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What's in a Surname?

Meghalaya: A Snapshot
poruLation: 29.67 lakh

The Khasi-Jaintia tribes of Meghalaya are among the few remaining

S

z Smita Pranav Kotharl

arbakynsai Marbaniang, 37, guffaws as he recalls the time
he moved into his wife's mother’s house in Sohryngkham
10 years back. “Even the way you press Colgate is differ-
ent,” hesays. Before getting married, he used to press the
toothpaste from the bottom. Now he presses the tube
fromthe top.

Marbaniangis amongsome 1.7 million people belonging
to the Khasi-Jaintia Scheduled Tribes (ST) of Meghalaya,
who follow the matrilineal system. Unlike most of India,
where a sobbing bride moves intoher husband’s house, a
man in Meghalaya “adjusts” in his wife’s house after nup-
tials. Apart from the Khasi-Jaintia tribes in the state, the
Garo tribe, which comprises nearly 30% of the state popu-
lation of around 3 million, also follows the matrilineal cul-
ture of passing down the family name and ancestral prop-
erty through the female line of descent. “Clan’s lineage and
custody of ancestral property are the nerve cen-
tres around which the matrilineal system exists
in Meghalaya,” says Banrida Langstieh, as-
sociate professor at the department of an-
thropology at North-Eastern Hill Universi-
ty, Shillong.

This way of life, dating back centu-
ries, is facing challenges as some men
say itis not working for them, and the
centrality of thematernal uncle disap-
pears. It is becoming common for
people to pass on acquired prop- -
erty (as against inherited assets)
to male children. The problems |
faced by the men in these tribes
are not dissimilar to what wom-
en face in the patriarchal norm
elsewhere, and shinesalight on
the centrality of inheritance in
gender dynamics.

matrilineal societies in the world. Some men would like to change that
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There are close to 500 matrilineal societies in the world,
with Minangs of Indonesia being the largest of them with a
population of over 4 million. The common denominator
among all of them is that lineage of its members is traced
through the mother’s side of the family. Their cultural prac-
tices (for example, post-marital residence and inheritance of
property), however, vary.

In India, Nairs in Kerala practised matriliny till 1925 when
it was terminated by law. In contrast, although 80% of the
tribal folk in Meghalaya have converted to Christianity
and the state’s neighbours practise patriarchy like

the rest of India, matriliny is the norm among a
=1 &) majority of the tribal populace in Meghalaya.

. Langstieh says the matrilineal culture in Megha-

laya is the only surviving system of the sort inIn-
#  dia on this scale.
Shariti Syiem, 36, wife of Marbaniang, is the
only daughter ofher parents. The tribal tradi-
tion of the region prescribes that when a
man marries the youngest(or only) daughter
ofa Khasi family, he has tosettle in his moth-
er-in-law’s house. “As Shariti is the only
daughter, there was no escape for mebut to
join her family, ” Marbaniang says.

Among the Khasis, the youngest daugh-
ter is the steward of ancestral property,
which had passed down to her mother
. from her grandmother and so on. But

increasingly, acquired property

doesn’t necessarily pass on along mat-

¢ rilineal lines. Syiem, who says she
loves her son as much as her daughter,
wants to give “something” to her son.
Syiem runs a three-room bed-and-
breakfast (BnB)in Sohryngkham (a vil-
lage in East Khasi Hills, some 21 km
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Dalitality

AMID PROTESTS against the JNU fees hike,
photos of me trying to cross over a barri-
cade, singing songs of liberation holding a
nissan (small drum) as I was dragged by
the Delhi Police, were widely shared.

My mother is a farm labourer and
part-time vegetable hawker from
Kalahandi. The family’s sole breadwin-
ner, she always told me to “study so that
you can understand what is right and
wrong”. Experiences of humiliation and
indignity were part of our everyday life-
world. Separate seating in classrooms and
castiest slurs were routine. The system-
atic exclusion caused many Dalit students
to drop out, and drove several to the ex-
tremes of suicide.

Many Dalits, like me, carry the illusion
that when they leave the village, they leave
the violence and indignity behind.In2012,
in my last year of graduation, [ went to
Nagaloka in Nagpur, where I was intro-
duced to Ambedkarite leaders like
Savitribai Phule, Jyotirao Phule, Babasaheb
Ambedkar, Periyar and others. I realised
that the education systemin India was not
designed to change the existing social
structure; rather to reinforce the caste hier-
archies. The curricula, for example, exclude
the above-mentioned revolutionaries.

Ambedkar argued in 1927 that the
sole purpose of education is to “moralise
and socialise people”. We expect educa-
tion to reshape our lives with such val-
ues as liberty, equality and fraternity.
However, due to the regeneration of ex-
clusionary practices in independent
India, the bahujan of this country are left
without devices to understand, and
thereby transform their lives.

The current regime is hell-bent on pri-
vatisation and commercialisation of the
education system. This will inevitably
strengthen the monopoly of Savarnas in
education. Itis also creating a State where
the voice of the marginalised is sup-
pressed. To silence me, the State has al-
ready sent police to my home. People
raising their voice against the unjust
moves of the current regime are branded
‘anti-national’, ‘Naxals’, ‘urban Naxals’,
while people accused of rape, murder, ex-
tortion and mass killings are promoted
in politics.

The current government-sponsored
crackdown on public-funded educational
institutions is part of a larger agenda to
implement the Manu model. The agita-
tion that started in JNU against fees hike
has drawn national attention with the ap-

My gender is my right

_ GAINEDIN _
TRANSLATION

A REVATHI

Cryeudbludisor
TRANSGENDER BHARATANATYAM
dancer Nartaki Nataraj (from Tamil Nadu)
was the first transwoman to claim her
identity as Thirunangai. The term was later
adopted by the Tamil Nadu government
through an order. Kalaignar M Karuna-
nidhi, who issued this government order
as chief minister, insisted that derogatory
terms such as onbathu (nine), ali or pom-
balachatti to refer to a transgender should
be done away with and that they should
be addressed as Thirunangai — a re-
spectable, dignified term.

In Tamil Nadu, the respectable term
came to be accepted by almost everybody:.
The transgender community in Tamil
Nadu expressed its gratitude to Kalaignar.
Since this government or-

der, the media has been ad- Theidenti ty “third

dressing us as Thirunangai.

It is pertinent to note that gender " raises many
questions. Who are

the present state govern-

rights. The Bill does not augur well for
democracy and freedom. I could only un-
derstand the decision of this government
to undo a good move of the previous gov-
ernment as an outcome of political
vendetta. I firmly believe that a new gov-
ernment should work upon the already
existing good schemes in the interest and
welfare of its people. Unfortunately, in this
Bill, this is not the case.

[ also firmly believe in individuals’
right to decide their identity. I wish to
identify myself as a woman. [ know many
Thirunambis (transmen) who wanted to
identify themselves as men. (The Bill ef-
fectively tramples on our rights and
wishes to be identified as we would want
tobe.)

The identity “third gender” raises
many questions. Who are categorised as
first gender? If it is men, are they superior
to women? Does it imply that transgen-
der are inferior to women? On what basis
is humankind discriminated as such?
Former Tamil Nadu chief minister
J Jayalalithaa (the state government still
claims to be led by her in spirit) often said
she was made of the people and she ex-
ists for the people. Aren’t those who fol-
low her duty-bound to honour those
words and work in the interests of peo-
ple, heeding to their views and rights?

The Central government should exam-
ine if the Bill recently passed is in accor-
dance with the order
passed by the Supreme
Court and wishes
of the transgender
community. It should

ment in Tamil Nadu has re- t ised as first also examine if the Bill
moved the term Thiry- ¢3tC8OMISE i E}S 1rs will really ensure the
nangai and replaced it with gender? Ifitis men, are safety of the transgen-

“third gender”.
In keeping with the

DMK MP Tiruchi Siva intro-
duced a private member’s
Bill for the rights of the

the community to safety,
education, employment

der community across
India welcomed this move and expressed
their gratitude to Siva for the same.

But today, the Centre and the state
government have created an undesirable
situation for the transgender community
as a whole. The present Bill of the Centre
seeks to deny the right of the transgender
community to decide their own identity
— aright granted by the Supreme Court.

This inevitably gives rise to questions:
How can a third person decide my identity
or my gender? Who else will know who
reallyam? My gender is my right. Is it not
well within my right to decide if am a
man, woman, transman or a transwo-
man? Cananyone deny that the Supreme
Court has reiterated this right of ours?

The Bill is not just a transgression of
our rights reaffirmed by the Supreme
Court but also a gross violation of human

they superior to women?
Supreme Court’s direction, Doesit 1mp1y th.at .
transgender are inferior
towomen? On what
transgender community. basis is humankind

This includes the rights of ~ discriminated as such?...
Centre should re-look a
andidentity. The transgen-  Bill it recentlypassed

der community and
act in deference to
the wishes of the
community.

I wish to make it
clear thatas a commu-
nity we hold no
grudges towards any
government. We wish
to offer assistance to
the government in all
welfare schemes thatit
would want to carry out for the people.
But at the same time, we have theright to
protest against a Bill or a scheme thrust
on us against our interest.

[ still believe that [ am born in a free
and democratic country. By passing this
Bill, I record with pain that the govern-
ment will only push us back by 50 years,
undoing all the good measures that have
happened in society. The governments
should reconsider their acts and do what
will take us forward as a community.

Revathiis a transgender activist, writer
and actor. Her autobiography, Vellai
Mozhi, is out in English as The Truth
About Me: A Hijra Life Story. She also
does solo performances based oniit.
Translated from Tamil by

Kavitha Muralidharan

propriation of the ‘Fee Must Fall’ move-
ment that originated in South Africa. But,
unlike the South African movement
which led to reform of the education sys-
tem as a whole, including free education
to poor students, and to the de-colonisa-
tion of educational institutions through
representation for black South Africans
and diversification of the medium of in-
struction, the protestin JNU is reduced to
the fees hike issue and is limited to one in-
stitution.

Movements in JNU have failed to
meaningfully engage with the issues of
reservation, gender deprivation points,
and accessible public education. For in-
stance, the poor record of ensuring reser-
vation in faculty appointments speaks
volumes about the ‘inclusive’ nature of
JNU. In 2017, a Dalit professor said the
JNU administration had denied him pro-
motion because he was a Dalit.

The administration constituted an
eight-member Abdul Nafey Committee,
which said its findings “indicate the pat-
tern of difference in the written and the
viva voce marks across all social cate-
gories, which indicates discrimination”.

In 2016, Rohith Vemula’s institutional
murder, in 2017 Muthu Krishnan’s institu-

She
SAID
ALAKAMBASU

alaka.basu@gmail.com ‘k'

\
WHEN I got married some decades ago,
[ switched from idly and unobservantly
watching my mother and her generation
of women lead their conventional gen-
dered lives, to more carefully watching
the gendered behaviour of my mother-
in-law and her generation of women. As
an outsider to the family, [ suddenly be-
came more aware of the incongruence
between what women of my mother’s
and mother-in-law’s generation said
and what they did. In their speech, they
were all active or passive (usually active)
supporters of the patriarchy, vehement
that they lived by the instructions and
the expectations of their fathers, hus-
bands and sons.

And yet, out of sight of their supposed
heads of households, these women
seemed to make numerous decisions on
matters big and small. From what to cook
for dinner, to how much to spend on cur-
tains for the drawing room to what colour
the new family vehicle would be, it often
seemed to me that the men were under
the false illusion that they decided these
things. Thus my mother-in-law would
declare that rohu was being cooked
rather than katla because her husband
preferred rohu to katla; and, soon enough,
my katla-loving father-in-law also be-
lieved that this was so.

Itis true that these were usually small
victories, and there were (and are) indeed
plenty of (especially younger) women
who rightly surmise(d) that rocking the
patriarchal boat can come with grave
costs. However, after years of anecdotally
watching as well as gradually grappling
intellectually with the now trendy ques-
tion of women’s empowerment, | think
that many women, all over the world, are
as good at performing gender as at actu-
ally practising gender. I think of this as
camouflaged empowerment.

And thank god for this camouflaged
empowerment, if it means that, by pre-
tending, to themselves and to the world,
to obey a boss, women are actually as-
suming some of the rights of the boss. Of
course, in an ideal world, we want a gen-
der equality thatis vocal, visible and taken
for granted. But while we fight for that
world to arrive, it also helps to appreciate
that alittle bit of the gender inequality one
sees everywhere and especially in
women’s survey reports on their decision-
making ability is a manner of speaking
rather than a manner of being.

In a classic paper in 1988, the sociol-
ogist Deniz Kandiyoti theorised what she
called Bargaining with Patriarchy (jour-
nals.sagepub.com), where she described
women’s agency as both accommodat-
ing as well as resisting male dominance.
In my example, such accommodation
happens through submissive language
and perhaps such language itself then
enables resistance through purposeful

tional murder, in 2018 Payal Tadvi’s insti-
tutional murder and most recently
Muslim student Fatima Lathif’s institu-
tional murder in [IT Madras, have exposed
how Brahmanical and Islamophobic our
education system is.

The current JNU protest is neither
concerned with affirmative action nor
about the nature of enormous domi-
nance the Savarnas have. Secondly, this
protest has reduced the fees hike issue
to anissue of only poor students, which
in turn helps the BJP government bring
poor students into its politics. Instead the
debate should have been around the idea
of public institutions.

Various social justice organisations,
such as the UDSF (United Dalit Student
Forum), BAPSA (Birsa Ambedkar Phule
Students Association), the forum for visu-
ally challenged students and SIO (Student
Islamic Organization) within the campus
have raised questions of social justice,
such as reservation policies in hostel ad-
missions, non-implementation of reser-
vation in teaching posts, gender depriva-
tion points, dropout issues and
discrimination against SCs, STs,and OBCs.
These issues have neither been taken se-
riously in the ongoing protest nor have

A JNU has failed larger cause in fee protests

they been carried forward within or out-
side the campus... As Dalits, we demand
free, quality, equal education for all. The
model of education should be that of
Switzerland, the UK, Canada, Italy, France,
or the Nordic countries, wherein huge re-
sources are devoted to educational initia-
tives and students are a responsibility of
the State.

The post-colonial State-sponsored ed-
ucation in India was directed at violently
homogenising India rather than creating
aninclusive society. The current regime is
determined to maintain the caste inequal-
ity. Nation-building cannot be successful
while excluding its large majority of Dalit,
Adivasi, OBCs, Muslims and other minori-
ties. It will only distort, destabilise and de-
stroy whatever little has left in the so-
called nation and democracy.

The writeris a PhD research scholar at
Centre for the Study of Social Exclusion
and Inclusive Policy, JNU

The fortnightly column ‘Dalitality’is
curated by Suraj Yengde, author of Caste
Matters, a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard
Kennedy School and a recipient of the
Rohith Vemula Memorial Scholar Award

Empowerment, via

action. Kandiyoti later critiqued her own
work as being simplistic, but the kernel
of it can be applied to so many levels of
gender performance. This kind of dou-
blespeak, so to say, often maintains do-
mestic and societal peace while at the
same time opening up spaces for women
to occupy that potentially increase their
real agency and empowerment.

Itis true that these increases are incre-
mental, often frustratingly slow, and
sometimes socially or economically half-
hearted. Recent qualitative research on
women micro-entrepreneurs in urban
Ghana (www.sciencedirect.com/sci-
ence/article/pii), for example, documents
how these women frequently make sub-
optimal business decisions in order to re-
inforce their husbands’ primary role as
family breadwinners. So they prioritise
savings over investments, hide their prof-
its, are extra cautious in their investment
choices and think about long-term secu-
rity rather than immediate profit.

These women and many other work-
ing women probably know that not only
is half a loaf better than no bread, the half
loafitselfis in danger if they more boast-
fully display their business or other in-
come-generating skills. For the few stud-
ies that demonstrate that women’s
economic activity increases their ‘bar-
gaining power’ in domestic relations,
there are several more which suggest that
women’s labour force participation can
lead to increases in domestic violence;
more often psychological than physical,
but violence all the same. Many of these
studies on both sides are methodologi-
cally problematic and the technical field
is still evolving. However, the theoretical
literature on this subject agrees that men
might use violence as a way to get
women to give up these bargaining
strengths (i.e., leave the labour force)

ustration: Suvajit Dey

and/or as an expression of their own in-
security as they fear the loss of the one
source of clear male advantage — the con-
trol of the purse strings.

The propensity to violence against
working wives seems to be greater in men
who lose their own jobs or whose wives
earn more than them. Relative income
matters — the largest resentment is un-
leashed when the woman’s income ex-
ceeds her spouse’s.

And nor is this male rage confined to
poor countries. Arecent analysis of US data
(journals.sagepub.com/doi) finds that men'’s
discomfort with working wives is at its
lowest when their wives earn about 40 per
cent of the income they make; beyond
that, it rises steadily. Not surprisingly, the
stress of low-skilled men losing their jobs
in the country in recent years has report-
edly worsened with their wives becom-
ing the primary earners.

No wonder women all over the world
frequently find it much easier to keep up
the facade of acceptance of and allegiance
to gender inequality even as they quietly
exercise their camouflaged empower-
ment. [ am using the term gender per-
formance somewhat differently from its
use in Judith Butler’s radical theory of rit-
ualised and repetitive gender practice as
performative gender. Instead, I use the
term to refer to the frequent verbal and
self-attested enactment of loyalty to un-
equal gender norms simultaneously with
behaviour that actively resists and chal-
lenges these norms.

Alaka M Basu is Professor,
Cornell University,
Department of Development Sociology

National Editor Shalini Langer curates the
fortnightly ‘She Said’ column
shalini.langer@expressindia.com

Out of
MYMIND o,
MEGHNAD DESA

THE STRANGEST aspect of Devendra
Fadnavis’s 80-hour chief ministership was
the manner of its commencement. Why
choose an early dawn hour to wake up the
Governor to swear yourself in? It almost
seems like he knew he was doing some-
thing not quite proper. It was like a home-
owner breaking into his own house like a
burglar. If it was above board and legal,
with proper certifiable majority support,
Fadnavis should have come in broad day-
light to stake his claim. As it was, it
sounded like a bit of jugaad, cutting of cor-
ners, hoping no one would notice.

Epaper-.ner'ss. com

Modi 2.0

These sorts of reversals happen when
a party steals a march over the better
claimant. The BJP did it famously in Goa
last time. But then they were relative new-
comers as aruling power, still learning the
tricks. Now they are firmly established,
expected to stay in power at the Centre for
awhile. They ought to believe in their own
success. They have to behave responsibly,
not play jugaad politics.

There is a difference in this matter be-
tween Modi 1.0 and Modi 2.0. Modi 1.0
was focused on Swachh Bharat, rural
housing and electrification, women'’s
health, Ayushman Bharat, Make in India.
Modi 2.0 seems to be focused on the BJP’s
ideological programme — Article 370,

temple, perhaps Uniform Civil Code, citi-
zenregistration, Hindi as sole national lan-
guage. It is almost as if there is a sense of
urgency, as if time is running out and the
programme has to be finished this term.
Thereis a glaring lack of interest in the for-
tunes of the economy, which was the cen-
tral focus in Modi 1.0. Has Modi 2.0 aban-
doned Sabka Vikas?

Think of what happened in
Maharashtra. The Congress has had a
problem with admitting thatitis no longer
the dominant party. It has been in denial
about its shrinkage in the Lok Sabha. The
sense of entitlement is ever there, as the
fuss over the change in security cover
showed.(Why do Indian leaders love high

levels of security, unlike leaders in other
democracies? After all, Indira Gandhi was
assassinated by her guards and no secu-
rity was able to protect Rajiv Gandhi.)

In Maharashtra, however, Sonia
Gandhi was happy to play the No. 3 role
and waited astutely to secure what she
wanted. It could herald the new, modest
Congress. Watch out!

The BJP used to have a sore side for
years as an outsider. Yet, it was alert, cau-
tious and unwilling to take risks. But in
the Maharashtra case, it claimed that
Fadnavis had been returned as Chief
Minister even when results showed that,
on its own, the BJP had failed to break
through. It may have been Fadnavis

and Mumbai’s jugaad politics

rather than Amit Shah or Narendra Modi
who hurried the swearing-in without
checking if NCP leader Ajit Pawar had the
party numbers. Did it stem from a sense
of entitlement, having secured a second
big victory in the general elections?

Politics has not changed just because
the BJP/NDA is comfortable now in both
Houses of Parliament. People still want
roti, kapda, makaan and bijli, sadak, paani.
The larger national concerns of Article 370
or the NRC may engage the leadership but
did not impress the voters in Haryana or
Maharashtra.

The first and last lesson of democratic
politics is: Do not take the voters for
granted. They bite back.

Fifth
COLUMN
TAVLEENSING

Twitter@tavleen_singh

Modi’s

first
mistake

NO POLITICAL party or leader has come
out of the Maharashtra mess looking
good. But, nobody has come out
looking as damaged as the BJP. It chose
to perch on a pedestal as a shining star
of morality and ideological
righteousness. And, now looks just like
any other grubby old political party. Its
behaviour in the Maharashtra
‘tamasha’ was disgraceful and
puzzling. What possessed it to try and
grab power in such an underhand and
squalid fashion? Personally, I have
found it hardest to understand the role
the Prime Minister played. He has
spent five years using his monologues
on Mann Ki Baat to project himself as a
highly moral leader, so should he have
risked everything by being party to the
machinations that took place under
the cover of darkness? Equally
puzzling is why, as someone who sees
himself as a crusader against
corruption in public life, he chose to
ally with a leader who has serious
corruption charges against him. And,
one whose limited credibility as a
political leader in Maharashtra is
derived entirely from the reflected
power of his uncle.

Modi’s closest confidant Amit Shah
has tried aggressively to portray the
BJP as the victim of the plot. On
national television he took the stand
that the mandate was for a BJP
government and that it was the Shiv
Sena that was the betrayer of this
mandate.

In his usual bullying, bumptious
style he declared at the Republic TV’s
annual conclave that ‘the people’
understood exactly what had
happened and would never forgive the
Shiv Sena even if the media was trying
to paper over its treacherous role.

Not true, Mr Home Minister. Not
true at all. If you could mingle among
‘the people’ you would soon discover
how disturbed they are by the
midnight plotting that led to the
sudden installation of Devendra
Fadnavis as chief minister, with Ajit
Pawar as his deputy. It was anillegal
move and these gentlemen were
ousted so soon that ‘the people’ are
making jokes and memes about
Fadnavis being the Ganpati that comes
home for just a day-and-a-half during
Mumbai’s famous Ganesh festival.
When political leaders become the
butt of jokes you can be sure that they
will face a longish period of ignominy.

It is unfortunate for the Prime
Minister that the stain of ignominy has
spread beyond the borders of
Maharashtra and ‘the people’ are
beginning to ask if Modi is the great
moral leader they thought he was or
whether they misjudged him
completely. Questions started to be
asked a while ago when immoral
political deals were struck in Goa and
Karnataka, but when this sort of thing
happens in a big, important state like
Maharashtra, the consequences are
more serious. The Home Minister has
said proudly in defence of the BJP that
it has not needed to lock its MLAs up in
hotels and this he believes is proof that
the BJP is still morally above other
political parties. This has not stopped
ugly rumours from spreading about
horse trading.

Amit Shah is famous for his
organisational skills. He is rightly
credited with having built the BJP into
a formidable election machine. What
he seems not to have noticed is that the
main reason for the BJP having won the
Lok Sabha elections twice was because
Modi’s personal image was of a
sincere, honest leader whose only
motivation for being in public life was
to make India a better country. It is this
image that has now taken a serious
beating.

It is hard to say what Modi can do
now to try and bring back some lustre
to his public image, but one way would
be for him to be seen once more as the
real face of the BJP.

After winning his second termin
office he has spent so much time
travelling in foreign lands that his
personal rapport with the people has
weakened. On most political matters it
is the Home Minister who speaks for
the party, and often when he does this,
he exhibits the rough, crass manner of
the provincial politician that he was
until he was elevated to the national
stage by the Prime Minister. There is a
political language that politicians can
get away with when they are in
provincial politics that is unacceptable
at the national level. There are also
political machinations that pass
muster in provincial politics that do
not at the national level.

So my humble advice to the Prime
Minister is that it is time that he is seen
once more as the real face of the BJP. It
is time for him to remind people why
they have voted for him a second time.
Time for him to remember that it was
not the BJP that won a full majority
twice. He did and he alone.



10 DEMOCRACY AT WORK

Yogiaddresses ABVP event

In the midst of the Maharashtra crisis, the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP)
— the student wing of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) — held its national convention
at Agra earlier this week. The main speaker was Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath. It was odd that Adityanath, who had once patronised and actively supported
the formation of the Hindu Vahini, an organisation parallel to the ABVP, should have
decided to address a convention of a rival body.

That apart, the atmosphere at the convention was electric. As the chief guest arrived,
there were slogans of Jai Shri Ram, Zor se bolo Jai Shri Ram (say loudly, Jai Shri Ram)
and Ayodhya to jhalak hai/Kashi Mathura baaki hai (Ayodhya is just a glimpse/Kashi
and Mathura are still left). The roars were loudest when the CM referred to Pakistan
without naming it. He spoke for more than 40 minutes and only on Hindutva, asserting
that every speck of dust in India had Ram, Krishna and Shankar in it.

CHATTERBOX

RJD’s futuristic plan

Bihar’s principal Opposition party, the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) has got a new state
president. The previous incumbent, Ramchandra Purve has been sacked and replaced
by former MP and Lalu Yadav confidant, Jagadanand Singh. Singh is said to be non con-
troversial and has a calm presence. Local newspapers say Tejashwi Yadav, Lalu Prasad’s
heir apparent, was not happy with Purve. Elections in Bihar are due in 2020. By replacing
Purve with Singh, the strategy is to associate the Rajputs (of whom there are few in num-
bers) and upper castes with the RJD that is considered a party of Yadavs and Muslims.

“In the first Cabinet meeting of new government,
they chose to discuss how to prove majority
secretly, instead of discussing on how assistance
and relief can be given to farmers suffering from
unseasonal rains. If tl;i:t?ovemment has majority,
then why are they secretly calling the house?”

Former Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis on
the new Shiv Sena-Congress-NCP coalition
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CHECKLIST
SHORT TERM CHIEF MINISTERS

mJagdambika Pal (one day)

KKalyan Singh was Uttar Pradesh chief ministerin
1998 heading an alliance of defectors from other
parties. After a floor test that witnessed
unprecedented violence in the assembly, governor
Romesh Bhandari recommended President's Rule
inthe state. The Centre didn't agree, and Kalyan
Singh wentahead and appointed a 98-member
strong cabinet to reward all defectors, including a
breakaway faction from Congress called Loktantrik
Congress thatincluded leaders Naresh Agarwal
and Jagdambika Pal. On February 21,1998, the
Loktantrik Congress withdrew its support to the
KKalyan Singh government. The governor dismissed
the government and swore in Jadgambika Pal as
the chief minister late at night, a decision that the
high court reversed the next morning.

mSatish Prasad Singh (one week)

In1968, Satish Prasad Singh became the youngest

chief minister of Bihar, for one week but resigned
on his own. Afaction within the Congress led by KB
Sahay and supported by Samyukta Socialist Party
revolted against Mahamaya Prasad Sinha, Bihar's
first non-Congress chief minister. Satish Prasad
Singh was named (M but quit within a week.
®Janaki Ramachandran (23 days)

After MGR's death in December1987asuccession
battle splitthe AIADMK. MGR's wife Janaki was
appointed (M by the faction loyal to MGR, while)
Jayalalithaa engineered asplit. It was Janaki's claim
that GovernorSLKhurana accepted as (M. On the day
ofthefloortest, DMKand AIADMK legislators violently
clashed inthe assembly and police had tointervene.
Though the speaker announced thatthe cabinet had
won the motion of confidence, the Central
Government under Rajiv Gandhi refused to accept it
and used Article 356 of the Constitution to dismiss
Janaki's governmentthe following month.
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OPINION

JAIRAM RAMESH

GDP: Animperfect
measurement

I think, it is important for the government to first acknowl-

edge the reality that for the last eight quarters, quarterly

GDP growth has been declined. GDP is an imperfect meas-
ure of economic performance. But, you take any indicator of
the real economy whether it is rail freight, growth in bank
credit, electricity consumption, it is an extraordinary situation
thatin a country like ours electricity consumption is showing
the lowest growth rates.

Ithink, the first step in addressing the economic situation
is acknowledging the reality that we are in a difficult situation.
Iam glad that India has reached a stage where coming from 7
per cent to 5 per cent is defined as a slowdown. In many coun-
tries of the world, 5 per cent growth would be a miracle growth,
but, in India, it is changing aspirations of India that an econ-
omy that is growing at 5 per cent is unacceptable, and eco-
nomics textbooks will not define 7 per cent fall to 5 per cent
fall as a recession. It is a reflection of the changed circum-
stances in India over the last 25 years that we are not accepting
a growth rate of 5 per cent. So, I would make an earnest plea
to the finance minister to first acknowledge that there is a
problem. You cannot address the problem unless you
acknowledge that there is a problem.

Secondly, we are seeing the cumulative effects of a decision
taken on November 8, 2016, which was a political masterstroke
but it was a move that cost the economy very dearly. We are
seeing the prolonged effects of demonetisation. The govern-
ment and the party in power has benefited politically and
from a perception point of view from demonetisation but the
economy has paid a very heavy price for the demonetisation.

Thirdly, there can be no dispute that goods and services
taxt (GST) was a major step forward and a major reform. Let
us not argue who stopped GST, who accelerated GST. The idea
of GST first came into the public domain in 2004. We know
the history of what has happened. GST was implemented but
the haste with which GST was pushed through has created
many problems for small and medium businesses, has created
many problems for trade, has created many problems for
exporters, who are finding themselves priced out of interna-
tional markets because of delayed refunds. So, when we say
GST, it is not against the idea of GST, it is not against the archi-
tecture of GST also but it is the manner in which GST was
pushed through. I am glad that over the last two years, a num-
ber of amendments have been introduced in the structure of
GST, in its procedures and in its compliance. It is just like the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, we are learning by doing.
GST was a completely new world we were entering but the
effect, the combined effect of demonetisation and the GST,
which was pushed through hastily, has created a situation
where today the growth rate is declining.

The next point I wish to make is that Manmohan Singh,
when he was the finance minister and also when he was the
prime minister, but more so when he was the finance minister,
always used to say that investment is not just an economic
decision. Investment is a psychological decision. It reflects
the sentiment of the investor. I agree with Binoy Viswam, no
economy in the world has grown on the back of foreign direct
investment (FDI). I would request the finance minister to give
up the obsession with FDI and focus on DI. Forget the “F”
and focus on “DI”, “direct investment”, “domestic invest-
ment”. It is the “DI” that is going to take the economy out of
the woods.

Why is “DI” not picking up? Why is the domestic invest-
ment not picking up? Why is it sluggish? It is sluggish because
of the problems in the financial system, because of loss of
demand but it is also sluggish because there is an atmosphere
of uncertainty, fear, intimidation. The Finance Act of 2017
gave extraordinary powers to tax officials, which we did not
debate in extenso, and, I think, what has happened today is
that people are reluctant to invest because of simple policy
that if you do not do anything, nothing will go wrong.

So, I would like to make a request to the finance minister.
She is announcing one economic measure after the other, like
any finance minister would, but she has to really get behind
the psychology of investment. She has to look at laws relating
totax policy and tax administration, which has created an envi-
ronment in small businesses, medium businesses and large
businesses, which is creating this uncertainty as far as the invest-
ment is concerned. So, I think, it is not just economics but it is
the psychology factor which is important. Sir, on a number of
measures, I stood up and supported the government. On the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, I have spoken on four occa-
sions. I have welcomed the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code. I
have suggested amendments to it and the government has been
proactive because we are learning by doing.

But one thing of this government which I cannot support
in good conscience is “panic privatisation”. The government
has come to the conclusion, as I see it, that the engine of
growth is going to be privatisation. And this is not planned
out privatisation. This is “panic privatisation”. You are pan-
icking. And what are you privatising? You are privatising
Navratna Companies, Maharatna Companies and strategic
companies. And how are you going to privatise them? Who is
going to buy it? Are you going to create monopolies? We pri-
vatised the IPCL in 2002. We created a monopoly. We priva-
tised VSNL in 2002. The company that bought VSNL went
bankrupt. I think privatisation as a panacea for India’s eco-
nomicills is very, very ill-advised and ill-judged. Much has to
be done to reform the public sector. Everything is not right
with the public sector. But the answer to that, in my view, is
not to privatise profit-making companies and not to privatize
strategic companies in the hope that the investment envi-
ronment is going to improve and growth is going to pick up. I
believe that this “panic privatisation mode” of the government
may yield short-term revenues, but in the medium- and long
term, it will be detrimental to the interests of the economy.
This will weaken the foundations of industrial growth.

Edited excerpts from a speech by Congress MP Jairam Ramesh in the
Rajya Sabha during a short duration discussion on economic situation
in country, November 27

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

Constantino Xavier, fellow, foreign policy, Brookings India tells Aditi Phadnis, Sri Lanka's new
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa will be a realist in his foreign policy, delivery on promises made by
New Delhi will be central to India-Sri Lanka relations. Edited excerpts:

‘India cannot take
Lanka for granted’

How do you see the outcome of the
presidential elections in Sri Lanka
impacting domestic politics in Sri Lanka?
The result reflects a return to the majoritari-
an Sinhala current that emerges cyclically in
Sri Lanka, beginning with the election of
SWRD Bandaranaike, in 1956. Except for
Mahinda Rajapaksa’s resounding victory of
2010, the last president to be elected with a
larger margin than Gotabaya was Chandrika
Kumaratunga, back in 1994. This reflects the
electorate’s sense of exhaustion with four
years of chronic instability, including a failed
alliance between President Maithripala
Sirisena and Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe, marked by chronic infight-
ing. Governance suffered and the economic
growth declined to a record low in two
decades. After the post-war high under
Mahinda, with growth rates of nine per cent
in 2012, this slow-down was the main reason
why voters backed Gotabaya.

There is concern especially among urban
and upper-income voters that a return to the
Rajapaksas will also mean curtailing of civic
rights and growing authoritarianism.
Mahinda’s extra-constitutional attempts to
topple the government, last year, also raised
eyebrows internationally. But he ended up
backing off then and now a clear majority vot-
ed for his brother Gotabaya, even while expect-
ing him to continue to command the country’s
destinies, in parallel as the Prime Minister.

Mahinda’s last tenure was seen as skewed
toaccommodate China's interests much
more than India's. Is this accurate? Do
you see a course correction this time,
given thatboth Sri Lanka and China's
priorities are slightly different?

Indian concerns about Sri Lanka’s proximity
to China are mostly an expression of its own
insecurity, failure to communicate clearly with
Colombo, and inability to deliver credible eco-
nomic alternatives. For example, back in 2005,
Mahinda had offered India first to develop sev-
eral infrastructure projects, including the infa-
mous Hambantota port now leased to China
for 99 years.

Unfortunately, due to domestic pressure
from Tamil parties, Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh never ended up in Sri Lanka
between 2009 and 2014, and even refused to
attend the 2013 Commonwealth summit host-
ed by Sri Lanka. While the Rajapaksas may
have understood the UPA’'s domestic compul-
sions, the relationship suffered. So Mahinda
and Gotabaya naturally looked elsewhere for
economic support, and China was more than
willing to step in.

After 2014, already under Prime Minister
Modi and the new Neighbourhood First policy,
India might have then overcompensated and
put excessive emphasis on coercive policies,
hoping that Sri Lanka would somehow fall in
line again. So, India reportedly played a back-
ground role in facilitating a new alliance, led

by President Sirisena, which defeated
Mahinda Rajapaksa in January 2015. With the
subsequent election of Wickremesinghe, Delhi
thus hoped for a “pro-India” regime in
Colombo, but that soon proved to be an illu-
sion as China continued to strengthen its eco-
nomic, political and security influence on the
island. As with the blockade on Nepal, in Sri
Lanka, Delhi’s security establishment realised
that Indian sticks are of little use against
Chinese carrots.

This forced India to rebuild its bridge to
the Rajapaksas, which were courted again
since 2017, with several visits between Modi
and Mahinda. The lessons for India are obvi-
ous: Sri Lanka will keep balancing between
India and China, and Delhi will have to focus
more on economic delivery, rather than the
traditional policy of denial and
coercion.

While Mahinda has always
been the charismatic political
leader, Gotabaya has focused on
leveraging Sri Lanka’s situation
at the heart of the Indo-Pacific,
where  Chinese, Indian,

CONSTANTINO XAVIER

development. So while Gotabaya failed to win
in the Tamil- and Muslim-majority northern
and eastern coastal areas, and in the central
highlands, the electorate there will be focused
on his ability to revive economic growth.

Whatis your assessment of the
president's India visit?

These high-level visits are excellent optics to
signal that the relation is on a positive track
and has political investment from both lead-
ers. For Modi, it was the successful culmina-
tion of two years of silent background work,
rebuilding relations with the Rajapaksas based
on the assessment that they would return to
power, sooner or later, in one way or the other.
For Gotabaya, on the other hand, the visit was
a low-cost affair to signal that he is willing to
repair the relationship with
India, not offering any con-
crete commitments.

But the challenge is for both
sides to now follow up. The
greatest concern is that
Gotabaya will repeat the game
Nepal’s Prime Minister K P Oli

American and other interests
are competing for influence.
This means that despite his
campaign proclamations about
“equidistance” and “geostrate-
gic neutrality,” Gotabaya will be willing to pri-
oritise relations with India as long as he gets
something in return. So we should expect a
cold-blooded, transactional relation that
requires a lot of engagement and mutual trust
to sustain. If Delhi wants Gotabaya to stick to
its red lines, for example not allowing China
to militarise the Hambantota port, then it may
have to put the Tamil and decentralisation
issues on the backburner.

India cannot take Gotabaya’s goodwill for
granted. To avoid surprises and miscommu-
nications as in the 2014-15 phase, Delhi will
have to invest in continuous dialogue, at the
highest level, followed up by constant bureau-
cratic engagement.

Should minorities in Sri Lanka be more
afraid now?

In 2014, I visited Jaffna and many other Tamil
cities in the north, including the LTTE'’s for-
mer capital Kilinochchi. This was just five
years after the end of one of Asia’s oldest and
bloodiest civil wars and the defeat of one of
the deadliest insurgent and terror organisa-
tions the modern world has seen. People there
were hardly supportive of Mahinda who was
then the president, and the army remained
firmly in control, running most of the econo-
my and accused of many civic violations.

But the road, telecommunication, public
services and other critical infrastructure had
been modernised formidably, which might
explain why we have not seen a single major
incident of Tamil terrorism since then. People
seemed concerned but partially also content
with the new peace and economic moderni-
sation. Poverty incidence in the northern and
eastern provinces reduced massively, and
growth peaked at 25 per cent between 2009
and 2012.

Many developmental challenges remain
and political reconciliation and transitional
justice have made no progress, even under
Sirisena and Wickremesinghe. But the older
generation of Tamil political leaders has been
unable to engage with the post-conflict reality:
minority identity claims remains salient, but
voters in the north and east now place greater
emphasis on how parties deliver on economic

Fellow, foreign policy,
Brookings India

played with India over the last
three years: He gave in to all of
Indian protocol demands and
political optics, visited Delhi
first, proclaimed India first,
then waited for India to forget about him, and
went on to do more business with China. So
with Sri Lanka, this week’s visit was only the
prologue to a long game where India is
required to keep Colombo constantly engaged
at all levels.

Just five or 10 years ago, I complained that
Delhi invested too little in high-level summits
with political leaders from neighbouring coun-
tries. Except for Rajiv Gandhi’s troubled trip
to sanction the IPKF, before Prime Minister
Modi went to Sri Lanka in 2015, the last proper
state visit by an Indian Prime Minister had
been in 1979. But today, we have come to the
opposite extreme: it often feels like too many
visits and too little follow up in substance.
Hopefully we will see more concrete achieve-
ments over the next year, including many
pending announcements since 2015, for exam-
ple in regard to upgrading the Trincomalee
port or reviving the rail and ferry links with
Tamil Nadu.

The second challenge will be to balance
the security and economic dimensions of
cooperation with Sri Lanka. Especially after
the Easter terror attacks, India has pursued
several new counter-terrorism and intelli-
gence sharing initiatives, but the endgame
will be to achieve greater economic interde-
pendence. This is why India’s connectivity
efforts are so important, including the new
air link to the renovated airport in Jaffna, the
new Colombo port terminal developed jointly
with Japan, and various other investments in
the rail, energy and port sectors. These are
the important, silent successes of India’s new
connectivity strategy, which require more
diplomatic and technical investment. During
this week’s visit, India announced another
loan of USD$ 400 million for such infrastruc-
ture projects.

Most importantly, there has been no
progress on the Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreement (CEPA), which was
supposed to have been announced two years
ago. Delhi conveniently points the finger at
Colombo’s concerns about liberalisation of
migration in the services sector, but where
there is a political way there should be an eco-
nomic way.

Helping rickshaw-pullers embrace EVs

AVaranasi-based startup is promoting sustainable transport by empowering
rickshaw-pullers to move to electric versions, writes Sneha Bhattacharjee

he last decade has seen a major push
T for electric mobility to enter the mass

market. Apart from climate change,
there are a number of other factors that have
contributed to this push, including advances
in renewable energy sector, battery technolo-
gy, and urbanisation. With 22 of the 30 most
polluted cities in the world being in India, the
central government had approved an outlay
0f310,000 crore for three years till 2022 to sub-
sidise electric vehicles (EVs)
and drive the adoption of elec- m
tric mobility in the country.

However, despite the cen- *'

tral government’s push, the
local administration fails to =
reciprocate the same. Naveen =
Krishna, founder, SVM Green
Solutions, found this to be the
most challenging aspect of
setting up his venture —
which helps rickshaw-pullers
move towards battery-operat-
ed rickshaws from the manual
ones. “The local administration considers e-
rickshaws as a traffic menace,” says Krishna
adding how it is a challenge to convince the
authorities that e-rickshaws will instead solve
the last mile connectivity problems.

INDIA
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Krishna’s journey began in 2015 when he
set up his venture in Varanasi. The plight of
manual rickshaw-pullers was what moved
Krishna the most. As he saw them abused and
manhandled by passengers or street vendors,
working long hours with hardly anything sub-
stantial to sustain themselves or their families,
Krishna realised he should help them out in
some way. SVM Green Solutions was the
answer. The start-up helps rickshaw-pullers

change over to EVs through varied sup-
port strategies — from mobilising the
community and assisting them to access
micro finance, to handling the purchase
and delivery of the three-wheeler, fulfill-
ing the registration process, obtaining
insurance, and training them in steering
the vehicle. The venture hastill date been
able to help 1,328 rickshaw-pullers.

With a 74-member team, the venture
operates in several cities in Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar. Getting here has not been easy.
To involve stakeholders is cumbersome,
feels Krishna. The biggest being the bank-

ing partners, who do not see the rickshaw-
pullers or anyone from the below poverty line
category as credible lender. “They are willing
to finance only 75 per cent of the cost of an
EV, which costs around 1.5 lakh. But the

remaining 25 per cent that is needed to be self-
financed by the rickshaw puller is still a large
amount,” says Krishna who took a pilot project
to convince banking partners to fund 90 per
cent of the cost for some 23 rickshaw-pullers.

The unavailability of major players in the
electric mobility market is another challenge.
Big players despite their presence do not focus
much on three-wheelers, feels Krishna. Then
there are local players, who outsource from
China or any other part of the world, have
slowly started building their in-house capacity
but again fall short when it comes to three-
wheelers. “There needs to be an alignment
between the policies and the stakeholders, the
local and central governments,” adds Krishna.

Krishna’s venture offers a one-window solu-
tion that improves the livelihood of rickshaw-
pullers and also introduces them to the green
mobility segment. In order to mobilise rick-
shaw-pullers and create awareness of e-rick-
shaws among them, the start-up even conducts
campaigns and events. Once an amount of
interest is generated, Krishna’s team approach-
es them with their services. “We also offer a
pay-per-use battery-swap service, ‘SMART
Charge’, aimed at giving the e-rickshaw drivers
access to high-performance lithium-ion bat-
teries with the objective of ensuring that they

Naveen Krishna with one of the women
beneficiary of SVM’s programme ‘Vahini’

overcome issues like long charging time, bat-
tery maintenance, and less mileage,” he adds.
The venture has also launched a pro-
gramme, ‘Vahini’, to enable more women to
enter the mobility arena. The company has tak-
enup the responsibility of installing their vehi-
cles with a cloud-based camera and providing
smartphones to ensure women safety.
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Trickle-down corruption

The malaise persists at state and local-level governance

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s
promise to establish a corruption-
free government in India would
have come up against a reality
check of sorts from the results of the 2019
India Corruption Survey conducted by
Transparency International and Local
Circles, a social media firm. Although the
headline findings of the survey point to a
five percentage point drop in corruption lev-
els — 51 per cent of Indians admitted to pay-
ing a bribe this year against 56 a year ago —
the figure for 2019 was higher than the 2017,

which was 45 per cent. The survey covers
81,000 respondents in 248 districts across
20 states.

The striking point about the more gran-
ular findings of the survey is that the bulk of
the corruption is at local levels. Thus, even if
we assume that Mr Modi is able to make the
central government corruption-free, the
malaise will persist at the lower levels of the
country’s governance structure — at state
and local government levels. This has criti-
cal implications for India’s future as an
investment destination, since local admin-

istrations are, so to speak, the business end
of the ease of doing business environment.
For instance, almost half the respondents
(49 per cent) said the bribes were for prop-
erty registration and land-related matters.
Only 12 per cent of citizens said corruption
on these two accounts had fallen over the
past year. Equally worrying is the fact that
Indians who admitted to paying bribes said
they did so multiple times in the year, sug-
gesting that corruption remains as endemic
as ever. The survey also contradicts the com-
mon notion that posits technology interface
as the optimum bulwark against corruption,
especially in citizen-facing services. Some 44
per cent of respondents said they paid a
bribe in an office that had computerisation,
and 16 per cent said that they paid a bribe
despite the office having a functional CCTV

system. That Telangana, one of the first
states to introduce a citizens’ portal for a
slew of common goods and services, figures
as India’s fifth-most corrupt state tells its
own story (Rajasthan, Bihar Jharkhand, and
Uttar Pradesh preceded it). It is worth noting,
however, that well over a third of the respon-
dents who admitted to paying bribes paid in
cash, a potent signal that at least one of the
key objectives of the tectonic 2016 experi-
ment with demonetisation had failed.
Although Transparency International's
global Corruption Perception Index showed
that India had risen three places in the ranks,
those results are at variance with the findings
of this intra-country corruption survey —
some 48 per cent of respondents felt that
states had taken no effective steps to tackle
corruption. Corruption persists in India

despite the passage of the Prevention of
Corruption Act, which deems a bribe an
offence attracting seven years’ imprisonment
or a fine or both. This situation points to the
inherently weak institutional foundations of
governance in India, which creates a vicious
circle of venality. The absence of robust sys-
tems to punish bribe givers plays into the
hands of the political class. It enables them to
enhance their powers by becoming centres of
routine approvals and clearances. They may
offer investors a degree of certainty in place
of the tortuous uncertainties of dealing with
wilfully inefficient local officials but it
involves an unhealthy element of discrimi-
nation and arbitrariness in governance,
which are embedded with risks for investors.
It is for the political class, then, to set the
standard first.

The rise of counter-revolution

The basic values on which modern civilisation rests are facing challenges across the world. How this will be
resolved is one of the most pressing questions of our time

ALOK SHEEL

revolutions of the modern era, such as the

English, American, French, Russian, Chinese and
anti-imperial (including the Indian freedom movement)
was a virtuous paradigm of basic values on which mod-
ern civilisation rests.

This paradigm comprises reason and the scientific
method (which accelerated material well-being), indi-
vidual freedoms (on which democracy rests), the equal-
ity of all humans irrespective of colour or creed (which
spawned the rule of law and socialist experiments), fra-
ternity (the basis of modern nation states), humanism
(which elevates human beings above the supernatural
and divine) and secularity (the belief that all religions are
equally valid, the end of the divine right of rulers and the
separation of Church and State). At the philosophical
level, free trade and markets were an application of the
concept of individual liberty to economic activity.

The ancient and medieval world embraced some of
these basic values, such as logical reasoning (the Socratic
method of classical antiquity, the Ajnana school of scep-
ticism in ancient India, and the medieval Islamic
Mutazilite rationalist school) and individual liberty
(Athenian democracy). These were, however, not part of
a virtuous paradigm, resulting in contradictory out-
comes. Thus, you had the coexistence of Athenian
democracy with slavery. Logic without the experimen-
tal approach could not lead to a systematic scientific
method that accelerated material well-being.

It bears reiteration that the great divergence between
east (China and India) and west (Europe and the “white”
settler colonies) opened up only after the west embraced
this virtuous paradigm, collectively known as the
“European enlightenment”. The movement towards
convergence between east and west commenced when
the former started adopting this paradigm.

Not all these values were adopted in equal measure in
all western societies, and later modern eastern societies,
atall times. There were also unresolved tensions between
the basic values. Social Darwinism legitimised slavery
and imperialism. The Russian and Chinese revolutions
rejected individual freedom and free markets. The polit-
ical and social structures arising from such tensions,
such as slavery, empire, and dictatorships, ultimately
failed, or reformed radically, as these tensions were
resolved. Social Darwinism was a travesty of the scientific
method, which was quite different in the physical and
human sciences. Imperialism privileged economic free-
dom over political liberty and fraternity, while Left wing
dictatorships privileged equality over individual liberty.

These values are basic and not arranged in any hier-
archy. The resolution of these tensions, first with the end
of imperialism in the mid-twentieth century, and later
following the fall of the Berlin wall towards its end,
infamously led to an influential belief in the “end of his-
tory” — meaning that this virtuous paradigm had tri-
umphed not once, or on multiple occasions, but for all
time. Some tensions however remained unresolved.

While most political groupings, from the left to the
centre to the conservative right, have accepted the vir-
tuous paradigm, it has not gone unchallenged. The
counter-revolutionary far right comprehensively reject-
ed the basic values of the European enlightenment. It
seeks to benefit from the fruits of modern science with-
out genuflecting to either reason or the scientific method;
it holds the concepts of individual liberty and equality in
contempt; it disregards humanism, and where its beliefs
are secular, it elevates the leader to a god-like status.

Mostly seen as a lunatic fringe through much of the
last two centuries, there are two historical phases where
it appeared that the counter-revolution might turn the
clock back. The first attempt during the interwar peri-
od in Europe failed spectacularly. The concept of
Hindutva, an extension of this counter-revolution in

T he common thread stitching together the great
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Bringing down the Berlin wall. The fall of the wall thirty years ago led to an influential belief in the “end of history”,
meaning that civilisational values had triumphed, not just once, but for all time

India, could not also prevail over the revolutionary
movement led by Mahatma Gandhi. Over the last two

decades radical Islam has gone down the same path.
This paradigm is again under major attack, includ-
ing in India, for the second time since the nineteenth
century. This belies the belief in the end of history, as
it is by no means self-evident that the virtuous para-
digm will prevail. Unlike the interwar period, the major
challenge this time round comes not from newly estab-
lished countries like Germany and Italy, but long-estab-
lished democracies such as Western Europe and the
United States, where the para-

The far right digm originated, and the oldest
holds the major democracy in the former
concepts of colonies, India. As before, the
individual philosophical roots of this chal-
liberty and lenge lie in tensions among the
equality in basic values of the virtuous para-
contempt; it digm, this time not between but
disregards within two basic values.

The first tension is between
political liberty and economic lib-
erty, manifested through trade
and markets. Once considered
indivisible, and vindicated by the
fall of the Berlin wall, the attractiveness of the East
Asian — including the reformed Chinese — model
(which privileges economic freedom over political free-
dom) has steadily grown, as western capitalism floun-
ders with declining growth and widening inequalities.

The second tension lies within the basic value of
fraternity, between the inclusive and exclusive aspects
of nationalism. The former gave rise to modern nation
states on the back of the breakup of the old-world

humanism, and
elevates the
leader to a
god-like status

empires, and later to the nationalist revolt against impe-
rialism, itself an expression of the exclusive aspect of fra-
ternity. Whereas the tension between liberty and equal-
ity was resolved through social democracy, even though
inclusive nationalism had a synergy with humanism
(which exclusive nationalism did not), this tension was
never resolved despite the end of imperialism. This ten-
sion has unsurprisingly resurfaced, as the rising tide of
migration pitches residents against non-residents.

Ironically, even as classical socialism got the bal-
ance between liberty and equality wrong, it got the bal-
ance between inclusive and exclusive nationalism right,
as its original impulse was to strive for “permanent rev-
olution”, which did away with nation states. Might this
permanent revolution apply to its béte noire, capitalism,
which remains unstable with national borders?

Both the major challenges to the virtuous paradigm
arose in the wake of heightened globalisation accom-
panied by major crises of capitalism, the first following
the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the second fol-
lowing the Great Recession a decade ago. There is, how-
ever, a fundamental difference between the globalisa-
tion of the late nineteenth century and that of a century
later. The former was not virtuous as it was enforced,
being violative of both liberty and fraternity. The latter
is virtuous, based on both economic and political free-
dom, and fraternal in every sense.

The first major challenge was resolved after a dev-
astating war. How might the tensions underlying the
second end, or be resolved, is arguably one of the most
pressing questions of our time.

Thewriter is RBI Chair Professor at ICRIER. These views are
personal

How to transform
Indian Railways

RAGHU DAYAL

he beleaguered Indian Railways

I (IR) has now appealed for corpo-

rate benefactors to step in, to get

its trains and stations cleaned, according

to recent newspaper reports. Caughtina

low incremental growth trap, and con-

tinuing to live beyond its means, IR
appears to be going the Air India way.

How could the IR management
remain oblivious of the gathering storm?
Freight output and passenger traffic
recorded a dismal 0.26 per cent and 0.53
per cent compound annual growth rate
(CAGR) over the period 2014-19; but its
working expenses clocked 5.54 per cent
CAGR, far beyond its gross earnings, at
just 4.09 per cent. In the first five months
(April-August) of FY20, freight receipts
are short by 15.6 per cent and passenger
earnings by 5.1 per cent of the budgeted
amount; gross revenues are 14.1 per cent
less than budgeted, but working expens-
es are 2.7 per cent higher than budget
estimates.

IR’s ills are both multifarious and
well-known — acute capacity crunch on
arterial routes, overstrained terminals,
irrational fare and freight structure
haemorrhaging its finances, and warped
investment priorities. Its
capital expenditure of over
%5 trillion in the last four
years shows no respite
despite the capacity crunch.
IR is moving towards a debt
trap. Its lease hire charges
keep mounting — the provi-
sion 0f11,489 crore for FY20
amounts to 5.6 per cent of
working expenses. The wage
bill, budgeted at 86,554
crore, along with 350,100
crore appropriated to the pension fund,
accounts for 66.9 per cent of working
expenses (32.05 trillion for 2019-20).

IR has failed to follow simple business
norms of optimally pricing its services
and judiciously restructuring invest-
ments. Its passenger business consumes
two-thirds of its resources, but yields one-
third of revenues. Cross-subsidisation of
passenger services means it is out-priced
in the freight market. Scarce resources
are spread thinly on scattered projects,
providing little tangible relief on con-
gested routes. Important capacity-
enhancing corridors, if fast-tracked,
would yield the desired benefits.

A rigid bureaucratic structure is anti-
thetical to a business ethos. Most rail-
ways the world over, including in Russia,
China, Germany, France, and the UK, are
autonomous corporate entities. IR must
shed the ambivalence inherent in its
widely — and mistakenly — perceived
role of a departmental undertaking with
a public service obligation.

The IR management has just intro-
duced ten “Sewa Service Trains”, most
traversing only 30-100 km. Such short-
distance “regional” trains devour scarce
track and terminal capacity, and cause
maximum losses among passenger
services. Non-suburban commuters
availing of season ticket concessions for

should

Indian Railways

immediately
corporatise its
production units
and construction
wing, segregate its
passenger and
freight businesses,
and restructure
the Railway Board

up to 150 km travel constituted 22.8 per
cent of total non-suburban passenger
traffic in 2016-17, but yielded only 1.2
per cent of revenue! Besides systemat-
ically discouraging short rail journeys,
IR needs to corporatise “regional” and
suburban services.

Despite the steady induction of
expensive technologies and the out-
sourcing of a slew of activities, IR is
over-staffed. It has as many as 150 offi-
cials of the level of joint secretary and
above, crowding Rail Bhawan. The
shears should have been wielded first in
Rail Bhawan and then right across the
system.

IR should immediately corporatise its
production units and construction wing,
segregate its passenger and freight busi-
nesses, and restructure the Railway Board.
It could integrate civil engineering with
signalling, mechanical with electrical, and
merge material procurement with, say,
finance. To enhance the Board’s cohesion,
one member each should be made
responsible for (a) freight logistics servic-
esalong with information technology; (b)
the passenger business; (c) infrastructure
— track, signalling, electrification, land
and buildings; (d) rolling stock and equip-
ment; (e) HRD, including industrial rela-
tions, vigilance, and safety;
and (f) finance, including
accounts and material
management). The chair-
man would be the CEO,
handling overall coordina-
tion, planning, R&D, and
external relations.

Also, senior general
administration positions
inIR, such as heads of divi-
sions/zones and members
of the Board must be
manned only by those who are exposed
to the rigours of operations in the field
and interaction with customers.

The Bibek Debroy Committee found
that “IR’s efficiency was better with 9
zones than with 16”. It would be prudent
torestructure the organisation, including
streamlining the traditional four-tiered
organisation into a three-tiered system.
If required, IR could thereafter re-draw
the geographical areas of its 16 zonal
administrations, even increasing their
number to, say, 22-25. Concomitantly,
large station complexes, major freight cen-
tres, maintenance depots and installa-
tions should be placed under empowered

area managers.
Since the mid-1990s, China Rail has
continuously launched extensive

reforms, including drastic restructuring,
downsizing, divestment, and stringent
accountability. CR, already the world’s
most dynamic railway system, carries a
quarter of the world’s rail traffic over six
per cent of the world’s track length. CR
lagged behind IR until some thirty years
ago; today, it is the global leader in rail
technology. IR needs an innovator’s “cre-
ative destruction” and leadership aimed
focusing its energies.

The writer is former chairman, Container
Corporation of India
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Sharp rise in bad loans under

Mudra is cause for concern

The challenge in Maharashtra

Power-sharing will be a big issue

lllegal immigration continues

Menace is due to government's laxity

Reserve Bank of India should step in
to examine extent of fallout

The Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yojana has often been held up as
the solution to India’s job problem. But not only has its per-
formance 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 sharp rise in the number of
loans turning non-performing. On Tuesday, RBI Deputy
Governor M K Jain voiced concern over rising bad loans
under the scheme. At the end of 2018-19, Mudra loans worth
¥8.93 trillion 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 17,651 crore had turned non-per-
forming. But, in the subsequent six months, there has been
a sharp rise in bad loans.

Poor credit appraisals and lack of monitoring by banks,
wilful defaults, and the growing inability to pay back obliga-
tions due to a slowing economy could have all played a part.
But, coming at a time when banks are struggling to resolve their
existing pile of non-performing loans, this spurt in bad loans
under Mudra may end up becoming another source of vul-

: If..

nerability for them. While the political overtones of the scheme
are hard to dismiss, the RBI should examine the implications
for the financial system more closely and step in if necessary.

The Indian Express, November 29

After a month-long political
churn, Uddhav Thackeray
has formally taken over as
Mabharashtra’s chief minister.
While the Shiv Sena had chief
ministers in an alliance with
the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) in the 1990s, this is the
first time a Thackeray him-
self is leading the govern-
ment. It is also the first time
that the Sena has come
together with its arch rivals,
the Nationalist Congress
Party (NCP) and the
Congress, relegating the BJP
to the Opposition. There are
two issues in particular which
will pose a challenge. The
first, as in any coalition gov-
ernment, is power sharing.
While the three partners have
arrived at a broad deal, ques-
tions about the exercise of
power will be a constant

theme. Who will take the big
political decisions?

The second issue is ideo-
logical. While the common
minimum programme of the
alliance mentions its com-
mitment to secularism, it will
have to be seen whether the
Sena has indeed moved from
its Hindutva worldview, or
whether the NCP and
Congress have moved to a
more majoritarian outlook in
practice. The government has
the numbers and is constitu-
tionally legitimate. But it
must always remember that
the voters of Maharashtra did
not vote for this particular
combination to come to pow-
er. If it wants to win popular
legitimacy, it will have
to deliver.

Hindustan Times, November 29

Over 3,000 people of Indian
origin are lodged in US
Immigration and Customs
Enforcement detention cen-
tres; most of them are
accused of violating immi-
gration laws. Last week, the
US deported 150 Indians for
violating visa norms or ille-
gally entering America. A
considerable number of these
deportees are from Punjab,
including Bathinda’s
Jabarjung Singh. Sent back
for the fourth time, he is still
desperate to try his luck yet
again. He claims to have paid
a total of ¥24 lakh to a travel
agent and spent six months
in seven US camps. The fact
that the unscrupulous opera-
tor repeatedly managed to
send Jabarjung overseas
highlights the abject failure
of the Central and state gov-

ernments in curbing these
malpractices.

Rather than confronting
the problem, politicians have
been busy scoring brownie
points by “rescuing” Indians
who go abroad through unau-
thorised channels and get
stranded there. The menace
of runaway NRI husbands
also continues unabated.
With the US and other coun-
tries tightening the noose
around illegal immigrants,
India — and Punjab in partic-
ular —should ensure that the
shady agents are brought to
book. A nationwide cam-
paign is needed to dissuade
people from putting their life
savings — and life — on the
line in pursuit of dollar
dreams.

The Tribune, November 29
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FOOD ALLERGY VERSUS INTOLERANCE

UNDAY, DECEMBER 1, 2019

Spotl

ISHAARORA

ALKING DOWN THE
alleys of a bustling
supermarket, one is
spoilt for choice
when it comes to
food. Various condiments, snacks, sauces,
beverages,confectionaryand ready-to-eat
foods beckon consumers with the sheer
variety they offer. Sadly, for some people,
it’salluntouchable.Theyare the oneswho
sufferfromvariousfoodallergies,and have
to keep away from most processed and
packaged foods,becausein Indiabrandsdo
not furnishallergeninformation onlabels.
Thisincludeseven foreign brands that oth-
erwise provide this information for the
same products in other countries.

Sowhat do these people do? They have
an alternative, but it’s not for everyone
again.And this time the conundrumisnot
labelling or availability, but price. Special
stores abound in metros and large cities
offering food products forthosewith intol-
erance for milk, nuts, wheat, soy, etc. But
theyarefew,and concentrated onlyin tier-
I cities. And prices of these products are
prohibitively expensive. For instance, a
small packof gluten free biscuits costs over
3100, which would be around 320 for its
regularvariant.

This very situation forces people like
Poonam Lohiya,a 35-year-old homemaker
and resident of Delhi who suffers from
celiac disease and is on a life-long gluten-
free diet, to opt for only homemade food.
“The prices of gluten-free products are
more than double therate of regular prod-
uctsavailablein the market,whichiswhyI
have not bought any packaged food items
all these years, even though I was diag-
nosedwith celiacdiseasein 2010,”’she says.
With Lohiya’s husband being the sole
bread winner of the joint family that the
couple and their two children are part of,
there is little room for her to be able to
afford gluten-free productsavailablein the
marKket.“I grind myown flourathome,and
stick to eating home-made food. I have
tried gluten-free bakery items like bread,
biscuits, etc,bought from outside but only
on special occasions. The sellers do not
offer any discounts, even during festive
season,’sherues.

This situation persists even after the
Food Safety and Standards Authority of
India (FSSAI) in June this year laid down
specific guidelines and instructions for
proper testing and labelling of products.
“When presence of any allergens is identi-
fiedinfood ingredientsand products,con-
trols shall be put in place to prevent their
presence in foods where they are not
labelled. Where cross-contact cannot be
guaranteed,consumers shallbeinformed,”
wrote FSSAI in its Guidance Document
released in June. Under the heading titled
“Health Supplement/ Nutraceuticals Pro-
cessing”,a subhead titled “Allergen Man-
agement” is dedicated entirely to giving
informationregarding the majorallergens
presentin foods,enlisting the steps manu-
facturers can take to minimise chances of
cross-contamination,while ensuring that
they provide all allergen-related informa-
tion fairand square on the products’labels.
However, very few brands have made the
effort to provide full disclosure regarding
the presence of allergens in their products
and whether they have been prepared in
separate facilities.

Interestingly, the FSSAI has started
looking into the matter seriously this year
only — a stark contrast to the scenario in
the West where the USFDA enforced the
Food Allergen Labelling and Consumer
ProtectionActin 2004 toensure that man-
ufacturers label their products right Why
the delay? Lack of abundant research and
testing,say theauthorities.“Consumersare
now becoming more aware about food
allergens. In fact, many brands are now
innovating on allergen-free products. It
(recognition of allergens in foods) requires
testing.We haveinitiated alittle bit of work
in that space, and more work needs to be
done,” says Pawan Aggarwal, chief execu-
tive officer of the FSSAIL “ However, there
aremany challenges involved in preparing
such specialty foods. For instance, millets
are gluten-free butitis difficult to develop
therightbindingand puffingwithall these
grains —ragi, corn, bajra, etc. Hence, the
need of the hour is more home-grown
brands, generating awareness and easy
availability of products,”he adds.

The awareness lag

Manufacturers feel the government has
still not looked into the matter seriously.
“Of the total population, the number of
people with celiac disease is very small.
Evenamongthose fewpeople,majorityare
not aware of their condition,which is why
we have not seen proper laws for allergen
labelling and specialised foods produc-
tion,”says Kirti Bhatia,owner of Jalandhar-
based Savour Life Products,a companythat
manufactures a variety of gluten-free
productsonasmall scale.“Acouple of years
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The food market is big,
but not for people with

food allergies. And
even if the market
for specialised foods
is burgeoning, it is
at a heavy cost

back, there were not even appropriate
guidelines defining gluten-free. At least
now the FSSAI has taken cues from the
USFDA and adopted some guidelines. I
think there’s still a lot of work to be done
there,’sheadds.Even though the company
does not operate on a large scale, Bhatia
says their gluten-free breads, pizza base,
kulcha, muffins and biscuits are the most
popularitems.

“We are seeing an increase in food-
related allergic disorders in India. Itis a
conditionwhere symptomsappearwithin
minutes tohours of a particularfood aller-
gen intake. The five most important and
common foods thatlead toallergyinclude
seafood, eggs, wheat, milk, peanuts,’
explains Govind Makharia, professor of
gastroenterologyandanacclaimed expert
in celiacdisease at AIIMS,New Delhi.“Food
allergy is poorly recognised in our country
and many doctors do not even suspect it.
We are seeing an increase in awareness
about the condition of food allergy, but
only in minority. There is a dire need to
study the burden of food allergy in India,
and the type of food allergens in our con-
text,”he adds.

Properawareness or not,the number of
peoplewith food intolerance hasonlybeen
increasing. A 2013 journal titled Prob-
lems and Challenges to Adaptation of
Gluten Free Diet by Indian Patients
with Celiac Disease published by
doctors at AIIMS, New Delhi,
revealed that nearly 80
lakh Indians are esti-
mated to have celiac dis-
ease,which is an autoim-
mune disorder that
occurs because of inges-
tion of a protein called
gluten present in wheat,
barley, oats and rye, and

Food allergy is poorly recognised in
India and many doctors do not even
3 suspect it. We are seeing an increase
in awareness, but only in minority.
There is a dire need to study it"

— GOVIND MAKHARIA, PROFESSOR, AIIMS

affectsmainlythesmallintestine.Iltadded
thatnearly1in 100 people have celiac dis-
easein India.Besides,almost 60-70% Indi-
ans are lactose intolerant as pera 2013
study conducted by department of gas-
troenterologyat Sanjay Gandhi Post Grad-
uate Institute of Medical Sciences (SGPGI),
Lucknow. Since the data available is quite
dated,itis only natural to assume that the
numbers have increased over the years.

As aresult of increasing instances of
peoplewith food intolerance, the demand
forspecialised foodsisincreasing,albeitat
a softer pace owing to poorawareness and
pricing. Harinder PS Lamba, chief execu-
tive officer of Patiala-based Cheers Food
and Beverages that manufactures gluten-
free products under the brand name
Wheafree, says their gluten-free flour,
cookies, cake rusk and fresh bakery items
arebeingwidely demanded.Shuja Shaikh,
chief operating officer and co-founder of
Raw Pressery, says there has been a steady
demand fortheirlactose-freealmond milk.

Misleading consumers
As per the FSSAI’s Guidance Note No.

PRESBDERY

ALMOND MILK
PLAIN

(UNSWEETENED)

Though the market is flooded
with allergen-free food, these
products are available only at
specialised stores and cost at
least more than double of
their regular variants

Why cannot the prescription of
celiac patients be linked to Aadhaar
card through which direct GST sub-
sidy can be given to the patient, and
not to manufacturers or retailers?"”
— HARINDER PS LAMBA, CEO, WHEAFREE

09/2018, only foods that contain 20 mg
gluten perkgorless canbelabelled ‘gluten-
free’. Yet, a lot of manufacturers irrespon-
sibly certify their products as gluten-free.
Information regarding the kind of facility
the gluten-free product was created in is
almost never present.“I think more than
the government it is the manufacturers’
moral obligation to clearly spell out aller-
gens,and weare seeingan increasing num-
ber of brands adopting this practice.l am
positive that these actions will further
streamline the packaged food industryand
become more label-compliant,” feels Raw
Pressery’s Shaikh. Another issue is that
testing requires alot of moneyand manu-
facturers are often hesitant to walk that
extra mile in the absence of stricter gov-
ernment controls.“Manufacturers do not
spend money in lab infrastructure to
install Elisa Plate reader and recruit pro-
fessionals to test the allergens in their
productsand even general manufacturers
who might have a gluten-free product like
besanrefrain fromlabelling their products
right due to high chances of cross-conta-
mination,’says Wheafree’s Lamba.

“Theministryof healthand agriculture
hastosittogethertounderstand the sensi-
tivity of allergensand seehow crops canbe
segregated at agriculture markets and do
not get cross-contaminated. In Italy, the
farmsare separate,the produceiskept sep-
arately and also processed in dedicated
gluten-free plants.The government has to
be more sensitive which is missing at the
moment,” headds.Thiskind of carelessness
cannot be adopted in case of food intoler-
ance that can result in dire and lifelong
consequences. Studies conducted in this
domain have highlighted that consump-
tion of gluten bya celiacdisease patient can
resultin chronicinflammation,which can
take the form of canceratalaterstage.The
patientalsobecomesincreasingly proneto
metabolic diseases such as diabetes, heart
disease and arthritis.Prolonged consump-
tion of gluten despite the body’s intoler-
ance hasalsobeen known to cause infertil-
ityamongwomen.

Besides, mental health disorders such
as schizophrenia and bipolardisordersare
arebeinglinked toa“leakygut”that canbe
the result of consumption of an allergen
like milk or nuts. Without proper aware-
ness and labelling, many people with food
allergies have cited falling sickaccidentally.
“Restaurant and food service managers
should also be trained to be aware of the
serious nature of food allergiesand toavoid
cross-contact duringfood preparationand
service.The FSSAl is already in the process
of finalising thenorms forlabelling of aller-
gensinitsnewregulation onlabellingand
display of pre-packaged foods. Once the
regulation gets implemented, the above
problem would be addressed,’ says Aggar-
wal of FSSAL

Pricing barrier

Nearlyall specialised foods — lactose-free,
nut-free, gluten-free — are priced at more
than double the rate of mainstream pack-
aged products that are available in larger
volumes. A loaf of gluten-free bread, for
instance, costs anywhere between
¥100and %150, apackof biscuits
weighing 400-500 gm costs
anywhere between 3200 and
%300, and a 200-ml bottle of
lactose-free milk is priced at
X¥100and above.
One of the major causes of this
inappropriate pricing mechanism is

A food allergy causes the body to produce an immunological
response to a certain food protein. Allergy to a certain food can
make one feel itchy, have trouble breathing, pass out, and get an
anaphylactic shock. In the case of food intolerance, one may be
able to eat small amounts of the offending food without trouble

lackofadequate demand.Sinceawareness
of food allergies-related disorders is rela-
tively poor, there are not enough buyers
and hence the marKket is tilted towards the
supply side. Secondly, raw materials being
used tosubstitutewheat or dairyare costly,
duetowhich thefinal productismuch mo-
reexpensive thanitsregularcounterparts.

“The price of almond milk and regular
milk is the same abroad. But in India,
almond milk is almost six times dearer
thanregularmilk.Also,sinceit’s considered
stylish and a superfood, some people are
willing to shell out whateveramount even
if they don’t need lactose-free food med-
ically.Also,peopleare coming upwith their
own theories as to why they have a partic-
ular allergy or intolerance. A proper stan-
dard defining the conditions is missing. I
think we need more regulation,” says
Parmeet Kaur,chief dietician,department
of dietetics at AIIMS, New Delhi.

Manufacturers say increased demand
should help bridge that gap.“Theideais to
not onlytoservea product that customers
demand but also a product of great qual-
ity. While we cannot control the prices of
nutslikealmonds thatwe use to makelac-
tose-free milk, with more adoption and
increase in volume, we see that the pro-
duction cost will come down to some
extentand sowould the selling price,’says
Shaikh.“However,therewould stillbeabig
gap between regular dairy milk and non-
dairy almond milk, but one can expect
more non-dairy milk options such as oat
milk which will be priced more economi-
cally,”he adds.

Clinical nutritionist Ishi Khosla,whois
also founder of Whole Foods, adds that
while there is a genuine increase in cost, a
rise in demand would help.“When you try
and substitutewheatinafood,youareata
loss of certain binding properties.Ifyouare
substituting with potato starch or some
gum, they are definitely pricier. Thatisa
genuineincreasein cost,’she says,adding,
“Thetesting cost of these foodsisalsoreally
high,and there is no bulk production for
now.As a manufacturer, I can tell you that
distributors say it upfront that there is no
such great market for specialised foods. I
think things will get better once the vol-
ume picksupandfoodindustryalsostarts
making more of these products.”

Lamba, on the other hand, says the
retail margins on specialised products
such as those devoid of allergens are as
high as 40% due to market trends.“There
is a trend in the retail market that such
products come at high margins and
where distributors are ready to work at
10-15% margins on general products, for
products free from allergens, they
demand margins of 25-40%,” he says.
“Besides, there is no support from the
government. They know that a celiac
patientisonalifelong diet of gluten-free
products, yet they give no concession to
the patients. Cookies being taxed at 18%,
savouries at 12% and flour at 5% are
other factors that make these products
expensive,” he adds.

Some saythe government can take cues
from other countries that have success-
fully devised ways to tackle the food-
allergy crisis.“Why cannot the prescription
of celiac patientsbelinked toAadhaar card
through which direct GST subsidy can be
given to the patient, thereby avoiding giv-
ing them to manufacturers or retailers to
avoid misuse?”asks Lamba.“The UK Italy,
USA have different models to offset the
high cost of gluten-free food products,’he
points out.

FSSAl is in process of finalising norms
for labelling of allergens in its new
regulation. Once the regulation is
implemented, the problem

would be addressed"

— PAWAN AGGARWAL, CEO, FSSAI



Che Sunday Cribune

CHANDIGARH | SUNDAY | 1 DECEMBER 2019

REFLECTIONS

11

Son CM now a look back at Bal Thackerays days

fire and brimstone like
the Senior Thackeray:
His grandson is even
more moderate. Their
politics has moved
away from the fascist
tendencies shown by
the older man, who
had adopted them
from Mein Kampf

IRA PANDE

[n the rush for
modernity much of
our natural heritage
has been lost. And one

quiet retreat in the hills,
this forced by the
plunging air quality in
the National Capital.
Caught inavicious
cycle, aren't we?

N October 1984, I was attending the

Senior Police Officers’ Conference in

Pune when news of Mrs Gandhi’s

assassination was communicated to
us. The Chief Minister, who was presid-
ing, ordered us to return immediately to
our own headquarters and ensure that
the peace was not disturbed.

I drove straight to the Pune Police Com-
missioner’s Control Room and talked to
Uddhav dOESH,t preach my own Control Room in Mumbai. I dic-

tated my order to all police stations and
officers in the city, to be conveyed in writ-
ing and by wireless, that all areas where
Sikhs stayed, like Wadala, Sion and
Vikhroli and places like Lamington Road
where their businesses were concentrat-
ed, should be heavily guarded. If there
was any attempt to assault any Sikhs or
set fire to their shops or other property,
the police should not hesitate to fire at
the miscreants.

The exact wording of my order to the
police was promptly transmitted to the
Shiv Sena Pramukh, Balasaheb Thacker-
ay, by his admirers within the police
establishment. Bal Thackeray phoned me
to find out whether the Commissioner

E . i e e |
Bal Thackeray and Shiv Sena first became a
headache to the authorities and later a
political force that could not be ignored.

had the authority to issue such an order!
In reply, I emphasised that the defining

word in my order was a two-letter word:

“if”. The police would not use their

weapons “if” there was no attempt to kill
Sikhs or destroy their property. The Shiv
Sena chief was not amused but he got my
message alright. We were singularly free
of any violence in Mumbai city!

I had another run-in with the Shiv Sena
leader earlier. I knew of the soft corners
some of my Station House Officers had
for the Sena. I warned these officers by
asking them via the daily ‘Police Notice’
issued by my office, “Who is in charge of
the streets of the city — the police or the
Shiv Sena?” This was communicated to
the supremo by his admirers in my force.
Bal Thackeray wasted no time to phone
me to remonstrate and I, in turn, did not
hesitate to emphasise the duty of the
State, as represented by the police on the
streets of the city, as the law enforcers.

Even earlier, when I was a Deputy Com-
missioner in charge of the zone where
Shivaji Park was located, our Intelligence
Chief, who was my own batchmate in the
IPS, learnt that the Sena was to attack a
public meeting to be addressed by the
fiery labour leader, George Fernandes.
When the intelligence was shared with the
Chief Minister, the latter said the police

the magnificent building, still beauti-

A prayer for Nature IsTock

ple own cottages and estates around it.

with gardeners and caretakers.

fully maintained, has an impressive
museum and dominates the town.
Thanks to the foresight of its founders,
it looks after the surrounding forest
and has kept it pristine and green
through almost 150 years. This in itself
is no mean achievement.
As reading material, I had carried with
me Jim Corbett’s famous tiger tales of
Kumaon. I have read them several times
and am constantly struck by Corbett’s
knowledge of the local geography and
his deep understanding of the people of
this area. Today, when it is fashionable to
expose the economic exploitation and
loot of the British colonial rulers, we tend
to forget how much they contributed to
discovering and developing the remote
areas of Kumaon and Garhwal. After the
rule of the Gurkhas ended in 1837, the
British established towns and settle-
cessing factory that also ran coursesin  ments, planted orchards and ensured
fruit preservation for local people. The that modern education brought a new
town has grown considerably since the life to these remote areas. Their knowl-
1950s and many well-heeled plains-peo-  edge of flora and fauna and their meticu-
lous records in the gazettes are even
The apple orchards are now more or today among the only source of knowl-
less gone as monkeys (deported from edge about the land and tribes of the
the plains) have ruined them, but local  hills. Corbett’s books reveal paths and
villagers are now able to sustain them- topography that he knew by heart, hav-
selves by supplying the new owners ing walked all over the hills in search of
game. The forest dak bungalows that
A short, scenic drive takes you to offer the best views were unerringly cho-
Mukteshwar, named after a famous sen by these intrepid walkers. Today,
local temple on a hill with a panoramic  people have forgotten to walk in the hills
view of the Panchuli range. It was cho-  and we greet each new road and highway
sen in 1893 by the British tohouseavet- that mauls these delicate ecosystems

need not interfere! Of course I ignored the
wish of the Chief Minister and ensured
that no disturbance occurred. But the
unstated understanding between the Con-
gress head in Maharashtra and the Sena
to destroy the Left leadership was
revealed to the police brass.

Since I wrote in my previous column
that I had voted for his grandson in the
recent state elections, I felt it appropriate
to relate my own parleys with a political
personality of the time who, like Bhin-
dranwale was set up by Congress political
planners in Punjab, was similarly encour-
aged by the Congress Chief Minister in
Mumbai to tame the Communists who
dominated the labour unions. As in Pun-
jab, the experiment boomeranged. Bal
Thackeray and his Shiv Sena (the army of
Shivaji) became first a headache to the
authorities and later a political force that
could not be ignored.

Personally, I kept ‘correct’ relations
with the Senior Thackeray and he, in
turn, treated me with respect. When I was
presiding over the opening of a new
police station in the vicinity of his resi-
dence, he arrived at the venue with some

LT GEN BAUIT SINGH (RETD)

erinary institute because its high alti- with joy. Little do we realise how we have

tude provided natural refrigeration, so  damaged forests and natural aquifers by
necessary for the vaccines they devel- blasting them with dynamite.

If we wish to preserve the beauty and
unknown. Like Kasauli, where the anti- grandeur of our Himalayan lands, we
rabies vaccine was produced, Muk- must stop such mindless develop-

oped here when electricity was

teswar was the pioneerin findingacure ment: let these regions remain unex-

for the dreaded foot and mouth disease  ploited by so-called development and
that affected cattle and sheep and nurture a lifestyle that we have lost
Ranikhet disease that destroyed poul- forever in the plains. If these beloved
try farms. Incidentally, both Ronald hills and dales vanish, a vital part of
Ross (whoisolated the malaria bacteria) our culture and heritage will be
and Robert Koch (who discovered the destroyed. How many tragedies like
Kedarnath will it take for our intrepid
Today, most of its research work is car-  developers to learn that Nature can
ried out in Izatnagar (near Bareilly), but  destroy as easily as it can rejuvenate?

TB bacillus) worked here at some point.

preposterous undertaking in the
times we live in, but in 1913 that is

r IO passport to Tibet would sound a

precisely what Major FM Bailey (FB) had
accomplished and lived to publish the nar-
rative, retrospectively, in 1957. Unarguably,
the enterprise was the brainchild of FB but
its grand success was simply impossible
without the unlimited enthusiasm of his
companion, Captain HT Morshead (HM).

Both were born eight months apart in
1882: FB into an Army family at Lahore
and HM at Devon (UK) to a family of
jurists. FB, graduating from the Royal Mil-
itary College, Sandhurst, joined the 32
Sikh Pioneers at Darjeeling in 1901 while
HM was commissioned from the premier
Royal Military Academy, Woolwich, and
began his career in the Royal Engineer
Corps at Agra in 1902. Two years later,
FB’s outfit would march out with Colonel
Younghusband’s ‘Mission to Lhasa’ and
he would be engulfed inextricably by the
spirit of exploration, become fluent in
Tibetan dialects, head India’s outposts in
Tibet at Gyantse and Shigatse, be
absorbed in the Political Branch of For-
eign Department and become a close con-
fidant of the 13th Dalai Lama!

As for HM, his scientific propensities
would lead him to the the Survey of India,
Dehradun, become a lead map-surveyor of
what is Arunachal today, earn the DSO in
WW I, member of the first two Everest
expeditions and much else.

Seized by the explorer’s restlessness in
1912, FB travelled through Russia to
Peking and, in the last leg, on foot from
Chengdu to Sadiya. Even though this was
a great accomplishment, he was censured
for overstaying leave, fined two months’
salary and summoned to Shimla to write a
report of his journey. This was where he
came to the notice of Sir Henry McMahon
(Foreign Secretary), became his protégé,

followers, and spoke kindly about my
relationship with politicians of all hues!
He admitted his disagreements with me,
but also admired the fact that I dealt with
his political opponents, including those in
power, exactly as I dealt with him.

His son does not preach fire and brim-
stone like the Senior Thackeray. His
grandson is even more moderate and
modern. Their politics has moved away
from the fascist tendencies demonstrated
by the older man, who had adopted them
from his reading of Mein Kampf.

When communal riots rocked Mumbai
in 1984 during my tenure as Police Com-
missioner, I advocated keeping the Shiv
Sena supremo out of jail. His arrest
would spark off a conflagration. I arrest-
ed his ‘Shakha Pramukhs’, the 50-odd
‘capos’ without whom Balasaheb would
be rendered powerless. This is what hap-
pened. The old man fell on his knees
imploring the Chief Minister to release
his men. The Chief Minister was inclined
to make a political concession, but the
Chief Secretary, Ram Pradhan, and I
resisted till such time as our message was
well and truly digested!

Far from the madding crowd Markmg McMahon Line

ELHTI’S frightening air quality

through November prompted

several people to run away if

they had a chance. So we
decided to seek refuge in our beloved
Kumaon for a few days to escape the
suffocating conditions. Late November
is an excellent time to go up to the hills:
for one, the tourists that clog up the hill
stations in summer have vanished and
there are no water scarcities or traffic
jams to ruin one’s holiday. The mon-
soons wash away the dust and litter left
behind by the unruly crowds and pret-
ty streams and springs, replenished by
the rains, gurgle away happily once
_ , again. Above all, the Himalayas put up
reahsed thlS Oﬂly after d aspectacular darshan and each place —
from Mukteshwar to Binsar, Kausani
and Munsyari — vies with the other to
unfold its splendour and dazzle the eye.

Even if'you are not fortunate to have a
place of your own, a number of beauti-
ful resorts are now available all over the
Kumaon hills for a refreshing break. We
went to one called ‘Soulitude’ situated
in Gagar, a short hop away from Ram-
garh and Mukteshwar. Huge picture
windows with thoughtfully provided
armchairs ensured that you saw the
sun rise over the Himalayas and what a
sight that is! From the first rays (Usha)
when the peaks are painted a glorious
gold, to pink, orange and dazzling white
— Nature’s palette has no equal.
Hearty breakfasts and walks in the
nearby forest (Gagar is on the bridle
path that once connected Mukteshwar
and Almora), alate lunch, another stroll
and then back for tea and a fireside
doze. Bonfires in the garden and the
twinkling lights of settlements across
the hills, a good book to read and deep
sleep, what more could one wish for to
rejuvenate the soul...

I have spent my childhood in this area
and am familiar with its history and
charms. Tagore, Mahadevi Verma and
several writers and artists came here to
soak in its vistas and write in peace.
Tagore’s cottage and Mahadeviji’ s
home are now run as writers’ retreats.
Ramgarh was also Kumaon’s orchard
country and had a charming food pro-

and picked up whispers about the likeli-
hood of an international treaty involving
China, Tibet and India to delineate the
boundary between Tibet and Assam.

FB was aghast at such a treaty “while that
border region remained unmapped”. He
got acquiescence from Sir Henry for duty
in the Mishmi valley ostensibly to solve the
mystery of the Tsangpo gorge falls,
rumoured to be greater than Niagara. But
this was a mere smokescreen because “the
realisation flashed of getting through to
Tibet from Assam side... but one problem
presented itself, such an expedition could
not be undertaken alone”.

FB reached Mipi (today’s Anini town-
ship) in February 1913, sought out HM and
explained his intent to cross over to Tibet
from Showa village (150 miles north of
Mipi), then turning west, travel up-river in
the Tsangpo valley, mapping all the while
the Himalayan watershed ridge line up to
the Assam-Bhutan junction and then turn-
ing southward back to Assam, make their
way to Simla with the tentative blueprint of
the mapped international boundary
between Assam and Tibet!

Now, as regards the logistics and per-
mission to enter Tibet, FB’s fluency in
Tibetan dialects, his friendship with and
possession of photographs of the Dalai
Lama and the Tashi Lama were to prove
of talismanic properties. Besides, he
knew the custom that when any Tibetan
official travelled, he was furnished a doc-
ument called the ‘Lamyik’, which “enti-
tled him to call upon villages to supply
food and lodging and transport up to the
next stage of journey”.

In five-and-a-half months they covered
“...1,500-mile (2,414-km) journey on foot
through un-surveyed and unknown
country in Tibet.... the mystery of Tsang-
po gorges was solved; the country form-
ing the border between Tibet and Assam
was mapped”.

Once the data was transposed on map
sheets as the McMahon Line, the duo was
summoned ahead of the four-month-long
negotiations between the representatives
of India, Tibet and China. Ultimately, the
Simla Convention on April 27, 1914 and
the appended maps showed for the first
time the McMahon Line as the acknowl-
edged frontier between India and Tibet.

Lessons to draw from famasha that gripped the nation

MUSINGS & MALEDICTIONS
KEKI DARUWALLA

On Constitution Day,
18 political parties
boycotted the joint
parliamentary sitting
The entire spectrum
of political opinion
seemed to be against
the BJP The party
needs to take heed

epaper. tribuneindia. com

HE Maharashtra crisis has been

resolved in a manner that has

gone against political intrigues of

the lowest kind. That democratic
forces have won is a matter of great satis-
faction to people at large. That BJP as a
political party, and Governor Bhagat
Singh Koshyari, as a constitutional entity,
1s something they
deserved. They fell into the pit of their
own digging. But it must be said that the
politico-constitutional narrative of our
post-Independence history could have
done without this tamasha.

It is surprising that a seasoned party like
the BJP swallowed whatever Ajit Pawar
told them. Everyone knew his record and
the corruption cases against him when he
was in charge of the Irrigation portfolio.
(What incidentally has happened to the
anti-corruption plank of the BJP?) And no
one could forget Ajit Pawar’s bon mot
about what was expected of him, pissing
in the reservoirs to replenish the water?
Yet the lust for office prompted Delhi and
Fadnavis to take recourse to this last straw,
which blew away in the Sharad Pawar
gale. Incidentally, Ajit is still in the party
and will be a thorn in the side of the polity
in Mumbai. In similar circumstances in

have lost face

It's surprising that a party like the BJP
swallowed whatever Ajit Pawar told them.

any other country, he would have been
expelled from the party.

What lessons do we draw from these
events? What nostrums and ideological
planks have fallen by the wayside? First-
ly, the idea that parties espousing similar
ideologies walk hand in hand, till death
do them part, needs to be re-examined. To
the casual observer, the BJP and Shiv
Sena were almost mirror images of each
other, one ensconced in Maharashtra, the
other spread all over the country. They

PHOTOS: AGENCIES

fell out over fishes and loaves of office.
The BJP had reason on its side, they had
almost twice the seats the Sena had won.
But real politic has nothing much to do
with either ethics or logic. Time will tell
how far the parties go their separate ways.

It needs to be remembered that Shiv
Sena considers the BJP as an interloper,
which has snatched away the Sena con-
stituents. It also feels that without the
backing of its workers, the BJP would not
have won so many seats.

Secondly, the idea or slogan of nation-
alism has taken a bad hit. The BJP tried
to tell us that they held proprietary
rights over nationalism. Some of it was
faked, you need slogans to sway the
masses, and nothing like nationalism to
do the trick, as the Nazis found out in the
1930s in Germany. Both Sena and BJP
have owned their own brands of this
extra love for the nation. The Shiv Sena
has been practising their Maharashtrian
brand, meaning bullying non-Maharash-
trians. That will be difficult now in a
three-way coalition. The Gujarati brand,
espoused by the current BJP, has been
influenced by both the Savakarite phi-
losophy of Hindutva, taken from Maha-
rashtra, nuggets from the Gujarat riots

of 2002, and a blend of the two. Lately,
they have added surgical strikes and
Balakot. The tactics have worked. The
General Election may have been won on
the bedrock of Hindutva and aggressive
nationalism, but regional forces come to
the fore in state political calculations. In
Uttar Pradesh, the Jan Sangh ethos of
Hindi, Hindu, Hindustan was stymied
through caste-based mobilisation by
Mayawati and Mulayam Singh. That
trend buckled under the Modi wave, cou-
pled with covert attacks against secular-
ism. Political battles between adver-
saries, dressed in an ideological veneer,
seem to be the future.

Has the leadership recognised that on
the Constitution Day, 18 parties boycotted
the joint parliamentary sitting to com-
memorate the Constitution, and congre-
gated at Ambedkar’s statue to shout
against what was happening in Mumbai?
The Congress, Shiv Sena, Trinamool Con-
gress, DMK, SP, the Communist Party of
India (Marxist) and the Indian Union
Muslim League all shouted against the
machinations of the BJP in Maharashtra.
The entire spectrum of political opinion
seemed to be against the BJP. The party
needs to take heed.

The third major point to emerge is that
the Supreme Court is the only watchdog
of the Constitution. Both the executive
and the legislative branches have failed
miserably. The BJP’s record as regards
this has been dismal — starting from
Uttarakhand, Goa, Karnataka and now
Maharashtra. Governors have sided with
the party unashamedly. Sometimes this is
as blatant as Goa, with the leader of the
BJP, with just 13 MLAs out of 40, being
asked to form the government. Will the
Supreme Court hold a scrutiny on the role
of Governor Koshyari this time? The exec-
utive seems to be asking the judiciary to
appropriate more and more space in the
polity and governance of the country.

Details about the President being wok-
en up at 4 am to revoke President’s rule
have leaked out. In lighter vein: what
could have been the conversation
between His Excellency and the man who
serves him tea on the fateful morning?

The President’s rule airlifts at five.
The Butler’s in a fix.

Sir, shall I serve the morning tea?
‘No, the swearing-in’s at six!’

‘So Uddhavji will soon be here?’
‘No! Ajit and Fadnavis!’



B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM

e-Toll for the road

How will the FASTag toll collection
programme help cut delays and
losses on India’s highways?

DEVESH K. PANDEY

The story so far: From December 15, 2019, FASTag, a
prepaid rechargeable tag for toll payments, on national
highways will become mandatory for all vehicles. The
Ministry of Road Transport and Highways extended the
earlier deadline of December 1 on Friday.

What is FASTag?

It is a prepaid radio-frequency identification-enabled tag
that facilitates automatic deduction of toll charges. The
new system will now do away away with a stop-over of
vehicles and cash transactions at toll plazas. Projected as
the ‘Aadhaar’ card for vehicles, the FASTag electronic toll
collection programme is being implemented by the
Indian Highways Management Company Limited
(IHMCL), a company incorporated by the National
Highways Authority of India (NHAI), and the National
Payments Corporation of India in coordination with Toll
Plaza Concessionaires, tag issuing agencies and banks.

Currently, FASTag can be bought from 22 certified
banks, through various online platforms, online
applications and at select points-of-sale locations.

The tag, which can be recharged through cheque or
online payments, is fixed on the windshield of a vehicle,
ideally on the glass just behind the rear-view mirror. It is
scanned by the tag reader and the toll amount is
deducted when the vehicle approaches a toll plaza. The
user gets a short message service (SMS) alert on the
registered mobile phone about all transactions and the
available balance.

Service providers have developed a ‘My FASTag’
mobile application to provide a one-stop solution to
users. An NHAI prepaid wallet has also been launched,
giving users the option of not linking the tags to their
bank accounts.

FASTag has a validity of five years. Over 70 lakh
FASTags had been issued till November 27.

Why does it matter?

A joint study in 2014-15 by the Transport Corporation of
India and the Indian Institute of Management-Calcutta
(launched by the Minister of Road Transport and
Highways and Shipping Nitin Gadkari in 2016) estimated
the cost of delay on Indian roads at $6.6 billion per year.
The cost of additional fuel consumption due to delays
was also put at $14.7 billion per year.

The study said: “The average cost of delay, including
the shipper’s expenses, was ¥151.38 an hour. The figure
may seem insignificant. However, the effect of delay on
the economy is not
insignificant... as per the
Road Transport Year Book
2011-12, available on the
Ministry of Road Transport
and Highways website,
there were about 7.6
million goods vehicles as
on March 31, 2012,
increasing at 8-9% per
annum in the last couple
of years. If we consider a conservative 8% growth, the
number of goods vehicles as on March 31, 2015 is
estimated at about 9.6 million, which means that the
annual cost of delay to the Indian economy could be a
whopping 3432 billion or $6.6 billion.”

It added: “If mileage can be improved by increasing
fuel efficiency, improving road conditions and reducing
stoppage delays, the impact on the economy could be
huge.”

The report had suggested that to expedite the toll
collection process, India should gradually move towards
electronic toll collection, which would not only reduce
congestion and queues at toll plazas but also reduce
operating costs for toll operators and plug revenue
leakages.

The centralised system
provides authentic and
real-time data to
government agencies
for better analysis and
policy formulation
I

How did it come about?

The electronic toll collection system was initially
implemented as a pilot project in 2014 on the
Ahmedabad-Mumbiai stretch of the Golden Quadrilateral.
It was gradually extended to other parts of the country.
The tag is currently accepted at more than 500 National
Highways and about 40 State highway toll plazas. Till
September, the total collection through FASTag was over
12,850 crore.

What are the benefits?

Apart from plugging revenue leakages and reducing the
cost of delays and fuel consumption, which is also likely
to cut down the nation’s GDP loss, according to the
government, the tag helps remove bottlenecks, ensures
seamless movement of traffic and saves time. The
centralised system provides authentic and real-time data
to government agencies for better analysis and policy
formulation. It also helps reduce air pollution and the
use of paper besides cutting the cost of managing toll
plazas.

What lies ahead?

On October 14, 2019, the IHMCL and GST Network signed
a memorandum of understanding for integrating FASTag
with the e-way Bill system. The arrangement has been
made for a more efficient ‘track-and-trace’ mechanism
involving goods vehicles. It will also check revenue
leakage at toll plazas. The integration, which will become
mandatory across the country from April 2020, will help
revenue authorities check whether goods vehicles are
actually headed to the specified destination. Suppliers
and transporters will also be able to keep track of their
vehicles through SMS alerts generated at each tag reader-
enabled toll plaza.

The Central government also plans to enable the use
of FASTag for a range of other facilities such as fuel
payments and parking charges. Several States have
already signed memoranda of understanding to join the
system.
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Fractured verdicts and the Governor’s role

What do the Sarkaria Commission
recommendations say? What has the
Supreme Court ruled on this issue?

K. VENKATARAMANAN

The story so far: Not for the first time in recent years,
there was a prolonged stalemate in Maharashtra over the
formation of a government as no single party had a
majority of its own after the Assembly election in
October. It was not a wholly fractured verdict. A pre-poll
alliance of the Bharatiya Janata Party (105 seats) and the
Shiv Sena (56) had a clear majority (161 in the 288-seat
Assembly, with 145 being the majority mark), but the
Sena broke the alliance over unresolved issues related to
sharing of power. Even as a post-poll combination was
being worked out, Maharashtra Governor Bhagat Singh
Koshyari’s controversial decision to administer the oath
to Devendra Fadnavis of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
as Chief Minister and Ajit Pawar of the Nationalist
Congress Party (NCP) as Deputy Chief Minister was taken
to court by the Shiv Sena, the NCP and the Congress.
After the Supreme Court of India ordered an early floor
test, Ajit Pawar resigned. Mr. Fadnavis followed suit,
admitting that he did not have the required majority. A
new post-poll combination, between the Sena, NCP and
the Congress and some independents, has now formed
the government. The developments have brought under
focus the role of the Governor in such circumstances.

What should the Governor do if there is a hung
Assembly?

The Constitution envisages that the Governor act on the
aid and advice of the Council of Ministers, except in those
situations in which he is, by or under the Constitution,
required to act in his discretion (Article 163). It is clear
that in identifying a candidate who, in his opinion, is in a
position to command a majority, the Governor has to
make his own decision, subject, of course, to democratic
norms. This is why one often sees the Governor of a State
inviting leaders for discussions as part of efforts to
explore the possibility of forming a government. When
the Governor appoints the Chief Minister in this way, it is
accompanied by a stipulation that the appointee prove
his or her majority within a specified time on the floor of
the House.

Is there a preferred order for this process?
The Governor may invite the leader of the largest single
party first. However, if it is clear that the largest single
party has no potential ally or enough independent
members to ensure a majority, he may also invite the
leader of the largest pre-poll combination or alliance.
If there is no combination or alliance, he may invite
leaders one by one in the order of their size in the new
Assembly. During this process, a post-poll combination
may emerge, if any one of them agrees to form a
government. The Governor may insist on letters of
support from those outside the leader’s party who are
willing to join or extend support to him.

Is there any guidance to the Governor on this?
The Sarkaria Commission on inter-State relations has
dealt with this question. The Commission’s report
suggests the following orders for Governors to follow: 1.
An alliance formed prior to the election; 2. The largest
single party staking claim with the support of others,
including independents;
3. A post-electoral
coalition, with all
partners joining the
government; 4. A post-
poll coalition, with some

As general principles,
the Sarkaria
Commission says the
Governor should look

joining the government,  for a party or
and others eXtending combination that
support from ogtsiQe. commands

As general principles, . .
the Sarkaria Commission the widest support in
says the Governor should ~ the Assembly
look for a party or ]
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Proceedings before a floor test, at the Vidhana Soudha in Bengaluru in 2018. =FiLe PHOTO/PTI

combination that commands the widest support in the
Assembly, and that “his task is to see that a government is
formed, and not to try to form a government which will
pursue policies which he approves”.

How does the Governor ascertain majority?
Decades ago, there were instances of party leaders
parading legislators supposedly supporting them in Raj
Bhavan, and Governors doing a headcount or verifying
signatures. This approach has been deprecated by courts,
and there is consensus now that the floor of the Assembly
is the only place where the majority is to be decided. The
Sarkaria Commission recommends that a person, who
has been appointed Chief Minister without a clear
majority, should seek a vote of confidence in the
Assembly within 30 days. “This practice should be
strictly adhered to with the sanctity of a rule of law,” it
says.

Similarly, when the majority of the Chief Minister is
contested by a significant number of legislators, the
Governor should not risk a determination of his own
outside the House, and it would be prudent “to cause the
rival claims to be tested on the floor of the House”. In
this, the Governor may advise the Chief Minister to
summon the Assembly, if it is not in session, to
demonstrate his support. Normally, under Article 174, the
Governor summons the House only on the advice of the
Council of Ministers, but will be within his constitutional
rights to cause the House to be convened if there is
reason to believe that there is a doubt about the
incumbent’s majority.

What are the principles evolved by the Supreme
Court?

Some seminal judgments of the Supreme Court have
dealt with these issues. The key principle that ought to
guide the Governor is set out in the S.R. Bommai vs.
Union of India case (1994). The proper course, the court
said, for testing the strength of a ministry is a floor test.
“That alone is the constitutionally ordained forum ...,” it
observed. Even though this verdict was in the context of
the imposition of President’s rule in different States, the
principle holds good for any situation in which
Governors have to decide on the appointment of a Chief
Minister or continuance of a regime based on its
numerical strength in the House.

In Rameshwar Prasad (2005), the court ruled that
there was nothing wrong in installing a post-poll
combination, and that the Governor could not decline
the formation of a government on the ground that it was
being done through unethical means.

s [

In February 1998, in an unusual and trend-setting
order (Jagdambika Pal vs. Union of India and Ors), the
Supreme Court ordered a ‘composite floor test’ involving
two rival claimants — Kalyan Singh and Jagdambika Pal.
The Governor had dismissed the former and installed Ms.
Pal in office. Kalyan Singh won the floor test that day. A
significant aspect of the court’s order was that it was
made clear that the floor test would be the only item on
the agenda of the House.

A similar order was passed in March 2005 in the
Jharkhand Assembly. More recently, in 2016, Harish
Rawat won a floor test ordered by the Supreme Court in
Uttarakhand. In 2017, a similar order was passed in
respect of the Goa Assembly.

Karnataka (2018) and Maharashtra (2019) are instances
of the court ordering a floor test in a situation in which
the Assembly had not yet been convened after the
general election. Therefore, the legislators were yet to
take their oaths. The court directed the appointment of a
pro tem Speaker, to be followed by the administration of
oath to the new members and, thereafter, a floor test.

In a case examining the validity of the Governor
advancing a session of the Arunachal Pradesh Assembly
on his own, a Constitution Bench cautioned Governors
against acting on internal party developments or
“entering the political thicket”.

What are the questions left for adjudication?

The court has so far justified its intervention by way of
ordering floor tests, reasoning that such orders were
necessary to preserve constitutional and democratic
values. In its recent order in the Maharashtra case, the
court observed: “In a situation wherein, if the floor test is
delayed, there is a possibility of horse-trading, it becomes
incumbent upon the court to act to protect democratic
values.”

Such cases raise the issue of “boundaries between the
court’s jurisdiction and parliamentary independence”, as
the court itself noted. This may have to be dealt with in a
suitable case some day. Also, the acts of Governors in
seeking letters of support, requiring Chief Ministers to
prove their majority, and entertaining letters of
withdrawal of support have so far been based on
convention. Whether such acts are justifiable may require
adjudication. In the latest case too, the question whether
the Maharashtra Governor’s decision to invite one
claimant, rather than another, based on an
unsubstantiated letter of support is correct, is open to
adjudication. A set of written instructions or guidelines
for Governors to act in such situations has been mooted
in the past.

Why are there objections to the Transgender Persons Bill?

Does the Bill address issues of gender and identity? Does it consider the appeals and the concerns of the community?

RAMYA KANNAN

The story so far: Parliament has made into law the
Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill, 2019,
which had been framed for the welfare of transgender
persons. The Bill was passed in the Lok Sabha on August
5 this year, a month after its introduction in the House,
and the Rajya Sabha cleared it on November 26, with a
last minute move to refer it to a Select Committee being
defeated in a voice vote. The community had organised
protests across the country, urging changes to the Bill,
claiming that in the form in which the Central
government had conceived it, it showed a poor
understanding of gender and sexual identity.

What were the objections to the Bill?

Activists had problems right from the beginning, starting
with the name. ‘Transgender’ was restrictive, they
argued, and it showed a lack of understanding of the
complexities in people who do not conform to the gender
binary, male/female. Charging that the Bill had serious
flaws, because of this basic lack of comprehension about
gender, some activists also wrote an alternative wish Bill,
outlining their demands.

The Bill was meant to be a consequence of the
directions of the Supreme Court of India in the National
Legal Services Authority vs. Union of India case
judgment, mandating the Central and State governments
to ensure legal recognition of all transgender persons and
proactive measures instituted for their welfare. Activists
harked back to this judgment of April 2014, chastising the
Union government for failing to live up to the opportunity
to ensure that fundamental rights are guaranteed to all
people regardless of their sex characteristics or gender
identity. Rejecting ‘“Transgender’ as the nomenclature,
they suggested instead that the title should be a
comprehensive “Gender Identity, Gender Expression and
Sex Characteristics (Protection of Rights) Bill”, and in
definition, sought to introduce the distinction between
transgenders and intersex persons upfront. Members of
the community perceive transgender as different from
intersex, and were insistent that the distinction be made
in the Bill.

Transgenders have a different gender identity than
what was assigned to them at birth, while intersex
indicates diversity of gender based on biological
characteristics — ambiguity in anatomical genitalia — at
birth. There are also multiple variations in intersex itself.

While the Act is progressive in that it allows self-
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perception of identity, it mandates a certificate from a
district magistrate declaring the holder to be transgender.
This goes against the principle of self determination itself,
activists argue, also pointing out that there is no room for
redress in case an appeal for such a certificate is rejected.
One long-pending demand has been to declare forced,
unnecessary and non-consensual sex reassignment
surgery illegal, and to enforce punitive action for
violations.

Transgender and intersex persons might require a
range of unique health care needs, and that should have
been incorporated into the Act, activists say.

While the Act envisages the setting up of a National
Council for Transgender Persons to provide the
institutional framework for its implementation,
suggestions on the composition of such a council, or the
demand to set up a working group for a Council for
Intersex Persons were also ignored.

What is the historical context?

In 2013, the government set up an expert committee to
study the problems of transgenders and recommend
solutions. The committee, comprising experts from
various fields and members of the community, also
looked at past experience as in the State of Tamil Nadu,

which had set up a welfare board for transgender
persons, and made recommendations right from allowing
a ‘third gender” in official forms, to setting up of special
toilets, and customising health interventions.

In 2014, a private member Bill, The Rights of
Transgendered Persons, was introduced in the Rajya
Sabha by Tiruchi Siva, a Member of Parliament from
Tamil Nadu, which looked at a range of entitlements of
such persons, providing specifically for them in health,
education sectors, skill development and employment
opportunities, and protection from abuse and torture. It
was passed in the Rajya Sabha.

In 2016, the Government introduced its own Bill in the
Lok Sabha and it was referred to a Standing Committee,
which made a number of recommendations including
defining the term persons with intersex variations,
granting reservations for
socially and educationally
backward classes, and
recognition of civil rights
including marriage,
partnership, divorce and
adoption. However, with
the dissolution of the 16th
Lok Sabha (2014-19), that

Activists say the name
‘Transgender’ is
restrictive, and shows
a lack of
understanding

of the complexities in

people who Bill lapsed.

do not conform Earlier this year, the
to the gender binary, ~ Madurai Bench of the
male/female Madras High Court
— declared a ban on sex

normalisation surgeries on
intersex children and
infants, relying on a petition to the National Human
Rights Commission on the subject from Gopi Shankar, an
intersex person, and activist. The Tamil Nadu
government followed this up with issuing a Government
Order banning such surgeries.

What is the future?

While the community is miffed that the Bill has become
an Act without any effort to make valid or relevant
changes to its original composition, it worries about how
implementation will address the pressing needs of the
community.

It only hopes that the National Council for Transgender
Persons will allow for a more favourable implementation
of the law, and thus provide more elbow room for
genuine representations of the community that the Bill
itself failed to accommodate.

»
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Eating up CO:

Scientists have engineered a
strain of E. coli bacteria to eat
carbon dioxide and grow
rather than eat sugars and
other organic matter. The
report is published in the
journal Cell. Thisis a
breakthrough and can be used
to make several organic
molecules in the lab which can
be used as biofuels or food.

Animal bridges

Animals such as penguins,
carrying sensors could help
humans monitor the oceans
according to a study which
assessed 183 species. When
monitoring oceans, large areas
still remain under-sampled,
leaving gaps in our
knowledge. Using animals can
bridge this gap, the study
found.

Amazon burning

The scale of fires in the
Amazon rainforest drew global
attention earlier. However, the
concerns were countered by
the Brazilian government's
claims that the fires were of
the "normal” amount. A new
study by an international team
of scientists says that the

Combination therapy using malaria

drug quickly clears TB

The treatment led to near-complete clearance of the bacteria from the mice lungs in just two months

R. PRASAD

Researchers from Bengaluru
have made an important dis-
covery of the mechanism
used by TB bacteria to toler-
ate TB drugs, which necessi-
tates longer treatment of six-
nine months. They have also
demonstrated that a drug
combination that prevents
the bacteria from inducing
this mechanism leads to al-
most complete clearance of
the bacteria from the mice
lungs in just two months of
therapy. If further studies
and trials show similar re-
sults, a shorter treatment re-
gimen might be sufficient to
treat drug-sensitive TB.

The common notion is
that only the non-replicating
or slowly metabolising TB
bacteria become tolerant to
anti-TB drugs. But the team
led by Amit Singh from the
Department of Microbiology
and Cell Biology, and Centre
for Infectious Disease Re-
search at the Indian Institute
of Science (IISc) found a frac-
tion of the bacteria inside the
macrophages was able to tol-
erate anti-TB drugs even
when actively multiplying.

The researchers found
that using an already ap-
proved anti-malaria drug
chloroquine in combination
with a TB drug isoniazid can
almost clear all the bacteria
from the lungs of mice and
guinea pigs in just eight
weeks. In addition, the drug
combination also reduces
the chances of TB relapse.
The results were published
in the journal Science Tran-
slational Medicine.

Reducing the pH to make
it acidic is the first-line of de-
fence by macrophages when

Potent combination: TB lesions (white patches) are absent in lungs of mice treated with chloroquin plus isoniazid (left) while
these can be seen in the lungs of mice treat with isoniazid alone (right) as indicated by arrows.

infected with pathogens. But
the researchers found that
instead of controlling the TB
bacteria, the mildly acidic
PpH was actually facilitating a
fraction of the bacteria to
continue multiplying and de-
velop drug tolerance.

Counter oxidative stress

“We used a biosensor which
we had developed a few
years ago to see the amount
of oxidative stress inside the
TB bacteria during infection.
We found that anti-TB drugs
induce oxidative stress to kill
bacteria inside macrophag-
es. However, the drug tole-
rant bacteria have a remar-
kable ability to counter
oxidative stress,” says Prof.
Singh. “The bacteria used
the acidic pH of macrophag-
es as a cue to specifically in-
crease its capacity to deal
with oxidative stress.” Also,
the drug-tolerant bacteria in-

duce efflux pumps to expel
antibiotics as an additional
mechanism to reduce anti-
biotic efficacy.

The drug-tolerant bacteria
were found in macrophages
that were more acidic (pH
5.8) while the drug-sensitive
bacteria were seen in ma-
crophages that were less
acidic (pH 6.6).

“We hypothesised that re-
verting the pH within ma-
crophages to its normal state
could probably make the
bacteria sensitive to antibiot-
ics,” Prof. Singh says. “The
chloroquine drug does just
that — it neutralises the pH
within the macrophages.
This prevented the bacteria
from inducing the mechan-
ism to protect themselves
from oxidative stress. So no
drug-tolerant TB bacteria
emerged.” Once the pH is
neutralised, the isoniazid
drug was able to eradicate

TB from animals.

While the two-month
treatment was able to com-
pletely sterilise mouse lungs,
a near-complete eradication
was observed from the lungs
of guinea pigs. “The combi-
nation was shown to reduce
TB bacteria load in both
mice and guinea pigs,” says
Richa Mishra from IISc and
the first author of the paper.

Many times effective

In the case of in vitro studies
using cell lines and mice ma-
crophages, the ability of the
combination drug therapy to
reduce TB load was found to
be three- to fivefold higher
than when treated only with
TB drugs. “Reduction in bac-
teria load was more when we
combined chloroquine with
isoniazid,” says Mishra. “We
observed threefold reduc-
tion when we combined
chloroquine with rifampicin

and fivefold reduction when
we used chloroquine-isonia-
zid combination.”

To determine TB relapse
following treatment, mice in-
fected with TB were com-
pletely rid of bacteria using
the drug combination. Eight
weeks later, the immune sys-
tem of mice was suppressed
using a drug. While all the
five mice treated with only
isoniazid relapsed with high
bacterial load, three of the
five mice treated with the
combination drug showed
very little presence of bacte-
ria. “This shows that the
drug combination reduces
the chances of TB relapse,”
says Mishra.

The work was carried out
in collaboration with re-
searchers from Bengaluru’s
National Centre for Biologi-
cal Sciences and Foundation
for Neglected Disease Re-
search.

Question Corner

Light and shade in
photosynthesis

Is there less
photosynthesis taking
place in leaves on lower
branches of a tree and
in permanent shade
from direct sunlight?

NARUN K. SHANKER,
CRIDA, Hyderabad

Yes, photosynthesis will
be less in leaves that are
in shade. Usually they will
not be in permanent
shade, there will some
light falling on them at
some time of the day, also
due to wind the leaves
will get light.

The leaves in shade will
adapt to shade. One of the
adaptions of these leaves
that are in shade is to
have larger area to
capture more light for
photosynthesis.

These leaves are thinner
than the leaves that are
open to the Sun. The
shade leaves are dark
green in colour and also
the chloroplasts and the
light harvesting complex
moves within the cells to
places where there can be
more light interception.
The shade leaves are
more efficient in
photosynthesis, the
problem is that they lose
more water by
transpiration at the same
temperature and
humidity conditions.

The shade leaves also
have low dark respiration
rates and hence fewer
light compensation points

- which is the light
intensity on the light
curve where the rate of
photosynthesis exactly
matches the rate of
cellular respiration - this
is low for leaves in shade.
These adaptations take
place during the
development of the
leaves. Leaves in shade
also have short and long
term strategies to count
fluctuating light intensity.
The short term strategy is
rearrangement of
antennae system in
photosystems in the
leaves so that they can
make use of the available
light effectively.

This is done by movement
of the mobile pool of the
light harvesting complex
in the photosystems.

The long term strategy of
the leaves in the shade is
to overexpress some of
the genes of Photosystem
I- psaA, psaB and
Photosystem II - psbA.

This week's
questions

How does a fully
charged mobile phone
lose its charge when left
unused for several days
together?

Why and how does the
blue light of light
emitting diodes affect
sleep while yellow
promotes sleep?

How do some aircraft
avoid detection by
radar? Can clouds
hamper detection?

BHAVANI GIDDU,
New Delhi

These questions will be
answered in subsequent
weeks in this column.

Readers may send their
questions / answers to
questioncorner@thehindu.co.in

number of active fires in
August was three times higher
than in 2018 and was the
highest since 2010.

Fossil reveals how middle ear evolved

Extinct rodent lived 145-66 mya in what is now northeastern China

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA a transitional stage in the evolution

of the surangular — a “reptilian”
jawbone.

Based on the new findings, the
scientists speculated that in a class
of extinct mammals, the joints con-
necting the middle ear to the ear-
drum, and those connecting bones
in the cheek region to the lower jaw
may have evolved in tandem, allow-
ing a distinct jaw movement while
chewing.

They suggested that in these ex-
tinct mammals, the evolution of the
middle ear may have probably
been triggered by functional con-
straints on the bones and muscles
involved in feeding.

from the Chinese Academy of
Sciences, said the evolution of the
rodent’s bones and muscles in-
volved in hearing may have been
driven by specialisation for hear-
ing. They said the fossil clues pro-
vide solid evidence of the morphol-
ogy and formation of the inner ear
bones, which are fully detached
from the lower jaw.

Researchers have unearthed well-
preserved middle ear bones from a
new species of an extinct rodent
that lived 145-66 million years ago
in what is now northeastern China,
an advance that may lead to better
understanding of the evolution of
hearing.

The study, published in the jour-
nal Nature, looked at fossils of the
extinct rodent-like mammal — Je-
holbaatar kielanae — at Jehol Biota
of China, and noted that these ani-
mals had a middle ear that is dis-
tinct from those of its relatives.

The researchers, including those

Plant defence

Grey mould caused by fungus
devastates soft fruit crops. A
study published in Nature
Communications found
strawberry plants had a
bacteria (Streptomyces
globisporus) in its vascular
tissues and pollen that
rendered them immune.
Pollinating bees gained by
ingesting the pollen and
helped spread immunity.

Unique configuration
According to the researchers, the
bones reveal a unique configura-
tion with more complete compo-
nents than those previously report-
ed in these creatures.

The new fossil, they said, reveals

CCMB team uses E. coli to study bacterial
cell wall development

The cell wall of the bacteria is made up mostly of one large molecule called peptidoglycan

SHUBASHREE DESIKAN these cross-links, MepK [along
with other known enzymes] con-
tributes to growth and enlarge-
ment of sac-like peptidoglycan...
This emphasises the fundamental
role of cross-link cleavage in bac-
terial cell wall synthesis,” says Pa-
van Kumar Chodisetti, from CSIR-
CCMB and the first author of the
paper.

“The class of enzymes report-
ed in this paper was not known
earlier, and identifying this en-
zyme [MepK] gave us lot of excite-
ment,” says Dr. Reddy. “[The stu-
dy] has higher significance in
organisms like Clostridia and M.

Researchers from Hyderabad
have identified an enzyme that
plays a crucial role in the enlarge-
ment and growth of bacteria, by
studying E. coli. The enzyme
MepK helps in cutting a particular
class of bonds that connect the
peptidoglycan, which is a sac-like
molecule that envelops the cell.
This action allows more material
to be added to the cell wall, mak-
ing a larger compartment for the
cell to reside in.

One of the most important fea-
tures of a bacterium is its cell wall

-
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Cellular damage: A scanning electron microscopic image of E. coli shows

their cell walls ruptured hence losing the rodlike shape and dying. =ccvs

which protects it from external
environmental conditions and al-
so internal pressure and keeps it
in shape. Harming the cell wall
causes irreversible damage to the
bacterium and eventually kills it.

Crucial factor
For example, E. coli are rod
shaped bacteria often experi-
mented with in the lab. The bacte-
ria die when the integrity of the
cell wall is destroyed. Its crucial
role in maintaining the wellbeing
of the bacterium makes the cell
wall a target of study, especially
by scientists interested in deve-
loping new drug strategies to
combat the bacteria.

In this context, understanding
how the bacterial cell wall deve-

CM
K

lops during growth and division
of cells is an important question
being addressed in Manjula Red-
dy’s lab at the Centre for Cellular
and Molecular Biology (CSIR-
CCMB) in Hyderabad for a decade
Now.

In an earlier work, done in
2012, Dr Reddy’s group showed
that opening the cell wall by hy-
drolysing enzymes is crucial for
the new material to be incorpo-
rated into it, leading to the cell’s
expansion and elongation.

The cell wall is made up mostly
of a single net-like molecule (pep-
tidoglycan). This consists of many
sugar polymers interconnected
by short peptides. It encloses the
bacterial cytoplasmic membrane
very much like a jute bag. The

»

peptides connecting the baglike
structure are cross-linked in sev-
eral ways. Of significance to this
work are the links between partic-
ular amino acid residues located
on adjacent peptide chains. This
is a rare component present only
in bacterial cell walls and is
known as mDAP for short..

Vital enzyme

In a paper published recently in
the Proceedings of National Aca-
demy of Sciences (PNAS), the
group identified an enzyme
(MepK) which helps in breaking
down the bond between two
mDAP residues. This leads to cut-
ting the molecular mesh and thus
aiding the growth (or enlarge-
ment) of the cell. “By cleaving

tuberculosis because cell walls of
these bacteria have very high le-
vels of mDAP-mDAP type of cross-
links. Therefore, MepK-like en-
zymes will be very important for
the growth of these bacteria.”

These cross-links constitute ap-
proximately 10% of total cross-
links in Gram-negative bacteria
like E. coli and Pseudomonas. Ho-
wever, they are predominant in
many Gram-positive bacteria
such as Mycobacteria and Clostri-
dia (occur up to 80% of total
cross-links)

The next step according to Dr.
Reddy is “identifying small-mole-
cule inhibitors for this class of en-
zymes and also to understand the
molecular mechanisms by which
the cell wall growth is initiated”.

Oxygen bars are surely not a
solution for pollution

No medical community has come forward to spread awareness on
this captivating yet unscientific business

SUBHABRATA MOITRA

The popularity of packaged air
began around four years ago
when a Canadian company
launched ‘canned air’ for peo-
ple in China when air pollution
in many cities became alarming-
ly high. The newer addition —
oxygen-bar — a recreational par-
lour or cafe which serves ‘pure
oxygen’ is becoming a more at-
tractive destination, particular-
ly in cities with dangerous levels
of air pollution. At times, the ox-
ygen comes in different scented
flavours.

In cities with highly polluted
air, the business of ‘canned oxy-
gen’ or ‘oxygen-bar’ is flourish-
ing. The recent launch of such a
recreational oxygen parlour in
Delhi amidst the city’s infa-
mously bad air condition has
caught significant media atten-
tion. But how safe are they and
are any benefits at all?

First, do we really need this
extra oxygen? The simplest
answer is no. Unlike conven-
tional oxygen therapies used in
respiratory conditions that is
administered for a short or long
period in hospital or at home,
people take oxygen for an ultra-
short period in these bars (30
minutes or less). As per the stan-
dard clinical procedure, oxygen
supplementation can be admi-
nistered only in case of hypoxe-
mia (lowering of oxygen satura-
tion in the arterial blood below
95%) and it does not have any
consistent beneficial effect on
non-hypoxemic patients.

Placebo, at best

It must and should be remem-
bered that the oxygen level does
not alter in the air even when
the pollution level is high. The
same applies to our health — ox-
ygen saturation in blood re-
mains unchanged in healthy pe-
ople in normal conditions, and
such recreational oxygen can-
not provide any health improve-
ment. It can at best have a place-
bo effect. Though users and
proponents of purified oxygen
claim several benefits such as
relieving stress, headache and
migraine, and help in achieving

New trend: A user breathes in oxygen mixed with perfume at an
oxygen bar in New Delhi. =reuters

better energy and mood, there
is no clinical evidence available
so far in support of the benefi-
cial effects of recreational oxy-
gen use.

Most importantly, the use of
scented oxygen might not be
safe. To add scent to oxygen, the
oxygen is bubbled through a li-
quid containing scented addi-
tives or aroma oil. Users will sel-
dom know the properties of the
oils or the components of the
additives used. Scented oxygen
can be harmful to people, par-
ticularly to those with allergies
and lung diseases. Fragrant ma-
terials very often contain aro-
matic hydrocarbons, many of
which are potential allergens
and can trigger asthma and al-
lergic symptoms.

Moreover, the aromatistion
of oxygen generates ultrafine
droplets of essential oils which,
when inhaled with oxygen, get
deposited in the lungs and ac-
cumulate in the alveoli leading
to a respiratory condition
known as “lipoid pneumonia”.
In this condition, deposited oil
droplets can cause severe in-
flammation, damage alveolar
septa (thin single cell lining bet-
ween two adjacent alveoli) and
interstitium (the area between
an alveolus and its adjacent ca-
pillary) and lead to fibrosis.
Long-term exposure to such ex-
ogenous oil substances may
cause chronic lipoid pneumonia
in which the patients remain
asymptomatic and are often
diagnosed at a very late-stage,
and that too, incidentally, due
to other illnesses. Among peo-

»

ple with a lung condition, even a
short-term acute exposure to
such exogenous fragrance or
oils can be life-threatening.

It must be borne in mind that
oxygen-bars are sole-proprietor-
ship ventures and are not legal-
ised to administer oxygen for
therapeutic purposes. These
bars are not endorsed by local
or federal healthcare systems
and are not obliged to follow
clinical bylaws, and thus cannot
be held liable for any unwar-
ranted health effect or an acute
medical condition that occurs in
the bars. Moreover, there are no
statutory warnings or guide-
lines available at these bars
about the potential adverse ef-
fects, particularly applicable to
vulnerable population such as
children, aged and person with
allergies or lung conditions.

Captivating yet unscientific
It is unfortunate that no medical
community has come forward
to spread awareness among pe-
ople for this increasingly captiv-
ating yet unscientific business
with no known or established
clinical benefit. It definitely calls
for serious vigilance by the clin-
icians and policy makers to en-
sure the safety issues associated
with recreational oxygen use,
particularly flavoured oxygen in
such bars, parlours and spas.
The writer is a European Res-
piratory Society Research Fel-
low at ISGlobal, Barcelona,
Spain, and associate member of
the Royal Society for Public
Health, United Kingdom.
subhabrata2207@gmail.com
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Firefighters under fire for fighting Amazon blaze

Four volunteers, who were fighting the Amazon
fires, were arrested on charges of starting fires

SAO PAULO

At the dawn on
Tuesday, armed
policemen arrived
at the doors of four
volunteer firefighters in the Alter do
Chio area of Para State in the Ama-
zon region. Bundled into the police
cars, they were taken away without
any arrest warrant. Then they were
paraded on TV like criminals —
dressed in prison uniforms, hand-
cuffed, their heads shaved off, walk-
ing down the corridor of a notorious
prison, where dozens have been
hacked to death in two years. The
same day, the police raided the office
of Health and Joy, an NGO in the
area, and took away their computers
and papers, without a warrant.

The arrest of volunteers, who
have been fighting the forest blaze

<>

with minimum resources, on the
charges that they were “starting fires
and filming them to raise money
from international donors” sparked
an outrage across the country. “My
son is a guardian of the forest. He
gave up his comfortable life in Sao
Paulo and chose to live in a wooden
cabin with no fence because he loves
the forest and believes in protecting
it,” says Patricia Romano, the mother
of Joao Vitor, 27, who was one of the
four arrested.

Mr. Vitor worked as a producer of
videos in Sao Paulo before moving to
Para in 2016 and founded the volun-
teer force with three others from this
city. Known as the Alter Brigade, the
group works voluntarily to protect
the forest and communities of Alter
do Chao, a scenic place caught in the
crosshairs of land-grabbers. Mr. Vi-
tor’s mother Ms. Patricia, a pioneer
of Indian classical dances in Brazil,

credits the influence of Indian cul-
ture for her son’s work. “I raised my
children in a very Indian environ-
ment. From a young age, Joao used
to meditate and chant mantras. His
love for forest and animals also
comes from those traditions,” says
Ms. Patricia, who travelled to India
first time in 1996 to learn Bharatna-
tyam and Mohiniyattam at Natyalaya
run by Kalamandalam Sumathi in Pe-
rumbavoor, Kerala. “Joao and his
colleagues risk their lives to defend
the Amazon.”

The Amazon has been burning for
months, with little being done to
control the blaze. The arrest of Alter
Brigade volunteers, which became
an international headline in less than
24 hours, has exposed the deep
fault-lines colliding in the world’s
biggest ecosystem. Shaji Thomas, a
post-doctoral researcher at the Fed-
eral University of Para who has lived
in Alter do Chio for 10 years coordi-
nating many social and environmen-
tal projects, blames the government
for the crisis. “The government has

done practically nothing to curb the
fires. There is a parallel government
run by landlords and big companies
who dictate what the state should
do. The timber lobby here is so po-
werful that they even block the pol-
ice action,” says the academic, origi-

Ballots, billionaires and Bloomberg

The former New York Mayor is directing his own
fortunes towards his presidential campaign

WASHINGTON

“m running for
President to defeat
Donald Trump and
rebuild America,”
the former New York City Mayor, Mi-
chael Bloomberg, wrote as he
launched his campaign a few days
ago. “He [Trump] represents an exis-
tential threat to our country and our
values. If he wins another term in of-
fice, we may never recover from the
damage.”

Mr. Bloomberg, a businessman
and philanthropist, is one of the
world’s richest people, with a net
worth of about $55 billion. He is a
moderate and a strong advocate for
climate action and gun control.
Mostly a Democrat through the
years, Mr. Bloomberg ran as a Repu-
blican in the mayoral race in NYC in

2001, became an independent dur-
ing his second term and later, re-
turned to the Democratic fold.

In the past, he has helped build a
strong political counterforce to the
National Rifle Association (NRA), a
powerful gun lobby in the U.S. In
2018, he was the largest external
spender on Democratic mid-term
races, giving some $24 million to 24
House races, The New York Times re-
ported. He has also given millions to
Republicans, whose policies were
aligned with his own.

Now, Mr. Bloomberg is directing
his fortunes towards his own cam-
paign, raising some tough questions.
Last week, he bought an astronomi-
cal $37 million in nationwide TV ads.

Independent Senator from Ver-
mont, Bernie Sanders, and Demo-
cratic Senator from Massachusetts,
Elizabeth Warren, both progressives
competing for the Democratic nomi-

BLOOMEBERG20:0

nation, have criticised Mr. Bloom-
berg for throwing his personal
wealth into the campaign.

“Michael Bloomberg is making a
bet about democracy in 2020. He
doesn’t need people, he only needs
bags and bags of money,” Ms. War-

ren said in lowa on Monday.

“I'm disgusted by the idea that Mi-
chael Bloomberg or any other billio-
naire thinks they can circumvent the
political process and spend tens of
millions of dollars to buy our elec-
tions,” Mr. Sanders said.

Media ties

Mr. Bloomberg does not plan on tak-
ing any political donations or a sal-
ary if he wins, his principal adviser
Howard Wolfson said. Mr. Wolfson
said Mr. Bloomberg not taking con-
tributions makes him “wholly inde-
pendent of special interests”.

The announcement also raises im-
portant policy questions about how
Mr. Bloomberg’s media ties will be
addressed. John Micklethwait, edi-
tor-in-chief of Bloomberg News, has
responded to the situation, saying
that while the company would conti-
nue to report on the elections, con-
duct polls, etc., it would take a break
from publishing unsigned editorials
and would not investigate Mr.
Bloomberg or his Democratic rivals.

nally from India, who last month
released a book on the history of so-
cial movements in the region.

Conflict zone

Mr. Thomas, who lived on a boat
with local people at Alter do Chéo,
describes how the picturesque area,
which has a sweet-water beach, be-
came a conflict zone between hotel
developers and indigenous tribes. In
the past 30 years, says Mr. Thomas,
almost all the locals were displaced
from the village as the tourist indus-
try rolled in, causing the destruction
of local communities who were
helped by some NGOs. “The NGOs
are seen as enemies of development
by both businesses and the govern-
ment. Now, criminalising these
NGOs is part of the new govern-
ment’s strategy,” says Mr. Thomas,
commenting on the arrest of Alter
Brigade volunteers.

When the Amazon fires caught the
world’s attention in August, Brazilian
President Jair Bolsonaro blamed it
on NGOs, without offering any evi-

If early numbers are anything to
go by, Mr. Bloomberg was not doing
much for any electability issues, ac-
cording to a November 8 poll from
Morning Consult. In a hypothetical
race, he got 43% against Mr. Trump’s
37% in a poll of general voters. This
was not too different compared to
how Mr. Sanders, Ms. Warren and
Joe Biden, the former Vice-Presi-
dent, fared in the same poll. Howev-
er, he may not make it that far as on-
ly 4% of Democratic primary voters
said Mr. Bloomberg would be their
candidate of choice against Mr.
Trump, putting him behind Kamala
Harris (6%), Pete Buttigieg (8%), Ms.
Warren (18%), Mr. Sanders (20%) and
Mr. Biden (31%).

Mr. Bloomberg’s popularity with
minorities is also in question. Before
announcing his candidacy, he apolo-
gised at an African American church
in Brooklyn for a ‘stop and frisk’ pol-
icing policy from his time as Mayor.
The policy had impacted African
Americans and Latinos
disproportionately.

s Sri Lanka witnessing a shift in rainfall patterns?

The country has been alternating between
droughts and floods over the past few years

COLOMBO

The outcome of
their November 16
presidential  poll
may have given Sri
Lankans much to discuss in the fort-
night since, but many of them are in-
variably discussing another topic —
the intensity of the recent spells of
rain.

Even as Sri Lanka’s scheduled
northeast monsoon is kicking in, the
volume and force of the rainfall over
the past week, almost every evening
in many parts of the island, have
drawn everyone’s attention.

Especially so, with the Disaster
Management Centre predicting 100-
150mm rainfall every day in many
parts, including the north and the
east that are prone to floods during
heavy bouts of rain.

In a tropical country like Sri Lan-
ka, it invariably rains at least a few
days every month. Whether it is
schoolchildren or office-goers, they
are seldom deterred by the rain.
They brave bad weather with prac-
tised ease and go about their daily
routine. If the recent heavy spells
came as a surprise to some locals,
could there be a shift in the pattern
of rainfall?

“Usually the end of November
marks the onset of our second main
[north-east] monsoon season. Some
parts of the north and the east may
be prone to flooding on days with ve-
ry heavy rainfall, but the season is
considered a favourable monsoon,”
said Anusha Warnasooriya, Director
at the Department of Meteorology.
At the same time, the rainfall record-
ed in August and September was
above average, she said.

Pointing to global phenomena

such as the El Nino, the Indian Ocean
Dipole (IOD) and the La Nina — in
which sea-surface temperatures
tend to oscillate [rise or fall] depend-
ing on certain natural conditions —
Ms. Warnasooriya said shifts in rain-
fall are being observed globally.
“Such phenomena could either en-
hance or reduce our monsoon or in-
ter-monsoon spells in Sri Lanka as
well.”

Around the same time last year,
flash floods wreaked havoc across
the northern districts of Kilinochchi,
Mullaitivu, Mannar, Vavuniya and
Jaffna, affecting tens of thousands of
people. In September this year, one
person died and nearly 50,000 were
affected when several parts of the is-
land’s Southern and Western pro-
vinces flooded with up to 200 mm
rainfall recorded in certain areas.

The instances of floods come two
years after Sri Lanka experienced its
worst drought in 40 years. In 2017,
Sri Lankan farmers’ paddy cultiva-
tion took a severe beating, even rais-
ing concerns over food security. Of

The rise of red tourism in China

Showcasing the revolutionary past is helping govt.
promote the legitimacy of the Communist Party

LOUSHANGUAN

Red Tourism,
which attracts tou-
rists in hordes to
sites that showcase
China’s revolutionary past, is begin-
ning to breed prosperity in the
countryside.

State planners have methodically
developed a robust ecosystem, ener-
gised by carefully choreographed
stories of how the founding father of
Red China, Mao Zedong, and his
comrades battled for the communist
revolution in 1949.

The tales woven around promi-
nent locations — markers on the path
that led to the emergence of Red Chi-
na — are now being leveraged for tou-
rism. In turn, the glorification of the
Chinese revolution is having a major
downstream impact. Not only is red

»

tourism helping the authorities in
eliminating rural poverty, but also
promoting the legitimacy of the
Communist Party of China (CPC).
China’s millennial and Generation-Z,
especially, are being expertly blood-
ed into the patriotic mainstream as
framed by the CPC.

The Long March, the epic escape
of the rank and file, as well as the lea-
dership core of the CPC, in the face
of almost certain annihilation by
forces led by Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuo-
mintang (KMT), is today at the heart
of China’s flourishing red tourism in-
dustry.

Logging almost 9,000 km, in the
face of natural and human adversity,
Mao’s forces, adopting guerilla tac-
tics, and pursuing great acts of de-
ception, managed to escape a mas-
sive siege laid by a far more powerful
enemy.

For 370 days beginning in October

1934, the Red Army, starting from
eastern China’s heavily mountainous
Jiangxi province, and then wading
through rivers, marshes and snow-
capped mountains, broke out of the
KMT’s deadly encirclement. Finally,
the Long March ended in northwest

the 8,00,000 hectares of paddy that
Sri Lanka had hoped to cultivate that
year, about 50% was damaged due to
the drought. Over a million people
were badly affected in the rice-eating
country.

While subsequent monsoon
brought some relief, the respite was
short-lived. Ahead of last year’s
northern floods, officials shifted
from distributing drought relief to
flood relief in a span of few weeks, as
they tried addressing one crisis after
another. While climate experts are
yet to speak of any drastic departure
from the usual rainfall patterns, the
changes apparent are not insignifi-
cant, they say.

‘Being prepared’

Lareef Zubair, principal scientist at
the Kandy-based Foundation for En-
vironment, Climate and Technology
(FECT), analysed data on climate
captured over more than a century.
“Colleagues in other countries and I
found that this is the fifth occurrence
of the Indian Ocean Dipole in 150

China’s Shaanxi province, at Yanan,
which subsequently became the
crucible of the revolution, accom-
plished in 1949.

“Adventure, exploration, discov-
ery, human courage and cowardice,
ecstasy and triumph, suffering, sa-
crifice and loyalty, and then through
it all, like a flame, an undimmed ar-
dour and undying hope and amazing
revolutionary optimism of those
thousands of youths who would not
admit defeat by man or nature or
God or death — all this and more
seemed embodied in the history of
an odyssey unequalled in modern
times,” wrote Edgar Snow, the Amer-
ican writer who chronicled a de-
tailed account of the Long March in
his famous classic Red Star Over
China.

In the story of the Long March, the
city of Zunyi, in southwest China’s
Guizhou province, is a pivotal land-
mark. Following a nearly catastroph-
ic military setback on the banks of
the Xiang river, it was during a re-
view conference in Zunyi, that Mao
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years,” he said.

Rather than using “monsoon” and
“inter-monsoon” that are commonly
used to connote seasons of rainfall in
Sri Lanka, Dr. Zubair prefers to go by
the Maha (October to March ) and Ya-
la (April to September) agricultural

stamped his leadership on the party.

Currently, crowds of tourists, don-
ning the Red Army’s grey uniforms,
throng the elegantly pillared two sto-
rey building, where the three day Zu-
nyi conference was held from Janu-
ary 15, 1935.

Besides this star attraction, peo-
ple surge to a nearby museum, ex-
hibiting turning points along the
Long March. Built four years ago, it is
an icon representing the renewed fo-
cus on the revolutionary past on the
watch of China’s current President,
Xi Jinping.

‘Truly inspiring’

Within an hour’s drive from Zunyi is
the Loushan pass — another major
site along the Long March route. The
successful capture of the Loushan
pass was critical in preventing the
Red Army’s entrapment in Zunyi
city.

“The story of the Loushan pass
battle is truly inspiring. It helps us to
recognise our red genes and makes
us ready to accept any challenge,”

»

dence. With the Amazon situation
getting worse, a group of Brazilian la-
wyers and a human rights group are
seeking to indict Mr. Bolsonaro at the
International Criminal Court for “en-
couraging genocide against Brazil’s
indigenous people”. But that hasn’t
stopped Mr. Bolsonaro from pushing
his evidence-free narrative. On Fri-
day, he accused Hollywood actor
and environmentalist Leonardo Di-
Caprio of funding the Amazon fires,
trying to link him up with the Alter
Brigade volunteers who were or-
dered released by a Para judge on
Thursday.

As they stepped out of jail on
Thursday evening, the four men held
hands, raised their fists and shouted
“Amazonia Viva!”, before collapsing
into the waiting arms of their fami-
lies and friends. The volunteers are
now back in Alter do Chéo, resuming
their work as fighters against the rag-
ing blazes even as Mr. Bolsonaro
trends on social networks around
the world as a meme for dragging Di-
Caprio into this Amazonian affair.

Mr. Biden has said he welcomes
the competition with Mr. Bloom-
berg. “In terms of he’s running be-
cause of me, the last polls I looked at,
I'm pretty far ahead,” he said earlier
this month.

Nevertheless, some are con-
cerned that Mr. Bloomberg’s pre-
sence could take away votes from Mr.
Biden, another centrist Democrat.
The former Mayor’s election strategy
is also unusual. Not only has Mr.
Bloomberg entered the race late, he
intends to skip the early State Demo-
cratic primaries, i.e., those in Iowa,
New Hampshire, Nevada and South
Carolina, and will instead go straight
into ‘Super Tuesday’, a day in March
when a large number of States will
hold their primaries. It appears that
he is counting on there being no
clear contender from the early
States.

If a week is a long time in politics,
then perhaps it is unwise to specu-
late too much on what can happen in
a few months and with billions of
dollars.

cycles that are linked to rainfall.

Much of Sri Lanka receives 50% of
its annual rainfall in the three
months beginning October. In case
of the north and the east, the period
from October to December accounts
for almost 70% of the rainfall.

“We used data to study how the
IOD impacts the Maha season and
predicted a shift,” he said, referring
to a collaborative research publica-
tion that he was part of.

As of Saturday evening, the Disas-
ter Management Centre’s situation
report said as many as five people
had died and nearly 1,500 affected in
the recent bout of heavy rain. The
Centre has also issued a warning to
residents, asking them to stay
indoors.

Given that there is widely shared
concern over a potential shift in pat-
terns, are authorities prepared to
tackle the changes around harvest-
ing seasons and for water manage-
ment? “The short answer is that a lot
more could be done in terms of pre-
paredness,” Dr. Zubair said.

says Xie Shixue, a post-graduate stu-
dent of psychology. “We learn about
the Long March and even our daily
news through a dedicated mobile
phone App,” she says.

It is at the village of Loushanguan,
on the edge of the famous battle-
ground, that the fusion of red tou-
rism and China’s assault on rural po-
verty gets magnified.

“My business has doubled since
the red tourism began,” says Ma Yi, a
former migrant worker, who has re-
turned home to launch a state-
backed start-up, turning around his
family’s traditional bamboo and rat-
tan furniture business. A zero per
cent loan from the local rural credit
cooperative bank, supplementing
his personal savings, had fed into Mr.
Ma’s grassroots business.

Mr. Ma Yi’s enterprise is also part
of Alibaba, China’s giant e-com-
merce network. “I was recently in
Shanghai for the import expo look-
ing for overseas customers, as we
have decided that our humble busi-
ness must now go global.”
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