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A VRS for Air India’s staff
must be a pre-sale priority

Who will buy the airline if govt permission is still required to
get rid of staff? Ownership restrictions must also be relaxed

HILE ITIS REASONABLY certain the governmentwillabsorbalot more
of Air India’s debt than it did when the last privatisation bid failed, the
questioniswhetherthiswillbe good enough toattract bidders.Thelike-
lihood that the government will completely exit the airline will
undoubtedly help; while the government was planning to retain a 24% stake the last
time around, this spooked investors since they were worried about government inter-
ferenceaslongasitwasashareholderand had directors on theairline’sboard. Given that
therewere no buyers for even a Jet Airways, which was much better-run than Air India, it
is not certain Air India’s second attempt will fare much better than its first; the govern-
ment, however, will do well to revisit many of the other restrictive clauses that put off
investors. One clause, for instance, said that the airline had to be run on an arms-length
basis from the other business of the buyer—if an airline was to buy Air India, this would
mean theairlines couldn’t merge to extract operational synergies! Another said that Air
India had to be run “on a going concern basis”. Why?

Nor is it clear why the government isn’t willing to take on all of Air India’s 74,000
crore liabilities; so far, the government has taken over around ¥30,000 crore of debt by
putting thisin an SPVand, indications are, it will take over another ¥20,000 crore or so.
Given Air India’s annual losses continue to balloon—FY19 losses rose 38% to touch
%7,365 crore—and aviation is no longer a capital-intensive business, the government
needs to make the deal as sweet as possible for the buyer.

Apotential deal-breaker,asin the past,could be AirIndia’s large and heavily unionised
work force; itis so unionised that, despite the government merging Indian Airlineswith
Air India so long ago, the pilots agitated, a few years ago, on whether pilots of IA or Al
should be allowed tofly certain planes.According toa newsreport in FE,the government
islikelyto,in keepingwith disinvestment guidelines,make it clear that noworkers canbe
retrenched forthe firstyearafter the sale. While the gullible will take this to mean that the
new buyer is free to retrench workers after that, the law of the land requires permission
toretrenchworkers if the unithas more than 100 workers; which buyerwill take a chance
at getting the permission later? The fact that the workers are a big problem is clear from
the fact that, the last time around, the Air India Information Memorandum said that
37.6% of the 11,000+ permanent staff would retire over the next five years. Even then,
government officials unofficially pointed to how the disinvestment guidelines allowed
retrenchmentafterayear;but,if thisis really true,whynot say so explicitly or, betterstill,
offeraVRSbefore the sale or take these employees on the government rollstill theyretire?
Another ticklish issue is the foreign airline cap of 49%.If a foreign airline can’t buy a
majority stake in Air India—ironically, a foreign grocer, say, can buy 100%—will it want
tobuyit? The government’s rationale for thisis that,were foreigners allowed tobuyIndian
airlines, they would become ‘foreign’,and so, the bilateral rights given to India would
expire.Itis not clear that this isan insurmountable issue since the bilaterals are given to
the government,anditisuptoittoassign themtoairlines; several countries haveairlines
thatare owned not just privately,but even by foreign airlines. But, if bilateralsareindeed
theissue,the governmentneeds to sort this out. While it is encouraging that civil aviation
minister Hardeep Puri told Parliament that Air Indiawould be shut down ifit couldn’t be
privatised, it is worth keeping in mind that of the 20 PSUs cleared for shutting down by
the Cabinet, only two small ones have been shut.

Breathing innovation

Indian researchers develop low-cost, portable ventilator

HEN MEDICALRESEARCHERS at theAll India Institute of Medical Sci-
ences,Delhi,announced lastyearthat theyhad developed a portableven-
tilator that was cheaper than a premium mobile phone—the ventilator
costs a tenth of conventional ones—not manywould have thought that
aventilator could be made as small for portability and as cheap.AgVa, the portable venti-
lator developed by Professor Deepak Aggarwal of AIIMS and Diwakar Vaish,a robotics spe-
cialist,usesan Android device for controls, thereby greatly reducing space requirement. This
hashelped free up spacein hospitals—patientswho can afford thelow-costventilatorcan
be taken home—and can also mean drastically reduced costs for both patients and hospi-
tals. The Indian Express reported that a patient, hospitalised at AIIMS with ventilator sup-
portforthe pastfouryears,could finallybe senthome.AgVaissstill in the process of getting
US FDA approval, but there can be no doubt that it will prove game-changing for home-
based careand hospital infrastructure.Indian startups have been at the forefront of inno-
vations that can transform medical care delivery. Earlier this year, Biotechnology Indus-
try Research Assistance Council,a government body that provides fund for research, in
association with InAccel Technologies, a startup, launched the FDA-approved VAPcare—
anautomated secretion clearance system that could help contain pneumonia-related ICU
diseases. Given hospital-borne infections are a major route of anti-microbial resistance,
VAPcare, too,can prove transformative.The company is also working on Saans, a battery-
powered Continuous Positive Airway Pressure (CPAP) system that could increase the sur-
vival rate of premature babies who require artificial respiration. Saans could help reduce
the over 40% mortality among the 4,07,000 babies born with Respiratory Distress Syn-
drome eachyear.While Indiahasnodearth of initiativeslike AgVAand VAPCare, these need
substantially more promotion and support from governments.

Karnataka has taken some initiatives,so has Rajasthan. For instance, Janitri,started in
2017,has monitored over 27,000 pregnancies,across 100 hospitals and health care cen-
tres, primarily in Karnataka and Rajasthan. The world over, contractions and fetal health
are monitored using cardiotocography, which involves a bulky machine; Janitri has sim-
plified the process,usinga patch and amobileapp and knocking 60% off the price of con-
ventional cardiotocography. 5C Network, another start-up, has been working in the field
of teleradiology—using the company’s app,a patient can consult radiologists at a remote
location or from the company’s own panel. If a radiologist isn’t available at a district hos-
pital, 5C can send patient data to its panel of radiologists, assisted by Al in analysing the
reports toensure accuracy.India has only one radiologist for 1,00,000 population (the US
has 1 for 10,000); so, teleradiology’s potential is immense. While a Bengaluru may be a
hot innovation destination, medical tech research needs a booster dose of support; the
government can start with supporting an AgVa or a Janitri take off.

DrivingPREMIUM

Telematics in motor insurance—or pay (insurance premium)
how you drive—is a good idea, will reward good drivers

WORKING GROUP of theinsurance regulator,IRDAI, has recommended the
use of telematics in motor insurance to enable insurers to offer relevant risk
mitigation solutions to customers. The panel has also recommended ‘Named
Driver Policy’ as an option for private car and two-wheeler policies. This will
enable insurers to build a risk-profile based on the details of the drivers driving the vehi-
cle,age,and experience.Insurers will pay the full payable claim amount if the named dri-
verwas at the wheel, and deter the insured from permitting unnamed drivers, especially
children from using thevehicle.The panel’srecommendations arewelcome—the current
motorinsurance scenario doesn’t make a distinction between a good and a bad driver. So,
over the years, those who drive safely have been compensating the oneswho do not.
Intelematics—‘payhowyou drive’—insurance policies will be based on customers’dri-
ving habits data like speed, distance travelled, and usage of the car captured through a
GPS-enabled device or a black box fitted in the car. The data will be collected through a
smartphoneand on-board diagnostic port,whichwill transmitabroad set of information
tothe insurance company. Based on the data, the companywill determine the risk profile
of the customer, calculate the cost of insurance,and adjust the premium. Globally, coun-
tries like the US and the UKhave introduced telematics; itis picking up in other European
countries aswell. In India, motorinsurance underwriting is dependent on the asset—the
vehicle characteristics—and geographical use. Motor insurance underwriting needs to
evolve in line with global best practices,and change into a more scientific and rational
exercise.Telematics can help it get there.
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NDIA'S TAX-TO-GDP ratio at the
central governmentlevel hashov-
eredaround 18-19% of GDPover
the last few years (between FY17
and FY20E). Coupled with disin-
vestments,dividends,and otherreceipts,
the central government mops up
another 5-6% of GDP, taking the total
revenues of the government to about a
quarter of GDP.The governmentis com-
mitted to spend,on account of both rev-
enue and capital expenditure, 29-30%
of the country’s GDP, leaving itwithafis-
cal deficit in the 3-4% range. The rev-
enue percentages for the government
haveremained reasonably sticky,and the
expenditure items are also committed.

AsIndia works its way towards a $5
trillion economy, or double its current
size,in the next few years, it is worth
considering what the fiscal landscape
could look like. As Esteban Ortiz-
Ospina and Max Roser note in ‘Our
World in Data’, “total tax revenues
account for more than 80% of total
government revenue in about half of
the countriesin theworld”.Also,“devel-
oped countries collect a much larger
share of their national output in taxes
than do developing countries; and they
tend to rely more on income taxation
to do so. Developing countries, in con-
trast, rely more heavily on trade taxes,
aswell as taxes on consumption.”

As India’s economy doubles in size
and tax-to-GDPratiorises,government
tax revenues could more than double.
India has various forums to opine and
acton fiscal policy.Indiahasmade—and
kept—some long-term promises on
reducing the rate of taxation on corpo-
rateincome.The Direct Tax Code report
has proposed some changes in the tax
structure. The Finance Commission,
when it submits its report, will forecast
its expectation of the taxes collected by
the governments at various levels over

THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

THE EVOLUTION OF INDIA'S TAX-TO-GDP RATIO WILL REQUIRE SIGNIFICANT POLITICALAND SOCIAL
CONSENSUS—A STRATEGIC MODELLING AND PLANNING OF TAX POLICIES IS REQUIRED

Fiscal architecture
fora S$5 trn economy
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the next five years. A model describing
how India’s tax-to-GDPratio can evolve
will offer pointers on what social and
political aspects need to be focussed
upon to build a fiscal consensus.

Deep-diving into the drivers of
tax revenue

The composition of taxes for the
central government largely rests on
direct and indirect taxes—and so, we
will focus our attention on those line
items.We note that with the rolling out
of GST, the casting vote on deciding on
tax rates now is with the Centre. A pro-
gressive taxation structure requires
that the ratio of direct taxation in total
tax collection is more than half.

Direct taxes: According to the
information released by the income tax
department, X51 lakh crore of income
was offered for taxation in AY19.The
GDPin FY18 was X170 lakh crore.The
income from salaries offered to tax
amount to 20 lakh crore, business
income 324 lakh crore, other sources
%6 lakh crore,and house property and
capital gains make up the rest. This
implies that only 30% of GDP (income)
was offered to tax.The total direct taxes
collected amounted to 11 lakh crore,
implying an average tax-incidence of
229% on the incomes offered to tax.

We know that only around 5% of
citizens are registered to pay tax. From
the above, we observe that less than a
third of the GDP is offered for direct

taxation, and where so offered, the
averagerate of taxation is significantly
lower than the marginal rate.

Factors which could impact direct
taxesasa percentage of GDPare: (a) pro-
portions of taxpayers-to-citizens rising
significantlybeyond 5% as the average
incomes in India increase, (b) the
incomes offered to tax

rising beyond 30% of I ——

GDPastherisingmiddle-

class citizens breach A model describing
how India’s tax-to-
GDP ratio can
evolve will offer the
pointers on what
social and political
aspects need to be
focussed upon to

build a fiscal
consensus

threshold incomes, and
consequently (c) govern-
ments being ina position
to alter the marginal and
average rates of taxation.

Indirect taxes: GST
now forms the largest
component of indirect
taxes, even as customs
and excise continue to
remain important in
international trade and

forstates,respectively.The e —————

total GST collection was
%13 lakh crore in FY19. Consumption,
at 58% of GDP,amounted to 100 lakh
crore—thisimpliesthat theaveragerate
of GST on overall consumptionis~13%.
Various factors that could impact
indirect taxes as a percentage of GDP
are: (a) consumption asa percentage of
GDP could rise back to the 60%?+ lev-
els, (b) more goods and services could
be offered to taxation under GST
and/or (c) the rates of taxation could

Workers, too, can be corporate owners

Worker-owned businesses might not
act much differently from conventional
companies. However, the big differences

would come in the way companies are

organised, and who reaps the benefits

WHY AREN'T COMPANIES owned by
the people who work for those compa-
nies? It seems like a natural way to
organiseabusiness.Americansare used
to the standard setup: outside share-
holders elect a board of directors that
chooses executives to run the business.
But, there is no legal reason companies
have tobe structured thisway.The rules
of American capitalism allow for work-
ers to be the shareholders in their own
business,and to make decisions for that
business.But,asof 2016, therewere only
357 worker cooperatives in the entire
US,employingjust 7,000 people.

Worker-owned businesses might
notact much differently from conven-
tional companies in the market.
Whether a company is owned by out-
side shareholders or byits own employ-
ees, the incentive to maximise profits
should be similar.It seems unlikely that
cooperatives would be more altruistic,
honest, orsocially responsible than the
corporations that exist now.

The big differences would come in
the way companies are organised, and
who reaps the benefits. Corporate prof-
its now represent about 6.6% of US
gross domestic income, while labour
compensation is 43.2%. That means
thatif profits flowed toworkers instead
of distant shareholders, the average
worker could get a raise of about 15%.

What’s more, cooperatives might
help reduce inequality. Workers in a
cooperative can vote to pay executives
less and pay themselves more, making
the compensation structure more egal-
itarian forthe entire company.Thereis
some evidence that this happens. Mon-
dragon Corp, Spain’s largest worker-
owned business, pays its chief execu-
tive officer just nine times as much as
the average worker—a much lower
ratio than most companies in the US.

It is hard to measure, but flatter cor-
porate hierarchies might yield intangi-
ble benefits, too. Instead of feeling like
rented labour, workers who own part of
theiremployermight feel a greatersense
of ownership, pride,control,and loyalty.

Beyond reducinginequalityand giv-
ing labour a bigger slice of the pie, that
might lead to higher productivity. Bet-
ter morale might make workers put
more effort into their jobs and to
encourage their co-workers to work
harder. Cooperatives might also benefit
from more direct workerinput,bringing
first-hand knowledge of production
into the decision-making process.

Data on this question is mixed. A
landmark 1995 study of plywood
manufacturers by econ-
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hard to get off the ground. Since banks
and lenders are generally unwilling to
lend money to new companies with lit-
tle collateral or proven ability to make
payments, early-stage companies tend
to fund themselves by selling their
stock—but cooperatives can’t do this,

or they are nolonger cooperatives.
Another reason is that coopera-
tives may suffer from distorted incen-
tives. Whereas a traditional corpora-
tion will try to pay high-ability
employees more (so as

omists Ben Craig and mes———————————— not to lose them to the

John Pencavel found that
in terms of output per
hour, conventional busi-
nesses had higher pro-
ductivity than coopera-

Worker
cooperatives thus
seem like they hold

competition),co-ops may
opt for less variation in
pay. Economist Michael
Kremer has suggested
that democratic redistri-

tives, but in terms of the potentialtofuse pytion within coopera-

total factor productiv-
ity—which measures the
efficiency with which
companies use all their
inputs—the co-ops had
the edge. This suggests
that cooperatives don’t
encourage greater effort,

the best elements
of capitalism—free
markets and private
enterprise—with
the age-old
socialist dream

tives dulls worker effort,
while economist Gabriel
Burdin has found evi-
dence that more skilled
and ambitious workers
tend to quit co-ops.
There isno shortage of
other potential explana-

buttheydoorganise pro- m————— tions for the rarity of

duction in more efficient

ways. A 2012 paper by economists
Fathi Fakhfakh, Virginie Perotin, and
Monica Gago found a similarresult for
cooperatives in France.

A final benefit of cooperatives is
that they mightbeless subject toasset-
stripping by short-term investors and
shed fewerworkers in recessions.There
is some evidence that cooperatives
have higher survival rates than other
businesses, especially during the recent
recession.These effects might be mag-
nified in the US, with its more rapa-
cious private-equity industry.

Worker cooperatives thus seem like
theyhold the potential to fuse the best
elements of capitalism—free markets
and private enterprise—with the age-
old socialist dream of workers owning
and controlling the means of produc-
tion. Sowhy are they so rare?

One obvious reason is that they are

cooperatives. Yet, these
businesses may slowly be gaining on
their more ruthless capitalist cousins.
As big businesses gobble up smaller
ones, cooperatives may have a survival
advantage. Meanwhile,a team of legis-
lators including senators Bernie
Sanders and Elizabeth Warren has
introduced a plan to help promote
worker-owned businesses. The plan
would offerlow-interest loans to coop-
eratives, helping them surmount the
financingbarrier.Itwould also provide
funding to states to provide training
and technical support forworkers look-
ing to start this sort of business.

So, although it will be slow going,
worker cooperatives may eventually
become animportant piece of a health-
ier,more egalitarian economy.

This column does not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the editorial
board or Bloomberg LP and its owners
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¢2 CRITICAL POINT

Congress leader Sonia Gandhi

The economic crisis is deepening by the day. Growth
is declining ... Instead of tackling the problem, the
Modi-Shah government is busy fudging statistics or,
indeed, not publishing them at all!

materially change.

Expenditure: The committed rev-
enue expenditure of the central gov-
ernment is 18 lakh crore in FY20.To
makeit easytounderstand and remem-
ber, just think of this as 3-4-5-6.The
central government is committed to
spending X3 lakh crore on subsidies
(food subsidybeing the largest, followed
by fertiliser), ¥4 lakh crore is spent on
social development (agriculture, rural
development,health and education), 5
lakh crore goes in payand pensions (and
the latter is increasingly a larger share
of the total pie),and ¥6 lakh crore is the
interest paid on the loans outstanding
against the government.

How each of these items evolve over
time, and what levers the
government has on con-
trolling or directing them
will determine what is
available for capital
investment and defence.
A concerted overhaul of
composition of
expenditure is possible,
especiallyas tax revenues
more than double as the
economy grows.

In a recent article, Dr
Arvind  Subramaniam
pointed out that “macro-
economic pathologies
arise from conflicts over
how to divide the eco-
nomic pie”.While changes to tax archi-
tecture, administration, laws, and
processesareimportant,itis critical that
underlying factors that drive tax rev-
enues and expenditure for the govern-
ment are understood, highlighted,
detailed, and debated in the wider soci-
ety. Building a social and political con-
sensus on the tax architecture will help
develop effective mechanisms for bur-
den-sharing in our society.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR
On UNEP’s report

The grim findings of United Nations
Environment Programme's
Emissions Gap Report,pointing to
alarming rise in the level of global
carbon emissions , approximately by
1.5% over the past decade should
serve as a wake-up call for the
international community to get its
act together and ensure their
commitments under Paris Climate
Pact are met without any alibis.
According to the report, even if all
emissions promised by the countries
are met, the world will be warmer by
more than double the 1.5 degree-
target by 2100. Global warming
induced climate change and its
debilitating repercussions on life
dotting the earth and rich
biodiversity is real. Naysayers of
global warming such as the
president of the US, Donald Trump,
are doing more harm than good to
the cause of environmental
protection. His decision to pull out
the US from the Paris agreement and
the subsequent increase in energy
related carbon dioxide emissions in
the US is a case in point. It is time the
international community took cue
from young activists across the
globe who took climate change as
an issue beyond politics, and are
fighting to secure a safer future for
all and ensure fight against global
warming happens with all the
seriousness it truly deserves.

— M Jeyaram, Sholavandan

BJP’s shrinking hold

The BJP's occupancy across the
country in 2017 was 71% which in
2019 has come down to 40%,
proving that people of the country
have realised that the Modi
government is not worth ruling and
has failed on all the fronts with false
promises. The fact of the matter is
that BJP is falling and they
themselves are fully responsible for
it. With this the BJP's days across
the country are numbered and its is
not surprising if they are wiped out
in future elections. With these
decreasing numbers, BJP needs to
act faster or lose their hold.

— Bhagwan Thadani, Pune
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TRANSFORMING FARM LOANS

The digital &
retail route

Digital and score-based retailing approach to crop loans
would enable banks to position this segment as their
growth driver, much like retail loans, and gradually make
it immune to syndromes such as loan waivers

ROP LOAN IS a lifeline for

over 145 million farmersin
India.Everyyear, millions of

farmers and thousands of
bankbranches gothrougha

hectic process of granting crop loans
delivered through Kisan Credit Cards.
Denial ordelayin crop loans forces farm-
ers to borrow from informal sources, on
adverse terms. Despite the fact that dur-
ing 2018-19, banks disbursed ¥12.55
trillion worth farm loans (majority as
crop loans), this massive loan segment
continues tobe treated asanecessary evil
bybanks, rather than mainstreamingasa
commercial proposition like retail loans.
The Centre provides interest subven-
tion on crop loans up to X3 lakh,and with
additional incentive for timely repay-
ment, effective interest rate works out to
affordable 4%. Banks are also mandated
to secure crop insurance cover for farm-
ers,whohave to paya minimal premium.
Despite these measures to make crop
loans affordable, only 61% of farmers
have accessed institutional loans (NAFIS
2016-17).Due to predominantly manual
crop loaning processesin banks, thereare
substantial direct and indirect costs
inflicted on farmers onaccount of loss of
precious time, potential wage opportu-
nities, expenses on visits to banks/other
offices, legal expenses on verification of

land records/documentation, processing
fee levied by some banks. The possibility
of desperate farmers getting fleeced by
local ‘agents’also cannot be ruled out.

Undue glorification of farm loans
through politically-motivated waivers is
common.Although the NDA government
has resisted announcing farm loan
waivers and yet managed towin two con-
secutive general elections, this fiscal pru-
dence was not replicated during the sev-
eral assembly elections held since 2014,
as political parties promised loan waivers
as their main electoral strategy. Subse-
quently, the elected state governments
announced farm loan waivers aggregat-
ing awhopping %2.4 trillion.

Irrational loan waivers cause systemic
damage as farmers tend to postpone
repayments, NPAsrise in banks that show
reluctance in extending new loans, and
state governments resort to fiscally-
imprudent acts such as higher market
borrowings and curtailing expenditure
on capital investments and welfare pro-
grammes to fund waivers. Not surpris-
ingly, agricultural NPAs crossed X1.04
trillion mark in July 2019, their propor-
tion to total outstanding agri-loans rose
from 9.6%inJuly 2018 to 11.04%in July
2019, and states that implemented
waivers ended up in bad fiscal math.

Today, subsidised crop loans are a
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necessity for farmers.But thereareissues
relating to their accurate targeting, end-
use, skewed distribution across states,
exclusions, adverse selection, actual
impactin terms of incremental farm pro-
ductivity/output, etc. Correct diagnosis
and mitigation of these issues can be pos-
sible only through analysis of credible
micro data and trends on farm credit.
Within the priority sector norms for
agriculture,banksare required to provide
8% loansto smalland marginal farmers.
The presence of women and lessee farm-
ers,whoalsoneed credit, is steadily grow-
ing in India. With existing manual loan
operations and related data, it becomes
difficult to trackactual progress on these
parameters. This calls for a paradigm
shiftinapproach and an open mind byall
the stakeholders to adopt disruptive fin-
tech ideas for making crop loans work
better for farmers, banks, governments.

Some transformative ideas

First,croploans should continue tobe
delivered to farmers based on a well-
evolved methodology comprising crop-
wise acreage, crop seasonality, district-
wise scale of finance. However, we need
tomake croploan delivery simple, trans-
parent and efficient through process
automation to allow timely, hassle-free,
cost-effective credit access to farmers.

Second,banks must change the prism
of looking at crop loans to see the multi-
billion worth banking opportunity with
145 million aspirational rural customers,
having cross-selling opportunities. So,
instead of getting nudged by the govern-
ment and regulator ‘to do more’, banks
need to act proactively and disruptively
to make crop loaning a serious and com-
petitive business, like retail loans.

Third, to safeguard financial interests
of farmers in the event of a natural
calamity or market adversity, the gov-
ernment may create a ‘National Agricul-
ture Calamity Fund (NACF)’ within a
credible national-level agency. A set of
operational guidelines comprising eligi-
bility criteria, operating procedures and
supervisory mechanism maybe evolved.
Mandatory annual contributions to
NACF by the central/state governments
may be facilitated by the Finance Com-
mission in its resource-sharing formula.
States granting loan waivers outside the
NACF mechanism maybe disincentivised
in devolution of the formula.

Fourth,to make crop insurance a pre-
ferred choice of farmers,insurance firms
and banks, refinements such as early
remittance of premium collected by
banks to insurance firms, timely pay-
ment of premium subsidy by state/cen-

tral governments, use of advanced
remote-sensing and digital technologies
for timely and trustworthy conduct of
crop cutting experiments at farmerlevel,
building effective grievance mechanism,
etc,may be expedited.Thiswould ensure
seamless integration between crop loan-
ing and insurance processes.

Fifth, with numerous data points
involved in crop loan operation for 145
million farmers, the segment is a mam-
moth big datagame. Manual handling of
this massive data during crop loan
processes results in inefficiency, delays,
biases, opaqueness and even exclusions.
Further, in the absence of digitisation,
banks, governments and other stake-
holders are deprived of power of data
analytics for making informed decisions
on policies, products, processes, cross-
selling opportunities, etc. Therefore,
there is an urgent need to adopt modern
financial technology in crop loaning.

Sixth, creatingarobust‘National Data
Platform on Farmers (NDPF)’ to ware-
house data on individual farmers, cover-
ing their demographics, land records,
credit history, lease/contracts, agro-cli-
matic risks, crops, scale of finance, crop
insurance, interest subvention, PM-
Kisan,landlease contracts,etc,is another
necessity.Since several institutions shall
become the data pipelines and/or users
of this data, NDPF may be promoted as a
joint venture of central/state govern-
ments, financial institutions and other
stakeholders, managed by an exclusive
national authority. Data on NDPF may be
made available to users on payment.

Seventh, there are risks associated
with crop cultivation and loaning, often
manifested as distress to both farmers
and banks. But banks do not systemati-
cally factor structured risk assessed at
farmer level in their crop loaning deci-
sions. With farmer-level micro data on
NDPE, it will be possible to evolve appro-
priate risk-assessment models and gen-
erate a ‘Farmer Rating and Credit Score
(FRCS), the framework for which may be
evolved jointly by credit risk experts and
stakeholders. Score may be updated
annually and made available to individ-
ual farmers on NDPF. Crop loan eligibil-
ity for a farmer, worked out using usual
standard criteria, may be further moder-
ated, based on his/her score. Such a risk-
based lending approach would help in
promotingjudiciousborrowing by farm-
ers and responsible lending by banks.

Eighth,a standardised ‘National Crop
Loaning Portal (NCLP)’ may be developed
under theaegis of Indian Banks’Associa-
tion (IBA) as a fully digitised and paper-
light end-to-end solution for crop loan-
ing. NCLPshall be able toaccess data from
all the relevant databases of the govern-
ment,banks, creditinformation bureaus,
insurance agencies, etc, through an
appropriate digital interface. Farmers
may be given access for making online
loan application, tracking and viewing
loan transaction details.

Ninth, gradually, FRCS-score-based
approach may also be adopted for decid-
ing differential eligibility of farmers
under interest subvention, insurance
subsidy and subsidies under other gov-
ernment programmes. This will prompt
farmers toimprove their FRCS scores—to
maximise benefits. It would also help in
improving targeting, transparency, de-
duplication, efficiencyand inclusiveness
under farmer welfare programmes.

The proposed NACF and NDPF shall
prove to be major steps towards promot-
ing cooperative federalism in Indian
agriculture. Loan process automation
would enable banks to easily outsource
basic loan processes to other agencies.
Data-driven, digital and score-based
approaches to crop loaning would help
liberate farm loans from the crutches of
political patronage and bring these in
sync with market dynamics, triggering
reforms, innovations and competitive-
ness.Finally,the adoption of adigitaland
score-based retailing approach to crop
loanswould enable banks to position this
segmentas their growth driver, like retail
loans, and gradually make it immune to
syndromes such as loan waivers.

Tax reform is

taking shape

& GAURAYV BARCHHA

Singhania is partner and Barchha is manager, Deloitte India

FM seeks to iron out possible
ambiguities in corporate tax ordinance

ARLIER THIS WEEK, the finance minister intro-
duced the Taxation Laws (Amendment) Bill,2019,
inthe Lok Sabha, tolegislate reduced rates of cor-
porate tax (22% and 15%) that were promul-
gated through an ordinance in September.
Wholesome changestothe corporate tax rate card have cer-
tainly placed India ahead in the list of countries—not only
in Asia,butalso globally—with highly competitive tax rates,
particularly for new manufacturing companies.

The ordinance,however,bore certain lacunae and ambi-
guities, largely owed to the very nature of the legislation,
which must seek to prevent any unintended revenue leak-
ages;as expected,suchlacunae are now sought to be steam-
rolled through the amendment. At the same time, the Bill,
once enacted by Parliament, ought to provide taxpayers,
value judgement aside, with better decision-making ability
vis-a-vis transition to the new rate regime.

Insofar as the process of law making through ordinance
isconcerned,as perArticle 123 of the Constitution,any ordi-
nance promulgated by the Executive undertheassent of the
President,such as in this case,is mandatorily required to be
laid before both the Houses of Parliament and would cease
tooperateat the end of sixweeks from the reassembly of Par-
liament.The move by the minister not only, therefore, seeks
to affirm the ordinance, but also seeks to validate an
‘improved’ version of the proposed legislation by address-
ing critical concern areas.

Whilst the broad construct
of 22% and 15% tax brackets
have been affirmed, the Bill
makes it clear that taxpayers
opting for reduced tax rates
must forego brought-forward
credit on account of minimum
alternate tax paid inyears prior
to the transition to lower rate
regime. This is a massive out-
come of thelatestamendment;
whilst it does bring about cer-
tainty to the regime itself and
has certain economic logic
underlyingit,it surely comesas
a bitter-sweet outcome especially for large taxpayers who
would usually see MAT credit as an asset. It remains to be
seenwhether some of the taxpayers could actually challenge
the vires of the new law to the extent it doesn’t sit well with
the ratio laid down by Supreme Court in past instances.

Also, the Bill seeks to clearly articulate the fall-back and
transitionary provisions,whichwould not only help the tax-
payers plana prudent step chart of whetherto avail the lower
taxregime ornot,butwillalso serveasa guideline to the Rev-
enue to resort to,and thus curtail any protracted litigation.
Besides, the Bill seeks to also provide a‘negative list’ of busi-
nesses,such as mining,development of computer software,
etc, to fall outside the ambit of ‘manufacturing’ or ‘produc-
tion’,and thus be ineligible for the 15% bracket.While a spe-
cificinclusion for power business for 15% eligibility would
have helped alleviate concerns, the fact that the same has
not been specifically covered within the negative list, cou-
pled with the ratios of the courts holding power business to
be engaged as‘manufacture’/‘production’, the argument to
contend a 15% eligibility stands bolstered. It is interesting
that the amended law would also allow the government to
include any other business in such ‘negative list’ from time
to time; this effectively provides an inbuilt tool to claw back
any unintended fall-outs.

To prevent abuse of lower rate,the amended law provides
that non-adherence to specified conditions, which entitle
taxpayers for 22/15% rate in the first place, would result in
non-applicability of such a regime to taxpayers, in perpetu-
ity thereafter.Thisis one bold anti-abuse rule carved-in now,
and will deter reckless restructuring of businesses seeking to
avail benefits through future restructuring.

Itis heart-warming to see a well-intentioned tax reform
findingitselfrooted nowin the statute,with the speed of law
making. It will be but a fair ask that the law is administered
initstrue spirit from here,and allowbusinesses to create the
economic advantage the government expects to leverage
out of this carefully planned fiscal policy, i.e. enable an all-
round ecosystem to promote private investments.
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Uber uncool

London hits Uber hard and hails a fleet of new, cheaper apps

T WAS AS as if the floodgates had

opened,’says Mariusz Zabrocki, GM,

Kapten, London. When the French

ride-hailing app invited drivers to

registerat two hotelsin the capitalin
May, so many people turned up that the
hotelskicked the firm out and Kapten had
todecamp toa community centre in Vaux-
hall, near the River Thames. Customers,
too,followed in their droves.In the second
week of operating Kapten booked more
rides in London than it did over the same
period in all of France.

Uber, the American pioneer of ride-
hailing, is taking the threat from Kapten
and otherrivals extremely seriously.It has
justlostits Londonlicence afterasurprise
ruling from London’s transport watchdog.
On November 25 Transport for London
(TfL) decided Uberwas not sufficiently“fit
and proper”to have the permit renewed.

The problem s passenger safety,a famil-
iarissue that caused Ubertolose its operat-
ing licence in September 2017 until, on
appeal,acourt gaveita probationarylicence
in June the following year for another 15
months (it then won a short extension). It
was Uber itself that told TfL in May that a
change to its systems erroneously allowed
unauthorised drivers to upload their pho-
tostootherdrivers’accounts.Some 14,000

financ 1“ ep. A

rides (a relatively small number since Uber
sells millions of rides in London each week)
were provided by 43 such chauffeurs. One
of them had in the past received a caution
for distributing indecent images of chil-
dren. No attacks on any passengers were
recorded as aresult of the error.

Uber has since fixed the problem but
TfL said it could not trust its processes in
future.Dara Khosrowshahi, its CEO, called
the regulator’s action “just wrong”. The
company now has 21 days to appeal
against the withdrawal of the licence,and
then a court will decide. Other British
cities,too,have said theyare studying TfL’s
decision and may follow suit.In the mean-
time Uber can continue operating. Its pop-
ularity with millions of users in the capi-
tal makes it highly unlikely that T{L will
ban it permanently. Yet the firm faces
weeks of uncertainty.

In that time, its rivals will be flaunting
their wares. Several new services have
recently entered the British market. None
lacks commercial aggression. This week
Ola, an Indian firm, pounced on Uber’s
troubles toannounceitsarrivalin London
“inthe comingweeks”.The service already
operates in other British cities. The day
afterthe news from TfL, trafficon Kapten’s
app increased threefold, boasts Zabrocki.

Londoners will soon be able to pick
from no fewer than five apps, some offer-
ing lower prices than Uber and leaving a
higher portion of revenue for drivers. In
addition to Uber, Kapten and Ola there is
Bolt, an Estonian company, and ViaVan,
which sells only shared rides (emphasising
its green credentials).

Market shareis hard toascertain.There
is no single verified source of figures,and
none of the firms releases comprehensive
numbers of paid rides. Dri-
vers often work for more
than one app, making com-
parisons largely meaning-
less. All the services have a
fewtens of thousands of dri-
vers or thereabouts. As for
customers, Uber is well
ahead,with 3.5m users. In
second place is Kapten,
which claims 800,000 cus-
tomers. Bolt, which first

arrived in 2017, 5ays it Nas u—

300,000 wusers. ViaVan,
another recent entrant, claims to have
more than 500,000 customers.

All the firms have strong backers with
deep pockets and can be expected to burn
cash to build market share for several
years. Kapten and ViaVan are both backed
by big German car groups. Bolt has raised
money from Didi Chuxing,a Chineseride-
hailing giant. A Japanese group, SoftBank,
stands behind Ola, Uberand Didi Chuxing
and plans to fuel their expansion.

London thus underlines just how low
the barriers to entry are in ride-hailing,
with the exception of one high one—a
licence.Uber’s only realweapon to fight off
its rivals in London (in a market that con-

The American
company's latest
regulatory woes

underline how

vulnerable its
business model
remains

tributes a substantial share of its revenue
and profit) is itswell-established brand.The
action by TfL will not have burnished it.

A second lesson is that regulators are
ready to contain the recent explosion of
ride-hailing cars, e-scooters and electric
bikes. To comply with new rules in New
Yorkaimed at reducing traffic congestion,
Uber in September started limiting dri-
vers’ access to its app. Last year Vienna
seized hundreds of hirable bikes that city
authorities said were clut-
tering public spaces. Trans-
port authorities want to
showthat theyare in control
as cities move towards inte-
grated “mobility-as-a-ser-
vice” systems, says Richard
Threlfall, global head of
infrastructure at KPMG, an
audit and consulting firm.

As they do so, regulators
appear to be listening to
vested interests. TfL, for its
part, comes under pressure
from the Licensed Taxi Drivers’ Associa-
tion (LTDA) to rein in Uber and other ride-
hailing firms. The LTDA represents Lon-
don’s pricey black cabs that serve mainly
thewell-to-doin the capital’s centre.Ride-
hailing firms believe that TfL prefers black
cabs, whose owners are overwhelmingly
white and British.Only LTDA membersare
exempt from paying London’s £11.50
(§14.80) daily congestion charge. Uber’s
ride-hailing rivals are bullish in public
about the American firm’s regulatory dif-
ficulties in London, but in private they
worry, too. As the boss of one puts it: “It
could happen toyou.”

THE ECONOMIST

One standard, one regulation

Towards a professional valuation system for India

SAWHNEY

The author is a registered valuer (IBBI), and
director, Corporate Professionals Valuations

HE MINISTRY OF corporate

affairs has set up an expert

panel to examine the need for

an institutional framework for

regulationand development of
valuation professionals.To strengthen the
practice of valuation and set a common
standard forvaluation professionalsin the
country,it has solicited publicviews on the
issues it is deliberating. It is expected to
submit its findings very soon, and based
on the recommendations the regulatory
architecture will be adopted.

Anuptrend in deal activityand onset of
corporate distress bringswithitincreased
likelihood of fallouts and disputes. Valua-
tionis often thefirst point of negotiations.
Valuations are undertaken for individual
assets or liabilities ora group or the entire
businessas perrequirements and applica-
ble regulations. Independent valuations
are also relied upon by management and
investors to support decision-making.

Professional experience of a valuer
plays a major role in concluding value.We
have seen different regulators prescribing

different valuation requirements for
transactions involving purchase/sale of
assets. Some regulators have prescribed
some valuation methodologies, whereas
others have keptit open to the judgement
of valuers. Such conflicting assessment
can deter investors,and hence this anom-
aly must be addressed for ease of doing
business in India.

What India needs is an institutional
framework for a single standard of valua-
tion and regulation through which valua-
tion professionals can estimate the value
of any class of assets with transparency
and accountability. India is aligned to
global best practicesacrossindustries,and
this makesitall the more critical that there
isa comparable standard of valuation and
regulation in the country. One standard,
one regulation for the valuation industry
will go a long way in achieving the goals
that the expert committee has set.

India requires universal education,
development of valuation standards, prac-
tice guidance and institutionalisation of
the profession.The regulation of valuation
profession would bring in serious valua-
tion professionals with valuation stan-
dards in place. Correct principles can be
applied by valuers, leading to more stan-
dardised process, the basis of conclusions,
reporting formats and disclosures. How-
ever, the element of ‘valuer’s judgement’
cannot be taken out of valuation process.
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(QUALITY OF LENDING

Sharprise in bad loans under Mudra is cause for concern. RBI
should step in to examine extent of fallout

HE PRADHAN MANTRI Mudra Yojana has often been held up as the solution

to India’s job problem. It was expected that the scheme, which entailed the

provision of collateral-free loans, would spur both entrepreneurship and job

creation in the country. But not only has its performance on creating new jobs
been underwhelming — a report in this paper showed that not every loan translated to
new jobs — there are now grave doubts over the quality of the loans extended as well,
with a sharprise in the number of loans turning non-performing. On Tuesday, RBI Deputy
Governor MK Jain voiced concern over rising bad loans under the scheme. “While such
amassive push (Mudra) would have lifted many beneficiaries out of poverty, there have
been some concerns at the growing level of non-performing assets (NPAs) among these
borrowers,” he said.

Loans under Mudra fall under three categories: Shishu, which covers loans up to Rs
50,000; Kishore, for loans between Rs 50,000 and Rs 5 lakh; and Tarun, for loans between
Rs 5 lakh and 10 lakh. At the end of 2018-19, Mudra loans worth Rs 8,93,000 crore had been
sanctioned by Member Lending Institutions (MLIs), Anurag Thakur, Minister of State for
Finance, said in reply to a question in the Rajya Sabha. Of these, only 2 per cent or Rs 17,651
crore had turned non-performing. But, in the subsequent six months, there has been a
sharprise in bad loans. As reported in this paper, the number of bad loans in the Kishore
category has more than doubled, rising by 107 per cent at the end of September 2019,
over March. In value terms, bad loans have surged by 71 per cent in this category. In the
Tarun category, too, bad loans have risen to Rs 3,425 crore in September, up 45 per cent
fromRs 2,353 crore in March. The Shishu category has also seen a spurt in the number of
bad loans, though of a lower magnitude.

Several factors could have contributed to this spurt in bad loans. Poor credit ap-
praisals and lack of monitoring by banks, wilful defaults, and the growing inability to
pay back obligations due to a slowing economy could have all played a part. But, com-
ing at a time when banks are struggling to resolve their existing pile of non-perform-
ing loans, this spurt in bad loans under Mudra may end up becoming another source
of vulnerability for them. While the political overtones of the scheme are hard to dis-
miss, the RBI should examine the implications for the financial system more closely
and step in if necessary.

A NEW CAST

By choosing an upper caste politician to lead it, the R]D sends
out a political signal in turbulent times

HE CHOICE OF Jagdanand Singh, a Rajput, to lead the Rashtriya Janata Dal

may be a snapshot of change, a reflection of the compulsions the party is fac-

ing in the current political moment. Singh, 74, a seasoned politician, asso-

ciated with the socialist movement in Bihar since the 1960s, has been a
founder member of the R]D and minister when Lalu Prasad was chief minister. He is also
the first upper caste politician to lead the R]D since it was formed in 1997. His unani-
mous election earlier this week is being read as an attempt by the party to reach out to
sections of the society, particularly the upper castes, which have, all these years, been
seen to oppose it.

This outreach could be an indication that the R]D finally acknowledges that it has
reached the limits of identity politics. Since the Mandal driven realignment of political
forces in the 1990s, the R]D projected itself as a bulwark of the politics of secularism and
the custodian of lower caste interests in Bihar. Yadavs and Muslims formed the core of this
support base that included a spectrum of backward castes and Dalits. Though the Mandal
consensus that briefly united the backward castes and Dalits disintegrated following
splits in the Janata Dal, the Muslim-Yadav math helped the R]D to continue to win as-
sembly elections. However, the layered politics crafted by the BJP since the advent of
Narendra Modi in national politics, combining the Hindutva agenda and hard national-
ism, has shown a trans caste appeal which has breached the core constituencies of sev-
eral caste-based parties, including the RJD. With Lalu ailing and injail, the R]D leadership
has found itself short of ideas, tactics and a charismatic leader to challenge the BJP nar-
rative and contain its spread even among the Yadavs. When a similar unravelling of Mandal
politics took place in UP earlier, the SP and BSP had tried to broadbase their appeal by
building pan-caste alliances.

Is the RJD planning to emphasise the class dimension in politics now, especially
since there is a view that its opposition to the 10 per cent quota for the poor among the
forward castes may have hurt its prospects in the May general election? It has already
promised to reserve 45 per cent of the party posts for the Extremely Backward Castes
and Dalits. The party now seems to want to build a broader social coalition and pitch
alarger tent.

(GOOD MORNING

Trump greets the world dressed in Rocky Balboa’s washboard
abs. He offers no explanation

N WEDNESDAY MORNING, two world leaders reached out to the world.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel shared a clip of a speech on the mean-

ing of freedom in the digital era. US president Donald Trump shared a pic-

ture of his head grafted onto the bare body of Sylvester Stallone as Rocky
Balboa. Merkel’s communication was meaningful, while Trump’s was perplexing, except
to his following, who would get the semiotic instantly.

Having failed to convince the world that he is doing enough about the Russians, with
this image — doctored for the age of fake news — Trump has entered the lists in the war
of chests, washtub abs and all. Avid outdoorsman Putin, who has bared it proudly in sev-
eral photo shoots, is his most celebrated competitor. But there are others. In a world that
seeks strongmen, there will be more.

Trump has a bipolar relationship with movie boxers. Earlier, he had accused his critic,
Robert de Niro, of being concussed from acting in too many boxing movies, starting with
Raging Bull. Now, he has chosen to merge with Stallone. But this is politically clever, be-
cause Rocky Balboa, played by Stallone, is one of the most inspirational speakers ever,
and his quotes are still as current as Chuck Norris facts. A popular example: “It ain’'tabout
how hard ya hit. It's about how hard you can get it and keep moving forward. How much
you can take and keep moving forward. That’s how winning is done!” That was a ha-
rangue to his son. Balboa was harder on himself: “I gotta problem I gotta fight!” For a pop-
ulace bamboozled by fake news and MAGA-ness, such clarity and sense of purpose is the
universal nostrum. Even Putin would approve, though he wouldn’t dream of taking it on
the chest. Being intelligent, he would sidestep.
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A CHAIR IS NOT A CASTE.
— Vicror HUGO

A code for resolution

Three years on, Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code is
learning from outcomes, growing stronger

SoumyA KANTI GHOSH

IN 2016, INDIA embarked on a landmark re-
form of providing a robust platform for reso-
lution of troubled corporate entities. In prin-
ciple, insolvency and bankruptcy are covered
in the Seventh Schedule under the Concurrent
List in the Constitution, allowing both states
and the Centre to develop the legislative
framework. However, in India, there is no state
legislative history regarding either insolvency
or bankruptcy in the post-Independence pe-
riod, animportant departure from the US. All
such Indian post-Independence laws have
their origins in UK laws.

Till the year 1985, the legal framework for
dealing with corporate insolvency and bank-
ruptcy in India consisted of only one law —
the Companies Act, 1956. In 1985, the Sick
Industrial Companies Act, 1985 (SICA), fol-
lowed by the Recovery of Debts Due to Banks
and Financial Institutions Act, 1993 (RDDBFI)
under which debt recovery tribunals (DRTs)
were established and finally, the
Securitisation and Reconstruction of Financial
Assets and Enforcement of Securities Interest
Act (SARFAESI)was enacted in 2002. Around
the same time when the SARFAESI Act was
introduced, the Reserve Bank of India intro-
duced a corporate debt restructuring scheme
that provided broad guidelines for banks. It
was thus clear by the year 2010 that a single,
comprehensive framework was needed to ef-
fectively tackle delay in insolvency and bank-
ruptcy proceedings.

This 60 years of Indian experience in in-
solvency resolution (till the IBC came into ex-
istence) suggests a similar story as in the US,
where the first bankruptcy law was passed
on April 4, 1800. Over time, however, almost
all the efforts prior to the IBC failed to meet
expectations. The success rate of companies
under several regulations pre-2016 was
abysmally low and varied from 16 per cent
toamaximum of 25 per cent. In contrast, the
success rate of companies under the IBC in
terms of a closure is already at 41 per cent
and increasing. The recovery rate is 43 per
cent, up from 12 per cent in FY15 through
other mechanisms with defaulting promot-
ers losing control of the company. The Essar
judgement, assuming a provision of 80 per
cent, could potentially result in a provision
writeback of more than Rs 30,000 crore for

Where the IBC has been
largely successful, in
countries like China and
Japan, culture has played a
crucial role. As an example,
Japan makes bankruptcy a
personal, not business,
failure. This characterisation
of bankruptcy in Japan often
leads to tragedy for the
individual, be it isolation
from family or otherwise.
Culture also plays a
substantial role in Chinese
laws. In Chinese society, the
notion of bankruptcy has
long been condemned as
‘bad luck’. If a father owes a
debt, his sons or grandsons
would be responsible for it;
bankruptcy implies living
with a burden for
generations to come.

the banking system.

There are, however, a few trends that merit
attention. Firstly, the number of cases admit-
ted through Lok Adalats and DRTs has de-
clined significantly post introduction of the
IBC. As an example, the IBC platform is now
being used by operational creditors (48 per
cent of the cases admitted). Given the very
small threshold limit of Rs 1 lakh, operational
creditors seem to be more aggressive in drag-
ging the corporate debtor into the NCLT, eat-
ing up the bandwidth of the courtand thereby
delaying resolution of the bigger cases and de-
fying the main objective of the IBC. It is high
time that the government seriously rethinks
increasing the threshold value substantially
from Rs 1 lakh and increasing the number of
NCLT benches with a preponderance of more
erudite professionals who understand the fi-
nancial system better. This will ensure that the
IBC platformis not used as a recovery but more
asaresolution tool.

Secondly, itis observed that more than 23
per cent of the admitted companies ended
with liquidation. One way of viewing itis that
at the time of low demand and economic
downturn there are not enough buyers of the
stressed assets. Regulations must be made al-
lowing foreign portfolio investors (FPIs)to ac-
quire stressed rupee loans directly instead of
going through an asset reconstruction com-
pany (ARC) and allowing eligible external
commercial borrowing investors to fund the
acquisition of stressed companies both under
the IBCand outside it.

Infact, as companies are admitted into lig-
uidation, the employees on the rolls of the
company are only cumulatively compensated
till the resolution process is completed, while
the contractual employees are downsized.
This could also act as a constraining factor on
consumption growth and thus it is essential
that we find a quick resolution (average reso-
lution time is of 324 days as on March 2019).

Thirdly, itis also observed that sectors such
as construction, EPC, electricity, where there
are no hard assets, are also being dragged to
the NCLT and such companies are mostly lig-
uidated. Efforts should be made to find a res-
olution of such companies outside the NCLT
as these could save resources and time for
hard-pressed NCLT benches.

Fourthly, will the IBC facilitate the devel-
opment of the corporate bond markets in
India? After the IBC came into force, the SEBI
chairman in a summit organised by CII in
August 2017, said: “From an investors’ stand-
point, an effective and robust bankruptcy
regime is important for developing the cor-
porate bonds market. Investors have been shy-
ing away from low-rated corporate bondsand
evenif the ratingis of investment grade, given
the high rate of defaults”.

The recent empirical work on links be-
tween corporate bond markets and the bank-
ruptcy system predicts that safe firms will is-
sue bonds but higher risk firms, for whom
insolvency is more likely, issue bonds as long
as bankruptcy is efficient. Clearly, this might
require more analysis in the Indian context
but there is evidence already.

Finally, where the IBC has been largely
successful, in countries like China and Japan,
culture has played a crucial role. As an exam-
ple, Japan makes bankruptcy a personal, not
business, failure. This characterisation of
bankruptcy in Japan often leads to tragedy for
the individual, be it isolation from family or
otherwise. Culture also plays a substantial
role in Chinese laws. In Chinese society, the
notion of bankruptcy has long been con-
demned as “bad luck”. If a father owes a debt,
his sons or grandsons would be responsible
for it; bankruptcy implies living with a bur-
den for generations to come.

Is Indian culture any different?
Interestingly, in India, ordinary households
take it upon themselves to repay their debt
(household debt to GDP is lowest across all
countries at 11 per cent of GDP). Thus, culture
isindeed important. Butin the larger context,
two things are imperative to making the IBC
successful in India.

First, learn from outcomes and strengthen
the code so that the law is robust over time.
Thisis currently being done. And, the ultimate
test for culture is when promoters themselves
approach the IBC for resolution for the bene-
fit of all stakeholders.

The writer is group chief economic advisor,
State Bank of India. Saket Hishikar, economist,
SBI, contributed to this article.

Views are personal

BASTION FOR HUMANISM

First-generation learners at JNU are beacons of hope for their communities

BIiNOY VISWAM

CAMPUSES ALL OVER the world have been
breeding grounds of ideas and activism. How
can one forget the student activism in Paris
that frightened the French ruling class in the
1960s? During the Vietnam war, campuses in
the US were centres of the anti-war move-
ment. Students in Latin America have waged
heroic struggles against fascist dictatorships.
One needs to look at recent develop-
ments in JNU from this perspective. JNU sig-
nifies ideas, values and commitments that
are fundamental to the idea of India. That is
why the happenings in JNU are of relevance
beyond its campus. Many campuses in India,
not just JNU, have become centres of study
and struggle. These include the FTIl and IITs.
Commercialisation and communalisation
are the twin threats to the Indian education
system today. Neo liberal globalisation has cre-
ated such challenges. This threat has become
more acute with the RSS-backed BJP in office
at the Centre, and in several states. The im-
print of the Sangh Parivar is prominent in syl-
labi from the school level to universities —and
in the administration of universities as well.
The entry of students from backward sec-
tions to institutions of higher learning did
not happen in one day. It was the outcome
of years of struggle to make education aright
— not a privilege. Such struggles opened the
gates of institutions like JNU for the daugh-
ters and sons of the weaker sections across
India. Reservation in education, an outcome
of these struggles, was a progressive step.

The entry of students from
backward sections to
institutions of higher
learning did not happen in
one day. It was the outcome
of years of struggle to make
education a right —not a
privilege. Such struggles
opened the gates of
institutions like JNU for the
daughters and sons of the
weaker sections across India.
Reservation in education, an
outcome of these struggles,
was a progressive step.

Today, most of the students who enter
campuses like JNU belong to socially and ed-
ucationally backward families. In many cases,
these first-generation learners become bea-
cons of hope for their communities. In JNU,
71 per cent of students avail various schol-
arships sponsored by agencies like the UGC,
CSIR, DBT and the university itself. Such a
shift in social composition of students is a
matter of pride for the country.

The Sangh Parivar’s ideology makes it bi-
ased against the poor and lower castes.
Today’s Ekalavyas compete with children
from wealthy and upper caste families. How
can the Sangh Parivar tolerate this? Its agenda
onaccess to education, which was hidden for
long, has come to the fore since the Sangh
captured political power. Their strategy is to
oust students from poor, backward and mi-
nority families from the campuses. It tried to
ignite ultra nationalism to counter the popu-
larity of Kanhaiya Kumar and spewed venom
on all who did not agree with its ideology.

The winds of hatred sponsored by the
Sangh have created havoc in universities like
Allahabad, Jadavpur, BHU and Aligarh. Now, a
new onslaught is in the offing. It seems to be
more planned and brutal. As expected, J]NU
has been made the testing ground of this bru-
tality. The proposed rise in hostel fees, to the
tune of 300 per cent, is aimed at forcing many
poor students to drop out of the university.

The JNUSU, the representative body of the
students, is not being allowed to function. A

few days ago, this writer visited the campus
to express solidarity with the students and
was greeted by a notice from the registrar
urging him not go near the administrative
block as section 144 had been imposed there.

After the sit-in strike, when the students
came out for a peaceful march, the govern-
mentresponded ina cruel manner. As night
fell, the police switched off streetlights and
mercilessly beat up students without sparing
even the differently-abled students. Such at-
tacks bare the government’s nervousness
about a vibrant campus. This campus has
produced not only left-minded leaders and
academics but also eminent intellectuals like
Abhijit Banerjee and leaders like Union
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman.

JNU and other campuses are expected to
remember what Jawaharlal Nehru once said
about universities: “A university stands for
humanism, for tolerance, for reason, for the
adventure of ideas and for the search for
truth.” The government has diametrically op-
posite views about universities. Hence, this is
a struggle between ideologies. On one side
are the students and their comrades who are
committed to a search of knowledge and pro-
tecting diversity and scientific temper. And
on the other side is a government armed with
a majoritarian ideology mortgaged to mar-
kets and profits.

The writer is Rajya Sabha MP from the
Communist Party of India
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KERALA DRAMA

THE CHIEF MINISTER C H Mohammed Koya
has recommended the dissolution of the
Kerala Assembly followed by mid-term polls.
Koya, whose support in the 140-member as-
sembly plumetted from 71 to 49 following
the decision of the Congress to move over to
the opposite camp, has, however, chosen not
to resign pending a final decision on his rec-
ommendation to the governor. The chief
minister, who called on the governor early
in the morning, told reporters in the evening
that at the time he recommended dissolu-
tion, he had a majority in the Assembly. “Even
now the Congress has not formally informed
me of the withdrawal of its support,” he said.

US HOSTAGES

DESPITE AMERICA’S PRODDING, India has
decided to keep aloof from the confronta-
tion that is building up between
Washington and Teheran, it is learnt. The
government has not responded one way or
the other to President Jimmy Carter’s ap-
peal to use its good offices for the release of
hostages in Teheran. To save itself from em-
barrassment, New Delhi has allowed its am-
bassador to Iran, Vishnu Ahuja, to return
from his post, long before he leaves for
Tokyo on his new assignment. A few feel-
ers at lower levels from some powers to
show solidarity with “diplomats of all na-
tions” have gone awry.

DANGE’S ON INDIRA

SRIPAD AMRIT DANGE, who has just re-
signed from the chairmanship of the
Communist Party of India, feels that the party
has “failed to understand Mrs Gandhi as a
representative of the patriotic national bour-
geoisie which is intrinsically anti-monopo-
list, anti-imperialist and anti-feudal”. In a
note, dated November 23, to the members
of the central executive committee and the
national council of the party, Dange regrets
that the party has adopted “a self-liquida-
tionist line”. He laments that a section of the
party leadership is “falling into the Sino-CPM
net despite the lessons of 1959.” However,
he is confident that “we will soon repent”.
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On a new footing

There is room for a creative policy of economic engagement with Sri Lanka under Gotabaya Rajapaksa.
Delhi must be seen as a friend of all communities in the country

AS DELHI RECEIVES the new Sri Lankan
President, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, there is con-
siderable optimism about making a fresh
startin the bilateral relationship that has en-
dured unprecedented stress in the last few
years. During his first term, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had made a big effort to nor-
malise the relationship; but the fractures in
Colombo’s power structure and its poor gov-
ernance limited the possibilities.

The return of the Rajapaksas has been
widely feared as heralding the renewal of au-
thoritarian rule in Sri Lanka. The election of a
strong interlocutor, however, also offers Delhi
an opportunity to explore the prospects fora
reconstruction of the relationship. Unlike the
previous government in Colombo that be-
came dysfunctional due to deep differences
between the president and prime minister,
the Rajapaksas are now expected to bring po-
litical coherence.

In the last few days, Gotabaya has cleared
the air on some issues of special interest to
India. His visit to Delhi, the first trip abroad
since the election, is a good occasion to build
mutual trust with the new regime led by
Gotabaya and his brother Mahinda, who has
been appointed prime minister.

During his visit to Colombo last week,
External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar was
signalling that India is ready for a fresh start
in the relationship. This message was rein-
forced in a major speech this week by the
Indian High Commissioner to Sri Lanka,
Taranjit Singh. Singh underlined the impor-
tance of the two countries putting the past
behind them and looking at a more produc-
tive relationship.

Both sides have hopefully learnt much
from their past mistakes and will find a new
balance in the relationship. The central ques-
tion is about managing proximity that im-
poses inextricable interdependence, for both
good and bad. For Gotabaya, the challenge is
to be mindful of the sensitivities of its larger
neighbour. For Modi, it is about respecting
the sovereignty of its smaller neighbour.

On his part, Gotabaya has publicly af-
firmed that Colombo will not do anything
that might harm Delhi’s interests. But he also
expects that Delhi will respect Colombo’s
freedom of choice in the conduct of its for-
eign and domestic policies. Sri Lanka’s ties to
other powers has always been of some con-
cern to Delhi and this problem today is fo-
cused on the nature of the ties between
Colombo and Beijing. On the internal side, it
is the prolonged conflict between the Sinhala
majority and Tamil minority in Sri Lanka that
has severely undermined bilateral ties in re-
cent decades.

The Sri Lankan president said he is acutely
conscious of the China factor in the bilateral
relations with India. He has affirmed repeat-
edly that Colombo does not want to be
caught in the rivalry among the major pow-
ers and that it will follow a policy of “neutral-
ity”. Without having to go into a strict defini-
tion of what neutrality might mean here, two
important things stand out.

One is that Delhi can live with Colombo’s
neutrality — after all India has no need to de-
velop either a military base in Sri Lanka or
deploy its forces in anisland thatis physically
so close to peninsular India. But Delhi cer-
tainly can’taccept a situation where Sri Lanka
lets the Peoples Liberation Army turn the
Emerald Island into an aircraft carrier for
China, or for any other power.

In affirming neutrality, Gotabaya is saying
that he understands India’s redlines and is pre-
pared to respect them. As a realist, Gotabaya

recognises that there is no national mileage
for Lanka in provoking India. Gotabaya has
gone a step further. He said it was a mistake
for the previous government to have handed
over the Hambantota port on a 99-year lease
to China. He added that his government would
like to renegotiate the agreement with China.
Whether he can persuade Beijing or notis an-
other matter, but his instincts on the question
should be welcome in Delhi.

But on economic issues, Gotabaya made
it clear that Lanka has every right to follow
its national interest in engaging China. Delhi
has no basis to object to this; after all, India
itself is eager to expand the economic en-
gagement with China despite many political
disputes and clearly articulated objections to
Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative. Lanka, like
all other countries, can’t afford to turnits back
to the world’s second-largest economy.Inan
important addition, Gotabaya said he wants
all major countries including India, Japan,
Singapore and the US to invest in Sri Lanka.
Notwithstanding the deep statist tradition in
Lanka, Gotabaya has promised to reform and
reorient the economy. In other words, there
is considerable room for creative Indian pol-
icy for economic engagement with Lanka un-
der Gotabaya.

That brings us to the vexed question of
the bitter legacy of the brutal civil war that
shattered ethnic harmony in Sri Lanka. India’s
own tragic involvement in this conflict saw
India become a major collateral casualty in
the war. The end of the war did not materially
improve India’s position vis a vis Lanka.

Sceptics at home and abroad have been
quick to write off Gotabaya as incapable of
addressing the deep grievances of the Tamil
minority in Sri Lanka. That the Tamils voted
overwhelmingly against Gotabaya, the
record of the Rajapaksas in government, and
the strong majoritarian sentiment of their
support base would seem to justify this scep-
ticism. But Delhi should be prepared to listen
with an open mind to what Gotabaya has to
say and how he plans to deal with the prob-
lem. The most important lesson from the

Sceptics at home and abroad
have been quick to write off
Gotabaya as incapable of
addressing the deep
grievances of the Tamil
minority in Sri Lanka. That
the Tamils voted
overwhelmingly against
Gotabaya, the record of the
Rajapaksas in government,
and the strong majoritarian
sentiment of their support
base would seem to justify
this scepticism. But Delhi
should be prepared to listen
with an open mind to what
Gotabaya has to say and
how he plans to deal with
the problem.

CR Sasikumar

Indian military intervention in Sri Lanka
during the late 1980s is that Delhi’s ability
to shape its neighbour’s domestic politics is
limited. India’s own diplomatic failures in
Lanka also reveal that Delhi will be the loser
if it makes the entire relationship hostage
to the question of Tamil minority rights.

In the past, coalition politics at the Centre
saw Delhi cede a veto to Chennai over its
Lanka policy. The Modi government is
stronger today vis a vis Chennai, but it can’t
simply pretend that the issue does not exist.
Meanwhile, Gotabaya has affirmed that he
will not take dictation from foreign powers
on how to deal with the Tamil question. This
is not very different from what India says in
response to international concerns about the
latest developments in Kashmir.

For Modi and Gotabaya, the challenge is
to find a way out of this difficult corner.
Mutually reinforcing steps along different
axes could hopefully expand the possibili-
ties not just for Delhi and Colombo but also
Chennai and Jaffna. These steps could in-
clude Colombo’s confidence building meas-
ures with the Tamils, Delhi’s strong support
for practical advances between Colombo and
Jaffna, greater cross-border economic coop-
eration as well as between northern Sri
Lanka and Tamil Nadu, and Delhi’s political
investment in resolving the fisheries dispute.

Delhi can’t present itself as a impudent
demandeur on Lanka’s internal political
arrangements. Such an approach, as we have
seen, is counter productive. Instead, Delhi
must be seen as a friend of all the communi-
ties in Sri Lanka that can offer its good offices
to resolve problems between themselves.
Colombo too will find that incremental
progress on the Tamil question will rapidly
widenits space inregional and global affairs
and create better conditions for a much-
needed economic renewal.

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

THE Urdu PRESS

AYODHYA, FINALLY

SIASAT ON NOVEMBER 11 writes that the var-
ious aspectsin the Ayodhya “verdict must be
analysed. The Supreme Court has accepted
that the destruction of the Babri Masjid on
December 6,1992 was anillegal act butit has
not said anything about bringing a speedy
end to the trial on the matter or for the de-
stroyers to be brought to justice. The Court
has also accepted that the absence of namaz
did not mean that the Muslims had aban-
doned the mosque.” The newspaper writes
that as the Supreme Court is “the apex court,
its decision must be accepted but all the le-
gal points that must be considered should
be, and if any action is to be taken, it must be
explored. But no one must be allowed to take
political advantage of the case — politics has
gone on around the issue for long enough.
This has changed the politics of the country,
now, no more.”

Inquilab has an editorial on the same day
titled, ‘After along time!’. The paper opines:
“The verdict was acceptable when it was not
given, itis acceptable whenit has been made
public. The only difference is that before it
there was hope, now there is none.” It adds:
“Disappointment is not in order, but an ab-

Epaper-.ner.ass. com

sence of peace of mind is natural.”
Elaborating on the reasons for this, the pa-
per says, “the Babri Masjid matter was anold
one. It has witnessed many ups and downs.
There have been many court hearings, and
every side has presented arguments. The
country’s top court would have examined
witnesses and appeals, undoubtedly. It ap-
pears that more than evidence, the overall
context was looked at.” The editorial adds:
“The generation which had seen the mosque
get destroyed by Hindutva forces is around
today... What we (the paper) are unable to
understand is how, if the Masjid is acknowl-
edged as such, why was there no ruling in
favour of it?”

Etemad, the Hyderabad-based paper of
the AIMIM, says the main “worry is that it
(the verdict) will now be used as an exam-
ple in Kashi, Mathura and various other
mosques that are deemed ‘controversial’.” It
hits out at the Congress for supporting the
verdict. The paper writes that “it is 27 years
after the demolition of the Babri Masjid that
the verdictis in, and it makes the road to the
temple conducive. Those minorities that
trusted the judiciary throughout are most
concerned and uneasy. Minorities, at this
sensitive time, have demonstrated that they

are peace-loving.”

Munsif, on November 12, devotes an ed-
itorial to the “exemplary patience” of
Muslims. It writes that “like all judgments,
in this case too, a consensus is difficult. But
looking at the country’s communal environ-
ment, the judges tried to please everyone and
push through a consensus”. The editorial as-
serts that “non-Muslims are experiencing a
wave of joy but Muslims are disappointed
and this is natural. But the most important
thing is that Muslims are peace-loving and
accept the verdict of the Supreme Court
without rancour. So, those who now ask for
a certificate of patriotism from Muslims must
get their heads examined.”

Calling attention to what happened when
the Courtannounced its verdict, the editorial
claims that “there were those on the lawns of
the Court who blew conch shells and many
lawyers raised slogans of Jai Shri Ram, the
supporters of the Nirmohi Akhara and the
Hindu Mahasabha came in a procession to
the lawns.” The paper claims that those “on
the other side, demonstrated that they had
accepted the verdict, as they had always said
they will and their purpose was to enforce the
rule of law, as no section of society can be safe
minus the rule of law.” The editorial also

quotes the late Chief Justice Verma — the
“Supreme Court is final, but not infallible”.

MAHARASHTRA DRAMA

GOINGS ON IN Maharashtra’s political the-
atre have received ample comment.

What stands out in Urdu dailies is un-
abashed praise for the NCP stalwart, Sharad
Pawar, for ensuring a Maha Vikas Aghadi
(MVA) being formed. Inquilab on November
28 speaks of “relief” that the MVA would take
oath and that “it is settled.” Urdu Times has
an editorial titled, ‘Pawar ka power’ on how
“his quiet strategy and deft handling bore
fruit”. It comments on how the Supreme
Court may have realised that more time to
prove support would mean horse-trading.
The Court may have noted how democracy
was trifled with earlier, when the swearing-
in of Devendra Fadnavis was allowed, and
that might happen again if the 15 days, as
asked, were to be given.”

Roznama Rashtriya Sahara on the same
day, characteristically vacillates and says the
events underline how “there are no perma-
nent friends or foes in politics”.

Compiled by Seema Chishti
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“To maintain ‘one country, two systems’, the Chinese mainland and the
HKSAR need to work together. Anyone who colludes with external forces to
undermine ‘one country, two systems’ must pay a heavy price.”

—GLOBAL TIMES, CHINA

How to regain
friends in Sri Lanka

India has lost the moral high ground. But there
are concrete steps it can take towards repairing
the relationship with its southern neighbour

NIRUPAMA
SUBRAMANIAN

TWO QUICK DEVELOPMENTS took place
in India-Sri Lanka relations in the days fol-
lowing the election of Gotabaya Rajapaksa
as the President of Sri Lanka. First, External
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar upended at
least two decades of established practice
by taking the first flight to Colombo to greet
the new president. Until now, it used to be
a newly elected Sri Lankan president or
prime minister who would make tracks to
India for their first official visit abroad. The
Colombo press used to describe the ritual
as “doing puja to Delhi”.

This is the first time India did puja to
Colombo, and it must have been im-
mensely satisfying to Gota, as he is called
by both critics and admirers. After all, just
six years ago, he was summoned to Delhi
when he was defence secretary during his
brother Mahinda’s presidency, and given a
dressing down for not keeping India in-
formed of a visit by a Chinese submarine.
Jaishankar’s visit was seen as India going
the extra mile to get a foot in the door ahead
of China with the new dispensation.

The second came on Jaishankar’s return
from Sri Lanka, when somewhat counter-
intuitively, Delhi put out a statement that
the minister had “conveyed to President
Rajapaksa India’s expectation that the Sri
Lankan government will take forward the
process of national reconciliation to arrive
at a solution that meets the aspirations of
the Tamil community for equality justice
peace and dignity”. This is the first time in
several years that India has pushed upfront
its interest in the Tamil question.

Together, the two developments are seen
as a signal that India is ready to go out of its
way to repair its rocky relations with the
Rajapaksa family, but would not hesitate to
wield the Tamil issue as an instrument to
prevent a pro-China tilt, and keep Gota on
the straight and narrow.

Jaishankar’s Colombo trip yielded a com-
mitment from Gota, who arrived in Delhi on
Thursday, that he would come to India for
his first official foreign visit. For a govern-
ment in Delhi obsessed with perception
management, it would have been terrible
optics had he gone off to Beijing first instead.

But let’s face it. Gota will go to Beijing
soon. As for the Tamil card, India’s leverage
in the matter at this point is overstated, if
not misplaced.

From Gotabaya’s inaugration at the an-
cient Ruwanwelisaya temple in
Anuradhapura, built by King Duttugemenu,
the icon of Sinhala-Buddhism, whose fa-
bled defeat of a Tamil king of the Chola dy-
nasty has been immortalised in the epic
Mahavamsa, to his appointment of a gen-
eral accused of war crimes as the defence
secretary, there is no sign that the new
regime is worried about Indian or global
concerns about Sri Lanka’s minorities, both
Tamil and Muslim.

After all, the new Sri Lanka, the one that

has elected Gota, has modelled itself after
the new India. In its majoritarian sweep,
Gota’s victory is a mirror of the BJP’s victory
in India. The Sinhala-Buddhist extremist
group Bodhu Bala Sena, with which he has
links, and which has fomented communal
violence in the island against Muslims and
Christians, has made no secret of its admi-
ration for Hindutva, for groups like the BJP
and RSS to “protect” Buddhism, and for a
“leader like Narendra Modi”.

Gota has made plain that he does not
need those who vote “against” him. Tamils
did not vote for him because of their mem-
ories of the war. Facing majoritarian wrathin
the aftermath of the Easter bombings, the
Muslim community too did not vote for him.
His 51-member cabinet, has 49 Sinhalese,
two Tamils and no Muslims.

Not just India’s majoritarian swag, the
democracy deficit in how India has dealt
with Kashmir is being watched not only
by liberal western democracies and what
Jaishankar described as their “liberal
English-language media”, but also by
other nations with similar problems. The
former watch, with concern, the latter
with admiration. Certainly, Gota, the ar-
chitect of the LTTE’s military defeat, needs
no lessons on how to handle a recalcitrant
population. But India’s handling of the
Kashmir issue on the world stage must
have encouraged him. The external affairs
minister is on record that he does not care
what a newspaper in New York thinks
about India. Among the very first state-
ments from the new president was that
the war crime enquiries against the Sri
Lankan army were imposed by “biased
western NGOs”. Soon perhaps, Gota may
say he does not care what a newspaper in
Delhi, or for that matter Chennai, writes
about Sri Lanka.

Inshort, India nolonger occupies a moral
high ground when it preaches to Sri Lanka
about equality and justice for Tamils. Such
words will be measured against India’s own
knuckle-duster policy in Kashmir, the NRC,
lynchings, and other acts of bigotry now
commonplace.

As for the Tamils, it’s been at least a
decade since they stopped placing their bets
onIndia. Forget Delhi’s decision to turn away
from the 2009 end-of-war civilian massacre
in northern Sri Lanka, India was unable — or
unwilling — to influence a friendly Sri Lankan
government that took charge in 2015 to get
on with constitutional reform.

Worried about the Chinese gaining
ground, over the last five years, Delhi put
the Tamil question on the backburner. In
2015, Narendra Modj, the first Indian prime
minister to visit Jaffna, advised Tamils to be
“patient” with the new government. Now
the Tamil community is leery of getting its
hopes up.

But despite its own loss of a high
pedestal, Delhi is not without options. For
starters, it could appoint a Tamil as the next
High Commissioner to Colombo. It has
never been done before and it would send
a stronger signal than a preachy statement
from Delhi. India’s pockets are not as deep
as China’s but appointing a Special Envoy to
Sri Lanka, in the manner of US special rep-
resentatives to Afpak, someone who knows
China as well as Sri Lanka, may be another
modest beginning toward making friends
and regaining influence in Sri Lanka.

nirupama.subramanian@expressindia.com

SENA’S CHALLENGE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘From
Sena to party’ (IE, November 28). An as-
sertive BJP under the Narendra Modi-
Amit Shah seems to project itself as the
sole inheritor of Hindutva politics. It
was, therefore, expedient for the Shiv
Sena to break the alliance. Uddhav
Thackeray will have to run a govern-
ment based on inherent contradictions.
Turning political exigency into a gover-
nance success will be the challenge for
the new CM.

Anirudh Parashar, Solan

FRINGE IN HOUSE

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Uproar as
Pragya praises Godse again, this time in
House, remark expunged’ (IE, November
28).Remarks such as the one in praise of
Nathuram Godse were earlier attributed
to so-called fringe elements. While
Pragya Thakur’s remarks have been ex-
punged from record, there has been no
publicadmonition of her.

LR Murmu, Delhi

IMPROPRIETY GALORE

THISREFERSTO the article, ‘Checkmated
by the Constitution’ (IE, November 27).
The central government’s role in the re-
cently-concluded political drama in
Maharashtra throws light on the misuse

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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.

of power. However, such tricks are not
new. The governor’s office was misused
during Indira Gandhi’s rule.

Virendra Pipliwal, via e-mail

RIGHTS FORGOTTEN

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Two sides
of a coin’(IE, November 27). What is the
need to emphasise Fundamental Duties
— not conceived as a part of the
Constitution on November 26, 19497 [s
it the most essential part of the
Constitution? Why not discuss freedom
of expression and the right to equality?

Afsheen Rizvi, Lucknow
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FAact CHECK, GROUND REALITY

TRUMP'S 'ROCKY" TWEET: WHAT'S THE
OCCASION, IS THERE ACONNECTION?

Donald Trump’s tweet, and the original poster from 1982

ON WEDNESDAY, US President Donald
Trump tweeted a morphed photo show-
ing himself in a boxing outfit. The image,
which is still viral, has Trump’s face su-
perimposed on a poster of the 1985 film
Rocky III, while the body of actor-writer-
director Sylvester Stallone remains in
place. Trump wrote no caption to explain
the tweet.

The Rocky films

Running since 1976, the series is one
of the most successful ever. Six Rocky
films between 1976 and 2006 show the
boxer fighting against various odds, fol-
lowed by the spin-off Creed (2015) and
Creed I1(2018) that feature an older Rocky
Balboa as the trainer of Adonis Johnson,
son of his deceased rival-turned-friend
Apollo Creed. Rocky Balboa remains the
definitive role, alongside Rambo, in mak-
ing Stallone one of the best-known ac-
tion heroes of his generation.

The series also owes much of its suc-
cess to the critical acclaim earned by the
first film in 1976. It shows Rocky Balboa,
then a small-time boxer, taking on cham-
pion Apollo Creed and aiming not to win,
but to survive the entire fight (without
being knocked out) and earn self-respect.
In a list of the 100 most inspirational
American films compiled by the
American Film Institute in 2006, Rocky
(1976) is ranked fourth, after the classics
It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) and To Kill a
Mockingbird (1962) and the relatively
modern Schindler’s List (1993).

The occasion & the mismatch

Wednesday happened to be the an-
niversary of the release of Rocky IV, which
had opened in US theatres on November
27,1985.The poster that was morphed in
Trump’s tweet, on the other hand, was of
Rocky II1 (1982), which had released in
May that year, not November. It is not
clear whether Trump chose the wrong
poster for the right occasion, or whether
the anniversary was on his mind at all.

Anumber of replies to his tweet made
mocking references to Trump’s perceived
relationship with Russia, which has been
accused of influencing his election in
2016. “Yeah, but Rocky actually fought the
Russians,” tweeted Eric Strangel,a TV and
radio show writer-producer. In fact, in

SERIES & SPIN-OFF

Film Writer  Director
Rocky (1976)  Stallone JohnG
Avildsen
RockyII(1979) Stallone Stallone
RockyIII (1982) Stallone Stallone
Rocky IV (1985) Stallone Stallone
RockyV(1990) Stallone JohnG
Avildsen
Rocky Stallone Stallone
Balboa (2006)
Creed(2015) Various Ryan
Coogler
CreedII(2018) Various™ Steven
Caple]r

*Stallone co-wrote screenplay for Creed I

only one film in the Rocky series is the
boxer’s rival connected with Russia —
Ivan Drago of Rocky IV is a Ukrainian
boxer backed by the Soviet Union.

Trump & Stallone

Stallone’s signature runs across the se-
ries,and even the spin-offs. He created the
original characters, wrote all six Rocky
films and co-wrote the screenplay for one
of the Creed films, directed four of the first
six, was boxing choreographer for five of
the six, and co-produced both Creed films.

The relationship (or lack of it) be-
tween Trump and Stallone — both 73 and
one born within a month of the other —
has been a subject of interest in the past.
In 2016, Stallone told Variety magazine:
“Ilove Donald Trump.” In December that
year, The New York Times reported that
Stallone had been offered an arts-related
position in the Trump Administration, in-
cluding as chairman of the United States’
National Endowment for the Arts, but the
actorissued a statement suggesting that
he was not interested in such a role; he
thought he would be more effective in
helping military veterans “find gainful
employment, suitable housing and finan-
cial assistance these heroes respectfully
deserve”. Earlier this year, Stallone told
Variety that he did not vote for Trump (or
anyone)in 2016.

KABIR FIRAQUE

THE INDIAN EXPRESS, FRIDAY,NOVEMBER 29, 2019

EXPLAINED

00
@ieExplained

#ExpressExplained

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

If there are questions of current or contemporary relevance that you would like
explained, please write to explained@indianexpress.com

SIMPLY PUT QUESTION 8ANSWER

FASTags: What, why, how

From December 1, such tags will be mandatory for toll payment on National Highways. Installed in vehicles,
FASTag will enable electronic payment when it crosses a booth. How can it be bought, and how will it work?

AVISHEK G DASTIDAR
NEW DELHI, NOVEMBER 28

FROM DECEMBER 1, lanes on national high-
way toll plazas across India will accept toll only
through FASTag — fitted in a vehicle that pays
toll automatically when the vehicle crosses
the boom barrier of the toll plaza. (One hybrid
lane will continue to accept cash in addition
to being tag-enabled.) All new vehicles bought
over the last few years, in fact, already come
with FASTag pre-installed.

So, from next month, all 560-odd plazas
under the control of the National Highways
Authority of India (NHAI) will collect toll with-
out human intervention, and vehicles need
not stop to pay toll. The objective is to remove
bottlenecks and capture all toll electronically.

How does FASTag work?

The device employs Radio Frequency
Identification (RFID) technology for pay-
ments directly from the prepaid or savings
account linked toiit. It is affixed on the wind-
screen, so the vehicle can drive through
plazas without stopping. RFID technology is
similar to that used in transport access-con-
trol systems, like Metro smart card.

If the tag is linked to a prepaid account
like a wallet, or a debit/credit card, then own-
ers need to recharge/top up the tag. If it is
linked to a savings account, rthen money will
get deducted automatically after the balance
goes below a pre-defined threshold. Once a
vehicle crosses the toll, the owner will get an
SMS alert on the deduction. In thatitis like a
prepaid e-wallet.

AFASTagis valid for five years, and can be
recharged as and when required.

How canIbuyit?

E-commerce portals like Amazon and
PayTM sell these tags issued by various
banks. They are available at 27,000 points of
sale set up by 22 banks (see box) and the
NHAI At NHAI counters, mostly at toll plazas,
the tagis free until December 1. Places where
these counters are set up include Road
Transport Authority offices, transport hubs,
bank branches, and selected petrol pumps.

A FASTag bought from NHAI comes with
aone-time fee of Rs 100 besides a refundable
security deposit of Rs 150.

Apart from the currently free tags at NHAI
booths, there is also a cashback of 2.5 per cent
on FASTag transactions as an offer. In the tag
taken from NHAI, the Rs 150 security deposit,
which the government is bearing as a pro-
motion, comes back to the user as wallet
value if the FASTag is linked to the NHAI e-
wallet in the “My FASTag app” mobile app.
Soin this particular scheme, the user gets Rs
150 back without even paying it.

What do I need to buy a FASTag, and
whatifIdon’t?

A copy of the vehicle registration certifi-
cate and a photo of the vehicle are enough to
get a FASTag from NHAI, said officials. Banks
may seek certain additional documents.

Vehicles entering FASTag lanes without
FASTag will be charged twice the toll amount.

Will those living close to toll roads not
end up paying more frequently?

As per a government notification, users
living within 10 km of a toll plaza can avail a
concession on toll to be paid via FASTag. They
need to submit proof of residence and near-
est point-of-sale location to validate. Once
the address is verified, the concession is en-
sured via FASTag affixed on the vehicle.

Is it working smoothly?

The tags sold by banks are not “bank-neu-
tral”. AFASTag bought from one bank can be
recharged through that particular bank only
and not through other banks. However, tags
sold/distributed by NHAI are bank-neutral
as one can use any bank account to
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A banner promotes FASTag at Vashi in Mumbai. Security deposit is free at NHAI counters until December 1. Narendra Vaskar

INTERVIEW: NITIN GADKARI

Why the December 1 deadline?

through FASTag without having to stop.
There have been complaints on the

technology, recharge and other
issues...

tareekh se pehle solve ho jayega.
Is this idea an offshoot of

demonetisation and subsequent
push for Digital India?

wasted. We want to address that.

When will state highways be on
board?

“This will enable seamless
movement, address fuel loss’

Well, we have been trying to popu- : |
larise electronic toll collection through :
FASTags for years now butitwasnotreally : &
picking up. We had been behind targetsin : |
the past even though the number of tags : [}
issued was increasing. Sowe decided that
in the interest of seamless movement of :
traffic on highways, let’s do it. The ideal : |
scenariois thatyou entera tollroad, when
your vehicle number plate is electronically :
captured, and when you exit the road, the :
toll is automatically calculated and you pay

: withdrawn. As a result, state barriers on

Yes, people are facing inconvenience,
there are problems, I won't deny that. !
These are teething troubles associated
with anything new. As and when new '
problems are arising, we are actively |
identifying them and resolving them. Ek '

We want seamless movement of vehi-
cles and electronic toll collection, like it '
happens in many developed countries, like
the US etc. As per a study by I[IM Kolkata,
the country loses fuel worth Rs 1.2 lakh !
crore every year thanks to vehicles stand-
ingin queue to pay toll at toll plazas. That's
a waste. Even so much national time gets

See, all new cars and buses in the !

country will have FASTags pre-installed.
Now, we have decided that because of
GST, some 21 types of various taxes stand

the roads conventionally for the collec-
tion of such taxes are not there anymore
either. Therefore, there is no need for any
vehicle, commercial or otherwise, to stop
anywhere. We are working with states to
implement this.

How are you working towards that?

In our endeavour to make “smart
roads” we have told state governments
to turn all their (cash toll points on) state
highways into electronic toll collection
points. For that we will help them in the
conversion, free of charge.

How are you reviewing the
implementation of this?

I am reviewing it very closely. I am
getting feedback even from social media,
where people are highlighting various is-
sues.lam studying all of them. Even now,
Iam going for a meeting to review it with
all officials.

Gadkari, Minister of Road Transport &
Highways, spoke with Avishek G Dastidar

recharge/top up the value in the tag.

The technology is showing what officials
call teething troubles. Users have complained
that the tag-reader is often not able toread the
tag; also, the SMS alert is often coming late.

NHAI and its subsidiary Indian Highway
Management Company Limited (IHMCL)
have, following an order from the Ministry of

Road Transport and Highways, deputed nodal
officers in all toll plazas to weed out these
challenges. Ministry officials have also fanned
out as prabharis to oversee implementation.

NHAI has set up a toll-free helpline num-
ber, “1033” for tag-related complaints. The
website for individual bank helplines is at
ihmcl.com. Additionally, the My FASTag app

POINTS OF SALE

22 BANKS ISSUE FASTAGS

Axis Bank; ICICI; IDFC; SBI; HDFC; Karur
Vysya Bank; Equitas Small Finance
Bank; PayTM Payments Bank; Kotak
Mahindra; Syndicate Bank; Federal
Bank; South Indian Bank; PNB;
Saraswat Bank; Fino Payments; City
Union Bank; BoB; IndusInd; Yes Bank;
Union Bank; Nagpur Nagarik Sahakari
Bank; Airtel Payments Bank

WHERE TO BUY

Portals like Amazon and PayTM sell
these tags. Available at 27,000 points of
sale set up by 22 banks and National
Highways Authority of India. Until
December 1, free tag available at NHAI
counters, mostly at the toll plazas.

has a customer-care link.

How did the idea come about?

Abrainchild of Road Transport & Highways
Minister Nitin Gadkari, the idea picked up af-
ter Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s call for a
“Digital India” post demonetisation. The gov-
ernment has been trying to make FASTag pop-
ular for years. Now, it has decided that the only
way to bring vehicle owners on board was by
making FASTag mandatory for toll payment.

Sales have indeed picked up in the last
few days. This has been helped in no small
measure by the announcement by Gadkari
on November 21, that till December 1, the
government will bear the security deposit of
Rs 150, making the physical tag virtually free.

The average daily sale of these tags grew
4 times from 8,000 in July to around 35,000
by the third week of November. On
November 26, 1.35 lakh FASTags were issued,
up from 1.05 lakh the day before. Average
daily transactions processed through FASTag
have grown from 8.8 lakh in July this year to
11.2 lakh in November, while the average
daily electronic toll collection has grown
from Rs 11.2 crore to Rs 19.5 crore for the
same period. After the recent thrust, around
70 lakh FASTags have been issued so far and
the number is growing.

What about state highways?

Under a new “One Nation One FASTag”
scheme, the NHAI is trying to get states on
board so that one tag can be used seamlessly
across highways, irrespective of whether it is
the state or the Centre that owns/manages it.
Recently as part of a pilot, Karnataka, Andhra
Pradesh and Haryana signed MoUs with the
Centre to accept FASTags in state highways also.

How climate change is reducing women's agency in Asian, African settings

YASHEE
NEW DELHI,NOVEMBER 28

CLIMATE CHANGE is taking an especially
high toll on women from weak socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds, a new study published
this week shows.

Research led by the University of East
Angliain England used 25 case studies across
three “climate change hotspots” in Africaand
Asia to conclude that environmental degra-
dation is reducing further the ability of
women to make choices and take decisions
that canimpact their lives positively, includ-
ing in adapting to climate change.

The Asian “hotspots” were in India,
Nepal, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Tajikistan,
while the African ones were in Kenya,
Ghana, Namibia, Mali, Ethiopia, and Senegal.
The study, involving researchers from India,
Nepal, Pakistan, South Africa, and the UK,
was published in Nature Climate Change on
November 25. (‘A qualitative comparative
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analysis of women’s agency and adaptive
capacity in climate change hotspots in Asia
and Africa’: Nitya Rao and others)

Of the 25 case studies, 14 were in semi-
arid regions, six in mountains and glacier-
fed river basins, and five in deltas. These ar-
eas face arange of environmental risks such
as droughts, floods, rainfall variability, land
erosion and landslides, and glacial lake out-
burst floods. The predominant livelihoods
include agriculture, livestock pastoralism,
and fishing, supplemented by wage labour,
petty trade, and income from remittances.

‘Feminisation’ of agriculture

Climate change hasled to erratic weather
behaviour and altered the nature of soil and
water, making occupations like farming less
sustainable. As men migrate in search of bet-
ter work, and since farming can’t be totally
abandoned, the women stay back, puttingin
extralabour into an activity thatis no longer
that productive economically.

They do this in addition to their duties of

Membership of self-help groups often
acts positively for women, but their
gains are limited by the social context,
says the study. Archive/For representation

looking after the household and their fami-
lies, with no male partner to help them —at
the cost of compromising with their health,
nutrition, and leisure time, which adversely
impacts various aspects of their well-being.

And yet, the study says, the women have
little control over how the money they earn
is spent, or over what kind of crop is planted

on the farm. In semi-arid Kenya, for exam-
ple, when men move away with livestock
in search of better pastures, women lose
“control over milk for consumption and
sale, and have to work harder to provide nu-
tritious food to their children”.

Earning, but it’s not helping
With the men gone, more women are
entering the workforce. But their income is
going into ensuring basic survival, and not
helping their ability to take significant deci-
sions, and to adapt to climate change.
“Household poverty and environmental
stress seem to combine to suppress women'’s
agency even when favourable household
norms are leading to improved participation
of women in the workforce and voice in
household decision-making,” the study says.
Kenyan women are working to supple-
ment household income, but in risky jobs
such as narcotics trade and sex work. In Mali
and Ghana, women work on arid land thatis
often borrowed, without putting in invest-

ment that would make it sufficiently pro-
ductive, and their labour more worthwhile.

Institutions failing women

While more women are working in farms,
farmer associations and markets are con-
trolled by men. In natural disasters, aid-dis-
tribution and local governance units are dom-
inated by men, and women have to rely on
male relatives. InIndia, the study says, several
rural local body posts are reserved forwomen,
but their decisions are largely driven by men.

In Ghana, the researchers say, state in-
terventions “seemed toimpede both the tra-
ditional cohesion within communities and
women'’s ability to diversify into more lu-
crative livelihoods. Focusing on cash crops,
and providing formal extension services,
typically controlled by men, they strength-
ened cultural norms that excluded women.”

In the Ganga-Brahmaputra delta in
Bangladesh, state interventions in terms of
planned relocation “negatively impacted
women’s agency”, with available jobs, such

as those in export processing zones, being
preferentially accessed by men.

Women self-help groups (SHGs) “are of-
ten limited in number and lack the needed
capacity, skills and opportunities to be ef-
fective and sustainable, especially where in-
dividual women and groups are dependent
on natural resource systems for liveli-
hood...”, the researchers say.

“Though membership of an SHG often
acts positively for women'’s agency, it does
not necessarily translate into decision-mak-
ing authority outside the SHGs and within
their homes. This (suggests)... that women’s
agency inone institutional site may not nec-
essarily transfer uncontested to another —
itis contextual and socially embedded.”

However, the study says some govern-
ment measures, such as the public distri-
bution system (PDS) for foodgrains in India,
or pensions and social grants in Namibia,
do grant women more agency, by taking
care of basic survival and giving them more
spending power.
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