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Goingsolo

Through ups and dramatic downs, Spicelet's Ajay Singh is
steering his rocky boat all on his own

OUT OF THE BLUE

ANJULI BHARGAVA

ne man’s loss is another
O man’s gain. Never has

the proverb seemed
more apt than in India’s aviation
sector of late. A few weeks ago,
SpiceJet chief Ajay Singh argued
that the sector could go the “tel-

cos way” if fares didn’t recover
while IndiGo’s CEO Rono Datta
claimed that we were in a “gold-
en age for Indian aviation”.

The truth, as usual, is some-
where in the middle. Oil prices
have been low and the rupee sta-
ble but there are two other fac-
tors impacting yields. One, fares
are running lower than those at
the same time last year. I asked
a couple of aviation industry
seniors to do the math and their
calculations show that the aver-
age Delhi-Mumbai fare needs to
rise by around ¥500-600 on a
net basis for any of the low fare
airlines to break-even on a flight
(assuming 90 per cent load fac-
tor). Fares are in fact running a
bit lower than even break-even
levels. Two, overall traffic has
taken a beating with growth in
single digits after several years

of double-digit growth. Both
these factors are reflected in the
latest results reported with high
quarterly losses.

But analysts and industry
observers argue that while the
industry may be suffering on
account of pricing pressure as
a whole, many of SpiceJet’s
problems are internal and of its
own creation.

One of the biggest blows —
entirely out of its control — to
the airline’s plans was the unex-
pected grounding of 13 of its
B737 Max since March 2019. The
carrier will be compensated for
this by Boeing, a much needed
relief for SpiceJet with cash on
its books at a paltry 93 crore by
end September.

In the mad frenzy to grab
Jet’s slots, SpiceJet - like rivals
—jumped in too. The airline took

on 31 of Jet’s aircraft, all of which
had a two-class configuration.
However, the gambit proved
costly for the carrier in more
ways than one. The aircraft are
ageing and appear to have been
more trouble than they were
worth. This led to a spike in
maintenance costs in the July-
September quarter. Yields
played spoilsport and stayed
stubbornly low, reflecting the
failure to charge a premium on
the business class seats on
offer. The aircraft will now be
reconfigured to an all-economy
class, an admission of the gam-
bit having failed. Rising costs
and stubborn yields reflected
in the cost per available seat
kilometre for the airline that
rose by 8 per cent year on yeatr,
taking it to a record high and
much above many rivals. This
is despite the salaries bill for
the airline being amongst the
lowest in the industry.

In the midst of the core busi-
ness taking a beating, Singh has
in October and November been
busy with all kinds of new ini-
tiatives. He’s announced plans

to launch an international hub
operation out of Ras-Al-Khaima,
40 minutes from Dubai, where
he sees “great potential”. By
December, as per the original
plans, four to five aircraft are to
be based here to operate on six
to seven-hour, medium-haul
routes. The Gulf seems to be
where he’s honing in since
November: The airline signed a
codeshare agreement with
Emirates Airlines and entered
into a memorandum of under-
standing with Gulf Air to widen
their partnership as well.
Industry observers argue
that Singh, with his plate
already full, has been dipping
his fingers in several new pies.
A business-to-business cargo
delivery service was launched in
2016 and is running for select
corporate clients. In 2017, he sur-
prised everyone by opening
SpiceStyle stores — including
one in Gurugram’s Galleria mar-
ket, one of the more expensive
rental spots — to sell designer
and other lifestyle products. The
Galleria store has since shut
shop but stores in
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Hyderabad and Delhi are still
around. In 2018, the airline
announced that it was setting
up Spice Star, a training acade-
my for youngsters interested in
charting out a career in aviation.
Launched in partnership with
Amity University in Noida, it
acts as a home grown hiring
ground for the airline.

What is perhaps the most
incredible aspect of the SpiceJet
story is how Singh is attempting
to pull off everything virtually
on his own. When he took
charge of the struggling airline
in December 2014, the airline
was down to around 32 aircraft
with 5,400 total employees. Five
years later, it has a fleet of 118
aircraft with over 230 on order
and over 15,000 employees. He
appears to have what many in
the sector are terming an invisi-
ble “magic wand”, one that is
giving jitters to analysts and
investors who don’t see any sec-
ond line of command in the air-
line whatsoever. Singh remains
a single man army — a desi
Superman — one everyone is
unsure will sink or swim.

India rethinks its coal future

Overdependence on Australia for coking coal for its steel plants makes it vulnerable to supply
chain disruptions and diminishes its capacity to negotiate on prices

KUNAL BOSE

common preoccupation of pro-
A ducers of ferrous and non-fer-

rous metals in India, China and
elsewhere is to ensure security of sup-
ply of raw materials over a long term.
At least in two major minerals, namely
iron ore and bauxite required by mak-
ers of steel and aluminium, respective-
ly, India being adequately endowed
has a distinct advantage over China,
which is dependent on import for
both. In the case of metallurgical coal,
however, this is not the case for India.
Its imports are set to rise year-
on-year as more and more
steel is to be made using the
blast furnace and basic oxygen
furnace (BF-BOF) route.

The country’s growing
import dependence is because
not only is the domestic supply
of coking coal way short of
steel mill requirements, the
poor quality of local fuel

There is nothing wrong with
imports if a particular raw material, in
India’s case it is coking coal, is not
available locally in terms of volume
and quality. For example, Japan runs
its steel industry at the highest levels
of efficiency and optimum value addi-
tion to primary steel notwithstanding
its total dependence on raw materials
imports. New Delhi has evolved a
three-pronged strategy to progressively
cut our coking coal import dependence
by overseas asset acquisition, creating
a sufficient number of modern wash-
eries and exclusive allocation of indige-
nous met coal reserves
for the steel sector. Coal
India is expected to be
ready with nine new
washeries for metallurgi-
cal coal by the end of the
next financial year.

While renewed attem-
pts to step up domestic
supplies both in terms of
volume and quality will

because of a high degree of ash ANALYSIS BEHIND  pe of relief to steelmakers
demands its blending with THE HEADLINES without captive mines,

high quality imported stuff to
make it BF friendly.

New Delhi by way of the 2017 steel
policy has set a task to reduce coking
coal import dependence from the pre-
sent 85 per cent to 65 per cent by 2030-
31. This is sought to be achieved by step-
ping up production of the fuel and
getting it washed to rid it of much of its
ash. The steel policy says BF-BOF route
will have a 60 to 65 per cent share of the
2030-31 steel capacity of 300 million
tonnes (mt) and production of 255 mt.
On the basis of BF-BOF route’s require-
ment of 700 kg of coking coal for mak-
ing one tonne of crude steel, the 2030-
31 fuel requirements will be 161 mt.

the country is reconciled
to doing mostly with coal
of foreign origin at all times. The con-
cern is not about unavoidability of
imports but, as additional steel secre-
tary Rasika Chaube points out, about
India’s continuing overdependence on
a single source for coking coal. In the
past three years, India stepped up
imports of such coal from Canada and
the US, albeit at a slow pace. As this is
happening, the share of Australia in
this country’s coking coal market fell
to 71 per cent or 36.91 mt during 2018-
19 from around 88 per cent three years
ago. Irrespective of the rate at which
India starts buying coal from countries

other than Australia, imports will con-
tinue to rise in step with our growing
steel production.

What is not to be wished away is the
continuing overwhelming dependence
on Australia for coal goes against com-
mercial wisdom. First, production in
the coal mining region of Australia is
periodically disrupted by natural
calamities as was witnessed earlier this
year when deadly cyclone Trevor fol-
lowed quickly by Veronica pummelled
Queensland, which has as much as half
the share of global seaborne supplies.
Veronica, a category four storm,
whipped up gusts of up to 263 km an
hour uprooting rail lines connecting
mines to ports in many places. This and
earlier natural disasters such as
cyclones Debbie and Yasie disrupting
coal shipments upset production pro-
grammes of steelmakers here. The only
recourse for our steel producers to

avoid production disruption is to main-
tain coal stocks to last at least a month,
says an industry official. But that kind
of inventory leads to cost accretion.
Second, the overdependence on a
single supplying nation compromises
the buyer’s capacity to negotiate
favourable terms and conditions of pur-
chases. India is finally awakened to that
reality. This is leading New Delhi to pro-
mote among steelmakers the idea of
“risk diversification in metallurgical
coal imports” by exploring countries
other than Australia wherefrom coal
can be procured at competitive costs
on a sustainable basis. At a recent
brainstorming session with the indus-
try, Steel Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan said the time was now “oppor-
tune for us to engage with Russia and
Mongolia for the import of coking
coal... An Indian technological team is
to make survey of the quality of metal-

lurgical coal in Russia and logistics sup-
portive of transfer of the mineral to
India using road, rail and sea. Then
there is Mongolia, very rich in coal
resources, where we are to build a rail-
way line that will facilitate movement
of the fuel. There is a lot of goodwill for
us in Mongolia, which incidentally is
the first country to recommend India’s
permanent membership of the UN
Security Council.”

To create excitement among Indian
steelmakers, Pradhan told them that
“almost all of Mongolia’s met coal is
now exported to China. But that coun-
try is keen to reduce its dependence on
asingle buyer that is China and explore
other markets. India figures prominent-
ly in that search.” Of China’s import of
64.2 mt of coking coal in 2018, Mongolia
alone had a share of 43 per cent.
Industry officials here familiar with
Mongolian coal say the country will be
able to realise better prices in the world
market provided it gets its coal washed
and blended before selling.

According to Bhaskar Chatterjee,
director general of Indian Steel
Association, in India’s search for long-
term suppliers of coking coal in signif-
icant quantities, Russia cannot but fig-
ure prominently. If leading Russian
coking coal producers such as Mechel
and Kolmar want a share of the Indian
market, some leading steelmakers
here are giving indications that once
they have satisfied themselves with
“coal quality and supply logistics”,
they will start using fuel from Russia
in significant quantities. The point is
not to be missed that with the market
in the West shrinking where more and
more steel is made by scrap recycling,
Russia sees in India a potential major
outlet for its coal.

'Boris ko humein jitana hai’

The poll mood in the United Kingdom
took a desi turn on Monday as a video
emerged, featuring a Hindi song
""Boris ko humein jitana hai, is desh
ko aaj bachana hai... (we have to
ensure Boris' victory to save this
country)"”, projecting Prime Minister
Boris Johnson as a panacea for all the
problems. The song, in chaste Hindi, is
believed to be the handiwork of some
groups among the 1.5-million-strong
Indian diaspora. The visuals, as one
would expect, consist mostly of
montages of Johnson, interspersed
briefly by the picture of opposition
Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn,
whom it calls a "liar". Whether the
video will help woo the Indian
diaspora is an open question, but the
desi audience on Twitter is hailing it
purely for its entertainment value.

Another ‘reunion'? Not yet!

Rumours of a patch-up between
Samajwadi Party (SP) President Akhilesh
Yadav (pictured) and his estranged
uncle Shivpal Singh Yadav never seem
to die. They surfaced again after the
reconciliation between the Nationalist
Congress Party's Sharad Pawar and his
nephew Ajit Pawar. Talks of a possible
coming together of the two factions of
the Yadav family grew louder during the
recent birthday celebrations of party
founder and clan patriarch Mulayam
Singh Yadav, with Shivpal, who went
out and formed his own outfit, the
Pragatisheel Samajwadi Party, giving
signals of a rapprochement to some of
his erstwhile colleagues. The rumours
caused great nervousness among a
section of SP leaders, given the kind of
grip Shivpal had on the party once. But
it seems Akhilesh has not warmed up to
the “reunion” idea as yet and has
supposedly told SP members that the
party would fight all polls on its own.

Birthday gift

The escalating prices of onion have been
making headlines everyday. On Monday,
as the Congress celebrated the birthday of
its longest-serving president, Sonia
Gandhi, a party leader and Puducherry
Chief Minister V Narayanasamy chose the
occasion to protest the Central
government's failure to control the price of
the staple. He criticised the Centre's alleged
inaction before a gathering of his
colleagues while gifting packs of onion to
women workers of the party. He gota
helping hand from his party colleague

A Namassivayam. Besides other colleagues,
many people who passed that way also
received half-kg packs of onions.

ONTHE JOB

Graduates face 17% unemployment rate

MAHESH VYAS

ducation is positively associated
E with labour market participation.

If a person gets education there
is a greater chance that such a person
will seek employment. And, the proba-
bility of a person seeking a job increases
as the level of her education increases.
This is logical and is generally expected.
Education has an apparent end goal —
to get a job. An undergraduate degree
makes a big difference.

We see this in the data. Over 62 per
cent of the population that has an
undergraduate degree or more, is in the
labour force seeking a job. This propor-
tion is way above the rest.

The gap between graduates-plus and
the rest in terms of labour force partici-
pation is very large. Those who complet-
ed their 10th grade or more but not their
undergraduate degree pencilled a labour
participation rate of only 43 per cent.
The participation rate then drops to less
than 40 per cent for those who had some
education but had not completed their
10th grade. Those with no education had
an LPR of only 31 per cent.

The LPR at the lower end of the edu-
cation spectrum is also very volatile.
This phenomenon of low and volatile
labour force participation of the uned-
ucated is worth a detailed study. The

expectation was that people with no
education would be the more vulnerable
and would be loath to remain out of the
labour force. But apparently, they keep
getting in and out of labour markets
month after month.

The volatility of monthly labour par-
ticipation rates declines as education
increases.

Graduates-plus have the least volatil-
ity in this respect. They are also not only
way ahead of the rest in terms of labour
participation they are also recording a
steady increase in their participation rate.

While the overall LPR for India was
at an all-time low at 42.4 per cent in
November 2019, the labour participation
rate for graduates-plus was at an all-time
high of 62.9 per cent in October 2019. At
62.2 per cent in November, it was close
to this peak.

India's labour force participation
rate has fallen from nearly 47 per cent
in 2016 to 43 per cent in 2019. This
translates into a fall of over 7 million in
the labour force over three years — from
443 million to 436 million. Howevetr,
during the same period, 2.5 million
graduates-plus joined the labour force.
Evidently, it is people with less educa-
tion who have quit the labour markets.
In fact, it is those with no education that
have exited the labour markets over the
past three years.

As basic education is becoming
increasingly universal, the labour market
in India has seen a sharp fall in those who
have no education. Correspondingly, the
share of those that have some education
has increased. The quality of human
resources in the labour markets is
improving. Yet, the share of graduates-
plusin Indian labour markets is very low.

Graduates-plus accounted for only
13.5 per cent of the total employed in
2019. This is an improvement over the
12.7 per cent share it had in 2016. But, it
is still very low.

Graduates-plus account for only
about 13 per cent of the population
above the age of 25 years in India. In
comparison, this ratio is over 40 per cent
for developed countries. It is 45 per cent
in South Korea and 17 per cent in China.

Evidently, India still has a lot of
catching up to do on providing tertiary
education to a vast majority of its popu-
lation. Add to this, the woes of industry
that has often complained about the low
quality of labour in India.

While 62 per cent of graduates seek
employment, only 51 per cent are
employed. The remaining 11 per cent are
unable to find a job although they are
looking for one.

Are they unemployable or are the
opportunities inadequate in number
and poor in quality? Possibly, both are
true. If this is indeed true then we have
a vortex of problems in education and
employment in India.

First, the proportion of graduate+ in
the population is low at only 13 per cent.
Second, these graduates face the highest
unemployment rate. The unemploy-
ment rate among graduates is 17 per
cent. Third, industry complains that the
quality of graduates is not good enough
for employment. Fourth, the rate in
investments and therefore jobs creation
isinsufficient to absorb additions to the
labour market.

This seems to be a vicious cycle in
which vast numbers of educated are not
considered employable and lack of
investments leads to low job opportuni-
ties. This could discourage the young
population from seeking higher educa-
tion and also discourage educational
institutions from producing employable
labour. There can be a hope that in the
long run, markets will sort out this prob-
lem. But, as has been well said, in the
long run we are all dead.

The author is MD & CEO, CMIE

Beneficial move

The recent move by the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) to ease NEFT transaction
transfer schedule to be made available
for 24 hours is welcome. It is also over-
whelming to know that RBI has already
waived off charges levied for the trans-
actions carried through NEFT/RTGS
payments in order to promote a cashless
ecosystem.

The facility to transfer money
through NEFT transaction on a round-
the-clock basis will benefit many cus-
tomers who are otherwise depended on
physical ATMs for the purpose of imme-
diate cash requirement. The robust pen-
etration of digital transactions through
app-based banking facility and UPI-
based payment systems have further
eased the common man’s burden of
fetching cash from a physical location
such as a bank branch or an ATM. The
change in the NEFT schedule will fur-
ther benefit the customers especially
during travel exigencies and medical
emergencies — as both the situations
require immediate cash payment to the
beneficiaries. The latest move will make
RBI and other banking institutions inch
closer to achieving their goal of com-
plete financial inclusion.

Varun Dambal Bengaluru

Blatant violation

This refers to “Building owner, manag-
er arrested” (December 9). The fire in
New Delhi in which killed 43 persons
in a building is a stunning example of
flouting of laws with gay abandon — a
five-floor structure housing factories
and and a host of other violations.
That such a cavalier set up kept
functioning uninterrupted by the own-
er's conscience or law enforcing author-
ities tells how lethargic or corrupt or
both are the officials in civic adminis-
tration, labour department, state gov-
ernment and the central government.

This is also the reason for frequent
deaths in the national capital in public
buildings, hotels and cinema theatres
such as Uphar. Going by the Uphar

case, it is anybody's guess how much
time it will take to decide the present
one in a court and whether the punish-
ment will be exemplary.

It also raises the question whether
the government’s move to end “inspec-
torraj” in factories is a case of misplaced
trust in the self-inspection honesty of
factory owners.

Y G Chouksey Pune

CJI spot on

This refers to “CJI: Justice loses its char-
acter when it becomes revenge”
(December 8) which quotes the Chief
Justice of India S A Bobde as saying that
there cannot be instant justice. Justice
Bobde made that comment in the back-
drop of the rape case in Telengana and
subsequent killing of the alleged rapists.
He is absolutely right. The CJI also
appropriately mentioned long delays in
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dispensing justice. What he did not
mention is how bails are granted in even
cases of violent rape and gang rape. The
example of the case in Unnaoin UPisa
case in view right now. I am of the view
that the Supreme Court can give direc-
tion, may be administratively but surely
judicially that where there is violence
mixed with rape and in cases of gang
rape, bail should not be given. And the
general impression of people is that
once the criminal case goes to courts,
the case will drag on and rich people
with a lot of cash can appoint top
lawyers to delay justice and can even
derail justice. Quick disposal of such
cases must be achieved.

Generalising the issue of inordinate
delay in courts, it is high time the higher
judiciary admits that the main cause is
not simply the vacancies of judges. I feel
that increasing the number of judges is
only half the solution. What is needed
is a thorough procedural overhaul and
attitudinal change in the judicial sys-
tem. The conclusion is that the massive
backlog in courts can be reduced not by
a quantitative approach but a qualita-
tive change in the approach on the part
of all stakeholders.

Sukumar Mukhopadhyay
via email
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Managing urban co-opbanks

(hanging the regulatory structure alone won't be enough

ig changes are afoot in how urban co-operative banks (UCBs) are

regulated. According to a report in this newspaper, large UCBs are

expected to come solely under the provisions of the Banking

Regulation (BR) Act. The move will affect over 1,500 Indian UCBs,
with deposits in excess of 4.5 trillion. This is a fairly important sector of
the financial system — about 11 per cent of the deposits in scheduled com-
mercial banks, or SCBs, in 2017 — but it has for decades suffered under a
problem of divided regulation. The Registrar of Co-operative Societies (RoCS)
is currently the nodal regulator, and has control of management elections
and external audits. But some provisions of the BR Act also apply — under
which they are inspected by the banking regulator, the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI), and conform to its capital adequacy requirements. As with all
such arrangements, there is scope for regulatory confusion and arbitrage.
In particular, the RBI had fewer instruments with which to enforce its regu-
latory diktat, since it could not supersede UCB boards the way it could with
other private-sector SCBs.

The context of this action is, of course, the massive fraud unearthed at
PMC Bank, with major consequences for depositors. While it could be argued
that there is no direct linkage between the PMC Bank issue and the problem
of dual regulation — and PMC Bank, with a size of 12,000 crore, was in fact
under the 320,000-crore threshold being considered for transfer to RBI sole
supervision — it was certainly an opportune moment to consider the future
of UCBs in general. One important change must be, given the PMC Bank
depositors’ distress, that UCBs should have the same protection as regular
banks. Many PMC Bank depositors did not know that they were putting money
into a differently regulated and protected entity in comparison with a regular
commercial bank. If the difference cannot be clearly and transparently com-
municated to depositors, then the difference itself is unsustainable.

There is no clear reason for the continued presence of UCBs in their
current form in a banking landscape that has changed so drastically. It has
become extremely difficult for UCBs to compete because of a lack of trained
manpower and their inability to raise sufficient capital. A recent high-level
committee led by a former deputy governor of the RBI, R Gandhi, suggested
that mergers and re-orientation of existing UCBs be continued in such a
manner that many important ones eventually become small finance banks.
Such small finance banks will find it easier to grow their capital, although
their capital adequacy requirements might also be more stringent. The crucial
aspect must be to mainstream the board’s control of management and bring
it in line with a proper incentive structure. The regulatory reframing will be
successful only if it can transform the nature of governance for the large UCBs
that will be directly affected by the change. The RBI must also recognise that,
as its responsibilities grow, so must its capacity. In particular, its auditing
capacity and supervision of boards must have greater depth and reach. The
build-up of non-performing assets in the banking system and the trouble in
non-banking financial companies suggest that the regulator has a long way to
go. Simply changing the regulatory structure will not automatically result in
stability in the UCB segment.

Fighting fit
Delhi needs more adaptive fire-fighting facilities

he fire at Anaj Mandi, which left 43 people dead — all of them labour-

ers in an illegal factory — revealed yet again the venal face of the

officialdom and small business owners. Multiple rules were broken

— from running factories in residential areas to the lack of a no-
objection certificate from the fire department, workers living on the factory
premises — pointing strongly to a nexus. The factory owner has been duly
arrested but it remains to be seen whether any punitive action will be taken
against complicit local municipal officials. The tragedy is the latest in a long
list of fatality-causing fires in the capital. All of them — without exception —
were the result of lax vigilance and rule-breaking by local authorities. The
wearying, repetitive cause of these tragedies follows a predictable trajectory:
State and central governments, which divide the city’s administration between
them, blame each other; to assuage a temporary outbreak of popular indigna-
tion some arrests are made and new rules are issued before the situation
relapses into its default state of corruption and collusion.

Clearly, as media comment points out ad nauseam, these are issues that
demand a systemic overhaul by courageous political leadership. Since this
might be a while coming, it would help in the meanwhile if a more practical
approach were taken to the state’s firefighting capabilities. Right now, most
urban firefighting equipment is tailored for the broad avenues of Lutyens’
Delhi and the affluent colonies of south Delhi. But the truth is, slums and
crowded residential areas take up the bulk of the city’s space, and these spaces
are all fire hazards waiting to happen. In and of themselves the narrow streets,
close proximity of buildings, and overhead tangle of electricity wires make
these areas vulnerable to fire; rampant illegal activity only heightens the risk.
An exploding cooking cylinder could do as much damage as the spark in a
poorly maintained (or stolen) electricity cable. These are areas in which large
cars struggle to manoeuvre, let alone mammoth trucks. All of these present
serious challenges to the city’s fire-fighting services and urgently demand
that they adjust their mode of operations accordingly. The tragedy of Anaj
Mandi is best exemplified by the fact that some 30 fire trucks were dispatched,
but only one could get through the clogged alleyways. As a result, it took the
fire services five hours to contain the fire. Many victims were put into autorick-
shaws and taxis for the trip to hospital and several died on the way for lack of
adequate medical facilities. Had it not been for the bravery of two firefighters,
who saved 27 people, the death toll would have been much higher.

Given the frequency of these fires in such areas, it may be time for the
firefighting services to focus on acquiring equipment and expertise to tackle
fires in congested conditions. Longer bowsers from the water-carrying trucks
would be one obvious answer, as would be smaller vehicles that can manoeuvre
severely restricted gullies to enable firefighters with basic equipment and
ambulances to reach ground zero quickly. These are easy changes to introduce
and, ifimplemented side by side with honest and vigilant imposition of rules,
could save many more lives in Dehi’s fire-prone zones.

ILLUSTRATION: AJAY MOHANTY

[sIndia’s economy

crashing?

Or do we need to retool our country?

bad news is unrelenting. It looks like a whole

slew of industries is crashing: The passenger
car manufacturers, telecom service providers, airlines,
banks that lend money to small businesses, real estate
developers, civil construction companies, TV broad-
casters and — hold your breath —even information
technology (IT) services export behemoths.

And the headline news makes it
looks as if every indicator that
economists follow — gross domestic
product (GDP), employment rate,
the rupee to dollar rate — is also
heading downwards.

And depending on his political
posture, the writer/columnist picks
who or what to blame for the
downslide: Corrupt businessmen,
the Narendra Modi government’s
reckless modernisation moves such
as demonetisation, the goods and

Open any newspaper or news website and the

AJIT BALAKRISHNAN

people in the active working group not buy cars? Is
that what’s leading to the fall in car sales, which in
turn is leading to car manufacturers and their ancil-
lary supplier’s cutting production and jobs, and as
a result income contraction for car dealers, petrol
pumps, repair shops and car-financing companies
(NBFCs)? And are each of these players, in turn,
sending ripples through their own eco-systems —
NBFCs, for instance, which are the
main source of finance in Bharat
are on their knees— and is that
what has brought Bharat’s own
businesses down?

If this is even partially true,
should we be using the tools of
Network Economics (Daran
Acemoglu’s piece, The Network
Origins of Economic Fluctuations,

i in Econometrica (https://eco-
nomics.mit.edu/files/8135) to find
out the degree centrality and other

services tax (GST) and the focus on

electric cars, a desperate finance ministry slapping
unimaginably unfair taxes on Indian businesses,
China and its world-dominating ambition or
Donald Trump and America's new-found protec-
tionist stance.

And the antidotes being proposed for this des-
perate situation —decrease bank interest rates,
reduce inflation and sell-off loss-making state-owned
companies — all have the familiar re-assuring sound
and tone of a1960’s Lata Mangeshkar/ Mohammed
Rafi song, calming us into a sleepy stupor.

Let’s pause here and let’s check whether there are
any “inter-connectedness” to these mystifying down-
ward trends. Is it that a lack of car parking space and
excessively crowded roads in cities are leading to

network values to clearly figure out
the root causes quantitatively?

Or is it possible that the next boom in demand
and jobs will be in services? Could new technology
bring down prices for things like medical diagnosis,
legal fees, insurance and so on to perhaps a tenth of
the current cost, which will make, for example, a visit
to ageneral practitioner for a basic medical check-up
cost amere10 (notI600 as it does today) and a com-
prehensive medical insurance cost 100 a year (with
no subsidy from the government) for a rickshaw
puller’s whole family.

Technology has the potential to drive demand
for these services many fold. As James Bessen’s
National Bureau of Economic Research working
papers No. 24,235 from January 2018 points out: “In

IRMA: Relevance @ 40

made me an offer in May 1979 that I could not
refuse. He was the chairman of the National
Dairy Development Board (NDDB) at Anand then.
He wanted me to help him set up the new Institute
of Rural Management, Anand (IRMA), the first of its
kind anywhere in the world. When I went to Anand
amonth later, I discovered that there were no docu-
ments or reports regarding the yet-to-be registered
institute, save the routine draft Memorandum and
Articles of Association. It existed
in the thoughts, often disjointed, of
Dr Kurien and Kamla Chowdhry,
my old senior colleague at Indian
Institute of Management,
Ahmedabad (IIMA) and then a Ford
Foundation advisor to Dr Kurien on
the new project.
Dr Kurien told me right off that
he would handle funding and aes- ‘
[\

thetics of the new campus; every-
ET CETERA

Verghese Kurien, India’s milkman nonpareil,

thing else — recruitment and induc-
tion of faculty and staff, curriculum

management” and why does it need a new institu-
tion? Partly because of the physical proximity, but
mainly because many of us early pioneers of IRMA
had IIMA umbilical cords either as teachers or stu-
dents there, an impression existed that IRMA was a
sort of a poor ‘country’ cousin to the already
formidable IIMA. That riled us no end. This insti-
tutional existential question as to who or what we
were led to long, passionate but inconclusive
debates. Even as late as five years ago, the renowned
water management expert Tushaar
Shah, who was part of the doctoral
programme at IIMA and an early
member of IRMA faculty (later to
be its director), and I engaged in
this discussion.

Since then, much of our collec-
tive attention has been focussed on
rural distress. Producers of grains,
pulses, oilseeds and even vegetables
have had legitimate complaints
about unremunerative prices.
Inadequate market support coupled

design, student intake — was entire-
ly my responsibility with a promise
of non-interference, which he
scrupulously kept. He assured me that money would
never be a problem and NDDB would provide all the
back-stopping. He asked me how soon would the
institute start functioning. Heady with excitement,
I said in one year (which was patently foolhardy in
retrospect). Somehow, 363 days thereafter, we man-
aged to get Tribhuvandas Patel, the grand old founder
chairman of Anand Milk Producers’ Union (AMUL)
to welcome the first group of 52 students to a
makeshift IRMA campus. The IRMA Society was
registered with the state charities’ commissioner on
December 14, 1979. That was IRMA’s formal founda-
tion-day.

But this column is not a nostalgia trip down the
memory lane. It is about a question that became
vexing for all of us then: What is this beast “rural

SHREEKANT SAMBRANI

with ineffective minimum support
prices have aggravated their
grievances. For the most part, how-
ever, dairy farmers (barring cowherds in parts of
Maharashtra) have not shown signs of economic
strain. The milk economy in value terms is now as
large as the other two commodity systems, grains
and horticulture. So, dairy production being a minor
or secondary occupation cannot explain the relatively
sanguine situation of its practitioners.

Unlike crop cultivation, most farmers now see
dairying as an enterprise, and not a subsistence or
default occupation. Milk, no matter how small a
quantity, is produced for markets. The market pow-
er asymmetry is effectively countered by producers’
organisations, which are large enough to enjoy
economies of scale through the use of technology.
And like all mature enterprises, their concern has
moved from remunerative prices to their stability,
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an earlier era, cotton textile consumption soared
following the introduction of the power loom at US
textile units in 1814; steel consumption grew follow-
ing the US adoption of the Bessemer steelmaking
process in 1856, and Henry Ford’s assembly line in
1913 initiated rapid growth in motor vehicles.”

And to make this happen, we may need to relook
atIndia’s current approach to innovation. The path
that innovation takes even in “capitalist” countries
like the US is of state-drive initiatives. This is a
“well-kept secret” and the US media portrays the
individual entrepreneur as the pioneer and hero.
Mariana Mazzucato’s book, The Entrepreneurial
State, debunks the myth of a lumbering, bureau-
cratic state versus a dynamic, innovative private
sector. In a series of case studies, in IT to biotech-
nology, she shows that the private sector finds the
courage to invest only after the state, often the
defence sector part of it, has made the high-risk
investments. She devotes a whole chapter to
demonstrating that every technology that makes
the iPhone so “smart” was US defence department
funded and private company executed: The
Internet, global positioning system, its touch-screen
display and the voice-activated Siri. This is one area
where India spectacularly fails. Defence funding is
channelled to state-owned research organisations
where scientists are merely bureaucrats holding
meetings and sending out minutes of meetings and
press releases, but have long ago stopped any inno-
vative work. Unless this tragedy is fixed, India’s
chances to create world-conquering and job-creat-
ing new industries are slim.

The real issue is, is it time for India to create a
new industrial policy that takes an intelligent middle
path between being completely state-driven on the
one hand and being worshippers of unbridled lib-
eralisation on the other? Fred Block’s 2008 paper,
Swimming Against the Current: The Rise of the
Hidden Development State in the United States, spells
this out and points out that we need to fashion an
agenda for economic policies that take an intelligent
intermediate stand. Such a renewed call for an indus-
trial policy should not be mistaken for a call to return
to a bygone era where state actions dominated the
economy. What it says is that in this era where rapid
technological change is a reality, government has
an increasingly important role in encouraging the
advance of new technologies in the business econ-
omy. As Block explains, this means an industrial
policy in which government officials consult with
technologists in both business and academia to iden-
tify technological challenges, the solution to which
will open up entirely new industries, recognising
all the while that the real constraints to innovation
tend to be on the demand side.

No amount of fiddling with interest-rates and
inflation-targets or subsidies is going to help.

Thewriteris an entrepreneur in the Internet industry.
ajitb@rediffmail.com

value-addition and surplus generation for all stake-
holders. Administrative interventions such as sup-
port prices or monopoly procurement are not
required, since farmers’ organisations can power-
fully lobby to protect their collective interests. A
case in point is the Gujarat Co-operative Milk
Marketing Federation’s staunch opposition to
India’s participation in the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership that would have enabled
New Zealand to dump its surplus dairy products
in India.

Thad asked Dr Kurien, who had previously started
an institute of technology and another one of co-
operative management and served on the board of
governors of IIMA, what he meant by rural manage-
ment. His response was a rambling monologue on
the early days of Amul and its many experiments.
Forty years on, I can now interpret this as the essence
of rural management being the transformation of
commodity production to enterprise. Farmers as prac-
titioners of enterprise can use market actions and
mechanisms to secure their legitimate ends and ben-
efit without seeking external interventions.

We have seen much advice on how to deal with
rural distress, which in effect has meant further
tying down the producers to government apron-
strings, rather than freeing them. Rural manage-
ment interpreted thus has the potential of being a
truly liberating influence on the one unreformed
sector of the Indian economy. It may not be possible
all at once or to cover all activities, but transforming
farmers into enterprise owners could well be the
order of the day.

The Vice President, M Venkaiah Naidu, will lead
the observance of four decades of IRMA later this
week. Rural management would be close to his heart,
as he had been a thinking minister for rural devel-
opment in the Atal Bihari Vajpayee governments.
Here is hoping he advocates it with all the formidable
persuasion at his command.

Thewriter is the founder-director of IRMA

Long-playing novelists

KITABKHANA

T CA SRINIVASA-RAGHAVAN

ecently I was on two very long
R;ljights, around 15 hours in the air
1 told with four-hour breaks in-
between. So I took along the two latest

books by my favourite authors — Jeffery
Archer and John le Carre.

Both write the good versus evil sort of
fiction. But while Mr Archer writes
simple stories — upper-end Millsand
Boon, if you like — Mr Le Carre’s stories
arevery complex. It’s only because they
both write sowell that they stand out
from the crowd.

SoIwas hugelylooking forward to
reading their new books. Istarted with
Mr le Carre because it was amorning
flight and you need all your wits about to
read him. Reading him islike listening to
good blues.

Mr Archer, onthe other hand, islike
what they call easy listenin’. SoI kept his
book for the return leg most of which was
through the night. You canread him with
several whiskeysinside you, with
headphoneson.

Well, folks, both disappointed, Mr
Archer more than Mr le Carre. Mr Archer

hasaweird story about the same person
intwodifferent bodies. Oneislocated in

London and the other in New York.
Thestory hopsalonginthe

usual Archerway and by the

time you are halfway through

There has been
only exception

But thisoneis completely atypical,
justas another one — The Naive and
Sentimental Lover —was. It'snot quitea
rantas Rudrangshu Mukherjee
suggested in these columns a few weeks
agobutit’s, well, not quite what one
expectsof Mr le Carre.

Thelanguid upper class
British styleisthereasalsothe
intricate writing. But Brexit

youarewondering how heis to this urge to isn’tworth the great man,
goingtoendit.Iamsurehe write and write evengivenitssordid
wasalsowonderingaboutthe  and write: J D provenance and progress.
samethingbecausewhenthe  Salinger. He BythetimeIhadlanded
book finally becomes wrote just one back, Iwasthinking about
untenable, hekillsoneofthem highly successful  other major story tellerswho
off. Very Hindi movie-like. novel, The have orhadlost the skillsand
Thele Carre denouement Catcher in the Rye afterhow manybooksthey
hasbeenbuildingup ever beginlosingthem.Italso

since the Union of Soviet

Socialist Republics crashed out. It’'snot
that the spiesbusinesshasdied out; it’s

justthat Mr le Carre, always deeply

suspicious of the system, has turned even

more deeply so.

occurred to me that this
happens only to those who writein one
genre, whatever it might be.
Forexample, Anthony Burgess, one of
the great but unsung English writers was
best known for his worst novel, The

Clockwork Orangebecause Stanley
Kubrick made a film out of it with alot of
full frontal female nudity.

Healmost never wrotein the same
genre twice. The exceptions were the two
trilogies or six novels out of 40-odd. But
then he was also a critic, music composer
and playwright.

Isuppose one cansay the samething
about Graham Greene as well. Hetoo
wrote about very different things.

Of morerecentvintage are John
Grisham and Daniel Silva. Grisham started
todip around 2002 and Mr Silva, who
writesaboutanIsraeliJames Bondinthe
le Carrestyle, around 2013. On balance, Mr
Grisham became worse as he went along.

There are many others who have
suffered this fate. Dick Francis who wrote
those wonderful racing crime thrillers
and Sidney Sheldon are good examples.

Francis towards theend of hislife was
writing along with his son Felix who now
writes hisown. Sheldon hasbeen
“covered” by Tilly Bagshawe who has

resurrected the Sheldon genre of rich and
ruthlesswomen.

Then therewas Earle Stanley Gardner
of the Perry Mason fame who wrote 103
novels. Itwas rumoured thathe
employed writersto churn these out.

Butthere’snoneed togothat far.
There was Edgar Wallace, the man who
created King Kong. Legend hasitthathe
would lock himselfin aroom over the
weekend and emerge with anovel. Good
stuffto start with but going downhill after
the first 40 or so. He wrote around 175
novels plus over 900 short stories and 20
orsoplays.

Closerhome —dareIsayit—there
was R K Narayan. Same story. Excellent
stufftostart with but that contrived
simplicity began to grate later on.

There hasbeen only exception tothis
urge towrite and write and write: JD
Salinger. He wrotejust one highly
successful novel, The Catcherinthe Rye.

A close second was Joseph Heller who
wrote two. One of them was Catch 22.
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Citizenship Bill, along
with an NRC, is worrying

The security concerns are real, but the idea that India will
welcome only non-Muslims will deepen communal divide

TIS CERTAINLY true,as those defending the Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB)

argue,thatwhile Muslims have both Bangladesh and Pakistan as Muslim-major-

ity nations, the Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis and Christians have no

other country to call their own in the neighbourhood; so, the argument goes, it
is perfectly justifiable that the Citizenship Act be amended to grant citizenship to
theseillegal non-Muslim immigrants who fled to India, possibly due to being perse-
cuted in these countries. It is equally true that, were this automatic citizenship to be
opened up to Muslims, there is the possibility that the ISI can send decoys into India
on the pretext they are being persecuted in Pakistan. But,any Citizenship Bill which
implicitly statesthatreligion is the basis of citizenshipis problematic.Apart from the
fact that it goes against India’s secular fabric and the prohibition on discrimination
on the basis of religion, it is also telling the country’s Muslim population that they
are welcome only due to the fact that they—or their parents—lived in India, or
migrated to it,at the time of partition. With one stroke, Muslims have been reduced
tosecond-classcitizens; that’sa self-inflicted blow on a country that, unlike Pakistan,
was not founded as the homeland for a particular religious group.

What makes the CAB even moreworrying is the National Register of Citizens (NRC)
thatthe governmenthassaid isnowgoing tobeimplemented all overthe country.The
NRCwasa colossal failure in Assam since,contrary to expectations,more than 60% of
thosewho couldn’t prove their citizenship were Hindus; and that iswhy the process is
to be repeated though it is not clear how, the second time around, the result will be
materially different. But,what isworrying is the potential damage the NRCwill cause
and whether this will deteriorate into a communal problem particularly if there is a
fear—the CABdoesalottotriggerthat fear—that Muslim immigrants canbe deported
or put in detention camps. Indeed, the government itself has been vague about what
it planstodoabout thosewho cannot prove their citizenship,apart from general assur-
ances that no one needs toworry.If,as is likely, Bangladesh or Pakistan don’t take back
theillegalimmigrants,are they to be housed in detention camps orwhat? If there was
clarity on this, it is likely the reaction to the NRC could be quite different.

Howare the poorand unlettered,and migrants from within the country, to prove
their citizenship since, often enough, they don’t have the documents required to
prove citizenship such as birth certificates or bank/post-office accounts,and then
records to prove their linkwith their parents/grandparents; the latter includes birth
certificates,land documents, school-leaving certificates, ration cards etc. Since
India has never had citizenship papers, millions will now have to go back to theirvil-
lages to get these documents; and there is no certainty they will succeed. If all of
this helps make India terror-free, it may still be worth it, but surely a move with
such large ramifications needs a broader discussion? Nor is it immediately clear
that it is only Muslim immigrants who are responsible for—or are an integral part
of—terror activities in India. Along with the NRC, the CAB is likely to exacerbate
communal tensions in the country; that can hardly be desirable.

Delhi, the fire trap

Rampant flouting of norms worsened by resource shortage

HE BUILDING IN Delhi’s Anaj Mandi where 43 people were Killed in a fire

on Sunday didn’t have fire safety clearance nor did it have any fire-fighting

equipment installed despite being full of combustible materials, the Delhi

Fire Services department stated in the aftermath of the tragedy.In the case
of the city-hotel blaze in which 17 people were killed in February, the site where the
firebroke out didn’t have functional fire-fighting equipment,and the inspectorwho
had recommended fire clearance for the property was from a different jurisdiction.
Both cases serve to highlight the poor state of compliance and enforcement of fire
safetyrulesin the city.While the Delhi government,in the aftermath of the February
incident,cancelled the fire safety clearances of 30 hotelsin thearea,nearly 120 eater-
ies continue to operate in Hauz Khas Village, despite objection from the Archaeolog-
ical Survey of India (most are within 100 metres of a protected monument) and the
DelhiHigh Courtlabelling these a‘ticking time bomb’in terms of fire hazard in 2017.
Indeed, last year, the Court had asked the South Delhi Municipal Corporation why it
had cleared these eaterieswhile mostlacked even basic fire safety exits. Only eight of
57 restrobarsin Hauz KhasVillage and Khan Market had fire safety NOCs. But, itisnot
just Delhi’s posh market places that are fire traps; the Delhi government had flagged
thelackof complianceat 241 schools in July thisyear.There are nearly 100 buildings
in Lutyens’ Delhi that don’t meet fire safety standards, including the Parliament
Annexe building, Vayu Bhawan, Sena Bhawan and the offices of various ministries,
as reported by Delhi Fire Service following inspections.

The problem of fire-trapslikely populating the entire city is madeworse by the fact
that the Delhi Fire Services is woefully under-staffed and under-equipped. As per a
2016 report of the Comptroller and Auditor General (the latest such report available),
the Delhi Fire Service had a manpower shortage of 42% while it needed at least 12
more fire stations. Calls received by the Delhi Fire Service shot up from 45 perdayin
2005-06 to 86 in 2018-19, indicating the growing number of fire-traps in the city.
Withinadequate fire-fighting infrastructure, this translates into poorresponse-time,
a concern the CAG had flagged in its report. The state government and the municipal
corporationsneed to get theiract togetherif an Anaj Mandilike tragedyis tobe avoided.

Against such a backdrop, the Centre announcing the regularisation of unau-
thorised colonies seems downright reckless—these colonies are some of the worst
fire-traps, given how congested they are and how poorly safety standards are fol-
lowed, not just in design and fire safety equipment but also in construction mate-
rial used.Ruling parties shouldn’t simplybe giving safety the short shrift with com-
petitive populist politics in mind. At the same time, sacking a few top
officials—perhaps the zonal fire officer and her deputies—will perhaps help drive
home the message for authorities, that ensuring fire safety can’t be taken lightly,
political and other pressures notwithstanding.

TrashTALK

The “pedo guy” verdict has ramifications for social media
conduct, but online insults needn’t all be taken too seriously

ARDS FORTHE age of social media are asking,“What’s in name-calling?”

and a US court has answered,“Not much”—at least in spirit, if not words.

Techpreneur,innovatorand occasional pot-smoker Elon Musk,on Twit-

ter, had called one of the British cave-divers who, in July 2018, helped
rescue Thai school children trapped in an underwater cave a “pedo guy”—after the
said cave-diver and hero had made uncharitable comments about Musk’s unsuc-
cessful attempts to rescue the children—and a $190 million defamation lawsuit
against Musk ensued.Following the judgment, Musk says his “faith in humanityis
restored”.The other party’s is perhaps shattered, since he had claimed that the bil-
lionaire’s tweet had left him “humiliated,ashamed, dirtied” and, post the verdict,
his lawyer said “It’s a pity that a bullying billionaire may be able to cast such along
shadow as this.We came here because Mr Musk said sue or true”.

Social mediawas initially meant to connect people,now it could be driving peo-
ple apart, partly because it is used to call someone “pedo guy” or to suggest inap-
propriate parking for innovations, as the British cave-diver did when Musk talked
about his machine torescue the trapped schoolchildren.The losing side in the Musk
defamation suit has claimed that the verdict has important ramifications forwhat
one can get awaywith on social media,and it maywell be true. But,even when words
hurt, they aren’t bullets. If cases like this one were upheld, the courts would get
clogged. What is kosher in social media and what isn’t—a death threat never will
be—is still getting defined. Watching one’s words is advisable, but how dreary life
would be if insults didn’t sting!
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¢ PASTTENSE

Union home minister Amit Shah

The Citizenship (Amendment) Bill wouldn't have been
needed if the Congress had not allowed partition on
basis of religion. It was the Congress that divided the
country on religious lines, not us

HYDERABAD METRO PROJECT

AN OPEN LETTER TO THE CAG ON THE PPP PROJECT WHERE,AMONG OTHER THINGS THE VGF HAS
BEEN UNLAWFULLY APPROPRIATED, GIVEN CONTRACT TERMS ON USER-CHARGES WERE VIOLATED

ontract sanctity derailed,
a green-signal to graft

EAR SHRI MEHRISHI,
This is to draw your kind
attention to an ongoing
scam that involves very
large sums of moneyand
very valuable commercial real estate,
besides unlawful exploitation of mil-
lions of commuters using the Hyder-
abad metrorail. This scam could be fur-

that clearly allocates the risks and
rewards among the respective parties.
Sanctity of the contract is critical for
the credibility of a PPP project. A few
cases of malfeasance can destroy pub-
lic confidence in PPPs, thus losing a
valuable resource for national devel-
opment. Exemplary action is, there-
fore, essential whenever malfeasance

HALDEA

Former principal advisor (Infrastructure) in the
erstwhile Planning Commission
Views are personal

ther divided into four sub-scames, as
briefly described below:

A.Unlawful appropriation of Central
VGF Grant of ¥1,458 crore

B The project was honestly struc-
tured and transparently awarded
through open competitive bidding
based on the bidding documents that
were duly approved by the Union Min-
istry of Finance (MoF).According to the
terms of MoF approval, the project was
eligible for viability gap funding (VGF)
of ¥1,458 crore from the central gov-
ernment,and the same was payable to
the Concessionaire of the Project.

B Under the VGF scheme, the state
government had to certify that the
user charge/fare shall be as specified in
the bidding documents,and that it was
not possible to increase the same in
order to reduce the VGF.The Conces-
sion Agreement (forming part of the
bidding documents) accordingly stip-
ulated the user charges that the Con-
cessionaire could recover from year to
year. The sole rationale for providing
VGFwas tobridge the viability gap that
could not be covered by increasing the
pre-determined user charges.

B The Concessionaire,in collusion
with the state government, has
unlawfullyincreased the fare by more
than double, and yet, received and
misappropriated a large proportion
of the aforesaid VGF. Since the princi-
pal terms of the central VGF grant
have been grosslyviolated, the Union
MoF is duty-bound to recover the
entire grant released so far, along
with interest thereon.

B. Illegal misappropriation of

user charges

B The aforesaid increase in user
charges is said to have been done
under the garb of change in law. How-
ever, Article 41 of the Concession
Agreement provides that if the Con-
cessionaire suffers any financial loss
due to change in law, the same shall
be compensated by the state govern-
ment to the Concessionaire. Con-
versely, if the Concessionaire makes
any financial gain due to change in
law, he must reimburse the same to
the state government,as categorically
provided in the said Article 41. How-
ever, the state government has not
enforced the provisions of this Arti-
cle,and has allowed the Concession-
aire to unlawfully misappropriate
large unearned gains, which legiti-
mately belong to the state govern-
ment or the users.

C.Real estate scam

B In exchange for alow-value land
specified in the Concession Agree-
ment,the state government has allot-
ted alarge parcel of com-
mercially very valuable
land to the Concession-
aire,withoutanyauthor-
ity whatsoever, and in
violation of the provi-
sions of the Concession
Agreement. Moreover,
no process or procedures
have been followed in
making these unlawful
changes that have
caused a huge loss to the

No process or
procedures have
been followed in

making these
unlawful changes

that have caused a
huge loss to the
exchequer

enormous unlawful gains to the Con-
cessionaire. This amounts to large-
scale plunder of public wealth by the
Concessionaire, in collusion with the
state government.

D. Undue largesse of real estate

W This project is substantially sup-
ported by a large component of real
estate since metro projects across the
world are otherwise unviable. This
entire real estate, as stipulated in the
Concession Agreement, was meant to
support a 71-km-long project. How-
ever,so far,only about 40 km has been
commissioned while the entire real
estate meant for supporting 71 km is
being commercially exploited by the
Concessionaire.There seems nointent
to make a reduction in real estate cor-
responding to the reduction in project
size. This has provided undue and
unearned gains of large proportions to
the Concessionaire at the expense of
the public exchequer.

B When some of the above viola-
tions came to my notice, [ wrote to the
then secretary, DEA on
January 3,2018, request-
ing him to withhold any
further release of VGF
and also recover the
grant already released.
My letter was followed by
letters dated July 6,
2018,August 30,2018,
and July 18,2019.

B The foundation of a
public private partner-
ship (PPP) project is a fair

exchequer,and provided I T —— and balanced contract

Becoming net carbon neutral

With solar and wind now being

the cheapest sources of electricity,

India must take leadership to join

industrialised nations in
becoming net carbon neutral

CLIMATE CHANGE IS now a reality.
People across the world are experienc-
ing extreme weather occurrences that
seemed unimaginable a few decades
ago.Time is running out for mankind.
Getting tozero carbon emissionsat the
earliest is imperative. The UK and
France have, by legislation, decided to
become net carbon neutral by 2050.
The EU, too,is movingin that direction.

Prime minister Modihas shownlead-
ership in facilitating the Paris agree-
ment,and makingwhat thenappeareda
highly ambitious voluntary national
commitment. This was followed by set-
ting up the International Solar Alliance.
The National Solar Missionwas launched
in 2010 with the target of generating
20,000 MW of solar power by 2020-22.
This has already been achieved, and the
goalisnottosetup 100,000 MW of solar
power by 2022 is now there. The prime
minister has recently announced that
India would take renewable energy
capacity to450,000 MW.

It is time for India to move on to
achieving net carbon neutrality. From
the outset, India’s position on climate
change has emphasised the per capita
principle; on grounds of equity, every
human being should have the same
right to emit carbon dioxide. Further,
Indiawould pursuealowcarbon growth
trajectory in relation to industrialised
countries and ensure that its per capita
emissions does not exceed theirs. Now
that developed countries are aiming to
achieve zero per capita carbon emission
by 2050, by extrapolation, India’s posi-
tion should be thatitwould alsoachieve
thisaround the same time.Can Indiado
it? Can it afford to do so? Would it mod-
erate the achievement of its develop-
ment goals? These are issues that need
analysis and discussion.

Electricity generation is the largest
source of carbon emissions in India,
with 729% of electricitybeing generated
by burning coal. India’s per capita elec-

SHANKAR

Distinguished fellow, TERI, & former
secretary, DIPP. Views are personal

tricity consumption needstogoup.The
issue is whether this should take place
byusing more coal,as hasbeen the case,
orisadifferent trajectoryfeasible.Elec-
tricity from solar and wind is now
cheaperthanall othersources.It, there-
fore,makes commercial sense to exploit
the full wind power potential,and not
toburnany coal for electricity. Germany
isalready getting 46% of its electricity
from renewable sources. India should
be able to raise its share of renewables
from sub-10%at present to Germany’s
level of over 45% easily.

Thereal challengeis to get electricity
when the sun is not shining. Storage is
the answer. Technologies for storage
existand are being deployed.Their costs
arefallingrapidly.The oldest onein use
is pump storage in a hydropower plant,
whereelectricity generated in the dayis
used to pump water up into the reser-
voir of the dam, and this flows down at
night to generate electricity. A 1,000
MW pump storage plant is under con-
struction at the Tehri dam. The devel-
opment of all pump storage siteswould
beagood starting point. Sardar Sarovar
and Indira Sagar dams on the Narmada
could be potential sites. Then, other
hydro power plants could be examined
to see whether, with modest invest-
ments, they could be run only at night.

Solar thermal power with storage
offers great promise. Heat from the rays
of the sun are reflected through giant
mirrors, and concentrated to heat
molten salt. The heat trapped in the
molten saltisthen used togenerateelec-
tricity at night through a conventional
turbine. The cost, which may at present
be,say,twice that of anormal coal-based
plant,would gradually come down with
larger volumes. The Chinese, having
commissioned onelarge plant,arebuild-
ing 5,000 MW of these.India could start
buildingafewsuch plants,with compet-
itive tariff bids,which have helped lower
costs for conventional solar power. The

same could be donewith battery storage.
A good beginning is being made in
Andaman. With experience in running
such storage plants, and their declining
costs,Indiawould become well-poised to
scale up and produce all its electricity
with zero carbon emissions.

Transport is the next largest con-
tributor to carbon emissions in India.
Electricvehicles have zero carbon emis-
sion of their own. As the carbon emis-
sion per unit of electricity declines,and
finallybecomes zero,carbon emissions
from electric vehicles, too, would
become zero. Electric two-wheelers,
three-wheelers, and cars are already
cost competitive.Theywould gain mar-
ket share rapidly as the charging net-
work, including in residential apart-
ments and office complexes,islaid out.
For trucks and buses moving on high-
ways, Germany is doing a pilot project
with overhead electric cables on the
highways so that hybrid trucks canrun
on electricity on the highway and as a
normal hybrid otherwise. India would
be well advised to go this route rather
than putting up a CNG network on the
highways as some have been advocat-
ing.The Railways are, fortunately,mov-
ing towards full electrification as it
makes good commercial sense. Thus,
surface transportin the country could,
as of now, become nearly carbon neu-
tralwith nosignificantadditional cost.

The majorindustrial sectors,suchas
steel,cement,and petrochemicals,pose
technological challenges along with
cost and competitiveness issues in
moving towards zero carbon emissions.
Indian industry is becoming more
energy efficient, and would be well
poised to move towards lower carbon
emissions along with global industry.

For India to be among the first
countries to become net carbon neu-
tral may not be all that difficult. It
should take leadership and consider
becoming one.

is detected.

W As this case is nothing short of
organised plunder of public money on
a large scale, I would request you to
kindly consider a special audit, both at
the central and the state level. Since I
had structured the project and written
the Concession Agreement, RFP etc, I
will be happy to provide such assis-
tance as your audit team may need for
comprehension and interpretation of
these complex documents. More than
my assistance, it is ultimately the legal
experts who will have to be consulted
for assessing the criminality involved
in this case.

With regards,
Yours sincerely,
Gajendra Haldea

PS: APPP project is meant to be dri-
ven entirely by a contract between a
public authority and a private entity.
Sanctity of the contract is, therefore, of
paramountimportance.Whenviolated,
away with unintended gains! This also
opens the floodgates to crony capital-
ismand corruption,whichincreases the
project costs beyond what may have
been spent if the project were under-
taken by the public sector. As such, PPP
projects should be abandoned, in pub-
licinterest, if the government does not
have thewill and wherewithal torecog-
nise and enforce the sanctity of con-
tracts.Furthermore,offenders involved
in malfeasance must be brought to
book and made to face the legal conse-
quences so that short-changing of pub-
licinterest is suitably addressed.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

A country without
economists?

Mr P Chidambaram in his article
"Economy sans economists”
(Financial Express) has indicated
that Mrs Nirmala Sitharaman the
current finance minister of India
holds an MA degree in economics
from JNU, thinks she is a
competent economist capable of
managing the Indian economy. The
former finance minister Mr
Chidambaram has quoted the
Economist calling the government
an "incompetent manager" of

the country.

In my honest opinion, Mr P
Chidambaram is unfair to be
critical of Nirmala Sitharaman as
finance minister and to call her as
"incompetent Manager of the
country. In the past more than 50%
of finance ministers did not have
even a MA degree in economics.
Secondly, Mr Chidambaram says
India's economy is being run
without the aid and advice of
competent economists. These
comments are also unfair. One can
put a question. Who are the
"competent economists” in the
country? It appears to me that
India is without economists. For
example, today the Input tax credit
figure for FY19 was (248 lakh crore)
four times more than the GST
collected (212 lakh crore). In other
words, gross collection of GST
from consumers was 260 lakh
crore. But only 212 lakh crore
reached the government and the
rest amount of 248 lakh crore was
utilised to reduce the GST liability
of GST payers. On the other hand a
sum of 12 lakh crore can be
collected by reducing the GST rate
to 2% with no input tax credit.
Whole of the country is engaged in
paying GST and then claiming
Input tax credit, but all the so
called "competent economists”
are silent. This is the standard of
"competent economists. It
appears to me that India is

without economists.

— SC Aggarwal, Delhi

®Write to us at feletters@expressindia.com

R.N.I. Reg. No. 6188/61 Printed for the proprietors, The Indian Express (P) Ltd by Vaidehi Chintaman Thakar at The Indian Express (P) Ltd Press, Plot No. EL-208, TTC Industrial Area, Mahape, Navi Mumbai-400 710 and published from Express Towers, Nariman Point, Mumbai-400 021. Editorial & Administrative Offices: Express Towers, Nariman Point, Mumbai-400 021. Phone: 22022627/67440000. Fax: 022-22856323.

Chairman of the Board: Viveck Goenka, Managing Editor: Sunil Jain, Resident Editor: Malini Bhupta* (*Responsible for selection of news under PRB Act)

Finar‘n::]'“. ep.. in ..

© Copyright: The Indian Express (P) Ltd. All rights reserved. Reproduction in any manner, electronic or otherwise, in whole or in part, without prior written permission is prohibited. The Financial Express®



WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

FINANCIAL EXPRESS

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 10, 2019

OPINION ' ¢

& RV ANURADHA

Tewari is partner, Deloitte India, and Anuradha is partner,
Clarus Law Associates, New Delhi. Views are personal

WTO PANEL REPORT

Need a fresh

debate on
trade policy

framework

Greater collaboration between the government and
the private sector, for developing trade-smart
schemes and incentives that have long-term
sustainability and contribution to the growth of
Indian industry, is the only sensible way forward

ECENT GLOBAL EVENTS
have significant implications
for reshaping India’s trade
policy framework. The first
important trigger for change
occurred in 2013-14 when India’s per
capita GNI (Gross National Income, ear-
lier referred to as GNP or Gross National
Product), assessed by the World Bank,
breached the threshold of $1,000. This
development had aripple effectin India’s
statusasa‘developing country’underthe
WTQO’s Agreement on Subsidies and
Countervailing Measures (ASCM),which
regulates,among other aspects, export

subsidies.In 2017, after three consecu-
tive years of India’s per capita GNI
exceeding $1,000,India graduated out of
the list of ‘developing countries’ under
Annex VII of the ASCM, which basically
meant losing the space for foreign trade
policy manoeuvrability that India had
enjoyed till then as a developing country.

Thiswas the genesis of the second trig-
ger—adispute challenging India’s export
subsidy schemes thatwasinitiated by the
USatthe WTO in March 2018.The initial
consultative phase did notlead toanyres-
olution, and therefore the US sought the
establishment of a panel for dispute set-

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

tlement at the WTO in May 2018. At the
core of the dispute was the contention
that ‘export incentives’ granted by India
under the DFIS,EOU,EPCG,MEIS and SEZ
schemes are ‘export subsidies’ that are
prohibited under the ASCM. The WTO
panel report, published on October 31,
2019, held these schemes tobe prohibited
‘export subsidies’. The panel recom-
mended that India should withdraw these
schemes in a time-bound manner.

The WTO dispute mechanism allows
for countries the right to appeal panel
reports with the WTO’s Appellate Body
and India has exercised this right. But
while an appeal can provide some tacti-
cal advantage in the short run, domestic
reform is inevitable.

In anticipation of the inevitable, the
government has been undertaking suit-
able steps, such as emphasising that
Indianindustryshould reduceitsreliance
on export incentives and has to reinvent
itself byincreasing its competitivenessin
the global market based onincreased pro-
ductivity of resources, improved quality,
better efficiency and increasing reliance
on data-driven business strategies.

The government has also announced
December 31,2019, as the sunset date
forthe MEIS (Merchandise Exports from
India Scheme). There is also anticipation
of the launch of a new scheme, the
RoDTEP (Remission of Duties orTaxes on
Export Products).Another significant ini-
tiative by the Indian governmentwas the
setting up of a group consisting of SEZ
stakeholders under the chairmanship of
Baba Kalyani,which has made significant
recommendations for SEZ reforms that
the government is considering.

These developments need to be seen
in the context of India’s positioning in
the global trade scenario. This includes
recent events such as: (a) India taking a
strong stand regarding its crucial and
sensitive demands at the RCEP negotia-
tions, while keeping its options open
regarding its continued engagement
with the RCEP as well as other free trade
agreements (FTAs)with strategic trading
partners; (b) India’s embracing of the
tenets of the WTO’s Trade Facilitation
Agreement, which, apart from ensuring
compliance with our WTO obligations,
has contributed to improving India’s
ranking in the World Bank’s Ease of
Doing Business report; and (c) India’s
adoption of disruptive technologies for

tradeautomation and reduction of trans-
action costs, which has a role to play for
making it an attractive destination for
trade and investment.

Seen against this overall backdrop, the
tactical and strategic response in appeal-
ing the WTO panel report on export sub-
sidiesis onlya short-term solution.In the
long-term, as a member of the WTO,and
as party to various FTAs, course correc-
tion with regard to formulating WTO-
and FTA-compliant incentives and sub-
sidies is inevitable.

Firstly,India’s trade policy of the future
ought to consider distinct approaches for
trade in goods and trade in services. This
aspect has also been highlighted among
the recommendations of the Baba Kalyani
report on SEZ reform. The distinction
between goodsand serviceswillalsoenable
designing separate incentives and subsi-
dies forservices exports,which neitherthe
WTO nor India’s FTAs currently regulate.
With services commanding increasingrel-
evance for India’s growth story,and with
theincreasing‘servicification’of manufac-
turing, carefully-designedand WTO-com-
patible services subsidiesareanimportant
way forward. Equally, carefully-designed
incentive schemesand subsidiesforgoods,
which are compatible with our interna-
tional obligations, are also essential. There
exists sufficient space underboth the WTO
agreements and FTAs for this.

Secondly, a meaningful trade policy
framework needs to be rooted in an evi-
dence-based approach, and rely on
microeconomic data from the industry
to enable targeted decision-making
based on trade data analytics. Early indi-
cators that the government has also
recognised and is acting on this impera-
tive is evidenced in the request from the
government for microeconomic data
from export promotion councils, for
quantifying the rate of RoODTEP. In order
to be able to respond to such a request
andbenefit from the scheme thatis even-
tually put in place, Indian industry will
also need to be proactive and establish
appropriate mechanismsto capture data
at the granularlevel, through innovative
changes in accounting systems, IT sys-
temsand MIS,aswell as ensure auditable
record-keeping of the information
required to benefit from the scheme.
With increasing growth of the digital
economy and blurring of lines between
the physical and digital economies, the
centrality of data-driven insights in
informing policymaking is that much
more crucial. This necessarilyhastobean
evolving approach, with the industry
informing the design and outcome of the
government policy by sharing qualitative
data over a period of time.

And finally, the trade policy of the
futurewill have to foregoits three-decade
old preoccupation with export obliga-
tions and foreign exchange earnings.The
shift from export growth to broad-based
employment and economic growth was
highlighted in the Baba Kalyani report as
well. This will also enable the new policy
toshedthelegacyofIndia’s 1991 balance
of payment crisis and look at the world
withanewand aspirational approachand
a perspective of global leadership.

The ability of the government’s policy
to have real benefits will also depend on
the extent to which Indian businesses
can provide crucial strategicinputsto the
government, a theme which was dis-
cussed at a recently held CII conference
in Mumbai,on the Global Trade Scenario,
aptly titled ‘Navigating the New Normal..
Large industry houses, especially, will
need tobebetter equipped with research
and appropriate skill-sets,and apportion
resources to be able to compliment and
supplement government efforts. The
government reaching out toindustry for
collating microeconomic data for
informing and refining the RoDTEP
scheme is an important starting point.
Greater collaboration between the gov-
ernment and the private sector,for devel-
oping trade-smart schemes and incen-
tives that have long-term sustainability
and contribution to the growth of Indian
industry,is the only sensible way forward.

Curbing crimes

against women

& AYUSH ANAND

Bhandari is founder, Jan Ki Baat, and
Anand is an advocate, Supreme Court

How to make society safe for women

HE ACT OF rape followed by murder of awoman

in Hyderabad has shaken the conscience of the

nation.Infact,there hasbeen astarkincreasein

the number of rape cases since 2011—from

24,206 to 38,947 ayear,and outraging of mod-
esty of women has reached a level of 84,746 incidents in a
year. There are no signs of abatement even after the 2012
Nirbhaya case, which spurred amendments in law and ini-
tiatives forwomen’s safety.There have been persistent gaps
in enforcing the relevant laws, policies and guidelines.

Certain groups are more prone tobecoming a predator.A
group of men may have no hesitation in valuingawoman as
a commodity. The primary reasons for rape range from
anger, power assertion, extremist patriarchal culture, extra
publicity of sexually implicit content in our society, deviant
sexual practices, poor parenting, cognitive and attitudinal
bias,and sadism. Further, the level of literacy or geographi-
cal location cannot be the sole factors influencing the
rapist’sbehaviour—itis the environmental influence on the
accused that plays a major role. There should be a presump-
tion of guilt of the accused with regard to such heinous
crimes.Whileastep hasbeen taken in furtherance of this by
introducing Section 114(a) of the Indian EvidenceAct,1872,
and Section 376 of the IPCinlight of the Tukaram judgment,
further steps need to be taken.

Therewas supposed tobe a one-stop facility forrape sur-
vivors,tobe created from the Nirbhaya Fund—but funds for
only 151 out of 660 such centres have been allocated,and a
shockingamount of 3,409 crore remains unused.Another
problem that discourages vic-
tims from pressing charges is
the long duration of proceed-
ings, which only result in fur-
ther traumaand mental agony
for the victim.The provision of
anticipatory bail should be
removed, and regular bail pro-
visions should be made applic-
able afterfiling charge sheetin
these offences. The necessity
for speedy justice is long felt.
The Criminal Law (Amendment) Ordinance 2018 mandated
some changes in the investigation, trail and appeal cases in
matters of rape and sexual assault. The recent step of the
central government to open up new fast-track courts in
offences related to the Protection of Children from Sexual
Offences (POCSO) Act is a welcome step; it may also extend
to the IPC offences against women.

There are a few other aspects that are left out in this mat-
ter—there is no capital punishment in matters of rape of
women above 12 years, and the accused is just given a time
period of 10yearsin prison and not evenimprisonment for life.
It is urged that capital punishment be served to the guilty in
matters of rape if it has been committed with extreme brutal-
ity.Itneedstobenoted thatthelastrapistwashangedin 2004,
and the accused in the Nirbhaya gang rape are still asking for
mercy.The next stage is the pardoning power of the President
underArticle 72 of the Constitution. Currently, thereisno spe-
cifictimelimitwith regard to pardon of theaccused.Although
thefirm contentionisthat there mustbenopardonatall,there
should still be a time limit that is to be set to decide pardons.

These laws have to serve not only as a deterrent, but also
act as a retributive form of punishment. The Justice Verma
Committee discussed retributive form of punishment
widely in its report.The accused must feel the pain that was
felt by the victim and her family, and only then the rates of
such offences will reduce and the law will start acting as a
deterrent.The idea that we are a utopian society, we should
have a compassion towards all kinds of criminals,and we all
will abide by any law once made should be reconsidered.

Giving advantage of human rights conventions to such
criminals is in antithesis to the doctrine of human rights
itself.The protection of humanrights should be given to the
persecuted and vulnerable mass. Keeping their cases pend-
ing only strengthens the will of such individuals. Excessive
focus on the reformation argument is harming our society.
Atthe sametime,oursocietyhastokeepacheckonall those
factors that aggravate the criminality in an individual and
that results in such offences. We all have to introspect how
can we collectively make our society safe for women.

Laws have to serve
not only as a
deterrent, but also
act as a retributive
form of punishment

VERY CRISIS IN the financial

sectorbrings to the fore the seg-

ment that has stirred the pot.

When the NPAissue went out of

hand, public sector banks (PSBs)
held centre stage and levels of above 20%
caused shock and umbrage. Later, private
sector banks cleaned up their books and
their NPAs came to the fore. Subsequently,
the non-banking financial company
(NBFC) crisis came to light,and after being
lauded for their amazing contribution to
financing India Inc, especially post-
demonetisation, the flaws of asset and lia-
bility management (ALM) mismatches
made them the fall guy. More recently, the
PMC Bank exposé has brought tolight the
inherent conflict of interest in the model
of urban cooperative banks (UCBs) and
raised a different kind of storm. Against
this background of sequential contagion
across financial groups, how should one
look at the financial system?

While banks have been closely moni-
tored by RBI, the so-called shadow bank-
ing segment, i.e. NBFCs, were only partly
regulated, and for all practical purposes
were independent in operations. Hence,
when theydid putin theirapplications for
a banking licence, the first thought that
came to mind was that theywould be sub-
jectto RBI regulations and norms like pri-
ority sector lending, CRR and SLR. Now
with the PMC problem, attention has
turned to the cooperative banking sector.

The financial system is, hence, quite
large and goes beyond banks.To getanidea
of the overall size of the institutionalised
lending market, one can look at some
numbers. As of March 2018, commercial
banks had anasset size of X152 lakh crore.
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Shadows beyond
the banking system

The integration of cooperative banks and NBFCs should
happen, and the expertise created with the regulator

SABNAVIS

The author is chief economist, CARE Ratings. Views are personal

NBFCshadasizeofX¥21.761lakh crore—i.e.
14% of banks’ balance sheet. Housing
finance companies (HFCs) came in next, at
%¥11.6 lakh crore—around 8% of banks’
size. The overall cooperative banking sys-
tem as of March 2017 was ¥16 lakh crore
(119 size) and can be called the ‘covered
shadow banking system’ that has been in
existence for long and yet has never quite
been studied in detail. Hence, the non-
banking segment is around one-third the
size of the banking system or has a share
of around 25% in the financial system
(excluding All India Financial Institutions,
or AIFIs, which comprise regulatory bod-
ies like NABARD, NHB, SIDBI and EXIM
Bank,and have a size of 37 lakh crore).
The accompanying table provides

-
some interesting information on this
ecosystem.Data forall institutions except
cooperative banks (excluding UCBs) is for
March 2018,whileitis March 2017 forthe
latter.This helps one grasp the magnitude
of the financial system, which should ide-
ally be integrated through regulation.
The interesting thing here is that the
cooperative banking system comprises
over 98,000 banks/societies; the number
is really large. Intuitively one can see that
regulating such units is a major challenge
given the limited bandwidth of the regu-
lator. The combined NPA ratio for them is
12.8%, which is very high, with the pri-
maryagricultural credit societies (PACS) in
particular being horrendous at 26.6%.
While the recovery rate is fairly high (75%)

Overview of the organised financial system

Number|

Assets

Z crore

Loans|

NPAs| Ratio (%)

banking system. The move towards get-
ting in payments and small banks was to
foster financial inclusion. Given that the
‘covered shadow banking system’is large
at 16 lakh crore—a level that new banks

Urban cooperative banks 1,551 5,63,200 2,80,500 19,915 7l will take years to achieve—integrating
State cooperative banks 33| 2,32,900 1,27,000| 5,200 4.1 themyv.lth the formal systern makfes Sk,
P —————— ———— Surprisingly,all the various committees on
Pistrict central co-0p banks 70| 5055001 252700 26500 L0 banking that have focused on reforms in
PACS 95,595 2,40,000 2,00,900 53,300 26.6 commercial banklng have not qulte
SCARDB 13 30,400 21,200 5,200 23.6 touched on this parallel formal institu-
PCARDB 601 29,100 15100, 4900 33 tionalised system, which occupies a very
o —_ important place in the flow of credit espe-

NBFC-S| 250 19,50000) 1453300] 84291 = cially to the rural and SME segments.
NBFC-D 168/ 246,000/ 311,000 17,416 5.6 NBFCs and HFCs have a crucial role to
HFCs 91/ 11,59,800/  9,35,400 12,160 1.3 play in the structure of finance as they
Total 98,652| 4936900 359700 228883 636 | havenichecustomers. HFCshaveaddeda
: I — e new dimension to housing finance and
Commercial banks =l 1,52,53,300 87460001 579,552 L enabled the achievement of the objective

Allinstitutions 98,745 2,01,90,200| 1,23,43,100, 12,08,435 9.79

Source: RBI Report on Trend and Progress in Banking

for them, the fact that these loans do not
get paid on time does raise a question of
evergreening that may be taking place.In
fact, recovery rates for state cooperative
banks (SCBs) and district central coopera-
tive banks (DCCBs) are higher, though NPA
ratios lower. The universe of UCBs is also
wide,with there being around 1,500 such
banks where the NPA ratio is 7.1%. Thus,
there is a need to take a closer look at the
models being used by PACS.Also following
from the fiasco at PMC, there is a broader
issue of supervision and inspection that is
required,as thisspaceis quite opaque with
little known on howbusiness is conducted.

For state cooperative agriculture and
rural development banks (SCARDB) and
primary cooperative agriculture and rural

development banks (PCARDB) that offer
long-termloans to farmers, recoveryrates
are 44-50%,while NPAratios are high, too,
at 23-33%.Thisisnotagood picture even
though the size of loans is not very high to
cause any kind of systemic risk to the sys-
tem. But for sure it is necessary to review
the entire cooperative banking system
that has an important role to play as it
dealswith the overall objective of financial
inclusion since it covers largely the rural
population and SMEs (when it comes to
UCBs). By their sheer number, they are dif-
ficult to regulate as even maintenance of
accounts does not tend to be formal as one
steps down to the PACS level.

A pointer can be that RBI should con-
sider integrating these societies into the

of successive governments to provide
access to households for buying homes.
Atabroaderlevel,RBI shouldideallybe
regulatingall these entitiesasasinglereg-
ulator makes sense for better coordina-
tion. This also ensures that the scope for
regulatory arbitrage reduces. From the
point of meeting the objective of financial
inclusion, quite clearly the ‘covered
shadowbanking system’hasaveryimpor-
tant role to play. While nudging commer-
cialbanks to do theirbitis okay in the short
run, ideally the rural responsibility has to
be shifted to the cooperative system,
which,admittedly,has tobe strengthened
substantially. At present, the focus has
been on creating a new category of banks,
like smalland payments banks,and merg-
ing PSBs. As part of this transformation,
the integration of cooperative banks and
NBFCs should proceed in parallel and the
expertise created with the regulator.



while succeeding in telling a competent
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TELLING NUMBERS

Enrolment and claims in flagship
life, accident insurance schemes

AS OF March 31 this year, the number
of individuals enrolled in the govern-
ment’s flagship accident insurance
scheme, Pradhan Mantri Suraksha
Bima Yojana (PMSBY), was 15.47
crore, Lok Sabha was informed on
Monday. The number of individuals
enrolled in the life insurance scheme,
Pradhan Mantri Jeevan Jyoti Bima
Yojana (PM]JBY), was 5.91 crore, the
government said, quoting information
furnished by banks.

Atotal 1,35,212 claims amounting

GROSSENROLMENTS

AndhraPradesh* 2,76,32,231
Bihar 58,29,559
Chhattisgarh 52,99,788
Gujarat 60,99,823
Jharkhand 22,44,237
Karnataka 79,09,701
Madhya Pradesh 87,86,945
Maharashtra 97,01,319
Odisha 45,15,671
Punjab 40,09,575
Rajasthan 60,56,922
Tamil Nadu 83,40,290
Telangana 63,33,999
Uttar Pradesh 1,59,84,910
West Bengal 74,60,614

to Rs 2,704.24 crore had been settled
under PMJJBY, and 32,176 claims
amounting to Rs 643.52 crore had
been settled under PMSBY at the end
of the last financial year, the govern-
ment said.

The PMSBY offers insurance cover
of Rs 2 lakh for accidental death or to-
tal permanent disability to people in
the age group 18 to 70 years. The
PM]JBY offers life insurance of Rs 2 lakh
in case of death due to any reason to
people in the age group of 18-50.

1,83,84,214  4,60,16,445
16,48,757 74,78,316
12,91,366 65,91,154
25,62,854 86,62,677
5,99,262 28,43,499
34,55,273 1,13,64,974
22,37,052 1,10,23,997
40,21,981 1,37,23,300
12,59,527 57,75,198
7,27,495 47,37,070
18,20,827 78,77,749
27,79,983 1,11,20,273
21,77,346 85,11,345
39,90,315 1,99,75,225
16,39,458 91,00,072

*Andhra Pradesh figures include 1.65 crore and 1.99 crore beneficiaries converged from
Aam Admi Bima Yojana (AABY) to PM]JJBY and PMSBY respectively.

“*Total includes all states and Union Territories, as well as beneficiaries of erstwhile
insurance schemes in some government departments, and urban cooperative bank
subscribers who were not migrated to the CBS system (non-CBS enrolments).

CLAIMAMOUNTSPAID(INRsCRORE)

Andhra Pradesh 213.30
Bihar 56.76
Chhattisgarh 110.12
Gujarat 222.08
Jharkhand 31.28
Karnataka 241.44
Madhya Pradesh 191.04
Maharashtra 227.72
Odisha 82.90
Punjab 43.62
Rajasthan 164.12
Tamil Nadu 136.86
Telangana 238.92
Uttar Pradesh 346.64
West Bengal 85.98

*Total includes all states and Union Territories

45.76 259.06
9.42 66.18
35.40 145.52
45.30 267.38
6.38 37.66
39.74 281.18
69.80 260.84
53.34 281.06
17.96 100.86
21.66 65.28
46.40 210.52
43.24 180.10
41.54 280.46
65.56 412.20
16.74 102.72

Source: Answer to Lok Sabha question, quoting data uploaded by banks and insurance
companies on Jansuraksha portal. Data as on March 31,2019

T1iP FOR READING LIST
A SUPERSTAR MEMOIR

THE BRITISH tabloid Daily Mail
called it “the rock memoir of
the decade”, and those who
have followed the life of Elton
John will expect nothing less
from Me. It is also a hugely in-
formative memoir — the re-
view in The New York Times de-
scribed Me as a “very crowded
book by a man who's kept a lot
to himself until now”.

The film Rocketman, the review said,

said,

basic story, “barely scratched the
surface of what’s in this mem-
oir”, and while “the lurid parts
will get all the headlines”, it is
Elton John’s “hard-won self-
knowledge” that the book is re-
ally about. The superstar de-
scribes himself as a sexual
voyeur, and talks frankly about
his cocaine addiction, and his

bout of prostate cancer and the use of
adult diapers. “The latter”, The NYT review
“may be a first in the genre”.
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EXPLAINED

HARISH DAMODARAN
NEW DELHI,DECEMBER9

THE EXISTING 1966 law already provides
for regulation of the quality of seeds.
What does the new Bill seek to change?

The current Act only covers “notified
kinds or varieties of seeds”. Thus, regulation
of quality, too, is limited to the seeds of vari-
eties that have been officially notified.

Such varieties would be mostly those that
are bred by public sector institutions — the
likes of the Indian Council of Agricultural
Research (ICAR) and the state agricultural
universities (SAUs) — and officially “released”
for cultivation after multi-location trials, over
three years or more, to evaluate their yield
performance, disease and pest resistance,
quality, and other desired traits.

Release is a precondition for notification.
And the provisions of The Seeds Act, 1966,
apply only to certified seeds produced of no-
tified varieties.

The new Seeds Bill, 2019 provides for
compulsory registration of “any kind or vari-
ety of seeds” that are sought to be sold.
According to Section 14 of the draft Bill, “no
seed of any kind or variety... shall, for the pur-
pose of sowing or planting by any person, be
sold unless such kind or variety is registered”.

In other words, even hybrids/varieties of
private companies will need to be registered,
and their seeds would have to meet the min-
imum prescribed standards relating to ger-
mination, physical and genetic purity, etc.
Breeders would be required to disclose the
“expected performance” of their registered
varieties “under given conditions”.

If the seed of such registered kind or va-
riety “fails to provide the expected perform-
ance under such given conditions”, the
farmer “may claim compensation from the
producer, dealer, distributor or vendor un-
der The Consumer Protection Act, 1986".

What is the context for bringing the Bill?

The 1966 legislation was enacted at the
time of the Green Revolution, when the
country hardly had any private seed industry.
The high-yielding wheat and paddy varieties,
which made India self-reliant in cereals by
the 1980s, were developed by the various
ICAR institutes and SAUs.

These public sector institutions have re-
tained their dominance in breeding of wheat,
paddy (including basmati), sugarcane, pulses,

What case

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI,DECEMBER9

FOR THREE days starting Tuesday, judges at
the International Court of Justice (IC]) in The
Hague, Netherlands, will hear a case seeking
to establish that the atrocities by the
Myanmar army and security forces against
the minority Rohingya amount to genocide.

Myanmar’s defence will be personally led
by Nobel Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, who ar-
rived in The Hague on Sunday, as lawyers
pressing the case seek to have immediate in-
ternational action initiated in order to pro-
tect the Rohingya.

This is Suu Kyi’'s first visit to western
Europe since 2016, where she, once revered
as an icon of peace and democracy, is now
frequently seen as defending and condoning
the actions of a regime brutal military au-
thoritarianism.

Who has taken Myanmatr to the ICJ?

The Republic of The Gambia, a tiny coun-
try the size of Tripura on Africa’s west coast,
which stretches on either side of the river
Gambia as it empties itself into the North
Atlantic Ocean. The predominantly Muslim
country went to the IC] last month, accusing

How Kerala's ‘own bank’ changes the

SHAJUPHILIP
THIRUVANANTHAPURAM, DECEMBER 9

KERALA BANK, an entity created by the
merger of 13 district co-operative banks
(DCBs)in Kerala, was officially launched on
Friday — the first state-owned bank in the
cooperative sector.

Kerala Bank brings the state’s co-opera-
tive banking sector together under a single
roof, Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan said; it
is envisaged as a people-owned and peo-
ple-managed modern bank with a signifi-
cant share of the banking sector.

AllDCBs except the one in Malappuram
district, which is controlled by the opposi-
tion Congress-led UDF, have been amalga-
mated into Kerala Bank. At the launch cer-
emony, the Chief Minister invited the outlier
bank to come on board, and invited it for
talks with the government.

Idea and evolution

Kerala’s “own bank” had been an prom-
ise of the CPM-led Left Democratic Front
(LDF) for the 2016 Assembly elections. After
coming to power, Vijayan’s government ap-
pointed a committee to study the idea of
creating a Kerala Bank by amalgamating the
entire co-operative banking sector into a
single entity.

The demand for the Kerala Bank gained
momentum after the State Bank of
Travancore (SBT) was merged with the State
Bank of India (SBI) on March 31, 2017. The
SBT, which was headquartered in
Thiruvananthapuram, had been handling a
major part of the government’s transac-
tions, and was seen as Kerala’s own bank.

In October, the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) accorded final approval for the cre-
ation of the unified bank, subject to certain
conditions — the Chief Minister said these
would be met, and a compliance report

would be submitted to the central bank be-
fore March 31, 2020.

The new bank combines 13 DCBs with
the Kerala State Cooperative Bank. The for-
mation of Kerala Bank has reduced the ear-
lier three-tier structure of co-operative
banking in the state to a two-tier one.

Size and position

Kerala Bank has the second largest bank-
ing footprint in the state. Its network of 995
branches is second only to the SBI's, which
has 1,215 branches across the state. While
the SBI has a deposit base of Rs 1.53 lakh
crore in the state, Kerala Bank would have a
base of Rs 65,000 crore. Unlike the state co-
operative bank and district co-operative
banks, Kerala Bank can, in the future, accept
NRI deposits, which will lead to an expan-
sion of its deposit base. As part of Kerala
Bank, the DCBs will get the status of a sched-
uled bank, which they have been lacking
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Sowing a new Seeds regime

Govt plans to change existing law to ensure availability of quality seeds to farmers. How will the proposed
Bill to replace The Seeds Act, 1966 meet its objective of ‘regulating quality of seeds for sale, import, export’?

A hybrid seeds store in Nabarangpur, Odisha. Harish Damodaran

soyabean, groundnut, mustard, potato, onion
and other crops, where farmers largely grow
open-pollinated varieties (OPV) whose grain
can be saved as seed for re-planting.

Over the last three decades or more, how-
ever, private companies and multinationals
have made significant inroads, particularly
into crops that are amenable to hybridisa-
tion (their seeds are first-generation hybrids
produced by crossing two genetically diverse
plants, and whose yields tend to be higher
than that of either of the parents; the grains
from these, even if saved as re-used as seed,
will not give the same “F1” vigour).

Today, the size of the private hybrid seeds
industry is estimated at about Rs 15,000
crore. That includes cotton (Rs 4,000 crore),
vegetables (Rs 3,500 crore), corn/maize (Rs
1,500 crore), paddy (Rs 1,000 crore), pearl
millet/bajra (Rs 300 crore) and
sorghum/jowar (Rs 200 crore). Hybrid seed
adoption rates are reported to be 7-8% in
paddy, 60-70% in corn, 90% in jowar and ba-
jra,95%in cotton, and 80%-plus in major veg-
etables such as okra, tomato, chilli, capsicum,
cauliflower, gourds, cucumber, cabbage, mel-
ons, brinjal, carrot and radish. Even in ba-
nana, the real production increase after the

Myanmar of genocide, which is the most se-
rious of all international crimes. The Gambia
is backed by the 57-member Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC).

At the time of filing the case, Abubacarr
Marie Tambadou, the Justice Minister and
Attorney General of The Gambia, had told
The Associated Press that his country wanted
to “send a clear message to Myanmar and to
the rest of the international community that
the world must not stand by and do nothing
in the face of terrible atrocities that are oc-
curring around us. It is a shame for our gen-
eration that we do nothing while genocide
is unfolding right before our own eyes”.

The case, ‘Application of the Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the
Crime of Genocide (The Gambia v.
Myanmar)’, seeking the “indication of pro-
visional measures”, will be heard by United
Nations judges at the Peace Palace in The
Hague. Both The Gambia and Myanmar will
have the opportunity to present two rounds
of oral arguments before the court. The hear-
ings will be streamed live on the IC] website.

What position has Myanmar taken?
Myanmar has long denied the allegations

of massrape, killings, and arson made by the

Rohingya against its army. Myanmar says its

until now. The co-operative banking system
in Kerala has about 30 per cent market share
in deposits and loans, but this may signifi-
cantly increase after Kerala Bank begins to
accept NRI deposits.

Governance structure

At present, senior bureaucrats in the Co-
operative Department are manning Kerala
Bank, which will get a CEO next month.
Ultimately, however, Kerala Bank will have
ademocratically elected body, in tune with
the tradition in the cooperative sector. It
will have a board of directors with repre-
sentatives from the primary cooperative
societies, the secretary of the state
Cooperative Department, four ex-officio
members, a nominee from NABARD, and
two independent professional directors.
The nominees of the primary societies
would have adequate representation for
SCs/STs and women.

1990s has come from tissue-culture micro-
propagation planting technology commer-
cialised by private players like Jain Irrigation.

So, are privately-bred hybrids not
covered under any regulation?

The current Seeds Act, as already noted,
applies only to notified varieties. Also, unless
a variety or hybrid is notified, its seeds can-
not be certified. Most of the private hybrids
marketed in India, by virtue of not being of-
ficially “released”, are neither “notified” nor
“certified”.

Instead, they are “truthful labeled”. The
companies selling them simply state that the
seeds inside the packets have a minimum
germination (if 100 are sown, at least 75-80,
say, will produce plants), genetic purity (per-
centage of “true-to-type” plants and non-
contamination by genetic material of other
varieties/species), and physical purity (pro-
portion of non-contamination by other
crop/weed seeds or inert matter).

How does the proposed Seeds Bill, 2019
address the above lacuna?

It does away with the concept of “noti-
fied” variety. By providing for compulsory

Aung San Suu Kyi is greeted by a Myan-
mar official in Rotterdam on Sunday.
Office of the Myanmar State Counsellor via AP

soldiers only carried out legitimate counter-
terrorism operations against Rohingya mil-
itants. It vowed last week “to defend
Myanmar’s national interest”, even as it re-
jected a decision by the International
Criminal Court to allow an investigation into
crimes committed against the Rohingya.
According to Myanmar, the International
Criminal Court, which too, is based in The
Hague, has no jurisdiction over it, since
Myanmar was not a party to the agreement
thatestablished the court. While the IC], which

Gains and criticism

The new Kerala Bank could offer mod-
ern banking facilities, including online trans-
actions and ATMs, which have been hitherto
unavailable to alarge chunk of clients in the
cooperative sector. There would be a parity
inservices offered in the sector, in the inter-
est rates for deposits as well as loans. The
primary cooperative societies could take a
slew of modern banking facilities to their
members, and give a fillip to technology-
driven banking in the rural areas.

Kerala Bank will not levy a fine for cus-
tomers’ failure to maintain a minimum de-
posit. According to the government, the
Bank will help the economic development
of Kerala by providing financial services to
development projects, especially those pro-
moted by local self governments, without
compromising on the commercial aspect.

However, the opposition has alleged that
the amalgamation of co-operative banks

registration of “any kind or variety of seeds”,
private hybrids — whether officially “re-
leased” or “truthful labeled” — will automat-
ically be brought under regulatory purview.

It must be mentioned here that the Seeds
(Control) Amendment Order of 2006 under
the Essential Commodities Act mandates
dealers to ensure minimum standards of ger-
mination, purity, and other quality parame-
ters even in respect of “other than notified
kind or variety of seeds”. Enforcing manda-
tory registration under a new Seed Act, en-
compassing all varieties and hybrids, is ex-
pected to bring greater accountability from
the industry, even while rendering the Seeds
Control Order redundant.

How has been the private seed industry
responded to the proposed Bill?

Seed companies have welcomed the pro-
vision of compulsory registration of all vari-
eties/hybrids, based on the results of multi-
location trials for a prescribed period to
establish their performance vis-a-vis the
claims of the breeders concerned. This
should help minimise the risk of farmers be-
ing sold seeds of low-quality genetics, espe-
cially by fly-by-night operators taking undue
advantage of the “truthful labeling” and “self-
certification” processes.

The industry, however, wants the process
of registration to be time-bound. Given the
lack of manpower and infrastructure within
the government system, the registration may
be granted or refused on the basis of multi-
location trials carried out by the breeder/ap-
plicant itself.

But the industry’s main reservation is the
provision for regulation of sale price “in emer-
gent situations like scarcity of seeds, abnor-
mal rise in prices, monopolistic pricing or prof-
iteering”. The fact that this power of fixing sale
price of seed has been given both to the Centre
and state governments has added to their
nervousness. Their contention is that seed ac-
counts for not even a tenth of the total opera-
tional costs in most crops, despite the genetic
information contained init being the main de-
terminant of grain yield and quality.

When is the Bill likely to become law?
Despite the buzz, the chances of it being
introduced in the current session of
Parliament are remote — itis not listed in the
legislative business expected to be taken up.
Incidentally, an earlier version of the Bill had
lapsed after being introduced in 2004.

will Suu Kyi plead in The Hague?

was established in 1945, mostly deals with
disputes between nations, the International
Criminal Court, which began functioning in
2002, prosecutes individuals for genocide, war
crimes, and crimes against humanity.

Some 7.4 lakh Rohingya have fled Myan-
mar’s Rakhine state to Bangladesh, where
they have been living in refugee camps.

What will happen after the hearings?

The court is likely to decide the plea on
provisional measures fairly soon — possibly
within weeks. Hearings on the main allega-
tions of genocide could begin next year.
However, cases at the IC] often drag on for
years, and no quick closure is expected.

Also, the legal bar for handing out a con-
viction for genocide is high. Since World War
II, only three cases of genocide have been
recognised internationally: Cambodia (late
1970s), Rwanda (1994), and Srebrenica
(1995). “Proving genocide has been difficult
because of the high bar set by its ‘intent re-
quirement’ — that is showing the genocidal
acts, say killings, were carried out with the
specific intent to eliminate a people on the
basis of their ethnicity,” a Reuters report
quoted Richard Dicker, head of the interna-
tional justice programme at New York-based
Human Rights Watch, as saying.

cooperative sector— and road ahead

would harm the sector. How depositors re-
act to being brought into an ecosystem of
greater accountability, including income-tax
scrutiny and compliance, remains to be seen.

Challenges ahead

The state government will have the task
of taking the new entity out of the shadow
of politics that frequently falls on the cooper-
ative sector, and of infusing professionalism
in operations. Besides the commitment to
submit a compliance report by the end of
March, Kerala Bank will have to keep a sharp
eye on non-performing assets at a time when
the state cooperative bankis running ataloss.

The 2016 demonetisation exercise, and
the economic slump in the wake of two
bouts of heavy floods in the state, have ad-
versely affected the district and primary co-
operative societies. Defaults in farm loans
have been growing, leading to the accumu-
lation of non-performing assets (NPAs).
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH INVOLVES US ALL

PUT OUT THE FIRE

Anaj Mandi tragedy is reminder of urgency of creating safer
working conditions in unregulated industry hubs

CHARRED FIVE-STOREY building in Anaj Mandi in the periphery of Delhi’s

walled city area bears testimony to one of the city’s worst fire accidents since

the Uphaar tragedy of 1997.In the early hours of Sunday;, a fire swept through

the residential building that housed several manufacturing units, asphyxiat-
ing 43 workers, at least five of them minors. The 600-square-yard building is a typical ex-
ample of a manufacturing units cluster, operating without permits, from cramped resi-
dential quarters. It had just one exit that could be used — the second exit was blocked by
piles of goods, many of them combustible. This, and the fact that the five floors of the build-
ing had barely any ventilation, meant that the workers, most of them immigrants, had
very little chance to escape. The owners of the building had reportedly not applied for a no-
objection certificate from the fire safety department before converting their premises into
manufacturing units. In fact, less than 24 hours before Sunday’s blaze, the area had seen
two other factory fires, which were doused before there they could cause any harm.

Union Urban Affairs Minister Hardeep Singh Puri has laid the blame on the doors of the
Delhi Fire Safety (DFS) department. The DFS has thrown up its hands, claiming that it has
little enforcement powers, which, it says “is the prerogative of the city’s municipal author-
ities”. Delhi is not new to such blame games — the last round happened in February, when
a fire swept through a hotel in northwest Delhi, killing at least 17 people. But questions
raised in the aftermath of such episodes have never moved municipal and fire safety author-
ities to take concerted action to plug the loopholes in the city’s accident preparedness. This
has meant that Part Four of the National Building Code, which has detailed instructions on
fire safety, and Delhi’s own fire safety rules have remained, for the most part, dead letters.
In the post-liberalisation era, unregulated manufacturing units have mushroomed in

several lower-middle class residential areas, unauthorised colonies and slum clusters of
the capital. Anaj Mandi is a good example of the liberalised economy’s underbelly. Once
a flourishing wholesale grain market, its traders have now moved to bigger markets. In
the mandi’s serpentine lanes, units producing school bags, garments and toy factories
and printing units exist cheek-by-jowl with residential quarters. These, as Sunday’s ac-
cident shows, are tinderboxes. The Delhi municipality’s standard response after such ac-
cidents has been to crack the whip on individual offenders. The government has, at times,
tried to move some of these unregulated units to new industrial hubs such as Bawana
and Narela. But by all accounts, these plans have not succeeded because the owners and
workers of these factories found relocation uneconomical. Shouldn’t the government,
which swears by small-scale industry, attempt a more creative solution that enables safer
working conditions without stifling entrepreneurship?

MOMENT OF RECKONING

Suu Kyi's refusal to speak for Rohingya is controversial. Her
decision to defend army at IC] sets off ripples beyond Myanmar

UNG SAN SUU Kyi’s decision to appear before the International Court of

Justice to defend Myanmar from charges of genocide against Rohingya

Muslims is a gambit. It is based on her international stature built over two

decades of being a prisoner of conscience, detained by the Myanmar junta,
and the knowledge that defending her country can only bolster her nationalistic creden-
tials at home and even strengthen her standing vis a vis the all-powerful military. No
serving head of state has appeared before the IC]. Suu Kyi, who holds the formal desig-
nation of State Counsellor to the government, but is de facto civilian leader of Myanmar,
possibly believes that her defending her country’s actions against the Rohingya would
carry credibility in the court. Her decision to travel to The Hague has triggered an out-
pouring of support for her among Myanmar’s majority Buddhist communities. Myanmar’s
anti-Rohingya actions, for which it is being pulled up before the international court, en-
joy much domestic support as the Rohingya are not considered “indigenous” to Myanmar,
and do not have citizenship. Itis ironic that Suu Kyi, who had only some years ago, rallied
international opinion against the army, will now appear in its support. She may have
sensed that it might provide her a more equal footing with the country’s most powerful
institution, which is also the biggest obstacle to constitutional reform.

Itisironic, too, that while the most powerful countries seemed powerless in the face
of Myanmar’s actions against the Rohingya community, it was a small country like Gambia,
backed by the Organisation for Islamic Co-operation, that has taken it to the IC] on charges
of violating the UN convention of prevention of genocide. Gambia’s lawsuit is based on
a 2018 UN report that accused Myanmar of “genocidal intent”, and its Army of murder,
rape and a host of other charges. Suu Kyi's staunch refusal to take the side of the Rohingya
has disappointed all those who saw her as an icon of freedom and democracy. Her defence
in court is likely to be what it has been elsewhere: That military operations against the
Rohingya in the Rakhine were actions against terrorism.

The outflow of Rohingya refugees from Myanmar has impacted several of its neigh-
bours, particularly Bangladesh, which now hosts the largest Rohingya refugee camp in the
world, as well as Thailand and other countries in south east Asia, where thousands from
the communuity have fled to escape persecution. In India, too, the presence of the
Rohingya has added to the polarising debate on the religion of refugees. This case at the
ICJ is sure to have ramifications beyond the borders of Myanmar.

JUST EAT IT

Abanana that took the art world by storm has been consumed.
The episode s filled with symbolic meaning

ERE’S THE MOST charitable explanation of Italian artist Maurizio Cattelan’s

“Comedian”. The work of art is not one that requires great skill to produce —

itisabanana duck-taped to a wall. But it can be seen, perhaps, as ajoke on the

entire self-important and rarefied world of high art. At $1,20,00 or Rs 85,34,280,
that’s a pricey punchline. And, on Saturday, someone ate the punchline. Performance artist
David Datuna consumed the profound, if slightly putrefied fruit, at the Art Basel festival in
Miami, US. He did so, he says, for the most fundamental of reasons — hunger.

The now-digested banana, of course, will be replaced and the publicity will only drive up
the value of the “Comedian”. What the consumption of the work has done, though, is settle
the debate about the usefulness of art. As much as talent, creating something from nothing
is about intelligence and context. In the sparse, sanitised, “do not touch” environment of the
gallery and the museum, a simple perishable object certainly makes a statement — both
about the ephemeral nature of the work and the pomposity of those who run such spaces.
The price is part of the joke on that world, and if Cattelan can get rich off it, kudos to him.

In fact, “Comedian” scores over most other contemporary works on one important
score. It isn’t useless, in the most basic sense. A banana is a nutritious fruit. In addition, it
has great value inits symbolism: Slipping onits peel is the most basic joke, and it is rife with
social and political meaning (think banana republic). But, most important of all, Cattelan’s
joke should finally silence both the elite gatekeepers of high culture, and those on the other
end of the spectrum, who believe that literal meaning is the only kind that matters. The for-
mer can pay Rs 85 lakh for a banana (and a strip of tape), the latter can eat it.
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Serious questions confront policymakers. Yet data are
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HOW TO DEFEND YOURSELF AGAINST A BANANA.
— JOHN CLEESE

A Data Big Bang

not reliable enough for them to be answered

ARVIND SUBRAMANIAN AND JOSH FELMAN

ASTHE GOVERNMENT responds to the chal-
lenges posed by the economic slowdown,
there’s anignored area of reform, where sim-
ple measures could have potentially big pay-
offs. This area relates to data, specifically the
process of generating and disseminating re-
liable data.

Reliable datais important for several rea-
sons. For some time, we have known that
confidence — in the economy and govern-
ment — is critical in shaping private actions.
Keynes himself stressed the importance of
“animal spirits” in getting entrepreneurs to
invest. Others have stressed the importance
of consumer confidence in getting house-
holds to spend on durable goods such as cars.
There is something of a bootstrap effect at
work: Confidence can change behaviour,
which changes reality, and hence confidence.

Accurate data is arguably even more im-
portant for guiding government actions.
Consider the following policy questions fac-
ingIndia today: Does the economy require lit-
tle support, a reasonable amount, or urgent
and massive measures? Is there really an em-
ployment problem? Has poverty come down
or gone up? Do poor government revenues
simply reflect a deep economic downturn —
or serious collection problems, requiring ur-
gent measures to improve tax administration?
Is there noroom, alittle room or considerable
room for expansionary fiscal policy? Has the
financial system turned the corner — or are
stressed assets actually rising?

All these are serious questions con-
fronting policymakers right now. Yet the data
are simply not reliable or incontrovertible
enough to allow them to be answered with
any degree of certainty. And that makes it
difficult to formulate policy responses. In
some cases, we don’t even know whether a
response is needed.

Accordingly, the government’s immedi-
ate taskis to re-boot the data systems in three
sectors: Real, fiscal and financial.

On the real sector, measurement of GDP,
employment, and consumption have all

Once a sound budgetary
accounting system is created,
it needs to be
institutionalised. Perhaps
the best way to do this is by
creating a Fiscal Council, as
proposed unanimously by
the NK Singh FRBM Review
Committee. Such a council
could help ensure that the
accounting framework is
being followed and the
budget projections are
realistic, based on reasonable
forecasts for GDP and tax
buoyancy. Of course, the
Council needs to be designed
so that it does not
undermine the sovereignty
of the executive and
legislature. This could be
done in several ways.

proved problematic. To remedy this, the gov-
ernment should set up acommittee, perhaps
under the leadership of Nobel Prize winner
Professor Abhijit Banerjee, who knows and
cares deeply about these issues. This com-
mittee could be asked to address two sets of
problems. Its forward-looking task would be
to propose improvements to data collection
and statistical methodology, which could be
implemented in conjunction with the
planned updating of the base year. To do this,
its backward-looking task would be to iden-
tify the problems in the GDP estimates and
the PLFS/NSSO surveys. This difficult task will
require the assistance of the professional eco-
nomic community, which in turn means that
the unreleased surveys should be published.

On the fiscal accounts, the government
should use the next budget as an opportunity
to present arevised and cleaned-up set of fis-
cal accounts, allowing it to put behind the
problems of the last budget. The aim should
be to clean up not just the flow (deficit) num-
bers but also the stock (debt) numbers.
Particular attention should be paid to identi-
fying — and paying — arrears to suppliers.

In this effort, the government could build
on some work already done. The Comptroller
and Auditor General (CAG) in its recent re-
port set out a rigorous accounting method-
ology, especially for taking off-balance sheet
transactions into account. The previous sec-
retary of the Department of Economic
Affairs, Subhash Garg, has also made some
very useful suggestions in this regard.

Once a sound budgetary accounting sys-
tem is created, it needs to be institution-
alised. Perhaps the best way to do this is by
creating a Fiscal Council, as proposed unan-
imously by the NK Singh FRBM Review
Committee. Such a council could help ensure
that the accounting framework is being fol-
lowed and the budget projections are realis-
tic, based on reasonable forecasts for GDP
and tax buoyancy. Of course, the Council
needs to be designed so that it does not un-
dermine the sovereignty of the executive and

legislature. This could be done in several
ways, for example, by ensuring that its mem-
bers include the chairman of the Finance
Commission, a representative of the CAG,
and a representative of the GST Council, such
as a finance minister from one of the
Opposition states, as well as respected ex-
perts outside government.

On the financial sector, given the recent
credit bubble and the series of problems, in-
volving so many financial institutions, the
time is ripe for a second Asset Quality
Review (AQR). A regulatory system that
failed to spot, let alone head off, the spate of
problems from Nirav Modi to Punjab and
Maharashtra Cooperative Bank to Dewan
Housing and NBFC financing of real estate,
and, above all, the behemoth that we have
now discovered IL&FS to be, has to work ex-
tra hard to regain trust, and transparency
about stressed assets will be an essential
pre-requisite for that effort.

Anew AQR — perhaps even led by a for-
mer RBI Governor — will allow the govern-
ment and the RBI to assess the precise mag-
nitude and sectoral nature of the problem,
thereby facilitating better-tailored and bet-
ter-designed policies to solve the problem. It
should cover not just the NBFCs but also the
banks, which are experiencing renewed
stress from the real estate, steel, power and
telecom sectors.

Driving a car requires considerable infor-
mation: A good speedometer, data on
whether the fuel tank is empty or full, gauges
of tire pressure etc. Running an economy, es-
pecially one thatis in a predicament such as
India’s today, is infinitely more complicated
and the data demands are hence commensu-
rately greater. A Data Big Bang effort along
the lines proposed here would make that dif-
ficult task less challenging,.

Subramanian is former Chief Economic
Adviser to the Government of India and
Felman is former IMF Resident
Representative to India

CLASSROOM 10 STOCKHOLM

Glimpses of Pratham’s 20-year partnership with Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo

RUKMINI BANER]JI

LITTLE DID we know when we embarked to-
gether on a journey 20 years ago, that the
path from Mumbai’s municipal schools
would eventually lead to Stockholm and a
Nobel prize. A tall, thin economics professor
from MIT and his youthful looking colleague
showed up one day in our cramped office
near Grant Road in Mumbai. This is the first
time we met Abhijit Banerjee and Esther
Duflo. They were interested in the education
programme that we were doing at the time
in with municipal schools in Mumbai, espe-
cially in how we were helping children learn
toread and do simple arithmetic.

Even as early as 1999, the problem was
quite visible. School enrollment levels were
high and large cohorts moved each year from
one grade to the next. However, despite be-
ing in school for several years, many children
were well below what was expected of them
at their grade. Many could not read a simple
text fluently or do basic math operations.
Without these foundational skills, it was dif-
ficult for a child to engage with her class-level
curriculum or make meaningful progress in
the school system.

The “balsakhi” programme conducted by
Pratham in Mumbai municipal schools from
1998 onwards was perhaps India’s first in-
school large-scale remedial program. A vol-
unteer from the neighbourhood worked with
children from Class 3 and 4 for a few hours a
day in “pull out” classes. Abhijit and Esther
studied this programme by randomly allocat-
ing the intervention to Class 3 classes in some
schools and to Class 4 in others. “Treatment”
groups were compared with “control” groups.

Under Abhijit and Esther’s
leadership, their group of
researchers at the Abdul
Jamil Poverty Action Lab
(JPAL) have carried out
studies in Jaunpur, West
Champaran, Dehradun,
Kurukshetra,
Mahendragarh, Unnao and
Sitapur. It is unusual even in
the world of research to have
a series of studies that look
at the evolution of an
instructional approach over
time and study it in different
implementation contexts.

Itwas our first first-hand experience of aran-
domised control trial (RCT) as well as our first
external impact evaluation. At the end of two
years of research, it was clear that the “catch
up” effort carried out by the volunteers was
working: There was a significant improve-
ment in children’s ability to read and to do
arithmetic in the treatment schools as com-
pared to those where the intervention had not
taken place. The balsakhi study paved the way
forlarger scale programmes to address the is-
sue of “catch up” and it led to an ongoing, vi-
brant collaboration between Pratham and
the researchers.

In 2006, the all-India ASER exercise pro-
vided data on the status of schooling and
learning for every rural district in the coun-
try.Itbecame evident that the learning crisis
was widespread. The ASER data clearly
showed thatin every grade, there was awide
range of learning levels. For instance, in read-
ing, about half of all children enrolled in Class
5 could read fluently at a Class 2 level and
may be could read at higher levels too. Butin
the other half, some children were still strug-
gling to recognise letters, others could just
about read simple words and the remainder
were reading simple sentences but unable
to handle long texts even at the Class 2 level.
As Abhijit often putsit, this situation is at least
partly because the school system in India is
geared to teach to the “top of the class”.

Indeveloping an approach to enable chil-
dren to “catch up”, for some time in the school
day and for some time in the school year,
Pratham groups children, especially those in
(Class 3,4 and 5, by their current learning level

rather than by their grade. Using methods
and materials appropriate for each group, in-
structors or teachers work with the full big
group, then with small groups and with in-
dividual children to help them acquire liter-
acy and numeracy skills. In a short period of
time — as little as 50 or 60 days — most chil-
dren begin to read fluently and are able to do
basic arithmetic comfortably.

Pratham’s decade-long efforts in improv-
ing the effectiveness of this approach and in
improving delivery on scale has been accom-
panied by a series of RCTs in different parts of
the country. Under Abhijit and Esther’s lead-
ership, their group of researchers at the
Abdul Jamil Poverty Action Lab (JPAL) have
carried out studies in Jaunpur (UP) in 2006,
West Champaran (Bihar) and Dehradun
(Uttarakhand)2008-2010, Kurukshetra and
Mahendragarh (Haryana) 2012 and Unnao
and Sitapur (UP)in 2013.Itis unusual evenin
the world of research to have a series of stud-
ies that look at the evolution of an instruc-
tional approach over time and study it in dif-
ferent implementation contexts.

As the news about Abhijit and Esther’s
Nobel Prize spread, there was tremendous
excitement across all the locations — urban
communities and rural areas where they have
worked with us. Over two decades, we have
together learned how hard work on the
ground and rigorous research can help to
evolve solid solutions to one of the big prob-
lems facing primary educationin India today.

Banerjiis with Pratham
Education Foundation

DECEMBER 10, 1979, FORTY YEARS AGO

ASSAM RESIGNATIONS
ELEVEN MINISTERS AND two parliamentary
secretaries in Assam submitted their resig-
nations to Chief Minister Jogendra Nath
Hazarika. The resignations came after the
Hazarika ministry was reduced to a minority
following withdrawal of support by the
Congress and the CPI. The governor of the
Northeastern states, L P Singh, has asked
Hazarika to prove his majority in the
Assembly.

NO ALLIANCE

PRIME MINISTER CHARAN Singh is likely to
drop the two AIADMK ministers at the
Centre, according to the state Lok Dal chief

M Santhosham. Talking to newsmen in
Madras, he said he had told the Lok Dal pres-
ident during his visit to the state on
November 24 that the chances of an alliance
between the Lok Dal and AIADMK were re-
mote. The PM had replied that, “I am going
to drop them.” Santhosham said he would
not be surprised if the PM decides to do so.
He wondered how the two AIADMK minis-
ters could continue in the cabinet after the
AIADMK pledged to make Jagjivan Ram the
next prime minister in its election manifesto.

PAKISTAN REPRESSION
GENERALZIA-ULHaq's government had im-
prisoned at least 7,000 political opponents

in Pakistan by May this year, according to
Amnesty International. Most of the prisoners
are supporters of former Prime Minister
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who was executed in
April, says Amnesty’s report. The report says
that about 800 people are executed in
Pakistan every year.

CARTER ON IRAN CRISIS
PRESIDENT JIMMY CARTER believes Iran’s
grievances against the deposed Shah and the
United States can be dealt with — but only
after the release of US hostages held in
Teheran. The US is considering a range of
fresh options aimed at winning freedom for
the 50 hostages held at the US embassy.
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Inequality and its discontents

The 2019 Human Development Report points to the limits
of economic growth in lifting all boats. It also offers a way forward

SHOKO NODA

GRAPPLING WITH DELHI'S poor air quality
for these last couple of months, I have be-
come aware of a stark difference in the way
[ cope with air pollution, and the way many
others do not — because they cannot. Despite
the growing evidence detailing the cata-
strophic impact of air pollution on human
health, only those privileged enough to have
the knowledge and the means to protect
themselves can take measures to do so. Many
other people, most of whom provide essen-
tial services to the privileged, either lack the
information on the level of threat they face,
or the freedom to act onit. Unable to afford a
day off, or an effective mask, let alone air pu-
rifiers, they are forced to subject themselves
and their children to Delhi’s toxic air.
Consequently, they face a greater risk of res-
piratory disease and heart problems, and the
children are deprived of a healthy childhood.

This is inequality at play in daily life. For
me, it is a harsh reminder of pervasive and
pernicious inequities that hit the poorest and
most marginalised hardest. In that sense, air
pollution is an apotheosis of 21st century
challenges: The climate crisis, technological
change and inequality. And India, home to
nearly a fifth of the world’s population, is at
the frontline of these battles.

India has made so much progress over the
past 30 years — and the improvements have
been substantial. Yet, there are significant
concerns today, borne out by data, that the
dramatic strides made in reducing extreme
poverty did not reduce inequality. In fact, in-
equality has widened. A flurry of recent esti-
mates, ranging from income inequality data
from the India Human Development Survey
and wealth inequality numbers by Credit
Suisse to distributional income accounts by
economists Lucas Chancel and Thomas
Piketty, indicate that economic disparities
have grown along with the GDP. To put it sim-
ply, while the poor have indeed benefitted
fromIndia’s economic success, the rich have
garnered a greater share of the spoils. Indeed,
Oxfam’s inequality estimates from earlier this
year suggest the top 10 per cent of the Indian
population holds 77 per cent of the total na-
tional wealth.

Inequality is not just about disparities in
wealth distribution. A large number of
Indians not only have very low income, but
their opportunities for healthcare, education
and social security are dreadfully inadequate.
UNDP’s 2019 Human Development Report
(HDR) explores precisely these inequalities
in human development, by going beyond in-
come and identifying the deep-rooted sys-
temic drivers of inequality. In so doing, the
report reminds decision-makers of the im-
portance of providing basic services to their
people, and of equipping them to live with
dignity. Further, the report underlines that
poor people should be protected from the
fallout of climate change and benefit from
modern breakthroughs in artificial intelli-
gence and robotics.

Today, the odds are clearly stacked, in a
wide range of ways, along gender, linguistic,
class and sexual orientation lines. The HDR
finds, for instance, that in India the share of
both men and women biased against gender

CHRISTINA DHANARA]J

LIKE MANY OTHERS in India, my family chose
to identify as “Indian Christian” to hide their
Dalit identity. When a biology teacher at my
school in Chennai asked me several times, if I
really came under “open competition”, my fa-
ther asked me to tell her, albeit proudly, that
we were “Indian Christians”. It made no dif-
ference. The teacher, who also happened to
attend the same church as mine, knew quite
well, who we were and what our specific Dalit
sub-caste was. [ was a Christian on the out-
side, but on the inside, I was still a Parachi.

My paternal and maternal great-grand
families converted into Christianity for both
socio-economic and spiritual reasons.
Becoming Christian meant that we could ac-
cess mainstream places of worship, English
education in missionary schools/colleges,and
jobopportunitiesin these establishments. My
grandfather became a pastor for the Church
of South India after being a teacher at a mis-
sionary school. My grandmother worked all
her life as a teacher at Christian schools. I stud-
ied inamissionary school and a Christian col-
lege myself. Ina way, Christianity was the lad-
der we climbed to escape caste.

Or so we thought. Over three generations
and many years of socio-religious ostracisa-
tion, inside and outside the church, we have
come to realise that the Christian identity in
Indiais essentially a proxy for “low-caste”.No
matter how well we hide it, caste markers

equality hasrisen, indicating a backlash against
women’s empowerment. While traditionally
vulnerable communities, such as the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, are
catching up with the rest of society in primary
education, they are falling further behind
when it comes to advanced (12 years or more)
education. Most now have access to mobiles
but few have computers. And too many peo-
ple are still just one illness away from poverty.

As the HDR argues, climate change will
only exacerbate this inequality. The climate
crisis is already hitting the poorest commu-
nities hardest and earliest. Millions of Indians
in low-lying coastal areas are exposed to a
rise in sea levels. Around two-fifths of the
population subsist on agriculture that relies
on increasingly erratic rainfall and fluctuat-
ing temperatures. A soon-to-be-released
UNDP study on the impact of climate change
on human development in India finds that
across the country, from the hills of
Uttarakhand to the coasts of Odisha, com-
munities with greater power have, con-
sciously or not, shifted some of the environ-
mental consequences of their consumption
onto poor and vulnerable people, onto mar-
ginalised groups, and onto future genera-
tions. We see this with air pollution, a prob-
lem to which the rich, with their
carbon-intensive lifestyles, contribute more.
However, they can secede from the conse-
quences of that lifestyle — a choice not avail-
able to precisely the people who've done the
least to create the problem.

With the scale and scope of the challenges
mapped out, how should we respond? We
don’t have to look far for inspiration. India
has already embraced policies that aim to
transform social norms and eliminate dis-
crimination through education, awareness
and changing incentives. The 2019
Multidimensional Poverty Index — produced
by UNDP and the Oxford Poverty and Human
Development Initiative — finds that over 270

suchas skin colour, dialect, the locality we live
in, our economic status and our networks (or
thelack of it) give it away. The biology teacher
of my past, and modern-day twitter trolls,
think the same thing — “rice-bag convert”.

For Dalit Christians in India (particularly
those that are young), this can be extremely
traumatic. The lack of politicisation keeps us
confused, reducing our complex social expe-
rience to prosperity theology. We are condi-
tioned to treat the church congregation as our
primary community, whichis apolitical at best
and casteist at worst. We are made to pretend
that we’re just Christians, while having the
lived experience of a Dalit. We grow up with
no political tools or resources, and no intellec-
tual ammunition to fight caste.

In retrospect, I believe I should have been
more than just a Christian. I knew what my
caste was, and felt deeply ashamed about it,
butIdidn’tknow I could identify as Dalit. Iwas
almost 20 when I found a platform — the
Student Christian Movement of India — that
helped me unpack my caste location. I was
much older when I finally found Ambedkar.
My family didn’t speak about him, and nei-
ther did my school nor my church. The friends
I had then grimaced at the mere mention of
his name. By the time he happened to me, I
was in the thick of theorising Dalit politics,
with fellow Dalits around me sporting the
Ambedkarite identity. Between sly savarnas

Today, the odds are clearly
stacked, in a wide range of
ways, along gender,
linguistic, class and sexual
orientation lines. The HDR
finds, for instance, that in
India the share of both men
and women biased against
gender equality has risen,
indicating a backlash
against women’s
empowerment. While
traditionally vulnerable
communities, such as the
Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes, are
catching up with the rest of
society in primary
education, they are falling
further behind when it
comes to advanced (12 years
or more) education. Most
now have access to mobiles
but few have computers.
And too many people are
still just one illness away
from poverty.

Ambedkar and |

How Babasaheb helped me understand my identity as a Dalit-Christian

who kept alluding to us as doing “hero-wor-
ship”,and social media posts that kept assess-
ing who was more Ambedkarite than the
other, Iwas left wondering, “What doesit even
mean to be an Ambedkarite”?

Ayear ago, in the midst of a brutal, polluted
winter in Beijing, [ found a small part of the
answer. Inan effort to understand Ambedkar
better, I began listening to the audio book,
“Ambedkar and Buddhism”, written by
Urgyen Sangharakshita and read by
Ratnadhya. For 11 hours and 29 minutes, I lis-
tened to Sangharakshita’s description of
Ambedkar’s life, his thinking and his vision for
my community. Many things appealed tome
— Ambedkar’s resilience, his dogged commit-
ment towards his people, his confidence in his
intellect, hislove for discipline and his beauti-
ful mind. No wonder my people emulate him,
nowonder he is our role-model, I thought. But
what took me by surprise was the way I re-
acted to Sangharakshita’s recollection of
Ambedkar’s passing away.

B R Ambedkar died in his sleep on
December 6, 1957,and close to 5,00,000 peo-
ple had joined the two-mile long funeral pro-
cession. More than 1,00,000 had escorted
Ambedkar’s ashes back to “Rajagriha”.
Although my connection to Ambedkarism
was very new, my heart sunk and tears rolled
down, asIimagined how it would have felt to
lose a beloved leader, and how things would

CR Sasikumar

million Indians were taken out of multidi-
mensional poverty in the decade between
2005-06 and 2015-16. Encouragingly, the
territories that were lagging behind, notably
Bihar and Jharkhand, were able to catch up
quite significantly.

Similarly, since the turn of the century,
per capita income has nearly tripled; life
expectancy at birth has increased by nearly
seven years; and children are staying in
school for at least two years longer. India
has invested in important building blocks
to equip its people to thrive rather than just
survive. A focus on rights-based entitle-
ments (for instance, work through the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee) and technologi-
cal innovations (such as to open bank ac-
counts and facilitate digital payments to
beneficiaries) has gone some way towards
improving living standards. New insurance
schemes for universal health coverage,
crop-failure and accidents reflect a momen-
tum for action to tackle inequality. These
measures are absolutely crucial in reaching
those left furthest behind.

Today, India is no longer a country lan-
guishing largely in extreme poverty. Itis a
country with pervasive inequality, pockets
of deep deprivations and vulnerable popula-
tions. Indiais, of course, pivotal to the world’s
achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030. To
achieve the SDGs, we must recognise exist-
ing inequality and continuously eliminate
the structural factors that create inequality.
UNDP stands ready to support India to de-
vise its own solutions to provide all its peo-
ple —now and in the future — with a fairand
dignified lot in life, powered by technology,
shielded from prejudice and protected from
an increasingly unforgiving climate.

The writer is the UNDP
India Resident Representative

have seemed so hopeless all of a sudden. What
[ felt then, closely resonated to what I went
through when my father had passed away. In
a way, it was similar: A community had lost
their hero, like how I had lost mine.

It obviously takes more than justemotion
to be an Ambedkarite. I'll probably be told to
read more of him, to practice his philosophy,
to spread his thoughts. I'll probably be asked
how I canbe a Christian and an AmbedKarite.
I'll probably be trolled for being a novice, or
worse, a fake. In any case, | wish [ had known
Ambedkar earlier than I did. Although politi-
sation would not have made any of the dis-
crimination less hurtful, 'm confident it would
have given me the much-needed access to
Ambedkar’s political wisdom. Not being
armed with Ambedkarite narratives meant
that I had to internalise casteist violence and
interpretitas somethingI deserved. Not hav-
ing a rationalist understanding meant that I
truly believed God was “punishing” me for my
sins. Not knowing Ambedkar earlier meant
thatIhad to wait for far too long before I could
say I'm Dalit, not just Christian.

Ambedkar is for everybody, Ambedkarite
or not.

The writer is advisor for Smashboard. She was
formerly consultant for #dalitwomenfight
and co-founder of Dalit History Month project.
She works and lives in the Netherlands
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
“Pyongyang’s truce with Washington could end with terrible results. To avoid
that, international efforts — notably from the US — are needed.”

— THE GUARDIAN

China at sea

With Beijing expanding strategic purpose of its
marine research to Andamans, Delhi and its
partners should coordinate maritime diplomacy

BY C RAJA MOHAN

RECENT REPORTS THAT the Indian Navy
“chased out” a Chinese vessel — Shiyan 1—
from the Andaman Sea should draw Delhi’s
attention to Beijing’s growing maritime sci-
entific capabilities and its ambitious re-
search agenda for distant waters. Shiyan 1
is operated by the Chinese Academy of
Sciences and is part of Beijing’s growing
marine research fleet that now stands at
about 50 vessels.

Beijing’s expansive investment in ma-
rine scientific research is very much part
of its rise as a great maritime power and
dovetails into its regional strategies. After
leveraging marine science diplomacy to
good effect in the South China Sea over the
last many years, China has begun to extend
it to the Indian Ocean. Last year, Shiyan-3
invited Pakistan scientists to join a research
expedition in the Arabian Sea. Delhi must
expect to see more of this in the Indian
Ocean littoral.

At his press conference last week, the
Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Karambir Singh
confirmed that Shiyan 1 was operating near
Port Blair and had neither taken prior per-
mission from India nor did it inform the rel-
evantIndian authorities of its plans. Admiral
Singh said “our stand is that if you have to
do anything in our region, you notify us or
take our permission”. Reacting to the Indian
statement, the Ministry of Foreign Affairsin
Beijing said that China’s research vessel
Shiyan 1 was indeed “conducting acoustic
propagation experiments and hydrologic
environment measurements on the high
seas of the Indian Ocean”.

But, Beijing insisted that Shiyan 1, “did
not conduct any operationsin the Indian EEZ
(exclusive economic zone) during the whole
process, and only sailed through the Indian
EEZ on the way to and from the experimen-
tal area”. The foreign office in Beijing added
that throughout the ship’s voyage, the Indian
navy aircraft followed it with warnings and
its crew also replied in accordance with in-
ternational practice.

Theissueis not a technical one about the
provisions of the law of the sea. It is about
China’s growing maritime scientific ambi-
tion. To be sure, the UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) favours freedom
of marine scientific research. It also lets
coastal states decide on granting permission
for marine scientific research by other enti-
ties in their exclusive economic zones.

Beijing is not contesting that provision.
It saysitis merely asserting its rights. As the
foreign ministry in Beijing put it, “China has
always exercised the freedom of scientific
research on the high seas in accordance with
the law and fully respects the jurisdiction of
relevant coastal states over their scientific
research activities in the waters under their
jurisdiction”. Beijing also expressed hope
that Delhi will “take a correct view of China’s
marine scientific research activities and
avoid disturbing normal and lawful mar-
itime activities.”

There are many grey areas in the law of
the sea, including on the conduct of mar-

itime scientific research in the waters that
other states have sovereign control over.
Great powers, rising or incumbent, tend to
interpret international law to suit their in-
terests and convenience. Weaker ones have
no way of enforcing their rights under UN-
CLOS.More broadly, itis difficult to separate
marine scientific research for peaceful and
military purposes.

Shiyan 1 now operates as part of the so-
called “national fleet” for marine scientific
research. Earlier this decade, China brought
together the marine research activities of
multiple governmental agencies, ministries
and commercial entities like oil companies
under one administrative framework. The
objective is to minimise duplication, en-
hance coordination and closely align re-
search with larger maritime goals, civilian
and military, set by the party-state.

In the past, China’s marine science re-
search was confined to near seas in the
Western Pacific. It now extends to seas all
around the world. About half of the marine
scientific fleet is reportedly devoted to dis-
tant seas. Experts on the Chinese navy iden-
tify at least four broad objectives for the na-
tional science fleet.

First, to map the sea-bed resources of the
world’s oceans. China has internationally
sanctioned licences to explore sea-bed min-
ing in a few areas including in the South-
western Indian Ocean. Second, to develop
large ocean databases that facilitate Chinese
naval operations by providing accurate mar-
itime domain awareness. Third, to use its na-
tional fleet for science diplomacy that adds
to the Chinese toolkit of building productive
maritime and naval cooperation with coastal
states across the world. It also lets China set
the rules for global marine scientific re-
search.

All major naval powers through history
have sought to leverage marine scientific re-
search to broader national objectives, both
civilian and military. The Indian Navy too has
modest marine scientific research capabili-
ties and has deployed them for diplomatic
purposes in the Indian Ocean.

Although, it was a late starter in the mar-
itime domain, China now scores over the US,
let alone India, in the scale, intensity, and
strategic purpose of its marine scientific re-
search programmes. For Delhi, the Shiyan
incidentis a useful reminder on the need to
invest more in maritime scientific research.

While strengthening its own national ca-
pabilities, Delhi needs to deepen its scien-
tific cooperation with its partners in the mar-
itime domain. The annual summit with
Japan later this week and the dialogue be-
tween the foreign and defence ministers of
India and the US in Washington next week
offer a good opportunity to put maritime sci-
entific research high on the agenda.

While their national structures may not
allow the kind of centralised strategic frame-
work that China has put in place, India and
its partners, including the US, Japan,
Australia and France, should develop mech-
anisms for collaborative research in mar-
itime scientific domain. India and its part-
ners must also consider better coordination
between their respective maritime science
diplomacy initiatives in the region. Such
partnerships would provide a sound basis
for eventual engagement with China on ma-
rine scientific research.

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

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

FAILING A VARSITY

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘What JNU
represents’ (IE, December 09). It is ap-
parent that right-wing forces repre-
sented by the RSS are trying to convert
JNU into a bastion of their own conser-
vative ideas and values to counter its
message for an equal and free society.
The BJP has an overwhelming presence
in the entire country, while the fortunes
of the Left parties are on the ebb. But
the sectarian forces must remember
that the JNU has withstood several chal-
lenges and narrow-minded thinking
will not obliterate it easily.

Tarsem Singh, Mahilpur

UNDER FIRE

THIS REFERS TO the report, ‘Dawn fire
kills 43 in Delhi factory’ (IE, December
9). Most of the 43 victims of the mas-
sive fire in a factory in a congested Delhi
market died of asphyxiation. The fire is
the worse Delhi has seen since the
Uphaar Cinema tragedy in 1997. In
January last year, a similar fire broke out
in an illegal fireworks factory in
Northwest Delhi, killing 17 people and
injuring two others. The National
Disaster Response Force (NDRF) team
found that some windows at the rear of
the building were sealed shut, thereby
trapping poisonous gases inside the al-
ready cramped and dimly-lit interiors.
Many buildings in India do not adhere
to the National Building Code and do

LETTER OF THE
WEEK AWARD

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

not have fire clearance certificates.
Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

NOT JUST SUBSIDIES

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Don’t cry
for onions’ (IE, December 9). Despite
knowing that monsoons are always un-
predictable, government agencies give
short shrift to storing buffer stocks of
onions. The country has witnessed two
extremes in the price band of onions.
Asaresult, the farmers are ina Catch 22
situation. The government’s only re-
course seems to be to dole out subsidies
and freebies.

Deepak Singhal, Chennai
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