletely — neutralised its troublesome ally, the
Shiv Sena. In the saffron camp, the Sena dom-
inated state politics as long as its founder,
Balasaheb Thackeray, was around. Its mar-
ginalisation began with the Sena patriarch’s
demise, and today, it is a pale shadow of its
former self.

Fadnavis kept the Sena at bay with the car-
rot-and-stick approach: The carrot of offer-
ing them “lucrative” posts, while the stick was
the fear of breaking the party. It may sound
strange, but today a large number of Sena
MLAs owe their allegiance to Fadnavis, not to
Uddhav Thackeray. Such was the Sena’s plight
that the BJP didn’t even bother to show the
courtesy of making a joint pre-poll announce-
ment. Instead, it unilaterally announced its
decision to contest 164 seats, leaving a mere
124 of the 288 seats to the Sena. The Sena,
which demanded an equal number of seats
initially, lost steam — it was compelled to ac-
cept whatever was left by the BJP. Between
the two, the arrangement was that the Sena
will play a bigger role in Maharashtra while
the BJP will dominate parliamentary seats.
Thatis history now, with the Sena conceding
its space to the BJP. The election outcome may
further marginalise the Sena. Thoughitis too
early to predict, the upcoming election could
permanently convert the Sena into the B-
team of the BJP.

On the opposite side of the fence, the

Congress looks completely rudderless and
demoralised. Not that it doesn’t have capable
leaders. What's holding it back is a complete
absence of strategy. Like at the national level,
it has failed miserably in creating its own
counter-narrative, which voters can find cred-
ible. It is also rattled by the brazenness with
which the BJP engineered defections. It ap-
peared, for awhile, that every Congress leader
was up for grabs. And, barring a few, they
were.

Adding to the Congress’s crisis is its
dilemma vis-a-vis Sharad Pawar and his NCP.
While the Congress’s Delhi leadership views
the Maratha strongman asits secular saviour,
the party’s Maharashtra unit refuses tobuy in
to this charitable view. The misgivings the
state Congress has about Pawar continue to
spoil the chances of Opposition unity. It’s
rather unfortunate for India’s grand old party
that the leaderitloathed till afew years agois
now its only hope in Maharashtra. But Pawar’s
problem is that his outfit is also an organisa-
tion of regional chieftains, many of whom
have either joined the BJP or are scared of it,
and hence, are reluctant to fight. Many of them
have skeletons in their closets. The party has
also failed to make inroads in cities, especially
Mumbai and Thane, which have as many as
60 MLAs.

The Maharashtra Navanirman Sena made
a promising start but soon faded into obliv-
ion due to part-time politics by its founder,
Raj Thackeray. The younger Thackeray dis-
played leadership qualities, but lost momen-
tum even before the party could bloom. His
early love for Narendra Modi, that later turned
to hatred, also cost his party dearly.

Thus, the political situation in
Maharashtra has become a conundrum for
the voters. Candidates the people voted for
the last time are now in the party they didn’t
vote for. And, the party that voters may want
to see ruling the state, is filled with candidates
who were punished the last time for the party
they represented. With defections reaching
unprecedented heights, saner voters will find
itdifficult to decide the lesser evil. That’s cer-
tainly not a happy situation for democracy.

The writer is editor, Loksatta
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(GANDHI, 1 HE MINIMALIST

His critique of modernity shows millennials a more responsible consumption

IN GOOD FAITH

SREEJITH SUGUNAN

AS AMILLENNIALwho completed his school-
ing inIndia during the decade sandwiched be-
tween the ongoing and previous millennia,
my early memories of Gandhi are largely ha-
giographic. It is only recently that the Indian
public sphere embraced the vocabulary of
thinkers like BR Ambedkar, Bhagat Singh and
V D Savarkar, who were critical of the
Gandhian project. By the time we were born,
non-violence had become a common-sense
ethic embedded within our constitutional
morality and liberal-democratic ethos. One
didn’treally need Gandhi to point out the im-
portance of being non-violent.

Alongside this quintessentially postmod-
ern political irreverence came a renewed
scrutiny of Gandhi’s attitude towards Dalits in
India, the Zulus in South Africa and more re-
cently, towards his grand-niece Manubehn.
Gandhi’s moral hygiene is under attack in
India, and allegations of casteism, racism and
misogyny continue to be levelled against him.

Does Gandhi’s philosophy of non-vio-
lence have significance for the millennial and
post-millennial generations whose under-
standing and experience of politics are vastly
different from those addressed by Gandhi in
colonial India? The issues we face today are
different and global in nature, be it the cli-
mate crisis, inequality or issues of identity.

Gandhi also believed that
minimalism led to freedom.
But his minimalism differed,
both in its form and
substance. For Gandhi,
minimalism was not a tool
to find freedom.
Minimalism was an end in
itself and arose out of the
ethical obligations to the
“other”, which included
fellow humans, animals and
nature. In this framework,
freedom is achieved not in
realising our best self but is
implicit in those actions that
recognise and respond to the
other, especially the weak
and the powerless.

Does Gandhi help us navigate these contem-
porary and urgent challenges? Yes, he does,
but only if we start paying attention to the
substantive aspects of Gandhi’s critique of
modernity. Minimalism or simple living is at
the heart of Gandhi’s idea of responsible liv-
ing. Minimalism, as practised today, is fo-
cused on simplifying our life by implement-
ing a philosophy of decluttering, whereby
we remove distractions and reduce posses-
sions that don’t add value to our lives. And
by doing this, we are able to focus better on
our most important pursuits. The existential
intentionality associated with this school of
life makes it extremely empowering, espe-
cially at a time when our senses are con-
stantly bombarded by attention grabbing al-
gorithms and unending notifications. But the
more important question remains: What
values do we prioritise when it comes to in-
tentional living?

Ouranswer has been to place freedomand
happiness at the forefront of minimalism —
freedom from “fear, worry, guilt, depression
and the trappings of the consumer culture”.

Gandhi also believed that minimalism led
to freedom. But his minimalism differed, both
in its form and substance. For Gandhi, mini-
malism was not a tool to find freedom.
Minimalism was an end initself and arose out
of the ethical obligations to the “other”, which
included fellow humans, animals and nature.
In this framework, freedom s achieved notin
realising our best self but is implicit in those

actions that recognise and respond to the
other, especially the weak and the powerless.
Unlike the liberal self who can afford to be in-
different to the other, or the conservative self
who is outrightly antagonistic, the Gandhian
self trusts the other, even the “enemy”, and
acts out of love.

Gandhi’s minimalism thus traverses a
complex ethical web. It calls for intentional
living by being conscious and considerate of
the diverse and varied relationships we main-
tain with our own surroundings. It is not the
passion of the self that is at the forefront of this
minimalism but our responsibility towards
the other. It is in this vein that Gandhi asks us
to be “trustees” of this planet, not its owner.
He reminds us to use technology as a means
to increase our moral fibre, not shareholder
dividends. He shows us how to be responsi-
ble consumers, in what we eat, wear and use,
by being conscious of the unintended conse-
quences of our consumption practices. And
most importantly, he wants us to be self-suf-
ficient or self-reliant as individuals.

Because it is only when we are not de-
pendent on exploitative economic and social
arrangements that we can inspire ourselves
and others to not cooperate with systems that
don’t fulfill ethical obligations. Gandhi’s min-
imalism hopes to thus liberate the other, and
in the process liberate one’s own self.

The writer is a research scholar at the
department of political science, [INU
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TEXTILE STRIKE

THE LONGEST EVER textile workers strike in
Delhi has entered the 102nd day. Around
24,000 workers belonging to the capital’s five
mills have been on strike since June 27 on the
call given by the Sangharsh Samiti compris-
ing nine unions. During the agitation, over
700 workers have courted arrest, countless
rallies have been organised, one “Delhi
bandh” held, and another is scheduled for
October 11. With elections around the cor-
ner, the political parties have belatedly be-
gun to make sympathetic noises. Two gov-
ernments — the Desai government fell about
amonth after the strike — have promised to
help end the strike, but although the matter

has been referred to the Delhi labour tribu-
nal, no immediate settlement is in sight.

SOVIET WITHDRAWAL
SOVIET PRESIDENT LEONID Brezhnev an-
nounced that the Soviet Union would with-
draw up to 20,000 troops and 1,000 tanks
from East Germany. At the same time,
Brezhnev warned the US and West Germany
that the Warsaw Pact “would not watch in-
differently the efforts of NATO militarists” to
station medium-range nuclear rockets in
Western Europe. Brezhnev said the decision
to reduce Soviet forces was aimed at speed-
ing up the six-year negotiations on East-West
force reductions in Central Europe.

CONG-CPM ALLIANCE
CONGRESS WORKING COMMITTEE mem-
ber, Chandrajit Yadav, held talks with the
West Bengal CPM leaders on the ensuing Lok
Sabha elections. Yadav came as a special
emissary of the Congress President Devaraj
Urs to gauge the CPM’s attitudes towards the
Congress and explore the possibility of an
electoral alliance. Yadav said that the CPM
leaders had agreed with him that the prime
need now was to fight the twin evils of au-
thoritarianism as represented by Indira
Gandhi and that of communalism of the Jana
Sangh-RSS type. Yadav described today’s
talks as “breaking of the ice” in the relations
between the two parties.
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CR Sasikumar

A buffer called Saudi Arabia

Cooperation with the West Asian kingdom could shield India’s oil and gas assets against Pakistani threat
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OVER THE BARREL
BY VIKRAM S MEHTA

TWO UNCONNECTED “developments” and
one “fact” lead me to suggest India should
deepen its economic linkages with Saudi
Arabia through interlocking cross country in-
vestments. The first development is the re-
cent attacks on Saudi Arabia’s oil and gas in-
frastructure. The second is the muscular,
albeit irresponsible, anti Indian diatribe by
the Pakistani leadership. They have intro-
duced the nuclear option in their language.
The “fact” is the location of a substantial part
of our petroleum assets on or offshore our
Western coastline. In my view, when seen
through a common lens, these three matters
reveal a heightened security risk scenario for
India but also offer a non-military option for
mitigating the consequential outcome. Saudi
Arabianinvestments inIndia’s petroleumin-
frastructure and vice versa lie at the core of
this option.

Saudi Arabia’s oil and gas infrastructure
have been attacked repeatedly over the past
several months. On May 12, four oil tankers,
two of which belonged to Saudi Arabia were
damaged by limpet mines. On May 14, the East
West oil pipeline that runs for 1,200 km across
the Arabian peninsula was bombed. On
August 17, its super giant Shaybah oil field was
sabotaged. And on September 14, unmanned
drones destroyed the Abgaiq oil processing
facilities and the giant Khurais oil field. This
latter attack took out 5.7 mbd or 60 per cent of
Saudi Arabia’s production of 9.8mbd. It was
the largest disruption of oil supplies ever .

The Abgaiq attack compelled India to con-
template drawing onits strategic reserves and
alsolook for alternative supplies. Fortunately,
the supply shortfall was made up quickly and
prices which had shot up by 12 per centin the
immediate aftermath returned to pre-attack

levels within days. India did not suffer greatly
from this disruption.

The attack also compelled India to ask
questions related to Middle East geopolitics.
Is the status quo sustainable? How might the
US react? Would they limit their response to
the non-violent options of sanctions and cy-
ber attacks? Or would they supporta (covert
or overt) retaliatory attack on Iranian assets?
(The Kharg island facilities would be a pro-
portionate target). India has admitted it has
no clear answers to these questions. In fact, it
appears, no one does. US President Donald
Trump s talking of “maximum pressure” but
he has refrained from a military response. Iran
has said “no war, no negotiation” but it has
signalled that it may be amenable to the re-
sumption of talks.

The attack has also compelled reflection
on the state of the security of India’s oil and
gas infrastructure. The Saudi assets were
ringed by sophisticated US Patriot anti-mis-
sile defence systems. Yet, 17 facilities in Abqaiq
and Khurais were hit by 25 low flying cruise
missiles. What does this say about the sanctity
of defence systems against the forces of
weaponised artificial intelligence. How vul-
nerable are our oil and gas assets on the west-
ern coast? Specifically, the Mumbai High oil
and gas fields, the Jamnagar refinery complex
and the LNG regassification terminals in Dahej,
Hazira, Dabhol and Cochin. What, if any, are
the steps that India should take to tighten se-
curity safeguards, given the heightened anti-
India rhetoric by Pakistan. And, perhaps most
important, what should it do to lengthen the
odds of an attack against such facilities?

Itis in the context of this last question that
[ suggest that India should encourage cross
country investments with Saudi Arabia.

Pakistan is heavily in debt to Saudi Arabia
and it depends hugely on the kingdom’s
largesse to avoid economic collapse. Saudi
Arabia has consequently considerable lever-
age over Pakistan and the latter in turn cannot
afford to ignore Saudi economic interests
when war gaming an offensive strategy
against India. Were the Saudis invested in
India oil and gas assets, it might deter Pakistan
from bringing these assets into their strate-
gic calculus.

In this regard, there are already two ini-
tiatives on the anvil. If even one of them is
successful, Saudi Arabia would acquire a ma-

Pakistan is dependent on
Saudi largesse to avoid
economic collapse. It cannot
afford to ignore the
kingdom’s economic
interests. It would be
cautious in targeting Indian
assets in which Saudi had a
stake. India should,
therefore, for strategic and
security reasons encourage
Saudi Arabia to invest in our
petroleum sector.

terial stake in this sector. One is the 40 billion
dollar joint venture refinery project in
Ratnagiri. The partners are Aramco, Abu
Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) and
Indian Oil. This project s currently stalled be-
cause of land acquisition and environmental
clearance. And as matters stand, it could be
years before it sees the light of day. All par-
ties, however, remain committed. The sec-
ond is the investment by Saudi Aramco in
Reliance Industries. Mukesh Ambani has an-
nounced that Reliance and Aramco are in dis-
cussion about the acquisition of a 20 per cent
stake by Aramco in these businesses. The
commercial logic for Aramco is compelling.
It would secure a captive outlet for 5,00,000
barrels of crude oil a day and a foothold in
India’s downstream market. For India (as dis-
tinct from Reliance), the strategiclogicis com-
parably compelling. It would give Aramco a
material stake in the petroleum sector.
There is a third initiative, albeit in the op-
posite direction that should also be consid-
ered. This relates to Saudi Aramco’s planned
offering thorough an international public of-
fer (IPO) of up to 5 per cent of its shares to the
public. The Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia,
Mohammed Bin Salman (IVIBS) is driving this
initiative. Its success is a matter of great per-
sonal importance to him especially since the
financing of his economic plan is centred
around the revenues raised through the IPO.
The IPO may get delayed because of the at-
tacks and the escalating tensions in the re-
gion, but when it is finally announced, India
should look at it through a financial and
strategic lens. The purchase of even a small
stake would please MBS and deepen his com-
mitment to prevent Pakistani adventurism.
No one should assume that such cross
country investments will provide aniron clad
guarantee. There can be no such assurance.
Pakistan’s behaviouris now so influenced by
political emotions, domestic pressures and
jingoistic fervour that there is little room for
rational logic and dialogue. But as any student
of history will know, it does not take much
forirresponsible rhetoric to translate into vi-
olence. India should consequently pursue any
and allideas that lengthen the odds of suchan
outcome. A “Saudi buffer” is one such idea.

The writer is chairman & senior fellow,
Brookings India
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A weekly look at the public conversations shaping ideas beyond borders — in the
Subcontinent. Curated by Aakash Joshi

DHAKA WOES

IN INDIA, THE growing and deepening ties
between New Delhi and Dhaka are widely
touted as an unmitigated diplomatic success.
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s
visit to India, then, assumes great signifi-
cance. The view from our eastern neighbour,
though, is not as rosy. Sarwar Jahan
Chowdhury, writing in The Dhaka Tribune,
remarks, “The renewal of the BJP govern-
ment in Delhi for another term isn’t some-
thing very pleasant for Bangladesh — uncer-
tainty about the consequence of NRC in
Assam, little Indian support on the Rohingya
issue, persecution of Muslims in India, op-
pression of Kashmiris, and more.”

After recounting some of the diplomatic
highs between the two countries,
Chowdhury implies that the relationship
with Bangladesh is particularly significant
for India: “Bangladesh’s good relations with
India and support for the latter have helped
India ward off, to some extent, the notion
that India is disliked in South Asia by its
neighbours due to its big-brotherly behav-
iour. Itis also important for Bangladesh to re-
sume the already reasonably good tie with
its big neighbour after the re-election of the
incumbent and try resolving the other bilat-
eral issue with the latter. The people of
Bangladesh are generally a bit suspicious
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about India, and give and takes with tangi-
ble benefits would actually help to mend this
traditional doubt. Hence, the ongoing trip of
Bangladeshi PM to India bears significance.”
The key breakthrough now required is on
the issue of sharing of the Teesta’s waters:
“The water sharing issue of more common
rivers including Teesta has got bogged down
in the conflict between Delhi and the West
Bengal state government of populist Mamata
Banerjee. On one hand, water sharing of in-
ternational rivers is a subject of the centre,
on the other Delhi keeps telling Bangladesh
that it has to move in the spirit of federalism
and take Kolkata on board before making a
decision on water. Mamata, on the other
hand, says she needs central compensation
in terms of investment in water preservation
before she agrees to release due share of
Bangladesh’s water. This has been going on
for years now. It’s time for Modi to act and
solve the issue. There are options, and which
one he takes is India’s internal matter. There
is no point dragging Bangladesh into India’s
internal spirit of the federalism debate.”

OPTIMISM ON INDIA

The editorial in The Dhaka Tribune on
October 4, though, is much more positive
aboutIndia: “For Bangladesh, staying on the
path to sustainable development involves

fostering a strong partnership with neigh-
bouring India. In that regard, Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina has been tireless in her efforts,
and her current visit to India is an example of
the sort of diplomacy required to ensure
Bangladesh'’s position in the world, and to
ensure that our citizens are provided for.”

It also remarks on the significance of the
concrete outcomes from the visit: “Most im-
portantly, the main purpose of this visit is the
signing of almost a dozen memorandums of
understanding, covering a diverse range of is-
sues such as youth and sports, oceanresearch,
ICT, and the establishment of economiczones.”

THE SEDITION ALBATROSS

The charge of sedition filed against 49
artists, intellectuals and other public figures
due to their open letter to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi appears to have ceded, in a
limited sense, the democratic, liberal moral
high-ground that India once enjoyed vis-a-
vis Pakistan. The October 6 editorial in Dawn
begins on an alarmist, rhetorical note:
“India’s descent into totalitarianism is acquir-
ing chilling new dimensions by the day.”

After remarking on the fact that the letter
merely opposed the ideology and working of
the ruling party and government, the editorial
goes on to criticise the BJP government for
whatit perceives asits high-handed, anti-dem-

ocratic behaviour: “Since it came to power at
the centre five years ago, the BJP has embarked
upon anorganised and relentless campaign to
not only quash dissent in the public discourse
but tovilify such dissent as being ‘unpatriotic’.”

The editorial is symptomatic of a larger
trend that can be spotted in the Pakistan print
media — particularly in Dawn and The Express
Tribune. Beginning with the reports of lynch-
ings that became common after the BJP came
to power in 2014, political developments in
India have been used to discredit New Delhi’s
stance on bilateral and multilateral issues.
This position relies on alogical leap — that the
Indian state is a reflection of the politics of the
government of the day. This is most visible
currently, with the Kashmir issue.

The real nub of the argument in the edito-
rial, though, comes at the end, when a com-
parison with the situation in Kashmiris drawn
and the Indian media is criticised for being a
“cheerleader of the government”. The edito-
rial ends on the following note: “This craven
surrender (by the Indian media) was perhaps
never better illustrated than when... Kashmir
was stripped of its special autonomy two
months ago. The triumphalism that coursed
through the media landscape, with barely a
murmur of dissent —above all, the totalmedia
blackoutin the beleaguered territory — leaves
no doubt that the world’s biggest democracy
is no longer worthy of that distinction.”
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Boris Johnson calls it a compromise. But, once again, the Conservatives are

talking only to themselves, not to Ireland and the EU.”

— THEGUARDIAN

Gandhi for
the future

His vision of a liberal, non-violent
society can save humanity from
ecological and other disasters

=

SUDARSHAN IYENGAR

I NEED GANDHI today for three reasons.
First and foremost, I need him for self-de-
velopment. The most important lesson
thatI have learned from himis how he was
eternally vigilant about his self and went
on correcting and developing his inner self.
Ignorance and intellectual arrogance have
made many reject him and as a result in-
vite disaster in their personal lives.
Honesty and integrity are at stake in per-
sonal and public life. The Western libertar-
ian thesis promised that the virtue of civil
society, if left toits own devices, would in-
clude good character, honesty, duty, self-
sacrifice, honour, service, self-discipline,
toleration, respect, justice, civility, forti-
tude, courage, integrity, diligence, patriot-
ism, consideration for others, thrift and
reverence. Unfortunately, gluttony, pride,
selfishness, and greed have become
prominent. It has permitted permissive
behaviour and left the aberrant behaviour
to be corrected by systemic checks loaded
with ever new technologies.

Gandhi, too, was a strong votary of in-
dividual liberty. But he differed from Mill
and Spencer. His concept of liberty for
vyakti (individual) arose from the individ-
ual’s responsibility for self-regulation. He
practised and subscribed to 11 vows. Satya
(truth), ahimsa (non-violence), brah-
macharya (self-control), aparigraha (non-
possession), asteya (non-stealing), abhaya
(fearlessness), asvaad

wars. As India reached political freedom,
he was betrayed by leaders and not by
people, and hunger for power and hatred
speared him. He was down but not out.
He walked alone in Noakhali to wipe tears
and apply the love force which he had ex-
pressed in Hind Swaraj quoting Tulsidas:
Of religion, pity, or love, is the root, as ego-
tism of the body/Therefore, we should not
abandon pity, so long as we are alive.
Gandhi’s faith in daya or love force was
so deep and he practised it with such pas-
sion that during the communal riots be-
fore and after Independence, then
Governor General Lord Mountbatten fa-
mously said, “In Punjab, we have 55,000
soldiers, and large-scale rioting on our
hands. In Bengal, our forces consist of one
man, and there is no rioting.”
Unfortunately, it is not only hatred that
isback with a vengeance, it is deeply tem-
pered by control over natural resources
and concentration of economic power
among communities and nation states. In
our own country, newly defined nation-
alism has become hyper and is threaten-
ing to tear apart the finely woven socio-
cultural fabric of the country. It is not
incidental that after struggling for more
than 60 years, the UN declared in 2007
Gandhi’s birthday as the day of non-vio-
lence. Humanity has to embrace all those
who have been hurt intentionally or unin-
tentionally and heal the injury with love.
The third reason I need Gandhi today
is because his vision of non-violent soci-
ety will save the humanity from ecologi-
cal disaster that seems to be looming
large. Our relation with prakruti (nature)
has to significantly alter. Humanity in
general has been optimistic and so it
should be. But, a business as usual ap-
proach can, and has, landed the humanity
in deep crisis. In recent times, however,
many of the crises are manmade. Gandhi
had sensed it and

(palate), shareer [— PSR —1 voicedin 1909 in Hind
shram (bread-labour) .L Swaraj: “Let us first
were eight vows for = ﬁ/ consider what state of
self-regulation, and }\1‘5 AL things is described by
swadeshi  (local), G by the word ‘civilisation’.
sprushya bhavna (re- f/ \ ' - Its true test lies in the
moval of untouchabil- WH fact that people living
ity)and sarva dharma Y INEED in it make bodily wel-
sama bhava (tolerance G A |> I D HI fare the object of life.”
or equal respect for all He questioned
religions) were for whether big houses,
bringing back rural, TODAY many clothes, big
decentralised econ- AN EXPRESS IDEAS SERIES cars, fancy food, globe

omy and bringing
harmony among castes and religion. This
has to be woven in education and prac-
tice.

The second reason I need Gandhi is to
work toward peace among warring sec-
tions of humanity. Samashti or humanity
as a whole is at war. Caste, race and reli-
gion are a political facade and a socio-cul-
tural menace. Gandhi had sensed this in
South Africa and came up with ahimsa or
love force. It was not only a strategic al-
liance of Hindus, Muslims, Christians and
Parsis, but of all castes and creeds that
lived in South Africa and suffered the hu-
miliation and violation of human rights.
He earnestly wanted humanity to live to-
gether in peace and harmony. He was
“Gandhibhai” for all and he was fearless
in facing any brute force. After his return
toIndiain 1915, he could touch the hearts
of all and identified himself with all. He
carried them and led them to swargj, al-
though conceding that it would only be
political freedom to begin with. His mes-
sage reached the world humanity and
people saw new hope amidst two world

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

destructing war ma-
terial and luxuriant indulgence and
leisure, was modern civilisation. In the
1930s, he wrote that if India wanted to
ape the British standard of living then, it
would require resources equivalent of
three earths. How prophetic! The market
is not innocently responding to price sig-
nals. Itis manipulating tastes and prefer-
ences in favour of a particular self-indul-
gent life style and converting them into
demand

Gandhi talked about local first and
global later. Swadeshi is promoting a de-
centralised economy that is mainly rural.
Gandhi does not deny the relevance and
use of technology for survival. But he
called for political, social and individual
behaviour to become self-aware and to
substantially change.

Gandhi offered to India and the world
a wise and compassionate vision of har-
mony between vyakti, samashti and
prakruti.

The writer is former Vice Chancellor,
Gujarat Vidyapith, Ahmedabad

(GAME 1S BIGGER

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘For a free
and fair game’ (IE, October 4). There is
no doubting the contributions of the
likes of Sourav Ganguly and Sachin
Tendulkar. But they cannot be allowed
to breach the conflict of interest clause.

Bal Govind, Noida

FLooD WARNING

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Writ in
water’ (IE, October 3). The revival of wa-
ter bodies is the need of the hour.
Improper drainage system is another
reason for these fatal floods. .

Aayush Sapra, Ujjain

EMERGENCY REDUX

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘PM speech
not aired, DD official suspended’ (IE,
October 3). The suspension is reminis-
cent of a similar incident during the
Emergency. A news reader of an All
India Radio station in Madhya Pradesh
was suspended because he did not pre-
fix the word “mammoth” before the
word “rally”. This rally was addressed

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD

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

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

by then PM Indira Gandhi.
Harishankar Upadhyay, Thane
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